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   chapter
1
 
    
 
   I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, capturing a stray lock of brown hair that had escaped from my ponytail. Angrily, I twisted it behind my ear as I had countless times today.
 
   Damn it’s hot!
 
   It was only 2 p.m. and I had to endure two more hours in this sweltering stable. Sweeping my pitchfork the length of the stall, I studied the piles of manure and chunks of straw that reeked of horse urine, fantasizing about the cold shower that awaited me back at my cottage when my shift ended. I
 
   Just then, Luke Winslow came into the stable leading Ariel, a gray dappled mare, down the aisle between the stalls. I noticed him taking off his wide-brimmed straw hat and wiping sweat from his brow with his forearm. Luke was tall, strawberry-blond, and leanly built.
 
   “Hey, Tylar, looks like you could use a beer about now,” he remarked, bringing Ariel to a halt outside the stall I was picking. I glanced in his direction briefly, keeping my focus on the straw. The college hands liked to party after hours.
 
   “Sounds tempting, Luke. All I can think about now is finishing up here and getting a cold shower back at my place. My shift ends at four.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. Well, I get off at three. I got a keg at the cottage. Some of the others are coming over later. We’re going to have a bonfire. Why don’t you stop by? It’s Friday, you know!”
 
   “I’ll see, maybe. Is Jenna going to be there?”
 
   He smiled wickedly. “Sure thing. You know Jenna. She doesn’t miss a chance to party," he winked.
 
   He flashed me a grin, pulling on Ariel’s halter and clicking his tongue as she finished her business. “It’s cottage number eight on the end,” he called out as he led the horse down to her stall. “Hope to see you later.”
 
   “We’ll see,” I called out after him.
 
   I was the new kid on staff, and among the youngest at age twenty, soon to turn twenty-one. The others had worked at Sinclair Stables on weekends and summers since high school. Most were in college and one was even in grad school; they came back to work summers to pay for college.
 
   I wasn’t a local, having been born and raised in Kentucky and now attended nearby Virginia Intermont College. My major was equine studies. My dream was to work with quarter horses and warm bloods in breeding science.
 
   My parents divorced when I was a baby; I’d never known my father. I knew that he had financially supported me over the years. I was using the trust he’d established to pay for college. It’d had become active when I turned eighteen.
 
   Mom was a part-time secretary at the law firm that handled my trust. She often came to me for help especially after the child support payments stopped. She couldn’t afford the lease payments any longer on her new Mustang; I’d given her my old Jeep. She’d bitched about how the Jeep wasn’t sexy like her ’Stang had been.
 
   I’d attended a local college my freshman year, but living at home wasn’t working out well. I figured my being at home put a cramp in her style. At 41 years old, she still had the looks to land plenty of guys. I felt uncomfortable living with her after high school with the constant parade of men in her life. So, I transferred to Virginia Intermont my sophomore year and lived near campus in Bristol.
 
   A loud snort and whinny brought my attention back to the present. Derringer, the most beautiful black Lipizzaner I’d ever seen, was pawing the ground in the stall across from me. He was skittish and spirited and he intimidated most of the other help here. His temperament suggested he was missing something or someone.
 
   “Easy, boy,” I said quietly, unlatching the gate to his stall. I entered slowly; pulled a carrot from the back pocket of my jeans, and held my open palm out to him to take it. He snorted loudly, backing up two steps, eyeing me. Then he slowly lowered his large, beautiful head, and nuzzled my palm with his nose. Soon he was chomping happily as I rubbed his sleek, shiny neck.
 
   “Ahh, I get it. You want to walk don’t you boy? I don’t know," I said, rubbing his mane. It didn’t go so well last time, did it? You promise you’ll behave today if I take you out? You embarrassed the hell out of me the other day over at the Belle."
 
   He whinnied, moving his hindquarters almost in a dancing motion. I had to giggle; he was a show-off, if nothing else. Perhaps he’d been trained in dressage. That would definitely explain his frustration with never being exercised with the other horses.
 
   "Okay," I clicked my tongue as I led him out of the stables, "But remember your promise. No showing off for the pretty little fillies over at the Belle this time."
 
   I led him out to the pasture and then over to the gate that opened to the trail leading over to the Sinclair plantation on the other side of the woods. The estate was called “La Vie Belle,” which meant “The Beautiful Life.” We all called it the Belle for short.
 
   In addition to their estate and stable, the Sinclair's owned and operated a horse farm, a summer horse track, a winery, and a tourist attraction, which was an immaculately restored antebellum mansion. There was a turf racetrack where horseracing events were held on weekends during the summer months, attracting hundreds of tourists. The mansion and winery hosted tours all year round.
 
   Leading Derringer through the woods offered some relief from the sun and presented a more pleasant, slightly cooler atmosphere than the stable had for sure.
 
   "Hey wanna go by the mansion and make fun of Jenna in her hoop skirt and prissy little bonnet?" I laughed.
 
   Jenna lived a few cabins down from mine; she worked at the Belle. She and Rodney were tour guides in the mansion, wearing period costumes of the Civil War era. Jenna as a southern belle absolutely hated the hoop skirts, frilly undergarments, and button-up leather boots required. When she was in character, she wore her bleached blond hair in a tight bun, and no make-up.
 
   Rodney came from Mississippi. Along with helping Jenna, he also provided horse and buggy rides for the tourists. Rodney was a serious guy with a fun-loving side.
 
   I led the horse up the brick, half-circle drive in front of the colonial mansion. I saw Jenna in her floor-length hooped skirt with the layers of crinoline underneath to pouf it out nicely. She had a frilly parasol opened and positioned over her head, tilted at an angle to shade her face from the sun while she was talking to some worker, I presumed.
 
   He was leaning up against one of the massive columns on the front veranda, muscular arms crossed in front of him as Jenna was peering up at him smiling and talking; she occasionally pointed over towards the brick smokehouse off to the side, fanning her face vigorously as if telling him of some problem.
 
   Ah, I bet she was bitching about the fumes whenever they roasted a pig over at the smokehouse. I’d heard her yapping about it the other day to Clint, complaining how it made her nauseous day after day having to breathe in the stench of roasting pork.
 
   I wondered how long she would’ve lasted shoveling horse shit. I continued leading the horse and noticed that Jenna had caught a glimpse of me and Derringer as we’d started up the stone driveway. It seemed that she was working even harder at trying to keep the guy’s attention. I could now see why.
 
   "Hottie tomattie," I whispered. He looked a bit older than the usual college workers employed during the summers. Probably a local who worked full-time year round. He was around 6'3", muscularly built with dark brown hair that was thick and tousled at the moment; he had a firm flat belly, and broad shoulders. He had a white tee-shirt on that hugged his ripped abs in all the right places. It was my turn to fan myself and Jenna caught it. I heard her flirtatious giggle float down the drive as we closed in.
 
   "Well, well," she called out, "I see you’re out with the beast again, Tylar! Ever going to get enough nerve to put a saddle on him and ride over?"
 
   I see Scarlett’s trying to impress ole Rhett here with her Southern charm.
 
   The guy turned his attention to me and Derringer; immediately a look crossed over his face that was not good. I was close enough now to see the color of his eyes and they were blue. No, that’s an understatement; they were more than blue, they were piercing sapphire blue and, at that very moment, they were an extremely pissed-off blue.
 
   He immediately excused himself from Jenna and jumped down from the porch, taking long, angry strides towards me and the horse.
 
   What the hell?
 
   As he reached us, he immediately looked me over top to bottom, then bottom to top, his hands now resting on his hips, standing in a half-slouch that was really, really hot, and I noticed his chin dimple.
 
   My first instinct was to flinch because beneath my faux street-smart demeanor, I’m actually quite passive and avoid confrontation whenever possible. The fact that Jenna was standing on the porch observing us and probably expecting me to high-tail it out of there was just enough to spark a bit of courage in me so as to hang on to the faux cocky attitude I was trying to pull off.
 
   "Why do you have Derringer over here?" he asked abruptly.
 
   "I’m just taking him out for some exercise is all."
 
   "What’s wrong with letting him out in the fenced pasture?" he pressed.
 
   "Well, there’s nothing wrong with it, I guess," I faltered. "I mean sometimes he just likes it when I lead him, you know, to different places for a change of scenery."
 
   "I see," he said, regarding me beneath his thick lashes, his anger dissipating somewhat.
 
   "I mean, if you’re worried I’m going to let him loose around the pigs or your smokehouse, you don’t have to worry about that; I keep his reins firmly in my grasp. I don’t allow him to wander without me."
 
   "That’s good to know," he replied tersely, his eyes flickering over the horse as if I’d allow some harm to come to him.
 
   What’s his deal?
 
   "So, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take him over to the horse barns so he can visit with some of his buds," I said, clicking my tongue to get him moving. Derringer didn’t budge.
 
   "Come on, boy," I urged, tugging a bit harder on his lead rein, clicking my tongue again.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I saw a smile flicker over the guy’s face, a cheek dimple now appearing.
 
   "Yes, I see the control you have over the beast," he said. "I can’t imagine that spirited animal would give you any problems at all."
 
   Okay. Now he’s making fun of me which is so not cool.
 
   This was no time for Derringer to morph into a stubborn mule, and yet he had. From the porch, I heard Jenna’s delighted cackle as she observed the horse’s refusal to comply with my commands.
 
   I was clearly irritated that I was providing comic relief to her and this guy who seemed a bit arrogant for just another co-worker here.
 
   "Don’t you have a pig or…something to roast, Rhett?" I lashed out at him, tugging harder on Derringer’s lead, forcing the horse to take a step.
 
   "Derringer halt," his smooth and silky voice called, as he took the reins from my hands, and dropped them to the ground.
 
   What the??
 
   Derringer didn’t budge; dropping his head to graze on the grassy patch beside the drive. My eyes immediately flew back to look at the townie who was now smiling at me wickedly.
 
   "The name’s Trey," he said. "And yours?"
 
   "Tylar Preston," I replied. "I take it you don’t work over at the smokehouse…"
 
   "No, I don’t. At the moment, I’m overseeing the entire operation here while my parents are in Europe."
 
   "Ah, so then your last name must be…Sinclair." I mumbled.
 
   "We can’t keep a thing from you, can we?" he teased.
 
   "And that means Derringer is uh…your horse?"
 
   “He is. How is it that you were able to get him out like this?” he asked.
 
   "Frankly, no one else wants to mess with him. I guess I liked the challenge of getting him to trust me. We’re friends now. I bribe him with carrots, groom him, and talk to him. I was hoping to start exercising him over in the arena at the Belle. He’s had some dressage training, right?"
 
   Trey’s face darkened in anger. "You misunderstood the question, Ms. Preston. I’m asking why you would disregard the orders I’ve given with respect to this horse by bringing him out of the pasture?"
 
   "I’m not sure that I’ve disregarded any orders, Mr. Sinclair. I’m being paid to take care of the horses and that’s what I’m doing. Derringer needs to be ponied right along with the quarters and jumpers daily. I’m simply working to gain his trust so that I can mount him."
 
   He took a step closer to me, to the point where I was pretty sure it would have thrilled Jenna if she were in my place. I had to force myself from taking a nervous step backwards.
 
   “My instructions were specific to Ray regarding this horse,” he said in a gravel-low monotone. “But maybe they weren’t clear enough. No one mounts Derringer, the only exception being me. He’s an expensive piece of horseflesh, and I won’t have some novice equestrian-wannabe taking risks with him, is that understood?”
 
   I could feel my eyes widening to the point where my eyelashes were probably spreading out. His eyes were cool as a cucumber, ablaze with a splash of ice as he continued to look down at me.
 
   “Is that understood?” he repeated, his voice now carrying a steely edge to it.
 
   I nodded and took a step back from him. "Yes," I squeaked. "Perfectly."
 
   "Good," he said, bending down to grab Derringer’s reins from the ground. He looped them around his hand, and with one swift and lithe movement, Trey swung himself up and onto the horse’s bare back, turning to peer down at me, as Derringer did a side-step. "Because, Ms. Preston, if this happens again, your ass will be fired."
 
   He pressed his calves into the horse’s sides, taking off, presumably for the stables leaving me standing there feeling humiliated, chastised and idiotic in front of Jenna.
 
   I seethed in anger the whole way back through the woods to the stables. I hoped like hell he was gone by the time I got there. I had no desire to be at the receiving end of his wrath again.
 
   Once I reached the stables, I peeked in the window to make sure he was gone. I saw that Derringer had been untacked and was back in his stall. What a screwed up end to my day! Jenna would probably broadcast to everyone that I’d had my ass ripped by Trey Sinclair.
 
   Jenna had done her share of gossiping about him in the few weeks I’d been here. Something about him being a high-powered attorney somewhere else, owning shares of the family business, a scandalous broken engagement in his past, and oh yeah, Jenna dreamed of ’doing him’ one day soon.
 
   I tried to put it all out of my mind as I crossed the pasture heading toward the bank of cottages and the cold shower that awaited me. Suddenly, the loud roar of an engine caught my attention as I spotted a black Lamborghini Gallardo convertible speeding down the Sinclair estate driveway. The driver wore sunglasses. There was no mistaking the burnished brown hair flying back from that sinfully handsome face. As the car passed the pasture to my right, the driver glanced over. For a split second, I thought I could actually make out his smile. Despite his assholiness with me, there was no denying Trey Sinclair was smokin’ hot.
 
   Ah yes, that shower’s going to cool me off nicely.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
2
 
    
 
   The bank of eight identical cottages was spread across two acres of land on the estate. Two of the eight housed full-time year-round hands who’ve been employed by the Sinclair family for years.
 
   The first cottage was Ray Gillespie's. Ray was awesome. He was gray-haired, with soft green eyes, a bushy moustache, and a kind smile. He had a girlfriend in town named Denise.
 
   The second cottage belonged to Charlie Roberts, also in his fifties, and full-time like Ray. A quiet man who kept mostly to himself, no one knew much about his past. Charlie was thin, with close-set small eyes, graying auburn hair, and a weak chin.
 
   The college help inhabited the rest of the cottages. There was Clint who helped Luke and me at the stables at the main estate where the Sinclairs lived, and also at the Belle. Clint was tall, blond, and lean. He had a great sense of humor, and was sort of protective of me. He was very patient and not hesitant to share his knowledge.
 
   My cottage was the fifth one down. Like the others, it was made of cedar wood, with a small, railed front porch.
 
   Jenna's cottage was next to mine and I laughed to myself as I passed it seeing a clothesline strung across her front porch with all of her fine delicates dancing in the summer breeze. Friday was her day to hang her thong underwear out on the line to display. She claimed she'd never dream of machine washing such fine silk.
 
   Skank.
 
   I entered my cottage, hooking the screen door behind me to allow some air inside. The main room was L-shaped, combining a small living area with a kitchenette and breakfast bar. The breakfast bar was on the other side of the countertop and had three stools. The small bedroom was off of the kitchen, and thankfully, the one window in the bedroom held an air conditioner. If I closed the door from the kitchen and turned on the unit, the room cooled fairly quickly, even reaching the bathroom that was directly off of the bedroom.
 
   Switching it on to full blast, I stripped to my bra and panties and sprawled out on the bed. Grabbing a Cosmo from my nightstand, I flipped the pages while the cool air washed over me. Cosmo was reporting on yet another type of female orgasm. I'd be happy just to know what one (non-self-induced) one felt like. I was so curious about sex, and especially about good sex, yet my experience with guys had amounted to nothing more than making out and some "no-risk" petting.
 
   I liked guys. I loved the way they walked. I loved the way that their muscles moved. So why had I never had a man?
 
   Maybe being around my mom and the array of boyfriends that had come and gone over the years had turned me into some frigid bitch. She had certainly learned to hate men as a result, telling me over and over again none of them could be trusted, and that they wanted one and only one thing from a woman.
 
   I remembered something that had happened around the time I was ten or eleven. Something had startled me from my sleep one night. There were strange noises coming from my mom’s room. It sounded like she was in pain. She was moaning and it scared me. As I approached her bedroom door, I heard her bed creaking rhythmically and a man’s voice. At the time, I thought someone was hurting her until I heard his voice.
 
   There was no mistaking it. It was my best friend Jenny Marcotti's dad!
 
   “Maggie, baby, that's one hungry pussy you have. It was made for my cock,” he rasped loudly. I heard the bed squeaking again and my mother moaning. Even from the hallway I could hear Mr. Marcotti panting and groaning.
 
   “Do you like that, Maggie? I wish you'd teach Patty how to do this, baby. She's always asking me why I don’t touch her anymore. You’ve spoiled me Maggie, that’s for damn sure." There were more shifting and creaking bed sounds coming from behind Mom’s bedroom door.
 
   “Gently now, Herb,” my mom murmured, “I’m a little tender still.”
 
   “You got it, baby, we’ll take this slow and easy,” Mr. Marcotti’s voice was low and hoarse. “Oooh yeah, that's good, Maggie, you're so fucking wet. Does it feel good Maggie?”
 
   “Umm hmm,” my mom’s voice purred, “this is the way I like it…oh yeah…” The bed started slowly creaking again. Soon, I could hear soft moans and whimpers coming from Mom. The bed springs were squeaking in rhythm with her moans. The headboard banged against her wall, and then stopped suddenly.
 
   “Ahh—” Mr. Marcotti, gasped, and the bed creaking was now one solid noise. “Unnnarrghhh” his voice growled as if in pain. Mom’s moans were coming in short, rapid succession.
 
   “That’s it, that’s it, oh God, oh God, yes!” she screamed.
 
   I'd covered my ears and ran back to my room. That night I wet the bed and Mom had spanked me for it the next morning.
 
   In the weeks following that night, I had seen Mr. and Mrs. Marcotti around town. In fact, Mrs. Marcotti had complimented my mom on her new leather coat and matching boots.
 
   “Maggie,” she'd called out as Mom and I were on our way out of the Piggly Wiggly one evening. “I love your coat. Did you get that at Macy’s?”
 
   “Thanks, Patty,” Mom replied, smiling. Mr. Marcotti had joined us from the parking lot. “Actually, I’m not sure where it came from. It was a gift from a friend.”
 
   “Wow, some friend I guess. That color is perfect on you. You know, I saw one very similar to that at Macy’s in Louisville last month. I begged Herb to get it for me, but noooo, he said, ‘that’s too extravagant Patty’,” mimicking her husband’s voice. “Remember, Herb? Remember when I practically begged you for that leather coat?”
 
   “Vaguely,” Herb replied, fidgeting with his keys.
 
   “Well, Maggie, I envy you,” Patty had sighed, lightly rubbing her finger on the sleeve of Mom’s coat. “It must be nice to have someone who isn’t shy about shooting his wad for something like this.” Mom and Herb had exchanged quick glances.
 
   “Well, c’mon Herb,” Patty instructed. “Let’s find a cart and get in there. Nice seeing you, Maggie. You too, honey,” she smiled, glancing over at me.
 
   “Take care, Patty, Herb,” Mom had replied, hurrying me to our car.
 
   I'd nearly convinced myself that I'd dreamt the whole scene with my mom and Mr. Marcotti, until that day and the subject of the leather coat came up. I knew then Mr. Marcotti had bought mom the coat. After that, I didn’t hang around with Jenny Marcotti. They moved away a year later.
 
   Shaking the thought out of my head, I tried to focus on the present. What had made me think about Jenny Marcotti’s dad and my mom? My thoughts scattered when I heard a knock at the door.
 
   Jumping from my bed, I grabbed the robe that hung on my bathroom door and shrugged it on, tying the belt around my waist. I padded through the bedroom and saw Clint standing at the front door with his boyish grin.
 
   “Hey, sorry,” he apologized, “didn’t mean to catch you at a bad time.”
 
   “No worries,” I responded, smiling. “What’s up?”
 
   Clint turned momentarily shy then quickly shrugged it off. “Just wondered if you're going down for a beer with us at Luke’s? If you feel like going…we can walk down together, I mean, that's if you really want to go.” He was starting to stumble over his words. That was kind of cute, kind of Clint.
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me,” I smiled. “What time?”
 
   “I’m going to clean up and grab a sandwich. Be back around seven?”
 
   “That works for me. Thanks, Clint. See you in a bit.”
 
   I finally got my nice, cool shower. Afterward, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, I analyzed my face. My eyes were tawny brown. I didn’t wear a lot of eye make-up, but tonight for some reason, I wanted to look more sophisticated, so I went for it.
 
   I decided to wear my favorite jean skirt and a white cotton tank. I glanced at the clock on my microwave and saw that it was about ten till seven. Opening the fridge, I grabbed a handful of seedless grapes to hold me over since I'd skipped lunch.
 
   There was a knock on my front door as I finished the grapes, and tugged at my short jean skirt, trying to make it cover more than it was supposed to cover. I opened my door to a smiling Clint.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
3
 
    
 
   When we arrived at Luke’s, the last cottage before the woods, the party was well underway. There were lawn chairs set up around in the side yard and a fire pit ready to go as soon as the sun went down. There was a keg on ice and a couple of coolers sitting side-by-side, stocked with other kinds of booze.
 
   I waved to Ray and his girlfriend Denise who were sitting together on a log. I'd met Denise earlier in the week when Ray brought her by the stables. She was in her forties and she owned a salon in town. She was warm and friendly. I really liked her.
 
   “Hey, Denise,” I grinned, glad she was here.
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” she called out. "You're looking real pretty this evening."
 
   "You too," I called over, giving her a smile.
 
   Clint was talking with Luke and Rodney over by the keg. He caught my eye and came over to offer me a wine cooler. I wasn't a drinker. I had relatively little experience with alcohol.
 
   “I thought maybe you'd prefer this to a beer,” he said, twisting the cap off and handing it to me.
 
   “Thank you, Clint,” I replied, accepting the cold bottle. I tipped it to my lips and, because I was parched, drank the whole thing down at once.
 
   “Easy, girl,” Clint warned, “I know it’s not whiskey, but if you don’t drink alcohol very often, anything can have a kick to it.”
 
   “Tasted like punch to me, Clint,” I remarked. “May I have another?” I smiled coquettishly up at him. He shook his head, making his way over to the ice chest for another wine cooler. He handed me the ice-cold bottle, with a stern comment.
 
   “Slower this time, and I mean it, okay?” He raised his bottle of Bud and took a lengthy swallow. Just then, Jenna’s shrill voice filled the air. I quickly downed half of the wine cooler, grateful that Clint had turned to watch her approach us.
 
   “Well, well, well, what’s goin’ on with you two, huh? Tylar, hey girl, look at you! I really like your skirt. Generally, short girls can’t pull that off.”
 
   Jenna was probably three inches taller than me. I was 5'4" and she was no more than 5'7" at best.
 
   “You here alone?” I asked, ignoring her barb.
 
   "Not hardly," she replied as she glanced over to where a tall, black-haired man came down over the hill toward her. He was lean, nice-looking, and obviously fond of tats. He had a white wife-beater shirt that highlighted his muscular shoulders, tight black jeans, and pointy boots. He was at least 6'4", with dark, almost black eyes, and long sideburns.
 
   “There you are, darlin',” Jenna squealed. “I was beginning to think you got lost.” She grabbed his tanned arm and pulled him close. “I want y’all to meet my friend, Stuart. Stuart, this is Clint, and this is Tylar,” she said, throwing her free arm out as if displaying prizes on a game show. Stuart nodded to each of us, and finally noticed that Clint had his right hand extended for a handshake. Stuart reluctantly took it as if he wasn’t used to being introduced. I gave him a quick wave, saying “Hey.” He nodded in return.
 
   “Baby,” Jenna gushed, “why don’t you go on over there and get us a couple of beers, okay? Keg is fine.” Stuart nodded, again, and went off to do as instructed.
 
   “Is he not a gorgeous god?” she mused, whether to Clint or me I wasn’t sure.
 
   “Uh, yeah, quite the package, Jenna,” I responded, trying to sound sincere.
 
   “He manages the best body shop in town. Yeah, I know, what am I doing with a guy with so little ambition? But I gotta tell you, what that man can do with his tongue and with his dick is something else."
 
   I drained the rest of my wine cooler as she yammered on and then sweetly asked Clint if he'd get me another one. He raised an eyebrow, shook his head again, and was off.
 
   Thankfully she shut up once Stuart appeared with two large plastic cups brimming with the draft beer. “Thanks, baby,” she crooned, accepting one and taking a deep swallow of the foamy beer.
 
   Something about Jenna appealed to men who had a penchant for taking a walk on the wild side. She likely rocked their world. I was envious of her in a way.
 
   Clint returned with my third wine cooler. “Hey,” he said, “they’re grilling some hot dogs over there. Are you hungry?”
 
   “I could eat," I smiled.
 
   I saw him visibly relax as we walked over to where Luke was rolling hot dogs around on the grill, making sure that all sides were equally charred. I grabbed a bun out of the bag and a paper plate.
 
   “Hey Tylar,” Luke grinned, “having fun, girl?”
 
   “Luke—” I started, and then hiccupped yet again. I giggled, “This is the best damned party I’ve been to in a very, very, very long time!”
 
   “Glad to hear it little lady,” he responded. “Hold your bun out so I can put the weenie in it.”
 
   This brought a fresh fit of giggles from me, and I doubled over laughing. Clint was right there, grabbing my paper plate and the bun out of my fingers.
 
   “I got it, I got it, sweetie, go sit down.” He filled my plate with potato chips and baked beans, put mustard and relish on my hot dog, and brought it over to me.
 
   “Thank you, Clint. Would you mind getting me another wine cooler?”
 
   “Not until you eat,” he said firmly. The tone of his voice convinced me not to argue, so I took a big bite out of the hot dog, and groaned at how good it tasted. Once I'd finished, Clint finally relented, and brought another wine cooler for me.
 
   Later, we all told stories and drank by the fire pit. It was going on midnight when Jenna got the idea of going swimming in the Sinclair's’ pool.
 
   “Whoa, wait a second,” Clint said, “I enjoy a nighttime swim as much as the next person, but hey, it's getting late and we might wake up the Sinclairs. I, for one, appreciate my job here.”
 
   “Chill out, Clint,” Jenna chirped. “Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair are over in Europe. They have their prodigal son, the lawyer, checking up on things while they are gone. I saw him leave in his hot little sports car late this afternoon. He's probably hooking up, so no worries!”
 
   I looked at Clint. He shrugged his shoulders and winked.
 
   "Okay, everyone grab your suits and see you in the pool!” Jenna hollered.
 
   The pool was a pretty far trek, but Clint said he'd wait for me to change and walk me down.
 
   The guys and Jenna were already there when we arrived. Luke, Rodney, and Stuart were passing Jenna around in the water, throwing her from one to another as she giggled and shrieked with delight. Ray and Denise had left to go back to Denise’s apartment in town for the night.
 
   “Shhh, you guys, keep it down,” Clint warned, eyeing the darkened mansion. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m not looking to get fired.” He took off his tee shirt and slipped into the water at the shallow end of the pool. “You coming in, Tylar?” he called.
 
   I finished off my wine cooler, kicked my flip-flops aside, and pulled my tee shirt over my head. I waded down to Clint, a bit anxious. I wasn't a swimmer and I had no clue as to the maximum depth of the pool at the other end. There was a diving board, so I figured it had to be eight to ten feet deep there.
 
   Jenna was on Stuart’s shoulders and wanted to play a game in the water to see who could knock who off someone’s shoulders. “C’mon, Clint, get Tylar up there on your shoulders and let’s see which chick is the strongest. ’Course, it’s up to the guys to hold on tight to their legs, which shouldn’t be a problem for you, I guess,” she snickered.
 
   Clint turned and looked at me questioningly, “Do you want to play?”
 
   “I’m game,” I answered, feeling a resurgence of nerve since the last wine cooler. I scrambled up onto Clint’s broad shoulders. He waded to the middle of the pool. Rodney was appointed line judge so we waited for him to give us the signal to start. I noticed Jenna leaning down and whispering something to Stuart. Clint and I approached Jenna and Stuart in the middle of the pool. The depth here was about five and a half feet, by my estimate.
 
   “Ready, set, go!” Rodney yelled, backing out of the way.
 
   Immediately, Jenna and Stuart made their way quickly over to Clint and me, splashing us to the point that I was blinded by the water in my eyes; I squeezed them shut. The chlorine stung like hell. I was flailing my arms about wildly hoping to make contact with Jenna to knock her off. I knew that we were in deeper water now. I could feel the water touching my behind, which meant Clint’s face had to be partially submerged.
 
   Oh shit!
 
   I was hoping Clint could still hear; I was screaming at him to get me out. My hands desperately located his head and I realized that he had to bob up and down in order to breathe. Just then Jenna launched a pre-emptive strike. Stuart had maneuvered into a position where they were in the more shallow water. Clint and I were on the down slope to the diving area. Suddenly, Jenna went underwater and grabbed my right foot while Stuart grabbed my left foot. In unison, they pushed up with all their might and launched me off of Clint’s back.
 
   I flew airborne out of the water. I briefly saw Jenna jump on Clint, laughing and dunking him so that he could offer no assistance to me. It was as if I was watching the whole scene in slow motion. I felt myself sailing through the air backward. I saw the look of horror on the faces of Luke and Rodney as the back of my head slammed into something hard. I felt a blinding pain, and then I hit the water face down. I felt myself sinking and sinking. Everything was a blur. And it totally sucked that I couldn't swim.
 
   Tiny bubbles escaped from my mouth as I sank. I futilely waved my hands in the water. It was eerily quiet under the surface. I drifted slowly toward the bottom of the pool.
 
   I finally thought about kicking my legs or maybe a survival instinct finally emerged. I was probably doing it all wrong. The best I could do was to keep my mouth shut and try not to inhale water. It was then that I finally saw something. It was a bright light. It was shining for me. This must be it for me. I knew about the bright light people saw as they crossed over into death. Somehow, I thought it would be more brilliant, more beckoning. Someone was in the water next to me. He was all in black.
 
   The grim reaper?
 
   He grabbed me around the waist with strong arms, propelling me upward along his side. I tried to hold my breath longer, but I couldn’t. Everything went blessedly black.
 
   The first thing I felt was something pressing heavily on my chest. There was pressure again and again. A mouth was on mine. Then more pressure.
 
   God this hurts.
 
   I was hacking up water then sputtering as I was rolled over onto my side where I proceeded to vomit up wine coolers, chewed-up hot dog. Then I heard a voice, a semi-familiar voice.
 
   “That’s it, sweetheart. Good girl, let it out, let it all out."
 
   I groaned. My chest ached, my throat burned, and my head throbbed. I heard someone else talking now.
 
   “I think she’s coming around.”
 
   That's Clint's voice; I'm sure of it.
 
   Silence followed. “Who the hell is responsible for this?” The semi-familiar voice asked, clearly furious.
 
   I know that voice.
 
   I tried to say something, but all that came out was a squeaky croak. Strong arms turned me over onto my back. I was being lifted as if I weighed nothing. I could feel a heartbeat pounding, mine fluttering. Some other voice was talking, a woman’s voice I didn’t recognize, asking if I should be taken to the hospital. Then it was Clint’s voice again.
 
   “Here’s a blanket, sir,” Clint sounded scared.
 
   I immediately felt warmer as the blanket was wrapped closely around me and tucked under my chin. I willed myself to open my eyes. They were so heavy, but I needed to see and know for sure. Slowly, my eyes fluttered open and my vision was clear enough that I could see sapphire eyes staring into mine.
 
   Trey was carrying me somewhere, I could feel his strides eating some major ground. When he must have felt me staring, he looked down at me. Immediately, he slowed his strides as I saw a hard frown pull on his eyebrows.
 
   “Trey?” a voice croaked. I realized the voice was mine.
 
   “You’re okay,” he said softly and soothingly. “Everything’s okay. We just need to get you to the hospital.”
 
   I nodded gingerly; I had one craptastic headache working through my skull. He must've sensed it because he picked up his earlier pace without a word as I felt my eyes drift shut, a siren wailing somewhere in the distance.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
4
 
    
 
   My dreams had haunted me for as long as I could remember. They didn’t seem like normal dreams. In my freshman year at college, I'd taken Psychology I as part of my degree curriculum. We studied a chapter describing body rhythms and mental states covering dreams. There were so many theories. I wasn't sure which theory I supported, but I definitely felt that my dreams were an expression of something. Something from my past frightened me; I didn't know what.
 
   It seemed like I'd been dreaming for days. My dreams had been interrupted routinely by voices, lights, people checking on me, prodding me, lifting me. I heard buzzers and beeping, phones ringing and footsteps, even someone snoring. Even now, I drifted through a dream I’d had before.
 
   It's my senior prom. I'd begged my mom for a strapless dress. She told me that I'd have to pay for it myself, because she couldn’t afford it. I worked every day after school to save up enough money for a form-fitting peach satin sheath that hit above the knees. It was strapless and the bodice was cut straight across. It was the most money that I'd ever spent on clothes, but it was prom, the first and only one I'd ever have.
 
   By my side that night will be my steady boyfriend, Daniel Henderson. We've been dating through my entire senior year. He comes from a good family, and has a scholarship to attend Purdue University in the fall. He is good looking, with dark brown eyes and sandy blond hair. He is built, too. He'd played football all four years of high school, and would play in the fall for Purdue. Daniel means a lot to me and God knows he has been patient. We hadn’t done much more than make out. I'd let him feel me up inside my top and finger me a couple of times. But now I'm ready; I want to give him a prom night he will remember.
 
   I slip my freshly bathed and waxed body into my new silk underwear and bra. My mom helps me zip my peach satin sheath in the back.
 
   “I want you to have these earrings, Ty,” Mom says as she hands me a blue velvet box. I open the box and there are two glistening pearl drop earrings nestled on a pink satin pillow.
 
   “These are beautiful, Mom, thank you!”
 
   She smiles as I fasten them into my ears. “They are perfect,” I say, looking at my reflection in the mirror. Mom fusses with my hair a bit more. It's piled up loosely on top of my head. She releases a few tendrils from each side and frames them around my face.
 
   “There now, that’s better, gives you a little bit of a ‘tousled’ look, now don’t it?” she says with satisfaction. Mom spins me around to take a full look. Her forehead creases a bit as she taps her index finger several times against her bottom lip.
 
   “Needs one more thing,” she says, hurrying off to her room and returning a moment later with another blue velvet box. She opens it and presents me with a gold necklace that has a single tear-drop pearl pendant. She tosses the box over onto my bed, and fastens the necklace around my neck, checking the clasp.
 
   “Your daddy gave me this, along with those earrings, Ty,” she explains. “About the only things he ever did give me, besides you of course. Seems only right that you should have them. There now, baby girl, you look gorgeous.”
 
   I study myself in the mirror again, and I feel pretty. My make-up is subtle, my dress allows a bit of cleavage to show, but nothing overly daring. My hair looks shiny and playful. It’s the earrings and necklace that make it all perfect.
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” I say, putting my arms around her and hugging her tightly. Mom gets that uncomfortable look like always when I show her affection. Our doorbell chimes, interrupting our rare tender moment. I grab my clutch from the bed and start for the door. Mom stops me with her hand.
 
   “Tylar, honey, listen and don’t get mad, okay?”
 
   “What is it Mom?” I'm puzzled.
 
   “Honey, wasn’t that long ago that I went to prom, you know? Now, I just wanted to let you know that I stuck a couple of condoms in your purse there.”
 
   “Mom!” I gasp, shocked.
 
   “Now, don’t ‘mom’ me. I've given you permission to go to those after-prom parties. You think I don’t know what goes on after prom? Well, honey, I do. I just want to make sure that you have protection in case Daniel doesn’t, okay? You have fun, now, you hear? This is your night, baby.”
 
   I turn and descend the stairs, still blushing as I reach the landing and open the front door for Daniel. He's handsome in his black tuxedo, with peach cummerbund and tie. He places a gorgeous wrist corsage with peach-colored roses and white baby’s breath on me and whistles.
 
   “You're hot, baby!” he laughs. “Are you ready?”
 
   I nod, swallowing nervously. “I am, Daniel,” I say softly, smiling at him.
 
   I'd been ready, too. I reflected on my dream as it continued. I'd wanted to lose my virginity; it hung around my neck like an albatross. The prom had gone by so fast and the after-party was a whirl. I remembered dancing with Daniel and kissing him as we swayed to the music. I remembered arriving at the after-party, where my friends handed me drinks.
 
   There I am, laughing, stumbling, and totally wrecked! I can barely manage to stand, so Daniel is holding me up. He has one arm around my waist, half holding, half dragging me up the walkway to my front door. My heels and clutch purse are in his other hand. I look like a pathetic rag doll; my hair hangs down my back. My sheath is torn from when I stumbled out of his car. The satin is stained with rainbow vomit. That's from the Jell-O shots. My mom's standing on the porch with the front door wide open. She has her skimpy black nightie on, the one with spaghetti straps that's cut low, really low. Mom motions Daniel into the front hallway, and closes the door behind him.
 
   “What in the world happened to her, Daniel?”
 
   Daniel gives her his best attempt at a sober grin. He doesn’t pull it off very well. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Preston, I really am,” he says. “I didn’t know that they were feeding her Jell-O shots. She’s small and, well, I think she didn’t know her limit. But that’s no excuse! It's totally my fault, ma’am. I take full responsibility.”
 
   “Now you call me Maggie just like everyone else does.”
 
   “Ms. — I mean, Maggie? I think it might be best if we made a bed for her in the bathroom if that’s all right. I’m not sure she’s done tossing yet,” Daniel is smiling at my mom now.
 
   “Okay, sweetie, let me get a couple pillows for her. Can you get her upstairs by yourself, Daniel?"
 
   “Sure thing, Maggie,” he winks.
 
   Oh God, Mom was flirting with Daniel—my Daniel. My dream continued on to a part that I'd never seen before.
 
   I'm sprawled across the bathroom floor. Someone has taken my prom dress off and dressed me in my nightgown. There is a pillow and blanket next to me. I'm no longer feeling nauseated. I'm just tired and my head is pounding. I just want my bed. I head down the carpeted hallway toward my room, stopping at my mom’s bedroom to see if she's sleeping or waiting up to yell at me. She's not in there. Her bedside clock reads 3:47 a.m.
 
   From downstairs, I hear voices. Oh God, I hope Daniel's not waiting to see if I want to go back out. I pad down the carpeted stairway, and the hall and living room are dark. I see a dim light coming from the den off of the kitchen. I tiptoe quietly across the kitchen linoleum, noticing a couple of half-empty wine glasses, and an empty bottle of pinot noir on the table. The door to the den is ajar, and my mom’s back is to me. I can’t see Daniel’s face because my mom is kneeling in front of him as he reclines on the couch. I can see that his tuxedo trousers are down around his ankles.
 
   As my mom moves, I get a glimpse of Daniel’s face. His eyes are closed and his mouth is slightly open and he keeps rolling his tongue over his parted lips. My mom’s one hand is wrapped around his erection, making a fist, and sliding it up and down, while her other hand is down her own panties. I want to look away, but I can’t. I want to wake up from this dream, but I can’t. I close my eyes for a second trying to grip the reality, if there is one.
 
   I hear a soft moan escape from Daniel. I open my eyes and see my mom taking the full length of his erection into her mouth. Daniel's hips start moving, first in a circular motion, then thrusting his pelvis back and forth, back and forth. His face is flushed. My mom continues sucking his dick, drawing it in and out of her mouth with her right hand. She scoots closer inside his outspread legs; she places each of her forearms under one of his muscular thighs, drawing him up even closer. His erection needs no help. Her mouth continues to cover his dick, sliding up and down the full length, alternately licking then sucking. Daniel’s breath is ragged as he moans, swiveling his hips around and around.
 
   “Does Tylar do this for you, baby? It’s okay, you can tell me.”
 
   “No, ma’am—I mean no, Maggie, I swear,” he breathes.
 
   Mom shrugs off her black nightie and panties. She leans down and removes Daniel’s shoes and socks, pulling off his trousers, and tossing them aside. Daniel’s tie is already off, and he peels off the shirt, tossing it in the pile with the rest of their clothes. I see my clutch purse next to the pile of clothes. Mom reaches for it, opens the flap, and removes the condoms she gave me before prom.
 
   “It’s a shame letting these perfectly good condoms go to waste, don’t you think Daniel?” she giggles, tossing one over to him. He catches it and smiles at her.
 
   His cock is erect and ready. He bites the corner off of the foil condom wrapper and spits it out, removing the ring from its package. My mom stops him.
 
   “Here, let me, baby,” she says. Daniel watches as my mom expertly rolls the condom onto the full length of his hardness. Mom lies back against the cushions, propping a pillow underneath her hips. He lowers himself down, slowly pressing his protected erection into her. He positions his arms underneath her shoulders and once again searches for her mouth with his own. He presses his full length firmly into her. Mom moans with pleasure.
 
   “You’ve done this before Daniel, I can tell,” she purrs at him as he continues sliding his dick in and out of her, his tight buttocks now going in circular motions.
 
   “Not with anyone you know, Maggie,” he says, his tongue now tracing along her neck. His mouth moves to her lips, as he plunges and thrusts his tongue into her mouth. My mom giggles, and rakes her nails gently over his bare, humping buttocks.
 
   “I’ve decided that I want you for myself. You can't fuck Tylar if you want to finish fucking me here and now. Do you understand? I won’t share you with my daughter. I want you again after tonight.”
 
   “Oh, Maggie,” Daniel whispers huskily, pressing into her, “you have my promise. You're the one I want to fuck.”
 
   They continue on; I'm horrified as I watch every time Daniel plunges himself into her.
 
   “Oh yeah, baby,” Daniel groans, increasing his rhythm. Mom moans loudly, grabbing his hair, as she climaxes.
 
   At that moment her eyes lock with mine. She knows I've been watching. She's delighted with the show she has provided me. She smiles knowingly at me for a brief second, and then turns her attention back to Daniel.
 
   “Try me from behind, sweetie that will get you off,” she instructs. She tilts her butt upward to allow Daniel access to her. Daniel is ringing with sweat; his erection is still full and hard. He gently guides his cock back inside of her with his right hand, exhaling deeply as he does. Once planted firmly inside of her, he grabs both of her butt cheeks and soon he is ramming her with a vengeance. He moans loudly getting his release, and then collapses back, pulling her on top of him, kissing her face.
 
   “What a fuck,” he breathes heavily into her ear. The picture is freeze-framed.
 
   “Stop, Mom!”
 
   Beep.
 
   “He’s my boyfriend!”
 
   Beep.
 
   “STOP!”
 
   Bee-beep.
 
   I was at war with a thin material settled around my upper body, my fingernails threatening to tear straight through. And my chest seemed to be trying to push a hurricane through my lungs, which was clearly starting to piss off some machine close to my right.
 
   I pried my eyes open, and was greeted by the dim lighting of a hospital room. There was a long minute of some hazy confusion and nightmare-disorientation, before I began to remember the events from last night (at least, I hope that it was from last night. God, please don’t let this be something from a Lifetime movie where my trying to pretty much drink the entire Sinclair pool ended me up in a six-year coma!)
 
   The party.
 
   The wine coolers.
 
   The pool.
 
   The only thing that I could remember with diamond clarity though, was when I was completely submerged under water. The way my lungs were trying to steal air from every possible organ, and coming up with nothing. And when my body finally sunk to the very bottom, there was this huge bright light. And then…Yeah, I couldn’t recall anything after that. Except someone in black.
 
   And then that dream. I’ve always been prone to bad dreams, but they were hardly ever like that; with so much detail marbled through them that everything was pretty much in high definition.
 
   “Tylar,” a smooth, masculine voice said from my left.
 
   That startled the crap out of me. “God,” I nearly shouted. Well, kind of. It actually came out more like something Demi Moore would have whispered in Ghost, but sure, let’s call it nearly shouting.
 
   “Careful,” the voice was much nearer this time, and I was soon face to face with…Trey Sinclair?
 
   I blinked. “What are you doing here?”
 
   His eyebrows slowly glided up his face. “You don’t remember?”
 
   “Yeah, I…” I bit my lip, “I remember what happened, just not so much what happened after…”
 
   “After you’d been drinking and decided to go for a midnight swim in my pool?” He supplied, tilting his head with only one eyebrow raised now. Wow. Impressive combo. It only made the guy look that much sexier, if that were even possible. It also didn’t help that the sunlight streaming in through the window was highlighting his entire face.
 
   I also took that moment, during which he no doubt expected some kind of response from me, to subtly check him out. I don’t know why I thought it was subtle, being that Trey was still studying me, but it was at that time I noticed that at some point he must have changed after--
 
   “You saved me,” I blurted in my new Demi voice, remembering the person in black and the fact that he was the one that carried me, in his wet tux and all, to the ambulance.
 
   And stayed.
 
   “Wait, how long have you been here?”
 
   He dug his hands into his denim pockets before answering. “I brought you here last night, and made sure that you were all right. And then I got here shortly before you woke up.” He threw in a shrug for added effect.
 
   Which meant that he’d seen me wake up.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked softly, interrupting my train of thought. His jewel-toned gaze was fixed on mine when I managed to look back up at him, and what I saw there was something that I really didn’t want to see: pity and concern with a good dose of curiosity.
 
   Okay, that was so not going to work with me. The last thing I wanted to talk to my employer and a pseudo-stranger (an extremely hot pseudo-stranger) about was my stupid dreams.
 
   “Okay,” I shrugged, aiming for nonchalance.
 
   “Your heart monitor didn’t seem to think so a couple of minutes ago.” He turned to go sit back down in the uncomfy-looking chair against the wall.
 
   I nodded my head, as if I were weighing the options. “Just one of my nightmares. I get them sometimes.”
 
   He crossed his legs at the ankles and leaned back against the wall. “What were you dreaming about?” He asked, in an almost relaxed manner.
 
   "I don't remember," I lied, looking away from him.
 
   He didn’t get the chance to press me on the issue, seeing as how his cell phone chose that precise moment to ring, seeming much louder than it actually was in the suddenly-quieted room.
 
   I glanced over at Trey, seeing him swiftly rise out of the chair while pressing a button on the phone that was now being held up to his ear. “Charlotte,” he drawled out the greeting as he made his way to the open door leading to the hallway.
 
   God, that phone couldn’t have chirped at a better time. I watched as he disappeared around the threshold saying, “Yeah, I just came back to check on her…”
 
   Charlotte.
 
   I remembered a vague and unfamiliar female voice from last night. The date he brought to his tuxedo affair perhaps? I didn’t have too much time to wonder about her however, because as soon as Trey strolled out, a nurse swiftly made an entrance.
 
   She didn’t take up the space in the small room quite like my last guest had, but her no-nonsense demeanor definitely wasn’t something to be missed, nonetheless. I sped-read her nametag: “Florence.”
 
   “Ms. Preston,” Florence addressed me, and her formal tone already had me trying to sit up straighter. She made a beeline to my heart monitor, pressing buttons here and there. “I see that you’re awake,” she conceded while jotting down important hospital stuff onto her chart. I totally tried to sneak a peek at said chart, but she might as well have been writing in Morse code for all I could see.
 
   I gingerly nodded my head, then realizing that she wasn’t even looking at me, answered, “Yep.”
 
   She glimpsed up from the chart, her glasses slipping further down her nose. “You had quite the concussion,” she informed me.
 
   Probably looking like a dashed-up bobble head, I nodded again.
 
   Slowly, I took a breath, “How long was I out?”
 
   “You were unconscious when you arrived, but your friend informed the night nurse on staff that you weren’t that way for very long. So I’d say roughly fourteen hours or so.”
 
   My friend? Trey?
 
   Oh, what I would have given to know what the hospital staff was thinking when they saw a man wearing a soaked tux strut in carrying an unconscious girl in a swimsuit!
 
   “Also,” Florence continued, having the decency to ignore the slight blush I could feel taking over my cheeks. “Your ribs and throat are going to be mildly sore for a while, okay? We’ve given you pain medication to help with your headache, but the best thing for your throat and abdomen is time and plenty of rest. If you have any more questions, the doctor shouldn’t be too long,” she finished with a quick smile.
 
   “Actually, can I have some water please?” I made sure to ask her before she made her exit. I was going to ask Trey before he left. Probably.
 
   “Oh sure, hun,” came Florence’s swift reply. I watched her walk back over to the bed, reaching for a dull pink pitcher. She gave me another smile as she poured some water into a paper cup before unwrapping one of those accordion-looking straws. “Be careful of your sore throat.”
 
   I delicately raised the cup to my lips, and took a hesitant gulp.
 
   Geez!! She wasn’t kidding! ‘Mildly sore’… Ha. I think Nurse Florence was putting it mildly!
 
   I forced myself to swallow it down and hoped like heck I could do so without spritzing it across the roo—
 
   “Hey there, girl! How ya doing?”
 
   I swear, the water I was trying to swallow hit the wall seven feet away as it all came back up in sputtering fits. I was still coughing when I turned to see Denise and Ray standing near my bed. Denise was wide-eyed, and Ray’s lips were twitching and threatening to let a laugh break through.
 
   Florence looked like she was nearly about to hit the “Code Blue” button.
 
   “Jesus, ‘Nise! The poor girl is just recovering from the last time she almost drowned,” Ray teased, throwing an arm over Denise’s shoulders with a smile that gave the late afternoon sun a run for its money.
 
   Denise’s eyes widened even more, her face paling, “Oh, Tylar! I-I’m so sorry, hun! Are you okay?” She quickly began fishing into her purse for God knew what. “Here, let me get you something to clean you up…”
 
   “It’s okay, Denise. I’m fine,” I tried to reassure her with a straight face.
 
   “Well here, let’s at least find you a comb for that rat’s nest hair of yours that you got workin’.” She produced a wide-toothed comb from one of the side pockets.
 
   Seriously, what wasn’t in that purse?
 
   I tried to not to grimace at the thought of what I must've looked like at that moment, while also trying not to have a vanity breakdown at what Trey must have been staring at while he was in here.
 
   “Oh, wow,” Denise murmured while trying to get through a tangle. “Will she be able to shower anytime soon?” I heard her ask Florence, who I noticed was trying to sneak out of the room.
 
   My nurse paused, seemingly having been caught. “Actually,” her formal tone was back. “She can whenever she feels up to it. I told her to be extremely careful, however. She’ll need someone to help her, I’m sure, if she plans on doing so today. Would you like me to send another staff member, or—”
 
   “Oh, it’s no big deal. I’ll help her,” Denise offered. She was still working the dreaded comb through my hair, when Ray finally asked the million-dollar question.
 
   “So, pretty girl, what happened?”
 
   That’s what I loved about Ray. No judgment, no condescending tone, or scolding looks. Just concern, pure and simple. I glanced over at him, and saw that he was checking out the amazing view of the parking lot from the window. I took a, hopefully quiet, deep breath.
 
   “That’s what I’d like to know, as well,” I heard Trey’s voice. I quickly turned to find him leaning against the threshold, while I was probably becoming bald in the process of beautification as I felt the friggin’ comb snag on a particular nasty snarl.
 
   “Ouch!” I winced, scrunching up my nose while hearing Denise mumble a very unladylike curse.
 
   “Shit, Tylar, are you okay? I didn’t think you were going do that, hun!”
 
   “It’s okay,” I told Denise, before looking back over at Trey who wasn’t quite in the room and not quite out either. “Where’d you go?” I blurted.
 
   He totally did the sexy eyebrow thing. Okay, this concussion thing was seriously starting to annoy me what with taking away my ability to converse like a normal person and all.
 
   Trey must have decided to stay awhile, because he took a couple of steps into the room. “I was talking to your doctor just now."
 
   “What’d he say?” Ray asked.
 
   Trey looked over at the man, like he was just now seeing that we weren’t the only ones in the room. Sticking his hands in his pockets, he looked back over at me.
 
   Denise piped in, “Well, the nurse already told us that she can shower. So she can’t be that worse for wear. Thank God.” She sauntered over to where she left her purse, and tossed that devil comb back inside.
 
   I couldn’t tell whether the whole ‘Thank God’ bit was for the fact that I wasn’t in that bad of shape…or the point that I could actually shower. There really was no telling with Denise.
 
   “Well, she said that they’re going to keep you for one more night,” Trey informed us.
 
   Ah, so my doctor was a ‘she’? I think I was beginning to understand why he was gone for so long.
 
   Whoa, where’d that thought come from?
 
   “And that your blood-alcohol level wasn’t as high as I’d originally thought,” he continued.
 
   Okay, that one irked me. “Well, yeah,” I said. “I only had a few wine coolers, and I’m pretty sure those things are more sugar than anything.”
 
   “So swimming in my family’s pool late at night was a sober thought?” Trey parried.
 
   I fidgeted with my fingers. “Well, no. But it wasn’t my thought.” Ugh. Tattle much, Ty?
 
   That got his attention alright. He took a step closer, “And whose thought was it?”
 
   I shrugged, glancing over at Ray who was watching me and Trey like he was watching a highly competitive tennis match. “Does it matter? I mean, it’s not like we can change what happened, right?”
 
   “Wrong, Ms. Preston.” Trey quipped, going from zero to sixty in a quick second. “Because you're my employee. As was everyone else who was standing around the pool last night. And as my employee, you nearly drowned.”
 
   I think I preferred him standing at least seven feet away. He was now using the same voice from when he saw me with Derringer.
 
   “So, yeah, it matters,” he finished abruptly.
 
   Whoa. I chose to look at Denise this time, hoping for a little reinforcement. But she looked to be rooted in the corner of my hospital room, paying way too much attention to her nails.
 
   Well. Crap.
 
   “What happened?” Trey asked, using a lofty monotone. His arms were now crossed, drawing my attention yet again to the skin his shirt didn’t cover.
 
   “We weren’t at the pool for very long,” I told him, shifting uncomfortably in my guard-railed bed. Geez, it was hard to sit up straight in these things. “We were just having a barbeque, and sure, there was alcohol around but just beer and wine coolers. And after we ate, we went swimming.” I looked up at him, with nervous hands and a brave face, “In your pool. We were playing some stupid game where…” I made some kind of indicating hand gesture, “You do this… thing where you get on each other’s shoulders to try to make the other person lose their balance. Or something.” This was where I expected him to smirk and once again remark on the fact that we were in his pool.
 
   But Trey didn’t smirk. He didn’t fire me. He didn’t roll his eyes at the stupid naïve girl who couldn’t even drink out of one of those stupid accordion-looking death straws.
 
   He started laughing.
 
   Not a barrel-laugh or anything. I couldn’t even tell that he was laughing at first; I just saw that he clamped his lips shut. But when he bowed his head down, and his shoulders began to shake with his arms still crossed, I was pretty much clued in. Then he looked back up with probably the most gorgeous smile on the face of this planet.
 
   “You almost drowned while Chicken Fighting?”
 
   Wow. Seriously, it wasn’t that I was ignoring the question so much as I was downright fascinated with what that smile did to Trey. He went from being this super sexy Versace-ad-looking employer with a temper; to just a guy who was completely mesmerizing with this riveting smile.
 
   I got my head back in the game, blinking a couple of times. “No, I didn’t almost drown while Chicken Fighting…I hit my head on the side of the pool when Jenna shoved me.”
 
   And gone was the smile. Saying that it disappeared would be a vast understatement, because Rhett my Boss was back in full swing within the next nanosecond. “Had she been drinking?” Trey asked.
 
   I bit my lip, because I really hated shoving someone in front a bus. And I wasn’t going to do that. Even with Jenna, the girl with a pair of Victoria’s biggest Secrets. Nope. Not goin’ to happen, Mr. Sinclair. You can sit there and penetrate me with those gorgeous eyes and startling smiles all day. I wasn’t going to slip this time. Nope!
 
   “Jenna pushed you, Tylar?” Denise’s hiss was accessorized with one of those narrowed-eyed looks that most girls have down to perfection.
 
   Ah, hell.
 
   “Yeah, she did,” I said more to Denise than to Trey, followed by a quick, “but that’s part of the game, right? She really hadn’t been drinking any more than I had.” I shot Ray a quick look that practically screamed Help me, dammit!
 
   Before he could jump in and save the day, I heard Trey’s deep breath.
 
   “Alright,” he started, “It doesn’t matter if she was drinking. I just wanted to know what happened to you. Now, if you all will excuse me, I gotta go do some things.”
 
   What. The…?
 
   I would've replied to that except I wasn't sure what was going to come out of the guy’s mouth next. Luckily, Denise edged herself into the conversation again.
 
   “Well, thank you, Mr. Sinclair for bringing Tylar here to the hospital. She’ll be like brand new in a couple days. You practically won’t even know that she’s gone!” She confettied that last statement with a false laugh, which sobered right up the second Trey gifted her with a dark look. Still, the woman soldiered right on through. “We’re just goin’ to get her bathed right up, and she’ll be nearly sparklin’.”
 
   “Thank you,” Trey tossed at her before he threw a last glance my way. “Make sure she stays in the shallow end.”
 
   And then he was gone. Just like that.
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   Trey had just left when Ray spoke up, concern lacing his voice.
 
   "Ty, we've been trying like crazy to contact your mom. We wanted to let her know what happened. Have you spoken with her?”
 
   “No, not since she drove me to the bus station in Louisville to come here,” I answered.
 
   “Maybe you wrote the wrong number on your emergency contact form.”
 
   “Doubtful, but I’d have to see it to be sure. I have her number programmed into my cell though.”
 
   “Where’s your cell?”
 
   “Back at my cottage.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, “I'm gonna fetch it and bring it to you this evening, okay? You need to let your mom know where you are and that you're okay.”
 
   “Sure, okay, Ray.”
 
   Boy, he did not know my mom; that was certain.
 
   Ray?” I said, letting my curiosity get the best of me.
 
   “Yes, darlin’?”
 
   “You know there are rumors floating around the place about Trey and some scandal with his former fiancée. I wondered—”
 
   “Damn gossip,” Ray interrupted, frowning. “Ty, that's all it is. I don’t know the particulars of what you’ve heard; all I know is that Trey's someone that I trust completely."
 
   Denise came bouncing back into my hospital room at that moment, smiling and carrying some type of cosmetic case.
 
   “Good news for you, girlie,” she said with a broad smile. “I'm cleared to help you with a shower. We’ll get your hair washed and conditioned, and who knows, maybe add a pinch of my magic dust to it to give you a bit of a new look, that’s if you’re game and trust me with it.”
 
   “Oh my God yes, Denise!” I laughed. “Please make me look better!”
 
   “Great!” she chirped. “Okay, Ray outta here, baby. We girls have some magic to work. I'll call you later to pick me up. And let Jenna in Ty's cottage to get her some proper sleepwear and bring it with you when you come back, darlin'."
 
   “Yes, dear” he replied, trying his best to sound like the over-burdened boyfriend.
 
   The shower felt exquisite. I lathered my hair with shampoo, twice, then rinsed and conditioned. Once I’d toweled off, Denise had me sit on the bedside chair while she combed out my wet locks. “Now, I’m going to spray on a little detangler here, hun,” she explained. "And I gotta ask, are you particularly fond of wearing your hair this long?" she asked me, wrinkling her nose slightly.
 
   “Why?” I asked, eying her a bit suspiciously, noting she wasn't fond of my current hairstyle.
 
   My thoughts strayed back to my freshman year of high school, two days before class pictures were being taken. Mom decided that my hair needed a bit of a trim before picture day. My hair fell to my shoulders and I loved the way it swung softly about.
 
   “Just an inch or so, Ty,” Mom prods. “Just let me get the split ends off. It will lay better and look much healthier for your pictures. If I’m paying for those pictures then you can damn well make sure you look your best in them, hear?”
 
   An hour later, I look at the pile of hair laying on the bathroom floor in shock. I grab the hand mirror off the vanity. I see the look of horror that appears on my face as I see my own reflection. My hair is in a short, butch cut. My mom's beside me, watching my reaction. I turn and face her incredulously.
 
   “Now don’t blame me!” she says, holding her hands up defensively. “You got that funny shaped head and it makes it hard when I’m trying to even up both sides of it. Had to keep taking more off so I could get it evened up, but I think it’s cute. You ought to see the back. I think they call this a bob.”
 
   When she sees I’m not buying it she gets more flustered with me. “It’s just hair, dammit! It’s not like it won’t grow back. I swear, I try and do something nice for my girl and do you think she appreciates it? Hell no - no way!"
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sure once I wash and style it myself it will be fine. I'm sorry, Mom."
 
   “Hello? Earth to Tylar?” It was Denise’s voice bringing me back to the present. “How about it? I've a really cute cut in mind. I’ll mostly just put it in long layers to frame around that beautiful face of yours. Maybe add a few highlights?” she coaxed eagerly. “Nothing major, mind you, just to soften the look and highlights will give this gorgeous hair of yours more depth. What do you think?"
 
   “Go for it, Denise,” I allowed.
 
   Forty-five minutes later Denise had finished.
 
   “All done,” she announced pleased with the look. We hurried into the bathroom so she could show me the results. Flipping on the light, she spread out her arms. “Voila!”
 
   “Wow,” I said, then another “Wow!”
 
   “You like?” she beamed proudly.
 
   “Uh, Denise, actually, it looks…I look like—”
 
   “—Rachel!” she squealed, delighted that I recognized the cut.
 
   I swung my head from side to side. The layers bounced. I stared at my reflection. How could I not love looking like Jennifer Aniston’s hair double?
 
   Denise was clearly pleased with her workmanship. My hair was now an exact replica of Jennifer Aniston’s style from, oh, what? Like fifteen years ago? As long as it was still long enough to pull up into a ponytail when I worked I could hang with it. I knew Denise was waiting for more.
 
   “Denise,” I said, turning to her and smiling, “I love it!”
 
   I gave her a big hug and watched as she beamed proudly.
 
   I'd just finished eating and Denise was watching the news when Ray arrived. He carried a wrapped box along with my cell phone and charger. He placed the items down on my bed.
 
   “What’s this?” I asked peering at the gift-wrapped box.
 
   “Oh,” he shrugged, “I think maybe Jenna felt guilty about what happened. Instead of going into your cottage, she went out shopping. She said that this would fit you fine, and to give you her best wishes.”
 
   “Open it,” Denise directed excitedly.
 
   I complied, tearing the wrapping paper off.
 
   Oh, my!
 
   The box contained a black silk thong and matching bustier camisole. I doubted that it would cover my belly button.
 
   Ray blushed for the first time ever. Denise gave a startled “Oh My God!”
 
   I was in shock. I turned the box over to see what kind of store sold such skimpy lingerie. The print on the box read, Fred-X of Follywood. I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment.
 
   Ray cleared his throat, trying to change the subject, “By the way Ty, I really do like your new hairstyle, and believe me, and I’m not just saying that because I love Denise."
 
   “Thanks, Ray. Denise is awesome. I love it, too.”
 
   “Tell you what,” Ray continued, “’Neecie and I'll get out of your way. It’s been a long day for you, I know. We’ll see you when you get back to the ranch, okay? You get some rest.”
 
   “Thank you both. It means a lot to me what you’ve done.”
 
   They both gave me a warm hug and kiss. I heard them giggling as they left my room. I giggled too, putting the lid back on the box.
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   I was alone in my hospital room for the first time all day. I figured I might as well get dressed for bed. I was bored and feeling cheeky, so I decided to try on my new “outfit.” I pulled the tags off the thong and the bustier camisole and took them to my bathroom to try on.
 
   My God, I loved the feel of the silk, but it appeared Jenna had selected a top that was much too small for me. My breasts practically spilled out over the lace-trimmed bodice of the bustier. I studied my new hairdo, admiring my reflection. I was satisfied with my new look, despite the tacky underwear that Jenna had sent. Maybe I'd buzz the nurse’s station for a clean gown after all. I switched off the bathroom light and headed back to my bed. I didn’t see him as I leaned over my bed to flip the light switch. As I reached over the bed for the nurse call button, the sound of his smooth, silky voice startled me.
 
   “Well, Ms. Preston, I see hospital garb suits you well.”
 
   “Oh!” I exclaimed, startled. Trey was half sitting, half sprawled out in the only cushioned chair in the room. He'd taken his suit jacket off and tossed it over the back of the chair. His white dress shirt was unbuttoned at the top, his tie was loosened. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to just below his elbows. His sapphire blue eyes seemed even darker as they flickered appreciatively over my body, coming to rest on the generous cleavage created by the too-small camisole. I scrambled into my bed, pulling the covers up to my chin. I could feel the blush coloring my face; I glared at him for causing it. He chuckled, displaying that magnificent dimple.
 
   “That kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”
 
   “What purpose is that?"
 
   “Showing off your sexy lingerie for everyone."
 
   “Why would I want to do that?"
 
   "Trolling for doctors, perhaps?”
 
   “Isn’t that your job counselor?” I replied smugly.
 
   “I don’t practice that kind of law,” he snapped, but I noticed a hint of amusement flicker across his scrumptious face. He got on his feet and approached the side of my bed. He lifted a lock of my newly highlighted, layered hair, thoughtfully rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger.
 
   “I like it,” he said thoughtfully. “Denise did a very nice job on your hair.”
 
   “Thank you,” I managed a smile.
 
   “I’m curious to know where you got your, uh, ‘pajamas’ for lack of a better word?”
 
   “Jenna…who else? I guess this was her idea of a conciliatory gesture.”
 
   “I see,” he said softly, “and you don’t like the olive branch she offered?”
 
   “It’s not exactly my style, plus it’s too small at the top. Probably Jenna’s way of letting me know she thinks I’m built like a boy or something,” I replied, shrugging.
 
   “I hardly think so,” he said a bit derisively. “You’re extremely beautiful, but I suspect you knew that already."
 
   I blushed at the compliment, not quite sure how to respond to this unfamiliar territory. I was more comfortable when Trey was berating me for something. Maybe a change of subject would take those piercing blue eyes off of me.
 
   “Tre…I mean Mr. Sinclair?” I started.
 
   “Please, let’s dispense with this ‘Mr. Sinclair’ stuff once and for all,” he said, laughing and waving his hand dismissively. “After all, I’ve seen parts of you over the course of the past few days that clothes would never cover if it were up to me. It’s Trey, okay?”
 
   I blushed when I tried to imagine the extent of what he'd seen. He was waiting for me to finish what I'd started.
 
   "Oh, um, would you mind getting my hospital gown off the hook in the bathroom? I think I'd be more comfortable in it.”
 
   “I’m sure you would, but I wouldn’t,” he teased. "I think I've got something here that will be comfortable and give you some modesty as well,” he said.
 
   He retrieved a shopping bag from the chair and placed it next to me on the bed, indicating for me to look inside. I opened it and removed a tissue-wrapped bundle. The tissue was sealed with the scrolled “VS” gold seal. I opened the seal and lifted a pink terrycloth bathrobe from the tissue. It was soft and fluffy as I rubbed it up against my cheek. There was a “VS” silk embroidered emblem on the front panel.
 
   “Thank you. I totally love it,” I clutched it appreciatively.
 
   “There’s more,” he said with amusement. “Keep going.”
 
   I tilted the bag and found a matching pair of pink fluffy slippers inside, and another tissue-wrapped package at the bottom. I opened the package and pulled out a pink satin nightie. It had spaghetti straps and was full length, with a slit up one side to just above the knee. It was sexy, yet soft and classy. There was also a pair of bikini panties that matched.
 
   "These are beautiful,” I breathed, brushing the satin nightgown against my cheek. “Thank you, Trey.”
 
   He was pleased that I was pleased. “Why don’t you change into them?” he suggested.
 
   Okay I was down with that except there was no way I was parading my thonged-ass past him to get to the bathroom.
 
   He realized my dilemma, but made no attempt to move. He cocked his eyebrow at me, sporting a devilish grin. I realized I was inadvertently presenting him with a view of my ready-to-spill-over breasts.
 
   “Do you mind?” I asked, pulling the sheets up to my chin again. “Some privacy would be nice.”
 
   Trey was still grinning like a cad, but finally stood up and sauntered to the door. “I’ll be back in three minutes, ready or not.”
 
   I flew into action, knowing that he meant what he said. A couple of minutes later, fully dressed with my new robe cinched tightly around me, I climbed back onto my hospital bed, stretching out on top of the covers. I finger combed my hair again nervously, pulling the shawl collar of the robe up so that my neck was covered.
 
   In a few seconds, Trey re-entered the room. He stopped short, giving me a frown when he saw that I was fully covered and safe from his bold stare and lingering perusal.
 
   “Comfortable, Tylar?” he asked.
 
   “Absolutely. You chose well and everything fits perfectly.”
 
   “I’m glad,” he replied, “though I might’ve re-thought the robe in retrospect.”
 
   I gave him an angelic smile.
 
   “Ok then,” he continued, “You and I need to discuss a few matters, if you’re not too tired at the moment?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I answered, “in fact, I feel almost back to normal. I get to go home tomorrow."
 
   “Actually you were released today,” he said. “I insisted they keep you over at least another day or two so that arrangements can be made.”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean about arrangements.”
 
   “Several of the staff members have attempted to reach your mother on the number listed in your personnel file. It's no longer a valid cell phone number. It could've been put into our computer system in error. I'd like for you to call her now, please.”
 
   “I've no problem calling my mom,” I replied, “but wouldn’t she be a little late to the party since I’m fine now?”
 
   “My point is that your mother will probably want you to come home for a couple of weeks to fully recover. Any type of concussion can have lingering effects; it’s important to minimize the risk of further complications. Your work here with the horses is the type of risk I'm talking about.”
 
   I cut him off abruptly. “So you’re firing me?”
 
   “Calm down,” he warned. The edge in his voice told me he meant business. “You're not fired…yet,” he responded slowly. “I'm simply concerned about your recovery. I guess I figured you'd want to be home with your family during your recuperation. You can't return to work, at any rate, until a doctor clears you.”
 
   “First off,” I croaked…my Demi Moore voice was back. “My family's just my mom. It’s always been just Mom and me.”
 
   “Your father's totally out of the picture?”
 
   “I don’t remember him, if that's what you’re asking. He left us when I was about a year old. They divorced.”
 
   “What kind of a man doesn’t contact his daughter?” Trey asked more to himself than to me, shaking his head in disapproval.
 
   “He did send money, though,” I offered. “About the hospital bill, I have some money in my college trust. There was almost $50,000 the last time I checked the balance. I can pay my hospital bill out of that. I really don’t want you to feel responsible for picking up the tab on something caused by my own poor judgment.”
 
   “Tylar,” he implored, “We have liability insurance for this sort of thing. I don’t want you to worry about the hospital bill.”
 
   “But I feel responsible,” I interrupted.
 
   He raked both hands through his thick hair as he looked at me with blue eyes blazing. “And just what does that accomplish? So you don’t finish college, then what? You find some nice good ol’ boy to share his trailer with you? Maybe raise a pack of brats until he moves on to another trailer, stealing your best years?”
 
   That was a low blow. I turned my face away from him totally pissed off. He was at the side of my bed in a flash, turning my chin, forcing me to look at him.
 
   “That was out of line. I'm used to not being questioned or challenged on things. I’m sorry, Tylar.”
 
   I wasn't sure why he affected me this way. His apology was sincere. The sob that I'd been holding back finally escaped. He leaned into me, his face now very close to mine. Close enough that I could feel his warm breath near my lips. I closed my eyes, tilting my face up a bit, waiting to feel his lips on mine and wanting to feel them more than I'd ever wanted anything else.
 
   Then nothing happened.
 
   I opened one eye and then the other; he'd moved back from me, his eyes still studying mine with obvious indecision. His hands released my face and he stood up abruptly, his brow furrowed in confusion.
 
   I scooted away from him on the bed, running my fingers through my hair nervously. "No probs. Apology accepted."
 
   He handed my cell phone to me, his eyes now searching my face.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Call your mother,” he instructed. “She needs to know what’s going on and I need to know what your plans are so that I can schedule adjustments with the staff.”
 
   I took my phone from him and pulled up my mom’s number. It didn’t ring. There was a three-tone signal followed by a digital recording stating that the number dialed was either out of service or had been disconnected. No further information was available. I snapped the phone shut and let it fall onto my bed.
 
   Trey looked at me expectantly, “Well?”
 
   “It’s either out of service or has been disconnected. You had the right number after all.”
 
   “Is this typical of your mom?” he questioned.
 
   “Nothing's typical about my mom.”
 
   "Tylar,” he implored, “there must be a friend, a neighbor, someone you can call to get word to your mom about your injury.”
 
   “Look,” I snapped, “maybe she hasn’t paid her cell phone bill. It happens. If you think for one minute that my mother wants me back in her house to make sure I recover to your expectations, well then you're delusional. She has her own life to live and apparently, that's what she's doing. That phone works both ways you know. It’s not as if she has called me in the last three weeks. If you don’t believe me, check the call log for yourself.”
 
   Trey was momentarily taken aback by my outburst. “What about a job? Does she work somewhere that we can call?”
 
   “She works Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday for Findley, Morris & Sneed. It’s a law firm in Louisville.”
 
   He sighed audibly, walking over to the side of the bed where I could see him.
 
   “I'll have someone here tomorrow to take you back to your cottage, okay?”
 
   “Thank you,” I replied. “Could you please have them bring something for me to wear?”
 
   “Sure,” he responded politely. “Ray and I'll review the staffing schedule to see who we can move around to cover your duties and where we might put you in the interim.”
 
   “I appreciate that, Trey.” And then he was gone.
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   At 9:30 a.m. the following morning, Denise barreled through my hospital door, carrying a bag of clothes with her. “Ray let me into your cottage sweetie. I got you a pair of jeans, bra, panties, tee shirt, and these sneakers. Will that do?”
 
   “Denise, you’re an angel,” I said.
 
   As Denise drove us back to Sinclair Stables, I quizzed her. “Have I missed anything good since I’ve been out of commission?”
 
   “Well, honey, I’m not sure what you consider good. Let’s see. I did hear Ray say that Derringer is eating well again. He was on a little bit of a hunger strike from missing you and all. Oh and the races will start over at the track Saturday evening. Everybody’s excited about that. Ray said you're to take it easy today and he'll stop over later to fill you in on your revised schedule.”
 
   “I can hardly wait to get back to work. I feel perfectly fine, you know. I hope Trey didn’t tell Ray to schedule me somewhere boring, like over at the Belle.”
 
   “Well, whatever you're instructed to do, Tylar, it’s for your own good. Keep that in mind, you hear?”
 
   “Yes, Mom,” I teased.
 
   Pulling down the long drive at the Sinclair estate, I spotted Clint and Luke out in the pasture, exercising Ariel and the brown chestnut, Socrates. Both horses were being worked to race at the track over at the Belle. Denise tapped her horn, getting Luke and Clint’s attention. I waved eagerly at them from the passenger seat. Clint recognized me immediately, pulling off his hat and waving it back and forth while Socrates, startled by the car horn, pranced.
 
   “I want to help them get the quarters ready for this weekend’s races.”
 
   “Well I wouldn’t count on doing that anytime soon, hun.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I turned to look at her.
 
   “It’s just that when Trey came by early this morning to speak with Ray, uhh, I did hear a few things.”
 
   “Spill it, Denise! I mean it.”
 
   “He instructed Ray that under no circumstances were you to be working in the stables, exercising the horses, or even pleasure riding until further notice.”
 
   “What?” I exclaimed. “What will I do, then?”
 
   “I think maybe you'll be working over at the Belle,” she said, almost inaudibly.
 
   “Dressing up and giving tours? No way, no fucking way!”
 
   “No, no,” she assured me.
 
   I felt some relief.
 
   “I think you're scheduled to work in the main building.”
 
   Fan-fucking-tastic! There were just old ladies in that building working the gift shop, restaurant, and special event planning. I looked over at Denise.
 
   “It won’t be forever, hun. He’s just worried about you after what you’ve been through and all. I heard him tell Ray about your nightmare. I really do think it shook Trey up. I’ve never seen him so concerned about anyone like he is with you. Seems to me he’s quite protective of you, sweetie.”
 
   I gave her a sidelong glance, with an unspoken Puleeze.
 
   “I don’t care if you believe me or not, you’ll see in time.”
 
   “I had a concussion, Denise. Of course I was having dreams, nightmares, whatever. But there was nothing on those discharge papers saying anything about me not riding or working around horses.”
 
   “He’s just being a bit over-protective, sweetie, you know after that accident back there in—” She stopped abruptly, realizing that she'd said too much.
 
   “C’mon Denise, finish what you started. I’ve already heard some rumors about him and a fiancée that ditched him. Tell me what you know.”
 
   “Listen here, if you want to know what happened, you need to ask Trey. I don't like to talk out of turn."
 
   That was the end of the conversation.
 
   My cottage was stuffy from being closed up. I immediately opened the large front window to circulate the air. Ray had put my pay envelope on the breakfast bar, along with some mail that had arrived for me over the course of the last week. I had to make my pay last since there wouldn’t be a check coming Monday for this week.
 
   I relaxed on the couch, reminiscing about our house in Kentucky and what it had been like growing up there. I'd always been given chores. By the time I turned seven years old my chores included doing the dishes, taking the trash out, cleaning my room, and folding my own laundry. By the time I was thirteen, I was responsible for cleaning the whole house on Saturdays, earning $20 a week.
 
   I liked Saturdays because Mom would allow me to have my new best friend Laurie over on Friday nights to spend the night with me. Laurie’s mom, Mona, and my mom were good friends. Mona was about the only female friend that I remembered Mom having. They lived five blocks from us. Laurie would come home from school with me on Fridays. After Mom got off work, she'd bring a pizza home for us and let us stay up until midnight.
 
   On Saturday, Mona would come by and pick Laurie up at noon. That's when my chores began. I'd put clean sheets on the beds, then start cleaning the rest of the house. Mom left right at 1 p.m. for her weekly appointment at the spa. She'd get a facial, pedicure, manicure, and her hair styled. She'd stop at the grocery to get stuff for dinner.
 
   Saturday was Mom’s date night so that's when I would stay overnight at Laurie's. Mona would come by with Laurie around 5:30 to pick me up, just as Mom was starting dinner for her date, always a fancy candlelight meal. Laurie said her mom was the same way on her Friday date nights. I guess that’s why Laurie slept over at my house on her mom’s date nights. It was more romantic without kids around. Laurie said that she didn’t remember her dad either; he'd died before she was born. She said that except for her mom, she had no other family. We had a lot in common. My mom’s parents had died before I was born; my dad’s parents didn’t want anything to do with me she told me.
 
   I was startled from my sleepy memories by the sound of my cell phone ringing. I jumped up to answer it. “Hello?”
 
   “I trust you got home and settled okay.”
 
   It was Trey’s “business” voice and my stomach did a flip-flop. I wanted his smooth and silky voice back.
 
   “Yes,” I answered softly. “Everything went fine. I feel fine. I'm ready to go back to work and dig in.”
 
   I was curious as to whether he was going to divulge my new assignment, or leave the dirty work to Ray when he came by later.
 
   “Tylar, Ray was supposed to stop by this evening after his shift to discuss the schedule we worked out for you for the next couple of weeks. Unfortunately, when I just now called him, he has been delayed by an early delivery of a foal over at the Belle. He's staying there waiting for the vet. Since he hasn’t had the opportunity to discuss the specifics with you, I wanted to give you a call to let you know to just take it easy tomorrow until Ray can get with you about next week’s schedule.”
 
   “I see,” I replied. My voice was sharp now. “Why don’t you go ahead and fill me in, Trey. I already know I’m scheduled to work over at the Belle. Are you punishing me for some reason?”
 
   “Not that I owe you an explanation, but to answer your question, you're not being punished. I simply must make appropriate decisions in the best interest of the business and minimize any risk of re-injury to you.”
 
   "I'm sorry I snapped," I replied. “It’s just that I know that with the races starting this weekend and all, the rest of the group can probably use all of the help they can get prepping the horses. I can be of more assistance at the stables than anywhere else. I can make sure that I don’t over-do it.” My voice was soft and sweet. “Please, Trey?”
 
   “I know what you're trying to do, Tylar,” he said, firmly. “It isn’t working. You'll start your assignment over at the La Vie Belle on Monday. Ray will fill you in on the details sometime before then. This is non-negotiable, understood?"
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I replied rolling my eyes and not bothering to hide my irritation. “What about Derringer?”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “Can I at least take care of him when I’m off the clock?”
 
   “No,” he answered. “I want you to distance yourself from the horses until your follow-up appointment with the doctor.”
 
   “My discharge papers don’t say anything about my not being allowed around horses.” There was silence on the other end. I heard soft music in the background.
 
   Where is he?
 
   “Hello? Are you there?” I asked.
 
   “Ah yes, I’m sorry. This really isn't a good time to discuss the details of your schedule. I’ve made myself clear from the company's standpoint, and I believe that you're clear on what's to take place on Monday, correct?”
 
   Just then, I heard a female voice speaking to Trey. His attempt to cover the mouthpiece was less than perfect. The voice sounded like the same one I remembered from the hospital. Charlotte. It sounded as if she was saying something to him about dinner being served, did she say “Don’t keep me waiting, baby?”
 
   Trey shifted his voice back to me, “Are you there?”
 
   “I am,” I replied coolly.
 
   “As to the matter we were discussing, I want to make sure that you're clear on what I expect and that you'll adhere to your schedule on Monday.”
 
   “Right. Monday,” I repeated. “Yep, I'm clear about Monday, Trey. No worries.”
 
   “Okay, then,” he said. “Please rest up until then?”
 
   “Sure thing,” I said succinctly.
 
   Tomorrow was Friday and I had no plans to “take it easy.” I needed to busy myself with the horses. Since I wasn't officially assigned to the Belle until Monday, I was still technically following the rules. I'd get a good night's rest and be back in action tomorrow.
 
   Unfortunately, a restful sleep wasn't going to happen for me tonight. My earlier reflections of my former best friend Laurie, her mother, Mona, and my mom would come back to haunt me complete with details that I'd long since forgotten. I'd not be forgetting those details anytime soon.
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   The phone call with Trey left me with a cluttered mind, so I spent the rest of the evening scrubbing the kitchen, bathroom, and dusting every piece of furniture in my cottage. I vacuumed the carpet, shook out all of the area rugs, and Windexed every possible surface. I liked keeping myself busy. I still had a stack of mail piled neatly on the counter. It would have to wait. Finally, exhaustion had won out. I was determined to sleep.
 
   Tossing and turning in my bed, my dream was familiar. It spawned from a memory of when I was 13 years old.
 
   It's a particular Saturday. Mona and Laurie have picked me up from my house to spend the usual Saturday night with Laurie. I had just turned thirteen the month before. Laurie is older than me by about six months, but it might as well be six years on this weekend.
 
   We've been hanging out at a video arcade about a block from her house the past few Saturday evenings. Mona lets us walk down there and then she picks us up promptly at 9 p.m. Laurie and I are both interested in boys, but the problem is, we both like the same boy. His name is Kyle; he is fifteen years old and, to us, he seems practically all grown up. He lives in the same neighborhood as Laurie, which I feel gives her an unfair advantage over me. I'm okay with competition, but it has to be fair.
 
   Laurie goes into the kitchen after we eat and gives her mom a hug, and then innocently asks if Mona minds if we go to the Video Palace to meet another one of her friends from school, Vanessa. She tells her mom that Vanessa is having her birthday party at Video Palace, and that she wants both of us to be there. The only problem is that Vanessa’s birthday party won’t be over until about 11 p.m. Laurie's good, she even digs into the pocket of her shorts and produces a birthday party invitation that confirms a birthday party is being held this evening, from 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. for Vanessa Goldman at the Video Palace.
 
   “Well, Jesus Christ,” Mona admonishes. “Why didn’t you let me know before now?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom.” Laurie says, looking contrite. “I just wasn’t sure that Tylar would want to go, but she does. We both do, please?”
 
   “Honey, we haven’t bought Vanessa a gift or card or anything. I won’t have folks thinking that we're white trash. You know how I feel about that.”
 
   “Mom, that’s not a problem. Kids our age, they just want money, you know? Besides that, I already bought her a birthday card. All we need to do is slip some money into it.”
 
   Laurie produces what appears to be a brand new birthday card with an envelope.
 
   “Well, I guess it’ll be all right,” Mona acquiesces. “You two go get ready while I finish up these dishes. I’ll run you over then.”
 
   Laurie and I run up to her room. I'm elated.
 
   “How easy was that?” Laurie laughs.
 
   “Is there really a Vanessa?” I ask.
 
   “Of course there is,” Laurie replies. “You always use a real name with something like this. And the good part is Vanessa is going to be at Video Palace when we get there. She has used the same story with her parents.” I'm amazed at Laurie’s skillful manipulation.
 
   “Is Kyle going to be there, too?” I question nervously.
 
   “Of course he is, dummy,” she answers. She sees the look of despair on my face.
 
   “Look Ty,” she says, “I know that we both like him. We're best friends, too. There is no way that we should let a boy come between us, right?”
 
   I nod, not sure where this is going.
 
   “Here's what I suggest,” Laurie continues, in her most grown-up voice. “Let’s just see how things shake out. I mean, other guys will be there too. Vanessa’s boyfriend is bringing some of his friends. Maybe I'll meet someone better than Kyle. Maybe you will. Either way, no boy is worth ruining a friendship over.”
 
   “I agree, Laurie.”
 
   “Pinky promise?” she asks, offering her pinky up.
 
   “Pinky promise,” I reply, linking my right pinky with hers.
 
   Mona put a $20 bill in the envelope with the faux birthday card for Vanessa. Laurie has already told me that this will be our spending money. We're wearing mini jean skirts and halter-tops.
 
   Mona drops us off at the Video Palace, telling us she will be back at 11 p.m. sharp to pick us up. Once inside, the music is blasting. A taller, blond girl approaches us almost immediately--Vanessa. She has more make-up on than even Laurie. I guess her to be sixteen years of age at least. They click immediately, giggling at what they pulled off. Laurie introduces me to Vanessa, and then quickly asks if the guys are here yet.
 
   “They’re out in the car waiting for us,” Vanessa answers, smiling mischievously.
 
   “Cool,” Laurie says, turning to me. “C’mon Ty, we be partying!”
 
   “You mean we aren’t staying here?” I ask.
 
   “No way,” Laurie replies. “You heard Vanessa; the guys are out back in the car waiting for us."
 
   “But who's old enough to drive?” I ask.
 
   “Vanessa's boyfriend, Justin,” she responds.
 
   “Oh Laurie, I don’t know. I don’t think this is a good idea. Your mom might find out. She’ll tell my mom. We’d both be in a lot of trouble.”
 
   Laurie looks at me as if I've grown two heads.
 
   “What are you worried about?” she demands, incredulous that I'm not gung-ho on the whole idea.
 
   “Do you really think either of our moms gives a damn about where we are or what we're doing?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?” I ask.
 
   Immediately her whole demeanor shifts. I feel like I'm from another planet by the way Laurie is staring at me. She lashes out. “What exactly do you think DATE night is?”
 
   “Look,” I hiss, embarrassed because it's obvious that Vanessa can hear everything we say. “I know that both of our moms have their dates over. I don’t think about the sex part. That's their business.”
 
   “You're really clueless aren’t you, Tylar?” she asks without venom in her voice this time. It’s as if she suddenly feels sorry for me. I’m not sure which is worse. “Here’s the deal,” she continues, “What we have waiting for us in a car are several really, really hot guys, including Kyle. Vanessa’s guy, Justin, is driving. They are willing to take us to a house where we can get a buzz going, and then you know, whatever happens, happens. Are you in?"
 
   “I don’t think so, Laurie,” I answer firmly.
 
   “Well, now what?” she asks, throwing her arms up, totally exasperated with my ignorance and my unwillingness to follow.
 
   “Hey, not to worry,” I respond lightly. "My house is four blocks from here. I'll go on home. Just tell your mom I didn’t feel well and left Vanessa’s party early and went home when she picks you up tonight.”
 
   “But it’s your mom’s DATE night,” she whines, emphatically. “My mom will bust my ass if she finds out.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” I reply. “I just know that my mom wouldn't appreciate my going with you and this group and getting involved in that kind of stuff.”
 
   “Oh really?” she snickers, not attempting to hide her amusement. “Let me know how that works out for you, Tylar,” she snaps. She turns on her heel and walks out with Vanessa. I can’t believe that Laurie just put me in this position. What's happened to her?
 
   I walk home and quietly let myself in. It's only 8:30; not even dark yet. The dining room is dark. I can see that the dinner dishes are still on the table, left exactly as they were when Mom and her boyfriend finished dinner. I step into the kitchen and switch the lights on. An empty bottle of wine is on the counter. It looks like Mom cooked her infamous roasted veal with baby red potatoes and spinach salad. All the candles are snuffed out.
 
   I go ahead and fill the kitchen sink with soapy water. I can kill some time downstairs by doing the dishes. Hopefully it will also serve to soften the blow when Mom finds out I came home.
 
   By the time I finish, it's shortly after 9 p.m. I decide to watch some television in the den off of the kitchen. I turn on the television and catch the end of a movie. By 10 p.m. I really need to pee and go to bed. There's no getting around it. Hopefully, mom and her boyfriend are now asleep. I haven’t heard them upstairs. I make my way quietly up the thickly carpeted stairs.
 
   I go into my room, careful to be quiet, discarding my jean skirt and halter-top, putting on my favorite silk plum shorts and matching camisole pajama set. I really need to wash all of the make-up off of my face so that Mom doesn’t see it in the morning, but my first priority is to pee. I pad quietly down the hall, past the closed door to my mom’s room. All quiet so far.
 
   I go into the bathroom, softly closing the door behind me and switching on the light. Deciding that it's just too gross not to flush the toilet even though it might wake Mom, I do it. I go over to the sink and wash my hands. As I'm lathering up with soap to scrub my face, the bathroom door opens abruptly. It's Mom, dressed only in a red corset and panties. She slips into the bathroom, closing the door behind her softly. She is livid.
 
   “What the hell are you doing home?” she whispers loudly. “Why aren’t you with Laurie?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I just didn’t feel well and I left the Video Palace to walk home.”
 
   “Does Mona know you did this?”
 
   “Yeah,” I lie, “she wanted to drive me but I told her I needed the air.” I can tell that Mom doesn’t believe me. She glares at me.
 
   “Look,” I say, “I’m sorry. I can fill you in on it tomorrow. I'm just getting ready to go to bed.”
 
   “Forget all of that, just get down to your room now and get to bed,” she hisses.
 
   I’m not about to argue with her. She's definitely pissed. As I pass her open bedroom door I hear a man’s voice call out.
 
   “Maggie, what the hell's going on out there?”
 
   “Nothing sugar,” she croons, “just my sissy coming home earlier than expected.”
 
   “Well get your tight little ass back to bed,” he orders. “Or have Sissy come in and join us."
 
   A look of pure hatred crosses my mom’s face in that moment. I scurry down the hallway, shutting my door and climbing swiftly beneath my covers. Within a few minutes, I can hear Mom’s bed squeaking in the familiar rhythm, followed by her moans, and skin slapping skin. I drift to sleep much later, having blocked out the noises from the next room by putting my stereo headset on.
 
   I’m not sure how much later it is when I abruptly awaken to the presence of someone else in my room. My first thought is that Mom is ready to lay into me because her date had gotten angry and left. I realize that's not the case when I feel someone kneel down on the bed beside me and breathe whiskey-laden breath into my face. It’s Mom’s boyfriend. I don’t even know his name. He’s new.
 
   My eyes widen in horror. I try to scream. He anticipates my reaction, clamping a meaty hand across my mouth tightly.
 
   “Now, now, little sister,” he says thickly. His breath smells like something rotting in a trashcan. “No need for you to start making a fuss, you hear? I just want to spend a little time with you now.” I struggle against him with all of my strength. He does not move his hand from across my mouth. He's strong, pinning my upper body down with his forearm and elbow. His free hand lifts the sheet that's covering my lower extremities, leaving my bare legs up to my silk plum shorts exposed to his lecherous gaze. In the dark, I can only see that he has a thin face. His hair is light, maybe blond or reddish blond. It looks stringy. The rest of his features are indistinguishable with no light in the room with the exception of moonlight sifting through the blinds.
 
   "Oooh, that’s nice.” He pulls my silk shorts down viewing my private area. “I see little sissy has some hair on her pussy.”
 
   I feel like I'm going to suffocate. I squirm and thrash, while trying my best to bite his hand.
 
   “Oh shit! You little bitch,” he snarls as I manage to draw blood from his hand with my teeth. I pull my legs up far enough to slam into his chest as he is leaning over me. His fist slams into my face full force. I see stars. My body falls back. I'm disoriented; I can’t move. I'm on the cusp of unconsciousness.
 
   I feel his fingers reach into my silk shorts ripping them off of me with one swift motion. I'm paralyzed with fear. I pray to pass out. His rough fingers move to my private area savagely pressing his fingers within the folds, pinching the center so that I jump as if an electrical volt has shocked me.
 
   "That's a clit; yours seems to be working just fine. Your big sister likes it when I lick her clit. Do you want to see how that feels?”
 
   I'm frozen with fear; unable to move. Where the hell is my mom? I close my eyes, deciding to play possum. I feel warm, moist lips on my private area; his tongue slithers in and out of my crack, twirling and circling the area. He puts one of his fingers up inside of me; it hurts. He is running it in and out, in and out. His fingernail scratches me. I whimper in pain. He mistakes it for pleasure.
 
   “I see you like it when I finger fuck you, little sissy,” he laughs. “This makes your big sister hoot and holler. I’m guessing you ain’t had this done before.”
 
   I'm sick and nauseated. I can only guess what horrible thing he is planning next. It’s not long before I figure it out. He takes one of my hands and wraps it around his erection.
 
   “Squeeze this gently,” he instructs. “This is what a cock feels like, little sissy. Your big sister likes the feel of this cock in her pussy. How about you? I’m betting you’re a bit tighter than your sister,” he mocks. I nearly vomit all over him, I'm sick with fright. From somewhere in the depths of my being, I find the strength and power to draw my knee up with all of the force I can muster and plant it firmly into his crotch and abdomen.
 
   “Holy fucking son-of-a-bitch!” he screams, rolling out of my bed, onto the floor of my room. I find my voice and scream bloody murder.
 
   “Mom! Mom!” I scream hysterically, “Help me!”
 
   Mom rushes in, screeching at him.
 
   “You fucking son-of-a-bitch! What'd you do to my girl?” The man on the floor isn't capable of speaking coherently, still writhing in pain. I think I hear him vomit.
 
   “She's not part of our deal, you mother-fucker! This is going to cost you an extra hundred.”
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   I sprang up in my bed, beads of sweat covering my forehead. My heart raced in my chest; I heaved for air; scrambling to get my bearings. I realized I was no longer tangled up in that nightmare. I was in my room at my cottage. The familiar hum of my window air conditioner was soothing. This was the first horrible dream I'd had since the hospital. I wanted to be done with them. This nightmare had left me more anxious than the other. It was different. I wasn't the observer in this one; I was a full participant. It was more like a re-living of a situation I didn't remember.
 
   I climbed from my bed and went into the kitchenette. The clock on the microwave read 5:48 a.m. No point going back to bed. I made myself a light breakfast and set about getting dressed for the day. I located my empty laundry bag and dumped the contents of my dirty clothes basket into it, cinching it closed. I needed to leave a note for Ray who would be stopping by early, according to Trey.
 
   Hi Ray!
 
   Trey phoned me last night and generally filled me in as to my revised duties starting next week. He asked that for today I sit tight since my new assignment doesn’t start until next Monday. I’ll get with you sometime over the weekend and you can fill me in on the details. Heading over to the Belle to do laundry before the machines are all taken. After that, I’ll just hang out and try to stay out of everyone’s way.
 
   Talk to you later!
 
   Tylar
 
   This would put his mind to rest, at least for now. I taped it on the front door and gathered up my purse, phone, laundry bag, and the last of the carrots for Derringer.
 
   I walked quietly down the path to the stables, relieved to see that no one had yet reported in for work. I couldn’t pass the barn without visiting Derringer. I walked over to his stall and rubbed my hand gently up and down his beautiful black muzzle.
 
   “Here you go, handsome,” I crooned, offering him the carrots; he ate them from my palm happily. I continued rubbing his neck until he finished. He nuzzled my hand for more.
 
   “Sorry, handsome,” I said. “I don’t have any more carrots but how about if I come back tonight for another visit? Would you like that, huh?” His massive black head bobbed up and down as if confirming our date. I left the barn and made my way to the laundry room, which was next door to the banquet hall over at the Belle. I got the washers loaded; I had about an hour before the wash cycles were completed. I was curious to see the stables at the Belle so I headed that way.
 
   The stables and paddock area at the Belle were much larger than those over at the Sinclair estate. The Belle boarded a lot of horses that were not owned by the Sinclair family. This track held races for quarter horses, paints, and appaloosas. No thoroughbred racing was done there. The straight track was turf instead of dirt. I was glad because turf was much safer for the horses than a dirt track.
 
   I strolled through the paddock area to see some of the horses that would be competing in this weekend’s race. I found a preliminary line-up sheet posted on the bulletin board for the eight races that were scheduled for the Kick-Off Stakes on Saturday evening. This marked the official opening of race season for La Vie Belle track. I glanced through the line-up and saw that between Sinclair Stables and the Belle, the Sinclair's had a horse competing in each of the eight races. Ariel, Socrates, Witches’ Streak, and Runaway Jessie were entered from Sinclair Stables; Eyewear, Hail to Patsy, Junebug, and Jezebel were the entrants from La Vie Belle.
 
   As I continued scanning, I noticed Jezebel didn’t have a jockey assigned. I was unfamiliar with Jezebel but the sheet listed Andy Graham as her trainer. I'd seen Andy around with Jenna. Maybe it was time to pull in a favor from Jenna; the trashy underwear was small compensation for my stint in the hospital.
 
   I went back over to the laundry and transferred my clothes from the washer to the dryer. I got my phone out and called Jenna.
 
   “Hey Ty! How are you doing, girl?” she asked almost too cheerfully.
 
   I decided to work the guilt; she owed me not only for the near-death experience, but that awful slut underwear from Fred-X of Follywood had added insult to injury.
 
   “Cut the crap,” I replied dryly.
 
   I heard a gasp at the other end of the phone. Before she could utter another word, I got to the point.
 
   “Hey aren't you friends with Andy Graham, Jezebel’s trainer?”
 
   “Yeah, why?” she countered.
 
   “Well this is how you're going to make it up to me for missing a whole week’s pay.”
 
   “Go on,” she replied, piqued.
 
   “I noticed that there wasn’t a jockey listed for tomorrow evening’s fourth race for Jezebel. What’s the story?”
 
   “All I know is that Andy’s ex-girlfriend was the jockey and once they broke up she told him to go flip shit. As of yesterday, he believed they'd have to scratch Jezebel from the race because she won't reconsider. It’s no big deal, the horse is a long shot. Andy’s only worried the Sinclairs will be pissed because he didn’t have a back-up plan.”
 
   “He does now,” I said. “Jenna, you call your friend Andy. Tell him he has his jockey for Saturday night.”
 
   “Who?” Jenna asked.
 
   “Me!”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding,” she exclaimed. “You're not a jockey. Besides, don’t you have to be certified or something?”
 
   “I’ve jockeyed, don’t worry about my credentials. Worst case scenario is, even if Jezebel finishes last, I still get the $75 jockey fee, which only recoups a small portion of the money I lost because of your stupid stunt last week.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she hesitated.
 
   “Look, let Andy know that I’m within the weight requirement. If he wants to see me practice with Jezebel today, have him call me. But call me back one way or another, alright?”
 
   “Oh, I guess,” she finally agreed.
 
   I was still in the laundry room folding up my clean laundry when my cell phone rang. It was Jenna.
 
   “Andy said to be at the practice track around two this afternoon. He'll spend no more than an hour with you to see if you and Jezebel can clock some decent times on the quarter. Then he'll decide whether you ride or he scratches her. Best I could do."
 
   “Good enough, thanks.”
 
   Two o’clock couldn't come fast enough for me. I'd taken my laundry back to the cottage then walked to the market. I bought fresh carrots for Derringer. I planned to keep my date with him later. I went to my cabin and sorted through the small trunk in my bedroom. I pulled several ribbons, a couple of trophies, and some news clippings off the top of the pile. I located a pair of nylon riding pants, patent leather riding boots, safety vest, and my cap and goggles. It had been awhile, but everything was still in good shape. At 108 pounds, everything would fit me just fine. I placed it all into my backpack and made the trek back over to the racetrack.
 
   I spotted Andy in the infield with Jezebel, a three-year-old bay. I'd only been around Andy a few times this summer. He was a personable guy, a little green as a trainer, but that worked to my advantage. We spent an hour going through the paces. It didn’t take long for me to build a rapport with Jezebel. Andy explained her racing history along with her strengths and weaknesses. He handed me a DVD of her races from last season to review.
 
   Andy explained that in the Kick-Off Stakes Saturday, a bonus race was scheduled about 45 minutes after the last race concluded. This was a special incentive purse that Sinclair Stables had put up for $75,000. Each winner of the eight previous races would contend for the purse in the bonus race. The jockeys would get a 20% cut of the purse instead of the usual 10%. The purse in the other races was only $10,000 each. If Jezebel won the fourth race, I'd get my $75 riding fee, plus 10% of the purse, or $1,000. If Jezebel went on to win the bonus race—that would mean another $15,000 in my pocket!
 
   Andy and I worked with Jezebel for another hour, timing her sprints. She was consistently clocking in at 30 to 33 seconds. I let Andy know that I'd work with her again in the morning after I had a chance to review the DVD. He agreed. I'd not been back at my cottage for more than an hour when Ray was tapping at my door.
 
   “Hi Ray,” I smiled opening the door for him.
 
   “How ya feeling?” he asked, concerned. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to stop by. I know Trey will be pissed when he calls later.”
 
   Then don’t tell him,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been fine. Got my laundry caught up today, cleaned the cottage, and took a walk. Just kind of, hung out, ya know?”
 
   “So you know that you start Monday at the Belle, right?”
 
   “Yeah, that's what I hear.”
 
   “Now, that’s just a temporary assignment,” he explained.
 
   “I know. Don’t worry about it. I can survive for a couple of weeks over there. Who do I report to and when?”
 
   “Report at 9 a.m. to Mrs. Johnson over in the main office. She'll give you the rundown okay?”
 
   “Sure enough,” I replied pleasantly.
 
   “Okay, I won’t keep you then. You take it easy ya’ hear?”
 
   “You got it. Bye Ray,”
 
   I kept my promise to Derringer, taking some carrots to him at the stables. As I passed Jenna’s cottage, her usual Friday evening lingerie show was in full display on the clothesline on her porch. I could hear some music blasting inside from her stereo. Distracted, I hadn’t noticed someone closing in behind me on the path. Suddenly from behind, a body lunged at me.
 
   “Gotcha!”
 
   I nearly had a coronary right then and there. Instinct took over. I whirled around, my right arm rigid and extended and landed my fist across his broad chest.
 
   “Ummph,” Luke moaned as I knocked the wind out of him.
 
   “Good Lord, Luke!” I yelled, “What were you thinking coming up on me like that?”
 
   “Christ, Tylar! You pack a punch for a little gal,” he laughed. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to catch you off guard like that." He was a grinning fool; I knew why.
 
   “Gonna help Jenna take in her laundry?” I asked nonchalantly, presenting him with a devilish grin.
 
   “Maybe,” he replied with a guilty smile. “Hey, how ya feeling? Hear they got you scheduled over at the Belle with the old ladies next week. Drag, right?”
 
   “I’m feeling back to normal and to answer your second question, ‘yes’ and ‘definitely’ on the third one. I’m hoping to shorten that assignment some when Trey gets back.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on that too much.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “He's been a royal pain in our asses ever since what happened last Friday with you and all. That man, for all we’ve seen of him in the last three years, has outdone himself this last week, giving us all extra projects. But, most of his time was spent at the hospital with you. How did he find the time?”
 
   “Well, you don’t look any worse for the wear."
 
   “Yeah, I got the stamina,” he grinned, flexing his muscles for me. “I can take anything ol’ rich boy dishes out. Poor Clint though, he has him working 12-hour days between here and the Belle. Clint’s busting his ass getting ready for this weekend. Oh,” he added, “just so you know, his royal highness didn’t permit any of us to go see you in the hospital. He felt it might be upsetting to you. He made that damn clear to all of us.”
 
   “Yeah? What was that about?” I murmured, clearly puzzled about Trey’s motives.
 
   “Who knows? We all felt bad and were worried. We wanted to come up.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s all good.” I smiled at him.
 
   “You’re headed to the barn, I see.”
 
   “I’m late for my date with Derringer. Have fun Luke.”
 
   I smiled and nodded in the direction of Jenna’s cottage as I half turned away to continue down the path.
 
   “Be careful,” he warned.
 
   “You too.”
 
   Derringer was pleased with my visit. Someone had been taking good care of him. His stall was clean and he'd been brushed to a glossy sheen. I spent several minutes talking with him and rubbing his neck. I felt content having visited him.
 
   Once back at my cottage, I made some microwave popcorn and sat down to watch Jezebel’s race DVD. My cell phone rang. I snatched it off the kitchen counter, noting the same phone number as the previous night.
 
   “Yes?” I answered in a clipped tone.
 
   “Bad time?”
 
   His soft, silky voice always unnerved me. I could handle his ‘mad’ voice and his ‘attorney’ voice, but this one made me melt.
 
   “No, not really,” I responded coolly. “I was just popping some corn, getting ready to watch a DVD.”
 
   “What did you do today, Tylar? Did you rest like you were supposed to?"
 
   “If you're asking me if I sat tight as ordered, then the answer's no, I didn't. I spoke with Ray, got my assignment for next week. Let’s see, I did a couple of loads of laundry and cleaned the cottage. Oh and I took some carrots down to Derringer. There, satisfied?”
 
   “Not as satisfied as I’d like,” he commented playfully.
 
   Oh really?
 
   “Do you have enough food to last in your fridge until I get back?” he questioned.
 
   “Oh, that was you? Yes, thanks, Trey,” I replied. I could feel his smile over the phone. I was betting that his dimple was showing. He liked it when I used his first name.
 
   "Are you still there?” smooth and silky asked. “Our connection seems much better tonight, don’t you agree?”
 
   “Hmm. Yeah…I mean, yes.”
 
   “Is there anything you need?”
 
   “I’m good, for now.”
 
   “Well, all right then. Please get your rest. And I'll see you soon.”
 
   I spent the next three hours studying last season’s races with Jezebel. I had her moves down to a science by the time I finally collapsed into bed.
 
   The following day was full of preparations for opening day at La Vie Belle racetrack. I worked out with Jezebel early in the morning. Her time was improving steadily. Post positions were conducted prior to the race in a draw. I was keeping my fingers crossed that Jezebel would get an outside position. She tended to do better with fewer distractions, which was hard to manage with a middle post position. Jezebel was a late breaker, which meant an outside position would be to her advantage.
 
   Since most of the jockeys were men, I dressed in the ladies’ restroom over in the paddock area. Most of them were riding in a couple of the races this evening on different horses; I only had to focus on Jezebel in the fourth. Andy had given me the jockey silks for Jezebel; the Sinclair Stable colors were purple and gold. I changed my cap cover to purple to match the silks. I made my way into the paddock area where Andy was tacking Jezebel. The post positions were in, we drew number eight.
 
   “Yes!” I screamed, hugging Andy as he spun me around. Jezebel would race one spot in from far outside, ideal for this horse.
 
   “Tylar?” someone called out behind me.
 
   Holy horse shit!
 
   I was afraid to turn until he repeated my name. It was Clint's voice and he sounded pissed.
 
   “Hey, Clint,” I said going over to him and giving him a hug.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he asked, his voice now having more than just an edge to it.
 
   I stated the obvious, “Riding Jezebel in the fourth.”
 
   “Are you nuts?” he yelled at me. “Do you know how much more trouble I'll be in with him if I allow you to do this?”
 
   “Seriously, Clint? I'm on personal time which is my own, and I don't think you or anyone else for that matter can decide what I'm allowed or not allowed to do.”
 
   Clint was fuming. At any moment I fully expected smoke to curl out of his ears; they were beet red. Andy had walked away from our argument and for that I was grateful.
 
   “He sure as hell does if you’re riding a Sinclair horse.”
 
   I tried another approach. “Clint, look,” I said quietly to him, “nobody has to know that you saw me, right? And hey, they have me listed under a different variation of my name, so it'll be easy enough to say that you didn’t recognize it on the roster if you have to, right?"
 
   Clint pulled a program from his back pocket. He skimmed down through it, and then looked back up. “Jockey: T.J. Preston?”
 
   I smiled proudly. “I know, right?”
 
   “Oh yeah. That'll throw somebody off for, gee, like a full ten seconds?” He was quickly becoming more exasperated with me. Trey must’ve really made his life miserable this past week. It was clear that I wasn't going to win Clint over.
 
   “Do what you have to do Clint; I guess our friendship means very little to you. Besides that, Trey’s out of town so there's really nothing you can do about it anyway.”
 
   I turned my back to him and walked back over to help Andy finish cinching up the outer girth on Jezebel. When we finished, I turned back around, relieved that Clint was nowhere in sight.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
10
 
    
 
   I loved the pageantry of horse racing as much as anything else. I loved jockeying. It had always been a part of my life, starting as far back as junior high school. I was fortunate that, during my years in college, I'd been afforded opportunities to ride and train in racing and dressage.
 
   The announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker, introducing the horses, their owner, trainer, and jockey in that order. Socrates was scheduled in this race in the number four post position. The bugle sounded the familiar chords in three successions.
 
   “And the horses are entering the track for this evening’s featured first race in the Annual Kick-off Stakes Amateur Challenge here at the beautiful La Vie Belle Race Track!’
 
   I saw Socrates wearing the Sinclair Stables’ signature purple and gold colors, jockey astride in matching silks. Clint rode the escort horse, Trafalgar, as was customary for the trainer as the horses were introduced onto the track.
 
   “In the number four position, we have Socrates, owned by Sinclair Stables, trained by Clint Cavanaugh, piloted by Luis Cappezio.”
 
   I looked over at Clint. He was busy trying to get Socrates maneuvered into step using Trafalgar. Socrates was skittish and not handling the reining well. Nine horses took their places at the gate. Clint and Luis were struggling to get Socrates into his post position inside the gate. That was never a good sign.
 
   Once all of the horses were secured in their post positions, the trainers left the track on the escort horses. After a few minutes, the buzzer rang out and the gates opened with the loud pounding of quarter horse hooves sprinting onto the turf track. There was so much advance preparation for a race that lasted less than a half-minute, with any luck.
 
   The announcer had to have the ability to talk faster than an auctioneer, which was no easy task with some of the names given these horses. There were a lot of bets being placed at the windows. This was a fairly lucrative business for the owners.
 
   Socrates came in second; no shame there. A horse from Alexandria, Virginia took the purse, clocking at 32 seconds.
 
   There was a 10-minute break between each race, giving people time to place their bets. Clint would be busy for a little while, getting Socrates back to the paddock and rubbing him down. Maybe my luck would hold out and he wouldn’t come back out before my race.
 
   The third race finished. Andy and I checked and rechecked the saddle and girths to make sure everything was tight and secure. Jezebel was calmer than either of us, it seemed.
 
   “Good Luck, T.J.,” Andy teased me. “Don't get overly concerned if she’s not first out of the gate, she works into her stride in about eight or nine seconds when she’s on the outside post.”
 
   “I know, I got it,” I laughed, “I watched her race DVD, remember?” He was making me more nervous with his fussing.
 
   “Oh, the horse to beat is Lucky Lulu; she’s number three on the inside.”
 
   The announcer started the introductions for the fourth featured race in the series for this evening. I lowered my goggles as we were being announced onto the track. Andy rode his buckskin horse, Jubilee, escorting Jezebel and me onto the turf.
 
   “Jezebel is number eight out of the nine horses competing in the fourth leg of tonight’s Amateur Kick-off Stakes Challenge. She races for Sinclair Stables, trained by Andy Graham, and in the irons, T.J. Preston.”
 
   We had no problem getting Jezebel into her post position. Once the last horse was in, there was a minute’s pause before the buzzer sounded and the gate lifted. True to Andy’s prediction, Jezebel wasn't quick to break out of the gate. I decided to do what I was trained to do and let the announcer play it back to me.
 
   “And runners away in the challenge!” I heard him yell into the microphone, echoing across the track. “Lucky Lulu broke well on the inside; Cosmos is quickly out in the middle of the pack. Here comes Jezebel well into stride from the outside! Now just to the inside, it’s Lucky Lulu; Jezebel is gaining on the outside! Now it’s Lucky Lulu! Cosmos drops to the back. It’s Jezebel and Lucky Lulu nose to nose! And it is…Jezebel across the finish! Jezebel has won the Kick-off Stakes Amateur Challenge in race number four!”
 
   The best part was a chance to earn another $15,000 in the bonus race. I checked Jezebel’s clocked time: 29 seconds, the fastest so far. Andy ran over to me and lifted me off of Jezebel, twirling me around in a circle.
 
   “You did it T.J.!”
 
   “We all did it, Andy. Thank you so much for taking a chance on me.”
 
   “You're a natural for this. Jezebel knows it too.” He slapped me lightly on the back a couple of times as we led Jezebel back to the paddock. Jezebel was the first winner’s purse taken by a Sinclair horse so far this evening. There were only four more races to go.
 
   “I’ll see you back here in about an hour okay, Andy? I have some things to take care of.”
 
   “Sure thing,” he answered. “Take a break and get psyched for the next one, hear?”
 
   I went to the locker room and pulled my gear off, placing it in my locker. Part of me secretly hoped that none of the other Sinclair-sponsored horses took a purse tonight, but that was kind of selfish, not to mention unsportsmanlike, so I chastised myself for thinking like that.
 
   Bringing my focus back to reality, I pulled out my phone and noticed I had a text message and several missed calls. It had been on vibrate for most of the day. I stared at the screen. It was Trey. I was afraid to read the text. I realized now that Clint had probably been in touch with him, telling him that I’d planned to race Jezebel. I gathered courage and opened the text message:
 
   What in the hell do u think u r doing??
I'll deal w/u as soon as I get back.
 
   Trey had clearly found out about tonight’s races. No mystery there.
 
   Thanks Clint.
 
   Andy was pacing when I returned to the paddock. For a moment I worried that he'd received orders from “mission control” to strike me from the race. “Where have you been?” he asked, panicked. “I was scared you had slipped out on me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” I replied. “What'd I miss?”
 
   “Two of the eight horses in the bonus race represent Sinclair Stables,” he said proudly. A pang of disappointment shot through me and I reminded myself once again to stop thinking like that and to be happy for the Sinclair team.
 
   “Really? That’s great!” I lied. “Who else?”
 
   “Ariel,” he replied.
 
   That was good news. Luke was Ariel’s trainer. “I’m really glad; I still want Jezebel to beat them all,” I admitted.
 
   “No argument from me on that,” Andy said as he helped me up into the racing saddle. He mounted Jubilee and we rode on out to the infield. Andy explained that the post selections were determined by best times clocked. Jezebel had the second best time in the earlier series, so we would get second choice on post positions.
 
   “Who has first pick?” I asked.
 
   “The winner of the sixth race, Paradox,” Andy replied.
 
   Paradox’s trainer made first selection and wanted the third spot from the end. Andy selected the same spot that Jezebel held during the first race. As it turned out Ariel was in the position just outside of Jezebel. I didn’t know the jockey, but it would certainly make it interesting to be neck and neck with Ariel on one side and Paradox on the other.
 
   The announcer started the introductions again, going through the line-up, horse, owner, trainer, and jockey. Andy escorted Jezebel and me back out onto the track. I wanted to giggle as we were announced this time as “Rookie Jockey, T.J. Preston.” Within minutes all of the horses were at the gate; the escorts had cleared the track. I pulled my goggles down and took position ready for the sound of the buzzer and the lifting of the gate. There seemed to be some sort of a delay in raising the gates. The announcer had stopped his banter as well. What now?
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please? There has been an adjustment made to the bonus race line-up this evening. The number seven horse, Jezebel, has been scratched from the competition by the owner. According to racing rules, the horse finishing with the next best time as the horse currently in the gates with the least best time of all the feature race winners this evening is eligible to take the number seven slot. That horse is Socrates. At this time, we ask that Trainer Graham and Jockey T.J. Preston remove Jezebel from the track.”
 
   I was not only freaked, I was humiliated. Andy was back at my side within seconds, getting Jezebel backed out of the gate, leading us toward the paddock. I ripped my cap and goggles off as we passed Clint escorting Socrates and his jockey up onto the infield area beside the track. I threw him the most hateful look I could muster, too angry to say anything.
 
   Andy was eerily quiet as he took the reins from me and walked Jezebel into the stables off of the paddock. And then my questions were answered—all of them. Andy handed off Jezebel’s reins to one furiously angry, blue-eyes-blazing Trey.
 
   Holy Shit.
 
   Trey dismissed Andy. “I’ll take it from here.”
 
   Trey quickly untacked Jezebel and led her to her stall. He turned and addressed me, leaning in. I was mere inches from his beautiful, but very angry face. “What do you have to say for yourself T.J.?” he seethed, putting emphasis on my jockey name.
 
   I was distraught and humiliated that it had come to this. How could I have been so stupid? Part of me actually thought he might've been pleased about my win. But he'd crushed me with that one show of power.
 
   “Why did you do that, Trey? How could you do that?” I could tell my demeanor had entirely thrown him off. He'd expected a fight. He hadn't expected this from me. I couldn't bring myself to argue with him. He had the control. I knew it, he knew it - and that was all that mattered.
 
   But that's where we were fundamentally different. I had wanted to succeed for him - for Sinclair Stables. I had wanted to show him that in some way I was worthy of his respect - that I wasn't that irresponsible girl that nearly drowned in his pool. Trey wanted something totally different— it was all about control. But why me?
 
   I looked up at him, searching his eyes for a clue as to why he would embarrass and humiliate me like this. He clearly didn’t care. He gazed down at me, the anger completely gone from his face. It was replaced by something else that was unreadable. It wasn’t pity, regret, or compassion even; it was something I didn’t recognize.
 
   He put his arms around me and pulled me close. This was no answer. I pushed away from him, pulling off the jockey silks that belonged to Sinclair Stables, holding them out to him. He was confused. He didn’t move.
 
   “Here take them,” I said, tossing the silks at him. “These belong to you, but nothing else here does."
 
   He caught the silks; his eyes not moving from mine. I turned and ran to the jockey’s lounge, grateful it was empty. I got out of my gear, shoving it all into my backpack and slamming the locker shut. I went to the sink and splashed cold water on my face. I finally took a deep, calming breath and decided I could make my exit.
 
   The trail back to the cabins was dark; I stumbled several times on the path through the wooded area. Behind me, the racetrack was lit up with a fireworks show, signaling the end of the racing events for this evening.
 
   Ahead of me, I could finally see porch lights on the bank of cottages. They were all lit except for mine. There was an interior light on inside my cottage that I didn't remember leaving on. As I climbed the steps to my porch, I scanned the row of cabins. Everyone else was out at the track, or partying, or on dates. It was eerily quiet around the row of cottages.
 
   I reached for my doorknob and it turned freely. I knew for sure that I'd locked it when I left. Fumbling inside on the wall for the light switch, my throat lurched; the bulb in my porch light had been removed. I peered through the front window but saw that nothing seemed out of place inside. I considered going around to the side of the cottage to check the bedroom window.
 
   Just as I turned around to leave the porch I collided with a hard chest. My heart raced as I started to scream. Strong arms reached for me as I started to struggle. It was Trey.
 
   “Oh my God, " I gasped. "What are you doing here?”
 
   "I needed to talk to you," he replied.
 
   “So you come over here and lurk around so that you can scare the shit out of me? How'd you get in my cottage?'
 
   “I didn't go inside Tylar,” he stated, flatly. “I wanted to talk to you so I came here. I saw you peeking in your own window so I figured maybe you were locked out."
 
   “As a matter of fact, my door is unlocked and lights are on that weren’t on when I left,” I stated sharply.
 
   His brows furrowed with concern. “Let me at least make sure you get settled inside safely,” he offered.
 
   As much as I didn’t need his constant oversight into my safety and protection, I was a bit creeped out by the current situation. I nodded my head. He opened the door and went in first. I followed closely behind him. I stayed in the living area while he went on into the bedroom then the bathroom. I heard him open the closet doors, then swing the bathroom door shut making sure no one was lurking. He came back out, giving me a sheepish smile.
 
   “Everything’s clear,” he said, “no one’s hiding in the closet or behind the shower curtain. Only things under your bed were a couple of dust bunnies.”
 
   “Very funny,” I replied sarcastically.
 
   His charming manner wasn't going to melt me so easily this time. For all I knew, he might have staged the whole thing to create a damsel-in-distress fantasy to feed his bottomless ego.
 
   He came over to where I was standing. Despite my skepticism, I couldn't help being attracted to him. He had his dress pants on, a white shirt, and a gorgeous tie that very closely matched his eyes. His sleeves were rolled back a bit and he smelled great.
 
   I didn’t want to look up at him because I didn't know what to think about his being here. What was I to him? He pulled me into his strong arms. I didn’t push back this time. He held me close and I melted. He put one of his hands behind my neck, capturing my ponytail and twisting it around his fingers gently. His other hand was on my back, gently rubbing and pressing me close to his heart.
 
   “Tylar,” his voice was gentle but a little husky, and I knew he was going to say something that would stir up my emotions. I wasn't real sure that I wanted him to, but I needed to figure out what this man was to me. “I’m sorry that I had to scratch Jezebel from the race this evening. But I'll tell you this, if I had it to do over again, I'd do nothing differently.”
 
   Huh? What kind of a half-assed apology is that?
 
   I looked up at him, confused.
 
   “Come here,” he said, softly, as he moved over to the small sofa and sat down, stretching his long, well-muscled legs. He pulled me down next to him. I didn’t object; I didn’t want to look at him while he explained his whole weirdness and over-protectiveness to me. I knew that was what this was about.
 
   “I have a legal and fiduciary responsibility to this business we call Sinclair Stables,” he started.
 
   Okay, this is not sounding romantic whatsoever.
 
   “You were injured a little more than a week ago, and it was significant. As your employer, I have a responsibility to make sure that your working environment is safe and relatively risk-free. There is a matter of liability involved. Apart from that,” he continued, “I can’t get you out of my mind for whatever reason. I guess this overwhelming concern that I have for your safety has been causing me to behave in a sort of over-protective way.”
 
   “So why'd you scratch me from the race?” I questioned.
 
   He shifted me around a little, so that I was forced to look at his gorgeous face. “Out of concern. What if you'd fallen or been thrown? Jockey helmets offer very little protection. Please agree to pacify me when I make these requests that are only meant to keep you safe. It won’t be forever, I promise.”
 
   “Okay, so what do I get in return?” I asked, smiling devilishly.
 
   He grinned, dimpling me. “Hmm, let me think about that…how about you stay on my good side?”
 
   “And why's that important?” I countered.
 
   “Oh Ms. Preston, or is it T.J.?” he grinned, “Being on my good side has all kinds of rewards.”
 
   “Show me,” I dared.
 
   Did I really just say that?
 
   I felt myself blush.
 
   He pulled me into his lap; God, I remembered how it had felt to have his arms around me the night at the pool. This was better. He rested his chin on the top of my head.
 
   “I’ve missed you for some reason," he replied. "God knows why that is, but I feel this urge to make sure you're kept safe . . . and near."
 
   "Is that bad?" I whispered, looking up into his sexy blue eyes.
 
   "It's distracting for me," he replied, which told me nothing. All I knew was that whenever he was near, my heart beat faster and my stomach felt queasy and his looks drove me to distraction.
 
   I could hear my mom’s mocking voice. It was as if she was in the room with us daring me to make the first move; taunting me to let him know what I wanted and then telling me I'd never be anything to him but a rich man's whore.
 
   “Trey,” I whispered hoarsely, “will you fuck me?”
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   Dear God! What in the world had possessed me to utter those words? The words were out of my mouth before I realized just how vulgar I sounded.
 
   It was something that Jenna would have said; it's something that my mother had likely said many times. It seemed like an eternity since I'd asked the question and had yet to receive a response. Maybe if I continued to mull around these various scenarios I could avoid the obvious, which was that Trey hadn't responded to my request. I was afraid to look at him. I was now totally humiliated, embarrassed, and ashamed of myself.
 
   “Tylar,” he said softly, “look at me.”
 
   I didn’t want to. If I did, I knew that he would see what I already knew. I was a mess, incapable of being what he wanted, or what any man would ever want for that matter. I was damaged goods, but still a virgin. How'd that happen?
 
   “Look at me,” he said more firmly this time.
 
   I was still on his lap. I'd buried my head against his chest when more than thirty seconds had passed after the invitation for Trey to fuck me had gone unanswered. I reluctantly raised my head from his chest, wiping the tears that had welled up. I looked at him. He gently brushed my cheek with his hand.
 
   “Do you want to tell me what’s going on with you?” he asked softly.
 
   “I really don’t know,” I answered honestly. “Please forget what I just said. I know how trashy that sounded, and I can’t understand what made me behave like that with you,” I murmured, feeling my face flush with embarrassment.
 
   “I see,” he replied. “Well I’m not a virgin, Tylar, so I’m not insulted by your proposition, just caught off guard by your bluntness, I suppose.”
 
   “I’ve never said that sort of thing to anyone before,” I admitted sheepishly.
 
   “I guessed that,” he replied with a slight smile.
 
   "Can I ask you a personal question, Trey?"
 
   "Ask away. If it's none of your business, I'll let you know."
 
   "Are you and Charlotte . . . involved?"
 
   "Why would you ask that?"
 
   "Well, I mean, she was with you the night of my . . . accident. She blew your phone up the next day. I'm just curious, that's all."
 
   "We are not involved, though I have a feeling that's not the question you really wanted to ask," he replied, quirking a brow.
 
   Damn.
 
   “Didn't mean to get too personal," I replied, shifting away from him. "How about we forget any of this happened? The truth is I’ve really not been myself since the accident in the pool, not to make an excuse for my behavior.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow, considering whether I was genuinely contrite, or simply trying to save face since it was obvious he’d declined my brazen request.
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” he said smoothly, “why don’t we both forget it, just for now?” He smoothed my ponytail, gently tugging on it a couple of times, kissing my forehead. “Okay?”
 
   I nodded. I appreciated that he'd left me with some pride. And the feel of his lips on my forehead and sent the butterflies into swarm-mode.
 
   “Now, why don’t you scoot off to bathe and get ready for bed? I’ll stay out here and watch television until you’re ready. I want to make sure that you're safely put to bed and no monsters are lingering in the shadows, okay?”
 
   I started to protest, but he held up his hand to stifle any response I was considering. “Ah,” he cautioned, “just humor me. I want to be sure you’re okay."
 
   Once bathed, I toweled off and put on the nightie Trey had given me. I went from the bathroom into the bedroom, turning on the window A/C to cool the room. I'd made my bed up with fresh sheets from the laundry before I left for the race. As I folded the quilt back my stomach lurched—there was no doubt that someone had been in my cottage. I screamed.
 
   Trey was instantly by my side. “What is it?” he demanded, spinning me around to face him.
 
   “On the bed,” I choked, pointing.
 
   He turned to look and picked up the two blue velvet boxes, opening one that contained a pair of pearl drop earrings, and the other one that held a gold necklace with a single tear-drop pearl pendant.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he turned to look at me, a puzzled expression on his face. “This jewelry's not yours?”
 
   I shook my head, but my response didn’t match. “They were mine,” I explained. “I lost them a long time ago."
 
   His brow furrowed in confusion. Of course it would.
 
   “I wore them to my senior prom the night Daniel…" I couldn't finish the thought as the memory of that horrible hospital dream came back to me. I noticed Trey’s head snap up when I mentioned Daniel’s name.
 
   “I don’t remember a lot about that night because I got drunk and kind of passed out. I never saw the necklace or earrings after that. I was afraid to tell Mom that I'd lost them. These are even the same velvet boxes she had them in when she gave them to me.”
 
   “This makes no sense to me,” Trey said. “I mean I understand about prom parties, getting drunk, and losing things, but are you sure that these might not have been stowed away? Maybe in that trunk over there that’s hanging open?” He pointed to the trunk I'd sorted through earlier for my riding clothes.
 
   “Well even if that were true,” I argued, “how would they have ended up under the quilt and not just on top of the bed? Trust me I know these were not in the trunk.” I grew more upset.
 
   Trey sat down on my bed and pulled me down next to him. I knew that he wanted to provide a reasonable explanation for the appearance of the jewelry boxes from my past. He wanted me to consider all of the possibilities. I knew that there was only one. “Tylar are you absolutely sure that there is no other way the jewelry could have gotten in your cottage than by someone other than you?” his eyes searched mine.
 
   “I can’t be sure of anything these days. I feel like I'm going crazy. It scares me.” In two seconds I was enfolded in his strong arms, feeling his warmth around me, keeping me safe. “Would you please stay here tonight?”
 
   “I will,” he replied, rubbing my back.
 
   Relief flooded over me. I knew that I could sleep if he was nearby. He continued, “Tomorrow morning I'm having the locks on your cottage re-keyed.”
 
   He'd get no argument from me on that score. Trey put me into bed, tucked me inside the covers, and gave me a peck on the cheek. That wasn't going to do it for me.
 
   I looked up at him, smiling meekly, “Aren’t you coming to bed too?” He looked uncomfortable. He probably thought I was being forward again.
 
   “It might be better if I crashed out on your couch,” he replied in earnest.
 
   I sighed. “Good night then,” I said to him. “There are blankets and an extra pillow in the closet.”
 
   He pulled the bedding down from the top shelf, turned out my overhead light, and closed the door softly behind him. I heard the low voices from the television and Trey trying to settle in on the couch for the night. He wasn’t going to be too comfortable on that couch, I realized. It was made for a shorter person. A smile formed on my lips as I drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   A thunderstorm blew in during the night. I heard the loud clapping of thunder, and heavy rain pelting the cottage from all directions. It appeared that the electricity had gone out because my A/C unit sat silent and my digital alarm clock was dark. I could only see flashes of lightning outside the bedroom window. Loud thunderous clapping followed within seconds of each flash.
 
   I was scared and I wasn't sure why. Thunderstorms had never been a particular fear of mine before. I crawled tentatively out from beneath my covers, trying to adjust my eyes to the dark. The only light to guide me was the sporadic flash of lightning that came through the bedroom window. It was enough. I was going out into the living room to climb on that couch with Trey. I didn’t give a damn how much he protested. I did not want to be alone during this storm. I needed his strong arms around me. I felt around for my bathrobe that had been lying across the bed. I found it and shrugged it on. The next flash of lightning guided me toward the door.
 
   I felt my way through the kitchenette, groping cautiously into the living room. Another flash of lightning served to illuminate the room. The couch was empty. No blanket, no pillow, no Trey. What the hell? I hurried to open the front door. I peered out from behind the screen door to see if perhaps he was out on my porch. Nothing there either.
 
   I noticed that the other cottages still had electricity. I could see their porch lights illuminated. Where had Trey gone? Why had he left me alone in this darkened cottage? I wasn't going to stay in this cottage by myself, not with this storm raging all around me. I tied my robe tighter with the belt, and felt for my flip flops just inside the door. I slipped them on and went out onto the porch.
 
   The storm was raging full force. I knew it wasn't safe to be outside in an electrical storm. I couldn't figure out why all the other cottages had power except for mine. I had a sick feeling that my power lines had been cut. Who would do that? I could see down over the hill to the horse barn. It was fairly well lit. Maybe Trey had been called down to the barn for some type of an emergency. Maybe something was going on with one of the horses. I needed to find him.
 
   I ran from the porch into the pelting wind and rain. Lightning still flashed all around me. The thunder was deafening to my ears. I struggled against the wet wind to reach the barn. I knew I'd find an answer to all of this once I got to the barn. It seemed to be taking forever to get there. My flip-flops were soaking up the water from puddles like two sponges. My feet felt heavy now. Some of the puddles held water that was ankle deep. How long had it been storming? There hadn’t been a cloud in the sky earlier. I remembered the stars being out when I'd returned from the track. Things could change at a moment’s notice. Nothing was predictable. I needed to find Trey. Something had to be terribly wrong.
 
   I finally managed to make it to the horse barn. I was drenched; my robe and my long silk nightgown clung to my body. I shivered as I pulled the heavy door open and entered the stable. Once inside, I frantically looked around as rivulets of water dripped from my hair onto my face. The stalls were empty. The doors to the stable were closed. There was no way they could have left the barn with the doors shut, unless someone had deliberately let them out. My God, was Trey out there now, trying to get them rounded up and back into the barn?
 
   I raced down the aisle, my soaked flip-flops squeaking with every step. Every stall was empty. This had to have been done on purpose. There was no other possible explanation. Just then I heard a noise from behind me. It was Trey. He was completely dry; I wasn’t sure how he'd managed to stay dry in this torrential storm.
 
   “Tylar,” he said angrily, “what are you doing out in this storm? Look at you, you're soaked.” He grabbed one of the horse blankets that hung outside a stall. He handed it to me, instructing me to start drying myself off while he went to get more. He was back in an instant with several more blankets. He laid one out on a pile of straw over in the corner by the door to the tack room.
 
   “Here,” he coaxed softly, “come over here where it's more comfortable.” I did as he instructed. "Tylar we have to get these wet clothes off of you. You'll catch your death of cold.”
 
   He left no room for argument, untying my robe, and removing it from me. He peeled my silk nightgown off followed by my panties. He gave me a blanket to wrap myself in. I felt warm and safe once again.
 
   “How'd it get so cold out?” I asked him. “You’re not even wet.” He didn’t answer me; he just continued to rub the blanket against my skin to get my entire body dry and warm. Finally my shivering stopped. I stretched out on the blanketed straw. He gazed down at me with those gorgeous sapphire eyes. I was dry, warm, and safe with Trey. I discarded the blanket that had been wrapped around me. I wanted Trey to see me as I was. His eyes perused every inch of my body. I saw the hunger in his eyes.
 
   “What are you thinking?” I asked feeling emboldened.
 
   “I’m thinking how good it would feel to fuck you,” he said pointedly.
 
   “What’s stopping you, then?” I was so bold now. He lowered himself down next to me. He reached over and pulled me up into his lap. My legs straddled each side of him. He pulled my face toward his, until our lips met in a searing, hot kiss. I could feel his erection beneath his jeans and reached for it, rubbing my hand against his jeans, feeling it getting larger.
 
   Suddenly he stopped. He lifted me off of his lap and stood.
 
   “We can’t do this, Ty,” he said abruptly. I'd never heard him call me Ty before.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I belong to someone else." he said, walking away.
 
   I was consumed with humiliation and shame. What a fucking idiot I'd made of myself. I was suddenly alone, sitting on a blanket, totally naked and rejected. I stood up and wrapped the blanket around my body like a bath towel. I found my soaked flip-flops and slipped them on. Rain or not, I was going back to my cottage and, darkness or not, I was leaving this place.
 
   I stumbled past the door to the tack room. There was a small window in the door, and I could see that Trey wasn't alone. Did I want to know who was in there with him? Did I want to know who he'd left my cottage to meet? I barreled through the door. Trey looked back at me then turned his attention back to the woman standing there in front of him. It was my mother! She looked over at me and smiled. “Hey baby girl.”
 
   “Mom!” I shrieked, horrified. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Well now what do you think, baby girl?” she purred.
 
   Mom looked at me as Trey stepped in front of her. She had the necklace and pearl drop earrings on. They were in this together! She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling his handsome face down to hers. She kissed him long and passionately.
 
   “Pay attention Tylar,” she instructed. “I’m going to show you something that you’ve never managed to learn. I’m going to show you how to please a man.”
 
   She dropped to her knees in front of Trey. I heard the sound of his zipper being lowered. I saw my mom tug at him and I heard her soft moans as she began her sensual rhythm of sucking and loving his beautiful cock.
 
   “No!” I screamed. “Can’t you see what she's doing? Why are you letting her use you to hurt me? I can do those things - I can be what she is!”
 
   Trey’s face was suddenly right in front of mine. He looked angry. I'd really pissed him off this time. Maybe he was still angry at me for racing Jezebel. He started shaking me roughly.
 
   “I promise I won’t ride anymore. Just stop, please. Trey please just stop…”
 
   “Tylar!” He was shaking my shoulders. His hands moved to my face, running his fingers along my jaw line. They felt wet. The room was light. The electricity had come back on. My window A/C unit was humming again; the air was cool. There was no more lightning and thunder.
 
   “Did the rain stop?” I asked. “Why are your hands wet?”
 
   I realized then that my face had tears running down both cheeks. His hands were wet from my tears. He looked totally concerned.
 
   “Damn," he said, taking his place beside me on the bed. He pulled me out from under my covers, and onto his lap. His hands gently stroked locks of my hair. "What did she do to you? Tell me what she did to you."
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   I awoke and saw the sun streaming in through my bedroom window. My window A/C unit hummed. I stretched languidly and realized that Trey’s arm was wrapped around my waist. I foggily remembered a tumultuous dream; I was glad he was here. My mind turned to the break-in and confusion of the night before. I glanced over to my dresser and the two blue velvet boxes were still there, quite real. The reality of the jewelry wasn't part of the nightmare, that puzzle still required solving.
 
   I gently rolled over, careful not to wake Trey. I wanted to watch him in all his gorgeousness and try to remember pieces of the night before. As I watched Trey sleep, I was amazed that this beautiful man cared about me. I wasn't sure of his motivation.
 
   My mom had always repeated to me that men simply weren’t to be trusted. She'd once told me that she'd held on to her virginity until her wedding night with my dad. She'd confided to me that I was conceived the very first time she had marital relations. She explained that was the reason she was fanatical about practicing safe sex. She claimed my father had lost interest in her after I was born and went elsewhere for romance.
 
   Trey’s hair was mussed from sleep. I reached my hand up and brushed some hair back off of his brow. He stirred feelings in me that I'd never known.
 
   I exited noiselessly from the bed, and slipped into my robe and slippers. I quietly opened the bedroom door and went out to the kitchen, shutting the door softly behind me. I put the coffee on figuring Trey to be a coffee drinker. I checked the fridge and got out the eggs, milk, and cheese for an omelet. I could hear Trey stirring in the bedroom, then the bathroom sink running.
 
   When Trey emerged I had to giggle. He was wearing my older shabby blue bathrobe. It was pretty tight on him and the sleeves went only to his elbows. “You look nice this morning,” I greeted him cheerily. He cocked one eyebrow, scratching the back of his head and immediately grumbled for coffee. My man wasn't a morning person.
 
   “Sit down,” I instructed, and filled one of the mugs with steaming coffee. “Cream or sugar?” I asked sweetly.
 
   “Black is fine,” he said, yawning, as I handed him the mug.
 
   He took a sip of coffee and then another. I handed him a plate with toast and an omelet and sat down across from him with my plate.
 
   “This looks great,” he said as he started digging in, “Umm…it's good.”
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” I said.
 
   We ate in silence for a few minutes, but I knew he was going to start pressing me about my dreams. I was pleasantly surprised when the first thing he said had nothing to do with my dreams.
 
   “What do you have planned for today?” he asked, looking up from his plate, chewing thoughtfully.
 
   "I really hadn’t planned anything. Just playing it by ear I guess.”
 
   “Do you want to take Derringer out for a ride?”
 
   I was shocked. What happened to, “Nobody mounts my horse but me?” I wasn’t about to throw that up to him now.
 
   “Well sure, you mean together?”
 
   He frowned at me. “That's the idea. I mean if you want to start exercising him in the arena, you need to get used to him. I thought maybe we'd ride him together.”
 
   “It sounds great to me. When do you want to do this?”
 
   He glanced down at his Rolex. “I’ve got to get back to my house and clean up. I have a few e-mails to answer. Let’s meet at the stables in a couple of hours, around noon?”
 
   “It’s a date,” I answered smiling.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was just past 11:30 a.m. when I headed down to the barn, making absolutely sure that my cottage was locked. It felt anxious in there now since I knew that someone had let themselves in, leaving those boxes in my bed. Someone from my past.
 
   I entered the barn and walked down the aisle between the horse stalls to the tack room. Opening my locker, I grabbed my hunt cap and riding gloves and zipped my half-chaps up over my jeans. I heard a man’s voice in the aisle. Peeking out the tack room door, I was relieved to see it was Trey. I was more skittish these days than any horse in the stable.
 
   My stomach had butterflies as I watched Trey get Derringer saddled up. He knew what he was doing. He'd put an all-purpose saddle on Derringer for today. It made sense being that he wanted the Lipizzaner to get accustomed to me riding him, but I wasn't worried that it would take long. Trey was dressed impeccably in English riding garb. He was wearing a white linen shirt, with fawn colored breeches that clung to his well-muscled thighs and tight ass. His black field boots shone. I was already taking much pleasure watching his sinewy moves as he readied the horse. He put his riding gloves on after he finished adjusting Derringer’s bridle, having been assured the fit was gentle.
 
   As I gazed at him, in the back of my mind my mom’s nagging witch’s voice was harping to my subconscious convincing my id that Trey was too handsome, too rich, too polished, and too classy for trash like me. I pushed the thoughts down.
 
   Trey smiled when he saw I had arrived and I joined him in the aisle. Together we led Derringer out of the stable, halting at the mounting block on the lawn. Trey mounted Derringer expertly and I looked up at him.
 
   “Where do you want me?” I asked cautiously.
 
   “Well for now, how about up on the horse with me?” He grinned mischievously as he lowered his left arm down and with little effort, swung me up, placing me right in front of him. I was encircled by his arms; my head resting comfortably against his chest. With a squeeze of his calves against the horse’s sides, we were off at a walk.
 
   After a few moments of walking, we'd left the stable far behind us and came to an open meadow. Trey leaned down and whispered in my ear.
 
   “Ready to pick up the pace?”
 
   I nodded. Pressing his calves against Derringer’s sides again, Trey asked the horse to trot. Behind me in the saddle, I felt his hips rise to post. I leaned into him and matched his rhythm. Since Trey and I were virtually sharing a saddle at the moment, it was a bit difficult for me to do anything but remain close within his arms. As the horse trotted, our bodies moved up and down in the saddle in unison. Although I had no idea what lovemaking felt like, I suspected the rhythm was similar to this.
 
   At the far end of the meadow, there was a crystal clear stream and plenty of shade trees. He reined the horse over to a large tree that offered ample shade. A couple of yards away, there was a large log lying horizontally on the ground that bordered the stream. Trey slid down off of the horse, taking me with him. I was puzzled by the short ride, but my instincts told me that we were going to have a discussion first. Play later. He dropped Derringer’s reins to the ground. The horse happily stayed close, eating grass.
 
   “Come with me,” he held out his hand and I slipped mine into it. We walked over to the log, and Trey straddled it, pulling me down once again in front of him. This time I was facing him. I looked up at him questioningly.
 
   He smiled and held out his hands, pulling me close to him, cupping my chin gently with his hand, and tipping my face up to meet his eyes. Those sapphire blue eyes were so intense and yet tender at the same time. He gazed at me from beneath his dark lashes and I knew it was time. It was time for me to feel his full lips on mine and, God, I wanted to!
 
   He pulled me closer, his arms wrapped around my back and shoulders. I could feel the strong beat of his heart against mine.
 
   I felt his fingers tilting my chin up, so that our eyes locked.
 
   Damn…
 
   He lowered his mouth to mine, his lips warm and soft, gently meeting mine. He took his time, his lips molding themselves to my lips, claiming this first kiss softly. I warmed against his touch - everywhere. His tongue traced my lower lip, teasingly; my belly tingled as I felt his hands cupping my face, and his thumbs rubbing gentle caresses on my neck, just beneath my earlobes. His tongue found mine and it was as if they found perfect sync, dancing gently, exploring tentatively. I felt a soft moan of pleasure escape from my throat as I pushed my breasts against Trey, wondering what it might feel like to have his full lips on them; and his magic tongue circling the peaks over and over again.
 
   Too soon, Trey pulled back just a bit, bringing the kiss to closure with soft butterfly kisses on my lips and face. My eyes fluttered open and were immediately captured by his sapphire ones. They were intense; totally sexy and damned if they weren't kind of smoldering, too.
 
   “I need you to know something Tylar,” his tone now serious. “I'll never go beyond the boundaries of what you permit me to do as far as touching you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   “I think so,” I whispered, studying his expression closely. Wanting to get right back to what we'd been doing just a few seconds ago.
 
   He continued, “I'll never let our relationship get physical beyond what you're ready for, regardless as to whether you communicate otherwise, okay?”
 
   Oh God, he's referring to that whole, “Trey, will you fuck me?” disaster.
 
   I felt myself turn beet red. I pulled my legs up, folding them in front of me like a fort of protection. I wrapped both arms around my bent legs and lowered my face so that my chin was resting on my knees. I avoided his eyes, feeling a bit embarrassed and ashamed. I suspected he had guessed that I was a virgin. Trey reached out with his hand, tilting my chin back up, forcing me to look into his eyes. Eyes that now seemed to be searching mine for… something.
 
   “You've nothing to be ashamed of, do you understand that? We're going to make this right, damn it, I promise you that.”
 
   Rewind. What?
 
   Obviously, he had figured out that I was a virgin. I wondered if it had been in the way I kissed. It wasn't like I hadn't kissed before, but I loved that he was telling me that I'd no reason to be ashamed of my virginity. What I totally wasn't getting though was his promise that “we” were going to make it right. He sensed my confusion.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked softly.
 
   “I do,” I answered, “but I'm a little bit embarrassed and a tad confused.”
 
   “Just tell me what confuses you, and remember that there's no need to be embarrassed about anything. It's not your fault.”
 
   “Okay, here goes. I'm going to just blurt it out because I don't candy-coat stuff. That's just not my style.”
 
   He nodded, ready for it.
 
   “I mean I love that you're okay with the fact that I'm still a virgin and all,” I blurted, “but what I don’t understand is your promise to make that right when you refuse…uhhh…you are reluctant to fuck me, because I guess you think that I’m not ready. So, I guess my question is how much longer do you think my virginity needs to stay intact?”
 
   I looked at him and suddenly realized I'd totally blown his mind. He couldn’t say that I hadn’t warned him about my bluntness. I continued to watch him closely, waiting for a response. His expression was that of shock or confusion. Maybe a little bit of both.
 
   “You’re a virgin?” he finally sputtered. “I had no idea. My God, are you sure?”
 
   What? I mean…WHAT?
 
   “Am I sure? I think I'd know, don’t you?" I croaked loudly.
 
   He looked stunned.
 
   "What the hell did you mean when you said that I had nothing to be ashamed of and that we would make it right then if you weren’t referring to my virginity?”
 
   “I was referring to what I presumed to be some sort of…sexual abuse from your past. I mean…the dreams, or nightmares or whatever you want to call them and then there's your aversion to talking about them. I guess I just assumed it was some type of…sexual battery from years ago."
 
   “Are you serious?" I asked, totally blown away by his assumption. "I mean don’t you think that I'd know it if I had been sexually abused?”
 
   He was thoughtful for a moment. “How do you explain the dream last night?”
 
   “It was a nightmare. I’ve had a few since my concussion. They're weird and a little scary, I admit that, but to think they indicate I've been raped or abused? I don't see how you got there."
 
   “In last night’s dream you were screaming things at me. You were asking me why I was letting ‘her’ use me to hurt you. You then screamed that you could do those things, and that you could be what she is.”
 
   “So?” I asked, defensively. “None of that sounds like I was raped does it?”
 
   “Who is she?” Trey demanded. He didn't wait for an answer. "She is your mother, isn't it?"
 
   I didn’t answer him. I turned away not wanting to look at him. I didn't want to have this conversation. Trey pressed on.
 
   “I heard you shout out things when you were dreaming in the hospital too. You were trying to get out of bed. At one point I had to restrain you. You were talking somewhat incoherently, but you said you wanted to slap her and call her a whore. You mentioned someone named Daniel. Did he hurt you in some way?”
 
   His eyes were searching mine for an answer. I was afraid to trust him with this secret. I didn't want to believe it was true. Hell, even I wasn't sure if it was real or not.
 
   “Daniel was my high school boyfriend who took me to prom,” I replied, not daring to look Trey in the eye. “I guess I must've dreamt about my prom while I was in the hospital. Daniel and I were going to make love for the first time after prom, but it never happened.”
 
   “Why didn’t it happen?” he pressed.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I mumbled. “Probably because I got drunk and then sick, and then passed out. Like I said last night, remember?"
 
   “Is that all that happened?” he asked softly.
 
   “Yes,” I lied.
 
   “Your nightmares seem to be focused around your mother,” he commented. “Are you sure that there isn’t more you’re not telling me?”
 
   His questions were starting to make me feel defensive. “What if it is my mother in those dreams? What does that prove? It doesn’t prove that I was sexually molested or raped, or that I’m…frigid.”
 
   “Who said anything about you being frigid?” he asked, his eyes flashing. “Is that what frightens you? Because I don't think you have a thing to worry about there. No, there's something else you’re not telling me. Why won’t you trust me?” he prodded.
 
   “There's nothing to tell,” I replied, not hiding my irritation. “I have a shitty mother, so what? A lot of kids grow up with shitty mothers and absent fathers. I guess we can’t all be brought up with perfect parents, perfect educations, and perfect lives. Some of us simply do the best we can with the cards we're dealt.”
 
   “Don’t go there with me,” he warned. “Don’t turn this around as if I'm flaunting my upbringing in your face. This isn't about me at the moment. Trust me, I've had my share of drama and heartache in my thirty years, but right now, we're talking about you."
 
   “Maybe both of us are presuming too much about the other. I want to know what your life has been like. You want to know everything about me, yet you share nothing about yourself. Why?"
 
   “Tylar,” he sighed, raking a hand through his hair, “I'll tell you whatever you want to know when the conversation is about me. Right now it's about you and you're skirting the issue. I want to know what happened that makes you have these nightmares."
 
   I realized that Trey was sincere, and for whatever reason, he cared.
 
   “I can’t explain the nightmares because when I dream, I'm not sure what is reality and what is fantasy—or at the very least, symbolism. I can tell you that if anyone has the answers, it’s probably my mom.”
 
   “Good,” he answered. “Then maybe it's time to find your mother and get those answers. Do it for yourself, Tylar. I'll be right with you if you'd like."
 
   “I’m afraid to have you meet my mother,” I said hesitantly.
 
   “Why?” he asked softly, reaching for my hand. I hesitated. He was waiting for an answer.
 
   “Because—” I said, burying my head into his clean linen shirt, smelling his smell. “Because if it turns out my dreams are based on reality and not fantasy, then she's a fucking monster.”
 
   I felt tears well up, and I refused to let them out. I turned away from him to get some composure. I knew men like Trey, and they didn't like weak women. He continued to hold me while stroking my hair. He asked me to trust him. Trust had never come easy for me.
 
   Trey did his best to change the mood after our discussion. He talked about growing up here and now living in Atlanta and how much he still missed Bristol. We walked back over to the horse and put our helmets back on. He lifted me astride Derringer, and for the next twenty minutes led me down a path that opened up into a perfect riding arena. It was circular, fenced in, and private.
 
   Sliding down off the horse, he handed Derringer’s reins to me and cautioned me to trot for a while, letting Derringer get used to the feel of my reining him. The horse and I moved around the perimeter of the arena, practicing our halt-walk-trot transitions. He yielded effortlessly to my leg signals and slowed to a walk when I sank low in the saddle. I let out an exaggerated exhale and the horse halted. I knew then that he was an expertly trained dressage horse. I only hoped to do him justice. Trey smiled at us from the center of the arena, watching our movements. Derringer moved like he'd been carrying me forever. Trey was clearly impressed. He encouraged me to ask Derringer for a canter. With an almost imperceptible squeeze of my calves, the horse lifted into a canter, carrying us around the arena as though we were on a cloud.
 
   Around two, Trey asked if I was hungry. I was famished. He climbed up behind me once again, taking the reins, which allowed me to settle back against him. I was getting my ‘Trey-fix’ two days in a row and I loved it.
 
   Once we were back at the stables, Charlie Roberts was inside feeding the horses and cleaning their stalls. He seemed surprised to see me with Trey. He eyed me a bit warily, and again, I got a creepy feeling. Trey appeared not to notice. He dismounted then turned and lifted me off the horse. Trey called Charlie over, handing him Derringer’s reins.
 
   “Will you untack and rub him down?” Trey asked. A dark look passed over Charlie, as if he felt put out for having to care for Trey’s horse. It did not go unnoticed by Trey.
 
   “Do you have a problem with that, Mr. Roberts?”
 
   “Not one bit,” Charlie replied, his face expressionless. He turned away and led Derringer down the aisle toward his stall. Trey gazed after him for a moment, his face unreadable. He turned back to me, all signs of irritation gone, and smiled.
 
   “Let’s go eat, Ms. Preston. I’ve got just the place in mind.”
 
   He took my hand and we turned to leave the stable. Behind us, I heard Charlie mutter something. I couldn’t be certain, but it sounded like, “uppity bitch.” I looked over at Trey, but he was reaching for his phone, having been beeped with an e-mail message. He scanned it, and then shut the phone off. He'd not heard the muttered remark.
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   “Trey,” I whined as he tugged me across the lawn toward his car, “shouldn’t I change if we're going out for lunch?”
 
   He laughed playfully, displaying his glorious dimple. “It’s just lunch and you look great,” he said. “Trust me, it’s nothing fancy.” He held open the door for me on the passenger side of his intimidating black sports car. It was impeccably clean inside; I only hoped any horsehair I may have accumulated this afternoon would not mar the immaculate interior. Trey slid into the driver’s seat, fastening his seat belt and instructing me to do the same.
 
   “Ready?” he grinned like a kid showing off his toy.
 
   “Sure,” I responded. “Kick in the afterburners, Sinclair, let’s see what this machine can do.”
 
   That was all the encouragement Trey needed. He fired up the engine, and within seconds we were peeling out onto the highway, my hair blowing in the wind. It truly rode like a dream; a very swift dream as Trey put the car through all of the gears.
 
   “Zero to sixty in three point two seconds,” he bragged.
 
   “There you have it,” I said. “That alone makes the $250K price tag a steal!”
 
   He laughed good-naturedly. “Smart ass,” he teased.
 
   We passed through Bristol where most everything in the small town was closed on this Sunday afternoon. Just outside of town, Trey downshifted into the parking lot of a lone brick building with a neon sign in the window blinking “Open.” The door read “Morelli’s Fine Italian Dining.” Trey parked, got out, and opened my door, helping me up from the low-ride seat. As soon as we walked in, the aroma of Italian cuisine enveloped me. I was ravenous. A smiling matron came over to greet us. It was obvious that she knew Trey.
 
   “Signor Sinclair,” she greeted heartily, “it’s nice to see you! How long has it been mio figlio?”
 
   “Saluto, Carmelita!” Trey greeted the woman, embracing her, “Come stai?”
 
   “È questa vostra bella moglie?” asked Carmelita.
 
   Is this your beautiful wife?
 
   “No, non ancora, un giorno forse,” Trey said.
 
   No, not yet, someday maybe.
 
   The restaurant was filled with patrons eating an early Sunday supper. Carmelita led us to a table for two in a quiet area of the restaurant. It was quaint with red and white checkered tablecloths. Soft Italian music played. Trey ordered a bottle of Chianti for us. I raised an eyebrow at him from over my menu.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, smirking, “I just recall how pissed you were with Clint because I was drinking at Luke’s bonfire the night of my…accident.”
 
   “Who said anything about you drinking tonight?” he replied giving me his cocky smile.
 
   “Well, I suppose then that I'm the designated driver?” I inquired sweetly.
 
   “No way,” he laughed, “I don’t think you can handle the horsepower.”
 
   “What's good here?” I asked, ignoring the last jab.
 
   “Really there's nothing bad here. I like the baked ziti.”
 
   “That sounds fine to me.”
 
   Trey ordered for both of us: baked ziti and salads. Carmelita brought fresh bread on a cutting board to the table and filled our water goblets. Trey poured two glasses of Chianti, handing me one.
 
   “This is your one and only glass,” he advised. I rolled my eyes mockingly.
 
   “Cheers,” I said, raising my glass and taking a sip. Trey sliced the bread, putting a thick warm slice on a small plate and passing it over to me. “You might want to try this with the house olive oil, it's really good.”
 
   I took the olive oil dispenser that had a small spray nozzle and lightly spritzed my warm bread. Taking a bite I moaned audibly, catching Trey’s attention in an instant. “Ohh, this is sooooo good,” I said, in a very sultry tone. I licked my lips, and took another bite, teasing him with my sensual enjoyment of the bread, licking my fingers when I finished. He rearranged himself in his seat a bit and pretended not to be affected. I sipped some more Chianti, enjoying the slight buzz I was getting. Our salads came, and as we started in, Trey brought up the subject of Clint.
 
   “You know,” he said, “you were right about one thing. I had no right to be so hard on Clint over the incident at the pool that night. I suspect I may have had more of an issue with him than your inebriated state.”
 
   I eyed him warily; what was he up to with this? “Oh I get it,” I said, smirking. “You’ve made nice with Clint now that you’ve turned him into your own personal nark.” I said, laughing. I refilled my glass with more Chianti, watching Trey give me a slightly reprimanding look.
 
   “I don’t have a clue what you're talking about,” he replied.
 
   “Well, let's see. I know that it was Clint that called you and told you that I was riding Jezebel in the fourth, so you've managed to put some fear in him, obviously. But you see, I don’t have any desire to remain friends with someone who would nark me out like that.”
 
   “I see,” Trey responded. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe Clint was worried about you racing so soon after you were released from the hospital?”
 
   “Maybe,” I said, a bit snidely, “but answer me this; if Clint had not called you in Atlanta to let you know so that you could bust ass back to Bristol and scratch me out of that race, who would you have been more pissed at when you discovered on your own that I had raced - me or Clint?”
 
   Trey was thoughtful for a moment before answering. “I suppose I would've been equally pissed at the both of you,” he muttered.
 
   “I get that you want to keep me safe, but in the process, you're kind of alienating me from my co-workers and friends. That could make it very lonely here for me.”
 
   “Well I won’t be second-guessed. I did what I did because, as I've explained, I won’t allow you or anyone else to put you in harm’s way.”
 
   It appeared that I wasn't the only one with issues. I knew Trey’s motivation now that he had a snitch in hand. He wanted to continue using Clint to keep tabs on me. Trey started to say something, but stopped when Carmelita arrived at our table with the baked ziti.
 
   Trey was right; it was delicious. I cleaned my plate while polishing off another glass of Chianti, which irritated Trey. We ate in silence, partially because we were both so hungry, and partially because it was a bit strained after the topic of Clint came up. Carmelita came over to clear our empty plates, noticing the silence between us.
 
   “Signor Trey, credo che voi e la vostra amore avete bisogno di dolcezza, no?” Carmelita said.
 
   Mr. Trey, I think you and your love need some sweetness, no?
 
   “Concordo Carmelita. Cosa suggeriresti?” Trey asked.
 
   I agree Carmelita. What would you suggest?
 
   “Vi faro qualche Tiramisu Signor Trey. Ti alimenti al vostra amante. Ha bisogno di un po 'ingrasso.”
 
   I'll bring you some Tiramisu Mr. Trey. You feed it to your lover. She needs a little fattening up, eh?
 
   “It seems we’re having dessert Tylar,” Trey said, his eyes dancing. The tension lifted. He pulled my hands into his, gazing into my eyes.
 
   “I’ve had a really nice afternoon with you. I have to leave on a flight to Atlanta tomorrow morning. Our firm has a class action trial starting on Tuesday, so I have to go. Will you be all right?”
 
   “Of course I will,” I replied nonchalantly.
 
   “Ray should have the locks on your cottage changed by now. He is going to make sure that the key he has is not hung on the hooks with the other master keys to the cottages. Does that make you feel any safer?”
 
   “I never really felt unsafe. It’s just been creepy in the cottage since then, you know? I mean it’s not like anyone has threatened me directly or anything like that…”
 
   “You don’t have to stay there you know.”
 
   “Where else would I stay?”
 
   “Well, you can stay up at the main house if you wish.”
 
   Give me a minute to pack…
 
   “Oh and that would look real good, wouldn’t it? I can just imagine the comments from the rest of the staff on that one,” I replied with an eye roll.
 
   “Tylar,” he said impatiently, “I don’t care how it looks or what people think. The fact of the matter is I'll be gone for the week and I don’t want the additional stress of worrying about your safety. There’s staff at the house. No one would bother you there.”
 
   Why do I feel like a captured butterfly here? Not complaining. Just sayin'.
 
   “I’m a big girl,” I asserted. “I can take care of myself. If something starts creeping me out, I’ll call Ray or Denise, how’s that?”
 
   I could tell he felt a little relieved, but I was certain that having me stay at the manor would have made him feel totally better. Carmelita brought over a plate with a large piece of tiramisu and two forks. She winked at Trey and removed his dinner plate, hurrying off. I reached for one of the forks, but Trey stopped me.
 
   “Here, let me,” he said in his soft, silky voice.
 
   He lifted a fork, and cut a bite-sized piece of the cake, dipping it into the small cup of warm chocolate sauce that was on the plate. He raised it slowly, teasingly up to my lips, cupping his other hand underneath it to catch any drips. His eyes never left mine. I parted my lips slightly, and felt the warm cake as it brushed past my lips and reached my tongue. A small drop of chocolate dripped onto my bottom lip; Trey leaned over and wiped it from my lip with the pad of his thumb, smiling as his eyes locked with mine. He licked the chocolate from the tip of his thumb, circling it provocatively on his bottom lip. We continued this ritual until the cake was gone, taking turns feeding each other. It was totally erotic and delicious.
 
   Oh wow!
 
   When the last of the dessert had been enjoyed, Carmelita cleared our plates. She paused at the table and gave my cheek a pinch.
 
   “Prendersi cura del cuore dolce di Signor Trey, assicurarsi che vi riporta presto!”
 
   Take care of Mr. Trey’s heart sweet one; have him bring you back soon!
 
   “She said to take care and that she hopes you come back soon,” he interpreted for me.
 
   As if I needed it. Eventually I might share my grasp of Italian with Trey - but not today.
 
   “Thank you,” I responded, smiling. I gave Carmelita a quick hug.
 
   She beamed and turned to Trey.
 
   “Ah questa è molto meglio di femmina Charlotte, amico mio!”
 
   This one is so much better than Charlotte, my friend!
 
   Trey quickly gave Carmelita a hug and a peck on her cheek and we were out the door.
 
   “Thank you for lunch, Trey, that was really delicious,” I said, smiling over at him as we got settled in the car.
 
   “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Carmelita's quite the character, and very fond of you I can tell.”
 
   “I'm impressed by your command of Italian. I had no idea you spoke so fluently.”
 
   “I studied abroad during high school and college.”
 
   “I see. So what does ‘Charlotte’ translate to in English?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at him.
 
   “Oh, you caught that, huh?”
 
   “Well…yes.”
 
   For all of his denial of having any type of relationship with Charlotte, it appeared that they had made their rounds as a couple. “Carmelita reads too much into things,” he said impatiently. “I took Charlotte to Morelli’s one time, weeks back, for dinner. Carmelita thought she was a royal bitch, which she can be. Charlotte insulted the Carpineta Fontalpino wine we were served. She told Carmelita it tasted like Tuscan vinegar spiked with battery acid. You can imagine how that went over with Carmelita.”
 
   “How'd it go over with you?” I asked.
 
   He slowed for a traffic light and looked over at me, taking my left hand into his right one, raising it to his lips. “I’ve told you before, Tylar, there's no relationship whatsoever between Charlotte and me. As far as that particular incident, it was embarrassing for me.”
 
   The light turned green. He kissed my hand before setting it back in my lap, shifting gears and accelerating onto the highway. I leaned back into the seat and sighed. We were back at the estate in no time. As we pulled into the winding drive leading up to the mansion, Ray’s truck was parked near the pool. No one was swimming, but Ray looked to be checking the chemical levels, probably waiting for Trey to get back. I hopped out of the car, not waiting for Trey to open my door. I felt a little uncomfortable with Ray seeing me on a date with, well, our boss. I cared about what Ray thought of me. He was probably the closest thing to a father figure I had, even though I'd only known him for a few weeks.
 
   “Hey Ray,” I said smiling.
 
   “Hey, Ty. You doing all right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Trey walked over to Ray. “Did you take care of what I asked you to?”
 
   “Sure thing,” Ray answered. “Here you go,” he said, handing something to Trey. “I’ll keep my key on my personal key ring. No one else will have access to it—as you requested.”
 
   “Thanks Ray.”
 
   Ray turned back to me. “Mrs. Johnson is expecting you tomorrow morning at nine, Ty, at the main office. I think she has a special assignment for you. Hopefully, you won’t be too bored.”
 
   “Got it,” I said. “I’ll be there, don’t worry, Ray.”
 
   We exchanged smiles and Ray took off to his truck.
 
   “You’ll like Rebecca,” Trey commented. “She and Ray are probably my two most trusted employees. I know my parents feel the same way.”
 
   “Who?” I asked.
 
   “Rebecca—Mrs. Johnson,” Trey clarified. “If I know her, you won’t be calling her ‘Mrs. Johnson’ for long. She doesn’t go in for a lot of formality and pretense. That’s why I know you'll like her.” He gave me another one of his award-winning grins, and placed his right arm around my shoulders.
 
   “C’mon you,” he said, softly. “Let me walk you to your cottage. I want to make sure everything is secure and that you get settled in for the night.”
 
   “It’s not even dark yet,” I protested. “I’m not ready to call the day over.”
 
   “I don’t want to either,” he said gently, “but I’ve got work to do this evening, reviewing the case before the trial starts on Tuesday. Then I have to pack, shower, and all that good stuff. Plus,” he continued, squeezing me closer as we made our way up the path to the cottages, “I want a few minutes alone with you before I go. I want to make sure I give you a proper goodbye.”
 
   My stomach butterflies were swarming. My cheeks were warm and flushed. We arrived at the cottage and Trey fished in his pocket pulling out the two keys that Ray had given him. He handed one of the keys to me. “Put this on your key chain,” he instructed, “and pitch the old one.”
 
   I nodded. “What about the extra key?” I asked, nodding toward the one in his hand.
 
   He grinned at me. “I thought you might feel safer if I held onto it, just in case.”
 
   “In case what?” I asked, eyeing him suspiciously.
 
   “In case you lose yours or something,” he frowned at me, feigning insult that I could think anything other than honorable thoughts about him. He was a complicated man, I thought. It didn't bother me a bit, him having a key. He owned the place. As far as I was concerned, Trey had a right to anything here, with the exception of any other woman apart from me. I looped my arms around his neck and stood on my tiptoes, kissing his mouth.
 
   “Oh no—you can and will do better than that, Ms. Preston,” he laughed, chasing me up the couple of steps onto the porch. I struggled from his grasp, playfully, and then saw that a small shopping bag had been hung on my doorknob.
 
   “Hmm, looks like someone left me a gift,” I teased. “Is that why you wanted to escort me to my cottage Mr. Sinclair?” I asked coquettishly. “You do spoil me, don’t you?”
 
   Trey’s facial expression had lost the amusement of just a moment ago.
 
   “That’s not from me,” he said, his tone serious.
 
   I tried to lighten the mood; I wasn't into getting creeped out again after having spent such a wonderful, calm day with my man. “I’m sure it’s probably just some tacky Fred-X of Follywood underwear from Jenna.”
 
   I opened the screen door, and lifted the shopping bag off of the doorknob. I held the bag open and saw a small pile of plum silk material. I unfolded the articles of clothing, holding them up. Suddenly I recognized them. The realization hit me hard. Oh my God. I remembered them from my dream. It was the silk pajama shorts that were ripped off of my 13-year-old body; the matching camisole was in the bag too. It had been cut in half. That part wasn't in my dream. There was a typed note on a piece of paper pinned to the camisole. It read:
 
   I believe these belong to you, Sissy.
 
   “Oh God!” I screamed, flinging the bag down. Trey’s arms were around me in an instant. The hysterical voice that was yelling “don’t touch me, let me go” couldn’t possibly be mine could it? I felt strong arms around me, lifting me, trying to calm me. Suddenly, Clint came running up on the porch. Did Clint think that I needed help? Trey’s voice was in my ear.
 
   “Stop fighting me Tylar. For Christ’s sake, it’s me. It’s Trey.” He handed Clint my key. “Open the door so I can get her inside,” Trey instructed.
 
   Clint made no move to do it. He was sizing up the situation.
 
   “Clint for Christ’s sake, it’s not me she’s afraid of. Open the fucking door before we have the whole compound down on us.”
 
   Clint cautiously complied. In seconds, Trey carried me inside and placed me gently on my couch. Clint carried in my purse and the shopping bag. Trey snatched the silk pajamas and shoved them back into the bag so that they were out of my sight. Clint brought me a glass of water from the kitchenette. I accepted it, taking a sip, then another. Some calmness was starting to seep in. The swirling and shrieking had subsided. Trey sat next to me, looking at me, clutching my free hand as if he expected me to shatter into a million pieces at any moment.
 
   “Can Clint go ahead and leave?” he asked me gently. I was confused. “Clint thinks you were screaming because of me,” Trey explained. “He wants to make sure that you aren’t afraid of me, and that it wasn’t me that made you start screaming just now.”
 
   I understood now. Clint was going to protect me against Trey, if necessary. He was a friend to me. I saw that now.
 
   “Oh yes,” I said. “I’m sorry, Clint. I’m sorry for that out there.” They were both staring at me now. “It's okay, Clint. I received a shock, but Trey's not responsible.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Clint asked quietly, moving in front of Trey, blocking his view of me for the moment while I answered him. He apparently wanted to make absolutely sure that I wasn't being forced to say this to him. I knew that this was really pissing Trey off. I heard Trey’s heavy sigh, as he mumbled, “Oh for Christ’s sake,” from behind Clint.
 
   “No Clint, really. I’m fine. Talk to you tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure thing,” he said. “I’m right next door. You just holler if you need me,” he assured me as he moved away.
 
   As soon as Clint left, Trey closed the door abruptly behind him, mumbling something inaudible. He returned to the couch, pulling me into his lap and cradling me against his strong chest. I rested my head against his chest; the sound of his heartbeat made me feel safe and secure.
 
   As my pulse returned to normal, I leaned over pulling off my paddock boots and socks so that my feet were bare. I curled back up into Trey’s lap, sitting sideways in it. I pulled my bare feet up to rest flatly on his muscular left thigh. I liked the way his fawn riding pants felt underneath my toes. His right hand rubbed my back gently, reassuringly, and then moved up to my neck, rubbing and caressing me there. He cupped his fingers underneath my chin, tilting my face up so that I was looking into the depths of his sapphire eyes that were burning with something right then; I wasn't sure what until he lowered his mouth to mine.
 
   I closed my eyes and felt his warm, sensual lips on my mouth. They moved slowly, caressingly over my lips; his hands now framed my face on each side. His tongue softly slid over my lips, parting them gently and expertly, and I could feel my heart quicken. Our tongues met in a sensual, playful exploration, and we found a perfect rhythm. I turned to jelly, placing my hands up on his face, wanting to feel every inch of it while my eyes were closed. The silk pajamas and note were momentarily forgotten as I drank in the sensual taste, feel and pleasure of Trey. He moaned softly, bringing our kiss to closure once again by placing soft kisses on my lips, my face, and bringing my hands up to his lips, kissing each one tenderly.
 
   I opened my eyes, enjoying the calming effect of our second kiss. His eyes were a deeper blue than before. He was watching me; what was he looking for?
 
   “Hmmm,” he breathed against me, “do you know how much I've wanted to do that again ever since this afternoon? Hell, ever since I first laid eyes on you, if you want to know the truth."
 
   I was dumbfounded. I shook my head. He lifted an errant lock away from my face, and then brushed his thumb lightly against my lips, still moist from our luxurious kiss.
 
   He pulled me in, and kissed my brow. My head rested against his chest again, as I listened to his steady heartbeat. His hand traveled up to my ponytail, twirling it around his fingers absently.
 
   “Are we going to talk about it?” he asked softly.
 
   “I don’t want to,” I replied quietly. “But I will.”
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   “Go ahead,” Trey urged gently, “please tell me what these clothes mean to you.”
 
   “Okay,” I began, shakily. “The other night, when you were in Atlanta, I cleaned this cottage like crazy. It brought back some memories. Memories of when I was growing up in Radcliff—Radcliff, Kentucky, where I’m from?”
 
   He nodded for me to continue.
 
   “In our house, Saturday was special to my mom because that was the only night out of the whole week that she had a date. By that, I mean a date with her boyfriend.”
 
   “And what was his name?” Trey asked.
 
   “Well,” I answered, “I’m not really sure.”
 
   Trey looked confused.
 
   “It seems like maybe there were a few of them.” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “So anyway, my best friend was Laurie and her mom was Mona, my mom’s friend. On Friday nights, Laurie would spend the night with me, and then on Saturday nights, I'd spend the night at Laurie’s.”
 
   “Okay,” Trey commented, “so how does this tie into the purple pajamas?”
 
   “I’m getting to that. The dream involved a particular weekend at Laurie's house when we were both 13. Laurie had made up a story so that we could stay out later that night."
 
   He nodded for me to continue.
 
   “When we got to the video parlor Laurie told me that we were all going out in a car with some older boys and I refused. Laurie got pissed and they left without me. I walked home and let myself in. Mom and her boyfriend were upstairs. When I got ready for bed I put those plum silk pajamas on.”
 
   Trey glanced at the shopping bag while I continued.
 
   “My mom heard me in the bathroom and was pissed that I was home on her date night. I heard her boyfriend ask who I was and she told him I was her younger sister. That’s pretty much it. I went to bed.”
 
   “Tylar,” Trey said in a very serious tone, “that can’t be it. That doesn’t explain the ripped pajamas. That doesn’t explain the note about Sissy.” He rubbed my back, comfortingly, consolingly.
 
   “In the dream I had, it got into more detail. But I’m not sure that part really happened.”
 
   “What part?” he asked. “You need to tell me everything, sweetie. We'll sort it out together, remember?”
 
   I swallowed nervously, afraid that I might be sick. I snuggled closer to him, as if that would help my memory be less despicable.
 
   “After I went to my room that night, I couldn’t sleep so I put my headphones on and listened to music. Later I woke up when I felt Mom's boyfriend on top of me, touching me. He was calling me “Sissy,” and telling me the things he liked doing to my “older sister.” He smelled bad, like whiskey and garbage. He looked at me under my clothes and ripped my pajama shorts right off of me.” My voice started cracking. I was so ashamed. Trey held me tight and kissed my forehead.
 
   “Tell me what he did to you.” The tone of his voice frightened me.
 
   He'll never touch me again once he knows…
 
   “Don’t you see? I’m not sure.”
 
   “Tell me what he did to you in your dream.”
 
   “In my dream, he put his fingers in and around my private parts. He told me that I had a clit that was working perfectly fine. He put his mouth and tongue down there and asked if I liked it.”
 
   I could feel Trey’s body turn to stone underneath me.
 
   I disgust him.
 
   “Go on,” he said.
 
   I told him the rest, ending with me kicking him in the crotch and screaming for my mother.
 
   "Didn't your mother help you?" he asked tersely.
 
   “I thought she would when she finally heard me screaming and came into my room. All she told him was that I wasn't part of the deal and he owed her another hundred for touching me. Those are the pajamas I was wearing," I finished, nodding towards them. "Those are the proof that my nightmare wasn't just a . . . dream."
 
   "That's it," he said, lifting me from him and heading to my room.
 
   I followed and watched as he collected clothing from my dresser drawers and closet, putting them in a pile on my bed, searching for a suitcase. He found the one under my bed and packed what he'd gathered inside. He went into the bathroom, gathering up my toothbrush, razor, and the rest of my toiletries. He found my phone charger and purse, shoving it all into my suitcase.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, finally shaking myself out of my clueless daze.
 
   “You're not staying here,” he stated. “And it's not up for debate.” He did not have to worry about me arguing that point. There was no way I'd stay in this cottage one more minute. “You're staying at the house tonight with me.”
 
   I noticed the pile of mail still on the counter. He grabbed it, shoving it into the zippered flap on the outside of my suitcase.
 
   “I think we’re ready,” he said, guiding me to the front door.
 
   It was dark now, which provided a cloak of privacy. Trey held my hand, leading me up the path that led to his home. The mansion stood in peaceful and safe serenity. There were a few lights on inside. He led me around to the front door, reaching into his pocket for his key. The door was opened before he needed his key. A tall, slender man who looked to be in his 60s greeted us. He wore a uniform.
 
   “Good evening Thatcher,” Trey greeted him, pulling me behind him into a large entry hall. “This is Ms. Preston. She is my houseguest this week. Please see to her every comfort.”
 
   Trey set my suitcase down in the entry hall.
 
   “Of course, sir,” Thatcher responded. “Where would you have me take Ms. Preston’s things?”
 
   “To my suite,” Trey directed without hesitation.
 
   Thatcher didn’t bat an eye, as he lifted my suitcase and ascended the wide staircase just off of the entrance hall to deposit my things in Trey’s suite.
 
   “Trey,” I said, “I’m not sure about this.”
 
   “About what?” he asked, looking surprised.
 
   “About staying here, without you being here. It’s going to make me feel really weird,” I said quietly.
 
   “I see no reason why it should,” he replied nonchalantly. “You heard me ask Thatcher to see to your every comfort. He'll inform the rest of the staff to do the same.”
 
   “I know,” I replied, “but what about when I’m off work? I mean, it’s sort of like I’ve been separated from the group.”
 
   “You're not seriously thinking about going to work tomorrow are you?” he asked, incredulously.
 
   “Well, yeah,” I answered. “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “You're not to leave the manor, do you understand?”
 
   “Whoa Trey, I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’ve already explained to you how I feel about you. If the first message you received with the jewelry left under your bed covers wasn’t clear enough, this latest one certainly was. No— I’m afraid I cannot allow you to put yourself at risk until we find out who's behind this.”
 
   “I appreciate your concern for me and I no more want to stay in that cottage by myself than you want me to, but we have to draw the line somewhere. I still need to work. I could go behind your back and go in anyway tomorrow, you know that. So let’s please find a way to make it happen, okay? I want to work tomorrow.”
 
   I saw a flicker of amusement cross his handsome features.
 
   “Tell you what,” he offered, “why don’t I take you upstairs to my suite, and let you draw yourself a nice relaxing bubble bath? How does that sound?”
 
   “I’d really like that,” I answered.
 
   “Good, and while you're doing that, I'll make a couple of phone calls, and get myself packed for tomorrow’s trip. Then we’ll meet up and discuss tomorrow, sound fair?”
 
   “Absolutely,” I agreed, flashing him a smile.
 
   Trey led me upstairs through his suite of rooms to the large bathroom. There was a double marble shower at one end. In the center was a sunken bathtub with jets. The double vanity was against the adjacent wall next to the commode. The bathroom was ceramic tile throughout, with brass fixtures, ceiling fans, and one wall was completely mirrored. Trey gathered some clean towels and washcloths for me.
 
   “Tylar, your suitcase is on the bed. You can unpack the rest of your things after your bath. I shouldn’t be more than an hour.”
 
   I nodded and smiled. I filled the sunken tub with vanilla bath oil. It felt so relaxing. After I finished my bath I wrapped one of the large bath towels around me and returned to the bedroom. Trey wasn't back yet so I found a short silk nightgown to wear to bed. I brushed my teeth, placing my toothbrush in the holder next to Trey’s. I was so tired and Trey's king-sized bed was so inviting. I crawled beneath the sheets feeling safe and secure for once.
 
   I woke up to a dark room and was momentarily alarmed until I remembered where I was. I heard the shower going in the bathroom. The clock on Trey’s nightstand read 11:33. Trey and I still needed to have our talk. The shower stopped; I could hear him moving around in the bathroom, closing drawers and brushing his teeth. The bathroom door opened and he flipped the light off as he came into the bedroom. He was wearing only a pair of silk boxers. His stomach was flat and taut. He climbed into bed next to me and leaned over to set his alarm. I moved over to him and kissed him.
 
   “Did I wake you?” he asked, turning over and pulling me close.
 
   “I expected you to wake me. We're supposed to discuss tomorrow, remember?”
 
   “It’s all taken care of,” he announced. “I called Rebecca and she will swing by here about 8:45 in the morning to pick you up for work, okay?”
 
   “Great,” I said, happily.
 
   “She will drop you back off here at 4:15 p.m. after your shift.”
 
   “I don’t really think I’m comfortable staying here without you being here. I just feel weird about it.”
 
   “Nonsense. This is where I want you this week, understood?”
 
   “Whatever,” I replied pulling the covers up to my chin. I dozed off again briefly, waking a bit later, feeling Trey’s warmth right next to me. I snuggled closer to Trey, pressing my backside against his front to see if anything stirred.
 
   “What, are you doing, Tylar?”
 
   “Nothing,” I answered, continuing now to swivel my hips ever so slowly against his crotch. "Go back to sleep."
 
   “I hardly think so,” he whispered, rolling me over onto my back and positioning himself above me. He clasped my hands, our fingers interlocking above my head. I had goose bumps. He lowered his head and his mouth found mine in an instant. His kiss was passionate and hungry and mine matched his with the same intensity. He released my hands and I clasped them behind his head. His hair was still damp from the shower. I covered his lips and his face with kisses. I couldn’t get enough of him. I pulled him down on top of me, wanting to feel his full weight. I could feel his hardness and I wanted it. Putting both of my hands beneath his firm backside, I pulled him closer. He quickly moved off of me and pulled himself up into a sitting position. His breathing was heavy and ragged.
 
   “Tylar, we talked about this earlier, remember?”
 
   “No. You talked and I listened."
 
   “Tylar,” he said, “do you know how much I want to touch you? Do you know how much right this minute I want to be inside of you?”
 
   “Then why aren’t you?” I asked. “What are you afraid of?”
 
   His eyes darkened. “I'll tell you what I'm afraid of. I’m afraid of starting something that we can’t finish. I’m afraid that I may do something that will send you reeling back in time to some sick memory or childhood dream. I don’t want to be the person that evokes some deep dark memory or painful experience you’ve tucked away in your subconscious. I want to be the person that's there for you once you have found the answers, and works with you to chase those demons away.”
 
   “So, you want me to find the answers somehow, someway, and then you’ll be there for me to help sort them out, right? Isn’t that kind of like sending me down into the coal mine alone, but being there for me if and when I come out, to help me weigh the coal?
 
   “That’s a total misrepresentation of what I said and you damn well know it," he shot back.
 
   “Oh, is it? The fact you won’t touch me makes me feel all that much more damaged and undesirable. I’ll never be good enough for you, will I, Trey?”
 
   “What?” he choked. "All I'm saying is that we need to take this slower." He continued to stare at me with those exquisite, blue eyes that totally drove me to distraction and riddled me with thoughts of moving things further …right this minute. I shrugged my pink robe on and headed to the bedroom door.
 
   "Where are you going?" he asked.
 
   “To find another bedroom.”
 
   I'll be damned if I'm going to lay next to him all night and do nothing but… sleep!
 
   I located a small empty bedroom around the corner from Trey’s wing. The wall switch turned on the light on the nightstand next to the made-up double bed. It was a pleasant enough room, definitely free of distractions. I climbed between the sheets and surrendered to sleep.
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   Trey came to my “new” bedroom at 6:30 the next morning, waking me as he sat down on the bed beside me. He was dressed impeccably in a pale blue oxford button-down dress shirt that brought out the intensity of his sapphire eyes. His gray, tailored trousers accentuated his lean, muscular build. The gray and blue Repp striped silk tie made his Armani traveling executive look complete.
 
   “Tylar,” he said, sounding business-like, “I’m getting ready to take off for the airport. I just wanted to make sure you're settled in.” He looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “There are larger rooms available—”
 
   “This one's fine.”
 
   “Okay then. Well, you have some time to get your things from my suite and get situated in here before you leave for work. Thatcher will get you anything you need if you let him know.”
 
   “Fine,” I answered, not meeting his gaze.
 
   “Don’t forget, Rebecca will be by to pick you up for work this morning around 8:45. She will bring you back here after work as well,” he reminded me again. “Tylar, I want you to stay here all week. I'll give you a call when I can, but my schedule with the trial is fairly brutal. You can always leave a message for me on my cell and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible. I left my business card with all of my contact information in Atlanta on top of your suitcase back in my room.”
 
   At that point, I was merely nodding my head each time I received an instruction from him, half-listening. I wanted to go back to sleep.
 
   “I guess that’s it, unless you have any questions for me?”
 
   “Nope,” I answered rolling over so that my back was to him. “Have a safe trip.”
 
   “Have a good week,” he said. I felt the bed shift as he stood. My eyes welled up with tears. I closed them tightly, trying to get the image of him out of my mind.
 
   “There's one other thing,” I heard his soft, silky voice. He'd come around to the other side of the bed, and was down on his haunches in front of me. He leaned over, his thumb brushing a tear that had spilled onto my cheek. He kissed me softly on my lips, stroking my hair. I threw my covers back a bit, raising myself to my knees to be level with him. I laced my arms around his neck and buried my face against his shoulder. He smelled so good. I was probably leaving tearstains on his impeccably ironed oxford shirt. He pressed me to him, his chin resting on my hair.
 
   “Will you promise to be good and just stay here while I’m gone, please? I don’t want to be worried about you during this trial.”
 
   “Yes I promise, Trey.”
 
   He gave me another squeeze, kissing the top of my head. I pulled back, lifting my face to his. We kissed again, this time our lips moved sensually, passionately. I pressed myself to him, and my teeth gently tugged at his lower lip as we slowly parted. And then he was gone. I heard the heavy front doors downstairs open and close a few moments later.
 
   My bedroom faced the front of the manor. The circular driveway was in plain view from the window. I could see that a limo was taking Trey to the airport. Thatcher was standing outside with him holding a leather duffel bag as Trey spoke to the driver. Trey held his leather briefcase; his suit jacket was slung over his shoulder. He looked like a model. He got into the limo as Thatcher handed him the leather duffel, closing the car door. The limo moved down the driveway. I watched it getting smaller and smaller, until it was a speck. I felt lonely and empty.
 
   I padded down to his room to get my belongings. I felt closer to him just being around his things. I looked at the rumpled sheets and covers on his bed. I suspected he'd slept restlessly last night; the sheets were un-tucked at the end of the bed, the blanket and duvet twisted around each other. His boxers were on the bathroom floor where he'd stepped out of them. The bathroom still smelled of toothpaste, mouthwash, and his delicious aftershave. His navy blue terry robe was on the hook of the bathroom door.
 
   I decided that, although I wasn't going to sleep in his room this week, there was no reason not to enjoy his amazing bathroom. I shut the bathroom door and stripped off my clothes. I wanted to take a shower where he'd been just an hour before. I shampooed my hair with his shampoo and conditioned it with his conditioner. I rubbed his body wash all over me, and shaved my legs with his razor.
 
   Once dressed, I realized I'd need to return to my cottage to get more of the essentials. I'd have someone go along with me later after work. I went downstairs and nearly collided with Thatcher as he came into the entrance hall from the dining area.
 
   “Good morning, Ms. Preston,” he greeted me. “I trust you rested well last night?”
 
   “Very well thank you. Please call me Tylar, won’t you?”
 
   “As you wish. May I get you some breakfast, Tylar?”
 
   "Don't go to any trouble on my account, Thatcher."
 
   "It's no trouble, I assure you," he replied, smiling. He went to the kitchen and returned with my breakfast asking if there was anything else I needed. I assured him I was fine. I was anxious to go to work. I couldn’t imagine spending the day here having nothing to do. I ate my food and started to clear the table when Thatcher returned, taking over. I guess I wasn't to lift a finger here.
 
   I went upstairs to collect my purse. I noticed that my bed had already been made up. Trey’s robe was hanging on a hook on the back of my bedroom door. I'd be pissed if someone moved it back to his room or, heaven forbid, laundered it. I heard the sound of a car horn outside. Glancing at the clock on the dresser I saw that Mrs. Johnson was right on time. Trey was right, two minutes into the drive over to the Belle; Mrs. Johnson insisted I call her “Becky.”
 
   She told me I'd be busy all week helping in the winery. She’d provided an employee nametag for me, instructing me it was mandatory to wear at this location because of tourists. It was primarily a security measure.
 
   We arrived at the winery, which looked like a regular barn from the outside but was entirely refurbished inside. There was a door leading to the wine cellar, the site of my new assignment. I followed her down the narrow wooden steps to the cool dampness of the wine cellar. This wasn't too bad after all. I was going to like this. If nothing else, it was a great way to beat the heat outside. She led me through a narrow corridor, and then opened a wooden door to a large room that held the corking machine. It was fairly loud, and Becky shouted for the girl that was operating it to shut it off.
 
   “Here’s your help, Gina,” Becky said to the girl.
 
   “Tylar, this is my niece, Gina,” she said. “Gina, this is Tylar Preston, your help for the week.”
 
   Gina cracked a dazzling smile as she walked over to me, wiping her hands on her pants and smoothing her short-cropped strawberry blond hair. “A fellow ‘cellar rat,’ welcome,” she said, holding her hand out to greet me. I shook her hand, confused by the job title. Gina laughed at my confusion.
 
   “Don’t take offense; that's just what everyone in the wine business calls this entry-level position.”
 
   “I’ll leave you to the training, Gina,” Becky said, making her way to the door.
 
   “Don’t worry Aunt Becky,” Gina replied, still smiling. “I’ll have her up to speed in no time.”
 
   “Just behave while you do,” Becky replied, shaking her head. I got the impression that Gina was a handful for her aunt.
 
   “First off, we need to get you the proper uniform,” Gina said, selecting a clean apron from a stack on a shelf. “Tie this around you because it does get dusty down here, amongst other things,” Gina said in an accent that didn’t sound southern.
 
   “Have you worked here long?” I asked, putting my head through the apron and tying it in the back.
 
   “Only since I was a kid,” she answered.
 
   “You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”
 
   “That’s because I’m not,” Gina said, taking a shop rag and wiping off the tool on the machine that lowered the cork into the bottle. The machine did not look high-tech whatsoever, but then again, this wasn't a major winery.
 
   “I’m originally from New Jersey,” she explained. “Aunt Becky's my mom’s sister. I used to spend nearly every summer here. This is not my real job,” she explained. “I just came over to help my aunt out with this bumper crop. In return, she's cutting me a sweet deal on fifty cases of wine for our club.”
 
   “You have a club?”
 
   “Sure do,” she said, cracking her chewing gum. “My husband, Ian, and I opened it last year in Atlanta. That’s where we live now. It's a kickin’ place.”
 
   Throughout the rest of the morning, Gina trained me in the art of being a cellar rat at a winery. It mostly consisted of tasks such as “hold this” or “clean that.” She instructed me on how to affix the labels onto the wine bottles. It wasn't rocket science, but it was nice having someone like Gina to talk to while doing redundant tasks. Gina was the type of person who'd never met a stranger. After spending just a couple of hours around her I felt like I'd known her forever; direct and unpretentious, I liked her immediately.
 
   As it turned out, Gina’s Aunt Becky lived about a quarter of a mile down the road from the Sinclair Manor. I told Gina about staying at the manor. I noticed the raised eyebrow and soft little smirk that escaped from her after I mentioned it.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing,” she replied, getting a shit-eating grin on her face. “How do you like Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair?” she asked innocently enough.
 
   “I haven’t met them,” I replied honestly. “They're traveling in Europe.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right,” she said, “just like they do every July and August. So I guess it’s just you and Trey holed up there, huh?”
 
   “No, actually it’s just me there for now.” I didn’t want to get into the long story about the drama in the pool, nightmares, my crazy mother, or the rest. I figured I would get there soon enough. I had no clue as to how I could explain my relationship, or non-relationship, with Trey. I wanted to shift the conversation away without being too obvious.
 
   “So, you know Trey?” I asked.
 
   “Well yeah, I guess,” she answered, snapping her gum. “I mean as well as anyone could know him I suppose. He’s like three or four years older than me, but yeah, I remember summers back when I was in high school. He was away at school most of the time, Oxford I think. He has two older brothers too, but they are like way older. In their late thirties or early forties, if I had to guess. They operate wineries out on the west coast. Napa Valley. I think Trey was maybe a surprise when he came along. He’s not like his brothers from what I know. Kind of weird, isn’t it?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “Well, the Sinclairs have all of this money and they set the two older boys up in Napa Valley with vineyards that made them multi-millionaires. Then along came Trey, and with him, it’s like he didn’t want that kind of life. He gets the schooling abroad and all of that, but being a lawyer sure doesn’t pay what his brothers are making out in Napa. I heard he simply told his parents he didn’t want it. Then all that stuff happened with his fiancée getting hurt real bad.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked, trying to sound like I wasn’t all that interested.
 
   “She broke his heart! I know it had something to do with his horse. She wanted him to put the horse down; he wouldn’t do it. I just heard bits and pieces from Aunt Becky, so I don’t know the whole story.”
 
   Oh my God, I thought, why would someone want to have Derringer put down? I couldn't imagine such a thing.
 
   “When did all of this happen?” I asked.
 
   “I dunno, maybe three or four years ago. Hey, for being his bitch, you sure don’t know much about his deep dark secrets do you?”
 
   “Did you say ‘his bitch’?” I asked, eyes widening.
 
   “Relax, it’s just an east-coast term,” she laughed, taking the water hose that was used to clean the wine bottles before filling and spraying it across my back. I shrieked in surprise when the water hit.
 
   “Lunch break!” Gina announced. We climbed the stairs and emerged outside into the early afternoon sun. “Do you want to eat up at the restaurant?” she asked. “We get our lunch for free.”
 
   It hadn't occurred to me what I'd do for lunch when I left this morning. I was used to eating at my cottage while working over at the stables. Since lunch was free; problem solved.
 
   “Sounds good to me, wine bitch,” I said, laughing. Gina actually looked shocked when I said that and then we both dissolved into giggles. I considered that being around all the fermented wine was somehow having some mood-altering effects on both of us. I was so glad I had someone like Gina to work with.
 
   We headed into the main visitor’s center. The restaurant was up on the second level. It was 12:30 p.m. so there was a crowd. Gina weaved her way through to the back of the room where a single table was located next to the kitchen. “For Employees Only,” a small tabletop sign read. Jenna and Rodney were already sitting there.
 
   “Hey Ty. Hey Gina,” Rodney greeted as we joined them.
 
   Jenna spoke to Gina, and then turned to me as if I was her long lost friend. “Tylar, how are you?” she asked, as if she was sincerely concerned.
 
   “Jenna, you’ve seen me since I’ve been out of the hospital–I’m doing okay.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, pausing, “I really wasn’t talking about the concussion, I was referring to your, uh, well, for lack of a better word, ‘humiliation’ at the race last weekend. I mean you and your Jezebel being scratched like that when you were so close to winning the high stakes. It’s just a shame!” she remarked. “I suppose that comes with the territory.”
 
   Gina and I exchanged glances with one another.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “It’s no secret what everyone's saying. I mean, surely, you know?”
 
   “Know what?” I demanded, my voice taking on an edge.
 
   “You’re Trey’s Twinkie.”
 
   “What the fuck's a Twinkie?” Gina blurted out, laughing at Jenna.
 
   Yeah, I second that question
 
   Jenna rolled her eyes, and then acted as if she was reciting the definition from Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary:
 
   “Twinkie: (n) young, innocent beautiful female that has no nutritional value; a snack to tide one over until the real thing comes along."
 
   I resisted the urge to jump over the table and slap her. Wow, one morning with Gina had already changed me into an east coast girl. I got up from the table, not wanting to spend one more minute in the company of such a nasty bitch.
 
   “I’ll see you back in the cellar, Gina. I've got a phone call to make.”
 
   I hurried outside, pulling my phone out of my pocket and called Trey’s phone. Of course, I got his voicemail. I didn’t care. At the moment, he was responsible for my being cast into “Twinkiedom,” and he was going to get his fair share of the crap.
 
   “Trey it’s me, Tylar. You have my number. My message will be extremely brief: I AM NOT YOUR FREAKING TWINKIE!” I pushed the end button and strode back to the wine cellar, still seething.
 
   Twinkie my ass!
 
   I reported back to the wine cellar, putting my apron on and starting back to work. Gina came in just a few minutes later.
 
   “Hey,” she said, “don’t worry about that bitch Jenna. She's just jealous. I mean, you know that right?”
 
   “What could she possibly be jealous about?” I asked, putting a new roll of labels onto the round spindle.
 
   “Uhh hello? You landed the second most gorgeous, sexiest man in the western hemisphere?”
 
   “Who’s the first?” I asked.
 
   “Why, my Ian, of course!”
 
   We both laughed.
 
   “No really,” I said, “it’s not what you think with Trey and me. I've not landed him at all. He’s just got this sort of protective older brother kind of thing going on with me, you know?”
 
   “Sure, I understand,” she replied, smiling. “It’s not all that unusual. I think they call it incest?”
 
   “No seriously,” I explained, “it's not like that. He feels totally protective of me on account of something that occurred recently. If you don't believe it, stay at the manor with me this week. You'll see that I have my own room, and there's nothing going on. I won’t hear from him because of a big trial starting tomorrow. Now is that really how a guy treats his Twinkie?”
 
   We both started laughing. The rest of the afternoon went quickly. Gina took me up on my offer to stay at the manor, saying that wealth had its advantages. I was eager to find out. We decided it would be fun to go swimming and maybe have a barbeque outside. Gina and I decided to walk back to the manor after our shift. I let her know that I needed to stop off at my cottage to get some more clothes, since it was on the way. We took the trail and walked through the woods, coming out at the bank of cottages on the Sinclair estate.
 
   I didn’t go into much detail about why I wasn't staying at my cottage, only telling her that someone had left a menacing item there. Once we were inside, everything looked to be in place. I located my backpack and emptied the rest of my underwear and sleepwear drawers into it. I packed my swimsuits and the rest of my toiletries and make-up.
 
   Gina was looking through my stack of CDs in the living room. “You have some good music here,” she said. “Here open your backpack, let’s take these with us.”
 
   We headed out the door. Gina stooped to pick up a piece of paper on the floor we hadn't seen coming in.
 
   “This must be yours,” she said, handing the folded piece of paper to me. I opened it and read the note, written in inky, block letters:
 
   SISSY, I MISS THE SWEET TASTE OF YOUR CUNT. WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN? DON’T WORRY, I'LL FIND YOU.
 
   “Let me see,” Gina said. I handed her the folded paper.
 
   “Shit,” she said, handing it back to me. “Is this the reason you don’t stay here?” I nodded. “Aw jeez, I’m sorry about nosing into your business like I did this morning. I totally understand why you can’t stay here with some maniac stalker fucking with you like this. It’s good of Trey to worry about you and make sure that you’re safe. He’s a good guy, ya know?”
 
   I nodded, still numbly holding the paper. This latest communication was clearly meant to terrorize me. Who did this? Mom might know. But where was Mom?
 
   “Listen,” Gina said, as we locked the cabin behind us, “I’ll ask Aunt Becky to bring my clothes over. We’ll hang out; find something fun to do to take your mind off of this, okay?”
 
   I nodded again.
 
   Arriving at the manor, Gina got settled into a guest room in the “east wing.” She did have her own bathroom, but it wasn't nearly as luxurious as Trey’s badass bathroom. I retrieved Trey’s bathrobe and went over to his suite to take a shower. Everything in his suite was clean and orderly. I was disappointed that the room didn’t smell like his aftershave anymore. I needed my Trey fix and nothing in there provided that now. I showered, brushed my teeth, and went back to my room wearing Trey’s bathrobe, I heard my cell phone ringing. It was Trey.
 
   “Hello,” I answered, bracing myself for his anger over the message I'd left on his phone earlier.
 
   “Hey there,” smooth and silky said.
 
   “Hey,” I replied, now suddenly shy and composed. I sat on my bed, knees up under my chin, wondering what I could say if he mentioned my angry message. Maybe he wouldn’t ask.
 
   “Tylar?”
 
   Here it comes, get ready.
 
   “Uh huh,” I answered.
 
   “You're many things to me. When I think of you, I think of the way you make me laugh at times; other times how you make me crazy. I think of your gorgeous eyes, and how you affect me when I least expect it. But I swear to God, I've never, ever thought of you as a Twinkie. I don’t even know what that means!”
 
   “It’s something that Jenna's spreading around about me. I’m your Twinkie, which I guess is some younger, more attractive version of a bimbo.” I answered, the tears brimming. “It’s not important,” I said in a small voice.
 
   “It was important enough for you to leave a screeching message on my phone this afternoon. You’re neither a “Twinkie” nor a "Bimbo" to me, got it? I’m surprised that you let Jenna get to you like that anyway,” he said.
 
   I didn't answer him because he was right, I shouldn't have let the bitch get to me like that.
 
   “Are you there?” He heard my sniffle, confirming that I was still on the phone.
 
   "Is something else bothering you?"
 
   “There was another note left for me at my cottage.”
 
   “What were you doing back at your cottage?”
 
   “I needed to pick up some more clothes and stuff. Gina—you remember Gina, Becky’s niece?”
 
   “Vaguely,” he responded, still very irritated with me.
 
   “She went with me so I was safe. It’s just kind of creepy, you know?”
 
   “What did the note say?” he asked.
 
   “Something vulgar and that he missed me and would find me.” I could hear Trey catch his breath. “Anyway I invited Gina to stay here with me this week is that okay with you?”
 
   “No problem, sweetie,” he replied, his tone now gentle and soft. “I'll let Thatcher know to keep an eye out for anyone lurking around as well."
 
   “Thank you,” I said. I still had Trey’s robe on, but the scent of him was starting to diminish. I had his voice, but only for another couple of minutes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked again, sensing my despair.
 
   “I’m fine,” I squeaked.
 
   “Obviously you're not,” he said. “What can I do to make you feel better?”
 
   “I don't know. I guess I didn’t like the way we parted this morning,” I admitted.
 
   There was a long silence from the other end of the phone.
 
   “Hey, I've been thinking about you today. You don't totally fall off my radar while I'm gone."
 
   That was something. He'd given me something; I felt a connection again. “I’m getting ready for bed. Are you?” I asked him softly.
 
   “Well, I have some depositions to review before I turn in, but I’m in for the night if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “Can we sleep together tonight?” I asked. “By phone?”
 
   “How does that work exactly?” He seemed genuinely interested.
 
   “We just put our phones on our pillows or beside us in bed and go to sleep.”
 
   “Let’s do it, then. I'll leave my phone on; you do the same. You go to sleep. When I’m ready to go to sleep, I'll kiss you good night over the phone, how's that?”
 
   I smiled into the phone and nodded. “Okay, Trey. Good night.”
 
   “Sleep well."
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   I was plugging my phone into the charger just as Gina bustled into my room. It was only 6 a.m., but she was freshly showered and dressed for the day.
 
   “Get your lazy ass up,” she greeted me, a cup of coffee in one hand and an unlit cigarette in the other. I didn’t know Gina smoked.
 
   “It’s only 6 a.m. We don’t have to be there for three hours. I'm going to lay back down for a bit. You aren’t going to light that are you?”
 
   “Of course not,” she said, as if it was illogical for me to even think that. “I quit two years ago; it’s just I still like the feel of a cigarette in my hand when I’m having my morning coffee.” She took a long drag off of the cigarette, slowly exhaling invisible smoke, and then followed it with a sip of her hot coffee.
 
   “Check this out,” she said, “Aunt Becky said if we want, we can start our shift earlier and then be outta there earlier. I figure if we get there by 7 a.m., work through lunch, we can be out and heading to town by 1:30. The day will still be young, as they say.”
 
   “It sounds good to me,” I said, suddenly energized, bouncing off the bed and getting dressed. Thatcher was more than happy to drive us over to the Belle. We officially clocked in at 6:47 a.m. Gina showed me how to operate the corking machine and she handled the filler tank. We both did some labeling. I started assembling the corrugated partitions that fit into each wooden case to keep the bottles from banging against each other during transport. Tomorrow we would finish with the Applewood Rose, and the tanks would need changing out to the house merlot. That would be the last of it.
 
   Gina made the sound of the end of shift whistle like from the Flintstones and we clocked out. She instructed me to wait out front for her. Several minutes later she was back. “My aunt is the greatest,” she said jingling car keys. “She let us have her car; said she would catch a ride home with someone. Let's go!"
 
   Downtown Bristol was quaint and trendy. Bristol, Virginia bordered its twin city, Bristol, Tennessee. The state line between Virginia and Tennessee was on State Street. The cities shared a downtown district. Gina parked the car near the main drag.
 
   “Anything in particular you're looking for?” I asked Gina.
 
   “I need a swimsuit for sure,” she replied. “We need to take advantage of that Olympic-size pool back at the manor.”
 
   I was a bit hesitant, remembering my last time in that pool.
 
   “What?” Gina asked, catching my uneasiness.
 
   “It’s just that the last time I was in the pool I was drunk and nearly drowned.”
 
   “Oh dear God,” she said. “Well that isn’t happening as long as I’m around. Really, Tylar, the dangerous company you keep!”
 
   “I know, right?” I laughed. “Trey actually saved my life when that happened.”
 
   “I bet he did; he's probably owned you from that moment on,” she commented.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He just seems like the type that doesn’t stop with the saving your life part. He strikes me as one that would take permanent responsibility for the person he saved, you know, like moving you into the manor, wanting to keep tabs on you.”
 
   “He doesn’t keep tabs on my every move,” I said, thinking back to the weekend of the horse race. I'd been practically home free on that one. “But you’re right Gina, he can be pretty intense.”
 
   We found a beach boutique and Gina tried on five different bathing suits. She finally decided on a designer bikini by Salinas. Gina definitely had the body to pull it off. I tried on a really cute pair of red low-slung board shorts and a tank half-tee.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked Gina as I came out of the dressing room.
 
   “They are the bomb on you girlfriend, just need to accessorize a bit.”
 
   I ended up buying several pairs along with some tank half-tees.
 
   “Now,” she instructed once outside the store, “let’s accessorize. Follow me.”
 
   We walked to a shop called, “Make Me Holey.”
 
   “Body piercing?” I asked, aghast at what Gina had in mind as far as accessorizing.
 
   “Yeah, I noticed you could use some ‘holiness,’” she mused.
 
   “I’ve got double pierced ears,” I argued, pulling my hair back so that she could see for herself.
 
   “Yeah nice,” she replied, “but I was thinking you may want to bring a little more focus to that flat, sexy tummy of yours.”
 
   “My bellybutton?”
 
   “Yeah, you have the perfect kind for a piercing.”
 
   “Are you having yours pierced too?”
 
   “Already did darlin’,” she answered.
 
   I hadn’t recalled seeing a ring in it when she was modeling the swimsuits for me earlier.
 
   “I don’t have my banana bell in right now,” she said, “but trust me, it’s pierced and we're both going to get something new pierced today. My treat!”
 
   I didn't love the idea nearly as much as Gina, but what the hell? If I didn’t like it I could always take it out. It wasn’t like it was going to be anywhere that couldn’t be covered by clothing. We went inside and Gina picked up a price list and brought it over to me so that we could view it together.
 
   “So what are you getting pierced today, Gina?”
 
   She was perusing the list as if it was a menu, trying to figure out what she was going to order for lunch.
 
   “I believe I’m going to go with the Vampire’s Kiss.”
 
   “A what—?” I looked at the listing and saw that it went for $120.
 
   “Here,” she said, opening up the pamphlet and locating a picture of it. “Right there,” she said, pointing.
 
   Oh my God, it was a surface piercing on the neck, near the clavicle that had entrance and exit points. The jewelry was either a surface bar or curved bar bell that sported red ball dips to look like blood. It was to look as if a vampire had bitten her neck.
 
   “Are you really getting that?” I exclaimed. “Shouldn’t you ask Ian about it first?”
 
   “Yeah, right. I don’t need my man’s permission for what I do to my body,” she replied, laughing and shaking her head. She caught an attendant’s attention behind the counter, waving him over.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, Gina and I walked back out on the street with four new holes in our bodies.
 
   We got back to the manor at five. Gina dropped me off at the front door, saying she was going to return her aunt’s car and be back in a bit. Thatcher opened the front door before I got completely across the porch.
 
   “Good afternoon, Tylar,” he greeted somewhat cheerily. “Will Mrs. Hatton be arriving soon?”
 
   “Thanks Thatcher,” I said, going through the door with my packages into the entry. “Yes, Gina will be back over shortly. We ate a really late lunch so please don’t go to any trouble with dinner. We'll probably just make a sandwich or something later if we're hungry.”
 
   “Very well,” he replied. “Just let me know should you get hungry and we can set up something informal.”
 
   “Will do,” I said, anxious to get my stuff up to my room. I'd left my cell phone on the charger all day today. I hurried upstairs to retrieve it, anxious to see if Trey had called. I had a text message from him that came in around 4:30 this afternoon. It read:
 
   “Why is your cell phone not with you?"
 
   How did he know that? I checked my voicemail and there was a message from him as well.
 
   “Tylar, its Trey. I've got about fifteen minutes before court resumes. I was worried when I lost the signal last night while you were sleeping. I called the house this morning and Thatcher said you'd already left for work and that your phone was in your room. Please keep your phone charged and with you, otherwise I'll worry. Be good.”
 
   That's it? Keep my phone charged and with me; be good?
 
   Whatevs . . .
 
   The rest of the week passed uneventfully for both Gina and me. We finished up with all of the corking, labeling, and packing of seventy cases of wine. We had thirty more to go and then we would be finished, with the batches fully fermented. Gina estimated mid-next week would be the end of it. Then she would head back to Atlanta. I was really going to miss her.
 
   I heard from Trey a couple of more times during the week. He anticipated the case would go into the first day or two of the following week. I let him know that I had a surprise for him when he got back to Bristol for the weekend. He said that he would see me Friday night. His flight would arrive around 9 p.m. I felt the familiar butterflies again.
 
   When Gina and I clocked out on Friday afternoon, Becky called us over. “Gina, Ian called and left a message earlier today.”
 
   “Why didn’t he just call me?” she asked. “I’ve got my cell phone in my pocket.”
 
   “Probably because you’re not going to like the content of his message. He can’t make it in from Atlanta this weekend. He’s really, really sorry but things came up with getting the auditions completed with the bands so they’ll run over into the weekend. He loves you and will make it up to you.” Becky rushed through the message, eager to have it all out and be done with it.
 
   “That’s just great!” Gina fumed. “He knew damn well that he had way too many groups booked for auditions this week. There was no way in hell he was going to get through them all, I told him that. But it was ‘No, babe, we can handle it, no way this will keep me from seeing you this weekend, babe.’ Bullshit! I have half a mind to head downtown and get the ‘Ian’ I have tattooed on my ass removed!”
 
   All in all, Gina was taking the news pretty well.
 
   “Now don’t do anything rash. You and Tylar can hang out this weekend, host another pool party,” Becky suggested.
 
   “Not likely,” Gina mumbled. “Trey’s coming in this weekend. The last thing he’ll want is me here as the third wheel.”
 
   “I’m sure it will all work out,” Becky said, giving Gina a sympathetic couple of pats on her back. Gina and I collected our pay envelopes and left the office.
 
   “Let’s walk back to the manor,” Gina suggested. “I need to burn off some energy.” She continued to rant and rave about Ian during most of the trek back. I steered her toward the stables so I could visit Derringer and we ran into Clint as we entered the barn.
 
   “Hey, how’s it going Tylar?” he asked, grinning.
 
   “Doing great,” I replied.
 
   “Have you met Gina Hatton?” I asked. Clint wiped his hand off on his shirt, extending it to her.
 
   “I’ve seen you around,” he spoke, addressing Gina. “Clint Cavanaugh,” he finished my introduction for me. “You're Becky’s niece, right?”
 
   “That’s right,” Gina answered. “I'm just here helping out for another week and then heading back to Atlanta."
 
   “You girls going to be at the quarter races tonight?”
 
   “Doubtful,” I hissed, still a bit raw from last weekend’s humiliating experience.
 
   “C’mon,” he coaxed. “No one thought badly about you for that. Everyone knew who was pulling the strings there.”
 
   Gina looked back and forth at us quizzically.
 
   “Long story,” I said. “I’ll fill you in later.”
 
   I turned back to Clint. “Yeah, but you kind of played a part in that, Clint.”
 
   He looked genuinely sheepish, absently kicking some loose straw around on the stable floor.
 
   “Look, I’m really sorry, okay? You have to believe that I did it for your own safety. I might've been negligent in protecting you that night in the pool, so I damn sure wasn’t going to let anything happen to you again.”
 
   “What the hell is it with all these guys wanting to protect you, Tylar? Must be that helpless female thing you got going on,” Gina teased.
 
   “No hard feelings, Clint, and maybe we'll see you over at the track tonight.” I replied.
 
   Gina and I continued on up to the manor. “Maybe it would be fun to go to the track tonight,” I commented.
 
   “Yeah,” she agreed, smiling devilishly. “We might even meet some guys!”
 
   I knew she was joking; she never stopped talking about Ian, divulging every intimate part of their life together while we worked. I was envious of her for that. I wondered what it felt like to be that in love and lust 24/7. She said Ian grounded her. I couldn't imagine how Gina would be if ‘ungrounded.’ I knew she was disappointed, but going to the quarter races would get her mind off of the fact she wouldn’t be seeing Ian this weekend, plus it would kill time for me until Trey got in. My butterflies were restless today.
 
   Once we returned to the manor, we went our separate ways. My cell phone was ringing when I got to my room. It was Trey.
 
   “Hi,” I answered, sounding a bit overly excited.
 
   “Hey there,” smooth and silky said. “What are you up to?”
 
   “Just got in from work and ready to hop in the shower. Gina and I are going over to watch the quarter races this evening.”
 
   “You’ll be careful, right?”
 
   “Of course,” I answered, rolling my eyes.
 
   “Good girl. So,” he continued, a bit hesitantly, it sounded as if he'd put his hand over his phone, muffling the sound of another conversation taking place at his end. I waited, tapping my foot, as I continued rooting through my closet. Finally, he was back on the phone.
 
   “Sorry about that,” he said. “I’ve got a couple of conversations going on here at the moment. I was starting to tell you I’m not going to be able to make it back to Bristol this weekend after all. Opposing counsel has filed a Motion to Compel Arbitration. The judge has agreed to hear oral arguments from both sides in chambers tomorrow. He'll rule on the motion Monday morning. So I'm going to be tied up late tonight prepping, and then presenting my argument tomorrow in chambers.”
 
   My stomach butterflies crashed and burned.
 
   I heard a female voice from Trey’s end, “Trey, we have reservations for dinner. We need to leave now.”
 
   “Hey gotta run,” he said hastily. “Talk to you soon—” The call ended abruptly. I sat numbly, staring at my phone in confusion. Who was that woman? Just then, Gina came through the door to my bedroom and saw my lost expression.
 
   “What the fuck's wrong?” she demanded.
 
   I didn’t answer her. It was hard to articulate exactly how I felt. I knew I couldn’t dictate who Trey hung out with, I mean seriously? I wasn't even sure we had the start of a relationship going on. I mean hell yeah, I wanted him, but for the moment he was simply all about keeping me safe with no strings attached, apparently.
 
   Gina wanted answers. “Okayyyy, what’s Trey done now?”
 
   “Why do you presume it has anything to do with Trey?” I asked her, my voice on edge. “I’ve told you again and again, Gina, we don’t have that kind of relationship.”
 
   “Sorry, your grace,” she said a bit snippily.
 
   “For your information, that was my mom on the phone. She’s hitting me up for money, again. No surprise there,” I lied. I just didn’t want her thinking Trey was the reason after I'd made such a big deal to her about our non-relationship.
 
   “So, what’s up for tonight?” she asked.
 
   I saw that Gina was in her bathrobe and had her bag of toiletries. “I’m gonna jump in the shower and change,” she said. “You let me know what you’re going to do when I get out.”
 
   I was pissed but also determined not to let Trey spoil my weekend. He was working on something, but I wasn't altogether sure it was totally about the case. I needed to put it out of my mind for the moment.
 
   I pulled a tight little jean skirt out of my closet and decided to wear my new black tank half-tee. My skin was lightly tanned, and the sun had brought out my new golden highlights. I jumped into Trey’s shower. Once finished, I slipped into my sexy outfit and a pair of skyscraping black platform sandals.
 
   Gina was finished as well and she came to my room.
 
   “Hey hottie! Oh yeah, you look fantastic! You just need one little thing to accentuate your belly button ring. Be right back.”
 
   Oh God, I couldn’t imagine what she had in mind. It was too soon to change the jewelry on it yet. She returned a few moments later with a small dangly chain that had a way of hooking on to the barbell without having to take the barbell out. There was a lightning bolt dangling from the chain. She clipped it on.
 
   “Perfect. Super sexy with that flat tummy of yours, girl.”
 
   “Like yours isn’t,” I remarked.
 
   Gina had on a short white spandex skirt that hugged every curve on her. It was low slung and she'd put her navel jewelry on, a chain with a black rose dangling from it. She wore a black and white geometric print halter-top, her ample breasts displayed.
 
   “Look at you, I said laughing. “You be trolling for trouble!”
 
   “We be ‘track tramps’ tonight girlfriend!”
 
   Gina had arranged for Rodney to come by and take us to the track. Neither one of us had wanted to walk over in this heat. Rodney complied, but as soon as we got to the track, we were on our own. The track served beer and wine, so we bought a couple of plastic wine glasses filled with the Belle’s own Riesling. It was chilled and tasted refreshing.
 
   “Are you betting?” I asked Gina as we took our seats in the grandstand section.
 
   “Of course,” she replied. “I generally bet by the horse’s names. I don’t believe in odds.”
 
   Gina was at the window placing her bet for the first feature race. She was betting an Exacta on a horse named "Gina" to come in first and a horse named "I Kick Ass" for second place. Both were long shots but if she had the money to waste, so what?
 
   When she returned back to our grandstand seats, two guys were following her with two more glasses of wine for us. She wasn’t kidding about meeting guys at the track.
 
   “Here she is! Tylar, this is Dustin and Lyle. Guess what?” she halfway shrieked. “They're identical twins!”
 
   No shit, I thought looking at them. Not only was every feature on them identical, it appeared as if they continued to have their hair cut in exactly the same style and wore matching clothes. They had to be mid-twenties at most. It seemed like they were taking the “twin” thing a bit far.
 
   “Hey,” I said. “Well, which is which?”
 
   “I’m Dustin,” the one closest to me said as he handed me a plastic glass of wine. I looked at Gina, feeling a bit peeved that she'd sprung geeky twins on us for the evening.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, accepting the wine and shooting her a dirty look.
 
   Lyle, the other twin, spoke as he took a seat next to Gina. “Actually, we're what they refer to as ‘mirror twins,’ meaning that we're identical to the point that one is the mirror image of the other. See, Dustin is right-handed and I'm left-handed. I have a mole on my left butt cheek, and Dustin has the exact same mole on his right butt cheek.”
 
   “Thanks for clarifying that for us,” I replied, turning away to roll my eyes.
 
   They were dressed identically in tight Wrangler straight-leg blue jeans, with matching denim button-up shirts and red bandana scarves tied around their necks. They wore brown pointed-toe cowboy boots. I downed my glass of wine in two gulps. Gina looked at Lyle and gave him a sexy wink.
 
   “How about a couple more wines, guys? I’ll buy if you fly?”
 
   “Sure,” Lyle gushed. He took the bills from her hand and headed for the concessions. Dustin was busy showing Gina how he could turn his eyelids inside out. She was laughing as if it were the funniest thing she'd ever seen. Lyle returned with our wines and a couple of beers for them. No surprise there, they both drank Busch Lite.
 
   The horses in the first race were being introduced on to the track. Gina hollered when her namesake horse was introduced, and then a few horses later, 'I Kick Ass.'
 
   Finally, the buzzer sounded and the gates went up. It was hysterical in that brief 30-second span, listening to the announcer say, “It’s Gina to the inside, then I Kick Ass right behind, Gina, now I Kick Ass breaking through to the outside. It’s I Kick Ass now Gina. The winner is Gina, followed by I Kick Ass!”
 
   “I won, I won!” Gina shouted jumping up and down as both twins watched as her tits nearly jiggled free of her halter. She quickly went back up to the betting window to place her picks for the second feature. I drank my wine, just finishing my third one when Gina returned with two more glasses. The routine continued throughout the next six races and we were both getting hammered. I couldn’t keep track as to whether Gina was winning. At that point, I don’t think she even cared. The twins seemed to be enjoying our company. They were good sports about fetching our drinks.
 
   “Hey, I got an idea,” Gina slurred. “Let’s get a picture of your new bellybutton ring. It looks so awesome with that little jean skirt you have on.”
 
   “Love it," I agreed. “Just two little problems though.”
 
   “What are they, hun?”
 
   “First, I’m not sure I can stand up on my own. Secondly, I’m fucking seeing double!” I roared, leaning over and pointing to the twins sitting next to one another. We fell into each other, laughing.
 
   “We can fix that,” she giggled. “We’ve got two bookends here that can hold you up.” She swayed a bit as she pointed to Lyle and Dustin. “C’mon guys,” she ordered in her normal bossy way. “You get on each side of Tylar, yeah, like that. Put your arms around her back so she doesn’t fall now,” she yelled. “Tylar, you put one of your arms behind each of them. Put your hand on their butt moles,” she doubled over with laughter on that one. Gina activated the camera on my phone. “Okay everybody, ready?”
 
   The twins squeezed in close to me resting their hands to the inside on the back of my butt.
 
   “Cheese!” Gina hollered, snapping the digital picture.
 
   “Here,” she said. “Before I save it see if you like it.”
 
   I stumbled over and looked at it. I definitely looked inebriated, but overall sexy damn good. “It’s a take,” I said. “Save it!”
 
   Gina pushed the button and handed me my phone back. I immediately heard a sound effect from my phone that wasn't associated with the ‘save’ feature. The sound was like a jet engine “whooshing.” I hurriedly tapped the screen and saw the tail end of the envelope with wings flying off and away.
 
   What the hell?
 
   “Oh God, Gina. You didn’t save the picture, you sent it.”
 
   Shit fire!
 
   I checked the ‘sent’ file.
 
   The picture was on its way to Trey's cell.
 
   Lovely.
 
   “What?” Gina screeched. “How did that happen?” She pressed the button on my menu to bring up the photo. “See, it’s saved,” she said. “Take a look right here.”
 
   I looked at what she'd done. She had hit the “Save & Send” option instead of just “Save.” That brought my contact listing up to select who to send it to. Since the last outgoing phone contact was Trey, she'd simply hit “enter” again and whoosh, it was off to his phone.
 
   Crap.
 
   “Hey,” Gina said, dissolving once again into a fit of giggles, momentarily distracting me from her major phone snafu. “Check this out Ty - I see another one of those ‘mirror twin’ features.”
 
   I looked at the picture again, closer this time. By God she was right: each of them had a hard-on under those tight jeans; one’s curved to the right, the other’s curved to the left. I brought my hand up to my mouth in horror. This was so not good.
 
   Gina’s laughter was contagious. The twins were looking sheepish and Gina and I were ready to pee our pants.
 
   She pulled herself together enough to place her bet for the last race of the evening. It was going to start in less than ten minutes. I sat down trying my best to compose myself as the people around us were starting to get irritated. I needed to chill out and sober up a bit.
 
   Just as Gina returned from placing her bet, my cell phone rang. I glanced down at the caller I.D. It was Trey.
 
   Uh oh.
 
   “Hello,” I answered trying my best not to sound inebriated.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice full of anger.
 
   “Watching the races,” I replied innocently.
 
   “What was with the picture you just sent?”
 
   “I didn’t send it. Gina did, by accident,” I replied loudly.
 
   “Who are those two idiots with you?” he demanded, totally incensed.
 
   “Twins,” I replied, giggling, followed by a hiccup. “Did you see my bellybutton?”
 
   “I saw quite a lot of you in that picture, as I'm sure everyone around you is too. So maybe you need to call it a night."
 
   Gina and the twins were staring at me now. They'd figured out that I was in some sort of a pickle with someone. Gina knew exactly who it was. They were waiting to see how it would play out. I didn't appreciate a dressing down even though it made sense to call it a night. I hadn't responded to his suggestion.
 
   “I'm sending someone to get you,” he snapped.
 
   “No, it's all good,” I replied, unable to control the hiccup that followed.
 
   “Tylar, I mean it—”
 
   I powered off the phone before I heard whatever it was Trey planned on yelling over the phone.
 
   “I need another wine,” I announced, dropping my phone into my purse cockily.
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   I was leaning over the toilet in Trey’s bathroom, heaving. Still dressed in my jean skirt and top, I had no idea how long I'd been at this. To the best of my recollection, Gina was in her bathroom playing the same song into her toilet. I tried to gather my thoughts as to how we'd even gotten back to the manor. Everything was so fuzzy…and painful. I promised myself I'd never, ever drink again. I couldn’t imagine what I was throwing up other than the wine; I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. My head was throbbing already. Another spasm hit and I leaned over the toilet once again.
 
   I finally managed to crawl up from my crouched position. I flushed the toilet, staggering over to the double sink vanity. I looked like something a cat had puked up. My mascara was smeared halfway down my cheek on each side. My eyes were bloodshot and my hair was matted. I ran my fingers through it and realized it was vomit.
 
   Eeww!
 
   I debated whether I could stand long enough to take a shower. There's no way I was going to bed with puke in my hair. I made my way to my room, using the walls on each side of the hall to bounce off of until I reached it. I grabbed clean undies and Trey’s navy blue bathrobe and headed back to Trey’s bathroom.
 
   Once there, I stepped out of my clothes and turned the shower on, getting the temperature adjusted. I stepped in and began scrubbing myself. I shampooed my hair, twice. Gingerly stepping out of the shower, I wrapped my hair up in a towel and wrapped Trey’s robe around me.
 
   What to sleep in? I turned the light on in Trey’s closet and stepped in; it was nearly the size of a small bedroom. He had rows of neatly pressed shirts, dress pants, casual pants, and shirts. I saw one of his French cuffed white business shirts hanging on a hook, as if he'd changed quickly and hadn’t had time to throw it in the laundry chute in the bathroom. I lifted one of the sleeves up to my face, catching his scent. I quickly shed the robe and put the shirt on, rolling up the sleeves as their length went clear over my hands. I buttoned it up to just above my breasts and rubbed it against my skin.
 
   I returned to Trey’s bathroom and brushed my teeth and gargled. My head was still pounding. I dug through the medicine chest and found some Advil, popping a couple. I didn’t bother to take the towel off of my head. I went back into the bedroom, pulled down the covers of Trey’s bed and climbed in, pulling the blankets up under my chin. I looked over at the clock on the bedside table. It was almost 3 a.m. How did we even get back here? I must've blacked out.
 
   So not good.
 
   It seemed as if no time had passed since my head hit the pillow when there was a faint knock on my door.
 
   “Come in,” I called out, the echo of my voice reverberating in my head, amplified a hundred times. Gina bounced in, wearing her short silk robe, holding a cup of coffee and her unlit cigarette. She hopped up on the bed, putting her coffee on the nightstand, while she climbed under the covers.
 
   “You going to sleep all day, girlfriend?” she asked in her usual bubbly manner. She grabbed the remote off the nightstand and turned on the flat-screen. She channel surfed as well as any man I knew, and just before I was about to snap at her to stop, she landed a channel that caught her attention.
 
   “Oh,” she said, “TCM's running Hitchcock movies all weekend!”
 
   “Oh God, turn it down a notch,” I said, wrapping the goose-down pillow around my still throbbing head.
 
   “This is one of my favorites, ‘Marnie,’” she continued, all bubbly and normal. She glanced over, sensing my less-than-enthusiastic mood. “You look like shit, but we can fix that.”
 
   She bounced off of the bed and padded over to the intercom on the wall, hitting the button to alert someone on the staff. In a few moments, Thatcher’s voice came over the intercom.
 
   “Yes, miss?”
 
   “Thatch, this is Gina here.”
 
   She’s calling him 'Thatch.'?
 
   “Tylar's a bit under the weather this afternoon. Could you please send up a tray with the following?”
 
   I couldn’t listen any more when she started rattling off various food items. I wrapped the pillow tightly over my head. She climbed back into bed after advising the staff what was required as if she owned the place. Gina had balls.
 
   “You’ll be fixed up shortly, girlfriend. No worries. I’m not going to let you ruin one of our perfectly good days off.”
 
   I eyed her warily.
 
   “Hey, I cleaned up pretty well at the track last night. I’m $250 richer today,” she bragged.
 
   “Is that after you paid our bar tab?” I asked.
 
   “There, she’s coming around folks, getting back to her normal smart-ass self.”
 
   “How can you possibly be so chipper?”
 
   “It's simple. I left a note on the kitchen counter before I went upstairs to my own puke-fest last night requesting what I needed on my breakfast tray, and what time I needed it brought to my room.”
 
   She smiled, pleased with herself. She leaned back against the pillows she'd stuffed behind her back, turning the volume up just a bit on the television. “I love this part where he takes her on a cruise for their honeymoon and she won’t sleep with him. Who wouldn’t want to sleep with Sean Connery? Frigid bitch. It’s all her mom’s fault, the Bible-thumping old prostitute.”
 
   I was uncomfortable with the movie critique Gina was providing. “Can we watch something else, please?” I asked.
 
   “Sure,” Gina said, picking up the remote to resume surfing.
 
   She finally landed on an “I Love Lucy” marathon.
 
   “So,” I rolled over onto my side, bending my arm to support my throbbing head, “how'd we make it back here last night?”
 
   “You don’t remember?”
 
   “Obviously not since I’m asking you.”
 
   She gave out a loud hoot of laughter. Not good for the head. “Thatch picked us up.”
 
   “You called him to come get us? Gina, you're running the staff ragged here. We can’t take advantage of Trey’s generosity and hospitality like that.” I was genuinely pissed. I didn’t want Trey or his staff thinking that I was some kind of a gold-digging bitch.
 
   “Hold up there, girlfriend,” she replied. “I did not call Thatcher to pick us up. Trey did.”
 
   “Trey? How did Trey know where we were?”
 
   “I’m thinking that picture of you and the twins might've tipped him off. You know the one I accidently saved and sent, instead of just saved?”
 
   Oh, yes. It was all coming back to me now.
 
   “After you hung up on him he evidently called Thatcher and instructed him to come and collect us at the track. He wanted to make sure that we got home okay. He probably could tell you were drunk on the phone.”
 
   “Thank you very much, Gina.”
 
   I was so in trouble and I knew it. I looked over at her, trying to muster a glare. She was leaning back, sipping her coffee as if she hadn’t a care in the world. She wasn’t the one in trouble, I was.
 
   “Hey Tylar,” she said. “Watch this.”
 
   She took a long drag off of her unlit cigarette and pressed her lips into a tight circle, puckering in and out several times with her head tilted upward. She looked over at my questioning stare.
 
   “Smoke rings for Chrissake,” she said, exasperated that I'd missed something so obvious. Just then, there was a light tap at the door.
 
   “Come in,” Gina called out.
 
   Thatcher proceeded in with a tray that he set carefully down on the nightstand on my side of the bed.
 
   “Hope this will help you feel better Ms. Preston. Please let me know if there's anything else I can get for you.”
 
   He looked over at Gina. “May I get you anything, Mrs. Hatton?” he inquired.
 
   Gina gave him her signature smile. “I’m good for now, Thatch. Thanks again for all of your help last night and today.”
 
   “Very well, then. I’ll come back later to pick up the tray.”
 
   Gina got up and circled around the bed to my side. She reached down and picked up a glass of tomato juice that had a stalk of celery sticking out of it. “Here,” she instructed, handing me the glass. “Drink this down, fast.”
 
   “What’s in it besides tomato juice?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t ask,” she replied. “Just do it.”
 
   I did as instructed, chugging it as quickly as I could. It didn’t taste that bad at first, but then the after-burner kicked in. I felt the heat in the pit of my stomach, rising up through my chest, then to my throat. I let out the most disgusting belch that seemed to drag on for a full ten seconds. Then it was over. My stomach felt fine; the burning had subsided.
 
   “Now,” she continued, handing me a tall glass of ice water, “take these and drink the full glass.” She handed me a couple of ibuprofen tablets that had been placed on the tray. I did as instructed. “Those will get rid of the headache and the water will hydrate you.” She removed the stainless steel domed cover revealing dry toast and assorted melon pieces. “Eat as much as you can,” she advised.
 
   I obliged by taking a slice of toast, biting off a corner and chewing it. Not bad. I forked some melon slices into my mouth, suddenly feeling better. I guess Nurse Gina knew what she was doing after all.
 
   “I'll have to give Thatcher special thanks for picking us up last night and getting us back here safely,” I commented, chewing another chunk of honeydew melon.
 
   Gina nodded her head. “Yeah,” she said, “he’s a pretty mellow dude. He didn’t even bat an eye when you tossed all over the backseat of his car.”
 
   “I did?” I wailed. Was there no end to my agony?
 
   “Uh huh. It was actually kind of humorous. You thought the window was down, so you went to stick your head out of it to puke. You banged your head against the closed car window, fell back onto the seat where you puked and then laid your head in it and fell asleep.”
 
   “How'd I get up here?” I asked.
 
   “Well, I guess Trey called Ray to ask him to find us at the track so that Thatch could bring us home. So, Ray ended up having to leave when he saw how wasted we were and he followed Thatch here, helping to get us into the house.”
 
   “I remember being with you in your bathroom while you were being sick, though. Did I dream that?”
 
   “No, silly. You were just kind of hanging out with me in my bathroom once Ray delivered me there. Then you told Ray you felt like you were going to be sick, and insisted you wanted to puke in Trey’s toilet, so he carried you down here I guess.”
 
   Holy fuucckkk . . .
 
   “Do you realize how angry Trey is with me right now?”
 
   “Why should he be angry with you?” Gina sounded pissed. “You don’t remember what you told me last night, do you?”
 
   “I don’t remember a lot of things about last night.”
 
   “Let me fill you in. You told me that it'd been Trey on the phone with you when I walked in your room yesterday, and that he told you he was working on the case all weekend. You told me that you heard the voice of a blonde slut in the background telling him that it was time they left for their dinner reservation. I’m not sure how you knew that she was blonde. You know, all blondes are not sluts.”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I hadn’t realized that I’d confided all of that to her. I wondered what else I might have confided.
 
   “Hey,” she said elbowing me, “that's supposed to be a joke. I’m blonde. You calling all blondes whores, get it?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Gina. I’m just thinking about that phone call."
 
   “Listen,” she said, taking hold of my hands, “I know that we just met a week ago, not even, but I like you. I've got to tell you something that only a friend would tell another friend.”
 
   Oh no, what was it? Did she know something about Trey that she hadn’t told me up to this point?
 
   “I don’t see Trey committing to anything or anyone. I know that I don’t know him well in recent years, but I can tell you from what I remember, he's a loner. For him to be engaged that one time was a real shocker to me and everyone else. When that ended so badly, I can’t think he'd ever risk it again. I mean fucking him is one thing, but keep your heart out of it, okay?"
 
   I nodded afraid to speak with the lump in my throat. Gina hadn’t really told me anything I wasn’t already starting to believe myself. I mean, of course she was right. Only we hadn't even fucked, so why the hell did he care what I did?
 
   “I know you're right, Gina. I just have to figure out where I go from here. I can’t continue to work here with him being so close, you know? It'd be hard for me to keep my distance. I'm really…well, drawn to him for whatever reason."
 
   “I know,” she said. “We’ll figure something out. Don't worry.”
 
   We watched a couple more episodes of “I Love Lucy,” which helped bring me out of my funk. I glanced over at the clock, surprised to see it was already 4:30 in the afternoon.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” I said abruptly.
 
   “I’m good with that, but where are we going to go, and how will we get there?”
 
   “Not a problem,” I smiled, getting up from the bed and walking over to Trey’s dresser. I reached on top and grabbed his set of keys to the Lamborghini. “We’ve got wheels.”
 
   “You do realize your hair is still wrapped up in a towel?” Gina pointed out.
 
   “I'll be dressed and ready in fifteen minutes, how about you?”
 
   “I'll be dressed and ready in fourteen minutes, Ms. Preston, see you downstairs!”
 
   I ripped the towel off of my head and headed into Trey’s bathroom, eventually getting a comb through my hair. I pulled it up into a high, skinny ponytail, brushed my teeth and then applied tinted lip-gloss.
 
   Back in my room, I dressed in a pair of my new low-slung red shorts and a white half-tee. I grabbed a pair of flip-flops. I'd no clue where my handbag was; I hoped that my cell phone was still in it. Heading downstairs, I found Gina in the entry hall, ready and waiting.
 
   “Your purse is on the hall table there,” she said, nodding her head in that direction.
 
   “Well some good news for a change,” I remarked. I dangled the Lamborghini key chain at her and grinned. “Let’s go!”
 
   We jogged across the side yard to the five-car garage. I pressed a couple of different buttons on the remote hanging on the key chain and eventually a garage door opened. There was Trey’s shiny black sports car. Gina had brought some of my CDs from my room so we’d have some good music for our adventure. I pressed another button and the doors unlocked.
 
   “Wow,” Gina exclaimed, “check it out, sweet black rims on this baby.”
 
   She grabbed a couple of black baseball caps that were hanging on a hook in the garage. They had the Lamborghini logo on the front. She tossed one over to me.
 
   “Here, let’s put these on because that convertible top is coming down.”
 
   We slid into the car; I was in the driver’s seat.
 
   “Uh oh,” I said.
 
   “What uh oh?”
 
   “I can’t drive a manual transmission,” I replied.
 
   “It’s the standard H-box six speed,” she responded, as if that meant anything to me.
 
   “You can drive this then?” I asked.
 
   “Hell yes, this thing is like zero to 60 in what, four seconds?”
 
   “Less. Three point two,” I corrected her.
 
   We both got out and switched places. “Fasten your seat belts,” Gina instructed, “and prepare for takeoff.”
 
   She fired the car up, pushing the button to put the convertible top down. Gina backed the car out carefully onto the concrete drive. She shifted into first gear, and gave it plenty of gas. “And we’re off!” she hollered, the wind catching our breath.
 
   The day was beautiful for a drive, sunny and clear. She pulled the car out onto the two-lane highway, and sped off towards Bristol. It felt so invigorating to be out on the open highway, in a car that everyone gawked at, and that rode like a dream. The controls were all on the steering wheel. Gina quickly found the one for the stereo system and hit the CD button. Instantly, classical music blasted from the speakers.
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Gina asked. She pressed another button from ‘mission control’ and the CD ejected. She read the title aloud, “Debussy’s Greatest Hits" performed by the English Chamber Orchestra? I don’t think so,” she laughed, pitching the CD out of the convertible.
 
   “What are you doing?” I shrieked. “That’s Trey’s. Now I’m going to have to replace it.”
 
   “Let non-girlfriend Charlotte replace it,” she said. “It’s a given he didn’t buy it to seduce you, now did he? I could be wrong, but I can’t see you getting into all of the vampirey music shit.”
 
   “Vampirey's not a word.” I retorted. “And you do see the irony in what you just said having gotten a Vampire’s Kiss pierced on your freakin’ neck, right?”
 
   Gina laughed good-naturedly. “My girl's back, yes and in fighting form. Now let’s see about putting a CD in there that we can relate to, okay?”
 
   I nodded and sorted through the stack of CDs. In the meantime, Gina opened up the Lamborghini full throttle. I was so distracted that I didn’t see the black stretch limo that passed us going in the opposite direction.
 
   “How about Pink? You sort of remind me of her.”
 
   “Yeah?” Gina asked, obviously flattered. “You know I’ve heard that.”
 
   “You kind of have an attitude like hers, too.”
 
   “I’ve heard that said as well.”
 
   I placed the CD into the tray, and it automatically slid back into the player. In a couple of seconds, Pink’s song, “Fuckin’ Perfect” was playing. I loved this song, a rare side of Pink. Gina pulled off the road into a Dairy Queen.
 
   “Really?” I asked.
 
   “I’m in the mood for a slushy,” she said. “How about you? My treat.”
 
   “Sure, blueberry,” I replied.
 
   “Got it.”
 
   She left the car running while she went to the order window, coming back with two giant slushies, blueberry for me, root beer for her. We sat in the car, slurping our slushies, reflecting. Gina hadn’t mentioned Ian at all since yesterday. I knew she was still pissed and had turned her cell phone off for that reason. She probably wanted him to worry about what she was doing. I knew she was thinking about him when she got quiet like this.
 
   Gina played with the controls on the steering wheel and skipped tracks to “So What.”
 
   “Oh, I love this one,” she exclaimed and started singing along. She, surprisingly, had a really good voice. Coupled with her resemblance to Pink and us being in this car, it was conceivable someone could mistake her for Pink.
 
   Singing away with the stereo blasting, neither of us heard the black stretch limo pull up beside the passenger side of the Lamborghini. Gina noticed it before I did when she suddenly stopped singing, leaving me to do the chorus solo. I followed her gaze, still singing away as I turned to see the limo. The tinted window in the back seat slowly lowered and I was greeted by those incredibly blue and incredibly angry eyes.
 
   Uh oh.
 
   “Ladies,” Trey greeted us in his smooth silky voice, “there's been a slight change of plans. I'll drive Tylar back to the house. Gina, you can make yourself comfortable in the limo, which will be right behind us.”
 
   There was definitely an edge to his voice that neither of us challenged. The limo driver got out, opening the door for Trey. Gina was already scooting out of the Lamborghini, giving me a look that said, “Good luck, it's been nice knowing you.”
 
   Trey slid into the driver’s seat, electronically adjusting it to accommodate his height. The driver closed the limo door after Gina was settled inside. I was afraid to look at Trey. I smoothed the ball cap down; trying to lower the bill enough to shield me from the glare I knew I was getting at that very moment. Someone had to say something.
 
   “Trey,” I started to speak, humbly, “I know—”
 
   “Not a word,” he breathed, having difficulty containing his anger. “I’m too pissed off at the moment. I don’t want to risk saying anything to you that I'll regret later. For now, please stay quiet and put your seat belt on.”
 
   I scrambled to comply. The drive back to the manor felt extremely long despite the speed at which Trey was driving. I crouched as much as I could in a two-seater car away from him, but I could feel his anger burning through me. He'd every right to be. I'd abused his generosity and over-stepped boundaries by taking his expensive sports car out without asking. He'd never forgive me, I knew that. Maybe it was best having things like this between us. It'd make it much simpler leaving. As soon as he pulled into the garage, I opened my door, anxious to put some distance between us.
 
   “Hold it there!” he ordered. I jumped, startled by his unsuppressed anger now that we were back on his turf. “I want you to go inside and go up to your room. As soon as I calm down, I'll be up and we'll be having a discussion. Understood?”
 
   I nodded, hating the fact that he was treating me like a child. I spotted the limo with Gina inside winding up the drive. I was humiliated on all fronts. The omnipresent Thatcher was there to open the door as I bolted in and up the stairs like a child waiting for the paddle. I slammed the door to “my room” immediately grabbing the suitcase out of the closet and throwing it wide open on the bed. I opened all of the dresser drawers, tossing the contents onto the bed until each drawer was emptied. There was a soft knock on my door. I knew he couldn't have calmed down already.
 
   “Come in,” I said.
 
   The door opened and Gina peered in the room, tentatively. Seeing that I was alone, she came in, closing the door behind her.
 
   “How pissed is he?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, he's monumentally pissed. Let me put it this way, he needs time to calm down just so that he can get to pissed.”
 
   “What should I do? Should I go?” Gina asked.
 
   “Don’t you dare leave me, Gina.”
 
   “I don’t want to but, clearly, he doesn't want me here.”
 
   “Please?” I begged. “Just do this. Go to your room and get your stuff packed and ready. I've a feeling I’m about to be banished back to my cottage. That's if I still have a job. You know I can’t stay in that cottage by myself. Please, you can’t leave until I know where I’m going.”
 
   “Calm down, okay? You’ve got it. I’ll start packing my shit. You come get me when you know what you’re going to do, okay?”
 
   I nodded, giving her a quick hug. “Thanks Gina.” I finished folding everything on the bed, and was arranging it in my suitcase when there was another knock on my door. Showtime, I thought as I went to open it. But it wasn't Trey, it was Thatcher.
 
   “Ms. Preston,” Thatcher addressed me warmly. “Mr. Sinclair's requesting you join him in his suite now if it meets with your convenience?”
 
   I swallowed nervously. “Sure thing, would you please tell him I'll be there in just a moment?”
 
   “Of course,” Thatcher answered kindly, almost as if he knew what was coming.
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   I'd have to finish my packing after our “discussion.” I'd removed the ball cap, and brushed my hair up into a neat ponytail. I walked down the hall, my flip-flops making the trip none too quiet. I heard a “pssst” from behind me. Gina was peeking around the corner. I turned and hurried back to where she stood.
 
   “His majesty has summoned me to his quarters,” I said. “Here goes nothing.”
 
   “I got your back, Ty, don’t worry. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but you never can tell with rich, spoiled guys.”
 
   “Thanks,” I turned back and continued my walk of shame, flip-flopping down the carpeted hallway to Trey’s suite. I tapped lightly on his door. I could hear his stereo playing classical music on low volume. I knocked harder this time.
 
   “It’s open,” the smooth and silky voice said over the music.
 
   I turned the knob and went in, shutting the door softly behind me. He wasn’t in the bedroom part, which still bore the remnants of my previous night’s sleep there. What was with this staff? Any other time the room would have been cleaned and sanitized before I'd reached the bottom step. Great! Now, in addition to everything else, I'd probably be yelled at for leaving his room like a pigsty.
 
   “I’m in here,” Trey called out from the bathroom.
 
   I walked to the doorway.
 
   “Come in,” he invited. He'd evidently just showered, having a large bath towel wrapped around his lower half. I was curious as to why he hadn’t put his blue robe on. It was still lying across his bed where I'd left it.
 
   “Please have a seat,” he instructed, the only one being the toilet next to the double vanity where he was lathering up his face with warmed shaving cream. It appeared as if he hadn’t shaved today. I was curious as to why he hadn’t, particularly if he'd given oral arguments this morning in chambers.
 
   I hesitantly took my seat on his commode, turning to give him my full attention as he turned back to the mirror and started shaving. He must have a routine on how he shaved, I thought. I watched as he took the razor and pulled his cheek a bit with his left hand, while his razor cleared a path on the right side of his check, just below his natural sideburns. He dipped the razor in the warm soapy water in his sink, shaking the shaving cream off of it. He raised it back up, preparing to shave the dimple on his chin.
 
   That part was probably tricky, I thought. I watched his reflection in the mirror as he forced a wide grin on his face that helped to smooth out the dimple making the area more accessible for his razor. He stopped suddenly, half-stroke.
 
   “Son of a bitch!” he hollered, setting his razor down quickly, grabbing a tissue from the box and pressing it firmly against his now slightly bleeding dimpled chin. “I just put a new blade in this the morning I left for Atlanta.”
 
   Uh, oh.
 
   I wasn't sure if I should fess up or not. I mean it wasn't like he could get much more pissed than he already was.
 
   “I’m sorry, Trey,” I said softly. “That’s my fault. I used your razor a couple of times to shave my legs.”
 
   “I should've figured you were capable of drawing blood,” he snapped. “I know I packed your razor with the rest of your things from the cottage. Why did you need to use mine?”
 
   “I used your shower and forgot to bring mine in. I meant to put a new blade in it before you got home.”
 
   He eyed me warily as if he wasn’t sure he believed me. Like I'd lie about using his razor? I mean, it made more sense that a person would lie and say they didn’t use it, right?
 
   He grabbed a new blade out of the medicine cabinet, ejecting the old blade into the trash. He resumed shaving with no further incidents. I was starting to wonder when our discussion was going to begin.
 
   He leaned over the sink and rinsed his smooth face with water, patting it dry with a clean hand towel. He applied some of his aftershave lotion, careful to avoid the razor cut. He stuck a small piece of toilet paper on it for the time being. I hoped his dimple didn’t scar because of me.
 
   “So,” he said, finally breaking the silence, “do you want to explain to me what the hell happened last night?” His eyes were once again blazing at me. His hair was damp and tousled, totally distracting me from answering his question.
 
   “I’m waiting,” he said, growing impatient. He walked out of the bathroom still only dressed in his towel. I followed and sat down on the unmade bed while he disappeared into his closet. I heard drawers slamming, mumbled curses under his breath.
 
   “It’s kind of hard to talk to you when you’re out of the room,” I called out.
 
   He reappeared in a moment having put his boxers on and a pair of jeans that he was zipping up as he exited, still shirtless. “I’m listening,” he replied curtly.
 
   “Gina and I got a ride from Rodney over to the track to watch the quarter races. We both got a little drunk and—”
 
   “Damn it! I know that part!” he yelled. “Who do you think arranged for your transportation home?”
 
   I wasn’t sure what he expected me to say. “Thank you for that, Trey,” I offered. “I apologize for creating the need for you to have to deal with that. It was immature behavior on my part, I admit."
 
   “Tylar,” he said, with no patience left, “I know you went to the races. I know you got drunk; I saw the little digital picture that came across on my phone with you and the…the fucking…Thompson Twins with their matching hard-ons. You're not telling me the rest.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what the rest was except for what Gina had told me.
 
   “I see that I need to interrogate you then, since you're not forthcoming with the information!"
 
   Oh ho! Go for it counselor.
 
   “Who slept in my bed last night?”
 
   “I did,” I answered truthfully.
 
   “Who else?” he exclaimed, practically screaming.
 
   “No one else.”
 
   He walked over to the bed now, bending over, and pulling his white shirt out from where it was laying on the floor, half of it underneath the bed.
 
   “Who was wearing my shirt?” he demanded, then immediately grabbed his dark blue robe off of the bed, flinging it over at me. “Who was wearing my robe?”
 
   Tears sprang to my eyes. How could he think those kinds of thoughts about me? When I didn’t answer immediately, he took that as some sort of admission of guilt. He continued on his roll, going over to the side of the bed, eager to present more damning evidence to convict me.
 
   “What have we here?” he asked in his attorney-turned-detective voice, once again bending down to retrieve something from the floor.
 
   It was Gina’s unlit cigarette. It must’ve rolled off of the nightstand onto the floor.
 
   “I’ve never seen you smoke, Tylar, and I know that I don’t. Whose cigarette is this?”
 
   I’d finally had enough of his relentless badgering. I was prepared for him to yell at me for getting drunk again. I was prepared for him to rip into me about taking his car out without permission; for totally acting like some immature teen-ager, but there was no way he was going to turn me into some slut that would bring some random guy to his home and fuck him in Trey’s own bed. I stood up and walked over to where he stood, staring at him sternly.
 
   “You want answers? Well, I'll give you answers. I’m the one who wore your shirt last night. I wore it to bed after I showered because I wanted—I needed something of yours on my body. I’ve been wearing your robe all week. If you don’t believe me, please ask your cleaning staff. I wouldn’t let them launder it. I used your razor, too. No other man was in here, Trey. No other man used your razor, or wore your shirt or robe. The cigarette belongs to Gina. She doesn’t smoke anymore, but she likes to hold an unlit cigarette with her morning coffee. Last night was the only night that I've slept in your room since you left. I just wanted to feel close to you. Gina came in this afternoon to see how I was. We watched television in here. That’s why the bed was unmade. Any further questions?” I glared at him but he was still fairly pissed.
 
   “What about this body piercing you've gone and done?"
 
   “It’s only a pierced belly button for Chrissake! It’s not as if I went and had my nipple pierced, not that you would know.”
 
   He ignored the implication of my last statement. “Tylar, why would you want to desecrate your navel like that?”
 
   This conversation was going nowhere. We were going nowhere. That was apparent when I overheard his dinner plans yesterday evening.
 
   “Hey - I’m not apologizing to you for anything other than taking your car out. That was wrong, and unacceptable, and I'm so very sorry. I took advantage of your hospitality, and I hope you can forgive me for that. As far as your other accusations, whether direct or implied, I won’t apologize for things that I didn't do.”
 
   I turned from him and calmly flip-flopped my way out of his room with dignity. Gina stood waiting in the hall.
 
   “I heard everything girlfriend,” she said. “You really handled yourself well. Where the fuck does he come off all possessive and accusatory like that?”
 
   “Gina, I’ve got to finish getting packed. Do you think your aunt will object to my staying with you?”
 
   “No, not at all,” she answered, “in fact, I was going to suggest the same thing.”
 
   “Good,” I answered. “I’ll come down to your room as soon as I’m finished and we’ll call her, okay?”
 
   “Yep, no problem,” she said, retreating to the east wing.
 
   I was able to fit everything from the dresser drawers into the suitcase. I still had my backpack to fill. I opened the closet and, taking the clothes off of the hangers, folded them neatly in stacks. There was a soft tap on my door.
 
   “It’s open, Gina,” I called out.
 
   The door opened.
 
   “It’s me,” Trey said.
 
   I turned and saw that he'd put a white tee shirt on. Only on Trey could a white tee shirt look haute couture.
 
   “Why are you doing that?” he asked, as I continued packing. “I didn’t ask you to leave, did I?”
 
   “It’s what I want,” I answered. It wasn’t the truth, but it should’ve been if I'd any sense of self-preservation.
 
   “Well, it’s not what I want,” he said, coming closer to me.
 
   I couldn’t let him get close to me. I needed to take Gina’s advice and get out while my heart was somewhat intact.
 
   “Look,” I said, “let’s be practical about this. You have multiple responsibilities. All I seem to do is distract you from them, and then you resent me for it. And I know my behavior last night and even today was immature for a twenty-year old, but the truth is, I never lived the life of a teenager - even when I was one. Long story, and it doesn't excuse my behavior but I know I'm getting on your nerves."
 
   “That’s not true,” he replied, sitting down on the bed, next to my open suitcase. “I only worry about you and want you to be safe. That's why I flew back here to make sure you were okay. I was worried when that picture came up on my phone. It was obvious you were wasted. One guy on each side of you, erect,” he hissed as he said the “e” word. “I'd no clue as to who was taking the picture with your phone and then randomly sending it to me with no message. So I called your phone and it was clear you were totally hammered. In that state I wasn’t sure if you'd end up in the trunk of one of those idiot’s cars.”
 
   “Oh, please,” I remarked. “Be honest. You were pissed because that picture coming across your phone probably interrupted your cozy little dinner with your mystery woman.”
 
   “I've no clue what you're talking about.”
 
   “Remember? You and I on the phone earlier, muffled conversations, then a female voice saying ‘time to go…dinner reservations’?”
 
   He was thoughtful for a moment, and then a smile broke loose. “Her?” he said, as if I should have a clue as to who she was. “That's an intern at our firm, Beth. She's simply helping with the administrative process on this case; she’s actually more like a junior intern.” He laughed as if that information alone should put my mind at ease.
 
   “Why would you be having dinner with Beth?”
 
   “I wasn’t having dinner with Beth,” he replied. “We all–everyone from the firm involved with this case–broke for dinner. It looks to me like someone’s imagination is running away again,” he teased.
 
   “Yeah, like when someone finds their own clothes strewn around their own bedroom and believes another guy's been there wearing them?”
 
   Trey frowned at my response. He definitely did not appreciate the parallel I'd drawn.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Trey. I’m not staying here. I’m not going to be talked about, called a Twinkie, and profiled as a ‘whore.’ I have enough money in my trust for my living expenses for this summer. I'll do just fine.”
 
   I'd nearly finished packing. All I needed was my toothbrush, which was still in Trey’s bathroom. I set my backpack on the floor, and then zipped my suitcase shut. Suddenly, the stack of mail from my cottage slipped out of the netting and landed on the bed. One envelope in particular caught my eye; it was from Findley, Morris & Sneed in Louisville the law firm handling my trust. It was postmarked June 7th, nearly three weeks ago.
 
   I glanced at Trey and opened the envelope, unfolding the letter. I saw that the signature line was signed by Andrew Sneed. There was a copy of a returned disbursement check stamped “Insufficient Funds – Trust Closed.” The check had been written to my college for fall registration fees for classes. Andrew Sneed’s letter consisted of a couple of brief sentences, basically requesting I contact him to set up an appointment at my earliest convenience to discuss the matter of my trust. His office, home, and cell numbers were provided in the letter.
 
   “This can’t be possible,” I said aloud, shakily.
 
   “What is it?” Trey asked, concerned.
 
   I handed him the letter. “Could you take a look at this for me? I’ll be right back; I need to get my toothbrush from your bathroom.”
 
   “Of course,” he replied, already distracted by the letter and looking at the returned check from the bank. When I returned, Trey was folding the letter.
 
   “Tylar,” he said, “if you don’t mind sharing this with me, do you know how much money was left in your trust at the last accounting?”
 
   “It was a little over fifty grand,” I answered. “That's before I requested this disbursement for my fall registration fees.”
 
   “Would you like me to contact this Mr. Sneed on your behalf to see what I can find out? It could save you a trip back there and I’d like to be sure that he's on the up and up with this matter. Didn’t you tell me that your mother worked for this firm?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, already fairly certain where he was going with this. “But she had no ability to access my trust,” I explained. “That was clearly stipulated in the terms.”
 
   “Do you have a copy of the trust documentation?” he asked.
 
   “No, my mom would have that, or the firm.”
 
   “Yes, I realize that,” he stated. “I just wondered if you've ever been provided a copy.”
 
   “The truth is I'd be grateful for your help with this, that's if you have the time. I know you still have this case you’re working on.”
 
   “It’s not a problem. I'll make some calls and request copies on your behalf. You’ll need to sign a statement of representation. I have a form in my briefcase. I'll get one for you to sign.”
 
   He disappeared momentarily so I went down the hall to Gina’s room, opening the door.
 
   “Call your aunt, Gina, I’m ready,” I said. She nodded.
 
   Trey met me back in my room with the form; I signed it.
 
   “There you go, Trey. I really appreciate your help.”
 
   “No problem at all,” he said, his tone all smooth and silky once again.
 
   “You go ahead and keep the letter with all of the contact information,” I said, handing him back the envelope. “Just let me know what you find out when you get a chance to contact the firm in Louisville, okay?”
 
   “Sure,” he said, puzzled. “You aren’t still planning to leave are you?”
 
   “Nothing’s changed from fifteen minutes ago,” I replied. My heart ached, but it would mend.
 
   “I want you here,” he stated firmly.
 
   “I understand that, Trey, though I'm not sure why. I mean what's in it for you? It's not like we know each other all that well. Hell, it's not like we're even fuck-buddies. I don't really get you, I guess. I'm still trying to grow up and hell, it seems like you were born being thirty years old. You have it together. I don't. Maybe it's the age difference, or maybe it's cause you're rich and used to getting what you want even though you're not sure why you want something. I just can't hang with that."
 
