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They agreed on three months...but their love knew no boundaries.

Jack McLachlan is a winemaking magnate and easily one of Australia's most eligible bachelors. His success and wealth makes him no stranger to the complications of romantic relationships and that's why he goes to extreme measures to avoid the hassle. He prefers simplicity in the form of a beautiful female companion with no strings attached. He arranges relationships like business deals and they're always the same. No long term relationships. No real names.

It's his game and his rules. He's content to play as usual, but when Laurelyn Prescott enters his life, his strategy must change because this player is like none he's ever encountered. His world is turned on its head after he begins a three month affair with the beautiful American musician. Nothing goes according to plan and as he breaks more and more of his own rules for her, she's exceptionally close to becoming something he never thought possible. His ultimate game changer. 

Beauty From Pain is an adult contemporary novel and is not intended for younger readers due to mature content.
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Laurelyn Prescott

I am sick of being on this plane. The
four-and-a-half-hour flight from Nashville to Los Angeles was fine.
The layover was tolerable, thanks to the airport bar. But the last
leg of our flight to Australia is becoming more and more unbearable
with each passing minute.

I try to calculate how much longer it is until
we land in Sydney. My exhaustion makes it difficult for me to do
the simple equation in my head, but it looks like it’s still almost
two hours until I will feel solid ground beneath my feet again. I
sigh and tell myself to be patient. I’ve made it this far. I can
take another two hours. I mean, I don’t really have a choice at
this point, right?

I look at my best friend sleeping in the seat
next to me and I’m irritated. Addison has slept most of the flight,
leaving me to entertain myself. She offered to share her Valium,
but I declined, certain I wouldn’t need it. Wrong.

I climb over Addison and take a
walk up and down the aisle to stretch my legs, which helps me feel
better. Upon returning to my seat, I decide reading will help pass
the time, so I grab my e-reader and pick up where I stopped on
the slutmance I’d
started earlier. Only at chapter six and of course, the woman is in
love with the hot new guy but is in denial. How typical.

Chapter twelve is winding down when the pilot
announces that we’ll be landing in Sydney in ten minutes. Addison
doesn’t stir, so I put my naughty tale away and nudge her, knowing
it will take the next ten minutes to get her out of her
drug-induced slumber.

“Wake up, Addison. We’re almost in
Sydney.”

She barely stirs so I nudge her again.
“Addison. Get up. We’re in Sydney. You need to get buckled for the
landing.”

She lifts her head and stares at me with
unfocused eyes. She straightens in her seat and takes a moment to
get her bearings. “Wow, that went faster than I
expected.”

“I guess so since you were in a
freakin’ coma. It was the longest thirteen hours of my life. I
didn’t sleep a wink the whole flight because I was too busy
wondering if we were going to end up being shark food.” That came
out a little pissier than I’d intended.

“Well, there’s no reason to be
miserable when you don’t have to be. You should’ve taken a happy
pill and then maybe you wouldn’t be so cranky right now.” She won’t
have to offer twice on the flight home three months from now.
Lesson learned.

Buckled into my seat, I squeeze my eyes as the
plane’s wheels screech against pavement. Our fellow passengers
erupt into cheer and clapping when we’re safely on the ground. I’m
not the only one glad to be getting off this plane.

We collect our three months’ worth of luggage
and take a seat in the terminal to wait for our last flight. With
an hour layover, I decide to visit the airport bar. “I’m gonna grab
a much-needed and well-deserved toddy.”

Addison’s phone rings and I recognize her
brother’s ringtone. Before she answers, she gives me a warning. “Be
back in thirty minutes or I’m sending security for you.” I don’t
reply in words but make sure she sees the hand gesture I have for
her.

The airport bar isn’t far from our terminal
and I plop down on a stool. “What can I get you?” I might not be
able to tell by my surroundings, but I know I’m in Australia when I
hear his accent.

“I’d like something from a local
brewery. I tend to favor lighter flavors.”

He serves me a pale ale from a Sydney brewery.
It’s stout, but good.

I sit at the bar enjoying my ale. The
bartender doesn’t try to talk about where I’m from or where I’m
heading. He appears to be in his fifties, so I can only assume he’s
heard more shit than he’d like over the years and thus isn’t
interested in mine. Works fine for me.

When I finish, I go back to where Addison is
guarding our huge pile of luggage. “Was Ben calling to check on
us?”

“Yeah. He was making sure our
flight was running on time. I told him to expect us to arrive
around three. He said he’s bringing a friend to help with our
luggage.”

I see how many bags we have and I swear we
look like a traveling band of gypsies. Most of it is Addison’s, but
I have my fair share—there’s no way to pack lightly for a
three-month stay. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“He’s my brother. He knows how
high maintenance I am.” I sit and prop my feet on the suitcase in
front of me. “He didn’t say it, but he’s really excited to meet
you.”

He’s really excited to meet
me. This is a huge red flag. I hope she
isn’t thinking of playing matchmaker.

“Don’t you dare even think about
encouraging him.” I’m not interested in dating anyone right now.
She knows this better than anyone. This whole Australia gig is
about getting away from all that shit, not finding another pile of
it.

“He hasn’t dated many Aussies
while he’s lived here. I’m just saying you shouldn’t be surprised
if he tries to start something with you.”

Oh, hell no. We’re not even there yet and
she’s already trying to hook us up. “It’s not happening,
Addison.”

“You’ll be living in the same
apartment with him for the next three months. Who knows what could
happen?”

Okay. Now, I’m getting pissed because it feels
like I’m being ambushed. “I might not know what will happen, but I
know what won’t, so forget it.”

“Fine, fine, I won’t mention it
again. Ben wants to take us out tonight, but I know you haven’t
slept much. I told him you might not feel like it.”

“Maybe I’ll feel up to it if I can
catch a power nap on the flight to Wagga Wagga.”

–––––

This time it’s Addison nudging me when our
flight is preparing to land. “Laurelyn. Wake up. We’re finally
here.”

I sit up and fluff my long brown hair. I look
terrible when it’s flat and I’m sure it’s lying against my head
after my nap.

I couldn’t have slept more than forty minutes,
but I welcome the overall refreshed feeling it brings—except for my
mouth. The combination of mouth breathing, beer drinking, and lack
of oral hygiene during our travels has skunked things up. I don’t
want to meet Addison’s brother for the first time and have him
question which end is my face. “I need some gum. Do you have any on
you?”

Addison reaches into her purse and holds out
the lime-green pack in my direction. “Doublemint work for
you?”

I take two pieces because I’m fairly certain
it’s going to take two shots of Doublemint to do the job.
“Thanks.”

We walk out of the jet bridge with our
carry-ons and I see two great-looking guys standing in the terminal
watching the disembarking passengers. I know Ben as soon as I see
him. I could pick him out of a crowd anywhere, even if I’d never
seen his picture. There’s no way to miss him; he’s the perfect male
version of Addison. His blond hair is darker than hers (her monthly
date with the hairdresser helps those playful highlights). Their
olive skin presents a striking contrast with their light hair. He
is stunning, just like his sister, but in a masculine way. It’s too
bad I’m not interested in dating because he is hot.

He puts his arms around his sister’s middle
and squeezes as he lifts her from the floor and spins several
times. “I can’t believe my little sister has come all this way to
see me.” He lowers her feet to the floor and looks at me. “And you
must be Laurelyn.”

“Indeed I am.”

Addison and I have been best friends since we
met our freshman year at Vanderbilt, but my path has always failed
to cross Ben’s for one reason or another. Now that we’re meeting
after four years, I’m not sure if I should extend my hand for a
shake or lift my arms for a hug, so I wait for his cue.

He goes for the hug. “It’s good to meet you,
Laurelyn. I’ve been hearing about you for years, so I feel like I
already know you.”

“I hope my best friend hasn’t
ruined your opinion of me.”

“Never.” His
crooked grin shows off one of his deep dimples. It’s not a
friendly nice to meet you
smile. He’s flirting with me already, so I’m
wondering what my good pal might have told him.

Addison clears her throat. “Are you going to
introduce us to your friend?”

The vibe I’m getting from Ben makes me
uncomfortable, so I’m happy to shift my focus from him to his
buddy. Zac is tall with an athletic build. His dark hair is buzzed
close to his scalp except for the spiked tuft on top, and long,
sooty lashes frame his almost-black eyes. He’s wearing a fitted
black T-shirt and I spy the tribal art tat wrapping around his
bicep. His whole exterior screams trouble and that means one thing:
my bad-boy-loving pal is going to be all over him.

He offers his hand to Addison first. “It’s
very nice to meet you.”

Oh, swoon. I’m not into guys like him, but I
could listen to his smooth Aussie accent all day.

I think I hear a sigh from Addison, and I know
she’s thinking the same thing. “It’s great to meet you. Love your
accent.”

He offers his hand to me, but not his
attention—that still belongs to Addison. “I hope your trip has been
a pleasant one.”

The trip here wasn’t a damn bit pleasant, but
it’s rude to complain to someone I’ve just met. Addison replies, so
I’m neither forced to lie nor complain because she is eager to keep
Mr. Dark and Handsome’s attention. “We had a super
trip.”

“Do you ladies feel up for hitting
a club tonight?”

I feel like hitting something, but it’s called
a bed.

Addison is well rested from her snooze on the
plane, so that means I’ll be the party pooper if I decline, which
I’ve never been labeled as, and I don’t intend to start now. “I’m
like an Energizer bunny, ready to go.”

I’ll sleep when I’m dead, right?
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Jack McLachlan

I sit in the dark corner and scan the room like
a starved predator searching for prey. I haven’t chosen her yet,
but the woman who will share my bed for the next few months is in
this room right now.

I watch a lovely blond approach my table.
“What can I bring you?” Hmm. A waitress—not at all my usual
taste.

I have a type. Attractive. Mature. Refined.
This barmaid meets the attractive requirement well enough, but
she’s void of refinement or maturity as displayed by her choice of
apparel—a white, barely there tank top and frazzled cutoff denim
shorts. She doesn’t do it for me. Plus, my last two companions were
blond. I want a different flavor this time, but no redheads. I want
a brunette. A beautiful one.

I remind myself I’m not in Sydney where I have
an endless variety of sophisticated women from which to choose. My
choices are more limited in the small town of Wagga Wagga, but that
doesn’t mean I have to settle for the first attractive woman I
see.

“I’ll have a Shiraz.”

I’m prepared for a more prolonged relationship
this time—three whole months instead of the usual three or four
weeks. I’m looking forward to keeping this one around a little
longer, and that’s all the more reason to be certain I make a wise
choice.

I begin my search of the club with the first
table toward the front of the room. A brunette beauty sits with a
group of women. I watch her for a while, but decide she’s too
friendly with the woman sitting next to her. Lesbians aren’t in my
repertoire.

I spend the next hour scanning the
club and come up empty-handed. I’m discouraged. No one stands out
as the one and
this club is by far my best bet for meeting single women in this
town. Maybe I should consider coming back another time when it’s
not open mic night. Tonight, the place is crawling with
boozed college
students.

Tonight’s search has been a failure, but at
least the karaoke was entertaining.

I’m finishing off the last of my wine before I
leave when an announcer from the club takes the stage and asks for
the next singer to step forward. A small group of people across the
room nominates one of its own. My view of the poor bastard is
blocked by the crowd of intoxicated kids standing between us, but
I’m certain this is going to be another delightful train
wreck.

The club erupts into cheer and
chants. “Do. It. Do. It. Do. It.” A young woman walks onto the
stage and stands with her back to the crowd as she takes a guitar
from its stand. She lifts its strap over her head and then tosses
her long brown hair over one shoulder. When she’s finished settling
the guitar into place, she circles
around and sits on the stool in the middle
of the stage.

She’s beautiful. And somehow overlooked during
my search.

She’s wearing a short ivory dress and a denim
jacket with brown cowgirl boots. She bares her thighs as she lifts
her feet to rest on the bottom rail, but she’s careful to push her
dress between her legs so she doesn’t provide a peep show to the
crowd.

She strums the borrowed guitar a few times and
then leans into the microphone. “Is everyone having a good time
tonight?”

She’s American. I think. Her accent sounds
different—not like what I’ve heard in the past.

The crowd erupts into a drunken cheer and I
hear a man’s voice yell over the crowd, “It’s better now, sweet
thing!”

She smiles and adjusts the mic. “I’m not from
around here. It’s my first night in Australia.”

“Leave
with me and I’ll make you feel right at
home!” a man shouts from
the back of the room.

She ignores the fat, ugly bastard yelling at
her. “I don’t know what kind of music Australians like, but this
has been one of my favorites for as long as I can remember.” She
strums a few more chords. “This is ‘Crash Into Me’ by the Dave
Matthews Band.”

She sings it slower than the original, putting
her own twist on it. Her voice is raspy and sexy, her eyes closed.
She oozes eroticism. She tilts her head and opens her eyes when she
begins to sing the chorus. I swear it feels like she’s looking
right in my direction, singing to me. “Oh, and you come craasshh …
into me. And I come into … you … And I come into you … in a boy’s
dream … in a boy’s dream.”

The stage lights shine in her face and common
sense tells me she can’t see me sitting in the dark corner at the
back of the club, but that doesn’t stop me from hoping.

She finishes the chorus and shuts
her eyes again. Her long legs bounce against the rail of the stool
to keep rhythm and I fall victim to her siren’s song. She has
bewitched me. And I want her. She’s the
one.

She opens her eyes and looks in my direction
again. “Oh, and you come craasshh … into me, yeah … baby … And I
come into … you … Oh, hike up your skirt a little more … and show
the world to me … Hike up your skirt a little more … and show your
world to me … In a boy’s dream … in a boy’s dream.”

The waitress returns to my table, but I don’t
glance in her direction when she speaks. I can’t take my eyes from
the beautiful brunette on stage for even a second. “Can I bring you
another Shiraz?”

My plans have changed. “Yes,
please.”

The American girl finishes her song and the
crowd is all cheers and whistles. She smiles as she pulls the
guitar strap over her head and then leans forward to the mic.
“Thank you.”

I watch her leave the stage and return to a
table where she is sitting with a blond woman and two blokes. Damn!
A boyfriend, perhaps?

My waitress returns with my wine and places it
on the table in front of me. “Excuse me, do you know the girl who
just performed?”

“No. She said it was her first
night in Australia.”

I take my wallet from my interior jacket
pocket and remove a hundred-dollar bill. I slide it in her
direction across the table. “What about the people she’s sitting
with?”

She sees the money on the table and picks it
up to deposit in the pocket of her black apron before turning to
see who my songstress is sitting with. “The blond guy is Ben
Donavon and his friend is Zac Kingston. They’re regulars in here,
two or three times a week.”

Why is this American here with
those blokes? “She sounds American. Do you
know why she would be with them?”

“Ben is a Yank. His family owns a
vineyard in California and he’s here to study wine at the uni. I
think she’d have to be someone he knows from home.”

I hold up a second hundred-dollar bill between
my fingers. “See this? It’s yours if you can find out what she’s
doing here and how long she’ll be in Wagga Wagga. And find out if
she’s dating either one of the blokes.”

She smiles and I see she’s interested in
playing my little game. “I’ll be back to collect that in a
minute.”

I sit back and enjoy my Shiraz while the
waitress does my detective work. A visiting American couldn’t be
more perfect for my next companion. Once our relationship is over,
she would be on an entirely different continent, which ensures we
won’t have any accidental future run-ins.

My stay in Wagga Wagga is becoming more
promising.

I finish my glass of Shiraz as my waitress
returns. “Her name is …”

I cut her off before she can finish her
sentence. “No, I don’t want to know her name.”

I can see this stumps her, but money is money.
“Ben’s sister is her best friend and they’ve come to spend the
summer with him. She met Ben and Zac for the first time
today.”

Good. That means she isn’t dating either of
them.

If the guys are students in the wine science
program at the university, I’m guessing they will be at the vintage
dinner at the school on Friday night. They’ll be anxious to
showcase their wines. I wonder if she’ll be there as a
guest.

I pull another bill from my wallet and hold it
up for Blondie to see. “This is yours if you can find out what
their plans are for the vintage dinner at the university on Friday
night. I want to know if the brunette will be there.”

She smiles again. “I could play this game all
night.”

Ten minutes later, she returns with another
Shiraz and an update. “The guys will be presenting their wines at
the dinner, and both girls will be guests.”

I slide the well-earned bill across the table.
“Perfect. Thank you.”

“It’s been my pleasure. Would you
like me to keep the Shiraz coming?”

“Yes.”

I spend the next hour stealing glances at the
beautiful American through the crowd of people between us as they
shift. I’m disappointed when the foursome gets up to leave, but I
see the perfect opportunity for a convenient face-to-face encounter
when she moves toward the restrooms.

I migrate in that direction and wait for her
to emerge for our chance meeting in the hallway. When the door to
the ladies’ room opens, I walk toward her, but she’s looking down
into her purse. She attempts to dodge right, so I move with her.
“Pardon me.”

Her accent is so unusual. And
endearing.

She steps to her left and I move with her like
a mirror image. “So sorry, Miss.”

Look up at me.

“Wanna dance?” she laughs as she
lifts her eyes from her purse.

“I’d love to.” Her smile spreads
with my reply. We lock eyes and I try to identify the color of
hers, but I can’t. It’s too dark in the narrow hallway.

I was right. She is the one.

She seems embarrassed. “I’m sorry. Asking
someone to dance is an expression we use where I’m from. You know?
Like when two people try to get around one another as we just
did.”

“I’m familiar with the expression,
but one can always hope.” I step around her toward the door to the
men’s room. “I think I would have enjoyed a dance with
you.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

How do you decide what to wear to a vintage
dinner at an Australian university when you aren’t really sure what
a vintage dinner is?

I stand at the sink brushing my teeth while
Addison showers. Man, this sharing a bathroom with two other people
is no joke, especially when one of them is as high maintenance as
Addison.

I rinse and wipe my mouth. “You never told me
what this thing is that we’re going to tonight.”

“It’s a vintage
dinner.” Awesome. That tells me everything
I need to know.

I grab my makeup bag and begin applying my
foundation. The lighting in our bedroom is terrible and the
bathroom isn’t much better, but who am I to complain when I’m
staying here as a nonpaying guest. Besides, Addison complains
enough for both of us. “Can you give me a little more to go on?
Like, what’s going to be happening and what I need to
wear?”

“It can’t be too formal if it’s
hosted by a university, so I think a sundress should be fine. What
about that black strapless with the wide white band around the
waist? It’s a chameleon and will fit in if this shindig is on the
dressier side. Didn’t you bring it?”

I remember hanging it in the closet when we
unpacked. “I did.”

“Ben says the event begins
outdoors with hors d’oeuvres where we’ll try the first round of new
vintages. When we finish that, we’ll go inside for dinner and have
more wine. There’ll probably be a band, so expect some
dancing.”

Eating, drinking, and dancing. Slow dancing.
It sounds fun and innocent enough, except I suspect Ben considers
me more than a simple guest.

After I finish my hair and makeup, I slip into
the black strapless. When Addison comes into our bedroom, she has
me make a complete spin and gives me a whistle. “Looking good in
the neighborhood.”

“Thanks.”

She’s wearing an ivory halter dress I don’t
recognize. The ivory against her blond hair and olive skin is
gorgeous. “I don’t think I’ve seen this before.”

“It’s new. I bought it before we
left. Think Zac will like it?”

“I think Zac would like you in
anything. Or nothing at all.”

She laughs but knows it’s true. He wants her
bad. “I think he likes me.”

“Being reserved doesn’t suit you,
Addie. Of course he likes you. I don’t know how you could question
it. He’s been here constantly since we arrived.”

“I know, but he hasn’t said
anything or made a move.”

“It’s only been three days. Not
every guy tries to get you in the sack thirty seconds after you
meet.”

“I know. I guess I’m
second-guessing myself because he hasn’t tried.”

“Watch his reaction when we walk
out. You’ll know where his head’s at.”

The eyes tell it all when Zac sees
Addison. He is hot for her. Unfortunately, Ben’s reaction to me is
very similar. What the hell am I thinking? It’s a huge mistake for
me to attend this event as Ben’s guest wearing this dress, but it’s too late
now.

Luck is with me the first half of the night as
I’m able to avoid Ben. He’s busy presenting his vintages, but like
always, my luck runs out. We finish dinner and he takes my hand to
pull me from my chair. “Come dance with me.”

I smile and follow him onto the dance floor,
mostly because I don’t have a reasonable excuse not to. One dance.
I can do that.

I glance over at Addison dancing with Zac.
She’s giddier than a pig in shit and I’m happy for her. Her
relationship luck hasn’t been much better than mine. “She seems to
be having a good time.”

“Zac doesn’t appear too unhappy,
either. If I had to guess, I’d bet you and I have officially been
dropped for the rest of the night.”

Shit! That means we’ll be alone when we get
back to the apartment. “It’s all right. I still have jet lag. I’ll
probably go straight to bed anyway.”

A young man walks up beside us. “Mr. Donavon,
I’m sorry to disturb you, but we’re having trouble finding your
merlot.”

Ben stops swaying, but doesn’t release me from
his embrace. “I’m sorry. Who are you?”

“I’m Greg, one of the servers for
tonight’s event.”

Ben looks puzzled. “All of my vintages were
stored together.”

Greg appears apologetic as he shrugs. “We’ve
searched everywhere and can’t find it with the others.”

He releases me. “I’m sure it’s been shuffled
around in all the chaos. Will you excuse me for a
moment?”

“It’s fine. This is your special
night. You need to do whatever it takes to make this
successful.”

He strokes his hand down my arm. “I won’t be
gone long.”

“It’s okay. No
hurry.” Really. Don’t
hurry.

I walk to the dinner table feeling a little
guilty that I’m relieved by the interruption. I eye Addison and Zac
on the dance floor and recognize her signature moves. When they
circle around and his back is turned to me, she points to him and
mouths, “I’m fucking him tonight.”

I’ve heard that before and I have no doubt she
will. That’s Addison. She’s been on a different continent for all
of three days and she’s already found her next hookup. I put my
hand in the air to mimic that of a tigress claw and mouth a silent
roar.

I’m giggling at her doing the same gesture
behind his back when a man’s voice startles me. “Enjoying the wine
this evening?”

I look up at the person speaking
and I’m not prepared for whom I see. A feather could knock me over.
It’s him, the
beautiful man from the club.

I didn’t get to study him for long the other
night, but he’s even better looking than I remember. He’s tall with
broad shoulders, the kind I’d like to run my hands across and glide
down his strong arms. His dark hair is unruly in contrast to his
businesslike attire, and I wonder if he purposely fixed it that way
or if a woman has just finished running her fingers through it. If
it is the latter, then damn, what a lucky woman.

He’s dressed in another suit, this one dark
platinum with a pinstriped shirt beneath. His coordinating blue and
platinum tie makes his azure eyes even more intense.

Did he say something? Wait—he asked if I was
enjoying the wine? At least that’s what I think he said. “I am.
Very much.”

He shifts his attention to the glass in front
of me. “What are you having?”

Oh, shit. I don’t know what kind of wine it
is. There are only two kinds in my book: good or bad. I give it a
once-over and decide there’s no reason to pretend I know.
“Honestly? I don’t have a damn clue. It’s red and it’s good. That’s
all I know.”

He smiles as he takes the glass from my hand.
He lifts it for inspection before tucking it under his nose. “It’s
Cabernet Sauvignon.” He tilts it upward and takes a small sip. “Not
bad.”

Oh, double swoon. His lips are
where mine were. Lucky glass. “I’ll have
to take your word for it because I know nothing about
wine.”

His brow wrinkles as he looks at me. Damn. His
eyes are mesmerizing, the kind you can get lost in with very little
effort. “If you don’t know wine, then how did you come to be at a
vintage dinner?”

“I’m the guest of one of the
students showcasing his vintages.”

He gestures to my glass of wine he’s still
holding. “Is this one your friend’s?”

Is it Ben’s? They’d started running together
several glasses ago. “I think so.”

“It’s good. As for most of the
others I’ve tried tonight, I can’t say the same.”

“I’ll tell Ben you said so. Or
perhaps you’d like to. He stepped away, but he should be back any
minute.” I silently pray he won’t return and ruin my conversation
with this man I haven’t stopped thinking about since our prior
meeting.

He has a crooked grin. “If I recall correctly,
I think you owe me a dance.”

“Yes, I believe I do.” He reaches
for my hand and leads me to the dance floor where the band is
playing a fairly decent version of Van Morrison’s “Someone Like
You.” We begin to step with the tempo.

“You’re American?”

“Everyday and twice on
Sunday.”

He laughs. “What brings a funny Yank like you
to Wagga Wagga?”

I glance over his shoulder and see Addison
noticing us, so I give her a smile. “My best friend invited me to
spend the summer.”

“Your accent sounds different from
the other Americans I’ve met.”

I had taken a lot of flack from
Addison over the years about my strong twang. “That’s because I’m from the South,” I
explain.

“I like it,” he says. “So, how
were you were able to put your life on hold for three
months?”

“I needed to step away from my
career for a little while so I could clear my head about some
decisions I need to make.”

He peers over my shoulder and an irritated
countenance appears on his face. “I have somewhere to be in a few
minutes, so I have to cut our dance short, but would you join me
for dinner tomorrow night?”

How could I tell this man no? “Yes, I would
like that.”

“I have a meeting tomorrow evening
and I expect it to run late. May I send my driver to pick you up
around seven?”

He has a driver? “Umm, okay.”

He takes his phone from his pocket. “Where are
you staying?”

It takes a moment for me to recall the
unfamiliar address, but he puts it into his phone as I call it off.
“452 Stanton Street.”

“My driver’s name is Daniel and
you can expect him to be prompt.”

“Okay. I’ll be ready.” As he walks
away, I remember we never introduced ourselves. “Wait. I didn’t get
your name.”

He smiles as he walks backwards away from me.
“It will be more interesting if you don’t know. See you tomorrow
night.”

More interesting? What the hell is that
supposed to mean? He tells me his driver’s name, but not his?
That’s weird. I should know his name if I’ve agreed to meet him for
dinner.

I’m about to chase him when I feel a warm hand
on my arm. “Hey, what are you doing standing out here on the dance
floor by yourself?” Ben asks.

“I wasn’t alone. I was dancing
with someone, but he had to leave.” I search for Nameless, but he
is already gone. Like a phantom.

Ben gives me a bewildered look, as if I made
up the whole thing. “Okay. Would you like to finish the
dance?”

“Sure.”

As I dance with Ben, I can’t stop thinking
about the phantom or the way he disappeared without giving me his
name. Shit! I bet the good-looking bastard is married and that’s
why he wouldn’t tell me who he is.

That isn’t going to work for me. If there is
one thing I don’t do, it’s married men.

I need to talk to Addison, but she is in the
middle of her presex show with Zac. That means she’s sending me
home alone with Ben. I’m not in the mood to deal with that. “I’m
not feeling well. I think I’m going to catch a cab back to the
apartment.”

“I’ll drive you.”

I put my hand on his arm. “I can’t ask you to
do that. This is your big night. Stay and show off what you’ve
accomplished.”

“I don’t mind. Really.”

Yeah, I know. He’s such a nice guy, but I’m
not interested. “I know, but I’d feel worse if you didn’t stay to
promote what you’ve worked so hard for.”

He concedes and I catch a cab back to the
apartment. I make a point to be in bed when he comes home. I
pretend to be asleep when he taps on the bedroom door because I’m
not sure what he wants.

Well, that’s not true. I know what he wants,
but I’ve chosen the coward’s way. I should be brutal and tell him
to back off, but I don’t. I dodge him, only prolonging the
inevitable.

–––––

I jerk awake with the shift of the
bed beside me. What the hell?
The adrenaline surging through my veins makes my
heart take off like a helicopter. It’s throbbing erratically in my
neck, my chest, my head. Even my hands.

“Addison?” I pray I hear her voice
answer me.

“Yeah.” She whispers like she’s
afraid she’ll wake someone. Too late.

I’m relieved to hear her voice instead of
Ben’s, but I’m madder than hell. I look at the clock on the
nightstand. It’s 3:18 in the morning. “You scared the shit out of
me. What are you doing climbing into bed at this time of the
morning? I thought you were at Zac’s place.”

“I was.”

Yeah, and now you’re not. “Why did you come
back? Did something happen?”

“No, but you
know me. I don’t want to be that
girl, the one who wears out her
welcome.”

Right. Because Dude doesn’t owe
you anything after he gets in your pants. “Let me get straight on this. You don’t want to be the girl
to wear out your welcome, but you’ll be the girl who lets him wear
out your vagina?”

She slaps my arm in the dark. “That’s just
crude, Laurie.” She giggles. “But oh so true. He did wear it out
like a champ.”

Ugh! I was joking. She’s not.

“It’s a game, Laurelyn. Trust me.
I know what I’m doing. He’ll want me more if he has to lie in bed
thinking about me from across the hall. He’ll wish he’d asked me to
stay, but there’s another reason I came home. I don’t want Ben to
know I locked loins with Zac.”

Good grief. That’s what we’re
calling it these days. “Why would Ben
care?”

“You’re an only child so you don’t
get it. Brothers don’t care how old you are. They’re weird about
their friends screwing their sisters.”

What about a sister freaking out over her
brother trying to lock loins with her best friend? Shouldn’t she be
trying to dissuade Ben or something?

“So, I saw you dancing with a
good-looking suit last night. What’s going on with
that?”

Good-looking suit. I can roll with
that. “That was him, the man I ran into at the club
on our way out the other night. The same one I haven’t been able to
stop thinking about for three days.”

“Oh, wow. What a coincidence.” She
doesn’t have to tell me. I thought I’d never see him
again.

“I know. He asked me to dinner
tonight.” I let out a high-pitched squeal that shouldn’t come from
a twenty-two-year-old woman. “He’s sending his driver to pick me up
because he has an afternoon meeting. Is that weird?”

“I guess not, unless he’s calling
the man behind the wheel of a taxi his driver. He must be rich.
What does he do?”

“I don’t know. We didn’t get that
far.”

“What’s his name?”

I opt to not tell her he said it would be more
exciting if I didn’t know. “Umm, we didn’t get that far,
either.”

“Well, that’s fucked up. You’re
going out with a guy and don’t know who he is? Who am I going to
report to the police if you go missing because he’s another
good-looking serial killer? You know, Ted Bundy was terribly
charming too.”

Oh, hell. I hadn’t thought of that. What if he
is some kind of weirdo? “I guess tell them it was the good-looking
suit who did it.”
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Jack McLachlan

Daniel messages me when he is pulling up to the
front of The Ashford Hotel, so I leave our table in the hotel
restaurant to meet her. When I walk out of the hotel to greet my
American girl, Daniel is circling around to open her door, but I
stop him. “I have it, Daniel. Thank you.”

After opening her door, she steps out onto the
sidewalk. She’s wearing a satiny floral one-shouldered dress belted
at the waist and mile-high heels that stretch her legs even longer
than they already are. She’s beautiful and I ache to reach out my
hand to touch the exposed skin on her shoulder.

She looks up at the hotel and then back to me.
“Seriously? You brought me to a hotel?”

Her face tells me she’s pissed off, but it’s
easy to see why she might jump to conclusions. “The meeting with my
sales team was in the hotel’s conference room. I thought we might
have dinner at Ash. It’s the hotel restaurant. I’m told it’s the
best in town.”

Her cheeks pink. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t give it another
thought.”

She takes my offered arm. “You’re not from
Wagga Wagga?”

“No.” That’s all I give her and
she doesn’t push further.

I allow her to walk ahead of me through the
revolving door into the lobby. “Are you staying in this
hotel?”

“No. I’m staying at an estate in
the country.”

“Oh.”

I escort her toward the back of the restaurant
to our table. I pull out her chair and slide it under her when she
sits. “Are you hungry?”

She smiles and I find myself wanting to know
all the secrets she hides behind it. “Very. I’m not one of those
girls who’s scared to eat in front of a date. I hope you don’t mind
that.”

“Not at all.”

She’s quiet as she reads the wine list and our
server arrives to take our drink order. “I’ll have a Sauvignon
Blanc.”

She lifts her eyes from the list. “I have no
idea how to order wine. I’ll have what you’re having.”

“Two Sauvignon Blancs.”

She holds the menu in front of her and I can’t
see her face. She’s studying it like there could be an exam later.
“I don’t know what I want. Everything looks good.”

“My business associate recommended
anything seafood.”

A moment later she places the menu on the
table. “Seafood sounds good. I’ll have the stuffed
prawns.”

After the server brings the wine and takes our
order, we continue our safe, generic conversation. “How did your
friend’s vintages fare last night?”

“Ben did well, but I never
expected anything less. Wine is his family’s business.”

I remember the waitress mentioning that. I
believe she said he was from California. “I understand that. You’re
much more passionate about it when it’s your
livelihood.”

“You say that like you know from
experience.” She’s a sharp one.

“I do. I’m employed in the
wine-making business as well.” It’s a half-truth since I neglect to
tell her I own a large number of the wineries across South
Australia and New Zealand.

She smiles and I see her make the connection.
“So that’s why you were at the vintage dinner last
night?”

“Yes. My employer donates money to
the wine program, so he is given an automatic invitation to the
event. I was sent in his place as a representative.”

We talk about nothing in particular and I feel
the mood of our conversation shift when we finish eating. “I’ve
spent the last hour having dinner with you and you still haven’t
told me your name. Maybe it’s an Australian thing, but where I come
from, that is one of the first things you tell someone. Is there a
reason you haven’t told me?”

I’m interested in picking her brain, hearing
her possible explanation. “Why do you think that could
be?”

She studies my face and for the first time I
notice her unusual eye color. I thought they were brown, but now I
see I was only half-right. They’re lighter, more like caramel than
chocolate. And her hair isn’t a single shade of brown; it’s full of
honey-colored streaks.

Her back stiffens. “I think you’re married
with a wife and two-point-five kids waiting for you to come
home.”

I almost forget her question, I’m so caught up
in watching the windows to her soul. I see something there, but I
can’t put my finger on what it is.

I hold up my empty left hand and point to
where a wedding band would be if I had one. I smile because the
thought of me being married is such a polar opposite from the
truth. “No wife. No two-point-five kids.”

She sits back in her chair and doesn’t appear
as though she’s buying what I’m selling. “The lack of a wedding
band doesn’t prove anything.”

“I am secretive, but it has
nothing to do with being married.”

Our server returns to remove our dishes and we
fall silent until he walks away. “Why are you
secretive?”

“For lack of a better answer, it’s
just how I am.”

She frowns. “Well, that explains
everything.”

These are dangerous waters I’m treading. This
girl is different from the others. If I don’t handle her the right
way, she’ll run. Of this, I’m certain. “You and I will both be in
Wagga Wagga for the next three months. I’d really like to see you
while we’re here.”

“Would I finally get to know your
name?” She’s laughing but has no idea that withholding real names
is my number-one stipulation for dating.

Hell! She’s got me off my game and feeling
like I’ve never done this before.

I draw a breath to clear my head before I
begin. “My life is complicated for reasons I won’t discuss. When it
comes to dating, I need it to be simple and undemanding. Disclosing
my identity complicates things, so you wouldn’t know my real
name.”

“You’re not joking.”

I can’t read her reaction. I have no idea if
she’s on board or freaking out. “When the three months is over, so
are we. I’ll move on and you will too. Because you won’t know my
name or any identifying information about me, you’ll have no way to
contact me. Ever.”

This face I can read, and it’s full of
confusion. “But why?”

I have reasons, but I won’t explain them.
“Because that’s the way I need things to be.”

She’s clearly pissed off as
evidenced by the scowl on her face. “If
you never wanted to hear from me again, that wouldn’t be a problem
on my end, Jack.”

I smile because she has no idea she just used
my real name. “You’d have the same courtesy. You don’t have to tell
me your real name and you choose how much or how little you want to
tell me about yourself.”

She puts her elbows on the table and leans
forward. “You’re crazy as hell, but you already know that,
right?”

I feel her slipping through my fingers, so I’m
forced to use my last line of defense. “I’m a very wealthy man. The
three months we spend together would be the best of your life.
You’d never be able to top what you’d experience with
me.”

She sits back and laughs. “Well, at least
you’re not egotistical.”

I wasn’t finished. I had one more card up my
sleeve. “I’d make your fantasies a reality.”

She licks her lips and then draws the bottom
one into her mouth. God, I’d love to do that for her. “You want me
to have sex with you.”

Now she’s catching on. “Yes, I would like that
very much.”

“Sounds like you need an escort or
a prostitute, and I’m neither of those things.”

Oh, shit. I’ve fucked up royally
now.

I reach for her hand to calm her. “I wasn’t
suggesting you were either. Sex wouldn’t be the only part of our
relationship. There would be much more to it than that.”

She jerks her hand away. “I don’t sleep with
strangers and apparently that’s what you’d continue to be since you
won’t even tell me something as basic as your name.”

I pull my hand back. “You have a very
reasonable argument, but it wouldn’t be like that. We would come to
know each other in our own way.”

“To hell with this shit. I’m outta
here.” She pushes away from the table. “Please call your driver and
ask him to take me home.”

Way to go, Jack. Way to go.

I pull my phone from my pocket and call
Daniel. “Front of the hotel, now.”

I watch her face as she stares off, refusing
to look at me. I regret we didn’t have more time together. I wish I
could take it all back and handle it differently.

“He’ll only be a minute. Please,
allow me to walk you out.” She doesn’t agree or object as I stand
to walk her toward the exit.

The car is at the curb as we move through the
revolving doors. I open the back passenger door for her and her
caramel eyes meet mine before she gets inside. “Have a nice life,
whoever you are.”

Wow, that’s final.

She climbs in and I stand, my hand on the
door, waiting to shut it. I don’t want to let her go like this. I
fight the urge to get into the backseat with her but I know it’s
useless. I’ve insulted her, and she’s made it clear she wouldn’t
accept my proposition. But dammit, I don’t want this to be the last
time I see her, so I stop arguing with myself and get into the
car.

She regards me with narrowed, suspicious eyes.
“What are you doing?”

I close the door. “I’m riding with
you.”

She scoots as far from me as possible. “My
answer is no, so what’s the point?”

Great question. “I don’t know.”

We ride in uncomfortable silence as Daniel
drives us to where she is staying. I rack my brain trying to think
of an alternate approach, but come up short.

After the car stops, Daniel opens the door and
she gets out. I follow, walking by her side toward the apartment’s
entrance, and I can’t fight the urge to make another plea. “Please,
think it over and reconsider my offer.”

She stops dead in her tracks. “You arrogant
jackass! You rode with me so you could try to talk me into going
along with this crazy-ass idea of yours.”

I’m not sure why I feel like I have the right
to touch her or why I think she’d let me, but I reach out and place
my finger over her lips. “Shh. Don’t say no again right now. Wait
until you’ve had time to think about it. This is a new idea, and
you might find you feel different about it once you’ve thought it
over.”

I trail my thumb to her bottom lip and rub it
as I remember the way she sucked it. If you say yes, you’d spend
the next three months having the time of your life.”

I take my hand from her face. “I’ll be in the
hotel restaurant tomorrow night at eight o’clock if you decide you
want to discuss it further.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

I unlock the door and all but fall inside the
empty apartment. Addison is out with Zac for their first postcoital
date. I have no idea where Ben is, but I’m glad to be alone. I
don’t want to explain why I’ve returned from a date with a man I
can’t name.

It’s still early but nothing is on
television, so I change into my pajamas and go to bed. Sleep
doesn’t find me easily because my mind keeps racing with thoughts
of what Mr. Nameless has asked me to do.

It’s shocking. It’s bizarre. It’s
interesting.

It’s a fascinating idea. At least I know how things
would end. There would be no chance of a broken heart. He said it
would be the best three months of my life. I’d experience new and
wonderful things. He’d make my fantasies come true.

Why choose me?

I’ve known from the time I was a small child
something was wrong with me. I’ve never been able to have a normal
relationship with a man—neither romantic or nonromantic. Maybe my
problems stem from my father—or lack thereof––or my mother’s
unrequited love for him. Neither have been much of a positive
influence on my feelings regarding romantic relationships. Whatever
the cause, I’m damaged goods. Maybe I should consider this. It’s
not like I have better offer on the table.

It takes hours for me to doze off because I
can’t stop thinking about the things Nameless said. But I do fall
asleep, only to be awakened by Addison sneaking into our bedroom
again. Does she think that Ben is stupid? He has to know what she’s
doing with Zac.

I look at the clock: 6:27 a.m. this time. She
almost made it to a reasonable hour.

She slides into bed next to me. “Tell me I’m
not going to wake up to this for the next three months,” I
say.

“I make no promises. I see you’re
here so the good-looking suit must not have been a serial-killing
weirdo. How did it go?”

She was dead wrong about the weirdo part. “It
was a bizarre date to say the least.”

“I’m finding out Aussie guys are
different.”

I can think of many words to describe
Nameless, but none do him justice. There needs to be a new word for
what he is. “Different doesn’t even begin to cover what this guy
asked me to do.”

“Ooh, that doesn’t sound
good.”

“My first thoughts were that it
was crazy, but now I’m not sure. I’ve had time to think about it …
and it might be sort of hot.”

Addison sits straight up in the bed. I have
her full attention. “What did he do? Ask you to give him a hand job
under the table at dinner?”

I can’t bring myself to tell her the part
about how he wouldn’t tell me his name or anything personal about
his life. “He asked me to date him for the next three months and
then walk away without any further contact.”

She lies back on the bed. “So, the guy isn’t
into long-distant relationships? Seems pretty reasonable since
you’ll be nine thousand miles away. Zac and I sort of have the same
arrangement.”

No, it’s not the same, but I can’t tell her
the rest. “I guess. He told me he was rich and he would make the
next three months of my life the best I’ve ever had. He said he’d
make my fantasies come true.”

“Umm, the best three months of
your life and fantasies coming true? What’s holding you
back?”

“It just seems pointless to date
someone when I know it’s going to end in three months.” And then
there’s the whole issue of having sex with someone I don’t love.
I’m not sure I can do that.

“You’re overthinking it, Laurelyn.
The guy’s rich and he promises you the best three months of your
life. It’s a no-brainer.”

I can’t believe I’m considering it. “You think
I should do this?”

“If you don’t, will you go home
and wonder what you might have missed?”

The answer is clear. “Of course I
would.”

There’s a knock at our bedroom door. “Come
in,” Addison says. Ben opens it.

“There’s a delivery in
here.”

Addison’s face lights up. “What kind of
delivery?”

“It’s flowers and a catered
breakfast.”

“Awesome!” she says, throwing back
the covers. “See? I told you I knew how to play the game.” It looks
like Ben is going to find out about Zac sooner than she’d
planned.

We walk into the kitchen and there’s a floral
arrangement on the counter next to a basket of breakfast pastries.
Addison holds a bottle of champagne in one hand and orange juice in
the other. “Mimosas for breakfast. Can you believe that? And this
isn’t cheap champagne. It’s expensive. Very expensive.”

She takes the card from the blank envelope and
her smile fades after she reads it. “Oh. This isn’t for
me.”

I feel a surge of hope. Could all of this be
for me? From him, the man with no name? “What does the card
say?”

She holds it up. “‘You won’t regret saying
yes.’ It’s signed, ‘from Lachlan.’”

I smile, but bite my lip in a failed attempt
to hide my pleasure. His name is Lachlan.

I’m confused by this unexpected confession. He
said names weren’t part of the game, so what has changed? Maybe he
decided he is more interested in a normal relationship than the
bizarre one he proposed last night.

I pluck the card from Addison’s hand because I
want to read it for myself. I rub my thumb over his written words.
The penmanship is masculine. I’m sure he signed it
personally.

I hear a pop as Addison opens the champagne.
“Laurie, this guy is jockeying hard for you, girl.”

Ben’s arms are crossed and he looks pissed.
“Come on. You just met this guy. Doesn’t this seem like a little
much?”

“I’d love it if a guy did this for
me.” Addison tops up her champagne with some orange juice. “This is
a guaranteed panty-dropper in my book.”

“Addison!”

Ben storms out of the kitchen and slams his
bedroom door. “You shouldn’t have said that in front of him, and we
both know why.”

Addison reaches for a pastry. “Oh, he’ll get
over it. So, what are you gonna do?”

There’s nothing wrong with trying it. If it
doesn’t feel right, I can always back out. “He asked me to meet him
tonight if I wanted to discuss it further. I think I’m going to
go.”

“That’s my girl. I love that he
has to wait all day wondering if you’ll show tonight. He’ll be so
hard up by the time he sees you walk in. You have to show up late.
I have the perfect little black dress that will knock his socks
off. The back of it is so low, you can almost see your ass
crack.”

She runs into our room and returns
with a next-to-nothing black minidress. Wow, she’s right. It
is low. And short. Maybe
even too short. I hold it up and have no doubt it is going to hit
me high thigh since I’m taller than she is.

“Isn’t this gonna be too short for
me?”

“What do you mean too short? Have
we met?”

–––––

It’s a lazy Sunday so we spend the day hanging out in
the apartment after gorging on quiche and Mimosas. Ben is sullen
the rest of the day, his attitude suggesting he is unhappy about
the prospect of my new acquaintance. He doesn’t speak to me all
day, but that’s all right. I may be staying with him, but I don’t
owe him anything. And his behavior is making it a lot easier to not
feel guilty about meeting up with another guy tonight.

It’s six o’clock and I decide to start getting
ready to meet Lachlan. Addison wants me to be late so he’ll sweat
it out, but if I’m tardy, it won’t be because I wasn’t ready on
time.

I jump in the shower and shave my
legs and pits twice, just in case, but in case of
what, I don’t know. I
apply my makeup as I stand with one towel wrapped around my hair
and one around my body. I decide to go with smoky eyes—the
sultriness will go well with the sensual dress and tall heels
Addison has chosen for me.

It’s twenty minutes until eight and I stand in
front of the mirror studying the final product. Hmm, not bad if I
do say so myself. The smoky eyes and scarlet lips are definitely
going to get his attention but my upswept hair makes my bare back
call out to be touched, and quite possibly, kissed. I have never
felt so alluring in all of my life—or so much like a ho—because I
know why I’m going.

Addison surveys me and instructs me to do a
spin. “Laurelyn, you’re smokin’ hot.”

She is my best friend so it’s her job to say
stuff like that. “It’s the dress.”

“Hell no, it’s not. It’s all you,
and he’ll know it when he peels that dress off you.”

Someone’s awfully anxious for me to get it on
with this guy. “He’s not peeling jack off me tonight. I’m just
going to talk.”

She takes my hands and looks like she’s going
to give me some serious advice. I prepare because this isn’t
something I would expect from her. “Listen to me, Laurelyn. The
best way to get over somebody is to get under someone
else.”

Well, her record stands unblemished. She’s yet
to blow my mind with deep, philosophical advice. I’m laughing when
I hear my cab blow for me. “Cab’s here.”

She hugs me before I leave. “Have a great
time. Text if you see you’ll be late so I won’t worry.”

“Yes, Mom.”

It’s uncomfortable, but I look to where Ben is
sitting on the couch. He doesn’t make a move to even glance in my
direction, so I leave without speaking to him. It’s probably better
that way.

It’s a short drive to the hotel and I’m almost
hyperventilating by the time I walk up to the hostess. “I’m meeting
someone.”

“The name?”

I smile as I say it. “Lachlan.” It’s
ridiculous that I feel like I’ve won some sort of battle by knowing
his name. Laurelyn, one. Lachlan, zero.

She doesn’t look happy about my
arrival. “Oh, yes. He left word he might have a guest joining him.
Right this way.” She leads me to a table for two in the same dimly
lit corner we occupied last night. As I walk toward him, he looks
up from the menu. His gaze
follows my body from my feet up to my
eyes. He
smiles.

I can’t wait to see his reaction to the back
of this dress.

He stands and walks around to slide my chair
out for me, just as he did the prior evening. “I didn’t know if
you’d …” He trails off and I know he’s giving his full attention to
the back—or lack thereof—of my dress. He clears his voice. “I
didn’t know if you’d come or not.”

Yeah, I think he likes the dress just fine. “I
didn’t intend on coming, but here I am all the same.”

“I’m very glad you did. You look
lovely.”

“Thank
you, Lachlan.”
His light blue eyes lock with mine and I give him a smug smile,
letting him know I’m happy I won.

The smile he gives me in return is
complacent. “Did you like the Sauvignon
Blanc last night?”

“I did.”

“Would you like to have that again
or try something else?”

I shrug. “That’s fine.”

He orders our wine and then sits back in his
chair, seemingly pleased with himself. “I assume you’re here to
discuss my proposal.”

I sit up straighter when I take notice of
myself slouching. I can’t show any sign of weakness if I’m going to
keep the upper hand. “It would seem so.”

“Ask me anything.” He’s so
beautiful and confident. Dammit, it’s unnerving.

I lace my fingers together and prop my elbows
on the table. Yes, I know that’s considered rude at dinner, but I
like the confidence it gives me. “You have no qualms about asking
me to do this. I assume you’ve done this before?”

“Yes, but never for more than
three to four weeks. Three months would be new for me, but I’m
excited about trying something different.”

I’m anxious to point out how he has already
tried something new by giving up one of his biggest stipulations
for me. “You told me your name, so that’s different. Does that mean
your issue with being anonymous has changed?”

He takes a big drink of wine. “Lachlan isn’t
my real name. You needed something to call me, so that’s what I
chose.”

“Oh.” I feel my silly girlish hope
deflate. “How many times have you done this?”

It could be in the hundreds. Or worse, maybe
he has no idea.

“Is that really important?” He’s
stalling, so knowing the number becomes crucial to me at this
point—a make-or-break kind of significance.

“It’s important to me.”

His brow wrinkles and I think he’s doing the
math in his head. “I guess there’s been twelve.”

I admit twelve is far fewer than I’d imagined,
but he has to guess? We’re not talking a hundred and twelve, so is
it really that hard to be sure? “When did you start doing
this?”

“The first time was four years
ago. I did it on a whim and I liked it. It works for me, so I
haven’t had any other type of relationship since.”

Twelve women in four years. That wasn’t …
terrible. “And you didn’t tell any of those women who you
are?”

“No.”

Here comes the biggie. “Do you always have sex
with the women who agree to a relationship like this with
you?”

“Yes.” That’s what I expected him
to say, but hearing him admit it gives me more of a reality check.
I would be added to a list occupied by twelve others before
me.

He sees the reality of it all registering in
my head. “Don’t think about the others. I don’t.”

And he wouldn’t think of me either three
months from now when he moves on to the woman after me. I’m
surprised by how that bothers me. “I don’t know if I’m cut out for
this.”

He reaches across the table and puts his hand
on top of mine. “I won’t feel like a stranger to you for long.
You’ll come to know me quickly. And it’ll be the real me, even if
you don’t know my name.”

I’m attracted to this man, but I’m not sure I
can ever feel comfortable enough to have sex with him when I don’t
know his name.

“You’ll be surprised how quickly
our relationship will progress when there are no silly pretenses.
We come together knowing what the other’s expectations are, so it
makes things easier, more relaxed. Our time together is so much
more enjoyable because our only motives are to enjoy each other’s
company. There’s no pressure and it’s … fantastic.”

I guess there isn’t any pressure when he knows
I’m a sure thing.

“Are you on birth
control?”

Damn, he’s no nonsense and doesn’t hesitate in
getting right down to business, although I haven’t agreed to any of
this. “Of course.”

He smiles. “Good. We’ll still use condoms. I’m
more comfortable with two forms of birth control since none of them
are a hundred percent. I don’t want you leaving here with my
ankle-biter in your belly.”

Damn, he’s presumptuous.

As the child of a single mother, I neither
want nor need a child. I catch a rigor thinking about it.
“Definitely not.”

Casual sex. Can I do this? At least when I was
sleeping with Blake, I thought I loved him. As beautiful as he is,
I don’t know if I can be intimate with Lachlan when I feel no love
for him. Hell, I don’t even know him, but he says I will. And soon,
it seems. “Is it difficult to end the relationship when it’s
over?”

He’s so casual about the whole thing. “I’ve
never had a problem with it. There’s no kind of attachment because
we’re not together long enough, and we’re both aware of how things
will end.”

But we wouldn’t be together for three to four
weeks like his other relationships. We’d be together for three
months. That seems like a big difference to me, but what do I know?
I’m not the one who has done this before.

“So, in all that time, I wouldn’t
meet your friends or family?”

“No. Meeting those people who are
closest to me is too complicated. It would be impossible for you to
meet them without learning who I am, and I don’t want the task of
lying to them about what we are to each other.”

“So, they’d never know I existed.
Of course, that makes sense.” I swallow hard. Am I really thinking
of agreeing to this total madness? To becoming someone else’s
secret? Haven’t I played that part enough already?

“Are you accepting? Because it
sounds like you are.” His intense blue eyes smolder, begging me to
tell him I will be his for the next three months.

“I’m
not saying yes
yet.”

“But, you’re not saying
no.”

He wants this badly. “The only thing I’m
agreeing to do is spend time with you. We’ll see how things go from
there.”

He beams. “I need something to call you
besides Yank or American girl.”

If I don’t know his real name, he doesn’t
deserve to know mine. I try to think on my feet, but it’s hard to
come up with an alias I’d like to be called for the next three
months. I go with my middle name and my sperm donor’s last name.
“Paige Beckett.”

He reaches across the table and strokes my
fingers with his, igniting a swarm of butterflies low in my gut.
“It’s very nice to meet you, Paige Beckett.”
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Jack McLachlan

I already see Paige Beckett isn’t going to make
this easy for me. The others never made me wait for an answer. This
is something new, but I like the thrill of not knowing. I don’t
need to hear her say yes tonight because working to win her over is
going to be so much more fun.

“And you are Lachlan
who?”

Everyone knew me as Jack, but my mother called
me Jack Henry my whole life, so I go with something that feels
familiar. “Lachlan Henry.”

I’ve never used a name so similar to my real
one, but I know why this is a first. Being coy with myself is
useless; I don’t want to hear her shout another man’s name when I
make her come. I want to hear her say my name, or at least some
semblance of it.

I smile as I think about the things I will do
to hear her call out my name. “And how old are you, Miss
Beckett?”

“Seventeen.”

“What!” There is no way she’s
seventeen. I inspect her face, studying it intently, but don’t know
what it is I hope to find. Laugh lines maybe?

She watches my face. “Is my age a problem for
you?”

“Hell, yeah, seventeen is a
problem.” I throw my napkin on the table. All of this has been a
waste. “Forget it all. This whole thing is off.”

“I don’t act seventeen. I’m very
mature for my age.”

“No way. You’re not even old
enough to be drinking that wine.” I lean in and whisper so no one
will overhear. “I’m almost twice your age.”

“I don’t mind. I have daddy
issues.” She breaks into a huge grin and I hear a girlish giggle.
That’s when I realize she’s fucking with me and has the ability to
lie with a straight face. I’ll have to remember that for future
reference.

I’m not amused. “I see I have a comedienne on
my hands.”

She’s still smiling, seemingly pleased by my
sharp reaction. “I’m not really, but you walked right into that one
and I couldn’t resist. Relax, I’m twenty-two, at least until the
groundhog comes out in search of his shadow. How old are
you?”

None of the women I’ve been with have been
playful like she is. Since I always choose older women, she’s quite
a bit younger than what I’m used to. At least fifteen years. Maybe
twenty. Will she wonder if I’m too old for her the same way I’m
wondering if she’s too young for me? “I’ll be thirty next month. Is
that a problem for you?”

“Nope. I hope to be thirty in
about eight years.”

All right, Jack. You could have your hands
full with this one. Are you ready for her and what she could
bring?

“Are you in school or do you have
a profession?”

“I’m a musician.”

Oh, that explains why she sings
and plays the guitar so well. “I heard you
at the club the other night.”

“I didn’t know if you were there
when I sang.”

I decline telling her I was the guy sitting in
the corner being a creepy stalker. “You’re very good. I’ve never
heard ‘Crash Into Me’ sound quite like that before. I won’t forget
it anytime soon.”

She blushes like she’s not used to hearing
compliments. “Thank you. It was a pretty big coincidence that we
ended up at the same vintage dinner after running into each other
at the club.”

Should I tell her how I worked everything out
so I could see her again? Oh, why not? “I don’t think it can be
called a coincidence since I already knew you were going to be
there. I paid my waitress to find out if you’d be accompanying your
friend’s brother.”

She gawks at me. “So, that’s why that waitress
was so damn nosy?”

I smile with pride. “Yes, and I arranged for
your friend’s wine to be temporarily misplaced so I could lure him
away from you. You do realize he’s quite smitten with
you?”

“You’re a master of
manipulation.”

I notice the way she chooses to not
acknowledge my comment about her roommate’s attraction and I wonder
if she is well versed in the game of manipulation as well. “I
prefer to call it determination.”

“And are you always that
determined to get what you want?”

I go to extreme measures to have my way, but I
think I’ll keep that to myself. “Within reason.”

“I’m not certain
I want to hear anymore about the tactics you use to get what you
want.” That’s probably a
wise choice.

I decide to let her choose our new topic of
conversation. “So, what would you like to hear about?”

She shifts her attention to the
glass of wine in her hand. “Tell me more
about what you do in the wine industry.”

That is an easy one. I can recite this in my
sleep. “My employer owns a vast majority of the wineries across
Australia and New Zealand. You can call me his right-hand man. I
travel from vineyard to vineyard to oversee everything from the
books to the harvest.”

She nods. “I see. Do you have
family?”

“Yes.” She’s waiting for more of
an answer, but I don’t budge.

“Do you see them
often?”

“I visit when I’m in between
vineyards.”

She gives me a quizzical look. “This is like
pulling teeth with you. I just want to understand you better. I’m
not asking you to tell me anything identifying.”

None of the other women were interested in
knowing about my family, so I’m not well prepared for how to
answer. “My oldies live outside Sydney. I have a younger brother.
He’s married and has two little girls. I also have a younger sister
still living at home. She’s a year younger than you and studies at
a culinary institute.” That’s all she’s getting from me. “What
about your rellies?”

“It’s just my mom and
me.”

She doesn’t have a father? “What about your
old man?”

“That’s a long story.”

Maybe it’s not fair of me to ask since I’m
unwilling to share much about my family, but I want to know her
story. “I don’t have anywhere to be.”

She looks like she’s settling in for a long
explanation. “My mom was a rising musician when she got pregnant
with me. My sperm donor was a famous country music star. They met
when my mom signed with his label.” She shrugs. “He was married so
they started having an affair. His wife didn’t take too well to
finding out about her husband’s pregnant mistress, especially since
she was pregnant too. I have a half-brother I’ve never met and he’s
almost the exact same age as I am. Isn’t that charming?”

She lifts her wine glass to her
mouth. “So, as you can see, I wasn’t
joking when I said I had daddy issues.”

“That’s why you immediately asked
me if I was married.”

She’s pushing food around her plate. “It’s
only one of the reasons.”

“You didn’t eat much. I thought
you weren’t scared to eat on a date.”

She shrugs again. “Nervous stomach, you could
say.”

“If you’re finished, you want to
get out of here?”

“Sure.”

We leave through the same revolving doors we
used the previous night, but under very different circumstances. We
stand on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant and Daniel pulls
to the curb from across the street where he’s been waiting. He gets
out to open the door, but I don’t have a clue where I’d have him
drive us since I’m unfamiliar with Wagga Wagga. “It’s a beautiful
night. Do you feel like walking?”

“Sure.”

I tell Daniel, “I’ll call when we’re ready to
be picked up.”

He shuts the door. “Of course,
sir.”

“Which way? Lady’s
choice.”

She glances in both directions and shrugs as
she points to her right. “Always go right and you’ll never go
wrong.”

We start walking and I remember the shoes
she’s wearing. She looks great in them, but there is no way they
will be comfortable for walking. “Those heels are sexy as hell but
don’t they hurt your feet?”

She laughs. “I’m used to wearing high heels.
I’ll be okay. But it’s very considerate of you to think of my
feet.”

I’m not sure if she’s being honest. “I
wouldn’t want you to be uncomfortable, so please tell me if they
hurt and I will call Daniel to pick us up.”

“I will.” She surprises me by
looping her arm through mine. “Thank you for the beautiful flowers
and breakfast you sent. Addison and I were almost drunk by ten
o’clock. It was great.”

Flowers and breakfast were nothing compared to
what I would give her if she agreed to be with me. “You’re welcome.
I’m glad you liked the champagne. What about Australia? Are you
enjoying it?”

“I like it very much, but I can’t
get use to the idea of Christmas during summer.”

I had forgotten December is winter in the US.
“I’ve never thought of it being any other way.”

“Will you spend Christmas with
your family outside of Sydney?”

Her questions aren’t identifying, but they
still make me uncomfortable. “Yes. Everyone gathers at my parents’
on Christmas Eve and we spend Christmas Day together. It makes for
an interesting night with my brother’s kids waiting for Santa to
come since the oldest is three now.”

“Oh, that sounds like
fun.”

I can tell she’s an only child. “It is fun for
about two minutes, and then everyone is sick of each
other.”

She stops dead in her tracks and places her
palms against the glass window of a store. “Look at that. I think
it’s a Martin D-45.”