   He was silent; his face void of expression as if he really couldn't explain his need to have me close either. I grabbed my suitcase and backpack, heading towards the door. Trey's arms stopped me, pulling me against him.
 
   Shit. I need to stay strong here.
 
   Gina’s timing was perfect. She knocked on the door before coming in on her own. “Tylar? Aunt Becky’s out front waiting.”
 
   I pulled myself away from Trey, grabbing my suitcase and heading to the door. He didn’t try to stop me. Part of me was glad, part of me wasn’t. I couldn’t look back. I knew that if I left, that was the end of us. Whatever "us" was, which was pretty fucked-up in itself being that neither Trey nor I had a clue what the hell we had been doing.
 
   Gina met me in the hall, studying my face as we descended the stairway. “Are you all right?” she asked, concerned.
 
   “Not at the moment,” I answered truthfully. "But I will be."
 
   We got settled in at Gina's aunt's house. The whole upstairs of the Cape Cod house was a finished bedroom and bath. The room was huge with several beds. Gina switched the television on for some distracting noise to break the silence…She finally sat down on one of the twin beds and looked at me.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not sure what there is to talk about.”
 
   “Listen,” she said. “I’ve got an idea that may take your mind off this bullshit, at least for a couple of days, though we'll need Aunt Becky to clear it.”
 
   “Shoot,” I said.
 
   “We’re going to be done with the stuff at the winery at end of shift Wednesday. Ian will be coming with his pick-up truck to get the cases of wine we're taking back to our club, Sanctuary,” she explained. “Why don’t you plan on finishing out the week, and then getting a bus on Friday after your shift to come to Atlanta and stay with us for a long weekend? Monday is the Fourth of July and then just come back on the bus on Tuesday. You'd only miss one day of work, how about it?”
 
   I considered it for about ten seconds. “As long as you can clear it with Becky, I’d love to,” I replied. The change would do me good.
 
   “Fantastic!” Gina said. “We'll have a great time. You'll love Ian, and Atlanta.”
 
   “I’m not getting my hopes up until you clear it with Becky,” I reminded her.
 
   “Not to worry,” Gina responded.
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   The next few days sped by quickly. Gina and I returned to the winery on Monday to finish the bottling, corking, and labeling on the last batch of wine. True to Gina’s estimation, we were finished by close of business on Wednesday. Ian was driving up from Atlanta. He should reach Bristol late Wednesday night.
 
   Things were coming together. As promised, Gina had cleared it through Becky for me to enjoy a long weekend with them in Atlanta. Gina had generously used some of her frequent flier miles to buy me a flight. I had a follow-up with my doctor on Tuesday and was cleared to work with no restrictions; I could go back to the stables. I was ecstatic. Becky said I could finish the week out taking inventory in the wine cellar, and performing general cleanup and maintenance of the equipment there as well. Another tank would not be fully fermented for another few weeks.
 
   Trey had returned to Atlanta on Sunday to finish up the trial on the class action suit. He'd called my cell several times, leaving messages for me. I hadn’t returned any of them. I wasn’t sure if he had information back from Andrew Sneed yet on the status of my trust. At this point, I didn’t care. I was packing my stuff up in my suitcase when Gina came bouncing up the steps.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.
 
   “Gina, your husband is coming here tonight. You guys need some time for yourselves. I’d be in the way. Besides, I’m not going to impose on your aunt once you’re gone. I’ve got to establish myself somewhere.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Back to my cottage,” I replied.
 
   “Oh, you can’t do that. I’ll really worry about you if you do that.”
 
   “Listen,” I replied, “it'll just be for a couple of nights and then I’m off to Atlanta for three whole nights. I'll be fine.”
 
   “Promise me you'll have Clint keep an eye out on you? Maybe he could crash on the couch or something?” She was really getting freaked out.
 
   “I'll let him know, okay?”
 
   “Okay, I mean it.” She pulled an envelope out of her purse, handing it to me. “Your tickets,” she explained. “I'll be at the airport to pick you up. Your whole itinerary is in there.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, my eyes welling up as I hugged her.
 
   “Now don’t go getting all mushy on me, girlfriend. That's so not east coast,” she complained, wiping her eyes.
 
   Becky gave me a lift back to the stables. From there, she helped me carry my stuff up to my cottage. “You know you're welcome to stay on with me, Tylar.”
 
   “Thanks Becky, I appreciate that, but it's more practical for me to stay here near the stables."
 
   She looked away as if she knew something she couldn’t share with me. I got everything unpacked and put away. I cleaned out my fridge seeing that I'd definitely need to get some groceries. I'd see if Clint would drive me to town later. I plugged my cell phone into the charger as someone knocked on my door. It was Clint, standing there grinning.
 
   “Hey neighbor! You back to stay?”
 
   “Apparently so,” I replied, feeling sheepish. I'm sure Jenna would spread the word Trey had dumped his Twinkie. “Come on in,” I invited, holding the screen door open. “I wanted to ask you a favor if you have a minute.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Clint replied, following me into the kitchen.
 
   “I just made some iced tea would you like some?”
 
   “Sounds great.”
 
   I got our iced tea poured handing him a glass.
 
   “So, what’s up?” he asked taking a drink of tea.
 
   “First off, would you mind running me up to the grocery this evening?”
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
   “Great, thanks. And, well, I wouldn’t impose but I promised Gina that I'd ask if you'd mind keeping your eye out for me over here. You know, with the strange items and, now, notes being mysteriously left here for me."
 
   “You know I will,” Clint answered. “Tell you what, let me program my number into your phone, okay? That way, if you get spooked for any reason, just call me and I’ll run over, how’s that?”
 
   “Thanks, Clint. That does make me feel a lot better.”
 
   “Is everything else okay?”
 
   He could tell that it wasn’t. I just didn’t feel comfortable getting into the details with anyone, at least not right now.
 
   “Everything will be fine,” I responded.
 
   He didn’t press me any further. “You ready to go to the grocery now?” he asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Let’s go then, my truck is parked down at the stables.”
 
   As we walked down the path to the stables, Clint filled me in on how things had been going lately. He mentioned that some local intern had been filling in for me part time, but that it looked as if the kid might go full-time next week. I stopped in my tracks right then and there. Clint walked a few paces more before he realized that I was no longer walking beside him.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘the kid's going full-time next week?’ I’m cleared to come back now.”
 
   “Hey,” Clint replied, “I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought you knew all about it.”
 
   “About what?” I demanded.
 
   “About you not coming back over to work with us.”
 
   “Who made that decision?” I barked. It wasn’t Clint’s fault but I was livid.
 
   “Who do you think?” he asked with a sidelong glance.
 
   As if on cue, we saw a black stretch limo winding up the long drive to the manor. Trey was back. Clint and I jumped into his small pick-up truck and headed down the drive.
 
   “Well,” I said sarcastically, “it appears that his majesty has returned to his castle. I think I'll be paying him a visit this evening. Maybe he'll enlighten me as to what my new duties will be next week.”
 
   Clint gave me a look that said, “I wouldn’t fuck with him if I were you.” I didn’t care. I had options no matter what. Maybe he simply planned on firing me; if that were the case, life would go on. Maybe he wanted to make me miserable enough to quit. He was almost there on that one.
 
   Clint and I finished our grocery shopping. I asked him to stop at the carry-out and purchase some wine for me. He was extremely uneasy about doing this.
 
   “Oh for Chrissake,” I whined. “In two and a half weeks, I'm turning twenty-one.”
 
   He finally relented after he made me promise that I'd go nowhere near the pool. It was clear Clint wasn't very comfortable being my cohort in crime. Clint walked up to my porch with me, making sure I was safely inside before leaving, reminding me to keep my cell phone near and call if I needed him.
 
   I put my groceries away, leaving a small, frozen pizza out to microwave for dinner. The wine Clint had bought for me was chilled, so I pulled out a big plastic cup, filled it to the top, and tossed a couple of ice cubes in it for good measure. I popped the pizza into the microwave and clicked on the TV to get some noise going. The quietness of the cottage was eerie.
 
   I sat crossways in the living room chair, flipping through the channels, finally stopping on the tail end of my favorite show, "Revenge." I sipped my iced wine, enjoying the taste of it and loving the feeling of relaxation that seeped in while watching the show.
 
   God! Daniel is so fucking hot…
 
   I really hoped Emily wasn't playing him like the others. Anyone could see he was in love with her. That Emily was one complicated bitch! This brought a fit of giggles from me.
 
   Then it hit me: Daniel. The character on the show's name was Daniel, just like my old boyfriend's name was Daniel.
 
   I remembered what had happened after prom. Daniel had dropped me like yesterday's trash. The dream in the hospital wasn't a dream, it was my subconscious doing its job; forcing me to face the reality of what I'd witnessed yet refused to believe or acknowledge all those years ago.
 
   The microwave beeped. I got my pizza out and refilled my cup of wine going back to watch the show while I ate. When I'd finished eating, I tossed the cardboard disk the pizza came on towards the trash can and missed. Fuck - I'll get it later. Time for a refill.
 
   Uh oh, it's nearly gone . . .
 
   For some reason that struck me as funny, and I started giggling again.
 
   I slipped out of my clothes, tossing them into the bedroom. It was warm and I was afraid to open windows because of the stalker. I returned to the fridge, poured the rest of the chilled wine into my plastic cup, and tossed the empty bottle over to the trashcan.
 
   Missed again!
 
   I broke into hysterical laughter as tears rolled down my cheeks. Someone was at the door of my cottage, pounding loudly. Oh no, I wonder if Clint was checking on me. It was unusual for me to be up this late on a work night. I padded over to the front door in my bare feet, wiping my face dry of the tears, still giggling.
 
   “Clint, is that you?” I asked.
 
   “It’s Trey,” the smooth and silky voice replied.
 
   What?
 
   I opened the front door momentarily forgetting I was just wearing my undies.
 
   One bottle of domestic Chardonnay wine: $6.99
 
   The look on Trey Sinclair's face after I'd finished drinking it: Fucking Priceless.
 
   “Come on in. I thought you were Clint.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow, glancing at my attire. “Dressed like that?” he snapped. I acted like I'd been oblivious to what I was wearing. I looked down at my stomach, seeing the navel ring and low-cut silk bikini panties.
 
   “Oops, guess I forgot to put my robe on. Is it warm in here?” I asked, fanning myself. “Be right back.”
 
   I took my time walking to my bedroom, knowing that his sapphire eyes were watching my backside the whole way; I got some satisfaction from that. I grabbed my bathrobe from the hook on the bathroom door and put it on. I left the belt untied; I didn’t want to hide everything from him. As I exited my room Trey was in the kitchen, picking up all of the trash. As he picked the empty wine bottle up, he turned to me.
 
   “How were you able to buy this?” he asked.
 
   I hesitated for a moment, trying to come up with a plausible explanation.
 
   “Because if I find out anyone that works for me bought you alcohol after all the shit that happened a few weeks back, that's cause for immediate termination.”
 
   “Chill, Trey,” I laughed. “I bought it myself when I was staying with Gina. They didn’t card me.” I sauntered over to where he was standing, taking the empty wine bottle from him and setting it on the counter. “I’d offer you some wine but, as you can see, I’m all out.”
 
   “I’m surprised that you’d come back to this cottage, Tylar.”
 
   “Well, I really had no choice,” I responded.
 
   “That’s not true and you know it.”
 
   “I’m not staying with you after the way you accused me of being a whore,” I snapped, my voice rising.
 
   “I never said that,” he argued.
 
   “What do you call asking me about your white shirt, your robe, your razor? I expected you to be pissed about the car, but I didn’t expect you to presume I'd brought in some random guy, let him use your razor, wear your clothes, and fuck me in your bed.” I was slurring now, pointing my plastic cup at him accusingly.
 
   Trey grabbed the cup from me and emptied the contents into the sink. Before I had a chance to verbally blast him, he took my arm and pulled me into the living area, planting me firmly beside him on the couch. I started to say something, but his voice cut me off before I got a syllable out.
 
   “You're going to keep your smart mouth shut for now. I'll do the talking,” he said in his control-freak tone.
 
   Yeah. Alright. Whatevs.
 
   “I’m not going to beg you to come back and stay at the manor. But the invitation is open. I came by to let you know that I was able to reach Andrew Sneed this week while I was in Atlanta.”
 
   He had my full attention now.
 
   “Your trust has been depleted, and your mother quit the law firm a few weeks ago. Apparently she's also left your home in Radcliff, and no one knows where she went.”
 
   “I don’t understand. That trust was only accessible by me.”
 
   “Sneed says your signature's on the disbursement requests that started while you were still living with your mother. Those were for minimal amounts. The big take was after you arrived here. Sneed has a copy of it with what he maintains is your signature. Also, the fax stamp on the document shows it came from the fax machine in the business office here, with a fax cover sheet that's on our stationary. Sneed had no reason to believe that it wasn't legitimate. Fax and scanned signatures are considered to be as legal as the originals.”
 
   I gasped.
 
   “There’s more,” he continued. I sat frozen, wondering how this could get any worse. “It looks like your mother’s motivation in getting her part-time job at their legal firm was for the purpose of having the trust managed there. She actually started working there prior to the establishment of your trust. It's a private trust; there's no requirement for it to be filed as a public record with any government agency. Before your mom left her job, just after your trust was cleaned out, she either took or destroyed all of the documents pertaining to it, electronic or otherwise."
 
   “Why would she do that?” I asked.
 
   “To destroy the trail back to the trustor, the person who set up the trust.”
 
   “But I know who that is. It’s my dad, her ex-husband.”
 
   “Tylar, I’ve had one of our law clerks digging into some of this. Your mom was never married to anyone.”
 
   “Okay, you need to stop," I said firmly. "I can't listen to any more of this.” My voice was cracking, my shoulders shaking. I pulled my knees up tucking them under my chin and burying my face into them.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said gently, pulling me to him. I pushed him away.
 
   “I can’t deal with this.”
 
   “But this is something you can’t simply ignore. It looks like your mother's committed a felony act. Yet Sneed isn’t convinced any criminal activity took place. We need to establish that your signature was forged in order to start the process with the local prosecutor in that county. Timing was a factor in all of this, I’m convinced.”
 
   “How do we do that?” I asked.
 
   “We’ll go to Kentucky. You’ll need to confirm the signature as a forgery, and then file a formal complaint with the Prosecutor’s office.”
 
   “But we don’t even know where she is.”
 
   “That’s why you need to go to your home and assess the situation there. Talk to neighbors, her friends, anyone who might shed some light.”
 
   “So you’d go with me?” I asked.
 
   “I told you I would,” he replied. “I have the next couple of days free into early next week. I booked a flight for us tomorrow morning.”
 
   “I’m supposed to leave Friday night to fly to Atlanta to spend a few days with Gina,” I murmured.
 
   “Really, Tylar?”
 
   Trey was right. This needed to take priority. I'd call Gina and let her know. Maybe the trip could be rescheduled. She would understand.
 
   “I’ll call Gina tomorrow morning,” I replied. “I’m sure she can rebook my flight.”
 
   “Okay, then. Please get some rest. Are you sure you won’t stay with me at the house tonight?”
 
   “I really don’t feel like changing, packing, and all of that right now. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m a bit buzzed.”
 
   “I noticed,” he said, brushing the top of my head with his lips.
 
   I melted, of course. “I have some things to tell you Trey, but I don’t want to get into it all tonight, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I’m going to sleep on your couch, though, and no argument from you.”
 
   “Okay,” I agreed.
 
   I got a pillow and a sheet for him and went to my room, cranked my window A/C, and was asleep within minutes.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
20
 
    
 
   Trey nudged me awake while it was still dark outside. I was hung-over and grumbling. He told me he didn’t want to hear it; it was my own fault.
 
   I dressed hurriedly and packed the clothes that he’d laid out for me. This was record time for me to be ready to travel on a moment’s notice. Trey hustled me out, locking my cottage behind us.
 
   “What time’s our flight?” I asked as we walked down the still-dark path, past the stables to the manor.
 
   “Seven-thirty. The limo will be here in thirty minutes. Get a move on it because I’ve still got to pack.”
 
   Once the limo picked us up, I snuggled up against Trey and fell back to sleep. It seemed like two minutes later we were taking our first-class seats on the commercial flight to Louisville. The flight was relatively short, but we were given top-notch treatment.
 
   The flight attendants continually gushed over Trey, offering him more coffee, juice, whatever. I was annoyed with their fawning over him, but I didn’t want to be obvious, so I closed my eyes as if sleeping and ended up draped across him during most of the flight. The flight attendant made sure to come by during our initial descent into Louisville instructing Trey that I needed to be in my assigned seat, with my seat belt fastened during landing.
 
   “Wake up, Tylar,” he said softly. “We’re getting ready to land in a few minutes. Let’s get you buckled up in your seat.” He buckled my seat belt as I opened my eyes, catching the attention of the flight attendant who’d been flirting with Trey the duration of the flight. I gave her a silent smirk.
 
   Once landed, we picked up the rental car, a Lexus SUV, and Trey drove us to the Crowne Plaza Hotel near the airport. After we’d settled into our room, I called Gina, letting her know there’d been a change in plans. She said she would call the airlines and change my flight. We decided the weekend of my birthday, July 14, would work. Gina was actually more excited about moving my visit so she could plan a celebration at the Sanctuary.
 
   Our first stop was at the law offices of Findley, Morris & Sneed, L.L.P. In all of the years my mother had worked there, I’d never seen it. It was a two-story red brick building, located several blocks from the courthouse on the outskirts of the downtown area. Trey had evidently called ahead; Mr. Sneed was expecting us.
 
   Mr. Sneed was a short, rather pudgy man in his mid-fifties. His hairline was receding. He wore wire-rimmed glasses. His suit looked like something he’d purchased used ten years ago. Definitely not your upscale law firm, but certainly the type of firm I could picture my mom working for.
 
   Trey made the introductions and we took our seats in his small, drab office. Sneed provided copies of the trust disbursement documents that he’d ordered from the bank that held my funds. Trey and I sorted through them, separating them into two piles: one being the documents that had my actual signature authorization, the others that were forged. Three documents were forged; two of the three were for $1,000 each, and had been executed with my forged signature during my freshman year of college. The final withdrawal from the trust was for the entire balance left of $53,454.78. This was processed just a week after I’d arrived at the Sinclair estate. Sneed provided a copy of the fax transmission cover sheet that was on La Vie Belle stationary.
 
   I was puzzled by my mother’s motivation. The house was paid off, or so she’d told me. I’d given her my Jeep. Her only bills were utilities, food, clothing, and car insurance. Surely, her salary would’ve covered those expenses.
 
   “Mr. Sneed, did my mother give notice when she left her job here?”
 
   “She did not,” he said to me. “She collected her last paycheck on a Friday and did not show for work the following Tuesday. Martha, our other part-time clerk, got worried. Martha drove out to your house in Radcliff, which appeared to be empty. When Mr. Sinclair here got in touch with us last week questioning the status of your trust, well we tried to dig deeper. As you know, any documentation concerning your trust has disappeared or was destroyed. I’m really sorry. I never expected this from your mother.”
 
   “Really?” I asked.
 
   He seemed puzzled that I’d doubt that. “She was a good, consistent worker here for years, Ms. Preston. None of the partners saw anything odd or unusual with her behavior. At least not until just over a month ago.”
 
   “What happened then?” I asked. He seemed uncomfortable discussing it.
 
   “She started coming in a little later on her work days. Generally, she seemed as if she wasn’t feeling well. We don’t know anything for certain, Ms. Preston, but Martha suspected your mother was pregnant.”
 
   “Pregnant?” I was doubtful; pregnancy was always her worst fear.
 
   He nodded and continued. “It was just Martha’s suspicion, though. Martha and Maggie would talk some on the one day a week they worked together. Maggie—your mom, didn’t divulge a lot of details about her personal life. It was years before we even knew she had a daughter. Martha got the impression that your mom had met someone she was really serious about. I guess Martha just put two and two together, but who knows, she may have come up with five on that one.”
 
   I was stunned by the possibility. I knew Mom was young enough for more children, but all she’d ever done was complain about me.
 
   Trey spoke up. “Thanks for your time and for producing these copies for us, Mr. Sneed. We’ll be meeting with the prosecutor today to press criminal charges against Mrs. Preston. Let me make it clear that there’s nothing indicating your firm actively participated with this activity; however, you know as well as I do that there’s an issue of liability for criminal activities conducted under the auspices of the employer, in this case your firm, that may result in a civil suit.”
 
   “We’re a limited liability partnership, Mr. Sinclair.”
 
   “I understand that, Mr. Sneed, however, I’ll need to examine how Kentucky regards limited liability partnerships with respect to tortious injury resulting from negligence in the administration of trusts. I’ll be back in touch with you if I need more information." Mr. Sneed nodded and tugged at his collar. I thanked him saying good-bye as Trey guided me out of the office.
 
   “Where to now?” I asked once we stood on the sidewalk.
 
   “I think we need to gather more information as to where your mother might’ve gone. Obviously she’s left the current jurisdiction, but that doesn’t prevent us from making a criminal complaint. It puts an active warrant out for her at least, which will show up in any other state if she gets stopped for a traffic infraction. The more information we can provide the prosecutor’s office, the more attention they’ll give the case.”
 
   I had no clue as to who could shed any light on her whereabouts. We had no relatives that I was aware of. She wasn’t one to have many friends. The only friend that I recalled was Mona, but I hadn’t seen her since high school.
 
   I remembered Mona had stopped over at our house one Sunday afternoon long ago. I’d overheard her telling Mom that Laurie was pregnant. She’d wanted Laurie to have an abortion, but she wouldn’t. Mona was upset, saying that she’d wanted better for Laurie than to end up in the same place as her. I remember my mom getting defensive with her on that.
 
   “What the hell is wrong with where you’re at, Mona?”
 
   “Oh, come on Maggie. Is this the life you’d choose for your daughter?”
 
   “Hey, if it’s good enough for me, it’s good enough for her!”
 
   “You can’t mean that, Maggie,” Mona said, shocked.
 
   “I like what I do, Mona. I love the way men look at me, touch me, and want me. I love the money I make for doing something that I love to do, something that I’m really good at. My only problem is that they’re starting to look at Tylar more than me. I don’t want the competition.”
 
   Mona had a horrified look on her face. I was in the kitchen, but I heard their conversation. Mona noticed me then, and whispered something to my mother.
 
   “I don’t give a shit what she hears,” Mom replied. “She needs to face the reality of life. It’s ‘use or be used.’ Simple as that.”
 
   I tuned out the rest of their conversation as I went upstairs to my room. Another memory to be hidden away.
 
   “Hey, Tylar?” Trey’s voice cut into my thoughts.
 
   “I’m sorry—what?”
 
   “I asked if you have your house key.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I’ve got it.”
 
   “Good, let’s head to Radcliff.”
 
   Within forty-five minutes Trey had driven us from downtown Louisville to Radcliff. I directed him to our street, Lincoln Trail, pointing out my house on the block. He pulled the SUV into the driveway. I dug my house key out of my purse.
 
   I retrieved the mail from an overstuffed mailbox and went inside, Trey following close behind. I put the stack of mail on the kitchen counter. The house was stuffy and empty of all furnishings. It was surreal to see that everything familiar was missing. Every piece of furniture and every appliance was gone. I went room-to-room observing the total emptiness. I checked the bathroom at the end of the hall. There was a roll of toilet paper left hanging on the holder. A box of condoms sat alone on the medicine cabinet shelf.
 
   Trey hadn’t said a word. What possible reason would she have had to desert her home and take all of my stuff with her? I looked up at Trey, the confusion evident on my face. He pulled me close to him, wrapping his arms around me, hugging me tightly.
 
   “I can’t understand why she’d leave her house. I mean, if she needed money that badly, she could’ve sold the house. Why did she take my trust? This house is worth more than twice that, I would think.”
 
   “Maybe it’s not her house. We need to check with the county auditor.”
 
   I nodded. Trey was right. We decided to go to the county offices in Elizabethtown, about twelve miles away. I sorted the mail on the kitchen counter, shoving the envelopes in my purse to open later. Trey locked the door and we drove to Elizabethtown.
 
   The visit to the county auditor’s office revealed that the house I’d grown up in had never belonged to my mother. It had been purchased in 1991 by a company called T.J. Property, LLC. The taxes were paid current by the same company. The auditor’s office did provide Trey with the address of the LLC. It was a post office box in Jackson, Mississippi.
 
   On the drive back to Radcliff, Trey asked if I wanted to question any of the neighbors. I told him I didn’t. I was convinced my mother had carefully and meticulously planned her disappearance.
 
   By late afternoon, we’d met with the Jefferson County prosecutor in Louisville where I signed a criminal complaint against my mother. Sneed had provided us with her social security number. The prosecutor pointed out that we didn’t have much. Trey told them he’d be back in touch with any additional information. There was nothing left to do.
 
   We returned to the Crowne Plaza. As Trey showered, I sat on one of the two queen-sized beds and sorted through my mom’s mail. Most of it was junk mail, unpaid bills, final request for payment demands, and finally shut-off notices. There was a letter that had arrived for me from Virginia Intermont College. It was postmarked two days ago. I opened it. My fall classes had been dropped due to failure to pay the registration fees on time. Nothing in the stack provided any clues as to where my mom had gone with my money.
 
   Trey came out of the bathroom with a towel draped around his waist, his hair damp and mussed. Watching him, I was momentarily distracted from my depression. He glanced over at me while he sorted through his luggage.
 
   “Anything interesting?” he asked.
 
   Busted.
 
   Trey caught me staring and I immediately felt the color rise to my cheeks.
 
   “Tylar—is there anything interesting in your mom’s mail?”
 
   “Uh, no, not really. I’ve been dropped from the fall schedule thanks to good ol’ mom.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “We’ll figure something out about your tuition, okay?”
 
   “There’s nothing to figure out. I can’t afford it until I get my trust money back. If I get it back, I should say.”
 
   He gave me a look that basically told me that the subject wasn’t closed, but it was closed as far as I was concerned. “I’ve got an errand to run,” he explained. “I should be back here in an hour. Get ready, and we’ll go to dinner when I get back.”
 
   "Okay,” I answered.
 
   By the time Trey returned, I was dressed and ready. He drove us to a very trendy restaurant called Bistro 301 on Market Street. We were seated in a booth and given menus. The waitress returned for cocktail orders. Trey looked over at me.
 
   “What would you like, Tylar? Wine?”
 
   Seriously? He’s going to let me have a drink? I glanced quickly at the cocktail menu and ordered something off of the Skinny Girl section called vodka sonic. Trey looked slightly amused. He ordered a bourbon and water. When the waitress returned with our drinks, Trey ordered a calamari appetizer. I had decided on salmon, and Trey ordered pan-seared trout for dinner. The waitress did the normal gushing over Trey and finally took her leave. I took a long sip of my vodka sonic.
 
   “You’ve been very quiet today,” Trey observed.
 
   “Well, that’s about to change,” I remarked, smiling and downing my drink.
 
   Trey frowned. The waitress passed. I flagged her down and asked for another. Trey frowned deeper. I started to giggle. He looked at me uneasily.
 
   “Look,” I said, “I need just a bit of liquid courage to get me to the point where I can tell you what I said that I’d tell you last night. I had an epiphany.”
 
   “An epiphany,” he echoed. “I see. Was this epiphany after you’d finished most of your wine?”
 
   “Please don’t be flippant with me,” I said. Trey continued watching me, waiting for the enlightenment. I waved my hand. “If you’re going to be an ass, then just forget it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tylar,” he replied. “Please go on.”
 
   “Okay,” I started just as the waitress set my next drink down. I took a sip. “While I was watching TV, it came to me: the reason for my nightmares. The reason that you heard what you heard was that I was reliving an event from my past in my dream at the hospital.”
 
   “I’m listening,” Trey said.
 
   “My senior year of high school, Daniel was my boyfriend. We’d been seeing each other almost the whole year. He was a star football player, and he had a full ride to Purdue in the fall. He was way too good for me, and I knew that.”
 
   Trey frowned and shook his head when I said that. I ignored him and continued, telling him everything about the night of my senior prom with Daniel. I explained about the earrings and necklace, my getting drunk and passing out and how it was supposed to have been my first time with Daniel. I got to the part about my waking up in the bathroom and going to look for my mom. I started tearing up and stopped.
 
   Trey reached across the table and took my hand. The waitress delivered our calamari. Trey served me a portion of the appetizer and waited for me to continue.
 
   “When I went downstairs to where I heard the voices, I discovered that my mom and Daniel were in the den off the kitchen. They didn’t see me.”
 
   I faltered, embarrassed and ashamed at what was left to tell. I took a big swallow of my drink and then decided just to blurt it out and be done with it.
 
   “My mom was on her knees giving Daniel a blow job. I’d prefer not to go into all of the horrible details, but suffice it to say, they enjoyed each other thoroughly that night in every way possible. My mother made Daniel promise to dump me. She said that she wouldn’t tolerate sharing him with me. He said that it was no problem.”
 
   I took another drink, and bowed my head. Trey reached for my hand.
 
   “Tylar, it’s no wonder you pushed something like that from your mind. That had to be horrible for you.”
 
   “It’s not just that. There seem to be all sorts of things I’ve repressed, trying to believe in some way that my life was normal. And now, I learn that my mom was never even married to my dad, or anyone else for that matter. Do you know what that makes me?”
 
   “Tylar, don’t,” he said.
 
   “I’m not just a bastard. I’m the bastard daughter of a paid whore.”
 
   “Tylar,” Trey said firmly, “you’re what you’ve made of yourself, despite your mother. Don’t you understand that? You’re smart, funny, and kind. Yes, you’re also stubborn, willful, and argumentative, but you’re your own person, and a very beautiful one at that."
 
   He was being so kind. "Trey, you know as well as I do that my dad might be…what do they call it…one of her tricks?"
 
   “I’m not going to sit here and listen to you degrade yourself like that. I mean it," he scolded.
 
   “I have a point to this if you’ll please just bear with me.”
 
   He nodded, allowing me to continue.
 
   “My point is, whoever this guy was or is, there’s a reason he set up my trust and kept my mom financially stable for eighteen years. I don’t know, maybe the guy has a heart or a conscience or something. I just wish I knew more.”
 
   The waitress brought our entrées just as Trey’s cell phone rang. He glanced down. “I have to take this. Will you excuse me? Go ahead and start.” He left the table.
 
   The waitress put the last plate on the table. I held up my empty glass. “I’d like another, please?”
 
   I wasn’t sure who Trey was speaking to, but I managed to finish off my next drink without him being any the wiser. He came back and we ate our dinner mostly in silence. I needed to use this time to address something that’d been bothering me. Now that I had some liquid courage, it was the perfect time.
 
   “Trey,” I said, looking at him directly. “There’s a bit of confusion as to where I’ll be assigned when I get back. The doctor’s cleared me, you know. I really want to start working with the horses again.”
 
   “Tylar,” he answered, in a very serious tone, leaning forward, “I’m apprehensive about you working around all those horses. How would you feel about focusing solely on getting Derringer ready for dressage competition?”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This was an once-in-a-lifetime chance! But I knew my limitations with dressage. I wasn’t to training status. He read my mind.
 
   “We have a dressage trainer starting Monday at the Belle. You’ll work with him and he will train you to be a trainer, and also you’ll be the one riding Derringer in the competition. He’ll get you prepared for that as well.”
 
   “Are you serious?” I squealed, jumping up to hug him. “Thank you so much!”
 
   “It’s not a favor I’m doing for you. My plan is that you’ll learn and then later you will train. The competitions have nice purses and I expect you to win some for Sinclair Stables.”
 
   “I will,” I promised, grinning.
 
   “Good,” he said. “You start at the Belle on Monday.”
 
   “Will we board Derringer there?”
 
   “No, I’d prefer he stay in the stables close to you so that you can continue to watch his care. You can ride him over each day on the trail.”
 
   “Perfect,” I said smiling.
 
   His serious tone returned. “I’m going to be fairly tied up for the next couple of weeks. I really need to be able to depend on you to be careful, be watchful, and focus on Derringer, okay?”
 
   “Absolutely. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   We left the restaurant and returned to the Crowne Plaza. I got ready for bed. I was waiting to see what exactly Trey had in mind as far as sleeping arrangements. Once I had my pajamas on, ready to hit the sheets, I saw Trey was on his laptop typing away.
 
   “Are you going to be much longer?” I asked.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, distracted. “Is this disturbing you?”
 
   “Well, not really,” I replied, kind of embarrassed.
 
   “Go on to sleep,” he advised. “I’ll be to bed shortly.”
 
   I crawled under the covers and was asleep within minutes. I never heard Trey come to bed, though I was happy when I awoke the next morning to find him curled around me sleeping.
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   Everything would be perfect tonight at the Sanctuary, Gina and Ian’s hot-spot club. Gina and I shopped all morning for my birthday celebration, and then we treated ourselves to an afternoon at the spa. We were manicured, pedicured, buffed, and waxed. I'd splurged on sexy skyscraper mirror heels at Gina’s urging. My dress was a tight white strapless number, with a colorful abstract splash print at the top in yellow, fuchsia, indigo, purple, green, and orange. There was a hint of the same splash pattern at the hemline. The satiny fabric had an elastic top and banded hem for a secure fit. I told Gina she would likely have to peel it off of me if I had too much to drink at the party. She laughed wickedly and replied it wouldn’t be her peeling it off of me, with any luck.
 
   The manicurist had painted my toenails and fingernails in yellow, fuchsia, indigo, purple, green, and orange to blend with the splash print colors of my club dress. Gina had given me a toe ring for my birthday that had a small diamond stud encrusted in the gold band. I loved it.
 
   Gina’s dress was white at the top with spaghetti straps, and black from the empire waist down. Ruffles with raw edges adorned the bust line, and elastic side shirring ensured a sexy fit, showing all of her curves. She'd expertly done my hair and make-up. I hardly recognized myself when I saw my reflection. She'd piled my hair loosely on top of my head with a bejeweled clip, letting some of the escaping layers cascade out messily. I accessorized with gold dangling earrings, a delicate gold choker, and matching ankle chain.
 
   This was my night as Gina had declared it and we'd party ’til we puked if necessary. She'd promised me that my 21st birthday would be one to remember. I'd hold her to that promise. I gave myself one more assessment in the mirror. Gina knocked on the door between our adjoining rooms.
 
   “It’s unlocked, come on in,” I yelled. “I’m in the bedroom.”
 
   Gina’s jaw dropped when she saw me. “You look fucking awesome,” she said. "I have a feeling all eyes will be on the birthday girl."
 
   “Well I'm not sure about that,” I replied, spritzing a small bit of shining mist on my hair.
 
   “I’ve got another surprise for you, birthday bitch,” she laughed.
 
   “Oh yeah? I think you've done quite enough, Gina, with the rooms, the limo, and the toe ring! What's the surprise?”
 
   “Just maybe some special friends stopping by.”
 
   “What friends?” I asked.
 
   “If I told you, then it wouldn’t be a surprise now would it? Grab your purse and your cell. The limo awaits us!”
 
   “Let’s do it,” I replied. The white limo pulled up to the overhang of the hotel just as Gina had promised. The limo driver opened the double doors, allowing us to take our seats across from one another.
 
   Inside was a flat screen TV, a wet bar, and the typical sound-proof glass divider between the driver and coach area. We settled in and Gina immediately adjusted the climate control, the lighting inside the car, and tuned the stereo in to an all-music satellite station for ’70s and ’80s music. “You're going to hear a lot of this tonight at the Sanctuary,” she explained. “It’s a dance club and what better to dance to than ’80s hits, right? I really think you'll like the emcee and the bands. The sound system alone cost us almost as much as the building.”
 
   I could tell Gina was proud of what she and Ian had done with the club. They were young and they had really put it all on the line. She continued talking about Ian and how his younger brother Piers was in from San Diego. She said that she really wanted me to him because she was certain that he and I would hit it off. I listened to her go on about Piers and suddenly there was quiet.
 
   “Stop it,” Gina said abruptly.
 
   I was totally caught off guard. “Stop what?”
 
   “You know damn well what," she said accusingly. “You've got to stop thinking about Trey or it'll ruin your night.”
 
   “Who said anything about Trey? I wasn’t thinking about him at all,” I lied.
 
   “The fuck you weren’t,” she snapped. “You need to let it go, Tylar. Forget about Trey. He hasn’t called you all week, and he's totally blown off your 21st birthday. I don’t get it, is the sex that good?”
 
   “Look,” I replied, “things are more complicated than that.” She didn’t need to know we hadn’t had sex yet.
 
   “What’s so complicated about it? He’s a fucking control freak who wants to pin you to his wall like some butterfly that he’s caught in his net. Does he ever tell you how he feels? Does he ever give you a clue as to where he sees your relationship going?”
 
   I sighed and remained silent.
 
   “He doesn’t even ask you to come to Atlanta with him, does he?”
 
   “Ah, in case you forgot, Gina, I do have a job in Bristol and even if I didn’t, why should I go to Atlanta, anyway?”
 
   “Because you fucking love the control freak for some inexplicable reason that I cannot fathom, well, except that he's gorgeous and rich,” she threw in, laughing.
 
   I gave her a look of warning; she needed to back off a little. “It doesn’t matter how I feel about him anyway,” I replied. “Trey has never once told me that he loves me, so really it’s a moot point.”
 
   “So, maybe he hasn’t, but he sure as hell wants you tucked away in Bristol, waiting for him when he makes it back occasionally,” she countered. “It just pisses me off that you allow it, too.” She mimicked his voice: “Tylar be here when I get back; Tylar, why would you desecrate your navel like that? Tylar get in bed and spread your legs.” Her imitation of Trey’s voice was actually pretty good, but she still didn’t know that Trey and I had never been sexual.
 
   “We don’t have that kind of a relationship. I’ve told you it’s not that serious.”
 
   “It doesn’t excuse the fact that he’s not here with you right now does it? It doesn’t excuse the fact that his shit is evidently way more important than your 21st fucking birthday, right?”
 
   “I suppose,” I said, quietly wanting to change the subject. That wasn't going to happen because Gina was now on a roll, east coast style.
 
   “Or what about him telling you he’s in fucking Atlanta all this week, what about that? If Ian and I hadn’t had to visit his firm on Tuesday to sign the quit claim deed transferring the Sanctuary into an LLC with one of his partners, you'd never have found out he wasn’t even in the state, would you?”
 
   “Probably not,” I replied. “It’s not my style to check up on him.”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry, friend, but it is my style, at least with a guy like him,” she scoffed.
 
   Now I was starting to get a little east coast with Gina. “I didn’t ask you to check up on him did I? But when he gets back and finds out what you did, he’s going to think I asked you to and I'm just not that worried about where he is or what he does. I don’t roll that way.”
 
   “Hey,” Gina snapped, but not really pissed, “I don’t do things so as to be obvious about it. I just happened to ask his assistant if Trey was in, I said I was an old neighbor from Bristol, which is sort of the truth.”
 
   “Okay,” I responded, “so what about when he gets back and his assistant said that an old neighbor was asking about him? He knows that you and I are friends, what conclusion do you think he'll come to then?”
 
   “No worries,” she giggled. “I told her a fake name.”
 
   Fan-fucking-tastic…
 
   “Besides that,” she said, “why are you defending him? You’re pissed at him most of the time anyway.”
 
   “We have a complicated relationship. I care deeply for him, but I’m also put off by his need to control me. So, I give him space and looks like he’s giving me mine. You know, it’s not like I expected that he'd do anything for my birthday.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Ty. Let’s not mention the asshole for the rest of the night. Tonight's all about partying!”
 
   “I’m not the one who brought his name up in the first place,” I pointed out. “I’m with you; this is my night that you've made possible. I love you for it. Please, let’s not argue?” I gave her a hug and we finally changed the subject.
 
   “Hey,” Gina said, “it’s time for a birthday drink for the birthday girl. What’s your poison?”
 
   “I'll have a vodka sonic.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, “directions please?”
 
   “Vodka, soda, a splash of tonic, and lime,” I recited. She mixed up two for us and we raised our glasses. “To an epic night!” we chimed in unison.
 
   The Sanctuary was located in the trendy Buckhead district of Atlanta. Our limo pulled up to the club’s entrance and idled. The beats from inside filtered out onto the sidewalk and groups of young patrons patiently waited in line; one in, one out. The chauffeur exited our limo and opened the doors for both of us. We took our time stepping out, loving our chance to make an entrance. Guys waiting in the crowd outside let out low whistles as we made our way to the door. Gina led the way, pulling me along behind her. I wasn’t used to the high heels and didn’t feel as steady on my feet as Gina. Once at the door, the bouncer smiled warmly and held the door open.
 
   Inside, the spacious club was packed. There were various levels of the club with tables, booths, a bar area, and a multi-level dance floor that was already flooded with people. The current live band was playing Pink’s song “So What,” which of course, served to trigger a particular memory. I noticed that there was a mezzanine that bordered the entire club with two separate staircases leading to it. Gina read my thoughts.
 
   “Do you want to sit at a table on the mezzanine?” she yelled over the music. “It’s roomier and we can at least hear each other talk!”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” I yelled.
 
   We headed up that way and right before we got to the wide staircase, Ian came up to Gina, grabbed her from behind, and gave her a giant kiss. They were so crazy in love, and the surprising thing was they were totally opposite personalities. I had to smile as I watched them in action. Ian stood back and admired how sexy she looked. Then he came over to give me a hug and a “Happy Birthday!”
 
   “Thank you!” I yelled over all of the noise.
 
   “You look fantastic, love,” he hollered. I loved his British accent. What a match, Gina from Jersey and Ian from Manchester, England.
 
   “Thank you!” I yelled. Finally the song stopped and we had a few moments until the next set played.
 
   “Ian, Ty and I are going to take a table up on the mezzanine. Where’s Piers? I want to introduce him to Tylar.”
 
   Ian shook his head. “Giner (that was British for Gina I presumed) you need to let things be with that,” he said.
 
   “Hey it’s her birthday and she's going to want to dance. Who better than Piers?”
 
   Ian laughed and smacked her tight ass. “He’ll be along, I’ll send him up. I should be relieved here in about 30 and then I’ll join you up there, love.”
 
   “I can hardly wait,” Gina giggled. “C’mon Ty, let’s get some drinks.”
 
   Gina got us the VIP table up on the mezzanine. There was an alcove on the mezzanine that was located above the band stage. The mezzanine alcove jutted out a bit over the dance floor, and had its own staircase leading to it. It was semi-private from the rest of the mezzanine. Gina explained it was usually reserved in advance, but she and Ian had kept it available for us. Gina pushed the button on the wall next to our table to summon our waiter.
 
   Over the loud music, Gina ordered our drinks. Before we were finished with our first round, Ian and Piers had joined us. Piers was extremely good looking and possessed the same hot British accent as Ian. He was about 5'11" in height, lean build, and had dark, almost black hair that was neatly trimmed in what I'd call a business cut. He had dark brown eyes, and a very relaxed demeanor about him.
 
   The next group up was a Scottish boy band that Ian discovered in Atlantic City. They were called “Johnnie and the Self Abusers.” I had a fairly good buzz going, and Piers leaned over the table and asked me if I wanted to dance. I recognized the old ’80s tune, “Don’t You Forget About Me,” starting. How appropriate I thought. Someone had definitely forgotten about me.
 
   “Sure, I said, grabbing Piers’ outstretched hand as he helped me up. We descended the stairs to the lit dance floor.
 
   It was one of those songs that bordered between fast and slow, so Piers and I did a mixture of both. I caught myself wishing it were Trey that I was dancing with. As the song ended, I raised my head from Piers shoulder. He had his head bowed slightly toward me. Suddenly his lips were brushing mine in a sweet kiss.
 
   Seriously?
 
   “Happy Birthday, Tylar,” he said, smiling.
 
   I returned his smile. He put his arm around me and we headed back up the staircase to the mezzanine. Once seated, more drinks were set in front of me. There they were; the dreaded Jell-O shots, my downfall from senior prom. I pushed that memory from my mind and tossed the shot back. Right then someone came up from behind me put his arms around me with a squeeze and gave me a “Gotcha!”
 
   “Oh my God!’ I squealed, turning around to see Luke, Clint, and Rodney. “Gina didn’t tell me you were coming!” I jumped up to hug them.
 
   “Whoa,” Clint whistled, checking out my outfit.
 
   “I see that ‘Whoa,’ and raise you a ‘Wow!’” said Rodney. I blushed.
 
   “You look amazing, babe,” Luke winked.
 
   “You guyyzzz” I gushed, feeling no pain. “C’mon it’s my birthday, let’s toast!” Gina brought another tray of Jell-O shots, and we all took one, toasted, and downed it. The band below was keying up for another tune. The lead singer had the mic, announcing the next song.
 
   “Okay everyone, we’re going to do a two-song tribute right now to the ‘King of Funk.’ So, I want everyone to hurry on down to this dance floor. That’s right, for the late great, King of Funk, Mr. Rick James his 1981 hit, “Super Freak!”
 
   “C’mon,” Gina, said, grabbing my arm as the band struck the first note. “Everybody!” she commanded.
 
   Maybe it was the alcohol, or my friends around me, or the way I was dressed, but all inhibitions left me when I stepped on the dance floor. Gina was freak-dancing with Luke, so I grabbed Rodney and started freaking. I was bumping and grinding against Rodney, then turned and he did the same to me. At one point I was down at his ankles working my way back up his body to the beat when I froze around his mid-section. I was being watched by a pair of very familiar, very emblazoned sapphire blue eyes. Trey sat at the bar adjacent to the dance floor, leaning back with a beer in his hand and a blonde on his left. I couldn’t tell if they were together or not.
 
   Rodney noticed I'd not come back up all the way, and bent down to face me. “Are you all right? Are you going to be sick?” he asked, concerned.
 
   “I may be,” I answered, “don’t turn around Rodney, but Trey's sitting over at the bar, and he’s looking over this way.” Naturally, Rodney turned and saw him.
 
   “Fuck that,” he said. “I’m outtie.”
 
   Rodney climbed the staircase to the safety of the mezzanine. I wasn't about to be intimidated by Trey so I danced over to Clint and joined them.
 
   As “Super Freak” ended, the band immediately cued up another Rick James song, “Party All the Time,” as in ‘my girl wants to.’
 
   Perfect.
 
   Clint and I danced to the tune, along with Gina and Luke. We were bumping and grinding and I was getting the ultimate pleasure watching Trey squirm in my very astute peripheral vision. I made sure, when the song ended, to jump up and wrap myself around Clint in a big hug. I think he was a little shocked.
 
   After two in a row, we were all a bit worn out. As we climbed the stairs to the mezzanine, Gina caught my attention.
 
   “That was quite a little show you put on down there for Trey. You looking to get Clint and Rodney’s asses kicked tonight?”
 
   My look of surprise and shock didn’t fool Gina at all.
 
   “Don’t bother,” she said. “I know how you roll, girlfriend and hey, I’ve got no problem with the dude sitting over there watching you and feeling like his heart's being ripped out, believe me. But c’mon, Ty, you know that's not really fair to Clint and Rodney when he chews them out later, right?”
 
   “I was dancing with Piers, too,” I argued. “So you think Trey’s going to take a piece out of his hide, too?”
 
   “Doubtful,” she answered. “In the first place, we’re not even sure Trey was in here when you were dancing with Piers. Secondly,” she continued, with a laugh, “you weren’t dry-humping Piers like you did with the others.”
 
   “It’s called ‘freaking,’” I argued, “and it’s a perfectly acceptable dance.”
 
   “Uh huh,” Gina replied. “Hey, I ain’t the one you have to convince. I was doing it too, you know. It’s just that, well…” Gina started giggling almost uncontrollably, “My partner didn’t leave the dance floor with a hard-on like both of yours did!”
 
   “Shut up! No they didn’t!” I laughed. “You're making that up.” I was laughing so hard that I didn’t notice that Trey was walking to the dance floor with the blonde who'd been sitting next to him at the bar. Gina hadn’t missed a thing, though, as she glanced at me.
 
   “Showtime,” she said, nodding her head toward the dance floor. I turned to follow her gaze and my heart sank to my knees. We hurried the rest of the way up the steps. As the slow song played, I felt like my party bubble had burst. He was here, but not with me. I felt the warm tears brimming in my eyes, threatening to spill. Gina saw it, too.
 
   “C’mon,” she said, taking my hand, “let’s go to the little girls’ room.”
 
   We'd barely made it inside the restroom when the floodgates opened. Gina found a box of tissues and was trying to do damage control to the eye make-up she'd so carefully and expertly applied earlier.
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie. You're going to be fine, no need for tears.” She was trying her best to soothe me.
 
   “Why is he here?” I blubbered. “And he brought a fucking date. He must really be trying to send me a message with this stunt, and on my birthday no less.”
 
   “No, no, honey, c’mon, you don’t want streaks down your cheeks, now.” Gina was dabbing away.
 
   “Oh, I don’t care what I look like. I want to leave.”
 
   “Oh, no, we're going nowhere, girlfriend. Now you just take a minute and calm yourself down and listen to me. I mean it.”
 
   I nodded obediently. Gina took out a compact and dabbed some pressed power just underneath my eyelids.
 
   “There, that’s better,” she said. She then got some pencil liner out and relined my bottom lids. “Perfect,” she said. “Now, I need to tell you something,” she started in a conciliatory tone. “I'm probably the reason that Trey's in here tonight.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Well, I said something to Aunt Becky when I talked to her last week. I let her know that Ian and I were having you come to Atlanta this weekend to celebrate your birthday. I asked her to let Clint and the others know, and that they were invited as Ian’s and my guests to the Sanctuary tonight in honor of your birthday. I swear to God that I didn’t ask her to invite Trey, though.”
 
   “Gina, you knew that between Clint, Luke, and Rodney, Trey was bound to find out, now didn’t you?”
 
   “So, what if he did? He should be here for your birthday.”
 
   “I don’t get you,” I replied, slightly amused. “One minute you act like you think Trey's a major control freak Nazi, and the next minute it’s like you’re playing matchmaker with us. What’s up with that?”
 
   “Well, I do think he’s somewhat of a Nazi, yeah, but he’s your Nazi. For whatever reason, and even I don’t understand it, when I see you two around each other there's this hot energy that you bring out in each other. I mean, yeah, it drives me nuts when I see him go all ‘Edward Cullen’ on you, but I think you need to play it out. It could be something really good.”
 
   “You're something else,” I laughed. I couldn’t be mad at her. “Let’s get back to my party,” I said, squaring my shoulders.
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   Gina and I returned to our table on the mezzanine and either no one had noticed our hasty departure or they were too polite to inquire. The bands were switching out and regular music was playing over the sound system. I sipped my vodka sonic, amazed that I was still pretty much sober after all the shots I’d taken. Luke and Rodney had met a couple of girls from a table downstairs and invited them up to party with us.
 
   “Testing one, two.” The emcee stood at the mic. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please? I’ve been told that we have a special birthday celebration tonight at the Sanctuary, a VIP birthday as a matter of fact.”
 
   I looked at Gina who had her shit-eating grin going good; Ian stood beside her with the same expression. Oh, it seemed they had outdone themselves on this one.
 
   “So,” the emcee continued, “if we could just get the little lady down here on the stage, so that our next group can give her a proper birthday shout-out for her 21 years on this planet! Tylar Preston? Come on dowwnnn!”
 
   The crowd whooped and hollered.
 
   “C’mon,” Piers said, gentleman that he was, “I’ll escort you down, Tylar.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered, good-naturedly glaring at Gina. Piers put his hand on the small of my back and we descended the stairway. I was suddenly feeling very exposed and had to resist the urge to tug at my dress, wishing it covered more. “Don’t fall, don’t fall,” I repeated to myself the whole way down. The band had taken stage and was tuning their instruments to what sounded like an electric version of “Happy Birthday.”
 
   My embarrassment reached its peak when I spotted Trey, sitting at the bar, directly in front of the dance floor and the band warming up. His face was unreadable.
 
   “Here she is!” the emcee announced as he saw Piers leading me over. “And she looks fiiiine! C’mon up here, darlin'!”
 
   Why did my dress seem tighter? I looked at Piers for help. He smiled and lifted me up, placing me on the stage.
 
   “Now darlin’, the boys here in the band wanted to play you a traditional Happy Birthday song, but it seems that they've just received an offer that they simply couldn't refuse. But in order to collect on that offer, there's a stipulation.”
 
   Oh God, is this going to get bad again?
 
   “It seems, little lady, that you have an admirer out there in the crowd. Yes sir, a very generous admirer. He asked that the boys play a ‘spotlight’ dance for you and him only. Now you have to agree to this or, well, we give you a Happy Birthday song, and let you sing along with the boys. What’s it going to be, sugar?” He held the microphone up.
 
   “Do I get to pick the song for the dance?” I asked shyly.
 
   “No darling, your benefactor was very specific on that part. Seems he thinks you look “Pretty in Pink,” so is it a go?”
 
   “Oh sure why not?” I said into the mic, to thunderous applause. The lights dimmed, leaving only a spotlight on the dance floor. I turned to Piers. No wonder he'd so kindly “offered” to escort me down for this birthday humiliation. I could be a good sport if I had to. But Piers remained standing off to the side.
 
   “Here’s our band ‘Osmosis’ ladies and gentlemen, with a tribute song to our birthday girl in the spotlight, from the 1986 film ‘Pretty in Pink.’ This song was recorded by the British group Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark. Here it is, ‘If you Leave.’”
 
   The band kicked off the song and I recognized it immediately. The lights were fully dimmed but Piers didn’t budge. I felt self-conscious standing on stage alone, until a pair of strong arms lifted me down onto the dance floor.
 
   I turned and looked up and there he was. Trey.
 
   I put my right arm around his neck, and laced my fingers into his proffered hand. He danced as exquisitely as he looked. I was mesmerized by his closeness, laying my head against his chest and closing my eyes, drinking in his scent, his “Trey-ness.” I was curious as to why he'd selected this specific song. Was he sending a message? The lyrics were contradictory in places, just like us. Did he want me to stay? Was it just about staying one night?
 
   “And say I will…” the song crooned.
 
   I thought, “Will what?” and then I understood. I looked up at him, and our eyes met. I got it.
 
   “Happy Birthday, Tylar,” he whispered. “You know I would’ve found you no matter what, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m not sure of anything anymore, Trey. These past few weeks have been difficult in so many ways. I don’t want things to be so complicated anymore.”
 
   He leaned down and kissed me softly as the song wound down. Thankfully, the band moved right into another song and the dance floor was once again a melee of activity.
 
   “I want to go back to the hotel,” I said. “Will you take me?”
 
   “Of course, I will.”
 
   Gina stood waiting as we left the dance floor. She still had her shit-eating grin on and handed me my purse. “I called the limo,” she said. “He’ll be out front in two minutes. Ian and I are going to stick around a little longer. The driver will drop you guys, you know, wherever.”
 
   “Thanks, Gina,” I grinned, hugging her, “For all of this.”
 
   “Good night, Gina,” Trey said, smiling at her just a little bit appreciatively.
 
   The limo was waiting as we stepped outside. The chauffeur opened the double doors, and Trey and I slid in on the same side. It felt good that in this moment, I was in control; Trey had no clue where I was staying.
 
   “Grand Hyatt, Buckhead,” I reminded the driver. Trey cocked an amused eyebrow at me.
 
   “Glad to see you don’t skimp when it comes to lodging in the big city,” he teased.
 
   “Actually, it was a birthday gift from Ian and Gina, two nights,” I replied. “Drink?” I offered.
 
   “Sure, whatever you’re having, Ms. Preston.”
 
   I mixed two vodka sonics in the tall frosted glasses in the limo’s wet bar. Trey took his graciously, and held it up.
 
   “To your twenty-first birthday, Tylar, and to the fact that you now can drink legally."
 
   "Cheers,” I replied, tapping my glass to his.
 
   “Trey,” I asked as he tipped the frosted glass back, taking a drink of his cocktail, “who was the blonde slut with you at the bar?”
 
   He immediately choked on his drink, causing him to spit most of it against the limo’s glass partition. He pulled his monogrammed handkerchief out to dab his dripping chin, then he wiped the glass clean on the partition. I'd embarrassed his good manners. Good, I thought, now answer my question.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Tylar. Where did you get the idea I was with anyone at the bar tonight?”
 
   “I saw you sitting with the blonde at the bar tonight.”
 
   “I was there first. She came in later and sat next to me. That’s all there was to it.”
 
   “Really?” I said. “If that's all there was to it, why did you dance with her?”
 
   “She asked me to dance, not the other way around,” he clarified. “I can’t believe that you had an issue with that. It appeared to me as if you were doing some sort of a tribal mating dance with Rodney until you scared him off.”
 
   “You're the one who scared him off,” I said, pointing my finger at him.
 
   He smirked, snatching my finger with his hand and kissing it. I continued undeterred. “He saw you glaring at us.”
 
   Trey didn’t respond; grinning, he pulled me onto his lap.
 
   “You like being able to intimidate those guys, don’t you?” I asked.
 
   “I’d like it much better if I could intimidate you,” he answered softly, bringing his mouth down on mine. His kiss was passionate; there was urgency to it. I molded my body to him and could feel his arousal.
 
   “This dress leaves very little to the imagination,” he commented. “You drew quite an audience tonight, Ms. Preston.”
 
   I was only interested in an audience of one. I was eager to see how Trey was going to play it once we got to the hotel. At that moment, the chauffer pulled up to the lobby entrance.
 
   “Are you staying with me tonight, Trey? Or do you want the driver to take you to your apartment?”
 
   “You know,” he said, fingering my gold necklace gently, “we could both stay at my apartment tonight, if you want.”
 
   I wasn’t going to give in. I wanted him to do it my way for once. “I want to stay here tonight, Trey. I’d like for you to join me.”
 
   “How could I ever refuse you anything?” he asked, taking my hand.
 
   We crossed the quiet lobby and entered the elevator. Trey loosened his collar and tie. He was in a suit as though he had worked today, but it was Saturday. He seemed a bit distracted, but maybe he was just tired. Not too tired, I hoped.
 
   The elevator doors opened on the seventh floor and I led him to my room. Trey gave it the once-over approvingly. “Very nice,” he said, taking me into his arms again.
 
   I pulled him past the living room into the bedroom with the king-sized bed. “Look at the view of Atlanta from here,” I said, going over to the balcony. “It’s really gorgeous at night isn’t it?”
 
   “The most beautiful thing here is you,” he said, sweetly, wrapping his arms around me as we both looked out over downtown.
 
   “Let’s get ready for bed, okay?” he asked softly.
 
   I nodded. “Just give me a few minutes."
 
   I stepped out of my heels and removed my jewelry. I knew I was going to need help getting my dress off. I turned to Trey. He looked up at me from the bed.
 
   “Trey, can you please help me out of this dress?” I asked.
 
   He rose up off of the bed, taking my hand. “Come on,” he said, “let’s take this into the bathroom.”
 
   The bathroom was huge, with a double shower. The hotel supplied “his” and “hers” terrycloth bathrobes. He started the water and I watched as he removed his clothes, hanging them on a hook to stay dry. He stood before me in his boxers. He turned to me and I presented my back to him so that he could unzip my dress. Once unzipped, he slid his hands inside and lowered my dress so that it slipped to the floor.
 
   I hadn’t worn a bra because the dress had one built in. I wore simply my silk thong, which seemed to surprise and delight Trey. He stood behind me, close enough that I could feel his warm breath on my neck. He cupped my breasts with his beautiful, long-fingered hands, and gently massaged them.
 
   God this feels good . . .
 
   He hooked his finger in the elastic band of my thong and pulled it down, exposing my butt to his gaze. I stepped out of it and turned to face him. His erection was full and strained against his boxer shorts. I boldly hooked my fingers on the waistband of his shorts and tugged them down over his erection past his thighs where they dropped to his feet. He stepped out of them.
 
   His huge erection shocked me, but I didn’t want to appear scared or reluctant because I knew Trey was sensitive to my complicated sexual past. I was going to have him tonight and whatever monsters or memories still lurked in my subconscious would just have to sit back and watch.
 
   I stood on my toes and kissed Trey, moving my body against his. He took my hand and wordlessly led me to the shower. Trey lathered up one of the washcloths, handing it to me. He wanted me to wash him. I ran the cloth over his muscular body, taking delight in rubbing his firm stomach, narrow hips, and tight buttocks. I took his erection in both hands, gently lathering it up with my hands, stroking it up and down until I heard Trey’s sharp intake of breath. I quickly looked up to make sure that I hadn’t hurt him, but I saw pure pleasure on his face.
 
   It was now his turn. He lathered up the other washcloth and started with my breasts. He soaped up each breast, and then moved the showerhead to rinse it, taking his mouth and licking my nipples. He moved the washcloth lower, careful not to pull on my bellybutton ring, which I think he was beginning to find sexy. He washed between my legs, letting his fingers massage the folds of my sex and touching my clitoris softly and sensually. He was making me feel amazing and no dark memories of my mom’s boyfriend haunted me. We rinsed the soap from each other with the hand-held showerheads. The bathroom was fairly steamed up by this time; so were we.
 
   Stepping out, we toweled each other off and put on our bathrobes, then moved to the bedroom. I scrambled onto the bed, pulling the covers back, shedding my robe and diving underneath the crisp sheets. Trey slipped in next to me and pulled me to him. We faced each other and Trey met my gaze.
 
   “Tylar,” he said, quietly but firmly, “I want to make love to you more than anything that I’ve ever wanted. You understand that, right?”
 
   I nodded, hoping I wasn’t about to get a lecture on safe sex. But what he said next was a surprise.
 
   “Before this goes any further, there are some things that you need to know. I’ve been reluctant to be sexual with you out of my concern for you. I don't want to cause you any more pain, Tylar, physically or psychologically. I know that you're a virgin, and if you want me to stop at any point, just say so, okay? All I want is to give you pleasure.”
 
   I nodded. I felt like I was getting a long-winded set of instructions before a mid-term. But, I knew that it was important to Trey that I understood him, and I respected that about him.
 
   He continued, “There has to be trust between us, so please tell me if anything we do brings up bad memories. Promise?”
 
   “I promise, Trey.”
 
   “Finally,” he said, “and this part's a deal breaker. Once we do this, you're mine, do you understand?”
 
   Actually, no. I did not understand. I looked at him quizzically.
 
   “What I mean is that I don’t want you to be with other guys. But I also can't make any permanent commitment to you, at least not right now.”
 
   This was really killing the mood, and I decided some clarification was in order.
 
   “Just to be clear,” I responded, conjuring my version of lawyer language, “may I summarize my understanding of what you just said in your last point?”
 
   He nodded, “You may.”
 
   “Okay, once we sleep together, you don’t want me being with other guys, right?”
 
   “That’s correct,” he answered.
 
   I continued, “And conversely, you aren’t going to be with other women, right?”
 
   “Correct,” he answered.
 
   “And at this time, neither of us expects a mutual long-term commitment. Is that also accurate to say?”
 
   “It is,” he responded.
 
   “I’m fine with that, with just one minor addition.”
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   “I want an out clause,” I stated firmly.
 
   He seemed a bit taken aback. “I’m not sure I follow you.”
 
   I think I was possibly blowing his mind with this one, but I felt it was a legitimate concern.
 
   “Trey, if you should meet someone that you have the urge to be sexual with, I want you to immediately advise me that you're opting out of our arrangement. I'll show you the same courtesy, agreed?”
 
   I could tell he didn’t like my idea, but too bad. He'd already sucked the romance out of the moment. I might as well make sure my interest was protected too.
 
   “Fine,” he said a bit irritated.
 
   “Good.” I moved over to him, pressing my body to his.
 
   Hmm, his erection is definitely gone.
 
   He should’ve just gone with the flow and worked the details out later. I propped myself up on my elbow, resting my head on my hand. I felt the need to prove to Trey I wasn't some scared, fragile virgin. His little spiel just now, although meant to reassure me, had pissed me off. Trey had made it clear that I’m not the only damaged one. In time I'd figure out whom or what had left him so vulnerable. For now, I'd make good use of what I'd learned consciously or subconsciously from my whore of a mother.
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   Trey lay reclined on his back, with his right arm crooked behind his head. He'd been quiet in the moments after we'd made our arrangement. He was a complicated man, I understood that, and I felt good about making clear what I wanted in the agreement.
 
   The lights in the room were dim and the soft classical music continued to play. I'd been lying on my stomach next to him and I slowly sat up, letting the covers slip off of me. I straddled him and smiled as his eyes admired my breasts. I leaned forward, placing my outstretched arms on either side of him. He stared at me with an expression that bordered both lust and anger. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to spark his anger, but I took full credit for his lust.
 
   I lowered my face and kissed him, his eyelids, the tip of his gorgeous nose, and his chin. He put his free hand on the back of my head, pulling me to his lips. My breasts brushed against his chest, my nipples taut and erect. Our tongues met insistently, dancing and exploring each other with a feverish pitch. His erection sprang to life again, and it was impressive. With both of his hands now on my hips, he lifted me in a rocking motion that caused my sex to grind against his abdomen. I felt wet and tingly down there, as my hips started undulating on their own against his warm flesh.
 
   “Oh, God you're so sweet,” he breathed between kisses. “You're my angel,” he whispered. He moved me up a bit higher, positioning me so that he had full access to my breasts with his mouth. His warm tongue traced around the nipple leisurely, gently teasing it while his eyes locked with mine. He then moved to the other, giving it the same attention with his lips and tongue. I caught my breath with the sensation.
 
   This beautiful man was making me feel pleasure I'd never thought possible. I moaned softly and he was pleased, continuing the same suckling on my other breast. His erection was rubbing against the outside of my sex, wanting to find a way in. I was so wet down there; I knew my body would respond to everything he did.
 
   He lifted me off of him and placed me on my back beside him. He rolled over and straddled me with his muscular thighs. He lifted my bottom with his hands, pulling my hips up to his face. He kissed my stomach and hips, moving downward slowly, tracing the line from my bellybutton to my pussy with his tongue. His fingers gently plied the folds of my sex, parting them slightly so that his tongue could trace each delicate fold as if it were a petal of some exotic flower.
 
   His hot tongue found my clitoris and ever so gently continued flicking it softly, rhythmically. He continued this in a fluid rhythm, while still fingering the outer folds of my pussy with a very gentle pressure, distributing it in different places as his tongue danced expertly around my clitoris.
 
   Something unfamiliar to me was building up in the core between my legs. It was numbing, then pleasurable, building up to an explosive need for release. I could hear my breathing getting faster and shallower, wetness was dripping from my core, but Trey didn’t mind, he continued working it with his mouth and tongue, as if he were sucking nectar from some magical flower.
 
   Trey could feel my body start to tremble with the desire for release, but I was afraid to because I wasn’t sure what would happen. Soft moans came from me, so primal and so new to me.
 
   “That’s it, baby,” Trey said gently. “That’s how it’s supposed to feel, just let it go, Tylar. Just come for me, baby."
 
   He continued with the methodical and magical lovemaking with his mouth. Finally, I could hold on no longer. I let myself come apart with pleasure. The final release shook my body until I thought I would shatter. I was moaning and crying with pleasure, my hands fisting in Trey’s thick hair. My hips were rotating in sync with his mouth and tongue.
 
   “You taste so good," he whispered. “That’s it, keep coming for me. God, you taste so good.”
 
   My body gave one final shudder and then it felt as if my legs had turned to jelly. Trey released me gently back to the bed, and then put his mouth on mine, letting me taste the salty sweetness of my orgasm. I moaned and wrapped my arms around him, pulling him tightly to me. He gazed at me, seeing my flushed face, my hair still damp. I wanted more. I wanted him inside of me.
 
   Sitting up, I playfully pushed him back onto the bed. I knelt beside him and held his long, thick cock, positioning it so that I could run my tongue down its full length. I cupped his balls gently and let my tongue circle the tip, then move down the shaft, swirling around the entire base. He had one arm crooked behind his head; the other held my hair aside so he could watch. I held his gaze and continued licking his shaft, and then sheathed my teeth as I took his length fully into my mouth, sucking it from tip to base. He grew even larger in my mouth.
 
   “Oh Tylar, that’s right, keep it up,” he moaned.
 
   I liked knowing that I was pleasing him. I continued my oral ministrations, changing rhythm and direction. I discovered that when I ran my tongue along the ridge near the head, Trey groaned with pleasure. I began gently kneading his balls with my fingers, and with my forefinger lightly tracing the seam from scrotum to rectum. I tried some gentle flicking of my tongue in that area, while working my hands gently at the base. He responded by gyrating his hips; I took him deeper in my mouth. Trey let out a primal groan. I'd store that for future reference. I let my breasts rub against his balls while I licked his shaft, and soon I felt him lift me up from him.
 
   “You’re about ready to make me come and I need to be inside of you, okay?”
 
   I nodded. I was so ready for him. He leaned over and retrieved a foil condom packet from the bedside table.
 
   He opened it, and removed the ring, rolling the condom down the length of his shaft. I was a bit nervous about taking all of him inside of me, but all I cared about was knowing what it would be like to have him fill me.
 
   “Here baby, just lie back and let me know how I’m making you feel, okay?”
 
   I did as instructed and Trey told me to keep my legs bent at the knee. He positioned himself between my legs, and once again, put his mouth on my pussy and let his tongue do its magic within my sex. The warm wetness came back and he continued to lick and tongue the area, he slipped a finger inside of me, and gently but methodically moved it in and out, then inserted a second finger. It felt good, and I wanted more. My hips rocked with the pleasure of his mouth and fingers.
 
   “That’s my angel,” he purred. “You're getting so nice and wet for me.” He added a third finger, a little tighter, but still as my lubrication increased with the pleasure, it seemed to relax and accept the additional stretch. He moved his head up to mine and kissed me as he rubbed his sheathed erection back and forth between my spread legs.
 
   I wrapped my legs around his hips and he rose up, keeping his mouth connected to mine, removing his fingers and guiding the head of his cock into me slightly. His hand stayed on it, circling the head around my clitoris. I was starting to sweat with desire. Finally he slid his erection in further, which was a bit less comfortable but he took his time, pulling out to stimulate my clitoris before sliding back into me. I moved my hands down to his ass, cupping his cheeks and pulling them in toward me.
 
   Trey went deeper and my hips and pelvis rotated to accept his length, tilting upward to meet his thrusts. My rotating hips and pelvis wanted all of him. My bare feet were now digging into his buttocks, signaling for him to bring it on home as I matched his thrusting movements.
 
   “You're so tight, Tylar. Are you okay baby?”
 
   “I’m fine, Trey, I want all of you,” I said.
 
   He obliged with one last thrust that sent a flash of white searing pain through me. I screamed out, immediately regretting it. I put one of my fists up to my mouth, biting it to distract me from the pain between my legs. I thought Trey would back out when I screamed, but he didn’t. It hurt like hell as he continued to thrust himself in and out of me several times. My thrusts weren’t matching his any longer, I just wanted to endure this. Tears streamed down my face. Trey seemed oblivious. He moaned in pleasure with each thrust.
 
   Gradually, the pain subsided, and I felt a feeling of fullness there; it wasn't at all unpleasant. I started moving against him again, and he was kissing my face, fisting my hair and moving gently in and out of me with no further constraints. I loved the feeling of having him inside of me and knowing that he was mine. I lightly scratched his back with my fingernails and kept my feet planted on his gyrating ass, my toe ring digging into his left cheek. He didn’t seem to mind. He raised himself up, moving his cock in and out slowly, again and again. He then lowered his weight back down onto me, and increased his rhythm significantly.
 
   “I’m ready,” he said. “Are you doing okay?”
 
   “I’m doing fine, Trey,” I said truthfully; the pain was gone.
 
   He pulled me to him as he moved in and out of me in deep, thrusting motions. I started to feel warmth down there spreading; my anticipation following it. Trey must've felt it too, because I could feel his intensity grow, building steeply, until he met his release and emptied himself into me.
 
   We lay there panting, sweating, and sticky. He slowly pulled out of me after a couple of moments, and I saw a look of angst cross his face as he reached to remove the condom.
 
   “What?” I asked, scared. “Did it break?”
 
   “No,” he said gently, “it’s covered in blood.” He held it up so I could catch a glimpse. I looked down between my legs and saw that my thighs were smeared with blood. I lifted my butt and the covers, and there was a large blood stain on the bottom sheet.
 
   “Oh God!” I said in alarm. “What if that seeped onto the mattress? The hotel is going to make me buy a new one.”
 
   “They won’t,” he laughed, pulling me over onto his lap. “And if they do, I'll buy it and take this one home.”
 
   I gaped at him. “Why would you take this mattress home?”
 
   “I don’t know, as a memento, I suppose.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Let me guess. I’m the first virgin you’ve ever bagged?”
 
   He gave me a dirty look. “Could you please stop talking about yourself so crudely? I wasn’t referring to the mattress as a trophy,” he admonished. “To me, it represents a major step that you have chosen to take in your life, Tylar. And well, I’m honored that you chose to take it with me,” he said in his soft, silky voice.
 
   That was about as romantic as it was going to get tonight with Trey. Somehow, I knew that in his mind he thought he'd just given me the ultimate compliment or endearment, but really? He was now looking at the palm of my right hand.
 
   “Your hand’s bleeding,” he said, confused. “What happened there?”
 
   “Oh,” I said, blushing, “that’s where I bit it, you know, during my ‘deflowering.’” I could be a cornball, too, I decided.
 
   “What?” he asked. “Was there that much pain? Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “Gee Trey, I don't know. Maybe because I thought the scream said it all.”
 
   “Oh sweetie,” he said as he gathered me up off the bed, carrying me into the bathroom. He set me down next to the tub and ran a warm bubble bath for me. He went to the bedroom and returned with a pair of clean panties and my nightgown. He put a clean towel next to the tub.
 
   “I’ll give you your privacy,” he said gently. “You probably should soak for a little while in the warm water.”
 
   I nodded. It amused me that he felt guilty about sex being painful for me the first time, even though he'd acted all technical and textbook about it at first. I relaxed for a long time in the soapy water and finally drained the tub when it had turned lukewarm.
 
   I toweled myself dry then brushed my teeth. I combed out my still-damp hair. I went out into the living area. Trey was in his boxers, sprawled across a chair, watching a sports channel. His hair definitely had that messy look and a stab of pride hit me knowing that I had been the one responsible for that. He looked up as I walked in the room. Those gorgeous blue eyes perused me from top to bottom.
 
   “Hey you,” he said softly, holding his arm out to pull me into his lap. “Are you feeling better now?”
 
   “I feel fantastic,” I said, leaning down to kiss his full sensual lips. “In fact,” I said, sitting up alert, “I’m ready for round two.” I laced my arms around his neck planting kisses all over his gorgeous concerned face.
 
   “No, no, angel, you’ve worn me out,” he laughed.
 
   I doubted that very much. I think Trey was somehow still feeling guilty. He lifted me up off of him, turning off the television with the remote.
 
   “Let’s get some sleep. It’s been a big day and tomorrow I want to get up early so we can pick up your birthday gift.”
 
   “I thought I just got it,” I said, wickedly. He smacked my behind and chased me to the bedroom.
 
   I suddenly noticed that the king-size bed was remade.
 
   “Why’d you make the bed up?” I asked, hoping he didn't have some sort of an OCD thing going on.
 
   “I didn’t,” he answered. “I called housekeeping while you were in the bathtub and told them that the bed needed changing. They sent someone up.”
 
   “Oh my God!” I gasped. “Someone saw the blood on the sheets?”
 
   It was now my turn to freak out. I was the one who had to face the checkout staff in the morning.
 
   “What?” he said, totally clueless. “I thought clean sheets would be better than keeping the bloody ones on the bed. Besides, I didn’t want us arguing over who was going to have to sleep on the wet spot.”
 
   “You're so bad,” I said, laughing.
 
   He picked me up and tossed me on top of the sheets. We climbed under the covers, cuddling each other. I was totally spent, but it was a good feeling, a satisfied feeling. Trey had played my body as if it were a delicate musical instrument. I wasn’t frigid; I wasn’t a whore, either. I was simply a woman who loved the feel of a man—strike that—a woman who liked the feel of Trey, inside of me.
 
   I felt his slow even breathing softly against the back of my neck. He was asleep. His arm was wrapped around me protectively and possessively. I contemplated how our relationship would be going forward. Trey had made his position perfectly clear. I wondered if it would be really that simple for him. He wanted no complications. I got that, but sometimes it was the complications that made life interesting.
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   When I awoke, Trey’s arm held me close. I could feel his erection against my backside. I turned to look at him. He was still sleeping. I gently slipped out from under his arm and tiptoed to the bathroom. I used the toilet, glad that there was no more blood in my panties. I felt healed. I brushed my teeth.
 
   Sliding back into bed, I moved close to him. My hand grasped his erection and I hungrily sprang his shaft free from his silk boxers. I loved the softness and warmth of the skin on his cock. It was perfect. I snuggled down under the covers, putting my lips on it, and ran my tongue up and down the length. Trey stirred immediately, and I felt his hands fisting my hair.
 
   “Aww Tylar,” he moaned. “I don’t want to hurt you again. It’s too soon. You need time to heal.”
 
   “I’m fine," I assured him, continuing my oral assault on his cock. I took the full length into my mouth. His erection was huge. I could feel myself getting wet. Trey pulled me up from under the covers, laying me on my back. He pulled my panties down, covering my sex with his mouth. His tongue explored every fold, inside and out, twirling and licking with expert precision. He slipped a finger into me, continuing to slide his tongue inside and out. His thumb pressed firmly on the outside of my sex, right above my pubic bone while his index finger gently pressed the same area from the inside.
 
   A sensation started in that area, similar to what I had started to experience last night, but it had been cut short when Trey climaxed. It flooded me with pleasure. It began with a warmth that spread through the immediate area, and then followed with a strong need for release. My extremities tingled.
 
   “Trey, please?” I wanted him to finish inside of me.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said softly. “You can come this way. Relax and enjoy this.”
 
   He continued stroking me, adding his middle finger to the mix; his tongue still working its magic, both inside and out. He wasn't focusing on my clitoris, which was curious, but whatever he was doing to that spot inside of me was definitely making me hot and ready. My hips started gyrating against his hand and mouth. Trey used his finger to tap the spot inside while his thumb delivered pressure taps to the outside. I felt like I was ready to explode.
 
   “Did I find your sweet spot, baby?” he asked. “Yes, I think I did. Are you going to come for me? Come on, I want you to come for me,” he coaxed in his smooth, silky, sexy voice.
 
   His tongue kept a steady momentum, and the tapping of his finger and thumb both inside and out of me pushed me over the edge. I cried out, my body squeezing his fingers. His mouth then moved to my clitoris, flicking it gently, swirling around. My core felt like it had its own pulse as the throbbing pleasure washed over me. Simultaneously, my clitoris was swollen in response to his tongue. My pleasure was building up to a crescendo that was totally new to me. I moaned and perspired, clutching the sheets, every nerve in my body on point. Suddenly, I felt a release and then another as I shuddered. I cried out again, calling Trey’s name. I was oblivious to everything but the pleasure that had enveloped every part of my body. Something liquid gushed from me. What was that?
 
   Gradually, my senses returned, my breathing slowed and my extremities stopped tingling. I was left with an overwhelming sense of satisfaction and fulfillment. Trey raised himself up.
 
   “Did you like that?” he asked.
 
   I couldn’t speak, still mesmerized by the total pleasure he'd brought to my body. I had totally released myself to him with no reservations. There was the matter of what had happened at the end. I wasn’t sure if I had cause to be embarrassed about it or not.
 
   “I’m soaked down there,” I said. “Did I bleed again or something?”
 
   He chuckled, framing my face in his hands, kissing my nose. “No silly, you didn’t bleed.”
 
   Then what? Had I actually urinated on him? I'd heard about ‘golden showers,’ but I didn’t know that they could happen randomly with orgasm.
 
   “Trey,” I said, eyes wide, “I'm so sorry. I used the bathroom before I came back to bed this morning.”
 
   “Sweetie,” he said his tone turning serious, “you didn’t pee or bleed on me, you ejaculated.” He saw the confused expression on my face. “It’s a good thing,” he explained. “Here sit up, and let me show you.”
 
   I sat up and Trey moved over a little bit. My crotch was soaked, and there was a colorless wet spot on the sheets.
 
   “Take your finger,” he instructed, “and rub it on that spot.”
 
   I looked at him like he was crazy.
 
   “Just do it, Tylar. Trust me.”
 
   I did as he instructed. The liquid was whitish clear on the dark blue sheets.
 
   "Smell it," Trey ordered, as my eyes widened with uncertainty.
 
   I put my fingertips up to my nose, smelling no scent whatsoever on it.
 
   “See?” Trey asked, reading the relief on my face.
 
   “I guess you’re right,” I admitted. “Will this happen all of the time?”
 
   “I hope so,” Trey laughed.
 
   I smiled at Trey, and then realized that he hadn’t been pleasured yet. I was about to fix that. I pushed him back down into the pillows. I lowered his boxers and pulled them off. I climbed up, pushing his legs apart as I took my place between them.
 
   “Take your top off,” he instructed. “I want to see your breasts.”
 
   I did as instructed and squatted down, taking his full erection into my mouth, swirling my tongue as I sucked his full length. My hands played with it, moving up and down along the length, gently bringing my fingers up to the crown, where my tongue circled the ridge of nerves there. Trey gasped, and his hips moved, thrusting forward as his cock moved in and out of my mouth. I sheathed my teeth, and continued my licking and sucking, running my fingertip gently along the seam between scrotum and anus.
 
   “Oh yes,” he moaned, licking his lips with pleasure.
 
   I moved my arms underneath his muscular thighs, raising them up. I helped myself to the full length of his engorged cock and I could feel him tense up each time I went down to the root. He was getting so ready.
 
   “Baby,” he said hoarsely, “I’m about ready so you need to stop and finish me with your hands.”
 
   I didn’t stop. I increased the rhythm, moaning with the pleasure I felt in sucking him. His hands fisted in my hair, rocking back and forth into me, his breathing came fast and hard, and his erection throbbed in my mouth. He suddenly moaned and his movements stopped. In a few seconds, I received his warm ejaculation in several squirts. I continued to swallow with each new release, until he was fully spent.
 
   “Oh God,” he rasped, pulling me up to him. We lay in each other’s arms as our racing hearts slowed. We were both sweaty and wet. Trey finally rolled over and got up from the bed, heading toward the bathroom.
 
   “Are you coming back?” I asked.
 
   He turned to look at me in his magnificent nakedness and smiled. “I just have to pee. I’ll be back.”
 
   I wasn’t done yet. Ten minutes later we were once again locked in each other’s bodies, exploring secret places. Finally convinced I was healed, Trey buried himself in me once again, and this time there was no pain, and plenty of wet, hot pleasure.
 
   Trey and I had showered, ordered breakfast from room service, and were dressed for the day. I wore a new outfit that I’d bought with Gina. Trey wore his suit from the previous night. He phoned a cab to take him back to his apartment. It was 10:30 a.m. and checkout at the hotel wasn't until noon. Trey promised that he would be back to pick me up at noon and take me to the airport.
 
   When he left, I called Gina’s room. She answered groggily.
 
   “Gina, what are you doing?” I asked.
 
   “What the fuck you think, girlfriend? I’m sleeping here, next to my hubby. Why?”
 
   “Trey and I did it last night!”
 
   “Did what? Are you freakin’ telling me that you two tied the knot? What?” I heard Ian mumble something to her, and she hushed him up.
 
   “No, we didn’t get married. We made love,” I replied dreamily. “I’m no longer a virgin,” I declared proudly.
 
   “What the—?” Gina was shocked. I heard her tell Ian to shut up, and then she was back on the phone. “I’ll be right down to your room. Ian's bitching at me to be quiet. Don’t move.”
 
   I'd barely hung up the hotel phone when she was pounding on my door. I opened it and she stood there in her silk camisole with matching shorts.
 
   “Okay,” she said, pulling me behind her to the sofa where we sat down. “I think there's some clarification in order here.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. “What do you want clarified?”
 
   “Are you shitting me?” she practically hollered. “You freaking drop two bombshells on me this morning and you don’t think I’m not a bit confused? Number one: you just for the first time ever fucked Trey?” she asked.
 
   I nodded, adding, “I would prefer to view it as making love.”
 
   “Whatever,” she waved me off. “Secondly, you're telling me that this is the first time you’ve made love, had sex, fucked - whatever you choose to call it, with anyone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well I’m pissed!” she declared. “You never told me that you were still a freakin’ virgin.”
 
   “Well, you never asked,” I shrugged.
 
   “I should continue being pissed at you because friends are supposed to tell friends stuff, but what the hell, I’m dying to know. How was it?” We both shrieked and laughed in unison.
 
   “Oh my God,” I said, pulling my knees up and wrapping my arms around them. “It was so intense, Gina. I never thought it would be like that. I mean I had several orgasms and I’m pretty sure I’ve had two of the four kinds that I read about in Cosmo.”
 
   “Really?” she asked, her eyes getting wide. “Tell me this, girlfriend,” she lowered her voice as if there was someone else in the room, “how's he hung?”
 
   “I don’t have a point of reference to go by, but I'd say he’s huge.”
 
   “Huge, huh? Well how would you know if it’s huge if he’s the first one, you know?”
 
   “Well that’s it, I don’t know. It just seemed that way to me.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, looking around the room. She got up, went into the bathroom and returned with a can of my hair spray. “Using this as a point of reference,” she said, handing me the can, “show me how Trey’s pecker compares to this hair spray can.”
 
   I thought for a moment, recalling how far my hand had glided from root to tip when I was massaging it. I closed my eyes, and encircled the can with my right hand, stopping at the spot where I estimated the end of his erection to be.
 
   “Right to here,” I said, holding the can up to show her his length. Her eyes widened.
 
   “Shut up!” she said, “you're lying, girl! Okay, okay,” she continued, “let’s look at girth.”
 
   She turned the can on its side so that the circumference of the bottom was visible. “Here,” she instructed, “I want you to take your thumb and your index finger and bring them as close to the tip of each one against the bottom of this can to show me approximately how thick his pecker is.”
 
   I did as instructed, showing her that it was way too thick for my thumb and index finger to touch.
 
   “Oh my God!” she cried. “How in the hell are you walking today?”
 
   We both dissolved into laughter. “Seriously though,” Gina said, “I'd no idea that you and Trey had never been sexual. You two have this freakin’ chemistry like I’ve never seen before. What the hell took you so long?”
 
   “Trust me, I was ready,” I replied. “I think he had concerns about all my baggage, you know, finding out all that stuff about my mom; the dreams and nightmares about my past.”
 
   “You never shared any of that with me. Why?”
 
   “Trust doesn’t come easy to me. That’s probably because of my mom and growing up with her. Even now, it’s hard for me to tell you that much. I don’t know. It’s like I was in denial for a while, then clearly ashamed when I did start to come to terms with it. Trey knows these things about me, not because I shared with him, at least not at first, but because he was around during a lot of my nightmares. Do you remember that note you picked up on the floor of my cottage?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, “the one that called you ‘Sissy’?”
 
   I nodded. “I never shared what that meant with you. I was in denial…it’s called repressed memories. But I knew what it was.”
 
   Gina stared at me, listening.
 
   “It turns out my mother was a prostitute. I simply thought she was a whore, which I guess is just as bad, perhaps worse, but the man who left that note was someone who’d been associated with her in her past. He actually sexually molested me during one of my mom’s ‘date nights.’ I was thirteen at the time. He did it digitally and orally,” I clarified, not wanting her to think the worst.
 
   I continued, “But the thing is, I've no clue who or where he is and how he's managed to find me. Trey and I went to Louisville to find some answers. We still have more questions.”
 
   Gina’s eyes teared up as she leaned over and hugged me. “Girlfriend, I'm so sorry,” she cried. “And here I am, always being so fucking outspoken and judgmental where you're concerned. What a bitch you have for a friend,” she wailed.
 
   “I wouldn’t have you any other way,” I reminded her.
 
   “So,” she said, wiping her eyes and sniffling a bit, “what’s on your agenda with Trey now that you’ve…uh…broken the seal?”
 
   “I don’t really know.” I didn’t want to get into the part where Trey and I had made the pact. “He wants us to be exclusive,” I said.
 
   “I should fuckin’ hope so. You gave the man your cherry, Tylar. He must know how significant that is.”
 
   “He does,” I defended Trey. “It’s just that, you know, I actually work for him, so we aren’t going to be overtly public.”
 
   “No worries,” Gina assured me. “I won’t say a word to anyone except Ian. We don’t have secrets from each other and he certainly wouldn’t say anything to anyone else.”
 
   Gina and I chatted while I finished up my packing. I wore a really cute pair of capri pants with a cotton cami top that had a built in push up bra. I'd blown dry my hair and was wearing it down. Everything was packed up and ready.
 
   “Trey's taking me to the airport,” I told her. “I really want to thank you for giving me the best birthday that I could have ever imagined.” We hugged again.
 
   “This ain’t goodbye girlfriend you know. I’ll be back in Bristol when the next bumper crop of fermented wine is in.”
 
   As noon approached, I called down for a bellhop. He was up to the room shortly with the luggage cart, loading my suitcases. Gina wanted to walk me down to the lobby. I discouraged her on account of her short pajamas. Besides, I was afraid that I'd cry.
 
   “Call me this week,” she instructed.
 
   “I will,” I promised. “Tell Ian that I said ‘Bye,’ and thanks for everything.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” she said, giving me one last hug as she disappeared down the hallway to their suite.
 
   I approached the desk to settle up for the room service breakfast Trey and I'd enjoyed this morning. As I reached for my billfold, Trey came up behind me, placing his hand on the small of my back.
 
   “I’ve got this, angel,” he said, smiling down at me. He paid the bill and took my hand, leading me to the front entrance. The bellboy followed us out the front entrance of the hotel with my luggage.
 
   Trey steered me over to the outer lane of the drive-up circle to the hotel. There was a brand new, cherry red Mercedes-Benz SLK 350 Roadster parked there.
 
   What’s this? Did he buy yet another expensive car? Trey popped the trunk and the bellboy stowed my luggage inside. Trey handed him a tip, and then walked me around to the passenger side, opening the door for me. I got in, noticing the new car smell. Trey got in, instructing me (as always) to fasten my seat belt.
 
   “Nice car,” I commented. “Is this your Atlanta car?”
 
   He smiled. “No Tylar, this is your Bristol car.”
 
   What?
 
   “Trey…” I started.
 
   “I won’t argue with you about this. This is my gift to you for your 21st birthday. I want you to have it. The color fits you. It's the color of fun, it’s the color of passion, and it’s the color you'll make me see if you give me any shit about taking it. Got it?”
 
   I leaned over and hugged him. “Thank you, Trey. I love it.”
 
   He was on the interstate in a matter of minutes. “So,” I asked, “is this as fast as your Lamborghini?”
 
   Trey laughed good-naturedly. “I’m afraid not. I want you to take things a bit slower. This car gets zero to sixty in five point four seconds. I think you can handle that, don’t you?”
 
   He drove past the exit to the airport. I looked over at him for an explanation. “We’re driving back to Bristol, Tylar. How else would we get your car to you?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I laughed. I settled back in my new sports car. Perhaps eventually Trey would let me drive it. He played soft classical music over the system that lulled me to sleep. I dreamed of our night together and the passion that we'd shared. I wished that it would always be that way between us. I wondered if this was how it was supposed to be when you loved someone. The next thing I knew we were pulling into the long, winding drive of the estate up to the manor.
 
   “Wake up, baby,” Trey said softly. “We’re home.”
 
   “We’re at your home,” I replied.
 
   “You're staying here with me tonight. No argument.” He got out of the car and opened my door for me to get out. As always, Thatcher was coming out the front door, gathering my luggage and taking it into the manor. Trey put his arm around me, leading me up the winding staircase to his suite. I was exhausted.
 
   “Do you want something to eat?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “I really want go to bed, if that’s all right.”
 
   “Of course,” he answered.
 
   I looked in Trey’s closet for one of his shirts to wear. I put it on, buttoning only a couple of the buttons. I pulled the covers down from his bed, and crawled beneath them. Trey came back into the room just as I got settled in. He came over to my side of the bed, bending down and smoothing my hair back.
 
   “I’ve got some work to do in my study, okay? I’ll be up in an hour or so.”
 
   I nodded, feeling his lips brush my forehead again before he went to the door, turning out the light before he left. It was some time later that I felt Trey climb into bed next to me. He smelled freshly showered. He curled up next to me, pulling me in close to him, and wrapping his arm around me. I slept the whole night cradled in the comfort of his strong body.
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   Trey and I ate breakfast together the next morning. He wore khakis and a polo shirt. I was dressed for my day of dressage training. Trey had hired Mark Montgomery, an expert trainer in classical dressage who'd competed both in Europe and the U.S. He'd worked the first couple of weeks alone with Derringer and today was my day to start with him and the horse.
 
   Mark felt that Derringer would be ready to test at Intermediare 1 in a few weeks. I wasn’t sure that I'd be ready. Mark made it look so easy. I was struggling with timing, particularly in the half halt.
 
   “How’s the dressage training coming along?” Trey asked, as if on cue.
 
   “Mark says that Derringer is nearly ready to test to Level One; he wondered how much training he had previously.”
 
   “I bought the horse in England as a yearling,” Trey answered. “Then, my former fiancée trained him for a little more than a year.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you'd been engaged,” I lied, hoping for more information.
 
   “Maybe I'll stop by the arena later and watch you ride. I want to make sure this trainer's worth his fee.”
 
   Trey had successfully changed the subject. “How late will you be working with Derringer?” he asked.
 
   “We usually train for two hours in the morning and two hours in the afternoon.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question, Tylar. What time are you finished for the day? I want to go to dinner tonight.” He sure sounded like it was serious.
 
   “I’m usually back at my cottage by 4 p.m.”
 
   He rolled his eyes when I mentioned my cottage. He seemed to be in a mood today. “Good, we’ll leave here around 6 p.m. Can you meet me up here then?”
 
   “Of course,” I said, and then went down to the stables, thankful to be about my business today. Something was going on with Trey. He seemed agitated.
 
   One of the downsides of the dressage training was that the arena was located over at the Belle, making it hard to avoid Jenna. She did her share of running into Mark, it seemed. It was fairly obvious she had her hooks out for him. Mark didn’t seem to notice.
 
   Mark had a slender but muscular build, average height, not nearly as tall as Trey. He had sandy-brown hair and green eyes. I estimated that Mark was close to the same age as Trey, though he had a more casual demeanor. Yet when he trained horses, he was extremely intense and accurate. I knew that Derringer was more advanced than I from the way he responded to Mark’s cues versus mine. I certainly didn’t want Derringer to regress in his training when I rode him. Mark said my job was to bring the horse around, not the horse’s job to bring me around.
 
   When Derringer and I arrived at the arena, Jenna was perched on the gate talking to Mark. She was laughing and flipping her hair. Shouldn’t she have had her hair in a bun by now? The daily tours of the mansion started at 10 a.m. and the workers were supposed to be in full period costume by 9:30 a.m.
 
   As I approached, Jenna’s smile faded. “Well, I see your star pupil's back, Mark. Good luck with that.” She gave me a smirk as she walked away.
 
   “Hi Mark,” I said, grinning. “I’m so glad that I give Jenna something to be catty about. What would she do without me?”
 
   Mark grinned, shaking his head. “Women are brutal.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if Jenna was continuing with her “Twinkie” campaign. Nothing had been mentioned to me lately, but most everyone else here had far too much class to repeat the venomous things she spread around.
 
   Derringer and I had a constructive morning session. Mark practiced traditional dressage, and he placed significant importance on the communication and rapport that must be established between the horse and the rider prior to training. Every day, Mark and I reviewed videos taken at the morning session. It was a good tool for me to observe weaknesses in our routine. Mark would point out areas that needed more work, and take me through what movements and aids I should have given to keep Derringer’s gait consistent like a metronome.
 
   Later in the afternoon I brought Derringer back out into the arena. We'd nearly conquered the rhythm, gait, and tempo. Mark wanted to work on the regularity of the gaits; the evenness and levelness of the stride. He wanted me to start practicing the half halt to improve the horse’s cadence. Derringer was sensitive to both the leg and rein aids; he was reaching for the bit. His stride was collected. We both could tell he was more than ready.
 
   I mounted Derringer and put him through the beginning paces. We worked into a trot, circling the outer perimeter of the arena several times. At the third round, second turn, I could feel Derringer sidestep because I'd given too much inside leg in my execution. I over-corrected, trying to align his hind legs to follow the path of his front legs. Mark asked me to halt and walked over to us.
 
   “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Dismount for a moment.” I did as instructed, and stood beside Mark. He mounted the horse and then reached his hand down, pulling me up behind him in the saddle.
 
   “It might be easier if I show you how the half halt is properly executed. To the naked eye, it looks as if the rider applies all three aids at the same time. However, if we could freeze-frame it you'd actually see that the aids are applied separately, in sequence. We’ll go through this a few times so you can feel what your body is supposed to do in conjunction with what the horse is doing, okay?”
 
   “Sure,” I agreed.
 
   “Okay, I want you to rest each of your hands on the outside of each of my thighs, as close to the back of my knees as possible.”
 
   I did as instructed.
 
   “Now remember what we talked about earlier. There is no ‘halt’ in the half halt. That's a misnomer. Every half halt should contain what?” he quizzed me.
 
   “The surge,” I answered.
 
   “Correct,” he said. “It will contain the surge, the drive, and the energy from Derringer’s hind legs, just as if you were asking for a medium gait or a lengthening, right?”
 
   “Right,” I responded. “But we don’t want him breaking into the medium gait, until after the surge, correct?”
 
   “Yes,” Mark agreed, “because we know that we always ride the horse from back to front, which is what the surge guarantees.” Mark started Derringer into the routine, my hands placed on the outside of each of his muscular thighs.
 
   “If we’re lucky, you'll be able to feel my calves close first. It will be a steady squeeze for three seconds, just before the surge. Here we go.”
 
   We went through the motions three times and, like clockwork, Mark would close his calves with a steady squeeze; I counted to three in my head and the pressure released. Mark then had me put my hand on his hand holding the outside rein and my other hand on his hand holding the inside rein. Through this exercise, I was able to understand that each of these aids occurred separately, though very close in time. It was a steady squeeze of the calves for three seconds, then outside hand on the reins to direct the horse’s power back to the hind legs, then inside rein held with medium contact to keep the horse flexed and straight.
 
   “Okay,” Mark said, dismounting and handing me the reins.
 
   “Scoot up, it's my turn.” He remounted Derringer, this time behind me, putting his hands on the outside of each of my thighs and we went through the routine several times. We continued with the reining as well until I was executing the half halt nearly as well as Mark. I was proud of myself. When we brought Derringer back to the gate, I noticed that Trey was sitting in the grandstand. I couldn’t tell how long he’d been watching, but he appeared upset.
 
   Holy Moses, now what's wrong?
 
   Mark set the video camera up and had me take Derringer back out so that he could video tape how a proper half halt should look to an observer. Once finished, we called it a day. Mark told me to take the video camera with me to review everything that we'd gone over today.
 
   I dismounted, leading Derringer to where Trey was sitting.
 
   “Well?” I asked. “What did you think?” I was smiling, hoping to be praised for the progress we’d made.
 
   “I think I’m confused as to why Mr. Montgomery needs to have his hands all over you while training you in dressage. I’ve never seen that style of training.”
 
   “I was having some problems getting the feel of the surge. Mark thought this would help and it did.”
 
   “I felt the surge,” Trey replied, “the surge of my blood pressure.”
 
   “You're being ridiculous, Trey.”
 
   “Oh am I? You seemed to be enjoying yourself trotting around that track with him all over your backside. I was worried Mr. Montgomery might need a hosing off had the training not ended when it did.”
 
   “Stop it,” I couldn’t help from laughing. “You’re being silly and you know it.”
 
   “I’m serious when it comes to you, Tylar.”
 
   When he looked at me with those piercing blue eyes, so serious, so sexy, I wanted to mount him right then and there. I could see that beneath the sarcastic humor, Trey was bothered by Mark’s touching me. I didn’t want him getting into a worse mood. I led Derringer over to him, stood on my tiptoes, and kissed him sweetly and longingly. He wrapped his arm around me, tightly, brushing my hair back from my face.
 
   “You've nothing to worry about,” I told him, snuggling into his chest.
 
   “Just see that I don’t. I don’t share. I'll see you at the main house at six.”
 
   I remounted Derringer, riding him back to the stables. I told him what a good job he did today. I got him situated in his stall, removing all of the dressage tack. I brushed him down thoroughly, cleaned his hooves, and brought him his treat for a fine day’s work. I put my face next to his as he chewed the last carrot and I kissed his nose. Derringer was born to compete.
 
   Having concluded my duties in the stables, I started up the path leading to my cottage. Ray’s was the first cottage from the stables. I saw Denise on his porch, shaking throw rugs outside.
 
   “Denise!” I yelled, running over toward his porch. I hadn’t seen her since the hospital and I was ashamed for not calling her before now.
 
   “Hey girl,” she hollered back, waving, “how are you?”
 
   “I’m great,” I said. “I’ve been meaning to call you, I really have…”
 
   “Hey, I know how it is. Shit, I’ve been swamped down at the salon. There are all kinds of weddings this summer. I was thinking maybe we would be adding yours to it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ray says you and Trey are really close. He says he’s never seen Trey like this before…you know, in love," she teased.
 
   “Oh please," I giggled. Hey, did Ray know his former fiancée, Tess?”
 
   “Hmmm, not sure…You want me to ask him?”
 
   “No, no,” I replied quickly. “So what are you doing?” I asked. “Cleaning Ray’s cottage for him? Now that's definitely a woman in love.”
 
   “Nope, just finishing getting him packed up.”
 
   “Why, where's Ray going?”
 
   “Sweetie, he’s finally moving in with me. Hell, he’s there practically every night anyway. He was worried Trey might object and want him to be near the stable if needed, but Trey was fine with it. Trey's a good man, Ty. You make sure you treat him right, you hear?”
 
   “You do the same with your man, Denise,” I waved and continued on to my cottage. I wasn't as afraid to be there as I was before. I showered and changed into a tight little white jean skirt and dark purple tank top. I blew my hair dry, wearing it down perfectly straight. Being in the sun had really intensified the blonde highlights.
 
   An hour later, Trey and I were cruising down the highway in his Lamborghini. He looked magnificent in his emerald colored polo shirt and taupe Dockers. Trey was extremely attentive in the car, which was a complete one-eighty to his temperament earlier. He rested his hand on my knee possessively, occasionally letting it travel up to my thigh while he drove. Maybe I had Mark to thank for that.
 
   When he turned the car into Morelli’s parking lot, I was glad. Somehow, Morelli’s had a good vibe for me. As soon as we stepped inside the door, Carmelita greeted us.
 
   “Saluto Signor Trey. Vedo che avete la tua amore con voi questa sera.”
 
   Hello Mr. Trey. I see you have your love with you this evening.
 
   “Buena sera Carmelita. Si puo abbiamo un tavolo privato? Ho molto da discutere con lei.”
 
   Good evening Carmelita. Yes, may we have a private table? I have much to discuss with her.
 
   “Naturalmente mio dolcezza. Mi segua, per favore.”
 
   Of course my sweetheart. Please follow me.
 
   “Voi e la vostra amore, si farà bellissimi bambini!”
 
   You and your love, you'll make beautiful children!
 
   “Lo spero, Carmelita, un giorno.”
 
   I hope so Carmelita, one day.
 
   Trey and I were seated at the same table as our first date. It was romantic and secluded. Carmelita held my chair out for me. I smiled at her. She winked at me. Trey sat down and immediately ordered a bottle of Chianti.
 
   “What would you like, Tylar?” he asked gently.
 
   “You choose. I’m not fussy.”
 
   Trey ordered chicken Parmesan for both of us, with spinach salads. The Chianti arrived at the same time our warm bread did. Trey poured me a generous serving of wine.
 
   Hmm . . . must be bad news…
 
   We made small talk while waiting for our salads. I told him about running into Denise earlier at Ray’s cottage and asked him what he thought about Ray moving in with Denise.
 
   “About time,” was his only comment.
 
   Our salads arrived. More time passed as we ate. This was getting uncomfortable for me. Finally, I spoke up.
 
   “There's something you want to say to me, I can tell, so will you please just say it?”
 
   “Tylar, I didn’t want to say anything to you while we were in Atlanta celebrating your birthday this past weekend. I wasn’t in Atlanta last week.”
 
   My stomach knotted. What was he getting ready to do? Confess?
 
   “Oh?” I asked, acting as if this was news to me.
 
   “I visited the agent for the LLC that owns your house in Radcliff.”
 
   “You went to Jackson, Mississippi?” I asked.
 
   He nodded. “I needed to investigate your case. I found some things out, but not everything.”
 
   “Well?” I asked.
 
   “The good news is that when you turned 21 last week, the deed to that house was transferred into your name. You now own that house, free and clear.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Your mother obviously knew that this was set to happen, which explains her disappearance with your trust money. It would have been next to impossible for her to defraud you out of real estate with the deed plainly in your name. What I haven’t been able to find out is who the trustor is, in other words, the identity of your father.”
 
   “Well, couldn’t you ask the agent?”
 
   “It’s not that simple. Many companies assign agents for the sole purpose of protecting their identity. In an LLC, the owners, shareholders, or principals of the company do not have to disclose their identity. They can, as they say, hide beneath the corporate veil. The agent’s purpose is to protect those identities and handle any filings or notices against the particular LLC.”
 
   We sat in silence for several moments.
 
   “I made a trip back to Louisville also.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, truly puzzled.
 
   “I wanted to check birth records in Hardin and Jefferson counties. You weren’t born in either one.”
 
   The surprises just kept coming. Was everything about my life a lie?
 
   Our food was brought to the table so our conversation paused for a few moments. Trey refilled our wine glasses, and for the next few minutes we ate in silence. The chicken was delicious. I was hungrier than I thought, or perhaps I simply didn’t want the conversation to resume at all. Trey finally broke the silence.
 
   “How is it you have made it this far without having a copy of your own birth certificate?”
 
   “I don’t know," I shrugged. "When I got my learner’s permit my mom was with me so I guess she had it. My college only required my driver’s license and social security number.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” he interrupted, “I called back to the office while I was out to get your social security number. You know that the first three numbers of anyone’s social security number identifies the issuing state. Your prefix is 434. That indicates that it was issued from Louisiana.”
 
   “Louisiana? I’ve never been to Louisiana.”
 
   “As far as you recall,” he corrected, “that doesn’t mean you couldn’t have been born there. In particular, if your mother had collected any type of federal or state aid, she would have needed to get a social security number assigned to you at infancy.”
 
   “Thank you, Trey," I smiled weakly. "If there was any doubt in my mind before, you have now made it perfectly clear that I’m descended from pure trash.”
 
   “That wasn’t my intention at all. You know that. My only purpose in getting involved at all is to help you recover your trust money.”
 
   “And it looks like that's not going to happen. Well I don’t care. I can just sell the house, maybe not quickly enough for fall tuition, but in the end, it's worth more than the trust was anyway.”
 
   “We don’t have to discuss it any more this evening. I can see that it upsets you. But this isn't the end of it. We'll get the answers.”
 
   “And what if the answers are worse than I imagined?”
 
   “Then we'll deal with it.”
 
   I knew he was right. The only way I could put closure on my past was to know my past. Trey and I declined dessert. I just wanted to get home and put an end to this officially sucky day. Trey paid our bill. I told him I needed to use the restroom; he said he would bring the car around. When I came out of the restroom, Carmelita saw me and came over. She could tell that I'd been crying.
 
   “Why so sad tonight, mia cara?” she asked, putting one of her heavy arms around me.
 
   “Solo uno di questi, Carmelita. Spero di migliorare, prima di coricarsi,” I replied.
 
   Just one of those days, Carmelita. I hope to improve it before bedtime.
 
   Carmelita raised her eyebrows at me then burst out laughing, pulling me into a big, Italian bear hug.
 
   “Signor Trey è fortunato ad aver trovato una compagna perfetta.”
 
   Mr. Trey is lucky to have found such a perfect mate.
 
   “Grazie, Carmelita,” I said, hugging her back.
 
   On the way home, Trey was quiet. I was hoping he wouldn’t unveil any more bombshells tonight. I had other things in mind to help finish the day on a much better note. It had been two days since we'd made love. I needed my Trey fix.
 
   I leaned over toward Trey in the car, focusing my full attention on him. He glanced over at me, smiling. My hand found its way to his crotch, rubbing it gently in a circular motion. I could feel him harden beneath my touch, which in turn made me wet. Trey took his right arm off of the steering wheel, pulling me closer to him, his lips brushing my forehead.
 
   “You want to stay with me tonight?” he asked huskily.
 
   “What do you think?” I had his index finger in my mouth, licking it and sliding it in and out suggestively. Trey and I barely got into the house without tearing each other’s clothes off. We stood in the front entry, our lips locked in a passionate kiss; Trey’s hands were all over me. I had my fingers hooked in the waistband of his pants, pulling his groin close to mine. I was ready to grind myself into him when Thatcher cleared his throat behind us.
 
   “Ah-hem, excuse me, Mr. Sinclair.”
 
   We broke apart immediately. I fumbled with my clothing, trying to smooth my skirt.
 
   “Yes Thatcher?” Trey said, a hint of irritation present.
 
   “Forgive me sir, but your office in Atlanta has called several times. Apparently your cell phone was shut off. You're required to call them at your earliest opportunity, the jury has come back.”
 
   Trey nodded, and turned to me. “I’ve got to make that call,” he said. “Go on upstairs, okay? I’ll be up in just a few minutes.”
 
   An hour and a half later, fully bathed, shaved, and moisturized, I lay waiting for Trey. I must have finally drifted off, because I wasn’t sure how much later it was that I could feel Trey next to me, removing my silk underwear, and caressing my skin with his mouth and tongue. He was totally naked, fresh from his shower. His hair was still damp and tousled. I melted as his tongue traced my belly button and moved down very sensually. His long fingers gently plied the folds of my sex. Soon his lips and tongue joined them.
 
   “Mmmm,” I moaned softly, parting my legs further, welcoming him inside. My hands fisted his damp hair, my hips swiveled with each surge of pleasure I felt. He continued, methodically stroking my clitoris with his tongue, inserting a finger and then another one inside my pussy, probing gently in search of my sweet spot. He found it with no problem. I quickened with each stroke and tap. I was so wet. I wanted to see what it felt like to be on top of Trey. I wanted to be in charge tonight.
 
   I reached down and framed my hands around his face, gently drawing him up so that our lips met. I kissed him deeply, our tongues thoroughly exploring each other’s mouths. I moved out from beneath him, pulling my camisole off so that Trey could enjoy my breasts. I nudged him onto his back, kneeling beside him.
 
   Grasping his hard and erect shaft in my hands, I brought my face down to love it with my lips and tongue. My tongue traced the velvety skin of his cock from tip to root. I swirled my tongue around its thick girth, hearing him moan with pleasure as I took his full length into my mouth.
 
   I straddled him in a sitting position, reaching for the foil-wrapped condom on the nightstand. Trey crooked one arm beneath his head, watching as I unwrapped the condom and rolled it down his length. Once it was firmly in place, I mounted him, slowly and carefully, not sure how it would feel at this angle. It was different, but not a bad different.
 
   Once he was fully encased inside of me, I leaned over so that my bare breasts caressed his chest and slowly started rolling my hips up, down, and around. Trey studied my face, obviously enjoying the various looks of pleasure and ecstasy mirrored. I found that when I positioned myself leaning forward, putting my weight on my forearms, and tilting my butt upward, the head of his cock came into direct contact with my sweet spot.
 
   Trey moved his hips in sync with my rhythm, allowing me to set the pace. The way we moved in unison felt similar to the mechanics of dressage. I continued riding him, feeling the familiar build-up of pleasure begging for release. Our tempo increased; he massaged my breasts and then my buttocks as he gently lifted me up and down, up and down, circular motion, then repeat.
 
   An explosive crescendo was building inside me and Trey was right there with me. Our breathing was in sync as well, rapid and shallow, ready for release. Then it happened, we climaxed together in a frenzy of hot, wet pleasure, our bodies taking over masterfully, drawing our orgasms out to their full potential. Once again, I felt the rush of pleasure released from my core. I could feel Trey’s erection throb as he came with me.
 
   My muscles contracted with my orgasm as if making sure that his cock was squeezed completely empty of his seed. This felt so primal and beautiful to me. I couldn’t imagine ever having anyone else fulfill me as Trey did. I never wanted to think about anyone else making me feel this way.
 
   Once spent, I crumpled over next to him, exhausted yet fulfilled at the same time. He stroked my hair with his hand, kissing my lips sweetly, bending over me. He whispered softly in my ear. “You're mine, Tylar. Don’t ever forget that. You're mine.”
 
   I snuggled next to him feeling totally satisfied and secure.
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   Trey and I awoke the next morning with 'just-fucked' hair and smiles on our faces. We showered together then went down to breakfast holding hands. I felt so close to him once again. Thatcher was all smiles as he served Trey his coffee and brought me my usual fresh fruit, bagel, and juice.
 
   “I’m flying back to Atlanta this morning,” Trey announced as he buttered his usual whole wheat toast.
 
   My heart sank. It seemed like I was forever saying goodbye to Trey, or waiting for him to return.
 
   “The verdict came in from the jury and we won the suit. I have to present oral arguments to the jury that will decide the financial reward. I could be tied up for a week, possibly longer.”
 
   I looked across the table and he was studying my reaction. Was I allowed to have emotions about this? Could I show disappointment? I smiled up at him telling him to call me when he could. That seemed to appease him.
 
   After breakfast, I kissed him briefly, telling him I'd see him when he got back and headed off to the stables to tack up Derringer for our day of training. I was feeling dejected. I knew that I had to shake it off, the training was important if we were to be ready for competition in September.
 
   I ran into Clint in the stables. “I thought you were moving back in, neighbor,” he teased.
 
   I laughed, “I'll be back tonight, as a matter of fact. Come on over and have a beer.”
 
   “Sure thing,” he said, smiling, “now that you’re 21, I expect you’re buying, right?”
 
   “Absolutely,” I answered.
 
   The day of training went well. Mark sent more videos back with me to review this evening. Maybe Clint wouldn’t mind watching them with me.
 
   Needing to go to town to buy beer and snacks, I returned to the main house to retrieve my new car from the garage. This was my first time driving it and I was pumped. I cruised out on the highway, enjoying the feel of the ride with the top down. In Bristol, I picked up a six-pack, a bottle of chilled white wine and some pizza rolls that were easily nuked.
 
   I returned to the estate, carefully parking my car back in the garage. I carried my purchases back up the path to my cottage. Clint was just coming over as I arrived.
 
   “Great timing, I guess,” he said.
 
   “Yes, and I got your favorite,” I said, showing him the six-pack. We went in and got comfortable.
 
   “Have you had dinner yet?” I asked.
 
   “I’m drinking it,” he toasted, raising his cold beer.
 
   “No way,” I answered. “I’ve got a big bag of pizza rolls for us. Let me nuke them and then dinner will be served.”
 
   We talked and laughed, drinking, and eating our pizza rolls. I switched the television on and we found the end of an old sci-fi movie to watch. We caught up on what everyone had been up to. Clint reported that he’d met a nice girl when he was at the Sanctuary.
 
   “That's so awesome! Why didn’t I know about this?”
 
   “I think you might’ve been otherwise occupied,” he winked.
 
   “Very funny. So, tell me about her.”
 
   “Her name is Clare. She works at the Sanctuary on weekends. She goes to school at the University of Georgia in Athens, studying veterinary medicine.”
 
   “Clint, that's so perfect for you. What about the distance? That’s going to be a drag, isn’t it?”
 
   “We’re not engaged yet,” he laughed.
 
   “Hey, maybe if you drive down there to see her some weekend, I can tag along and visit Gina?”
 
   “Or maybe I can tag along with you in your new Mercedes?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, you heard, huh?”
 
   “No, I saw you pull out earlier. Mighty fine ride, ma’am.”
 
   “It was a birthday present…from Trey.”
 
   “Some birthday present,” he replied, rolling his eyes.
 
   “Do you have a problem with Trey?” I asked.
 
   “Not at all; just be careful,” he warned.
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Look,” he said, “I can tell that you care for the guy, okay? All I’m saying is don’t get too emotionally invested in him.”
 
   It was too late for that.
 
   Clint continued, popping another pizza roll into his mouth. “When his parents get back from Europe, I doubt if he’ll be back here until next year when they go again. That’s just how it’s always been with him, you know?”
 
   “So, I guess what you're making very plain is that you don’t think that he cares for me.”
 
   “I think he cares for you as much as he cares for any of his possessions. I’m sorry, Ty. I call it like I see it.”
 
   I took a sip of my wine. “What would you say if I told you I know for a fact he cares for me, perhaps even loves me?” I didn’t want to get into the details of my knowing Italian and hearing the exchanges between Trey and Carmelita.
 
   “I'd say that I hope it's the kind of love and caring that makes a person thrive, and not the toxic kind that makes a person feel owned.”
 
   I started to totally get my irritation on with Clint, but before I had a chance to respond, my cell rang.
 
   “Booty call,” Clint teased, as I got up to get it. I threw a couch pillow at him as I grabbed my phone off of the counter. It was Trey.
 
   “Hey,” I answered, dodging the pillow that Clint threw back at me.
 
   “What are you up to?” he asked in his very sexy voice.
 
   “Just hanging out with Clint,” I said. There were several beats of silence. “Hello?”
 
   “Yes, I’m here. Just a little confused. I thought we had an agreement?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I was totally caught off-guard.
 
   “I’m talking about the fact that less than a week ago I made it perfectly clear what my expectations were concerning you and other men.”
 
   I hurried into the bedroom with my phone, trying to keep the conversation as private as possible. “Good God. I’m not fucking him, Trey. He’s a friend. You didn’t say anything about me not being able to have friends.”
 
   “I don’t want to argue the fine points of our agreement. You're free to hang out with friends, as long as the friends are female.”
 
   “I don’t believe this,” I exclaimed, my voice rising. “I don't intend to abide by any agreement as asinine as that. That wasn't my understanding at all.”
 
   “I see," he replied testily. So what are we to do about that?” His voice was like steel.
 
   My mind was racing, replaying what Clint had just said about Trey and his possessions. It appeared Clint had been right. Hell to the no! I wasn't going to be some possession of his to be used and then conveniently shelved until the next time.
 
   “Well, I guess maybe I need to exercise my right to opt out,” I said calmly. "Good night, Trey." I ended the call and returned to the living room where Clint was politely appearing to be engrossed in whatever was on the television.
 
   “Everything okay?” he asked.
 
   “Maybe you’re right, Clint. Trey seems to have a problem with my having friends of the opposite sex.”
 
   “I should probably leave.”
 
   “No please don’t. I already told his majesty that I don’t roll that way. Unless you think he'll retaliate against you with your job or something.”
 
   “I’m not worried about it,” he replied, pulling me down next to him on the couch.
 
   “C’mon, I want to see those dressage videos of yours. Let’s have a good laugh.”
 
   I picked up the remote and clicked on the videos. Clint was extremely complimentary on my progress; I wasn’t sure if he was sincere or if he felt bad for my situation with Trey. When Clint left around 10 p.m., I called Gina.
 
   “What’s up girlfriend?” she answered.
 
   “Just wanted to hear your voice,” I answered.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   As much as I'd not wanted to divulge ‘the agreement’ to Gina, I needed my friend’s perspective on it. I laid it all out for her.
 
   “Are you shitting me?” she asked, indignant.
 
   “I mean it’s not like I want to be with anyone else but Trey,” I said. “I simply have a problem with him dictating the gender of my friends. I don’t think he’s being reasonable.”
 
   “Listen, I warned you about him, didn’t I? Sexual exclusivity is one thing. I mean, yes, it’s a good thing and a reasonable expectation. But what Trey's expecting goes way beyond that and you know it without me having to tell you. He wants to control your life it seems. God, what did his mother do to him?”
 
   I had to smile at her last comment. “I know very little about his past. But he’s sure as hell an expert on mine,” I replied, wryly.
 
   “Take my advice, let things cool between you and Trey for a while. You need to get some perspective. I know that he was your first, but you need to put a little distance between yourselves so that you can see clearly. I don’t want to come back to find you’ve turned into some Stepford bitch, ya know?”
 
   I had to laugh at that. Gina was right though, I couldn’t become some replicant. She promised to call me the following week to check up.
 
   The next few days passed in a blurry haze. I was doing all of the things that I was supposed to be doing, but it seemed as if I was watching myself do them. I'd fallen into a funk. Thankfully, the dressage training was going well. On Friday, Mark did a mock testing of our routine. He felt we would easily pass the FEI test for five-year-olds. We still had three weeks to go. As we were winding down that afternoon, Mark walked with me to the stables.
 
   “Are you okay, Tylar?” he asked, showing some concern.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”
 
   “You just seem a little down this week, that’s all. Anything you want to talk about? I’m a good listener.”
 
   “I don’t want to bore you with my problems.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be bored, I promise. You wanna grab a beer somewhere?”
 
   I thought about it for less than five seconds, “Great idea.”
 
   “Good, then I’ll meet you at the main drive about six?”
 
   “Sounds good. See you then.”
 
   I untacked Derringer and returned him to his stall for the night. “Derringer, I hope I’m doing the right thing here, boy. I wish you could help. You know him better than I do. Wish me luck,” I said, giving him a kiss on his nose.
 
   Mark was waiting when I met him up at the main drive at 6 p.m. He opened the passenger door to his red dually pick-up truck and lifted me up into the cab. I was glad I hadn’t worn one of my short jean skirts. Mark looked nice in his blue jeans and white polo shirt. His tanned skin from a career outdoors gave him sort of a rugged look. He fired up the diesel engine and we pulled out of the drive onto the highway.
 
   “Ever been to Bunkers?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve never even heard of it.”
 
   “It’s kind of an after-five dive,” he admitted. “But the beer is cold, they have great barbecue sandwiches, good selection on the juke box, and pool tables if you play.”
 
   “Haven’t played for a while,” I admitted. “But it might be nice to shoot some pool.”
 
   The truth was, I'd welcome any distraction from my current funk and thoughts of Trey. I'd heard no more from him since I had opted out of our arrangement. I drove myself crazy wondering what he was doing and who he was with. I was every bit as possessive as he was and I felt like a hypocrite.
 
   Bunker’s was packed. Mark and I found a table in a corner that was a bit quieter than at the bar. He ordered a draft beer; I ordered a vodka sonic.
 
   “So, how’d you find this place?” I asked, conversationally.
 
   “I came here once with Jenna, she introduced it to me.”
 
   Oh great. Pissing Jenna off yet again was all I needed. Being out with Mark would give her some real ammo. Mark noticed my discomfort.
 
   “Jenna and I aren’t a couple or anything, just friends.”
 
   “Are you sure Jenna sees it that way?” I asked, frowning.
 
   Mark laughed. “Hey, I can’t pretend to know how Jenna sees it. I can tell you this. I’ve made it clear to her that I want no romantic ties, at least to her.”
 
   I caught the last part of his sentence and glanced up at him, but he was gazing around the room. Maybe he hadn’t meant it to sound the way it did.
 
   “Are you hungry?” he asked, looking over at me now.
 
   “I could eat,” I shrugged.
 
   When the waitress brought our drinks, Mark ordered two barbecue sandwiches with fries.
 
   “C’mon, let’s dance,” he said, pulling me up from the chair. There was a wooden dance floor near the jukebox where several couples were dancing to an old Anne Murray song. Mark pulled me close as we slow danced, the lyrics flooding my mind with thoughts of Trey.
 
   Mark rubbed my back with his hands as we moved to the slow tempo. I wanted to dance to this song. But I wanted to be dancing to it with someone else. It seemed like the song went on forever. Finally, it was over. I thanked Mark and headed back to our table.
 
   We drank our drinks; Mark ordered another round when our food came. The barbecue pulled pork was delicious. I ate every last bite of my sandwich. We were on our third round of drinks, and things were definitely loosening up when Mark broached the subject.
 
   “So, you want to tell me why such a pretty girl has been so blue all week?”
 
   “It’s complicated, Mark.”
 
   “You know I’m not blind. I see the way Trey is with you. He’s always watching you, treating you like his prized possession.”
 
   There was that word again, possession as in possessiveness, possessively, or how about just possessed. That was exactly how I was starting to feel, possessed by a demon.
 
   “That's not what love is supposed to be,” he continued.
 
   “Whoa - hold up there, Mark,” I interrupted, “Trey has never committed his love to me, nor I to him. We haven’t even known each other all that long. I don't believe in that insta-love bullshit."
 
   Mark leaned in closer to me. “You know as well as I do that love is not a product of time, and it doesn’t have to be professed in order to exist between two people. All I’m saying is that loving someone is not a license to own them.”
 
   “Come on, Mark," I replied tersely. "You’ve only been here for a short time, so I doubt that your power of observation is conclusive when it comes to Trey.”
 
   “It’s not just Trey, it’s you as well. You ask to be treated that way. Everything about you begs to be dominated by him,” he scoffed.
 
   “What?” I exclaimed, thankful that the din of the noisy bar masked my voice as it rose.
 
   “I’m not judging you. I just know what I see is someone trying their best to please a man who might just prefer his woman not change into something she's not. Doesn’t mean it won’t be a rocky road, but it'll be one traveled together.”
 
   I was quiet for a moment, reflecting on what he'd just said. What should I have done differently? I didn’t tolerate Trey’s rule that I could only have female friends and being out tonight with Mark proved that. I had been the one to insist on the “opt out” clause, hadn’t I?
 
   Then I realized the bigger picture in all of this. Why would I have tolerated our agreement to begin with? In reality, it was a declaration of sexual exclusivity with no attachments, and the rest of the rules seemed to develop along the way with Trey calling the shots.
 
   “How about we shoot some pool,” I suggested, pulling myself from those thoughts. "I don't want to think or talk about Trey."
 
   Two rounds of beer later, Mark and I had shot three games of pool. Mark had destroyed me each and every time. I begged for mercy so we sat back down at our table.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever had so much fun getting my ass kicked at something,” I said, laughing.
 
   “You’ll get the hang of it,” Mark assured me. “You just need a little coaching, that’s all.”
 
   “Yeah, but when I scratched the eight-ball and it landed two tables over, I thought that guy was going to kick your ass.”
 
   I was remembering the look on Mark’s face and it started me in another fit of giggles.
 
   “That was a bit scary, I admit,” he said, his eyes crinkling with laughter.
 
   “But you handled it very well, Mark. Pointing to me and saying, ‘she did it.’ Glad you had my back.”
 
   By that time, we were both laughing hysterically. The waitress came over to see if we wanted another round. We’d both had enough and knew it. Mark paid the tab. I told him next time it would be my treat. I kind of liked this place. We headed back to the manor. I was thankful it was fairly close, as Mark was feeling no pain. He parked his truck next to the stables.
 
   “I'm walking you up to your cottage, Tylar.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, really.”
 
   “No, I won’t hear of it. I'll see that you're safely inside.”
 
   We walked up the path toward the cottages. Ray’s place was dark since he'd moved in with Denise. Charlie’s had lights on inside; I could see his television on. As we passed Jenna’s, I noted that her Friday night lingerie had been taken in. Her lights were on and I thought I saw her peeking out of the side window as we passed.
 
   “Here we are,” I said, getting my keys out of my pocket.
 
   I unlocked the door and turned to say good night to Mark but he was right there in front of me, just inches away. Before I knew what to think, he pulled me toward him, gently lifting my chin so that our lips met. His kiss was soft and warm, his lips moved against my mouth earnestly, trying to draw me into a deeper and more passionate kiss. I finally put my hands against his chest, gently pushing back from him.
 
   “Mark, I’m sorry. I can’t…I can’t…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’m the one who's sorry. I shouldn’t have pressed you for a kiss like that. Forgive me?”
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive,” I answered. “I had a wonderful time with you tonight. I really would like to do it again, but for now, we need to stay friends. I’m not equipped for anything more at the moment.”
 
   “I understand,” he replied, kindly. “You get inside and I want to hear that door lock behind you, got it?”
 
   “Good night, Mark.”
 
   “Good night, Tylar.”
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   I was never so eager for Monday to roll around. The weekend just seemed to drag and as busy as I tried to keep myself, there was only so much cleaning I could do in my small cottage. I'd only taken my car out once, to get some groceries.
 
   Monday morning began fairly overcast, and the weather report indicated that a line of heavy storms was moving in later in the day. I wanted to get some training in; it was therapeutic for me. I knew that I'd feel a little weird around Mark after our botched kiss on Friday night, but I had no choice but to get past it.
 
   I went to the stables, tacked up Derringer, and then led him to the arena. I saw Jenna as I was walking Derringer up to the entrance gate. She had a sourer look on her face than usual. I generally tried to ignore Jenna, but this morning, she was on a mission.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t the Slut of Sinclair Manor,” she hissed. I looked around to be sure that she'd actually been addressing me.
 
   “What’s your problem now, Jenna?”
 
   “Is there no one you won’t fuck to get ahead?” she said with an evil glare.
 
   “I think you're confusing me with you,” I retorted.
 
   “You bitch,” she sneered. “You knew damn well that I've been seeing Mark. As soon as your main fuck leaves town, you hit on mine!”
 
   By this time, passers-by were turning their heads to observe the woman dressed in 1845 period clothing, hair tightly pulled up in a bun, prim and proper, cussing at me in language that'd make a drunken sailor blush. Mark had heard the exchange from where he stood inside the arena. He quickly stepped outside, opening the gate so that I could enter with Derringer.
 
   “Mark,” I said, “I think Jenna wants to talk to you.”
 
   I continued inside, leaving Mark to deal with the drama. I had nothing to explain to Jenna. He was back in a few minutes, shaking his head in disgust.
 
   “I'm really sorry for her outburst out there. I explained to her once again that she and I aren't in a relationship. She's hell bent on thinking that you came between us.”
 
   “Did you lead her on in any way, Mark?” I didn’t want to delve into his personal stuff, but I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Jenna’s wrath without knowing why she felt so strongly about Mark.
 
   “Well, we slept together…once,” he said.
 
   I shook my head at his admission. “You know Mark, I’m no expert on relationships, but sleeping together is kind of a big deal to a lot of chicks."
 
   Maybe I should ask Mark whether or not he'd had the good sense to have a pre-coital agreement in place with Jenna prior to doing the dirty deed. You know, to make sure that his bases were covered? How in the hell could I lecture Mark on something like this when I had signed up to be someone’s fuck-buddy, no strings attached?
 
   “I’ll talk to her again, one-on-one,” he said.
 
   “I think that's the right thing to do.”
 
   We got busy with our practice. The morning flew by. We broke for lunch, and watched our training videos while we ate. I stayed to review the videos one more time. We planned to meet back in the arena at 1:30, but at that time the sky was extremely dark; the sound of thunder wasn't that far off in the distance. We stood in the arena and scanned the sky.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked.
 
   “I think that by the time you get Derringer back over to the stables, the sky will be ready to cut loose,” Mark answered. We agreed to call it a day and meet back in the morning.
 
   I was preparing to remount Derringer to ride the trail back to the stable when I spotted Trey standing by the arena gate. So he was back. He looked as gorgeous as ever in a navy suit and white dress shirt. His tie was a blend of dark blue and grey. For a moment my heart fluttered, thinking that he was here to see me, to tell me that he’d missed me, and that everything had just been a big misunderstanding. I realized then that he wasn't here to see me. He called Mark over to talk with him.
 
   I looked beyond Trey, up past the open gate to the arena. There stood Charlotte, dressed in a peach colored shift, white sandal heels, and a white wide-brimmed summer hat. She was waiting for Trey; apparently they had plans. I stood frozen, not wanting to walk past Trey and certainly not wanting to let Charlotte get the best of me. I wondered if she'd ever known about Trey and me. Past tense now, I thought. Did it even matter?
 
   Whatever business Trey had with Mark did not take long. Trey turned without giving me so much as a glance, and walked back up to the gate to Charlotte who was patiently waiting for her man. She smiled as he approached and reached out to brush a speck of lint off his lapel. Trey closed the gate behind him, imprinting the image of the two of them on my mind for eternity. I hadn’t noticed Mark approach me.
 
   “Hey, it was great working with you, Tylar,” he said.
 
   “What?” I asked, confused.
 
   “It appears my services are no longer required here. I’ve been relieved of my duties, effective immediately. I was just informed by the top man himself.”
 
   “No! What—why?” I stammered, trying to understand.
 
   “I was given no detailed explanation, but if I had to guess, I'd say he heard about our kiss last week.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “How do you think?”
 
   “Jenna?” I said.
 
   “Bingo,” Mark replied, sardonically. “I gotta get packed up. Take care.”
 
   This couldn't be happening. I was in shock on a couple of fronts. This wasn't fair to Mark at all. I felt like I needed to do something. I needed to talk to Trey, but that was impossible with Charlotte around. I'd try later. He could be reasoned with, unless I had totally misjudged him, which of course, was a real possibility with my track record with dudes.
 
   I led Derringer over to the stables just as the skies cut loose. I couldn’t stop thinking about Mark. My most pressing anger was with Jenna. I needed to lash out at someone. She was the most deserving of it. Then I remembered she wouldn’t be off of work yet. I'd wait for her.
 
   I went back to my cottage. She was off work by 4:30 every afternoon. When the time came, I peered out of my bedroom window to get a view of Jenna’s cottage. There were no lights on yet. About thirty minutes later, the rain had died down to a drizzle. I put my flip-flops on and grabbed my keys, locking my cottage as I strode to Jenna’s cabin. There were still no lights on inside, but I pounded on her door anyway. I waited for a few seconds, and then pounded again. There was no answer.
 
   I left her porch and walked up the gravel drive to where the pavement started. I couldn’t tell if Trey was home. I marched up the concrete steps to the massive front porch and rang the bell. Moments later, Thatcher appeared, poorly masking his surprise.
 
   “Hi Thatcher,” I greeted, warmly. “Is Trey available?”
 
   Thatcher was extremely uncomfortable, shifting his weight as he stood. I heard footsteps behind him on the tiled floor.
 
   “That’s okay, Thatcher, I have this,” Trey said, now in plain view. Thatcher looked grateful to take his leave.
 
   “Thatcher, please see if Charlotte needs a refill.”
 
   “Yes sir,” he answered disappearing into the dining room.
 
   “May I help you, Ms. Preston?”
 
   “Oh, cut the crap, Trey. Why did you fire Mark?”
 
   Trey stepped out onto the porch where I was standing, closing the door behind him. “I made a business decision, Ms. Preston. I don’t recall needing your approval or the approval of any of the other staff member here to do that.”
 
   “I see,” I replied, coolly. “So what does that mean for me? Are you going to fire me too?”
 
   “Of course not. Your duties will be reassigned once again. I believe Jenna requires some help over at the plantation house. I think your services could be put to good use over there. You can report to Jenna tomorrow. She can show you the ropes and get you the proper period costume.”
 
   Oh hell to the no! He had no intention of firing me. He would simply make sure I was so miserable that I'd quit.
 
   “By the way, Ms. Preston,” he said, eyeing my tight jean shorts, “I wouldn’t recommend your wearing those ‘Daisy Dukes’ to work. It kind of kills the whole culture we try to sell at La Vie Belle Plantation. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have company waiting.”
 
   He turned and retreated back into the house to Charlotte. I made my own hasty retreat back up the path to the cottages. I went up to my porch, opening the screen door. There was a folded piece of paper between the two doors. I opened the door and quickly entered the cottage, shutting and locking the door behind me. I unfolded the paper.
 
   It was a printout of a digital photo. The picture was of Mark and I kissing on my porch, the porch light illuminated our faces perfectly. Unfortunately, the picture didn’t depict the part where I stopped the kiss. A message was written underneath the picture:
 
   "I’m sure your boyfriend enjoyed this picture. Once a whore, always a whore."
 
   I’d had enough of Jenna’s cattiness. I'd also had more than enough of Trey’s obnoxiousness. I grabbed my purse, checking my wallet to see how much cash I had. I counted $127 in cash. My bank account had over $1400 in it. That'd be enough to last me for a while. I packed my suitcase with as much as it could hold, grabbed my cell and called Denise, thankful when she answered.
 
   “Denise, don’t say my name please if Ray's close by. It's Tylar.”
 
   “I know who it is darlin’, why the suspense?”
 
   “Is Ray there right now?”
 
   “No, he won’t be back for another hour, why?”
 
   “Denise, I need you to do me a big favor. It has to be just between you and me though. Do you promise?”
 
   “What is it? Tell me what you need.”
 
   I glanced at the clock on the microwave. Fifteen minutes had passed since I'd talked to Denise. She should be pulling into the drive any minute now so I shoved my cell and charger into my purse and locked my cottage door behind me. I'd have to collect the rest of my things later. Maybe Denise would do it for me. Just as I turned to walk down the steps of my porch, I spotted Jenna coming down the path.
 
   “Well, well, what have we here? Have you found someone new to shack up with?” she chided, nodding at my suitcase. I set my suitcase down, and calmly approached her. I whipped the folded photo out of my pocket and handed it to her.
 
   “I believe this is yours, you skank,” I spat.
 
   Her eyes widened as she opened the paper. “Nice picture,” she commented. “It doesn’t belong to me, though.”
 
   “Yeah, right. And you're not the one who took it and then made copies, leaving this on my door?” I didn’t mention anything about Trey getting a copy. I wanted to see what she had to say about it.
 
   “Sorry, no,” she said.
 
   “Jenna, I saw you in your cottage the evening that Mark walked me back to mine. I saw you peeking out from your window through the mini-blinds. That window right there in your bedroom, you can see my front porch from it.”
 
   “That’s right Nancy Drew, I can and I did. I saw him kiss you. I also saw you break it off. But I didn’t take a picture of it.”
 
   I didn’t know whether to believe her or not. She was close enough, had opportunity, and certainly had a motive for wanting revenge no matter how twisted it was.
 
   “Look at the picture again,” she demanded.
 
   I studied it. It was taken from a distance away, but the distance wasn't off to the side of my cottage; the distance was directly in front of my cottage, over beyond the path and bushes. Someone had taken that picture from a spot hiding in the bushes. I suddenly realized Jenna couldn't have snapped the photo.
 
   “There you go, Sherlock,” she said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve nothing more to say to you.”
 
   I hadn’t considered that it could've been anyone other than Jenna. Now this was getting creepy. I grabbed my suitcase, scurrying down the darkened path toward the stables. I quickly said goodbye and kissed Derringer. I had no time for tears right now. Those would have to come later.
 
   Denise had parked her VW close to the stables. I threw my suitcase into the back seat and got in.
 
   “Thanks, Denise. I owe you big time.”
 
   “Please don’t make me regret this, Tylar,” she said, shifting the car into drive.
 
   “It’s what I have to do, Denise. Trust me. I need to get away from him.”
 
   “But where are you going to go, darlin'?”
 
   “I'm not sure. I'll figure it out when I get to the bus station. I don’t want to make you any more of an accomplice than necessary, although I really think Trey couldn't care less. He’s back with Charlotte.”
 
   “Who? Oh shit, darlin' can't you see he's just trying to make you jealous? He's way too old to be playing those games anyway, truth be told, but he doesn’t care anything about her. Hell, she got on his nerves the fifteen minutes I saw her at the hospital that one day. He finally got her to leave. She’s a pain in the ass to him.”
 
   “Evidently not as big of a pain as I am, then.”
 
   “I really think that you’re over-reacting.”
 
   “Denise, he fired Mark for no reason at all, and now he's cast me out to the plantation, working with Jenna. He wants me to quit. I'm obliging him. He wins, I lose. I can live with that.”
 
   “What about the rest of your stuff?” she asked, glancing over.
 
   “Once I get settled, I'll have it shipped to me, I guess." I clearly hadn't thought anything through yet.
 
   When we reached the Greyhound Bus station, Denise got out and retrieved my suitcase from the back seat, handing it over to me. I set it down and gave her a big hug. “Thanks again, Denise. I'll be in touch.”
 
   “Take care, Ty, and please hurry back, hear?” She watched me as I went into the terminal. I went over to the ticket window.
 
   “May I help you?” the ticket agent asked.
 
   “One ticket for Atlanta, please.”
 
   “That will be $57.”
 
   I handed him my money.
 
   “That will be Bus 451 departing from Gate D in about thirty minutes.”
 
   I went over to a bench near Gate D. I looked at my ticket. It looked like with all the stops and one transfer, I'd arrive in Atlanta around 10 a.m. tomorrow morning. I fished for my cell phone in my purse and called Gina.
 
   “Hey girlfriend, I thought I was supposed to call you next?” she greeted me.
 
   “Gina, I'll be in Atlanta at the bus station around ten tomorrow morning. Can you pick me up then?”
 
   “Absolutely,” she answered. “What happened?”
 
   “I’ll tell you all about it once I get there, okay? Can I stay with you for a little while, until I figure out what I’m going to do?”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it all out together, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “Hang in there, babe. Ian and I are here for you, got that?”
 
   “Thanks,” I sniffled.
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   I’d been at Gina’s for four full days when Denise called.
 
   “Denise, hi,” I greeted.
 
   “Tylar, I’m in a real mess, girl.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “What’s wrong? Let me tell you what’s wrong. Trey’s been a raging maniac since you left. Ray knows that I’m keeping something from him, and you know me, I don’t like keeping things from Ray.”
 
   “Well, would it make you feel better to let Ray know that you simply gave me a ride to the bus station, and you don’t know where I am, which is the truth?”
 
   “At this point I’m sure he’ll chew my ass for not coming clean with him sooner about my involvement. Why don’t you come on back, honey? I’m betting Trey wants to make up.”
 
   “Denise, it’s not like we had a big fight or anything. We just want different things. I don’t like being controlled by him. He has issues of his own. Besides Denise, Trey knows my cell phone number. He’s not called it even once.”
 
   “That’s because he thinks you ran off with Mark.”
 
   “What? Why in the world would he think that?”
 
   “Because you didn’t take your car with you, he figures you went with Mark.”
 
   Knowing Trey, he probably had a bounty hunter on Mark’s trail right now. Trey wasn’t the type to enjoy thinking he’d been bested by another man. I needed to do something if only to make sure that he didn’t have someone looking for Mark.
 
   “Denise, do you know where Trey is now?”
 
   “He left for Atlanta late last night. He will be in his office there today and half-day on Saturday, then he’s back here.”
 
   “I’ll take care of this, all right? Don’t worry about it. I’ll handle it.”
 
   “Be safe, darlin’. Call me and let me know what happens.”
 
   “I will,” I promised.
 
   Gina walked into the room just as I hung up with Denise. “What’s up?” she asked. I smiled at her.
 
   “Show time,” I answered, filling her in on the details.
 
   An hour later, Gina was driving in downtown Atlanta traffic. I’d borrowed a black pencil skirt that was tight in all the right places, a grey silk blouse that had the top two buttons undone, hose, and three-inch black pumps. Gina loaned me a black clutch to set the very sexy, but very businesslike outfit in place. She did my eye makeup for me as only she could. My hair was flat-ironed straight, now below my shoulders. I checked my lipstick in my compact mirror. Perfect.
 
   “This is it,” Gina said as she pulled her car to the curb. It was an impressive building in downtown Atlanta. “You call me when you want me to pick you up, okay?
 
   I nodded, but suddenly my courage had taken a hike. I got out of the car and walked across the pavement, entering through the revolving glass doors into the building. Trey’s firm was in the penthouse. That figures, I thought, pushing the button for the elevator.
 
   When the elevator doors opened on the top floor, the first thing I saw was the huge, gold sign with the firm’s name inscribed on the wall: “Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair.” I had to admit, it was impressive. The heels of my pumps clicked on the marble floor leading up to the receptionist’s station. A very pretty, well-dressed blonde looked up as I approached.
 
   “May I help you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, my name is Tylar Preston. I’m here to see Trey Sinclair,” I stated as if I had every right to interrupt his day.
 
   “Is Mr. Sinclair expecting you?” she asked.
 
   I’m quite certain he’s not.
 
   “I don’t have an appointment, no,” I responded.
 
   She didn’t like me, I could tell. I didn’t care, I was here to say what I needed to say to Trey, and then leave. If he chose not to see me without an appointment, so be it. She picked up the phone and dialed Trey’s assistant.
 
   “Yes, Tonya this is Debbie. There’s a Ms. Tylar Preston at reception to see Mr. Sinclair. She doesn’t have an appointment.”
 
   I waited, tapping my foot as if my time was far more important than any of theirs. I liked it. A few moments later Debbie got a look of surprise on her expertly made-up face.
 
   “Oh, very well. Yes, I’ll tell her. Thank you.”
 
   She looked at me with a fake smile.
 
   “Mr. Sinclair’s assistant will be with you momentarily to take you to his office. Can I offer you any refreshment, coffee, juice, or water?”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you,” I replied.
 
   Several moments later, as predicted, a young, impeccably dressed and coiffed brunette came to reception.
 
   “Ms. Preston?” she asked, holding her hand out to me. “I’m Tonya, Mr. Sinclair’s assistant. How are you?”
 
   “I’m well, thank you, Tonya.”
 
   “If you’ll come this way, please.”
 
   I followed Tonya down a wide marbled hallway that curved several times. There were rows of doors lining each side of the hallway. We finally reached one that had Trey’s name embossed in gold on the door, which she held open for me, standing aside. This was her office, and beyond, there was another heavy wooden door. “You may go on in, Ms. Preston. Mr. Sinclair is expecting you.”
 
   What was I doing here? It was one thing to be brave and bold when those sapphire blue eyes weren’t piercing through me. Suddenly, my legs felt like rubber. I can do this, I repeated to myself, making my way over to his door, my heels sinking into the deep carpet.
 
   My hand trembled as I turned the doorknob and stepped into his inner sanctum. Those magnificent blue eyes were immediately upon me as I crossed the threshold, closing the door behind me. He stood up from his massive desk, dressed impeccably in a custom-tailored suit. In a stride, he stood before me. Before I knew what was happening, his arms were around me, pulling me against his strong, hard body. His hands cupped my face, looking at me with those magnificent blue orbs.
 
   I was taken aback. This wasn’t the reception I had anticipated. My heart fluttered. The butterflies in my stomach that had been left for dead were suddenly resurrected. I couldn’t let this happen. This wasn’t the reason that I came downtown to Trey’s office. I gently pushed Trey back, fighting the urge to throw myself on his desk and have him do me right then and there.
 
   “Stop please,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “I came here to talk to you. Denise told me that you were upset.”
 
   His eyes turned to blue steel in that moment. He took several steps back and motioned me to take a seat in front of his desk as he retreated to his chair behind it.
 
   I sat down, and waited until he had done the same. He rested his elbows on the desk in front of him, clasped his hands together on the desk, rested his chin on them and continued observing me.
 
   “Trey, I came here to let you know that I’m all right. I’m staying with Gina. I did not run off with Mark. I can’t believe that you’d even think that.”
 
   “Who told you that I thought that?”
 
   “Denise.”
 
   “Ray must tell her everything,” he mumbled, looking displeased.
 
   “I won’t have you thinking those kinds of things about me or Mark either. There was nothing between us.”
 
   “You’ll forgive me if I have my doubts, won’t you?”
 
   I leaned forward, now running my hand through my flat-ironed straight hair, “There is one thing that you have to know, regardless of that picture that was sent to you.”
 
   “I’m listening,” he replied.
 
   “I was at the point with you that I couldn’t live up to your expectations any longer. I knew that I couldn’t be the person you wanted me to be. As much as I cared about you, I simply could not, would not, allow myself to become some, some Stepford replicant.”
 
   A tiny hint of amusement flickered over his face.
 
   “So the night you called and Clint was there, it was just too much. I wasn’t giving up my friends simply because they were male. That’s not a reasonable request. I’m not some possession of yours to be controlled. I’m not that person Trey, and I never could be.”
 
   “I see,” he replied, reflecting on my words.
 
   “So after our phone call where I opted out of this . . . arrangement, Mark noticed that I was in a funk, so he invited me to have drinks with him. We went as friends only. But when he walked me to the door of my cottage that night, he did kiss me. Someone took that picture, and I don’t know who it might have been. But what that picture doesn’t show is that I pushed Mark away. I told him that we could only be friends, because you see, I’m not about playing games - about replacing one possession with another."
 
   Trey cocked an eyebrow obviously catching the insinuation.
 
   "So anyway, Mark apologized for the kiss. There was nothing between us, but even if there had been, would that have been cause to fire him? I don’t get you at all."
 
   He ran a hand through his thick hair, and looked a bit sheepish. "I don’t always get me, either. Clearly we are not on the same page it would seem. I guess I thought you understood my position. I mean, I’m not looking for long term - at least not at the moment, yet I can’t seem to distance myself from you. It’s puzzling to me and it’s not fair to you."
 
   I leaned forward in my chair. “You know, Trey, I’ll take the blame for all of this, because I guess at the end of the day I wasn’t totally clear on what your expectations were - or maybe I was and thought I could change the rules mid-stream. But I can’t be what you want me to be. I want love, I want commitment, but most of all, I want trust, and I don’t see that happening with us.”
 
   “I see,” he said once again, calmly. “Well I guess we’re both clear now on what we’re looking for, and it seems there are significant differences. Are you coming back to the estate to work?”
 
   “I guess that kind of depends on you. I love working with the horses, and I loved training for dressage with Derringer. But if it’s your intention that I work over at La Vie Belle with Jenna and the rest, then my answer is ‘No thank you.’ I’ll come back for the rest of my things.”
 
   “And if I say that you can continue working with Derringer, how would you feel about that?”
 
   “I’d love it,” I replied. “I don’t see how that’s possible though, with you letting Mark go.”
 
   “I may be able to persuade him to come back with the right incentives.”
 
   “Do you even know where he went?” I asked.
 
   “I think I know where to reach him.”
 
   I knew it.
 
   “There is one requirement that I’d ask of you.”
 
   "Yes?” I swallowed nervously.
 
   “Since Ray’s moved out of the first cottage nearest the stables, I’d like for you to move into it when you get back.”
 
   I didn’t have an issue with moving to a different cottage, though I was puzzled as to the nature of the request.
 
   “I think it’ll be safer, being closer to the stables and the house. I don’t like the idea that someone’s still out there taking pictures and harassing you. I’ll also put someone on security until we know exactly where all this is coming from. Will you agree to this?”
 
   “Yes, that’s fine,” I answered.
 
   "You know, Tylar, I’m not much of a believer in ‘happily ever after.’ My experience has taught me to appreciate the here and the now; unfortunately, my career and even my past relationships to a certain extent have taught me to trust no one but myself. People are dynamic, not static. Things can change at a moment’s notice. People who you thought would love you forever suddenly don’t, and vice-versa. Commitments can be the hangman’s noose. What you want at twenty-one may not necessarily be what you want at thirty. You’re still very young and idealistic, and you’ve not come to realize these realities yet. That’s not a bad thing, don’t get me wrong, enjoy and revel in it for as long as you can, but just know that it won’t last forever.”
 
   I stood up slowly, getting ready to leave. I felt really sad for him. “If I live to be a hundred, I pray to God that I’m never as skeptical about love, life, and human beings as you are right now, Trey."
 
   “Let me know how that works out for you,” he replied, smiling.
 
   “I’ll be back at the estate by Monday morning, ready for work, then.”
 
   “I look forward to seeing you there, brightening up the landscape once again, Ms. Preston,” Trey replied as he walked me to the door of his office.
 
   I took the elevator down from the penthouse and was safely on the ground floor in the lobby of Trey’s building when I called Gina. Things didn’t go exactly as I planned, but they could have gone worse.
 
   “Gina, can you pick me up, please?”
 
   “I’ll be there in five minutes.”
 
   “Hurry,” I said, my voice faltering.
 
    
 
    
 
   LADIES, MAY I HAVE YOUR ATTENTION PLEASE?
 
   SORRY TO INTERRUPT YOUR READING, BUT I HAVE A MESSAGE FROM OUR HERO - AND HE’S VERY INSISTENT AND CONTROLLING . . . AS YOU KNOW.
 
   PLEASE NOTE - I REPEAT, PLEASE NOTE THAT THE COMMENTS AND THE OPINIONS BELOW ARE SOLELY THOSE OF TREY SINCLAIR, AND DO NOT - I REPEAT DO NOT NECESSARILY REFLECT THOSE OF THE AUTHOR.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hi Ladies, Trey Sinclair here. First off, if you’re digging the hell out of this story - please feel free to skip this part and go on to the next chapter!
 
   “And for those of you who have issues with . . . well with me, can I have just a couple of minutes of your time here?
 
   “Okay, so what are we, 48 - 52% through this story? I know up to this point a few of you aren’t happy with my . . . behavior . . . I can hear some mumblings and grumblings out there. Yeah - and I even know that a few of you have dropped the nasty F-bomb a couple of times, and several have tossed their Kindles - so I felt it necessary to explain the situation. I mean, what the hell? It’s not like the author has given me the benefit of some chapters from my POV, now has she? I mean you’re hearing it all from Tylar’s POV, and let’s face it, ladies, she’s only friggin’ twenty-one!
 
   “I feel certain that I can bring some clarity to the surface and maybe address some of these WTF? moments you’ve had. I mean I was there, right? I know what was going on in my head at that moment - the moment that Tylar Preston walked out of my office that day.
 
   “Wanna see? Okay then! I insisted that the author give me one opportunity to show my POV - and she agreed. So, here it is.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Trey
 
    
 
   I watched Tylar as she left my office, knowing that she had taken a piece of my heart with her. I needed to get a grip for Chrissake! I had been acting like some pimply-faced, crazed teenager since the first time I’d laid eyes on her. She had every reason to think I was a controlling lunatic, because honestly that’s what I had become.
 
   I’ll cop to the fact that I’m a controlling person by nature; and along with that, I’m very driven in getting what I want. It makes me a helluva litigator, a top producer at my firm, and a valuable senior partner. But as a boyfriend, lover, fuck-buddy? I could see where there might be issues.
 
   I’d outdone myself with Tylar, I recognized that. But from the first time I saw her that day in the stables, talking to Derringer as she brushed him, I was struck by something. There was just something about her that I hadn’t been able to put out of my mind since then. She hadn’t known that I was there at the time.
 
   As I watched her, I was totally captivated; and not just by her beauty - because she was beautiful, but there was also her soft voice that had just a hint of a southern drawl; and there was the steadiness and ease with which she handled my prized Lipizzaner. She had amazed me with that, and had definitely piqued my curiosity that day, not to mention the fact that my dick had risen to the occasion quite noticeably.
 
   The next time I encountered her was at the Belle, and it was officially the first time that she encountered me. What a pompous ass I’d been, but I was both amused and aroused once again by her genuineness and spirit that day. After that, she came to my mind more often than I cared to admit which served to put a bit of a damper on my plans to extend my date that evening with Charlotte Rose into the morning hours once I drove up to the scene at our family’s pool that night. The date was officially terminated once I had dived into the water.
 
   Once again, fate had literally tossed this girl into my pool, fighting for her life - and nearly losing the battle before I was able to pull her out. After that, I was pretty much convinced that it was my job to protect her - a self-imposed assignment that I relished for the most part.
 
   My experience with women was fairly diverse. I’d had one serious relationship that had ended in disaster, but left me much wiser and cautiously skeptical about believing in a happily ever after. I preferred casual relationships now, and focused only on those.
 
   I had never intended to enter into a casual relationship with Tylar Preston. Fuck, she was ten years younger than me. Aside from that, I had no shortage of beautiful, available women that were closer in age. Charlotte Rose being one of them; so eager to accept my invitations, and so obviously ready to take things further with me. I could afford to be choosy though, and I wanted to make sure that Charlotte would be on the same page as me before I slept with her. I may be one to cultivate casual relationships, but I don’t ascribe to whoring around. It’s tacky and I don’t do tacky.
 
   But I found that Charlotte paled in comparison to Tylar and despite my best efforts to put the girl out of my mind, it seemed as if fate was constantly tossing us together. I had developed this need to protect her as one protects a gorgeous butterfly, never realizing that in doing so, I was destroying the very thing that made it beautiful: the spread of its wings. There’s nothing beautiful about a captured butterfly.
 
   I sighed as I walked over to the window of my office and glanced down at the busy traffic below. I missed having Tylar near me, even though my gut told me that it would never work with us. I had no right in taking it to a sexual level the way that I had with her. It had been a temporary lapse in my good judgment. Now she was totally under my skin. She was like a narcotic that I craved, but I’d be damned if I’d let myself become some pussy-whipped lap dog.
 
   I knew that going forward I had to show her that I was a fair man. She didn’t deserve to be run-off because of my flagrantly selfish actions and reactions. I certainly would’ve been open to continuing a casual relationship with her, but she clearly articulated just now in my office that she needed more than that. She could not be what I wanted her to be; and I could not be what she wanted me to be.
 
   It appeared that we had reached an impasse. Yet I took some comfort in knowing that she’d still be close by, working with Derringer, and maybe somehow that would serve as atonement for what I had done. The realization that I could no longer bury myself inside of her sweetness, or feel her lips on mine would be my punishment for not being able to give her what she really needed from me, and what she deserved to find with someone else.
 
   My blood ran cold when I thought of any other man touching what I had touched, being where I had been. I needed to stop torturing myself with irrational thinking like that. For fuck’s sake, she would be headed back to college soon; and I’d be headed back to Atlanta where my focus needed to be on the firm, and on women like Charlotte Rose who understood and respected boundaries.
 
   I convinced myself that in time, everything would return to normal; this brief, though interminable infatuation I’d developed for Tylar Preston would eventually diminish, and my conscience would be clear knowing that I had done the right thing in allowing her to continue working with Derringer, and realizing her full potential as an equestrian.
 
   As I watched the cars below, weave in and out of traffic and dodge jay-walking pedestrians, I concluded that this thing with Tylar Preston had been nothing more than a simple seduction; a brief but sweet sexual interlude for me, and a coming-of-age experience for her. I hoped, at the very least, it would remain a pleasant memory for the both of us to look back on one day.
 
   The thing was, I didn’t know shit from Shinola…
 
   I had a lot to learn . . . about myself.
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   I'd been feeling more at peace since the blow-up with Trey that had sent me packing to Atlanta because I realized that I did love him. But I also knew that I couldn't abide his need to control me. Of course, there was also the matter of his avoidance of love and commitment, and general mistrust of all human beings. The emotional roller coaster had ended. I wanted an even keel, even if it meant cutting Trey out.
 
   I successfully avoided him for several weeks. The dressage training with Derringer was going well. Mark and I were able to pick up where we'd left off. The test was less than one week away. Mark continued to work on the choreography. He felt that both Derringer and I had the potential for a more advanced technical routine. We'd increased our training schedule from four hours to a total of six hours per day. Spending that time with Derringer each day made me feel close to Trey, and so exhausted I'd fall into bed fairly early each night, happy for the escape.
 
   Tonight though, something had woken me from my sleep. My eyes flew open. I could hear the horses in the stable making a ruckus. My alarm clock told me it was after two a.m. I was starting to regret taking the cottage that Ray had vacated. Although the proximity to the stables made me feel safer, it was also louder, in particular when something was riling the horses at this time of the morning.
 
   Finally, realizing that it wasn’t going to stop without some intervention, I got out of bed, pulling a pair of shorts on over my panties. I was sure the horses wouldn’t mind my attire of shorts, tee shirt, and boots. I found a flashlight in the drawer of my nightstand and tested it, rushing out the door.
 
   A slight breeze blew, crickets chirped. In the distance, an owl hooted. There was a light on in the tack room. If someone was in there, I wasn't going in until I knew who it was. I couldn’t imagine any legitimate reason for someone to be in there so late with no foals due for months.
 
   I crept alongside the stable and peered in to the corner of the window. The light was on in the tack room, but it was empty. I moved directly in front of the window so that I could view the entire room. No one was visible. I suppose it was possible a light had been left on, but that wouldn’t explain the horses’ behavior. I opened the barn door just a crack and peered inside. The horses had quieted somewhat, but I could see that Derringer was restless. It was then that I heard his smooth and silky voice.
 
   “Derringer buddy, how’s my girl been doing?” Trey’s voice slurred drunkenly. I’d never heard him like this. “Did you see my girl today, huh? Well, I didn’t. I haven’t seen her for quite some time. Are you keeping a good eye on her for me? You'd better have my back on this one, Derringer. You let me know if that son-of-a-bitch Montgomery fuckin’ touches her, you hear? No one can touch her except me. Isn’t that right buddy?”
 
   I stifled a giggle; sharing his feelings with a horse was so not Trey!
 
   “Who am I fuckin' kiddin’?” he asked the horse. “She won’t let me touch her anymore. You know why? I’m fucked up, that’s why! I smother her, I fucking smother her. I can’t help it Derringer - maybe I fucking love her after all. You know what that’s like, buddy? I guess not, seeing that you’re a gelding.”
 
   Trey started chuckling to himself. “You know what Derringer? I’d been better off to have been gelded, too. Then I wouldn’t be fucking missing her so much like I do and wanting her every minute and thinking about her every second.” His voice trailed off. “I guess I just love her, you know man? Not like Tess. It’s totally different with Tylar. You get it don’t you? Yeah, I know you do. I can tell you like Tylar on your back more than you ever liked Tess. It’s the same way with me buddy. I don’t want her riding anyone else, and apparently I can’t be with anyone else, since I’ve been with her. It’s fucked up , man. It’s totally fucked up”
 
   I paused by the door. The conversation from man to horse had stopped. Trey must've passed out. I opened the door and quietly went into the stable. I walked down to Derringer’s stall. Trey was passed out in the straw, his legs outstretched; an almost empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s tipped over in his right hand.
 
   I hurried over to him. I talked to Derringer, patting his hindquarters to move him over towards the other side of the stall. I bent down and looked at my beautiful, passed-out Trey. This was a different Trey; a vulnerable one, not the one I knew. I brushed his hair back from his face, calling his name.
 
   “Trey, it’s me. You need to get up and get out of Derringer’s stall. Can you hear me?” I reached over and shook his broad shoulders with my hand, becoming increasingly alarmed; his head bobbed a couple of times. Finally, I shouted, “Trey!”
 
   His head jerked up; sapphire eyes blinking, he squinted at me. “Tylar?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s me and I’m here to help you up, okay? You need to get up and out of Derringer’s stall.”
 
   A slow drunken grin crossed his face, his dimple showing. “You…you’re gonna help me up?” he asked, still grinning.
 
   “I will but I need you to help me because I can’t lift you.”
 
   “You won’t have to, baby,” he said. “Because I’m perfectly able to get my drunken ass up and outta here.”
 
   He pulled his leg back and leaned forward to lift himself up. I had him by the shoulder, gripping him as best I could. He lunged forward, and practically fell directly underneath Derringer. He was now in a worse position than before. I had to get someone down here to help me get him up and out of harm’s way.
 
   “Trey,” I said, loudly, “you need to get out from under Derringer, damn it!” He started to move, scooting back toward the side of the stall.
 
   “I’m going to call Mark to come down to help me get you up, okay? I’ll use the phone right over there on the wall. Do not move please.”
 
   In an instant he'd whipped his arm around, grabbing my booted ankle. “No,” he snapped. “I don’t need that son-of-a-bitch to help me up, do you understand?”
 
   He was furious. He reached up, grabbing the side of the stall and hoisted himself up, holding on to my leg with his other hand to steady himself. He stood in front of me, staring with an intensity that I'd never seen before. He flung the Jack Daniel’s bottle into the aisle where it hit a post and shattered. He staggered past me and out of the stall. I hurried behind him, latching the gate on Derringer’s stall. Now it was my turn to be pissed. I followed him down the aisle and into the tack room. “What do you think you were doing out there?” I demanded.
 
   He raked both of his hands through his unruly hair and went to the small refrigerator in the tack room. He retrieved a bottle of water, twisted the top off and took a long drink. He poured some of the water into his hands, cupping it and then splashing it onto his face. He was trying to clear his head, I could tell. Trey didn't like being vulnerable, and the fact that I'd witnessed it would never sit well with him. He shook the droplets of water out of his hair and turned to me, giving me a look that made me feel like my heart was being ripped out.
 
   “What the fuck do you care what I'm doing in my barn with my fucking horse!” he yelled. “I don’t have to explain anything to you, Tylar. Sorry if I disturbed your rest. Apologize to Mark for me when you get back to your bed.”
 
   Oh. Hell. No.
 
   He did not just say that to me. I glared at him. He stood there looking at me all cocky, his hands on his slender hips, his five o’clock shadow looking gorgeous, with his now unruly hair. He knew he’d insulted me.
 
   In that instant, all I wanted to do was to wipe that smug look off of his face. Before I had time to think, I raised my hand back and slapped him hard across his cheek with enough force that his head turned with the contact of my hand. I was surprised at my own strength. What was more surprising, though, was that it didn’t faze Trey one bit. He smirked and went right on giving me that same look. In that moment, I felt like a cheap whore. I felt like my mother’s daughter. No one had ever made me feel that way. No one ever could have except for Trey, and he knew that.
 
   I raised my hand back again, with all my strength, bringing it back around to slap his cheek, harder this time. Trey didn’t take his eyes off of mine as he caught my wrist in a vise-like grip, inches from his cheek, and held it.
 
   “Let me go, you drunken bastard!” I screamed, struggling to free my wrist from his strong grip.
 
   “Bitch!” he spat, still not releasing me.
 
   I continued to struggle against him but he was stronger. He yanked my wrist forward, so I was pressed up against him, taking my arm and wrapping it around his neck. His put his other arm on my hip, pressing me against him. His mouth found mine, devouring me with his ardent kiss, his tongue plunging into mine with a vengeance. He had bent my head so far back, I thought I'd snap. I finally pulled my arms back from around his neck and fisted his chest, trying to push him away from me. His kisses turned softer, gentler. He released his firm hold on me, burying his face into my hair, nuzzling my neck, murmuring softly into my ear.
 
   “I want you so bad, baby. I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   I didn’t want to give in. It would serve no purpose. Yet, my body ached for his fulfillment, for our perfect fit and exquisite rhythm. I wanted him to find the sweet spot that we’d discovered together, and to make the magic thing happen that always did when he found it. I returned his kisses passionately. I hated myself in that moment. I wanted him, right or wrong, one last time. I wanted him to fill me again. I needed him inside of me.
 
   He pulled me out into the stable area, grabbing a horse blanket from the rail, throwing it down over the pile of clean straw. In seconds, he was pulling me to him, raising my tee shirt up over my head and tossing it aside, His hands were all over my breasts, massaging them and kissing me passionately. He dropped to his knees, pulling my shorts and panties down to my ankles. I stepped out of them, now dressed only in my boots. He put one of my arms on his shoulder so that I could keep my balance while he removed my boots, tossing them behind him.
 
   Now, fully naked, I stood before him, I started to relax back into the makeshift straw bed, but his strong arm kept me upright. In moments his mouth was on my sex, kissing, licking, and using his fingers to explore its depth. I was immediately wet; my body betrayed me with him. He pushed his fingers in and out, while pressing his other hand down just above my pubic bone. I could feel my sweet spot swell just like it always did with him. I could feel the release ready to burst, but I needed him inside of me this time when it happened. He knew what I wanted. He wasn't going to give it to me until I asked for it. I was moaning softly, my hips gyrating around his magic fingers.
 
   “Tell me, baby. Tell me what you want,” he coaxed.
 
   “I want you, Trey.”
 
   He laid me gently onto the makeshift bed of straw, kissing my face and neck while he knelt in front of me and lowered the zipper on his jeans, pulling his cock free.
 
   He positioned himself above me, grabbing both of my legs and placing them on his shoulders. He hadn’t taken a stitch of his clothing off.
 
   “Wait,” I gasped, “a condom?”
 
   “Fuck that,” he rasped, guiding his erection into me.
 
   “No—stop,” I insisted, my hands were now pressed against his strong chest, pushing him back. He lowered his lips to my mouth, silencing any further protests. His tongue was ravaging my lips and mouth. I felt his passion and mine mingle in our kiss. With one quick thrust he buried his unsheathed cock into me, filling the void perfectly. He pulled back and slammed himself into me again, roughly. I cried out.
 
   I didn’t care if he was rough. I needed rough right now. I needed to feel every inch of him inside of me. My hands no longer pushed against his chest. They found their way to his ass, gripping each side as he continued to rock in and out of me. It felt so good, so full, and so right. This was my Trey; I loved him no matter what.
 
   He slowed his rhythm; his thrusting grew gentler, going in the familiar circular motion. His cock was curved perfectly to hit my sweet spot and he knew exactly how to hit it, with the perfect rhythm and timing. I moaned with pleasure each time he thrust himself in and out of me. My body was building to its climatic explosion. We were going to come together and the build-up was almost painful. As he continued the steady rhythm of thrusting, each time making contact with my G-spot, I felt my breathing become shallower and shallower. My body ached to consume him and I could feel my muscles contracting, squeezing him in timed spasms. As our momentum increased, I heard myself moaning and groaning with pure, unadulterated pleasure. This was a seamless coupling of two people who truly loved one another, I was convinced of it.
 
   I felt the heat at my core, spreading slowly throughout my body, building to a crescendo of peak pleasure with my love. His thrusting increased steadily. I felt tears spring to my eyes at the pure pleasure. This was a first for me, the emotional part of it. I felt that Trey was right there with me, kissing me and holding me. He usually talked to me during this part but perhaps the intensity of this coupling was as new to him as it was to me.
 
   I heard him moan as he continued his exquisite thrusting. I could tell he was ready. He should pull out now I thought to myself. We were not protected. In the next moment, I knew I didn’t want him to stop. I'd gone beyond reasonable thinking as my release was ready to explode. I grasped his firm ass, still inside his jeans, pulling him closer to me as if I wanted to devour him there as well. We both climaxed at the same time, crying out so strongly I was sure we woke the horses. I felt Trey stiffen as he came, followed by the rhythmic pumping as he emptied himself inside of me. I was right there with him, pulling every last drop from him.
 
   “That’s it Tylar, take it all,” he said, thrusting the last of his climax into me. When he’d finished, he pulled out of me and rolled onto his back, finally catching his breath. I was doing the same. Our breathing steadied; Trey didn’t move to pull me close or kiss me, which is what he usually did after we'd made love. I was covered with sweat and straw, but fulfilled in every way.
 
   “What a fuck,” Trey mumbled, tucking his glistening cock back inside his jeans and zipping up his fly. He lay back, raking a hand through his damp hair and promptly passed out in the straw.
 
   My heart tore into a million pieces. I stood up in the straw and searched for my clothes. My vision blurred with flowing tears. I found my panties and shorts in one heap, my tee shirt a few feet away. I hurriedly dressed and ran from the stables. I stumbled back up the short path to my cottage. Slamming the cottage door, I let loose with sobs. His words came back to haunt me.
 
   What a fuck.
 
   That was the same thing Daniel had said to my mom on prom night. My mom, the whore, deserved to be talked to that way. I'd done nothing to deserve that.
 
   When I'd heard him talking to Derringer in the stables, I felt my heart would burst with happiness. It was spoiled by Trey’s behavior after that; his anger with Mark; his disrespect toward me. There was nothing healthy about the situation that occurred tonight in the stable.
 
   As my tears subsided, I knew that I needed to avoid Trey. I didn’t understand his behavior, and I'd never let it happen again. How pathetic I was to think that we were making sweet love? To Trey it was simply a great fuck.
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   Two weeks had passed since that unfortunate encounter with Trey and I was successful in avoiding him. He'd left to go back to Atlanta two days later and Mark and I tirelessly practiced for the dressage competition scheduled for the following weekend. Everything had gone exceptionally well with the competition. Derringer and I took second place, capturing a $30,000 purse. I felt like I was earning my pay with Sinclair Stables and that was important to me.
 
   I'd received a letter from the law offices of Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair the second week after Trey departed. There was a cover letter signed by Trey, with a copy attached of a letter that had been sent to Trey by Andrew Sneed of the law firm of Findley, Morris & Sneed, L.L.P. in Louisville. Mr. Sneed wanted to avoid a protracted civil case and was making an offer of a settlement to avoid a civil suit for $10,000. Trey’s cover letter requested that I call his office to discuss the matter.
 
   I called Trey’s office and the switchboard put me through.
 
   “Mr. Sinclair’s office, Tonya speaking,” his assistant said.
 
   “Yes Tonya, this is Tylar Preston. I received a letter from Mr. Sinclair requesting that I call his office to discuss a settlement offer received from the firm of Findley, Morris & Sneed?”
 
   “One moment please, Ms. Preston, let me see if Mr. Sinclair is available.”
 
   A few moments later Trey came on the line, his smooth and silky voice still had the power to give me goose bumps.
 
   “Tylar, how are you?”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.”
 
   “I understand that you’ve received the copy of the letter from Mr. Sneed relative to the firm’s liability on the matter of the theft of your trust?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied. “I’m confused though, why are they offering a settlement before you filed the civil charges?”
 
   “It’s an attempt to avoid litigation. They want to present the position that we have a flimsy case based on their L.L.P. status, so they are making a token offer to avoid having to go to court and sort it all out.”
 
   “Okay, I get it. Well, I’m fine with it.”
 
   “Are you sure? It's just a token of the trust’s value.”
 
   “I know, but when it comes to paying the attorney fees and all of that…”
 
   “We can request compensation for attorney fees as part of the settlement.”
 
   “I just really don’t want to mess with it all, okay?”
 
   “If that’s what you want,” he replied.
 
   “It’s what I want. You can take your portion of the attorney fees out of it and send me a check for the balance.”
 
   “I wasn’t planning on taking any attorney fees.”
 
   “I don’t want to take advantage of you.” I heard silence on the other end. He didn’t know how to respond.
 
   “Is there something upsetting you, Tylar?”
 
   Oh hell no, Trey - nothing at all.
 
   “Hey, I also wanted to congratulate you on placing second in the competition last weekend. Good job. I was sorry that I couldn’t make it to the arena. You brought a nice purse in for Sinclair Stables. You know that 10% of that will be coming to you.”
 
   “I hadn’t really thought about it, but thank you.”
 
   “Well then, okay. I'll send the communiqué to Mr. Sneed. We’ll forward your check to you as soon as we receive it.”
 
   The next few weeks, Mark and I prepared exhaustively for the next competition. The rest of the crew had already returned to school, so new fall semester interns were populating the estates. Much of the tour business declined after the summer months, and the track closed for Friday quarter races after Labor Day. Dressage competition was in full swing in the U.S.; the next competition was September 22 and 23. It was the Fall Horse Trials at Malvern Park near Leesburg, Virginia. It was a two-day event that included dressage, show jumping, and cross country jumping events.
 
   Mark had entered Derringer and me in a musical freestyle event. It was set to a shortened version of Lady Gaga’s “Born This Way.” Mark eliminated the introduction portion of the song as the freestyle was going to be done with the lyrics left in, timing at just a little over three minutes in length. Mark was also entering two horses from Sinclair Stables into a Quadrille event, combining the talent with two horses from a neighboring stable. A fellow trainer Mark had worked with previously had suggested they combine resources. It was a fairly hefty purse, even when split in half.
 
   I purchased a new riding outfit before the competition at Malvern. I ordered another pair of formal white full-seat breeches. Instead of the typical black dressage coat, I ordered a solid navy blue, with a matching derby hat. I ordered a new pair of black dress boots. I decided to go with white gloves instead of black; my hands were steady so there was no reason not to accentuate their movement. I ordered an additional white shirt and stock tie. I was told everything would be ready to pick up at the store by the middle of next week.
 
   The tack shop was close to Denise’s salon, so I told Mark I wanted to run over there and see if she could fit me in for a trim and some fresh highlights. He told me to call him when I was ready. I spotted Denise as soon as I walked in the shop. She was cashing a customer out at the counter. Her eyes lit up upon seeing me.
 
   “Hey sweetie, how are you?”
 
   “I’m fine, Neecie, how about you?”
 
   “No complaints here. Is this a social visit or business?"
 
   “Both if you can fit me in?”
 
   “No problem, darlin'.” Denise did my hair herself, her hands moving expertly as she spoke. “So, how are things going between you and Trey?”
 
   “They’re not,” I replied. “He's barely around and when he is, we do our best to avoid each other.”
 
   “That’s a shame,” Denise, said, shaking her head.
 
   “Maybe it’s serious between Trey and Charlotte,” I said, wondering if Denise knew anything. I'd provided a nice segue for her.
 
   “Please,” she hooted. “I already told you that's not happening. He’s not seeing anyone that I know of or else Ray would probably be aware of it.”
 
   We changed the subject to more pleasant topics. I phoned Mark when Denise said I had about ten minutes more under the dryer. She finished up with me, twirling the chair around so that I could take a look at the finished product. I paid the cashier on my way out, sending a generous tip to Denise. Mark stood waiting for me when I got outside, leaning up against his bright red truck. He saw me and let out a long wolf whistle, grinning like a kid.
 
   “Stop,” I said, laughing.
 
   “You’re gonna look great in the navy dressage coat with your new hair color.”
 
   “Except that I'll have my hair back in that awful hairnet under my derby hat, remember?”
 
   “I know, but I really think going with the blue on your jacket will lend itself well to the music we selected. Maybe we should think about dying Derringer’s tail?”
 
   I looked at him quickly but saw that he was still grinning.
 
   “Speaking of which,” I said, “I'd like to braid Derringer’s mane for this competition. Is that okay with you?”
 
   “Just as long as you leave his forelock unbraided, I don’t want anyone mistaking him for a mare.”
 
   I had Mark drop me back at the office when we pulled in to the drive at the Belle. I needed to pick up my pay. Becky was in the office on the computer when I went in.
 
   “Hey,” she greeted, looking up, “oooh, I like what you did with your hair, very nice.”
 
   “Thanks,” I replied, “just wanted to pick up my pay.”
 
   “Just a sec,” she said, finishing up her task. She went to the safe, put in the combination, and opened the heavy door. She rifled through some envelopes and handed me two.
 
   “Your pay’s in one and your portion of the purse from a couple of weeks ago has been up here. I forgot to let you know. You have a piece of mail also.” She handed me a business-size envelope from a tray on her desk.
 
   I saw that it was from Trey’s law firm. My name had been handwritten on it. I recognized it as Trey’s neat script.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “Have you talked to Gina lately?”
 
   “Not since last week,” Becky said. “I let her know we’ve got another bumper crop of red wine ready soon. If she wants her discount, she’ll need to get up here and help.”
 
   “It would be nice to have her here again,” I replied. I was anxious to get outside and open the envelope from Trey.
 
   “See you later,” I said to Becky, taking my leave.
 
   I went outside to sit on a bench on while I tore open the envelope. There was a check in the amount of $10,000 made payable to me. Trey had attached a note on his personal stationary that read, “From the Desk of Trey M. Sinclair, Esq.” I wondered what the middle initial ‘M’ stood for? I'd never asked Trey about his middle name. His note was brief, and to the point:
 
   Tylar,
 
   Hope all is well. Here's the check for releasing liability of the handling of your trust from the firm of Findley, Morris & Sneed. Accepting this does not waive your right to criminally prosecute your mother, should her whereabouts become known. I'll forward you the deed on your property in Radcliff once it has been executed by the Recorder’s office. You'll need to contact the auditor’s office in order to get the semi-annual tax billing sent to your current address. Also, I recommend you contact the utility companies in Radcliff and have them put the billing into your name. Please let me know if I can be of further assistance.
 
   Very truly yours,
 
   Trey M. Sinclair, Esq.
 
   Trey’s all-business tone was yet another slap in the face. If I thought that scene in the stable last month between us was humiliating, it was nothing compared to this. He was totally indifferent about his cruel behavior in the stable. His total lack of emotion diminished me to the core. What kind of a fantasy world had I created for myself those past few months? It was nothing that a future could ever be built upon.
 
   I spent the next week and a half at the arena from sunrise to sundown working with Derringer. Mark was concerned at my obsessive practicing but it felt therapeutic to me; it made the days go faster, it wore me out so that I could sleep without dreams.
 
    
 
    
 
   Malvern Park was a five-hour drive from Bristol. I was riding up with Mark; his dually was pulling the horse trailer with Derringer. Ray and Charlie were driving some of the other horses up. We would be staying at a hotel near the park.
 
   We left Bristol at 6 a.m. the day before the competition. Mark wanted to make sure that Derringer was rested and calmed well before we took center stage in the arena. We made fairly good time, arriving in Malvern a little after noon. Mark dropped me at the hotel while he took Derringer on to the stables to get registered and settled in. He said he’d meet me later for some dinner.
 
   Once in my room, I unpacked my clothing and hung up my riding outfit. The early morning and long drive exhausted me and I promptly fell asleep across the king-sized bed. I didn't wake up until Mark phoned my room at dinner time. After we ate, we took a ride over to the park. I visited with Derringer while Mark discussed tomorrow’s schedule. The music freestyle started at 10 a.m. Derringer and I had pulled third in the line-up, after Amazing Grace and Saltillo. Not a bad position out of fifteen entries. We drove back to our hotel and Mark suggested a cocktail. Despite my nap this afternoon, I was still tired so we agreed to meet for breakfast in the hotel at 6:30 a.m.
 
   I fell into a deep, exhausted sleep and didn’t wake until my alarm clock buzzed at 5:15 a.m. I got dressed and applied some make-up. I brushed my hair back into a tight bun. I covered it from the top of my crown to the base of my hairline in back with a hairnet that was close to the color of my hair. That would secure it and still allow for my derby to fit comfortably on my head.
 
   My dress boots were shined to perfection and my riding outfit was stunning. My navy blue derby actually looked a little saucy perched on my head. White gloves in hand, I was ready. I headed down to meet Mark for breakfast. He was already in the hotel restaurant, waving to me as I approached the entrance. He stood up as I arrived and grasped my hand.
 
   “Tylar, you look fantastic!”
 
   I knew what he was doing; he wanted to assure me all was fine so that I could concentrate on the competition. Nerves played a very big part in the results of these competitions.
 
   “What would you like for breakfast?”
 
   “My stomach is in knots, I think I want to play it safe with a toasted bagel and apple juice.”
 
   Mark signaled for the waitress and then turned to me. “Don’t worry. You're prepared. Derringer is prepared. Do you know what your greatest strength is as you enter the arena today?”
 
   He had me there.
 
   “Your biggest strength is that your horse loves you. You have a bond that, in all of my years in this business, I’ve not seen until now. Use that bond, Tylar, trust it. You'll be fine.”
 
   We arrived at the park early. I went to Derringer immediately to brush and tack him up. I braided his mane while Mark checked on the horses scheduled for the Quadrille. I took advantage of this opportunity to have a one-on-one talk with Derringer as I braided. I told him how much I loved him. I told him that no matter what, we just needed to go out into that arena and give it our best. I finished the last braid, tying the plait into a button with yarn. He looked magnificent.
 
   When it was time, Mark and I led Derringer to the arena, awaiting our cue.
 
   “Everything will be fine,” Mark assured me.
 
   I nodded and managed a meek smile.
 
   It seemed like no time had passed at all and we were being announced.
 
   “Introducing five-year-old Derringer, owned by Trey Sinclair of Sinclair Stables, Bristol, Virginia; trained by Mark Montgomery; ridden by Tylar Preston.”
 
   The opening chords of Lady Gaga’s “Born this Way” came across the speakers. It was as if Derringer just took over. We were out in the arena; Derringer commenced his prancing as Lady Gaga continued. From the halt and salute at the beginning to the halt and salute at the end, the execution was perfect. Derringer’s impulsion, his stride in the collected canter, his leg yield in trot were perfectly choreographed to the sound of the song. His circle right was flawless. The collected gaits down the center line couldn't have been any better. Derringer had impressed everyone.
 
   Mark stood waiting at the arena gate, grinning from ear to ear. He pulled me down off of Derringer, twirling me around and around before he set me down. We waited for the judges to post our scores.
 
   In freestyle competition, the score is comprised of two separate areas: technical execution accounts for 50% of the total score; artistic impression, which is basically the harmony between the horse and rider, accounts for the other 50% of the total score. Our artistic score reflected a perfect 150 points, the maximum allowed for artistic impression; technical execution was 135 points, giving us a total of 285 points. I was ecstatic! There were still quite a few contenders, but I was determined to remain positive.
 
   After untacking Derringer and giving him water and a treat, I retired to my hotel room to rest. A few hours later, the hotel telephone awoke me abruptly from my nap. It was Mark.
 
   “Are you ready for this, Tylar? You took first in this morning’s competition.”
 
   “No!” I exclaimed, totally in shock.
 
   “Oh yes you did,” he confirmed, “You'll get your trophy at closing ceremonies tomorrow. You did an excellent job.”
 
   “Right back at you,” I said. “You did all the hard stuff with the choreography and getting me prepared,” I emphasized.
 
   “Hey,” he said earnestly, “You're my success story. You had so little training when I met you. Don’t get me wrong, you could ride, but you had so little experience with technical dressage. I’m blown away at how quickly you learned. You’re a natural.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I do know that Derringer played the major role.”
 
   “He's awesome,” Mark agreed. “Hey, I’m getting ready to come back to the hotel, want to get some dinner?”
 
   “I need to catch up on my rest. I’m just worn out from all of this. See you tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure thing. Have a good evening.”
 
   The following day, I felt well rested for the closing ceremonies, which started at 7 p.m. Mark’s quadrille event had come in second place, securing a total purse of $60,000, which would be a $30,000 net purse for Sinclair Stables.
 
   My first place standing in the musical freestyle captured a $75,000 purse. Not too shabby. Mark and I were seated and awaiting the beginning of the awards presentation. People continued to file into the grandstands, mostly owners who'd not been present during the various competitions, but had special interest in the awards ceremony. Mark was reading the final results from the latest printout.
 
   “I wonder if Trey's staying for the awards ceremony.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He was here for the competition, didn’t you know?”
 
   “No,” I stated flatly. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “Yeah, he was up in the grandstands with some woman. He came down after they announced that you and Derringer had taken first place to congratulate you, but you were back at your room.”
 
   I was numb. Why had Trey bothered to even show up? Why did Mark wait until now to mention it to me? Just as I turned to say something else to Mark, I caught a glimpse of Trey, coming into the arena with Charlotte on his arm. They made their way over to our section, taking seats in the same row, just a few seats down. Trey caught my eye as they were being seated, smiled, and gave me a brief wave. I nodded and turned to Mark.
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick,” I stated plainly.
 
   “What?” He turned to face me in his seat and noticed Trey and Charlotte. He didn’t get what I was trying to convey. “There’s Trey now.”
 
   I gave him a sickly glare.
 
   “Can you make it through this presentation?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll give it my best,” I answered.
 
   The closing ceremonies started, with each event being detailed as to the participants and placement after completed. Finally, they got to the dressage category of freestyle musical. The top five scorers were announced starting from fifth place. My stomach roiled.
 
   My event was finally up. The master of ceremonies announced Derringer, owner Trey Sinclair, trainer Mark Montgomery, and talent Tylar Preston. We all proceeded up to the podium to accept the trophy along with the envelope that had a check for our take from this competition. Somehow, it ended up that I was standing next to Trey as the presenter shook each of our hands, presenting the trophy and envelope to Trey while yesterday’s competition with Derringer and my performance was being shown on the backdrop screen complete with Lady Gaga’s music in the background. As we turned to leave, my stomach gave a final lurch. I threw up all over Trey’s shiny black shoes.
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   In the weeks following the Malvern competition, Mark and I continued to work on another musical freestyle routine. We had to increase the technical level since taking first at Malvern Park. The workouts with Derringer were exhausting, at least for me. Derringer was in his element.
 
   I hadn’t seen Trey since my vomiting faux pas during the awards ceremony. He'd called me the next day to see how I was feeling. I'd apologized to him repeatedly over the phone. He insisted it was no big deal, saying that he hadn’t liked those shoes anyway. His parents had returned to the manor that same weekend. I wondered how long it would be before Trey went back to Atlanta and stayed. His responsibilities were finished for now.
 
   The fall weather was a blessing in southern Virginia. The nights were cool and I took advantage of it. I had removed the window air conditioner from my bedroom and had taken to sleeping with the window open, enjoying the night breezes and fresh air. I was normally in bed by 9 p.m., drained of all energy.
 
   I was determined to stay up later tonight. The season premiere of “Revenge” was on and I was hooked. I made some microwave popcorn and poured a tall glass of iced tea for myself. I relaxed back on the sofa and lasted about fifteen minutes before I dozed off. The show was long over by the time I woke up. I turned the television off, switched off the lights, and went to bed. The stars were out tonight; I liked being able to see them from my bedroom window. A cool breeze blew through the curtains, parting them so that I could see the beautiful night sky. I was back to sleep within minutes.
 
   I was dreaming. I felt his hands on me…His fingers were caressing my inner thigh, parting my legs. It must be Trey. He had come to me in my dreams, finally. His touch seemed foreign to me now. That was no surprise, it had been awhile. Maybe Charlotte had ruined his magnificent touch. We would get it back; we would once again work our magic with each other’s bodies.
 
   His hand was pulling my silk panties down to my ankles, then removing them and tossing them aside. His lips were on my sex, tongue darting in and out of the folds, fingers roughly pushing inside. Had he forgotten how to find my sweet spot? His hands were roughly exploring every part of me down there. He thrust another finger inside of me, the fingernail scratching my soft flesh. I moaned from the pain, he mistook it for pleasure and continued the rough in and out motions with his fingers.
 
   This is eerily familiar.
 
   Then I heard his voice. It was no longer smooth and silky.
 
   “You like that don’t you, bitch? Moan for me again. Tell me how much you like it, Sissy.”
 
   I realized this wasn't a dream. This was the reality of the moment. I fought to open my eyes, yet I didn’t want to see that awful man. The man from when I was thirteen. My mind fought to find some logic, some rationale as to why and how he was here now. I thrashed away from him, trying to push him off the bed.
 
   “Sissy likes it rough, huh?” his voice was a hoarse whisper. “Want me to fuck you like the boss man did in the stable that night? You liked it rough then, didn’t you Sissy?”
 
   I found my voice and shrieked with rage. A hand clamped down savagely on my mouth to quiet my screams. My survival instincts kicked in. I bit his hand as hard as I could, tasting his blood.
 
   “Ow!” he bellowed, “you fucking bitch cunt!” he hollered, pulling his hand back momentarily. A moment was all I needed. I screamed wildly, kicking and flailing at him with legs and arms. My hand came in contact with something on the nightstand. It was the lamp. I grabbed it, swinging it around and smashing it against something. I was hoping I’d hit him.
 
   “Help! Someone, please help!” I wailed.
 
   He was on top of me now, livid with rage. The curtains were billowing out from the night breeze, letting the light of the stars and moon inside the darkened room. In the seconds just before his meaty fist found my face, I saw the man from my past once again in the dark. It was Charlie. His fist took the image away. I sank blessedly into black unconsciousness.
 
   I was dreaming again. In my dream, I had a horrendous headache. It throbbed and pounded worse than any hangover. But I hadn’t been drinking. I was confused. I heard voices around me in the dream. They were hushed voices, almost whispering. Were they talking about me? The voice talking now was louder. I didn’t recognize the voice.
 
   “Mr. Sinclair,” the unrecognizable voice said firmly, “we've no way of knowing when she will come to. These things are not predictable. Every person is different; healing is dependent upon many factors. I know that you want an answer. I just don’t have one to give you.”
 
   “Fine, doctor,” Trey’s voice said. He was perturbed I could tell. He mumbled to someone else a few moments later, “You’d think that with all the damn tests they’ve ran on her over the past 24 hours, they could tell us a bit more than that.”
 
   “I know it’s frustrating.”
 
   That was Mark’s voice! Mark and Trey were both here in my dream? Why couldn’t I see them? I opened my eyes but there was nothing but darkness. Why was I blindfolded?
 
   My eyes fluttered open to blackness. This wasn’t a dream, I realized. But something was definitely covering my eyes. A bandage, perhaps? I was thirsty, definitely thirsty. I tried to say something, but all that came out was a squeaky groan. Someone came close to me; I could feel someone there.
 
   “Tylar, are you awake?”
 
   It was Denise. Denise was here, thank God!
 
   “Denise…” I groaned; my voice was a hoarse rasp at best.
 
   “It’s me Tylar. I’m here with you. You're in the hospital.”
 
   Not again . . .
 
   “I’m going to buzz for your nurse.”
 
   Had I been in an accident? Did I fall from Derringer? I couldn’t recall anything. A few moments later someone else came into the room. It must be the nurse as I felt someone hovering over me, taking my blood pressure then checking something on my arm. Probably an IV.
 
   “Ms. Preston? Can you hear me, Ms. Preston?”
 
   I nodded because it hurt to talk.
 
   “That’s good. You’re doing fine, Ms. Preston. The doctor will be in to talk to you in a few minutes. Just try to relax.”
 
   “Denise,” I croaked.
 
   “Yes, I’m still here, sweetie. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I raised my arm to feel what was covering my eyes. I felt gauze wrapped around my head.
 
   “Tylar, you don’t want to mess with that bandage. The doctor will explain everything to you when he comes in, okay?”
 
   I nodded. Several minutes later, someone entered the room. “Hello Tylar, I’m Dr. Greyson, your treating physician. I’m glad to see that you’ve come around. You have been in a slight coma due to the head injury you sustained a couple of days ago. Your memory of that may be fuzzy, but it will come back in time. The fact that you came to indicates that the swelling in your brain has reduced. It’s all part of the healing process.”
 
   I nodded to let him know that I was listening.
 
   “As for the bandage over your eyes, it’s there as a result of a blow to your left eye. The injury is called an indirect orbital floor fracture, or ‘blowout fracture.’ What this means, Ms. Preston, is that there is a small hole in the floor of the eye socket. Because you’ve been unconscious, we don’t know if there was any damage done to the surrounding eye muscles, which may affect your vision. I can remove the bandage now, and we can test your vision.”
 
   I felt the bandage being unwrapped from around my head. There were two cotton pads resting against my eye sockets. The doctor removed those. I blinked my eyes several times, adjusting to the light in the hospital room. The doctor leaned over my bed, holding one finger up in the center of his face, in front of his nose.
 
   “How many fingers am I holding up, Ms. Preston?”
 
   “One,” I answered hoarsely.
 
   “Very good.”
 
   He leaned over and took a pen light from his pocket, turning it on and shining it directly into each of my eyes. “Dilation is occurring, that's good.” He held his index finger up again, asking for my eyes to follow its movement without moving my head. He moved it east to west, then north to south.
 
   “Very, very good, Ms. Preston. It appears that you have no damage to the muscles. We’ll do a more thorough eye exam later. You'll be here for a couple more days. We’ll want to run a few more tests. For now, your immediate instructions are to get rest and regain your strength. Your throat will be sore for a few days more as the bruising heals. I'll check you in the morning.”
 
   With that, he left. I had no opportunity to ask any questions, though it was doubtful that I could have spoken anyway. I looked over at Denise, feeling helpless. She came over and sat in the chair next to my hospital bed. Just like old times, I thought wryly.
 
   “Tylar,” she asked softly, “do you remember what happened the night…well, the night you got injured?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “It’s probably just as well, at least for now, anyway. Listen, I have to go out for a couple of minutes, but I’ll be back.”
 
   I desperately tried to think of the last thing I could remember. I wasn’t even sure what day it was. I looked around the hospital room. It was just like the last one I was in.
 
   Denise returned. “I had to call Trey to let him know the good news,” she said, smiling as if she knew something that I didn’t. “He will be here shortly,” she winked, “and I'll leave you two alone.”
 
   I had no clue what I looked like. I brushed my hand through my hair. It felt kind of greasy. I looked over at Denise.
 
   “It’s not that bad, honey,” she said.
 
   Suddenly, Trey walked in. His gorgeous majesty was here. I'd never tire of looking at him. I was hoping that he hadn’t brought Charlotte along to rub it in my face. Denise immediately vacated her chair next to my bed. She leaned over, giving me a kiss.
 
   “I’ll be back to see you tomorrow.”
 
   Trey took a seat in the chair, watching me as if I'd burst into flames at any moment. “I’m glad to see you’re awake, Tylar. You had us pretty worried. Can you talk?”
 
   “A little,” I rasped.
 
   “I’ll try to make this so you don’t have to talk unless absolutely necessary. Denise said that you have no memory of what happened to you. Do you want me to tell you what happened?”
 
   I nodded my head. I needed to know eventually. I’d rather hear it from Trey now than have it return to me in a nightmare later. How bad could it be?
 
   “Okay,” he started, his smooth and silky voice played like music to my ears. “This past Wednesday night, close to midnight, Mark heard you screaming for help from your cottage. Mark apparently was in the stable checking a wrapping he'd put on one of Derringer’s legs earlier in the day.”
 
   I remembered that Mark was worried about a muscle in Derringer’s hind right leg when we'd worked out earlier. Trey stood up now, starting to pace. “Mark, of course, ran to your cottage. The front door was locked, but your front window was wide open. Someone had taken the screen out to gain entry. Mark climbed through the window. Luckily he got to your room in time…” Trey’s voice broke off suddenly in anguish. He turned away from me as if he didn’t want me to see the emotion on his face. He put both of his hands behind his head, clasping them behind his neck.
 
   “He saved your life, Tylar. Charlie was on your bed, choking the life out of you. Mark got to him, pulled him off of you, and beat the shit out of the maggot,” he hissed.
 
   “You were naked from the waist down. We didn’t know whether Charlie…”
 
   “No,” I croaked. “He didn’t—please say he didn’t.”
 
   It all came flooding back to me in that moment. I felt nauseated. Trey came right to me, sitting down on the bed and taking my hand into his. Oh, it felt so good to be touched by Trey again.
 
   “No, he didn’t. We know that now, sweetie,” he said gently. “The hospital did tests and you weren’t sexually assaulted.”
 
   He paused for a moment.
 
   “When you got to the hospital, I stayed by your side the whole time. Mark stayed at your cottage until the sheriff’s deputies arrived. Charlie was arrested and he’s in jail now, where he belongs. Mark gave a full report to the sheriff. Obviously it was Charlie who left those things at your cottage. We don’t know why.”
 
   I knew that I could fill in some of those details, although not all of them. Trey still had hold of my hand. His fingers brushed lightly against my thumb. He did not meet my eyes.
 
   “Tylar, the initial tests the hospital ran on you to determine if Charlie had raped you…well…I know your secret now.”
 
   What was he talking about, my secret? My secret what? I looked over at him; he stared at our interlocked hands.
 
   “It appears as if Mark doesn’t know. Do you plan on telling him or have you decided to terminate the pregnancy? I know that it's none of my business, but you're seven weeks along. You need to make a decision one way or another, don’t you think?”
 
   Pregnancy? Oh. My. God.
 
   I'd suspected something was wrong with me, but I hadn’t figured pregnancy into the equation. My periods were late sometimes; I'd been under tremendous stress recently. There was just the one time that we hadn’t used a condom. It was that night in the stable, that magical night that had suddenly turned ugly and humiliating, at least for me.
 
   Wait a minute…
 
   Trey believed I was pregnant by Mark? How could he possibly think that? Logic would dictate that even if I had slept with Mark (which of course I hadn’t) the timing would still be suspect as to which of them had fathered the child I was carrying.
 
   Was it possible that Trey didn't remember that night in the stable? I studied his face and I could tell that he was clueless. It would almost be funny if it weren’t so pathetic. He was watching me now, his blue eyes looked pained. What gave him such pain? Was it the fact that he thought I was carrying another man’s child? Was it simply the thought that I'd been with someone else? I liked that he felt pain right now. I wanted him to feel it like I had that night in the stable; the night he’d so conveniently forgotten.
 
   I whispered, “Of course I intend to have this baby.”
 
   His face fell. I crushed him with those words, I could tell. He looked defeated. Good, I wanted him to feel that way.
 
   “I take it that you haven’t told Mark yet, otherwise I'd find it difficult to believe he'd allow you to continue riding.”
 
   I didn’t answer him. I really didn’t know what to say.
 
   “Tylar, how you choose to handle this situation with Mark is clearly your business. However, I can't permit you to ride the horses or care for them. There's a liability issue at stake here.”
 
   He stood up to leave. Part of me wanted to blurt the truth out to him, but the other part of me stubbornly remained silent.
 
   “As soon as you’re well enough, some detectives will be here to question you. They've also collected evidence at your cottage. Hopefully, we can determine Charlie’s motivation in attacking you and if there are others behind it as well.”
 
   I was certain there was at least one other person behind it. I hoped the detectives were grilling Charlie thoroughly. I needed some answers too.
 
   “Take care, get some rest.” He left the room.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
32
 
    
 
   I was released two days later from the hospital with strict orders to remain on complete bed rest for the next several days. My pregnancy wasn't at risk. True to Trey’s word, two detectives had come to the hospital to take my statement. I told them only what had occurred that night. I didn’t tell them that Charlie had attacked me when I was thirteen; as far as I knew, Trey had not put that together yet either. I didn’t want to delay my departure by having to stick around Bristol. I'd made plans and was eager to leave town.
 
   Denise had picked me up from the hospital. She offered to let me stay with her and Ray, but I really didn’t want to impose. I'd be fine back at my cottage. My front window had been repaired with a new screen. Everything was in order.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me that you were pregnant?” she asked.
 
   “Because I didn’t know and that's between you and me, okay?”
 
   She nodded; I could see her mind working. “Is Mark the father?”
 
   I wasn't going to confirm or deny anything to Denise. Her allegiance to Ray was much stronger than any allegiance she might have to me. Ray’s allegiance was to Trey, period. I ignored her question altogether. She walked me to my cottage. As soon as I climbed up onto the porch, the front door opened.
 
   “What kind of a mess did you get yourself into this time, girlfriend?”
 
   “Gina!” I exclaimed, immediately giving her a huge hug.
 
   “I’m here for the week,” she announced, “and I'll be staying right here with you to make sure you follow the doctor’s orders, understand?”
 
   “That's fantastic,” I replied.
 
   Denise gave me a quick hug, telling me she would check on me later. I thanked her for all that she'd done for me, once again.
 
   After she left, Gina ordered me to lie down on the couch. She got a pillow and blanket for me, and I allowed her to help me get comfortable. I knew that she wanted to talk, and I was ready now. I filled Gina in on what had happened the night Charlie assaulted me. I let her know that Charlie was the one who'd left the jewelry, the ripped up silk pajamas, and the notes, and he was most likely the one who’d taken the picture of Mark and me kissing and sent it to Trey.
 
   I told Gina everything about what happened when I was thirteen concerning Charlie and my mother, explaining that I hadn’t recognized him all these years later because it had been dark in my room that night eight long years ago.
 
   There was just one more revelation I had to share with Gina. I wasn’t sure how much she already knew. “Gina, I’m almost two months pregnant,” I said, very matter-of-factly.
 
   “Serously?” she screamed, hugging me closely. “That's so fucking fantastic, Ty. You know your baby is gonna be beautiful, don’t you? I mean look at you, and look at Trey? I can think of only one other couple who might have a baby that comes close.”
 
   “Let me guess,” I laughed, “Ian and Gina?”
 
   “You got it, girlfriend.”
 
   “There’s just one thing: Trey doesn’t know he’s the father.”
 
   “What the fuck do you mean?”
 
   I knew she was going to go all east coast on me with that last revelation. I explained to her in as much detail as I was comfortable with what had happened the night in the stable.
 
   “He was pretty wasted that night, Gina. He had an almost empty bottle of Jack Daniels when I found him. I think he was blacked out. Is that possible?”
 
   “Hell, Ian claims some of the best sex he gets from me is when I’m passed out, so who knows? I think anything’s possible with Jack. But hey, aren’t you going to tell him?”
 
   “I don’t think so. You have to promise to keep this our secret, okay?”
 
   “Yeah, sure, but who does he think the father is?”
 
   “Mark.”
 
   “Holy shit. If you leave like you’re planning, how do you think he’s going to treat Mark? I mean, I know Trey's a jealous maniac, but come on, if he thinks Mark's not standing by you in your time of need, don’t you think Trey's going to make him pretty miserable?”
 
   “I haven’t figured that part out yet. It may not even be a problem. With Trey’s parents back from Europe, I've a feeling that he’s going back to Atlanta for good. He may not be back until next summer. I’m told that's pretty much his routine. Besides, Mark planned on moving on after the fall competition.”
 
   We let the discussion drop, as Gina went to the kitchen to make lunch for us. While she fixed grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, I looked over my finances. Over lunch, we discussed my plans. She wanted me to come back to Atlanta with her to stay.
 
   “Gina, that’s not possible, but you're so kind to offer.”
 
   “How will we ever see each other?” she wailed.
 
   “We'll make it a priority to see each other. After all, you're going to be a Godmother.”
 
   “Really, Ty?”
 
   I could tell that she was delighted at the prospect. “I’m going to need your help with this.”
 
   “Name it,” she said.
 
   “Over the next few days while you’re here, I need you to kind of nose around. I need to know when Trey returns to Atlanta. For all I know, he may have already returned.”
 
   “Okay, what then?”
 
   “When we know he’s not up at the manor, I need you to take my car keys and get my car out of the fourth garage up at the manor. I’ll give you the code.”
 
   “Whoa, hold up there sister - why me?”
 
   “Because I've never met Trey’s parents. If they see me up around there, they’ll think I’m stealing it. They know you.”
 
   “Yeah, but just because they know me, how would I explain taking a car that's not mine out of their garage?”
 
   “You can tell them it’s mine, and that you’re a friend and Trey was letting me park the car there temporarily. Tell them I’m letting you borrow it while you're in town. Once you have the car, come pick me up and we'll take it to a dealership.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I’m going to trade it in for something more practical.”
 
   “Oh fuck, Trey will kill you.”
 
   “Hey, it’s my car. It was his gift to do with what I please.”
 
   “You know you’re going to lose your ass on it if you don’t sell it outright, don’t you?”
 
   “I don’t have that kind of time.”
 
   “Whatever. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.”
 
   The following day was Friday. Gina went down to the office to chat with Aunt Becky. She promised to see what she could find out. I made her take my keys just in case. I had my cell phone plugged into the charger when Gina called.
 
   “Yeah, what you got?”
 
   “Oh dear God, Ty, who are we? Cagney and Lacey?”
 
   “Who?” I asked.
 
   “Never mind. Hey, Trey's back in Atlanta and I have your car out here next to the stables. Come on down.”
 
   I grabbed my purse and the title to my Mercedes and met Gina down past the stables. Gina was in the driver’s seat with the engine running. I got in quickly and fastened my seat belt.
 
   “Where to?” she asked.
 
   “To the dealership on Volunteer Parkway.”
 
   An hour and a half later, I was driving my new Hyundai Santa Fe Limited Edition down the highway toward the manor. Gina sat in the passenger seat, “tsking” away at me.
 
   “You realize that the deal you just made cost you about twenty grand, right?”
 
   “It didn’t cost me a dime,” I answered her. “I’ve got this nice new SUV with all the trimmings, and a check for ten grand made out to me. I’m happy with the deal.”
 
   “You traded that nearly brand new car in for way less than its current book value. I mean what the hell?”
 
   “Gina, it wasn’t practical. I need a car suitable for the baby and me. I need something that I can cart my stuff back up to Radcliff in that won’t cost me a fortune to insure and maintain.”
 
   “I just don’t know what the hurry is,” she replied. “You could have sold the car in a couple of days by asking maybe just five grand under book value.”
 
   “I can’t focus on that right now. We still have lots to do.”
 
   “Like what?” she asked, eyeing me suspiciously.
 
   I filled her in. By the end of the day, my change of address was put through, my bank accounts were emptied, I had my new car insured through a local agency in Louisville, and the utilities at the house in Radcliff were in my name. I contacted the Washington County prosecutor’s office to let them know I was leaving the area and provided my new address.
 
   We vegged out the rest of the weekend, packing up things here and there. Gina did a great job of keeping visitors away. Mark had stopped by a couple of times and Gina had lied, telling him I was asleep. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I just wanted to leave and start my new life without reminders of my old one.
 
   My pregnancy hormones must’ve kicked in heavy duty. Little things made me cry at the drop of a hat, yet other things, like trading in Trey’s gift for something practical, hadn’t bothered me at all. Gina said it had something to do with the nesting instinct she'd read about with being pregnant.
 
   By Monday morning, everything I owned was packed up and ready to go. I was leaving earlier than Gina, but I needed to be on my way. If I stayed much longer, I was afraid people would start connecting the dots.
 
   We programmed my destination into the GPS in my new car and linked my cell phone to the Bluetooth. I planned to drop Gina at Becky’s house on my way out of town.
 
   As we pulled out of the long, winding driveway and onto the two-lane highway, we'd only gone a few hundred feet when we passed Trey in his Lamborghini. He was alone. I was glad. Thankfully he didn't recognize my new vehicle. When I saw his face for maybe the last time, my eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Gina,” I sobbed, “Take the wheel for a minute.”
 
   She undid her seat belt, leaning over and taking the steering wheel while I fought my emotions. She steered the vehicle safely into the drive at her aunt’s house. Once we stopped the car, Gina cut the engine.
 
   “For the love of God, Tylar, are you sure you don’t want to tell Trey the truth about all of this?”
 
   “I'd love nothing more than to tell Trey about this if I didn’t already know how he feels about ‘happily ever after’ and commitments, which he equated to a ‘hangman’s noose.’ Trey believes that people are dynamic and the best that they can expect is what's in the present.”
 
   “That’s rubbish and you know it. Spoken like a guy who’s had his heart broken. We’ve all been there. How cynical do you plan on getting with your own heartbreak? I respect your decision to not tell Trey, but don’t sell him short. I still believe that, in his own fucked-up way, he loves you. Think about it, please?”
 
   I nodded, reaching over and hugging her. A fresh batch of tears started rolling down my cheeks. It was now time to say goodbye to my very best friend.
 
   “Stop it,” Gina ordered. “You and me, we’re fine girlfriend. You call me once you get to your motel tonight. And do not worry, I'll find a way to get up there to see you before too long. After all, I want the honor of decorating my Godchild’s nursery.”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   “So, you're okay to drive now?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Alright, I'll expect a call from you this evening.”
 
   “Yep, I’ll be calling,” I promised.
 
   She hugged me again, and got out of the car. “Drive safely,” she called as I backed out of the driveway. I was on my way.
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   Over the next several days I worked feverishly to get my new home in order. By the end of the third day, I had it scrubbed from top to bottom, and I had moved in gently used furniture from the second-hand store. I had even made an appointment with an OB doctor for the following week.
 
   I was exhausted but content. I nuked a Healthy Choice entrée, made a salad, and poured myself a tall glass of iced tea. I'd brought the mail in earlier and sat down on the couch to go through it while I ate my dinner. Most of the mail was for my mom who hadn’t bothered initiating a change of address.
 
   I took a bite of my salad, sorting through the stack I'd brought in today. I tossed several envelopes for “Occupant” in the trash. Then I saw the envelope addressed to me from the law offices of Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair. It was Trey’s perfect script once again. My heartbeat quickened. I dropped my fork and opened the envelope, pulling a single sheet of paper out. I unfolded it and saw that it was on Trey’s stationary:
 
   Tylar,
 
   You can imagine my surprise when Ray contacted me to let me know that you had left Bristol to return to your home in Radcliff. I was disappointed that you felt no need to let me know that you were leaving.
 
   I was more surprised when Ray told me that Mark Montgomery is still in Bristol, working with a horse that has no rider. What is going on?
 
   Please contact me at your earliest convenience. There are matters to discuss.
 
   Very truly yours,
 
   Trey M. Sinclair, Esq.
 
   My heart did another pitter-pat as I folded the letter and brushed it across my cheek wanting to feel something of Trey in the linen paper. He was right. I had fled like a thief in the night. As an employee alone, I owed the Sinclairs more than that. As someone who still loved Trey with all of my heart, I owed him more than that. I was puzzled as to why he wrote a formal letter instead of simply calling my cell and demanding answers, Trey-style.
 
   I grabbed my cell phone and called him. He answered on the third ring.
 
   “Tylar?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me. I got your letter today. I’m sorry I left the way that I did. I owed you an explanation; I just wasn’t sure I had one.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Did you and Mark split?”
 
   Oh God; how would I explain this without lying or making Trey think badly of Mark? I had to play this carefully. “Mark and I were never together. We were just friends. I didn’t even say goodbye to him.”
 
   “I’m confused, you never told Mark about your pregnancy?”
 
   “That’s right, Trey. I didn’t want to complicate things.”
 
   All true statements and answers so far.
 
   “Don’t you think he might've felt differently about his plans if he knew?”
 
   “He might've but still, I wouldn’t want someone to be with me out of some sense of honor or obligation. People should be together because they love each other, right?”
 
   “I suppose so,” he said.
 
   “Well, I don’t love Mark; Mark doesn’t love me. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   “I don’t think it's as simple as that, Tylar. What about the child?”
 
   “The child will have plenty of love, trust me.”
 
   “I can’t keep Mark on you know.”
 
   “Is that your decision to make? Aren’t your parents back? Isn’t your father running the stables and estates again?”
 
   “Well, yes,” he answered, “but…”
 
   “Trey,” I interrupted, “Mark planned on leaving before winter anyway, so why don’t you just let it play out? If you fire him, he’ll know it’s because of me, of what I did. Please don’t make me feel any worse than I already do.”
 
   I knew that I was getting to him.
 
   “I guess there's no harm. I won’t say anything to my father specifically, but I can’t guarantee he won’t figure things out anyway.”
 
   “That’s fine, just let it play out on its own.”
 
   “There’s also the matter of Charlie’s trial. There is a pre-trial investigation being conducted. You’ll need to be here during some of that questioning.”
 
   “I don’t understand. There’s no way that I want to be in the same room with that animal!” I could feel the hysteria rising in my throat.
 
   “Calm down,” Trey said gently. “There are loose ends to tie up with respect to the letters he left, the pajamas.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I think we both know that Charlie's the man from your past, your mother’s boyfriend that attacked you when you were thirteen. I think we also know that he had a hand in faxing that trust withdrawal form from our office to your mother. He may have conspired with her for a cut of it. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell the detectives the whole story.”
 
   “I told them everything that happened that night. I wasn’t sure Charlie was connected to the other stuff,” I lied.
 
   “Well, I’m sure Tylar, and I’ve told the detectives as much. There could be further criminal charges pressed against Charlie, but you'll need to be here as they review the statements made in the days following your attack, in addition to the evidence I provided them that was left in or at your cottage.”
 
   I really wished Trey would just let it be. “When will I have to come back down?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Someone from the prosecutor’s office will be in touch with you either by phone or mail soon. How's everything going with you up there, Tylar? Are you feeling well?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been really busy getting the house cleaned and furnished. I’ve got my first appointment with my OB doctor soon.”
 
   “That’s good,” he said. I could tell he didn’t want to discuss my pregnancy in detail. It made him uncomfortable.
 
   “How’s Derringer?” I asked.
 
   “Aside from missing you, he's well. A bit testy with Mark, I think.”
 
   “How often do you get back to Bristol?” I asked.
 
   “Not often. There’s really no need to now. I got your deed in the mail earlier this week. I'll forward it on to you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I replied.
 
   “Let me know if you need anything. Take care.”
 
    
 
    
 
   My appointment with Dr. Shelley Hamilton went well. She went over some of the details about my first trimester, which had about a week and a half left. She gave me a prescription for prenatal vitamins and informed me my due date was May 5th and she'd see me in another month. I paid the bill and scheduled my next appointment.
 
   When I got home there was a letter from the Office of the Commonwealth’s Attorney at the Washington County Courthouse in Abingdon, Virginia in my mail. I was ordered to report to the county courthouse in Abingdon to meet with police investigators and the C.A. relative to additional pending charges against Charles Roberts currently in custody. I had to be there on Friday, November 9th at 10 a.m.
 
   I needed to call Trey. I wasn't comfortable going back there and certainly wanted to know what I could expect at this meeting. I heard his smooth and silky voice on the other end.
 
   “Tylar?”
 
   “Hi Trey, do you have a minute?”
 
   “Certainly,” he replied, “what can I do for you?”
 
   I told Trey about the letter that I'd received and my order to report to the C.A.’s office the following Friday. He explained that the Commonwealth Attorney's just another name for a prosecutor or district attorney. He said that my statement would be reviewed with the detectives and C.A. They'd question me as to the other events that transpired, they may show me any videotaped questioning that had been conducted with Charlie, and get my confirmation as to the validity of his statements to date. Trey assured me that I'd not have to come face-to-face with Charlie.
 
   “Will you be there?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve not been requested to be there. Do you need me to be there with you, Tylar, as your counsel?”
 
   “I guess not. I'll be fine.” I was dreading this; I didn’t want to go back to Washington County.
 
   “Are you flying down Tylar?”
 
   “I probably will. I don’t want to stay over.”
 
   “Let me know your flight information. I'll pick you up.”
 
   Once the arrangements had been made, I texted the details to Trey. He texted back that he'd be there to pick me up. I couldn’t help feeling butterflies at the thought of seeing him again. It seemed like it had been forever instead of just four weeks.
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   The flight from Louisville was my favorite kind: uneventful. I felt queasy, but wasn't sure if it was my pregnancy or just plain nerves.
 
   Charlie was charged with breaking and entering, burglary, and felony assault. My understanding was that the C.A. was willing to go for attempted murder, and add aggravated menacing, conspiracy to commit fraud, and several other charges relating to his involvement in the trust fund, depending upon what Charlie was willing to admit.
 
   The plane landed on time at Tri-Cities Regional Airport in Blountville, Tennessee. I walked through the gate area and past the security checkpoint. I heard Trey before I saw him.
 
   “Tylar, over here.” I turned and saw him standing next to the baggage claim area. He was dressed casually in dark brown trousers and a tan sweater that accentuated his muscular arms and flat, taut belly. I had a white oxford shirt on underneath my sweater jacket. I had light gray tights on with short dress boots. I saw Trey’s eyes flicker over me almost appreciatively. “You look great,” he said, smiling, holding me from him so that his eyes could sweep over me once again.
 
   “You, too,” I replied, smiling, suddenly feeling kind of shy.
 
   “C’mon,” he took my hand. “I’m parked right out front.”
 
   I thought there would be a strained silence between us during the ride from the airport to Abingdon, but initially, that wasn't the case. Trey wanted to know all about the house and what I'd done with it so far. He asked if I'd spoken with any of my neighbors to see if they had heard anything about my mother. I had not and told him as much.
 
   “I don’t get it Tylar, you puzzle me.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I don’t understand why you have no desire to seek justice for what your mother has done to you.”
 
   I considered this. “Which one of her crimes should I seek justice for, Trey? When she slept with my best friend’s dad in her bedroom and I heard everything? When she allowed Charlie Roberts to wander into my bedroom and assault me? How about when she screwed my boyfriend on my prom night? What about the lifelong lie about my father being married to her and then leaving her for someone else? Her stealing my trust money was minor compared to the years of her neglect, duplicity, and the lack of love and compassion she had for her own child. What kind of justice will take those scars away?”
 
   Trey immediately pulled the car over to the side of the road and parked. He unfastened his seat belt and leaned over to me, taking me into his arms. A flood of tears ran down my face. He took my face in his hands and kissed my tears away. His mouth found mine and, in an instant, our lips met with the hunger and passion that was so familiar to me. I lost myself in his kiss.
 
   “Baby,” he moaned, continuing to press kisses on my lips, my face, and my throat, “I've missed you so much.”
 
   “I’ve missed you too,” I buried my face in his neck.
 
   “Then why did you leave me?” he asked; his voice husky.
 
   “I told you before; I didn’t like having an agreement that prevented us from loving.”
 
   “But you slept with Mark and claimed no love between the two of you,” he argued, anger in his voice. “And now,” he continued, still irritated and totally oblivious that I was pissed, “you've saddled yourself with his brat for the rest of your life.”
 
   I pushed him away, too angry to speak. I accepted that he didn’t know the truth and, had he known, would likely not have referred to the child I was carrying as a “brat,” but his insensitivity to the situation in general was deplorable. A look of surprise crossed his face as I pushed him away.
 
   “Let’s go, Trey, I need to get to Abingdon."
 
   The temperature in the car immediately dropped several degrees. Trey straightened his sweater, put the car in gear, and sped back out onto the highway. We drove in chilly silence the rest of the way. Trey pulled up to the curb in front of the courthouse and got out. He opened the passenger side door and helped me out onto the sidewalk.
 
   “Text me when you're ready to be picked up. I'll send a limo for you. Good luck, Tylar.” With that he circled back behind his car, got into the driver seat, and sped off.
 
   Once inside the courthouse, I went over to the witness check-in window. I told the officer that I was expected for a 10 a.m. meeting with someone from the CA’s office. He checked a daily roster sheet for my name.
 
   “You’re a little early, Ms. Preston. Please have a seat and someone will call you.”
 
   Finally, my name was called out by a uniformed officer standing at a door that opened out into the waiting area. I headed to the doorway and he stood aside to let me through.
 
   “This way please,” he directed, leading me to a conference room off of the hallway.
 
   “Good morning, Ms. Preston. I’m Beth Denniston, deputy C.A. with Washington County,” a woman said, holding her hand out to me. I shook her hand. “Do you remember Detective Ryan?” she asked. I nodded, shaking his hand as well.
 
   “What we're going to do this morning, Ms. Preston, is to review the statement you provided to the detectives on October 5th of this year, as well as go over some of the additional evidence that's been provided to our office subsequent to October 5th, okay?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied nervously.
 
   “We understand that you suffered a head injury, so it’s possible that things could actually be clearer now than when you initially provided your statement to the detectives. Just relax, and relate exactly what you remember about the night of October 3rd of this year to us, okay?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “We're going to record this interview for the purpose of preserving your testimony for evidence. We must make sure that you understand that this is being taped and say so for the record.”
 
   She turned on the recorder, stating today’s date, time, people present, case number, and parties to the case. She asked me to state my name for the record.
 
   “Tylar Jamie Preston.”
 
   “And Ms. Preston, you have agreed to allow this interview to be taped as future evidence as required, is that true?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered.
 
   “Okay, in your own words tell us what you remember about the night of the attack in your cottage at Sinclair Stables.”
 
   “I remember that it was a Wednesday night. I wanted to stay up and watch the season opener of a television show. I maybe watched the first few minutes of it and then dozed off. When I woke up later, the show was off and the late night news was on. I turned the television off, switched off the lights in the living room of the cottage, and went to bed.”
 
   I paused momentarily collecting my thoughts from that horrible night. “I remember that the window in my bedroom was opened because it was still fairly warm out and I liked the fresh breeze coming in to my room.”
 
   My mouth was getting dry which often happened when I was stressed or nervous. Detective Ryan got up and went to a small refrigerator in the conference room, retrieving bottle of water for me. I thanked him, took a sip, and continued.
 
   “I recall that I thought I was dreaming. In my dream I thought it was a former…lover touching me on my thighs and my hips,” I said, blushing. “I was dreaming of him, or at least I thought that I was. I was kind of lucid. I felt my panties being pulled off, but again, I thought it was part of my dream. At some point, I realized that I wasn't dreaming; that someone was in my bed with me.” My hands were shaking as I lifted the bottle of water to my lips, taking another drink. “He was assaulting me with his fingers…down there.”
 
   “Where, Ms. Preston?”
 
   Oh God, she was going to make me spell it all out in technical terms. I'd have to push through this. “He was thrusting his fingers in and out of my vaginal area, scratching me.” I said pointedly. There it was, out. The worst part of it was out.
 
   “Go on,” she prodded.
 
   “I was still half asleep, still kind of thinking it was someone else.”
 
   “Who, Ms. Preston? Who did you think it was in your bed that night?”
 
   Oh no. This was humiliation I didn’t need. I hadn’t gone into all of that in my statement at the hospital. Why had I chosen to do so now?
 
   “Like I said,” I continued, “I was half-asleep and when I realized it wasn’t a dream, I considered that my boyfriend, who I'd recently broken up with, was there with me; that it was him touching me, Trey Sinclair.”
 
   “Did your boyfriend or ex-boyfriend make it a habit of coming into your cottage while you were sleeping and crawling into your bed?”
 
   “No, not at all,” I answered tersely, “I suppose in my half-dream state, it was simply wishful thinking. Then I heard the voice. He, Charlie, asked me if I liked it. He called me a bitch, I think, and then he called me ‘Sissy.’”
 
   “Does the name ‘Sissy’ hold any significance to you, Ms. Preston?”
 
   Why did I think she was asking me questions for which she already knew the answers?
 
   “Yes. I'd received some threatening notes from someone calling me that name.”
 
   “Anything other than that?”
 
   “About eight years ago, one of my mom’s boyfriends had called me by that name. He came into my room when I was sleeping and took my pajama bottoms off and started touching and putting his finger inside me. I screamed and my mother came into my room and made him leave.”
 
   “Why had he called you ‘Sissy’ back then?”
 
   Once again I found myself explaining the events which had occurred when I'd come home unexpectedly on one of my mom’s date nights. There it was, just as predicted. I was sick of this already. I skipped to the condensed version.
 
   “Yes, my mother was a prostitute, you see. On Saturday nights, she had a ‘date night’ where one of her tricks would come over for dinner and would spend the whole night. On this particular night, I had the misfortune of coming home unexpectedly,” I took a swig of water before I continued. “Apparently her date that night was Charlie Roberts. I didn’t really get a good look at the man. Mom tried to pass me off as her little sister. Then what I’ve already told you happened after that. That's the story about the name ‘Sissy.’”
 
   I took another long drink of water trying to wash the nasty taste of the truth about my mom out of my mouth.
 
   “So, when you came to work at the Sinclair Stables, you didn’t know that Charlie Roberts was, in fact, the same man who'd molested you eight years ago?”
 
   “That’s correct. That had happened in Radcliff, Kentucky. I'd no reason to think Charlie was the same guy from Radcliff now in Bristol, Virginia working at the same place that I was.”
 
   “Do you find that fact more than just coincidental, Ms. Preston?”
 
   “I guess; I haven’t thought of it as anything other than just bad luck up to this point.”
 
   “Please continue about the night you were assaulted, Ms. Preston.”
 
   “He just kept touching me, and calling me ‘Sissy.’ I was thrashing around in my bed, trying to get away from him, trying to push him off of the bed. I remember him saying—”
 
   I stopped myself right there. This was something that I'd just remembered Charlie saying to me the night I was attacked. Oh God, I didn’t want this to go on the record. It was too late.
 
   “What did he say, Ms. Preston?”
 
   I sighed, not wanting to continue, but knowing she would badger me for withholding information if I didn’t. “He said something like ‘Sissy likes it rough.’ He asked me if I wanted him to fuck me like the boss man did in the stable that night.”
 
   “Who was he referring to, Ms. Preston.”
 
   Oh God, Oh God, Oh God.
 
   “Trey Sinclair. We'd made love once in the stables back in mid-August.”
 
   “How would Charlie Roberts have known that?” she asked.
 
   “He would have had to have been watching us,” I replied, blushing.
 
   “Not necessarily,” she replied. “Is it possible that Mr. Sinclair boasted about having sex with you in the stables to other workers there? Perhaps bragging to the other guys, that sort of thing?”
 
   “No,” I responded, my anger showing. “It’s not possible.”
 
   “Why are you so certain about that, Ms. Preston?” She pressed, quirking an eyebrow.
 
   “Because Trey has no recollection of that night,” I answered softly. I finished relaying the rest of what I remembered about the assault that night. I told her that I'd screamed for help until his fist had knocked me unconscious. I'd awakened two days later in the hospital.
 
   Beth Denniston rose and walked over to a box that Detective Ryan had brought into the conference room with him.
 
   “Ms. Preston, we have some evidence here in this box that we want you to identify on the record in this investigation, please.” She pulled out the plum silk camisole top that had been cut, along with the ripped plum silk shorts.
 
   “Do you recognize these?”
 
   “Yes, those are the silk pajamas I had on that night in Radcliff, Kentucky when Charlie Roberts came into my bedroom when I was thirteen and sexually assaulted me.”
 
   “Do you know how these items got torn and cut?”
 
   “The bottoms were ripped off of me. I've no idea how the top got cut.”
 
   “Do you know how Charlie would have been in possession of these items?”
 
   “I've no idea. The only possibility is that my mother may have given them to him.”
 
   “What would the purpose be in her doing that?”
 
   “You'd have to ask her,” I answered.
 
   She then pulled out the piece of paper that had typing on it reading, “I believe these belong to you, Sissy.”
 
   “Do you recognize this piece of paper?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, that's the note that was pinned to the camisole top that was left on the porch of my cottage.”
 
   “And when did this happen, Ms. Preston?”
 
   “I don’t recall the exact date, it was on a Sunday; I do remember that. Trey and I'd gone to eat at Morelli’s outside of Bristol that afternoon. He walked me back to my cottage, and the clothes and the note were in a shopping bag, hanging on the knob of my front door. I thought Trey had wanted to surprise me with a gift…” my voice trailed off.
 
   “Mr. Sinclair was with you when you found these on your porch?”
 
   “Yes. He'd just had the locks changed. I think it was the end of June sometime.”
 
   Ms. Denniston held up the two blue velvet jewelry boxes. “Can you identify these Ms. Preston?”
 
   “Yes. These are the two blue velvet jewelry cases that were left in my cottage. I recognize the earrings and necklace as those previously given to me by my mother the night of my senior prom. I actually hadn’t seen them since the night of my prom. I thought I'd lost them at one of the after-prom parties. They showed up here in my cottage underneath my bed covers a day or two prior to the PJs being left on my door.”
 
   “Was there any note left with these?” she asked.
 
   “No just the boxes. I remember that I'd walked back to my cottage from the racetrack over at the Belle. It was dark, and my horse was…scratched from the last race. I noticed lights on in my cottage that had not been on when I left for the track earlier. I was looking through my own windows when Trey came up on me. He went in the cottage to check it out before I did.”
 
   “So Mr. Sinclair was also there when you discovered these boxes under your bed covers?”
 
   I didn’t like the tone her questioning was taking regarding Trey.
 
   “Yes he was. We were discussing the matter of my horse being scratched from the race that evening. We weren’t entirely in agreement on it.”
 
   Ms. Denniston pulled out another folded piece of paper from her box of goodies. It was inserted into a plastic sleeve like the other one. “Do you recognize this note Ms. Preston?” It was the one addressed to ‘Sissy’ stating the sender missed the sweet taste of her cunt and promising to find her.
 
   “Yes. It was shoved underneath the door of my cottage.”
 
   “Do you remember when that was?”
 
   “Not the specific date, no. It was after the PJs were left.”
 
   “Was Mr. Sinclair at the cottage when you found it?”
 
   “No, actually Trey was in Atlanta where his law firm is located. My friend Gina was with me at the cottage. I wasn’t staying at the cottage; Gina and I were staying at the Sinclair manor. I had to go and get more clothes and stuff, so Gina went with me. She saw it on the floor inside the door and gave it to me.”
 
   “Ms. Preston, is there any particular reason that you didn’t mention these incidents in your statement previously given to the detectives at the hospital?”
 
   “Ms. Denniston, with what I've shared with you here this morning, you must see how ashamed, embarrassed, and humiliated I am about my past, about my mother, and the type of person that she was, and still is for that matter. I know that there is a link between my mom and Charlie Roberts; to what extent, I've no way of knowing. I know that my trust was emptied out shortly after I arrived in Bristol. Trey believes that Charlie may be a co-conspirator in that as well. I only recently came to terms with the fact that my mother was, and possibly still is, a prostitute and that my heritage is a total mystery. So if I’m not particularly eager to discover whether my mom actually wanted me dead, and paid Charlie to do the job, it isn’t because I’m trying to obstruct justice in any way, it’s only because I’m not sure I could handle that much hate in one lifetime from my mother.”
 
   Ms. Denniston looked at me and smiled. It was the first time that I saw compassion cross her face. I understood that she wanted justice served and it was her duty to ascertain the merit of existing criminal charges and to explore the possibility that Charlie had not acted alone. There was a human element involved. I was a key witness to the facts. She had to press me just as a defense attorney would if this went to trial.
 
   “I understand that you’re going to be a mother,” she said.
 
   “Yes, in early May.”
 
   “I wish you the best, Ms. Preston. I've a feeling that your child will be blessed with a mother who will give him or her the love and nurturing every child deserves, but that you were denied.”
 
   “Thank you,” I replied.
 
   “We will be in contact with you should we have any further questions as the investigation continues. Thank you for making the trip here, Ms. Preston. Going forward, we will take care not to inconvenience you unless absolutely necessary. We can do video conferencing if any further interviews are required prior to filing the charges. We will let you know the outcome prior to filing any additional or reassessing the current charges to upgrade them to more serious felonies.”
 
   That was it, I was done. I texted Trey as instructed. A limo was dispatched for me and I arrived at the airport well in advance of my flight. I was able to get my flight changed to an earlier departure. Once on the plane, I felt better than I had all day. I was going home.
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   My second trimester had started and I was feeling great. The nausea and fatigue were gone and I'd gained five pounds. I was ecstatic and I could hardly wait to get my baby bump.
 
   I was eager to secure a job so that I'd have an income until the baby arrived. I registered with a temp agency the week after I arrived back in Radcliff and was delighted to hear from them when I returned from Virginia. I was being offered a 20-week assignment filling in at a law firm that would take me up to just a few weeks before my due date. I happily accepted. The job was right in Radcliff. They wanted me there for a week before the administrative assistant, Kara, who was leaving on maternity leave, was due to go out so that she could train me. I'd be handling the debt collections. My hours were ideal: 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Kara explained the process from the initial complaint filing to garnishment or lien attachment. It was a straightforward process that she clearly outlined for me. The two weeks of training passed quickly.
 
   I'd been there for three weeks and was coming back from lunch with a stack of files in my arms when Jill the receptionist at the front desk caught my attention, waving me over to her desk. She looked semi-frantic and I was wondering what could have possibly changed her usual laid back demeanor.
 
   “Tylar,” she said in a loud whisper, “there’s an attorney in your office waiting to see you.”
 
   “An attorney in my office?”
 
   “Yes,” she stammered, “he’s like really, really gorgeous.”
 
   Oh God.
 
   “His name is Mr. Sinclair. Do you know him?”
 
   “Yes I do,” I answered, puzzled as to why Trey would show up here unannounced like this. “I used to work for him.”
 
   “He seems a bit—distraught,” Jill said, reluctantly.
 
   “Distraught?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I’m sure it’s nothing,” I said very nonchalantly although my hands trembled. I hurried down the hall to my office, clutching the thick file folders. As I opened the door with one hand, balancing the stack of folders in the other, I was keenly aware that Trey stood next to my desk. Holding my files with both hands, I kicked my door shut with my foot. He was right there beside me.
 
   “Here,” he said, taking the stack of file folders from my hands, “allow me, Tylar.”
 
   “Trey?” I said, genuinely surprised to see him.
 
   He set the files on my desk, and then turned to me. “Please sit down, Tylar,” he said, taking my hand and moving me around to the nearest chair. He was acting very strangely; it was as if I'd suddenly turned into a delicate China doll that could break at any minute. The suspense was killing me.
 
   “What's going on? Why are you here? The last I knew we weren’t on speaking terms.”
 
   He sat on the edge of my desk and I swiveled my chair around to face him. His nearness to me was distracting. His tailored linen shirt couldn't hide the muscular arms and chest beneath. His chin dimple drove me to distraction, along with his dark brown mass of tousled hair. His gaze was serious, penetrating as he leaned forward, putting each of his hands on the arms of my chair so that I couldn't turn away from him.
 
   “Tylar,” it was almost a whisper as the words were spoken, “is there something that you need to tell me?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I hedged.
 
   “Don’t play with me,” he said, his voice on edge.
 
   I shrunk back from him, trying to increase the distance between our bodies and his piercing gaze, which didn’t falter in its intensity. “Say what you’re here to say Trey. I’m on the clock.”
 
   “You're having my baby,” he declared, daring me to deny it, blue eyes flashing.
 
   “No,” I replied obstinately, “I'm having my baby.”
 
   He wasn't deterred one bit by my response. He eyed me warily. I knew he wanted more information and he wanted it now.
 
   “I’m not leaving Radcliff until you and I have had the opportunity to discuss this, do you understand?” I nodded, somewhat intimidated by his intensity.
 
   “What time does your shift end?”
 
   “At four,” I replied.
 
   “I'll be at your house waiting,” he said.
 
   I nodded again. He left without another word. My mind instantly filled with questions: what was I going to tell him and how had he figured this out? I was distractedly sorting through the file folders on my desk when Jill poked her head into my office. I waved her in.
 
   “Okay, spill,” she said, “who was the hottie?”
 
   I was reluctant to share too much. “He’s someone that I used to go out with,” I told her, which was true.
 
   “Why did you stop?” she asked.
 
   “It’s complicated,” I said with a sigh. Jill smiled knowingly and shut my office door.
 
   I had to keep busy or the day would move all that much slower. I input the new cases into the database and printed out the customary letters requesting payment prior to commencement of further legal action.
 
   Finally, it was four. and I closed down my desk for the day. I told Jill I'd see her tomorrow and left. True to his word, Trey was waiting in his rental car when I pulled into the driveway at home. He came up to the porch with a puzzled look on his face.
 
   “Where's your Mercedes?” he asked.
 
   I swallowed nervously as I fumbled to fit my house key into the lock. He brushed me aside, quickly turning the key, releasing the lock. As I put my hand on the door handle, he stopped me.
 
   “I’m waiting for an answer,” he demanded.
 
   “I traded it in,” I answered, “it wasn’t practical with the baby coming and all.” He said no more on the matter, hopefully realizing that I'd taken the practical approach. “I got money back from the trade,” I said, not wanting him to think that I'd taken advantage or profited in some way as a result of my practicality. “I’d be happy to give it back to you,” I offered.
 
   He gave me a look that said, ‘oh, puleeze,’ as he opened the front door, holding it open for me so that I could enter before him. Once inside, he gazed around the sparsely furnished house. I felt sort of embarrassed as I tried to figure out where our conversation was going to take place. In the living room, there was just the love seat. The kitchen table might be better.
 
   “Would you like something to drink, Trey? I have iced tea, or I could make coffee?” I offered.
 
   “Nothing for me, thanks. You go ahead though,” he replied as he made himself comfortable on half of the loveseat. I guess the decision had been made as to where we were going to have our discussion. I poured myself a glass of iced tea and joined him in the living room. I sat down on the love seat at an angle, sipping my iced tea, then setting it on the end table.
 
   “So, you wanted this discussion,” I stated flatly.
 
   “Tylar,” he began, carefully choosing his words to mask his irritation, “why didn’t you tell me that I'm going to be a father?”
 
   His eyes were intense. It was clear to me that Trey believed that he was the injured party in all of this. How very typical of what a spoiled, arrogant man might feel. I felt my response begged a question of its own.
 
   “Trey,” I asked tersely, “why is it that you didn’t remember the occasion, and how is it that you’re remembering it now?”
 
   Trey leaned forward on the loveseat, resting his forearms on his thighs, clasping and unclasping his well-manicured hands, occasionally picking at the band on his Rolex watch. Trey spoke gently and humbly, looking into my eyes.
 
   “I realize that it’s despicable that I’d have the occasion to be with you and not recall it. I apologize for that. For me to sit here at this moment and tell you that I thought I’d dreamed the incident in the stable sounds ‘convenient,’ I know. You, of all people, could agree that sometimes, given the right frame of mind and circumstances, it can be difficult to distinguish the reality from the fantasy. Please know that I'm not comparing this with what you endured in your past. My situation was self-imposed.”
 
   He stopped, raking his fingers through his gorgeous hair. He turned then and took one of my hands into his, brushing my fingers with his thumb.
 
   “Go on, Trey,” I said, my heart racing with anticipation as to how this was going to play out.
 
   “I hadn’t seen you in a while. It was driving me nuts. It seemed like when I'd spot you even from a distance, you were always with Mark. You were working with Mark, going somewhere with Mark in his truck. One day, I saw you and Mark pass by going out of the driveway by the manor. You two were laughing about something. It made me fucking crazy.”
 
   Trey paused to collect his thoughts. “As my birthday approached, I decided to throw myself a pity party. I only invited one guest, Jack Daniels. I don’t usually drink like that, ever. I started the day before, drinking well into the morning hours of my birthday. I remember being in the stable, talking to Derringer. I thought I'd passed out and dreamt of you. When I awoke, I was still in the stable, dressed and lying on a pile of straw. Actually, Charlie is the one who woke me that morning.” His eyes clouded with anger.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “that doesn’t explain how you found out.”
 
   “A week or so after you were ordered to come back to Washington County to meet with the C.A. on the case with Charlie; I was called in by the C.A. to be interviewed.” A hint of a sardonic smile crossed his lips. “I got the distinct impression that Ms. Denniston suspected I was somehow involved. To what degree, I wasn’t sure. She volleyed between making me feel like a co-conspirator to possibly a co-victim, it was a very strange interview.”
 
   Trey frowned; obviously irked that he'd been considered a potential candidate for either. “During this meeting, I was given an opportunity to review the evidence, and I was questioned as to what, if any, pertinent information I could offer. Ms. Denniston wanted information pertaining to how you obtained your job at Sinclair Stables, noting that most of the others were from local or semi-local colleges. She delved into our personal relationship as well.”
 
   That part about getting my job at Sinclair Stables struck a chord with me. The fact was, my mom had told me a friend or relative of someone she worked with at the law firm had connections with someone at Sinclair Stables. She went so far as to promise me that whoever this connection was would use their clout to help me get the summer position. I filed this information away for future reference.
 
   Trey continued with his explanation. “Ms. Denniston allowed me to read through the transcribed interview that she'd conducted with you the previous week. I read what Charlie said to you during his assault. It was about…” Trey stammered. I'd never seen him struggle for words. “…about, apparently, what he saw.” Trey shifted a bit, letting go of my hand. He stood up, and turned to face me on the love seat, nervously raking his right hand through his hair. “There was another interview with Charlie after you left, Tylar. The C.A. wanted to determine what he knew about your mom and the trust, to establish whether he co-conspired with her to defraud you. The C.A. offered him a reduction on one of the charges currently pending in exchange for his cooperation in revealing everyone involved as well as your mother’s whereabouts.”
 
   Trey stood up and paced nervously in front of me. I could tell that whatever he was about to share with me was distasteful to him. He crouched on his haunches so that we were face to face. He once again took both my hands into his, massaging my fingers. This has to be bad, I thought. His dark blue eyes were stormy as they locked with mine.
 
   “That early morning, Tylar, when I was in the stable and the horses were making a ruckus, Charlie heard it too. He saw you leave your cottage and go down to the stable. He followed you down there. I’m not sure of his initial intention but I can surmise that he was going to try to seriously hurt you.” Trey was looking down at my hands now, struggling to tell me the rest. Finally, he raised his eyes to mine. He charged ahead.
 
   “When he realized that I was in the stables, he stuck around. He went around to the other side of the building and entered quietly through that door. Unfortunately, it offered him an un-obscured view of us. He observed you trying to get me out of Derringer’s stall, my getting angry, and ultimately, our lovemaking. He used his smart phone to video record everything.”
 
   I gasped, jerking my hand from his and covering my mouth to stifle my scream of horror. “No! Oh my God!”
 
   “Relax,” Trey soothed. “He hasn’t done anything with it, and I now have it in my possession. It appears he planned to use it as blackmail. Your mother was to handle the blackmail in order to keep the suspicion off of him. He apparently had more to carry out in his mission.”
 
   I buried my face in my hands, shaking my head in shame.
 
   “By the way, she's living in Indiana now. The plan was to download the video and send it to me with a warning that it'd go viral if I didn’t pay the demand. They planned to send copies to your school and my firm. Charlie and your mom hadn’t decided how the payment was to be handled, which is why it hadn’t gone any further. Then Charlie was caught.”
 
   Trey shifted again, clearly uncomfortable. Was there more? “Tylar, this is still an on-going investigation and it involves not only Charlie, but your mother, too. There could be others. For now, that's all you need to know. Statements that Charlie provided need to be verified before any more action is taken. Do you understand?”
 
   I nodded numbly. I couldn’t think about the possibilities, I had to focus on the facts as I knew them. I felt nauseated just knowing that Charlie had stood there watching us, probably videoing with one hand, and jerking himself off with the other. I needed to ask Trey something but felt embarrassed.
 
   “Trey,” my voice faltered as I searched for the right words. I had his full attention, blue eyes probing mine for some sign of forgiveness. “Did you watch it all?”
 
   “Yes,” he said gently.
 
   “How much did he record, I mean, where does it stop?”
 
   Trey looked extremely distressed, almost pained as he struggled to answer my question. “It ended right after I said, ‘What a fuck’ and then rolled over and passed out.” He was ashamed; I read that loud and clear. He took my hands once again into his own, raising them up, one at a time, to his mouth, softly brushing his lips against my knuckles.
 
   Though I hated to admit it, I was relieved that this scheme had been thwarted; I was glad that Trey knew the truth about the baby; I was thankful that he seemed to care about it. I looked at Trey, misery apparent on his face. His sapphire eyes were full of remorse and shame and it didn’t please me to see him distressed about the situation. Clearly, he'd not known, just like I'd not known certain things that had occurred with me. I needed to lighten the mood.
 
   “Trey,” I said, smiling, “how hot is the video?”
 
   His head snapped up immediately, searching my face to clearly understand whether or not he'd heard me correctly. A slow smile spread across his beautiful face, his dimple apparent. I hadn’t seen that for a long time. I smiled back, shyly, waiting for his response.
 
   “Oh yeah, baby, it's hot.”
 
   “Let’s watch it together some time.”
 
   He sat down beside me again on the loveseat, pulling me into his lap, nuzzling his face into my neck. I felt his lips on my neck, kissing me softly, his hand reaching up gently, pulling my face toward his. His lips found mine instantly, drawing me to him in a kiss so passionate it left me breathless. I wrapped my arms around him, desperately wanting to feel him close. His lips moved down my cheeks, brushed across my throat, lowering further to my breasts. His hand unbuttoned the top three buttons of my blouse, sliding his hand inside, freeing one of my breasts from my bra. He lightly massaged my nipple, capturing it gently between his thumb and forefinger.
 
   I moaned softly, wanting more from him, “I need you,” I said.
 
   He needed no further encouragement. He lifted me from the love seat, carrying me in his strong arms as he climbed the staircase. He located my sparsely furnished bedroom with no problem, carefully laying me on top of my bed. He gently slipped my clothes off my body, noticing that body had changed subtly and drinking in the full ripeness of my breasts after removing my bra. My stomach was showing just a hint of a baby bump. I lay fully naked on the bed, hungrily watching as he removed his shirt, belt, shoes, and trousers. His erection sprang forth and I held my arms out to him as he stretched out beside me on my bed.
 
   He was lying on his side, his elbow bent so his head could rest in his hand. He was gazing at me, from top to bottom, slowly and leisurely as if he'd never seen me naked before. I felt shy under his burning perusal. He took his free hand and lightly traced my nipples. They sprang erect to his touch. He leaned forward, and traced the same path with his tongue, gently, softly. He covered the nipple on my right breast with his mouth, sucking and licking, gently massaging it with his fingers. My breasts felt full with anticipation. I arched my back as to fully engorge my breast into his mouth. His warm mouth on my body was making me so wet and I moaned into his ear, encircling my arms around his neck, and fisting his gorgeous, tousled hair. His mouth soon started its southward travel, slow and meticulous. My skin pricked goose bumps and searing heat alternately; I felt like fire and ice. His tongue and lips traced my baby bump, his hand gently touching me there; kissing it softly, his fingers tracing the outline.
 
   Trey changed his position, now hovering over me as he spread my legs, taking his place between them. He placed his forearms under each of my legs, raising them up so they were bent at the knees. He placed my feet over each of his shoulders, and settled down, nuzzling his face fully into my sex. He worked his magic with his mouth and his tongue, thoroughly covering every bit of me inside and out. His thumb was inserted inside of me; the palm of his other hand gently pressing the outside wall of my pussy to meet the area his thumb was thrumming inside.
 
   A wave of pleasure washed over me. I felt the familiar swelling of my sweet spot. My thoughts became skewed and my head rolled from side to side, enjoying the incredible build up. I moaned as the intensity built, bringing me to a point I felt tears might spill. Trey’s voice was soft and soothing, talking to me as he had in the past when he sensed my quickening.
 
   He rose up, his arms scooting me down slightly. He used one of my bed pillows to raise my butt up so that he could enter me at an angle. He put his hand on his long cock, gently guiding it between my legs and into me. I watched in awe, loving to see Trey touch himself. He inserted just the head, rotating his narrow hips in a circular motion. He sank a bit deeper inside of me, the fullness of his erection captured in my wet and hungry sex. My hands were on each cheek of his tight ass, grabbing and pulling him in deeper. He gave some gentle thrusts, and then backed out slowly, almost completely. I whined and he smiled.
 
   “You're quite greedy, aren’t you, Tylar?” he whispered, covering my mouth with his and pulling at my lower lip. Once again he slowly drove himself into me. Again he backed out, teasing and tantalizing me.
 
   He stacked another pillow under me so my pelvis was raised even higher. He was now able to rise to his knees, and placing a hand on each side of my hips, he raised and held me as his erection slid in and out. He flexed himself so that he would gyrate in a circular motion, his beautifully curved cock rubbing my swollen sweet spot; then in and out, then circular.
 
   My orgasm was once again building to release. Our breathing was ragged; our skin glistened with a thin film of sweat as we worked toward our mutual climax. I felt the warmth in my core turn to heat, my extremities tingled, my hands pressed Trey’s ass to me with a vengeance.
 
   “Don't stop; keep fucking me right there - like that,” I gasped, pressing him so that he was hitting my sweet spot just right. He met my demands with expert finesse. He was building to a climactic release as well.
 
   “Oh God,” he breathed hoarsely into my ear, rotating his hips perfectly to push me over the edge. I groaned, finally crying out as I met my release. Spasms of pleasure enveloped every nerve and muscle in my body. I felt his release as it mingled with mine. He groaned with each climactic spasm; I could feel my muscles contracting around him, drawing his juices into my body.
 
   “Ummm,” he moaned as his body stiffened and stopped. I wondered at that moment if Trey had been with anyone else since we conceived. Why that thought had suddenly surfaced was puzzling and I wondered if I had a right to ask.
 
   He was hovering closer to me, resting his moist body close to mine. His face lowered to mine, kissing my face all over, rubbing my damp hair back off of my face. He smiled down at me, showing me his sexy dimple, which I promptly kissed. His smile widened, resulting in his sexy crooked grin.
 
   “What?” I asked, unsure what amused him at the moment.
 
   He kissed me softly, “You've got quite a potty mouth when you want your nut,” he teased. I blushed. That was the first time I'd been that vocal with Trey. He had a tendency to whisper naughty things to me during the heat of passion; I'd not done so until today. It was new to me but it felt really hot.
 
   “Was I too bossy?” I inquired, smiling back at him.
 
   “Not at all. I rather like it when you take charge.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Of course. Just as long as you only do it when I let you,” he clarified, giving me his wicked grin.
 
   He lifted a lock of hair from my shoulder, rubbing it along his lips, breathing in my scent.
 
   “So are you mad about the baby?” I asked, tentatively.
 
   He gave me a don’t-be-stupid look. “How can I be mad about the baby? It’s not a situation where you purposely entrapped me. I saw the video. We should talk about where we go from here.”
 
   I shifted in the bed nervously. I didn’t want to have this discussion lying naked with Trey in my bed. I wasn’t sure I wanted it at all.
 
   "This is all very new to me,” he said. “My plans changed drastically once my engagement was broken. Marriage and family were no longer part of my plan.”
 
   My heart sank.
 
   “I want you to know that I’ll provide both financial and emotional support. And I want you with me in Atlanta, Tylar. I don’t want us to be apart during this.”
 
   My pulse quickened as he continued. “I can promise you safety and security. I can’t promise any more than that right now, though. I've not done well with relationships."
 
   I looked at him and I knew that he was being as honest as he could be. He wouldn't make empty promises. He'd never shared with me the intimate details of his life, yet he knew all of mine.
 
   “I understand what you’re saying Trey, what you’re offering me. I appreciate your honesty and candor. I have a life here now. I can’t have the life I’ve started carving out for myself and my baby here by going with you to another town. My home's here. This is where I need to be for now.”
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   Once again, Trey was exasperated when he realized I wouldn't bend to his wishes. He'd immediately started getting dressed after I'd told him I was staying here. He silently pulled the zipper up on his trousers, searching under the bed for his socks. I hadn’t moved a bit and still sat with my legs drawn up, chin resting on my knees. As he gathered himself, I could tell that his expression had softened, despite his disappointment.
 
   “Thanksgiving is Thursday,” he said. “Will you come to Bristol with me?” His invitation took me by surprise. I had both Thursday and Friday off for the Thanksgiving holiday, but I'd made no plans; I had no family.
 
   “You want to take me to Bristol to meet your family?”
 
   “That’s the plan. Will you come?”
 
   I couldn’t deny that I was curious to meet his parents. It might tell me so much more about Trey. I wasn’t sure if they knew I existed.
 
   “Have you told them anything about me?” I asked.
 
   “They know that we were seeing each other this summer. If you’re asking if they know that we're about to make them grandparents, the answer is ‘no,’” he smiled mischievously.
 
   “You aren’t planning to spring that on them at Thanksgiving?” I asked, suspiciously.
 
   “Of course not,” he said, leaning over and kissing the tip of my nose. “I think we’ll save that news for Christmas.”
 
   “Ha, ha,” I replied sarcastically. “I’m sure they’ve got their share of grandchildren by now.”
 
   “Actually, no,” he stated matter-of-factly. “This will be their first and they'll be delighted with the news once they get it.”
 
   “I thought you had two older brothers living in California?”
 
   Trey cocked an eyebrow at me as he tied his shoelaces. I realized that we'd never discussed his family in detail. He knew that I'd obtained my information from other sources.
 
   “I do,” he replied. “One's a confirmed bachelor, like me. The other's married to a frigid bitch that, if we're lucky, is barren.”
 
   I so wanted to meet his family. He saw my expression and laughed. I loved the sound of his smooth and silky laugh. I didn’t hear it often enough.
 
   “So are you in for some family fun?” he teased.
 
   “Why the hell not?” I answered, smiling back at him.
 
   “Good. We’ll fly down tomorrow after you get off work. How’s that?”
 
   “That’s fine with me, but I’ve got a million things to do before then,” I said, leaping off of the bed.
 
   “Whoa there,” Trey said, pulling me back to him. “Not so fast, and I will ask you to be more careful, Ms. Preston. After all, you're carrying my birthday present.”
 
   It took a moment for me to register what he'd said. Then I realized—our baby had been conceived on Trey’s birthday!
 
   “So, you’re not mad your birthday present is going to be nine months late?” I asked with a grin.
 
   “Not at all, perfection takes time, and our baby will be perfect.”
 
   He reached over, cupping my face in his hands and lowered his face to kiss me gently. I was so in need of my Trey fix; I felt at peace.
 
   We showered together and then dressed for dinner. I'd offered to cook something at the house but he insisted on taking me out. We went to a cozy bistro just a few blocks away. I was famished these days and nothing tasted bad to me. We talked about his family during dinner. His brothers would not be coming in for Thanksgiving, which actually made me feel better about going. I'd be nervous enough meeting his parents. Trey said that his brothers usually made it back for Christmas.
 
   Trey’s father, Clive had been born and raised in England. He would turn 70 years old in January; his mother, Susan was born and raised in Virginia, not far from Bristol. She'd met Trey’s father when she attended college in England. She was two years younger than Clive. Both of his parents had descended from families that were very involved with horses either as trainers or breeders. Trey mentioned that his parents had seen the video of the dressage competition that netted first place for Derringer.
 
   I decided to redirect the conversation toward Trey’s past. “Are you ever going to tell me about your relationship with Tess?”
 
   His face darkened and I hoped he wasn’t angry with me for bringing it up, though he'd promised to tell me anything I wanted to know a while ago.
 
   “What is it exactly you want to know?” He was testy.
 
   Did I really want to go there? I decided that I did. “I want to know everything. How you met. Why the engagement was broken. If you still love her,” I finished, softly.
 
   He looked at me warily.
 
   “Not tonight Tylar. Tonight, I’d like it just to be about us, okay? I promise I’ll fill you in another time.” He placed his hand over mine. “You look tired Tylar. Let’s get you home and tucked into bed. It’s a work night for you.” I nodded, allowing him to help me with my coat and take my arm as we exited to the chilly November evening.
 
   Once home, I went upstairs and dressed for bed. When I returned downstairs, Trey was on his laptop, checking e-mail.
 
   “You don’t have wireless internet,” he commented.
 
   “I don’t have a computer anymore. Mom took it when she emptied the house out. I had a desktop.”
 
   “We’ll have to see about getting you one,” he stated.
 
   “Trey—” I started, but Trey cut me off.
 
   “Tylar, there are certain things with me that are non-negotiable. This is one. If you refuse to go back to Atlanta with me, I can’t force you. But I have to be able to communicate with you. Your phone needs updating and you need a laptop too. I'll buy these for you, end of conversation. Come kiss me good night.”
 
   “Aren’t you coming to bed?”
 
   He was sprawled on the loveseat, his shoes off with his feet crossed, resting on the coffee table. “I’ve got some e-mails to answer, and then I’ll be up,” he said, tugging my hand with his so that I was right next to the love seat. I bent down and kissed him.
 
   “Don’t be too long,” I said, brushing my hand against his crotch suggestively. My second trimester hormones were raging and I had plans for them. I skipped on up the stairs to my room. I had no problem falling asleep once my head hit the pillow. I felt safe knowing that Trey was in my home, and that he would be next to me in bed.
 
   I woke when I felt him beside me. He was snuggled up against me; his arms enfolded me to him. I could feel his steady heartbeat against me. His hands were gently rubbing my neck and my hair.
 
   “Don’t ever leave me, Tylar.” It was barely a whisper; I couldn’t be sure it was even said. I wasn’t about to ask. I smiled peacefully. He pulled the covers up over us. We slept naked, our limbs entangled with each other for the rest of the night.
 
   My alarm went off precisely at 7:30 a.m. as usual. I stretched languidly under the warm covers of my bed, still naked and it felt good against my sheets. Trey wasn't in bed beside me. I hadn’t felt him leave the bed. A feeling of panic hit me and I called out his name.
 
   I heard steps in the hallway; Trey poked his head in. The lower half of his face was covered with shaving cream. A towel was wrapped around his hips. “I’m right here,” he said. His hair was damp and tousled from his shower.
 
   I tried to pretend that the panic I felt when I awoke and he was gone from my bed had not driven me to call out his name. He was still watching me, waiting for me to say something. “I was just wondering what you’re going to do today while I’m at work?” That was a plausible inquiry.
 
   “I’m planning on working from here. I’ve got my phone and laptop. I’m going to see about getting our reservations for the trip. Now get your sexy ass out of bed and get ready. I’ll have your breakfast waiting.” He flashed a grin and left my room.
 
   I stretched again, rifling my hands through my tousled hair and reluctantly scooted out of bed. I shrugged into my pink robe and tied the belt around my waist. I sorted through the clothes hanging in my closet, deciding on my work outfit. I showered and dressed quickly, applying just a hint of makeup.
 
   Downstairs I could hear Trey banging around in the kitchen, and a few mumbled curses floated up to my ears as I descended the staircase. What now? He was dressed in black jeans that looked heavenly on his perfect, masculine body. He had on a grey, long-sleeved Henley shirt. His hair was still damp. He wore nothing on his feet but socks.
 
   “You need to go to the grocery,” he commented.
 
   The source of his irritation was plainly evident now. He'd flung cupboards open in search of food. It appeared he'd found my lone box of Rice Chex and had poured me a bowlful. The milk was on the table, along with silverware and a small glass of orange juice. This was my normal breakfast. I didn’t see a problem.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, cheerfully, taking my place at the table. I poured milk on the cereal looking up at him as I took my first spoonful.
 
   “This is what you eat for breakfast every day?”
 
   “Uh yeah, why?”
 
   “Tylar, this is hardly a substantial breakfast, particularly during pregnancy,” he chastised me. “You see, this is exactly why you need to be with me in Atlanta,” he said, irritated.
 
   This was exactly why I shouldn’t be with him in Atlanta, I thought to myself. “Trey, let’s not argue about what I eat for breakfast, please? It’s not good for the baby.”
 
   “What?” he asked, puzzled. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve read up on pregnancy. Babies are much more aware of things going on in utero than you might think. For example, babies can start hearing things at eighteen weeks and respond to sounds. I know that I’m a few weeks away from that, but I'm trying to get into the habit of not raising my voice, or being verbally combative. When this baby is born, I certainly don’t want him or her to think that I’m the harsh parent.”
 
   Trey cocked his eyebrow at my insinuation. I saw a hint of a smile cross his lips. “Then I suggest we stop fucking,” he replied, a look of sincere concern on his handsome face. “I’d hate for our child to hear some of the things that Mommy screams when Daddy hits her special spot.” He was unable to contain his laughter when he saw that I finally realized he was teasing. I had to laugh as well. It was so seldom Trey was playful with me and I loved it.
 
   I gave him a kiss before leaving, telling him that I'd be home right after work. Fortunately, the day flew by. I finished updating all of the files, and was able to close three out that were finally at $0 balance. Everyone was energized about the long Thanksgiving weekend.
 
   When I pulled into the driveway at home, my butterflies surged at the thought of seeing Trey. The front door was open. Trey was busy in the living room programming my new phone. “Hey you,” he said with a smile as I entered. “Your phone's ready,” he said, handing it to me. “Let me show you how everything works.” He'd added my phone to his service plan.
 
   “Trey,” I said, “it’s not that I don’t appreciate everything you’ve done here. But I have money saved up. I'd feel better if you'd let me reimburse you.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped. I'd hit that nerve again. “I explained this to you last night. These are the conditions that allow you to stay here instead of coming back to Atlanta with me.”
 
   Ahem—Conditions?
 
   “Trey,” I said, not making an attempt to mask my irritation, “this is not about you imposing conditions in order for me to stay in my own home in the town where I live. This is about me having what I can afford to provide for myself, without depending on you or anyone else. I may have been born of trash, but I do have some pride and I'd appreciate your respect.” I turned to leave, feeling angry and insulted. I hadn’t reached the landing to the stairs, when Trey was there, pulling me around to face his angry eyes.
 
   “Listen to me,” he hissed, wagging his forefinger at my startled face, “do you understand what you’ve done to me? Do you know how much you’ve driven me to distraction?” He was livid, but not so much at me as he seemed to be at himself.
 
   “I can’t get the picture of you, or the feel of you, or the smell of you out of my head. This is not a now-and-then thing, Tylar, this is a daily thing. I worry about you. Do you understand that?” His blue eyes blazed as he awaited my response, his hand heavy on my shoulder.
 
   “Do you?” he repeated, angrily.
 
   I nodded, afraid to speak. His nearness electrified me. He didn’t realize that he did those same things to me. My lips wanted him to kiss me, my heart wanted him to love me, and my hormones, well they were all about him spanking me, at the moment.
 
   He relaxed his grip. His eyes softened. A tear rolled down my cheek. His thumb was right there to brush it away. He tilted my chin upward to meet his lips. They were soft, warm, and gentle as they caressed my own. I circled my arms around his strong neck, pressing myself to him. He held me tightly against him, stroking my hair gently.
 
   “Our flight's at 9 p.m. tonight,” he said, glancing at his watch. "Come on I think we have time for a short nap," he said, giving me a sexy grin, as he pulled me by the hand upstairs behind him.
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   Trey and I flew first-class from Louisville to the Tri-Cities Regional Airport. Our flight was delayed in departing out of Louisville. I was tired from the last couple of days and fell asleep almost as soon as we took off. I knew Trey had planned on working from his laptop on the plane, but having me sprawled across his lap for the majority of the flight interfered with those plans.
 
   I was glad Trey had arranged for a limo to take us to the manor. Trey and I climbed in as the driver stowed our luggage. I resumed my nap in the limo, curled up against Trey.
 
   “Why do I think that you'll keep me up all night as much as you’ve slept this evening?” he commented.
 
   “Are you complaining?” I asked, winking at him.
 
   “Not at all, Ms. Preston,” he quipped.
 
   I placed my hand possessively on his crotch, gently massaging his junk, feeling his erection grow beneath my touch. I looked up and a naughty smile played on his lips. He did nothing to stop me, but unfortunately we were pulling up to the manor right about then.
 
   “Well you've managed to delay my entrance to the house with your shenanigans, Tylar," he complained, moving my hand from his crotch. Trey adjusted himself as best he could. The driver carried our bags up to the front porch, as Thatcher opened the door.
 
   “Ms. Preston, Mr. Sinclair, welcome back,” Thatcher greeted us warmly at the door.
 
   “Hi Thatcher,” I replied, smiling. Trey followed with our bags conveniently shielding him, greeting Thatcher with a nod. He asked Thatcher to take both of our bags to his suite as he helped me off with my coat. I'd chosen a dark brown and powder blue plaid wool skirt, with a powder blue oversized crew neck sweater, tan tights, and dark brown leather boots. I'd French braided my hair, a look Trey called "very demure."
 
   Thatcher said Trey's parents were in the family room at the back of the manor. I was nervous; my mouth was dry, and I felt so out of place. Trey took my hand and led me to the family room, where his parents were watching TV.
 
   Trey’s father, a distinguished, handsome gentleman who looked much younger than seventy, stood up to welcome us as we entered the room.
 
   “Trey,” he exclaimed, putting his arms around his youngest son, and patting his back a couple of times.
 
   “Dad,” Trey replied happily, “I’d like you to meet Tylar Preston. Tylar, this is my father, Clive Sinclair.” I extended my hand to shake the elder Sinclair’s hand. He brushed it aside gently, and stepped forward, embracing me in a hug.
 
   “Tylar I'm so glad to finally meet you,” he said with his exquisite British accent. “I hope you’re making an honest man out of my boy.”
 
   I blushed.
 
   “Mom,” Trey continued, leading me to his mother, “this is Tylar. Tylar, my mother, Susan Sinclair.”
 
   “Tylar,” she said, putting her arms around me and squeezing me into a hug, “I’m tickled to death to meet you.” Her southern accent was as pronounced as her husband’s British accent. “Please sit down here next to me hun, and tell me how your trip was.”
 
   I loved Trey’s mother immediately and she immediately put me at ease. We chatted about everything from the weather to the past summer and the competitions. Both of his parents were impressed with my results in the competitions with Derringer. They were aware that my season had been cut short when Charlie assaulted me. They apologized over and over again about that. I'd hoped Trey didn’t share everything with them, but as owners of the property, I’m sure that they were not spared any facts.
 
   Susan filled us in on plans for the following day. Their long-time friends, Mr. and Mrs. Andrews, along with their son Landon, would be joining us for Thanksgiving dinner. I noticed Trey shifted nervously on the sofa next to me when his mother mentioned this.
 
   Susan also let me know that Becky had called just before we arrived because Gina had not been able to reach me. I forgot that I got a new phone number with my new cell phone. Trey must not have programmed anyone’s number into my phone except for his. That didn’t surprise me. Apparently, Gina and Ian were coming in tomorrow morning to have Thanksgiving with Becky. I was so excited that I'd get some time with Gina during this trip. The Sinclair’s dinner was to start at 4 p.m.
 
   It was close to midnight when Trey took my hand, bidding his parents good night. I felt sort of embarrassed, wondering if they even knew that Trey and I'd be sharing his suite. I felt exhausted as Trey led me upstairs to his now-familiar suite. I unpacked my bag, hanging things in his massive closet.
 
   We showered together, not lingering because of our fatigue, a first for us. I put a short ivory satin nightgown on with matching panties. I used Trey’s blow dryer and brush to style my freshly washed hair. Trey was already in bed as I snuggled in beside him, his face illuminated by the flat screen television he'd turned on to watch CNN Money. My hormones were kicking into overdrive after the refreshing shower.
 
   My hand slid under the covers and rested on Trey’s hard chest. I slowly moved my hand downward, enjoying the feel of his body beneath my fingertips. They traced along his treasure trail. I was delighted to discover he'd not bothered putting his boxers on after his shower. My hand encircled his growing erection, and I heard his breath catch as I massaged it into further erection.
 
   “You're fucking insatiable, Tylar.”
 
   “What do you plan on doing about that?” I asked, arching my eyebrow seductively.
 
   Trey rose up, lifting me from him and placed me on my back. He straddled me, pinning me beneath his strong, muscular legs. His face lowered to mine, his lips warm and soft against my lips. His tongue playfully found mine and our kiss grew heated and passionate. His tongue traced down the column of my neck, his hands reaching to pull the spaghetti straps from my shoulders. I raised my arms so that he could slip my nightgown off.
 
   We made love slowly and as our orgasms mated with one another, I had never felt closer or more intimate with Trey than I did now. “You’re mine,” he murmured softly. “You’re my sweet, sweet girl and no one else’s, do you understand that?”
 
   I nodded and rested my head against his chest as his strong arms encircled me. I could have stayed in his arms all night; I loved feeling safe, satisfied, and secure in Trey’s arms. I started to drift off to sleep.
 
   “Come on. Let’s get you tucked in for the night.” Trey lifted me up, gently laying me down beneath the covers, pulling them up over me. He rose from the bed and I watched as he went to his closet for a pair of silk boxers. He pulled them on; they hung low on his hips, his treasure trail visible on his flat abdomen. I was in awe of his taut muscular body. If our baby was a boy, I wanted him to look just like Trey. Hell, if our baby was a girl, I wanted her to look just like Trey. He was watching me watching him.
 
   “What?” he asked, giving me his crooked grin.
 
   “I was just wondering what our baby might look like.”
 
   “As long as it doesn’t look like Mark, I'll be satisfied,” he replied, climbing into bed beside me.
 
   The spell was broken in that moment. How could he have made such a tactless comment? Tears immediately sprang to my eyes. Did he suddenly doubt what he plainly saw? I turned my back to him, pulling the bed covers up tightly around me, moving to the very edge of the king-size bed.
 
   “Hey,” he said, gently, moving over to me, “I was kidding; it was a joke.” He put his hand on my back, lowering his face so that his mouth was next to my ear. “I’m sorry Tylar.”
 
   I turned my face toward him. “Don’t ever say anything like that to me again,” I warned, my voice quivering. “Do you think that I planned on being a mother at twenty-one, Trey? Have you stopped to think how this has affected me and my plans for the future?”
 
   “Tylar, I said I was—”
 
   “I don’t care about your apology this time,” I interrupted. “Some things can’t be forgotten with a simple apology.”
 
   He leaned over, kissing me on my forehead. I didn’t budge as I heard him settle beside me. In a few moments, I heard his even breathing. I was still too angry to sleep.
 
   The time was ticking away. It was just me, wide awake and tearful. Then I felt it: a fluttery feeling inside me. There was no mistaking our baby’s movement. I placed my hand on my abdomen to try to feel it from the outside. There it was again!
 
   “Trey,” I said, turning over in the bed to face him, “wake up.” I shook him gently.
 
   His eyes blinked open. I threw the covers down and grabbed his hand.
 
   “What is it?” he said, yawning.
 
   “Here, feel this,” I said, pressing his hand to my abdomen. Once again, I felt the fluttering inside of me. I watched Trey’s face as he felt it too and realized what it meant. He smiled, moving his hand around to different areas as the fluttering continued.
 
   “How does it feel to you?” he asked, genuinely curious.
 
   “Kind of like butterflies, but stronger,” I answered. He leaned down, kissing my belly and abdomen. It warmed me some to see him do this. I had no clue how Trey would be around a baby.
 
   “Come here,” he murmured softly, pulling me to the center of the bed. “Please forgive me for my comment Tylar. I know you’ve never been with anyone else. I promise we'll work together so that you can continue college and realize your dreams. Will you trust me on that?”
 
   I nodded, burying my face into his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, kissing the top of my head. His nearness, his scent, his touch calmed me. I was happy to be here with him and his family for Thanksgiving and drifted off to a contented sleep, dreaming of babies with sapphire eyes.
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   It was after 10 a.m. when I awoke. Trey, already up and showered, was now shaving in the bathroom. I pulled the covers back and, realizing that I was still naked, grabbed my nightgown off the floor and shrugged it on. I met him in the bathroom and he smiled at me in the mirror. Feeling comfortable in our intimacy, I showered as he shaved, the scent of his body wash emanating from the steam.
 
   He had just finishing getting dressed when I emerged from the bathroom. He was wearing dark blue Eddie Bauer cotton chino pants with a white, long-sleeved oxford shirt. He pulled a camel-colored cashmere V-neck sweater over his head, rolling the sleeves of his shirt and sweater up mid- forearm.
 
   “I have some calls to make and e-mails to answer this morning,” he said, as he sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on his shoes. “I’ll be working downstairs in the study. Do you want me to have Thatcher bring you some breakfast?”
 
   “Aren’t you eating?” I asked.
 
   “Just coffee for me this morning. But I want you to eat something more substantial.”
 
   “That will be fine,” I answered, a bit piqued that he had calls to make and e-mails to answer on Thanksgiving morning. Who worked on Thanksgiving?
 
   I had brought a black desk-to-dinner dress to wear for Thanksgiving. It was a tailored number that gathered at the hip and hit above the knee with a lovely v-neckline. I put on my black bra that was getting a bit tight with the blossoming of my bosom. It certainly gave my breasts a push upward and some daring cleavage. I pulled the black dress over my head, tugging it into place. Wow, was everything shrinking? The dress hugged every possible curve. The sleeves were three-quarter length. My breasts were subtly displayed at the v-neckline, still within the realm of tastefulness, I decided.
 
   There was a knock on the bedroom door. It was Thatcher with a breakfast tray. “Good morning Ms. Preston,” he said warmly as I opened the door. He walked past me, placing the tray on the nightstand.
 
   “Thank you, Thatcher,” I replied, eyeing the assortment on the tray.
 
   “Please use the intercom if you need anything else, Miss.”
 
   Good God! Did Trey think I was carrying quintuplets? There was orange juice, milk, fresh fruit, eggs, bacon, muffins, oatmeal topped with brown sugar, and wheat toast with assorted jams. I flicked on the television; this feast would take a while and I wasn’t very hungry.
 
   Eventually, I'd eaten what I could and got dressed, pulling my nylon thigh-high stockings up. I'd brought a pair of black ankle strap pumps with three-inch heels. They would be perfect with my dress. I checked myself in the bathroom mirror. I looked great, but certainly curvaceous. Maybe it was time for me to start shopping for maternity clothes. I decided to see if Trey was done working. I descended the staircase, my heels clicking against the marble floor in the front foyer. I could hear Trey’s voice from behind the closed door of the study.
 
   “Are you absolutely sure she was living with him?” he said.
 
   Who was he talking about? Who was he talking to?
 
   “How long has she been gone?” Pause. “That fits the timing in question. Okay, call me next week after you get back.”
 
   I felt guilty for eavesdropping. I knocked on the door, and let myself in as he finished his call. He glanced up as I entered, then did a double take.
 
   “You’re seriously not wearing that dress today, are you?”
 
   “Why?” I questioned, looking down at it.
 
   “Because your breasts have outgrown it,” Trey replied, irritated. “Put something else on. I don't want everyone in this house ogling you.”
 
   “In case you haven’t noticed,” I said, “the only people that’ll be here are your mom, your dad, a couple of old friends of theirs, and the staff. I think I’m pretty safe from any ogling.”
 
   He was ready to continue arguing the point but I cut him off. I wasn't going to spend the next several hours around him if his foul mood continued. “Can you drop me over at Becky’s?”
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “I’d like to see Gina. You’re obviously still tied up with business,” I snapped.
 
   His face softened as he realized just how much of a prick he'd been. “Come here,” he said, rolling back from his desk.
 
   “No,” I replied, determined not to give in to his demands.
 
   “Come here, I said,” he growled in mock anger, a hint of amusement crossing his handsome face. He was patting his lap as if I was going to get it. I ignored him, turning my head. In a swift, panther-like move, he was out of his chair, scooping me up into his arms like a sack of potatoes, twirling me around.
 
   “Trey!” I shrieked, laughing as he spun me around. “Stop, I’m dizzy and you’re going to make me throw up that huge breakfast you sent up.”
 
   He stopped twirling me and sat me on his lap in his chair. I could feel his semi-erection as his hand moved inside the neckline of my dress, freeing one of my ample breasts. “Mmmm,” he breathed huskily, lowering his mouth to my nipple, now erect. His mouth covered my breast, softly licking and sucking it as my pleasure mounted. My hand was in his hair, pulling him closer to me. His other hand was going up my thigh, finding my bare skin where the frilly elastic lace ended. His fingers plied beneath my silk panties touching my wetness, probing the folds of my sex.
 
   My hips thrust forward to meet his exploring fingers, and I moaned softly as he inserted one and then another inside of me. Our breathing was ragged. This wasn't a normal venue for our lust. Family and staff were nearby; we could be interrupted at any second. This thought made me wetter.
 
   Trey lifted me, withdrawing his wet fingers from my sex.
 
   God - don't stop!
 
   He placed me on top of the desk while he undid his belt, unbuttoned his fly, and lowered the zipper of his chinos, his erect cock springing free.
 
   He tilted his chair back, pulling me back onto him, my backside resting on his left thigh. He pushed my dress up to my waist as he balanced me on one thigh. With his right hand, he pulled my silk panties aside at the leg, exposing me, making me available to him. With his thumb, he gently plied my folds apart. My breath caught in my throat.
 
   Lifting me slightly, he positioned me above his erect member and gently lowered me down on top of it, his hands bracing my hips. I slid down slowly, feeling once again the pleasure of taking him deep. Once inside, he rocked in his swivel chair, the head of his cock finding its mark.
 
   Face to face, his mouth found my released breast, tenderly sucking it while my hips gyrated on him. Heat built up at my core. He lifted me up and down, up and down; my hips continued their circular motions encasing him inside of me, squeezing his cock, greedy for another release.
 
   “Tylar, are you going to come for me?” he breathed, freeing my other breast and taking it into his mouth as I rode him, up and down and around and around; the swivel chair squeaking rhythmically in time with our thrusts.
 
   “I’m almost there…” I moaned, at the edge; I just needed a tiny little push. His hands squeezed my buttocks hard, and then released them.
 
   What? Where did they go?
 
   They were back in a second, roughly lowering my panties, exposing my ass. Trey cupped both of my butt cheeks in his palms, then released them, abruptly bringing his palms back with a stinging slap to each of them. Ouch! He repeated it again, this time thrusting his pelvis upward deeply as the stinging slaps hit my tender skin; the third time my orgasm exploded around him. I bit my hand to keep from screaming with pleasure as my climax unleashed.
 
   Trey was right with me, his body going rigid as I continued to ride up and down on his thick shaft. He shuddered as he emptied himself into me, moaning with pleasure. Our hearts were beating so loudly and our breathing was ragged with the exertion and ultimate release of our coupling.
 
   My hormones rolled over and lit a cigarette.
 
   Trey gently lifted me off of him. He was definitely going to have to change his pants, I mused. He saw it too and laughed. My black dress had survived. Unfortunately, my silk panties had not. Trey and I quietly slipped out of the study and up the back staircase to his suite. We washed up in his bathroom. I slipped into a fresh pair of panties. I wasn’t going to take another shower. After all, I liked having his scent on me. We both fixed our mussed hair. No one would ever guess what we’d been up to in the study.
 
   After programming my numbers into my new phone, I called Gina; she was over at Becky’s with Ian. They weren’t eating Thanksgiving dinner until six so she offered to pick me up, with Trey’s blessing. Trey’s parents had left before noon to volunteer at a soup kitchen that served Thanksgiving meals to the less fortunate. They were due back at three so he asked that I be back by then. That gave me over two hours to catch up with Gina. I heard a car honking outside just as I'd descended the stairway into the foyer.
 
   “Take your coat,” Trey reminded me as he went back down the hallway toward his study. I followed him to the closet.
 
   “Did you forget something, Trey?” I called after him as I took my coat from the hanger.
 
   He turned back to me with a questioning look.
 
   “A kiss?” I said, hand on my hip.
 
   He smiled, retracing his steps down the hallway, pulling me into his arms. “You smell like sex, Tylar,” he whispered against my lips. I felt him smile against my mouth. Just then Thatcher cleared his throat behind us. He'd just exited the study, carrying a small can of WD-40 in his hand.
 
   “I took the liberty of oiling your chair, sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Thatcher,” Trey replied, a devilish grin gracing his lips. I blushed crimson.
 
   Gina idled out front in her aunt’s car. “Hey girlfriend!” she screamed as I got into the passenger side. She reached over, grabbing me for a hug.
 
   “Look at those fucking tits!” she exclaimed. “Yowza! I bet Trey's making those his new playground,” she laughed.
 
   I blushed, knowing how close to the truth that was.
 
   “So how's my godchild?” she asked.
 
   “Growing,” I replied, rubbing my baby bump, “Trey and I felt him moving last night.”
 
   “Him?” Gina questioned.
 
   “I don’t know yet, I just refer to it as him. I guess I’m hoping for another Trey,” I said smiling.
 
   “Oh geez, just what the world needs, another control freak!”
 
   “Stop,” I said, laughing a little, “he’s doing better with that,” I lied.
 
   “Well, girlfriend,” she reminded me, “you still need to fill me in—how’d he find out about the baby? Your texts left out a lot of details.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, sincerely, “I know that I owe you more than just text messages. It seems like time flies by, settling in with my job, and now here with Trey for the holiday.” I blushed noticeably and Gina didn’t miss it.
 
   “What—are you two having a regular 24/7 fuck fest?” she asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.
 
   “I don’t know if it’s the pregnancy hormones, or the prenatal vitamins that I’m taking, but I swear to God, Gina, I'm so freakin’ horny all the time.”
 
   “And, that’s a problem for whom?”
 
   “Well, to be honest about it, me,” I answered.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because Trey and I don’t live together, obviously. He wants me in Atlanta with him, but I have a plan of my own in Radcliff.”
 
   “Look girlfriend,” Gina said as we pulled into Becky’s driveway, “I’d love nothing more than to have you close by in Atlanta. I get that you have your own plans made, and far be it from me to side with the Hot Nazi. As far as your other issue, there are alternatives.”
 
   “What? I’m not going to be with another man, Gina. For God’s sake, I’m carrying Trey’s baby!” I was appalled that Gina would even suggest something like that.
 
   “You misunderstood me, Ty,” she said laughing. “Hey, today's all about family and stuffing ourselves with turkey. Tomorrow is Black Friday. Let’s go shopping.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan," I smiled.
 
   I enjoyed the couple of hours I spent with Gina, Ian, and the rest of Becky’s family. Gina and I agreed she would pick me up the next day around 11 a.m. to do our Black Friday shopping in Bristol. She dropped me back off at the Sinclair’s manor promptly at three. Trey was pacing in the foyer when I walked in. I saw the look of relief cross his face as I approached him.
 
   “Is everything all right, Trey?”
 
   “Yes of course,” he replied, “I was just worried that you wouldn’t make it back in time to change for dinner.”
 
   “I’ve no intention of changing out of this dress. It’s appropriate. Why are you bringing this up again?”
 
   I thought this issue had been put to rest. Thatcher was right there, taking my coat to hang in the guest closet. Trey frowned, once again pissed because he wasn’t getting his way. I climbed the staircase, wanting to freshen up before the guests arrived. I ran a brush through my hair and spritzed a bit of cologne on, straightening my black dress. I heard the doorbell ring. I went back downstairs to join Trey. He looked over at me appreciatively as I came down to stand near him. He was simply gorgeous, as usual. It amazed me at how little effort he had to put into it.
 
   Thatcher opened the front door, greeting the guests. There was an older couple and a younger gentleman who tagged in behind them. I looked up at Trey hoping for some clue as to who the younger man was. His face darkened perceptibly. Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair walked across the marble foyer, greeting their guests warmly as Thatcher took their wraps.
 
   “Claudia,” Susan greeted, hugging her friend, “how well you look. How was St. Thomas?”
 
   “Glorious,” the woman answered, returning the hug. “Tess and Zach were along and we had an absolutely festive time. Oh, Nigel and Caroline were with us as well. They send their love.”
 
   There was that name, Tess. I felt Trey stiffen beside me. I continued to observe. The older gentleman with Claudia greeted Susan, both of them hugging Clive as well. His name was Nelson. The younger man, very handsome, also greeted Trey’s parents.
 
   Finally, Susan turned to Trey and me, still holding Claudia’s hand as she led her over. Trey stepped forward immediately, taking Claudia’s hand and raising it to his mouth, brushing his lips against her knuckles.
 
   “Claudia,” he said, in his smooth and silky voice, “it’s so nice to see you again after all this time. May I introduce you to a close friend of mine? This is Tylar Preston. Tylar, this is Claudia Andrews.”
 
   I was numb as I held my hand out to this woman. Trey continued with the introduction of her husband and evidently Tess’s father, Nelson Andrews. I was still in a hazy fog. Finally the younger man approached. He was evidently their son, Tess’s brother, and he was introduced to me as Landon Andrews. He raised my hand to his lips, softly brushing them across my knuckles. Trey’s expression darkened once again.
 
   “What a pleasure it is to meet you, Ms. Preston,” he smiled and charmingly gave me a wink as he turned to greet Trey’s parents. Trey grabbed my hand, pulling me with him as we made our way to the formal dining room.
 
   I'd quickly put two and two together. How did Trey possibly think that we were going to get through Thanksgiving dinner with me not figuring out that his parents’ long-time friends were in fact Tess’s parents? Did he think I was an idiot? Trey was extremely fidgety. He didn’t leave my side as we headed toward the bar that had been set up. He ordered himself a Maker’s Mark and soda and a straight sparkling water for me.
 
   As we mingled within the formal dining room, the staff was putting fresh appetizers out on the sideboard. Trey continued to hold my hand as if he feared I'd sprint off. Landon approached us as we mingled; I felt Trey stiffen.
 
   “So Trey,” he said, “wherever did you meet such a perfect specimen of beauty?” Landon’s eyes flickered over me, his bold gaze rested on my generous cleavage. This infuriated Trey all the more. His hold on my hand tightened.
 
   “Fuck you, Landon,” he snapped quietly. I was totally taken aback by Trey’s conduct, particularly in his parents’ home on Thanksgiving. The shock must have shown on my face. Landon smiled and patted my arm that was locked in Trey’s hold.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive us, dear Tylar,” he said, soothingly. “It appears that Trey is still not comfortable being around his ex-fiancée’s brother. My parents may have forgiven his callous and self-serving behavior; however, Trey knows that I've not.”
 
   Trey was enraged and I did not want to be caught in the crossfire. “If you'll excuse us Landon,” I said sweetly, “I’m famished. Trey, could you please help me find some of those crab cake appetizers?”
 
   As soon as we were out of earshot, I pulled my arm away from his. My sudden change in demeanor startled him.
 
   “What was that all about?” I whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me that the old friends coming for Thanksgiving dinner just happened to be your ex-fiancée’s parents?” I was pissed, and this wasn’t a small detail he'd forgotten. I moved to the appetizer buffet, grabbing a small plate and filling it quickly with various delicacies. I spotted Landon observing us from the corner of the room.
 
   Trey was at my side, trying to appear as if everything was normal. Nothing in this situation was normal. I wouldn’t give Landon the benefit of thinking that he'd created a rift between us, even though he had. One thing I knew for sure, before the night was over I'd have plenty more information about the whole Tess situation.
 
   Just then the staff entered the formal dining room with platters of turkey and roast beef to set out on the sideboards. The side dishes were soon to follow. Trey and I took our seats with the rest of the group. I was famished and ate until I was uncomfortable.
 
   Everyone stood up to mingle before the dessert course. I was feeling full and tired and in desperate need of a walk. I retrieved my coat from the guest closet. Just as I was ready to open the front door, Trey spied me and hurried to my side.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, his eyes blazing.
 
   “I need some exercise and some air.”
 
   “You’re not going out alone. It’s dark out.” He pulled his jacket from the closet and took my arm, leading me out into the crisp, starry evening. I instantly felt lighter in the fresh night air.
 
   “Can we visit Derringer?” I asked.
 
   “Sure,” he said, smiling now. “Tylar, about Landon…”
 
   “Not now,” I said, too weary from the day to start a long and complex discussion. “Please, let’s just go and visit Derringer, okay?”
 
   We entered the stable and I rushed to Derringer’s stall. He was beautiful and congenial as I rubbed his neck and smoothed his mane. He was fit and healthy. I wondered who'd been taking care of him. As if reading my mind, Trey spoke up.
 
   “Mark's still here,” he said, “he continues to work with Derringer and, in fact, is training another rider.”
 
   My heart sank even though I knew that it had no right to. Derringer was born for dressage; I should be grateful that Mark continued to work with him and train a new rider so that this horse could meet his full potential. Trey guessed that I was feeling downcast about the situation.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said gently, “it was insensitive of me not to realize how that would affect you. It seems like I’m always saying the wrong thing, Tylar.” He pulled me into a hug.
 
   “It’s okay,” I replied, “what a waste it would be not to utilize Derringer’s talents. It’s always been the horse, Trey. A rider's only as good as the horse he or she rides. I’ve known that since I took my first riding lesson.”
 
   “You’re amazing, Tylar,” he said, “you intrigue me daily, it seems.” He pulled me closer, tightening his strong arms around me. I could feel his heartbeat against my chest. His fingers lifted my chin, tilting my face up to his. He leaned forward, kissing my lips sensually, lingering on them as if he didn’t want us to part. Finally, he drew back, his eyes searched mine.
 
   “I know I haven’t told you this, and I should have long ago. Tylar, I never thought that I wanted children. I'm a selfish, controlling bastard at times and I felt I had no business being a father. But please know this, from the moment I knew that you were having our baby, my world's become magical and promising. I know in my heart that whatever I lack as a father, you'll make up for as a mother. I’ll depend on you to show me the way. Will you do that?”
 
   At that moment I'd never loved Trey more. He'd recognized and admitted his shortcomings, but the important thing was that he wanted to be a great father. There was nothing more he could've said that would have made me any happier. I lunged into his arms once again, hugging him tightly. Our lips met and we kissed long and passionately. A noise interrupted us. Footsteps in the stable, then someone cleared his throat. Trey and I broke apart, turning as Landon approached us.
 
   “Forgive me,” he said, a slight smile crossing his lips, “I didn’t mean to intrude. Trey, your parents asked that I find you and Tylar. Dessert's being served and apparently they want to make a toast.” Landon turned on his heel and exited the stable. Trey and I exchanged glances, unsure of how much he'd heard. Trey took my hand and we returned to the manor, finding our places at the long dining room table.
 
   Champagne flutes had been set at everyone’s dessert plate. A servant was circling the table filling each glass. When he reached mine, Trey whispered to him. He left and returned with a bottle of sparkling water, filling my champagne flute. I looked across the table and met Landon’s amused glance. No one else seemed to have noticed.
 
   Clive Sinclair tapped a silver fork against the crystal water goblet once as he stood to offer a toast. “To Thanksgiving,” he said, looking around the table at his guests, “and to the friends and family who we're blessed to share this holiday in celebration. Cheers!” He raised his flute, and then turned to his wife as they tapped their flutes together. Trey and I tapped our glasses and drank. From across the dining room table, I heard another tapping of silver to crystal, followed by Landon’s voice.
 
   “If I may,” he said, standing up.
 
   Oh shit . . .
 
   I felt Trey stiffen next to me.
 
   “I’d like to offer a toast as well. To Trey and Tylar,” he said, raising his flute, “and to the safe arrival of their baby. May their child be spared the unfortunate fate that befell my sister’s baby.”
 
   Suddenly I heard a gasp around the table. Trey was on his feet in an instant, blue eyes blazing with rage.
 
   “Landon,” he hissed, “Let’s take this outside now.”
 
   Susan and Claudia were immediately at their sons’ sides; Clive and Nelson followed. It was if everything was unfolding in slow motion; voices, images were all swirling together in a giant collage of color and sound. The room was hot and my body felt clammy. I heard someone shout for Trey to grab me before I sank into dark oblivion.
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   When I came to, my eyes met Trey’s worried gaze, his hand holding mine. I was in his room, lying on his bed, and I silently thanked God that I wasn't in yet another hospital room. He leaned over to adjust the cold compress on my forehead. I foggily remembered the family argument during dessert.
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “You fainted,” he replied, concern in his voice. “How do you feel now?”
 
   “Just a little shaky,” I said. “I just remember that everything started swirling and it got really hot and loud in the room.”
 
   “You can thank Landon, for that,” he snapped. “My parents think you need to go to the hospital, Tylar.”
 
   “No,” I said abruptly, “no hospital. I’m fine now.”
 
   “I don’t want to take any chances with you or the baby,” he said.
 
   I reached up, touching the stubble around his chin dimple with my finger. He closed his hand around mine, raising it slightly to his lips, kissing it gently. His eyes warmly locked with mine.
 
   “I love you, Tylar,” he sighed, a frown creasing his lovely forehead.
 
   “I know, Trey,” I answered, studying his frown. “That’s supposed to be a good thing, isn’t it?”
 
   He continued to stare at me pensively. “It just never has been for me,” he replied. He stood up, kicking off his shoes, and climbed onto the bed next to me fully dressed. He pulled me into the crook of his arm, placing his other hand on my belly. Within a minute, I once again felt the fluttering of butterfly wings beneath his hand. Trey felt it too, looking at me in amazement. I felt so relaxed in his arms, so protected and safe. We lay there, resting, his hand on my belly. The butterfly fluttered.
 
   “Are you sure that I can’t get you anything to drink?”
 
   “Honestly, I feel much better now. I’ve fainted before. I’ll call my doctor tomorrow and let her know what happened. If she feels I need to be seen, I’ll see a doctor here. Satisfied?”
 
   “I suppose,” he acquiesced. He smoothed my hair back and lifted the cold compress off of my forehead. I felt totally better. I just wanted to stay here in his room with him.
 
   “Have the Andrews left?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” he chuckled, “this is a Thanksgiving they won’t soon forget.”
 
   “Did you end up punching Landon out?” I couldn’t hide the mischievous tone in my voice, secretly hoping that he had. He grinned, but shook his head.
 
   “I was too busy seeing to you.” He held my hand now, our fingers interlocked.
 
   “Do you want to tell me about it, Trey?”
 
   He sighed again. “Tess and I knew each other before college,” he began. “She was a year behind me in school. Our parents had been friends for as long as I can remember. She was in college over here while I was at Oxford. Tess’s passion, like yours, was horses. She was studying to be a trainer. I'd finished undergrad at Oxford and was to start law school at Harvard in the fall. Tess was getting ready for her senior year at Virginia Intermont, your school,” he noted. “I bought Derringer in the U.K. as an early graduation gift for her. His bloodline traces back to Conversano, a black Neapolitan stallion foaled in 1767. She was thrilled when he arrived. The Andrews don’t stable horses, so he was kept here. Tess’s plan was to train and compete over the summer and into the early fall, and then start classes in the fall. I proposed in June after I returned from Oxford. I'd already sent Derringer on ahead, and my father had hired a guy by the name of Zach Flannery to show Derringer in dressage, they did incredibly well. Zach and Tess worked all summer together. I barely saw her, apart from the competitions. Zach lived on site here as well.” Trey paused momentarily, collecting his thoughts. His voice was pained when he continued with the story.
 
   “There was a high-level riding school competition the week after Labor Day. It was one level below Grand Prix. Tess had been working Derringer hard in training for it. In truth, she'd been working him too hard. He'd aggravated a muscle in his rear flank. I saw him at practice right before I left for Harvard, noticed the injury, and I asked her to stop with his training until the muscle healed. She and Zach ignored my warning. Tess argued that it was her horse when I found out about it during a phone call back here. During practice a few days before the event, Zach was riding Derringer and Tess was observing from the middle of the arena. Zach was attempting the levade, that’s an air move where the horse—”
 
   “I know what the levade is,” I reminded him.
 
   “Sorry,” he smiled, “at any rate, due to Derringer’s muscle problem, he did not land properly; somehow Zach was thrown. Tess ran over to them and grabbed Derringer’s bridle, trying to calm him, but his front leg came down on her, pinning her to the ground.”
 
   My eyes widened in horror, picturing this scene. Trey struggled to get the rest of the story out. “Tess was careflighted to a hospital in Nashville. I flew in from Cambridge. Her pelvis was shattered. Zach was at her side when I arrived.” I could see Trey’s composure waver as he recalled this part of the story.
 
   “You don’t have to continue if you don’t want to.”
 
   “No,” he said, his eyes dark with anger or sorrow, I couldn’t tell which. “You need to know this part too. Tess was pregnant; the accident, of course, caused her to miscarry. Her pelvis was so shattered that it couldn't be repaired enough to enable her to bear children in the future. I loved her. I mourned the loss of our child, although I didn’t know until then that she'd been pregnant. It didn’t matter to me if we couldn’t have children in the future; all that mattered to me was her.”
 
   I gasped, horrified at the awful circumstance.
 
   Trey continued, “Tess was angry with the situation. She ordered me to destroy Derringer. I refused to destroy a perfectly fine horse over something that could have been avoided. I knew in time she would come to understand that, being the person that she was.” He rubbed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath. Seeing his pain tore my heart in two. “As it turned out, I guess I never really knew the person that she was. The baby she miscarried wasn’t mine, it was Zach’s.”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I murmured, reaching over to him.
 
   “She told me that she was in love with Zach, that they wanted to be together. She said that she had never really loved me.”
 
   “Why did Landon say that earlier, about our baby having the chance his sister’s didn’t?”
 
   “Because, I've never told anyone the truth, apart from you just now. Until now, only Tess, Zach, and I knew the truth. I felt like she'd been through enough. I didn’t want her reputation crushed as well. It caused a rift between my family and me for several years, and only recently have the Andrews come around again. Tess let everyone believe that she broke the engagement because I wouldn’t put Derringer down. I never told them any different.”
 
   “But that’s not fair to you,” I said, sitting up. “Why would you let people believe things about you that aren’t true? She would’ve ended the engagement anyway.”
 
   He smiled sadly, pulling me down to him. “Because it wouldn’t change anything, I needed to let her walk away with something. Tess was, and still is, a fragile person.”
 
   Just then, there was a light knock on the bedroom door. Trey jumped up and opened it, stepping aside to allow his parents in. Oh crap, I thought. I bet Trey and I had some ’splaining to do. Susan was at my side immediately. “How are you feeling, darling,” she asked in her sweet southern accent, “you gave us a bit of a scare down there.” She put her hand on my forehead as if checking to see if I had a fever.
 
   “I’m feeling much better, Mrs. Sinclair, thank you,” I replied warmly.
 
   “Now, there is none of this ‘Mrs. Sinclair’ do you hear? You call me Susan like everyone else does.”
 
   I nodded, smiling back at her. I noticed Clive talking to Trey in hushed tones. Trey was leaning against the door, one leg propped back against it. He ran a hand through his hair. I flushed when I realized that Susan was watching me watch her son.
 
   “Can I get you anything, darling?” she asked, sweetly.
 
   “No, I’m fine for now, really.”
 
   “Ok then,” she said, patting my leg. “We want you to get some rest and take care of that baby.”
 
   Clive looked over, having finished his conversation with Trey, and bid me a good night, telling me to let the staff know if I needed anything. I wished him a good night as well.
 
   Trey sat back down on the bed with a sheepish look on his face.
 
   “What?” I asked, “Are you grounded?”
 
   He chuckled, giving me a glimpse of that sexy dimple.
 
   “Your dad looked kind of serious just now.”
 
   “He says that I should move to another room to ensure you get restful sleep,” he said, mimicking his father’s British accent.
 
   My hormones screamed ‘hell no, you don’t go’ in unison. He saw the alarm on my face and gave me a dimpled grin.
 
   “Don’t worry, I told him that you called the shots, not me.”
 
   He snuggled back against the pillows, and I looked sternly at him.
 
   “Thank you very much,” I said, feigning anger, “now he's going to think I seduced you.”
 
   “I can set him straight you know. There’s always the video," he said laughing.
 
   “You're deplorable!” I was laughing too. He was playful again and I relished his humor.
 
   “All kidding aside, it’s time for you to get some sleep,” he smiled at me as he stood up from the bed, walking to his closet. From inside he called to me, “Did you only bring sexy nighties?”
 
   “Yes. Are you complaining?”
 
   He returned with one of his long-sleeved dress shirts that would be longer on me than any of the nighties I brought. “Here,” he said, offering me the shirt, “put this on, please?”
 
   I took it from his hand and held it to my nose. I only liked the shirts that he'd worn. This one was clean and didn’t smell like Trey. “I can’t wear this,” I tossed it back to him.
 
   “What? Why?” he stared at me blankly.
 
   “I want a shirt that has your smell on it,” I explained. Trey looked at me incredulously, finally getting the picture.
 
   “Christ,” he growled in a not-really-mad tone as he pulled his sweater over his head. He unbuttoned his oxford shirt and handed it to me. “Here, is this one stinky enough for you?”
 
   I held it to my face, “Umm, just right,” I said, breathing in his scent and smiling. “And you don’t stink by the way. You have a very sensual scent.” I turned presenting my back to him so that he could unhook my bra. He slid his hands around me, cupping my breasts and massaging them with his fingers.
 
   He pressed up to me and I could feel his erection on my backside. I was on my knees on the bed, he stood next to it. I turned to face him, letting my hand drop down to his crotch, feeling his bulge. He pulled me into a kiss, our lips and tongues in sync. I moaned against him. He pulled away.
 
   “Baby, come on. You need your rest. My parents are probably right outside the door listening to make sure I keep my promise.”
 
   I stopped, horrified to think that Trey was serious. He laughed, putting his shirt around me and buttoning it, leaving the top three buttons undone. He pulled the bed covers down, ordering me under them. I obeyed this time, watching as he carefully tucked the covers around me like a papoose. He would make sure there would be no touching tonight.
 
   I lay there thinking about the next day. I still planned on going shopping with Gina and was hopeful that Trey wouldn’t nix those plans. I'd forgotten to mention it to him in all of the confusion of the day. That shower seemed to be taking a particularly long time. I smiled, wondering if he was purposely dragging it out hoping that I'd fall asleep.
 
   Trey had told me he loved me today. It was as if he'd been trying not to. I understood his apprehension after he shared with me his history with Tess. I was sure Landon had already let her know that Trey was to be a father…again.
 
   Part of me could understand Trey wanting to protect Tess’s pride. He'd allowed himself to play the villain in all of this. But I couldn’t comprehend why he hadn’t told his parents the truth. They seemed like reasonable people who would honor his request not to share the information with Tess’s family.
 
   My eyes were getting heavy. I knew that it wouldn’t be long before I nodded off. I could hear the shower still running. I smiled knowing that Trey cared about me and was doing this for me. I allowed sleep to finally take over.
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   I awoke the next morning very rested. Trey was lying awake watching me sleep, his head propped up on his hand. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he said, “I have a surprise. I want you to come with me.”
 
   He was off the bed, heading for the bathroom before I'd thrown the covers off. I followed. When I went through the door, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Trey had filled his sunken tub with a foamy, vanilla-scented bubble bath. Lit candles circled the tub. He'd cued up soft music. There were two crystal goblets filled with orange juice. A large crystal bowl full of ice had smaller bowls resting in it containing sliced cantaloupe and honeydew melons, strawberries, blueberries, grapes, and pineapple chunks. A pile of fluffy white towels lay folded nearby, along with all of the necessary body wash, shampoo and conditioner containers. Bath sponges were ready and waiting. I turned to him, my eyes wide.
 
   Without a word, he slipped out of his clothes and gestured that I do the same. He extended his hand to me, helping me down into the bath. Trey didn’t let me lift a finger as he gently bathed me, touching every intimate part of my body, massaging soap into my shoulders, legs, and feet. He shampooed my hair then lathered it with conditioner. We sipped our orange juice and he fed me fruit slices. He rinsed the conditioner out of my hair and sponged soap from my back. He leaned forward, kissing my neck and shoulders. I turned to face him, wrapping my legs over his. With lathered hands, I washed his member gently; it sprang erect at my touch.
 
   I looked up at him, our eyes locking, wondering if he was going to object to more play. He lifted me up, setting me on the side of the sunken bath and wrapped one of the fluffy white towels around me. He got out, wrapping a towel around his hips before continuing with me. He towel dried my skin gently and took my hand, dropping his towel and led me to the bed. He didn’t let me sit or recline.
 
   “Stand right there,” he instructed, pulling me close. He tilted my chin, lowering his mouth to mine for a long, lingering kiss. His fingers found the top of my towel, releasing it so that it fell to my feet. We faced each other naked.
 
   Trey’s eyes moved hungrily over my still damp body, taking in every curve. He reached out, moving a wet tendril from my breast, fingering it between his thumb and forefinger. His hands moved downward, caressing my breasts, bringing my nipples to taut erection. He continued lower, his fingers gently massaged the lips of my sex, tracing the hood of my clitoris, causing me to gasp. He continued stroking and fondling, making me wet and wanting. I tried pulling Trey down on the bed with me; he resisted.
 
   “Not yet,” he breathed in my ear, “I’m not done here yet.”
 
   He spread my legs apart as I stood before him and lowered himself to his knees; he inserted a finger into my very wet pussy, stroking me from inside. His lips joined his hand on my sex, his tongue flickering ever so softly in and around the folds. My knees wanted to give way.
 
   “You taste so sweet, Tylar. I can’t get enough of you,” he moaned, increasing the tempo of his tongue.
 
   “Please Trey,” I whimpered.
 
   “Please what?” he asked. “Say what you want. I’ll decide whether you can have it.”
 
   “I want you inside of me.”
 
   He continued with his oral lovemaking, I felt myself quickening. Trey felt it too, stopping to delay my orgasm.
 
   “I want you now, Trey,” I ordered, not caring who overheard.
 
   Swiftly, Trey tossed me across his bed. He put my feet on his shoulders and entered me gently at first. I could feel him getting larger as he built momentum and plunged himself into me again and again. I met him thrust for thrust, my pelvis meeting his. I cried for release.
 
   “Come on Tylar,” Trey coaxed, “I need you to squeeze my cock and make me come.”
 
   As if on command, I contracted around him, squeezing and gripping, the surge of pleasure exploded in each of us as we climaxed around each other. Our orgasms continued to spill out; I moaned and shuddered as I felt Trey’s final spasm subside.
 
   Raising himself up and out of me, Trey flopped down beside me on the bed. His forearm rested on his brow, his breathing regulated. I propped my head on my hand to watch him. He seemed to be deep in thought or bothered. I wasn’t sure which.
 
   “Hey you,” I said, “why so quiet now?"
 
   He turned to me, moving his arm underneath his head. “When do you see your doctor again?”
 
   “In another week or so, why?”
 
   "Will you ask him if it’s okay that we have sex so much?”
 
   “First of all, my doctor's a ‘she’ and why would you think that having sex is not okay?”
 
   “Just humor me, please? Find out if you having orgasms could be dangerous or start premature labor, all right?”
 
   Uh no. He's not taking my O's away.
 
   “Trey you could also research it online. I mean, that question is kind of embarrassing.”
 
   “Everything you find online isn't necessarily accurate. Please just ask her.”
 
   “Whatever,” I huffed, now clearly irritated with him. “Oh damn,” I said, glancing at the clock on the nightstand. “I’ve got to dry my hair and get ready. Gina's going to be here. We’re going shopping today.”
 
   “What?” he asked, following me into the bathroom. “How did I not know about this until now?”
 
   I shrugged my robe on. Trey was still naked and stood with his hands on his hips waiting for an answer. “Don’t be mad,” I said, brushing past him with the blow dryer. “It’s just shopping. Christmas is just around the corner, you know?”
 
   “I thought this weekend was to be about you and me spending it together.”
 
   Now he was laying a nice little guilt trip on me. It might've worked if he hadn't spent so much time in the study on his laptop and phone so far. I plugged the blow dryer in, searching for my comb and detangler.
 
   “I can’t shop for you when you’re with me,” I pointed out. I started combing through my hair, watching him in the mirror. He did look genuinely disappointed. “Listen, I can be back whenever you say. Did you have plans for us today?”
 
   “I thought we’d watch some football then go to dinner at Morelli’s.”
 
   “Why don’t you and your dad watch football? We can still go to dinner at Morelli’s. I’ll be back way before then.”
 
   He nodded, “Promise me that you won’t let Gina talk you into another piercing or maybe a tattoo this time?”
 
   “I promise,” I replied, saluting him.
 
   “And don’t forget it,” he warned, cocking an eyebrow at me as he lathered his perfect face and started to shave.
 
   I snickered to myself, turning on the blow dryer to style my hair. I dressed in jeans, a dark brown sweater, and my side-zippered boots. Trey emerged from his closet, looking impeccable as usual. He wore jeans and a dark emerald green pullover sweater.
 
   “You look very handsome,” I said, standing on my tiptoes to kiss him. He seemed a little pouty still. He put his arms around me, one of his hands gently tugging at my ponytail.
 
   “You know I can’t resist you when you bounce around in a ponytail like that,” he teased.
 
   Smiling flirtatiously, I traced his chin with my index finger. “Maybe I don’t want you to resist me.”
 
   “That reminds me,” he interrupted, releasing his hold, “don’t forget to call your doctor to let her know about fainting yesterday, okay? And ask about that other thing.”
 
   “I'll call her,” I groaned, taking my phone from the nightstand, “But I’m not asking about sex.”
 
   I spoke with my doctor’s nurse, explaining about my fainting spell. I answered several of her questions. She promised to get with the doctor and call back.
 
   Gina picked me up at 11 a.m. and we headed to the Bristol Mall. It was packed with Black Friday shoppers. I couldn’t pass up a gorgeous pair of silver cuff links for Trey. They were in the shape of sexy, pouty lips. In a music store I bought a CD to replace the Debussy disc that Gina had tossed from his car. Gina rolled her eyes when she saw my selection. I also bought Trey the new One Republic CD to complete his collection. I was glad we at least had a band in common that we liked. Gina bought nearly $200 worth of CDs just for Ian.
 
   Our next stop was Belk. I wanted to buy a tie for Trey. This prompted more eye-rolling from Gina. I spent 20 minutes, finally selecting the perfect silk tie for him in a rich sapphire blue.
 
   “Doesn’t this match the color of his eyes perfectly?” I held the tie up for Gina to inspect.
 
   “Yes Tylar,” she replied, clearly bored with this department. “Let’s do some shopping for you after this, okay?”
 
   Gina directed me to a small lingerie shop at the corner of the mall. It was called “The Sextique Shop.” The shop’s décor was all deep red, purple, and black. The lingerie displayed on the mannequins was borderline vulgar. I was a bit surprised that this sort of underwear appealed to her. She breezed through the store, not stopping to look for anything in particular. At the back of the store, there was an alcove off to the left, separated by a curtain of colored beads. Gina held the beads aside for me to enter.
 
   Holy crow!
 
   There were shelves full of adult toys and gadgets, lotions and potions. I turned to face her, my eyes wide. “What are we doing in here?” I exclaimed.
 
   “We’re shopping for you, girlfriend, well actually, we’re shopping for your hormones,” she clarified, laughing.
 
   “Gina, I’m not buying any of this stuff. I’d be too embarrassed, and I wouldn’t know how to use it.”
 
   “They’re fairly self-explanatory,” she replied, undeterred. “Besides, I’m buying. These are my early Christmas gifts to you. Don’t worry, I’ll be tasteful. If you’re uncomfortable in here, go look at some undies,” she said, waving her hand dismissively.
 
   I went back out to the lingerie portion of the store allowing Gina to shop in private. I browsed through racks of edible underwear and panties with built-in vibrators.
 
   Gina came out about 20 minutes later and handed me the gift bag, instructing me not to open until I was home and alone. I noticed that she held another gift bag from the store as well.
 
   “Who’s that for?” I asked, nodding toward the bag.
 
   “A present for Ian,” she said nonchalantly.
 
   “Ian? I didn’t see stuff for guys in there.”
 
   “Ian and I like playing with toys together,” she said as if I should have known this about them. She'd provided a lot of details on their sex life; perhaps I hadn’t paid close enough attention. I considered the possibilities momentarily. I looked over at her when I heard her giggle. She was watching me figure it all out.
 
   “You really were a virgin, weren’t you?”
 
   “Shut up,” I snapped, giggling.
 
   From there, we shopped for shoes and I bought some cute maternity dresses. Breaking for lunch, I filled Gina in on some of the details regarding the situation with Charlie, my mom, and of course, Trey. I shared with her that he'd told me that he loved me yesterday.
 
   “You mean you didn’t know that until then?”
 
   “Well, I sort of suspected, or maybe hoped…”
 
   She smiled, knowingly.
 
   Gina and I left the mall so that I could make it to the manor by 4 p.m. Trey had texted me twice while we were out.
 
   “Jesus Christ, he’s high maintenance,” Gina rolled her eyes.
 
   “But so worth it,” I cooed, smacking my lips.
 
   “Eww, you so want to fuck him again, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s been a few hours.”
 
   “Well,” she said, “I’m no weatherman, but I predict you’ll be getting several inches tonight.” We were both still laughing as Gina pulled up the circular driveway in front of the manor.
 
   “There’s your perfect storm now,” she commented, nodding toward the porch. She popped the trunk and I gave her a hug goodbye, telling her to call me next week. Trey helped me with my shopping bags. I made sure the one from the sex boutique was hidden at the bottom of a larger bag. Trey closed the trunk, waving to Gina as she pulled out. I was going to miss her.
 
   “It looks like you did well at the mall,” Trey noticed.
 
   “You're to stay out of these bags, though. No snooping!”
 
   “Please don’t spend your money on me, Tylar,” he frowned.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You have limited resources. I can afford anything I need.”
 
   “That’s really not the point of Christmas, Trey.”
 
   We entered the foyer. Trey helped me out of my coat, handing it to a waiting Thatcher. I grabbed my two shopping bags from Trey and rushed upstairs to his suite. He could suck the air out of my happy balloon in a nanosecond. I tossed the shopping bags and my purse on his bed, hurrying into the bathroom to pee.
 
   Trey was sprawled out on his bed when I came out of the bathroom, hands clasped behind his head. His legs were crossed, shoes were off, and he was wiggling his toes inside his socks. It was a relaxation thing for him, I thought; I’d seen him do it before. Right now it was simply irritatingly sexy to me. My lustful thoughts were interrupted when my phone rang.
 
   “It’s the doctor’s office,” I said. Trey sat up immediately.
 
   Dr. Hamilton was on the line and asked a few questions about how I was feeling, what I'd been doing just before the fainting spell, and if I was eating and sleeping normally. She suspected that a sudden drop in my glucose level might've caused me to faint. At this stage of my pregnancy my hormone levels were fluctuating constantly along with increased testosterone production. She said that she'd reviewed my blood and urine test results and nothing looked out of range.
 
   Trey poked me and lip-synced for me to ask her about sex. He was getting on my last nerve. I resisted the urge to hand the phone to him so that he could ask the question. He was starting to make me feel like a sex freak.
 
   She’s a very kinky girl, the kind you don’t take home to Motha.
 
   My hormones were humming the Rick James tune.
 
   “Dr. Hamilton,” I said, “can I ask you if it's normal to have an increased sexual appetite during pregnancy?” I couldn’t stand the word ‘horny,’ it reminded me of breeding livestock.
 
   “During the first few weeks and sometimes up until the third trimester the production of testosterone enhances the sexual mood,” she stated, unfazed at my question. “It's perfectly normal and there are no risk factors in your case that would prevent you from enjoying sex.”
 
   “What about orgasms?” I asked, flushing with embarrassment. I could tell Trey was all ears as I held the phone out from my face.
 
   “Tylar, you're very physically fit and healthy. I suspect you're worrying perhaps because your orgasms have intensified during pregnancy?”
 
   No, I’m asking because my Hot Nazi boyfriend is looking a gift horse in the mouth.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, “they're more intense and multiple.”
 
   “That’s perfectly normal,” she said, “your entire genital and pelvic regions, including your uterus, are more engorged with blood. That causes your pelvic area to become more sensitive. My advice is to enjoy it while you can. It’s typical during the third trimester to have difficulty achieving orgasm due to the size of the baby. We can talk next week when you’re in if you’d like.”
 
   “Thanks Dr. Hamilton,” I said, relieved to find out I wasn’t some sort of sex-starved freak.
 
   “There. Are you happy?” I snipped at Trey.
 
   “Well you heard the doctor’s orders,” he replied, grinning and unzipping his fly.
 
   Oh hell to the no, Mr. Sinclair. You totally pissed me off.
 
   My hormones objected but I didn’t care. I was insulted by his comment about my limited resources. I left him in the bed and took the shopping bags into the closet, ignoring him.
 
   “What’s wrong now?” he asked, not hiding his exasperation.
 
   “I want to know why you said that about me spending money on you for Christmas. That really hurt my feelings.”
 
   “Tylar,” he said, walking over to me, “I love that you want to buy me things. You’ve made it very clear, though, that I can’t reciprocate. You hurt me when you traded in your Mercedes without even discussing it with me. Did you ever consider that?”
 
   I truly hadn’t considered discussing it with Trey. It was my gift, I thought, to do with as I pleased. Was that wrong?
 
   “I understand the practicality of trading in the Mercedes. But, had you come to me, I'd have helped make sure you wouldn’t take such a loss on the deal. I get it that you want to make practical decisions. I support that. You haven’t given me a chance, though. I can afford to give you the things I give you. But you won’t let me buy you things, so I have to be concerned with your spending your money on me. That’s all I meant.”
 
   I launched myself into his arms. “I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t look at it from your point of view.” He leaned down and kissed the top of my head.
 
   “So,” he said, “where were you going just now?”
 
   “To get dressed for dinner. We’re still going to Morelli’s?”
 
   “Yes, we are,” he said, his eyes sparkling. “We have some time though. I was thinking that we could shower together?”
 
   “Sure,” I giggled, “Let’s go.”
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   Savory Italian flavors enveloped us as we entered Morelli’s. Carmelita greeted us with a shriek, holding her meaty arms out, capturing Trey in a bear hug, and winking at me slyly over his shoulder.
 
   “Signor Trey,” Carmelita gushed, “sono molto contento di rivederti con questa bella ragazza. Non posso tollerare che brutta strega sei venuto qui con l’ultima volta. Spero che sia finita!”
 
   Mr. Trey, I am so happy to see you back with this beautiful girl. I cannot tolerate that nasty witch you came in here with last time. I hope that's finished!
 
   Ah hah! Trey had brought Charlotte back in here. Carmelita wanted me to know. Carmelita glanced over at me as she released Trey from her sturdy embrace. I gave her a slight nod to let her know I appreciated the heads up.
 
   “La ringrazio, Carmelita,” Trey said, laughter in his eyes. “Avete la mia parola la strega non sarà di nuovo qui con me sempre! Saremo al nostro solito tavolo?”
 
   Thank you, Carmelita. You have my word the witch will not be back here with me ever. We will be dining at our usual table please?
 
   “Ma naturalmente, si prego di venire in questo modo.”
 
   But of course, please come this way.
 
   My feelings were hurt, but I had to contain my emotions for now. I followed as Carmelita seated us at “our” table.
 
   She handed each of us a menu, snapping her fingers for a server to fill our water glasses. “Un momento,” Carmelita said, hurrying over to scold a busboy who was noisily clearing a table.
 
   “What was all that about when we came in?”
 
   “All what about?”
 
   I know the truth, Sinclair.
 
   “All that Italian gibberish going back and forth between you and Carmelita when we first got here. I don’t understand why she doesn’t use English when she talks to you.”
 
   “She was simply telling me that she was glad to see you and me; that she thinks you’re beautiful. I agreed with her that you're by far the most beautiful woman on earth and that you're mine,” he said sweetly, taking my hand in his and raising it to his lips.
 
   Not a totally accurate translation, Sinclair. Nice touch with the charm.
 
   I gazed sweetly at Trey, squeezing his hand. Carmelita arrived back at the table, smiling.
 
   “Quale vino vi bere questa, Signor Trey?”
 
   What wine will you be drinking this evening Mr. Trey?
 
   “A Tuscano merlot will be fine, Carmelita. Just a glass for me please, Tylar is abstaining,” Trey said, not answering her in Italian this time. He was evidently tired of me asking him to interpret their conversations. She nodded and was off.
 
   I took a sip of my water, noticing how handsome Trey looked in his suit. It was a dark grey flannel; the front-pleated trousers hung low on his narrow hips. He'd worn a white dress shirt and a scarlet silk tie. I was wearing a curve-hugging Nicole Miller maternity dress that made me feel like a model, with my new black ‘fuck me’ heels, against Trey’s advice.
 
   They were high black spikes with chrome metal heels, ankle wraps, and a metal toe plate in chrome to match the heels. When Trey saw me putting them on he did a double take.
 
   “You aren’t seriously wearing those shoes outside are you?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Those shoes are not meant to go beyond the bedroom!” He held the shoe I’d yet to put on in his hand, examining the metal heel.
 
   “What?” I asked, feeling mocked.
 
   “Baby, these shoes were made to dig into somebody’s back while he’s fucking you; these shoes weren't made for walking.”
 
   “Give me that,” I hissed, snatching my shoe from him. I blushed at his assessment, but filed it away for future reference.
 
   Trey silently studied me from across the table. I took another sip of water, trying to figure out what was on his mind. It was quite warm in the restaurant this evening. Carmelita returned with a glass of merlot for Trey. Trey ordered for both of us, knowing that I wasn't picky when it came to Italian cuisine. He raised his wineglass for a toast.
 
   “To the most beautiful woman I've ever met, being here with me tonight in our special restaurant.”
 
   Hmm - wonder if he made that same toast to Charlotte.
 
   “Per la salute, Tylar,” he finished, clinking his wine glass against my raised water goblet.
 
   I waited until he took a long, leisurely swallow of his wine. “Trey, vorrei sapere si questa è la tavola con la tua puttana Charlotte? A proposito, hai scopata?”
 
   Trey, I would like to know if this is your table with your whore Charlotte as well. By the way, did you fuck her?
 
   Trey choked, as I expected, desperately holding his napkin up to his mouth to stifle his involuntary coughing. Carmelita rushed to his aid, patting his back.
 
   “Non vi piace il vino, Signor Trey?” she asked, her voice filled with concern.
 
   Is the wine not to your liking, Mr. Trey?
 
   Trey was still hacking, unable to respond. I took the liberty of answering for him.
 
   “Il vino va bene, Carmelita. Era qualcosa che non andava bene.”
 
   The wine is fine, Carmelita. It was something else that did not sit well.
 
   I saw the flicker of amusement cross her face; Trey was still busy composing himself and did not notice the look that passed between Carmelita and me. She left the table seeing that Trey was regaining his composure. He took several gulps of water, eyeing me suspiciously.
 
   “So,” I said, “are you going to answer my questions?”
 
   “Why did you pretend not to understand Italian?”
 
   “That’s not an answer,” I retorted. “Have you slept with anyone else since we made our baby?” I wasn’t sure why that was so important to me, but it was. I was more sad than mad that he'd brought Charlotte to “our spot.”
 
   “For God’s sake, Tylar, lower your voice,” he pleaded, looking around at nearby tables where a few snickers could be heard.
 
   “I’m waiting,” I said, quieter, arms crossed. I tapped one of my stilettos impatiently against the leg of my chair. Trey leaned in close, looking directly into my eyes.
 
   “No, the answer to your question, to both of your questions is ‘no.’”
 
   I believed him but my feelings were still raw. The server brought our salads and warm bread on a cutting board. My hunger had dissipated. I needed some answers.
 
   “I know that you were seeing Charlotte again, Trey. I remember that you made it a point one night of blowing me off because she was at the manor with you.”
 
   “Tylar, as God is my witness, I've never done more than kiss the witch. I promise you that. If you recall, I thought that you were seeing Mark…that you two were involved. It hurt me. As sophomoric as it sounds, I admit that I used Charlotte to show you that I was getting on with my life.”
 
   “I see,” I said, keeping my emotions in check. “So Trey, you thought that I was seeing Mark. Did you think that I was sleeping with him, too?”
 
   “Yes, the thought crossed my mind, more often than I liked as a matter of fact.” He visibly blanched at that question.
 
   “So you admit you were behaving sophomorically in trying to get on with your life. I can’t believe that hooking up with Charlotte wouldn’t have occurred to you. Maybe it would have given you some closure in some way on our relationship?”
 
   He lowered his head and I could tell by his body language I'd hit pay dirt. “I’m going to be honest with you Tylar, because you deserve that and it might sound messed up, but it's the truth.”
 
   Oh God, what's he going to tell me?
 
   “I know everything about your sexual history; you know none of mine. That’s not fair and I believe that you have a right to know. So here it is. The first girl I was ever with was Tess. I was 17, she was 16. I was faithful to her until she ended it. After that, I didn’t get involved in relationships. I'd no desire to ever put myself in a situation that would devastate me like that again.”
 
   He took a sip of his wine and continued. “I’ve had casual dates that included casual sex with several women over the past few years since Tess. That’s probably what Charlotte would have been to me had I not met you. Once the woman wanted an exclusive relationship, I bailed. I’m not proud of that, but it's the truth.”
 
   He paused as our entrées arrived. “After you left me, I called Charlotte. I wanted something to distract me from the emptiness I felt. It was a mistake.”
 
   I kept silent, waiting for him to continue. I knew there was more.
 
   “We dated off and on. I was spending more time in Atlanta since you left. Until then, nothing had happened between Charlotte and me, though I knew that she was willing. She came to spend a weekend with me in Atlanta. We went out drinking. I was struggling to get over you.”
 
   He stopped, took another drink of his wine, and I saw a smile flicker across his face. What did he find amusing about any of this? I felt that I was on the verge of being crushed.
 
   “We were in the limo on the way back to my apartment. Charlotte was trying her best to seduce me. Don’t get me wrong, I'd every intention of hooking up that night. I wanted to wash away the emptiness. She unzipped my fly and went down on me.”
 
   Did I really want to hear this?
 
   “Nothing happened,” he said, “I couldn’t even get an erection. She wasn’t you. I hadn’t even touched her. She disgusted me. I finally told her to sit up. I put my flaccid cock back into my pants and told the driver to take her to the Marriott close to my apartment. I handed her $500 and told her to get a room for the night, that I'd ship her luggage back to her.”
 
   How humiliating for her, I thought. My hormones were giggling and snickering. “What'd she say to you?” I asked, genuinely curious.
 
   “I believe she called me an impotent faggot and told me to burn in hell,” he smiled, showing his dimple. I couldn’t resist laughing.
 
   “Well, I mean eventually you'd have been able to perform sexually I’m sure,” I commented.
 
   “I hope I never have to test your theory,” he responded. “So am I forgiven?”
 
   “You don’t need to ask for forgiveness. I’m relieved that you couldn’t get it up; I won’t lie about that. I don’t like thinking about you being with anyone else, but given your past with Tess, I see why you can be emotionally distant.”
 
   He nodded and reached out, capturing a lock of my hair between his fingers.
 
   “Can I ask you a personal question that doesn’t pertain to me?”
 
   “Go ahead,” he said, still rubbing my lock of hair.
 
   “How long was it after Tess broke the engagement that you hooked up with someone else?”
 
   He thought for a minute before answering, “It was about two or three weeks. There were plenty of women in Cambridge, trust me.”
 
   “Did you have a problem getting an erection with whoever that was?”
 
   “Not a bit,” he said, smiling.
 
   “Now,” he said, pulling his hand back, “are we going to eat this food that’s getting cold?”
 
   “Let’s see if Carmelita could have someone box it up to go.”
 
   “You’re not feeling well, Tylar?”
 
   “No, I’m fine Trey. It’s just that I’d prefer to eat this in the privacy of your room, later. I need to fuck you, now."
 
   He gave me a startled smile, signaling our waiter over. “Italian food is much better warmed up anyway,” he remarked, giving me a wink. “Your wish is my command, Tylar.”
 
   His story about not getting hard for Charlotte had turned me on. I'd taken my stilettos off in the car, holding them in my hands. Rushing through the front door, we ran hand in hand up the steps to his suite. Trey pulled my dress over my head and I sat on the bed, rolling my lacey thigh-highs down my leg.
 
   “Leave them on,” Trey instructed. I shrugged, rolling the stocking back up. I had black lacy panties on, and my new black push-up bra. Trey handed me my stilettos, “Put them on.”
 
   I slipped them back on my feet, clasping the leather around the ankle. Trey led me over to his bed; he was completely naked, his member fully erect. He pulled me against him, his mouth finding mine in a hot, passionate kiss. His teeth lightly tugged at my lower lip. His mouth devoured mine, his tongue thrusting inside my mouth. His hands captured my breasts in a strong grip. He was rougher than usual, and I liked it.
 
   He lifted me up, tossing me on my back in the center of the bed. Spreading my legs apart with his knees, he knelt over me. With his mouth, he freed my breast from the cup and hungrily licked the erect nipple, gently biting it bringing me to the fine line between pleasure and pain. Instantly, I could feel my wetness.
 
   His lips continued to move down my body, pleasuring me. He pulled the elastic band of my lace panties away from my left leg, exposing me to him. I was soaked for him and he fingered me roughly, but I loved it. He put his fingers up to my mouth.
 
   “Lick,” he ordered. I obeyed. It was salty sweet. Not what I expected. His fingers went back down, kneading the area over my pubic bone, while his tongue pleasured my clitoris in a swift, circular motion. His mouth pressed around the hood of my clitoris, his teeth lightly nipping the area. It felt like electric shock waves zinged through my body. I moaned beneath his touch.
 
   “What Tylar? Tell me what you want.”
 
   “I want you to fuck me hard, Trey. I want you inside of me right now. I want you to make me come all over you,” I begged.
 
   He let me keep my panties on, and pushed them to the side. Trey raised himself over me, and I watched as he held his cock, guiding it inside me. The elastic around the leg opening that was pulled aside rested against my clitoris. As Trey pulled in and out, the tension on the elastic flicked against my clit.
 
   “Put your legs up around my back,” he instructed. I obeyed; my ‘fuck me’ heels dug into his muscular back.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he breathed huskily, plunging himself into me over and over again. His momentum increased, my hips rising to meet his every thrust. The sound of skin slapping skin was loud. He moaned then changed his tempo to slower, circular motions. I lowered my legs so that my heels now dug into his ass, kneading his gorgeous cheeks with the pointy steel toes as they circled over and over. I could feel the swell of my sweet spot. The head of his cock was tapping it now, spreading the warmth inside me with pleasure-filled spasms.
 
   “Trey, you feel so good inside me,” I said hoarsely, pounding my pelvis against him, grinding my heels into him.
 
   “Mmmm…It’s yours,” he said, “no one else’s, ever.”
 
   I was ready and he knew it. His arms were beneath me, lifting my backside up slightly, tilting me so that he had full access to my sweet spot, the elastic on my panties continued straining across my clitoris. I was building toward dual climaxes.
 
   I moaned loudly as both climaxes spiraled around me taking control of every nerve and muscle in my body. “Damn this feels so good, Trey,” I moaned, my mouth hot against his neck.
 
   He was climaxing now around me. His thrusts pounded into me, forcing my orgasm to go on and on.
 
   “That’s my baby,” he crooned to me, “that’s my girl. Keep it going, Tylar. That’s it.” He stiffened and shuddered; I felt his erection pulsate as the spasms of his climax emptied into me. Trey collapsed on my chest, spent. We lay there as our breathing slowly normalized.
 
   “I love you so much, Tylar,” he said, softly.
 
   Overwhelmed with emotion, we drank in the closeness and intimacy we'd found. I didn’t want anything to break the spell and connection that we still had.
 
   The room had cooled down somewhat. We hadn’t bothered to get beneath the covers. Our clammy skin rose with goose bumps. I pulled off my spiked heels and tossed them over the side of the bed. We pulled the covers over us and cuddled. The room smelled like sex; our sex. I loved it. Trey placed his hand on my bump, which seemed to be growing a bit every day. It was if our baby knew Trey was there. Usually within a minute or two, the stronger butterfly movements would start. Tonight was no different. The expression on Trey’s face never changed. It was as if he was feeling the baby’s movement for the first time every time.
 
   “What?” I asked, noticing him staring at me.
 
   “I don’t want to break the spell, but we do need to talk about our situation,” he said, his tone serious.
 
   “I want us to be married.”
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   I groaned loudly, grabbing one of the bed pillows and putting it over my face.
 
   “What? You don’t want to marry me?” he asked, sincerely perplexed.
 
   “Trey,” I said calmly and reasonably, removing the pillow, “we’ve known each other for what, ten minutes? Put things into perspective please.”
 
   “I thought I was,” he replied, ticked off. “We’re having a baby together. We love each other. It’s the natural thing to do.”
 
   “Can we table this discussion until sometime after the baby’s born?"
 
   “Our baby isn’t going to be born a bastard. I won’t allow it.”
 
   “What do you have against bastards?” I asked pointedly, my eyes flashing angrily.
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “How else could you have meant it?”
 
   “Tylar, be reasonable, please? I only want what’s best for all of us. I love you, Tylar. I want you with me.”
 
   My eyes were tearing up again, but this time for a different reason. Trey was getting upset; my tears weren’t going to help matters. I couldn’t help it. I was so emotional these days.
 
   “I love you too,” I sobbed, burying my face into his neck. Once the floodgates opened, I knew the sobs wouldn’t stop any time soon. Trey continued to rub my back, trying to soothe me with his sweet words but it wasn’t helping. He was getting frustrated.
 
   “Tylar, please,” he pleaded, “stop crying. I didn’t mean to make you sad. I thought you’d be happy.”
 
   “Trey,” I sobbed, “I'd be happy if I didn’t think the reason was because I’m knocked up. I want to marry you when I’m not pregnant. I’m sorry but that’s the way is has to be.” I rolled over onto my side to compose myself. I felt him get up out of bed and make his way to the bathroom. I heard him trip over something, and then his cursing as he picked it up and hurled it against the wall. I heard the bathroom door slam. I looked over at what he'd thrown against the wall. It was one of my ‘fuck me’ shoes. I couldn’t restrain a giggle as I pulled the covers up over my face so that he wouldn’t hear me.
 
   I awoke Saturday morning desperately hoping that things were normal again between us. It was nothing personal about not getting married. It was simply the way it needed to be. Trey stood at the sink shaving and I went over to him, stood on my tiptoes, and planted a kiss on his lips. He was unresponsive.
 
   Okkaay…
 
   “We’re having breakfast with Mom and Dad,” Trey informed me. “They want to discuss the situation with us.”
 
   Oh no, not the “situation” again?
 
   “What are we, high school freshman? Thanks for giving me notice, Trey,” I snapped, grabbing clothes from my suitcase and going in the bathroom to shower.
 
   I put on jeans and a University of Kentucky sweatshirt. I wanted them to know that I was a “no frills” kind of girl. Trey dressed in khakis and a long-sleeved Polo shirt. We descended the staircase together. Breakfast was being served in the formal dining room. My stomach was growling since I hadn’t eaten dinner the night before. Susan came over to us immediately, giving Trey a hug, and then reaching out to me, kissing me on my cheek.
 
   “How lovely you look, Tylar,” she said sweetly, giving me her sincere, down-home smile. “You look very well-rested, glowing almost,” she gushed. “Please, take a seat. Clive will be joining us in a moment.”
 
   As if on cue, Clive came into the room bidding everyone a good morning. A servant was busy bringing in warm platters of scrambled eggs, sausages, bacon, fried potatoes, fresh fruit, and muffins, placing everything on the sideboard. There was coffee, juice, and milk already poured.
 
   Trey pulled out my chair for me, waiting as I took a seat before taking his. Very properly raised, I thought. Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair took their seats as the servant filled water glasses and poured coffee.
 
   “Please,” Susan said, once the coffee had been poured, “You two help yourselves to some breakfast.”
 
   I touched Trey’s arm as he stood, asking that he get me some scrambled eggs and a muffin. He nodded. Although I was very hungry, I wasn’t sure now just how much I'd be able to eat. My nerves were jittery. I couldn’t imagine what they needed to discuss with us. We weren’t high school kids who got into trouble.
 
   Once everyone’s plates were full, we commenced eating in uncomfortable silence. I talked to Susan a bit about the horse auction they had attended. They had purchased two more warm bloods. To my relief, Clive finally got to the point.
 
   “Tylar,” he said in his lovely British accent, “Susan and I want you to know that we’re here to support you in any way possible and acceptable to you. We’ve not been blessed with a grandchild as of yet,” he said, glancing toward Trey briefly. “We want you to consider staying with us so that we can provide you with anything you may need financially or emotionally during this time. We understand that Charlie Roberts’s trial is scheduled for January, and that you may need to be here in Bristol during that time, should they not meet a plea agreement.”
 
   Why did I not know this?
 
   “We’d be happy for you to stay with us and we will make sure that you're taken care of.”
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair,” I spoke frankly, because it appeared that Trey had left me out on the ledge here, “I so appreciate your hospitality and generosity. I want you both to know one thing. I love your son; I love Trey. Trey loves me.”
 
   I looked over and he was gaping at me, never expecting that I'd speak so candidly to his parents.
 
   Doesn’t he know how I roll yet?
 
   “We’re both so happy about this baby, about blessing you both with your first grandchild.”
 
   I reached over, taking Trey’s hand in mine. He was shocked, I could tell. I smiled inside; it wasn’t often that I could cause that.
 
   “Trey proposed to me last night. I asked Trey to be patient with me.” I looked over at Susan, knowing that another woman might understand what I was about to say. “Since I was a little girl, I dreamed about my wedding day. I wanted a prince to sweep me off of my feet and a wedding that was about just him and me. I’ve met my prince, your son. All I want now is for our wedding to be about our love. I understand if this doesn’t sit well with you—”
 
   Susan suddenly jumped up, sweeping me into an embrace. “Oh sweet girl,” she said, “You're everything I could have dreamed of for my son. You're perfect for him. I see the love between you both.” Tears filled her eyes. I was glad I wasn’t the only emotional one these days. I hugged her back, tears springing to my eyes now. Clive cleared his throat, uncomfortable with all of the female emotions.
 
   “Tylar,” Clive said, “we want and support whatever Trey and you desire. That’s all we want you to know. We consider you family. We hope you’ll come to feel the same way about us.”
 
   What wonderful parents, I thought. I felt a fleeting pain that I'd never known that kind of unconditional love. Trey’s arm was around me now, pulling me toward him, kissing my cheeks, once again wiping my tears away.
 
   Susan was ecstatic that we'd somehow dealt with the elephant in the room. I was too. Suddenly I was famished, digging in to my breakfast, and feeling that everything would be okay.
 
   “Tylar, what's your due date?” she asked excitedly.
 
   “May 5th,” I replied, “Kentucky Derby month.”
 
   “Oh that's so thrilling,” she exclaimed, all bubbly and excited. “Do you know if the baby is a boy or a girl? Not that we have a preference. We're just tickled to death for a grandbaby!”
 
   “Not yet,” I replied. “My doctor will do an ultrasound at my next appointment, which is at the end of next week. I’m not sure if I want to know or not. I kind of like the idea of being surprised.”
 
   Trey looked at me seriously, “Why didn’t I know about the ultrasound?” Uh-oh, I should have mentioned it to him before now.
 
   “I’m sorry, babe,” I said softly, patting his cheek gently with my hand, making sure I sounded contrite in his parents presence, “can you come to the appointment with me next week in Radcliff?”
 
   “Certainly,” he smiled, sipping his coffee, “In fact, I’ve rearranged my schedule to spend more time with you in Radcliff if necessary.”
 
   What? Really?
 
   I was speechless. Why hadn’t he told me earlier? Then it dawned on me that Trey had the power to call his own shots at the firm. He was a senior partner, after all. He was clearly going to stick around until he convinced me to change my mind.
 
   “Well, then I'm tickled pink,” Susan gushed. “Clive and I feel so much better knowing that you two have worked out so many of the details! Tell me Tylar,” she asked, “now I know that it’s early and all, but have you and Trey discussed names for the baby?”
 
   “Well,” I said softly, lowering my head a bit, looking at Trey in my peripheral vision as he was preparing to take another sip of his coffee, “I haven’t mentioned it to Trey just yet but I was thinking if it’s a boy, ‘Jack,’ and if it’s a girl, I like ‘Danielle.’” I could see Trey choking on his last sip of the hot coffee. I pretended not to notice. “What do you think, babe?” I asked, turning to him.
 
   He glanced at me while pulling his cloth napkin from his lap and wiping his mouth. He gave me one of his “your-ass-is-mine” looks, which I thoroughly enjoyed.
 
   “We’ll talk about names later,” he replied authoritatively.
 
   The rest of our breakfast was enjoyed in good spirits. Afterward, I went back upstairs to retrieve my hoodie. I wanted to go out to the stable to visit with Derringer. Trey was right behind me.
 
   “That was quite a performance you gave down there,” he said wryly.
 
   “I meant all of it. Well, with the exception of the baby names.”
 
   “I should hope so,” he replied, smirking.
 
   “Did you really plan to stay longer with me or was that something you made up?” I asked.
 
   He was thoughtful for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “I’ve made arrangements to stay with you longer for several reasons. Please trust me when I tell you this and don't get pissed off and stubborn. Will you do that?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” I answered.
 
   He pulled me down so that I was sitting next to him on the bed. He was momentarily quiet, selecting his words carefully. “There’s a very good chance that the C.A. will accept Charlie Roberts’s plea bargain for giving us your mother.”
 
   I wasn’t quite sure what that meant.
 
   “If that happens, you won’t have to face being at his trial; he will simply plead guilty to a lesser charge. Now, I don’t want you to worry about that. Charlie will do time in prison, just not as much. My only concern is that the authorities haven't found your mother. I’ve had my own private investigator looking into her whereabouts as well.”
 
   “You have?” I asked wide-eyed. Maybe that explained his constant phone calls.
 
   “Your mother's been living in Indiana.”
 
   “Indiana? Why would she move to Indiana?” Then it hit me—Daniel. Trey saw that I understood.
 
   “Yes,” he said, “she’s been with Daniel.”
 
   “Oh wow,” I said, although nothing about mom would shock me.
 
   “He’s in college. He’s at Purdue.”
 
   “Unfortunately, he’s not any more, Tylar. For whatever reason, he was obsessed with your mother. It’s been going on for quite some time.”
 
   Since my fucking senior prom.
 
   “Your mom’s expecting his child. He quit school and has been working at a factory. Somehow, she figured out that we were on to her after Charlie’s assault attempt went awry. By the way, the attack wasn’t actually part of their plan, if it makes you feel any better.”
 
   It didn’t. I pressed Trey for more details.
 
   “According to Charlie’s sworn statement, the plan was to make it look like an accident.”
 
   “Make what look like an accident?” I questioned. Trey shifted nervously beside me, wrapping an arm around me. His silence spoke volumes. “What? She wanted me dead?” I looked up at Trey and I knew the answer, though he couldn’t speak the unspeakable.
 
   “Why Trey?” I asked. “Why would she hate me like that?”
 
   “I don’t know, Tylar,” he said, stroking my face with the back of his knuckles. “I don’t understand it either.” He kissed the top of my head. He continued in his smooth silky voice.
 
   “Charlie was biding his time, hoping to get an opportunity to catch you alone, either in the stable or your cottage. The plan was to make it appear as though you'd had an accident with one of the horses. He thought he had a perfect opportunity the night he saw you going into the stable alone. He didn’t realize that I was there. When he saw us, he decided to cash in on a better opportunity.”
 
   “So, explain this,” I interrupted, “was the plan to kill me nixed then in favor of getting blackmail money from the video?”
 
   “That’s the story Charlie is sticking to,” Trey replied. “Your mother had a life insurance policy on you for $150,000. She offered Charlie $50,000 of it to arrange the…accident. Charlie saw an opportunity for more money by blackmailing me. He claimed your mother was still hounding him to complete the other…task. She wanted the $100,000 life insurance money on top of her portion of the blackmail money. Also, if you were gone, the house in Radcliff would go to her as natural next-of-kin.”
 
   “But the jig's up, right? She couldn’t collect on insurance now if I died under strange circumstances, could she?”
 
   “That depends,” Trey said, “unless she’s well connected within the law enforcement community here, she may not know that Charlie sang like a bird.”
 
   “But maybe she still has connections,” I was thinking out loud. “I mean, she did work for a law firm. It’s possible, I suppose.”
 
   “Either way, I don’t want you to be alone in Radcliff; I want to keep you safe. There’s an outstanding warrant for her.”
 
   “What good does a warrant do if they aren’t actively searching for her?”
 
   “First of all, I have a private detective looking for her; secondly, if she gets stopped by law enforcement for a minor traffic ticket, they’ll run her I.D. and see that she has an outstanding warrant in Virginia.”
 
   I knew my mother, or at least I thought I did. She had a keen survival instinct. She wasn’t going to be caught easily. “Does Daniel know any of this?”
 
   “No,” Trey explained, “the last thing we want is to tip her off. For some reason though, she’s not been with him over the past several weeks.”
 
   Nausea began to creep over me. My life had been a mess of lies and half-truths at best. The only parent that I knew was a con artist and wannabe murderer. Trey held my hand.
 
   “Tylar, I really need for you to consider giving up your house and job in Radcliff and moving to either Atlanta or here with my parents before Christmas. It’s for your own safety, not for my convenience, I promise”
 
   “It’s not that I don’t want to be with you in Atlanta. It’s just that I’d have nothing to do. I need to be doing something, Trey. I need to nest and prepare for this baby.”
 
   “I totally understand that, Tylar. Please consider making your nest in Atlanta with me? I’m sure I could find something for you to do at the firm, how’s that?”
 
   How could I deny him anything?
 
   “Why do you always get your way?” I asked, shaking my head. “Okay, you win. Happy Now?”
 
   “Elated,” he said with a smile, kissing the tip of my nose. “Now how about you and me going for a very gentle ride together on Derringer?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yep,” he answered, “I’m driving, though.”
 
   Trey and I spent the afternoon in the brisk November sunshine. We rode Derringer down through the woods, stopping to sit and talk. We discussed what needed to happen when we returned to Kentucky the following day. I wanted to make sure that I gave at least a week’s notice so that another temp could be located. I actually didn’t mind putting the house on the market. No matter what, there would always be dark memories there.
 
   We sat astride a log; Trey sat behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. He leaned in to kiss the back of my neck. I shivered with pleasure.
 
   “You’re giving me goose bumps Mr. Sinclair,” I said, trying my best southern drawl.
 
   “Is that a bad thing, Ms. Preston?”
 
   “Not when they’re from you,” I snuggled closer to him. My hands closed over his hands that were resting on my belly. We both felt the baby at the same time, stronger than before.
 
   “I think he’s happy when we’re happy,” I said giggling.
 
   “So it’s a ‘he’ is it?” Trey whispered against my neck.
 
   “I’m kind of hoping we have a boy,” I admitted, “for you.”
 
   “Why for me?” Trey asked. I could tell he was frowning.
 
   “I thought all men wanted sons, you know, to hang out with, to follow in their footsteps, that sort of thing.”
 
   Trey snorted, “I’ve always had the impression that sons were closer to their mothers; daughters to their fathers.”
 
   “I guess I wouldn’t know about that,” I replied, shrugging.
 
   “Be patient, Tylar. We may unravel the mystery of you yet.”
 
   “Very nicely put, counselor,” I said, raising my hand to stroke his dimpled chin behind me. “Boy or girl, I want our baby to have this dimple.”
 
   “You do, huh?” he whispered and kissed the back of my neck.
 
   “What about you? Do you have a preference?”
 
   “It makes no difference to me sweetie,” he said, nuzzling his face into my neck. “As long as we agree that he or she isn’t going to be an only child.”
 
   I smiled at that. It was the perfect thing for him to say.
 
   “Aside from Jack and Danielle, do you have any other names in mind for our child?”
 
   I did have some names in mind, and I wanted to see Trey’s reaction when I told him. I turned around on the log to face him. I noticed his crotch was bulging. My eyes met his amused gaze.
 
   “Really, Trey?”
 
   “Oh come on, Tylar,” he laughed good-naturedly, “You’ve fucked my brains out the whole time we’ve been here. I'm spoiled now."
 
   “Just so I’m the only one that gets to spoil you; it’s mine remember?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, leaning forward and kissing the tip of my nose playfully, “now tell me the names you’ve picked out.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, “I thought it might be kind of cool to name a boy after me and a girl after you.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow, waiting for me to continue.
 
   “So if it’s a boy I want his name to be ‘Preston’ and if it’s a girl, ‘Treyla.’ What do you think?”
 
   He momentarily considered those names and scooted forward on the log so our knees touched. He put both arms around me, scooting my backside closer.
 
   “I think that this child had better be a boy.”
 
   I could feel the grin on his face as he tried to stifle a chuckle. I pulled back, looking at his amused face. “What? You don’t like ‘Treyla’ for a girl?”
 
   “I appreciate the thought, babe,” he conceded, “but she may grow up hating you for pinning a name like that on her.”
 
   I was surprised he hated a name meant to honor him.
 
   “Don’t be frustrated, you asked my opinion.”
 
   “I know I did. You might've considered my feelings before trashing the name.” I pulled away and shrugged.
 
   “Hey you,” he stood up, coming around in front of me. He pulled my arms up so that I was standing in front of him. His fingers gently lifted my chin up to meet his gaze. “Tylar, you name the baby whatever you want, okay? The only thing I ask of you is that the baby has my last name. Do you agree?” His gaze was penetrating. I nodded, my eyes tearing up yet again.
 
   “That’s fine with me Trey,” I said softly.
 
   “I'd also like for you to take my last name, but you’ve already made your opinion perfectly clear, so I won’t press that issue right now.”
 
   I nodded again, putting my arms around him. I know that my mood swings had to be giving the poor guy whiplash.
 
   “C’mon,” he said, his playful tone back, “let’s get you and me back on Derringer and head back up to the house. We need to get dressed for dinner.” He gave my rump a playful smack as we headed over to Derringer. We were going to Radcliff tomorrow. The long weekend had flown by. I was eager to get back if only to start the preparations to leave again. I was chilled by what Trey had shared with me. It explained a great deal as to why he'd been so protective with me. Gina was going to freak out when I told her the latest.
 
   Later that evening, Trey was stretched across his bed watching football while I packed. I was careful to make sure he didn’t see the Christmas presents I’d bought for him. He was thoroughly distracted by the game. Zipping my new shoes, dresses, and underwear into my luggage, there was only one item left: my present from Gina from The Sextique Shop. I decided just to leave those items in their gift bag and I set it next to my suitcase, planning to pack it after my bath.
 
   “Are you going to pack your stuff tonight, Trey?” I asked. “You’re staying longer and you’ll need more than what you brought down originally.”
 
   “I’ll do it at halftime,” he said, not taking his eyes off of the flat screen.
 
   Whatever.
 
   I filled his sunken tub with coconut-scented bath foam and stripped off my clothes, grabbing a fresh towel and bath sponge from the cabinet, along with my razor and shaving gel. I settled comfortably into the warm, soapy water. I decided to turn the jets on to relax my muscles. I'd had quite a workout this weekend in many ways. The jets were quiet but powerful. I backed up to one of them and the powerful pulsating water hit my lower back.
 
   Dayumm this feels pretty good.
 
   I stayed there washing the rest of my body and then I sank down, putting my head underwater to rinse out my shampoo. When I came back up I had soap in my eyes.
 
   Shit that stings!
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut, heading over to the side to get the towel I'd placed there. The jet was still pulsating powerful streams of water. As I stood up on my tiptoes to grab the towel for my eyes I felt the pulsating water jets pound between my legs.
 
   Oh my!
 
   I stood there, wiping the soap out of my eyes feeling extremely pleasured down there. I spread my legs out just a bit opening myself up to the sensations of the water pulses.
 
   Interesting.
 
   Just then I heard Trey’s voice from the bedroom. “What the fuck is this shit?”
 
   Hmmm…game must be going badly…
 
   The bathroom door abruptly opened and Trey walked in, carrying my gift from Gina, unwrapped. Ha! It was a boxed dildo. He angrily stood over the tub, holding a box that said ‘Jack Rabbit Wallbanger W/Suction Cup.’ He leaned down and shut off the jets, shaking the water off of his hand as he stood back up, glaring.
 
   “Did you buy this?” he asked sharply.
 
   “No,” I answered honestly. “Gina bought it for me as an early Christmas present. Thank you for ruining my surprise.” I grabbed the shampoo from the edge of the tub and lathered my hair. Trey continued to gawk at me.
 
   “May I ask why you were going through my stuff?” I asked, now feeling fairly pissed. I hoped this wasn't a preview of things to come once I moved to Atlanta. I cherished my privacy, and nothing was going to change that.
 
   “Hey, I was just trying to see if you had room in your suitcase for some of my things. I didn’t know if you meant to pack this bag or what. I wanted to make sure it wasn’t breakable.”
 
   “Well it’s not,” I answered turning away from him to rinse my hair. His expression went from pissed to confused.
 
   “Did you say something to Gina to make her think I don’t satisfy you?”
 
   “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. Why does this have to be about you?”
 
   He eyed me warily as if he doubted what I was telling him. I wondered if all men thought they were the only mechanism for female orgasm. Trey acted like having a sex toy was an insult to his masculinity.
 
   “What? Does it offend you?” I finally asked.
 
   “No, I just wanted to make sure that well, you know, that I’m making you feel good.”
 
   “Trey,” I nearly shrieked, “you must have a clue by now how much I love our fucking."
 
   "We don't always fuck, Tylar. We make love as well."
 
   I softened toward him. My Trey was romantic and sweet. He actually thought I could replace him with Mr. Jack Rabbit Wallbanger with a suction cup?
 
   He helped me out of the bath, wrapping a towel around me.
 
   “Maybe we could make love tonight after the football game is over?” I asked, my eyes searching his.
 
   “Fuck the football game!” he said, drawing my toweled body to him. He pressed me against him intimately. “Ready to go to bed?” he asked huskily.
 
   I smiled and nodded.
 
   “Me too,” he said, taking me by the hand and leading me out of the bathroom.
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   My house in Radcliff was listed with a real estate agent who felt very strongly that it wouldn’t stay on the market too long. The location and price range were good indicators, she assured us.
 
   I felt really good about my decision to go with Trey to Atlanta once he promised me at least a part-time job at his law firm. Gina was ecstatic when I called to let her know.
 
   Trey’s apartment was located on West Peachtree in mid-town Atlanta. I knew that it would take me a while to get comfortable driving in a big city. He told me not to be overly concerned; he'd gladly take me anywhere I wanted.
 
   Hmm…being around each other 24/7 is going to be interesting.
 
   It was dark when Trey pulled my Santa Fe into the parking garage of his apartment building. I'd been asleep for most of the drive. I awoke as soon as he cut the engine. Yawning and stretching, I looked around and spotted his Mercedes Benz Roadster in the next parking space.
 
   Nice ride, counselor.
 
   Trey’s apartment was a pleasant surprise. I was worried his space would be contemporary and cold, all black, glass, and chrome. Yet, this was tasteful and had a warm feel. The floor of the foyer was ceramic tile done in a Tuscan pattern; the interior walls were stucco, with high ceilings and arched doorways. The flooring in the main living room and dining room was polished hardwood covered with gorgeous Persian rugs. The living room featured a fireplace with wall art that blended in nicely with his furnishings. The color scheme was predominately warm gold, brown, and russet. Curved windows rounded like a half-moon overlooked the lit skyline of mid-town Atlanta.
 
   “Trey, this is breathtaking,” I commented, gazing through his window over Atlanta. He stood next to me, pulling me closer.
 
   “I’m glad you approve. I think having you here will definitely make it complete.”
 
   “Where’s my room?” I asked innocently.
 
   Trey laughed, pulling me close to him. “Your room is wherever I am,” he said, “understand?”
 
   I nodded. He took my hand, leading me down a hallway that was off the living room. One of the bedrooms had been made into his study. There was a guest bedroom next to the study that had an attached bathroom and walk-in closet. Trey’s master suite was obvious because of the double wooden doors that opened into it.
 
   “Wow,” I said as he swung open the doors, “this is huge!” He had a king-sized bed that seemed almost small because of the room’s high ceilings. It was carpeted in plush hunter-green carpet with an ornately scrolled mahogany wardrobe against the wall next to the bed. There was a cozy sitting area in one corner of the room and two walk-in closets.
 
   The master bath was even more elaborate than the one at the manor. It had a ceramic-tiled heated floor and antique light fixtures. There were marble columns on each side of the wide marble steps that led up to the sunken tub. Wall sconces created soft, romantic lighting.
 
   “Where’s the kitchen?” I finally asked.
 
   “It’s off the dining room as we came in. Are you hungry?”
 
   “Maybe later,” I said, “I'd really love a bubble bath.”
 
   “You go right ahead,” he replied, “you'll find everything you need in the bathroom.”
 
   An hour and a half later I emerged from my soak, totally relaxed. I padded down Trey’s massive hallway in my silk PJs. He was on the phone in the study. I lingered at the doorway. He looked up and nodded for me to come in.
 
   “Yes, I appreciate your getting back with me on a weekend, counselor. This is good news.” He rolled his chair back from the desk invitingly. I curled up in his lap as he wrapped up his call.
 
   “Who was that on the phone?” I asked.
 
   “Oh yeah, that was the assistant C.A. from Washington County. Everything is good to go on the plea agreement. No trial.”
 
   I was greatly relieved. I never wanted to lay eyes on Charlie Roberts again. Trey stood me up and led me to the kitchen which was as impressive as the rest of his apartment. The floor was dark ceramic tile, the cupboards were light blond wood, the countertops were granite, and the appliances were stainless steel. A breakfast bar with a sink stood in the center.
 
   “Have a seat, Ms. Preston. I’ll let you know what today’s specials are as soon as I figure that out,” he said, giving me a dimpled grin. Despite his humor, I could tell Trey was tired. He'd packed up my house, loaded the SUV top to bottom, and drove the whole way while I slept through the drive.
 
   “Trey, I'd love a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”
 
   “Seriously?” he asked. “That sounds good to me too.”
 
   We ate our sandwiches at the breakfast bar and talked about my new job. He'd already called the H.R. director at the firm while I was in my bath. I was set for Monday.
 
   “What will my job responsibilities be?”
 
   “I’ve no idea. I left that in the hands of Janice Landrick, my competent HR director. She’s expecting you at 9 a.m. sharp.”
 
   “Will we be riding to work together?”
 
   “Well, I usually leave for the gym at 6:30 and then shower and dress there. It’s in the same building as our firm.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” I replied. I was curious as to how much Trey had shared with his H.R. director. “How exactly did you explain our relationship to Janice?”
 
   “I didn’t,” he replied, stuffing the last quarter of his sandwich into his mouth. “Tylar,” he began in his serious lawyer-tone, “our relationship doesn’t exist when we’re at the firm. You wanted a job and now you have it.” He was looking at me expectantly, his eyes searching mine for some kind of confirmation.
 
   “Ipso facto, counselor,” I replied, licking peanut butter seductively off of my fingers.
 
   Later that evening, I was curled up in his massive bed while Trey showered. My mind was racing with questions. I still wondered exactly what Trey had told his H.R. director about our connection. Was I supposed to call him ‘Mr. Sinclair?’ I thought about Gina and Ian coming over tomorrow. When I gave her directions to Trey’s place, she commented that his doorman probably wouldn’t let riff raff like her past the entrance. I let Trey know they’d be visiting; his only reaction was an eye roll. I heard the shower shut off. Perhaps now that he'd taken a shower he would feel refreshed enough to answer some of my questions.
 
   Trey emerged several minutes later, his hair towel dried damp, naked except for his drawstring pajama pants that were slung low on his hips. He flipped a switch on his sound system and the room filled with classical instrumental music. Trey climbed into bed with me, snuggling under the covers. I perched my head on my elbow to watch him get comfortable. He turned to me, catching my gaze.
 
   “What?” he asked, eyeing me warily.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, not eager to kill the mood by bringing the matter up again, “I just wondered how you explained our connection and me needing a job at your firm to Janice.”
 
   Trey sighed, a hint of impatience in his voice, “I said that you interned for our family business this past summer, that you needed a job, and asked her if there was anything open at the firm. She said there was, and you start Monday, period.”
 
   “Well, I mean how does she know if I’m qualified to do whatever this job entails?”
 
   “Trust me, babe, it’ll be some gopher-type position. You’ll do fine.”
 
   Hell no, he did not just say that.
 
   Trey realized how insulting his comment was as soon as it escaped his mouth. His expression was one of instant regret but it was too late. I narrowed my eyes at him giving him an evil stare before turning away from him and pulling the covers under my chin.
 
   “Tylar,” his voice was apologetic, “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded—I’m sorry.” He scooted over so that his body was just inches from mine. His hand brushed against my covered up shoulder, rubbing it soothingly. I raised an arm out from underneath the sheets and patted his arm consolingly.
 
   “That’s okay,” I replied without looking. “Apology accepted.” I pulled my arm underneath the covers and made no further attempt to acknowledge him. If we were going to be a family, I'd have to let some minor misunderstandings slide. After a few moments, he sighed heavily and turned over so that we were back to back. I drifted off to sleep.
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   On Sunday morning Trey and I got up fairly early. I started making the bed and he stopped me. “I have a housekeeper who comes in during the week,” he advised.
 
   “So what do you do on weekends?” I asked.
 
   “Live like a pig, I guess,” he admitted laughing.
 
   “I don’t roll that way baby,” I replied. “Come on, it won’t kill either one of us to pick up after ourselves on weekends. Grab the sheets, let’s make the bed. I want to show Gina around the apartment when they come by this afternoon.”
 
   Trey grudgingly obliged, helping me tidy up the bedroom and then the bathroom after we finished our shower. While he was in his study checking his e-mails, I decided to make our first breakfast as official co-habs: coffee, scrambled eggs, sausage, and toast. Trey came in, freshly showered, lured by the scent of brewed coffee. He wore a long-sleeved, black Henley shirt and jeans I’d never seen before. He looked fit and muscular in the faded blue denim, ripped at the knee and snug. He wore socks but no shoes, his hair was still damp. I knew every inch of his body, yet I caught myself admiring Trey’s masculinity.
 
   Filling his coffee mug, he smiled warmly, saying, “This looks great, Tylar.” I sat across from him sipping my orange juice as I thought about what I needed to do today.
 
   “Do you like chili?” I asked.
 
   “I love chili,” he replied, spearing a forkful of eggs. “Why?”
 
   “I thought I'd see if you’ve got all of the ingredients on hand and put a pot of chili on for this afternoon. I thought you and Ian might want to watch football or something while I visit with Gina. Is that all right with you?”
 
   He rolled his eyes slightly, mumbling a “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Trey, you’ve never really talked to Ian. I think you’ll like him if you’d let yourself. I want to have friends here, you know.”
 
   “I said okay,” he replied, slightly agitated.
 
   I couldn’t imagine anyone not getting along with Ian. Trey was just stubborn about certain things.
 
   After breakfast, I found ground sirloin in the freezer and the rest of the ingredients to make a pot of chili. I found a crock pot in the cupboard. Twenty minutes later, the chili was in the crock pot cooking and the kitchen was cleaned up.
 
   Next, I busied myself by unpacking my boxes of clothes and shoes from Radcliff. My clothes would not even fill the smaller walk-in closet. Not yet anyway. I'd have Gina help me put some work outfits together when she came over this afternoon. I finished unpacking my suitcase, grabbing the gift bag from The Sextique Shop and tucking the Jack Rabbit in a closet drawer. I found another tissue-wrapped item at the bottom of the bag. I pulled the paper off of the box. It was a remote control silver bullet vibrator. Batteries included. It had ten different speeds and vibration patterns and was remote-activated from twenty-three feet away.
 
   Damn!
 
   Snickering, I gathered the dirty laundry from the bathroom hamper. As I passed Trey’s study, I poked my head in, “Trey do you have a laundry room in the apartment?”
 
   “It’s off the kitchen,” he replied, barely looking up. “Hey, but Mrs. Harris can do the laundry this week.”
 
   “It’s okay, I want to do it.” I replied, heading down the hall.
 
   Trey’s laundry room was as big as his den. I found the detergent and softener and started the first load of lights, washing in hot and rinsing in cold. The chili aroma wafted fragrantly from the kitchen. I found a wooden spoon and gave it a stir. I didn’t hear Trey come up behind me. He encircled me in his arms, causing me to scream in fear.
 
   “I’m sorry, baby,” he said, releasing me, studying my face.
 
   “You nearly made my heart stop,” I gasped.
 
   “I'm so sorry, babe. I didn’t mean to. Are you okay?”
 
   “I will be…” I replied, holding onto the counter.
 
   “Seeing you doing all this domestic stuff makes me horny,” he said, giving me a knowing smile.
 
   “So, does that mean I need to be worried about Mrs. Harris during the week?” I joked, looking up into his smoldering eyes.
 
   “Unh unh, baby,” he said softly, his hands framing my face. He lowered his mouth to mine; his tongue gently probed my mouth, swirling around mine with passion and hunger. I could feel him harden against me. I kissed him back, my tongue exploring his mouth softly as my hand moved down, capturing his hardness beneath his jeans. He moaned as I stroked the length of him. I tugged at the button on his fly. His hand moved mine aside, unbuttoning his fly and lowering his zipper. He leaned against the kitchen counter.
 
   My hand reached in, freeing his hard cock from his boxers. I gently played with it, feeling the clear droplet of fluid that gathered at the tip. I kneeled in front of him and licked the droplet from the head, closing my mouth around it. I took his full length into my mouth, sucking his shaft, allowing my tongue to dance around his girth. He moaned as his cock grew in my mouth. Drawing me up to him, he carried me to the sofa in front of the lit fireplace. He stood me in front of him, my back to him as he slid my jeans over my hips, followed by my panties. I stepped out of them as his hands pulled me backward onto his lap.
 
   His jeans were still on and I was fully naked on top of him. I felt him position my sex close to the head of his member, his fingers gently probing in and out of my wet orifice from behind. He lowered me further down, his hands on each of my hips. He lightly pushed my shoulders forward so that my backside tilted up toward him at a slight angle. He was taking charge and it made me so hot for him. He lowered me slowly down onto his erection. I heard him suck his breath in loudly.
 
   “Aah,” I moaned, taking him deep. I was going to come fast in this position. He knew it. He lowered one hand, taking the hood of my clitoris between his thumb and forefinger, rolling it gently over and over again. I flexed my hips, moving up and down on him, whimpering with pleasure.
 
   “Come for me” he said, his movements quickening. The sound of his smooth and silky voice was the tiny push I needed to cross over into an explosive, electrifying orgasm.
 
   He peaked too and we came together, our bodies shuddering with spasms of release caught in a swirling vortex of pleasure. He cried my name out as his last shudder emptied himself into me. I sat back, resting against his chest. His hand lifted my hair; his lips and tongue traced the back of my neck. I shivered.
 
   “Did you like that?” he asked, kissing my neck.
 
   “Just a little,” I replied, grinning like an idiot. “You know we’re going to have to shower again, don’t you?” I asked. “This whole room smells like sex. Gina and Ian will be here in an hour.”
 
   “But I like smelling like you,” Trey protested.
 
   “Come on, let’s shower,” I said pulling his arm up to stand. “And you will put clean jeans on,” I advised.
 
   An hour later, showered and dressed in clean clothes, the doorman rang that Ian and Gina were in the lobby. Trey buzzed them up. I checked my chili again, it smelled delicious and I was famished.
 
   The doorbell rang and I ran to answer it. Gina was first in, hugging me as if it had been months instead of a little over a week since she'd seen me last. Ian was next and I formally introduced him to Trey; I wasn’t sure if they had officially met the night of my birthday. Ian was glad that Trey had the game on; both guys were Falcons fans. Trey pulled beers from the fridge and they got comfortable in front of the flat screen like old friends. I signaled Gina to follow me for a tour of the apartment. We ended the tour in the master suite, which she adored. I showed her my own walk-in closet.
 
   “Why does Trey have more clothes than you?”
 
   “Probably because he has a job where he needs to look professional and because he can afford them,” I replied.
 
   “That’s just wrong on so many levels,” she commented. “Hey—what does a lawyer get when you give him Viagra?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her, “What?” I replied.
 
   “Taller!” she shrieked, bursting into a fit of giggles.
 
   I tried not to smile but Gina’s giggling was contagious.
 
   “Promise me you won’t tell any lawyer jokes around Trey.”
 
   I really wanted Trey to like Ian and Gina. He hit it off with Ian, but Gina already rubbed Trey the wrong way.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she called from the master bathroom. “Check you out girlfriend,” she squealed. “The Hot Nazi knows his way to your heart, I can see that.” She whirled around in the massive bathroom, enthralled.
 
   “Hey Gina, I start a job tomorrow at Trey’s firm,” I said. “Won’t that be great?”
 
   “Oh yeah?” she was inspecting the music on Trey’s iPod. “Whatcha gonna be doing there?”
 
   “I’m not really sure,” I replied, honestly. “Trey calls it a gopher job.”
 
   She whirled around to face me. “Shut. Up. Tell me that he did not put it that way to you.”
 
   I nodded. I'd let that slip on purpose. I wanted to see her reaction to make sure that I hadn’t been acting ‘hormonal’ as Trey had been suggesting of late. I knew that I was right to feel insulted. “It’s no big deal, Gina. Don’t say anything I just wanted to see if you thought it was as rude as I did.”
 
   “No shit,” she agreed, wagging a finger. “Now, what are you going to wear?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Would you help me put a few outfits together?”
 
   “You got it, girlfriend. You’re gonna be the hottest fucking gopher at that firm.”
 
   Gina and I spent nearly an hour in my closet. I tried everything on to make sure it still fit. She picked out my jewelry and helped me decide how to wear my hair.
 
   “I got to tell you,” she said, “pregnancy agrees with you. You still are hot and don’t let the Nazi think otherwise.”
 
   “It’s not like that. Trey and I can hardly keep our hands off each other. Speaking of which, he found your Christmas present to me.”
 
   “Yeah and so?”
 
   “He thought I may have complained to you that he lacked prowess or something,” I replied, blushing.
 
   “He’s such a Republican, isn’t he?” Gina laughed. “I bet he knows one position and one position only,” she tsk’d at me.
 
   “Gina,” I protested, “Trey fucks me seven ways from Sunday and it’s hot.”
 
   “I see,” she said, smiling. “I get it. It’s all good.”
 
   “What?” I pressed, still annoyed.
 
   “You love your man and your man loves you. It’s all good. I’m happy for you, sweetie.”
 
   "Okay then," I replied, giving her a look.
 
   Gina and I made our way back out to the living room. Trey and Ian had finished their third round of beers. The coffee table in front of the couch was cluttered with empty bottles.
 
   “Hey babe,” Trey said standing up as I passed by him on the way to the kitchen, “come here,” he directed.
 
   I looked over at Gina and she smiled. I walked over to Trey and he put his arms around me, swaying with me as we embraced. His lips kissed my hair and neck, but our reverie was broken by Ian.
 
   “Get a room you two!” he shouted, putting his empty bottle down on the coffee table. Gina ‘shushed’ him like the best friend that she was and handed them two fresh beers. I went into the kitchen to check on my chili.
 
   “Tylar,” Gina said almost apologetically, “I can see how much Trey loves you. I’m so sorry for what I said. I totally misjudged what you two have going.”
 
   “Gina,” I said, stirring my chili and clicking the oven on to preheat. “It’s no big deal, okay?” She nodded, coming forward to give me another hug.
 
   Twenty minutes later we all sat in the living room eating and watching the final minutes of the game. I was happy to see Trey bond with Ian. No matter how Trey felt about Gina, I knew that he’d work to overcome it because of Ian.
 
   When the evening ended, Trey and I stood at the front door of our apartment and said ‘goodnight’ to them. I felt like part of a couple for the first time. I knew that we were going back to reality tomorrow, and the reality was that we would be living and working together, an exciting and uncharted territory for us.
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   It seemed as if I'd just drifted off to sleep when I felt Trey waking up. I sat up in the bed, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.
 
   “It’s six-thirty Tylar. Do you want me to set the alarm so that you can sleep longer?” he asked.
 
   “No, I want to get up now. I have to fold that last load of laundry in the dryer and then get ready. Trey, I’m not sure how to get to your office from here.” It had finally dawned on me to ask.
 
   “No worries,” he replied, smiling down at me, “the office is less than ten minutes from here. I’ve arranged for a cab to pick you up in the mornings and take you home in the afternoons until you're comfortable making the drive. Traffic can be a real hassle at the time you go in.”
 
   I shrugged. The arrangement was fine with me. Realizing I was still naked from the night before, I stayed under the sheets.
 
   “Your cab arrives at 8:45, and the doorman will ring you, okay?”
 
   “Okay, and I just ask for Janice Landrick when I get there, right?”
 
   “Yep,” he said, kissing me. “Have a good day.”
 
   “You too, Mr. Sinclair,” I replied in a very businesslike tone.
 
   “Oh, and keep your cell with you in case I need to touch base with you,” he instructed over his shoulder as he shut the door.
 
   As soon as he left I jumped out of bed, excited to start my day. An hour later I was fully showered, dressed, and accessorized for my first day of work at the law firm of Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair.
 
   I wore a black pencil skirt that fell above my knees. My top was a classic white shirt, with a sharp collar and long sleeves with wide cuffs. I left the top two buttons undone. I wore a black double-breasted vest that matched the skirt. The open white shirt collar splayed across the shoulders on the vest. Gina had insisted I wear smoky grey tights with my three-inch plain black pumps. My hair was pulled back tightly into a high, skinny ponytail. I wore small silver hoop earrings and a delicate silver chain around my neck. I applied some light grey eye shadow, with dark charcoal eyeliner, and a bit of lip gloss and took a final assessment. I decided I was presentable for my first day of work.
 
   Déjà vu swept over me when I stepped out of the elevator and onto the familiar marble floor that led to the receptionist’s station. A fleeting look of recognition crossed Debbie’s face as I approached her.
 
   “Good morning, Debbie,” I greeted her. “Tylar Preston to see Janice Landrick, and yes, she is expecting me.”
 
   “One moment, please,” she replied, pushing a button then talking into her headset. “Yes, Ms. Landrick, there's a Tylar Preston in reception to see you. Very well, thank you.”
 
   “Have a seat please, Ms. Preston. Ms. Landrick will be with you momentarily.”
 
   Janice Landrick greeted me warmly upon her arrival at reception. She escorted me to her office, which was just around the corner.
 
   “We have some standard paperwork for you to fill out, Tylar,” she said, handing me an envelope with my name on it. “You don’t have to fill it all out right now, but if you could have it completed and returned to me tomorrow when you come in that will be fine. Your hours will be 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. with the exception of Wednesday when your hours are 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. You have an hour for lunch every day except Wednesday. Your total hours are 28 per week. Anything beyond that will need to have approval by myself or one of the partners, okay?”
 
   “That’s no problem, Ms. Landrick,” I replied.
 
   “Call me Janice. We’re not overly formal here, thankfully.”
 
   “Okay Janice,” I smiled warmly.
 
   “Tylar, what you'll be doing here at the firm is a little bit of everything. You're what we call a ‘floater.’ You'll spend time in Central Filing where the cases are filed and retrieved as required for the attorneys and paralegals. You'll help with meeting preparations and conference scheduling, mostly clerical and administrative stuff. There may be occasions where a particular attorney’s administrative assistant requires your assistance in mailings or making copies, so you'd assist in those tasks too.”
 
   “It sounds very interesting,” I replied.
 
   “You'll be busy, so at least you won’t be bored,” she assured me. “Today you'll be working with Leah, Mr. Harmon’s personal assistant. There is a settlement conference at 11 a.m. that will likely run until 3 or 4 p.m. Leah can fill you in on the details.” She led me down the marble hallway, past Debbie again, and down several more hallways until we reached Mr. Harmon’s suite. Janice introduced me to Leah, wished me luck, and left.
 
   Leah was probably in her forties, friendly, and I liked her immediately. She said that she'd been with the firm for fifteen years, always working for Mr. Harmon, whom she described as a “doll” to work for. She showed me where to stow my things, then toured me around Mr. Harmon’s wing. She pointed out the restroom, the filing area, and the kitchen. She explained that a lot of the lawyers and paralegals had occasion to work long hours and some weekends, so the firm tried to make things as comfortable as possible.
 
   Leah showed me to the copy room, which doubled as the mail center for this wing. I didn’t spot Trey’s name on any of the mail trays. His office was apparently in a different wing; the law firm occupied the entire top floor.
 
   She got me settled into an empty desk in the corner of her office area and then showed me how to use the firm’s phone system. My first task was opening the mail and date-stamping each piece. When she saw that I was a quick learner, she excused herself for a few minutes to go to Central Filing (wherever that was). She told me that Mr. Harmon was over in Mr. Richardson’s office and to pick up any calls that came in.
 
   That reminded me to check my cell; I smiled as I read a text from Trey:
 
   “I hope things are going well on your first day at this very prestigious law firm, Ms. Preston. I forgot to tell you this morning: I love you.”
 
   My heart did a flip-flop when I read Trey’s text message. I realized that I'd forgotten to tell him the same thing. I hit reply.
 
   “I'm guilty of the same thing Mr. Sinclair. I love you! I'm working in Harmon’s wing…is that close to yours?”
 
   Trey replied.
 
   “Harmon’s wing is at the opposite corner. I'll be over there later for a settlement conference. I look forward to ogling you then. I know you'll make me hard”
 
   Blushing, I texted him back.
 
   “Mr. Sinclair, ‘sexting’ at work is not appropriate! I look forward to seeing your hardness. I know you'll make me wet”
 
   Leah returned just as I'd finished sorting the mail and highlighting the case numbers on the correspondence. “Good job,” she said appreciatively. “Now you and I have to prep the conference room for the settlement conference. There will be six attorneys total: three from here and three from the firm of Littleton, Dexter, and Klein out of Tulsa. Oh, and Barry will be there observing, so that makes a total of seven people.”
 
   Leah and I went back and forth between the kitchen and conference room carrying coffee carafes, pitchers of water, and an ice bucket filled with ice. There was a credenza against the back wall where we arranged it all.
 
   I followed Leah back to her desk where she opened one of her drawers and pulled out a stack of menus. “They are having a working lunch, so put one of these at each of the places on the table. We need to have them filled out as soon as they get here so that you can call and place the lunch order,” she advised.
 
   I was back at my desk working on a spreadsheet when I heard Trey clear his throat in the hallway. “Good morning Ms. Preston.” His eyes fell on mine.
 
   “Good morning Mr. Sinclair,” I replied, “The conference room is ready.”
 
   I stood up; Trey scanned me from head to toe, his eyes smoldered. I didn’t get a chance to say anything further to him as the phone on Leah’s desk rang and I reached for it. I winked at him and Trey disappeared around the corner to the conference room. It was Debbie calling to say that the three attorneys from Littleton, Dexter, and Klein were in reception. Leah hadn’t returned from her errand so I told Debbie I'd be right there. Luckily, I found my way through the maze of cubicles to reception and introduced myself to the three gentlemen.
 
   “If you gentlemen would please follow me, the attorneys are awaiting your arrival in the conference room.”
 
   “Anywhere, darlin,” one of them said, “You lead the way and we’ll follow you anywhere.” I was glad that they were behind me and couldn’t see me rolling my eyes. I led them to the conference room standing inside the doorway as they filed in, once again removing their hats as they passed me.
 
   “Thank you, little darlin” one said, nudging his partner, “Wish they grew ‘em like this in Oklahoma,” he said with a wink. He turned his attention back to three of the attorneys from Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair, one of whom was glaring angrily at the flirtatious visitor. I flushed, turning to exit and passing Leah outside of the conference room.
 
   “Tylar, are you okay?” she asked, seeing my flushed face. I nodded. “Did you get their lunch orders?” she asked. Damn. I'd forgotten. I didn’t want to go back in there with Trey and the cocky lawyers from Tulsa. Leah read my reaction and saw that I was uncomfortable.
 
   “That’s all right, I have to give Mr. Harmon a message before they start, and I can do it.”
 
   “Watch out for those guys,” I warned her in a whisper.
 
   A few minutes later Leah returned to our office area shaking her head as she set the stack of filled out lunch orders on my desk. “Boy you were right about that,” she said, “they're something else, aren’t they?”
 
   I laughed and nodded.
 
   “The partners will have their work cut out for them today trying to keep those three good ol’ boys on track. Sinclair looks like he’s ready to kill one of them already.”
 
   Oh geez, Trey let it go.
 
   Leah had instructed me to fill in the spreadsheet already set up on a fax form for their lunch order. I started inputting the data and stopped when I got to Trey’s order. He'd requested a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with a smiley face drawn next to it. I chuckled.
 
   “What?” Leah asked looking over.
 
   “Oh, uh…Mr. Sinclair ordered a peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” I said. “I can’t imagine one of the partners eating a P.B. & J.”
 
   “Mr. Sinclair is the youngest attorney ever to make partner here,” she said, “let alone senior partner. He'll certainly make a great catch for some lucky girl.”
 
   I finished with the lunch order and faxed it over, requesting delivery at 1 p.m. as instructed. Just to be safe, I called the deli ten minutes later to make sure that they received the order and instructed them that the P.B. & J required strawberry jelly.
 
   Leah told me to take my lunch from 11:30 to 12:30; she would cover the phones and respond to any requests from the conference room. I retrieved my purse and went to the kitchen, getting a yogurt and juice from the vending machine. I sat at one of the tables and checked my phone. Trey had texted again.
 
   “That asshole Littleton will be lucky if my size 11 shoe doesn’t end up lodged in his colon before the afternoon's over! You look great by the way. I’m going to fuck you when I get home. Then we'll discuss your office attire, Ms. Preston. Are you taking good care of our baby?”
 
   I hit reply,
 
   “Chill about Littleton, okay? I look forward to the fuck-fest! My office attire is fine. I’ve received several compliments on it. And yes, taking good care of our baby. Having yogurt and juice like a good girl.”
 
   I finished my yogurt and went back to the vending machine for an apple. When I returned to the table, I had another text from Trey. Damn! He's texting me during the settlement conference?
 
   “I’m sure you have, Ms. Preston."
 
   The tables had turned. It was Trey’s turn to be jealous about the attention I drew. I hit reply:
 
   “How can you be paying attention to this very important conference while texting me???”
 
   I finished my apple and downed the rest of my juice before I heard my phone beep again.
 
   “It’s called multi-tasking, Tylar. I do it all the time when we’re fucking or haven't you noticed?"
 
   I giggled while reading his text at the same time Debbie walked in to refill her coffee mug. She looked around to see if anyone else was in the kitchen. I picked up my phone and purse and headed to the restroom. Once inside the stall, I replied to Trey’s text:
 
   “I've noticed with great pleasure baby. I'm heading back to our office to relieve Leah for lunch. I'll be serving you your P.B. & J. soon.”
 
   I texted Gina while I was in there asking her if she had any clothes she wanted to get rid of. She responded quickly, saying she would dig through her closet and drop off anything she could find before she went to the club with Ian tonight.
 
   Leah left to take her lunch when I returned to my desk. She gave me a stack of messages that Trey’s personal assistant, Tonya, had brought over for him.
 
   I leafed through Trey’s messages. Greg Sims from Sims’ Private Investigation Services had requested a call back to update progress. There were several messages from in-house attorneys. Then, I saw the last message: Tess Flannery had called this morning at 10:30.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   Why would she call Trey? She must've heard from Landon about our “situation.” Christ, even I was referring to it now as a situation. I put Tess’s message on top of Trey’s stack so he saw it first.
 
   At 12:50, the boxed lunches were delivered to Harmon’s wing by Josh from the mailroom. I filled another ice bucket and met Josh, who wheeled over the sandwich cart. I set the ice bucket on it, grabbed the phone messages, and knocked firmly on the conference room door.
 
   “Come in,” one of the attorneys barked. It had to be Harmon or Richardson; I knew it wasn’t Trey. I opened the door tentatively, holding it for Josh to come through with the cart.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Barry Richardson said, nodding for Josh to put the boxes on the credenza, “we will take a restroom and lunch break now. We will resume our discussion in twenty minutes.”
 
   I helped Josh unload the cart and I restocked the credenza. I turned away from the credenza just as Mr. Littleton brushed against my backside.
 
   Fuck. I hope Trey didn't see that.
 
   When I looked over and saw the angry glint in Trey’s eyes, I knew that he had. He abruptly stood and followed Littleton to the door, taking long, angry strides. I cut him off at the pass.
 
   “Mr. Sinclair,” I called out, waving the pink message slips.
 
   “What?” he snapped, turning to me, and his face softened when he caught my intent. I knew that he hadn’t meant to snap at me.
 
   “Your messages, sir,” I replied, handing him the stack.
 
   He took them, his eyes still locked on mine. I nodded at the messages, turning as he read the one on top. I went over to Mr. Harmon, handing him his messages, then to Richardson. I departed the conference room and welcomed the sight of my desk. Leah returned about fifteen minutes later and asked how everything had gone.
 
   “No problems at all,” I lied.
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   I awoke with a start from my nap. I looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was after seven. The room was dark; the sun had obviously set. I couldn’t believe that my after-work cat nap got away from me. Why wasn’t Trey home from work yet? I heard rustling and the sound of ice clinking in crystal. I looked over to the corner of the room and saw Trey in the sitting area. His left arm was draped over the back of the chair, a glass with ice and a couple of shots of amber liquor in the other. I sat up abruptly and switched on the lamp.
 
   “I didn’t hear you come in,” I said. “I didn’t mean to take such a long nap. I wanted to start dinner for you.”
 
   He stood up and came over to the bed. He wore a white dress shirt with his tie loose around his neck. His five o’clock shadow looked sexy and he was in his stocking feet. He sat down on the bed beside me. “Tylar,” he sighed heavily, “I’m not sure that it’s going to work out having you working at the firm.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, puzzled. “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No, actually it’s me. You drive me to distraction. Do you know how much I wanted to throttle Littleton?” He took a long swig of his drink, slamming the empty glass on the nightstand. I pulled the quilt off of me and climbed over to where he sat. I sat down next to him, taking his hand in mine.
 
   “Please know that I didn’t do anything to encourage Littleton.”
 
   “I know Tylar,” he said, circling his arms around me, rocking me back and forth. We sat in silence. He tugged on my ponytail, tilting my head back to kiss my forehead.
 
   “I had to tell my partners about our relationship.”
 
   “What? I thought you insisted we keep it quiet?”
 
   “Tylar, you know as well as I do that wasn’t realistic. Hell, both Richardson and Harmon knew something was amiss today in the conference room. They said I acted like a ‘rutting stag.’ They were right.”
 
   “Why would they say that?” I pressed.
 
   “Jesus Christ, they know me well enough to see how I acted whenever you came around and when another man brushed against your ass!”
 
   “Let me ask you something. Would you have been just as concerned had Littleton done the same thing to Leah or Tonya instead of me?”
 
   “It’s inappropriate no matter who’s at the receiving end of it. The fact that it was you enraged me.”
 
   “I’m really glad to hear that,” I replied. “I think that you had every right to call Littleton on it because none of your female employees deserve that type of harassment. Was anything said to him?”
 
   “Oh yes,” he answered, nodding his head, “Harmon saw what happened too and he called him on it. That’s why I decided to tell the rest of the senior partners about us.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The partners saw what Littleton did, and they wanted Janice Landrick to talk to you and make sure you understood that it was being handled. They also saw my reaction and are aware that I called Janice on your behalf for the job. I needed to let them know the extent of our relationship.”
 
   “Do they know I’m pregnant, that we live together?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Do they want me out of there? Is it a conflict of interest?”
 
   “Actually, our company handbook does not have a policy regarding fraternization. There are a few married couples who are associates at the firm. Given our relationship, you can never work directly for me. It's also customary for you to sign a statement indicating you won’t hold the firm liable for sexual harassment claims in the future involving me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s just a precaution, and the only way you can continue to work there.”
 
   “I’ve got no issue with signing that Trey, but what about everyone else knowing about us, you know?”
 
   “No, this is definitely not going outside the senior partners, at least for now. If our status changes, then I’ll want everyone to know you're mine. However, that’s still your call.”
 
   Tears of anger sprang to my eyes. I was shocked at how territorial Trey had become. I'd only worked at his firm for a day. The idea of living the rest of my life with a jealous, controlling husband infuriated me. Before I could comment, the doorman buzzed the intercom. I pressed the button to respond.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Gina's here for Ms. Preston.”
 
   “Send her up,” I replied.
 
   The doorbell chimed. I opened the door to Gina, who held a large plastic bag full of clothes. “Where do you want this, in your bedroom?”
 
   “No, Trey’s in there; just leave it here,” I replied, hurrying back to the kitchen before she noticed I was upset. “I have to stir my soup, Gina.”
 
   She came around to the doorway of the kitchen, leaning against it with her arms folded, watching me. “Okay, spill. What's the Hot Nazi done this time?” As usual, Gina’s timing left something to be desired. Trey turned the corner to the kitchen just as the words left her mouth. He threw her a nasty look.
 
   “Gina,” he nodded, grabbing a beer from the fridge.
 
   “Trey,” she replied, her tone borderline accusatory. Gina had balls, I gave her that. “Would you mind stirring Tylar’s soup so that I can see what the fuck she's so upset about?” she snapped. Before Trey had a chance to reply, Gina took me by the hand and pulled me down the massive hallway into the master suite. She went into the bathroom, returning with a damp washcloth.
 
   “Here,” she held it out, “your mascara's running.” I took it and wiped my cheeks. “So? What happened? Did the Nazi fire you on your first day?”
 
   I provided Gina with the ‘Reader’s Digest’ version of the day’s events.
 
   “So essentially what you're telling me is that Trey got his nose out of joint because some visiting lawyer brushed against your ass and he felt like kicking his? Ty, that's what boyfriends, husbands, lovers do—get it?”
 
   “I know,” I said, stifling a mini-sob, “but he also sort of thought I liked the attention.”
 
   “Well, did you?”
 
   “No, but—”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “I liked that it bothered Trey, I guess.”
 
   “I see,” Gina replied, smiling.
 
   “It’s not funny, Gina. Now Trey and I are in a fight sort of. He had to tell the other senior partners. Eventually the whole office will find out that I’m pregnant. I’m sure I'll be regarded as some gold digger that wanted to trap the handsome, rich attorney, using the oldest trick in the book.”
 
   “Maybe they will think that Trey took advantage of an innocent virgin and now won’t take responsibility,” she mused.
 
   “How can you say that?” I jumped to Trey’s defense.
 
   “Well, for starters, I don’t see a ring on your finger.”
 
   “Trey wants to be married. He said so over Thanksgiving.”
 
   “What? Why didn’t you tell me that part Tylar? So what’s the problem?”
 
   “Because it was more along the lines of ‘We love each other, we’re having a baby, I think we should be married,’ type of thing.”
 
   Gina rolled her eyes, “So you didn’t like the proposal? That’s the only reason?”
 
   “I don’t want to be pregnant when I get married. I set that bar a long time ago.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, sighing, “let me ask you these questions and you need to be totally honest with me.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Do you see yourself spending your life with Trey?”
 
   “I want to.”
 
   “Suppose Trey would have proposed to you prior to his knowing you were pregnant, would you have accepted?”
 
   I didn’t have to think long or hard before answering. “I'd have insisted on an engagement of a year or so before getting married.”
 
   “Then there you have it,” Gina replied, beaming, “you get engaged, then everyone will know you're with each other out of love. It's perfectly respectable to marry after the baby is born. This isn’t 1957, after all.”
 
   “I like it,” I said, “there’s only one problem.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Trey hasn’t officially proposed since I put the kibosh on it a couple weeks ago. I’m not going to suggest it, that’s for sure.”
 
   “You know,” she said looking at me seriously, “I’m not a huge fan of the Hot Nazi but I have to say that he's done his part so far. Maybe you need to do yours. You can always propose to him; show him how it’s done.”
 
   She squeezed me in a hug just as there was a tap on the bedroom door. Trey walked in, looking a tad sheepish. I think Gina intimidated him.
 
   “Gina, Ian’s in the living room. He was worried when you were gone so long.”
 
   “Shit. I forgot all about Ian. We gotta get to the club. Call me,” she ordered, pointing her finger at me, disappearing out into the hallway. “Later Trey,” she called over her shoulder.
 
   Trey sat down on the bed next to me, putting his arm around me. “Your soup's ready,” he said softly. “Come on, let’s go eat.”
 
   I couldn’t eat and I knew it. There was a huge lump in my throat that needed to be resolved. I turned to Trey, taking his hand in mine, looking into his sapphire blue eyes. “Trey, I love you and only you. When I see my future, I know that I want you in it every day. I know that we aren’t perfect, but that doesn’t mean that we aren’t perfect for each other.” I raised his hand to my lips and kissed it.
 
   “Tylar,” he breathed, pulling me to him, burying his face into my neck. “I love you and only you. I wouldn’t want a future without you in it. I want you to be my wife.”
 
   “Then why don’t you ask me?”
 
   He pulled back, staring at me in sheer confusion. “I have asked you.”
 
   “Not really. You've said things like ‘I think we should be married’ or ‘I want you to have my last name’ and now, ‘I want you to be my wife.’ Ask the big question, counselor.”
 
   “Tylar Jamie Preston, will you please marry me?”
 
   I lunged back into his arms, hugging his neck tightly. “Yes I will, Trey!” Happy tears ran down my cheeks.
 
   “Come on,” Trey said, lifting me up, “let’s go eat something okay?”
 
   We sat at the breakfast bar, eating warmed-up Chunky soup and a salad that Trey had fixed. “What’s in the bag over there?” Trey asked, nodding toward the living room.
 
   “Gina brought me some of her clothes. I want to expand my wardrobe.”
 
   Trey frowned. “You know that I can afford to buy you clothes, Tylar. No wonder Gina thinks I’m some kind of Nazi,” he mumbled. “Saturday we're going shopping for a ring,” he announced. “While we're at it, we will shop for clothes as well. I want the future Mrs. Sinclair to continue making the fashion statements she made today. By the way, are we going to set a date for our wedding?”
 
   “Certainly,” I replied, smiling warmly at my fiancé. “It’s still going to be after the baby's born and I’ve lost my baby weight,” I informed him. “Weddings take time to plan.”
 
   “I figured as much,” he conceded. “Just promise me that it’ll take place before our second child’s born?”
 
   “I promise, Trey.”
 
   Trey offered to clean up the kitchen so that I could shower before bed. I was cozy in bed by the time Trey came in. He put Monday Night Football on in our room. Trey propped some pillows behind him and sat up in bed to watch the game. I snuggled alongside him, resting my head on his flat belly. He draped one arm over my back, gently rubbing it.
 
   “Trey, I have some forms to fill out for H.R. due tomorrow. It’s the usual stuff, but I’ll need to list my address and emergency contact stuff, so Janet will know about our situation.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’ll talk to her in the morning. Besides, once you get your rock, the secret will be out anyway. I want the world to know that you're mine,” he replied, grinning.
 
   “Trey,” I said, tracing my finger on his muscular bare chest, “there’s still one elephant in the room that we didn’t discuss.”
 
   He gazed down at me, frowning slightly.
 
   “Your phone message from Tess?’
 
   “I’d completely forgotten about that with my obsession over you.”
 
   “So, will you call her back?”
 
   “I didn’t plan to,” he shrugged. “Why, do you want me to?”
 
   “Why’d she call in the first place?”
 
   “I don’t know, perhaps to congratulate me on my impending fatherhood?”
 
   I doubted that but I didn’t say so. The child she lost may not have been Trey’s but in her rationalization she somehow blamed him or his purchase of Derringer for her accident. It wasn't rational, but then she needed someone to blame.
 
   “I’d prefer that you not call her back,” I said.
 
   “Then I won’t. Get some sleep now, Tylar.”
 
   I laid my head back down on his chest and drifted off.
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   The next few weeks passed quickly. As promised, Trey went ring shopping and Gina and I went clothes shopping. It was important to me that Trey chose my ring, and I told him that I'd love anything he selected. He insisted I take his credit card to buy clothes. Gina said that was “a guy thing and not to look a gift horse in the fucking mouth.” She said Ian generally tried to hide their credit cards from her.
 
   Trey wanted to present my engagement ring to me on Christmas Eve when we would be with his family in Bristol. He said he wanted to share the joy with his parents. I was anxious that our engagement might appear to upstage his brothers’ visit. Trey told me not to be ridiculous.
 
   We were driving to Bristol on the 23rd of December and his brothers were to arrive the following day. Susan had planned a grand Christmas Eve dinner. I called Denise to let her and Ray know that Trey and I'd be there for a week. Denise was excited with the news. She knew that I was expecting; Susan was telling everyone she ran into. I thought it might bother Trey, but he was fine with it.
 
   “You must think I’m as crotchety as my father,” he said, laughing. “Tylar, you and I are expecting a child and I'm happy about it."
 
   On the afternoon before we were set to leave for Bristol, I finally met Mrs. Harris. She came to clean three days a week, always while I was at work. Trey and I had arrived home early because the firm closed early for the holiday. Mrs. Harris was just finishing up in the kitchen and Trey introduced us. We chatted and I found her to be an absolute treasure.
 
   “So you and Mr. Sinclair are going away for the holidays?” she asked, politely.
 
   “Yes, Mrs. Harris,” I replied. “We’ll be in Bristol until after the first. So there's no need for you to come in that week.”
 
   “Well, now that’s nice. You call me Jean though, you hear?’
 
   “Yes Jean, as long as you call me Tylar.”
 
   “Tylar it is,” she said, her eyes twinkling.
 
   “I’ve got to tell you, Tylar, ever since you came here my work has been cut in half. Now that says something don’t it when I’m cleaning for two people instead of one and my workload’s cut in half?”
 
   I laughed. “Well then it’s worth all of the nagging I've had to do to get Trey to pick up after himself. Your work may increase some in the future, though.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I blushed. “Trey and I are expecting a baby in early May.”
 
   “Well congratulations, honey. That's great news! You two are simply a beautiful couple. I won’t mind cleaning up after a baby one little bit.”
 
   She reached for her scarf and prepared to leave. I handed her pay envelope to her, which included a Christmas bonus.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Jean.”
 
   “Merry Christmas to you and Trey, honey, and have a good trip. I'll see you after the new year.” I closed the door behind her, smiling at her sweetness.
 
   I skipped down the hallway to Trey’s study. He was on his phone again. I could tell he was talking to one of the partners. I guessed it was Pierce. He and Trey were working on a major class action product liability case that looked like it was going to trial in January. I paused in the doorway of Trey’s study trying to see how much longer he was going to be. He gave me a shrug; this call could take a while.
 
   I knew my ring was somewhere in the apartment. Although I'd looked around a bit before, Trey always seemed to be nearby. The time was right for some unobstructed snooping. I went into Trey’s closet. He hadn’t packed his clothes for the trip, which made my task more difficult. I checked the insides of his shoes and boots, nothing there. I rummaged through his neatly folded boxers and socks. No luck. Then I decided to check under the mattress. I positioned myself at the end of the bed, raising the heavy king-sized mattress up and sweeping my arm across each section as I moved across the width of the bed. My fingertips grazed something.
 
   It was a plastic DVD case, very generic looking, with no writing on the case or on the disk. I placed the disk into the DVD player and pushed play. There was some initial fuzziness and then the video came onto the screen. It wasn’t particularly crisp, but the audio was unmistakable. I heard my voice.
 
   “Trey, you need to get out from under Derringer, damn it!”
 
   Oh wow. This was the video that Charlie took of Trey and me that night. I skipped ahead to where I slapped Trey across his cheek. He didn’t flinch. I watched as I raised my hand back to deliver yet another slap and he caught my wrist without taking his eyes off of me.
 
   Now that was kind of hot . . .
 
   Then it was at the part where Trey pulled me out into the stable area, closer to where Charlie must have been hiding; the video was crisper now.
 
   Oh God, there I am completely naked standing in front of Trey. Charlie zoomed in on us with his camera.
 
   Trey’s mouth and fingers were expertly locating my G-spot, bringing me to the edge of orgasm. I plainly heard myself moaning as my hips gyrated against his mouth and fingers. Then I told Trey that I wanted him, my voice sounded desperate.
 
   The next part came up on the screen. He pushed me into the straw, lowered himself down on his knees. He positioned my legs apart and over his shoulders. Trey unbuttoned his fly, lowered his zipper, and released his very hard cock. I continued watching in fascination. Trey was guiding his erection into me and I mentioned the condom. There's the part where he rammed himself into me; the rhythmic thrusting began in earnest.
 
   Trey's right. I am way louder than he is.
 
   I moaned and groaned every time he flexed his hips, my hands grasped his ass and pulled him in to me again and again. Then the part where we both climaxed was in plain view with surround sound on the screen. Trey and I both cried out. Charlie zoomed in on Trey’s face. Trey told me to take it all as he gave a final thrust and shuddered.
 
   I patted my baby bump and remembered how good we were that night. The part that I hated would be coming up soon. I stopped the video, not particularly inclined to re-live that portion.
 
   Glancing over toward the door I saw Trey leaning against the wall. His arms were crossed and he regarded me impassively.
 
   Holy shit! How long's he been standing there?
 
   “Off the phone honey?” I asked him sweetly.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Watching some porn,” I answered, smiling.
 
   He quickly entered the room, coming over to me. “How did you find that?” he asked.
 
   “I was snooping,” I confessed.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “My ring.”
 
   He sat down on the bed next to me, crossing his leg, resting his ankle on his thigh. “First of all, I wouldn’t hide your ring–if you're even getting one–here in the bedroom. Secondly, why would you want to spoil a surprise like that?”
 
   “I don’t know. I was bored.”
 
   He raked his hand through his tousled hair.
 
   “Trey, why did you hide the DVD under the mattress?”
 
   He looked sheepish and a tad uncomfortable, “I wanted to make sure that it didn’t get mixed in with any of my other DVDs by accident.”
 
   “That's so much bullshit and you know it,” I laughed. “Who else lives here that could accidently come upon it?”
 
   I actually think I saw a blush cross his handsome face. “Just never mind,” he replied, sternly. “No more snooping, understood?”
 
   I was feeling dangerous so I crawled up next to him on the bed. He glanced over at me warily, knowing that I wasn’t yet finished with the subject of our X-rated DVD.
 
   “Tell me the truth, have you watched that DVD while you jacked off?" I started giggling.
 
   "Would you have preferred me watching porn or maybe fucking Charlotte instead?"
 
   “I don’t think so,” I replied curtly.
 
   “What are you going to do about it, Ms. Preston?” he challenged, emphasizing the ‘Ms.’
 
   “You’re going to fuck me right now, Mr. Sinclair,” I said, pulling my clothes off as quickly as I could.
 
   “Oh, am I now?” he purred, arching an eyebrow.
 
   “Yes. You're mine and no one else’s and you'll prove it. Get naked.”
 
   He removed his tie and shirt, unbuckled his belt, released the button on his trousers and pulled them off, never taking his eyes from mine.
 
   His hard cock strained against his silk boxers, eager for me. With his bare feet he shoved his boxers down and reclined on his back, his head propped up on his double row of bed pillows. One arm was crooked underneath his head and he smiled at me leisurely. I straddled him with my pelvis over his face. I arched my back so that my sex was well within tongue’s reach of him. His free hand gripped my ass and hungrily pulled me into his mouth. His hot, searing mouth was on me in an instant; his tongue invaded my folds, swirling and dipping into every layer of my sex. His hand kneaded my hips, moving between my legs to gently insert a finger into my wet and flexing orifice. In and out, in and out his fingers moved, circling and thrusting against that very special spot deep inside.
 
   I moaned with need. I wanted to possess him fully. I moved down, putting my hand around the girth of his shaft. I positioned myself directly over his rigid shaft, and then slowly settled myself down onto it until he was fully inside. I rose up on him, and then plunged down, again and again.
 
   “This belongs to me Trey,” I said, as I rode him up and down, again and again watching the pure pleasure I was giving him, feeling my muscle squeezing his shaft with each upward pull. Trey’s fingers were now on my clitoris gently squeezing and rolling it between thumb and forefinger.
 
   He moaned again and again as I quickened my rhythm. Arching my back, I pressed my fingers into his perineum, stroking the sensitive area with increased pressure.
 
   “I’m ready to come, baby,” he said, hoarsely.
 
   “Come for me, Trey,” I coaxed.
 
   He rocked me back and forth with his thrusts; I felt the heat in my core spreading, tipping me over the edge into perfect orgasmic oblivion. I felt the gush of my ejaculation pour out onto him. Trey stiffened, crying out my name. His cock throbbed as his ejaculation pulsated out into me again and again and again. He shuddered as he totally emptied himself, drawing me down to lay against his chest and feel his heart beating for me.
 
   “I love you, Trey.”
 
   “I love you, Tylar.”
 
   We lay like this, totally spent from our lovemaking. I was still on top of Trey; he was still inside me. We both felt the baby move at the same time.
 
   “I think we may have awoken someone,” he laughed.
 
   I eased off of Trey and lay beside him. Trey moved his hand to my abdomen. “There he is again,” Trey said, excitedly.
 
   “So you do want a boy,” I said, my head propped up on my elbow watching his delighted expression.
 
   “I'll be ecstatic no matter what the sex is. I just don’t like referring to the baby as ‘it,’” he explained. I felt the same way.
 
   “By the way,” he said, kissing my nose, “I made an appointment for you the Wednesday we get back with a local doctor Janice recommended.
 
   I was pleased Trey had taken care of that. “That’s fine,” I replied. “Do you have his card or anything?”
 
   “Actually, I have all of the information on my phone. I’d like to go with you to your appointments if you have no objection.”
 
   “Of course not,” I replied. “But what if you're tied up in court?”
 
   “I’ll have Tonya schedule them around my court dates. No worries.”
 
   “Trey, how soon did you plan on letting everyone at the firm know that I’m pregnant? They don’t even know we’re engaged yet.”
 
   “I figure they can find out at the same time,” he grinned.
 
   I didn’t particularly find the humor in that.
 
   “Oh come on,” he said, “That’s what they're all going to think anyway. Why would that possibly bother you?”
 
   “I don’t know. It just does. It makes me feel trashy. Like my mom.”
 
   “That’s nonsense. You’re nothing like her and you need to shed those self-doubts. Even if people are petty enough to make that assumption, they'll soon see how much I love you. If they know me at all, they know that I’m not one to be trapped. If that fails, well, we can always show them our porn video.”
 
   “Very funny,” I replied. “You laugh now but that might’ve come close to being reality.”
 
   Trey frowned. “Yes, and I’d feel much better if my investigator could find your mother. She’s still out there.”
 
   “You know, if she’s pregnant, you’d think she’d want to be close to Daniel. I mean she’s almost 42 years old. It still blows me away that she’d have another child after all those years of neglecting me.”
 
   “She’ll turn up,” Trey assured me. “Let’s think about something more pleasant, shall we?”
 
   Trey and I showered together and I helped him pack for our trip to Bristol. I asked him questions about his brothers. Nigel, the eldest, was named after Clive’s father who passed away in England years before; the next younger was Tristan. Both brothers lived in California. Trey said he'd never been very close to them, mainly due to distance and their age differences. He made no secret of the fact that Nigel’s wife, Caroline, was a true bitch. He told me that if she gave me any attitude whatsoever, I was to give it right back. If I felt like I couldn’t, he said I was to let him know and he would.
 
   I asked Trey how Susan felt about Caroline. He said that his mother loved all of her sons and that out of respect for them she would never make waves. He said Caroline had loved Tess like a younger sister.
 
   There was that name again. I asked Trey if he'd heard anything from Tess and he said he hadn't returned her call. He mentioned we could run into her over the holidays if she was visiting her family in Bristol.
 
   This could prove interesting I thought.
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   Trey and I set out early for the drive to Bristol. I brought my collection of Christmas music to play on the trip to nudge my Trey into the Christmas spirit. I bought each of us red stocking Santa hats with little bells on the end. I made the rule that we had to wear them until we reached his parents’ house. That got a major eye roll out of Trey, but he complied.
 
   Within minutes after leaving Atlanta, I'd fallen back to sleep. When I awoke, it was light out and Trey was pulling into the parking lot of a Jerry’s J-Boy Restaurant. I loved Jerry’s and he knew it.
 
   “Well, so much for us singing Christmas carols the whole trip, Ms. Sleepyhead,” he teased, flicking the bell on my Santa cap. Trey started to remove his hat.
 
   “No, no,” I said, staying his arm, “we agreed to wear these hats the whole trip and that includes stops along the way.”
 
   “Tylar,” he gave me his warning tone, “there was no agreement. You just made up this silly rule. I’d prefer not to wear this into the restaurant, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “But I do mind. We’re going to have the Christmas spirit the whole way there,” I said, wagging my finger. Trey heaved a heavy sigh and pushed his hat back down.
 
   “Just sit anywhere,” the waitress called out, her hands clutching three glasses of water as she headed to a booth. Our bells jingled as we slid into a booth. Other patrons smiled as we passed.
 
   “See Trey,” I said as we sat down, “people appreciate holiday cheer. It’s the one day of the year that makes up for all the rest of them. It’s nice to get started a little early.”
 
   “Anything you say, Tylar,” Trey answered smiling. His eyes were warm as he took my hand into his. “Just think, next year we’ll have a seven-month-old baby to spoil at Christmas.”
 
   “I know,” I sighed. “I can hardly wait. I think he’ll have some grandparents eager to spoil him too.”
 
   “That’s a given, Tylar.”
 
   Our waitress approached our table warmly. “Hi y’all, I’m Rowena and can take your order whenever you’re ready.” She glanced at Trey’s handsome face as he pondered the menu. She smiled, resting her hands on her generous hips. “Well if you two aren’t just as cute as Christmas,” she said, playfully flipping at the bell on Trey’s hat. “What can I get for you Mr. Santa?” Her voice was thick with flirtation.
 
   Hello? He's with someone here.
 
   Her eyes never left Trey, which was fairly typical when we went out. I was actually starting to get used to it. Trey always appeared impassive to it, unless our server happened to be a male and flirted with me, of course.
 
   “Tylar, go ahead,” Trey said looking up, forcing the waitress to focus on me. I ordered a waffle with sausage, juice, and milk. Trey ordered coffee, bacon, and eggs. She flitted off to put our order in. I rolled my eyes at Trey.
 
   “What?” he asked, feigning ignorance.
 
   “You can take the hat off if you want,” I said. “It seems to be drawing unwanted attention.”
 
   “I hadn’t noticed,” he laughed, as I rolled my eyes at him.
 
   Rowena was back with the coffee pot. She leaned her cleavage over Trey as she poured coffee into his mug. “Cream, sugar?” she gushed at him.
 
   “No, black is fine,” Trey replied ignoring her flirtation.
 
   “Excuse me, may I please have my orange juice?”
 
   “Sure, honey,” she replied, not taking her eyes off of Trey.
 
   I was fuming and Trey knew it. He found my jealousy somewhat amusing and I was finding the waitress’s audacity unacceptable. Trey sipped his coffee, watching me thoughtfully.
 
   “So what time do you think we'll get to Bristol?” I asked, trying to divert my own attention away from Rowena who was back with my juice.
 
   Trey checked his Rolex. “We’ve got another three hours. We’ll be there by noon.”
 
   “Good,” I replied. “I want to get some shopping in today. You need to help me pick out stuff for your mom and dad. Are we exchanging with your brothers and Caroline?”
 
   “I suppose so, we usually do. Perhaps we can find some sort of a jeweled muzzle for Caroline,” he said, frowning.
 
   “She can’t be all that bad.”
 
   With an arched eyebrow, he gave me a “wanna-bet” look.
 
   “Did you get along with her when you were with Tess?”
 
   “Not really. Caroline took advantage of the fact that Tess was younger and impressionable. She liked having someone look up to her. In exchange, many of Caroline’s shallow values were impressed upon Tess. I’m sure that they still stay in touch. Caroline is an only child and Tess never had a sister, so they feel some sort of faux sibling connection.”
 
   “How did your mother feel about Tess?”
 
   “Mom loved Tess. I mean, we were together for several years starting back in high school. Mom never had a daughter so Tess filled that void in some ways. Mom never bonded with Caroline. Tess was someone who shared confidences with my mother; they traveled together to visit me when I was at Oxford.”
 
   I was somehow disappointed that Susan had been so close to Tess. I wanted to fill that daughter-less void she had. Perhaps that was one of the reasons Trey had not come clean about Tess’s pregnancy with his parents. He wanted to protect the relationship Tess had with his mother for his mother’s sake. I got it.
 
   “Tylar, Mom will love you more than Tess, if that's what’s bothering you.” He could read me so well. I hoped he was right. I had a void to fill too.
 
   Rowena came bustling over with a tray. She placed the plate with my waffle and sausage down in front of me, turning her full attention back to Trey. She put his plates in front of him, asking him if his toast was too dark. He said it was fine. She patted his shoulder, telling him she would be back to fill up his mug.
 
   “It might be nice if she’d bring the milk I ordered.”
 
   Rowena returned with her coffee carafe and rubbed Trey’s shoulder as she filled his mug.
 
   “Excuse me, Rowena,” I snapped, getting her attention. “Do not touch him again. And would you please bring me the milk that I ordered?”
 
   Rowena’s mouth dropped open then clamped shut when she saw my flashing eyes. She twirled on her heel and went off to the kitchen. I caught Trey’s startled reaction. Had I gone too far? I looked down, cutting my waffle into small pieces, afraid to meet his gaze. Rowena returned, setting my glass of milk and straw on the table, along with the check. I picked up the straw, peeling the paper off, placing it in the glass of milk.
 
   “Okay,” I said, looking up at Trey, “I shouldn’t have snapped at her.”
 
   Trey looked at me, so adorable with his fuzzy red Santa hat. He broke into a grin, his sexy dimple appearing. “Tylar, you amaze me,” he laughed. “I’ve no problem whatsoever with you claiming what’s yours. I do have a problem with you stopping me from doing it.”
 
   “When did I ever stop you?”
 
   “What about the incident with Littleton?”
 
   “That was different,” I said, “That was in your workplace. Believe it or not, I was trying to protect you from yourself.”
 
   I raised the glass of milk, putting the straw up to my lips.
 
   “You realize that she probably spit in that, don’t you?”
 
   I slammed the glass down, looking wide-eyed at Trey.
 
   “Just sayin',” he replied as he took a sip of his coffee and winked.
 
   Back in the car, I selected a new Christmas CD and played “White Christmas.”
 
   “I wish it snowed in Bristol. Wouldn’t a white Christmas be awesome?”
 
   “Is that how it was when you grew up?” Trey asked.
 
   “Yes, we got snow in Radcliff. Not every year, but some Christmases were white.”
 
   “What else do you remember about your Christmases?”
 
   “Nothing that brings back any fond memories in particular. I’d rather hear about yours, Trey.”
 
   “Pretty traditional stuff,” he said. “We always had a formal dinner on Christmas Eve with family and some friends. Christmas Day was for family only. My dad always cut a fresh tree from the woods. We’d decorate that on Christmas Eve morning. My mom insisted on making all of the pies. My favorite is chocolate by the way,” he looked over at me smiling.
 
   I’ll file that away for future reference, I thought. “Trey, we haven’t really talked much about what’s going to happen when the baby gets here,” I said.
 
   “What do we need to talk about?”
 
   “Well, do you want to raise a child in an apartment in mid-town Atlanta?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought about that. Babies don’t walk or play outside for a while, though. What’s the hurry?”
 
   “I just wanted to know your feelings about the type of environment you want our child to be raised in. I mean, both of us come from very different backgrounds. We probably have different philosophies on child rearing. Don’t you think we should talk it over before the baby’s born?”
 
   “You tell me your expectations, Tylar, and I'll tell you whether I feel the same, how’s that?”
 
   “Okay,” I replied, enthusiastically. “Well first, I think that our child should have a pet. It’s important that he or she learns responsibility. And, I think at some point we need to consider moving to a house in the suburbs.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Good, that wasn't difficult.
 
   “I also think that children should have chores and earn spending money, when they're old enough of course.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “I don’t believe in corporal punishment. I believe that discipline is more a matter of behavior modification through rewards, and punishment should be in the form of restrictions or denying privileges.”
 
   “We’re still on the same page,” Trey replied, smiling.
 
   “I think it’s also important that we present a united front, even if we disagree. This discourages the child from playing one of us against the other.”
 
   “I agree as well.”
 
   “That’s about all I can think of for now. Did I miss anything?”
 
   Trey thought for a moment and then a slightly wicked look crossed his face. “You didn't mention one of my most rigid expectations,” he said.
 
   “Which is?” I asked, quirking a brow.
 
   “That you meet my rigid expectation,” he replied, putting my hand on his crotch.
 
   “You're so crude,” I laughed. “This was supposed to be a serious talk.”
 
   He laughed his gorgeous laugh.
 
   “While you're on that subject, with a house full of family, it may be wise to practice some self-restraint this week. We won’t have that side of the house to ourselves," I remarked.
 
   “What do you mean by self-restraint?” he asked.
 
   “I mean that we shouldn’t fuck while others are in the house. We can get fairly vocal, you know.”
 
   “Tylar,” he said, giving me a sidelong glance, “we’re not going to stop fucking just because there are people in the house—no way. In fact, we’re taking a nap as soon as we get there.”
 
   My stomach flip-flopped. It was almost impossible for us to keep our hands off of each other. A whole week side-by-side would make us crave one another even more.
 
   It was 11:45 a.m. when we pulled up to the manor. Clive and Susan stood waiting for us on the porch. Susan grabbed me in a hug, making me stand back so that she could see my belly. Clive slapped Trey on the back. I greeted Clive with a hug and peck on the cheek. He blushed and pulled me to him in a gentle bear hug. Susan was gushing over her youngest son’s Santa hat, telling him how darling he looked. I wondered if Trey was her favorite. I looked forward to seeing how she interacted with the other sons.
 
   Thatcher helped Trey with our luggage. Susan put her arm around my waist and we walked together into the house. She announced that Nigel and Tristan would be arriving around 2 p.m. the next day. Christmas Eve dinner was at 7 p.m. Susan asked Trey about our plans for the day. Trey’s eyes locked with mine when he told his mother that he and I needed a nap before lunch. He told her we were going to finish our Christmas shopping after that. She said she was busy baking in the kitchen and was relieved that we had our own plans.
 
   Trey took a suitcase in one hand and pulled me up the stairs behind him for our nap. Thatcher had already put my suitcases in Trey’s suite. As soon as the door closed behind us, he pulled me close. His hands framed my face; his thumbs caressed my cheeks. Our tongues playfully probed and explored, his teeth tugged at my lower lip, sending shivers up my spine.
 
   He raised my arms up over my head, pulling my sweater off, tossing it to the floor. His fingers dropped to the waistband of my jeans, tugging the button open. He lowered the zipper, sliding his hand inside my panties and cupped my sex. His lips were back on mine, kissing and expertly working mine in hungry passion. His fingers were gently massaging the soft folds of my pussy, plying the lips apart and stroking my clitoris between his thumb and forefinger.
 
   Wanting more, he jerked my jeans and panties down, lifting me out of them. He reached down and unclasped my front-hook bra, freeing my breasts and sliding the bra off of my shoulders so that it fell to the floor with the rest of my clothes. His hands massaged my breasts, his fingers pinching my nipples to full, tender erection.
 
   I moaned as he moved his free hand to my apex. His thumb continued to circle my clitoris, my hips flexing against his hand. He lifted me, carrying me over to the bed, gently laying me on top of the duvet. He took his place beside me, kneeling over me as he sucked my breasts. His lips and tongue traced downward, circling my bellybutton, and then traveling to my pussy.
 
   I gasped as his mouth covered my sex, licking and sucking gently on my clitoris, while his long fingers probed the moist flesh, finding their way inside. My hips gyrated against the gentle thrusting of his fingers, pressing his other hand against the outside so he could massage the special place from both sides. I moaned again as I felt the familiar swelling of my sweet spot.
 
   “You taste so good, Tylar,” he said, gently sucking my clitoris and bringing me to the edge. Trey could feel me quickening and ready. He stopped his ministrations. “Not yet, Tylar. Don’t come yet.”
 
   I moaned. I so wanted to come right this second.
 
   “I want to feed you some fresh protein,” he said, smiling wickedly.
 
   I salivated for him and sat up against the pillows, “I definitely want some fresh protein.”
 
   He straddled me, rising up to bring his erection to my face. I hungrily took his shaft into my mouth, sucking the whole length. He drew in his breath, watching me suck him, his eyes burning with passion. I pulled him deep into my throat, my hands on his tight ass, guiding him closer. He knelt over me, his hands on the wall above the bed. I groaned feeling the fullness that was Trey, my Trey.
 
   “Feel good, baby?” I pulled back to ask as he swelled in my mouth.
 
   "Mmmm…yeah,” he moaned.
 
   His hips rotated as my hands brought his firm ass closer to me, wanting to take him deeply, roughly even. I pulled his erection in and out of my mouth, going deep, then shallow then plunging deep again. He reached behind and guided a finger into me as I sucked him. I moaned with a new wave of pleasure. My pelvis lifted up to him as he plunged his fingers deep. He swirled his thumb over my clitoris as I focused my tongue on the ridge of his cock. I was unable to contain my response to the pleasure we delivered to each other.
 
   “Come for me, baby. Come for me, Tylar,” he urged, his erection throbbing in my mouth. “This is yours, Tylar, and only I will make you come. Do you understand?”
 
   Oh yes, I was on the edge.
 
   Trey stopped his movements.
 
   I pulled back, begging him, “I understand, Trey. Please don’t stop,” I was about to explode. I took him back in hungrily and he pressed his thumb on my sweet spot, his perfect rhythm matching mine. My eyes rolled with pleasure.
 
   “That’s it Tylar,” he crooned, “I want you to come for me.”
 
   I braced myself as my orgasm washed over me in surges of pure carnal pleasure. I moaned with him in my mouth, loving the power he had over me. Trey moaned and stiffened, his cock throbbed in my throat, releasing his love into me. I swallowed his rhythmic surges eagerly as he came over and over. He shuddered finally as he was emptied. We collapsed onto the bed, sweating and spent.
 
   “I love you, Tylar,” he breathed next to me.
 
   “I love you, Trey,” I answered, locking my hand in his.
 
   Downtown Bristol was bustling with holiday shoppers. There were several Santas on corners ringing their bells for donations. In a department store Trey picked out a “Learning to Share” Hummel figurine for his mother, a collector; for his father, he purchased a new Chacom Eltang Smooth Horn pipe and some tobacco. Trey said his father occasionally liked to enjoy brandy and a pipe. We bought Burberry wool scarves for each of Trey’s brothers. I managed to sneak a purchase of a new Burberry wallet for Trey while he was browsing through the scarves, tucking the package into my purse after paying for it.
 
   We browsed some of the specialty shops. I found a crystal picture frame for Susan. I asked Trey where we could get some brandy; I wanted to buy a bottle for Clive from me to go with his new pipe and tobacco. We finally ended up buying Caroline a Hugo Kohl sterling silver die struck bracelet engraved with floral scrolls. With our primary shopping finished, we bought wrapping paper, bows, tags, and tape at the Hallmark store. Then, we headed back to the manor, stopping to pick up some Chinese take-out. We met Susan in the kitchen, where several pies were cooling on racks.
 
   “Are you kids hungry?” she asked, wiping her hands on her apron. Trey was eyeballing the pies.
 
   “Tylar had a protein shake earlier,” Trey replied dangerously. “We’re going to eat this take-out upstairs.” He held up the bag. I glared at his amused smile as his mom continued dusting the pie dough with flour. She hadn’t caught his meaning.
 
   “Where’s my chocolate pie, Mom?” he asked, coming up behind her and wrapping both of his arms around her in a playful hug. “I see you have mincemeat for Nigel, pumpkin for dad, and pecan for Tristan—where’s my pie?” He was like a little boy with sibling rivalry, I thought, slightly amused.
 
   “Do you see those baked pie shells over there Trey Michael?” she asked, trying to sound stern.
 
   He nodded, still holding her hostage in his arms.
 
   “Well, I’ve got the chocolate filling cooking right now for one of those. You know I wouldn’t forget your pie,” she smacked at his arm. “If you don’t let me go, that chocolate will scald,” she warned, “then you won’t have your pie.”
 
   He released her with a loud smooch on her cheek. She smiled, and I guessed that she loved the playfulness of her youngest son. I asked Susan if she would share her chocolate pie recipe with me. She was delighted that I'd asked and said she would make sure to copy it down for me before we left.
 
   I called Gina to see what she and Ian were doing over the holiday. She said that Ian’s family was coming in from out of town so we agreed to get together after the first to exchange our gifts.
 
   Trey and I ate our take-out and wrapped gifts while we watched television in his room. I decided to wrap his presents when he wasn’t around, although he was sticking to me like glue. I figured I'd have a chance on Christmas Eve when he went with Clive to cut the tree.
 
   As we lay in bed that night, totally spent from our busy day, I was curled against Trey. He was almost asleep. “Trey,” I said, tentatively.
 
   “Hmm?” he responded.
 
   “What’s your middle name?”
 
   “Michael,” he said.
 
   “So if our baby’s a girl, I want to name her ‘Treyla Michaela,’ what do you think?”
 
   “I think she’s really going to hate her mommy…”
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   Trey made himself scarce on Christmas Eve day, which allowed me the opportunity to wrap his gifts. I then spent time in the kitchen with Susan making Christmas cookies. She baked, I decorated, and we talked and talked. I wanted to know things about Trey and she was more than happy to tell me.
 
   “You know Trey is eight years younger than Tristan,” she said, smiling at a particular memory that must have surfaced. I nodded, dusting a stocking-shaped cookie with red sprinkles.
 
   “Well, it was almost like Trey was an only child with the gap in their ages, and I know he probably was a bit more spoiled as a result, but he’d follow Tristan around like a puppy. I’ll never forget this one time; Tristan had recently turned sixteen so Trey would have been seven, not quite eight years old. Clive and I had bought Tristan a used pick-up truck for his sixteenth birthday. Tristan was proud of it; he kept it pristine, bought a tonneau cover for it, put a new sound system in it and everything. Well, Tristan had a girlfriend, Kate, who he'd been seeing for a while. Anyway, this one evening in early summer, Tristan and Kate drove out to Steele Creek Park,” she giggled at the memory.
 
   “Don’t you know that Trey had hidden in the back of Tristan’s truck, underneath the tonneau cover? Tristan and Kate were getting rather hot and heavy in the cab of the truck and Trey came out from under that cover and saw the whole thing through the back window of the truck,” she said, now laughing harder.
 
   She wiped a tear from her eye as she continued, “Well, all of a sudden Tristan heard Trey yelling, ‘I’m going to tell Daddy on you Tristan! We aren’t supposed to let anyone touch our pee-pee.’”
 
   “Oh no,” I exclaimed, doubling over with laughter, “that’s a hoot! How did you find out about it?”
 
   “Oh, well Tristan was fit to be tied. He hauled Trey back home, threatening to pummel him good if he said anything to either Clive or me about it. He dropped Trey off in the driveway and took off again with Kate. Trey was stubborn, and not one to be easily intimidated by his older brothers. He marched right in the house where Clive and I were entertaining some friends and told us that Tristan was ‘bumping uglies’ with Kate in his truck. I thought his Daddy was going to bust a blood vessel. Of course that precipitated the talk Clive had with Tristan about safe sex and all. We laugh about it to this day.”
 
   “What was Trey’s relationship like with Nigel?” I asked.
 
   “Nigel is two years older than Tristan, so ten years older than Trey. To be honest, Nigel was pretty much out and about his business by the time Trey was five or so. Nigel went away to boarding school after the eighth grade. Tristan went to the local high school because he played a lot of sports. I'd say that Nigel is more academic, Tristan is more athletic, and Trey, I guess I'd say Trey is a combination of both. You'll definitely see a physical resemblance between Tristan and Trey. My God, the day I delivered Trey it was as if I was looking at Tristan the day he was born. You never forget what your babies look like the day they’re born, honey. I’ll tell you that.” She smiled at me warmly, pulling another sheet of cookies from the oven.
 
   “Why do you think Tristan has never married? Not that thirty-nine is ancient for still being single.”
 
   “He had one long-term relationship out in California. We really thought that he would marry Tara,” she said. “Clive and I liked her. You kind of remind me of her,” she added. “She had the same coloring and build as you have. I don’t know what happened with them. Tristan is a fairly private person.”
 
   “I guess Trey’s kind of like that as well,” I commented.
 
   “Not lately,” she said, smiling, “his emotions are very loud and clear where you're concerned Tylar. I’ve never seen Trey so in love. I’m so happy to see how deeply you love him too.”
 
   “I do,” I smiled, flushing, “he’s my world, Susan.”
 
   Our conversation was interrupted when Clive and Trey came in the front, dragging the Douglas fir tree behind them. Susan had already made room for it in the large living room that was off of the main hall next to the dining room. Clive and Trey stood the tree in the stand and brushed the branches out. It nearly touched the ceiling and was shaped beautifully.
 
   “That's the prettiest tree we’ve ever had,” Susan gushed.
 
   “You say that every year,” Clive teased, hugging her.
 
   “Did you cut some greenery for the mantle?” she asked.
 
   “I’m on my way to do it now, Susie, don’t fret,” Clive answered shaking his head in mock torture.
 
   Trey turned, seeing me in the doorway, while Susan fussed with some of the branches on the tree. He smiled, almost shyly, and came over to where I stood. His suede jacket smelled of pine and evergreen. He wrapped his strong arms around me. I wondered if he and his dad had a man-to-man talk.
 
   “Hey you,” he greeted. “What have you been up to?”
 
   “Just hanging out with your mom, making cookies and learning about your childhood.”
 
   “Did you learn anything interesting?” he smiled sweetly.
 
   “A couple of things maybe,” I answered coyly.
 
   He lowered his head, tilting my chin upward with his fingers, finding my mouth with his. “I love you,” he breathed huskily against my lips.
 
   “I love you, too,” I replied softly.
 
   Trey and I spent the next couple of hours decorating the tree. Susan and Clive brought down all of the lights and ornaments, some of them made by the boys when they were in grade school.
 
   I was particularly fond of an ornament that Trey had made in the second grade, according to Susan. It was a Christmas angel that had a wooden bead for a head and a wired Christmas tree bow was hot glued to the back for the angel’s wings. A metallic pipe cleaner formed the halo; the angel’s gown had gold and silver glitter. It was attached to wire ornament hook with a string knotted around it. I looked at the ornament a little closer. The angel’s white cotton gown flared out into something I recognized.
 
   “Trey, is your Christmas angel made out of a…tampon?”
 
   He looked down from the ladder, the tree-topper in his hand, and studied the angel ornament I held. Recognizing it, he gave me his crooked grin. “Yeah, a tampon,” he replied. “Some people don’t catch that.”
 
   “Uh, it’s kind of hard to miss it,” I replied, wondering what kind of school would have second graders making Christmas angels out of tampons. As we put the finishing touches on the tree, I suggested to Trey that he bring down the presents we wrapped to arrange beneath it.
 
   “Come help me?” he asked, playfully. I rolled my eyes and followed him up the stairs. Trey shut and locked our bedroom door, then turned to me. His expression was clear.
 
   “Trey, your mom and dad are downstairs, there are staff members up here getting rooms ready, your brothers will be here soon, and we still have to get ready.”
 
   “I know,” he replied, “this just might be our last opportunity before late tonight. I don’t want to wait.”
 
   “What if I tell you that you’ll have to wait?”
 
   He cocked his head to the side. He wasn’t quite sure where I was heading with this. The truth was I wasn’t sure where I was heading with it either. It was as if something else had taken over thwarting my hormones into an excited frenzy. I wanted him to role-play with me. I was curious to see if he would. I stared at him, my hands on my hips, feigning a rebellious attitude. His eyes traveled over me, a flicker of comprehension passed over his face, his lips showed a trace of a smile.
 
   “Tylar,” he said, his voice suddenly taking on a hard and authoritative edge, “you’re not leaving this room until I've fucked you, do you understand? Now you've got thirty seconds to get your ass naked and in that bed, ready to take my cock whatever way I choose.”
 
   I stumbled backward, my hands reaching behind me for the edge of the bed as his eyes burned into me. My fingers pulled my sweater up and over. I sat down on the edge of the bed, taking off my boots and socks. I unfastened my jeans, pulling them down to my ankles, shaking my feet out of them. I was still in my bra and panties.
 
   “I said everything, Tylar. You’re not naked yet,” his voice was steely.
 
   I reached up, unfastening my bra, letting it fall from me onto the bed. I tossed it off of the bed onto the floor. I lifted my backside up, pulling my panties down to my ankles.
 
   “That’s far enough,” Trey said, sharply. “I want the panties left around your ankles. Lay back,” he ordered.
 
   I did as I was told, my head resting against the double row of pillows. I had full view of Trey and watched him steadily, not sure of his next move. He approached the bed, unbuckled his leather belt, and pulled it from the belt loops. He lowered himself down onto the bed on one knee reaching over and wrapping the belt around my ankles. He doubled it over, and then buckled it to keep my ankles together. The silk panties were still around my ankles, protecting my skin from the leather belt. My eyes widened as Trey bound my ankles. He then lifted himself off of the bed and assertively removed his shirt. He eyes were burning with passion and punishment. I tingled with some primal fear as he moved with panther-like grace back to the bed, putting both knees on it and crawling to where I was.
 
   “Now,” he said, firmly, “I’m going to fuck you and I’m going to come. I haven’t decided yet as to whether I’m going to permit you to come. You're not to come unless I give you express verbal permission, is that understood?”
 
   I nodded, afraid to speak.
 
   He reached inside his fly, moving his boxers aside allowing his large, thick erection to spring free. He was on his knees, spreading his muscular thighs wide; he straddled my shoulders, lowering his erection toward my face.
 
   “Put your hands around it, Tylar,” he instructed firmly. I obeyed. “That’s right, now I want you to take it all into your mouth.”
 
   I guided his member into my mouth, flicking my tongue around the crown, swirling it up and down his full length. I sheathed my teeth, and took it fully into my mouth, planting my hands on his jeans covered hips, moving him in and out of me. I sucked and licked him thoroughly, tasting the salty clear pre-orgasmic bead that gathered at the tip.
 
   “Does it taste good, Tylar?”
 
   I nodded, and continued tasting him, not looking up at him.
 
   “Now rub my balls.”
 
   I complied, cupping them gently, tracing my fingertip behind them along the seam. I fingered his perineum. He gasped, thrusting himself forward into my mouth as my tongue continued to curl and swirl around his wide girth, pausing to lick the tip of the head.
 
   Trey had not touched me other than to guide his shaft into my mouth. My sex was wet nonetheless, wanting his erection buried deep inside of me, giving me the carnal release I now ached for deep inside. Trey was fucking my mouth now; if I hadn’t challenged him earlier, he would be pleasuring me now instead of punishing me by withholding his touch. He stilled his thrusting in order to delay his orgasm. Did he plan to fuck my mouth until our company arrived? I looked up and he was gazing down at me, his expression impassive.
 
   “Stop,” he ordered. I obeyed. He removed his cock from my mouth, not taking his eyes from mine. “I’m going to fuck you now, Tylar,” he said.
 
   He scooted back, continuing to straddle my hips. His hands pushed my thighs apart, drawing my ankles upward but still clasped together. His forearms rested on either side of me. He thrust himself into me roughly and deeply.
 
   “Ah!” I cried out, placing my hands on his hips to steady myself.
 
   My natural reflex was to wrap my legs around him but this was impossible. My hands held him firmly, as he rolled his hips around and around, and then plunged in and out of me slowly, again and again. I could hear my wetness each time he pulled in and out of me. He didn’t kiss or fondle my breasts; this was my punishment for trying to deny him what he wanted when he wanted it.
 
   The punishment was bittersweet. The sensitive spot deep within me was responding to his deep thrusts, swelling with intense desire for release and pleasure. He continued to move his hips in ways he knew would bring me what I wanted more than anything. I raised my pelvis up to meet his thrust each and every time, my muscles contracted around him, squeezing his length to draw his orgasm out and into me. My mind was swirling with abandonment, lust, and focused on the deep need for release that was growing with every thrust. I moaned softly, raking my fingernails across his muscular buttocks as it continued to circle around over me.
 
   “Don’t you come, Tylar,” he warned, gritting his teeth. He was close and I knew it. He plunged himself in and out, as his breath became ragged. “I’m warning you, Tylar, if you come, you’ll receive further punishment. I’m going to come now; you cannot.”
 
   He raised himself up straightened his arms out, arching his back for one final thrust, emptying himself inside of me, his cock throbbing in pleasured release. I came as Trey shuddered, biting down on the back of my hand to still my cries. I hadn’t fooled Trey. He knew. His arms circled my hips as my orgasm rolled out. He raised me up, slapping his hand against my backside once, twice, and a third time, the stinging of his palm against my flesh brought tears to my eyes as my orgasm heightened once again to a crescendo.
 
   “Next time, it’ll be my leather belt against your bare ass,” he hissed into my ear, as my ejaculation squirted out around him.
 
   Trey rolled off of me, scooting down to my ankles and releasing them from his leather belt. He pulled my panties up, lifting my backside and gently covering my now very pink butt cheek. He lay next to me, his head propped up on an elbow, gazing at me, his eyes warm and satisfied.
 
   “I hate it when I have to punish you,” he said, regretfully.
 
   “I hate it when you punish me Trey,” I replied, answering his kisses with my own. “I’m sorry that I wasn't as enthusiastic as I should've been when we first came up here.”
 
   “I’m not,” he said, grabbing me and hugging me to him, tickling me until I begged him to stop. We were both laughing now.
 
   “That was definitely hot,” I said, propping myself up on an elbow to look at him, “going all ‘Christian Grey’ on me like that.”
 
   “Who?” he asked, furrowing his brow.
 
   “Never mind,” I laughed. “Hey, next time can you be the naughty boy that gets punished?”
 
   “No,” he said, rolling his eyes, and sitting up. “Let’s shower baby,” he said, holding his hand out.
 
   We were showered and dressed for the Christmas Eve festivities shortly after 2 p.m., our faces still flushed and my hormones thoroughly satisfied. Trey looked gorgeous as usual in black flannel dress pants, a white with grey pinstriped shirt, and maroon silk suspenders. I was wearing a black wool pencil skirt that fell below my knees, with a black scoop-neck tee, and a dark red wool blazer. I wore silk thigh-high stockings and a pair of black passion pumps with skinny medium-height heels. Trey had said no to the ‘fuck me’ spiked heels.
 
   We descended the stairs to the foyer as the limo arrived with Trey’s brothers and Caroline. I felt nervous and jittery. It was easy to be with Trey’s parents, they were friendly and nonjudgmental. I had no clue what his brothers would be like, let alone the dreaded Caroline. Trey and I waited in the living room near the lit Christmas tree, presents arranged neatly beneath its branches.
 
   Susan and Clive greeted them as they ascended the steps to the foyer. I heard Susan squeal and embrace her elder two sons. Thatcher carried their luggage to their suites. Clive took everyone’s wraps, hanging them in the guest closet while Susan shooed everyone into the large and elegant living room.
 
   Trey stood, locking his hand into mine and immediately I saw Tristan. My God, Susan was right. Trey held a striking resemblance to him, though you could tell in subtle ways that Tristan was several years older. They were approximately the same height and build, yet Tristan’s hair was more of a sandy brown, compared to Trey’s darker locks and burnished natural highlights. Tristan wore his hair a bit longer than Trey’s, probably because his chosen profession was more casual—winemaking—than Trey’s. Tristan caught me staring and I blushed. Both of the men made their way over to us.
 
   “Nigel, I’d like you to meet Tylar Preston, my soon-to-be fiancée. And Tylar, this is my oldest brother Nigel.”
 
   I smiled and took Nigel’s hand. He was handsome, though he bore little resemblance to Tristan or Trey. Nigel was shorter and built stockier with very dark hair and dark brown eyes. He held out his hand, greeting me warmly. Just then there was action in the foyer. I heard a shrill female voice in distress.
 
   “Nigel,” she whined, “Are you positive I didn’t bring that other case with my suede pumps and matching purse in it?”
 
   Oh wow, that had to be Caroline.
 
   “Darling,” he said, patiently, “you’ve brought more than enough shoes for the few days we’ll be here. One pair couldn’t possibly make a difference. Come say ‘hello’ to Trey and his fiancée.” I could tell that Nigel was used to placating her.
 
   Caroline was tall and thin, almost too thin. Her face had sharp features, which was punctuated with a beakish nose. Her pale, taut countenance hinted that she’d already had a face lift at forty-something. Her grey eyes revealed nothing as she sized me up. She appeared to be taken aback by my appearance. I quickly reassessed my outfit and hair; nothing seemed to be out of place or in poor taste. She wore a casual pantsuit.
 
   Trey stepped forward, kissing his sister-in-law on both cheeks as she tilted her face to him. “Caroline, ageless as always.”
 
   With the help of a west coast plastic surgeon, I bet.
 
   “Trey, still the flirt I see,” she said, gushing.
 
   “Caroline,” Trey said, pulling me close to him and turning to me, “I’d like to introduce you to Tylar Preston, who’s agreed to be my wife.”
 
   I could see a hint of surprise cross her otherwise impassive face. She held her long, thin hand out to me with a forced smile. “Tylar, welcome to the family,” she said without sincerity. “Susan has told me so much about you already,” she commented, with an underlying tone that I couldn’t identify.
 
   “Caroline, it’s good to meet you. Trey’s spoken of you as well.”
 
   I saw a glint of irritation cross her tight unwrinkled face. Trey squeezed my hand and when I looked at him I saw a hint of a smile on his lips.
 
   “Trey, I see you’re saving the best for last,” a familiar smooth and silky voice said. The voice didn’t come from Trey; it was Tristan who spoke up, moving closer to us, his eyes locked on mine. My stomach did a bit of a flip-flop and I wasn’t sure why.
 
   “Tristan,” Trey greeted his brother warmly, grabbing his hand and slapping him on the back. Tristan turned his attention to me, his emerald green eyes flickering over me.
 
   “So this is Tylar,” he purred, taking my hand and raising it delicately to his full lips.
 
   Trey was unfazed. Perhaps this was Tristan’s way with all women.
 
   “You are exquisite,” Tristan breathed, not taking his eyes from mine, “but then my younger brother has a penchant for exquisite women.”
 
   His comment made me uncomfortable and struck me as confusing; I decided to file it away for future reference. “Tristan, I'm pleased to meet you,” I replied, pulling my hand from his finally, finding Trey’s hand beside me and locking mine into it. Tristan threw his head back, seeming to laugh heartily at my discomfort. “You better watch her, Trey,” he said, “She’ll turn heads I can see that now.”
 
   Trey looked down at me, smiling. “There’s only one head she’s interested in turning big brother,” he replied, “and that’s mine.”
 
   “Touché,” Tristan replied, locking his gaze upon me.
 
   Susan had the staff bring out some eggnog, wine, and brandy. Trey fetched me a sparkling water. Everyone filled their respective cups or glasses with the spirit of their choice. I noticed that both Trey and Tristan chose brandy; Caroline drank white wine; Clive, Susan, and Nigel sipped eggnog.
 
   Clive stood with his cup of eggnog raised to toast, “To having all of my family here and healthy for this very special Christmas; to welcome our soon-to-be new family member, Tylar, who already feels like a daughter to Susan and me. Welcome Tylar, and Merry Christmas everyone!”
 
   “Hear, hear,” Tristan said, raising his glass of brandy, and clinking it with everyone else’s in the circle, one by one. As he got to my sparkling water, he clinked my glass, winking and taking a drink of his brandy, his green eyes locking once again with mine.
 
   “To family,” he whispered.
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   We sat down to an elegant Christmas Eve dinner. The staff had prepared a beautiful crown roast of pork with apple-cranberry stuffing, truffled twice-baked potatoes, asparagus casserole, and glazed carrots. Susan served Trey’s chocolate pie for dessert.
 
   Caroline picked at her food, commenting that she tried to avoid pork in her diet at all costs. I looked over as Tristan rolled his eyes at her statement, and then flashed a smile at me when he realized he'd been caught. After dinner, the family retired to the living room and reclined on the sofas near the Christmas tree. Trey pulled me next to him, his arm relaxed over my shoulders. Clive poured after-dinner brandy for everyone and he brought me a sparkling water.
 
   “Tylar, I see that you don’t imbibe,” Tristan commented, lounging on the armrest of the opposite sofa, sipping his brandy.
 
   “Well…” I stammered, unsure if Trey was ready to tell everyone. Trey interjected on my behalf.
 
   “Everyone,” he said, “now is as good a time as any to share our wonderful news.” Trey pulled a Cartier ring box from his pants pocket. He turned to me and held it open, his eyes beaming with love. “Tylar has agreed to be my bride. Though I’d marry her this minute, my fiancée has stipulated that we wait until after the birth of our child in May.”
 
   Caroline’s shocked gasp from across the room was quickly drowned out by the sound of happy applause and congratulations. I froze in a temporary state of panic, not generally accustomed to having all eyes on me.
 
   “Tylar,” Trey said softly, bringing me out of my daze, “do you accept this ring as a token of my love and promise of our engagement to be married?”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I cried joyfully, “you know that I do.” I lifted the ring out of the box. An emerald-cut diamond sat atop a platinum band, dancing with color. There was a baguette ruby, my birthstone, on each side of the enormous diamond.
 
   Trey proudly slid the ring onto my finger, giving me a sweet kiss on my lips. I threw my arms around his neck, tears streaming down my face.
 
   Susan rushed to my side, taking my hand to admire the ring. “We’re sure happy that you’re going to officially be a member of the family, Tylar, but I’ve got to tell you something, you already feel like a daughter to us!” I hugged her tightly, catching the sour expression on Caroline’s face. She was the only person who'd not done anything but gasp at the news. Was she more shocked by the engagement or the baby?
 
   Caroline finally sauntered over to me and glanced at the ring, my hand still in Susan’s. “Nice,” she commented, “a much bigger diamond than the one you gave Tess.”
 
   My head jerked up in shock. Caroline’s taut countenance remained expressionless. I felt Trey’s muscles tense at my side. Nigel ignored her comment, which was probably the result of years of conditioning. He'd learned to tune her out.
 
   Tristan finally broke the silence, “A much bigger diamond for a much greater love I think, dear Caroline,” he commented, not taking his sharp green eyes off of me.
 
   I flushed nervously, glancing up at Caroline who was downing her glass of wine, impassive to his comment.
 
   “Nigel, it appears we’ll be uncles soon,” Tristan said, smiling at his older brother.
 
   “How about that? Congratulations to you both!” Nigel replied warmly.
 
   “Do you know whether it’s a boy or a girl yet?” Caroline asked.
 
   “We decided to be surprised,” Trey replied.
 
   “I think we’re all pretty much surprised now,” Caroline commented, refilling her wine glass. “Don’t they teach safe sex in fourth grade these days?” she said, catching my eye.
 
   “Caroline,” Susan said, her voice carrying a distinct warning, “please remember yourself while you’re with us. This family is ecstatic about the arrival of our first grandchild.”
 
   Trey’s arm around me was so tightly muscled that it made my shoulder ache. I looked up at him and could tell he was seething. I placed my hand on his chest and he lowered his gaze to me. I shook my head ‘no’ in an effort to avoid further comments that would only escalate the situation.
 
   “Have you picked out any names?” Tristan asked, sipping his brandy.
 
   Susan piped up, “Tylar are you still going with ‘Jack’ and ‘Danielle’?”
 
   Uh oh.
 
   Tristan immediately made the connection, a broad smile lighting across his handsome features, revealing his dimple. Trey squirmed beside me uncomfortably. Tristan was enjoying Trey’s discomfort.
 
   “We’re still kicking various names around for now,” I lied.
 
   “Where are your people from Tylar?” Caroline semi-slurred.
 
   “I’m from around Louisville, Kentucky. I attended Virginia Intermont College here in Bristol. Trey and I met this past summer when I worked for Sinclair Stables,” I replied.
 
   “Another V.I.C. coed under your belt so to speak, Trey,” she replied, not disguising the smarminess in her voice.
 
   Tristan interjected. “Trey, how about you, Tylar, and I take a walk to the stables? I understand you’ve been handling a lot of the buying and breeding here. Father said you had a stellar season.”
 
   I was relieved to have a reason, any reason to get away from Caroline. “Trey,” I agreed, “let’s get our jackets. I think a walk would be nice.” He nodded, obviously still pissed about Caroline’s last comment.
 
   Out in the barn, Trey showed Tristan some of the warm bloods he'd purchased this summer. I checked on Derringer, deciding to brush him in his stall. He nuzzled my coat pockets, curious for carrots. The brothers came over to Derringer’s stall.
 
   “Trey tells me you do quite well with dressage, Tylar,” Tristan commented. “I’d enjoy seeing your competition videos from this past season.”
 
   “I’m sure Dad has them in the house somewhere,” Trey replied, pulling me close to him. He looked proud of me and I liked that feeling.
 
   “Did Trey tell you I also did pretty well quarter racing for Sinclair Stables?” I asked, giving Trey a devilish smile.
 
   “No, he didn’t mention that, which horse did you race?”
 
   “Jezebel, she’s stabled over at the Belle,” I replied. “Yep, took a first place purse in a feature race. I likely would’ve taken the bonus purse that night until Jezebel was scratched.”
 
   Tristan glanced at me and saw that I was looking at Trey. He looked back and forth between the two of us trying to figure out what he was missing. Trey finally caved and blurted out his side of the story.
 
   “Tylar went against my instructions. She was recovering from a concussion so I didn’t want her handling the horses. So what does she do? She enters herself as the jockey for Jezebel in the Kick-Off Season Stakes!”
 
   “So the doctor hadn’t released you to ride, is that it?” Tristan asked me.
 
   “No, Trey hadn’t released me to ride,” I clarified.
 
   Tristan was laughing now, looking at both of us, “And Trey had the horse scratched from the race?”
 
   “Yes, we were already at the starting gate. I was humiliated.”
 
   “Tylar,” he said, looking at Trey affectionately, “I love my little brother, don’t get me wrong, but he can be as stubborn and controlling as the day is long. This I know. I could tell you some stories,” he laughed, eyes sparkling with amusement.
 
   “Hey, I’ve got plenty of stories I could tell on you,” Trey replied with a grin, jabbing his finger at Tristan.
 
   “I already know the one about Kate and ‘bumping uglies,’” I commented.
 
   “What?” Trey asked his eyes wide with surprise.
 
   “Your mom and I had a nice chat while we made cookies,” I giggled.
 
   “Oh God. I do remember that,” Tristan replied. “Trey, I should’ve kicked your ass right then and there.”
 
   “I don’t think it would’ve been a fair fight, Tristan,” Trey laughed. “I was what, like maybe eight at the time?”
 
   “Seriously though Trey,” Tristan said, “Are you going to the party at the Andrews’ tomorrow night?”
 
   What party?
 
   “Sure,” Trey answered. “Why not?”
 
   “If you think Caroline was a pill tonight, how do you think she’ll be when she has her sidekick Tess beside her?”
 
   Trey glanced over at me, realizing that I was just hearing about this for the first time. “Tylar, Dad said something about this to me today when we were out cutting the tree. I meant to tell you. We’re all invited over to the Andrews’ house tomorrow evening. Every year they have a Christmas evening cocktail party for friends and family.”
 
   Oh, that’s just flippin’ great.
 
   “Trey, you seriously want to take me around Tess and Landon?”
 
   “What about Landon?” Tristan asked.
 
   Trey told Tristan about Landon’s tactless comments during Thanksgiving, not mentioning the part that he'd shared with me about the baby not being Trey’s. It continued to bother me that Trey had never told his family the truth.
 
   “I just don’t feel that I'd be comfortable around them,” I commented.
 
   “Tylar, it’s important to my parents and to me that we don’t shun the Andrews. I promise not to leave your side, okay?”
 
   “I’ll have your back too, sis,” Tristan joked.
 
   I nodded, still uncomfortable with the idea. I so wished that Gina was here. I excused myself from Trey and Tristan and retreated to the opposite end of the barn to dial Gina. We only talked briefly as Ian’s family was there. She bitched about her mother-in-law; I complained about my soon-to-be sister-in-law. I told Gina about my ring. She asked me to take a picture of it and send it from my phone. I told her that I would, wished her a good holiday, and hung up so I could shoot a picture of my gorgeous ring. Moments after texting it to her, I received a response.
 
   Jesus Christ girl, what a rock! That’s got to be five carats! The Hot Nazi has great taste. Tell him Ian and I said ‘Merry Christmas.’ Love ya!
 
   By the time that Tristan, Trey, and I returned to the house, Nigel and Caroline had retired for the night. Tristan left us and went to visit with his parents in the family room.
 
   “Trey,” I said, “can I give you your Christmas presents up in our room?”
 
   “Why?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   “I just don’t want any rude comments from Caroline. She really makes me uncomfortable. I wanted to get you so much more than I did and she will probably make me feel bad in comparison to this exquisite ring that you gave me.”
 
   “Whoa,” he interrupted me, “first of all, that ring isn’t your Christmas present, okay? That’s for our engagement. I have something else for you for Christmas.”
 
   “Okay, now you’ve just made me feel worse.”
 
   “Tylar,” he said, pulling me to him, “you being with me, loving me, and carrying our child is the best thing that anyone could ever give me. Don’t you understand that?”
 
   “I guess,” I relented.
 
   “No, there’s no guessing, Tylar. You’re my life. I’ve never felt so connected with anyone before. I love to think of the future that we’ll build together and the children we’ll have. You’re the one that I’ll always love the most. You’re the one who has my devotion. Got it?”
 
   I nodded, tearing up again. Trey could be so warm and passionate at times. He could not only take my breath away with his touch, but also with his words. We gathered our gifts out from under the tree and took them upstairs to our suite. We sat cross-legged on the bed, tearing into our presents. Trey had bought me a Baby’s First Year photo album and an Atlas® dome watch in rose gold from Tiffany & Co.
 
   Trey gushed over everything that I'd bought for him: the two CDs, the tie that matched his eyes perfectly, the silver cuff links, and the new Burberry wallet.
 
   He reached under the bed and retrieved a single box, handing it to me. I opened it and pulled a manila envelope out. Inside the envelope there were multiple legal-looking documents. The first was a deed to 10 acres of land located in DeKalb County, Georgia. Accompanying it were stunning photos of the property. Some of the acreage was partially wooded, and it featured a running stream to a natural pond.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I breathed. “What is all this? I don’t understand.”
 
   “I deeded this land to you. This is where we’ll build the house of your dreams. This is where we’ll bring Derringer and any of the other horses you may want to stable. We’ll have to build the stable first, of course.”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I exclaimed, launching myself into his lap. “This is too much, don’t you think?”
 
   “It’s exactly what we discussed. It's how we want to raise our children, remember? I figure we better get started building our home if it’s going to be ready by the time this baby’s walking, don’t you agree?”
 
   “This is incredible! I'm so in love with you,” I exclaimed.
 
   Together we looked at the rest of the papers in the envelope. There was a packet of house plans for country homes. Trey said to pick out a style that would make me feel at home. I couldn’t wait to get started.
 
   Standing up, Trey turned on some holiday choral music, lowering the volume because of the other guests staying down the hall. Then he ran a bubble bath for us. I gratefully pulled off my stockings and selected some silky pajamas from his massive closet. Trey had lit the candles and placed them around the sunken, steaming bathtub. We discarded our clothing and stepped into the suds.
 
   Afterward, we toweled each other off, his cock once again springing to attention as I patted him dry. I noticed my belly was growing rounder; I was a little more than four months pregnant; halfway there, I thought as I climbed into bed. Trey slipped into his drawstring pajama bottoms that hung low on his hips. He climbed into bed next to me, pulling me to him.
 
   “Do you want to watch anything, Tylar?”
 
   “No. I’m about thirty seconds away from sleep. Put on anything you like, it won’t disturb me,” I replied, yawning. Trey switched the station to a Christmas movie with Jimmy Stewart, muting the sound.
 
   “How can you watch the movie without sound?”
 
   “I’ve seen it a hundred times,” he answered, “it’s a classic.” Trey was on his side next to me, tracing his fingers on my silk top, playing with the buttons. I felt the first one give way, then the next, and then the last one. His hand slid inside, cupping my breasts, kneading them gently. I had a feeling that sleep was no longer thirty seconds away. I turned to him, watching him watch me.
 
   He raised himself up, hovering over me, lowering his lips to mine in a long, leisurely kiss. I laced my arms around his neck, pulling his face closer, answering his kiss with a passion of my own. I felt something deep within me stir, making me hungry for him once again. His hands expertly slid my silk top off and then moved down to my belly, pulling at the waistband of the bottoms and sliding them down my legs. His thumb hooked into the tops of my panties, pulling them down and off.
 
   “I see you have me totally naked now,” I whispered.
 
   “Um hmm,” he replied, his lips playing on mine.
 
   “Aren’t you going to take your pants off?”
 
   “I have a fly on them,” he replied, my lips feeling the smile spread across his lips.
 
   “It might be nice if one of these times you fucked me with your pants off,” I commented in a faux stern tone.
 
   “I’ll be glad to,” he remarked, pulling the drawstring and tugging his pants down and off. He kicked the covers down as we heated up. His strong hands explored my body, massaging my flesh, kissing my lips, my neck, and then my breasts. His tongue swirled ever so gently around my nipples, teasing them with his lips. When he took a nipple into his mouth, he sucked it very gently, his hands moving to my pussy to explore. His fingers expertly explored the soft folds of my sex, plying gently the hood of my clitoris, sending gentle shock waves of pleasure through me.
 
   His tongue traced a path from my breasts to my belly. Stopping there, he kissed my rounded belly, his left hand gently rubbing the area, his right hand pleasuring me lower. I moaned as his fingers probed my very sensitive core, causing my sweet spot to swell with desire. My hips moved against his hand, his palm was now pressed firmly against my clitoris as both of his middle fingers were inside me, probing and playing. I was soaked.
 
   His mouth moved to my pussy, gently kissing the soft folds, his tongue washing over my clitoris in circular motions, licking and circling over it again and again. His tongue darted inside of me, his fingers pressing upward, his thumb gently brushing against my clitoris.
 
   “You taste so sweet,” he whispered.
 
   My hips flexed harder against him now, wanting him inside of me. Trey could read my body’s every movement. He knew what I needed without my having to ask.
 
   “I know baby; I know what you want. I want it too.” He rose up, spreading my legs with his knees, and positioned himself between them. He put his hand on his cock and leaned forward, straightening his legs out. He guided his shaft inside of me, slowly and gently filling me. I moaned with pleasure, reveling in the feel of him. My arms wrapped around him, drawing him closer. His thrusts were slow and gentle. Trey was taking his time, pleasuring me with his love and his passion. He rocked his hips back and forth, fully and deeply inside me. I arched my back, flexing my hips, meeting his thrusts with total abandonment. I moaned against his lips, my orgasm building.
 
   “God, I love being inside of you,” he breathed against my lips. “I love making love to every part of you. I love knowing that you're mine.”
 
   My hands moved lower to his buttocks as he started lifting up and rotating his hips. I relished feeling his muscles flex with each thrust. Our rhythm was perfect, but then it always had been. I could feel my muscles clenching him. Trey moaned with every thrust as he came closer to the edge.
 
   “Does that feel good? Are you going to come for me like a good girl?”
 
   “Oh, Trey” I mewled, my orgasm ready to unfold, “this is so hot, please don’t stop.”
 
   “That’s it,” he crooned softly. “That’s my girl.” He rocked back and forth into me, again and again. His kisses were now becoming more urgent and hungry; his tongue swirled with mine as he moaned huskily against my mouth. The headboard softly banged against the wall in rhythm with our thrusting. Nothing outside of our two-person world registered in my mind, it was devoid of everything apart from Trey and the love we made at that moment. He whispered his love for me again and again as I met each thrust.
 
   Somewhere in another world I could hear the sound of raised voices, arguing, slamming doors. I pushed it from my mind. All that mattered was the unraveling of my orgasm, Trey’s perfect thrusts, my pulsating G-spot begging for release. His rhythm picked up just a bit as we prepared for our final descent into mutual ecstasy. He was the master pilot of my body, an expert on my instrumentation.
 
   Our door suddenly flew open, the overhead light flashed on. A female voice screeched at us. “Oh my God! Is that all you two ever do? Fuck like rabbits? How in the hell is anyone else supposed to sleep with you two next door? Find a fucking motel!”
 
   What the hell?
 
   Trey was up and off the bed in an instant, standing there in all of his erected glory. I watched in horror as Caroline stared at Trey. Her eyes widened as they lowered to the expanse of his fully erect cock that was glistening with my wetness. She didn’t attempt to look away from it. Trey furiously pointed at the door.
 
   “God damn it! Get the fuck out of here, Caroline!” he yelled. She tried to gain some composure, obviously very drunk. “Nigel! Come get your fucking wife!”
 
   I buried myself under the covers, sobbing uncontrollably. I'd never felt so humiliated and disrespected. Trey angrily slammed and locked our bedroom door. I could hear Nigel trying to shush Caroline in the hallway. She was relentless.
 
   “Maybe if you were hung like your baby brother, Nigel, I’d be pregnant by now,” she hissed. I heard the sound of a slap.
 
   “You son of a bitch!” she shrieked. I wasn’t sure who slapped whom.
 
   Oh my God. I'm going to be sick.
 
   Trey was at the side of the bed, trying to coax me out from under the covers. I felt the bile rise up in my throat. I threw the covers back and ran naked into the bathroom. I slammed the lid back against the toilet tank and sank to my knees. I leaned over and vomited violently into the toilet. Trey was there, holding my hair back as I continued to heave and retch.
 
   “I’m so sorry baby,” he said, wiping my face with a washcloth, “this is entirely my fault. I should have locked that goddamn door. I'm so, so sorry.”
 
   By the time I was done vomiting, I had a searing headache. I wasn’t sure that I could even take anything for it. Trey dressed me in my panties and pajamas. I remained in a silent stupor. He led me back to the bedroom, lifting me up into the bed, pulling the covers up around me. He found his drawstring pants on the floor, pulling them up over his nakedness. He brought me a glass of water and he pressed a damp washcloth to my forehead. Trey climbed up on the bed on top of the covers. He lay on his side, keeping the cold compress on my forehead, gently pushing my hair back behind my ears.
 
   “Tylar, are you going to talk to me?” he asked gently, his eyes filled with remorse and concern. My voice quivered with shame and embarrassment. I didn’t understand why I was feeling those things.
 
   “We can’t stay here with her in this house,” I moaned, tears spilling again. “I can’t face any of your family after what happened tonight. Please, Trey!”
 
   “Tylar,” he said, leaning over me, “it’s after midnight on Christmas morning. There's no place to take you right now. Everything will be all right. I promise. That bitch won’t speak another word to you. I’ll talk to Nigel right now if you want.”
 
   “No,” I said, sharply, “don’t leave me, Trey. Besides, I think Nigel has his hands full.”
 
   “Try and sleep, sweetie. I’m right here and I’m not going to sleep until I know that you can, okay?”
 
   I nodded, closing my swollen eyes.
 
   “I love you, Tylar. Please forgive me for her.”
 
   “I love you Trey. I don’t blame you for this,” I sniffled, placing his hand against my cheek.
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   I slowly woke on Christmas morning with Trey curled around me. The body heat he generated was making me almost uncomfortable. My empty stomach growled. I tried to carefully scoot out from under Trey without disturbing him. He looked so handsome and innocent when he slept. I wasn’t sure where the innocence came from, certainly not from his sexual boldness. Then the replay of the previous night came crashing down around me.
 
   “Oh noooo,” I moaned, squeezing my eyes shut, trying to force the images from my mind. Trey stirred, opening his eyes and immediately turning to me.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked, concern in his voice.
 
   “I just remembered last night. Maybe it was a nightmare?”
 
   “You know Tylar,” he said gently, “we have no reason to feel ashamed about last night. Caroline’s behavior was completely out of line and she’ll be the one who feels sheepish about showing her face around the family today. We have no reason to feel uncomfortable.”
 
   “If you think for one flippin’ minute I’d step foot out of this room today to face your family after that horrific scene last night, you don’t know how I roll.”
 
   “Be reasonable,” he said, sitting up now. “I doubt if anyone is even aware of what happened, other than Nigel.”
 
   “I don’t care. It’s not that she just walked in on us and made those crude statements at the top of her voice, but she stood there ogling your junk and then made that hateful remark to your brother! On top of that, she was getting her digs in at me all afternoon yesterday and the only people who actually tried to diffuse the situation were your mother and Tristan. I didn’t hear you step in.”
 
   I pulled the covers off and got out of bed, going to Trey’s massive closet to get my clothes. Trey was right behind me. I'd riled him up but I didn’t care. I felt that if he'd put Caroline in her place earlier she might have thought twice about crashing into our bedroom and making a scene at the worst possible time.
 
   “Wait one second, Tylar,” he said. “I took the high road yesterday even though I was just as pissed as you at her rudeness. I did that for the family, for Mom and Dad. We’ve been exposed to Caroline’s outbursts for years. It’s just something that has to be tolerated. She’s not going to change. She is, after all, my brother’s wife. I’m sorry if you felt that I didn’t defend your honor by exchanging barbs with her.”
 
   I whirled around in the closet to face him, angrier than ever. “I see,” I said very quietly, checking my emotions. “You did that for the family. Who am I to you then, Trey? My feelings—they don’t matter?” I grabbed my clothes and underwear, heading for the bathroom. Trey caught my arm but I shook free.
 
   “Tylar,” his voice was taking on a trace of condescension now, “I didn’t mean it like that. You misunderstood me.”
 
   “There was no misunderstanding. For the record, I don’t think for a minute that you were taking the high road. I think you were taking the path of least resistance, and in this case it caused me to be insulted and hurt. I guess now I see how you roll. Merry Christmas!” I shut the bathroom door behind me, turning the lock. I heard him curse under his breath and smack the door with his hand, cursing again. I showered quickly and got dressed for the day.
 
   When I returned to the bedroom, Trey was sulking, giving me the silent treatment. That was fine with me. He had his clothes in his arms, and entered the bathroom, slamming the door and locking it behind him.
 
   Really Trey?
 
   I fished my phone out of my purse and called Gina. She picked up after the first ring.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Ty!”
 
   “Oh Gina,” I said, dissolving into tears.
 
   When she finally calmed me down, I shared the story with her.
 
   “That's fucked up on so many levels,” she replied. “Listen Ty, do you want me to call Aunt Becky? I’m sure she’d love some company today. It’s just her and my grouchy uncle.”
 
   “I don’t know Gina. Part of me doesn’t want Caroline to think she ran me off, but the other part of me just doesn’t feel like being messed with on Christmas.”
 
   “Go with the second option. You have a baby to think about. All that puking and stress last night certainly isn’t good for the baby.”
 
   She was right; I suddenly realized that I hadn’t felt the baby move since last night’s chaos. This brought a fresh flow of tears.
 
   “What now? What’s wrong?” Gina was worried.
 
   “I haven’t felt the baby move since all of this happened,” I squeaked in a high-pitched voice.
 
   “Listen to me. I'm hanging up the phone and I'm calling my aunt, okay? You stay put and I'll call you back in three minutes, I promise.”
 
   Moments later Gina called to report that Becky was on her way to get me. Gina ordered me to take a day of rest with her aunt and get some perspective. I knew that Trey would be pissed, but for right now, he wasn't my first priority. My little baby was my first priority. I could hear the shower still running in the bathroom. Trey would be another 20 minutes. I pulled a hoodie on over my head, threw my phone and charger into my purse, and slipped out of the house. I met Becky in the driveway and we sped off. I apologized profusely for disturbing her on Christmas.
 
   “Listen,” she said, her tone serious, “Gina gave me a thirty-second rundown of what happened. When she mentioned that drunken bitch, Caroline, I knew I had to come and get you.”
 
   “I don’t want to cause any issues with you and the Sinclairs, though. You do work for them, Becky.”
 
   “My job description doesn’t say anything about me not helping someone in need. You're in need. I’ve seen Caroline in action before and it’s clear that Nigel married a drunken bitch who’s methodically castrated him over the years. It’s no wonder he had a fling.”
 
   What? Does Trey know?
 
   “Nigel had an affair?”
 
   “Now I am talking out of turn. Forget that I said anything. That could definitely put a crimp in my career.”
 
   “But if it’s common knowledge, how could it?”
 
   “I’m not sure just how common the knowledge is,” Becky replied, “I came up on it with my own two ears, and I’ve never mentioned it. It was a few summers ago, Nigel and Caroline were here for a few weeks. I just happened to be at the right place at the wrong time I guess,” she laughed.
 
   “What do you mean, with your own two ears?”
 
   “I was up in the supply room taking inventory on a Sunday. The place was closed. I heard Nigel and Tristan arguing outside near the stables. That’s how I found out.”
 
   “I’m not telling you any more than that. I swear you're as pushy as Gina in your own way,” Becky pulled into the driveway of her house. I could see their Christmas tree lit up through the window.
 
   “Are you having company today?” I asked.
 
   “Just my nephew, Nate, his wife, and their two kids. She just had a baby three weeks ago.”
 
   When Becky mentioned a newborn I thought about our little baby who'd been extremely quiet since last night’s turmoil. My heart grew heavy wondering if an unborn could feel stress through the mother. I was sure my violent retching hadn't helped matters. I hadn’t eaten since dinner. It was as if Becky had read my mind.
 
   “I have our traditional breakfast casserole just out of the oven. Have you eaten yet this morning, Tylar?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Good,” she said as we entered her kitchen, “everything’s ready, so let’s eat.”
 
   We all enjoyed a blissfully stress-free breakfast together. I was helping Becky clear the plates when I remembered I’d forgotten to text Trey. Checking my phone, I saw that his text to me was brief.
 
   “Where are you??”
 
   I immediately texted him back, letting him know that I was fine and had just gone over to Becky’s. I told him that I felt it might be best if we had some distance today. He responded immediately.
 
   “Distance? WTF?? Is this how you solve problems, Tylar? I'll be right over to get you.”
 
   I knew that Trey was flipping out, but I just couldn’t go back right then. I felt relaxed for the first time since Trey’s evil sister-in-law had stepped foot into my life. I needed this break. I texted him back immediately telling him as much. I had no sooner sent the text when he called.
 
   “Hey,” I answered.
 
   “Hey,” he said, “I wish you hadn’t taken off like that. Are you okay?”
 
   “I will be if I can just chill out here with Becky today. So far I’m zero for two at your family gatherings, Trey.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s been pretty messed up, I give you that, but running away isn’t the solution either.”
 
   “I’m not running; I’m taking time out from the drama. I’m sorry that you don’t understand that. What time are you leaving for the Andrews’ party tonight?”
 
   “Around seven. Will you be back by then?”
 
   “I don’t think so Trey.”
 
   “So, what? You intend to avoid my family for the rest of the week?”
 
   “I’m not sure what I'm doing at this point,” I explained.
 
   “If it makes any difference, my mother has addressed the issue with both Nigel and Caroline. Mom was livid when she found out what drove you away from here.”
 
   I sighed. Now everyone in the house knew about last night’s humiliating scene. It did make a difference. It made a bad situation worse.
 
   “Trey, I have to go now. I’m helping Becky with Christmas dinner,” I lied. “I’ll see you when you get back from the party.”
 
   “Have it your way. I was hoping you’d be up for coming to the Andrews’ tonight. I’ll let my parents know that we won’t be going.”
 
   “There’s no reason for you to stay behind. Obviously Tess wants to see you for some reason. Aren’t you curious to find out why she called your office?”
 
   “I already know why she called my office,” he replied, as if it hadn’t been worth mentioning before.
 
   What the hell?
 
   “So you talked to her? I thought we agreed you weren’t going to return her call?”
 
   “I didn’t return her call. She called me again at the office a few days later. I was in and took the call,” he replied impassively.
 
   “I see,” I responded coolly. “It wasn’t worth mentioning to me?”
 
   “It has nothing to do with you. She had a legal matter to discuss.”
 
   “What kind of a legal matter?” I dared him to tell me it was none of my business.
 
   “I’m not at liberty to discuss this with you. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll see you later.” I powered off my cell and tried my best to put everything out of my mind for the day. Becky’s nephew Nate and his family arrived mid-afternoon. I immediately fell in love with their newborn son, holding him as often as Nate’s wife Julie allowed.
 
   She was breastfeeding the baby and I had lots of questions for her. Seeing her holding her tiny son against her breast and witnessing the bond between them stirred something deep within me. I was suddenly overwhelmed with emotions: longing, loneliness, isolation. How did things get so messed up?
 
   Becky drove me back to the manor shortly after seven. The lights were lit at the front door, but I suspected everyone was gone except for the staff. I hugged Becky, thanking her for her hospitality.
 
   To my surprise, Tristan opened the door for me. He wore black trousers and a white oxford shirt under a grey V-neck sweater.
 
   “Tristan,” I stammered, “hasn’t the family left for the party?”
 
   “They have,” he replied, smiling. “I stayed behind to take care of some pressing business.”
 
   I wondered what kind of pressing business he would have to take care of on Christmas Day. “Did Trey go with them?”
 
   “He’s upstairs,” Tristan answered nodding toward the staircase. “I think he’s waiting for you. I’m leaving now, so Merry Christmas, Tylar. Maybe I’ll see you both later?”
 
   I looked up and saw the compassion in his eyes. He knew what had happened. I felt my cheeks redden.
 
   “You know, sometimes things aren’t nearly as horrific as we imagine. I think Trey really wants to talk to you. I won’t keep you.” He turned and was out the door.
 
   I climbed the stairs apprehensively, unsure what to expect when I saw Trey. Although I hated this feeling of isolation, I was still bothered that Trey had not shared with me his conversation with his ex-fiancée. Was that really so unreasonable? Apart from Caroline trying to alienate me from Trey and his family, I now had to contend with Tess?
 
   He was fully dressed and lounging on his bed when I entered. He stood slowly, closing the distance between us. I drank in his nearness, wanting to initiate contact but unsure of what his reaction would be.
 
   “I missed you today,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “I’ve been an ass, according to Tristan anyway.”
 
   “What?” I asked, puzzled.
 
   Trey smiled, lifting my hand to his face, brushing his lips across my knuckles. “Yes. He gave me a well-deserved lecture. That’s why he stayed behind, insisting I do the same,” he smiled. “It seems you have captivated yet another Sinclair man, Tylar. Tristan was extremely succinct in explaining how I handled, or should I say, ‘mishandled’ everything yesterday.”
 
   “Stop,” I said, placing my hand flat against his chest. “This isn’t just about the Caroline situation. This has just as much to do with Tess contacting you and you keeping it from me.”
 
   “I explained the conversation is privileged, Tylar.”
 
   “So, she’s your client then?”
 
   “Not officially, but she did seek some advice from me.”
 
   “Then there’s no attorney-client privilege.”
 
   Trey couldn't hide his increasing frustration with me. “Christ Tylar! I’m trying to apologize here. I’ve already told you that my conversation with Tess is confidential. End of discussion. Get dressed. We’re going to the Andrews’ party and I expect you ready in fifteen minutes."
 
   He exited the room, leaving me red-faced and boiling mad. I gave myself several minutes to cool down, and then I considered my options, a feeling of defiance coming over me. Maybe a party was just what the doctor ordered, I thought. This might prove to be an enlightening event. I was definitely not comfortable playing the injured party role, so I decided right then and there to stop.
 
   But I will look as hot as humanly possible tonight, I vowed. I pulled out the short black velvet cocktail dress that I'd bought in Atlanta before Christmas. It was sleeveless, with a sprinkling of silver sparkles in snowflake patterns. I wore a tailored black velvet bolero jacket over it and accessorized with a dainty silver chain and silver snowflake earrings. I pulled on my black lacy thigh highs and stepped into my four-inch spiked ‘fuck me’ pumps. I touched up my make-up and released my hair from the French braid, finger combing it into waves so it framed my face. I approved of the wild and dangerous look I saw in the mirror. That was exactly the look I needed to survive this party.
 
   As I descended the stairs I saw Trey standing in the foyer. He turned to watch me, his face appreciative as his eyes appraised me from top to bottom. They rested on my overflowing bosom. His eyes darkened discernibly. That was exactly the reaction I'd hoped to achieve. I glimpsed a slight frown creasing his otherwise perfect forehead.
 
   Trey went to the closet, pulling my long black wool coat out and holding it up for me. He watched as I fanned my hair out from underneath the collar of my coat as I buttoned it up.
 
   “What’d you do to your hair?” he asked.
 
   “Since I had no time to flat iron it,” I replied, “I just unbraided it and brushed it out. Why, don’t you like it?”
 
   “I do,” he replied quickly. “It actually makes you look, I don’t know, like a different person almost.”
 
   “Good,” I replied, “that’s the look I’m going for.”
 
   His eyes narrowed infinitesimally at me, but he remained silent as he placed his hand on the small of my back and escorted me to his Lamborghini.
 
   The Andrews' house was no more than a couple of miles away. A multitude of vehicles had parked on both sides of the circular drive leading up to the impressive mansion.
 
   Trey helped me from the car, wrapping an arm around my shoulder as we made our way up the drive to the well-lit entrance. A servant greeted us, allowing us entrance into the front foyer. Trey helped me with my coat, handing it to the waiting servant. Party guests milled about in a huge room off to the right. Music emanated from an adjoining room. I strained to spot a familiar face. My eyes fell upon Susan, who was waving me over to the group of people standing with her. I hurried over, not willing to be tied to Trey’s side all evening.
 
   Susan introduced me to several of the neighbors as if I was already part of the family. Clive approached the group, giving me a warm hug and kiss on the cheek. “Merry Christmas, Tylar, we missed you today. Are you feeling better?” I could see the warmth and compassion in his eyes.
 
   “Much better, Clive, thank you,” I replied honestly. It was good to be out of hiding, I decided.
 
   There was a tap on my shoulder. I turned, looking up into Tristan’s emerald green eyes. He was almost as exquisite as Trey. “May I have a dance before you become my sister-in-law and it’s hands-off?” He gave me a mischievous grin, holding his hand out. As we danced, he leaned down, whispering in my ear, “Don’t worry about the skinny bitch.” His warm breath made me shiver, his hand rubbed my back gently to offer moral support, I presumed. “She knows better than to say one wrong word to you, trust me.”
 
   I saw Caroline standing with Nigel and another woman. “Who’s that standing with them?” I asked.
 
   “That’s Tess, Caroline’s protégé,” he said flatly.
 
   “I thought as much,” I replied. “Is her husband here?” I scanned the groups of people lingering nearby. I couldn’t locate any man who fit the physical form of a jockey.
 
   Tristan scoffed, “They’re separated. Seems Tess has found someone else to her liking now.”
 
   My heart sank. I knew it, she wanted Trey back. That explained her call for legal advice and the strict confidentiality Trey so adamantly protected. I suddenly felt sick and defeated. If he still had feelings for her, then I didn’t know Trey half as well as I thought I did. I lowered my lashes just enough to appear as if my eyes were closed, then assessed my competition. Tess was petite with a waif-like, fragile appearance. Her large brown eyes seemed to dominate her facial features. She looked like someone who'd lost too much weight, and not on purpose. Her hair was darker than mine and cut bluntly, falling just above her shoulders.
 
   As I continued my lash-camouflaged perusal, I saw Trey join the group. He'd traded the champagne for liquor. Probably Jack Daniels, I thought wryly. He was genuinely sulking, and I took satisfaction in that fact. Tess stood next to him, her hand brushing his arm as he bent down to listen to what she was saying. He watched as Tristan and I danced, a frown line creasing his forehead. He took a final swig of his drink and approached us on the dance floor.
 
   “May I cut in?” his voice was steely.
 
   “Of course,” Tristan acquiesced, stepping aside.
 
   Trey was still angry and his touch wasn't as gentle as Tristan’s had been. I looked at Tristan and saw an expression of amusement pass quickly over his face. Tristan knew that Trey was jealous and he enjoyed it.
 
   “Enjoying yourself?” Trey asked with forced congeniality, moving me away from Caroline’s steady glare.
 
   “I was,” I replied, making no secret of my discontent.
 
   He squeezed me to him tightly, making me squirm. “I think my brother was very appreciative of the view you provided him in that low-cut dress,” he hissed. I could smell the whisky on his breath. He stared at me, his eyes boldly raking the swell of my breasts. I turned my head to the side and spotted Caroline once again in my direct line of vision. Tristan had joined them and was talking to Tess. Nigel wasn't taking his eyes off of them. What strange dynamics there were between these people, I thought.
 
   Trey’s lips brushed my neck, slowly planting warm kisses. I tingled at his touch. Deep within my belly a seed of desire grew, but I was determined not to give in to it. I pulled back from him, spinning around and exiting the dance floor. I passed a waiter with a tray of champagne-filled flutes and grabbed one. I tossed it back, loving the bubbly taste. I set the empty flute aside, making my way back to the foyer. Trey was suddenly at my side, grabbing my arm and spinning me around to face him.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” His sapphire eyes flashed. I tried to jerk free of him but he would not release his hold.
 
   “One glass of champagne isn’t harmful,” I hissed, not about to let him intimidate me. “It looks like you’re into your Jack pretty heavy tonight,” I snapped. “Plan on knocking someone else up?”
 
   I hadn’t seen Tristan approach us from behind. “Trey,” he said calmly, “why don’t you take a moment to collect yourself.”
 
   “Why don’t you keep your fucking eyes and hands off of Tylar,” he said abruptly, glaring at Tristan.
 
   Oh great, another family scene underway. How dysfunctional was this family?
 
   “Well, well, what have we here?” Caroline slurred in her shrill voice. The full glass of wine in her hand sloshed over the side as she swayed on her feet. “It looks like Tylar wants a second Sinclair in her bed tonight. Are you absolutely sure that the bastard you're carrying is even Trey’s?” she leered, taking a gulp of the wine.
 
   “Shut up, Caroline,” Trey replied harshly.
 
   She was unfazed by the directive and continued to stare at me, her eyes narrowing. Tristan took her elbow to lead her away. She twisted out of his grasp, coming toward me. Trey was immediately in front of me, shielding me. I didn’t need his protection. I scooted around him and met her haughty face with my own.
 
   “Listen to me you fucked-uppity bitch,” I stated firmly. “Everyone else may tolerate your drunken tirades and despicable comments, but I don’t roll that way. You keep your mouth shut around me and about me. Understand?”
 
   Her mouth fell open as my finger jabbed the air near her face. She swallowed nervously, backing up a step.
 
   I made up the step getting closer to her, my finger pointing just inches from her face. “One more snide comment, one more dirty look sent my way, one more uninvited intrusion into my bedroom and I'll wipe the ground up with your skinny, useless ass, east coast style, got it?”
 
   She snorted at me, looking from face to face and finding no support from anyone. She turned and quickly fled the foyer.
 
   I turned back to Trey and Tristan who were regarding me with surprise. “I need some air. Tristan, would you please help me find my coat?”
 
   He nodded and walked toward the hallway.
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Trey offered.
 
   “No,” I snapped. “You’re drunk and acting like an asshole. I’m not happy about the secrets you’re keeping from me. I know that Tess is leaving her husband. If you’re having second thoughts about me, Trey, we’ll dissolve this engagement right now.”
 
   “What kind of man do you think I am?” he snarled.
 
   Tristan returned with my coat, helping me into it. Just then Tess appeared in the doorway by herself. She walked over to me, extending her hand.
 
   “Hello,” she said. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Tess Flannery. You must be Tylar?”
 
   “Yes I am. I’m very pleased to meet you, Tess,” I lied, shaking her hand. She smiled weakly. Tess wasn't what I'd expected.
 
   “Tylar, would you excuse Trey just for a few moments? I really need to speak with him privately.”
 
   Trey looked from me to Tess, not sure what to do. I decided to make it easy for him.
 
   “Of course,” I replied smoothly. “He’s all yours. Tristan, will you walk with me, please?” Tristan escorted me outside where I dissolved into tears before I was off of the porch.
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   Tristan put his arms around me, holding me to his chest. “Tylar, everything is going to be okay. You must know that.”
 
   “I don’t know anything, Tristan. All I know is that Trey is keeping secrets from me, Tess has left her husband, and Caroline is a nasty, hateful bitch,” I sobbed.
 
   “Things are not always as they appear,” he replied. “Well, except for Caroline. That’s pretty much a case of what you see is what you get.” His comment brought a smile to my tearful face. He pulled a cloth handkerchief from his pocket to dab my tears.
 
   “She wants him back, doesn’t she? Tess wants Trey back. Just tell me the truth.”
 
   “You’re wrong, Tylar. Even if that were true, I can promise you one thing: Trey would never take her back. He’s totally in love with you. I know my little brother and we talked about this just today. He loves you and you only. Even when he was engaged to Tess, he was never as committed and in love with her as he is now with you.”
 
   “It’s just because of the baby,” I replied, blowing my nose on his starched handkerchief.
 
   “It’s not,” he stated firmly, “it’s you he adores.”
 
   “Then why’s she calling him? Why all the secrecy?”
 
   Tristan sighed heavily, taking my arm and leading me down the drive away from the house. “Tylar,” he started, “can you please trust me on this? I promise you that the truth will be out very soon. It’s Christmas and, as much as our family and Tess’s family have a long history with one another, there are some skeletons that’ll be coming out of the closet very soon. Not today though. Today is about Christmas.”
 
   I looked up into his deep green eyes and I saw sincerity and honesty. I nodded.
 
   “Good,” he replied, smiling. He pulled me into a brotherly hug, wiping my tears with his thumbs. From behind us, someone cleared his throat. Landon.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Tristan,” he nodded, smirking as he walked by toward the house. He glanced at me, his lip curled in contempt. “I see you’ve moved on, Ms. Preston. At least you’re keeping it in the family.”
 
   I started to angrily respond but Tristan shook his head, cautioning me to let it go. As soon as Landon went inside, Tristan turned back to me.
 
   “Let it be,” he said gently. I nodded but it was difficult. I'd never been exposed to the type of treatment or hateful attitude displayed by Caroline and Landon. The thought crossed my mind as to just how perfect they would be together. Tristan and I continued our walk in the crisp December air. We talked about his life in California’s Napa Valley and about his winery. He said he actually missed the east coast and had considered selling the vineyard to Nigel and moving back to the area.
 
   “I know Trey would love that,” I commented. “It seems like you and he have more of a bond than he and Nigel. You resemble each other so much.”
 
   “Yes,” he admitted, “but in looks only. Trey is much more of a stubborn hothead than I am, I’m afraid. But he also has a very compassionate streak that many people don’t recognize. I think that’s what’s making you feel insecure right now. His love and his commitment to you is genuine, you must believe it.”
 
   From the front of the house, a door slammed. Tristan and I looked over as Caroline emerged onto the porch. Nigel followed close behind. She had no coat on. She staggered with a bottle of wine in her hand, periodically taking swigs from it.
 
   “Dear God,” Tristan murmured, “What now?”
 
   “Keep away from me you cheating son-of-a-bitch!” she screamed, swatting at him with her arms. “You didn’t think I’d find out? She was like a sister to me you bastard!”
 
   Landon joined Nigel on the porch, trying to coax Caroline back inside. Caroline turned on Landon, screaming at him. “You knew didn’t you?” she accused as she circled him, pointing her finger. “How could you betray me like that?” She upended the wine bottle on his head, dousing him with dark red wine. Landon spoke to her quietly.
 
   Tristan’s face turned ashen. “Oh shit,” he warned, “get ready for some skeletons. This is about to get ugly.”
 
   Tristan and I stood watching when I suddenly felt a hand touch my shoulder from behind. It was Trey, still agitated but slightly more sober after his conversation with Tess. I could tell he wasn't pleased with the attention Tristan was paying me.
 
   “Tristan, will you drive Tylar and me back to the manor? I’ve had too much to drink and Nigel is driving my car back.”
 
   Tristan nodded, still eyeing the scene on the front porch. By this time, both Nigel and Landon’s parents had joined the others, trying to neutralize the situation. Tristan reached in his pocket for the keys to Susan’s BMW and drove us to the manor. Trey instructed him to wait.
 
   Trey saw me to the door. "I want you to go up to our suite; I have some things to settle yet with my family and the Andrews. I'm heading back with Tristan. I won't be long."
 
   Once inside, I hurried up the steps to our bedroom, exhausted from the drama and the secrets. I undressed wondering what Trey had meant by things to settle. I was sure another argument was brewing. I pulled on one of his tee shirts and climbed numbly under the sheets. I fell against the pillow, disheartened. I wished we were back in our apartment in Atlanta. Our life seemed normal there, happy and content. I never dreamed normal families could be so dysfunctional.
 
   It was much later when I heard Trey come into the room. He climbed underneath the covers moving close to me. Maybe he was no longer angry. His hands slipped underneath the sheets and pulled me close to him. He had no way of knowing that I was even awake, but I didn’t think it mattered to him. He hooked his thumb inside the elastic waistband of my panties, pulling them down to my knees, slipping them lower over my feet and off. He pulled the covers back, grasping my tee shirt and pulling it up over my head. I was totally naked now, but making no effort to encourage him. If he thought I was going to respond to his sexual foreplay after he’d had secret discussions with Tess, he was wrong.
 
   Trey had me on my back. I felt his hands on my breasts, kneading and pulling enticingly on my nipples. My body defied me, as it unwillingly responded to his caresses and touch. His lips moved to mine, plying them open and his tongue explored my mouth with sweet urgency.
 
   “Trey, stop…don’t,” I murmured against his urgent lips. He paid me no heed as he continued his pursuit of pleasure down the column of my throat, licking and teasing my nipples to erection. I moved my hands down, tangling my fingers into his damp locks. I fisted his hair, tugging to pull him away. I didn’t want him to pleasure me; I didn’t want him to pleasure himself. He was oblivious to my denial.
 
   “Stop,” I demanded, “I don’t want this now. I need you to tell me what the hell is going on!” I tried to wriggle away from him, but his hands locked around mine in a vise-like grip, raising my arms up over my head, pinning them down against the mattress.
 
   “You're mine,” he said. I could smell the whisky on his breath. I realized then the depth of his anger. A small spark of fear trickled through me. Was this going to be a punishment screw? What was my crime?
 
   “What’s this about?” I begged, as his teeth tugged at my earlobe.
 
   “Hush,” he ordered as he straddled me, still pinning my arms above me. His knee spread my thighs apart. In the semi-darkness I could see that he held his erect cock as he hovered above me.
 
   “This is a refresher course. You need to learn that you’re mine. I wasn’t happy with the attention you paid my brother tonight. It appears that our relationship is in dire need of ‘fuckification,’ would you agree?”
 
   I nodded silently; Trey could see my hesitant consent. He leaned over and switched on the bedside lamp. “My love is given freely, Tylar. I’ve surrendered my heart to you; I haven’t, however, relinquished my masculinity in the process. I won’t tolerate your dismissive treatment. Do you understand?” His eyes bore into mine. He expected an answer. I swallowed nervously.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, nodding.
 
   “Good,” he replied. His eyes regarded me coolly. “Shall I resume the lesson?”
 
   I nodded, my arms still pinned above me, my wrists starting to numb under his grasp. He loosened his grip, drawing his arms back so that my hands were free. He rolled me onto my stomach and positioned two of the bed pillows under me so that my behind was raised to him. I felt his nearness as he straddled the backs of my thighs, his erection brushing my backside. I felt him caress my skin and then suddenly I felt the stinging slap of his hand across my butt.
 
   Ow!
 
   The sting was followed by yet another harsh smack. Tears stung my eyes but it wasn't completely without pleasure that I cried. Something deep in my core felt gratified each time Trey delivered a firm crack of his palm to my now stinging ass. I wanted him to take charge, to punish me.
 
   What was that about?
 
   Trey decided I’d had enough and he massaged my reddening skin. He brushed his lips across my backside. Reaching an arm under me, he lifted me from my stomach to my elbows, drawing my butt upward toward him. He placed his hands on my hips, spreading my legs wider with his thigh. He demanded full access to my body. He pressed two fingers inside of me; I moaned as he moved them in a circular motion. He flexed them in and out rhythmically. The feeling was exquisite. I swiveled my hips in response to his fingers and when he pulled them out I whined in displeasure. Was he still punishing me?
 
   Suddenly from behind Trey buried his full girth into me with one deliberate thrust. I cried out with pleasure at the fulfillment. He steadily drove his cock in and out of me with precision. I lifted my hips to him. Trey groaned from behind me and his cadence increased.
 
   “This is mine, Tylar,” he rasped. His fingers dug into my hips as he eased out of me then slammed back inside. I cried out, loving the pleasure and pain he delivered. He stopped.
 
   “Don’t stop,” I begged.
 
   Trey moaned low in his throat as he buried his erection back inside of me. He repeated this over and over with slowness and deliberation. This treatment was punishing yet pleasurable, and I rolled my hips, pressing back against him with all the force that I could muster. His hands took charge of my hips, as he raised and lowered them to meet his thrusts at will. My need for him was overwhelming. Something had changed over the past several days interrupting our connection. I wanted–needed–it back.
 
   I moaned as my sensitive area deep inside swelled with pleasure and the need for release.
 
   “That’s it baby,” he cajoled, “I want you to give it to me now.” My climax exploded around him. I gasped at the intensity of it as it swirled wave after wave of pleasure throughout me. My body convulsed in pure sexual gratification that only Trey could provide. He groaned in satisfaction as his erection throbbed inside of me, emptying his orgasm within. He gave one final shudder, pulling my ass into his groin and moaning deep, completely satiated, rubbing my cheeks with his palms.
 
   Trey collapsed beside me, pulling me up against him. He stroked my hair, pressing soft kisses all over my face, neck, and lips. He was tender and loving and his eyes searched mine for affirmation of some sort. I was confused; what had just happened?
 
   “Were you really mad at me just now or was that just some fantasy played out?”
 
   He smiled down at me, revealing his sexy dimple. He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “A little bit of both,” he stated, propelling himself up and off the bed. I watched as he swaggered over to his closet, totally naked and gloriously beautiful. I wondered how such a magnificent man could have insecurities about anything.
 
   Trey returned to bed wearing boxers. He climbed under the covers, pulling me to him. “So,” he said, “are you ready to hear what happened tonight after we dropped you off?”
 
   “How messed up is it?” I asked.
 
   “It’s pretty crazy. You may decide to run screaming back to Kentucky.”
 
   “Doubtful, Trey. Knowing all that you do about me and my baggage, it couldn’t possibly rival that.”
 
   Trey shot me a “wanna bet” look.
 
   “First things first. The reason Tess called me was to get some confidential legal advice. Despite our past, she knows that she can trust me and I think you’ll understand why it had to be me she called for help. Apparently, Tess and Nigel are in love.”
 
   I gasped, sitting bolt upright in disbelief.
 
   “No!” I choked, “Really?”
 
   Trey nodded. “Tess spent a lot of time with Caroline in Napa; Zach spent a lot of time on the road jockeying. Tess said she was never compatible with her husband; she clearly saw that Caroline wasn't happy or compatible with Nigel. They formed a friendship borne out of mutual misery, it seems. When Zach was around during off-season, the two couples would go yachting together. The affair has been going on for several years. Tristan knew about it. The only reason I found out was through Tess.”
 
   I studied his expression, eager to see whether it bothered him that his ex-fiancée had been screwing his own brother. He didn’t appear fazed at all.
 
   “Zach found out about the affair and threatened to tell Caroline if Tess didn’t agree to his terms for a divorce. Tess brought most of the wealth into that marriage and Zach basically wanted it all. I advised Tess not to agree to Zach’s terms, that she and Nigel needed to come clean with Caroline. That was their plan for after the first of the year. Tonight when Landon arrived, all of that changed. He came inside dropping digs about seeing you and Tristan outside hugging.”
 
   He stopped, a frown crossing his face. His expression changed to sheepishness when he continued. “I was pissed, and pretty drunk, so I made an off-the-cuff remark about people in glass houses not throwing stones. Landon was immediately on the defensive. He asked me how the fuck I knew about it. I told him a family member had divulged the whole sordid secret. He immediately went to Tess and started threatening to out her. I was extremely confused about why Nigel’s affair with Tess would infuriate Landon. To make an already long story short, Landon misunderstood my comments. He thought I was referring to the affair that he’s been having with Caroline.”
 
   “Seriously?” I exclaimed, my voice rising.
 
   Trey shushed me while nodding his head. Apparently, Landon had confided in Tess, not knowing that Tess was in love with Nigel.
 
   “This should be on Jerry Springer.”
 
   Trey nodded and pressed on. “Anyway, by this time, everything unraveled. Caroline was mad because Nigel had been cheating with Tess and because Landon knew and hadn’t told her out of loyalty to his sister.”
 
   “And your parents?”
 
   “I’m quite sure both sets of parents are extremely disgusted with it all.”
 
   “Where’s Caroline now?”
 
   “She left with Landon. Nigel’s back here and Tess is with her family. Caroline is flying back to California tomorrow. This is their problem to sort out now. I’m glad everything’s out in the open. By the way, while everyone was airing their dirty laundry tonight, I clarified something to both families.”
 
   “What was that?” I asked.
 
   “They all know now that the baby Tess miscarried was Zach’s, not mine. Feel better?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, sighing, “for some reason I really do.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean that the friendship between my parents and the Andrews won’t be strained for a while, but in reality, everyone seems to be with the person that they really want to be with for now.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m with the person I love, but she won’t marry me. It bothers me; I can’t lie. What’s to say after our baby is born you won’t find another reason to avoid marrying me. I understand what frightens you. I really do.”
 
   “What frightens me?”
 
   “Your past,” he answered, “and the fact that you feel as if you're a product of it. You’re not one bit like your mother.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “I can see what you’re made of and it’s all good.”
 
   “I don’t have a point of reference on marriage,” I admitted, shrugging. “I’ve been left to my own devices since childhood. I’m independent. I don’t know if I can adapt. We fight a lot, too.”
 
   “We can find our way together, Tylar,” he answered softly. “It’s new to me, too. There will be disagreements and arguments, that's to be expected.”
 
   “I get that, but you're extremely bossy. You have to let me make some of my own decisions.”
 
   “I will. I promise. Let’s get some sleep now,” he said softly, pulling the covers up over us. “We can talk more in the morning, on our way home.”
 
   “We’re leaving tomorrow?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “Oh yeah, I’ve had enough family for one holiday.” He leaned over, resting his hand on my abdomen and kissing my lips softly. The distance between us had closed. We felt the fluttering at the same time.
 
   “Did you feel that?” Trey asked, excitement in his voice, sitting up and raising the covers off of me.
 
   “Uh, yeah, probably more than you did,” I laughed. Trey was resting his ear on my abdomen now, grinning like a fool. “What do you expect to hear down there?” I asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he replied, “Maybe some swishing around or something?”
 
   I giggled at his absurdity. I knew that Trey was going to make a wonderful father and husband.
 
   It was me that I was unsure of at the moment. There was just too much unfinished business with my mother and my messed-up past. She was still out there and she had some explaining to do. And deep down inside of me, I knew that once I found her, I'd make damn sure I got those answers.
 
    
 
  
 
  



epilogue
 
    
 
   North Bay Hospital, May 2nd
 
    
 
   Gina's pacing back and forth in front of my hospital bed. She's holding her phone up to her ear, nervously cracking her chewing gum. She's giving Ian another update on my progress.
 
   “She’s still at six centimeters, Ian, same as when you called ten fucking minutes ago,” she says, her irritation undisguised. “Christ how in the hell should I know how long it’ll take her to get fully dilated? How many babies have I squeezed out?”
 
   Gina turns and looks over at me to see if I'm having another contraction. She is astute at reading my white knuckles, having been by my side for the past two hours. She whirls back around snapping her gum and trying to lower her voice on my account I'm sure.
 
   “No, he’s not here yet,” she whispers hoarsely into her phone. “His personal assistant is over at the courthouse now trying to get word to him. I don’t know; some big class action lawsuit that’s been going on for days.” She steps closer to the door. “Dig this, a bunch of desperate housewives are suing some publishing house for glorifying sadistic sex in some freaking erotica novels…hell yes I’m for real,” she giggles, “Apparently, they decided to try some of the shit they read about and got permanently injured…down there. Is that not a hoot?”
 
   Oh God, I feel another gut-wrenching contraction rising. I will not scream. I will not scream.
 
   “What do you mean which side is Trey representing? The fucking housewives for Chrissake, Ian! He’s an attorney for class action plaintiffs, duh?”
 
   She turns back to face me, rolling her eyes. I grip the rails on my hospital bed, bracing for the rolling wave of pain that's thrashing inside of me. I squeeze my eyes shut.
 
   “Shit, Ian, I gotta go! Tylar’s having another contraction.”
 
   Gina is at my side, instructing me to do the hee-hee-hees in three-beat sequences. The pain of the contraction starts to subside. I'm now being instructed by my “labor Nazi” to take a deep, cleansing breath.
 
   Shit this hurts!
 
   “You're doing great, Ty. I really mean it girlfriend.” Gina dabs my sweaty forehead with a damp washcloth that she nagged “Nurse Ratched” for earlier. Gina assigned the name to the nurse immediately upon our arrival, but I don’t think she is so bad. “More ice chips, Ty?” she asks, reaching for the cup.
 
   “Yes please, Gina. And by the way, where the hell is Trey?”
 
   “Don’t worry. His assistant has my number. I told her to call me as soon as she gets the message to him in court. Chill out. That’s an order.” She winks as she scoots out of the room to go and demand more ice chips from Nurse Ratched. I'm glad that at least Gina can be here with me.
 
   The ordeal with Charlie Roberts and the plea bargain was finalized in January. The evidence had been released back to me. I asked Trey to dispose of the notes and plum silk pajamas. I never wanted to lay eyes on any of it again. I still have the jewelry boxes with the necklace and the pearl drop earrings. I learned that my mother had sent those to Charlie as a down payment of sorts for the dirty work. If the jewelry truly is a link to my biological father, then I'll hold on to it for now.
 
   I think about my mother and the numbness sinks in as it always does when I reflect upon how little I really knew about her and how well she hid so many secrets from me. Perhaps “secrets” is the wrong word; you could say she raised me in an environment filled with lies and deceit. I've learned over the past several months to stop reprimanding myself for being naïve to it.
 
   Trey says it's perfectly normal for children to view a parent, no matter how bad or evil the parent is, in the most favorable and acceptable light. That's what I've done for years with her. The truth is, my mother did protect me in some ways. It could have been a lot worse.
 
   There has been no word of her whereabouts. My house in Radcliff sold in late March. I deposited the proceeds into my savings account. Our new home is under construction. I told Trey we will buy the furnishings for it with the proceeds from the house. The investigator Trey hired has been relieved of his duties for now.
 
   Gina comes bouncing back into my hospital room carrying a cup of ice chips, beaming as Trey follows in behind her. Trey rushes to my side and leans over my bed rail, his eyes filled with love and concern.
 
   “I was afraid you wouldn’t get word that I was here,” I choke, tears rolling down my cheeks. I pull him toward me; a feeling of relief floods over me.
 
   “Sweetie, you know better than that,” he says, stroking my face with his thumbs.
 
   “Gina,” Trey says, “can I have some alone time with Tylar for just a bit?”
 
   “Sure thing counselor,” she replies, cracking her gum loudly. “I’ll be down in the cafeteria getting something to eat. Holler if you need me, Ty. She hasn’t done a lot of that yet, Trey.” Gina winks as she breezes out of the room.
 
   “How’s the pain, Tylar?” Trey asks, lowering the bed rail so that he can sit beside me on the bed. He takes my hand into his, absently rubbing his thumb against my hospital wristband.
 
   “It’s not that bad,” I lie. “Gina’s been helping me with my breathing.”
 
   The nurse comes in just then to check my progress. Trey moves outside the curtain she has drawn. Peeling off her rubber gloves, she informs me that I'm nearly seven centimeters dilated. She informs me in her no-nonsense Nurse Ratched manner that I can expect stronger contractions as I enter the transition stage of labor. She slides the curtain back open, taking her leave.
 
   Holy crap! It gets worse than this?
 
   Trey reads the panicked look on my face. He tries soothing me with reminders as to how much better it is for both mother and baby when no anesthesia is used during labor. I eye him warily as the next contraction starts.
 
   Trey removes his jacket and tie, tossing them over onto a chair. He rolls his sleeves up to his forearms. He patiently coaches me through the contraction the way we learned in Lamaze class. We've now graduated to the he-he-who pattern of breathing, followed by the cleansing breath.
 
   Trey watches the monitors that are next to me so that he can gauge an impending contraction. They are definitely coming faster and lasting longer. I sit up in bed, bending over. I feel like someone has kicked me squarely in the back. Trey tells me I'm having back labor.
 
   You think?
 
   He retrieves hot towels from the nurse, pressing them up against my lower back. It helps. I grab his hand, squeezing tightly as the next contraction descends. I start moaning with the pain on this one. I promised myself I wouldn’t do that.
 
   “Tylar, go with it, don’t fight it, you have to do your breathing remember? You’re fighting it baby, I can tell. Relax and breathe, just relax and breathe,” Trey instructs firmly.
 
   I’d rather scream.
 
   “Arrggghh!” I groan, clutching his hand in a death grip.
 
   “It’s winding down now, winding down, there. Take a cleansing breath and get ready for the next one,” he says, watching the contraction’s graph on the monitor. It starts right back up.
 
   “Trey,” I groan loudly, “get the nurse in here. I want an epidural. This hurts!”
 
   “Tylar,” he speaks gently but firmly, in what I now regard as his sickening soothing voice. “Remember honey, how we talked about this and decided together that this is how we want our baby to be born? No meds pre-delivery, remember? Now I know you can do this, baby.”
 
   Shut UP! You'll never touch me again Trey Michael Sinclair.
 
   I no sooner finish cursing him silently when the next contraction's on top of me. If I didn’t know better, I'd swear the baby has a chainsaw inside and is sawing through my ribcage, one rib at a time!
 
   “Ahhhhh shit!” I scream.
 
   I now have my fingers wound around a big hunk of Trey’s hair, tugging at it as I thrash around on the bed. Trey is fearful that I've crossed over into the “loss of control during labor condition,” that we learned about in our natural childbirth class. The film our instructor played for the group horrified all of us. I'm now starring in my own version of it. That actress in the clip has nothing on me!
 
   “Sweet Jesus!” I rasp, grabbing for my ice chips with my free hand, rolling back over on my side as the pain grips me again. I lose control and toss ice chips all over my bed.
 
   “Tylar, Tylar, come on sweetie,” Trey is massaging my shoulders now. “Remember sweetie the pain of childbirth is a pain soon forgotten, right?”
 
   I stop thrashing momentarily to turn my head in a 180-degree angle Exorcist-style to look at him. My hand's still clutching his chunk of hair.
 
   Really Trey? How many babies have you pushed out of a once TINY opening?
 
   “That’s my girl,” he croons, his fingers now trying to gently disengage mine from his hair. “Put on your big girl panties and roll with it, okay?”
 
   If I'd kept my panties on we wouldn’t be here now.
 
   “That’s it sweetie, you’re doing just fine. Remember, no pain, no gain, huh?” He finally frees himself of my hand and dabs the cool washcloth against my forehead. My hair is sweaty; I can feel it plastered against my head.
 
   “Trey,” I gasp my voice now hoarse, “Please no more fucking platitudes, alright? I promise to stop the screaming if you just shut up for now.” He nods at me, seemingly not offended by my request.
 
   The nurse bustles back in, and Gina is right behind her. The nurse hustles Trey away from the bed and raises the sheet to check my progress again, not bothering to pull the curtain.
 
   “Did I miss anything?” Gina asks.
 
   “Good news, honey,” my nurse announces, smiling, “You lost your mucous plug.”
 
   Gross.
 
   “I’ll be right back to break your water,” she says, disappearing once again. As promised, she returns just after I loudly endure another rib-breaking contraction compliment of “Chucky,” my new name for the baby. She instructs Trey to change into his scrubs. Gina is allowed to stay with me until Trey returns.
 
   Nurse Ratched holds up what looks like a long crochet hook. I swear I can see an evil glint in her eye as she orders me to lay back and relax with my knees up and spread apart. She dives under the paper sheet tented over me with the hook in her gloved hand. The next thing I feel is a gush of warm water between my legs.
 
   “Won’t be long now, honey,” she assures me as she pulls her gloves off and exits the room once again.
 
   Magically, the pain subsides for the moment. Gina comes to stand next to the bed. She looks overwhelmed.
 
   “Ty,” she says, lifting my hand, “I just want to tell you something before the Hot Nazi comes back and banishes me outta here. I love you like my sister and I hope you know that. You're going to have a beautiful, healthy baby, you hear me?”
 
   I nod at her, feeling emotional and very blessed that I have her as my friend. I see that her eyes are welling up.
 
   “Gina,” I reply, “I love you like my sister, too. This is your godchild, remember?”
 
   “Yeah,” she laughs, wiping a stray tear with the back of her hand, “even though I hate that name you picked for a girl.”
 
   “Treyla Michaela?” I ask, astonished.
 
   She nods, rolling her eyes.
 
   “That’s a great name,” I say defending my choice. “It’s in Trey’s honor. Boy is named after me; girl is named after Trey.” Trey is still hoping for a boy because of the name I chose for a girl. I don’t care. He is not getting his way on this one. I refuse to budge.
 
   “It just reminds me of those books I had as a kid, you know the ones about Amelia Bedelia?” Gina smirks, shaking her head.
 
   Trey returns dressed in his sterile scrubs, complete with cap, booties, and a mask for his face that he hasn’t pulled up yet. It looks as if he has gone from lawyer to intern in just a couple of minutes.
 
   Gina leans over and gives me a kiss on the cheek, “Good luck, Ty. I’ll be in the waiting room for the good news.” She turns to leave, stopping in front of Trey. “Don’t make me wait forever to find out either, got it?” she says, pointing her finger at him and giving him a stern look. He nods and she disappears out the door.
 
   “You wonder why she pisses me off,” he grumbles, but he can’t hide the look of amusement in his eyes.
 
   “The doctor is in the hallway with your chart, baby. He says you're ready to deliver.” He is beaming and I'm excited. A contraction is building again as my doctor steps into the room. The nurse and several CNAs follow Dr. Addison into the room. An anesthesiologist arrives for the purpose of numbing me after the episiotomy for the stitches that will follow. In less than a minute, my labor room has been transformed into a birthing room.
 
   “Are you ready to start pushing, Tylar?” Dr. Addison asks, pulling his mask up.
 
   Trey follows suit, getting behind me as the fun is about to start. Twenty minutes and what seems like a hundred pushes later, I flop back against my raised up hospital bed, panting.
 
   All I can see from my vantage point are my sheet-covered knees, the top of Dr. Addison’s capped head, and Trey’s halfway masked face staring down as the doctor is helping our baby exit my birth canal. I feel no pain at all during this part of it. I’m exhausted but elated. I see Trey’s eyes widen as the doctor hands him the baby. Trey looks down and smiles broadly.
 
   Well, what is it? How is it?
 
   I hear a suction noise followed by a squeaky cry that slowly builds in volume.
 
   “Trey, do you want to cut the cord?” Dr. Addison asks him.
 
   The nurse is now in the mix, directing Trey on how to cut the umbilical cord and they clamp it off.
 
   “Is the baby okay? Do we have a ‘Preston’ or a ‘Treyla’?” I ask loudly and impatiently.
 
   “Hold on just a second, Mommy,” he says beaming happily. The nurse is swaddling the baby in a clean blanket. The crying has stopped, at least from the baby. Trey’s eyes are tearing up as he holds the swaddled baby in his arms. I'm totally unaware of what is happening between my legs, underneath the paper tent. My only desire is to hold my baby.
 
   “We have a Preston,” Trey says, gently handing over the squirming little bundle to my open arms.
 
   “Ohh, look, Trey,” I say softly, “Look at his tiny little finger; tiny little perfect fingers!” Preston wraps miniature fingers around my pinky, which appears huge in comparison.
 
   “Oh, Preston. Mommy and Daddy love you,” I croon softly, kissing his forehead. His tiny red face wrinkles up and makes a hundred little expressions. I count all of his fingers. They are all there. Ten perfect little fingers.
 
   “I’m checking everything Trey,” I say, “Taking full inventory of our perfect little Preston! Yes, I am,” I croon in baby talk. “He is going to be daddy’s boy, I can tell,” I comment, smiling up at Trey who has never looked prouder than at this moment. I was right. Men want sons and Trey got his today. I beam with pride at being able to give Trey a son. I pull the blanket away from the baby, wanting to count his toes. That’s when I see that something is missing.
 
   Oh my God.
 
   My head snaps up immediately in confusion. I look up at Trey. He's wearing a sheepish grin.
 
   “What the?”
 
   “Don’t be mad,” he says, gently. “Preston is a great name for a girl, don’t you think?” He is sitting on the edge of the bed, next to me and our daughter. He leans down and kisses me softly on the lips. “Tylar, I love you so much and the fact that you want our daughter to be named after me is the greatest honor possible. What really matters to me is that she carries both of our names, okay? We did this together, right?”
 
   I nod, covering the baby back up with the blanket, and holding her close to my heart.
 
   “So, how about Preston Michaela Sinclair? Does that work for you, baby?”
 
   “Oh yes!” I sob. I'm filled with emotion. I reluctantly give Preston back to the nurse so that she can clean, weigh, measure, and perform the Apgar scoring. The doctor is finishing up with my stitches. The delivery room is being cleared and I'll be transported soon to my private room. Trey has gone out to let Gina know about the baby and to give her my room number.
 
   Nurse Ratched brings a clean Preston to me, now wearing a disposable diaper, pink gown, pink cotton cap, and pink knit booties. She is beautiful. I can’t stop looking at her. She has a full head of dark hair like Trey’s. She is sweetly sucking on her tiny little fingers. Her eyes are wide and alert. They are very dark blue, but the nurse tells me that most babies have blue eyes when they are born. I know that she will have Trey’s eyes. She is staring up at me. My heart swells with this new, indescribable feeling that I have for her. I lean my face down and kiss her head, breathing in her sweet baby smell.
 
   I'm so enamored with my baby I'm oblivious that I'm being moved to a recovery room on the gurney. Trey and Gina are waiting there and immediately rush to my side. Gina takes some pictures of the three of us with her phone. The nurse assigned to me wants to help with my shower and brings me a fresh hospital gown. I refuse to part with Preston, and Trey finally has to intervene on the nurse’s behalf, getting a bit strict with me. He takes the baby from me, promising that I can have her back as soon as I comply with the nurse. I grumble a bit but concede, following the nurse into my bathroom.
 
   When I come back out, clean and freshly gowned, Gina is in the rocking chair, holding Preston and cooing to her. I look over at Trey who is leaning against the wall next to my bed and catch his smirk. He knows that I want to take the baby out of Gina’s arms and he is mentally weighing the odds as to whether I'll do it. Begrudgingly, I climb back into my hospital bed. Trey slides down, sitting beside me.
 
   "Have you called your parents yet?” I ask, watching Gina and the baby out of the corner of my eye.
 
   “Yes, they’re ecstatic and want to fly over and spend some time with us. Mom wants to help when you get out of the hospital. Is that okay with you?”
 
   “Of course,” I answer, “I’d seriously appreciate her help. After all, she did such a fine, fine job with you.” He leans over and we kiss long and tenderly.
 
   “Okay,” Gina pipes up, “my goddaughter is gagging over here at you two. Talk like that is going to end up giving her a brother before she’s ready for one!”
 
   I blush at Gina’s remark though God knows I should be used to them by now. Preston starts fussing and within a minute she is into full-fledged wailing. My nurse hustles in, taking the baby from Gina and bringing her over to my waiting arms.
 
   “This little one is hungry,” the nurse says, laughing. “She’s not shy about telling you either, Mommy. You're breastfeeding, yes?”
 
   I nod. She must have read my body language or perhaps is just used to new mother apprehension.
 
   “There’s no rocket science to nursing, Mom,” she starts, “You’ll be a bit nervous at first, afraid that you might be doing something wrong, not sure if the baby is getting enough to eat. Trust me, your baby will teach you how to feed her properly. The first day or so before your milk comes in you should nurse anyway. She’ll be getting the colostrum which is extremely important for her health, okay?” I nod, grateful for her knowledge. Gina and Trey both watch transfixed as the nurse helps me with my nursing gown. I hold Preston against my breast as the nurse calls Trey over.
 
   “Come here, Daddy. You can put yourself to use until Mommy gets comfortable with this, okay?” She shows Trey how to guide my nipple to Preston’s mouth, having to brush it against the baby’s lips in order to get her to latch on. It takes a few times and when she finally latches on, I know it.
 