I inspect the guitar on the stand in the
window and see nothing special about it. It just looks like any
other to me. “I take it that’s good?”

I think she might be amused by my question
when I see her grin. “Yes, that’s very good. I’ve dreamed of having
one forever.”

“Why haven’t you gotten
one?”

She gazes into the window and reminds me of a
child wishing for a toy at Christmas. “Because a D-45 costs about
twelve grand.”

“Shouldn’t you have one if you’re
going to be a successful musician?”

“Sure, I need one, but that
doesn’t mean I can afford it. I have my mom’s guitar to get me by
until I can afford one. It’s older than I am, but it’s still good.”
Her hands are still splayed against the storefront glass. “She’s
never told me so, but I think the sperm donor gave it to her.
Sometimes I catch her playing it and she looks like she’s been
crying.”

She wasn’t kidding about having daddy
issues.

“I’ll have a
Martin one day,” she sighs as she steps
away from the
storefront.

We continue our walk until we come to the next
street and I see the sign for Stout Avenue. “The Blues Club
shouldn’t be far from here. You want to swing by and see what’s
happening?”

“Sure. Which way do you think it
is?”

“One way to find out.” I pull out
my phone and use an app to find it several blocks to the north.
“It’s six blocks that way.”

She lifts her foot from one of her shoes and
inspects it. “I don’t know if I can walk six blocks. My heels are
starting to rub.”

“You said you would tell me if
they hurt. I don’t want you to be in pain. I’ll call
Daniel.”

She lifts the other foot and inspects it.
“Would you think I was weak if I let you?”

“I don’t think for one minute
there’s anything weak about you.” I spot a bench on the sidewalk.
“We’ll wait for him here.”

While awaiting Daniel’s arrival, we sit on the
bench and I reach for her feet. “Let me see what we’ve got going on
here.”

She resists as I try to pull her feet into my
lap. “What are you doing?”

“What does it look like? I’m going
to rub your feet while we wait for Daniel.”

“You don’t have to do
that.”

“I know I don’t have to. I want
to.”

She gives in and twists on the bench to put
her feet in my lap. I slip off her shoes and begin rubbing the
first foot. “If you say yes, I will pamper you everyday like a
princess.”

She laughs, clearly not realizing how serious
I am. “That certainly sweetens the offer and makes it more
tempting.”

I slide my palm from her foot up her calf. “I
don’t want my offer to be tempting. I want it to be irresistible,
so tell me what it will take for you to say yes.”

She studies me and grins. “I need time, and I
need to know you better.”

She’s always guarded, but I’m impatient, so
the time she needs for getting to know me is the one thing I don’t
want to give her. Doesn’t she understand we can do that after she
agrees?

In a fine example of Daniel’s
impeccably wrong timing, he pulls up as I am trying to warm Paige to
the idea of us. I slip her shoes back onto her feet. When she
stands, I scoop her in my arms
and carry her to the car where Daniel is waiting
with the opened door.

Her arms are around my neck and she gives me a
disapproving look. “I think this is a little over the
top.”

“I tend to be that way, and you’d
do well to remember that. I meant it when I said I didn’t want you
in pain and I’d pamper you like a princess.”

She giggles again like that seventeen-year-old
girl she pretended to be earlier. “I think I could’ve managed the
few steps it would’ve taken me to get to the car.”

We slide across the backseat. “This is me
trying to persuade you to say yes, Paige.”

“I thank you, but it’s quite
unnecessary. And I hope you don’t think you’re carrying me from the
car into the club because that’s not happening.”

“We’ll see.”

Daniel stops on the street in front of The
Blues Club. “I’m not getting out unless I’m walking on my own. No
sneaking to scoop me up again. Got it, Jack?”

I whirl around before I get out of the car.
She has called me Jack for a second time. “Yes, ma’am.”

I get out of the car and offer my hand. “Thank
you.”

She’s standing in front of me and I can’t
resist asking, “Why do you call me Jack?”

“I don’t know. It’s something my
mom has always said, so I say it too. Sort of like when I asked you
if you wanted to dance when we were trying to dodge around each
other.”

“Oh.”

We walk into the club and sit at a table close
to the stage. There is a full band tonight and I recognize “Every
Breath You Take” by The Police.

Paige pecks the tabletop with her fingertips
to the beat and a waitress comes to our table. We’re sitting right
next to the speakers, so she yells out over the music, “What can I
get for you?”

Paige smiles and winks at me when she places
her order. “I’ll have a screaming orgasm, please.” Hell, yeah.
She’ll have plenty of those over the next few months if I have
anything to do with it.

“And for you?”

Interesting drink choice. Interesting enough
that I think I might need to try one. I stare at Paige as I call
out my order. “I’ll have a screaming orgasm also.”

I slip out of my jacket and toss it across the
empty chair next to me. “Do you always wear a suit?”

“I do when I have business
meetings.”

“I didn’t realize you had a
meeting tonight.”

“It was a brief one.” She watches
as I loosen the knot of my tie and unfasten the top button of my
shirt. I unbutton my sleeves and roll them up on my forearms. “You
don’t like the suit?”

“I like it very much, but I’m
curious to see what else you wear.”

“Then I guess you’ll have to see
me again so you can find out.”

Our waitress returns with our
drinks and I pass her my card to start a tab. “I’ll be
suitless for the next
few days. Would you like to come out to the estate where I’m
staying for a visit tomorrow? I’d love to give you a tour of the
vineyard.”

She takes a drink of her screaming orgasm as
she watches me over the rim of her glass. “Okay.”

Another yes. It isn’t the one I want, but it’s
a start and could lead to the one I’m desperate to hear. “Perfect.
If I pick you up around ten, that will give us time to drive back
for lunch. Does that work for you?”

One-on-one time is what I need to persuade her
to accept, so tomorrow I will get the yes I so desire.
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Laurelyn Prescott

Four screaming orgasms later, which is two more
than I usually have, Lachlan and I slide into the backseat of his
car. I only make it to the middle of the seat as I glide across, so
our legs are touching when he gets in beside me. The only thing
separating our skin is the fabric of his trousers, but his touch
sends a thrill of excitement throughout my body.

Daniel peers at Lachlan through the rearview
mirror. “Where to, sir?”

He surveys me for an answer. I think he’s
hoping I’ll tell him I want to go home with him tonight, but I
don’t. I haven’t agreed to this insanity yet.

“To Miss Beckett’s,” he tells
Daniel.

I’m feeling the effects of my four cocktails.
Liquid courage pulsates through my veins. I feel brave. And flirty.
I put my hand on Lachlan’s thigh and use my fingertip to trace an
imaginary infinity symbol. I feel the muscle in his thigh grow taut
through his pants. “Mr. Henry, does Daniel have any idea what it is
you do with the women you keep in your company?”

Without being asked, Daniel reaches for the
control on the radio and increases the volume of the music in the
front of the car. I hear “Talk Dirty To Me” for a brief second
before he changes the station to classical. Or maybe opera. I’m too
buzzed to tell. Either way, I don’t care for it.

I lean forward. “Daniel. Change it back to
Poison.”

I see him eye his employer in the rearview
mirror. Lachlan gives him a curt nod and I hear Bret Michaels
singing again.

“I love this song.”

“I do too, but I’d like it much
better if you were singing it to me instead of Poison.”

“I’ve been known to take
requests.”

“Me too. I can talk dirty by
request anytime.”

I become hypersensitive to everything about
this man. His breathing sounds louder and his scent stronger, so
masculine. I love the feel of his leg beneath my finger. “You
didn’t answer me. Does Daniel know what you do with
women?”

It’s dark and I can’t make out his expression.
“I pay Daniel to be available when I need him. He isn’t my
confidant, so we don’t discuss what I do with the women I
date.”

“The women
you date,” I
whisper as I turn to stare out the window. The streetlights flash
like strobes as we pass. If I say yes, I will be number thirteen. I
can’t imagine that going well. Thirteen is always
unlucky.

He puts his hand on my knee and heat radiates
up my thigh. “I want to know what you’re thinking.”

His intimate gesture gains my full
attention. “I would be number
thirteen.”

I’m not certain, but I think he’s amused by my
observation. “I suppose you would be.”

I’m superstitious. I always have been. “It’s
an unlucky number.”

“I don’t think it is. I was born
on the thirteenth.”

If I do this, something will go wrong and this
man will hurt me. I know it as sure as I’m sitting here next to him
feeling how much he makes me want to say yes. “How can you think
it’s possible to have something this hot without one of us getting
burned?”

I see him grin in the darkness. “You think
this thing between us is hot?”

Daniel pulls to a stop in front of Ben’s
apartment building. I don’t reply to Lachlan—it’s never wise to
throw fuel on a fire already raging out of control.

Daniel opens the door and I get out of the car
behind Lachlan. We walk up the sidewalk to the building’s entrance
and he shocks me by reaching for my hand. It’s such a sweet and
intimate thing to do. “Do you have your own bedroom?”

“No. Addison and I share the guest
room.”

“Good.”

What? Did he think I was sharing a
bed with Ben? What if I were? He didn’t have a claim on me.
Yet. “Where did you think I was
sleeping?”

“I had no idea since these
apartments are so small. However, I do know your friend’s brother
would like nothing better than to have you in his bed. Then again,
so would I, so I don’t guess I have room to say much.”

There he goes again, saying
whatever is on his mind. I’m not sure if I
should appreciate his honesty or brace myself for whatever might
come out of his mouth next. “Are you missing your filter, or is it
an Aussie thing to blurt out every inappropriate thought you
have?”

We’re standing at the entrance to the building
and I sense what’s coming next. I feel it in my bones. And my
groin. He’s going to kiss me. And I want him to. Badly.

But then that isn’t what he does.

He pushes me until my back is against the
building. He pins me with his hips so I’m trapped. There’s no
escape—not that I would try. His eyes dart from mine to my mouth,
then back up to my eyes. “I say exactly what’s on my mind because I
don’t have time for silly games. I told you I don’t do pretenses,
and this is me showing you what I mean. I want you to know exactly
what’s on my mind.”

It’s unnerving the way his eyes pierce mine.
“And what’s on your mind right now?”

His mouth is so close to mine, I feel his warm
breath on my lips. “Right now, all I’m thinking about is how I’m
going to get you in my bed so I can show you all the ways I can
make you come.”

Umm … yes, please and thank you.

He makes me want to get on all fours and crawl
like a tigress. I’m burning from the inside out, and he hasn’t even
kissed me yet. This man is talented. I wonder what he’d be able to
do if we weren’t standing in a very public place.

He takes my mouth with his hand and squeezes
my jaw inward before he rubs his thumb over my lips. “I’ve been
wanting to devour this mouth since the first time I saw
you.”

“Then, why don’t you?” I feel
audacious so I issue a challenge. “I dare you.”

I watch his face as I wait for him
to take me up on my invite. Come on, I
want you to do it. My chest heaves up and
down so hard, I can see it moving in my peripheral vision, and my
breathing is embarrassingly loud. I’m stunned by my sudden and
unexpected urgency for him. I shove the bells and whistles I hear
aside—the ones alerting me to how wrong this is—because I don’t
want to heed my subconscious warnings. I only want to feel what
this man is offering—to make my fantasies come true.

The next moment, his lips are on mine and my
mouth opens to invite his tongue inside to play. His hand slides
from my face to the nape of my neck and pulls me hard against his
body, holding me prisoner. Through the thin material of my dress, I
can feel how hard he is for me.

His tongue finds mine and begins a slow,
seductive dance. This man knows how to kiss. He has the ability to
weaken my knees, and my body is no longer my own to control. It
belongs to him, to do with as he wishes. He’s my
puppeteer.

I moan against his mouth and he slides his
hands up the bare skin of my back through the opening of my dress.
His mouth leaves mine and he drags it across my face to hover over
my ear. “I can’t wait to have a naughty with you. You know it’s
only a matter of time, and when I do, I’m going to make you come so
hard.”

I hear the catch in my own breath. No one has
ever said anything like that to me, even Blake, and Lachlan’s
promise pools like pure liquid seduction between my
thighs.

His mouth is hovering over my ear when I hear
his husky voice again. “You want that, don’t you?”

“Yes.” I don’t know whose voice I
hear, but it sounds nothing like mine—it’s that of a desperate
woman.

“There’s no reason you have to be
in my bed for me to make you come.” He takes his hand out of the
back of my dress. I feel it slide around my waist down toward the
spot where I want his touch most. I pant with
anticipation.

I hear the sound of someone clearing his voice
and I jump because I’m startled. But Lachlan isn’t—he’s annoyed as
he drops his hand from its southern destination. He sighs heavily
and inspects the person interrupting us.

It could have been anyone in the building—or
the world—but of course, it isn’t. It’s Ben. His voice drips with
contempt as he walks past us to the door. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean
to interrupt.”

I’m embarrassed and don’t know what to say.
“No, it’s fine. You weren’t interrupting anything.”

Liar, liar. My pants are so on fire. And so is
the rest of me.

Ben interrupted Lachlan at the very moment he
was about to stroke my slut button. Oh, dammit, the timing couldn’t
have been worse. “I’d like to introduce you to Lachlan Henry. This
is Ben Donavon.”

They stare at each other for a few
seconds and I wait for them to whip out their dicks and start a
pissing contest. Wow. The silence isn’t
awkward at all.

Lachlan extends his hand first. “Nice to meet
you, Ben.”

Ben takes his hand but doesn’t appear at all
pleased about doing so. “I don’t recognize your name, but your face
is familiar. Have we met before?”

Lachlan releases his hand and shakes his head.
“I don’t think so.”

Ben continues to study Lachlan. “I’m pretty
certain we have.”

Lachlan rubs his chin with his palm. “I was at
the university’s vintage dinner. That must be it.”

“No, that’s not it.”

Lachlan shrugs and puts his hands in his
pockets. “I don’t know what to tell you, mate.”

Ben makes no attempt to hide that he wants me
away from the opposition. “If you’re done here, I’ll walk you
up.”

I’m so not done here. Not even
close. “Umm, I’ll be up in a
minute.”

He doesn’t say anything as he slings the door
open with more force than is necessary.

Lachlan doesn’t wait for the door to shut
before he brings up Ben’s attraction to me again. “That bloke wants
you in a bad way.”

I don’t want to talk about Ben. I want to get
back to Lachlan sliding his hand under my dress, so I move closer
and put my arms around his shoulders. “Where were we?”

He brings his mouth back to mine and tugs on
my bottom lip with his teeth. “I will spontaneously combust if we
are interrupted again. How about I make good on my promise tomorrow
when you come out to the vineyard with me?”

I want to tell him I’m willing to take the
risk, but he’s right. Being interrupted again would blow.
“Okay.”

He kisses my forehead and it’s unexpected
because it feels affectionate—not at all like the arranged
relationship we’re entering into. “I’ll be here to pick you up at
ten o’clock.”

“I’ll be
waiting.” Breathless and aroused.

“There’s no
pressure, but my schedule is clear through Thursday evening. I’d
really like for you to stay a few days with me at the vineyard.
I’m eager to get
our stranger anxiety behind us so we can move on to the fun
stuff.”

“I haven’t said
yes.” That’s me playing hard to
get.

He pulls me close and whispers against my ear.
“But you will.”

He is one cocky son of a bitch. But an
accurate one. Still, I’m not ready to let him in on that little
secret. I want him to work for it a little longer. “I’ll think
about it.”

“And I’ll think of you until
tomorrow.” He kisses my forehead again and I watch him walk to his
car.

This beautiful man has a dark side that draws
me in, yet makes me want to run. I’ve never been more certain of
anything in my life, and I wonder how I’ve allowed myself to be
pulled in.

When I walk into the apartment, Ben is nowhere
in sight. I guess he’s in his bedroom avoiding me, which is fine. I
refuse to feel guilty about having a relationship with someone
else. I never led him to believe there was anything between
us.

I go into the bedroom and Addison isn’t home,
so I check my phone. She’s sent a text to let me know she’s staying
at Zac’s. Good. I hope she stays all night this time.


 


 8

Jack McLachlan

After enjoying a very pleasant evening with
Miss Beckett, I’m in bed no more than an hour when I get a call
from my right-hand man at the Chalice Vineyard. I immediately sit
up, knowing something serious has happened if he’s calling me at
this hour. “Clyde, what’s happened?”

“I’m sorry to
wake you at this hour, Jack, but there’s been a fire at
Chalice tonight. It’s
under control now, but there’s damage on the south
side.”

Chalice
is my favorite vineyard. My father owned it when I was growing up
and I spent a lot of time there as a child with its workers, who
are now my employees. As such, they are almost family—their safety
is priority. “Was anyone injured?”

“No injuries.”

Thank God no one is hurt. “Have you been able
to assess the damage?”

“It’s hard to tell because it’s
still dark, but it appears to be minimal. We were lucky to catch it
when we did. John was awake and saw the blaze from his bedroom
window.” It helps that the vines are still green and there’s
moisture from a rain we had a couple of days ago. At least we had
that in our favor.

“Can you tell how it
started?”

“The fire chief will be back to
inspect it in the morning, but he told me he has reason to believe
it was arson. He said he should be able to give us a definite
answer tomorrow.”

Arson? That isn’t good.

I call Daniel to let him know I will be
leaving for Sydney within the hour.

I don’t have Paige’s number, but I’ll need to
let her know of the change in plans. I go into my library and take
out the phone I’ve already chosen to give her. I write a quick note
and insert it inside the package.

My next call is to my personal assistant,
Jonathan. “It’s Jack. I’m sorry to call at this hour, but I have a
job for you that must be done first thing in the morning. When you
come into my office, you’ll find a small brown box on my desk. I
need you to deliver it to the recipient by eight in the morning and
not a minute later. It’s personal and very important to
me.”

“Of course, sir.
No later than
eight.”

There’s little to no traffic on
the road so I drive my black Fisker Karma coupe convertible faster
than I should as I race toward Chalice. The businessman in me
should use the drive to think about how I plan to handle the
problem at Chalice, but I have something else on my mind. This something
else has long brown hair, big golden-brown eyes, and a body that
makes me hard just thinking about it.
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Laurelyn Prescott

I wake the next morning to an arm smacking me
across my face. Ugh! She’s back again. My vacation from getting
smacked around in my sleep is short-lived. I give her a stout
shove. “Knock that shit off, Addison.”

She grunts and flops away from me. Good. I’m
safest when she’s facing away from me.

I hear a loud knock on my bedroom
door and Ben’s irritated voice on the other side. “You have another
delivery from him.”

Addison’s eyes pop open. She stretches like a
cat and moans like a porn star. “Another delivery? Maybe he sent
breakfast again. I’m starving.”

I look at the clock and see that it isn’t
quite eight o’clock. It was late when he brought me home last
night, so how has he managed to have something delivered to me this
early?

I put on my bra because I won’t go
free-boobin’ in front of Ben. My robe provides added protection
over the pajamas before I investigate what my three-month fling has
sent me.

A small brown package is on the table. I use
the scissors to cut into it. Inside I find a new iPhone with a
personalized card:

I have an emergency at one of the vineyards.
I’ll be gone most of the day so I’m forced to cancel our plans for
today. This phone is your direct line to me—my number is already
programmed in. I’ll call you later when the situation is under
control and we’ll make plans for a rain check soon.
—Lachlan

I’m surprised by the disappointment I feel.
“Lachlan has a problem at work, so it seems I’m free for the
day.”

“Great. Zac and Ben are tied up
with some kind of project, so I think we should have a girls’ day
out and go shopping.”

I don’t have money for shopping, so I guess
I’m browsing. “That sounds like a great idea.”

Addison picks up the new iPhone. “Why did he
send you another phone? Doesn’t he know you already have
one?”

The iPhone isn’t a gift. It’s a
booty-call device—his means of communicating with me about hooking up while he
holds all the control. This is one way he remains untraceable. He’d
never give me his real number, so I predict he has one just like
this designated only for my calls. That’s what he means when he
says it is my direct line to him.

It’s also a reminder that this relationship
isn’t romantic and won’t ever be. It is arranged and temporary. I’d
do well to not forget that any time soon.

“My phone’s been acting up since
we got here. It won’t hold a charge so I guess he thought I needed
a new one.” I lie to my best friend because I can’t bring myself to
confess the terms of Lachlan’s arrangement. She’ll think he’s
bat-shit crazy. And that I am, too, for agreeing to it.
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Jack McLachlan

I turn the five-hour drive
to Chalice into a
little more than four. When I arrive, I see Clyde standing outside
the office building, waiting for me. “Jack, it’s been too long. I’m
glad to have you here, but I’d be happier if it wasn’t under these
circumstances.”

Clyde began working for my father
at Chalice before
I was born and now he works for me. I’ve known him my entire life,
so I trust him. “I’m sorry I had to drag you out of bed in the
middle of the night for this.”

“It goes with the territory,
Clyde. The good, the bad, and the ugly. This just happens to be a
dose of the bad and ugly at the same time.”

“The fire chief said he would be
here at nine, so I expect him any minute.”

I’m anxious to see the burned area. “Can we go
out to survey the damage?”

“Not until he’s finished
inspecting it in the daylight. There were a lot of people working
to put out the fire, so he doesn’t want any further contamination
of the scene.”

That seems reasonable. I check my watch and
see it is a quarter to nine. Paige has gotten my package by now and
I have a few minutes before the fire inspector will arrive, so I
try out our new means of communication.

I take out the phone meant only for Paige’s
calls and dial her number. She must have had the phone in her hand
because she answers on the first ring. “Good mornin’, Mr.
Henry.”

“Good morning, Miss
Beckett.”

“Are you wondering how I knew it
was you?” I could hear the amusement in her voice.

“Could it possibly be because I’m
the person who sent you the phone and I’m the only person with the
number? Or because my name came up on the caller ID?”

She laughs. “None of the above.”

“No, huh?” Though I’d been in a
hurry before leaving this morning, I had taken the time to program
a personalized ringtone. “Maybe it was the ‘Talk Dirty to Me’
ringtone.”

“That’s the more likely
reason.”

“Liked that, did you?”

“Very much so. You deserve extra
points for that.”

So, she’s keeping score? “I was unaware of the
extra point system. What does a personalized ringtone earn me, Miss
Beckett?”

“I
haven’t chosen a reward system yet, but I’ll let you know once I
decide.”

She has another decision I am way more
interested in than a points-and-reward system. “Please do. I might
want to work harder on earning extra points if the reward is worth
the work.”

“My prize is always worth the
effort, Mr. Henry. Have you solved your problem at the vineyard
yet?”

“Yes and no. There was a fire last
night so the imminent danger is over, but I’m waiting for the fire
inspector to come out so he can tell us what happened. I’ll be tied
up with this mess most of the day. Since it’s a four- to five-hour
drive, I won’t be back until late. I was hoping to get a rain check
on our plans, possibly tomorrow?”

“Hmm, I’ll have to check my social
calendar. It seems to be pretty full at the moment.” She hesitates.
“Looks like I can work you in.”

I wonder if I’ll ever get used to her
playfulness. “Same plan? Pick you up at ten?”

“I’ll be waiting.”

I see a vehicle coming up the drive and assume
it’s the fire inspector. Good. He’s early. I’m ready to be done
with this so I can get back to Avalon. Back to Paige. “Okay. I’ll
see you tomorrow.”

We end our call and I meet the inspector
outside my office. He explains the evidence he’ll be collecting and
how it’ll be used in the investigation. I follow him to the site
and stay out of his way as he gathers the proof of someone trying
to burn my vineyard.

Seeing the damage is painful, but I remind
myself of how it could’ve been much worse if any of my people had
been injured.

“I’m sending this evidence for
testing because I have to, but I don’t need the results to tell you
this was arson. There’s accelerant all over the scene, so you might
want to be thinking about who your enemies are. They could try this
again.”

I don’t have to think about it; I know who did
this. “I’ll do that.”

I walk the investigator back to his car and
then go into my office where Clyde is waiting to hear the verdict.
He’s sitting in one of the chairs across from my desk, so I walk
around and fall into an exhausted slump in my leather chair. “He
said he didn’t need to see the results from the evidence to know it
was arson.”

“Do you have any idea who would
want to do something like that?”

We went back a long way, but I couldn’t tell
Clyde about the knee-deep shit I’d gotten myself into, so I lie to
the man I thought of as a second father. “No. You have any
suspicions?”

“The only thing that pops into my
head would be a competitor, but they wouldn’t have struck this
early in the season or after a rain. That is amateur
work.”

Or the work of a sociopath trying to get my
attention.
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Laurelyn Prescott

During our girls’ day shopping spree, Addison
and I visit a lingerie shop at a plaza of boutiques near Ben’s
apartment. They have everything from naughty to nice, including a
wide variety of sex toys.

Addison couldn’t be happier as she
admires a Santa-themed bra with matching panties and garter belt
complete with the red and white candy cane-striped thigh-highs. She
stands in front of a mirror and holds it up to herself. “Damn, Zac would have
a very merry Christmas if I were wearing this.”

“Speaking of Christmas, what are
the plans? Are we cooking at the apartment?”

She twists so I can’t see her face and
it’s my first clue that something is going
on. “Umm, about that.”

There’s my second clue. When she stutters and
stalls, it’s never good. “What exactly does ‘umm, about that’
mean?”

She has this please don’t be pissed off look on
her face. So, what do I do? I get pissed off. “Don’t freak out, but
Zac wants to take me home with him for Christmas so I can meet his
family.”

Worst. Friend. Ever. “Addison! You’re not
leaving me by myself with Ben. You know how he’s been with me since
I met Lachlan.”

“I wouldn’t leave you alone with
him. Both of you are invited to Zac’s.”

No freakin’ way. “You and Ben can go without
me. I’d rather spend Christmas by myself than be uncomfortable
around a bunch of people I don’t know.” She knows I hate feeling
like I’m imposing. I can’t believe she’s asked me to do
this.

“You don’t think Lachlan will
invite you home with him?” This is Addison’s way of trying to feel
better about ditching me.

That would be a negative. “Definitely not. We
just met.”

She puts her hands on her hips as though I’ve
offended her. “Why do you say it like that?”

Maybe because I don’t even know his real
name—that would be my first reason. “We don’t know each other well
enough to spend the holidays together.”

“I haven’t known Zac much longer
than you’ve known Lachlan.”

Maybe not, but she’d been banging
him since the day we arrived. Okay, it was day three. “You and Zac
are different.
You’ve spent almost every minute together since we got here. I’ve
only been out with Lachlan on a couple of dates. It’s
apples and oranges.”

She holds the sexy Santa lingerie out for me.
“Wear this for him and I guarantee you’ll get an invite to his
family’s for the holidays. Maybe even a marriage
proposal.”

I’ve gotten all the proposals I need from Mr.
Lachlan Henry. I’m still debating the one currently on the table.
“I’m not looking to get an invite to his family’s house. Or a
marriage proposal.” I take the red and white furry lingerie from
her and admire it in the mirror. “He’s asked me to spend the next
few days with him. And nights. Maybe I need this. What do you
think?”

“You didn’t tell me you’d be
staying over at his place. That sounds more serious than a couple
of dates.”

I hang up the Santa outfit and pull a
naughty-elf set from the rack. “I don’t know. He asked, but I
haven’t decided yet.” That’s another lie. I know I’m staying with
him, but I don’t want to sound like a ho, so I pretend I’m unsure.
And I pretend like I don’t know if I’ll buy this lingerie. But
that’s a lie too.

–––––

I hear fear is a gift. In the
event that it’s true, I’m very gifted today. I’m almost shaking as
I wait for Lachlan to arrive.

My phone starts singing “Talk Dirty to Me,” so
I answer and try to sound like I’m not a bundle of nerves. “Good
morning.”

“Good morning to you. I’m almost
at your place. Do I need to come to the door to challenge lover boy
for your hand?”

That might be the case if Ben were
here, but he’s not. Thank goodness. “I’m the only one here. I’m
ready so I’ll come down and meet you.” I hang up and slip
my Lachlan issued cell into my purse next to my own. I grab my floral duffle and
lock up.

As I come out of the apartment building,
Lachlan steps out of a fancy-ass convertible wearing faded jeans
and a khaki button-up. It’s not dressy; it’s rugged, more like what
I’d expect someone to wear in the outback. And I’ll be damned if
he’s not wearing an Indiana Jones hat. Even out of a suit, he’s
hotter than the devil’s ass.

This is going to be a great couple of
days.

He meets me halfway on the sidewalk. “No suit
today, I see.”

“As promised.”

One promise kept. We’ll see if he keeps his
other.

“I see you have a bag.” He grins
and kisses my cheek as he reaches to take my bag from
me.

“It doesn’t mean I’m staying.”
That’s such a lie. I wonder if he can tell by looking at
me.

He cocks his head. “An overnight bag doesn’t
mean the same thing in the US as it does in Australia?”

“This one means I like to be
prepared just in case.”

“It feels heavy to me, like you’re
prepared to stay a couple of nights.” He reaches for my hand and
holds it as we walk to the car. This is him getting an early start
on ridding us of our stranger anxiety.

“We’ll see how things
go.”

He pops the trunk and puts my things inside
the sporty, and very expensive, black convertible. “I’ve never seen
a car like this before. What kind is it?”

“A Fisker Karma
Sunset.”

“I’ve never heard of that before.
It’s … stunning.”

“I know.” He opens the door for
me. I get in and watch his beautiful form walk around to the
driver’s side. Let’s be honest. Who wouldn’t agree to a three-month
fling with this man?

I know I’m going to agree. And he knows it
too. He’s said as much, but I can’t let him think I’m giving in so
easily.

He starts the car. It has a deep roar. “Top up
or down?”

“Down, but let me grab a ponytail
holder out of my purse.”

“There’s some in the glove
compartment.”

It’s only a ponytail holder, but
there’s no way I’m wearing anything belonging to number one through
twelve. He reaches over to open it and
notices my expression. “I didn’t ask you to wear another woman’s
undies. My little sister has long hair and she likes to ride with
the top down. She keeps a stash in there.”

Nice recovery.

I take the holder from him and pull my hair
up, wondering if he’s bullshitting me about his sister.
“Ready.”

The drive to the vineyard outside Wagga Wagga
is beautiful. We pass mile after mile of grapes on the way to the
house and as we get closer, I see a traditional old-world-style
mansion in the distance. It looks Italian, not Australian, but then
I’m not really sure what I think constitutes Australian
architecture. “Miss Beckett, this is Avalon Vineyard.”

Wow. It’s incredible. “Your boss must think a
lot of you if he puts you up in a place this nice.”

“You could say that.”

When we get out of the car, Lachlan walks
around to the trunk. He lifts his brow as he asks, “Since you don’t
know if you’re staying, does your bag go inside or remain in the
trunk?”

He is dying to hear my confirmation, but I’m
not finished having fun with this little game. “Umm … I think it’s
fine to take it inside to one of the guest rooms.”

“I don’t know why you’re
pretending you might say no.”

Because this is your game. These are your
rules. I need to feel like I have control over some aspect of it,
even if it’s only for a little while.

Our first stop is the kitchen. It’s beautiful
and fitting for the house, like one of those grand Italian kitchens
from a luxury home magazine. At least, that’s the only time I’ve
ever seen anything like it.

There’s a basket of goodies on the counter, so
I walk over and peek inside. It’s filled with an assortment of
food, and of course, a bottle of wine. “Very nice.”

“I can’t take the credit. Mrs.
Porcelli packed the lunch for us.”

“Who’s Mrs. Porcelli?”

“She does my cooking and
housekeeping.”

How odd. His employer pays him enough to
employ someone to do his cooking and cleaning. “Will I meet her or
does she fall into the friend/family/identifying information
category?”

“I haven’t decided, but it won’t
be today because she’s already gone.”

“Because of me?”

“No. She’s gone home for the
holidays.”

That’s right. Christmas is only a few days
away. “So she doesn’t live in Wagga Wagga, either?”

“No. I employ her the same way I
do Daniel. They go where I go.”

They go everywhere with him. How much does it
cost to have employees like that? I can’t imagine it being cheap.
“Daniel is on holiday as well?”

“Yes. All the vineyard employees
are gone until Monday, so it’s just the two of us.
Alone.”

Was that supposed to scare me? “So, no one’s
around to hear my screams?”

“Now you’re catching on. Come with
me and I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

We enter the living room and there is a
beautiful black baby grand in the corner. I’m in love. “You
play?”

He laughs at my assumption. “Not a
note.”

I walk over and stroke the ivory keys. “It’s
beautiful.”

“The interior designer thought it
would be a pretty piece to take up some of the void since the room
is so big.”

I toy with the keys, playing the chorus of a
song I’d been working on before I left home. Its tune is
perfect.

“It’s a shame it
never gets played. I’m hoping it will get some use over the next
few months.” The piano isn’t the only
thing he hopes will get some action. “I’d
love to hear you play.”

“We’ll see,” I say as I run my
hand down the keys and walk away, even though I’m dying to sit down
and put it to use. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. Three
months to be exact.

“The bedrooms are this way.” I
follow him down the hall and he uses the tour to inform me that the
previous owner, who died in a freak accident, now haunts the room I
will be sleeping in.

Nice one. He wishes he could pull one over on
me like that.

“I usually get along with ghosts
and poltergeists pretty well, so I should be fine.”

He takes me across the hall. “If you decide to
stay in the guest room and get scared in that big lonely bed all by
yourself, this is where you’ll find me.”

His bedroom is gender neutral and
contemporary. The bedding is a modern geometric pattern of mostly
gray and white with yellow and black accents. Everything from the
flooring to the ceiling coordinates. The bedroom is aesthetically
appealing, but there’s nothing romantic about it, so it matches our
relationship perfectly.

Every room in the house is spotless, and I
wonder if it is Mrs. Porcelli’s doing or if he likes things orderly
because he is some kind of neat freak.

I think we are finished with the tour of the
house, but he takes me to one more room we haven’t visited. “Last
stop.”

He opens the door to a room with wall-to-wall
mirrors. The floor is covered with different kinds of exercise
equipment, some I’ve never seen before. “Gee, someone likes to see
himself while he works out.”

“The previous owner had a
ballerina in the family and this was her studio.”

“Okay. That’s a little more
acceptable.”

“You’re welcome to use this gym
any time you want. It has surround sound for music or you can watch
the idiot box.” He points to a cabinet against the wall. “The flat
screen and receiver are in there. It has Bluetooth so you can play
your own music or you can stream anything you like.”

There he goes assuming again. “You think I’m
going to stay long enough to need a workout?”

“Since you’ve not given me an
answer, that still remains to be seen.”

I walk over to an elliptical and step up. I
make a few strides. “I exercise at home, but this isn’t what I do.
Exercise equipment bores me.”

He wiggles his eyebrows. “So what is your kind
of workout?”

I slow the speed of my stride on the machine.
“If you’re going to be like that, I don’t think I’m gonna tell
you.”

“Please.”

I think for a minute, trying to decide if I
want to tell him. “I dance.”

“Dancing is great
exercise.”

I pick up speed again and stare straight
ahead. I don’t want to see his face when I tell him. “I pole
dance.”

Yep. That got his attention. “Pole dance? You
mean, like a stripper?”

“Yes, but I don’t do it the way
you’re imagining. It’s a beautiful art form when it’s done
tastefully. I do it because I like it, and it’s a hell of a
workout. Very strenuous. You use muscles you didn’t know you had.
You’d be surprised what’s sore the next day.” I didn’t look at him,
but I knew he was smirking.

He walks around to stand in front of me and I
look down at him from the elliptical. “You only do it for
exercise?”

I nod. “Yeah. No one knows I take lessons
except my instructor and classmates. And now you.”

He licks his lips and rubs them together.
“Just when I thought you couldn’t get any hotter, you go and tell
me something like this and prove me wrong.”

I lift a brow at him. “There’s a lot you don’t
know about me.”

“How long have you done
it?”

Hmm, I started my first year of college. “I
guess it’s been about … four years.”

“You must be pretty good if you’ve
done it for that long.”

I shrug because I’ve never been one to brag,
but I’m damn good at it. “I guess. My background in gymnastics
doesn’t hurt, either.”

“Gymnastics too,” he laughs. “So
you’ve never danced on a stage in fuck-me pumps for a bunch of
horny bastards?”

I think I just threw up in my mouth a little.
“You say that like you’re pretty familiar with the
scene.”

He holds up his hand. “I’m pleading the
Fifth.”

“That’s an American amendment. It
doesn’t work for Australians.”

“You didn’t answer my
question.”

“Neither did you.”

He has a huge grin. “I may have seen a
stripper on a pole once. Maybe twice.”

Damn liar.

I stop the elliptical and sigh loudly, as
though he is wearing me down. “Yes and no.”

“Yes to what and no to
what?”

“No, I’ve never danced on stage
for horny bastards. But yes, I wear fuck-me pumps when I dance on
the pole.”

“Now, you’re bloody hot in my
book. What am I going to do with you?”

“I believe the answer to that
question still remains to be seen, now doesn’t it?”
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Jack McLachlan

I’m installing a pole in this gym.
ASAP.

We have to stop talking about pole
dancing and anything containing the term fuck me in it before I bend her over
my weight bench. I put my hands in my pockets to disguise the
hard-on our conversation has triggered. “Are you hungry? Good. Me
too. Let’s go.”

She laughs as she steps down from the
elliptical. I suspect she knows what she’s done to me. “Is
something wrong, Lachlan?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m a bit
peckish and ready for a bite of lunch.”

My hands are still in my pockets when we start
to walk out of the gym. She loops her arm through mine as we walk
toward the door. “Me, too. Where are we going for our
picnic?”

Her touch only adds fuel to the flame in my
jeans. “I haven’t decided. I thought we’d ride out on the ATV and
pick a spot together.”

“That sounds like fun.”

We swing back through the kitchen to pick up
the basket of food and wine before we head out across the vineyard.
I drive out to the middle of the property and stop when I find a
somewhat flat grassy area about a mile from the house. “What do you
think of this spot?”

“The view is gorgeous.”

We get off the ATV and spread a blanket across
the ground. We sit next to each other with the basket between us
and she helps me spread the food. “Tell me how you got into the
wine business.”

A little truth with a splash of lies on the
side. “I guess you could say I was born into it. This is what my
dad did for a living before he retired, so it’s what I
do.”

“And it makes you happy? I mean,
the traveling and being away from your family?”

The cork pops loudly from the bottle of
Shiraz. I take a glass from the basket and fill it with wine. “I’m
paid quite well to like it. Besides, I get to meet interesting
people such as yourself during my travels, so what’s not to
like?”

Paige takes the offered glass. “But what about
having a family? Don’t you want a wife and children?”

I stifle my laugh. “I decided a long time ago
I would never marry.”

I watch her as she holds the glass up to
inspect the color of the vino before she smells it. She’s a fast
learner. “Maybe the right woman hasn’t come along and stolen your
heart.”

I hope she isn’t suggesting she is the right
woman because she’d be wrong. There is no right woman for this kind
of life. “No wife wants to be the center of her husband’s world on
a part-time basis, and that’s what a marriage with me would be
like.”

She takes a small drink, waits for the
aftertaste, and then smiles. “It’s good. At least I think it
is.”

I take a small drink. “I’ve had better and
that’s why I’m here—to make this vineyard one of the
best.”

She reaches for a cheese cube and cracker.
“You shouldn’t let your job keep you from having a family if it’s
what you want.”

So we are back to that again. “I watched my
mom raise three kids in my dad’s absence. Don’t get me wrong. My
dad is great, but he was never home. I’m not doing that to a wife
and kids. It’s not fair.” Wow, where did that come from?

“That’s a very selfless way of
thinking.”

“That only proves you don’t know
me. I assure you I’m anything but selfless.” I don’t want to talk
about myself anymore. She makes me afraid I will slip and say too
much. I’m not used to so many personal questions. “What about Paige
Beckett? Does she see a band of gold in her future?”

She gets that twinkle in her eye like most
women have when they think about weddings and babies. “I want to
get married and have children one day.”

She finishes making a sanger from the fresh
bread and deli meat and passes it to me. “Children? That must mean
you want more than one ankle-biter, huh?”

“Oh, definitely. I want at least
two because it sucks being an only child.”

“That’ll be hard to juggle with a
music career.”

“I didn’t say I had all the
details worked out, but there’s plenty of time for that.” She holds
her arms out toward the rows of vines. “I want to know more about
this.”

I tell her about the vineyard, the grapes, and
explain winemaking while we eat. She watches my face, truly
interested and mesmerized by the process, which is unlike the other
women I’ve been with. They weren’t interested in me—only what I
could do for them. Except for one.

She has no idea, but this is a huge stretch
for me. It’s the first time I’ve brought one of my companions to
any of my homes on the vineyard. The remote distance from town
doesn’t leave me much choice, but I feel comfortable bringing her
here since she isn’t from Australia and won’t be showing up on my
doorstep six months from now.

After we finish eating, I stand and reach for
her hands to help her up. “Come with me. There’s something I want
to show you. I think you’ll like it very much.”

We pack the remains of our picnic and drive
toward the property behind the house. I park the ATV outside a pair
of large ornate wooden doors leading to the storage area for the
wine.

“Where are we?”

“This is a wine cave.”

“I’ve never heard of that
before.”

“It’s where wine is stored.” I
reach for her hand and help her from the ATV. “Come on. I can tell
that you’re going to appreciate this.”

I open one of the doors to the cave and lead
her inside to see the products of my livelihood. She’s mesmerized
as her eyes study everything from the stonework dome over our heads
to the rows of wine barrels lining each room. “This is …
incredible. How was it built?”

“It’s dug out of the ground like a
basement and a frame is constructed to keep it from caving in from
the weight of the ground around it.”

She notices the ceiling. “The stone arches are
gorgeous.”

The arches aren’t the only beautiful thing in
this room. The dim glow of the lanterns dances across her face as
she studies her surroundings, and I have no doubt that the next
three months are going to be spectacular. But first, she has to
tell me yes.

She is going to say yes. I’m going to see to
it.

I follow her into the next room where the
special events are held and she explores like a curious child. She
sees the tables and is about to ask for an explanation, but I don’t
want to talk anymore. I want to feel her against me again. I’m
eager to finish what I started two nights ago.

She’s surveying the long dining hall table
when I creep up behind her. “Why is there a … oh.”

I slide one of my arms around her waist and
pull her back against me. With my free arm, I push her hair over
one shoulder. I press my lips to the exposed skin on her neck and
trail kisses toward her ear. “I can’t stand it any longer. I need
to touch you.”

She leans against me and laces her fingers
through my hand on her waist. This is her way of showing me that
she’ll welcome more of what I’m doing. I sneak my hand under the
hem of her shirt and glide it upward until my palm finds her
lace-clad breast. I feel her nipple grow hard through the lace as I
slowly stroke it. I push my hand inside the cup of her bra from the
top so I can free it from its entrapment.

She moans softly and grinds herself against my
groin as I gently knead her breasts. “I think I have a promise to
made good on, don’t I?”

She doesn’t answer but nods in
agreement.

I slide my hand down her flat stomach and feel
a piercing in her navel. I make a mental note to investigate that
later, but I have other plans in mind for right now.

I tug on the button at her waist to unfasten
her shorts. It opens after a light jerk and I slowly slide the
zipper down. I put my hand flat against her stomach and rub it in a
circular motion, each rotation bringing my fingers closer to the
spot she so desperately wants me to touch.

I slip my hand inside the top of her lacy
panties. I smile against her neck when I feel the smooth skin
beneath. “You have no idea how much I like that.”

She tilts her head up and back against me. Her
breathing is deep and fast. I have her right where I want her, so I
slide my finger down through her slickness and back up once in a
slow, torturous stroke. She likes it and wants more because she’s
pushing her hips hard against my hand. “Paige, you haven’t given me
an answer yet.”

I hear a sweet, delicate whimper from her
mouth. “Huh?”

“You still haven’t accepted my
proposal.” I slide my finger downward again and then slowly back up
until I feel the little swollen button where I rub in a circular
motion. “I want you to tell me yes.”

“Ohh … what? I can’t think
straight right now.”

I stop the circular pleasure I’m giving her
and my fingers retreat because I’m determined to hear her say it. I
don’t want to wait any longer. “Tell me you’ll be mine while you’re
here.”

She reaches for my wrist and pushes my hand
further inside her panties. “Don’t stop.”

I give her a few more soft strokes before I
come to a standstill again. “Give me the answer I want to hear and
I’ll keep going.”

She rocks against my hand, riding it hard.
“That feels so good. Don’t stop.”

She’s desperate for my touch, so I use her
need to get my answer a little earlier than she intended on giving
it to me. She’s trembling under my touch and I give her a few more
strokes. “Tell me, Paige. Tell me you’ll be mine.”

“Yes.”

“Yes to what?”

She’s squeezing my forearm. Hard. “Yes, I’ll
be yours while I’m in Australia.”

I smile against her neck again. “That’s all I
needed to hear.”

I want to show her how happy she’s made me. I
pull my hand from her shorts and she whimpers at the loss of my
touch, but it’s only temporary.

I turn her around to face me. She watches my
eyes as I place my hands on her hips and push her shorts and
panties down to her feet. I lift her onto the table. “Lie
back.”

She knows what’s coming and she welcomes
it.

I put my lips against her inner thigh and
place a kiss against her scalding skin. “Tell me again. I like
hearing you say it.”

I trail kisses up her inner thighs, waiting to
hear her say it again so I can show her what being mine
means.

“I’m yours,” she moans and I
reward her for her acceptance. I place my tongue flat against her
center and give her one slow upward swipe before I find her small,
engorged bump and begin circling it. She tastes so good, even
better than I’d imagined.

I feel her reach for my hair and fist it, so I
know I’m right where I need to be. I lick and suck her until her
screams echo from every wall inside the cave. When she stops
screaming, she’s statuesque across the dining table.

Good thing everyone’s gone for the next
several days if she screams that loud every time she
comes.

I crawl up her body, kissing it as I go until
we’re face to face. She’s breathing heavily and appears dazed. She
blinks several times to focus on my face. A smile spreads and I’m
relieved to see that she’s not angry with me about the tactics I
used to get her answer.

I place a kiss against her mouth and smile
because I know this is only the beginning. “You won’t regret saying
yes.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

I lie on my back, naked from my waist down,
across an ornate dining table and stare up at the ceiling. I’m
lightheaded and dazed during my postorgasmic bliss. Drunk almost.
I’m no innocent virgin, but this is new for me. Blake never made me
feel like that, not that he ever tried.

I don’t want to think about him. I won’t let
him ruin anything else for me.

I feel Lachlan kissing his way up my body and
it takes a minute before I’m able to focus on him when he hovers
above me. I see his smile and I know he’s pleased with my
acceptance of his proposal. He didn’t play fairly, but he got what
he wanted from me. That’s something I’ll need to remember in the
future.

I wait for the sound of his zipper sliding
down, but it doesn’t come. Instead, I hear him tell me how I won’t
regret saying yes and I can’t argue because I know he’s right. The
next three months are going to be extraordinary.

I find my voice and whisper,
“Caveman.” That’s going to be my nickname
for him.

He throws his head back laughing and I join in
soon after. He’s so beautiful when he smiles. The happiness in his
dazzling blue eyes is unmistakable. I’m elated because it’s all for
me; I’m the one making him beam, and I couldn’t be happier about
that.

He lowers his face to my neck and nuzzles it
with his nose. I know he’s smelling me because I hear his long,
deep intake of air followed by a sigh. “A caveman. You think that’s
what I am, huh?”

I feel the warm rush of his breath against my
skin and chills cover my body. “You definitely have caveman
tendencies.”

He places a kiss against my neck and I lift my
chin so he can have full access. “You don’t like my
tendencies?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I was only helping you say yes,”
he reminds me, as if he’s afraid I have forgotten my
agreement.

“I was coerced by a caveman,” I
laugh. My laughter is cut off by my sharp intake of air when he
runs his hand up my shirt to my naked nipple. He rolls it between
his fingers and I feel it pebble from his touch all over
again.

He sucks my earlobe and it’s a reminder of how
it felt to have his mouth between my legs. He whispers against my
ear. “But you’re not taking it back, are you?”

He’s coercing me again, but in a different
way. He doesn’t realize it, but it’s unnecessary. Paige Beckett
already belongs to him.

I think about how much fun his persuasion
might be if I tell him I recant. I don’t mind his way of compelling
me, but I decide it’s better to not push my luck since he warned me
he gets what he wants. He claims to use reasonable means, but I
don’t think that’s true after what he just did to me to get a
simple yes. “No, I’m not taking it back.”

“Good. That’s what I hoped you
say.” His mouth leaves my neck and he pushes himself up to stand.
His touch is gone too soon and I suppress a whimper. He takes my
hands in his and helps me from the table.

I stand wearing nothing from the waist down in
front of him, and I feel vulnerable, even though I know this won’t
be the last time I’m naked with this man. The thought makes me want
to do my happy dance, but I decide to save it for later when I’m
alone.

He picks up my panties and shorts from the
stone floor and holds them out for me to step into, like an adult
dressing a toddler. I balance by holding his shoulders, and he
leans forward and inhales deeply before he places a kiss against my
smooth mound. He makes me want to fall back across the table to
have a second round, but I resist because I know he has other plans
for me.

He pulls my panties and shorts up, and I’m
frightened by how well I know this place I shouldn’t go. This man
will be hazardous for my heart if I allow it. He’ll use me up if I
let him. I know this without a doubt and remind myself of a lesson
well learned not so long ago. Never confuse sex for
love.

Right now, we’re black and white, but I vow
that the second it becomes a hazy shade of cold steel gray, I will
get out. No question about it.

He kisses my mouth as I fasten my shorts. I
wonder if he does it because he’s curious to see my reaction—if
I’ll kiss him back after he’s had his mouth between my legs. I kiss
him hard and he smiles.

“Take a walk with me.” He clutches
my hand and leads me through the maze of rooms toward the cave’s
exit. I’m a little disappointed to leave and I hope he brings me
back here again soon. I’m quite fond of his caveman
ways.

We walk between two rows of vine-covered
trellises that stretch as far as the eye can see. He’s quiet, but
simply walking next to him is peaceful. My mind isn’t spinning in
search of our next topic of conversation—for some reason, not
talking is okay. Simply being next to him is enough to keep me
content and that’s when I realize what is happening. He is right
about this relationship. We feel relaxed with each other because
there are no pretenses.

I’m his for the next three months and I’m
prepared for what that means. It’s clear he has boundaries, and
he’s told me what he expects from me. I’m stoked about my sudden
epiphany and stop dead in my tracks. “This relationship … I get it
now. I get why it works.”

He smiles but still asks me for an
explanation. “Tell me what you get.”

I think he wants to hear me say the words, and
I’m okay with that. “Because we have no pretenses and clear
expectations, I don’t feel pressured to be anything but me. I have
no worries about what today, tomorrow, or next month means for us
because I already know.”

He reaches for my face and strokes his thumbs
over my cheeks. He’s beaming as he watches my eyes. “You get it
full circle now—what I want and need from you.”

I see how delighted he is and I realize
something. Pleasing this man brings me pleasure. Common sense tells
me I should be frightened by that, but for some reason, I’m
not.

We go back to the cave after our walk and he
drives us back to the house. I think about the things he has
planned for tonight. I know he has something in mind because this
man doesn’t fly by the seat of his pants. He’s done this enough to
be calculating, his every move premeditated.

We get to the house and he drops me off by the
door while he parks the ATV. I take the picnic basket to the
counter to unload it and put the dirty dishes and utensils in the
dishwasher. Any other time, I suspect Lachlan would leave the mess
for Mrs. Porcelli. Since she isn’t here, I make it my
job.

When he enters the kitchen, I’m loading the
last of the dishes into the dishwasher. “You don’t have to do
that.”

“I know, but now it’s done and we
don’t have to worry about it.”

He opens the refrigerator and takes out two
bottles of beer. He twists the tops off and pushes one across the
counter to me. It’s an unexpected surprise, but I guess it’s
presumptuous of me to think he only drinks wine. “Have a coldie
with me.”

Wine drinking is a lot of work. Beer drinking
is more my speed. I reach for the amber bottle and sip without
holding it up to the light or sniffing it. I don’t swish it in my
mouth to judge its aftertaste. I simply drink and enjoy it because
that’s all you have to do.

I check out the label and see it’s an
Australian brand. I like it and it goes down smoothly. “Nothin’
like an ice cold beer.”

He reaches for my free hand and tugs on it.
“Come into the living room with me so we can talk and relax.” I
follow him and we sit side by side on the couch. He’s close enough
that his leg brushes mine and I feel like a teenager all over
again. The simple touch thrills me beyond belief. “I’m sorry about
bailing on you yesterday.”

“It’s fine. I understand that it
wasn’t your choice.”

He rests his free hand on my bare thigh and
begins to work my muscle like a professional masseur. “What did you
end up doing?”

“Addison and I went shopping,
which was probably the wrong thing to do considering Christmas is
in three days.”

“Did you buy anything?”

“A few things.” I smile when I
think of the lingerie. I didn’t know if it would get any use when I
decided to blow my budget by buying it, but now I’m certain it
will, and I can’t wait.

“I haven’t been in town long, but
Wagga Wagga doesn’t seem to have a lot of great places to
shop.”

He’s right. The shopping choices aren’t great.
I’m used to Nashville. It’s home to all the biggest country stars
so places to shop are endless. “It’s a little limited when compared
to what I’m used to.”

He’s stroking my leg as he talks
about Wagga Wagga, but I zone out for a minute because I’m
remembering what he did to me in the cave. I hear him saying
something about Sydney and I force myself back into the
conversation just in time to hear his invitation. “I have tickets
for Madama Butterfly in February in Sydney.
Will you go with me and let me take you shopping?”

He’s asking me to make plans with him two
months from now, and I realize this relationship gives me the
ability to accept his offer without worry about what will happen
between now and then. “Sure, that sounds like fun.”

He probably thinks I like opera because I’m a
musician, but he’d be wrong. I’m not a fan, but I don’t tell him
this because he seems happy about taking me.

We finish our beers and have two more while we
talk about everything and nothing at the same time. He tells me
more about his life, but he’s guarded and I wonder if he’s telling
me half-truths.

I hear “Jolene” by Dolly Parton playing inside
my purse. It’s my mom’s ringtone and I’m not sure it’s wise to talk
to her after having a few beers, but I decide I should probably
answer since I’ve only spoken to her once since I arrived in
Australia.

I reach for my purse and apologize to Lachlan.
“I’m sorry. This is my mom calling, so I should probably
answer.”

“Don’t apologize.”

I take out my singing phone and I’m reminded
of the one Lachlan sent me. Neither of us has brought it up yet.
I’m not sure if it’s appropriate to thank him for it or not. It’s a
weird situation. Not thanking him feels rude, so I’ll think that
one over later. Right now, I have to talk to Jolie
Prescott.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hey, baby girl. I haven’t heard
from you in a few days. I’ve been worried.”

“Mom, you shouldn’t worry.
Everything is fine.”

“Well, how am I supposed to know
these things if I don’t hear from you?”

“You’re right and I’m sorry. I
should have called already.”

“Are you having fun in the land
down under?”

Umm, yes. A lot. I delight in the source of my
fun today and he holds up his empty beer bottle and waggles his
eyebrows. He’s asking me if I want another one, and I nod. He takes
my empty bottle and I admire the incredible view as he walks away.
He’s been in a suit the other times we were together, so this is
the first opportunity I’ve had to see how great his ass looks in
jeans.

“I’m having lots of fun, Mom.
Australia is great so far.”

She gives me an update on the things I’ve
missed in Nashville this week and then I hear her exhale a long
breath. That’s when I know there’s a reason behind her call. “Have
you thought any more about what we discussed before you
left?”

I can’t believe she’s called me to bring this
up again. She isn’t going to take no for an answer. “No, I’ve told
you, I’m not doing that and I’m not going to change my mind. Please
stop asking.”

Don’t get me wrong. My mom is a good woman,
but she is approaching the point of obsession with my career and
it’s exhausting. “Your father owes you, Laurelyn.”

“Mom, I owe it to myself to make
it on my own. When I look back on this years from now, I want to be
proud of what I’ve accomplished.”

“Laurelyn Paige, you are Jake
Beckett’s daughter and you should use that to your
advantage.”

“No, I’m Jolie Prescott’s
daughter, and I’ll make my own way. I’m done talking about this. I
love you, Mom, but I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you next
week.”

I hang up as Lachlan reenters the living room.
“Everything okay with your mum?”

Mum. It’s so cute the way he says
it. “As good as it can be. She can be
difficult at times.”

He passes me a beer. “Did she give you a hard
time?”

A hard time is an understatement.
“Yeah.”

“Would you like to talk about
it?”

No one besides my mother and grandparents know
my father is a huge country music star. It’s a secret I’m forced to
keep from everyone I know, but I don’t have to do that with
Lachlan. He doesn’t know my true identity so that makes him my one
exception. “She wants me to threaten my sperm donor with going
public about my paternity in exchange for him getting me a record
deal.”

That sounds so much worse when I say it out
loud and I feel the need to defend her, even if she is wrong.
“Please, don’t think my mom is a terrible person. She’s
not.”

Lachlan scoots closer to me and puts his arm
around my shoulders. He props his feet on the coffee table and I
can tell he’s prepared to talk and listen as long as I want. “I
don’t think she’s a terrible person. She only wants to see her
daughter succeed, but the right way of achieving that has become
blurred through her eyes.”

We talk a long while and then go into the
kitchen to continue our conversation over Mrs. Porcelli’s reheated
chicken casserole. I know nothing about her or their working
relationship, but something tells me she has a soft spot in her
heart for her employer. I picture a gray-haired woman who loves
Lachlan like a son, but then a different notion strikes me. Perhaps
she’s younger than I imagine and is secretly in love with
him.

We finish eating and thoughts of Mrs. Porcelli
fade from my mind as we clear our dishes. When I finish, I’m drying
my hands when he approaches me from behind and kisses my neck as he
slides his hands around my waist. I think he likes doing
that—surprising me—and I imagine him liking other things from
behind.

He pushes my hair away from my
neck so he can place kisses there and I tilt my head to the side.
When he’s done, he reaches for my face and turns it toward him so I’m peering
at him over my shoulder. He presses his erection against my bottom
and kisses the corner of my mouth. He wants me. Badly. “I’ve been
thinking about getting you into my bed all day, and now I’m done
thinking about it.”

He takes my hand and pulls me toward the
bedroom. I happily follow because I’m ready for this. I’m anxious
to begin what he has predicted as the best three months of my life.
So far, he hasn’t disappointed me.

We walk into the bedroom and I see my
overnight bag on his bed. I wonder when he moved it from the guest
room, but I don’t ask because it doesn’t matter. We both know I was
never going to sleep in any other bed than his. That’s isn’t why
I’m here.

We stand in the middle of the bedroom facing
each other and he cradles my face with his hands as he kisses my
mouth. His tongue moves slowly in a wave against mine and I melt
against him.

He stops kissing me but doesn’t pull away. I
feel his mouth move against mine when he speaks. “Do you need a
minute?”

His inquiry makes me question if he snooped in
my bag and saw the lingerie, but I don’t care. There are no
pretenses here. We both know what’s about to happen. The only
question is which set of lingerie I’ll be wearing when it
does.

“Yes, please.”

He gives me a quick kiss. “Don’t be long. I’m
anxious to get you under me.”

We haven’t spent a lot of time together but I
can tell that he likes to say things like that. He’s already proven
he’s a man who speaks his mind. I bet he talks dirty in bed. I hope
so.

I grab my bag and head into the bathroom. I
quickly undress and try to decide which lingerie to wear. The
naughty Christmas set is on top, but I’m saving it for tomorrow
night.

I go with the sheer black lace baby-doll and
matching panties—it’s naughty, yet somehow innocent at the same
time. Something tells me Lachlan will like having it both ways.
When I’m dressed and ready for him, I fluff my hair and finish
myself off with body spray as I inspect the final product in the
mirror. I feel every beat of my heart in my flushed face, but I’m
not nervous. I want this man and everything he has planned for
me.

I stop just inside the doorway. This
no-pretense thing makes me brave, so I don’t go to him right away.
I feel playful, still a little buzzed from the alcohol. I want to
tease him, so I put my hand on my hip and lean into the doorframe,
supporting myself with a raised hand. The hunger in his eyes tells
me everything his mouth doesn’t. He’s dying to have me.

He grins and sweet seduction oozes from him. I
melt to a puddle on the floor because I know what he’s about to do
with that mouth; he’s going to use it to make me come.

He watches as I walk to where he’s standing by
the bed. When I reach him, he twirls his finger in a circle. “Turn
around for me.” I’m not sure if he means all the way around because
he wants to see the full view or because he wants my back turned to
him. I know he likes to touch me from behind so I circle slowly,
deciding he’ll stop me if that’s the way he wants me.

I make a full spin before he drops to his
knees in front of me. He pushes my gown up above my hipbones. My
panties are riding low and he kisses my stomach before he runs his
tongue over the jeweled piercing through my belly button. “This was
very unexpected today. I like it.”

I put my hand on top of his head and run my
fingers through his thick, dark hair as he kisses each of my
hipbones above the elastic waist of my panties. No man has ever
knelt before me and explored my body like this. On one hand, it’s
unsettling. On the other, it’s hot as hell and has me drenching
wet.