   “Wow,” I say, jumping a bit when she clamps on. Her instincts take over and soon I can feel her sucking rhythmically on my breast. Her little tiny fists knead and push into them. “How does she know to do that?” I ask the nurse, awestruck. Preston is making some very loud sucking noises.
 
   “She knows to do it by instinct,” the nurse answers, laughing. “We’ll make sure she’s hydrated when she’s in the nursery.”
 
   Nursery? Hello! I want her in my room.
 
   Trey has been watching me and now he reads my mind.
 
   “Tylar,” he speaks up in his lawyerly tone, “let the nurses look after the baby as they’re trained to do. I’m sure they like to monitor newborns for the first twenty-four hours.”
 
   “Listen to your husband, Mrs. Sinclair,” she advises, nodding her head in agreement with Trey. I blush at her assumption that we're married. Trey has filled out the form for her birth certificate making sure her name was exactly the way he wants it. I grumble a bit, shooting Trey a sharp look for butting in. The nurse departs, promising to come back shortly to see how we're doing.
 
   Gina gets up and stretches. “I’m leaving too,” she says, “I want to call Ian when I get home. The reception’s spotty in here.”
 
   I know Gina feels little uncomfortable witnessing our intimate scene with Trey and me on the bed and Preston sucking loudly at my breast.
 
   “Be back tomorrow?” I ask her.
 
   “First thing in the morning,” Gina promises. “I already sent pictures of my goddaughter to Ian. He wants us to get pregnant soon.” Gina smiles and I can tell that she is on board with that as well. She gives me a hug and even hugs Trey, congratulating him before she leaves to go back to her Aunt Becky’s.
 
   “Do you think the world is ready for Gina and Ian’s spawn?” Trey asks, smiling at me devilishly.
 
   “Trey,” I say, in a louder voice than I intend, “be nice.” My voice has startled Preston and she drops my nipple. Her tiny little face turns red and scrunches up unhappily. She starts fussing and fidgeting, her little mouth rooting against me.
 
   “Now see what you’ve caused with our daughter,” I reprimand him playfully. “Will you help me get her on the other one, Trey?”
 
   “I’d be more than happy to oblige, Mrs. Sinclair,” he teases, his fingers pulling at my other nipple.
 
   “It’s not Sinclair yet,” I remind him, shifting the baby.
 
   Trey is taking quite a bit of pleasure in fondling my nipple. The last couple weeks of my pregnancy have seen Trey pretty much do without sexual gratification. I was constantly having Braxton Hicks contractions, so I wasn’t comfortable at the end. Trey tried to convince me that the best thing for suppressing false labor was semen.
 
   Nice try, counselor.
 
   Feeling her nestle against my breast, her tiny fists kneading into me, is almost pleasurable. She starts with the loud sucking again and I can tell Trey is mesmerized. He is watching her as if he can’t believe that she is finally here.
 
   “Are you disappointed we didn’t have a boy?” I ask.
 
   “I wouldn’t change a thing about her,” he says, taking his fingers and gently stroking the dark tendrils that have escaped her pink knit cap.
 
   When my nurse returns, Preston is sleeping soundly. I don’t want to give her to the nurse just yet. Trey shoots me a look of reproach, so I grudgingly hand my baby over into the nurse’s waiting arms.
 
   “We’ll take good care of her, Mrs. Sinclair. Don’t you worry." She bustles out of my room with our daughter in her arms.
 
   “Why bother with the marriage ceremony, Trey? Apparently everyone already thinks I’m Mrs. Sinclair,” I say, waving my hand dismissively.
 
   He's sitting in the rocker and looks over, quirking an eyebrow. “Don’t be mean,” he admonishes gently. “You aren’t pissed about being called ‘Mrs. Sinclair,’ you’re pissed because she took Preston to the nursery. But I’m here with you, baby.”
 
   I roll my eyes at him, still aggravated that I can’t have my daughter with me all night. I just met her a few hours ago.
 
   “What?” Trey teases, sauntering over and sitting on the bed with me, pulling me close to him. His hand strokes my hair. “So I’m just the lowly sperm donor to be cast aside?” he complains.
 
   I look up into his amused eyes and laugh. “I didn’t mean to be that way, I’m sorry Trey,” I reply. “I just miss having her next to me. We’ve been a mother-daughter team for the past nine months, you know?”
 
   “Trust me,” he replies sweetly, “you’ll have plenty of time to spend bonding with our daughter.” His hand lifts my still damp hair up off of my neck. Trey lowers his head and I feel his soft lips on my neck gently kissing me. “I love you, baby. Thank you for our daughter,” he whispers brushing his lips against my skin.
 
   “It was my pleasure,” I reply, my mind floats back to that night in the stable, recalling the raw passion and frenzied lovemaking that gave us our beautiful baby girl.
 
   “Happy belated birthday, Trey. I love you.”
 
                                                                                       ∞
 
    
 
   The clock over the glass windows of the nursery read 11:17 p.m. Nurse Sheila Bradley completed the last diaper change of her shift. She would be clocking out for the night in a little less than ten minutes. Five new babies in the nursery. Four baby boys and one baby girl. They are all down for the count, at least as far as her shift goes. Four tiny little blue cotton caps and one tiny little pink cotton cap. Five precious little angels.
 
   It almost makes Nurse Bradley long for her childbearing days. They seem to have gone by in a flash. It makes a woman feel different psychologically when the reality sinks in that childbearing is gone forever. She supposes that's why God created grandparents. She peers out into the empty corridor on the other side of the glass viewing windows. That was a strange bird that had come in a little more than an hour ago. How did she slip up to the maternity floor unnoticed like that with visiting hours long since over? The woman was petite and attractive; she looked like she wasn’t much past forty. Seemed nice enough but she was one bull-headed lady. Said she was from out of town and just got into Atlanta that very minute.
 
   It was strange that the woman didn’t want to see her daughter. She'd been adamant about not disturbing her since she'd gone through a very complicated labor and delivery. Young girls always think their labor and delivery is complicated when it’s their first birth. Nurse Bradley chuckles to herself. The mother’s chart mentioned no such complications when she looked it up to see which baby she'd delivered.
 
   Nurse Bradley should have followed regulations and called Security when the petite woman insisted she wouldn't leave until she got to see her grandchild. It was her first grandbaby, she said, and she wanted to see it. Hell, there wasn’t any harm done. It took all of two minutes to pick up the little pink swaddled baby girl and bring her over to the window for her grandma to see. Grandma seemed especially tickled to find out she had a granddaughter. She waved her hand to the newborn baby girl, blowing her a kiss. She told her not to worry, “Nana” would be back soon to see her.
 
   Nurse Bradley picks up her purse at the nurse’s station and walks over to the time clock. She runs it through and then returns the card to its slot with the others. She has been clocking in and out at this hospital for twenty-three years now. She presses the button for the elevator, waiting patiently for the doors to open.
 
   She is startled to see the same petite woman who'd visited the nursery earlier now standing in the elevator. She gets on and pushes the button for ground floor. Why is this woman still in the hospital? Nurse Bradley pulls her sweater a bit tighter around her as the hair on the back of her neck stands on end.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ready for Book 2?  Keep on reading!
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
                 Preston turned one month old today. I marvelled at how much she looked like her father. I couldn’t have been more pleased. Trey tried to convince me that she had a lot of me in her. He usually brought the resemblance to my attention whenever she whined or cried.
 
                 Preston had inherited Trey’s sapphire blue eyes and had also been blessed with his dimples. We'd recently discovered this because she was now smiling for us. Trey would absolutely not let her cry. It was heart-warming to see how he fussed over her when she became agitated or unhappy. I found it quite endearing and totally out of character for him.
 
                 I had finally become a natural at breast-feeding; I loved the connection and bond that it provided. Her pediatrician said that she was thriving and instructed me to continue doing what I was doing.
 
                 Susan and Clive had come to Atlanta after I was released from the hospital. Clive had stayed for a few days; Susan had stayed for two weeks, not allowing me to lift a finger at all. She cooked and cleaned; did laundry, basically giving Mrs. Harris nothing to do on her days at our apartment. Susan rocked Preston when I wasn’t. I think Trey felt a bit left out, but he'd been a pretty good sport about it.
 
                 Susan had purchased Preston a full wardrobe that looked like it would accommodate her for the next couple of years. She bought sweaters, rompers, onesies and nightgowns. We had both ‘oohed’ and ‘ahhed’ as we laid out the various ensembles across the living room sofa. Trey had rolled his eyes upon coming home from work seeing all of the clothing that his mother had purchased.
 
                 “Mom,” he said, “It isn’t as if we haven’t bought things for the baby, already.”
 
                 “Hush, Trey Michael,” she'd scolded in her lovely southern accent.  
 
                 “It's so much more fun picking out clothes for a baby girl, so please indulge me. Besides, boy or girl, this is my first grandbaby and I'll spoil her as much as I choose.”
 
                 Trey mumbled something about having to get a second job in order to keep Preston outfitted in the style to which her grandmother had gotten her accustomed. Susan and I exchanged amused smiles as he sauntered off to his study.
 
                 Gina had hosted a baby shower for me the week before I delivered. We were set on everything. Gina had decorated the nursery in very good taste. I had gone with mint green and pale yellow as the color scheme, and had selected the crib in dark mahogany, along with a matching dresser, changing table and rocker. The guest room had been transformed into a beautiful nursery. Trey had bought a large brown stuffed teddy bear with a light yellow bow tie the day he brought us home from the hospital. It was sitting in the corner of Preston’s crib, which hadn't been used yet. 
 
                  We kept her in the beautiful white bassinet in our room, for now. Since I was breast-feeding, I needed to have her close to me. I had been reading articles about the ‘family bed’ and ‘sleep sharing’ since coming home from the hospital.  
 
                 I discovered, through my research, that many pediatricians were staunch advocates of the practice. Studies had shown that babies, who had co-slept with their parents, grew to be more confident and independent because of the early nurturing it provided. I hadn’t approached Trey with the idea just yet.
 
                 I had a few more baby pounds to lose to get back to my normal weight. I was taking a Pilates class with Gina on Tuesday evenings, the night Trey was assigned night to watch Preston. I'd only been to one class so far; tonight would be my second class.
 
                 I was feeding Preston on our bed watching ‘Ellen’ on T.V. I was most comfortable lying on my side having her snuggled on her side in front of me.  
 
                 She was being a lazy eater this afternoon, dozing off for a while, and then she'd wake up and start nursing for a few minutes before she would drift off to sleep again. This was my favorite time of each day; I loved the feel and the smell of her. I'd never felt this kind of love before. It was a different kind of love than what I had for Trey. It had been so immediate and so strong from the beginning. It was so unconditional, this baby love.
 
                 I thought about my mother and wondered why she'd never felt that ‘baby love’ for me. I banished the thought of her from my mind. It was only painful and, for now, I wanted to enjoy this bonding with my daughter. 
 
                 I looked down at her. She'd fallen back to sleep again. I kissed the top of her head and inhaled her sweet baby scent.
 
                 Ellen had that chick on her show from the Twilight saga movies, grilling her about her infidelities that had gone viral in the media. The poor girl kept twisting her hair and running her hands through it like she was uncomfortable having to talk without a script. My cell phone vibrated on the nightstand next to the bed. I scooted over to get it, trying to make sure that I didn’t wake Preston. It was Trey.
 
                 “Hey,” I answered quietly.
 
                 “Hey, you,” he said in his smooth and silky voice. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”
 
                 “No, I’m just lying on the bed with Preston, watching television. How's your day going?”
 
                 “Well sweetie, I’m going to be a little late this evening. I wanted to let you know in case you had dinner planned. We have a partners’ meeting at 6:00 p.m., so I probably won’t be home until close to 7:30 p.m. Is that going to screw anything up?”
 
                 “I have Pilates at eight o'clock with Gina, remember?”
 
                 “Shit, that’s right. What time does she pick you up?”
 
                 “About a quarter till eight."
 
                 “Okay baby. I'll do my best not to be any later than seven-thirty. I promise.”
 
                 “You better not be,” I warned. “You want me back in shape, don’t you?”
 
                 “I think you look great just the way you are, right now.”
 
                 “You’re just horny, Trey,” I laughed.
 
                 “Speaking of which,” he replied.
 
                 “I see Dr. Addison next week and he'll check me to make sure I’m healed before he gives you the green light.”
 
                 “Make sure he knows that my balls are blue, will you?”
 
                 I giggled at this. He wasn't the martyr he was making himself out to be. “I’ve been taking care of you, Mr. Sinclair,” I replied, “Quite often, as a matter of fact.”
 
                 “I know baby, and I love what your mouth does for me but I miss…Hold on…"
 
                  Someone must've entered Trey’s office as he left the sentence hanging. I could hear a muffled conversation.
 
                 “Sorry, Tylar,” he said. “Tonya needed me to sign something. Where were we?”
 
                 “Something about blue balls?”
 
                 “Oh, yeah, and you're telling me they're likely to get bluer?”
 
                 “Honey, Dr. Addison initially said six weeks; it's only been four. He'll check my stitches when I go in next week and we'll take it from there.”
 
                 “Will Preston be able to start sleeping in her room by then?” he asked.  
 
                 Oh God – not a good time to bring up the 'family bed.'
 
                 “Well, Trey, I sort of thought it might be best if she stayed in our room as long as I’m breastfeeding.”
 
                 “How long do you intend to breast feed?”
 
                 “I don’t know. I mean, some mothers breast feed until the child reaches two years of age.”
 
                 “You're not fucking serious, right?"
 
                 “Why don’t we discuss this later? I really need to get her into her bassinet and start dinner okay?”
 
                 “We'll definitely discuss this later,” he said, not hiding his irritation.
 
                 “So, dinner will be waiting when you get in this evening. I love you, Trey.”
 
                               “Love you, too.”
 
                 I could tell he wasn't gonna be a happy camper when I approached him about the ‘family bed.’ I'd have to carefully plan my strategy on that one. I gently picked Preston up and kissed her cheeks softly. Her lashes were long and thick, like Trey’s. I placed her into the bassinet and pulled the blanket up to her waist. I gazed down as she stretched and put her hand to her face, her thumb finding its place in her mouth.
 
                 She'd started sucking her thumb in the hospital. Trey was worried it would cause problems when her teeth came in. Her pediatrician wasn't. We'd encouraged a pacifier multiple times, which she'd promptly spit back out in favor of her thumb. Trey said that she was stubborn like me. It amused me that all of the negative qualities she'd exhibited so far were attributed to my genetic contribution.
 
                 I went to the kitchen to start making my special meatloaf for dinner with scalloped potatoes. Thirty minutes later, both the meatloaf and potatoes were in the oven set to bake for one hour.
 
                 Seeing that Preston was still sleeping, I took a quick shower. My long, leisurely bubble baths were history, for now. Ten minutes later, I dressed in Capri pants and a tank top to accommodate June’s warm and muggy weather. I packed my gym bag for Pilates so it would be ready when Gina arrived.
 
                 When Trey walked through the door at five minutes to seven that evening I had Preston in her plastic tub bathing her on the kitchen counter. She'd learned to splash her bath water quite well with those little arms of hers. I was getting the bulk of it on my once-dry clothing.
 
                 “Hi, honey, just in time,” I called out as he set his briefcase down. 
 
                 He came up behind and wrapped his arms around me nuzzling my neck. I still got goose bumps when his warm lips touched me anywhere. I was supporting the baby’s head; a clean towel was thrown over my shoulder.
 
                 “Trey,” I said laughing, maneuvering myself around him, “could you hold the towel so that I can get her wrapped? I’m going to need to change my shirt before Gina gets here.”
 
                 “Sure, baby,” he answered, pulling the towel from my shoulder and coming around next to me. I lifted Preston from the warm bath; her little legs were kicking water onto both of us. Trey placed the towel behind her, wrapping it over each side of her as I lifted one hand and then the other so we could properly swaddle her. He was becoming an expert at this. Bundled up, I drew the baby against me as I leaned into Trey in order to kiss him properly. Our lips met in a long, leisurely kiss. I missed him when he was at work all day. It had been different when I was working at the firm with him. Even though our relationship didn’t officially exist there, we would still see each other in passing and occasionally for lunch.
 
                 Preston was squirming against me; I could feel her rooting for my breast. I pulled back from Trey, lifting my shirt up to give her access to what she wanted.   
 
                 Trey leaned down and kissed the top of her head, greeting her as 'Bobbin'. He'd nicknamed her that because of the way her head bobbed as a newborn. I glanced at the clock. I had ten minutes before Gina would be here. I asked Trey to warm up one of the bottles in the fridge I'd prepared so he could finish feeding her. In less than a minute, our daughter was safely ensconced in her father’s arms finishing her dinner while I went back to our room to change.
 
                 Trey would have to dress her when she finished eating. He was still a bit nervous about that part, thinking she'd break. I'd assured him numerous times that she wouldn't. Once I'd pulled a clean tee shirt on, I gathered up my gym bag, along with a disposable diaper, cotton nightgown, booties and a light receiving blanket for Preston.
 
                 Back in the living room, the doorman buzzed that Gina was on her way up. I placed the receiving blanket over Trey’s left shoulder, so that when he burped the baby, his Armani jacket would be protected. Her tiny little fingers were clutching and tugging at his long slender ones wrapped around the bottle. My heart swelled watching father and daughter bond. 
 
                 I let Gina in and she immediately wanted to hold Preston before we left for Pilates. Trey grudgingly pulled the bottle away from her, carefully cradling her head as Gina bent to take her from him. Gina rocked her within her arms, swaying her back and forth while talking to her.
 
                 “Who's the prettiest baby in Atlanta, huh, Preston? Is it you? Is it you? Aunt Gina thinks it is. Aunt Gina thinks Preston's the most beautiful baby girl in the whole world.”  
 
                 It amused me how otherwise perfectly sane adults would babble like idiots when a baby was around. Not that I was immune to the same type of behavior. While Gina was busy rocking and cradling Preston, I decided to fill Trey in on my pre-departure instructions.
 
                 “Trey, your dinner's warming in the oven. Please diaper and dress the baby as soon as Gina hands her back.”
 
                 “Yes, Tylar,” he replied, acting like an exasperated husband, but smiling.
 
                 “Now, her swing is in your study, so if you have work to do, keep her in there with you.”  
 
                 He nodded affirmatively. “I think I can handle that, babe; I mean we did just fine last week, remember?”
 
                 “Well, except for the mustard explosion on our duvet, I guess so.”
 
                 “The what?” Gina asked, rocking back and forth with Preston.  
 
                 Trey groaned knowing that I delighted in sharing this story with whoever cared to listen.
 
                 “Well, Trey thought it'd be good for Preston to lay on our bed next to him while he channel surfed so that she could thoroughly dry from her bath. He hadn’t even diapered her yet. Unfortunately, he became so engrossed in watching something on ESPN, he forgot about her until he heard the sound of our daughter passing gas. When he looked down to check, he saw that she'd passed much more than gas on our lovely new duvet.”
 
                 “Oh, no!” Gina laughed hysterically.
 
                 “Oh, yes,” I said, nodding my head.  
 
                 “Breastfed baby poop is the color of mustard. You can imagine how that looked on our new wheat-colored duvet.”
 
                 “Way to go, Counselor,” she teased.  
 
                 Trey rolled his eyes at her. I gave him a kiss as I grabbed my gym bag. “I should be back before nine-thirty,” I said. “You two have a good time.”  
 
                 Gina raised Preston up to her face, giving her a kiss on her dimpled cheek. “Look guys–she’s smiling at me!”  
 
                 Uh oh.
 
                 Gina relinquished Preston to Trey, who lifted her and placed her gently against his right shoulder just as she projectile spit-up all over the lapel of his Armani suit jacket.
 
                 “Oops,” Gina murmured, apologetically. “Maybe I jostled her a little too much just now.”
 
                 Trey cocked an eyebrow at her. “You think, Gina?”
 
                 Once out of earshot, Gina was still laughing. “Seriously Ty, he's adorable with her, I have to admit.”
 
                 “I know,” I replied warmly. “He's surpassed my expectations as a father. I mean, I knew that he'd eventually get with the program, but right from the start, he's been a major help with the baby.”
 
                 We were in Gina’s car on the way to the gym and she'd been quiet for the past few minutes. “Ian and I are off birth control,” she stated quietly.
 
                 “That's so great, Gina! I hope you get pregnant quickly so that there isn’t too much of an age difference between our babies.”
 
                 “Wouldn’t that be so cool? I want to breastfeed, too. You make it look so easy, Ty.”
 
                 “It's easy,” I admitted. “But more than that, it's just so special, the way it makes you feel. Did I tell you that I want to start sleep-sharing?”
 
                 “Sleep sharing? What's that?”
 
                 I explained to Gina that many parents who are breastfeeding their infants are now opting to have the "family bed," which is where the mother, father, and baby all sleep together. It's supposed to help with total family bonding as well as benefit the infant promoting security and self-confidence.
 
                 “I see. And the Hot Nazi is down with that?”
 
                 “Well, actually, I haven’t discussed it with Trey in any detail yet.”
 
                 “Right,” she laughed. “You be sure and let me know how that goes, alright?”
 
                 “I think he'll be on board with it,” I lied.
 
                 “I hate to state the obvious here, girlfriend, but it looks like I have to. How in the hell are you two supposed to have a sex life with a baby in bed with you all night?”
 
                 I flushed, knowing that this would be the same argument I could expect from Trey. 
 
                 “Gina,” I replied patiently, “it enhances the specialness for couples as they find more creative and spontaneous times and places in their schedules to accommodate their lovemaking in private.”
 
                 I'd memorized this verbatim from the information I'd found online relative to the ‘family bed.’
 
                 “Right,” Gina replied. “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say that there isn’t going to be any ‘family bed’ in your house as long as Trey is living there.” 
 
                 She started snickering, but I was fairly sure that she was right.
 
                 Pilates was brutal, but well worth it since I discovered that I'd lost two more pounds since last week. Only four more pounds to go until I'd be back to my pre-pregnancy weight.
 
                 Trey was in our bedroom watching something on ESPN, and Preston was sleeping soundly in her bassinet next to our bed. I crawled up on the bed next to Trey.
 
                 “How'd she do for you?" I asked him.
 
                 “She was a perfect angel, as always,” he boasted, gently tugging at my ponytail to draw my face close to his. He kissed me warmly.
 
                 “I’m going to grab a shower; want to join me?” I asked. He gave me his dimpled grin. Within moments we were soaping each other up in the shower, enjoying the feel of our hands all over each other. We quickly towel dried ourselves, then made a beeline for the bed while we had this window of opportunity before Preston would demand my attention once again.
 
                 We crawled beneath the sheets, still damp from our shower. Trey was on his back, his arm crooked beneath his head, watching me as I traced his nipple with my tongue. I continued on a southward path down his taut belly and below. My hands caressed his hips and massaged his firm ass. I parted his thighs, crawled between his legs and knelt, bending over to allow my damp hair to caress his belly while I took his erection into my mouth. I gently flicked my tongue along the growing length of it.
 
                 “Mmmm,” I moaned, as I brought his erection to fullness. I went up and down on him, rocking back and forth to take his full length into my mouth. My tongue swirled hungrily around and around the head, tasting his clear fluid as his hips gyrated with pleasure. I could tell my massaging was bringing considerable pleasure to him. He moaned each time I increased the pressure in a different area.
 
                 “Oh, baby,” he rasped, “You ready for some protein?”
 
                 His hips were thrusting faster and harder now. I moaned, loving the taste of him; hungry for the warm, salty protein he was about to give me. I sucked harder now, working my mouth to bring him his pleasured release.
 
                 Just then, Preston started fussing from her bassinet. I could hear her sucking loudly on her fingers. She was hungry and it was right on schedule. I tried to increase my rhythm on Trey, going up and down on him faster. He'd slowed his thrusting, distracted by the baby’s fussing. Her discomfort was quickly escalating into full-blown crying.
 
                 It was no use. The window of opportunity had slammed shut for the moment. His hands framed my head, brushing my hair back and raising me up gently so that I could see his face.
 
                 “Take care of Preston, baby. I can wait.” 
 
                 He smiled at me with his still smoldering eyes that were hungry for fulfillment. We both understood that she was our priority now.  
 
                 I scooted out of our bed and lifted my hungry baby to my breast. She rooted for a couple of seconds before firmly latching on. I climbed back up next to Trey, pulling the sheet up around us as he pulled me back against him, resting an arm around my shoulder. 
 
                 Preston’s sapphire blue eyes were wide as she locked her gaze onto me, her tiny fingers kneading my breast. I looked down at her, thinking about what she'd interrupted. She smiled up at me, dimpling the same way Trey did, a droplet of milk running down her chin. I lowered my lips to her forehead, kissing her softly.
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   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
                 Dr. Addison cleared me as being healed at my appointment. He indicated that I could resume full sexual activity. The doctor and I discussed birth control that would accommodate my breast-feeding. I decided to be fitted for a diaphragm; it was the most risk-free option in my mind. I discussed the “family bed” with Dr. Addison, confiding to him my fears that Trey would shoot it down due to our “robust” sex life. Dr. Addison chuckled. I had a feeling he'd heard it all before.
 
                 “The most important thing is that both you and Trey be fully committed to doing this. That's the only way that it'll successfully work. Discuss it amongst yourselves; identify the pros and cons and then mutually decide what's best for all of you.”
 
                 “Thanks Dr. Addison, I will,” I promised. “I realize that it's a commitment for both of us.”
 
                 “Speaking of which, I understand that you and Trey are to be married next month?”
 
                 “Yes,” I smiled. "We’re getting married on July 4th at his family home in Virginia.”
 
                 “Independence Day, huh?”
 
                 “Yes, doctor. I guess you see the irony in that as well.”  
 
                 I smiled, as it had become a family joke with the Sinclairs since we'd told them.
 
                 “I think that you and Trey will make a wonderful family with your precious baby. Best wishes to you both.”  
 
                 On the way home, I contemplated how I'd broach the subject of the family bed, though it wasn't just that; it involved abstinence as well. I knew that Trey would be quizzing me at his earliest opportunity about what the doctor had said about resuming sex. The truth was, there was just under a month left until our wedding. Part of me wanted to honor tradition and practice abstinence until our wedding night. Having him agree to the family bed would certainly make that part easier.
 
                 Mrs. Harris had watched Preston for me while I kept my appointment with Dr. Addison. She was an absolute dear with the baby; watching her occasionally on her days at our apartment so that I could run quick errands or keep appointments for various wedding preparations.  
 
                 Preston was awake in her swing when I got back to the apartment. Jean was singing while she dusted the living room. Preston was swinging back and forth, content to watch her. She immediately recognized my voice as I greeted Jean and then bent down to talk to her. She smiled, dimpling me with her Trey dimple that warmed my heart.
 
                 “That's one good baby you have there, Tylar,” Jean said as she continued dusting. “She never gives me a bit of trouble. Whatever you're doing, it sure does make her one happy little baby girl, I can tell you that.”
 
                 I beamed with pride. Having no experience with babies, it meant a lot that someone like Jean, who had children of her own, would recognize I was doing something right. Of course, I had to give Trey his just due. He was a very participative father.
 
                 “Thanks, Jean,” I said, lifting Preston from her swing. I couldn’t get enough of her baby smell. I pressed her close to me, planting soft kisses on her head. She snuggled against me.
 
                 “She sure does look like her daddy,” Jean commented. “Though, I think she has your mouth and nose,” she quickly added. “Between the both of you, Preston's going to be one beautiful girl."
 
                 “I think so too, although it’s mostly from Trey. He's quite a handsome man.”
 
                 “Don’t sell yourself short. You're a mighty handsome woman yourself. Why, you and Mr. Sinclair complement each other with your good looks. That baby's got the best of both. Anyone can see that.”
 
                 “I want to tell you how much I appreciate you watching her while I kept my appointment. I'm very protective of her and you feel like family—I hope I’m not imposing—”
 
                 “Not one bit,” she assured me, as she finished up in the living room.  
 
                 “It does my heart good to care for a little one, again. I feel like family with her too.”
 
                 Preston was squirming in my arms, a sign she was either hungry or needed a diaper change. I decided I'd check her diaper first. I headed to the nursery, laying her down on her changing table. She promptly started sucking her thumb; her big blue eyes followed me as I crossed the room to get the tube of ointment off the dresser. She was kicking her little legs as I unsnapped her onesie and ripped the taped tabs off of her disposable diaper.
 
                 “Pee-Yew!” I said, pinching my nose and smiling down at her.               “Somebody has a stinky poo-poo in her diaper, doesn’t she?” 
 
                 She grinned at me, momentarily forgetting about her thumb, kicking her legs as I removed the dirty diaper and wiped her clean. Once freshly diapered, I carried her into our bedroom and settled down on the bed with her. I grabbed my nursing pillow so that I could comfortably feed her, cradled against me on the pillow. 
 
                 I pulled a blanket up to partially cover us. It was so cozy nestled with her that I ended up dozing off as she nursed contentedly, encircled in my arms. It must've been an hour or more later that Trey lifted a sleeping Preston from my arms, gently placing her into the bassinet near our bed. I awoke and yawned, stretching languidly as I pulled the blanket up further. My nap was delicious. I didn’t want it to end, now that I knew Preston was snuggled up in her bassinet sawing logs.
 
                 Trey was beside me in a moment, wrapping me in his arms, kissing my neck. He fondled the bare breast that Preston had just left.
 
                 “What did the doctor say today, baby?”
 
                 Uh oh.
 
                 “Well, he said that it looks as if I'm healing up nicely.”  
 
                 No lie there.
 
                 “So? Are we good to go, then?”
 
                 “How romantic, Mr. Sinclair,” I commented, wryly.
 
                 “Baby, it’s been a total of seven weeks since I've been able to sink myself into you. I’m not thinking romance at the moment.”
 
                 I looked up at him warily, not sure what his response was going to be when I presented my idea to him. “Will you consider something, and I mean really consider it, before answering?”
 
                 He cocked an eyebrow, now looking at me warily, waiting for what I was about to spring on him. “Go on,” he urged.
 
                 I sat up in order to face him squarely while we discussed this. At least I was hopeful that it would be open for discussion. “We're getting married in less than four weeks,” I started. “I was hoping that you'd be agreeable to abstaining from, well, from any form of sex until our honeymoon.”  
 
                 I blurted the last part out hurriedly; afraid I'd chicken out if I delayed the inevitable.
 
                 “You've got to be fucking kidding me,” he practically screeched. “Why?”
 
                 “I know you're probably thinking ‘what’s the point’ in doing this, I get that, but honey, I’m just asking for some semblance of tradition. I think it'll add so much more mystique and romance to the wedding and honeymoon. It’s just as rough on me as it is on you, believe me. . . Please, for me?”  
 
                 He was glaring at me in disbelief, but at least he wasn't shouting, nor had he given me a definitive ‘no.’ He raked both hands through his hair.  
 
                 Double raking - not a good sign.
 
                 “Tylar, what exactly will that prove? I mean, I’m horny as hell for you right this minute. It seems like it's been months instead of weeks. Don’t you miss it?”
 
                 “I just said I did. How could you think that it hasn’t been hard for me as well? I just want that feeling back like when it was our first time. Just a little bit of mystery because we're sort of ‘rediscovering’ ourselves on our honeymoon. I know it may seem ridiculous to you. If you say ‘no’ I won’t be mad or anything.”  
 
                 I knew that last part would really get to him. I was counting on it to at least.
 
                 “What the hell? When you put it like that, I guess I'd be some uncouth caveman if I didn’t honor your request, now wouldn’t I?”
 
                 “Are you angry?”
 
                 “I’m just a bit disappointed. I’ll get over it.”  
 
                 He raised himself off of the bed, loosening his tie and unbuttoning his dress shirt to get into his sweats, which were his usual after-work garb.
 
                 I went to the kitchen and prepared dinner. I broiled some steaks and made a salad. We ate in silence. I tried to strike up a conversation, asking about things at the office. Trey was giving me one or two word answers. This wasn't working. Halfway through dinner, I stood up, scraped my uneaten portion into the trash and went into the laundry room to check on the load of Preston’s clothing that I'd washed separately from ours.
 
                 I was folding her clothes when Trey came in a few minutes later, his cell phone in hand.
 
                 “Mom's on the phone,” he said. “She wants to talk to you.”
 
                 What?
 
                 Had he called his mother to complain about my requested abstinence until we marry? I took the phone, giving him an obvious glare in the process.
 
                 “Hello,” I greeted, tentatively.
 
                 “Hi there, Tylar,” Susan gushed, “How's my grandbaby doing? I bet she's grown a foot since Grandma left her,” she whined. I had to smile.
 
                 “Not quite,” I replied, “but it does seem as if she changes just a little bit every day.”
 
                 “Well, sweetie, I won’t keep you. I just wanted to finalize some of the arrangements as far as the music and caterers we’ve lined up. Do you have just a few minutes?”
 
                 “Of course,” I answered, relieved Trey hadn't complained to her about my latest request. I should've known he wouldn’t run to Mommy. What had I been thinking?
 
                 Susan and I discussed the arrangements with respect to the music and food. I'd absolutely put my foot down about having a huge, extravagant wedding since, in fact, the bride’s parents were supposed to foot the bill and that was a moot point for me. Trey and I insisted on covering the expense of it, even though Clive and Susan wanted to do it. The other reason was that I simply had no family to invite. We'd decided on close family and friends. Gina and Denise would be my attendants; Tristan was Trey’s best man; Ray was his groomsman.
 
                 The wedding would be held over at the ‘Belle on the grounds of the mansion. The reception would be held close by in the area that was under a roof just for occasions such as that. We were going to have a formal sit-down dinner, with a live band that Ian had selected for us.
 
                 Our ceremony was to be a sunset wedding so that the heat of July would've cooled down somewhat. Our vows would be exchanged on the enormous front porch of the mansion, while guest seating would be on the front lawn of the estate. Susan had arranged for the flowers and landscaping. She allowed no arguments there.
 
                 Nigel and Tess would be attending, now that his divorce was final from Caroline. Thank God there would be no Caroline or Landon to deal with. I was secretly glad that Tess would be in attendance witnessing Trey’s declaration of love and commitment to me. Susan and I had wrapped up the details when she sprung a question that caught me a bit off guard.
 
                 “Is everything alright between you and Trey, sweetie?”
 
                 I stammered a bit, not sure what she already knew or what she simply suspected from talking to Trey and then me.
 
                 “Honey, I’m not trying to nose into your business, but I'm a mother and I can tell that Trey seemed a bit distracted and I'm picking up the same vibe with you. Is there anything you want to talk about?”
 
                 “It’s just,” I stammered, flushing. This was the kind of thing I would've talked to my own mom about (had she been a normal ‘mom’ type.) But this was Trey’s mom and I wasn’t sure if confiding in her crossed some sort of boyfriend/girlfriend line or not.
 
                 “Honey, tell me, unless you're not comfortable sharing it with me.”
 
                 Damn, I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. The truth was, another opinion would be objective; right now, objectivity was what I needed.
 
                 “It’s just that my doctor has cleared me physically to have, you know, to have ‘relations’ again.”  
 
                 God, this is so not easy.
 
                 “Uh huh,” she said, seemingly unaffected by the content of our discussion so far.
 
                 “So, anyway, I sort of suggested to Trey that maybe it'd be kind of romantic and traditional if we abstained until after the wedding…”
 
                 “I see,” she replied, the amusement evident in her voice.  
 
                 “And my son wasn't pleased with this request, I take it?”
 
                 “Not at all,” I replied.
 
                 “Honey, I think this is a very reasonable request and I totally understand the spirit in which it was suggested. What you have to understand is that men don’t necessarily think along the same lines that we women do. I can’t tell you what the right thing is; I can tell you that what you’ve requested, in my opinion, isn't unreasonable. It’s up to you as to whether you can put up with his pouting for the next few weeks. I know Trey and I’m betting in the next few days you and he'll work something out together.”
 
                 She was right; we needed to work it out together. Perhaps I needed to bring Trey into the fold regarding the family bed and use that as leverage so that we could work out some sort of a compromise. I got off of the phone with Susan, promising to e-mail her some recent pictures of Preston. I had the small basket of Preston’s clothes folded and headed down the hall to put them in her room.  
 
                 As I approached Trey’s study, I could hear him talking to someone. I peered in, seeing him in his swivel chair, leaning back with Preston in his arms. He was feeding her a bottle. She must've awakened while I was on the phone. I stopped to watch his interaction with her as he fed her. He didn’t see me in the hallway. 
 
                 He talked to her, calling her "Bobbin."  He told her how much he loved her and what a good baby she was and that she was Daddy’s girl. My heart was heavy with the love I had for him. I thought about all that he'd gone through these past several months.  
 
                 The holidays had been one huge fucked-up mess after another. My roller-coaster hormonal pregnancy hadn't helped either. He'd spent many hours of his own time handling my affairs with respect to my missing-in-action mother; negotiating a settlement on the depletion of my trust; trying to uncover the mystery behind the trustor believed to be my natural father, and handling his full-time job as a law partner and lover to me.
 
                 I loved him so much. I needed to show him that it wasn’t always about me and what I wanted. I went into his office. He looked up as I entered and smiled. Preston’s fingers were wrapped around his again as she stared up at him with her big blue eyes.
 
                 “Do you want me to finish feeding her?" I asked softly.
 
                 “No, I’ve got this,” he answered. “I miss her during the day, you know.”
 
                 “I know, sweetie.”
 
                 “So, what'd Mom want to discuss?”
 
                 “Just some last-minute stuff with the wedding,” I replied. “Everything seems to be on track. I have my final fitting on my dress tomorrow. Gina and I are going together, so I’ll take Preston with me since it’s not Jean’s day to be here.”
 
                 “Sounds good,” he remarked, watching the baby with a look of love and amusement on his face as she continued to gaze up at him, draining her bottle. “Hey,” he said, “I’ll go ahead and finish feeding her, then change her for bed. Why don’t you go ahead and take a nice leisurely bath, if you want.”
 
                 “Really?” I asked. “That sounds so good at the moment.”
 
                 “Go ahead, baby. I’ve got this covered.”
 
                 I went over and leaned down, brushing a kiss on his lips.
 
                 “Thank you, Trey,” I said. I quickly left his office, anxious to enjoy some leisure time in the bathroom. An hour later, having emerged from an absolutely lovely bubble bath, I dressed with care in one of my sexiest nightgowns. I blew my hair dry, pulling it up on top of my head with a comb so that it looked tousled and sexy. My breasts were fairly bursting from the plunging neckline of my nightgown. I inserted my diaphragm, coated with the spermicidal jelly recommended.
 
                 I exited the bathroom and headed down the hallway. Trey was in Preston’s nursery, having changed and dressed her in pajamas. He was rocking her, singing to her softly. When he saw me standing in the doorway, dressed as I was, he stopped singing mid-sentence.
 
                 “Is she asleep?” I asked.
 
                 He stopped rocking her and held her from him making sure that her eyes were closed. “Yep,” he answered with a sly smile.
 
                 “Let’s put her to bed then. How much longer do you plan on staying up?” 
 
                 “I’m ready now,” he breathed, his gaze burning into me like a hungry flame.
 
                 We tucked Preston into her bassinet in our room. She immediately found her thumb without waking. I leaned down, kissing her soft, chubby little cheek. When I straightened up Trey was right beside me, pulling me towards him and pressing me against him. His lips found mine, possessing them hungrily. We devoured each other with that kiss.  
 
                 I felt warm all over, craving something that I'd not had in quite a while. He lifted me up, gently placing me on the bed, his eyes perused me appreciatively. I watched as he pulled the drawstring on his sweats, letting them slide down over his slim hips and muscular thighs. He had no boxers on, so his erection was in full spectacular view. He pulled his tee shirt up and over his shoulders, tossing it to the floor. He put his knee on the bed, leaning over and scooping me up into his embrace. His fingers lightly touched the plunging neckline of my nightie, pulling it lower, springing one of my breasts free so that his hand could caress and massage it.
 
                 I watched as his head lowered, taking the nipple into his mouth and sucking gently while kneading it with his fingertips.  
 
                 “Mmmm,” he moaned softly, “breast milk isn’t all that bad,” he breathed, circling my erect nipple with his tongue over and over again. He continued suckling, then moved to free my other breast, giving it a share of his attention. 
 
                 “I guess I’d better leave some for Preston, huh?” he asked, giving me his crooked grin as his mouth moved back to capture mine. I laced my arms around his neck, pulling him down on top of me. I was greedily pushing my pelvis against his bulging erection.
 
                 “Easy, easy, baby,” he breathed, kissing my lips again and again softly. "Let’s take our time, okay?”
 
                 Trey sat back on his haunches, pulling me up into a sitting position, raising my arms above my head so that he could slip my nightgown up and over my head. I hadn’t bothered with panties so I was fully naked with him. He lifted me as he positioned himself on his back, settling me down on him, my sex resting against his abdomen. I could feel that I was totally wet down there already.
 
                 His fingers plied my sex, his thumb pressing the outside while he inserted two fingers to gently rub the inside beneath my pubic bone. The warmth spread through me, causing me to tingle in anticipation of my release. My hands were all over him; pulling him closer to me. I wanted him buried inside of me right now.
 
                 “I love you,” I whimpered, lowering myself against his chest, wrapping my arms around him.  
 
                 For some strange reason, tears were pouring down my cheeks.  
 
                 What's this about?
 
                 Trey was kissing my lips and felt the wetness of my tears as they rolled down my cheeks. He raised himself up into a sitting position, staring at me intently. “Baby, what’s wrong?” he asked, totally confused.
 
                 “I’m not sure. I just know that I love you so much and maybe I've not been conveying that properly the past several weeks. I feel like I’ve neglected you,” I wailed.
 
                 He immediately sat up, pulling me with him.  
 
                 Lovely. Cleared for sex and my hormones are a bitch.
 
                 I was on his lap; he had his arms wrapped around me tightly, rocking me back and forth. I think perhaps the “baby blues” I'd read about in my book were showing their ugly head.
 
                 “Sweetie, you’ve not neglected me at all, okay? I’m so proud of what a great mother you are to our baby; you’re going to be a fantastic wife and lover to me, as well. This is all new to you, sweetie. I can see how much Preston loves you; the way she can’t take her eyes off of you whenever you’re in the room. I feel like I’ve expected too much from you. I’m sorry, really sorry. I’ve been selfish, I know.”
 
                 “But I wanted this evening to be special and now I’ve ruined it with my tears. I’m sorry I even suggested we wait until our wedding night. That should've been something we discussed together. Let’s get back to it,” I said, brushing the tears from my cheeks.
 
                 “No…No, baby. How about just you and me cuddle for now? We just need to feel close in a non-sexual way. I think I’ve put a lot of pressure on you these past few weeks. I need to feel close to you, but it certainly doesn’t require sex in order for that to happen.”
 
                 Trey got up and put a pair of boxers on. He returned to our bed. He scooped me up in his arms and cradled me. He gently ran his fingers along my cheekbone, planting soft kisses on my cheeks. He murmured his love for me, kissing my ear lobes, and brushing his lips across mine gently. He pulled the sheet up over us, wrapping his arm around me protectively as we relaxed and drifted off to sleep.  
 
                 Sometime later, I awoke. I heard Preston fussing nearby. I felt Trey rise up, leaving our bed and lifting her out of her bassinet, talking softly and soothingly to her. He brought her into bed with us as I rolled to my side. Trey placed her next to me and she nestled against me. Preston and I fell asleep in Trey’s protective arms, comfortably ensconced in our family bed.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
                 Our wedding day in southern Virginia dawned sunny with surprisingly low humidity for early July. The ceremony was to take place at seven in the evening at the ‘Belle.
 
                 I stretched languidly in our bed in Trey’s suite at his parents’ house. We'd been in Bristol for two days now, helping with the final preparations. The clock read 8:33 a.m. This was the first full night of sleep I'd gotten since Preston had been born. Susan had insisted the baby stay in the portable crib she'd purchased in her and Clive’s suite. She was adamant that I be a well-rested bride. Even Trey had been banished from the manor to honor the tradition of not seeing his bride before the wedding. I missed both of them. Trey had honored my request of abstaining until our wedding night, despite the fact that I had, on more than one occasion, insisted all bets were off. As usual, his stubbornness had won out over my whining.  
 
                 I reclined back against the soft pillows, chewing my lower lip thoughtfully. I had a wonderful soon-to-be husband and the most beautiful and lovable baby in the whole world. I thought back to the rehearsal dinner the previous night over at Le Vie Belle. Gina and Ian were there; Ray and Denise; Tristan, Nigel and Tess, of course, along with Clive and Susan.  
 
                 We'd made a last-minute change to the ceremony. Ray would be walking me down the so-called aisle to Trey. Denise had suggested it and I loved the idea. He was as close to a father figure to me as anyone had ever been.
 
                 I had until early afternoon to call my own. After that, Gina would be here ordering everyone around and assisting me in being the most beautiful bride since her marriage to Ian. At this point in time, I needed to rid myself of breast milk since Susan had been bottle-feeding Preston, compliments of my breast pump. I needed to pump a supply for her bottles, since Trey and I would soon be gone for our brief two-day honeymoon. That was the longest I was willing to be apart from my daughter, right now.
 
                 I pulled my robe and slippers on and padded down the hallway towards the master suite. Clive had evidently already gone downstairs to start his day. Susan had Preston on top of their bed, fastening her diaper while talking to her.  
 
                 “Good morning,” I greeted them as I walked in. Preston immediately recognized my voice, turning her head towards me. Her eyes watched me as I approached the bed; her face lit up with a smile.
 
                 “Well, good morning, Tylar,” Susan answered. “Did you sleep well?”
 
                 “Yes, except for missing Trey and Preston,” I replied, scooping my freshly-diapered baby up into my arms, holding her closely against me.
 
                 “Well, Grandma just gave her grandbaby a nice bath and she's ready for the big day ahead,” Susan said, smiling.
 
                 I kissed her forehead and cheeks softly. She nuzzled against me, squirming until I lowered her down against my breasts. She was making no bones about wanting to nurse. "Susan, I’m going to take her back to my room to nurse for a bit.”
 
                 “Well, of course, Tylar. You go right ahead. I know using that breast pump has been a pain these last couple of days. We’ve got a good supply in the refrigerator going. Want me to bring some breakfast to your room?”
 
                 “That'd be great, if it’s no trouble. Give me a half an hour or so?”
 
                 “Sure thing, sweetie. You go on and spend time with your daughter. She misses her mama, I can tell.”
 
                 I carried Preston back to our room and, once there, I switched the television on and climbed back into bed with her, getting her situated. I took her tiny hand into mine, kissing her little fingers, massaging them gently. She looked up at me and smiled. Within a moment, she was back to nursing again. I missed Trey. It felt strange to be in his room without him. Any second, I expected him to come out from the bathroom, towel draped around his hips, his hair damp from the shower. He was staying at Ray’s. Tristan and Nigel were staying at Tess’s house with the Andrews.  
 
                 That had to be somewhat strange for Nigel, I thought. Perhaps not. The two families had seemed to survive the drama at Christmas with no lasting ill effects. 
 
                 I laughed out loud when I thought about family holidays at the Andrews’ house. Landon and Caroline? Nigel and Tess? How weird was that going to be? Trey said we would avoid those gatherings at all costs. He'd received no argument from me. Lost in thought, I hadn’t noticed that Preston had stopped nursing. I looked down to find her watching me intently. Her sapphire blue eyes once again brought Trey to mind.
 
                 “Do you miss Daddy?” I asked her, as if I fully expected an answer.
 
                 “Well, I miss him, Preston. But guess what? We'll see him this evening," I said to her. “And guess what else? Preston has a brand new dress to wear this evening when Mommy and Daddy get married. Everyone’s going to be looking at Preston tonight, aren’t they?”  
 
                 I was smiling down at her while talking. She broke out in a big grin watching me, and then unceremoniously burped. I snuggled down in the bed with her and both of us promptly fell asleep.
 
                 When I awoke, Preston was gone and my breakfast tray was on the nightstand next to the bed. Susan had taken possession of my daughter, once again. I ate some of the fresh fruit and a muffin.
 
                 Gina and Denise arrived promptly at 2:00 p.m. to get started on my wedding day toilette. I was bathed, shaved, waxed and coifed. I'd been given a manicure and pedicure. Denise had been nearly as pushy as Gina in preparing me for my walk down the aisle. The day had passed in a flurry of activity. 
 
                 Before I knew it, Gina and Denise were helping me into my wedding gown. My gown was ivory. It was strapless with a sweetheart neckline and a drop asymmetrical waistline. Below the waist, the skirt fell into soft scalloped layers made of taffeta and tulle. It had a chapel length train. I was wearing a mantilla bridal veil in ivory with a cut edge in an eighty-eight inch layered length.
 
                 As maid of honor, Gina was wearing a full length, strapless mint green sheath; Denise, as my bridesmaid, was wearing a matching gown in light apricot. Our bouquets were ivory colored roses and baby’s breath.
 
                 Susan knocked on the bedroom door just as Gina and Denise had finished affixing my veil. She had our bouquets.
 
                 “Oh my,” she said, her eyes welling up, “you girls look so lovely. Tylar, I've never seen a prettier bride in all of my life.” She gave me a motherly hug and, for the moment, I felt a flicker of pain that my own mother had, for whatever reason, never felt any love for me.  
 
                 “You look lovely, Susan,” I replied. She was wearing a summer suit of pale yellow with matching pumps. Something was missing though.
 
                 “Where’s Preston?” I asked, suddenly aware that I wasn't used to seeing Susan now without my baby in her arms.
 
                 “Oh, sweetie, Tess has her downstairs. She was rocking her while I got ready. Let me go get her before we leave.”
 
                 Gina and Denise exited with her as they were going in a separate limo from the one that Ray, Susan, Clive and I would be taking. Susan returned momentarily with Preston cradled in her arms. She'd fallen asleep for Tess, sucking her thumb. She was dressed in a pale lavender ruffled dress with matching booties. Susan had put a matching lavender bonnet on her head that had silk ribbons tied in a bow under her chin. She had a lavender receiving blanket to match.
 
                 “She looks precious, doesn’t she?” I asked.
 
                 “She reminds me so much of Trey as a baby,” Susan crooned, rocking her gently in her arms, not taking her eyes off of her. “Tylar,” Susan started, raising her gaze from the baby to me. “In case I haven’t told you lately, Clive and I love you like one of our own. We couldn’t have picked a better wife for our son, a better mother to our grandbaby, or a better daughter of our own. It would please us both if you called us ‘mom’ and ‘dad,’ but we'll understand if you're not comfortable with that.”
 
                 “Oh Susan, I mean, Mom, nothing would please me more.” I moved towards her, wrapping my arms around her and the baby. She kissed my forehead, raising her hand to brush a tear that had rolled down my cheek. I was glad that Gina had insisted on waterproof everything.
 
                 Our mother-daughter moment was interrupted when Clive came to the door informing us that our limo waited. He took the sleeping baby from Susan so that she could assist me by holding my train while we made our exit to the waiting limousine. 
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   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
                 I was facing Trey on the porch of the colonial mansion at Le Vie Belle. Soft violin music was playing in the background. Wedding guests were seated on the lawn. Tristan and Ray stood off to the side of Trey. Gina and Denise stood off to the side of me. At this moment there was only Trey and me. My hands were placed in his. I stared up into his magnificent blue eyes as he recited the vows he'd selected for me in his smooth and silky voice.
 
                 “I, Trey, choose you, Tylar, to be my friend, my lover, the mother of my children and my wife. I'll cherish our union and love you more each day than I did the day before. I'll protect you from all harm; I'll trust you and respect you. I give you my hand, my heart, and my love from this day forward for as long as we both shall live.”
 
                 It was my turn and I swallowed nervously. Trey had it all over me when it came to public speaking of any kind. He was a litigator; he was comfortable in the spotlight. I wasn’t. I felt him lightly squeeze my fingers and our eyes locked. He smiled down at me, giving me a slight nod of encouragement before I began.
 
                 “I, Tylar, take you, Trey to be my friend, my lover, the father of my children and my husband. I'll be yours in times of plenty and in times of want; in times of sickness and in times of health; in times of joy and in times of sorrow. I love you with all of my heart. I promise to cherish and respect you, to comfort and encourage you, and stay with you for all eternity.”
 
                 Tristan stepped up to Trey’s side, handing him my ring. Trey gently slid the wedding band onto my ring finger, lifting my hand and brushing it with a kiss when he finished. Gina stepped up to my side, handing me Trey’s wedding band. I slid it onto his finger, gazing up into his eyes as he smiled down at me.
 
                 The minister spoke. “By the power vested in me by the Commonwealth of Virginia, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss.”
 
                 Trey lowered his face to mine, his hand tilting my chin upward to meet his kiss. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer as we kissed for the first time as husband and wife. The minister interrupted our kiss with the introduction. “Ladies and gentleman, I give you Mr. and Mrs. Trey Sinclair.”
 
                 There was applause and shouting. I heard a champagne cork pop in the distance. We were immediately surrounded by family and friends giving us congratulatory hugs and kisses. Hand in hand, Trey and I made our way to the horse-drawn carriage that would take us over to the reception area on the other side of the plantation. Susan handed Preston over to Trey once he'd settled me into the carriage. He climbed in next to me, cradling the baby against his chest. He looked magnificent in his tan tuxedo. The flurry of activity had thrown her off schedule. Within moments, she'd quieted down against me. I looked up at Trey. He was watching us, his eyes full of love and warmth.
 
                 “I love you, Trey.”
 
                 “I love you, Mrs. Sinclair,” he replied, pulling me closer against him.
 
                 We had a sit-down dinner followed by a reception, complete with live music and dancing. Susan had taken full responsibility for Preston once we'd joined the reception. I allowed myself a couple of glasses of champagne. It was exquisite. Trey and I weren’t leaving for Tybee Island until the following day. Our official wedding night was to be spent in the bridal suite at the Marriott.  
 
                 Trey had insisted on this and I suspected I knew the reason. As long as we were at the house, I'd want to have Preston with us. He'd put his foot down. It was close to midnight when our limo arrived. I kissed the baby goodnight as she slept in Tristan’s arms. We were pelted with birdseed as we departed the estate and headed toward the hotel and our wedding night. I snuggled against Trey in the limo; his arm was wrapped around me possessively. I felt happier than I'd ever thought possible.  
 
                 Our suite was lovely. Our luggage had been dropped off earlier and was in our room when we got there. Trey opened another bottle of champagne and we shared a glass as we prepared for our bath.  
 
                 Trey helped me out of my wedding gown. I'd lost the final four pounds gained during my pregnancy. Thankfully, I hadn’t gotten any stretch marks through the whole ordeal.  
 
                 We lit candles in the bathroom and sank down into our warm bubble bath together. I leaned back against Trey, loving the feel of his hands as they massaged my skin with soapy lather. He lifted me up, turning me around so that we were face to face.
 
                 Our lips met in a long, passionate kiss. His tongue teased mine playfully. I laced my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me. I could feel his erection underneath me and I wanted nothing more than to feel him inside of me once again. I'd wondered if post-partum sex would be different. Trey lifted me from him, taking my hand as we left the tub. I had barely had time to wrap a towel around myself when he lifted me and carried me to the bed.
 
                 “I’m not waiting one more minute to bury myself into you,” he said, his voice husky. “Is your diaphragm in place?”
 
                 I smiled and nodded. I knew Trey needed an initial fuck before we got down to more creative lovemaking. I did as well. He pulled the towel from me, gazing down at me with hunger in his eyes. He was kneeling on the bed, his erection stood bold and ready. His knee nudged my thighs apart and he lowered his face to my sex, his tongue eagerly exploring the soft folds beneath. He inserted a finger inside of me; his thumb gently rolled the tip of my clitoris back and forth.  
 
                 “You're wet already, baby,” he said softly, as I moaned and swiveled my hips in a circular motion in response to his touch. He moved his face up to mine, capturing my lips with his as he removed his fingers from my sex. I felt him poised above me, his hand guiding his cock to the apex at the top of my thighs. In one swift movement, he buried himself inside of me. I gasped as he plunged in and out of me. He placed his hands underneath my butt, raising me up to meet him. My legs were wrapped around his hips, digging into his ass, pulling him in deeper with each thrust.
 
                               “God, baby, I’ve missed this so much,” he rasped, continuing his perfect flexing. 
 
                               I was meeting him thrust for thrust, moaning at the pleasure I felt, as he possessed my body again and again. I felt the familiar warmth spreading at my core; the swelling of my sweet spot as the head of Trey’s erection hit it again and again. I moaned with pleasure. “Is that your spot, baby? Does that feel good?”
 
                 “God, yes! Please don’t stop,” I gasped, my fingernails digging into his back.
 
                 “Tylar, you feel so good. You feel so fucking tight. I’m ready, baby.” Trey increased his momentum as our pleasure spiraled to a peak together. I was at the edge ready for a release I hadn’t felt for a while.
 
                 “That’s my girl,” his voice coaxed softly. “That’s my girl; come for me, baby.”
 
                 My orgasm exploded around us. I heard myself moaning and crying out Trey’s name as my body found the wet release it so desperately needed. Trey moaned with his release, gritting his teeth as his cock pumped his ejaculation into me again and again.  
 
                 “Oh, God,” I rasped, as my body tingled with the aftershock.  
 
                 “Oh baby!” Trey said, out of breath as he collapsed against me.  
 
                 We were both covered in sweat. He perched his head on his hand, gazing at me with eyes still dark with passion. His fingers lightly traced my nipple, squeezing it gently. I was always sensitive post-orgasm.  
 
                 I felt him squeezing my nipple again causing me to letdown. I knew what would happen if he did it again. I waited to see if he would. He rolled my nipple around between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing it again. This time a stream of breast milk squirted out.
 
                 “Whoa,” he said, surprised at the force of my milk stream. I laughed at his expression. He lowered his mouth to my nipple and sucked on it gently. “Hmmm,” he said, lifting his face up to mine. “That does taste good, Mrs. Sinclair. I can see what all the fuss is about.”  
 
                 He lifted himself up and out of me. He lay down next to me and continued to press playful kisses on my face and neck. “She’s fine, Tylar,” he said, giving me a semi-stern look.
 
                 “What?” I asked, feigning confusion.
 
                 “Bobbin is fine,” he repeated.
 
                 “I know she is,” I lied.  
 
                 I hated being apart from her and he knew it.  
 
                 “Tylar,” he started, as a slight frown creased his forehead, “have you discussed your separation anxiety with your doctor?”
 
                 “What separation anxiety?”
 
                 “Oh, come on, sweetie. You can’t stand being away from her for more than an hour or two. And then this shit you’ve brought up about a family bed recently. I’m a bit worried, that’s all.”
 
                 Trey was starting to piss me off. That wasn't a good thing for a couple on their wedding night, I presumed.
 
                 “For the last time, a family bed isn't about separation anxiety. You’ve already told me ‘no,’ so why are you bringing it up again?”
 
                 “It’s not just that; what about you not wanting to be away from her even for our honeymoon? We fought about that, remember?”
 
                 Of course, I remembered. It had only been last week, for Chrissake. All I'd done was mention that it might be better to take Preston with us to Tybee Island, rather than have to pump my breasts five times a day for the three days prior to leaving and then ‘pump and dump’ eight times a day for the two days we were gone.
 
                 Trey had exploded when I'd mentioned it. He made me feel like some sort of "Mommy Dearest" control freak. It hadn't gone well.               I'd given him the silent treatment for the better part of a day. In the end, he'd put his foot down again on that one.
 
                 “I just think it may be something to discuss with your doctor. It could be some form of post-partum stress or depression.” 
 
                 “Trey, I'm not going to let you make me feel like some kind of nut job because I love my baby and I worry about her. Why do you think that's so abnormal?”
 
                 “I’m sorry I brought it up,” he replied, raking his hand through his just-fucked hair. “It’s our wedding night, baby. Let’s not argue, okay?”
 
                 “You started the shit,” I snapped.
 
                 “Come on,” he said reaching his hand down for me to take his,               “let’s go shower, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
                 I looked up at him seeing his warm and loving smile. I knew that he only cared and worried about me. Maybe I did have an attachment issue, but if I did, it was only because I loved Preston so much. I hadn’t told Trey about my recent dreams. They were the reason I didn’t want to leave Preston for any length of time. I smiled up at my gorgeous husband, taking his hand and letting him pull me into the bathroom where we thoroughly enjoyed ourselves in the shower.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
                 Trey and I returned to the manor the next morning to pack for Tybee Island. I'd been able to nurse Preston one last time before we left, getting my last “fix” with her before we left for two days. I kissed her soft cheeks again and again.  
 
                 Our two days and two nights at Tybee were totally relaxing, romantic and sex-filled. We spent time on the beach; our honeymoon cottage included a very private beach which we thoroughly enjoyed—naked. Trey and I reconnected sexually to heights of passion I'd not imagined possible. We were inseparable. I felt so connected to him once again, emotionally and sexually.
 
                 Once we returned to Atlanta, it was business as usual. Trey resumed his hectic schedule at work. Gina and I hung out when possible, and Preston seemed to be growing and changing on a daily basis. I celebrated my twenty-second birthday with Trey and the baby at home.  
 
                 Trey had, once again, put his foot down and said that Preston was old enough to be sleeping in the crib in her own room. He moved the baby monitor to her room and she commenced sleeping in her crib there, much to my dismay. Trey was good about hearing her through the night. He took responsibility for getting up and going to get her from her room, bringing her to our bed so that she could nurse. He made sure that once she'd finished nursing she was carried back to her own bed and tucked in. I missed having her fall asleep with us after nursing, but Trey was concerned that one of us might inadvertently roll over onto her. He also took advantage of the fact that, once I was awakened for her feedings, we could squeeze some sex in right afterward.
 
                 It was the second week of August. Trey had just celebrated his thirty-second birthday; Preston was a little over three months old. Gina had called earlier that morning, asking if Preston and I wanted to join her for lunch. I suggested that she come over to the apartment and I'd make lunch.  
 
                 The truth was, I didn’t like taking the baby out in the August heat in Georgia. She'd been out over the past few days while I ran errands, went shopping and drove out to our house under construction to meet with a decorator.  
 
                 Preston had a mild case of prickly heat on her bottom and the back of her neck. I'd been putting her in cloth diapers and pretty much letting her go without a shirt trying to get it cleared up.
 
                 I bathed Preston, putting some calamine lotion and a light dusting of a cornstarch-based powder on her diaper area. She was developing her own little personality now. Like Mommy, she loved her baths and loved it when I rubbed her skin with lotion. As I put calamine lotion on her bottom, she was smiling and gurgling, trying her best to grab her feet that were up in the air before I slid the cloth diaper up under her bottom. My cell phone rang. I quickly raised the sides on her changing table and pulled my phone out of the pocket of my shorts.
 
                 “Mrs. Sinclair?” The voice on the other end wasn't familiar to me.
 
                 “Yes,” I responded, “this is Tylar Sinclair.”
 
                 “Mrs. Sinclair, this is Cathy, Jean Harris’s daughter calling. I’m afraid there’s been an accident. My mother is in intensive care. I wanted to let you know on account of she won’t be coming in to work for you until further notice.”
 
                 “Oh, my God,” I breathed. “Cathy, what happened?”
 
                 Cathy explained that Jean had been on her way home from our apartment the previous evening. Apparently, as she got off of the bus that took her from our neighborhood to hers and started across the street, a car careened out of nowhere, hitting her. Jean had rolled off of the hood of the car onto the street. The car had fled and no one had been around close enough to get the license plate numbers. The car was simply described as a newer model SUV of some type. The color was white. Not much to go on for certain.
 
                 I asked Cathy the extent of Jean’s injuries. All that she knew for sure was that Jean had a broken shoulder, a broken leg, several broken ribs and a head injury, which had rendered her comatose, for the time being. Cathy said that the doctors had hope that the swelling would go down in the next week or so. I asked that Cathy keep me posted as to her mother’s condition and I got her room number at the hospital. I was reeling with shock. How could something that terrible happen to someone as sweet as Jean? What kind of monster would simply drive off?
 
                 The truth was that, since I'd been home since Preston's arrival, I'd really come to depend on Jean’s help with her those three days per week she was scheduled. The things that came up with the new house, as well as handling the bills, shopping and running errands for Trey had been made possible because Jean was more than willing to watch Preston on the days that she was scheduled at our apartment. I couldn't think of anyone else that I'd trust with Preston other than Jean or family.
 
                 My thoughts were interrupted when I heard Preston start to fuss. I finished dressing her for Gina’s visit, putting her in a cute little yellow sun suit. I lifted my freshly diapered and dressed baby from the changing table and cuddled her against me. I was rattled from the news about Jean. Preston had taken well to Jean. She'd been a big help to me in many ways.
 
                 I headed to the living room, baby in my arms. We settled on the couch as I turned the television on with the remote. I got her situated for her feeding. There was something very unsettling about the whole incident. I realized that things like that happened every day, particularly in large cities, but this just seemed so random and yet close. 
 
                 Once Preston finished feeding, she drifted off to sleep. I placed her into the crib in her bedroom and decided to phone Trey to let him know about Jean. I talked to Tonya; Trey was in depositions. She promised she'd have him phone home as soon as he was free. I went to the kitchen and started making chicken salad for our lunch. I'd been tempted to call Gina and re-schedule, but decided I needed the company of a friend right now. Right after I'd finished making the chicken salad and had just put the croissants into the oven to warm, Trey phoned me back. His voice had the uncanny ability to soothe and calm me.
 
                 “How’s my baby?” he greeted me when I answered the phone.
 
                 “Oh, she’s down for the count at the moment. I expect she'll be waking up any time now.”
 
                 “I meant you, baby,” he said in his smooth and silky voice. My heart fluttered.
 
                 “Not so great,” I admitted. “I had a phone call earlier from Jean’s daughter Cathy. Jean was hit by a hit-and-run driver last evening as she crossed her street from the bus stop. She's in intensive care.”
 
                 “Oh, God, that’s horrible,” he replied. “How bad is she?” 
 
                 I told him everything that Cathy had relayed to me. Trey said he would phone the hospital and the police precinct to see if any new information had come in. He instructed me to relax and stay calm. He asked if Gina was still coming over. He seemed to relax when I told him the plans for lunch were still on. I could tell Trey knew I was stressed about the thing with Jean. “I'll be home on time this evening, baby,” he assured me. “We’ll talk more then, okay?”
 
                 “Okay,” I replied.
 
                 “Hey, I love you,” he said softly.
 
                 “I love you, too,” I replied.
 
                 “Give ‘Bobbin’ a kiss from Daddy, okay?”
 
                 “I will,” I said, smiling.
 
                 Right after I'd gotten off of the phone with Trey, the doorman buzzed letting me know that Gina was on her way up. When I opened the door to Gina, I knew immediately that something was wrong. She had her sunglasses on inside of the building. “What is it, Gina?”
 
                 “I caught Ian fucking around on me,” she said, unable to hold the tears back. “I'm going to kill him and the bitch!”
 
                 “Oh my God, Gina, what are you talking about?”
 
                 I grabbed her hand, pulling her over to sit down. I'd never seen Gina distraught about anything. The fact that Ian would cheat on her was unfathomable to me. He seemed so totally devoted to her. The same way that Trey was devoted to me.
 
                 “We’ve had problems in the bedroom,” she admitted.
 
                 “Since when?” I asked, totally dumbfounded.
 
                 “Since we’ve been trying to get pregnant and not being able to,” she sobbed. “I know that I’ve been putting a lot of pressure on Ian to go to his doctor and get checked. It’s just that having the man checked first is way easier than having fertility testing done on a woman. My own doctor told me that.”
 
                 I nodded, waiting for her to continue.
 
                 “Ian has been putting it off and putting it off. He’s too busy at the club, or let’s give it another month—always another fucking excuse.”
 
                 She stopped to get a tissue out of her purse to wipe her nose.               “Anyway, last night I knew he had to close the club, so I thought I'd surprise him and go there at closing wearing nothing under my trench coat except some edible undies I bought in his favorite flavor. I get to the club and David the bartender is cleaning up downstairs. He tells me that Ian is up in his office going over the nightly receipts. I go up to his office and he’s in there all right. He sure as hell wasn’t counting any receipts though!”
 
                 At this point, Gina broke out into loud sobbing. “He was on the couch in his office humping Shelly, the upstairs bartender, who is like 21 years old!”
 
                 “Oh, my God! I'm so sorry. What did you do?”
 
                 “I freaked out, naturally. I called him every name in the book and then turned to the skank and wished her luck. I told her not to worry about birth control because the fucker was shooting blanks! Then I left, went home, and packed his suitcase. I left it on the front stoop. Do you think Trey will represent me in my divorce?”
 
                 “Slow down,” I advised. “Don’t do anything rash just yet.”
 
                 “What the hell, Tylar? Do you mean to tell me that if you caught Trey with his bare ass up in the air slamming his dick into some random chick, you wouldn’t beat a fast path to a lawyer?”
 
                 “Trey would never…”  
 
                 I realized how that sounded to someone who had never considered that her husband was capable of such an act of betrayal either.
 
                 “Excuse me, Tylar; I don’t mean to burst your happy balloon here, but don’t you think that I had that same kind of trust with Ian?”
 
                 “I’m sorry. Yes - of course you did. I’m just totally shocked by this. I mean, you're right. You had every reason to trust Ian just as much as I trust Trey. Is it possible that he was just caught at a weak moment? Is your marriage worth saving? What about counseling?”
 
                 “I can’t exist in a marriage where my trust has been shattered. Maybe some women can, but to use your line: I don’t roll that way.”
 
                 She started sobbing again. I hugged her and listened to her as she ranted and raved and then cried again.
 
                 “Do you want to stay here with Trey and me for a few days, Gina? You know, maybe if you just put some time and distance between you and Ian, you can get some perspective.”
 
                 “Why do I need perspective?”
 
                 “Well, because you know Ian has to come home sooner or later at some point when he feels you've cooled off and aren’t likely to pull a Lorena Bobbitt on him.”
 
                 For the first time I saw a flicker of amusement cross her face. “No, Ty, I need to be at our condo. Ian might change the locks and then I'll be shit out of luck.”
 
                 I knew that Ian would never do that. So did Gina. Deep down inside, Gina wanted some type of explanation from Ian, something to assure her that his infidelity wasn't about her sexual prowess or attractiveness. “Do you want to stay and have dinner with us? I mean, Trey doesn’t practice family law, but I’m sure he can recommend an attorney at his firm if that's the path you really want to take.”
 
                 “Thanks, Ty, but I don’t think that I could handle having the Hot Nazi feeling sorry for me. He might actually be pleasant to me and I know that would piss me off. My emotions are just too raw right now. I'd appreciate you speaking to him and getting a referral for me.”
 
                 “Of course I will! I'll be here for you just as you've always been there for me. Have you talked to your mom about this?’
 
                 “No way. I asked Aunt Becky to do it. If you thought I had an East coast temper, you should see my mom’s! It’s better if she hears the news from Aunt Becky.”  
 
                 Gina and I finally had lunch, though she didn’t eat much. She was totally destroyed by this and I'd have been the same way, had it been me. 
 
                 Trey was home promptly at six. I'd just started dinner. He found me in the kitchen and pulled me into his strong arms, holding me tightly. I was totally out of sorts with the day that I had.
 
                 “How are you, baby?” he asked.
 
                 “Bad day all around,” I said. “Were you able to find out anything more about Jean?”
 
                 “Not really,” he replied. “One witness said it was a late model SUV and appeared to have out-of-state license plates. He said it was as if the driver swerved to make sure that he hit Jean. It makes no sense.”
 
                 “I’m still in shock,” I said. “What if she doesn’t pull through?"
 
                 “Hey, don’t think like that, honey! Jean's a strong woman. I called her daughter Cathy this afternoon and the doctors are very optimistic that she'll recover.”
 
                 “I hope so. I feel so guilty. I’m not sure why.”
 
                 Trey pulled back from me, tilting my chin upward to kiss me softly on the lips. “Sweetie, you've no reason to feel guilty about anything. It was a random act of some sort. It has nothing to do with you or me, okay?”
 
                 I nodded but I wasn't convinced that he was right. Something about this had my stomach tied in knots of fear. There was something personal about it, though I wasn’t sure how it could possibly be linked to Trey or to me. “I have more bad news, I’m afraid.”
 
                 Trey looked over at me, taking a peeled carrot from the cutting board to snack on as he waited for the news. 
 
                 “When Gina came for lunch today, she was devastated. She caught Ian in the act of cheating with one of his young female employees. She's beside herself. She asked if you'd represent her in divorce proceedings.”
 
                 “Hmmph,” he grunted, “I'd be more inclined to represent Ian—pro bono.”
 
                 “What?” I snapped. “This isn’t a joke, Trey. Gina is destroyed over this.”
 
                 “Oh, come on. You don’t think in Gina’s own way she hasn't emasculated him over the years? It was just a matter of time before Ian discovered that he had some balls.”
 
                 “What the hell are you saying? Do you actually think that there's any excuse for cheating?”
 
                 “I didn't say that, Tylar. Look, let’s not argue about Gina and Ian’s business, okay?”
 
                 I didn’t answer him, continuing to peel vegetables for our salad.
 
                 “Where’s ‘Chubbers’?” he asked, clearly wanting to change the subject. Trey had taken to referring to her now as "Chubbers." I didn't care for the nickname. My baby was at a healthy weight. 
 
                 “Don’t call her that,” I reminded him again, wiping my brow with my forearm. “She’s in her crib napping. I put her down about an hour ago. Can you look in on her?”
 
                 “I’d be happy to do that,” he said heading down the hall to check on Preston. I knew he would end up waking her up. Several minutes later, he reappeared cradling her in his arms.
 
                 “Tylar,” he said in a serious tone. 
 
                 I looked up at him from where I continued chopping up carrots for our salads. Preston gave me a dimpled grin from her vantage point against Trey’s chest.
 
                 “I changed her diaper just now. What’s with the rash that she still has on her bottom? Why aren’t you doing anything for it?”
 
                 I didn’t know what it was. Maybe it was the stress over what I'd just learned about Jean; or maybe it was Trey’s cavalier attitude about Ian’s cheating on Gina, or maybe it was the repetitive nightmares that I'd been having about losing Preston. All I knew was that, in that nanosecond, I lost it. 
 
                 “What the hell?” I screamed, startling both Trey and the baby as I slammed the knife down on the chopping block.  
 
                 I saw Preston’s little face scrunch up in tears; her thumb went immediately into her mouth. She buried her face into Trey’s chest and whimpered against him. Trey gathered her closer to him as if he was protecting her from me—the enemy. This was so unfamiliar to her. It was unfamiliar to all of us.
 
                 “I take good care of my baby,” I hissed. “Who are you to tell me otherwise?” I pushed past Trey and Preston, tossing the dish towel I'd wiped my hands with back behind me where it floated to the floor.  
 
                 I didn’t stick around to watch as Trey’s face took on a totally different persona. I heard him start the automatic timer on Preston’s swing and imagined that he'd placed her there so that he could deal with me. I was glad, in that moment that I'd fled the room for my own safety. I found my solace in our own room, flinging myself on the bed. My body was racked with sobs and tears. It was only moments before Trey was there on the bed, sitting down beside me. He observed my meltdown. He did nothing, letting me sob for a while. He probably figured that was my ‘just desserts’ for losing it out there in front of the baby.
 
                 “Tylar,” he finally implored in a soft and sane tone, “what the hell is going on?”
 
                 I sat up and looked at him, brushing the tears from my face. I gathered courage from somewhere in the depths of my being. “I can’t take it when you say that I’m not a good mother,” I choked, still fighting tears. “I love that baby more than life itself. Don’t you get that?”
 
                 He was watching me quizzically, almost as if he thought I'd gone off of the deep end. “Sweetie,” he said softly, “I wasn’t criticizing you in any way, shape or form. This is all new to me too. It was just that when I changed her diaper, I was kind of…well, taken aback at the rash she has going on. I didn’t mean to accuse you of not taking care of her properly, I swear.”
 
                 I was still sobbing, letting all of my fears and tension release for now. I felt better in doing so. I'd needed this release. My only regret was that my husband and daughter had witnessed it. I hadn’t wanted that at all.
 
                 “Trey,” I said, sighing heavily, “This has been a very tough day for me. I’m shaken because of Jean and what Gina is going through, but I’m also worried about Preston.”
 
                 “Baby, it’s just a rash,” he started.
 
                 “No, not just the rash,” I explained tentatively, “You see, I’ve been having nightmares about Preston. It’s as if I can’t keep her safe. There’s nothing more definitive than that in my dreams, but it has me worried.”
 
                 “Sweetie,” he started, “you're a new mom, but I promise you that you're doing everything right. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
 
                 Trey was just not getting it. He didn't realize the depths of my concern and my fear for her. He didn’t know just how worried I'd become. He was staring at me now. It was that look I'd seen before as if he expected me to crumble into a million pieces. Our reverie was broken by the sound of the baby crying. It was her hungry cry; I recognized it. I felt the ‘letdown’ in my breasts. My milk was coming in and my breasts were full and begging for release.  
 
                 I couldn’t handle nursing her right now. I couldn’t deal with the closeness that came with nursing my baby girl. 
 
                 Trey watched as I did nothing after hearing the sound of her cry. He left the room and promptly returned holding Preston, bringing her towards me and holding her for me to take. I took her from him tentatively. 
 
                 She recognized my touch, my scent, my nearness. I held her close and she immediately started nuzzling against me. She wanted her fulfillment from me; I wasn’t prepared to give it to her right now. I was starting to have fears and apprehension where she was concerned. Trey was watching me, his face not bothering to mask his concern at my impassiveness towards the baby. He'd never seen that before. I was suddenly afraid to be close to her; I was too attached. What if she wasn’t here for the long haul? I pulled her from me, handing her back to Trey.
 
                 “There are bottles in the fridge,” I said my voice shaking. “Will you please feed her?”  
 
                 He took the baby from me and immediately she started kicking and fussing in protest. I heard him murmuring softly to her as he took her down the hall towards the kitchen where he would heat up a bottle of my breast-pumped milk and feed her before she went down for the night.
 
                 I quickly changed into a nightgown and crawled into the safe comfort of our bed, not wanting to think about anything but falling into a deep, dark sleep. My wishes were granted. I didn’t want anything to do with my baby, for now. It just wasn’t safe.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
                 I'd been sleeping for a while when I heard Preston fussing again from her bedroom. I felt Trey get up and leave our bed, returning in a couple of minutes with Preston in his arms. I pretended to sleep, never opening my eyes. I felt Trey lower himself down onto the bed, and fumble with my nightgown trying to lower the neckline in order to place Preston next to me so that she could nurse. I rolled my body away from them into a tight ball, leaving him and my hungry baby staring at my back. I heard Trey curse softly under his breath as he left our bed. He returned a few moments later with Preston and a bottle. I could hear him coaxing her to take the bottle as she fussed, wanting my breast instead.  
 
                 Tears stained my cheeks as I did nothing to remedy the situation. Trey was finally able to persuade her to take the nipple of the bottle into her mouth. I heard her finally start sucking away on it hungrily. What kind of a piece of shit mother was I?
 
                 I fell back into a restless and troubled sleep. My dreams haunted me; the one I had this night was the worst ever. I dreamed that I was wandering around a cemetery by myself; I was tired, hungry and totally disheveled. I had no clue where I was or how I'd gotten there. I tripped over a branch that had fallen from a large oak tree in the cemetery; rain was pounding down around me in torrents. I tried in vain to get my bearings in this dark, wet cemetery. 
 
                 On the ground, crawling inch by inch after my fall, my hands frantically searched to find something stable. I finally grasped something that felt human, or at least previously human. I scooted up towards what I'd been touching with my hands. It was cold and unyielding. My eyes finally adjusted to the dark and I could make out the features. I shrieked in fear and in disgust.  
 
                 It was Jean.
 
                 Her features were distorted by decay. Her skin was dark brown and textured like leather. I found the strength to raise myself up and onto my feet. I wanted to run as fast and as far away as possible from what I'd just discovered. I felt the bile rise up in my throat. I stumbled over a flat gravestone and sprawled once again onto the ground of the cemetery; the rain was pelting against my skin from all directions.  
 
                 I blinked my eyes, trying to get some focus against the raindrops, which were mercilessly assaulting my face. I was now belly-crawling through this unnamed cemetery looking for any exit out of the nightmare. My hand brushed against another flat headstone that felt smooth to the touch. The raised mound of dirt on this side of it reflected a fresh grave. It was a tiny grave. There was an outline of an angel engraved into the headstone. I stared into the face of the angel, and then lowered my gaze to see what was encrypted in the marble:  
 
   Preston Michaela Sinclair
 
   Beloved Daughter of Tylar & Trey
 
   Rest In Peace Our Little Angel
 
                 I felt the scream rise up in my throat. The next thing I heard was it echoing across the cemetery. It was a plaintive wail. The sound of it made my own skin crawl. My baby was gone…my precious angel was gone forever. I'd failed to protect her. My screams went on and on. I saw no reason to stop screaming. I wanted to die screaming.
 
                 “Tylar!”  
 
                 Someone was yelling my name. I felt a hand slapping me across my face. It stung like hell. I felt the tears rushing down my cheeks. A light flickered on overhead. My eyes immediately squeezed tightly shut to shield them from the light. My pulse slowed. I became aware that I was no longer belly-crawling through a cemetery, but was, in fact, in my bed. Trey was looking down at me, his eyes wide with alarm and fear.
 
                 “Trey,” I gasped. “Where's Preston?”
 
                 “She’s in her bed in her room,” he stated.  
 
                 I quickly threw the covers back and launched myself out of our bed, making a mad dash for her room. I flicked the overhead lights on once I was there and crept up quietly to her crib. I watched as her swaddled little body slept, noting the rise and fall of her stomach as she breathed life. Trey was right behind me in the doorway. The look of alarm was apparent on his face. Did he think that I'd do anything to hurt my baby? He stood in the doorway watching me as I leaned over the rails of her crib and gently lifted her up, placing her gently against me. I kissed the top of her head over and over again. My tears were still flowing.  
 
                 She squirmed against me, yawning and stretching in my arms as I cradled her and rocked her gently. I took a seat in the nearby rocker, lowering my nightgown to expose a breast as I cuddled her next to me. She latched onto my breast within seconds, gently sucking and kneading them in contentment. I loved her so much. I didn’t know how long I sat there rocking my beautiful baby girl before I felt Trey lift her from my arms and place her back into her crib; drawing a blanket up to her waist and turning her overhead light out.
 
                 He came to me holding his hand out to help me from the rocker and gently led me back to our bed. I crawled beneath the comforter, snuggling up against him as he found his place beside me. I felt Trey’s hands against me, removing my nightgown, lowering my panties as his hands urgently plied my sex.  
 
                 I grew wet for him as I always did; pressing my body up against him, hungry for a release that I knew only he could give me. Trey wasted no time on foreplay. Our coupling now required no foreplay. It was simply one of need and fulfillment. We'd lost our connection for a brief period of time and we both needed it back.  
 
                 He was hovering over me now, his throbbing erection poised above me, waiting for entrance. I opened my body and my heart for him as he plunged within me again and again. I felt pleasure and pain at the same time; I deserved both. I loved my husband and I loved my daughter more than anything else on earth. For some reason, I'd become ungrounded with the fear that something unexpected was threatening our family bonds.  
 
                 “Are you ready, baby? Are you ready to come for me?” 
 
                 I loved his sweet voice; I loved the way that Trey loved me and made love to me. I loved the way that Trey fucked me when he knew that fucking was what I needed. “I’m ready, baby,” I breathed, grabbing his tight ass and pulling it in towards me. 
 
                 He was mine for now. I wasn’t sure about forever because I had no point of reference on that. I'd known plenty of people who had promised forever, but it had just never come to be. For now, he was mine. This was mine. Perhaps that's all that I could ever hope for. I knew that, no matter what, I'd do everything within my power to protect Preston with my last dying breath.
 
                 Trey came with a vengeance at that moment, and so did I. We screamed in pleasure, calling out each other’s names in passion and in love. We clung to one another out of love and need. He was my rock just as I was his. Preston was the bond between us that would never break. She was his gift to me and my gift to him. She was the better of us both and we knew it; the result of our perfect coupling.
 
                 Trey collapsed beside me; he was spent, his breath ragged and shallow as he relaxed from our lovemaking. “Tylar, I love you so much,” he breathed, kissing my face, my neck, and my lips warmly. “Please, let me in.”
 
                 I was puzzled by what he'd just said to me. Not the part about loving me—he told me that often. I was puzzled about his final comment about letting him in. I pulled back from him, searching his face in the semi-darkness of the room, looking for a hint.
 
                 “Trey, I love you,” I whispered against his chest as my face lowered to him. “You're always with me,” I said, hoping that this somehow satisfied his need to be let in.  
 
                 He perched himself up on his elbow, taking his hand and gently brushing my hair back off of my face. He leaned towards me and brushed his lips against mine gently. "How would you feel about my mother coming and spending some time here with us?”
 
                 “Why?” I asked tentatively.
 
                 “I just feel that maybe you need a break, baby. I know that you trust Mom with Preston, and she'd love to spend some time here with the baby and with us. That way, you could focus on getting the house ready for our move. Would you consider coming back to the firm for a few weeks?”
 
                 “What?” I asked confused as to how the subject of his mother coming to stay for a while had morphed into my going back to work.
 
                 “Leah has to have some surgery. You know Harmon’s office almost as well as she does. If you could help out there for me, Mom could take care of Preston. I really do think it would do you some good to be away from the baby a little bit. You need to know there's nothing at all to be frightened about, okay?”
 
                 Trey really didn't get it. I could see that now. To argue or resist his suggestions would only reaffirm what he was already thinking, which was that I was paranoid or delusional or both. I wasn't prepared to argue this point with him because, the truth was, I had no argument. I was operating solely on maternal instinct and I knew that in Trey’s eyes it would never hold up in court.
 
                 “I think that's a great idea," I lied, but aren’t your parents in Europe right now?”
 
                 He raised my hand to his lips, lightly brushing them against it; his eyes never strayed from mine. “I talked to my mother earlier this evening; she'd absolutely love cutting their trip short in order to spend some time with us, as long as you're okay with it.”
 
                 “Well of course I am,” I lied. “Preston needs some quality time with Grandma and you're probably right. I need to spend some quality time outside of this apartment and focusing on things other than the baby.”
 
                 Trey pulled me to him, embracing me within his strong arms as I tried to swallow the lump of fear that was lodged within my throat.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
                 When I awoke, Preston was nuzzled against me. She must've awakened during the night. This seemed to be an every night occurrence nowadays. Trey must've brought her to me like always, since he'd banished her from our bedroom. That was his sole contribution to her feeding these days.
 
                 Her head was bobbing as she gently nursed from me. It was odd that I hadn’t felt her latch on, but sometimes she nursed more gently than other times. I looked at the clock on our night stand. Shit! I needed to get up and be out and about on my business for the day. It seemed like all she ever wanted to do was eat! I pulled her from my breast so that I could rise up off of my side into a sitting position. Her milk-sopped mouth quivered with unhappiness. I threw my legs over the side of the bed and wiped the sleep from my eyes, still cradling her in my free arm.
 
                 She started fussing immediately, kicking her chubby legs up in the air in anger, catching me in the face with her foot. Shit! That hurt! I wasn't in the mood for one of her notorious hissy fits at the moment that was for sure. I laid her down across the bed, and rubbed my temples. My head was pounding. Preston had seemed to turn into one fussy, demanding baby overnight. Right now, she was into full blown wailing. I was grinding my teeth in stress.
 
                 I'd had enough. Fuck breast-feeding; screw motherhood! It seemed like I'd lived with this baby attached to one of my tits for the last several months. She'd sucked the life out of me. Her wailing was quickly grating on my nerves like fingernails raking down a chalkboard. I looked at her as she writhed and squirmed on the bed, her face scrunched up and red with anger. Her hands were clenched up in little fists.
 
                 Something drove me to suddenly raise my hand back and slap it firmly against her cheek. I was desperate for something—anything to make her shut the fuck up. I just couldn’t handle it any longer!  
 
                 The feel of my skin slapping harshly against her soft, baby skin was new to me. It stunned her; I could tell. 
 
                 Her large blue eyes widened in surprise as she looked at me, crushed. I'd left a red handprint on her cheek. Perhaps it was time for her to realize that in life you don’t always get what you want when you want it.  
 
                 She wailed in response to the slap. Large droplets of tears streaked paths down her cheeks. Good God; Trey would probably be racing in here now to see what the hell was going on. He hovered over me constantly these days. I finally picked her up off of the bed to change her diaper and get her ready so I wouldn't be delayed in getting my start for the day. She was still sobbing and crying when I placed her on the changing table in her room and removed her soaked diaper; she was sucking on her fist.
 
                 I clasped my hand around her ankles, raising her butt up in the air so that I could put a clean diaper underneath it with my free hand. She continued to whimper and pull her legs back from me. God, I was so not in the mood for this today. I finally allowed her to succeed in freeing her legs from my grasp. She was kicking and sobbing. Her little arms reached up to me. She wanted me to pick her up; she still wanted the tit.
 
                 I flipped her over onto her belly, which now provided me full access to her bare bottom. I smacked my open hand against the bare flesh of her butt again and again. Listening to the sound of my skin slapping her skin reminded me of the sounds that I'd often heard as far back as I could remember. Sometimes pain followed the sound; other times only a feeling of fear and disgust. I looked down at the baby as my thoughts drifted back to the present. Her bottom was crimson red from my smacks. By this time, she was shrieking in pain; her chubby legs were squirming against the pad of her changing table trying to scoot away out of my reach. She was scared of me.   
 
                 There, there now…Perhaps I'd slapped that fucking rash right off of her butt. Trey wouldn't have a reason to bitch at me about it anymore! He couldn't accuse me of being a negligent mother. She continued kicking and screaming on her changing table. Fuck it! If she wanted to lay there diaper-less and pitch a fit, so be it. I was going to get dressed. 
 
                 I left her on the changing table in her room, and made a hasty retreat back to the master suite so that I could find something to wear in my closet. I searched for something sexy to wear. I wanted to look and feel sexy again, not like some wet-nurse with tits hanging down to my knees. I found a pair of tight jeans in my closet and pulled them up over my still-slim hips and flat stomach. I rummaged through my closet drawers and found a sexy black top with a built in push-up bra. With my larger breasts, it revealed a whole lot of cleavage.  
 
                 This would be perfect to wear out to the construction site this afternoon. I had to meet with the contractor about the flooring in the main hallway and he was ten shades of sexy. I'd noticed how he'd watched me whenever I went out to the site, as long as Trey wasn't with me.
 
                 Once dressed, I scooted into the bathroom to put my make-up on and fix my hair. As I looked up into the mirror over the sink I was startled to see the face of my mother looking back at me from the reflection. I looked around the bathroom to see where she was lurking. 
 
                 What the…?
 
                 I turned back to the mirror and blinked my eyes several times before I realized that the reflection in the mirror was me, but I now looked just like my MOTHER!  
 
                 Just then, I heard the muffled sound of glass shattering. It had come from down the hallway. It sounded like it came from Preston’s room. Damn! What had the little shit gotten into now? I couldn’t recall whether I'd locked the rails up on the side of her changing table before I'd left her room. I hurried down the hallway to her room. I gasped as I looked over at her changing table and saw that it was empty. My gaze lowered to the carpeted floor beneath the changing table. She'd fallen from the table onto the floor. She'd broken into hundreds of pieces like a china doll.  
 
                 Trey appeared next to me in the doorway. He was going to hate me for what I'd done. I turned to him, sobbing and crying. A smile was plastered on his face as if he were a statue that had no other expression other than the one he currently wore.
 
                 I’m sorry, Trey! I didn’t mean to leave her on the changing table. Please, please…help me put her back together again!” I was on my knees, trying to gather up the broken pieces of Preston. Trey continued to stand there like a statue, not bothering to help me.
 
                 “Tylar! Tylar! What are you doing? Stop…you need to stop!”
 
                 My eyes looked back up finding him gazing down at me. We were no longer in Preston’s room. We were on the bed in our room. His statue-like expression was gone. It had been replaced by one of fear and confusion. It was familiar to me now as I came out of my dream-like haze.
 
                 I'd seen that same expression on his face every night for the past three nights. He reached over and flicked the switch on the lamp next to the bed. My face was covered with sweat. My breathing was quick and shallow. I looked up at him, not masking my fear at the unanswered question.
 
                 “She’s fine. She’s in her bed right where you tucked her in earlier." His tone was different. He was exasperated; anyone could see that. For the first time, I noticed the dark circles underneath his eyes. He hadn’t been sleeping well, mostly because I'd kept him up intermittently each night with these horrible nightmares that seemed so real.  
 
                 “I’m sorry," I said softly. “It’s just that I had this horrible dream about…”
 
                 “I know, Tylar,” he snapped in frustration. “Please spare me the details. It's just another one of your fucked-up dreams like all of the others.”
 
                 He lowered his head, rubbing his hand over his forehead and raking it back through his sleep-tousled hair. Trey’s mom was due in the following morning to stay and help out with the baby. I knew he'd voiced his concern about me and my paranoid mental state to her.
 
                 I couldn’t be blamed for what I dreamt; I did think that Trey had had his fill of me not seeing someone about them. He'd been prodding me to talk to my OB/GYN to see if the dreams could possibly be attributed to post-partum depression. He wanted me to get help.
 
                 I couldn’t tell him that this dream was different than the others. I was sickened by it. This was the first time I'd dreamt of hurting my baby; this was the first time I'd ever dreamt that I was my mother.
 
                 “Trey,” I said softly, waiting for him to look at me. I felt so damaged.
 
                 He looked over at me, his gorgeous eyes tired and drawn; he was still rubbing the back of his neck in utter frustration and helplessness. He cocked an eyebrow waiting for me to say what I had to say.
 
                 “I'll get in touch with the doctor tomorrow, I promise. I'll find out what's going on and if Dr. Addison feels that it's beyond his expertise, I'll have him refer me to a psychiatrist. I promise you that. I'm so very sorry that this has been happening.”
 
                 “Sweetie,” he replied with a sigh, drawing me closer to him. “I'm not blaming you for this. I know that whatever is going on with you isn't your fault. I just want it gone."
 
                 “I understand,” I choked out, tears welling up. “Can I please ask you for one thing tonight?”
 
                 “What is it?”
 
                 “Please, can you get Preston and let her sleep in here with us?”
 
                 He eyed me warily. I actually thought that perhaps Trey no longer totally trusted me around my baby. The thought of that crushed me into a million pieces; yet, had I told him about my latest dream, I could almost guarantee that he would have me institutionalized.
 
                 “I'll go get her,” he replied quietly.  
 
                 Her bassinet was still in our room and, during the days when Trey was at work, I kept her in it so that I could be nearby watching "Ellen” while she napped. I tried to make things normal like they used to be before Jean was run down and left for dead.
 
                 Trey returned with Preston in his arms. He placed her carefully into my arms where I looked down onto her sweet, chubby cheeks and kissed them gently to chase away the memories of what I'd done to them in my latest dream. Her large blue eyes fluttered open and she gazed up at me with love. I kissed her again and again. She smiled at me, presenting her dimple which I kissed as well. Her hand reached up and grabbed onto my hair, fisting it with her tiny fingers and pulling.
 
                 “Ouch,” I said, laughing. “You're hurting Mommy.”  
 
                 I gently pried her little fingers out of my hair, kissing them with my lips. I kissed her cheeks over and over again, telling her how much I loved her. I cradled her against me as we hunkered down and fell asleep together. She placed her tiny thumb in her mouth and snuggled against me, feeling safe and secure within my arms.
 
                 It was sometime later that I felt Trey lifting her from my arms in order to place her into the bassinet. “Please don’t take her from me. I need her here with me, okay? Just this once?” 
 
                 He relented, pulling the covers up around us and enfolding the baby and me within his strong and loving arms. “I love you,” he whispered into my ear.
 
                 “I love you,” I whispered back, snuggling against him. “I’m sorry that I’ve been so fucked up.”
 
                 “Go to sleep, baby,” he ordered softly.
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                 It had been three weeks since I'd started seeing Dr. Karla Hunter, a psychologist that Dr. Addison had referred me to who specialized in post-partum depression. Dr. Addison had told me that my dreams, fears and anxiety were textbook symptoms of PPD. He'd started me on a low dose of an antidepressant medication called Paxil, which he assured me was safe for breastfeeding mothers.
 
                 As I sat in her office, waiting for her to come in, I reflected upon how things had been since Dr. Addison had diagnosed me with PPD. The dreams had continued off and on for a week to ten days after I started the meds. Little by little, they'd diminished. My anxiety and fears about the baby were starting to subside. I wasn’t sure if the meds could take total credit for that because having Susan at our apartment was good emotional medicine for me as well. 
 
                 Susan had immediately put me at ease about being there to help out. She assured me that she wouldn't try and take over or get in the way of my mothering. She told me that if there was anything she did that I didn't like, I was to tell her immediately. She also assured me that she'd suffered bouts of post-partum depression after Tristan had been born and that it wasn't all that rare; that I wasn't to feel ashamed or upset by it. She mothered me as if I were her own daughter, which brought me much comfort.
 
                 Susan and I developed a routine with Preston that worked out well for all concerned. Trey set up the double bed that had been in that bedroom before it had been transitioned into the nursery. The room was plenty large enough to accommodate it. Susan slept in the nursery with Preston. I used my breast pump in the evening so that if Preston awoke during the night or before I got up in the morning, Susan would take the feeding for me.  
 
                 I rested so much better knowing that someone I loved and trusted was sleeping close by my baby. My anxiety and stress level had been greatly reduced. My relationship with Trey had benefited tremendously. We laughed and loved again. The dark circles under his eyes disappeared and our mutual affection reappeared with more energy than before. We enjoyed our closeness and doing things as a couple away from home like we'd done before Preston was born.
 
                 Dr. Hunter breezed through the door just then, my chart in her hands. “Good afternoon, Tylar,” she greeted me warmly, glancing through her notes from the session we'd the prior week.
 
                 “Hi Karla,” I replied, smiling. She'd insisted on my calling her by her first name, which was fine by me.
 
                 “Anything new happening?” she asked.
 
                 “Everything's pretty much the same,” I replied. “I’m feeling well, sleeping well and the dark nightmares have disappeared. Susan's still with us. She's made a lot of my fears disappear just by being there.”
 
                 “How so?” Karla asked.
 
                 “Well, for one thing, I feel better about going out without taking the baby everywhere I go. Plus, she sleeps in Preston’s room, so that makes me feel better too.”
 
                 “How long is your mother-in-law staying on with you and Trey?”
 
                 “I’m not sure. Why?”
 
                 “No reason. I just think that maybe we need to discuss possible reasons as to why her presence has made you feel safer, secure and well, to be perfectly blunt, sane.”
 
                 What was with psychologists, I wondered? Did they always find it necessary to find some deep, dark hidden meaning to every inconsequential remark made? I was a new mother with no experience with babies.  
 
                 Why shouldn’t I feel more secure and relaxed having Susan nearby? It wasn’t as if my own mother had taught me anything maternal. Dear God, I hoped Karla didn’t bring that subject up again.
 
                 “Have you given any more thought to your own mother, Tylar?”
 
                 There it is . . .
 
                 “Not really,” I replied with a shrug. “I mean, I’m not sure what you expected me to think about. I’ve told you that most of my 'mom’ memories aren't all that pleasant.” 
 
                 “I understand that,” she remarked.  
 
                 “Trust me; I'm not trying to dredge up memories that are painful to you. I just thought perhaps there might be some benefit in you and I discussing some of the issues you may have had with your mother that cause you to worry about your own potential as a mother to Preston. I recall some of your dreams dealt with your fear of harming your baby.”
 
                 “One dream, Dr. Hunter. It was only the one dream.” I was quick to correct her and the fact that I hadn’t used her first name didn't go unnoticed by Karla.  
 
                 I saw an eyebrow arch upward infinitesimally at my response. Dear God, I'd probably set off some psychological “bell and whistle” with my defensive response to her seemingly benign statement. The truth was, I didn't want to dwell on my mother or the fact that I'd dreamt that horrid nightmare. The pills had taken care of those bad dreams. What would be served in dredging it all back up again?
 
                 “Did you have any luck with trying to recall your first memory since our last appointment?”
 
                 Shit—this again. She's starting to annoy me a tad.
 
                 “As a matter of fact, I did. My first memory was at the house where I was raised; the one and only house that I ever lived in with my mother in Radcliff, Kentucky,” I replied.  
 
                 Karla nodded for me to continue, her pen poised above the lined notebook she'd been using to take notes during our sessions. Her reading glasses were perched low on her nose. She looked like she was pushing forty. Perhaps the idea of bifocals was disdainful to her. I could tell she wore contacts. I continued with my memory, as she requested.
 
                 “I was on the swing set in my backyard. I was swinging really high on one of the swings by myself. I felt the swing set start to tip over. A man came out of our house and ran over to me. He grabbed the swing as it was going back up. He stilled the swing and lifted me from it. He placed me down beside him and told me very nicely not to go on the swing any more until the swing set had been anchored down into the ground.”  
 
                 Karla was writing furiously in her notebook. I gave her time to catch up before going on, noticing that when she looked back up at me her contacts were colored. Her eyes were blue today, matching her two-piece blue suit. I recalled last week her eyes were a dark chocolate brown matching the dark brown blazer she'd worn with her tan-colored slacks.
 
                 “I’m not sure who the man was that day,” I remarked, answering the question I was sure she was ready to ask. “All I know was that he wasn’t like a boyfriend to my mom or anything.”
 
                 “Why are you certain of that?”
 
                 “He wasn’t her type, for one thing. He was in a suit and tie. And they didn’t hold hands or kiss or anything like any of the boyfriends I'd managed to glimpse after that over the years. Also, I could tell that she really didn’t like him. No, that’s wrong,” I corrected myself. “She really hated him, as far as I could tell.”
 
                 “Why would you say that?” Karla asked her brow furrowed in her attempt to understand how a child of perhaps four years old could read those kinds of adult emotions.
 
                 “I guess it's because I recall seeing him a couple of times after that. I remember an argument she had with him a year or so after that.”
 
                 “Tell me about the argument, Tylar.”
 
                 “I don’t know when it happened, exactly. It was definitely after the incident with the swing set. My mom had given the swing set away. She never did have it anchored into the ground.”
 
                 I paused briefly to make the memory crisper. “She'd been pissed at me after that. I suppose she blamed me for swinging on it too high. Anyway, the next time that I saw that same man, I was in school.”
 
                 The memory became more detailed in my mind. It put a timeframe into perspective. I was in kindergarten; that’s right, it was kindergarten.
 
                 “I was in kindergarten,” I confirmed out loud. “I know that because the elementary school that I'd gone to had a Halloween festival. It was the first time that I'd gone to it. I would have been five years old at the time. They held it on a weekend evening, either Friday or Saturday. It must've been Saturday because it was my mom’s ‘date night.’ She didn’t want to take me.”
 
                 “Date night?” Karla questioned.
 
                 Here we go…
 
                 “Yes. Over the years, my mom always had a date night on Saturdays. That's when she'd entertain men. As I got older, she wanted me out of the house on that night.”
 
                 There it was…pure and simple. I'd had to explain ‘date night’ so many times over the past year or so that I'd learned a condensed version of an explanation. Karla nodded for me to continue. 
 
                 “Anyway, I'd dressed up in a little princess outfit for Halloween. My mom said that I could go ahead and walk up to the Halloween festival at school as long as I walked with the neighbor family that was going. My mom hadn’t really cleared it with the neighbor family that I needed to walk up and back with them. They just sort of thought that I'd tagged along on their way up to the school.”
 
                 Karla was taking notes and nodded for me to continue.
 
                 “Once I got to the school, I just sort of found other kids there that I knew from my kindergarten class. I got separated from the neighbors. I don’t even remember their names."
 
                 "The next thing I remember is the school janitor shutting the lights off in the gymnasium; I was still wandering around looking for my neighbors to walk back home with. The janitor was a really nice man. He saw that I'd started crying and asked me where my parents were. I told him my story. He phoned the police.”
 
                 I teared up as I recalled how frightened I'd been all alone like that, wandering around the school. “I was taken away by the police to the police station. I remember they gave me candy and were being really, really nice to me. Then some lady showed up there and took me to a family’s house where I spent a few nights. I kept asking for my mother. They told me that I'd see her soon. I didn’t see my mother for several days. When I did see her, that same man with the suit was there with her to take me back home. Mom sent me to my room. They argued downstairs.”
 
                 I shivered as I recalled the loud voices downstairs. "The man was yelling; he was one person who actually scared my mom. He told her she'd better get her shit together or she could consider the golden goose dead. I was never sure what he'd meant by that. All I know was, after he left, my mom didn’t have any more boyfriends for a long, long time.”
 
                 I looked over at Karla as she finished up her note-taking. For whatever reason, what I'd shared with her seemed to have rendered her usually unemotional expression null and void. She looked over at me and her expression appeared to be that of concern. I wasn’t sure why. Nothing bad had happened to me as a result of my mother’s neglect.
 
                 “Tylar,” she said, “between now and our next appointment, I'd like for you to continue to relax and focus on other memories you have similar to what you've shared with me today. These are very valuable tools in ensuring that we're dealing productively with any issues from your past that could continue to impact the present.”
 
                 I nodded, not entirely certain to what degree she felt my past was important to the present. I trusted Karla though, so I'd do whatever she deemed necessary. I made my next appointment and headed home to my family.  
 
                 I called Gina from my cell phone on the way home to see how she was feeling. We'd talked regularly since her break with Ian. She'd been up in Hoboken with her mom for the past several weeks putting some distance between her and Ian. They were proceeding with their divorce. Trey had recommended an attorney from his practice who specialized in domestic cases. The biggest thing was how their business would be split.
 
                 She answered her cell on the second ring. “What’s up, girlfriend?” she asked sounding more chipper than usual.
 
                 “Not much. Just got done with my shrink; I wanted to check in with you to see how you've been feeling.”
 
                 “It’s all good, Ty,” she said. “I've come to terms with the fact that my marriage is over, but hey, I’m 30 years old, so it isn’t exactly the end of the world. Ian and I still have to come to terms with the division of property, so once Jesse crunches the numbers, we'll be good to make a proposal.”
 
                 “Jesse?” I asked, “Who's that?”
 
                 “Only the best freaking divorce lawyer in Atlanta, girlfriend. I’m so glad the Hot Nazi turned me on to him; pretty sweet on the eyes, too.”
 
                 “Gina,” I warned, “Don’t rush into anything. You’re vulnerable right now, remember? What’s Ian doing these days?”
 
                 “Who gives a fuck!” she screeched. “I don’t give a damn! I hear he’s moved in with Shelly; what-the-fuck-ever!”
 
                 She was still hurt, as she'd every right to be. I was glad when she changed the subject. “How are things going with you?” she asked.
 
                 “Things have gotten much, much better,” I answered honestly. "I just don’t ever want Susan to leave.”
 
                 “You’ve got to be shitting me,” she said. “I’d have murdered Ian’s mom by now. She was such a bloody control freak.”
 
                 “It’s just not like that with Susan,” I replied. “She's almost like a mother to me. I don’t know how I'd have done it these past few weeks without her. Do you know our new home will be ready soon?" 
 
                 "No shit? When?"
 
                 "Right after the new year."
 
                 "I can hardly wait to see it!"
 
                 "When are you coming back home?” I asked her.
 
                 “Soon, I promise. This is just one of those times I need my mother, you know?”
 
                 Actually, I didn’t. I was unfamiliar with how that might feel. I hoped when the day came for Preston, I would be the kind of mother she could come to for healing after heartbreak. Of course,               I'd much prefer that no one would ever break her heart. Trey would likely go ballistic and kill the responsible party if that ever happened.
 
                 “But hey, I also need my very best friend, too and I miss her,” Gina said bringing me back to the conversation.
 
                 I smiled into the phone telling her we'd talk soon. I pulled my car into the parking lot of Edgewood Convalescence Center. Jean had been moved over to Edgewood from the hospital about a week ago. She was here for rehabilitation. Thankfully, she'd regained consciousness with no permanent brain damage. She was at Edgewood for physical therapy for the next two months.
 
                 Jean brightened as I entered her room. She was sitting up in a chair, looking at a magazine that I'd brought her a few days before, when I'd visited.
 
                 “Tylar,” she greeted me with a smile, “you're a welcome site today. How's my little one doing?”
 
                 “She's heavier than two sacks of potatoes,” I laughed. “You better be working double time with your physical therapist if you expect to be able to lift her when you get out.”
 
                 “I think my therapist might have been a Nazi in his previous life,” she moaned. “No worries, Tylar, he won’t let me be a slacker, that's for sure.”
 
                 Trey and I had discussed having Jean as live-in help once we moved into our new large home. I hadn’t said anything to Jean just yet, as I wanted to see how she progressed with her therapy. There would be a lot of steps and high ceilings to contend with in our new home. I would start back at the firm the following week to fill in for Leah until just before Christmas. Susan would be watching Preston while I worked, for as long as Trey and I needed her.
 
                 “Is Grandma being good to little Preston?” Jean asked.
 
                 “Spoiling her rotten,” I laughed.
 
                 “Can’t spoil a baby, Tylar,” Jean replied. “You can spoil your appetite or spoil a surprise, but you just can’t spoil a baby.”
 
                 “If you say so, Jean,” I said, smiling at her. We chatted a little while longer and then her ‘born again Nazi’ came into her room to take her down for her hydrotherapy, which I could only guess, involved water.
 
                 That evening at dinner, Susan announced that she was needed back in Bristol in two weeks. Clive was to undergo bypass surgery and she'd need to be there to help him during recovery. Trey and I both dropped our forks at her announcement.
 
                 “Mom,” Trey said, clearly startled, “What the hell happened? Why am I just finding out about this?”
 
                 “Because I just found out about it this afternoon. It seems your father chose to keep me out of the loop until he knew with certainty what the official diagnosis and treatment option was to be. I was just as clueless.”
 
                 “Did he have a heart attack?” I asked, stunned by the news.
 
                 “No, no—nothing like that thankfully,” she replied. “He's just been feeling tired over the past couple of months and lacked his usual energy. He didn’t want to worry anyone so he went to his doctor who then referred him to a cardiologist. He has some blockage which can be surgically corrected with a bypass. He claims it's routine.”
 
                 I didn’t say anything, but it seemed to me that anytime there was a problem with someone’s ticker that needed fixing, it hardly seemed routine.
 
                 “Tylar,” Susan said, glancing over at me, “I intend to stay and help you find someone to watch Preston after I leave. I took the liberty of calling a couple of agencies today. They'll be sending a few candidates over this week. I know you start back working on Monday, but if you trust me to do the interviewing…”
 
                 “Whoa, whoa,” I interrupted, causing Trey to look over at me quickly. “As far as I'm concerned Susan, your place is with Clive. I don’t want you worrying yourself one little bit about Preston. I'll be here to take care of her and that’s that.”
 
                 “What about going back to the firm?” Susan asked.
 
                 “As far as I’m concerned, the firm can call an agency to get temporary help. I need to stay here with Preston since you need to be with Clive.”
 
                 “Tylar,” Trey interrupted softly, “you and I will discuss this later.”
 
                 He turned his attention back to his mother, pummeling her with questions about Clive in his attorney style. He wanted to make sure that there was nothing being held back about his father’s condition. I got that. But if he thought for one second I was going to leave my baby to the care of someone other than family right now, he was sorely mistaken. As we readied ourselves for bed that evening, Trey pulled me down beside him on the bed.
 
                 “Tylar, I know that you have some trepidation about hiring someone to watch the baby after Mom leaves, but please, hear me out.”
 
                 I looked over at him as he raked his hand absently through his hair and sighed.
 
                 “The thing is, our lives have improved so much because of the treatment you've been getting for your PPD; the fact that Mom's been here makes it difficult to know if she's been part of the cure, I guess. I need to know that you're okay, no matter what. Do you understand?”
 
                 I wasn’t sure that I did understand. “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly.
 
                 He took my hand in his, massaging it gently, raising it to his face and brushing his lips against it. “I mean I need to know that you've shed the fear and anxiety of being away from the baby when it's not me or Mom watching her; that your paranoia's gone,” he said simply. “You’re right; the firm could easily call an agency and get a temp in to train to cover for Leah. That's really not the point, though.”
 
                 “What is the point?” I asked studying his face.
 
                 “The point is to know that you can function in a world where your security and peace of mind cannot always be guaranteed, I guess. I need to know that if something happened to me, that you would be okay to go on. I need to know that you can face any fears, real or imagined with something other than withdrawal and escape.”
 
                 It was in that moment that I got it. Trey was right. I'd changed after the baby was born. I wasn't the girl who had set out on her own to make a nest for her baby, asking for no one’s help. I wasn't the same girl who had defied Trey’s orders and set about to win a feature race setting the best time in the series on a long-shot quarter horse named Jezebel. I wasn't the same girl who had kicked the be-Jesus out of Charlie at the age of thirteen, and then again at the age of twenty-one when he attempted to rape me.
 
                 I recalled a conversation that I'd had the previous year with Mark. He'd told me something to the effect that a man doesn’t necessarily want a woman to change into something that she wasn't; even though it might mean a rocky road at times for them it would still be a road well-traveled together. Right now, Trey needed the assurance that I was still that girl.
 
                 “Trey,” I said softly, “I can’t say with absolute certainty that I won’t worry about Preston when she's out of my sight, but I can say that I'll do this thing for you because I know that it's important and I understand why it's important to you.”
 
                 "That's why I love you," he said softly, pulling me against him.
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   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
                 I was dressed in my new black suit peering at myself in the full-size mirror in Trey’s closet. I'd purchased new heels to go with it. I had dark nylon thigh-high stockings on with my three-inch pumps. I perched my leg up on the footstool in the dressing room to smooth the nylons up, readjusting the lacy band at the top of my thigh. Trey came out of the bathroom, having skipped his morning ritual of getting up earlier and going to the gym and showering and dressing there. He stopped short when he saw me; a slow grin crossed his face.
 
                 “Baby, you look awesome,” he said, closing the distance between us. I smiled up at him as he closed in on me, grazing my thigh with his fingertips, pulling me up against him firmly. I blushed, thinking about what had transpired the previous night. Trey and I had been making love every night for the past several; last night had been especially delicious.  
 
                 He lowered his head to mine, his lips kissing mine warmly and seductively. He moaned reflecting my sentiments exactly. I yearned for him to be inside of me once again, remembering how hot it had been the previous night. I'd worried that Susan might have heard our lovemaking, being that we were a bit louder than usual.
 
                 “I love you, baby,” he said softly. “How about helping me with my tie?”
 
                 “Certainly, Mr. Sinclair,” I answered in a coquettish manner, reaching out to start tying his tie. Trey smiled down at me, thoroughly happy that I was returning to the workforce, if only for a few weeks. I finished his tie, brushing some lint off of his suit jacket, totally mesmerized at his awesome build and great looks. 
 
                 “You look great, honey,” I breathed, raising my face back up to meet his warm lips one more time before we headed out of our suite. I could hear Susan in the kitchen and the smell of freshly brewed coffee greeted us as we entered the living room.  
 
                 Preston was in her mesh baby playpen already dressed in her pink bib overalls with a white cotton turtleneck underneath. Susan had pulled the baby’s hair up into a thin wispy ponytail on top of her head.  
 
                 She looked like a non-cartoon version of Pebbles Flintstone with that cute little sprout of hair. She was sitting up chewing on a rubber rattle when she saw us. She was teething and had taken to chewing on everything, it seemed. Preston squealed in delight at seeing Trey and I enter the room. He went over to the playpen where she was now holding her little arms up so that he'd lift her up. He didn’t hesitate in doing so, holding her close and kissing her forehead.
 
                 “Hey, Chubbers,” he greeted her with a smile, showing his dimple. She quickly returned the favor presenting her dimple to him. She was still clutching her rubber rattle and offered it to her daddy.
 
                 “I don’t want that,” he teased. “It’s got Preston-slobber all over it. Yucky!” She giggled with delight as he continued talking to her as we entered the kitchen. Susan had made coffee and poured juice for both of us. She was at the stove scrambling up some eggs with cheese the way Trey liked them.
 
                 “Good morning,” she greeted us, smiling. “Now, the both of you look so handsome. Tylar, that suit was such a good choice, honey. I’m glad you selected that one instead of the grey one. I just think the grey one hid too much of your youthful build.”
 
                 Trey chuckled, gazing at my legs appreciatively and the outline of my butt beneath the black skirt. It was Chanel, but I appeased myself with the fact that it was a basic black suit with classic lines that could be worn for a few years.
 
                 “Thank you, Susan. I’m glad you talked me into this one, as well. Has Preston had a bottle yet?”
 
                 “She was up with the chickens this morning. Grandma fed her around 6:30. She has plenty of bottles left for the day if you’re worried,” she said. Susan placed Trey’s breakfast plate in front of him. I reached over, taking the baby from him so that he could eat.
 
                 “I’m going to nurse her for just a few minutes, Susan, why don’t you go ahead and sit down and eat with Trey?”
 
                 “Okay, honey,” she said. “I’ll keep your plate warm.”
 
                 I took Preston into the living room, unbuttoning my jacket and pulling the silk camisole down to allow her access. She dropped the rubber rattle to the floor. I positioned her comfortably in the crook of my arm so I could watch her while she nursed. She locked her blue eyes on my face and watched me intently. I smiled down at her as I traced a finger along her soft cheek getting a smile from her.  
 
                 “Mommy's going to miss you today, sweet girl,” I said softly to her. “Grandma will take very good care of you, okay? Daddy and Mommy will be home later and we'll all play together before bedtime. Just like last night, okay sweet baby? Mommy loves you more than anything, Preston.”
 
                 She grinned up at me then returned to her gentle sucking. I loved her so much. She'd be five months old in less than a week. Susan had been with us for nearly six weeks. That must've been difficult for both her and Clive. I'd hate to be apart from Trey that long. 
 
                 A lot of changes had taken place in the past six weeks. I'd put further counseling sessions on hold with Karla since I was starting back to work. All in all, Karla was pleased with our sessions and the marked improvement in my emotional health.
 
                 Trey joined us a few minutes later, reaching down to take the baby so that I could eat breakfast. I kissed her cheek and buttoned myself back up. Trey distracted her from fussing about the interruption by getting some of her other toys from the playpen and having her reach for them while she sat on his lap.
 
                 Susan was cleaning up their breakfast dishes and updated me on two candidates that were coming by for an interview today. We'd seen three candidates the previous week from the agency that, for one reason or another, hadn't panned out. The agency was sending more candidates this week and we were hopeful they'd have more applicable skill sets.
 
                 The first candidate was scheduled for 10:30 a.m. and the second one was scheduled for 3:00 p.m. this afternoon. We'd decided that since I was returning to work this week, Susan would do the initial interview screening at two a day for a total of eight candidates. She'd then narrow it down to three candidates for Trey and I to interview on Saturday. She was leaving Sunday to return to Bristol. 
 
                 “Do you want me to call you on your lunch hour to let you know about the first interview this morning, Tylar?”
 
                 “That'd be great, Susan.” 
 
                 “The first interview is with a young girl named Julie who came recommended by the family in the apartment on the second floor. I met her when I was getting the mail.”
 
                 “Yes, I remember you saying that,” I replied. “Who's the second applicant?"
 
                 “That’s the retired nurse. Let’s see, I have her resume here on the counter somewhere. Her name is Sheila Bradley. Listen to this—she worked more than twenty years as a nurse in obstetrics for North Bay hospital. She's retired and misses working around babies…that sounds promising.”
 
                 I recalled reading through the resumes and seeing the one for Sheila Bradley. It struck me odd that she would have retired if she now missed working around babies enough to want a job as a babysitter. Nurses could always go back on the circuit, I would have thought.
 
                 “Anyway, I have the list of questions that you and Trey put together along with some of my own,” Susan continued. “We'll make this a very thorough process, I guarantee you.”
 
                 “I’m still going to miss you, Mom,” I replied, looking up at her.  
 
                 Her eyes teared up a bit as she came over and put her hands on my shoulders patting them. “I know, sweet girl, I'll miss you, too. It won’t be for long, though. We expect you, Trey and the baby for Thanksgiving. Clive will be totally mended by then.”
 
                 Thanksgiving was only eight weeks away. It was hard to believe all that had happened since last Thanksgiving. I was only working for the next six weeks, so I'd have a couple of weeks as a breather before we started preparations for the holidays. It'd be Preston’s first Christmas. Trey and I were excited about that. I knew Trey was worried about his dad. We'd assured Susan that we'd fly to Bristol if she needed us there. She was adamant that everything would be fine.
 
                 My first work day back at the firm was spent getting updated on everything that Leah had going over in Mr. Harmon’s area. We reviewed the current caseload, statuses, court calendar, deposition schedule and meeting notices. By lunchtime, it seemed as if I hadn’t been gone for any length of time at all.
 
                 I was eating lunch in the break room when my cell phone vibrated. It was Susan. She told me that everything had gone quite well with Julie’s interview. She'd taken detailed notes of Julie’s answers to the questions. Susan said she'd also made sure to observe the interaction between Julie and the baby. She'd been impressed with Julie and definitely felt like she'd make a finalist for this position.
 
                 We talked for a little bit longer. I asked how Preston was doing and Susan said she was napping now but due to wake up soon. Susan wanted to make sure she was awake when Nurse Bradley got there for her interview this afternoon. I told her Trey and I would try and make it home by five-thirty.
 
                 The afternoon sped by as Leah and I continued to put together an activity calendar covering important dates on Harmon’s cases to ensure nothing slipped through the cracks. I was entering the data into the database calendar which would also tie into whatever filings needed to be filed by statutory guidelines. I came across a Motion for Oral Argument that was coded as ‘MDL-JPML.’ It was scheduled in a few weeks at the 5th Circuit Court in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
 
                 “What does this mean, Leah?” I asked, showing her the printout.
 
                 “MDL,” she said, looking over my shoulder. “That’s multidistrict litigation. That’s actually one of Harmon’s and Sinclair’s class action cases under mass torts. You remember that case that was going on when you had the baby?”
 
                 I nodded remembering Gina going on about it on the phone with Ian while I was in labor at the hospital. Who could forget the bizarre questions of fact on that one?
 
                 “Well, it was only at the preliminary hearing stage back then. Apparently the case is complex and has morphed into a mass tort situation involving plaintiffs in different federal court districts. So the firm filed a Motion to centralize the case under one federal court to expedite the process. Harmon or Sinclair will give an oral argument in Baton Rouge on that date in front of the Judicial Panel on Multidistrict Litigation to see if they'll rule to grant the motion.”
 
                 I nodded as if I understood everything she'd explained, but I really didn’t. I'd ask Trey more about it later. Leah was continuing to explain in more detail about the JPML and the federal judges that comprised the panel when I stopped entering the data into my computer. I was struck by the name of one of the panel members on the JPML—it was listed as Judge Preston James Tylar. I scanned his Curriculum Vitae.
 
                 He was a federal judge appointed by the president to the 5th Circuit Court back in 1990, the same year I'd been born. I wasn’t sure of the significance of that, but in conjunction with the similarity of our names, it'd given me pause for a moment. Preston James Tylar. Tylar Jamie Preston. Weird.
 
                 “Are you okay, Tylar?” Leah was watching me from her desk, a look of concern on her face.
 
                 “Oh, yeah – sorry, Leah,” I said smiling over at her. “It’s nothing. I just got a little caught up with one of the judge’s names." 
 
                 Thankfully, my cell phone beeped indicating I had a text message so I didn’t have to explain anything further to Leah. It was Trey.
 
   How's your day going? I haven’t had the pleasure of even seeing you in passing! Tell Leah you need a break—meet me in Conference Room 3E
 
                 I flushed and smiled. He could be so wicked… 
 
                 “Leah,” I said, “I have to run to the restroom and then over to Central Filing for a few minutes."
 
                 “Okay; I've got you covered."
 
                 I gathered up a few file folders to make it look like I was about firm business and headed through the maze over to the other side of the building to the east conference room. It was located in a rarely used area of the building and this particular conference room was only used when there was an over-booking issue with the others.
 
                 I got to the doorway without being seen and slipped into the conference room. It was dark. Shit, he was probably just kidding. How stupid did I look? I turned to go back out into the deserted hallway when I felt his hands on me, pulling me back against him. His warm breath was on my neck as he whispered.
 
                 “Where do you think you're going?”
 
                 He moved in front of me quietly, closing the door to the conference room and locking it. He flicked on the track lighting, taking the folders I'd brought with me and tossing them onto the conference room table. 
 
                 He turned back to me pulling me against him as he lowered his head and his lips found mine. We kissed as if we hadn’t seen each other in weeks instead of just a few hours. His hands slid up under my skirt and his fingers moved my panties aside as they expertly plied the folds of my sex. I knew that I was wet already. 
 
                 “What’s this?” he asked, inserting a finger inside of me, gently probing. “Is my baby wet for me already?”
 
                 “Is that bad?” I asked, my tongue playfully tracing his lips. I could feel his hardness against me. Before I knew what was happening, Trey had lifted me up and set me on top of the conference room table, spreading my legs apart so that he was braced inside of them.
 
                 “Trey,” I whispered, “What are you doing? Are you crazy?”
 
                 I started to wriggle out of his grasp, but his arms were strong around me.
 
                 “I’m going to fuck you, Mrs. Sinclair. Right here, right now. I’m going to make you come as well. Do you have an issue with that?”
 
                 “Well, actually, Mr. Sinclair, there's one little problem. Do you think I wear my diaphragm 24-7?”
 
                 “Not a problem at all, baby.”
 
                 He reached into the pocket of his suit trousers and pulled out a foil-wrapped condom. I was surprised, but not shocked. I found his lips again with mine, tasting him and feeling his fingers bringing me to rapid pleasure. This was so naughty, but so damn hot! I heard the zipper of his fly go down. He backed away from me momentarily, tearing the condom packet open and rolling the condom down the length of his very erect shaft.
 
                 He was ready and so was I. He scooted me to the edge of the table, placing each of my legs around his hips. He'd pulled my skirt up around my waist. His hand guided his hard erection into my core gently. He teased me a bit going in and out very slowly, but not fully. I wanted the full length of him inside me. My hands clutched his butt pulling him in deeper. Finally, he buried himself fully into me. I moaned softly with the pleasure it gave me.
 
                 "Mmmm, that feels so good,” I said, rotating my hips in a circular rhythm.  
 
                 “Do you like that?” he asked, rocking slowly back and forth inside of me.
 
                 “Ummm…yes,” I said, feeling the head of his erection massaging my sweet spot again and again. I was quickening and Trey knew it. He wanted to prolong our pleasure. He stopped his gentle thrusting and I whined in protest.
 
                 “Easy, baby,” he crooned softly to me. “We aren’t in any hurry here, are we?”
 
                 He started rolling his hips against me once again and resumed his gentle thrusting in and out of me. My hips gyrated as I leaned back against the table, moving my legs up to his shoulders. I knew he liked it.
 
                 “God, Tylar,” he rasped, his momentum now picking up as he buried himself into me deeply.  
 
                 His in and out thrusting was becoming stronger and stronger. I felt the swell of my climax ready to peak. Trey was moaning now. He stopped suddenly and I felt the throb of his climax emptying inside of me. It was the tiny push I needed to give way to mine. My core contracted in response, squeezing him over and over again as I came with him. We both moaned softly with the sweet pleasure of our orgasms.  
 
                 When I got back to my work area, the wall clock read 3:45 p.m. I'd only been gone for thirty minutes. Leah was on a call with someone so I finished up the data inputs in Mr. Harmon’s schedule then sorted the incoming mail, date-stamping it in and distributing it.
 
                 I wondered how Susan was doing with her afternoon interview with Sheila Bradley. Susan had referred to her as "Nurse Bradley.” She probably liked the idea of a registered nurse being Preston’s babysitter. Susan could fill Trey and I in on the details at dinner.
 
                 At five, Leah and I cleaned off our desktops and filed any remaining file folders away. She took off, telling me she'd see me in the morning. Her surgery was scheduled for Wednesday morning, so tomorrow would be our last day together until she came back after surgery. I called Trey’s phone and Tonya answered.
 
                 “He’s on a phone call, Tylar,” she said. Her voice sounded strange, somehow distracted. “I’ll take a note in to him that you called down here. Why don’t you sit tight until he comes by to get you, okay?”
 
                 “Okay,” I said, puzzled by her demeanor and her choice of words.
 
                 Why wouldn’t she have just said she'd have him call me as soon as he was off the phone?  
 
                 I called the apartment realizing I hadn’t thought about the fact Susan had been busy with interviews and caring for Preston all day. I wanted to check and see if she wanted Trey and I to pick up something for dinner. Maybe she'd feel like going out to eat. That might be nice on our part to take her out for a nice dinner. The landline in our apartment rang and rang; finally the automated voicemail picked up. Maybe she was changing the baby’s diaper or something. The interview had to be over by this time.
 
                 Just then, Trey appeared in the office area. His face was ashen and his expression was as if it had been etched in stone. It reminded me a little bit of that dream that I had where Trey looked like a statue. This wasn’t a dream however.
 
                 “What is it?” I asked, a feeling of fear and panic slowly seeping in.
 
                 “We have to get to the hospital, now,” he stated firmly.
 
                 “What? Why? What happened? Oh my God,” I was starting to shriek. “Did something happen to Preston?”
 
                 “No—it’s Mom.”
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   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
                 I didn’t recall the drive to the hospital. Trey hadn't said much at all, only that he'd received a called from the police indicating that his mother had been taken there by paramedics; her condition was underdetermined at that point. There'd be detectives there to interview us once we arrived, he'd said.
 
                 “Where's Preston?” I asked Trey.
 
                 “I’m sure she was either left with a neighbor or is at the hospital with Mom,” he responded calmly. “Someone at the hospital is likely looking after her until we get there.”
 
                 “What kind of accident or injury happened to your mom?”
 
                 “I’m not sure, but let’s please hope and pray for the best okay?”
 
                 “Okay,” I answered as Trey pulled into the Emergency Room parking lot at St. Matthews Hospital.
 
                 As we entered the lobby to the ER, several police officers immediately approached, and led us to a private waiting room off of the ER, which I could only guess was used for privacy when the news was bad. I felt my throat start to close up as Trey pulled me along side of him into the room. One of the officers shut the door and instructed us to take our seats.  
 
                 “Your mother will be fine,” he assured us right off the bat.  
 
                 I breathed a sigh of relief and felt Trey relax beside me. Our relief was short-lived.
 
                 “Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair, when the paramedics brought your mother in a little while ago, she was unconscious due to a concussion. She started coming around just a few minutes ago and has been disoriented and extremely anxious. She's insisting that whoever bashed her over the head took your baby daughter. Do you have a baby daughter that would've been in the apartment with your mother when the fire alarm sounded?”
 
                 “Fire alarm?” Trey asked.
 
                 “It was just a false alarm; don’t worry your building is fine. If, in fact, your daughter's missing, it could've been an attempt to divert attention away from the alleged perpetrator.”
 
                 I hadn’t heard anything after Trey had questioned the police about the fire alarm. Oh my God, she did it! She fucking did it. I'd known that somehow and some way my mother would come back to hurt me. It was what I'd feared and dreamt about; it was the reason for the paranoia inside of me that the pills Dr. Addison had prescribed had magically tucked away from my subconscious.  
 
                 Mom had my baby. I was as sure of that as I was of my love for Trey and Preston. The bitch was mine! That was the last conscious promise I made to myself before I was blessed with darkness as my body took over and I careened into oblivion.
 
                 I was awakened abruptly by a nurse waving smelling salts underneath my nose. Trey was right there; he'd lifted me back onto my chair. The nurse had a gurney there, but I refused. I knew that I'd be fine. I had to be fine because I was going to find my baby and kill that bitch.
 
                 “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I said, pushing the nurse’s hand away with the disgusting smelling salts.
 
                 “Sweetie,” Trey pleaded, “I think you're in shock right now, as we all are, let them help you, baby.”
 
                 His eyes were teared up, pleading with me. He was destroyed; I could see that. The problem was that he didn’t know what I knew and I knew that my fucking slut of a mother was behind this and she wouldn’t be hurting Preston; I was sure of that. Preston was worth something to her, I just had to figure out what and why.
 
                 “Trey,” I pleaded, “let’s see how your mom is doing right now. We have to see what she recalls about what happened. I refuse to believe that some random faction took Preston. I know who is behind this.”
 
                 “You do?” he asked, totally in shock. "Who?”
 
                 “My mother,” I announced, very matter-of-factly. “I know that it was her. We just have to find her.”
 
                 The look that passed between my husband and the police was unmistakably one of disbelief. Okay, they thought I was nuts, paranoid; had a "Mommy issue," whatever. I knew the truth.
 
                 The detective wanted to question Trey alone, probably to see what he knew about his "Mommy-In-Law Dearest." Trey could only fill him in on what he knew for certain, which included Charlie’s connection and conspiracy with her, as well as the fact that Trey’s P.I. had discovered some time back that my mom had been living with Daniel somewhere in Indiana. I could count on Trey. He'd been with me during a lot of the fallout that could only be attributed to mom and the minions she directed, such as Charlie.
 
                 Trey guided me back out to the waiting room, instructing me to sit there until the detective had finished questioning him. He made me promise that I'd sit still. 
 
                 Whatever…he needs to chill. I have a plan.
 
                 Trey returned to the small room where the detective was most likely questioning him on both of our mental stability, and why we might want out baby daughter dead. I'd seen enough movies on cable to know how it flowed. I hoped that Trey wouldn’t take offense. It was standard procedure to suspect a family member after an “alleged” abduction.
 
                 My hopes were dashed when I heard my husband’s voice getting louder and louder. He dropped several “F” bombs before he exited the room, indicating that any future questioning would be conducted with his own counsel present. Weird he would seek other counsel to defend us against…what? I knew damn well who the perp was. I was certain I'd be able to unravel her whereabouts given the resources I knew that Trey could afford to provide.
 
                 Trey held his hand out for me to take it as he pulled me from the chair and we headed out toward the lobby. He asked someone at the “help” desk about his mother. 
 
                 We were directed to ER 5, where Susan was currently getting treatment for whatever injuries she'd sustained during her “accident.”
 
                 As we entered ER 5 behind the curtain, Susan was laying upon a gurney. She had a bandage over one eye and another around her forehead. Oh God, what had my mother done to her? Trey immediately was by her side, leaning over, kissing her cheek. Her eyes sprang open and they were full of guilt, pain and fear.
 
                 “Oh, Trey,” she wept, “Tylar, can you ever forgive me?” She was wailing, tears flowing down her cheeks. She was near hysteria. A young doctor was beside her, giving her an injection of some sort.               He turned to Trey.  
 
                 “This will calm her,” he explained. “She's had a major shock with what she's been through today. She'll be out in just a few minutes.”
 
                  I needed to work fast, I realized, as I approached her gurney, taking her hand into mine. “Susan,” I said gently, “we want you to calm down and relax. You need to take care of your health for the moment, okay? No one is angry with you, do you understand?”
 
                 She nodded pathetically, totally grief-stricken about what had happened. I needed to get some questions answered before she drifted off.
 
                 “Okay,” I said, steadfast in my mission. “Can you please tell me what happened to Preston?”
 
                 “Nurse Bradley took her,” she choked out between tears. “During the interview, Preston started fussing to eat. I asked Nurse Bradley to hold her while I went to the kitchen and warmed up a bottle of milk. I heard the baby stop fussing while I was out in the kitchen.”  
 
                 Susan was sobbing now, totally absorbed in her tears and guilt. I could see that.
 
                 “What happened?” I prodded, as Trey stood by in a zombie-like trance.
 
                 “Well, when I came out with Preston’s bottle, I saw that Nurse Bradley was sitting on the couch with her. She had her blouse unbuttoned and she was…”
 
                 Susan stopped to sob louder now, clearly disoriented by what she'd observed. I needed her to finish.
 
                 “What, Susan?” I pressed, my voice louder and more demanding than I'd intended.
 
                 “She was nursing the baby,” she wailed. “Preston was latched onto her breast, nursing from her!”
 
                 “What the fuck?” I said loudly.
 
                 Susan starting wailing louder; Trey had turned into a statue again.
 
                 “Susan…Susan,” I said firmly. “What happened then?” I could tell that she was starting to feel the effects of whatever drug she'd been given.
 
                 “I asked her what the hell she thought she was doing. She said she'd lost a baby, but kept pumping her breasts. She said she'd been donating her breast milk to the Fulton County Milk Bank. I told her she needed to leave and I went to take Preston from her. She kicked me with her foot and I landed on the floor. She laid Preston on the couch, grabbed the poker from the fireplace and bashed me on the head with it. The next thing that I remember is being here.”
 
                 She continued sobbing; my heart went out to her. Trey leaned down, kissing her and stroking her hair. He told her that everything would be okay. I had one more question that I desperately needed to ask Susan before she sank into oblivion.
 
                 “Susan,” I said loudly. “I thought Nurse Bradley had retired from the hospital; how could she have been of child-bearing age?”
 
                 Susan looked me dead in the eye when she answered. “There's no way that lady was any older than forty, I swear; gray wig and all, I could tell she wasn’t more than late thirties or very early forties.”
 
                 “Wig?” I asked.  
 
                 It was too late. Susan had drifted off to sleep. I had no further description from her, other than she knew that the faux Nurse Bradley had been wearing a gray wig and that she, in no way, looked like she was old enough to have been retired after twenty years spent as a nurse.
 
                 I did recall that the resume at our apartment for this Sheila Bradley had said her nursing years had been spent at North Bay hospital where I'd delivered Preston. We needed to get there.
 
                 Trey was still in shock. He was on the phone with one of his partners letting them know the situation. They assured him they'd pull all strings possible with the authorities to get an Amber Alert issued.  
 
                 The problem was, we had nothing to go on. Susan wasn't even up to talking to a sketch artist at the moment. We'd no clue what the perp was driving, though I strongly suspected it was a newer model, white SUV; the same type of vehicle that had struck Jean.
 
                 The attending physician who had been treating Susan came in to let us know that they were admitting her overnight for observation of her head injury. Trey wanted to stay with her, but he didn’t want me to be alone at home. He was right. Seeing Preston’s stuff and anything that had been a part of the struggle with Susan against my mother would be disturbing. 
 
                 I stayed with Susan while Trey made a couple more phone calls. He called Clive to let him know what had happened. Gina had returned to Atlanta the previous day. He called her to see if she'd come and get me for the night. He let me know that she was on her way to pick me up and that I was to stay there until I heard from Trey in the morning. He'd talked to Tristan and Nigel as well; Tristan was getting the first available flight to Atlanta. Trey needed his family’s support right now. 
 
                 I didn’t want to be away from him, but I knew that both of us couldn't stay with his mother. Trey was constantly on his cell phone with the police and state highway patrol. I knew this wouldn’t do any good. My mother, if nothing else, was good at duplicity and avoiding detection. What she'd failed to consider was the magnitude of love I had for my baby, and that was her fatal mistake. I'd bet the whore’s life on it. 
 
                 Once off of the phone, Trey cautioned me to say no more about my suspicions regarding my mother. I wasn’t sure if it was because he thought me delusional, but the reasoning he gave me sounded logical. He said that if the local authorities deemed this a “domestic incident,” it would delay getting the FBI involved.  
 
                 Trey wanted every resource available to be involved in finding Preston. I wouldn't hinder that in any way. He said we couldn't discount that maybe this had been a kidnapping for ransom, in which case we wanted the assistance of the feds.
 
                 I knew my mother well enough to know that kidnapping for ransom wasn't her game. She didn’t possess the international savvy it would take to leave the country after it was all over and keep a low profile for the rest of her life. She didn’t operate that way. Preston was valuable to her, but for some other reason; something less dramatic but equally lucrative, without the risk.  
 
                 She'd made a grave mistake in underestimating the love that Trey and I both had for our baby girl. That's because my mother didn't understand the concept of love. She'd soon experience the wrath that results when a loved one is put at risk. She'd crossed a very dangerous line this time.
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                 Once at Gina’s, she was all over me, weeping and sobbing, telling me that she was there for me in any way that I needed her. I did need Gina’s help at the moment as this window of opportunity presented itself only briefly.
 
                 “Gina,” I said sternly, “you need to get it together. I can use your help, but not if you're hysterical!"
 
                 She looked at me through tear-stained eyes, puzzled at my calm demeanor. I wasn't calm. I was nowhere near calm, but I knew what I needed to do and I knew that I had to act quickly before Trey became aware of what I was doing.
 
                 “I need you to take me to the airport, tonight. I've booked a flight to Indianapolis that leaves at 10:17 p.m."
 
                 “What the fuck are you talking about Tylar?” she all but screeched.
 
                 “Listen, Gina, I can tell right now that the local authorities are skeptical about Preston’s disappearance. You should've heard the way they interrogated Trey at the hospital. I know my mom is responsible for this. You're my best friend. I need your trust and your help. Do I have it?” 
 
                 “Abso-fucking-tutely!” she said without pause. “Let me get you some clothes and a duffel bag. Do you need money?”
 
                 “No, I’m good with my credit cards. It’s not like I’m running away. You can tell Trey where I’ve gone once he gets here tomorrow. I know where Daniel is living. I need to get a jump on this just in case he's still in touch with my mother. He must have some information that could possibly help.”
 
                 “Let’s get going then,” she said without hesitation.
 
                 Once I landed in Indianapolis, I had to take a shuttle to a little town outside West Lafayette, Indiana where Daniel was living. I'd gotten the address when I called his parent's home earlier, pretending to be Abby Dunsmire from the reunion committee planning the five-year class reunion from our high school.  
 
                 His mom had been more than willing to spill all available information on Daniel, candy-coating it a bit. She said he'd left college to pursue a career in agriculture. Translation: he worked on a farm. She said that he'd been involved on a major R & D project at one of the primary employers of large heavy equipment in West Lafayette. Translation: factory worker. She explained that this had led him to pursue agriculture, as he felt he could contribute more to that particular line of work.
 
                 I'd booked a night at a Marriott Hotel close by. I planned on getting up as early as possible and finding Daniel’s rural address as I knew he must be a farm worker. He certainly wouldn't have had the funds to buy his own farm, unless my mother had invested my trust money in it, which I highly doubted. It was more likely that my mother had been sponging off of him for the length of time she'd been there.
 
                 I found the farm easily with the GPS on my rental car. I arrived there just after dawn, before he went out to do whatever it is farmers do at the break of dawn. The farmhouse was small and dumpy. I noticed my old blue Jeep Cherokee Laredo parked by the side of the barn next to the house. My heart quickened. What if Mom was here? That meant that Preston was here as well; or that I was totally off-base in my assertion that my mother had taken the baby. I had to know one way or another. If the abductor wasn't my mom, then I guess I'd be starting from scratch on this. I couldn’t be wrong. My baby’s quick return depended on me being right about this!
 
                 I walked up the short dirt path to the door. There was no doorbell, so I pounded on the storm door with my fist several times. I could hear someone moving about inside.  
 
                 The curtain on the door moved a smidgeon and I heard a mumbled curse. He'd better open the damn door. I wasn't averse to kicking the glass in if need be. I heard the lock turn and the door opened. Daniel was standing there in a pair of grey sweat pants and a dirty tee shirt. His hair was in dire need of a trim, and it appeared he didn’t shave very often these days.  
 
                 I wasn’t sure that he recognized me at first as his expression was simply impassive. “Daniel? It’s me. It’s Tylar,” I said hesitantly, not sure if he was even awake enough to comprehend what I'd said.
 
                 “I know who the fuck you are. What do you want?” he asked, acidly.
 
                 “What I want is to know where my mother is,” I commented, just as acidly. “More importantly, I want to know where the slut took my baby and what part you played in this, so that I can make sure you're charged as an accessory.” 
 
                 He attempted to shut the door, but my foot was planted firmly between it and the door jamb. “You know Daniel; you can talk to me or you can talk to the authorities. What you don’t want to do, though, is deal with my husband, who is likely finding out just about now where I am.”
 
                 He reluctantly opened the door allowing me to step inside the house. It smelled of whiskey and dirty clothes. 
 
                 “What the hell are you talking about?” he asked, rubbing his unshaven face and looking totally clueless.
 
                 “Look, asshole,” I said plainly, “I didn’t travel here to listen to you feign ignorance about my mom and what she's been up to these last few weeks.”
 
                 He cut me off abruptly, either out of stupidity or ignorance because I was going nowhere until I'd drained his mind of any information that might help me locate my mother. 
 
                 “Get the hell out of here, Tylar. I don’t know what the hell you're talking about and I don’t fucking care. I don’t want you or that slut that raised you in my house. Now get out unless you want the police here."
 
                 “Go ahead,” I hissed, daring him to do just that. “I want them here so that they can question a potential material witness, at the very least, and a possible accessory to kidnapping.”
 
                 I had his attention. He finally managed an expression and there was a hint of fear in it. “Come on into the kitchen,” he invited. “I need some fucking coffee.”
 
                 I followed him through the closed-in back porch that now looked as if it served as a utility room. There was an old washer and dryer in it, as well as a mound of dirty clothing piled right in front of it. The kitchen opened up right beyond the utility room. I saw a stack of dirty dishes on the counter and in the sink. A ‘Mr. Coffee’ had some coffee pouring into the pot. Daniel rinsed out two dirty coffee mugs, pouring himself one and starting to pour one for me.
 
                 “No, thanks,” I said, taking a seat at the small kitchen table.
 
                 He brought his mug of coffee to the table and took a heavy gulp of it before he raised his bloodshot eyes to me.  
 
                 What the fuck has happened to him?
 
                 “You’re probably wondering why I look like shit.”
 
                 “What I’m concerned about, Daniel, is where my baby has been taken since my mother abducted her and assaulted my mother-in-law.”
 
                 “Your baby? I didn't even know you had a baby.” He said it very matter-of-factly, as if it was of no consequence. “You know,” he said, “I was supposed to have a baby, too. I lost mine. Maggie and I loved one other, Tylar. I know you probably don’t get that; it’s hard to understand, but it just happened. It started on our prom night…”
 
                 I interrupted him, not willing to relive that drama when more important things needed to be discussed. “Daniel, I know about all of that. I don’t really give a damn. I flew here from Atlanta because my baby, my five-month-old baby girl, was taken from my husband’s and my home while my mother-in-law was interviewing babysitters. And I believe it was my mother who took her and assaulted my mother-in-law. What I want to know is how you're involved?”
 
                 “Hey, I'm not involved in any way with what supposedly happened to you and your baby! I haven’t seen Maggie for about six months. She and I were living together after she'd quit her job and moved here from Radcliff. I was still in school, but I needed to be with her. I quit school and got a job in a factory. I thought everything was good. One day I come home from work and she was fucking gone. No note…nothing. She'd taken my Ford Bronco; left that piece of shit Jeep here for me. I didn’t hear from her for months. She finally brought her ass back home. She was more than six months pregnant. She said it was mine.”
 
                 He stopped and got up, walking to the counter and picking up a nearly empty pack of cigarettes, pulling one out and lighting it. He pulled a dirty dish from the sink, plunking it down on the table to use for an ashtray.
 
                 “I do believe the baby was mine," he continued. "She claimed she'd been out and about, trying to earn more money so that our baby would be well taken care of since I'd quit college for her. I really believed her. She went into labor a few weeks early here at home. We had no medical insurance. She didn’t want me to take her to the hospital. She said women had delivered babies at homes for centuries. She said she'd instruct me on what to do. She'd read up on it.”
 
                 He got up from his chair at the table and poured a shot of Jim Beam into his coffee mug, then topped it off with coffee. “Don’t judge me,” he commented, noticing how I'd watched what he'd done. “You've no idea how much pain that woman has caused me.”
 
                 “Oh, I think that I have a clue,” I said sarcastically. “Please, go on.”
 
                 “I assisted her during labor. Man she was in a whole lot of pain. I finally couldn’t take her screaming anymore so I called the paramedics. By the time they got here and transported her to the hospital, our baby was stillborn. He'd strangled on his own umbilical cord, something that wouldn't have happened if a doctor had been there.”
 
                 “What happened after that?” I prodded. I needed the whole story; everything that he knew that could help me figure out where the nut job had taken my baby.
 
                 “She kinda lost it. She said that had been her last chance to have a child, and that she'd always wanted one. I guess she had gone through an abortion years back, and after that, a doctor had told her that she'd have problems conceiving. I mean, she just seemed to go off the deep end. She didn’t seem to want me any longer…” 
 
                 He broke off then, genuinely upset about discussing this with me. He seemed devastated about what had happened.
 
                 “What'd she mean about always wanting to have a child? What did she think I was, for Chrissake?”
 
                 “You don’t know, do you?” He paused, stubbing his cigarette out. “I didn’t think you did.” 
 
                 He got up and poured more coffee into his mug. A sardonic smile passed briefly across his face. He shook his head as if he wasn’t all that surprised that I apparently was to be the last one to find out about what he was ready to tell me. 
 
                 “She’s not your mom. She’s your aunt,” he stated simply. “Your birth mom died before you were a year old. They were sisters. Maggie took you in to raise. She wasn't too happy about it, either. Said she did it because she'd promised her sister, your mother, she would. I think she did it for the money. It was always about the money with her.”
 
                 I was suddenly filled with raw emotion, some of it was relief knowing that I wasn't a direct descendant of the duplicitous bitch; but I also wondered if my birth mom had been cut from the same cloth as "Aunt Maggie." If that was the case, it was a moot point.
 
                 “Speaking of which,” I interrupted, “what did she do with the fifty-plus thousand dollars she stole from my trust fund last year?”
 
                 It was Daniel’s turn to be blind-sided. I could tell he had no clue about the money she took from me. “She didn’t have any money to speak of that I knew about when she got here. She'd cashed her last pay check, closed her checking account, and came in her Jeep loaded down with her clothes and some personal shit. That was about it.”
 
                 “Did she have a job while she lived here with you?”
 
                 He snorted derisively, which answered my question. She'd devised a way to hide her tracks and stay under the radar after she'd robbed me of my trust. But why take the money if she wasn’t going to spend it? 
 
                 Maybe she had loved Daniel in her own perverted way. Maybe she'd kept the money hidden away in case their relationship hadn’t worked out. It sounded as if her losing the baby had been the driving factor in her leaving Daniel and then taking my baby. But how could she have known where I was or even that I was pregnant? There was much more to be uncovered.
 
                 “Daniel, is there anything else that you can tell me? Did she call you at all after she left? Did she give you any indication that she was planning to leave?”
 
                 “My parents came up for the private burial of the baby. They hated Maggie for corrupting their only son as they liked to put it, but they were civil to her that day. They picked up the tab for the burial. We named him even though he was stillborn. Maggie said that everyone deserved to have a name they could be proud to carry, dead or alive. She named him Daniel Renaud and I insisted he carry my last name, Henderson.”
 
                 “Daniel Renaud Henderson,” I repeated out loud. “Where did she come up with the middle name, do you know?”
 
                 “She said it was her name. I don’t know, maybe it was her maiden name. She did say that she'd been married briefly. It was supposedly her husband who had forced her to get an abortion.”
 
                 Except that, according to what Trey’s investigator had learned, Maggie had never been married. Of course, he would've been searching through court and vital statistics records under the name of “Preston,” and not “Renaud.” This might prove to be an important piece of information.
 
                 “Where did she get the name Preston?” I questioned him.
 
                 “How the hell should I know, Tylar? Most of everything she ever told me was a fucking lie! I only accidently found out that she wasn’t your mom. That slipped out after she delivered our stillborn baby. She was ranting and raving, blaming herself for not going to the hospital.”
 
                 “Why was she so against going to the hospital?” I asked.
 
                 “She said she needed to stay underneath the radar on account of you were harassing her about her involvement with me and that you had threatened her in some way. I pointed out that you were still her daughter and she needed to make things right. That’s when she slipped and told me. She didn’t provide any more details other than what I've told you, I swear.”
 
                 “Daniel, you said she took your vehicle. May I ask what type of vehicle she took?”
 
                 “It’s a 2010 white Ford Bronco. It was a present from my parents. It’s still registered in my name. I’ll write down the license plate number for you. She may have switched plates, though. I’ll get the VIN for you too. She transferred her Jeep into my name. She wanted nothing in her name. She said she simply needed to disappear, so that we could be together without complications.”
 
                 “Why haven’t you reported your vehicle stolen?”
 
                 “Shit, Tylar, I’m not looking for revenge. I loved her once, you know?”
 
                 “Did you buy this farm?” I asked.
 
                 “Yeah, I put $15,000 of my college grant money on it. Maggie said we could plant corn, beans and wheat to sell at market; raise chickens and sheep and make our living off of the land. Right, the place is in foreclosure.”
 
                 “What about a cell phone, Daniel? Doesn’t she even have a cell phone?”
 
                 “She used those track phones, the disposable ones that you can change the number every time you buy a new one. She used mine for a while, but she racked my fucking bill up so high, I put a stop to that.”
 
                 “Who was she calling?”
 
                 “I don’t know. A bunch of calls to Mississippi, from what I remember. She claimed it was a business partner. Then some calls from Virginia. Those were incoming; fucking collect calls from a goddamn prison!"
 
                 He shook his head, a look of pure disgust on his face. “Here I am working nights at the factory and she's accepting those fucking calls; probably having some hot and heavy phone sex with a fucking inmate.  She's a freak, a fucking freak that’s all I can say.”
 
                 Just then, we heard someone pounding on the back door of Daniel’s house. “Christ! What now?” he snapped.  
 
                 He left the kitchen to go and answer the door. I glanced around the kitchen and peered into the living room to see if I could recognize any clues to show that my mother had been here recently. I saw nothing.
 
                 Suddenly, I heard a commotion coming from the back door. The voice was unmistakable.
 
                 “I believe you have something of mine, Mr. Henderson?”
 
                 “Who the hell are you?”
 
                 “Trey Sinclair. I believe you have my wife inside.”
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                 Trey was livid, but managed to contain his anger until we were safely out of Daniel’s hovel. I saw Tristan standing outside of what I presumed was Trey’s rental car. He opened the passenger side of my rental car and told me to get in. I watched in the side mirror as Trey went over and spoke to Tristan briefly, then returned to my car getting in on the driver’s side.
 
                 “Give me the keys,” he ordered, none too politely. I handed the keys to him, trying to make eye contact, but having no luck. As we headed down the rural road towards Indianapolis, I finally found the nerve to speak.               
 
                 “Trey, I know you're angry with me for coming up here, but I did manage to find some potentially useful information. I know for sure now that my mom, Maggie, has Preston.”
 
                 “Tylar,” he spoke softly but his voice was like steel, “do you remember the promises that we made to each other on our wedding day?”
 
                 “Of course I do; but if you’ll---”
 
                 “I promised that I'd protect you and keep you safe,” he interrupted. “You promised you'd be with me during times of joy and times of sorrow. This is a time of sorrow for both of us. Until we find our baby and she's safely back home with us, I don’t want you out of my sight.”
 
                 I looked over at Trey; I saw a tear roll down his cheek and then another. I reached my hand up to his cheek capturing it with my thumb. I couldn’t take it if he fell apart on me right now. I hadn't allowed myself to cry for my baby. The thought that this would have anything other than a positive outcome was simply unfathomable to me.
 
                 “Hey” I whispered hoarsely, “Please don’t think that I'd ever do anything to make you feel like this. I just wanted to help. I wanted to get the ball rolling and not wade through all of the bureaucratic red tape to get started in this search for Preston. I didn’t want to waste precious time while the authorities tried to figure out whether we were the perps in all of this.”
 
                 “I know, baby, that sickened me as well, but as an officer of the court, I know that they're just doing their job, no matter how cruel it seems to us. When Gina told me where you went late last night, I was scared, Tylar.”
 
                 “Why didn’t you call my cell?”
 
                 “I tried. Your cell is shut off.”
 
                 I rifled through my purse until I located my cell phone. The battery had died. “I’m sorry; it was nothing I was trying to keep from you. I told Gina to let you know when you came by today. Obviously, you found out sooner.”
 
                 “Why would you put yourself in that kind of danger? You know damn well your mother had plotted to kill you at one point, for Chrissake. So, you don’t care what that does to me?”
 
                 “Trey, I said that I was sorry and I am, but I don’t regret going because I found out some valuable information.”
 
                 I filled Trey in on the main points of my conversation with Daniel; my mother was really my aunt; my birth mother was her sister and died before I was a year old. I told him the car Maggie took was Daniel’s white Ford Explorer, and that he'd provided the license and VIN numbers. I told him she'd received collect calls from a prison in Virginia, she'd made multiple calls to Mississippi, and there was a good chance she'd hoarded the money she got from my trust and was potentially using it now to stay beneath the radar. I let him know that her maiden name was possibly "Renaud."
 
                 “Did you say Renaud?”
 
                 I finally had Trey’s attention. “Yes, why? It’s not a common name. Have you heard it before?”
 
                 “Yes. That’s the last name of the agent for TJ Properties, the L.L.C. in Mississippi that held the deed to your house in Radcliff until you turned twenty-one, remember?”
 
                 “Yes, but I thought you said you didn’t have any luck in finding out the identity of the Trustor when you went to Jackson last year.”
 
                 “I didn’t think that I had. All I had was the post office box number of the L.L.C.; the phone number listed on the UCC filing was no longer a working number. I literally hung out at the post office for damn near a full day until someone came to collect the mail from it. It was a man named ‘Renaud.’ I think his first name was Matthew. I explained I represented you in a matter involving your trust. It was then that he informed me that the property in Radcliff was to be deeded to you upon your twenty-first birthday. He didn’t offer much more information, nor was he required to do so. As I explained before, L.L.C.’s are not required to disclose.”
 
                 “Do you remember what he looked like?”
 
                 “He didn’t stand out one way or another. He was probably late forties, why?”
 
                 “He might be my father,” I replied.
 
                 “I thought you said that Daniel said the name Renaud could have been Maggie’s maiden name?”
 
                 “Yes, but he also said nearly everything that came out of her mouth was a lie. God, I don’t know what to think! She wove such an intricate web of lies and deceit for all of these years; yet there's always a grain of truth hidden somewhere. It’s just picking it out that's so fucking complicated.”
 
                 “I know, sweetie, but I do think the name is significant. Once we're home, I’ll get the investigator working on it, okay?”
 
                 “How’s your mom?” I asked, suddenly ashamed that I'd caused Trey to leave her because he'd been compelled to make sure that I was safe.
 
                 “Physically, she'll be fine. Emotionally, she’s a wreck. She's blaming herself for all of it. My father flew down and he'll fly back with her this morning. Tristan will be staying with us for a couple of days and then will fly to Bristol to stay with Mom after dad’s surgery.”
 
                 “Why's Tristan staying with us?”
 
                 “Because I have to go back to the firm to get my case load divided up so that I can focus on getting Preston back. I don’t want you left alone. Tristan will see to it that you're kept safe when I can’t be with you.”
 
                 I found it comforting to know that I wouldn’t be left in our apartment alone. I hadn’t been back there since the last morning that I'd held and nursed my baby girl. She'd looked so cute with her little ‘Pebbles Flintstone’ hair-style. Tears brimmed in my eyes. I hadn’t allowed myself to cry yet. I was afraid that, if I allowed myself to cry, then it was an admission that she might never be back with us. I couldn’t bear the thought of that; I couldn’t imagine wanting my life to go on without her in it. My sobs escaped in a flood of tears. Trey pulled the car over to the side of the road and turned it off. He unfastened my seat belt and pulled me over into his arms. I let it all out, not caring how loud or hard I cried. He held me in his arms, stroking my hair.
 
                 “I want my baby back!” I wailed it over and over again. “Trey, I need her back with me.”
 
                 “I know baby. I know,” he choked, unable to contain his tears. “We'll get her back, I promise you that. The FBI has our phone tapped; they're checking the surveillance videos from the lobby and parking garage. The Georgia State Police have issued Levi’s Call. We'll have our Chubbers back soon, baby, I promise.”
 
                 The tears and the emotion had caused a letdown in my breasts. They were so full of milk they hurt. Damn, why hadn’t I thought to bring my breast pump? I had to keep my milk flowing or I would dry up. I wasn't about to let Maggie be the last one to nurse my baby.
 
                 “Trey, do we have time before our flight back to stop somewhere and buy a breast pump? I need to keep pumping until Preston is back.”
 
                 “Sure sweetie,” he said, kissing my lips gently.
 
                 Our apartment seemed empty and desolate upon our return. Trey had obviously been back there since the incident to get his mom’s stuff packed up. She and Clive had already flown out by the time we got in. They were to call Trey later this evening. Tristan would stay in the bed in the nursery where Susan had slept. I couldn’t bring myself to go into that room. Trey had kept the door shut since we'd arrived back home.
 
                 I immediately went to our suite to take a shower. I felt exhausted and drained. I emerged from the bathroom in my warm terrycloth robe, with a towel wrapped around my damp hair. I climbed up on our bed with my breast pump and empty bottles. I was able to fill two of them.  
 
                 Trey came in just after I'd finished pumping. “Do you want me to put these in the refrigerator?” he asked.
 
                 “Yes please, but make sure you put one of those stickers I have out there in the kitchen with the day of the week printed on it, okay?"
 
                 “Sure, baby,” he said, taking his leave.  
 
                 I removed the towel from my hair and combed through the damp locks. My eyes drifted to her white bassinet that was still in our room. She'd nearly outgrown it, but I still had occasionally put her in it for naps before I'd started back to work at the firm.
 
                 The firm. 
 
                 I hadn't given the firm a single thought since all of this had happened, but right now something popped up in my mind. There was something I recalled coming up in the next few weeks in front of a panel of judges. That’s right—it was with a federal judge who had a name like mine only backwards. Judge Preston James Tylar. It was scheduled in a court in Baton Rouge, as I remembered.
 
                 I got up from the bed to find Trey. I'd meant to mention this to him before all of this happened. I walked down the hallway and saw that the light was on in his study. 
 
                 I quietly approached the door expecting him to have his cell phone up to his ear while typing on his laptop, but his chair was turned so that his back was to me. He was leaning back staring over at the corner of the room. It was Preston’s empty swing. One of her little rubber squeeze toys was in the tray by the seat. I watched as Trey leaned forward and picked up the little pink rubber clothespin that had a face on it. He squeezed it a couple of times making it squeak the way she did when she chewed on it.
 
                 I saw his shoulders shake with sadness. He lowered his head into his hands, covering his face and sobbed. He was in just as much pain as I was right now. What had made me think that my pain was any worse than his? I hurried over to him, placing my hand on his shoulder. He looked up at me with his beautiful sapphire eyes reflecting his pain and his sadness.
 
                 “God, Tylar,” he choked, “Will you ever be able to forgive me?”
 
                 I knelt down in front of him, taking his hands in mine, totally confused as to why my husband felt that he needed to ask for my forgiveness.
 
                 “Trey, I don’t understand. What have you done that would make you think you need my forgiveness?”
 
                 “I didn’t listen to you when you were having those dreams. They were premonitions, weren’t they? I fucking insisted you go back to the office, even when it meant having to hire someone to come in to our home and take care of the baby! Look what I’ve caused! Because of me, my mother's been injured and my daughter's gone…abducted.”
 
                 “Trey, you were worried about me. You did what you thought was in my best interest. Remember you telling me that you wanted to know that I could survive in a world where peace of mind and security weren’t guaranteed without withdrawing or freaking out? You wanted me to be a strong person, not a paranoid person.”
 
                 “I thought it was concern,” he replied angrily, “maybe it was pure and simple jealousy.”
 
                 “I don’t understand,” I replied.
 
                 “I don’t know, Tylar. Maybe I was just jealous of all of the attention you gave the baby and felt left out. Perhaps my motivation was more self-serving.”
 
                 “I don’t believe that for one minute, Trey. Even Dr. Hunter had concerns. You need to stop beating yourself up with this. We need to be a team more than ever now.”
 
                 He raked his hands through his hair, continuing to look tormented. I couldn’t bear to see him like that. I needed to do something so that we connected again. I raised myself up and crawled into his lap. I cupped my hands around his beautiful face, kissing his tears away. Our lips met and we kissed hungrily. I pulled back, my eyes searching his.
 
                 “I need you to make love to me, Trey.”
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                 Much later, Trey and I lay entwined in each other's arms, clinging to one another in love and support, neither of us able to sleep. It dawned on me that Tristan was staying with us, but I'd not seen him earlier. I disentangled myself from Trey, sitting up quickly.
 
                 "What is it babe?" he asked, sitting up with me.
 
                 “I forgot to see if Tristan needed anything. Did he get settled in the guest room?” I refused to refer to it as the nursery until Preston was home.
 
                 “He’s fine,” Trey answered. “He was watching ESPN in the living room earlier in between ‘sext’ messages.”
 
                 “What?” A faint smile finally graced Trey's lips. “It appears that Tristan is either in love or in lust. I haven’t quite figured it out yet. Some woman named Libby," he replied.
 
                 “Does she live in California?”
 
                 “Actually, she lives here in Atlanta. He met her on the plane."
 
                 “Are you serious?”
 
                 He nodded, smiling. “I think Tristan's on the cusp of his mid-life crisis,” he added.
 
                 “Oh right, he's turning forty soon. I guess I forgot about that. Your mom said something a week or so ago about throwing him a major party for the occasion.”
 
                 “We’ve had a lot on our minds, baby. I’m sure if we fast forward to the party we'll have Preston in our arms for the occasion.”
 
                 “The sooner, the better,” I remarked, tearing up again.
 
                 “Tristan is planning on moving back to Virginia.”
 
                 “Really?” I asked. “What about his winery?”
 
                 “He's selling it to Nigel; he wants to expand the winery at the ‘Belle. He's working the details out with Dad."
 
                 “Go to sleep now, baby.”
 
                 “Goodnight, Trey. I love you.”
 
                 “Goodnight, Baby. I love you.”
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   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
                 By ten o'clock the following morning, Trey had updated the Georgia State Police with the information relative to the VIN number, license plate numbers, year, make and model of Daniel’s SUV to update Levi’s Call. Pictures of the vehicle, along with pictures of Preston and Maggie, were run on the local network evening news all over Georgia.
 
                 The FBI had also alerted the same updated information for AMBER alerts in Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, Virginia, Indiana and Kentucky. A photo of Maggie and Preston had been dispatched to all of the applicable agencies with an alert that Maggie may be wearing a grey wig in order to appear older than her forty-two years of age.
 
                 Trey, along with his parents had personally put up a $200,000 reward for anyone submitting information that led to the safe return of our baby, no questions asked. The feds weren’t keen on this type of incentive. Trey and I were willing to do whatever it took to get our baby back.
 
                 Trey needed to go into the office, so Tristan was taking me down to the police station where a detective was going to be questioning Sheila Bradley from the resume that Maggie had used to get signed with the agency. What was the connection?
 
                 Tristan and I headed downtown around 10:30 a.m. to meet with the detectives. We were ushered into a room with a two-way, glass window where we could view the questioning. “How are you holding up, Tylar?” he asked gently.
 
                 “I’m fine, Tristan, as long as I keep myself busy and active in the search.”
 
                 “I thought as much,” he replied. "Don't worry; we'll get her back."
 
                 A detective came into the room with us. He introduced himself as Detective Hook. He informed us that the investigators were on their way in with Sheila Bradley. 
 
                 Within moments, the door opened and Sheila Bradley was ushered in by two detectives. The female detective started the questioning; identifying each of them, explaining that the interview was being videotaped. She asked Sheila the basic questions: name, date of birth, current residence, employment, marital status and so forth. She then presented Sheila a photo of Maggie. It was the same photo being circulated by the media, so chances were Sheila knew why she was being questioned.
 
                 “Do you recognize the woman in this picture, Mrs. Bradley?”
 
                 “Yes, I believe that I do. She came to the hospital a few months back and wanted to see her newborn grandchild. It was past visiting hours. She gave me a sob story.”
 
                 “What kind of story?” the detective probed.
 
                 “She said she'd just arrived in Atlanta an hour or so before coming to the hospital. She said that her daughter had been through a very difficult labor and delivery and that she didn’t want to bother her. She just wanted a glimpse of her grandbaby. She didn’t even know if her daughter had delivered a boy or a girl. She provided me with her daughter’s name and I pulled her file.”
 
                 “What happened then, Mrs. Bradley?”
 
                 “I didn’t see any harm in letting the woman see her granddaughter, so I told her to wait outside the window in the hall. I collected the baby girl and allowed her grandma to see her behind the glass. There was absolutely no risk to the baby, I assure you.”
 
                 “Did you see this woman again?”
 
                 “Yes, as of matter of fact I did. It was that same night. I'd clocked out after my shift and got on the elevator to go down to the ground floor and she was already on the elevator, which I found strange because visiting hours were over everywhere in the hospital. She approached me when I got outside to the parking lot as I was getting into my car.”
 
                 “What did she say?”
 
                 “She thanked me for my compassion in allowing her to see her grand-daughter. She said that her daughter, unfortunately, had gotten herself into a predicament with this man, the father of her grandchild, and that he was abusive to her daughter. She said she was trying to help her daughter leave the man, and that he couldn't know she was in town. She asked me if I'd help her get access to the baby to keep her out of harm's way."
 
                 “Are you saying she wanted you to assist her in taking the baby from the hospital?” Detective Hook spoke up.
 
                 “That’s what I gathered. I told her flat out, no way. She offered me $20,000 and said that it would never come back on me. I told her no way again and told her to leave me alone.”
 
                 “Then what happened?” the investigator questioned.
 
                 “She became very angry; she became a totally different person. She scared me. A white SUV pulled up beside her. I thought she'd just get in the car and get out of my life. But the driver got out and, before I knew what was happening, I was pushed to the ground; my purse was taken. I was stunned for a few moments, sort of like being in shock. When I gathered my wits, she was gone and the SUV was gone. I wasn’t positive that they were connected. It all happened so fast. I mean, as far as I knew, it was a random theft and one thing had nothing to do with the other.”
 
                 “Did you report what happened to the authorities?”
 
                 Sheila Bradley bowed her head down in shame. She shook her head back and forth negatively. “No, I didn't. I didn’t report the purse snatching nor did I report her request of me in the parking lot that night. I had very little cash in my purse and as soon as I got home, I cancelled my credit cards. There was really no damage done.”
 
                 “Mrs. Bradley,” the detective pursued, “You didn't feel that it was necessary to report the request that was made of you to assist in an infant’s abduction from the hospital?”
 
                 “That’s right,” she answered succinctly. “Do you know why? It’s because nobody working at that hospital would dare try such a stunt. There are cameras everywhere in that nursery. Not only that, there are cameras at all exits and entrances as well as in the elevators and stairwells. I was concerned enough over the fact that I'd allowed her to be in the hallway after visiting hours without reporting her to security. Let me tell you detective, we see all kinds of nut jobs on the maternity floor; mothers, fathers, grandparents and siblings. If I reported these as they happened I'd never get any nursing done. That’s a fact.” 
 
                 “Mrs. Bradley, I'm going to show you a copy of a resume that was submitted to a local agency that places nannies, babysitters and housekeepers. Read through this and let me know if you recognize it.”
 
                 Nurse Bradley skimmed through the document then handed it back to the detective. “No, I don't recognize it, but to answer your next question, yes, it does contain all of my personal information, including my social security number.”
 
                 “How would a resume such as this be presented on your behalf?”
 
                 “Well, detective, I'd say that most everything on this resume of any importance could be found on my driver’s license. Of course, the woman you're asking me about, if she was involved with the purse snatching, would've had that information, along with knowing where I worked and my license plate numbers. That'd be my guess.”
 
                 “So, you're basically saying that you in no way participated in composing this resume for the purpose of signing with an agency that was supplying candidates for interviewing for the Sinclair family as a babysitter? That you're not involved with Maggie Preston, that’s the name of the grandmother in case you weren’t aware, so that she could gain access to the baby and abduct her?”
 
                 “Certainly not, detective, and I resent the implication. For one thing, I'm still employed as a nurse, unlike what this resume presents. I imagine this Maggie Preston would have had a background check done in order to even sign with the agency, so that's likely where she found my identity to work to her advantage.”
 
                 “But how would Maggie Preston have known the Sinclairs were looking for a babysitter?”
 
                 “I don’t know the answer to that detective, but by the same token, how would I have known that piece of information, either? I'd speculate that Maggie Preston knew someone closer to the Sinclair family than I did. I actually never even met them.”
 
                 The investigator seemed puzzled at this point. She was conferring with the other detective in the room. They decided that they had no further questions for Sheila Bradley at this point and she was free to leave.  
 
                 I turned to look at Tristan, trying to gauge his reaction. I couldn’t read him as easily as I did Trey. “Well, what do you think?” I asked.
 
                 “I think that Sheila Bradley had nothing whatsoever to do with this. I'm totally sure you've been right all along that Maggie is behind this."
 
                 Trey must've shared the recent information I'd received from Daniel about Maggie with Tristan. We thanked Detective Hook and he promised to keep us updated on the progress of the investigation. Tristan and I left the building and headed towards the parking lot in silence. Once settled in the car, I finally shared my thoughts with him.
 
                 “The thing that bothers me, Tristan, is that someone close to us, either at Trey’s firm or at the apartment building has supplied information that helped my mother register at the agency, get the interview appointment, and take Preston. That scares me."
 
                 “I know,” he agreed. “I’ve been thinking about that angle as well. Trey shared with me the incident with your housekeeper getting run down. I'd have to bet it’s someone at the apartment building; someone who knows your comings and goings ---.”
 
                 “One of the doormen,” we both said in unison.
 
                 “Okay,” Tristan said, taking charge, “I'm going to get background checks done on all of the maintenance and security personnel at the building. Trey gave me the name of a local investigative agency that gets things done very quickly.”
 
                 “Sounds good,” I replied. “What should I do?”
 
                 “How about you go and visit Jean?”
 
                 “I haven’t seen her since before Preston was taken. I’m not sure what I'd say when she asks about Preston and I know she will.”
 
                 “Tylar, she may know things that she doesn’t realize are in any way connected to what happened to her, much less to Preston’s abduction. You can find a way to break it to her. It may motivate her to really think deep and hard about what she observed on the days she worked for you and Trey.”
 
                 “Okay, Tristan, take me back to get my car and I’ll go see her."
 
                 Jean had just finished with physical therapy for the day when I arrived at her room. As soon as I saw her face, I knew that she knew. “Oh Tylar,” she wailed, “Please tell me that you have good news about the baby. I’ve been watching the television and when I saw her precious little face on the screen, I couldn’t believe that someone would steal her. Is it true that your own mother is the prime suspect?” 
 
                 “More or less,” I replied. I didn’t want to get into all of the sordid details surrounding my bloodline at the moment. “Jean, I need your help.”
 
                 "I'll help in any way I can, Tylar.”
 
                 “We’ve come to believe that the hit and run accident you fell victim to was done purposely and is connected with Preston’s abduction. Can you think back over the past several months, or even as far back as when I had the baby, and recall if you noticed anyone lurking around the apartment building, coming to the door while you were there, phoning and asking questions about Trey or me–anything, no matter how trivial, that involved us?”
 
                 “I don’t understand. Why would someone want to run me down in order to take Preston?”
 
                 “My suspicion is that someone hoped to gain access to our apartment by perhaps applying for the cleaning job that you currently hold. When Trey’s mother came to stay with us that thwarted any plans someone may have had in an effort to gain access to the baby through a temporary position.”
 
                 “There is something I recall! It was when you were in the hospital having the baby—I was on my way out that day and the doorman on duty started chatting with me while I waited for my bus. He was kind of nosy, come to think of it.”
 
                 “Do you recall what he said?"
 
                 “He asked me if I lived in the building or just came to visit a lot. He said he was trying to recognize the faces of the tenants and their families. I told him I came in three days a week to clean the Sinclair apartment. He was very personable and friendly, said he and his wife had just moved to Atlanta and he was glad to have found a job here."
 
                 She paused, trying to recall if there was anything else. "Oh and he mentioned that his wife might be interested in cleaning and wondered what agency had placed me. I gave him the name of the agency that Mr. Sinclair used when he found me.”
 
                 “Did he say anything further or ask any more questions?”
 
                 “He acted as if he knew you and Mr. Sinclair. When I mentioned that I cleaned for you, he said something about your new baby girl. I found that kind of odd.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Well, because I hadn’t even found out yet that you’d had a baby girl. This must've happened the day after you delivered the baby because my next day back, you were already out of the hospital and that’s the first I'd have known about you having a girl if it hadn’t been for the doorman. I figured Mr. Sinclair had told him.”
 
                 “Jean, which doorman was it that asked you these questions?”
 
                 “I don’t know. I never saw him after that. You know, there’s a fairly high turnover there, so I guess I never thought much about it.”
 
                 “Could you describe him after all of this time?”
 
                 “I’d be hard pressed to, I’m afraid. About the only thing that I recall is that he was probably late forties and had kind of brownish hair. I mean, he wasn't very tall-maybe five-seven or five-eight. He had a slender build."
 
                 That description could fit thousands of people in this town. Tristan was getting the names of the security and maintenance personnel at the building; maybe that would help pin down the identity of the man that Jean remembered. I didn't recall anyone fitting that description during the time that I'd lived there with Trey, but then they were mostly just voices I heard over the intercom.
 
                 When I got back to the apartment, Tristan was already there; so was Trey. Trey was pacing. His face visibly relaxed as I walked through the door. Within a moment, he was pressed against me, hugging me close. I was scared. I wasn't sure if this was good news or bad. I pulled back from him immediately, searching his face for a clue.
 
                 “The Mississippi State Police just phoned, baby,” he said calmly. “They found the white SUV abandoned at a truck stop about fifty miles north of Jackson. They're fairly certain it's the vehicle that Maggie was driving and ditched, once she knew she'd been identified on the news.”
 
                               I wasn’t sure what all that meant, but Trey seemed pleased. “Where’s Preston?” I asked, hopeful that he had more to tell me.
 
                 “For right now, we don’t know, but the authorities have verified Preston was in the vehicle. The investigation has really heated up.”
 
                 “In the vehicle? What exactly does that mean, Trey?”
 
                 “Baby, it means that we're getting closer, I promise.”
 
                 I trusted my husband. I could read him well enough to know that he was encouraged by this latest chain of events. That was enough for me.
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   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
                 I slept restlessly in my husband’s arms that night. Trey was very optimistic that she'd be back with us very soon. I felt cautious, knowing that if Maggie had ditched the vehicle, it was because she was fully aware of the magnitude of the search efforts being made. The fact that a large sum of money was being offered for someone to divulge anything they might know, with no questions asked, certainly opened the door for anyone who was in cahoots with her to nark her out and take the money.
 
                 Trey had pretty much cleared his calendar for the next week so that he could be home and focus on any other avenues we might pursue to expedite our baby’s return. 
 
                 Tristan and I had shared the information we'd gleaned from Sheila Bradley’s interview. I shared what I'd learned from my visit with Jean. Tristan had met with the building management. Unfortunately, identifying the doorman that had initiated the conversation with Jean around the time Preston was born wasn't going to be easy.
 
                 Apparently the building manager used a temp agency to fill doorman slots because it was cheaper and presented less headcount to the corporate board who oversaw maintenance and operating costs. The temp agency was one of questionable repute, being that many of the doorman candidates were found to be illegal citizens; the background and reference checks on these individuals were non-existent. Trey had hit the ceiling upon hearing that. I'm sure he'd put that on his agenda once we got Preston back home.
 
                 Tristan had gone to his room earlier to call Libby. Trey and I busied ourselves folding laundry and loading the dishwasher. I'd taken the last load out of the dryer and was folding it when I came across several of Preston’s sleepers and tee-shirts. Tears had immediately streamed down my face. Trey came into the laundry room to ask me something and stopped when he saw my emotional meltdown.
 
                 He immediately pulled me into his arms and consoled me; assuring me that our baby girl would be home soon.
 
                 It was just past dawn when my cell phone chimed on the nightstand next to the bed. I disengaged myself from Trey’s arms, quickly grabbing for it. The caller I.D. wasn't recognizable simply showing "Indiana Call." It was Daniel’s voice on the other end.
 
                 “Tylar, it’s Daniel Henderson. I’ve heard from Maggie. I think I can help you.” I sprang up immediately; he had my full attention. 
 
                 “Where is she?”
 
                 “Whoa, wait a minute. I want to make sure that if I give you this information that I'm not going to be dragged down with her for this. That’s why I'm calling you first. If you can’t give me that assurance, then all bets are off.”
 
                 “Daniel, don’t fuck with me,” I hissed. “If you don’t give me the information, then you're withholding evidence in a felony kidnapping. If she's taken my baby across state lines, it’s a bigger felony. Besides, there's a reward being offered if, in fact, your information nets us the return of Preston.”
 
                 “Really?” he asked. “Well, I wasn’t looking for any monetary reward, just your assurance that I won’t somehow be incriminated in all of this shit.”
 
                 By this time Trey was up hovering over me as I continued the conversation. He was shaking his head at me, indicating he wanted me to back off of Daniel. “You have my assurance. Please tell me what you know.”
 
                 "I got a call from her a few hours ago. She ditched my SUV because the heat's on and the word's out. She gave me a sob story about how she only took your baby because she'd lost mine and she wanted us to be a family, again. I didn’t mention that you had been here. I acted as if what she was telling me was the first time I'd heard it. She asked me if anyone had contacted me or if the authorities had been around questioning me. I told her no. She admitted to having a nice chunk of change stashed away and wants me to meet her at a Greyhound Bus station in Wheeling, West Virginia."
 
                 Wheeling, West Virginia??
 
                 "She gave me the arrival time of her bus and said she'd be looking for me. I agreed to be there. She wouldn’t tell me what city she was departing from. She probably doesn’t trust me a hundred percent, since she’s screwed me over so many times.”
 
                 “Did she call you from a cell phone?”
 
                 “Nope, she's playing it cool. She called from a pay phone that had a Georgia area code on it; same area code that your phone has, as a matter of fact. I wrote down the number of the pay phone if you want it. She had to keep feeding change into it. Now, I won’t hear from her again before the bus arrives in Wheeling. Oh, and just so you know, I did hear your baby crying in the background.”
 
                 My heart lurched. Oh, dear God, Preston was crying.
 
                 “I asked her if she felt like she'd be recognized and she said she'd taken care of it. She wouldn’t tell me anything further. She said that I'd see for myself when she found me at the bus station.”
 
                 “Daniel, I'm going to put Trey on the phone. You give him the details, okay?”
 
                 “I guess,” he replied, somewhat reluctantly. “Don’t fuck me over on this, Tylar.”
 
                 The irony wasn't lost on me with his warning. I handed the phone to Trey and scrambled to get a pen and paper for him to jot down the information. For the first time, I held out hope that this would lead us to getting our baby back.
 
                 Trey was scribbling away and responding to Daniel in a very reassuring and encouraging tone. That's why I let him take over; I knew he would handle it more diplomatically than I ever could. I wasn’t above thinking that perhaps Daniel had been involved all along. As long as we got our baby back, we could deal with the rest of the issues later.
 
                 Trey ended the conversation by telling him that he'd phone him within the hour to work out the details. He made sure he mentioned to Daniel that he'd be financially rewarded if this led to our getting Preston back. He thanked Daniel for ‘doing the right thing.’ 
 
                 As soon as Trey was off the phone, he swung into action, phoning the detectives and relaying the information he'd gotten from Daniel. I scrambled to get dressed and get an overnight bag packed before he finally noticed what I was doing.
 
                 “What are you doing, baby?” 
 
                 “I’m getting packed and ready. We’re going to West Virginia, aren’t we?”
 
                 “Sweetie,” he sighed, sitting down on the bed and pulling me onto his lap. “The feds are involved now. We have reliable information that she intends to take Preston across state lines. I know, as screwed up as this is going to sound to you, this is actually a good thing. Up until this point, while we'd notified the FBI of her abduction, the jurisdiction remained in the hands of state and county law enforcement officials. Now that it's likely she's taking Preston out of state, the FBI can step in because they have jurisdiction in every state. This is mandated by the Federal Kidnapping Act, also known as the Lindbergh Law.”
 
                 “Okay, Trey, I appreciate the government lesson and I’m glad that the FBI's on it, but why does that prevent us from going to Wheeling? I want to make sure they recognize Maggie! She’s not entirely stupid, you know? If she smells trouble closing in on her, she may very well be disguised to the extent that she can elude the FBI agents.”
 
                 “Okay, baby, let’s presume for a moment that your mother, I’m sorry, your aunt is the absolute master of disguise; what makes you think that you'll recognize her?”
 
                 “I have instincts where Preston is concerned. I don’t understand how you could not want to be there.”
 
                 Trey shifted a bit and hesitated before speaking again. “Well, actually, baby, I intended to fly to Wheeling.”
 
                 “And there's no way that I'm not going with you."
 
                 By this time, I'd teared up; she belonged to both of us. Trey was emotional now; torn between telling me something I might want to hear and the truth. He opted for the truth.
 
                 “The reason I don’t want you there is to protect you just in case things are not what they appear to be.”
 
                 “What do you mean by that?"
 
                 “I'm only considering the worst case scenario which is one where this all was a hoax and when we get to the bus station, we find out Daniel fabricated it all in an effort to throw us off of her path. Or what if she does show up in Wheeling, but Preston isn't with her? You heard what he said, what she told him about not worrying; she'd find him at the bus station and that she'd covered her risk of being identified.”
 
                 “But he said he'd heard Preston crying…"
 
                 “I know, baby,” his voice cracked. “But you have to realize that we're dealing with a sociopath here. The most important thing to Maggie is self-preservation.”
 
                 I didn’t want to think about what that meant as far as Preston’s well-being. I refused to give up faith that this would turn out alright; I believed Maggie would be on that bus and I believed Preston would be with her. It was my turn to remind Trey that we were in this together.
 
                 “Trey? Remember our wedding vows? Remember how I promised you that we'd be together during good times and bad? That time's now. I'm going to Wheeling and that's that.”
 
                 Our discussion was interrupted when Tristan knocked on our bedroom door. 
 
                 “Good morning, you two,” he greeted, still in his sweats with his sleep-tousled hair. “Mom just called to let us know they took Dad into surgery.”
 
                 It had completely slipped my mind. Shit! So much was going down right now it was difficult to remember what day it was.
 
                 “Tristan, would you feel better being in Bristol with your mom?” I questioned softly. “I know Trey and I have not been as supportive as we should have been due to our situation…”
 
                 “Hey, no, you guys. You're not to worry. Mom and Dad both know what you're going through. I’m going to fly home to be with Mom. You two need to continue what you’re doing to get Chubbers home.”
 
                 I had to smile knowing that Trey’s nickname for Preston had worn off on Tristan.
 
                 By eleven o’clock that morning, Trey and I were boarding a flight from Atlanta to Wheeling, West Virginia. Trey filled me in during the flight on what exactly would go down. Apparently, FBI agents had picked Daniel up in Indiana and they flew with him to Wheeling. A couple of agents would be posted in the bus terminal, blending in with the usual patrons. Nothing would stand out as odd. Daniel was wired, just in case Maggie’s disguise was one that wouldn't be easily detected by the seasoned feds.  
 
                 Daniel had been instructed to just go along with it and, in fact, a Jeep Cherokee Laredo, the same year and color had been obtained and staged in the parking lot in case the agents didn't easily recognize her. If her plan was to slide by Daniel because she still had keys to my old Jeep, then she'd definitely be in for a rude awakening when the key didn’t work. 
 
                 There was an additional agent staked out in the terminal parking lot for just that scenario. Trey and I were to maintain our distance with several local law enforcement officers in their vehicle parked close by. 
 
                 We had several hours once we got to Wheeling because of the bus’s schedule. Maggie had presumed that Daniel would be driving, so the fact that everyone had flown in allowed time for preparation and strategic planning. Trey and I had rented a car and booked a room at a hotel, planning to stay the night once we got Preston back. I'd packed her diapers, clean clothes, favorite toys, and blankets. 
 
                 Trey and I waited nervously in our hotel room until the agents phoned and it was time to go. Trey asked me once again to stay at the hotel and wait until everything had concluded, but there was no way.
 
                 We left together, getting into the vehicle with the local police to head towards the bus terminal, parking a block from it. The police were in mobile contact with other law enforcement as well as the feds. Forty-five minutes later, the officers received communication that everything had gone as planned. Maggie was in federal custody. Preston was in the custody of local authorities who were in transit to our stake-out position.
 
                 I screamed in delight, throwing my arms around Trey and crying in joy. I made a solemn prayer of thanks to God for bringing my baby safely back to us. Tears streamed down Trey’s face. Within minutes, my baby girl was back with her daddy and me. The FBI agents followed us back to our hotel to discuss the particulars. I was totally involved with my baby as I held her close to me from the minute she was in my arms until we arrived at our hotel.
 
                 Maggie had dressed her as a boy. She had blue jean bib overalls on with a plaid flannel shirt underneath. She had a miniature black Harley-Davidson Motorcycle jacket on that was clearly too big for her. Her hair was tucked up under a black knit toboggan hat; she had on a pair of black cowboy boots. Everything looked as if it had been purchased at a yard sale.
 
                 “What did she do to you, baby girl? Did she try to make you look like a boy? My Preston's no boy. She’s our beautiful baby girl.” I cooed to her.  
 
                 I took her hat off and was shocked that her hair looked filthy and matted. She looked at me with piercing blue eyes that looked sad and confused. Her nose was running. She buried her face against me, whimpering softly. I wasn’t going to get a smile out of her at the moment. I could only imagine what she'd been through these past several days. I shuddered when I thought about it. I'd make her feel safe and secure again. 
 
                 “How about we take a nice bath, Preston?”
 
                 She was in desperate need of one. I took her into the bathroom of our hotel suite and started a bath for her. I laid her down on the bed, removing the boy clothes and boots from her. Her diaper was sopping wet and in dire need of changing. She looked thinner.
 
                 I lowered her slowly into the warm water of her bath, desperate to wash Maggie’s stench from her. Preston loved her baths at home, but she fussed and cried loudly as the water touched her private areas. I froze in fear, screaming for Trey who was still in the other room. He was at my side in seconds.
 
   "What is it?"
 
   “Something's wrong with her. She screamed when I lowered her into her bath.” 
 
                 Even now, Preston was squirming to the point that I couldn’t let go of her to see what the problem might be.
 
                 “Here, let me take her,” Trey offered, grabbing a towel from the rack. He leaned down as I raised her from the water, wrapping the towel around her and taking her into the bedroom as she kicked and cried. I followed him with another fresh towel, placing it on the bed.
 
                 Trey instructed me to turn on the overhead light so we could check her. Once he removed the towel and lifted her legs up, we could see that her perineum area was beet red. She had a rash going, but it wasn't like one I'd ever seen. This was a reddened area with larger welts. He turned her over so that she was now on her belly. We both gasped in horror when we saw the black and blue bruises on her bottom. Tears sprang to my eyes.
 
                 “We need to get her dressed and take her to the nearest ER. She needs to be thoroughly examined by a pediatrician.”
 
                 I nodded, tears flooding my eyes. It was like the dream I'd had where I pummeled her bottom, only when I looked in the mirror, I had seen the face of Maggie. Maybe my dreams had been a premonition after all.
 
                 Trey returned to the living room to fill the detectives in on what we had discovered. One of them gave Trey directions to the nearest hospital and said he would meet us there. I carefully dressed Preston in her own clothing, putting her jacket and hat on to keep her warm in the cool October evening.
 
                 The doctor who examined Preston was extremely gentle with her. He talked to her as if she could understand everything he was saying, though I think he did it for Trey and my benefit, so we would know what he was checking for and how he needed to check for various injuries.  
 
                 Blessedly, she had no other bruises on her body, with the exception of her bottom. He checked her arms and legs, hands and feet and there were no injuries or fractures. He checked her neck glands, ears and eyes. Her lungs were clear. Pictures were taken for evidence of her bruised behind.
 
                 The doctor diagnosed her as having a cold; contusions on the gluteus maximus and a yeast infection in her perineum area.
 
                 Yeast infection?
 
                 “How would she have gotten a yeast infection?” I asked.
 
                 “Both boy and girl babies can and do get yeast infections. There are several causes, but the most likely one in this case is that the baby wasn't thoroughly cleaned up after a bowel movement, or perhaps bathed in a tub that had fecal matter in it. If your daughter has extremely sensitive skin, it could have been something as minor as being given a bubble bath or having perfumed soaps used on her.”
 
                 “Then you don’t think she was sexually molested or anything?” Trey looked at me quickly, puzzled by my question. I had to know. I had to put it out there.
 
                 “Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair, I've not seen anything that would indicate that during my visual examination of her. If you want me to perform a more in-depth examination focused on sexual penetration, I can do that, however, it'll be more traumatic for the baby."
 
                 Trey and I looked at one another for a moment. I didn’t want to put Preston through any more trauma than what she'd already been through. I hoped that he felt the same way.
 
                 “If you feel that your visual examination didn’t warrant anything further doctor, then I don’t see the need for anything more in depth. Are you okay with that, Trey?”
 
                 I looked up at him and saw a look of relief cross his face. He nodded in agreement with me. The doctor prescribed an anti-fungal cream for her and wrote down some over-the-counter items that would help for bathing and diapering her until this cleared up. He prescribed a decongestant for her congested sinuses.
 
                 Once we got back to our hotel suite, we bathed her together. I applied the prescription ointment on the inflamed skin and it seemed to soothe her immediately. I diapered her and put her in a clean tee shirt and pajamas and then crawled under the covers of the bed with her. She was still fussing a bit, but it was her tired, cranky cry. I could feel my breasts let down and I was never so happy about anything in my life. My milk supply had responded to her closeness.
 
                 I pulled my shirt up, cuddling her against me as she continued to fuss and pull away. She seemed apprehensive about nursing; she squirmed away from me as I continued coaxing her until finally she latched on. This was extremely strange behavior for her. She watched me with her big blue eyes. Several minutes into it, I think that she finally felt safe and secure again. She let my nipple drop from her mouth and broke out into a wide, dimpled grin, gurgling in contentment.
 
                 I leaned over, kissing her head and face, telling her how much Mommy and Daddy loved her. I'd probably never know what the past several days had been like for her, but God willing, if it was bad, she'd soon forget. She continued nursing from me, not taking her eyes off of me. We snuggled down beneath the bed covers and finally fell asleep.
 
                 I was awakened a little bit later when Trey came to bed, still damp from his shower. He pulled me close to him, wrapping his arm around both of us. Preston was sleeping comfortably against me.
 
                 “Have you talked to your family yet?” I asked him.
 
                 “I just got off the phone with Tristan. Dad's doing fine; everyone's ecstatic that we got the baby back safe and sound. They want us to visit soon."
 
                 "Did you ever get the details on how everything played out today at the bus station?”
 
                 “Yes, I did.”
 
                 “Well?”
 
                 “Tylar, can I fill you in tomorrow? Right now, I'm exhausted and I just want to fall asleep in our family bed.”
 
                 I wasn’t sure if Trey was trying to be facetious by referring to the ‘family bed’ after he'd given me so much shit about it previously, but I couldn’t suppress my smile.
 
                 “Good-night, Trey. I love you.”
 
                 “Good-night, Tylar. I love you.”
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                 We'd been home several days. Preston finally seemed to be back to normal. Her yeast infection had cleared up and the bruises on her bottom were fading to a greenish-yellow. She was once again smiling for us and playing contentedly with her toys.
 
                 Trey had gone back to the firm, having had to move several key court dates out. He had no expectation for me to return. I'd scheduled an appointment with Karla Hunter for later in the week. I wanted to make sure that I continued to maintain a healthy emotional perspective after the horrific incident with Preston’s abduction and the revelation that Daniel had provided me.
 
                 Gina was on her way over this afternoon for a visit and I needed to fill her in on the details of what had transpired in West Virginia. I was dressing Preston at the moment. She was enjoying her thumb, as she squirmed around on the bed. I'd dressed her in lavender colored corduroy bibs with a pink and blue polka-dot turtleneck. I was struggling to get her shoes on as she continued to curl her foot under every time I tried to fit it on.
 
                 “You're being bad for Mommy,” I teased, smiling down at her. I grabbed her socked foot and tickled the bottom of it. She started giggling for me. I finally managed to get both shoes on her feet and lifted her up from the bed.
 
                 “Let’s go wait on Aunt Gina, okay?” I picked up several of her favorite toys and got her settled in her playpen out in the living room. The doorman buzzed, announcing Gina was on her way up. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of weeks. Gina came bustling into the apartment with shopping bags.
 
                 “Gina, what have you done?” I asked suspiciously.
 
                 “I've shopped for my god-daughter, that’s all.”
 
                 “Gina, you know you're not supposed to be buying her stuff. You bring her something every time you come over. You're spoiling her.”
 
                 “So, what if I am, girlfriend? She’s my god-daughter to spoil, and by the way, when is the baptism going to take place?”
 
                 “I know, Gina. Trey and I need to decide on a church.”
 
                 “You mean a religion, don’t you, girlfriend?”
 
                 “I suppose. What do you recommend?”
 
                 “Hey, Ty, religion is a very personal choice. I don’t preach it. I happen to be Catholic so when, and if, I'm ever blessed with a little one, that's my religion of choice. Now, where's my baby girl?”
 
                 Gina lifted Preston out of her playpen gushing over how big she'd gotten since she last saw her and how pretty she was. She got a dimpled smile from her, as usual. She'd bought her some wind-up toys that were guaranteed to drive adults crazy, and a stuffed ghost for Halloween that screeched a loud “Boo!” when pressed in the middle. Preston squealed with delight when she learned how to make it screech ‘Boo.’
 
                 “So, Ty,” she said, sitting down on the couch with Preston on her lap, “Fill me in.”
 
                 I relayed to Gina everything that Trey had conveyed to me. Maggie had shown up at the bus station as scheduled. She wasn't carrying the baby when she located Daniel. She was dressed like a guy complete with bib overalls and her hair tucked up in a ball cap.               She had a heavy Carhart jacket on that pretty much hid her build from the casual glance. She had a backpack strapped on as well.
 
                 “Where the hell was the baby?” Gina asked.
 
                 “Apparently she'd convinced a male passenger on the bus she was escaping with her baby from an abusive relationship. She begged him to hold onto the baby until she assessed the situation in the terminal. Once she saw Daniel was there alone, she gave a signal to the guy that everything was okay. He brought Preston over and the Feds closed in."
 
                 “Oh, my God,” Gina said. “What the hell was that bitch thinking?”
 
                 “You know, Gina, I’m not really sure. I truly think that losing that baby somehow triggered more craziness out of her. I don’t think it was about money. For some reason, she wanted to punish me and, at the same time, she wanted to make up for losing the baby that she was having with Daniel.”
 
                 “What happens now?”
 
                 “Well, she's fighting extradition from West Virginia back to Georgia, so her arraignment is delayed until that process is worked out in the courts. Trey says she's looking at some major time in prison. Additional charges will be filed against her for felony child abuse, endangerment, and several other misdemeanors.”
 
                 “Tell me the truth Ty, how does all of this really make you feel?”
 
                 “I guess I feel like I may never know the truth about my mother or father. She has those answers, but being the selfish sociopath that she is, she will continue to keep the truth from me. That’s what really sucks.”
 
                 “Did anything happen to Daniel?”
 
                 “No, well except he got the reward money that the family had put up. I thought he may have been involved, but as it turns out, Daniel was just another one of her victims. I guess that two hundred grand will put him through college and, hopefully, he can put his past with her behind him.”
 
                 Gina and I spent the rest of the afternoon catching up. Her divorce proceedings were dragging a bit on account of the Sanctuary and their condo. Gina wanted to keep the business and give up her share of the condo. The problem was that it wouldn't be an even split. Gina would have to buy out a portion of Ian’s interest in the club if she wanted to keep it in her name only.
 
                 After she left, I fed Preston and then put her down for a nap. Susan called and we chatted on the phone for nearly an hour. She was planning a 40th birthday party for Tristan the following weekend. She wanted Trey, Preston and I to make the trip up. I told her it sounded like a plan and promised to call her later after Trey got home.
 
                 I had dinner in the oven and was changing Preston’s diaper on the living room couch when Trey came through the door. “How are my girls?” he asked, coming up behind me and nuzzling the back of my neck.
 
                 “We’ve had a great day together,” I replied, smiling at my baby as I snapped her overalls back up. Preston was watching Trey and started squirming, holding her arms up so that he would pick her up. He leaned down, scooping her up in his arms, kissing her cheeks. He'd been teaching her how to ‘patty-cake’ and she loved it.
 
                 At dinner, I mentioned Tristan’s party to Trey.
 
                 “Let’s do it,” he said. “We can fly out Friday afternoon and come back on Monday. We’ll make a long weekend out of it.”
 
                 I phoned Susan later and told her we would be there. She said that Nigel and Tess were coming, and that Landon and Caroline would be there as well.  I hoped that wasn't a deal-breaker for Trey.
 
                 I got off the phone, deciding it was best to let him know now before we made our plane reservations. He was reclining on the living room couch with his iPad perched upright, checking his e-mails. Preston was entertaining herself nearby in her playpen.
 
                 “I just talked to your mom and told her we planned on being there next Friday. She’s really happy,” I said.
 
                 “Great baby, come sit down next to me,” he smiled, patting the couch beside him.
 
                 “Well, there's one other thing,” I started.
 
                 He cocked an eyebrow, waiting for me to finish.
 
                 “Nigel and Tess are coming; so are Landon and Caroline,” I finished.
 
                 “Are you shitting me?” he said sitting upright, dropping his iPad. “What's Mom thinking?”
 
                 “It'll probably be alright, honey,” I soothed him.
 
                 “Are you really okay with still going?” he asked.
 
                 “Hey, I am if you are. I’m sure we'll be entertained,” I laughed.
 
                 He gave me his signature smile, pulling me over onto his lap. He tilted my chin upward and his lips found mine, kissing them softly and sensually. I laced my arms around his neck and returned his kiss, pressing myself closer to him; fisting my hands in his thick hair. His hands gently rubbed my back and we continued kissing and loving one another. Our kiss was interrupted by a screeching succession of “Boo’s!”
 
                 Trey pulled away, startled by the loud ghost sounds coming from the corner. “What the hell?” he asked. 
 
                 I started giggling, watching Preston as she continued to press the spot on the stuffed ghost making it go “Boo!”
 
                 “Oh, that’s a toy that Gina brought over today for the baby,” I replied.
 
                 “That figures,” Trey replied, rolling his eyes. He went over to the playpen and tried to get Preston interested in something else. She was having none of it. She held on to her plush ghost and took it to bed with her that night. Trey and I could hear the sound of ‘Boo’ every so often coming from the nursery. We could hear her giggles, too. We wouldn’t be getting that toy away from her anytime soon.
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                 Karla was scribbling her notes, as usual, during my session with her. So far, I'd done all the talking; relaying all that had happened from the time Maggie had taken Preston to the present. I took a drink of water when I paused, giving her time to catch up.
 
                 “Tylar, I need to ask you how you and Trey interacted during the period when Preston was gone.”
 
                 “Well, I mean, we were both emotionally drained, but we were there for each other. He was angry when I took off for Indiana on my own, but other than that we were strong for each other.”
 
                 “Good,” she replied. “Since the baby has been home, how are things between you and Trey?”
 
                 Why the questions about Trey and me?
 
                 “They’ve been fine. We're very happy.”
 
                 “What about your return to work?”
 
                 “That isn’t going to happen.”
 
                 “Why not?” she pressed.
 
                 “Because there's no one to watch the baby and Trey realizes now that it wasn't a good idea. I mean seriously, look what happened."
 
                 “So, you believe that you going back to work directly caused Preston to be abducted?”
 
                 “I’m saying that it certainly gave my wacko mother, aunt—whatever the hell she is to me, the opportunity to snatch my baby, yes.”
 
                 “Who's watching Preston right now?”
 
                 “My best friend, Gina.”
 
                 “Have you considered searching for a babysitter in the future in case you choose to do something outside of the home?”
 
                 “Karla, I’m not sure why you're asking these questions. I know that Maggie is locked up and that she can’t get access to the baby or me any longer, and that we're safe.”
 
                 “Tell me how safe feels, Tylar.”
 
                 I thought about it for a moment.
 
                 “For me, it feels as though I don’t have to worry about when or where Maggie might pop up in my life, or even what she has planned for me next."
 
                 “Why do you think Maggie wants to hurt you?”
 
                 “Because she hates me, I mean, isn’t it obvious?”
 
                 “What would've caused her to hate you?”
 
                 I was getting impatient with her questions. Where the hell was any of this going? “I don’t know. Maybe she resented having to raise me; maybe I cramped her style. There are numerous possibilities, I suppose. Perhaps she'd been jealous of my mother. She certainly seemed to be jealous of me as I got older.”
 
                 “Do you still worry that you might be like her, now that it’s likely she's not your birth mother?”
 
                 “Actually the truth is that I stopped worrying I'd be a whore like her after I had sex for the first time. It was with Trey and I loved him. I knew that I could never want any other man. I knew that love was the important component in intimacy—not physical sex. Trey and I were intimate long before we ever had sex.”
 
                 “And what about other characteristics Maggie had that you felt you might have inherited?”
 
                 “Well, I worried that I could be abusive like she was. The dreams were a reflection of that.”
 
                 Karla jotted down some notes, and then looked up at me.
 
                 “What do you feel guilty about, Tylar?”
 
                 What?
 
                 “What makes you think that I feel guilty about anything?” 
 
                 I could feel myself getting defensive. She was scratching the surface for something, but it felt like she was picking at an emotional scab.
 
                 She studied me carefully. “What did you feel when you saw Preston’s bruised bottom?”
 
                 “I felt angry. I felt ashamed,” I snapped.
 
                 “Who were you angry with, Tylar—who?”
 
                 “Trey,” I hissed, tears spilling out, running down my cheeks. “He made me go to work. He made me leave my baby when it wasn't safe. My dreams were a warning, and I shared most of them with him, but he didn’t want to hear about them anymore. They pissed him off.”
 
                 I was sobbing now; she'd managed to wrench my guts out with her questions.
 
                 But she wasn't finished yet. “Tell me about the shame you felt.”
 
                 I bowed my head down, looking at my hands. 
 
                 “I felt shame that any blood relative of mine could have left bruises on an innocent baby girl’s bottom,” I said, wiping my tears with the back of my hand.
 
                 Karla handed me a tissue from the box that sat on top of her desk. I took it from her, wiping my cheeks. “Now, tell me what you feel guilty about.”
 
                 My throat was closing up. I couldn’t breathe in her office. Why was she badgering me like this? I'd never hurt my baby! I could never be the person that Maggie had been! She was still waiting for me to answer her question.
 
                 “Because,” I finally sobbed loudly, “maybe if I'd been a better person; stronger and braver back then, Maggie would've never had the opportunity to touch my baby!”
 
                 “Back when, Tylar?”
 
                 “Back when she used to beat me!” I screamed. “I should've told someone! My teachers knew and they wanted to help. They asked me over and over again how I got my bruises. I lied to cover up the truth. I lied to all of them just to protect that fucking monster!”
 
                 Karla was on her feet and by my side in an instant. She hunkered down next to my chair, taking my hands into hers. I was forced to look at her; I saw the compassion. She'd suspected there was more to my story all along. She wanted to help.
 
                 “Tylar,” she spoke softly to me, “you were a child. You loved that person that you thought was ‘Mom.’ You loved her unconditionally; the same way that Preston now loves you."
 
                 I sniffled, shaking my head in agreement.  
 
                 "You didn’t deserve to be mistreated. You can’t blame yourself for not turning Maggie in to the authorities all those years ago for what happened to Preston recently. You were a frightened child believing in some way that you needed to protect your mother, even though she didn’t protect you.”
 
                 I nodded again, wiping my eyes with the tissue. Karla handed me a fresh one as she settled back at her desk. I blew my nose and tried to get my composure once again.
 
                 “I know it was painful for you to come to grips with this today, Tylar. You’ve repressed this stuff for a long time, but you have to believe me when I tell you that it’s healthy that you came to terms with this, finally. Let’s meet again in two weeks. Between now and then, I want you to make an effort to enjoy being around the baby and enjoy having time away from her as well. Can you try that?”
 
                 I agreed, gathering my coat and purse anxious to get the hell out of there. I was on the phone with Trey’s mother when he got home that evening. Preston was napping. Trey grabbed a beer from the fridge. He leaned down and gave me a kiss, heading to his office. Tristan’s party was going to have a Halloween theme since it was so close to the real thing. Susan said that everyone was to dress as a television or movie character. Trey and I would have to figure out what kind of costumes we would wear. I liked the idea. I headed down to Trey’s office. He was on his cell phone with some work business. He smiled as I came in, so I curled up in his lap.  
 
                 I started nuzzling his neck and then lightly brushed kisses on him. I could tell by the conversation that I'd totally distracted him. I lowered my hand to his lap, fondling his erection from outside of his trousers. I felt it grow and harden beneath my touch. Trey was trying to wrap up his phone conversation now. I'd started tracing my tongue around his ear, breathing warmly into it. He was squirming at this point.
 
                 Just then I heard the ghost’s “Boo!” from Preston’s room. My baby was up. I launched myself out of Trey’s lap just as he wrapped up his call, and headed to her room. She was sitting up in her crib, clutching her plush ghost to her. She smiled when she saw me, dropping it and holding her arms up for me to pick her up.
 
                 Trey was beside me in a moment. “I see that my daughter has perfect timing,” he grumbled, slapping my behind affectionately.
 
                 “Rain check, baby?” I asked coquettishly, holding Preston close to me.
 
                 “Absolutely,” he replied, kissing the top of her head.  
 
                 I changed her diaper then took her into our room to nurse for a while. We needed our girl time. I got comfortable on my side and lifted my shirt as Preston nestled against me and nursed. 
 
                 Trey came in about thirty minutes later just as Preston was finishing up. “Any left for me?” he asked seductively, stretching out across the bed.
 
                 “I’m afraid I’m on empty, sweetie,” I said, fastening up my nursing bra and lowering my shirt. “Would you play with the baby while I make dinner? It’s just going to be sandwiches tonight, since I was out this afternoon.”
 
                 “Sure, baby,” he said, taking Preston into his arms as he got off of the bed. “That’s right—you had a session with Dr. Hunter today. How did that go?”
 
                 I wasn't ready to go into it with Trey just yet. I was still too emotionally raw.
 
                 “Oh, it was fine,” I lied, heading toward the kitchen.
 
                 When we sat down to eat, I told Trey about the Halloween theme for Tristan’s party. “What do you think we should go as?” I asked.
 
                 “Hmmm, let me think. How about I’ll go as a football player and you can be the slutty cheerleader,” he smirked. I gave him a dirty look and continued thinking.
 
                 “Oh, I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” he said excitedly, “we can go as two blue balls.”
 
                 “Blue balls?” I questioned, puzzled. “I don't get it?”
 
                 “Yeah, neither do I,” he snickered, grabbing his crotch.
 
                 “Trey, I’m serious and it's supposed to be either television or movie characters. It’s a theme. I want to do something kind of unique, you know? I’ll call Gina tomorrow and see if she has any ideas."
 
                 Trey rolled his eyes at the mention of Gina’s name. He still hadn’t forgiven her for the “Boo!” ghost she'd bought for Preston. 
 
                 Later, after I'd gotten Preston down for the night, I showered and climbed into bed thoroughly exhausted. The session with Karla had taken a lot out of me. I heard Trey in the shower as I drifted off to sleep. I awoke later to find his arms wrapped around me possessively. I turned to face him, kissing his face and his lips. He awoke smiling, returning my kisses. We made love over and over again for the rest of the night.  
 
                 Right before dawn, just as I'd drifted back to sleep, I heard Preston fussing. “I’ve got this, babe,” Trey said, rising up and out of our bed. “You stay put. Go back to sleep.”
 
                 He warmed a bottle up for her and fed her in the nursery allowing me to sink into a deep and well-needed sleep.
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   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
                 Tristan picked us up at the airport Friday afternoon. He'd immediately taken Preston from me and carried her through the terminal while Trey got our luggage. He talked to her and made faces; she was giggling in delight at her Uncle Tristan. He needed to be a dad, I thought to myself. I truly hoped he got the opportunity with whomever he ended up settling down with.
 
                 “So,” I said smiling at him, “the big four-oh, huh? How does that feel, Tristan?” He laughed good-naturedly, and then leaned in close as if he wanted to share a secret with me.
 
                 “Do you want to know the truth?” he asked in a very serious tone.
 
                 I nodded waiting for him to share some secret of aging.
 
                 “I actually feel almost the same way today as I did yesterday,” he confided.
 
                 “Oh…you,” I said, smacking his arm.
 
                 “When do I get to meet Libby?”
 
                 “Very soon. She’s back at the house helping Mom bake her traditional pumpkin pies for Halloween. She decorates them with faces,” he laughed.
 
                 “So,” I continued, “what are you and Libby wearing for the big Halloween/Birthday gala?”
 
   “That's a secret, Tylar. But, I can guarantee you that our costumes will be unusual,” he promised.
 
                 Trey, Preston and I were going as Fred, Wilma and Pebbles Flintstone. Gina had come up with the idea very quickly when I explained what the theme was to be.
 
                 “Girlfriend,” she had giggled, “it'll be freakin’ perfect!”  
 
                 She'd seen the costumes at a shop near the Sanctuary and dragged me down there to look. They actually were pretty amazing when I saw them on the mannequins. 
 
                 Gina had pitched the idea to Trey bringing Preston and I out to model the costumes that we'd borrowed on approval from the shop. Preston dressed as Pebbles was adorable. I'd pulled her hair up into the little sprouted ponytail and the costume came with a fake clip that looked like a bone just like Pebbles had on the cartoon. My costume included the wig that had a reddish colored tight bun on top just like Wilma’s.  
 
                 Both of us wore the ragged hemmed animal print shifts just like the cartoon characters. My only concern was that Trey (Fred) wouldn't agree to wear his animal skin shift as well. Trey would also get to carry his ‘caveman’ faux wooden club. He'd turned out to be a good sport about it. I got his costume rented the following day. Trey’s only concern had been that my animal skin shift was too short and that it showed off more of me than what he wanted anyone to see.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” he'd moaned later in our bedroom, as I was changing out of my costume. “I'm going to have to beat the shit out of a bunch of horny cavemen, I can see.”
 
                 “Oh, Trey,” I laughed, “there’s only one horny caveman that I'm interested in.”
 
                 “Just make sure it stays that way, baby,” he said in his smooth and silky voice, planting his hands on my ass and pulling me towards him. We'd been setting records with our sexapades these days. I simply couldn’t get enough of my husband and he couldn’t get enough of me.
 
                 When we got to his parents’ house we were met at the door by Susan, who promptly took Preston from Tristan and headed off down the hall with her. “Nice to see you too, Mom,” Trey called after her, helping me off with my coat.  
 
                 Thatcher was there in a moment helping with our luggage and putting coats away. Tristan had disappeared upstairs, so Trey and I made our way back to the family room to greet Clive and catch up on everything.
 
                 “Tylar,” Susan whispered after we'd been there for several minutes, handing Preston off to Trey. “Come in the kitchen with me for a moment.”
 
                 I followed her into the kitchen, puzzled by the secrecy.
 
                 “Listen,” she said, her voice still lowered as if she felt someone might overhear her. “This gal of Tristan's, Libby, I’m not real sure about her.”
 
                 “What do you mean, Susan?”
 
                 “I mean she's very hard to read. He seems totally intrigued with her, but I’m not so sure. My motherly instincts are raising hell. Have you and Trey met her yet?”
 
                 “No, we haven’t,” I replied.
 
                 “Well, I certainly won’t say any more then because I don’t want to pass any bias that I might have on to either of you. I’ll let you be your own judges.”
 
                 Just then, Tristan came into the kitchen holding hands with someone I presumed was Libby.
 
                 “There she is,” he said in his warm voice, “Libs this is my favorite sister-in-law, Tylar. Tylar, please meet Libby Michaels. She lives in Atlanta, too.”
 
                 I held my hand out to Libby and she grasped mine with her own. She looked to be in her early thirties; she was tall and slender with long blonde hair. Everything about her was perfectly manicured and in place.
 
                 “Tylar,” she said, “Tristan's constantly talking about you, Trey, and your adorable baby girl. You brought her with you, didn’t you?”
 
                 “Of course they did,” Susan spoke up. “Come and meet my son, Trey and my grandbaby, Preston.”
 
                 We all went back to the family room. I noticed how Tristan settled Libby into a chair and then sat on the arm of it, keeping her hand in his. He seemed totally infatuated with her.  
 
                 When she was introduced to Trey, I couldn’t help noticing how her eyes lit up when she smiled and took his hand. It was possible that Susan’s bias had caused me to be more attentive to her actions, but it seemed as if Libby’s hand lingered in Trey’s a bit longer than necessary; even now it was if she continued to watch him as he held Preston in his lap.
 
                 “So, Libby,” I started, “what do you do in Atlanta?”
 
                 “I’m the Director of Marketing at Sexabella Products,” she stated, very matter-of-factly. I glanced over at Trey meeting his amused glance. He knew I was going to ask the question.
 
                 “And what exactly are Sexabella products?” I inquired.
 
                 “We distribute a full line of sexual enhancement products that include clothing, novelties, toys, videos, books, and gadgets.”
 
                 I wasn’t about to ask her to further define “gadgets.” My cheeks were already warm with my blush. Susan cleared her throat, asking if anyone cared for something to drink. I offered to help her as we escaped to the kitchen.
 
                 “You see what I mean? Coming out like that and admitting that she markets perverted products,” Susan hissed, shaking her head.
 
                 “Now, Mom,” I replied, finding it difficult not to laugh, “Just because she markets those types of things does not necessarily mean that she's perverted. I’m sure Tristan can handle it.” I inadvertently snickered and caught her frown.
 
                 “Well, I'm telling you this; she's been here for three days and Tristan's supposed to be getting his staff in place at the winery; she's not letting him out of that bedroom!”
 
                 “Shhh,” I whispered, unable to suppress my giggles. “They're going to hear you. I’m sure it’s just a thing that will eventually peter out.”
 
                 Susan started giggling when I said that, hugging me. 
 
                 “I’ve sure missed you, honey,” she said. “I’m so glad my Trey has you; I’m happy for Nigel and Tess. I just still worry about my Tristan."
 
                 We were interrupted when Trey came in holding Preston who was squirming and starting to fuss a bit. “I think she’s hungry, baby,” he said, bringing her to me. 
 
                 “I’ll take her up to our suite and feed her.”
 
                 “Want some company?” Trey asked giving me a sheepish grin.
 
                 Once Trey and I were in the seclusion of our suite, he turned on the flat screen and settled next to me on the bed. Preston was cuddled in my arms nursing. 
 
                 “So,” I said, “what do you think of Libby?”
 
                 Trey shrugged. “I can tell Mom doesn’t like her,” he replied.
 
                 “Really? I didn't notice."
 
                 He gave me his sidelong glance that said ‘You’re full of shit.’
 
                 I laughed. “Okay, yes, your mom does not care for her, but I can’t believe that it's totally because of the products she markets at Sexabella or whatever it’s called.”
 
                 “She probably doesn’t like the fact that Libby came here for the sole purpose of having a fuckfest with Tristan under their roof.”
 
                 “What?” I asked, startling Preston. “How do you know that they’re having a fuckfest?” 
 
                 Trey threw me one of his ‘oh please!’ looks. “Brothers talk,” he replied.
 
                 “Yes, apparently like school girls,” I chided.
 
                 “What do you mean by that?”
 
                 “I just better never find out that you shared details of our sex life with anyone, brother or not.”
 
                 “Come on, baby. You know me better than that,” he replied in his smooth and silky voice. He scooted closer, giving me a kiss.
 
                 When Preston drifted off in my arms, I laid her down for a nap in the crib that had been put in our suite. I'd packed some of her stuffed toys and put her ghost in the crib with her as I pulled her blanket up. She found her thumb and drifted off to sleep.
 
                 “Wanna take a nap, baby?” Trey asked slyly.
 
                 “I didn’t bring my diaphragm.”
 
                 “No worries. I brought condoms,” he smiled.
 
                 We nestled down under the bedcovers and enjoyed some play before we both drifted off into a nap of our own.
 
                 We both came awake hearing some loud banging against the wall of our room. It was coming from the room next to us, the one that Nigel and Caroline had been in last Christmas. There was some sort of commotion going on in there. It was the headboard hitting the wall. I looked over at Trey and saw the slow smile spread across his face. I knew that we'd never been that loud.  
 
                 Soon, I could hear a woman’s voice. It was Libby’s. “Harder, Tristan!” she yelled. “I want that crop flailed across my ass harder!”
 
                 My eyes widened as I looked up at Trey with a puzzled expression. We heard the sound of leather hitting skin and then Libby moaned loudly.
 
                 “That’s it baby; that’s how I like it! Again!”
 
                 This continued for a while. We then heard her voice loudly again, commanding Tristan to fuck her from behind. He evidently obliged as the rhythmic banging of the headboard against the wall resumed. Finally, we heard them both cry out as they reached their individual climaxes.
 
                 “Damn,” Trey said, “that sounded…different.”
 
                 “Don’t get any ideas."   
 
                 I hadn’t pictured Tristan as being into any of that S & M shit. It was obvious that Libby was very much into it.
 
                 “Oh, come on, Tylar,” Trey admonished. “Since when have you turned all provincial? I seem to recall you enjoying a spanking or two in the past.”
 
                 “That’s an entirely different thing and you know it. Are you saying that we need to spice up our play in the bedroom?”
 
                 “No and why do you always read way more into the things I say?” He pulled me against him, brushing my hair back from my face gently. He tilted my chin upward and kissed my lips softly several times. “I've no complaints at all, Mrs. Sinclair, but if you ever find it boring, you'll speak up, won’t you?”
 
                 “Assuredly, counselor,” I replied, kissing him back.
 
                 Just then, the sound of Preston’s ghost booing came from the crib. Trey and I looked over. She was sitting up in her crib, her chubby arms hugging her ghost to her. She smiled at us. Trey slipped his sweats on and went over to take care of her. 
 
                 We ate at Morelli’s that night. Carmelita was thrilled to see us again and she was captivated by Preston. Tristan and Libby had joined us; try as I might, I was just not clicking with that chick. I thought Susan’s instincts were on target, but I'd never let on to Tristan that I didn’t care for her. He seemed to be totally mesmerized by her in every way. I was a bit uncomfortable being around them after what we'd heard that afternoon, but neither one of them seemed fazed by it.
 
                 When we got back to the manor, Susan insisted on bathing Preston and getting her ready to go down for the night. Susan had moved Preston’s crib to her and Clive’s suite. I suspected it was because she'd overheard Tristan and Libby at some point over the past several days. She was probably concerned the baby wouldn't sleep through the noise. I hoped like hell it didn’t keep Trey and I up.
 
                 Trey and I showered in our suite together and got dressed for bed. He put on a pair of PJ pants that hung low on his hips and a white tee shirt. I admired his flat, taut belly; his muscular arms and shoulders were evident under his tee shirt. I climbed under the sheets and settled down, waiting for Trey to join me. He'd gone back downstairs to grab his cell phone. When he got back to the room, he seemed a bit distracted.
 
                 “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
                 “Yeah, why?”
 
                 “I don’t know. You seem distracted all of a sudden.”
 
                 He didn’t respond. He flipped his cell phone on to check messages and e-mails.
 
                 “Trey,” I said, still watching him. “What is it?”
 
                 “Oh, it’s nothing, I guess. It’s just that when I went downstairs just now, Libby was in the kitchen getting a glass of ice water. My phone was on the counter near the sink. When I retrieved it off the counter and turned to leave, it was like her hand brushed against my crotch accidently.”
 
                 “What do you mean, accidently?” I hissed.
 
                 “I mean it was like she was turning away from the sink as I was leaving the room. Her hand just kind of brushed against me as she went to get ice from the icemaker.”
 
                 “Well, did she say anything?”
 
                 “I thought maybe it was my fault for getting in her path, so I said ‘sorry.’ She said there was nothing at all for me to be sorry about.”
 
                 “That bitch,” I hissed.
 
                 “Tylar, please let it go. I’m certain it was an accident. I don’t want anything ruining Tristan’s party, okay?”
 
   “She's been overly attentive to you since we got here.”
 
   “She has not; she’s all about Tristan. Now, let’s forget about it, okay?” I gave him a mumbled "whatever" turning over on my side away from him. 
 
   Trey had it wrong. Tristan was all about her, but she was not all about Tristan. She was about herself and getting anything, and everything, she wanted.  
 
   Trey and I awoke during the night to the sound of Tristan and Libby’s relentless fucking. There was no way it could be deemed ‘lovemaking.’ It was mostly Libby’s high pitched shrieking and moaning; telling Tristan what she wanted and where she wanted it. It appeared that he aimed to please.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Trey muttered after wrapping a pillow around his head to cover his ears had failed to drown out the sounds from the next room. He leapt up out of our bed and headed towards the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” I whispered loudly.
 
   “I’m going to tell them to fucking keep it down,” he snapped.
 
   “Oh, so you’re going to pull a Caroline on them?”
 
   “Bullshit, Tylar. You and I were never that loud. This is ridiculous.”
 
   “Trey, I thought you wanted to make sure that Tristan had a great 40th birthday weekend?" He stood there, hands on his hips, undecided.  
 
   "If this makes him happy, you can certainly endure it for the sake of your brother, right?”
 
   He relented grudgingly, coming back to bed. We spent the rest of the night trying to cover our ears to drown out the sounds coming from the next room.  
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   Chapter 18
 
    
 
                 Nigel and Tess arrived the following morning. I'd finally gotten to know Tess better and found that I actually liked her. I could see how much she and Nigel had in common. It was funny, but having spent more time with her, I could see that she'd never have been a good match for Trey.  
 
                 We helped Susan get the house decorated for the party. Trey, Tristan, and Nigel had gone over to the winery to see the progress being made on the expansion. Libby had tagged along with the men, preferring their company to ours, apparently. Tess and I were working on one of Susan’s candy corn centerpieces as she gave us directions from the kitchen. Clive was in the living room playing with Preston.
 
                 “So, Tylar,” Tess spoke up softly, “what do you think of Tristan’s girlfriend?”
 
                 “What do you think of Libby?” I countered.
 
                 “No fair,” she laughed quietly. “I asked you first.”
 
                 “Well, honestly, I don’t know her all that well yet, but at first blush…I think she rocks Tristan’s world sexually. I also wish you and Nigel’s room was next to theirs instead of ours.”
 
                 Her eyes widened in surprise. “That loud, huh?”
 
                 “Yep and all night long.”
 
                 She giggled softly. “We can’t pick our in-laws, I guess.”
 
                 I smiled at Tess. The truth was, I could do a whole lot worse for a sister-in-law than Tess; Caroline or Libby, for example. 
 
                 “Exactly,” I answered. “Speaking of which, I understand that Caroline's now your sister-in-law instead of mine. Congratulations!”
 
                 This brought more giggling from Tess and I saw her blush. “Yeah, that was all pretty screwed up wasn’t it?”
 
                 “Let’s just say that Trey and I are never bored at a family get-together.”
 
                 “I hear that,” she replied, putting the finishing touches on the centerpiece. “You know, I'm so glad that you're with Trey. You two are perfect for each other—I mean the same way it feels like Nigel and I are perfect for each other. I’m glad that you and Trey discovered it before you had to go through disastrous marriages like he and I did.”
 
                 “Thank you, Tess. I’m glad you're finally happy. Nigel seems so happy too. Are you uncomfortable being around Caroline?”
 
                 “No, not really,” she replied. “We finally came to terms with all that happened. I mean, I’m not proud of what I did, but sometimes it’s like Nigel says, ‘the heart wants what the heart wants’ I guess.”
 
                 I could picture Nigel telling her that. He had a sweetness about him I hadn’t seen when he was with Caroline.
 
                 “Caroline actually seems happy too, now, so perhaps everything did work out for the best,” she said, interrupting my thoughts.
 
                 “Why does she hate me?” I asked, hoping that Tess was privy to the reason.
 
                 “I don’t think that she hates you at all, Tylar. I think she was simply jealous of the relationship and love that she saw you and Trey had. I mean, it was so obvious to everyone. She'd always wanted a baby and there you were all in love and pregnant. She couldn’t be happy for you. She was in a bad place then. We all were.”
 
                 “Did Nigel not want children?” I asked.
 
                 “Oh, I think Nigel would've liked to have had a child or two, but that’s not in the cards.”
 
                 “I know,” I replied with compassion. “I heard about the accident with Derringer.”
 
                 “Oh, it’s not that; I mean it wasn’t in the cards for Nigel with anyone. He’s been tested and has an extremely low sperm count.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “Tess, I didn’t mean to pry.”
 
                 “No, it's fine,” she assured me. “You see, I can conceive, but I'd never be able to carry a baby to term."
 
                 I nodded.  
 
                 "Before we married, Nigel got tested simply because Caroline had never conceived. We didn’t know how we would handle birth control. As it turns out, there's no need to use it.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I said again.
 
                 “But we sure enjoy spoiling our niece, if that’s okay with you,” she said happily. As if on cue, Clive walked in carrying Preston, who saw me and immediately smiled, reaching for me.
 
                 “I think it’s that time,” I said, taking my leave to go upstairs to our suite.  
 
                 We had nearly everything finished for the party. The caterers would be arriving soon to set up. The weather was mild enough that a band was going to be playing outside. There was a fire pit set up to take the chill off out on the patio. We'd helped Susan hang Halloween party lights around the large wooden deck where tables and chairs had been set up already.
 
                 Up in the suite, I stretched out on our bed, switching on the television while Preston curled up against me and nursed. She'd nearly dozed off when Trey came into the room having just returned from the winery with his brothers.
 
                 “You guys did a fantastic job on the house,” he commented, taking his place on the bed beside us. Preston’s eyes fluttered open at hearing his voice and she smiled up at him. “Hey there, baby girl,” he cooed smiling down at her. He put his hands out towards her, beckoning for her to come towards him. “Come over here to Daddy, apple-dumpling,” he encouraged.
 
                 She rolled over onto her stomach and crawled over to where he was laying. He scooped her up and held her up in the air above him, bouncing her up and down. She squealed and laughed.
 
                 “Better watch it,” I warned. “She just finished eating.” I fastened my nursing bra back up and got up from the bed to start my bubble bath. I was going to indulge myself and leave her to Trey’s care for the time being. “So, what did you think of the winery?” I asked, coming back out to the bedroom for clean underwear.
 
                 “Baby, you should see it. You won’t recognize it when you go over there. He has a whole new building under construction that's totally automated," he said, sounding very impressed.  
 
                 "Once he gets it in operation, there will be very little for him to do except count his money. He’s planning on expanding his market through a distribution channel that would cover the east coast at a minimum. I’m thinking about buying some shares. What do you think?”
 
                 “Honey, I leave that to you. It’s your money.”
 
                 “It’s our money,” he corrected me, lowering Preston down so that he could sniff her diaper. “Pee-yew!" he said, making a face. “I think she wants her mommy to change her.”
 
                 “The diapers are next to the bed, Trey. The baby wipes are on the nightstand. She’s on your watch while I get my bath, sweetie.”
 
                 I went into the bathroom, leaving the door open as I undressed for my bath. I could hear Trey rustling around for the baby wipes and diapers. I chuckled when I heard him gag as he unfastened her dirty diaper.
 
                 “No, no Preston, sweetie. Lay still for Daddy—”
 
                 I relaxed in my bubble bath, glad that Trey was spending some quality time with his daughter. My relaxation was interrupted when I heard Trey holler from the bedroom at me.
 
                 “Jesus Christ, Tylar; she’s had a major shit explosion in this diaper!” 
 
                 “Don’t blame me,” I called out from the tub. “You were the one who fed her applesauce last night at Morelli’s, saying that she was ready for solids.”
 
                 I heard him gag a couple of more times before he finally had her cleaned up and diapered. He must've taken the toxic diaper out of the room instead of putting it in the trash can. Several moments later, Preston crawled into the bathroom, spying me in the tub. Trey appeared in the doorway just then, relieved to see that she hadn’t wandered down the hall.
 
                 “Man, she scared me,” he said. “That little shit can crawl fast.”
 
                 “That’s why you're supposed to be keeping an eye on her, Trey.”
 
                 He gave me his dimpled grin, scooping her back up into his arms and leaving me to my bath.
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                 Tristan’s 40th birthday party was in full swing. The guests had arrived; the band was playing outside. Tristan and Libby hadn't yet made their entrance. Everyone loved our ‘Flintstones’ costumes. Susan and Tess continued to gush over ‘Pebbles.’ Tess and Nigel were dressed as Minnie and Mickey Mouse; Preston was enthralled with their costumes. Tess was holding the baby whenever Susan wasn’t.
 
                 Caroline and Landon had arrived as ‘Bonnie & Clyde.’ They were both cordial to everyone. Mr. and Mrs. Andrews were dressed as Frankenstein and his bride; Denise and Ray came as Romeo and Juliet; Susan and Clive were dressed as Laurel and Hardy. There were an assortment of other costumes, such as characters from the Twilight saga movies, Harry Potter and a neighbor couple came as George and Jane Jetson.
 
                 Trey looked great as Fred Flintstone; he kept bopping me with his wooden club that was made of soft foam, threatening to drag me back to the cave by my hair. Finally, we saw Tristan and Libby come into the room.  
 
                 Oh. My. God.
 
                 Minnie Mouse did a double take as she nudged Mickey beside her. 
 
                 Libby and Tristan were dressed as Adam and Eve. Tristan looked magnificent wearing a loin cloth which covered only the bare essentials. He was built to carry it off. His dark hair was longer than Trey’s and Libby had slicked it back to look just like Adam’s looked in the biblical movie. He had that sexy five o’clock shadow thing going like Trey. He had a white sash draped diagonally over his broad shoulder and tied at his narrow hip.
 
                 Libby had nothing more than a G-string on with some fig leaves affixed in a triangle in the front to cover her pubic area. Her butt cheeks were in full view. Of course, she had the perfect ass. Her top was the same, with fig leaves covering a bit more than her nipple areas. 
 
                 Her long blond hair cascaded down to the middle of her back in curly waves. Hair extensions—there was no way her hair was that long or curly yesterday. Her breasts were ripe and round—just as one would imagine Eve’s had been in the Garden of Eden. She'd obviously used a self-tanner all over her body as it was sun-bronzed. Again, not the pale skin she sported only the day before. She carried a red apple with a bite out of it as a prop.  
 
                 Tristan had a python snake wrapped around his neck, which I was relieved to find out wasn't real. I heard Trey catch his breath as she turned to model for everyone. There were many appreciative whistles in the crowd. I jabbed my elbow into Trey’s rib.
 
                 “Ouch,” he said, finally taking his eyes off of her. “What’s the matter, Wilma?”
 
                 “Cut the shit, Trey.” 
 
                 I wanted to laugh, thinking about how Trey had thought my Wilma Flintstone shift was too short and revealed too much leg. Hah! He certainly seemed to enjoy the view Libby provided. The band was playing a slow song outside.
 
                 “I think I’ll go ask Tristan for a birthday dance,” I said, heading away from the group towards where Tristan and Libby stood front and center. I immediately felt Trey’s arm hauling me back next to him.
 
                 “What’s the matter, Fred?”
 
                 I looked up at him coquettishly.
 
                 “I’m your dance partner tonight,” he said, all caveman style. “Come on, woman.”
 
                 We went out to the dance area that wasn’t too crowded yet. The fire pit going just off to the side of it kept the area fairly well-lit and warm. He took me in his arms and pulled me against him as we danced to the soft melodic tunes of the song. The song was called, “Beautiful Tonight.” 
 
                 Just then, Tristan and Libby came on to the dance floor. Holy Shit! How in the hell are they going to manage dancing without revealing more than they already did?
 
                 It was then that I saw Tristan had on skin colored long johns under his loin cloth. Libby had no such protection. I was glad to see that at least Tristan hadn’t completely lost his mind. I'd been right. Tristan was all about her. I could see it as he held her closely, rubbing her back. I tried to watch under semi-closed lids so he wouldn’t know I was staring. I was sure at one point he whispered ‘I love you’ in her ear. 
 
                 I then saw that she had a full few of Trey and was watching him intently with her eyes wide open. My eyes locked with hers and she didn’t bother to look away. She was sending me a message loud and clear. 
 
                 After the song ended, we went back inside. Tess was holding Preston, who was starting to get fussy. It was probably time for her to go down for the night. I took her from Tess and told Trey I was taking her upstairs to put her to bed, relieved to get away from the party. Tess followed me upstairs, taking off her Minnie Mouse head.
 
                 “God, it feels good to get that thing off,” she said. “I don’t know what Nigel and I were thinking getting costumes that required pulling a head on over our own,” she chuckled.
 
                 “Enjoying the party?” I asked her, as we headed into our suite.
 
                 “Probably about as much as you are,” she replied. “Some costume, huh?”
 
                 “Oh, it’s not just that,” I said. “Last night, Trey went downstairs to get his cell phone off of the kitchen counter and she was there. He said she ‘accidently’ brushed her hand against his crotch.”
 
                 “What?” she sat up where she'd been reclining on the bed.  
 
                 I laid one of Preston’s blankets on top of the bed, placing her on it. “Will you watch her for a sec while I gather her stuff for bed?”
 
                 “Sure, no problem,” Tess said, smiling over at Preston who was sucking her thumb. I returned to the room and started undressing the baby. She was squirming around turning her head so that she could continue to watch Tess who was no longer ‘Minnie Mouse’ to her.
 
                 “Yes. Trey told me that when he came back up to our room. He was bothered by it, I could tell, but then he convinced himself it was an accident.”
 
                 I shared with her the rest of it about the apology and then about what I'd observed on the dance floor while I got Preston ready for bed.
 
                 “I can see that she craves male attention. Nigel said that the whole time they were touring the winery expansion, it was all about her. Did you know that once Tristan gets his staff hired, he's moving to Atlanta to live with her?”
 
                 “No,” I said aghast. “It must be way serious.”
 
                 “Hmm—on Tristan’s part maybe, but certainly not on hers.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I said, “That's exactly what I told Trey; Tristan's all about her; she’s all about something else.”
 
                 “I agree with you.”
 
                 Just then there was a tap on the door.
 
                 “Who is it?” both Tess and I called out together.
 
                 “It’s Bonnie,” the voice slurred. Caroline!
 
                 “Come on in,” Tess invited. “It’ll be okay,” she said quietly to me.
 
                 Caroline came in with a glass of wine in her hand. “I have one question,” she slurred. “Who in the hell is that bitch that's all but naked down there shaking her fig leaves at every guy in the room?”
 
                 Tess and I both snickered. Libby’s ears had to be burning. It was kind of comical to see Caroline appearing to be just a normal drunk, jealous wife. “She’s got Landon out there dancing now. She’s already been shaking her booty out there with Nigel and then with Trey,” she said.
 
                 “What!” Tess and I both shrieked at the same time.
 
                 “Yep,” she said, shaking her head up and down then taking a gulp of her wine. “Just thought you girls would want to know. I’m headed back down to make sure my man isn’t pruning her fig bush. I suggest you two do the same.” She walked out of the room, keeping her staggering to a minimum.
 
                 “Hey, she’s right; we need to get back down there, Tylar,” Tess said.
 
                 “I’ve got to feed Preston and get her down for the night. You go ahead.”
 
                 “Okay,” she said reluctantly. “Just know that I have your back.”
 
                 “Thanks, Tess,” I smiled as she left.
 
                 I lay Preston on the bed while I slipped out of my costume and pulled the covers back on my side of the bed. I lifted her up and into my arms, snuggling beneath the covers with her. I flipped the television on and nestled her against me. She nestled into me. I looked over at the bedside clock. It was only ten-thirty. 
 
                 Of course, everyone was drinking alcohol except me. I’m sure it made for a great party. It pissed me off to know that Trey had danced with her, drinking or not. I looked down at Preston and her little brows were furrowed, as if she sensed I was upset about something.
 
                 “It’s okay, baby girl,” I said to her, smiling. “I warn you though, Mommy better never find out that you were in public wearing nothing but fig leaves. Do you hear me?” 
 
                 She gave me a sleepy smile. I kissed her forehead and we both drifted off to sleep.
 
                 I wasn’t sure how much later it was when Trey stumbled into our bedroom, flicking on the overhead light. “Why the hell didn’t you come back down to the party?” he asked, slightly inebriated.
 
                 “Shhh, Trey,” I cautioned. “You’re going to wake the baby up.”
 
                 “What the hell is she doing in here? Her crib's in my parents’ room.”
 
                 “We fell asleep,” I said, irritated with his attitude about Preston being in here with me.
 
                 “Here baby,” he said, reaching for her. “Let me take her on down to their room. They’re getting ready for bed, so they'll be in there with her.”
 
                 “Are you drunk?” I asked.
 
                 “I’ve had a few,” he admitted, “but no, I’m not drunk-drunk, just a little buzzed-buzzed is all.”
 
                 If I hadn’t been butt naked under the sheets, I'd have carried her down. As it was, I felt he could manage getting her there in one piece. I climbed out of bed, got into my nightgown, and finished up in the bathroom before he got back. When he returned, I was still under the covers.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” he commented, getting out of his costume and into his PJ pants and a tee shirt. “Mom and Dad are fit to be tied about Tristan’s girlfriend. I had to listen to them go on for a full ten minutes or more.”
 
                 “Why are they fit to be tied?”
 
                 “Why do you think? They didn’t exactly appreciate her costume.”
 
                 He went into the bathroom where I heard him brush his teeth. Once finished, he climbed into bed with me. “Hey, you missed the best part of Tristan’s party,” he commented, pulling me next to him so that he could caress my breasts.
 
                 “Oh? What part was that?”
 
                 “When they sang Happy Birthday and toasted him. Then he made a toast and announced his engagement to Libby.”
 
                 “What?” I sat up in bed. “Are you serious?”
 
                 “Yeah,” he grinned, “you should see the rock he gave her. I told you they were all about each other.”
 
                 “I’d rather have seen your mother’s face after the announcement. How did she take it?”
 
                 “I don’t know. I mean I wasn’t specifically watching everyone’s reaction. My brother is happy. I think we should wish them well.”
 
                 “Whatever. Goodnight.”
 
                 I wasn’t going to argue with him. I wasn’t even going to bring anything up about knowing he danced with Libby. What was the point? I either trusted him or I didn’t. Anything outside of that was simply drama.
 
                 “I don’t want to sleep, baby; I want to fuck.”
 
                 “Go next door,” I answered, rolling over onto my side with my back to him. I heard a mumbled curse. He turned on his side, pulled the covers up, and went to sleep. A short time later, Trey and I were both roused out of our sleep by the noise next door.
 
                 “Oh yes, baby!” Libby was screaming. “Keep fucking me Tristan; just like that. Pull the ass beads out now—oh yeah, aarrrgghhh!”
 
                 “Good God…not again,” Trey groaned, pulling the covers up over his head. The headboard was slamming against the wall in a steady rhythm that seemed to go and on. It continued at a slower pace as Libby’s orgasm apparently was winding down. Someone was now knocking on our door.
 
                 “What the hell now?” Trey grumbled, throwing the covers off and going to the door. It was Clive asking that Trey and I keep it down.
 
                 “Jesus Christ Dad, it’s not us," Trey snapped. "It’s Tristan and that god damn nymph he’s engaged to.”
 
                 Clive apologized for the interruption, and by this time, things had quieted down next door. But within twenty minutes, it started up again, though Trey had already passed out. 
 
                 I was left to listen to it alone. They had finished their second round and I had finally drifted back to sleep when more noise came from the room next door. It sounded as if there was an argument beginning. My female ears perked up. This was way more interesting that listening to sex.
 
                 “What do you mean that I’m too friendly, Tristan?” Libby yelled. “No, I will not keep it down. You need to explain yourself to me.” 
 
                 Evidently, Tristan’s answers were in a quiet tone, so I didn’t get to hear them. Libby, however, wasn't pleased with them. 
 
                 “What the fuck! So I danced with Trey—what of it? I danced with Nigel, too. Oh, and I danced with Landon and some other guy named Ray. Why are you making a federal case about my dancing with Trey? Someone had to, I suppose. I just felt so sorry for him.” 
 
                 I didn’t hear anything further for several seconds.
 
                 “Quit shushing me,” she hollered. “You’re the one that's making a big deal out of it. His wife deserted him, for the most part, during your party to play wet nurse to that baby of theirs. I felt sorry for the poor guy. Christ, don’t you trust me?” Tristan must've put her mind at ease with his response. “I love you, Tristan, and only you. You have to believe me.”
 
                 Oh, Christ—what an actress.
 
                 Tristan must've bought off on her explanation because I didn’t hear any further argument. Within minutes, the music of their slamming headboard against our wall was all I heard. And Trey managed to sleep through it all.
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   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
                 I'd never been so glad to be home than after that long weekend in Bristol. I'd called Gina during the following week while Preston was napping to fill her in.
 
                 “No fucking way!” she said, as I told her about the sex in the next room, their costumes and Tristan’s sudden engagement. The crème de’ le crème was when I told her that Tristan was moving to Atlanta to live here because of her job. When Gina asked what Libby’s job was, I told her about Sexabella. Gina knew of the company. Why had I not been surprised?
 
                 “Oh, yeah,” she said excitedly, “they distribute a lot of that stuff we saw in the Sextique Shop at the mall in Bristol, remember?”
 
                 “How could I possibly forget, Gina?”  
 
                 I remembered the Jack Rabbit Wallbanger w/Suction Cup she'd bought for me as a Christmas gift last year from that store. “So, how's it going with you?” I asked.
 
                 “Well, we're sort of at a standstill with the division of property. We have the condo and the business. With what we owe on both there's no even split of equity or liability. It’s a quagmire, I guess. In the meantime, I’m still living at the condo, of course, and Ian is paying the bills. I still work at the club on days, but it’s hard, you know? I mean everyone knows what Ian did and continues to do with that skank. I’m not one for pity, girlfriend.”
 
                 “I know that, Gina—I’m sorry about all of this. Hey, let me talk to Trey.”
 
                 “Why would you talk to him about my problems?” she asked.
 
                 “Well, he mentioned something about buying shares of Tristan’s winery; what if I could convince him to invest in the Sanctuary instead and buy Ian’s interest out?”
 
                 “Oh, Ty, I mean I love you for thinking about me on this, but that's a lot to hope for from a friend. Given that the Hot Nazi doesn’t care for me, I don’t think you have a snowball’s chance.”
 
                 “We’ll see,” I replied. “It couldn’t hurt.”
 
                 “Hey,” she said changing the subject. “How's your house coming along?”
 
                 “It’s on schedule,” I replied. “Want to ride out with Preston and me today?”
 
                 “Absolutely,” she said.
 
                 I picked Gina up after lunch and we drove out to the house in DeKalb County. She'd been there with me before several times but it was nearly finished, with the exception of the flooring and final trim. We toured the house and Gina marveled at the layout.
 
                 It was two-story with a partial walk-out basement. It was nearly four thousand square feet. The master suite upstairs was, in Gina’s words, ‘to die for.’ Our room had a working fireplace, ‘his’ and ‘hers’ dressing room/closets and a master bath that had a sunken Jacuzzi tub, double marble showers, double vanities and  ‘his’ and ‘hers’ enclosed commodes. 
 
                 The horse barn was nearly finished. Trey was making arrangements to have Derringer and a couple of other horses brought out after the first of the year when we moved in. Gina had promised to help me furniture shop after Christmas.
 
                 I asked Trey at dinner that evening about the possibility of buying out Ian’s interest of the Sanctuary.
 
                 “Are you crazy? Absolutely not! Do you realize that restaurants and night clubs are the most risky types of investments? Aside from that, I can’t imagine being in business with Gina. Dumb idea, baby.”
 
                 “But just think about…”
 
                 He cut me off with his usual, “End of discussion, Tylar.”
 
                 Sometimes Trey’s closed-mindedness really pissed me off! I mean he could've at least given me the courtesy of pretending to consider it before giving me a definitive 'no'. 
 
                 So much for it being “our” money, I thought. Maybe I could find another investor. I really hated to see Gina lose that club. She needed something to occupy her time and the social environment there was therapeutic for her.  
 
                 I was folding clothes in the laundry room when it dawned on me that I could be an investor without Trey. I had put all of the money that I'd cleared from the sale of the house and furnishings in Radcliff into my own savings account, along with the money I'd earned from the dressage competitions, the left-over money from the sale of my car and the ten grand I'd received from Maggie’s previous employer.
 
                 I went to the bedroom and got my savings passbook out of my underwear drawer. I had over two hundred thousand dollars in my savings account. I had offered to buy the furnishings for the new house with it. 
 
                 Screw that. 
 
                 Gina was more important. I smiled at my ingenuity. I’d tell Gina the good news tomorrow while Trey was at work. She and I were going to be partners.
 
                 I finished up in the laundry room and went to check on Preston. She was in her swing in Trey’s office, chewing on her pink rubber clothespin. She smiled when she saw me, dropping her toy and holding her arms up for me. Trey was typing away on his laptop. He looked up as I lifted her from the swing. He was trying to figure out whether I was pissed at him for blowing off my suggestion about investing in the club. I decided to keep him guessing.
 
                 “Do you want a bath, Preston?” I asked, totally ignoring Trey. She still had slobber on her chin from chewing on the toy. She grinned up at me as I picked her up.
 
                 “Tylar?” Trey called after me when I reached the hallway with her. I stepped back into his office and glanced over at him. “Oh, I see. This is how it's going to be now,” he stated, simply.
 
                 “Excuse me?”
 
                 “I’m going to get the silent treatment, aren’t I?”
 
                 “I have no clue what you're talking about, Trey. I simply finished my chores for the day and decided to bathe my daughter. Is there something you need?”
 
                 “Don’t let me keep you,” he replied, frowning.
 
                 I bathed Preston and dressed her in one of the new nightgowns Susan had bought for her. I cradled her against me in the rocker.               This had become one of my most favorite times of the day. She fell asleep in my arms. I kissed her forehead and gently placed her in the crib. She loved sleeping on her tummy now. I pulled her blanket up around her and her thumb found her mouth as she slept.
 
                 Trey was still in his office. He was talking to someone on his cell phone. I only heard the tail end of the conversation where he told someone he would see them this weekend. I showered and climbed into bed. I'd fallen asleep by the time Trey finally came to bed. He was still damp from his shower as he curled up next to me.  
 
                 He wrapped an arm around me, pulling me close to him. I felt his warm lips as they kissed the nape of my neck, my shoulder and my cheek. He gently nibbled an ear lobe. I hoped he didn’t think we were going to have make-up sex. That was not going to happen. 
 
                 His hand lowered to my hip as he pulled my nightgown up, his fingers pushed past the elastic of my panties and plied the folds of my sex gently. His warm lips continued to kiss my neck, moving toward my throat as he rolled me towards him. I could feel myself getting wet for him. 
 
                 Damn.
 
                 His mouth found mine as he drew me to him, kissing and tracing my lips with his tongue. I fought not to respond. I lost. I laced my arms around his neck, pulling his face closer to mine as our tongues danced together in a passionate kiss. I felt his hand move to lower my panties and he lifted me up to take them completely off. He pulled my nightgown up and over my head. He'd come to bed naked.
 
                 He moaned against my lips. My body was responding to him and it pissed me off. I loved Trey, but he'd really hurt my feelings this evening with his fist-pounding tactics at dinner. He'd made me feel subservient, in a way; as if I didn’t have a say or a vote in our household or investments. He'd been the one who, only last week, insisted the money was “ours” and not “his.” I supposed it was “our” money until I wanted to spend some of it.
 
                 “Come on baby,” he whispered against my lips. “You know that feels good. You know you love what I’m doing to you.”
 
                 He lowered his lips to my breasts, tracing the nipple with his tongue, circling it over and over again. His fingers were expertly exploring the folds of my pussy and my hips were thrusting to meet his fingers as they pushed and rotated inside of me.
 
                 Damn him!
 
                 His lips and tongue traveled further south until they joined his magic fingers at the apex of my core. His tongue swirled over my clitoris, flicking it rhythmically as my hips gyrated against his mouth.
 
                 “That’s my baby,” he said softly, licking and kissing me down there. “My baby's so wet and so ready.”
 
                 I will not moan; I will not moan!
 
                 Trey’s tongue continued to wash over my clitoris as he removed his fingers from me. I could hear the sound of a condom packet rip and felt his hands move to his erection as he rolled the condom over the length of his hard shaft. I hadn’t touched his junk at all tonight. I hadn’t even opened my eyes. For all I knew, this wasn’t Trey. This could be anyone, I decided. Yes—this could be someone other than Trey. 
 
                 Maybe this could even be …Tristan.
 
                 My imagination decided that it was Tristan with me right now doing all of these delicious and forbidden things. Tristan, with his longer hair and emerald green eyes pleasuring me in bed. The same Tristan that was always caring and sweet to me and that never treated me dismissively the way that Trey had earlier.
 
                 I felt him lower himself to me, and I opened my legs, to welcome and accept his erection. Once there, I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him deep inside of me as my hips arched up against him. It felt so good; so damn good.
 
                 “Mmmm,” I moaned. “You feel so good. I love having you inside of me.” He increased his rhythm, thrusting in and out of me with beautiful and expert precision. I moaned in sweet pleasure feeling myself contract around him.
 
                 “I need you to kiss me,” I said, hungry to see what his lips would feel like on mine.  
 
                 I felt his warm and sensual lips mold against mine perfectly. His tongue teased mine playfully.  
 
                 I imagined his emerald green eyes watching me as I writhed in pleasure; totally surrendering myself to him. We kissed with hunger and passion. My hips were rotating and I could feel myself squeezing and contracting him to climax. I arched my back as he placed his hands under my ass, penetrating me deeply. The head of his shaft was rubbing my sweet spot like I'd never felt before.
 
                 “Oh God,” I moaned. “You're the best baby.”
 
                 My orgasm exploded with intensity like no other I'd ever experienced, and I continued to whimper with each pulsating release. I could feel his climax unravel inside of me. I cried out with pleasure as it did. My lips found his and I kissed him as he finished coming; and he moaned with pleasure as well. I felt content that I had pleased him. He released a final shudder and his lips captured mine once again.  
 
                 We were both panting with our exertion. Too soon, he pulled himself out of me. I rolled over on my side, flushed with the afterglow of our lovemaking. I drifted off to sleep quickly, never having opened my eyes. 
 
                 When I awoke the next morning, I saw that Trey had already gotten up and headed to the gym for his morning workout. I recalled the events of the previous night and shame washed over me. 
 
                 I felt sick in the pit of my stomach. I needed to call Gina. There was no other person I could trust with this other than my very best friend. It was early, only 7:00 a.m. Preston wasn't even awake yet, but this could not wait. I needed to unload this from my conscience. I phoned Gina and heard her groggy voice on the other end of the phone.
 
                 “Somebody had better have died for you to be calling me this fucking early, girlfriend!”
 
                 “Gina,” I rasped, beside myself, “I did something awful! I cheated on Trey!”  
 
                 My voice gave way to racking, guilt-ridden sobs.
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   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
                 By the time Gina arrived at our apartment, I'd fed breakfast to Preston and she was in her playpen happily chewing on her assortment of rubber toys. I had put a pot of coffee on for Gina because I knew she wasn’t a morning person.  
 
                 The doorman buzzed over the intercom that she'd arrived. I left the front door ajar for her as I returned to the kitchen to shut the oven timer off. I got the blueberry muffins out that I'd baked, trying to kill time before Gina got here. I poured myself a glass of apple juice and put the muffins on a plate. I heard Gina breeze through the front door, calling my name.
 
                 “In here,” I called out. “Want a cup of coffee?”
 
                 She appeared in the doorway to the kitchen looking as if she'd literally climbed out of bed, put a pair of jeans on under her nightgown, threw on her coat and drove over.
 
                 “What the fuck? No, I don’t want a cup of coffee. I want you to sit your ass down and explain to me why you would cheat on your husband? After you saw all the hell that Ian put me through; the pain and suffering, the humiliation—how could you do that to your own husband?”
 
                 I immediately felt a bit sheepish for my over-dramatization. “I didn’t technically cheat on Trey—it just feels as if I have,” I sobbed, taking a seat at the table.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 I explained to Gina that Trey and I had a bit of a disagreement without telling her the specifics. I told her that it wasn’t so much the content of the disagreement, but the tone he'd taken with me, making me feel subservient and insignificant. I explained that I'd gone to bed pissed off at him and that he'd come to bed horny. I admitted that, because I was horny as well, but still pissed, I fantasized that he was someone else and had gotten off seven ways from Sunday.
 
                 I raised my head to look up at her where she was standing next to the breakfast bar. I saw her mouth twitch as if she was finding humor in what I'd just admitted to her.
 
                 “I think I'll have that cup of coffee,” she stated. “Are those blueberry muffins?”
 
                 “Gina? Did you hear what I said?”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Ty,” she said, starting to giggle loudly. “You actually are beating yourself up because you fantasized in the sack? What? You don’t think millions of people do that every night? What about Mrs. Martello at the fruit stand near our club? You’ve met her, right?”
 
                 I nodded wondering what the hell Mrs. Martello had to do with my infidelity.
 
                 “Okay and you’ve seen Mr. Martello on occasion, too. You know, the guy wearing a gravy-stained, yellowed-with-age, tee shirt that doesn’t cover his big, hairy belly?”
 
                 I nodded, still wondering about how this applied to my circumstance.
 
                 “Mrs. Martello told me that she and her old man have sex every night of the week. Do you know why?”
 
                 I shook my head, indicating that I was clueless.
 
                 “She told me the secret of their great sex life is that for the past twenty years she's pictured him as Sinatra when they're in bed. I swear to God, that’s the truth.”
 
                 “But, Gina, that’s different.”
 
                 “How so?” she asked, picking at a blueberry muffin.
 
                 “Well, for one thing, Sinatra is dead. Plus it’s okay, I guess, to fantasize that you’re with a rock star or some famous sports figure or celebrity.”
 
                 “Damn straight,” she replied. “I used to fantasize that Ian was freaking Johnny Depp—no harm, no foul. So, what’s your point?”
 
                 “I fantasized that Trey was his brother, Tristan.”
 
                 “Holy shit,” she said, sitting down. "That's a bit more complicated, I guess.”
 
                 “You think?”
 
                 “Well, be honest, Ty; do you think that you have an actual crush on Tristan?”
 
                 “No, I mean, I like him a lot as my brother-in-law. I think it’s sort of because he looks a lot like Trey, yet he’s a little older and more mature. Plus, he's definitely more laid back than Trey. He never would've acted like Trey did when I brought up the idea of investing in the club.”
 
                 Gina’s raised her eyebrows at that. 
 
                 Oops. 
 
                 I hadn’t meant to divulge the specifics of our argument.
 
                 “So, you basically got pissed because the Hot Nazi trashed your idea about buying Ian’s share of the club?”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Gina; I really didn’t mean to share all of that with you.”
 
                 “No—no, it’s all good,” she said, pouring coffee into a mug and taking her place again at the bar. “So tell me, how hot was the fantasy sex with Tristan?”
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                 Gina had discussed my offer to invest my money with Jesse, her attorney. I specifically instructed her not to divulge my name. He was a junior associate located on the floor below Trey’s, but I didn’t want to take any chances on having Trey find out yet. Jesse was to make an offer to buy out Ian’s portion to his attorney, so at this point, there was nothing left to do but wait.
 
                 “Won’t it be great to be partners, Ty?”
 
                 Gina was excited at the prospect. I was too, for that matter. It was just letting Trey know what I'd done if the offer was accepted that made me a bit nervous. I guess I'd cross that bridge when I came to it.
 
                 As it turned out, Trey’s phone conversation from the night before had been with Tristan. He was going to be in Atlanta this coming weekend with Libby and wanted all of us to get together. Trey had shared that with me when he called from his office at lunch time. I dreaded having to deal with that bitch again.
 
                 He was acting as if everything was back to normal. I still was carrying guilt about my fantasy, but Gina had told me over and over it was perfectly normal. She told me, under no circumstances, should I confess it to Trey.
 
                 I'd made Trey’s favorite dinner tonight: pot roast with carrots, potatoes and gravy; I'd followed his mother’s recipe and baked him a chocolate pie. I set the dining room table very formally with good china and cloth napkins. I opened a bottle of merlot to breathe.
 
                 I dressed Preston in one of her wool plaid jumpers with a long sleeved shirt underneath. I put winter tights on her and a pair of patent leather dress shoes. She looked adorable. I moved her high chair into the dining room. Trey came in around six-thirty and immediately knew something was up.
 
                 “Shit, we aren’t having company tonight, are we?”
 
                 “No, silly,” I said, helping him off with his trench coat. “I just wanted us to have a nice romantic dinner, that’s all.”
 
                 He cocked an eyebrow, looking around the room and then back to me. “Where’s the baby?”
 
                 “She’s in her playpen right over there, Trey. Why don’t you go in and spend a few minutes with her while I get dinner on the table, okay?”
 
                 I went back to the kitchen and finished pureeing some of the baked yams I'd made for Preston. I poured Trey and I a glass of wine and set it on the table. I finished putting the food on the table and filled our crystal tumblers with ice water. Everything looked delicious.
 
                 “Dinner's ready, Trey. Would you put Preston in her high chair?”
 
                 Trey was impressed with dinner. He complimented me over and over again about how great everything tasted. He said my chocolate pie was every bit as good as his mother's. I felt better about last night, seeing how happy I'd made him this evening. After dinner, Trey offered to bathe Preston and get her ready for bed.
 
                 “Thanks, sweetie,” I said. “I’m going to grab a shower.”
 
                 He leaned down and kissed me softly on my lips. “Thanks for a wonderful dinner, baby.”
 
                 An hour later, Trey and I were in bed watching a movie together. I was curled up in his arms, feeling better about everything. Gina was right. Fantasies were a normal part of sexuality. My phone chimed on the nightstand. It was Gina. 
 
                 “Hi, Gina, what’s up?”
 
                 “Great news! Jesse just phoned that Ian’s attorney got back with him this evening. It’s a go. He’s accepted the buyout. You and I'll be equal partners at the Sanctuary, how about that?”
 
                 “Really?” I said. I found myself excited now over the prospect that this was really going to happen. I'd have something of my own.
 
                 “So,” Gina continued, “We need to get the funds together. Jesse says a cashier’s check will do. I'll call you in the morning, once he gets the partnership LLC papers together.”
 
                 “Sure, Gina, I’ll talk to you then.” 
 
                 “What was that about?” Trey asked, quirking an eyebrow.
 
                 Holy shit…
 
                 “Oh, that was Gina.”
 
                 “I know it was Gina; that much was evident. What’s going on?”
 
                 “She's going to buy out Ian’s share of the club. She has a partner."
 
                 “She found a partner that quickly?”
 
                 “Yeah. It’s me.”
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                 I soon learned that Trey could give as well as he got when it came to the silent treatment. He hadn’t said a word to me once he'd stopped yelling. He was furious when I told him that I'd used my savings account money to buy out Ian’s share of the club. He said that I had no business doing that without discussing it with him first. I told him that I didn’t see it that way.
 
                 He left for work the following morning without so much as kissing me good-bye. Gina came by around ten to pick Preston and me up. We headed to the bank to get the cashier’s check, and then on to Trey’s office building. I was thankful that Jesse was on a different floor. He had received the signed bill of sale from Ian’s attorney; he'd prepared the LLC partnership agreement between Gina and me. It was fairly simple. The difficult part was yet to come. I had no clue how to run a business—or in this case, help run a business.  
 
                 Gina admitted that Ian had taken care of booking the talent, advertising, payroll, hiring, and firing. She said she'd trained the bartenders and scheduled their shifts, filling in when one of them called off. They had an outside accountant who kept the books. An audit and full accounting had been conducted prior to the drafting of the separation agreement that would become Gina and Ian’s final divorce decree in about thirty days.  
 
                 Our LLC took possession of the club immediately upon execution of transfer of title. Gina was ecstatic; I was scared shitless. It didn’t help that Trey wasn't speaking to me. I needed his support now, more than ever.
 
                 Gina said our first order of business was to fire the “skank” which she had no reluctance in doing. She announced that I'd be the upstairs bartender after terminating the skank. Of course, I knew nothing about the science of mixology. My experience entailed getting a beer from the fridge for Trey or pouring myself a glass of wine. I hadn’t even operated a computerized cash register. Gina didn’t see that as an obstacle.
 
                 She presented me with my work uniform, which consisted of a short black skirt, a tight white blouse with the first three buttons unbuttoned, and a silky black vest. I was instructed to wear dark hose and a minimum of three inch black heels.  
 
                 She gave me a bartender’s guide for mixed drinks and scheduled training time for me over the next two days at the club for four hours at a shot.
 
                 Jean had been released from rehab. She'd called me her first day home, letting me know that she was ready to start back to work. The timing was perfect. She assured me that she had no physical restrictions and felt as good as she had before the accident. When I asked if she might possibly be interested in babysitting while I started back to work, she was thrilled at the idea. She assured me that she was more than up to caring for “her little angel.” That warmed my heart immediately. She watched her the two afternoons while I underwent Gina’s training. 
 
                 Tristan was coming to Atlanta to spend a long weekend with Libby. I didn’t know exactly what Trey had planned as far as entertaining or hanging out with them, since this would by my inaugural weekend as half-owner of the Sanctuary. Jean was going to be at the apartment on Friday by five to stay with Preston until Trey got home. I'd conveyed that to Trey verbally, receiving little more than a nod and a grunt in return.
 
                 Thursday night, I bathed Preston and got her dressed in her pajamas. I sat with her in the rocking chair in her bedroom and read from her favorite book, “Goodnight Moon.” She'd try to turn the pages before I was finished reading. She soon became distracted from the book and squirmed against me. “You ready for bed?” I asked her. 
 
                 Trey had been working in his study and passed by the nursery where we were. He poked his head in and asked if she was ready to go to bed. “Just getting ready to put her down for the night,” I said. “Why?”
 
                 “I just wanted to kiss her goodnight,” he replied.
 
                 “Don’t let me stop you, Trey.”
 
                 He came over to where she was safely ensconced in my arms and leaned over; brushing her hair gently with his hand, he kissed the top of her head several times.
 
                 “Good-night Preston, Daddy loves you more than anything,” he said softly. He turned and left the room without ever really acknowledging my presence. I'd never felt so disconnected and distant from him. A single teardrop spilled from my eye, running down my cheek, and dropping onto Preston. 
 
                 I continued to rock her, gently stroking her hair and singing softly to her until she fell asleep in my arms. I lowered her gently into her crib, tucking her in. I shrugged off my shirt and jeans and crawled into the bed in the nursery, finding comfort in being close to the one person in this apartment who I knew loved me unconditionally.
 
                 I awoke the next morning hearing Preston chatting baby talk in her crib. She was sitting up and had arranged her stuffed toys around her in a circle. She was pulling at her diaper under her PJs.  
 
                 What time is it?
 
                 I glanced at the clock on the dresser, seeing that it was 8:27 a.m. I couldn’t believe that Preston had slept this late. Trey had apparently left for work without saying good-bye. My heart was heavy once again.
 
                 “Does Preston need a fresh diaper?” I asked. She immediately glanced over in the direction of the bed, not realizing that I'd been in her room all night. She broke into a wide grin, crawling over to the crib rail, trying to pull herself up.
 
                 After I fed her breakfast, I dressed her for the day. Gina was over at the apartment promptly at ten to quiz me on my knowledge of mixing drinks. She'd turned it into a science as far as her club was concerned.  
 
                 She'd managed to go into the database on her computer at the club and capture the most popular mixed drinks sold, aside from the usual ones such as rum and coke, gin and tonic, vodka and orange juice—the very “generic” drinks as Gina liked to refer to them. The drinks I'd been studying were the most popular at the Sanctuary over the past year and I had been memorizing the recipes.
 
                 “Okay, girlfriend,” she said very seriously. “Are you ready?”
 
                 I nodded my head nervously. I really wanted to succeed at this. I knew that there was both an art and a science to mixing drinks and tending bar in general. Gina had a stopwatch. We'd arranged various containers of colored water to represent the various liquors and liqueurs, along with an ice bucket, tongs, and various sizes of glasses. I'd use an unattached hose nozzle when I had to add the various sides, such as soda, tonic, Coke and Sprite.
 
                 “Okay, now remember, when I call out the drink, you repeat, out loud, the ingredients as you're making it so that I know you understand the ingredients.”
 
                 “Yes, Gina,” I replied warily. She'd been a relentless taskmaster over the past couple of days.
 
                 "Gimme a Grateful Dead,” she ordered, clicking on her stopwatch.
 
                 I put myself in action with the array of bottles that had various levels of food-colored water in them.
 
                 “A Grateful Dead,” I repeated, picking up a Collins glass and shoving ice into it. “One part tequila, one part vodka, one part light rum, one part gin, one part Chambord and raspberry liqueur.”
 
                 “Very good,” Gina beamed stopping the watch, allowing me time to empty the contents of the drink into the sink and prepare for the next concoction. “I’m ready for Sex on the Beach,” she purred.
 
                 “Sex on the Beach: two parts vodka, one-half part peach schnapps, top it off with equal amounts of cranberry and orange juice.”
 
                 “Great,” Gina said, smiling. “Now, gimme a Kiss on the Lips," she ordered.
 
                 “Huh?” I asked, puzzled.
 
                 “Oh, for Chrissake, Tylar—it’s a damn drink.”
 
                 I had to pause for a moment, trying to recall that particular drink from the book she'd ordered me to memorize two days ago.
 
                 “Hint,” she hollered, “it has frozen mango mix in it.”
 
                 “Oh, yes, Kiss on the Lips: one-and-a-half parts peach schnapps, one part frozen mango mix and one tablespoon grenadine.”
 
                 “Excellent,” Gina cheered.
 
                 I beamed happily at her praise. I'd managed to remember that particular drink from her hint. It sounded a helluva lot better than that Grateful Dead. “Make me an Adios Mother Fucker," she ordered.
 
                 “Adios Mother Fucker,” I repeated, “One part gin, one part light rum, one part tequila, one part vodka, one part blue Curacao liqueur and one ounce of Sprite.”
 
                 “Ty,” she said grinning, “I'm so fucking impressed with how well you absorbed the recipes for those drinks in such a small window of time. I think you may just be a natural at this!”
 
                 We went over a few other popular drinks like Cosmopolitans, the various Martini families like apple-tini, skini-tini, and fuckin-tini. It was the best I'd felt in a couple of days. The distance between Trey and I had left me feeling empty and lonely. I hadn’t shared the extent of it with Gina. I didn’t want to bum her out because she was clearly happier than I'd seen her since all this shit had gone down with Ian.
 
                 “Okay, girlfriend,” she continued, as if mentally confirming her checklist, “you have your uniform and your name tag; you know to be at the club by five-thirty, right?”
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “Because I need to show you how to work the computerized register at the upstairs bar.”
 
                 “I know, Gina.”
 
                 “Well, I just want to make sure that all bases are covered. It's our first night as partners, you know?”
 
                 “I know, Gina,” I reiterated.
 
                 “How are you going to wear your hair?” she asked me.
 
                 “I hadn’t really thought about it. Is there any certain requirement for hair?”
 
                 “I'd prefer you wear it either up in a ponytail or tied back or even in a French braid. We're going for a classy look here.”
 
                 “I can handle it, Gina. Please calm down. It’s all good,” I reassured her.
 
                 “I hope so, Ty,” she said, looking unusually vulnerable.  
 
                 I got it. This was Gina’s big opportunity to shine and to do it all by herself. She needed to know that she could do it without Ian. I'd be with her every step of the way. She gave me a hug and told me she'd see me at five-thirty. She kissed Preston, who had been playing in her playpen the whole time like the good baby that she was, good-bye. “It just dawned on me,” Gina said. “Who will watch Preston for you?”
 
                 “Not to worry,” I replied, “Jean will be here by five.”
 
                 “I’m so glad,” she breathed a sigh of relief. “I know Trey isn't on board with this, and well, I just hoped you had a Plan B, which it sounds as if you do.”
 
                 She hugged me and was gone in a flurry. I knew she was nervous. I knew she was anxious. This was going to be Gina’s solo flight tonight and I was going to be there to spin the props.
 
                 I got myself ready as Preston napped. I put my make-up on very carefully, so that my eyes stood out. Having light brown or amber eyes made it difficult to find a good color pallet with black. I opted to put my hair back in a French braid. The short, tight skirt fit fine. I supposed the idea of the outfit was to give a professional, but form-fitting look. I put my dark thigh-high stockings on along with my heels. 
 
                 As I passed Preston’s room, I heard her jabbering baby talk in her crib. She must've awakened as I was getting ready. A pang of guilt hit me for having to leave her tonight and in the nights to come. Had I really thought this out thoroughly or was my decision based on Trey’s dismissive attitude towards my idea of investing?
 
                 She was all smiles as I went into her room. She held her arms up for me to pick her up. I changed her diaper and then carried her out to the living room to wait for Jean to arrive. Preston remembered Jean from all of those months ago. She'd taken to her immediately over the past few days. She didn’t fuss a bit when Jean took her from my arms.
 
                 I gave Jean the information about where I'd be and how I could be reached. I explained that, once Preston was down for the night, she could go since Trey would be here. Jean had gotten a funny look on her face. I considered that she might have a clue that Trey wasn't pleased about my going back to work.
 
                 As I walked to the parking garage, I saw headlights coming around the curve near our spaces. It was Trey’s Mercedes. I was at a loss as to whether I should wait around until after he parked his car and got out, in case he wanted to talk to me before I left. My instincts told me that nothing had changed. Once he'd parked his car on the other side of mine, I backed out and headed out of the garage without looking back.
 
                 A tear threatened to spill as I pulled into traffic. I could understand his initial anger that I'd done this without discussing it with him. I just couldn’t understand him taking his anger to these limits. The silent treatment was worse than arguing. It seemed emotionally abusive to me.
 
                 I filed that away for future reference. I'd never give him the silent treatment again.  
 
                 Once at the club, I busied myself with learning how to enter the drink tabs into the computerized register. I was working with a bartender named Eddie. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, totally cute and totally gay. He assured me that if I got stuck on a drink I hadn’t made before to let him know, he knew them all. I asked him how long he'd been working at the Sanctuary.
 
                 “Six months,” he replied, “but honey, I started mixing drinks for my mommy at the ripe age of seven. She was all about the latest trendy drinks, you know? Let’s see, there were the Fuzzy Navel, Sloe Gin Fizz, and Tequila Sunrise. She’d reward me by letting me make myself a Kamikaze or two.”
 
                 “Really? At seven years old?”
 
                 “Oh, yeah,” he giggled, “I was a full blown alcoholic at twelve. My father finally grew a pair and got custody of me. I spent two months in rehab. I haven’t had a drink since. Oh, I smoke the occasional blunt, you know, but that’s the extent of it.”
 
                 “So, it doesn’t bother you working around all of this?”
 
                 “Not a bit, honey. Great way to meet guys too,” he winked.
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Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
                 Gina would be managing the downstairs bars. There were three of them. The entertainment for tonight was going to be another ‘80’s knock-off band that Ian had already booked called, “Parachute Pants.” They were setting up and practicing when I arrived.
 
                 By nine-thirty, the upstairs was getting crowded. The band had started playing and the club was filling up. Gina phoned up and asked if Eddie and I were doing okay; she acted as a floater if one of the bars got slammed for a period of time. She also covered breaks for the bartenders. I told her that we were holding our own, for the time being. Suddenly, she started laughing.
 
                 “OMG, girlfriend, guess who just walked in the door down here?”
 
                 Of course she didn’t give me the opportunity to respond.
 
                 “The Hot Nazi with his hot brother and some chick with long, blonde hair draped between them.”
 
                 Trey, Tristan and Libby - fucking fantastic.
 
                 “Don’t worry; they’re taking a table down here. I guess I’ll go over and greet them properly. Call down here if you guys get slammed up there and I’ll come up to help. Cha-Ching!!”
 
                 Why the hell was Trey here after he'd been so furious with me for investing?
 
                 “You okay, honey?” Eddie asked, as he filled one of the waitress’s trays with draft beers for a table of college guys sitting nearby.
 
                 “Yeah, I’m okay. Gina called to say that if we get slammed to be sure and call down for help.”
 
                 “You're doing excellent Tylar, for an amateur, by the way.”
 
                 “Thanks, Eddie.”
 
                 Just then, a couple of guys sat down at the bar and made no secret of perusing me from head to toe. They were nice looking and well-dressed in business suits. They appeared to have gone out after work for happy hour and then decided to make a night of it.
 
                 “So, what’s your specialty drink tonight, sweets?” the one with the raven black hair and dark brown eyes asked. He was smiling at me showing straight, white teeth and a rakish look. I greeted both of them, placing cocktail napkins in front of them, and handing out our drink menus.
 
                 “It’s all good here,” I replied smiling. “Do either of you want to start a tab?”
 
                 “Here let me, Ryan,” the other guy said, pulling a credit card from his wallet for me to keep.  
 
                 It was club policy. Ryan’s friend was probably about the same age with very blond hair and pale blue eyes. Ryan looked up from the drink menu and ordered a Captain Morgan and water; his buddy, whose name turned out to be Andy, ordered a bourbon and Coke. I noticed they both wore expensive watches, like Trey’s.
 
                 By ten-thirty the bar was full and most of the tables on the mezzanine were as well. The band had been playing for an hour and took their first break of the evening. I was handling the bar; Eddie handled the drink orders from the floor waiters and waitresses. If there was a lull, he helped me with the bar patrons.
 
                 By this time, Ryan and Andy had consumed about three rounds. Ryan was waving me over with a silly grin on his face. “Tylar,” he said having read my name off of my nametag, “over here.”  
 
                 I went over to where both of them were wearing shit-eating grins.
 
                 “Andy and I think that we're ready for something a bit more interesting and fun to drink,” he clarified. “Tell us a bit about this drink here called Adios Mother Fucker.”
 
                 “I don’t think that I'd recommend that one for either of you,” I laughed.
 
                 “Why not?” Ryan asked, encouraged. “Is it because you aren’t ready to say ‘Adios’ to us, Tylar?”
 
                 “Well, guys, it’s more along the lines of I don’t think my conscience could stand giving you a drink like that, considering what you’ve already consumed here, not to mention what you probably consumed before you got here.”
 
                 Ryan laughed good-naturedly. “You’re beautiful and caring at the same time. I’m impressed, Tylar.”
 
                 “Well, then,” Andy chimed in, “we need something for the road, Ryan. Something a bit tamer I'd guess.” Andy had a slight British accent as if he was either born in England and had spent most recent years here in the states, or perhaps was from here but spent a lot of time in the U.K.
 
                 Ryan leaned forward as if he wanted to share a secret with me. I was getting restless, knowing that with the crowded bar, there were other patrons I needed to serve. I really had hoped they were ready to cash out and be on their way.
 
                 “Yes, Ryan?” I inquired politely.
 
                 “I’ve decided that I'd like you to give me a Kiss on the Lips.”
 
                 “Me, too,” Andy piped in, “only I want you to double mine.”
 
                 “Excuse me?” I heard a very familiar smooth and silky voice say from behind them.
 
                 Holy shit.
 
                 “Mrs. Sinclair will not be giving either of you a kiss on the lips. That's unless you're willing to part with your teeth should you try.”
 
                 “Trey, stop,” I cautioned quietly. “They just want a drink.”
 
                 “A drink is one thing, Tylar; I believe they wanted more than that.”
 
                 “Nooo, Trey, they didn’t. The drink they were requesting is called a Kiss on the Lips.” I recited the ingredients for him as Ryan and Andy snickered in the background. Andy was the first one to get lippy. It was evident he was British.
 
                 “Shove off, knob head,” he said, his accent more pronounced.               “We’ve got it covered here. Who are you to care anyway as to what the lass says or does?”
 
                 “She's my wife,” he hissed, towering over Andy with a glint of murder in his blue eyes.
 
                 “Don’t see a wedding ring on her finger,” Ryan cut in, smirking.
 
                 Trey lowered his eyes to my left hand.
 
                 Holy Hell. I didn't put it back on after braiding my hair.
 
                 My ring had snagged my hair a couple of times as I was French braiding it, so I'd taken it off while I finished. Apparently, I'd forgotten to put it back on. Trey was livid. Thankfully, Eddie sensed that something was amiss and quickly came to my side.
 
                 “Is everything okay?” he asked.
 
                 “No, it isn’t,” Andy chimed in. “This chap here is poaching on what Ryan and I've staked our claim on for this evening.”
 
                 Ah - hell to the no!
 
                 The next thing I knew, both Ryan and Andy were picking themselves off the floor, while Trey ordered me out from behind the bar threatening, to drag me over the top if I wasn’t front and center within ten seconds.
 
                 “Call Gina up here, now,” I whispered to Eddie, as I made my way past him around to the front of the bar. All of the patrons at the bar were watching the drama unfold.
 
                 Once I was out from behind the bar area, Trey took my hand, leading me as he wove us through the crowd on the mezzanine, dragging me behind him. As soon as we got to an area that was somewhat cleared, I yanked my hand from his grasp. He spun around looking at me as if I'd somehow lost my mind.
 
                 “What in the hell do you think you're doing, Trey? How dare you come up here and make a scene like that,” I snapped.
 
                 “What the hell? You come here not wearing your wedding ring, leaning over the bar flirting with those two idiots, who by the way, were enjoying the view down your unbuttoned blouse. So I’m thinking that should be my question. What the hell do you think you are doing?”
 
                 “I’m working; I’m a partner in this, remember?”
 
                 He stood there in a partial slouch, hands resting on his hips looking totally gorgeous and extremely pissed.
 
                 “You don’t have the right to come into my place of employment and conduct yourself like some overbearing, hormonal crazed jerk!”
 
                 Just then, Gina and Tristan were at our side. “What happened?” Gina asked.
 
                 “Trey assaulted two of our patrons,” I replied, crossing my arms and glaring right back at him. I saw a flicker of amusement cross Tristan’s face. Trey wasn't amused.
 
                 “The fuckers were telling her they wanted her to kiss them on the lips,” he snarled.
 
                 “Oh, Jesus Christ, counselor, that’s the name of a drink,” Gina hissed.
 
                 “That may be, Gina, but their body language was speaking to much more. Then the bastards accused me of encroaching on their turf!”
 
                 “Trey,” Tristan spoke up calmly, “Let’s get back downstairs and let Tylar work, okay?” Trey didn’t take his eyes off me. He didn’t answer Tristan because he was too busy staring a hole in me with those piercing eyes. There was much that I wanted to say to him, but here and now wasn't the time or place to air our dirty laundry.
 
                 “Trey, c’mon, let’s go on back down to our table and leave Tylar to her work. I left Libby down there by herself when Gina came to get me.”
 
                 “I’m sure she’s been kept entertained in your absence, Tristan. She’s probably humping the bus boy or spanking the bouncer,” he spat.
 
                 Oh fuck.
 
                 I looked over at Gina. Her expression was frozen in disbelief. I raised my eyes to Tristan, who had taken on a steely expression. I'd never seen Tristan anything other than congenial or laid back. I was seeing the angry side of Tristan now; and it was intimidating.
 
                 "You're out of line, Trey,” he said, his words edged with calm fury. “I'll consider the fact that you're drunk at the moment and, for whatever reason, pissed that your wife did something on her own without your permission. We all know your need to control, but don’t ever speak about Libby in that manner again. You aren’t eight years old anymore, and I guess we’ll finally see who can whip whom’s ass.”
 
                 Tristan turned to depart, but then stopped and turned to me. “I apologize for my brother’s behavior tonight. Good luck with your new endeavor, and should you need anything, please let me know.”
 
                 “Thanks, Tristan,” I replied softly.
 
                 With that, he turned and left. Trey was still standing there staring at me. He looked totally miserable and out of sorts. I wasn’t sure if it was because of me or a result of the way he'd just acted with his brother. He raked his hand through his hair, and then glared at Gina before turning and following Tristan. Now it was Gina and I left standing there in confusion.
 
                 “Wow,” Gina said taking a deep breath. “That was kind of hot.”
 
                 “Oh, Gina,” I wailed, “how can you say that? Trey hasn’t spoken to me in a couple of days, and then he comes in here and gets all jealous and causes a scene. What’s hot about that?”
 
                 “First of all, I was referring to Tristan putting Trey in his place; secondly, why the hell haven’t you said anything to me about Trey not speaking to you?”
 
                 “Because it’s my problem and I need to deal with it.”
 
                 “Alright, alright. Obviously, you didn’t feel the need to share this with your best friend, so I'll keep my nose out of it. Are you okay to go back to the bar?”
 
                 “Yeah. I’m good. I’m sure those guys are gone by now.”
 
                 “Okay. Call if you need me?”
 
                 “I will,” I smiled as I turned to go back.
 
                 The band had started again, so the bar filled back up from the patrons that had taken restroom leave while it was quiet. Eddie was handling the bar.
 
                 “Is everything okay, honey?” he asked me when I returned.
 
                 “Not really, Eddie. Where’d Ryan and Andy go?”
 
                 “Oh, honey, they paid their tab and skedaddled. They told me to tell you they were sorry they were disrespectful to you and they left you this.”
 
                 Eddie handed me a hundred dollar bill. I looked up at him. “My tip?”
 
                 “Yes ma’am. They said you earned it by tolerating their drunken asses. You know, I think your husband might have given those two a well-deserved lesson in manners. That was really hot, you know?”
 
                 I smiled at Eddie. “I swear Eddie, you and Gina have a weird perception of what's hot and what's not.”
 
                 I hung around after closing to help Gina empty the registers and put the money in the floor safe. One of the bouncers had stuck around and walked us out to our cars to make sure we got safely to them.  
 
                 “When do you have to be out of the condo?” I asked Gina on the way out to our cars.
 
                 “Ian takes possession of it December 1st.”
 
                 “Have you been looking around at apartments?”
 
                 “I’m not really sure what my budget is going to be just yet. Since you’re drawing a salary instead of Ian, it won’t be coming into my pocket indirectly any longer,” she laughed.
 
                 “You can always stay with us until you find something.”
 
                 “Yeah, right, Ty. I think Trey hates me enough already. I can’t imagine he would want me under his roof.”
 
                 “It’s my roof too, Gina.”
 
                 “So it is girlfriend. It’s nice to have you back.”
 
                 “Where have I been?” I asked, puzzled by her comment.
 
                 “Good-night, Ty,” she said, pushing the remote to unlock her car.
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   Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
                 It was nearly two in the morning when I let myself in the apartment. The first thing I did was get out of my heels. Being on my feet for so long definitely gave me pause for thought about having to wear three inch heels to work. Perhaps Gina and I needed to re-visit the employee dress code for females.
 
                 I crept into Preston’s room and peered over the rail of her crib. She was sleeping soundly, tucked under her blanket with her hand on the stuffed bear that Trey had bought for her the day she was born. I leaned over and kissed her forehead. 
 
                 I was exhausted and I had to do this again tonight. I peeled everything off and went into the bathroom off of the nursery to brush my teeth. I so wanted a shower, but I was simply too tired. I crawled beneath the sheets of the bed in the nursery and was asleep within minutes. Just as I dozed off, I heard Trey out in the hall talking to someone on his cell phone.
 
                 “What the hell time did she leave?” he asked, not bothering to mask his anger. He'd called Gina looking for me.
 
                 Holy shit.
 
                 I threw the covers off, grabbing my white blouse from the pile of clothing on the floor and went out into the living room where Trey continued to pummel Gina with questions.
 
   “Trey,” I interrupted his angry tirade on the phone, “I’m home. I was sleeping in the nursery.” He turned to face me, the relief obvious on his face.
 
                 “Never mind, Gina; she was here the whole time, I guess.”
 
                 Gina’s response was apparent when I heard Trey snap, “Yeah? Well you can bite me, too!”
 
                 He turned to me; his sleep tousled hair gave him a rakish appearance similar to Ryan’s. What the hell had made me think of Ryan? That’s how this latest shit got started. “So,” he said in his smooth and silky, yet tired voice, “we aren’t sharing a bed any longer?”
 
                 “I just didn’t want to continue the argument you started at the club tonight. I’m tired. Your silent treatment and coldness over the past few days has worn me down."
 
                 He was at my side, pulling me into his strong arms, stroking my hair. “I’m sorry, baby. I’ve been a controlling ass just like Tristan               said. Can you forgive me?”
 
   I looked up into his eyes and saw the sincerity in them. It wasn't like Trey to capitulate this easily. He'd been giving this a lot of thought, I decided. Perhaps I owed him an apology as well. “Trey, you were right about one thing. I shouldn’t have invested the money without discussing it with you,” I conceded.
 
                 “No, you shouldn’t have,” he replied, smiling, “But, I understand why you did. I haven’t been the most approachable person these days. When I thought back to the conversation we had that night, I was extremely dismissive of you. Actually, I was downright rude. I love you so much Tylar. Sometimes you're the kick-in-the-ass I need to remind me just how much.” 
 
                 I smiled up at him, lacing my arms around his neck. He lowered his face to mine, our lips finding each other.
 
                 “I want to make love to you, baby,” he whispered against my lips.
 
                 “What if I want to fuck?” I teased.
 
                 “I’m fairly certain that we can accommodate both, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
                 Trey carried me to our room and placed me on the bed as he quickly discarded his boxers. He climbed under the covers, pulling my panties and blouse off simultaneously. He pulled me to him and our lips met in a hot, passionate kiss. Trey was hungry for me and I was hungry for him. He flipped me onto my back and covered me with gentle kisses. He took his time when he reached my breasts, swirling his tongue around my nipples, making them taut and hard.
 
                 “This is mine,” he whispered, as he suckled gently from a breast.
 
                 His tongue traced a path to the other one, where he brought that rosy peak to attention as well. “And this one is mine, too,” he said softly as he continued to suck gently.
 
                 He continued his trail of love southward, kissing my stomach and grazing my navel ring with his lips. I was already wet for him. His lips and tongue found my core. He moaned softly as he captured my clitoris with his tongue, gently massaging it in a circular motion.
 
                 “And this is mine,” he rasped, inserting his finger into me, feeling the wetness and quickening as he probed my sweet spot gently. I moaned softly, and then remembered that I hadn’t put in my diaphragm.
 
                 “God I'm so ready for you, baby. We’re going to need a condom, though,” I said.
 
                 It was as if he hadn't heard me or chose not to listen. He continued his expert ministrations with his lips and tongue, bringing me to the brink of orgasm with his mouth. Perhaps he'd planned on making me come this way. I had no issue with that at all.
 
                 My hips gyrated against his mouth; I could hear my soft moans escaping as my body took control, responding to Trey and what he was doing to me; what he always did to me which was bringing pure pleasure to every part of me. He rose back up suddenly, capturing my lips with his mouth. His hand spread my legs gently apart; I felt him lower himself into me. 
 
                 “Trey…” I started to tell him to stop, that we needed a condom, but he was pressing himself into me in his perfect rhythm. I loved the fullness I felt when he was inside of me, rocking back and forth with his thrusts.
 
                 “What, baby?” he asked softly, kissing my lips over and over again. He was watching me with his sapphire eyes full of love and passion. His right hand was fisted in my hair. He continued the circular thrusting of himself in and out of me. He was bringing me to frenzy. “Do you want me to stop, Tylar?”
 
                 “No,” I breathed softly against his lips. “Don’t stop.”
 
                 “I love you, baby,” he moaned against me, increasing his tempo as he readied for his orgasm.
 
                 “I love you,” I said, matching him thrust for thrust as he continued to bury himself deep inside of me. Our orgasms exploded with a fury. Trey moaned loudly, pulling me up to him as he emptied himself inside of me.
 
   I was right there with him, whimpering in pleasure as my orgasm unfolded around him; squeezing and contracting as I was filled with his love.
 
    [image: J_j.jpg] 
 
                 Preston was up early the next morning. It seemed as if I'd just drifted off to sleep when I heard her from the nursery. I looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was a few minutes after seven.               Damn—I had just drifted off to sleep.  
 
                 Trey and I had made love over and over again last night. I'd put my diaphragm in after our first session. That might serve to prove it was too little, too late. Time would tell.
 
                 “I’ve got it, baby,” he said, getting out of bed and pulling his boxers on. "You go back to sleep. I’ll take care of her this morning.”
 
                 “Thank you honey,” I said.  
 
                 I burrowed back down into the soft pillows, pulling the duvet up under my chin and fell back to sleep. When I awoke again, it was nearly eleven. I felt rested and energized; glad that my husband and I had re-connected emotionally and physically. I showered and dressed for the day in jeans and a sweater. I pulled on my UGG boots and headed down the hall to see what my family was doing.
 
                 Trey was in the kitchen cooking something. It smelled delicious. Preston was in her high chair with a bib on that was thoroughly splattered with pureed carrots. She was chewing on a graham cracker; the soggy remnants of it were on her cheeks, chin and fingers. She smiled upon seeing me.
 
                 Hey, baby,” Trey greeted me as he came over and kissed me warmly. “Are you ready to eat?”
 
                 “What are you making?”
 
                 “Homemade chicken stew,” he replied proudly. “Mom gave me the recipe when we talked this morning. I’ve got biscuits in the oven almost ready. Sit down; I’ll fix you a plate.”
 
                 I obliged, relaxing on one of the stools at the breakfast bar, watching my husband dish up some of his chicken stew. He pulled a warm biscuit from the oven and put my plate in front of me. He grabbed some silverware and a napkin, placing them next to the plate. He waited for me to taste it. I took a spoonful and it was delicious.
 
                 “Wow, this is great,” I said, taking another spoonful. “Aren’t you having some?”
 
                 “In a second, sweetie,” he said, filling up our glasses with ice water. “Did you know Preston has a tooth coming through?” he asked.
 
                 “Really? Which one?”
 
                 “One of the bottom teeth. I felt it when she bit my finger this morning.”
 
                 “She bit your finger?”
 
                 He smiled sheepishly.  
 
                 Do I even want to know the details?
 
                 “I didn’t have my back turned for more than thirty seconds, I swear. She crawled over to the coffee table and found a pack of my breath mints. When I picked her up to wipe the drool off of her chin I could see that she had something in her mouth.”
 
                 Oh, dear Lord.
 
                 “So, I tried to get my finger in her mouth, but she clamped her little mouth shut tight and twisted her head away from me. She gets that stubbornness from you, I think.”
 
                 “Of course she does, Trey. Then what happened?”
 
                 “Well, I carried her into the kitchen and put her in the high chair and got a graham cracker out for her. You know she loves those things, don’t you?”
 
                 Umm . . . yeah!
 
                 I nodded and smiled, waiting for him to finish the story.
 
                 “So, I held it out to her just outside of her reach. When she started whining, she opened her mouth and I quickly got my fingers in there and snatched the breath mint.”
 
                 He paused for a moment, filling a bowl with the chicken stew for himself. “I was nearly free and clear until she clamped down onto my finger and I felt something sharp under her gum. I ran my index finger along her bottom gum line and felt the sharp edge of a tooth coming through.”
 
                 Trey was beaming with pride that he'd discovered this before me or anyone else. It was actually kind of adorable. “I want to see,” I said, jumping up and going to her. I tried to get her to open her mouth, but she was busy sucking on the soggy cracker.
 
                 “I’m going to have to update her baby book,” I said, smiling at my baby girl. “Hey, you never told me why you were even out last night.”
 
                 He'd taken his place at the table and started to eat. “I'd asked Jean to stay late the other day while she was here with Preston, when you were at the club training with Gina,” he replied.
 
                 That must've been why she'd given me the strange look when I told her Trey would take over watching the baby once he got home from work.
 
                 “It was supposed to be a surprise,” he said. “When I told Tristan about your investment, he got all pumped up about it and wanted to see the place. He was really excited. He wants to talk to you about carrying his wine selections exclusively there. He'll probably work out a sweet deal for both of you.”
 
                 “Hmm,” I replied, “Tristan's happy about my investment, huh? Perhaps I married the wrong Sinclair.” I looked over at him as he cocked an eyebrow at me, taking a spoonful of stew and blowing on it to cool it off.
 
                 “So, you think Tristan could make you moan and squeal the way I do, Mrs. Sinclair?” 
 
                 I wasn’t going there as the thoughts of my fantasy from last week surfaced in my mind. I felt myself blush. Trey was watching me.
 
                 “You say the silliest things sometimes. I was talking about his not hating the idea of my investment, not sex.”
 
                 “I didn’t mean to get you bent out of shape, baby,” he replied studying my reaction.
 
                 “Speaking of Tristan,” I said, anxious to change the topic of sex, “Are you two still on speaking terms after last night?”
 
                 “I think we’re good,” Trey replied. “I apologized to him. I was under the influence of alcohol and jealousy, after all. My brother knows how I roll.”
 
                 "So, you really don’t care for Libby either, do you?”
 
                 “I guess that’s no secret anymore,” he replied sardonically. “You know, I really wanted to like her, for Tristan’s sake. He hasn’t had a serious relationship for several years. Not since Tara. This just happened so fast and the way she cracks that whip, pardon the pun, is disturbing, at least to me.”
 
                 “I know,” I said, picking at another biscuit. “Do you think he'll see the light before they set a date?”
 
                 “I certainly hope so,” he replied, in a serious tone.
 
                 “Getting back to the subject of the club, you'll be here with Preston tonight when I have to go in, right?”
 
                 “Yes, Tylar,” he said. “But you and Gina need to work out your schedules so that I can know in advance whether we need to keep Jean on longer during the afternoons when you go in.”
 
                 “I know, honey,” I replied. “I'll get with Gina on Sunday we when go over the week’s receipts and set a schedule in place. This all just happened so quickly.”
 
                 “You’re telling me.”
 
                 Preston started squirming in her high chair; her little face was beet red.
 
                 Uh oh—I know that look.
 
                 Trey laughed as he heard her grunt a couple of times with her reddened face. “Your turn, baby,” he teased, clearing our dishes. “It sounds like a triple gagger.” 
 
                 Hmmph,” I said, lifting her out of the high chair. “Gagging is for wimps.” 
 
                 I gave Trey a smile and a wink as I took the baby into the nursery to clean her up and start her bath. 
 
                 The day flew by and I was once again getting ready for work. Trey came into the bathroom as I was finishing up my make-up. I'd pulled my hair up this evening into a ponytail. He slid up behind me, leaning down and placing warm and sensual kisses on my neck.
 
                 “Mmmm,” I sighed. “I hate leaving.”
 
                 “I hate that you have to leave, baby. I want more of what we had last night.”
 
                 “Which reminds me,” I said. “You and I need to talk about that.”
 
                 “About what?”
 
                 “About the fact we had unprotected sex. Trey, I'm not ready for another baby yet.”
 
                 “Oh, Christ Tylar, do you think you're going to get pregnant not using birth control one time?”
 
                 “Uhh…how did Preston get here sweetie?”
 
                 “That had to be a long shot, statistically,” he remarked.
 
                 “Statistics or not Trey, I do realize that a diaphragm requires advance planning and it doesn’t lend itself to spontaneity; condoms don’t let either of us really feel each other. Since I'm weaning her off the breast, perhaps there are other options I need to explore. I'll make an appointment with my doctor, okay?”
 
                 “Okay, sweetie,” he replied, “but I do want another baby before too long.”
 
                 “I'd like a couple of years between them. Let’s get settled in our new home first. We can start trying again next summer, okay?”
 
                 “It'll be my pleasure, Mrs. Sinclair. Here,” he said, holding up my wedding set that I'd once again placed on the vanity while I'd put my make-up on and fixed my hair, “put this on."
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   Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
                 I was nuzzled out of my sleep on Sunday morning by my horny husband wanting to play. “Trey, please,” I whined. “I love you seven ways from Sunday, baby, but I'm so tired. I didn’t get home until 3:00 a.m.”
 
                 “I know,” he said, kissing my face and neck. “You're keeping pretty late hours for a married woman.”
 
                 “Trey—”
 
                 “Okay, okay, sweetie, go back to sleep. I’ll take care of our baby this morning. Don’t forget though, we’re supposed to have lunch with Tristan and Libby at one.”
 
                 “Yeah, okay. Make sure I’m up by eleven please?”
 
                 “Will do, baby,” he said, rolling out of bed to get a fussing Preston from her room.
 
                 Trey was promptly in our room with Preston at eleven. He'd dressed her horribly. He put her down on the bed, where she quickly crawled over to me, smiling. She cuddled against me. “Hi, baby girl,” I said yawning. “What are you wearing?”
 
                 “Oh,” Trey said, grinning, “I thought maybe I'd get her dressed up a bit for lunch.” He'd dressed her in a red, black and green tartan plaid wool pleated skirt with a brown turtle neck sweater. He'd put dark blue knit tights on her and brown boots.
 
                 “Thanks, sweetie,” I said, smiling at him, but mentally gagging at the obvious clashing of colors and styles.
 
                 “Do you want something to eat before we meet Tristan for lunch? I made some sweet rolls and coffee earlier.”
 
                 Trey was being so damn sweet my heart swelled with the love I had for him. So what if he was color blind? He had so many other great qualities, I decided. “Thanks, honey, it sounds good,” I said getting out from the covers and stretching. “I think I'll have a little something.”
 
                 I managed to re-dress Preston before we left, changing out the brown sweater for a red one that matched the red in her plaid skirt. I substituted black knit tights and black dress shoes for her feet. I brushed her hair up into a little ponytail sprout. She looked adorable.
 
                 We met Tristan and Libby at an upscale restaurant in Buckhead called “Sunday’s.” It was well known for the Sunday brunch menu they offered. Libby was dressed in her usual impeccable style that seemed distant from her sexual and social tastes. She'd worn her long blonde hair down straight with a black fedora hat perched saucily on her head. She'd dressed in a black wool skirt that was straight-cut with a slit up the back with black leather boots that sported silver spurs as accents.
 
                 Libby seemed out of sorts that we'd brought the baby with us. She'd made a comment that she had little experience with children, since she and her sister had been raised by a nanny because her parents had traveled extensively.
 
                 We ordered our lunch. Preston was seated at the end of the table in a high chair. I'd packed some graham crackers for her to snack on. She'd eaten some pureed bananas and nursed before we left. I tied her bib on her, knowing how messy she could get with her crackers.
 
                 Libby ordered a double Bloody Mary and quiche; Trey and I ordered Spanish omelets and iced tea; Tristan ordered a spinach salad and club soda. Our conversation consisted of catching up on how things were going with Tristan’s expanded winery. It would be in full production by the first of the year. Libby filled us in on the end of year close-out sales at the various boutiques and sex shops in the distribution chain of Sexabella Products. She told Trey she could hook him up with some stocking stuffers for Christmas at a large discount. She handed him her card, which he pocketed. I made a mental note to toss it in the trash when I did laundry.
 
                 The waitress brought Libby her second Bloody Mary and I noticed, once again, how much attention she was paying to Trey. I couldn’t understand why Tristan was oblivious to it.
 
                 Tristan and I were having a side conversation about the club. He said he would like to discuss a business venture with me later concerning the club and his interest in buying into it. 
 
                 He said that he had some solid ideas that would benefit all concerned. I told him I'd be more than happy to discuss it. The truth was, I would entertain another partner as long as Gina approved, as I really needed to cut my hours there. I missed Trey and the baby too much on the weekends.
 
                 Preston had been gumming her graham crackers for a few minutes and naturally had a soggy mess going on with her fingers and around her mouth. I pulled my cloth napkin out, wiping her mouth and fingers. She passed some gas and giggled at the sound. In a few moments, Trey noticed her cheeks getting beet red and he nudged me. I looked over and saw the same, just as she grunted audibly.
 
                 “Oh, for God’s sake,” Libby commented, rolling her eyes in disgust and waving her hand around her nose as if she was about to pass out. “That smells terrible. It has simply killed my appetite.”
 
                 “Now, baby,” Tristan consoled her, reaching over to rub her cheek, “that's just what babies do.”
 
                 “That’s why they’re gross,” she said, still fanning her face.  
 
                 “Think about it; one day we'll have one of our own that will be making a mess with his or her crackers and crapping in their diaper whenever they feel the need.”
 
                 “The hell you say,” she said laughing, downing the rest of her drink. “I don’t do diapers, baby.”
 
                 “Then I'll change them all, sweetheart,” he said, kissing her lightly on the nose.
 
                 I lifted Preston out of her high chair and grabbed her diaper bag, taking her to the restroom to change her. What was in Preston’s diaper at the moment was preferable to what was being said at our table. It was getting a bit too deep out there for me. It was obvious that Libby didn’t possess a maternal instinct. Tristan was certainly blinded by something.
 
                 Thankfully, the restroom was equipped with a changing station. I had to pull off Preston’s shoes and tights to get to the offensive diaper. I finally got her cleaned up, changed and re-dressed. When we got back to the table, Trey was sitting there by himself. Our food had arrived. I put Preston back in the high chair and sat down.
 
                 “Where are Tristan and Libby?” I asked, looking around.
 
                 “They left.”
 
                 “What? Why?”
 
                 “Libby claimed that the smell of baby poop had made her nauseous; they had their food boxed up to go.”
 
                 “You're kidding, right?”
 
                 “Nope; dead serious. She’s quite a piece of work. I can’t believe Tristan tolerates her shit.”
 
                 “I can’t either,” I said, cutting into my Spanish omelet.
 
                 “Tristan said to let you know he'll stop by the club Monday afternoon before he heads back to Bristol to discuss his business proposition. What’s that about?”
 
                 “Oh,” I replied, “Tristan is interested in buying into the club. He wants to distribute his wine in this area and said something about having the Sanctuary carry it exclusively.”
 
                 “Sounds like he might want to buy you out,” Trey commented.
 
                 “Would that please you, Trey?”
 
                 “I’m not going to lie; it would make me happy. Ultimately, that's your decision to make.”
 
                 I asked Trey to drop me by the club on our way home so that I could help Gina get the weekly receipts categorized for the accountant.
 
                 “How long will you be there today?” he questioned, not hiding his irritation.
 
                 “Don’t worry. I’ll have Gina drop me back at home so you can watch football uninterrupted.”
 
                 “It’s not that, baby. We haven’t seen each other all weekend. I work through the week and now you'll be working mostly weekends and some evenings during the week. When will we have our time?”
 
                 “We’ll figure it out, Trey.”  
 
                 I leaned over and gave him a kiss before I got out of the car. Gina’s car was in the lot along with the cleaning crew’s van. We were out of there in about an hour and a half. I mentioned to her as she drove me home about Tristan’s interest in the club. I hoped she'd be receptive to it.
 
                 “Hey, I’ve got no problem with hearing his proposal tomorrow,” she said. “It just better not include that blonde bitch he’s engaged to.”
 
                 “Not too many people in the Libby fan club, it seems,” I replied. “Finally, you and Trey agree on something.”
 
                 “So, the Hot Nazi doesn’t care for her either?”
 
                 “He can’t stand her. Are you surprised?”
 
                 She shrugged and continued driving.
 
                 “What, Gina?”
 
                 “Well, I didn’t say anything the other night because it was obvious that you were already knee-deep in drama, but that chick was all over Trey every time Tristan went to piss or got another drink at the bar.”
 
                 “What?” I screeched, fuming that Gina hadn't told me this until now.
 
                 “Calm down, Tylar. It wasn’t like Trey reciprocated or asked for the attention. You know damn well I’d have taken action on my own, if that was the case.”
 
                 “Define all-over-Trey for me, please.”
 
                 “Well, she'd touch him, you know? Like, if she laughed, she'd toss her hair back and brush her hand against his shoulder or chest, lean into him, stuff like that. I could tell Trey wasn't comfortable with it at all.”
 
                 I relayed to Gina the episode this afternoon at the restaurant with Libby.
 
                 “You know, Ty, Tristan is a gorgeous man and Libby is pretty enough, I guess, but it seems to me that he's way too good for her.”
 
                 “I totally agree. I think his whole blindness to her is because he really wants marriage and a family. I’d like to think that Trey and I might have played a part in influencing him in that direction.”
 
                 Gina gave me a sidelong glance.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Does Tristan have a clue as to how much you two fight?”
 
                 “We don’t fight that much, Gina. We just disagree at times, but then we work it out.”
 
                 “I guess you’re right. It seems to be working, whatever it is. See you tomorrow, girlfriend.”
 
                 She dropped me at the curb and I went through the lobby of our apartment building. Trey was stretched out on the couch watching football when I got in. Preston was napping. 
 
                 I kicked my boots off and curled up on the couch with Trey. He pulled me close, wrapping his arms around me. I ended up falling asleep in his arms. He woke me when the game was over, asking me if I was hungry.
 
                 “I am, but I don’t feel like cooking anything,” I whined.
 
                 We ordered a pizza to be delivered. Preston was awake, so I went ahead and bathed her while we waited for the pizza. I dressed her in pajamas and put her in her playpen with her favorite toys.
 
                 Trey brought our pizza into the living room so he could watch the later games. He had a bottle of beer and had poured a glass of wine for me. I dug into the pizza. I sipped the wine slowly, as I had a one glass limit while still nursing.
 
                 “Trey, can I ask you something?”
 
                 “Sure, baby,” he replied wiping his mouth with a napkin as he grabbed another slice of pizza.
 
                 “Has Libby hit on you?”
 
                 He paused with the slice of pizza in mid-air. “What did Gina tell you?”
 
                 “Never mind what Gina told me. I want to hear your version of it.”
 
                 “I should've told you sooner; I’m sorry. Gina was eyeballing us all evening, so I imagine she just couldn’t wait to tell you.”
 
                 I was starting to get a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I needed to stay calm. I needed him to tell me what he thought I already knew. I downed the rest of my wine. 
 
                 “I’m waiting to hear your version of this, Trey.”
 
                 “The other night at the club, Tristan got up to use the restroom. Libby was telling me a joke that she'd heard at work. Naturally, it was one of those X-rated jokes, but it was funny and I laughed. She was laughing too and then she sort of leaned into me and put her hand on my crotch and started feeling around.”
 
                 “And you did nothing,” I hissed as if that's what I was led to believe.
 
                 “That’s a lie!” he shouted, startling Preston from her play. She started to fuss so I went over to pick her up. My heart was pounding. I sat back down with her in my lap. She put her thumb in her mouth and leaned back against me watching Trey.
 
                 “Let’s keep our voices down, Trey. No need to upset the baby,” I said calmly. “Go on.”
 
                 “If Gina told you that I did nothing, then she's lying,” he said calmly, smiling to act as if everything was okay for Preston’s benefit. “I promptly lifted her hand from my crotch and asked her what the hell she thought she was doing. Her response was that she dreamed of doing both Tristan and I together—in bed I mean.”
 
                 “Yes, I gathered that much,” I replied sweetly, bestowing a smile back to him. “Why haven’t you told Tristan?”
 
                 “I don’t know. I’m conflicted. What if she tells him she was just kidding? What if she tells him I made it up? That could do irreparable damage to Tristan’s and my relationship. Of course, since Gina saw the whole thing and saw fit to tell you her version of it, then I suppose she'd be no help in validating it with Tristan.”
 
                 I needed to come clean with Trey about Gina’s involvement or he would dislike her more than he already did.
 
                 “Gina didn’t say anything to me about her fondling your junk,” I stated, picking up another slice of pizza as I balanced Preston on my lap.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Hey, you're the one who jumped to that conclusion. The only thing that Gina told me was that Libby was all over you and that you didn’t reciprocate. So, I'll thank you very much to not make a snap judgment about my BFF.”
 
                 Trey started to say something more, but his IPhone chimed. He pulled it from his pocket to answer. I finished my slice of pizza as Trey took his call to the study. I took Preston into the kitchen and got her settled into her high chair for dinner. Trey came into the kitchen just as I was helping her use the cup to drink. He had a serious look on his face. I hoped it wasn't bad news.
 
                 “That was the deputy D.A. giving us a courtesy call. Your moth—Maggie's been extradited back to Georgia. She'll be transported to the jail here, tomorrow.”
 
                 “What's that mean for us?” I asked.
 
                 “It means she'll be arraigned, make her pleading against the charges, have legal representation and the criminal litigation process starts for her here.”
 
                 “Will she be able to get out on bond?” 
 
                 “That’s what I was discussing with the Deputy D.A. just now. Nothing's for certain, but she'll be considered a major flight risk, so they're going to go very high with her bond if she's granted one at all. Please don’t worry, baby.”
 
                 “That’s easy to say, but we know she had assistance from at least one person in the area, maybe more. She's always been resourceful that way. At least you'll be here with us." I smiled at him for reinforcement.
 
                 "I have to go to Baton Rouge this week, baby.”
 
                 “Why and for how long?”
 
                 “I have to make an oral argument and present briefs in a class action suit Harmon and I are handling in front of the Judicial Panel on Multidistrict Litigation. We're trying to consolidate cases that are pending in another district court and lump them together under one federal jurisdiction. It may be a couple of days.”
 
                 Then I recalled what this was about. This was the case that had to go in front of the panel of seven federal judges, one having a name similar to mine. I'd meant to ask Trey about that numerous times, but had always seemed to get side-tracked.
 
                 “I want to go with you,” I blurted.
 
                 “Baby, if you don’t want to be alone, why not have Gina come and stay here with you while I’m gone?”
 
                 “It’s not that. It’s about one of the federal judges on that judicial panel. I remember seeing his name when I was working at the firm the day Preston was taken. I meant to ask you about him then, but with all that’s happened, it slipped my mind. His name is mine only backwards.”
 
                 Trey’s confusion was apparent.
 
                 “His name is Preston James Tylar. His C.V. states that he was appointed as a federal judge in 1990, the same year that I was born. He serves as an appellate court judge in Baton Rouge, when not serving on the JPML.”
 
                 “Tylar, I'm impressed with your knowledge of this particular judge, but I still don’t understand why you want to go with me.”
 
                 “I know it sounds bizarre, but something hit me when I saw his name that day at the firm when I was entering the data in Harmon’s court calendar. I can’t describe it, but I just know that I have to see him.”
 
                 “I have no issue taking you with me, but I’m not sure how much you'll be able to see. These hearings are similar to state Supreme Court arguments, where you get so many minutes to state your case and pitch your argument. Literally, when the red light in the front by the judges illuminates, it means to shut up and go back to your seat.”
 
                 “What time is your hearing scheduled? We can get there early to make sure we sit up front.”
 
                 “It doesn’t work that way, baby. The dockets are called at random beginning at 8:00 a.m. each morning, so we may simply sit there or have to hang out in the hallway until our docket gets called. It’s not like a court hearing you’ve seen on television where the defendants sit up front at a table facing the judges and the plaintiffs sit at the table on the opposite side.”
 
                 “Trey, can you please humor me on this one?”
 
                 “Hey, you’ve got it, babe. Just be prepared to be bored, and perhaps, disappointed. I think you’re putting too much stock in the fact that some judge has a name similar to yours only backwards.”
 
                 “I’ll take the risk,” I assured him.
 
                 “What about Preston? We’ll be there overnight.”
 
                 “I’ll have Gina come stay here with her and then Jean can watch her while Gina works.”
 
                 “Well, you better get that lined up because we leave Tuesday on an afternoon flight. I’ll have to make your reservation tonight.”
 
                 “Thank you," I smiled up at him. “I love you.”
 
    
 
   



 
  


Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
                 Gina and I were chatting while we stocked the upstairs bar and hung the clean glassware. I'd shared with her Trey’s revelation as to what Libby had done Friday night. I also let her know how I got him to spill the beans.
 
                 “No shit? He probably hates me more than ever now.”
 
                 “No, I cleared that little detail up with him and, in fact, told him that you hadn't seen her do that, but had merely commented that she seemed very flirtatious with him, but that he didn’t reciprocate.”
 
                 “Is he going to tell Tristan?”
 
                 “I don’t think so. He feels it might cause a major rift between him and Tristan.”
 
                 “I can’t believe how many skanks there are out there, can you?”
 
                 “Yeah,” I agreed. “Most of them don’t give it a second thought about wanting to take your man, either.”
 
                 “You’re starting to think a lot like me, girlfriend.”
 
                 We went back downstairs and finished up at the main bar when we heard someone knocking on the front entrance doors. It was Tristan.  
 
                 Oh God - the skank is with him.
 
                 Gina let them in and they walked across the dance floor to come and sit where I was standing on a chair dusting off one of the hanging light fixtures. Libby had tight black leather jeans on with a short cropped, black leather jacket and black leather boots. All she needed was a black leather riding crop to accent her outfit to perfection, I thought. Tristan introduced Libby to Gina.
 
                 “We met Friday night, Tristan, remember?” she said. “I swear, girls, since he's turned forty his memory seems to be slipping. Thank God nothing else has or I just might have to trade him in for a younger model.”
 
                 She was perched on a bar stool and playfully pulled him toward her for a kiss. Gina and I could read each other’s minds. Right now we both wanted to puke.
 
                 Tristan asked me to give him the grand tour. Libby said she'd stay at the bar and chit-chat with Gina. I saw Gina roll her eyes as she turned back to the bar to answer her phone.
 
                 I showed Tristan around the building. He had no idea that the place had such a well-equipped working kitchen, for not having a dinner menu. I explained the kind of crowd the Sanctuary got were more of the after 10:00 p.m. type that weren’t interested in eating dinner.
 
                 He checked out the wine lists, drink menus and the Happy Hour menu that was in place Monday through Friday, which did discount beer, mixed drinks, and appetizers. He asked me if Gina would have any issue with his meeting with the accountant to go over the books. It sounded like he was serious about buying in.
 
                 “Tristan,” I asked, “are you interested in a partial share of this place or controlling interest?”
 
                 “Why do you ask?”
 
                 “Trey seemed to think that you wanted to buy me out, which in all honesty, I'd have no problem with. It's already taking me away from Trey and the baby too much. Gina, on the other hand, has pretty strong convictions about how she wants to run this place. She’s already talked about changing the name of it.”
 
                 “Really? What does she want to call it?”
 
                 “The Shady Lady,” I replied, smiling.
 
                 Tristan laughed appreciatively, displaying his dimple. "I can see the appeal of that. She’s a pretty feisty little thing, isn’t she?”
 
                 “You've no idea,” I said.
 
                 He'd be so perfect for Gina.
 
                 “How about this, I'll talk one-on-one with Gina and let her know my interest in buying your share out to see if she’s even amenable in partnering up with me. If so, I'll request her permission to look at the books in advance. I'll make suggestions to Gina. We'll see fairly quickly if we butt heads or not.”
 
                 “I can guarantee that you and Gina will butt heads. You'll never be bored, so enjoy it.”
 
                 We returned downstairs where Tristan talked briefly to Gina. They arranged to meet at her accountant’s office the following day. Tristan delayed his return for another day in order to do this. I figured he was as good as her partner now, which would free me back up and make Trey happy as well. 
 
                 Libby was extremely quiet upon our return. She was sipping water and filing her nails, pretty much ignoring the rest of us. Gina called her accountant and a meeting was set for 10:00 a.m. the following morning. She gave Tristan the name and address of her accountant and they left. Gina locked the doors behind them. When she returned to the bar, she had a shit-eating grin going big time.
 
                 “What did you do?” I asked her.
 
                 “A video's worth ten thousand words. Why don’t I show you?”
 
                 She grabbed her smart phone off of the register and pressed some buttons to bring up the video. She placed it on the bar for me to watch. The video showed Libby sitting on the bar stool she'd just vacated. I could hear Gina’s voice from behind the bar.
 
                 “You know, Libby, I was working this end of the bar last Friday night when you, Tristan and Trey were sitting right over at that booth there.”
 
                 “Yeah, I remember,” Libby answered.
 
                 “Take a look over there at the booth you were sitting in and look up at the ceiling. What do you see?”
 
                 “Looks like track lighting to me,” she said.
 
                 “You’re only partially correct on that,” Gina said.
 
                 “I don’t understand—”
 
                 “Some of it is lighting for spotlighting the dance floor, but there are also closed-circuit cameras camouflaged in with the lighting. We have to do that to minimize theft and for crowd control on busy nights here. The video is streamed in so that it can be watched live from my office in the back, and it's also backed up on my computer.”
 
                 I could see Libby get nervous as Gina continued.
 
                 “I saw what you did to Trey that night when Tristan went to the restroom. I saw it on the playback video that's backed up on my PC. With some technical enhancement, I was even able to pick up the audio portion where you said you wanted to do both him and Tristan. That's what you said after you tried to massage his Johnson and he pushed your hand away.”
 
                 “What's it to you, Gina?” she asked haughtily.
 
                 “Well, first of all, Tylar is my best friend; you hit on her husband.”
 
                 “So, what? He didn’t take the bait, did he? That was his loss.”
 
                 “Secondly, hitting on your fiancé’s brother is usually not a very smart thing to do. It can cause a family rift.”
 
                 “What do I care about a family rift? There's no way I’m marrying the dude, anyhow. He's turning out to be way too white-bread for me. I need more spice in my life; mix it up a little, you know?”
 
                 Gina told her she was pathetic.
 
                 “How so? Because I want to fuck Trey? Hey, I was fully prepared to let Tristan watch while his younger brother fucked me.”
 
                 Libby continued on as if she'd choreographed the scenario in her mind. “Tristan would've been given the opportunity of punishing me for it later. Then we would've had some good make-up sex as a threesome, so there would've been no hard feelings amongst the brothers. We all would've been satisfied.”
 
                 “You’re kind of a twisted bitch, aren’t you?” Gina asked.
 
                 “Hey, don’t judge me, honey. I just happen to know what I like and I go for it. Maybe your friend's happy in her little married world with a snotty-nosed kid clinging to her tits all day; maybe she enjoys wiping up her baby’s shitty little ass, but that's not the life I want.”
 
                 “What about what Tristan wants?”
 
                 “Like I said, there won’t be a marriage. Do you know how many of these things I’ve collected over the years?” Libby held her hand up and splayed her fingers for the video, displaying the beautiful diamond engagement ring Tristan had given her.
 
                 “No,” Gina answered, the disgust apparent in her voice, “How many?”
 
                 “Six,” she said proudly. “I’ve kept them all.”
 
                 The video stopped at that point as it had reached capacity. It was more than enough to show Tristan what she was about.
 
                 “Gina, you're brilliant. Let’s go to your office I want to watch that downloaded clip of her trying to grope Trey’s crotch last Friday.”
 
                 “There isn’t any video. I lied about all of that just to make her think I could present it to Tristan if I so desired. You can tell by my phone video, she doesn’t give a shit whether I do or not.”
 
                 “You need to send that video to my phone so I can show it to Trey when he gets home. I’ll let him decide how he wants to handle it with Tristan.”
 
                 “Sure enough; it’s on its way now.”
 
                 We finished up at the bar and then locked up. Gina said she'd be at the apartment the following day by one o’clock to stay with Preston. Our flight left mid-afternoon. She didn’t work again until Wednesday afternoon, so Jean would be coming over to stay with Preston until Trey and I got home Wednesday night.
 
                 I told Gina about Maggie being transferred to the jail in Atlanta sometime today.
 
                 “I know what you’re going to say before you say it, Ty. Preston will be fine. I won’t take her outside. I won’t open the door for anyone except Jean. Don’t worry, okay?”
 
                 “I trust you with her completely, but you know that I still worry after what I’ve been through.”
 
                 “I know, but I don't see her getting bonded out.”
 
                 “Trey doesn’t think so, either,” I replied. We said our good-byes and I headed home.
 
                 Jean had cleaned the apartment while she was there today. She told me Preston had been napping and should be up before too long. I let Jean know that Maggie was returning to Atlanta where she faced multiple criminal charges. She assured me that she'd stay on high alert, but like Gina, she didn’t think a bond would be set for her.
 
                 I'd put some chicken in the refrigerator to thaw for dinner, so I went ahead and preheated the oven and washed my hands to start the preparations. I'd just put the chicken in a baking dish in the oven when I heard Preston crying. 
 
                 She'd pulled herself into a standing position against the crib rails and quieted down when I went into her room. She raised her arms up for me to take her.
 
                 “What’s the matter, sweetie?”
 
                 We hadn’t had any of our regular girl time lately. I missed it and guessed that she had too. I got her situated and then rocked her slowly back and forth, enjoying our closeness again. Once finished, I took her out to the living room and put her in the playpen with her new activity center. She was content to entertain herself, which made life a lot easier for us.  
 
                 I went back to the kitchen to check on dinner. I glanced at the calendar. Next week was Thanksgiving. I couldn’t believe how quickly the year had passed. Trey and I had decided to stay in Atlanta for Thanksgiving. 
 
                 Trey got in a little after 5:30 p.m., which was unusually early for him. “Something smells good,” he said, coming into the kitchen to give me a kiss.
 
                 “You’re home early.”
 
                 “Yep, I couldn’t wait to see you, baby.”
 
                 “Liar,” I laughed.
 
                 “No, really. I wanted to spend time with my two best girls since I didn’t get to see one of them very much over the weekend. I brought some work home with me, but that will be for later, after you fall into an exhausted sleep.”
 
                 “What makes you think I’m going to be exhausted when I go to bed?”
 
                 “‘Cause I plan to wear you out, baby.” 
 
                 Trey could still make my stomach do flip-flops. He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and went out to play with Preston while I finished making dinner. 
 
                 After dinner, Trey offered to clean up the kitchen while I bathed Preston. He came into the bathroom as I was lifting her out of the tub. He wrapped a towel around her and said he would get her dressed for bed, if I wanted to shower.  
 
                 Afterwards, dressed in my pajamas, I went to check on Trey and Preston. Trey was in the rocker in Preston’s room reading her a storybook. She was totally mesmerized by the story, or maybe just by him. He finished the story and gave her a kiss, handing her off to me. I got her tucked into bed, kissing her good-night.
 
                 Trey was in the living room preparing for Monday Night Football. It was the pre-game show. I needed to tell him about Tristan. 
 
                 “Trey, I need to talk to you about Tristan.”
 
                 He muted the television and I took a place next to him on the couch. 
 
                 “Oh yeah, baby, I’m sorry. I meant to ask you at dinner how it went with him at the club today.”
 
                 “That part went fine. I’m pretty certain he's going to buy my share of the club. He and Gina are meeting with the accountant tomorrow morning to review the books.”
 
                 “If anyone has a great sense of business it’s Tristan,” Trey replied. “I’m glad that it's going well, but, like I said, this is your decision. I’m not pressuring you one way or another.”
 
                 “Trey, this is something else altogether. I want you to watch something that happened today okay?”
 
                 I pulled up the video that Gina had sent to my iPhone of the conversation she'd had with Libby. I'd saved it to my videos. I hit the play button and handed it to Trey to watch. I watched as Trey’s expression went from impassive to disgust and then thoroughly pissed when Libby made the comments about me and the baby.
 
                 “That fucking bitch,” he hissed, raking his hand through his hair. “Did Gina show you the video from the closed circuit camera so you could see that I pushed her hand away?”
 
                 “No. You see, there's no closed circuit camera. Gina made that up to draw the truth out of Libby for this video.”   
 
                 “Pretty clever of Gina,” he replied.
 
                 “So, what now?” I asked him.
 
                 “Now it’s time to let Tristan in on the charade. If he gets mad at me for being the messenger, then so be it. I can’t know what I know right now, and do nothing.”
 
                 “I agree, but how are you going to get to talk to him without Libby being around?”
 
                 “A video's worth a thousand words.”
 
                 Trey took my IPhone and texted Tristan, letting him know that it was him and not me and that a video was coming over that was for his eyes and ears only. Tristan texted back to let it roll.  
 
                 "Here goes.” Trey forwarded the video to his brother. I scooted over to be closer to Trey on the couch. 
 
                 “Will Tristan be alright?”
 
                 “He'll be hurt, but he’ll get over it.”
 
                 “What kind of a person is Libby?”
 
                 “I think she’s a very kinky girl, Tylar. The kind you don’t take home to mother.”
 
                 “Trey, that’s not funny. She's likely broken your brother’s heart!”
 
                 “I really don’t think so.”
 
                 “How can you say that? He got engaged to her.”
 
                 “Yeah, after knowing her for what? Two minutes? That’s just not like him at all. I think Tristan had a little bit of a mid-life crisis going on and did one of those stupid things guys do when that happens. Luckily, it's easily remedied and put behind him. He'll be fine.”
 
                 "You better not do anything like that when yours hits,” I warned him.
 
                 “Not a chance, baby. Come on, let’s go play.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
                 I was packed and ready to go, waiting for Gina and Trey to arrive at the apartment. Trey had some things to finish up at his office and planned to be home around noon. Gina said she'd be over right after she and Tristan finished up at the accountant’s this morning. It was one-thirty and neither one of them had crossed the threshold yet. 
 
                 Preston was in her playpen looking adorable in her red bib overalls and her red and white striped long sleeved polo shirt. I'd put her hair into two tiny pigtails with little red bows. Her other bottom central incisor was breaking through. She was chewing anything rubbery like crazy. At the moment, she was slobbering on her rubber ducky bathtub toy. She'd refused to part with after her bath this morning. It was squeaking like crazy as she ravaged it with her emerging teeth.
 
                 Finally, I heard a commotion at the front door. Trey was first in with Gina tagging closely behind. They appeared to be arguing.
 
                 Imagine that…
 
                 “All I’m saying is you might've wanted to pick a better time and more compassionate method of dropping that little bomb on Tristan other than forwarding that video, which by the way, he clearly knew I'd produced.”
 
                 “Gina, I'm not justifying my actions to you. He needed to know and now he does. Why are you upset?”
 
                 “Jesus Christ, Trey, why the hell do you think? Your brother and I may end up as business partners. The night before we meet with the club’s accountant, you drop that video bombshell on him; the same video that I was responsible for recording. Talk about wanting to kill the messenger!”
 
                 “He needed to know. You must agree or you wouldn’t have concocted that little entrapment scheme of yours to get Libby on video admitting that she’s a fucking freak!”
 
                 “Whoa, okay you two,” I interrupted, “first of all, keep it down. You’re upsetting Preston.” They both glanced over at Preston in her playpen chewing away on her rubber ducky as if she was oblivious to the whole thing. She must get upset only if it's Trey and me arguing.
 
                 “Okay,” I continued, “then you're upsetting me. What's going on? Is Tristan backing out of the deal?”
 
                 “Well, no, he didn’t say that,” Gina replied. “He just showed up thirty minutes late at the accountant's office, looking all bleary-eyed and unkempt. He snarled at me about my prowess at shadiness and referred to me as “the Shady Lady,’ how coincidental is that?”
 
                 Oops!
 
                 “Oh, Gina, I’m sorry. I told him you were considering changing the name of the club to The Shady Lady.”
 
                 “That’s certainly fitting,” Trey chimed in. “I’m going in to pack. This conversation's over.”
 
                 “You see?" Gina whined after he'd left. "You see how he treats me? Why am I the bad guy in all this?”
 
                 “Sit down, Gina,” I replied. “Let’s talk.”
 
                 She sat down, crossing her legs and arms. Her body language definitely told me that she wasn't going to be receptive.
 
                 “First of all, I don’t think that you're the bad guy in this and neither does Trey. In fact, he thought the way you went about getting Libby to admit what she'd done was pretty clever. Tristan needed to know what she was about. So what happened this morning? Is Tristan actually angry with you?”
 
                 “Well, I wouldn’t say angry is the word. I mean, it was really hard to tell because he was bleary-eyed, like he hadn’t slept, and kind of disheveled. He still looked hot," she giggled.
 
                 “Well, he didn’t yell at you or anything; did he?”
 
                 “No nothing like that. It's just that when Rob was going over the figures with him, it seemed like he was preoccupied and miserable.”
 
                 “Well, you of all people can understand that right? Seeing that video of Libby admitting that she wanted Trey had to be a shock for him. How were things left about the club?"
 
                 “Tristan got copies of the financial information. He's flying back to Bristol tonight. He said he'd review everything and be in touch early next week.”
 
                 “Once he comes to terms with the fact that this thing with Libby was nothing more than him acting out a mid-life crisis, he'll shake it off. Trey says Tristan has the Midas touch when it comes to managing businesses.”
 
                 “He looks like he probably has the Midas touch with a lot of things.” Gina was giggling like a school girl. I suspected she was crushing a bit on Tristan.
 
                 “Hey,” I said, “That still doesn’t explain why you were so late getting here.”
 
                 She fidgeted a bit, and then said something about how she had to go back to the condo to pack her stuff for her stay at our place with Preston. That was strange. Apparently, it was none of my business. Perhaps Tristan had kept her longer than she cared to admit.
 
                 “Maybe if he has to come back next to week to finalize the papers, he can stay here and have Thanksgiving dinner with Trey and me.”
 
                 “You’re not going to Bristol?” she asked.
 
                 “No. Trey’s parents alternate each year between their house and the Andrews. This year, it’s the Andrews turn and Trey and I decided not to make the trip. Are you going to Becky’s for Thanksgiving this year?”
 
   “I can’t go this year on account of the club. That’s a very busy three-day weekend for us, so I'll be sticking around here.”
 
                 “Well good. We'll expect you here for Thanksgiving then.”
 
                 Trey emerged packed and ready. I filled Gina in on the last minute instructions concerning the baby. She'd picked Preston up out of the playpen and was holding her. I kissed my baby on the cheek and Trey did the same. I told Gina I'd call her later.
 
                 Trey and I relaxed on the plane in first class. I hadn’t been away with Trey since our honeymoon, when I was so stressed about leaving the baby. Today, I had no such trepidations. I was excited about going to this oral argument or whatever it was called. I needed Trey to clarify it for me.
 
                 “Trey, I know you’ve tried to explain this whole process to me, but start with the basics, if you will, and explain why this Motion has to be heard by a panel of judges from different districts. I mean, I understand that your clients reside in different districts, but why do so many judges on a panel need to decide?”
 
                 Trey loved explaining the law to me; it was his life, his passion. I got that. I loved hearing him talk about it because it was complicated, subjective, and passionate—just like Trey.
 
                 “Okay, baby, well first of all, I think you’ve already realized that multidistrict legislation or MDL, as its commonly referred to, is a special federal procedure to speed the process of handling complex cases having multiple litigants from different jurisdictions.” I nodded, wanting him to get to the part that I didn’t already know.
 
                 “So, in this particular case, we have a product liability issue with mass torts and multiple plaintiffs from different states. Some of those states, though neighboring, fall under different federal court jurisdictions. The purpose is to get the federal judges on this panel, which represents different federal court appellate jurisdictions, to agree that it's first of all the right thing to do; and secondly, to specify which federal jurisdiction should hear and rule on all of the pre-trial motions.”
 
                 “Does this sort of thing happen a lot?” I asked.
 
                 “I wouldn’t say that our firm runs into it that often, but it’s not all that rare either. The MDL statute came to be enacted in 1968. It was a belated response to a major price-fixing scandal that occurred at General Electric in 1961. As a result of GE’s activities in 1961, the federal courts were flooded with criminal and related civil litigation. The statute was put into place to consolidate pre-trial proceedings and discovery under one court for efficiency and timeliness.”
 
                 “My husband seems to be an expert on this particular legal topic,” I said, with pride in my voice. Trey smiled at my compliment.
 
                 “Thanks, baby. Actually, I did my senior thesis on that particular case involving GE's price-fixing and anti-trust violations for my entrance into law school. It was titled, "Edison’s Evil Empire: Conspiracy and Collusion." I got an ‘A’ on it,” he grinned.
 
                 Trey continued to educate me on the procedures that take place during this hearing with time limits and the random calling of dockets. I think once again, in his own way, he wanted to prepare me in case I couldn’t get close enough to Judge Tylar to see if he was related. I was hoping for some recognition on my part, though with all of the lies that Maggie had told over the years, even I couldn’t see how that would be possible. 
 
                 Once we were on the ground in Baton Rouge, an airport limo took us to our hotel, which was located within walking distance of the federal court where we would be in the morning. Trey was busy on his cell and laptop, so I called Gina to let her know that we'd arrived and asked how the baby was doing.
 
                 “Everything's good, Ty. No worries here. Preston sure does like those green beans you made for her. I spooned in the whole jar and she still acted like she wanted more.”
 
                 Really? The whole jar?
 
                 “Gina, you probably should've only given her half of that jar with a half of jar of the fruit that I left in the fridge.”
 
                 “I did give her a half jar of that fruit stuff. I think she'd have eaten it all, but I got tired of cleaning it off of myself when she kept hurling it at me with her fingers. It was quite a food fight we had going. I think I got most of it off the walls in the kitchen.”
 
                 Seriously?
 
                 “Where is she now?”
 
                 “She's playing in her playpen. I’m about ready to give her a bath and put her in her jammies. Do you want to say good-night to her?”
 
                 “Yeah, put the phone up to her ear; I want to see if she recognizes my voice.” I heard Gina talking to her as she took the phone away from her ear and put it near Preston’s.
 
                 “Go ahead, Ty, the phone is next to her ear.”
 
                 “Hi, Preston! How's Mommy’s baby doing, huh?”
 
                 I could hear Gina’s voice in the background. “You should see her, Ty; she's grinning ear to ear and slobbering on my damn phone to boot.”
 
                 “Mommy loves Preston. You be a good girl for Aunt Gina, okay?” I gave her loud kisses over the phone. Gina got back on.
 
                 “That's so cute how she recognized your voice. She was smiling away at the phone!" It did my heart good to hear that. I missed my sweet baby. 
 
                 "Hey, Ty, we’ve got to cut this call short, Tristan's calling in. Have fun; don’t worry. Bye.”
 
                 Tristan's calling in? 
 
                 “That’s weird,” I mumbled aloud.
 
                 “What’s weird, baby?” Trey asked looking up from his laptop. “Did your phone drop the call?”
 
                 “No, Gina was in a rush to take Tristan’s call just now.” 
 
                 Trey glanced at his watch. “He’s probably just now at the airport. Maybe he’s had an opportunity to look over the financials and wants to back out of the deal,” he chuckled.
 
                 “I've got a feeling that’s not the case,” I replied, stretching out across the king-sized bed. I propped my head up on my elbow, watching my gorgeous husband tapping the keys on his laptop.
 
                 “Whatcha doing, Trey?” I asked coquettishly.
 
                 He looked over at me and smiled. “Just give me a few minutes, baby, to finish typing up these notes and then we'll go get something to eat,” he said. “Do you have any preferences?” 
 
                 “I was actually in the mood for some protein,” I replied, giving him a smile. Trey looked up quickly from his laptop, a sly grin spreading across his face. He stopped typing and stood up to stretch. He unbuckled his belt and kicked his shoes off, closing the distance between the desk and the bed.
 
                 “What the hell; I can finish those notes later,” he grinned, joining me.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
                 Trey set our alarm for six, so that we could get to the courthouse in plenty of time. I'd finally nagged him into getting there early, so that we could have seats in the courtroom as close to the judges’ bench as possible. 
 
                 He explained that during the wait, most attorneys take care of other legal business through use of their cell phones or laptops remotely. They don't necessarily stay in the courtroom until their case is called. The remote activity is done out in the corridor. The judges frown on the distraction of beeping phones or hushed conversations within the courtroom. He also explained that entering and exiting the courtroom repeatedly is frowned upon as well.
 
                 I told him once he got me seated he was free to go out in the corridor until his docket was called. I wanted to watch the proceedings. This was something new for me. Aside from that, I wanted to observe this Judge Tylar. I'd pulled a picture up of him when I did an internet search of his name. There was no obvious resemblance to me, but the picture didn’t divulge a lot of detail. I guessed his age to be late forties; he seemed handsome enough for an older guy.
 
                 I'd dressed conservatively in a black turtleneck sweater dress. I'd pulled my hair back into a ponytail. As I finished getting ready in the bathroom, I removed the two blue velvet boxes from my carry-on bag. I put the pearl drop earring in my ears, and fastened the single tear-drop pearl necklace around my neck. Trey came into the bathroom asking me to tie his tie.
 
                 “What'd you do all those years before I was in the picture?” I teased him.
 
                 “I had girlfriends,” he replied, snickering.
 
                 I smacked him playfully on the shoulder. “There,” I said, straightening his tie and smoothing it out. “You look very handsome counselor. What judge could possibly refute your argument?”
 
                 He leaned down and kissed my lips several times.
 
                 “What’s with the earrings and necklace?” he murmured softly against my lips.
 
                 “Is it too much?” I inquired looking up at him.
 
                 “You’re too much, baby,” he replied, kissing me again. 
 
                 “I know you think this whole thing with the names is weird and meaningless Trey, but at the very least, we get to spend some quality time together and I'm looking forward to seeing you in action.”
 
                 “Baby, you see me in action on an almost nightly basis.”
 
                 “I meant in the court room, counselor.”
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                 Trey and I ate breakfast at the hotel. We decided to walk the few blocks from the hotel to the Russell B. Long Federal Building on Florida Street. It was a sunny and pleasant November day. I was excited about this excursion.
 
                 Once at the courthouse, Trey went to the clerk’s office to sign in and confirm which court room was assigned for these oral arguments. Trey said it was on the third floor. We took the white ornate railed staircase instead of the elevator to the third floor. There were already plenty of attorneys milling around in the hallway, their cell phones up to their ears. 
 
                 We found the double doors to the court room and went inside. There was still ample sitting room available. I told Trey I wanted to sit as close as possible to the bench. The seating reminded me of church pews. We took a seat in the best available spot, which was second row front.
 
                 I hadn’t worn a coat because the weather was so pleasant. Trey took his suit jacket off and left it folded on the seat next to me. “I’m going out in the hall with my laptop. I’ll be back before court convenes,” he whispered.
 
                 “Why are we whispering like we’re in church?” I asked him.
 
                 “Courtroom protocol,” was his response.
 
                 Trey returned about thirty minutes later and took his seat next to me. The courtroom had filled up significantly. I was glad I'd persuaded Trey to get here early. I couldn’t imagine it was easy getting up and arguing something in front of a panel of judges. Trey said there was a twenty-minute limit and that equal portions of that time had to be divided up between all parties.
 
                 “Did you put your cell phone on vibrate?” he whispered to me.
 
                 “Yes. Did you?” 
 
                 He rolled his eyes at me, smiling and putting his suit jacket back on, just as the bailiff came out instructing everyone to rise.
 
                 The seven federal judges garbed in long, black robes filed out of a side door near the front and took their seats at the bench. Each judge had a nameplate in front of their seat. I quickly saw Judge Tylar. His seat was the third from the left.  
 
                 I nudged Trey and nodded toward Judge Tylar as he took his place in his chair. Once all of the judges were seated, the judge that was the chairman told everyone to be seated.
 
                 I saw the light that Trey had told me about. It was exactly like a traffic signal having a green, yellow and red light. Trey had explained that when the yellow light illuminated it meant there were thirty seconds left on the clock and the attorney speaking needed to wrap it up.
 
                 We spent the next two-and-a-half hours listening to various oral arguments on cases involving anti-trust issues and conspiracy to commit treason; there was one Title VII class action case that involved a third-party administrator over employee health insurance for several major U.S. companies whose plaintiffs spanned seventeen states.  
 
                 Occasionally, one or two of the judges on the panel would ask questions of the attorney presenting. So far, Judge Tylar had remained quiet. He seemed bored with the whole thing.  
 
                 The oral argument taking place right now was boring the hell out of me. Something to do with a monopoly that involved aluminum recycling equipment.
 
                 Trey’s docket number illuminated on the schedule board that was located on each wall of the courtroom. He'd be next up after this long-winded attorney speaking now finished. I could tell this lawyer was going to ride out his full twenty minutes. He'd yet to pause to take a breath. I watched as several minutes later the traffic light finally went to yellow.  
 
                 Thank God! Only thirty seconds more of this wind-bag, I thought to myself. The case totally sucked anyway. Opposing counsel on his case had waived appearance on oral argument. He or she probably figured they wouldn’t have gotten a word in edgewise.
 
                 The light flashed to red and the attorney was still going strong. I looked over at Trey who was poised to rise from his seat as soon as the windbag finished. He looked over at me, shrugging his shoulders. Finally, Judge Tylar used his gavel to rap on the bench. It did no good.
 
                 “Mr. Louderdick, you've exceeded the maximum time allotted. This isn’t a filibuster,” Judge Tylar said firmly.
 
                 “If the court permits,” Louderdick said, unruffled, “there's much more to consider in my oral argument today than the time would allow, Your Honor.”
 
                 The judge was obviously not happy, glaring at the attorney. 
 
                 “I ask the court’s indulgence in allowing me a bit more time to outline the particular complexities on this matter, which very well might set legal precedent if remanded to the Ninth District—”
 
                 “Bailiff,” Judge Tylar called out, “Please escort Mr. Louderdick from this court room immediately.”
 
                 Wow - this is so cool.
 
                 Mr. Louderdick was still not getting the message, even when approached by the bailiff and told that he needed to shut the hell up!
 
                 “Your Honor, all I'm asking—”
 
                 I saw the disbelief on Judge Tylar’s face as he bellowed out to Louderdick once again. “One more word counselor, and you'll be found in contempt of this court!”
 
                 He slammed his gavel down and the courtroom was immediately hushed with total silence, with the exception of the very loud, unfortunate giggle that escaped from me.
 
                 Holy shit!
 
                 Trey’s head snapped around to look at me in shock and disbelief. I put my hand up to cover my mouth in embarrassment, lowering my gaze from Trey. I felt him leave our pew to approach the bench. I looked up and saw Judge Tylar studying me. I felt my cheeks flush warm with embarrassment. What if he instructed the bailiff to remove the ‘giggling idiot’ from the court room? He continued to stare at me, but his stern expression had softened somewhat.  
 
                 The bailiff read Trey’s case number and the names of the parties involved. It was noted that opposing counsel had waived appearance for oral argument, but had filed papers stating their opposing position. Trey was instructed that he could use the full twenty minutes for his argument, if he chose.
 
                 “If it pleases the court, I won’t take the full twenty minutes in light of the over-run on the last argument,” Trey said to the panel. 
 
                 Several of the judges smiled at him, including Judge Tylar.
 
                 “The court appreciates your sensitivity, Mr. Sinclair,” Judge Tylar responded. “You may begin your argument now to the issue.”
 
                 I listened intently as Trey argued the merits of his Motion to the panel in his smooth and silky voice. He briefly summarized the fine points covered in his Memorandum in Support of his motion to consolidate the case to the Eleventh District Court for the purposes of pre-trial management.
 
                 My eyes were glued on him as he spoke to the panel and made his argument interesting and factual, citing a couple of case references. 
 
                  I continued to notice that Judge Tylar glanced at me several times throughout the ten minutes that Trey was on the floor. He wrapped it up and the next case was called to the floor. He took his seat next to me and I didn’t dare look at him, acting as if I was totally enthralled with the next case up.  
 
                 I felt his hand on mine and looked over. He wasn’t angry with me. I saw a hint of amusement in his eyes as he squeezed my hand in his. At the conclusion of the last oral argument, the bailiff announced that the panel would break for lunch and oral arguments would resume at 12:30 p.m. Everyone was instructed to rise as the seven judges filed out the side door. 
 
                 “Let’s go, Chuckles,” Trey said, as he took my arm and guided me out into the aisle.  
 
                 Once we got into the large hallway, I turned to him. “Trey, I'm so sorry,” I said apologetically. “I don’t know what got into me in there.”
 
                 He continued to stare at me and I couldn’t tell if he was angry with me or not. I continued, on a roll. 
 
                 “I think it was the way Judge Tylar was talking to that windbag attorney and his name being ‘Louderdick’ and all, it just struck me funny all of a sudden and it was out before I realized—”
 
                 “Tylar, hush,” Trey said softly, leaning down to give me a kiss. “It’s okay.”
 
                 “So, you’re not mad at me?”
 
                 “No, I'm not mad at you. I found it kind of comical as well. I have to admit that it was a first for me.”
 
                 “You mean an attorney being escorted out by the bailiff?”
 
                 “No, the first time that somebody laughed out loud in a hushed courtroom with seven federal judges in attendance.” I smiled back at him, giving him a hug. 
 
                 “So, when will you find out how the panel rules on your case?”
 
                 “It usually takes about six or eight weeks for them to rule.”
 
                 “What now?” I asked.
 
                 “Well, how about you and I go and get some lunch and then head back to our hotel for a nice nap before we have to check out and get to the airport?”
 
                 “I like the way you think, counselor,” I answered him smiling. “I need to use the restroom first, though.”
 
                 I found the ladies restroom in the courthouse and Trey said he was going to find the men’s room and to meet him back near the staircase. The hallways in this old courthouse seemed to wind around like a maze.
 
                 After I'd finished up in the restroom, I headed back down the hallway. When I turned the corner to where the hallway opened up to the area outside the courtrooms on the third floor, I realized that it wasn't the same hallway as before. I'd taken a wrong turn somewhere. I turned around and headed back the other way. 
 
                 As I approached the corner of the hall where it turned to go back to where the restrooms were, I collided with a man coming around the corner from the opposite direction.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I said, looking up at him.
 
                 He wasn’t wearing his robe, but I recognized Judge Tylar immediately. “Are you alright?” he asked, studying my face.
 
                 I nodded affirmatively. He had the same amber-colored eyes that I did. His eyes dropped to my earrings and then to my necklace.
 
                 “Marley?” he said, his gaze locking with mine.
 
                 “Pardon?” I asked.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I thought for a moment you were someone that I'd known a long time ago, which is quite impossible. Please excuse me.”
 
                 He walked past me down the long corridor, his footsteps echoing in the empty hallway.
 
                 Trey was waiting for me by the stairwell. He must've been worried because I saw a hint of relief on his face when he spotted me.
 
                 “Ready?” he asked.
 
                 “Trey,” I said, “You aren’t going to believe me, but I know that, in some way, I'm related to Judge Tylar.”
 
                 After I verbalized what I'd felt from the first time I'd seen the man’s name in print at the firm, to the collision that had just taken place in the hall, the tears rolled down my cheeks. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
                 Trey and I arrived back at the apartment by nine-thirty that night. Jean said that Preston had been perfect for her. She'd put her to bed about forty-five minutes prior to our getting home. Trey was going to drive Jean home, since it was so late.
 
                 After they left, I went to the bedroom and changed into a pair of my silk pajamas. I then went into the nursery and pulled Preston out of her crib. She yawned and stretched in my arms before her eyes fluttered opened and she saw me. I was immediately rewarded with a dimpled grin.
 
                 “Hi sweetie,” I cooed to her, hugging her close. I took her into our bedroom and pulled the covers back on our bed, climbing into it. I grabbed the remote, turning the flat screen on and settled in with the pillows propped behind me. I cuddled her against me as we snuggled down together in the bed.  
 
                 My cell phone chimed from the nightstand. It was Gina. “Hey, girlfriend, where are you?” she asked. I could tell by the background noise she was at the club.
 
                 “We just got in a little while ago. Trey's taking Jean home. I’m cuddling with Preston.”
 
                 “Preston's up this late?”
 
                 “Well—I kind of woke her up.”
 
                 “You did? Why?”
 
                 “I don't know, I just missed her, I guess."
 
                 “So how'd things go down there?”
 
                 “Gina, I'm so positive that Judge Tylar's related to me in some way; it's possible he could be my father.”
 
                 I provided her the details of the day in court and then, literally running in to him in the hallway, and what he'd called me.
 
                 “Wow,” she said, “What now?”
 
                 “I think it’s time I pay Maggie a visit in jail.”
 
                 “Are you serious?”
 
                 “Yes I am. I need some answers. She's got nothing to lose by giving them to me now.”
 
                 “If you trust a sociopath, I suppose,” she replied. “Hey, not to change the subject, but Tristan called today and he'll be back in Atlanta for Thanksgiving.”
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 “Yep. He liked what he saw on the financials, I guess.”
 
                 “Apparently so,” I replied, silently smirking. “Was Preston a good girl for Aunt Gina?”
 
                 “Except for the green shit explosion, she was great.”
 
                 “The what?”  
 
                 I sat up straighter in bed, disturbing Preston who had dozed back off. I was awaiting Gina’s explanation.
 
                 “I think it was all those pureed green beans. She may not be ready for that particular vegetable just yet.”
 
                 “Gina! You fed her a whole flippin’ jar of them at one sitting.”
 
                 “Got to go; my break's over. See you tomorrow.”
 
                 Gina clicked her cell phone off, not wanting to deal with me. I had to smile at the thought of her having to clean the mess up. Served her right.
 
                 I gazed down at my beautiful daughter, wondering if the judge that I'd seen today knew he was a grandpa. I didn’t care if Trey was skeptical about the connection. It was similar to what Nigel had told Tess; the heart knows what the heart knows. In my heart, I knew that Judge Preston James Tylar was my father.
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                 When Trey got back, both Preston and I had fallen asleep in the bed. I felt him lift her from me.
 
                 “Let her stay, please? I haven’t seen her in nearly two days.”
 
                 “We're not starting that habit again. Besides, I have some plans for this bed tonight that no one under the age of eighteen's permitted to witness," he replied, giving me his devilish smile.
 
                 He cuddled her to him and carried her back to the nursery. He was showered and in bed within ten minutes. He pulled me to him, gently taking my pajama top off and lowering the silk pants. I hadn’t put panties on once I'd changed, so he had a clear field.
 
                 “Is your diaphragm in, baby?” he asked.
 
                 “No, Trey, it isn’t.”
 
                 “Do you want to rectify that situation now?”
 
                 “I don’t know why I should. My period's two weeks late as it is.”
 
                 “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
                 “I think I just did.”
 
                 “Tylar, for Chrissake, are you pregnant for sure? Why are you being so cavalier about it?”
 
                 “I don’t know anything for sure. I know that when a woman breast feeds, her cycles can be irregular. I also know that I haven’t had enough of it just being ‘Preston Only’ time before we bring another baby into the mix, and that’s not fair.”
 
                 “What do you mean, sweetie?”
 
                 “I mean that I want to enjoy Preston’s firsts without having another baby on the horizon. Her first words, her first steps.”
 
                 “Her first date?” Trey asked.
 
                 “That’s not fair Trey, and you know it! I want more children. I just want them spaced apart so we can enjoy the individuality of each of them.”
 
                 “Sweetie,” he said, pulling me into his arms and kissing my hair and my face, “If you're pregnant, that doesn’t take away from any of Preston’s firsts.”
 
                 “I just love her so much. I don’t think I could ever love another child like I do her.”
 
                 “I think all mothers probably think like that, babe. I mean I can’t say for sure, but maybe it’s something you could ask Mom about?”
 
                 I looked up at him and saw his beautiful caring face. Of course, he was right. It was easy to see how much Susan loved all of her boys. Nigel and Tristan were barely two years apart and I couldn’t see any partiality with the way she treated them. He lowered his face to mine, kissing me sweetly and lovingly. I laced my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me, loving the feel of his naked body against mine.
 
                 I pushed him back against the mattress, suddenly hungry for the feel and taste of him. I straddled him with my nakedness and began a slow, sensual path with my tongue on his lips. We kissed gently at first, allowing the passion to build up. My breasts rested against his chest and I felt his hands massaging and capturing my nipples in a pleasurable and painful grip. My sex was wet for him and only him.
 
                 I raised myself up and lowered myself down onto his engorged shaft, loving how it felt within me. Trey placed his hands on my hips and gently raised me up and then lowered me down on his shaft over and over again. He moaned with pleasure each time I fully possessed his cock within me. I moved my hips in a circular motion, as Trey continued the rhythmic up and down lifting of me onto his shaft.
 
                 “Baby, you feel so good,” he moaned with pleasure, increasing the rhythm a bit. I could feel the swelling of my G-Spot; my contractions were squeezing his cock into sweet release. I leaned over, allowing my breasts to brush against his face. His hand reached out and captured one. He placed his mouth on the rosy peak and he suckled hard from it, drawing pleasurable moans from me. I rocked harder and faster, back and forth on him. “God baby, I can’t hold it—I need to come…” 
 
                 I felt Trey tense up and I knew to stop my movements as I felt his cock pulsate within me; his thumb found my clitoris and lightly rolled it back and forth, drawing my orgasm out to its full potential. I moaned in pleasure as both of my orgasms unfolded at once.
 
                 “I love you so much, baby. You're my angel,” he gasped. I leaned over and found his mouth with mine as my orgasm was winding down.
 
                 “I love you, Trey.”
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   Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
                 When I got up the next morning to use the bathroom, I discovered I'd gotten my period. How strange. I immediately burst into tears. Trey knocked on the bathroom door, having heard me.
 
                 “What?” I asked sobbing.
 
                 “Baby, are you okay?” he asked. “Can I come in?”
 
                 “Yes,” I wailed between sobs.
 
                 When Trey came in, he saw me sitting on the toilet.
 
                 “What happened?” he asked, his face going pale.
 
                 “I got my period,” I sobbed.
 
                 “Well, honey,” he said. “I mean, isn’t that a good thing? I know you didn’t want a baby this soon after Preston, so everything's good, right?”
 
                 “Maybe I somehow caused it. I mean, I was two weeks late and then I bitched about it and the next day I started. Maybe God caused me to not be pregnant anymore.”
 
                 “Sweetheart, that's not how it works.”
 
                 “How do you know? Look at Tess and Nigel, so much wanting to have a baby, and they can’t. Then here I am, thinking I’m Fertile Myrtle and maybe I’m really not.”
 
                 “Honey,” he said, smiling and capturing my face within his hands and kissing me softly. “I personally guarantee you that you will carry all of the children I can possibly give you. You were born to be a mother, amongst other things.”
 
                 He was smiling at me and I knew that Trey knew me better than myself, at times.
 
                 “Oh Honey," I sobbed, “you totally get me. I love you.”
 
                 “I adore you, baby. So let’s not freak out about this, okay? Just think about how happy we can be going forward, that Preston won’t be over-shadowed on her ‘firsts’.”
 
                 I finished up in the bathroom so Trey could shower before work. He'd been working out at the gym after work lately, so he could sleep in with me. He was dressed, shaved, and looking impeccable in his newest Armani suit when he came out to the kitchen carrying Preston.
 
                 “Look who was standing up in her bed chanting, 'da-da-da' when I went into her room to check on her.”
 
                 “No, she didn’t!” I said, putting a waffle on his plate.
 
                 Preston was grinning, sporting her two emerging bottom teeth. I went over to her, holding my hands out for her. She reached for me and I took her into my arms.
 
                 “Say ‘Ma-Ma’ for me, Preston.”
 
                 Trey chuckled and sat down to his breakfast; I took Preston into the living room, continuing to repeat ‘Ma-Ma’ to her as I settled down on the sofa with her, preparing to nurse.
 
                 Trey kissed us both before he left for work. He said he was going to work out and would be home around seven.
 
                 “I’ll be at the club this evening, remember?”
 
                 “Oh, that’s right. Well, maybe I’ll stop by after the gym to see you before going home, how’s that?”
 
                 “I’d like that, provided you don’t assault any more patrons.”
 
                 “Very funny, Mrs. Sinclair,” he said, leaning down to give me another kiss.
 
                 Preston and I got our baths and got dressed for our day together. I dressed her in dark green leggings with a matching sweater and put the new ‘One eye Monster’ UGG knit boots and hat set on her that I'd bought for her at the airport in Baton Rouge.  
 
                 Trey had made a comment about the cost of the baby couture, but then suggested a different color than the one I'd selected for her. I started a crock pot dinner so that Jean would have something to eat and wouldn’t have to worry about making Trey’s dinner. Since I was going out to the new house in the morning, Jean was staying overnight.
 
                 I had to meet with the decorator and select colors for the rooms and window treatments. The flooring in the downstairs was completed. I still had to make my selections for the second floor carpeting and light fixtures.
 
                 Trey and I had discussed a full-time arrangement with Jean. There was plenty of room if she was amenable to being a live-in. Once the horses arrived, they'd be my responsibility. Trey wanted me to finish college, so I needed to see about getting my credits transferred to a local university. I'd be a part-time student and, hopefully, could take a good portion of the remaining classes online.
 
                 I'd suggested to Trey that I'd like to give riding lessons since we had the horses and the land; possibly offer boarding as well, since the stables would accommodate more horses than we intended to move from Bristol. He was amenable to that, especially since it permitted me to spend a lot of time with Preston. I'd every intention of getting her up on a horse’s back just as soon as she was old enough.
 
                 The day seemed to fly by. Too soon, I was putting on my tight little skirt and blouse and killer shoes to head down to the club. I only had to work until eleven tonight because Eddie was closing.
 
                 Gina had scheduled me to work at the main bar with her downstairs. Eddie was training a new bartender upstairs, since it wasn’t quite as busy this time in the evening. The downstairs bars tended to get more of the happy hour crowd until around seven when there was a lull until the band started at nine.
 
                 “So,” I said to Gina as she was filling the ice machine, “what did Tristan want the other day when he called in and you had to cut our call short?”
 
                 Gina got a sly smile on her face at my question. “Being kind of nosy there aren’t you, girlfriend?”
 
                 “Not at all; I just wondered if he was still interested in investing. Trey seemed to think he might be backing out after reading the financials.”
 
                 “No, I don’t think he'll be backing out of anything. I think Tristan has some major interest,” she said giggling. "As a matter of fact, Tristan will be back in town before Thanksgiving. He needs to talk to me about the particulars. I think you'll be having one more for dinner.”
 
                 “Really?”
 
   I wondered if he'd said anything to Trey about being here over Thanksgiving. “Is he planning on staying at the apartment with us?”
 
                 Gina actually blushed for the first time ever in front of me. She stammered a bit with her answer. “Well, actually I told him that he was more than welcome to crash at my place. I mean it’s closer to the club and all. He wants to talk about making some changes at the club. I’m not sure of the extent he wants to change it, but he’s offered to put in an additional hundred grand in after he buys you out. I’m kind of excited to hear his ideas.”
 
                 I was thoroughly amused and thoroughly happy if things were indeed moving ahead with Gina and Tristan. I still believed that they were perfect for one another.
 
                 “Well, you do have that spare bedroom at your condo, Gina. It makes perfect sense to me that he would stay there.”
 
                 “Very funny, Ty, I know what you’re thinking. You have a dirty mind just like that husband of yours! By the way, please honor our BFF confidentiality here?”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “Please don’t tell the Hot Nazi where Tristan's staying, okay?”
 
                 “You know I won’t if you don’t want me to; what's the big deal?”
 
                 “It’s just I really like Tristan, but we're taking the friendship route."
 
                 “I don’t understand. You’re crushing on him big time! He seems charmed by you, so what's the problem?”
 
                 “I don’t want to be his ‘bridge bitch,’ that’s all.”
 
                 “What the hell is a ‘bridge bitch’?”
 
                 “You know—it’s the chick that gets the guy after his heart's been broken, helps him get through it and then prepares him to meet his next serious relationship which, by the way, ain’t her. She essentially bridges him from his past relationship to his next serious relationship.”
 
                 The bar started filling up, so we didn’t get the opportunity to discuss Tristan any further.
 
                 I was making a couple of skinny martinis for a table of young women, clearly having happy hour after work. I was reaching for the shaker when I heard Gina.
 
                 “Holy shit. This can’t be good.”
 
                 I followed her gaze and saw a very pissed-off Libby approaching the bar. We didn’t have bouncers at the club this early. It was just a little after six. Libby was dressed in dark purple leather. Leather pants, a leather jacket, and leather boots covered her tall, thin body. She was making fast, angry strides to where Gina was standing at the bar. I moved closer to Gina to let her know I had her back.
 
                 “You bitch!” Libby shouted at Gina, causing the patrons at the bar to look over quickly. “I know you video recorded our conversation the other day and gave it to Tristan. What the hell were you hoping to accomplish?”
 
                 I stepped up to the bar before Gina had a chance to respond. 
 
                 “Hey, it was me, Libby. I’m the one who told Gina to send the video to my cell phone so that I could show it to Trey. It was Trey’s decision to share it with Tristan. They're brothers, you know?”
 
                 “Oh, like you give a shit about Tristan’s feelings.”
 
                 I wanted to slap her right then and there because Tristan was my brother-in-law, and a very sweet one at that.
 
                 “You were just pissed, Tylar. You wanted revenge because you were afraid that I'd fuck your husband better than you ever could!”
 
                 Did you seriously just say that to me?
 
   “Hardly,” I responded calmly to Libby. “The truth is, Trey and I were privy to your nasty goings on in the bedroom next to ours in Bristol. I believe Trey’s exact words were that you're a freak that he wouldn’t take home to his own mama!”
 
                 “Hah! I doubt that very much! It seems that maybe ‘Ken's getting just a little bored with his ‘Housewife Barbie’ these days. Maybe all he really needed and wanted was to take a dive under my fig leaves at Tristan’s birthday party last month.”
 
                 I could hear Gina cuss under her breath, instructing me to bitch slap her. That wasn't my style.
 
                 “Sweetie,” I said, leaning over the bar and smiling at her. “I can guarantee you that whatever you had under those fig leaves held no interest for my man. You see, he actually prefers ‘Housewife Barbie’ to ‘GI Jane’ any day of the week. My only concern is that Tristan had the foresight to properly armor his dick while he was in the clutches of a whore like you. I’d hate for my best friend, Gina, to catch any of your crotch rot.”
 
                 “Why, you uppity little bitch!” she snarled. “Someone needs to put you in your place and maybe I’m just the person to do it!”
 
                 Libby drew her arm back to swing full force into me, just as               Gina pushed her way in front of me. Libby’s hand never found its mark because, at that point, Trey had come up right behind her. He grabbed her arm on the upswing, staying it motionless to reach its target.
 
                 She turned immediately to see who had stayed her hand.
 
                 “Libby,” Trey said, “I think it’s time you left and found someone else to torture.”
 
                 She squirmed out of his grip; her face was red with humiliation and anger. Some of the patrons at the bar were looking over at her and snickering. She looked pathetic. She turned on her heel and stomped out, mumbling about how much better she could do than Tristan and she hadn’t wanted to keep his goddamn ring anyway.
 
                 I looked over at Trey and saw a trace of amusement in his eyes.
 
                 “What did she mean about all that with the ring?”
 
                 Trey smiled. “I guess Tristan had the foresight to get the ring from her bedside table where she'd left it before she went to shower that evening. He packed it, along with the rest of his stuff and left her a note. He signed it ‘Lucky Seven.’ He wasn’t about to let her add his ring to her collection.” 
 
                 Things calmed down once Libby had left. I wasn’t sure that we'd seen the end of her; she still harbored a lot of anger and ill will towards Gina and me in particular. I didn’t quite get it. It wasn’t like she'd been with Tristan all that long.  
 
                 Trey was seated watching me.
 
                 “Yes sir, what can I get you?”
 
                 “Hmm, let’s see; how about a Kiss on the Lips?”
 
                 “Sure thing,” I replied, leaning in and kissing him.
 
                 “Uh, Tylar, I kind of meant that I'd really like to try the drink?”
 
                 “Oh, okay,” I laughed. I fixed Trey his drink and then waited on a couple of other patrons before returning to him. He had a serious look on his face and I knew that there was something he wanted to share with me.
 
                 “Tylar, I had a call today from Judge Tylar.”
 
                 I immediately stopped wiping the counter of the bar to look at him. “Judge Tylar? Why was he calling you?”
 
                 “He had my contact information from the case file. He wanted some information on you, since he saw that we were together.”
 
                 ‘Trey,” I breathed, my heart racing, “does he think he’s related to me?”
 
                 “Well, honey, it’s complicated. He saw the extreme resemblance that you apparently have with your mother. He noticed the antique pearl drop earrings and teardrop necklace that he'd given to a girl named Marley who he'd known briefly, years ago. He was wondering if your maiden name was Renaud. Though he hasn’t quite drawn a direct connection, if I had to guess, I'd say that, if he's your father, he had no idea that you even existed.”
 
                 “What did you tell him?”
 
                 “I told him your maiden name was ‘Preston,’ and that your heritage was sketchy at best.”
 
                 “It’s time you took me to see Maggie. I'll know the truth, even if I have to beat it out of her.”
 
                 He smiled and put his arm around me. “I’ll make some calls in the morning.”
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   Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
                 I'd just gotten home from spending the morning at the salon getting trimmed, highlighted, waxed, and manicured, when Trey phoned from his office. Jean had watched Preston and managed to clean the apartment while she was there.
 
                 “Hi, sweetie,” I said, when I answered the phone. “You won’t recognize your wife when you get home. I spent the morning getting a major overhaul.”
 
                 “Tylar, I have some news for you. I’m not sure if you'll consider this bad news or not.”
 
                 Immediately, my heart dropped to my stomach.
 
                 “I talked to the Deputy D.A.’s office this morning to see what the status was on Maggie’s arraignment. It's been postponed twice and I now know the reason.”
 
                 “What is it, Trey?”
 
                 "Maggie's been in the jail’s infirmary. They moved her this morning to St. Matthew’s. She's in the intensive care unit of the hospital; she’s extremely ill and it is life threatening."
 
                 I didn’t know how I felt about what he'd just shared with me. Part of me wanted to feel happy; to hope that any threat she posed to me and my family was on the verge of being snuffed out like a candle that's burned too long. The other part of me wanted her to linger long enough for me to interrogate her and gain the information she owed me after the years of lying and deceit.
 
                 “Did you hear me, Tylar?”
 
                 “Yes. I’m sorry. I was kind of lost in thought there for a moment. What happened?"
 
                 “She had an extremely high fever when she got here from West Virginia. No one's sure how long she'd been ill, but my guess is that since extradition was imminent, the authorities there didn’t seek the necessary medical assistance for her. They probably preferred having it picked up on Georgia’s tab, since she was ultimately coming back here. All I know is that it likely started out being a low grade viral or bacterial infection that affected her internally. They suspect she's been bleeding internally for a while. It's now manifested itself into a major bacterial infection that's gotten into her blood stream. It could be fatal if she goes septic.”
 
                 It sounded to me as if Maggie was on borrowed time. I needed some of that time. I was determined to have it. 
 
                 “Is she coherent, Trey?”
 
                 “I don't know. They've started her on intravenous antibiotics. The jail chaplain went with her to the hospital. She said she'd contact me as soon as Maggie's stabilized. Since you're a relative, you'll be permitted in the ICU.”
 
                 “Trey, I need to talk to Maggie and this may be my last chance."
 
                 “I understand, baby. I'll call you just as soon as I hear from the chaplain. I’m not letting you go up there by yourself, though. Do you have someone to watch Preston?”
 
                 “Jean’s just finishing up here. I’ll see if she can stay over.”
 
                 “Okay then. I'll get back with you as soon as I can."
 
                 I busied myself with getting dinner prepared. Jean had finished the cleaning just as Preston awoke from her nap. She went ahead and changed her while I showered and dressed. Preston was in her playpen playing when I emerged. She scrambled to her legs, holding onto the netting of the playpen as she pulled herself up. She was smiling and gibbering at me. 
 
                 “Hi sweetheart,” I gushed at her, going over to where she was. “Did Mommy’s baby have a nice nap?”
 
                 “Da da da da.”
 
                 I looked at her and she was holding her arms up. I scooped her up, nuzzling my face against her soft cheeks, chanting 'ma-ma' over and over again to her. Jean came into the room while I was nursing, asking if I wanted her to puree some of the boiled turkey and sweet potatoes I'd cooked.
 
                 “Thanks Jean, I'd appreciate that. I also want to thank you for all of your help these past few weeks.”
 
                 “I love caring for Preston and for you and Trey too, for that matter,” she said with a smile. “I was telling my daughter Cathy just last week how much I was going to hate it when you moved out to the country in a few weeks.”
 
                 “Jean—Trey and I've been meaning to discuss that with you. I apologize that we haven’t done it sooner. Would you consider moving out there with us? The house is plenty big and you would draw a full-time salary.”
 
                 “Why, Tylar, I don’t know what to say,” she said, starting to get a bit choked up. “I’m so honored that you would ask me. Of course, I'd love that. I love my daughter Cathy—don’t get me wrong, but sharing an apartment with her and her husband Hank these past few weeks hasn’t been the ideal situation.”
 
                 “Fantastic,” I said. “Then its official, and I, for one, couldn’t be happier, Jean.”
 
                 Just then Trey called on the landline. “I’ve been trying to call your cell,” he said.
 
                 “Sorry, Trey, I must’ve have left in the bedroom after my shower.”
 
                 “I’m on my way to the apartment and should be there in five minutes. Maggie's lucid; this might be the best opportunity you'll have to talk to her.”
 
                 I let Jean know that I was leaving and was out the door. Once on the elevator on my way down, I realized that I had no clue how I'd react when I saw Maggie again. I had no idea what emotions would rise to the surface. 
 
                 Trey had just pulled up to the curb when the doorman opened the door for me and I stepped out onto the sidewalk.  “Hi, baby,” he said, as I got in and fastened my seat belt. “Are you ready for this?”
 
                 “I’ve been ready for this for a long time. I’m scared and anxious. I’m not sure what to expect.”
 
                 “That’s natural, sweetie,” he said. “Let me fill you in, as far as what I know. The chaplain said that Maggie is resting comfortably. She's still on IV antibiotics and some pain meds as well. If they can eradicate the infection from her blood before it kills off her organs, she'll survive.”
 
                 “What are the odds of that, Trey?” It was a question that had to be asked.
 
                 “Not in her favor from what the doctor conveyed to Sandy Meyers, the chaplain.” 
 
                 I looked over at my husband, knowing that he was waiting for me to say something.
 
                 “I don’t feel anything at all. I mean, I don’t hate her as a person. I hate the things that she's done, but I don’t harbor any hate for her as a human being. I think I pity her and the wasted life that she’s led.”
 
                 “I suppose, under the circumstances, you're more compassionate than I would be,” he replied, taking my hand into his and squeezing it gently.
 
                 “I’m glad that you'll be there with me, Trey.”
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   Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
                 The ICU at St. Matthews allowed for each patient to have a private glass-walled room. There was a large triage area in the center where nurses constantly monitored the screens overhead for the various patients’ vital signs. Sandy Meyers, the jail chaplain who had accompanied Maggie to the hospital met us in the waiting area just outside of the ICU. She introduced herself to me, still referring to Maggie as my mother. I decided not to press the truth at the moment because I needed my ticket inside. Sandy told us which room she was in and said that my mother was anxious to see me.
 
                 Trey held my hand as we went to Maggie’s room. I went into the room first. Seeing her lying in the hospital bed looking frail and small, hooked up to IVs and monitors was surreal for me. She looked over as Trey and I got closer to her bed.
 
                 “Well, now look at you, Tylar, all grown-up and married to such a fine looking man.”
 
                 Maggie looked as if she'd aged ten years since I'd last seen her. I tried to fake a smile, but it wasn’t coming off very well.
 
                 “Hello, Mom,” I said.
 
                 “Oh, I expect you know by this time that I'm not your mother,” she said with a slight twinge of a smile on her dry, cracked lips. “Why don’t you just call me Maggie? Where’s your manners, girl? Aren’t you going to introduce me to your rich hubby?”
 
                 “Maggie, this is Trey Sinclair, my husband and the father of my baby girl, Preston.” Trey nodded his head at her. He didn’t want to touch her and neither did I.
 
                 “What a handsome man you’ve snagged, baby girl. Come to think of it, he looks much better than Daniel even. Oh, I could have had such fun with you, Trey,” she giggled. Her giggle was followed by a fit of coughing. She reached for her cup of water, taking a long sip to quiet her hacking.
 
                 “How's Layla?” she asked.
 
                 Trey and I exchanged confused glances.
 
                 “I named the baby Layla once I got a hold of her. I can’t believe you would name a baby girl your last name. You’re so much like your mama.”
 
                 “Preston's fine. No worse off for what you obviously put her through when you had her,” I snapped.
 
                 “I took good care of that baby just like I done you when you were a baby,” she snorted.
 
                 “Really? Why the bruises on her bottom?"
 
                 Maggie didn’t even try to appear repentant. “She constantly wanted to eat. I still had my milk from when I delivered that dead baby. Yep, I kept pumping it so that I'd have it for when I took that baby girl of yours.”
 
                 My heart was racing, my adrenaline was pumping. We were getting down to it now. I needed to keep my calm, no matter what. I wanted to let her talk.
 
                 “Yeah, I figured I was owed a baby out of the whole deal. I'd always wanted one, you know? Raising you wasn’t the same as having my own. The one that Matthew made me abort was a girl. I saw that when she came out of me, all bloody.”
 
                 I was starting to feel nauseous. I'd presumed that if Maggie had undergone an abortion, it had been done at a medical clinic. Her statement had the hint of some back-alley job done with a coat hanger. I wasn’t up for the details. 
 
                 “I believe you were trying to explain the bruises on Preston?”
 
                 Maggie rolled her eyes as if she were already bored with the whole topic. It was reminiscent of how she'd behaved whenever she was faced with explaining her unacceptable behavior while I was growing up.
 
                 “Oh, yeah well, she apparently wasn’t satisfied with my milk supply. She fussed the whole time she nursed at my tit. Then five minutes after she'd finish up, she'd puke it all back up and she’d want to latch back onto me. So, yes, I smacked her bare ass a few times. I finally had to make up a sugar-tit for her so she’d leave mine alone.”
 
                 I felt Trey stiffen in anger; I felt the same way. Maggie was continuing to rant. 
 
                 “Just like I had to smack your bare ass when you were a baby. Same damn thing. You kept trying to nurse from me, thinking all tits had breast milk, I suppose; always nuzzling against me and rooting for my tit like I was your mama.”
 
                 That was my memory of skin slapping skin; sometimes it had brought me fear and pain; other times it had made me feel disgusted. Trey had his arm around me, peering down at me. 
 
                 “Who's Marley?” I asked her.
 
                 I finally saw some emotion cross over Maggie’s pale, thin face at the mention of the name. “That’s what he called your mama; that was his pet name for Marla.”
 
                 “Whose pet name?”
 
                 “Why, your daddy’s,” she said, as if it should've been so obvious to me. “Preston Tylar,” she stated.
 
                 I looked up at Trey; I knew that I'd been right. 
 
                 “What can you tell me about him, Aunt Maggie?”
 
                 I threw the ‘aunt’ in there, hoping that in some way she'd feel some connection to me that might warrant her telling me the truth.
 
                 “I suppose you've a right to know the truth. Maybe I even owe you the truth, after all I've done. I know this is it for me, Tylar. You and your handsome hubby grab a chair and sit down here so that I can see you without straining to look up and I’ll tell you all about it.”
 
                 Trey pulled a chair over and sat down, pulling me onto his lap. Maggie took another sip of water and settled back against her pillows.
 
                 “I was three years older than your mama; our half-brother, Matthew was seven years older than me. My mama had borne him out of wedlock when she was just seventeen. Then she'd met Carson Renaud and married him; he adopted Matthew as his own. Mama had me five years after they married and then Marla came along. They were good parents to all of us. Matthew though, he had a wild streak in him.”
 
                 She paused as a nurse came in to check her I.V.
 
                 “When I was fifteen and your mama was just twelve, our parents were killed in an automobile accident in Meridian, Mississippi, about an hour from where we lived. Matthew was twenty-two years old, so he became our legal guardian. He pretty much blew through the inheritance that our parents had left within a couple of years. I was able to finish high school and started working as a secretary in an insurance office in the little town where we lived. Matthew worked nights at a cocktail lounge. We were struggling. Matthew started drinking heavily and got some ideas on how we could make more money. He set out to train me in the ways of pleasing men. I was a very willing student.”
 
                 Is she saying what I think she's saying?
 
                 “Oh, don’t look so shocked, Tylar. It wasn’t like we were totally brother and sister—only half. Matthew taught me the art of fucking and promised me that we would earn a whole lot more money with the proper clientele. He explained this type of clientele wasn’t in Mississippi. We moved to New Orleans. It was just like Matthew had promised. He found me wealthy gentlemen in prestigious positions who wanted dates. They would wine and dine me; we would go to a fancy hotel room and spend the night. There were weeks that I was bringing in more than $2000. I always practiced safe sex, too.”
 
                 She paused to take a long drink of water. The look in her eyes told me that she was reflecting back to a time that didn’t appear to hold bad memories for her. 
 
                 “I was in love with Matthew; at least I thought I was. We would still sleep together and make love. He needed to make sure I was in top performance for my ‘natural calling’ as he put it. Your mama was seventeen by this time. She'd just graduated from high school. She was naïve, just like you. She hadn’t a clue about me and Matthew; or about me and all of the other men. She thought I worked nights. She always had her head buried in a book, it seemed.”
 
                 Maggie laughed and started coughing again. A nurse came back into her room and administered some codeine to her for the cough. She said it may make her drowsy. I was determined to get the rest of the story before that happened.
 
                 “Matthew was determined to get Marla into the business of pleasing men. He said he needed to start personally training her real soon. I didn’t want him to touch her. I'd like to say it was because I was protective of her, but the truth was, I was jealous. I was jealous at the thought of Matthew fucking her—or any other woman, for that matter. He was mine.” 
 
                 She gazed over at me as if she was really seeing me for the very first time ever. “You look just like Marla, you know? Well, except that she had green eyes,” she stated out of the blue, staring at me. 
 
                 “I was able to stall Matthew on the training bit with Marla. I told him that I wanted better for her. I promised him that I'd service more clients, if only he would spare her. I then went off of my birth control pill on purpose. I wanted him to get me pregnant. I figured if Matthew knew I was having his child, he'd forget about wanting to fuck Marla and love me like the wife I practically was to him. He knew I always used condoms with my clients. That was our golden rule. So when I got pregnant, he'd know the baby was mine and his. It would be our love child.”
 
                 I laid my head against Trey’s shoulder, listening to her. I felt pity for what she'd endured. I was sickened by the relationship she'd had with her half-brother. How could Maggie have possibly thought it was natural to have sex with a blood relative? Yet, she'd done that and more. She'd fallen in love with him and wanted to be his wife?
 
                 “It didn’t take me long to get pregnant. Matthew and I generally fucked on a daily basis. I hid it from him for as long as I could because I didn’t want him to make me get an abortion. He finally noticed that I had a baby bump one night when he was going down on me. I had to tell him the truth. He was furious with me. He claimed that because we were related, the baby would be born a Mongoloid idiot. The next day, he went to a bayou gypsy and got some roots and herbs and made a nasty brew. He forced me to drink it. Within hours, I was in excruciating pain. I delivered a dead baby girl. She looked perfectly formed. There wouldn’t have been anything wrong with her,” she sobbed.
 
                 Maggie was crying now and they were real tears. It was the first time that I'd ever seen her genuinely sad. I wanted to reach out to her, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. Trey stroked my hair and kissed the top of my head.
 
                 “Go on, Aunt Maggie, please. Tell me what happened after that.”
 
                 “I hated Matthew after that. I realized what a sick bastard he was. I knew that I needed out of his sick and perverted life. He didn’t care about anything or anyone. It was just about the money. Naturally, I was laid up for a while after the miscarriage. Matthew was more driven than ever to get Marla involved as a whore in his money-making scheme. She was clueless where men were concerned. She was still a virgin at eighteen. Matthew instructed me to get her dressed and made up for an evening out. He'd been invited to a high-rent bachelor party. Some connections he had told him that some circuit judge from Baton Rouge was marrying a very wealthy girl from New Orleans. The party was to be hosted at a very exclusive hotel in the French Quarter.”
 
                 Maggie was starting to get groggy. I needed her to finish this story.
 
                 “Please, Aunt Maggie—just get to the part about my mother.”
 
                 “Matthew took Marla to this party, telling her he wanted to introduce her to some young wealthy attorneys and professional men. Of course, other ‘prostitutes’ were there, but the young judge took a shine to your mama. She didn’t realize he'd paid Matthew a great deal of money for her to spend the night with him in his hotel room. When Marla got home the next morning, she was furious with me for setting her up like that. She claimed the man had taken her virginity and then apologized afterwards, telling her that he had no idea she’d been a virgin, and how sorry he was. He said that he'd been under an entirely different impression.”
 
                 Maggie chuckled weakly at the memory.
 
                 “Well, over the next couple of weeks, Marla kept getting flowers from him delivered almost daily. He kept calling her on the phone wanting to talk to her. He finally showed up at our duplex. He told Matthew he needed to see Marla. Matthew let him in and called Marla down to talk to him. When Marla came back upstairs later, she had the two blue velvet boxes that had those antique earrings and the necklace in them.”
 
                 I knew the ones she was talking about very well. 
 
                 “He told her they'd belonged to his grandmother and that he wanted her to have them. He said he was sorry that he'd ruined her and that if he could get out of marrying his fiancé, he would. He said that Marla fascinated him and intrigued him. He told her if she ever needed anything, she should contact him. He gave her his card and said he was to be married the following week, but that he'd never forget her. She said he leaned down and gave her the sweetest kiss ever and held her to him tightly. She said he whispered ‘I love you, sweet Marley’ in her ear. I think she actually fell in love with him, right then and there.”
 
                 I got tears in my eyes, finally knowing that my mother wasn't cut from the same cloth as Maggie.
 
                 “A few months later, Marla discovered that she was pregnant with you. I figured Matthew would make her get an abortion like he did me, but he saw an opportunity. He paid a visit to the newly wed Mrs. Tylar with the news and some supporting photos that he'd arranged to be taken of your mama and the judge’s night together. Marla never knew about any of this. She was content just to be carrying his child, even though he was married to someone else. She didn’t want to cause any problems for him. In the meantime, Matthew was getting the funds he needed from Mrs. Tylar. He told her that the funding needed to continue because DNA testing was all that was needed to confirm her husband’s infidelity. It was rumored that Preston Tylar was on a short list for appointment to a federal judgeship. Mrs. Tylar wasn't going to let a scandal get in the way of that.”
 
                 Maggie’s voice was getting weaker and she was getting groggier. “When you were born, your mama named you Tylar Jamie Renaud. She loved you like there was no tomorrow. She breast fed you; she said she wanted you to be healthy and strong. She was never apart from you. When you were about six or seven months old, she told Matthew that she was going to take you and move back up to Mississippi. I wanted to go with her to get the hell away from him. Matthew wasn’t going to allow that to happen. You were his golden goose. She and I were almost to Mississippi on the Greyhound bus with you when Matthew caught up with us.”
 
                 Maggie visibly shuddered at that particular memory. “After Marla passed away, you became my responsibility. I resented that I'd been given no choice in the matter. I hated Matthew and the control he had over me and my life. You just wanted a mama. You tried to make me your mama, but that just wasn’t in the cards, don’t you see?”
 
                 “Aunt Maggie, did Matthew ever see me when we lived in Kentucky?”
 
                 “Yes, a couple of times when you were very young.”
 
                 The man from my first memory with the swing set!
 
                 “How did my mother die?”
 
                 “Poisoning; it was poisoning," Maggie whispered weakly before slipping into unconsciousness. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
    
 
                 Trey received a call Sunday evening from Sandy Meyers. She'd been keeping in touch with us daily letting us know Maggie’s condition. There'd been no change since Friday afternoon when we'd been there with her. She was still in a coma, but holding her own. The doctor said part of the coma had been induced because of the heavy duty pain-killers she was being given.
 
                 Right after Trey got off of the phone with Sandy, Tristan called him. He let Trey know that he would be in Atlanta the following day, staying for the week to get the transition of ownership taken care of with Gina. I'd kept my BFF promise to Gina and not mentioned anything to Trey about Tristan coming in or where he was staying. My ears perked up when I heard Trey ask him if he was staying here with us.
 
                 “You aren’t serious, Tristan. What the fuck?”
 
                 I couldn’t hear Tristan’s response, but pretty much figured it out with Trey’s next line.
 
                 “Yeah, right, platonic my ass! What’s your deal, bro?”
 
                 There was silence while Trey listened to Tristan explain his deal. “I realize that, Tristan. I just hope that you're a bit more cautious before jumping into another relationship so quickly.”
 
                 Another pause.
 
                 “Whatever you say, Tristan. It’s one thing to be in business with Gina; just take my advice and don’t hop into bed with her.”
 
                 Excuse me?
 
                 “Okay, okay. I'll butt out. See you in a couple of days then. Don’t forget to come up for air.” Trey was chuckling now, so it appeared as if the brothers were still on good terms.
 
                 He came out to the kitchen where I'd just finished unloading the dishwasher. He looked all disheveled from the afternoon he'd spent on the couch drinking beer and watching football.
 
                 “Did you know that Tristan will be in town tomorrow for the week?”
 
                 “I overheard you talking to him about it just now.”
 
                 “Guess where he’s staying?”
 
                 “Well, from what I overheard, it sounded like Gina’s?”
 
                 “Oh, come on, Tylar. You already knew about this, didn’t you?” He was giving me an accusatory look.
 
                 “So, what if I did? It’s not my place to tell you everything that concerns my best friend or your brother, is it?”
 
                 “I certainly hope you aren’t playing matchmaker with those two,” he warned, furrowing his eyebrows at me.
 
                 “Trey, this isn’t seventh grade. Tristan and Gina are both adults who can navigate their way into a business relationship or a love relationship or a sexual relationship without any outside assistance or interference.”
 
                 “You're mighty sassy with me tonight aren’t you, girl?” he said with a smile, closing in on me. He tugged on my ponytail gently, pulling me back against him. His arms circled around me as he lowered his face to kiss the top of my head softly, rocking me back and forth within his arms.
 
                 “Is your period over yet, baby?” he asked.
 
                 “Sorry, no,” I answered, trying to wriggle out of his strong grip.
 
                 “Can I interest you in a high protein drink then?” he asked, not loosening his hold on me whatsoever.
 
                 “We’ll see,” I replied. “You may have a better chance of that if you get out of those sweats you’ve been in all weekend and shower, though.”
 
                 He chuckled, burrowing his face down into my hair and kissing the back of my neck. He gave me goose bumps. Just then, the sound of glass shattering on the wooden floor in the living room followed by Preston’s loud wailing interrupted our play.
 
                 “Shit,” Trey said, racing out of the kitchen and into the living room with me on his heels.
 
                 Preston had evidently crawled over to the tall, glass vase that was on the hall table and tried to pull herself up, causing the vase to slide off and hit the floor, shattering.
 
                 Trey scooped her up immediately, checking for cuts. Her little face was puckered up crying tears; she buried her face into Trey’s chest her thumb finding its way into her mouth. “I think it just scared her,” he said, visibly relieved.  
 
                 “Trey, what the hell?” I fumed. “Why did you take her out of her playpen?”
 
                 “Tylar, she wanted out. I was on the couch, so I put her on the rug with some toys while I watched the game. She was fine crawling around and playing right there with me. I guess when I took the phone call I got distracted. I didn’t think about it when I went into the kitchen to talk to you.”
 
                 He was stroking her hair and kissing her head. “I think you need to baby proof the apartment now that she's a toddler.”
 
                 “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes at him. “What exactly do you think baby-proofing involves, Trey? Sticking some shields on electrical sockets and taking everything breakable out of the rooms?”
 
                 “Well, yeah,” he replied.
 
                 “The shields on electrical sockets, yes,” I replied, “but you still need to be in the same room with the baby. You teach them not to touch certain things that could break or hurt them by telling them ‘no’ firmly and consistently. Do you think you can manage that, Trey?”
 
                 “I don’t know, Tylar,” he replied in a faux snotty tone, “I seem to have a problem with saying ‘no’ to you firmly and consistently, it would appear.”
 
                 “Hah, since when?” I scoffed, giving him a kiss on the cheek.
 
                 Preston looked up from Trey’s shoulder and smiled at me. “Ma-ma-ma-ma,” she whimpered, twisting away from Trey and reaching for me.
 
                 “Did you hear that? She wants her mommy,” I crooned, taking her from Trey. “Come on, sweet baby girl,” I said, holding her close to me. “Let’s go see if your diaper needs changing after that scare you just had.” I took her to the nursery and, sure enough, she'd soiled her diaper. 
 
                 “Stinky girl,” I said, making a face as I unfastened the tabs on her diaper and lifted her legs up to remove it.  
 
                 She was grinning at me with her thumb in her mouth and jabbering in baby language. I cleaned her up with baby wipes and put a clean diaper on her. I went ahead and dressed her for bed, since she got her bath in the morning. “There—all done Preston. Do you want Mommy to read you a story?”
 
                 She smiled at me again, saying, “num-num-num.” I wasn’t sure what that meant, so I pulled a book from the shelf and sat her on my lap in the rocker, opening it up to start reading. She squirmed about, knocking the book out of my hands and repeated the ‘num-num’ jargon a few more times, definitely starting to fuss now.
 
                 Num-num? Nurse? Nipple?
 
                 I unbuttoned my top and unclasped the front hook on my bra, freeing my breasts. That was it. That was ‘num-num.’ She immediately leaned into me, latching onto my nipple and started nursing, curled up against me.
 
                 Trey came into the nursery a while later; I shared with him her latest word. I'd noticed that he'd showered, shaved and had a clean pair of pajama bottoms on. His hair was still damp from his shower.
 
                 “I swept up all of the glass from the entry hall,” he said. “I'll keep a better eye on her in the future.”
 
                 “Good,” I replied, looking down at my precious girl nestled so contentedly against me. Part of me wished that she could stay this age forever. I recalled though, how I'd thought the same thing with almost every stage she'd went through thus far.  
 
                 I thought about the things that Maggie had told us the other day. In particular, I thought about how she told me that my mother had loved me and never liked being apart from me. It reminded me of the way that I felt about Preston. Perhaps I had more of my mother in me than simply my physical appearance. I decided that I was very proud of that possibility. I needed to find out more about the last thing that Maggie had said before falling into her unconscious sleep. I needed to understand what she meant about my mother being poisoned. Had it been an accident or had it been deliberate?
 
                 Trey was watching me with the baby. “You know, Tylar, you're never sexier in my eyes than when I watch you nurse our baby. I can’t explain it, but it's definitely a turn-on.”
 
                 I smiled up at him knowing that he was sincere—horny or not. “Are you going to bed?” I asked.
 
                 “I’ll be watching the late game in our room. Will you be long?” I looked down at Preston and her eyes were closed; her long lashes resting against her soft skin. She continued to suck gently, the pauses between them growing longer each time.
 
                 “It’ll be just a few more minutes, Trey. She’s almost finished here.”
 
                 “Okay baby,” he said, leaning over and kissing her head. His lips brushed across mine warmly and sensually.
 
                 “I’ll be waiting for you. Come and get your ‘num-num,’ baby.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
    
 
                 Trey and I were roused out of our sleep a little after five on Monday morning by the landline extension in our room ringing. Trey was closest, so he grabbed the phone. I felt him sit up quickly after the person on the other end had identified themselves to him.
 
                 “I see,” he said, switching the bedside lamp on. He wanted me awake. “She’ll be there in thirty minutes. Let Maggie know. Thanks, Sandy.”
 
                 I pulled myself up into a sitting position.
 
                 “Tylar, you need to get to the hospital. Maggie has rallied somewhat from the coma and she's asked for you. It’s only temporary, her death is imminent, so if there's more you need to know or anything you need to say to her, this is your last chance.”
 
                 I threw the bed covers off and went to my closet. I shrugged a pair of jeans on and pulled a sweater on over my head. I grabbed my socks and boots and sat down on the bed to put them on. Trey hadn’t moved.
 
                 “Aren’t you going to get ready?” I asked him.
 
                 “Sweetie, I have to stay here with Preston.”
 
                 “Can’t we get her up and take her with us?”
 
                 “By the time we rouse her, change her, dress her and all of the other things she needs done in the morning, it may be too late. You can do this on your own.”
 
                 I nodded as I zipped the last boot up. I grabbed my phone and purse and was out the door and on the road in no more than ten minutes after Trey had told me the situation. I ran through the hallway at St. Matthew’s, taking the elevator up to the ICU. As soon as I got off the elevator, Sandy was there to greet me.
 
                 “Your mother is weak, but coherent. She wants to see you about some unfinished business. She won’t last much longer, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
                 “I understand, Sandy. Thanks for calling.”
 
                 I made a hasty entrance into the ICU and to Maggie’s room. She looked much worse than she had on Friday. She had oxygen going in through tubes in her nose. Her skin had a mottled look to it, almost purplish. I went to her bedside, where she appeared to be dozing.
 
                 “Maggie, I’m here. It’s Tylar.”
 
                 Her eyes flickered open and she turned her head slightly so that I was in her line of vision. “Tylar?” she asked weakly.
 
                 “Yes, I’m here Aunt Maggie. Did you have something that you wanted me to know?”
 
                 “Promise me something, please,” she whispered. “Promise me that you'll have the hospital perform an autopsy after I die.”
 
                 What a bizarre death bed request—especially from someone like Maggie who hated the thought of not looking her best.
 
                 “Why?” I asked, confused and questioning her lucidity.
 
                 I took my iPhone out and hit the button to record her deathbed wishes. My instincts had kicked in and told me to do so.
 
                 “Tylar, I don’t have time to explain everything, just do it. Tell them not to look for man-made toxins, but for bayou poisons. This infection isn't what they think it is. Don’t have me cremated. I want to be buried next to my baby in Indiana. The rest of your money is in my purse that they checked in over at the jail. It'll pay for my burial arrangements. Don’t let them know you're not my daughter, Tylar. You have to be my official next of kin. Your husband will confirm that if you ask him.”
 
                 Her voice was getting raspy and she took a break, breathing in her oxygen.
 
                 “What about my mother? What about Marla?”
 
                 “He poisoned her, too,” she whispered weakly.
 
                 “Who—who poisoned her?”
 
                 “Matthew did. He poisoned her and now he's poisoned me. Your mama is buried at the cemetery south of Jackson, Mississippi where our parents are buried. The Renaud family crypt is there.”
 
                 She was rasping again and stopped to breathe in more oxygen. “You have them get you her death record. There wasn’t no autopsy done on her. There should've been to prove what Matthew had done to her. Miss Trinity LaFleur must have evidence or something. I know she prepared Marla for burial. Your mama was buried with your caul. You find Miss Trinity you hear? I promised Marla I'd give Trinity those jewelry boxes your daddy gave her after she died. She said it was the only way that I'd be safe. I wanted to keep that jewelry for myself, so I never did what I promised Marla. Miss Trinity is a midwife living in Concordia Parish. She delivered you, Tylar. She can fill you in. Anyone in Vidalia will know her.”
 
                 I was confused by all that she was telling me. It sounded like crazy talk. What the hell was a ‘caul?’ Was this one final way that Maggie was going to fuck with me before she died? Why would I believe or trust her at this point? Why should I even care? It sounded bizarre. Her story had a flavor of voodoo or witchcraft. I hadn’t seen that about her growing up. It was as if she could read my mind on her death bed.
 
                 “You do as I ask, Tylar, and you'll put your mama’s killer away. You find your daddy. Judge Tylar will help you, if need be. You let him know it was his wife and her friend that paid Matthew all of that money. When she died, the money stopped. Your mama loved you and that's the God’s honest truth. I never did. I’m sorry, I wish that I had, but by the time you were born, I was just too fucked up. Please tell Daniel that I loved him.”
 
                 She breathed her last breath as her eyes closed. The screen that had been beeping, suddenly flat-lined into one constant audio tone. A nurse came in right away and ushered me out.
 
                 “Aren’t you going to call a ‘Code Blue’ or something?” I asked.
 
                 “Your mother had a DNR order. It’s what she wanted. She’s at peace now. I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
                 I wasn’t about to mention that my loss had occurred twenty-one years ago. It made sense to continue playing the daughter role for now.  
 
                 “I don’t want her body moved until my husband gets here,” I said. “My mother left explicit instructions with me. Let me remind you that I'm her next-of-kin. She has no one else.”
 
                 I called Trey at home immediately. My hands were shaking.
 
                 “Tylar,” he said, as soon as he picked up.
 
                 “Trey, I need you here now. Maggie is gone. Please drop Preston at Gina’s and get to the hospital. There's something that you need to see, immediately. I need a lawyer.”
 
                 Trey was at my side in less than an hour. I'd managed to have my way with the nursing staff. Sandy had returned to the jail to start the process of releasing Maggie’s personal effects to her next-of-kin, which to her belief, was me. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was, which is what I needed to ask Trey. Did a niece trump a half-brother as far as next-of-kin?
 
                 Trey and I went into the chapel located on the same floor as the ICU. Thankfully, no one else was in there. I played the video for him of Maggie’s deathbed conversation.
 
                 “Tylar, I don’t see any problem in requesting the autopsy. It's customary for the hospital to do that in cases where the patient has been hospitalized at that particular hospital.”
 
                 “Good,” I said, relieved that we would get past the first request Maggie had made.
 
                 “Here’s the thing though, Tylar. I’m not sure how to define a post-mortem request to look for bayou poisons, as Maggie mentioned. It seems a bit eccentric, I guess, for lack of a better word.”
 
                 “I know,” I replied. “Can you somehow talk to the medical examiner and find out if there's a way to preserve something for later testing maybe? I think that this Miss Trinity LaFleur may fill in some of the gaps where this bayou stuff is concerned.”
 
                 “I’ll do the best I can, sweetie,” he said, hugging me.
 
                 “Am I legally the next of kin or is Matthew?”
 
                 “That’s a tough one, even for me,” he replied.  
 
                 He thought for a moment, raking his hand through his sleep-tousled hair. “As long as Maggie’s contact information listed you as next-of-kin, with no mention of Matthew, and provided that Matthew hasn’t been keeping tabs on her and doesn’t suddenly surface here to lay claim as next of kin, I really don’t think you have any concerns. If he truly poisoned her, I doubt very much that he wants to show his face now. He probably doesn’t think, under the circumstances, that you'd even be in touch with her after she took Preston and headed down to Mississippi.”
 
                 I hadn’t considered that angle of it. Matthew had been the contact for the LLC that had been established for my trust and for the house in Kentucky. Matthew must've been the guy that Trey had talked to when he hung around the post office last year for nearly a full day in order to make contact. Matthew must also have been the ‘business partner’ she'd told Daniel about when he questioned the phone calls being made to Mississippi. Matthew was likely a co-conspirator in the abduction of Preston.
 
                 I looked over at Trey, as he was watching me figure it all out. He apparently had arrived there first.
 
                 “We need the proof, Tylar,” he said.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
    
 
                 I had a phone call to make once Trey and I got back to the apartment. I pulled Daniel’s number up in my phone’s contact list. I hoped that he hadn’t changed it. I heard his voice on the other end when he answered.
 
                 “Daniel, its Tylar Sinclair. I’m afraid that I have some bad news.”
 
                 Once I'd broken the news to him about Maggie’s death, I filled Daniel in on the specifics concerning where she wanted to be buried; I shared with him her message that she'd loved him. He was silent for several moments.
 
                 “I guess, if she said it on her deathbed, then it just might be the truth, for once,” he said solemnly.
 
                 I explained that an autopsy was to be performed and the body would be released in a couple of days for transport to Indiana. I asked Daniel if he minded making the arrangements with a local mortuary at his end; I'd do the same here to handle the transfer of her remains to the mortuary in Indiana. I told him that we would pay the cost for everything. The cash in Maggie’s possession had turned out to be a little more than fifteen thousand. That would more than cover it.
 
                 “No, Tylar,” Daniel replied, startling me. “I'll cover the costs for this. She's taken enough from you. I want to do this.”
 
                 “Are you sure, Daniel? Aren’t you back in school?”
 
                 “I held back some of the reward money you and your husband gave me, so I’m good. I’ve straightened my life around because of that money. I want to do this for Maggie, as well,” he said.
 
                 “Well, okay then. I’ll call you as soon as I get notification that the coroner has released her body.”
 
                 “Sounds good,” he replied, “I’ll contact the local mortuary up here, as well and put them in touch with the county coroner’s office down there. Is there any particular reason why they're doing an autopsy?”
 
                 “It’s what Maggie wanted. She told me that before she passed away. She felt she'd been poisoned.”
 
                 “No shit,” he said with surprise.
 
                 “That reminds me, Daniel. I remember you telling me that Maggie had run up your cell phone bills with calls being made to Mississippi last year?”
 
                 “Yeah,” he scoffed, “she claimed she had some business partner down there.”
 
                 “Is there any way that you can get those phone records? I’d like to have that phone number.”
 
                 “Yeah, I sure can. I'll request copies of my cell phone log and get them to you. Do you think her business partner had anything to do with her death?”
 
                 “Just making sure I cover all of the bases in carrying out her last requests.”  
 
                 I gave Daniel Trey’s office address and told him to send the cell phone records there to Trey’s attention. I assured him Trey would get to the bottom of this and I'd keep him posted on our progress.
 
                 “I appreciate that. I know Maggie wasn't good to you. The fact you even give a damn about carrying out her dying wishes is, well, it’s impressive.”
 
                 “She was my mother’s sister, Daniel, and if what Maggie told me on her deathbed is true, I have a score to settle myself, on my mother’s behalf.”
 
                 We left it that we'd be in touch with one another in the next day or two. I needed Trey at the moment. I felt vulnerable and scared with all that Maggie had told me.
 
                 Trey was in his office; his cell phone was on speaker mode and I recognized Tonya’s voice on the other end.  
 
                 He looked up at me and smiled; he waved for me to come in. I climbed into his lap and buried my face against his shoulder. The tears started flowing.
 
                 “Tonya, let me call you back in thirty and we’ll continue updating my schedule.” Trey ended his call and pulled me back so that he could see my face.
 
                 “I know, sweetheart,” he said gently, kissing away my tears. “I know it hurts, baby.” Trey lifted me from his lap and took me by the hand leading me to our room. He sat me on the bed and removed my boots and socks. “Climb under the covers, baby,” he instructed.  
 
                 I did as he said and he tucked me in. He sat beside me on the bed gently stroking my face with his fingers. He leaned over and kissed me warmly. “You’ve been through a lot these past few days, Tylar. Why don’t you take a nap while I go and pick up Preston from Gina’s? The three of us will spend a nice quiet day together. I’m having Tonya clear my calendar, so we'll have the whole week together, okay?”
 
                 “Thank you, Trey. I love you.”
 
                 “I love you too, baby. Now close your eyes. I’ll sit here with you until you fall asleep.”
 
                 I wasn’t sure how much later it was when I awoke. Someone was on the bed with me. Someone fussing and saying, “num-num” over and over again. Trey was sitting on the edge of the bed and Preston was crawling towards me.
 
                 “Sorry, baby,” he said smiling. “I was trying to feed her some pureed carrots but she wants num-num.”
 
                 “That’s okay,” I said, pulling the covers back and letting her in. “She’s just what I need at the moment. What time is it?”
 
                 “It’s nearly noon. Are you getting hungry?”
 
                 “A little bit. Have you eaten?”
 
                 “Not yet. How about if I make some tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches?”
 
                 “That’s my favorite comfort food,” I said, smiling up at him. Trey was also just what I needed.
 
                 “OK, then lunch will be ready as soon as Preston finishes,” he said, on his way to the kitchen.
 
                 I thought about what Maggie had said the other day when Trey and I saw her the first time about Preston vomiting every time she finished nursing from Maggie. I recalled how resistant and reluctant Preston had been when we got her back to nurse from me. Suddenly, I was filled with fear at the possibility that if Maggie was being poisoned, Preston may have ingested some of whatever poison it was through Maggie’s breast milk.  
 
                 I needed to stay calm. I'd discuss this with Trey to see if he thought she should have blood testing done. The problem was, we didn't know what to look for as a specific poison.
 
                 Trey returned to our room a little while later, lifting a sleeping Preston from my arms to put her in her crib. I pulled my sweater on and went out to the kitchen. Trey joined me momentarily. Over lunch, I discussed my concern about having Preston tested in case Maggie had been poisoned during the period of time that Preston was with her.  
 
                 “Christ,” he said, shaking his head. “How in the hell do we explain that to her pediatrician? I suppose it’s worth putting a call in to see if anything can be done when nothing is conclusive on Maggie’s assertion, at this point.”
 
                 He looked over at my worried face and took my hand into his. “I really think the baby is fine, though, sweetie.”
 
                 “I know Trey, but it would put my mind at ease knowing that some slow-acting poison hasn’t infiltrated one of her organs.”
 
                 “I suppose you want me to make the call to the doctor, right?”
 
                 “Please? I’m too embarrassed. Apparently, there’s some bayou trash amongst my mother’s siblings, it would seem. I’m too emotionally drained at the moment.”
 
                 “Alright, baby,” he said, “but there's a call that I think you need to make yourself.”
 
                 “What call?”
 
                 “The call to Judge Tylar. I happen to have his cell phone number. He left all of his contact information when he phoned me at my office last week.”
 
                 I was reluctant to make that call. What would I say? What if he didn’t like the message? What if he rejected me like a lot of others had in the course of my life? I couldn’t take a rejection like that. What if he didn’t believe me?
 
                 “Tylar,” Trey said, watching me toss around the ‘what ifs’ in my mind.
 
                 “I know. I know that it's my call to make. What do I say to him?”
 
                 “How about: Congratulations, Your Honor; it’s a girl?”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
    
 
                 It was Monday evening. I'd cleaned the kitchen up after dinner; bathed and dressed Preston for bed, and showered and put on clean pajamas. Trey was playing with Preston in the living room before Monday night football. I had no reason to put off making the phone call to Judge Tylar.
 
                 I took my cell phone to our bedroom and sat down on the bed. I took a deep breath and pressed the keys for the cell phone number that Judge Tylar had given Trey. I recognized his voice when he answered his phone.
 
                 “Judge Tylar—this is Trey Sinclair’s wife. We ran into each other at the courthouse last week in Baton Rouge?”
 
                 “Yes, Mrs. Sinclair, I remember. What can I do for you?”
 
                 Here goes nothing.
 
                 “I recently learned that my birth name was Tylar Jamie Renaud. I was raised as Tylar Jamie Preston around Louisville, Kentucky. I was born in Louisiana, on July 14, 1990. My mother’s name was Marla Renaud. I was told by my aunt, who just passed away, that you're my father.”
 
                 There was dead silence on the other end of the phone for several moments. I'd probably shocked the hell out of him.  
 
                 “Hello? Judge, are you still there?”
 
                 “I knew it. I knew it the moment I saw you that you were Marley’s daughter. My God, you're the picture of her. Every bit as beautiful as my sweet Marley,” he said. The emotion was evident in his voice.
 
                 “I do have the same amber-colored eyes as you, though,” I said, putting it out there. “I was told that my mother had green eyes.”
 
                 “What do you mean, you were told? Where's your mother? Where's Marley?”
 
                 Oh, God. He had no clue about any of this.
 
                 “I don’t remember my mother, Judge. She died before I was a year old.”
 
                 “Dead? How's that possible? What happened?"
 
                 I explained to him what Maggie had told Trey and I about Matthew Renaud and the night he presented my mother to the judge at his bachelor party in New Orleans. It was the night that I'd been conceived. I mentioned the part about the pearl necklace and earrings and my mother telling Maggie that the judge had told her that he loved her. He listened intently, never interrupting to confirm or deny. I ended the story with her death, though I wasn’t sure of the exact date.
 
                 “It’s all true,” he admitted, not hiding the sadness and regret in his voice. “Marley was a virgin when I took her that night. I was drunk and enjoying the last of my bachelor life. I'm ashamed to say this, but I thought she was like the other girls that were there that night to service the men. I swear, I felt horrible after what I'd done.”
 
                 I wanted him to tell me about my mother. I wanted to hear about her from someone who had cared about her. “Can you tell me anything about her?” I asked, my voice cracking.
 
                 “She was beautiful—like you are. She was feisty, which of course made her that much more desirable. I romanced her that evening. I listened to her talk about her hopes and dreams for the future. She had distinct plans for her life. She didn’t care for New Orleans. She wanted to move back home to Mississippi and get a job and to put herself through college. I remember her saying she didn’t care to continue living with her sister and brother, since she'd turned eighteen a couple months previously.”
 
                 He stopped for a moment and sighed. “I asked her if she wanted to go upstairs where we could talk more privately as the party was getting fairly lively downstairs. We'd rented two floors of the hotel for that weekend."  
 
                 "She agreed. I took her to my suite and we sat on the bed sipping champagne and sharing bits and pieces of our lives with each other. I still was under the impression that she was…well uh…”
 
                 “A whore?” I finished for him.
 
                 “Yes. May I call you ‘Tylar’?”
 
                 “Yes, of course,” I replied stiffly.
 
                 “Tylar, I don’t want to go into any further detail about what happened after that. It was a private night between your mother and me. Suffice it to say that I realized very quickly that she was an innocent. She'd been telling the truth when she tried to shove me off of her, telling me that she was a virgin. I honestly thought that it was part of her ‘routine,’ I guess. I felt horrible afterwards, but she stayed with me the whole night. She didn’t have to; I offered to have a limo dispatched to take her home.”
 
                 At this point, I heard the judge chuckle softly. What had he found funny about the apparent ravaging of my mother? I wanted to hate him, but for some reason, I couldn’t. 
 
                 “After she verbally berated me for my ‘animalistic’ behavior, I think she called it; she claimed she wanted to wash my ‘stench’ off of her. She ordered me to draw a bubble bath for her, which I did. I was falling all over myself to make it up to her. She took a leisurely bath, and then put the hotel robe on and climbed into bed. She instructed me not to get any ideas; she just wanted me to hold her in my arms while we slept. I did as ordered and we slept curled up in each other’s arms all night. It was the best night’s sleep that I'd ever had. I have not had another night’s rest quite like it since.”
 
                 I felt the tears running down my face hearing his story. There must've been something about him that my mother trusted. The very brief interlude that they had with one another had somehow formed a connection. That connection was me. Could my mother               have suspected then that she'd conceived?  
 
   “What happened after that?” I asked him.
 
                 “I drove her home the next morning, still apologizing to her. I told her that I was to be married soon, but that I needed to see her, to be with her. I told her that I wanted to make love to her properly. She asked me if I was still going to be married. I said that I was. She told me that she didn’t roll that way.”
 
                 Oh my God! She sounds so much like me!
 
                 “The rest, you already know, Tylar. Your aunt’s account of what happened over the next couple of weeks is all accurate. I did love my sweet Marley. I always have.”
 
                 I needed to get off the phone. This was all too emotional for me. “Does your cell phone have video capabilities?” I asked him.
 
                 “Yes, it does.”
 
                 “I'd like to forward the video I recorded of my aunt’s deathbed conversation. There are parts of it that you need to hear. Maybe you can help with untangling some of this. I know you're a busy man, Judge Tylar.”
 
                 “Please, call me Preston.”
 
                 “Uhh, I don’t think I can do that sir.”
 
                 “Why not?”
 
                 “Because my baby daughter is named Preston.”
 
                 “I see,” he said. 
 
                 I felt his smile over the phone. “So, I'm a grandfather as well as a father?”
 
                 “Only if you believe what I'm telling you is true,” I answered.
 
                 “I believe it's the truth. I’m only sorry that Marley didn’t let me know. It would've changed everything,” he said with a sigh. “Would you consider calling me ‘Dad’ or ‘Father’?” he asked tentatively.
 
                 It was my turn to smile into the phone. “I like ‘Dad’ best,” I replied.
 
                 “Then Dad it is.”
 
                 “Okay, Dad, I'll send this video your way. I'd appreciate any help you can provide in locating these people mentioned. If my mother was poisoned as my aunt alleges in this conversation, then I need to seek justice on her behalf.”
 
                 “Of course you have it,” he promised. “When can I see you and my grandbaby, Tylar?”
 
                 “I don’t know for certain. We’ll work something out soon. Can I ask you something?”
 
                 “Certainly.”
 
                 “How old are you?”
 
                 “I’m fifty,” he replied. “I’m ten years older than your mother.”
 
                 Just like with Trey and me.
 
                 “Do I have any brothers or sisters?”
 
                 “I’m afraid not. My wife wasn’t able to have children. She passed away last year.”
 
                 “So, you'll watch the video and get back with me?”
 
                 “Yes, I will. I'll try and get some answers for you very quickly.”
 
                 “Good-night, Tylar.”
 
                 “Good-night, Dad.”
 
                 Trey came into the bedroom looking for me. He had Preston in his arms. “I wondered where you were,” he said. “Is everything alright?”
 
                 “Everything’s fine, Trey,” I said, entering my dad’s number into my contact list on my iPhone.  
 
                 Once finished, I forwarded the video to his cell.
 
                 “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
                 “I just forwarded Maggie’s conversation to Dad. He’s going to assist in getting to the bottom of this.”
 
                 “Dad?” he asked, his eyes widening.
 
                 “Well it’s ‘dad’ for me. I think you're still expected to address him as ‘Your Honor’,” I replied smiling.
 
                 “Seriously? You made the call?”
 
                 “Yes I did. He shared a lot with me about my mother. He believes I'm his daughter and wants to meet his granddaughter who just happens to be his namesake.”
 
                 “Baby, that's fantastic,” he said. “So, what do you say that I put Preston down for the night, and then you and I celebrate your good news?”
 
                 “Let me guess. We’ll watch Monday Night Football together?”
 
                 “That’s not even close to what I have in mind,” he said, giving me his dimpled grin.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
    
 
                 Gina and I were in the kitchen getting the bird out of the oven.
 
                 "Can you mash the potatoes, Gina?”
 
                 “Sure thing,” she replied, getting the hand mixer out of the drawer.
 
                 I went into the living room where both Trey and Tristan were sprawled out watching football.
 
                 “Trey,” I said, “Can you please carve the turkey?”
 
                 “Yeah baby. Next commercial, I promise.”
 
                 I went back into the kitchen where Gina was plugging the cord for the mixer into the wall socket. “You know, Gina, it kinda burns my ass that I spent the better part of two days preparing this meal and all Trey has to do is carve the damn turkey, provided that he can do it during a flipping commercial.”
 
                 “Now, Ty, football is also very much a Thanksgiving tradition, you know. It’s important to let Trey enjoy the holiday the way he chooses.”
 
                 I gave her a sidelong glance. It wasn’t like her to defend Trey’s position on anything. “What’s gotten into you?” I asked. “Or maybe, the better question is who has gotten in to you?” 
 
                 Gina immediately looked away and I saw her face flush.
 
                 “No, you didn’t!” I shrieked.
 
                 “Shhh,” Gina hissed, “Keep it down. I don’t want Tristan thinking that I put our business out there like that.”
 
                 “Oh, no,” I said, “You're telling me everything and I want it now. Put the lid back on those potatoes,” I instructed, putting the foil back over the turkey. “Come with me.”
 
                 We passed Trey coming into the kitchen as we headed out. “Hey, don’t you want me to carve the turkey?” he asked.
 
                 “Yeah, go ahead. I have to show Gina what I bought for Preston to wear on Christmas,” I lied.
 
                 Once we got into the privacy of the master suite, I closed the door. “Spill it,” I said, taking a seat next to her on the bed.
 
                 “You can’t say a word to Trey, and I mean it.”
 
                 “BFF promise,” I said, holding my hand up.
 
                 “Well,” she giggled, “The first night he got to town, it was all kind of businesslike, you know? We talked about the club; I listened to his suggestions, some of which I liked, others not so much. We went to the club and discussed the layout and some changes that he wants to make to accommodate having a dinner crowd just through the week to generate more revenue—”
 
                 “For Chrissake, Gina—I don’t want to hear all that shit. Get to the good part.”
 
                 “Okay, so like Monday and Tuesday night he slept in the guest room, all nice and proper. Last night, we decided to go to the club and party it up. The music was great; we were drinking and dancing. So, we get back to my condo and we’re both tipsy. I tell him good-night and go and get in my skimpy little black silk nightie with the push up bra. Then I remembered that I needed to make that cranberry relish to bring over here today, and I needed to soak the cranberries.”
 
                 “Uh-huh,” I replied, “Go on, get to the good stuff.”
 
                 “Well, I figure Tristan is in his room, so I go out dressed in my sexy nightie to the kitchen and get the cranberries out and put them in water to soak overnight. Just as I'm crossing back through the living room, there he is headed out of the guest room like he’s going to the kitchen. The next thing I know, I’m pressed up against him making out and feeling him getting all hard.”
 
                 “Oh, my God,” I said giggling, “then what?”
 
                 “Well, he asked me if I wanted to take it to the bedroom. I said sure. He said he had condoms, so we went to my room and fucked all night long."
 
                 “Yeah?”
 
                 “Yeah. That’s what happened.”
 
                 “Oh, come on, Gina; there has to be more.”
 
                 “Ty, it isn’t what you think. We're not in love or anything. We're both on the rebound. Remember what I told you about not wanting to be a ‘bridge bitch’?”
 
                 “Yeah, whatever,” I replied, waving my hand at her dismissively. “How was the sex?”
 
                 “It was fantastic, girlfriend. I’ve got to tell you that Tristan is extremely thorough with his tongue, if you know what I mean? Plus, he's hung very well and knows how to use it to hit all of the right places. You know I was born with two G-Spots, right? He can hit them both at the same time. Now, that's all I'm telling you. It was sex. It was fun. End of story.”
 
                 Yeah, right.
 
                 When we got back to the kitchen, Trey and Tristan had finished up getting everything set out at the dining room table. Preston was still napping, so we could enjoy a quiet meal. I noticed that Tristan held the chair out for Gina to take her seat before he sat down. Trey was already seated, piling food onto his plate. 
 
                 Tristan was very attentive to her during the meal. I think Trey had finally noticed it as well. I saw him roll his eyes a couple of times. Once after Tristan asked Gina if she wanted more turkey, referring to her as ‘babe,’ and then again when Gina got up to clear the table before dessert and he'd jumped up to help her.
 
                 “What the hell is going on with those two?” Trey whispered to me as they took our plates out to the kitchen.
 
                 “I don’t know that there's anything going on, Trey. It seems that they simply get along. What’s the problem?”
 
                 “Wanna bet he’s already banged her?”
 
                 “Don’t be so crude, Trey,” I said, admonishing him. “I’m getting dessert. Do you want apple pie or pumpkin?”
 
                 “Pumpkin,” he mumbled, frowning.
 
                 I picked the salad plates up and took them to the kitchen. When I got to the doorway, I saw Tristan’s arms wrapped around Gina. He had her pulled up against him; his hands were all over her ass. They were kissing passionately. They hadn’t seen me, so I quietly and quickly turned around and went back out to the dining room.
 
                 “What’s the matter? Where’s my pie?” Trey asked, as I set the salad plates back down on the table. I lip synced to him that Tristan and Gina were making out in the kitchen.
 
                 “Jesus Christ, what the hell did I tell you?”
 
                 “Shush, they’ll hear you. I think it’s cute.”
 
                 “Cute, my ass. Like I don’t have her in my life enough just being your best friend. She’ll probably end up as my sister-in-law, now.”
 
                 I had to giggle at Trey’s discomfort with the idea. He just needed to learn how to deal with Gina. She appeared in the doorway to the dining room.
 
                 “Tristan’s loading the dishwasher. Here, let me take these plates to the kitchen,” she said, picking up the stacked salad plates. I’ll go ahead and bring dessert out.”
 
                 Her cheeks were flushed a rosy pink. Trey and I gave Gina our dessert orders and she hurried back into the kitchen. Now was probably as good of a time as any to bring up the subject of Gina staying with us when she had to be out of the condo next week.
 
                 “Trey, would you have a problem with Gina staying here with us for a couple of weeks until she finds an apartment? She hasn’t had time to look for anything, working all those hours at the club. She has to be out by December 1st.”
 
                 “Where the hell will she stay?”
 
                 “She can stay in Preston’s room. She’s not bringing her furniture; that’s all going into storage.”
 
                 He waved his hand dismissively at me.
 
                 “Whatever, Tylar, I certainly can’t say ‘no’ now that I’m fairly certain my brother's throwing the meat to her. I’m sorry dear, was that too crude?”
 
                 He gave me one of his stoic glares.
 
                 “Thank you for your understanding and compassion, Trey,” I replied, smiling at him.
 
                 Our landline rang and Gina got it from the kitchen. “Tylar, it’s your dad,” she said, bringing the phone to me. I'd talked to him once since our initial conversation on Monday evening. He'd hired someone to locate Trinity LaFleur and he'd located my mother’s death certificate as well as my birth certificate. He'd mailed certified copies of both of them to me. I hadn’t received them yet.
 
                 “Hi, Dad,” I said, smiling. It didn’t feel weird anymore calling him that.
 
                 “Hi, daughter,” he laughed pleasantly into the phone. “I wanted to call and wish you a Happy Thanksgiving and give you an update. You probably haven’t received the certificates that I mailed to you yet. I wanted to let you know that I'd like to have your birth certificate amended.”
 
                 “Look, Dad, if you're going to suggest my birth name be changed to carry your last name, I really don’t think I want to be ‘Tylar Tylar,” I said.
 
                 “No,” he laughed, “that's not what I meant. On your birth certificate, where the father’s name is listed, it's blank. I'd like to have my name entered in that space.”
 
                 “That’s fine with me, but I mean, is it really necessary? You know I’m yours and I know you’re mine, so isn’t that what really matters?”
 
                 “I want it on record,” he said. “I want your children and your children’s children to know their heritage.”
 
                 “That’s fine, Dad; I guess I didn’t think about it that way.”
 
                 “There’s something else, Tylar. When you see your mother’s death certificate, I don’t want you to be alarmed by what was entered as the cause of her death.”
 
                 “What does it say?” I asked carefully.
 
                 “Suicide by overdose,” he answered. “I don’t believe that's accurate.”
 
                 “Overdose of what?”
 
                 “Barbiturates. The thing is, there's no way a cause of death could be ruled as an overdose of any type of drug without a post mortem being conducted. There were some very sloppy or very shady records kept with respect to her death. She apparently succumbed in Vidalia, Louisiana.”
 
                 “Vidalia? That’s where Trinity LaFleur's supposed to be living. She was the mid-wife who delivered me, according to Maggie.”
 
                 “Yes, and I think the P.I. I hired has located her. She may have the answers we need. I’m going to file a request to open an investigation into your mother’s death. I have the authority to do so. There will be a formal inquisition held at some point in time. I'll keep you informed.”
 
                 “Thanks, Dad,” I replied, stunned at the news he'd given me; thankful he wasn't going to let it go until we had the answers.
 
                 Trey was watching me after I got off the phone with him. “Is everything okay, sweetie?” he asked.
 
                 “My father's opening a formal investigation into my mother’s death. Her death certificate listed the cause as a barbiturate overdose and suicide.”
 
                 “That doesn’t make any sense,” he replied.
 
                 “My father agrees with you,” I said. “He said there was no way that they could confirm chemicals in her system without doing an autopsy—at least checking her blood toxicology, I would think. Trey, what if Matthew did poison her and Maggie, too? How hard will that be to prove?”
 
                 “Well, sweetie, up to this point, it's just hearsay. Even if it's established that either or both of them died from poisoning, it in no way incriminates him without witnesses, or motives; they need much more circumstantial and forensic evidence, I’m afraid.” 
 
                 I heard Preston crying in her room. Trey started to get up, but I told him I'd get her. I needed the distraction from my dark thoughts.
 
                 I went in and she was standing up holding onto the rail on her crib. Her room was dark. The nightlight we'd plugged in must have had the bulb burn out. It got dark so early now.
 
                 “Hey, precious girl,” I said to her, “Are you ready for some pureed turkey and sweet potatoes?” She smiled, showing off her latest teeth. She was getting her two eye teeth before her top middle ones. She had a bit of a baby vampire look going. She reached for me as I neared her crib.  
 
                 I cleaned her up, diapered her and then dressed her in a yellow turtleneck and a little brown corduroy jumper that had a colorful turkey emblem on the front. I put some white tights on her and a pair of brown oxford shoes. I brushed her hair up into two little pigtails.
 
                 “My baby looks adorable,” I said to her, smiling. She rewarded me with a dimpled grin. I carried her out to the dining room and settled her into her high chair. Gina and Tristan were fussing all over her and entertained her while I got her food warmed up. Trey got her bib and tied it on her.
 
                 “Can I feed her, Ty?” Gina asked. “I’m finished with dessert, so why don’t you eat yours while I feed her?”
 
                 “Be my guest.”
 
                 I ate my apple pie, watching Gina feed her with Tristan right there with her. The baby loved the attention she was getting from Aunt Gina and Uncle Tristan.
 
                 Trey had finished loading the dishwasher to capacity and started it. We still had at least another half load of dirty dishes to load once the first one was finished. He came back into the dining room, rolling his eyes for the third time this evening having seen Tristan with his hand on Gina’s shoulder as she fed Preston. They stayed till around 10:00 p.m., playing with Preston until she started get fussy.
 
                 “This baby girl is ready for bed,” Trey said, scooping her up and heading towards the nursery. 
 
                 “So,” Gina said quietly, once Trey had exited the room. “Did you mention anything to Trey about me crashing here starting next weekend?”
 
                 “I did and he’s fine with it,” I replied smiling.
 
                 “No shit? That’s great.”
 
                 “Well, listen, we better shove off now. The Hot Nazi has made it pretty clear he wants some alone time with you.”
 
                 Tristan chuckled as he helped Gina on with her coat. I got the distinct impression that it was Gina who wanted some alone time with Tristan.
 
                 “What time does your flight leave in the morning, Tristan?”
 
                 “Around nine,” he said. “Gina has the papers for you to sign and your check at the office.”
 
                 “That’s fine,” I said. “We're going to do our Black Friday shopping tomorrow, so I can get it then. When are you planning to come back to start the modifications to the club?”
 
                 “I have to get the staff started at the winery, so it'll be in about two weeks.”
 
                 “You’re welcome to stay here when you get back,” I offered.
 
                 Gina shot me a dirty look. 
 
                 What the hell is that about?
 
                 “Thanks, Tylar,” he said, giving me a brotherly hug.
 
                 “Thanksgiving was great,” Gina said hugging me as well.
 
                 “I'll see you tomorrow morning around nine or so, after I drop Tristan at the airport. Be ready to shop, girlfriend.”
 
                 “Always, Gina,” I said, closing the door behind them.
 
                 I went in, showered, got in my jammies, and crawled into bed. I was exhausted. Holidays seemed to do that to me. Trey came in a few minutes later, holding Preston who was in her PJs as well. “Someone is asking for ‘num-num,” he said. I held my arms out, taking her from him and nestling her down beside me. 
 
                 “I’m going to grab a shower, babe. I’m beat.”
 
                 “Okay, sweetie,” I replied, lowering my nightgown and positioning Preston on her side next to me. She clamped down hard on my nipple, her teeth making it painful. “Ouch,” I said, “That hurt.”
 
                 Trey looked over at me as he was taking his boots off.
 
                 “She’s starting to bite me with those sharp baby teeth,” I laughed.
 
                 “Baby,” he said, "why don’t you consider weaning her entirely off the breast? It would make things easier if we wanted to go away for a few days here and there.”
 
                 “I will when she turns a year old, Trey. I want to continue until then, at least a couple of times a day.”
 
                 When Trey came to bed after his shower, he found both Preston and me asleep. He removed her from my arms to take her to her own bed. When he returned, he climbed into bed naked, except for his boxers. He immediately curled up next to me, drawing me close to his warm body. I had put my diaphragm in after my shower.
 
                 Trey was placing soft kisses on my face, neck and shoulders. I pulled him down on top of me, kissing his lips and allowing his tongue to explore my mouth.
 
                 “Is your diaphragm in, baby?”
 
                 “It is,” I replied, massaging his erection that was quickly hardening between us. “I’ve waited for this all day, Mr. Sinclair,” I said.  
 
                 The truth was that ever since Gina had told me how hot it was with Tristan and I saw her giddiness and Tristan’s attentiveness to her, I'd wanted some of that for myself. Was it possible that Trey and I had fallen into a ‘married rut?’ We made love and fucked all the time. I yearned for that ‘just new’ feeling, though; the feeling that I'd had with him after we first met; and then again after we'd made love for the first time; the feeling that there were still mysteries about each other to be solved.
 
                 “Really?” he asked, as if surprised.
 
                 “Of course, sweetheart,” I said, kissing him and then pushing him back off me. “Kneel in front of me, Trey,” I instructed.
 
                 He got a puzzled look on his face, but did as I requested. I crouched down in front of him, taking his member into my mouth. I sucked, licked swirled and completely sucked him to almost climax. Trey was moaning and breathing heavily. I turned around, getting on my hands and knees and tilted my ass up into his face.
 
                 “Fuck me doggie-style, baby,” I said huskily.
 
                 Trey scooted towards me, placing one of his hands on my ass as he guided himself into me from behind. My sex was totally wet for him. He placed his left arm under my stomach to raise my ass up so that he could penetrate me deeply. He rocked in and out of me in a slow and deep rhythm; he had one hand on each cheek, guiding himself in and out of me.
 
                 “Mmmm baby,” he said, “this feels so good.”
 
                 His momentum picked up and his breathing grew ragged. I was starting to quicken in this position that allowed a more unobstructed access to my sweet spot. I tilted my ass up higher, arching my back.
 
                 “Oh, God, keep going,” I moaned, as Trey slammed into me again and again.
 
                 I heard him moan and then he pulled my ass tight against his pelvis as his erection throbbed and pulsated, getting ready to spew his warm climax into me. My orgasm exploded just then as I cried out and rolled my ass in a circular motion, draining him of all of his love.
 
                 We collapsed down on the bed, thoroughly spent and exhausted from our lovemaking. We were both panting. Trey reached for my hand, raising it to his lips and kissing it.
 
                 “What got into you, Mrs. Sinclair?” Trey asked. “That was absolutely wicked.”
 
                 “I don’t know,” I answered. “I just want to make sure that you and I don’t get into a rut, sexually.”
 
                 Trey rose up, perching his head on his hand. “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
                 “I just miss the butterflies, I guess.”
 
                 “The butterflies? I don’t understand.”
 
                 I turned on my side, facing him. I ran my fingers through his just-fucked hair, loving his looks.
 
                 “You know how it is when you first fall in love? Everything is new and exciting; there’s mystery and passion and…butterflies flutter in your stomach.”
 
                 “I see,” he said, twisting a lock of my hair between his fingers. “So, are you thinking that maybe Gina is feeling those butterflies now and you’re not?”
 
                 “What are you talking about, Trey?” I asked, sitting up in bed.
 
                 “I know how you think. It’s obvious that Tristan and Gina are doing the mattress mamba and she's probably filled you in on all of the lurid details, making you think that somehow our play is lacking. I can tell you it’s not—at least from my perspective. Aren't you pleased?’
 
                 “Of course I am! I just wanna make sure we still love each other more than ever and I still give you butterflies.”
 
                 “I love you, Tylar. You make me happy in bed and happy in love. I don’t know what else to say.”
 
                 “Just hold me; hold me all night long while I sleep; and don’t get any of your animalistic ideas,” I whispered, a single tear rolling down my cheek.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
    
 
                 Gina and I were out with the masses doing our Black Friday shopping. It was going to be so much fun having a baby to buy for this Christmas. Gina and I both went overboard on Preston. Gina managed to find a plush stuffed Santa that bellowed “Ho! Ho! Ho!” when his fat belly was pressed.
 
                 “Look, Ty,” she said “It’s kind of like that ghost I bought her that screeched ‘Boo!’
 
                 “Yes, she loved that too.”
 
                 Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen her plush ghost for several weeks. I had a sneaking suspicion that Trey was behind the disappearance.
 
                 I bought Trey some new sweaters, another Atlanta Falcons jersey, and a black wool dress coat. I noticed Gina was looking at some Izod sweaters in the men’s section at Dillard’s.
 
                 “What are you looking for?” I asked her coyly.
 
                 “I was just thinking how great this color would look with Tristan’s eyes,” she replied, pulling an emerald green sweater from the rack.
 
                 “So, you and Tristan are exchanging gifts?” 
 
                 “Why not? We’ve been exchanging bodily fluids on a regular basis,” she laughed.
 
                 “So, what happened with you two last night?” I asked.
 
                 “We pulled an all-night fuckfest.”
 
                 “By the way,” I said, “what was with the dirty look you gave me yesterday when I invited Tristan to stay with us when he’s back in town in a couple of weeks?”
 
                 “Because I’m staying there and you just have the two bedrooms. I don’t want Trey knowing about Tristan and me as far as the physical relationship we have.”
 
                 “Oh, I see. That’s all it is then—a physical relationship?”
 
                 “Yes, I’ve explained that to you, already.”
 
                 “Well, for your information, Gina, Trey has already figured that part out.”
 
                 “What? How?”
 
                 “Hello? It’s a bit obvious with him calling you ‘babe’ and always touching you, for gosh sakes.”
 
                 Gina smiled as she decided to go with the green sweater for Tristan. She could pretend all she wanted to that it was just a sexual relationship, but I knew how she rolled. She was falling in love with him.
 
                 “Hey,” she said, “So what’s up for Christmas anyway? Are you going up to Bristol?”
 
                 “I’m not sure yet. I'd kind of like to see if Trey would mind spending it in Baton Rouge with my dad. He wants to see me and his granddaughter.”
 
                 “You know, Ty, I think it's so fantastic that you found your dad. Does it seem weird to have a dad after all of these years?”
 
                 “Well, you know, I always knew that I had one, of course, but all I had to go on was Maggie’s version of him, which was another one of her fabrications. I guess I like that fact that he's a good man. I mean, I filled you in on the specifics of their one and only night together.”
 
                 “Yeah, that was kind of a hoot. It almost sounded like your mom kinda crushed on him, even though she was pissed he took her cherry thinking she was a pro. I bet he was good in bed and she liked it.”
 
                 “Gina! I can’t think of him that way. He’s my father, after all.”
 
                 “Just saying,” she replied laughing. “Hey, what does he look like?”
 
                 “Well he's built slender; not as tall as Trey. He has brown hair that's graying at the temples; his eyes are the same color as mine, but they're very intense. I mean, I just saw him briefly. I remember thinking he was nice-looking, for an old guy.”
 
                 “How old is he?”
 
                 “He’s fifty.”
 
                 “That’s not really all that old. It’s like ten years older than Tristan.”
 
                 “Hey, so if Trey and I go there at Christmas, then you and Tristan will have the apartment all to yourselves,” I said, giving her a wink.
 
                 “I figure Tristan will be in Bristol with his family.”
 
                 “What if he invites you there with him?”
 
                 “I doubt very much if that will happen. One of us needs to be here to take care of the club, remember?”
 
                 Gina dropped me at the apartment when we finished shopping. She said she wanted to take a nap before she went into work. My iPhone chimed when I was in the elevator on my way up to our floor. It was Daniel.
 
                 “Hey,” he said, when I answered the call, “I just wanted to let you know that Maggie got here this morning. She's buried next to our baby and I’ve ordered her a headstone. She was 43 years old; soon to be 44 according to her records.”
 
                 Hmm—she'd lied about her age just a tad—imagine that.
 
                 “Have you gotten the results of her autopsy yet?”
 
                 “No, Daniel they said it could take up to six weeks. I'll let you know what it reveals, though.”
 
                 “I appreciate that, Tylar. They opened her casket for me when it arrived at the mortuary. She looked good. They did a nice job on her. I had them buy a suit for her to wear. I kissed her before they shut the casket. Her skin was so cold.”
 
                 His voice was cracking and I felt compassion for him, to some degree.
 
                 “Maggie loved you in the only way she knew how. She'd want you to be happy again. I hope you continue to straighten your life out; I hope you meet someone that you can love in a healthy way.”
 
                 “Thanks, Tylar,” he said. “Take care.”
 
                 When I went into the apartment, neither Trey nor Preston were anywhere around. I carried my packages into our room and saw that Trey was stretched out on the bed watching television; Preston was curled up asleep beside him. I put my bags in my closet and went over to him quietly.
 
                 “Hey you,” I whispered, leaning over to give him a kiss. “Has she been good for you?”
 
                 “She just fell asleep a few minutes ago.”
 
                 Trey had contacted her pediatrician earlier in the week to let him know about Maggie and the potential poisoning and the fact that she'd breastfed Preston during those days she'd her. The pediatrician instructed Trey to follow back up with him once the post mortem report was released as to Maggie’s cause of death. In the interim, he said that we shouldn’t worry. The fact that Preston had vomited after breastfeeding from her was indicative that the milk didn’t agree with her system. He said that since she's been healthy since her return, it was highly unlikely she ingested anything harmful.
 
                 "Do you want some lunch?” I asked him, as he followed me to the kitchen.
 
                 I had the refrigerator door open and I was standing there eating slices of turkey.
 
                 “Sure, I could use a sandwich.”
 
                 We ate lunch together and I decided it was a good time to discuss our plans for Christmas.
 
                 “Trey, have you given any thought to what we're doing for Christmas?”
 
                 “You don’t want to go to Bristol this year?”
 
                 “It’s not that, but my dad would really like to see us. He hasn’t met his grand-daughter yet.”
 
                 “He lives clear down in Baton Rouge. Has he invited us for Christmas?”
 
                 “Well, not yet, but I think he probably will.”
 
                 “Then let’s wait and see what happens, okay? My God, we’ve got Gina moving in here next weekend, so one way or another, we're going somewhere for Christmas.”
 
                 “Do you want to drive out to the house when Preston wakes up?” Trey asked.
 
                 “Sounds good, honey,” I replied. “I'm going to have to start packing once the holidays are over. I'm getting so excited.”
 
                 Once Preston woke up, I dressed her warmly and we headed out. The house was nearly finished. All of the light fixtures had been installed; the upstairs flooring was completed. The window treatments were due to be installed the second week of December. The appliances we ordered for the kitchen were due in the week after Christmas.  
 
                 We still had to furnish a guest room and then Jean’s quarters. She'd have a bedroom, her own bathroom and a small sitting room.
 
                 Preston’s room was bigger than the room she had at the apartment. There was an alcove in her room that had built-in shelving for her books and toys. We'd done it in yellow, peach and lavender. There was another smaller bedroom upstairs that would be Trey’s office. Our master suite was done in neutral tones. The magnificent bathroom, however, was done in black marble with gold threading throughout. One wall was completely mirrored making the room seem more expansive than it already was. 
 
                 Preston was jabbering away and pointing at the mirror when we went into the master bath. The house had a large staircase, so I made a mental note to look into baby gates for the top and bottom.
 
                 Trey and I stopped and picked up Chinese on the way home. We were turkeyed out for the time being. 
 
                 Trey joined me in my bubble bath much later. We relaxed under the covers later after making love. He'd been so gentle and sweet with me. I looked over at him sleeping with his hand flung over his brow. He was so beautiful and sexy. I felt butterflies.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 38
 
    
 
    
 
                 It was the Monday after Thanksgiving. Trey was back to work. Jean was at the apartment cleaning and keeping an eye on Preston while I was rearranging my closet. I was going through my clothing and shoes, separating stuff that I no longer wore into a pile so that I could drop it off at Goodwill. I was going to do the same in Trey’s closet and in Preston’s.
 
                 I tossed a load of clothing and shoes out of the closet onto the bedroom floor, deciding I'd fold them out there where there was more room. As I turned back to grab the second pile, I accidently knocked the bigger of the two blue velvet jewelry boxes off of the top of the built-in dresser. It fell to the floor, spilling the pearl necklace out onto the floor. As I leaned over to pick up the jewelry box that had landed upside down, I turned it over and realized that it had a false bottom.  
 
                 The velvet covered bottom was crooked. There was a small satin ribbon along the bottom edge of the oval shaped jewelry box. I grasped the looped ribbon and lifted it up; there was a stack of handwritten papers underneath the false bottom.
 
                 I pulled them out and looked at the cursive writing on the lined steno-pad paper. They were in order by date. It looked like someone had been keeping a diary in a steno pad and had torn these pages out.
 
                 I sat down on the floor of the closet and started to read them.
 
   October 20, 1989
 
   Matthew convinced me to go to some high class cocktail party at the Hotel D’Iberville last night. He said I might meet a rich bachelor. I should've known not to believe him.
 
   I met a very handsome young judge there. His name is Preston Tylar. He’s 28!! We talked and talked. I went to his room with him, thinking we were just going to continue talking. How stupid I am! I drank champagne with him. I liked the way it tasted and the way it made me feel.  
 
   I didn’t mind it when he kissed me at all! He was a very good kisser. He told me that he wanted to make love to me. I told him that I was a virgin and didn’t believe in casual sex. He laughed and said that I was playing my part very well—??? 
 
   He kissed me all over and his hands got underneath my clothing. His lips and tongue went to places on my body I didn’t know existed. He made me feel good, but I knew it was wrong. I said no to him, but before I knew it, he'd pushed himself inside of me. It hurt like hell! When he finished, he kissed me all over my face and my neck and whispered how sweet I was. He saw the bloody sheets and then he looked at me and saw my tears. He pulled me into his arms and said he was sorry! He said he thought I was a prostitute!! I cussed him out good!!
 
   He drew me a bath and I soaked in it for a long while. He said he would get me home, but I didn’t want to leave him, for some reason. I was confused and ashamed, to some degree, because some of the stuff he'd done to me felt so good. I'm a horrible person!!
 
   I told him I wanted to cuddle all night, but not to get any ideas about repeating his animalistic behavior with me! He did as I said. I fell asleep with his arms around me. During the night, I woke up and I knew that I needed to feel the good part of him again. I rolled over and I kissed him on the lips. He woke up and was confused, but then he started kissing me back. His lips moved all over me. He undid my robe and kissed my breasts.  
 
   He went lower still and made love to me down there with his mouth and his tongue! I didn’t know a man could bring that kind of pleasure. My hands found him and touched him there. He called me his sweet Marley. I asked him if it would hurt like before. He said it probably wouldn't, so I told him to go ahead with it. He asked if I was sure. I told him that I was.  
 
   He told me that I needed to relax to let him in. He kissed my neck and my face.  
 
   He whispered sweet things to me, telling me how beautiful and perfect I was. He entered me slowly and gently and it didn’t hurt. He pulled me to him and told me to tell him if it hurt and he would stop.  
 
   He went in and out of me and it felt wonderful. I told him that it felt good and that he pleasured me. A wonderful warm feeling was building up inside of me and I moaned because it was so intense.  
 
   He asked me if I wanted him to stop. I begged him not to stop! He kept on and the feeling got stronger and stronger. I pulled him so very close and cried his name out. He moved faster and faster and then he cried my name out and kissed my lips as he emptied his seed into me.
 
   We curled back up and went to sleep, making no mention of what we'd done. I asked him to drive me home in the morning. I was embarrassed to look at him after what I’d let him do to me and the way that I had liked it.
 
   He apologized again on the way home. He said that he wanted to see me again. He wanted to make sweet love to me. He told me that he was getting married and that he wished he could get out of it. My heart broke when I heard that! I asked him flat out if he was still going to get married after what we'd done together last night. He said that he had to, but he still wanted to be with me. I told him I didn’t roll that way!
 
   October 25, 1989
 
   Preston Tylar has been sending me flowers every day! He calls on the phone nearly every day too! I cry at night in my bed thinking about how I let him ruin me! I don't take his calls, even though Matthew wants me to.
 
   I hate Matthew for what I now know he is! I hate that my own sister hadn’t warned me about him and the kind of monster that he is. I know what he makes Maggie do! He won’t do that to me! I'll see him dead first!
 
   October 30, 1989
 
   Preston Tylar came to our house this evening! Matthew called me downstairs and told me to go into the parlor. He shut the door behind me! Preston came to me and hugged me tightly. He gave me his business card and said if I ever needed anything to call him. I could reach him at his office number. He gave me two beautiful blue velvet jewelry boxes. One had pearl earrings in it and the other one a pearl drop necklace. He said that they belonged to his grandmother and he wanted me to have them.  
 
   I’m not sure why. He leaned down and kissed me ever so sweetly, pulling me against him tightly. I could even feel him get hard down there. He said he was getting married soon, but that he would never forget me. He whispered, "I love you sweet Marley into my ear.” He left, stopping on the way out to say something very quietly to Matthew that I couldn’t hear. He jabbed his finger into Matthew’s chest and then left. Whatever he'd said shook Matthew up good. 
 
   I went upstairs and told Maggie about it. I collapsed across my bed and cried. Maggie was getting ready for one of her “dates.” She said the best way to get over one man was to get another one underneath you as soon as possible. I don’t ever want to have my heart broken again, but I'll never be the way Maggie is! I guess I love Preston Tylar.
 
   December 3, 1989
 
   I took a home pregnancy test today. I’m pregnant with Preston’s child. I made the mistake of telling Maggie and, of course, she went straight to Matthew! Maggie wants me to tell Judge Tylar, but I won’t do that. I won’t disrupt his life. I promise that I'll love this child with all of my heart, though! I hope, boy or girl, it’s as pretty as its daddy! Preston Tylar is so handsome!!
 
   July 1, 1990
 
   I saw in the paper today that Preston James Tylar was appointed as a federal judge in Baton Rouge. His picture was in the paper. He's so beautiful. His wife was standing next to him.
 
   July 14, 1990
 
   My beautiful baby girl was born today! She was born behind a veil, which Miss Trinity says is a sign of good favor from the Lord! I'm so happy because I was afraid God would be angry about me having a bastard child. Miss Trinity gave me directions on how to preserve the caul. She said to keep it intact for good luck going forward. I want to go back to Mississippi. I hate Matthew. Maggie hates him too! I want out of New Orleans. Maggie and I are both tired of Matthew’s bossy ways. 
 
    He's not crossed me at all since Preston said whatever he said to him that day we said good-bye. I don’t trust him, though. He's way too shady. Maggie is afraid of him big-time.
 
   July 17, 1990
 
   I’m calling my baby Tylar Jamie Renaud. She's so very precious. I'm breast feeding her and she takes very well to it. She sleeps in bed with me. I don’t want Matthew near her! Maggie bought her some diapers. Matthew told me that I had to sign up for welfare benefits. I’m so ashamed…
 
   July 21, 1990
 
   I took Tylar to the doctor today. We got the medical card for her. Matthew made sure I signed up for food stamps also. The doctor says that she's a very healthy baby. I'm going to make sure that she stays that way! I’m getting out of here as soon as I can find a way to do it! Maggie says that Matthew will hunt us down and kill us if we try to leave. Let him try!
 
                 That was the last paper in the stack of my mother’s notes. I felt the tears streaming down my face. My poor mother. Why had she been too proud to call my father? If she had, she'd be alive today, I was sure of it. I folded the notebook papers back up and put them in the top dresser drawer. I'd make copies of them in Trey’s office. 
 
                 I wanted my father to read them. I smiled as I recalled my father had left out one important part of the story: the part where my mom had awakened him during their only night together wanting more. Did he think my knowing that would somehow make me think less of her? Dad needed to understand how I rolled.  
 
                 I finished up cleaning out all of the closets before Jean was ready to leave. I paid her and said that I'd see her on Thursday. 
 
                 Trey called right after I had put Preston down for her nap. “Hey you,” he said, “I miss you.”
 
                 My butterflies swirled as I smiled into the phone. “I miss you too,” We'd spent a great week together under less than desirable circumstances. We always managed to get through it.
 
                 “What are you doing?”
 
                 "I’ve been cleaning out closets all morning.”
 
                 “You didn’t get rid of any of my stuff did you?”
 
                 “Of course not, honey,” I lied. I was beginning to see that Trey was a bit of a hoarder when it came to his clothes. “But I did find something pretty interesting in my closet.”
 
                  “What did you find?” he asked.
 
                 “One of those blue velvet jewelry boxes had a false bottom I discovered when I knocked it over. There were diary notes in it that my mother had written.”
 
                 “Really?” he asked, genuinely interested.
 
                 “Yeah—it was kind of surreal reading them. They’re about when she and my father had their night together; about being pregnant and about me being born.”
 
                 “I’d like to read them,” he said.
 
                 “I want you to read them. Hey, have you ever heard about babies being born under a veil?”
 
                 “That’s a new one to me,” he replied.
 
                 “Well, apparently, I was, according to my mother’s notes. At least, that’s what the mid-wife or witchdoctor told her at the time,” I chuckled. “I think I'll look it up online.”
 
                 “Okay, baby. I'll see you this evening then. What’s for dinner?”
 
                 “Turkey croquettes,” I replied.
 
                 “Tylar, next year can we please get a smaller turkey?”
 
    
 
   



 
  



 
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
    
 
                 I'd scanned my mother’s handwritten notes and saved them as a pdf file. I attached the file to an e-mail and sent it to my father. I texted him that he had an e-mail from me with an attachment that he needed to read. I asked him to call me after he'd read it.
 
                 Our landline rang at later that evening. It was Dad.
 
                 “Tylar,” he said, his voice full of emotion, “where did you find those notes?”
 
                 “There was a false bottom in one of those blue jewelry boxes you gave to Mom. I found it by accident the other day when I was cleaning my closet. I had no idea those were in there. They look like pages she'd torn out of a notebook.”
 
                 Perhaps this was her version of a diary. Maybe she'd wanted to hide those pages since they were rather explicit. Speaking of which—
 
                 “Dad, it seems as if you left something out when you talked to me about what happened the night you met my mother.”
 
                 He cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable I'd brought it up.“Tylar,” he said with a heavy sigh, “I just didn’t want you to think your mother was anything but a sweet and innocent girl who I violated that night. It was my fault.”
 
                 “I don’t think my mother felt violated for very long, Dad,” I smiled. “You had to find some comfort in that, right?”
 
                 “I did,” he replied. “I also found comfort in the fact that she loved me. I'm in despair knowing this now and wondering why she wouldn’t have come to me for help and protection. It’s my fault she’s gone,” he said, his voice breaking. “I’m the reason for everything bad that's ever happened to you, my darling daughter.”
 
                 “Dad, please.” It was upsetting to me to hear his self-loathing.
 
                 “I’m sorry, Tylar,” he said, his composure having returned, “Is Trey home?”
 
                 “Yes, he’s right here, why?”
 
                 “I need to speak with him about something. Could you put him on?"
 
                 I wondered what he could tell Trey that he couldn’t tell me.
 
                 “Trey,” I said taking the phone into the living room. “It’s Judge Tylar for you.”
 
                 Trey gave me a strange look and took the phone, “Your Honor?”
 
                 I watched as Trey listened to whatever it was my father was saying to him. He gave an occasional nod with a spoken "I see" or "I agree." The conversation then shifted to something different. 
 
                 “That's perfectly fine with me, sir,” he said. “I'll make their flight arrangements.”
 
                 My father must've said something in response.
 
                 “Yes, that's wonderful. I’ll have Tylar get back to you just as soon as the arrangements have been made. I'll tell her, sir. Good night.”
 
                 I was glaring at Trey, wanting him to spill the gist of the conversation. 
 
                 “Don’t give me the hateful look, Tylar. Your dad wanted to talk to me. He wants you and Preston to visit. He must be a kind of old-fashioned guy who still thinks the man rules the roost.”
 
                 “Don’t worry. I'll set him straight about our roost when I’m down there, now what'd he say?”
 
                 Trey gave me a warm smile. “Well, he's certainly moved quickly on all of this. Search warrants are being served as we speak by federal authorities to search Matthew Renaud’s home, vehicles, phone records, confiscate his hard drive and any other software communication devices in his possession or in his name. Along with that, a search is being done on the vehicle that Maggie had and ditched, which was impounded, to find any traces of Matthew’s involvement in Preston’s abduction.”  
 
                 “Why couldn’t Dad just tell me that?”
 
                 “Honey, I think he also wanted to see if I had a real issue with parting with you and the baby for a few days to come and see him. It’s actually kind of sweet. He told me that he has already had a room furnished as a nursery, and his housekeeper there is at your disposal.”
 
                 “Really?” I asked.
 
                 “Sweetheart, you do know that you father is a millionaire several times over, right?”
 
                 “Do federal judges make all that?” I asked, surprised.
 
                 “They make a nice living, but your father’s wealth comes from the estate of his deceased wife. She came from a very prominent family and was an only child, so when her parents died, she inherited, big time.”
 
                 Something bothered me about all this. I believed that my father had fallen in love with my mother. I also felt that the fact he'd told her he couldn't get out of his impending marriage pointed toward something else. I recalled her diary entry where a month or so before I was born, he was appointed as a federal judge. I needed to understand the politics of this.
 
                 “Trey, can I ask you something?”
 
                 “Sure, baby."
 
                 “I just need to know something about how things work with appointments to federal judgeships, Supreme Court appointments that sort of thing?”
 
                 “I’ll tell you what I know; the rest will be strictly my opinion on the matter.”
 
                 “Did the fact my father was engaged to a woman who came from an extremely wealthy family help him get that appointment to the federal bench?”
 
                 “It’s a little more complicated than that. Federal Judges are appointed by the president as openings occur. Unlike Supreme Court justices, they don’t require approval by both parties. They're appointed for life. I guess my short answer is that, it's possible. If your father’s wife’s family had a lot of political clout, that might have served your father well in getting that appointment. It doesn’t mean that there were any payoffs or bribes. I would doubt that very much. His district isn’t one that would have key legislation crossing it.”
 
                 "I'm looking forward to this trip to Baton Rouge." I needed to see how my father rolled.
 
                 Gina was due to move in this coming weekend and I needed to be here to help her get settled and referee any arguments that might ensue between her and Trey. It was as if Gina was psychic. My phone chimed right then and it was her.
 
                 “Hey, Girlfriend,” I said, when I answered.
 
                 “Tylar, I'm so pissed!” she yelled into the phone.
 
                 “What’s wrong?” I asked, wondering what the hell was up.
 
                 “Tristan and I just had our first fight and it was a fucking doozy!”
 
                 “Is he down here?” I asked.
 
                 “Of course not,” she snapped. “We had a fucking argument on the phone. He isn't ‘allowing’ me—did you catch the operative word there ‘allowing’?”
 
                 “Yes,” I replied rolling my eyes, “please finish.”
 
                 “He isn't permitting me to rename my club ‘The Shady Lady’ just like I'd planned for months.”
 
                 “Well, did he give you a reason?”
 
                 “Yeah. He said it wasn’t fucking conducive to the type of atmosphere he was trying to portray with adding the dinner menu during the weeknights. I suppose he doesn’t think it’s classy enough.”
 
                 "Can't you two come to a compromise?"
 
                 “Compromise? Compromise? He's so freaking bull-headed. He must have some of that Hot Nazi shit running through his bloodline.”
 
                 “How did you leave it between you two?” I asked.
 
                 “He said we'd discuss it when he’s back next week. Then—and listen to this, girlfriend—he says ‘end of conversation, Gina’.”
 
                 I got a smile on my face recognizing one of Trey’s signature responses to me.
 
                 “I mean, do you fucking believe that? Him telling me it’s the end of the conversation? Oh, hell no.”
 
                 “I'm sure everything will work out fine and you and Tristan will reach some compromise when he's back here and you two are…”
 
                 “Are what, Ty?”
 
                 “Having a fuckfest,” I said, barely getting the words out before I broke into laughter.
 
                 “Hmmph,” she said haughtily. “It'll be a cold day in hell before he gets inside my knickers again.”
 
                 “Gina, take a bath and relax. It'll be fine, I promise you. Look, I’ve got to go and get Preston ready for bed. I'll talk to you tomorrow and let you know what’s been going on with me today. There've been all kinds of surprises.”
 
                 “Okay, call me,” she ordered, before hanging up.
 
    
 
   



 
  



 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
    
 
                 I helped Gina get settled in to our apartment on Saturday. Tristan had ended up flying in to help her move, though Gina said that nothing had changed between them. She was still in stand-off mode with him about changing the club’s name.
 
                 Tristan had definitely extended the olive branch to Gina by offering to pay for professional movers. Gina had pooh-poohed his offer by saying that she had too much pride to accept his “fucking charity.” She'd rented a truck fully expecting that she and I could haul her stuff out of the condo and into the truck.   
 
                 Trey had put his foot down on that idea. 
 
                 Thank God. 
 
                 He and Tristan were adamant that they would load it up and take it over to her storage unit. It took them three trips to get it all moved. In the meantime, Gina and I busied ourselves at the apartment getting her clothes unpacked and put away.
 
                 Preston was playing in her crib while we worked in the nursery getting Gina settled in.
 
                 “Do you believe that Tristan flew in just to help you move?” I was trying my best to get her spirits up.
 
                 “Oh, don’t let that fool you. He has an appointment Monday with the health inspector to approve the kitchen for the upgraded food license for expanding our food service."  
 
                 "Really?" I replied. "Sounds like a plan."
 
                 "Plus, he's interviewing chefs this coming week. You know he plans to stay here, don’t you? I mean, you're the one who extended that invitation.”
 
                 “Well, of course he's welcome here, Gina. He’s Trey’s brother and my brother-in-law.”
 
                 “Just so you don’t expect him to crash in here with me then.”
 
                 “Of course not,” I said, as if the thought hadn't occurred to me. “Tristan can bunk out on the living room sofa. He'd probably prefer that anyway, with the big flat screen out there.”
 
                 Just then we both turned as we heard Preston grunt extremely loudly. Her little cheeks were beet red. “Uh oh,” Gina laughed, watching her grunt.  
 
                 “I guess since I’m bunking in here with her, I’ve got diaper duty.”
 
                 “I’ve got it,” I said, grabbing a clean disposable diaper.
 
                 “No, you don’t. This is my god-daughter and we're official roomies, so I've got it.” She got no argument out of me.
 
                 Once Tristan and Trey got back to the apartment, Gina had settled Preston on a blanket in the living room. They had an assortment of toys that they were playing with together.
 
                 I had dinner going. I could tell Trey and Tristan needed showers before dinner. Tristan’s suitcase was in the entry hall. To avoid a scene later, I figured that I'd better bring Trey into the fold as to what had transpired. I lip synced Trey, indicating that I needed to speak to him privately. I left the room, going down the hall to our suite. Tristan had gone into the bathroom off of the nursery to shower.
 
                 “What is it?” Trey asked, as I shut the door behind us in our room.
 
                 “Trey, there's major tension between Tristan and Gina.”
 
                 “So?” he asked.
 
                 “Sooo,” I said. “What exactly do you think the sleeping arrangements are going to be while both of them are here?”
 
                 “The same as if they weren’t fighting,” he answered immediately. “One of them can bunk on the couch; the other one can bunk in the bed in the nursery.”
 
                 He saw the confused expression on my face.
 
                 “Tylar,” he said patiently, “it doesn’t matter to me whether they're fighting or not. I wasn't about to let them cohabitate in my daughter’s room for Chrissake!”
 
                 “Why?” I asked puzzled.
 
                 “Do you think for one moment I’m going to expose my baby girl to their sexual shenanigans?”
 
                 “I hadn't thought of it like that, so you'll let Tristan know that we'll make up the couch for him to sleep on then?”
 
                 “You got it, babe,” he said, kissing me sweetly.
 
                 Trey went to take his shower and I fed Preston. Gina took over after that, getting Preston changed and dressed for bed. I went in to nurse her and asked Gina if she'd go ahead and put our dinner on the table. Tristan had finished his shower and was out in the living room watching television.
 
                 “Sure thing, Ty; got it covered.”
 
                 I got Preston fed and tucked in for the night. As I closed her bedroom door softly, Trey was coming down the hallway from our suite. He was wearing sweats and a t-shirt, his hair still damp from his shower.
 
                 "Preston?" he asked.
 
                 "She's down for the night," I replied. "Are you hungry?"
 
                  “For a couple of things,” he replied, smacking my behind playfully.
 
                 When we got out to the living room, it was obvious that Tristan and Gina had called a truce, at the very least. They were on the couch all over each other, kissing and feeling each other up.
 
                 “Oh, for Chrissake,” Trey commented, rolling his eyes. “Are you even hungry at this point?”
 
                 “Not really,” I said, going to the kitchen to shut off the lights and make sure all the burners were off. “I’m clearly exhausted and ready for my shower.”
 
                 “Go for it, babe,” he replied. “I’ll get everything put away here and join you shortly.”
 
                 Within ten minutes, I was showered and in my nightgown for the night. Trey was in our suite shortly thereafter saying that we needed to move Preston’s crib.
 
                 “Why?” I asked.
 
                 “Because Tristan and Gina have apparently made up and that couch isn't big enough to accommodate the fuckfest I know is coming.”
 
                 “But, Trey,” I whined, “How are we going to get the crib moved without waking the baby?”
 
                 “Christ Tylar, it isn’t as if we have to take it apart and re-assemble it. There are caster wheels on it, you know? I just want her out of that room.”
 
                 “Okay. You’re right; the doorways here are plenty wide enough. Let’s just roll it down the hall into our room.”
 
                 Trey didn’t follow me out into the hall.
 
                 “What now?” I asked.
 
                 “Well, I really don’t want her in here seeing our sexual shenanigans, either,” he replied, sheepishly.
 
                 “That’s a not a problem, sweetie; there aren’t going to be any ‘haps’ in our room tonight. Let’s go get her.”
 
                 Trey and I rolled Preston’s crib into our room without disturbing her sleep whatsoever. I climbed into the bed, exhausted; Trey was right behind. We snuggled together and fell asleep in each other’s arms within minutes. Sometime during the night, both Trey and I were awakened by strange high-pitched sounds. I got up quietly and approached Preston’s crib. She was sleeping soundly her thumb in her mouth.
 
                 “Is she okay?” Trey whispered from our bed.
 
                 “Sound asleep,” I answered, making my way back to bed.
 
                 Just then we heard the high-pitched wailing again.
 
                 “It sounds like a cat in heat outside the building,” Trey whispered.  
 
                 “How in the hell can that sound drift all the way up to this floor?” I asked. Our answer came shortly after when we heard the headboard on the bed in the nursery banging against the wall in a steady rhythm. The “cat” screeches continued. We then heard loud male groaning; the banging had increased in rhythm and loudness.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” Trey mumbled loudly, “Déjà vu all fucking over again.” We both rolled our pillows up, placing them around our heads to cover our ears.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
    
 
                 Trey and I both awakened to the sound of Preston babbling, “num-num, num-num.”
 
                 “I think that means you, honey,” Trey said, rolling over and nudging me. I was extremely groggy from our restless night due to the goings-on down the hall. Preston had managed to sleep right through it. Trey had said it was because she was used to those sounds. I'd elbowed him in the ribs on that one.
 
                 “I don't sound like that,” I'd snapped at him.
 
                 “And you better never, either,” he replied laughing, “or I'll put a pillow over your head.”
 
                 Trey nudged me again. “Look at her Tylar, isn’t she cute?”
 
                 I rose up and saw Preston standing up in her crib. She was bouncing up and down, grinning from ear to ear. Her eye teeth were all the way through now. Her sleep tousled hair was standing up in places, making it look like she had a couple of horns.
 
                 “I think little ‘Vampira’ vould like to suck your teat,” Trey said, trying to sound like Bella Lugosi’s Dracula.
 
                 “Shut up, Trey,” I laughed, scooting out of bed. “I hope that's not your latest nickname for her. She'll be in therapy with Karla before you know it.”
 
                 I picked her up and smoothed her hair down before climbing back into bed with her. She nestled down against me finding my nipple and I fell back asleep. Trey must've gotten up and dressed while I slept. I woke up again when he lifted Preston from me.
 
                 “Hey, Tristan and Gina are up. Do you want me to give Preston her bath and get her dressed?”
 
                 “Thank you, baby. I love you.”
 
                 “Right back at you, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
                 I got up and dressed in jeans and a sweater. I put my make-up on and brushed my hair up into a ponytail. I didn’t feel like flat-ironing it this morning. When I got out to the living room, I could smell all kinds of breakfast aromas. Both Gina and Tristan were in the kitchen talking and laughing as they cooked.  
 
                 “Good morning, Ty,” Gina greeted me cheerily, as she brought a platter of warm biscuits and cooked sausage patties out and placed it on the dining room table. “Are you hungry for one of my special Sunday breakfasts?”
 
                 I wasn’t aware that Gina had ‘special Sunday breakfasts,’ but I was famished, at any rate.
 
                 “It looks and smells great, Gina.”
 
                 “Take a seat then; Tristan is finishing up the omelets.”
 
                 Trey came out just then with the baby all bathed and dressed and got her settled into her playpen.
 
                 “Look at this,” I said, nodding toward the dining room. “Tristan and Gina have been busy.”
 
                 Trey and I took our seats at the dining room table, which had been set with glasses of orange juice and ice water. Tristan appeared then with a platter of omelets, Gina followed behind with the coffee carafe filling everyone’s coffee cups. We all dug in, ravenous from doing without dinner the night before.
 
                 “So,” I said, finally breaking the silence, “is everything okay with you two now?”
 
                 I felt Trey’s foot bump mine underneath the table. 
 
                 So? I want to know.
 
                 Gina and Tristan looked at each other warmly and smiled. “Tristan came up with a great compromise on the name of the club and I love it,” she said beaming.
 
                 “So, are you going to share that with us?” I asked.
 
                 “Well, it’s a combination of what he wanted and what I wanted. He wanted it to be called ‘Tristan’s’ because it sounds more refined and more conducive to appealing to the restaurant crowd we want to have Monday through Thursday. I, of course, wanted to call it ‘The Shady Lady’ for more of a party crowd appeal, which we like for weekends. So, we agreed to name it ‘Tristan’s Shady Lady Saloon and Restaurant.’ What do you think?”
 
                 They were both looking at Trey and I for our reaction.
 
                 “Truthfully, I really like it,” I said. “It does have dual appeal.”
 
                 “It works for me,” Trey replied, buttering a biscuit.
 
                 “Good, we’re glad you approve,” Tristan said, taking Gina’s hand into his and squeezing it.
 
                 Oh yeah, they're in love or very close to it.
 
                 “So, Tristan, how long will you be staying in town, this time?” Trey asked, taking a sip of his coffee.
 
                 “I’ll be here until the weekend. I’ve got to meet with the health inspector, interview some chefs, and meet with a contractor about putting in the wine cellar.” 
 
                 “Do you think perhaps that you could help me rearrange some stuff here at the apartment?”
 
                 What's up with that?
 
                 “Sure, no problem. What do you need done?”
 
                 “Well, first off, we need to move that bed in Preston’s room that you two are using away from the wall.”
 
                 “Trey,” I said, giving him a dirty look.
 
                 Gina blushed and Tristan got a hint of a grin on his face.
 
                 “Not a problem, bro,” he replied. “Anything else?”
 
                 “Yeah, I’ll need your help rearranging my office so that it can accommodate Preston’s crib and changing table and get those things moved in there.”
 
                 Tristan looked over at me grinning; it was my turn to blush.
 
                 Gina and I cleared the table and cleaned up the kitchen while Trey and Tristan were rearranging the furniture.
 
                 “Were we really that loud last night, Ty?” 
 
                 “Uh, well yeah,” I answered. “Gina, can I ask you something kind of personal?”
 
                 “Sure. We have no secrets.”
 
                 “What's with the cat screech noises?”
 
                 “The what?” she asked, clearly not understanding the question.
 
   “You realize that when you're near orgasm you kind of screech like a cat, don’t you?”
 
                 “That wasn’t me,” she said, laughing out loud.
 
                 Oh God - not Tristan?
 
                 “Tristan and I thought it was you!”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 She was laughing hysterically now. “Yeah,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “We’ll cop to the bed banging against the wall; Tristan gets a bit vocal, but I swear we heard that cat wailing and thought it was you being pleasured by the Hot Nazi.”
 
                 “Oh, my God,” I laughed, feeling my face blush.
 
                 Tristan had sat across from me at breakfast thinking that I'd done all of that wailing during the night.
 
                 “I guess it must've been a cat in heat somewhere in the building then.”
 
                 “You make sure that Tristan knows that it wasn't me,” I said to her.
 
                 “I will as long as you let Trey think that it was me,” she snickered.
 
                 “Gina, why do you like to get under his skin like that?” I chided.
 
                 “Because I can, girlfriend.”
 
                 My dad called Sunday evening to update me on the progress he'd made. 
 
                 “Tylar, I'm pleased to inform you that a federal warrant was served on Matthew Renaud yesterday. He's been taken into federal custody on conspiracy kidnapping charges, harboring a fugitive, and obstructing justice, for starters. This will keep him locked up while we dig up further proof of his criminal activities.”
 
                 “So then, evidence was found that he was involved with Maggie in kidnapping Preston?”
 
                 “Yes. There was direct evidence found in his home. Some infant clothing that was taken into evidence, as well as information gleaned from his computer and phone records.”
 
                 “What I don’t understand is, why was he involved if there was no intention of asking for a ransom?”
 
                 “He may have had every intention of doing just that. Something may have gone wrong with their plans. Hopefully, more light will be shed once the federal agents have thoroughly interrogated him.”
 
                 “You know, Dad, we’ve never discussed your late wife’s involvement in all of this. Are we going to?”
 
                 “Tylar, I'm still trying to sort all of that out here in looking through her papers and bank records. So far, there's nothing. She hid her tracks pretty well.”
 
                 “But, are you shocked to think that she'd have participated in hiding the fact that I existed from you?”
 
                 “No, quite frankly that does not shock me. She very much wanted us to be married. She was devastated that she couldn’t have children. She likely felt threatened, knowing that I'd sired a child out of wedlock. What would shock me, quite frankly, is to discover she'd played any part in your mother’s death.”
 
                 We talked for a few minutes longer. He told me that he would have a limo sent for me when my flight arrived Tuesday in Baton Rouge. He'd taken several days off from the bench in order to spend time with Preston and me. 
 
                 That night after my shower, I re-read my mother’s notes again. I somehow felt closer to her when I read them. I got my iPhone and replayed Maggie’s last conversation with me the morning she died. She said that my mother had instructed her to give the jewelry boxes to Trinity LaFleur; that it was the only way that she'd be safe. Maggie had said she'd wanted to keep the jewelry for herself. None of that made much sense. How would giving some mid-wife the jewelry keep Maggie safe? But she hadn’t told Maggie to give her the jewelry—she had said the jewelry boxes.  
 
                 I scrambled up from the bed and went to my closet. I pulled the other blue velvet jewelry box from the dresser. It was square and smaller. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought of this before now. If the larger one had a false bottom, perhaps this one did as well.
 
                 I pulled out the pillow that had the earrings on it and examined the bottom of the box. There was the same small satin ribbon hoop at the back corner of the bottom. I pulled the ribbon upward and the false bottom lifted up. There was a small plastic bag in there. I pulled it out and there was a key inside of it. There was a post-it note inside the baggie with my mother’s writing on it. It read: 
 
                 Trinity,
 
                 Please give Maggie the envelope. It's important.
 
                 I put the plastic bag back into the box and put the false bottom over it. I put both of the blue velvet jewelry boxes into my carry-on bag. These items were going to Baton Rouge with me. I was determined to get to the bottom of what all of this meant come hell or high bayou water!
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
    
 
                 Monday evening, I got Preston bathed and to bed early so I could finish getting her packed up. I hadn’t started packing for me yet. I got her clothes out of her dresser and took them into our master suite. I had our big suitcase out of the closet, opened on the bed.
 
                 Trey was lounging across the bed watching the Monday night pre-game show. He was watching me as I folded Preston’s clothing and placed it in the suitcase. I went to my closet pulling out jeans, sweaters, and a couple of blouses along with a pair of dress pants. I packed my black Chanel suit, just in case there was cause to dress up. I went back in to get some heels and boots to take, then my nightclothes and lingerie.
 
                 “Jesus Christ, Tylar, you're coming back to me, aren’t you?”
 
                 I smiled as I folded my undies and packed them in the suitcase. I then scooted up to Trey where he was reclined back on the bed, his arm underneath his head. He pulled me down to him, his lips capturing mine in a long, languid kiss. His free arm wrapped around behind me, keeping me locked in his embrace.
 
                 I smiled against his lips. “I have to finish packing.”
 
                 “I want to make love, baby. We’re going to be apart for several days.”
 
                 “My diaphragm isn’t in, sweetie.”
 
                 He moaned, releasing me from his grasp. “I thought you were going to see your doctor about using something else?”
 
                 “I haven’t had a lot of time, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
 
                 I finished packing and showered. As I prepared to insert my diaphragm that I'd coated with the spermicidal jelly, I suddenly changed my mind.
 
                 Trey and I wanted more children. We were secure in our love and our marriage. We certainly hadn't planned for Preston, but when I held her, nurtured her, and watched her grow a little bit every day, I realized that we couldn’t have planned it any better.  
 
                 Maybe the most precious things in life are the result of just letting life happen. For tonight, I decided I'd just let life happen. The thought excited me. I turned out the bathroom light, leaving my diaphragm in its case and climbed into our bed with Trey. The game was on now and he was watching it. I curled up next to him, my fingers lightly tracing the path down his ‘treasure trail’ to underneath the elastic waistband of his boxers.
 
                 I gently massaged his erection and, in moments, he rose to the occasion. I slipped his boxers down and leaned into him, taking him into my mouth. He was fisting my hair and his breathing deepened as I took the full length of him into my mouth, gently sucking and swirling him from tip to root. He pushed me onto my back and quickly pulled my panties off of me. He lifted my nightie over my head and hovered over me. His lips traced a warm and sensuous path around my nipples; his fingers gently plied them and massaged them. He continued south, where his tongue and fingers worked their magic inside the folds of my pussy. I moaned softly, spreading my legs, wanting him inside of me.
 
                 “Is that a hint, Tylar?” 
 
                 Trey smiled as he rose back up and found my lips with his. I felt his hands part my thighs further as he lowered himself into me, pressing deeply with his initial thrust.
 
                 “Mmmm,” I moaned, wrapping my legs around his hips to draw him in deeper.  
 
                 I raised my pelvis up to meet his thrusts. He was rolling his hips in a circular motion doing everything I loved. I felt myself quicken with each of this thrusts. I felt so emotional. I was going to be apart from Trey for the longest period of time that I'd been away from him since he came to Radcliff to confront me when I was pregnant. I wasn’t typically a needy person, but it was different for some reason. I was going into the unknown by myself.
 
                 He was speeding up his momentum; he moaned and whispered things to me like he always did when we were this intimate. 
 
                 He told me that I was beautiful and perfect; the same things that my father had told my mother. I pulled his face to mine, my hands braced on either side and kissed him passionately, moaning at the pleasure I felt at my core.
 
                 “I love you, Trey Michael,” I whispered to him, planting kisses on his lips, his face, and his neck, “I love you, so very much.”
 
                 Our orgasms crashed around us, taking us to heights of pleasure that we'd visited before, but not quite as perfect as they were this time.
 
                 “Umm Tylar, I love you. You're my angel,” he whispered hoarsely against my lips. He moaned softly as his erection throbbed his love into me over and over again. I clutched him to me as we wound down. We fell asleep curled around each other, content in our love and passion.
 
                 Trey took Preston and me to the airport the next morning. I'd dressed her in a dark royal blue velvet dress, tights and her black dress coat and matching winter hat. We put her mittens on her hands and had a difficult time getting her to keep them on during the ride to the airport. Trey kept kissing both of us like he'd never see us again. I finally pulled away from him as the monitor said our flight was ready to board and we hadn’t gone through security yet.
 
                 “Trey, sweetie, I'll call as soon as we land and cell phones are permitted again.” I laughed, hugging him. 
 
                 Preston was a good traveler. She curled up and slept in my lap. When we arrived in Baton Rouge, there was a man holding a sign that said ‘Tylar Sinclair.’ I wondered if I should be put-out that my father hadn’t come personally to the airport. The man with the sign was his driver, apparently. His name was Darryl. He got our luggage into the limo and we started out on the ride to my father’s estate.
 
                 Darryl’s words—not mine.
 
                 My dad’s estate was about a half an hour from the airport in a rural area. There was a long, winding drive up to the main house that was lined in magnolia trees currently not in bloom. I spotted a barn with a riding arena just past the house. Did my father have horses?
 
                 Darryl drove the car up the circular drive to the front of the house. He got out of the limo and opened the door for Preston and me. The large entrance door to my father’s mansion was apparently opened by a couple of workers on his staff. I carried Preston up the concrete steps to the large front porch of this antebellum mansion. There was house staff lined up on the porch to greet us.
 
                 A short, black-haired woman with hawkish features stepped forward first. She had thick ankles and a hairdo that looked like it dated back to the 1960s. I could see the whisker chin hairs that she hadn’t bothered to pluck. I guessed her to be in her mid-sixties. Her dress was black, with a crisp white pinafore apron tied around the waist.
 
                 “Mrs. Sinclair,” she greeted me stiffly, “I'm Karen Deeny, Judge Tylar’s head of staff here. I'll see to your every need and comfort.”
 
                 I actually had chills for some reason. There was no warmth about her, whatsoever. She seemed distant and empty. She instructed another servant by the name of Edie to show us to our suite upstairs. I clutched Preston all that much tighter to me.
 
                 Our suite was gorgeous. My room had a lovely ornate canopy bed; the adjoining room was Preston’s nursery, outfitted with a dark cherry wood crib, changing table, and play suite with all kinds of stuffed animals and Fisher Price toys. 
 
                 I unpacked our suitcase while Preston crawled around on the thick carpet exploring the suite and pulling some of the stuffed animals off of the shelves in her nursery, clutching them tightly. 
 
                 I needed to call Trey, since it had slipped my mind once we'd landed. I got Preston settled in the fenced play suite in her room that had an array of stuffed toys and a princess castle that she could crawl in and out of at her leisure and then gave Trey a call from my cell phone.
 
                 “Hi, baby,” he answered, after the phone had only rang a couple of times. “Is everything okay?”
 
                 “Oh, Trey,” I said already missing him. “This place is awesome, but I haven’t even seen Dad yet, just a handful of servants. I so wish you were here with me.”
 
                 “Baby, I wanted to be there with you, but you didn't say a word about wanting me there. I didn’t want to intrude on your time getting to know your father.”
 
                 “You've taken off work so much because of me. I just didn’t want you to feel obligated or think that I couldn’t handle this by myself. You're a senior partner. You don’t need these kinds of distractions,” I replied.
 
                 He gave a heavy sigh, “You're my first priority. Do you want me there?”
 
                 “Only if your being here won’t majorly disrupt one of your cases.”
 
                 “Then I'll be there on the first flight I can get out of Atlanta tomorrow, okay?”
 
                 “Thank you, Trey. I love you.”
 
                 “I love you too, baby. Give our little ‘Vampira’ a kiss from Daddy, okay?”
 
                 “Okay,” I replied, smiling. “I'll see you soon.”
 
                 There was a knock on the door to our suite shortly after I'd gotten off the phone with Trey. It was Karen announcing Judge Tylar was home and there was tea being served downstairs in his study. 
 
                 Preston had crawled up to the prune-faced Karen and placed her hands around the thick, tree-trunk ankles of the ‘no-nonsense’ servant.  
 
                 “I’ve got her,” I said, scooping Preston up in my arms. “Please tell my father that we'll be down shortly.”
 
                 “Of course, Mrs. Sinclair,” the servant responded, taking her leave.
 
                 I quickly freshened up and then gathered my baby into my arms, ready to face the father I'd only seen once in a crowded court room when I'd not been at my best. I looked at Preston, adorable in her royal blue velvet dress and tights.
 
                 “Showtime,” I said to her, kissing her brow gently.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 43
 
    
 
    
 
                 My father was in the drawing room and Preston and I were escorted there by the frigid midget. I clutched my baby girl close to me.
 
                 “Tylar,” my dad said, coming to me and embracing me warmly. “Forgive me for not being able to come to the airport, but I think you'll be pleased with what I've found out. Is this my grandbaby?”
 
                 “Yes, Dad, this is Preston Michaela Sinclair. She's actually seven months old today.”
 
                 “May I hold her?” 
 
                 “Of course,” I smiled.
 
                 He held his arms out and Preston immediately gave him her dimpled grin and reached for him. He took her from me talking to her and telling her what a beautiful little girl she was, just like her mother.
 
                 “Actually Dad, she resembles Trey considerably.”
 
                 “Nonsense, daughter,” he replied, “I can see Marley and you in her just as plain as day.”
 
                 “By the way, Trey's joining us here tomorrow. I hope that’s okay?”
 
                 “Absolutely,” he answered, “I was remiss in not including him in the invitation initially. I presumed he had a busy schedule with his firm.”
 
                 “Being a senior partner has its perks, I guess.”
 
                 Dad carried Preston over to a birdcage in the corner where a couple of parakeets were chirping and flapping around.
 
                 “Preston those are birdies,” he said, annunciating the word, patiently pointing and repeating it several times to her. She spoke some gibberish and then leaned over closer to the cage to get a good look. She became excited as she watched the birds squawk and lift their tail feathers and flutter around the gilded cage. She looked over at me, her eyes shining and pointed to the cage. She mumbled something unintelligible, which I could only guess was her word for 'bird.' 
 
                 “She's quite intelligent,” my father responded.
 
                 “Again,” I replied, “she gets that from Trey.”
 
                 He looked over at me quizzically; his expression one of surprise. He soon realized that he'd been exposed to some of my dry humor and he smiled.
 
                 “Ah yes,” he said, “I recall getting a glimpse of that sense of humor of yours the first time I saw you in court when Mr. Louderdick wouldn’t shut up.”
 
                 I chuckled at my dad and the way that he seemed so normal without his judicial robes; not the stodgy judge with the intimidating expression that had glared at the windbag attorney that day.
 
                 Just then, Ms. Deeny came into the room carrying a silver tray with an ornate teapot and delicate china cups and saucers. There was a platter in the center with tea biscuits, biscotti and graham crackers. My father motioned for me to sit down in a high backed chair. He was still holding Preston in his arms as he sat across from me. Ms. Deeny, set the tray on the coffee table between us.
 
                 “Will there be anything else, Judge?”
 
                 “Not at the moment. Thank you, Ms. Deeny.”
 
                 He turned from her dismissively. It almost seemed as if he wasn’t fond of the frigid midget either.
 
                 “She’s not very warm and fuzzy is she?” I commented, as I poured our tea. I handed him his cup on the saucer.
 
                 “That’s an understatement,” my father replied, stirring a sugar cube into his tea. “She was very committed to my wife. She doesn’t like the fact that you represent my infidelity to Olivia while we were engaged. I believe that my wife likely took her into her confidence early on when the ‘negotiations’ were being conducted behind my back between your Uncle Matthew and Olivia.”
 
                 My father set his teacup down as Preston squirmed against him spotting the graham crackers on the tray. She recognized the graham crackers. That was one of her favorite snacks. She leaned over toward the tray, her little hand clasping and unclasping as she whined for a cracker.
 
                 “Of course, darling, Grandpa will get you a cracker.” 
 
                 Dad reached for a graham cracker, handing it to her; she immediately started chewing on it.
 
                 “Dad, she'll have that cracker a soggy mess all over you within a few minutes.”
 
                 “That’s not a problem, Tylar,” he laughed. “I want to enjoy all the things that I missed with you.”
 
                 I sipped my tea as my father filled me in on what we were going to do the following day. My dad’s P.I. had located Trinity LaFleur. We'd be going to Vidalia to visit her at a pre-arranged time. It was less than a two hour drive. I told him about the key and the note from my mother instructing Trinity to give Maggie an envelope and I told him the note had been in the other blue velvet jewelry box’s false bottom.
 
                 “How strange it is,” he said, “When I gave those to your mother, I had no clue that the boxes would prove to be more valuable than the jewelry itself.”
 
                 “That brings a question to my mind about your gift,” I said.
 
                 He looked over at me, waiting for me to continue.
 
                 “Why give those to my mother? They had belonged to your grandmother. Wouldn’t you've wanted Olivia to have them?”
 
                 “Tylar, for the brief period of time that I had the privilege of knowing Marley, I knew immediately that she was an old soul. The jewelry was old and charming; it doesn’t have significant monetary value, but it was something treasured by me because it was my grandmother’s. She'd raised us after our parents were killed in a boating accident. I was just 5 years-old. The jewelry reminded me of the person that had raised and protected me until I reached adult age. I wanted that for Marley.”
 
                 “That brings me to another question. In Mom’s diary notebook, it mentions the day that you stopped by her house to give her the jewelry boxes and tell her good-bye. She mentioned that you'd had words with Matthew; she mentioned that he stopped threatening her after that.”
 
                 “Oh, that,” he replied. “I put the fear in him. I told him I knew he was running prostitutes, including his own sister. I let him know I'd given Marley my protection and that she'd the means of notifying me if he ever tried to put her to work like that again. I led him to believe he was being watched."
 
                 “That was kind of brilliant,” I conceded.
 
                 His face looked pained. “If only I'd really done it rather than simply alluding to it. She may be alive today.”
 
                 My dad was clearly anguished by the thought that he could have or should have done more. But frankly, who'd have thought Matthew was the sociopath it appeared he'd been? How had he managed to stay underneath the radar for all of these years? It appeared Matthew had graduated to much more lucrative schemes. Just then, our quiet reverie was broken by Preston. Her face was smeared with soggy graham cracker crumbs. She was looking over at me saying, “Num-num, num-num.”
 
                 She was squirming in Dad’s arms reaching for me. “I’m not sure what it is she requires,” my father said, handing her off to me.
 
                 I blushed taking her from him and feeling her fingers tugging at my shirt. “She wants to be fed,” I said. “I still nurse a couple of times each day.”
 
                 “Of course, darling,” he said. “Let me give you your privacy unless you would be more comfortable upstairs in your suite.”
 
                 I thought about Ms. Deeny, his nosy housekeeper. I truly hoped she wasn't one in the same with the ‘nanny’ he'd told Trey would be at my disposal.
 
                 “I think I'll go to the suite and nurse her. She probably needs changing before I put her down for her afternoon nap.”
 
                 “Of course. Do you want to rest up as well?”
 
   I actually was tired. The going-away fuckfest that Trey and I had enjoyed the night before had left me less than rested, sleep-wise.
 
                 “That sounds wonderful to me, Dad. I think I'll rest with her as well. I'll see you at dinner then.”
 
                 “We'll be eating around six. Enjoy your nap.”
 
                 I took Preston to our suite and washed her face off and changed her diaper. I set the alarm clock on the nightstand. Preston and I settled back on the ornate canopy bed and fell asleep within minutes. I dreamt of my mother for the first time ever. Reading her notes and being around my father had conjured her up in my subconscious. I could now picture her and what she'd looked like.  
 
                 Maggie, of course, had never kept a picture of her around, since she was posing as my natural mother for all of those years. I had the impression that my mother and Maggie didn't resemble each other all that much physically or morally; for that, I was very thankful.
 
                 It seemed like only moments had passed before the alarm clock on the nightstand went off. Preston was still dozing peacefully next to me. I moved quietly from the bed, letting her sleep.
 
                 I went into the bathroom to freshen up, changing into a pair of dress slacks and blouse for dinner. I had no clue how formal my dad rolled at his estate. Preston was stirring as I returned to the bedroom. I scooped her up and she rubbed her eyes with her hands and yawned.
 
                 “Hey, baby girl, did you have a nice nap?”
 
                 I cleaned her up, putting a fresh diaper on her and dressing her in a jogging suit. I took my brush and ran it through her baby locks getting rid of her ‘bed head.’ 
 
                 “There,” I said, smiling at her. “Preston looks beautiful.”
 
                 A high chair had been moved up to the big dining room table for Preston. My father seated us both, taking his place next to the baby.
 
                 A servant brought out a lovely roast with new baby potatoes, glazed carrots, and freshly made bread. I was famished. I started to get up to feed Preston first, but my father motioned for me to remain seated. He said he wanted to do the honor of feeding her. I was sure he didn’t know what he was in for. By the time Dad had finished feeding Preston, they both had their fair share of pureed chicken and yams on them.  
 
                 Ms. Deeny had come out viewing the aftermath and pursed her lips giving a ‘tsk-tsk’ while shaking her head in disapproval. “Judge, I'll get a cold wet cloth to dab those food stains off of your shirt and tie,” she said, heading back to the kitchen.
 
                 “No, Karen,” he said abruptly, waving her off. “Please see to cleaning my granddaughter up. I want to eat dinner with my daughter.”
 
                 My motherly instincts were on ‘high alert’ as the frigid midget lifted my baby girl from her high chair to take her into the kitchen to clean her up.
 
                 “I can do that,” I started.
 
                 “Oh, no,” she said to me with a statue-like smile. “I love babies. I have several grandchildren that I thoroughly enjoy.”
 
                 Why do I think you're full of shit?
 
                 I watched as they disappeared through the swinging door that lead from the dining room into the kitchen. I didn’t like Preston to be out of my sight with the hag. I relaxed just a couple of minutes later when Ms. Deeny returned with a cleaned up Preston.    
 
                 “There she is, all nice and clean,” Karen cooed as she placed her back into the high chair. She must've given Preston a graham cracker in the kitchen, as she had one clutched in her chubby little hand. Karen got her situated and belted into the high chair.
 
                 Just as she slid the tray back onto the chair, Preston leaned in and grabbed Karen’s gold necklace that was dangling within the baby’s reach. Preston had it clutched in her fingers, pulling at it.
 
                 “No! No!” Karen said in a loud voice that startled the baby.  
 
                 Preston immediately released the chain and turned to me, her face puckered up, ready to cry.
 
                 “There now,” Karen said, as she adjusted the necklace back around her turkey neck. “No harm done, sweetheart.”
 
                 Karen brushed past us as she left the dining room. It was as if she hadn’t noticed that she'd upset the baby—or hadn’t cared. I lifted Preston out of her high chair, her crying now reduced to a whimper; she turned her attention back to the graham cracker as I sat her on my lap to finish eating.
 
                 “It’s likely been some time since Ms. Deeny's been around a baby. I’m sure she didn’t mean to come off so harshly,” my dad commented.
 
                 “What about those grandchildren of hers she thoroughly enjoys?"
 
                 “I believe they live in another state,” he replied.
 
                 I then realized her aversion to the baby and me was likely caused by jealousy, pure and simple jealousy. She'd probably thought since Olivia had passed on, she'd become mistress of the manor. In her own twisted mind, she may have even presumed she'd share my father’s bed. He was still young and vibrant; she was a dried up hag, trying to look like she still had it going on.
 
                 “How long has Ms. Deeny worked for you, Dad?”
 
                 “She actually worked for my late wife’s family prior to our getting married. Olivia insisted on having Karen join our staff after our wedding. She thought of Karen like an older sister. Olivia was an only child, born late in life to her parents. When Olivia’s mother passed away while she was in college, Karen joined the staff.”
 
                 “Karen looks like she's in her sixties,” I commented. “Wouldn’t she have been nearly old enough to be Olivia’s mother?”
 
                 “Well, Olivia was eight years older than me, so not quite the age gap that you'd imagine.”
 
                 “How did you lose Olivia?” I asked.
 
                 “She died last year of a sudden cerebral hemorrhage. It was very unexpected. She was physically active and lived a healthy lifestyle.”
 
                 I was quiet for several moments, watching Preston gum and slobber on her graham cracker.
 
                 “Is there something that you want to ask me, Tylar?”
 
                 My father was watching me; he was a fairly intuitive person, but then I supposed in his profession it was a necessity.
 
                 “I don’t know how to word this without offending you,” I commented quietly.
 
                 “Don’t worry about offending me. Maybe I deserve to be offended—and a lot more. Ask me anything.”
 
                 I flushed, trying my best to pick my words carefully. “You’ve already told me that you fell in love with my mother the first night you were together; you admitted to her that if you could change things before you married your fiancé, you would have.”
 
                 “That’s correct,” he stated, waiting for more.
 
                 “So, why didn’t you call off the wedding? If you really loved my mom, why wouldn’t you have done that?”
 
                 “It’s a bit more complicated than that, Tylar. I had a history with Olivia. I had made a commitment to her; our plans were in place to build a life together. And there's one very important factor that you've left out.”
 
                 “What factor?” I asked.
 
                 “Your mother had given me no indication that she cared for me, let alone loved me. They were words she wrote in a diary of sorts that I didn’t see for decades—after it was too late.”
 
                 “If you'd known my mother loved you—if she'd said those words to you back then, would it have changed anything?”
 
                 “That’s not a fair question, Tylar, given what I now know. I can't answer it objectively, I’m sorry.”
 
                 “One final question, Dad, did your marriage to Olivia boost your appointment to the federal bench?”
 
                 He looked at me and was clearly bothered by what I'd asked.
 
                 "In all truthfulness, Tylar, I have to say that having the backing of such a powerful and prestigious family as my wife’s certainly didn’t hurt. Was that my sole purpose in marrying her? I can honestly say it wasn't.”
 
                 I looked at him for several moments; I assessed what I saw and what my instincts so far in life had taught me. I believed him.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 44
 
    
 
    
 
                 The drive to Vidalia took less than two hours. My dad had arranged for a limo to take us. Preston was kept entertained by the assortment of toys we'd brought along with us. 
 
                 Vidalia was a small town with less than five thousand residents. It was quaint and had an attractive river walk along the banks of the Mississippi river. The sign that welcomed travelers into town boasted Vidalia as being the ‘sister’ city of Natchez, Mississippi directly across the river.
 
                 Miss Trinity LaFleur owned a shop in the small downtown area. It was located in an old brick building on the end of the main thoroughfare. My father opened the door of the shop for me and a bell overhead tinkled our entrance.  
 
                 The shop wasn't well-lit and had a musty smell to it. The shelving that adorned all of the walls displayed a variety of homemade pottery in various shapes and sizes. They were hand-painted with exquisite landscaped scenes of the river and the town itself. There were glass cases that held a variety of small potted herb plants; various seed mixtures were bagged and labeled. There were books for herbal remedies and holistic healing.
 
                 “A little bit of everything, it appears,” my father commented, as we headed to the back of the store. The aisles were narrow so my main concern was keeping Preston from reaching out to touch the colorful pottery. A door from behind the glass counter creaked open and a light-skinned black woman appeared.
 
                 “May I help you?”
 
                 “Are you Miss LaFleur?” my father asked. “We're expected.”
 
                 “Ah yes,” she replied with a faint smile. “Judge Tylar and Mrs. Sinclair, please come around through here. Trinity's in the parlor.”
 
                 We followed her down a hallway and entered the room she indicated. She closed the door behind us, going back to the storefront.
 
                 Miss Trinity LaFleur wasn't what I'd expected. She appeared to be in her early forties, which would've made her fairly young at the time of my birth. She was of Creole descent; dark eyes, hair and creamy pale skin. Her ear lobes boasted multiple piercings from which a variety of long, dangling earrings danced about, sounding musical. She had a very exotic look about her.  
 
                 She came toward us and I noticed she was dressed in an ankle-length silk caftan. She wore socks underneath her laced up leather sandals. Her focus was immediately turned to me as I clutched the baby close.
 
                 “You have the essence of Marla,” she stated simply, taking my free hand into hers. “It was there at your birth and it still remains.”
 
                 I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but I decided to take it as a compliment. “Thank you, Miss LaFleur.”
 
                 “Please, call me Trinity. Your mama and I were once very close. We remain close in the spirit world. I assisted in your birthing more than twenty years past. You were born behind a veil. That's always a good sign.”
 
                 She turned her attention to my father, extending her hand in greeting. “Judge Tylar,” she said, “It's nice to put a face to the voice on the phone. Both of you, please sit down.”
 
                 We did as instructed, my father taking a seat in an over-stuffed floral chair; Preston and I sat on the matching settee. Trinity took her seat beside us.
 
                 “Trinity,” I said, “Can you explain what you meant by my being born ‘behind a veil?’ I have no point of reference on that.”
 
                 She smiled, nodding her head at my confusion. “Technically, you were born with a caul attached to your face. It's a very rare but mystical occurrence. Don’t be alarmed by the sound of it, please. It's nothing more than part of the amniotic membrane that breaks away and forms tightly against the head during the birthing process. It appears like a translucent veil covering the baby’s face.”
 
                 It sounded totally gross to me; Trinity read my reaction.
 
                 “Trust me, Mon Cher, it's indeed something to be proud of because it does offer some mystical and magical elements. Tell me that you've not had good fortune in your life?”
 
                 I thought about it and it was true. I'd had the good fortune of loving and being loved by Trey, I was blessed with a beautiful baby was and finally locating my father, but at what cost to my mother?
 
                 “I’ve been blessed in many ways, Trinity, that's true, but never knowing my mother or what happened to her haunts me now.”
 
                 “Ah yes, Mon Cher, and that's what brought you to me. Things unfolded the way that they did for a reason. Don't believe that it's pure coincidence that you and your father sit before me now. There's a purpose to all of this. It's the finishing of the story and proper punishment for the guilty.”
 
                 Preston was enamored with her soft, melodic voice, as was I. She watched the dangling earrings and I shifted her on my lap, afraid she might reach over to pull on them as she sometimes did with mine. Trinity turned her attention to Preston who had begun squirming in my arms, wanting free reign.
 
                 “And who is Ce bel enfant?”
 
                 “This is my daughter, Preston.”
 
                 “A very exquisite child,” she commented. “I see you're a very proud mama and, dare I say, the judge is a very proud grand-pere?”
 
                 “Je Suis effectivement cela,” my father responded in perfect French.
 
                 I took that as a ‘yes’ being that I couldn’t speak French.
 
                 My father took Preston from me, allowing me to present Trinity with the plastic bag that held the key and the note that I'd found hidden in the jewelry box. 
 
                 She accepted it from me and read the brief note instructing her to give the envelope to Maggie. Her face grew dark with something that felt like anger.
 
                 “I told Marla not to trust that sister of hers! I knew in the end, Maggie wouldn't cross Matthew.”
 
                 She shook her head in sorrow. “If she'd only done what Marla requested of her when she knew she was dying, perhaps the monster would be behind bars right now.”
 
                 “He is,” my father replied, bouncing Preston on his knee.
 
                 Trinity’s head snapped up in surprise. “Then evidence has surfaced about his involvement in Marla’s death?”
 
                 “I’m afraid not,” my father replied. “He’s been arrested on unrelated charges. I think I explained that Maggie confided to Tylar on her deathbed that she felt he'd poisoned her the same way that he'd poisoned Marley.”
 
                 “Yes, I recall that Judge. But, will those unrelated charges keep him in prison for the rest of his miserable life?”
 
                 “Perhaps,” he replied, “but they won’t get him the death penalty.” I looked over at my father’s somber expression. He wanted an eye for an eye. He wanted to avenge my mother’s murder. I felt the same way.
 
                 Trinity rose and went to a tall wooden cabinet in the corner of the parlor. She opened the door and searched the top shelf, finally pulling out a small envelope. She handed it to me. It was sealed; ‘Maggie’ was written on the front. It was my mother’s handwriting. I recognized it from the pages she'd written and torn from the notebook. I opened the sealed envelope and took the folded piece of paper from it. There was a curly lock of hair taped to the paper. It looked like baby hair. The note was short and direct.
 
   Maggie,
 
   Please take this lock of Tylar’s hair to Preston in Baton Rouge. Tell him he has a daughter and she needs his protection.  
 
   The hair will provide the DNA proof she's his child. He'll protect you as well for doing this good deed. Trinity will know what the key opens.
 
   Love,
 
   Marla
 
                 The business card my father had given to my mother before he left was enclosed in the envelope. I handed it over to my father to read. Tears sprang to my eyes as I sat back down and tried to compose myself. My father looked up, first at me, and then at Trinity.
 
                 “I don’t understand why Marley would've trusted Maggie with a task such as this,” he said, handing the note to Trinity to read.
 
                 She shook her head; her eyes were full of sadness. “I’m so sorry, Judge. Marla was still trying to look out for Maggie in some way, it would seem. She knew that Maggie needed to be kept safe from Matthew; she knew that you were one person who could do that.”
 
                 Trinity wiped an errant tear from her cheek. “She never shared with me the contents of that envelope there or the contents of the metal box. She said it was family business; it wasn’t safe for me to know too much. Marla loved me like a sister, but she was a very private person. Why, I never knew you were her baby’s father until I received your phone call. She did ask me if the key ever found its way to me if I'd do what I could to assist.”
 
                 I was confused; my father appeared to be as well. “Assist in what way?” I asked.
 
                 “In getting the metal box opened,” she replied.
 
                 “Let’s do it then,” my father replied, standing up holding Preston.  
 
                 “Can you get the metal box for us?”
 
                 “I’m afraid not, Judge Tylar,” Trinity replied softly.
 
                 “Why not?” My dad and I both asked in unison.
 
                 “It’s hidden inside the casket with Marla.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 45
 
    
 
    
 
                 The ride back to Baton Rouge was a quiet one. Preston was sleeping soundly in her car seat. I was lost in thought about all we'd learned from Trinity today. I suspected my father was as well.
 
                 Shortly after the botched attempt by my mother and Maggie to leave New Orleans and return to Mississippi, Trinity had moved to Vidalia. She'd preferred the quiet life of a small town to the crowded, noisy life in New Orleans. Around the same time, Matthew had moved to Baton Rouge with my mother, Maggie and me. This had allowed my mother to stay in touch with Trinity and she'd done just that.
 
                 Trinity said it hadn’t been more than a month since they'd moved to Baton Rouge when my mother had shown up at her apartment in Vidalia. She'd taken a bus from Baton Rouge. Trinity had been concerned because my mother hadn't brought me with her. She'd questioned my mother about it. My mother had told her that she'd been really sick; that she had to stop breast-feeding me because it'd been making me sick. I'd started vomiting after nursing. She'd put me on formula and left me with Maggie while she went to Trinity for help.
 
                 Trinity said that my mother had looked deathly ill. She'd put some various herbs and roots together in a mixture, instructing my mother to drink the concoction several times a day. She said it would flush her system of whatever virus or infection she had going. My mother had given Trinity the envelope, asking her to keep it in case Maggie ever came to her. She wouldn’t tell Trinity anything further.
 
                 It was barely a week later that my mother had again shown up at Trinity’s. This time she had me with her. Trinity said she looked worse than before. She was having trouble breathing and complained of hallucinations. She asked Trinity if we could stay with her. She'd told Trinity that she suspected someone was trying to kill her. 
 
                 Trinity said that my mother’s behavior had been very erratic. She'd rambled incoherently at times, but handed Trinity a locked metal box and made her promise that if anything happened to her, she'd place the box inside her casket hidden underneath the blanket where no one would see it. Trinity promised her she would.  
 
                 My mother had also given Trinity the caul that she'd preserved. She asked her to make sure that it was placed in the casket as well. She said that my mother had said she wanted something of me with her for eternity. Trinity told my mother she was taking her to a doctor she knew in a nearby town the following morning. My mother had told her it was too late. She just wanted to go to sleep.
 
                 During the middle of the night, Matthew had come to Vidalia and was beating on the door of Trinity’s apartment. He claimed that my mother had been using drugs and that he was there to take her back to Baton Rouge for treatment. Trinity had told him that she felt my mother was ill and needed to go to a hospital first for a full assessment. She told Matthew she'd planned to take my mother to her doctor that morning. Matthew had told her to keep out of it; it was family business and she wasn't family.
 
                 He'd then pushed past Trinity. He went to the bedroom where my mother and I were sleeping. My mother was dead. I was still cradled within her cold arms. 
 
                 Trinity had made it a point to travel to Mississippi prior to my mother’s burial. She'd arrived at the funeral parlor early that morning, asking to see my mother. There was no visitation or funeral scheduled; only a graveside service. She quizzed the mortician at great length about the embalming. She explained she was my mother’s best friend and insisted they open the casket for her to view my mother.
 
                 When they finally opened the casket, she said they'd done a magnificent job with her. The mortician had commented to Trinity that he'd cried while preparing her for entombment. He said something wasn't right. 
 
                 He told her maybe someday someone would want answers. He assured her my mother’s body was well preserved. He then left her alone to say goodbye to her dearest friend.
 
                 Trinity then carried out her promise to my mother. She'd placed the caul on her pillow and the metal box down underneath the satin coverlet at her feet. My mother had been entombed in the family crypt at a cemetery in Braxton, Mississippi.
 
                 The silence of our ride back to Baton Rouge was broken when my father spoke for the first time since we'd gotten into the limo.
 
                 “I can order an exhumation, Tylar. It's what needs to be done, you know?"
 
                 “Will it be done for the purpose of opening the metal box?” I asked.
 
                 “Not entirely,” he answered.
 
                 I looked over at him as he continued.
 
                 “The metal box might very well contain evidence that'll help convict Matthew, but we also need forensic evidence. That type of evidence can only be gathered by having a forensic autopsy conducted.”
 
                 “Can they do that after all this time?” I asked, astonished somewhat at the thought of it.
 
                 “Yes. Modern embalming methods and advances in forensic technology can help prove the exact cause of her death, even after all this time. I want your approval, though. You're her next of kin.”
 
                 “You have it, Dad,” I replied, though I knew that in his judicial capacity, he could've ordered it without my consent.
 
                 By the time we reached my father’s estate, Trey had arrived. I saw him coming down the stairway as we came into the entrance hall. I flew into his arms. Dad carried a sleepy Preston up from the limo. I took her from him and headed upstairs to our suite. Trey stayed downstairs talking with my father, presumably about what we'd learned on our trip to Vidalia.
 
                 I changed Preston’s diaper and stretched out on the bed with her so that she could nurse comfortably. Trey joined me in the suite several minutes later. He sat down on the bed next to us.
 
                 “You’ve had quite a day,” he remarked.
 
                 I nodded, not trusting myself to speak for fear I'd burst into tears at any moment.
 
                 “You know, sweetie, it's okay to feel emotional about this. You learned some very disturbing things today. That's why I'm here with you now. You don’t have to go through this alone.”
 
                 “I know, Trey,” I sobbed. “I just don’t want to think about what my mother endured because of me.”
 
                 “She loved you, sweetie. Would you have done any less for Preston?”
 
                 I looked down at my baby who'd fallen asleep cuddled against me. Trey lifted her from me and carried her into the adjoining nursery. He placed her in the crib and rejoined me on the bed, pulling me into his lap. He rested his chin on the top of my head; his strong arms were wrapped tightly around me.
 
                 “Tell me what you’re feeling, baby?”
 
                 “I feel so many things, I guess. I feel sadness for the loss of my mother; I feel anger that Maggie didn’t do the one simple thing that my mother had asked her to do.”
 
                 “Anything else?”
 
                 Trey knew me so well.
 
                 “Okay, yes, there's something else. I feel sort of angry with my father. Why in the hell didn’t he check on her after he walked out? If he loved her, why didn’t he see that she was protected? My God, he knew the type of man Matthew was at that point.”
 
                 “Aren’t you a bit angry with your mother?” he asked quietly.
 
                 “Why would I be mad at her? She was the victim in all of this. I have no reason to be angry with her.” The tears started rolling down my cheeks, as I continued to deny any anger towards my mother.
 
                 “Tylar, you have a right to feel however you feel. Feelings are not right or wrong—they are what they are.”
 
                 He was rocking me gently back and forth in his arms. I knew that he understood me totally. I couldn’t deny those feelings to him any more than I could deny them to myself.
 
                 “Okay, yes then. I do feel angry with her. Why didn’t she go to my father? She'd be alive today if she'd done that. I just don’t get it. She died and left me with Maggie. It was wrong.”
 
                 Trey lifted me up and turned me around to face him. He gently brushed my tears away with his thumbs. He leaned over and kissed my cheeks and my nose. I looked up at him, realizing that whatever pain I'd suffered along the way to finding Trey had been worth it.  
 
                 He tilted my chin upward and kissed me warmly on my lips. I laced my arms around his neck and kissed him back, loving the taste and feel of him. We nestled under the covers of the bed, tossing our clothes to the floor. Trey made love to me slowly and sweetly in my father’s house.
 
                 I awoke from my nap feeling Trey’s arm wrapped around me and feeling someone’s eyes on me. It was Ms. Deeny. She was standing at the foot of the bed watching us. I had no clue how long she'd been there. She gave a slight smirk as she saw me looking at her.
 
                 “The judge sent me up to see if you and Mr. Sinclair will be joining him for dinner. It’s in ten minutes,” she said, turning to leave. “Oh, I took the liberty of caring for your baby while you and Mr. Sinclair…slept.”
 
                 She was out the door. I threw the covers back, rousting Trey. He had napped through the one-way conversation that had just taken place. “That gnarled up old bitch,” I hissed.
 
                 “Who?”
 
                 “Ms. Deeny, my dad’s head of staff. She was just in here watching us.” Trey was up and out of bed now, putting his clothes back on. I headed into the bathroom to freshen up.
 
                 “What the hell? Are you talking about that short lady with the long nose?”
 
                 “Yes, and apparently that long nose serves her nosiness well. She totally gives me the creeps. I hate the thought that she took Preston out of the nursery.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Yeah, that’s what she said. Let’s hurry up and get downstairs for dinner. I don’t like the idea of her being near the baby.”
 
                 “Tylar, your dad wouldn’t let anything happen to Preston. My God, he's totally infatuated with her.”
 
                 When we got downstairs, Preston was playing happily on a blanket on the floor with a multitude of toys strewn about. My father was on his phone with someone. She crawled over to Trey as soon as she saw him.
 
                 “Da-da-da-da,” she said, tugging at his pant leg.
 
                 “Yes, sweetie,” he laughed, scooping her up and kissing her cheek. “Da-da has missed you.”
 
                 She snuggled up in his arms resting her head against his broad shoulder. How perfect they looked together. I looked at my father as he continued talking in hushed tones to someone on the phone. He was a handsome man as well. I wondered what it would've been like growing up here with him. 
 
                 He ended his phone call and stood up, walking towards us.
 
                 “Dinner is being served now. Tylar, I hope you don’t mind, but I fed Preston some of the pureed food you brought along. She's very fond of the green beans, I discovered.”
 
                 Uh oh. I hope he didn’t give her the whole jar!
 
                 “Yes, Dad, that’s fine. What did you give her with the green beans?”
 
                 “Well, I had some of that pureed chicken, but she clamped her mouth shut when I offered that to her. She wanted nothing but those green beans; finished off the whole jar,” he replied, chuckling. Trey and I exchanged glances. My father looked from one of us to the other.
 
                 “Did I do something wrong?” he asked.
 
                 “Your Honor, I think you'll be assigned diaper dirty for this evening.” We both snickered, leaving Dad perplexed.
 
                 Trey put Preston in her high chair, and she was given a graham cracker and some sliced banana. She was getting pretty good with finger foods. Trey held my chair out for me as if he did this all of the time. He noted my look of surprise and gave me a dimpled grin. My father told us during dinner that he'd been in touch with the state officials in Mississippi as well as some judges he knew in that particular circuit court. He was expecting things to move quickly.
 
                 Towards the end of the meal, Ms. Deeny appeared in the formal dining room informing my father that an important call had come in from Judge Westfield out of Jackson, Mississippi. My father excused himself immediately to take the call. Ms. Deeny lingered in the dining room. She asked Trey if he needed anything else.
 
                 Midget bitch!
 
                 She took one of the cloth napkins and started wiping Preston’s face that was now smeared with mushed banana and soggy graham cracker crumbs. Preston didn’t like her touch. She turned her head away and started fussing.  
 
                 “I can clean her up later, Ms. Deeny,” I said.
 
                 “No worries,” she replied, continuing to wipe at Preston’s face. She clearly ignored the fact that it was pissing my baby off royally. “There now,” she said, stepping back. “That's so much better, isn’t it little Preston?”
 
                 Preston clutched another banana slice and pressed it up to her mouth, ignoring the woman. My father came back into the room and thankfully Ms. Deeny took her leave, carrying some of the dirty dishes to the kitchen.
 
                 “The order of exhumation has been signed by Judge Westfield. It's scheduled for 1:00 pm tomorrow afternoon,” he announced.
 
                 From the kitchen, we heard the sound of shattering china as it hit the floor. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 46
 
    
 
    
 
                 My father chartered a private plane to fly us from Baton Rouge to Jackson, Mississippi the following day. Edie was to care for Preston while we were gone. I had a private conversation with her before we left, instructing her not to let Ms. Deeny anywhere near my daughter.
 
                 She'd nodded affirmatively and assured me not to worry. I kissed Preston goodbye, telling her we would be back by dinnertime.
 
                 It was early December and there was definitely a chill in the air. I'd dressed in corduroy slacks with a bulky sweater and boots. The flight took about a half-hour. Once we landed at the small private airport, a limo was waiting to take us to the cemetery in Braxton, which was a bit to the south of Jackson.
 
                 I curled up against Trey in the car as the limo made its way up the curving drive of the cemetery, finally stopping just past a concrete mausoleum that had the name “Renaud” engraved on it.
 
                 The day was sunny and slightly breezy. There was a damp feel to the air. The trees were bare. Dried, dead leaves occasionally floated past us as we made our way to the mausoleum and the officials standing there. A black hearse was parked off to the side on another intersecting driveway.
 
                 My father presented the signed order to the deputy sheriff, who was amongst the throng of people. The deputy read through it and then handed it to a man I presumed to be the manager of the cemetery.
 
                 This man then instructed a couple of his workers to unlock the heavy, iron door to the mausoleum. Once opened, we stepped inside. There was a barred window on the other side of it that allowed sunlight to filter through. The flooring was concrete. There looked to be about six marble plates affixed to the fronts of the entombed caskets. Three rows of two.  
 
                 My mother’s parents were entombed there, along with my Renaud great-grandparents. My mother’s casket was entombed on the end in the top row position. 
 
                 Her marble memorial plate looked newer than the others. It simply had her name, birth and death year carved on it. It was nothing fancy. The unit below hers was empty. 
 
                 The deputy sheriff observed as the cemetery technician used a special tool to break the seal around the door to my mother’s berth. I told Trey I needed to go back outside. The crowded mausoleum was getting to me; I was extremely claustrophobic and I needed fresh air.  
 