He hooks his fingers in my black lace panties
and drags them down my legs. I have to use his shoulders to balance
myself as I step out of them because my head is spinning so hard
from everything he’s doing to me.

He tosses them aside and runs his hands up the
back of my legs, starting at my ankles until he cups my cheeks and
pulls me against his face. His mouth is almost right where I crave
it, and I’m ashamed to admit how badly I yearn for it to be on
me.

He gazes up at me. He smiles when his eyes
meet mine and we don’t break contact as he leans forward to lick me
in one long stroke. I’m shocked, but not by the feel of his tongue.
It’s the sight of seeing him do that to me. I think he wants me to
watch the show.

“Sit on the bed.” I do as I’m told
because I’m afraid not to.

I sit farther back than he wants me to, so he
grabs my legs behind my bent knees and pulls me until I’m barely on
the edge. He takes my feet and places them on the rails and pushes
my legs apart. “Don’t lie back. I think you’ll enjoy the
visual.”

Oh, fuck me running! Or on the
edge of your bed using your mouth. I watch
his head dip between my legs. He uses his tongue to lick me up and
down before it circles the place throbbing with need for his
attention. He pushes his thumb inside me and glides it in and out
while his tongue works its magic. In little to no time at all, he
takes me to that place—the one where a little is too much, yet
never enough, and I’m close to coming undone.

It’s that spot right there.
As I’m sending him the telepathic message, he
receives it and gives me exactly what I need to finish. Once the
rush of pure pleasure starts, I can’t stifle the incoherent garble
escaping my mouth. I fist his hair and pull his mouth harder
against me.

I feel a new sensation—tiny quivers deep
inside as I spiral down from the place Lachlan has taken me. I come
to my senses and realize I’m still fisting his hair. I let go and
know I should apologize, but I can’t find the coherency required to
speak.

My legs are quivering, boneless appendages in
the aftermath and I think my knees will buckle if I try to stand. I
look at Lachlan to make sure I didn’t smother him when I slammed
his face between my legs. He’s peering up at me. “You are so damn
beautiful.”

“Thank you,” I whisper. I’m not
sure if I’m expressing gratitude for the compliment or the
supernatural orgasm he just bestowed upon me. I don’t have time to
iron it out because he kicks off his shoes and strips his shirt
over his head without unbuttoning it.

He’s the beautiful one—soft and hard in all
the right places. He wastes no time in ridding himself of his jeans
and boxer briefs. He’s anxious to fuck me. And I’m anxious to be
fucked, but first I want to return the favor he has gifted me with
twice.

He sees me get off the bed and
knows I’m about to drop to my knees, so he stops me. “Not this
time. I need to be in control or I’ll blow as soon as your mouth
touches me.” Yeah, I sort of know the
feeling.

He spins us around and sits on the bed.
He needs the control, but I see what else he wants, so I climb up
to straddle him. He rubs his thumbs over my nipples through my
nightie and I hear him suck air through his teeth when I grind
against him.

“I can’t wait any longer. I’ve got
to have you right now.”

He loops one arm around my waist and I hang on
to him as he leans forward to get a condom from his nightstand
drawer. When he sits on the bed again, he lets go of my waist and
leans back. He tears the square package open with his teeth and
rolls the condom on in one quick motion. I look down because I want
to watch, but I’m too late because he’s so fast.

I feel his hands on each of my hips and I’m
flipped onto my back. He uses his legs to push mine apart and he
positions his erection against the very wet center between my legs.
He bites his bottom lip and shakes his head as he groans, “Paige,
I’m about to fuck you so hard. You have no idea.”

And then he drives into me with one smooth
motion—hard, just like he promised. Or threatened. I suppress the
surprise behind my lips and the noise I make comes out sounding
like a moan. He pulls back with deliberate leisure and it feels
like he’s going to slide out completely, but then he thrusts into
me again even harder. He does this several times and I realize what
he’s doing. He’s pacing himself because he wants this to last as
long as possible. And so do I.

I’m surprised when he reaches for my feet and
brings them up to his shoulders so he can get deeper inside me.
It’s slow paced, but every stroke is deliberate. And oh so
powerful. Nothing he does to me is unintentional.

He finds his voice between thrusts. “You.
Feel. So. Damn. Good.”

But all good things must come to an end, and
this does too when everything inside my pelvis tenses and the
sensation radiates down my thighs and curls my toes.

Literally.
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Jack McLachlan

When I feel Paige spasm around my cock, it sets
my undoing into motion. I watch her face as I thrust into her one
last time and I discover something about her. I already knew she
was beautiful, but she’s even more so when she comes.

I’m propped on my elbows and still
inside Paige when I lower my face to kiss her. This is where I want
to be right now. Inside her. And it’s where I intend on being quite
a bit over the next three months.

This is the part where things always get messy
in regular relationships. This is when women want to talk about
love and commitment, but not Paige; we aren’t like that, so I can
relax.

I kiss her again and then pull out. She frowns
at the loss. “Don’t worry. The caveman will be right
back.”

I hear her laugh as I go into the bathroom to
throw the condom in the trash. I pull it off and tie it in a knot
before I give it a toss. I hate them, but they’re a necessity in
any sexual relationship outside of a monogamous
marriage.

I walk back to the bed and Paige
has no reluctance about ogling
me. There’s no shame in her game and it’s a
turn-on to see her almost salivating as she gapes at my body. I
work hard for it, so I enjoy the pleasure I see in her eyes as
she’s admiring it. “You might as well be the devil.”

“Baby, you’re the one holding the
apple.” I slide into bed next to her and she immediately climbs
over and straddles me. She slides her hands from my pecs, down to
my abs, and then up again. She leans forward and runs her tongue
over each of my nipples before she glides down my body. Her legs
move from my outer hips to between my thighs as she migrates south.
She’s slow about going down because she’s giving me the time I need
to get hard again.

I know she’s about to take me in her mouth. I
wait for it and then I feel a warm rush of breath on me. She runs
her soft, wet tongue over my tip and I twitch in response. It’s
been a long time since anyone has done this for me. Too
long.

When she finishes licking me from base to tip,
I can’t silence the groan that comes out when she takes me
completely in her mouth. Damn. This isn’t going to take long
because this woman has mad oral skills.

I run my fingers through her hair while she
sucks me off, and I tap the top of her head when I’m about to
erupt. She doesn’t stop and I wonder if Americans don’t know about
the universally known signal to stop, so I tap her again. “I’m
about to come, Paige.”

She sucks harder and that’s when I realize she
has no intention of stopping. It shocks me because no woman has
ever let me come in her mouth. Damn, it’s hot.

I’m about to explode and I hear myself grunt,
“Ooh, shit,” as I flex my hips up to Paige’s mouth. When I’m done,
she licks one last time and then peers up at me with a mischievous
grin and laughs. “Mmm. Tastes like chicken.”

I’m laughing after a blowjob. Those two things
aren’t supposed to go together, but I see they do with her. I think
the odds of her killing me with sex are good, but what a way to go.
At least I’ll die happy.

–––––

When I wake the next morning, I feel very rested and
I know it’s the great sex. It’s always like a sleeping pill for
me.

Paige is asleep on her stomach, the sheet
scrunched down over her perfect little ass. I can’t help but study
the arch of her back. Some men love asses. Some, tits. I love the
curvature of a woman’s back, especially the part at the small of
her waist where it dips in.

And Paige’s dip is beautiful. It’s so deep I
could drink from it. Maybe I’ll do that sometime.

I push the sheet away so I can better see the
slope of her back. I’m relieved when I don’t find a tattoo in my
favorite spot because that ruins the beauty of it for me. I don’t
think she has any tattoos, and the only piercing I’ve found besides
her ears is the dangling jewel in her navel. I don’t mind that one
at all.

I can’t resist putting my fingertips against
her upper back and slowly following her spine downward. Her skin is
so soft and smooth. So perfect. And I can’t wait to have her from
behind.

She stirs a little so I lift my fingertips
because I don’t want to wake her. I place a butterfly kiss against
the skin of her lower back and then leave her to sleep.

I get the newspaper and have my first cup of
coffee at the bar in the kitchen. Nothing of much interest in the
headlines—mostly last-minute Christmas deals.

Christmas is in two days. I smile when I think
of the delivery Paige will get from me while I’m at my parents’
house in Sydney. I’m a little sad I won’t be with her when she
opens it. I’d love to see her face.

I’m on my second cup when Paige sneaks up
behind me. She steals my MO when she snakes her arms around my
waist and kisses the side of my neck. Her lips are warm and wet
against my skin. “Good morning.”

I turn my face toward her and kiss the corner
of her mouth. “And good morning to you. Want some
coffee?”

She inspects my cup. “Hmm … I guess not. I
only drink flavored coffee with lots of creamer and sweetener. It
ends up being dessert by the time I add everything I like. I’ll
take some juice if you have any.”

“I have orange juice.”

She walks around the bar and goes for the
cabinet above the dishwasher. “Glasses?”

She almost guesses right. “The one to the
right.”

“Have you eaten
breakfast?”

“No. I wanted to wait for you so
we could eat together.”

She waltzes over to the fridge and takes
inventory. She’s wearing the khaki shirt I stripped off and tossed
to the floor last night. It hits her high on her thighs and when
she bends over to see what’s on the bottom shelf of the fridge, I
see her black lace panties peeking out just below the
hem.

I love having a woman in my life
again.

“Mrs. Porcelli stocked the
refrigerator well before she left. Want me to cook
something?”

I don’t want her to think I brought her here
to be my cook or housekeeper. “I don’t mind eating a bagel or
cereal.”

“I’m no gourmet chef like your
sister.” She stands with the door open, searching another minute
while she sips her juice. “What about an egg and bacon
sandwich?”

“A sanger for brekkie sounds
good.”

“A sanger for brekkie,” she
repeats (with her southern accent I find so charming) as she pulls
out the bacon and eggs and sets to work. It doesn’t take her long
to prepare our breakfast and so far, so good. We’re finishing up
when I hear my phone ring in the living room. I dash to catch it
before it stops ringing.

It’s my mum. I wouldn’t answer except I know
she’ll keep calling until she gets me. We haven’t spoken in a few
days, so I’m sure she’s calling to finalize plans for Christmas
Eve. “Hello, Mum.”

“Good morning, Jack Henry. How’s
everything at Avalon?”

“Things couldn’t be
better.”

“That good, huh?”

I walk into the kitchen and Paige is clearing
our breakfast dishes. I walk over to her and whisper, “Don’t. I’ll
get it. You did the cooking.”

“Who are you talking to?” Damn. My
mum has sonar ears. That’s why I never got away with anything as a
kid.

“I have a guest.”

“A female guest?”

She’s going to love this. “Yes, Mum. It’s a
woman.”

“She must have spent the night if
she’s at your house this time of the morning. I can’t believe you
have a girlfriend you haven’t told me about. Are you bringing her
home with you for Christmas?”

“No.”

“I want to meet her,
son.”

Of course she does. “It’s not that kind of
relationship.”

I hear her huff. Really? My mum huffed at me.
“And it never will be if you just said that in front of
her.”

“She
understands.” It’s you who doesn’t
understand.

“Trust me. She
doesn’t.”

I try to steer her in a different direction.
“I think you were calling to touch base with me about your plans
for the holidays.”

“That’s right. Everyone will be
here around five, and we’ll eat at six.”

She doesn’t have to tell me this. It’s the
same every year. “Okay, Mum. I’ll see you then.”

“Please,
consider bringing her. It would make me very happy.”
Wrong. What she and I are doing wouldn’t make you
happy at all.

“No.”

“You break my heart, but I still
love you, son. Be careful driving in.”

“I will. Love you too.”

When I hang up, I feel like I need to
apologize to Paige for talking about her while she’s standing right
in front of me. “I’m sorry about that.”

She shrugs. “There’s nothing to be sorry
about.”

The old girl thinks it’s a tragedy to be
almost thirty and unmarried without any prospects. She wants to
marry me off to a wife who will start pushing out babies before our
first anniversary, like my brother’s wife did.

Not. Gonna. Happen. Hell will freeze over
first.

I help finish the dishes and then we’re free.
“I’m going to work out. Want to join me?”

She frowns and shrugs. “I didn’t bring the
right kind of shoes or clothes for working out. Plus, you don’t
have the right kind of equipment for what I do, so I think I’ll
take a shower and get ready.”

“Okay, but I’m
installing a pole in the gym.” Or maybe
the bedroom. I haven’t decided.

She smiles and dismisses my statement with the
wave of her hand as she walks toward the bedroom. “Yeah, yeah.
Whatever.”

She thinks I’m kidding, but she’ll see I’m
not.

Time passes quickly while I do my workout; I
can’t stop replaying the last twenty hours in my head. Paige is so
different from the others, but in the most spectacular
ways.
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Laurelyn Prescott

The shower is huge and there’s plenty of room
for two people. Somewhere not too far in the back of my mind I hope
Lachlan joins me, but I don’t expect him to. He’ll be working out
for a while. No one has a body like that without spending a lot of
time in the gym.

The hot water feels glorious—I’m a little sore
today. Because of my usual workout regimen, it’s hard to put me in
many positions that will stress my muscles, so props to Lachlan for
achieving that.

When I finish in the shower, I linger a little
longer. Just in case. When he doesn’t come into the shower with me,
I’m a little disappointed, but I don’t dwell on it. We have until
he leaves for his parents’ house tomorrow.

I get ready and dress casually since I think
we’re staying at the vineyard today. I guess I should’ve asked, but
I didn’t, so I choose faded denim shorts and a solid ivory tank.
Maybe it’s a little over the top, but I finish the ensemble off
with my brown cowgirl boots.

I’m braiding my hair when he comes into the
bathroom and we both smile when our eyes meet in the mirror. He’s
shirtless and glistening with sweat. Damn, if I hadn’t just
showered. “Someone had a productive workout.”

He stands with his hands on his hips, a towel
thrown over one shoulder. “I did, thanks to you. I couldn’t stop
thinking about yesterday and last night, so time got away from
me.”

“You don’t look very happy about
it.”

“That’s because I wanted to catch
you still in the shower.”

“I stayed in a long time because I
was hoping you would, but you didn’t, so I gave up on
you.”

He walks toward me and I hold up a hand to
stop him. “Nope. Too late now, caveman.”

“Okay. Later then.” He smiles and
drops his sweaty bottoms to the floor before he kicks them toward a
hamper and gets into the shower. Steam immediately billows into the
space. “I have some vines I need to check today. Do you want to go
out with me to see how they’re doing?”

“I’d love to. There’s not a
problem, is there?”

“I hope not, but that’s why I’m
going out to check.”

It feels like a sauna in here and I have to
get out. How can he stand the water so hot after a workout? “Okay.
I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

I’m watching some kind of Australian Christmas
special when he plops on the couch beside me. He’s wearing khaki
cargo pants and a fitted navy V-neck T-shirt. I can see a few
sparse hairs peeking over the V’s point, but I know there’s more
underneath and think about how I ran my hands over them last
night.

Oh, my. He’s a fine specimen of a man. Very
fine indeed.

He puts his hand on my leg and massages it.
“Ready?”

“Whenever you are.”

He stops by the refrigerator as we pass
through and grabs a couple of bottled waters. “It’s going to be a
hot one and we could be gone for a while. It’s probably not a bad
idea to take a cold drink.”

He grabs his Indiana Jones hat
from the hook as we’re on our way out the door. I shake my head
because I can’t believe the good-looking suit can also be
rugged sexiness on a stick. No man should be this desirable.

I follow him to the ATV garage and he gases up
before we drive out to what must be the edge of the property. He
parks and walks over to a vine, lifting it for inspection. He puts
his hand up and motions for me. “Come here, Paige. I want to show
you this.”

I walk over and he points to a section on the
vine. “I came to this vineyard for a very specific reason. The
acidity of the soil and this particular type of grape are no longer
compatible. The quality of the grapes is deteriorating. That means
the quality of the wine is as well, so I’m grafting a different
variety onto the existing rootstock. If it doesn’t reject the
change, there will be a more compatible grape growing on these
vines within two years.”

The process sounds similar to skin grafting.
“Is it working?”

“It’s still too early to tell, but
it’s doing well so far.”

He releases the vine and we walk back to the
ATV. “I’ve never really thought about all that goes into making
wine. It seems like it’s a very complicated and demanding
business.”

“It can be.”

“I see why your boss pays you
well. You’re very good at what you do. Did you learn all of this at
the university where Ben attends?”

“No. I learned from growing up
around it and then I went to another university to learn what I
needed to know about the business part of the industry, but that’s
been many moons ago.”

“You sound like you think you’re
so much older than I am.”

He studies me like he’s searching my eyes for
something. “I’m eight years older.”

I roll my eyes at him. “It’s seven, but
whatever. I don’t mind. I have daddy issues, remember?”

He leans over and kisses my mouth. “Yes. How
can I forget that, my sweet young thing?”

We make several stops throughout the vineyard
so Lachlan can inspect more grafts. He seems pleased with
everything he sees, so I know he’ll be able to leave the vineyard
for the holidays without worry.

“What time will you be leaving
tomorrow?”

“My mum wants me at the house by
five, so I guess I’ll drive you back before lunch. What are your
plans?”

“Addison has invited me to Zac’s
house with her and Ben, but I’m not going.”

“Your friends are going to leave
you by yourself on Christmas? That’s shitty.”

He has no idea how much I agree. “I’ll be
okay. I rather be alone than with a house full of
strangers.”

I don’t like the pity in his eyes. It’s
something I spent my whole childhood seeing and it makes me more
uncomfortable as an adult, so I change the subject and hope he
doesn’t bring it up again.

We return to the house for lunch
and then go back out onto the vineyard. I don’t think Lachlan had
the intention of working all day, but he sees how content I am to
be outdoors, so we ramble on the ATV until late evening.

When the sun begins to drop from the sky, we
go in for an early dinner. We’re both pretty quiet while we eat,
but we share a lot of smiles and knowing grins because we’re
anxious for what tonight will bring.

We’re cleaning the kitchen together when
Lachlan makes his signature move and comes up behind me. Why does
he love doing that so much?

He grabs my hips and drags my bottom against
him. He grinds against me and I can feel how hard he is. “Go get
ready. I’ll finish up the kitchen and meet you in the bedroom in
five minutes.”

He kisses my neck and lets me go. I have to
hurry because he isn’t giving me long, so I scramble to the
bathroom with my bag.

I’m excited for this—for him—as I quickly
freshen up before slipping into my naughty little Santa-themed
lingerie. I think it’s been a little longer than five minutes when
I hear him call out from the bedroom. “Time’s up, Miss Beckett. I’m
waiting.”

I call out from inside the bathroom. “Sit on
the bed and close your eyes. No peeking. I’ll know if you
do.”

I open the door and see him sitting on the
bed, eyes closed. “And just how will you know if I
peek?”

“Because I always know when you’ve
been naughty.”

I walk out into the room in the red lingerie
with white fur trim and candy cane-striped thigh-highs. With hands
on my hips, I say, “You can open your eyes now.”

He does as I tell him and when he sees me, he
breaks into a smile. It’s all for me and no one else. “I have a
gift for you if you’ve been a good little boy.”

“And what if I’ve been
naughty?”

I stroll toward him. “You’ll still get a
present.”

We reach for each other at the same time and
he brings his mouth down hard on mine. It’s almost painful, but I
rejoice inside because it’s the way I want it tonight. Rough and
raw.

He quickly spins us around and shoves me
backwards onto the bed. He strips his shirt over his head and I
enjoy the show from where I’m lying on the bed. “Get on your
stomach.”

I flip over and hear the sound of his zipper,
then that of the opening drawer. Boo. I’m missing that part
again.

I feel the bed dip and he crawls over me from
behind. Hot skin is all I feel against my back. He’s naked. And
wanting, obvious from the hardness pressed against my
thigh.

I’ve come to expect him to push my hair from
my shoulders, and he does. He puts his lips on the skin of my neck
and then slowly moves to my shoulder. He grazes his teeth over it
while his hands are all over me at once. I’m squirming beneath him,
chills erupting over my entire body. He continues to travel
downward until his mouth reaches the band of my panties. He hooks
his fingers inside and tugs. I lift my hips up from the bed a
little so he can get them down.

When my panties are off and tossed
aside, he unfastens my bra. He puts his palm flat against the small
of my back and strokes it before his hand drops to my cheeks. I’m
afraid because I don’t know what he’s going to do. I’ve never
done that before,
and I don’t think I want to.

I’m face down, but I feel his hand creep
around to my stomach and then down between my legs until he’s
stroking me in that delightful place. I temporarily forget my fear
because all I feel is longing for more of what he’s doing. I must
have it. I’ll explode with it or without it, but for two completely
different reasons.

I feel him prodding me from behind, searching
blindly for his way inside me, and I’m back to thinking of his
intent. I decide it doesn’t matter. He can do anything to me as
long as his fingers don’t stop what they’re doing right
now.

He pushes my knees apart with his and then
glides into the familiar place. I admit I’m relieved, but I don’t
have time to think about it for long before he’s directing me. “Sit
up and lean back against me.”

I push myself up and then shift backwards
until I’m sitting on him with my knees spread apart. He grips my
hips and begins to guide me up and down. This is a new position for
me. Shit, I’ve never felt so full.

He returns his fingers to my pleasureland as
he fills me from behind. It’s absurd how good he makes me
feel.

When he sees he no longer has to guide my
movement, he uses his free hand to palm one of my breasts. It’s too
many sensations to withstand at once. I’m on the ledge, about to
fall. Or jump. I’m not sure which, and then I hear his possessive
words through gritted teeth and it sends me over the edge. “No one
else touches you. Only me. Do you understand?”

The quaking starts in my core and I don’t
answer him because I can’t find my voice. I’m too entangled in the
flood of ecstasy to speak. I ride him harder as the waves of
pleasure begin because I’ll die if I don’t. He squeezes my nipple
hard and the sensation radiates down between my legs to finish me
off. “Tell me you understand.”

My hands grip the top of his thighs and I
squeeze hard. My answer comes out as a scream. “Yes! I
understand!”

I fall forward onto my stomach with exhaustion
and he collapses with me on top of my back. His weight pushes me
into the mattress and he’s breathing heavily against my ear. “I
won’t share you with anyone.”

His words remind me of my initial thoughts
about him. Lachlan Henry’s world is a dark place I know nothing
about. I think it frightens me, but it’s too late now. I’m a part
of it, no matter what it is.
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Jack McLachlan

I feel it in the way she’s trembling and it has
nothing to do with her orgasm. I’ve been too aggressive with her.
Now I need to show her I can be gentle.

I lift myself from Paige’s body and kneel
between her legs from behind. I kiss the dip in her lower back and
taste the salty moisture created during our sexual frenzy. It’s
another way I love to taste this sweet girl.

I glide my hands from her waist to her
shoulders and begin massaging her tense muscles. It takes a few
minutes, but I feel her eventually relax under my touch and I
contemplate how to justify my possessive outburst.

I could say that I don’t know where my
irrational demand came from, but that would be a lie. There
should’ve been no room for anything in my head other than how good
it felt to be inside her, but something else slipped into my
thoughts. Someone else—Ben Donavon. I can’t believe I let that
little bastard get into my head. He wants what’s mine and I’m
forced to deliver her to him tomorrow. She might as well be served
on a silver platter.

For two days, I’ll be in Sydney and she’ll be
with him in his apartment. They might find themselves alone. That’s
when shit happens.

I might have gone about it poorly, but I want
to be clear with Paige; she is mine while she’s in Australia. I
won’t share her with Ben Donavon or any other dick.

I lean forward to kiss her shoulder and then
skim my nose across the nape of her neck. She smells so good—all
fruit, sweat, and pheromones. Lots of pheromones. If I keep
sniffing her, I could get sidetracked from what I need to
do.

I place the side of my face against the center
of her back and leave it there while I try to regain some of the
footing I may have lost over my less-than-gentle treatment. “I’m
sorry if I was too aggressive.”

“You were pretty intense.” She
peers at me over her shoulder. “But I never said I was opposed to
intense.” I feel her words rumble against my ear pressed to her
body. “However, I’m a little confused about what you
said.”

I roll off her and lie on my side. She does
the same and props her head in her hand. She pokes her lips out at
me as she mocks me in a husky tone. “You look so
serious.”

I am. Dead serious. “We may only be together
for a few months, but you’re mine while you’re here. I won’t share
you with Ben Donavon or any other man.”

I see the confusion on her face. “What brought
this on?”

Oh, hell. I’m going to sound like such a
chick. “You live with him.”

She’s giving me that
duh, really? look that
my little sister gives me. Women must be born with that special
talent. “And you knew that when we met. You didn’t just figure that
out.”

“I know, but I have to take you
back to him tomorrow.”

The realization clicks in her head and she
understands. “You’re not relinquishing custody of me to Ben. You’re
taking me to the place where I stay with my best
friend.”

“Which happens to belong to a man
who wants you in his bed.” I didn’t see it before, but it’s become
clear to me. Now that I’ve had Paige in my bed, her residency at
Ben Donavon’s is going to be a problem for me.

She shrugs, as if she couldn’t care less. “It
doesn’t matter if he wants me or not. I don’t want him.” She gets
up and straddles me. “But I do want you.”

She is going to use sex to distract me from
this conversation. I’ll allow it—this time.

–––––

It’s Christmas Eve morning. When I
wake, I see Paige asleep on her stomach again. I’m learning things
about her. She’s a stomach sleeper. She doesn’t want to cuddle when
it’s time to sleep. And she likes her space in the bed. All these
thing are fine by me.

Instead of getting up to have coffee and read
the paper, I stay in bed. I want to be next to her when she wakes
because I’m going to have her again before I take her back. I want
to be freshly on her skin and inside her when she returns to
him.

My American girl isn’t a morning person. She
likes to sleep in, so I get to lie next to her, studying her form
for almost an hour before she wakes. I’m on the verge of going back
to sleep when I feel her roll in my direction. My eyes spring open
and she’s staring at me.

Hmm. The watcher becomes the
watched.

She laces her fingers together across my chest
and props her chin on top of her hands. “Good morning.”

I lift my head and kiss the top of her hair.
“Good morning to you, sleepyhead.”

“I can’t be called the sleepyhead
if I’m the one who catches you sleeping.”

“I’ve been waiting an hour for you
to wake up, lazy bones.”

“And what kept you in bed instead
of getting up to have your morning coffee?”

“You.”

I’m inside her twice before we leave the
vineyard, once in the bed and again in the shower. As I drive her
to the apartment, I chastise myself for not being more adventurous
and having her throughout the house since all of the staff was
gone. It would’ve been the perfect time. It will be difficult to
pull that off once they are back.

I pull up in front of the apartment but keep
the Sunset’s engine running. I have to get on the road if I’m going
to be on time. Mum hates it when anyone is late, and I’m already
going to have hell to pay for not bringing my “girlfriend” with
me.

I get out of the car and walk her to the
apartment entrance. I reach for her hands and give them a gentle
squeeze. “I’ll call you later tonight. When you hear Bret sing,
you’ll know it’s me.”

“That reminds me. You need a
personalized ringtone—so you know it’s me.”

I can’t believe she doesn’t know she has one.
“You have one. You just don’t know what it is.”

She reaches for her phone to call me, but I
stop her. “Oh, no you don’t.”

“But I want to know what mine
is.”

“Later.”
I frame her face with my
hands and kiss her hard so she’ll be “love drunk” with me on her
mind while I’m away.

“Drive carefully.”

“I will.”

Just like the first time he interrupted us,
Ben Donavon appears out of thin air. He clears his throat,
interrupting our parting kiss.

He smiles as a look exchanges between us, one
that says, “Hey. I’m gonna have this girl.”

I give him a smug smile in return that
responds, “Hey, guess what. I’ve already had this girl. And she is
incredible.”

The little bastard picks up Paige’s duffle and
stands waiting with it thrown over his shoulder. He knows he’s
interrupting our last moments together. And he’s loving
it.

Fuck it. If he thinks he’s just ruined this
for me, he’s wrong. I’m going to kiss the hell out of her
regardless. “Excuse us. We were in the middle of
something.”

I grasp her face and brush my lips across
hers, but then I coax her mouth open and she allows me to kiss her
like I did when we were alone, as if she has forgotten Ben is there
with us.

I trail my mouth over to her ear and my eyes
meet Ben’s as I whisper, “Remember. I won’t share you.”

She whispers back, “How could I
forget?”

We say a final goodbye and Ben is
waiting to take her from me. When she enters the apartment,
he turns back to
give me a shit-eating grin as he places his hand on her lower
back.

Dammit! Not her lower back. That’s my spot to
touch.

My only choice is to watch. I feel helpless,
like a shepherd seeing his favorite lamb disappear into the forest
with a dangerous wolf. She thinks he’s harmless, but he’s not. I
know better.

It’s juvenile, but I text her before I drive
away in an effort to steal her attention away from him.

*Miss me while I’m gone*

A heartbeat later, I hear the sound of her
return text.

*Can’t miss U till UR gone ;)*

I pull away from the curb and wait until I’m
out of sight to hit send on the next message.

*Gone. Now U can miss me.*

*I will but no TWD!*

She’s concerned for my safety. This makes me
smile.

*K*

I use the drive to think about a
lot of things, but my thoughts mostly revolve around the beautiful
new brunette in my life who doesn’t seem to care about the things I
can do for her. Knowing how little she cares about the money I
could spend, makes me want to buy her the
world.

–––––

My mom greets me at the door, which she never does,
and peeks toward my car. She’s searching for my “girlfriend.”

She sees I’m alone and is pissed off. “You
didn’t bring her?”

Why does she do this to herself? “No, Mum. I
told you I wasn’t.”

“I hoped you’d change your mind. I
want to meet the woman who has caught my son’s eye. Is that too
much to ask?”

“No, Mum, it’s not.” I shouldn’t,
but I give her false hope because it would be the right thing to
say if Paige were my real girlfriend. “Maybe I’ll bring her next
time.”

Her eyes sparkle with my proposal. “We have
your birthday dinner next month. You can bring her
then.”

“I’ll discuss it with her and
we’ll see,” I lie.

She’s satisfied with that answer and finally
lets me in the house.

We’re sitting at the dining room table when
she brings it up again. “I want to hear about your
girlfriend.”

Everyone around the table stares while they
wait on me to answer. I see I’m going to be forced into lying. I’ll
try to be as vague as possible. “She’s American.”

I see my mum’s face fall. “She doesn’t live in
Australia?”

“No. She’s here on an extended
visit with a friend.”

“So she won’t be returning to the
States soon?”

“Not for a while.”

That makes my mum smile again. “That’s good.
What does she do?”

“She’s a musician—a very good one.
That’s how we met … I heard her sing at a club in Wagga
Wagga.”

I avoid telling them Paige’s name, but the
illusion feels real for a moment, and I like it. I take pleasure in
the happiness I see on their faces, but then the guilt sets in.
Everything I tell them about her is the truth wrapped in a blanket
of lies.
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Laurelyn Prescott

Addison is out with Zac, and I’m uncomfortable
because I see a change in Ben as soon as we get inside the
apartment. He’s next to me every time I turn around, brushing
against me any chance he gets, sitting next to me on the couch.
He’s pursuing me in a much more aggressive manner, and I don’t like
it.

I lie and say I need to go to the store for
tampons to get away from him. He insists on driving me, but I
decline by telling him the walk will help with cramps. How asinine.
I’m a terrible liar, but I think the talk of tampons and menstrual
cramps keeps him from insisting.

I’m walking around in the drugstore a few
blocks from the apartment when Bret begins to sing in my purse. I’m
standing in front of a mirror in the makeup aisle when I look up
and see the goofy grin on my face as I answer. I didn’t even
realize I was smiling. “Hello, caveman.”

“Hey, American girl. How’s it
going back in Wagga Wagga?”

He may ask how it’s going, but what he really means
is how is it going with Ben, and there’s no way I’m going there.
“Everything’s good. Are you having fun with the fam?”

“Not really. I’d
be having a lot more fun if I were with you.” No argument here.

“We’ll have plenty of fun when you
get back.” And what was the plan after the holidays? Would he keep
making the drive into town to get me?

“What are you doing to pass the
time without me?”

I laugh because it’s so ridiculous. “I’m
strolling around a drugstore.”

“And you’d be doing that because?”
He doesn’t give me time to answer. “Did that little bastard do
something to you?”

I know the worst thing I can do is tell him
about Ben’s behavior, so I lie. “I was bored and wanted to get out
for a while, but it’s a bad night to get bored. There’s not much
open on Christmas Eve.”

“It’s not safe for you to be out
walking the streets alone after dark.”

Shit. He sounds mad. “I’m only a few blocks
from the apartment.”

“I don’t care if you’re across the
street. I want you to take a cab back.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

“Says the girl right before she
gets nabbed by some crazy-ass psycho. I’ll be quite upset with you
if you are kidnapped and murdered, so please take a cab back. Got
it?”

I smile at his concern for my safety, even if
he is a little overbearing. “I will if it’ll make you feel
better.”

“Yes, it will make me feel much
better. Have you changed your mind about going to your friend’s
house for Christmas?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean I’m
without plans. I’m going to watch a marathon of Christmas movies
and drink lots of eggnog. I’m an only child so I’m used to
entertaining me, myself, and I. It’s really not a big
deal.”

He’s quiet and I’m not sure he’s buying my
story. I hope it’s not the pity thing again. I can’t stand that.
“Not a big deal, huh?”

“No, it’s not,” I lie. It is a big
deal. Who wants to be alone on Christmas?

“If you say so.”

“I believe I just did.”

“I just wanted to check in for a
minute before I got tied up. My brother has solicited my help in
putting toys together. Yay.”

He sounds annoyed, but I think it would be
fun. “Okay. Well, have fun building dollhouses. Merry Christmas,
caveman.”

“Merry Christmas, American
girl.”

–––––

Addison and Ben have been gone to Zac’s for hours, so
it’s just me, Jimmy Stewart, and a half-emptied carton of eggnog.
It’s possible I mixed it with some mighty fine bourbon and
garnished with a dash of cinnamon. Christmas is on now.

I hear Bret singing and I’m surprised because
Lachlan didn’t mention calling me today. I expected him to be way
too busy with his family. “Hey, caveman. This is a pleasant
surprise.”

“Well, I hope you still think that
a couple of minutes from now.”

Oh, shit. “Is something wrong?” The words
aren’t out of my mouth when the door buzzes. “Hang on a second.
Someone’s buzzing the door.”

Weird. Who’s here on Christmas Day? I push the
intercom button. “Yes?”

“It’s me.”

It’s a man’s voice, but this is Ben’s
apartment. How am I supposed to know who he is? “I’m sorry. Ben
isn’t home.”

“It’s me, Lachlan.”

Well, shit. Do I talk to the phone or the
intercom? “Lachlan! What are you doing here?”

“Do you really want to have this
conversation with me standing downstairs?”

“Of course not. Sorry. I’m in
apartment 311.” I press the button to allow him into the building
and stand at the door waiting.

Shit, I look a mess. I’m wearing jogging pants
with something stupid written across the ass and an equally stupid
T-shirt. I’m not even positive my clothes don’t have stains or
holes. My hair is piled into a messy bun on top of my head and I’m
wearing my glasses. They’re trendy, but I’d still rather be wearing
my contacts for Lachlan. Too late now.

He comes around the corner from the elevator
dressed in dark stonewashed jeans and a white button-up. He’s as
handsome as I’ve ever seen him and I want to crawl into a deep,
deep hole so he can’t see me like this.

I smile because I can’t see him and not beam.
“What are you doing here?”

“It’s Christmas. I didn’t want you
to be alone. And I wanted to see you.”

“What about your
family?”

“My mother was rather annoyed with
me when I told her you were alone today. She insisted I come and
spend the evening with you.”

Oh. I
feel deflated when I realize this is his mother’s
insistence.

I shrug and stare at my bare feet. “I’m sorry.
I wasn’t expecting you so I look like hell.”

He reaches out and grabs the hem of my shirt,
giving it a little tug. “You’re always beautiful. And I love the
glasses.”

I’m dazed by his simple touch. He has that
kind of power over me.

It takes a moment, but I finally come to my
senses and invite him in. “I’m sorry. Come in.”

He prowls through the door and I
feel him on my heels as I shut it. He grabs me from behind. I’ve
come to accept this as his thing,
but I like it.

He uses his hips to pin me against the door.
His hands are pressed on each side of my head, locking me inside
his cage of muscular arms. Because my hair is piled in a messy bun,
he has easy access to my whole neck, but I realize I miss the glide
of his hand pushing my hair over my shoulder. He leans forward and
begins kissing the back of my neck, and I evanesce.

I know what he’s doing. He wants the thrill of
screwing me in the rival’s territory. It means he’s won and I’m
fine with him taking me as his prize.

He brings his hands to my hips and navigates
me to the couch, but we don’t sit. He steers me to the arm until it
hits me across the top of my thighs. I hear the sound of his zipper
behind me and then the tearing of a foil wrapper.

A few seconds later, he pushes my
pants and panties to my knees. Shit, I
don’t remember which panties I’m wearing. I hope they’re not some
of my old ones.

I feel his hand at my lower back and he pushes
me over the arm of the couch. He glides a hand up my spine to my
shoulders. I should be mortified at being bent over with my pants
to my knees, but I’m not, and the thought dissipates altogether
when he slides two fingers inside me. I rock back against his magic
hand because I can’t hold still. It feels too good.

“You’re always so wet and eager.”
I love the things he says to me when we’re like this. I implore him
to say something else and he reads my mind. “Tell me what you
want.”

“You.” I manage to whisper, but
I’m not as good at this as he is.

He takes his fingers out and I feel his hard
tip sliding up and down. “Tell me where you want me.”

“Inside me.” It comes out a little
louder, but still barely more than a whisper.

“When?” He’s still teasing me, but
uses a little more pressure.

“Now,” I manage to say a little
louder.

“I’m sorry. I can’t hear you,
Paige. When did you say you want me?” He’s taunting me.

“Right now!” I scream as I push
back and force him inside me.

I hear him hiss through his teeth. “Then right
now you shall have me.”

I feel his hands on my hips and I hear him
groan as he sinks deep inside me with more force than I thought
possible. I call out from the shock of it. “You like it this way,
don’t you?”

I can’t lie. I love it. “Yes.” It’s all I can
manage with him pounding into me.

He slows his pace a little and I feel one of
his hands leave my hip to slide down my spine. “I love having you
this way.”

I’m like a cat bending to his touch. He holds
so much power over me … I wonder if he knows.

I spiral until he takes me to that place, the
one where I implode as he drives hard into me one last time. A few
moments later, I feel his kiss against my back. “Pack a bag. You’re
coming home with me. But don’t change. I want you just the way you
are.”

He doesn’t have to ask me twice.
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Jack McLachlan

Paige is in her room packing when I hear the
lock jiggle. Ben Donavon comes through the door to find me in his
living room, sitting on the arm of his couch—the same one I just
bent Paige over—and I stifle my laughter. He’s not happy with my
presence and is about to question it when Paige comes out of her
bedroom.

He sees her bag and reads the situation for
what it is. She’s choosing to leave with me, not stay here with
him. “Going somewhere?”

“Yeah, I’m staying with Lachlan
tonight.”

He’s pissed off and that makes me more eager
to get her away from him. “When should I tell Addison you’ll be
back?”

She looks to me for an answer, but I don’t
have one. I haven’t thought about a plan beyond tonight. “She’ll
call and let her know.”

He’s furious because this isn’t his plan. His
involved coming back to the apartment to have some alone time with
Paige. Too bad. The only one-on-one she’s getting tonight is in my
bed.

I put my arm around her and take her bag.
“Ready, baby?”

Paige glances at me and grins. “I think
so.”

As we walk out the door, I taunt him over my
shoulder. “Merry Christmas, Ben.”

He doesn’t say anything back. Sore
loser.

–––––

I see Paige’s gift by the door when we pull up. I
called and canceled the delivery to the apartment and instead had
it brought to the vineyard the moment my mum convinced me to spend
Christmas with my “girlfriend.”

My poor mum. She thinks she sent me here to
woo her potential daughter-in-law, not indulge in my latest lewd
act.

Paige sees the gift on the porch when we get
out of the car. “Check it out. Someone left a Christmas gift for
you by the door.”

I try not to grin. “Hmm, I wonder who would
have done that since all of the staff are still gone for the
holidays.”

I unlock the door and grab the gift before she
has time to investigate the name on the card. We go into the living
room and I put it down on the coffee table. “Want to go ahead and
take your bag to the bedroom?”

“Sure.”

I watch her disappear down the hall, and it
makes me smile. She’s familiar with all of this—me, my house, the
things I want to do to her. She hasn’t been shocked or apprehensive
about anything so far. The others were uptight and stuffy, but
Paige is different. She’s so much better.

She comes back into the living room and sits
next to me on the couch. I pass her one of the glasses of wine I’ve
poured. “Thank you.”

She lifts it to her mouth and then makes a
guess at the type. “Merlot?”

“Very good, my young
apprentice.”

She smiles, pleased with herself. “I have a
great master.”

“Perhaps.” I take the wine from
her hand and put our glasses aside. I lift the large gift from the
coffee table and hand her the card. “I’m dying to see who this is
from. Read the card to me.”

She smiles as she takes it. “Merry Christmas
to Paige, from Lachlan.” Her smile fades when it registers. “You
got me a gift?”

“I did.”

“When did you have
time?”

“When isn’t important.” I place
the box across her lap and I’m surprised by the joy I’m feeling.
I’ve gone from one extreme to the other today. I was discontent
when I woke this morning and thought about not being with her when
she opened this, but now I’m antsy to see her reaction. “Open
it.”

“But I don’t have a gift for
you.”

I shrug. “Doesn’t matter. Open it
already.”

She tears the paper slowly. I can tell she’s
guarded, perhaps thinking of all the things the large box could
contain. Of the things running through her mind, I don’t think this
one she considers.

When she opens the box, she sees the case
adorned with one word: Martin. She knows what’s inside. I can’t
decipher what I see on her face. Is she not happy?

My other companions were ecstatic to get
gifts. Of course, I usually give them something lavish, like
jewelry. Maybe she was hoping for something along those lines.
Should I have given her diamond earrings instead?

She swallows hard and pulls the brown case
from the box. She places it across her lap and looks at me. She
seems sad, and I don’t know why. I wish I knew what she was
thinking.

She pushes the brass drawbolt latch up with
her thumb and opens the top of the case. She stares quietly at the
Martin D-45 she admired in the window of the music store before she
grazes her fingers over it. I’m no closer to knowing what’s going
through her mind. It’s frustrating and I begin to wonder if I’ve
done something wrong. Perhaps it isn’t the right guitar.

I can stand it no longer. “You have to tell me
what you’re thinking.”

She blinks several times and I see the tears
in her eyes. Shit. That wasn’t what I was going for at all. “I’m
thinking it’s beautiful but way too expensive and I can’t accept
it.”

“Don’t think of how much it cost.
I bought it for you because I want you to have it. You’re keeping
it. Now, take it out and play something for me.”

She puts the case on the coffee table and
removes the guitar. She slips the strap over her head and hesitates
like she’s still thinking it over, but then strums it for the first
time. And it’s over. I know there’ll be no more talk of not
accepting my gift because she’s in love with it.

She begins strumming a song and nothing sounds
familiar about it, but I like it. “What song is this?”

“Paperweight.” She strums a few
more chords and then begins singing. “Been up all night, staring at
you … wondering what’s on your mind. I’ve been this way with so
many before but … this feels like the first time.”

Two lines in and I’m completely lost in her.
Her voice is uninhibited and I love everything about her when she
sings—her song choice, her voice, her facial expressions, but
mostly the feeling I get. She’s special and destined for great
things when the right person in the music industry discovers
her.

When she finishes playing, she looks over at
me and smiles. “It’s perfect and I love it. It’s the best gift I’ve
ever been given. Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.”

She gets up and puts the guitar in
its case before she climbs onto the couch and straddles me. She
takes my face in her small, delicate hands. I hadn’t noticed
how dainty they
are until I saw them strumming the Martin. She’s watching my eyes.
“And thank you for coming back to me.”

I’m taken by surprise because her words sound
so intimate, like those that would be whispered between two people
in love. She’s very good at our little game. She makes this feel
real.

My first thought is to take her to the
bedroom, but then I remember that we are alone and decide I want
her right here in the living room. I lift her shirt over her head
and unfasten the back of her bra to free her perfect breasts. I
suck one of her rosy tips into my mouth and I feel her arch closer
as she drops her head back. I roll my tongue around the erect
pebble and then scrape my teeth over it.

“Oh, Lachlan,” she quietly moans
as she grinds her pelvis against mine.

My sweet little American girl isn’t much of a
talker when we’re like this, but I’m going to work on her a little
at a time. “Tell me what you want me to do to you,
Paige.”

“You know what I want you to
do.”

“I might, but I can’t be sure, so
I need to hear you say it.”

Her face is red because she’s embarrassed to
tell me, but I’ll eventually have her so she isn’t afraid to ask me
to do anything. I rub my hands over her breasts. “Do you want me to
kiss you here?”

“Yes.”

“Then say it.”

She swallows hard. “Lachlan, I want you to
kiss my breasts.” It’s a soft whisper, but I let it count because
this is going to take some conditioning.

I take her other breast in my mouth and suck
it hard. I tug lightly on her nipple and it makes a popping sound
when the suction breaks.

She’s still wearing her bottoms so I lift her
from my lap and lie her down on the couch. “Now, what do you want
me to do next?”

“Take off my pants and
panties.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grin at her as I
tug on the waistband of her pants and panties. She lifts her hips
and I slide them down for a second time today. I take them all the
way down and toss them onto the floor. “Next?”

She smiles and I think she is starting to
relax with our game. “Take off your clothes while I
watch.”

“Anything you want. You only have
to ask.”

I unbutton my shirt and toss it casually over
the back of the couch. I take the two foil squares out of my pocket
and put them on the coffee table before I unfasten my daks and drop
them and my jocks to the floor. “Next?”

She’s licking her lips. “I want your mouth on
me.”

I grin at her vague request. “You have to tell
me where.”

She points at her piercing through her navel.
“Start here. Then, I want you to go down.”

“Anything for you.” My American
girl is getting braver. This is going to be so much fun.

I kiss her jeweled piercing over her belly
button because she’s asked me to, but I know that’s not where she
really wants my mouth, so I begin working my way toward the real
prize. She relaxes her legs as I go lower, but I stop just before I
get to that spot. “Is this low enough?”

“No.”

“Tell me when I get to where you
want me.”

I start again and I hear her direct me. “Go
down a little more.”

I know when I hit the spot because she arches
her back in response. “Yes. Right there. Don’t stop.”

I lick her center and then use my tongue to
circle the stiff nub, but it’s when I slide my fingers inside her
below my tongue that she begins to come apart. I feel her hand grab
my hair as she squeals out. “Don’t stop doing that,
Lachlan.”

When she’s finished coming, I feel her relax
and she lets go of my hair. At this rate, I could be snatched bald
by the end of our time together.

I reach for the condom on the table and tear
into it. She sits up on the couch and watches me roll it on. When I
finish, I crawl up her body and search her face. “Now, tell me what
you want me to do to you.”

“I want you to … fuck me.” She’s
hesitant and soft-spoken.

Not good enough. I grab her thighs and pull
her against me.

“Say it like you mean it.” I’m
hard against her slick entrance and she’s lifting her hips to rub
against me. She wants me to enter her and I will, but not until I
hear her say it the way I want.

She grabs me around the neck and pulls me down
until we’re eye to eye and there’s nothing gentle about it. “Fuck.
Me. Now. Lachlan.”

That’s my girl. “Okay, okay. All you had to do
was ask,” I laugh.

I give her what we both want and sink deeply
inside her. She brings her legs up around my hips to coax me on.
“Harder, Lachlan.”

“You like it rough, don’t
you?”

She tightens her legs around me.
“Yes!”

I drive into her, filling her as
deeply as I can when I have no choice but to explode. Her legs are
wrapped around me tightly and there’s an unfamiliar feeling deep
inside her. What was that?

It was neither bad nor good. Just something
I’d never felt before.

“Did you feel something different
just now?”

“No, but you obviously did by the
look on your face.”

“Yeah, I did. I felt something
twitch. Or pop.”

I’m still inside her, so I pull out to
investigate and see if we have an issue. The condom is busted to
hell and back. “Fuck! The rubber broke.”

My first response is to panic, but then I
remember that Paige is on the pill. “You’ve been taking your birth
control pills, haven’t you?”

Condoms are the one thing I have absolute
control over in my sexual relationships. I refuse to depend on
anyone else to be responsible. The cost of failure is too great,
but now I’m forced to relinquish control to Paige and really need
to hear her say she’s been doing what she promised she
would.

She sits up and grabs my face. “Yes, Lachlan.
I take my pill at the same time every day, so relax. I’ve got us
covered.”

She has us covered.
Her words work to calm me a little. “You’re
right. I just panicked for a minute. When are you supposed to start
your period?” I need to know how long I have to worry about
this.

“Probably Tuesday.”

“Good. That means we’ll only have
to wait a few days to know everything is all right for sure.” God,
just thinking about everything not being okay makes me want to
throw up.


 


 19

Laurelyn Prescott

Wow, meet flustered Lachlan. I didn’t know he
existed.

I work harder to convince him everything is
all good. “We’re fine, Lachlan. Even if I weren’t on the pill, I’m
not ovulating.”

“Says the woman who gets a
surprise pregnancy.”

I didn’t know Lachlan could be anything but
cool and collected, but he has shown me a different side of him.
Let’s just say he doesn’t deal well with “oh, shit”
moments.

He picks up the unused condom from the coffee
table and tears the wrapper so he can inspect it for defects.
“We’re not using any more out of that box, just in case it’s a
defective batch.”

When he finishes inspecting it, he flops back
on the couch and stares at the ceiling. He’s thinking—and
worrying—although I’ve told him I’m taking my birth control pills.
Is it because he thinks I sleep around with a lot of men? I admit
that I haven’t given him much reason to think otherwise, but it’s
the furthest thing from the truth.

“Before you, I had only been with
one person and I was tested for everything under the sun after we
ended things, so you don’t have to worry about catching something
from me.”

He doesn’t look at me. “I’m not worried about
you giving me a sexually transmitted disease. The majority of that
stuff can be treated.”

I see that there won’t be any more sex until
we get a new box of condoms, so I get off the couch and begin to
dress after I toss him his pants and boxer briefs.

When I finish dressing, I kneel between his
legs and put my chin on one of his knees. I peer up at him and he
caresses the side of my face with his hand. I don’t want this night
to be ruined by stress and anxiety. “Don’t. Worry. We’re
good.”

His worry has taken him somewhere else, and I
want him back here with me. “Want me to play something for
you?”

“Yes, that would be
nice.”

I get up from the floor and take my new guitar
from its case. I stand in front of him and strum several times.
“Any requests from the audience tonight?”

“You pick.”

I know the perfect song to take his mind off
what just happened. I begin to strum a bluegrass version of “Gin
and Juice,” but I can tell he isn’t catching on. Maybe Australians
aren’t fans of Snoop Dogg.

“‘With so much drama in the
L.B.C., it’s kinda hard bein’ Snoop D. O. Double-G … But I … I
somehow, someway … keep comin’ up with funky-ass shit nearly every
single day.’”

I know the second the song comes to him
because he begins to laugh. Hmm. Lachlan thinks I’m funny. It’s
feels so strange because Blake never thought anything I did was
amusing.

He picks up and begins to sing the chorus with
me. “‘Rollin’ down the street … smokin’ endo … sippin’ on gin and
juice … Laid back …With my mind on my money and my money on my
mind.’”

When I finish, he claps and I curtsy. “That
was fantastic.”

“Bluegrass ‘Gin and Juice’ isn’t
fantastic; it’s shitastic. There’s a huge difference between the
two.”

“That wasn’t exactly the kind of
performance I was expecting when I bought the guitar for you, but I
loved it. Do something else shitastic for me.”

I don’t have to think about it. I’m going to
do “Whatever You Like” by T.I. my way because the song makes me
think of us and our bizarro relationship.

“‘I said you can have whatever you
like … I said you can have whatever you like … Yeah … Stacks on
deck … Patrón on ice … And we can pop bottles all night and baby,
you could have whatever you like … I said, you could have whatever
you like … Yeah … baby, I can treat you so special, so nice … Gas
up a jet for you tonight and baby, you can go wherever you like … I
said you can go wherever you like …Yeah.’”

He applauds for me when I finish and I curtsy
again. “You’re amazing.”

He thinks that’s amazing? “You know I was just
playing around, right? That’s not the kind of stuff I sing for
real.”

“Okay, so tell me. What does Paige
Beckett sing for real?”

“Music is what feelings sound like
out loud. I sing songs that speak from my heart. They tell my
story, how I feel.”

“Sing one of those. Pick one that
tells me your story.”

“I don’t know.”

“You do know. Come on, tell me
your story.”

I’m going to regret this. I know I
will. I decide on “According to You” by
Orianthi. I strum until I find the desired chord. “‘According to
you … I’m stupid, I’m useless … I can’t do anything right …
According to you … I’m difficult, hard to please, forever changing
my mind … I’m a mess in a dress, can’t show up on time, even if it
would save my life. According to you … According to you … But
according to him … I’m beautiful, incredible. He can’t get me out
of his head … According to him … I’m funny, irresistible …
Everything he ever wanted …’”

And that’s as far as I make it before I’m
choking on my own words. Shit, I knew I’d regret doing this. I’m
mortified as I stand in front of Lachlan with my hands over my face
so he doesn’t see the ugly cry.

He gets off the couch and is by my
side, arms around me. A moment later, he lifts the guitar over my
head and puts it in its case. “I don’t know who he is, but he’s wrong. You are
beautiful. And incredible. And funny. And irresistible.”

There’s so much that’s happened in my life to
make me feel unworthy of ever being beautiful, incredible, funny,
or irresistible. But I don’t want to think of those things. Not
now. And certainly not in front of Lachlan.

He lets go of me and takes my hand. “It’s
late. Come to bed with me.”

I follow him to his bedroom and shuffle
through my bag as he pulls the comforter back. “What did you bring
to sleep in?”

I take out a satin lavender slip
gown and hold it up for him to see. He shakes his head before reaching into
his bureau and tossing one of his T-shirts in my direction. “Here.
Wear this.” Yep. We are officially on coitus hiatus until we can
get our hands on a different batch of condoms.

He’s seen me naked, but I still turn around to
take my clothes off and slip into his shirt. I’m not sure wearing
something of his is helping with the coitus hiatus effort because I
can’t help but notice how good it smells. Just like
Lachlan.

We go into the bathroom together to do our
bedtime rituals. He’s on his side and I’m on the other. I watch him
in the mirror as he brushes his teeth. It feels so domestic. He
glances over and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s sneaking a peek
at me or if he feels my eyes on him.

When we’re finished, we climb into bed and he
pulls me close. He doesn’t ask me to tell him about the pain I’m
hiding. He simply holds me until we fall asleep. It’s something
I’ve never done. And it’s beautiful.

–––––

I wake the next morning and my hand reaches for a
warm body that isn’t there. The early bird is out of the nest
already, which makes me the sleepyhead again, except for the fact
that it’s only seven in the morning. That does not qualify as
sleeping late in any shape or form.

I don’t find Lachlan in the kitchen, so I walk
toward the gym. I hear “Whatever You Like” blaring through the
speakers before I reach the door. When I walk in, he’s running on
the treadmill and the back of his T-shirt is soaking wet. He’s been
in here a while.

His back is to me, but his eyes meet mine in
the mirror. “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

“Good morning, early bird. Nice
song choice.”

“I think so too, although I like
your version better. You just missed Snoop Dogg.”

“Hate that. Been running
long?”

“Long enough.” He stops the
treadmill and reaches for a towel to wipe the sweat from his face.
His cheeks are rosy and it makes him look younger, like a child
playing in the hot sun.

“I probably need to call Addison
to let her know how long I’m staying.”

“How long do you want to
stay?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. How long am I
welcome?” Listen to me. I’m like Addison now, not wanting to wear
out my welcome.

He wipes his neck and chest—jeez, I’d love to
be that towel. “I’m leaving to go out of town Monday morning. Will
you stay with me until then?”

I don’t have to think about it, but I hesitate
for a moment so he doesn’t see how elated I am to be with him for
the next two days. “Sure. That’s doable.”

He tosses the towel across the treadmill as he
gets off and I know what’s he’s about to do. I see the mischief in
his grin. He knows I’m about to run and catches me before I can
take a second step. I’m no match for a conditioned
runner.

He pulls me against his hot, sweaty body. I
wanted to be his towel. Now, I am. Any other sweaty man would be
gross, but Lachlan’s not. It’s the ultimate turn-on, but I remember
we don’t have condoms since he tossed the whole box of potentially
defective ones out last night.

I pretend to be grossed out as I push away
from him. “Caveman, you are in desperate need of a
shower.”

He rubs his sweaty body all over me. “Now you
are too.”

Has he forgotten about our lack of protection?
“Do you think that’s the best idea since you threw out all the
condoms last night?”

He’s wearing that naughty little grin I’ve
come to love so much. “Don’t need ’em for what we’re going to
do.”
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Jack McLachlan

It’s not even noon when we’re driving into
town, and we both know exactly the purpose of our expedition. We
have condom shopping to do.

“I didn’t pack enough clothes to
stay until Monday. Do you mind swinging by the apartment so I can
pick up some things?”

“No problem.” Except I do have a
problem with it. I’m sure Ben Donavon will be there.

I park along the curb at the apartment. I’m
not sure if I’m invited up, but I’m not at all crazy about her
going to his place without me. “Will you come up and officially
meet Addison?”

“Sure.”
Abso-fucking-lutely.
It’s probably not the best idea to hem me up with that little
bastard in the same room, but I don’t want her going up there
without me.

I follow Paige into the building. She knocks
instead of using a key and Addison opens the door. I’m relieved to
see it isn’t her brother. Her friend wrinkles her brow. “Why are
you knocking? You live here, silly.”

“It’s not my apartment. I’m just
bunking here.”

Addison gives me a thorough inspection. “Well,
you haven’t been bunking here much, thanks to this guy.” I’m not
sure what to make of her comment, but she extends her hand.
“Addison Donavon.”

“Lachlan Henry.”

“So, you’re the man who’s been
keeping my best friend so busy.”

Yeah, we’ve been pretty busy all right.
“Guilty as charged.”

“She tells me you’re in the wine
business. My family has a vineyard in California. It can be
brutal.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

“I’m going to grab some things
while you bond over the whoas of winemaking.” Paige disappears into
the bedroom and leaves me alone with her friend. I’m prepared to
share more about my career, but once she’s certain Paige is out of
hearing distance, she suddenly changes the subject and is very
serious.

“Please, don’t hurt
her.”

It’s a strained moment and I’m not really sure
how to respond. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m asking you to not hurt
Laurelyn. She’s been through a lot. The last guy she dated did a
real number on her.”

Her name is Laurelyn?

“She told me about the agreement
you have and I’m fine with it. Have a great time together—but don’t
make her fall in love with you. She’s been hurt enough.”

Fall in love? Who said anything about falling
in love?

Paige might have told her friend
some things about our agreement, but not everything. Addison
doesn’t know that Laurelyn
chose to keep her name a secret from me because
she’s unknowingly busted her on it. Honestly, it stings a little to
discover that.

“No worries. Laurelyn and I are on
the same page.” I say her name, savoring how it sounds rolling off
my tongue. Paige was all right, but Laurelyn fits her better
because it’s different. I’ve never known anyone by that
name.

She comes out of the bedroom with a large bag
in hand. “All packed and ready to go.”

–––––

Our first stop after we leave the apartment is the
drugstore. I get into the car after my shopping spree and pass her
the bag of condoms. “How many did you buy?” She opens the bag to
peek inside and smiles in my direction. “Did you buy their entire
inventory?”

“Hey, I’m not getting stuck
without some backup in case we have another blowout.”

She’s shaking her head at me. “Are you still
worried about that?”

Hell yeah, I’m still worried. Why isn’t she?
“Yes, and I will be until you start your period. If you don’t get
it before I leave, I want you to call me as soon as you
do.”

“Yes, sir.” I think she’s
miffed.

I know I sound irrational. I don’t mean to,
but a pregnancy under these circumstances would be disastrous. “I’m
sorry. I don’t mean to rub you the wrong way. I’d much rather rub
you the right way.”

She smiles and I know I’m forgiven. “I need to
talk to you about something.”

“Okay.” I pull out of the parking
lot but don’t have a clue where I’m going.

I’m nervous about bringing it up, but I do
because I realize it’s important to me. “I want to call you
Laurelyn.”

I stare ahead as I drive, but I still catch a
glimpse of Laurelyn whirling her head in my direction. “I see
Addison ratted me out. I didn’t tell her about the anonymous part
of the agreement.”

“I’m glad she ratted you out
because I want to call you by your real name. Laurelyn suits you
better than Paige.”

“I don’t think you have the right
to know my real name if I don’t know yours.” She’s angry. Or maybe
defeated. I’m not really sure.

“There are very
legitimate reasons for that.” She turns her head away from me. “You
can’t be angry at me about this.” I reach for her hand and bring it
to my leg. I give it a gentle squeeze. “I was honest with you about
everything.”

She looks back at me. “Except why. You
haven’t given me any kind of explanation. I’m sure I could accept
not knowing if you’d only give me some kind of reason.”

“But, I won’t.” I’m stern when I
say it because I have to be disciplined for myself. She makes me
want to break down and tell her everything. It’s strange—I’ve never
wanted to do that before. She makes me want to do lots of new
things.

“It’s not fair, but I guess
there’s no point in pretending to be Paige Beckett when you know
I’m not, so I guess you’re getting what you want.
Again.”

She’s not happy with me, but I still bring her
hand to my lips and kiss it. “Thank you, Laurelyn.”

“Well, you’re not welcome and you
can forget getting my real last name.”

She’s mad because she feels defeated. I don’t
want her to feel that way. It makes me want to blurt out that she
can call me Jack, but I don’t. Because I can’t.

Laurelyn. Laurelyn. Laurelyn. It’s a delicate,
feminine name and I say it in my head over and over, wrapping my
brain around it so it will flow off my tongue when I’m ready to say
it again. It’s very easy to forget I ever called her
Paige.

“Can I take you to lunch while
we’re in town?”

“Sure. What about the fifties
diner on the square? Ben says it’s great and I’ve been dying to try
it.”

Ben. I hate the feeling I get when she says
his name. I’m really going to hate taking her back to stay at his
place again. It pisses me off that he thinks he has a chance with
the woman I’ve claimed. Maybe he needs a warning so he’ll back
off.

“I’ll take you anywhere you want
to go.”

The diner is exactly what it sounds like and
Laurelyn is all smiles when we enter. “Oh, it’s retro, just like a
real fifties diner. Can we sit at the bar?”

“Anything you want.”

The decor is exactly as you would imagine—a
black-and-white checkered floor down to red vinyl-covered barstools
with lots of chrome. She reaches for a menu on the counter stuck
behind a napkin holder and passes one to me. “I don’t know why I’m
even looking. I already know what I want—a cheeseburger, fries, and
a chocolate shake.”

A waitress wearing the classic dress and white
apron approaches us. “Do you need a minute to look over the
menu?”

I figure a burger is as good as anything else
I’ll find on the menu. “No. We’ll have two cheeseburgers with fries
and a couple of chocolate shakes.”

“Coming right up.”

Laurelyn replaces the menus and scans the
surroundings. “I’ve always thought of the fifties diner theme as an
American thing, but I guess it’s not.”

“No, I guess not.”

I hear an old song playing overhead and I
decide to try to stump my little musician. “Okay, musical genius.
What song is this?”

She doesn’t have to listen because she already
knows. “‘In the Still of the Night’ by The Five Satins.”

It amazes me how she knows. Always. “How can
you possibly have all that information in your head?”

“It’s a gift. Oh, wow. A jukebox!”
She flies off her stool and stands over the jukebox viewing the
song selections. She’s so into the music, I don’t think she
realizes she’s keeping time to the music with the shake of her
hips. Wow, I love her ass. Especially when she shakes it like
that.

She digs into her purse and drops several
coins into the box. When she returns, she’s grinning. “What?” I ask
out of curiosity.

“Nothing. I just like this place,”
she shrugs. “I’m glad you’re the one who brought me
here.”

“Me too.” The alternative pisses
me off.

Our lunch arrives and Laurelyn
makes no pretenses about enjoying her meal. The girl loves a
cheeseburger and a milkshake. I’m not used to it. Mostly because
this isn’t the type of restaurant I would take any of my companions
to, but also because they always order salads and eat like
birds.

I like watching her eat while she enjoys the
music playing overhead. The next song starts and she points up to
the ceiling, cueing me to listen as she bites her bottom lip and
moves her shoulders with the beat of the song. She waggles her
eyebrows. “This is one of the songs I play. Do you know
it?”

Of course. It’s a classic. “‘These Arms of
Mine’ by Otis Redding.”

As we finish eating, she continues my
education on the artist and name of every new song. “Do you think,
sleep, breathe music all the time?”

“Pretty much. I don’t think I
could stop if I wanted to. It’s in my blood and I have to have it.
When I’m in a writing mode, it’s weird how such simple acts can
trigger lyrics in my head.” She peers over her shoulder. “You see
that man and woman over there?”

I hadn’t noticed anyone in this diner except
her, so I glance at the couple she’s talking about. I see a man and
woman sitting across from one another in a booth. They’re probably
in their early twenties and having what appears to be an intense
conversation.

“They’re breaking up. I see the
pain in their eyes and it makes words come into my head. When it
hits me, I’ll write it on anything until I can get to my guitar. I
see potential song lyrics happening all around me.”

She’s right. This is in her blood. Only
someone genetically engineered toward music could come up with the
things she does. “And what would a song about us sound
like?”

She looks up as she slurps the last drink of
her milkshake and shakes her head. “No way. I’m not touching that
one with a ten-foot pole.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

We’re driving back to
Avalon with the top down
and Lachlan is exceptionally sexy behind his sunglasses. I can’t
resist taking out the phone he gave me and snapping a picture of
him. He briefly takes his eyes away from the road as he glances in
my direction. I take the opportunity to snap a frontal shot.
Oh, my. He is so good-looking.

“No pictures with your personal
phone. Ever.” His words are rigid and I wonder what the big deal
is.

I innocently hold up the phone he
gave me. “It’s not my personal phone. It’s the booty-call device you sent me and I
want your picture on here so I can see your handsome face pop up
when you call me.”

I realize it’s the first time I’ve
called it that in front of him. “Booty-call device?”

“Yeah. If we’re being honest,
that’s what it is. You’re the only person who knows the number and
when you call, it’s always to make arrangements to get together. We
both know what we’re going to do, so that’s what it is.”

He glances at me again. “Laurelyn, you’re not
a booty call.”

“When I agreed to this
relationship, you told me there would be no pretending. Please
don’t go back on your word now and try to act like this is more
than it really is. It’s unnecessary.”

He pulls the convertible over on the side of
the rural road. “I’m not pretending this is anything more than a
short-term relationship, but I like being with you even when
there’s no sex involved. That means you’re not a booty
call.”

I melt into a puddle in the passenger seat
when he says he likes being with me. Damn, I like being with him
too, even if I know it’s only temporary. It’s too bad we don’t live
closer and I only get three months with him.

He reaches over and caresses my cheek with his
hand. “You got it, babe?”

I love to hear him call me that. I don’t say
anything, but nod instead. I’m rewarded when he leans over to
gently kiss my lips. “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same
page.”

After he pulls back onto the road, he reaches
for my hand and rests it against his thigh. I lean my head back
against the seat and let my hair go without trying to keep it
wrangled. I savor this time with Lachlan. These moments will
eventually come to an end. But not today.

The ride, however, does come to an end when
we’re back at the vineyard. Lachlan takes my hand and places a kiss
against it before we get out of the car. It helps makes this
arrangement feel more like a relationship. But as sweet as it is,
it doesn’t change the fact that all of this will be
short-lived.

I notice a white truck in the drive and I
wonder if one of the vineyard employees has returned early or if
Lachlan has company. “Someone’s here.”

“That’s Mike’s truck. He’s the
handyman, so I guess he had a maintenance job. Wait
here.”

Wait here in the car? That’s a little on the
weird side, but I do it anyway. A few minutes later I see Lachlan
walking out of the house with a man. They shake hands and he gets
into his truck to leave.

Lachlan walks over to the car and opens my
door for me, but says nothing about the man or why he’s at the
vineyard the day after Christmas when all of the other employees
are still off for the holidays. Of course, it’s not my business, so
I don’t ask.

When we’re inside, Lachlan grabs a coldie (his
name for beer), and we go into the living room to hang out. “Today
is Boxing Day. If we were in Sydney, I’d take you to the harbor to
watch the start of the yacht race to Hobart.”

“I’ve never heard of that before,”
I reply.

It’s a big day for hitting the after-Christmas
sales. And there’s a lot of sporting events planned for today.
Australia’s National Cricket team had a test match scheduled this
morning, which is a big deal around here.”

He grabs the remote for what he refers to as
the idiot box. “I need to see if we won.”

After he sees the results of the game, he
turns the television off. “That’s enough of that. Will you play
something for me?”

I can’t resist his request or the urge to play
since I haven’t touched it today. I play several of Lachlan’s
requests, but he gets that wrinkle in his brow and I know he’s
thinking hard about something. “What’s on your mind?”

He watches me a second before he says
anything. “I was just wondering if, when you’re back home and
you’ve become a huge success, if you’ll write a number-one hit
about us?”

“I really hope not.”

“Why not?” He sounds offended. Or
disappointed.

I watch my fingers strum the strings so my
eyes don’t have to meet his. I don’t want to see them when I
explain. “Because the best songs are written from the heart and the
emotions you feel must be one extreme or the other. I’d have to be
desperately in love or devastatingly hurt by you.”

Lachlan settles back onto the couch and kicks
off his shoes, casually propping his feet on the coffee table.
“Have you ever experienced either of those things?”

“I’ve never been desperately in
love.”

“Does that mean you’ve been
devastatingly hurt?”

I think of Blake and the way I felt when I
found out he was married. “I’ve been hurt and it felt shattering at
the time.”

“I don’t think you can’t have one
without the other, so the two must coincide.”

He sounds like he knows a little something
about love and pain. “Is that your opinion because you’ve
experienced both?”

He laughs loudly and I look up from my guitar.
“Hell, no. I’ve never been in love, so no one has ever hurt
me.”

How is it possible that someone as beautiful
as Lachlan has never had that experience? “You’ve never even
thought you might be in love?”

“Never. What about
you?”

Blake is in my thoughts again, reminding me
just how wrong a person can be when it comes to love. “I thought I
was in love once, but I was dead wrong.”

“I’m guessing he’s the one you
were telling me about last night?”

I almost forgot about that. “Yeah, that would
be him.”

“Did you ever dance for
him?”

That came out of left field. “No. I never even
told him I did it.”

Lachlan gets up from the couch. He grabs my
wrist, pulling me to his side, and sets my guitar in its case.
“Come with me. I want to show you something.”

He leads me to the gym and stops outside the
door. “This is why Mike was here. He was installing this for you.”
He opens the door and I see a shiny new pole toward the back wall.
I cross the room and touch it before I look at Lachlan and
smile.

Damn, he wasn’t kidding. He freakin’ installed
a pole for me. Or for him.

“I want you to dance for me.” He
opens one of the cabinet doors and takes out a box. “And I want you
to wear this while you do it.”

I lift the top to find a black
one-piece romper inside. The sides of the waist are cut out,
leaving only a thin strip to cover me down the middle between the
top and bottom. It’s hot and not like anything I’ve worn while
dancing. When I take it
out of the box, I have another surprise
underneath: a pair of red fuck-me pumps. I hold one up—they look
like they’ll fit me perfectly.

He swallows hard. “Will you do it for
me?”

I know in that moment that I’ll never be able
to tell him no to anything. I want to be the woman to make his
fantasies real. “Yes, I’ll do it.”

He leans forward to kiss me and catches my
bottom lip between his. “Now?”

“If it’s what you
want.”

“Oh, it’s what I want.”

“But I need a minute to get
ready.”

“Absolutely.”

I take the box from his hands and go to his
bedroom. I quickly line my eyes with black kohl and make them smoky
with gray and black eyeshadow before adding a fresh coat of mascara
to make my lashes extra lush. My hair is windblown from riding in
the convertible, so I brush it out before I flip my head over and
fluff it with the hair dryer. I leave it down because I like it to
cascade when I’m upside down on the pole.

I slip into the romper and damn, is it ever
skimpy. There’s way less of it covering me once I get into it
because it’s stretched so taunt from my shoulders to my crotch. I
put the pumps on and give them a test drive as I walk circles in
the bathroom. I wouldn’t want to walk too many blocks in these
tall-ass things, but they’ll be fine for what I’m going to
do.

I inspect myself in the mirror. I’m hot as
hell and it boosts my confidence to an all-time high. I’m about to
make Lachlan’s fantasy a reality.

I go to the gym and wonder where he is. I ease
the door open and see him sitting in a chair facing the pole. He’s
waiting for me with all the lights off except the ones over the
area where I’ll be dancing. I walk up behind him and lean around to
whisper in his ear. “Close your eyes.”

I connect my phone to the receiver in the
cabinet by Bluetooth because I need to use my own music. The deep,
dark thumping bass of “Angel” by Massive Attack begins and I put it
on repeat because I expect this performance to run long.

I take my place by the pole and inhale deeply
before I start my performance. “You can open your eyes
now.”

When he sees me, he begins to smile. Big
time.

I turn my back to him and reach over my head
to grasp the pole. I slowly bend my knees and slide my bottom down
it and then back up again as I peer over my shoulder at him. I
circle with slow agility and hold the post with one hand as I step
out and whirl around a few times. It’s total amateur stuff until I
kick my leg up and over to lock the pole behind my knee and climb
the brass staff while swiveling upward.

I do a series of elaborate spins and stunts
that took years to master. When I finish the lengthy routine, I’m
upside down. I reach for the floor with my palms and spin several
times before dismounting. I look at Lachlan when I stand and I’m
not sure he has even blinked since I started.

The music is still playing and I walk to where
he is sitting. The song playing is one of my favorites to dance to
because it’s bizarre and almost hypnotic. I love the way it makes
me feel, like I want to lose control and do strange
things.

“Baby, you’ve fucked my mind
without touching my body.”

I turn my back and smile as I lower my bottom
to give him a lap dance. He grabs my hips and I swat his hands
away. “You know the rules. You can’t touch the dancer.”

He sits all the way back in the chair and I
take a seat on his lap with my legs spread on each side of his
thighs. I put my hands into my hair and lift it from my neck. I
lean against him with my back to his chest and let it fall into his
face. I’m torturing him. I know this, but it’s all part of the
fantasy.

“You’re my private
dancer.”

I lean forward and spread my legs further
apart as I put my hands on his knees. I begin a steady rhythm of
stroking my bottom against his groin and I can feel how hard he is
beneath me. “Oh, I’m much more than that.”

He groans and I know I’m pushing him to his
brink. And I love it.

I get up from his lap and then lower myself to
straddle him. I take his face in my hands and search his intense
blue eyes. They’re different, darker. And fixated on me.

I feel him tremble under me and then his
fingers slide into the crotch of my romper. But he doesn't touch
me. I feel a sudden jerk downward and I realize he has ripped the
bottom of my romper and pushed it up over my hips. “Laurelyn, I
need to fuck you right now. Don’t make me beg.”

I reach for his fly, but my hands miss it
because he almost bucks me off trying to get his pants shoved out
of the way. He’s feral and demanding and I know there won’t be
anything gentle about what’s going to happen. I’d be disappointed
if there was.

When his pants and boxer briefs are out of the
way, he jerks me down onto him as he thrusts up into me. I cry out
because it’s so much deeper in this position. It feels like he’s
pounding against my womb and I can’t decide if it’s pleasure or
pain. He continues to thrust upward as he grasps my hips tightly to
slam me down against him. There’s no doubt I’ll have bruises on my
hips tomorrow from where his fingers are digging into my skin, but
I don’t care. I wouldn’t have him stop for anything in the world
right now.

I feel my explosion building and I don’t know
how or why, but my mind registers the fact that Lachlan didn’t put
a condom on. After all that grief over the busted rubber the night
before, I can’t believe he doesn’t wear one tonight.

Dammit. I’m about to ruin the best sex I’ve ever
had.

I lean back to see him and he thrusts deeper
than ever. “Lachlan, you didn’t put a condom on.”

He grabs my hips painfully and thrusts deeply
one last time as he groans loudly and then hisses through his
teeth. “Ooh, Laurelyn.”

Shit. He just came inside me, no doubt at the
door of my womb since he’s been knocking on it so hard. My
immediate instinct is to get off him, but he’s holding me so
tightly, there’s no way I can budge an inch.

When he’s finished, I’m still straddling him.
We’re face to face. I fist a handful of hair and bring our
foreheads together. I’m staring him directly in the eyes, about to
chastise him for the missing rubber, when he grabs me around the
neck to pull me down for a kiss.

When he stops, our foreheads are still
touching and we’re both gasping for breath. “You are
fan-fucking-tastic. I’ve never seen anything like that. When you
told me you pole danced, that is not what I thought you
did.”

“What did you think I
meant?”

“I thought you’d hold on to the
pole and spin around, maybe climb it a little if I was lucky, but
damn, baby … you’re bewitching on that pole.”

I kiss him because I’m pleased by his praises,
but I’m still going to bring up the absentee condom. “Was it my
dancing or the hypnotic music that made you go crazy and forget to
put on a condom?”

“I didn’t forget. I put it on when
you started dancing.”

Oh. He slipped that one on without me knowing.
“I should have known you wouldn’t forget after the huge deal you
made about it last night.”

“It’s a good thing I put it on
while you were dancing because there’s no way I could have stopped
to do it once you straddled me.” He’s shaking his head like he’s in
disbelief and pulls me into a tight hug. “I don’t want you to dance
for anyone but me.”

I’m confused by that. Does he mean he doesn’t
want me to dance for anyone else for the next three
months?

As I’m catching my breath, the thought fades
and my mind moves on to other things I don’t understand. I have to
know if he felt the same unexplainable energy I did. “Did you feel
different?”

He laughs and it vibrates against my chest. “I
swear I’ve never come so hard in my life.”

That’s exactly how I felt. “Me, either, but it
was strange. I almost felt hypnotized, like I was being controlled
by something else more powerful than myself.”

“I think we were both being
controlled by some mighty strong orgasms.”

“And you gave it to me. Thank
you.”

He kisses my forehead. “Thank you for dancing
for me. And for giving me sex so spectacular, I’m not sure it can
ever be topped.”

I don’t say it, but I definitely think
it—we’ve both just experienced something that can never be
topped.
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Jack McLachlan

We’re finishing dinner and I haven’t been able
to look at Laurelyn one second without remembering her on that
pole. I’ve been in a lot of strip clubs, but I’ve never seen
anything like what she did. No stripper on a pole ever made me feel
that way.

Putting that aside, there’s much more to her
than being sexy, and I can’t wait to peel back all the layers to
see what’s underneath. If she’ll let me. I worry she might not when
I remember how she was about me learning her real name.

I’m glad I found her. And grateful she is
willing to give us a chance.

She lifts her eye from her plate and beams.
“What?”

I struggle, wondering if I should say
anything. She might think I’m being too much like a chickie babe if
she knows what I’m thinking, so I keep it simple. “Thank you for
saying yes.”

“To what?”

“To us.”

She smiles and reaches across the table to
touch my hand. “Thank you for choosing me. And for running into me
at the club. And for moving Ben’s wine so you could steal a dance
with me.”

“The dance that was cut short.” By
none other than lover boy Ben. He is good at ruining things for me,
but he won’t ruin this now. I get up from the table and offer
Laurelyn my hand. “I would very much like to finish our
dance.”

I take her in my arms and pull her close as we
begin to move back and forth.

“Do you remember the song that was
playing?”

I’m not musical like she is, but I could never
forget the song. “It was ‘Someone Like You’ by Van
Morrison.”

She smiles. “You remember.”

We sway to the silence for a while and then
Laurelyn takes her head from my chest and asks me to kiss her. So I
do. And that’s the end of our dance. For now.

–––––

We’re lying in bed. Laurelyn is so beautiful, I can’t
resist.

“What are you doing,
Lachlan?”

She knows exactly what I’m doing because she
did the same thing to me earlier in the day. Except maybe I was
wearing more clothes. “I’m getting pictures of you so I can see
your beautiful face every time you call me.”

“I’m not so sure you’re taking
pictures of my face. It needs to be something presentable if it’s
going to pop up when I call.”

“Baby, you’re very presentable
right now. Besides, I’ll need some visuals to get me by while I’m
out of town next week.”

She holds her hands in front of her face. “No
way. I’m naked in your bed with sexed-up hair. That’s not
presentable by anyone’s standards.”

I grab both of her wrists in one of my hands
and hold them hostage over her head. “It is very presentable by my
standards and happens to be perfect for me to look at while I’m
away from you.” I drop down and kiss her mouth. “Relax, baby. No
one’s going to see these little beauties except me, so
smile.”

I put the phone on the bed so I have a free
hand to tug on the sheet. “We need to drop this down so I can see a
little more.”

“Lachlan!” She smiles as she
pretends to be shocked by what I’m doing.

I’m still holding her wrists as I kiss her
neck and whisper into her ear. “Come on, Laurelyn. Please, let
me.”

“What happened to you staying in
Wagga Wagga for three months?”

“I’m responsible for other
vineyards and I can’t neglect them. I’ll still be here most of the
time, until the middle of March.”

I can sense her considering it, so I nuzzle my
nose down her neck and plant a kiss to convince her. “Please,
baby.”

She sighs deeply. “How long will you be
gone?”

“I won’t have you for at least
three days. It’s going to be torture.”

She rolls her eyes. “You can take a few, but
nothing completely nude.”

I reach for my phone, but she stops me with
her hand. “I at least get to brush my hair first.”

“You’re the boss.”

She gets up and walks naked to the bathroom.
“Yeah, I’m not so sure about that.”

I’m tempted to snap a shot of her beautiful
behind, but I know she’ll kill me if I do. I remind myself of what
she said. Nothing completely nude.

She comes out of the bathroom a few minutes
later with freshly brushed hair, now cascading down her back. She’s
wearing thigh-highs with lace toppers. Hey, hey … is this what she
means by nothing completely nude?

She climbs onto the bed and is on her knees.
“How do you want me?”

Hearing that come from her is like a fantasy
come true. I hold up my phone to take a picture and she puts her
hand over it. “I mean it. No nudies.”

“Okay. Lie down first.”

She falls to her back, pulls the sheet under
her arms to cover her naked breasts, and waits for directions.
“Scoop your hair up and let it spill across the pillow.” She does
and it falls in all the right places. My eyes roam her smooth,
creamy skin against my black sheets and she’s so beautiful, it’s
almost painful.

I take a lot of shots of her like that … more
than she intended, I’m sure. When I’m finished with her in that
pose, she sits up. “What’s next?”

She’s sitting with her knees pulled up, ankles
crossed. I reach for the sheet and begin to pull it away. “You
can’t see anything. I promise.”

She smiles and rolls her eyes. “You’re such a liar,
but it doesn’t matter. I’m inspecting these pictures when you’re
done and any tits, ass, or vagina shots are getting
deleted.”

“We’ll see.”

“Umm, yes, we certainly
will.”

“Lie down on your
stomach.”

“That sounds an awfully lot like a
command,” she complains, but does it anyway. I pull the sheet low
on her hips and caress her lower back. “I love this part of your
body.”

“You love my back?
Why?”

“I don’t know why. I just know I
do.” I take picture after picture of her silhouette with her lying
on her stomach, her side, and sitting. When I can, I sneak the
sheet down a little at a time until she busts me and lifts it
higher again.

“Are you done? Surely you’ve used
up all the phone’s memory.”

“No. I have one more pose I want
you to do, but I won’t if you’re not comfortable with
it.”

She lifts her brow at me. “That sounds
suspicious.”

“Can I position you?”

“You can, but that doesn’t mean
I’ll agree to it.”

“But you’ll try it?”

She rolls her eyes at me again. “Yes,
I’ll try it.”

“Lie on
your back.” She does as
I tell her and waits for my direction, but
this one won’t be verbal commands. She’ll never do it if she hears
me say it.

I put my hands on her knees and spread them
apart. I gather the sheet between her legs and twist it so that
only a thin strip of material covers her. I bunch it up between her
breasts and then take one of her hands and lay it over both
breasts. She’s still covered, so it’s not really a nudie, but damn
… she is so hot.

Before I take the picture, I ask her. “Can
I?”

She swallows and then lifts her head to see
what’s covered. “Don’t move. You’ll mess up your hair. Just let me
take it and if you don’t like it, I’ll delete it.”

She’s torn. “I promise everything is covered.
No tits, ass, or vagina.”

“Okay.” She rests her head back on
the pillow and I take picture after picture of her. She eventually
relaxes and drops her knees further apart and relaxes the arm
covering her breasts.

When I’m done, I ask for the hell of it. “Just
one nudie?”

“No!”

I can see I’ve pushed my luck as far as I
should, so I put the phone on the bed and drop down to kiss her.
“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I may not let
you keep any of them.”

“I’m not deleting
them.”

“I have to approve. That’s our
deal.”

I start peeling through them at rapid speed
before she gets her hands on the phone. “None of them are nudie, so
I get to keep all of them.”

She holds out her hand. “Gimme.” I
pass her the phone like a teenage boy in trouble with his mum over
a Playboy. I
swear I’ll take them all again while she’s asleep if she erases the
good ones.

I sit. I watch. I wait. She hoots and laughs
as she goes through the first several and then I almost hear her
brakes skid to a stop. “No way, bro. That one shows my nipples.”
She goes through a few more and then scrunches her eyebrows and
brings the phone closer to her face. “You said you couldn’t see
anything when I was sitting like that, you liar. You can see my
vajayjay in these.”

Dammit! She’s deleting all the great
ones.

She passes the phone back to me and I go
through to see what’s left. It’s not too bad. She only erased a
handful. I’m surprised I get to keep all the near nudies with her
legs sprawled apart. In fact, it shocks the shit out of me. I
wonder if she overlooked those, but I choose to not mention it,
just in case.

She picks up the
phone I gave her from
the bedside table and then lies next to me on the bed. She holds it
at arm’s length to take our picture together. “Say
cheese.”

I smile because she asks me to, knowing I
shouldn’t let her take these kinds of pictures of us in bed
together. I only give in because she doesn’t know how much money
she can make by selling these photographs to the media. She has no
idea I’m Jack McLachlan. Even if she knew my name, she still
wouldn’t know I’m one of Australia’s richest and most eligible
bachelors. I somehow think it wouldn’t matter to her, even if she
did know. She’s the daughter of a superstar and his fame doesn’t
seem to phase her at all.

Oh, to hell with it. What’s a few
pictures going to hurt? I take the phone
out of her hand and hold it out to get one of me kissing the side
of her face. Then her mouth. Then her neck.

After my mouth reaches her breast, I drop her
phone to the bed because our photo shoot is forgotten.
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Laurelyn Prescott

I wake before Lachlan for the first time, but
it’s because I don’t feel well. I try to go back to sleep for an
hour, but I’m unsuccessful. My head is pounding at the base of my
skull and I’m nauseated as waves of heat flash throughout my body.
I kick off the covers in an unsuccessful attempt to gain a little
relief from the uncomfortable sensation.

Please, don’t puke.

The urge to vomit becomes more and more
pressing. I try to suppress my body’s demand, but my stomach
betrays me and wins the battle. I dash from the bed to the bathroom
and make it to the toilet right before I spew. I try to keep the
noise to a minimum, as if subdued heaving is a
possibility.

I hear a light tap at the bathroom door. Shit.
I didn’t lock it in my haste to reach the toilet. “Don’t come in
here.”

The door opens and Lachlan enters in spite of
my warning. I reach up and flush the toilet because I’m
uncomfortable with him seeing any of my body’s previous contents.
There are some pretenses I wish to maintain. “Trust me, you don’t
want to see this.”

“I’ve seen
people chunder before.” Maybe so, but he’s
never seen me throw up.

He wets a washcloth with cold water and places
it on the back of my neck. He takes my hair into his large hands
and secures it with a clip. I don’t even want to know how he
learned to do that. “Thank you.”

“No problem.”

I’m embarrassed for him to see me this way.
“I’m sorry you’re seeing me worship the porcelain god. I know how
attractive this must be, but in my defense, I told you to not come
in here.”

He’s rubbing my shoulders to comfort me. “I’ll
survive seeing you chunder. Think you’re finished for
now?”

This has been happening to me for a while and
I know the routine. Once I vomit, I’m fine. “I’m better
now.”

Lachlan helps me back to bed. “Do you think
you ate something bad?”

“No. This happens to me out of the
clear blue sometimes. I get a headache during the night and when I
wake up, the pain is so bad, it makes me throw up. It’s weird
because once I vomit, I’m fine. The pain goes away and so does the
nausea.”

“Have you told your doctor about
this?”

“Yeah. I’ve had scans and
everything seems normal. My doctor diagnosed me with
migraines.”

He examines my face like he’s not so sure. “I
think you should lie down and rest.”

I walk to the sink so I can brush my teeth and
I argue with his reflection in the mirror. “I’m okay, Lachlan. It
was a migraine and now it’s over. Promise.”

He lets me finish brushing my teeth before he
objects to what I’m saying. “I have to go out and check the grafts
today. I want you to lie down while I’m out.”

There’s nothing wrong with me, but this is
what he wants, so I agree to do it. “I’ll lie down while you’re
gone, but let the record show I’m only doing it to make you happy,
not because there’s anything wrong with me.”

He watches me in the mirror as he kisses my
cheek. “Thank you.”

It’s ridiculous to go to bed when there’s
nothing wrong with me, but I do it because he asks me to. I hear
the shower cut on and consider getting up to step inside with him,
but I know that won’t go over well.

Why am I so eager to please this
man?

When he finishes getting ready, he comes out
of the bathroom and sits next to me on the bed. He strokes his
fingers over my forehead and pushes my hair away from my face. He
takes my phone from the nightstand and puts it on the bed for easy
accessibility. “I’ll be gone a couple of hours, but I’ll have my
phone with me if you need anything. Don’t hesitate to call.” He
leans down and kisses my forehead. “Feel better.”

I could argue that nothing is wrong with me,
but I don’t. “Sure thing, boss.”

When he’s gone, I reach for my phone and
scroll through the pictures we took last night. He has the
seminudes on his phone. I have the sweet ones where he’s kissing my
face, my mouth, and my neck. I come across one where he’s looking
at me like he adores me. He makes it so easy to forget about our
agreement, but then I remember that there’s a very logical reason
for why. He’s good at this game because he’s played it before. On
twelve prior occasions to be exact.

I put the phone down and close my eyes. When I
open them again, Lachlan is sitting on the bed next to me. I lift
my head to see the clock. Shit, it’s almost ten o’clock—I must’ve
dozed off.

He passes a glass of orange juice to me. “Are
you feeling better?”

He’s so thoughtful.
I sit up and take a drink. “Yes. Can I get out of
bed now, Dr. Henry?”

“I suppose you may, but I happen
to like you in my bed.”

“I like it too, but it’s no fun in
here without you.”

He grins and kisses the top of my head. “Let
me prepare you some breakfast. Would you care for a bagel with
cream cheese or some cream cheese on a bagel?”

“Hmm … I think I’ll take the bagel
with cream cheese.”

“Good choice. Come into the
kitchen after you get ready and I’ll have it in the toaster waiting
for you.”

I didn’t ask Lachlan what we were doing today,
so I shower and then dress in denim shorts, a tank, and
flip-flops.

I go into the kitchen and as promised, there’s
a bagel in the toaster. Lachlan sees me walk into the kitchen and
pops it down.

“Now, that’s what I call service.”
I walk over to where he’s standing and put my arms around his
waist. “Am I dressed okay?”

“For what?”

“For whatever we’re doing
today?”

He slips his arms around my waist and squeezes
me. “I’m going to be busy the next few days. I thought we might
hang out here and take it easy. Do you mind?”

“No. Not at all.” But I know why
he doesn’t want to get out and about. He’s concerned about what
happened morning. About me. I’m fine, but I don’t think I’ll
convince him of that. It’s really too bad I’ll be forced to lie
around with him all day. Not.
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Jack McLachlan

I sit on the edge of the bed and look at
Laurelyn lying on her stomach. I don’t want to wake her, but I
won’t leave without saying goodbye.

I lean over and kiss the bare skin on her back
and she stirs. I do it again and she makes a seductive moaning
sound. It makes my dick twitch, but I don’t have time to satisfy
his needs this morning. I have to get on the road.

I kiss her shoulder. “Baby, I’m
leaving.”

She rolls over and smiles. “Don’t go. Stay
with me.”

“I would if I had a choice, but
I’d like to keep my job, so I have to go.”

“Give me one minute.” She hops up
and I hear the water running in the bathroom. I’m sure she’s
brushing her teeth so she can give me a goodbye kiss I won’t forget
anytime soon.

She comes out, still naked, and pushes me back
against the bed until I’m sitting. She climbs up and straddles me.
She must love doing that. I know I do. “At least kiss me before you
go.”

Her lips touch mine and I know this isn’t good
for my dick. How am I going to get out of here without rolling her
onto her back and burying myself in her?

I keep it short, but not because it’s what I
want. “Baby, I have to go.”

“I know. Call me when you
can.”

I give her one last peck on the mouth. “I
will. Daniel will be here around ten, but stay as long as you
like.”

–––––

I get in my car and start my drive to Lovedale
so I can take care of the problems at Marguerite Vineyard. While
I’m there, I have other business I need to tend. It’s personal, and
its name is Audrey Bagshaw.

I use voice command to call the one person I
can trust with this issue. “Call Jim Callaghan.”

There are several rings before he answers.
“Callaghan Investigations.”

“Jim, Jack McLachlan here.” We
politely greet each other, but we both know I’m not calling about
his well-being, so I cut the shit. “I have a job for you. I
understand it’s short notice, but I need you to find someone for me
fast.”

“Of course, Mr. McLachlan. You
know I’m always glad to help you in any way I can.”

He means he is always willing to be paid a
generous sum, but I don’t mind his motive. He gets the fast results
I like and always keeps the work he does for me on the down-low.
“Perfect. Her name is Audrey Bagshaw and she lives in Lovedale.
That’s where I’ll be for the next three days and I want to see her
while I’m in town. There’s an extra thousand in it for you if you
can have her located for me by tonight.”

I fill him in on the information I have and he
gives me reassurance that I will be reunited with companion number
three within the next twelve hours if he finds her still living in
Lovedale.

It’s late afternoon when I arrive
at Marguerite,
and everything appears to be business as usual, but I know this
isn’t the case at all. There is evil fuckery afoot here.

First, there was the attempt to
burn the crops at Chalice and now someone has poisoned a section of
Marguerite. The damage
at both vineyards has been minimal, but the intent behind the act
is what disturbs me. Is someone trying to ruin me or draw me away
from Avalon?

My head man, Alfredo, greets me in the drive.
He’s a plump, round Italian with a talent for the vine that only
rivals that of my father.

As we drive out to the area where the crop is
stunted and crinkled, Alfredo briefs me on the problems. He stops
the ATV in front of an injured vine and walks toward it. He takes
the leaves in his hand. “I tell you, it’s glyphosate poisoning, Mr.
McLachlan.”

I don’t have to inspect any further because
he’s correct. I’ve seen it before. “You’re right,
Alfredo.”

“We don’t use glyphosate here.
This was brought in and done on purpose.”

“Yes, I agree.”

“I don’t know who would do it, Mr.
McLachlan. None of the help has a grievance with you.”

He appears nervous, as though I
might blame him since he is overseer of the vineyard, but I know
he’s not responsible. “This wasn’t your fault, Alfredo. It’s
sabotage, but I don’t think it’s by anyone at Marguerite. There’s another party
involved and I intend on finding out who it is and what they hope
to accomplish.”

He drives me around so we can inspect the
damaged vines. It’s a much larger area than I expected and I wonder
if there’s damage we don’t see yet. By no means is it a ruined
crop, but this is a serious attempt at ruining my livelihood. With
this second sabotage, I’ll be forced to put the other vineyards on
alert. I’ll need additional staff to watch and patrol all of them
until harvest time. The extra staff through March will be a huge
expense. The responsible party might not have accomplished what
they set out to do, but they achieved plenty by targeting my
pockets.

When I finish inspecting the fields, Alfredo
takes me back to the house. It feels lonely. I don’t have Daniel or
Mrs. Porcelli with me this trip since I’m only staying a few days,
but that’s not who I’m missing. I’ve already become accustomed to
having Laurelyn with me.

I couldn’t ask her to come since I’m planning
a visit with Audrey. Despite the terms regarding our relationship,
I wouldn’t expect her to respond well to being left at the house
alone while I’m with a previous companion.

I haven’t been to the
Marguerite vineyard in
months, so the house has been vacant and I find the kitchen empty.
I don’t see a point in a trip to the market since I don’t have Mrs.
Porcelli here to cook, so I’m reduced to eating out alone, which I
despise.

Lovedale restaurants aren’t formal, but I
decide to change for dinner. All I find in the closet are trousers
and dress shirts. No jeans or T-shirts. That’s the problem with not
having a permanent home. I never know what I need where.

I go to my favorite restaurant in Lovedale and
I’m escorted toward the back of the restaurant. I’m seated at one
of the tables I’ve shared with Audrey many times during our
month-long relationship over three years ago. I’m scanning the wine
selection when my phone rings. It’s Jim. Perfect. I hope he has
good news for me.

“Jack McLachlan.”

“Mr. McLachlan, I’m calling you
with some good news. It appears that Miss Bagshaw is still living
in Lovedale. I have her current address and phone number. Would you
like me to email those to you?”

“Email the address but call off
her number to me now.”

“55-7031-3210.”

“Great work. You’ll have your
money, along with the extra thousand, in your account
tonight.”

“Thank you, Mr. McLachlan. As
always, it’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

Yes, it’s been a five-thousand-dollar
pleasure.

I immediately dial Audrey’s number and it goes
to voicemail. I was Drake Connelly to her three years ago, but she
discovered my true identity so there’s no reason in pretending to
be anyone but myself. “Audrey, it’s Jack McLachlan. I need to see
you as soon as possible. Please, call me at this
number.”

I order a merlot and the lasagna and I’m
finishing when my phone rings. I see Audrey’s number and I’m happy
she has returned my call so soon. Maybe she’ll agree to meet me
tonight. “Hello, Audrey.”

“Hello, Jack. Long time, no see.
How have you been?”

“I’m very good. And
you?”

“I’ve been better, but I think you
know that already.”

“I want to see you.”

“Oh, so now you want to see me. Am
I supposed to come running because the great and all-mighty Jack
McLachlan has changed his mind?”

I tell her huskily, “Don’t be that way,
Audrey.”

She hesitates but we both already know she’ll
agree. “Okay. Where do you want to meet?”

“The usual place. I’ll text you
the room number.”

“How long?”

I’m not far from the hotel, but I want to
finish dinner. I’m not that anxious to see her. “An
hour.”

After I end the call, I flag my server. “I’ll
need another merlot.” And then probably another for what I’m about
to do.

Three glasses of wine later, I check into the
Hotel Armand and text Audrey with the room number. I’m there less
than ten minutes when I hear her knock on the door.

I open the door and she’s wearing a black
trench coat with extremely high heels. She has traded her long,
fiery hair for a medium-length cut with blunt bangs. I hate
it.

“Hello, Jack.”

“Hello, Audrey.” I open the door
wider. “Please, come in.”

“Thank you.”

She grazes her finger across my chest as she
walks through the door.

“Please, have a seat.” I walk over
to the wet bar. “Would you care for a drink? A bourbon, perhaps?
Seems like I recall that being your favorite.”

“You remember well.”

I pour her drink and then take it to her where
she is sitting on the bed. She holds it up to me. “A
toast?”

“What should we toast
to?”

“To reunions.”

I sit next to her and tip the edge of my glass
to hers. “To reunions.”

We sip the bourbon and then she gets up and
places her glass on the table. She unties the waist of her coat and
opens it to reveal her naked body underneath. She walks over and
stands between my knees. “I’ve missed you so much,
Jack.”

She leans forward to kiss me and I stop her by
placing a finger over her lips. “I didn’t ask you here for
that.”

She tries to climb onto the bed to straddle me
and I catch her by her waist. “I can change your mind, Jack. You
know I can.”

“No. I’m afraid you
can’t.”

She drops to her knees in front of me and
reaches for my belt buckle. “You know what I can do for you and you
love it. I know you remember how much you love being in my
mouth.”

I try to push her hand away, but her grip is
like steel. “No, Audrey. There’s someone else.”

She immediately stops, but her grip doesn’t
loosen. She’s angry. I see it in her eyes. “There will never be
anyone else for you but me. I’m the only one who knows you, Jack.”
She puts emphasis on my name as she says it.

“You might know who I am, but
you’ll never be the one for me.”

“This new woman doesn’t know your
name. She’s just another no one to you. You don’t owe her
monogamy.” Again, she’s fumbling with my belt. “I’m right, aren’t
I? She’s no one special. Just another one of your fake
relationships.”

I’ve had more than enough of this
and there’s only one way to make her stop this nonsense. “Quit,
Audrey.” I lean forward until we’re eye to eye. She thinks I’m
going to kiss her, but she’s dead wrong. “I know you started the
fire at Chalice.
I also know you poisoned Marguerite and I’m here to give you
the courtesy of a warning. Don’t fuck with me, Audrey.”

She sits back on her heels. “Jack
…”

“I don’t want to hear it. I came
here to let you know I’m on to you. Now I’ve done that, so put your
coat back on and get the fuck out of my sight. I never want to see
you again.”

She grabs her coat from the floor and cinches
the belt. “You’re going to regret what you’ve done to
me.”

“I already do.”

–––––

After I leave the hotel and I’m closed up in my
car with her scent, the only thing I can smell is that damn sweet,
floral fragrance. It’s on my skin and clothes and I despise it. I
can’t believe I ever thought it was pleasant, let alone appealing.
It’s nauseating and I want it gone. Now.

As soon as I’m back at the vineyard, I forgo
calling Laurelyn and head straight to the shower. I have to wash
away the last bit of physical contact I hope to ever have with that
crazy bitch.

I hear Laurelyn’s ringtone, “Crash Into Me”,
as I stand in the shower scrubbing my skin, but she’ll have to wait
until I erase the last evidence of Audrey’s touch from my
body.

I listen to Laurelyn’s voicemail as soon as
I’m out, not even waiting until I’m dressed. “Hey, caveman. I just
wanted to tell you something before I went to bed. Call me back
when you get a chance.”

I walk toward the bedroom wearing only a towel
and call her immediately. I don’t want to wait another minute to
hear her voice. “Hello.”

“Hey, baby.”

The tone in her voice elevates. “Hey, you. I’m
glad you called. Normally, I’m not all that excited about this and
needing to share it with anyone, but you wanted to know, so I’m
calling to tell you I got my period.”

Hmm. I’d forgotten about it, so I guess I
wasn’t as worried as I thought. “That’s good to know.”

“I thought you’d like that. Have
you been very busy today?”

What’s kept me busy while I’ve been here
disgusts me. “I’ve been busier than I wanted to be, but I’ve still
thought of you.”

“That’s a sweet thing to say.
Everything okay at the vineyard?”

I fully expect it to be now that
I’ve told Audrey I’m onto her little game. “There are some definite
issues at Marguerite, but I think I’ll have them under control
soon.”

“So, they just needed the big man
to come along and take care of things. Show them how it’s done,
right?”

Yes, the big man is on campus. She has no idea
how big the big man really is. “You’ve got it, babe.”

“Will you still be staying until
New Year’s Day?”

I don’t want to, but it’s necessary. I wish I
could be back to celebrate with Laurelyn. “I’m afraid I have to.
Will you be making plans with Addison for New Year’s
Eve?”

“She’s going to The Blues Club
with Zac and they’ve invited me to go. It’s open mic night
again.”

I’m certain that means Ben Donavon is going
too and will probably consider Laurelyn his date, but I don’t ask
because I don’t want the confirmation.

“You’ll have a great time. I wish
I could be there to hear you sing.”

“I’ll dedicate one to
you.”

“Well, that’s hardly fair. I won’t
be there to hear it.”

“Yes, that’s very
unfortunate.”

I miss her. “What are you wearing?”

“Do you want the truth, or shall I
describe some terribly sexy lingerie so you can
fantasize?”

I can’t help it. I want to know what she’s
wearing while Ben Donavon is sleeping only a few feet from her. I
need to know what he’ll see if they run into each other on the way
to the bathroom. “The truth.”

“I’m wearing an incredibly unsexy
T-shirt and boxer shorts.”

I’ve seen her definition of unsexy and I
couldn’t agree less. One of her sexiest moments was when she was
wearing jogging pants and had her hair piled in a messy bun on top
of her head. “Baby, you couldn’t be unsexy if you
tried.”

“Lachlan. You’re wrong, but I
thank you anyway.”

“You’ve felt all right today? No
more headaches or vomiting?”

“I’ve felt really good
today.”

She scared the shit out of me. “I was worried
yesterday.”

“I’m sorry I worried you, but
really … I’m fine.”

Is she really okay? “You’d tell me if you
weren’t?”

“Yes.”

“It’s late and I should probably
let you get to sleep. It’s not a bad idea for me to catch up on my
slumber since someone has been keeping me up late at
night.”

“Well, you might find it easier to
get a little sleep if you weren’t instigating late-night
activities.”

“You don’t like my
instigating?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So, you like it?”

“Very much, Mr. Henry. I like your
late-night instigations. And your morning ones. And your midday
ones. Hell, I like all of your instigating.”

“I’ll remember that next time I
see you.”

“Yes, be sure you do. Now, get
some sleep, Mr. Henry. You have a lot of instigating to do when you
return.”

“Yes, ma’am, I do.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

I’m applying my makeup to go out for New Year’s
Eve and I’m totally bummed. I thought bringing in the new year in
Australia would be some kind of spectacular experience, but it
won’t be because Lachlan isn’t here to celebrate with me. And he
won’t be here to kiss me at midnight.

I’m smoking up my eyes with black liner while
Addison is in the shower talking nonstop about Zac. I really want
to tell her to shut up. I know I’m being completely selfish, but if
I can’t be with Lachlan, I don’t want to hear about all the things
she’s going to do to rock Zac’s world tonight.

Enough is enough. “I’m going to the bedroom to
get dressed.”

“Okay. I’ll be out in a
minute.”

“Take your time.” I’m wrapped in a
towel as I peek out the door to be sure Ben isn’t around before I
streak to the bedroom. After I see that the coast is clear, I make
a break for it. I’m not four steps down the hall when I run right
smack into him. Literally.

I look up as I grasp my towel tightly. Being
so close to him while wearing so little feels wrong. Really wrong.
“Excuse me.”

He doesn’t make a move or say a
word as his eyes roam my body. I dart around him and run for the
bedroom door, slamming it behind me. Shit. That was more than just
a little unpleasant.

I stand in front of the closet searching
through what has now become community property. There’s no mine or
yours. I pull out a black strapless with a wide red waist sash and
hold it up to myself as I look in the mirror. It’s Addison’s so of
course it’s going to be short on me, but I like it. It’s sexy as
hell. I don’t know why I care. I have no one to impress.

I’m standing in front of the mirror with the
dress when Addison comes into the bedroom. “Nice
choice.”

“You weren’t going to wear it,
were you?”

“No, I’m wearing the electric blue
one.”

I put on the dress and Addison zips it for me.
It’s tight but it squeezes me in all the right places. It’s a sexy
dress and I’m hot in it, but instead of being proud of the way I
look, I’m disappointed Lachlan isn’t here to see me. Maybe I’ll
text pictures of myself to show him what he’s missing.

When we’re finished getting ready,
we go into the living room where Zac and Ben are ready and waiting.
Zac is up and at Addison’s side immediately, telling her how
beautiful she is. Ben is staring at me and I begin to feel
really uncomfortable. Even more so than I did when we met in the hallway. Somehow
I feel more naked than I did when I was wearing only a
towel.

I wish things weren’t like this
between Ben and me. I wish we could talk and laugh like friends
instead of constantly being swallowed up by all of this
uneasiness.

The four of us leave the apartment building
and catch a cab to the club so everyone can drink. I’m sure to take
the seat in the front so I’m not stuck sitting with Ben in the
back. Maybe it’s childish, but I don’t care. He doesn’t need the
least bit of encouragement.

Ben holds the door for me as we walk into the
club. As I walk past him, he leans close to me. “You’re
exceptionally beautiful tonight, Laurelyn.”

It’s sweet the way he says it. I don’t know.
Maybe I would’ve been interested in him if there had been no
Lachlan. But there is a Lachlan. And he’s the only one I want.
“Thank you, Ben. You’re very handsome tonight. Every girl in the
place is going to swoon over you.”

“Except the one I
want.”

Shit. Why’d he have to call out the pink
elephant in the room?

I say nothing and walk to the table Zac and
Addison have chosen close to the stage. Of course, they’re sitting
together so that means Ben and I must sit together.

Since it’s New Year’s Eve, I’m guessing
there’s going to be some real entertainment. Open mic has already
started and there’s a woman doing an Adele song on the karaoke
machine. She’s mimicking every note like Adele—I imagine she’s been
singing in the mirror all week to get ready for her big
performance.

“There’s a sign-up sheet if you
want to sing. You might want to go ahead and put your name down.
I’m sure the list is long since it’s a big night.”

I grab Addison by the hand and pull her from
her chair. “Come on. You didn’t sing last time and you were the one
chanting the loudest for me to get up on stage.”

Ben is right—the list is very long. Addison
and I sign up, but I’ll be surprised if we’re called before
midnight. I’ll probably be too drunk to remember how to
sing.

Our waitress places a Sauvignon Blanc in front
of me. I ordered it because it’s one of the wines I’ve come to
enjoy since meeting Lachlan. I take a drink and I’m surprised how a
glass of wine can make me feel closer to him, even when he’s seven
hours away.

One after another, people take the stage. Some
are decent while many are a disaster, but it’s all for fun and I
think everyone in the club claps louder for the ones who suck. It’s
called a pity clap.

About fifteen minutes before midnight, Addison
is called to the stage, which means I’m next. She’s pretty drunk
and I’m just hoping for her sake that she doesn’t screw this
up.

She takes the guitar from its stand and sits
on the stool before she puts the strap over her neck. She strums
several times and I get a glimpse of how I must’ve looked on stage,
minus the drunk part.

She begins to sing “You Were Meant for Me” by
Jewel, and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s trying to send a
not-so-subtle message to Zac or because it’s a song she felt
certain she could pull off drunk. Regardless, Zac doesn’t take his
eyes off her and I’m envious.

She finishes and the crowd claps wildly. As
they should. She gave a great performance.

I’m called to the stage next and I take my
place at the piano this time. There’s no damn way I’d sing this
song if Lachlan were here, but he’s not and it’s my own little
private joke with myself.

I lean into the mic and address the crowd
because I can’t help it. I’m an entertainer. It’s in my blood. It’s
what I do.

“Everybody ready to bring in the
New Year?” The crowd responds loudly, letting me know they’re
having a right nice time. “I toyed with this song on a piano the
other day and decided I’d do my own rendition. I sort of liked the
way it sounded.” I play a few notes as I speak to the crowd. “Hell,
I loved the way it sounded, but I’m going to let you guys tell me
what you think. This is ‘Private Dancer’ by the lovely Tina
Turner.”

Chills come over me as I begin to sing. I lean
toward the mic. “‘Well, the men come in these places … And the men
are all the same … You don’t look at their faces … And you don’t
ask their names.’”

I close my eyes as I sing because I don’t want
to see the crowd. I want to think of the private dance I did for
Lachlan. “‘I’m your private dancer … A dancer for money … I’ll do
what you want me to do … I’m your private dancer … A dancer for
money … And any old music will do.’”

I forget I’m in front of a crowd and become
lost in the lyrics. “‘Let me loosen up your collar … Tell me … Do
you want to see me do the shimmy again?’”

When I’m finished singing, I return from the
place I’ve been. I come off stage and they announce that the
countdown is only three minutes away.

Geez, I hope Ben doesn’t try to lay one on me.
What would I do about that?

I prop my chin in my hand and wish
for the millionth time I were with Lachlan when my
phone vibrates on the
table and lights up with a new text message. I smile when I see
it’s from Lachlan. He’s probably wishing me a Happy New
Year.

*Yes. I’d like 2 CU do the shimmy
again.*

He’s here. My head pops up and I begin my search in the sea of
faces. When I don’t find him in the crowd,
I text him. I’m afraid I won’t find him in time for the
countdown.

*Where RU?*

A moment later I feel his hands around my
waist and his mouth against my ear. “Right here.”

I spin around and look at him in disbelief. “I
thought you wouldn’t be back until tomorrow?”

“I busted my ass to get everything
done and left Lovedale this afternoon so we could be together for
the countdown. I didn’t want anyone else kissing you at
midnight.”

I know how that translates. He doesn’t want
Ben to kiss me, but what Lachlan doesn’t realize is that there
would’ve been no New Year’s kiss for me if it didn’t come from
him.

“Five. Four. Three. Two.
One!”

He takes my face in his hands and kisses me
hard as “Auld Lang Syne” plays loudly. When he lets me go, he pulls
back so he can see my eyes.

“Come home with me.”
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Jack McLachlan

We drive to the apartment and I sit in the car
while Laurelyn goes inside to pack a bag. While I’m waiting for her
to return, a cab stops at the curb and Ben gets out. He stumbles as
he makes his way to the building. He appears drunk. I want to go up
to the apartment as I watch him, but I don’t because Laurelyn
should be on her way down any second. And I’m sure I won’t get
along with drunk Ben any better than I do with sober
Ben.

She doesn’t come down but I wait a little
longer and then something doesn’t feel right. To hell with this. I
want to know what’s taking her so long, so I get out and stalk
toward the building. I press the buzzer and get no answer, so I
press it again and then hear Laurelyn’s voice.

“I’m almost finished. Be right
down.” I hear Ben shout something in the background, but I can’t
make out what it is.

“Buzz me in, Laurelyn.
Now.”

I hear the latch on the door release and I
don’t wait for the elevator. I take the stairs two at a time until
I reach the third-floor apartment. I pound on the door and as soon
as Laurelyn opens it, I can see she’s been crying. I glance at him
and then back to her. “What did he do to you?”

“Nothing.” She won’t look at me
and it’s because something happened. And it’s something that’s
going to piss me off.

“Tell me what the hell he did to
you, Laurelyn!”

She picks up her bag. “Can we just go,
please?”

I don’t feel like going. He did something to
her and I’m going to find out what. I step inside the apartment
toward Ben. “What the hell did you do?”

Laurelyn steps in front of me, between Ben and
me. She can see where this is going. She puts her hands on my chest
and shakes her head while she pleads, “Please don’t, Lachlan. He’s
my best friend’s brother. I don’t want this to become a problem
between me and Addison.”

I reach for her bag on the floor
as I glare at Ben. I’m going to find out
what you did.

We leave the apartment and I say nothing until
we’re in my car and I can’t stand it any longer. I have to know.
“Tell me, Laurelyn.”

Her head is lowered and she’s staring at her
hands in her lap. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I’m not moving this car until you
tell me what he did.”

It’s dark, but the spill from the streetlights
shines on her face and I see that she’s crying. “I really just want
to get out of here.”

She’s not going to tell me anything while
we’re here. She knows I’ll go up there and beat the shit out of him
if he hurt her. I start the car and pull away. When we’re on the
highway, I reach for her hand and bring it to my lips.

She sighs deeply. “He came into my room and
saw me packing. He knew I was going to stay with you, so he asked
me not to leave. When I told him I was going with you, he grabbed
me and started kissing me. I pushed him away and he told me I was
nothing more than a whore to you.”

There’s only one word to describe the feeling
raging inside me: fury.

I’m glad she didn’t tell me while we were
there because I would have flown into a blind rage. I wasn’t
entirely sure I wasn’t going to turn around and go back to kick his
ass. “You’re not staying with him anymore.”

“Lachlan, don’t be ridiculous. I
have to.”

“No, you don’t. I’ll get you your
own apartment.”

She’s shaking her head. “No, Lachlan. I can’t
let you do that.”

“Then the only other option is for
you to stay with me at the vineyard because you’re not going back
to stay with him.” I’m watching the road, but that doesn’t keep me
from feeling her watch me in the dark. “Packing every few days is
getting old anyway, right? And you never have all the things you
need.”

“Won’t you have to go out of town
sometimes? Where will I stay when you’re gone?”

“You can stay at the vineyard
without me. Mrs. Porcelli would probably like the company and
Daniel can drive you if you need to go anywhere. I don’t know.
Maybe you’ll come with me on some of my trips.”

Is she considering it? “Baby, I don’t want you
there with him anymore,” I add.

“Addison will be upset with me if
I move out.”

“I think she’d be more upset if
something happened between you and her brother and it ruined your
friendship,” I counter. “Besides, she stays with Zac most nights,
doesn’t she?”

“That’s true,” she
agrees.

“Tell me you will.”

She hesitates before answering. “Okay, I
will.”

I bring her hand to my lips again and kiss it.
“We’ll go back for your things in a day or two after I cool down.
There’s no way I can be near that little fucker right now without
killing him.”

Okay. It’s a done deal; Laurelyn is moving in
with me for the next two and half months. This isn’t something I’ve
done before. Hell, I’d never allowed any of my companions to visit
one my houses or vineyards. I couldn’t chance the connection
afterwards, but it doesn’t matter if Laurelyn makes the connection.
She will be nine thousand miles away once we’re over so it doesn’t
matter.

She’s being unusually quiet and I’m worried
about the things spinning through her head. I hope she isn’t
putting any merit into Ben telling her I think of her as my
whore.

I give her hand a little squeeze where it
rests on my thigh. “Ben is wrong. You’re not a whore to
me.”

“How am I not?
Didn’t I agree to a sexual relationship with a man I didn’t know in
exchange for the time of my
life? That’s as good as being paid for
sex.”

“Laurelyn, we are two consenting
adults. We have great sex, but I don’t pay you for it. We have a
great time together because we’re friends. We enjoy spending time
together and it has absolutely nothing to do with sex. Got
it?”

“Yeah.”

She doesn’t sound convinced but the doubt Ben
placed in her mind is fresh. She’ll need time to forget about his
cruel words. For now, I choose to say nothing else about it and
instead change the topic. “Yanks have New Year’s traditions,
right?”

“Yes. There’s a southern tradition
of eating black-eyed peas and ham hocks on New Year’s Day. It’s
supposed to bring you luck throughout the year.”

“Should I have Mrs. Porcelli cook
that for you today?”

She’s laughing now. “No, I don’t eat ham hock,
whatever that is, so that won’t be necessary.”

At some point in the drive, she becomes quiet
and I think she has Ben’s accusation on her mind again until I
realize her hand has relaxed. She’s fallen asleep. I pull into the
garage and park, but take a moment to watch her sleeping. As I
brush her hair from her face, she reminds me of a sleeping angel
and I can’t understand how that bastard could hurt her by saying
such horrible things.

I brush my fingers against her
cheek. “Laurelyn, we’re home.” She stirs a little and I think about how
that came out all wrong. “We’re at the vineyard.”

She doesn’t wake so I get out and go around to
her side of the car. I scoop her out to carry her to bed. I take a
few steps toward the door and she tries to focus on me with
exhausted eyes. “What are you doing?”

“I’m carrying you to
bed.”

“I haven’t been carried to bed
since I was three.”

“Now you can say you haven’t been
carried to bed since you were twenty-two.”

I place her on what I have come to think of as
her side of the bed. She seems to have gone back to sleep already.
I note the cocktail dress she’s wearing and I’m certain she doesn’t
want to sleep in it, so I pull a T-shirt out of my drawers for
her.

I slip off one of her shoes and she inhales
heavily as I remove the second one. “Thank you,
Lachlan.”

I place her shoes on the floor next to the
footboard. “I don’t mind.”

Her eyes are closed as she says, “No, I don’t
mean for carrying me to bed. I mean for everything. You treat me
like I’m somebody instead of a nobody.”

She’s showing me a new side of herself. It’s
childlike and damaged. I know in my gut that this moment has
nothing to do with anything Ben said. She carries an old scar and
it causes her deep pain.

I brush my fingers down her cheek. “You’re
such a special person. You should always be treated like
somebody.”

She reaches for my hand and holds it against
her face, but doesn’t say anything. I want to tell her how her
heart belongs to someone she’s yet to meet and she’ll be loved and
adored by one bloody lucky man someday. She’ll have his babies just
like she told me she wanted to do and he’ll love her in a way like
she’s never known.

But I can’t tell her these things. And I don’t
know why.
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I open my eyes and I’m alone. Waking in
Lachlan’s bed without him has become a routine morning for me since
I haven’t been spending many nights at Ben’s. And then it hits me.
I remember what happened with my host and why I won’t be staying
with him anymore.

I dread telling Addison because I don’t know
what I’m going to say. I find my purse and overnight bag in the
chair in the corner of the room and I take my phone out to call
her. I might as well get it over with.

I see a missed text from Addison at three in
the morning.

*RU w/ L?*

There’s really no reason in worrying about
what to say. I’ll just tell her what happened and that I can’t stay
there anymore. It’s that simple.

She answers on the first ring. “Call back when
I’m not hungover and ready to hurl.”

She must have drunk a lot more after I left.
“Rough night?”

“No. Rough morning. You don’t
sound too bad.”

“I’m not.” I stopped drinking
after Lachlan came to the club.

“You disappeared on us last night.
I guess you went home with lover boy.”

It’s just like her to not remember. “I told
you I was leaving with him. Your drunk ass just doesn’t remember
it.”

“Oh.”

Here goes nothing. “I need to talk you about
something that happened last night.”

“Is everything okay?”

It definitely isn’t okay. “No, it’s not. Are
you at Ben’s or Zac’s?”

“Zac’s.”