                 “Are you okay?” he asked me, as I sat down on a concrete bench outside of it.
 
                 “It's musty in there and crowded. I felt faint for a moment. I’m fine now.”
 
                 He sat down beside me, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close.
 
                 “Trey, why are we here?” I asked, looking up at him.
 
                 I saw him furrow his brow in confusion. “It's customary for family members be present when a grave is disturbed,” he said.
 
                 “This is clearly something my father could've handled alone.”
 
                 Trey took my hand and studied me for a moment. “Don’t you want to see her?” he asked me gently. I looked at him aghast. It hadn't occurred to me that her casket would be opened until she got to the county coroner’s office for the forensic autopsy. I figured at that point the metal box would be removed and given to me or to my father.
 
                 “Are you serious? They're not going to open her casket here, are they? I don’t want to see my mother’s decomposed remains.” I was horrified that Trey had asked such a question.
 
                 “Tylar, I don’t think it's going to be as bad as all that. Yes, they'll open the casket here to make sure it contains a body, first of all; and to establish the identity as being her.”
 
                 I turned from him, thoroughly appalled at the idea of looking at my mother’s corpse.
 
                 “Tylar, no one's going to force you to look at her, but I just thought if you wanted to, it might help you put some closure on things.”
 
                 By this time, the deputy and cemetery people had exited the mausoleum. The deputy was carrying a dark metal box that had a handle on it. 
 
                 “They have to book that in as evidence, sweetie.”
 
                 My father was still inside with her. I didn’t budge. Trey remained next to me, not saying anything further. It was several minutes later that my father emerged. He came over to where Trey and I were standing. His eyes were red. He'd been crying. It distressed me to see him like that.
 
                 “Tylar,” he said to me softly, “would you like to say good-bye to your mother? She looks beautiful.”
 
                 I stood up. My legs were wobbly. Everything had a surreal feeling to it. Trey was beside me, taking my arm. My father stayed outside as we made our way back inside the mausoleum. I saw the opened lid of the casket. It was the type that had two lids. Only the top one had been opened. Her casket was on a dolly of some sort so it could be wheeled outside to the waiting hearse. Trey held my hand as we walked to the side of it.  
 
                 The first thing I saw was her hair. It was just like mine. It was cut in long layers that framed her face. As I looked at her, I was amazed at how much I resembled her. It looked like me laying there asleep. She'd been buried in a red sweater dress. Her hands were clasped together resting on her stomach. I looked at the satin pillow where her head rested. I saw the caul that Trinity had spoken of. It looked like a thin nylon veil that'd been draped on the pillow next to her. Someone had placed a ragged teddy bear in the casket next to her. It might've been mine.  
 
                 I felt the tears stream down my face. I had no memory of her at all. She'd carried me, given birth to me, fed and nurtured me, yet I had no memory of any of that. I'd been cheated out of a mother; she'd been cheated out of a life. Trey squeezed my hand gently. My sobs escaped as I looked at this beautiful creature who I'd never known.
 
                 “Mommy,” I sobbed, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. "We'll make this right. I promise you that.” I leaned over and brushed a kiss against her hair. Trey enfolded me in his arms and led me outside once again.
 
                 My father was waiting in the limo for us. The deputy sheriff and the cemetery personnel wheeled the now closed casket out to the waiting hearse. She'd be taken to Jackson for the forensic autopsy.  
 
                 Her body would then be placed back into her final resting place here. My father said that he would be back to ensure everything went as planned.
 
                 “When will we know about the contents of the metal box?” I asked.
 
                 “Once it's all been reviewed by the D.A’s office, anything that's not pertinent to her death will be released. Anything deemed pertinent as evidence will remain in custody with the authorities until such time as the case is resolved in criminal court.”
 
                 “How long could all of that take?”
 
                 “Tylar, don’t worry; I'll use any means possible to avoid dragging this out. I've scheduled a meeting with the D.A. for the day after tomorrow.”
 
                 I leaned against Trey in the car. “I want to go home, Trey.”
 
                 “We'll go home, baby; how about tomorrow?”
 
                 Trey booked our flight when we got back to my father’s estate. We had a late afternoon flight out of Baton Rouge. My father spent the evening playing with Preston, while Trey and I relaxed in front of the massive fireplace.
 
                 The following morning, Dad took me on a tour of the grounds. He had several thoroughbred horses stabled in his barn. “Do you ride?” he asked me.
 
                 “A little,” I replied, smiling.
 
                 He had one of the hired hands saddle up two horses as Trey had stayed behind with Preston. My father and I rode the trail that went the full perimeter of the estate. It was breathtakingly beautiful. I could tell my father had a passion for horses. He was an excellent English rider as well. Perhaps something else I'd inherited from him, I thought.
 
                 When it was time to depart for the airport, I hugged my father tightly. I'd grown close to him these past several days. I knew that we'd continue to bond as parent and child. He promised he'd let me know the status of the investigation as it unfolded.
 
                 He shook Trey’s hand before we left and mentioned that he'd recused himself from the decision relating to the oral argument Trey had given a few weeks prior in Baton Rouge. He explained it would have been a conflict of interest for him to opine on the matter.
 
                 “Shit,” Trey said later on the way to the airport, “here I thought it would be a slam-dunk with your father on that panel. Now, I have to sweat it out while waiting for the others to decide.”
 
                 I was glad to be going home. It had been nice spending time with my father and getting to know him, but I missed my routine at home. The holidays were fast approaching and I needed to prepare for our baby’s first Christmas. After that, I needed to prepare for our move into our new home. I leaned my head against Trey on the airplane. Preston was asleep, cuddled in his lap. “I love you, Trey.”
 
                 “I love you too, baby.”
 
                 “Trey?”
 
                 “Yes, Tylar?”
 
                 “Truthfully, what did you feel, if anything, yesterday when you saw my mother in that casket?”
 
                 He looked down into my eyes as I was nestled against him. He looked a bit distraught. “I was overwhelmed with a feeling of despair,” he replied thoughtfully.
 
                 “Why despair?” I asked.
 
                 “Because part of me was totally in despair at the thought of how tragic her situation was; it saddened me to think of someone close to you having had to suffer through that. The other part of me despaired at the knowledge that it was exactly that same tragedy that allowed your life to intertwine with mine. I couldn’t imagine my life without you. It really tore me up.”
 
                 “I don’t know,” I replied. “I guess I believe in destiny. I mean, I think that you and I were destined to be together. I don’t want to think that the tragedy with my mother was the only way we would've found each other.”
 
                 “I like the way you think, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 47
 
    
 
    
 
                 As the Christmas holidays approached, Trey and I decided to stay in Atlanta. We hadn’t heard anything definitive since we'd left Baton Rouge the week before. My dad had stayed in touch, but he'd know more the following week when the Grand Jury convened. The toxicology report on my mother’s autopsy was due the first part of January. Dad had invited us to Baton Rouge for Christmas, but I told him we felt like we needed to stay in Atlanta for Preston’s first Christmas and he'd understood.
 
                 Gina and Tristan had been working night and day preparing the club for its official grand opening on Christmas Eve as "Tristan’s Shady Lady Saloon and Restaurant." The contractor had made most of the minor changes; the health inspectors had approved the kitchen for food preparation; an area had been walled in as the restaurant and the wine cellar was completed.
 
                 Tristan had discussed with Trey taking over his lease on the apartment when we moved. The tenant's association approved the lease transfer, so both Tristan and Gina would be staying on after we moved.
 
                 Trey and I decorated the apartment for Christmas. We bought a live tree and spent the whole Saturday before Christmas decorating it. Preston wouldn’t leave it alone; we had to watch her constantly as she crawled over to it and tried to snatch an ornament here or there. Gina had given her one of her gifts early. It was her “Ho-Ho-Ho” plush Santa Claus.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” Trey complained, after he'd heard the “Ho-Ho-Ho” several hundred times as Preston played with it. “I just got rid of that damn ghost. Leave it to Gina to provide another irritating toy for the holidays!”
 
                 “Ah-ha! I knew you did something with that ghost! Where is it?”
 
                 Trey grinned sheepishly, then finally admitted he'd put it in one of the Goodwill boxes that I'd filled when cleaning out the closets.
 
                 “Shame on you,” I admonished him gently. “She loved that ghost.”
 
                 “She never knew it was gone," he replied, laughing.
 
                 “Well, I warn you, Trey Michael, you won’t be pulling that shit with Santa Claus.”
 
                 We had sent our Christmas presents on to Bristol, planning on going there right after Christmas to ring in the New Year with Trey's family. Even Tristan and Gina were planning on going. Tristan had hired an assistant manager for the club in an effort to free up some of Gina’s time. It was evident that they were totally in love.
 
                 Gina and I had spent some BFF time together after my return from Baton Rouge. I'd told her everything. “I can’t imagine how that must have felt for you,” she'd consoled.
 
                 “It was almost like looking at me, Gina. It was bizarre. It was like me, but at the same time, it was someone I didn’t remember.”
 
                 “I just have to tell you that I really think your dad is awesome.”
 
                 I'd shared with her my feelings of anger and resentment for not finding my mother and declaring his everlasting love for her before his marriage. Gina told me I was too much of a romantic and not enough of a realist.
 
                 “Speaking of which,” I stated, taking the opportunity of segueing into the subject, “it appears to me that you and Tristan both have been bitten by the love bug.”
 
                 “Girlfriend, we're taking it just one day at a time. We still fight like crazy, but hey, the making up is fucking fantastic.”
 
                 “So, any talk of you two getting engaged or anything?”
 
                 “Seriously, Tylar? I'm just freshly divorced; Tristan is just fresh off of a broken engagement. We're simply enjoying each other. It’s not that serious, I keep telling you.”
 
                 “Whatever,” I commented, shaking my head.
 
                 Jean was coming over Christmas Eve to stay with Preston while Trey and I attended the grand opening of Tristan and Gina’s club.  
 
                 I'd just enjoyed a luxurious bubble bath while Preston napped. Trey was finishing up some work in his study where the baby slept.
 
                 “Whatcha doing, Trey?”
 
                 “Hey, sweetie,” he said, turning to give me a kiss on the cheek. “I’m almost done for the night. How about meeting me in our bed in about thirty?”
 
                 “What can I say, Mr. Sinclair? You're so fucking romantic,” I teased. I went back to our room and climbed into bed, enjoying the feel of the freshly changed sheets. I switched the flat screen on and before I knew it, I'd dozed off. I was awakened some time later when Trey crawled into bed next to me, drawing me into his warm embrace.  
 
                 We'd just started getting down to it when our play was interrupted by loud voices coming from the guest room. Tristan and Gina had come home. They were arguing about something. Trey stopped what he was doing to me, which had been feeling really great, as their voices got louder. We both sat up, straining to hear what was taking place. I was hoping they didn’t wake the baby in the room next to theirs.
 
                 “I’m sorry, Tristan,” Gina shouted, “It just seemed to me as if you spent an inordinate amount of time training Amy. It’s obvious to me she's totally crushing on you and you enjoy it!"
 
                 “What the fuck are you talking about, Gina? I didn’t spend any more time training her in the restaurant than the male waiters. What the hell's really going on? Are you premenstrual or something?”
 
                 “Oh, yeah, a typical guy thing to say when a female calls them out on something. Don’t cloud the issue, Tristan!”
 
                 “Gina,” Tristan pleaded, “I swear to you on all that's precious to me, that I don’t feel a damn thing for Amy. I’m all about you, babe. Can’t you see that?”
 
                 “Oh, Tristan,” Gina whined, “Why in the world do you put up with my shit?”
 
                 “You know why, baby. I love you.”
 
                 “I love you too, Tristan,” she wailed.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” Trey grumbled, “I fucking knew she'd somehow wheedle her way into the family!”
 
                 “I think it's very romantic.”
 
                 “You would,” he griped.
 
                 I crawled onto his lap and started kissing him very passionately. We were just to the point where things were progressing nicely when we heard the banging of the headboard against the wall in the guest room.
 
                 “Holy shit,” Trey snarled. “I guess we’re going to need to move that bed to the fucking center of the room the way that those two go at it!”
 
                 “Trey,” I pleaded, “Put those two out of your mind. It’s just you and me right now. I want you to make love to me.”
 
                 “You’re right, baby,” he said softly, pressing me down against the mattress and kissing me passionately. His hands roamed over me in all of the right places. My body responded to his touch, like always. His lips traveled downward to my sex. His expert ministrations with his tongue brought me to my foreplay orgasm.
 
                 “My turn, baby,” he moaned, laying back. 
 
                 Just as I took his erection into my grasp, we both heard Preston crying from her room. “Jesus Christ; want to guess what woke her up?” Trey snapped, leaping from our bed and pulling his PJ bottoms up. He opened our door and went down the hallway, coming back with Preston in his arms. He handed her to me and I turned my nightstand light on.
 
                 She'd soiled her diaper, so I asked Trey to bring me a fresh one and some baby wipes. I got her cleaned up and changed, pulling her pajama bottoms back up. She smiled at me, showing me her eye teeth.  
 
                 “Hey, pretty girl,” I cooed to her, “two more days until Santa visits here bringing Preston all kinds of presents because she's been a good girl this year.”
 
                 She put her fist up to her mouth, giggling. “What does Preston want Santa to bring to her?” She rolled onto her stomach and crawled closer to me repeating “num-num” over and over again. She'd gotten a look at my still bare breasts.
 
                 “I think Mommy can accommodate that,” I replied laughing. I settled back on my side with my head propped up on my arm. She crawled over, snuggled up beside me, and gently began nursing. Trey came out of the bathroom just then, spotting her cuddled up against me.
 
                 “Well, it looks like everyone is getting theirs tonight but me,” he complained, throwing his hands up in the air.
 
                 “Don’t pout, honey,” I chided him. “Santa doesn’t like that.”
 
                 "Ho, ho, ho," he replied, getting into bed with us.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 48
 
    
 
    
 
                 Preston was up at dawn on Christmas morning. Of course, she had some help because Gina and Tristan were making enough noise to wake the dead in their bedroom.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” Trey moaned, rubbing his eyes. “Don’t they ever give it a rest?”
 
                 I got up to check on Preston and found her sitting up in her crib playing with her Santa Claus. She smiled and scrambled to her feet upon seeing me come into the room. “Merry Christmas, baby girl,” I crooned to her, lifting her to me. I grabbed a clean diaper and her baby wipes and took her back to our room. Trey was still in bed, sitting up. He reached to take her from me.
 
                 “Da-da-da-da,” she squealed, smiling at him.
 
                 “I think she has a Christmas package for you, Trey,” I said laughing, as I headed to the bathroom.
 
                 “That’s all right,” I heard him croon to her from the bedroom. “Daddy will change his baby girl.”
 
                 I was sitting on the toilet; I waited, counting down to the inevitable gag that always occurred after he unfastened her soiled diaper to take it off. There it was.
 
                 “Christ, Tylar, stop pureeing the green beans, please!”
 
                 It was always my fault her baby poop made him gag…LOL!
 
                 I finished up in the bathroom just as Trey was fastening her clean diaper on her. I put my robe on as I headed back out into the bedroom. He was taking the offensive diaper to the lined and covered trash can we kept in his office now that she slept there.
 
                 “At what age do you normally start potty-training?” he asked, as he headed out to the hallway.
 
                 “It differs. It helps if they’re walking, though.”
 
                 “Smart ass,” he mumbled, as he headed down the hallway.
 
                 I scooped her up into my arms. “Do you want to see what Santa brought Preston last night when she was sleeping?” She started talking her usual baby gibberish. She seemed to know something was up.
 
                 “Yes, let’s go see what Santa brought for Preston.”
 
                 Gina and Tristan were coming out of their room just as I passed by.
 
                 “Merry Christmas!” Gina said, taking Preston from me.
 
                 Trey had put the coffee on, so we plunked the baby down in front of the tree and let her have at her Christmas gifts while we sipped our morning coffee. Gina patiently showed her how to rip the paper off of the packages. Preston seemed to be more interested in playing with the wrapping paper and bows than the actual toy inside.
 
                 Santa had bought her baby dolls, wind-up toys, puzzles and more Atlanta Falcons garb than she could possibly wear in a season. Tristan had bought her a beautiful ‘Baby’s First Christmas’ commemorative ornament for the tree along with a gorgeous handmade quilt for her bed. It was done in the colors of her new room. Gina must have told him.
 
                 Jean’s gift was a hat and matching mittens that she'd knitted herself. Trey’s parents had sent a beautiful winter coat, along with a faux fur muff. Nigel and Tess had sent her a collection of Sesame Street storybooks.
 
                 “Well, it's official,” Gina announced as she started picking up all of the tossed wrapping paper strewn about the living room floor. “She made out like a bandit this year.”
 
                 “I suspect just one of many,” Tristan replied with a smile. “Come on, Giner,” he said mocking Ian’s accent, “Let’s you and I make breakfast.”
 
                 She smiled up at him as he held his hand out to help her up. We'd decided the adults would exchange gifts after Preston went down for her afternoon nap. Gina and Tristan fixed breakfast and cleaned up the kitchen. Trey and I started getting our Christmas ham ready for the oven. 
 
                 Christmas dinner was so much easier to prepare than Thanksgiving dinner, I decided. We spent a pleasant afternoon with family watching Christmas specials on television. Once Preston went down for her nap, the four of us opened our Christmas gifts.
 
                 Trey loved his new clothes and all of the Falcons paraphernalia I'd bought for him. He had bought me a beautiful gold watch, a pair of diamond stud earrings and several sweaters that I loved. Gina had bought me some sexy lingerie which Trey, in fact, appreciated. I'd bought her an iPad that I knew she wanted but wouldn't buy for herself.
 
                 Tristan had bought me a beautiful Burberry coat; he'd bought Gina one exactly like it. She was quick to point out his faux pas.
 
                 “Tristan, you realize one of us is going to have to take their coat back and exchange it don’t you?”
 
                 He looked over at her with a puzzled expression. “Why? You both said you loved them.”
 
                 “Because, babe, we can’t both wear the exact same coats. We're best friends, not lesbian lovers, for Chrissake.”
 
                 Trey had looked over at him, shaking his head.
 
                 “Oh, yeah right, Trey. Like you knew that,” Tristan said.
 
                 “Uh, yeah Tristan.”  
 
                 They both started wrestling around like a couple of kids.
 
                 “Tristan, open your gift from Trey and me,” I said, trying to get them to settle down before they woke the baby.
 
                 Tristan opened the envelope taking out the tickets we'd bought for a 5-day all-inclusive Caribbean cruise for two. “Wow, thanks you guys,” he said grinning. “Now, if you just would've given me someone to take.”
 
                 Gina immediately swatted at him playfully. They were making out in a matter of seconds. I saw Trey roll his eyes in feigned disgust. I think that Gina was finally growing on him.  
 
                 It had been his idea to buy them the cruise tickets. When I pointed out to him that he finally seemed to be softening towards her, he responded the gift was as much for us as for them. With them gone for five days, we would be spared their nightly ‘fuckfest.’
 
                 We ate our Christmas dinner. Trey’s parents called and were looking forward to us being there for New Year’s Eve. Tristan had apparently told them that he was bringing Gina. Susan was thrilled that he'd dumped Libby. She said that Nigel and Tess were coming in for a few days as well. They would be getting to Bristol the day before we arrived. She said they had some exciting news.
 
                 Trey had taken the phone from me before we hung up, wanting to talk to his mom one last time. He went into the kitchen away from the rest of us. I started clearing the table. As I carried the dirty plates to the kitchen, he was telling her good-bye.
 
                 “What was that about?” I asked, my curiosity getting the best of me.
 
                 Trey gave me his crooked grin and looked a bit sheepish. “I asked Mom to put Nigel and Tess in the room next to ours and put Tristan and Gina in the other wing.”
 
                 “Trey,” I said, trying to stifle a grin, “You are too much.”
 
                 It was back to work as usual the day after Christmas for everyone but me. I'd gotten up with Trey to start the packing for our move in two weeks. Everything was pretty much finished and our move date was set for January 7th.
 
                 My father had called me on the 27th to tell me the grand jury had met and would re-convene once the forensic testing had been concluded on my mother’s autopsy. He said he was using his connections to expedite the testing as much as he could. 
 
                 The results of Maggie’s autopsy had been released, but it apparently showed an “inconclusive” toxicology report. That was disappointing.  
 
                 Her cause of death had simply been listed as “natural causes” with a notation as to being related to an untreated bacterial infection that had caused her to go ‘septic.’
 
                 Matthew was being held without bond on his current charges. He'd apparently hired a fairly competent attorney from Jackson. Trey and I had identified the clothing that was collected at Matthew’s home.  
 
                 We figured Maggie had probably been sleeping there with Preston for however long they'd stayed there. They'd found some strands of Preston’s baby hair on the inside of the white turtleneck and it was DNA matched.
 
                 The phone records Daniel had provided Trey showed that Maggie had been in touch with Matthew while living in Indiana with Daniel, and that she'd also been in touch with Charlie in Bristol.   
 
                 That most likely had been during her efforts to arrange for my untimely “accident.” The records also showed that she'd accepted a couple of collect calls from an inmate at the state prison where Charlie had been incarcerated. The prison authorities were to question Charlie.  
 
                 There were two phone calls made to another party in Atlanta. The number tied back to a track phone which essentially was a dead end. My guess was that it was the person who had worked as a doorman at our apartment building that had been supplied by the questionable temp agency. He somehow was connected to Maggie or Matthew. At this point, we were no longer certain whose plan it was. I still suspected it was Maggie’s plan that somehow went awry and Matthew got involved for his own personal gain.
 
                 My father inquired as to how Preston liked the gift he'd sent. It was a beautiful antique porcelain doll that resembled her. “I’m sure she'll love it, Dad. For now, it's placed carefully away until she understands she can’t drag it around like the rest of her toys.”
 
                 “I suppose it's a bit old for her. That just shows you how clueless I am with children, I guess.”
 
                 “I don’t know about that,” I replied, “You do pretty well with me and I’m your child.”
 
                 “Thanks, daughter,” he said softly.
 
                 He asked me what was new with us. I told him that we would be in Bristol for the New Year holiday, and then moving to our new home. I asked him when he thought he might be able to pay us a visit since we would have ample room. 
 
                 “My court schedule is fairly full for the next few weeks and then I'm also interviewing for the staff position at my estate.”
 
                 “What staff position?”
 
                 “Didn’t I tell you? Ms. Deeny left my employ right before Christmas.”
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 “Yes, she handed me a typed up letter of resignation on December 21st stating it was effective immediately and left.”
 
                 “Don’t you find that odd, Dad?”
 
                 “To be honest everything about her was odd. I never took to her very well. It was Olivia who was so fond of her.”
 
                 “Anyway, Dad, please find time to visit us soon, okay?" He promised he'd check his schedule and get back with me.
 
                 I told Trey about Ms. Deeny's departure. “Don't you find it strange that she left so suddenly after I showed up in the picture?”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t know; I think she's just a weird bird. Maybe she thought she'd get into your father’s good graces by trying to get in his pants."
 
                 “Ewww, Trey. That's gross.”
 
                 “What’s gross?”
 
                 “To think that my dad would ever, you know, do her? She’s practically old enough to be his mother!"
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 49
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next morning, I was surprised to see that Gina was still at the apartment. Tristan and she usually left before 10:00 a.m. to go to the club to take care of business. She was coming out of the kitchen with a glass of ginger ale, looking tired and pale.
 
                 “What’s wrong with you? You look like shit.”
 
                 “Thank you, Tylar. I appreciate your assessment.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “Hangover?”
 
                 “I wish,” she said, heading toward her room.
 
                 I followed her into the bedroom as she crawled up onto the bed and unceremoniously flopped back onto her pillow.
 
                 “I’ve been puking all morning.”
 
                 Holy shit! I don't want what she has right before New Year’s.
 
                 Gina noticed I'd backed away from her to keep my distance. “No worries. I’m not contagious,” she said.
 
                 “How do you know?”
 
                 “Cause this little thing told me,” she said, reaching over to the nightstand and picking up an EPT stick. I came closer, looking at it and seeing the dark blue + sign in the results window. I quickly looked up at her in shock.
 
                 “Oh God, Gina. Please tell me you’re happy about this.”
 
                 “I might be,” she answered.
 
                 “What exactly do you mean by ‘might be’?”
 
                 “I mean, I definitely will be, provided the baby's Tristan’s.”
 
                 “What?"
 
                 “Don’t go all east coast on me, there's a perfectly reasonable explanation.”
 
                 “I’d like to hear it,” I hissed. I was angry with her.
 
                 “Okay,” she said sitting up on the bed. She pulled her legs up wrapping her arms around them. “First of all, if you're truly my BFF, then lose the accusatory attitude! Have I ever done that with you? Well, except for the brief thirty seconds you had me believing that you'd cheated on Trey, but that was it.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Gina,” I conceded, “Tell me what happened.”
 
                 “Remember that day Tristan and I were supposed to meet at my accountant’s office and he was late because of all that Libby shit?"
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “That was the same day I was late getting over here to stay with Preston while you went with Trey to Baton Rouge.”
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “You questioned me about being late and I kind of blew it off with some excuse about having to pack before I got here. It was the truth, except for one thing. When I got back to my condo, Ian was there. He still had his key and he was inside. He looked like hell. Just like Tristan did at our meeting.”
 
                 She took a sip of her ginger ale before continuing. “He told me he needed to pick up his mail because he hadn’t put his address change in, since he was getting the condo in the divorce. He followed me into the kitchen where I had his mail. The next thing I knew, he was right behind me and when I turned around, he was there. We were so close I could smell his aftershave.”
 
                 Gina started tearing up, which was so unusual for her. She was definitely in hormone hell. I handed her a tissue from the nightstand.
 
                 “Go ahead, Gina. It’s alright. Tell me.”
 
                 “I looked up into his eyes and they were warm and loving. They were like the Ian I knew before he'd cheated. He looked at me and said, ‘Damn.’ He dropped his mail, picked me up into his arms, carried me to the bedroom, and made love to me. I knew it was the last time. I wanted closure on it," she sniffled.
 
                 "I know it sounds sick, since he was the cheater, but legally he was still my husband. I’m sorry, but I liked the idea that he was cheating on the skank with his wife, for Chrissake. After it was over, he told me it hadn’t changed anything; he still wanted to be with Shelly. I said ‘no worries.’ I thanked him for the fuck. That was that.”
 
                 I took a few moments to digest what she'd just told me. “Gina,” I said leaning forward, choosing my words carefully, “did you not use a condom?”
 
                 “Well, fucking pardon me that I wasn’t prepared! After all, Ian and I had been trying to get pregnant, so I wasn't exactly stocked up on them. Besides, I figured he was shooting blanks, and he very well might be.”
 
                 “I know that Gina, but come on. He was fucking someone you named ‘the skank.’ Certainly, you must've been worried about sexually transmitted diseases, if nothing else.”
 
                 “Don’t go there with me, Tylar. Were you worried about STDs when Trey fucked you in the horse barn with no protection?”
 
                 “That's different,” I hissed.
 
                 “How's that different? At that point, you were certain he'd fucked Charlotte!”
 
                 I looked away from her. Of course, she was right. “Okay, Gina, let’s get past all of that. So, you and Ian used no birth control. Then you had sex with Tristan. How many days after that were you sexual with Tristan?”
 
                 “I don’t know; maybe four or five days later.”
 
                 “Didn’t you tell me that you two used condoms?”
 
                 “Of course we did. I am responsible!”
 
                 “Well, there you go. The baby has to be Ian’s then.”
 
                 “Well, that’s where there could be an issue.”
 
                 I breathed a heavy sigh. She just needed to spill it. These questions were starting to bear a resemblance to pulling teeth.
 
                 “Please, Gina, just give it to me straight.”
 
                 “I've told you before how limber I am, right?” she asked.
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “Well, picture that and then add to it the fact that Tristan's practically a fucking contortionist. We did it every which way we could: over, under, sideways and down.”
 
                 “I get the picture, Gina,” I replied, waving my hand for her to get to the freaking point.
 
                 “I’m just saying that there was a time or two that the condom—well, let’s just say he had to dig it out of me afterwards.”
 
                 “You mean it came off?” I asked horrified.
 
                 “Yes, Ty,” she replied, rolling her eyes, “it came off.”
 
                 “How many times is a ‘time or two’?” I asked.
 
                 “I dunno. Maybe five?”
 
                 “Oh for God sakes!”
 
                 “Don’t yell at me,” she sobbed emotionally. “I can take everyone else being pissed at me, except for you.”
 
                 Gina was in full-fledged bawling by this time. I leaned over and hugged her tightly. “I’m here for you; tell me how I can help.”
 
                 “For now, this has to be our BFF secret. I need to get through this whole holiday thing with Tristan’s family, please? You can't say anything to Trey, promise?”
 
                 “Of course, I promise! We’ll figure something out.”
 
                 I tucked her into bed with her ginger ale and told her to holler if she needed anything. I had Preston to attend to, who by this time, was fussing for her breakfast. A little while later, I went in to check on Gina. She was sleeping peacefully. I felt for her and her dilemma. I hoped like hell that baby was Tristan’s.
 
                 My phone chimed and I saw it was Trey. 
 
                 “Hey you,” I said, answering the phone.
 
                 “Right back at you, baby,” he said. “How's your day going?”
 
                 “Well, Gina's home with the stomach flu, so I’ve been checking on her. Preston's playing here in front of me in the living room, so all is good.”
 
                 “Well, make sure to keep Preston away from Gina. I don’t want her catching what Gina has.”
 
                 “Trust me, Trey, neither do I.”
 
                 “I just wanted to let you know that I made our plane reservations for tomorrow. Tristan and Gina are driving up after they close the club tomorrow night.”
 
                 “Okay, sweetie,” I replied, “will you be late?”
 
                 “No, I should be home by six. What’s for dinner?”
 
                 “Ham croquettes,” I answered, smiling.
 
                 “Tylar, can we please get a smaller ham next year?”
 
                 “I love you, Trey.”
 
                 “I love you, Tylar.”
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                 Our arrival at Trey’s parent’s home was met with hugs and kisses; they were ecstatic to see Preston again. Both Clive and Susan commented on how big she was getting.
 
                 “I’m sure it won’t be long before Preston's gifted with a little baby brother or sister,” Susan commented, giving me a wink. I looked over at Trey’s amused expression. I'd just gotten off my period the day before. I couldn’t very well blurt out that she might be blessed with a first cousin much sooner. I hated keeping that from Trey, but a BFF promise given allowed no exceptions. I asked where Nigel and Tess were.
 
                 “Oh, they drove over to see Tristan’s winery now that it's in full production,” Susan answered. “Tristan hasn’t been spending much time there, but it does pretty much run itself with the staff he’s hired. I expect the nightclub's been keeping him busy in Atlanta.”
 
                 “That and Gina,” Trey piped up.
 
                 Susan gave a little smile. “I remember Gina. She’s Becky’s niece, correct?”
 
                 “Yes,” I replied, “she's recently divorced and it seems she and               Tristan are perfect for each other.”
 
                 “Well, I'm so happy,” she beamed. “Thank God that awful Libby's out of the picture. What was Tristan thinking?”
 
                 “He was thinking with his dumb-stick, Mom," Trey replied, smiling.
 
                 “Such a way with words, Trey Michael," his mother admonished.
 
                 Just then, Preston crawled over to Susan and lifted her arms up to be picked up. Susan scooped her up into her lap. Preston nuzzled against her chanting, “num-num.”
 
                 Susan looked over at us, puzzled. “She wants something called ‘num-num’?"
 
                 “That means she wants a sliced up banana, Mom,” Trey said with a wink. “It’s about her lunch time anyway.”
 
                 “Well, of course, sweetheart. Nana will get you a sliced banana.”
 
                 She took Preston to the kitchen for the banana. I hoped that it would appease her. 
 
                 “Trey, you’re insufferable today; what the hell's gotten in to you?”
 
                 He gave me a wicked smile. I knew that look. “Hey, Mom,” he called out to Susan in the kitchen, “can you watch Preston while Tylar and I take a nap?”
 
                 Oh my God, I'm going to kill him!
 
                 “Well, of course, darling,” she replied. “Nana wants to spend some quality time with her granddaughter.”
 
                 Trey gave me his impish grin while taking my hand and pulling me behind him up the staircase.
 
                 “Trey,” I implored once we'd reached our suite, “Don’t you think that may have been a bit obvious?”
 
                 “She’s fine with it,” he replied, his hands raising my sweater up over my head. “You heard her, baby; she thinks Preston needs a brother or sister. Besides, it’s been like four days.”
 
                 Trey and I spent a delicious hour on our “nap.” Afterwards, we both showered and changed. I was reapplying my make-up when he came in to blow dry his hair.  
 
                 “Seriously, Tylar,” he said, “I'd like to consider starting to expand our family, I mean, if you think it's the right time.”
 
                 “I thought we agreed to start trying this summer?”
 
                 “I know; it's just that I don’t want our next child to be that far behind Preston. I remember what it felt like with Nigel and Tristan being so close in age and then years later, I came along. They both thought of me as a royal pain in the ass.”
 
                 “I think they still do,” I said, smiling at his reflection in the mirror.
 
                 Trey grabbed me from behind, lifting me up in his arms and twirling me around. “You've got one smart mouth on you, don’t you, wife?” he said in faux admonishment.
 
                 “Okay, okay,” I said giggling. “I'll agree to not use birth control after we move into our home, how's that?"
 
                 “Sounds good to me, baby,” he replied, capturing my lips in a lingering kiss.
 
                 “I love you, Tylar.”
 
   “I love you, Trey.”
 
   I finally got a chance to catch up with Tess at dinner. She seemed radiant for some reason. It was obvious that her marriage to Nigel agreed with her. I filled her in on what had happened with my father and told her that we were still trying to get some proof about what had happened with my mother.
 
                 “Tylar,” she said, her eyes wide, “you have such strength and tenacity. I truly hope in my heart that all of this leads to justice for you. That was such a tragedy to lose your mother to circumstances such as you described. I'm so glad that out of all of the tragedy you were blessed with finding your father.”
 
                 “I know,” I replied, “it felt really strange at first, but now he's just my dad, you know?”
 
                 She leaned over and hugged me. “I want only the best for you.” 
 
                 Trey and I bathed Preston and got her in her pajamas. Susan had moved the crib into their suite and asked if Preston could bunk in their room for the night. Trey had no issue with it, naturally. I fed Preston on our bed while Trey visited downstairs with his family. Once she'd fallen asleep, I carried her down to Susan and Clive's suite and tucked her into her crib. I fell asleep shortly afterward, not even waking when Trey came to bed.
 
                 Tristan and Gina arrived just after ten o’clock the next morning. I could tell something was up the minute they came into the foyer.  
 
                 Gina greeted Susan and Clive warmly, and then gave me her eye signal that said she needed to see me alone. I nodded, looking over to where Trey was sitting in the living room engaged in a conversation with Nigel. Tess was over on the other couch playing with Preston. It was clear to make my exit. When I got to our suite, Gina was already there, stretched out across our bed on her stomach. She looked miserable.
 
                 “Gina, what is it? What’s wrong?”
 
                 “Tristan knows I’m pregnant,” she replied, with obvious irritation.
 
                 “Hey, I didn't say a word. I swear.” I sat down next to her on the bed.
 
                 “Yeah, I know you didn’t. It's totally my own damn fault.” She clasped her hands behind her head, ruffling her spiky blonde hair.
 
                 “What the hell happened?”
 
                 “Stupid me, I tossed that EPT stick into the trash can in our bathroom. I forgot what a total neat freak Tristan is. He saw it while emptying our bathroom and bedroom trash cans in the bag for the dumpster before we left."
 
                 “What'd he say?”
 
                 “Oh, he's ecstatic! He wanted to know when I'd planned on telling him the good news.”
 
                 “What did you say?”
 
                 “I told him he'd ruined my New Year’s surprise and acted all injured about it.”
 
                 “So, you're not going to tell Tristan there's a possibility the baby's not his?”
 
                 Gina propped her hands up under chin and looked over at me. “Would that make me a horrible person? I mean, come on, it isn’t as if the baby's going to be born with a British accent or anything. Besides, the chances are only slim that Ian might be the father.”
 
                 “Oh, Gina, I don’t know. I think you owe it to Tristan to be honest about what happened."  
 
                 "I mean, it’s not like you slept with Ian after you had already started a relationship with Tristan, right? I really think he'll understand.”
 
                 “You're probably right, but the thing is he's now going to wonder why I waited to tell him something this significant. It makes me look not only slutty, but sleazy, too.”
 
                 She started crying and I understood that she was struggling with this decision.
 
                 “Do you want me to talk to him, Gina?”
 
                 “Oh, God no! He can’t know that you know.”
 
                 “Why? He knows we're BFFs.”
 
                 “Tristan's funny about some things. He's all pumped about making the announcement to the family.”
 
                 “Is he going to do that this holiday?” I asked.
 
                 “I asked him to wait until after I saw my OB. I'm so emotional; I don’t know what I'd do if Tristan walked out on me. I really love him, Ty.”
 
                 “Gina, just relax and try not to stress out about it right now, okay?" Secretly, I so wanted, just once, for a Sinclair family holiday to not be fucked-up over some unexpected drama!
 
                 “Okay,” she sniffed; “I'll wait until we get back to Atlanta.”
 
                 “Good! Just put this out of your mind and enjoy being with Tristan and his family for the next couple of days.”
 
                 “I'd like to go over and visit Aunt Becky; I do want to share this with her.”
 
                 “I think that might be a good thing,” I stated.  
 
                 I knew her Aunt Becky would help her gain some perspective on this and console her in a motherly way. That was what Gina needed at the moment.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 51
 
    
 
    
 
                 After lunch, I bundled Preston up and took her out to the horse barn to visit Derringer. I'd brought some cut carrots with me. I held her on my hip and showed her how Derringer would eat the carrots from my hand. He chomped them noisily and then would nuzzle my closed hand when he wanted more. 
 
                 I kept repeating the word ‘horsey’ to her to see if she'd catch on to that word. So far, she'd not rewarded me with her rendition of it. I carried her with me up the trail, pointing out the different cottages and who they'd belonged to, as if she'd know these people. Nothing had changed much. As I came up to the first cottage I'd occupied, I saw the door open and Mark came barreling out.
 
                  “Tylar?” he hollered loudly, hurrying up to me on the path. “Damn, I thought it was you when I looked out my window. Same sexy little saunter as always.”
 
                 “Same flirtatious Mark, I see,” I teased.
 
                 “And who might this beautiful little angel be?”
 
                 “This is our daughter, Preston Michaela Sinclair,” I announced proudly.
 
                 Preston had her fingers in her mouth, but when Mark looked down at her and smiled, she gave him a big dimpled grin.
 
                 “Look at those little teeth coming in,” he said with a grin. “I bet she has some bite to her, just like her mama.”
 
                 “Yeah, right,” I laughed.
 
                 “Hey, not to change the subject,” he started, “but I understand Derringer's leaving here in a few weeks.”
 
                 “Yes, our house is nearly finished, complete with a horse barn and riding arena. We hope to board horses and I’ve decided to teach dressage.”
 
                 “Well, good for you,” he replied.
 
                 “What are your plans, Mark?”
 
                 “Well, I’ve been put in charge of the track and breeding stock. It’s all worked out pretty well.”
 
                 “Do you ever see any of the others?”
 
                 “The crew that was with you last year all graduated this past spring, with the exception of Jenna, who finished grad school and is teaching in Fairfax. Clint graduated, but still works over at the ‘Belle. Rodney moved to Houston, taking a job there. Luke moved to Fairfax around the same time as Jenna. I’ll let you connect those dots.”
 
                 I laughed. “It seems like a million years ago,” I reflected.
 
                 “I’m really glad things worked out for you and Trey, speaking of which, I think your man's come to look for you, as we speak.”
 
                 I turned to look in the direction of the path leading up to the cottages, and sure enough, Trey was on his way. Mark gave me a pat on the shoulder and took off, walking the path towards the ‘Belle. I turned and headed back the way I'd come.
 
                 “I wondered where you'd gone off to,” he said, pulling Preston from me and circling his free arm around my waist. We walked back down the path towards the horse barn. 
 
                 “I wanted to see Derringer and introduce Preston to him. She was enamored, of course.”
 
                 Preston squealed with delight as we walked through the barn and she spotted Derringer again. She was pointing to the horse and jabbering something.
 
                 Trey laughed, hugging her closely. “I see we have yet another equestrian in the making,” he commented.
 
                 “I think she gets that from me,” I replied, grinning.
 
                 When we got back to the house, I put Preston down for her afternoon nap. The New Year’s Eve festivities were at the Sinclair’s estate this year, since they alternated that holiday with the Andrews as well. I'd pumped a couple of bottles of breast milk earlier and put them in the fridge. I was going to party this New Year’s Eve. I remembered quite well the fiasco of last year’s, which made me that much more determined to make this year’s better.
 
                 Trey gave me a cat whistle when he came into our suite later in the evening and saw me putting the finishing touches on my hair and make-up. 
 
                 “I shouldn’t let you out of our room dressed like that, baby,” he said, perusing me from top to bottom. 
 
                 I was wearing a tight black dress that fell to mid-calf with a slit up each side that went mid-thigh. The dress was strapless with a built-in underwire push up bra. I wore four-inch, black pumps with dark, thigh-high stockings. I accessorized with sparkly red jewelry: dangling earrings with shiny stars and a matching necklace.
 
                 “Oh, Trey,” I said, “I just look festive tonight.”
 
                 “Just remember, baby, the festivities take place later tonight. You and me in that bed right there.” He drew me to him tightly and his lips found mine in a warm and sensuous kiss. I felt him harden against me.
 
                 “Later, baby,” I laughed, pushing him away. “I don’t want you mussing my hair and make-up.”
 
                 “By the way, Preston's staying in Mom and Dad’s suite, right?” he asked, pulling his shirt off and getting ready for his shower.
 
                 “Trey, did you ever stop to think that perhaps your parents have plans in their bed tonight?”
 
                 “Don’t worry,” he said, with a wink and a smile, “they won’t wake her.”
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                 Gina popped over to our suite while Trey was in the shower.“You look great,” she said, eying my outfit.
 
                 “Right back at you, Gina,” I said.
 
                 Gina was wearing a short, royal blue, spandex dress that had black sequins in a diamond-shaped pattern on the front and back. “Listen to this, girlfriend,” she said in an almost whisper, “Tristan wants us to get engaged and then announce it tonight.”
 
                 “No, he doesn’t,” I said, louder than I'd intended.
 
                 “Shhh,” she whispered loudly, waving her hand at me.
 
                 “Don’t worry; I talked him out of it. I told him, first of all, I wasn’t ready to jump back into marriage again and, even if I was, I had no intention of him being tacky about announcing it like he'd done two months ago on his birthday with that whore Libby.”
 
                 “But, Gina, you do love Tristan, don’t you?”
 
                 “Of course I do, Ty! What the hell kind of question is that?”
 
                 “Then, why don’t you want to get married?”
 
                 “I didn’t say I didn't ever want to get married. I prefer to play it like you did.”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “I mean, I don’t intend to be a knocked-up bride, either.”
 
                 We both giggled. We heard the shower stop in the bathroom.
 
                 “Hey, I better scoot. I wouldn’t want to see the Hot Nazi coming out here in his birthday suit,” she said, scooting off the bed and heading out the door.
 
                 Had Gina stayed thirty seconds longer, that's exactly what she would have seen. I was still sitting on the bed when Trey came out of the bathroom 'au natural' and headed to his closet. I never tired of looking at his body; he caught me doing so as he came back out of his closet with his evening garb. He cocked an eyebrow at me, his mouth curving into a sexy smile.  
 
                 “No, Trey. I’m all ready and I’m not getting mussed up this close to the start of the guests arriving for the party. I really mean it, honey,” I pleaded as he sauntered over to the bed, naked. Thirty minutes later, I was re-doing my hair and make-up in the bathroom. 
 
                 The party was in full swing, with nearly all of the guests present, by the time Trey and I got downstairs. A DJ was spinning records in the large family room that had been expanded to include the deck right off of it. The fire pit was going to keep everyone that ventured outside to dance, warm. Trey went over to talk to Nigel, and I made a quick path to the bar and ordered an Adios Mother-Fucker, having to recite the recipe to the bartender.
 
                 Gina’s Aunt Becky was there; I hadn’t seen her in a while. She was watching Tristan closely, observing the way that he and Gina interacted, I suspected. She spotted me watching her watch them and waved me over. She gave me a hug.
 
                 “I saw you checking the situation out with Gina,” I said to her, laughing.
 
                 “I’m just looking out for my sister’s daughter. Of course, all of us were shell-shocked with what Ian pulled.”
 
                 “Yeah, no one saw that coming,” I agreed. “Did Gina mention that Ian was trying to get back together with her a couple of weeks ago?”
 
                 “Are you shitting me?” Becky looked totally blown away by Ian’s audacity.
 
                 “I was there,” I said. “She blew him off. She's all about Tristan.”
 
                 “That's apparent,” she said, nodding her head.
 
                 “Just so you know, Aunt Becky, he's all about her as well.”
 
                 “He damn well better be,” Becky replied. “Gina’s almost like one of my own.”
 
                 Our conversation was interrupted when we both saw Landon and Caroline come in through the main hallway. 
 
                 “Well, I see the entertainment has arrived,” Becky said wryly. “I think I need another beer.”
 
                 Caroline spotted me standing there and gave me a wave. She came across the dance floor noticing Gina and Tristan slow dancing to the music. She did a double take on her way over. She had her signature glass of red wine in her hand and it looked as if it wasn't her first of the evening.
 
                 “Hey, Tylar,” she said, in her semi-slurred voice, “what happened to Tristan’s bitch with the flapping fig leaves?”
 
                 “He traded up, Caroline, can’t you tell?”
 
                 “I know that’s right,” she giggled, signaling for Landon to bring her a full glass of wine. “So, what’s this big news that Nigel and Tess brought with them from California?” she asked, taking a healthy swig of her wine.
 
                 I truthfully hadn't a clue what she was talking about. Apparently, that was evidenced on my face.
 
                 “Really, Tylar, are you always the last one to the party?”
 
                 “Apparently so, Caroline, I’ve heard nothing about any news they have. Wouldn’t Landon know, since he's her brother?”
 
                 “You bet your perky ass he knows,” she slurred. “He’s keeping it from me. He says I don’t know when to keep my mouth shut. Do you believe that horseshit?”
 
                 I gave her a look of disbelief. It was actually disbelief that Caroline hadn’t figured that out already about herself, with her numerous drunken tirades. 
 
                 “I know, right?” she nodded, misunderstanding my look as being in agreement with her. “But,” she continued on, as if I was even interested, “I'll tell you this…Landon's way stricter with me than Nigel ever was. Tell you the truth, it’s kind of sexy.”
 
                 She started giggling about that time and swayed.  
 
                 I wasn’t particularly anxious to be wearing her red wine on me, despite the fact that I was wearing a dark color. 
 
                 “Here comes your man, Tylar,” she said, letting out a drunken version of a tiger roar, “TTYL.”
 
                 She staggered on her way, most likely trying to find Landon and her full glass of Merlot.
 
                 “What’s ‘TTYL’?” Trey asked, coming up to me.
 
                 “Talk to you later,” I said.
 
                 “Well, excuse me; what the fuck did I do to piss you off?”
 
                               “No, Trey,” I started laughing. My alcohol consumption was giving me a very nice buzz. “TTYL are the first letter initials for the phrase: Talk To You Later.”
 
                                                                         I asked Trey to get me another Adios Mother Fucker at the bar. 
 
                 “Tylar, you aren’t going to get shit-faced tonight, are you?”
 
                 "Trey, its New Year’s Eve. When was the last time I really, really got to cut loose and party? So yes; I plan to get totally shit-faced tonight and party till I puke.”
 
                 Trey grudgingly brought my drink to me. I sipped on it; about twenty minutes later, I ordered another. Trey and I danced to a couple of songs. He noticed Gina wasn't drinking.
 
                 “What’s up with Gina tonight?”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “It looks like she’s on the wagon for some reason.”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t know. I think she promised Tristan she wouldn’t get wasted tonight. I think she’s just pacing herself,” I lied.
 
                 Nigel had come over after we'd finished dancing. He asked if he could borrow Trey for a few minutes to discuss a matter. I decided to get my drink freshened up. When I came back into the main room, Gina was sitting talking to Tess on the sofa. I joined them.
 
                 “Did all of our men dessert us?” I asked, sitting down with them.
 
                 “It appears so,” Tess replied sheepishly.  
 
                 I wasn’t sure what that was about. Tess was abstaining from alcohol as well.  
 
                 “Are you feeling okay, Tess?” I asked.
 
                 “Oh, yes, I’m fine,” she replied. “I was just getting to know Gina. I’m delighted that Tristan found his mind again.”
 
                 I burst out laughing and both Tess and Gina looked over at me. I straightened up in my seat and looked over at Tess. “So, how's everything in California, Tess?”  
 
                 “Everything's great. This will be our last trip back east for a while. Nigel and I will be busy the next few months trying to realize our dream.”
 
                 I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant; I had enough alcohol in me to not care about being nosy. “Are you going to share your dream with us?” 
 
                 “Ty,” Gina said, in a rather admonishing tone.
 
                 “No, Gina, that’s alright. We’ve already told both sets of parents and Tylar is family. Gina, I suspect you'll be family soon, so I'd love to share this good news with both of you.”
 
                 My curiosity was definitely piqued now.
 
                 “Gina, I’m not sure that you know this, but an accident some years back made it impossible for me to carry a baby. I can conceive, but would never be able to carry a baby after the first trimester. Unfortunately, when Nigel and I married, we learned that he was sterile, for all intents and purposes. Recently, we've explored surrogate options. I’ve had several of my eggs harvested and stored. We're going to have my eggs artificially inseminated and have located a surrogate through the agency who will have the fertilized eggs implanted into her, where hopefully they'll attach to the uterine wall, and she'll carry the baby to term.”
 
                 “Oh, Tess!” Gina and I both said in unison.
 
                 “That's great, Tess,” I said, hugging her.
 
                 “You go for it, Tess,” Gina encouraged, “I really wish you and Nigel the best with this.”
 
                 “Thank you,” Tess replied, smiling.
 
                 Even in my extremely buzzed state, I felt as though Tess was holding something back. I guessed it was probably my imagination as I tossed down the rest of my drink and went back to the bar. Trey was still nowhere to be found and I wanted to dance.
 
   Just then, I saw Trey, Tristan and Nigel come back into the room. I scurried over to him, pulling him by the hand onto the dance floor as the DJ announced the next tune by saying, “It’s electric!”
 
                 Trey was clearly at a loss trying to follow the steps of the electric slide. I was having a blast, other than knocking into the couple next to us several times. When that song ended, the DJ asked for requests. I shouted out “Disco Inferno.” It happened to be a dance I'd seen Maggie do a million times growing up. I had no clue what I was thinking. The song started and I was going through the same moves that I'd seen her do many times. Again, Trey wasn't in his comfort zone with this.  
 
                 Then some random guy who was with the DJ saw me out there on the floor with a partner who totally had no clue as to how this dance worked. He was in front of me in a second and we danced to the song as if we were Travolta and Gorney from the old classic movie, “Saturday Night Fever.”
 
                 Trey gave me a dirty look as he sauntered off the floor. The dance finished and I realized as I left the floor, I was still spinning. The DJ was starting the next tune which was a classic ACDC tune called “Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap.”
 
                 Oh, Sweet Jesus, the Adios Mother Fuckers are kicking my ass!
 
                 I made a hasty exit to the deck and stumbled down the two steps that led out into the yard. I traipsed quickly over to the side of the house, where no one could see me from the deck. I felt my stomach start to heave.  
 
                 Luckily, I made it over to the line of oleander bushes that were dried up for the winter season and unceremoniously tossed my cookies over them. It'd had only been a figure of speech when I'd told Trey earlier that I'd planned on partying until I puked. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. I wasn’t sure that I was done tossing just yet.
 
                 “What the hell”
 
                 I heard Caroline’s shrill, drunken voice from the ground on the other side of the bushes. “Oh, shit!  Landon, I think someone just puked on me!”
 
                 My glazed eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I could see Caroline’s body sitting atop Landon in the grass, both of them half-naked.
 
                 Holy shit!              
 
                 I quickly staggered away, not wanting to be recognized. As I stumbled back across the yard toward the house, I met Trey who'd obviously been searching for me outside. Just as he reached me, I spewed all over the front of him.
 
                 “Jesus Christ!” he snarled. “Are you happy with yourself, Tylar?”
 
                 He pulled me behind him and took me around through the front entrance of the house; he halfway carried me up to our suite. Once there, he planted my ass in front of the toilet where I continued to heave. I heard him running the shower to get it warmed up.
 
                 Trey somehow managed to peel my clothing off, along with his, and pulled me into the shower with him, where he proceeded to try and get me sober. Afterwards, he dried me off and dressed me in my pajamas.  
 
   The last thing I remembered before I passed out on our bed was Trey wishing me a ‘Very Fucking Happy New Year.’
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 52
 
    
 
    
 
                 My head was pounding when I finally came to in our bed on New Year’s morning. This was worse than the hangover I'd experienced last year when Gina and I had gone to the track and met the "mirror" twins.  
 
                 Evidently, wine hangovers weren’t quite as lethal as those caused by drinking too many Adios Mother Fuckers. Even my eyelashes were in pain. I managed to raise my head off the pillow a couple of inches and saw that Trey wasn't in the bed. At this point, I wondered if he'd even slept in here last night. When I looked at the pillow and blankets, I decided that he had.
 
                 As if on cue, the bedroom door opened and Trey came in carrying Preston. They were both still in their jammies, so it couldn’t be that late. The clock on the nightstand read 7:52 a.m. I knew that I'd passed out before midnight, so I'd at least gotten a sufficient amount of rest.
 
                 Trey put Preston on the bed and she immediately smiled at me as she crawled over to where I was slumped against my pillows, wanting to die.  
 
                 “How ya feeling, baby?” Trey asked, his voice resounding in my ears like a relentless echo.
 
                 I managed a weak, sickly moan, covering my eyes with the back of my arm. Preston was right there next to me chanting “num-num…num-num.”
 
                 She was tugging at my pajama top. It hurt.
 
                 “I don’t think so, Preston,” Trey said, scooping her up into his arms. “Mommy’s num-num is likely to be eighty-proof this morning. She’s going to need to pump and dump before anyone under drinking age can imbibe from those breasts.”
 
                 “Ha ha,” I managed weakly.
 
                 “I’ll go get her a bottle and feed her some cereal,” Trey said. “Can I get you anything while I’m downstairs?”
 
                 “Gina,” I rasped. “Please, Trey, send Gina in here.”
 
                 “I’ll see if they’re up,” he replied. He left the room. It was obvious that he had no sympathy for my condition this morning. Several minutes later, Gina popped in, looking well rested and refreshed.
 
                 “Feeling kind of down and out this morning, girlfriend?” 
 
                 “Gina, please have Thatcher make me whatever that concoction you had him make for me last year to kill that hangover I had. Tell him to make it stronger. Hurry, please.”
 
                 “You got it, Ty. Be back in a few.”
 
                 It seemed like an eternity before Gina returned with a tray that had a glass of the red liquid and a plate of dry toast on it. Trey was right behind her with a tall glass of ice water and a bottle of ibuprofen. I managed to sit up, anxious to drink the nasty brew and feel the relief it would bring.
 
                 I chugged it down swiftly, feeling the warmth start in the pit of my stomach and rise back up through my throat. The long, loud belch that followed tasted fiery this time.
 
                 “That’s a turn-on,” Trey remarked, handing me the glass of water and two tablets of the ibuprofen to swallow. “It ranks right up there with you puking all over the front of me last night.”
 
                 “You did?” Gina asked, giggling.
 
                 I was clueless. Trey gave Gina a dirty look and told me to lie back down, that he'd handle Preston until I felt better. He left Gina and me alone.
 
                 She continued giggling as she sat down on the bed. “I wondered what the hell happened to you last night. One minute, you were on the dance floor dancing to ‘Disco Inferno’ and the next minute you’re nowhere to be found. You missed some excitement.”
 
                 I was just glad that I wasn’t part of any excitement last night. 
 
                 “Oh, yeah? What happened?” I asked, lying back against my pillows waiting for the ibuprofen to kick in. The nasty drink had done the trick on everything else.
 
                 “Well, let’s see. First Caroline came running in all freaked out with her damn shirt all unbuttoned and Landon’s jacket tied around her waist. She claimed someone puked on her, but I think as hammered as that bitch gets, she finally exceeded her own limit and either puked on or shit herself.”
 
                 Oh my God! It's all coming back to me now!
 
                 “Actually Gina, that would've been me. I felt sick after that last dance and went outside. I made it over to the oleander bushes to heave. Hell, I didn’t know she and Landon were on the other side of the bushes, screwing. Please don’t tell anyone. I’m glad she didn’t recognize me.”
 
                 “Oh, Ty, that's too funny. I'd say, being that it was Caroline, it was probably just some karma coming back at her in liquid form. But the really big news is I found out what the brotherly pow-wow was all about last night.” 
 
                 “The what?” I asked.
 
                 “Come on, Ty, you couldn’t have been that trashed. Remember when Tristan, Trey and Nigel all went off to talk about something important? It was when you, Tess and I were talking on the couch.”
 
                 “Oh yes-yes,” I said, “I remember now. So, what was the discussion about?”
 
                 “I’m not sure if you’ve recovered enough to hear this.”
 
                 “Gina, I'm so not in the mood to have to drag this out of you. Spill it now.”
 
                 “Okay, but get ready. You remember when Tess shared with us that she and Nigel have been working with a fertility clinic in California having her eggs harvested so a surrogate can carry the child for her?”
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “Well, there apparently is more to the plan. Nigel asked both Trey and Tristan if they would be sperm donors for the cause.”
 
                 What??
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “You heard me correctly.”
 
                 “Well, what does Tristan say about all of this?”
 
                 “He's being the sweetheart that he is. He says he'd really like to help his brother out, but he doesn’t want me to feel uncomfortable about it.”
 
                 “Well, so there you go,” I said. “Tristan's willing and I’m sure you aren’t uncomfortable about it, so problem solved.”
 
                 “Whoa, wait a minute, Ty. I’m not comfortable with it any more than I know you are, but that's not really the point.”
 
                 “Then what is?” I hissed, still feeling the ache in my head. 
 
                 “He asked for both of them to be donors. Not just one or the other.”
 
                 “What’s the rationale in that? It only takes one random sperm to fertilize an egg.”
 
                 “I think the whole point of this is that Nigel and Tess would like their baby to have Sinclair DNA, but not know exactly who the source of it is.”
 
                 “What?” I asked, my head throbbing in confusion. 
 
                 “Look, understandably it's a complicated situation. So, in order to make it a bit less complicated, both brothers donate and it'll be difficult to pinpoint which sperm actually succeeded in fertilizing the egg. Therefore, the paternal trail is somewhat muddled, but yet it's Sinclair DNA.”  
 
                 Is that supposed to make me feel better?
 
                 “Tristan explained it all. They somehow mix it together and spin it to make sure only the heartiest sperm survive to fertilize the egg. This makes for a more robust conception.”
 
                 “I can’t deal with this right now, Gina,” I said, suddenly feeling ill all over again. 
 
                 “I'll let you get some rest,” she said, getting up to leave the room.
 
                 “Please ask Trey to come back up,” I asked.
 
                 “You aren’t going to tell him I told you about this are you?”
 
                 “Why not? If I hadn't been so fucking drunk last night I might've been privy to it then. You’re damned straight I’m going to address this with him!”
 
                 Gina skittered from the room without saying anything else. I sank back down further into my pillows. My head was reeling now, more from the information Gina had shared just now than from my hangover.
 
                 Several minutes later, Trey was in the suite. “Gina said you needed to see me. Are you okay?”
 
                 “No, Trey, I'm most certainly not okay. Is there something you need to tell me about a conversation you had with your brothers last evening?”
 
                 He sank down on the bed sitting next to me. He took one of my hands into his and studied me intently for a moment, trying to organize his explanation in such a way I wouldn’t find the whole issue deplorable. He wasn’t going to have much luck with that.
 
                 “Tylar, I was going to discuss this with you, but there really hasn’t been much of an opportunity between the time Nigel discussed this with Tristan and me until now. You were a bit distracted last night, remember?”
 
                 “I’m fully attentive now. Let’s talk.”
 
                 “Why do I think you already know the gist of it?” he asked.
 
                 “Yeah, Gina filled me in, so what? You aren’t seriously considering this, are you?”
 
                 “Why wouldn’t I consider this? Nigel's my brother. He’s asked something of both Tristan and me that we're equipped to give. I love my brother.”
 
                 “Trey, we’re not talking about lending your brother your car or giving him money. We're talking about you contributing your half of the DNA that's necessary to make their child. It'd be your child with Tess, essentially. I’m sorry; I have a problem with it. End of discussion.”
 
                 “No, Tylar,” he said, shaking his head, “this is far from the end of the discussion. I get that this came out of the blue for you. It did me as well, but this bears further consideration. I'm prepared to do this and so is Tristan. You're hung over at the moment and need rest and time to gain perspective. I’m sure once that's taken place, you'll be in a position to consider this more objectively. This is about caring and about family. It in no way should make you feel threatened. It has nothing to do with my love for you, but has everything to do with my love for my brother. We'll talk about this once we return to Atlanta.”
 
                 “Trey,” I said, my voice quivering, “don’t patronize me by using my hangover as an excuse for my not agreeing with your decision to be a sperm donor to your ex-fiancé. What you're essentially agreeing to do is to sire a child with another woman. How well would that sit with you if I were the woman having another man’s child?”
 
                 “It's not the same thing, dammit! A surrogate will carry and deliver the child. My God, it’s not as if Tristan or I'll be having sex with Tess.”
 
                 “Well, why not?” I chided him, gaining my strength back. “After all, you’ve been there before haven’t you?”  
 
                 Trey looked at me. “I'm going to leave you so you can rest. We'll discuss this when we're back home. End of discussion."
 
                 I turned my back to him as he left the bed. I didn’t want to discuss this further now anyway! Several minutes passed before my phone chimed. I reached for it on the nightstand. It was my dad.
 
                 “Happy New Year,” he said cheerily, as I answered the phone.
 
                 “Thanks. You too, Dad."
 
                 “Somebody sounds as if she partied too much last night. Do you want me to let you go, Tylar?”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Dad. You’re right. I overdid it last night, but that’s not what’s bothering me at the moment.”
 
                 “Do you feel like talking about it with your old man?”
 
                 I smiled when he said that. It was if we had a history together; like I'd always had the luxury of taking my problems to him for fatherly advice over the years. It didn’t matter. I had that luxury now and I was going to take him up on it.
 
                 “I’d like that, Dad.”
 
                 I shared the details with him concerning Nigel and Tess and their situation, including the fact that Trey had been engaged to Tess years back and her infidelity. I mentioned that as I'd come to know Tess, I liked her as a person and sister-in-law, but I had fundamental misgivings about having Trey potentially father her child.
 
                 He listened intently over the phone, letting me get it all out. I dissolved into tears at the end where I shared with him that Trey intended to contribute against my wishes.
 
                 “Well, I see your point Tylar; but I see Trey’s as well.”
 
                               Do men always stick together on stuff like this?
 
                 He continued on, explaining his position to me very patiently.
 
                 “Darling, you were an only child. It may be difficult for you to be totally objective in this because you have no point of reference. It's not something I'd have wished for you. Had I known at the time I was to be a father, I assure you, I would have insisted on marrying Marley and we would have given you brothers and sisters.”
 
                 God, he's so much like Trey.
 
                 “I realize its water under the bridge now, so I can only share with you what I know. I was one of four.”
 
                 “Really,” I interrupted, “you mean I have aunts and uncles?”
 
                 “You have one aunt in Texas; you have an uncle in Oregon and another one in Minnesota. I was the youngest of the four. You have cousins as well.”
 
                 There was so much about my dad and his family I hadn’t learned about yet. There were so many things I wanted to know.  
 
                 “My point is this: siblings have each other from cradle to grave. Parents die; spouses can leave through death or divorce, but brothers and sisters are a gift from their parents to their children. They're there to love and support each other. That’s all Trey wants to do for Nigel, darling.”
 
                 “I know, Dad, and if one of Trey’s brothers needed him for a blood transfusion or to donate a kidney, I wouldn’t have an issue with that. This just feels different.”
 
                 “It’s probably because you're looking at it as a very intimate thing. Traditionally babies are conceived in a sexually intimate relationship. Modern science has evolved, providing other options. Trey's not offering himself sexually to his sister-in-law; it's more akin to him donating blood.”
 
                 “With the obvious exception that a human being will be created as a result of this particular donation. What if it’s a boy?”
 
                 “What if it is?” he asked.
 
                 “Well, it'd kill me if I wasn’t able to give Trey a son, or at the very least, his first son.”
 
                 “Tylar,” he said, “you and Trey plan to have more children, right?’
 
                 “Yes, as a matter of fact, we're going to start trying soon.”
 
                 “Excellent,” he replied. “Whether your sister-in-law gives birth to a boy or a girl; whether that child carries Trey or Tristan’s specific DNA, it won't matter. The child will be the product of Nigel and Tess. You'll give Trey his second child, be it a boy or a girl. It’s that simple.”
 
                 When my father explained it to me in those terms, it didn’t seem nearly as complicated or as threatening as I had initially felt. I didn’t understand a brother-sister bond. I had to trust he was right.  
 
                 “Thanks, Dad,” I said, smiling into the phone.
 
                 “I love you, Tylar,” he said simply.
 
                 “I love you too, Dad.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 53
 
    
 
    
 
                 The five of us returned to Atlanta after another fucked-up holiday at the Sinclair’s. I'd told Gina she just needed to get used to it. I had.
 
                 Gina and I had talked at length once we were back at the apartment. Trey and Tristan had gone out to the new house. Tristan had agreed to get Derringer and the other two horses Trey had selected transported to our new home. They were going to the feed store in DeKalb County to get the supplies ordered and delivered for the horses.
 
                 We were in the laundry room, folding clean clothes and sorting them into piles. “So, Gina, tell me, how do you really feel about Tristan’s going along with Nigel’s request for his ‘DNA’ for lack of a better term?”
 
                 “Truthfully, Ty, I guess I don’t feel nearly as emotional as you feel about it. Probably because Tristan wasn't engaged to Tess at one time, or maybe because, in some way, it makes me feel less guilty about not telling Tristan there's a miniscule chance the baby I’m carrying could be Ian’s.”
 
                 I looked at Gina and apparently she read the expression I thought I'd hidden.
 
                 “Okay, I can tell you're disappointed in my decision, Tylar, but it's my decision to make.”
 
                 “I didn’t say a word, Gina.”
 
                 “You didn’t have to, girlfriend. You think I can’t read your silence? I’m sorry if you don’t approve, but my decision is final.”
 
                 “You don’t owe me an apology,” I replied, folding Trey’s tee shirt. “It's your decision to make and, as your friend, I support whatever you choose to do.”
 
                 I turned to look at her and saw that she was surprised by my attitude. She'd expected me to press her to change her mind about it. That wasn’t how I felt about it anymore.
 
                 “What's gotten into you these days?” she asked.
 
                 “I've just had time to think about the things my father and I discussed on New Year’s morning. I guess I've learned everything isn’t always black and white; there are shades of grey,” I replied.
 
                 “Yeah,” she giggled, “at least fifty of them."
 
                 I rolled my eyes at her as we continued with our folding.
 
                 “What about you, Ty? How are you dealing with Trey’s decision to donate to the cause?”
 
                 “I guess I've put it in perspective; I mean, I could make it a major issue between us; throw out an ultimatum and likely get my way. All that would accomplish is putting distance between us that doesn’t exist now. I don’t want that for us. I love Trey too much to allow my selfishness to get into the way of that. Plus, I'd like to think if the tables were turned, a relative of mine would come to my aid.”
 
                 “I think that’s a very healthy attitude,” Gina replied, thoughtfully.
 
                 Our landline rang, so I went and grabbed the phone in the kitchen before the one in Trey’s office woke Preston. It was my father.
 
                 “Tylar,” he said, his voice had an urgency to it not familiar to me. 
 
                 “What is it, Dad?”
 
                 “You and Trey need to get to Baton Rouge tomorrow. Matthew Renaud is to be arraigned in the morning and the grand jury has recommended two counts of premeditated murder and one count of attempted murder. If convicted on just one of the murder one charges, it's enough for the jury to recommend the death penalty.”  
 
                 “Did the results come back from my mother’s autopsy?”
 
                 “Yes,” he replied, “I'm not privy to the details, but apparently it was enough to convince the grand jury.”
 
                 “I’m glad,” I said, “I want him to burn in hell.”
 
                 “That’s why I thought you might like to be present when he's formally charged.”
 
                 “I'll be there, Dad. I’m curious about the ‘attempted murder’ charge you mentioned. Did Matthew try to murder someone else?”
 
                 “Yes, though I think that charge was brought about as an offshoot of one of the murder one charges.”
 
                 “I don’t understand,” I replied. “Who was the victim on that charge?”
 
                 “That would've been you, Tylar. The tainted breast milk resulting from the poisoning of your mother, I presume. Had she not switched you to formula when she did, there was the possibility it could have proven fatal to you. That’s how the grand jury sees it, at any rate.”
 
                 “What time's his arraignment, Dad?”
 
                 “It’s at 10:00 a.m. in the superior court in Baton Rouge. I’m going to arrange for a charter flight for you and Trey. Edie's here to care for Preston, if you want to stay over, darling.”
 
                 “Thanks, Dad. Call me later when you've made the arrangements. Trey isn't home, but I'll contact him on his cell now to see if he plans on accompanying me tomorrow.”
 
                 I wasn’t sure what Trey’s schedule was since he was back to work. I was okay with going by myself. My dad would be there with me. I got off the phone and immediately called Trey to let him know what my father had told me. He said he and Tristan were on their way back and he'd see me in a few. I filled Gina in when I located her in Preston’s room changing her diaper. She'd awakened while I was on the phone with my father.
 
                 “Do you want me to stay with Preston tomorrow, Ty?”
 
                 “That'd be great, Gina. I don’t think Trey and I will stay over since Dad is chartering a flight for us.”
 
                 “I'd love the opportunity to be with my god-daughter all day,” she replied, pulling her pink sweat pants up.  
 
                 I took Preston to our room and climbed on top of our bed. I picked up the remote and turned the flat screen on, finding a music station. 
 
                 Trey came into our room about twenty minutes later. His cheeks were rosy pink from being out in the cold. He looked so handsome.
 
                 “Hey, baby,” he said, coming over to sit on the bed.  
 
                 Preston disengaged herself from me upon hearing his voice. She crawled over to him saying ‘da-da.’ He picked her up and kissed her cheeks and then leaned over, giving me a kiss on the lips. Ever since I'd rescinded my objection to Trey’s decision to help Nigel and Tess, we'd been closer than ever.
 
                 I'd totally stopped using my diaphragm, unbeknownst to Trey. I knew he'd have no objection to that, but I feared he'd see it as me trying to compete to get pregnant before Tess. Maybe that was close to the truth. I'd read in a magazine once that having sex too often could lower a man’s sperm count. I'd been wearing Trey’s ass out in bed, and that hadn't gone unnoticed by him.
 
                 “Baby,” he said late one night after I'd awoken him for another round, “Why the ‘fuckathon’ every night?”
 
                 “Are you complaining, Trey?”
 
                 “I’m not complaining. I’m just curious.”
 
                 “Can’t I be horny for my husband without him being suspicious of my motives?” I had asked, feigning injury.
 
                 “I’m sorry, baby,” he said, pulling me on top of him. “I love that you love me like that.” 
 
                 Tristan, on the other hand, had evidently been privy to the same information as I'd found in that magazine. He'd taken a hiatus from fucking Gina on a daily basis. She'd complained to me about it.
 
                 “Is Trey acting like that with you?” she asked.
 
                 “Well, he's commented about having sex too often,” I replied.
 
                 That's totally not a lie…
 
                 “You see there, Ty? To those two, this has probably become a fucking competition to see whose sperm can get to that egg first!”
 
                 “You know how guys are,” I sighed, shaking my head and then changing the subject.
 
                 “Did you hear me?” Trey was asking, bringing me back to the present.
 
                 “I’m sorry, honey,” I replied. “I guess I was day dreaming. What did you say?”
 
                 “I said that I wish I could go with you to Baton Rouge tomorrow, but Tristan reminded me on the way home that he and I have—that appointment.”
 
                 Oh yes—THAT appointment!
 
                 The one at the fertility clinic in Atlanta that was handling their end of it. 
 
                 “Of course, I totally forgot about that. It’s okay. I’m going down and back in one day. I’m just waiting for Dad to call back with the details.”
 
                 “You know, I'd be with you baby, if it wasn’t for that.”
 
                 “I know, Trey. It’s fine.”
 
                 He was watching me now, trying to figure out whether I was sincere or not. Preston had been crawling around on the bedroom floor. She found something on the rug and evidently had put it into her mouth. We both heard her choke and gag at the same time.
 
                 Trey was over to her in a split second. He snatched her up into his arms. I started freaking out, as I saw that she couldn’t catch her breath. I started screaming for Trey to get whatever it was out of her mouth. How stupid was that? It had obviously gone down her throat if she was choking on it. I couldn’t think straight. My baby was turning blue.  
 
                 Trey remained calm. He settled Preston on his lap, tilting her forward. He placed his closed fist with his thumb closest to her stomach against her bellybutton and drew it in against her firmly; he placed the heel of his other hand behind her and gave her five quick strikes to the middle of her back.
 
                 She coughed. Whatever she'd swallowed popped out of her mouth. She started coughing and rasping. Her breathing started back coming in fast, gulping breaths. She finally had the strength to cry. I grabbed her from Trey, holding her close to my chest and talking to her. Tears were flowing down my cheeks.
 
                 Gina and Tristan had come into our room, hearing the commotion. “What the hell happened?” Gina asked with alarm.
 
                 Trey’s calmness had now been replaced by the fear that had sunk in that we'd almost lost our daughter. He raked his hands through his hair; his eyes teared up. Preston was calmed. I walked over to Gina and Tristan with the baby.
 
                 “Preston found something on the floor and put it into her mouth. She choked on it. Trey saved her life,” I sputtered.
 
                 “Oh, Thank God,” Gina said.
 
                 “Why don’t we take Preston out and get her something in her sippy cup?” Tristan suggested.
 
                 “Thanks, Tristan,” I said, handing the baby over to him.
 
                 They left with her and I went to see about Trey. “Are you okay, honey?” I asked, dropping down in front of him where he still sat on the bed. He had clasped his hands over his face, rubbing his eyes. He looked down at me, finally, with his eyes still watering. He pulled me up and onto his lap where he wrapped his arms around me tightly.
 
                 “I was so fucking scared, Tylar,” he said.
 
                 “I know, Trey. I was scared too, but you kept it together! You saved her. How did you know what to do?”
 
                 He shook his head back and forth getting a hint of a smile. “That’s just it, baby,” he said, “I have no clue how I knew what to do. It was if something else just took over my mind and I knew what I needed to do.”
 
                 “Like maybe her guardian angel?” I asked.
 
                 “Yeah, exactly,” he replied, “and I bet her name is Marley.”
 
                 Trey and I searched the floor and found the object of Preston’s incident. It was a penny that must've fallen from one of our pockets at some point in time. The year of minting was 1990.
 
                 My father called later in the afternoon with my flight details. He'd arranged for a charter from a private airfield in Atlanta at 6:30 a.m. the following morning. He would be at the Baton Rouge airport to pick me up. He'd booked my return flight on the charter for that afternoon.  
 
                 I filled him in on the scare that we had earlier in the day with Preston. I included the part where we'd felt some sort of divine intervention.
 
                 “I've no doubt that Marley looks after you all,” he replied. “She was an angel in life and remains an angel in heaven.”
 
                 Preston had been the center of everyone’s attention after her ordeal that day. I bathed her after she'd eaten her dinner and got her ready for bed. I rocked her while she nursed that evening. I thanked God for her being okay. I tucked her into her crib giving her kisses on her cheeks and forehead.
 
                 Gina and Tristan were cleaning up the kitchen and Trey was in the living room when I went back out after putting Preston to bed. Trey was on the couch with his iPad. I went over and sat next to him. I fully intended to schedule a fuckfest with him later. He smiled as I cuddled up to him on the couch.
 
                 “Is Preston asleep?” he asked.
 
                 “Yep, she’s all tucked in for the night. I'm going to grab a shower and get ready for bed, since I have that early flight in the morning.”
 
                 “Okay, baby,” he said, “I won’t be far behind you.”
 
                 “Good,” I said to him, kissing his ear softly, lightly tracing it with my tongue. “Don’t keep me waiting too long, okay?”
 
                 Just then Gina barreled out of the kitchen, through the living room and down the hallway. I heard the door to their room slam.
 
                 Tristan came out of the kitchen wearing a sheepish look as Trey and I both watched him, hoping to find out what the hell was going on.
 
                 “Is everything okay, bro?” Trey asked him.
 
                 “Yeah. Gina’s just been a bit put out because of my lack of attention to her lately, if you know what I mean.”
 
                 I knew what he meant, but it was clear Trey didn’t have a clue. Tristan could tell as much.
 
                 “After tomorrow, it won’t be an issue,” Tristan said with a shrug. “Everything will be back to normal between us.”
 
                 “What in the hell are you talking about, Tristan?” Trey blurted out.
 
                 Uh oh.
 
                 Tristan acted halfway embarrassed to explain it to Trey while I was sitting there. “You know. We have that appointment tomorrow and, once that's over with, Gina and I can resume our…sexual relations.”
 
                 “Wait a minute. Do you mean you've been abstaining from sex for this?” Trey was mortified, I could tell; I acted mortified as well, looking at Tristan as if I needed him to clue me in too.
 
                 “Not exactly total abstinence, but yeah, I’ve had to cut back on the frequency to keep my swimmers in top notch shape.”
 
                 “Your swimmers?”
 
                 “Oh, for Chrissake Trey, didn’t you ever take biology? Frequent sex—ejaculation if you want me to be technical about it, lowers the sperm count.”
 
                 “Really?” I asked, feigning surprise.
 
                 Guess who's not getting lucky tonight?
 
                 I looked over at Trey and immediately saw that he wasn't fooled. I couldn’t tell if he was pissed or not. “Well listen, I’ve got to get my shower. See you when I get back, Tristan.”
 
                 “Good night, Tylar,” he called after me. “Have a safe trip.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 54
 
    
 
    
 
                 I had showered and gotten into my pajamas. I crawled beneath the covers of our bed, fairly certain that Trey, if not angry, was at the very least, not pleased with me. The sooner this day was behind me the better. I fell asleep quickly, not anxious to find out if Trey was pissed or merely not pleased. I had a big day tomorrow; so did Trey, for that matter.  
 
                 Trey made sure when he came to bed later, I was made aware of it. He switched the overhead bedroom light on first of all, then spent an inordinate amount of time digging around in his closet for clean sweats. He showered with the bathroom door open and made sure that he let the toilet lid slam down before flushing the toilet.
 
                 Once he climbed into bed, he pulled me over against his warm, still damp body.
 
                 “Are you awake, Tylar?” he whispered loudly.
 
                 “Of course not, Trey,” I said.
 
                 “I just wanted to let you know I can drive you to the airfield tomorrow for your flight.”
 
                 “Okay, thanks honey,” I replied, rolling over to face him. “Are you mad at me?” I asked him, watching his face, which seemed impassive.
 
                 “Mad isn't the word,” he said. “I guess I’m just wondering why you pretended to be alright with this, when clearly you’re not.”
 
                 “I am okay with it, Trey; I swear that I am. I guess I was just trying to give Tristan a little bit of an edge, on account of his age and all.”
 
                 “Yeah, right,” he said, kissing my face gently.
 
                 “You know that I love you and only you, Tylar.”
 
                 “I know that, Trey.”
 
                 “So, you also know that if this fertilization process is successful, which isn't 100% guaranteed, that child will be nothing more than a niece or nephew to me or to Tristan, right?”
 
                 “Yes, I know,” I replied.
 
                 “I just wanted to make sure that you and I are on the same page with that.”
 
                 “We are,” I replied, kissing him back.
 
                 His hands moved to my silk pajama top; he unbuttoned it and pulled me up so that he could remove it. His hands caressed my breasts and nipples. He lowered his head to them; his tongue traced around my nipples in a circular motion. He moved southward, pulling my panties down and allowing his tongue to explore the soft folds of my sex. His hands gently pushed my legs apart; his fingers worked their magic inside of me.  
 
                 I pushed against Trey, wanting him on his back. He complied. I knelt between his legs, spreading them with my hands as I took his erection into my mouth. I went from head to root, taking all of him into my mouth; my tongue swirled and around and around the length of him.
 
                 He moaned with pleasure; his hips gyrated against my mouth. His hands reached down, cupping my face between them. He wanted me on top. I complied. I climbed on top of him. He guided his shaft into me gently. He placed his other hand on the small of my back, lowering me down onto him.
 
                 “Mmmm,” I moaned, feeling his fullness within me.
 
                 “You like that, baby?” he asked, his lips finding mine.
 
                 “You know that I do, Trey,” I whispered against his lips.
 
                 “You know that it’s yours, baby,” he said, “Yours and only yours.”
 
                 He rocked me up and down; both of his hands now braced on my hips to allow him to rotate me in a back and forth motion as his thrusting increased. 
 
                 “Baby, you feel so good,” he moaned, “No one has ever made me come like you do. No one ever could,” he said, his lips crushing mine as his thrusting increased steadily.
 
                 “I love you, Tylar; I never want to lose you.”
 
                 “You never will Trey; you're mine.”
 
                 Our orgasms came crashing down around us then; it was all about us and only us at that moment. It was about the love that we had for one another. We both cried out as we came at the same time. We laid there for several minutes, totally spent from our lovemaking. Trey kissed my lips, telling me how sweet I was and how much he loved me.
 
                 Afterwards, Trey wrapped his arms around me and pulled me up against his warm, naked body. From down the hallway, I heard Gina yell, ‘That’s not fair!’
 
                 Trey chuckled, pulling me close and we fell asleep.
 
                 The following morning, Trey walked me in to the terminal at the small private airport. The pilot was already there waiting for me in the lounge. Trey hugged and kissed me, telling me that he would be back to pick me up later that afternoon.
 
                 “I’ll be thinking about you,” he called after me, as I started to walk out the glass door that led to the tarmac.
 
                 “You better be,” I called back, waving to him.
 
                 My father was there waiting for me at the municipal airfield in Baton Rouge where we landed. It wasn't far from downtown Baton Rouge. He explained Matthew’s arraignment would be held in the 19th Judicial Court that was downtown. He said the proceeding itself wouldn't take long. He was interested in seeing Matthew again. My father made no secret of his contempt for the man. I was curious to see whether he looked familiar to me, after all these years.  
 
                 The courthouse was similar to the one where my father sat the bench. He led me to the courtroom where the arraignment was to be held. We still had another forty-five minutes or so before the proceedings began. I needed a comfort break. I told my father I was going to find a restroom and would be back in a few.
 
                 Once out in the hallway, I saw signs for the restrooms. I was thankful the hallways in this courthouse didn't wind around like a maze like the other one had. 
 
                 When I located the Ladies restroom, I noticed one of the stalls was already occupied. I took the empty one next to it. As I sat down to pee, I noticed the feet and ankles of whoever occupied the next stall. There was something very familiar about those…ankles. Then it came to me. Those were the same thick ankles that I recalled Ms. Deeny had. I tried to hurry my stream, but it did no good. The thick-ankled occupant in the next stall had finished up, flushed and left the restroom without washing her hands.
 
                 Eewwww . . .
 
                 I finished up, making sure that I washed my hands properly. That had been so weird. I was sure that there were other people with thick ankles like that in the greater Baton Rouge area.
 
                 When I returned to the courtroom, I saw my father talking to a man in a suit who was sitting at one of the front tables. I took a seat and my father returned several moments later.
 
                 “I just talked to the D.A.,” he said to me. “Apparently, Matthew's been uncooperative with his attorney. He won’t talk to him.”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “Oh, I’ve seen it done before many times. The accused is trying to appear as if he or she's not competent to stand trial for reasons of mental illness.”
 
                 “Do you think his attorney is coaching him to do that?”
 
                 “Not unless he's asking to be disbarred,” he replied. “Anyway, the attorney retained for him is from a respectable firm. I doubt very much that he would contrive such behavior as a defense.”
 
                 This should be interesting, I thought, as the courtroom started filling up. It was nearly 10:00 a.m. Trey and Tristan’s appointment was in another half hour. I pushed that from my mind.
 
                 The bailiff came out and called the court to order. Everyone stood up as the Honorable Judge Lance Pelletier took the bench. He instructed everyone to be seated.
 
                 The first case called was Matthew Renaud’s. A door on the left side of the court room opened and two deputies escorted a hand-cuffed and shackled man into the room. He was in typical prison garb.  
 
                 I studied him carefully. I recognized him as the same man that had been at our home in Radcliff, Kentucky, all those years ago. It was the man from my first memory when I was on my swing set, the one who had yelled at Maggie referring to me as the ‘golden goose’ or some such name.
 
                 He was taken to the table where his defense attorney had risen, holding the chair next to him out so that Matthew could be seated. Matthew’s head turned, looking around the courtroom. For some reason, I hunkered down in my seat, not wanting him to recognize me. I realized I was being paranoid. I'd been five-years-old the last time he saw me.
 
                 “Are you alright?” my father whispered to me.
 
                 I nodded just as Matthew’s eyes found me and stopped looking anywhere else. His gaze rested on me and I saw a flicker of recognition pass over his face. I squirmed in my seat, uncomfortable with him staring at me. His lawyer nudged him and he reluctantly turned back around, lowering his head as if it was too heavy to hold up any longer.
 
                 The bailiff read all of the additional charges the grand jury had returned against Matthew. The judge was watching Matthew the whole time, studying his body language, I guessed. When the bailiff finished, the judge spoke.
 
                 “How does the defendant plead to all charges herein set forth?”
 
                 Matthew’s attorney rose from his seat. “Ted Presley for the defense, Your Honor, I'd like to enter a not guilty plea on behalf of my client to all charges.”
 
                 “Very well, Mr. Presley; the court will set the preliminary hearing for an expedited date, since your client is being held without bail,” the judge responded.
 
                 “Your Honor, if it pleases the court, the defense would ask to waive the pre-trial investigation and dispose of the preliminary hearing now, as my client is in dire need of psychiatric treatment which will further deteriorate by further delay.”
 
                 “Mr. Presley, I’m not a big fan of waiving any portion of the due process, in particular when there's a potential death penalty involved. The appellate courts are overwhelmed as it is. Counsel, please approach the bench.”
 
                 I watched as the D.A. and Matthew’s attorney went up to talk quietly to the judge.
 
                 “What's going on?” I whispered to my dad.
 
                 “The judge is going to force the due process to avoid costly appeals later. He's trying to ascertain why the defense would waive the pre-trial investigation prior to the preliminary hearing. The purpose of the preliminary hearing is to make sure that the evidence supports the charges brought against the defendant as recommended by the grand jury,” he whispered back to me.
 
                 Matthew was looking around the courtroom again. His eyes went past me this time, focusing on the back of the courtroom. He turned back around, burying his head into his cuffed hands. The lawyers were still talking quietly to the judge. The courtroom had become very quiet.
 
                 Suddenly, the quiet of the courtroom was interrupted by a man’s voice, singing. I realized that the singing was coming from Matthew. He was singing that old lullaby very slowly and loudly.
 
   "Hush little baby, don’t say a word, Mama’s going to buy you a mockingbird; and if that mockingbird don’t sing, Mama’s going to buy you a diamond ring…”
 
                 The defense lawyer hurried over to Matthew’s side, prompting him to be quiet. He paid no attention to his attorney and continued to sing the lyrics even louder. 
 
   “If that diamond ring turns brass, Mama’s going to buy you a looking glass…If that looking glass gets broke; Mama’s going to buy--”
 
                 The judge rapped his gavel and shouted for the deputies to remove Matthew from the court room immediately. Matthew stopped singing as the deputies literally raised him up from his chair. He struggled against them; he whipped his head around as they were carrying him toward the door. His eyes found what they had been searching for.
 
                 “Mama,” he yelled, “Mama, am I still the sweetest baby in town?”
 
                 I turned quickly to see who the hell he was talking to; his mother had been my grandmother. She was dead. I looked through the crowd as the short, dark-haired woman watched them take Matthew out. Tears were streaming down the face of Karen Deeny. She fled the courtroom.
 
                 I heard my father beside me. “What the hell?”
 
                 I was in shock. What the hell was going on? My father took me by the arm and led me out of the court house.
 
                 “I don’t understand what that was all about,” I said to him, once we were outside.
 
                 “I'm in the dark as well,” he replied, clearly as perplexed as me.
 
                 “What happens now, Dad?”
 
                 “Obviously, I need to get some answers for both of us. As far as the preliminary hearing, I would suspect it'll be scheduled after the psych evaluation the judge will likely order for Matthew.”
 
                 “Do you think he was faking it?” I asked.
 
                 “Yes, but my opinion doesn’t matter. It's the opinion of the psychologists and psychiatrists that will carry the weight in court. The prosecution will have one assigned to him as will the defense; that in and of itself, will be a complicated mess.”
 
                 I knew my father was upset by what transpired in court. I also suspected he wondered now just how much his dead wife had been involved in the tangled web of lies and deceit. I questioned my own ancestors as to why Matthew had been passed off as my grandmother’s illegitimate child, adopted by my grandfather after they married. If anyone could find the truth, I knew my father would, no matter what it revealed.
 
                 We had lunch together and then he drove me to the private airport to catch my charter back to Atlanta. He pulled me to him giving me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
 
                 “I'll talk to you very soon,” he promised. “Please give Preston a kiss from her grandpa?”
 
                 “I will, Dad. I love you.”
 
                 “I love you too, Tylar. Take care.”
 
                 Trey was waiting for me when I reached the terminal in Atlanta. I was never so happy to see his face in my life. What a bizarre day. I flew into his arms.
 
                 “I’ve been trying to call you,” he said.
 
                 “Is anything the matter?” I asked fearfully.
 
                 “No, sweetie, I was just wondering how things went.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Trey, I had my phone on vibrate while I was in court and I forgot to turn it back on to sound.”
 
                 I filled Trey in on everything that had happened in court with Matthew. He was as shocked as I had been when I told him about Matthew calling Karen Deeny his mother.
 
                 “I bet your father was reeling,” he commented, opening the car door for me.
 
                 “That’s an understatement,” I replied.  
 
                 “I think he's questioning his wife’s involvement in all of this.”
 
                 Trey got into the driver’s seat and turned to me. “I’m glad you’re home, baby.”
 
                 I looked at his sweet face and leaned over to kiss him. “How was your day? Did everything come out okay?”
 
                 He gave me his dimpled grin. “You're a spoiled brat, aren’t you?” he asked, laughing. “Everything went as planned,” he said, as we pulled out onto the highway.
 
                 We talked about our impending move as we headed back to the apartment. I was so looking forward to moving to the country and into our own home. Trey pulled his car into his space in the parking garage and shut the engine off. He turned to me.
 
                 “Why didn’t you tell me Gina is pregnant?” he asked, looking at me carefully.
 
                 Holy shit.
 
                 “Trey, I’m sorry, but Gina made me promise. She's my best friend. I had to respect her wishes on this.”
 
                 “I’m your husband, Tylar. I didn’t think we had secrets.”
 
                 “We don’t have secrets that affect each other. This wasn’t about you or me. This was about Gina and Tristan. It wasn’t my place to tell you if Gina didn’t want anyone else to know. How did you find out?”
 
                 “Tristan told me, of course. He's very proud of the fact.” 
 
                 “He should be,” I replied. “Look, Trey, I know you don’t care for Gina, but she's like a sister to me, okay?”
 
                 “I get that, baby,” he said, taking my hand and kissing the back of it. “To be honest, I’m kind of happy Preston will have a cousin close by.”
 
                 “Yeah? So am I,” I said.
 
                 When we got inside the apartment, Gina was playing with Preston in the living room. As soon as Preston saw me, she came crawling over to me saying ‘num-num.’
 
                 “She’s been ‘num-numming’ me all day,” Gina laughed. “How did it go?”
 
                 “I’ll let Trey fill you in on the drama,” I said, scooping Preston up to take her into our room. “Preston and I need our ‘girl time’ at the moment.”
 
                 I picked her up and gave her a kiss on each cheek. “That's from your grandpa,” I said.  
 
                 We got comfortable on the bed and drifted off to sleep. Trey came into the room and pulled the quilt up around us. He climbed in next to me, wrapping an arm around me as he switched ESPN on the flat screen. He nuzzled the back of my neck with his warm lips. I got goose bumps and shivered.
 
                 “Are you cold, baby?” he asked softly, pulling me closer to him.
 
                 “I'm just fine,” I sighed. “I’m happy to be home with my family. Where’s Tristan?”
 
                 “He went to the club today after our appointment. Since Gina was here taking care of Preston, he's working until close at the restaurant. I've never seen Tristan so happy or in love. Who would've thought he and Gina would be a couple?”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t know,” I replied, “I kind of thought they might make a perfect couple. I think he totally gets her.”
 
                 “He's talking marriage, though; apparently, she wants to wait. That sounds kind of familiar.”
 
                 Deep down, I wondered if the real reason Gina was reluctant to marry Tristan right now was because of the slim chance of Ian being the father of her baby. I hoped she'd change her mind and tell Tristan. I knew he'd understand once she explained. He loved her.
 
                 I fell back asleep inside of Trey’s arms with Preston cuddled between us. When I awoke, it was after seven p.m. Preston and Trey were both gone. I got up and went to the bathroom, turning the shower on to warm up the water. I got clean underwear and my long silk nightgown out of my closet. I showered and got dressed in my nightgown, pulling my robe on over it. I blew my hair dry and applied some make-up. I wanted to have a romantic evening with my husband.
 
                 When I went out to the living room, I could hear Trey in the kitchen with Preston. I peeked around the corner and saw that he had been feeding her some pureed carrots. She kept putting her fingers in the dish and then sucking the carrots off of her fingers.
 
                 “Preston, come on sweetie. Please use the spoon for Daddy."
 
                 It was so cute. Trey was trying to teach her how to use her spoon. He held it to her and she clutched it in her little hand. “That’s right baby, now dip it into your bowl like Daddy showed you and get some of these yummy carrots on the spoon, okay?”
 
                 “Da-da-da-da,” she yammered, not really understanding what she was supposed to do.
 
                 “Yes, sweetie, use your spoon for Daddy.” Preston dropped her spoon into the bowl of pureed carrots. 
 
                 “Look, Preston,” Trey crooned to her encouragingly. “Hold the spoon in your hand like Daddy’s good girl." He again put the spoon into her tiny hand. "Now bring the spoon up to your mouth sweetie.”
 
                 Trey was imitating to her what to do with the spoon with his hand as if he had a spoon in it. She was watching him in awe with her big blue eyes. “See like this, Preston.”
 
   She raised her spoon from the bowl and had managed to get some of the pureed carrots on it. She held it up, trying to get Trey to eat it.
 
                 “No, honey,” he said patiently, “put the spoon in Preston’s mouth.”
 
                 She squirmed in her chair and dropped the spoon onto her tray where it bounced and hit Trey’s shirt, splattering the carrots.
 
                 Uh oh.
 
                 “That’s okay, sweetie,” he said to her, leaning down and picking up the spoon.  
 
                 By this time, Preston had spied me watching from around the corner of the kitchen. She started getting excited and squirming to get out of her high chair.  
 
                 She knocked the little bowl of carrots off of the high chair as Trey was bent down cleaning up the floor. It hit his shoulder and splattered all over him and the floor.
 
                 Oops! Holy shit!
 
                 I backed out of the room, quickly making my way through the living room and back to the hall.
 
                 “Shit,” I heard Trey say. 
 
                 Preston started fussing and whining and talking gibberish to Trey in a loud, unhappy tone. I came into the kitchen as if caught by surprise.  “What happened in here?” I asked innocently.
 
                 “Oh, just a little training session that went wrong,” Trey laughed. “I need to change my shirt, Tylar. Can you take over?”
 
                 “Sure, sweetie,” I replied, smiling. I wiped up the mess on the floor and then got a clean wash cloth and cleaned up Preston’s face and fingers. I took her into the living room and got her settled in her play suite with some toys. I headed back to the kitchen to finish cleaning up. I noticed something was in the oven. Trey came back in with a clean tee shirt on. 
 
                 “Hey baby,” he said pulling me to him and kissing me passionately. “I wanted to surprise you and have the baby fed and in bed. I’ve got our dinner in the oven.”
 
                 “Well, I can see that, Trey. I can’t tell what it is, though.”
 
                 “Actually, Gina made it before she left to go to the club. She told me how long to let it cook. It's some kind of a casserole that has chicken, broccoli and white cream sauce with various cheeses in it was all she told me. I made our salads, though, and they're in the fridge.”
 
                 “Oh, Trey. That's so romantic of you.”  
 
                 “I wanted our night to be special. We move day after tomorrow, so this will probably be our last meal here alone before we move.”
 
                 “Yeah, speaking of which—why did Gina go down to the club?”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t know. I think she missed Tristan. Ian called her this afternoon while you were sleeping. They argued on the phone and she told him to go to hell. I heard that much of it. She put the casserole in the oven and told me when to take it out. She said she wanted to go and talk to Tristan. I figured she missed him. Anyway, we have this evening to ourselves.”
 
                 Holy shit—what's up with Ian and her arguing? This can’t be good.
 
                 “How about if I go ahead and bathe Preston?” I said to him. “I’ll get her ready for bed and then we can have our dinner.”
 
                 “Okay, babe, I’ll get the table set and pour some wine for us.”
 
                 I went out to get Preston. I bathed her and put her into her pajamas. I put her to bed with some of her toys. She was fairly good about entertaining herself before falling asleep.
 
                 As promised, Trey had set the table and poured us each a glass of wine. He had a fire going in the fireplace and we sat out in the living room, enjoying our alone time. I leaned in to him as the fire crackled warmly.  
 
                 He took my wine glass from me and set it on the coffee table along with his. He pulled me over to him, unfastening the belt on my robe and pulling my robe down my shoulders. He noticed the sexy silk nightgown with the plunging neckline that I'd worn. His beautiful sapphire eyes locked with mine and I saw the warmth and passion in them.
 
                 “I want you now, Tylar. I want you right here and now. Is your diaphragm in?”
 
                 I shook my head ‘no.’ “I haven’t been wearing it lately,” I confessed, looking up at him to see his expression.
 
                 He smiled warmly. “I’m glad, baby,” he breathed drawing me in and kissing me hungrily. He shed his clothing right then and there. He pulled the straps down on my silk nightgown, kissing my shoulders as my breasts sprang free.
 
                 He pushed me back onto the couch; his fingers captured a breast, massaging it gently. He lowered his head and his lips found my nipple; he suckled it gently, his tongue swirling around my nipple.
 
                 “Mmmm,” he said, “you taste so good, baby.”
 
                 He went to my other breast, doing the same thing. My sex was dripping wet. I was feeling saucy by this time.
 
                 “I have other nectar for you to enjoy, Trey,” I purred.
 
                 He was between my legs, placing one on each of his shoulders as he lowered his face to my sex. His lips and tongue made love to me there.  
 
                 “You taste so sweet, baby,” he breathed against me. His tongue continued to swirl around my clitoris. His fingers explored inside of me, pressing gently against my swelled sweet spot. My breathing was coming faster and I moaned in anticipation of having him inside of me.
 
                 “What baby? Tell me what you want?”
 
                 “I want you to make love to me, Trey. I want you to give me another baby.”
 
                 “Your wish is my command, Tylar.”
 
                 He rose up off of the couch and pulled me with him. He positioned himself into a sitting position on the couch and placed me on his lap, straddling him. I stroked his erection with my hand. He raised me up and positioned me over his erection.
 
                 “Are you wet enough, baby?” he asked.
 
                 “Umm hum,” I answered.
 
                 He straightened his legs out so he was actually in a half-sitting, half-reclined position with his legs spread out in front of him. He gently lowered me down onto his erection. I heard him catch his breath as he fully penetrated me. I squeezed my legs together tightening him inside of me.
 
                 “Careful baby,” he cautioned, “I don’t want to come too quickly. I want us both to enjoy this.”
 
                 I relaxed my legs a bit.
 
                 “That’s my girl,” he said softly, clasping the back of my head with his hand and lowering it to his face. His tongue thoroughly probed my mouth; our tongues playfully danced and explored each other. I felt butterflies each and every place he touched me. His hands massaged my breasts tenderly. His hips gently started a slow and rhythmic thrusting. I could feel myself squeezing him gently.
 
                 His hands lifted my ass up and down as I swiveled my hips in a circular motion, feeling the head of his shaft hitting my special place.  
 
                 “Ahh God, baby, what are you doing to me?”
 
                 “I'm loving you, Trey,” I answered him. “I'm loving you with every inch of my body.”
 
                 We both quickened at the same time; his thrusting increased in rhythm, my core contracted tighter in response. We felt our orgasms mounting toward sweet release. Trey stopped his thrusting. I felt his throbbing as I contracted, squeezing his shaft tighter.”
 
                 “Oh, God,” he rasped, as he emptied his love inside of me.
 
                 I whimpered in pleasure as my orgasm pulsated around his. I felt my liquid release join his. I collapsed on top of him, my breathing fast and shallow. I so loved him in every way possible that a woman can love a man. He wrapped his arms around me protectively; his breathing was ragged and shallow. We were both spent.
 
                 “I love you so much, Tylar.”
 
                 “I love you, Trey with all of my heart.”
 
                 We ate our dinner over candlelight at our dining room table. We were affectionate all through the evening. As I climbed into bed that night, thoroughly exhausted and satiated, I knew that life on earth didn’t get much better than this.  
 
                 I had so much to be thankful for. I had my Trey and Preston; I'd found my father who I adored and who adored me; I had my best friend, Gina; I had Trey’s wonderful family that I loved dearly. 
 
                 God had blessed me in so many ways. Trey and I drifted off into a peaceful slumber in each other’s arms.
 
                 It was much later when we were both awakened by a ruckus coming from Gina and Tristan’s room. I awoke first, hearing the loud voices. I rose up, looking at the clock on the nightstand. It was nearly 1:00 a.m. Trey awakened right after I did.
 
                 “What the hell's going on?” he asked, groggily.
 
                 “I think maybe Tristan and Gina are arguing.”
 
                 “Jesus Christ, what now?”
 
                 We lay there listening to what was taking place.
 
                 “I love you Tristan, can’t you see that?” Gina was crying; her tone was pleading.
 
                 “How can I fucking believe anything you say, Gina?”
 
                 Tristan was enraged. I'd never thought that he had it in him to sound so angry.
 
                 “Because it's the truth, Tristan! Why are you letting Ian come between us?”
 
                 “Me?” he asked, his tone sounding incredulous. “How can you possibly say it’s me? My God, Gina—Ian didn’t come between you and me. No, by God, he came between your fucking legs!”
 
                 “What the hell?” Trey said, starting to get up out of bed.
 
                 “No, stay out of this. It's between Gina and Tristan.”
 
                 “What? What are you saying, Tylar?”
 
                 “I’m just saying that whatever their issue is, it needs to stay between Tristan and Gina. We don’t need to be involved.”
 
                 “I’m thinking that you know exactly what the issue is. You're protecting Gina at the expense of my goddamn brother?”
 
                 Trey was shouting at me; he hadn’t done that in a very long time.
 
                 “Trey it’s not like that at all. I’m not protecting anyone. I don’t want you or me to be involved in this.”
 
                 “It’s too fucking late, Tylar,” he spat. “If you or your fucking BFF, or whatever it is you two call each other, have somehow conspired to hurt my brother, then it damn well is my business.”
 
                 “I'd never conspire to hurt anyone, Trey,” I sobbed. “How could you possibly think that?”
 
                 “Then, for the love of God tell me what you know. Tell me now.”
 
                 I was sobbing by this time. I'd completely shut out the argument that was still going on between Gina and Tristan. This had been a perfect night for me and Trey and it had turned into a nightmare in minutes. I relented and told Trey the details of Gina’s pregnancy. He was horrified that I hadn’t told him sooner.
 
                 “You mean to tell me you were going to sit by silently and let that bitch make a fool out of my brother?”
 
                 “Trey, for God sakes, in all likelihood that baby is Tristan’s. I encouraged Gina to be upfront with Tristan because I felt he'd understand. My God, her last time with Ian was before she was ever with Tristan.”
 
                 “Oh, so that makes it alright? She had a fucking obligation to let Tristan know what had happened with her and Ian once she found out she was pregnant.”
 
                 “Trey, I agree with you. Had I been in Gina’s situation, that's exactly what I would've done, but it wasn't my decision to make.”
 
                 “I get that, Tylar,” he replied, “but let’s face it. If anyone has any influence over Gina, it's you. You could have persuaded or convinced her to talk to him.”
 
                 “It wasn't my place to do that and you know it! I’m sorry, but Gina was making her own decisions long before she met me. I don’t come into someone’s life and suddenly take the wheel like that.”
 
                 “Oh, so now what are you saying? You think I’m a ‘Nazi’ just like Gina says?”
 
                 I was totally getting pissed with the whole conversation. It had somehow morphed into a major fight between Trey and me on our magical night together. I suddenly felt like going into the bathroom and giving myself a high-pressured douche, just in case we'd conceived. I didn't deserve to be at the receiving end of his anger.
 
                 “Well, I guess if the swastika fits, counselor…”
 
                 Trey immediately threw the covers off of us and exited the bed with his pillow and a blanket.
 
                 “Where the hell are you going?”
 
                 “I’m going to sleep on the couch, Tylar. I guess I don’t know who you are anymore!”
 
                 He barreled out of the room, slamming the door behind him. I buried my face into the pillow. From somewhere out in the apartment I heard another door slam. I was still sobbing when I felt someone climb up on the bed.
 
                 “Trey,” I said, turning my tear-stained face from the pillow.
 
                 “No, girlfriend, it’s me,” Gina said, whimpering.  
 
                 She was all cried out, I could tell.
 
                 “What the hell happened?” I asked her, wiping my eyes.
 
                 “Oh shit, Ty. It was awful. I got a call from Ian late this afternoon. Apparently, someone at the club called him and told him that Tristan had told several of the workers that I was expecting and how thrilled he was by it. He gave them my tentative due date and, of course, one of them, obviously still loyal to Ian, decided to phone him and tell him the good news.”
 
                 Holy shit!
 
                 “So, Ian makes a mad dash to the club and decides to share with Tristan the details of our last interlude including date and time. I told you that it was just several days apart from when Tristan and I first made love.”
 
                 I was horrified at the chain of events that had occurred this evening as a result.
 
                 “So, anyway Tristan, being the sweetie that he is, gave me the benefit of the doubt. You know—he figures Ian's still jealous and just trying to make trouble for us since that last scene at the club a few weeks back, so he blew it off."
 
                 I nodded, waiting for Gina to continue.
 
                 “Then Ian presents Tristan with a piece of mail that he'd picked up from the condo that day he came by to collect his mail from me. It was postmarked the day before I'd received it at the condo. It hadn't been opened and had Ian’s name on it with our condo address. He told Tristan to open it. He said he had no clue about the contents of what was inside, but guaranteed Tristan it would answer the question as to whether Tristan could be 100% positive the baby I carried was his or not. You'll never guess what was inside that envelope.”
 
                 “What?” I asked, practically screeching.
 
                 “It was a letter from the Fulton County Urologists Group where Ian had gone a couple of weeks prior to get his sperm tested for fertility.”
 
                 “A couple of weeks prior?”
 
                 “Oh yeah,” Gina said, “The bastard wouldn’t do it for me when I nagged him to. Seems Shelly wanted to know for sure whether he was sterile or not, so she insisted he get tested and the son of a bitch did!”
 
                 “So, what were the results?”
 
                 “The results were that Ian has a normal sperm count.”
 
                 “Oh my God,” I replied.
 
                 “Yep,” she said. “Naturally, Tristan's all freaked out at me thinking that I purposely withheld this information about Ian, hoping to trap him.”
 
                 “Damn it, Gina,” I hissed, “I told you that you should've told Tristan from the get go!”
 
                 “Please Ty, no lectures.”
 
                 “So, what happened at the end of your argument?” I asked. “By that time, Trey and I were in the middle of our own because he accused me of covering for you.”
 
                 “No shit?”
 
                 “Yeah, Gina, no shit.”
 
                 “Well, Tristan told me I've lied to him by omission and he can’t be with someone he can’t trust, no matter how much he loves her. Then he left.”
 
                 Gina started crying again.
 
                 “Don’t cry, Gina. Let’s get Trey in here and explain everything to him. I know he'll understand once he hears your side of it.”
 
                 “Trey’s not here,” she sobbed.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “No…after he heard Tristan’s side of the story, the Hot Nazi ducked into the laundry room and got some street clothes on. They both left. I don’t know where they went or if I'll ever see my Tristan again,” she sobbed.
 
                 I was reeling with disbelief. After the wonderful and magical evening Trey and I had spent together, how could he possibly have just walked out like that without telling me? I was devastated and disappointed. I could understand if he wanted to console his brother, but why not let me know he was going out? Why had he put me into the middle of this?
 
                 Gina was still sobbing, which I knew wasn't good for her condition. I needed to make her my first priority.
 
                 “Gina, I'm going to make you some herbal tea and then we're going to get you into bed to rest, okay?”
 
                 “Okay,” she whimpered, still sobbing.  
 
                 She was so vulnerable, which wasn't Gina. I knew now she was truly in love with Tristan and a mess over all of this.
 
                 I made her some herbal tea, which seemed to relax her. I helped her change into her jammies and tucked her into bed, convincing her Trey and Tristan would talk and everything would be put into perspective. I bet her that Tristan would be back in her bed by the time she awoke the next morning. I think I succeeded in putting her mind at ease.
 
                 I crawled back into my bed. The bed where just a couple of hours earlier, Trey and I had made love like we never had before, where we'd declared our love and commitment to each other over and over again. I buried my face into Trey’s pillow, smelling his scent and feeling my own tears as they burned a path down my cheeks.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   North Bay Hospital, July 31st.
 
    
 
                 I was pacing back and forth in front of Gina’s hospital bed. I had my cell phone up to my ear, talking to Gina’s Aunt Becky. Gina’s mother was supposed to be here, but since Gina was two weeks early, her mother had to make last minute arrangements at her job in New Jersey in order to get away.
 
                 “She's still at four centimeters, Becky,” I said. “When's her mom planning on getting in here?”
 
                 Just then Gina screamed out in pain.
 
                 “I gotta go, Becky. She's having another contraction.”
 
                 I hurried over to Gina’s side and began coaching her, just like she'd coached me over a year ago.
 
                 “That’s it Gina,” I said soothingly, “He-he-he, again, he-he-he, that’s right. You're doing great.”
 
                 “Fuck this shit, Ty! I need some meds!”
 
                 “Gina, you've had all of the meds they can give you at the moment. You'll get your epidural once you reach five centimeters, which hopefully will be really, really soon.”
 
                 “I know I’ve been a pain in the ass today to you, Ty,” she said. “It’s just we weren’t expecting little junior this soon, you know?”
 
                 "I know Gina. It's all good. Don't worry."
 
   Yeah, I know. Could I please have some more ice chips? They really seem to help.”
 
                 “Of course, Gina,” I replied, grabbing the cup. “I'll be right back with your ice chips.”
 
                 I left her room and went out to the hallway, heading down to where the ice machine was located. I decided to phone Jean to check up on Preston. She answered the phone quickly.
 
                 “Hi Jean, it’s me. How's my baby girl doing?”
 
                 “Well, she's perfect, as always. Do you want to talk to her?”
 
                 “Yes, please. Put her on the phone.”
 
                 “Mama,” I heard Preston’s sweet voice over the phone.
 
                 “Hi Preston,” I said. “Aunt Gina's getting ready to have her baby. Isn’t that exciting?”
 
                 “Baabyy!” she squealed, laughing.
 
                 “Are you being good for Jean?” I asked her. She said something I wasn't able to make out, but she finished with a giggle, so it must all be good, I thought. Preston was delighted with feeling my blossoming tummy that held her baby brother or sister. She was constantly laying her head across my belly, trying to hear the baby, as she called it.
 
                 “Mommy loves you, now please give the phone to Jean,” I instructed.
 
                 “Bye, Mama.”
 
                 “Bye, sweet girl.”
 
                 Jean got back on the phone. “Don’t worry about anything here, Tylar,” Jean assured me. “We're doing just fine. You stay with Gina and help her through this. I’ve got everything under control here. Just take care of yourself okay?”
 
                 “I will. Thanks, Jean.” 
 
                 I got Gina’s ice chips and hurried back to her room. She was likely to bitch at me for taking so long to get back. When I got there, her nurse was examining her under the sheet tent. She pushed back from Gina’s bent legs, peeling off her Latex gloves and announced that she was at five centimeters.
 
                 “Oh thank God! Give me my fucking epidural now!"
 
                 The nurse scurried away to do Gina’s bidding. She wasn't what one would consider a model patient. But then, I never figured she would be.
 
                 “Did you bring my ice chips?” she demanded.
 
                 “Yes Gina, they're right here,” I replied, setting them on the tray table next to her hospital bed. She immediately grabbed a handful and started shoveling them into her mouth.
 
                 “Oh, that's better,” she breathed.
 
                 “Really?” I asked. “Those ice chips never did much for me.”
 
                 “It’s like they make my teeth hurt so much that I forget about the fucking pain between my legs,” she gasped, crunching on the ice.
 
                 That had to be a "Ginaism." That's what I'd started calling her peculiar quotes and sayings she seemed to always be coming up with. I got a damp washcloth and wiped her forehead with it.
 
                 “Ty,” she said, “I just want to thank you for being here with me. Who else would come to my rescue like you have?”
 
                 “Really, Gina? I know of one person who would.”
 
                 “Who?”
 
                 “You,” I laughed. “You've always been there for me, girlfriend,” I said, imitating her New Jersey accent. “Hey, I called your Aunt Becky earlier. She said your mom's trying like crazy to rearrange her work schedule to fly down. She wasn’t expecting an early arrival. No one was, apparently,” I laughed. 
 
                 “That’s me,” she conceded. “Never a dull moment, I guess.”
 
                 “That's what makes you special, Gina,” I said to her, taking her hand. “Listen to me. I want to tell you something that you told me a while back. "You're my best friend and you're like my sister. I'm here for you, always. Got it?”
 
                 “I got it, girlfriend,” she said, smiling.
 
                 The anesthesiologist came in just then bringing the long needle that would administer Gina’s epidural. I was about as relieved as Gina was that she was finally getting it. 
 
                 My one ear had gone slightly deaf with the screaming and cussing. The anesthesiologist gave her the shot and Gina relaxed back against her pillows. I watched as she laid back and totally relaxed. Hopefully, she'd be able to doze off until it was time to push, which shouldn’t be all that far off. It seemed as if we'd been going at this for hours.
 
                 I felt my baby kick inside of me. It felt like he or she was doing somersaults inside my belly. This baby was quite a bit more active than Preston had been in the womb. My due date was October 2nd. Tess’s due date was November 2nd. I didn’t know the sex of this baby. I wanted to be surprised, just as I'd been with Preston. I rubbed my rounded belly with the palm of my hand. This pregnancy had been so much different than my pregnancy with Preston. I'd suffered bouts of morning sickness for months. The thought of sex had repulsed me. My only hope was that I delivered a boy. Somehow, that would make it all worth it. I needed to get back to my plan for the future. The plan that had dissipated once I'd become pregnant with Preston.  
 
                 Just then, Gina woke from her momentary doze. Something was wrong. I saw the look of alarm in her eyes. I immediately moved closer to her bed. The epidural should've kicked in; she should've been feeling no pain. She writhed in agony. 
 
                 It was then I looked down and saw the blood stain spreading across her bottom sheet. Her body started convulsing. I pressed the buzzer for the nurse. I heard the screams then; they were coming from me, not Gina.  
 
                 “Somebody get down here, freaking stat!”
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chapter
1
 
    
 
   I was pacing back and forth in the visitor’s lounge with my phone up to my ear. I was trying like hell to reach Trey. I wanted to let him know what was going on with Gina.
 
   The door opened suddenly and Tristan came in. His face was pale. He was scared. I hadn’t pulled any punches when I’d finally gotten in touch with him earlier. I had lit into him pretty good, feeling bad afterwards when he told me the reason he hadn’t heard his phone was because he was busy sanding and staining the cradle he’d made for the baby. He had been working on the nursery furniture in his spare time in the basement at the club. It was to be a surprise for Gina.
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “I don’t know anything more, Tristan. They took her to the O.R. for an emergency C-Section. They wouldn’t allow me to stay with her. I told the nurse you’d be here any minute, but she said to sit tight and she’d be back out to update us as soon as Gina’s in recovery.”
 
   Tristan came over and pulled me to him. We both loved Gina.
 
   “How are you feeling, Tylar?”
 
   “I’m holding up okay. This pregnancy is certainly different than with Preston’s. I’ll get through it.”
 
   “Where’s Trey? Have you called him?”
 
   “I’ve tried several times. Tonya said that he and the new junior partner are in depositions and can’t be interrupted.”
 
   “Oh. Amber, huh?”
 
   “Who else?”
 
   Just then the nurse came out to the lounge and asked who was here for Gina Hatton. Both Tristan and I answered at once.
 
   “Well, only one of you can come back. She’s in recovery now.”
 
   I turned to Tristan. “Call my cell and let me know as soon as you talk to her doctor or her, okay?”
 
   “I promise,” he said, squeezing my hand. He headed out the door, right behind the nurse.
 
   I sat back down on one of the stuffed chairs. I was glad that Gina and Tristan had worked things out. I never doubted that they would. Surprisingly, it was Trey that had talked some sense into Tristan about the situation. That had shocked the hell out of me.
 
   Trey had been furious with me the night all of this had gone down. Ian had presented some lab report to Tristan at the club showing him that he had a normal sperm count of all things. Tristan had immediately jumped to the conclusion that Gina had been trying to pull one over on him by not telling him that she and Ian had hooked up one last time before Gina and Tristan had become involved.
 
   It had been a real mess for about a week. Trey had calmed down sooner than Tristan. Gina had simply told Tristan that he could believe what he wanted to believe. She didn’t give a shit. She would raise the child with or without him.
 
   They eventually worked it out, but Gina was better at forgiving than forgetting. She told Tristan that she was having the DNA testing done as soon as the baby was born. She also told him once she had the results she was going to personally shove them up his ass.
 
   I giggled as I remembered standing there at the club and watching her as she had unceremoniously lit into him. She had jabbed her finger into his chest to drive the point home. Tristan had simply watched her calmly. After she had finished her tirade, he had pulled her against him and held her tightly. He told her it was fine; and that he deserved it. And then he told her that he loved her.
 
   He had treated Gina like a queen during the rest of her pregnancy. They had moved her furniture into Trey’s old apartment once we had moved out. It was their home now. Gina had re-done Preston’s nursery preparing for a boy. She had wanted to know the sex of the baby. Both she and Tristan were going to be great parents. I just wished that he would call me. I needed to know they were both okay.
 
   My phone chimed just then; and it was Tristan. “Hey,” I said.
 
   “She’s fine; the baby’s fine,” he said, the relief apparent in his voice.
 
   I joined him in breathing a sigh of relief too.
 
   Thank God.
 
   “Apparently there was a separation of the placenta and tearing of something else. I don’t know all of the technical terminology involved, but her doctor said she’ll be fine. She needs to stay in the hospital for a few days. Our son weighs six and a half pounds and he is beautiful.”
 
   “Oh Tristan, I’m so happy for you both. Congratulations, Daddy. When can I see them?”
 
   “She can have visitors tomorrow. She’s pretty groggy right now. Hey, do you need me to drive you home or anything?”
 
   “No. I’m good. I’ve got my car here, so no worries. Tell Gina that I love her.”
 
   “I’ll do it. See you tomorrow.”
 
   Jean had Preston fed and in her pajamas by the time I made it home. I still hadn’t heard from Trey, so I busied myself with folding laundry and I filled Jean in on Gina’s status. Jean assured me those things were fairly uncommon and that I shouldn’t worry. I knew that Jean was worried about my pregnancy because she knew how sick and tired I’d been. I don’t know how I would’ve managed without her.
 
   I walked out to the barn to check on Derringer. Marcus was still out in the paddock area when I got there.
 
   Derringer had strained a ligament earlier in the week, and I wanted to make sure that Marcus was still putting the liniment on it and wrapping it. I hadn’t gotten out to the barn yesterday, because it hadn’t been one of my good days.
 
   “Hey there, Tylar,” he greeted me with a smile. “Are you feeling any better today?”
 
   “A little bit, thanks. I just wanted to check on Derringer.”
 
   “Don’t trust me to take care of that spoiled horse of yours, huh?”
 
   “You know me,” I replied with a wink. I checked on Derringer; he had a fresh wrap on.
 
   “See?”
 
   “Okay, okay. Yes, I’m a worrywart about some things. I appreciate your tolerance of that, Marcus.”
 
   The truth was I didn’t know what I would’ve done without Marcus looking after the horses, keeping up with ordering supplies, and scheduling stud services. My father had sent two gorgeous Arabians to us shortly after we moved to the ranch. The stud fees we collected from those alone were a small fortune.
 
   “I’m sorry I haven’t done more around here to help, Marcus,” I sighed, brushing Derringer’s mane.
 
   “Hey now,” he said, leading ‘Majestic Maverick’ out of his stall, “I know you haven’t felt well, Tylar. Don’t you worry a thing about it, okay? The important thing is to take care of yourself and that baby. We’ll manage out here for the time being.”
 
   He clicked his tongue and walked the horse out into the arena area for exercise. I liked Marcus regardless of Trey’s feelings about him.
 
   Trey seemed to think any male working with me or around me had some ulterior motives for trying to get into my ‘knickers’ as he put it.
 
   I had hired Marcus several months after we moved out here. The stud service and boarding business had grown significantly. Trey told me that I needed to financially justify hiring a full-time hand, which I had easily done. I think even Trey was surprised at how lucrative our facility had become. Still, he made the occasional comment about how much time I spent with Marcus. He hadn’t made those comments in a while, probably since my pregnancy had become so obvious.
 
   I could have raised a stink about how much time he spent with Amber these days. Ever since they brought her into the firm as a junior partner several months back, Trey had been tasked with mentoring her. Not that he complained of course. She’d been out to the house several times working with Trey on various cases. I didn’t like her and I was pretty sure that feeling was mutual.
 
   I walked across the pasture and back up into the house. I saw the headlights of Trey’s car as he came up the driveway; another car was right behind him.
 
   Shit.
 
   It was Amber’s sporty little BMW. Of course, I would totally look like shit at the moment. Trey might’ve shown me the common courtesy of advance notice, but no, he never did where she was concerned.
 
   He told me I should appreciate the fact that when he had to work late, he did so at home. That part I was used to; I just didn’t appreciate him having Amber right next to him while working in our home. She wanted him. That had become very obvious to me.
 
   I pulled off my muddy boots and dropped them to the floor of the back porch. Hopefully, if I went in through the back, I could avoid the prissy bitch. No such luck. She and Trey were in the kitchen making a fresh pot of coffee.
 
   “Well Tylar, hello,” Amber greeted, taking off her coat and putting it on the back of a kitchen chair. “Trey tells me you’ve not been feeling well.”
 
   “Hi Amber. Well you know how it is, just pregnancy stuff, I guess.”
 
   “Well actually, I wouldn’t know about that yet. I’ve not been as blessed as you, but I fully intend to have children someday; just as many as my man wants.”
 
   I eyed her suspiciously. Amber was perfectly made up and coiffed. Her make-up and nails were always impeccable. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d indulged in a manicure or pedicure. She had chestnut brown hair that was but just above the shoulders. Her eyes were a dark, chocolate brown and very intense. They were doe eyes.
 
   Trey handed her a mug of coffee and she sat down at the table.
 
   “Trey - do you have a minute?” I asked.
 
   “Sure, baby.”
 
   He stood there expectantly, waiting for me to continue. I rolled my eyes at him indicating it was of a private nature.
 
   “Oh, excuse me for a moment Amber. You can go ahead and get started marking up the depositions if you want.”
 
   “Sure Trey,” she gushed, flashing him her signature, flirty-ass smile.
 
   “See you later, Tylar.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I replied not bothering to glance over at her as I left the room.
 
   Trey followed me out of the kitchen and down the hall to the living room where we were out of earshot.
 
   “I’ve been trying to reach you all day. I must’ve left three messages with Tonya.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie. We were taking depositions all day at the office of opposing counsel, so I haven’t even been back to my office.”
 
   “So, you don’t check your phone either?”
 
   “I’m sorry, babe. It’s been a crazy day. What can I say? I’m here now. What is it?”
 
   “Gina had the baby today. Emergency C-Section. She nearly bled to death.” I threw in the last part to make him feel really bad.
 
   “Oh shit, baby. Is she okay? What about the baby?”
 
   “Yes, they’re both fine. I couldn’t reach Tristan for the longest time, so he didn’t get there until she was out of surgery. I couldn’t get in touch with you at all which I find kind of disturbing being that I’m significantly pregnant right now. What if I can’t get in touch with you when it’s my time?”
 
   “Honey, honey, I think you’re going a bit overboard here. You’re not even due for a couple of months. Don’t worry. This case should be winding down by then.”
 
   “Well don’t rush it on my account,” I snapped at him turning away.
 
   He reached for me pulling me back to him. “Hey, why don’t you go up and take a nice, relaxing bath? We should be finished down here in an hour, tops. I’ll come up and give you a back rub, okay? Does that sound nice?”
 
   I melted against him just like I always did. The truth was it sounded like heaven.
 
   “Mmmm,” I sighed, “yes it does.”
 
   “That’s my girl. I’ll see you in an hour, baby.”
 
   “It’s a date.”
 
   He gave me a quick kiss and headed back to the kitchen; back to Amber with the full, pouty lips; and the perky, pushed-up breasts.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
2
 
    
 
   I checked on Preston when I went upstairs. She was sleeping peacefully in her crib, her thumb in her mouth as usual.
 
   Jean had retired to her apartment for the night. I gave my baby girl a soft kiss on her check and pulled her blanket up around her. She was getting so big; growing up so fast. She was excited about the prospect of having a new baby brother or sister. Jean and I made sure we kept explaining about why Mommy’s tummy was getting big. She liked to put her hand on my stomach and feel the baby kick.
 
   I had stopped breast-feeding Preston right before she turned a year old. Trey had insisted. He didn’t think it looked right for a pregnant woman to be breast-feeding another child. He said it looked ‘hill-jack’, whatever the hell that meant.
 
   I ran a warm bath and got a clean nightgown out. My long soak in the tub felt wonderful. I washed my hair and shaved my legs. Trey was right. I worried too much. I knew that he would be there when the time came. My hormones were making me overly emotional again.
 
   I slipped under the clean, warm sheets of our bed and glanced over at the clock. It had been an hour and twenty minutes. I was so looking forward to my back rub. The baby was relatively quiet now. The past few days he (or she) had been doing gymnastics within the confines of my uterus - at least it felt that way. Tonight it was very calm. I would probably sleep much better.
 
   I drifted off to sleep. I wasn’t sure how much later it was when I felt Trey beside me in bed. He smelled fresh from the shower. I could feel his damp hair as he lowered his face to mine, capturing my lips with his own. He kissed me softly, the passion building.
 
   What about my back rub?
 
   “Mmm-Trey,” I started, “What about…?”
 
   “Hush baby,” he whispered, “I need to be inside of you; it’s been so long.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but it seemed like Trey was always horny after a late work night with Amber. It was difficult to tell though, because we hadn’t been having sex on a regular basis for quite a while.
 
   I just never felt in the mood, and I knew Trey was getting tired of my excuses. There was no way I was going to make an excuse tonight. As much as I wanted to simply forego the back rub in favor of being able to fall asleep sans sex, I knew that wouldn’t go over well. And it wasn’t his fault that I wasn’t much in the mood anymore.
 
   I laced my arms around his neck, pulling his face closer to mine. He lips and tongue hungrily devoured me. His breathing was already getting faster. Maybe it wouldn’t last too long tonight.
 
   Once my eyes had adjusted to the darkness of our room, it was as if I were watching someone else in a bad porn film. I felt so detached even though it was Trey doing all of those things to me that I used to love. His lips and tongue were doing magical things to my breasts and below. His fingers were gently probing the folds of my sex; I felt myself get wet for him. My body was responding; why wasn’t I?
 
   “Does that feel good, baby?”
 
   “Mmmm - oh yeah.”
 
   “Tell me what you want.”
 
   To roll over on my side and just go to sleep.
 
   “I want you. I want you inside of me right now.”
 
   He lifted his weight up and off of me; and his hand gently guided his erection into me. He flexed in and out of me a couple of times, and I felt myself get even wetter.
 
   “Ummm you feel so good. I’ve missed this so much, baby.”
 
   What the hell is wrong with me? This is my husband. This is who I love. Why do I feel like a corpse?
 
   I felt a tear run down my cheek; and then another. Trey was busy, rocking in and out of me. He didn’t notice. I wrapped my arms around him tightly. I needed to feel something different than what I was feeling now.
 
   Trey was moaning; his pace and rhythm had picked up. I tried to meet his thrusts but at this point, I wasn’t sure if he would even notice. I wasn’t sure that I could even bring anything to the party. He was almost there.
 
   “Ummm… oh yeah,” he groaned as I felt him stiffen; followed by the familiar throbbing as he emptied his climax into me.
 
   He rolled over onto his back and threw his arm over his forehead. He was winding down; his breathing normalized.
 
   “I love you Trey.”
 
   “I love you too, baby.”
 
   Several minutes later I heard his deep, even breathing. He was asleep. I turned on my side, hugging my pillow in my arms against me and wept softly until I finally fell back to sleep.
 
   When I awoke the next morning the sun was streaming in through our bedroom window. Trey was already up and gone for the day. I couldn’t believe that I’d slept through his morning ritual. My back ached something fierce. It would’ve been nice if I’d gotten that back rub I was promised last night. I looked over at the clock on the nightstand.
 
   Damn, it’s after ten-thirty.
 
   My cheeks felt flushed as I tried to sit up in the bed. I needed to get going and get to the hospital to see Gina and the baby. As soon as I sat upright I felt dizzy. I reluctantly sank back down into the pillows and pulled the blankets up under my chin. I was shivering now.
 
   When I awoke again, I couldn’t read what the clock on the nightstand said because my vision was blurred. I put my hand up to my face; my forehead and cheeks were damp with perspiration. What the hell was going on?
 
   I forced myself to throw my legs over the side of the bed. I really needed to use the bathroom. My nightgown was soaked. I must’ve wet the bed. I definitely had a fever going. That’s when I looked down and saw the blood all over the sheets from where I had been lying. I heard myself scream for Jean - over and over again. Eventually, I heard the bedroom door open and then everything after that went black.
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   When I awoke, the first thing that I saw was Trey sitting in a chair beside my bed. He still had his work clothes on. The sleeves on his white shirt were rolled up to his elbows. He’d loosened his tie. His sexy five o’clock shadow had gone a bit beyond that.
 
   “Trey?”
 
   He jumped up from his chair and came to stand beside me. “Tylar,” he breathed, his eyes reflected his pain.
 
   He was poised to continue talking to me. I interrupted before he had a chance.
 
   “Wait - wait,” I said. “Let me guess. I’m in the hospital, aren’t I?” I followed this with a sarcastic laugh that even I didn’t recognize. I saw Trey’s expression go straight to ‘concerned.’
 
   He started to say something but again I interrupted with sarcasm.
 
   “I mean I couldn’t possibly be anywhere else, could I? It’s all just so… fucking Tylar, isn’t it?”
 
   “Honey,” he said, quietly, taking my hand into his, “I need to tell you what happened.”
 
   “No. No Trey. You don’t get to tell me what happened because you see, I already know what happened.”
 
   I was on a roll, not quite sure where all of this was coming from. I was just so angry; I was so fucking angry with Trey.
 
   Trey hit the button illuminating the light for a nurse to come in. I was freaking him out apparently. His eyes now had a hint of fear in them.
 
   “You just had to have sex last night, didn’t you? It was all about you, just like always. And then - you simply leave this morning while I’m burning up with a fever and bleeding out in our bed.”
 
   “Tylar honey - please?”
 
   “Please what?”
 
   “It was two nights ago. You’ve been in the hospital one night already. You lost a lot of blood. You needed a transfusion. It was a very freak and rare infection, honey. But you’re going to be fine, I promise. You’ll get out of here in a day or two.”
 
   “And the baby?”
 
   I hadn’t had the nerve to look down at my stomach yet. I already knew though. I knew as soon as I had awakened. Trey’s eyes were filled with tears now. Were they tears of guilt or tears of loss?
 
   “We lost her, sweetie. I’m so sorry. We lost our baby girl.”
 
   He laid his head down on my now flat stomach. His tears flowed freely as he sobbed against me. I placed my hand on his dark, thick hair and ran my fingers through it absently. I was trying to make sense out of all of this.
 
   The following days went by in a blessed blur. My doctor explained the details of what had happened to Trey and me; though I didn’t listen to any of it. The nurses told me what I could and couldn’t do once I was released from the hospital.
 
   At home, Jean was crying and wringing her hands. She watched me as if I were a fine piece of porcelain china that had been set too close to the edge of the mantle; the slightest jar or movement could send me crashing into hundreds of pieces. Preston was told to ‘let Mommy rest.’ She didn’t understand any of this. She was herded out of my room every time she tried to sneak in.
 
   Gina was at my bedside, inconsolable as she cried and held me. My father did the encore feature of the same after Gina had left. Trey was hounding me about names, caskets and burial arrangements.
 
   Everyone - Hello??
 
   Just. Leave. Me. The. Fuck. Alone.
 
   It was the second day after I had been released from the hospital that a graveside service had been scheduled for the baby. Trey had insisted that we name her. So I named her Marley Renaud Sinclair after my mother.
 
   Trey had made the arrangements for everything else. He’d purchased a burial plot in the ‘baby’ section of the cemetery in DeKalb County, along with picking out a casket and a grave marker. I had been ordered strict bed rest, so I wasn’t able to assist him with making any of the arrangements.
 
   Susan and Clive had already flown in to Atlanta right after Gina and Tristan’s baby was born. They had named him Reese Patrick Sinclair. I was sorry that my miscarriage had served to dampen the joy of properly welcoming Baby Reese into the family. I had said as much to Gina, Tristan and Susan. They had all gaped at me with expressions that ranged from ‘puzzled’ to ‘disturbed.’
 
   Trey was in our room now helping me get dressed for the memorial service. I slipped into a plain black dress with a white collar. He zipped the back up for me, pulling my hair out of the way. I couldn’t even recall when or where I had bought this dress. It looked almost Amish I thought to myself as Trey brought my black heels out from the closet and handed them to me.
 
   “Tylar, we’re going to be at the cemetery a little early. If you want, you can have a couple of minutes with the baby in the chapel. I know that you didn’t get a chance to see her after they delivered her and all. I mean, I got to hold her and everything, but you were under anesthesia. So, if you want to say ‘good-bye’ to her, you’ll have some privacy to do so.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I replied, not feeling any particular emotion. “I mean it wouldn’t serve any practical purpose. Anyway, I’ve come to terms with it because I know that these things happen. Where’s Preston?”
 
   He was staring at me as if he hadn’t heard me and was still waiting for an answer.
 
   “Where’s Preston?” I repeated.
 
   “Oh, ah, I think your father has her. Do you want me to get her?”
 
   “Would you please?”
 
   I went to the bathroom and touched up my hair and make-up. I looked very demure. I guess that was a look I could handle for today. I put the pearl drop earrings on that my father had given to my mother.
 
   A few minutes later my father came to our room with Preston. Susan had dressed her in a new pink summer dress and sandals. She looked adorable.
 
   “Hey sweet girl,” I said holding my arms out for her. She leaned over and reached for me. I pulled her against me breathing in her baby scent. My heart ached, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. It felt like something was stabbing me in the gut, taking my ability to breathe from me. I quickly kissed her cheek and then handed her back over to my dad.
 
   “Tylar, are you up to this darling? Do you want to talk about your loss?” His expression was of total concern.
 
   “Why is everyone so hell-bent on seeing me fall to pieces?” I asked irritably. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Darling, we all love you. This is a loss and we’re here to help you through it. That’s all.”
 
   “I appreciate that, Dad, but I look at this as being one of those unfortunate things that happen for a reason. I don’t question my blessings, so why should I question my losses?”
 
   “I suppose that’s a very pragmatic way of looking at it,” he commented. “Still, if you should need to talk about it, please know that I’m here for you.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad,” I said, giving him a pat on his arm. He was still looking at me warily. I guess everyone in this house would just have to be satisfied knowing that I was dealing with this in my own way.
 
   The memorial service at the cemetery was supposed to be just family, although Amber managed to crash it. We were gathered at the gravesite; Gina had contacted a priest at the church she attended and he agreed to read some scripture and bless the grave. Once gathered around the grave, I heard the sound of another car pulling up. I turned to see Amber getting out of it to join the family.
 
   “What’s she doing here?” I hissed quietly to Trey.
 
   “She said she wanted to offer her condolences,” Trey replied. “I told her we were having a memorial service.”
 
   “Couldn’t she have just sent a card?” I snapped, turning back around so that I didn’t have to look at her.
 
   Amber joined the family circled around the small, open grave. She was wearing a black pencil skirt, with a black bolero jacket and a black fedora hat. It was warm and humid; but Amber was as cool as a cucumber. I turned my attention back to the priest who was now reading from scripture. Trey had his arm around me and I could hear the others sniffling just behind me. I so wanted this to be over so that I could go back home again.
 
   When the service ended, we were all supposed to go back to the house for lunch. I stopped Trey as he left my side, heading over towards Amber.
 
   “Don’t invite her to lunch. I mean it,” I said testily, placing my hand on his arm.
 
   He nodded, not saying a word. I watched as he went over to where she was standing, and took her hand, thanking her for stopping by. She put her arms around him telling him what a lovely service it had been.
 
   Oh - puh-leeze.
 
   I wandered over to look at some of the flower arrangements that had been sent. I could keep the two of them in my peripheral vision while doing so. Trey moved on, talking to Susan and Clive and the others. That’s when I saw Amber approaching me.
 
   “Tylar,” she said with faux sincerity, “I just want to tell you how sorry I am for your loss.”
 
   She placed her hand on my arm. I looked down at her hand, and then back up into her dark brown eyes.
 
   “Thank you, Amber. These things happen for a reason, or so I’ve been told.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, her eyes more alert now, searching mine for understanding. “That’s exactly right. I know it sounds so cliché, but you’re the one who said it. So, you must realize that in the long run, it will make the break easier.”
 
   “The break?”
 
   “Yes. The break between you and Trey. I mean, it’s obvious that he’s on the fast track and that’s exactly where I want to be. You see, I intend to have him.”
 
   She turned and walked with confidence back down the small hill to where her car was parked. She didn’t look back. Gina approached me, carrying Reese who was lightly wrapped in a receiving blanket.
 
   “What did she say to you?” Gina asked; her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Nothing important,” I murmured, still watching Amber as she pulled away from the curb. I turned back to face Gina. “Let me see Reese, Gina.”
 
   Back at the house, I managed to get through lunch with the family. Preston was enamored with tiny Baby Reese. She watched intrigued as Gina nursed him, changed him and cuddled him. Gina let Preston see his tiny little face.
 
   “That’s your cousin,” Gina explained to her. She giggled and ran over to me.
 
   “Baabby,” she said, smiling.
 
   She looked at my now flat stomach. I saw her little mind trying to piece together what had happened. She pointed over to where Gina was holding Reese.
 
   “Mama’s baabby?”
 
   “No honey - Reese isn’t Mommy’s baby. Reese is Aunt Gina and Uncle Tristan’s baby. Remember when Aunt Gina’s tummy was big?”
 
   “Unh huh,” she said, nodding her head up and down.
 
   “Well, now Baby Reese is out of Aunt Gina’s tummy and she’s holding him.”
 
   Everyone had seemed to stop what they were doing to watch my interaction with Preston on the subject of the baby. She had not gone to the cemetery with us. She had stayed home with Jean.
 
   I saw Preston frowning; trying to figure this all out.
 
   “Mama’s baabby?” she asked, now pointing to my stomach.
 
   What do I tell her?
 
   Trey was at my side in a moment. “Hey, Preston,” he said, scooping her up into his strong arms, “Let’s go get some crackers from Jean.”
 
   “Cacker?” She had already moved on to something else. I was sure that the subject would come up again.
 
   After everyone had finally left, I breathed a sigh of relief. The tightness in my chest was somewhat relieved now that I was finally spared their constant perusal. I felt like I’d spent the day under a microscope. My father had kissed me good-bye. He was flying back to Baton Rouge this evening. He said he would call me later in the week. I took off my heels and headed up the stairs to our suite.
 
   Susan and Clive were heading back to Bristol in a couple of weeks. I had overheard Susan saying something to Trey about having Preston spend some time with them in the fall for a couple of weeks. She had mentioned that maybe he and I could use some alone time. He had told her that he would discuss it with me and then let her know. He said he thought I probably wouldn’t want to be apart from Preston for a while.
 
   I actually thought it would be nice for Preston to spend some time with her grandparents. It wasn’t that often that she got to see them. Once she started school, it would be even more difficult to plan visits there.
 
   I went into the bathroom and started the shower. I wasn’t supposed to take baths for several weeks; showers only. I got clean pajamas and underwear ready for afterwards. Freshly showered and dressed, I climbed into our bed and fell asleep right away. I was so glad that this day was behind me forever.
 
   I woke up later when Trey came to bed. I could tell it was much later because I’d gotten just enough sleep to take the edge off.
 
   He pulled me over close to him, wrapping an arm around me. He fell asleep quickly, but I was now wide awake, unable to fall back to sleep. I smelled a hint of whiskey on his breath. Jack Daniels.
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   The weeks seemed to fly by and it was fall. Before I knew it, it was mid-September. I was on my way back to the house from the horse barn. I had driven into town earlier to do some clothes shopping for Preston before she returned home. I hadn’t had much luck there. I figured I would probably have to hit a mall in Atlanta.
 
   I had treated myself to a manicure while I was in town. God, I hadn’t done that forever. As I had left the shop, I was trying my best not to scratch my freshly-painted nails, at least for the rest of the day. I started shaking my purse, trying to force my keys to the surface, without having to dig down inside for them and ruin my nails.
 
   The good news was that it had worked! The bad news was that as I had tilted and shook the keys to the surface, I’d been standing close to one of those slotted grills that covered a storm drain. My keys had popped out of my purse and had fallen right between the slats into the sewer.
 
   Totally sweet.
 
   Marcus had spotted me as he was leaving the feed store and had given me a lift back to the house. He’d offered to take me back to my car once I retrieved my other set of keys at home, but I realized it was on Trey’s keychain, so I’d have to wait for him to get home.
 
   It had been a busy week. The two scheduled breedings that we’d conducted had gone well. It was an extremely lucrative fee we had collected. I needed to thank my dad for the gift horse - literally. The house had been a bit lonely without Preston. She was spending a couple of weeks with Clive and Susan.
 
   I had hoped Trey would’ve lightened his schedule at the office while Preston was gone, so that we could’ve spent some time together, but he said that his case load was killer right now. He had a major Title VII class action suit ready for trial; and apparently Amber was second chair on it. That didn’t make me particularly happy, but I refused to allow her threat to turn me into an insecure, jealous whiney-ass wife. That wasn’t my style.
 
   Gina had been right when she said that the world was full of skanks just waiting to close in on another woman’s man.
 
   The September breeze felt so good as my hair blew free. I loved the fall. It was my favorite season. The sun was shining, but the air had a cool, crispness to it that left a promise of low humidity coming for at least the next few months.
 
   I twirled around letting the sun hit my face; the wind whipped through my hair, and it felt delicious. I was now back wearing my skinny jeans; all signs of my recent pregnancy had vanished. Like Marley.
 
   Everything seemed almost normal. I had refused to grieve the way that Trey had wanted me to; the way that my father had grieved, and the way that Gina, Tristan and Susan had done. Their constant tiptoeing around me as if I were a china doll that would break into a million pieces had grated on my nerves.
 
   The hardest part of it all had been trying to explain to Preston where “Mama’s baby” had gone. Trey had told her that her baby sister was in heaven with her grandma. Preston had no conception of that at fifteen months of age. He had explained to her that “Baby Marley” was an angel now; up in heaven with “Grandma Marley.”
 
   I thought about the small graveside service a few weeks back and I recalled that tiny little casket that had held my stillborn child; the child that I’d never seen. Why hadn’t I noticed that I hadn’t felt her kick since the morning that Gina had gone into labor?
 
   Maybe it was my fault. Maybe if I’d paid more attention to the lack of movement, something could have been done to save her. The doctor had said there was no way that I could’ve known. Infections such as the one that I’d had were rare; there were other complications. It was a fluke. One in a million.
 
   My father had been out of sorts with the situation. He had tried to console me, but consolation wasn’t what I needed. I’d never known this child. Marley Renaud Sinclair. It was on the granite tombstone that Trey had picked out. It read ‘The beloved daughter of Tylar and Trey Sinclair. Rest in peace our little angel.’
 
   I hadn’t even talked to Gina since the memorial service. I knew that my best friend couldn’t fathom my impassiveness, but I didn’t see things that way. Marley hadn’t been born yet. There just wasn’t the same connection that I had with Preston. It was what it was.
 
   As I neared the circular drive in front of our house, I could see Trey’s Mercedes and another car parked behind it.
 
   Déjà vu.
 
   It was Amber’s sporty little BMW once again parked right behind Trey’s car. What the hell was she doing here?
 
   It seemed like they were spending a lot of time on this most recent case. Trey was very impassioned by it. He said this case was a ‘prima facie’ case against a major global company that had a long history of conspiracy and collusion.
 
   Apparently, this particular case involved infractions against older, female employees. It was another MDML situation. He’d won the previous case he had worked on under MDML. That had produced another nice chunk of change for us.
 
   I was in no mood to deal with Amber and I hoped like hell that Trey hadn’t invited her to dinner. I looked at the watch that Trey had given me for Christmas. It was only three-thirty in the afternoon. I was surprised that he was home already unless they were working here. They had been doing that occasionally while I had been home recuperating from the stillbirth much to my chagrin.
 
   Something seemed different this time. My car obviously wasn’t parked in the drive. Jean was away visiting her daughter since Preston was gone. Something, perhaps instinct, told me to assess the situation before going inside. I retracted my steps and went around to the back of the house. I peeped through the window of the kitchen. It was clear, no one was in site. I went around to the other side in the back where the family room was located. As I crept closer to the window, I could hear conversation. It was Trey’s voice.
 
   “What will you have Amber? We have wine, or I could make you a mixed drink?”
 
   “Wine would be fine, thanks.”
 
   “You’ve got it counselor, but only one. We have quite a bit of work tonight going through these depositions and I need you at 100%.”
 
   “I’m always at 100%. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
 
   I peeped up over the window sill. Trey had his back to me, thankfully, as he was at the bar getting their drinks. Trey was in his business clothes; and Amber was in a red Chanel suit that was short and tight. Her hair and make-up were impeccable as usual; and her nail color matched the color of her suit perfectly. She had on four-inch heels that accentuated her muscular legs.
 
   Trey handed her a glass of wine; he had gotten a bottle of beer for himself. They were now turned facing one other. The window I was at luckily wasn’t in their line of vision.
 
   “Cheers, counselor,” Amber said, tapping her glass of wine against his bottle of beer.
 
   “Cheers,” he replied smiling.
 
   They each took a drink and I noticed that Amber didn’t take her eyes off of him. Trey set his bottle of beer down on the coffee table and started organizing the files stacked there. She continued to sip her wine watching him as if she were ready to pounce.
 
   “Do you want to use my laptop instead of yours since it’s already out?” he asked, looking up at her.
 
   “Sure thing. I’m a better keyboard jockey than you anyway.”
 
   “I won’t argue that counselor,” Trey said as he scooted over to allow room for her to sit next to him on the sofa. “You’ll need to log in under my password. It’s –”
 
   “I know what it is,” she replied rolling her eyes. “You might as well not even have one.”
 
   “Hey, I’ve got too many other important things to remember besides all these damn passwords,” he mumbled.
 
   She looked over at him, smiling. “It’s awfully quiet in here today,” she commented as her long fingers pressed the keys on his laptop to log in. “Where’s that little angel, Preston?”
 
   “Oh, she’s spending time with my parents in Bristol.”
 
   “That’s nice,” she remarked. “Did Tylar go with her?”
 
   “No, Tylar’s been pretty busy with the horses. Her car’s not out front, so she may have had to go into town for something. She’s been doing the shopping since Jean’s away for a few days.”
 
   “There,” she said sweetly. “I’m all logged in and have the depo files accessed. Which one do you want me to pull up?”
 
   “Let’s start with Smith,” he replied, digging through one of the file folders stacked on the coffee table.
 
   “Which one?” she laughed.
 
   “Oh, that’s right. We have about ten of them, don’t we? How about “Ohio” Smith?”
 
   “You’ve got it, babe,” she said, typing away. “There we go.”
 
   “Read back the testimony on page five relative to the questioning about the integrity concerns that were submitted.”
 
   It looked as if Amber was scanning down the screen searching for it. “I can’t find it,” she replied, biting her lower lip. “Do I have the right file opened?”
 
   Trey scooted closer, looking at the screen and then back at his notes. I watched as Amber leaned over toward him, her low cut blouse underneath her open jacket gave Trey a full few of her pushed-up breasts.
 
   I continued to watch as my husband interacted with his gorgeous female law partner. The one that had clearly made her intentions known to me the day of Marley’s burial.
 
   I felt like a voyeur. Maybe it was wrong to spy on my husband since he’d clearly given me no indication that he wasn’t to be trusted. I started to turn away to go around and make my entrance when a sudden movement caught my eye.
 
   It was Amber. She had suddenly turned her face towards Trey. I held my breath as she leaned into him and found his lips with her own. I stood there like a frozen statue as I watched as Trey pulled back from her and stood up. He was clearly taken aback. He raked one hand through his thick, burnished hair, shoving his other hand into the pocket of his trousers. He paced back to where she was still sitting on the couch.
 
   “Amber,” he said, almost apologetically, “this can’t happen.”
 
   “Why?” she asked her voice soft and melodious. “We both want it and you know that.”
 
   “I don’t know anything of the sort. I’m married and you know that. Have I done anything that led you to believe that I wanted anything other than a professional friendship?”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I totally misread your vibes. I’m usually pretty good at picking up on someone’s vibes. God, I feel like a total idiot!”
 
   She got up from the couch, and quickly grabbed her briefcase. Tears started flowing from her perfectly made-up, chocolate brown eyes. Her brows were furrowed into a frown as if she were angry with herself.
 
   “Amber - wait. You don’t have to leave. We can forget this happened and continue working on the case.”
 
   She collapsed back down onto the couch; her hands covered her face as she began to weep softly.
 
   “Don’t you see?” she asked, “I’ve made a total fool out of myself in front of someone that I admire and respect so much! I can’t face you again, I’m such an idiot!”
 
   Her sobs got louder as she hung her head in apparent shame.
 
   Trey was in front of her in a second; he took her hands and lifted her up from the couch.
 
   “Listen,” he said softly, “You’re not an idiot and I’m totally flattered. You’re a beautiful and talented lawyer, Amber. I’ve enjoyed working on this case with you. I don’t for one minute want you to feel ashamed, okay? If the situation were different …”
 
   She looked up at him with her tear-stained eyes and sniffled. She nodded innocently, still watching him with those big brown eyes. My stomach lurched; I knew that she wasn’t finished with him yet.
 
   “Do you really mean it?”
 
   “I do,” he said softly.
 
   Their eyes met and held. I watched as Trey cupped her face between his hands. She studied his face as he wiped the tears from her cheeks with his thumb. The same way that he’d wiped my tears many times before.
 
   Oh God. I knew what was coming next. He lowered his face to her tear-stained cheeks; and he gently kissed one and then the other; he kissed the tip of her perfect turned up nose. He smiled looking down at her still. She laced her arms around his neck as his mouth lowered to hers.
 
   I watched as he wrapped his strong arms around her and pulled her close to him; their tongues found each playfully and passionately. Their kiss continued to last for what seemed like forever. Her hands lowered to his ass, gripping it and pressing him in against her. I heard her moan his name.
 
   I wanted to move, but I was frozen to this spot. What had happened between Trey and I that he would fall victim to this manipulative bitch? Beautiful women had always paid attention to Trey; he’d seemed impassive towards it. This was different.
 
   Trey had clicked with Amber from the start. Maybe he’d clicked with her in a way that he never could with me. He liked that she was his intellectual equal; and he liked her spirit and her love of the law. He liked that they shared the same passion for it.
 
   I watched as Trey finally pulled himself from her. My eyes studied him, dropping lower to where I could see that he’d grown hard for her.
 
   Son. Of. A. Bitch.
 
   “I can’t do this,” he rasped, wiping her lipstick from his mouth.
 
   “Make love to me,” she said softly. “I want you. Come to my place. No one will ever have to know. Let me rock your world.”
 
   He looked torn and indecisive; it was a look that I was not familiar with in Trey. He put his hand on the back of his neck rubbing it as if contemplating his next move; and then he turned away from her, taking several steps back.
 
   That’s when he saw me standing outside the window. Our eyes locked momentarily; and I saw the look of panic that crossed his face. God only knows what he saw in my eyes.
 
   I was suddenly able to move again. My legs were making up for lost time as I turned from the window and raced across the yard. I got to the pasture and continued running toward the horse barn. The wind was at my back as if to help me to get the hell away from what I’d just witnessed. Everything was blurry; and I realized that my eyes had filled up with tears. I needed to get away from the pain. That was all I could think about at the moment. This pain was just too overwhelming; it was just too much.
 
   I threw open the door to the horse barn; screaming for Marcus. He finally came out of the tack room with a look of alarm on his handsome face.
 
   “What is it? What the hell is wrong?” he shouted.
 
   “Take me away from here Marcus, please?” I sobbed. I buried my face into his chest. “Please take me to Gina’s now.”
 
   “Tell me what happened first,” he insisted.
 
   “There isn’t time!” I shrieked. “I need out of here now - please.”
 
   He grabbed his jacket from the hook and pulled the keys from the pocket of his jeans. We headed out behind the barn where his truck was parked. He opened the door for me and I hurriedly climbed in.
 
   As we pulled down the long graveled drive to the road, I saw Amber’s BMW pulling out. Trey was outside, crossing the same pasture that I’d just raced across in long, hurried strides.
 
   “There’s Trey,” Marcus said, looking over at me. “Do you want me to drop you here?”
 
   “Keep driving,” I stated firmly.
 
   “Tylar,” he said, “I don’t want to face his wrath. You know how he is about me being too friendly with you.”
 
   “Marcus, I just caught Trey with another woman. Trust me; you’ve got no reason to worry. Just take me to Gina’s. I’m just as much your employer as Trey.”
 
   “You’ve got it,” he said as his truck blew past Trey. Neither one of us glanced over.
 
   Marcus walked into the apartment building with me to make sure that Gina was home. I had let my phone die in my purse, so I hadn’t been able to call Gina to let her know that I was on my way over. I prayed that she was home.
 
   The doorman buzzed Gina and Tristan’s apartment. Thank God, she was home. I thanked Marcus and told him not to worry about any repercussions from Trey. I told him to tell Trey that I had threatened him with his job.
 
   “Yeah right,” he laughed. “He knows we’re too tight for that. You calm down okay?”
 
   “I’ll be okay, Marcus. Thanks for being a friend.”
 
   I took the elevator up to our old apartment. It was bittersweet that the apartment that Trey and I had once inhabited together had much better memories than our large, cold house in the country.
 
   Gina had the door open and was holding Reese in her arms when I came in. She immediately knew that something was seriously wrong.
 
   “What is it, Ty? You look like shit.”
 
   “Thanks, Gina. Glad that I have you as my best friend.”
 
   “What the fuck, girlfriend? I haven’t even seen you in more than a month. Not since you buried Marley.”
 
   “Stop!” I shouted. “Do not go there right now.”
 
   I had startled Reese. He started crying leaning in against Gina, rooting for her breast.
 
   “It’s okay, baby,” she crooned to him, unbuttoning her shirt so that he could gain access. He latched on immediately, sucking loudly as he nursed.
 
   “Can I use your phone please?” I asked.
 
   “You came all the way into Atlanta to use my phone?”
 
   “My phone died, Gina. May I please use yours?”
 
   “Go right ahead. Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on?”
 
   “I will. Just let me make this call first.”
 
   Gina walked into the living room after she handed me her cell. I phoned my dad’s cell number, and once again I breathed a sigh of relief when he answered.
 
   “Dad, its Tylar. I’m calling from Gina’s phone.”
 
   The tears started flowing along with my hysteria. I didn’t know where to begin with him. We had no history together, but for now I needed a dad. I needed him.
 
   “Honey are you alright?”
 
   “No, Daddy,” I sobbed. “I’m not alright. I need to come home.”
 
   Gina listened to everything that I shared with my father on that phone call. I could see her tense up when she heard what I had observed Trey doing with Amber. She was nursing Reese trying to stay calm, but I knew that she was ready to go off.
 
   After I got off the phone with my father, Gina got up and took Reese to the nursery. The same nursery that had been Preston’s when we lived here. How happy we had been here I thought. She returned in a few moments later having laid him down for a nap.
 
   “Ty,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion, “will you please sit down and talk to me?”
 
   I went over to the couch where she had gestured for me to take a seat, and I sank down next to her. I put my hands on my cheeks, bracing them as I tried to assemble my words.
 
   Gina turned to me, and looked at me as if she hadn’t seen me in years instead of weeks. She pulled my hands from my face, taking them into hers and she swallowed nervously.
 
   “I’m so sorry for what you’ve gone through these past several weeks,” she said to me softly. “I know that maybe I’ve been too tied up with Tristan and Reese to be there for you. I’m sorry,” she said, starting to cry.
 
   “There’s no need for you to apologize or to be upset,” I told her. “This is my problem. I’m handling it.”
 
   “I don’t think that you are, Ty. Look at you,” she choked, tears running down her cheeks.
 
   “Well, excuse me,” I said, slightly annoyed, “But I’ve spent the better part of the day with horses and working in the barn, not to mention sprinting across the pasture after I discovered my husband kissing his junior partner in my house. I’m fucking sorry that I didn’t take the time to fix my hair and reapply my make-up before making my visit here.”
 
   “God damn it—that’s not what I’m talking about and you fucking know it! You’re skin and bones. My God. Your eyes take up half of your face with the dark circles going on underneath them. You lost a child, girlfriend. That has to hurt.”
 
   “How could I have lost a child that I never really had, Gina? It was more like a miscarriage. It happens.”
 
   She didn’t bother to mask her anger. “You know better than that! It wasn’t a miscarriage and you damn well know it. That baby died in your womb. It wasn’t your fault, but you need to face the facts here. Something terrible and entirely without reason happened to your baby. Tell me that you didn’t love Preston before she was born? Before she could have even survived if she’d been born early?”
 
   I pushed away from her, sorely tempted to put both of my hands over my ears so that I didn’t have to listen to her words any more.
 
   “Stop it, Gina. I won’t listen to this. It happened. It’s over and done with, and right now I don’t want to think about it. If you’re truly my friend, you’ll get off of the subject and do it now. Do you understand?”
 
   She looked at me and her expression was a mixture of fear and pity. I wasn’t comfortable with either. “Have it your way. Eventually you’ll have to deal with it and the longer it takes; the worse it’s going to be.”
 
   “Can I use your charger for my cell?” I asked, changing the subject. “My dad’s going to be phoning me back.”
 
   “Sure,” she said getting up off of the couch to get her charger.
 
   I plugged it into the wall and immediately I got some beeps that I had text messages. I looked at the screen. They were from Trey.
 
   “We need to talk. Where are you?”
 
   That was followed by another one six minutes later.
 
   “Tylar I love you - please talk to me.”
 
   The last one had been sent about three minutes ago.
 
   “Please talk to me baby. I want to explain.”
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   What was there to explain?
 
   Trey had gone through a tough six-and-a-half months with me. Between the nausea and my tiredness and lack of sexual interest, he had suffered the effects of it. I now knew how he rolled. That was that.
 
   “When will Tristan be home?” I suddenly thought to ask.
 
   “He’s closing tonight, so it’ll be late. Why?”
 
   “You can’t tell him that I was here. He’ll tell Trey.”
 
   “Don’t you think Trey probably knows where you’ve gone? I’m surprised he hasn’t called or shown up here by now.”
 
   As if on cue, her cell chimed.
 
   “Holy shit. Speak of the devil.”
 
   “Gina,” I hissed, “You can’t let him know that I’m here. Even if you say that I’m not here, he’ll hear the hostility in your voice. Please, do this for me?”
 
   She rolled her eyes as she answered his call.
 
   “Hey Trey,” she greeted congenially. “What’s up?”
 
   (Pause)
 
   “What? Whoa - wait a minute. Slow down. I’m not making heads or tails of what you’re saying.”
 
   Gina’s good. That’s why she’s my BFF.
 
   “Nope, I haven’t seen her. I hate to admit this, but I actually haven’t seen her since Marley’s graveside service. What the hell’s going on?”
 
   I watched as Gina let him bury himself. “What are you saying? Why did she leave upset?”
 
   (Pause)
 
   “What kind of a misunderstanding?”
 
   She paused and looked over at me rolling her eyes. “No, that’s okay – if you don’t feel like going into the details now, I understand. If she calls or comes by, I’ll let her know that you’re desperate to speak with her.”
 
   Gina ended the call and turned to me. “Trey’s desperate to speak with you,” she said flatly. “There, I did what I said I’d do. Would you like a glass of wine?”
 
   “Thanks, Gina,” I said relaxing back against the cushions on the sofa. “That sounds great.”
 
   I drank three glasses of wine, enjoying the relaxing, numbing feeling that was sinking in. I stretched out on the sofa and drifted off to sleep while Gina went to the kitchen to make dinner for us. I wasn’t really hungry, but Gina insisted that I was going to eat to get some meat back on my bones.
 
   Gina roused me from my nap a little while later. My dad was on the phone. He’d made all of my flight arrangements for tomorrow afternoon, and said he’d be at the airport to pick me up. He asked me to try and calm down.
 
   Fat chance. I assured him that I would.
 
   Gina made a pasta salad, so we sat down and ate in silence. I poured myself another glass of wine as I wolfed down the food. It was amazingly good. It appeared that Gina had developed some domesticity along the way.
 
   “Ty, you need to let Trey know where you are and where you’re going. It’s the right thing to do,” she blurted.
 
   I looked over at her, caught off guard momentarily.
 
   She continued. “Plus, what are you going to do about Preston? It’s one thing to desert him, but you don’t want it to look like you deserted your daughter just in case …”
 
   “In case what?” I asked, quirking a brow.
 
   “Well, to be honest, in case you decide to divorce him. That’s all I’m saying. I mean you don’t want him using Preston as a weapon against you, right?”
 
   I sighed deeply, shaking my head. “I can’t think about any of that right now. My head’s spinning, but I’ll call him. You’re right about that. I’ll let him know that I just got here and am spending the night. Is it okay if I stay here tonight?”
 
   “Absolutely; you don’t even need to ask that question.”
 
   “I don’t have my clothes or anything though,” I murmured.
 
   “Do you want me to ask Trey to bring some to you?”
 
   “Oh God, no! I can’t look at him right now. Will you go and get some from the house tomorrow? I can watch Reese for you.”
 
   “You got it,” she said smiling. “Everything’s going to be okay, Ty.”
 
   I wasn’t sure of that at all. I had to be honest with myself at the very least and the truth was that I had felt disconnected from Trey for the last couple of months. I had blamed that all on my pregnancy and then the subsequent loss of the baby, but maybe it was more than that.
 
   He had obviously been fascinated with the new junior partner at the firm. He had explained it away as him simply taking her under his wing because she was younger than the other partners. But, the bottom line was that he had spent more and more time at the office - with her - and had worked less and less at home, by himself.
 
   I wondered what might have happened if Trey had not spotted me at the window this afternoon. Maybe Amber would’ve successfully continued her seductive quest with my husband.
 
   And just maybe he would’ve succumbed to her charms. He certainly hadn’t been getting his needs met at home over the past couple of months. He had reminded me of that fairly often. In all honesty, we hadn’t made love since I’d lost the baby. And he hadn’t even attempted to initiate sex when my six weeks had been up over two weeks ago.
 
   I finished my wine still lost in thought. Gina had left the kitchen to take care of Reese who had awakened from his nap. It brought pain to me seeing a baby right now. I hadn’t even objected when Susan had offered to take Preston for a couple of weeks. Trey had looked at me curiously, not hiding his surprise when I hadn’t hesitated in accepting her offer.
 
   My phone was done charging, so I picked it up, and hit Trey’s name. He answered immediately. “Tylar,” he breathed, “Where are you?”
 
   “I stopped by Gina’s, and she told me that you had called here looking for me.”
 
   “Baby, I’ve been going crazy trying to get in touch with you. I need to explain. I need to let you know what happened.”
 
   “Trey,” I interrupted, “I was there, remember? I know exactly what happened. There’s no plausible explanation for you to give me about what happened. It’s been a long time coming I think.”
 
   “What are you talking about? How can you possibly say that to me?” His voice was hoarse with emotion.
 
   “Because it’s the truth. And maybe it’s time that you and I spoke the truth. At least with one another.”
 
   “And just what exactly is the truth?” he asked, his tone edgy.
 
   I felt myself shrug with feigned indifference. “You hit it off with Amber. In some ways, she’s a female version of you. She’s beautiful, smart, talented, and has a passion for the law - the same as you do. You and me? We don’t have a lot in common. I hate to point this out, but it’s obvious that our connection has been a sexual one. That doesn’t necessarily make for a successful long-term relationship.”
 
   “How in the hell can you say that to me?” he growled.
 
   He was livid and I wasn’t sure why. It all made perfect sense to me. Our relationship was built on a house of cards. I thought back to its inception: a near death experience for me; a handsome rescuer who found me ‘intriguing’ for the moment.
 
   A lot had transpired for both of us since then. Maybe he no longer found me a mystery to be solved. Or maybe I’d been a pleasurable diversion from his very orderly, professional, career- oriented life.
 
   “Amber’s the type of woman that someone like you is supposed to end up with Trey. Not someone like me. Maybe this has all been a diversion from reality for the both of us. I think we both need time to re-group. I’ve made arrangements to spend some time with my father. I’m leaving tomorrow.”
 
   “No, dammit. You’re not running from this. We’re going to work this out together. I don’t need time to re-group, because nothing’s changed with respect to how I feel about you.”
 
   I could picture his blue eyes flashing in anger. “I’m sorry. You’re not getting your way this time. I’ll be in touch once Preston returns from your parents’ house. We need to work something out with respect to her. I need this time for me. I need to heal.”
 
   I pressed the “end” button before he had a chance to respond. This was non-negotiable.
 
   I fell asleep on the sofa exhausted. I heard Tristan come in late. Gina was waiting for him in the kitchen. I could tell that she was filling him in on what had happened. I heard him raise his voice; I think I heard him refer to Trey as a spoiled, self-righteous son-of-a-bitch. Gina instructed him to stay out of it. If I knew Tristan, he’d be giving Trey his two cents’ worth very shortly.
 
   Tristan drove me to the airport the following afternoon. Gina was busy with Reese, so he suggested it. Gina had gone back to our house and packed my suitcase, along with Preston’s clothes while Trey was at work. She’d brought my phone charger and iPad with her.
 
   She had told me that Jean was beside herself trying to figure out why I hadn’t been home all night. She commented that she had heard Trey up most of the night pacing his floor and on his phone.
 
   Gina said that she didn’t feel it was her place to put our personal stuff out there to Jean. She had simply explained that I needed to spend some time with my father.
 
   “Well, certainly,” Jean had responded. “The poor thing has been through quite a bit. It has been a strain on them both. I can see that.”
 
   My thoughts were interrupted when Tristan finally broke the silence in the car.
 
   “Tylar, once again I feel the need to apologize to you for my brother’s behavior.”
 
   I looked over at his handsome face; a slightly older version of Trey’s face, yet there was something different. Tristan’s face held a look of compassion that I hadn’t seen before in Trey’s face, at least not that I could recall.
 
   “Tristan,” I replied softly, “It isn’t your place to apologize for Trey. Besides, I’m partially to blame for this.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “Well, my pregnancy was pretty rough on Trey,” I explained. “I wasn’t able to accommodate him like before.”
 
   I could feel myself blush profusely. I could feel the penetrating look that Tristan was giving me. He pulled his car over to the side of the road and shut off the ignition. I reluctantly looked over at him. His emerald green eyes were watching me trying to comprehend my response.
 
   “For Chrissake, you aren’t justifying Trey’s behavior in some way, are you? Your pregnancy was rough on you, sweetheart. You were tired and ill. I was around too, you know? If that son-of-a bitch couldn’t go without it for a few months without striking up some flirtatious fantasy with a female colleague to assuage his inflated ego, then he should have come to big brother for advice.”
 
   Tristan was on a roll. It was plain to see that he was furious with Trey.
 
   “What advice would you have given him?” I asked meekly.
 
   “I would’ve told him to spend some time with ‘Rosy Palm’ and her five ugly sisters in the privacy of his shower.”
 
   I started to giggle when he said that. Only Tristan could phrase it like that. I could picture him telling Trey that, too. I looked back over at him and he was smiling now.
 
   “I appreciate your support on this Tristan, but I don’t want it interfering with your relationship with Trey, okay?”
 
   “Too late for that,” he said, starting the car back up and pulling out into traffic.
 
   “Besides, it’s not as if Trey cheated sexually on me. It was the emotional part - the kiss - that crushed me. It sent a signal about our lack of intimacy. It has even made me question whether or not we’re really suited for one another.”
 
   I heard Tristan’s heavy sigh. “Sweetie, for right now, please try to not ‘over-think’ any of this, okay? You need this time away from him to reflect and heal. Don’t jump to a hasty conclusion.”
 
   I smiled over at him. “You’re right. Thanks for being you.”
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   My father was waiting for me at the baggage claim carousels when I arrived. I immediately flew into his arms. He held me close to him, talking soothingly to me. It was the first time that I knew how it felt to me consoled by a parent. I liked the feeling of safeness that it gave me. We talked on the way back to his estate. I was taken aback when he told me that he’d called Trey.
 
   “You didn’t threaten to punch him out or anything did you, Dad?” I asked, my eyes widening. Secretly, I was hoping that’s exactly what he had done. That would’ve been such a “father” thing to do it seemed.
 
   He shook his head, his lips giving a slight twitch. “No I simply told him that I felt it was appropriate under the circumstances for you to spend some time here to rest, relax and gain some perspective on the situation.”
 
   Hmmm - sounds like Dad is trying to diffuse the situation. Does he think I over-reacted?
 
   “What did Trey say?” I asked.
 
   “He concurred. He genuinely wants you to feel better, and he wanted me to convey to you that he’ll take care of Preston until you’re ready to come back. He wants you to focus on feeling better both physically and emotionally. He said that you’re to pamper yourself.”
 
   Pamper myself? Does he think this is a weekend at the spa?
 
   I contemplated that for a moment. “You know, Dad, I think Trey’s right. I could use some pampering. As a matter of fact, it sounds just like what the doctor ordered. Is Edie still at the house?”
 
   “Yes, why?”
 
   “Can I borrow her tomorrow to run some errands with me in the city?”
 
   He smiled at me. “Certainly. Any of the staff is at your disposal, daughter.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad.” I smiled back.
 
   I liked Edie. She was only a year or so older than me. We had clicked from the first time we met. She hated Ms. Deeny as much as I did, so we had one thing in common right from the get.
 
   The next morning after my father left for court, I phoned a limo service in Baton Rouge. I had told Edie the night before that she was at my disposal the following day. She had laughed, saying it sounded like we were going to have some fun.
 
   “You’re right about that, girlfriend,” I’d responded in ‘Gina style.’
 
   We climbed into the limo at 10:00 a.m. and headed for a luxury day spa in Baton Rouge. Once there, I handed Edie one of the spa menus.
 
   “Pick anything you want Edie, my treat,” I said.
 
   “Oh, Tylar no,” she replied shaking her head. “I wouldn’t feel right about it. I work for the judge.”
 
   “We aren’t spending the judge’s money, Edie. We’re spending my husband’s money, which according to him, is mine as well. So, have at it.”
 
   “Well, alright then,” she giggled.
 
   We both went for the sixty-minute hot stone massage, followed by the body scrub. I then selected a facial mask while Edie went with the massage moisture facial. We were then waxed, manicured and pedicured. We finished up with getting eyelash extensions. The total bill with tip: $1200.00.
 
   I’m feeling better already.
 
   Our next stop was at an upscale hair salon called Jean-Claude’s. Edie was all for getting her highlights re-done and I was going for a totally new look altogether.
 
   I perused through multiple magazines until I found the hair style that I wanted. I then asked to see hair swatches, so that the colorist could match my color exactly to the one that I had selected. No more blondish-brown highlights for this girl. I’d heard brunettes were having more fun these days - with other women’s men, that is.
 
   When we were finished, Edie’s hair had undergone a tune-up while mine had gone through a complete overhaul.
 
   “Oh my God,” Edie shrieked. “You look so different.”
 
   “That’s the look I was going for Edie.”
 
   My hair was a dark chestnut brown that fell above my shoulders now. It was blunt cut in the back and angled at the sides. It looked exactly like Amber’s hair. Exactly.
 
   We then went shopping at Dillard’s. I bought two new pairs of boots; five pairs of skinny jeans, four new sweaters, a couple of cotton tee shirts, a new winter jacket and assorted lingerie, jewelry and make-up. By this time, Edie was feeling too self-conscious about my spending money on her. I finally forced her to get a pair of jeans and a sweater.
 
   The limo was waiting for us outside to take us back to the estate. The driver had chilled champagne and cold appetizers waiting for us. We enjoyed both on the ride back.
 
   “Wow,” Edie said, “I can’t believe you spent that much money today. I’m really appreciative of your generosity, but don’t you think your husband is going to be pissed?”
 
   I held up my champagne flute for a toast. “Here’s to pissed-off husbands,” I said, tapping my flute gently against hers.
 
   It was a little after seven p.m. when the limo pulled up to the mansion. I gave one of my credit cards to the driver to swipe for payment and then threw a generous tip in on top of it. He saw us to the door carrying our packages.
 
   Edie took my packages, once inside, and said she would deliver them to my room and have the washables laundered before I wore them. I thanked her.
 
   “No - thank you, Tylar. I’ve had the best time today.”
 
   “Don’t forget tomorrow night we’re going clubbing after your shift,” I reminded her as she started up the stairs.
 
   I heard my father’s footsteps approaching across the hardwood floor, towards the entry hall.
 
   “I’ve been worried. We’ve been holding dinner for you.”
 
   “I’m sorry Dad, the time just slipped by so quickly.”
 
   He was studying my new hairstyle. He had that ‘judge perusal’ thing going on again, so I twirled around so that he could get the full view of my shiny new hairstyle.
 
   “Do you like it?” I asked, flashing him a grin.
 
   “Darling, the important thing is that you like it,” he replied with a slight frown. “Let’s have dinner.”
 
   Over dinner, Dad mentioned that Trey had phoned him to see how I was doing.
 
   “Since you weren’t home, and I’d no clue where you were, I couldn’t tell him much,” he said.
 
   Okkaay … Is he going all ‘father’ on me now?
 
   “Dad, I’m sorry,” I replied. “I really thought that we’d be back before you got home. Edie and I went into Baton Rouge. I pampered myself just as Trey suggested I do, that’s all.”
 
   My father eyed me warily. It reminded me a bit of Trey. “That’s good, but you still may want to call and check in with him, so that he doesn’t worry,” he suggested.
 
   “I will. Now tell me about your day.”
 
   After dinner, I retreated to my suite. Edie had hung up the coat and sweaters; and she’d taken everything else that I had bought to be laundered. She had put my make-up in the bathroom and my jewelry was on the dresser.
 
   I pulled my cell out of my purse to put on the charger. I noticed that I had received several text messages. There were two from Trey; and one from Gina. Trey had texted the first time at around 1:30 this afternoon:
 
   “I hope you’re relaxing and pampering yourself like a good girl. I love and miss you, Tylar.”
 
   His second text message and come in around 7:30 p.m. this evening:
 
   “Your father is worried about you. I talked to him about an hour ago and he said he hasn’t heard from you all day. Please let me know that you’re okay.”
 
   Gina’s text had come in about fifteen minutes ago:
 
   “Ty - call me when you get this. You evidently have your fucking phone turned off. Trey’s a fucking mess! He and Tristan got into it BIG TIME!”
 
   I phoned Gina immediately. She answered after the first ring.
 
   “It’s about damned time, girlfriend. Your calls are going straight to voicemail. Are you avoiding me, too?”
 
   “Of course not, Gina. I just now pulled my phone out and saw all of these text messages.”
 
   “I only texted you once, but I must’ve called you like five times.”
 
   “Trey’s been texting me and I guess he called my father too. So, what’s the emergency?”
 
   “Well, Trey is basically a mess over all of this, which in my opinion serves him right. But, I still feel for the Hot Nazi. Tristan laid him out good.”
 
   “Oh my God. Do you mean they got into a brawl?”
 
   “No, not that way. He laid him out verbally. Trey shows up at the club this evening around six when Tristan’s working the bar. It was pretty crowded with the after-five crowd, and I guess Trey was all pissing and moaning into his suds. He’s all ‘I can’t lose her,’ ‘I love her so fucking much,’ blah, blah, blah. Finally, Tristan had just had enough. He got into Trey’s face and blasted him verbally. He told him that he should’ve appreciated what he had before he fucked it up. He told Trey he wouldn’t blame you if you fucked every guy in Baton Rouge after the way that Trey had treated you. He told him to get over himself. He said you were too good for Trey.”
 
   Holy shit - I know how that went over.
 
   “Shit Gina—I don’t want to be the reason that Tristan and Trey stop speaking to one another.”
 
   “Ty, for crying out loud, someone had to put the Hot Nazi in his place, and my man was just the person to do it. Having said that, I still think you need to keep the lines of communication open with Trey to some extent.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I said wearily. “My God, between you and my dad nagging at me there’s no getting away from it. I promise the both of you that I’ll give Trey a call.”
 
   “Good,” she said, “Now how was your day?”
 
   “I spent about three grand on pampering,” I boasted
 
   “Excellent,” she replied.
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   I took a shower and got ready for bed. I’d promised both my father and Gina that I would call Trey. I was nervous about talking to him. I wasn’t sure what I had to say to him. It was after ten o’clock and he was generally up until after eleven or so. I breathed a sigh of relief when my call went to his voice mail. I was more comfortable leaving him a message.
 
   “Trey, it’s me. My dad said that he’d spoken to you earlier today. I was just out and about getting pampered and doing some shopping. Everything is okay here. Let me know when Preston’s coming home. Take care.”
 
   There. I’d kept it short and to the point. There was no need for Trey to worry about me while I was down here with my father. I wasn’t his responsibility. I missed Preston, though. Right now I simply needed to focus on myself, however selfish that sounded.
 
   The following afternoon I went down to the barn to see the horses. My father employed two guys for the stables and the grounds full-time. They lived up over the stables in loft apartments. I had met the older guy on my last visit. His name was Larry. Today there was a younger guy inside grooming one of the new Arabians that my father had purchased.
 
   “Are you Danny?” I asked as I approached the stall.
 
   “Who’s asking?” he said looking over at me.
 
   “I guess I am,” I remarked rolling my eyes. “Margo said you were working with the horses today while Larry’s repairing the fence line. I wanted to take one of the horses out on the trail.”
 
   “And you would be?” he asked, lifting one of the horses hooves.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m Judge Tylar’s daughter, Tylar.”
 
   He stopped what he was doing with the horse and looked over at me with a shit-eating grin. He was cute with some bad-boy charm going for him. I judged him to be in his mid to late twenties. He had dark blond hair with blue eyes. He had a lean, muscular build.
 
   “Do you mean you were actually named ‘Tylar Tylar’ at some point?”
 
   “No,” I laughed thinking about how one might presume that. “It’s kind of a long story.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got time ‘Little Bit’ if you’d like to tell me. My name’s Danny Duvall.”
 
   He held his hand out to me and I shook it. It was warm, strong and calloused.
 
   “Tylar Sinclair,” I said smiling. “Maybe I’ll tell you all about it sometime. Is it okay if I saddle up Jasmine?”
 
   “Sure thing. Can you lift the saddle up that high?”
 
   “I think I can manage, Danny,” I replied walking to where the freshly polished saddle had been placed on the bench. I could tell that he was watching me the whole time I got Jasmine bridled and saddled.
 
   “Well, I’m impressed, Ms. Sinclair,” he said as I mounted the horse. “I like to see a lady that can handle all aspects of riding. Most of the time, they want someone else to do the hard stuff. Looks like you can hold your own.”
 
   “I always have,” I said with a wink, digging the stirrups into Jasmine’s side and clicking my tongue. I couldn’t believe that I’d come off that flirtatious with him. What the hell was I thinking these days? That was clearly not me.
 
   It was a crisp autumn day with plenty of sunshine; a perfect day for trail riding. This was even better therapy than the day of “pampering” that I’d treated myself to yesterday.
 
   Today was Edie’s day off, but we were going clubbing this evening. She was going to pick me up around eight. I felt funny about borrowing one of my dad’s vehicles, even though I knew he wouldn’t have a problem with it.
 
   By the time I finished riding and had brushed the horse down, it was starting to get dark out. I hadn’t seen any more of Danny when I had returned to the stable. I could hear some country western music playing from the apartments upstairs. He was probably finished for the day.
 
   I headed up to the house and got ready for an evening out with Edie. She pulled up out front, and I scurried out the door hollering a quick good-bye to my father, and telling him not to wait up. This must be what it felt like being a teenager I thought. I had missed it all.
 
   We went to a bar called “The Crying Cowboy.” It was aptly named I discovered after arriving. The band was a very loud country-western group, and everyone was line dancing. I knew that I was out of my league here.
 
   Edie ordered a rum and coke; I ordered an Adios Mother Fucker. What the hell? I was halfway through my first drink when I heard a familiar voice behind me.
 
   “Well, hey there ‘Little Bit’ - nice seeing you out this evening.”
 
   I turned and saw Danny’s smile. His eyes flickered over me appreciatively. I’d worn a low cut sweater with one of my new satin push-up bras. He had a devilish grin on his face as he checked me out, not caring one bit that he was being so obvious about it.
 
   “Hey, Danny,” I said impassively, “You know Edie, right?”
 
   “Hey, Edie,” he said, not taking his eyes off of me.
 
   I was starting to feel like he knew what I looked like without my clothes on. He definitely had a little bit more of that “bad-boy” thing going on tonight.
 
   “Wanna dance?”
 
   A slow song was starting up and I figured I could handle that much better than some ‘Boot scooting boogie’ number.
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
   I knew he was trying his best to intimidate me with his bold stares and complacent attitude. But he was clearly wasting his time, because I wasn’t on the market, so it didn’t matter what type of mating dance he was trying to do. It wasn’t going to happen with us.
 
   He held me close as we danced to the slow song. I felt his hand rubbing my back as we swayed back and forth. He smelled of after-shave. I think it was ‘Polo’.
 
   “So, how was your ride today, ‘Little Bit’?” he asked, his breath warm against my hair.
 
   “It was fine,” I replied. “It was relaxing.”
 
   “Now, this is relaxing,” he said trying to be smooth. “Having a little liquor in my gut, and a beautiful woman in my arms. It doesn’t get any better than this.”
 
   Ohh - please!
 
   The song finally ended, but Danny still had his arms wrapped around me.
 
   “I don’t want to let you go,” he said softly.
 
   “Danny, you’re welcome to join Edie and me at our table,” I invited, pushing away from him.
 
   I didn’t need to say it twice. He grabbed his beer and joined us. Edie was talking to a guy at the next table who promptly asked her to dance as the band started the next song.
 
   “So, Tylar, tell me all about yourself. Don’t leave anything out,” Danny said to me, taking a long swig of his beer.
 
   First things first. I quickly revealed to him that I was married. I so needed to get that out there on the table. He didn’t bat an eye.
 
   “I kinda figured that when I saw the rock,” he replied, his eyes going immediately to my wedding rings. “So, where’s hubby?”
 
   “It’s kind of complicated,” I said not wanting to air my dirty laundry. Danny was practically a stranger after all.
 
   “Hey,” he said leaning in so that I could hear him. “I won’t nose into your business, but if you feel like talking about it, just know that I’m a good listener, alright?”
 
   “Alright,” I nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   He ordered a round of drinks for us, and I found myself letting my guard down a bit. I ended up telling him the whole sordid story of what had happened with Trey and Amber.
 
   “Wow,” he said, shaking his head, “What the hell’s wrong with your hubby? You seem to be the whole package, if you ask me.”
 
   I blushed at the compliment. He was a bit disarming.
 
   “So, what are your plans?” he asked.
 
   “Well, for now I just need a break. I’ve asked my father if I can help out with the horses. He’s fine with it. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Not at all ‘Little Bit,” he said to me with a smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   The next few days were filled with a flurry of activities. I spent a good portion of the day working with Danny and the horses. It turned out to be a pleasant distraction. I found the work rewarding and he was great company.
 
   In the evenings, after a shower and dinner, Danny and I would hit the nearby clubs and taverns. Edie would come with us most of the time, so I didn’t feel like I was doing anything inappropriate.
 
   I wasn’t sure that my father saw it the same way. I could tell he wasn’t thrilled about my social activities in the evenings. He’d made a couple of off-handed remarks about the late hours I’d been keeping, and he again asked whether or not I was keeping in touch with Trey.
 
   The truth was I hadn’t returned any of Trey’s calls or texts since I’d left him the voicemail message. The whole point of my being here was to put some distance between Trey and me. I mean it kind of defeated the purpose if I remained in constant communication with him, and I had finally texted him just that. That had been a couple of days ago and he hadn’t bothered me since then.
 
   I was lying across the bed with my ear buds in, listening to my One Republic tunes, when there was a knock on my bedroom door.
 
   “Come in,” I called out sitting up and removing my ear buds.
 
   My father opened the door stepping inside the room. “Trey’s here,” he said quietly.
 
   His expression was devoid of emotion. He had his stoic judge mask on big time.
 
   “You didn’t ask him to come here did you, Dad?” I asked, trying like hell to not make it sound like an accusation.
 
   “Of course not. But I do think you should see him. He’s come all of this way and the two of you need to talk and make some decisions. You’ve been here almost two weeks now. You owe him that.”
 
   Sounds like a mini-lecture…
 
   But I knew he was right. I looked down at myself dressed in sweat pants and a tee shirt. I was the epitome of frumpiness at the moment. My father read my thoughts.
 
   “I’ll see that Trey’s made comfortable in the study while you freshen up,” he remarked taking leave.
 
   I scrambled off of the bed and located a pair of jeans in the closet. I pulled my UGG boots on; and pulled my new sweater from the shopping bag. It was a dark green angora. I dashed to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I ran a brush through my new shiny, dark-brown hair. The cut made it bouncy. There, I thought looking at my reflection. I was presentable.
 
   Trey was standing near the fireplace when I entered the room. He turned immediately, perusing me from head to toe, like he was seeing me for the first time.
 
   He looked as gorgeous as ever. Who could blame Amber for wanting him? Who could blame any woman for wanting him? He was in front of me in two quick strides.
 
   “I want to hug you,” he said, “but I’m not sure how you feel about me touching you.”
 
   The truth was I wasn’t sure how I felt about him touching me either. Maybe it was time to find out. I looked up at him and smiled, nodding. He pulled me to him hugging me tightly; his one hand was behind my head, brushing through my newly cut, dyed hair. I felt his lips on my hair kissing it softly. I hugged him back breathing in his familiar scent. I wanted things to be the way they were before more than anything, but I was still too raw.
 
   I moved away from him taking a seat on the sofa. He came and sat beside me, taking one of my hands into his. He was gazing at me quizzically.
 
   “What did you do to your hair?” he asked, his brow furrowed.
 
   “I don’t know. I guess I felt it was time for a new look maybe,” I replied, running my fingers through it a bit nervously.
 
   “I liked your old look just fine.”
 
   “You didn’t come all this way to discuss my hairstyle, did you Trey?”
 
   “Tylar,” he said with a sigh, “I want you to come home. I want us to work this out. I want to do whatever it takes to get our life back like it was before.”
 
   I shifted away from him; pulling my hand from his. “Before what Trey? Before I caught you making out with Amber? Before we lost our baby? How about we go back to before I lost my sense of identity the very minute that I fell in love with you?”
 
   “What are you saying?” he asked, his tone perplexed.
 
   “I guess I’m saying that I’m not at all sure that I want to go back to the way it was before. It seems to have led us to where we are right now, which is apart.”
 
   “That’s my fault. I take total blame for us being apart.” Trey said, his eyes searching mine.
 
   “Come on, Trey, we both know it takes two to make a marriage work and it takes two to make it fail.”
 
   “Is that how you see this? Do you believe our marriage has failed?”
 
   “I believe our marriage is in trouble. I’m not sure what to do to fix it, I guess,” I shrugged.
 
   Trey stood up and nervously raked a hand through his hair as he walked over to the mantle. When he turned around to face me again, I could see the pain in his brilliant blue eyes.
 
   “It was a kiss Tylar; it was wrong, I know, but please put this into perspective. It was a kiss.”
 
   I felt my anger take form in a flush that seemed to fill my entire body at the moment. “You might as well have fucked her! Betrayal is betrayal.”
 
   “Are you serious?” he asked incredulously. “You can’t possibly put a … a kiss right up there with intercourse for Chrissake!”
 
   “I can and I do. That’s how I feel. Besides that, who’s to say it would’ve stopped with just the kiss? After all, when you spotted me at the window, it kind of killed the mood, didn’t it?”
 
   “You saw that I pulled away from her. You can’t believe that I would’ve let it go any further,” he growled, eyes flashing.
 
   “I can’t believe, for all the love you’ve professed for me, that you let it go as far as you did. But then again, I give Amber credit. She did give me fair warning I suppose.”
 
   The more that I recalled that incident with Amber, the angrier I was at myself for not letting Trey know exactly what she had said to me that day. I hadn’t wanted him to think I was a whiney, insecure wife, but in all honesty, maybe that’s exactly what I was. Maybe that’s why Trey had been drawn to Amber. She was everything that I wasn’t.
 
   Trey was back beside me on the couch. “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
   “I mean that after the services for Marley, she came up to me with her condolences. She seemed extremely sincere in extending her sympathy. She even patted my hand telling me things like this happen for a reason. She said she knew how cliché it sounded, but in my case it would make our divorce easier.”
 
   “What the hell are you saying?” Trey demanded; his voice and expression showing disbelief.
 
   “She said she had every intention of making you hers.”
 
   “No she didn’t,” he replied, dumbfounded.
 
   “Yeah, okay. I’m a liar, I guess.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me this at the time?” he asked.
 
   “Probably because it would’ve prompted the same response I got just now. I really wasn’t worried about what she threatened to do because that was when I still had faith in your faithfulness.”
 
   “Tylar,” he said with a hint of exasperation in his tone, “how do you expect us to work on our problems when you’re in Baton Rouge and I’m in Atlanta?”
 
   I stood up now putting a little distance between us because I knew that he was not going to like what I had to say.
 
   “For right now, I’m not up to working on anything other than healing from the pain of losing the baby; and the pain of your infidelity. If you want to call me self-serving or immature or uncooperative, then go right ahead, but it’s the truth. I just don’t have it in me right now to deal with anything other than seeing to my own needs.”
 
   “I don’t understand what that encompasses,” he remarked, throwing his hands up in the air. “Are you saying that you want a separation?”
 
   “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
 
   “I see,” he said, standing up and walking closer to me.
 
   Oh God. Please let me stay strong here. Please give me the strength not to succumb to his demands for once. I was surprised when none were forthcoming.
 
   “How separated do you want to be?” he asked, his voice carrying a hint of anger.
 
   “Geographically or otherwise?” I countered.
 
   “Well, since you asked - both,” he replied tersely.
 
   “I want to stay in Baton Rouge with Dad. You know that Matthew’s case is coming up, and I want to see what happens with the murder charges.”
 
   “And what about Preston?” he asked tersely.
 
   “I’d like her here with me.”
 
   “When exactly am I supposed to see my daughter?” he asked, his eyes now boring into me full force.
 
   “I’m sure we can work something out. I mean, the only time you really have are weekends, and with that case that you and Amber have been working on, even your weekends have been fairly tied up.”
 
   “That case should be wrapped up in a few weeks,” he replied, his hand rubbing the back of his neck. “Why don’t we play it by ear? Maybe I can fly down every other Friday and get a hotel room and keep her there with me.”
 
   “Trey,” I said softly, “Dad’s estate is huge. You won’t need to stay in a hotel suite, unless of course, you want to.”
 
   He studied me for a moment. “I don’t want any of this,” he snapped, “But it appears that this is the way you want it for the time being. I guess you have that right after what I’ve done.”
 
   I walked closer to where he was. “Please don’t look at this as a punishment for you. I’m in pain here for several reasons. I need this. Don’t you think I miss Preston? Has she even been asking about me?”
 
   “Of course she has. Gina’s been keeping her and she’s very confused. I’ll fly down with her this weekend. Do you have clothes for her?”
 
   “A few that Gina packed when I came down here. I can buy more unless you plan on cancelling my credit cards. I mean you can if you want. I guess I’m no longer ‘earning’ my keep with you.”
 
   Trey was totally incensed with me at that statement. He grabbed me by my arm, yanking me up against him. His fingers tilted my face up, so that I was forced to look into his angry blue eyes as he responded.
 
   “What kind of a man do you think that I am? What? I dole out an allowance to you for taking care of my child, my home and my sexual needs? My God, Tylar, marriage is a partnership. I thought that’s what we were?”
 
   “So did I. But things have changed, not the least of which I discovered just recently, when you and Amber made it perfectly clear that you were ‘hot’ for each other in the family room of our home,” I snapped, pulling away from him.
 
   “God damn it! You’re twisting things about out of proportion!” he yelled. He took a moment to chill, and then continued. “Suffice it to say, I’m not cancelling your credit cards. What I have is yours.”
 
   “Well, just so you know, I’m starting to work with the horses here at Dad’s. I insisted on earning my keep here. Besides that, it’s my passion.”
 
   “I thought your family was your passion?” he countered with an edge of sarcasm.
 
   “It is,” I replied coolly. “Dad’s family too, you know.”
 
   “So,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard my response, “What about the “otherwise” portion of our separation?”
 
   “Hey, if you’re chomping at the bit to fuck Amber, then what’s been stopping you? I mean, you’ve had almost two weeks to screw her. Are you waiting for my permission?”
 
   “I don’t want to screw her,” he seethed, grasping my hands into a vice-like grip against him. His eyes were blazing with rage. I didn’t understand why. I’d just given him permission to take this opportunity during our separation to fuck her or anyone else he so desired. He just wasn’t going to be fucking me. Somehow this wasn’t sitting well with him.
 
   “I want you to promise me - promise me,” he repeated, “That you won’t be sexually involved with anyone else. In return, I’ll do the same.”
 
   “What are you so worried about?” I asked, narrowing my eyes a bit.
 
   “I can’t fathom the thought of another man touching you,” he snapped.
 
   “Oh, so that’s how you roll. Well here’s how it is Trey; we’re separated. That means there are no restrictions. It’s kind of like the military, ‘Don’t ask - don’t tell.”
 
   I turned from him to exit the room and found myself hauled back by his strong arms. He wrapped his arms around me and crushed me backwards with his strength. His lips found mine as he captured me in a passionate, almost violent kiss that left me reeling.
 
   “You. Are. Mine,” he growled.
 
   Our eyes locked with one another’s. His look was possessive; mine was defiant. We shall see I thought to myself, as I watched him move with a deliberate stride towards the entry hall to exit.
 
   “Preston and I’ll be here on Friday,” he said without looking back.
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   Edie and I had spent the day getting Preston’s nursery ready. We had added a potty chair in my bathroom. I wanted to see if she was ready to start toilet training. My father was equally excited about her coming to stay with us.
 
   I’d gone shopping to get more clothes for her since it seemed as if she grew by leaps and bounds. I hadn’t seen her for three and a half weeks. I had bought more puzzles and storybooks for her because she loved it when I read to her. She would also watch me intently, as I tried to teach her about putting the puzzle pieces together.
 
   When I heard the bell ring downstairs, I flew down the steps as Margo the new head of staff answered the door.
 
   Trey was standing there with Preston in his arms. She had her thumb in her mouth, looking incredibly sweet in her new winter coat with her knit cap and matching mittens.
 
   “Mamma,” she squealed seeing me at the bottom of the staircase. She leaned away from Trey, holding her arms out to me. I was right there to take her into my arms, holding her close.
 
   “My sweet baby,” I breathed, cuddling her to me.
 
   She immediately wanted to nurse, tugging at my sweater with her hands. She hadn’t nursed in months! How could she possibly even remember?
 
   “No, honey,” I said. “You’re a big girl now. You drink from a cup.”
 
   “Num-num,” she whined squirming unhappily in my arms.
 
   I looked over at Trey and caught his look of disapproval. Oh, I guess now I was a piece-of-shit mother because I couldn’t breastfeed on a whim. He was the one that had wanted her weaned as I recalled.
 
   “Let’s go get a cracker and some juice,” I offered to appease her.
 
   “Cacker,” she repeated happily.
 
   I took her off to the kitchen while my father came out to greet Trey. Once there, I got her coat, mittens and hat off and placed her into the high chair. I got a graham cracker out and a juice box from the fridge.
 
   “Have you been a good girl for Aunt Gina?” I asked.
 
   She smiled up at me showing her dimple.
 
   “Uh huh,” she said, nodding her head up and down chewing on her cracker.
 
   I could tell Preston was deep in thought about something. She looked so adorable. Gina had pulled her silky dark hair up into a high ponytail and then braided it. It was getting so long. She had a ribbon intertwined with the braid. I appreciated how well Gina had cared for my baby girl.
 
   “Baabby,” she babbled.
 
   I wasn’t sure if she was referring to Reese or the one that used to be in my tummy. I presumed it was Reese.
 
   “Baby Reese is your cousin,” I said.
 
   She was watching me now, not really understanding my comment. She finally smiled at me as she drooled cracker crumbs from her mouth.
 
   “Uh huh,” she answered, nodding her head once again.
 
   Her vocabulary was rather limited, but I enjoyed our conversation nonetheless. Our little mother-daughter chat was interrupted when my father came into the kitchen, totally delighted to see his grand-daughter. He lifted her from her high chair commenting on how big she’d gotten. She put her chubby little arms around his broad shoulders as he carried her out to the living room where her huge crate of toys resided.
 
   “Tylar,” he said quietly to me, “I had Margo prepare the guest suite for Trey. It makes no sense to banish him to a hotel.”
 
   “Dad, that’s fine,” I answered. “I suggested the same thing to Trey myself.”
 
   “Good,” he replied. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”
 
   He went off to play with Preston while I went upstairs to see about Trey. It would be totally strange to have him here in a separate room. I passed Margo in the hallway and she pointed out which room was his. I knocked softly on his door.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   Trey was sitting on the bed with his iPad. He was probably checking his emails. He looked over at me expectantly.
 
   “I just wanted to thank you for bringing Preston to me.”
 
   “I believe a child of her age needs more time with her mother. I know that she’s been missing you. Gina said she’s been incredibly fussy while she had her.”
 
   “I need to call Gina,” I sighed. “It seems like I’ve been remiss in keeping in touch with her as well. How’s Reese?”
 
   “He’s fine. Mom called earlier today. She’s going to come down to visit her grandson next week. I guess Nigel and Tess’s baby is due in a few weeks.”
 
   “I bet she’s excited to have all of these grandchildren to fuss over now,” I commented smiling at him. “So, what did you tell her about our situation?”
 
   Trey pulled me over to where he sat on the bed so that I was next to him. I felt my heart flutter with his nearness. I knew I still loved Trey with all my heart. I just didn’t like him at the moment.
 
   “I told her the truth,” he said. “She’s understandably furious with me, but it doesn’t have to mar the relationship that you two have. I hope that it won’t.”
 
   He had his arm around me pulling me closer to him. I didn’t turn my head to face him. I was afraid to be that close to him. He ran his fingers through my dark shiny locks. He lifted my hair away from my neck, and I felt his warm breath on my skin sending shivers up through me.
 
   “Why did you change your hair to look like Amber’s?” he whispered against my neck softly. I felt his lips lightly caressing the skin on my neck. I shivered. “Don’t you like the look?” I asked.
 
   “You’re much more beautiful than she could ever be. Don’t you know that?”
 
   His lips brushed the back of my neck once again, and he started planting soft kisses on the sensitive spot beneath my ear. His lips were warm and soft; but all I could think about was the memory of watching Trey’s lips and mouth thoroughly kissing Amber’s that day. The memory caused a wave of nausea to run through me. I jumped up from him quickly. Trey reached for me to pull me back to him.
 
   “Tylar, for Chrissake, I’m your–”
 
   Just then Trey’s cell rang with a pre-set tune. It was Carrie Underwood blaring out the song, “Before He Cheats.”
 
   “What the hell?” he asked looking down at his cell genuinely puzzled.
 
   “Hello?” he answered frowning. “Why are you calling me about that?”
 
   There was a short pause while whoever was on the other end of the phone apparently explained why the call was being made.
 
   “No, the Motion in Limine was filed the day before yesterday. If you can’t locate the file-stamped copies, they’re likely on Pacer by now, so access them there. Just have Tonya get e-copies for you.”
 
   Another pause.
 
   I was freaking curious by this time.
 
   “I can’t really talk now. This can all wait until I’m back on Monday.”
 
   Trey ended the phone call. I had to know who it was, though I suspected that I already knew.
 
   “Your girlfriend Amber?” I asked, quirking a brow.
 
   “My colleague Amber,” he retorted obviously annoyed.
 
   “By the way, I really like the personal ring tone you set up for her, ‘Before he Cheats’. Seriously, Trey?”
 
   “Hey,” he snapped grabbing me once again, “I don’t even know that fucking song. She must’ve programmed it into my phone.”
 
   “Really? And when would she have had the opportunity to do that?”
 
   “For the love of Christ, I don’t know!”
 
   He was exasperated by the line of questioning. So what? I’d damn well like to know when she would’ve had access to his fucking phone.
 
   As if reading my mind he’d given it some thought. “Hell, I lose that damn phone on a daily basis. It was likely just a prank.”
 
   “If that’s true,” I countered, “how would she have known your password in order to download the tune?”
 
   “Everyone knows my password, including you,” he replied.
 
   “Do you mean to tell me you’ve NEVER changed it from 1-2-3-4?”
 
   “I have too much to remember already. I use that same password for everything, provided it doesn’t require an alpha-numeric combination. Then, I use A-B-1-2-3-4. Everyone in the office is aware of it, and I guess I’m the joke of the firm with passwords, but I don’t have time for that shit.”
 
   It almost amused me that as intelligent and orderly as Trey was that he couldn’t manage multiple passwords. That was neither here nor there at the moment. The fucking bitch had intentionally downloaded that ring tone for his phone. She knew he was here with me. How? Were they still sharing personal info with each other?
 
   “I just wanted to make sure that you were comfortable Trey. I have to get down to the stables to help Danny with the thoroughbreds.”
 
   I made a hasty retreat from his room. Once I got out to the stables, I busied myself with the normal daily chores of caring for the horses to wear myself out. It was how I coped these days. It was how I was able to fall into my bed exhausted every night so that I could sleep.
 
   Danny came out of the tack room as I was brushing Saratoga Sam. We’d gotten to be pretty good friends it seemed. I had shared with him some of the details relative to my situation with Trey.
 
   “Hey, didn’t hear you come in,” he remarked. “How are things going with your hubby being here?”
 
   I shrugged and continued brushing. “It’s no big deal,” I answered. “I’m thrilled that Preston’s here now. It’s not like anything has changed between Trey and me. He’s sleeping in the guest quarters.”
 
   I heard Danny give a snort. “Wanna bet he tries to sneak into your quarters tonight?” he teased.
 
   I looked up at him. He was thoroughly enjoying my discomfort at the thought. I had wondered if Trey had planned on something like that. I guess I needed to lock my bedroom door.
 
   “You’re going to lock your bedroom door aren’t you?” he asked, getting his shit-eating grin on.
 
   “Maybe,” I said smiling. “Hey, guess what? I was talking to Trey earlier and his phone goes off with one of those musical downloads. It was Carrie Underwood’s song ‘Before he Cheats’ of all things.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “Guess who the call was from?” I asked, waggling my eyebrows.
 
   “Oh, had to be Amber, right? How the hell did he explain that?”
 
   “Said he didn’t have a clue how it was downloaded. He does misplace his phone a lot,” I remarked now brushing the underbelly of the horse.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Danny snorted. “You know he’s doing her, don’t you?”
 
   “He says he isn’t, but he doesn’t need my permission if he wants to,” I shrugged. I was already bored with the direction the conversation was taking.
 
   “Can we talk about something else Danny?”
 
   “Sure. Want to go dancing tonight?”
 
   I removed the bridle from the horse and lightly slapped his bottom to get him to go into his stall. I hung his bridle on the hook outside the stall as I closed the gate. I turned to face Danny.
 
   He was watching me and waiting for an answer. He was handsome in a different way than Trey. He had a rakish charm and magnetism. Trey was more refined and charismatic.
 
   “Danny,” I said as if I was about to scold him, “I told you I’m not dating, period.”
 
   “Hey,” he grinned, playfully grabbing me from behind and lifting me up in the air as if I were a sack of potatoes. “Who said anything about a date? I like my women with more meat on them anyway. I just thought you might like to get out once in a while.”
 
   “Put me down,” I laughed squirming around in his arms. “Put me down and I may consider it.”
 
   He gently set me down so that I was facing him. We were standing close, too close. I backed up a bit turning to open the gate on the next stall. I had to groom ‘Runaround Sue.’
 
   “So, where’s this place where they have music and dancing?” I asked.
 
   “Not too far from here. It’s a place called ‘Jackass Flats’. It’s a converted barn that has music on the weekends. They book some decent bands, serve cocktails and food. Hey, ask Trey to come with us if you want. I promise I have no ulterior motives.”
 
   I looked at his face and it was brimming with sincerity. Yeah, he could pull sincerity off pretty well.
 
   “What time are we leaving?” I asked, smiling.
 
   He immediately grinned taking my question as confirmation that I was going. Hell, I’d already decided to go when he had first asked me. He was right. I needed to get out every now and then and enjoy myself.
 
   “How about I swing by the big house about eight-thirty to pick you and hubby up? Oh, and it’s casual dress.”
 
   “The time works fine, but I’ll meet you out here. I’m not inviting Trey. Trust me Danny, that wouldn’t be a good move on my part.”
 
   He nodded then took off down the gangway toward the door to the arena.
 
   “See you then ‘Little Bit,” he called out. That was quickly becoming his pet name for me.
 
   “Don’t call me that!” I hollered after him. I heard his chuckle just before the door closed behind him.
 
   I took a leisurely bubble bath when I got back to the house a little after five. Dinner was at seven. Edie had put Preston down for a nap. I heard her babbling in her crib as I was dressing after my bath.
 
   I went into the adjoining nursery and watched as she was sitting up in her crib babbling to her stuffed animals in a language only she understood. Her voice was soft and melodic like Trey’s I thought to myself. She spotted me as I got close to the crib, and she scrambled up to stand at the rail. She was wearing just a diaper and tee shirt. Her chubby little legs looked so cute as she bounced up and down excitedly at the sight of me. She held her arms up for me to lift her.
 
   “Hey baby girl,” I cooed to her, lifting her out of her crib. She gurgled and smiled at me, her thumb finding her mouth as she sucked on it. I got a clean diaper and we headed into my room so that I could change her.
 
   Once she had her clean diaper on, she rolled onto her stomach and crawled over to the edge of the bed. I lifted her off of the bed and she went scurrying back to the nursery to get some of her toys.
 
   I went back to the bathroom and blew my hair dry. I applied some eye make-up. I was wearing a new pair of skinny jeans with a new pair of boots I’d bought last week. I wore a black V-neck sweater. I looked at my reflection. The dark brown hair had to go. I was going to have it re-colored I decided. I certainly didn’t want to pay tribute to that conniving bitch. What had I been thinking?
 
   I dressed Preston in corduroy bibs and a long sleeved cotton tee shirt. Purple was definitely my girl’s color. I brushed her baby hair out of the braid and it fell into soft waves. I put a couple of little baby barrettes in her hair.
 
   “There sweetie. You look so pretty today.”
 
   Dinner was cordial. Most everyone’s attention was focused on the baby. I felt grateful for that. I had a feeling of guilt about going out this evening to have some fun. I had to remind myself that Trey was here to spend time with Preston and not with me. We were separated for right now. My change in appearance from earlier had not gone unnoticed by Trey. I saw him studying me over the rim of his wine glass.
 
   “Do you have plans this evening Tylar?” he asked point blank, cocking an eyebrow. My father looked over at me from where he’d been cutting up some cooked carrots for Preston.
 
   “Nothing major planned,” I replied, “just going out for a bit with a friend.”
 
   That’s so not a lie …
 
   Trey continued to gaze at me quizzically. I knew he wanted to know more, but he had too much pride to dig any deeper. My father apparently did not.
 
   “What friend?” Dad asked, not taking his eyes off of Preston.
 
   She was smashing the soft cooked carrots into her mouth faster than my father could continue slicing them.
 
   “Dad,” I moaned giving him the evil eye, “It’s a friend, okay?”
 
   Now they were both watching me, doing their best to make me totally uncomfortable. It was if I were a teenager being grilled by both of them; one silently - the other one not so much.
 
   “I certainly didn’t mean to pry; though your behavior’s rather surreptitious this evening.” my father said. “It is Preston’s first day here and I thought you’d want to spend it with her.”
 
   I saw Trey give a silent smirk as he waited for me to reply.
 
   “I fully intend to bathe her and get her ready for bed. She’ll be asleep when I leave. Besides that, this is really Trey’s weekend with her. I’ll be with her all week long now, caring for her as a good and fit mother should.”
 
   My father frowned. “I didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t a good or fit mother,” he responded with an edge of sternness creeping into his voice. “I was merely expressing my opinion I suppose.”
 
   “Your opinion’s always welcome, Dad. I’ll make that Preston’s tucked in before I leave. Maybe you and Trey can watch Sport Center or something, since you both seem to be fans of the same channel.”
 
   I got up from the table, tossing my cloth napkin onto my half-full plate. I was a bit ticked off that my father had taken me to task in his own subtle way about my going out for the evening. He’d practically accused me of acting sneaky. And the fact that he’d done it in front of Trey had clearly pissed me off.
 
   I went over and lifted Preston from the high chair to take her up for her bath. I turned with her in my arms as I was departing the dining room. They were both watching me as I knew they would be.
 
   “By the way Dad, do I have a curfew?”
 
   I left the room hearing my father mumble something inaudibly followed by Trey’s chuckle.
 
   Preston enjoyed her bath with the new toys I kept in a basket in my bathroom for her. She played while I brushed my teeth and touched up my hair and make-up.
 
   I proceeded to bathe her and wash her hair – something that she wasn’t particularly fond of. Once she was clean and dry, I put her into her pajamas for the night.
 
   We sat in the rocker in her room and I read her three storybooks. I pointed to the pictures on each page and identified them to her: doggie, kitty cat, and monkey. I was trying to get her to say the words, but not having much luck. I decided it was all about repetition, so there would be a lot of re-reads.
 
   As I rocked her after the last book, I looked over at the clock. It was eight-thirty on the dot. She had dozed off, so I placed her in her crib and pulled a blanket up to her waist. I turned her baby monitor on which had listening units in the family room, my dad’s room, and Edie’s room. I went and put the mobile one we had in Trey’s room.
 
   I threw my jacket on and went out the back door of the mansion towards the stables. Danny was waiting for me when I got there.
 
   “You’re late,” he commented opening the door of his truck for me to climb in.
 
   “Sorry but I had to get my baby tucked in for the night.”
 
   Just as promised, Jackass Flats was fairly close to my dad’s estate. The parking lot was pretty much full when we got there. We could hear the band playing from the parking lot.
 
   Danny and I sat at one of the two long bars inside.
 
   “What’ll you have?” he asked me.
 
   “Hmm, I want a Grateful Dead,” I replied, wondering if the bartenders here were as astute at making them as the ones employed at Tristan’s and Gina’s club.
 
   The bartender didn’t bat an eye when Danny ordered my drink. Danny ordered a bourbon and water for himself. I looked around. The place had appeal. I liked the old barn siding that the owners had left in place. It gave it a rustic look. The dance floor was huge and the acoustics were pretty good.
 
   We were sipping our first round when a couple of girls came up to Danny. They were both probably in their late twenties. They were made up to look like ‘club girls’ as Gina had often referred to those ladies that frequented the clubs on a regular basis ‘trolling for meat’ as she so eloquently had put it.
 
   “Danny,” the taller blond girl whined, immediately running her fingers through his hair and leaning into him, “why haven’t you called me in a couple of weeks, babe?”
 
   “Sorry Leanne,” he said. “I’ve been really busy.”
 
   “Oh, I guess I can see that,” she retorted giving me the once over while still clinging to him.
 
   “No,” he explained catching her drift. “Busy at work. This is my friend Tylar. She works with me at the stables.”
 
   I was so glad that he hadn’t gone into detail about me being the daughter of the owner.
 
   “Haven’t seen you around before,” she commented continuing to look me up and down. “Are you from around here?”
 
   “No,” I replied, “I’m from Atlanta most recently.”
 
   “Uh huh,” she replied unimpressed.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you Leanne,” I said offering her my hand.
 
   “Yeah you too, Tylar,” she replied shaking my hand. “This is my friend, Georgia.”
 
   I turned my attention to Georgia, who was actually much cuter than Leanne. She seemed a bit more refined even though she was made up every bit as much as Leanne.
 
   “Hi Georgia,” I said smiling, shaking her hand.
 
   “Hi Tylar,” she replied. “I hope you like it here in Baton Rouge. I’m originally from Augusta, Georgia, so I know it takes some getting used to.”
 
   “Thanks,” I replied, smiling. “I actually spent most of my life living around Louisville, Kentucky.”
 
   “Really?” she asked her eyes widening. “That’s where my sister lives. She’s married and her husband was transferred there with GE. I visit there occasionally. It’s a great city.”
 
   “Well, listen to you two,” Leanne commented. “It’s like you’re BFF’s already. Danny, let’s dance and let these two catch up.”
 
   Leanne grabbed Danny’s arm and they were off to the dance floor. Georgia sat down on the bar stool that Danny had just vacated. She acted embarrassed by her friend Leanne’s behavior.
 
   “Do you want a drink, Georgia? I’m buying,” I offered. I could see that she was forever in the shadow of her friend Leanne. I couldn’t figure out why.
 
   “Ok thanks; I’d like an ‘Adios Mother Fucker.”
 
   “Really?” I asked amused.
 
   “Yeah,” she laughed. “It’s actually cheaper for me. All I need are a couple of those and I’m good to go.”
 
   It was fun hanging with Georgia and it totally looked like Leanne was going to dominate Danny for the evening.
 
   We were each on our second drink when a third drink was placed in front of us. The bartender indicated that it was from the two guys at the end of the bar. Both of us looked down and saw the two of them smiling and waving at us. They were both darlings. Georgia looked over at me.
 
   “Should we invite them to come and sit with us?”
 
   “Oh Georgia,” I replied, “that’s totally up to you, but I have to tell you that I’m not on the market.”
 
   “You’re not?” she asked, her brow furrowed in confusion. “But if you’re not with Danny, I mean - - -”
 
   “Look,” I said, “It’s really complicated. I’m married with a baby girl. My husband and I are separated after I caught him making out with one of his colleagues.”
 
   “No,” she said horrified, “really?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. I’m staying with my dad down here. My baby girl is with me. I lost my other baby when I was seven months along. I’m just trying to heal.”
 
   “I totally sympathize with your situation,” she said sincerely. “We’ll just ignore these guys.”
 
   “No, no,” I said, “look, invite them over. I can hold my own. Just because I have issues is no reason for an opportunity to slip by you.”
 
   “Really?” she asked.
 
   “Yes really,” I replied.
 
   Georgia smiled over at the two guys and waved them over. There weren’t any empty bar stools but they seemed satisfied standing behind us. They must have discussed who wanted who when they ordered the drinks for us because each of them took their place behind our bar stools.
 
   I took another sip of my drink and that old quote from a classic rock song reverberated in my head. Something about when you can’t be with the one that you love then love the one you’re with. I was game.
 
   The guys introduced themselves as Leonard and Vincent. It appeared that Vincent was mine. He was tall with a semi-muscular build. As it turned out, he was a junior at LSU and was a starter on their football team.
 
   Sweet … a college jock.
 
   “How old are you, Vincent?” I asked.
 
   “I’ll be twenty-two next April,” he answered.
 
   I’m a cougar.
 
   As it turned out, his friend Leonard worked at LSU and was twenty-five. Just two years younger than Georgia. I guess we were both “cougars” tonight.
 
   We sipped our drinks, totally engaged in our conversations with these two LSU guys. Even though I wasn’t native of Baton Rouge, I knew about the LSU Tigers. Trey watched college and pro football, so I was familiar with the league. They were quite beloved, not just in Baton Rouge, but all through the south.
 
   “What position do you play?” I asked him.
 
   “I’m a defensive back,” he replied.
 
   I wasn’t quite sure what that involved so I faked it. “Really? That’s so awesome,” I replied. “I mean you put yourself right out there with all of the risk of that opposing offense.”
 
   “Yeah. You get that don’t you?” he said beaming. “We’re playing ‘Bama at home next weekend. I’d love it if you were there. I can get tickets for you and your friend here,” he offered, “I mean if you’d like to see a live game.”
 
   “Oh my God, I’d love it!” I squealed delightedly.
 
   Where the hell’s all of this coming from?
 
   I didn’t know squat about football. My expertise with the game was seeing it on the flat screen, while walking past the living room while Trey was watching it, or occasionally in the bedroom after sex and before I drifted off to sleep. That was it.
 
   “But I’ll have to check with Georgia,” I lied. “I’m not sure whether she works her normal shift next weekend.”
 
   “Well let me know,” he said smiling at me. “I’d love for you to be there cheering me on in the stands.”
 
   The guys bought us a couple of more drinks and then we were out on the dance floor having a blast. We finally took a break to go to the ‘ladies’ room.
 
   “Oh my God,” Georgia giggled, “I’m having such a good time!”
 
   “I am too,” I laughed. “My guy’s a football jock for LSU.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “My guy’s the athletic director for male sports at LSU. How fucking awesome is that?”
 
   “He is?” I asked, “That’s totally awesome.”
 
   We were giggling like a couple of teenagers in high school.
 
   “So,” I said, putting fresh lipstick on and brushing my hair out, “what are the plans for you and Leonard this evening?”
 
   “What?” she asked looking over at me. “I don’t really do that kind of thing. That’s more along Leanne’s line. It’s not me. But hey, I don’t judge. If you and Vincent want to hook up, that’s fine.”
 
   I was horrified with myself. Why had I presumed Georgia was some easy lay when I knew in fact that I wasn’t and she seemed so very much like me? I’d offended her I could tell.
 
   “Hey Georgia, I’m a little drunk and quite frankly, out of my element with the whole singles world because I never really experienced it. I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. I wasn’t trying to make it sound like you’re easy. You see, I don’t have a point of reference on any of this. I’m totally out of my comfort zone. All I know is I’m having fun, but I’m not about to get physical with Vincent.”
 
   “Well me either with Leonard. We’ll just stick together then.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me,” I giggled.
 
   We went back out and found Danny and Leanne at the bar where our new ‘guys’ were still standing waiting for us.
 
   “There they are,” Leonard announced as we got closer.
 
   Just then the band started back up with their last set of the evening. I found the clock on the wall and saw that it was twelve-thirty. The bar closed at one.
 
   The song they started was one very familiar to me. It was the same song that the band had done at the club the night of my 21st birthday. It was the one my OMD called, ‘If You Leave.’ It totally reminded me of Trey.
 
   “Come on,” Vincent said, taking my hand, “I want to dance with the prettiest girl in this club tonight.”
 
   He led me onto the dance floor and we danced to the song. I was surprised at how agile he was on the dance floor. He was a football player, but he was graceful on the dance floor. I melted into his strong arms feeling safe and secure with my football player. He’d been the perfect southern gentleman all evening. I hadn’t shared my life story with him even though he’d asked me about my life and interests. We were less than a year apart in age but yet I felt like I’d lived far beyond his years. He was studying law at LSU - how totally bizarre was that?
 
   The song finished and I looked around for Georgia. She was over at the bar, writing her number down for Leonard. I walked over to where she was; Vincent had his hand on the small of my back as we returned to the bar.
 
   I looked around for Danny. He was nowhere to be found. Neither was Leanne.
 
   “Where’s Danny?” I asked Georgia.
 
   “Oh, he and Leanne just left.”
 
   “Well that’s just freaking great,” I said. “How in the hell am I supposed to get home?”
 
   “I know,” she said. “Leanne told me to take her car to get myself home and then forgot to give me her keys. Leonard’s giving me a ride home. I’m sure he’ll drop you as well.”
 
   “There’s no problem here,” Vincent said, taking my arm. “I’ll see that Tylar gets home safe and sound.”
 
   Georgia looked over at me showing concern. She wanted to make sure that I was good with that. I was furious with Danny. He was going to get the better part of my wrath when I saw his sorry ass next. I suppose it made no difference whether Leonard took me home or Vincent.
 
   “Vincent, if you’re sure that it’s no trouble, it’s not that far from here.”
 
   “It’s no problem,” he answered sweetly, helping me on with my jacket. “I’d be happy to see you home.”
 
   He grabbed his LSU jacket shrugging it on, and placed his hand on my elbow, guiding me through the still crowded club.
 
   “My car’s right over there,” he nodded. He drove a newer model Jeep. Vincent opened the passenger side door helping me up into his car. I wanted to kick myself in the ass for ending up in this situation. I truly hoped I didn’t end up in a ditch somewhere along the way home with my throat slit. I should’ve phoned my dad to send a car but I was afraid that would seem too pretentious. What the hell would he think any way when he drove up the drive to my father’s estate to drop me off? That had pretentious written all over it.
 
   I just wanted to be an anonymous chick right now. I didn’t want to be anyone’s daughter; I didn’t want to be anyone’s wife. I simply wanted to be Tylar Sinclair of Baton Rouge.
 
   I gave him directions to the house along the winding county roads. He asked me what I did for a living. I told him that I worked with horses, which was true. He seemed fascinated by it, asking me questions about dressage and the thoroughbreds that I had mentioned.
 
   He let out a low whistle when we pulled up into the long, curving driveway of my father’s estate.
 
   “Wow,” he said, “very impressive.”
 
   “The bunkhouse for the hands is around back I directed him.”
 
   He pulled up in the parking area next to the stables as I instructed.
 
   “Thanks for the lift home, Vincent,” I said cordially. “It was really nice meeting you.”
 
   “Tylar,” he said hesitantly, “I don’t want to be too forward, but would it be okay for me to give you a call sometime? I really enjoyed this evening.”
 
   “Oh Vincent,” I replied, “I had a great time too, but my life’s a little complicated right now. It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “I understand,” he sighed. “Can’t blame a guy for trying I guess.”
 
   He pulled a pen and a pocket notebook out of his glove box and scribbled something on the paper.
 
   “Here,” he said, “this is my cell number. If you ever want to talk or maybe grab something to eat one evening, will you please give me a call? I’d really like to see you again.”
 
   “Sure,” I said smiling taking the piece of paper from him and stuffing it into my purse. He opened his door to get out so that he could help me from the Jeep. As I turned and jumped out, his arms caught me in an embrace.
 
   He hugged me; gently stroking my hair. He didn’t try anything further.
 
   “Good night,” he said softly. “I’ll watch to make sure that you get in alright.”
 
   I turned from him and went inside the stables, climbing the steps to the upstairs loft on the side where Danny’s apartment was. I expected Danny wouldn’t be back anytime soon since he’d gone off with skanky Leanne.
 
   I sat there for several minutes in order to give Vincent time to drive away. I enjoyed the peace and quiet of the country. It was quiet and pleasant. It gave a person the opportunity to think and to reflect. It was a very healing atmosphere.
 
   Right now it was Trey that filled my mind. Part of me wanted him in my bed tonight. I wanted him to make love to me as if the past several weeks hadn’t happened. I closed my eyes remembering his touch and his kisses. But then, the memory of him kissing Amber snaked its way into my mind with crystal clear imagery. His arms wrapped around her, his lips on hers, his tongue in her mouth, his dick getting hard for her.
 
   Fuck this.
 
   I needed to get away from that memory. I jumped up and started down the hallway towards the stairs when I heard the door to the stables open.
 
   Is Vincent back?
 
   I quietly seated myself in the corner of the hallway in the loft and curled up as tightly as I could, out of sight. I buried my head into my knees. I was actually afraid though I didn’t know why. I heard footsteps on the wooden staircase.
 
   The footsteps stopped as whomever it was reached the hallway. I was balled up in the corner as small as I could possibly get.
 
   “Tylar?”
 
   Danny.
 
   “Tylar for God’s sake are you all right?”
 
   He was at my side in a second, scooping me up into his strong arms with a look of total panic on his face. This was not the usual impassive and complacent Danny.
 
   He held me tightly as he kicked open the door to his loft apartment taking me inside. He settled me on his sofa and quickly turned a lamp on so that he could look at me to see why I would’ve balled myself up in a corner like a frightened animal. How could I possibly explain that to him?
 
   “Sweetie,” he breathed with a sigh of relief, “did someone hurt you?”
 
   “Yes,” I said my voice quivering; the image of Trey and Amber was still vivid to me, “but not tonight.”
 
   He was gently stroking my hair back off of my face.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said softly. “Are you okay or not?”
 
   “Not,” I replied, the tears flooding out of my eyes.
 
   He pulled me onto his lap smoothing my hair back and talking to me gently. He was trying to figure out what had happened. He asked me whose ass he needed to kick. There was no way that I could explain what had happened to me or how I was feeling. I didn’t understand it myself.
 
   “Why’d you leave me there without a ride home?”
 
   “I just gave Leanne a ride home. I went back to the bar but you were gone.”
 
   “I thought you’d left with Leanne,” I murmured.
 
   “Leanne and I aren’t together. She asked for a ride home because she was too drunk. I dropped her off, went back by the bar and didn’t see you so I came home,” he replied gently, brushing a soft kiss against my cheek.
 
   “Do you think for one moment that I would have anything to do with a chick like that?”
 
   “I don’t know how guys think, Danny,” I answered truthfully. “That’s why I’m just so totally clueless.”
 
   “Aww sweetie - you’re not clueless. You’re a sweet, sweet innocent and it’s totally sexy.”
 
   “It is?” I asked in my clueless tone.
 
   “It is,” he said, kissing my lips softly.
 
   I liked his touch. It was warm and sensitive and dangerous. That was a new feeling to me and I liked it. I raised my face to his and found his lips with mine. We kissed warmly and passionately. It was different than with Trey; but not at all unpleasant. On the contrary, it was new territory for me.
 
   Danny pulled me to him and our kiss grew in passion and in longing. He lifted me from his couch and carried me into his bedroom. He switched the light switch on that illuminated his bedside lamp. His room was neat and orderly. Everything was clean and in its place.
 
   What the fuck am I doing?
 
   I said nothing as he gently placed me on his bed. His blue eyes were smoldering as he slowly and methodically undressed himself in front of me. He was muscular and sexy. He was wearing only his boxers as he reclined on the bed next to me and gently pulled my sweater up and over my head.
 
   I need to leave. I totally need to jump up and run like hell out of here - now.
 
   But I didn’t leave. I stayed. I let Danny undress me slowly and provocatively. He murmured softly to me how beautiful and sexy I was; he kissed my lips, my neck and lowered his mouth to my breasts suckling them gently, his tongue tracing circular patterns around the nipples.
 
   God this feels so good…
 
   His lips lowered still as his expert hands had managed to remove my jeans. He hooked his thumbs into my silk thong pulling it down and away from me. His lips traced a pattern downward from my navel ring to my sex. He made sweet sensual love to me, his tongue lapping against my sensitive folds. I shivered with excitement as his tongue expertly traveled inside of me; my hips were thrusting back with pleasure. I felt him rise up from me as he pulled his boxers off.
 
   “Danny,” I said my voice husky, “Do you have a condom?”
 
   “Yeah ‘Little Bit,’ not to worry.”
 
   He reached over to his nightstand drawer, pulling it open and grabbed a condom from it. I kept my eyes squeezed shut because I wasn’t ready to see another man’s junk. I needed to do this, if only because I didn’t know another man’s touch aside from Trey’s. I needed a point of reference. Maybe it would tell me what I needed to know about myself.
 
   I heard the sound of Danny ripping open the foil packet. I knew he was removing the condom; I knew approximately how long it would take for him to roll it onto his erection and then poise himself above me, before guiding it into my pussy.
 
   Now was the time to stop him if I was going to. I was frantic to do the right thing. But I wasn’t sure what that was. And then I realized that it was to let this play out. Right or wrong, I needed to know another man’s touch. I needed to know if what Trey and I had, or what I perceived we had, was something over and beyond a simple physical attraction.
 
   I continued to squeeze my eyes shut; I was tensed up.
 
   “Hey baby,” he said to me, “It’s all good. I want to make love to you alright?”
 
   “No. I want you to fuck me Danny,” I rasped. “I want you to fuck me now.”
 
   I felt him guide his erection into me gently. “Oh baby, you’re tight. God you’re so sweet,” he whispered to me. “You feel so good.”
 
   He started moving inside of me slowly and methodically. His hips gyrated in a circular motion, slow and steady. My body started warming to his touch. This did feel good. There was another man inside of my body, and it did feel good.
 
   I started moving in rhythm with him. I met his thrusts eagerly. His lips were on mine, kissing me with urgency, and I heard him moan with pleasure as our thrusting increased.
 
   I suddenly realized that I wasn’t feeling that same pleasure anymore. He wasn’t hitting my sweet spot; and I knew that I didn’t want him to anyway. It was meant for someone else. This didn’t feel right at all. Suddenly, I couldn’t stand the thought of another man being inside of me.
 
   Oh God! How fucked up is this??
 
   I pushed against his chest with my fists.
 
   “Stop,” I cried out. “I can’t do this!”
 
   “What?”
 
   He had stopped his movements inside of me, and was staring down at me in total confusion. He pulled out of me and sat back on his haunches. I could hear his heavy breathing. I squeezed my eyes shut not wanting to make eye contact with him.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Danny. I just can’t do this.”
 
   I pulled myself up, scrambling to put my clothes back on. I gathered my jacket and purse and ran from his apartment. I nearly stumbled down the whole flight of stairs in the stables as I raced to get the hell out of there.
 
   I quickly made my way back up to the house fishing around in my purse for the key. I let myself in quietly through the back door. The house alarm wasn’t set, probably because my father was never sure if I would remember the code.
 
   I removed my boots, and tip-toed quietly across the tiled floor. I climbed the carpeted steps to the second floor and rounded the corner of the hallway to my room. Once in my room, I closed the door softly behind me and allowed myself a deep breath.
 
   The room was dimly lit by the lamp on my bedside table. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement from the chair near the window. I jumped as I heard his voice.
 
   “Did you have a nice evening, Tylar?”
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   I was startled by Trey’s voice in my bedroom. He immediately saw my disheveled state, and I could only imagine how bad I looked. He was on his feet in a moment and at my side. I saw him looking at me as if he were taking inventory of some prized possession. It didn’t take him long to figure out what I’d been about.
 
   “Oh baby; what have you done?” he asked, his voice cracking with emotion.
 
   I saw the flash of pain that crossed over his face. It was evident in his voice. That was all that it took to push me over the edge. I dissolved into tears, immediately dropping to the floor in a sitting position, where I quickly covered my face with my hands. Trey was like an ice statue staring at me. He didn’t move for what seemed like an eternity. He finally picked me up and took me into the bathroom.
 
   Somewhere in the distance, I heard the sound of the bathtub being filled up. I stood silently while Trey peeled my clothes off and tossed them into the dirty clothes basket. He lifted me with his strong arms and gently placed me into the warm tub of water. He got my liquid bath soap and sponge and washed my body gently and thoroughly.
 
   He shampooed my hair and rinsed it. He lifted me from the tub and dried me with a clean, soft towel. I felt his hands as they dressed me in clean underwear, and pulled a nightgown down over my body. Then, he took me by the hand and led me back to my bed where the covers had been pulled back. I quietly climbed into my bed, curling up on my side. He tucked me in, kissed me gently on the forehead and turned the light off next to my bed. He left me in a shroud of darkness where I wept until I finally fell into an exhausted sleep.
 
   I awoke the following morning, seeing by my nightstand clock that it was almost noon. I couldn’t believe that I’d slept that long undisturbed.
 
   I immediately jumped from my bed and opened the door to the adjoining nursery. I was in a panic. I knew that Trey knew what had happened last night. Though he didn’t know who was involved, he certainly knew that I’d been unfaithful to him. Or had I? I mean we had discussed the fine points of our separation. I had set the terms, hadn’t I?
 
   I didn’t want to analyze the technicality of it all at the moment. What if he’d taken Preston from me forever? She wasn’t in her crib or her room. I quickly returned to my room and put my robe on to go downstairs. I flew down the staircase. As I reached the bottom, I could hear my dad talking to her from his study.
 
   “No, no sweetheart,” he said gently, “You can’t touch those. They could break and hurt you, Preston.”
 
   I went through the door to his study. She was standing along one of his bookshelves and had reached up grabbing one of his expensive Hummel figurines.
 
   “No Preston,” I said, a bit more sternly than I’d intended. She turned seeing me. Her face brightened up as she clutched the figurine and came bouncing over to me. I reached down picking her up and managed to get it away from her, placing it back on the shelf.
 
   Her little face contorted unhappily. She started crying, and she twisted in my arms, trying to turn from me so that she could reach back down and grab the figurine. I stepped further from the bookcase which only made her more determined to get down from me.
 
   “Stop,” I said crossly, “You aren’t supposed to touch that Preston. You were told ‘no’.”
 
   She buried her face into my shoulder sobbing now. It seemed my daughter and I weren’t getting off to a good start this morning.
 
   “Good morning,” my father said. “Preston and I we’re working it out, you know?”
 
   I looked at him quizzically.
 
   He continued. “You see, the point is for the child to understand what they can and cannot have. The decision to put the figurine back on the shelf, and know not to touch it again, needed to come from her.”
 
   “She very well might have broken it first, Dad.”
 
   “I understand that,” he replied with a slight smile, “But it might’ve been worth it for a lesson well learned, right?”
 
   Okay - clearly he has a message in there for me. Did Trey –?
 
   “Where’s Trey?” I asked, looking around. “I need to talk to him.”
 
   “He’s gone,” my father said with a shrug. “He returned to Atlanta early it seems.”
 
   My father rose from his chair and took the still sobbing Preston from me, talking soothingly to her and explaining why she shouldn’t touch things that were breakable.
 
   I looked at my father’s face. He had the ‘stoic judge’ look going. He was unreadable; yet somehow I knew that he knew.
 
   Trey wouldn’t have told him. My father simply read people and their actions. That was his gift. That’s probably what made him a phenomenal judge.
 
   “How long ago did he leave?” I asked in a semi-panicky tone.
 
   My father looked at his watch. “His plane took off about ten minutes ago if it’s on schedule. I’m sure you can call him later when he’s home. Why the rush to talk to him all of a sudden? You barely acknowledged him while he was here.”
 
   I felt the sting of my father’s words. Though they were gently stated, they cut like a knife. Maybe I deserved the pain that I was now feeling. It appeared that my father was giving me an ‘emotional spanking.’ Maybe it was long overdue.
 
   “He’s my husband, Dad,” I replied with a shrug.“There are things we need to discuss; and apologies that need to be made.”
 
   “There will be plenty of time for that darling daughter. Why don’t you get dressed? I’ll tend to Preston until then.”
 
   I returned to my suite, selecting jeans and a sweater for the day. I picked my phone up from the nightstand. A text message from Trey had come in earlier:
 
   “I felt it best I return to Atlanta. You and I need to discuss whether our marriage is salvageable. It’s your move. I won’t be calling you.”
 
   My heart lurched when I read the text. What had I done? I hated myself with every inch of my being. I was disgusted with my behavior.
 
   I flung myself back onto my bed and pressed Gina’s name in my directory. I thanked God when she picked up. Between my hysterical sobbing and ranting, I managed to get the story out to her. I waited for the verbal lashing I would get from her. I wanted it. I needed everyone I loved to punish me for what I had done.
 
   “Tylar,” she said solemnly, “Please for the love of Christ stop beating yourself up. What’s done is done. You can’t change that any more than Trey can change what he’s done. You need to decide if you both can put it behind you and go on.”
 
   “But Gina,” I wailed, “what I did was so much worse than what Trey did.”
 
   Silence from the other end.
 
   “You know Ty; I’m not sure in situations such as this that someone’s actions can be measured as far as who deserves more blame. I suppose, if you insisted on measuring it out in portions, than you’d have to consider a couple of things in the mix. Let me ask you a few questions and you need to answer them honestly, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I said, still sobbing.
 
   “Did you set out to purposely seek revenge against Trey for what he’d done?”
 
   “No,” I answered honestly.
 
   “If Trey hadn’t done what he did; would you’ve had occasion to be separated from him, and be living with your father?”
 
   “No,” I replied.
 
   “When you and Trey decided to have this informal separation did the two of you agree to abide by rules pertaining to socializing with other people of the opposite sex?”
 
   “No,” I answered truthfully.
 
   “Do you have feelings for Danny?”
 
   “Only as a friend,” I replied. “He’s someone that I confided in occasionally.”
 
   “Okay,” she said pausing as if she was mentally tallying up my score. “Here’s how I see it. You and Trey are about even in the blame column. He did it first with someone that he was apparently drawn to, while you were still living under the same roof. As a result of his action, which you personally witnessed because it was done in your own home, you needed to be away from him for a period of time to allow yourself to reflect.”
 
   I was nodding silently as Gina summarized her findings.
 
   “Your friendship with Danny spawned because of your separation from Trey, which would’ve never happened if Trey hadn’t made out with the bitch. Add to this the fact that what you witnessed, likely made you feel insecure about yourself as far as your looks, your desirability, even your intelligence when you compared yourself to Amber, the situation created a vulnerability in you that essentially made you ripe for the picking as they say. In my book, you both share the same amount of guilt. Period.”
 
   I let out a long sigh. “Thanks Gina. I guess it comes down to what Trey’s book reflects.”
 
   “How so? Did you not hear a thing I said? The worst possible thing you can do is give him the edge.”
 
   “Gina, I’m not trying to play a game of wits with him. I’m sincerely appalled at my behavior and want him to forgive me.”
 
   “And that’s fine girlfriend, but first you have to forgive him don’t you? It seems to me as if that piece of it has been eliminated from the mix. What you did last night did not wipe that out. If you approach him like you’re the only one that needs forgiveness, then you’re setting yourself up for a life of constantly feeling the need to make up for what you’ve done. That won’t work.”
 
   I thought about what Gina was saying. She was right. We both needed to come clean with each other and come to an understanding of how we could move forward; or if we even could move forward. My actions last night may have muddied the waters some, but it was apparent that the waters hadn’t been crystal clear to begin with for a while.
 
   “Gina, I love you. Thank you so much for helping me put this into perspective.”
 
   “I love you too. I just want you back here. I miss my BFF.”
 
   “I miss you, too. Please kiss Reese for me? I’ll let you know what happens.”
 
   We said our good-byes. I did feel better. I finished getting ready. I brushed my teeth and hair. I decided I was going to change my hair color back the first appointment I could get.
 
   I went back downstairs once dressed and found Preston in the kitchen in her high chair. Edie was feeding her lunch.
 
   “Hey Tylar,” she greeted me. “Do you want something to eat?”
 
   I grabbed an apple from the fridge and started munching on it. It tasted so good. “I’m good with this, thanks. Where’s Dad?”
 
   “Oh,” she replied a bit uncomfortably, “He sent me to fetch Danny earlier. I think they’re in your father’s study.”
 
   Holy shit! I hope to God this is about one of the horses and not me.
 
   I crept back out through the dining room and into the entry hall. I removed my boots, so as not to make noise on the wooden floor that led to the study. The door to the study was shut, but I could hear my father’s voice.
 
   “Here you go, Mr. Duvall. You’re paid through the end of the month. Please have your personal items cleared out by the end of the day.”
 
   I heard Danny’s voice next.
 
   “Judge Tylar, I don’t understand any of this. Are you unhappy with my performance?”
 
   “Mr. Duvall, I had the opportunity this morning of trying to teach my 17-month old granddaughter about touching things that are fragile and easily broken. Unfortunately, the lesson was interrupted before I could establish my point with her.”
 
   “I’m not following you, Judge.”
 
   “You’re not an infant, Mr. Duvall. You should already understand the risks of touching something fragile and breakable. I can and did establish my point with you just now when I terminated your employment.”
 
   “Oh, I get it,” Danny scoffed with an angry edge to his voice. “This is about your precious daughter isn’t it? What’d she do Judge? Run to you with some crazy tale about me date-raping her or something? Let me clue you in ‘Your Honor,’ she was outside my door waiting for me last night. She wanted it.”
 
   Bastard! Throw me under the bus why don’t you?
 
   “Mr. Duvall, I’m not interested in hearing the particulars. My daughter didn’t say a word to me about you or anyone else. That doesn’t mean that I can’t read her though. You’re trouble for her. I want you out of my home and off of my property.”
 
   “Whatever you say Judge Tylar,” he sneered.
 
   I could hear his boots walking across the hardwood floor toward the door. I scooted back away from the hallway into the living room where he couldn’t see me. The door opened abruptly but Danny hadn’t left the study just yet.
 
   “Just know this, Judge Tylar. Your fragile little daughter doesn’t need you watching her every move. Perhaps your over- protectiveness is what’s turned her into a little slut.”
 
   Oh sweet Jesus!
 
   “You’re dismissed Mr. Duvall. Please take your leave immediately,” my father’s voice boomed in his authoritative tone. I heard the sound of Danny’s footsteps retreating down the hall toward the back entrance. My father’s footsteps were right behind his ensuring he left the premises. I scrambled from where I’d been listening near the doorway to the hall and fled upstairs to my suite.
 
   I slammed my door behind me and threw myself on the bed. My body was racked with uncontrollable sobs, as I unleashed the flood of tears. I was ashamed and humiliated. My father had to be so ashamed of me. How could I have disappointed him of all people?
 
   There was a soft knocking at my door. It was probably Edie bringing Preston up to me.
 
   “Come in,” I said, sitting up trying to wipe the tears off of my cheeks so as not to upset the baby. It was my father that came through the door.
 
   “May I talk with you Tylar?”
 
   I nodded ‘yes’ still trying to compose myself. He closed my door softly behind him and came to sit on my bed next to me. “Dad,” I started, “I need to apologize for -”
 
   He held his hand up motioning me to stop talking. “There will be time for apologies later; hear me out first please.”
 
   I nodded looking up at him as he took a moment to select his words.
 
   “I know that I wasn’t able to be a father to you during your formative years. If I had known you existed, I would’ve remedied that situation immediately, I promise you. But I’m your father now and it pains me to see you on some self-destructive path. Please tell me how I can help you aside from providing a safe haven for your escape?”
 
   He stopped and waited for my answer. “Is that what you think I’m doing, Dad?”
 
   “Isn’t it?”
 
   “I came here to relax and reflect; to sort things out and put things into perspective,” I answered.
 
   “That all sounds well and good, but tell me specifically how that’s supposed to take place? What actions do you need to take in order to bring about resolution to the issues that brought you here?”
 
   “I guess I just felt like resting and being around you and Preston would be therapeutic for me.”
 
   “I see,” he replied rubbing his forehead as if he were getting a headache. “The fact that you’ve spent very little time with me in the evenings; and even less time with Preston since Trey delivered her here, doesn’t seem conducive to recovery.”
 
   “I know, Dad,” I admitted sheepishly. “I’ve been on a roll I guess, haven’t I? I suppose I was trying to recapture my teen years. The funny thing is I never acted like a teenager even when I was one. Do you think I’m having a nervous breakdown or something?”
 
   “Sweetheart, I think that you’re going through something that’s out of character. I think it would benefit you to get some counseling, and perhaps visit a doctor to see if you need medication.”
 
   Fan-fucking-tastic. My dad thinks I’m a Looney-tunes skank.
 
   At the moment, I couldn’t argue the possibility.
 
   “I think you’re right, Dad. I stopped taking my anti-depressants when I was pregnant, and I didn’t even think about asking my doctor about going back on them after my mis— after I lost Marley.”
 
   “I’ll be happy to help you locate a doctor in the area if you’d like . . , “he offered.
 
   “Thanks Dad. I’d appreciate that very much.”
 
   “That’s what a father does,” he replied smiling.
 
   “I need to talk to you about Danny,” I said.
 
   “I’m listening, but it’s really none of my business.”
 
   “Dad, it matters to me what you think of me. It matters to me that you know that I’m not a slut.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow looking at me.
 
   “Yes, I was listening outside in the hallway to your conversation with Danny this morning. You need to know that I wasn’t waiting in the hallway in the loft for him to come home.”
 
   My father listened intently as I relayed to him what had happened at the club and about Vincent driving me home. I didn’t go into detail about what happened in Danny’s apartment other than letting him know that I hadn’t been able to go through with it. I told him that Trey was waiting for me in my room when I returned, and that he’d figured out something had gone on when he saw my disheveled appearance.
 
   “Dad, it’s important you know that Trey was the first and only man that I’ve ever been with up until last night. He’s the only man that I had ever intended to be with after our first time together. I couldn’t let Danny go on with what we were doing. I stopped it, but I know it still counts as an unfaithful act against Trey.”
 
   “This is something you need to work out with Trey. I’m certainly not one to pass judgment on infidelities. If you recall, my infidelity to my fiancée is what brought you into the world. I can tell you that your husband loves you dearly. When he left here this morning, he left devastated. He didn’t say a word to me about anything.”
 
   “Oh, Dad,” I sighed, “I bet Mom’s looking down from heaven totally disappointed in her daughter.”
 
   “Not my sweet Marley,” he said. “She’d want you to not dwell on your mistakes, but to learn from them.”
 
   There was a tap on the door just then. It was Edie with Preston.
 
   “Someone’s asking for Mama,” she said smiling and holding Preston’s hand as they walked into the room.
 
   “Mamma,” Preston said smiling and running over to the bed. My father scooped her up giving her a kiss on her cheek.
 
   “I’ll leave you two alone to spend some time together. Tylar, I’ll see you at dinner?”
 
   “Yes, Dad,” I said as I scooped Preston up and pulled her close to me. “You’ll see us both.”
 
   Once alone in the suite, I turned the television on while Preston and I sat on the bed together. She watched as I tried to show her how to put a wooden puzzle together. I noticed that she’d passed some gas several times while watching me. When she started squirming, I had a thought.
 
   “Preston, would you like to sit on a big-girl potty?” I asked her excitedly.
 
   She stuck her index finger in her mouth, biting on her nail. She saw me smiling as if whatever I had proposed to her was going to be lots of fun.
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said, smiling.
 
   “Okay, come on sweetie,” I said, lifting her from the bed. I grabbed one of her story books from the nightstand. Once in the bathroom I laid her on the bathroom rug and removed her leggings and then her wet diaper.
 
   I placed her on the new potty chair and promptly opened the storybook and started reading to her so that she wouldn’t try to get up. I pointed out the pictures in the book, naming the characters for her. Thankfully she was totally involved in the books.
 
   I was on the second book when I saw her little face get red and heard her audibly grunt. I kept reading, and several minutes later, I could tell that she was finished. She wanted to get off of the potty so I stopped reading.
 
   “Look, Preston,” I said excitedly, pointing to the bowl of the potty chair. “Preston’s a good girl. She made doody in the potty.”
 
   I clapped my hands smiling at her. She grinned showing her dimple and giggled. I continued to praise her for going potty like a big girl. I grabbed a baby wipe and explained that we wiped our bottoms once we were finished on the potty.
 
   I went ahead and put a diaper on her since I’d neglected to buy training pants for her. I could tell she was ready for her nap, so I put her in her crib with a couple of her stuffed toys. She was yammering away to them for a few minutes and then it was silent. I checked on her and she was sleeping soundly sucking her thumb. She was so much like Trey I thought, as I pulled her blankie up to her waist.
 
   I went back into my room seeing that it was now after three p.m. I figured Trey was probably home by now, so I took a deep breath as I picked up my cell to call him. I was nervous as hell. What if he didn’t answer?
 
   Trey answered, but his voice was distant. “Yes, Tylar?”
 
   “You left without saying good-bye this morning,” I stammered.
 
   “I didn’t want to wake you,” he replied flatly.
 
   “But still you had another day here with Preston.”
 
   “Trust me, I didn’t want to leave her. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I just needed to go, because I don’t think I could’ve dealt with looking at you right now.”
 
   My first instinct was to grovel and cry and tell Trey it was my entire fault. Then I remembered what Gina had said to me earlier. This was a two-way street.
 
   “I understand how you feel. That’s exactly how I felt too, you know, afterwards.”
 
   “Oh I see. So, I guess this goes under the heading of ‘payback is a bitch?’”
 
   “No, not at all. I wasn’t looking for revenge. It’s more complicated than that.”
 
   “I can’t deal with you right now. I need time to assess this situation.”
 
   “I totally get that. I know how you feel. I just wanted to tell you that I apologize and that I had a long talk with my dad. I think he’s helped me to put some things into perspective. Anyway, I’m taking the necessary steps to get some counseling, so that I can deal rationally with all that’s happened. There are just two things I want you to take away from this phone call right now, and then I’ll let you go and say goodnight.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. I love you.”
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   The following Tuesday, I had an appointment with my father’s physician, Dr. Whitlach. He had me sign a release, so that copies of my medical records with Dr. Addison could be electronically sent to him. He went ahead and prescribed the same anti-depressant that Dr. Addison had prescribed for me last year. He also recommended a grief-counseling group that met once a week and provided me with their pamphlet as to time and place for the meetings.
 
   After my doctor’s appointment, I went to the styling salon where I had my hair returned to its previous color, highlights and all. That alone had made me feel better immediately. I knew the anti-depressant would take a couple of weeks to fully kick-in.
 
   After getting my prescription filled, I stopped at a department store and purchased some training pants and pull-ups for Preston. I needed some kind of a project to take my mind off of the obvious, and potty-training was as good a project as any.
 
   I drove my dad’s car back to the estate. He wasn’t in court today, so he had stayed with Preston while I was out. When I got back home, they were playing in the living room together.
 
   Dad was showing her how to build a fort with her colorful plastic blocks. Once they finished the fort, she climbed onto his back, and they charged the gate, knocking all of the blocks down. It was humorous watching my dad on all fours playing ‘horsey’ while Preston was on his back, rocking back and forth and squealing with delight.
 
   “How many times have you knocked the fort down, Dad?” I asked grinning.
 
   “More times that I can count,” he laughed. “She’s wearing her grandpa out.”
 
   Preston was gathering up the blocks to stack.
 
   “Preston, why don’t we give Grandpa a break? I bought you some big girl panties today. How about we change?”
 
   “Kay, Mommy,” she said.
 
   “Did you hear that?” I asked smiling “She called me ‘Mommy’ instead of Maama.”
 
   I took her upstairs and removed her diaper. It was still dry. That meant I needed to put her on the potty now to see if I could get her to ‘pee-pee.’ I decided that was the word I wanted to use. The on-line tips suggested a word be used consistently with the child to represent urinating and another one for having a bowel movement.
 
   I walked her into the bathroom and asked her to sit on her potty. I ran some water in the sink which supposedly helped with the process. She looked up at me and giggled. I gave it a couple of minutes and then went over and lifted her up. Sure enough, she’d deposited some yellow ‘pee-pee’ into the bowl.
 
   “Good girl, Preston. You pee-peed like a big girl in your potty,” I praised. “See?”
 
   She looked down at her potty and pointed.
 
   “Doodee,” she shrieked happily.
 
   “No, honey, that’s ‘pee-pee,’ I said.
 
   “Doodee,” she said firmly.
 
   Whatever. I guess with potty training it was best to pick your battles. I wasn’t going to get into a war of words with her.
 
   “Preston’s a good girl.”
 
   I had a sudden urge to share with Trey everything that she had accomplished. Then I remembered that we weren’t really talking much. I hadn’t heard from him since I’d called him Saturday evening. I had talked to Gina once since then, and she said that he and Tristan hadn’t made up yet, so she wasn’t sure how Trey was doing.
 
   I stuck close to the house for the next couple of days working with Preston on the potty-training and interviewing for Danny’s replacement.
 
   My father had entrusted me with that responsibility, probably because I was the main reason that he had an open position to fill.
 
   By Friday, I’d made my selection for Danny’s replacement. He was a man in his early fifties named Ronnie Mitchell. He had great references and Larry liked him the best out of all the candidates. I had insisted on Larry’s input since they’d be working together. He was scheduled to start the following Monday, which worked out perfectly since that was the day Matthew’s trial was starting. The jury selection had finished up along with opening statements. On Monday the prosecution would begin hearing testimony.
 
   At dinner on Friday my father asked if I’d heard anything from Trey. I told him that I hadn’t heard anything from him since I’d called him the previous Saturday.
 
   “I’m getting a bit tired of this nonsense,” he commented.
 
   “What nonsense Dad? I made the last move now it’s his turn.”
 
   “No daughter; now I think it’s my turn.”
 
   “Whoa Dad, hold on one minute. I thought you weren’t the type to interfere in my personal business?”
 
   “When it comes to matters concerning my granddaughter, I damn well will interfere,” he said. “No matter what’s going on between you and Trey or Trey and you, Preston isn’t a part of that.”
 
   He was downright ticked off at the moment, so I decided it was best to keep quiet. He was going to do what he was going to do no matter what. Besides, I kind of liked the idea of my dad giving Trey a butt-chewing on Preston’s behalf.
 
   I looked over at Preston who was sitting next to him in her high chair. She was eating some sliced banana which was a favorite. She must have sensed that she was the center of attention, because she gave me a big grin, squeezing out mushy banana through her teeth.
 
   “Oh Preston yuck,” I said getting up and going over to her with my napkin. I was dabbing up her face and hands when I heard her start chattering.
 
   “Doodee, Mommy.”
 
   Uh oh - I need to move fast.
 
   I lifted her quickly from her high chair and high-tailed it upstairs with her. I realized that I’d lost the race when I heard her grunt loudly as I reached the upstairs hallway.
 
   “Doodee, doodee,” she whined now, feeling uncomfortable in her cotton panties.
 
   “Yes sweetie, I can smell it from here.”
 
   I got her cleaned up and put her on the potty to see if she needed to pee-pee. It took several minutes but she complied with high praise from me. I put her in clean panties and we retreated back downstairs.
 
   “I take it she didn’t make it to the potty,” my father observed with a chuckle. “I’ll get another potty chair for her down here.”
 
   “By the way,” he added, “Trey will be here tomorrow morning and will stay through Monday afternoon.”
 
   “How do you know?” I asked perplexed. I’d only been gone for ten or fifteen minutes.
 
   “I called him,” he replied. “Trey now knows how I roll.”
 
   I giggled silently wishing that I’d been a fly on the wall during that phone conversation. It would be hard to determine who could top whom in stubbornness between the two men in my life.
 
   Something inside of me fluttered at the thought of seeing Trey again. I guessed it was my dormant butterflies. I hoped that they wouldn’t be disappointed. I had no clue how Trey was feeling about me these days. I had an idea that I would be finding out tomorrow.
 
   After getting Preston bathed and put to bed for the night, I took a leisurely bubble bath. I waxed and shaved, gave myself a pedicure and a facial. My hair looked much better now than it had when he was last here. I even felt better with the antidepressants starting to work a bit already.
 
   I slept soundly that night dreaming of Trey and what I hoped would take place during his visit.
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   I took extra time with my appearance the following morning. I selected a dark blue sweater and a pair of tan corduroy pants. I wore a pair of my new boots that had heels making me taller. My hair was now just long enough to put up in a short ponytail so I decided to wear it that way.
 
   I got Preston dressed in a dark plaid jumper with a white turtleneck underneath it. I decided against tights due to her ‘big girl’ panties as we’d been calling them. I put knee high socks on her instead, with a pair of dark brown loafers. She looked like a tiny parochial school girl. I pulled her dark locks up into a ponytail and tied a bow around it.
 
   “You look so pretty for Daddy,” I said to her.
 
   “Dada?”
 
   “Yes Preston. Daddy’s coming to visit you.”
 
   We’d just finished up when my father knocked on the door letting us know that Trey had arrived. My legs suddenly felt like they were made of rubber. I felt dizzy and sweaty.
 
   “Dad, could you please take Preston down? I need a minute or two.”
 
   “Certainly darling, are you okay?”
 
   “I think it’s just nerves all of a sudden,” I replied sitting on my bed.
 
   “Take your time,” he replied picking up Preston. “Everything will be okay sweetheart.”
 
   He closed my bedroom door softly behind him. I sat on the bed for what seemed like an eternity trying to shake the jittery feeling that I had. It was a feeling of impending doom. I hadn’t stopped to consider the fact that Trey might very well have come to a decision about us. The fact he hadn’t called or texted for a week now, spoke volumes. He wanted a divorce. It was as plain as day to me now. How stupid could I have been to think that he’d forgive me after what I had done last week?
 
   My palms were sweaty and I felt shaky. I went to the bathroom and looked at my reflection. I’d taken pains with my make-up, hair and attire. But the face that looked back at me in the mirror was still the face of a slut.
 
   Someone knocked on my bedroom door. I knew it was my father checking up on me. I couldn’t face Trey, and he was going to encourage me to go down there. I had no right to intrude on Trey’s time with Preston. Trey was here for Preston, not for me.
 
   The knocking continued. I needed to be alone now. There was nothing my father could say that would ease my torment. The realization of what I’d done was plainly out of my sense of denial where it had been conveniently tucked away; it was now making its debut in my conscious reality where it belonged. I sickened myself.
 
   “I’m okay Dad,” I yelled from the bathroom still looking at the slut in the mirror.
 
   “It’s Trey,” the voice called out. “May I come in?”
 
   Oh my God. He’s here to deliver the news to me now. Why let it hang over us all weekend like a big, black cloud? Better to get it out there now so the specifics could be addressed. Things like custody, visitation - maybe he even wanted custody. Maybe Trey didn’t want a slut raising his daughter.
 
   I swallowed nervously. It was time to pay the piper.
 
   “Come in,” I said my voice loud but quivering.
 
   I turned and left the bathroom as Trey came through the door, closing it softly behind him. He stood there studying me for a moment. I couldn’t read him because he was expressionless. He looked gorgeous I thought to myself as I drank in his presence; and to think that he used to be mine. I felt the tears well up; one tear escaped and then another followed running down each cheek.
 
   I clasped my hands up to my face as if in prayer. Trey looked at me quizzically, not making a move to do anything.
 
   “What is it?” he finally asked almost in a whisper. “What are you going to tell me? Just say it, please.”
 
   I realized then that Trey was just as frightened as I was. Did he think I was going to tell him that I wanted the marriage over? Did he think I was going to tell him that I couldn’t forgive what he’d done? Then I remembered what Gina had told me. We each needed to deal with forgiving each other’s actions. She said we were even in the blame game.
 
   “Oh Trey,” I said closing the distance between us. I was in his arms in two seconds and he had them wrapped around me tightly. “I’m so sorry. Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   “Oh God,” he rasped, his voice thick with emotion. “I thought you were going to tell me it was over between us. Of course you’re forgiven. There would be no need for you to even ask for forgiveness if I hadn’t done what I did.”
 
   “I love you with all of my heart. I’d forgive you anything,” I said sobbing.
 
   He held me tightly in his strong arms as I sobbed and buried my face into his chest. He rocked me back and forth, talking to me in his soothing way. He moved me over to the bed and pulled me down to sit next to him. He captured my face with his hands and lowered his mouth to mine kissing me warmly and passionately.
 
   “I love you so much,” he whispered against my lips. “Please come back to me Tylar. God I need you.”
 
   “I need you too. I want to come home.”
 
   He held me against him for several minutes, stroking my ponytail.
 
   “I’m so glad your hair is back to normal,” he said.
 
   I looked up at him and saw that he’d been crying too. His sapphire eyes were bright with his love and with his sadness.
 
   “I’m trying to get back to normal with everything,” I said. I shared with him that I’d visited my father’s physician and had started back on antidepressants. I also told him about the counseling.
 
   “What do you say you and I go to counseling back home?” he asked.
 
   “I think that would be wonderful,” I replied. “There’s a reason we grew apart, and I want to find out what it was so that it never happens again.”
 
   “Me too, baby,” he replied, softly kissing my face and hair.
 
   Trey and I started kissing again. I was curled up on his lap and I felt so happy and so in love. His hands were all over my body claiming me as his. A knock at the door interrupted us. I heard my father’s voice in the hall.
 
   “Preston’s saying ‘doody,” he said loudly.
 
   “What?” Trey asked, looking mystified. I immediately jumped up and opened the door.
 
   My father handed her over to me and left. I think he was fairly certain that Trey and I were in the process of making up.
 
   “Dadda, doodee,” Preston said over and over again.
 
   “Is she calling me ‘Dadda Doody’ now?” Trey asked.
 
   “No silly,” I laughed, carrying her into my bathroom.
 
   I lowered her panties grateful that my father had gotten her up here in time. She took a seat on her potty chair totally comfortable with having an audience. She grunted a couple of times and then stood up to look.
 
   “Doodie,” she squealed proudly as she pointed to her potty chair bowl, “Doodee.”
 
   Trey praised her repeatedly. She was proud of herself and was grinning at both of us. Unfortunately, she didn’t think to sit back down on her potty again before the urine started running down her legs.
 
   “Uh oh,” she said letting it all out.
 
   “I see that she’s not all of the way there yet,” Trey remarked, smiling.
 
   “Nope. She does much better with doodee than with pee-pee it seems.”
 
   “Well, Daddy’s still very proud of his Preston,” he said to her as he helped me remove her soaked knee socks and wet panties.
 
   “Trey, could you clean her up and put fresh panties on her while I clean up in here?”
 
   “Sure baby,” he said leaning in and kissing me again warmly.
 
   Once we had Preston taken care of, we went downstairs for lunch. Trey’s luggage was in the entry hall.
 
   “Trey, I can take your luggage up,” my father offered with a hint of amusement in his eyes. “The same suite you had last time?”
 
   Trey shifted uncomfortably next to me.
 
   “My suite Dad,” I said flashing him a grin. “And thanks.”
 
   I looked over at Trey who was clearly happy the issue had been handled.
 
   Trey, Preston and I spent the afternoon together. Trey took my father’s place as the ‘horsey’ in the fort building and subsequent demolishing exercise with Preston’s blocks. He read to her and got her settled in for her nap.
 
   “Do you want to take a walk?” he asked me once she was down asleep.
 
   “Sure, let me grab a jacket.”
 
   We walked along the riding trails hand in hand for more than an hour. Trey filled me in on the argument that had occurred between himself and Tristan. I didn’t share with him that Gina had already filled me in. He said he’d phoned Tristan at the airport and apologized for being such a whiney ass. I was glad they were back on good terms.
 
   Nigel and Tess’s surrogate mother was due anytime. Her original due date was November 2nd, but the doctor said she could go anytime. Trey reminded me that Tristan’s birthday was the 30th which was just a week from tomorrow. I couldn’t believe how fast the year had gone by.
 
   “Will you be home by then?” he asked me tentatively.
 
   “I want to be. Did my father tell you that the prosecution’s testimony begins on Monday in Matthew’s case?”
 
   “Yes he mentioned that when he called yesterday. That’s why I’m staying through Monday. Your father’s on the bench Monday and he thought perhaps I should be with you in court since he couldn’t.”
 
   “I hope you didn’t have to shuffle one of your cases around to do that.”
 
   “Sweetie, you know I’ll be with you no matter what. I can stay through next week if you want.”
 
   I stopped and turned to him looking up into his amazing blue eyes.
 
   “You really will? I need to see what evidence they present relative to my mother.”
 
   “Of course I will, baby. I’ll work from here. I have no court appearances scheduled next week anyway.”
 
   I was relieved that he’d be with me during this portion of Matthew’s trial. The last time I had seen him in court, he had totally creeped me out.
 
   “So, what else did my dad say to you on the phone yesterday?” I asked as we started walking again.
 
   “He was pissed, I could tell. He told me that he didn’t give a rat’s behind about my drama or your drama. He said when it came to Preston, he did give a rat’s behind.”
 
   I could picture my dad using the word ‘behind’ instead of ‘ass.’ He was sort of refined that way. I liked that about him.
 
   “What did he say to you this morning that brought you upstairs?”
 
   “Oh that. I’d barely spent five minutes with Preston before he told me that I needed to go up to your room. He said you were waiting to tell me something. Of course, I figured you were going to tell me you wanted a divorce. Your dad has a pretty stoic look about him. He’s definitely hard to read at times.”
 
   I smiled thinking how my dad had worked us both while not officially interfering. So that’s what dads do I thought to myself.
 
   “Yes,” I answered Trey, “Sometimes he’s very hard to read; other times not so much though.”
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   Trey and I bathed Preston and got her ready for bed. Trey read to her while I showered and got into a silk nightie. I was nervous. I knew that Trey and I would make love tonight, but it had been so long. We hadn’t made love since before Marley’s stillbirth. I thought back to that day and how I’d blamed Trey for her death because of our having had sex the night before.
 
   How could I’ve been so hateful? Afterwards, I hadn’t presented a very willing attitude towards Trey. I’d been cold and aloof towards him. I watched him now as he rocked Preston and read to her. She was snuggled against him listening to his smooth and silky voice. She’d point to a picture and say the name. They were so perfect to me.
 
   I climbed into my bed as Trey finished with her and put her in her crib. He left the door between the nursery and our suite ajar.
 
   “I’m going to grab a shower baby,” he said on his way to the bathroom. “I won’t be long.”
 
   I shivered beneath the covers. Part of me was anxious for the feel of Trey inside of me again, another part of me was afraid that something might have changed. I couldn’t stand it if that were the case. I would blame myself for sure.
 
   Dr. Addison had prescribed the Depo-Provera shot for me when I had my check-up at five weeks after losing Marley. He said it would allow for more spontaneous interaction with Trey and me. There hadn’t been any ‘interaction’ since so I hoped tonight would be the end of that streak.
 
   Trey came out of the shower with his boxers on and his tousled damp hair. He looked so much like ‘my Trey’ again. I loved him so much.
 
   “Do you want me to turn my television on?” I asked nervously.
 
   “I don’t think so Tylar,” he said with a wicked smile.
 
   He was beside me in a moment, under the covers, reaching for me. He wasted no time in removing my nightgown.
 
   His lips brushed mine warmly and gently. I laced my arms around his neck pulling him closer. Our tongues playfully explored one another tenderly. Trey whispered against my lips.
 
   “I want to make love to you, Tylar, and then I need to fuck you after that.”
 
   “Yes, Trey,” I replied softly against his warm, sensuous lips.
 
   He slowly and methodically made love to every part of me; his lips traced a path to my breasts where his tongue expertly brought each rosy peak to attention. He suckled gently from each one, whispering to me that they were his. He went lower still to where his fingers had already found their way into the soft folds of my sex. He brought his mouth there, magically drawing soft moans of pleasure from me as his tongue traced the sensitive folds. Once again, he whispered to me that this belonged to him.
 
   “Trey, please?” I whined.
 
   “Please what?”
 
   “I need you inside of me, right now.”
 
   “Patience baby, I’m not quite finished here.”
 
   His fingers were gently probing my special spot inside, the palm of his other hand was gently pressing from the outside. It was exquisite pleasure and I felt myself quickening. His tongue playfully circled and then flicked against my swollen clit. I was into full blown moaning and whimpering by this time. I’d never felt more glorious pleasure than what Trey was giving me at this moment.
 
   “That’s it, baby,” he coaxed softly. “Don’t hold back, go with it.”
 
   My orgasms swirled around me and I found myself in a vortex of pure physical and emotional ecstasy. My hips gyrated against his touch. I cried out his name again and again as my climax released. I felt the wet release of my pleasure. I felt Trey’s mouth on me, drinking in the warm nectar of my orgasm.
 
   “Umm baby,” he crooned, “you taste so good.”
 
   I felt my orgasm wind down, but Trey continued to gently lick and kiss my tender area. He wasn’t finished just yet. He slowly and articulately probed me post-climax. I was ultra-sensitive now, and he adjusted his pace and pressure to accommodate that, it seemed. This was new to me, but as my breathing slowed from my previous climax, I relaxed and enjoyed his continued attention to detail.
 
   “My baby’s getting wet all over again,” he said softly his tongue once again exploring the folds of my pussy very thoroughly.
 
   I moaned in sweet pleasure my hands fisting his thick hair; I tugged at him wanting him inside of me. “Okay baby; are you ready for me?”
 
   “Umm, yes,” I whimpered, still tugging at him.
 
   He raised himself up and spread my legs apart with his hands. He was on his knees between them and he raised me up placing pillows underneath my butt. He gently guided his erection into me slowly. I moaned with the fullness that I felt inside. This fullness was so right; so familiar and so fucking perfect for me.
 
   Trey lowered his face to mine where I devoured his lips with kisses. My hands framed his face as I traced his lips with my tongue.
 
   “I love you,” I said as I met his gentle thrusting with my own. “It’s always been you and only you.”
 
   I buried my face against his shoulder. Tears ran down my cheeks as he continued to pleasure me with his body. He pulled back from me; his lips captured my tears as his sapphire blue eyes looked into my soul.
 
   “I love you, Tylar,” he said huskily. “Promise me that you’ll always be mine.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   The rhythm of our lovemaking increased steadily. Trey placed his arms underneath my butt raising me up at an angle, so that he was hitting deeper against my sweet spot. I felt the pleasurable quickening begin and Trey’s breath was ragged as he neared climax.
 
   “Come with me baby,” he urged softly.
 
   And I did. Again and again as we both cried out in pure unadulterated pleasure. Trey collapsed beside me pulling my damp body up against his. His fingers gently stroked my hair as he planted soft, sweet kisses on the back of my neck, causing me to shiver in delight.
 
   “That was pretty exquisite, Mrs. Sinclair,” he whispered against my ear causing me to shiver once again.
 
   I rolled over to face him, my eyes searching his. I needed to see if Trey was truly okay with me again. I knew that I was totally okay with him. His eyes were still smoldering post-coital. His blue eyes always seemed bluer after sex. It was probably attributed to something technical like heightened blood flow. I preferred to think that it was due to total love and satisfaction.
 
   “Is there something you want to ask me, Tylar?”
 
   “I just wondered if you’re okay with me.”
 
   He furrowed his brow considering my question. “If you mean do I love you as much as before our ‘separation’, I have to be honest with you. The answer is ‘no.’”
 
   My heart dropped to my knees; I shouldn’t have asked.
 
   “The truth is that I love you more if that’s even possible, but it must be.”
 
   “I don’t understand -”
 
   “Tylar - this is how I look at it. We’ve been through some stuff, you and me. I think it’s called ‘Life Happens’. We definitely have some things to deal with going forward. We both, in our own way, gave in to some temptation; some ‘forbidden fruit’ if you will. We were both repulsed by it. The important thing is that we survived it and maybe we’re even stronger for it. I know through this that I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you with me and not take our love for granted ever again.”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I sobbed, “The thought of ever losing you is incomprehensible to me. The day we met I knew that I needed you in my life. And I know that sounds cheesy, but it’s the truth.”
 
   We covered each other with kisses and then we fell asleep in each other’s arms.
 
   I was awakened later, feeling Trey stroking my breasts. He was straddling me; his erection was within reaching distance. I placed my hands behind each of his strong thighs pulling him closer to my face. My mouth sheathed his erection and I took him fully into my mouth. My tongue swirled the length of him as he began his gentle thrusting in and out of my mouth.
 
   “Awww baby,” he breathed heavily, “That’s it, take it all.”
 
   I continued loving Trey with my mouth and tongue. My fingers gently explored his sensitive area; and he moaned with pleasure. He pulled back and flipped me over onto my belly. He pulled me up onto my knees. I felt his fingers gently ply my pussy from behind. I was getting hot and wet for him. His knee pushed my bent legs further apart as he knelt behind me. He placed both of his hands on the cheeks of my ass and instructed me to arch my back. I did as instructed so that my butt was tilted upward.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you now,” he said.
 
   I felt his first thrust as he slammed into me from behind. I cried out with pleasure and pain; he withdrew and then slammed into me again and again. His hands were now around my hips as he rotated his hips in a circular motion. Oh God, this felt so good. I moaned with pleasure.
 
   “Does that feel good baby, huh?’
 
   “Umhmm,” I sighed, rotating my hips in sync with his. Trey continued to pound into me and then slowly and methodically rotated his hips in a steady rhythm with mine. I felt myself contract around him, squeezing and pulling his shaft for release.
 
   “Oh God,” he rasped. His thrusting increased as he neared orgasm.
 
   “This is mine, Tylar. Do you understand? It’s mine and only mine.”
 
   “I understand,” I replied my voice quivering as I neared the edge.
 
   He slammed the palm of his hand against my ass as he released his climax, groaning loudly. I felt the throbbing of his cock inside of me which pushed me over into my orgasm. I moaned loudly quickening as my climax met with his.
 
   Once our breathing slowed, Trey pulled out of me slowly, pulling me down next to him. We were both still panting a bit with our exertion. He covered me with kisses.
 
   “I hope to God your father’s suite is on the other side of the house,” he said, throwing his arm across his sweaty forehead.
 
   I giggled snuggling up to him for warmth.
 
   “It is,” I assured him. “I just hope we didn’t wake the baby.” As if on cue, we heard Preston’s chattering from her room. “Pee-pee Mama,” she whined loudly.
 
   “Well,” I said getting my panties and nightgown on, “She’s either wet her pull-up or she has to pee.”
 
   “I’ve got this,” Trey said launching out of bed and pulling his boxers on.
 
   I fell back against the pillows and pulled the covers up over me as Trey went to her. He carried Preston through our room talking to her convincing her to hold it until he could get her to her potty. She was jabbering away at him.
 
   I heard them in the bathroom; Trey was praising her for being a big girl and going in the potty. She came bounding out of the bathroom climbing up on the bed with me and snuggling against me. Trey finished up in the bathroom. I heard the toilet flush as he came back into the bedroom. He pulled a tee shirt on over his head and then climbed back into bed. We fell asleep again with Preston snuggled between us.
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   On Monday morning, Trey and I were on our way to the court house in Baton Rouge, where the prosecution’s case against Matthew Renaud would commence. Trey was driving Danny’s truck that unbeknownst to me, actually belonged to my father’s estate. It was a bit weird to be back in the same truck with Trey at the wheel this time.
 
   Trey had been so attentive and gentle with me since our reunion. We couldn’t keep our hands off of one another. I could tell my father was pleased as punch that we’d worked things out. We had cuddled and slept curled around each other peacefully the night before. We were both well-rested on Monday in preparation for the first day of the prosecution’s evidence and testimony.
 
   Edie was caring for Preston today. They got along so well that Edie had told me she hoped to have a baby just like Preston someday.
 
   “What can we expect today on the first day of the prosecution’s case?” I asked.
 
   “Well, sweetie, it sort of depends on the evidence. I’d suspect since your mom’s death happened so long ago and Maggie’s more recently, that they’re going to draw some sort of connection based on forensic evidence that they gathered from the metal box found in your mother’s casket. Hopefully - and I don’t know anything for certain - your mom left a clue as to what they needed to look for in order to draw that connection all of these years later.”
 
   The courtroom was not all that crowded when Trey and I arrived there. I was on ‘special alert’ to see if the thick-ankled Ms. Deeny would be making an appearance.
 
   Matthew was paraded into the court room next to his public defender still shackled but wearing a dress shirt and dress pants in place of the prison garb he’d worn at his arraignment.
 
   He still had that wide-eyed, demented look going on which I knew my father would say was a ‘fake.’
 
   “Is that the same guy you saw in Jackson?” I whispered to Trey.
 
   “It is,” he answered, shaking his head affirmatively.
 
   The proceedings started with the District Attorney identifying the first of the prosecution’s exhibits to be marked. It happened to be the post-burial autopsy of one Marla Nicole Renaud, age 19, and date of death May 4, 1991.
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   I just realized that my mother had passed away on the same day and month that Preston had been born … twenty-one years later.
 
   I looked over at Trey quickly; and I could tell that he’d picked up on that as well. He clasped my hand into his and held it gently, rubbing my fingers with his thumb. The D.A. presented several more items into evidence which were quickly recorded and marked as the prosecution’s exhibit number this or that.
 
   Once that was established, the first witness was called. It was a Dr. Robin Lebeau, Director of Forensic Toxicology at Tulane Medical Center in New Orleans, Louisiana. He was sworn in by the bailiff and was seated to start offering his testimony.
 
   The D.A. had him review the forensic findings in the autopsy that was conducted on my mother. This was extremely tedious with the D.A. carefully documenting on a white board that the jury could see the types of tissue sampling that was done; the chain of custody and preservation techniques of those samples and then the ultimate findings. I wanted him to cut to the chase.
 
   The questioning finally went in the direction of what had been found. The doctor testified that in seven out of ten tissue samples taken and processed from my mother, there was a presence of cerebra odollam of 60%; passiflora caerulea of 20%; phytolacca of 10%; and agro stemma githago of 10%.
 
   It all sounded like a foreign language to me. The D.A. asked the doctor to explain, in layman’s terms, what this various mixture of ingredients represented. Dr. Lebeau explained that all of these ingredients were indigenous to the Louisiana area; specifically the bayou areas.
 
   He said that cerebra odollam were seeds from the commonly known ‘suicide tree.’ These seeds contain cerebrin, which is a potent alkaloid toxin. It blocks the calcium ion channels in heart muscle causing disruption of the heartbeat.
 
   The passiflora caerulea, commonly known as the Blue Passion flower, contains some levels of cyanide; the final ingredient called phytolacca which is also known as ‘pokeweed’, promotes nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, a difficulty in breathing, severe convulsions and ultimately death.
 
   “Dr. Lebeau, would these ‘bayou toxins,’ if you will, traditionally be identified during a post-mortem toxicology screen?”
 
   “No, they wouldn’t.”
 
   “Would these ‘bayou toxins’ be identified during a full post-mortem where tissue samples of the various organs are sliced and analyzed for poisons?”
 
   “No, they wouldn’t.”
 
   “But Doctor,” the prosecutor continued, “there have been hundreds of cases where autopsies have revealed death by poisoning by cyanide, strychnine, arsenic, atropine and others. What makes the poisons you’ve identified in your testimony different?”
 
   “You have to know exactly what to look for in order to confirm the presence in tissue with a poisonous cocktail such as what I described for you earlier. This particular cocktail was ingested in small doses by the decedent over a period of weeks most likely. It wasn’t an acute episode of poisoning, but a chronic low dose poisoning over a period of time. The tissue slides showed various levels of concentration of the elements.”
 
   “So, if I understand you correctly, Doctor, the decedent in this case, Ms. Marla Renaud, would likely have endured a slow transition from feeling healthy to feeling quite ill?”
 
   “That’s correct,” Dr. Lebeau replied. “By the time she felt ill enough to seek help, it likely would’ve been too late. Given the fact that most licensed medical practitioners would’ve initially treated her symptoms for illnesses such as influenza, anemia, pneumonia or even mononucleosis, it would’ve proven useless in changing the course of events for her.”
 
   “That course being death?”
 
   “Yes,” Dr. Lebeau answered.
 
   “Dr. Lebeau, I’d like to go back to your earlier testimony where you stated that during a post-mortem of this sort, the medical examiner would need to know exactly what to look for to confirm the presence of this toxic cocktail in the victim’s blood or tissue, is that correct?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “In the particular forensic post-mortem conducted on the remains of Ms. Renaud, how did a forensic toxicologist, such as you, know what to look for in her tissue samples?”
 
   “Ms. Renaud made it very easy for us. She was buried with a locked metal box which contained among other things, sealed samples of the various seeds, powders and roots that had been purchased previous to her death. The authorities transferred the evidence into our custody for analysis. Once identified, we simply analyzed the tissue samples taken from Ms. Renaud and confirmed the presence of those poisons. Her cause of death was officially changed to homicide by poisoning.”
 
   There was loud murmuring within the court. I watched as Matthew kept looking around as if waiting for someone to show up. The judge banged his gavel on the bench.
 
   The prosecutor had no further questions. The doctor remained on the stand while the defense attorney questioned him. He tried to establish the margin of error that could exist.
 
   He grilled him on the possibility of contamination in the samples and the poisons. He asked about the degradation of my mother’s tissue through decomposition.
 
   The doctor held his own, stating how perfectly preserved my mother’s body was when he’d witnessed the coroner’s post-mortem. I didn’t feel the defense attorney scored anything with the jury. The judge called a short recess and the jury was escorted out before anyone else could leave. Trey and I left to go out into the hallway.
 
   “Are you doing okay, sweetie?” he asked me.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine. I just wish Dad could’ve come here today. I’d like to see how he felt the witness did on the stand.”
 
   Trey cocked an eyebrow at me.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “So, my opinion doesn’t count now that you have a judge that loves you?”
 
   “Oh, Trey,” I laughed, “I didn’t mean it like that, honey. Of course I want your opinion.”
 
   “It’s a little too early to tell but I definitely think the forensic evidence presented established a clear-cut cause of death that’s irrefutable. That’s a plus, especially if they can link those poisons directly to Matthew. That’ll be the tough part.”
 
   “Do you think Matthew will take the stand?”
 
   “Not if his lawyer has any sense. Although Matthew could insist on taking the stand, in which case, anything’s possible. They threw out the insanity plea bargain, so it could get interesting.”
 
   Trey and I returned to the court room after the recess and the next witness was called to the stand. It was another expert witness. Her name was Dr. Pamela Waters, and she was a forensic pathologist with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation Headquarters located in Decatur, Georgia. She was sworn in and took the stand.
 
   The prosecutor questioned her about the post-mortem conducted on Ms. Maggie Preston. The witness explained that the initial cause of death had been listed as ‘pending’ on her death certificate.
 
   “Why was ‘pending’ listed as the decedent’s cause of death?”
 
   “Well,” she replied, “she officially died of respiratory failure, but medical conditions which would’ve been listed as secondary or contributing factors, just didn’t exist.”
 
   “I see,” the prosecutor said. “At what point would the cause of death have been changed? In other words, by definition, the word ‘pending’ alludes that more investigation is needed in order to search for the actual cause. Is that correct?”
 
   “Yes, it is. Our office had received notification that in the case of Ms. Maggie Preston, the official cause of death could be deferred, pending the outcome of the impending exhumation of the decedent’s sister, Marla Renaud.”
 
   “Do you have knowledge of where this notification originated?”
 
   “Yes. It came directly from Judge Westfield.”
 
   “Judge Westfield?”
 
   “Yes sir. He’s a district judge located in Jackson, Mississippi. Ms. Renaud’s burial site is in his jurisdiction. He’d apparently signed the order for exhumation at the request of Judge Preston Tylar, who was acting on behalf of his daughter, and Ms. Marla Renaud’s next-of-kin, Tylar Sinclair.”
 
   “No! I’m Marla’s next of kin!”
 
   Everyone’s head snapped up and looked to where the screaming had originated. It was Matthew. His attorney was trying to get him calmed down. He’d twisted around in his chair. He eyes narrowed as he looked at me. He pointed his finger at me snarling.
 
   “You aren’t her daughter!” he screamed at me. “You’re just someone pretending to be her daughter! My mama told me that!”
 
   What the –?
 
   The judge was pounding his gavel on the bench, calling for order. I had buried myself into Trey’s chest sobbing. I felt him stand, as he pulled me from my seat. He wrapped his arms around me and led me out of the courtroom into the hallway. He located a bench down one of the corridors and pulled me down next to him on it. I was still sobbing my hands covering my face.
 
   “Hey, please don’t cry, honey. He’s full of shit or his mama is, sweetheart. He’s still playing the insanity card okay?”
 
   Trey pulled his linen handkerchief from his pocket, and started dabbing at my wet cheeks. Just then, we were approached by a woman with a portable microphone. She was dressed in a suit with the emblem of a local Baton Rouge television station on the lapel. The guy behind her was in jeans and an oxford shirt. He had a video camera on his shoulder and I noticed the green light was illuminated.
 
   “Tylar Sinclair?” she greeted with a smile, “Jane Jessup here from WBRL Baton Rouge. Can we have a couple of minutes of your time?”
 
   She didn’t wait for an answer as she fired off her first round.
 
   “Isn’t it true that you had your alleged mother’s dead body exhumed for the purpose of proving with DNA that you’re indeed her daughter?”
 
   “No, that’s not–”
 
   “And isn’t it true that your mother was buried with evidence which purportedly named her murderer?”
 
   “Get away from my wife and turn the camera off,” Trey ordered, shielding me from the guy with the video camera. “Now,” he said in his no-nonsense voice.
 
   The guy switched it to pause; the red light was now blinking. He looked bored with the whole situation.
 
   “You are?” she asked.
 
   “I’m Trey Sinclair, her husband. My wife can’t speak to the media during this trial, I’m afraid. She may be called to offer testimony after what just transpired in the court room. Please excuse us now.”
 
   They both backed away as Trey took me by the arm and hustled me out of the courthouse. We didn’t speak until after we were in the truck and on the highway going back to my father’s estate. Trey finally reached his hand over to take mine into his.
 
   “Are you alright, sweetie?”
 
   “I’m just numb. I mean, where the hell did all of that come from in there?”
 
   “I don’t know. It took me by surprise too. Someone’s trying to direct the media focus off of Matthew for now by making it appear as if this is about something else.
 
   “Yeah, I mean I look just like her, right?”
 
   “Yes, you do. I think Matthew rattled you though. I think that’s exactly what he intended to do.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Hell, maybe he is a nut; maybe that’s what his mother led him to believe. Who the hell knows with that bunch?”
 
   “This has been a total nightmare from the start,” I murmured.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie. What can I do to make you feel better?”
 
   “I’m tired of not knowing for sure where I came from. I want this put to rest now. I want DNA testing to prove my dad is my dad and that Marla is my mom.”
 
   “You know,” he said slowly, “That’s not a bad idea. If Matthew’s plan today was to make it look like the exhumation was an attempt to nail him for something that he’ll then claim Maggie did, or that he wasn’t approached as being the verified next of kin prior to the exhumation of your mother, we should have our ducks in a row.”
 
   “I don’t understand. I mean a judge has the right to order an exhumation without permission of the family right?
 
   “Well, yes and no, depending upon the rules of civil and/or criminal procedure in the particular jurisdiction. My money is on the fact that Matthew’s hoping through some loophole in the system with the various jurisdictions involved that he or his attorney I should say, can attempt to throw out all evidence and testimony relative to the findings on both post- mortems by citing due process wasn’t followed in the gathering of said evidence.”
 
   I was now totally confused. “What? Trey that’s what the grand jury used in order to indict him.”
 
   “Exactly. But if in some way his attorney’s found some obscure loophole which would indicate that the ‘evidence’ was secured outside of the rules of procedure, it could be thrown out and the case could easily be dismissed.”
 
   “Okay so what if that happens - can’t we then follow whatever rule of procedure that wasn’t followed before, and once again gather the evidence? I mean, I hate the thought of disturbing my mother’s resting place again, but it’d be worth it to make sure that the bastard is put away for life.”
 
   “I’m afraid not. The 5th Amendment to the Constitution governs the principle of double jeopardy. This means that an acquittal due to a mistrial cannot be prosecuted a second time for the same criminal act if it’s based on the same facts.”
 
   God this is fucked up.
 
   “Look,” he said, “let’s not jump to conclusions on this. I really need to talk to your father about this and research the law library to understand which jurisdiction has ultimate authority. I mean, your mother died in Louisiana; she’s entombed in Mississippi; Maggie died in Georgia, but was likely poisoned in Mississippi. I hope your father’s more familiar with all of this than I am.”
 
   I nodded, watching as he was still deep in thought.
 
   “I’m actually surprised that the D.A.’s office hasn’t subpoenaed you as a witness.”
 
   “Why? What testimony could I provide?”
 
   “Well, you were a witness to Maggie’s deathbed confession naming Matthew as her killer as well as your mother’s.”
 
   “Isn’t that considered hearsay or something?”
 
   “Not if you recorded it, which you did. Did Maggie make any protest to your recording her last wishes?”
 
   “I’m not sure that she was even aware of it.”
 
   “But you didn’t hide it from her did you?”
 
   “No, clearly she could see that I had my phone on holding it up to video record her instructions. It was in plain sight.”
 
   “Good,” he said. “You provided that video-recorded conversation to them already, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that Dad did when he made the request for the exhumation.”
 
   When we arrived home I was surprised to see that my father’s car was there. He didn’t generally arrive home this early when he had court. He immediately came into the entry hall as Trey was helping me off with my jacket.
 
   “I’m glad you’re both here,” he said. “I’ve got quite a bit of news to share.”
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   My father shared his news with us first as we sat in the living room. I was curled up next to Trey; there was a fire crackling in the fireplace.
 
   My father had received a report from the private investigator he’d hired after Matthew’s arraignment. He’d been curious when Matthew had blurted out ‘Mama’ in the courtroom looking directly at Karen Deeny as she fled the room. Ms. Deeny had resigned suddenly from her position as the head of staff at my father’s estate just prior to Matthew’s arrest for murder.
 
   “Tylar,” he said hesitantly, “the investigator was successful in clearing up some of the confusion relative to Matthew Renaud’s background. Apparently the story amongst your mother and your aunt was that your maternal grandmother had given birth to Matthew at a young age out of wedlock correct?”
 
   “Yes, Dad. That’s what Maggie told Trey and me when she was in the hospital. Then when she met Carson Renaud a couple of years later, he adopted Matthew and raised him as his own. He was only a half-brother to my mother and Maggie.”
 
   “Well the part about Matthew being their half-brother is true. However, Matthew isn’t your grandmother’s son. He’s your grandfather’s son born out of wedlock.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said frowning.
 
   “Matthew’s mother is Karen Deeny, not your grandmother.”
 
   “What?” I could feel my eyes widen in surprise. Was everything about my family tree totally fucked up?
 
   “Yes, it’s true. I suppose the purpose of the fabrication was to somehow protect Matthew from the truth though I suspect it failed to do that, at least after your grandparents were killed.”
 
   “Dad, I’m not following any of this. I need details please.”
 
   “It seems Ms. Deeny had a brief affair with your grandfather. In the hopes of snagging herself a husband, she purposely got pregnant. By this time, your grandfather had already met and fallen in love with your grandmother. He was honest about having a son that he supported financially. Your grandmother insisted that he do more than that. She insisted that the child carry his name and that he establish a parent-child relationship with the boy. Your grandfather did just that. When the boy was around four years of age, they noticed during one of his weekend visits some evidence of abuse. They immediately alerted the county family service agency and an investigation was initiated.”
 
   My father came over and sat down in the chair opposite of us. He clasped his hands together as if he were reluctant to divulge the rest of this story.
 
   “The investigation uncovered the fact that the boy’s mother had been sexually abusing him. After a thorough medical examination was conducted, the findings indicated that this had been going on for a long period of time; and it had escalated to a larger degree as Matthew got older. The court immediately removed the boy from her home. Ms. Deeny claimed that she had no knowledge of who could’ve been abusing the boy. Eventually, permanent custody was granted to your grandfather; and then your grandmother legally adopted him as her son. A “no further contact order” was issued to Ms. Deeny.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I breathed, trying to comprehend what type of monster she had been and likely still was, “But what about the subsequent children she had? She mentioned having grandchildren, remember?”
 
   “All lies,” my father replied. “She had no further children which is a blessing to society, I suppose.”
 
   “No wonder Matthew’s so screwed up,” I commented quietly.
 
   “That’s no excuse for murder,” my father said rather harshly.
 
   My head snapped up to look at him. He had never spoken to me harshly before. I could tell that Trey was taken aback as well.
 
   “Dad, I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t excusing Matthew for his crimes at all. I know that he killed my mother - and Maggie.”
 
   “I’m sorry, darling,” he said. “I certainly didn’t mean to snap at you like that. This all has me reeling.”
 
   “I can certainly understand that,” I replied. “Is there more?”
 
   “Yes, there is. After your grandparents were killed in that automobile crash, Karen Deeny conveniently came back into Matthew’s life. By this time, she was in the employ of my wife Olivia’s family. By all appearances, Karen took up where she had left off with Matthew. She tutored him in the ways of making women do what he wanted them to do, as was the case with Maggie, and as would’ve been the case with Marley, had she not gotten pregnant with you right off the bat.”
 
   I was sickened by all that he was telling me. I shivered at the thought of the type of monster that Matthew had become. Trey pulled me closer looking down at me.
 
   “Are you alright, baby?” he asked, taking my hand into his.
 
   I nodded. “I want to hear all of it,” I said.
 
   “When Marley became pregnant with you, Matthew beat a fast path to his mother to bring her the good news. By this time, of course, Olivia and I were married, and Ms. Deeny was in our employ. The whole set-up with my bachelor party had been choreographed in advance. That was why Matthew had planted hidden cameras in my room. He was going to use the photos to blackmail me so that Olivia would never find out what I’d done prior to our marriage. Marley’s pregnancy provided a better opportunity for extortion.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, slightly puzzled.
 
   “Karen Deeny had decided that more money was to be gained by taking the picture, along with the news of the impending birth of my child to Olivia. She instructed Matthew to do so. Karen knew that Olivia was barren; and she also knew the scandal alone could destroy any chance of my appointment to a federal judgeship. You see, Olivia’s family was extremely wealthy in their own right. What was more important to Olivia was gaining power and prestige. My judgeship would offer that. Karen convinced Olivia to set up a pay arrangement on behalf of the child. Matthew set up the LLC under the direction of Karen to handle the money trail. Olivia did require receipt of periodic photos and reports as to the progress of the child - of you,” he said quietly.
 
   “So, Olivia never knew that Karen Deeny was behind all of that?”
 
   “It appears not,” he said. “It would devastate me should I discover that she had played co-conspirator with Ms. Deeny. It’s difficult enough for me to try and understand why, at some point, she didn’t divulge the truth to me. I don’t know; maybe it was because she had let so much time go by without speaking up. She was under the impression that Maggie was your mother. She knew nothing of Marley’s death.”
 
   “How did you find this out, Dad?” I asked softly.
 
   “My investigator went through court records. Shortly after your mother passed away, Maggie was awarded custody as natural next-of-kin. Maggie petitioned the court for the name change, stating that it was necessary in order to avoid her older, mentally ill brother from tracking her and the baby down. She then purchased a modified birth certificate for you, so that when she and Matthew visited Olivia, it all looked to be on the up and up. There’s no law against changing one’s name, as long as it isn’t done for the purpose of defrauding the government or escaping prosecution.”
 
   My father was still explaining the rest of what his private detective had discovered when Margo appeared in the doorway.
 
   “Judge Tylar,” she said interrupting the conversation, “There’s a process server at the door.”
 
   “Excuse me,” my father said starting to get up.
 
   “No, Judge,” she said, “He’s here to serve your daughter.”
 
   Trey accompanied me out into the entry hall where the process server asked me to verify my identity. He then handed me an envelope telling me that I’d been served and left. I handed it to Trey. He promptly opened it.
 
   “You’re being subpoenaed as a witness for the prosecution,” he said reading through the documents. “It’s next week. They certainly took their time on this. Tylar, now that you’ve been subpoenaed, you can’t observe the proceedings any further,” Trey remarked.
 
   “No problem with that,” I replied. “I don’t want to be anywhere near that creep Matthew.”
 
   I shivered thinking about him and what he’d said. We hadn’t had an opportunity to fill my father in on what had happened in court today. I didn’t relish the thought of seeing the sick bastard again, but if it would help put him in prison for the rest of his life or worse, it was worth it.
 
   We filled Dad in on the rest over dinner. My father wasn’t overly keen on the idea of DNA verification, but Trey finally convinced him that the defense was likely using a strategy that might force the issue at some point anyway.
 
   “I just don’t want Tylar to think that I ever doubted that she was mine.”
 
   “How could I possibly think that, Dad? Who else but a blood relative would’ve put up with me these past couple of weeks?”
 
   He smiled at me warmly. “I’ll make the arrangements for tomorrow morning with Dr. Whitlach’s office,” he said.
 
   Since I had to return to Baton Rouge the following week to testify, Trey and I decided that we’d leave for home the following afternoon. Trey wanted to rearrange his schedule so that he could return when I was scheduled to testify. He indicated the prosecutor would likely want to conduct an interview with me prior to the court date and suggested I call their office in the morning to let them know how I could be reached.
 
   Trey and my father were in a lengthy conversation on legal topics; jurisdictions, venues and discussing ‘double jeopardy’ when I reached over and touched Trey’s arm to get his attention.
 
   “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I’m going to leave you both to your legal discussions. I’d like to find Preston and spend some time with her.”
 
   “Go right ahead darling,” my father said smiling at me. “She’s been so entertaining today. Her vocabulary seems to grow daily.”
 
   “Sure thing, sweetie,” Trey said. “I’ll join you and Preston in a bit.”
 
   “Okay,” I said smiling as I headed upstairs.
 
   Edie had Preston in her nursery changing her out of her big girl panties and getting a pull-up out for night time.
 
   Apparently, there had been a little accident. Preston brightened up the minute she saw me, reaching her arms out and clasping and unclasping her hands.
 
   “Mommy,” she whined. She had tears in her eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong, baby?” I asked coming closer to her.
 
   “She’s upset for soiling her pants, I think,” Edie said. “It’s probably my fault, Tylar.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She was playing downstairs in the kitchen where I was cleaning up and she came over to me saying ‘doodee.’ I wasn’t sure what she meant then I saw that she was kind of squeezing her legs together. I figured it out. I didn’t know that your father had Margo purchase another potty chair for the downstairs bathroom. So when Preston said she had to ‘doodee’ I walked her up stairs. She kept pulling against me and pointing back downstairs. By the time we got to the upstairs landing, she’d soiled her panties and was very upset. I have a feeling this little girl is going to be a perfectionist.”
 
   Just like Trey.
 
   “Come on Preston,” I said reaching for her. I picked her up into my arms and carried her into my room. I got a pair of pajamas from her room and started changing her out of her clothes and into nightwear.
 
   “Listen sweetie,” I said to her, “Everybody has accidents at times. You’re doing very well with your big girl panties. It’s okay that sometimes you have an accident; no one is perfect.”
 
   I looked down at her where she was looking up at me with her big blue eyes still watering. I doubted if she comprehended a word I said; but I wanted her to know that people mess up and it’s a human thing. She finally smiled up at me her eyes brightening.
 
   “How about we read a couple of stories before bedtime?”
 
   “Choo Choo,” she said clapping her little hands together happily, “Choo Choo.” I knew that meant she wanted me to read from her Thomas the Tank Engine book.
 
   I changed into a nightgown and grabbed one of her Thomas books from her room. We brushed our teeth in the bathroom and then snuggled down under the covers together. I read half of the book to her before she dozed off. I wasn’t far behind her. I pulled the covers up and pulled her warm body against me. We dozed off together nestled closely. I wasn’t sure how much longer it was before Trey came to bed. He lifted Preston up to take her back to her crib.
 
   “Sweetie, please let her stay in here with us, I’ve missed her today.”
 
   He leaned over kissing me gently. “Not tonight, baby. She needs to be in her room. I was hoping that you and I could make up for some lost time. I’m in the mood,” he said, giving me his sexy and very wicked grin.
 
   I felt my butterflies surge as only Trey could make them. The truth was that I was just as hungry for him as he was for me. He returned momentarily and climbed underneath the covers, pulling me close to his warm body. I snuggled against him enjoying the warmth of him.
 
   “I’m glad we’re going home tomorrow,” I said, running my fingertips along his cheek.
 
   “I am too. It’s so empty without you and Preston there.”
 
   I raised my face to his and found his lips with my own. He kissed me sensually and passionately. His fingers reached and pulled the straps of my nightgown up and over my head. His hands kneaded my breasts tenderly; his mouth lowered down upon them, gently suckling them and bringing me sweet pleasure.
 
   His hands reached downward and I shimmied out of my panties as his fingers expertly plied the soft folds of my sex. He’d shed his boxers and my hands reached downward and found his erect shaft.
 
   I gently stroked his cock, bringing it to full erection. I then scooted down underneath the covers, taking his cock into my mouth and swirling my tongue around the girth of it. My lips gently moved from stem to tip, where I suckled the end of his shaft, and then once again, traced the length with my tongue. Trey drew in a sharp breath moaning softly.
 
   “Oh baby,” he sighed, “I want you on top of me.”
 
   I was ready and willing to accommodate Trey. I raised myself up, my legs straddling him as he helped guide his erection into my well-lubricated sex. I lowered myself down onto his shaft feeling the familiar fullness that I loved so much. I rocked back and forth on him, as his hips raised and swiveled to meet my rhythm. His hands cupped my bottom as he raised me up and down on his cock.
 
   “Mmm,” I moaned, as I leaned over and grinded harder against him in pure pleasure.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he cooed as he continued to thrust his pelvis up and down, while I rode him back and forth.
 
   We were both quickening; Trey’s hands were massaging my breasts as I rode him harder and harder.
 
   “Oh God, baby, that’s it,” he moaned. “Keep it going.”
 
   I increased my rhythm going up and down on his cock. I could feel myself contracting around him as I whined in pleasure. All of a sudden, my concentration was broken by a soft baby voice calling out from beside our bed.
 
   “Horsey? Mama pay horsey?”
 
   Oh dear God.
 
   Trey and I heard Preston’s voice at the same time. I quickly lifted myself off of Trey and collapsed on the other side of him, away from my daughter. I was mortified! I threw my hands over my face and hid from sight.
 
   How had Preston gotten out of her crib? Though our room was dark, she’d clearly witnessed our lovemaking! She thought Trey and I were playing ‘horsey’. Trey quickly covered himself and turned to her.
 
   “How’d you get out of your bed, sweetie?” Trey asked, as if he fully expected her to answer him. I felt him reaching under the sheets, feeling around for his boxers. He finally found them and shrugged them on beneath the covers.
 
   “Mama pay horsey?” she asked innocently.
 
   Oh God, Oh God, Oh God - I’ve probably scarred my daughter for life.
 
   “Right now, Mommy’s playing possum under the covers, sweetie,” Trey told her with a smirk.
 
   Preston continued to jabber away about playing ‘horsey.’ Trey lifted her up to take her back to the nursery to her crib.
 
   “Pee-pee,” she said.
 
   Trey changed course and took her to the bathroom, settling her on her potty chair. I heard him praise her as he helped her get her pajamas bottoms back in place and flush the toilet. He took her back to the nursery to her crib.
 
   “Oh, I see what happened,” I heard him call out from her room. “I didn’t raise the rail back up and lock it into place.”
 
   Way to go, counselor.
 
   I heard him talking to her gently as he tried to get her settled back down in her bed. She immediately started fussing; she wanted to be in our bed with us. Trey tried to soothe her fussiness by talking to her calmly. She was having none of it. He finally retreated back to our room letting her fuss and cry.
 
   “Trey, we can’t leave her in there … crying,” I whispered loudly to him. “Bring her in here with us.”
 
   “Honey, we’ve had this discussion before; she needs to be in her own bed in her own room. Besides, we weren’t finished yet.”
 
   “But Trey,” I whined, “I can’t focus on that while she’s crying. Besides, what if what she saw freaked her out? I feel horrible.”
 
   “She doesn’t know what she saw, Tylar. You heard her; she thought we were playing horsey,” he chuckled.
 
   We waited it out for a few more agonizing minutes - which seemed like an eternity to me - before she stopped her fussing and settled down, falling asleep.
 
   “Now, where were we Mrs. Sinclair?” Trey asked with a devilish grin on his face.
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   My father saw us to the airport the following afternoon. I gave him a hug and a kiss, telling him that we’d be back next week. He had a particularly difficult time saying good-bye to Preston.
 
   “She changes almost daily,” he remarked sadly. “I hate to miss any of it since I missed all of it with you. She reminds me of Marley.”
 
   “Dad, you know you don’t have to wait until we come visit you. You’re welcome to visit us anytime you choose. Don’t you get vacation?”
 
   “A judge’s vacation has to be worked out in advance to accommodate the court docket. And then, of course, you have to find another judge or three that might be willing to handle the additional case load.”
 
   “Why don’t you think about retiring, Dad?”
 
   “Good gracious, Tylar, I’m only fifty years old. I think I might have a few good years left on the bench.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant, Dad. I meant that you have the financial means to retire if you chose to and that way you could spend more time with the horses - and with us.”
 
   He pulled me to him, giving me another fatherly hug. “I’ll see what I can work out okay, daughter?”
 
   “Okay, Dad,” I replied, giving him another kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for putting up with me.”
 
   Preston leaned into him giving him a sloppy, wet kiss on his cheek.
 
   “Trey,” my father said, holding his hand out to him, “Take care of both my girls.”
 
   “I will, Sir,” Trey replied giving him a smile, “But they can be a handful, just so you know.”
 
   “Understood,” my father replied, brushing a tear from the corner of his eye. He turned and hurried out of the terminal with that same quick stride I had seen that day we had collided in the hallway of the courthouse.
 
   Once back home, things seemed to settle back to normal. Jean was ecstatic to see both Preston and me; though she didn’t make reference to the reason I’d been gone. I suspected she had gotten wind of at least some of it.
 
   I scheduled an appointment to see Dr. Karla Hunter later in the week. I wanted an individual appointment first to discuss what had transpired. I wasn’t sure if Karla did couples therapy. If she didn’t, I was certain that she could refer us to a therapist who did.
 
   Trey, Preston and I went to visit Tristan, Gina and Reese the following evening after our return. Tristan’s birthday was coming up the following weekend, and Gina asked if Trey and I wanted to join them for dinner at a new club that had recently opened in downtown Atlanta. Gina said it would serve two purposes: celebrate Tristan’s birthday and check out the competition of the new club.
 
   “Who’ll watch Reese?” I asked as I held him in my arms cooing to him. We were sitting at the breakfast bar in her kitchen.
 
   “I found a babysitter through one of the employees at our club,” Gina replied, bringing a bottle to me so that I could feed him.
 
   “Aren’t you nursing any longer, Gina?”
 
   “No,” she said sounding a little bit sad. “I had to wean him a couple of weeks ago. I just couldn’t produce enough milk through pumping and I needed to get back to work.”
 
   Tristan piped up then from the living room, where he and Trey had been watching something on the flat screen.
 
   “She didn’t have to return to work that early. I told her that repeatedly, Tylar. You know Gina though; she thought the club would crash and burn without her.”
 
   “Quit eavesdropping on our girl talk, Tristan,” Gina hollered out to him.
 
   “Men,” she said, shaking her head, “It’s like he’s pure deaf when the trash needs to be taken out or the baby’s diaper needs to be changed. But the minute you and I get together to chit-chat, he’s suddenly all ears.”
 
   I had to smile because Trey was exactly the same way. “So, how are things with you and your man?” I asked, watching Reese as his little fingers gripped mine on the bottle.
 
   “I’ve got no complaints,” she said, smiling. “We’re planning a spring wedding.”
 
   “Really?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, check this out,” she said, splaying her fingers in front of my face. Gina had a beautiful engagement ring on her finger that I hadn’t even noticed before.
 
   “Oh, Gina,” I said admiring it. “Wait a minute — isn’t that the same ring that he gave to Libby?”
 
   I watched in amusement as a stricken look came across her face. The realization that I was yanking her chain finally seeped in.
 
   “You beotch,” she said laughing. “As if Tristan would dare to give me some recycled engagement ring.”
 
   “I’ve got to tell you, Gina, Reese is the picture of Tristan and you; a perfect combination.”
 
   The baby had blue eyes for now. He had Tristan’s dark hair and he was simply beautiful.
 
   “Yeah,” she said proudly. “He’s such a good baby, too.”
 
   “You know,” I replied, “I knew from the moment I saw him that he was Tristan’s. Why didn’t you see that?”
 
   “I did, Ty.”
 
   “Then why the paternity test? Tristan certainly didn’t want one, so why did you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I guess with the impending birth of Tess and ‘whomever’s’ baby, it was just important to me that I establish that my baby was Tristan’s - for me.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I replied.
 
   “Well, it’s kind of like this: you have Preston and she’s Trey’s. I have Reese and I know for certain now that he’s Tristan’s. So, I guess when that surrogate mother delivers Tess and Nigel’s baby, neither one of us has to feel insecure that she had one of their offspring before we did.”
 
   “Geez, Gina, you’re kind of complicated sometimes, but I think I get it.”
 
   I pulled the bottle from Reese’s little mouth and put him up to my shoulder to burp him.
 
   Preston came running into the kitchen then with one of Reese’s stuffed animals that she had taken from his nursery. It was a panda bear and it was nearly as large as she was. “Mama … horsey,” she said.
 
   “No, honey, that’s a panda bear,” I remarked rubbing Reese’s back. She was distracted by Reese and dropped the bear onto the kitchen floor.
 
   “Take that bear into the living room and show Daddy,” I said, trying to get a burp out of Reese.
 
   “‘Kay,” she said reaching down for it and dragging it behind her into the living room.
 
   “I’m sure glad you’re back, girlfriend,” Gina said, smiling after Preston. “Things just weren’t the same without you nearby.”
 
   “I’m glad to be back, Gina. I felt like I was someone else for awhile.”
 
   I got a nice big burp from Reese. I pulled him from me and he gave me a big, drooled grin.
 
   “You’re just too cute,” I crooned to him. He gave me a baby giggle and suddenly I got a whiff. “Somebody needs a diaper change,” I said, wrinkling my nose. Gina reached for him.
 
   “Hey,” I said raising him up to me as I stood, “You did your share of changing Preston’s crappy diapers; this one’s on me.”
 
   “I appreciate that Ty,” Gina said, “But remember little boys need to be cleaned up under their sack and all,” she called after me.
 
   “I think I can handle it Gina,” I laughed, rolling my eyes as I headed to the nursery with him.
 
   Preston was back in his nursery, busily tearing through his toy box when I got there. I placed him on his changing table and got a clean diaper and the baby wipes. Suddenly Preston was enthralled with watching me change him.
 
   “Baabby,”she giggled pointing to him.
 
   “Yes. This is your cousin, Reese,” I explained unsnapping his overalls and removing the soiled diaper.
 
   She stood next to the changing table on her tiptoes watching me. I cleaned him up with the baby wipe. Wow Gina was right; there was crap everywhere. I went through three baby wipes before I felt that I had gotten it all.
 
   “Doodee, Mommy,” she remarked, giggling.
 
   “Yes sweetie, he’s a baby, and it’s okay for babies to go in their diaper. You’re a big girl though.”
 
   “Uh huh,” she said smiling up at me. I placed the clean diaper under Reese’s bottom. Preston pointed to his plumbing, now noticing that it was different than hers.
 
   “T’sat Mama?” she asked, looking at me for an answer.
 
   “That’s what little boys have,” I answered quickly, fastening his diaper up over it. I didn’t feel it was time for a detailed anatomy lesson just yet.
 
   “T’sat?” she repeated frowning. She was evidently not satisfied with my answer.
 
   “Come on, Preston. Let’s go find that big panda bear. Show Mommy and Reese where you put him.”
 
   She trotted in front of me out to the living room pointing to the big panda bear on the living room rug. Tristan held his arms out to take Reese from me.
 
   “There’s my boy,” he said proudly, smiling at his son.
 
   Gina was busy getting some snacks ready in the kitchen and declined my offer of help, so I returned to the living room and sat down on the couch next to Trey. He put his arm around me, pulling me close to him. I felt his lips brush across my cheek softly, causing me to smile up at him.
 
   Preston was watching us with a finger in her mouth as if she were making some connection. She giggled and turned her attention back to the big panda bear. She looked so cute in her little skirt and tights. Trey and I watched as she went over to where the bear was on his back on the floor. She straddled the bear, sitting down on his torso. She started rocking back and forth on him.
 
   Oh, dear Lord!
 
   I quickly looked back up at Trey just to see if maybe I was reading too much into it, and I realized that I wasn’t.
 
   Just then Gina came out from the kitchen, carrying a tray of cheese and crackers. She stopped dead in her tracks as a slow grin spread across her face. Tristan looked up from the baby and saw Preston riding the bear, that’s when I elbowed Trey.
 
   “Preston,” he said, rising up from the couch and lifting her off of the bear, “Let’s find something else to play with, okay?”
 
   “Horsey Dadda,” she whined leaning back over in his arms, kicking her legs as she tried to get back to the bear. “Horsey,” she continued; fussing and squirming as he headed off to the nursery with her.
 
   I leapt off of the couch. My cheeks were warm and rosy I could tell. I grabbed the bear up from the floor and shoved him into the guest closet in the entrance hall. When I looked up, both Tristan and Gina were watching me with amused expressions.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Gina said, unable to hold her laughter back.
 
   “That,” I replied in a rather irritated tone, “is what happens when someone doesn’t properly raise the crib rail and lock it into place in the next room.”
 
   I sat back down on the couch, totally embarrassed by what they had just observed. “Let that be a warning to the both of you.”
 
   “C’mon Ty, it’s kind of funny. What? So, she walked in on you and Trey? It happens.”
 
   “Not to me, Gina. That totally should not have happened. I seriously thought she would’ve forgotten it by now, but it seems to have piqued her curiosity. I mean, you should’ve seen her asking me about Reese just now while I was changing his diaper.”
 
   “That’s just natural curiosity,” Tristan said, shifting Reese up against his shoulder. “She’s at the age where she’s starting to notice differences.”
 
   “Well, I don’t want her to dwell on those differences just yet.”
 
   Trey returned a few minutes later having found some blocks for her to play with. It was if she’d totally forgotten about the bear.
 
                                                                                       ∞
 
    
 
   Preston fell asleep in the car on the way home. Once home, Trey carried her up to the nursery and got her ready for bed. I decided to allow myself one of my guilty pleasures - a nice, warm bubble bath.
 
   I relaxed in the tub, letting the warmth of it sink in. I closed my eyes leaning my head back against my tub pillow that Trey had bought me for Christmas. When I opened my eyes, Trey was sitting next to the sunken tub watching me. I jumped.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t mean to scare you. I was just enjoying watching you enjoy your bath.”
 
   “Would you like to join me?” I asked, giving him a saucy look.
 
   He gave me a fully dimpled smile and started peeling his clothes off. God he was so gorgeous. I could watch him all day long - naked.
 
   He slipped into the warm water beside me. He lathered his hands up with the liquid soap, and then started to gently and thoroughly massage it all over my body.
 
   I did the same for him, taking special care to spend the most amount of time massaging his growing erection. He drew in a sharp breath as I wrapped my fingers around the head of his very stiff cock. I gently flexed him up and down, applying a bit more pressure with each long stroke.
 
   His mouth was on my lips; his tongue parted my lips and found mine. We kissed playfully and passionately. His hands teased my nipples as he dropped to take one into his mouth where he suckled gently from it. I moaned with pleasure when he moved to the next one and took his time bringing the rosy peak to full attention.
 
   “Did he touch you here?” It was less than a whisper even …
 
   Did he say that?
 
   I froze momentarily, not quite sure that I actually heard the question, or imagined it. Trey didn’t seem to notice my pause. He continued touching and kissing my breasts; his hand then moved to the soft folds of my sex, and he gently pressed his fingers inside. He suddenly straightened up and lifted me from the water.
 
   He wrapped a towel around me and took me into our bedroom. My mind was swirling to understand. Maybe he hadn’t asked that question at all. Maybe I had imagined it after all.
 
   “I want you so much, baby,” he said, patting my skin softly with the towel to dry it off.
 
   He placed me on the edge of the bed in a sitting position. He knelt in front of me and spread my legs, lifting one and then the other to rest on each of his shoulders.
 
   He buried his damp face into the apex between my legs. His lips and tongue worked their magic as my hands fisted in his thick hair. I moaned softly as his tongue flickered over the soft folds and rolled onto my clitoris.
 
   “Did he do this to you, baby? Did he put his mouth and his tongue on you, like I am?”
 
   So much for my imagination theory …
 
   Trey stopped what he was doing and I forced myself to look down at him and into his smoldering eyes. There was no missing his intent. He wanted an answer.
 
   “I’m waiting for an answer,” he prodded gently. “As soon as you provide one, I’ll start pleasuring you again.”
 
   “Trey,” I replied my voice quivered with emotion, “you aren’t serious about wanting to know this, are you?”
 
   “I have to know, baby. It’s killing me not to know. Now answer my question. Did he put his mouth on your sweet pussy?”
 
   My cheeks flushed with shame and embarrassment. This was painful. Should I lie?
 
   “Yes Trey,” I answered honestly.
 
   As promised, Trey went back to pleasuring me orally. His tongue flicked inside and out of the soft folds of my sex. He gently inserted a finger inside of me; I was wet with anticipation.
 
   “Did he fuck you with his fingers?”
 
   Oh God -
 
   “No, he didn’t,” I replied, a tear brimming in my eye, threatening to spill.
 
   Trey continued with his gentle and precise fingering. He placed the palm of his other hand against the outside of my pelvic region, applying slight pressure to where his finger was inside of me.
 
   Oh God, my sweet spot swelled in response to his expertise. I writhed beneath his touch just like always. His touch. I ached for his cock to be inside of me as I moaned in pleasure wanting only to think about him and how he made me feel. Only him.
 
   “Did he make you moan, baby? I want the truth.”
 
   “No, Trey. I didn’t moan for him.”
 
   “Good girl,” he replied seeming genuinely pleased. Trey pulled me up into his strong arms. He placed his knee on the bed and laid me back against the pillows.
 
   “How did he fuck you?” he asked, his hands now resting on his hips, as he gazed down at me with sapphire eyes that were bright with lust and with … anger.
 
   “Trey - I don’t think—”
 
   “I asked how he fucked you,” he repeated, louder this time. “Was he on top of you?”
 
   I looked up at Trey and felt fearful for the first time ever. I nodded my head affirmatively.
 
   “Well, let’s see if I can oblige you much better than he did,” he said softly.
 
   Trey placed his hand on his very erect cock and separated my legs with the other. He guided his erection into me with one strong thrust, burying himself inside of me deeply.
 
   I cried out in pain, but the pleasure was soon to follow. He talked softly to me then, as his hips gyrated in circular motions and he flexed himself in and out of me more gently.
 
   “Umm, baby,” he rasped and then moaned with pleasure, “You feel so fucking good.”
 
   I met his thrusts with my own and I could tell that he was quickening to orgasm. It was as if picturing me with the ‘other man’, whose name he didn’t even know, had somehow served to excite him underneath the anger.
 
   “Did you fuck him back like you’re fucking me right now, Tylar? Don’t lie to me.”
 
   How do I answer?
 
   I mean let’s face it, Danny wasn’t inside of me all that long; but I did recall meeting his thrusts briefly, until I pushed him away that is.
 
   “Sort of . . .” I answered honestly.
 
   Trey stopped his movements immediately and raised my hips up. He smacked my ass soundly with the palm of his hand.
 
   What the hell??
 
   “That’s not an answer, Tylar. I want a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to these questions. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, I understand.”
 
   “Okay,” he said now ramping up into his ‘interrogation’ tone. “Let me repeat the question. Did you fuck him back when his dick was inside of you?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered in a whisper.
 
   “Did he like it? Did he moan for you?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied, a couple of tears now rolled down my flushed cheeks.
 
   Trey’s rhythm increased as he continued plunging in and out of me; my sweet spot was swelling as it did for him and only him.
 
   “Did you like it, Tylar? Did you moan for him?”
 
   “No,” I answered truthfully; and I was thankful that it was the truth. Somehow I knew that he would’ve known the difference.
 
   “Did he come for you?”
 
   “No, Trey.”
 
   “Don’t lie,” he said, gritting his teeth as his hips rotated in a circular motion. I was whimpering now at the pleasure that Trey was giving me.
 
   “It’s the truth,” I rasped.
 
   “Did you come for him?”
 
   “No, I did not,” I replied loudly.
 
   I pulled his face to mine, covering him with kisses. My lips found his; and I wanted nothing more than to silence his questions. They were painful to me. This orgasm was about us. It was not about Danny.
 
   He was moaning now; his lips against mine and I felt the words against my skin. Trey told me that I was his and only his. He asked me to repeat it, and I gladly did so.
 
   We reached our peak together, crying out and clutching one another in a frenzied passion. I felt my wet release as I moaned and whimpered in pleasure.
 
   I felt Trey stop his thrusting as the familiar throbbing of his cock prepared for release.
 
   “What’s his name?” he rasped, trying to hold his orgasm in check until he knew. “What’s his fucking name?”
 
   “Danny Duvall,” I whimpered. My orgasm finished as his exploded inside of me.
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   Karla’s office hadn’t changed a bit since I’d last been to see her. It seemed like ages ago even though it was only last year. So much had happened.
 
   Her receptionist had insisted I fill out a new sheet so significant events that had taken place since my last visit were properly recorded. I suspected Karla reviewed the notes before she came into the room.
 
   My suspicions were correct when she entered her office several minutes later shaking her head.
 
   “Wow - lots of stuff happening since we last talked,” she acknowledged, reaching for my hand.
 
   I shook her hand and offered up a weak smile. She didn’t know the half of it. I was grateful that the form didn’t allow for a lot of details. I suppose that’s what we’d get to during our conversation.
 
   “First off, Tylar, I’d like to extend my condolences to both you and Trey at the loss of your baby. I’m sure that was the most traumatic of the events over this past year or more.”
 
   “Yes, it’s been tough. But I mean those things happen. I guess it’s not all that uncommon.”
 
   “Yes, they do, but I guess I can’t fathom anything worse than for a parent to bury a child,” she said, adjusting her reading glasses to peruse the second page of the form.
 
   “Well, to be honest, Karla, it really didn’t feel as if I were burying a child.”
 
   She sat back and studied me for a moment. She clasped her hands together resting them in her lap.
 
   “Tell me what it felt like.”
 
   “It was more like I miscarried late in the game. I mean, it was a stillbirth. The baby never breathed outside of my body.”
 
   “Let’s see,” she said, picking up the form again and glancing at it. “You were nearly seven months along in the gestation. The survival rate is fairly high that far along.”
 
   “I would prefer not to debate it, Karla. I’m simply telling you how I felt, that’s all.”
 
   “That’s fine,” she replied, picking up her pen to make a note. I could imagine what she was jotting down in her notebook:
 
   ‘Patient feels minimal remorse for loss of child.’
 
   “I mean, I’m not trying to say that I wasn’t saddened by our loss, I just don’t necessarily think that it’s why I felt the need to start therapy with you again.”
 
   “I understand,” she replied. “Tylar, why don’t you tell me what you feel are the reasons you’re seeking therapy again?”
 
   I told her what had happened with Trey and me growing apart during my pregnancy; the incident I’d witnessed between Trey and Amber, and our subsequent separation. I also divulged to her my involvement with Danny Duvall.
 
   “So admittedly, your pregnancy this time was much different than the one with Preston had been?”
 
   “Oh, absolutely,” I confirmed. “I felt sick the majority of the time. I was tired and had no sexual appetite whatsoever. It was very hard on Trey.”
 
   “It sounds as though it was pretty tough on you,” she commented, scribbling her notes. “Was Trey supportive of you during this time?”
 
   “Well sure, you know as much as he could’ve been what with having his law practice in the city and all. He made sure that Jean got moved in right away, so that she could look after Preston and the house.”
 
   “How else did he support you?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean, Karla. Trey works fifty to sixty hours a week. Even when he’s home, he brings work with him. He was very sympathetic about my condition.”
 
   “Now that’s an interesting way to put it,” she remarked, still scribbling away.
 
   Oh good Lord - what psychological bell or whistle did I just set off now?
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, watching her scribble.
 
   “Well, you used the word sympathetic to describe Trey’s reaction to your difficult pregnancy.”
 
   “Well he was very sympathetic. Is that wrong?”
 
   “No, not at all,” she smiled. “I just wondered why you didn’t use the word empathetic instead.”
 
   “Well come on, Karla, they practically mean the same thing.”
 
   “But there is a difference and you get that, right?”
 
   I was getting irritated with her patronizing attitude towards me. Was this some test of my scholarly ability?
 
   “Yes, yes,” I halfway snapped. “I know the difference.”
 
   “Explain it to me, please.”
 
   Dear God - She’s treating me like her student.
 
   I rolled my eyes before answering. She caught it, I could tell.
 
   “Sympathy is feeling sorry for or having pity for someone that’s experiencing something that the person who’s sympathizing can’t relate to at the moment. Empathy is more like feeling what that person is feeling; putting yourself in that person’s shoes as much as possible, and feeling it with them.”
 
   “Very good. So you chose ‘sympathetic’ on purpose?”
 
   “Yes, Karla.”
 
   “When was the last time you and Trey took a vacation away from everyone, just the two of you?”
 
   I didn’t have to think for more than a nanosecond. “Our two-day honeymoon.”
 
   “Yes, I think I recalled in my notes that Trey felt that was a stressor for you because of having to leave the baby.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “So, does Trey have vacation from his practice? Do you have the opportunity of spending some alone time away from everything?”
 
   “Trey mostly takes a day here or there when he needs to. I mean, we’ve had a lot going on, so I guess to answer your question, it’s never come up. He’s a senior partner and it’s demanding. Then when they hired Amber, he had to spend even more time mentoring her as a junior partner. I mean the success of the firm is dependent upon how successful each partner is in billing hours and reaching favorable settlements.”
 
   “Very good,” she said smiling.
 
   Very good, what?
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “You’ve got it all down pat as far as what Trey’s priorities have been.”
 
   Okay. Now I’m pissed.
 
   “He’s my husband. I understand his career. He has given me free reign to have one of my own.”
 
   “Tell me about your career, Tylar.”
 
   “I handle the horses at our ranch. I worked with Marcus to get licensed for boarding and breeding.”
 
   “Worked, as in past tense?” she asked.
 
   “Well, I had to take the last couple of months during my pregnancy off when I was just so tired; and then after I recovered, I went back to it for a few weeks. Then Trey and I separated for a few weeks and we just reconciled this past week. So, I’ll be jumping back into it now that I’m home.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what; give me the details on what caused the separation between you and Trey, so that I can make notes and then what led up to the reconciliation. I want time to digest this before our next visit. I’m sure that I’ll have some questions. “
 
   Oh I’m absolutely sure of that …
 
   I filled her in on the basic information relative to Amber and Trey’s making out; my escape to my father’s home where I proceeded to act out my lost youth, and then what transpired with Trey and I after that. I didn’t give her any information about Trey’s questioning me in bed about what Danny did or didn’t do. I decided to save that tidbit for our next visit. I was sure her questioning would uncover it without my offering it up.
 
   Karla instructed me to schedule another appointment one-on-one before she would decide whether she wanted to counsel Trey and me as a couple. I thought that was a bit strange, but it was her practice to handle however she wished.
 
   I called Gina from my cell on my way home. I confirmed Trey and I would be meeting her and Tristan for his birthday night out tomorrow. I asked her if she and Tristan had booked the cruise yet that we had given him for Christmas.
 
   “No, girlfriend, with everything that happened right after that, it’s been impossible. It expires at year end too.”
 
   “Are you planning on using it?” I asked.
 
   “Why? Do you want it?”
 
   “I’ll buy it from you, if you’re willing to sell it.”
 
   “Well it’s not mine to sell, but I’ll ask Tristan. I’m sure he’d be glad to give it to you.”
 
   “No Gina,” I said firmly, “I want to buy it with my own money.”
 
   “Whatever girlfriend, I’ll let you know when I see you tomorrow evening, okay?”
 
   “Sounds good. Oh and Gina? This is a BFF secret.”
 
   “Got it,” she said.
 
   When I got home, Preston was just getting up from her nap. I told Jean I wanted to make dinner for Trey. She said she would entertain Preston in the playroom. I asked Jean if she’d mind feeding Preston early so that I could make it kind of a romantic evening with Trey. Jean was delighted and said that there was no problem.
 
   I made Trey’s favorite pot roast dinner, the same way that I had made it before for him. I even baked a chocolate pie for him that turned out perfect.
 
   Later, I showered and selected a sexy and extremely tight-in-all-the-right-places red dress. It looked great with a pair of fuck-me four-inch heels. I took extra care with my make-up and hair.
 
   I set the table in the dining room for both of us complete with candles that were ready to light as soon as Trey walked through the door. Once Jean had fed Preston, the both of them retired to Jean’s apartment upstairs for the rest of the evening.
 
   By eight p.m., I was sitting in the dining room downing my third glass of wine. I hadn’t heard a damn thing from Trey.
 
   I hated calling him. I mean that kind of defeated the purpose of surprising him with a romantic dinner. I gave it a few more minutes and then poured another glass of wine. The bottle was officially empty now. I sat and sipped it slowly.
 
   Finally, at eight-thirty I gave up and cleared the table of the still clean dishes and silverware. I turned the oven off, taking the now dried-out pot roast out and sticking it into the refrigerator. I took my half-empty glass of wine upstairs to our suite. I was definitely feeling a buzz. I kicked off my heels just inside the bedroom door.
 
   Climbing up on our bed I hit the remote turning the flat screen on. I set the timer and surfed channels until I found a show that I recognized. I downed the rest of my wine and collapsed back against the bed pillows.
 
   It was a while later when I heard Trey come through the bedroom door. The television had shut off; the room was dark. He tripped over the shoes I had kicked off right inside the bedroom door.
 
   “What the fuck?” he cursed as he flipped the overhead light on to see what he’d tripped over on his way in. “Jesus Christ, Tylar,” he said, “Why the hell did you leave your shoes in front of the fucking door?”
 
   He’s drunk …
 
   The clock read 11:49 p.m.
 
   “Where in the hell have you been, Trey?”
 
   He looked over at me as I scrambled to sit up on the bed, still dressed in my sexy red dress. I saw his puzzled expression as he took in my garb.
 
   “Were we supposed to go out tonight?” he asked his eyes getting big. “Oh shit, honey, I forgot. Tristan’s birthday dinner. Fuck!”
 
   “That’s tomorrow night,” I said.
 
   “Well then what I’d miss tonight?”
 
   “Homemade pot roast, a chocolate pie and getting lucky,” I snapped, going into the bathroom to wash my face and get ready for bed.
 
   “Baby, I’m sorry,” he said, loosening his tie and following me into the bathroom. “Time just seemed to fly. The partners were celebrating a big win on a case; well into the high six figures for the firm’s share.”
 
   “Really?” I asked washing my face at the sink. Trey was unzipping his fly to pee. “Whose case was it?”
 
   “It was one of Pierce’s cases. Well, Amber second-chaired, but you know, we all celebrated the win.”
 
   “Congratulations,” I said patting my skin dry, and squeezing a dab of moisturizer into my palm. I applied it to my face rubbing it in circular motions. I brushed my teeth and shrugged out of my dress and thigh-high stockings.
 
   Trey was behind me now, wrapping his arms around me. His hands were all over my breasts. He was kissing my neck; and I won’t lie, it sent shivers up through me.
 
   “You like that don’t you baby?” he asked softly.
 
   I elbowed him in the gut and left his embrace as his arms dropped from me.
 
   “Ouch! What the fuck’s your problem?”
 
   “Trey, riddle me this? At what point was your phone out of service?”
 
   “What?” he nearly screeched, “I never said my phone was out of service.”
 
   “You’re right. You didn’t. That’s why there’s no excusing the fact that you didn’t bother to call to tell me you’d be late, very late, in getting home. That doesn’t work for me.”
 
   He started to jump back in my face; I was in no mood for it. For whatever reason, my first session with Karla had stirred the river bottom making the water murky instead of clear with respect to the way Trey regarded me on his list of priorities.
 
   I pointed my index finger in his face. I could tell I had a very scary look going on, because it seemed as if Trey shrank back from me a bit.
 
   “Don’t!” I snapped loudly at him, “I repeat, don’t take me for granted any more like that.” I jabbed my finger in the air to make my point.
 
   I could tell he was taken aback by my demeanor. It’s about damn time my inner voice sneered.
 
   I turned on my heel and went to the bedroom where I climbed into bed, pulling the covers up under my chin. I rolled on my side to face the wall. Trey came to bed in a few minutes, and I felt him get underneath the covers. He slept on his side with his back turned to me.
 
   The following morning Preston came bounding into our room early. I could tell Trey was hung over by how he snapped at her as I scooped her up.
 
   She was yammering away about ‘Mamma and Dadda.’
 
   “Please,” he moaned, “for the love of God, take her downstairs. My head’s pounding.”
 
   Jean was in the hallway wringing her hands. “I’m so sorry, Tylar,” she apologized. “She just took off from me after she used the potty wanting to see you and Mr. Sinclair. She got into your room before I could stop her.”
 
   “That’s not a problem Jean,” I replied. “Mr. Sinclair’s a bit under the weather, but that’s really his problem.”
 
   I saw Jean’s mouth turn up in a slight smile but she said nothing. I lifted my baby girl up into my arms.
 
   “What does Preston want for breakfast?” I asked as I carried her downstairs.
 
   “Cancakes,” she said clapping her hands together. Preston loved pancakes. I had made them in the shape of Mickey Mouse’s head, and she adored them.
 
   “Cancakes it is,” I said hugging her close to me. We were sitting at the breakfast table enjoying our pancakes when the landline in the kitchen rang. Jean was doing laundry, so I jumped up to get it.
 
   “Tylar?” the soft feminine voice said, “I’m sorry to call your home line but Trey isn’t answering his cell.”
 
   “He’s still asleep, Amber. Do you want me to wake him?”
 
   “No, that’s not necessary,” she purred. “I know he was out late. When he gets up, could you please ask him to check his car to see if I left my jacket in there?”
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “I sure will, Amber,” I replied sweetly. “I’ll have him call you either way. How’s that?”
 
   “Perfect,” she replied. “Thank you.”
 
   Jean came back into the kitchen just then and I told her I needed to run out to the garage. She said she’d finish feeding Preston her breakfast.
 
   I went out to the garage and opened the passenger door to Trey’s Mercedes. Sure enough, there was a short black leather jacket thrown across the back seat of the car. I picked it up taking it back into the house with me.
 
   Jean was still in the kitchen with Preston. I placed the jacket on the back of a dining room chair in plain view for whenever Trey brought his sorry ass downstairs. I returned to the kitchen and finished having breakfast with my daughter.
 
   It was after eleven a.m. when Trey finally came downstairs, still looking horribly under the weather. I was folding Preston’s clothes at the kitchen table.
 
   “Do you have any coffee made, babe?” he asked his eyes squinting in the sunlight.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Would you mind making some for me, please?”
 
   He looked and sounded pitiful. I gave him a glare as I turned the coffeemaker on and reached up in the cupboard for the coffee. Five minutes later, Trey was sipping his black coffee. He’d popped a couple of Advil tablets with a large glass of water.
 
   “Where’s Preston?” he asked looking around.
 
   “Jean took her to the grocery with her.”
 
   He nodded and continued sipping.
 
   “So,” I said, “quite a party last night, huh?”
 
   “Look,” he said, “I’m really sorry about my not calling you to let you know I was going to be late. I was totally not planning to have more than one celebratory drink with the partners, but somehow drinks just kept being put down in front of me.”
 
   Amber was buying no doubt.
 
   “Before I knew it, I looked at the clock and it was eleven. I thought that you were probably already asleep by that time so I didn’t want to wake you since I was headed home anyway.”
 
   “Is that what you did, Trey?”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked furrowing his brow.
 
   “Did you come straight home from the bar?”
 
   “Yes, what do you think I did?”
 
   I walked into the dining room, returning with Amber’s black leather jacket hooked on my thumb. I tossed it onto the table in front of him.
 
   “What’s that?” he asked.
 
   “You tell me, Trey.”
 
   “Well, obviously it’s a jacket. Should I know whose jacket it is?”
 
   Trey seemed genuinely perplexed by my unasked question. He lifted the jacket from the table, turning it around in his hand, as if trying to place it. It appeared that he didn’t recognize it.
 
   “I give up,” he finally said, rubbing his forehead.
 
   “Apparently, the jacket is Amber’s,” I snapped. “She called the house phone this morning when she couldn’t reach you on your cell. She asked me to ask you if she’d left her jacket in your car. I went out to the garage and sure enough, there it was in the backseat. I’d like an explanation.”
 
   Trey was now giving me a “deer in the headlight” look which I would’ve found irritating had I been accustomed to seeing him do that. This was the first time. Did he truly not remember how her jacket had found its way into the back seat of his car?
 
   He raked his hands through his sleep-tousled hair and looked totally clueless. He raised his coffee mug to his lips taking a drink.
 
   “Oh shit - I know what must’ve happened,” he said. His face was now devoid of confusion. I was eagerly awaiting his explanation. He looked up at me where I was giving him my full attention.
 
   “Pierce’s wife dropped him at the office yesterday to take his car in for servicing. He asked me if he could use mine to drive over to the courthouse for the settlement conference. I didn’t have anything scheduled in court, so I let him use it. Amber was second chair on that case. I bet she rode over and back with him.”
 
   “I see,” I said, rolling up a pair of Preston’s socks.
 
   Trey was studying me now.
 
   “No, I don’t think that you do see. I think you don’t believe that what I’m telling you is the truth.”
 
   “Why should I doubt you? You’ve never given me cause to be suspicious now, have you?”
 
   Trey was angry now; I’d stirred the pot and he was pissed. He jumped up coming around to stand in front of me.
 
   “Hey! You know damn well that I’ve never lied to you about anything! Everything that’s ever happened between Amber and me you’ve seen with your own two eyes. That’s where it started and that’s where it ended. Unfortunately, I have to live with the fact that you’ve fucked someone else!”
 
   I turned to leave the room but his arm hauled me back against him. Our faces were inches apart, and I could feel the rage inside of him. I could see it in his piercing blue eyes. His mouth came crushing down on mine. His hands framed my face as his lips sought mine hungrily and passionately.
 
   I felt his hand lower to my jeans. He tugged at the button unclasping it. His fingers expertly lowered the zipper to allow his hand to reach down over my butt and lower the jeans down past my hips. I stepped out of them. His hooked his thumb inside the elastic band of my thong and lowered it from me.
 
   I shivered as his fingers groped my sex and sent waves of pleasure through me. Our lips were still devouring one another with a passionate fury that was new and dangerous.
 
   Trey lifted me up and placed me on the kitchen table. I could feel Amber’s cool leather jacket underneath my bare ass. Trey unzipped the fly on his jeans. He hadn’t bothered to put underwear on beneath them. His erection sprang free and my hand closed around it firmly; gently stroking the length of it as he moaned.
 
   He parted my legs, tilting me back so that he was between them, and guided his cock into me with one deep thrust. I moaned in pleasure now, wrapping my legs tightly around his hips, as he rocked back and forth inside of me. He kept a slow, steady rhythm to draw the pleasure out for each of us.
 
   Our lips continued to devour one another with a passionate fury. He rocked in and out of me methodically, perfectly filling me with himself. I loved the feel of Trey. I loved the feel of Amber’s leather jacket underneath my ass as we fucked.
 
   The landline rang again in the kitchen.
 
   Who the fuck now?
 
   Trey didn’t miss a stroke as he reached behind him on the counter and picked up the cordless. His lips moved away from mine as he glanced to see who it was on the caller i.d.
 
   “It’s Amber,” he said continuing his rhythm while watching me intently.
 
   “Answer it,” I replied matching his thrusts.
 
   I saw a hint of amusement flicker across Trey’s face as he pushed the button for speaker, so that I could hear the conversation.
 
   “Hello,” he said in his smooth and now totally sexy voice.
 
   “Trey? It’s Amber. Did Tylar mention that I called earlier to see if my jacket was in your car?”
 
   “Ummm,” he moaned, “yeah as a matter of fact she did.”
 
   “Well is it?”
 
   Trey positioned me back so that I was resting on my elbows. This allowed a different angle for hitting my sweet spot. I immediately responded to the heightened arousal. I was soaking wet down there for him.
 
   “Is it black?” Trey asked, thrusting into me again.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Is it leather?”
 
   “Yes, it is. Did you find it?”
 
   “How the hell did it get into my car?” he asked on a down-stroke.
 
   My ears perked up as Trey continued his methodical pumping in and out of me.
 
   “I accidently left it in there yesterday afternoon when Pierce drove me to the courthouse.”
 
   “Accidently?” Trey asked her point blank.
 
   “Yes of course, why?”
 
   Trey’s eyes locked with mine and I smiled at him. He laid the phone down on the table behind me; his lips once again found mine. I moaned with pleasure. I loved the feel of Trey inside of me. I loved the feel of leather under my ass as I scooted to and fro on it to meet every thrust of his.
 
   “That’s it, baby,” Trey crooned to me. “You’re almost there aren’t you, baby?”
 
   His sexy voice was the tiny little push I needed to transcend into my perfect orgasm.
 
   “Ummm that feels so good, Trey,” I whimpered as I quickened.
 
   His thrusting now was growing in intensity as he neared climax.
 
   “I’m ready, baby. God you feel so good Tylar. Take it all; that’s my girl, take it all.”
 
   We both moaned in pleasure as our orgasms crashed around us. It was hot, wet and totally sexy as we came together. I felt myself contract around Trey and squeeze him to fulfillment.
 
   We kissed playfully as our orgasms wound down. I smothered Trey with kisses. I loved him so much.
 
   “I love you, Tylar.”
 
   “I love you, Trey.”
 
   From the table behind us, where Trey had placed the phone, we both heard Amber’s voice at the same time, screeching from the speaker.
 
   “What the hell? God damn it! Do you have my fucking jacket or not?”
 
   Trey slowly withdrew from me. Our combined jisms dripped onto the black leather jacket that was still beneath me. Trey grabbed the phone. His breathing was still ragged post-orgasm.
 
   “Sorry to keep you waiting, Amber. Yes, I’ve located your jacket. I’m looking at it as we speak.”
 
   There was a moment of pure silence.
 
   “Did I interrupt … something?” she asked.
 
   “Not a bit,” Trey replied. “See you Monday.”
 
   He pushed the “end” button and tossed the phone over on the counter.
 
   “Come on baby, let’s go shower,” he said taking me by the hand.
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   Tristan’s birthday celebration at Torchy’s turned out to be a lot of fun. Trey’s hangover had subsided enough that he felt like having a few drinks. Gina got fairly lit and Tristan entertained us with ‘Trey’ stories from when he was a kid.
 
   When Gina and I had gone to the restroom earlier, I had filled her in on what Amber had pulled earlier in the day.
 
   “Are you freaking serious?” she asked, her eyes widening. I nodded and smiled.
 
   “Trey actually fucked you while your bare ass was on her leather jacket?”
 
   I nodded again.
 
   “And she actually stayed on the phone listening to it?”
 
   “Well Gina - it wasn’t like she knew my ass was on her jacket at the time.”
 
   Gina was giggling hysterically by this time.
 
   “I mean, do you think she actually knew what you guys we’re doing?”
 
   “Well, she did ask at the end if she had interrupted anything.”
 
   “Oh my God! I bet she had her hand down her panties the whole time!”
 
   “Gina! That’s gross.”
 
   “Just sayin’ girlfriend,” she replied with a smirk.
 
   I started giggling then thinking back on it.
 
   “What?” Gina asked.
 
   “It’s just that Trey has to take that jacket to the office on Monday, and it’s got pecker tracks all over it.”
 
   “Eeww,” Gina said, “now that is gross!”
 
   The band had started playing by the time Gina and I returned to the table. It was a slow song. Tristan asked Trey if he could borrow me for a dance.
 
   “Just make sure that you bring her back,” Trey replied.
 
   Tristan had wanted to get me alone. Gina had mentioned to him my interest in buying the cruise package deal from him.
 
   “Tylar, as far as I’m concerned, that cruise can be a gift from me to you and Trey.”
 
   “But Tristan, then it’s as if we didn’t get you anything for Christmas.”
 
   “Look,” he said, his emerald green eyes capturing mine, “do you realize how indebted I am to both of you?”
 
   I was totally clueless as to why he felt indebted to us. He apparently read my body language.
 
   “If it hadn’t been for you guys, I wouldn’t have met my soon-to-be wife and soul mate, Gina. I wouldn’t have my beautiful son Reese, or my gorgeous niece Preston. Please let me do this for you. I know that you and Trey need some time together away from all of this. Gina and I want you to have the cruise and we also want you to know that we’ll keep Preston with us, or at the very least, help Jean out while you’re gone.”
 
   “Oh Tristan,” I sighed smiling up at him, “Have I told you lately that you’re the best brother-in-law that a girl could ever have?”
 
   Tristan gave me a wicked little grin. “I’m always happy to help my brother out. Whether it’s with a gift cruise, or being the object of someone’s fantasy - that’s what brothers do.”
 
   I looked up at him quickly and saw the amusement dancing in his eyes. I felt my face blush beet red.
 
   Damn Gina!
 
   “I am so going to kill Gina,” I hissed. “I can’t believe that she shared that with you.”
 
   “I think it actually slipped out accidently.”
 
   “Accidently?”
 
   “Yeah, one night when she was hammered, she just kind of spilled it. I shouldn’t have mentioned it to you,” he laughed.
 
   “Just please don’t ever say anything to Trey. He wouldn’t have a sense of humor about that - at all.”
 
   “Hey,” he said softly, “not to worry. I wouldn’t dream of it. It was more amusing than anything else, because I know how infuriating Trey can be. I don’t want to make light of it though. I know that you guys will work things out. Just know that I’m ‘Team Tylar’ if he doesn’t get his priorities straight.”
 
   The song ended, and Tristan gave me a hug before we left the dance floor. When we got back to the table, Trey was on his phone trying to hear whoever it was on the other end talking to him. I lip- synced to Gina asking her who it was. She shrugged her shoulders indicating that she hadn’t a clue.
 
   I hoped that it wasn’t Amber checking on her leather jacket again. Gina and Tristan got up to dance, and finally Trey ended his call.
 
   “That was Mom,” he said. “Tess and Nigel welcomed their baby boy about an hour ago. Everything’s fine. The baby’s healthy and the family’s ecstatic.”
 
   “Wow,” I said, “He has the same birthday as Tristan.”
 
   Somehow I hoped that was an omen of some sort. I was bothered more than ever that their baby would turn out to be Trey’s. It would be difficult to tell the difference, what with the similarities between the brothers. I supposed that was why it had been the perfect plan.
 
   Trey continued. “She wanted to wish Tristan a ‘Happy Birthday’, too. She wants him to call her when he gets back to the table.”
 
   “Did she say what the baby looks like?” I asked.
 
   Trey gave me a sidelong glance. “Don’t you really mean whom?”
 
   “What? That’s a typical question,” I lied.
 
   “She didn’t go into any details,” he replied, taking my hand. “You’re not going to get all weird about this, are you?”
 
   “No,” I said suddenly overwhelmed by the feeling of loss that I felt at not having Marley. I quickly pushed the feeling aside. Now was not the time or the place to grieve if that in fact was what that feeling signaled.
 
   Gina and Tristan returned to the table, and Trey shared the good news with them. Tristan went outside to call his mother back.
 
   When he returned he told us that she was staying with Nigel and Tess for the next couple of weeks. She said they’d be coming back for Thanksgiving. She was looking forward to having all of her sons, wives, significant others and grandchildren in Bristol for Thanksgiving.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get through another Sinclair holiday this year.
 
   When Trey and I got home, I climbed the stairs to our suite. I was still feeling out of sorts with the birth of Tess’s and whoever’s son. I knew that I couldn’t share this with Trey, because that ship had sailed way back when he had made the decision.
 
   I got into my nightgown and climbed into our bed. Trey came in a few minutes later and changed into his sweats and a tee shirt. He joined me in our bed, pulling me close.
 
   “Hey, is everything all right, sweetie?”
 
   I looked over at him and I knew right then that I couldn’t hide my sadness from him this time. I’d done it all those times before, but it wouldn’t allow me to ignore it this time.
 
   “No, Trey. Everything’s not okay.”
 
   “Tell me, baby. Tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “We lost our baby,” I moaned. “We lost our little Marley.”
 
   I dissolved into racking sobs with the realization that I could no longer tuck this reality back into some abstract place in my mind to be dealt with in the future; or not to be dealt with at all.
 
   Trey was on his knees, pulling me up to him. His arms encircled me as I continued to wail over our loss. I never knew that my body contained so many tears. They had been building up for awhile. These tears were for Marley; and no one else.
 
   “There, baby,” he said to me soothingly. “Just let it out, sweetie. I know that it hurts, doesn’t it?”
 
   I nodded into his shoulder, still sobbing.
 
   “Why, Trey? Why did she die?”
 
   “I don’t have the answer to that question, baby. I just know that it was nothing that you did or didn’t do, okay?”
 
   “And it was nothing that you did either,” I said. “How could I have said what I said to you?”
 
   “You were in shock, honey. You didn’t mean it.”
 
   By this time, Trey was sitting on the bed. He’d pulled me into his lap as his fingers brushed the tears from my face.
 
   “Trey?”
 
   “Yeah baby?”
 
   “I don’t want to have any more children.”
 
   “Sweetie,” he said, “right now the pain is too fresh. Give it some time. You may feel differently.”
 
   “I’ll give it some time, but I don’t think that I’ll feel differently, Trey. I never want to feel this kind of loss again.”
 
   Trey held me all through the night. My tears and sobbing came in bits and pieces. He continued to soothe me, staying awake, holding me in his strong arms. I dozed off intermittently between the bouts of crying.
 
   Trey got up Sunday morning before I did. I knew that he couldn’t have gotten much sleep, if any at all. He brought Preston in once she was dressed. She crawled over next to me on the bed.
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   Aww, she’s calling me ‘Mommy’ now.
 
   I opened my eyes feeling her closeness and hearing her sweet baby voice.
 
   “Hi baby,” I said to her smiling. A fresh tear rolled down my cheek.
 
   “Mommy sad?”
 
   “Yes, Preston. Mommy’s feeling kind of sad today.”
 
   “Cancakes?”
 
   “No honey. Mommy doesn’t feel like making pancakes this morning. Daddy will make pancakes for you.”
 
   She was watching me with her big blue eyes. She didn’t understand my sadness. God willing she’d never have to experience this type of sadness in her life. She put her thumb in her mouth and nestled down next to me on the bed. She didn’t want to leave me. I fell back to sleep.
 
   Trey came back into our room at noon to wake me up. “Are you going to stay in bed all day sleepy-head?”
 
   He was trying to cheer me up. I didn’t deserve to be cheered up right now.
 
   “Where’s Preston?” I asked.
 
   “She’s spending the day with her cousin, Reese. Jean dropped her off on her way to visit her daughter. She’ll bring her back this evening.”
 
   “You didn’t need to send the baby away. I can handle her.”
 
   “I know you can. I also know that you’re feeling sad. I thought maybe you and I would spend a quiet day at home with just each other.”
 
   I moved over to where he was sitting on the bed. He pulled me onto his lap; and he gently stroked my hair with his hand.
 
   “I ran you a nice bubble bath,” he said, nodding toward the bathroom. “When you’re finished there, I’ll have a special lunch made for you.”
 
   I relaxed in my bubble bath, thinking how nice it would be to spend the day alone with Trey. Karla had alluded to the fact that Trey and I needed to make time for one other. That was why I had wanted to surprise him with the cruise. I’d need to get busy with those arrangements soon.
 
   I dressed in jeans and a sweater, pulling my riding boots on. When I got downstairs, I saw that Trey had set the dining room table for our lunch. He had placed our best china out, cloth napkins and lit candles, even though it was sunny out. He had poured each of us a glass of white wine. It was very intimate.
 
   He was coming out of the kitchen with two salad plates full as I got to the dining room.
 
   “Perfect timing,” he said, setting the salads down on the table. He pulled a chair out for me to be seated. We sipped our wine and ate our salads, talking about the upcoming holidays and what we wanted to do. I heard a timer go off in the kitchen. Trey disappeared through the door and returned with a warm quiche from the oven.
 
   “Okay,” I said, smiling for the first time. “I know you didn’t make that quiche.”
 
   “I didn’t claim that I did. I knew you liked it, so I asked Jean to make it before she left.”
 
   “Trey, honestly,” I smiled, “Sunday’s supposed to be her day off, and you have her making quiche and shuttling Preston back and forth.”
 
   “She didn’t mind,” he replied watching me. “She wants you to feel better you know. I do too.”
 
   “I know that, honey,” I said. “I want to feel better.”
 
   We finished our lunch and Trey cleaned up the kitchen. “Do you want to take Derringer out on the trail?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t feel like going by myself,” I said.
 
   Trey rolled his eyes and smiled. “I meant both of us,” he replied. “I want both of us to take him out on the trail.”
 
   “Okay, let me get a jacket.”
 
   Trey and I spent a couple of hours on the horse trail with Derringer. We stopped off at different places on the trail, just to sit and talk in the crisp autumn sunshine.
 
   He held my hand when we were walking; his arms encircled me when we were on the horse, holding me close against his chest. I felt so safe and so loved.
 
   When we got back to the stables, he and I unsaddled Derringer together. We worked as a team talking and laughing as we brushed and groomed him. When we finished, Trey pulled me down on a bale of straw to sit next to him.
 
   He was staring at me; his eyes were very serious and intense.
 
   “What, Trey?”
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   Please don’t let this be about Danny Duvall.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “When was the first time that you knew you cared about me?”
 
   Thank God…
 
   “Hmm, well let’s see. I think it was the first time you got all strict with me over at the Belle. You ripped into me about ‘no one mounts Derringer but me’.” I tried to imitate his authoritative tone.
 
   “Really? I was a real ass to you that day.”
 
   “The day got better as I recall.”
 
   He smiled showing me his dimples. He pulled me against him.
 
   “Hey - what about you?” I asked.
 
   “It was the same day,” he replied, “just a little later.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. It was right after I hauled you out of the pool.”
 
   “Oh God! Do you mean that whole ‘near-death experience’?”
 
   “After that,” he replied softly. “The paramedics had put you into the squad, and they wouldn’t let me ride along with you to the hospital. I got into my car and sped like hell so I’d get to the hospital at the same time they did. I didn’t want you coming to and not knowing where you were or what had happened. I was so very scared that you wouldn’t make it.”
 
   Trey’s voice had gotten hoarse. I looked up and saw him brush a tear from his cheek with the palm of his hand. He was choked up, and I wasn’t used to seeing him emotional.
 
   He continued. “Charlotte had tuned my car radio into some ‘oldies’ station when we had been out earlier that evening. As I finally caught up with the paramedics on the road to the hospital, a song came on that radio station that I’d heard before on television or maybe in a movie. It just seemed so on-target for what I was feeling at that exact moment.”
 
   “What song was it?” I asked, totally curious.
 
   “I’m not sure of the title,” he said, “And you know that I’m not much of a singer, but I know that it starts out saying something about ‘the night we met I knew I needed you so.’ Do you know the song?”
 
   I did know it. “Is the next line something like, ‘And if I had the chance, I’d never let you go’?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s it,” he said smiling sheepishly.
 
   “Be My Baby,” I said softly, shaking my head in recognition.
 
   “That’s when I knew that I wanted to love you, Tylar. That’s when I knew that I wanted you to be my baby forever. I didn’t even know you, but shit, I knew that I wanted to love you - crazy stuff, huh?”
 
   He lowered his head raking his hands through his thick hair. He was so sad. Had I made him sorry for that?
 
   “What about now, Trey? What do you feel now?”
 
   I was almost afraid to hear his answer, but I knew that I needed to ask the question. He turned to me and I saw the tears of pain in his eyes; I was afraid that I had put that anguish there.
 
   “I lost her too, Tylar. I loved that baby just like I loved Preston before she was born. I lost her too, you know?”
 
   “Oh, Trey,” I said, wrapping my arms around him tightly. I kissed his tears and buried my face into his chest.
 
   “But you didn’t grieve. I wanted - I needed to grieve, but I couldn’t, because I was waiting for you. So, I held it inside of me all of this time, thinking maybe it was natural for you to feel the way you felt; and maybe I was expecting you to feel the way I did and you simply didn’t. I felt it was wrong for me to resent you for not grieving.”
 
   “You resented me?”
 
   “I did,” he said, nodding his head. “I resented the hell out of you. I should’ve known though.”
 
   “Should have known what?”
 
   “I should’ve known that something was wrong; and that you were holding it in all of this time. I should’ve known that you weren’t allowing yourself to grieve for our baby girl.”
 
   “How could you have known? I didn’t even know it myself.”
 
   “Because I’m your husband, damn it. And I’m supposed to know you better than you know yourself. And because I do know the person that you are, and your behavior was totally out of character for that person.”
 
   “Trey please - “
 
   “No, Tylar. This needs to be said. It was my responsibility to see that your needs - whether physical or emotional - were being met. I didn’t do that. I chose to hide behind my resentment. I buried myself in my work; I mentored Amber.”
 
   I leaned in to him closer, taking his hand into mine as he continued.
 
   “I spent more time with her than I did with you or Preston. I’m the one that carries the guilt for this. Last night, you finally let loose with your grief after all of this time. I should’ve never let you go on for so long like that. Look what we’ve done to each other.”
 
   “Stop please. You’re my husband. You’re not my keeper. You’re not taking the blame for this. I’m responsible for myself. The healing has started now, and I realize that its several months late, but it’s finally started.”
 
   “I can see that, Tylar; your healing started after what? One fucking session with Dr. Hunter? How the fuck should I feel about that?”
 
   I wasn’t following Trey’s line of thinking. I hoped that he intended to clue me in.
 
   “I should’ve forced you to see Dr. Hunter way before now. Don’t you see that? If I’d insisted that you see her for counseling, we might not have had to go through all the shit we’ve gone through.”
 
   “Honey, you know as well as I do that “making” me do something almost never works out, right?”
 
   He looked over at me with a hint of a smile on his face.
 
   “Besides, I don’t know that my one visit with Karla is what prompted my grieving process. I think that it had more to do with Nigel and Tess’s baby being born.”
 
   “Why would that trigger it?” he asked, totally perplexed.
 
   “Because from the minute that baby was born, it will now be a reminder to us at every holiday get together or family celebration that we attend that you and I should be raising a child that age. There’ll always be one empty seat at the dinner table, one unworn party hat, one less child’s worth of gifts that Santa puts under our tree.”
 
   Trey pulled me over onto his lap. He wrapped his arms around me. “Doesn’t Reese offer that same reminder?”
 
   “No,” I said simply shaking my head.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s just different,” I said shrugging. “He was already here.”
 
   “By just a couple of days. Is it because Tess’s son may be mine?”
 
   I cringed when he said it but I couldn’t deny the truth. “Yes,” I answered him honestly. “If you want to know the truth, that’s part of it.”
 
   “We can have more children, baby. We never planned for Preston to be an only child.”
 
   “I know Trey, but what if it happens again?”
 
   “Honey, do you remember what the doctor said about the rarity of what happened?”
 
   “Yeah, it was something like one in a million chances that the same thing would happen to the same mother.”
 
   “It was actually 1.2 million,” he said, correcting me. “Remember Dr. Addison saying that it wasn’t just one thing that caused Marley’s death, but a rare series of events, that each played a part in this particular tragedy?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I don’t want us to be afraid of odds like that baby.”
 
   “Trey, you and I need time to heal before we consider having another child.”
 
   “I know baby. Just please don’t say ‘never’ okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I replied snuggling against him.
 
   It was starting to get dark as Trey and I walked hand-in-hand through the field to our home. The sun was going down, making the air much chillier.
 
   Once inside, Trey got a fire going in the fireplace. He poured us each a glass of wine, and we relaxed on the thick rug in front of the fire. I grabbed a couple of pillows from the couch and we lay on our sides, sipping wine and watching the flames flickering. They made different shadowy shapes on the walls.
 
   Trey scooted close to me his head propped on his hand. He lowered his face to me, his lips softly kissing mine. His tongue slowly traced a path along my lower lip, as he nipped it playfully.
 
   “Mmmm,” he moaned. “Do you know what I want to do right this minute?”
 
   “Surprise me,” I said softly, closing my eyes. I felt his tongue leave my lips. I waited to feel it touch me somewhere else, but it didn’t. I finally opened my eyes and discovered that Trey had left the room.
 
   What the hell?
 
   “Trey?”
 
   He reappeared carrying a bag of marshmallows and two long toasting forks. “Here you go,” he said grinning, handing me one. We toasted marshmallows and sipped our wine. We re-connected emotionally and it felt so good.
 
   Trey and I both got Preston dressed for bed in our room that evening. She was jabbering away with words only she could possibly understand. We were able to catch the name ‘Reese’ in the chatter. That was about the extent of it.
 
   “Before I put your pull-up on do you have to go pee-pee?” I asked her. She actually did pretty well at understanding what we said.
 
   “Nooo,” she said, shaking her head.
 
   “Actually, honey,” Trey said, “I think the experts say that you shouldn’t ask before bedtime whether they have to go or not, but simply seat them on their potty chair for a few minutes.”
 
   Really Trey? Be my guest.
 
   “Great idea. Will you take her in there?”
 
   “Sure babe,” he replied smiling.
 
   He lifted her from the bed and took her into our bathroom where one of her three potty chairs was located within the house. I lay across our bed and listened to the father-daughter chatter. I could hear him talking to her, and trying to persuade her to stay on the potty and try.
 
   He finally handed her one of her ‘Choo-Choo’ books that had been left in the bathroom, instructing her to look at the pictures and tell him what they were.
 
   I chuckled to myself as I heard him run the water in one of the sinks to see if it might inspire her to pee. It must’ve inspired him to pee when I heard the familiar sound of the toilet seat hitting the tank and the sound of his stream.
 
   I went to my dresser to get a nightgown out. I was not far from bedtime either. I heard the toilet flush followed by Trey’s voice.
 
   “What’d you say, Preston?”
 
   I heard her mumble something that I couldn’t understand from where I was standing in our room.
 
   “That’s what I thought you said. Come on, I guess you don’t have to go after all.”
 
   His voice had a hint of harshness in it, and I wondered what the hell she could’ve said.
 
   Both Trey and I were careful now to watch our language around her since she was learning new words every day. I hoped like hell Gina hadn’t dropped the ‘F-bomb’ around her, though I doubted that very much.
 
   Trey came out of the bathroom with Preston in his arms. Her pull-up was in place and her pajama bottoms were snapped up.
 
   “Do you know what she just said in there?” he asked, obviously perturbed. He had this incredulous look on his face that for some reason amused me, but he clearly was not amused.
 
   “What?” I asked now, almost afraid to hear it.
 
   “She pointed at me after I finished peeing and said “dinky” at my ‘you-know-what.”
 
   I couldn’t help it; a giggle escaped and then another.
 
   “Tylar, I don’t think it’s funny. Where would she hear trash talk like that?”
 
   “Oh for crying out loud—I wouldn’t exactly call it ‘trash talk.’ That’s probably the word that Gina uses for Reese’s ‘you- know-what,” I said putting an exaggerated whisper on the ‘you- know-what’.
 
   “So now I’m actually being anatomically compared with a three-month-old?”
 
   “You’re a hoot,” I said laughing. He clearly wasn’t amused, and I needed to diffuse the situation. “May I ask how she saw your ‘you-know-what’ from her potty chair?”
 
   He set her on our bed with one of her books, and turned back to me. He had a very sheepish look going on. He talked in a whisper, so that she couldn’t hear what he was telling me.
 
   “I was trying to get her to pee, so I ran water in the sink. Then I had to pee, so I went over to the commode. She must’ve gotten off her potty chair to see what I was doing. Right after I flushed the toilet, I turned around getting my ‘you-know-what’ tucked back inside of my jeans, and she was right there.”
 
   I could tell this was totally flipping him out. “Okay, honey, it’s not a big deal. In the future though, I think that you need to make sure that the door is shut when you use the commode in our bathroom, okay?”
 
   “That’s fine, but it still doesn’t answer my question as to where she learned that word.”
 
   “I’ll ask Gina about it next time I talk to her, okay?”
 
   “Please do,” he replied still out of sorts.
 
   We got Preston tucked into bed for the night and returned to our suite. Trey went to take his shower and I changed into my nightgown, climbing into bed. I hunkered down under the covers completely exhausted from our big day. I realized how much Trey loved me and how much I loved him. I was starting to come to terms with the loss of my baby girl, Marley. Trey and I were finding out so much about one another.
 
   I had dozed off when Trey came to bed. He was still damp from his shower. He pulled me to him and immediately started kissing me and holding me closely.
 
   “I love you so much, baby,” he whispered to me.
 
   “I love you too, Trey,” I replied, burying myself against him.
 
   We’d just started to make love when my cell went off on the nightstand. I looked over and could see it was my father calling.
 
   “It’s my dad,” I said reaching for it.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Tylar darling, I’m so sorry to be calling you this late, but I needed you to hear this from me.”
 
   “What is it Dad?” I asked, sitting up and bracing myself for the news.
 
   “Matthew Renaud committed suicide tonight in his jail cell. He hung himself with a rope he fashioned from the cording on the mattress of his cot.”
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   I had Trey’s breakfast on the table the following morning when he came down dressed for the office. He came over so that I could tie his tie. He looked gorgeous in his dark Armani suite.
 
   Preston was in her high chair chewing on a now soggy piece of toast. Trey leaned down giving her a kiss on her forehead.
 
   “Daddeee,” she squealed happily, “Daddee dinky.”
 
   Trey frowned and started to say something to her, but I cut him off. “If you make a big deal about it she’ll find the word all that more fascinating to repeat. Trust me, please?”
 
   He nodded taking a seat at the table. “I do want you talking to Gina about it though,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee.
 
   “I’ll call her today,” I promised.
 
   I sat down and started eating my breakfast. I was thinking about the news my father had delivered to us last night.
 
   Apparently one of the guards found Matthew hanging when he conducted his bed checks for that area. Matthew had been put into solitary confinement for his own protection. He’d apparently removed the roped cording that was used to cover the seams on the mattress of his cot.
 
   My father said a heavier man couldn’t have accomplished what Matthew had because the cording wouldn’t have been strong enough to hold anyone weighing over 130 lbs. Matthew had weighed only 126 lbs.
 
   “How are you feeling about the news?” Trey asked, interrupting my thoughts.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I replied. “I mean I don’t feel sorry that he’s dead, but I guess I also resent the fact that justice wasn’t served either. I know that my father wanted him to get the death penalty, but I would’ve preferred that he rot in prison the rest of his life. I guess Matthew made his own decision as to what he wanted.”
 
   Jean came into the kitchen and took Preston from her high chair telling her it was time for her bath.
 
   “I’m simply thankful you don’t have to go into court and face the sick bastard,” Trey said once they were gone.
 
   “Yeah - I wasn’t looking forward to that, although there will always be lingering questions about the role he played in Preston’s abduction; and his motive for murdering my mother and Maggie.”
 
   “Sweetie, even if the trial had fully played out, there are no guarantees that you would’ve gotten the answers to those questions. Sometimes you have to consider that sociopaths such as Matthew do things without a reason.”
 
   “Did I tell you my father plans on going to his burial service?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I think he wants some answers from Ms. Deeny. He’s not convinced that her only role was assisting Matthew in extortion.”
 
   “I’m sure she isn’t going to implicate herself in anything that would serve to bring criminal charges against her.”
 
   “Probably not. My dad does have the uncanny ability to read people and their motivations, though. Maybe he wants the answers for his own peace of mind. He still needs closure, I think.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Trey said, “I need some closure on Amber’s damn jacket. Where is it?”
 
   “I’ll get it,” I said getting up and going outside to the back deck.
 
   I brought it back to the kitchen and put it in a plastic grocery bag, setting the bag next to Trey’s briefcase.
 
   “Why the hell was it outside?” he asked finishing up his coffee.
 
   “I was airing it out Trey. It smells like sex - our sex.”
 
   He gave me a wicked smile from across the table. “I’m sure she wouldn’t have minded,” he replied. “I figured she had her hand down her panties the whole time she was listening to us over the phone anyway.”
 
   “Trey!” I said, blushing, “That’s exactly what Gina said.”
 
   “Oh God; you shared that with Gina?”
 
   Oops. Busted.
 
   “Well, yeah - I mean it’s not like I described it in detail or anything.”
 
   “Well then I guess I don’t feel so bad about sharing it with Tristan,” he said laughing. He got up putting his suit jacket on. I went over to him, putting my arms around him.
 
   “I don’t want you to leave,” I said frowning.
 
   He tilted my chin up and lowered his warm, sensuous lips to mine. “I don’t want to leave you,” he said kissing me. “I promise I’ll be home early, okay?”
 
   I nodded, kissing him back. “Trey, can we talk about taking a vacation together soon when you get home tonight?”
 
   “Sure baby,” he said picking up his briefcase and the bag with Amber’s jacket in it. “I was thinking the same thing.”
 
   I busied myself around the house helping Jean after Trey left for work. I cleaned out Preston’s closet gathering some items to take to Goodwill. I started working on my closet as well.
 
   After lunch, I bundled Preston up and we went out to visit the horses. Marcus was on the phone in the office ordering supplies. He looked up and smiled when he saw us out in the gangway. As soon as he got off the phone he came out to greet us.
 
   “Well, there are two beautiful faces that I haven’t seen in a while,” he said.
 
   “I’ve missed you, Tylar. I’m glad you’re back. I hope things are working out with you and Trey.”
 
   “Thanks, Marcus. We’re working on it.”
 
   “That’s good. He was pretty nuts while you were gone. I can tell you that,” he said shaking his head and chuckling.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Oh yeah. One night I heard some commotion down here so I left my quarters and came down. Trey’s drunk as a skunk over there whining to Derringer about how he screwed up and has probably lost you for good.”
 
   “You’re kidding?” I asked as if I couldn’t fathom Trey behaving like that.
 
   “I’m totally not kidding. He was really kind of humorous in a pathetic sort of way. I mean what? Did he think the horse was going to give him some sage advice? I wish he’d come to me whining about it. Now I would’ve given him some advice; advice that would probably have gotten me fired.”
 
   I laughed at Marcus’s seriousness. I always knew that he’d been on ‘Team Tylar,’ I just didn’t realize how passionate he was about it.
 
   “We both have some work to do on our marriage,” I said, “I’ve made my share of mistakes, too.”
 
   “Hey Tylar - I want to tell you something, but I don’t want you going back to Trey with it okay? I really do need my job.”
 
   What had he witnessed? I wasn’t sure if I could handle finding out something about Trey and another woman.
 
   “Here’s the thing Marcus, if this is something Trey did and involves breaking any of our marriage vows, then I certainly will address it with Trey. I’m your employer for all intents and purposes, so I’ll make no promise not to address it with Trey.”
 
   “No - no,” he said quickly, “it’s actually something he did that convinced me he didn’t give a rat’s you-know-what about that skank with the BMW.”
 
   He’d nodded towards Preston who was still in my arms when he said that. I appreciated that Marcus was watching his language around her. I was now dying to know what he’d seen or heard.
 
   “Well, tell me for heaven’s sake!”
 
   “It was like a couple of weeks after you high-tailed it out of here that Trey was out here in the barn saddling up Derringer to take him out. It was like a Saturday afternoon. Ms. BMW drives out here and your housekeeper must’ve told her Trey was out here. So she trudges on out through the field in her tight little skirt and four-inch heels carrying some legal file or something.”
 
   He stopped and started laughing at the memory.
 
   “Come on Marcus, please?”
 
   “Okay - I’m sorry. So anyway, by the time she gets into the barn here, those heels of hers are caked with mud. I mean they are caked with it. She’s looking around for something to use to scrape the mud off of her little Prada heels, so she goes over to those bales of straw there in the corner.”
 
   He nodded to where the bales of straw were stacked on top on one another. It was where Trey and I’d sat the day before and talked right across from Derringer’s stall.
 
   “She raises one of her legs up to wipe the bottom of her shoe against the corner of the straw to get some of the caked mud off. She doesn’t see that Trey’s over there bent down cleaning Derringer’s hoofs in his stall. She doesn’t see that I’m just inside the tack room. Both of us are within hearing distance of her.”
 
   To the point already, Marcus.
 
   “So, she’s wiping that shoe against the corner of the bale and she’s bitching out loud to herself. Every other word is the “F” word; saying how she will never live out here in the boonies with all this ‘f-ing’ mud and ‘f-ing horse-shite around. She’s going on about how Trey better give you the house in the divorce because she’s a city mouse used to the finer things in life, yadda, yadda, yadda.”
 
   Oh My God.
 
   “Oh My God,” I said. “What happened then?”
 
   “Well, Trey made his presence known pretty darn quickly. He asked her if she’d said something to you at Marley’s service about that very same thing. She claimed that she didn’t. He called her a liar and told her he had no interest in her outside of the office. Then she really got pizzed; and she claimed that she was better for him than you were.”
 
   Fucking bitch!
 
   Marcus continued. “He laughed in her face and then asked her why she’d come out here to the ranch. She claimed it was to discuss a case. He told her from there on out, she was to discuss her cases with one of the other partners because he was no longer a mentor. She got even more uppity with him and he told her she was a conniving ‘beotch’ and to leave his home. She told him that he’d be sorry. He said he was already sorry that he had approved her for partnership. Then she flounced out of here.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “I wonder why Trey didn’t tell me about it.”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe he didn’t want you to worry about her telling him he’d be sorry. Do you think she’ll try to pull something at work?”
 
   “I really don’t know what she’s capable of Marcus. I hope she was simply angry and making an empty threat. Hopefully she’s moved on.”
 
   “Yeah - to someone else’s husband. Chicks like that are pretty transparent.”
 
   Preston was starting to squirm in my arms. “Well hey, Marcus, thanks for sharing. I’m gonna take Preston over to pet the horses. Talk to you later.”
 
   “Take care,” he called after me heading back into the office.
 
   I decided I wasn’t going to say anything to Trey about what Marcus had told me. I did want to keep a watch on what Amber was up to. Maybe I needed to give Leah a call and see if she wanted to meet for lunch soon.
 
   True to his word, Trey got home exceptionally early from the office. Jean had fed Preston and taken her upstairs to play in the nursery. Trey and I ate our dinner in front of the fireplace. It was cozy and romantic.
 
   “Well, Mrs. Sinclair,” he said when we finished, “Are you going to fill me in on our vacation plans?”
 
   I told Trey that Tristan had offered us the all-inclusive cruise package since he and Gina couldn’t use it before the end of the year. I asked him if he thought it would be a problem for him to get the time off between now and the end of the year.
 
   He said he and Tonya would check his calendar to see what could be rescheduled or offloaded. We targeted the week after Thanksgiving. I was thrilled we were finally going to have a week together alone.
 
   We discussed our Thanksgiving plans which would take us to Bristol this year. I felt better knowing that Gina would be coming with Tristan and Reese. We’d get to see Tess and Nigel’s baby. They had named their son Royce Nigel Sinclair. It sounded very British to me.
 
   I brought the subject of Amber’s jacket to Trey, and I saw his expression darken at the mention of her name.
 
   “Oh yes,” he said in a very irritated tone, “She was right over in my office the first thing this morning asking about it. She made sure that Tonya overheard her mention of it being left in my car. I don’t understand why she’s so conniving where I’m concerned.”
 
   “Maybe she has some sort of fatal attraction or something.”
 
   “Oh come on Tylar.”
 
   “I’m serious,” I replied. “I think she somehow thinks you’re interested in her.” I could tell that Trey was concerned about her prior to what I’d just mentioned.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, looking him in the eye.
 
   He looked over at me trying to lose the concerned expression but he didn’t quite make it.
 
   “It’s nothing,” he replied with a shrug.
 
   “It has to be something. I can read you too, you know?”
 
   “She made an off-handed comment today when she came to get the jacket. It was something to the effect that I might find it difficult for my partners to believe that she hadn’t been sexually harassed.”
 
   “Oh God; she threatened you?” I asked, my eyes widening.
 
   “Yeah, pretty much.”
 
   “Well what are you going to do about it?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet. The bottom line is that I should never have kissed her.”
 
   “She kissed you first. I’m a witness to that.”
 
   “Yes, and had I left it at that, this wouldn’t be an issue. But I didn’t, so it is, and you were also a witness to that.”
 
   He was angry with himself now I could tell. He raked his hands through his hair in frustration.
 
   “She doesn’t have anything that she could take to court though. I mean she hasn’t suffered any damages, right?”
 
   “It wouldn’t have to even go that far,” he replied. “The fact that I’m a senior partner and she’s the only female partner on staff provides her with a ‘hostile environment’ argument with the other partners. They may choose to see me as a liability for the firm.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Trey was genuinely concerned about being removed from his firm.
 
   “Wait a minute! They can’t kick you out of the firm, can they? As a senior partner you hold part ownership, right?”
 
   “They can certainly buy my share from me and have me removed by a vote. Listen, I don’t want you to worry about that okay? It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world for me anyway.”
 
   I knew better. Practicing law in a prestigious firm was Trey’s dream, and I couldn’t imagine him doing anything else.
 
   “Well, let’s not worry about it now,” I said. “I think she’ll probably move on to someone else.”
 
   “We can only hope,” he replied, pulling me close.
 
   Trey and I made love that night over and over again. We fell asleep curled around each other. Our sleep was interrupted around 2:30 in the morning when our landline in the bedroom rang.
 
   I was closest to the phone so I jumped up in the dark trying to grab it from my nightstand. My pulse was racing. Calls during the night could only mean bad news.
 
   “Hello?” I said into the phone. My voice had a panicky edge to it. There was nothing on the other end. “Hello?”
 
   Just then I heard a female voice whisper huskily, “Sorry - wrong number.” It was followed by a click.
 
   “Who was it?” Trey asked from beside me.
 
   “Wrong number,” I replied replacing the phone on its charger on my nightstand.
 
   I lay awake for a while contemplating the call. It was no wrong number. It was Amber trying to make trouble. In the morning I checked the call i.d. log on the phone. The call had come in from a ‘Blocked’ number. I’d figured as much.
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   Trey, Preston and I were all packed and ready for our flight to Bristol for the Thanksgiving holidays with the Sinclair extended family. We knew that we would see Landon and Caroline, since the Andrews family was part of the extended family, and they lived close now anyway.
 
   Susan and I had chatted on the phone several days previously. She had insisted that I call my father and invite him to Bristol as well. She said she wouldn’t hear of Preston’s other granddaddy not being able to spend the holidays with her.
 
   She mentioned that her niece, Tracy Brooks from Birmingham, Alabama was coming up to spend a couple of weeks with them before and after Thanksgiving. She said poor Tracy had been widowed nearly a year ago. Tracy was her sister’s only daughter and her sister and brother-in-law were traveling for the holiday season. She hadn’t wanted Tracy to be alone.
 
   “So, Mom,” I asked tentatively, “are you going to tell me about Royce?”
 
   “Oh,” she gushed, “He’s such a beautiful baby boy. I can’t decide who’s prettier, Reese or Royce, so I’m going to settle for them being equally beautiful.”
 
   She had successfully managed to side-step the obvious issue at hand. I had recalled Susan telling me once that a mother never forgets what each of her babies look like when they’re born. She had also admitted that when Trey had been born, he had reminded her of Tristan. I was hoping that she might provide some insight, having seen Royce right after his birth, as to whom he favored between her two sons.
 
   “Well who does he favor?” I pressed.
 
   “Honey,” she had sighed into the phone, “I know what you’re asking, but it’s just too difficult to tell, because he has Tess’s brown hair, which is nearly as dark as the boys’ hair. The baby has blue eyes, which is typical of all babies at this point. I just can’t tell. Wasn’t that the whole point of this?”
 
   “I suppose so,” I replied, disappointed.
 
   “How have you been, Tylar?” she asked, desperately trying to change the subject.
 
   “I’m doing better. Trey and I are doing better,” I admitted.
 
   “I’m so very happy to hear that. Now you call your father and invite him. Promise?”
 
   “I promise,” I replied laughing.
 
   I was surprised when my father graciously accepted the invitation to fly to Bristol for Thanksgiving. I was glad he was doing so. He was scheduled to arrive late afternoon on Wednesday. He’d booked a room at the Marriott; despite the fact that Susan had said there was plenty of room for him at their estate.
 
   There was a limo waiting to take us to Bristol once our flight had landed at Tri-Cities Regional Airport. The weather in Bristol was a bit chillier than what we’d left in Atlanta. Preston had been a great traveler so far. She’d used the potty on the airplane, to my surprise. I had always been a bit terrified of airplane toilets myself.
 
   Once we were settled in the limo, she curled up and fell asleep in Trey’s lap. She had her thumb in her mouth. She did that a lot when she slept; not so much during her waking hours, unless she was upset by something. She hadn’t done that lately. She sensed that the previous stress and tension between Trey and I had dissipated.
 
   I had met with Karla the prior week for my counseling session. The next appointment was scheduled for the Monday after we returned from our cruise. It would be both Trey and me at that appointment.
 
   “Are you okay, Tylar?” Trey asked, studying me while he stroked Preston’s hair gently.
 
   “Yes,” I smiled at him, “I’m just looking forward to next week when we leave for our cruise.”
 
   “I am too, baby. Tonya spent the better part of the week rearranging my schedule where possible; getting other attorneys in the firm to handle some of the depositions and court appearances where schedules couldn’t be changed.”
 
   “It’ll be so good for you and me to have this time for each other with no interruptions or distractions,” I replied smiling.
 
   “I can hardly wait to get you alone in our cabin on that cruise ship, Mrs. Sinclair.” He gave me one of his devilish grins.
 
   “Trey, you know there are a lot of activities on that ship. We can do what you have in mind in our own room at home,” I said laughing, and shaking my head.
 
   When the limo pulled up in front of the manor, Susan and Clive were immediately out the door waiting for us on the front porch. Susan squealed with delight as Trey handed Preston over to her. The baby was just awakening from her nap, but recognized her grandma immediately.
 
   “She’s grown leaps and bounds since Grandma last saw her,” Susan wailed, holding her out so that she could have a full view.
 
   “Mom, it’s only been several weeks,” Trey responded, giving her a hug and then moving over to give Clive a pat on the back.
 
   “Mamaw,” Preston said, presenting Susan with her dimpled smile.
 
   Clive came over and hugged me as Susan was chatting away with Preston, telling her about her new cousin, Royce. She handed the baby over to Clive, so that she could greet me. She put her arms around me hugging me tightly.
 
   “I’m so glad that you’re here, my darling Tylar,” she said.
 
   “I am too, Mom,” I replied, giving her a big hug.
 
   We got settled into our suite. I noticed that Preston’s bed was back in our suite. I tiptoed down the hallway to the other wing and peered inside Clive and Susan’s suite. Another baby crib was located there. The suite next to ours had yet another crib. Evidently, that was the suite where Tristan, Gina and Reese would be staying.
 
   Apparently, Susan wanted Royce in with them. I tried not to feel jealous about it; after all, both Reese and Preston were just a little bit more than an hour’s flight away. Royce was clear across the country.
 
   Trey was hauling our luggage into our suite when I came back in.
 
   “Where were you?” he asked.
 
   “Just looking around,” I replied. “What time do you expect Tristan and Gina?”
 
   “They’re driving - so it’ll be later this evening. Nigel and Tess are already here, I guess. They took Royce over to spend the day with Tess’s family since he’s their first grandchild.”
 
   I stretched out across the bed, pulling a pillow up against me. “I can certainly see that this Thanksgiving is going to be all about Royce,” I commented, resting my face on the pillow.
 
   I saw Trey pause from what he was doing, carefully studying me. “Come on, Tylar. You know that Mom and Dad are crazy about all of their grandchildren. Preston’s still their only grand-daughter, and the first to boot. If anything, it’ll be Reese and Royce that have to compete for attention.”
 
   “Doubtful,” I replied, shrugging.
 
   Trey sat down next to me on the bed. He was studying me carefully. “Are you seriously thinking my parents would play favorites?”
 
   “I guess not,” I sighed. “I don’t know why I’m so out of sorts about this. I’d say it was sibling rivalry, except that I don’t have any siblings, so there’s no point of reference.”
 
   “Sweetie,” he said stretching out next to me, “I think it’s exactly one of those things you mentioned before when we were discussing our loss. It’s a family gathering for the holidays. A family member is missing.”
 
   I looked over at Trey. He was right, of course. I was feeling the loss right now. He pulled me close to him and stroked my hair gently. “We’ll get through it, baby. It won’t always hurt this much.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Trey’s cell chimed in his pocket. “It’s your dad,” he said answering it.
 
   Dad was at his hotel and wondered what plans Trey and I had for this evening. We invited him to eat with us at Morelli’s.
 
   Tristan and Gina arrived by four o’clock that afternoon. They were going to join us at Morelli’s because Gina was dying to meet my father.
 
   Nigel and Tess wouldn’t be back until later in the evening. Clive had driven to the airport to pick up Susan’s niece, Tracy. Susan had insisted that she would watch Preston and Reese while we joined my father for dinner.
 
   Gina came to our suite just as I was getting dressed for dinner. Trey and Tristan were downstairs.
 
   “So, girlfriend, have you seen Royce yet?”
 
   “No. Nigel, Tess and the baby have been over at her parent’s house all day. I tried to get Susan to open up when I talked to her on the phone last week as to what her thoughts were on the subject.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And she says she doesn’t have a clue. She said she absolutely cannot tell if he’s Tristan’s or Trey’s, and reminded me that the whole point of this was to not know anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, Tristan’s already warned me to let it go. It’s just weird, you know?”
 
   “Uhh … yeah,” I said. “But hey, let’s not let it ruin the holiday okay? I’ve already kind of got the blues.”
 
   “I know, girlfriend,” Gina said. “I kind of thought you would.”
 
   She leaned over, giving me a hug.
 
   “Hey listen,” she said, lowering her voice as if someone might be eavesdropping, “I did kind of find out a juicy tidbit from Tristan.”
 
   “Yeah?” I asked, grateful for a change of subject.
 
   “Yeah - it seems that this cousin of Tristan and Trey’s - what the hell’s her name?”
 
   “Tracy?”
 
   “Yeah, Tracy - it seems that Susan’s doing a little matchmaking. She’s just a few years younger than your dad and she’s a widow. From what Tristan said, she’s quite an attractive widow.”
 
   “What?” I asked, totally caught off guard.
 
   “Yep. I think that Susan is trying to hook your dad up. Kinda cute, isn’t it?”
 
   “Adorable,” I answered, shaking my head.
 
   My father met us at Morelli’s. It wasn’t far from his hotel. Gina was immediately taken with him, and she didn’t waste any time sharing her opinion when we excused ourselves to visit the ‘Ladies’ room.
 
   “Girlfriend - you didn’t tell me your dad was hot!”
 
   “Gina, for crying out loud - I don’t look at him that way!”
 
   “Just sayin,” she replied, putting lipstick on and blotting it with a tissue. “He’s got that whole ‘George Clooney’ thing going on; and he’s funny, too. I mean, I guess I thought he’d be some stodgy old judge-type. He clearly isn’t what I expected.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re what he expected either, Gina,” I remarked with a laugh. “And trust me, he has his moments.”
 
   Gina had pummeled him with questions all through dinner; asking if he’d ever sent someone to the gas chamber or the electric chair; or if anyone he sent to prison had made threats to get even with him.
 
   My father had handled her questions good-naturedly. He was amused with her tenacity. After dinner, on our way out, my father pulled me aside telling Trey that he needed a few moments with me.
 
   “How have things been between you and Trey since you reconciled?” he asked me. “I don’t want to pry Tylar; I just need to know that you’re okay.”
 
   “Yes, Dad, we’re doing fine. I had a bit of a meltdown finally when the reality hit about losing Marley. I don’t know why I’d kept myself in denial. Then Trey blamed himself for allowing me to remain in denial. We’re working it out along with other issues.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that,” he replied, putting his arm around me and squeezing me. “I know it takes work from both parties to make a marriage succeed. I know that you and Trey have enough love to make that happen. I do have something to share with you.”
 
   “What is it, Dad?”
 
   This sounded like a prelude to more bad news; and I’d had my fill of that for the year. I looked up at my father and saw a hint of a smile pass over his face.
 
   “I had a visit from Danny Duvall last week. It appeared that he’d been … roughed up a bit.”
 
   Good!
 
   “Okay - and why should I care, Dad?”
 
   “No reason, I suppose, other than he seemed to think that your husband may have arranged it.”
 
   What??
 
   “What? Are you serious? Trey would never –”
 
   “That’s neither here nor there, Tylar,” he interrupted, “He asked that I pass along a message to you at my earliest opportunity. His message was very precise, and he wanted to make sure that I said it exactly the way that he instructed me to convey it. He said that he’s deeply sorry that he took advantage of you. He knew full well that you were grieving, confused and vulnerable; and he had no right to touch you, or any other man’s wife for that matter, and that he’ll never do so again.”
 
   Oh my God …
 
   “Wow. Okay, Dad. I mean thanks for passing that along, I guess.”
 
   “You’ll make sure that Trey’s made aware of the apology?”
 
   I looked up at him my confusion evident.
 
   “Apparently, Mr. Duval is concerned that he’ll be paid another visit by some hired goon if the message doesn’t reach you. He acted extremely … paranoid.”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, I’ll make sure that I let Trey know.”
 
   “Good,” he said smiling. “Now give your old man a hug. I’ll see you and my beautiful granddaughter tomorrow.”
 
   When we returned to the house, Nigel, Tess and the baby had returned. Susan was feeding Reese a bottle; and Preston was sitting on a woman’s lap. I presumed that she was Trey’s cousin Tracy. She was reading a book to Preston.
 
   Seeing that Preston was totally comfortable where she was, I turned my attention to Tess who was holding Royce. “Tess, congratulations to you and Nigel,” I said. “May I see your son?”
 
   “Of course,” she replied, moving the receiving blanket back off of his face. “He’s fallen asleep again. I think we wore him out today.”
 
   It didn’t matter that his eyes were closed. My insides were cheering in pure jubilation! He was a carbon copy of Reese when he was a newborn. I smiled at him, noting that he didn’t have the chin dimple that Trey had and that Tristan didn’t.
 
   “Oh, Tess, he’s beautiful,” I said realizing I meant it. “Gina, come see Royce.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Trey took me by the arm and led me over to the corner where his cousin was still reading to Preston. He wanted to introduce me.
 
   Tracy looked to be in her mid-forties. She was extremely beautiful with dazzling green eyes, dark blond hair that was shoulder length and a very congenial personality.
 
   “I’m so happy to meet you, Tylar,” she said smiling. “Aunt Susan just went on and on about you. Your daughter’s quite adorable. She’s been chattering away since I got here. She’s extremely intelligent. I want you to know that I work as a pre-school teacher in Birmingham, and I can tell you that her speech and vocabulary both are at an advanced level for her age.”
 
   I could feel Trey beaming as he stood beside me. I felt proud as well.
 
   “Well thank you, Tracy. It’s nothing that I can take credit for, I read to her and she seems to enjoy it.”
 
   “That’s the best thing that you can do, Tylar. She’s utterly precocious, which makes learning something that gives her satisfaction. I’d bet that she’s a bit of a perfectionist at ordinary things that she does?”
 
   “Well, yeah. I’ve noticed how she arranges her stuffed animals in a circle when she plays. She gets extremely upset with herself as we go through the whole potty-training thing if she has an accident.”
 
   “Yes,” she said delightedly, “She sets high expectations for herself already. Just make sure that you reinforce to her that everyone makes mistakes, has accidents, and occasionally makes bad choices. She’ll work it out.”
 
   “Do you have children?” I asked.
 
   “I have a son, Jackson. He’s a sophomore at the University of Alabama. He plays football for them and he’s a Psychology major.”
 
   “Well, you must be very proud as well,” I replied, smiling.
 
   “Oh, I am. I’m only sad that his daddy can’t be here to see his achievements. He died a year ago next week. He suffered from a rare form of blood cancer. Unfortunately, he suffered for the last seven years.”
 
   My heart went out to this woman. She had endured a lot, yet she remained so positive and outgoing. She clearly had bonded with Preston and I would bet that she bonded with most children.
 
    
 
    
 
   Later, as Trey and I got Preston ready for bed, my heart suddenly felt lighter. I was happy and content, and I couldn’t explain it, yet I knew what it was.
 
   We got Preston settled in her crib for the night, and then Trey and I showered together. It was very intimate for us. It was hard to explain. We got dressed and cuddled in bed.
 
   Trey put the flat screen on finding ESPN to watch, but I was all over him for some reason. I kissed him, fondled him, and basically wouldn’t allow him to do anything but pay attention to me. He finally broke away from my umpteenth passionate kiss looking at me with laughter in his eyes.
 
   “What the hell’s gotten in to you, Tylar?”
 
   “I’m just happy, Trey. I know and don’t ask me how, that I’m the only mother of your child.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow at me as he lay back on the pillow watching me. “May I ask how you’ve come to this conclusion?”
 
   “Mother’s intuition,” I answered him plainly. “It’s always right.”
 
   Trey and I made love that night, and if by magic it seemed as if all of the worrisome baggage was finally lifted. He was mine, I was his, and Preston was ours. That’s where it began; and that’s where it ended for now.
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   Trey and I were finishing up getting ready for Thanksgiving dinner in our suite. Preston was already dressed up frilly, spending time with Tracy downstairs. I was tying Trey’s tie when I remembered what my father had told me the night before.
 
   “Trey, I meant to tell you something last night and it slipped my mind. My father told me that he had a visit from … Danny Duvall.”
 
   I looked up into Trey’s face. His expression was totally impassive; almost too impassive.
 
   “Dad said that it looked as if someone had roughed him up.”
 
   “Really?” Trey replied, “I can’t imagine anyone having cause to do that. Maybe it was merely a bar room brawl.”
 
   I gazed up at him my suspicion clearly evident. “Anyway, Dad said that he delivered a carefully worded apology for taking advantage of me in my vulnerable, grieving state, and acknowledging that he shouldn’t have touched another man’s wife and promising that he’d never do so again.”
 
   “Hmm,” Trey remarked, turning from me now so that he could slip his suit jacket on, “It appears that Mr. Duvall may have received a well-deserved lesson in manners and comportment.”
 
   “Trey - you didn’t—”
 
   “Come sweetie,” he said, taking me by the hand, “Let’s join the family downstairs.”
 
   My father had already arrived and I regretted not being down earlier to make the introductions. I hurried over to him, giving him a hug and kiss on the cheek. From the other side of the room, I could hear Preston as she spotted him from Tracy’s lap.
 
   “Papaw!”
 
   Tracy carried her over to where Dad and I stood; Susan hurried over to us, anxious to introduce Tracy to my father.
 
   Hmm… Not too obvious, Mommy-in-law…
 
   Preston was leaning in to him, her hands clasping and unclasping for him to take her. “Papaw,” she whined as my father took her from Tracy’s arms.
 
   “Hey sweet angel,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.
 
   “I can see that she’s crazy about her grandparents,” Tracy acknowledged after parting with her.
 
   Susan introduced my father to Tracy, explaining to him that Tracy was staying with them for a couple of weeks and then returning to Birmingham.
 
   Letting Dad know that Birmingham isn’t all that far from Baton Rouge I suppose.
 
   I could tell right off the bat that my father liked Tracy. I saw him smile as he shook her hand; his smile reached his eyes this time. That was a semi-rare occurrence. It usually involved interaction with Preston.
 
   I noticed that Susan had set name placards at the large dining room table; and she’d placed Tracy next to my father. Trey and I were seated across from them. They talked to each other during most of the meal. Tracy scored points with all of us with her interest in Preston.
 
   After dinner, I took Preston upstairs to get her settled for her nap. She was extremely restless after all the attention she’d endured throughout the day. She finally fell asleep sucking her thumb. Trey came in looking for me just then.
 
   “Your father’s looking for you; he wants to speak to you in Dad’s study.”
 
   “Are you coming with me?”
 
   “Honey, he asked to speak to you. He didn’t mention needing me there with you. Maybe it’s private.”
 
   I couldn’t imagine what exactly Dad might want to talk to me about unless he wanted to make sure that I’d given Trey the message about Danny’s apology.
 
   I went down to the study where my father was waiting for me. I joined him shutting the door behind me.
 
   “Am I in trouble, Dad?”
 
   He smiled nodding his head negatively. “No - nothing like that, darling. I just feel the need to make you aware of something.”
 
   “Sounds serious …”
 
   “It’s probably nothing, but I think I need to make you aware of it in case it becomes something later on.”
 
   He had my attention now as I took a seat beside him in front of Clive’s desk.
 
   “I went to the memorial service at the cemetery for Matthew Renaud as planned. I suspected that Ms. Deeny would be there and she was. She attempted to avoid me, however, I pressed her as we were leaving to either talk to me or I’d see that the District Attorney brought her in for questioning. She rambled on some very unintelligible statements. I have cause for concern.”
 
   At that point I interrupted my father. “Why would the D.A. be interested in questioning her?”
 
   “He probably isn’t, but I wanted to put a little fear in her so that she’d clear up some details for me.”
 
   “What details?” I asked.
 
   “The details surrounding your mother’s death, as well as the matter of Preston’s abduction. I needed to know if she had somehow master-minded it all.”
 
   I looked at my father; I saw his angst. “What was in it for her?”
 
   “I discovered that Ms. Deeny lives very well for a woman without obvious means. I know what her salary was while she was in my employ. She lives well beyond that from what my investigator uncovered.”
 
   “Dad, we know that Olivia was supporting me through the LLC that Matthew had set up. I’m sure that he kept a portion of it for himself, and maybe even shared it with his mother. All that ended when I turned eighteen though, right?”
 
   “That’s something we’ll never know,” he replied. “Olivia’s financial wealth was hers to manage. I didn’t interfere or even ask to be privy to it. All I know is what I inherited upon her death. I’ve no clue as to what her financial dealings were prior to that.”
 
   “Dad, we’ve already established that when Olivia died, the cash cow for Matthew did as well. Are you saying now you believe Matthew along with Karen Deeny were behind Preston’s abduction?”
 
   “I think it’s possible.”
 
   “I guess I’m confused then. There was never a ransom demand. Maggie moved about freely with the baby and ended up in Wheeling, West Virginia. This makes no sense.”
 
   “We don’t have all the pieces to the puzzle yet. In the meantime, I just needed to let you know that you’re legally Matthew’s next of kin. In the absence of a will, you’re set to inherit his estate in perpetuity.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Everything was in Matthew’s name; the house where Ms. Deeny lived, the bank accounts, they were all under the LLC. The estate lawyer will be in touch with you.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Karen Deeny was his mother. Doesn’t that take precedence over a half-niece as next of kin?”
 
   “Actually, because the courts awarded custody of Matthew to your grandfather, and your grandmother legally adopted him as her son, the mother-son relationship between Ms. Deeny and Matthew was legally severed. I’m sure she didn’t count on that, which is why we’re having this conversation.”
 
   I waited for several moments as my father chose his words very carefully. Did he think I was in some sort of danger?
 
   “There’s no doubt in my mind that Karen Deeny is a sociopath and potentially dangerous. While I don’t believe she ever intended to cause physical harm to anyone, the situation has now changed. She’s desperate and quite frankly, she may be looking for some sort of vindication. I’m just asking you to be vigilant until such time as we know whether she poses any threat to you or Preston.”
 
   I took a deep breath and then exhaled. “If you meant to frighten me Dad, then you’ve just succeeded. First with Maggie, and then with Matthew, and now Ms. Deeny. I just want out of this tangled nightmare. I don’t want anything from Matthew’s estate and I’ll simply refuse it.”
 
   “It’s not that simple. Refusing it wouldn’t make Ms. Deeny the beneficiary.”
 
   “Well then, I’ll just gift it to her or something. How much money are we talking about, Dad?”
 
   “The probate inventory lists it as more than $1.5 million.”
 
   Holy shit.
 
   “It’s nothing that you have to decide about right now,” he continued. “Probate doesn’t move quickly, but I wanted to make you aware of it at any rate.”
 
   “I’ll discuss it with Trey, Dad. Please don’t worry though.”
 
   “I’m a father,” he said with a shrug. “It’s what we do, I’m learning.”
 
   When my father and I rejoined the family in the great room, Landon and Caroline had arrived. All of the grandbabies were in the room and seemed content being the center of attention. My father went and sat next to Tracy, who was holding Preston again.
 
   Trey had seen me enter the room and brought me a glass of white wine. “Is everything okay?” he asked, studying my face.
 
   “I hope so,” I said. “We can talk about it later.”
 
   Gina came over to us then, having imbibed a few alcoholic beverages herself it seemed. “Girlfriend, where the hell have you been keeping yourself?” she asked giggling.
 
   “Where’s Tristan?” I asked, eyeing her suspiciously.
 
   “He’s with Reece, Royce, Tess and Nigel,” she replied, waving the glass of whatever alcoholic beverage it contained over her shoulder.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked watching her closely.
 
   “What? Oh - hell yes, I’m just fucking fine and dandy,” she replied almost slurring. “Hey, don’t you think Royce looks like Reese?”
 
   “Oh Christ,” Trey mumbled, as he took his leave from both of us.
 
   “Gina - what the hell’s wrong with you?”
 
   The words had no longer left my lips when Caroline sauntered over, a full glass of Merlot in her hands, displaying the ever familiar drunken stagger. Yeah, it was getting old.
 
   “Gina! Tylar!” she gushed, swaying. “Happy Thanksgiving to you both.”
 
   “You too, Caroline,” I said. Gina merely grunted.
 
   “Well actually, Tylar - I guess it isn’t so much for you considering you lost a child.”
 
   I went numb. I couldn’t believe that Caroline, even in one of her drunken stupors, could be that insensitive. I wanted to lash back at her with something nasty and hurtful, but I felt the tears welling up in my eyes, and I stood silently by letting the hurt sink in deeper.
 
   Gina started to say something on my behalf, but I shook my head at her. I wasn’t going to be the cause of yet another family scene. Caroline had turned her attention to Gina now.
 
   “But for you Gina, well I guess you’ve had a double blessing,” Caroline slurred.
 
   I could feel Trey at my side now, ever vigilant where Caroline and I were concerned.
 
   “What do you mean?” Gina asked; her tone was pure ‘no nonsense’.
 
   “Well,” she giggled, “You’ve been blessed with Reese and now his half-brother Royce. They could pass for identical twins. I guess we know your big brother Tristan has the fastest little swimmers now, don’t we, Trey?”
 
   Caroline gave Trey a wink.
 
   “You obnoxious bitch!” Gina hollered.
 
   In a flash, I saw Gina toss her drink into Caroline’s face, drenching her. Caroline stumbled backward a few steps, and then re-gained her balance, tossing her glass of merlot at Gina.
 
   Holy shit!
 
   Trey pulled me aside, just as Gina launched herself at Caroline. I heard Caroline’s screech as she hit the floor; her empty wine glass still in her hand.
 
   The sound of Caroline hitting the floor and the glass shattering next to her was enough to bring Tristan to the forefront. By this time, Gina was on top of Caroline, slapping her face with the open palm of her hand. Caroline’s head rolled back and forth with each slap.
 
   “Gina for Chrissake!” Tristan yelled, lifting her off of the now hysterical Caroline.
 
   Tristan placed Gina, who was still struggling to get back to Caroline, out of harm’s way. Landon suddenly appeared, bending down to help Caroline get up from the floor. She was whining and sputtering incoherently. She told Landon she felt like she was going to throw up.
 
   Tristan still had his arm around Gina, calmly trying to soothe her.
 
   “I’m sick and tired of that fucking bitch spewing hatefulness at everyone, Tristan! Someone needs to kick her ass!” Gina was straining against Tristan’s strong hold on her.
 
   “Calm down, babe. Let me get you upstairs and cleaned up,” he replied to her calmly.
 
   Tristan led a merlot-covered Gina out of the room towards the staircase. She was still going off about Caroline to him, and bless his heart; he was still trying to calm her anger with his soft, reasonable voice.
 
   Landon had Caroline by the arm, asking Thatcher to fetch their coats, so that they could depart. I breathed a sigh of relief that they were leaving.
 
   I turned my attention to Trey. “I’m not attending any further family functions where Caroline’s invited. Do you want to tell your mother or shall I?”
 
   “I’ll handle it,” he said, pulling me against him as we made our way over to where my father and Tracy were playing with Preston.
 
   We spent the rest of the evening in their company. My father left the following morning for Baton Rouge. I told him that I’d see him at Christmas. He hugged me tightly and said that he’d be in touch after Trey and I returned from our cruise. He made me promise that I would try my best to relax and put everything else out of my mind during our trip. Despite the fact that I was still trying to digest the latest information he had shared with me, I promised him that I would.
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   Trey and I left on our cruise the Monday after Thanksgiving. Preston was going to stay with Tristan and Gina. Jean was using this opportunity to take time off to visit her daughter.
 
   Gina had insisted on taking me shopping for ‘cruise wear’, which I had discovered, consisted of buying five different bikinis; an assortment of cover-ups, silk nighties, provocative cocktail dresses with several different pairs of ‘fuck me’ heels and sandals. I had to beg her to let me buy some shorts and capri pants with regular cotton tees.
 
   “For Chrissake Ty - Trey sees you in that shit all the time. This is supposed to be a sexy and romantic excursion for you guys.”
 
   “I know, Gina, but I want to be comfortable too, you know? I mean we aren’t going to be in the stateroom humping like rabbits the whole time.”
 
   “I should think not,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “When you go ashore, you need to shop, of course.”
 
   I had shared with Gina a portion of the information that my dad had given me on Thanksgiving.
 
   “Say no more Ty. I know the drill. I’ll keep a vigilant eye on her at all times, and Tristan will as well. No need for worry, got it?”
 
   “Thanks Gina,” I said giving her a smile, “And for the record, I personally loved it when you whipped Caroline’s skinny ass.”
 
   We had both dissolved into a fit of giggles over that one. Tristan hadn’t been mad at Gina at all. She told me he said that it was about time someone had put the skinny bitch in her place. He said he was glad that she’d been the one to do it.
 
   Trey and I had taken a flight from Atlanta to New Orleans, which was the port of departure for our cruise ship.
 
   Our stateroom was lovely. We had a bedroom, sitting room and a balcony that looked out over the common area where one of the swimming pools was located. Our bathroom was elegant with a heart shaped Jacuzzi tub.
 
   I had filled Trey in on the way home from Bristol about the news that my father had given me. Like my dad, he insisted that I put all fear and worries aside; that there was likely nothing to worry about anyway.
 
   Our ship had departed on time and we would be on the water for two days until we hit the port of Montego Bay, Jamaica. We would have one day and one night there before the ship departed for Grand Cayman.
 
   The salt air felt fresh and soothing to my face. I had put on one of the skimpy bikinis that Gina had insisted was made for me. I was stretched out on a sun lounge on the deck below our stateroom. I had downloaded some books onto my iPad, and was reading a very delicious smut novel at the moment.
 
   Trey was supposed to be changing and joining me in the empty sun chair next to me, but that had been more than thirty minutes ago. Where the hell was he?
 
   There were only three other suites located on the deck surrounding this pool. We had booked our suite on one of the semi-private decks. There were a total of ten suites that shared this particular common area which consisted of the pool, hot-tub Jacuzzi, and sauna room.
 
   There was a Tiki bar between our common area and the adjoining one that was shared. There were tables with beach umbrellas placed under the winding wrought-iron circular staircases that led up to the private balcony for each suite.
 
   I perched my sunglasses on top of my head, leaning over to grab the bottle of sunscreen on the table next to me. I poured a few drops onto my fingers and massaged the area over my nose and forehead. I saw Trey as he approached now; he was wearing a definite scowl on his face. What the hell could’ve pissed him off in the last half hour?
 
   “Hey baby,” I greeted him. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   He took his place on the lounge next to me, tugging his shirt up over his head. I admired his gorgeous pecks and firm, flat belly.
 
   “Sorry honey,” he said, putting his Ray bans on and settling back against the chair. “I was trying to sign onto to my laptop and experienced some technical difficulties.”
 
   “Trey - I thought we agreed this wasn’t to be a ‘working’ vacation?”
 
   “I wasn’t really going to be working,” he explained. “I just wanted to pull up some files to review on a case coming up that I’m working on with Pierce.”
 
   “Hmm. Sounds like work to me,” I mumbled.
 
   I rolled over onto my stomach and reached back untying the string on my top, so that I would avoid having tan lines on my back. One of the cocktail dresses I brought was backless.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m trying to get a bit of a tan.”
 
   “I can see that,” he replied very irritated. “How do you intend to get your top fastened back before you roll over?”
 
   “I’ll manage.”
 
   “You’ll likely manage to give everyone else out here a show,” he admonished. “This isn’t a private deck.”
 
   “If you’re going to be snippy with me then why not go back inside and do some work.”
 
   “I’m not being snippy, Tylar, I’d just prefer that the other men out here not get a glimpse of my wife’s naked breasts.”
 
   I raised my sunglasses up to peer over at him. He definitely had a pout thing going on, and I decided it was more than simply his concern about my bikini top not getting fastened up properly before I rolled back over.
 
   “What is it, Trey?”
 
   He looked over at me from behind his sunglasses which shielded my ability to see his eyes and properly assess his mood.
 
   “Someone changed the password on my computer. I can’t get into any of my files, or even into my email.”
 
   “What?” I immediately sat up to look at him and my top stayed put on the lounge.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he growled, jumping up, grabbing his tee shirt and tossing it over to me. “Cover yourself up. I knew this would happen.”
 
   I pulled the tee shirt on over my head glancing around to see a couple of the guys across the pool gawking.
 
   “Are you happy?”
 
   “Oh whatever,” I replied, turning my attention back to my husband. “Why would someone change your password?”
 
   “Probably to fuck with me.”
 
   “Amber?”
 
   “That’d be my guess, though I couldn’t prove it since everyone at the firm knows of my generic passwords. It’s my own damn fault.”
 
   “Trey please, honey? Let’s not let it ruin our vacation.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have even brought it up. Here, let me help you fasten your top back on and let’s get into the pool.”
 
   Trey and I swam for a while in the crystal clear pool. We sat back on our lounges and sipped margaritas in the sun. It was a gloriously beautiful afternoon.
 
   We rubbed sunscreen on one other and I read some of the more steamy parts of my novel to him. He seemed genuinely interested in the book which actually surprised me until I noticed his erection.
 
   “Really, Trey?”
 
   “Christ baby,” he said with a laugh, “I’m a man aren’t I? That book leaves little to the imagination. What’d you expect?”
 
   “Would you prefer that I read something else to you?”
 
   “I’d prefer retiring to our suite for a nap, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
   I was feeling warm and giddy from the margaritas and the novel.
 
   “We probably should get out of the sun for a while,” I commented, gathering my things. Trey was right behind me as we hurried up the winding staircase to the balcony door of our suite.
 
   We spent a delicious rest of the afternoon in our suite, exploring and re-exploring each other. We fell asleep entwined in each other’s arms.
 
   When Trey and I were dressing for dinner, I noticed I had gotten a healthy glow from my earlier sunbathing. The afternoon fuckfest Trey and I had enjoyed earlier hadn’t hurt either.
 
   I pulled on my emerald green satin cocktail dress. The skirt tapered to just above my knees. It was strapless with a built in push-up bra. The back gathered into a bustle just above my butt. Gina had talked me into it saying that she had seen Eva Longoria wear almost this very same dress the prior year, walking the red carpet at the Golden Globe awards.
 
   I accented it with my new four-inch black heels that were opened toe with an ankle strap; and black pearl earrings. I had flat ironed my hair which was now almost to my shoulders again. Trey had forbidden me (under threat of a sound spanking) to cut it again.
 
   He came up behind me looking resplendent in his summer suit and tie; as he placed his arms around me his hands cupping my breasts, he lowered his lips to softly kiss the column of my neck.
 
   “Have I told you how absolutely scrumptious you look, Mrs. Sinclair?”
 
   I got the shivers when I felt his warm breath against my skin and his expert fingers bringing my nipples to attention.
 
   “You do a very nice job of appreciating me, Mr. Sinclair,” I said with a smile leaning back against him. “I certainly have no complaints on that front.”
 
   Hand in hand, Trey and I made our way to the Captain’s dining table on the ‘Promenade’ deck. It was an extremely long table that seated twelve other couples.
 
   Trey and I were seated next to a couple from southern Ohio. The woman who introduced herself as Megan Parks appeared to be in her forties. She was a ‘textbook’ cougar according to Trey’s whispered comments to me as we waited for our second course.
 
   Her ‘traveling companion,’ happened to be a very tall and slender man, who didn’t look to be thirty yet. His name was Gordon Rizzo. We were amused watching Gordon fall all over himself to ‘fetch’ Megan this or ‘grab’ her that. He was always at her beck and call.
 
   Over dinner, she mentioned that she was Gordon’s boss’s boss which was why they were traveling out of the country.
 
   “It just wouldn’t do for us to be out in the open about our relationship,” she explained. “The company has a very stringent fraternization policy.”
 
   When she found out what Trey’s line of work was as far as litigating class action suits for the plaintiff, it looked like Megan had swallowed her sixth helping of calamari without chewing it.
 
   She immediately started coughing and gagging; Gordon was pounding on her back laughing, not quite sure if she was really choking, or simply being overly dramatic. I was fairly certain the attraction Megan had for Gordon had nothing to do with his intellectual capacity.
 
   After dinner everyone prepared for the entertainment. Trey and I had been drinking some margaritas and the band was setting up to start playing.
 
   “Oh, I just love to dance,” Megan said enthusiastically. “I’ve been trying to shed a few pounds and I find that dancing, among other things, is a great way to burn calories. Tylar, Gordon doesn’t like to dance. Would you mind if I cut the rug with Trey for a song or two?”
 
   Cut what??
 
   I looked at Trey for help.
 
   “She means dance,” he replied, rolling his eyes.
 
   “Actually Megan, Trey and I make it a rule never to dance with anyone other than each other.”
 
   She smiled, shaking her long mane of permed curls. Her hair looked as if she were attempting to imitate the character of Carrie Bradshaw from ‘Sex and the City,’ all those years ago. Her body however, was not following suit.
 
   As she stood up to insist poor Gordon take her out onto the dance floor, I couldn’t help but notice her polyester slacks were extremely tight around her hips and below. She had a major ‘camel toe’ going on.
 
   Damn that looked downright uncomfortable! I found myself squirming in my own seat as I imagined how totally uncomfortable she had to be in those lip-huggers.
 
   Trey finally nudged me when he noticed that I was staring at her crotch, a look of horror on my face. I immediately raised my eyes to look out onto the dance floor as she had finally forced Gordon to dance with her. They moved to the dance floor and out of earshot.
 
   “Dear God Trey, did you see those pants of hers?”
 
   “It was kind of hard to miss,” he said smirking. “Do you want to dance?”
 
   “It might be more fun watching,” I replied giggling.
 
   Trey ordered another round of margaritas for us and we turned our attention back to the dance floor. It didn’t take long to spot Megan and Gordon out under the silver ball.
 
   He had to be six and a half feet tall, towering over everyone else out there. They seemed to be the center of attention with the rest of the people at our table. The sound of everyone’s snickering floated down to our end.
 
   Their apparent lack of dance skills was obvious to everyone apart from them. The song was a fast tune; and Megan was doing some old dance that required the flailing of her arms up and down. Her arm waddle said it all.
 
   Trey and I tried our damndest to keep a straight face, but when one of the older ladies at the end of the table remarked, “My God! Look, she’s doing ‘the Monkey,’” all bets were off. It made for some great entertainment. As the song ended, we realized Megan and Gordon were making their return to the table, and I wasn’t anxious to continue having to socialize with them.
 
   “Can we go for a walk on the deck or something?” I asked.
 
   “Let’s do,” he replied, with a nod.
 
   We carried our Margaritas with us as we went up onto the port side of the deck. It was a beautiful evening for cruising. The moon was out and the stars seemed brighter reflected off of the ocean than when on land. The sea breeze gently blew across our hair caressing our skin with a salty fragrance.
 
   The ship’s photographer came up to us as we were leaning against the rail looking out over the water. He asked if we wanted our picture taken and we did. Trey put his arm around me as we turned for the picture. The photographer gave us a receipt, telling us all photos would be available for purchase at the end of the cruise.
 
   I leaned back into Trey’s arms. “It’s so beautiful out here this evening,” I said. “I’m so happy we did this.”
 
   “Me too, baby,” he said, pulling me closer. He turned me around and lowered his face to mine, his fingers cupping my chin as his lips brushed my forehead, check and kissed the tip of my nose. His hand brushed through my hair, and I could feel his strong heartbeat against me.
 
   “Are you missing Preston?” Trey asked, pushing a stray lock behind my ear.
 
   “I’ve thought about her a few times, but I’m not worried or anxious about her. I know she’s safe and I’m happy that it’s just you and me right now.”
 
   “Good,” he replied, “Because I want you to be totally happy on this cruise. You know, I love you so much, Tylar, and I’m sorry that I’ve taken you for granted along the way. I want things to be different going forward with us.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, quirking a brow.
 
   “I want to be married to you; and not to my career. I can see that I’ve missed out on a lot by being so wrapped up in the firm.”
 
   “It’s your job, honey. I understand that. It’s what you do.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be what I do forever, though,” he replied softly.
 
   I looked up at Trey, and I could tell that he’d done some serious thinking about this. I wasn’t sure where he was going with it; I wasn’t even sure if he had a plan.
 
   “But you love the law. It’s your passion. What would you do if you didn’t practice?” I asked.
 
   “First of all, my passion happens to be you, first and foremost, got it?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Secondly, there are other ways for me to enjoy a career in law without being a senior partner in a firm where we’re backlogged with litigation for the next five years. I’m exploring some future opportunities that would allow me more time to spend with my family.”
 
   “Really?” I asked. “Do you plan on sharing this with me?”
 
   “Mrs. Sinclair, how would you feel about being married to a judge?”
 
   “Trey, are you serious? But how -”
 
   He gave me a wicked grin. “Let’s just say I’ve been approached by a circuit court judge, who is planning to retire after the first of next year, in the middle of his term. He wondered if I’d accept his appointment to the bench to finish his term, and I’m considering it.”
 
   “That’s wonderful if that’s what you really want to do. Hey, I’m all for it.”
 
   “There are some downsides and risks with this, Tylar. I want to make sure that you’re on board with that as well.”
 
   “What risks?” I asked, my fingers tracing his jaw line.
 
   “Well, first of all, I’d have to be fairly comfortable that I would get elected once I finished out his term. Secondly, the money wouldn’t be what I’m used to earning at the firm.”
 
   “Trey,” I sighed, “I’m not worried about you not getting elected or the money. We’ll do just fine. We have income from the ranch that’s picking up. I’m certain we could scrape by,” I teased.
 
   “Then I have your support?”
 
   “Of course you do, baby. I love the idea of fucking a judge.”
 
   Trey smiled down at me in the moonlight. I wrapped my arms around his neck pulling his face down to mine. We kissed long and passionately, until I pulled away from him.
 
   “I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Let’s go back to our stateroom and play for a while. I’d like to see what the ‘long arm of the law’ can do.”
 
   “Oh yeah, baby,” Trey said, grinning as he took me by the hand and we hurried back to the stairwell leading to our deck.
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   The ship docked in Montego Bay the following morning. Trey and I had ordered breakfast in our stateroom. We showered and dressed getting ready to go onshore for the day. We both were wearing shorts, tees and comfortable shoes.
 
   I pulled my hair up into a ponytail and donned a ball cap to shield my face from the hot Jamaican sun. We both lathered up with sunscreen and headed to the lower deck to disembark. I had packed our swimming gear in a backpack just in case we ended up at the beach.
 
   Once on shore, there were various cabs or busses available to take the passengers to various hot spots of Montego Bay. Trey and I took a cab to a place that rented sunfish sailboats. Trey had told me he wanted to take me sailing and snorkeling.
 
   I was impressed with my husband’s ability to sail. The water was crystal clear blue. Once out in the bay, Trey lowered the anchor and we lay on our stomachs watching the various forms of sea life through the clear water. The sand bar nearby allowed us to see all sorts of turtles, crabs and lizards. The schools of fish that swam under our boat were in every color and pattern imaginable.
 
   Trey identified many of the fish for me: Caribbean Blue Tang, Purple Tang, Lionfish, and Angelfish. We put on our snorkeling gear and lowered ourselves into the water. The fish avoided us and that was fine with me.
 
   I followed Trey as he paddled over to some rocks that surrounded a small reef. We went up on the rocks where we could see crabs of all sizes, turtles and sea urchins. I freaked when I saw something slither into the rocks that had long bristles sticking out all over it. I backed away quickly.
 
   “That’s a bristle worm,” Trey explained. “He’s more frightened of you than you are of him.”
 
   “Don’t bet on it,” I replied going back into the water.
 
   We swam back to our sunfish and climbed up on it lying flat to dry out. Trey lifted anchor and we sailed along the coast line of the giant bay. There were all kinds of colorful reefs and caves. It was gorgeous and a first for me.
 
   Once we returned the boat, we walked up to a crowded outdoor mall that was full of duty-free shops. I found some coral and turquoise jewelry that I wanted to buy for Gina.
 
   Trey and I found some cute t-shirts for Preston that had pictures of colorful fish on them, along with a ‘Montego Bay’ hoodie. Trey insisted we get matching hoodies for ourselves to match Preston’s. I thought that was kind of cute.
 
   “Are you getting hungry?” he asked as we stood in line to pay for our purchases.
 
   “I’m starving.”
 
   Trey looked around and spotted an outside café where live Reggae music could be heard.
 
   “Why don’t you go and grab a table for us, babe while I pay for this? I’ll be there shortly. Order a couple of margaritas, okay?”
 
   “Got it,” I said, heading over to the café.
 
   I found a table with an opened umbrella and took a seat. A waiter came over very shortly sporting the traditional dreads and colorful attire. I ordered our drinks and asked for a menu. I was busy perusing the menu when Trey came up looking extremely pissed.
 
   Oh hell - what now?
 
   “Fucking bitch,” he spat.
 
   “What the hell did I do?” I asked, my eyes widening.
 
   He looked over at me in surprise, and then his face softened. “Not you, baby.”
 
   “Who then?” I asked, looking around. “Where’s the stuff we bought?”
 
   The waiter set our margaritas down on the table and stood there waiting to take our food order. “Can you give us just a couple of minutes?” I asked, not sure what the hell was going on with Trey.
 
   The waiter shrugged, and walked away. Trey was still frowning.
 
   “How much cash do you have on you, Tylar?”
 
   “What the hell’s going on?”
 
   “My credit cards have apparently been cancelled,” he replied, in a very pissed-off tone.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shhh,” he said, putting his finger to his lips. “I just want to make sure that you have some cash on you so we don’t have to do a ‘dine and dash’.”
 
   I stifled a giggle. “Well yeah, I have cash to pay for this, don’t worry about that, but how did your credit cards get cancelled?”
 
   Trey gave me a sidelong look, followed by an eye roll.
 
   “Amber?” I hissed.
 
   “That’s my first guess,” he retorted.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “But how? Why?” I stammered.
 
   “How? Because I pay my bills online using my computer, so you see, she had access. Why? Because she’s a fucking bitch,” he spat.
 
   “Okay, so calm down. Let’s not let it ruin our vacation. I have a credit card that I use for the horse supplies that’s in my name only so we can use it to buy the stuff at the shop.”
 
   I dug through my bag and found my credit card. “You stay here and I’ll go back and get the stuff, okay? Just order me whatever you’re having for lunch.”
 
   Trey nodded. I could tell that he was still furious. What was that bitch hoping to accomplish with all of this? The better question was: how many more wacko people would come into our lives?
 
   When I returned with our purchases, Trey seemed a bit more relaxed. He was on his second margarita by then.
 
   “Hey baby, I missed you,” he said giving me a dimpled grin.
 
   “I missed you too, sweetie.”
 
   He leaned over, kissing my lips several times. The waiter came back and set another margarita down for me along with the appetizers that Trey had ordered.
 
   We sipped our margaritas and dined on shrimp with lime sauce, mini crab cakes and fried cheese sticks. It was wonderful. The Reggae music kind of grew on me after a while.
 
   After lunch, Trey and I walked through some of the art galleries and craft shops. I bought a beautiful print for our bedroom. We took pictures of the surroundings and some of the street entertainers and musicians. We walked back down to the docks hand in hand.
 
   “What do you feel like doing now?” he asked as we boarded the ship.
 
   “I don’t care. Do you want to spend some time at the pool?”
 
   “Sounds good to me, baby.”
 
   I put another one of my designer bikinis on and headed out to the pool with my iPad, towel and sunscreen.
 
   Trey was already down there having a cocktail. We pretty much had the common area to ourselves which was nice at the moment.
 
   Trey watched me from beneath his sunglasses as I laid my towel out on the sun lounge and kicked my flip-flops off.
 
   “Mmm, baby, that suit is skimpier than the other one.”
 
   “You can blame Gina for that,” I said. “She insisted on picking them all out for this trip.”
 
   “I think I’ll thank Gina,” he said in his smooth and silky voice.
 
   That’s a first … buzzed much?
 
   “Why don’t you let me put the sunscreen on you?” he offered, sitting up.
 
   “Sure,” I replied, settling back on the lounge chair, positioning it to lie flat.
 
   Trey got up from his chair and removed his sunglasses. He poured the lotion into his hands rubbing them together and then he started at my shoulders, massaging the sunscreen into them gently. His hands moved down, massaging my arm and hand. He put more lotion in his palm and did the other arm. He returned to my front, rubbing lotion onto my belly very slowly and sensually, his long fingers tracing patterns around my bellybutton.
 
   “Mmmm - that feels good,” I breathed.
 
   “Does it?”
 
   He dribbled more lotion onto my belly and his hands massaged around my navel ring.
 
   “This is so damn sexy,” he said, lowering his lips to my belly allowing his tongue to circle my navel ring.
 
   “I thought you didn’t like the desecration of my navel, Mr. Sinclair?” I asked, raising my head up a bit to peer down at him.
 
   “I like it now,” he said huskily.
 
   I relaxed back, closing my eyes once again, thoroughly enjoying the feel of my husband’s hands caressing my body with lotion. I felt his tongue move southward as his fingers gently tugged the bottom of my suit down to let his tongue find my sex. He swirled his tongue around and around and it felt delicious. He lowered my bikini bottom down further.
 
   “Ahh, Trey,” I said, squirming a bit, “We’re out here in broad daylight, you know?”
 
   “Hush baby. I want this here and now. Besides, no one is out here but us.”
 
   “Yeah, but that could change at any moment.”
 
   “I’ll be quick then,” he replied, his fingers now joining his tongue in pleasuring me.
 
   I was consumed with feeling my husband’s mouth and tongue all over my pussy. I was wet for him in seconds. He continued with his oral ministrations; his fingers were inside of me, expertly bringing me to climax. I moaned softly, keeping my eyes closed as I neared my peak.
 
   “That’s it, Tylar. Let it go, baby.”
 
   My body tensed and then the pleasured release spiraled within me as my orgasm unraveled. I moaned his name softly as he drank in my nectar. He moaned with his own pleasure and satisfaction.
 
   “I love you, baby,” he whispered against my lips, kissing me, his tongue leisurely tracing my bottom lip.
 
   “Trey - let’s go up to our suite. I think we’ve had enough sun for one day.”
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   The rest of our trip was exquisite. Grand Cayman was every bit as gorgeous as Montego Bay. Trey and I did more snorkeling, more shopping, took more pictures and made love whenever we could.
 
   We’d had beach sex for the first time, which while exciting and romantic with the moonlight and crashing waves, did have the downside of allowing sand to get into some very uncomfortable places.
 
   All too soon the ship was docking back into New Orleans and we were on a flight back to Atlanta. I was curled up against Trey on the plane. We were both sipping margaritas, trying to make our vacation last as long as possible. We still had Saturday and Sunday before he went back to the firm.
 
   We had talked again about his going for a judgeship. Deep down, I was thrilled with the idea, although I didn’t want to get my hopes up at this point, because nothing was guaranteed.
 
   “I wish we would’ve had another week,” I grumbled to him.
 
   “Oh, sweetie, it was perfect. I’m sure if you had spent any more time cooped up with me, I would have gotten on your nerves.”
 
   “Yeah? You’re probably right,” I replied with a snicker.
 
   His arm drew me to him playfully, his fingers pulling my face to his. He kissed me, making a long and loud sucking sound. The other passengers in first class were looking over at us.
 
   “Trey stop,” I whispered loudly, starting to giggle. “People are watching.”
 
   “Why don’t we give them something good to watch then, Mrs. Sinclair? I think it’s time you get initiated into the Mile High Club.”
 
   Trey asked the flight attendant for blankets. As soon as she handed them over, he switched our overhead lights off and gave me a blanket to cover myself with as did he. He raised the armrest between our seats so that we could cuddle together.
 
   I had nearly dozed off when I felt Trey’s hands beneath the blanket. He unzipped my jeans and his fingers dipped below the top of my panties finding my sex. He gently manipulated his fingers to get inside me.
 
   Oh God! He wasn’t kidding . . .
 
   My eyes flew open and I looked over at him. His eyes were closed as if asleep, but his hands were very much awake and doing some magical, lovely things to me. I relaxed against him and thoroughly enjoyed it as his fingers brought me to orgasm. I stifled my moans by chewing on the edge of the blanket.
 
   Once pleasured, it was my turn. I shifted on my side moving closer to him as I ‘slept.’ My hand explored his crotch area under the blanket. I wasn’t nearly as adept as Trey with getting inside of someone else’s clothing. I fumbled around for a couple of minutes. Finally, Trey came to my rescue by unzipping his fly and releasing his very erect cock without notice.
 
   I took it from there as my hand expertly stroked the length of his shaft moving up and down from head to root. My fingernails traced lightly along the sensitive ridge, then plunged down the length of it again. He squirmed underneath me; I heard his breathing coming faster.
 
   I increased my tempo in response to his breathing, making sure that I lowered my other hand to gently massage his scrotum. He was close; his breathing was ragged. I felt him stiffen and I stopped as I felt the familiar throbbing of his shaft. A soft moan escaped as he came beneath the dark blue blanket. I was glad the seats were leather. It was much easier to clean.
 
   A limo took us from the airport to our house. There were a couple of lights on inside which we kept on timers. I’d fallen asleep in Trey’s lap on the way home.
 
   Jean wouldn’t be coming back until Sunday evening. We were going to pick Preston up at Tristan and Gina’s in the morning. Trey paid the driver, as I unlocked the door to the house. Trey brought our luggage into the entry hall, and locked the door behind us.
 
   “Come on ‘Island Tylar,’ let’s get to bed. We can get unpacked in the morning.”
 
   Trey had taken to referring to me as ‘Island Tylar’ while we’d been on vacation. I kind of liked it. We had grown so close; I felt like we were closer now than ever before.
 
   “No argument on that,” I sighed, as he put his arm around my waist and we headed upstairs. Our own bed was going to feel so damn good.
 
   Trey flipped the light switch on once we reached our room. It took me a moment to get my bearings and make some sense of what I was seeing. I heard Trey suck his breath in as he looked around at the chaos in our bedroom.
 
   Dresser drawers were hanging open with clothes scattered about. There were empty hangers strewn all over the floor from my closet to the bed. Our bed was piled high with more clothing. My clothing. I went over to the bed, picking up the various articles of my wardrobe that had been slashed, ripped and cut up with either a knife or scissors.
 
   “Stop,” Trey ordered, causing me to jump. “Don’t touch anything. We have to call the authorities.”
 
   Two hours later, both of us fell exhausted into our bed. The sheriff’s deputy said there wasn’t a lot they could do. Nothing had been taken as far as we could tell; there was no sign of forced entry. It appeared to them that it was a simple act of vandalism. I didn’t consider it simple at all. This was malicious. This was totally directed at me. It was a threat if nothing else.
 
   The deputy said they would send the mobile crime lab out in the morning to dust for fingerprints, but not to get our hopes up that anything would develop. He advised Trey to put an alarm system in. That was that. Our beautiful vacation had been spoiled by coming home to something like this.
 
   “Trey,” I said, looking over at him in bed, “do you think Amber’s capable of something like this?”
 
   “God Tylar, she’d have to be a psycho. I can’t think she would take it this far. I’m starting to wonder if I’m looking in the wrong direction at all of this. Try to sleep, baby.”
 
   He pulled me to him, wrapping me in his safe, strong arms. We finally fell into an exhausted sleep.
 
   Trey and I slept until nearly noon the following day. The doorbell woke us up. It was the mobile crime unit that had been dispatched to dust for fingerprints in various places of the house, both inside and out. They were there for about an hour and a half. Trey and I were left to clean up their mess afterwards.
 
   I found something to wear in my suitcase. Most everything else had been destroyed. Some of the torn clothing was taken by the crime unit for further examination.
 
   I made lunch for Trey and me in the kitchen. He was sipping coffee at the table.
 
   “Honey, I don’t want you to worry about this, okay? I’ll contact our insurance agent Monday to file a claim to replace the clothing. I’ll also arrange to get a security system installed.”
 
   “I’m okay, Trey. I don’t believe that this was Amber, though. You remember what my father told me at Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Yes, but I can’t fathom what Ms. Deeny would hope to gain by doing this. Also, that doesn’t explain my computer password being changed.”
 
   “So, do you think that all this stuff is related to the same person?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, rubbing his face with his hands. “It might be random things, but the timing is suspect. Someone knew we were going to be gone, someone knew my password, and how would someone get into the house without forced entry?”
 
   “Let’s think about that for a minute,” I said, taking a seat next to him. “Amber would have knowledge of us being out of town. Amber would have knowledge of your password. We know for a fact that she used it to download that special ring tone to your phone that one time. But, Amber wouldn’t have had a key to this house. Besides that, would she really risk her career to cut up my clothing?”
 
   Trey shook his head. “It makes no sense that she’d take it that far, I agree. Hell, maybe these incidents aren’t tied together at all. I am going to find out if the bitch cancelled my credit cards though.”
 
   “How are you going to do that?”
 
   “I can find out how they were cancelled.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, frowning.
 
   “Unless she cancelled my credit cards directly from my laptop, which is extremely unlikely, then she had to do it from another computer with a different IP address. That can be tracked. Otherwise, she would’ve had to have done it by phone or mail, and those records are kept. So, I need to dig into it before I arbitrarily accuse her of anything.”
 
   “Okay. If we’ve narrowed the suspects to either Amber or Ms. Deeny, then how would either of them have gotten into this house?”
 
   Trey shrugged. “We need to talk to Marcus and see if he saw or heard anything this past week. I can’t think of any way Amber could’ve had access to my keys. Unlike my phone, I don’t misplace my keys.”
 
   Something Trey said then triggered a memory of mine. My keys had been lost. I recalled it now.
 
   “Wait a minute,” I said, excitement ringing in my voice. “I lost my whole set of keys last year, remember?”
 
   I saw his expression change with the recollection. “That’s right,” he said, “I do remember that. It was shortly after we returned from Baton Rouge, and you thought you’d left them at your father’s house.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s right because I called Dad and he had his staff search high and low, but they never found them. I just figured after that, I had either left them on the plane or in the limo. I bet Ms. Deeny took them.”
 
   “Yeah,” he replied, “but we hadn’t moved out here yet.”
 
   I looked over at him thoughtfully. “I know but I still had a key on the chain for this house. It even had one of those circular white tags that had the address on it. We both had them for when we came out during construction, remember?”
 
   “That’s right,” he replied. “Jesus Christ. Has that bitch been lying in wait all of this time?”
 
   It made me feel weird knowing that the psycho bitch had been stalking us from as far back as then. “It’s possible, but you know, I need to let Dad know what has happened. I’m going to call him right now and then we’ll leave to get Preston.”
 
   “Okay, baby,” he said, pulling me to him. “I love you, Tylar. I had a great time with you this past week. I want more of those times for us.”
 
   My butterflies surged as I pressed against my husband. We kissed and held each other for a moment. “I love you, Trey.”
 
   An hour later, Trey and I were on our way to pick up Preston. I had Gina’s stuff in my purse. I had brought an envelope full of the pictures we had taken on our cruise. The ship’s photographer had taken about twenty pictures of Trey and I that we bought as we left the ship. I had printed the ones that Trey and I had taken from our home computer to share with Gina and Tristan.
 
   There was no available parking in front of the apartment building. Trey had to circle the block twice before finally finding an open parking space on the street the next block down. It was on the other side of the street from our old apartment building. We got out and started down the sidewalk toward the cross walk before I remembered that I had left the vacation photos in the car.
 
   “Hold up, Trey,” I called out as he turned from the curb to see where I was.
 
   I unlocked the car with my remote and pulled the envelope full of pictures off of the front seat. I relocked the car and joined him at the curb.
 
   “You aren’t going to bore Gina and Tristan with our vacation pictures, are you?” he teased.
 
   “They’re gorgeous and besides that, I’m sure they’ll enjoy seeing all of the fun we had.”
 
   We waited for the light to change to enter the crosswalk of the busy street. Trey was several steps ahead of me as usual due to his long legs, and the fact that I had unfortunately decided to wear the new pointed toe, high-heeled leather boots that I had purchased in Montego Bay. They weren’t quite broken in yet, so I was stumbling along after him, my feet in excruciating pain for no longer than I’d had them on.
 
   “It might be nice if you waited for me,” I called out after him loudly.
 
   Trey turned to look back at me and that’s when we both heard the squeal of peeling tires coming from around the line of stopped cars. It was a cream-colored SUV traveling at a high speed and going in the wrong direction. The driver was headed directly for me. I froze.
 
   In that split second it was if everything unfolded in slow motion. I saw the look of fear and panic register on Trey’s face; I saw him instantly dive in front of me. He shoved me back full force towards the curb and sidewalk. I rolled up against the sidewalk, my head slamming against concrete.
 
   My purse and the envelope full of photos went airborne and landed several feet from me on the sidewalk. I heard the sound of metal and glass shattering further on down the block. I tried to my best to raise my head up to see what had happened. At a glance, it appeared that the SUV had crashed into a storefront. I could hear the vehicle’s horn blasting.
 
   I lowered my head back to the cold concrete, and rolled over on my side. I saw a pair of men’s shoes standing in front of my face as I struggled to get up. An unfamiliar voice instructed me not to move. I figured the voice belonged to whoever was wearing the shoes. It wasn’t Trey’s voice. Those weren’t Trey’s shoes.
 
   My head was reeling as I rolled back to my other side to search for Trey. I saw his black coat lying in the street. It took me a moment to realize he was still wearing it. He was face down in the street; and he wasn’t moving.
 
   People had gone over to him. I could hear shouting; someone said they had called for the police and an ambulance.
 
   From somewhere close by I heard a very loud, plaintive wail. It seemed to go on forever. It took me a few moments to realize that it was coming from me. Then it was dark and silent.
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   Christ - what the hell happened? One minute Tylar and I are getting ready to cross the street; the next moment I spot that crazy bitch steering her car on a deadly path towards my wife! The crazy look in her dark, beady eyes was enough to make me spring into action.
 
   I’m flat on my stomach in the street. This much I can tell. I hear people yelling and on top of that, there’s a long, plaintive wail in the distance. What the fuck? That sounds like Tylar. Christ! That is Tylar - I need to get to her and get to her right now.
 
   There’s a problem. I can’t move - at all. This is fucking crazy. I can’t move a muscle, but I can hear everything that’s going on around me. I need to get to my wife! I need to get to Tylar.
 
   Things are getting weirder by the second. It’s as if I’m watching a recap of the last couple of years through a colorful kaleidoscope. I relax to enjoy the show as it unfolds in my mind. Maybe I’m dreaming…
 
   There’s Tylar, in the barn with Derringer. I see her slim body brushing away at him. He’s so fucking calm for her. That’s not like Derringer at all. I realize that he likes her. Who the fuck is she? She doesn’t see me watching her. All I want to do in that moment is to stay there and just continue to stare at her while she grooms my horse; talking to him her voice making him calm in a way that Tess never could …
 
   Then the pictures flip ahead a day or two later. There she is again. This time she’s walking, leading Derringer up near the mansion at the Belle. It’s pissing me off that Derringer’s taken to her so quickly. He’s my damn horse, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’s come between me and a woman. Christ! I’m such a prick to her! Telling her no one mounts Derringer except me - threatening to fire her ass. Then I leave in a cloud of dust as I take off on him, leaving her in my wake. Never meaning a fucking word of what I had just said to her …
 
   On my ride back to the stable, I think about how exquisite she is. I want to chuckle as I watched her face earlier after she had realized that I wasn’t a worker at the smokehouse. Christ! Am I in junior high school again? She’s embarrassed that I’ve dressed her down in front of Jenna. That’s fine. I need the upper hand here.
 
   Later on, I glance over as I put my Lamborghini into full throttle, heading past the field where she’s walking toward the cottages. There’s something very different about her. I might be interested in exploring it but Charlotte’s waiting. Horny, ready Charlotte - what the fuck?
 
   The images of me pulling Tylar out of the pool that night are vivid. My God! I thought she was gone. My heart was heavy in fear that this beautiful creature that had captured my attention so suddenly could be gone from my life before I’d even gotten to know her. I held her against me; telling her that everything would be all right; and I had prayed that it would. I didn’t leave her side until she was out of danger.
 
   My kaleidoscope imagery has fast-forwarded. It’s going quicker now - too quickly to suit me. There’s Tylar in the saddle in front of me while we ride Derringer together. She’s so soft as she leans back against me. Christ - I want to take her right then like some rutting stag… But then in the meadow together, she blurts out that she’s a virgin of all things. I hadn’t considered that. At all.
 
   Now I see us together at Morelli’s. Tylar’s ‘pretending’ not to know Italian as I admit to Carmelita that I love her right off the bat, because as odd as it sounds, I really think it’s the truth. The little shit knew it the whole time. I’m walking her to her cottage. I want her safe. Now she’s screaming on the porch of her cottage; those fucking silk pajamas have set her off. I comfort her and ease her fears; God, I must love her.
 
   Fast forwarding again; it’s her twenty-first birthday in Atlanta. I feel like a jealous, pimply-faced teenager watching her dance with Rodney. I’ll rip his fucking throat out if he touches any part of her … This feeling of jealousy is new to me. I don’t like it. He glances over and senses my rage.
 
   He’s outta there; leaving her alone on the floor. Smart move, Rodney. She’s been under my skin from the moment I laid eyes on her. She’s fucking mine.
 
   Next up on the kaleidoscope, its Tylar and Derringer taking the dressage cup with their superb performance in Malvern Park; then I watch as she tosses her cookies all over my new Bruno Magli shoes, as we collect our trophy.
 
   Pictures flash by me of Tylar giving birth to Preston. She does it with her usual flair for trying to be brave (except for the cussing and yelling.) I chuckle in my dream at how she held her own during all of it.
 
   Now I can see my little Preston at her breast and the way Tylar’s looking at her. I see the way my newborn daughter’s looking at Tylar. The love between them is unmistakable. Preston looks just like me; Tylar says her personality is mine, too. I adore them both.
 
   I’m watching Tylar and me sitting together in that court room in Baton Rouge. Wow! Tylar is giggling in the stone cold silence as Judge Tylar banishes Mr. Louderdick from the room.
 
   I see my Tylar as she views the open casket of her mother; seeing her for the first time ever, and trying to make sense of it all. Her mother is beautiful in that red knit dress. It disarms me at how much Tylar resembles her …
 
   Tylar and I at the cemetery as they lower Marley’s casket into the cold earth; standing so close to each, but yet so far apart. These pictures bring me discomfort as they flash in front of me.
 
   Oh God, I’m at Judge Tylar’s home. I want my wife to come home with me. She comes into the room and I almost don’t recognize her. She has her hair dyed and cut like Amber’s??
 
   What the hell?
 
   There I am waiting in Tylar’s room for her to get home. I want her to walk through that door so that I can make love to her; and I’ll fix all of this between us. She finally comes through her bedroom door and hears my voice. She looks over at me and I can see that she’s disheveled; she has that ‘just fucked by a stranger’ look. My heart breaks into a million pieces; I want to vomit but I know deep down that I helped her get to where she is at the moment. I watch myself bathe her; I need to wash that random guy’s scent from her and get her to bed.
 
   Finally.
 
   These pictures unfold to more recent - happier times. I watch in amazement as we comb the beaches of Montego Bay together; we laugh and talk; we love and explore. We’re in our own little paradise that we’ve created together. It’s just her and me and it’s beautiful. I want it to last forever. We take all of those pictures to capture the memories of our paradise and she wants to share it with Tristan and Gina.
 
   My God!
 
   That’s where we were going when all of this happened. Why the hell am I unable to move? I’ve got to find my Tylar. I hope like hell I was able to get her clear of the lunatic’s car. I don’t want to live my life without her. I know that now. I’ve always known that.
 
   Sirens are in the distance.
 
   Thank God. They’ll help us get off this cold pavement and send us on our way. I feel something deep within my chest. Someone’s pounding on my fucking chest. What the…?
 
   Blackness… the wailing from the short distance away hasn’t stopped.
 
   For me, everything goes blessedly silent in my mind.
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   I awoke to blinding bright ceiling lights shining from above. The beeping noises sound familiar. My head was throbbing; my mouth was dry and my throat was sore. Where the hell was I?
 
   A nurse came into the area of what I presumed to be the ER of a hospital. All that provided privacy was a curtain on a rod that was easily pulled aside when someone wanted to enter. At that moment it was a nurse who came in and breathed a sigh of relief at seeing me awake.
 
   She quickly put a blood pressure cuff on me and pumped the rubber bulb up to get my reading. I was still in a daze.
 
   “What the hell happened?” My voice was weak and raspy.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she replied, in a very calming voice, as she recorded my BP reading. “You’re going to be just fine, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
   Then I suddenly recalled the chain of events that had brought me to this hospital; to this ER.
 
   “Where’s my husband? Where’s Trey?” I asked my voice did little to hide the panic that was evident.
 
   “Mrs. Sinclair,” she said in an almost scolding tone, “The important thing at this moment is for me to get your vitals and then the doctor will be in shortly to examine you. You have a head injury that needs to be addressed. Please lay back down, and try your very best to relax.”
 
   There was no freaking way that I was going to lay on this gurney and relax. I wanted Trey; I had to know if Trey was alright. I started shouting for him. The sound of my own hysterical voice resounded in my throbbing head. I didn’t care. I was going to scream his name until he heard me and came to me. I needed him here with me. I needed my Trey.
 
   “Doctor!” It was the nurse screaming now. “I need help here in ER 2, stat!”
 
   The curtain was pushed aside and a man in a white lab jacket was beside my gurney in moments. I saw the syringe in his hand; and I felt the prick of the needle in one of my arms, as the nurse was lying across my torso to keep me from moving.
 
   Once again I sank into deep, dark silence. My dreams swirled around me like a carousel of memories. I could hear carnival music in the background; and crowds of people were murmuring to one another. Bits and pieces of conversations floated above me. I was suspended in an abyss without a care. I was searching faces for recognition; I was calm now.
 
   The fogginess of my dream was clearing. Sights and sounds were becoming more distinguishable. I was not at the carnival any longer. The noises were now reminiscent of my earlier awakening. They were hospital noises. My eyes stayed closed. My lids were too heavy to move. It seemed as if no time had passed at all since I had drifted off to sleep that I was awakening.
 
   I heard a familiar voice now. It was smooth and silky. I felt relieved when I heard it. Thank God. It was my Trey.
 
   “Trey?” I whispered loudly. I felt someone near. Someone’s hand was stroking my hair gently.
 
   “It’s Tristan,” the voice said to me. “You’re going to be fine, Tylar.”
 
   I willed my eyes to open. Tristan wasn’t Trey but he was family and the closest thing that I had to Trey, apart from Preston. Tristan would tell me what the hell had happened.
 
   “Tristan? Where’s Trey? What happened?”
 
   I noticed now that I was no longer in the ER. I was in a hospital room.
 
   God! Wasn’t I always opening my eyes only to find myself in yet another fucking hospital room?
 
   Tristan was looking down at me. He looked older than when I had last seen him which had been only a little more than a week ago. Or had it?
 
   “Tristan for the love of God, talk to me. Where’s Trey? How long have I been here?”
 
   “It’s okay, Tylar. You’re at St. Matthew’s. You were admitted yesterday. You have a concussion and the doctor wanted to keep you over a day or so to run some further tests.”
 
   “And Trey?”
 
   Tristan swallowed nervously.
 
   Oh God! This can’t be good.
 
   “Trey’s in surgery. He was critically injured when he was hit yesterday.”
 
   “I need to be there. I need to be waiting outside of surgery for when the doctor comes out to tell us that everything went well, and that Trey will be fine. Get a wheel chair for me, please Tristan? Help me get to whatever floor Trey’s on having his surgery.”
 
   I started to get up from my hospital bed, before I realized that I was attached to various monitors. I started to pull the IV needle out. Tristan’s hand stayed mine.
 
   “Tylar stop!” he shouted.
 
   I looked up quickly and saw the pain that was evident in his eyes. He tried to stay calm for me.
 
   “Listen to me,” his voice had softened. “Trey isn’t at this hospital. He had to be care-flighted to Vanderbilt University Hospital in Nashville for the surgery. They have one of the top neurosurgeons in the country there. That’s what he needs at the moment.”
 
   No. This is not possible.
 
   I shook my head, aching as it was, back and forth to let Tristan know that it just wasn’t true.
 
   “Yes, honey. You can’t go there right now,” he said quietly.
 
   “Someone has to be with him Tristan. I need to be with him!”
 
   “Mom and Dad are with him, okay? And you need to stay right here and make sure that you’re alright. Now that’s exactly what Trey would want you to do,” he finished, his voice getting raspy.
 
   I sank back against my pillow; and the tears flowed as if they had been damned up for years. I recalled with clarity everything that had happened yesterday, but it felt like a million years ago.
 
   Someone had tried to run me down, and Trey had pushed me out of the way. It should be me at Vanderbilt University Hospital fighting for my life. Me. Not Trey.
 
   “How bad is it?” I dared to ask, looking him in the eye.
 
   “It’s bad, honey. I won’t lie. Trey coded twice before getting to Vanderbilt. They wouldn’t even consider the surgery until they saw whether or not he’d make it through the night. He did. So, all we can do now is pray.”
 
   “It should’ve been me,” I murmured.
 
   “What?” he asked; an edge now in his voice. “Why would you say something like that?”
 
   “It was me that the driver was trying to mow down yesterday, not Trey. But Trey turned to look back at me and that’s when he saw it. He pushed me out of the way. So you see, it was supposed to be me,” I stated plainly.
 
   “Now stop talking like that, Tylar, and I mean it,” he growled, his eyes blazing. “Do you think that I wouldn’t have done the same thing? I would take a fucking bullet for Gina. That’s just how men love.”
 
   I shook my head again. “If Trey doesn’t pull out of this, then I’ll never stop blaming myself, Tristan. It should’ve fucking been me!”
 
   “It shouldn’t have been either one of you! That fucking dumb bitch!”
 
   I looked up quickly at him. “What dumb bitch?”
 
   He ran a hand through his tousled hair. “The driver of that SUV was some bitch named Karen Deeny. Your dad seems to know quite a bit about her motives. He’s here in Atlanta now, talking to the detectives. There are loose ends to be tied up, I guess.”
 
   “Loose ends?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, thankfully she crashed into the building on the corner when her vehicle careened out of control after hitting Trey. The sorry bitch got her just desserts. She’s dead. Thank God she didn’t take anyone else with her… yet.”
 
   I felt fire on my lips with the words that had just escaped Tristan’s. “Stop, Tristan!” I surprised myself with my ability to shout at him. It took him by surprise.
 
   His eyes closed for a second. “God, I’m sorry. What the hell was I thinking saying that?”
 
   “Trey’s not going to die - do you hear me?” I said, waiting for him to confirm that.
 
   Tristan bent down so that his face was level with mine and that’s when I saw the tears welled up in his eyes, and I saw the pain that he was in too.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he repeated softly. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry,” I admonished him. “You need to believe that Trey will be alright. Do you hear me?”
 
   He nodded solemnly; the tears were now running down his cheeks.
 
   “Where’s Preston?” I asked, looking away for a moment to brush the tears from my eyes.
 
   “Gina’s with her and Reese. She doesn’t know anything.”
 
   My tears continued making a path down my cheeks, regardless of my attempt to stop them.
 
   “Your doctor has ordered some tests for this afternoon. Pending the preliminary results, you might be released yet today or tomorrow morning at the latest.”
 
   I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, doing my best to compose myself so that I could put a plan into place. “Tristan - I need to talk to my father as soon as possible.”
 
   “He’s been here, and I know he said he’d be back, just as soon as he’s finished downtown.”
 
   I felt relieved. My father would know what to do. My father would fix everything. I counted on that.
 
   I looked at Tristan and my heart was heavy for the pain he was feeling right now. It was nothing compared to my pain and the guilt I carried over what had happened.
 
   Trey was going to pull through. He simply had to for us. Our love was strong enough to withstand this horrific incident. It had to be. I couldn’t - no strike that - I wouldn’t live in a world without Trey.
 
   Tristan stayed with me until early afternoon. He received a phone call from Susan letting us know that Trey was out of surgery. They had been forced to drill holes through his skull in order to relieve the pressure of the blood that had built up as a result of brain hemorrhaging. His fractured skull was to the frontal area; and the blood had drained to the area towards the back.
 
   Trey was listed in ‘guarded’ condition. The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours were crucial. Tristan explained the rest of Trey’s non-life threatening injuries, but I was in a fog. All I could think about was getting to Trey’s side.
 
   My father stopped by my hospital room later that afternoon. He had spent some time with the authorities tying up whatever loose ends Tristan had mentioned. He was fully prepared to detail them out to me, when I held my hand up for him to stop.
 
   “Dad, please - not right now. I know I need to know everything that you’ve found out at some point, but for now, I just can’t handle it. I’m on emotional overload.”
 
   “Of course, darling - what was I thinking? The most important thing is for you to get better and get out of here.”
 
   “No, Dad. The most important thing is for me to be with my husband.”
 
   “Sweetheart, Tristan has given you the updates. Trey’s out of surgery and in recovery. He’s in ‘guarded’ condition, but stable. For what he’s gone through, that’s optimistic.”
 
   “I need to hear that from a doctor. No disrespect, but please, think about how I feel. No one has told me that other than people that love me. I need to hear that from someone who’ll give me an honest, objective opinion.”
 
   “Tylar - at this point, it’s just too early to tell anything specific. He’s in intensive post-op; and he can’t even have visitors until such time as he’s moved to a step-down unit.”
 
   “Provided my test results show no blood clots or swelling in the brain, I’ll be released tomorrow afternoon. Will you please charter a plane, so that I can get to Nashville?”
 
   He gave me a heavy sigh - he knew I wouldn’t relent until I was with my husband.
 
   “What about Preston?” he asked.
 
   “She’ll stay with Gina for now. I need to assess the situation with Trey. She isn’t old enough to comprehend the condition her father’s in, and to be honest, I’m worried whether or not I can handle seeing my husband fighting for his life. But that’s neither here nor there, because I love him, and I need to be at his side for however long he needs me there.”
 
   “Very well, Tylar. I’ll make the arrangements. Please try and calm yourself down and rest, okay?”
 
   “I will, Dad.”
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   I was released from the hospital the following afternoon. I was diagnosed with a slight concussion; facial bruising and a mild case of whiplash. The doctors indicated I’d be back to normal in a matter of four or five weeks. Until then, I had no restrictions other than to avoid any physical activities which would serve to aggravate my head or neck.
 
   As promised, my father was there with a suitcase that Gina had packed for me, and drove me to the private air field where the commissioned private plane and pilot waited to take me to Nashville. Tristan had left the previous evening for Nashville; Susan and Clive had headed back to Atlanta to stay with Reese and Preston, so that Gina could handle the club in Tristan’s absence. As always, this family pulled together in times of tragedy and strife.
 
   “I wish you were coming with me. I’m frightened of what I might find when I get there.”
 
   “That’s understandable, darling. And I would accompany you if I could, but I have an appeal hearing that requires my immediate return to Baton Rouge. I’ll get up this weekend for sure. You’ll be fine. You’re stronger than you think, Tylar. There’ll be a limo to take you to the hospital; and I’ve also reserved an apartment for you at a nearby Marriott. Please call me this evening to check in.”
 
   “I will,” I replied, hugging him tightly as I headed out the door to the tarmac. He stayed at the door watching until the small jet had safely taken off.
 
   I texted Tristan from the plane, giving him my ETA at the hospital. He instructed me to text him once I arrived at the hospital’s lobby, and he would come down to meet me.
 
   Once there, I did as instructed and Tristan appeared within moments coming off of the elevator and heading down the hallway to greet me.
 
   “How is he?” I asked guardedly.
 
   “He’s pretty much the same. But for now, that’s the best we can hope for. His vitals remain strong. He’s in a coma which is to be expected. The doctors say that comas are the body’s way of shutting down overactive brain activity to allow the patient to heal.”
 
   “Do they know when he’ll come out of it?” I asked.
 
   “No honey, it’s different with everyone. We just have to be patient and vigilant.”
 
   I totally intended to be vigilant. I wasn’t going to leave Trey’s side until he woke up.
 
   Tristan held the door to the elevator open while I got in ahead of him. He followed behind. It was strange to see him so solemn. I could tell he was trying to be as optimistic as possible for me.
 
   Tristan guided me into Trey’s hospital room, his hand on my elbow. The first thing that caught my attention was how gloomy the room was. There was no sunlight filtering in from the outside. The mini blinds were closed shut.
 
   Trey was not going to wake up to gloom. I immediately left Tristan’s side and went over to the window, twisting the wand so that the blinds opened, allowing the golden sunlight to filter into Trey’s room.
 
   There. That was much better. I turned and lowered my eyes to the hospital bed where Trey slept in his deep coma. I felt a heavy sigh, bordering a low moan leave my body involuntarily.
 
   Oh my God …
 
   I studied his beautiful face. It was swollen on one side near the top of his cheekbone. Most of his face was black and blue. Several lacerations that had been stitched with black thread were around his hairline and temples.
 
   He had a white gauze bandage wrapped several times around his head that was about 5” wide. The hair to the left side towards the back of his head had been shaved for the surgery. There was an additional pad cushioning the area where the neurosurgeon had drilled through Trey’s skull in order to relieve the pressure of the bleeding.
 
   His right arm was in a cast and sling; his left wrist had been broken and was in a splint. He’d suffered three broken ribs as well; and one had punctured a lung.
 
   According to Tristan, the doctors were amazed that it hadn’t been worse. They attributed his lack of bone breakage to his healthy physique. He had ‘landed’ well as they put it. There was nothing that could’ve protected his head though.
 
   The surgeon had succeeded in doing what needed to be done. Now the rest was up to Trey - and to God. Even the doctors had made that comment according to Tristan. He said that I would meet his surgeon tomorrow when he checked him again.
 
   Tristan was studying me at the moment. I could feel his emerald eyes watching me. What was he expecting? Did he think I would melt? Did he think I would dissolve into a million pieces in front of my husband? If that’s what he was thinking, he didn’t have a clue as to how I rolled. The initial shock of seeing my husband like this had waned. I felt my strength and tenacity building up; and I knew in the hours, days and maybe even weeks ahead, they would serve me well.
 
   I had read many times that comatose patients retain their hearing to some degree. I had also read that those who had experienced near death experiences and survived, spoke of being caught between two worlds, and being somewhat cognizant of what was going on around them. I wasn’t sure which path Trey was currently exploring, but what I did know was that I had some things to say to him and they were going to be said. I turned to Tristan.
 
   “I need some time alone with Trey.”
 
   Tristan’s face was caught between indecision and concern. He finally could find no reason to stay; so he turned and left the room, the door closing behind him.
 
   It was just me and Trey now; and the assortment of life preserving equipment that surrounded us. I looked at my husband’s battered body and his beauty remained. Nothing could take that from him; that was just Trey.
 
   I kicked my shoes off, and tossed my jacket over on one of the two chairs in the corner. I gently climbed up next to him on his sterile bed, careful not to disturb any of the IV’s, his feeding tube or the multiple monitors attached to him.
 
   It was odd for me to be so close to him - close enough to feel his warmth - and yet not have him pulling me closer to him with his strong arms, wrapping himself around me, burying his face into my hair. I gently put one arm over him so that we were touching. I needed to feel his body, his strong and loving body.
 
   I reached my fingers up to touch his chin dimple; he was in need of a shave. His five o’clock shadow was now at way past midnight. I made a mental note that I would get a shaving kit for him, so that I could shave his face tomorrow. His skin was warm to my touch. He didn’t seem to feel my touch, but then I hadn’t figured he would.
 
   “Trey,” I said quietly, but firmly, “Don’t you leave me. Do you hear what I’m saying to you? If you leave me, I’ll never forgive you, Trey Michael. We’ve got things to do yet. We’ve got our daughter to raise. She adores you and so do I. And what about our unborn children? You’re the one that’s a stickler about Preston not being an ‘only’ child, remember? Well if you leave, she’ll be an only child, Trey.”
 
   I stopped to watch his face. I needed to see something. The twitch of a muscle; the movement of his eyes beneath his eyelids - something! But there was nothing … the machines were doing all of the work for him right now.
 
   So I continued, hoping that something in my voice or in my words would find their way to wherever he was at the moment.
 
   “Then there’s also the matter of how much I love you. Do you think I arbitrarily give my love to just anyone? You know me, Trey. You know me in some ways better than I know myself. You forced me to deal with my fears and my nightmares. You forced me to face the truth about my past and deal with my demons. I did it and it was because of you. I thank you for that, baby. Now, I want you to do something for me. I need for you to wake up baby. I need for you to come home to me and Preston, please?”
 
   The tears were flowing down my cheeks now. I laid there on my side next to my comatose husband and I waited.
 
   I waited for his thumb to reach up and brush my tears away. I waited for his lips to find my tear stains and kiss them away. I waited for his lips to claim mine as he possessed them with his. It didn’t happen. All I saw was my Trey beneath his life-saving equipment. His eyelids didn’t flutter; his body didn’t respond to my touch.
 
   “I get that you’re tired, baby. I get that you need to heal. You’ve been through a lot. I’ll be here with you every day until you’re better and ready to come home. I need to see that you’re trying to get better, sweetheart. I need to make sure that you don’t stop. If you leave me, Trey, I’m just not sure I could go on without you. Oh, I know that pisses you off to hear me say that. You’re hearing it now, and it’s the truth - I don’t want to live if I have to live without you.”
 
   I leaned over and kissed his chin, his nose and his bruised and swollen cheeks.
 
   “I love you Trey, I love you, Trey.”
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   “I love you, Trey … I love you, Trey.”
 
   Now I’m hearing that freaking music!
 
   You know the music - the harp music that’s played during a television show or movie to let the audience know that this part of the show has transitioned into a dream sequence? That’s exactly what I’m hearing at the moment - dream sequence music, but beyond that, I’m hearing a familiar voice.
 
   Dear God?
 
   Is that Tylar’s voice? Why is there such an echo to it? Why can’t I see her at the moment? Where in the hell am I?
 
   I freaking feel like I’ve stepped through some looking glass into a tunnel – just like that stupid book I had to read in grade school – what the hell was the name of it? Oh yeah – ‘Alice in Wonderland’. Rumor had it the author was tripping on acid when he wrote it. Is that what’s happening to me at the moment?
 
   Can’t be - I don’t do drugs. This has to be a dream - that harp-sounding music has confirmed it to me. But as far as dreams go, it’s fairly pleasant. I need to find my wife in this dream and then it will be even better. She makes everything better for me.
 
   I think about her smile, her sexiness, her scent – all of it’s what makes her Tylar, my Tylar. I’m betting she pops into this dream. I just need to go with the flow and catch up to her.
 
   I feel like I’m floating now as this long tunnel is finally opening up to some gigantic ballroom. Up ahead, I can see lots of people milling about. Several of them are looking my way and beckoning me to come closer. Everyone sort of looks like they’re floating, just like me. I feel enveloped in peace and serenity; this dream is unfolding so differently than all of the ones I’ve had before.
 
   I’m finally at the end of this tunnel and the grand ballroom is magnificent. I’m looking around for Tylar in the crowd of people. Suddenly I spot her - only she’s … different. She looks a little bit younger. She smiles and approaches me with a baby in her arms….a very tiny baby – not Preston. Tylar’s wearing a beautiful red sweater dress. It’s both familiar and not familiar, if that makes any sense. I see that she’s fixed her hair a bit differently - Thank God not like Amber’s this time.
 
   She glides effortlessly over to me, cradling our little bundle of joy next to her.
 
   “Hey baby,” I say to her, “You look great. Where’ve you been? And whose baby do you have there?”
 
   She’s very quiet as she tilts the baby upward to give me a peek beneath the soft white blanket.
 
   I look down into the little cherub face.
 
   It’s Marley!
 
   My look of surprise is evident as I look back at Tylar and see her smiling at me with her green eyes twinkling.
 
   Whoa – wait a minute. Wait one damn minute! Tylar’s eyes are tawny brown - not green. I look back at the baby and then at the woman.
 
   My God – it’s Marla!
 
   “Marla?” I hear my voice, but I don’t recognize it. It has a melodic quality to it that’s not familiar to me.
 
   “Yes, Trey, it’s Marla,” she answers in a sweet and melodic voice of her own. “I’m watching over Marley for you and Tylar. She’s quite exquisite, isn’t she?”
 
   My eyes drop to my baby daughter - the one I had never known. She’s beautiful. Her eyes flutter open. I had never seen her eyes because she was ‘born silent.’ That’s how the hospital staff had put it. I guess they thought it sounded better than ‘stillborn.’
 
   I see now that her eyes are tawny brown, exactly like Tylar’s. She smiles up at me, displaying a dimple just like mine. I’m filled with love for this child but happiness as well. It’s a very strange emotion I’m feeling. I’m not familiar with it. It’s like no other feeling that I’ve ever had - there’s just not a word for it, but I love it.
 
   “Her eyes,” I comment, staring down into them. “They are …”
 
   Marla interrupts, “Those are the eyes of Judge Preston Tylar,” she finishes for me, nodding. “They’re the most beautiful shade of brown I’ve ever seen. My Tylar has those eyes. My beautiful Tylar Jamie.”
 
   I lower my face to my daughter’s and brush a kiss across her soft, baby skin. She grins up at me and I feel as if I’ll burst with pride and with joy.
 
   “Can I hold her?”
 
   Marla continues to smile down at Marley, and makes no move to part with her, or even acknowledge my request. She clearly has taken to being a grandmother, even though she looks like a teenager. I can see that she’s hesitant to part with the baby. I need to intercede here.
 
   “I thank you so much for caring for her, Marla, but I really think I need to take her now. You see, I have to take her home to Tylar. She’ll be so happy to have Marley home with us. And Preston will be so excited to see her sissy. Our family will be just as we planned it.”
 
   Marla doesn’t answer me. She continues to cuddle the baby as if she hasn’t heard a word that I’ve said. I certainly don’t want to have mother-in-law issues in this otherwise perfect dream, but I’m thinking that being Marley’s father supersedes being her grandmother. And besides that, I need to take our baby girl home. I need to have Tylar’s sadness wiped away.
 
   “Marla, I’m sorry, but I really must insist that you hand my daughter over to me so that we can get home.”
 
   I reach for the baby, but my hands seem to go right through her as if she’s nothing more than an image.
 
   What the hell?
 
   I look at Marla and she’s slowly fading; the image of her and Marley are fading from my view as are the rest of the people in the grand ballroom. It’s as if they’ve disappeared into the mist.
 
   I must be awakening from this very strange but very calming dream. I don’t want to wake up until I can bring our baby home. I don’t want Tylar sad anymore about not having Marley with us.
 
   I’m startled by the tunnel voices again. It’s Tylar and Tristan. They seem to be arguing. It’s unusual for Tristan to be arguing with anyone - other than me I think to myself chuckling. I can hear their conversation, but it’s puzzling to me. I need to wake up and find out what the fuck is going on.
 
    
 
    
 
   I was jostled awake where I’d been sleeping in a hospital chair that doubled as a lazy boy. It was Tristan. The open blinds revealed that it was dark out now.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked, stretching.
 
   “It’s late, Tylar. It’s time for you to go back to your hotel and get something to eat and go to bed. I’ll stay here tonight with Trey.”
 
   “No,” I argued, “I’m not leaving here until Trey wakes up.”
 
   “Tylar,” his voice was now taking on the same strict tone that Trey’s did when he meant business. “You’re not staying here around the clock. Trey wouldn’t want that, and as his brother, I intend to carry out his wishes while he’s temporarily incapacitated and not here to control you himself. End of discussion.”
 
   “Tristan - please? I need to be here with him.”
 
   “We’ll take shifts. Right now this is my shift. I had dinner already and I’m relieving you. Your limo is outside waiting. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   I reluctantly took my leave when I realized Tristan wasn’t going to budge. I went over and kissed Trey several times, and I assured him that I’d be back in the morning.
 
   As promised, the limo was waiting outside for me. I was driven the short distance to my hotel where I showered and collapsed into bed exhausted. I wanted morning to come quickly, so that I could be with Trey again.
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   The days ahead were more of the same. Tristan and I took shifts staying in Trey’s hospital room. Watching and waiting for some miraculous change in his condition, but there was none. His doctors were still ‘guardedly’ optimistic about his recovery.
 
   My father arrived in Nashville on Saturday afternoon as promised. He had brought Preston with him. Trey had been moved to a step-down unit that morning. Tristan had flown back to Atlanta the night before to spend time with Gina and Reese. His parents were still there helping out.
 
   Now that Trey was in a regular room, the hospital permitted more family to be present. Preston was allowed to be in the room with me during visiting hours. I hadn’t seen her since the night before Trey and I had left for our cruise nearly two weeks prior.
 
   Seeing my father carry her into Trey’s room brought a rush of emotion to me. She was dressed in the beautiful coat and hat that Susan and Clive had given her for Christmas last year.
 
   “Mommy,” she squealed, reaching for me. I was on my feet taking her from Dad, and settling her down on the sofa that doubled as a pull-out bed in the hospital room.
 
   “Hi, baby girl,” I cooed to her, taking off her hat and coat, and giving her a visual inspection. I hugged her closely to me.
 
   “Mommy missed you, Preston. Have you been a good girl for Aunt Gina and Grandma?”
 
   “Un huh,” she said, shaking her head up and down.
 
   Her big blue eyes were taking in all of the monitors and gadgets in the room. She immediately spotted Trey, her little arm outstretched, her finger pointing over to him. “Daddy seeping?”
 
   “Yes, honey,” I answered. “Daddy’s resting so that he can get all better.”
 
   I looked over at my father. “What should I tell her?”
 
   He immediately came over and reached for her to take her. “Let me show you something, Preston,” he said, lifting her into his arms. He carried her over closer to Trey’s bed.
 
   “Do you remember what I explained to you on the plane this morning about sometimes people have accidents and get boo- boos?”
 
   She was watching my father intently nodding her head up and down, her little index finger in her mouth.
 
   “Remember how I told you that hospitals are places that help people that have been hurt get all better?”
 
   “Uh huh. Daddy got boo-boos?”
 
   “Yes, honey, he does. But they’re getting better. I’m sure your daddy would like it very much if you gave him a kiss. Do you want Grandpa to lower you down so you can give Daddy a kiss on his cheek?”
 
   “Un unh,” she said, shaking her head ‘no.’
 
   My father looked over at me clearly distressed. It was apparent that Preston was a bit apprehensive about seeing Trey in his present condition.
 
   “Tylar,” he said, “this is probably a bit difficult for her to comprehend.”
 
   “I know, Dad. Let’s not push it. I’d like to spend some time with her. Will you stay with Trey?”
 
   “Of course, I will.”
 
   “Come on, Preston,” I said taking her. “Do you want to go and have some ice cream with Mommy?”
 
   I took her to the cafeteria and we had ice cream together. She chatted away about Reese in her own little ‘baby’ language. It suddenly dawned on me that Preston was 19 months old this very day. She was growing up so fast. I didn’t want Trey to miss any of it.
 
   Dad stayed with Trey while I took Preston back to the hotel and we napped together.
 
   I made dinner for her and then showered and changed my clothes. We headed back to the hospital so that I could relieve Dad. There was a nurse in the room talking to Dad when we got there and someone else in a suit was with them. They had Trey’s chart in front of them reviewing it.
 
   “Tylar, can I see you in the hall for a moment?”
 
   “Sure Dad.”
 
   We stepped out in the hallway. Dad immediately took Preston from me.
 
   “Sweetheart, I hope you don’t think I’m stepping on your toes but it grieves me to see the way you spend 24/7 here at this hospital, hundreds of miles away from your family - your support system.”
 
   I nodded; waiting for him to spill whatever he thought was going to piss me off.
 
   He continued. “I enlisted the help of Trey’s nurse to contact someone from hospital administration to see whether Trey could potentially be transported back to a hospital in the Atlanta area to convalesce. They can transport him on Tuesday and have referred him to a neurologist in Atlanta.”
 
   “Oh, Dad - thank you! I didn’t even think about making that inquiry. I seem to be taking things hour by hour these days.”
 
   “That’s only natural. That’s all you had to work with for the first few days you were here, but he’s stabilized, so his physical therapy can be administered just as easily in Atlanta.”
 
   I was so grateful for my dad’s intervention. I guess that was something else that fathers did. I hugged my father tightly to me. He was my rock as well.
 
   Trey was transferred to St. Matthews as scheduled the following Tuesday. Tristan, Clive and Susan were all waiting as the private medical helicopter arrived with Trey and me.
 
   He was settled into to a private room in the short-term rehab unit. It was just ten days ago that Karen Deeny’s vehicle had careened into our lives wreaking turmoil. I was thankful for each day Trey was here because I knew he would get stronger.
 
   I felt less stressed now that he was back in Atlanta. I needed family. My father had been right. I would call Dad later to let him know everything went as planned, once I was sure that Trey was stable in his new surroundings.
 
   The physical therapist came into the room later that evening after everyone else had gone home. I was leaning over Trey, carefully shaving his face. I’d been vigilant about that when we were in Nashville. His bruises had started to fade; his stitches were dissolving as his lacerations healed. I was talking to Trey as I shaved. I always did that to keep him up to date on what was going on. I hadn’t heard anyone come into the room.
 
   I heard a male voice clear his throat somewhere behind me. It startled me; I jumped and nicked Trey’s face.
 
   “Holy shit! Now I’ve slashed my husband’s face thank you very much,” I muttered, grabbing a tissue from the box and pressing it up against the tiny little knick.
 
   “I hardly think you could call that a slash, Mrs. Sinclair, but I apologize for startling you like that.”
 
   I looked at the man standing at the foot of Trey’s bed. He was in light blue scrubs and had Trey’s chart in his hands. He was extremely handsome; tall and muscular, with thick wavy brown hair and sparkling brown eyes. He didn’t look like he was more than thirty years old. His eyes couldn’t hide the amusement he got from my over-reaction on the tiny knick.
 
   “I’m Dr. Phillip Grayson, Mrs. Sinclair. I’ll be writing the physical therapy treatment plan for your husband.”
 
   I wiped the shaving cream off of Trey’s face with a towel; and pressed a small piece of tissue to the knick. I stood up and went over to where Dr. Grayson was standing. He smiled holding his hand out to shake mine. I took his hand noticing that it was warm and strong; like Trey’s.
 
   “Do you have a few minutes to answer some preliminary questions that will aid in my developing his P-T plan?”
 
   “Of course,” I replied, walking over to the window and adjusting the blinds to allow more light into the room.
 
   Dr. Grayson asked me questions about Trey’s physical fitness and workout habits prior to the accident. He examined him briefly, commenting on his good muscle tone.
 
   “Isn’t it kind of early to start physical therapy when he’s still in a coma, Dr. Grayson?”
 
   “You’d be surprised at how quickly the muscles can atrophy, Mrs. Sinclair, especially with someone that works out as stringently as it appears your husband has been doing. He won’t be a happy camper if we let that happen to him,” he gave me a smile and a wink.
 
   I felt my face flush. I appreciated the fact that this doctor, out of all of the ones I had talked to over the past week, was the first to allude to the fact that Trey was going to wake up. This doctor didn’t want Trey to be pissed when he did. I liked that.
 
   The doctor gave me his card instructing me to contact him if I had any questions. He told me that Trey’s therapy would start the following day. There would be three 15-minute sessions to introduce and reinforce stimuli for his breathing and physical movement abilities. He said it was important to prevent pneumonia or other infections while Trey remained in a temporary vegetative state.
 
   Dr. Grayson answered some of my questions and put me totally at ease that nothing they used to stimulate Trey could adversely affect his coma; on the contrary he said that patient’s response to the various stimuli serves to bring them out of the vegetative state. I felt optimistic.
 
   He was just finishing up with our discussion when Gina breezed through the door. Dr. Grayson shook my hand again and departed. I shoved his card into my pocket.
 
   “Whoa, who was that?” she said coming over to me and giving me a hug.
 
   “That’s Dr. Grayson. He’s the head of physical therapy for vegetative patients here, apparently.”
 
   “Clearly not hard on the eyes either,” Gina replied, grinning.
 
   “Shhh—” I hissed at her, nodding my head towards Trey. I motioned for her to follow me out into the hallway, so that we could talk.
 
   “Gina - you have to watch what you say when you’re around Trey,” I warned her.
 
   “Ty, I was only making light of it. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   “I know, but suppose Trey heard that? You know how he is about stuff like that. All that’s going to do is piss him off and possibly hinder his recovery.”
 
   “Gee, girlfriend, I didn’t think about that. I’ll watch what I say, I promise.”
 
   “Okay, then,” I said, hugging her.
 
   Gina spent the next hour with me catching up on all the things that Preston had been up to while I’d been on vacation and then in Nashville. She said Susan had been a godsend through all of this.
 
   “Ty, do you want to stay at the apartment with us? It’s closer to the hospital,” she said.
 
   “Actually, Gina, I want to get back home with Preston and Jean. I have to put some normalcy back into Preston’s life. Do you know she wouldn’t kiss Trey when Dad brought her to Nashville over the weekend?”
 
   “She’s just a toddler. She doesn’t understand,” Gina shrugged.
 
   “I know that, but I need to talk to her and reinforce that her daddy will be okay. I don’t want her to forget how he was before all of this happened.”
 
   “It’s just been a little over two weeks since she saw Trey. I don’t think she’ll forget him that quickly,” Gina replied softly.
 
   Gina and I picked up Preston and then she drove me out to our house.
 
   Susan was staying with Trey tonight; Clive was staying the following night. Tristan had insisted that the four of us all take turns. I knew he was worried about me. I knew they all were worried.
 
   I told Gina that I would see her the following day when I drove into Atlanta to see Trey. She told me to drop Preston off and she’d keep her.
 
   I got Preston settled into her own bed for the night. Jean stopped me in the hallway for an update. I had talked to her on the phone almost every day since this had all happened. She was like a ‘mom’ to me.
 
   When I went into our suite, I saw that Jean had put everything back in order. All of the ripped-up clothing had been removed. There were stacks of new jeans, sweaters and tops folded on my bed.
 
   I wasn’t sure if Jean or Gina was responsible; but I was certainly grateful that someone had done this act of kindness for me. I didn’t sleep well at all. I didn’t like being in our bed without Trey. I wept softly into my pillow.
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
28
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Christmas Eve. I almost wished it would snow, though that’s fairly uncommon for Atlanta.
 
   I was standing in Trey’s hospital room looking out of the window at the cold, chilly rain pelting against the glass. It wasn’t nearly cold enough for snow. It was just plain dreary; and nothing about it seemed at all like Christmas.
 
   Trey’s parents had left the day before for California to visit Nigel and Tess until after the New Year. Preston was over at Tristan and Gina’s anxiously awaiting Santa Claus. I was here with Trey who had still not come out of his damn coma. I was getting pissed. Why the hell wasn’t he fighting this? Enough was enough I thought to myself.
 
   I had gone off on a couple of the physical therapists earlier in the day. I had overheard one of them whisper to the other that Trey needed to be moved to a nursing home due to his ‘prolonged’ vegetative state in order to free up this bed for a patient that had more chance of recovering.
 
   I had ordered both of them none too quietly to get the fuck out of Trey’s room. I told them they didn’t know ‘shit from shinola’ and then I threatened to report them to Dr. Grayson. They had skittered out of my way like cockroaches, looking at me as if I were some crazed lunatic, as I chased after them down the hallway, still bitching at them loudly.
 
   Later, when I told Gina that I was spending the night at the hospital because I didn’t want Trey to be alone on Christmas, she had gone off on me. She said my priority should be Preston on Christmas. I had told her to mind her own fucking business; that I would be the one to set my own priorities. Tristan had finally told us both to shut up because the babies were getting upset.
 
   I had bought a small artificial Christmas tree to set on the table next to Trey’s bed. Susan had brought some of the ornaments from Bristol for our tree at home, but I hadn’t put one up this year. We were never there. Preston was at Gina’s most of the time; and I was here with Trey.
 
   I grabbed the remote for the television in his room and put a music video station on. They were playing Christmas music videos. Maybe it would lift my spirits a bit while I decorated the sad little Christmas tree next to his bed.
 
   I looked over at him while I decorated. His bruising was gone; his lacerations had healed nicely. He was thinner, but he still looked gorgeous. His vitals were always good. What was the problem? It had been almost a month now.
 
   His firm had sent over a lovely Christmas arrangement and fruit basket. I moved them now to the window ledge so that I could center the tree properly.
 
   I dug into the box of decorations that Susan had brought, and I pulled out the little Christmas angel Trey had made in the second grade. It was the one that had been made out of a tampon. I recalled when I had first seen it our Christmas together in Bristol and I had teased him about it.
 
   I sat down on his bed and put the angel on his tree; tears rolled down my face as I looked at it now. I stretched out on my side next to Trey facing him. The song by U2 called “It’s Christmas. Baby Please Come Home” came on the screen. I looked up, watching Bono sing the sad words of the song that now had a special meaning to me.
 
   “Wake up, Trey. Please wake up for me. I can’t do this much longer, baby. I just can’t …”
 
   My sobs came rushing out; and I didn’t care. It wasn’t as if he could hear me anyway…
 
    
 
    
 
   Trey
 
    
 
   I can hear Tylar crying, but I can’t see her, damn it! I can feel her next to me. I can always tell when she’s near me even if she doesn’t say anything. I can sense her nearness; her moods. I sense her sadness right now and it crushes me.
 
   Does she think I don’t want to see her? I love her with my whole being whatever that happens to be these days.
 
   Marla’s back now with Marley; and we’ve had several lengthy chats about things. She lets me hold Marley sometimes, but most of the time she does her damn fading routine whenever I ask for the baby.
 
   She has my number I think. She knows I want to take the baby with me. We’ve talked about the fact that I need to cross back over. Marla says it isn’t my time yet, and I ask her over and over again to explain to me why the hell it was Marley’s time. She says she isn’t the one with the answers; The One with the Answers has told her that I need to cross back. Marley’s staying put.
 
   Apparently my mother-in-law doesn’t know how stubborn I can be. Marla’s speaking to me now in her soft, melodic voice. She’s telling me to trust her; and she’s telling me that it’s time to go. Wait! I want to kiss Marley one more time. They fade. I chase after the fading vision … I can’t reach them.
 
   Damn!
 
                                                                                       ∞
 
    
 
   I sat up quickly in Trey’s bed. Had I just imagined that he had moved in his sleep? I had stopped crying immediately when I felt him move next to me. I brushed the wetness from my cheeks with the back of my hand. My nose was running, so I pulled a tissue out and blew my nose. I watched Trey. There it was again! His arm had moved; his face had twitched. His brow was furrowed as if he were frowning or pissed off about something. Who could’ve made him mad?
 
   I continued to watch him. Nothing more happened. Maybe I had only imagined it. I finished decorating the tree and then plugged it in so the miniature twinkle lights illuminated. The crying jag had helped a little bit. My tension was relieved, and I was done with my ‘pity party’ for the time being.
 
   I found the remote and switched channels. I’d had enough of the Christmas music for now. One of the satellite channels was running a 1980’s movie marathon all day Christmas Eve. I located it as the next movie was getting ready to start. It was ‘Dirty Dancing’. I loved that movie! Well who wouldn’t love anything with Patrick Swayze in it?
 
   I curled up next to Trey, laying my head on his chest as the opening credits started with the familiar soundtrack; the muted black and white, slow motion footage of the various dancers came across the screen with the classic ‘60’s tune by the Ronettes..
 
   Oh My God! I suddenly remembered when Trey had told me that he had heard that song the night I had almost drowned. I listened as the lyrics spilled out plain as day. ‘The night we met I knew I needed you so; and if I had the chance I’d never let you go. ‘
 
   God - how strange was this that the song Trey had told me about a few weeks back, was now playing in full Dolby surround sound in his hospital room? It was …
 
   Holy shit …
 
   I felt fingers in my hair, and they weren’t mine! I was afraid to look. I was afraid it was my mind playing tricks on me in some fashion. I had acted out several times today; maybe those PT’s had turned me in to the hospital security officials after I had ran after them and threatened them like that. Oh God, I felt it again.
 
   I rose up turning around to face Trey.
 
   Oh My God - his beautiful blue eyes were watching me; his newly healed wrist was raised up, so that his fingers could comb through my hair.
 
   “Trey?” my voice whispered loudly. “Do you know me?”
 
   “What the hell, Tylar, of course I know you.”
 
  
 
  


 
   chapter
29
 
    
 
    
 
   It was New Year’s Eve night and I was helping Trey get settled on the sofa in our family room.
 
   He’d been released from the hospital this afternoon with a stern warning from his doctors that he was not to do anything but ‘veg’ out for the next week until he saw them again.
 
   I handed him the remote so he could surf all of the sports channels while I made snacks and appetizers for our own private New Year’s Eve party.
 
   Everyone had been here and gone. Tristan and Gina had a New Year’s Eve extravaganza going on at the club with a special dinner, dancing and New Year’s champagne toast. The band playing was a fairly popular 80’s girl band that had reconvened for the third time. We were keeping Reese; and Jean had stayed over to help since I was focusing on Trey’s needs.
 
   I had been very strict with him all afternoon to make sure that he did exactly as his discharge papers ordered. He had started calling me ‘Nurse Nazi.’
 
   Once he was settled comfortably on the couch watching Sports Center, I started a fire in the fireplace and started back to the kitchen to finish our snacks.
 
   “Hey babe, is Preston still up?” he asked from the sofa.
 
   “It’s only eight o’clock. I’m sure she is, why?”
 
   “I don’t know. She seems kind of distant with me. I thought maybe you could bring her down here to play?”
 
   “Sure,” I said cheerfully. “I’ll go get her.”
 
   The truth was, I wasn’t sure at all that Preston would be satisfied playing in the family room. She had been extremely reluctant to allow Trey to hold her or be near him. I wasn’t sure if it was just a familiarity thing that needed to be re-established, or what. I hoped she wouldn’t act fussy about it.
 
   Jean had just gotten Preston into her pajamas when I got upstairs to the nursery. I picked Reese up from Preston’s crib. He was going to sleep there for the night. We had just bought Preston a twin bed for her room, and used one of those portable rails on the side that wasn’t against the wall.
 
   She was all excited about sleeping in her ‘big girl’ bed. I figured if Reese was downstairs with us, Preston might not object so much about being around Trey. It would break his heart if she acted out.
 
   “Preston,” I said, “Let’s grab your play quilt and some toys for you and Reese and go downstairs where Daddy is and play, okay?”
 
   “Kay, Mommy,” she said happily, scrambling over to her toy box to grab an armful of her toys.
 
   I looked over at Jean who held up her fingers crossed. She had picked up on it as well.
 
   We went back downstairs. Reese was sucking happily on his pacifier, so I put him into Preston’s baby swing that we had set up upon his arrival. He was happy to swing and observe everything that she did. They almost seemed like brother and sister.
 
   Preston and I spread her play quilt out on the floor near the couch. She sat down with some of her puzzles.
 
   “Hey, baby girl,” Trey said to her. “Can you show Daddy how you can put that puzzle together?”
 
   She looked at Trey for a moment and then broke out into a wide, dimpled grin. “Kay Daddy,” she said.
 
   My heart fluttered with happiness. I went back to the kitchen to finish up and listened to them both chatting to one another. It was as if nothing had changed, and I was grateful.
 
   I put our snacks out and brought a beer in for Trey. “This is your limit for tonight,” I said handing it to him.
 
   “Yes, ‘Nurse Nazi,” he quipped, smiling at me.
 
   It was so good to have my Trey home. He had shared some of the weird dreams that he’d experienced while comatose with me over the past week. They were quite entertaining.
 
   He claimed my mother was a ‘stubborn wench’.
 
   And he supposedly had unlocked many of the secrets of the universe while eavesdropping on several renowned scientists, physiologists, and philosophers. They all seemed to be of varying generations.
 
   He had rambled on something to the effect that Socrates was a misunderstood war vet turned hippy that willingly allowed himself to be martyred for the good of Athens, Greece. Then there was his inside scoop that Galileo had gotten a bum rap from some Catholic pope; and that in fact he had not been guilty of heresy.
 
   I had listened intently to Trey, nodding my head up and down in agreement, all the while wondering what type of meds the hospital had been giving him.
 
   My thoughts were interrupted when I heard Reese grunting from his swing. Preston’s head snapped up from the puzzle she and Trey were putting together.
 
   “Doodee, Mommy,” she said, pointing to Reese.
 
   “I know, sweetie,” I said. “Will you run up and get a clean diaper and wipes from Jean?”
 
   “Kay, Mommy,” she said getting up and running for the stairs.
 
   Trey chuckled from the sofa. “She’s getting to be such a big girl,” he said shaking his head. “I wish you could’ve seen Marley, baby. She’s so beautiful.”
 
   That was one of the more disturbing stories Trey had revealed after coming out of his coma. He claimed that my mother was taking care of Marley and wouldn’t part with her. He said he had purposely hung around in hopes of being able to bring Marley back with him. Head traumas were weird, that’s for sure.
 
   “How would you feel about another baby, Trey?” I asked, looking over at him.
 
   “Baby, you know how I feel. I’m ready just as soon as my doctor clears me for take-off.”
 
   I laughed as I picked Reese up and held him closely. I kissed his tiny little fingers. “You don’t have to do a thing, Trey,” I said smiling. “Apparently, you already took care of it on our cruise.”
 
   I saw his face light up with the realization that I was already pregnant.
 
   “But,” he said, “I thought the depo–whatever…”
 
   “Yeah - about that,” I said, “It seems you need to go back periodically and get another shot.”
 
   “When?” he asked, excitedly.
 
   “Sometime around your birthday in August,” I replied.
 
   Preston returned to the room with a clean, disposable diaper and the dispenser of baby wipes. I laid Reese down on her quilt. She wanted to help. I was nearly finished cleaning him up, and I asked Preston to hand me his clean diaper. She gave it to me and giggled, pointing to his plumbing.
 
   “Dinky,” she said, laughing.
 
   Holy shit - not this again.
 
   “Yes, Preston,” I said very matter-of-factly, “Boys have dinkies. That’s just the difference between you and Reese.”
 
   I looked over at Trey, giving him a nod. I didn’t want to belabor it, because I knew how weird he had been about that previously. Maybe he had forgotten.
 
   “Me have who-ha,” she said, just as matter-of-factly.
 
   “What?” I asked her, trying to make sure I had heard her correctly.
 
   “Who-ha,” she repeated, pointing to her crotch.
 
   Before I could say anything, Trey burst out laughing. I looked over at him, stunned. I expected him to ask me where the hell she had learned that ‘trash talk.’ He didn’t. He found it extremely comical.
 
   Gina strikes again…
 
   “Come here to Daddy,” Trey said to her.
 
   She immediately flew into his arms as he hugged and kissed her all over her. She was giggling with happiness.
 
   Once I got both of the babies down for the night, I cuddled with Trey on the sofa. We had so much to talk about.
 
   I filled him in on everything concerning Matthew and Karen. The ‘loose ends’ that my father had tied up after Trey’s accident involved a suicide letter that Karen Deeny had mailed to him from Atlanta the day she tried to mow me down.
 
   She had relayed to him how by the time he received the letter, I would be dead. She also admitted to having a key to our home; of stalking us and cutting up my clothes. She admitted nothing further. We would never know for certain who had changed Trey’s computer passwords and cancelled his credit cards, though we were fairly certain that it had been Amber.
 
   Tonya, Trey’s P.A., had visited Trey in the hospital once he was out of his coma. She informed him that Amber had been let go due to behavior not fitting of a partner. She had apparently moved on to Mr. Pierce, and had attempted to blackmail him with purported evidence that she threatened to show his wife. He had called her bluff. She had finally agreed to resign, so that a termination wouldn’t be on her record, and was given a severance.
 
   “Trey,” I said, leaning against him, “I think we finally have all of the whack-jobs out of our lives.”
 
   “I sure hope so, baby,” he replied, kissing my neck.
 
   “Hey,” I said glancing up at the clock, “It’s one minute until midnight. I think I’m going to call Dad and get his ass out of bed to wish him a Happy New Year!”
 
   “Go for it,” Trey said smiling.
 
   I grabbed my cell off of the coffee table and hit his name on my contact list.
 
   “He’s probably been in bed since nine-thirty,” I joked to Trey.
 
   His phone rang several times and then someone picked up. It was a woman’s voice. “Hello?”
 
   Holy shit! Did I call the wrong number this late?
 
   “Ahh, hello? I was calling Judge Tylar?”
 
   “Well hi there, Tylar. This is Tracy. How are you doing?”
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   “Tracy? Oh, I’m doing just fine, and you?”
 
   I looked over at Trey and saw the look of pure amusement on his face. He made a ‘humping’ gesture with his hips.
 
   “Here’s your Daddy, honey,” she said. “Happy New Year to you, Trey and that beautiful Preston.”
 
   “Yeah, you too,” I replied, still in shock.
 
   “Tylar?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Hi, Dad. Trey and I just wanted to wish you a Happy New Year.”
 
   “Well, Happy New Year, Daughter,” he replied cheerily.
 
   My dad is buzzed. My dad - the Judge is BUZZED!
 
   “Dad - is there something you need to tell me?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Listen - please tell Trey that I wished him a Happy New Year, and kiss Preston for me?”
 
   “Yeah, sure. I’ll do it. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, darling.”
 
   I ended the call and looked over at Trey in disbelief.
 
   “What?” he asked smiling.
 
   “Aren’t you the least bit surprised that your cousin, Tracy and my dad are - well, you know?”
 
   “Boinking each other?” he asked, laughing.
 
   “Trey stop, that’s my dad. He wears a judicial robe for crying out loud.” I tried my best to stifle a smile.
 
   “Sweetie,” he said, pulling me close to him and kissing me softly, “That doesn’t mean he checks his gnads at the door.”
 
   ”I know,” I said with a shrug. “It’s just difficult for me to think about him like that with someone other than my mom.”
 
   “I think Marla would approve,” he replied, snuggling his face into my hair.
 
   “You do, huh? You act as if you know her.”
 
   “We spent some time together,” he replied. “I know how she rolls.”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I said with a sigh, turning to face him, “I love you so much. I’m so thankful to you for having the strength to pull through for me and Preston.”
 
   “I love you, too, baby, and I love Preston. But don’t thank me,” he said.
 
   I looked up at him quizzically.
 
   “Thank the One with the Answers.”
 
  
 
  



Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   DeKalb County, GA Several Years Later
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s a warm, sunny day in early October. There’s a light breeze that makes sitting outside extremely enjoyable. I’m on the porch, gently rocking back and forth as I wait for Trey to come down the path from the main road. He’s vigilant about being home by four o’clock, at least a couple of days a week, so that he can be at the bus stop when Preston gets dropped off after school.
 
   The baby nuzzles against me, rooting for my breast now that he’s awakened. I guide my nipple to his lips and he clamps down, sucking hungrily. I run my fingers through his brown locks.
 
   He’s so sweet, this baby boy of mine. He’s five weeks old tomorrow. Trey Michael Sinclair II.
 
   Trey had protested about having the baby named after him; he said he wasn’t a big fan of all that, but I had put my foot down (for once) and had gotten my way (for once).
 
   I hear the school bus’s horn honk as is the ritual whenever it makes a stop to pick up or drop off. I know that Preston will be eager to jump off the bottom step of the bus, and show Trey all of the kindergarten work she has completed today.
 
   She loves school. Her teacher says she’s very intelligent and precocious. Trey always makes a big fuss with every paper that she shows him.
 
   I see them coming down the driveway now. Preston is skipping alongside Trey; and Avery is perched up on her daddy’s shoulders as always, chattering away in two-year-old baby language.
 
   Avery was born on Trey’s birthday two years ago this past August. She’s the picture of me as Trey puts it. Gina claims her personality is totally mine, too.
 
   Trey named her, which I had no issue with, because I like the name he selected: Avery Nicole Sinclair. I did, however, have some reservations as to how he selected it.
 
   The ‘Nicole’ portion of it was fine; that was my mother’s middle name. However, when I asked Trey about where he got ‘Avery,’ he had rambled on about some famous geneticist named Oswald Avery who he had met on the ‘other side.’
 
   Apparently, this geneticist bent Trey’s ear about the research team that he had led back in 1944, discovering that DNA carries the cell’s genetic material, and that it can be altered through transformation. Trey said the guy was a bit out of sorts about not winning the Nobel Prize for this discovery; and he felt it had been a very political snub by the system back then.
 
   What the?
 
   I told Trey the name was fine. I frankly didn’t want to hear any more of his ‘Tales from the Other Side.’ I would’ve thought the memories of those dreams would’ve dissipated by now. I always forgot my dreams after a few days; well, except for the ones that hadn’t actually been dreams.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   It finally hits me. After all of this time, why in the hell didn’t I see this for what it was? Oh. My. God.
 
   Trey is up on the porch now. He swings Avery down from his shoulders, and she immediately runs to my lap.
 
   “Daddy, can I go see Derringer?” Preston asks sweetly.
 
   “Aren’t you going to say ‘hello’ to your mommy first?”
 
   “Hi Mommy,” she says with a dimpled smile.
 
   “How was school today, Preston?” I ask, pulling her closer to me.
 
   “It was good. Can I go Mommy?”
 
   “Trey, are you going with her?”
 
   “Yes, dear,” he says, giving me his crooked smile.
 
   “Why don’t you take Trey with you? I want to spend some time with Avery.”
 
   “Sure thing, sweetie,” he says, taking the baby from my arms and wrapping his receiving blanket around him.
 
   “C’mon Preston, let’s go feed Derringer some carrots.”
 
   Off they go around to the back of the house.
 
   Avery’s looking up at me shyly. Her amber-colored eyes are reminiscent of mine and my father’s. She smiles sporting a dimple just like Trey’s.
 
   Trey claims that she is the carbon copy of Marley; and I’ll take his word for it. All I know is that Avery is ours; and she is separate from Marley. Two different souls, both of them loved.
 
   “Hey, baby girl,” I say, picking her up and putting her in my lap. “I bet you don’t like this ‘middle child’ stuff, do you?”
 
   “Num-num?” she asks, shyly looking up at me.
 
   “Avery Nicole,” I say to her, “You’re two years old. Don’t you think you’re too big for num-num?”
 
   “Unh unh, Mommy.”
 
   I know Trey won’t approve. He didn’t like the fact I was still breast-feeding her while I was pregnant with Trey, Jr. I can’t resist her though. She has an older sister who has done everything first, and now she has a baby brother who is the only son, and the youngest to boot. How fair is that?
 
   “C’mon baby girl, but don’t tell Daddy,” I whisper to her as I pull her closer to me.
 
   I undo my nursing bra again. She’s petite for two years of age; and she curls up against me, latching onto my breast and gently nurses, watching me with her beautiful tawny brown eyes. I run my fingers through her light brown hair.
 
   “You’re exquisite, you know?”
 
   She drops my nipple, smiling up at me, once again presenting her dimple. She clamps back onto my breast and nurses gently from me as I continue to rock her.
 
   She has a sweetness about her that’s familiar, but yet not. I know that makes no sense, but it’s the only way to describe it. I suppose my father says it best when he refers to Avery as being an ‘old soul.’ He says the same thing about my mother.
 
   I look down at her and see that her lovely tawny, brown eyes are still watching me. I take her tiny little hand into mine and raise it to my lips, kissing her fingers.
 
   “I love you Avery Nicole.”
 
   After dinner, Trey and I relax in the family room. Jean is upstairs getting Trey bathed and ready for bed, and the girls are playing in their room.
 
   “So, Judge Sinclair, what’s on the docket for tomorrow?”
 
   Trey pulls me onto his lap, gently kissing my lips as he whispers to me.
 
   “I’ve cleared my docket for the whole day tomorrow, Mrs. Sinclair. It’s just you and me all day.”
 
   “Is that right? What about Avery and Trey?”
 
   “It’s all worked out baby. Gina’s coming out with Reese to stay here with them, while Tristan’s in Bristol completing the sale of his winery. We have all day alone; just you and me.”
 
   My butterflies surge at the thought. Trey and I have been blessed.
 
   “I’m looking forward to it, Judge,” I tease, lacing my arms around his neck and pulling him close. We kiss playfully until my phone chimes, interrupting our play.
 
   “It’s Dad,” I say, picking up the phone.
 
   “Hi Dad,” I greet him happily. “We wondered when we’d be hearing from you.”
 
   “Tylar, darling,” he says, “I’m sorry; I really meant to call you last week. Tracy and I diverted our trip a bit and have been relaxing on the beach.”
 
   “The beach?”
 
   “Ahh, yes.”
 
   “Dad - I thought you were honeymooning in London?”
 
   “Yes, we were, but we wanted some sun, so we took an additional week to travel to Nice.”
 
   “Nice, huh? Sounds Nice.”
 
   I hear my father chuckle from the other end. “We’ll be back in the states next week, and we’re planning a trip to see you then. Will that work?”
 
   “Of course, Dad. We want very much to see you and Tracy soon. Can you stay longer this time?”
 
   “We have a full week at your disposal, my darling daughter.”
 
   “I can hardly wait. Send Tracy our love?”
 
   “I’ll do it. I love you.”
 
   “Love you too.”
 
   Trey and I resume our pre-telephone call position when we hear the pitter-patter of little feet. We both look up. Preston’s standing there looking totally irritated while her younger sister stands behind her with a shy (but guilty) look on her face.
 
   “What is it, Preston?” Trey asks in his ‘judgelike’ tone. She pulls a piece of drawing paper from behind her back and presents it to Trey.
 
   “Daddy, look what Avery did to the picture I’m supposed to turn in to my teacher. She scribbled all over it.”
 
   “Let me see,” he says, leaning forward as she hands him the evidence. Trey peruses the vandalized picture in his official capacity. He cocks an eyebrow looking over at his younger daughter.
 
   “Avery? Did you scribble on Preston’s homework?” he asks her.
 
   She smiles shyly, nodding her head up and down at her daddy. I can tell Trey’s totally smitten with her.
 
   “Did you know that it was Preston’s homework?” he asks.
 
   She shakes her head solemnly back and forth.
 
   “She didn’t mean to do it, Preston, honey,” he says, turning his attention back to Preston.
 
   “But Daddy, I can’t turn it in like this.”
 
   “I know that, baby,” he says with a smile. “But I want you to think about something, okay?”
 
   He pulls Preston over to us and sets her up on his lap. “You know that your homework papers are important, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay, then. You also know that Avery doesn’t know that, don’t you?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “So, because you’re the oldest and know these things, don’t you think it might be wise to make sure you put important things like homework back in your backpack so that Avery - and pretty soon, Trey, can’t get hold of them? Does that make sense?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Okay then. Why don’t you go back up to your desk and re-do this for school?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He gives her a kiss on her cheek as she releases a disappointed sigh. Preston’s plainly ‘not pleased’ with the outcome, but she doesn’t argue.
 
   “Come on, Avery,” she says with a louder sigh, “You can color on this while I re-do my picture.”
 
   She takes Avery’s hand and leads her back upstairs. Avery turns around halfway up the staircase and presents Trey with her dimpled smile. He smiles back at her. It’s official; he adores her.
 
   “Very good, Judge,” I say. “You certainly have a way with your girls.”
 
   “I do, don’t I?” he agrees, beaming.
 
   “No doubt about it. I’m waiting to see how well you do with them when the boys come sniffing around in say eleven or twelve years.”
 
   “Christ—I don’t even want to think about that. You can certainly kill the mood.”
 
   “Really, Trey?”
 
   “No,” he says laughing, pinning me down on the couch. “I’m always in the mood for you.”
 
   “I love you, Trey.”
 
   “I love you, Tylar.”
 
  
 
  



bonus epilogue
 
    
 
   12 - 1/2 Years Later …
 
    
 
    
 
   “Trey? What are you doing?” I asked, watching him pacing back and forth in the entry way of our home, periodically glancing out of the beveled glass windows on either side of the door.
 
   “I’m waiting for Preston to get the hell out of Jaxon’s car and get her butt in here,” he snapped, not bothering to hide his irritation.
 
   “It’s only 11:47,” I replied, shaking my head. “She’s not missed her curfew.”
 
   “I can tell time, Tylar, and curfew means her butt’s in the house, not parked out front in her boyfriend’s sports car doing God knows what.”
 
   “Oh for crying out loud. Don’t you think you’re over-reacting just a bit? She’s seventeen and hasn’t given us any real problems with staying out past curfew now has she?”
 
   “You’re right and I want to make sure she keeps it that way. She and that boy see entirely too much of one another. I hope to hell she puts him out of her mind once she starts college. She’s too damn young to be so serious about a guy.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, keeping silent.
 
   My God he’s so protective.
 
   Just then Avery came bouncing down from upstairs. “What are you guys looking at?” she asked, coming into the foyer to see what was up. “Oh God, you aren’t spying on Preston and Jaxon again, are you Daddy? That’s way lame, you know?”
 
   Trey turned his attention to his middle child, looking at her attire and mentally not approving. Avery was a free-spirit. She had her own style, and I saw nothing wrong with it. She was petite at fifteen, having a darling figure that got quite a bit of attention with the boys in her sophomore class. She had a double-pierced bellybutton and her half-top was showing it off at the moment.
 
   “I’m just trying to figure out why they aren’t getting out of his car and coming inside,” Trey replied, turning his attention back to the window.
 
   “Geez, Daddy; maybe because they want to make out without having you breathing down their backs the way you do when they’re in the house.”
 
   “Avery,” I said, using my warning tone. Trey certainly didn’t need a visual of that at the moment.
 
   “Mom its’ true,” she replied, looking over at me with her beautiful amber-colored eyes. Still innocent; yet in no way naïve. Not like I had been at twenty when I had first met her father. Avery simply put it out there.
 
   “Daddy, I hope you learn to chill before I start dating. I don’t see why I have to wait until I’m sixteen anyway. Everyone else in my class is allowed to date except for me. I’m surprised Trent’s not moved on to someone else that’s allowed out once in a while. Romancing by phone or at school between classes doesn’t get it,” she complained.
 
   “Because that’s our rule,” Trey replied. “Besides, you need to continue to focus on your dressage. You’ve got some pretty tough competitions coming up soon.”
 
   Avery went over to him and looked up into his eyes. “Have I ever let you down?”
 
   He immediately melted, giving her a smile, and tugging playfully at her ponytail.
 
   “You’ve always made me proud, Avery; and so has Preston up until she went all boy-crazy this past year.”
 
   “Oh Daddy,” Avery giggled, “She’s in love with Jaxon. They’ve been going together for a year now. She’s almost eighteen so you either trust her judgment or you don’t by now. You and Mom have done your part; now the rest is up to her. Hovering over her like this isn’t going to change the outcome. In fact, it might really tick her off. You don’t want her going all rebellious on you guys, do you?”
 
   Trey put his hands on his hips, gazing down at his daughter, a smile playing on his lips.
 
   “You remind me of someone,” he said softly to her. “Someone I met awhile back, before you were born.”
 
   “Really? Who?”
 
   “Your Grandma Marley,” he replied, pulling her closer for a hug. “Come on, let’s go see what’s on television and give Preston some privacy,” he said, putting his arm around the both of us as we left the foyer. “But if she’s not inside the house in seven minutes, you’re going out to tap on the car window this time, Tylar,” he said, giving me a nudge.
 
   “Right,” I said. “I guess it is my turn.”
 
   “Where’s Trey tonight?” Trey asked as we settled into the family room.
 
   “He’s spending the night over at Jimmy Meltrigger’s house. He’ll get dropped off early in the morning before baseball practice. It’s your turn to drive them to practice by the way.”
 
   “Oh that’s right,” Trey replied channel surfing. “I’ll cover that, I want to catch one of their pre-season practices anyway.”
 
   “Good,” I replied, settling back on the couch next to him. “Preston and I will be going shopping for prom dresses, and Avery is working with her trainer all morning. So, I guess we’ll all be up early.”
 
   “Oh God,” Avery remarked, getting up to go to the kitchen, “I’m making popcorn, so don’t start the fight until I get back.”
 
   Trey looked at me quizzically. “What’s she talking about?” he asked, his lovely brow furrowed.
 
   “Oh it’s nothing, sweetie,” I replied, nuzzling his neck with my lips. “Avery thinks you won’t approve of the dresses Preston has chosen before making her final selection.”
 
   Thankfully, we heard the front door slam as Preston made it in with one minute to spare before midnight. She came into the family room, her face flushed from the chill of the night air, or maybe from something else.
 
   “Hey Mom; Hey Dad,” she greeted us. “See, I made it in on time, Dad. There’s no need for you to be peeking out of the front door like that.”
 
   “How was your date?” I asked.
 
   “Yummy,” she said, giving us a wink.
 
   “Oh Christ,” Trey muttered, putting his socked feet up on the coffee table. “Preston, I’d like to see what you have in mind for a prom dress before you make your final selection.”
 
   Uh oh.
 
   “Okay,” she replied, giving him one of her looks with the flashing blue eyes that were identical to his. “I will be happy to show you the dresses I’ve picked out as finalists; your input is always appreciated. She pulled them up on her phone and handed it to him.
 
   I saw his eyes widen as he flipped through the various screens showing each of the three dresses at different angles on the model.
 
   “I think this is the wrong file,” he said. “I want to see the actual dress, not the undergarments you’re supposed to wear underneath it.”
 
   “Very funny,” Preston replied with a smile, taking her phone from him. She leaned over and gave both of us a good-night kiss. “I’m going to bed. Mom and I have a big shopping day tomorrow. ‘Night.”
 
   Trey turned to me after she had left the room. “You’re seriously not going to allow her to buy any of those dresses are you?”
 
   “Why not?” I challenged.
 
   “Well, for one thing, everything she has will be on display, not that I’m naïve enough to think that Jaxon hasn’t already seen everything by now, what with the way he’s always pawing at her.”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I laughed, crawling into his lap. “It’s official.”
 
   “What’s official?”
 
   “You’ve officially become a fuddy-duddy - not that you haven’t been practicing at it for years.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” he asked, quirking a brow at me.
 
   “Yes,” I answered firmly. “Preston will look great in any one of those dresses and this is her prom so she chooses. End of discussion Judge Sinclair.”
 
   “Is that right?” he said, giving me one of his sexy, devilish grins. He still made my heart flutter after eighteen years. He was gorgeous, sexy and most importantly, he was mine.
 
   He lifted me up, carrying me upstairs to our suite. He dumped me onto the bed, quickly discarding his clothing.
 
   “Wait, wait,” I giggled. “Don’t forget about the door.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” he replied, chuckling. “I’ll take care of that right now.”
 
   Moments later, Trey joined me in our bed where I was naked and waiting for him. Our sex life had never diminished; however with three teenagers in the house, we had learned to be a bit quieter and a little more creative with when, where and how we did it.
 
   “So,” he said, dropping his knee onto the bed and leaning over me, “What’s your pleasure, Mrs. Sinclair?”
 
   “You,” I answered, running my hands up over his chest. “You and me all night long, if you can still run with the big dogs that is,” I teased.
 
   “I think I can hang with that,” he replied, capturing my lips with his.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning I felt Trey nuzzling me awake. Dear God, we had fucked off and on the whole night. I obviously should not have made that comment about ‘running with the big dogs’ I did, however, convince him during round three that Preston should have whatever dress she wanted for prom.
 
   “Mmm baby,” he sighed, his fingers now busy making me wet once again. “How about we knock one off before the kids come knocking on our door.”
 
   “I’m game,” I purred, wrapping my bare legs around his hips, “and your word choice once again amazes me.”
 
   We had just started getting down to it when the familiar jiggling of our locked door knob interrupted our play.
 
   “Mom,” Trey Jr. said, “Is Dad in there?”
 
   “Shhh,” Avery said from the hallway. “Keep quiet, Trey. Can’t you let them sleep in a little before you start banging on their door like you do every Saturday morning?”
 
   “Ewww, gross,” I heard Trey Jr. say. “What’s this stuff?”
 
   “What stuff? What’s goin on out here?” Preston asked, as she joined the other two outside of our bedroom door.
 
   “On the door knob,” Trey Jr. replied. “It’s all like greasy when I touch it.”
 
   “Then don’t touch it Sherlock,” Avery replied. “Come on downstairs, Trey. I’ll make you some breakfast. Don’t touch the walls on the way down.”
 
   “I’m going to get a shower first,” I heard Preston call after them. “Save me something.”
 
   I turned to look at Trey who had a shit-eating grin going on big-time.
 
   “What the hell did you do to the door knob?” I asked.
 
   “Put some Vaseline on it,” he replied laughing.
 
   “And why would you do that? All you had to do was lock it.”
 
   “I know,” he said, still laughing. “I did lock it. I just added the Vaseline as an extra touch. It’s something Mom and Dad used to do when we were kids. They hated how we’d just automatically try to walk into their room without knocking first and asking permission. We learned fairly quickly once our hands were greased a couple of times. I don’t think it’s ever too late to teach your off-spring good manners.”
 
   “Oh Trey,” I said, laughing with him. “Too bad you didn’t think of that when they were younger. Now where were we?”
 
   “I think I was pleasuring you right about here,” he said, resuming his earlier position.
 
   “Mmmm … I love you, Trey.”
 
   “I love you, Tylar.”
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   “Baby Come Back” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Player
 
    
 
   “We are Never Ever Getting Back Together” . . . . Taylor Swift
 
    
 
   “Our Lips are Sealed” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The Go-Go’s
 
    
 
   “Somebody That I Used to Know” . . . . . . . . . . . . Gotye
 
    
 
   "Promises Promises" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Naked Eyes
 
    
 
   "Kiss Me Deadly" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Lita Ford
 
    
 
   “Jump” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Van Halen
 
    
 
   “With or Without You” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . U2
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   That was that, I decided. Tristan had simply stormed out of the apartment. Tylar had made some herbal tea for me, tucked me into my very empty bed and assured me everything would be okay. She’d made a bet Tristan would be back in my bed by morning. My BFF was going to lose that bet. That much I was sure of with Tristan. I knew Tylar meant well, but she hadn’t been there to observe Tristan earlier at the club.
 
   I lay awake in our bed replaying what had happened earlier. It was all so fuzzy for me now; it had transpired as if I was an observer watching it happen, piece by piece, frame by frame. It was supposed to have been a beautiful day for Tristan and me. We’d been closer than ever since the news of the impending birth of our baby.
 
   Tristan had always had a sweetness about him; now it was in high gear. My God, it was all he ever talked about, with the exception of our getting married. He was being a stickler on that.
 
   He was vigilant about my diet and health; he insisted I cut my hours at work until at least the second trimester (that was his compromise) as I was prepared to work right up until the time I delivered. 
 
   When we made love, which was often, he was even more tender than usual, but still made sure I was satisfied with everything he did. 
 