Good. At least she finally had the guts to
stay all night. “Ben and I had an incident last night. He came into
our room while I was packing a bag to take to Lachlan’s. He asked
me to stay with him instead of leaving. I told him no and he tried
to kiss me. When I pushed him away, he called me a
whore.”

“Oh, Laurelyn. Ben was really
drunk last night. I’m sure he regrets the whole thing this
morning.”

She’s his sister, but I didn’t expect her to
take his side so completely. “He may, but I can’t live with someone
who calls me a whore. We’re coming for my things and I’m going to
stay with Lachlan.”

“You mean until this blows
over.”

“No, he’s asked me to stay with
him until we go home, and I’ve decided I’m going to. I’ll make
arrangements to come to the apartment for my things in a couple of
days.”

“But you don’t know
him.”

“Addison, I know him as well as
you know Zac. There’s no difference.” That wasn’t entirely true,
but I felt like I knew most of the important things, even if it
didn’t include his name.

“Fair point well made, I guess.”
Good. I didn’t feel like arguing with her over this.

“Lachlan works long days, so call
me next week when Zac is busy and we’ll get together. Maybe we’ll
go shopping.”

“Okay.”

I hang up and think of how differently our
stay in Australia is from what I imagined. Addison and I haven’t
been apart for more than a day in four years, and now our time
together is barely existent. I could tell she didn’t care much for
me staying with Lachlan, but she’d get over it. She was spending as
much time as she could with Zac and that meant I was going to be
stuck alone with Ben, so I didn’t feel a bit guilty about leaving
to be with Lachlan.

I’m still wearing Lachlan’s T-shirt, which
barely covers my panties, when I leave the bedroom in search of
him. I go into the kitchen first and find the open refrigerator
door. I slip over to him with the agility of a lioness and wait for
him to close it so I can surprise him, but when the door swings
shut, it’s me who gets the shock.

I’m standing face to face with a woman, not
Lachlan.

She smiles at me while diverting her eyes away
from my bare legs. “Miss Beckett?”

I reach for the bottom of the T-shirt and pull
it lower on my legs, as if it’s somehow going to cover my bareness.
“Yes.”

I tug harder on the shirt and realize I’m
stretching it to the point of almost ripping. “I’m Mrs. Porcelli.
It’s very nice to meet you. May I cook you something for brekkie?
Do you like omelets?”

Oh, shit, I’m mortified. I completely forgot
that Mrs. Porcelli would be here today. Now, here I stand to greet
her wearing my panties and Lachlan’s T-shirt, which I’m sure she
recognizes since she does his laundry.

“Umm, yes. Thank you. If you’ll
excuse me, I’ll be back in just a moment.”

“Of course, dear.”

I pull the shirt over my panties as I streak
toward the bedroom. Once inside, I shut the door and lean against
it. I put my finger gun to my head and pull the trigger. “I can’t
believe I did that.”

I’m bent over rummaging through my bag when
I’m startled by hands creeping around my waist and warm breath on
the back of my neck. I let out a panicked screech and spin around
to give Lachlan a slap across his chest. “Don’t sneak up like that.
You scared the shit out of me.”

He thinks it’s hilarious. “Sorry. I promise
that scaring you wasn’t what I was going for. I had something much
more like this on my mind.”

He brings his lips to mine and I forget my
disgruntlement with him. I feel one of his hands slide inside my
panties over my bottom. “Oh, no you don’t, Mr. Henry.”

“Why not?”

“I just met Mrs. Porcelli, while
wearing this, I might add, and now she’s cooking breakfast for me.
It’ll be rude, not to mention awkward, if I don’t go back out there
to eat what she’s cooking for me.”

He slides his other hand inside my shirt until
he reaches my breast and flicks his thumb over my nipple until it’s
hard. He lowers his mouth to my ear. “She’ll never know, babe. I’ll
be quick.”

“Yeah, but I’ll know and then
she’ll see it all over my face.”

“No, she won’t. You’re making too
much of it.” He moves his hand from the back of my panties to the
front.

“She’s already going to know that
I’m the latest one.”

“The latest what?”

“Companion or whatever she calls
us.” Maybe whore.

“No, she won’t.”

He’s confusing me and it has nothing to do
with his hand in my panties turning my brain to mush. “How could
she not?”

“She doesn’t know about the
others. She’s going to think you’re my girlfriend.”

How can she not know about the others if she
goes everywhere with him? “I don’t understand.”

“The others never came to the
vineyards, so you’re the first one she’s seen.”

Well, this is a revelation. “Where did you
take the others?”

“Hotels.”

I’m surprised by this news. And puzzled. Why
am I allowed into his private world when none of the others have
been?

I don’t have much time to absorb what he’s
told me because I feel his hands on my hips pushing my panties
down. “I’ll be a minuteman. Promise.”

I give into him like I always do and step out
of my panties before letting him guide me toward the unmade bed. I
fall back and he reaches into the nightstand drawer. I hear those
familiar sounds before he grabs my ankles to yank me to the edge of
the bed where he’s standing. “Put your legs around me.”

I do as he says and then he’s inside me. “This
is going to be quick, but only because it’s the way you want
it.”

He wasn’t kidding. He’s slamming into me fast
and hard. He grasps my thighs tightly to keep from propelling me to
the other side of the bed. In one quick motion, I bring my legs
from his waist to his shoulders and it does him in. He thrusts
deeply one last time and I hear him call my name. “Oh,
Laurelyn.”

I love the way he says my name when he
comes.

My ankles are still hooked over his shoulders
and he’s smiling down at me. He kisses the inside of my leg before
he helps me to stand. “I’m going out to check the grafts while you
have brekkie. I’ll be gone a couple of hours and then we’ll have
the rest of the day to do anything you want.”

I’m guessing his vacation from work will be
over tomorrow, so I want to take advantage of our last free day
together. “Can we hang out by the pool and swim?”

“Anything you want,
baby.”

He grabs my panties from the floor and holds
them out for me. He kisses the inside of my thigh as I step into
them. My hands are on his shoulders for balance as he pulls them up
my legs and I can’t resist commenting on it. “You put my panties
back on almost as much as you take them off.”

He pats my bottom when they’re in place. “I
guess I do. Now, get dressed and go enjoy your brekkie. I’ll see
you in a couple of hours.”

I’ll have to shower after breakfast, so I pull
my hair into a ponytail and quickly slip into shorts and a T-shirt
of my own. The aroma coming from the kitchen is heavenly and I
enter just as Mrs. Porcelli is plating a scrumptious-looking
omelet. “Smells delicious.”

“Thank you. May I pour you some
coffee?”

“I’m not much of a coffee drinker.
I’ll have juice, but I can get it. You’ve already done so
much.”

“I’m happy to get it for you,
dear.” I don’t argue and take my seat at the bar where my omelet
awaits. She places a tall glass of orange juice in front of me and
I feel uneasy about allowing her to serve me.

“Thank you.”

I begin to eat while she cleans the mess from
preparing my breakfast. This makes me feel even guiltier. “I can do
that when I’m finished eating.”

“Miss Beckett, relax and enjoy
your omelet.”

Miss Beckett isn’t my name. “Okay, but will
you please call me Laurelyn?”

“Okay, Laurelyn.”

“How long have you worked for …?”
Oh, shit. I don’t know his name. At least not the one Mrs. Porcelli
would use.

“I call him Mr. McLachlan, dear.
He’s my employer and although I’m old enough to be his mother, I
wouldn’t feel right calling him by his first name.”

McLachlan. I laugh to myself because it appears as though we had the
same idea when we chose our aliases. I have to wonder. Is this a
slip-up in his carefully orchestrated plan or is he relaxing his
unbending relationship rules?

Surely, he considered this possibility. He
must’ve known Mrs. Porcelli would say his name in front of me at
some point since I’m staying here full-time.

I decide I won’t mention the discovery of my
newfound information about Mr. McLachlan. Learning his last name
changes nothing for us. I won’t try to find him once I leave
Australia. There’s no reason to worry him, so let him continue to
believe he still holds this secret from me.
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Spending the day with Laurelyn stretched out on
a lounge chair by the pool is a perfect way to spend New Year’s
Day. The view is mighty fine with her barely there black bikini,
but I worry her skin isn’t prepared for the harsh Australian
sun.

“You should put on sunscreen so
you don’t sunbake too much.”

She rises on her elbows and peers over her
sunnies at me. “I thought I might get a little sun before I put it
on.”

“I’m afraid it’ll sneak up on
you.”

“I guess you would know better
than I do.”

She sits up and grabs the bottle of SPF 70
from the table and begins to massage it into her skin. “This is a
new one for me. I’ve never been swimming on New Year’s
Day.”

“I guess lots of things seem
backwards to you.”

I can’t see her eyes through her sunnies, but
she smiles and I wonder what she’s thinking. “Yeah, a few things.”
She holds the bottle out in my direction. “Would you do my back for
me?”

I cover her in a generous
application. When I finish, I return to thumbing through the summer
issue of the Winery and Vineyard
Journal. I find the article I wrote on
vine grafting and I’m in the middle of it when Laurelyn asks,
“Whatcha reading?”

“Nothing in
particular.”

“So, you’re working even when
you’re not working.”

I’m sure it appears that way to her. “I guess
so.”

I place the magazine on the table and she
reaches for it. “Maybe I should read this so I can understand more
about what you do.”

“Winemaking interests
you?”

“Not really, but you interest
me.”

She thumbs through the magazine and I see her
stop on my article. I panic as I pray she doesn’t recognize me in
the photograph. “I’m getting into the pool. Why don’t you join me?
You can read all the exciting articles on winemaking
later.”

“Vine grafting.”
She glances at me. “Is this the same process you’re doing here
at Avalon?”

I get up to take the journal and place it on
the table. “It is, and you can read all about the thrilling
adventures in grafting later. It’s hot. Come into the pool with me
to cool off.”

She has no idea how close she is to figuring
me out, so I tug on her hands. “Come on.”

She shakes her head and gets up from the
lounger. “You always get your way, don’t you?”

Laurelyn follows me into the pool.
She takes her hair out of the bun and tosses the elastic band to
the sidewalk before she dips her head backwards. She lifts her head
out of the pool and pushes the water away from her face.

She’s a magnet and I’m metal. I can’t resist
the pull between us so I move closer and put my hands around her
waist. She puts her arms around my shoulders and wraps her legs
around me, but not in a sexual way. She’s being playful.

“So, Mrs. Porcelli and Daniel
travel with you when you’re stationed at different
vineyards?”

Stationed. That’s a good word to describe the
way I travel with work. “They come with me anytime I stay more than
a week, and I try to give them several days to be home with their
families before we leave again.”

“What do you think Mrs. Porcelli
thinks of you never bringing a woman home?”

I laugh as I picture Laurelyn prancing into
the kitchen in nothing but her panties and my T-shirt. “She
probably thought I was gay until you showed up in the kitchen
barely wearing enough to cover this.” I glide my hands over the
bottom of her bikini.

“It’s not funny, Lachlan.” She
pretends to be mad but can’t quite pull it off—not with the
underlying grin trying to break through.

“I’m very sorry you were
embarrassed, but I did tell you she would be here
today.”

“I know, but it slipped my mind
because it’s only been the two of us in the house since my first
night with you.”

I like the full-time privacy when
we’re the only ones here. Perhaps I should give Daniel and Mrs.
Porcelli some additional vacation during our stay at
Avalon.

I haven’t explained my employees’ routines to
Laurelyn. “None of the staff is in the house before eight or after
five unless asked to be.”

“Oh. They don’t sleep in the
house?”

“No, they have their own quarters
in the guest house. They need their privacy as well.”

I see the relief on her face. “Of course they
do.”

Mrs. Porcelli comes out of the house carrying
a serving tray with two plates. “I thought you might be hungry, so
I brought some sangers and fruit.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Porcelli. We’ll
have lunch at the patio table.” She leaves the food and returns
inside the house. “Are you hungry?”

Laurelyn winks at me. “I had a late breakfast,
but I could eat again.”

“You always have brekkie late,
sleepyhead.” She retaliates by splashing water in my face. I lift
my hand and make a production of wiping the water from my eyes.
Laurelyn lets go of me and begins backing away because she knows
what’s coming. “Oh, you asked for this. There’s no backing out
now.”

I catch her by the arm and pull her to me. I
lock my arms around hers, holding them by her side as I prepare to
dunk her.

“Please, don’t,” she screams and I
hear hysteria in her voice.

I release my grip so I’m able to turn her
around. I’m shocked by the pure terror I see in her eyes. “What’s
wrong, Laurelyn?”

She drops her face. “Nothing.” She pushes
away, so I let her go. She gets out of the pool and wraps a towel
around her body before sitting at the table where lunch is
waiting.

I get out to join her, but I’m not sure if I’m
welcome. Her eyes continue to avoid mine and it’s because something
isn’t right with her. “Lunch looks good.”

“Uh-huh.” That’s all I
get.

I begin to eat while she ignores the food on
her plate. “Mrs. P. will think you don’t like her food if you don’t
eat something.” This isn’t my happy, carefree Laurelyn in front of
me. This one is guarded and withdrawn. I want the other one back.
“I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She has a distant look on her face and I
wonder where her mind has taken her. It certainly isn’t here with
me. “My mom was an addict when I was a kid. She was addicted to
prescription drugs—painkillers, sedatives, whatever she could get
her hands on. When I was eight, I found her passed out and
submerged in the bathtub. I tried to pull her out, but she was too
heavy. Every time I’d get her face above the water, she’d take a
breath and then slip from my grasp. She pulled me into the tub
under her and I was drowning. I still remember what it felt like to
be held under that water knowing I was about to die.”

“How did you not
drown?”

“I had pulled the plug in the
drain as soon as I found her. It took a while, but the water
drained low enough for me to breathe.”

“What happened to your
mum?”

“Almost killing both of us was her
wake-up call. She got clean and has been for almost fifteen years.”
I would hope so if her addiction almost killed her and her
eight-year-old daughter.

She’s watching my face. “I’ve never told
anyone that.”

How could she not tell anyone? “What do you
mean?”

“It’s been our secret all of these
years. You’re the only person who knows.”

“Both of you almost died. That’s
not the kind of thing you keep secret.”

She pulls the towel tighter around her
shoulders. “I learned to keep secrets at a very early age, Lachlan.
I would’ve been taken away from her if I had told.”

“Maybe you should have been taken
from her.”

“We survived and she went to rehab
that night. I stayed with my grandparents while she got clean and I
was there for her when she came home.”

She was only a child. Her mother should’ve
been the one there for her, not the other way around. No one
protected her and she was robbed of her childhood. She says she
learned to keep secrets at a very early age, so I have to wonder
what else she’s hiding.
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I see the look in Lachlan’s eyes and I know
what he’s thinking—my mother is sorry and lowdown. And there have
been times when she has been; she isn’t perfect. If I’m honest, she
has been a shitty mother, but she’s the only parent I have. At
least she’s been there—that’s more than I can say for the sperm
donor.

Maybe I should regret telling him this secret
I’ve kept for fifteen years, but I don’t. I feel a burden lift from
my heart and soul. Only one word describes what I’m experiencing:
peace.

Lachlan’s squatting in front of me, his hands
on my knees. I slide to the edge of my seat and he wraps his arms
around me. It’s in this moment that I realize something—I can tell
Lachlan anything. There is no pretense of perfection between us. I
don’t need him to believe I have it all together when I don’t.
“That felt so damn good.”

“What did?”

I’m almost giddy by my epiphany. “Telling you
what happened with my mom and finally admitting what a shitty job
she did as a parent before she got clean. I had no idea how great
it would feel to finally tell someone.”

“I think that’s why therapy is so
highly recommended.”

There he goes with the medical advice again.
“Yes, Dr. Henry. I believe you could be right on this
account.”

“I’m always right on every
account.”

We go back into the pool after we finish
eating and I can tell that Lachlan is nervous. I assure him I’m
fine, but he won’t venture past the steps, and we sit staggered in
the water with me between his legs. The dam holding all my secrets
is breached and I tell him things I thought I would take to my
grave.

Lachlan listens and says little. I’m not sure
if it’s because he doesn’t know how to respond or if he’s too
disturbed by what he’s hearing. It doesn’t matter because reaction
isn’t what I need. Listening is, and it’s one of the things he does
very well.

By the time I finish telling Lachlan my
childhood tales, the water has shriveled us like little old people.
I hold my hand up to examine it. “I think this is a sign that it’s
past time to get out.”

“I think you’re right.”

Once we’re dried off, I wrap my towel around
my waist. As I’m tucking it, I see Lachlan studying me.
“What?”

He drops his head to peer over his sunglasses
at me. “I hope you haven’t caught too much sun today. You’re a wee
bit red.”

I look at my shoulder and pull the strap of my
bikini to the side. I hear Lachlan suck air through his teeth.
“Damn, Laurelyn. I’m afraid that’s going to sting
tonight.”

Lachlan is not the least bit pink, so I move
the top of my bikini down for an inspection. It doesn’t hurt or
appear burned to me, but I won’t be able to tell anything until
we’re out of the sun.

We stop in the kitchen to drop off our lunch
plates and Mrs. Porcelli’s eyes grow large when she sees me. “Oh,
Laurelyn dear. There’s an aloe vera aftersun lotion in the medicine
cabinet when you’re ready for it. There’s lidocaine in it and it
should help with the pain.”

Oh, shit. What have I done?

We go into the bathroom together and I slip
off my towel. Things aren’t so bad when I remove my bikini top.
Sure, there’s a distinct contrast between my freshly sun-kissed
skin and the white lines of my swimsuit, but it’s not
terrible.

He’s standing behind me surveying the damage.
“I’m so sorry. I should’ve noticed when you started
burning.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t stay pink
for long.” He looks doubtful as he assesses my shoulders. “Really,
Lachlan. You’ll see. This will be on its way to turning brown by
morning.”

“In the meantime, why don’t you
take a cool shower? That should help, and I’ll rub you down with
lotion when you’re out.”

A rubdown by Lachlan? Being sunburned is
sounding better and better. “That sounds perfect.”

He’s right. The cool shower feels really nice.
I notice my shoulders are a little tender to the water pelting down
on them, but it’s nothing too uncomfortable.

When I’m finished showering, I pat my skin dry
and step out to find Lachlan waiting for me with a bottle of aloe
vera lotion. He holds it up and gives it a shake as he grins. “Do
you want me to do it in here with you standing, or would you rather
I do it with you lying on the bed?”

Hmm, that sounds dirty. “I don’t know. Both
options sound appealing.”

“I vote for the bed.”

“Then, the bed it is.”

“Here. Mrs. Porcelli sent these
for you.” He holds out two pills in the palm of his hand. “It’s
only ibuprofen to help with the discomfort.”

“But it doesn’t hurt.”

“It will, so please take the
medicine. I don’t want you to be in pain.”

I take the pills and the glass of water he
offers. I’m terrible at swallowing pills since I’ve made a habit of
avoiding them. These aren’t big, so I manage to get them down, but
not without some unattractive sputtering. When I’m done, I pass the
glass back to him. “Happy now, Dr. Henry?”

“Very.”

I twist my towel around my hair before I crawl
up onto the bed to lie on my stomach for my post-sun care. I rest
my arms over my head and I feel the bed dip when Lachlan crawls up.
“This may be a little cool, but it’ll feel good.”

He squirts it directly on my back and I arch.
“Shit, that’s cold!” I squeal.

“It’s not really. It just feels
that way because your skin is feverish.”

He rubs the cool lotion into my skin and it’s
very soothing. My entire body goes lax as I enjoy what feels more
like a massage than a post-sunburn lotion application.

I’m so relaxed, I’m almost asleep when I hear
“Jolene” playing on my phone. My eyes pop open and I feel Lachlan
leave my back. “I’ll get it for you.”

He passes my phone to me. “Hey,
Mom.”

“Laurie, I’ve been calling you for
hours. Have you not checked your phone?”

She sounds panicked, which panics me, and my
first thought is that something has happened to Nanna or Pops. I
sit up in the middle of the bed, preparing myself to hear the
worst. “What’s happened, Mom?”

“I can’t believe you haven’t
heard. It’s been all over the news.”

Okay, nothing has happened to my grandparents
so I shift to my aggravation mode. “Mom, what’s going
on?”

“Jared Beckett was killed in a
skiing accident today.”

I should’ve known this would somehow involve
the sperm donor. “And this is emergency news for me
because?”

“Because he’s your brother,
Laurie.”

“Whom I’ve never met.”

“He’s your father’s
son.”

“Again, whom I’ve never met.” Am I
the only one hearing the common denominator here?

“You need to come
home.”

Good grief. “This isn’t a reason for me to
come home.”

“You need to pay your condolences,
Laurie.” Oh, hell. This is about getting me in with the sperm
donor. What does she think is going to happen? He’s going to
suddenly want me in his life now that he’s lost his only
child?

I realize I’m stark naked and
talking to my mom about the death of my sperm donor’s son when
Lachlan holds out one of his T-shirts for me. I mouth
thank you to him and
slip the shirt over my head while my mom chatters nonsense about
the need of being with family in times like this.

“We share DNA, but I’m no part of
their family. They wouldn’t know me if we passed on the
street.”

“Your father is going to want to
know you.”

I stopped fantasizing about him wanting to
know me a long time ago, but she never has. I’m almost twenty-three
years old and she’s still holding out for something—I don’t know
what. Maybe she thinks he’ll want to meet his daughter and it’ll
lead him back to her.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m not coming
home for this.”

“I think you’re making a
mistake.”

“If I am, then I’ll be the one who
has to live with it.” I’d always been the one to live with both of
our mistakes anyway, so I was used to it.

She isn’t happy with me when I end our call
and it leaves me feeling unsettled, although I know I’m making a
logical decision. Between the two of us, someone has to be rational
and I can’t depend on it to be her. She isn’t well known for making
the best choices when it comes to my father.

“I assume there’s trouble at
home.”

Yes, but only what my mom is making for me.
“My father’s son was killed in a snow-skiing accident.”

“I’m sorry.”

“He’s a half-brother I’ve never
met and my mom is acting like I should be in mourning. Hell, when
she said his name, it took a minute for me to realize whom she was
talking about. He’s a stranger to me. I’m sorry for his family’s
loss, but I don’t feel anything more. Is that wrong?”

“No, Laurelyn. You’re not wrong
for the way you feel. Please, don’t let your mum make you feel
guilty.”

I’m certain he thinks she is a terrible mother
after everything he’s learned about her today. “You must think even
worse of my mom now.”

“She doesn’t make the top-ten list
of my favorites today. You, however, make the number-one position.”
He pulls me close to kiss the top of my head. I love the way he
makes my worries disappear.

How can this be? This man, almost a stranger,
brings me comfort and makes it easy for me to bare my soul to him.
As I ask myself how it’s possible, I know the answer. I don’t have
to guard my heart with Lachlan. I’m safe with him. And it’s
nice.
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Jack McLachlan

Laurelyn doesn’t know it’s my birthday or that
the only wish I have is to stay home with her. But I can’t. I have
to go to my parents’ house for my annual birthday dinner with the
whole family. What a ripper day this will be.

She’s been living with me for two weeks and
I’m surprised by the way I feel as I drive away, leaving her at the
house. I want to go back for her. I consider whipping the Sunset
around, but I remind myself of the rules I have in place and why
meeting my family is one that can’t be broken.

I haven’t seen my family in almost
three weeks, not since my mother sent me back to
Avalon to be with
Laurelyn on Christmas Day. Thank you, Mum.
It was the best gift you could have given me.

My mum has made a point to speak to me weekly
about my relationship with my “girlfriend” and I’m not looking
forward to showing up without her again. Margaret McLachlan is
going to be very put out with me over Laurelyn’s absence. I
shouldn’t have told her I’d bring her to my birthday dinner, but I
didn’t have a reasonable excuse to give her when we discussed
it.

I walk through the door and Mum flies into the
foyer. She’s smiling and her eyes are wide with anticipation, but
then I see them fill with disappointment when she notes the
emptiness beside me. I feel like a shitty son. “Where is
she?”

“I’m sorry, Mum. Laurelyn wasn’t
feeling well. We think she has the stomach flu. She told me to tell
you how sorry she is that she couldn’t make it.”

She gives me a look of disapproval and I know
I’ve done all wrong. “And you left her alone while she’s
sick?”

Shit. I didn’t think of that. “I’m paying Mrs.
Porcelli to take care of her.”

Now, she’s really giving me her disapproval.
“What kind of message does that send if you leave her when she’s
sick, Jack Henry?”

I feel like a cur, although I’m guilty of
nothing. Almost. “I didn’t think of that.”

“You boys never do, but it’s not
from lack of me trying.” Mum stalks out of the foyer into the
kitchen. She’s pissed off and I want her to know her lessons
weren’t in vain. She’d be proud of how considerate I am with
Laurelyn, but I can’t tell her, so I’m forced to endure her
disapproval instead.

I go into the living room where my dad and
brother are, hoping to find neutral ground among them. I have no
doubt Mum is in the kitchen telling Chloe and Emma what I did. Soon
I’ll have the whole adult female household against me. I’ll be
lucky if my nieces, Celia and Mila, aren’t included in the
pact.

Evan is sitting in the floor with his kids and
laughs at me when I plop on the couch. “I heard Mum fussing at you
all the way in here. What did you do?”

“Fussing? That’s your vocabulary
now?”

My brother points to his three-year-old.
“Delicate ears, Jack, and little mouths repeat interesting words.
You’ll understand what I mean one day.”

Yeah, when hell freezes over. “Mum is mad
because I left Laurelyn while she’s sick.”

My dad is shaking his head. This is my
mistake, but he’s the one who’ll have to hear about it when I’m
gone. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

He sighs. “Jack, you don’t know how much she’s
been looking forward to meeting this woman you’re dating. It’s all
I’ve heard since Christmas and now all I’m going to hear is her
carrying on about you screwing it up.”

“Dad, I can’t do anything about it
now.”

“You can fix this by telling your
mum you’ll bring her for a visit.”

I can’t lie to my mum again. “You know how
things pick up this time of year. I might not be able to get away
from the vineyard.”

“Don’t forget how well I know the
business, son. You’re in charge and you have very capable staff.
You can get away for a couple of days to bring that woman here to
meet your mum.”

Dammit! “Fine. I’ll tell her.”

We hear a slamming cabinet in the living room.
“Tell her now, Jack.”

Fuck! I don’t want my family
interfering in my personal life. I get off
the couch and walk into the enemy’s territory. Two new pairs of
rebuking eyes, those of my sister and sister-in-law, cast upon me
in support of my mum’s grievance. My sister flashes her signature
hand gesture in the shape of an “L” in my direction as she
mouths loser.

“Mum, I’m sorry.
Will you forgive me if I bring Laurelyn for a visit? Maybe sometime
next month, depending on how things are going at
Avalon?”

She stops her physical abuse of the poor
potatoes. “I will, but do try to bring her sooner if you
can.”

“Of course I will,
Mum.”

She’s smiling because she’s hoodwinked and I’m
a lying sack of shit. My false promise is a temporary fix for this
situation. I’ll soon have to dupe my mum again, and I’m not looking
forward to it.

The conversation at dinner is pleasant, much
more so than it would have been had I not made nice with Mum, so
I’m glad about that much. My dad is especially interested in
hearing about the progress I’m making with my grafts. No one else
gives a shit, but they assuage Dad by pretending to
listen.

After dinner, I’m sitting in the living room
watching Mila hold the coffee table for support and then she
bravely removes her hand. She’s trying to decide if she wants to
take a step and I think I’m about to witness her valiant attempt to
walk. “Bro, I think your kid is about to take her first
step.”

Evan’s standing in the doorway and his head is
buried in his phone, as usual. “Did you hear me, Evan? Mila looks
like she’s about to walk.”

He lifts his head for a quick peek at his
daughter and is unimpressed. “She teases us like that all the
time—acts likes she’s going to do it, then grabs back onto
whatever’s in front of her.”

I don’t know. She seems pretty serious to me,
but I see Evan isn’t interested. I wonder if I should call Emma to
watch. I’m sure she’ll want to see her daughter’s first
steps.

“What exactly
have you been doing at Avalon, Jack?” Evan
asks.

At dinner, I talked for ten minutes about the
grafting and he didn’t listen to a damn thing I said. Now he asks
me what I’m doing. What a dick. “I’m not explaining all of it
again. You should’ve listened at dinner if you were
interested.”

“No, bro. That’s not what I mean.”
He’s holding my phone and it clicks in my mind what he’s talking
about. He’s going through my pictures of Laurelyn—the nearly naked
ones.

I dive off the couch and reach to take my
phone from him, but he snatches it from my grasp. “Why the hell are
you looking at the pictures on my phone?”

He’s leaning away from me so I can’t reach it,
but he continues to scan Laurelyn’s pictures. “We have the same
phone. I thought it was mine when I picked it up. I wanted to show
Mum some pictures of the girls. Good thing I didn’t call her over
to take a gander at these.”

“Give me my phone. Now!” I hiss
through gritted teeth.

He twists the phone to see a picture
from a different angle. “Damn, Jack, are you screwing her in this
picture?”

“No!” I don’t know. Maybe. Depends
on which picture he’s talking about.

I jerk it out of his hand and he has this look
in his eyes. I think it’s admiration, but I can’t be sure. “You
lucky bastard. Emma would never let me take pictures like that of
her. Not even before she had the kids. And there’s no way she’d let
me take a picture of her getting screwed. How did you talk her into
letting you do that?”

I’m pissed off at my brother for invading my
privacy—and Laurelyn’s—but I roll with it rather than start a
fight. It wouldn’t go over well to beat his ass in front of his
wife and kids. “Just lucky, I guess.”

I don’t want to talk about Laurelyn this way
with him. She’s my secret—one I don’t want to share—and my family
is showing way too much interest in her.

“Are you serious about this
girl?”

Has my brother lost his mind? I give him my
“are you fucking kidding me?” face while I laugh. “I’ve known her a
month. What do you think?”

The little shit is laughing at me. “I think
you don’t like it that I saw nudie pictures of your
girl.”

That part I can’t deny. It makes me sick that
he saw what was supposed to be for my eyes only. “She’s not
naked.”

“Bullshit.”

Emma comes into the living room and sees the
glares passing between us. “What are you two fighting
about?”

“Baby, my big brother was just
showing me some pictures of his American girlfriend. Go ahead,
Jack. Show Emma your girlfriend.”

The fucking traitor wants to sell
me out? I’ll fix his ass so he doesn’t get any naughty all
month. I thumb through the pics until I
find one portraying us as the doting couple and hold it up for
Emma. “Evan told me she’s a hot piece of ass and he’d do her. I
can’t believe he’d say that about my girlfriend.”

Evan: score zero. Jack: score thirty. As in
the number of days my little bro was going to be cock blocked. Hah!
Take that you little fucker!

Emma stares him down. “Em, I didn’t say
that.”

“Jack’s thirty years old. Am I
supposed to just believe he made that up because he has nothing
better to do?”

“Yes, he does shit like that to
get me in trouble. He doesn’t have a wife so he finds it
entertaining to mess with mine.”

Her eyes shoot daggers in his direction. “I’m
not discussing this with you now, Evan.”

That’s right, little bro. While you’re not
screwing your wife, you can spend the next month with your hand
around your dick thinking about how to not fuck with me.

Emma reaches for my phone to take a better
look at Laurelyn. “Jack, she’s beautiful. May I show
Margaret?”

It’s probably safer for me to hold onto the
phone so I can ensure there are no more peep shows. “I’ll show her
when she’s finished in the kitchen.”

Emma isn’t going to let me get away without
showing Mum pictures of Laurelyn, so I check the camera roll to see
where the sexy ones start. The first twelve are all clear, but I’ll
only show her the first ten to be safe.

Mum comes into the living room when she’s
finished in the kitchen and Emma doesn’t let it slide. “Margaret,
Jack has some pictures of his girlfriend on his phone.”

My mum is ecstatic. “Wait, I need my eyes.”
She scurries to the kitchen and returns wearing reading glasses.
She takes the phone from my hand and holds it where she can see it
better. “Oh, Jack Henry. She’s a lovely girl. She’d have beautiful
babies.”

Oh, hell. Here we go.

She thumbs to the second picture
and it’s Laurelyn holding her Martin guitar. The third is her
playing my piano at Avalon. “And she’s a musician. She’d teach your children to
play instruments and sing.”

I can hear the wedding bells in my mum’s
head.

The next several pictures are random candids
Laurelyn doesn’t know I took. Some smiling, some solemn, but always
beautiful.
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Laurelyn Prescott

Mrs. Porcelli kept me company after Lachlan
left. She stayed and joined me for dinner, per my request, but now
she is gone to her quarters for the evening and I’m alone in the
house at night for the first time.

I’m not scared. I’m bored. And lonely. I want
Lachlan here with me.

I call Addison, but don’t get an answer, so I
leave a voicemail. “Hey, Addie. I thought we might get together for
lunch tomorrow. Give me a call if you’re up for it.”

I turn on the television, but can’t find
anything I want to watch. I decide Lachlan’s absence might be the
perfect time to use my pole for a workout. I haven’t used it for
exercise once since it’s been installed. Every time I try, he puts
on some sexy music and my workout becomes a show for his
pleasure.

I put my hair into a bun because I’m going to
get hot and sweaty. I change into the two-piece set I bought for
practice. It isn’t sexy like the ones Lachlan buys for me. It’s a
practical black racer-back top with matching sport shorts, the same
type of outfit I would wear if I were going to class.

I go into the gym and turn on the receiver. I
put “Lift Me Up” by Christina Aguilera on repeat. I’ve been
thinking about choreographing a slow, graceful routine to that song
for months and this is the first opportunity I’ve had to be alone
with a pole.

When I finish stretching, I start by doing the
Phoenix pose. I’ve practiced it in my head time and time again. I
think I stick it perfectly, but it sucks not having an instructor
to tell me if I’m doing it right. All I can do is watch in the
mirror and judge it based on memory.

I do several spins and transitions I’ve
mastered to get warmed up before I try a new invert—the Rainbow
Marchenko. It’s difficulty level is a 5, and I have no business
trying it without an instructor, but this could be my only chance
to go for it without Lachlan around to see me drop on my head if I
don’t stick it. Hopefully, Mrs. Porcelli won’t find me with a
broken neck in the morning.

I manage to do it without killing myself and
now I have a feel for it. I know I can do it more gracefully, but
my heart rate needs to return to normal before I give it another
go. I lower myself to the floor to catch my breath.

I’m standing with my hands on my hips when I
see motion in the mirror through my peripheral vision. I spin
around to see if my eyes are playing tricks on me, which is a real
possibility, but they’re not. There’s a woman standing in the
middle of the gym floor and she’s staring at me.

I don’t know why, but I sense that she’s been
there for a while watching me. There’s no initial shock on her
face, at least not like what’s on mine right now. Who is this
woman, and why is she here?

I tell myself she could be Lachlan’s sister,
or Mrs. Porcelli’s daughter, but I know it’s wishful thinking. My
gut tells me I’ve met a pit bull in a dark alley, ready for a
fight.

I reach for the remote to turn off the music
and she speaks before I have the chance. “That’s a beautiful song.
It goes well with the slow spins, but not that upside-down thing
you were doing.” She uses her fingers as she speaks.

“The Rainbow Marchenko. It’s an
invert.”

“I wouldn’t know because I’m not a
stripper.”

I admit she had me for a brief moment with her
friendly opening statement, but the stripper comment is her attempt
to put me in my place. This is no sister or friend to Lachlan. This
is a former girlfriend or companion, and she’s pissed about me
being here.

She’s tall and slender in an elegant taupe
dress with matching heels. Her natural red hair is cut in a
medium-length bob with bangs that are too blunt, just like the way
she walked in here and called me a stripper.

I want to tell her Lachlan isn’t here, but I
don’t know what to call him, so I go for generic. “He’s not
here.”

She’s laughing. “Honey, you don’t even know
his name, do you?”

I don’t answer.

“And I know he’s not here because
I left him at his parents’ house. I wanted to see you when he
wasn’t around so we could get a few things straight.”

Now, I’m confused. I know he’s at
his parents’. How does she
know and why does she say she left him there?
“I’m sorry, but I’m at a bit of a disadvantage here. You seem to
know me, but I don’t know you.”

She slinks over to the chair Lachlan uses when
he watches me dance. She sits and crosses her legs as though she
plans to stay a while. “How rude of me to not introduce myself. I’m
Audrey, his wife.”

No. This is not happening again.

“You didn’t know, did
you?”

I feel sick. I’m devastated. He could have had
any number of women who didn’t mind if he had a wife—except me. I
agreed to all of his crazy-ass rules and the only thing I asked of
him was to not lie about being married.

“What’s your name?”

“Laurelyn.”

“Laurelyn,” she repeats. “What a
pretty name. I’ve never heard it before.” She’s smiling at me in a
friendly way. It’s confusing. “I’m not angry with you. I can read
your face and tell that you didn’t know he was married, but you can
understand why I must ask you to stop seeing my husband, can’t
you?”

“I do, but you don’t have to ask.
I’ll gladly leave on my own accord.”

“Thank you, Laurelyn. I want you
to leave tonight and never see him again. I know my husband’s …
tastes. I trust you don’t know his real name and he doesn’t know
yours.”

There’s no point in telling her I know his
last name. “That’s right.”

“And you won’t call him on the
phone he gave you? You’ll leave and never come back?”

She even knows about the
phone? “I can’t leave tonight because I
have nowhere to go, but I’ll be gone first thing in the morning,
before he comes back.”

“Thank you for being so
understanding, Laurelyn. I love my husband very much and he has a
problem, but I’m willing to work through it for our
children.”

Children? That’s when I can’t look at her anymore. “If you’ll excuse
me, I have some packing to do.”

–––––

I go into the extra bedroom to get my luggage. I toss
the suitcases onto Lachlan’s bed and go into the closet to strip my
clothes from the hangers. I hurl them in without any kind of
structure. I know all of my things are never going to fit in there
like this, but I don’t care. I’ll leave what I can’t jam in.

Somehow, I make everything fit. I pull my
luggage into the kitchen and park it by the door for my departure
first thing in the morning. I remember I’ll need a ride. I call
Daniel, the only other contact programmed into the phone given to
me by Lachlan.

“Hi, Daniel. It’s Laurelyn. I need
you to drive me to town in the morning. Can you be ready at
seven?”

“Certainly, Miss Beckett. I’ll see
you in the morning.”

Miss Beckett. I feel a frown form on my face and I sigh. “Thank you,
Daniel.”

I survey the pile of luggage and wonder where
I’ll go in the morning. I have no idea. I’m short on money so a
hotel for longer than one night is out of the question. I can’t ask
to come back to Ben’s after the way I left, so I guess I have no
choice. I’m forced to go home. Jolie will be happy.

I decide to shower tonight so there’s no delay
in getting away from this place first thing in the morning. Under
water that’s as hot as I can stand, I need this torment to be
washed away. I’m unsuccessful at ridding myself of the pain, and
the water eventually runs cold, much like the feeling I have deep
inside.

I’m lying in bed, but nowhere near sleep, when
Lachlan calls for the fourth time. I finally silence the ringer
because I don’t want to hear Bret sing anymore. It’s too bad I’ll
never hear him sing again without thinking of Lachlan
Henry.
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Jack McLachlan

I can’t stay away from Laurelyn until tomorrow
afternoon. I leave my parents’ house early to come home to be with
her, but not without hearing a shitload of trash talk from my
brother about being pussy-whipped. I may be, but I’m not
complaining.

I come through the garage door and
stumble over a pile of luggage. I turn on the light and recognize
the bags as Laurelyn’s. What the hell is
going on here? First, she wouldn’t answer my calls and now her
luggage is by the door?

I walk to the bedroom, not sure of
what I’m going to find. Please don’t be
gone, Laurelyn. I hold my breath as I stop
in the doorway. It’s pitch black, so I turn on the bathroom light
and see her asleep in my bed. I release the breath I was
holding.

It’s three in the morning and I only want to
strip down and climb into bed with her, but I don’t because I know
something isn’t right. I sit on the bed next to her and brush her
soft cheek with the back of my fingers. “Laurelyn.”

She stirs, but doesn’t wake, so I say her name
again. “Laurelyn, baby.”

She opens her eyes and bolts up in the bed,
taking the sheet with her. “What are you doing here?”

This isn’t the welcome home I’d
imagined. “I live here.”

“You told me you wouldn’t be home
until this afternoon.”

“I left early because I wanted to
be with you. I’ve sort of developed a habit of doing that.” She
doesn’t say anything. “What’s going on? Why are your bags by the
door?”

“Because I’m leaving.”

I feel my heart jump into my throat.
“Why?”

“Your wife thought it would be the
appropriate thing for me to do and I tend to agree with
her.”

What the hell is she talking
about? “I don’t have a wife.”

“Audrey paid me a visit, and she
says differently. She’s stunning, Lachlan. And I should know
because she stunned me.”

That psycho has traced me
to Avalon. She’s
getting smarter. And braver. Attempting to destroy two of my
vineyards was ballsy, but now she has walked into my house and
fucked with my personal life through Laurelyn. “I’m not married to
that woman.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I swear I’ve
never been married.” She doesn’t say it again, but I see she
doesn’t believe me. I run my hands through my hair.
How am I going to prove this to
her?

There’s only one way. I reach for my phone in
my pocket. “You can ask my mum. She’ll tell you.”

It’s three o’clock in the morning, but I bring
up my contacts and press the one labeled “Mum.” I put it on speaker
and it rings a few times before she answers the phone.

“Hello?”

“Mum, this is going to sound
crazy, but am I married?”

“What are you talking about, son?”
My mum has no idea she’s the only one who can save me with Laurelyn
right now.

“Have I ever been
married?”

“No. What’s this all
about?”

“Laurelyn and I had a bit of a
misunderstanding. She just needs to hear that I’m not
married.”

“He’s not married, dear, but I’d
sure like for him to be. How are you feeling?”

Oh, hell. I mute the phone. “Tell her you feel much better. I’ll
explain later.”

I unmute the phone and hold out for Laurelyn
to answer my mum. “I’m feeling much better, ma’am. Thank you for
asking.”

“I’m sorry to wake you, Mum. Go
back to sleep and we’ll talk later.”

After I end the call, I put the phone down on
the nightstand. “She wanted to know why you didn’t come with me, so
I told her you had the stomach flu.”

“Oh.”

“Tell me what happened with
Audrey.”

“I was in the gym working out. I
stopped to take a break and I thought I saw something in the
mirror. When I looked, I saw this redheaded woman in the middle of
the floor watching me. I’m pretty sure she’d been standing there
for a while, but I can’t be certain because I didn’t hear her come
in.”

“What did she tell
you?”

“That she was your wife and she
loved you. She wanted to work things out because of the
children.”

“Children?” Wow. She is
desperate.

“She asked me to stop seeing you
and leave without any contact ever again.”

Huh. “You
were going to leave me without saying goodbye?”

“Only because I believed you were
married with children. You know how I feel about that.”

“And you know I understand how bad
it would hurt you if I were married. Why would you doubt
me?”

“Because I don’t know
you.”

Wow, that hurt.
“But you’re wrong. Maybe you don’t know my real
name, but you know me like no one else does.”

“Who is she?”

Psycho bitch. “Number three.”

“A previous companion?”

“Yes, of the deranged sort. Crazy
stuff has gone down with that woman. She found out my real identity
after our relationship ended and she’s been stalking me for three
years. Because I travel so often, it’s hard for her to keep up with
my whereabouts. When she can’t find me, she causes mischief at the
vineyards to draw me out.”

“What has she done?”

“Countless
things, but the most recent include the fire at Chalice and the crop poisoning
at Marguerite.”

“I didn’t know about a
poisoning.”

“She’s the
reason I had to leave Avalon after Christmas. She hasn’t been able to find me since
I came to Wagga Wagga. I think I evaded her after the fire
at Chalice and
that’s why she poisoned Marguerite—to bring me onto her turf
at Lovedale.”

“That’s where she’s
from?”

“It is, but I didn’t give her the
opportunity to find me. I had a private investigator locate her
first so I’d have the upper hand. I contacted her and told her to
meet me in our old spot. She thought she was coming because I
wanted to rekindle our relationship. I confronted her about the
fire and the poisoning, but of course, she denied doing
either.”

“Did you sleep with
her?”

“Hell no, but not because she
didn’t try. I turned her down and told her there was someone else.
She didn’t take it well, so we didn’t part on good terms.
Convincing you to leave me was her way of proving she could fuck
with my personal life.”

“She almost succeeded. I would’ve
left last night if I’d had a place to go. I was going to the
airport this morning to make arrangements to fly home.”

I kick off my shoes and crawl into bed next to
Laurelyn. I need to feel her against me to prove she isn’t gone. I
don’t tell her how glad I am she’s still here or about the fear I
had when I thought she was leaving me. Maybe she already knows. If
she does, she doesn’t mention it. She lets me pull her close, and
I’m content with simply holding her in my arms after almost losing
her.
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Laurelyn Prescott

I’m almost glad Audrey came. Lachlan is forced
to give me insight he would’ve never volunteered. I now understand
why he’s so secretive about his life, and I can’t really say I
blame him if that’s the kind of bat-shit crazy he’s had to deal
with.

We don’t talk after I tell him about how I was
going to leave. He holds onto me like he’s afraid I might get up
and sneak away in the night. He was scared when he thought I was
leaving him. I heard it in his voice and saw it in his
eyes.

I somehow make it to sleep with him wrapped
around me, and he’s still holding on when my phone vibrates on the
nightstand at seven o’clock. I’m sure it’s Daniel calling to see if
I’m ready to leave.

Lachlan rolls away from me and grabs it before
I’m able to make a move. “Daniel, Miss. Beckett won’t be needing
you to drive her this morning after all.”

After he ends the call, he rolls back to me.
“You’d be leaving me right now if I hadn’t come home
early.”

He’s right, yet I don’t want to admit it, so I
say nothing. He pulls me close again, the same way he held me all
night. “We have two more months together. Please, don’t plan to
leave again unless it’s a mutual decision.”

“Okay.”

“Promise me, Laurelyn. I don’t
want to worry about coming in and finding you gone one
day.”

“I promise.” He relaxes with my
assurance and I know this is the end of it. He’ll never bring it up
again because he believes me.

“What would you like to do today?”
he asks.

“I wasn’t expecting you to be
here, so I asked Addison to meet me for lunch before the whole
Audrey thing happened.”

“That’s fine. I seem to have
fallen down on my office work since you’ve been around, Miss
Beckett. My books could stand a little catching up.”

“Mr. Henry, you’re blaming your
lack of productivity on me?”

“Only my lack of concentration,”
he explains. “It always seems to be on you these days.”

“Then it’s probably a good idea
for me to get out of your hair today.”

“Let’s call it a girls’ day out.
You and your friend can shop or whatever it is you do when you’re
together.”

I shrug because I don’t really have any extra
money to spend. My budget is super tight after my lingerie spending
spree before Christmas. “I don’t really need anything.”

He gets out of bed and takes his
wallet from his pants. He places several hundreds on the nightstand
under my phone. Wow, that really makes me
feel like a hooker.

“When you buy for yourself, you’re
buying for me because I like you in nice things.” He leans down and
kisses my mouth. “I’m taking you somewhere next week, so buy some
new things for our trip.”

“Where are you taking
me?”

“New Zealand. It’s a business
trip, but we’ll have plenty of time to play while we’re there, so
buy some sundresses and a few new swimsuits. I’d like to request
skimpy bikinis.”

No freakin’ way. Addison will be so jealous.
“You’re taking me to New Zealand?”

“Yes. I have some business at one
of the vineyards and my boss has a house on a private beach. He’s
letting us stay there a couple of nights.”

“Lachlan. I don’t even know what
to say.” And I don’t. I’d never get to do anything like this on my
own. I wouldn’t have been able to come to Australia if Addison’s
parents hadn’t bought my airline ticket.

“There’s only one word I want to
hear.”

“Yes?”

“That’s the one.”

I hold my arms out and he lets me hop on him
with my legs around his waist as I squeal. “We’re going to New
Zealand,” I squeal in excitement.

–––––

I call Addison when I’m almost to the apartment. I
don’t plan on going up because I don’t want to run into Ben. “Hey,
I’m a block away. Are you ready to come down?”

“I need five or
ten more minutes.” Of course she does.
She’s never ready on time. Won’t I ever learn to tell her to be
ready thirty minutes earlier?

“I’ll wait in the car.”

“No way. Come up,
please.”

I know I shouldn’t, but I agree against my
better judgment. “Okay. Buzz me in, but please hurry.”

Daniel stops in front of the apartment.
“Addison isn’t ready so I’m going up. I shouldn’t be
long.”

I reach for the handle, but it doesn’t work.
Child safety locks, I guess. They’re probably activated because
Daniel knows I don’t give a rat’s ass about having a door opened
for me. I’m not helpless. I can open my own door, but that’s not
the way Lachlan wants it.

Daniel appears displeased with me
as he lets me out the car. I think he
doesn’t approve of me going up to the apartment because he knows
his employer won’t like it. “I won’t be
long, Daniel.”

“I can’t tell
you what to do, but you know he won’t like this.”
Daniel knows about my run-in with Ben, maybe not
the specifics, but Lachlan has told him
something.

“I’ll hurry.”

“Take your phone and call me if
you have any problems. Anything at all.”

Great. I have Lachlan and Daniel wanting to
kick Ben’s ass. “I’ll take it, but don’t worry. I’ll be
fine.”

“I’ll worry
until I see you come out of that building safe and sound.”
What did Lachlan tell him?

“I’ll be ten minutes max,” I
promise.

“Make it five.” He sounds
irritated.

I knock on the door and Ben answers. He gives
me a crooked grin, but he’s embarrassed. He should be. “Hi,
Laurelyn. Please, come in.”

I walk into the apartment and I can’t remember
a more uncomfortable moment in my life. I stand there trying to
think of polite conversation, but I can’t come up with anything I
want to say to the man who called me a whore after he tried to kiss
me.

“I’m gonna walk back and check on
Addison.”

He touches my arm as I walk by and I go stiff.
“Can I please have just a minute?”

I pull my arm from him. I don’t want to do
this, but I feel like I have to because he’s my best friend’s
brother. “I’ll give you one minute.”

“I’m not saying it’s any kind of
excuse for what I did, but I was really drunk New Year’s Eve. I
never would’ve acted that way otherwise. I just wanted to tell you
that I’m sorry.”

“Apology
accepted.” That’s all he’s getting from
me.

I walk to the bedroom I once
shared with my best friend and she’s sitting on the bed, ready to
go. She jolts when she sees me in the doorway. I knew this was a total set-up. “Don’t be mad, Laurie. He wanted to see you so he could
apologize and I knew this was the only way.”

“You lied to me.” As I accuse her,
I think of all the half-truths I’ve told her about Lachlan and
decide it might be a good idea if I’m not too quick to call the
kettle black. “But it’s okay. I understand why you did
it.”

“I had to, Laurie. He’s been so
sick with himself since it happened.”

“Well, it’s over now. I told him I
accepted his apology.”

“Thank you, Laurie.”

–––––

Addison and I haven’t seen each other since I moved
out, so we have a lot of catching up to do. We decide it’s best to
do it over cheeseburgers and shakes at the fifties diner on the
square.

“So, how’s it going with the
suit?”

That name is all wrong for him now. I’ve
rarely seen him in a suit since those first few days. He’s all
sexy, rugged wear these days, but I choose to not debate it with
her. “He works a lot of hours, but things are good now.”

“What does ‘now’ mean?”

Do I really want to discuss Audrey with her?
Yes, I think I do. She’s my best friend. I need to get this out and
tell someone about it. “One of his bat-shit crazy exes came to see
me last night while he was out of town.”

Addison sits up straighter, ready to hear the
juicy details. She loves a good catfight. “What happened? Did you
have to whip her ass?”

“She walked in the house like she
owned the place and told me she was his wife and mother of his
children.”

I suspect she’s seeing the same red flag I
saw. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. Right? “And is
she?”

“No, but of course I believed her.
You know how I am when it comes to men. I don’t trust
them.”

“Laurie, how do you know she’s not
telling the truth?”

I’m playing with the napkin in my lap, tearing
off small pieces and rolling them into little balls. “I packed my
stuff and had it by the door so I could get out of there first
thing this morning. He came home early and then the shit got real
when he saw I was leaving. Addison, he called his mother and woke
her at three o’clock this morning so she would vouch that he isn’t
married.”

“That’s good, right?”

“The part about being single is
good, but what happened afterwards was unexpected.” I’m not sure
this uncomplicated relationship thing is going to stay that
way.

“Chillax, Laurie. Sex is sex. Roll
with it and have fun. Stop trying to make it complex.”

I’m not trying to make sex with Lachlan
complicated. “We didn’t have sex.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “Did he tell you
he loved you or some bullshit like that?”

“No, we didn’t talk.”

“If you didn’t talk and you didn’t
have sex, what did you do?”

“He just held me all
night.”

“Psst. That sounds boring as
hell.”

“But it wasn’t. I liked
it.”

“You need counseling.” Addison can
be such a dude sometimes.

“You’re my best friend. You’re
supposed to counsel me when I lose my way.”

“Honey, you lost me on this deal
back when you said you didn’t have sex.” She shrugs her shoulders.
“I got nothing for you.”

“He’s taking me to New Zealand
next week.”

She punches me in the shoulder. “Shut the hell
up. No way.”

“Yeah, he is.” I reach into my
purse and hold up the money he gave me. “We’re staying at a house
on a private beach and he wants me to buy new clothes and swimsuits
for the trip.”

Addison’s eyes widen. “Shit! How much money is
that?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t count
it.”

She reaches over and takes it from my hand to
thumb through it. “The suit gave you a grand to buy bikinis and
flip-flops.”

I remind myself of what Lachlan said. When I
buy for myself, I’m buying for him because he wants me in nice
things. “I feel guilty taking his money, but I can’t afford to buy
the things he wants me to have for the trip.”

She waves the money in front of me. “He
promised to show you the time of your life. This is one of things
he was talking about. You have two months left with him. Have fun
while you can.”

She’s right. I’m making too much of this. We
discussed what he wanted from this relationship in the beginning,
and he told me he wanted to pamper me and make us feel genuine.
This is him following through with his part of the bargain, so I
should keep mine too. If he wants us to feel real, I can give him
real—every day and twice on Sunday.
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Jack McLachlan

After takeoff in our small private plane to
Auckland, New Zealand, I check my watch to see if we’re on
schedule. I notice the date—February 1st—and I’m struck by the
memory of a conversation Laurelyn and I had on our second date. She
told me she would turn twenty-three on Groundhog’s Day. That’s
tomorrow. I can’t believe I didn’t remember until just
now.

She hasn’t mentioned it. I think she would
tell me if I asked her, but I decide I want to surprise her with
something special. I just don’t know what it will be.

Our flight lands and I usually have a driver
waiting, but not today. Instead, I rent a convertible for the
twenty-minute drive to the house so Laurelyn and I can have this
experience alone and at our own pace.

After pulling off the road several times for
Laurelyn to admire the coastline, we arrive at the house in
Auckland. She hasn’t traveled much outside her small world at home
and her eyes are wide with elation. I love seeing her like this.
Her expression makes me want to show her the world.

“It’s amazing.”

“Wait until you see the
beachfront.”

I carry our bags from the car into the house.
I give her the tour, purposely making the bedroom our last stop.
I’m proud of this room, even if I can’t take credit for how lovely
it is since the house was furnished when I purchased it last year.
The previous owner did a fantastic job making this bedroom
romantic.

Laurelyn walks over and runs her fingers down
the sheer fabric draped over the canopy. “I can’t think of a word
to describe this room. Romantic isn’t enough to do it
justice.”

“I know.”

“You’ve stayed here
before?”

“Many times.” I feel the question
she doesn’t ask and I answer it. “But always alone. You’re the only
one I’ve brought here.” I want her to know she’s the first and
only.

She sits on the bed and falls back across the
mattress. “Your boss has great taste.”

I look at the beautiful woman sprawled across
my bed. “I agree.”

“What are we going to do
first?”

Now is the only time I have to go into town
for Laurelyn’s gift before tomorrow. “I have to go out to the
vineyard for a quick visit. I should only be gone a couple of
hours.” She frowns at my news. “This is still a business trip for
me, but don’t worry. We’ll have plenty of time for fun.”

“I’m ready to hit the
beach.”

“You can go while I’m gone, but I
don’t want you to go into the water while you’re alone.”

She pokes her bottom lip out.
“Boo.”

“I know you’re a big girl, but
it’s still the ocean. Sometimes unexpected things happen and I’d
feel better about you not going in by yourself.”

“I get it.”

She sits up and I kiss her. “I’ll be back
before you know it. Don’t forget to wear sunscreen. I don’t need
you burned for what we’re going to be doing while we’re
here.”

–––––

I don’t find Laurelyn’s gift right away, so I’m
gone longer than I anticipate. When I return to the house, I leave
her gift in the car’s glove box. I want her to think I’m clueless
about her birthday since she hasn’t mentioned it.

I walk around to the beach and see
Laurelyn’s towel on the lounger where she was lying, but no sign of
her. I call her name several times without a response.
Where is she?

Deciding she is probably inside, I open the
front door and shout her name several times without a
reply.

Would she have gone into the water
after I asked her not to? I know the answer. Yes, she would.
The moment I answer my own question, I dash
toward the beach and shout her name. I hear panic in my voice and
feel it in my chest as I search the water. I don’t see a sign of
her anywhere.

I hear my name in the distance and I turn to
see her walking along the beach’s edge. She’s wearing a bright red
bikini. How did I miss that? I’m flooded with instant relief and
that’s when I notice my hands trembling. She lifts her hand to wave
and I lift my shaky one to return the greeting. I sit on the
lounger to wait on her because my knees are threatening to buckle
beneath me.

I’m calmed, or at least appear to be, by the
time she reaches me. I hold my arms out for her to come sit across
my lap. I pull her close and bury my face in her hair.

“Wow, someone really missed me
while he was gone. Is everything okay?”

“It is now.” I forgo telling her
about my near breakdown when I couldn’t find her.

“Good.” She reaches for the
buttons on my shirt and begins unfastening them. “You, sir, are
overdressed. Go change into your trunks and swim with
me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

When I come out of the house, she’s already
shoulder deep in the clear blue water so I don’t get to feast my
eyes on her in the skimpy red bikini. “You just couldn’t wait,
could you?”

“Nope. It’s been calling to me for
hours and now I’m not alone, so I didn’t break your
rule.”

I toss my towel next to hers and walk out to
meet her in the ocean. She swims over and puts her arms around my
shoulders. “I’ve never been anywhere so beautiful. Thank you for
bringing me.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s going to
bring you some.”

“Oh, is it?”

“The eight ball says chances are
good.” She kisses my mouth and rests her forehead against mine. “Do
you come here often?”

“I try to make rounds on Aurelia
at least once a month during the summer.”

“Why do you always come
alone?”

“I’ve never been with anyone I
wanted to bring. Until you.”

“Oh.” That’s all she says and
doesn’t press it further.

When we’re tired of swimming, we come out of
the water to relax on the loungers. She’s stretched out with one of
her long legs bent.

“I want to take you into town for
dinner.”

“Okay.”

“Maybe dancing
afterwards?”

“Sure, that sounds like
fun.”

–––––

After dinner at a romantic café, I take Laurelyn to a
dance club I noticed when buying her birthday present. Lights flash
around us in the dark and it’s packed shoulder to shoulder. It’s
not really the relaxed dancing I had in mind, but she seems happy
about being here.

She grabs my arms and we move toward the dance
floor. The music is loud and there’s a fast song playing. Laurelyn
moves to it like it’s something she’s done a million
times.

“Go out dancing much?”

“Yeah. Addison and I hit the dance
scene in Nashville a lot.”

She turns her back to me and grabs my
hands. She places them on her hips and backs up until her whole
body is rubbing against mine as she dances. She knows what she’s
doing to me. She can feel the evidence grinding against her
ass.

We’re packed on the dance floor and everyone
is in his or her own little world. No one is paying attention to
us, so I slide my hand from her hip to between her legs. She leans
her head against my chest. “You are so bad.”

“I can’t help myself when you’re
rubbing on me like that.”

“Sorry. Want to get a
drink?”

“Yeah, I need one. A big
one.”

We get a couple of glasses of wine from the
bar and migrate to the corner so we can hear each other over the
pounding bass. “Have you been here before?”

“No. I saw this place today and
thought it might be fun. Do you want to leave?”

She shakes her head. “No. I’m having
fun.”

I feel someone bump into me from behind and I
spill my wine down the front of my shirt. “Shit.”

I turn to look at the jerk behind me and he
sees the damage he’s caused. “Man, I’m sorry. Please, let me buy
you another drink and pay for your dry cleaning.”

I’m afraid dry cleaning isn’t going to save
this. “That won’t be necessary.”

He offers his hand. “I’m Chris and this is my
wife, Trisha.”

I’m not really interested in introductions,
but I choose to be friendly instead of telling these people to get
lost so I can be alone with my girl. “I’m Lachlan and this is
Laurelyn.”

I’m shaking his hand but he’s looking at
Laurelyn. And for longer than I like. “Is the missus your wife or
girlfriend?”