   Today had started out as perfectly as the other ones had been lately. I was cooking something special for Tristan. We were going to have a late supper together when he got home. Then mid-afternoon I’d received that phone call from Ian. He was drunk.
 
   “Hey Giner,” he’d halfway slurred, “Aren’t you going to congratulate my impending fatherhood?”
 
   “Ian? What the hell?”
 
   “Seems like my essence is just fine, love. I shared the good news with your boyfriend. I don’t expect I’ll be hearing any congratulatory remarks from that one when you squeeze my baby out of your womb in a few months.”
 
   “Ian, I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about or what the fuck you’ve done, but I swear--”
 
   “Don’t swear, love. It’s not ladylike. I don’t want our baby hearing that kind of talk. Got to run, Giner. Cheers!”
 
   I’d quickly pulled up Tristan’s number on my cell. He didn’t answer. Shit! What the hell had Ian done?
 
   I’d grabbed my keys and coat, instructed Trey when to take my casserole out, and told him to enjoy it with Tylar. He’d looked a bit puzzled. I told him I was going to the club. No need for further explanation. 
 
   Once I’d arrived at the club, I immediately went to the office to find Tristan. He wasn’t there; his coat wasn’t hanging on the door. As I started to leave the office, someone tapped on the door. It was Jo Anna, the first-shift bar manager.
 
   “Jo Jo, do you know where Tristan might be?”
 
   “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Gina. Sit down for a moment, will you?”
 
    This has to be bad - really bad!
 
   “I don’t know where Tristan went when he stormed out, but I do know why he left. It was a pretty awful scene in here earlier.”
 
   “Let me guess,” I interrupted her, “Ian stirred up some shit?”
 
   “That’s putting it mildly,” she’d replied. “Gina, I feel weird getting into your business like this; I’m uncomfortable repeating what Ian said to Tristan.”
 
   “Please Jo Anna, I’m a big girl. Let it rip.”
 
   “Well, Ian showed up here this afternoon and made it a point to have a few drinks at the upstairs bar before he came down, just as Tristan was stocking the main bar down here. He ordered a drink and Tristan served him. Then Ian started in about the baby you’re expecting and how you and he made love right around the time the baby was conceived, and --”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, hold-up, Jo Jo. How would Ian have known any of this? Tristan and I haven’t exactly made it public knowledge outside of a few of the employees here.”
 
   A look of irritation crossed her face. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure it was Johnny Four Fingers,” she’d replied.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’m sorry; John Dealy, the new chef Tristan hired a month or so back.”
 
   Then I remembered who she was referring to; the man had lost one of his fingers on his right hand while working at a pizza restaurant during college. Some of the other staff had nicknamed him ‘Johnny Four Fingers.’ Tristan had not been pleased about the nickname.
 
   “So how does John know Ian?”
 
   “Oh they met at the bar one evening after John was off work. You know John gossips worse than any female ever could. Ian bought him a couple of drinks and John spilled everything he knew, including the fact that you and Tristan were expecting and when.”
 
   “Okay, so go on,” I urged her.
 
   “Well, Ian goes on about how he had a fertility test conducted because Shelly had wanted to make sure he wasn’t sterile, if their relationship was to go any further. Ian hands an envelope to Tristan that was sealed with your condo address on it. He told him it was a piece of mail he’d picked up that day at your condo when he said, you know, that--” she’d stumbled over her words.
 
   “Yes, yes - go on,” I said, waving my hand at her to skip ahead.
 
   “Tristan opened it, read it, and then tossed it on the bar in front of Ian. I made myself scarce after that. I didn’t hear the rest of their conversation. The next thing I knew, Tristan had left the club.”
 
   I’d thanked Jo Jo for the information. I needed to stay at the club to manage, since Tristan had left. I’d busied myself with helping where needed and relieving the bartenders for breaks; the same things Tristan would have done had he not made a hasty exit.
 
   Tristan returned around midnight. He looked as if he’d been tipping a few back. He’d seen me immediately behind the bar on the main floor.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here, Gina?”
 
   “Gosh Tristan, last time I looked I was half owner. Someone had to be here after you stormed out.”
 
   “I had my reasons,” he’d snapped at me, coming behind the bar. “I want you to go home, Gina. We’ll talk about this later.”
 
   “I’m not going home without you,” I’d argued, “I already know the gist of it anyway. Ian called me earlier.”
 
   That had caused Tristan to raise an eyebrow at me.
 
   “You heard me. If you can’t figure out Ian is just trying to cause problems between us because he wants us apart, since his life is so miserable, then I don’t know what to tell you.”
 
   “I don’t give a rat’s ass about Ian being miserable, Gina. What I do have an issue with is that you lied to me. I went through this shit with Tara; I won’t go through it again.”
 
   “I haven’t lied to you, Tristan.”
 
   “You have lied by omission; in my book that’s the same thing.”
 
   “Tristan, now is not the time or place for this discussion.”
 
   “You’re right,” he’d snapped, taking my arm and guiding me out from behind the bar. “Jo Anna, can you close up here?”
 
   Jo Anna had come hurrying over when she saw Tristan return. She’d kept a short distance away, but clearly she’d been concerned that Tristan and I could potentially draw the attention of the patrons.
 
   I’d driven us back to the apartment, as it was obvious Tristan had been drinking. We’d argued in the car, and continued arguing at the apartment. Then Tristan had stormed out; Trey had followed closely behind. Tylar and I had both freaked. I knew Trey would not remain pissed at Tylar. Tristan was a different story. Tylar didn’t understand the difference in their temperaments. 
 
   Trey had a quicksilver temper; quick to anger, quick to calm. Tristan was more of a slow boil. It took a lot for him to get to the point of being furious; I was fairly certain he was slow at calming once pushed over the threshold. He’d been furious with me.
 
   I buried my face in his pillow; it smelled like Tristan, my Tristan. My tears started flowing again. Why in the hell did shit like this happen to me? 
 
   I’d thought Ian and I were happy - until I saw him humping Shelly in the office at the club; his declaration of love for her came to me shortly thereafter.
 
   Now it was Tristan saying those horrible things to me; telling me he couldn’t believe a single word I said. I’d caused him to doubt my love for him. He accused me of being duplicitous. It seemed like there was always someone nearby wanting to piss on my cornflakes.
 
   I finally fell into a troubled sleep. It was a temporary escape, at least, from the harsh reality I’d be forced to deal with now.
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   The following morning, I was awakened by the sound of Preston crying. I got up and went to her crib. She was standing up and held her arms up when she saw me.
 
   “Hey, sweetie pie. Where’s your mommy, huh? You want Aunt Gina to get you some breakfast?”
 
   I changed her diaper, then carried her out to the kitchen. I noticed Trey had crashed on the couch. At least he’d come back home. I wondered where Tristan had gone. My heart was heavy.
 
   I got Preston settled into her high chair. I peeled a banana, slicing it into small pieces and tossing them into a bowl. She loved finger foods. I set the bowl in front of her; she immediately grabbed a slice of banana, smashing it into her mouth. She was such a cutie. I got her sippy cup out and put some apple juice in it for her.
 
   Tylar came into the kitchen looking like hell.
 
   “Thanks for getting her, Gina. I guess I fell into a deeper sleep than I expected.”
 
   “No problem, Ty. I see the ‘Hot Nazi’ made it home,” I said, nodding towards the living room.
 
   “Yeah, I saw him. Tristan?”
 
   I shook my head ‘no.’
 
   “Gina, he’ll be back.”
 
   “Ty, don’t try to cheer me up. I should have told him. You were right; I was wrong. I can’t talk about this now. I have plans to make.”
 
   “What kind of plans?”
 
   “I have to find a place to live, for one thing.”
 
   “Gina, please. Come stay with Trey and me at the house. We have plenty of room out there.”
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks, Ty. I’ve imposed enough. Don’t worry. I’ve got some calls to make.”
 
   I left the kitchen, returning to my room. I wasn’t going to argue the matter with Tylar. I was determined not to be some pathetic leech. It was time Trey and Tylar had their lives back to normal.
 
   I showered, dressed, and packed my clothes up. I phoned Jo Jo to see if I could crash at her apartment until I found a place of my own.
 
   “You can stay as long as you like,” she told me.
 
   Trey helped me load my suitcases into my car. There was an uncomfortable silence between us. I kissed Tylar and Preston, telling Tylar to call me once they were settled in the new house. She looked like she was getting ready to cry. That was Tylar; always emotional. She knew I’d weep around for a day or two; then my survival instincts would kick in and I’d be fine.
 
   I spent the next two days hiding out at Jo Anna’s doing just that. I appreciated that Jo Jo didn’t fuss over me like Tylar would have; she let me cry, didn’t say a word when I spent an hour ranting and raving in my room at Tristan, as if he were there listening to everything I said to him.
 
   On day three, I was ready to get back on track with my life. It was Wednesday, my normal day to open the upstairs bar with Eddie at 3:00 p.m. I showered, dressed in my bartender garb and headed to the club.
 
   I breezed into the club, not daring to look around to see if Tristan was in sight.
 
   Eddie was hanging the clean glassware overhead when I lifted the bar counter to get behind there with him. I shoved my purse under the bar and tossed my coat on top of it.
 
   “Well, you didn’t drop off the face of the earth as rumor had it,” Eddie said, turning his full attention to me. “Are you okay, Gina?”
 
   “I’m fine Eddie. I’m ready to get back to work and keep busy.”
 
   “Is Tristan okay with that?”
 
   “What the hell, Eddie? I own half this club. I don’t need Tristan’s permission to work here.”
 
   “It’s just that -”
 
   “Just what?” I asked, flashing him an angry look.
 
   “Uh…nothing,” he replied, looking extremely uncomfortable.
 
   We worked in silence for the next few minutes, getting the bar stocked and ready. I was busy filling the cooler with ice and didn’t notice the girl who had come up to the bar, dressed in the same outfit as me. She had long, reddish-brown hair; she was tall, slender and had major cleavage to boot. I saw her name tag. It read ‘Sunny.’
 
   “Did I misread my schedule?” she asked, looking between Eddie and me. She opened her purse, pulling out a copy of the bar schedule that was posted weekly.
 
   “Today is Wednesday, right?”
 
   Eddie was looking extremely uncomfortable by this time. He remained silent. I wiped my hands on a bar towel and went over to her, holding my right hand out.
 
   “Hi, Sunny. I’m Gina Hatton, co-owner of the bar. I don’t think we’ve met before.”
 
   She smiled, taking my hand and shaking it. She had a lovely dimple when she smiled.
 
   “Oh, I am pleased to meet you, Gina. No, today is my first day. Tristan hired me on Monday. I worked over at ‘Peaches’ and he was in there at the bar last weekend. He told me there was going to be an opening here. Well, I couldn’t turn down the great hours he gave me. Plus, the tips here will triple what I was getting at ‘Peaches’.”
 
   “I see,” I replied, immediately suspicious of Tristan’s motives. “May I see your schedule, please?”
 
   She handed it over to me. Tristan had given her all of my scheduled shifts. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   I handed it back to her, flashing a smile.
 
   “Is Tristan in the office, Sunny?”
 
   “He was when I came in. He made my name tag for me and showed me where to clock in.”
 
   “Excellent,” I replied, turning to Eddie. “I’ll be back in a few, Eddie. Go ahead and start with Sunny’s training.”
 
   Eddie nodded. 
 
   I took several deep breaths before I entered the office, closing the door loudly behind me. Tristan looked up quickly from where he was sitting at the desk. His eyes flashed relief momentarily, then quickly masked to impassiveness as he stared at me, waiting for me to say something.
 
   “What the hell, Tristan? You go behind my back and hire someone to replace me? How fucked up is that?”
 
   God he looks so fucking hot sitting there, staring back at me with those gorgeous green eyes…
 
   “Gina,” he stated calmly, “I don’t need permission to hire someone. There are no such restrictions in our partnership agreement, that I recall.”
 
   I was staring an angry hole right through him now. I closed in on him, standing in front of the desk. I lowered my hands down, bracing myself on it as I leaned in toward him.
 
   “I want to know why you have hired someone to take my shifts. What is it I am supposed to do?”
 
   “You don’t have to do a thing, Gina. Stay home - wherever that happens to be at the moment. You’ll still share in half the profits. I just think it will be better this way.”
 
   “Better? Better for whom, Tristan?”
 
   “Better for both of us,” he replied, looking away from me. 
 
   He stood up, raking a hand through his thick, dark hair. He turned away from me as if it was painful for him to face me. 
 
   “What? So you can’t stand the sight of me now?”
 
   “I didn’t say that, Gina. I just think for now it’s better for the business if we don’t become some soap opera to entertain the staff and patrons. I don’t want us to become some humiliating sideshow.”
 
   “Oh, I get it. You feel like people think I’ve made you look like a fool? You’ve allowed Ian to succeed in doing exactly what he set out to do, haven’t you?”
 
   “Gina - I don’t want to discuss this now. I’m not up to it.”
 
   “When Tristan? When will you be ready to discuss it?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I just know it’s not now.”
 
   “I see. So you’re not comfortable having me here; you’ve got this all played out in your head already, don’t you? Well let me tell you this, Tristan. I should have told you about Ian and I hooking up once I found out I was pregnant. The only reason I didn’t was because, first and foremost, I thought he was sterile. Secondly, I guess I didn’t want you to think badly of me for jumping back in the sack with my low-life cheater husband. I mean we both know I couldn’t have had much pride in doing that, right?”
 
   “Stop it, Gina,” he snapped, turning back around to face me. “This is my problem to deal with, not yours. This has dredged up memories for me that have nothing to do with you. This has caused me, once again, to question my own judgment. Having you near is a constant reminder of that. If you insist on staying here, I’ll simply hire someone to take over for me as co-manager and return to Bristol to run the winery.”
 
   I panicked now. I couldn’t let Tristan see how panicked the thought of him going away made me. I couldn’t bear it if he left Atlanta. That would mean it was truly over and it couldn’t be. My mind was screaming, ‘Baby come back!’ Outwardly, I remained composed.
 
   “No, Tristan, I get it. It’s not a problem. I think I could use some time away myself. Maybe I should pay a visit to my mother in Hoboken. It’s been awhile.”
 
   “Okay, then,” he said, quietly. “I’ll take care of things here. Please don’t worry.”
 
   “I won’t Tristan. Goodbye.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how I’d managed to collect my things and find my way back to Jo Anna’s apartment, but I did. I refused to shed another tear over this. It wasn’t good for me; it wasn’t good for the baby. I just needed to know Tristan would stay in Atlanta. I needed to know he wasn’t done with me.
 
   I booked a flight to Newark leaving at 7:18 that evening; I phoned my mother and told her what time to pick me up at the airport. 
 
   I left a note for Jo Anna. I phoned Tylar to let her know. She insisted on driving me to the airport. I looked down as the plane lifted from the runway and watched as Atlanta disappeared beneath the cloud cover. 
 
   What I needed right now was not in Atlanta; I needed the comfort of my mother. I hadn’t needed that in a long time, not since my heartbreak over Ian. It was what I needed now once again.
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc365869869]CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   The two weeks spent in Hoboken with my parents had been therapeutic for me. Once I’d gotten my mother to calm down, things had gone smoothly. 
 
   She was tickled at the prospect of being a grandmother again. This baby would be her second grandchild; the same for the Sinclairs, I thought. My brother and sister-in-law had a six-month-old baby boy, Ethan. My mother had no shortage of pictures to show me.
 
   My dad was a quiet man. He hadn’t said a lot about any of it. My mother was the vocal one of the two. Dad had caught me later in my room. 
 
   He’d told me everything would work out; he said Tristan needed time to digest what Ian had said. A man had his pride he’d advised me, pulling me close for a hug. He told me not to judge Tristan too harshly; he assured me he’d come around. It had made me feel better. 
 
   My mother’s first reaction had been to hunt Tristan down and geld him. Mom was ‘east coast’ that way.
 
   Mom had taken me shopping for maternity wear. She’d tried to convince me to stay in Hoboken with them. I loved my mother, but there was no way in hell I could have made it through my pregnancy without killing her or her me, that much I knew. 
 
   She asked me what last name the baby would carry. I hadn’t even thought about that. She urged me to take my maiden name back and have the baby carry the family name as well. 
 
   “You’re a Valenti, Gina,” she’d said, “You and the baby should carry that name with pride. We’re Italians. Italians are proud people and they understand the importance of family during good times and bad.”
 
   “Okay, Mom,” I’d replied, “I think that’s a plan. I promise I’ll consider it.”
 
   She’d hugged me tightly at the airport; tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
   “I’ll be with you when the baby comes, Gina Marie,” she promised. “You call me when you get back to Atlanta. Mothers worry.”
 
   “I will Mom. I love you.”
 
   Tylar was waiting for me near baggage claim after my flight had arrived. She spotted me quickly, coming over to hug me.
 
   “How are you doing, Gina?”
 
   “I’m good,” I replied, honestly. “It was good being with Mom and Dad. I feel better. How are things going with you?”
 
   “We’re settled in the house. Jean will be moving in sometime within the next few weeks. Tristan’s been out there a couple of times.”
 
   “Really?” I said, feigning disinterest. “That’s nice.”
 
   “Yeah, I think he’s come to terms with the situation.”
 
   “What situation is that?”
 
   “Come on, Gina. Stop acting as if you don’t care. You love Tristan, remember?”
 
   “Loved,” I corrected her, “I loved Tristan once.”
 
   “I don’t believe for a minute you suddenly don’t love him anymore, Gina. That’s just you being stubborn and putting up one of your protective walls.”
 
   “Oh, is that what I do?”
 
   “You know it is. Look, Trey had a talk with Tristan. He told Tristan he was being an ass. He told him he’d regret his actions if he didn’t make it right with you as soon as possible.”
 
   I found it difficult to believe the ‘Hot Nazi’ would have jumped to my defense like that. What was up with that?
 
   “Trey came to my defense? Has hell frozen over and no one told me?”
 
   “Stop,” Tylar laughed, “Trey is a reasonable person and he knows Tristan overreacted on this. I mean, the truth will be out eventually, right? How stupid will Tristan feel after the baby is born and he sees it’s his and he has lost you?”
 
   “Why are you so sure the baby is Tristan’s?”
 
   “I just am,” she said, shrugging. “I’ve never doubted it.”
 
   We got my suitcase and headed out to the parking lot.
 
   “So, do you want me to take you to Jo Anna’s or to Tristan’s?”
 
   “Tylar, what makes you think Tristan is going to welcome me back? What makes you think I even want that at the moment?”
 
   She rolled her eyes, clicking the remote to unlock the hatch on her SUV.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Where to?”
 
   “Jo Anna’s.”
 
   Jo Anna updated me on how things were going at the club since I’d been gone. She made it a point to tell me Tristan had been spending twelve to fourteen hours a day there.
 
   “It’s as if he has no place to go home to or no one,” she remarked. “Not that Sunny minds him being there so much. She’s offering to take anyone’s shift for them just so she can hang out with Tristan.”
 
   “Hmm, perhaps she has some sort of daddy issues,” I replied impassively. 
 
   Inside, my blood was boiling. I pictured Sunny’s face at the receiving end of my fucking fist.
 
   “Daddy issues? Come on, Gina. Sunny is like two years older than you are, so what are you saying? Do you have daddy issues?”
 
   “Why are you telling me this, Jo Anna? What can I possibly do about it?”
 
   “The Gina I know would claim what was hers,” she remarked with a shrug. 
 
   “Yeah, well I’m not about to go down there and claim someone who has made it perfectly clear he’s no longer mine. How hard up do you think I am?”
 
   “Just sayin’,” she replied with a smile.
 
   “Payroll is out tomorrow though, isn’t it? Perhaps I’ll stop by to pick up my check. I’ll see if Tylar wants to go shopping in town.”
 
   Tylar picked me up the following afternoon. Trey was working at home with a new junior partner who had started at the firm. Her name was Amber Stratton. It was obvious Tylar didn’t care for her one bit.
 
   I was half-listening to her rant and rave about the bitch. Something about her having big, brown eyes, shiny brown hair, pouty lips, and graduating at the top of her class from Stanford Law School. She was convinced Amber wanted Trey; yadda, yadda yadda. 
 
   I was focusing on what Jo Anna had told me about Sunny. Had she only done that to see my reaction? If that was the case, I was pleased I hadn’t given her one. 
 
   I was doing very well these days keeping my emotions in check. That included my Italian temper. I was especially pleased with myself about that. I truly hoped tempers couldn’t be genetically passed down. 
 
   Then I thought about Jo Anna. She was a friend to me. She wasn’t my BFF like Tylar, but still, I couldn’t picture Jo Anna telling me the stuff about Sunny for the purpose of upsetting me. She didn’t operate that way. She was trying to warn me. In her own way, she was letting me know if I did still love Tristan, I needed to take action of some kind. It was clear to me now; Sunny wanted Tristan.
 
   “So, what is your take, Gina?”
 
   “The bitch wants him,” I snapped.
 
   “I knew it!”
 
   What? 
 
   I hadn't said a word to Tylar about Sunny.
 
   “Who are you talking about, Tylar?”
 
   “The same person I’ve been talking about for the last ten minutes, Gina. Amber Stratton! The new partner Trey is mentoring at the firm. Who did you think I was talking about?”
 
   “Sunny,” I said, my cheeks now warming in anticipation of seeing her at the club. 
 
   The bitch better not be sniffing around Tristan. I still had the authority to fire her and any other bitch that looked at him that way. In fact, I may just use my authority to incorporate some new hiring guidelines. Any new hires had to be approved by both owners. That should solve a few problems.
 
   “Who the hell's Sunny?”
 
   “Really, Tylar? Do you always come late to the party?”
 
   When we arrived at the club, Tylar parked and turned her car off.
 
   “I’m just going to be a minute, Tylar. I’m just picking up my check.”
 
   “I know. I just want to say hello to Tristan. We don’t see him as much as we used to and I wanted to invite him out this weekend for dinner on Sunday. That’s about the only day he doesn’t spend hours on end at the club.”
 
   “Yeah, so I heard,” I replied with a shrug. “Suit yourself.”
 
   I’d taken pains with my hair and make-up this morning. My hair was growing out and I liked the way it framed my face in a softer, more feminine look. I’d visited a colorist when I was in Jersey. I had her tone the blond highlights down and put some low-lights in as well. It brought out my brown eyes, which my mother had always claimed was my best feature.
 
   I could still fit into my skinny jeans, though they were a bit harder to button these days. My bulky sweater managed to cover the tiny bump nicely. My boobs were bigger than before. I secretly hoped Tristan noticed. He was definitely a breast guy. 
 
   I popped a piece of bubble gum into my mouth. It was my crutch for when I was nervous. I didn’t want my mouth turning to sand if, by chance, Tristan and I managed a conversation. There was nothing worse than getting dry mouth when you had something important to say. My stomach was doing flip-flops.
 
   It was only a little after 1:00 in the afternoon. Tristan would be in the office getting the payroll checks ready to disburse. 
 
   As soon as Tylar and I entered the club, I saw Sunny stocking the main bar. She had a couple of customers sitting there drinking beer.
 
   “Well hey, Gina! I heard you were back in town,” she greeted me sweetly, as if we were old friends.
 
   “Who’s that?” Tylar whispered as we crossed the room.
 
   “Sunny,” I hissed under my breath, snapping my gum.
 
   “Oh shit,” Tylar commented softly.
 
   “Hi, Sunny. Is Tristan in our office?”
 
   “Sure is hon. I just popped in there a few minutes ago to get my check and he’s working away, like always.”
 
   I turned to Tylar.
 
   “I need a minute with Tristan, Ty.”
 
   “Sure,” she replied, nodding her head. “I’ll just go over and get acquainted with Sunny.”
 
   I walked to the hallway that led past the kitchen and to the office at the end. The door was shut. We’d moved the office downstairs after we’d remodeled. The old office upstairs had been torn down to open up the loft to add room for the second bar.
 
   I gathered my nerve and tapped lightly on the door.
 
   “It’s open,” I heard Tristan’s voice from the other side.
 
   I opened the door and went quietly inside, closing the door softly behind me. Tristan didn’t look up. He probably thought it was one of the employees coming in for their paycheck.
 
   “Hey Tristan,” I said, softly. He looked up immediately, his eyes meeting mine. 
 
   He was on his feet immediately, closing the distance between us. He stopped in front of me. I wanted him to touch me, but the next move had to be his.
 
   “Gina,” he breathed, pulling me to him, “I'm so sorry, Gina.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my face into his chest. I was in his arms again. It felt so right.
 
   “Can you forgive me?”
 
   I nodded against him. I was afraid to speak. I just needed him to keep holding me.
 
   “Can we talk about what happened?”
 
   “I’m not sure what there is to say, Tristan.”
 
   He pulled back from me to study my face. He raised my chin so my eyes met his. I could see the confusion on his face. 
 
   The truth was, I could forgive him just as I knew he could forgive me. I just wasn’t sure I could forget how he’d made me feel with the things he’d said to me that night. The weeks of silence that had followed had convinced me Tristan hadn’t cared enough to work it out. I’d suffered through it alone.
 
   He pulled me over to the couch. He sat down, pulling me down next to him.
 
   “I don’t understand. You said you forgave me.”
 
   “Tristan, I do forgive you. I hope you’ll forgive me for not being upfront with you from the start. That was wrong. I know that now. I’m just not sure what it is you want to talk about.”
 
   He nodded, waiting for me to continue.
 
   “I just can’t forget so easily the things you said to me. It was like you were someone else; someone I didn’t know. It was scary, Tristan. Then you hired someone to replace me here. You said you didn’t want to be around me. That hurt even more.”
 
   “Baby, baby - I just had to sort it through. It was like I told you then; it stirred up some memories.”
 
   He was brushing my hair back with his hand. He framed my face with his hands; he lowered his lips to mine, kissing me sweetly and softly. His touch melted me, as always. I shivered as I felt the familiar goose bumps.
 
   “Are you cold, baby?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, resting against him.
 
   “I’ve missed you so much, Gina.”
 
   “I’ve missed you too.”
 
   “Can we have dinner this evening?”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “How about at the apartment?”
 
   “Tristan - I’m not sure that would be a good idea.”
 
   I knew we would end up in the sack and, as much as I wanted him right this second, I wasn’t sure if that was the healthiest thing to do at the moment.
 
   “Anywhere you want then.”
 
   “Pick me up at Jo Anna’s at seven,” I said, “We’ll decide then where to eat.”
 
   “Okay, baby. I’ll be there.”
 
   I got my check and told him Tylar wanted to say hello to him. He walked me out to the bar where Sunny was obviously bending Ty’s ear about something. 
 
   Tristan’s hand was on the small of my back as we walked over to Tylar. I saw Sunny’s expression change as soon as she noticed. I smirked inside at her obvious displeasure.
 
   That’s right, bitch. He's mine, all mine…
 
   Tristan and Tylar conversed for a few minutes while I pretended to listen, watching Sunny in my peripheral vision. She was trying to act busy, but I could tell she was eavesdropping on their conversation.
 
   “Ready, Gina?”
 
   Hmm? What?
 
   “Oh, yeah. Let’s go.”
 
   Tristan pulled me back to him. “Don’t I get a kiss goodbye?”
 
   I saw Sunny’s head snap up out of the corner of my eye. She was making no attempt to hide the fact she was watching us. I heard Tylar snicker softly on the other side of me.
 
   “Sure, baby,” I cooed sweetly to him, tilting my head up.
 
   He lowered his mouth to mine; his kiss was a bit more passionate than before in the office. His lips and tongue worked my mouth expertly.
 
   That’s right, baby. Give me some tongue right in front of Sunny.
 
   Too soon, the kiss was over. My face was flushed. Damn. 
 
   “See you at seven,” he said, as he kissed the tip of my nose.
 
   “Yeah - seven.”
 
   Once Tylar and I got back into her car, she immediately turned to me.
 
   “Oh my God, Gina! Sunny so wants Tristan!”
 
   “I knew it! You did tell her that he was mine, right?”
 
   “Actually, no.”
 
   “What the fuck, Tylar?”
 
   “Aren’t you the one who said you didn’t love him anymore?”
 
   “You know damn well I didn’t mean that!”
 
   “Hey, I just listened. I mean she knows we’re friends, so it’s not like she’s going to come right out and blatantly tell me anything specific.”
 
   “Then how do you know she wants Tristan?”
 
   “All she talked about was how she loved her new job and Tristan is the best boss she’s ever had; everyone is like family here. Besides that, once you came out, she couldn’t keep her eyes off of him.”
 
   “Yeah, I noticed.”
 
   “So what are you guys doing at seven?”
 
   “Kind of nosy there, aren’t you, girlfriend?”
 
   “Fine, Gina. Don’t tell me.” 
 
   “We’re having dinner. Period. Nothing else.”
 
   “Okay, whatever.”
 
   Tristan picked me up promptly at seven. I’d changed into a skirt and sweater, and put on the new boots I’d bought earlier when Tylar and I had gone shopping.
 
   We went to a little bistro just a few blocks away. It was quiet and intimate; a perfect place for us to talk. Once we’d ordered, I got right to the point.
 
   “Tristan, I need to know how you feel about me…how you feel about this baby. I understand how what Ian told you would have been upsetting, but the fact that you accused me of trying to trap you was just pure ugly. I think I deserve an explanation.”
 
   “You’re right. I do owe you an explanation. I’m not quite sure I have one that will satisfy you, though. It’s complicated. I’ve never shared this with my family - with anyone.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “There was a girl, a woman, that I had a long term relationship with in California. Her name was Tara. I’d met her one weekend when I went to San Francisco on business. She worked for one of the major wine brokers and I was immediately attracted to her.”
 
   “Tara?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. Tara Samuels. She was five years younger than me. She was smart, funny and beautiful. Tylar reminds me of her a bit. I suppose that was why I was so taken with Tylar when we first met. She reminded me of Tara.”
 
   He paused momentarily as if he was picturing Tara in his mind. 
 
   “I even brought Tara back east with me several times over the years we were together. Mom was fond of her; Tara loved my family and she loved me. We were engaged to be married. We lived together for about two years at my home in Sonoma. Her family lived in the Portland, Oregon area. That was where she’d been born and raised.”
 
   The conversation stopped as the waiter brought our food to us. 
 
   Tristan refilled his wine glass, taking a sip before he continued.
 
   “The whole time Tara and I were together, she never once invited me to accompany her when she’d fly home to visit her family. She’d use excuses such as I probably wouldn’t get on with her parents, or she knew it was the busy season at the winery, or she needed some alone time. It wasn’t as if she went that often, so I never pressed the issue with her.” 
 
   Tristan motioned for me to start eating, while he continued.
 
   “After we became engaged, she made a trip to Portland. I’d decided enough was enough. I was going to marry her and I needed to get her family’s approval. That’s how I felt about it. I didn’t care what kind of family she came from, I wanted to meet them. I wanted them to meet me.”
 
   Tristan stopped for a moment to collect his thoughts. I was trying like hell to figure out where the story was going.
 
   “I rearranged my schedule, unbeknownst to her. I decided to take a later flight and surprise her that weekend. I figured she’d be pleased I’d taken the initiative to finally meet her family. I was determined that, no matter what her parents were like, I could tolerate anything for her. I loved her so much.” 
 
   His voice was strained with emotion now.
 
   “I’d written down their address from a credit card statement of hers I’d found in the trash. She still had their address listed on her credit card statements. It didn’t matter since she paid everything on line, but she always printed the statements out to verify the charges since she traveled a lot in her job as a broker and had to keep track of business expenses.”
 
   Once again, the conversation was interrupted when the waiter came over to see if we needed anything else. 
 
   “When I got to the address listed on the credit card statement, the door was answered by an older gentleman in a wheelchair. The house was fairly nice, on several acres of land just outside of Portland, Oregon. I naturally presumed the man was her father, though she’d never mentioned he was confined to a wheelchair. I introduced myself, explaining I was there to surprise his daughter - my fiancée. The surprise was on me when I learned the man had no sons or daughters. He did, however, have a wife named Tara.”
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc365869870]CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   “Oh my God, Tristan,” I gasped, totally in shock. ‘What did you do?”
 
   “Naturally, I was stunned. About that time, Tara came out into the main entry hall. I saw the immediate panic and fear in her eyes when she saw me standing on the porch. I played it off as if I had the wrong address. I mean, I hadn’t mentioned her name or anything. He bought the story and I left. I flew back to California. Two days later, Tara returned to me. She explained the situation.”
 
   I knew I’d probably regret asking this question, but it had to be asked.
 
   “What was the situation?”
 
   “Tara had married Henry while she was still in college. She’d met him on a weekend with her college roommates skiing at Lake Tahoe. He was more than thirty years older than she was, but his worldliness and wealth had done much to close that age gap - at least at that time. Two years after they married, Henry suffered a ski accident and was left confined to a wheelchair for life. He was paralyzed from the waist down which meant that, well, they couldn’t have relations.”
 
   I studied Tristan’s face and I could tell what he was about to tell me didn’t sit well with him.
 
   “Tara told me she’d confessed everything to Henry about us; she’d spared him no details. He told her he loved her enough to share her, if that’s what it took. He told her she had permission to continue the relationship with me for as long as she wanted; I was even welcome to stay at their house when she was home with him.”
 
    How creepy is that?
 
   “She had even told Henry she loved me and I loved her. He told her he didn’t expect anything different. He did make one request of her, and of me, I guess.”
 
   “Which was?”
 
   “He wanted us to conceive a baby together, but the child would be raised as theirs. I could still remain in the picture for as long as I wanted; even interact as an ‘uncle’ to the child, provided I kept my silence as to who had fathered the baby.”
 
   I placed my hand on Tristan’s from across the table. I looked into his emerald eyes, trying to fathom how that must’ve tortured and, perhaps, even tempted him.
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   He looked me squarely in the eye.
 
   “I’d be lying if I told you I didn’t consider what had been offered. I loved Tara more than I’d ever loved anything in my life at that point. I would have loved to have had a baby with her. It was my dream, but not like that. I could never have brought myself to participate in such a scheme. I didn’t have it in me to be so duplicitous, no matter whose blessing I’d been given…no matter how much I loved Tara. I ended it. It was the most painful thing that I’d ever been through.”
 
   “Oh God, Tristan, I am so sorry, baby.”
 
   His fingers massaged mine gently. He pulled my hand to his lips and brushed it with sweet kisses, capturing my eyes with his.
 
   “I need to be honest with you, Gina. I don’t want secrets between us.”
 
   Aww . . shit. Bad news . . . 
 
   “After my split with Tara, I pretty much turned into a drunken whore dog. I mean, I partied every night; there were women, lots of women. Some of them were one night stands; others were more. I loved none of them. I used them, Gina. I know it was wrong, but you need to know how I behaved.”
 
   “Okay, you're not going to tell me you’ve got some communicable disease now after we’ve been banging for months here, are you?”
 
   No, babe,” he chuckled, softly. “There's nothing like that. I just want to explain why I freaked after Ian came into the club that day giving me every detail of your last sexual interlude. He told me that you emasculated him, you pushed him out of the marriage, and you believed he was a sterile piece of shit. When I saw the results of his test, it just all came flooding back to me.”
 
   “It wasn’t the same thing,” I interrupted, looking up into his beautiful, green eyes. “I hope you aren’t going to tell me you’ve behaved like a whore the last few weeks.”
 
   “Of course not,” he said. My heart fluttered happily. “I just had to think things through. Separate my feelings from those I had with Tara’s deception. I realized you didn’t set out to deceive me, but Gina, we need to be prepared for the chance this baby may, in fact, be Ian’s. What then?” 
 
   “I guess that’s up to you. I’m still the person I was when you met me. I think you’re the one that has to decide what you can or cannot handle.”
 
   “I can tell you’re getting fired up,” he replied, “It wasn’t my intention to piss you off. I simply needed to be honest with you. I’m just not through sorting it all out yet. I guess that’s what I needed to tell you. I need more time, Gina.”
 
   I’d suddenly lost my appetite. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected when I agreed to have dinner with him, but it wasn’t this. 
 
   I had no doubts as to how I felt about Tristan. I had no doubts the baby I carried was his. I was getting pissed, though I knew he had every right to have reservations about continuing our relationship.
 
   I pulled my hand from his abruptly. I gathered my jacket as I stood up to leave.
 
   “Don’t go, Gina. Stay and let’s finish dinner.”
 
   “I don’t think so. You asked for more time. You have it. My life doesn’t stay on hold while you take it, though. That club is half mine. I am returning to work. It’s what I do. If you can’t handle my being there, then that’s your problem. Make sure you let Sunny know her schedule is changing, effective tomorrow.”
 
   He was standing now and started to move towards me. I put my hand up as a sign for him to let it be. 
 
   “Gina, wait,” he called after me. I didn’t look back as I headed out of the restaurant. It wasn’t until I reached the sidewalk out front that I remembered Tristan had picked me up in his car.
 
   Fuck! Now I had to traipse the four blocks back to Jo Anna’s in the freaking dark. I’d take my chances with the perverts and street thugs before I’d go back inside and look like an idiot in front of Tristan.
 
   I ignored the shout-outs and whistles I received on the way to Jo Anna’s. She was out when I got there, which was fine. I didn’t feel like explaining my foul mood to anyone. 
 
   I flounced down on the couch and took my new boots off, which had pinched the hell out of my feet during the walk home. My cell phone chimed. It was Tylar.
 
   “Hey girlfriend,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.
 
   “Gina?”
 
   “Uhh yes, Tylar. That’s who you called, isn’t it?”
 
   “I was thinking my call would go to voice mail. I was going to leave you a message. You’re home already?”
 
   “Apparently so,” I replied, rolling my eyes.
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “Right again,” I answered.
 
   “So, I’m getting the vibe you would prefer not to talk about it, right?”
 
   “You’re three for three, girlfriend. What’s up?”
 
   “Uh…well. Never mind. We can talk tomorrow.”
 
   “Tylar, for Chrissake - you called for a reason, so you think you might want to let me in on it?”
 
   “I just had some good news I wanted to share with you, that’s all. It can wait for when you’re in a better mood.”
 
   “Better tell me now; this mood's going nowhere anytime soon.”
 
   “I’m pregnant! Your baby's going to have a younger cousin!”
 
   “Excellent.”
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   It had been several weeks since I’d started working back at the club. Tristan hadn’t fled the scene, as of yet. I had no indication he was looking to hire a co-manager to take his place either. We managed to avoid each other at work during our overlapping shifts. We continued to discuss business issues politely. I continued watching Sunny in my peripheral vision.
 
   Tristan had moved her to the restaurant, which caused a lot of whiney-pooing on her part for the first couple of days. She was now enjoying the bigger tips that came with it, so the whining had stopped. She still had googly eyes for Tristan. He appeared not to notice or, if he did, failed to react.
 
   Tylar had called me the previous evening. She was going to stop by the club after her initial visit with her OB/GYN in town this afternoon. She was tickled to death we were pregnant at the same time. 
 
   I tried to be enthusiastic about it, but it was different for me than it was for her. I didn’t think she got that. 
 
   I went into the office where Tristan was figuring payroll. I needed to get the cash drawer for the upstairs bar out of the safe. My baby bump was starting to show a bit. 
 
   I felt weird being around him because I knew he’d noticed. I’d caught him watching me a couple of times; he’d hurriedly looked away. I felt some comfort in knowing that, at the very least, I distracted him.
 
   I was surprised when I entered the office to see Sunny sitting on the corner of his desk as he was flipping through the time cards.
 
   “Come on, Tristan, please? Give me one of Abby’s shifts next weekend. I need to work more weekend doubles so I can afford that new car.”
 
   Tristan didn’t look up from what he was doing.
 
   “I told you Sunny, I’m not going to arbitrarily pull shifts from another waitress because you need to buy a car you obviously can’t afford.”
 
   Hah, bitch! Told you now, didn’t he? Get your ass off of his desk!
 
   Sunny looked over at me as I went over to the safe and started dialing in the combination. She looked back over at Tristan. I saw her lean over so he was provided an ample view of her cleavage when, and if, he bothered to look up.
 
   “But she clocked in late three times last week. Don’t you believe in punishing bad girls?” she asked, taking a seductive tone.
 
   The combination to the fucking safe was not working. I started pounding on the steel door with my fist; my other hand was frantically trying to turn the steel handle. It would not budge. The noise brought their attention to me.
 
   Tristan was immediately over at my side.
 
   “Gina, let me,” he said, gently brushing my hand aside as he turned the dial to the proper combination. He turned the latch and the door to the safe opened easily for him. 
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled, not looking at him. I pulled the cash drawer marked ‘Upstairs East’ from the safe.
 
   “Do you want me to carry that upstairs for you?”
 
   Okay - so now I guess he thinks I'm a fucking invalid.
 
   “Thanks, but I’m good.”
 
   Sunny was still lounging on the corner of his desk.
 
   “What time do you go on the clock, Sunny?”
 
   She immediately stiffened and got an attitude. She turned her face up, as if snubbing me.
 
   “Five,” she answered.
 
   “Then why are you in the office? This isn't the employee lounge. Tristan's running payroll and the door outside says ‘Authorized Personnel.’ That would not be you.”
 
   “Whatever,” she snipped angrily, straightening up and moving to the door. “I guess the queen bee has spoken.”
 
   “What did you say to me?”
 
   She turned to look at me from the now-opened office door. Her expression had lost some of the haughtiness as I stared her down, east coast style. She remained silent.
 
   “One more incident of insubordination and Abby's the one who'll be getting more shifts. I guess that means you’ll be the one walking.”
 
   Her face blushed scarlet, but she knew better than to try and get the last word with me. She quickly departed for safer territory, closing the door behind her.
 
   I heard Tristan chuckle from behind me. I turned to meet his amused stare.
 
   “Well done, Ms. Hatton. I think you did a very thorough job of marking your territory.”
 
   He was leaning against his desk, his arms folded in front of him, giving me a cocky grin.
 
   “Oh, bullshit, Tristan. She was out of line and you know it. Somebody had to put her in her place. You evidently weren’t going to do anything about it.” 
 
   I made a quick exit out of the office, slamming the door behind me. 
 
   Tylar arrived at the upstairs bar about an hour after my shift started. She sat down at the bar and ordered a Sprite.
 
   “So, how did your appointment with the doctor go?” I asked, setting her glass of Sprite in front of her.
 
   “My due date's October 2. Everything looks fine. I’ve got to tell you though, this nausea is a bitch.”
 
   “Really? You didn’t have much with Preston’s pregnancy, did you?”
 
   She was gulping down her Sprite.
 
   “Just a couple of episodes of nausea; this is like constant. Hopefully it'll be short-lived. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m feeling great, girlfriend. The second trimester's awesome. Hey, next appointment my doctor's doing an ultrasound. I’ve decided to find out the sex of the baby. I hate surprises, you know?”
 
   “Yes. I'm aware of that.”
 
   “So, I don’t know, Ty, maybe you could come with me?”
 
   “Well, sure, but don’t you think Tristan might want to be there?”
 
   “Hmmph, doubtful.”
 
   Tylar gave a heavy sigh, taking another sip of her drink. She started to say something, but stopped when several people sat down. 
 
   I moved down to take their drink orders. By the time I’d served them, more people had lined the bar. I was mixing up a cosmopolitan when I heard his familiar voice.
 
   “Well, Giner, you’re looking good, babe. How’s our wee one doing? Looks like you’re starting to pop out nicely.”
 
   My head snapped up immediately; my eyes locked onto Ian’s amused ones. I looked over at Tylar; she nodded and left the bar.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here, Ian? Tristan barred you after you made that spectacle a few weeks back.”
 
   “Yeah, well guess what? I’m here, aren’t I? He’s not going to keep me out of my own club or away from the mother of my child.”
 
   It was only four o’clock and Ian was already drunk. What the hell had happened to him? 
 
   I fought off the feeling of guilt that was starting to creep in, reminding myself it had been his choice. It was Ian who wanted our marriage over. It was Ian who wanted to sell his half of the club. I had no reason to feel guilty about his choices.
 
   “This isn’t your club anymore, Ian. This isn't your baby either.”
 
   “Well, I guess we’ll be seeing about that in a few months, won’t we, love? I fully intend to exercise my paternal rights in the meantime by keeping my eye on you and making sure you’re keeping yourself healthy. So, I’ll be popping in from time to time to visit you.”
 
   “That’s where you’re mistaken, Ian.” 
 
   It was Tristan’s voice behind him now. He was calm but his voice had a distinct edge to it that said he was in no mood to be fucked with by another one of Ian’s drunken tirades.
 
   Tylar was behind the bar, taking care of the drink orders I’d neglected. 
 
   I watched closely as Ian turned to face Tristan. He wouldn’t back down. The problem was, a drunk Ian was a stupid Ian. He wouldn’t know when to quit. I was sick of these scenes at the club.
 
   “So, Mr. Tristan,” Ian sneered, “I hear you’re living alone these days. I’m happy to hear that ‘cause I wouldn’t want you poking your dick into my wee one’s little head now.”
 
   Ian chuckled at his own crudeness.
 
   Christ Almighty, he’s a blubbering idiot.
 
   I saw Tristan’s face darken. He was livid at Ian’s crude display. He started to say something, but Ian interrupted him.
 
   “Yeah, I hear you’re slung quite long between your legs there, mate. Hmmph, I suppose Giner could take that better than the one what was in here whining about you a week or so ago.”
 
   What the fuck? Who's he talking about?
 
   Tristan grabbed Ian by the scruff of his neck, lifting him off the ground. His feet dangled several inches above the floor like a puppet. If I hadn’t been so horrified, I’d have found it amusing.
 
   “Mr. Hatton, you've been barred from this establishment. If I need to call the authorities to have you removed, I will. You’re not to return here again or both Gina and I will file criminal trespassing charges against you. Do you understand?”
 
   “Piss off, mate!” Ian sneered, trying to wriggle free from Tristan’s strong grasp. He didn’t succeed. He was forced to look into Tristan’s very green and very angry eyes.
 
   “Gina's carrying my baby. We have proof, so you just need to accept that and move on with your life and out of ours. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   Holy Shit!
 
   By this time, Ian had comprehended the safest thing to do was to shut the fuck up and leave. He gave Tristan a brief nod. 
 
   Tristan relaxed his grip. Ian shrugged free of his grasp, smoothing out his jacket as he departed. Tristan followed him down to make sure he left the establishment.
 
   I went over to where Tylar was filling a mug with draft beer.
 
   “Do you believe that shit?”
 
   “Oh, my God Gina, that was hot!”
 
   “No, Tylar, I want to know who the bitch was that was in here talking about how Tristan's hung.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Gina. Ian was drunk. He was making shit up to start trouble.”
 
   “If that’s the case, then how would he know Tristan is, well, you know, hung like a freakin’ horse?”
 
   We both started giggling at once.
 
   “Hey,” she said, “Do you suppose Libby was in here? You know she has an axe to grind still with you and Tristan.”
 
   I considered that for a moment. It did make sense. We hadn’t seen her in a while, but that didn’t mean she didn’t occasionally stop in when neither Tristan nor I were here. I mean, Ian had been barred for a while, yet he’d apparently managed to sneak beneath the radar, if he was, in fact, here a week or so ago like he said. 
 
   “You’re probably right, Ty.”
 
   Tristan was back up on the mezzanine heading towards the bar. He looked like a man on a mission.
 
   “Tylar, thanks for helping out at the bar. Could you hang around for just a couple of more minutes? I need to talk to Gina.”
 
   “Sure,” she replied, smiling. “Take your time.”
 
   “Come on,” he said, holding up the countertop so I could follow him outside of the bar. He took my hand and pulled me over near a table outside of the immediate bar area. Once there, he turned me to face him.
 
   “Gina, I love you. I don’t care whose baby you’re carrying; it doesn’t change the fact that I love you. I can’t stand being apart from you. Please come back, baby? Please?”
 
   I looked up into his magnificent eyes and I knew he meant it. Still, he had put me through some shit. I wasn’t sure he should get off that easily.
 
   “I’ll think about it, Tristan. I can’t give you an answer right this second. I’m the one that needs a little time right now, okay?”
 
   He nodded, smiling, pulling me to him. I pulled back, still wanting to make my point with him.
 
   “And for the record, this baby's yours. I'll have DNA testing done just as soon as possible.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, baby,” he interrupted, trying to quiet me.
 
   “Let me finish, Tristan. I will have DNA testing done so there's never any doubt. And when those results come in, I will personally have the pleasure of shoving them up your ass, do you understand?”
 
   He smiled, and nodded. “I understand, baby. I deserve it. I love you.”
 
   I heard Tylar squeal with happiness over at the bar where she apparently had made it a point to eavesdrop on our conversation.
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   It was my third week living back in the apartment with Tristan. I loved having the master suite now with the kick-ass bathroom and the huge closets. 
 
   I’d naturally taken Trey’s old closet, which was fine with Tristan. We’d gotten my furniture out of storage and moved into the apartment. Tristan had taken me shopping for accent items and the apartment looked fabulous. We still had the nursery to decorate. I’d decided on a new color scheme.
 
   Tristan had gone to my doctor’s appointment with me the previous afternoon. We were expecting a baby boy. Tristan was thrilled by the prospect; I could tell. 
 
   I’d phoned Tylar immediately upon returning home to share the good news. She didn’t seem all that enthusiastic. I wrote it off to the fact that she said she’d been in bed all day, sleeping between puking. 
 
   She was still in a snit about how much time Trey was spending with the new partner, Amber. I listened as she went on and on about it. I loved Tylar. She was my best friend, but there were times I wanted to slap her. This was one of those times.
 
   Tristan had worked an earlier shift at the club today, so I was expecting him home at any time. I’d made lasagna from scratch. He loved it; in fact, he loved everything Italian that I made. I guess being a Valenti had paid off.
 
   He was in the door just before six. I’d set the table with candles to make it romantic. 
 
   “Hey, sweet baby,” he greeted me, immediately coming over to where I was standing in the kitchen. He wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me against him. 
 
   God, he could make me tingle in my special places. He was the first man to ever make me feel all warm, fuzzy, and cuddly. That was so not me in the past. 
 
   Ian and I had a very different type of interaction. It had been more of a one-on-one. Most of the time, I’d gotten my own way with Ian by nagging and wearing him down.
 
   Tristan was very different. He made me feel soft and feminine and totally let me have my way when it was the right thing to do. However, Tristan could hold his ground and be relentlessly stubborn when he took a position that differed from mine. He wasn't temperamental like Trey, but yet, he had his limits.
 
   We kissed playfully. “I missed you,” I said, which again, was something I found myself saying to Tristan that I’d never said to Ian. The dynamics were so much hotter.
 
   “I missed you,” he whispered, his hands now moving down my back and over my ass gently.
 
   We ate dinner and discussed our day’s activities. I told Tristan about my call to Tylar. He picked up on my irritation with her.
 
   “I’m sure she’s excited about our baby boy. Trey says she's really had a tough time with this pregnancy already. I guess she’s sick all the time and extremely fatigued. Give her the benefit of the doubt, babe.”
 
   “I know, I know,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “It just sometimes seems like it’s all about her, you know?”
 
   “Maybe you ought to go out and visit with her for an afternoon, babe. I mean, you haven’t had much time to spend with her and I’m sure she’d like some company. Besides, I want you cutting back your hours at the club some.”
 
   “Define ‘some’,” I replied.
 
   “Like, maybe cut back to twelve hours a week?”
 
   “Are you serious? So does that mean you’ll be working even more hours? I don’t think so.”
 
   I cleared our salad plates and went back to the kitchen to bring out the lasagna.
 
   “How about this? If you cut your hours to just two shifts per week, I promise I’ll put a night manager on and be home here by six every evening.”
 
   “What about weekends?” I asked.
 
   “I won’t work any more Saturdays at all.”
 
   “Okay, you have a deal.”
 
   After we finished dinner, Tristan helped me clear and clean up the kitchen.
 
   “Tristan?”
 
   “Yeah babe?”
 
   “I wanted to ask you something about what Ian said a few weeks back. About some girl being in the club prior to his visit and talking about the size of your pecker.”
 
   “I have no clue who he was referring to, I swear…and to answer the unasked question, it's no.”
 
   “What’s no?”
 
   “I haven't slept with any other woman since you. Period.”
 
   “Did I even ask you that?”
 
   “You didn’t have to. The fact that you’ve been curious about who said it, or even if someone really did say it, tells me it's been on your mind since then. Am I right?”
 
   “Well, Tylar thought maybe Libby had been in and that’s who Ian heard it from.”
 
   “Sweet baby, I’ve not seen Libby in the club since before I left her sorry ass. I know she came in to stir shit up after that with you, but to my knowledge, she's not been back.”
 
   “Okay. Just sayin’.”
 
   I’d fallen asleep in bed waiting for Tristan to finish up in the shower. His Blackberry was chiming on the nightstand by his side of the bed. I woke and started to reach for it as he came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around him.
 
   “I got it, babe.”
 
   “Hey Mom,” he answered, walking back into the bathroom with his sexy swagger going on. I couldn’t make out the gist of the conversation, but it wasn’t really all that late, so I doubted that it was any type of emergency or family crisis.
 
   Tristan came out of the bathroom several minutes later in his boxers. He climbed into bed next to me, putting his Blackberry back on the nightstand.
 
   “Come here, you,” he said, pulling me over. “Mom sends her love.”
 
   I crawled up against his still-damp body. “So, is everything okay with the family?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she just called to let us know the good news that Nigel and Tess’s surrogate is expecting. I think she said the due date was early November.”
 
   “Wow, fucking fantastic,” I said, making no effort to mask my sarcasm. “A baby due in early August, one in early October and the third in early November. At least we know for certain two out of three will be biologically connected to your parents.”
 
   I turned away and scooted over, pulling the covers up under my chin. I’m not sure where that had come from, but it felt way better letting it out than continuing to keep it inside, gnawing away at me.
 
   “What the hell?” Tristan was off the bed and circling around to my side. “Do you want to tell me what that was about?”
 
   “I’m just verbalizing what's probably going through your head, that’s all.”
 
   “Don’t you fucking put words into my mouth Gina, or presume to know my thoughts, because you obviously do not!”
 
   Okkaay - he's pissed.
 
   “Fair enough. Then maybe they're my thoughts, okay? Don’t you think I might be a bit insecure with all these Sinclair babies on the way and worried mine's not? I mean, for Chrissake, Ian has ruined this pregnancy for me!”
 
   He immediately sat down on the bed and pulled me into his arms.
 
   “Did you hear nothing I said to you several weeks back? I said I love you, and that means unconditionally, sweet baby. I don’t care whose DNA this baby carries; he’s yours and he’s mine. Do you understand that?”
 
   I nodded. I was kind of choked up with emotion at what he said and it didn’t sit well with me. I wasn’t like Tylar. I didn’t do well with tears. They were a sign of weakness.
 
   “Tristan?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Get your ass into bed. I want to thoroughly fuck you.”
 
   A slow smile spread across his handsome face. He climbed into bed. I shed the tee shirt of his I was wearing and my panties followed. I pushed him back against the pillows and straddled him.
 
   My lips traced a path down his muscular chest and flat belly. I loved the feel of him underneath me. I grew wet for him already. 
 
   He was well-muscled and firm. I noticed his long, thick shaft was hard for me. I’d totally freaked when I’d first seen him. I’d only been with one other man before Ian. That was someone I didn’t want to think about - ever. 
 
   I moved down the length of Tristan’s body. I wanted to feel his cock in my mouth. I loved sucking him dry every chance I got. 
 
   I loved that my tongue could drive him to a heated frenzy. His hands would fist in my fair as he moaned and writhed underneath me. Sometimes he’d have his way and lift me up, lowering me down onto him. Tristan preferred finishing inside of me. 
 
   My tongue swirled around the tip of his shaft; my hands were busy flexing and softly jacking him. He moaned with pleasure.
 
   “Come on, sweet baby. I need to be inside of you.” He lifted my hips up off of him and lowered me onto his erection. 
 
   “Mmmm, that’s my sweet girl,” he whispered, watching me. “That’s my love,” he said. 
 
   I rode his shaft up and down, back and forth; our eyes locked as we watched one another. 
 
   Tristan and I always kept our eyes opened when we made love. We loved watching each other from the beginning to the climactic end. His eyes got even greener right after he climaxed. 
 
   I was moaning now with the pleasure his cock was giving me deep, deep inside. He was rolling his hips; his hands were massaging my breasts roughly, and his eyes were boring into mine with lust and passion. 
 
   We were there on the edge. He pinched my nipples bringing me pleasure and pain. 
 
   My climax exploded and he was right there with me, lifting me up and down on his shaft as I felt his throbbing start. I cried out in ecstasy, as we both shuddered in pure pleasured release.
 
   Tristan was always good for a second round, which was one of the things I loved about him. Ten minutes later, he was kneeling behind me, his hands braced on each of my ass cheeks, rocking himself in and out of me steadily as I groaned like a cat in heat. 
 
   We slept woven around each other afterwards. This type of intimacy was foreign to me. 
 
   Ian and I hadn't been the best sleep companions. Tristan needed to be touching while we slept. It had taken some getting used to for me, but now I found it strangely comforting and secure. 
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   I took Tristan’s advice and drove out to visit Tylar the following afternoon. 
 
   I’d called her earlier to make sure she felt up to having company. She seemed genuinely happy about me coming out. 
 
   I played with Preston in the downstairs family room while Jean went out to the barn to let Tylar know I’d arrived.
 
   “Well, look at you, Gina,” she said, her cheeks rosy from being outside. “Pregnancy definitely agrees with you.”
 
   “Thanks, Ty. I feel really great.”
 
   “God, I wish I did,” she replied, taking a seat on the couch and stretching out. “I have no energy at all. My doctor is raising the strength of my prenatal vitamins, plus he put me on two additional supplements. I’ve really put a lot of responsibility on Marcus as far as the horses go. Of course, Trey has been no help with all the hours he’s been working with the new junior partner. I’ve told you about Amber, right?”
 
   Like a million fucking times, girlfriend!
 
   “Yes, I believe you’ve mentioned her to me.”
 
   “Well, get ready to meet her today. Trey called a little while ago and he’s having her come out here since they have to work late. She’s going to be staying for dinner. They should be here any time. I want your opinion, Gina.”
 
   “Sure, no problem. So, what else has been going on? I suppose you heard the news about Nigel and Tess’s surrogate?”
 
   “Yeah, isn’t that great? Susan called last evening. She’s so excited about all of these babies coming.”
 
   “Yes, it’s lovely,” I replied, rolling my eyes.
 
   “Okay. What’s up with that?”
 
   “Nothing. I don’t know. I guess it’s just me feeling insecure, that’s all.”
 
   “Hey, did I tell you I'm pretty sure my baby's going to be a boy, too?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. I figure with this pregnancy being so damned different than when I was pregnant with Preston, it must be a boy I’m carrying. You know, like, how I was horny all of the time with Preston, and now the thought of sex is kind of repulsive to me. It’s really strange.”
 
   “I’ll bet,” I said. “How does the Hot Nazi feel about that?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and smiled. 
 
   “About like you'd expect. You know Trey. So, how are things with you and Tristan?”
 
   “We’re doing well. I agreed to cut back to two shifts a week. Tristan agreed to cut his hours by hiring a night manager. We’re enjoying some good sex. I’ve got no complaints.”
 
   “Have you and Tristan thought about any names for the baby yet? I mean we need to make sure we don’t have the same names lined up for our babies.”
 
   Okay - where in the hell is she coming off with this? My baby's freaking due first.
 
   “Well suppose we did have the same names selected for a boy? What then?”
 
   Tylar looked at me quizzically. She got that I was getting a little bit irritated with her. 
 
   “Well, I don’t know. I guess I haven’t thought it through. I figured you would probably be naming your baby after Tristan.”
 
   “I see,” I replied. “I guess I presumed you would be naming your baby, if in fact it is a boy, after Trey.”
 
   “Gina, are you pissed off at me for something?”
 
   “Well, maybe I am a little bit, girlfriend. I mean for Chrissake, you act like you’re the only one with problems. You whine about Trey and Amber constantly; when you’re not whining about them, you’re going on about how sick you feel. Now you freakin’ want to lay claim to a boy’s name when you aren’t even fucking sure you’re having one and I am. Plus, my baby's due first.”
 
   “What does that have to do with it?”
 
   “That means I’ll name him anything I damn well please. I don’t need your permission to do so.”
 
   I saw her tear up immediately. God, now I really felt like a piece of shit.
 
   “Hey Ty, I’m sorry-”
 
   She held her hand up and shook her head.
 
   “Don’t apologize, Gina. You simply said what you felt. I’m sorry I’ve burdened you with my problems. I didn’t realize how taxing that must’ve been for you. I won’t bring either of those topics up to you again. I promise.”
 
   “Tylar-” 
 
   We were interrupted when Trey came into the room with the infamous Amber trailing behind him.
 
   “Well hi, Gina. I thought that was your car out front. How are you?”
 
   “Hey, Trey, I’m doing fine. Just came out to check on my BFF. We don’t get to see each other much these days.”
 
   Trey looked over at Tylar. He could tell she was upset. He looked quickly back to me. I gave him a non-committal shrug.
 
   Amber cleared her throat beside Trey.
 
   Trey took his cue. "Oh, I’m sorry. Gina, this is our new partner at the firm, Amber Stratton. Amber, this is Gina Hatton.”
 
   Amber held her well-manicured hand out to me, flashing me what was meant to be her totally intimidating and ‘I-can-have-any-man-I-want’ look. 
 
   Oh yes, Tylar had reason to hate this bitch.
 
   “Amber, so nice to meet you,” I cooed, flashing her one of my ‘don’t-be-messing-with-my-man’ smiles, with a slight nod of my head to top it off.
 
   “Gina? Are you Tristan’s Gina, then?”
 
   Now how in the hell does she know that?
 
   “Well…yes. Do you know Tristan?”
 
   I could see Tylar had taken an immediate interest in the way the conversation was going. She was all ears now.
 
   “Well ‘yes’ and ‘no,’ I guess,” she laughed softly. “I mean I know he’s Trey’s older brother, and I know I’ve caught a glimpse or two of him at The Shady Lady when I’ve been out with friends, but the reason I put it together just now was from Ian.
 
   Huh?
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   I could tell even Trey’s interest had been sparked by that one.
 
   “Oh, I am sorry,” she said, managing to produce a soft blush on her cheeks. “I suppose that’s a sore subject with you.”
 
   “Not really,” I lied. “You know Ian?”
 
   “Well, I mean I only met him once about a month ago at The Shady Lady. He was fairly talkative. He mentioned your name and pointed Tristan out to me. I guess my memory is just like that…It’s like a steel trap. Once imbedded in my mind, I don’t forget it.”
 
   “Well, I suppose that comes in pretty handy in the line of work you’re in then.”
 
   “Why, yes, it serves my purpose well.”
 
   Why do I think she’s not referring to case law here?
 
   “Well, at any rate, it’s been a pleasure Amber. Tylar, I’m going to take off now. Hope you feel better soon.”
 
   “Gina, you can stay longer if you want.”
 
   It was Tylar’s half-assed attempt at saying she wasn’t going to throw me out for being pissy with her, but I felt extremely uncomfortable at the moment, for a variety of reasons. Besides that, I had another stop to make before going home.
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   It was not even five o’clock when I pulled up in front of the condo that Ian and I had shared. His mustang was in the driveway. 
 
   What the hell did he do these days? Did he even have a job? My guess was that he was blowing through the money he got from the sale of his half of the club. It was kind of sad.
 
   I hoped he was sober. I needed some information from him. He was an ugly drunk, so hopefully the more sober I caught him, the more cooperative he’d be.
 
   I rang the bell a couple of times before he answered. He was surprised to see me. As near as I could tell it was a ‘sober’ surprise. He was dressed, shaved, and looked presentable.
 
   “Giner? Bloody hell, what do you want?”
 
   “Ian, can I have five minutes of your time?”
 
   He looked beyond me warily; he was trying to see if Tristan was lurking behind the bushes, apparently. How paranoid was that?
 
   “It’s just me, Ian. No one's with me, for Chrissake.”
 
   “Yeah - come on in,” he relented.
 
   I followed him inside, taking a seat on an obviously second-hand plaid sofa. He looked over at me expectantly.
 
   “Ian, do you remember talking to a very attractive brunette at the club a month or so ago? Mid-thirties, dark eyes -”
 
   “Big, perky tits?” he finished for me. “Of course I remember Amber. What the hell? I’m not eighty.”
 
   “I know, I know; it’s just that you’re drunk most of the time, so I never know how your sense of recall is affected.”
 
   “Look, if you came here to fucking insult me, you can get the hell out of here right now!”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I just need to know what she talked to you about.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Why did I think he would cooperate? 
 
   Even if he did offer information, how would I know if it was the truth or not? He wasn’t exactly in my court on this. I had to give him a reason not to lie.
 
   “It’s just that I went out to visit Tylar today. She mentioned Trey is spending a lot of time with Amber. She’s a new partner in the law firm. Anyway, while I was there, Trey and Amber came to the house. I guess they’re working a lot of late hours at Trey and Tylar’s. Amber somehow knew you and I were divorced.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, I just wondered if during your conversation with her she mentioned anything much about Trey. I think Tylar has concerns Amber might be trying to hit on him, you know?”
 
   “I don’t know anything about that. She mentioned Trey in passing a couple of times, but actually, she seemed more interested in Tristan.”
 
   There it is. Act surprised.
 
   “Tristan? How would she know Tristan?”
 
   “Sorry, love. I didn’t press her on the details. He’s not one of my favorite people, as you know. She was just going on about his big dick. She said something about a birthmark too that caught me funny. What’s the story on that?”
 
   I have no clue about any birthmark…
 
   “What? Don’t tell me you’ve never seen his bum, Giner?”
 
   “I’m not going to share private information with you like that, Ian.”
 
   “Hah, you don’t even know about it. I can tell. Well next time you and King Stud are in the sack, roll him on his belly and look for a small birthmark on one of his bum cheeks; looks like a devil’s fork, according to Amber.”
 
   “Whatever, Ian, I came here to see what you knew about Amber and Trey. Obviously, you’re still hell-bent on making everything about Tristan.”
 
   I got up and headed for the door. Ian was beside me in an instant.
 
   “Hey, you asked me what she talked about and I gave you the truth, Giner. She may be interested in Trey, she seems kinky that way, but she talked more about Tristan. That’s how she knew we used to be married. I shared my opinion of Tristan with her; I told her my ex was involved with him. Trust me; I don’t bring either of your names up when I’m in the company of a beautiful babe. It can be a mood killer. She’s the one who brought it up. I just gave my opinion.”
 
   “Thanks, Ian,” I said, as I walked out of the condo. “Take care.”
 
   I tried to process the information on my way back to our apartment. 
 
   What the hell was that all about? I wouldn’t believe Tristan had lied to me. As much as it was killing me, I simply had to bide my time and see what developed. I wasn’t going to stir the pot until I had objective evidence that Tristan had lied about being with anyone other than me. I had no clue how long Amber had been in Atlanta.
 
   I thought back to Tylar’s ramblings about her. I wanted to kick myself in the ass for not paying more attention to her. She’d mentioned something about Amber going to Stanford Law School. That was in northern California, I was pretty sure. 
 
   What significance did that offer? Northern California was a huge area in and of itself. Perhaps my best bet was to find a way to bring up the topic of Amber to Tristan. Yes, that would allow me to gauge his reaction.
 
   Tristan was already home when I got there. He was stretched out on the sofa with ESPN blaring.
 
   “Hey babe,” he said, as I came into the living room. “Where you been?”
 
   “I went out and visited Tylar, as you suggested.”
 
   “Great. How’d it go?”
 
   “Well, actually I got a bit salty with her.”
 
   He cocked his eyebrow, waiting for me to continue.
 
   “It’s just, she started on about feeling sick, rambling on about some law partner of Trey’s, and then wanting to make sure we didn’t have the same boy’s name picked out for our babies. It rubbed me wrong, that’s all.”
 
   “How'd you leave it?”
 
   “Kind of up in the air, I guess. We were interrupted when Trey came home from work. He brought that new partner with him. I think her name is Amber. Have you met her?”
 
   I watched him closely in order to read any change in his expression At the mention of her name.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Not really,” he said. “She’s been in the club a couple of times with Trey and some of the other lawyers at the firm for happy hour. That’s about the extent of it. Is Tylar upset about her or something?”
 
   “Oh, you know, it’s likely just pregnancy hormones at work. She’s certain Amber's out for Trey.”
 
   “Well, as far as I could tell, nothing stood out to me while they were there. She seemed to be getting equal attention from all the lawyers at the table. Tylar needs to calm down. She doesn’t need to be getting herself out of sorts right now.”
 
   Exactly. Thank you, Tristan.
 
   “Hey,” I said, smacking his leg so he’d scoot over. “How about we snuggle for a little bit? I missed you today.”
 
   “I missed you too, sweet baby.”
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc365869875]CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   It had been another couple of weeks and I hadn’t talked to Tylar. That was a record for us. I probably should have called to apologize to her. I’d been pretty snippy. It would have been nice if she’d picked up the phone first, though.
 
   Tristan and I had the nursery in order. The only thing we still needed was a wooden cradle. That was Tristan’s idea. 
 
   I frankly thought a bassinet served the same purpose and they were easy to find. Tristan was adamant we find just the right wooden rocking cradle for our room. We’d been to several places, but nothing suited him. He was being extremely particular about this.
 
   I was meeting Tristan at the club this evening. He wanted us to have dinner there together. 
 
   As promised, he’d hired a night manager and his hours had been reduced. We had more time together, which was great. Ian had not bothered us any further. Everything was going well, which always put me on edge. 
 
   I showered and dressed for my dinner date with Tristan. My baby bump was very obvious now and I wore it proudly. Tristan and I enjoyed feeling the baby kick and would lie for hours in bed watching and feeling. 
 
   The doorman buzzed up that my cab was waiting out front. Tristan didn’t want me driving in Atlanta traffic at night. He was being overly protective, which I was starting to get used to. 
 
   Tristan saw me immediately when I entered the club. It was fairly crowded, but it was Friday evening, so there were a lot of professional people still enjoying happy hour; others were arriving for dinner.
 
   “Hey, sweet baby,” he said, lowering his face to kiss me. “You look very beautiful this evening.”
 
   “You don’t look so bad yourself, baby,” I said, kissing him back.
 
   “Hey,” he continued, “I heard Trey and some of his partners are here. Let’s go say hello before we go to the dining room. I was told they’re sitting at a table on the other side of the bar.”
 
   “Sure, let’s go say our hellos.”
 
   Show time.
 
   Tristan escorted me over to the table, his arm around me. 
 
   I saw immediately that Amber was sitting next to Trey. There were two other male lawyers at the table, both looking as if they were in their late forties or early fifties. 
 
   All eyes were on Amber as she was going on about something. Trey spotted us and raised his eyes off of Amber to look up as we approached.
 
   I watched as Amber turned her attention to follow Trey’s gaze. Her eyes skipped over me and went straight to Tristan, where they stopped and didn’t move.
 
   “Don’t get up,” Tristan said. “We just wanted to say hello. Jo Anna mentioned you were here.”
 
   Trey introduced Tristan and me to the other two partners, saving Amber for last. 
 
   “Of course Gina's already met Amber at our place, but I’m not sure if you’ve met my brother, Tristan.”
 
   “He looks vaguely familiar,” she cooed, eying him boldly. “Perhaps it’s from being in here.”
 
   Tristan shook her hand, his expression offered no indication he’d met her before. She continued gazing at him as he told them to enjoy their evening and said something to Trey about coming over Sunday to watch the Braves on television. 
 
   He then pulled me along with him as we made our way to the dining room.
 
   As my luck would have it, Sunny was our waitress. She maintained her professional stance in front of me. There had been no further incidents of her being insubordinate to me; Jo Anna assured me that if she witnessed any flirtatious behavior towards Tristan, I’d be the first to know.
 
   After she left with our orders, I asked Tristan if he wanted to switch entrees.
 
   “Why? If you’ve changed your mind I’ll call Sunny back and change your order.”
 
   “That wouldn’t do any good. I’m sure the bitch is going to spit in whatever it is I order.”
 
   Tristan chuckled, taking my hand in his. “You really do have a beautiful glow about you.”
 
   “Tristan, puleeze,” I said.
 
   “What? Why is it you’re so uncomfortable with me telling you things like that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, shrugging, “I guess I’ve never believed that I’m pretty, much less beautiful.”
 
   “That’s probably because Ian never told you that. He never appreciated what he had.”
 
   “No,” I replied, “In all honesty, Ian did tell me that. I just never believed him either.”
 
   Tristan regarded me quizzically. He probably thought I was fishing for more compliments. The truth was, compliments made me uneasy. I didn’t feel compliment-worthy.
 
   “I guess I don’t understand. Did you have some sort of a weight problem, buck teeth, or Stage 4 acne growing up?”
 
   I had to giggle at Tristan. He could be so damn funny at times.
 
   “No,” I said, “I don’t know. I guess I just never ran with the popular chicks, or the sorority sisters, or the cheerleaders. I was just kind of a loner growing up. I actually wasn’t into make-up or clothes back then.”
 
   “That’s difficult to fathom,” he said with a chuckle. “So what was it like growing up in New Jersey? You haven’t told me a whole lot about it, or your family for that matter. I want to know everything about young Gina, teenage Gina.”
 
   I wasn’t comfortable going there. Not with Tristan. Not with anyone. My past wasn’t all that pretty. I preferred for it to stay just where it was. I didn’t allow visitation.
 
   “Actually, Tristan, it was pretty routine and boring. I was raised Catholic and attended parochial schools. I have an older brother, Peter. He was two years ahead of me in school. He was very athletic and popular. I was more of a wallflower. That’s about it.”
 
   “I’m sure there’s more to it than that. I imagine you have some fairly colorful stories to tell.”
 
   “Well, I don’t,” I snapped, instantly regretting my tone. “I’m sorry, Tristan. I didn’t mean to snap. I just really didn’t enjoy high school.”
 
   “Well, who did, I suppose? That’s alright, babe. We can talk about something else.”
 
   Yes, please!
 
   Tristan and I enjoyed the rest of our dinner. 
 
   I couldn’t shake the image of Amber from my mind and the intensity of her gaze on Tristan. He’d seemed oblivious to it. Right about now, I was wishing I wasn’t estranged from Tylar. This was the kind of stuff a BFF could help with.
 
   Once home, Tristan hit the shower. I gathered the appropriate props for our room. I had an idea brewing that might help. 
 
   I lit some aromatherapy candles, placing them around the bed. I switched on the flat screen and located a music channel that was playing relaxation mood sounds. I changed into a silk nightgown and dimmed the lighting. 
 
   I rummaged through my purse, locating my pen-sized flashlight and tucked it underneath the folded quilt at the foot of the bed. There. Tristan was going to get a full body massage and I was going to conduct a covert birthmark search in the process.
 
   Tristan emerged from the bathroom with a bath towel tucked around his hips. He immediately noticed the ambience I’d incorporated into our room.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “This is my gift to you this evening, Tristan. I am giving you a full body massage, with a soothing ointment that’s guaranteed to blow your mind.”
 
   “Well, I like the ‘blow’ part,” he teased.
 
   “We’ll save that for later. Come on; let’s start with your back, since we know where this will end up later.”
 
   Tristan obliged by dropping his towel and stretching out on the bed on his stomach. He crossed his arms in front of him, resting his head on them. 
 
   I straddled him and started at his shoulders. I poured a little bit of oil on his upper back and started with firm, circular motions on each of his shoulders. He immediately relaxed, moaning in pleasure as I worked my way southward.
 
   I continued the massaging between his shoulder blades, then his lower back, scooting myself back so I could make my way to his nice, tight ass. 
 
   I lifted myself from him and knelt at his side so my view could be unobstructed when inspecting his butt. He was fairly relaxed, almost dozing by this time.
 
   I moved my massaging to his buttocks now. I was glad I’d tucked the small flashlight under the quilt. The dim lighting was not revealing anything obvious at this point. I’d kind of figured that, since I’d seen Tristan’s naked tush hundreds of times and I couldn’t recall a birthmark. I was so hoping it wasn’t there.
 
   I massaged his left cheek while my right hand dug beneath the quilt, feeling for the pen light. 
 
   I found it and flipped it on with my right hand. I continued massaging his cheek with one hand while I focused the tiny light on his butt. His left cheek had been thoroughly examined. All clear. No devils’ fork.
 
   “What happened to both hands, Gina?”
 
   Uh oh. 
 
   “You aren’t massaging yourself with your right hand are you?”
 
   “Ha ha! You wish.”
 
   I stuck the pen light between my teeth and put my right hand back on his ass so he wouldn’t turn over and see what I was doing.
 
   “Much better,” he sighed, relaxing once again. I continued to rub and knead his cheeks, lowering my face to get the light directed to the right places. 
 
   His right cheek looked to be free of birth marks as well. I massaged down under the cheek, raising it up with my hands and there it was. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   On the underside of his right cheek was a small, brownish flat birthmark which was indeed shaped like a three-pronged devils’ fork. 
 
   I hadn’t realized I’d stopped rubbing him to focus on the birthmark until I heard his voice.
 
   “What the hell are you looking for, Gina? I promise I thoroughly washed my ass in the shower.”
 
   Oops.
 
   I dropped the pen light from my mouth and looked up to where I saw his head turned around watching me. 
 
   How in the hell was I going to explain this? Anything other than the truth was going to sound like I had obvious issues. If I told him the truth, then it would appear as if I thought he’d lied to me.
 
   “I know that, Tristan,” I laughed, killing time. “I guess I was just curious about whether men ever got cellulite or not.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow, eying me suspiciously. He debated as to whether or not I was being honest with him. I was certain he couldn’t find any plausible reason that I’d be lying about something so ridiculous. 
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well what?”
 
   “Do I have cellulite on my ass?” 
 
   “Nope, you’re good,” I said, giving him a slap on his butt cheek. “You do have an interesting birthmark under your right cheek though. It’s shaped like a devil’s fork. Did you know that?”
 
   “That’s news to me,” he replied, shaking his head. “Of course, I’ll have to take your word for it since I’m unable to swivel my head 180 degrees and maneuver it down through my legs in order to verify. I’m sure you and my mother are the only ones privy to that juicy little tidbit.”
 
   Well no, not exactly.
 
   “If you’re done with my backside, I’m ready to turn over, babe. I kind of like the thought of you being on my front side.”
 
   I switched off the pen light, tossing it over onto the night stand. I climbed up onto Tristan and we spent the next hour rubbing oil onto each other and riding the slippery slide into our own special fuckfest.
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   Another week passed without talking to Tylar. It was obvious to me I was going to have to be the one to make the first move. 
 
   I had no problem extending the olive branch, it just seemed to me it would be nice if, just once, it wasn’t me having to be the one to do it. 
 
   I didn’t mean just with Tylar; we’d never had the occasion before to need one. It seemed like a lifelong thing with me. 
 
   My mother had always said my quick-tempered remarks caused the need for it. She’d been right. Still, I didn’t say anything to her I hadn’t meant. Tylar was just overly sensitive, or perhaps it had been the way I’d delivered the message.
 
   I dialed up her landline, since the cell signals out in the boonies where they lived were sometimes problematic. 
 
   Jean answered the phone. She told me Tylar was napping. She said she’d give her the message that I’d called when she woke up. I wondered if Tylar had given Jean instructions to say that if and when I phoned. Now who was being overly sensitive?
 
   I busied myself around the apartment, getting things ready to start dinner. I was making another one of Tristan’s favorites this evening, rigatoni with my famous tomato and mushroom marinara sauce. 
 
   I couldn’t take credit for the recipe. My mother had given it to me; Mrs. Camerucci had given it to my mother. 
 
   Mrs. Camerucci was my mother’s very best friend. They had gone through grade school and high school together. 
 
   They'd been pregnant at the same time even. Both of them had given birth to sons within a couple of weeks of each other; my brother Peter had been born first. 
 
   Mrs. Camerucci had given birth a couple of weeks later to their first child, Nicholas. 
 
   Of course, growing up, I’d known him as Nick. He’d been my brother Pete’s best friend. I’d been the pesky, tag-along little sister that'd bugged the hell out of my brother and his friend, Nick.
 
   My cell phone chimed, interrupting my thoughts about Nick Camerucci, which was fine by me. It was Tylar.
 
   “Hey, girlfriend,” I greeted cheerily, as if nothing was amiss between us. Perhaps we could just let this blow over without having to dwell on it.
 
   “Jean said you called while I was napping. I’m returning your call,” she said, her tone obviously cool.
 
   “Well, we haven’t talked for several weeks. I just wanted to make sure everything's okay.”
 
   “Everything here's fine. How are things with you?”
 
   She's not giving an inch here. Whatever.
 
   “I’m doing okay. I’ve missed talking to you. I’m sorry I snapped at you a few weeks back.”
 
   “You more than snapped at me, Gina. You were genuinely pissed and said some very hurtful things.”
 
   “Okay, you’re right. I was pissed. Sometimes that happens. Look, I don’t want to argue about it. I said I was sorry and I am, girlfriend. Can’t we put it behind us?”
 
   “Of course we can, Gina. I’ve missed you as well, you know?”
 
   “So,” I continued, “How are things with you? Is Trey still putting in all those hours with that Amber bitch?”
 
   “I told you I wouldn’t whine anymore about that topic, remember?”
 
   “Oh, I was just being bitchy about that. Besides, that was before I met her. To be honest, there's something about that bitch I don’t trust.”
 
   “Well, she's definitely not my favorite person. She seems to hang on every word Trey says. I understand he’s supposed to be mentoring her, but she gives off that ‘come hither’ pheromone that even I can smell.”
 
   I started laughing at that. Sometimes Tylar came up with some weird shit.
 
   “Yeah, I get what you mean. She doesn’t seem to care whether the other female notices how obvious she is, either. Where'd you tell me she’s from?”
 
   “I’m not sure where she was born or raised. I just know when the rest of the partners were reviewing potential candidates to bring into the firm, she was at the top of their list. Trey mentioned it was because she’d graduated in the top of her class at Stanford University in California. Oh, and she made law review, whatever that means.”
 
   “Impressive, I guess. How old do you think she is?”
 
   “Trey said she’s a couple of years older than he is, so around thirty-four I’d guess. Why?”
 
   “Oh, no reason. I mean, she mentioned she’d talked to my ex, so she’s right around the same age as Ian. Maybe we should try to hook them up, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. That would certainly kill two birds with one stone, wouldn’t it? Do you know she calls here at all hours for Trey?”
 
   “Have you asked Trey why she does that?”
 
   “Well, I’ve bitched about it enough. He says she has case-related questions on some big class action suit they’re working on together. He doesn’t seem to mind her constant interruptions…”
 
   Hmmm. Maybe it IS Trey she’s after… 
 
   Ian might've been fucking with me about the conversation he'd had with Amber at the bar…Tylar had already told me how well Trey was hung…but the birthmark - that damn birthmark!
 
   “Tylar,” I interrupted her, as she was now going on about how she hated when Amber would pick Preston up and hold her. “Does Trey have any birthmarks on his ass?” 
 
   A moment of stunned silence…
 
   “What? Why in the world would you ask me something like that, Gina?”
 
   “I’m sorry, girlfriend,” I said, laughing. “I was kind of day dreaming about something I discovered on Tristan last week.”
 
   “Which was?”
 
   “Well, I was giving him this really thorough body massage, and I had the whole aromatherapy thing going on and I noticed he's got this really cute little birthmark on one of his butt cheeks. Looks like a devil’s fork. I just thought, you know, he and Trey resemble each other and, quite possibly, Trey might have a similar birthmark on his ass.”
 
   Christ that’s lame. 
 
   “I’ve not come across one yet, Gina, but I’ll be sure to let you know if I do.”
 
   Smart ass.
 
   We talked for a few minutes more, and then promised we’d get together the following week for lunch.
 
   I finished my dinner preparations and took a quick shower and dressed before Tristan got home. 
 
   At 7:30 p.m., I was still waiting for Tristan to get home. I’d called his cell, but it'd gone to voicemail which meant he either had it turned off or was in an area where a signal was difficult to pick up. I was getting more pissed by the moment. I wasn’t about to call the club and come off as some insecure, suspicious girlfriend. 
 
   He finally rolled in at almost eight o’clock, acting like nothing was amiss.
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” he said, coming over to give me a kiss. 
 
   It didn’t take him long to notice my statue-like appearance.
 
   “You’re mad?”
 
   “No shit! Dinner's been ready for hours. Where in the hell have you been?”
 
   “I’m sorry, babe. I guess I should've called to let you know I was running late. I just had a few errands to run after I finished my shift. I didn’t think it would take as long as it did. Forgive me?”
 
   He still hadn’t really told me where he’d been. I couldn’t resist him, though, when he was that close to me and giving me such a sweet, apologetic expression.
 
   “I already ate,” I grumbled at him. “If you want something to eat, you’ll have to warm it up yourself.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   Later on, I was nearly asleep in our bed; Tristan was in the shower, whistling like he often did, when our landline extension in the bedroom rang. 
 
   I looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was nearly eleven o’clock. The caller ID showed it was a ‘Private Caller.’
 
   I grabbed the phone.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Silence on the other end.
 
   I could definitely hear breathing.
 
   “Hello?” I repeated. A soft, sexy female voice came across the receiver, finally. It was not much louder than a whisper.
 
   “I’m sorry. I think I must have the wrong number.”
 
   Click.
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   Tylar and I were in my kitchen making deviled eggs and potato salad for our Memorial Day picnic out at her place. 
 
   She’d driven into town to visit her OB/GYN. She was getting a nice little baby bump going, despite the fact that her doctor had told her she wasn’t gaining enough weight during her pregnancy.
 
   “I swear to God, Gina, those vitamins and supplements he has me taking make me too nauseous to eat. Besides that, food just doesn’t taste the way it should to me.”
 
   “Well, is there anything you like that tastes good and is fattening? Ice Cream? Cake or Pie? Twinkies?”
 
   “Don’t say ‘Twinkie’ to me,” she giggled. “Remember that whole ‘You’re Trey’s Twinkie’ incident back in Bristol with Jenna?”
 
   “Oh, my God, I do! She was a piece of work, wasn’t she?”
 
   “Back then, I certainly thought so. That was before I met Amber, who's the ultimate piece of work.”
 
   “So, what’s going on with Trey and Amber?”
 
   “Please don’t put it like that! I mean, I don’t think they’re having an affair for Chrissake.”
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “I know, sorry. She’s just still underfoot every time I turn around. You know Trey invited her to the picnic tomorrow?”
 
   Oh, hell no.
 
   “Yeah, he claims he felt sorry for her. I guess all of her family lives back in northern California. I suppose Trey feels since he’s her mentor it’s his responsibility to adopt her. She's bringing a date, apparently."
 
   “Hmm. Interesting.”
 
   No doubt a prop in order to throw us bitches off her scent.
 
   “Well, if nothing else, tomorrow should be interesting, right?”
 
   “I guess,” she said, with a tired sigh.
 
   “Hey, Ty, are you really alright?”
 
   “I am not going to complain about how I feel to you. I promised, remember?”
 
   Now I totally felt like a piece of shit. I had never seen Tylar look so fucking frail. What kind of a friend was I anyway?
 
   “Honey, what does the doctor say?”
 
   “He says I’m borderline anemic; but when he increases my iron, there are other problems. I just have to deal with it more with diet and exercise, except I’m too freaking tired to exercise.”
 
   “Well listen, we have the potato salad and deviled eggs done. I’ll do the baked beans in the morning, so there's nothing left for you to do, right?”
 
   “Yeah. Amber offered to bring dessert. I guess we’re good to go.”
 
   “Okay then. Why don’t you go ahead and take off. I’ll finish up here.”
 
   “Thanks, Gina. See you tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   I was stretched out on the couch in the living room when Tristan got home. I was freshly showered, shaved, and extremely horny for my man. 
 
   Tristan hadn’t seemed to be bothered by my growing belly; he still found me sexy and was extremely attentive to my needs as I started into my third trimester.
 
   He got a wicked grin on his face as he saw me on the couch dressed only in a short cut-off tee shirt and thong. I was going to make damn certain I wore his ass out this evening. I wasn’t about to allow him to get a whiff of Amber’s pheromone stench or whatever it was Tylar said she had going.
 
   “Hey, Hot Mama," he greeted me with a smile, as he sauntered over to the sofa. “What've you been up to all day?”
 
   “Just thinking about fucking you as soon as you walked through the door, baby,” I purred.
 
   Tristan dropped his knee to the cushion beside me; he lowered his face to mine. His lips and tongue sought mine out hungrily. I encircled him with my arms, pulling him closer. 
 
   I felt him unbuckle his belt, and tug at the button on his jeans. I heard the sound of his zipper being lowered. My hand sought out his erection; my fingers closed around his girth. I gently, but methodically stroked the full length of it. I heard him suck in his breath sharply.
 
   “Too rough, baby?” I asked.
 
   “No, just right, Gina. Like always.”
 
   Tristan loved it when I played with him with my hands. He had a fairly high tolerance, as I knew I could get rough at times. 
 
   His fingers lowered my thong; I lifted my legs so he could pull it completely off. He moved his face from mine and lifted my tee shirt up so he could access my breasts. He loved how big they were getting with my pregnancy.
 
   His tongue flicked across a nipple, circling it and then lightly nipping at it with his teeth. I loved it when he did that! It bordered between pleasure and pain. That was my thing. Tristan knew it. 
 
   He spent a good ten minutes on my breasts until they were rosy pink from his play. He went lower still, capturing my snatch with his tongue and thoroughly devouring it with his lips. He took my swollen clitoris in his mouth, rolling it beneath his tongue, his teeth putting just enough pressure on it to drive me wild.
 
   “I think you’re ready to be fucked now,” he said, huskily. He parted my legs with his knee. He pulled them up with his arms, placing them around his hips. I squeezed them around him and watched as he guided his very erect, very swollen shaft into me. 
 
   He’d somehow managed to shed all of his clothes while administering pleasure to me. That was another of Tristan’s talents. I’d never seen anyone who could get naked as quickly and undetectably as Tristan. 
 
   I moaned with his first hard thrust. Our eyes met and locked, as always. I could totally, fucking lose myself in his eyes. Green had become my favorite color after the first time we’d fucked. He said he loved my brown eyes; he said they told a story.
 
   Tristan was thrusting in and out of me; I had my feet buried in his firm ass, pulling him in against me. My hips bucked upward to meet his every thrust.
 
   “Damn, Gina,” he rasped. He was going to come quicker than usual. I could tell by his eyes.
 
   “It’s okay, Tristan. Come on, baby, I’m right there with you.”
 
   He moaned and his thrusts grew harder and deeper. I rolled over the edge, my orgasm spiraling around me, my head rolled to the side as I cried out with it.
 
   “Eyes on mine, Gina,” Tristan said, “I want to see the pleasure in your eyes.”
 
   My eyes met his once again, and I could tell they were glassy with the heat of my climax. Tristan’s were burning green as I watched him come, again and again.
 
   Once spent, Tristan collapsed beside me on the couch. He pulled me onto him and kissed my face, my lips, my neck and my shoulders. I shivered post-orgasm as his lips softly kissed all of my sensitive areas.
 
   “I love you, babe.”
 
   “Right back at you, Tristan.”
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   It was fairly warm and muggy out already in Atlanta as the Memorial Day weekend arrived. 
 
   Tristan and I had showered together. I’d opted to wear a cute sun dress and sandals. He was not the Bermuda shorts type. He put on a pair of light khakis and a polo shirt I’d bought him that matched his eyes. I figured if Trey had a tie to match his eye color, my Tristan would have a whole shirt to match his.
 
   I felt a bit wicked today. Maybe it was because I knew I had to be around that Amber bitch. I’d inserted one of my remote-controlled silver bullets. Tristan and I had played with this before at the club’s Christmas party. It was more fun with crowds around. Today wouldn’t actually be representative of a crowd, but still I felt like I needed some self-imposed pleasure.
 
   We’d put the food in a refrigerated thermal bag and loaded it into the car. We were nearly at Trey and Tylar’s when I handed Tristan the remote.
 
   “Here,” I said. “You hang on to this and feel free to push the controls, as needed.”
 
   He didn’t recognize it immediately, but once he did, a slow smile spread across his face. He shoved it into his pocket, giving me a wicked grin.
 
   “You can’t scream this time,” he teased. “Everyone at the Christmas party thought you were having some type of seizure, remember?”
 
   “That was because you over-did it, Tristan. So remember that. If you don’t want me screaming, then you need to gauge the momentum of this thing.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed me. “You’re a trip, Gina.”
 
   Trey had the grill going when we got there. Preston was playing in the yard with Jean. Tylar was fussing around the kitchen when I got in there.
 
   “Did you remember the baked beans?”
 
   “Yes, Ty. Have I ever let you down?” 
 
   I helped her finish up the preparations. She said we'd keep the side dishes inside until the hamburgers and hot dogs were ready.
 
   Trey hollered in that Amber and her guest had just pulled in.
 
   “Showtime,” we both said in unison.
 
   The cookout went well, all things considered. Amber’s date happened to be a defensive end for the Atlanta Falcons, which made Trey and Tristan practically giddy. 
 
   He was a thirty-something, very tall, very buff black guy by the name of Darin Wright. He had that sexy, athletic thing going on, big time. I’d nudged Tylar during the introductions as he was shaking Trey and Tristan’s hands. 
 
   I wanted her to get a look at the size of his hands. Her eyes had widened perceptibly. I’d then mouthed the word “Ouch.” She’d managed to suppress her giggle.
 
   Trey had caught the whole exchange between us and gave Tylar one of his notorious frowns of disapproval.
 
   Oh get over yourself, Hot Nazi. A girl can still look for Chrissake.
 
   It amazed both Tylar and me that Darin wanted anything to do with Amber, as pretentious as she was. He seemed very down to earth and congenial, not some pumped up NFL celebrity type at all.
 
   “I bet Amber's never watched one freaking inning of football,” Tylar hissed to me as we carried the dirty dishes back up to the house.
 
   “Yeah and I bet she’s never watched a quarter of baseball, either,” I replied. 
 
   Tylar gave me a puzzled look before it dawned on her that I was being funny.
 
   “Smart ass. You know what I meant.”
 
   “Well, he sure is a hit with Tristan and Trey,” I said.
 
   “Exactly. That’s exactly what she wanted to do. She knows Trey's a die-hard Falcons fan.”
 
   “So is Tristan,” I replied.
 
   “Hey, did you notice Amber didn’t offer to help us clear or clean up?”
 
   “Why should she? She’s out there spoon feeding that famous ‘Better than Sex’ cake she brought to your spousal unit and my stud.”
 
   We both broke into a fit of giggles on that one.
 
   Jean came inside the house just then with Preston.
 
   “You two go on back out there with the rest of them,” she said. “I’m putting Preston down for her nap and then I’ll finish up in here.”
 
   “Thanks, Jean,” Tylar said, giving Preston a kiss on her cheek.
 
   “Come on, Gina. Let’s go talk football with Darin.”
 
   This ought to be good, I thought.
 
   Trey and Tristan had pummeled Darin with questions about the upcoming season’s schedule. They were talking about who was picked up in the draft, who was traded, and who was walking on as a free agent. They were clearly in hog heaven. 
 
   I’d noticed Amber looking at Tristan a few times, but in all fairness, she’d paid a lot more attention to Trey today. She wasn’t paying all that much attention to Darin, though. Perhaps I could assist with that.
 
   They'd moved the lawn chairs over to a shady grove of trees. Amber was sitting on a chair between Trey and Tristan; I took a chair on the other side of Darin. 
 
   Tylar sat on an empty chair on the other side of Trey. It was odd that Amber wasn’t sitting in the chair I’d taken. It was closest to Darin.
 
   As soon as there was a lull in the man talk, I got Darin’s attention.
 
   “So, Darin,” I said sweetly. “Has Tony Gonzalez decided whether he’s going to retire after eighteen seasons or not?”
 
   I saw Trey and Tristan look over at me quickly; Tristan’s mouth twitched into a smile.
 
   “Well, Gina, he hasn’t declared yet. If I was a betting man, I’d say the odds are 50-50. We may not know until training camp officially starts.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Darin,” I said in a teasing, flirty voice. “You must have some locker room skinny you can share with us.”
 
   “No ma’am, you all will probably know before we do with ESPN always seeming to have the scoop before the franchise coaches, general managers and even the owners know.”
 
   He chuckled good-naturedly. He was right about that.
 
   “Oh, don’t even get me started on ESPN,” I said, taking this topic as a cue to start discussing everything I’d heard on ESPN regarding the Falcons, good and bad. 
 
   It wasn’t difficult, since Tristan had the sports channel on constantly.
 
   I was clearly dominating his attention. I was waiting for Amber to notice and get her ass up off of that chair next to Tristan and take her place next to her man. So far, she appeared oblivious to it.
 
   Darin was nodding his head as I continued on about ESPN.
 
   “What'd you think about ESPN making the claim the Falcons were going to cut Turner before Dimitroff had even announced it to the team?”
 
   “I know,” he said, his fork slicing into his piece of Amber’s dessert. “That was some crazy shit.”
 
   “I mean, I totally understand things in sports happen quickly, but to announce something that, up until that point, was purely specula--Whoa.”
 
   Darin looked at me with a look of alarm on his face.
 
   I was squirming now in my chair.
 
   “Are you okay, Gina?”
 
   Tristan had obviously activated the remote on my silver bullet.
 
   Sweet.
 
   Now Tylar and Trey were staring at me, not sure whether they should be alarmed or not. Tristan sat there looking smug and impassive.
 
   “Yes,” I laughed, “Just the little one kicking.”
 
   “Oh, let me feel,” Amber said, finally raising her ass up out of her chair to come over and lean down. She put her hand on my rounded belly which is clearly a ‘no-no’ with pregnant women. I didn’t want to appear rude, so I remained silent for the time being.
 
   She moved her hand all over my belly. It was starting to get weird.
 
   “I can’t feel anything,” she said, a look of disappointment crossing her features. She was now resting her hand on my belly, waiting.
 
   Just then, I got another round of vibrations from my silver bullet, compliments of Tristan. I squirmed around in my chair.
 
   “Is it moving again? I can’t feel it.”
 
   “Okay. I’ve got to get up and walk this off,” I said, taking her hand and removing it from my belly. 
 
   I got up and walked over to the chair she’d just vacated, shooting Tristan a dirty look as I sat down next to him. 
 
   As soon as the conversation started back up between Darin and Trey, Amber sat down next to her date. I turned to Tristan.
 
   “Nice move, Tristan.”
 
   “Hey, it got you over here where you wanted to be, didn’t it?”
 
   I had to smile at him. He knew me so well and he wasn’t scared off.
 
   He leaned over and gave me a kiss; his eyes were sparkling with affection. 
 
   Tristan loved me, I was sure of that. He didn’t seem the least bit phased or affected by Amber. I looked up then and saw Amber staring at Trey as if she wanted to devour him. When she saw me watching her, she quickly looked away, finally giving Darin some attention. 
 
   I glanced over to see if Tylar had caught it, but she’d dozed off in her chair, her head resting against Trey’s shoulder.
 
   When we got home, there was a message on our landline voicemail that my mother had called. She wanted me to call her back at my earliest convenience.
 
   I phoned her back. She picked up the phone, recognizing our number on her called ID.
 
   “Oh, Gina Marie, I have bad news,” she wailed, clearly upset.
 
   I stopped breathing for a moment, bracing myself for the news.
 
   “What is it, Mom?”
 
   “Angie's dead. Leo found her this morning. She died in her sleep. They think it was a heart attack.”
 
   “Mrs. Camerucci?”
 
   “Yes, yes. Angie Camerucci is gone. My best friend, your godmother's dead, Gina.”
 
   I talked to my mother for a few more minutes, trying to get her calmed down. This was major for her; Angie Camerucci had been like a sister to her. She was my godmother and like an aunt to me. 
 
   My mother was going to call me the following day with the arrangements. I couldn’t tell my mother I didn’t want to come back for the funeral. She’d wonder why. I had nothing to tell her. Strike that. I had nothing that I was prepared to tell her.
 
   Tristan was coming out of the shower, towel drying his hair as he caught me on my way in.
 
   “What is it, babe?”
 
   His eyes were looking into mine. He knew something was wrong, even though he’d been in the shower when I returned Mom’s call.
 
   “Oh. It’s nothing. My mom’s best friend - and my godmother - passed away suddenly. She apparently had a heart attack and died in her sleep. Mom’s really upset.”
 
   “Well, it sounds like something to me, babe. Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes. I’m fine, Tristan. Mom's calling tomorrow to let me know the funeral arrangements, but you know, I think I’m going to explain to her I can’t make it.”
 
   “Why would you do that? Weren't you close to this person?”
 
   “Mrs. Camerucci? Yeah, sure. She was like an aunt to me. I knew her from the time I was born, I guess.”
 
   “Then why don’t you want to make the trip? At the very least, it'll probably be the last trip you’ll be able to make there before the baby arrives.”
 
   “I just don’t think I should leave you alone to handle the club and all.” 
 
   I saw a frown cross his face; I knew he wasn’t buying my excuse, damn him. “Gina, you work two shifts a week. I think we can get someone to fill in for you.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to go, Tristan? Maybe I just don’t fucking want to go!”
 
   I started past him into the bathroom to start my shower. He was right here, pulling me back to him. He tilted my head up so I was forced to look at him.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what the problem is? I didn’t think we had secrets from each other.”
 
   I wasn’t going to let him pull that number on me. We sure as hell had secrets. I knew that for a fact. When I didn’t answer him immediately, he stuck the knife in a bit deeper.
 
   “Well, apparently you have secrets from me, I guess.”
 
   My temper flared instantaneously at his comment.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t! Don’t you dare act as if you haven’t kept secrets from me, because I know better.”
 
   He furrowed his brows, trying to get a clue as to what I was talking about. He was soon going to find out.
 
   “I’m not following you. What secret have I kept from you?”
 
   “I want to know when you fucked Amber.”
 
   “What? Amber who?”
 
   “Oh, for Chrissake! Amber Stratton. The bitch sitting next to you today at the cookout. The bitch that’s constantly watching your every move?”
 
   “I’ve never fucked her! Hell, I barely even know her. What kind of craziness is this, Gina?”
 
   “You tell me. She obviously knows you! She’s the one who talked to Ian at the bar weeks ago. She’s the one who told Ian you have a big dick; and what's more, she’s the one who told Ian about your little devil’s fork birthmark I fucking found on your ass! The one you didn’t even know you had. Explain that!”
 
   “I can’t explain it, but I damn well will find out what it’s all about. I promise you that.”
 
   I turned away from him to start the shower; he grabbed my wrist and whirled me back to face him. He was still determined to find out what he thought I was hiding from him. He had my wrist in a tight grip.
 
   “Oh, I see. What are you going to do, Tristan? Slap me? Shove me around a little bit? Show me whose boss? You don’t see me curling up in a little ball out of fear, do you? Go ahead, slap me, hit me with your best shot; you fucking know you want to!”
 
   I watched as his facial expression morphed into confusion and then revulsion at the thought of doing harm to me. Why had I said that to him? I knew damn well that he wasn't that type of  a man. Nick was; Tristan wasn’t. 
 
   He released my wrist and gently pulled me against him. His hand went to the back of my head, gently stroking my hair. He lowered his lips to the top of my head, kissing it and whispering to me.
 
   “You tell me when you’re ready, sweet baby,” he said softly. I’m here for you, okay?”
 
   I nodded into his chest. I hated when he got all emotional like that with me. There was no call for him to treat me as if I was fragile.
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   Tristan took me to the airport the following Tuesday to catch my flight to Newark. I had a sick feeling of dread about going to the funeral. 
 
   I had loved Mrs. Camerucci. She’d always done right by me. It was Nick I dreaded seeing. I hadn’t seen him since I’d left Atlantic City all those years ago. That was no accident either; it was planned. I hadn’t wanted to see him again after I left him. It was too painful.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Tristan asked, as he walked me into the terminal. “I can still arrange for someone to cover for me if you want me there with you.”
 
   “Tristan, it’s fine. It’s one night. I can manage.”
 
   “I know you can manage. I just thought maybe you'd like my company while you did.”
 
   He was so fucking sweet at times; most of the time, actually.
 
   “Truthfully, I’ll feel better knowing you’re keeping things in order at the club.”
 
   He walked with me until we got to the security check. He handed me my carry-on bag.
 
   “I’ll be here to pick you up tomorrow evening, babe. Call me later when you get in, okay?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He leaned down, giving me a warm kiss on my lips.
 
   “I love you, Gina.”
 
   “Right back at you, Tristan.”
 
   My mother was busy in the kitchen when Dad brought me home from the airport. I knew she’d be cooking up all kinds of Italian dishes to take over to the Camerucci’s. It was customary. 
 
   I smelled the aroma as soon as I was in the door. I shed my coat and immediately went to her in the kitchen.
 
   “Oh, Mom,” I said, wrapping my arms around her apron-clad body. “I’m so sorry, Mom.”
 
   “Gina Marie,” she said, tears flowing now, “I’m so glad you made it. I know Angie's watching us from heaven. We were best friends for more than forty years. She was only fifty-four. I don’t know how Leo will manage.”
 
   “I know, Mom. It'll be tough, but Leo's strong, right?”
 
   She nodded, pulling a tissue from the pocket of her apron to wipe her nose. 
 
   “Where are Pete and Amie?” I asked.
 
   “They’re driving in from Philly,” she said, sniffling. “They should be here any time.”
 
   “And Nick?” I asked, hesitantly.
 
   “He’s in from the city with his wife, Teresa. He’s been helping Leo with the arrangements. You’re not going to be uncomfortable seeing Nick, are you?”
 
   “What? No Mom. That was a long time ago.”
 
   “I suppose time has healed his broken heart by now. You know, he was devastated when you left him like that, Gina. Angie said she’d never seen him so distraught. He never would tell us what happened. Neither would you. Angie and I’d always thought the two of you would marry and raise a pack of children. Had you already met Ian? Is that why you left him?”
 
   “No, Mom. I didn’t meet Ian until after I’d already left Nick. I told you; things just didn’t work out. Come on, let me help you stuff the cannelloni.”
 
   I needed to get her off the subject of Nick. 
 
   I told her things were going well with Tristan and me. She already had a bit of an attitude about him not coming with me. I assured her that it had been at my insistence.
 
   After we finished up in the kitchen, I went upstairs to my old bedroom. Everything was as if I’d never moved away. 
 
   I looked at the pictures still taped to my dresser mirror. There was still a picture of Nick and me when he took me to my senior prom. He’d already graduated by then and moved to Atlantic City. He’d made a trip home in order to take me to prom. He didn’t want any other guy taking me. It wasn’t as if I had them lined up waiting to ask.
 
   I pulled the picture down of me in my high school graduation robe. Nick was standing beside me with his arm wrapped possessively around me. 
 
   His dark, brooding good looks had always mesmerized me. Now they simply gave me chills. 
 
   I remembered how I’d left Hoboken two days after graduation to join Nick in Atlantic City. He dealt blackjack at one of the major casinos. He was going to get me a job as a dealer there, too. He’d spent hours training me on the proper way to deal the deck. It was going to be perfect.
 
   My parents had wanted me to go to college. It was no use. I was strong-willed and I wanted to be with Nick. I’d always had a thing for Nick. As a kid, I’d hounded Pete and Nick to the point of exasperation (on Pete’s part). Nick had always tolerated me as if I were his little sister.
 
   Once I’d gotten to high school, Nick started noticing me as something other than Pete’s tag-along sister. We’d started dating at the end of my sophomore year. He and Pete were seniors. 
 
   I remember how my status had gone from ‘geek’ to ‘chic’ when my classmates saw Nick and I walking together in the hall, eating lunch together in the cafeteria, and squealing tires out of the parking lot after school.
 
   Seeing Nick had always generated butterflies with me. All of the girls had told me how lucky I was to be going with Nick Camerucci. I’d believed them. I’d felt like the luckiest girl in the world. 
 
   My first time had been with Nick. I remembered it like it was yesterday. It was the summer going into my senior year. 
 
   Nick had been going to the community college and had finished up his first year. He wasn’t going back, he’d said. He hated his classes and was convinced he could make more money in Atlantic City. I’d been devastated about him leaving Hoboken.
 
   We’d gone to the only drive-in movie theatre left in that part of the state. It was the only place we could go for privacy without one of our mothers hovering over us. We’d been making out, with some heavy petting tossed in, as usual. Nick had wanted to go further, as usual.
 
   “Nick, no!”
 
   “God damn it, Gina! We’ve done everything else. What the hell?”
 
   “It’s too tacky doing it in the car. It needs to be special.”
 
   “It ain’t like I can afford a hotel right now,” he’d grumbled.
 
   “That back seat's plenty big. Look, I even brought a blanket.”
 
   “I can see that,” I’d said. “How romantic.”
 
   I’d finally given in because, quite frankly, there was no good reason not to. 
 
   We’d hoisted ourselves over into the backseat of his old Pontiac Bonneville and covered ourselves with the blanket. Nick had deflowered me with one swift thrust, and then continued to pound in and out of me while I thrashed around, trying to stifle my tears. It hadn't been a sweet and tender moment.
 
   Afterwards, Nick said I needed to get on birth control because he had no intention of minimizing the sensation by using condoms. So I had.
 
   He left for Atlantic City when school started back up. It was more than a month before I heard from him again. I had gone nuts wondering what might have happened to him. I was sure he’d met someone else; a girl more worthy of his swarthy good looks and muscular body, and his thick, black, curly hair and dark, brooding brown eyes.
 
   When he finally called, he was manic. He talked a mile a minute about his new job at the casino and the apartment he’d rented. He wanted me there on weekends. 
 
   I knew my parents would have something to say about that. The rest of my senior year had been spent missing Nick, sneaking to Atlantic City to stay with him on the weekends when I could, and waiting for his calls when we were apart.
 
   I’d lived for graduation day. It had meant my freedom from school, parents, rules and curfews. I hadn’t wasted a minute packing for my move to Atlantic City afterwards. Nick and I would be living together as a couple. I couldn’t wait.
 
   As promised, Nick was able to get a job for me at the casino where he worked. It was one that allowed employees to be age eighteen, minimum. 
 
   The money was great; the pressure was something else. Everything was video recorded. You had a pit boss to answer to if the house was suffering more losses than wins at your table.
 
   Nick and I enjoyed ourselves after hours. We’d met friends our age at the casino and we hung out a lot. A couple of months after I arrived, I noticed Nick was partying quite a bit with his buddy, Victor. He’d party all night and then sleep most of the following day. He’d called off from work twice in one week.
 
   I had driven his car back to our apartment after my shift on one particular day. I’d cashed my paycheck and had collected over $250 in tips at the table. When I got in the door, Nick was flopped on the couch drinking coffee.
 
   “Did you pick up my pay envelope, Gina?”
 
   “I tried to, but Manny said you'd have to get it yourself since we aren’t married.”
 
   “What a bunch of shit!” he yelled. “Gimme your pay envelope. I need some cash in about ten minutes. I’ll pay you back when I get mine.”
 
   “No. I need my money for bills I have to pay this week. You don’t go back on the clock until Monday. I checked the schedule before I left.”
 
   “What the fuck? Are you serious? Do you mean to tell me I got screwed out of my Saturday shift?”
 
   “Looks like it. What'd you expect? You’ve called off work twice this week. Manny is definitely not happy with you at the moment.”
 
   I was caught off-guard when Nick suddenly raised his arm and backhanded me across the cheek twice. The force of it knocked me back against the kitchen counter where our dishes in the drainer went crashing into the sink.
 
   “Don’t you fucking talk to me in that tone, Gina! Do you understand me?”
 
   He had my face pulled up opposite his; his fingers dug into my skin as he squeezed my cheeks. I was frightened by the fury I saw in his eyes. All I could do was nod. He finally let me go, shoving me away from him. 
 
   “Go clean your face up,” he’d snarled. He had turned away from me. 
 
   I’d watched as he grabbed my pay envelope and helped himself to some cash. I’d then fled to the bathroom. I remembered how my lip had bled, along with my nose. I’d been in total shock at Nick’s outburst.
 
   I had not emerged from the bathroom for a good half hour or more. When I did, most of my cash was gone. 
 
   Nick was sitting on the couch, snorting a line of coke off of the coffee table. He looked up and smiled at me, his mood having been transformed by the potent, white powder.
 
   “Hey, baby,” he’d crooned to me, “Come here.” 
 
   I hadn’t wanted to go near him, but after what he’d done to me, I was afraid not to do as he instructed. 
 
   I approached him cautiously.
 
   “Want to do a line?” he asked, handing me the skinny straw.
 
   “I don’t think so,” I replied. 
 
   “Suit yourself, babe; more for me.”
 
   He snorted another line and then pulled me down on the couch next to him.
 
   “Hey baby, I’m sorry things got a little rough earlier. I was just pissed, you know? They're really fucking with me at work. You get that, don’t you?”
 
   “Nick,” I’d pleaded, “I love you. I don’t want anything to happen to you, baby. Coke's not the way to deal with the stress.”
 
   “You’re right, baby. I know what the best thing is for my stress.”
 
   He reclined back on the coach, pulling me on top of him. His lips crushed mine; his hand was behind my head pushing my face into his. My lip was still bruised and tender from when he’d backhanded me.
 
   “Nick, please. We need to talk.”
 
   “We’ll talk later. Right now we’re going to fuck.”
 
   He had pulled my jeans down past my hips, trapping my legs in the waistband. I felt his hand underneath my pelvis, unzipping the fly on his jeans to allow his erection to spring free.
 
   He raised me up and freed one of my legs from my jeans, so he could spread my legs apart. He guided me down onto his swollen erection. I wasn’t the least bit wet for him at that point. It hurt when he thrust himself the rest of the way into me. I cried out in pain.
 
   “You love that, don’t you baby?” he asked. Nick was usually pretty rough in the sack, but not being allowed to get lubricated made it worse than usual. 
 
   “This is how it should be…you and me fucking like this, not arguing about nonsense. Don’t make me have to punish you again. You need to watch your mouth with me.”
 
   He’d continued to pump in and out of me with no thought or care that he was tearing me up inside. The cocaine seemed to make him last and last. I prayed to God to let him come; mercifully, he finally did. 
 
   I remembered I had to soak in a warm tub of water for several hours afterwards. My face had bruises and my private parts were swollen from his relentless pounding and my lack of lubrication. My next shift at the casino hadn't come early enough to suit me.
 
   My thoughts were interrupted when my mother hollered up that Pete, Amie, and Ethan had arrived. I ran my fingers through my hair and went downstairs to join them.
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   I’d brought a plain, black sheath dress with a black lace shawl to wear to the wake. I put thigh-high hose on with my plain black 3-inch pumps. 
 
   Thankfully, Pete and Amie had boxed up all of the food Mom had made and driven it over to the Camerucci’s to drop off. I’d stayed back at the house offering to watch Ethan.
 
   He was down for a nap at the moment. I watched him sleeping in his portable crib, thinking how sweet and innocent he looked. His thumb was in his mouth. He was very content. 
 
   I knew Pete and Amie were good parents. I also knew that Angie and Leo Camerucci had been good parents to Nicholas as well. That's why I’d never told anyone in my family about what had happened that year I lived with Nick in Atlantic City. I knew it would've torn the friendship apart. I somehow felt that I had to accept part of the blame. I’d continually managed to piss Nick off; I’d learned fairly quickly what his hot buttons were, but I’d continued to push them. He’d pointed that out to me on many occasions. 
 
   I thought back to the time after he’d first hit me. I realized the drugs were playing a major part in how he’d been behaving. I wasn't about to tuck my tail between my legs and run back home to Hoboken. 
 
   Nick was the man I loved. I’d be with him through thick and thin. I had to keep trying if we were going to make the relationship work.
 
   About a month and a half after our first blow-up, Nick promised me he’d wean himself off of the coke. 
 
   I knew he had to, in large part because he’d been given a couple of disciplinary write-ups at the casino. One more strike and he was going to be fired. 
 
   I’d watched from a distance and it seemed as if Nick was cutting back. We had more cash than usual; his moods had become more depressed than manic. I’d figured it was all part of getting clean. He’d gained some of the weight he’d lost back, which was also a fairly good indicator for me he was keeping his promise.
 
   It had been Labor Day weekend. Atlantic City was crawling with end of summer tourists and gamblers. Nick and I had worked Friday night together, and the Saturday day shift. We’d made out like bandits on our tips. 
 
   Stephanie, one of my co-workers, and the only real girlfriend I had there had called in before my shift ended and asked if I could take her shift that evening. She had the flu. I’d told her I’d check with Nick and call her right back. I knew by this time I didn’t make decisions like that without Nick’s approval. 
 
   I went over to his table on my break. He was just getting relieved for his break.
 
   “Stephanie called and wondered if I’d take her shift tonight. She has the flu. I told her I needed to check with you to make sure we didn’t have any plans for tonight.”
 
   “I don’t know, baby. Do you really feel like pulling a double?”
 
   “I mean, I don’t mind. We could use the money. It’s up to you, though.”
 
   “Baby, if you’re up to it, then it’s okay with me. Do you need to keep the car or do you want me to pick you up after your shift?”
 
   “If you wouldn’t mind picking me up, that'd be great. I hate driving home that late by myself.”
 
   “You've got it, baby,” he’d said, leaning down and kissing my lips, softly.
 
   “I love you, Nick.”
 
   “I love you back, Gina.”
 
   Nick left after his shift ended. He’d stopped by my table to tell me he’d be outside in the back parking lot at 1:00 am to pick me up. He’d kissed me good-bye and left. 
 
   I’d made out well tip-wise taking Stephanie’s shift. I’d netted a little over five hundred dollars in tips for the day. I went out to the huge parking lot in the back, which was less full than the others. 
 
   I searched all over for Nick’s car. It wasn’t there. I tried his pager, but then I remembered it'd been shut off until he got his bill paid current. It was after 1:30 when Manny came out to see if something was wrong.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Gina. Security called up saying someone was loitering in the back lot. What are you still doing here?”
 
   “I’m waiting on Nick. I’m betting he fell asleep. His pager is shut off.”
 
   “Christ,” he’d said, rolling his eyes. “If my daughter ever gets involved with a slug like Nick, I’ll disown the hell out of her. Hang tight. I’ll send the hotel limo back here to take you home.”
 
   “No - Manny. That’s not necessary. I’m sure Nick will be here soon.”
 
   “I insist,” he’d said, going back inside, shaking his head the whole way and mumbling.
 
   The hotel limo picked me up, as promised, and dropped me at our apartment complex. 
 
   Once I saw Nick’s car parked in front of our building, I breathed a sigh of relief. He’d have been totally pissed if he’d driven to the casino and found I’d taken alternate transportation. That was one argument I’d managed to avoid.
 
   I let myself into the apartment quietly, expecting to find Nick sprawled out on the couch, asleep. The television was on, but he was nowhere to be seen. It was then that I noticed the razor blade, two skinny straws and residual white powder on our black glass coffee table.
 
   Obviously he had started getting high again. This wasn't going to cut it with me. I was not that person who would live a life like that. At all.
 
   I’d reached my limit with his cocaine use. I had decided that if Nick relapsed, I was gone. As much as I loved him, I would not, could not, watch him destroy himself. 
 
   I headed toward the bedroom to tell him just that. As I reached the door, I heard voices inside. It was Nick’s voice, and a female voice. Nick’s voice had been moaning.
 
   “That’s it baby, oh yeah; your cunt is so nice and tight. Keep riding it baby; that’s it.”
 
   The female voice had been soft moans and groans of pleasure. I opened the door full force, letting it slam against the bedroom wall. 
 
   They'd both been startled. I was even more startled when I saw it was my friend Stephanie, supposedly home sick with the flu, riding Nick’s cock up and down, moaning.
 
   Stephanie immediately freaked when she saw me. She’d quickly lifted herself up and off of him, blubbering apologies at me, saying she’d only meant to get high with him. She had grabbed her clothing up off the floor, putting it on as I stood frozen in shock. 
 
   It had been like everything happened fast, but then in slow motion when I replayed it in my mind. Before I knew it, Stephanie had managed to cover most of her critical parts and was out the door of our apartment.
 
   Nick had risen up off of our bed and came over to where I was standing, still frozen to the floor. His erection was still very much intact.
 
   “You interrupted me, Gina. I didn’t get to finish what I started with Stephanie. I didn’t get my nut because of you barging in here like that.”
 
   His voice had been steely cold and menacing.
 
   “I guess that means you get to finish me. Then we’ll talk about your rudeness to my guest.”
 
   “Nick,” I’d started, ready to lay into him with every bit of Italian temper I possessed. 
 
   His hand silenced me as it cracked against my face, not once, not twice, but three times. I tasted the blood in my mouth. His hands roughly pressed my shoulders down, forcing me to kneel in front of him.
 
   “Suck me, bitch!” he ordered. “Stephanie got me hard; now you’re going to finish me off.”
 
   I clamped my mouth shut tightly. My eyes were squeezed closed as he moved closer to me. 
 
   I could smell the scent of her pussy on his dick. I wanted to vomit. I felt his hands in my hair as he grabbed a fistful and yanked it upward, forcing my eyes to open and my lips to part as I’d cried out in pain. His hand slapped my face again.
 
   He’d then shoved himself into my mouth, once again ordering me to suck. I felt like I was going to suffocate as he held my head in place with his hands and continued to push in and out of my mouth, yelling for me to suck him. 
 
   I finally decided I had no choice but to do as he ordered. 
 
   With tears streaming down my cheeks, I’d sucked Nick’s dick until he’d finally and blessedly climaxed.
 
   I remembered now how I’d gotten to my feet and went to the bathroom. I’d calmly stuck my finger to the back of my throat finding my gag reflex and allowed myself to vomit it all back up into the sink. I’d brushed my teeth and gargled for twenty minutes. 
 
   To this day, I can still taste the stench of it when I think about it. I still have the need to vomit. 
 
   I’d left Atlantic City the following day while Nick was at work. I’d packed my clothing, called a cab and took a Greyhound home to Hoboken. 
 
   I simply told my parents that Nick and I had broken up. I hadn’t been the least bit prepared for the fact that Nick was not about to let me go that easily.
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc365869881]CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   I heard the family coming in downstairs from their trip to the Camerucci’s. Ethan was still napping when Amie came up to check on him and found me sitting on the bed in Pete’s old room, watching him as he slept peacefully.
 
   “My God; you certainly took your offer to watch Ethan very seriously,” she said softly, giving me a smile.
 
   “Oh I love watching him sleep. He’s like a little angel.”
 
   “You’re a great aunt for saying that,” Amie said.
 
   “I meant it. I think he’s so incredibly sweet, and so incredibly lucky to have the parents he has. Amie, you and Pete are really, really blessed. I hope you know that.”
 
   She looked at me quizzically; Amie wasn’t used to me talking so emotionally to her. I knew she thought I was sort of a hard, abrasive type. Maybe I was; maybe it was just a front. A lot of my past had unraveled over the past couple of days because of Mrs. Camerucci’s passing. I was anxious to change the subject.
 
   “So how's Leo doing?” I asked.
 
   “According to your mom, it hasn’t hit him yet. He’s in shock. I guess it’s a blessing Nick and Teresa are there with him. Nick asked about you, by the way. I hadn’t realized you and he had lived together at one time. Pete filled me in on that on our way home.”
 
   “That was a long, long time ago,” I said, getting up and stretching. Ethan was starting to stir in the crib.
 
   “Still,” she said, “the way Pete described it sounded so freaking romantic. Nick was your big brother’s best friend. You were the ‘little girl next door’ so to speak; you crushed on him when he had no clue you were growing into a woman. One day he suddenly notices you’re all grown up - I mean-”
 
   “Listen, Amie, it wasn’t all that. I don’t know where Pete got his information. Nick and I were young and dumb; and totally incompatible. It was no fairy tale, I assure you.”
 
   “I guess Pete got his information from Nick. They still talk occasionally.”
 
   “Yeah? Well Pete was away at college during that time so I guess he wasn’t really around for the reality.”
 
   Amie was looking at me very strangely now. I’d clearly said too much. I needed to shut the fuck up and get back to my room.
 
   “Hey - gotta run. I should've called Tristan before now. I know we’re leaving right after dinner for the wake. See you at dinner.”
 
   “Hey - thanks for watching Ethan.”
 
   “No problem,” I said, making it out the door into the hallway. 
 
   When I got back to my room, I called Tristan. I told him everything was okay and that we were getting ready for dinner and then heading to the funeral home. I asked him how things were going at the club. He told me to trust him, he had everything under control.
 
   Smart ass!
 
   “Okay then, I’ll see you tomorrow at the airport.”
 
   “Gina, is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah, well sure. I mean as ‘okay’ as everything can be at a funeral. My mom's holding up pretty well.”
 
   “But what about you? How are you holding up?”
 
   “I am fine. Geez, I mean I was close to Mrs. Camerucci, but it wasn’t like she was my mom or anything. I just want to get through this and get back to Atlanta.”
 
   “I miss you too, Gina.”
 
   “Then make sure your ass is at the airport on time tomorrow to pick me up, Tristan.”
 
   “I’ll be there, baby. I love you.”
 
   “Right back at you, Tristan.”
 
   The family got through dinner. I tended to tune out the conversation whenever it turned to the good ole days and had anything to do with Nick.
 
   My thoughts returned to that fall I’d left Nick to come back to Hoboken. I’d told my parents I wanted to go to college. Since I hadn’t applied to any during my senior year, I enrolled in the local community college. I was able to get in at that late date since classes didn’t start until mid-September. I enrolled in the Marketing/Advertising Associate degree program.
 
   I’d been in school for about six weeks when I walked out of school after class one day and spotted Nick’s Pontiac Bonneville parked next to my mother’s car that I’d been driving. He was standing outside of his car, smoking a cigarette. My first reaction was to panic. I was afraid of Nick. The fact that he hadn’t attempted to contact me since I left had given me a false sense of security.
 
   As I neared my mother’s car, I saw he had a bouquet of roses in his hand.
 
   “Gina,” he said, approaching me cautiously. “I know you have no reason, no reason at all to talk to me or even trust me, but I had to come here. I had to tell you how sorry I am for what I did.”
 
   “You really shouldn’t have bothered. I hope you didn’t waste a trip just for that.”
 
   I unlocked the car and tossed my books onto the front seat.
 
   “Gina, please. Please, at least hear me out. I need to tell you that you were right about everything. That fucking cocaine ruled and ruined my life. That was my fault, though. I had a choice. I didn't make the right one. I didn’t realize what a monster I’d become until the reality finally sunk in. It took me losing you and my job to realize I’d hit rock bottom. I went to rehab, babe. I just got out. Part of the 12-step program requires I make amends to those I hurt. You’re at the top of that list.”
 
   “So what does that mean?”
 
   “It means I'm here before you, as a flawed human being that recognizes I have an illness. Because I didn’t seek treatment for that illness, I hurt myself, but most importantly, I hurt the one person that I love so very much. I hurt you, Gina. I'm asking for your forgiveness; maybe not today, but perhaps someday?”
 
   Part of me had wanted to tell Nick to go fuck himself. I mean, he’d reduced me to nothing. But the other part of me hadn't wanted to believe his sick treatment of me over those few months was the ‘real’ Nick. How could I possibly have been wrong about him for all of those years that I’d crushed on him?
 
   “Nick,” I’d said, “I’ll do my best to forgive you. I know eventually, I will. But I truly hope you’ll stay clean now; not for me, but for yourself.”
 
   “Thank you, babe. You don’t know how much this means that you’ll forgive me. I couldn’t ask for anything more. I’ll promise you to take one day at a time in my recovery. That’s all anyone can do.”
 
   “I am glad to hear that. Now, I’ve really got to get Mom’s car back home to her.”
 
   “Sure,” he said, “Oh here, these flowers are just a small token of my appreciation for your compassion.”
 
   I took the bouquet from him, thanking him as I got into the car.
 
   “Gina – there is one thing you could do to help me; I mean, if it isn’t too much trouble?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I'm going to be staying with my parents for the next couple of weeks. I attend either NA or AA meetings twice a week. I’ll do this for the rest of my life. I just thought if, well if maybe you had a free evening on Tuesday or Thursday over the next couple of weeks, you might come to one to see how well I'm doing. I have my first one tomorrow night in Hoboken. I’ll be introducing myself and telling my story. No pressure. If you decide to come it’s at 7:30 p.m. at Central Methodist Church. I hope to see you there.”
 
   With that, he headed back over to his car, leaving me there to stare after him, feeling guilty. 
 
   I’d allowed Nick’s visit to torment me for the better part of a day and a half. I’d finally decided I’d go to Central Methodist the evening of his meeting; I wanted to hear what he had to say. I had slipped in to the church auditorium quietly and taken a seat in the back. Several minutes later, the meeting started with reciting the Serenity Prayer. 
 
   I’d spotted Nick sitting in the front row. There were a couple of other people in the same row. I figured they were newbies. I’d been right.
 
   The first order of business was to allow anyone new to get up and tell their story. Nick had been the second one up to the podium. 
 
   I watched as he went to the podium and adjusted the microphone to accommodate his height.
 
   “Hello, my name is Nicholas Camerucci and I’m a cocaine addict.”
 
   Everyone in the crowd had clapped at his disclosure and then greeted him with a thundering “Hello Nick.”
 
   I’d scrunched down in my seat for fear he’d look out amongst the crowd and see me sitting in the back. I wanted to hear what he said without him knowing I was present.
 
   Nick stood at the microphone and told his story to these mostly strangers.
 
   “A year ago, I had everything. I had a great job at a casino in Atlantic City, my own apartment, and best of all, the love of my life, my girl next door had moved to Atlantic City to be with me. We’d been together for more than two years. I was her first, and truth be known, she was mine, though being a dude, you never, ever admit that to a chick.”
 
   There was some laughter in the audience at that one. I’d frankly been surprised at his admission. Though we’d never discussed it, I’d simply presumed because Nick was older, an athlete and very popular at school, he’d gotten his share of tail.
 
   “I guess I had too much wealth hit me all at once; I mean, I spent a year in college that totally was a drag. I wanted to make money now; I wanted my girl with me. I wanted all those things without paying my dues. I was all about ‘instant gratification.’ Working at the casino, I was making more money than I ever thought possible. I took shifts for other people; the tips were awesome. I was addicted to making my paycheck increase each week. I competed with myself. The problem was, working all those shifts for others required that I be on my game, pardon the pun.”
 
   A few more chuckles rippled through those in attendance.
 
   “So, even before my girl came to live with me, I’d started using coke to keep me ‘up’ and to keep me on my game. It worked for a while. I promised myself that once my Gina got there, it would stop. Well, we all know how those types of promises go, I guess. It was not realistic. I was already hooked.” 
 
   I had never known that.
 
   “Once Gina arrived, everything was so perfect. We worked together, lived together, and loved each other. I hid my addiction from her, for a while. Once she found out, she was an angel. She didn’t want to lecture me; she didn’t give me ultimatums; but, she wasn't an enabler, either. She talked to me about it; we discussed options.” 
 
   He struggled to continue, his voice cracking with emotion.
 
   “I finally figured out I had to get clean or lose her. I’d reached a point where I was getting physically abusive to her. I hated myself for it, but it was like I was someone else. I knew I was close to losing her. Nothing would have been worse than losing Gina. So, I set about getting clean. I was almost there…”
 
   He had stopped then. Tears were flooding down his cheeks. He needed a minute to compose himself.
 
   “There was a night Gina worked a double at the casino. One of her friends had called off sick. I told her she didn’t need to do it, but if she wanted to, I’d pick her up after her shift. She said she wanted to work the shift. We’d been trying to save money. The friend of hers that asked her to work ended up coming over to our apartment. Short story: we got high and ended up in the sack. Gina found us. I was a total ass to her. I'm too ashamed to tell you people the horrible details.”
 
   He stopped for a moment, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. 
 
   “Needless to say, Gina left me and she had good reason to do so. I knew immediately I needed help. I went into rehab the next day. Here I am. I’ve been clean for seven weeks and two days. I thank God for helping me to get clean. Thanks for listening.”
 
   There was a round of applause as Nick took his seat and the next addict got up to tell her story. 
 
   I hurriedly slipped out of my seat and left the church before Nick had seen I’d been there. I’d needed time to process what I’d heard him say to the group.
 
   In the following two weeks, I’d attended all of Nick’s meetings and, by this time, he knew I was there. We’d reopened our lines of communication. Both sets of parents had been ecstatic over that. 
 
   By the end of my first term of college, I’d transferred my credits to a junior college in Atlantic City and had moved back in with Nick.
 
   Things were ideal for several months. I attended college and worked a part-time job as a cashier at a drug store; Nick had found a job as a pit boss at another casino. 
 
   We’d found a different apartment. It was a beautiful townhouse. I’d told Nick I couldn’t stomach going back to the one with all of the horrible memories. He understood. He had continued to attend at least one weekly meeting at NA. I’d gone with him as much as possible to show my support.
 
   As Valentine’s Day approached that year, Nick managed to get a night off. He’d planned a very special evening for us. 
 
   He’d taken me to a very expensive restaurant for dinner. Nick had turned twenty-one by this time, so he had champagne brought to our table. We’d sipped champagne and dined on oysters and fresh lobster. For dessert, Nick ordered Cherries Jubilee. It had been perfect.
 
   Later, back at our apartment, Nick had spread rose petals across our bed. There was a card and a wrapped box on the bed.
 
   “Open it,” he’d instructed me, softly.
 
   The card was very romantic; he’d told me how much he loved and cherished me, how we would be together forever. 
 
   The box contained a beautiful, red silk nightgown. It was floor length with spaghetti straps; very classy. He’d purchased it from one of the upscale shops downtown.
 
   I’d changed into the gown, while Nick had lit candles around our bed. We made love very slowly, very sensually. 
 
   Nick had not been rough with me on this occasion. It was the first time I’d experienced an orgasm. It had taken both of us by surprise. 
 
   Afterwards, I’d wrapped myself around him as if I couldn’t get enough of him. I’d finally felt some sort of a connection on a very intimate level.
 
   “I love you, Nick,” I’d whispered to him.
 
   “I love you back, Gina.”
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   “Gina Marie, you’ve barely touched your dinner. You need to eat to have a strong and healthy bambino.”
 
   “Sorry, Mom. I’m just not that hungry this evening.” 
 
   I got up and started to help her clear the table. Amie was loading the dishwasher in the kitchen.
 
   “Aren't you feeling well?” My mother was looking at me with concern evident on her face. This was a perfect opportunity to get out of going to the wake.
 
   “You know, Mom, I guess I’m not feeling very well. I haven’t been sleeping well at night. I’ve been just a little crampy all day,” I lied.
 
   “Heavenly Father,” she said, making the sign of the cross on herself. “You get yourself into bed now, Gina. We don’t need a repeat of what happened before.”
 
   “But Mom, the wake--”
 
   “Gina Marie, you have your orders. Angie will understand. If you’re feeling better tomorrow, you can go to the funeral. I won’t argue about it.”
 
   “Okay, okay, I’m going Mom.”
 
   I climbed the stairs to my room. I was thankful I didn’t have to face Nicholas Camerucci, at least not today. I changed into my nightgown and climbed under the covers of my bed…the bed that had been my safety haven while growing up.
 
   My thoughts returned to the weeks after that very special Valentine’s Day spent with Nick in Atlantic City. 
 
   Things had continued to go well between us. We hadn’t made love since Valentine’s Day; Nick had simply resumed his rough fucking once again. I figured he was possibly out of his comfort zone when showing tenderness. I attributed it to being some macho, Italian thing. 
 
   There'd been one exception to the norm: my period was late. I’d missed a couple of my birth control pills, which wasn’t necessarily unusual for me. I’d sometimes forgotten to take them for a day or two, so I simply made up for them whenever I remembered. The following March I discovered I was pregnant. 
 
   I visited the Planned Parenthood Clinic for confirmation. I’d been nervous about telling Nick. It had to be done, though. He seemed to take it in stride. 
 
   He’d actually seemed tickled about the prospect of being a father. He’d made it clear, though, that he wanted us to be wed. We’d decided not to tell our respective parents until after we were married. That had actually been Nick’s decision.
 
   The baby was due in November. I told Nick I’d always wanted to be a June bride, so we planned to get married at one of the numerous wedding chapels on the strip after I wrapped up my classes for the quarter. 
 
   Nick had booked the bridal suite at the hotel where he worked for our honeymoon.
 
   Several of my friends from school hosted a bridal shower for me. I’d felt guilty about not letting my mom know, but it really was better this way. I was nearly four months pregnant; there was no point in walking down the aisle at St. Vincent’s in a white wedding dress.
 
   A couple of days before our marriage was to take place, several of Nick’s buddies were taking him out for his bachelor party. I had some angst about that. 
 
   Nick had still been attending his NA meetings; he knew he had to abstain from situations that might cause him to relapse. He’d never really been a drinker; even after he came out of rehab, he hadn’t used alcohol with the exception of the champagne on Valentine’s Day.
 
   He assured me he’d limit himself to a beer or two; I wasn’t to worry. I had worried though. I worried when he hadn’t returned home by the following morning. I convinced myself he’d probably gotten a little bit drunk and slept it off at his buddy’s place, but which one? Why hadn’t he called me?
 
   I worried the whole time I worked my shift at the drug store. When I returned home, music was blaring from the stereo in our apartment. I thanked God. At least he was still alive. 
 
   I recalled when I opened the door to our apartment that afternoon and discovered strangers inside. I hadn’t even spotted Nick at first; then I did. He was in the kitchen, snorting lines of coke off of the kitchen table.
 
   I’d freaked out. I’d screamed and yelled for everyone to get the fuck out of the apartment. They'd scurried out of my way like cockroaches. I shut the stereo off and returned to the kitchen to find a much-buzzed Nick laughing at my rage. 
 
   I spotted the plastic bag with the rest of his cocaine in it. I snatched it up and emptied it into the sink, running the faucet to wash it down the drain.
 
   That’s when Nick lost it. He’d gotten up from the table, kicking the kitchen chair out of his way. 
 
   He snatched me up and threw me against the wall in the living room. I remembered how I’d slid down it and fell into a heap on the floor. 
 
   Nick wasn't done with me just yet. I saw his enraged face as he closed in on me. I curled myself into a protective ball, trying to shield my stomach from his flailing fists and his savage kicks to my ribs. His enraged beating had continued on and on until I’d finally passed out.
 
   I’d awoken the following day in the hospital. My mother was at my side, weeping and sniffling. Nick had been there, too. 
 
   He told my mother I’d fallen down the stairs at our townhouse apartment and I’d suffered a miscarriage as a result. 
 
   She’d been beside herself, chastising both of us for not telling our parents we’d been expecting. She’d insisted I come back to Hoboken so she could take care of me. 
 
   Nick had assured her he would take off work and care for me. I simply remained silent.
 
   Nick kept his promise. He took several days off from his job and tended to my every need. He’d been extremely apologetic, assuring me it would never happen again. 
 
   He’d been to NA meetings on a daily basis to show me just how serious he was about never relapsing again. He’d assured me he would do anything to make things right between us. 
 
   I’d smiled and nodded. I told him he was doing all of the right things and that I had faith in him. I knew I simply had to bide my time.
 
   It had been a little over a week since my “accident.” 
 
   Nick had gone back to work, instructing me to take it easy and stay in bed until he got home. After he left, I got dressed, packed my bags, and emptied our emergency cash stash into my purse. I called a cab to pick me up. I went to the bank where I emptied out our joint savings account. I figured the bastard owed me. I then took a bus to Philadelphia, where I got a job as a waitress. Two weeks later, I met Ian Hatton. That’s when chapter two of my life had started.
 
   I threw the covers off of me and got my cell phone from the dresser. It was 7:15 p.m. 
 
   I called the airlines and had my flight changed. There was an 11:15 p.m. flight out of Newark tonight for Atlanta. I booked it and then called a cab. 
 
   I dressed and packed as if a demon were chasing me. In a way, that’s exactly how I felt. I didn’t ever have to face Nicholas Camerucci again. That was my choice to make and I chose not to. 
 
   I scribbled a hasty note to my mother. I told her I was sorry, that I’d pray for Angie, but that Nick had been a monster to me and I had no desire to ever set eyes upon him again. I wrote this was all she needed to know about our past, and I’d appreciate her never mentioning his name to me again. I told her I loved her and would call her in a couple of days.
 
   I tore the pictures off of my mirror and ripped them into pieces, tossing them into the trash can. I took my note and placed it on my mother’s pillow. I heard the cab honking out front.
 
   It was after three in the morning when I let myself into our apartment. I quietly made my way to our bedroom. 
 
   The door was open. The dim light from the hallway allowed me to see Tristan asleep on the bed; his one arm was thrown up over his head on the pillow.
 
   I discarded my clothing, wanting nothing more than to climb up into bed next to him. I needed to feel him against me. He looked so gorgeous in the moonlight that filtered in through the blinds. I was totally naked as I lifted the sheet and crawled in next to him. He stirred in his sleep as I laid my head on his chest.
 
   “Gina?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You’re back already?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But I thought the funeral was today.”
 
   “It is. I didn’t want to go. I have my reasons.”
 
   “Anything you want to talk about?”
 
   “Not right now, but I will. Soon. Tristan?”
 
   “Yeah babe?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Right back at you, Gina.”
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   The following week after my return from Hoboken, I shared with Tristan all that had happened between Nick and me. 
 
   He’d comforted me when I got emotional during parts of it, pulling me close to him and stroking my hair. Afterwards, he asked me if I’d ever shared this with anyone else.
 
   “You’re the first,” I said. “I guess part of me was ashamed to tell anyone. I mean how pathetic was I to go back to him after I’d been through it before?”
 
   “Baby, you loved him. You trusted that he was sincere in getting help for his addiction. He probably was sincere - at the moment. I can see how what happened shaped you emotionally where men are concerned.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, a hint of defensiveness in my voice.
 
   “Babe, don’t get pissed. Of course it had to affect you. It was horrific. I mean, you wouldn’t be human if it hadn’t. I think it explains why you have trust issues; why you find it difficult to emotionally connect at times…your fear of being vulnerable.”
 
   “Well, thank you for your diagnosis, Dr. Sinclair,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “If I doubted I was damaged goods before, you've so eloquently reaffirmed it.”
 
   “You’re not damaged goods, Gina. If you really see yourself that way, then maybe you should consider therapy.”
 
   “You’re my therapy, Tristan,” I said, scooting onto his lap. “I need to say something to you about all that shit I brought up about Amber a few days ago.”
 
   “I’m listening,” he said, lightly brushing a kiss across my lips.
 
   “I trust you. I’ve never caught you in a lie or any type of deception. As far as what Ian said, the whole bit with the birthmark, I just want to drop it. It isn’t important because I trust you and I know you haven’t been with her.”
 
   “Are you sure? I have no issue confronting her, with you present, to untangle all of that shit.”
 
   “I am sure. She works with Trey. The last thing I need is to stir something up that causes her to go back whining to him. He’s your brother and I won’t be responsible for causing any rifts between the two of you, either.”
 
   Tristan and I once again settled into a comfortable and stress-free existence. 
 
   I kept in touch with my mom, though she did try and pry more information from me regarding Nick. She learned very quickly that I’d meant what I said, so she didn’t bring it up after that.
 
   Tylar hosted a baby shower for me the Saturday after the July 4th holiday. Susan and Clive were in from Bristol; Aunt Becky had come with them. 
 
   My mom had sent her gift and promised she’d be coming for a couple weeks after the baby was born. She’d saved some vacation time from her job for the occasion. 
 
   Susan came over the following day and helped me get all of the tiny little sleepers, gowns and tee shirts laundered and put away. 
 
   Tristan was still at the club. I’d noticed his hours had expanded out a bit and had done my share of griping about it.
 
   “Have you been feeling well, Gina?”
 
   “Oh yes, Susan, why?”
 
   “I just noticed that you've been frowning a lot this weekend.”
 
   I had to smile. The woman was extremely perceptive.
 
   “It’s just this last trimester gets a bit uncomfortable, so I guess I am easily irritated. Tristan has been spending longer hours at work and we kind of had this deal going that, when I cut my hours, he’d cut his hours, too.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure it’s a busy time what with mid-summer here and the tourists in town. Would you like a glass of iced tea?”
 
   “Oh, Susan, where are my manners? I’m sorry. I should've offered you something to drink.”
 
   “No worries, dear. Let’s take a break and I’ll get us each a glass of iced tea.”
 
   I loved Tristan’s mother. She was so laid back and Southern. I saw where Tristan got it. 
 
   We settled on the couch in the living room, sipping our tea. I had a feeling Susan was on a mission for information. I didn’t have to wait long for confirmation.
 
   “Gina, does Tylar seem alright to you?”
 
   “Well, I know this pregnancy's been difficult on her, but actually, she looks better than she has. She hasn’t complained about anything specific to me lately.”
 
   “I just worry, I guess. I was a bit taken aback when I saw her. It’s been a while and she just seems so pale and listless. I hope Trey's making sure she doesn’t over-do it.”
 
   “I’m sure she'll be fine. Have you heard any news recently on Nigel and Tess’s surrogate?”
 
   Susan flashed a smile and grabbed her purse. She rifled through it until she found the ultrasound photo Tess had sent to her. 
 
   We had a couple of those around here as well. This one was in 3D. I could make out the little face. Mine were not so high-tech. I stared and stared at them trying to make out what was what. Tristan had to point it out for me.
 
   “Do they know the sex of the baby?” I asked.
 
   “They want to be surprised,” Susan answered, beaming. “Of course, Clive and I are tickled we’ll be welcoming our first grandson here shortly. Have you and Tristan decided on any names yet?”
 
   “Well, I like ‘Tristan James II,’ but Tristan has said no way. I thought we could call him ‘TJ’ - but he’s not giving in on that one. We both kind of like the name Reese.”
 
   “Oh, I love it,” Susan squealed happily. “What about a middle name?”
 
   “I like “Joseph” and Tristan likes “Patrick,” so I guess it will probably be Patrick.”
 
   Susan laughed. 
 
   “Stand your ground with him. Don’t let him always have his way.”
 
   “Trust me, Susan, I don’t”
 
   By the time Tristan got home, Susan had already left to go back to Trey and Tylar’s house.
 
   “You missed your mother by about three hours,” I said to him.
 
   “Oh sorry, babe. Things were crazy at the club.”
 
   “You know, Tristan, your hours seem to be getting right back to where they were before you hired the night manager. If I was the suspicious type -”
 
   He came over and gave me a hug, silencing my whining with his lips.
 
   “Is the baby napping?” he asked
 
   “Yeah, I think so. He’s been fairly quiet today.”
 
   “How about you and I go into the bedroom and wake him up?”
 
   I couldn’t resist Tristan or his lovemaking. 
 
   We spent the next hour in bed playing and loving. I curled up next to him afterwards, running my fingers through the damp hair on his chest.
 
   “Tristan?”
 
   “Yeah, babe?”
 
   “Your mom showed me one of those 3D ultrasound pictures today of Nigel and Tess’s baby. You could see its little face and everything.”
 
   “You mean they don’t know whether it’s a girl or a boy?”
 
   “They don’t want to know. I think it’s a boy, though.”
 
   “And how were you able to determine that?”
 
   “Cause his little face looks like yours.”
 
   “Gina,” his tone had that slight warning sound in it. “We’ve been over this before. That child is nothing more to me or to Trey than a niece or a nephew. Period. Got it?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied, rolling my eyes.
 
   I lay there for a few more minutes thinking about what he’d said. I wondered if it was really so easy for him and Trey to view it from that perspective. Women felt different attachments than men, perhaps. That’s what Tylar had told me. I knew it bugged the hell out of her, though. That was one reason she’d been so hell-bent on getting pregnant before Tess’s surrogate did.
 
   I realized Tristan hadn’t eaten any dinner since he came home. I wasn’t sure if he’d managed to grab something to eat at the club.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   Silence.
 
   I looked up at him. He was dozing peacefully, his one arm up over his head resting on the pillow. I loved this man so fucking much.
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   I had another two weeks until my due date. The heat and humidity was insufferable at the end of July in Atlanta. I hadn’t felt like leaving the cool air-conditioning of the apartment for days. 
 
   I was on the phone with Tylar, trying to politely, but emphatically, decline her repeated invitation to drive out to the country for a visit.
 
   “It’s too fucking hot and humid.”
 
   “For goodness sakes, Gina, your car is air-conditioned, our home is air-conditioned, so what? You can’t endure the ten steps from the elevator to where your car's parked in the garage?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s a longer walk in the heat once I get to your place,” I whined. “Why don’t you drive in?”
 
   “I told you, Preston's taking a nap and Jean's at the grocery and then has some errands to run. I’m not sure when she'll be back. I’m lonely for my BFF.”
 
   Tylar could lay the guilt on with the best of them. I rolled my eyes, knowing she’d get her way.
 
   “Okay. Let me get a quick shower and then I’ll drive out.”
 
   I felt like a hippo in my summer dress as I put it on over my head, helping it past my belly. I slid into some flip-flops and grabbed my keys. 
 
   I tried to reach Tristan on my cell as I got into my car. My call went straight to voicemail. 
 
   This was getting to be a bit too frequent to suit me. After I’d made such a big deal of how I loved and trusted him, I couldn’t very well start calling others at the club to check on his whereabouts when he didn’t have his cell phone on.
 
   I tossed my phone over onto the car seat and started the car. 
 
   The drive out to DeKalb County wasn’t bad once I got out of the city proper. It was a nice sunny day. The heat didn’t bother me now that I had my A/C blasting on high. I maneuvered the vent so that it was blowing on my face and neck.
 
   Once I got to Tylar’s, Preston was up and immediately came running over to see her Aunt Gina. She was so cute in her little skort and tank top. She looked as if she’d been getting a little sun. Her hair was getting long and it was up in a ponytail to keep her cool.
 
   Tylar was kicked back on one of the two matching Barcaloungers in the family room. She had the flat screen on watching ‘Days of our Lives.’ 
 
   Jean was clinking around in the kitchen. Tylar had it made in the shade with lemonade. Where the hell had that old rhyme surfaced from?
 
   Jean poked her head out of the kitchen.
 
   “Hi Gina. Would you like a cold glass of lemonade?”
 
   “You read my mind, Jean.”
 
   Tylar waved for me to take a seat in the other Barcalounger. 
 
   I felt like a beached whale as I plopped unceremoniously down into it and pushed it back to recline. My ankles were a bit swollen, so I tried to keep them propped whenever possible.
 
   I started to say something, but Tylar shushed me; her eyes were glued to the television screen.
 
   She had a major crush on E.J. DiMera. She thought the actor that played the character looked like Trey. I finally got her attention when the show went to commercial.
 
   “I’m sorry, Gina. E.J.'s just so flippin’ fine, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yeah, sure…he kind of looks like Trey, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Now you’re just being a smart ass,” she replied.
 
   Jean brought us each a tall glass of iced lemonade.
 
   Tylar grabbed the remote and set the DVR to record the rest of her soap. She turned to look at me.
 
   “Wow, you've really popped out in the last couple of weeks. You look like you’re ready to explode.”
 
   “Thanks, Ty. I thought it was just my imagination that I felt like a stuffed sausage ready to burst out of my casing. I appreciate you confirming that for me.”
 
   She started laughing good-naturedly. 
 
   “It’s all worth it when you hold your tiny little baby in your arms. Mine's been kicking the hell out of me all day. I’ve had to pry either fingers or toes out from between my ribs all morning.”
 
   I’d finished the lemonade and knew I’d have to get up to pee shortly. I started rocking myself forward trying to get the lounger back in the upright position. On my third try, I felt the gush of water between my legs.
 
   Holy shit! Did I just pee in Trey’s chair?
 
   It couldn’t have been that because I still felt the urge to pee.
 
   “Uh oh.”
 
   “What uh oh?”
 
   “I think my water just broke in Trey’s chair.”
 
   “Oh my God!” Tylar was up and out of her chair, helping me get my soaked crotch out of the chair I was in. She yelled for Jean.
 
   I asked Jean to get a towel when she appeared so I could wipe up the amniotic fluid in the leather lounger.
 
   “Don’t worry about that, Gina. I’ve got to get you to the hospital. You need to call Tristan.”
 
   Tylar was starting to freak out which made me want to freak out. She asked Jean to get a clean pair of underwear for me. Jean scrambled to do it. 
 
   “Where’s your phone, Gina?”
 
   Huh?
 
   “Hello, Gina?”
 
   “Oh, it’s still in my car, I think.”
 
   Tylar grabbed her cell phone and called Tristan from it. Jean returned in the meantime with a clean pair of underpants for me. She helped me to the downstairs bathroom so I could change. I was in a fog.
 
   Once I’d finished up in the bathroom, Tylar was waiting for me, her purse and car keys in hand.
 
   “Come on. We need to hit the road. Stop dawdling.”
 
   “Relax, I haven’t even had a contraction yet.”
 
   By the time Tylar drove up to the ER entrance of the hospital, I was writhing in pain and had cussed out Tristan on his voicemail three times. 
 
   I’d managed to call my mother at work and let her know it was ‘showtime.’ She’d argued with me that it was two weeks early, asking me if I was sure.
 
   “Mom, I’m pretty sure that when one’s water breaks, it’s for sure!”
 
   I was helped into a wheelchair and taken up to the maternity floor. Tylar had to wait in the visitor’s lounge until I was fully admitted and prepped. The nurse had examined me and said I was at three centimeters. It hurt like a whole lot more than that.
 
   Finally, Tylar was allowed to come in and wait with me. She still had not been able to get in touch with Tristan. She’d called Trey, but he was in depositions. 
 
   “Tylar, would you please ask the nurse for some ice chips?” I moaned.
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   She was back in a couple of minutes, handing me the plastic cup with crushed ice. I immediately started crunching on it. It was something to do, at least, when the pain wasn’t racking through every nerve and muscle in my body.
 
   It seemed as if a painful eternity had passed before the nurse came in and checked me again. All the way to four centimeters - whoopee!
 
   Tylar was on her phone now with my Aunt Becky to let her know I was in labor; telling her my progress. She kept it short as I started in with my sobbing and cursing. 
 
   Tylar tried coaching me, but I was totally distraught with the pain and the fact that Tristan wasn't here with me. She convinced me to lay on my side, while she pressed hot towels against my lower back to help with my back labor. It offered a little relief. 
 
   Tylar was right when she’d told me modesty went out the window during labor and birth. I didn’t give a shit who saw what at the moment. 
 
   My hospital gown was open in the back; my underwear had been confiscated when I was given the gown to wear. Tylar was trying to put slight pressure with the hot towels, but I was still restless.
 
   “Gina,” Tylar said, pulling the warm towel away from my rump. “When did you have your tattoo redone?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your tattoo on your hip that used to spell ‘Ian’, you freaking had it re-done to spell ‘Tristan’?”
 
   “Yeah - actually, Tristan paid for me to have it done. Isn’t it neat the way the tattoo artist made the ‘I’ in Ian into a fancy ‘T’ in Tristan?”
 
   “Ingenious,” she said, chuckling.
 
   Just then, another wave of pain came crashing through me. I let out a string of cuss words and waved Tylar away when she persisted in trying to get me to do the ‘hee-hee-hee’ breathing exercises. It was starting to get on my nerves. I sent her out for more ice chips, afraid I might start cussing her out. It wasn’t her fault.
 
   I managed to get through the last contraction without splitting in half. My lips were dry; I tasted blood where I must’ve bitten down on the bottom one.
 
   Where in the hell was Tristan? He should be here suffering through this with me. Where the hell had Tylar gone off to?
 
   She certainly was taking her good old fucking time getting those ice chips, I thought after my most recent, mind-blowing contraction had ended. 
 
   My doctor came into the room just then, pulling on his latex gloves. I wondered how many more fingers were going to be prying into my Who-Ha before this baby made his entrance.
 
   Tylar returned with my ice chips just as the doctor informed me I was at five centimeters. 
 
   I ordered the nurse who was at his side to bring me my fucking epidural now. She scurried away to get the anesthesiologist.
 
   Once administered, the effects were immediate. It was fantastic. I relaxed back against my pillows getting comfortable. I just wanted to take a short nap while I could. 
 
   I closed my eyes, drinking in the pain-free refuge I’d found. It seemed only moments before pain was back. It was different. It was higher up and it was agonizing. 
 
   I felt like I was freezing cold. I was shaking. I saw the look of alarm on Tylar’s face; then she started screaming something. The doctor was back with several nurses beside him. 
 
   Tylar was ordered to leave the room. I saw someone put a clear, plastic cone shaped apparatus up to my face. I was instructed to breathe in deeply. Then I fell into a blessed, pain-free sleep.
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   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   I’d been dozing so peacefully when, somewhere, I heard a baby crying. It was a newborn baby’s cry, I could tell. 
 
   Was that my baby? I willed my eyes to open to see if I’d delivered our baby boy yet. 
 
   The first thing I saw was Tristan’s face. He was sitting next to my bed. He was watching me. 
 
   “About damn time you got here.”
 
   He immediately leaned over and kissed me. I noticed he was holding a tiny, swaddled bundle in his arms. 
 
   “Is he okay?” I croaked, looking at Tristan’s face.
 
   “He’s perfect, Gina. He weights six and a half pounds, but he’s a tough little guy.”
 
   “I want to see him. I want to hold him.”
 
   Tristan lowered the baby down into my waiting arms. The rails were up on both sides of my hospital bed. He tucked the baby against me, making sure he propped a pillow under my arm to continue supporting his head without me having to keep my arm lifted.
 
   I pulled the receiving blanket around him to keep him warm. He had a little blue knit cap on his head. I could see dark hair poking out around the edges. 
 
   His eyes were wide and alert. They were a very deep blue, for now. He had Tristan’s nose and chin; his tiny eyebrows were arched the same way as Tristan’s. There wasn’t anything about him that looked like Ian.
 
   “Oh Tristan,” I breathed, “He’s yours.”
 
   “Of course he’s mine, Gina. You both are mine,” he said.
 
   “Reese Patrick Sinclair,” I said, looking into his tiny, wide-eyed face, your mommy and daddy adore you.” 
 
   He was squirming around, making cute little faces, sucking on his fingers. I suddenly knew what all the fuss was about. I knew what Tylar had felt after she’d given birth to Preston. This was the ultimate love.
 
   Tristan explained what had happened during labor. The placenta was separating, and there was a tear that started in my uterine wall. 
 
   The doctor had performed an emergency C-Section; he’d repaired the uterine tear as well. I’d be in the hospital for a few days. 
 
   “Before I forget to bitch at you Tristan, do you mind telling me where the hell you were?”
 
   “The extra hours I’ve been spending at the club weren't about working there. I’ve been actually making a wooden cradle for the baby in the basement there. I was trying like hell to get it finished up so I could surprise you with it before he arrived. I think his early arrival will make it necessary for me to get it sanded and stained while you recuperate here.”
 
   “Oh, Tristan,” I said, my eyes filling up with tears. “I take back all those cuss words I left on your voicemail.”
 
   “Too late, babe; they already singed my hair when I listened to your messages.”
 
   The nurse came in and out throughout the night to offer me pain meds and check on my vitals. She told me I’d have to take it easy once I was home because of the bikini-cut incision I had. She’d put antibiotic cream on it to help with the healing and minimize the scar. 
 
   The next day and a half, Reese and I spent all of our time together getting to know one another. The nursing staff and lactation consultant helped me get him situated for feeding. 
 
   Because I’d undergone a C-Section, the signal for my milk to come in was going to be delayed a bit. I was glad the hospital staff had more patience than I did. I was also thankful Reese seemed to ‘go with the flow,’ or in this case, without the flow. 
 
   Tristan had been in and out to visit while working to finish the cradle before we got home the following day.
 
   I hadn’t seen Tylar since the day Reese was born. I’d asked Tristan about her when he’d called me earlier in the day. He said he’d check with Trey to see when they were coming down to visit. 
 
   I was anxious for my BFF and soon-to-be sister-in-law to see our beautiful son. 
 
   Clive and Susan had left this morning for Atlanta. They were driving. Susan had packed their car full of baby items for the nursery. Tristan had already warned me.
 
   I’d just finished eating from my dinner tray when Tristan arrived. Reese was asleep in the bassinet that stayed in my hospital room. I could tell something was wrong.
 
   Oh God. Had something happened to my mother? She wasn’t due in until tomorrow when I was released. What if his parents had been in an accident?
 
   “What is it, Tristan?”
 
   He came over and sat on the edge of my bed. He took my hand into his and kissed it softly. He was really scaring the hell out of me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tylar lost the baby. She delivered a still-born baby girl this afternoon at St. Matthews. She doesn’t know yet.”
 
   “What the hell? What do you mean she doesn’t know?”
 
   “Keep calm. She’s going to be fine. It’s just that she had a serious infection of some sort. There was hemorrhaging involved. The doctor couldn’t get any vitals on the baby, so they induced labor and she delivered a stillborn baby. She had to be given a blood transfusion because of the amount of blood she lost.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I breathed, unable to fathom what this was going to do to Tylar. “Oh Tristan, this is going to kill her. You just don’t know how much she wanted this baby.”
 
   “Trey’s pretty torn up about it. He hasn’t left her side. She probably won’t get out of the hospital for a couple of days. He’s staying there with her. I let Mom and Dad know. They’re on the road and should be here later this evening.
 
   “What about Judge Tylar?”
 
   “Trey contacted him. He’s flying up in the morning.”
 
   “God, Tristan. We were so happy to be having our babies born close together. I don’t know what I’ll even say to her. I mean, what if it’s too painful for me to bring Reese around her?”
 
   “Tylar's strong. She'll get through this. They both will. The good news is, she survived this. It could be two burials Trey's arranging right now.”
 
   I couldn’t even imagine life without my best friend. She’d been so certain she’d been carrying a boy. 
 
   It was another little girl; a baby girl, probably as beautiful as Preston. Tears started running down my cheeks. I wanted to be there for Tylar. I just hoped she’d let me.
 
   Reese and I were discharged from the hospital the following day. Tristan brought us back to the apartment where my mom and Susan were awaiting our arrival. 
 
   Clive had stayed out at Trey’s to help Jean look after Preston. Tristan helped me into the bedroom. I was still sore from the stitches and would be for several more days.
 
   The first thing I saw as I entered our bedroom was the beautiful cherrywood cradle Tristan had made. It was exquisite with inlay-carved scrollwork on each end of it. Susan had bought the layette for it. It was cream-colored eyelet lace.
 
   “Tristan, it’s magnificent,” I said. “Thank you so very much for my son and the cradle.”
 
   “They were both my pleasure,” he whispered, kissing my lips playfully. “Let’s get you into bed while the moms are competing for our son’s attention.”
 
   Tristan helped me into a nightgown and fluffed my pillows for me as I climbed into our bed. He handed me the remote and told me he’d be back as soon as he could wrangle the baby from the grandmothers. 
 
   I asked if he’d give Trey a call to see how Tylar was doing. He said he would. 
 
   This was supposed to be a happy time. I couldn’t imagine the pain and heartbreak Tylar must be feeling, if she’d been given the news yet. 
 
   It crushed me to think about my friend in such pain. It crushed me to think about both of them being in such pain.
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   It had been four days since we’d brought Reese home. I was getting around a little bit better. Tristan and I were getting dressed for the memorial service at the cemetery in DeKalb County. I’d contacted a Catholic priest at St. Michael’s to bless the tiny grave and read from scripture. 
 
   We’d visited Tylar yesterday afternoon as she convalesced at home. It had totally unnerved me. I’d expected tears and anguish. I’d not been prepared for Tylar’s impassive and stoic demeanor. 
 
   I had cried and hugged her, trying to offer my sympathy. She’d ended up consoling me. I didn’t get it. I’d said something to Tristan on our way home. He said some people grieve differently than others. I didn’t think Tylar was bothering to grieve at all. 
 
   We arrived at the cemetery for the family-only memorial service. Trey had his arm around Tylar, who still had the statuesque façade going. I was sure that’s what it was. She was afraid to feel the pain. 
 
   I’d been that way for a while after my miscarriage. I’d simply fled the scene and hooked up with Ian. He’d been fun-loving, sexy and carefree. He’d been my coping mechanism to forget the hell from which I’d just escaped.
 
   I did a double-take and swore under my breath when I saw Amber pull up in her little BMW and get out. 
 
   Tristan had heard me and gave me a gentle nudge. I looked up at him holding Reese close to his chest. He shook his head as if to say, ‘leave it alone, Gina.’ 
 
   I certainly did not plan on making a scene, but what the fuck was she doing here? I finally saw some reaction out of Tylar. She whispered something to Trey; it was apparent she wasn’t happy about it, either.
 
   Amber sauntered up to the gravesite and the priest began his readings. She was all decked out like she was going to some type of diplomatic soiree. 
 
   I watched her from beneath my lashes as everyone bowed their heads to pray. She followed suit as if she really cared. This was just something for her to crash. She was all about getting the attention, especially Trey’s.
 
   The service concluded in less than ten minutes. The priest went over and consoled both Trey and Tylar; others then followed suit, going up to them as they stood before the tiny casket to give them a hug or a kiss, or take their hand and offer their sympathies. 
 
   I watched as Amber went first to Trey. She didn’t linger there, as she was looking for Tylar who had gone to look at some of the flower arrangements that had been sent to the gravesite. 
 
   I took Reese from Tristan so he could go over and talk to Trey. I watched as Amber went over to Tylar and gave her a hug. She said something to her and Tylar conversed back. 
 
   There was something in Tylar’s expression that changed once Amber walked away and headed towards her car. 
 
   It was actually the first bit of emotion I’d seen cross her features since the day she was with me at the hospital.
 
   I walked over to where she was standing, watching Amber as she started her car and drove off.
 
   “What did she say to you?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing important. Let me see Reese, Gina.”
 
    
 
                                                                         ∞
 
   It had been more than a month since I’d seen or talked to Tylar. I’d called her house phone and her cell phone several times. Jean took my messages. I never got a call back. 
 
   At first, I understood. She was coming to terms with her loss. That took some time. Then, I made excuses for her. I figured it was difficult for her to see a newborn baby. That would take some time. 
 
   It was nearly five weeks now. As far as I was concerned, there was no excuse for her continued avoidance of me.
 
   I’d grumbled about it to Tristan several times. He told me to just keep trying; it was important to let her know the lines of communication were open. 
 
   Frankly, I was fucking sick to death of always having to be the one to initiate stuff with her.
 
   I’d been nursing Reese with just a little bit of difficulty. Tylar had made it look so freaking easy. My nipples felt like they were on fire that first week after my milk came in. I was moaning and bitching about it to Tristan. The next afternoon, a freaking lactation consultant was at our door. 
 
   She’d spent an hour and a half with us, training me how to get the proper latch; the various holds, cradle, cross-cradle, football and the most important lesson of all: detachment. 
 
   Oh, so you don’t just pull the baby away from the breast, still attached until the nipple finally snaps back against you? I get it.
 
   How had Tylar known all of that as a first-time mother? I don’t recall Trey having had to enlist the services of a lactation consultant for her! That was Tylar though. She simply had a “can-do” attitude. 
 
   I loved the bond and the connection I got with nursing him, but I didn’t have any reservations whatsoever about pumping and letting Tristan handle it for an afternoon if I wanted to get my nails done or go shopping. I didn’t feel a damn bit guilty about it, either.
 
   Tristan had gone overboard with video-recording Reese. He claimed his parents wanted to keep up with his growing progress. 
 
   He posted the videos to his Facebook page. He had videos of Reese sleeping, Reese crying, Reese getting a bath, Reese being breastfed while taking a crap at the same time. I’d put my foot down on his posting that one. 
 
   The only other downside of nursing was the mustard seed poop. I mean, that part I knew about because of Preston, but damn, having to deal with three to four of those a day was a little taxing. Usually, Tristan was good for one or two of them. It didn’t seem to bother him one bit.
 
   I’d just gotten Reese bathed and dressed when the doorman buzzed. He said Tylar was in the lobby.
 
   Really?
 
   I told him to send her up. I was curious what would have brought Tylar clear into the city without even calling first. I didn’t mind. Maybe she’d been downtown for some reason and decided to stop by. I knew that wasn’t the case when I opened the door for her.
 
   Christ, she looks like hell. Skinny and fragile.
 
   The first thing she did was to ask me if she could use my freaking phone. I started giving her some shit, then it dawned on me something was wrong; she was freaked out. I told her to go ahead.
 
   I was nursing Reese and hung around close enough so I could eavesdrop on her conversation. She called her father. She was crying. She spilled her guts to him. 
 
   Damn Trey.  And damn that bitch Amber.
 
   What the hell was Trey thinking making out with the bitch like that? I knew Tristan would be mad as hell when he found out.
 
   I could tell Tylar was winding up her conversation with her dad. They were making arrangements. 
 
   I went and put Reese in his cradle, kissing his soft cheek.
 
   “Baby, please take a little nap for Mommy, okay? I really need to talk to my BFF.” 
 
   He gurgled and smiled up at me, kicking his little legs. God, he was so freaking cute.
 
   When I went back into the living room, I tried to calm Tylar down and get her to talk to me. She was tied up in knots. I apologized for not being there for her; she wouldn’t let me accept any blame. 
 
   She simply stated this was her problem and she’d handle it. It was plain to see she was still in denial over the loss of the baby and the need to deal with it. When I said as much, she got extremely agitated. I needed to let it go for now.
 
   She’d made plans to go to Baton Rouge and spend some time with her father. Frankly, I thought it was probably the best thing she could do for herself at the moment. 
 
   She had to distance herself from the pain. Right now, that pain was Trey. I just hoped she didn’t stay away forever. 
 
   Maybe a father was the best medicine for Tylar right now. She’d been denied all of that growing up; she needed to know what it felt like to have a father’s love.
 
   I gave her some wine to calm her down and forced her to eat something because she obviously needed to put some meat on her bones. 
 
   I told her she was welcome to stay here for the night. I got pillows and a blanket for her so she could make a bed on the couch. She didn’t want to sleep in the spare bed in the nursery.
 
   She passed out fairly early on the couch. She had to be exhausted. 
 
   I stayed up to make Tristan a sandwich when he got home. I hurried over to the front door when I heard his key and motioned for him to be quiet until we got into the kitchen. I placed his sandwich on the table with a tall glass of iced tea.
 
   I explained to him what had happened. As predicted, he was freaking livid. I had to keep shushing him so he wouldn’t wake Tylar. I finally advised him to just stay out of it; I felt those two needed to work it out for themselves.
 
   Tristan and I showered together, and then I brought Reese into bed with us to nurse. Right towards the end I heard him grunting and he stiffened as he filled his diaper.
 
   “Oh God,” I whined.
 
   “I’ll get the diaper,” Tristan said with a laugh. “It’s not that bad.”
 
   Tristan changed him and then walked him around a little bit, getting a couple of hearty burps out of him. He placed him back in his cradle and Reese gurgled and cooed happily until he fell asleep.
 
   “Hey, Tristan,” I said, getting a bit smug, “Guess what came in the mail today?”
 
   “I haven’t a clue,” he replied, pulling a tee shirt on over his damp mass of hair.
 
   I leaned over and took the envelope from my nightstand handing it to him.
 
   “Read it,” I instructed with a grin.
 
   He took the envelope and removed the one page letter inside. It was the results of the DNA testing that was conducted after Reese was born. Tristan got a sheepish grin on his face as he looked up from the letter to me.
 
   “99.979 percent, huh?”
 
   “Yep. It doesn’t get much closer than that, I’d guess.”
 
   “You know this wasn’t necessary, right?”
 
   “Oh ho, but it was. Remember my promise to you about what I intended to do with the results? Bend over, big boy.”
 
   Tristan tossed the paper onto his night stand and scooped me up into his arms, nuzzling and tickling me.”
 
   “You have to pin me first,” he teased, his lips finding mine. 
 
   We kissed tenderly, then passionately. His tongue traced my lower lip as his green eyes bore into mine. I never tired of looking at him.
 
   “I love you Tristan James Sinclair,” I said softly, brushing my fingers across his handsome face. It had become so easy for me to say that now. I wanted to say it over and over again.
 
   “I love you Gina Marie Valenti,” he replied, nuzzling me. 
 
   Tristan had taken to calling me by my maiden name. He said he’d continue to do that until I was officially a Sinclair.
 
   Tristan and I got under the covers; his hands were on me in an instant. I hadn’t been cleared yet to resume penetrative sex, but Tristan and I’d been extremely creative with oral sex of late. 
 
   We were both becoming quite limber again with the various oral positions we’d created over the past couple of weeks. Afterwards, we cuddled in each other’s arms. Life was good.
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   Several weeks had passed since Tylar had gone to spend time with her father in Baton Rouge. 
 
   We’d only spoken a couple of times, but then I hadn’t expected in her state of mind she’d be calling me routinely. I hoped her time spent with her dad proved to be therapeutic for her. 
 
   I’d contacted her initially to let her know Trey was being a royal pain in the ass. Tristan had finally had enough of his whining and had laid into him. I’d encouraged Tylar to keep the lines of communication open with him. I truly felt they would reconcile. He was her lobster; she was his.
 
   She’d contacted me after that in a panic. She’d halfway slept with another guy and, somehow, Trey knew it. She’d been a freaking mess. They both needed to fucking grow up, in my opinion.
 
   In the meantime, Preston had been spending some time with us. 
 
   Even at her young age, she was confused. Her world had become uncertain. It was breaking my heart. 
 
   Trey was still working long hours with Amber on that fucking huge case that had thrown them together in the first place. He said it would be over soon. I had a feeling that, even after the case was over, Amber would still find a way to work closely with Trey. 
 
   I’d started weaning Reese off the breast at ten weeks. I needed to spend more time at the club helping Tristan, even though he repeatedly told me he could handle it. 
 
   We’d lost several key employees to better positions at rival clubs. I needed to replace, train and then develop a retention plan to make sure our wages and benefits were competitive to the area. 
 
   Tristan was long overdue to make a trip to Bristol to check on his winery.
 
   Trey had picked Preston up this morning to take her to Baton Rouge. She’d be staying with Tylar. I’d wished him luck before he left. 
 
   I bathed Reese and then we headed out to run some errands. Around lunchtime, I decided to stop by the club. I’d promised Jo Anna I’d bring him in for a visit. 
 
   Jo Jo was setting up the downstairs bar when I got there. She immediately stopped what she was doing to come over and take Reese from me. 
 
   “He’s so beautiful, Gina,” she gushed. “Look at those pretty eyes. They look like they’re changing to green,” she said. She was baby talking to him and smelling his head. 
 
   “I just love the way babies smell, don’t you?”
 
   “You wouldn’t say that if you got a whiff of his loaded diaper once or twice.”
 
   “Oh, Gina,” she laughed. “Hey, I’ll play with him if you want to pop in and say hello to Tristan.”
 
   “Thanks Jo Anna, I’ll take you up on that. Be back in a couple.”
 
   Tristan was in the office filling out the schedule when I popped my head in.
 
   “Busy?” I asked.
 
   He looked up, giving me his gorgeous, sexy smile.
 
   “Not too busy for you, sweet baby,” he said.
 
   I went over to where he was sitting and plopped in his lap, giving him a wet, sloppy kiss on his cheek.
 
   “I just stopped by to see my man. We’ve been missing each other a lot lately, haven’t we?”
 
   “Yes, and I’m afraid it’s not going to get better any time soon until we add some more staff. I’m trying to figure out tomorrow’s schedule right now. I have one out sick, and one was promised the night off to get married, so I don’t think I can do much about that.”
 
   “Hey, what about me?”
 
   “Honey I have to work tomorrow night. Who'd watch the baby?”
 
   “I could ask Jean. She’s offered. Preston left today to be with Tylar in Baton Rouge. How about it?”
 
   “Hey, if you can line Jean up to babysit it'll solve the immediate problem here.”
 
   “Practically a done deal, babe. Want to give your son a kiss before we take off? Jo Anna is spoiling him rotten as we speak.”
 
   Tristan walked me back out to the bar where Jo Anna and several other servers were showering Reese with attention.
 
   He kissed the baby and then me goodbye, telling me once again he’d be home late. 
 
   The following evening, I got dressed in my work garb. I’d lost all of my pregnancy weight. 
 
   I was excited to get back into the swing of things at the club. I knew Tristan had booked a kick-ass band for tonight. Jo Anna and me were working the main bar downstairs. Tristan was working the one near the stage.
 
   Jean had arrived to babysit and would be spending the night. She said she was missing Preston already. I think she counted on Reese to fill that void.
 
   The club was slammed, which was great. Jo Anna and I were busting our asses trying to keep up with the drink orders.
 
   “What’s this, Gina?” Jo Anna teased, “Aren’t you back on your game yet?”
 
   “I’ll show you game, Jo Anna,” I said, grabbing a tin with my right hand and the ice scoop in the other. 
 
   I tossed a double across my body with the tin, catching it in my left hand, as I flipped the ice scoop into my right band behind my back; I then brought the tin back to the other side with a flat flick, catching the tin perfectly with the ice scoop in my left hand.
 
   “Ta da,” I said, winking at her.
 
   “You got me there. I can’t keep up with that flair bartending stuff you do.”
 
   A couple of the patrons asked me to do it again. I gladly complied, then demonstrated for them how to ice a glass mid-air. Tristan happened to walk by as I was showing off my flair skills.
 
   “Gina, those glasses cost money,” he warned as he breezed by, a smile on his face.
 
   “You’re just jealous, Tristan,” I teased.
 
   We continued to be slammed, which actually made the time fly. 
 
   Pretty soon, the band started playing and a lot of the patrons from the main bar made their way over to the bar nearest to the dance floor. Good, it was Tristan’s turn to be slammed for a while. I told Jo Anna to go on over and help Tristan; I could manage the main bar by myself.
 
   I was restocking the cooler with the help of one of the bus boys. He’d brought a skid of clean glasses and stemware out from the kitchen. I was hanging the wine glasses when I heard a familiar voice from the bar.
 
   “Well, well. I hear you’re a mother now. Tell me, does Tristan do all the diaper duty like he promised me he would?”
 
   I twisted around and saw Libby had taken a seat at the bar. She was giving me a haughty, hateful look. 
 
   “Libby,” I greeted her with faux cheerfulness, “Did you stop by to congratulate Tristan and me on the birth of our baby boy?”
 
   “Hardly,” she blurted. “I’m waiting for my date. I’m surprised you’re working here. Seems to me like you’d want to be tit-tied to your little bundle of joy, you know, like your friend used to be with her little brat.”
 
   Who the hell is she talking about?
 
   “I’m not following you Libby; do you want something to drink?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll have a ‘Sex on the Beach,’ make it a double.”
 
   I mixed her drink and set it down in front of her. 
 
   “So, I hear your friend deserted her husband and child in favor of living the single life.”
 
   I filled a tray of draft beers for one of the waitresses, and then went back over to stand in front of Libby.
 
   “Are you referring to Tylar?”
 
   “Who else?”
 
   “I guess I’m curious where you got your information, and not only that, but why you seem to care so much about it.”
 
   “I really don’t give a shit about it at all. But my sister seems to be rather entertained by it.”
 
   “Who the hell's your sister?”
 
   “Amber Stratton. We’re twins.”
 
   What the hell!
 
   “What? You don’t look like twins.”
 
   “It’s called fraternal twins, Gina.”
 
   “I thought your last name was ‘Michaels’?”
 
   “It is. I was married briefly. One of the few poor choices I’ve made in my life.”
 
   “I see. And your twin sister, Amber, is somehow concerned about Tylar?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say ‘concerned’ is the right word, more like ‘relieved.’ I think Amber's pretty much decided that she wants Trey. She usually gets what she goes after.”
 
   “Hmm,” I replied, nonplussed, “I’m fairly certain she won’t this time. Trey's in Baton Rouge right now with Tylar.”
 
   “I know,” she replied, taking a big sip of her drink. “He only went to take their brat to her. Amber's biding her time.”
 
   “No, Amber's wasting her time,” I snapped back at her. I was getting tired of her smug little attitude.
 
   “We’ll see,” she replied, coyly. “So, how has Tristan been these days? Does he rock your world like he rocked mine?”
 
   Okay, now I just freaking want to slap her face.
 
   “Tristan's great, Libby. He’s working at the other bar over by the dance floor. Why don’t you go over and say ‘hello’ to him?”
 
   “No, I don’t think that'd be wise. My new boyfriend's not fond of me being around an ex-fiancé.”
 
   Ex-fiancé my ass! Tristan would never have married you, bitch.
 
   She scooted closer as I was wiping off the bar. 
 
   “But I do have to say, of all of the men I’ve had, Tristan rated right up there in the top 2 percent for tongue talent. I bet I won’t get any argument from you on that one, huh? Of course, the size of his dick was pretty impressive, too,” she said, almost wistfully.
 
   “Yes,” I replied, smiling, “and both of them are all mine.”
 
   She shot me a dirty look, taking a larger sip of her drink.
 
   “Relax girl. I’m simply taking a walk down Memory Lane, no need for you to feel threatened or insecure.”
 
   “Neither of which I do, Libby. Do you suppose your date's stood you up?”
 
   I was frankly getting tired of exchanging barbs with the bitch.
 
   “Oh, he’ll be here. I’ve been rocking his world now for a while. But hey, I’ll pay my tab and go mingle if that's your not-so-subtle way of telling me to fuck off.”
 
   “Libby, I have no problem whatsoever with telling you to fuck off.”
 
   She laid a twenty dollar bill on the bar.
 
   “Keep the change. Oh and Gina, do me a favor, will you? Give Tristan a kiss on that cute little devil’s fork birthmark of his. I’m sure you’re quite the pro at kissing his ass anyway.”
 
   She laughed and flitted off on her way. It took a couple of seconds for what she’d said to sink in.
 
   So that's how Amber had known about Tristan’s birthmark - Libby had told her! Mystery solved.
 
   I shared the conversation I had earlier with Libby with Tristan as we drove home. He found it as entertaining as I had.
 
   “I think those twins are a bit disturbed,” he said.
 
   “I wonder if Libby’s date ever showed up.”
 
   “Yeah, he did,” Tristan replied, with a hint of amusement in his voice. “I saw them on the dance floor together.”
 
   “Poor sucker,” I replied.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. I think they’re probably a match made in heaven.”
 
   “Why? Do you know who she’s dating?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s Ian,” he replied, chuckling.
 
   “Are you shitting me?”
 
   “That’s who she was dancing with and hanging all over tonight,” he replied.
 
   “Hey, I thought Ian was banned from the club?”
 
   “I lifted his ban.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because he stopped by after Reese was born. He congratulated me, apologized for all of the shit he’d given you and me, and asked if he could come into the club again. I gave him a probationary period. He was fine with it. Is that okay?”
 
   “I’m okay with it if you are,” I said, putting my hand on his crotch and groping.
 
   “What do you have in mind, Ms. Valenti?”
 
   “I think I’d like to see what your ‘talented tongue’ can do for me tonight, Mr. Sinclair.”
 
   “And what’s in it for me?”
 
   “You’ll see what my talented tongue can do for you.”
 
   “It’s a date, babe.”
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc365869888]CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Trey and Tylar were on a cruise. Tristan and I were helping out with Preston while Jean spent some time with her family. I was so happy when Tylar had come home. She and Trey were working things out. 
 
   Tristan was pulling babysitting duty at our apartment while I worked the upstairs bar on Saturday night. Trey and Tylar were due back tonight. They were going to be stopping over the following day to collect Preston and tell us about their cruise. 
 
   We didn’t have live entertainment scheduled this evening, so the club was not overly crowded. I was hoping I could duck out early and go home. I was pretty sure Tristan could use some help with the babies. 
 
   I was taking inventory of the liquor when Eddie cruised over from the other bar. He leaned over as I was crouched down counting.
 
   “Hey, Gina, when you get a second, check out that couple sitting back against the far wall in booth seven. That chick looks kind of familiar. She’s with some old geezer. I swear to God her hand is inside his drawers, and I think she’s whacking him off.”
 
   “What?” I stood up quickly, banging my head on the edge of the counter.
 
   “Shit,” I said, rubbing my head.
 
   “Sorry,” Eddie said sheepishly, heading over to a table to get their order.
 
   I went over to the CCTV underneath the bar and switched it on. Tristan had installed cameras for real about three months ago. 
 
   I pressed the button that corresponded with the area of the bar where booth seven was located. The camera activated from above and the screen showed the couple. 
 
   Eddie was right; she was definitely doing something to him underneath the table. Her hands were out of view, but you could see movement of her upper arms and shoulders.
 
   Holy shit! That’s Amber Stratton.
 
   I adjusted the focus on the camera to zoom in. I loved this high-tech shit. 
 
   I recognized the old geezer as well. It was one of Trey’s partners at the law firm. His name was Pierce, I think. 
 
   The camera now had a clearly focused view of Amber leaning over and kissing Mr. Pierce; her hands were all over his crotch. His hands were under her sweater. 
 
   This was definitely a photo opportunity that shouldn’t be passed up.
 
   And press ‘record.’ There, that should do it.
 
   I went about my business allowing the bitch to dig her own grave. I smiled to myself as I hatched my plan against the bitch.
 
   They left about an hour later. I got a new DVD out of the box and put it into the PC to burn a copy of what the camera had recorded.
 
   Voila.
 
   When I got home later, I put the DVD in to watch. About halfway through, Tristan came into our room and saw Amber and Mr. Pierce on our flat screen.
 
   “What the hell? Is he doing what I think?”
 
   “Yep. He’s finger-banging her pretty good there, isn’t he?”
 
   “That’s Amber,” he announced, finally figuring it out.
 
   “Duh?”
 
   “Gina, what the hell is this?”
 
   “Just some lewd and lascivious behavior in a public place caught on security cameras, Tristan. Nothing illegal about that, right?”
 
   “Who’s the guy?”
 
   “He happens to be Mr. Pierce of ‘Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair. I believe Tylar told me he’s one of the founding partners.”
 
   “What are you planning to do with this DVD?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet, Tristan.”
 
   “Do me a favor?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “When you do decide, keep me in the dark, please?”
 
   “You’ve got it.”
 
   I had Preston dressed up in a dark forest green, velveteen dress, white tights and black patent leather shoes. I’d done her hair up in a fancy little braid with a dark green ribbon intertwined. 
 
   “There you go, sweetie. You look so pretty for Mommy and Daddy. I bet you’ll be happy to see them, won’t you?”
 
   “Uh huh,” she said, “Mommy, Daddy home,” she squealed, clasping her hands together and smiling.
 
   Tylar had phoned earlier to let us know they were on their way. She’d filled me in on what had happened with Trey’s credit cards being cancelled, and coming home to find her clothes had been cut up. How freaking creepy was that? I’d decided right then and there to put Amber’s shit in the wind as we used to say back in Jersey.
 
   I’d typed a small note on our computer and printed it out, along with an address label to Mr. Pierce at Pierce, Harmon, Richardson & Sinclair. 
 
   The label was marked ‘Private & Confidential’ in bold, red letters. 
 
   The beauty of the DVD was that the camera had been focused at eye level on the two bodies, clinging and feeling all over each other. 
 
   To the viewer, it would appear as if someone had taken the video with a smart phone, or small digital camera such as a P.I. would use. I was thankful Tristan had gone to the expense of having the tiny video lenses embedded in wall hangings around the club.
 
   The note was short and to the point:
 
   Douglas,
 
   Your behavior towards my sister is reprehensible. She confided to me that you expect sex from her if she wants to remain a partner. You either end the affair with her or get prepared to have your partners (and your wife) see a copy of this. Amber did not put me up to this. Please do not tell her I sent you this; otherwise, it won’t be pleasant. 
 
   - Libby
 
   That should fix her wagon. Pierce would be fairly certain Amber was behind it, but not being 100 percent sure, he’d be too paranoid to tell her in case her ‘twisted’ sister did send it without her knowledge and decided to carry through on the threat to show the video to others. 
 
   If nothing else, Pierce would make sure Amber was neutralized in some fashion. My guess was a pink slip with a nice, hefty severance.
 
   I put the note and DVD into a bubble pack envelope and set it on the dining room table to mail out. I hoped it didn’t backfire. I figured Amber was due some karma. 
 
   I had Preston all packed and ready to go. She was in the nursery now, watching Tristan change Reese’s diaper. She loved helping with the baby. 
 
   I spotted the envelope and decided I’d better take it down to the lobby to mail before Trey and Tylar got here, and before I lost my nerve. 
 
   Once I’d deposited it into the mailbox downstairs, I pushed the button for the elevator to go back up. 
 
   That’s when I heard the commotion from the street. I heard screeching tires, followed by the sound of breaking glass and crumpling metal. A car horn sounded as if someone was thrown up against it.
 
   Holy shit!
 
   I went outside onto the sidewalk, trying to see what had happened. It was in the next block down. 
 
   I saw an SUV that had crashed into the building on the corner; smoke was coming out from under the hood. People were running over to it. Probably some drunk driver, I thought to myself. 
 
   Then I noticed another group of people gathering at the crosswalk between the corner and the building directly across the street from ours. What was that about?
 
   I stepped out on the sidewalk and heard a loud, wailing scream. Someone was lying face down in the street. I could see a black, suede bomber jacket. People were hollering to call an ambulance. 
 
   On the other side of the street, yet another group of people were gathering around someone else, it looked like. That was where the screaming had been coming from. It had stopped. It was quiet now. In the distance, I heard the sounds of sirens getting louder.
 
   I hoped Trey and Tylar could find a place to park with all of the emergency equipment coming.
 
   I turned to go back into the building. I felt funny being a ‘Looky Lou’ when some tragedy occurred like this. 
 
   Something made me stop and turn back. I went back to the curb, walking north closer to where the man with the black jacket was lying on the pavement. 
 
   Something was familiar; I looked beyond him over to the sidewalk where I recognized Tylar’s red jacket.
 
   Oh God no!
 
   I turned and ran back into the building. I pressed the button for the elevator again and again. 
 
   “C’mon, c’mon,” I sobbed, pounding my fist on the button. 
 
   The doorman had seen me run back in. He was now outside on the sidewalk trying to see what all of the commotion was about.
 
   The doors finally opened and I raced inside, pressing the button for our floor, again and again.
 
   By the time I raced through the door of our apartment, I was hysterical. 
 
   Tristan looked up from where he was sitting, cradling Reese in his arms; Preston was right beside him babbling away. She stopped and looked up at me with her big blue eyes, Trey’s eyes. 
 
   And I lost it.
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc365869889]CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   It was Christmas Eve; Reese’s first Christmas, Preston’s second one. 
 
   Our apartment was decorated with a tree and twinkling lights on the mantle with freshly cut evergreen branches. 
 
   It was raining out. That was the only thing I missed about New Jersey: the many white Christmases we had there. 
 
   Tylar had spent the night last night. Our apartment was closer to the hospital. She stayed here on those nights she didn’t stay with Trey at the hospital. She’d showered changed and was getting ready to head out the door.
 
   Tristan was changing Reese’s diaper; I was in the kitchen mixing up colored icing. I’d baked three dozen Christmas cookies. 
 
   Preston was pumped about helping me decorate them. She was kneeling on one of the kitchen chairs, eating an unfrosted cookie when Tylar poked her head in to tell us good-bye.
 
   “You be a good girl for Aunt Gina and Uncle Tristan, okay Preston? You know Santa's coming tonight and you want to make sure he knows you’ve been a good girl.”
 
   “Uh huh, Mommy,” she said, nodding her head up and down.
 
   “Tylar, can I talk to you for a second in the living room?”
 
   “Sure Gina,” she said. “You stay here and finish your cookie, Preston.”
 
   “Kay, Mommy.”
 
   Tylar followed me out of the kitchen. I went over to stand by the Christmas tree to make sure Preston didn’t hear me.
 
   “Ty,” I whispered, “why don’t you stay here tonight? It’s the first Christmas Preston really understands what’s going on and she’s so excited about it. Don’t you want to be here to see it?”
 
   “Well, of course I do. That’s not really the point, though.”
 
   “Well, what is the point then?”
 
   “I need to be with Trey. Preston has you, and Tristan and Reese. I’ve wrapped all of her gifts from Santa. All you need to do is put them out under the tree.”
 
   “It’s not about that. It’s about you being here with your daughter. Trey isn’t going to know whether you’re there or not; Preston will know you’re not here though.”
 
   “That was a low blow, Gina. First of all, you don’t know what Trey knows and what he doesn’t. Secondly, my first priority is to my husband. I believe it’s something about ‘in sickness and in health.’ Oh, that’s right; you aren’t real familiar with that part of it, are you?”
 
   “What the hell's that supposed to mean?” My voice was getting louder.
 
   “What do you think it means?”
 
   “I think you need to get your priorities straight.”
 
   “Hey, Gina, I do have my priorities straight! I don’t fucking need you to tell me what my priorities are anyway. I’ll make my priorities all by myself, thank you very much. It’s really none of your fucking business, anyway.”
 
   “I will damn well make it my business since Tristan and I--”
 
   She was interrupted when Tristan came out, carrying Reese. Preston was standing in the doorway to the kitchen; our raised voices had brought her out.
 
   “Gina, Tylar. That’s enough out of both of you. You’re upsetting the babies with this crap.”
 
   Tylar turned from me, stopping to pick Preston up to give her a kiss. She then slammed out of the apartment. 
 
   I watched as Preston’s little face scrunched up and tears rolled down her cheeks. She ran to the door after her mommy. I immediately went over and picked her up. She buried her face into my hair, sobbing. I looked over at Tristan who graced me with one of his ‘Now see what you’ve done?’ looks.
 
   I got Preston settled down and we decorated cookies for the next hour. She seemed to get into a better mood. 
 
   Afterwards, we made sure we set a couple of the cookies on a plate and put it out on the coffee table for Santa. I placed a glass of milk next to it. I took her into the bathroom and gave her a bath and then dressed her in her pajamas.
 
   She ran out to the living room to give Uncle Tristan a goodnight kiss. I tucked her into the bed in Reese’s room and told her to get to sleep quickly so Santa would come. We said a prayer for her daddy like we always did.
 
   When I got back to the living room, Tristan was giving Reese his bottle before bed. 
 
   I was still a bit irate with Tristan. He always seemed to take Tylar’s side. I knew how ridiculous that sounded; she was my best friend. Why should there even be ‘sides?’ I just felt, at this point in time, Tylar needed to address the needs of Preston before Trey. Preston was cognizant of what was going on around her; Trey wasn’t.
 
   I went into the kitchen and cleaned up all of the dishes and baking utensils from the cookies. When I came out, Tristan had a fire going in the fireplace. Reese was down for the night.
 
   “Come here,” he said, patting the couch next to where he sat.
 
   I went over and sat down next to him. He pulled me over to him. 
 
   “I understand where you’re coming from Gina, believe me, I do. But you have to understand where I’m coming from; Trey is my brother. Tylar is his wife. The fact that she has been at his side since this happened, is, well to be honest, it’s what I’d want you to do if I was the one lying there. Does that sound selfish?”
 
   I looked up at him and I realized he was suffering, too. 
 
   “No, Tristan, that’s not selfish and that’s exactly where I’d be. I’m not sure if I’d be there day and night, though; I mean you wouldn’t want me to neglect Reese, right?”
 
   “Of course not. But say it was me there, and say Trey and Tylar were there for Reese, would that make a difference?”
 
   “Yes, I guess it would,” I admitted. “But it’s only one night, Tristan. It’s Christmas Eve and Preston is all excited about Santa Claus and I just thought Tylar would want to be there for her.”
 
   “Babe - Preston's going to go crazy about Santa Claus bringing her gifts no matter what. We’re her family; we’re here with her. This could be Trey’s last Christmas. I think Tylar is dealing with that possibility as well.”
 
   “What do you mean? Trey's recovering, right?”
 
   “Babe, if he doesn’t wake up, there could be irreparable damages. Not only that, but the more he’s inactive, the more chance there are for things like pneumonia to set in.”
 
   I totally felt like a piece of shit. 
 
   “God baby, I am so sorry. I guess I didn’t think of it that way. I feel like a shit.”
 
   “You’re not a shit, baby. You’ve had a lot on your hands with all of this. You’ve been a mother to both Reese and Preston these past weeks, along with being the best damn wife to me. I’ve never been more in love with you, Gina.”
 
   “Oh, Tristan,” I sighed, lying against him. He held me and stroked me gently. I loved him so much.
 
   “How much time do we have before Santa gets here?”
 
   He glanced at his watch. “Quite a while,” he said.
 
   “Let’s make good use of it then.”
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   It was New Year’s Eve! What a year it had been. 
 
   There had been joy and sadness, laughter and tears, birth and death, arguments and great make-up sex. 
 
   Trey was recovering and a giant weight had been lifted from us as a result. Tylar and I were good again - best friends never stay angry at each other for very long.
 
   Nigel and Tess had been blessed with a beautiful baby boy, Royce Nigel Sinclair, who just happened to be the spitting image of Reese. 
 
   It had bothered me at first; it didn’t any longer. Tristan and I had come a very long way in our relationship. If I hadn’t known before, I was sure of it now: he was my lobster and I was his.
 
   Reese was spending the night at Trey and Tylar’s since Tristan’s Shady Lady was having a blow-out extravaganza on New Year’s Eve. 
 
   Tristan looked resplendent in his black tuxedo. My man was fucking hot! 
 
   I’d dressed in a form-fitting, black spandex dress that was strapless. Tiny silver sparkles were clustered as stars throughout the dress. I’d put some surprise undergarments on for Tristan’s benefit. I had on a black satin garter belt with black nylons attached and black crotchless undies in Tristan’s favorite flavor. I put on a pair of sexy, black heels, hoping I wouldn’t regret wearing them before the night was over.
 
   The dining room was serving a prime rib buffet. The band booked for the night was a group from Philadelphia called ‘Billy and the Badass Blondes.’ 
 
   They did both ‘70s and ‘80s rock and pop. Ian had tried to book them before with no luck. He’d claimed their agent was a dickhead. Tristan had no such problems with getting them booked. They definitely had a following. Our club was packed.
 
   Tristan and I weren’t working tonight other than ‘over-seeing’ the various areas. It allowed us to mingle with many of the regulars, as well as to keep an eye out to make sure things were running smoothly on both levels.
 
   We made our rounds, taking our time to talk to the customers and members of the band that were getting ready to take the stage. 
 
   We went up to the mezzanine at Tristan’s insistence. He said he wanted to make sure Eddie and Jo Anna were set up with all of the help they needed. Once the band started, the mezzanine usually got slammed with the over-forty patrons. 
 
   Tristan had had a portion of it walled off from the balcony, so customers that preferred to be able to hear themselves speak, could. 
 
   Tristan had been acting a bit peculiar this evening, constantly looking around and making sure I was close by his side. I’d finally had enough of his strangeness.
 
   “Tristan, for Chrissake, you’re walking around here like you’re expecting a hit man. What the hell is going on?”
 
   I caught his sheepish smile just as someone came up behind me, putting their hands over my eyes and saying, “Guess who?”
 
   “Pete?” I sputtered, wrenching his hands from my forehead and turning to face my big brother who was wall-to-wall grins.
 
   “Oh My God,’ I said, launching myself into his arms, hugging him tightly. “What the hell are you doing in Atlanta?”
 
   “Surprising my little sister, obviously,” he said with a grin, giving me a brotherly kiss on the cheek.
 
   “It’s a great surprise,” I shrieked, grabbing his hand. “I want you to meet, Tristan -”
 
   “We’ve met,” Pete said with a laugh, “earlier today when I came in to the club. He’s known about the surprise since this afternoon.”
 
   “No wonder you were acting so weird,” I said to Tristan.
 
   “How long are you staying?”
 
   “We actually came with the band,” he said. “Tommy Hall, their lead guitarist, is a neighbor of ours. When I heard where his New Year’s Eve gig was, I decided a visit to my sister was in order. Amie and I flew down this afternoon. We’re spending two nights.”
 
   “Where’s Amie?” I asked, looking around the crowded mezzanine.
 
   “She’ll be here in a sec. I’ve got another surprise for you,” he said, smiling. “Someone else tagged along. Amie should be back in just a minute with them. Their flight just got in about an hour ago.”
 
   “Mom and Dad?” I asked, hopefully.
 
   “Not quite,” he chuckled. 
 
   I looked up at Tristan; he shrugged. Apparently, this was going to be a surprise for him as well.
 
   Pete was craning his neck now, looking out over the people mingling on the mezzanine.
 
   “Ah, here they come,” he said, grinning, raising his arm up to wave them over to where we stood.
 
   I followed his gaze into the crowd and suddenly I felt as if my heart had dropped to my knees. I recognized Amie weaving her way through the throng of people. Another woman was with her and, following closely behind them, was Nick Camerucci. 
 
   His dark, brooding eyes locked with mine. I saw his mouth twitch into a half smile.
 
   I immediately turned to Pete.
 
   “Are you fucking crazy? Why in the hell would you invite Nick Camerucci to be anywhere within a hundred miles of me?”
 
   I saw Pete’s mouth drop open. Tristan’s eyes darkened as he stepped closer to me. 
 
   There was nothing to do at the moment but to stand my ground. I wouldn’t let Nick Camerucci have power over me again. Besides, he was on my turf, now.
 
   “We’ll talk later, Pete,” I said, turning to greet Amie. 
 
   I hugged her, genuinely glad to see my sister-in-law. She turned then to introduce me to the dark-haired, slender woman beside her.
 
   “Gina, this is Teresa Camerucci, Nick’s wife,” she said. “Teresa, this is Gina Hatton, my sister-in-law.”
 
   “Actually, I go by Valenti again,” I said, holding my hand out to shake Teresa’s. 
 
   She accepted my hand, squeezing it lightly. She gave me a shy smile. She appeared almost fragile. It made me wonder if she’d always been that way or just since she’d known Nick.
 
   “It’s good to meet you, Gina. Nick's always talking about the good old days in Hoboken. Your name comes up often.”
 
   What fucking good old days? He must still be getting high.
 
   Nick came over to me, putting his hands on my shoulders and kissing me on my cheek. I could feel Tristan stiffen beside me.
 
   “Gina,” he said, smoothly, “you’re even more beautiful than I remember. I missed you at Mother’s funeral.”
 
   “Of course, you have my condolences,” I replied, turning away from him quickly to introduce Tristan.
 
   Tristan managed to be cordial to Amie and Teresa; he was struggling to maintain civility with Nick. It was apparent to me, though I wasn’t sure if anyone else had noticed. I saw the slight twitch in Tristan’s cheek that did not appear often, only when he was livid.
 
   “How about if I find a table for you all?” Tristan offered. “Gina, why don’t you and Pete go to the bar and get some drinks on the house? The rest of you, follow me.”
 
   “The regular for us,” Nick called after him. Tristan had done this purposely so I could have a couple of minutes alone with Pete to ask him what the hell he’d been thinking.
 
   Over at the bar, Pete was waiting for me to say something. I wasn’t sure what to say since, apparently, my mother had not given him any explanation for my sudden departure before Angie Camerucci’s funeral.
 
   “Pete,” I said, “did it ever dawn on you that perhaps Nick and my split was something less than amicable?”
 
   “Gina,” he replied, wearing a confused expression, “neither you nor Nick has ever divulged the particulars. I guess I thought after all of this time, bygones would be bygones.”
 
   “I guess that’s my fault, Pete. I never shared the details because I was too ashamed; I suppose Nick didn’t share because he was afraid of people knowing the kind of monster he’d become. Look, I can’t get into this now with you. Besides that, I’m not sure I want to share this with anyone other than Tristan. He knows the particulars; he’s the only one besides Nick and me that knows the details. So please, just act normal but don’t expect me to sit with you and socialize while he’s there. I can’t do it.”
 
   “Nick did tell me he had a problem with coke while you two were together. He said he blamed his addiction for your leaving and he totally understood why you would have left. He never told me anything beyond that. I know he’s clean now; he lives a good life, makes a good living, and seems to be a good husband to Teresa. People can change, Gina.”
 
   “People can change their behavior, Pete. I believe that, but people are what they are and the Nick I knew was scary. That’s all I can say. You and I can talk tomorrow when we’re alone. I just wanted you to understand about tonight.”
 
   We ordered the drinks and I asked Jo Anna to take them over to the table where Tristan had seated them. She hurried back with Tristan on her heels, looking at me quizzically.
 
   “God, are you alright?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Jo Jo. I just wasn’t expecting to see a nasty blast from my past, that’s all.”
 
   “Your brother?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   Tristan was by my side again. I’d have to fill Jo Anna in on it later.
 
   “Gina, I had no clue when I talked to your brother earlier that he was going to spring Nick on you.”
 
   “I know; it’s fine. I simply told Pete that Nick and I ended up on bad terms and I wasn’t prepared to be around him. You would have thought my mother might have clued Pete in,” I bitched.
 
   “Babe, you didn’t really tell your mom much, you know. Perhaps she didn’t even know Nick was coming here.”
 
   Let’s just go down to the lower level. I can’t stand being in the same building with that son-of-a-bitch,” I hissed.
 
   Tristan and I managed to stay busy on the main floor. I felt like my senses were now on high alert, knowing that Nick was nearby. Perhaps he’d triggered some primal instinct in me; the fight or flight response had given me an adrenaline rush.
 
   Tristan and I were sitting at the main bar when Johnny Four-Fingers came out to find Tristan. Apparently, there was an issue with the electrical circuits to the ovens in the kitchen. Tristan ordered me to sit tight. He said he’d be back in a few minutes. 
 
   I didn’t feel like sitting tight. I was a bundle of nerves, but I wasn’t a coward. This was my club. I wasn’t going to sit in a corner like a scared victim.
 
   I went upstairs to the mezzanine to where Jo Anna was tending bar. 
 
   “Hey Jo Jo,” I said, “Can I bum one of your smokes?”
 
   “You don’t smoke,” she said, eyeing me warily.
 
   “It’s a special occasion,” I replied, holding my hand out.
 
   She pulled her pack of Camels from her pocket. Her disposable lighter was tucked inside. 
 
   “Here, take my jacket,” she said, tossing it over the bar. 
 
   I stepped out the side door onto the fire escape to light up. The wind was blowing; there was a damp chill in the air. I went down the fire escape and stood behind the dumpster in the alley. It offered some protection from the gusting wind.
 
   Inside, the band was playing a medley of U2 songs. I took a couple of puffs of the cigarette. 
 
   Yuck! Now I remember why I quit.
 
   I dropped it to the pavement, crushing it out with the toe of my shoe. 
 
   I shoved my hands into the pockets of Jo Jo’s jacket and turned to head back up. I collided with a tall body as I did. I stood frozen on the spot as a lighter flicked and, in the flame, I saw Nick’s face as he lit his cigarette.
 
   I knew it was a Parliament; that’s what he had always smoked.
 
   “You’re not going to run off without even talking to me, are you Gina?”
 
   I will not let him frighten me; I will not let him frighten me.
 
   “I don’t have anything to say to you, Nick. Frankly, I can’t understand why you'd even come here.”
 
   “Maybe because you and me have some unfinished business to take care of."
 
   “I’m fairly certain our business was finished a long time ago. Probably when you beat me into a miscarriage, and I ended up in the hospital.”
 
   “You know that was because of the drugs. Still, that didn’t give you reason to take off like that with my money. You emptied our savings out, as I recall: over six thousand dollars.”
 
   “Are you hard up for cash now?”
 
   “No,” he said, blowing smoke rings into the damp, chilly air, rocking back and forth on the heel of his boots, “Cash is not what I’m hard up for at the moment.”
 
   Stay calm, Gina. He’s not going to do anything with my brother, his wife and Tristan all just inside that building.
 
   “I see. Well, you’re out of luck on the other thing then; I still don’t do cocaine.”
 
   I pushed in front of him to get out from behind the dumpster into the alley where at least there was some dim light from the street filtering in. He hauled me back against the dumpster with his free arm.
 
   “You never told your family about what happened, did you? I always wondered why you didn’t. I mean, I expected your father or maybe my buddy Pete to come and haul my ass outside and beat the shit out of me; hell, I figured they might even go as far as calling the cops, but nothing. Why was that?”
 
   He was taking another long drag off of his cigarette.
 
   “It wasn’t to protect you. That’s for sure, mother-fucker.”
 
   Just like that, the palm of his hand slammed against my cheek. I didn’t flinch. I stared at his dark, dead eyes. 
 
   In that moment, I knew Nick Camerucci was who he was, regardless of what drugs he was taking or what alcohol he was drinking. He was a monster.
 
   “Smart mouth, Gina, always the smart mouth.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure exactly what Nick wanted with me, but I knew I needed to kill some time before I allowed him the honor of showing me. Jo Jo knew I was out here; hopefully, Tristan was looking for me by now.
 
   “Give me one of your cigarettes, Nick. These Camels taste like shit.”
 
   “Tell me what brand I smoke. Then maybe I’ll believe you want a cigarette.”
 
   “May I please have a Parliament, Nick?”
 
   “I’m impressed,” he said, giving me a smile. He handed me a cigarette, then flicked his lighter to light it for me. I prayed like hell my hand wouldn’t shake. Showing fear was the worst thing possible when facing a predator.
 
   I took a puff on the cigarette, pretending I enjoyed it. I assessed the situation at hand. 
 
   Nick was dangerous; that was a given. Nick was most likely a sociopath; that too was a given. What was his purpose with me? That was what I needed to find out prior to his unleashing it on me.
 
   “So why is it you followed me out here?”
 
   “I wanted to talk to you. I want to know why you never told anyone what happened.”
 
   “Can I ask why that’s so important to you?”
 
   “I have a theory.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what your theory is?”
 
   “Oh no. That would really take all of the fun out of finding out whether my theory is correct or not.”
 
   What the fuck? Think, Gina. What possible ‘theory’ would give him cause to think I’d ever want to lay eyes on him again - especially after all of this time? His mother’s funeral? My not being there? It’s all I have…
 
   “I guess it was pretty evident when I didn’t show up for your mom’s wake and then hightailed it back to Atlanta before the funeral, huh?”
 
   Oh please, God. Let this be it.
 
   I could see his smile as he lit another cigarette.
 
   Bingo!
 
   “Go on,” he prodded, blowing smoke out through his nose.
 
   “Well I thought I could handle it, you know, ‘cause I’d loved your mom and all. I thought all those years of not seeing you or thinking about you would have finally chased those feelings away. I was wrong.”
 
   “Define ‘those feelings’ for me.”
 
   Oh fuck.
 
   Not love - that doesn’t mean shit to him. What? What? What else is there?
 
   “You know, I feel funny saying it, Nick. You obviously already know.”
 
   “I want to hear it from your lips. Come on, I know it’s painful for you as fucking proud and stubborn as you are, but you need to say it to me. In the end, you’ll enjoy it.”
 
   Say what?? Painful? Pain? That’s it!
 
   “The feelings I got when you punished me. That wonderful feeling of fulfillment when you showed me who was boss.”
 
   My stomach was churning. I hoped like hell that I was right. 
 
   Where in the hell is Tristan?
 
   “Excellent,” he breathed. “That’s my girl.”
 
   His voice had now taken on a husky, sexy tone. 
 
   Oh God!
 
   “Does your man Tristan punish you?”
 
   “He doesn’t know about that.”
 
   “Really? He doesn’t know you prefer pain to pleasure?”
 
   I nodded my head.
 
   “Do you remember that Valentine’s Day when you had an orgasm, Gina?”
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “What else happened that night?”
 
   “I got pregnant?”
 
   “Exactly,” he said, his lip curling downward. “There was no way I was ever going to let that little bastard be born. You knew that, right?”
 
   I nodded my head up and down.
 
   “I never allowed you to have an orgasm after that either, right?”
 
   I nodded my head up and down again.
 
   He is one sick mother fucker.
 
   “I mean, it would have spoiled everything between us, don’t you see? No, I suppose you don’t. I know all about you having that baby now,” he spat. “Teresa understands…now. She didn’t at first; I had to abort our first baby by myself. She doesn’t enjoy pain like you did. She’s more fragile than you, Gina. After that, I made her get her tubes tied. No sense in putting her through pain she doesn’t enjoy, right?”
 
   “It makes sense to me.”
 
   “Then why are we wasting our time just standing here? We both know what we want and how to make it happen.”
 
   Holy fuck!
 
   “Nick, we’re in an alley. People will be coming out here to see where we are. It’s really not a good time.”
 
   “It’s the perfect place and time. No one will be looking for me. I told Teresa I was taking a cab back to our hotel. She knows better than to doubt or question me.”
 
   “For me…Tristan will be looking for me.”
 
   I have to get the fuck away from this lunatic mother-fucker,
 
   “Not for a while,” he replied confidently. “Seems they’re having some major electrical problems in the kitchen,” he said with a laugh.
 
   How in the hell does he know that?
 
   “I’m sure Tristan is on the phone trying to get an electrician out at this late hour, on a holiday, no less.”
 
   Just then there were voices in the alley near the street. Please God, let it be someone other than a thug or mugger. Forget that last part; at this point I’d have welcomed either of those over Nick.
 
   Nick grabbed me and pulled me back behind the dumpster. He clamped his hand over my mouth, cutting off my ability to scream (or breathe). 
 
   I squirmed within his grasp, raking my fingernails over his hands, and biting the hell out of his finger closest to my lips.
 
   “Ow, son of a bitch!” he yelled, jerking his hand off of my mouth momentarily. It was long enough for me to shriek.
 
   “Over here! Please, somebody help!”
 
   “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I heard one of the thugs say. “We don’t need this shit.”
 
   Great. I’m dead now.
 
   Nick slammed me to the cold, hard concrete. He pinned my arms up over my head with his hands. He straddled me with his thighs. His angry eyes were boring into mine.
 
   “What the fuck, Gina? Were you just shining me on a minute ago with bullshit? Were you just pretending?”
 
   I was sick of playing Nick’s demented game. I thrashed around beneath him, screaming again. His fist slammed into my jaw. I saw stars; I was dazed. I prayed I didn’t pass out. Instead, I decided to play possum. Perhaps with Nick it was the ‘fighting back’ that gave him the pleasure.
 
   My eyes closed and I somehow forced my body to relax into a heap underneath him. I could feel his eyes watching me. He was waiting to see if I was really knocked out. I could hear the band from inside. They were playing ‘With or Without You.’ It was my favorite U2 tune. Maybe this was a sign; maybe Nick would finish me off while one of my favorite songs was playing in the background. How fucking poetic was that? 
 
   The words from the song drifted to my ear that was now ringing from the impact of his fist on that side of my face. 
 
   ‘Sleight of hand and twist of fate; on a bed of nails she makes me wait…”
 
   A bed of nails? That's right up Nick’s alley.
 
   I willed my breathing to slow as if I was in a restful sleep. My adrenaline was pumping, so this was no easy task. It was dark enough that I could still make out his form from beneath my lashes.
 
   He waited for a couple of minutes which, to me, seemed like an eternity. 
 
   He released his grip on my wrists allowing my arms to lie freely on the concrete; they were still up over my head. I felt him lift his weight off of me, only slightly. 
 
   My other senses were kicking in now. My jaw was throbbing and my head felt as if would explode shortly.
 
   I heard the sound of his fly unzipping. At the same time, I felt his hand part my legs.
 
   Oh dear god; the crotch-less underwear and gartered nylons! Stay calm, Gina.
 
   It took every bit of will I had not to react to his touch. He certainly couldn’t respond to a near corpse-like woman. Or could he? 
 
   As whacked as Nick was, I couldn’t be sure of anything. 
 
   I felt him unzip the jacket I’d borrowed from Jo Jo. Once opened, he separated it, pulling each side apart, covering my arms.
 
   I felt his hands rub over my dress and massage my breasts roughly. He dipped his fingers below the bodice and pinched my nipples hard, again and again, twisting them; he wanted me to scream. That would prove I was faking my unconscious state.
 
   I thought of Reese. I pictured him in my mind and used it as a focal image to take my mind off of the pain Nick was inflicting. He seemed satisfied that I was out cold. That meant, short term, he didn’t feel as if I posed a threat to whatever sick punishment he had in store for me.
 
   His hand brushed the bottom of my short dress. He raised himself up and off of me to allow his hands to move the dress up past my thighs and around my waist.
 
   Oh God!
 
   “Well, what have we here?” he asked. “Looks like Tristan's partial to having you dress up like his whore. Is that what your man likes? Maybe he'll get his wish this evening when I make you my whore. Yes, fucking you in this back alley will be proof to your Tristan that you’re quite the whore, I think.”
 
   You are so dead, Nick. Tristan will fucking kill you.
 
   I felt his hands travel up my thighs to my underwear.
 
   “Yes I see you've made your cunt quite accessible for my cock. How very thoughtful of you to wear panties without a crotch. No need to waste my time undressing you. I can get right down to business.” Nick laughed as if he found himself very amusing. 
 
   The sick bastard didn’t care if I was comatose or not. He was going to do whatever he wanted.
 
   Ever so slowly, I moved my right hand on the pavement. I allowed my fingers to feel around for something, anything. 
 
   Nick was distracted momentarily. From beneath my eyelashes, I could see he had his hand on his dick. He was masturbating! 
 
   “Let’s see,” he said, “I need to find a stick for you. Have you ever been brought to painful pleasure with a thick, nubby tree stick?”
 
   Oh good God. There's no fucking way.
 
   “I pleasured Teresa with a nice knotty, tree branch one time. She didn’t find enjoyment in it, though. She thought it would hurt the baby. That was the whole point, the stupid bitch.” 
 
   He laughed derisively as he evidently was reliving the incident in his twisted mind. 
 
   He moved up off of me now, but he was still only inches away. He was looking for a stick. There was no way I could jump up and get past him. He was blocking the only way out. 
 
   My other hand frantically searched the pavement; it was halfway under the dumpster. My fingers closed around something. It was a brick! I inched it out little by little. I had it clasped in my hand now. My hand was still out of sight, just under the outside edge of the dumpster.
 
   “I suppose this will have to do. No sticks or branches readily available. As luck would have it, it seems your establishment tossed out a perfectly good broom.”
 
   I heard his sick laugh again, and from under my lashes, I watched as he broke the broom stick in half over his muscular thigh.
 
   “Yes, this will work quite nicely,” he crooned, once again lowering himself down to straddle my torso. 
 
   This time, one of his thighs remained inside my legs in order to spread them further. I could feel the cold breeze roll across my private area. Damn that sick son-of-a-bitch!
 
   “Which end would you like in first? The smooth rounded tip or the splintered, raggedy edge where it broke? Your choice. Well, I guess since you’re giving me the silent treatment, then I’ll decide. I say we go with…the splintered end for shits and giggles.”
 
   Oh hell, no.
 
   I willed my adrenaline to hit top speed. I had one chance at this. One, small window of opportunity was all I had to make sure the brick clutched in my trembling hand connected with this bastard’s skull. 
 
   I watched beneath nearly closed eyes as Nick scooted back so he could get the ragged-edge of the broom stick aligned with my crotch before he shoved it in full-force. 
 
   I counted to three in my head. Just as Nick clasped his hand firmly around the stick to guide his missile of torture into me, I pulled my hand from beneath the dumpster and slammed the brick against the side of Nick’s head.
 
   He dropped the stick and screamed in pain. I hadn’t knocked him out; I’d thoroughly pissed him off. 
 
   The brick was still in my hand. I raised it again to take another crack at his skull.
 
   Just then, there were voices in the alley. Someone hollered my name. It was Tristan. Nick was still cursing me and trying to hold me down. I screamed for Tristan. 
 
   In a flash, I felt the weight of Nick being lifted off of me. Jo Jo was there beside me, helping me to sit up.
 
   Tristan had Nick in his grasp. I watched as he flung him down onto the pavement. Tristan was enraged as he proceeded to beat the hell out of him. He was slamming his head into the pavement again and again. Nick was kicking and flailing his arms about, but he never got a clean shot at Tristan. Not once.
 
   Finally, I found my voice.
 
   “Tristan, stop! I don’t want you going to prison for that sick son-of-a-bitch, please!”
 
   Tristan stopped. He looked over at me and I saw the fury in his eyes slowly calm. He got off of Nick and pulled him up, flinging him aside like a rag doll as he came over to see about me.
 
   By this time, a small crowd had gathered in the alley. 
 
   Jo Jo had called the police; one of the bouncers came out and was given the responsibility of detaining Nick until the authorities arrived. 
 
   Tristan gathered me up in his arms and took me inside the club. He wrapped his coat around me. I buried my face in his neck. I didn’t want anyone to see me cry. 
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   It had been a week since the altercation with Nick. He was in jail for several felony counts. His arraignment had taken place. He had a public defender assigned to the case. 
 
   My bruises were healing up nicely; luckily, he hadn’t broken my jaw. 
 
   My family now knew the specifics of, not only what happened a week ago, but what had happened twelve years ago. My mother had not taken it well. She said she felt ignorant and guilty.
 
   “Nick fooled a lot of people, Mom.”
 
   “He never fooled your father,” she confessed to me, “He always told me there was something inside of Nick that was evil. That was why your father was so happy when you left him and moved out of state. Even though we didn’t see you much, your father said he knew you were better off far away from Nick. I guess I just assumed your father was worried you two would reconcile. I never dreamed he thought Nick could be a physical threat to you.”
 
   “Oh, Mom, I feel guilty too, you know? I should have told you and Daddy what happened back then.”
 
   “Water under the bridge, Gina Marie. Water under the bridge.”
 
   “How is Leo doing with all of this?”
 
   “Frankly, I think Leo knew Nick had problems. He hasn’t admitted as much, it’s just a suspicion on my part. Of course he wants justice done. Leo would never condone that type of behavior.”
 
   Mom and I agreed to start getting the wedding preparations going. Our wedding date was six months off, so according to her, we were behind schedule. 
 
   She’d convinced me to get married in the Catholic Church I’d attended growing up, and the one they still attended. Tristan was fine with it.
 
   Tylar stopped over for lunch mid-week. She’d been calling me daily since ‘the incident’ as Tristan and I had started calling it. Tylar bested my mother as a worrywart.
 
   Preston was in the living room playing with Reese; Tylar and I were sitting at the dining room table where we could both talk and keep an eye on them.
 
   “Well, Tylar, last year was one crazy year, don’t you think?”
 
   “You won’t get any argument out of me on that one, Gina.”
 
   “We ought to write a book,” I said, laughing.
 
   “A book?” she asked, “as in just one?”
 
   “Yeah,” I replied, “I think it'd make good reading.”
 
   “Gina, it would have to be more like three books, I think. It would be impossible to cram all of that into just one book.”
 
   “Ah hell, no one would believe it anyway,” I sighed.
 
   “So, what’s in your crystal ball for this year?”
 
   “Well,” she said, trying to use an accent and sound like a Hungarian gypsy. “Let me see. I see a wedding this year. I see this wedding right now in my crystal ball. It appears to be a June wedding. The sun is shining and I see the beautiful bride and her very handsome groom walking down the aisle of a church. Wait a minute, it’s becoming much clearer now. Why yes, it’s the wedding of my BFF. I see more. Shall I continue?”
 
   “Oh yes, please do Madam Zelda,” I joked, refilling our iced tea glasses. Tylar was in an unusually playful mood today.
 
   “I see your matron of honor walking down the aisle before you. Oh, the gown, she is so lovely! What’s this? Your matron of honor has gained some weight in the tummy it seems. Only the tummy…How strange.”
 
   “What?” I shrieked. “Are you serious, Ty? When?”
 
   “I’m due right around Trey’s birthday.”
 
   “What did you do, girlfriend, help yourself to some coma sex?”
 
   “No,” she laughed. “It was the cruise. I distinctly remember Trey getting in the mood whenever I put one of those skimpy bikinis on that someone insisted I buy before the trip.”
 
   “I see. So, the bikinis I selected are the reason for this good news, huh?”
 
   “Well that, along with the fact that my Depo-Provera shot had worn off.”
 
   “I am really happy for you. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I feel good. I feel like I did when I was pregnant with Preston. I hope that’s a good sign.”
 
   “Hey, girlfriend, everything will be fine this time. Please don’t let yourself worry unnecessarily.”
 
   “You sound like Trey. Anyhow, you haven’t asked Madame Zelda about what else is in store.
 
   “Oh right, right. Tell me more, Madam Zelda.”
 
   Tylar loved this fortune teller routine we’d just concocted.
 
   “Madame Zelda sees another diamond ring being placed on a slender finger. The man is very handsome. He bears a resemblance to George Clooney. The woman is very pretty and sweet; her hair is dark blonde and her eyes are green.”
 
   “Really? Your dad's going to ask Brenda to marry him?”
 
   “Uh huh,” she said, pleased as punch. “He’s asking her on Valentine’s Day to get engaged. I think he wants to wait a year or two before they get married, though. My dad doesn’t jump into anything that quickly. Besides, he wants to retire from the bench before they wed so he can totally devote himself to her. Isn’t that romantic?”
 
   “Yeah, absolutely,” I said.
 
   “Hey, what’s wrong Gina? You look like someone let the air out of your ‘happy’ balloon.”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing.”
 
   She gave me her look that said she wasn’t going to drop it.
 
   “It’s just the mention of Valentine’s Day; it brings back some memories, now more than ever.”
 
   “I’m sorry; I didn’t think.”
 
   “No, no reason to apologize. It'll fade eventually.”
 
   I’d confided some of my story relating Nick to Tylar, but not everything. Tristan was the only one who knew everything.
 
   “Hey,” she said, “Can I ask you something and you promise you won’t get mad or take it the wrong way?”
 
   “Sure,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
   “Why is it you never shared with me any of that stuff about Nick? I mean, to be honest, as your BFF it really kind of hurt you hadn’t at least told me something before now. I mean Tristan knew, right?”
 
   “Yes, I told Tristan about it after I returned from Hoboken. He was the first person I ever told. I’d put it from my mind for a long time; it wasn't a memory I wanted to revisit.”
 
   “Didn’t you trust me with your secret?”
 
   “It wasn’t that at all, Tylar. What happened with Nick had no impact on our friendship whatsoever. I was finding it was affecting my relationship with Tristan, and my ability to accept his love. He sensed something was there; he knew I had issues with intimacy. It was what he needed to know.”
 
   “I guess,” she said, somehow not convinced there hadn’t been a breach in the unwritten rules of best friend obligations.
 
   “Tylar,” I said to her, “You’re my best friend; you always will be, no matter what. Tristan's my soul-mate. Sometimes there are things you share only with your soul-mate. I’m sure if you stop and think about it, you have those same types of secrets from me, but you've likely shared them with Trey.”
 
   “I think I understand, Gina.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, suddenly noticing Tylar hadn't bitched about Amber for quite some time. “Has Amber finally given up on stalking Trey? Did you ever find out for sure if she's the one who cancelled his credit cards?”
 
   “Didn’t I tell you?”
 
   “Apparently not.”
 
   “Well, she left the firm. They asked for her resignation and in turn, she got a severance package. She also had to sign some sort of a legal contract that she was leaving of her own volition and the firm wasn’t liable in any way for her departure.”
 
   “Are you shitting me? When did this happen?”
 
   “I found out about it after Trey regained consciousness. Tonya visited him in the hospital right before he was released and brought the good news.”
 
   “Hmm,” I said, “I wonder what that was all about.”
 
   “Apparently, Amber was fooling around with Mr. Pierce and then attempted to blackmail him with some sort of photos. I guess the partners decided to call her bluff. At any rate, she got some cash and they got her out of there.”
 
   “Well, it sounds as if you and Trey got a belated Christmas present from Santa.”
 
   “Yes,” she replied, smiling, “I couldn’t have asked for a better present, either.
 
   You’re welcome, my friend.
 
   I had Reese bathed and down for the night by the time Tristan arrived home.
 
   “Hey baby,” he said, coming over to me and pulling me into his strong arms.
 
   “Hey, Tristan,” I said softly, “I missed you today. When can I go back to work?”
 
   He pulled me down next to him on the sofa.
 
   “I want to talk to you about something, Gina.”
 
   God let this be good news.
 
   “How would you feel about selling the club and doing something else?”
 
   “I guess it would depend upon what that something else is.”
 
   “The winery in Bristol is doing very well, as you know. I have an opportunity to buy sixty more acres and expand. Not only that, but on some of that acreage I’d like to build a home for you and Reese. I know we haven’t discussed it at length, but I think we both want the same things for Reese, and however many more children we have. I don’t think we want to raise them in a big city necessarily.”
 
   “Oh, baby! I love the idea of having a home in the country, but I mean, what will we do? You already have a staff running the winery.”
 
   “We could run it,” he said. “You could help oversee the expansion, do the hiring and manage the day-to-day operations. I could handle the marketing and distribution.”
 
   I didn’t have to think about it for very long. The plan appealed to me in every aspect.
 
   “I love the idea. Let’s do it.”
 
   I fell asleep in our bed while Tristan went to check on Reese. He’d awoken crying as soon as we’d hit the sheets, which was not usual for him. Tristan got him settled back down. 
 
   I felt him climb back into our bed. My eyes fluttered open as he pulled me to him.
 
   “Now, where were we before Reese demanded my attention?” he asked in his incredibly sexy voice.
 
   “I believe you were giving my breasts some well-deserved attention.”
 
   “Oh yes,” he said, rolling over to straddle me. His lips and tongue found my nipples as he traced the areola with his tongue and pressed soft, warm kisses all over them. 
 
   He took a nipple into his mouth and sucked gently on it, sending a tingly sensation all through my body. He moved to my other breast, teasing the nipple with his tongue before taking it fully into his mouth and suckling.
 
   Tristan took his time moving southward once he’d finished with my breasts. His tongue traced a hot trail down my belly, stopping to linger awhile on my belly button. His fingers were softly plying the folds of my sex. I was wet for him, as usual. 
 
   “Umm,” he moaned, huskily, “I want to taste you now.” 
 
   His mouth moved downward to capture my sex. His magic, talented tongue washed over my clitoris, causing me to jump at the intensity of the shockwaves of pleasure it left behind. 
 
   “You taste so good, sweet baby,” he whispered to me, continuing to flick his tongue over the folds of my sex, lingering in all of the places that were ultra-sensitive. 
 
   My hips were moving, gyrating at the pleasure he gave me; I moaned softly as his lips kissed me down there again and again. His tongue was now up inside of me, exploring my core; his fingers continued to massage and play along the base of my clitoris. My legs were trembling from the electrical pulses I felt from his touch.
 
   “Tristan, baby,” I moaned, pulling his head up with my hands. Our eyes met and he knew. He knew what I wanted; he knew what I needed.
 
   His knee brushed my legs apart; he lowered himself into me, giving one strong thrust as he buried himself deep within me. 
 
   His strong arms wrapped around me and pulled me closely to him. I could feel his heartbeat as his hips rolled around, up and down, making sure his beautiful erection touched all those special places inside of me.
 
   “That’s my Gina,” he breathed, his lips finding mine.
 
   His thrusting was magical; it was perfect. My Tristan was a perfect lover, my perfect man. 
 
   I wrapped my legs around his hips, locking my feet together as his momentum gradually increased. I answered his thrusts with my own, moaning in pleasure, saying his name over and over again against his lips and tongue.
 
   “I love you, Tristan. I love every part of you.”
 
   “Oh God,” he rasped, his voice was now thick with emotion, “I love you, baby. You’re my life.”
 
   Our momentum increased as we devoured each other with our mouths. We’d both reached the brink of orgasm; Tristan lowered his lips and gently spread soft kisses over the column of my neck. 
 
   It was the push I needed to send me spiraling over the edge into my orgasmic bliss. Tristan was right there with me, riding the tide of climatic ecstasy. 
 
   He moaned in glorious passion; I mewled like a contented cat as my climax enveloped me in total and unadulterated pleasure. I felt Tristan’s erection throbbing and emptying his seed fully inside of me. 
 
   Afterwards, our sweat-soaked bodies clung to one another as our heart rates and breathing returned to normal. Tristan pulled me over to him so my head was resting on his chest, right near his heart.
 
   I’d always loved the aftermath of our fucking, or as we’d most recently been referring to it, ‘our lovemaking.’ I could see that Tristan and I had morphed into this traditional, loving couple. I had no problem with that at all. I liked it. 
 
   I liked the softness that had blossomed in me as a result of Tristan’s love for me, and my love for Tristan. His attentiveness to me had given me a feeling of safeness and security. I’d never be the ‘helpless’ female, but then again, Tristan wouldn't have tolerated being with a helpless female type.
 
   I ran my fingers over my fiancé’s damp chest hair, loving the smell of our sex that still permeated the air.
 
   “What are you thinking?” he asked softly.
 
   “I’m just reveling in the afterglow, I guess,” I laughed.
 
   “I do love you so much, Gina. Last week, when all of that happened, I came close to killing that son-of-a-bitch. I mean, that was the first time ever in my life I actually believe I could have taken a human life.”
 
   “What stopped you?”
 
   “What do you think, baby? It was you. It was what you said about me going to prison. It was a no-brainer. It made sense what you said to me. As much as I wanted to kill that sick son-of-a-bitch, I knew I’d be the one paying the price if he was dead. That price would've been you, who I adore; it would have been Reese, who I adore; and it would have been Sarah and Hannah.”
 
   “Who in the hell are Sarah and Hannah?” I asked, raising myself up to look into his eyes.
 
   He smiled, his beautiful green eyes deeper now, post-orgasm. I loved the little crinkles he got in the corner of his eyes when he smiled or laughed. I referred to them as his laugh lines. They were gorgeous.
 
   “Sarah and Hannah, you know?”
 
   He obviously was playing with me because I had no clue; my face clearly revealed to him I was clueless.
 
   “Our daughters that haven’t been conceived yet,” he said, his thumb brushing my cheek gently. “I want as many children as you’re willing to carry,” he said, kissing me again. “You are my present and future.”
 
   “Why girls?” I asked
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. I'm so glad our firstborn was a boy. We need our girls to have an older brother who'll watch out for them. I just love those names for girls and want to make sure we have at least two in order to use them. After that? Well, we can have as many boys as you want.”
 
   “My God, Tristan, I’m 31 years old.”
 
   “That’s young, babe. I’m going to be 43 in October. Still, I feel we’re good for at least three more babies.”
 
   “Whatever you say, baby,” I laughed. “I know that I'm going to love making them.”
 
   We kissed again, long and passionately. We then fell into a peaceful and satisfied sleep, wrapped around each other. 
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   Bristol, VA
 
   2 Years, 6 Weeks Later
 
    
 
   Tristan came in through the back door, letting the screen door slam loudly when he did. Reese came running in from the playroom, squealing with delight at seeing his daddy. Tristan scooped him up, tickling his tummy, which brought squeals of delight from his son.
 
   “Shhh, baby, can you take it all down a notch, please? I just got the babies down for a nap.”
 
   “Sorry, babe,” he said, coming over and giving me a soft kiss on the lips. “Hey, I talked to Mom earlier and she said she’d love to come over this evening and watch all the kids so you and I can go out for dinner. She thinks we need some ‘alone’ time.”
 
   “She does, huh? How coincidental that our need for ‘alone’ time just happens to fall on the six week mark since giving birth to the twins?”
 
   “Hey,” he said, chuckling, “That’s on her. I haven’t said a thing, babe.”
 
   “You may tell Susan we’ll take her up on her offer. I am anxious to spend some ‘alone’ time with my husband. Is your dad coming to help her? I think watching the three of them may be a little much for her.”
 
   “I’m sure Dad wouldn’t miss it,” he laughed, “You know how much he loves changing those soiled ‘nappies.” Tristan imitated Clive’s British accent when he said that. 
 
   It was amusing to hear some of Clive’s terminology for stuff. ‘Diaper’ was ‘nappy; ‘shitty diaper’ was a ‘pooey nappy’ in British lingo. 
 
   Reese was now holding his arms out to me. He had a little bit of the ‘green-eyed’ monster thing going since the birth of Hannah and Sarah. Not that his own eyes weren’t already incredibly green like his daddy’s.
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” I said, taking him from Tristan. “Are you ready for lunch?”
 
   “Yep,” he said, nodding his head up and down. “Peanut butter and jelly.”
 
   “Coming right up. Daddy, do you want the same?”
 
   “Sounds good, babe. I just want to take a peek at the girls first.”
 
   “If you wake them, you walk them,” I warned.
 
   Tristan was a magnificent father; he’d been awesome with Reese and he continued to be with our twin babies. They were identical twin girls, but Tristan and I could tell them apart at about one week of age. 
 
   Hannah was six minutes older than Sarah. She had a quieter, less demanding nature about her. She was laid back - like Tristan. 
 
   Sarah was impatient and demanding when she was hungry or needed changing. Her crying was louder; her sucking her fingers when she was hungry was louder, and her burps were louder. Tristan claimed she was the carbon copy of me.
 
   Tristan and I had both been ecstatic when we learned I was expecting twins. My pregnancy had gone without a hitch. I’d delivered them by C-section at my doctor’s recommendation. It was a much smoother delivery than with Reese, since it was scheduled. My recovery actually went faster as well.
 
   Tristan and I had worked together to complete the expansion of the winery last year; it was doing quite well. 
 
   As promised, I handled the operations; Tristan handled the marketing and distribution. It wasn’t the same as when we’d operated the club in Atlanta together. We actually spent more time apart. 
 
   Tristan traveled both locally and along the east coast and mid-west regions to expand our markets. He made it a point not to be gone for more than five days per month. He took his parenting responsibilities very seriously.
 
   Our home had been built and I loved it. Tristan had designed the floor plan to accommodate the planned expansion of our family. He’d done it quite well. 
 
   The house was a sprawling, U-shaped ranch. It had four bedrooms and three full baths. Having two daughters now, I knew that having so many bathrooms was a good idea. Our house sat on two acres; we’d put an in-ground swimming pool in last summer.
 
   Trey and Tylar had spent a week with us then. Tylar and I talked a couple of times a week by phone; I missed seeing her as often as I used to, but most holidays were still spent in Bristol with the Sinclair family. 
 
   Tylar’s baby girl, Avery, had turned a year old during their visit here. She was adorable; she reminded me so much of Tylar, with her beautiful brown eyes and lighter hair color than Preston.
 
   Preston was still the picture of Trey; Tylar tried to convince everyone that she had her personality, though. I didn’t see that at all. Preston was a carbon copy of Trey both in looks and personality, but I loved her anyway. 
 
   Avery was the picture of Tylar both in looks and personality; there was something about her that was almost ‘angelic,’ not that I’d ever have classified Tylar as being that. It was difficult to explain.
 
   Tristan’s cousin, Brenda, was engaged to Judge Tylar. The wedding was planned for some time later this year, according to Tylar. Everyone was thrilled about it. 
 
   Tristan and I had experienced no problem in finding a buyer for the club; as it happened, Ian and Libby bought it from us. 
 
   They'd been living together for a while, and apparently their partnership was working out. Of course, they'd remodeled it and given it a new name for their grand re-opening. They named the club ‘Hardtail.’ It was definitely fitting with the black leather décor it now boasted. 
 
   Tylar and Trey had gone to the opening. She’d phoned me the following day laughing hysterically at the new décor and image they were going for with it. She said the tables all had motorcycle parts adorning the pedestal base; the bar stools were Harley seats. 
 
   Whatever works, I thought. I hoped Ian had finally found happiness, even if it was with Libby.
 
   I got Reese down for his nap in the late afternoon. The babies had been up; Tristan and I bathed and fed them. Tristan said he’d keep watch on the babies while I showered and dressed for our evening out.
 
   Susan and Clive arrived a little after six. Susan immediately went to Reese, fussing over him as always. I guess being the first grandson came with perks.
 
   Tristan and I went to Morelli’s. I’d fallen in love with the restaurant since first going there with Tristan to meet Ty’s father a few Thanksgivings ago. I think it was the one where I’d punched Caroline out. 
 
   Thank God that bitch no longer showed up at the Sinclair family gatherings.
 
   Carmelita greeted us as semi-regulars when we got there. She always asked us about Tylar and Trey; this time was no different. We filled her in on the latest. 
 
   I actually hadn’t talked to Tylar for a couple of weeks. She probably figured I was up to my eyebrows in dirty diapers and spit-up - which was the truth. I made a mental note to call her the following day.
 
   Tristan and I enjoyed our nice, quiet, romantic dinner. I was looking forward to spending more time with him once we got back home. 
 
   Hopefully, all the babies would be down for the night - or most of it anyway. The twins were good for a four hour chunk of sleep. I’d asked Susan and Clive to try and keep them awake until 8:00 p.m., if possible.
 
   After dinner, Tristan and I drove back to our house. We sat outside for a while in our gazebo and enjoyed the moonlit evening. It was so quiet in the country; I’d grown to appreciate that over the loud and constant sounds of the city. Spring was breaking and it was a beautiful, starlit night.
 
   “What are you thinking about, Gina?”
 
   “I’m just thinking how much I love it here; how much I love my life, how lucky I am.”
 
   Tristan was sitting next to me; his arm was wrapped around my shoulders and he pulled me close against him.
 
   “I was thinking the same thing,” he said, tilting my chin upward gently with his fingers, lowering his lips to mine.
 
   “I love you, Mrs. Sinclair,” he whispered to me. “I want to make love to you.”
 
   “Here? Now?”
 
   Tristan chuckled, “If I thought Mom and Dad wouldn’t be looking out the window to see what had delayed us since driving up a few minutes ago, I’d definitely take you right here and now.”
 
   Tristan could still make me tingle when he said things like that. Our intimacy and sex life still sparked on a daily basis. Neither time nor children had changed any of it. 
 
   I thought briefly of the sick relationship I’d been involved in with Nick. My excuse had been it was my ‘first love,’ though, in retrospect, I knew that love had not made an appearance in that relationship…only stupidity.
 
   Then there was Ian. I suppose, in retrospect, Ian had been my escape from Nick. He’d been totally the opposite of Nick - which was lucky for me. Ian had been gentle and pretty much let me have my way on anything I wanted; but the passion, the intimacy was only lukewarm. Having had nothing to compare it to, it had seemed like love to me. I had cared for Ian; there was no doubt about that. I’d been crushed to discover his unfaithfulness to me. I think, looking back, it had more to do with pride than love.
 
   Tristan had been the one to teach me about love and intimacy; he’d been the one to show me how to trust again. 
 
   Tristan had also taught me that it’s perfectly okay to need someone; everyone does. I’d been afraid to need; somehow I’d equated that to weakness. 
 
   I never wanted to be the weak person that I’d been with Nick; I never wanted to call all of the shots as I had with Ian. Tristan was so perfect for me.
 
   “Hey, sweet baby,” he said, “I bet the kids are down for the night. Shall we relieve Mom and Dad?”
 
   “Let’s do,” I replied, smiling as I stood up, placing my hand in his. 
 
   “And then how about we finish our date in the master suite?”
 
   “You read my mind, Mrs. Sinclair.”
 
   Susan and Clive had gotten the babies all tucked in for the night. Tristan and I stood and listened to Clive detail out how many wet and pooey nappies the twins had produced. Susan was relaying all of the cute things Reese had said or done.
 
   “I swear, Gina, he’s the spitting image of Tristan at that age, both in looks and personality.”
 
   “And the great thing about him is that he uses the loo now,” Clive chimed in. “No nappies for him.”
 
   “Oh Clive,” Susan chastised. “It does you good to be on nappy detail with the grandbabies. God knows you didn’t change any with your own sons, best as I can remember.”
 
   “There she goes, getting all cheeky with me,” Clive said, laughing. 
 
   “Come on Susie…let’s get home so I can give you your nightly foot rub.”
 
   I saw his eyes sparkling; I was betting he had more in mind than just her feet.
 
   “Tristan, why haven’t we seen any videos of the twins such as you provided us with when Reese was newly born?” Clive asked.
 
   “Dad, you and Mom are right down the road. You can see them every day if you want; those videos of Reese were when we lived in Atlanta and you didn’t see him much. Besides, Gina put the kibosh on my cinematography.”
 
   I glared at Tristan who, in turn, was enjoying himself with his teasing. 
 
   Clive and Susan were both looking at me now to explain why I’d prevent Tristan, or anyone, from videotaping their precious grandchildren.
 
   “Whoa, wait a minute, Tristan. I did not put the ‘kibosh’ per se on your video recording the baby. I merely exercised my right as a mother for some censorship. You were getting a bit too risqué with your subject matter.”
 
   Susan burst out laughing, remembering the particular clip I’d discovered Tristan had posted on YouTube for all to see. 
 
   Tristan had video recorded Reese crapping his diaper while breastfeeding. I’d told Tristan not to post it; he’d gone ahead and done it anyway. His parents had found it hilarious. 
 
   “Yes,” she said, still chuckling, “I get your point, Gina. I'm sure Reese will be horrified when Tristan shows him that someday.”
 
   They departed then, both snickering as they went out the door, holding hands. I hoped Tristan and I got on as well as they did after forty-five years of marriage.
 
   Tristan and I locked up and turned the lights out. We stopped to check on Reese. 
 
   He was dozing peacefully in his new ‘big boy’ bed. His little teddy bear night light was plugged in; he had his arm circled around the big panda bear in his bed. We both leaned over and kissed his soft cheek.
 
   The girls were in our room in their twin bassinets. 
 
   We gazed down at them; their light colored hair was curly; they were both swaddled warmly, sleeping comfortably on their backs. 
 
   Sarah was sucking her thumb gently; Hannah’s little face was changing expressions; she was smiling with her eyes closed.
 
   “She’s dreaming,” I whispered to Tristan who was watching her now.
 
   “Yes, most likely visions of titties are dancing in her head. We need to make use of this quiet time, baby.”
 
   I stifled a giggle. It was true; breast feeding twins was a challenge. I was going to continue doing it though for another few weeks.
 
   We hurriedly discarded our clothing and climbed beneath the sheets of our massive bed. Tristan pulled me into his arms, his lips finding mine. We kissed tenderly, our passion growing steadily. Tristan’s hands fondled me gently and thoroughly; we weren’t able to have much nipple play, due to my breast feeding. 
 
   With twins, there was always the risk of low milk supply. His lips brushed against my neck, gently kissing my sensitive area. He knew where all of them were.
 
   His tongue traced the column of my throat; my pulse quickened with the desire that was building. It seemed like months since we’d been able to enjoy each other like this instead of just weeks.
 
   My arms encircled him as he continued his southward path; I massaged his well-muscled arms and back; my hands clutched his tight ass (or arse as Clive preferred to call it). 
 
   I felt his erection against my thigh. My hand reached to grasp him there. I wrapped my hand around it, allowing my fingers to press in and out as I stroked the length. I heard his sharp intake of breath. He loved it when I stroked him there.
 
   “God, Gina,” he whispered hoarsely, “I feel like I’m ready to explode. I need to be inside of you now, babe.”
 
   “That’s okay, Tristan. I need you there right now, too. It’s been awhile.”
 
   Tristan lifted himself up, and straddled me, his hand parting my legs further. He guided his very swollen shaft into me; the fullness of it made me moan softly. 
 
   His arms lifted my pelvic region up at an angle. He knew exactly how to position me so that his thrusting hit my sweet spots.
 
   I writhed in pleasure as his thrusting continued, in his deep, slow rhythm. He was moaning softly with each thrust; I knew we were both going to climax soon.
 
   “Are you ready, baby?”
 
   “Umm yes,” I crooned to him. 
 
   His thrusting increased in momentum as his hands brought my hips up to his again and again. With one final thrust, we exploded together in orgasmic release. I could feel his erection throbbing as his liquid climax emptied inside of me over and over again.
 
   He lowered himself back to me, kissing my neck, my face, and my lips again and again. He whispered against my lips in between kisses.
 
   “I love you, Gina.”
 
   Our eyes were locked; I put my hand on his cheek as I felt a tear roll down mine. 
 
   It was like that sometimes. I got so emotional when I looked into Tristan’s eyes. I could see his very soul. I could see his love and passion for me.
 
   “I love you, Tristan.”
 
   I called Tylar the next morning as planned.
 
   “Hey, girlfriend,” I said, “Long time, no hear.”
 
   “I hear that! Why haven’t you stayed in touch?”
 
   “Hey, Ty, that phone works both ways you know.”
 
   “I know,” she laughed, practically giddy. 
 
   “The truth is, I figured you were probably swamped with the twins. By the way, the video Tristan sent is adorable!”
 
   “Video?”
 
   “Yeah, the one with you changing the babies in tandem, and then one of them shoots poop and pee out like a bomb at you,” she said, laughing her ass off. “It’s so cute the way Tristan edits it putting in words as if the baby's thinking those things; you know the one?”
 
   Actually, I don't. Evidently Tristan's learned how to video record without my knowledge. He probably had a ‘nanny cam’ hidden somewhere in the bedroom!
 
   “Oh yeah,” I lied, "He’s quite the cinematographer."
 
   “So how are Preston and Avery?”
 
   “Doing great,” she said, “Preston's finishing up pre-school this year. Hopefully, we’ll be coming to Bristol for a visit in June.”
 
   “That’s fantastic, Ty. I really miss seeing you guys.”
 
   “I do have a piece of good news,” she said. “I’m expecting a baby again. I’m due around the first of September.”
 
   “Oh, that’s great! I'm so very happy for you. Have you told Mom Susan yet?”
 
   “No, we’re going to tell her when we visit in June, so keep it to yourself, okay?”
 
   “Will do,” I promised. “Are you still working with the horses?”
 
   “Absolutely,” she said, “Marcus is still here with us. Oh, that reminds me; he just started dating a friend of yours. He’s acting like he’s getting all serious about her already.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Jo Anna from the club.”
 
   “Jo Jo?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. I introduced them. You know, I knew Jo Jo from the brief period I was half owner. I don’t know why, but for some reason it just dawned on me one day to play matchmaker. I knew Marcus didn’t know a lot of people in Atlanta since he’d spent most of his adult years in Savannah, so I invited her out for lunch one afternoon. I’d run into her the night of the grand opening of that ridiculous club Ian and Libby opened. “ 
 
   “So, Jo Anna is still working at the club?” I asked, frankly surprised. 
 
   “Yeah, but I guess the clientele is pretty weird there. She told me then she was going to be looking to go somewhere else. So, anyway, after lunch we went riding. Marcus was immediately smitten with her. I knew they'd be perfect for one another.”
 
   “Just like you knew Tristan and I’d be perfect together too, right?”
 
   “Yep,” she said. “Was I right?”
 
   “Absolutely, girlfriend. I owe you everything, Ty. I never would've met my Tristan, known true love, or have had these beautiful babies, if not for you.”
 
   “That’s what BFF’s do, Gina.”
 
   “I love you, Ty.”
 
   “I love you too, Gina.”
 
   



 
  


Musings from the Author
 
    
 
                 Wow!  Was that a bumpy ride or what? I truly hoped that you enjoyed Trey and Tylar's journey, as well Gina and Tristan's HEA. 
 
                 As my first series, The Baby Series taught me so much about what readers like - and what they don't like, so it was a learning curve for me for sure!
 
                 For example, in the original version of Maybe Baby it was over 800 pages! Yep - as you can see, I trimmed it down significantly because potential readers were turned off by the length of the book!
 
                 I also learned about not using words like:  Penis, moist, vagina--oh yes, I LEARNED!
 
                 So, if you enjoyed my first series, I'm betting you will like the subsequent ones as much if not more so!
 
                 Take a chance on my G-Man Series, Limbo Series, September Series, and if you enjoy M/M Romance?  Well, there's Black Balled!
 
    
 
   WANNA PEEK AT BOOK #1 IN THE G-MAN SERIES, "DIAMOND GIRL?"
 
   Here's a teaser, ladies!
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Excerpt from "Diamond Girl," Book #1 in the G-Man Series by Andrea Smith
 
    
 
    
 
                 I hadn’t seen Slate on Thursday or Friday as I worked my usual shifts. Some of the other bikers, along with their girlfriends, had been in the club, acting extremely rowdy. Janine had kicked them out for the evening, after taking a bunch of shit from them. 
 
                 The biker chicks seemed to bring out the nastiness in the guys. Their behavior was much more belligerent, except with their men. They were fairly subservient to them. They would stand while their men sat, fetch their drinks, and speak only when spoken to. It kind of reminded me of my life with Jack, only without the sex and leather.
 
                 I'd done pretty well in tips this evening, bagging $585. I'd been tucking my tips away at home in a metal lock box. I wasn’t sure what had prompted me to do that because Jack was never home. I guess I considered it part of my secret life; the one that I had locked away from everyone else.
 
                 I'd changed into a pair of tight, ragged jeans, a pullover sweater, and leather boots. I grabbed my sweatshirt hoodie from the hook, shrugging it on over my head. I slung my shoulder bag over my arm and headed out.
 
                 I didn’t see Vince or Ethan on the floor. The other bouncer, Jay, was busy keeping some guy who was totally wasted from climbing up onto the stage where Emerald was dancing. Emerald was twenty-two years old, black, and extremely petite. She'd relocated from Detroit with her boyfriend, Ivan, about six months ago. Ivan had lost his job at one of the automotive plants. He was currently working as a millwright at one of the factories here in Indy. I knew Emerald missed her family terribly. Margo and I'd both taken to mothering her. There was something very fragile about Emerald.
 
                 Jay seemed to have the situation well under control, finally grabbing the drunk by the scruff of his neck and escorting him out the front door. This had brought a series of booing from his cohorts, who were still ogling Emerald. Jay saw me as I approached the door to leave.
 
                 “I’ll walk you to the bus stop, Diamond.”
 
                 “No, that’s okay. You need to stay here and keep an eye out for Emerald. I have a feeling those idiots over there are going to make it tough on her, since you booted their buddy. Where are Vince and Ethan?”
 
                 “Ah, fuck, there was a major fight over on the other side. Some of those bikers were roughing up their chicks. Vince and Ethan are waiting for the cops to show.”
 
                 “Really, I’m good,” I said. “Keep your eye out on things here, okay?”
 
                 “Be careful, babe.” With that, Jay turned his attention back to the floor, and I made a swift exit out into the dark night. 
 
                 It was clear out. For late November, the weather had remained above normal temperatures. It was cold and chilly, but well above freezing. There was no cloud cover so the stars lit up the night sky.
 
                 I was nearly to the corner where the bus stopped when I heard the loud and vicious sound of a motorcycle next to me. I kept walking, looking straight ahead, even as I heard the engine slow down to a not-quite-so-loud idle. Undeterred, I continued on my way and, finally, I heard the engine shut off completely.
 
                 I didn’t slow my pace, and I ignored my peripheral vision. I finally heard a male voice call out.
 
                 “Diamond, hey! What’s your fucking hurry? Got to get home to that violent, piece-of-shit old man of yours?”
 
                 I stopped and looked over into the beautiful, totally amused blue eyes of Slate. He was untying his do-rag, shaking his hair free. I noticed then that he had a pierced ear. It was totally sexy.
 
                 I glanced over at him impassively, shrugging my shoulders.
 
                 “Maybe I am. You wouldn’t want to hold me up now and make him mad if I miss this bus? It’s the last one.”
 
                 “So, you’re telling me that the rat bastard doesn’t even bother picking you up? You ride a freakin’ bus home?”
 
                 “Who’s to say he isn’t watching our three kids?”
 
                 I watched as a slow grin spread across his handsome face as he contemplated what I said. His muscular arms were crossed in front of him. His leather jacket couldn’t hide the fact that he was totally buff.
 
                 “Naww,” he said with a grin. “That body of yours doesn’t look like it’s been through childbirth, baby. Way too firm and way too slender. It does have a way of making a guy want to plant his seed, though, I give you that.”
 
                 Oh wow… 
 
                 “So, how about it, Diamond?” he teased, re-tying his do-rag into place.
 
                 “How about what?” I tried to make my husky voice sound icy cold, but I wasn’t sure that I was pulling it off.
 
                 “You want to carry my baby?”
 
                 “Maybe later,” I answered dryly, continuing to walk towards the corner.
 
                 Slate was rolling his motorcycle along side of me in the street, next to the curb.
 
                 “Hop on,” he said. “I've got a helmet strapped on for special passengers.”
 
                 “Isn’t that for your biker bitch?” I asked, putting my hand on my hip.
 
                 “That position hasn’t been filled yet. Are you applying?”
 
                 “I’ll pass,” I replied. “One asshole in my life is quite enough.”
 
                 I heard him laugh genuinely. He had a nice laugh. It was sexy, like everything else about him. I looked over at him and noticed for the first time that he had a dimple when he smiled widely…just one more thing identified in his sexy-attribute inventory.
 
                 “Come on,” he urged, giving me a wink. “I can take you anywhere you want to go. You don’t need to take a bus with all of those perverted freaks riding around on them this time of night.”
 
                 I stopped and turned to face him.
 
                 “I think I’ll take my chances with the perverted freaks on the bus rather than the ones on motorcycles this evening, thank you very much, Mr. Slate.”
 
                 “It’s just Slate, baby,” he said with a chuckle. “I presume your name's something other than ‘Diamond.’ What shall I call you?”
 
                 “Mrs. Diamond,” I answered as the bus pulled over to the curb and I stepped aboard. I heard Slate’s gorgeous laugh as the door to the bus closed behind me.
 
                 I took my seat and watched out the window as Slate revved his motorcycle back to life. He turned it around and headed back in the direction from which he'd come. I was thoughtful as I watched him disappear. 
 
                 He didn’t seem like a typical biker, not that I had all that much knowledge or experience with them. Still there was something powerful about him, yet not frightening or repulsive. His grooming was different. He had the five o’clock shadow thing going, the longer unkempt hair, the pierced ear, yet there wasn’t anything disgusting about his build or grooming. His teeth looked well taken care of and incredibly white and straight; no tobacco stains or missing teeth.
 
                 There I had gone with my stereotypical thinking. I’m sure he had his own opinion of dancers. He probably thought I was a "clap-trap" or an easy piece-of-ass that had been done by many until my abusive husband took me in. He probably figured I waited on my hubby hand and foot and looked forward to his occasional attention, if nothing more than a slap across my cheek to let me know I was his possession. Yeah, I got it. We both had a lot to learn.
 
                 The ride to the Park and Ride went quickly. I entertained myself with thoughts of Slate. I thought of his beautiful blue eyes, his sensuous lips, and how they might feel on mine. I thought of his hands touching me. I actually was getting moist down there thinking about him!
 
                 What the hell is my problem?
 
                 I departed the bus, digging for my keys in my purse as I passed the attendant station. I gave my usual wave to the attendant as I passed. I hit the remote to unlock my car and opened the door, ready to climb inside and head for home. I was exhausted. Right before I closed the door of the car, I heard the sound of a loud motorcycle as it peeled out from the curb across the street from the Park and Ride.
 
                 Something about the sound of the bike’s engine caused me to shiver and wonder if it was him.
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