“Girlfriend.” Laurelyn gazes at me
and we both grin.

The music is loud, so the wife leans closer.
“Have you been together long?”

“Six weeks,” I answer. That means
we’re half-over. I wonder if she’s thinking the same
thing.

Trish is screaming over the music. “Wow.
Things are still in that new, fun, exciting stage for you.”
Exciting is an understatement. I should tell them what kind of
relationship we have just to freak their married asses out so
they’ll go away.

We laugh at our shared secret. I put my arm
around her and pull her close. “There’s very little about us or our
relationship that’s boring.”

Laurelyn holds her glass of wine out for me.
“Will you hold this for a moment while I step to the
restroom?”

Trisha takes the last gulp and then slides her
empty glass toward the bartender. “I need to go too.”

Perfect. I’m left with my new best friend,
Chris. “Your girlfriend is a Yank?”

I take a drink from Laurelyn’s glass since I’m
wearing my wine. “Yes.”

“She’s very beautiful. I couldn’t
help but notice her when you were dancing. I’d really like to fuck
her.”

What? The
music is loud and I decide I misunderstood what he said, so I tilt
my head toward him. “What was that?”

He steps closer and puts his hand on my
shoulder. “My wife is really turned on by you. She wants to give
you head while you watch me fuck your girlfriend. I mean, if you’re
into watching. Our only rule is no kissing. We save that for each
other.”

Swingers.

I know I do some weird shit when it comes to
women, but this tops the fucking cake. I look like an altar boy
next to this joker. I’m so stunned I don’t answer. I don’t know how
to.

Laurelyn and Swinger Trisha come
back from the bathroom and rejoin the circle. Laurelyn takes her
drink from my hand and I watch her face, wondering if the
wifey propositioned her
while in the bathroom. Her demeanor seems unchanged, so I assume
Trisha left her husband in charge of closing this deal.

She loops her arm through her husband’s. “So,
did you ask him, honey?”

“We’re in the middle of discussing
it.” He grins at me. “So, what do you think? Are you guys up for
it?”

I think Laurelyn is trying to read my face,
but can’t. “Are we up for what?”

I pass my empty wine glass to Laurelyn. “Will
you hold this for me, baby?”

I guess it can be called a sucker punch since
he has no idea it’s coming, but I make a fist and slam Swinger
Chris in the jaw, sending him face down onto the dance floor. I
want him to get up so I can beat the shit out of him, but he’s
smarter than that and stays down. “Get up.”

Laurelyn stands there in shock staring at me
because she has no idea what this freak wants to do to her.
“Lachlan! What are you doing?”

I point to Chris on the floor. “You want to
know what I think? Is that a clear-enough answer for
you?”

Security is stalking in my direction to throw
me out, so I put both hands up. “No need. We’re out of
here.”

I take Laurelyn by the arm and pull her toward
the door. “What’s going on?”

“Not now,” I growl at
her.

She follows me outside and comes to a halt.
“Why did you hit him?”

I keep walking toward the car. I’m afraid I’ll
go back inside and kill him if I don’t get out of there.

We get into the car and I grip the steering
wheel. That’s when I realize how damn bad my hand hurts.

“Lachlan, you’re scaring
me.”

“No more than
I’m scaring myself.” I just lost my shit
over some guy telling me he wanted to fuck her. He made me see red.
I wanted to choke the life out of him for what he
said.

She’s staring at me. “I highly doubt
that.”

I can’t talk to her about this right now. I’m
too furious. I start the car and drive to the house in silence. I’m
pissed off. She’s scared and confused. Not a great
combination.

Neither of us says anything when we get to the
house. She walks inside and goes straight to the bedroom. I go to
the kitchen and search the freezer. I don’t find frozen peas, so I
wrap ice in a dish towel and put it around my swollen hand. It
hurts like hell, but I don’t regret hitting that asshole. I’d do it
again in a heartbeat.

I calm down after I stand in the kitchen for a
while. I decide I owe her an explanation, so I go into the bedroom
to find her. She’s wearing her nightgown and standing in front of
the sink washing her face. She watches me in the mirror as I come
up to stand behind her.

I put the dishcloth-wrapped ice on the counter
before I place my hands on her upper arms and kiss one of her bare
shoulders. She reaches up to touch my injured hand. “You’re
bleeding. You need to clean this so it doesn’t get
infected.”

She takes my hand. “Is there any antiseptic
here? Or maybe some triple antibiotic ointment?”

I’m rarely here, so I don’t make a habit of
keeping stuff like that around. “I doubt it.”

She brings it closer for a better inspection.
“You should at least wash it with soap and water.”

She cuts on the water and soaps a lather
onto her fingers. She washes my knuckles until the dried blood is
gone and then blots it dry. “I’m afraid you’re going to owe your
boss some new towels.”

“He’ll get over it.”

She’s still holding my hand when she looks up
at me. “Tell me what happened.”

I focus on her eyes as I remember his words,
“I’d really like to fuck her.” The thought of anyone else having
her makes me crazy.

I reach out to hold her face. I lean forward
and kiss her, not knowing if she will let me or not, but she does.
When I finish, I take her hand and pull her into the bedroom toward
the bed. I sit on the edge and pull her hips toward me so she’s
standing between my legs. Her fingers play in my tousled
hair.

“I want to know.”

I take a deep breath and blow it out slowly.
“That guy, Chris, told me he wanted something of mine—something I
wasn’t willing to share.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You. He wanted you.”

“Me? But he’s married.”

It makes me sick that I can’t say it without
picturing it in my head. “He asked me to watch him fuck you while
his wife gave me head.”

Her eyes are wide. “Oh?” I see it on her face
when it clicks. “Ohh. Swingers?”

“Exactly.”

“You pounded his face in because
he wanted to have sex with me?”

“I damn sure did and I’d do it …”
She cuts off my words with her mouth as she slams it against mine.
Her hands are at my chest working to unfasten the buttons of my
wined-stained shirt. Unsatisfied with such slow progress, she
reaches for the bottom and pulls it over my head while it’s still
buttoned.

She unfastens my belt buckle and then the
button on my pants, this time more successful with the process. She
slides my zipper down and puts her hand inside my jocks. Her hand
encompasses me as she glides it up and down. Damn, this girl knows
how to give a hand job.

She kisses me hard while her hand pumps me.
I’m close to coming, but she doesn’t let me. “Where are the
condoms?”

“Outer pocket, big
suitcase.”

She kisses my mouth. “Don’t go
anywhere.”

Hell, there’s no chance of
that. I stand and kick off my daks and
jocks while she’s digging for the rubbers.

She slinks toward me flipping a foil package
between two fingers. She uses her palms to push me down on the bed.
“I’m putting it on this time.”

“No argument here,
baby.”

She opens the packet and I’m such a guy. I
lift my head because I want to watch her put it on me. It’s hot
watching her hands touch me like that. When she finishes, she
shimmies her panties down her legs and steps out of them. She
climbs one knee at a time onto the bed and straddles me. My hands
are splayed over her hips as she watches my face. “So, you don’t
want Swinger Chris to have me?”

Ugh, I need that image out of my head. “No
fucking way.”

My tip is at her wet entrance, but she doesn’t
slide down on it. She’s rocking her hips back and forth, teasing
me. “Can anyone else have me, or is Swinger Chris the only one who
can’t?”

“No one else can have you,
Laurelyn. I’m the only one.”

She smiles. “Then show me.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

Lachlan comes up from the bed and flips me onto
my back. He’s kneeling between my legs and hooks them around his
arms so he can push them back. He’s not gentle about it. He drives
into me without mercy, but that’s the way I want this. His mouth is
against my ear.

“You’re mine. Do you
understand?”

“Yes!” I scream partly because
it’s my answer, but mostly because what he’s doing feels so
good.

“I want you to say it.”

We’re sideways on the bed and each thrust
shoves me farther across the mattress until my head is hanging off
the edge. “I’m … yours … and … no … one … else’s.”

He releases one of my legs and his hand slides
down so his fingers can stroke me above our point of fusion. “No
one else touches you here like this.”

I’m panting as I lift my hips against him and
his fingers. “Only you, Lachlan.”

He hits my sweet spot perfectly and I feel
myself contract around him, detonating his orgasm. I feel like
screaming at the top of my lungs, so I do because no one’s around
to hear me. “Ah, ah!”

“Ah,
Laurelyn.” There’s my name, just like
always when he comes.

He rolls off me and collapses onto the bed. My
head is still dangling off the side so I scoot back onto the
mattress. I’m on my back and I stare up at the beautiful sheer
panels draped over the canopy above us with one thought—this bed
was meant for making love, but that isn’t what we just did. It
never is.

–––––

The bedroom fills with bright sunlight despite the
curtains. I smell breakfast—definitely bacon—maybe pancakes. I’m
hungry, but I’m sleepier, so I pull the sheet up over my head. It
was a late night.

I get a few more minutes’ sleep before I feel
Lachlan reach under the sheet to tickle my nose. I wiggle it to
relieve the need to scratch, but give in and reach under the covers
and rake my nails across it. “I thought you got to sleep in on
vacation.”

“This isn’t vacation for me. It’s
work and I have to leave soon, but I wanted to have brekkie with
you for your birthday.”

How does he know?
I lift the covers to see him. He’s grinning
because he’s so proud of himself. “How did you know it’s my
birthday?”

“You told me on our second
date.”

“I don’t remember
that.”

“Well, you did, and I remembered,
so get up for your birthday breakfast.”

I can’t believe he remembered. He has such an
eye for detail. Did he tell me when his birthday is? If he did, I
forgot.

I walk into the kitchen and there is a huge
breakfast buffet across the counter. There’s no way we could eat
all of it. “Did you do all of this?”

“Would you think less of it if I
didn’t?”

“No.”

“I had it catered from one of the
local restaurants.”

“It smells delicious.”

He passes a plate to me. “Birthday girl goes
first.”

While I’m plating my food, he pours me a glass
of juice. He puts it on the dining room table and then joins me
with a mile-high stack of pancakes. “Hungry much?”

“I had a
famishing night, but I always eat this much in the morning. You’d
know that if you were ever awake to join me for breakfast.”
He’s never going to stop teasing me about being a
late sleeper.

“How’s the hand today?”

He holds it up to make a fist and then
releases it. “It hurts, but I can move it, so it’s not
broken.”

“No one’s ever done anything like
that for me.”

“Anytime, babe.”

When I finish, I slide my plate away because
I’m stuffed. “That was wonderful. Thank you. It was a thoughtful
gift to wake up to.”

“The food isn’t your gift.” He
reaches into his pocket and pulls out a black velvet jewelry box.
He puts it on the table and slides it to me. “But this
is.”

I’m not fool enough to think, or hope, this
little box contains a ring. I know it doesn’t because that would be
ridiculous, but it definitely contains a piece of
jewelry.

I reach for it and flip the top open. Inside
is a star-shaped pendant covered in what I assume are diamonds. “I
chose it because you’re going to become a huge superstar after you
get home.”

It’s the best birthday present ever. And the
worst.

It’s the best because it’s so encouraging and
thoughtful. It’s the worst because it means that when he’s telling
me I’m his, he leaves off the part about it only being for the next
six weeks.

“You don’t like it?”

I force a smile. “It’s perfect and I love it.
Thank you.”

I take it out of the box and pass it to him.
“Will you?” I turn and lift my hair so he can put it on me. After
he closes the clasp, he kisses the back of my neck.

“I wish I could stay with you all
day.”

I turn around and touch the pendant with my
fingertip. “Me too.”

He smiles as he admires his gift around my
neck. “I’ll try to get back early.”

“Early or late, either way, I’ll
be here.”

“I still don’t want you to go into
the water without me.”

“Ugh! There’s a country song
called ‘Don’t Go Near the Water.’ Now it’s going to be stuck in my
head all day and I hate that freakin’ song. Thanks a lot,
slick.”

He kisses the top of my head. “Don’t know it,
but you can thank me every time you catch yourself singing
it.”

He’s wearing a suit today. Damn, he’s hot in
it—scorching hot. He’s standing over me and I grab the lapels of
his jacket to pull him down for a kiss. The peck he gave me on top
of my head wasn’t near enough to do me all day. When I let him go,
I tell him, “That’s your incentive to work fast so you can leave
early and come back to me.”

–––––

I spend the day reading on the beach, not swimming in
the water, although it’s hot as hell. It’s midafternoon and I
decide to take a break from the sweltering heat, so I go into the
house for a snack and some air conditioning.

I’m sitting at the dining room table having
some leftover fruit from my birthday breakfast when my personal
phone rings. It’s my mom, no doubt calling to wish me a happy
birthday.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Happy birthday, baby
girl.”

“Thank you.”

“Are you having a good
one?”

“The best.” And it is. I’m staying
at a house on a private beach in New Zealand with a beautiful man I
can’t get enough of. Nothing beats this.

“Well, I’ve got some news that’s
going to make it even better.”

Her idea of good news and my idea aren’t
always the same. “What is it?”

“It’s your dad. He came to see me,
baby. He wants to meet you.”

This is a perfect example of when our ideas of
good news are on two different spectrums. “Why?”

“Because you’re his
daughter.”

I would’ve given anything to hear those words
when I was a child. All I wanted was for my rich and famous father
to rescue me from her when I was surviving off tap water and moldy
bread because she was too strung out to go to the grocery store. I
prayed he’d come and save me, but he didn’t. “He hasn’t wanted me
as his daughter for twenty-three years, and he doesn’t get to
change his mind now because the only child he claimed is
dead.”

“It’s not like that,
Laurie.”

“It is like that, Mom. I’ve been
his dirty little secret all these years. At least have the balls to
be honest about it.” I don’t know the exact moment the tears start,
but I can’t stop them once they begin. The more I try to hold them
in, the harder they come. “He’s pretended I didn’t exist my whole
life and the only reason he wants me now is because he has no other
children left.”

I’m shocked to feel warm arms
around me as Lachlan takes the phone from my hand.
When did he get back? “I’m sorry. Laurelyn will have to call you back
later.”

He hangs up on my mother
and silences the
ringer before he tosses the phone to the couch. He wraps his arms
around me and I melt into him. He doesn’t ask what she’s said to
upset me, but I think he has a good idea if he heard any part of
our conversation.

This is another one of those moments like the
morning I almost left him. He holds me and his embrace speaks
without saying a word.
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Jack McLachlan

I’m pissed off because Laurelyn’s mother would
call and upset her this way, especially on her birthday. This isn’t
improving my opinion of her at all. She’s a selfish, immature
woman.

I don’t understand her thought process behind
her decision to tell Laurelyn this news about her father on her
birthday. She knew it would upset her. Even I know that. I want to
be a total caveman and slam the thing against the wall so
Laurelyn’s mother can never call her on it again, but I
can’t.

Maybe I don’t understand because it’s a
mother/daughter thing, but something feels off to me about their
relationship.

I rub circles on her back. “Do you want to
talk about it?”

I feel her head oscillating from
side to side, telling me no. I kiss the top of her head and
pull her to the couch. I’m still in my suit so I take off my jacket
and toss it across the chair. I sit on the couch and pat the
cushion between my legs. “Come sit with me.”

She sits and leans against my
chest. She’s wearing a black string bikini I’ve never seen and she
smells like coconut and sweat from being in the sun. I’m twitching
in my pants because she’s so close. I can’t help it.
Whoa, settle down, boy … now’s not the right
time.

Laurelyn can be difficult to read at times,
but she’s hurting and I want to give her the support she deserves.
She damn sure doesn’t get it from anyone else in her life. I think
simply holding her is what she wants, so that’s what I do. I’m
content to sit here with her for as long as she needs
me.

We sit together like that for at least a half
hour before she stops crying and says anything. She lifts her face
to see me over her shoulder. “You came back early.”

“Of course I did. I want to be
with the birthday girl on her special day.”

She reaches for my hand and laces her fingers
through it. “I don’t think you know how good you are at
this.”

“What am I good at?”

“Whatever this is we’re
doing.”

I no longer have any idea what we
we’re doing. I only know I like it. “I
think you’re pretty good at this too. Whatever it is.”

She lifts the hand I used on Swinger Chris and
inspects it. “Your hand looks a lot better. The swelling is
down.”

“It’s fine. It barely hurts
anymore.” She brings it to her lips. “Your kiss will make it all
better in no time.”

She puts her finger on the leg of my daks and
draws an imaginary infinity symbol. I remember another time when
she did it. It was after our second date when I explained
everything to her about what I wanted. She does it when she’s
nervous.

“He wants to meet me.”

He. I
heard enough of the conversation to know she’s talking about her
father, the sperm donor. That’s how I’ve come to think of him after
hearing her call him that so many times. “How do you feel about
that?”

“I think I’ve already met
him.”

“Why do you think
that?”

“I have a memory from my
childhood. It’s very vague, but I’m sure I remember meeting him
when I was little. My mom dressed me in a navy sailor dress. It had
this huge collar on it and she pulled my hair up in pigtails. I was
adorable,” she laughs. “She took me to a place where ducks paddled
around in this fountain. They fascinated me, but she wouldn’t let
me stay to watch them. She took me to him. I know it was the sperm
donor, even if I don’t remember his face. As far as I know, I never
saw him again—except on television and in the music department at
Walmart.”

“You’re not curious about
him?”

“There have been times in my life
when I was and I’d have given anything to see him, but it ain’t
today. And it won’t be tomorrow.”

–––––

It’s late evening and Laurelyn is
in the bathroom getting ready to go out for dinner. I’m sitting on
the couch and hear the buzzing vibration of her phone, but it stops
before I’m able to pick it up. I look at the screen and see a
missed call from Blake Phillips. Who the
hell is he?

He could be anyone. A relative. A friend. A
boyfriend. I want to know, but I don’t dare ask because I’m afraid
to know the answer.

Laurelyn comes into the living room and I
slide her phone into my pocket. I don’t want her to know I saw the
call from this man; tonight isn’t the right time to have this
conversation.

She’s caught a lot of sun while we’ve been
here and her skin is golden against her cream sundress. I’m happy
to see her wearing her birthday gift, and I reach out to touch it
where it rests against her neck. “This is perfect on
you.”

She smiles as she reaches up to touch it.
“It’s beautiful and I love it. Thank you again.”

“You’re more beautiful. And you’re
welcome.”

I take her to an Italian restaurant where I’ve
eaten before when in town on business. The food is great and it’s
the last place I’d expect to be accosted by a set of sexual
deviants. At least I hope. My fist isn’t ready to be used again
quite so soon. I told Laurelyn it was fine, but I lied. It still
hurts like hell.

“You’re unusually quiet. What’s
going on in that head of yours, Mr. Henry?”

I’m thinking of things better left
alone. I know she’s only been with one other man. Is it Blake
Phillips? Not knowing is taunting me. Is he the one who hurt her? I
can’t get him off my mind, so I decide there are other ways of
asking about him without asking.

“I was thinking about how a
beautiful woman like you must date a lot.”

She smiles and the candlelight illuminates her
high cheekbones. “I do. I’ve had a date with an extremely handsome
man almost every day for the past six weeks.”

She’s deflecting from the real question. “No,
I mean before you came here.”

She shrugs as she looks down at her plate.
“Not so much.”

“What about a serious
relationship?”

Her head oscillates from side to side. “Not
really.”

I don’t think she’s lying to me, but I find it
hard to believe someone so desirable has never been in a
relationship. “You’ve never had a boyfriend?”

She’s fidgeting in her seat. I’m
making her uncomfortable, so there’s plenty she isn’t telling me.
“I had something one time, but boyfriend doesn’t feel like the right word for
what he was to me.”

“Was it
serious?” Was it Blake
Phillips?

She’s pushing her food around and I think I’ve
upset her. Dammit. “I thought it was at the time, but we had a
difference of opinion.”

“Oh.”
Does that mean he left her? Does she still want
him?

“What’s with all the
questions?”

“Nothing. Just
making conversation.” She’s being vague, which causes me to be
suspicious. My gut tells me there’s much more to this story. She
isn’t a woman who has had a single one-sided serious relationship,
but I choose to drop it for now, leaving it open as a topic I may
want to revisit. Looks like we both have
secrets.

–––––

She’s sitting at the dining room table with her eyes
closed when I bring in a cake with twenty-three flaming candles.
“You can open your eyes.”

“Wow. That’s a lot of
fire.”

“Wait until you’re thirty,” I
laugh. “There’s even more.”

Her brow wrinkles. “You told me you were
twenty-nine.”

“I was when we met.”

“When did you turn
thirty?”

“A couple of weeks ago—on the
thirteenth.”

“You didn’t tell me,” she whispers
and she looks hurt. I see her thumbing through her filed memories
from two weeks ago. “It was when you went to your parents’ house,
wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“When I almost left
you?”

“Yes.”

“You should’ve told
me.”

“You mean the same way you told me
today was your birthday?”

She laughs. “Right. I don’t guess I can be too
upset with you since I did the exact same thing. I would’ve given
you a gift if I’d known.”

I sit in the chair beside her and take her
hands. “But, you did. Staying with me was the best gift you
could’ve given me.”

I don’t think she knows what to say to that,
so I make it easy for her. “Make a wish and blow out your candles
before we catch the house on fire.”

She smiles and draws a deep breath before she
leans forward to extinguish the twenty-three tiny
flames.

I want all of her wishes to come true. Not
just this one.
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Laurelyn Prescott

After Lachlan finishes his work at
the Auckland vineyard, we return to Avalon and fall back into our
routines. He works every day while I keep busy at the house,
waiting for him to come home.

Wow. We have routines. How
domestic is that? And I called Avalon home? That’s a minuscule
detail that doesn’t evade my attention.

Harvest time for the vineyards is approaching,
so Lachlan is working a lot more since our return from New Zealand.
I spend time with Addison when she’s not wrapped up with Zac, but
I’m still left with a lot of time to keep myself busy, so I do the
only thing I can: I throw myself into writing music.

I have a career to return to in four weeks. At
least, I hope I still have a career. Blake still owns half the
rights to my songs from the record we were producing, and he can
shove them up his ass. I’m writing new songs. It’s the wrecked
affair with him I worry about. I pray word of it doesn’t get out
and ruin everything I’ve worked so hard to achieve.

Wow. I only have four weeks left with
Lachlan.

Our precious time together feels like a candle
with wicks burning at both ends. Once the flame meets in the
middle, we’re over. I’ll never see him again, or hear his laugh or
touch his skin. I’ll never share a bed with him again. Am I
prepared for it when that time comes? I don’t think I am, but it
doesn’t matter if I’m not. It’s coming, and I’d better figure out
how to get ready.

I’m thankful to have the Martin and the baby
grand at my disposal because Lachlan’s long hours give me a lot of
time to compose. Being here inspires me. Hell, I should at least be
honest about it. It’s Lachlan who inspires me. I know the stuff I’m
writing is gold, but the inspiration behind the music is
bittersweet, and I fear I’ve come to that place I didn’t want to
be—writing hits because I’m terribly in love.

I’m tinkering with a melody on the baby grand
when Mrs. Porcelli comes into the living room. “Dinner is ready and
on the stove, Laurelyn, so I’m leaving.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Porcelli. Have a
nice evening.”

I play the chorus again, trying to decide if
it’s right. “It’s a lovely song, Laurelyn.”

“You’ve been
listening?”

She nods. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I doubt you’ve had
much choice but to listen. You think it’s good?”

“I think it’s great.”

“Thank you. I hope you’re not the
only one who thinks so.”

“I also think he feels the same
about you.” I look up from the piano at her. “The song is about Mr.
McLachlan, isn’t it?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“I’m afraid so, dear. Have you
played it for him?”

“Oh, no. I could
never do that.” And I especially couldn’t
if the song is that transparent.

“I think you should reconsider.
He’d love it.”

“I’ll think about it,” I
lie.

“Good. I’ll be choofing off now.
Have a good evening.”

I work on my newest song until
Lachlan comes home. Home. There’s that
word again. I see him standing in the
doorway watching me, and I stop singing the moment his eyes meet
mine. How long as he been standing
there?

“It’s beautiful. Don’t stop on my
account.”

“I’ve been at it all day, so I’m
ready to call it quits for the night.” I get up from the bench.
“Dinner’s ready. Would you like to eat now?”

“Only if you’re joining
me.”

I walk to the doorway to kiss him. “I’ve
joined you every night for two months. I’m not stopping
now.”

I fill our plates with salmon and rice pilaf
while Lachlan chooses a vintage, and then we meet at the informal
dining table. He pulls my chair out for me and pours my wine. It’s
one of the many routines we’ve developed after living together for
eight weeks.

“Do you remember me telling you I
wanted to take you to Sydney a while back?”

“Yes, and you have tickets for the
opera.”

“That’s
right. Madama Butterfly. It’s this weekend and I
still want you to come with me.”

“I’m in, but I have to warn
you—I’m no fan of opera. I don’t understand it.”

“Honestly, I’m not a huge fan
myself, but these tickets are a gift from one of my customers in
Sydney. They’re balcony seats and I’m afraid he has the tickets for
the other seats and will know if I don’t show.”

“You’re so
considerate.”

“I’m not being considerate. I’m
being business-minded. I don’t want to insult him and lose his
account.”

“Well, then, you’re being
considerate in your business-mindedness.”

He laughs at me.
“Business-mindedness. Say that fast ten times.”

“No, it was hard enough to say it
once.”

“The trip won’t be a total bust.
We’ll do the opera on Friday night and then I have other plans for
us.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not telling you. You’ll have
to wait and find out on Saturday, Miss Beckett.”

–––––

I’m wearing a fitted black
cocktail dress and a stole with a pair of tall heels.
Devil shoes. That’s what
I call them because they’re going to hurt like hell if I walk much
in them. But damn, they make me look great, and that’s what I
want—to be beautiful for Lachlan, even if it’s painful. I can stand
the hurt.

I’m in front of the mirror fastening my
diamond pendant around my neck when Lachlan comes into the
bathroom. “You’re missing something.”

I inspect myself and take inventory. I don’t
know what he’s referring to, but I take the opportunity to mess
with him. “How did you know I wasn’t wearing panties?”

His eyes widen and so does his smile as he
reaches for the hem of my dress to assess the situation. “You’re
not? Well, that happens to be very convenient.”

I swat his hand. “There’ll be none of that
until later. What am I missing?”

He pulls a black velvet box from the inner
pocket of his jacket. “This.”

I look at the box sitting on his opened palm.
“You spoil me, Lachlan.”

“And you love it. Admit
it.”

I roll my eyes at him. It’s not that I don’t
love being spoiled by Lachlan. I do, but it makes me uncomfortable
when he gives me expensive gifts. Anything housed in a jewelry box
is going to cost big bucks.

It clicks as he pops its top and I see a pair
of diamond solitaire earrings—big ones. I reach out and touch them.
“They’re beautiful.”

“They are, but you’re more
beautiful.”

He always tells me that. I wonder if he said
that to the others.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” I hold out my
palm, grinning. “Give me my new earrings so I can put them
on.”

He takes them from the box and
places them in my hand one at a time. I tilt my head to the side so
my hair falls out of the way while I put the first solitaire
in. Damn, it’s even bigger in my ear. I
wonder how many carats these are? No doubt a lot.

After I put the second one in, I hold my head
upright and Lachlan tucks my hair behind my ears for inspection.
“Even if minor, diamonds always have some imperfections, but you
make these perfect.”

“Thank you for the earrings and
the compliment.”

“My pleasure. Are you ready to
go?”

“I am.”

We arrive at the Sydney Opera House and
Lachlan has made arrangements to park in the concourse section near
the entrance since there is no valet. My feet thank him. Otherwise,
we’d be doing some trekking from the public parking
area.

We’re walking toward the entrance when a man
with a huge camera steps in front of us and begins to snap
pictures. The flash of light is almost blinding as I feel Lachlan’s
hand at the small of my back, urging me to move along.

When we are in the building, I look at Lachlan
and he doesn’t seem fazed by the bizarre incident at all. “That was
strange. What do you think that was all about?”

“I’m sure it was a photographer
assigned to cover opening night.”

“The newspaper should teach their
staff to be courteous when photographing patrons. That was rude.
And ridiculous. He acted like he had to snap as many pictures as
possible before you punched him out—like a paparazzi going after a
celebrity.”

“We should probably find our seats
so I can speak with Mr. Brees, if he’s here.”

In our private balcony section, we’re on the
second of two rows. Lachlan leans over once we’re seated and
whispers, “That’s not Mr. Brees sitting in front of us. You want to
leave?”

Is he serious? “No. We’re here. We’re dressed up. Let’s act like we know
something about opera.”

“Oh, I know all
about opera. I’m just not a fan. My mother loves it, so I grew up
hearing it. Madama Butterfly is her favorite, so I know
it inside and out. We can blow this off and go do something else if
you want.”

“No. I want to stay, especially
since I didn’t know I was with an opera expert. You can explain it
to me.”

He laughs. “Awesome. That’s just what I wanted
to do.”

The curtain goes up, and after just a few
moments, I’m lost. “I have no idea what’s going on.”

“Okay. It’s 1904 and the man,
Pinkerton, is a US Naval officer. He’s about to marry a
fifteen-year-old Japanese girl they call Butterfly, but he knows
he’s going to divorce her when he finds a proper American
wife.”

“Well, that’s pretty
shitty.”

“Don’t blame me. I didn’t write
it. Anyway, Butterfly loves Pinkerton so much, she converts from
her Japanese religion to Christianity. Her uncle finds out she
converted and comes to the house where they are being wed. He shows
his ass, curses Butterfly, and renounces her. The end of this act
is them preparing for their wedding night.”

“So this is like
bow-chicka-wow-wow, only opera style?”

He starts laughing and earns
several shushes from the row of people in front of us. He leans
closer and I feel a warm rush of breath against my ear as he
whispers. “No, Madama Butterfly isn’t bow-chicka-wow-wow
by any means, but I’ll sure show you some when we get back to the
hotel.”

His promise sends a flood of need between my
legs and I become restless in my seat. Lachlan watches me and
smiles. “Everything okay over there?”

“I’m good.”

“Are you really not wearing
panties?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” There was no
way I was ruining this great dress with a panty line.

He’s trying to read my face, but he can’t
tell. He pulls the stole from around my shoulders and spreads it
across my lap. “I think your legs are cold.”

No, sir, I’m anything but cold right
now.

“My hand is cold too. I need you
to warm it up,” he whispers as he slides it under the fabric across
my thighs.

No way. He is not about to do that here … oh,
oh, yes, he is.

I feel his fingers spidering between my legs,
scaling up my thighs to where I ache for his touch. “Hmm, someone
isn’t wearing panties. Shameless.”

I shift back in my seat and he strokes his
fingers up and down, spreading the moisture from my center. “I love
how you are always so wet.”

Lucky for me, it’s dark inside the theatre,
but I still glance around to make sure no one is watching us. With
what he’s doing, I’m not sure I’d care if they were.

His fingers are frustrating, but amazing. I
want to buck hard and ride his hand until I come into a million
shards, but I can’t without drawing attention. It’s slow torture.
“I’m going to give you more, but you have to behave yourself. Can
you do that for me?”

I can’t answer so I nod to show my compliance
and then I feel his fingers start to slide. In. Out. In. Out. I
almost lose it, right then and there, but I hold it together by
biting my bottom lip. His fingers speed and I feel it building.
It’s coming. And so am I as Butterfly prepares for her wedding
night.
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Jack McLachlan

I’ve never enjoyed opera so much in my
life.

Laurelyn and I leave the theatre a few moments
before the curtain closes. She doesn’t want to face the couple
sitting in front of us on the balcony. She’s pretty certain they
heard her muffled squeal and knew exactly what was going on. I’m
pretty sure she’s right.

We walk across the parking lot hand in hand
and another photographer steps in front of us to take more
pictures. Laurelyn puts her hand up. “I’m sorry, but there are
plenty of other people for you to photograph. Find someone
else.”

The photographer lowers his camera to look at
Laurelyn. I think she amuses him. “It’s okay. I already have what I
need.”

She really has no idea who I am.

When we’re in my car, I take my phone from my
pocket to turn it back on and see almost a dozen missed calls from
Mum, Evan, and Chloe. “Something’s going on because my family has
been blowing up my phone for the past two hours.”

I call Mum first and don’t get an answer, so I
try Evan next. He doesn’t even say hello when he answers. “Jack,
it’s Dad. He’s been taken to the hospital. We don’t know anything
for sure yet, but he could be having a heart attack.”

“What happened?”

“Mum said they were at home and he
started complaining of chest pain. She tried to get him to go to
the hospital, but you know Dad. He wanted to see if it would pass,
but it got worse so she called an ambulance. They took him back
about thirty minutes ago and said they’d give us an update when
they know more. Where are you?”

“I’m in Sydney.”

“Good. We’re at St. Vincent’s. How
long will it take you to get here?”

“Not long.”

“Okay. I’ll come down and meet you
in the lobby.”

I end my call with my brother and I’m numb.
This is my indestructible dad he’s talking about. He just retired
so he could finally spend time with Mum. They were going to travel
the world together.

“What’s happened?”

“It’s my dad. He’s been taken to
the hospital. My brother says he might be having a heart
attack.”

Laurelyn reaches for my hand. “Oh, I’m sorry,
Lachlan. Will it take you long to get to him?”

“No. He’s at St. Vincent’s here in
Sydney. It isn’t far.”

She grabs my hand and kisses it. “You need to
go. Now. I’ll take a taxi back to the hotel.”

She pulls the handle on the door to get out
and that’s when I realize I don’t want her to go. I need her, so I
touch my hand to her arm. “Don’t leave. I want you to be with
me.”

“You’ll have your
family.”

I swallow before I say the words that will
change this relationship forever. “You’re the one I
need.”

“But that would mean meeting your
family.”

It does, and I’m okay with that if it means
she’s by my side. “I don’t care. I need you to be with
me.”

She smiles and cradles my face with her hands.
“Of course. I’ll come if it’s what you want, but this is going to
change everything.”

“I know, but it’s what I
want.”

–––––

I race toward the hospital and we’re there in five
minutes. We enter the lobby and I see Evan waiting for us by the
elevators. “Any news?”

He takes a look at Laurelyn. I know he’s
putting it all together and remembering the photographs, but now
isn’t the time to tell him to stop picturing her naked. “I walked
down right after I talked to you, so I don’t know.”

“Do they know if it’s a bad
one?”

“No. It could be something else,
but the tests they’re doing now will tell us how extensive the
damage is if it’s a heart attack. When he comes out, he might have
to be in the intensive care unit.”

Shit, that doesn’t sound good.

Laurelyn squeezes my hand. “I know intensive
care sounds scary, but I think being monitored there after a heart
attack would be standard care, regardless of the
severity.”

This is why I need her here. She’s my anchor.
She calms me.

“This is my brother, Evan.” Who
better not be picturing you naked right now.

“Laurelyn, it’s nice to meet you.
I’ve heard some great things about you from my brother.” Evan keeps
it tame, but I’m positive he would jack with me if he were meeting
her under other circumstances.

We follow him onto the elevator and then he
ushers us to where the rest of the family is waiting. My mum is out
of her seat the second she sees us and has me in her arms. “I
thought we’d never get you, Jack Henry.”

“I’m sorry. My phone was off
because Laurelyn and I were at the Opera House.”

My mum lets me go and gives her full attention
to the girl by my side. This is it. This is where it’s all going to
change. She’s going to know my name. “Laurelyn, this is my mother,
Margaret McLachlan.”

I don’t know if it’s the circumstances with my
dad or the end of her wait to meet the woman she perceives as my
girlfriend, but my mother pulls Laurelyn into a tight embrace. I
almost think she’s going to cry, but she keeps it together. “I
wasn’t sure I would ever get to meet you. Jack Henry has promised
me more than once he would bring you to the house, but something
always comes up. I was beginning to wonder if you existed, but I
see now that you do, and you’re even more beautiful than the
pictures he showed me.”

And there it is. She knows I’m Jack Henry
McLachlan and from the look on her face, it doesn’t mean jack shit
to her. I want to bust out laughing. All of this secrecy about who
I am has been for nothing.

“Thank you. It’s very nice to meet
you, Mrs. McLachlan. Jack Henry has told me wonderful things about
you.”

Oh, hell! Laurelyn doesn't know that my mum is
the only person on earth who calls me Jack Henry. I see Mum’s face
and know the shit just got real. “You call him Jack
Henry?”

Laurelyn is unaware of this blunder. “Yes,
ma’am.”

My mum takes Laurelyn’s face in
her hands and leans forward to whisper something in her ear.
God, help me. She’s so determined to marry me
off, there’s no telling what she told her. She may have proposed
marriage for me.

Mum recovers from meeting the woman she thinks
is her potential daughter-in-law and we join the rest of the family
in the waiting room. I introduce Laurelyn to Chloe, and then Emma
and the girls. It’s an awkward introduction for her to meet my
family for the first time under these circumstances, but she
handles it well.

We’re all antsy because it’s been almost two
hours since my dad went back, but his doctor finally comes out with
an update. “Are you Henry McLachlan’s family?”

My mum is the one to answer. “Yes. I’m his
wife.”

“Mr. McLachlan is doing well. It
wasn’t a heart attack as we suspected, but he had two very
significant blockages. One was ninety percent blocked, the other
about ninety-five. That’s where the pain was coming from. We’ve
stented both of them and I expect him to make a full recovery.
We’ll watch him overnight and he should be able to go home
tomorrow.”

My mum holds her head with her hand, her face
flooded with relief. “Thank you so much. When can we see
him?”

“He should be coming out of
recovery any minute. He’s going to a step-down cardiac unit instead
of the intensive care. His nurse will come for you when he’s
settled into a room.”

I see Evan huddled with his wife and children
while Mum and Chloe are hugging, and I know bringing Laurelyn with
me was the right decision, even if my dad’s condition ended up
being less than life-threatening.

She hugs me and our foreheads touch. “Your dad
is going to be fine.” She smiles as she adds, “Jack
Henry.”

I whisper so my family can’t hear. “It’s weird
hearing it come out of your mouth.”

“It feels weird to say it.” And
that’s the end of our name conversation. This isn’t the time or
place to discuss it.

We don’t wait long until the nurse comes for
us. “I can take five of you, but children aren’t
allowed.”

Emma’s holding Mila and looks up at Evan.
“He’s your dad. You go and I’ll stay with them.”

Laurelyn peers up at me. “I don’t
know your father. Emma should go.” She turns to my sister-in-law. “I can
stay with the girls, if you don’t mind leaving them with
me.”

I see the relief on Emma’s face. “Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome.” Laurelyn takes a
slumbering Mila from Emma and carries her over to where Celia is
sleeping in a chair. “Don’t worry. We’ll be just fine.”

We enter Henry McLachlan’s hospital room in a
cluster. None of us say it, but it’s frightening to see this strong
man so frail and weak. He’s pale against the white hospital
sheets—almost white on white.

He hears us enter and opens his eyes. He looks
groggy. I’m sure it’s the anesthetic wearing off.

He looks at my mum first. That’s the way it’s
always been between them. She’s always his number one.

And that’s what my mum wants me to have. My
very own number one.

She sits in the chair at his bedside while we
observe as spectators. My dad reaches for her hand and she places
it inside his. “I should have listened to you,
Margaret.”

“I’ve been saying that for years,
Henry.”

The dismal mood in the room is lifted by my
mum’s humor. She speaks her mind. I get that from her, but she also
has a gift for easing the discomfort and tension of those around
her.

“Henry, I might ought to thank you
for trying to die because you’ll never guess who Jack Henry brought
to the hospital with him.”

“Well, love, judging by the
happiness on your face, it can only be the woman he’s been
dating.”

“Yes, and she’s lovely. Just
beautiful. And she calls him Jack Henry.”

The whole family stares at me because they
missed that conversation between Laurelyn and Mum. “What? It’s not
a big deal.”

As always, my sister is the first to argue.
“You’re full of it. That’s a huge deal.”

I needed to change the subject, and fast.
“We’re not here about Laurelyn and me. We’re here for
Dad.”

Visiting hours end and my dad’s nurse assures
us his condition is good. She convinces us it would be best for
everyone, including my mum, to go home for the night. The waiting
room doesn’t make for a good night’s rest.

I’m the first one in the waiting room with Mum
not far behind. Laurelyn has Celia tucked under her arm like a
mother hen and baby Mila draped over her shoulder, sucking her
thumb as she looks around.

Her soft voice carries across the waiting room
and I hear her singing Brahms’ lullaby. “‘Close your eyes … Now and
rest … May these hours be blessed.’”

My mum stands beside me listening to Laurelyn
sing to my brother’s ankle-biters. “Jack Henry, she’s a special
one.”

She doesn’t have to tell me things I already
know. “That she is,” I sigh.

She bumps her shoulder into mine. “And you’ve
been a little shit for not bringing her to meet me.”

I’m amused, but not surprised by Margaret
McLachlan’s choice of words. She’s the only mother I know who will
tell her thirty-year-old son he is a little shit. If the
circumstances were as she believes, she’d be right. Because I can’t
tell her differently, I have no defense, so I don’t argue. “I guess
I have been.”

“Where are you
staying?”

Where is she going with this? “The
Marx.”

She sighs. “Go get your things. I want you and
Laurelyn to stay at the house.”

Now I see. She’s so transparent. “The Marx is
much closer to the hospital.”

She takes that tone with me. That
motherly do as I say tone. “We’ve just had a very close call with your father. The
family should be together.”

Maybe she does want the family together, but
that isn’t what this is about. “You want Laurelyn at your house so
you can have access to her.”

“You haven’t dated anyone in
years. Is it wrong for me to want to spend time with
her?”

It’s unnecessary for her to get to know
Laurelyn—she’s leaving in a month. “There’s nothing wrong as long
as you don’t have far-fetched ideas about us. She’s only here for
four more weeks.”

“That’s not written in stone, is
it?”

Geez, this woman is bound and determined. “No,
but it’s written on her airline ticket.”

She huffs. “I swear, McLachlan men don’t have
a romantic or creative bone in their bodies.”

I hate that my mum has the wrong impression.
“It’s not what you think it is between us. Laurelyn and I knew we’d
only have three months together when we started seeing each other.
We agreed to date for fun, not for love.”

“But the heart wants what the
heart wants.”

“And yours wants another
daughter-in-law and mother for more grandchildren.”

“My heart wants you to be happy,
and I believe that girl is the one to do it. You have four weeks to
convince her to stay.” She lifts her brows at me. “I suggest you
get on that right away, son.”

–––––

We’re driving to my parents’ house after we get our
things from the hotel and I remember my mum whispering something to
Laurelyn. “What did my mum tell you at the hospital?”

“Oh, do you mean after the
incident where I freaked her out by calling you Jack Henry?” She
reaches over and frogs my bicep with her knuckle. Damn, it sort of
hurt. “Thanks for the heads-up, by the way. Not.”

“Forgive me. I was a little
preoccupied with the uncertainty of my dad’s survival. What did she
say?”

“What she told me is our little
secret, not for you to know.”

Great. My mum and the woman I’m having an
affair with are sharing secrets behind my back. That’s not awkward
at all.

Now, I’m more curious than ever. “Tell me. I
want to know.”

“No. She would have told you if
she wanted you to know.”

“She thinks we’re in love. Or at
least have the potential to be.” I throw the words out like bait on
a hook to see if I can get a nibble.

“You think so?” Dammit. I can’t
tell by her tone if she’s asking my opinion or if she’s being
facetious.

She isn’t budging, but I have my ways. I might
not get what I want out of her by asking, but I have other methods
of making this little bird sing.
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Laurelyn Prescott

Margaret McLachlan’s words echo in
my head as we drive toward her house. “The
only way he’d let you call him Jack Henry was if he was in love
with you.”

It’s a nice theory if he’d asked me to call
him that, but he hadn’t.

He’s dying to know the secret I share with his
mother. He’s going to try to persuade me to tell him later. He
thinks he’s smooth, but I’ve learned his ways during our time
together. It’ll be fun letting him try, but he won’t succeed. My
lips are sealed.

Lachlan navigates up a long drive leading to
a huge house on top of a hill. Maybe a mountain. I’m not sure
because it isn’t nearly as impressive as the mansion sitting on it.
“Is this where you grew up?”

“Yes.”

“It’s beautiful.” It beat the hell
out of the tiny apartments and rental houses I bounced through
during my early years.

Lachlan takes our bags from the car and
carries them inside. There’s no his or mine. Our things are packed
together in his expensive luggage so at least I don’t have to be
embarrassed by my worn, mismatched set.

We enter through the foyer and I can’t help
but stare at the beautiful spiraling staircase leading to the upper
floor.

I hear his mother call out, but I can’t see
her. “Jack Henry?”

“Yes, Mum. We’re here. I’m going
to put our things away and we’ll be down in a minute.”

I follow him up the stairs and he
takes me into his large bedroom. I’m a little surprised to see a
four-poster bed. It’s very romantic and doesn’t fit what I’d expect
to see in a man’s room. I walk over and run my hand down one of the
thick pillars. We need this bed at
Avalon. I could
definitely do some interesting things with it.

We go downstairs to the living room to join
Lachlan’s family and I remind myself the whole way that he’s not
Lachlan. He’s Jack Henry. “Jack Henry.”

He turns at the sound of his name. His
real name. The name only his mother calls him. “What is
it?”

This is going to take some getting used to.
“Nothing. I’m saying your name so I can get used to it. I’m afraid
of slipping up.”

“Don’t worry. If
you have a slip of the tongue, we’ll tell them Lachlan is your pet
name for me. Not caveman.”

“I guess that will work. It is
part of your last name. Is that why you chose it?”

“I picked it because I wanted to
hear you say some semblance of who I really am.”

“Do you always do
that?”

“No, just with you.”

Damn. The conversation ends as we enter the
living room. I’d really like to know his rationale behind the
things he does. I’m hopeful that this conversation is only
postponed until a later time.

–––––

After spending the evening with the McLachlan family,
I’m in the bathroom getting ready for bed. I thought meeting them
would help me understand why Jack Henry is the way he is, but it
only makes things feel more out of sorts. They’re all so normal.
And loving. Theirs isn’t the kind of family I would expect for a
man who propositions women for meaningless sexual
relationships.

I search through my sleepwear, if that’s what
we’re calling it, and choose the least desirable thing I packed,
but who am I kidding? This is the same man I’ve been living with
for the past two months. He isn’t going to perceive a short, black
satin nightgown as anything but a prelude to sex.

I stop in the doorway of the bathroom before
entering his bedroom. “Are you sure it’s okay for us to sleep
together in your parents’ house? It doesn’t feel right.”

He’s lying shirtless in bed with his hands
folded behind his head. I sigh with pure pleasure as I behold the
sight of him. “Trust me. Mum would have it no other
way.”

I come to the bed but stop to run
my hand down the large post. I love this
bed.

“Are you going to give me a
private dance on one of these poles tonight?”

Even after all this time together, his
forwardness is shocking—he wants to get frisky in his childhood
home with his family across the hall? “No way, not in your parents’
house. It would be disrespectful.”

He gets out of bed and catches me before I
climb in. He reaches around me from behind and puts my hands around
the bedpost. He locks his hands on top of mine to hold them in
place so I can’t move. His breath is warm on the back of my neck
and chills erupt all over my body. He doesn’t play fair. “You’re
telling me no?”

“I would be mortified if your
family heard us.”

His mouth is on my earlobe and he sucks it
into his mouth before nipping it with his teeth. “I don’t care. Let
them hear us.”

“No.” It comes out more like a
weak plea than the stern command I intended.

He groans against my ear. “I don’t like it
when you tell me no.”

He’s whining but it’s adorable. “I know you
don’t hear it often, but ‘no’ can be a very good answer for you to
hear from time to time.”

“Tell me one time when it’s
good.”

“Okay.” I look at him over my
shoulder, “Ask me if I’m pregnant.”

His body becomes rigid before he backs away
from me. He releases my hands and I turn around to look at him.
“Ask me.”

“Are you pregnant?” It comes out
as a whisper.

I lift a brow at him. “Do you want my answer
to be yes or no?”

I smile, waiting for him to catch on to the
point I’m making, but he stares blankly at me. “Are
you?”

I smile as I answer. “No. See? Perfect example
of when ‘no’ is exactly what you need to hear.”

He runs his hands through his dark hair and
fists it. “Don’t ever fuck with me like that, Laurelyn!” he yells.
“Never!”

I flinch, startled by the loud outburst I’m
certain his family must have heard. Shit, he’s mad—like, really
mad. “I’m sorry. I thought you knew I was only making a
point.”

I’m afraid I’ve screwed up big time. I feel
the pooling in my eyes and I look toward the ceiling, pleading with
my sockets to drink the tears. I hold my breath and cup my hands
over my mouth to hold back the sob in my chest.

In my confusion over what has just happened, I
go for the wrong door in an attempt to get away from him. “That’s
the closet.”

Shit if I care. I walk into the small
pitch-black room where Lachlan’s clothes hang and close the door
behind me. I’m sure there’s a light switch in here somewhere, but I
don’t try to find it. I’m too numb.

Several minutes pass and I hear a few light
taps on the door, but I don’t say anything. I need to absorb all
these emotions swirling around in my head right now. I try to put a
name to the shock I’m feeling, but there’s not a single word that
will fit. I’m hurt and belittled because he yelled at me and maybe
even a little frightened by the fury in his voice.

I’m sure his family heard the commotion and it
mortifies me to think of facing them. The worst part is the shame I
feel. How can I be sleeping with a man who would become so furious
by a possible pregnancy?

You know what? Fuck him.

I hear the light raps again. “I sort of know
you’re in there unless there’s a hidden passage to a dungeon I
don’t know about.” He’s trying to be humorous, but nothing in the
world could be funny to me right now.

He opens the door and comes inside to stand
with me in the dark. I feel him reach for me, but I step away. I
can’t bear the touch that once set me on fire because in this
moment, it only makes me feel cheap.

“No.” And there it is again. The
word that started all of this. Now I hate it and don’t want to hear
it, either.

I’m mad as hell, but I can’t control the sob
in my chest. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“Baby, please, don’t say that. I
need to explain.”

I’m overcome by the what-if. What if I got
pregnant? He’d hate me. “No. Every time we have sex, we risk making
a baby together even if we use birth control. Unplanned pregnancies
happen to real people every day. Look at me—I’m the result of one
and see how shitty that ended up for everyone involved.”

“That’s not true,
Laurelyn.”

“It is and I can’t do this
anymore. I won’t risk making a baby with someone who would react
the way you did just now. I couldn’t bear to ever see you look at
me like that again.”

I feel him reaching for me in the dark and I
try to push him away. His arms entwine me and he squeezes, almost
too tight. “I’m so sorry, Laurelyn. I thought you were playing a
trick on me about a baby because you thought it was funny. I
should’ve known that wasn’t what you were doing. I’m so sorry.” I
feel his hands move to my face. “I would never be angry because you
were pregnant.”

This conversation is too much for me. I don’t
want to talk about how a baby would make him feel because then I
might be forced to think about how it would make me feel. “Can we
agree that this was a misunderstanding and talk about something
else?” I ask.

He hugs me in the darkness and kisses my head.
“I think that’s a great idea, but can we leave the
closet?”

I laugh. “You know I thought I was going into
the bathroom, right?”

“I know.”

We leave the closet and climb into
bed. I scoot close so I can put my head on his chest. I’m reeling
from tonight’s events. I told him I wanted to end things with him
and now, two seconds later, I’m curled around him like a kitten
desperate for his touch. Yeah, I really
showed him who’s boss.

Was I really going to walk away from him? I
think I was, but there’s no use in speculating. He didn’t let me
go.

This game has changed. The rules are no longer
the same, but I don’t have the manual. He does, and I need guidance
on where to go from here.

He caresses my arm. “What are you thinking
about?”

I decide to go for it because I need to know
where his head is. “I’m wondering where we go from
here.”

His fingertips continue to glide up and down
my arm as he answers. “Tonight changed everything for us, didn’t
it?”

The word change seems like such an
understatement for what has happened between us. “Yeah, just a
little.”

“If I’m being
honest with you, I don’t really know where we go from here. I don’t
know how to do this new
us.”

He has lines and I don’t dare cross them.
“What do you need from me to make this work?”

“I think
the new us needs
to start with a first kiss.” He’s playful, not panicked, about this
new place we are venturing. This feels like my Lachlan Henry, only
better.

He sits up, rolling me to my back. His mouth
comes down on mine and he pushes his tongue inside. Every motion is
deliberate. He’s slow and gentle. This is a new kind of kiss for
the couple we are becoming.

When he stops kissing me, I search his face
and see a deep wrinkle across his brow. I’ve seen it before. It’s
only there when he’s in deep concentration about something, and it
frightens me. I’m afraid he’s thinking this isn’t going to work. Or
maybe he doesn’t want to try.

I reach up and place my thumb on top of the
contracted muscle to smooth it. “I only see this when you’re
thinking hard about something. What’s on your mind?”

I’m scared of what he’s going to say, but he
gives me a crooked grin and I’m relieved before the first word
leaves his mouth. “Say my name.”

I don’t know which one to go with. He hasn’t
asked me to call him anything but Lachlan and I don’t want to
overstep his boundaries. “Lachlan.”

He shakes his head as if to
say tsk tsk, wrong answer.
“Say my real name.”

Oh. “Jack.”

His face becomes serious. “Both of
them.”

My heart is pounding. This is huge, according
to his mother. He would only ask me to do this if he loved me.
“Jack Henry.”

He closes his eyes as though he’s savoring the
sound of it coming from my mouth. “Say it again,
Laurelyn.”

I hesitate and he opens his eyes to look at
me. That’s when I choose to say it again, at the moment his eyes
meet mine. “Jack Henry.”

He kisses me and I feel his mouth move into
the shape of a smile. “That’s who I am to you from now on. No more
Lachlan. No more pretending.”
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Jack McLachlan

I’ve shut the door on Lachlan Henry forever. He
no longer exists. Only Jack Henry McLachlan resides here, and I
like it. For the first time in more than four years, it feels good
to be me with a woman. And not just any woman. Laurelyn.

“Now that I know your real name,
which I think you’ll agree is the single-most important piece of
identifying information, do I get to know everything
else?”

She wants the rest of my story.

“You know my name. You’ve met my
family. What else would you want to know?”

“We’re as close as two people can
be, so I want to know everything.”

Things feel really good between us the way
they are. Am I ready to tell her more?

“You don’t have to worry, Jack
Henry. I’m not going to stalk you the way Audrey does.”

I hear her say my name and I’m a goner. I’ll
tell her anything she wants to know. “I have a condo here in
Sydney. It’s home when I’m not traveling, which isn’t very often,
because I own too many vineyards to stay home for long.”

She takes a minute to process this
information. “You own them all?”

“Yes.
Avalon is my latest
purchase.”

She wasn’t expecting that. “How many
total?”

“Too damn many.”
And that was the truth. I was stretched too thin across New South
Wales and New Zealand. I was following in my father’s footsteps and
also making steps of my own. I shouldn’t have purchased
Avalon. I don’t have the
time it requires to make it successful, but I can’t regret it. It’s
what led me to Laurelyn.

“So does that mean you’re
rich?”

“Yes. I told you I was when we
met.”

“You’ve told me a lot of things
but I’ve assumed most all of it lies.”

“A lot of it has been, but it’s
all part of our game, baby.”

“And now our game has
changed.”

Yes. Indeed, it has. In more than one
way.

I’m rubbing my hand over the satin gown
covering Laurelyn’s belly and I feel the metal piercing through her
navel. I really want to push her gown up and kiss her there, but I
don’t. She’s not comfortable being intimate in my parents’ house
and has already told me no once tonight. I don’t want an encore or
a reminder of our earlier quarrel.

Since we aren’t pretending anymore, I might as
well warn her about Margaret McLachlan and what she’s up to. “My
mum wants you here so she can work on you.”

“Work on me? How?”

“She wants me to have a wife, and
you’re the closest thing she’s seen. Ever.”

“Oh.” I’m not sure if her surprise
is at Mum’s intentions or because I bring it up. “I guess she
didn’t get the memo about our agreement.”

“She’d shit if she knew what I’d
been up to.”

“But didn’t you tell her I was
leaving permanently next month?”

Permanently. What a shitty word. I hate it as much as
no. “She knows but
doesn’t care. She’s determined.”

“Maybe we should roll with it. You
know, make her happy.”

Hmm. It isn’t a terrible idea and getting her
to back off for a while would be nice. “I’ll do it if you’re sure
you’re up for it.”

“Puh-lease, like you and I don’t know
how to pretend.”

–––––

Of course, I wake before Miss Sleeping Beauty. She’s
so peaceful, I want to let her sleep longer. Besides, she’ll need
her rest for what’s ahead of her today. Margaret McLachlan can be
exhausting.

I’m wearing sleep pants only, so I put on a
T-shirt before going downstairs. I’m the first one up, as always.
I’m even awake before baby Mila.

I make a cup of coffee, but opt to wait on
breakfast until Chloe’s up. I’m certain she’ll have some new dish
she wants to try out on us.

I fetch the newspaper and sit at
the bar. I start at the back—because it’s my routine—and resist the
temptation to thumb through for the photo I’m certain will be
there. I turn the page a second time and there it is, just as I
knew it would be. We made the news,
baby.

We’re in the “My Sydney” section.
Laurelyn is beautiful in the photo, even if it’s only newspaper
quality. I scan the small caption beneath and laugh.
“Multimillionaire bachelor Jack McLachlan at the
Sydney Opera House with mystery woman.”

Mystery woman. She’s definitely
that. I really can’t believe anyone cares
about this kind of shit. Except Audrey. She thinks she successfully
sent Laurelyn on her way, so she’s going to flip out if she sees
this. It might be wise to have Jim tail her for a few days so I
know her whereabouts. I’ll need to call him later today.

I hear someone come into the kitchen and I
know it’s Mum without looking. She’s the only other early riser in
the family. “Good morning.”

“Morning, Mum.”

She waits for her cup of coffee to finish
brewing. “Have a good night?”

Damn, I think the old girl is
asking if I had a naughty with Laurelyn last night?
I lower the newspaper and glance at her over the
top. “I slept fine.”

“And Laurelyn?”

This is too bloody much.
“She’s still sleeping.”

She’s not done, not even close. “I thought I
heard something come from your bedroom last night—like maybe you
raising your voice to Laurelyn.” She’s giving me that look, the
same one she gave me the night of my birthday party when she
thought I left a sick Laurelyn home alone. It tells me I better not
have screwed this up with her.

I’m in a shitload of trouble. I feel like a
toddler about to be disciplined. I lift the paper up so I don’t
have to look at her and return to reading. “Don’t worry. We’re
fine.”

That’s all I give her because that’s all she
needs to know.

“Jack Henry, you shouldn’t have
shouted at that sweet girl like that. I didn’t teach you to
disrespect women like that.”

I couldn’t argue with her because she was
right. I hate that I yelled at Laurelyn. “I knew it was wrong the
minute it came out of my mouth. I told her how sorry I was and she
forgave me. We’re fine, so stop worrying.”

“Women hold grudges. She might
have told you that you were forgiven last night, but now she’s had
time to think on it. You’ll be lucky if she speaks to you
today.”

I hope Laurelyn gets up soon, but judging on
the time, it will be another couple of hours. “She doesn’t play
games like other women. If she says she forgives me, then I’m
confident she does. You’ll see when she gets up.”

“Yes, we’ll see, son.”

Luck is on my side. Laurelyn gets
up early. I’m still reading the paper when she comes into the
kitchen. She walks up behind me and puts her hands on my shoulders.
I peer at her over my shoulder. “Good morning, love.”
Is she going to think the endearment is too
much?

She leans around and kisses the
side of my face. “Good morning, darling.” No, she’s good with it. My mum is
all detective-eyed, analyzing Laurelyn’s interaction with me
following the lovers’ spat.

She sits on the stool next to me at the bar.
“I wasn’t expecting you up so early.”

“I couldn’t
sleep after I woke and you weren’t there.” Oh, she’s laying it on thick for dear ol’
Mum.

I turn to the social page to show Laurelyn our
picture since I don’t have to keep her in the dark anymore. “Look,
we made the news. You’re a mystery woman.”

She leans over my shoulder for a better view.
“Hmm, at least it’s a good picture and I’m not making some kind of
goofy face.” She bumps my shoulder with hers. “Which was a real
possibility since I wasn’t expecting a total stranger to shove a
camera in my face.”

I sense Mum’s scrutiny. “This is new for
Laurelyn. We don’t attract this kind of attention in Wagga
Wagga.”

“Yes, I’m sure
you’ve enjoyed being innominate in a small town. I know how you
love your privacy.” She has no
idea. Laurelyn’s eyes meet mine and we
smile at our private joke.

–––––

Dad does well, so he is discharged home and we spend
the next two days with my family. Laurelyn and I play the part of
being in love for my mum, at times making a game of it to see who
can be more convincing. It’s fun and I’m surprised by how natural
it comes for me. Sometimes it’s unintentional and I wonder if it
comes as easy for her.

It’s her second day with my family and she has
already found a comfortable place among them. She and Chloe are
almost the same age and have a lot in common, but she connects most
with Emma. I think it’s because she plays with the girls and they
have taken a special liking to her, which is unusual. Mila doesn’t
like anyone. Especially me.

She’s on the floor with the girls and I see
the way my mum watches her. Her natural ease with my brother’s
children doesn’t escape her attention.

My mum is sitting next to me on the couch. “I
don’t know how she won Mila over. That kid doesn’t like anyone.” I
think I could be a little jealous. “She likes Laurelyn better than
me and I’m her uncle.”

“Laurelyn’s mother material. Mila
senses that about her.” We watch them play a few more minutes and
Mum leans over to whisper in my ear. “If you don’t do something
about it, she’s going to make a wonderful mother for some other
man’s children.”

I’ve watched the way my family has interacted
with her for two days and realize my mistake. I shouldn’t have
brought her here. They’re all falling in love with her.
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Laurelyn Prescott

We’re driving back to
Avalon and I’m thinking
how I’ve enjoyed the last three days with Jack Henry’s family.
We’ve spent the last seventy-two hours pretending to be head over
heels in love. It was so easy to play the part, I have to ask
myself if I was pretending at all.

I’m curious to see if we revert back to our
former selves now that we’re away from his family or if we’ll
continue our romantic façade. I’m too afraid to ask because the
answer—either one—scares me.

He reaches for my hand and rubs his thumb
across the top of my hand. “You’re quiet.”

I can’t tell him what I’m thinking. He would
freak out. I think. “You have a great family. I’m glad I got to
meet them.”

“They think you’re pretty great
too. Especially Mum. She was in heaven seeing us together.” He
squeezes my hand. “Thank you for helping me make her
happy.”

“My pleasure.” And it was my
absolute pleasure.

I go to sleep in the car and it’s late when we
get to the vineyard. Mrs. Porcelli is already gone for the evening,
but we find she has left us a welcome-home dinner on the stove.
I’ve never minded cooking or cleaning, but I must admit that
walking in to find a home-cooked meal after a five-hour drive is a
definite perk of living with Jack Henry.

He brings our bags in from the car and drops
them in the laundry room before he joins me in the kitchen. I lift
the top of the casserole dish to see what we have. Hmm, maybe it’s
some kind of chicken casserole? “Smells good. Are you ready for
dinner now?”

I feel him behind me and his hands are
creeping under my cotton dress. “I’m ready for dessert
now.”

Mmm … I love me some him.

He goes straight for the kill, sliding his
hand down the front of my panties. “Jack Henry, we just walked
through the door.” I check the clock on the stove. It’s only a
quarter past five. What if Mrs. Porcelli is still hanging
around?

“It’s been a week,” he groans in
my ear as he teases me with his fingers.

“It’s been three days,” I correct
him as I drop my head back against his chest. But it could be three
minutes and I think I’d want him again.

He slips a finger inside me and then another.
“I can’t help myself. It feels like forever since I’ve been inside
you.”

I feel his rock-hard erection grinding against
my bottom while he slides his fingers in and out of me. The way his
hand is positioned, his fingers are rubbing my sweet spot and each
stroke brings me closer to orgasm.

“Come for me, Laurelyn, and say my
name when you do.”

Now, I’m grinding down on his hand and I’m
saying his name in my head over and over until I fall over the edge
into pure oblivion. “Jack Henry,” I cry out with the familiar
spasms I’ve come to love so much.

I recognize the sound of a tearing wrapper so
I know what’s he’s doing. I feel his fingers loop around the
waistband of my panties and he drags them down my legs until I step
out of them. “Hold on to the countertop. We’re not going to make it
to the bedroom.”

I wrap my hands around the edge of the solid
granite in front of me and he uses his knee to push my legs apart.
One of his arms loops around my waist and yanks me so that I’m bent
just the way he wants me. I feel him there, against my wet core,
and then he pushes inside me with a force reflecting that of his
pent-up sexual frustration.

I cry out at the surprise of the sudden
intrusion and he stills. “Too rough?”

It only takes a moment for me to adjust to
this position and then I’m rocking against him wanting more. “No,
don’t stop.”

We synchronize our rhythms and he pounds into
me over and over until I hear my name. That’s when I know he’s
slipped over the edge. So I follow him.

–––––

Two Weeks Later

I wake at four in the morning with lyrics
racing through my head. I almost leave the bed to go to the piano,
but I don’t. I can’t stand the thought of losing one minute of
lying next to Jack Henry.

After he’s gone to work, I scramble to the
piano to play the tune that danced in my head all morning and
struggle to remember the exact words I was sure I couldn’t
forget.

I jot down lyrics telling my story—how I
wonder who will take my place after I’m gone and how I am secretly
desperate for him to ask me to stay because I love him so much. I
struggle because my hand isn’t fast enough to get the lyrics down
as they flow from my head.

I put the words to music and sing them aloud,
adjusting the melody for the best sound. I raise the key to test
the tone of the chorus.

As I sing, I have that feeling you get when
you’re being watched. Since Mrs. Porcelli often listens to me play,
I look toward the doorway expecting to see her, but it’s not. It’s
Margaret McLachlan.

My heart jumps into my throat. I immediately
think something terrible has happened to Henry and she sees the
fear in my eyes. “Nothing’s wrong, Laurelyn.”

I bring my hand to my chest, as if to calm my
erratic heart. I get up from the piano and she meets me halfway for
a hug. “Jack Henry is out on the vineyard. Should I call
him?”

“No. I didn’t come to see
him.”

I’m confused by this and I gesture toward the
couch. “Come sit with me. Would you care for some
coffee?”

“No. I’m fine,
thank you.” She takes a seat on the sofa and I sit on the edge of
the chair across from her. It seems the appropriate place for me to
be—on the edge of my seat—because I’m dying to know what has
brought her to Avalon.

“I’m sorry. I would have called,
but I had no way of getting your number unless I asked Jack Henry,
and I don’t want him to know I’m here to see you.”

This is news I wasn’t expecting. “You’re here
to see me?”

“Yes, Laurelyn. I know you’re only
here for two more weeks and I have something I want to say to
you.”

I clutch the cushion of the chair to hold on
so my ass doesn’t fall off into the floor. “Okay.”

“I know my son
very well, and Jack Henry loves you. I see it in his eyes every
time he looks at you.” Is it love she saw
or was it the façade? “He wouldn’t have
brought you to meet us or into our home if he didn’t. Trust me.
That’s not something he does lightly.”

She’s smiling. “So now, I’m going to be a very
forward and meddling mother. Do you love my son?”

Wow. I’m taken back by her question, but I
know the answer without thinking about it. I should be guarded and
not willing to confess it so easily, but I want nothing more than
to scream it from the rooftop. “Yes. I love Jack Henry very
much.”

She smiles even bigger and pats the cushion
next to her. “Come sit next to me.”

I get up from the chair and do as
she asks. She faces me and takes my hands. “Believe me, he’s going to be a
stubborn jackass when it’s time for you to leave in a couple of
weeks. He isn’t going to want to put his heart on the line and ask
you to stay, but he will be sick with himself if he lets you go.
Because you love him, you have to spend the rest of your time
together showing him why he should ask you to stay.”

Whoa. I’m not sure, but I think Margaret
McLachlan is advising me to get it on with her son. Does she think
I haven’t already been doing that?

How do I make her understand about our
agreement without telling her? “We knew we’d only be together for
three months, so we agreed from the start that our relationship
wouldn’t become serious. I don’t think he’s changed his mind about
that.”

She squeezes my hands. “Hon, it doesn’t matter
what you agreed to. If you love each other, that changes
everything. Trust me. Nothing else matters. And a little nookie to
change his mind never hurts, either.”

Yep. That’s exactly what I thought she was
suggesting.
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Jack McLachlan

It’s only one week until Laurelyn leaves. It’s
too soon and I want more time with her.

I’m neglecting my work at
Avalon because I’m
desperate to spend every minute with her. I can’t get enough of her
and this morning is no different. That’s why I’ve come back to the
house to see her after being gone for only an hour.

I open the bedroom door expecting
her to still be asleep, but she’s not, and I hear the shower
running. Maybe I’ll slip in and join
her.

As I’m thinking it over, I hear a smothered
version of “Sex on Fire” by Kings of Leon playing somewhere in the
bedroom. I follow the sound until I find a ringing phone inside
Laurelyn’s purse. I reach in and take it out to see the caller ID
in case it’s an emergency from home. At least that’s why I tell
myself I do it.

It’s Blake Phillips. Again.

This time it’s not a missed call notification
I see. It’s a photo of Laurelyn with her lips pressed against a
man’s cheek. They look like a happy couple. Maybe even in
love.

I contemplate what to do—answer or let it go
to voicemail—and my curiosity wins out. I slide the bar over and
have no idea what to say because I’m in the dark about who this man
is. I put Laurelyn’s phone to my ear and listen without saying a
word. A moment later, I hear his voice. He’s a Yank—of course. I
would expect him to be. “Laurelyn. I know you’re there. I hear you
breathing.”

I continue silent, waiting to hear some clue
as to what kind of relationship she has with this man.

“If you’re not ready to talk,
please listen.” I wait and hear nothing. I think we’ve been
disconnected, but then he continues, “I miss you, Laurie. We had a
great thing going and I know we can get it back. Baby, no one knows
about us. I convinced Mitch and the guys you just needed a little
time to deal with the stress of the music industry, but they’re not
going to wait forever. You need to come back to Nashville so we can
push this record deal through. You need to come home to
me.”

I’m still not positive who Blake Phillips is,
but I’m getting a much clearer picture. He’s the one before me, the
one who hurt Laurelyn.

“Laurie, I know you miss
me.”

I’ve heard enough. “Laurelyn can’t come to the
phone right now.”

There’s a moment of silence before he asks,
“Who is this?”

“Jack McLachlan. I’m Laurelyn’s
boyfriend, her Australian boyfriend. Because that’s where she is—in
Australia with me. Not in Nashville with you.”

“I need to speak with Laurie as
soon as possible. Please, tell her to call Blake.”

“She doesn’t want to talk to you
and you’re out of your fucking mind if you think I’m telling my
girlfriend to call her ex-hole. I’m sure you understand.” I press
the end button because we’re done here.

Laurelyn is mine. Not his.

After I end the call, I thumb through photo
after photo of Laurelyn with this guy and see the proof of her
happy life before me. It’s unsettling, even painful to
see.

I hear the shower cut off and try to decide
what my approach will be to asking Laurelyn about her relationship
with this guy. I’m sitting on the side of the bed when she comes
out of the bathroom wearing a towel wrapped turban style around her
hair. She’s as naked as the day she was born.

She’s startled to see me and lets out a
girlish squeal as she uses her hands to cover herself. She realizes
it’s me and grins as she drops her hands from her naked body.
“Shit, you scared me. I thought you were gone for the
day.”

“I was, but I
came back for something.” I wish I hadn’t.
I don’t want these feelings I have.

Laurelyn grins as she walks over to her
lingerie drawer. “What’s going on? You’re acting weird.”

I watch her step into a pair of white lace
panties and pull them up. She reaches for the matching bra and
slips her arms through it before fastening the clasp between her
breasts.

I decide I’m done wondering. “Tell me who
Blake Phillips is.”

She pales as she freezes in place. Her words
come out as a whisper. “Why would you ask me that?”

I don’t like the way she’s affected by a
question about him. “Because he called while you were in the
shower.”

She busies herself with adjusting her bra to
avoid looking at me. “You answered my phone?”

“The ‘Sex on Fire’ ringtone sort
of caught my attention. I answered it because I want to know who
the hell Blake Phillips is and what he wants with you.”

She stares blankly at me. I’m not sure if it’s
because she doesn’t want to tell me who he is or because I’m acting
like a possessive Neanderthal. “I’m not used to this, Laurelyn. You
know everything about my previous relationships. Everything!
Including what a stretch this is for me, and I know so little about
yours. I want to know who he is to you.”

I’m almost certain she’s going to tell me and
then I feel a pang of fear. Maybe this isn’t something I want to
hear, but it’s too late. “He was my record producer.”

I toss her phone toward her onto the bed so it
lands screen side up featuring an affectionate picture of them
together. “Does everyone kiss their record producer like
that?”

She shuts her eyes and turns away from the
phone. “Blake and I were spending a lot of time together while we
were working on my album. One thing led to another and we started
seeing each other. He told me it wouldn’t look good for him to be
in a relationship with someone he was representing, and I believed
him. It sounded like a legit reason to me, so we agreed to keep our
relationship secret to protect our careers. I later found out he
wanted to keep us secret because he was married with three kids. I
was devastated. And I walked away from all of it. Him. The record
deal. The music career I’d worked so hard for.
Everything.”

Now, I really hate the
motherfucker. “When did it
end?”

“Early
December.” That was only a couple of weeks
before she came here—not near long enough for her to be over him if she was in
love with him.

“How long were you
together?”

“Three
months.” Almost the same amount of time
she’s been with me.

I lean over with my elbows on my knees and my
head in my hands. “Do you love him?”

She doesn’t answer right away and my throat
tries to eat my heart. “There was a time I thought I did, but that
was before I knew the truth.” I want her to reach out and touch me
as a sign of reassurance, but she doesn’t. “I loved a lie, and the
truth shattered anything I felt for him.”

I want to look up at her, but I can’t. I’m
afraid of what I’ll see. “So, you feel nothing for him
now?”

“No. I can’t
love a lie and that’s all we were.” Her
words are sobering. Hadn’t I asked her for a relationship based on
a lie? He tricked her into being his dirty little secret, and I
outright asked her to volunteer as mine.

I lift my face to see her standing in front of
me, but her eyes avoid mine. That’s when I know it. I’m a
motherfucker just like Blake Phillips.

I slide off the bed to my knees in front of
her and wrap my arms around her legs. “I’m so sorry for not
treating you the way I should have, Laurelyn.”

She strokes her hands across the top of my
hair. “What are you talking about? You’ve never treated me poorly.
You spoil me rotten.”

I gaze up at her from where I’m on my knees.
“I asked you for a relationship based on lies. I kept you as my
secret from the world until I decided I needed you when Dad got
sick. I’m no better than he is.”
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Laurelyn Prescott

Jack Henry is in front of me on his knees,
talking about things that aren’t true. He presses his face against
my stomach and I twirl my fingers in his hair. “No, that’s not true
at all. Don’t ever compare yourself to him.”

I take his hands and tug on them. “Get
up from there.”

He stands and reaches for my face. “I’m so
sorry.”

I don’t understand what he means. “Stop this.
You’ve never hurt me the way he did.”

He’s stroking his thumbs over my cheekbones.
“I’m sorry for all the secrecy, for making you feel like you
weren’t important enough to know the real me. But I’m most sorry
because I have fucked you—I don’t know how many times—and never
made love to you.”

I realize I’m crying when he uses his thumbs
to catch tears as they roll down my face. “Please, don’t cry. I
never want to be the one to cause you tears.”

He leans down and tenderly presses his lips to
mine. I open my mouth and he slips his tongue inside to meet mine
for a familiar yet new sensual waltz.

We’ve shared countless kisses. They were
almost always heated and demanding, but this one is entirely
different. It tells me things he can’t or won’t say because it goes
against everything he intends for our relationship.

Jack Henry cares for me. If his kisses don’t
tell me, his touch does. His caress is so tender. He handles me as
if I’m a precious, delicate treasure.

We move onto the bed and his mouth
feathers kisses lightly down my chin and throat.
His mouth continues traveling lower
as he puts his fingers inside one of the cups and
finds my nipple. He rubs and rolls it, causing it to stand at
attention for his touch before he pulls my bra down and takes it in
his mouth.

I love the feel of his tongue against my
sensitive nipple and something between a moan and the sound of his
name escapes my mouth as I lace my fingers through his
hair.

When his mouth leaves my breast, he unfastens
the bra clasp and frees me from my lace entrapment. I grasp his
shirt over his stomach and push it up because I want to feel his
flesh against mine. He grabs it by the neck and pulls it over his
head in one swift motion before he lowers his head and takes my
other nipple in his mouth.

It doesn’t matter where he makes contact with
my body. Each touch sends a wave of sensation directly between my
legs, and I grow wet for him.

His mouth glides lower down my belly and then
to my hipbones. He kisses each of them and everything in between
before he pulls back on the waistband of my panties to bury his
nose inside. I hear him inhale deeply. “Mmm, you smell so
good.”

Kneeling between my legs, he grabs the
waistband of my panties and pulls downward as I raise my hips. He
lifts my feet off the bed to free the lace from my ankles and then
tosses them to the floor next to his shirt. I sit up to slip my
loose bra from my shoulders and add it to the growing pile of
clothes.

I’m naked as he kneels between my bent knees
beholding my bareness. He puts his palm on my chest between my
breasts and slowly glides it down. “You are so perfect. So
beautiful.”

He’s being so sweet, but I can’t stop my
thoughts from jumping to what he said. He thinks he’s no better
than Blake.

The notion invites my ex into my head. I don’t
want him there so I put my hand over my eyes, as if that will help
block him out.

Jack Henry knows I’ve gone somewhere else and
reaches for my hand. “Look at me, Laurelyn. Leave him out of this.
Only think of me.” I open my eyes for him. He kisses the inside of
my right knee as he looks up. “See me.” He kisses higher inside my
thigh. “Be here with me.”

I throw my head back against the pillow and
groan because I know what he is about to do.

He flattens his tongue against me and licks
straight up my center. “Ahh!” I groan. Nothing feels better than
his mouth on me. He licks several more times and I already feel the
onset of my orgasm starting. It isn’t going to take long for him to
push me over the edge. I bite my bottom lip as my breathing
increases and I feel the waves quickly rising to the surface as he
maintains the slow, torturous rhythm of his tongue.

“Mmm, I love the way you taste.”
His words vibrate against me and then he stiffens his tongue and
pushes it in and out of me against my upper wall, hitting that
sensitive spot. I lift my head from the bed to see him buried
between my legs and the sight makes my orgasm come on fast and
furious. I have no control as I pant and fist his hair in my hand,
pulling harder than I should. “Ahh, Jack Henry!”

I lift my hips to bring myself closer to his
mouth. I feel the shudder of contractions building deep in my womb
and I pull his hair. I go stiff and arch my back from the bed as
Jack Henry makes me come undone.

When it’s over, I fall back against the pillow
to catch my breath and feel the tiny post-orgasmic quivers again.
He scales my body and kisses his way up until he hovers above me. I
feel the roughness of his jeans against my skin and remember he’s
still dressed from the waist down.

I reach for the button on his jeans and give
it a jerk before I slide his zipper down. I put my hand inside his
boxer briefs to stroke him. “I want you inside me.”

“No more than I want to be inside
you.” He rolls off the bed and my eyes never leave his glorious
body. I watch as he kicks off his shoes and pushes his jeans and
boxer briefs down at the same time, causing his erection to spring
free.

He bypasses his usual stop at the nightstand
drawer and crawls back onto the bed. He lowers his body between my
legs and stares into my eyes. Everything between us is different.
Our eyes share a silent conversation our mouths don’t dare
interrupt. I understand what he’s asking without words. He wants to
be closer. Skin on skin, nothing between us.

I tell myself it isn’t irresponsible to forgo
a condom because it’s what we both want. We’re both clean and the
risk of getting pregnant is almost zilch since I’m on reliable
birth control.

He swallows hard as he gently presses himself
against my slick opening and waits for my answer. It’s his way of
asking before he enters my body, and I give him permission by
pushing my hips against him. He slides inside my slickness and
squeezes his eyes shut as he hisses, “Laurelyn, you feel
incredible.”

I tighten my walls around him as he moves in
and out with methodical slowness. I savor the full sensation of
Jack Henry inside me unsheathed for the first time. I watch his
beautiful face dancing over me and I’ve never felt closer to anyone
in my life. Ever.

He is gentle with me, as if I’m a virgin. The
affection I have for him is overwhelming, and hot tears roll down
the sides of my face as I own the feelings I have for this man. I
love Jack Henry McLachlan.

We’re heart to heart and he fades into me
until I don’t know where I end and he begins.

“I’m getting close and I want to
come inside you.” He keeps moving as he talks and I wrap my legs
around his waist, my head spinning with the ecstasy of his words. I
forget who he is, who I am, and what we are to each
other.

I want him to mark me, to make me his. I lock
my legs around him and squeeze. He couldn’t free himself from my
tight hold if he tried. “I want you to.”

He pushes harder inside me. I can’t see his
face because it’s buried against my neck, but he’s close. I know he
is about to fill me with a part of him.

It’s in this moment I know without a doubt
that Blake is my past. Jack Henry is my present, and as much as
that pleases me, I want him as my future. The feelings and emotions
he stirs inside me make it impossible to contain the way I feel
about him. I lock my arms around him and squeeze my legs tighter as
he groans and spasms inside me.

“I love you, Jack Henry,” I
whisper against his ear as he empties himself into me.

I love Jack Henry McLachlan. And now I’ve told
him. And I regret saying it the moment the words leave my mouth.
Words of love aren’t what he wants to hear from me. He doesn’t feel
the same. This isn’t what he signed up for, and I’ve probably just
ruined the little bit of time I have left with him.

I am a foolish, foolish woman.

His face is still buried against my neck so I
can’t see his reaction. And I don’t want to. I feel him breathing
heavily against my hair. I think he’s contemplating his next move,
so I give him the easy out I owe him.

“Let me up.” I push him off me
without meeting his eyes and dart into the bathroom so he can dress
and leave without feeling obligated to talk about what I
said.

I wonder if he’ll ask me to leave when he
comes home from work. My back is against the door, my tear-streaked
face in my hands. Maybe I should save him the trouble and just
leave on my own.
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Jack McLachlan

I lie on my back and look at the
ceiling. Well, fuck me running.
Laurelyn loves me. I
wasn’t expecting to hear that. I’m not really sure how I feel about
it.

Our days are winding down and I’ve been
thinking a lot about how I’m going to feel when she’s gone. I admit
I’m confused by the emotions I have. I’ve never grown attached to
any of my companions in the past, but I’ve known from the beginning
that everything about Laurelyn is different. She means something to
me—more than any of the others ever did—but does it equal love? I
have no idea.

A part of me wants Laurelyn to leave so I can
go back to my life before her, but then there’s another part that
wants to beg her to stay forever. As hard as I try, I can’t decide
which is stronger.

I feel a terrible ache in my chest when I
think of her leaving. Is that what love feels like? I hadn’t
thought so, but then I hear her say she loves me and I feel more
confused than ever.

I sit up on the edge of the bed and ponder
what to say when she comes out of the bathroom. Several minutes
pass and I realize she has no intention of coming out while I’m
still here.

I knock on the door. “Laurelyn, will you come
out so we can talk?”

“I really don’t want to. Please,
don’t make me.” She sounds nasally, so I know she’s crying. It’s
almost more than I can stand because I want to be the one to wipe
away her tears, not the one to cause them.

“I really think we should.” I
reach to twist the knob but already know it will be locked. “Please
come out.”

Another minute passes before I hear her unlock
the door. She opens it and stands wrapped in a towel, her eyes
downcast refusing to meet mine. I reach out and tilt her chin
upward so I can see her eyes, but she closes them and locks me
out.

I asked her to come out so we could talk, but
now I don’t have a damn clue as to what I should say. I feel
something genuine for her, but I don’t know what it is. I can’t say
I love her, so I do the only thing I can to show her how I
feel.

I untuck the towel from under her arms and it
falls to the floor. I put her arms around my shoulders and pick her
up. “Wrap your legs around me.”

I put my hands under her thighs and carry her
back to the bed. I lay her across the mattress side to side and
creep over her on all fours. I take her chin in my hand. “Look at
me, Laurelyn.”

She hesitates and then opens her
eyes and stares at me. Tears roll down her temples and I lean
forward to kiss them away. I wish I could
say I love you.

I can’t give her my heart, but there’s one
thing I can give her.

I lower my hand and feel that she’s drenched
with my body fluid all the way down the insides of her thighs. I
run my fingers through it and rub it into her skin as if to mark my
territory. I’m shocked to find how much I like having that part of
myself on her. And in her.

She is mine, at least for a little while
longer.

I enter her slowly and within seconds, her
hips are meeting me stroke for stroke. I want to be gentle because
making love to her is new and I like the way it feels, but she has
other ideas in mind. Using her thighs, she coaxes me to move faster
as I slide in and out of her. She reaches for my neck to pull me
down against her and whispers in my ear. “Harder!” I give her what
she asks for and when I feel her contract around me, it pushes me
over the edge. I push deep inside her one last time as I
erupt.

What is it about coming inside her?

I push her hair from her face and she watches
my eyes. I see fear as she asks, “Are we okay?”

I lower my mouth and softly kiss her lips.
“We’re so much better than okay.” I give her an Eskimo kiss and
then sit up to check the time. Shit! I really need to get back to
work.

I get dressed while she watches. I sit on the
edge of the bed to put on my shoes and she crawls behind me to
slide her arms around my waist. I lean my head back against hers.
“I’m never going to make it back to work at this rate.”

“I’m going to let you go in a
minute. I just need to savor this moment for a little while
longer.”

Why would she need to savor the moment? Is she
going to leave me because I didn’t tell her I loved her?

I spin around and push her down on the bed. I
imprison her with the weight of my body and pin her arms over her
head. I watch her eyes when I ask, “Are you going to leave me?” She
swallows hard and doesn’t answer. “Don’t you even think about not
being here when I come home this afternoon. I’ll come for you and
drag you back by your hair like a caveman.”

This brings a smile to her face and I can’t
resist kissing her one last time before I leave. “I’ll probably be
late getting in tonight since I need to make up the work I’ve
missed this morning. Be here when I come home tonight.”

I still have her hands pinned over her head.
“I will.”

“Promise me.” I don’t know what
good I think a pledge will do. If she wants to leave, she
will.

“I promise.”

My guts tells me she was about to run, so it
doesn’t matter if she promises me or not. She will run if the
notion strikes her, so being away from her today won’t be easy for
me. I won’t rest until I get home and find her still
here.

–––––

I send my fifteenth text to Laurelyn today and await
her response. I’m probably annoying her, but she needs to
understand how much I want her to stay with me until she goes home
next week. I’m not ready to say goodbye. At least not today.

My phone beeps with a response.

*Here waiting 4U*

I’m able to relax because that doesn’t sound
like a response from a woman who has run away.

When I get back to the house, I almost race
through the door to get to her. I’m eager to see proof she isn’t
gone. “Laurelyn, where are you?”

“In the kitchen.” Relief. That’s
the only word to describe how I feel at the moment. I can breathe
again.

I go into the kitchen and find her standing in
front of the stove. “I let Mrs. Porcelli go early because I wanted
to cook for you. I hope you don’t mind.”

I come up behind her and put my arms around
her waist. I kiss her neck and peer over her shoulder to see what
she’s cooked. Hmm. Lasagna? My favorite. I wonder if she knows
that. I’m reminded of the night we ate at the Italian restaurant in
Auckland for her birthday. “Smells delicious.”

“My lasagna has been known to
bring men to their knees.”

“Baby, it doesn’t take food for
you to bring me to my knees.”

She faces me and puts her arms around my
shoulders. “Is that so?”

“True story.”

“Good. I like you on your
knees.”

The second the words leave her mouth, I see
her remembering our morning. After the touchy incident following
the Blake Phillips conversation, I decide it’s best to change the
subject. “Can I help you with anything?”

We both know what I’m doing, but she rolls
with it. “As if you’d know what to do.”

“I’m not totally helpless in the
kitchen. I think I recall cooking brekkie for you one
morning.”

“I’m not sure a bagel with cream
cheese counts as cooking breakfast, but regardless—I’m good. Why
don’t you go choose a wine for us?”

I kiss the side of her face. “That I can
definitely do.”

I go into the cellar and choose a
merlot. As I walk back to the house, I hear myself whistling
“Private Dancer” without thinking
about. Damn, she’s always on my mind, even
if it’s my subconscious.

I hear Laurelyn talking to someone
when I return from the wine cellar. I walk into the kitchen and
she turns to see
me standing behind her. She’s upset and that’s when I know
it’s him. He’s
called again.

I take the phone from her hand and hit the end
button. “Don’t take his calls again. He upsets you and I don’t want
to spend what little time we have left with him on your mind. I
want to be the only one you think about. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

I want her to forget his call, his
face, his name, so I pull her close for a kiss. “Now, do you think
you can make it through dinner without him in your head, or do I
need to take you to bed and give you a reason to forget all about
him?”

“Although I love the idea of you
taking me to bed, he’s already out of my head. He was the second
you kissed me.”

“Good.”

While we’re eating, I can’t stop
myself from watching the way the candlelight dances on Laurelyn’s
face. God, I’m going to miss her when
she’s gone.

She notices me watching her and a smile
spreads across her face. “A penny for thoughts?”

I reach for her hand and squeeze it. “I was
just thinking about what I’m going to do after you go home. Damn,
I’m going to miss you.”

She pulls her hand from mine and begins to
clear the table. Her eyes are dodging mine. “You’ll do exactly as
you’ve done all the other times. You’ll move on to the next town
and find number fourteen.”

I can’t imagine there being anyone beyond
number thirteen.
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Laurelyn Prescott

The time has come. I’m leaving today, but Jack
Henry has no idea. He believes we have twenty-four more hours
together. Why have I lied to him? Because I can’t bear to see him
be all right with watching me walk away forever when I’m not at all
prepared to do so.

He’s sleeping next to me. He takes a slow,
deep breath and like clockwork, I hear a quiet snore every other
breath. It’s his breathing cycle and after sleeping next to him for
three months, I’ve come to predict it. To expect it. To love it. I
don’t want to know what it’s going to be like not hearing it once
I’m in my bed at home, so I decide I won’t. I go to my purse and
take out my phone to record his sounds. It’s silly, but at least I
can have this part of him with me after I’m gone.

When I finish, I sit in the chair
in the corner of the room and scan through the pictures of us on
my phone. I have
come to love these images of us together. I decide I won’t give
them up, either, so I silence both phones and go through the photos
texting each one to my personal phone. He’ll never know I did this
and even if he figures it out, what’s he going to do about it? I’ll
be over nine thousand miles away.

When I finish transferring all the photos to
my phone, I sit and watch this man I’ve come to love. I have no
idea how long I sit staring at him. I only know I won’t get to do
it again after tonight.

I curse the glowing time on the clock—4:36. I
realize the time I thought would never come has. The flames burning
from both ends of our candle are meeting in the middle this
morning. My three months with Jack Henry has dwindled to less than
three hours and is about to be snuffed out.

I pull my legs up and cradle them as I begin
to cry. I’m forced to cup my hands over my mouth to muffle the
uncontrollable sobbing. I hear him toss in the bed and I cup my
hands tightly so he won’t hear me, but he does anyway. “Hey, what
are you doing over there?”

I take a deep breath and my chest vibrates.
The light from the cracked bathroom door is minimal in the corner
where I’m sitting so he can’t see my face. I work to disguise the
nasally sound I’m certain my tears have caused. “I’m memorizing
everything I don’t want to forget after I’m gone.”

There. I said it. It’s the reality
we’ve been ignoring. This is me giving him the opportunity to talk
about me leaving. Say something. Anything.
Please.

But he doesn’t. “Come back to bed.”

“Okay. I just need a minute in the
bathroom.”

I splash my face with cold water and then hold
a cool cloth over my eyes knowing it won’t help with the swelling
by the time he gets up for work. He’s going to know I’ve been
crying and there’s nothing I can do about it.

When I get into bed with him, I slide over and
put my head on his chest. He wraps his arm around me and rubs it up
and down from my shoulder to my elbow. “Everything okay with
you?”

“Yeah.”

“It doesn’t feel okay.”

I agree. Nothing about this feels okay. I
can’t tell him that, so I do the only thing that will. I roll to my
stomach and rise to my knees. I hitch one leg over him until I’m
straddling him and then my body covers his as I drop my mouth to
kiss him.

We’re both still naked from our earlier romp.
I feel him grow hard below me as I slide back and forth over his
growing erection. My intention is only to tease him and myself, but
then I feel him angled perfectly to slide inside me. I push him
inside just a little, dying to slide his full length all the way
in.

We’ve only gone without using a condom the one
time last week when I told him I loved him and it was the best
ever. I felt so close to him and I want that again before I leave.
I need it one last time.

His hands are on my hips and he doesn’t push
me away so I slide his length inside me a little more. “Laurelyn
…”

“Do you want me to
stop?”

He doesn’t answer me immediately. “No, I don’t
want you to ever stop.”

I lace my fingers through his and
use them as leverage as I sink his remaining length inside me until
I’m completely full. I love you so much,
Jack Henry.

I hear a deep groan from him and the sound
alone is such a turn-on. Knowing I’m the one who makes him come
undone gives me a kind of pleasure I’ve never known.

He flexes his hips up every time I slide down.
“Oh, that feels so damn amazing, Laurelyn.”

I would do this everyday if it were up to me,
but it’s not my choice. It’s his. And he’s choosing to let me
go.

Now his hands are on my hips and he encourages
me to move up and down faster under his splayed hands. “I’m close,
Laurelyn.” His fingertips are digging into my skin. “Is it okay to
come inside you?”

“Yes.”

His fingertips close around each of my
hipbones and he pulls me down hard against him. He makes his come
sound that I love so much because it always has my name behind it.
“Ooh, Laurelyn.”

I feel him twitch inside me and I know he has
just filled me with a part of him.

When he releases my hips, I collapse against
his chest and his arms wrap around me. “God, I’m going to miss
you.”

And there they are. My walking papers. I no
longer hold out hope he will ask me to stay, and I feel the tears.
Thank God I turned off the bathroom light when I came out so it’s
dark and he can’t see me. And I won’t see the love he doesn’t feel
when he’s holding me.

I feel the stream slide down my
cheek.

“What is that?” He slides his hand
between us and feels the wetness. “Are you crying?”

“No.”
Yes.

“You are crying. What’s wrong? Did
I hurt you?” He slides up in the bed, although I’m on top of him. I
feel him reach for the lamp on the nightstand, but I grab his hand
to stop him.

“No. I’m not
hurt. I’m fine.” Yes, I’m hurt but not the
way you think.

I lace my fingers through his so he won’t try
again to turn on the lamp. I don’t want to attempt to explain
this.

He doesn’t say anything else about it and
neither do I. I spend the next two hours lying next to Jack Henry
with my head against his chest. I’m listening to his
heartbeat—another thing I’ll never hear again.

He kisses the top of my head. “Mmm. I’m going
to be late if I don’t get ready for work. I’d hate to get
fired.”

“Yeah, that’s a mean ol’ mister
you work for,” I laugh, but even I hear how phony I
sound.

The sun is up and I watch Jack Henry walk
naked to the bathroom. Damn, I’m definitely going to miss seeing
that every morning.

When he’s ready for work, he comes over to
kiss me like he has every morning that I’ve been in his bed, but
this time is different. “I’ll see you this afternoon,
baby.”

I kiss him like it will be the last time I
ever see him. Because it is. I clutch him in my arms. This is our
last kiss. Our last embrace. Our last everything.

“You’re squeezing me like this is
it.” Can he read my mind? Sometimes I wonder. He kisses my
forehead. “Are you sure everything is okay?”

I nod because I’m so unstable. I’m about to
burst into tears and I have to keep it together just a little bit
longer.

“I’ll try to come in early so we
can do something special tonight.”

This is it. Here it comes.

I watch Jack walk out of my life forever as he
leaves the bedroom. And that’s when it all sinks in. We’re over.
Forever.
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Jack McLachlan

At twelve o’clock, I decide to call it a day
because I’m getting nothing accomplished. All I can think about is
Laurelyn and how she’s going to walk out of my life tomorrow. It’s
all I’ve thought of for a week since I heard her say that she loved
me.

This has been the shortest three months of my
life. My chest quite literally aches with the thought of never
seeing her again. We agreed on three months, and our time together
is up. I promised her the time of her life, but I’ll be damned if
she didn’t turn it around on me. I’m the one who had the best three
months of my life, and there’s no hope for ever topping
it.

I love her too much to let her leave and I
need to tell her right this minute.

“Harold, I’m taking the rest of
the day off.”

“Yes, sir. Have a good
afternoon.”

Within minutes, I’m at the house and Mrs.
Porcelli greets me in the kitchen. “Mr. McLachlan, would you care
for some lunch?”

“Has Laurelyn had lunch
yet?”

She looks peculiar. “She left this morning not
long after you went to work.”

She didn’t say anything about needing to go
into town. “Did she say where she was going?”

Mrs. Porcelli hesitates. “She told me she was
going home. I thought it was strange you weren’t going to the
airport with her, but I didn’t think it was my place to question
it.”

No. She’s wrong. That can’t be
right.

“Laurelyn!” I run toward the
bedroom and nothing seems out of place, but it’s too clean and in
order. Laurelyn isn’t this organized. Something of hers is always
tossed on the chair in the corner, but it’s free of clutter. I open
the top drawer of the chest where she keeps her intimates and find
it empty.

Please, don’t let her have left me.

I go to the closet and everything hanging
there belongs to me.

Why have you done this, Laurelyn?

I take my phone out of my pocket and dial her
number. I hear my personalized ringtone and I follow the sound. I
find her phone next to her Martin on the coffee table in the living
room. There’s an envelope lying next to it with my name written in
her handwriting.

This is bad. Very bad.

I hold the envelope without breaking the seal.
She’s gone and she left this ink on paper here in her place. These
are her final words to me. I open it and remove the folded
paper.

My beautiful Jack Henry,

This has been coming for three months and I’m
no better prepared for it today than I was when we met. If
anything, I’m less prepared. I didn’t love you the day I met you,
or even a month later. But somewhere between hello and the goodbye
I’m unable to bear, I fell desperately in love with you.

I know you don’t feel the same. That’s why I
told you I was leaving tomorrow instead of today. I couldn’t bear
to say goodbye and see how little you were affected by watching me
walk out of your life forever. Because it is forever. I promised I
wouldn’t contact you and I won’t.

You kept your promise to me. This has been the
best three months of my life and I’ll never be able to top it. You
made my every fantasy come true and that includes finding the love
of my life. Now, it’s my turn to keep my promise.

I love you, Jack Henry, with every fiber of my
being. Forever.

Laurelyn

Your American girl

No! I thought I had more time to tell her, but
she’s gone. She’s really gone.

And then it strikes me that she might not be.
Her plane might not have left. When she wrote the letter, she
expected me to find it hours later.

I race toward the garage. I get into the
Sunset and drive faster than what’s deemed safe toward the Wagga
Wagga Airport.

I arrive in record time and don’t attempt to
find a parking spot. I abandon my car at the front entrance. To
hell with it. They can tow it.

I race toward the first open counter. “I need
help. I need to find out if a plane leaving for …” I stop to think.
Damn. Would she fly home from here? No, Wagga Wagga is too small to
have a flight to LAX. She would have to connect in Sydney.
“Sydney.”

She’s clearly annoyed by me. “Sir, we have
several flights to Sydney every day.”

“It’s an emergency. Can you check
to see if all of them have left?”

She sighs. “I’ll check for you, sir. Any
particular carrier?”

“No.”

She’s in no hurry as she clicks her mouse, and
I think she’s doing it to piss me off. “They’ve all left for today,
sir.”

“What about returning flights to
LAX out of Sydney?”

She sighs heavier. “I’ll have to check,
sir.”

She clicks several times. “There are two
flights to LAX today. One left at seven this morning and the other
is scheduled to leave at three o’clock.”

Damn! That’s in two and a half hours. Even
driving wide open in the Sunset, there’s no way I can make it to
Sydney in that short amount of time.

I find my car still parked at the front where
I left it. There’s a security guard standing behind it jotting down
the plate number. He sees me coming his way. “Is this your
car?”

“Yes.”

“You can’t leave it parked at the
entrance, sir.”

I wave him off. “I’m leaving now.”

“Good thing you came when you did.
I was about to have it towed.”

I didn’t give a roo’s ass and I almost told
him as much. Any other time I would, but right now I didn’t care
enough to tell him anything.

I get into my car and drive away from the
airport. I don’t make it two miles before I’m on the side of the
road thinking of anything I can do to get to Laurelyn, but I’m
totally blank.

I can’t stop this from happening.

Think. Think. Think. Okay, as much as I hate
to admit it, Ben Donavon is my only answer. He might not know how
to get in touch with Laurelyn, but he can put me in touch with his
sister.

I grind my teeth as I drive toward his
apartment. It’s going to hurt like hell to ask for his help, but
I’m willing to walk through fire to get to Laurelyn.

After I use the intercom to let him know I’m
here, he buzzes me into the building. I knock on his door and wait.
When he opens it and sees it’s me, he cocks his head to the side
and shifts his jaw. He is going to enjoy the hell out of this and
that pisses me off.

“You already know she’s not here,
so what do you want?”

It kills me to depend on him as my only link
to Laurelyn. Literally, I’m having chest pain because I’m lowered
to this level. “I need to know how to reach Laurelyn.”

He narrows his eyes at me. “You’ve got to be
kidding me.” He’s smirking and shrugs. “I wish I could help you
out, bro.”

He’s enjoying this way too much. “Okay, let’s
not pretend like you’re not loving this.”

The little fucker laughs. “I’m not pretending.
I am loving this shit, but I still can’t help you out because I
don’t have her number.”

“Then I need
Addison’s.”

He’s smirking bigger now. “Sorry. I’m not
giving you my sister’s number.”

It’ll be a miracle if I don’t choke this
little bastard. “You know I only want it so I can contact
Laurelyn.”

He crosses his arms to let me know he doesn’t
plan on giving in. “If Laurelyn wanted contact with you, she would
have given you her number, so I think that means she’s dropped
you.”

I feel panic coming on. If he won’t give me
her number, how am I going to find her when I don’t even know her
last name? I debate asking him and decide to eat shit if it means I
find out. “What’s her last name?”

“Laurelyn’s?”

He’s shaking his head at me, judging me.
“Dude! You just fucked her for three months and you don’t know her
last name?”

“It was part of an agreement we
had,” I spit out through a clenched jaw.

“I don’t know what the two of you
agreed on, but apparently she left here keeping her end of it, so I
suggest you respect her enough to keep yours.”

I watch the door slam in my face
before I kick the hell out of it. Fuck!
What do I do now?

I walk like a zombie to my car. I get inside,
but I don’t drive away. I sit there. Thinking.

Shit, I’m so stupid.

She tried to tell me she loved me and I
wouldn’t listen. I refused to see I might love her in return
because I was too unbending. I thought I had something to prove by
not falling in love with anyone. Ever.

But I did fall in love with her, and now she’s
gone.
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Laurelyn Prescott

I feel Addison shake my arm. “Wake up,
Laurelyn. You’re freaking me out.”

I feel myself snubbing. At least that’s what
my mom calls it when you’re crying so hard that your chest
forcefully heaves so you can catch your breath.

I open my eyes and she’s staring at me. “You
were crying in your sleep. Hard.”

I sit up in the uncomfortable airplane seat
and warm tears roll out of the corners of my eyes. I suck back the
snot threatening to drip from my nose. Then I remember. I was
dreaming of Jack Henry.

“What’s wrong with
you?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m
good.”

She gives me her
I know better than that look. “You’re a damn liar. I know you’re torn up about
leaving him.”

I stare out the window. I don’t want this. I
don’t want to talk about it. Him. I want to forget the whole thing
ever happened.

“I thought
fucking Lachlan would get Blake out of your system. I wouldn’t have
encouraged you to go for it if I’d known you were going to fall in
love with him.” His name isn’t Lachlan.
It’s Jack Henry.

“I didn’t fall in love with
him.”

“You’re full of shit and it’s not
an attractive look for you.”

“You’ve swallowed your vocal cords
because you’re talking out of your ass.”

She sighs. “At least I can admit I love Zac
and it’s killing me to leave him.”

I should be a friend and offer to talk to her
about the man she loves, but I don’t. “This is a long flight and
I’m not doing this with you.”

I get up from my seat and walk toward the back
of the plane so I can get away from her. I go into the tiny
bathroom and lock the door. I look like shit so I splash my face
with water, but it doesn’t help. Water won’t wash this
away.

I’ve known pain my whole life, but this is a
new kind for me. It isn’t born of something wrong or ugly. This
pain is conceived out of beauty—my love for Jack Henry McLachlan. I
embrace it. I clutch it as tightly as I can with both fists because
I never want to forget the love I have for him. Loving him will
forever be my Beauty from Pain.

This isn’t the end for Jack Henry and Laurelyn
…

There’s more to come for these lovers
in

Beauty from Surrender

Coming early summer 2013

And to prove it, enjoy a sneak preview
…







Beauty from Surrender

(Beauty #2)

1

Jack McLachlan

No brunettes. I can never see another one
without thinking of her. Laurelyn has ruined all of them for me.
Forever. And she’s ruined me as well. That’s why I’m drunk off my
ass in this hotel bar. I have to be if I’m going to do the only
thing that might make losing her less painful. Find number
fourteen, take her upstairs, and fuck her until I drive Laurelyn
out of my head.

I was plastered five shots ago, so now I’m on
shot number oblivion. I toss it back and slam the glass on the
counter. “Another.” The bartender gives me a sideways glance as
he’s deciding if he’ll cut me off, so I reach into my wallet and
drop a fat bill for him. “I said another.”

I turn around on the barstool to begin my
search. I have the hotel room. All I need now is a woman who
doesn’t recognize me. Number fourteen.

I scan the room like I always do
and begin by taking inventory. I see a few decent-looking blonds,
maybe a redhead or two, but none of them hold a candle to
her. No one ever
will.

My thoughts drift to the place in my head
where only Laurelyn resides, so I don’t notice when someone takes
the seat next to me. I’m brought out of my trance when I hear her
voice. “Waiting on someone?”

I turn to the voice’s owner and see an
attractive blond occupying my neighboring space. Her hair is chin
length in loose curls and her bright blue eyes display no
recognition of who I am. She’s probably midthirties. Maybe closer
to forty and dressed like a professional in a sheath dress and
fitted jacket. She’s just my usual type. Before
Laurelyn.

I shake my head. “No one in particular. Just
here to find a little company.”

She smiles. “Me too. Maybe we can keep each
other company.”

Because I’m drunk, I have no reason to think
I’m going to put this out there in an appealing manner. I don’t
know. Maybe I want to fuck it up so she’ll blow me off. “I’m not
your normal kind of company. I have very specific requirements for
the women I date. The first of which is that I won’t tell you my
real name and I don’t want to know yours. Honestly, I really only
want to fuck and have a little fun for a few weeks and then I never
want to see you again.”

I wait for the slap or for her to get up and
leave, but neither happens. “My, my. Aren’t we a direct
one?”

“I say what’s on my mind because I
don’t have time for silly games.” Isn’t that what I told Laurelyn
after she asked me if I was missing my filter?

“Okay.”

What? Really? She is saying okay to that shit
I just said to her? “You’re up for it?”

“Sure. You’re hot and I need a
distraction.”

“A distraction from
what?”

“The man I love.” She glances down
at her drink as she sloshes it around. “He doesn’t feel the same.
What’s your deal?”

I won’t talk about the one I love with another
woman, especially not one I’m about to fuck. Even I know that’s not
right.

“No deal. I’m just not into
commitment or contact after I’m finished with a woman.”

“I can respect your honesty about
it.” She swallows the last of her girly drink. “You want to go
upstairs?”

“That’s why I’m here.” I throw
back my shot and get up from the stool. I’m a little unstable so
she reaches out to steady me.

“You okay?”

I work to get myself straight so I
don’t blow this. It’s what I need. It’s what I have to do to
get her out of my
mind. “Yeah. I’m good. We don’t have to stop for a room. I’ve
already got one.”

We ride the elevator to the third floor and
exit. I’m shocked I’m able to find the room because I’m so wasted.
She has to take the keycard from me to open the door because I’m
too uncoordinated to slide it in and pull it out. Let’s hope that
doesn’t apply to my cock.

We go into the room together and I play tag
with the walls before falling backwards onto the bed. I close my
eyes for what feels like a second and when I open them again, the
nameless blond has stripped down to her panties and bra and is
straddling me.

She reaches behind her back to unfasten her
bra and then takes my hands and puts them on her tits. They look
good, but even drunk, I still know they’re fake because they don’t
feel anything like Laurelyn’s.

Damn! I can’t even get her out of my head when
I have two palms full of tits.

She leans down to kiss me and I turn my head
so that her mouth lands on my jaw. She makes no haste in trailing
kisses down my neck. I shut my eyes because I don’t want to look at
her.

She unbuttons my shirt and tells me to sit up
so she can pull it off. I do as she says and then I fall back onto
the bed again. Her palms are sliding up and down my chest. “I’m
glad I stumbled upon you. You are super hot.”

Her mouth starts at my upper chest and makes
it way down to my stomach. She tugs to open the button of my daks
and then pulls the zipper down. I’m drunk as fuck, but I somehow
manage to get it up.

She tugs on my daks and jocks until she gets
them down and then slides off the bed to remove my shoes. After she
finishes, she pushes her panties down and kicks them to where her
dress is lying in a puddle on the floor.

She climbs back on top of me and has produced
a condom from somewhere. I assume from her own supply since she
hasn’t asked me where mine is.

I hear her tear it open and then feel her
hands rolling it down over me. I reach up to rub my closed eyes
because all I can see is Laurelyn in the pitch black behind my
lids. Fuck! I want to forget her and I know this is the way, so why
is it not working? Why am I still seeing her? Missing her? Loving
her?

I feel the blond’s hand around me and know
she’s going to slide onto my cock any second if I don’t stop her,
so I jerk up in the bed and shove her off me. “I’m sorry. I can’t
do this with you.”

I get up from the bed and start dressing as
she stares at me from where she’s lying on the bed. She says
nothing and when I’m fully clothed, I don’t even glance in her
direction. “The room is paid for. You can stay if you
want.”

When I’m outside the door, I take my phone
from my pocket but it isn’t Daniel I call. I need my brother.
“Evan, I need you to come get me.”

“Do you know what time it is?” he
grumbles.

“No, and I don’t give a shit. Come
pick me up at the Langford.”

–––––

I get into the passenger side of my brother’s
kiddie-hauling SUV. He takes one look at me and shakes his head as
he begins laughing. “You look like shit.”

Just what I need to hear. “Fuck
you.”

He looks me over. “What the hell have you been
doing?”

I stare out the window. “I don’t want to talk
about it.”

“Well, then why did you call me to
come get you at this time of night if you didn’t want to talk? It’s
not like you don’t have Daniel on salary to drive your drunk ass
home.”

I’m starting to regret calling him. I don’t
know what I was thinking. “Maybe I should have.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Maybe you
should have.” He pulls out onto the street in the direction of my
condo. “When did you get back into town?”

“Today.”

“Mum’s going nuts trying to get
you. She’s dying to know what happened with Laurelyn.” I don’t
reply as I continue to look out the window. “That’s what all of
this is about, isn’t it? You asked her to stay and she told you
no.”

“That’s not what
happened.”

“Then what happened?”

It hurts to say it. “She left without telling
me goodbye.”

“Fuck! That bitch is
cold.”

“Don’t call her that!” I warn my
brother. “You don’t know anything about what happened.”

“Does it matter
if she choofed off without telling you so much as
kiss my ass?”

“Yeah, it sort of does matter. It
makes all the difference in the world. We had a complicated
relationship topped off with a stupid misunderstanding.”

“How complicated could it be? She
was here for three months. You hung out, had a good time, and she
went home.”

I can’t believe I’m about to tell him the
truth. “It was much more than that. We had an agreement. She didn’t
know my real name. I didn’t know hers. She was supposed to be my
companion for three months until she went home. I insisted, and she
agreed, we’d never have contact again once she was gone. But things
didn’t go according to plan. I found out her first name. She found
out my whole name. She told me she loved me but I was too stubborn
to hear her because I’m a fucking idiot. She couldn’t tell me
goodbye and I let her get away without telling her how I
felt.”

“So, you find her and tell
her.”

He thinks it’s so easy. “That’s sort of hard
to do when you don’t know the name of who you’re searching
for.”

“Bro, that is messed up. Why would
you do that?”

Evan doesn’t get what my life is like. He
walked away from the vineyards and chose a simple life with a
nine-to-five job so he could have Emma. “Because I’m a
multimillionaire and a woman will use your ass when she finds out
you have lots of money. I’ve been doing this for years and it’s
always worked out fine. Until Laurelyn.”

“So, she didn’t know who you were
or that you had a shitload of money?”

“Not until I brought her home with
me after Dad got sick.”

“Mum is going to be so pissed off.
She was already planning your wedding and naming your
kids.”

He didn’t have to remind me. “I know. She fell
in love with Laurelyn as much as I did.”

“So did my wife and kids. Celia
still talks about her. Mila probably would if she could
talk.”

I can’t believe I’m about to ask him this.
“How did you know Emma was the one?”

He hesitates and I wonder if he’s going to
tell me. I can’t say I’d blame him if he refused. “You can’t use
anything I tell you against me. I mean it. No throwing this shit up
in my face later because you think it’s funny.”

“No, man. You have my
word.”

“We’d dated for several months but
had broken up over something stupid and I saw her out with another
guy. I don’t know how to describe the way it felt. Hurt. Sick.
Pissed off. Desperate. And that’s just the short list. All he had
to do was look at her and I wanted to choke the shit out of him
with my bare hands.”

I think of how I’d been out of my
mind with jealousy the past three months. I wanted to beat the hell
out of Ben Donavon, Swinger Chris, and Blake Phillips.
“Yeah, that sounds more than a little bit
familiar.”

“Jack, you don’t
always know the true worth of a woman’s love until it becomes a
memory.” That’s pretty deep stuff coming
from my little brother. “Nothing speaks
louder than your heart. Listen to what it’s telling you. You don’t
need me to tell you how you’ll know if she’s the
one.”

“My heart’s not telling me
anything. It’s screaming in desperation to find Laurelyn and tell
her how much I love her.”

“Bro, you’re a rich fucker. Call
out the bloodhounds and go get your girl. She can be found for the
right amount of money.”

Evan’s right. Laurelyn can be located for a
price, and I know just the guy for the job.

It’s late, but I don’t care. I take my phone
out and dial the familiar number. “Callaghan
Investigations.”

“Jim, it’s Jack McLachlan. I have
a job for you, and it’s a big one. I need you to find someone in
the States. Do you have a current passport?”
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Chapter 1

Rule

At first I
thought the pounding in my head was my brain trying to fight its
way out of my skull after the ten or so shots of Crown Royal I had
downed last night, but then realized the noise was someone storming
around in my apartment.  She was here,
and with dread I remembered that it was Sunday. No matter how many
times I told her, or how rude I was to her, or whatever kind of
debauched and unsavory condition she found me in she showed up
every Sunday morning to drag me home for brunch. 

A soft moan from the
other side of the bed reminded me that I hadn’t come home from the
bar last night alone. Not that I remembered the girl’s name, what
she looked like, or if it had even been worth her time to stumble
into my apartment with me.  I ran a hand over my face and
swung my legs over the edge of the bed just as the bedroom door
swung open.  I never should have given the little brat a
key.  I didn’t bother to cover up; she was used to walking in
and finding me hung over and naked–I didn’t see why today needed to
be any different.  The girl on the other side of the bed
rolled over and narrowed her eyes at the new addition to our
awkward little party.

“I thought you said you
were single?”  There was accusation in her tone that lifted
the hair on the back of my neck.  Any chick that was willing
to come home with a stranger for a night of unattached sex didn’t
get the right to cast judgment around, especially while they were
still naked and rumpled in my bed.

“Give me twenty.”  I
ran a hand through my messy hair and the blond in the doorway
lifted an eyebrow.

“You have ten.”  I
would have lifted an eyebrow back at her tone and attitude but my
head was killing me and the gesture would have been wasted on her
anyway; she was way past immune to my shit.  “I’ll make
coffee. I already invited Nash but he said he has to go to the shop
for an appointment. I’ll be in the car.”  She spun on her
heel, and, just like that, the doorway was empty.  I was
struggling to my feet, searching the floor for any pair of pants I
might have tossed down there last night.

“What’s going on?”  I
had temporarily forgotten about the girl in my bed. I swore softly
under my breath and tugged a black t-shirt that looked reasonably
clean over my head. 

“I have to go.”

“What?”

I frowned at her as she
lifted herself up in the bed and clutched the sheet to her
chest.  She was pretty and had a nice body from what I could
see. I wondered what kind of game I had thrown at her in order to
get her to come home with me.  She was one I didn’t mind
waking up to this morning.

“I have somewhere I need
to be so that means you need to get up and get going. 
Normally my roommate would be around so you could hangout for a
minute, but he had to go to work, so that means you need to get
that fine ass in gear and get out.”

She sputtered a little at
me.  “Are you kidding me?”

I looked over my shoulder
as I dug my boots out from under a pile of laundry and shoved my
feet into them.  “No.”

“What kind of asshole does
that?  Not even a thanks for last night, you were great how
about lunch? Just get the fuck out?”  She threw the sheet
aside and I noticed she had a nice tattoo scrawling along her
ribs.  That was probably what attracted me to her in my
drunken stupor in the first place.  “You’re a real piece of
work, you know that?”

I was a whole lot more
than just a piece of work, but this chick, that was just one of oh
so many, didn’t need to know that.  I silently cursed
Nash.  My roommate was the shit, we had been best friends
since elementary school and I could normally rely on him to run
interference for me on Sunday mornings when I had to bail but I
forgot about the piece he was supposed to be finishing up today.
 That meant I was on my own when it came to hustling last
night’s tail out the door and getting a move on it before the brat
left without me, which was a bigger headache than I needed in my
current state.

“Hey, what’s your name
anyway?”  If she wasn’t pissed before, she was downright
infuriated now. She climbed back into a super short black skirt and
a barely there tank top.  She fluffed up her mound of dyed,
blond hair and glared at me out of eyes now smudged with old
mascara.

“Lucy, you don’t
remember?”  I slimed some crap in my hair to make it stand up
in a bunch of different directions and sprayed on cologne to help
mask the scent of sex and booze that I was sure still clung to my
skin.  I shrugged a shoulder at her and waited while she
walked in front of me, hopping on one foot to put on a pair of
heels that just screamed dirty sex.

“I’m Rule.”  I would
have offered to shake her hand but that seemed silly so I just
pointed to the front door of the apartment and stepped in the
bathroom to brush the stale taste of whiskey out of my mouth. 
“There’s coffee in the kitchen, maybe you should write your number
down and I can give you a call another time.  Sunday’s aren’t
a good day for me.”  She would never know how true that
statement was.

She glared at me and
tapped the toe of one of those awesome shoes.  “You really
have no idea who I am, do you?”

This time, even against
my throbbing brain’s wishes, my eyebrow went up and I looked at her
with a mouth full of toothpaste foam.  I just stared at her
until she screeched at me and pointed at her side. “You have to at
least remember this!”

No wonder I liked her ink
so much, it was one of mine.  I spit the toothpaste in the
sink and gave myself a once over in the mirror.  I looked like
hell.  My eyes were watery and rimmed in red, my skin looked
gray and there was a hickey the size of Rhode Island on the side of
my neck.  Mom was just going to love that, just like she was
going to fall all over herself about the current state of my
hair.  Normally thick and dark, I had shaved the sides of it
off and dyed the front a nice, bright purple, so it now stuck up
straight and looked kind of like a weed-whacker had been used to
cut it.  Both my folks already had an issue with the scrolling
ink that wound around both my arms and up the sides of my neck, so
the hair was just going to be icing on the cake.  There was
nothing I could do to fix the current shit show looking back at me
in the mirror so I prowled out of the bathroom and unceremoniously
grabbed the girl by the elbow and towed her to the front
door.  I needed to learn to go home with them instead of
letting them come home with me; it was so much easier that
way.

“Look, I have somewhere I
have to be and I don’t particularly love that I have to go, but you
freaking out and making a scene is not going to do anything other
than piss me off.  I hope you had a good time last night and
you can leave your number, but we both know the chances of me
calling you are slim to none.  If you don’t want to be treated
like crap maybe you should stop going home with drunken dudes you
don’t know.  Trust me we’re really only after one thing and
the next morning all we really want is for you to go quietly
away.  I have a headache and I feel like I’m going to hurl,
plus I have to spend the next hour in a car with someone that will
be silently loathing me and joyously plotting my death, so really,
can we just save the histrionics and get a move on it?”

By now I had
maneuvered her to the entryway of the building and I saw
her in the BMW idling in the spot next to my
truck.  She was impatient and would take off if I wasted
anymore time.  I gave Lucy a half grin and shrugged a
shoulder, after all it wasn’t her fault I was an asshole and even I
knew she deserved better than such a callous brush off.

“Look, don’t feel bad, I
can be a charming bastard when I put my mind to it.  You are
far from the first and won’t the last that has to see this little
show.  I’m glad your tat turned out badass, I’d prefer you
remember me for that rather than last night.”

I jogged down the front
steps without looking back and yanked open the door to the fancy
black BMW.  I hated this car and hated that it suited the
driver as well as it did.  Classy, sleek and expensive were
definitely words that could be used describe my traveling
companion.  As we pulled out of the parking lot, Lucy yelled
at me and flipped me off.  My driver rolled her eyes and
muttered, “Classy” under her breath. She was used to the little
scenes chicks liked to throw when I bailed on them the morning
after.  I even had to replace her windshield once when one of
them had chucked a rock at me and missed while I was walking
away.

I adjusted the seat to
accommodate my long legs and settled in to rest my head against the
window.  It was always a long and achingly silent drive.
Sometimes, like today, I was grateful for it, other times it grated
on my very last nerve.  We had been a fixture in each other’s
lives since middle school; she knew every strength and fault I had.
My parents loved her like their own daughter and made no bones
about the fact they more often than not preferred her company over
mine. One would think with all the history, both good and bad
between us, that we could make simple small talk for a few hours
without it being difficult.

“You’re going to get all
that junk that’s in your hair all over my window.”  She had a
voice that didn’t match the rest of her; it was all cigarettes and
whiskey, while she was all champagne and silk.  I had always
liked her voice, when we got along I could listen to her talk for
hours.

“I’ll get it
detailed.”

She snorted.  I
closed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest.  I was all
set for a silent ride, but apparently she had things to say today
because as soon as she pulled the car onto the highway she turned
the radio down and said my name.  “Rule.” 

I turned my head slightly
to the side and cracked open an eye. “Shaw.”  Her name was
just as fancy as the rest of her.  She was pale, had snowy
white blond hair and big ole green eyes that looked like Granny
Smith apples.  She was tiny, an easy foot shorter than my own
six three, but had curves for that went on for days.  She was
the kind of girl that guys looked at, just because they couldn’t
help themselves, but as soon as she turned those frosty green eyes
in their direction they knew they wouldn’t stand a chance. 
She exuded unattainability the way some other girls oozed ‘come and
get me’.

She blew out a breath and
I watched a strand of hair twirl around her forehead.  She
looked at me out of the corner of her eye and I stiffened up when I
saw how tight her hands were on the steering wheel.

“What is it,
Shaw?”

She bit her bottom lip, a
sure sign she was nervous.  “I don’t suppose you answered any
of your mom’s calls this week?”

I wasn’t exactly tight
with my folks. In fact, our relationship hovered somewhere around
the mutually tolerable area which is why my mom sent Shaw to drag
me home each weekend.  We were both from a small town called
Brookside, in an affluent part of Colorado.  I moved to Denver
as soon as I had my diploma in hand. And Shaw was a few years
behind because she was younger than me and also because she had
wanted nothing more than to get into D-U.  Not only did the
girl look like a fairytale princess but she was also on track to be
a freaking doctor.  My mom knew there was no way I would make
the two hour drive there and back to see them on the weekends, but
if Shaw drove and came and got me, not only would I feel guilty for
making her take time out of her schedule to get me, but that I had
no excuse to not go.  Shaw paid for the gas, waited for me to
stumble out of bed and dragged my sorry ass home every single
Sunday and not once in going on two years had she complained about
it

“No, I was busy all week.” 
I was busy, but I
also just didn’t like talking to my mom, so I had ignored her all
three times she had called me this week.

Shaw sighed and her hands
twisted even tighter on the steering wheel.  “She was calling
to tell you that Rome got hurt and the Army is sending him home for
six weeks of R&R.  Your dad went down to the base in the
Springs yesterday to pick him up.”

I bolted up in the seat
so fast that I smacked my head on the roof of the car.  I
swore and rubbed the spot that made my head throb even more. 
“What?  What do you mean he got hurt?”   Rome was my
older brother.  He had three years on me and had been oversees
for a good portion of the last six.  We were still tight and,
even if he didn’t like all the distance I’d put between me and my
parents over the years, if he was injured I was sure I would have
heard it from him.

“I’m not sure; Margot said
something happened to the convoy he was in when they were out on
patrol.  He was in a pretty bad accident I guess.  She
said his arm was broken and he had a few cracked ribs. She was
pretty upset so I had a hard time understanding her when she
called.”

“Rome would have called
me.”

“Rome was doped up and
spent the last two days being debriefed. He asked your mom to call
because you Archer boys are nothing if not persistent.  Margot
told him that you wouldn’t answer, but he kept telling her to
try.”

My brother was hurt, but
he was home and I didn’t know about it.  I closed my eyes
again and let my head drop back against the headrest.  “Well
hell, that’s good news I guess.”

“Are you going to go by
and see your mom?”  I asked her.  I didn’t have to look
at her to know that she had stiffened even more.  I could
practically feel the tension rolling off of her in icy
waves.

“No.”  She didn’t say
more and I didn’t expect her to.  The Archers may not be the
closest, warmest bunch, but we didn’t have anything on the
Landon’s.  Shaw’s family crapped gold and breathed money. They
also cheated and lied, were divorced and remarried. From what I had
seen over the years, they had little need or interest in their
biological daughter that was conceived from a union figured out on
a tax form rather than a bedroom.  I knew Shaw loved my house,
loved my parents because it was the only semblance of normalcy she
had ever experienced.  I didn’t begrudge her that, in fact I
appreciated the fact she took most of the heat off of me.  If
Shaw was doing well in school, dating an affluent undergrad, living
the life my parents had always wanted for their sons, but had been
denied, they stayed off my case. Since Rome was usually a continent
away, I was the only one they could get to so I took no shame in
using Shaw as a buffer.

“Man, I haven’t talked to
Rome in three months.  It’ll be awesome to see him.  I
wonder if I can convince him to come spend some time in D-town with
me and Nash.  He’s probably more than ready for a little bit
of fun.”

She sighed again and
moved to turn the radio back up a little bit.  “You’re
twenty-two Rule, when are you going to stop acting like an
indulgent teenager?  Did you even ask this one her name? In
case you were wondering, you smell like a mix between a distillery
and a strip club.”

I snorted and let my eyes
drift back shut.  “You’re nineteen, Shaw. When are you going
to stop living your life by everyone else’s standards?  My
eighty-two year old grandma has more of a social calendar than you
and I think she’s less uptight.”  I wasn’t going to tell her
what she smelled like because it was sweet and lovely and I had no
desire to be nice at the moment.

I could feel her glaring
at me and I hid a grin.  “I like Ethel.”  Her tone was
surly.

“Everybody likes
Ethel.  She’s feisty and won’t take crap from anyone. 
You could learn a thing or two from her.”

“Oh, maybe I should just
dye my hair pink, tattoo every visible surface of my body, shove a
bunch of metal in my face and sleep with everything that
moves.  Isn’t that your philosophy on how to live a rich and
fulfilling life?”

That made me crank my
eyes back open and the marching band in my head decide to go for
round two.

“At least I’m doing what I
want.  I know who and what I am, Shaw, and I don’t make any
apologies for it.  I hear plenty of Margot Archer coming out
of your pretty mouth right now.”

Her mouth twisted down
into a frown.  “Whatever, let’s just go back to ignoring each
other. I just thought you should know about Rome.  The Archer
boys have never been big on surprises.”

She was right.  In
my experience surprises were never a good thing. They usually
resulted in someone getting pissed and me ending up in some kind of
fight.  I loved my brother, but I had to admit I was kind of
irritated he hadn’t, one, bothered to let me know he was hurt, and,
two, was still trying to force me to play nice with my folks. 
I figured her plan to ignore each other the rest of the way was a
winner, so I slumped down as far as the sporty little car would
allow and started to doze off.  I was only out for twenty
minutes or so when her phone started singing The Civil Wars and
jarred me awake.  I blinked my gritty eyes and rubbed a hand
over the scruff on my face.  If the hair didn’t piss mom off,
the fact I was too busy to shave for her precious brunch might just
send her into hysterics.

“No, I told you I was
going to Brookside and won’t be back until late.”  I looked
across the car at her and she must have felt my gaze because she
looked at me quickly; I saw a little bit of pink work its way onto
her high cheeks bones.  “No, Gabe, I told you I won’t have
time and that I have a lab due.”  I couldn’t make out the
words but whoever was on the other end of the phone sounded angry
at her brush off.  I saw her fingers tighten on the
phone.  “It’s none of your business. I have to go now, so I’ll
talk to you later.”  She swiped a finger across the screen and
tossed the fancy device into the cup holder by my knee.

“Trouble in paradise?” I
didn’t really care about Shaw and her richer than God, future ruler
of the known universe boyfriend, but it was polite to ask when she
was obviously upset.  I hadn’t ever met Gabe, but from what I
heard from mom, when I bothered to listen, he was custom made to go
with Shaw’s future doctor persona.  His family was as loaded
as hers–his dad was a judge, or lawyer, or some other political
nonsense I had no use for. I was sure, beyond the shadow of a doubt
that the dude had to wear pleated slacks and pink Polo Shirts with
white loafers.  For a long moment I didn’t think she was going
to respond, but she cleared her throat and started tapping out a
beat on the steering wheel with her manicured fingers.

“Not really, we broke up
but I don’t think Gabe really gets it.”

“Really?” 

“Yeah, a couple weeks ago
actually.  I had been thinking about doing it for a
while.  I’m just too busy with school and work to have a
boyfriend.”

“If he was the right guy
you wouldn’t have felt that way.  You would have made the time
because you wanted to be with him.”

She looked at me with
both blond brows raised up to her hair line.  “Are you, Mr.
Manwhore of the Century, seriously trying to give me relationship
advice?”

I rolled my eyes which
made my head scream in protest.  “Just because there hasn’t
been one girl I wanted to hang out with exclusively doesn’t mean I
don’t know the difference between quality and
quantity.”

“Could have fooled me.
Gabe just wanted more than I was willing to give him. It’s going to
be a pain because my Mom and Dad both loved him.”

“True that, from what I’ve
heard he was pretty much custom made to make your folks
happy.  What do you mean he wanted to more than you were
willing to give?  Did he try and put a rock on your finger
after only six months?”

She gave me a look and
curled her lip up in a sneer.  “Not even close, he just wanted
things to be more serious than I wanted them to be.”

I laughed a little and
rubbed between my eyebrows.  My headache had turned into a
dull throb but was starting to be manageable.  I needed to ask
her to swing by a Starbucks or something if I was going to get
through this afternoon.

“Is that your prissy way
of telling me that he was trying to get in your pants and you
weren’t having it?”

She narrowed her eyes at
me and pulled off the freeway at the exit that took us towards
Brookside. 

“I need you to stop by
Starbucks before going to my parents’ house, and don’t think I
didn’t notice you aren’t answering my question?”

“If we stop we’re going to
be late and not every boy thinks with what’s in their
pants.”

“The sky isn’t going to
fall on us if we show up five minutes behind Margot’s
schedule.  You have got to be kidding me, you strung that
loser along for six months without giving it up, what a
joke.”

That made me flat-out
laugh at her.  I laughed so hard that I had to hold my head in
both hands as my whisky logged brain started screaming at me
again.  I gasped a little and looked at her with watery
eyes.  “If you really believe that you aren’t nearly as smart
as I always thought you were.  Every single dude under the age
of ninety is trying to get in your pants, Shaw, especially if he’s
thinking that he’s your boy.  I’m a guy, I know this
shit.”

She bit her lip again
conceding I probably had a valid point and pulled the car into the
coffee shop.  I practically bolted out of the car, eager to
stretch my legs and get a little distance from her typical haughty
attitude.  There was a line when I got inside and I took a
quick look around to see if I recognized anyone. Brookside is a
pretty small town and usually when I stopped by on the weekends I
inevitably ran into someone I used to go to school with.  I
hadn’t bothered to ask Shaw if she wanted me to grab her anything
because she was being all uppity about having to stop in the first
place.  It was almost my turn to order when my phone started
blasting a Social Distortion song in my pocket.  I dug it out
after ordering a big ass black coffee and took a spot by the
counter next to a cute brunette that was trying her hardest to not
get caught checking me out.

“What up?”

I could hear the music in
the shop blaring behind Nash when he asked, “How did this morning
go?”

Nash knew my faults and
bad habits better than anyone and the reason we had maintained our
friendship as long as we had was because he never judged
me.

“Sucked.  I’m
hung-over, grumpy and about to sit through yet another forced
family function. Plus, Shaw is rare form today.”

“How was the chick from
last night?”

“No clue.  I don’t
even remember leaving the bar with her. Apparently I did a huge
piece on her side so she was a little pissed that I didn’t remember
who she was, so ouch.”

He chuckled on the other
end of the line.  “She told you that like six times last
night; she even tried to pull her top off to show you.  And I
drove your dumb ass home last night, drunko.  I tried to get
you to leave at like midnight but you weren’t having any of it, as
usual.”

I snorted and reached for
the coffee when the guy behind the counter called my name.  I
noticed the brunette’s eyes follow the hand that wrapped around the
cardboard cup.  It was the one that had a flared head of a
king cobra on it.  The rest of the snake wound its way up my
forearm and around my elbow, the extended forked tongue made the
“L” on my ring finger in the tattoo of my name that was inked
across the four knuckles.  Her mouth made a little O of
surprise so I flashed her a wink and walked back to the
BMW.

“Sorry dude.  How did
your appointment go?”

Nash’s Uncle Phil had
opened the tattoo shop years ago on Capitol Hill when it mainly
catered to gangbangers and bikers. Now with the influx of young
urbanites and hipsters’ populating the area, ‘The Marked’ was one
of the busiest tattoo parlors in town.  Nash and I met in art
class in the fifth grade and have been inseparable since. In fact,
ever since we were twelve our plan was to move to the city and work
for Phil. We both had mad skills and the personality to make the
shop bump with business so Phil had no qualms apprenticing us and
putting us to work before we were both in our twenties.  It
was killer to have a friend in the same field; I had a plethora of
ink on my skin that ranged from great to not so great that
chronicled Nash getting better and better at his craft, and he
could state the exact same thing about me.

“I finished that back
piece that I’ve been working on since July.   It turned
out better than I thought and the dude is talking about doing the
front. I’ll take it, because he’s a fat tipper.”

”Nice.” I was juggling the
phone and the coffee, trying to open the door to the car when a
female voice stopped me in my tracks.

“Hey,” I looked over my
shoulder and the brunette was standing a car over with a smile on
her face.  “I really like your tattoos.”

I smiled back at her and
jumped back and nearly spilled scalding hot coffee all down my
crotch as Shaw shoved the door open from the inside.

“Thanks.”  If we were
closer to home and Shaw wasn’t already putting the car in reverse I
probably would have taken a second to ask the girl for her
number.  Shaw shot me a look of contempt that I promptly
ignored and went back to my conversation with Nash.  “Rome is
home, he got in an accident and Shaw said he’s got a few weeks of
R&R coming to him.  I guess that’s why mom was blowing my
phone up all week.”

“Kick ass.  Ask him
if he wants to roll with us for a few days, I miss that surly
bastard.”

I sipped on the coffee
and my head finally started to calm down.  “That’s the
plan.  I’ll hit you up on my way home and let you know what
the story is.”

I flicked my thumb across
the screen to end the call and settled back into the seat. 
Shaw glowered angrily at me and I swore her eyes glowed. 
Really, I have never seen anything that green, anywhere else in
nature and when she gets mad they were just
otherworldly.

“Your mom called while you
were busy flirting.  She’s mad that we’re late.”

I sucked on more of the
black nectar of the gods and started tapping out a beat on my knee
with my free hand.  I was always kind of a fidgety guy and the
closer we got to my parent’s house, the worse it usually got. 
Brunch was always stilted and forced. I couldn’t figure out why
they insisted on going through with it every single week and
couldn’t figure out why Shaw enabled the farce, but I went every
week even when I knew nothing would ever change.

“She’s mad that you’re
late.  We both know she could care less if I’m there or
not.”  My fingers moved faster and faster as she wheeled the
car into a gated community and passed rows and rows of cookie
cutter mini mansions that were built back into the
mountains.

“That’s not true and you
know it, Rule.  I do not suffer through these car rides every
weekend, subject myself to the delight of your morning after
nastiness because your parents want me to have eggs and pancakes
every Sunday.  I do it because they want to see you, want to
try and have a relationship with you no matter how many times you
hurt them or push them away.  I owe it to your parents, and
more importantly, I owe it to Remy to try and make you act right
even though lord knows that’s almost a full time job.”

I sucked in a breath as
the blinding pain that always came when someone mentioned Remy’s
name barreled through my chest.  My fingers involuntarily
opened and closed around the coffee cup and I whipped my head
around to glare at her.

“Remy wouldn’t be all over
my ass to try and be something to them I’m not.  I was never
good enough for them, and never will be.  He understood that
better than anyone and worked overtime to try and be everything to
them I never could be.”

She sighed and pulled the
car to a stop in the driveway behind my dad’s SUV.  “The only
difference between you and Remy is that he let people love him, and
you,” she yanked open the driver’s door and glared at me across the
space that separated us.  “You have always been determined to
make everyone that cares about you prove it beyond the shadow of a
doubt.  You’ve never wanted to be easy to love, Rule, and you
make damn sure that nobody can ever forget it.”  She slammed
the door with enough force that it rattled my back teeth and made
my head start to throb again.

It had been three
years.  Three lonely, three empty, three sorrow filled years
since the Archer brothers went from a trifecta to a duo.  I
was close to Rome, he was awesome and had always been my role model
when it came to being a badass, but Remy was my other half, both
figuratively and literally.  He was my identical twin, the
light to my dark, the easy to my hard, the joy to my angst, the
perfect to my oh-so-totally fucked up, and without him I was only
half the person I would ever be.  It has been three years
since I called him in the middle of the night to come pick me up
from some lame ass party because I was too drunk to drive. 
It’s been three years since he had left the apartment we shared to
come get me, with zero questions asked, because that’s just what he
did.

It’s been three years
since he lost control of his car on a rainy and slick I-25 and
slammed into the back of a semi-truck going well over eighty. 
It has been three years since we had put my twin in the ground and
my mother had looked at me with tears in her eyes and stated point
blank, “It should have been you,” as they lowered Remy into the
ground.  It’s been three years and his name alone was enough
to drop me to my knees, especially coming from the one person in
the world Remy had loved as much as he loved me.

Remy was everything I
wasn’t–clean cut, well dressed, and interested in getting an
education and building a secure future.  The only person on
the planet that was good enough and classy enough to match all the
magnificence that he possessed was Shaw Landon.  The two of
them had been inseparable since the first time he brought her home
when she was fourteen and trying to escape the fortress of the
Landon compound.  He insisted they were just friends, that he
loved Shaw like a sister, that he just wanted to protect her from
her awful, sterile family but the way he was with her was full of
reverence and care.  I knew he loved her and since Remy could
do no wrong, Shaw had quickly become an honorary member of my
family. As much as it galled me she was the only one that really,
truly understood the depth of my pain when it came to losing
him.

I had to take a few extra
minutes to get my feet back under me so I sucked back the rest of
the coffee and shoved open the door.  I wasn’t surprised to
see a tall figure coming around the SUV as I labored out of the
sports car.  My brother was an inch or so taller than me and
built more along the lines of a warrior.  His dark brown hair
was buzzed in a typical military cut and his pale blue eyes, the
same exact icy shade as mine, looked tired as he forced a smile at
me.  I let out a whistle because his left arm was in a cast
and sling, he had a walking boot on one foot and there was a nasty
line of black stiches running through one of his eyebrows and
across the top of his forehead.  The weed whacker that had
attacked my hair had clearly gotten a good shot at my big bro
too.

“Looking good,
solider.”

He pulled me to him in a
one armed hug and I winced for him when I felt the taped up side of
his body clearly indicating some busted or bruised ribs.  “I
look about as good as I feel.  You look like a clown getting
out of that car.”

“I look like a clown no
matter what when I’m around that girl.”  He barked out a laugh
and rubbed a rough hand through my spiky hair. 

“You and Shaw are still
acting like mortal enemies?”

“More like uneasy
acquaintances. She’s just as prissy and judgmental as always. 
Why didn’t you call or email me that you were hurt?  I had to
hear it from her on the way over.”

He swore as we started to
slowly make our way towards the house.  It upset me to see how
deliberate he was moving and I wondered if there was more serious
damage done than the visible marks I could see.

“I was unconscious after
the Hummer flipped; we drove over an IED and it was bad.  I
was in the hospital for a week with a scrambled noggin, and when I
woke up they had to do surgery on my shoulder so I was all drugged
up.  I called mom and figured she would let you know what the
deal was, but I heard that, as usual, you were unavailable when she
called.”

I shrugged a shoulder and
reached out a hand to steady him as he faltered a little on the
stairs to the front door.  ”I was busy.”

“You’re
stubborn.”

“Not too stubborn, I’m
here aren’t I? I didn’t even know you were home until, like,
fifteen minutes ago.”

“The only reason you’re
here is because that little girl in there is bound and determined
to keep this family together regardless if we’re her own or
not.  You go in there and play nice; otherwise, I’ll kick your
ass broken arm and all.”

I muttered a few choice
words and followed my battered sibling into the house. 
Sundays really were my least favorite day.


Chapter 2

Shaw

I closed the bathroom
door with a soft click and turned the lock.  I collapsed
against the sink and ran shaking hands over my face.  It was
getting harder and harder each and every Sunday to be Rule’s
chaperone to these family gatherings.  I already felt like I
was getting an ulcer and if I had to walk in on him and one of his
disgusting bar bimbos again I wasn’t sure I was going to make it
out of his apartment without committing homicide.  I turned
around to splash some cold water on my face and lifted the heavy
fall of blond hair off my neck.  I needed to pull it together
because the last thing I wanted was for Margot or Dale to notice
something was off and even drugged up and in pain Rome was one of
the most observant people I had ever met.  He didn’t miss a
thing when it came to either of his younger brothers and me by
association since I was technically lumped into the category of
surrogate little sister. 

It was getting harder and
harder to spend time around Rule and not just because looking at
him reminded me of everything that I no longer had–which was the
problem Margot and Dale struggled with, not that the insensitive
ass had any empathy for his parents.  My struggle came with
the fact that Rule was complicated–he was brash, mouthy, careless,
thoughtless, often cranky, and generally and insufferable pain in
the ass. But when he chose to be, he was charming and funny,
artistically brilliant, and more often than not, the most
interesting person in the room.  I have been head over heels
in love with both sides of him since I was fourteen years
old.  Of course I had loved Remy, loved him like a brother,
like the best friend and consummate protector he had been, but I
loved Rule like it was my mission in life. I loved him like it was
inevitable, like no matter how many times I was shown what an awful
idea it was, what a bad match we were, what a callous asshole he
could be I couldn’t shake it.  So each and every time I had to
have the fact that he didn’t even think of me as more than a car
pool driver shoved in my face it tore a little bit more of my
battered heart apart.

My own family was such a
mess there was no way I would be half the person I was today
without all the Archers had done for me.  Remy had taken me
under his wing when I was a friendless and lonely pre-teen. Rome
had threatened to beat up the first boy that made me cry because he
didn’t like me back. Margot had taken me shopping for homecoming
and prom dresses when my own mother was too busy with her new
husband to care. Dale had taken me to Denver University and
Colorado University-Boulder and helped whittle down the choices
logically and rationally when it came to picking a college. And
Rule, well Rule was a constant reminder that money didn’t get you
everything you wanted and that no matter how perfect I tried to be,
how hard I worked at being everything to everyone that it 
still wasn’t enough.

I blew out a breath that
I felt like I had been holding for over an hour and took a piece of
Kleenex to wipe away the black smudges from under my eyes.  If
I didn’t get down the dining room fast Margot was bound to come
looking for me and I didn’t have a reasonable excuse as to why I
was currently freaking out in the bathroom.  I fished a hair
tie out of my pocket and pulled my hair into a low ponytail,
slicked on a sheer coat of gloss, and gave myself a silent pep
talk–reminding myself that I had done this a million other Sundays
and that this one was no different.  Just as I was stepping
into the hall my phone rang and I had to struggle to keep back a
groan when I saw that it was Gabe calling again.  I sent the
call to voicemail and wondered for the hundredth time in the last
month why I had ever wasted a second of my time on his pompous
ass.  He was overly entitled, overly grabby, overly
superficial and more interested in my last name and the fact that
my parents were loaded than he was in me. 

I wasn’t even interested
in dating him, wasn’t interested in dating anyone, but my parents
had forced my hand. As usual, under their pressure, I folded and
ended up spending more time with him than I wanted to.  I
managed to tolerate him for a lot longer than I thought I would be
able to. After all, Gabe was way more interested in himself than in
me.  It wasn’t until he had started pushing for sex–making me
uncomfortable by grabbing and touching things I didn’t want his
hands anywhere near–that I cut the cord.  Unfortunately,
neither he nor my parents seem to get the message and I had been
inundated with calls, texts and emails for the last two
weeks.  Gabe was easy enough to dodge–my mother not so
much.

I was shoving the phone
back into my back pocket when a quiet voice stopped me. 
“What’s going on with you, little girl?  I’ve been gone for
over eighteen months and all I get is a hug and a peck on the cheek
before you disappear?  Where are the tears, where’s the
hysterics that I’m home safe and sound?  What’s working in
that complicated brain of yours because I can tell something is on
your mind?”

I hiccupped a little
laugh and let my forehead fall onto the strong chest in front of
me.  Even battered and bruised Rome was the kind of guy that
stood between the people he loved and anything that might possibly
hurt them.  He patted the top of my head and laid a heavy hand
on the back of my neck.  “I missed your pretty face Shaw; you
don’t know how good it is to be home.”

I shuddered a little and
wrapped a careful arm around his waist so that I could give him a
squeeze and not hurt him.  “I missed you too, Rome.  I’m
just stressed out.  School is crazy right now, I’m working
three or four nights a week, and my parents won’t get off my back
about this guy I just broke up with.  You know I love it when
we’re all together.  I thought your mom was going to have a
heart attack when she called to tell me what happened to you. 
I’m so glad you’re okay, I don’t think this family would be able to
handle another Archer son going down.”

“No, probably not.  I
can’t believe she still has you playing chauffeur for my idiot
brother.”

I hooked my arm through
his and we started to make our way to the dining room.  “It’s
the only way he’ll come.  If I have to miss it because of
school or because something comes up he just blows them off. 
Half the time when I get to the apartment he doesn’t even know what
day it is and has to scramble to get out the door; today would be a
prime example of that.  If I show up he feels obligated to
ride with me no matter what or who he’s in the middle of
doing.”

Rome swore under his
breath.  “It wouldn’t kill that kid to play nice with mom and
dad once a week.  He shouldn’t need you to be his
babysitter.”

I shrugged my shoulder
because we both knew that all the Archer brothers had a role. 
Remy had been the good son, the straight A student, the future Ivy
Leaguer. He was also the one saddled with the role of keeping Rule
out of jail and running interference when his twin got into trouble
that he couldn’t talk his way out of.  Rule was the wild card,
the one that lived life to the fullest and made no apologies for
those he might offend or hurt along the way.  Rome was the
boss; the twins adored him and followed his lead through good and
bad because lord knew with the way the three of them looked there
was lots and lots of bad thrown their way.  With Remy gone it
wasn’t a surprise to anyone that Rome had become even more
protective of his remaining brother and that I had fallen
seamlessly into the role of trying to keep Rule on some kind of
straight and narrow path.

“It’s the least I can do
for Margot and Dale.  They’ve always done so much for me and
asked for so little in return.  Suffering Rule’s wrath once a
week is a pretty easy sacrifice to make.”

Something flashed in his
eyes that were so much like his brother’s that it sometimes hurt to
look into them.  Rome wasn’t anyone’s fool and it wouldn’t
surprise me if he knew more about all the things I kept locked up
than he let on.

“I just don’t want you
being the target of Rule being Rule.  Mom needs to get over
her shit and so does he.  Everyone is grown now and life is
too short for you to be constantly playing the peacemaker between
those two.”

I sighed and lowered my
voice as we got to the entrance of the room.  The table was
already set and everyone was already in their regular seats. 
Dale was at the head of the table, Margot on his right with an open
spot for me.  His left side was left open for Rome, and Rule
had taken the seat at the opposite end of the table as far away
from both of his parents as he could get.  “They need to move
past the fact that he’s never going to be Remy, and he has to stop
intentionally cramming that fact down their throats.  Until
one side gives and learns how to forgive it’s always going to be
this way.”

He pressed a super light
kiss to my temple and gave me a little squeeze back.  “I don’t
think any of them realize how lucky they are to have you little
girl.”

I let him go and went to
take my seat between Margot and Rule.  I tried not to wince
when Rule sent a narrow eyed look in my direction, knowing Rome and
I had more than likely been whispering about him.  I slid into
my spot and flashed Dale a smile as he started passing the
typically lavish brunch around.  I was about to ask Rome what
he planned to do with his time off when Margot had me snapping my
head around in shock.

“Would it be too much of a
stretch to expect you to come to brunch in a shirt that buttons and
in a pair of pants that don’t look like they came from a thrift
store?  I mean your brother has several broken bones and was
in a horrific accident and he still manages to look more put
together than you, Rule.”

I had to bite my tongue
to stop from snapping at her to lay off of him.  Mostly
because family gatherings were supposed to be informal and fun. I
knew good and well if I had showed up in jeans and a t-shirt she
wouldn’t even have blinked, but because it was him she viewed it as
a direct attack on her.

He picked a couple pieces
of bacon off the platter I handed to him and didn’t even bother to
respond to her.  Instead, he turned to Rome and asked what his
plans were while he was home.  Rule wanted him to come to the
city for a week and spend time with him and Nash.  I saw
Margot’s mouth tighten at the dismissal and Dale’s eyebrows pull
down in a frown.  I saw varying degrees of the same look every
Sunday we were here.  It hurt my chest because even in a
rumpled shirt and torn jeans Rule was the kind of guy that owned
whatever look he was wearing.  It was the same thing with the
mass amounts of tattoos that covered him from head to toe and the
array of metal that dotted his face here and there.
 

There was no denying Rule
was a good looking guy, probably too good looking to be honest, but
he was complicated and the beauty he possessed was buried and
camouflaged under things it was easy to look past.  Of all the
brothers, he has the clearest, most arctic blue eyes, his hair,
even when it was decorated with purple or green or blue, was still
the thickest and the shiniest and even with every color under sun
dancing across his skin, of the three of them Rule had always been
the one the girls gravitated to.  Just like the brunette at
Starbucks this afternoon.  Her name was Amy Rodgers, and I had
spent all four years of high school being tormented by her and her
cheerleader cronies.  She dated jocks and boys that bled blue,
not guys that rocked mohawks and had their eyebrows and lips
pierced, but even she couldn’t resist all that was Rule Archer in
his magnetic glory.

“And what’s going on with
your hair son?  A color actually found in nature might be a
nice change of pace, especially since the whole family is together
and we’re all lucky to have your brother home in one
piece.”

I groaned inwardly and
silently took the bowl of fruit Margot handed me.  Now that
they had teamed up on him there was no way he was going to stay
quiet.  Normally he ignored his mom and shot sarcastic one
liners at Dale, but being interrupted and attacked from both sides
while he was trying to catch up with Rome wasn’t going to
fly.  Rule had a short fuse on a good day but corner him when
he was hung over and being reluctantly civil at best–the fur was,
no doubt, going to fly.  I shot Rome a panicked look across
the table, but before he could interject Rule’s voice snapped out
like a verbal back hand across the face.

“Well, pops, purple is
found all throughout nature so I don’t know what you’re talking
about and as far as my clothes are concerned, I figure we’re all
lucky I bothered to even put pants on, considering the condition
Shaw found me in this morning.  Now if you’re both done
criticizing every move I make, can I continue my conversation with
my  brother I haven’t seen in over a year, considering he
nearly got blow up by a roadside bomb?”

Margot gasped and Dale
shoved his chair back from the table.  I let my head fall
forward and rubbed between my eyes where a headache was starting to
throb.

“One afternoon Rule, one
freaking afternoon is all we ask of you.”  Dale stormed out of
the room and Margot wasted no time bursting into tears.  She
buried her face in her napkin and I reached over to awkwardly pat
her shoulder.  I cut a look at Rule but he had climbed to his
feet as well and headed toward the front door.  I shot a look
at Rome who just shook his head and lumbered to his feet. 
Margot lifted her head and looked at her oldest with pleading
eyes.

“Tell him Rome, you go
tell him that this is not how you treat your parents.  He has
no respect.”

She pointed a shaky
finger at the door.  “You tell him that this is
unacceptable.”

Rome looked at me then
back to his mom.  “Sure, mom, I’ll tell him, but I’m also
going to tell you that you had no reason to lay into him like
that.  Who cares if he wants to wear jeans and have hair like
a god damn Smurf?  What matters is that he’s here and he made
an effort.  Shaw took time out of her life, her busy schedule,
to make that happen for you and dad. You waited exactly three
seconds before purposely picking at the scab, both of
you.”

Margot gasped but Rome
wasn’t done.  “You and dad need a wakeup call.  I could
have just as easily come home in a body bag instead of a
cast.  You’ve already lost one son, you need to appreciate the
ones you have left, regardless if you agree with the choices we’re
making or not.”

The tears came harder and
she leaned her head on my shoulder.  “Shaw loves coming to
visit on Sunday; we should just stop asking her to bring Rule
because clearly, he doesn’t want to be here.  I’m done trying
to make him be part of this family, it just hurts too
much.”

Rome shook his head and
both of us sighed. He followed his brother out of the room as I
continued to pat Margot on the shoulder.  This woman had been
kind to me, treated me as a daughter when my own had no use for me,
so what I was about to say to her came from a place of refusing to
watch another family collapse in on its self.

“Margot, you and Dale are
wonderful people and good parents, but you have to stop living in
the past.  I’m not going to come see you on Sundays anymore,
not unless you figure out how to accept Rule for exactly who he is
and love him anyway.  I miss Remy and it was tragic how he
died, but you are never going to turn Rule into him, and I can’t
stand by and watch you continue to try.  My parents have been
forcing me into a mold that hasn’t fit me for years and I only wish
I had enough will to refuse them the way Rule does.”

I climbed to my feet and
had to fight back my own tears when she looked at me with shock and
dismay.

“If Remy was here none of
this would be happening. You and he would still be happy together,
Rule would never have started acting so awful and Rome never would
have gone off and joined the stupid military.”

I had to take a few steps
away because there was so much wrong with what she was saying that
it nearly floored me.  “Margot, Rule was always a handful, he
just never bowed to your and Dale’s dictates. Rome was enlisted way
before the accident. And I’ve told you a million times Remy was my
best friend–we didn’t have feelings for each other like that. I
think you need to consider talking to a professional because you’re
rewriting history and, while you’re doing it, you’re losing a
pretty terrific son.”

“You can’t honestly
believe that?  Rule is just as awful to you as he is to me and
his father.”

I bit my lip and rubbed
my temples harder.  “He isn’t awful; he’s just harder to
love.  Remy made it easy for you guys; Rule never has, but he
deserves the effort and until this family can see that I have
better ways to spend my time.  If I wanted bickering and
bitterness I would just go home.  I love you and Dale, but I
see what you’re doing to Rule and I will not be a part of it
anymore.  Rome was right; you need to appreciate the family
you have and not spend your life comparing them to the family you
lost.  Remy was my whole world Margot, but he’s gone and Rule
is here.”

She crossed her arms and
flopped her head down on the table.  I knew there would be no
getting through to her so I walked to the front door.  I
wasn’t surprised to see Dale leaning against the kitchen counter,
watching me with serious eyes.

“She isn’t going to do
well without you coming by.  You’re an important part of this
family.”

I tucked the ends of my
hair behind my ears and gave him a rueful smile.  “So is your
son.”

“Margot isn’t the only one
that needs to remember that, and you have to admit that hair is
ridiculous.”

I laughed for real this
time and walked over to give him a hug.  “She needs help
Dale.  Remy’s been gone for a while and all she wants to do is
push Rule to take his place.  That isn’t going to happen, we
all know that.”

He kissed the top of my
head and set me away from him.  “I don’t know why you’re
always defending that boy; he’s got a hot temper and a wild streak
a mile long.  You’re a smart, beautiful girl; you have to know
how Rule’s story ends.”

“I don’t believe in
skipping ahead, Dale.  I read the book all the way
through.  Tell Margot to give me a call when she calms down,
but I’m serious about Sundays.  Until it’s an actual family
gathering, until Rule stops being vilified for just being who he is
and not who you want him to be, I’m not coming.  This just
hurts too much.”

“Fair enough little girl,
but if you need anything you know we’re just a phone call
away.”

“I know.”

”You know he wouldn’t
appreciate you falling on the sword for him.”

“Maybe not Dale, but it’s
my sword to fall on and even if nobody, including Rule himself, can
see it, he’s worth it.  I think so and I know Remy always
thought so. You might want to try and remember that next time he
shows up with pink hair.”

I made my way to the
driveway and paused when I saw the brothers with their heads bent
close together.  Rule looked mad and Rome looked sad, it was
heartbreaking and impressive all at the same time.  Rule saw
me first and pulled away.  They said something to one another
in low tones and bumped fists.  Rome pulled Rule into a one
armed hug and made his way over to me.  I received the same
treatment with the addition of a kiss on the cheek.

“I’m gonna put as many
fires out here as I can over the next week or so and then make my
way to the city.  I’ll hit you up when I can.”

“Try and convince your mom
to get some help Rome, please.”

“I love you, little girl.
You try and keep that jackass out of trouble for me.”

I brushed a kiss across
his cheek in return.  “I always do.”

“I didn’t know it was this
bad, Shaw.  I’ve missed so much by being away.”

“Families are like
anything else, they take work, patience and people willing to make
it work. I’m so very glad you came home, Rome.”

I moved away after
another hug and tossed my keys at Rule.  “I have a headache.
Can you drive back to the city?” 

I normally never let him
anywhere near my car, he had a lead foot and no regard for other
drivers on the road, but I wasn’t going to make it.  I felt
the headache growing into a migraine and all I wanted to do was
close my eyes, crawl into a soft bed, and pull the covers over my
head.  I got into the passenger seat and curled into a
ball.

Rule didn’t say anything
as he turned the ignition on and headed towards home.  He left
the radio off and didn’t even try and bother with forced
pleasantries.  I knew he wouldn’t apologize for the scene; he
never did, so I didn’t even bring it up.  I was drifting in
and out of a little nap when Gabe’s ringtone started to trill from
my pocket.  I swore, which was something I rarely did, and
turned the stupid thing off.  By now my stomach was in knots
and I was seeing spots in front of my eyes.

“He calls you now more
than when you were dating.”  Rule’s voice was low and I
wondered if he had any idea how much my head was
hurting.

”He’s a pain.  I told
you he didn’t get it.”

“Is it a problem?”  I
cracked an eye open because it was really out of character for him
to show any concern for me.

“No, I mean it’s only been
a couple weeks and I think he misses the idea of me more than
actually being with me.  I keep thinking he’ll get bored or
find someone else and just go away.”

“Make sure you let
somebody know if he becomes an issue.  No girl should have to
deal with that noise.”

“I will.”  We lapsed
back into silence again until he cleared his throat.  I’d
known Rule long enough to know he was working his way up to
something and I just needed to wait.

“Look, I’m sorry about
this morning; I’m sorry about a lot of Sunday mornings.  You
don’t need to keep seeing me at my worst; in fact it’s not your job
to see to me at all.  I’m done with forced family fun time.
It’s not doing anything but driving the knife in deeper, and I see
that now.  This drama has been building for years and it’s not
fair that you’re still stuck in the middle of it without Remy to
back you up.  He loved you to death and I’ve done a piss poor
job honoring that.”

I was in too much pain to
argue the semantics of my relationship, or rather nonrelationship
with Remy to Rule yet again.  No one in the Archer family
seemed to get that we were friends, best friends and nothing
more.  The legend of our relationship had turned into a
monster that I just couldn’t combat, especially when the tiny
amount I had eaten for brunch was suddenly crawling back up my
throat.  I lurched forward and grabbed Rule’s arm.  It
probably wasn’t the smartest move since we were going ninety five
on the freeway, but I was about to toss my cookies in a car that
cost more than some people made in a year.

“Pull over!”  Rule
let out a string of curse words and hastily weaved around a minivan
to the shoulder of the road.  I got the door open and
practically fell on my knees as I lost everything in a violent
stream on the asphalt.  Warm hands pulled my ponytail out the
way and handed me a ragged bandana. When I could finally breathe
again, I took the water bottle of water he handed me and sat back
on my heels while the world tilted in a bunch of different
directions.

“What’s wrong?”

I sloshed the water
around and spit it out on the ground away from the tips of his
black boots.  “Migraine.”

“Since when do you have
those?”

“Since always.  I
need to lie down in the back.”

He pulled me to my feet
with a hand under my arm and I realized it was the first time in
years he had ever deliberately touched me.  We never hugged,
never brushed against each other, never high-fived or shook hands;
we were strictly in a hands-off type of relationship so my system
almost revolted at the contact.  I groaned as he practically
shoved me back into the car.  I am short so stretching out
along the back seat wasn’t a big deal.  Rule got back behind
the wheel and looked at me over his shoulder.  “You gonna make
it the rest of the way?”

I threw and arm over my
eyes and placed a hand on my rolling belly.  “It’s not like I
have a choice.  Just be ready to pull over again if I scream
at you.”

He pulled back into
traffic and was quiet for only a minute before demanding, “Does
everyone know you get migraines?”

“No.  I don’t get
them very often, just when I’m stressed out or not sleeping
well.”

“Did Remy
know?”

I wanted to sigh but I
just answered, “Yes.”

He muttered something I
couldn’t hear and I felt him, rather than saw him, look back at
me.  “He never told me.  He told me everything, even crap
I had zero interest in hearing–he never shut up about
you.”

He was wrong, so very,
very wrong but that was Remy’s secret and even though he was gone I
still would go to my grave with it.  There was a lot Rule and
Rome never knew about their brother, things that he was scared to
share, things he battled with on a daily basis. The fact I had
migraines and was irrevocably in love with Rule didn’t even scratch
the surface.

“He probably just forgot
about it, like I said I don’t get them very often and when you guys
moved to Denver and I still had to finish high school, he probably
just forgot they happened because we didn’t hangout as much
anymore.  They’ve been worse the last few years.”  I
didn’t have to explain it was because Remy was gone and all the
stress he balanced out for me was now my own to deal
with.

“That seems like kinda a
big deal to slip his mind.”

“Contrary to what all you
Archers have stuck in your head there was a lot more to Remy than
our friendship and what was or was not going on with
me.”

He snorted loudly. 
“Yeah, right.  Remy was a different person after he found
you.  He was always a good guy, always the best of all of us,
but once you came along it was like he finally found his
purpose.  You gave him someone to care about without any of
the bullshit baggage the rest of us had.  You made him
better.”

My heart squeezed so
tight in my chest I thought for a second everything inside me was
going to turn inside out.  “Well, he saved me, so we made each
other better.”

We fell into an
uncomfortable silence again until the car stopped in front of his
apartment complex.  He turned in the seat and looked down at
me.  I peeked at him from under my arm.  The blue in his
eyes was all but swallowed up by the paler silver and gray. 
“Can you get back to University Park or do you need me to take
you?  I can have Nash follow us since he’s home from
work.”  It was a nice offer, one I was surprised he extended,
but I had had my fill of Archers for the day and the drive from
Capitol Hill to University Park wasn’t that bad on a Sunday in the
early evening.

“I’ll make it.  It’s
not that far.”  I scrambled out of the back and had to lean on
the door frame while he got out of the driver’s seat.  We were
standing so close I could see the pulse in his throat thumping
under the tattoo he had there of a hummingbird.  “Thanks,
though.”

He exhaled and rubbed his
hands roughly over his face.  He took a step back and made
sure I was looking him dead in the eye when he told me, “I’m
serious about Sunday.  Don’t show up here next week expecting
me to play nice.  I’m over it.”

I snapped a salute with
two fingers to my brow and let my body collapse in the seat he had
just vacated.  “Message received.  My services as
chauffeur slash buffer are no longer needed, which means I probably
won’t be seeing you around.  Try and take care of yourself
Rule, seriously, somebody has to.”

I shut the door before he
could say anything else and didn’t even wait until he moved away
from the car to put it in reverse and pull away from the apartment
complex.  It was a short drive to my own apartment that I
shared with my best friend Ayden.  I had met her freshman year
when we shared a dorm room together.  She was a chem major,
worked at the same sports bar I did and totally had the patience to
deal with all my endless neurotic crap.  Her family background
was no picnic either so I loved that I could always rely on her to
be there for me, she was also smart as hell and it had taken her
exactly zero seconds to figure the reason my social life was boring
and that I could never commit to any of the guys I dated was
because I was hung up on Rule Archer.  So when I came
stumbling in hurting with tears in my eyes she put me to bed
without questions and pulled the blinds in my room closed while she
fetched me some pain killers and a giant glass of
water.

The bed depressed when
she climbed up next to me as I kicked my peep toe heels off and
tugged my belt through the loops on my slacks.

“It was bad today?” 
Ayden was from Kentucky and her southern drawl rolled over me like
a soothing balm.

“He was with some skank
again, he had a hickey the size of Alaska on his neck, my mortal
enemy from high school hit on him at Starbucks and it took Margot
and Dale less than a minute to insult his clothes, hair and remind
him he is not now nor will he ever be his dead twin brother. 
Luckily this time they left out his job and disregard for manners,
but he blew his top and stormed out.  They’ve all decided it’s
best we no longer come up on Sundays, making this the second family
I’ve been a part of that can’t figure it out and just love and
appreciate one another. To top it all off, Gabe has been blowing up
my phone all day and I can’t think of anyone I want to talk to
less.  So yeah, it was really fucking bad today.”

She brushed a hand over
my hair and laughed softly.  “Girl, the situations you find
yourself in.”

“Tell me about
it.”

“Did you give him the key
to his place back?”

I moaned a little and
buried my head in the pillow.  “No.  I totally spaced it,
but it’s not like I’m in any hurry to walk in on him and two girls
at once again.  Honestly I’ll be super glad to never have to
see Rule’s pierced junk again.”

She snickered a laugh at
me and rolled over on to her back so that she was staring at the
ceiling.  Ayden’s hair was as black as mine was blond and cut
in a funky short pixie style.  She had big whiskey colored
eyes and a heart that was pure gold.  Besides Remy, she was
the best friend I ever had. I loved her for not making me have to
lay it all out for her to sift through–she just got it.  While
she might not understand how I spent my time equally loathing and
loving a person that viewed me as nothing more than a nuisance, she
never condemned or criticized me for it.

“That boy, he is a
handful.”

“I don’t know, maybe the
space will be good for me.  Maybe time away from the whole
family will finally give me the breathing room to kill the way I’ve
always felt about him.  I can’t spend the rest of my life
walking away from other people just because they aren’t
Rule.”

“Well, I can’t say I’m
sorry to see Gabe go, but you do deserve someone that treats you
amazing and loves you in all the right ways.  You’ve earned
it, because no one I’ve ever met in my whole life loves as freely
and gives as much as you do. Seeing as those parents of yours might
as well be carved out of ice, that’s just a damn miracle. 
You’re a good girl, Shaw, and at the very least you deserve a good
guy.”

I folded my hands
together and laid my cheek down.  My head was slowly starting
to stop throbbing and all I wanted to do was take a nap and maybe
work on processing everything that happened
today. 

Ayden was right, I did
deserve a good guy.  I knew what one looked like, knew what
one acted like, in fact I had been best friends with the ultimate
good guy.  Remy embodied everything any sane girl would want
in a boyfriend and yet I had never had those feelings for him, not
once.  I remembered clearly the first time he had taken me
home with him.  I was fourteen and having a really hard time
fitting in with all the preppy, rich kids my first year of high
school.  I know now that image and brands mattered, but back
then I just wanted to wear jeans and my hair in a ponytail. 
Remy had been seventeen and captain of the football team.  He
found me crying outside the girl’s locker room one day after a
particularly nasty verbal beat down from Amy and her crew.  He
didn’t make fun of me, didn’t ask questions or get all weird
because I was a freshman and he was a junior, he just bundled me up
and carted me home with him because I was sad and alone and he
didn’t want me to be either of those things ever again.  He
told me he could tell by my eyes that I was a kind person, that I
needed someone to look out for me, and from that minute on he
decided he would be the person to do it.  I remembered all the
warm and fuzzy feelings that came with that moment, remembered the
gratitude and overwhelming joy I felt at finally having someone see
how worthy and deserving of unconditional love I was, but what I
remembered most was everything inside me going upside down when
Rule walked into the kitchen and titled his chin up at me and
asked, “Who’s the chick?”

My heart stopped beating,
my lungs felt like they were going to collapse; my skin was
suddenly too tight all over my body and I couldn’t form a rational
thought or a coherent sentence.   Back then I chalked it
up to a silly teenage crush, all the Archer boys were good looking
and had qualities that made them larger than life and every girl I
knew had to have a prerequisite infatuation with a bad boy at one
time or another.  Of course, they normally grew out of it when
they realized the bad boy was just an ass and they deserved to be
treated better. As time went on and as things changed my feelings
never did.  It was clear they were never going to be returned,
Rule only saw me as Remy’s little tag along, as a spoiled little
rich girl, and then as we got older as Remy’s girlfriend.
 That sucked because I had never been any of those things and
as a result I sabotaged relationships, turned down guy after guy
simply because I didn’t want a good guy, I wanted the one that was
damaged and blind to the way I felt.

I was a good
girl–I was loyal and honest and I worked hard and invested a lot of
time and energy in building a secure future for myself.  I
stayed out of trouble and went out of my way to try and be the
polished and perfect daughter my parents wanted me to be, and the
successful driven woman the Archers had given me the confidence to
be. What I never spent any time being was the person that I
actually felt like I was.  She was locked somewhere deep
inside of me, suffocating and still holding on to the hope that
Rule would notice she was alive.  It was exhausting, and in
the vulnerable moments when I was brutally honest with myself, I
had to admit I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep it
up.

Please check out http://jaycrownover.blogspot.com/ for more information about Jay Crownover and how to
purchase Rule.
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The epic romance that started with the New York Times and USA Today Bestseller Beauty from Pain continues... 

How do you move on when he’s every song you sing?

After Laurelyn Prescott walks away from the love of her life, she returns to Nashville to pursue the only dream she has left. Determined to find a distraction from the pain of losing Jack Henry, she immerses herself in her music. But with her old life comes old acquaintances and new expectations. When Laurelyn refuses her record producer’s outrageous demands, she finds herself without a career—until an unforeseen opportunity presents itself. From there it’s a rocket ride straight to the top where Laurelyn finds the success she’s always dreamed of. Will it be enough to bring her the happiness she so deserves, or will the absence of Jack Henry leave her wanting more?

Jack Henry McLachlan never expected to fall in love with Laurelyn Prescott—but he did. After he foolishly let her slip through his fingers, he spends three months searching for her, but their reunion doesn’t come easy. The woman he finds isn’t the same one who drifted away without a goodbye. No longer an insecure girl on an Australian adventure, this Laurelyn is a successful musician with a promising career. Her dreams are becoming a reality, and Jack is terrified his American girl won’t have a place for him in her new life. With only a month to convince her otherwise, will it be enough time to make her visualize a life beyond the glitz and glamour, a life that includes him?

Beauty From Surrender is an adult contemporary novel and is not intended for younger readers due to mature content.
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Thank God for Valium. 

I feel guilty for taking a mind-altering drug so I can deal with the feelings I'm having about leaving

Jack  Henry—especially  after  everything  I  went  through  with  my  mom's  addiction.  But  I  need  an

escape from the torment in my head. It's a temporary fix—I knew that when I took it—and I have no

idea how I'll cope with my feelings once I'm home without the effects of the medication to help me. 

It kills me to admit it, but I think I might understand how my mom's addiction started. I see how the

path might be an easy one to follow when all you can see is darkness. This is a huge red flag for me. 

I'll love Jack Henry until I draw my last breath, but I won't allow myself to walk the same path as my

mother—no matter how tempting. 

Our grueling flight from Sydney lands at LAX and I immediately notice the distinct smell of Los

Angeles—fuel  and  smog—when  our  jet  bridge  attaches.  It's  the  same  odor  that  caught  my  attention

when we connected here with our flight to Australia three months earlier.  Wow. That was such a

different time in my life. 

We  fight  our  way  out  of  the  crowded  terminal  and  find  Addison's  parents  waiting  for  us  at

baggage claim. She's going home for two weeks to spend time with them before she comes back to

Nashville. This means I'll be alone in our apartment for the next fourteen days. I'm not so sure that's a

good thing. 

The Donavons welcome their daughter with open arms—and me too. They love me like a daughter

and I think about how perfect it could've been if I'd fallen in love with their son instead of a man who

never wants to see me again. My relationship with Ben could've gone much differently. Who knows

what  might  have  happened  between  us  had  I  not  stumbled  upon  Jack  Henry  McLachlan  in  that

bathroom hallway? But I did, and it isn't possible for me to be sorry about it. To regret meeting the

man I love would be to wish him away, and I can never do that. The excruciating pain I feel in my

heart is worth even the briefest time we had together. 

Addison looks at me like we'll never see one another again. "I really wish you'd come with me. I

hate to see you go home like this." 

"I'll be fine, Addie." She has no idea how experienced I am with finding ways to cope when life

has  treated  me  a  little  too  cruelly.  "My  mom  would  be  really  disappointed  if  I  didn't  come  home

today." 

"Yeah…but promise me you won't spend the next two weeks sitting in the apartment thinking about

him." 

"I promise I'm not going to do that," I lie. I fake a smile to reassure her. "I'm jumping head first

into my music as soon as I'm back. It'll be a good distraction." 

"You know I don't believe you." She's wearing that look I hate so much. Pity. Grrr. 

"I'm not breakable, Addie. I'm a tough cookie. Yes, I'm sad about leaving him but I'll get over it. 

It's not the end of the world." Lie. Lie. Lie. There's something wrong with me. I can't even tell

my  best  friend  how  shattered  I  am.  Why  am  I  not  able  to  let  anyone  in?  Except  Jack

Henry…he's the only one in this world who has broken through, who knows the real me. 

"We'll talk every day while I'm gone." She squeezes me tightly as we say goodbye and whispers

in my ear, "I'll need to know you're okay." 

I hate the way she makes me sound—like I'm self-destructive. It pisses me off. "Shit, Addie! My

life isn't over because I'm not with him. Yes, I'm going to miss  Lachlan." I wish I didn't have to call

him  that  with  her.  "Missing  him  is  okay—it's  normal—but  it  doesn't  mean  I'm  gonna  lie  down  and

die." The words sound really good coming out of my mouth. I wish they were true. 

She's  smiling.  I  think  that  means  she's  pleased  by  my  feisty  retort  but  she  doesn't  realize  she's

poking an unstable beast with her invisible stick. "Good. That's exactly what I needed to hear from

you." 

"I'll be okay." 

"I just needed to know post-Lachlan Laurelyn isn't going to be like post-Blake Laurelyn." 

Psst. Post-Blake Laurelyn has nothing on post-Jack Henry Laurelyn but I can't let her know that so

I'll have to get my shit together before she comes back to Nashville. "No worries, Addie." 

"I feel marginally better about letting you go home alone now, but I meant what I said about talking

every day." 

She looks relieved. Did she really buy what I'm selling? Damn, I'm better at this than I thought. 

When we part ways, I'm left by myself. Again. Like always. 

While waiting in the terminal, I decide to check in. "Hey, Mom." 

"Hey, baby girl." Something about those words always puts me at ease. 

"I just wanted to let you know we made it fine. I'll be boarding for Nashville in about an hour, so

I'll need you to pick me up around one." 

"I'll be there. I can't wait to see you and hear everything about your trip." Dammit! Am I going to

admit that I went to Australia and fell in love with a man I'll never see again? 

"I can't wait to see you, either." I don't think I have a choice. Every moment of my three months in

Australia practically revolved around Jack Henry. I won't have much to share if I don't tell her about

us. "We have a lot to talk about, Mom." 

"I have things to tell you too." Uh-oh. That statement could only precede what my mom thinks of as

good news. I really don't need more shit at this point in my life and I'm positive I don't want to hear

about whatever it is before I board this flight. "Okay. You can surprise me after I'm home." 

"Sounds like a plan." 

I end the call and my mind immediately spins with all the things she might tell me. She sounded

really happy. It's gonna be something about him. I know it is, without a doubt. She was too giddy for

it to be anything else. 

For the first time in my life, I'm not pissed off at her for being so in love with him. I understand it

now—how she can still be so consumed by him after all these years. Is that what I can expect the rest

of my life to be like? I'll never forget the love I have for Jack Henry. Never. 

My  mom  has  been  forced  to  look  at  me—the  child  she  shares  with  the  man  she  loves—almost

every day for twenty-three years. I make it impossible for her to forget him, especially since I'm his

mini-me all the way down to his brown hair and light brown eyes. Not an ounce of my mom's blond

and green. 

Maybe living without Jack Henry won't be as bad for me since I won't have his child as a daily

reminder of what we once had. The thought reminds me of what he told me the first time we talked

about birth control. I don't want you leaving here with my ankle-biter in your belly. That night

feels like a million years ago. 

He  doesn't  think  so  now—because  he's  trying  to  be  selfless—but  one  day  he'll  marry  another

woman and give her his children. Margaret will see to it. I'm certain of it. And the thought breaks my

heart because I want to be the one to have his babies. 

Oh, shit—my birth control pills. I remember taking them out of the nightstand drawer. Did I leave

them  on  the  bed?  I  was  so  distracted  throwing  things  into  suitcases  before  Jack  Henry  could  come

home for a lunchtime romp. Stupid, you told yourself to not forget them and you did anyway. 

There's nothing I can do about it now. I'll run by the pharmacy as soon as I get home. I'll be two

days behind by the time I'm able to get my hands on another pack. Taking more than one at a time is



gonna make me feel blah—that extra dose of hormones always does that to me—but it should at least

keep me from being pregnant. Maybe. 

I look at my phone in my hand and I can't help myself—I have to see his face now that I don't have

Addison interpreting my every move. I look at the first picture I ever took of Jack Henry. It's the one

where he's driving us to Avalon, the top down on the convertible after we went into town for condom

shopping.  I  giggle  aloud  as  I  remember  my  shock  at  seeing  how  many  he  bought.  I  look  around  the

terminal  to  see  if  anyone  is  looking  at  me  like  I'm  crazy.  I  don't  care—maybe  I  am  a  little  on  the

mental side. If I'm not today, I have a feeling I will be before much longer. 

I disembark in Nashville and see the top of my mom's blond head in the distance. She's tall so she's

easy to spot and I'm relieved to see she's alone. I almost expected her to have him with her, although

deep down, I knew it was an unrealistic possibility. 

She wraps me in her arms and I realize I need her in a way I never have before. I long to tell her

everything about Jack Henry. I want her to reassure me that it's all going to be okay. Even if it's a lie, 

I'm desperate for her to tell me I'll go on and one day be fine without him. 

"Mmm," she groans as she squeezes tightly. "I'm happy to have my girl back." 

"I missed you, Mom. It's good to be home." 

She  steps  back  but  holds  on  to  my  hands,  stretching  my  arms  to  study  me.  "You  look  different, 

Laurie." 

She has no idea how different I am from the girl she saw three months ago. "I'm tanned." 

"Yes, you got a lot of color, but that's not it." 

I don't know what she thinks is physically different about me. It's not possible for her to see the

pain in my heart. "You're right. There's a lot that's different about me now." 

"And I can't wait to hear all about it. How about a late lunch? You can tell me everything." 

"Sure. Sounds great." 

She takes me to my favorite Mexican restaurant and my mouth begins to water when I smell the

spicy aroma coming from the kitchen. It's a hole in the wall but the food is authentic. I've missed it. 

Since  it's  midafternoon,  they're  not  busy  and  we  take  our  usual  booth  in  the  corner.  "Laurie,  I  have

some wonderful news." 

I  guess  that  means  she's  going  first  and  what  I  have  to  say  about Australia  and  Jack  Henry  will

wait until she's finished. "Okay. I'm listening." 

"It's  about  me  and  your  dad."  She  looks  ecstatic  so  I'm  guessing  he's  given  her  some  sort  of

attention or sign of affection. If that's what this is about, she's pathetic. And I'm following right in her

footsteps. "You know he came to see me while you were in Australia…" 

"Yeah. You said he wanted to meet me." 

"And he did. He still does. But things between us have changed while you've been away. We've

reconnected." 

Reconnected. That translates into one thing: she's sleeping with him again and judging from that

stupid grin on her face, she couldn't be happier about it. "What about his wife?" 

I can see that she doesn't care much for me asking about Mrs. Beckett. "He doesn't love her. He

might have very early in their marriage, but that was a lifetime ago." 

And  that's  why  he's  married  to  her  instead  of  you.  "And  I  guess  he  always  loved  us  and  it  was

agony pretending we didn't exist for the past twenty-three years." 

I'm being a total bitch and I should stop. I'm certain I'd be as big a fool if Jack Henry showed up in

my life years down the road. It probably wouldn't matter to me if he was married. I'm sure I'd crawl

into  his  bed  if  he  asked  me  to.  "I'm  sorry,  Mom.  That  was  a  terrible  thing  for  me  to  say.  I'm  really

happy for you. I hope he gives you everything you've wanted all these years." 

Our conversation is one-sided. I listen to her go on and on about my father, as though she's my best

friend from high school talking about her boyfriend. It's uncomfortable. I don't want to hear about my

mom doing a married man—or any man at all—even if he is my father. 

She never once mentions Australia, so I don't, either. This is just another fine example of the way

my mom puts herself before everyone—except him. He will always come first. 

I needed her to act like a mother today—to listen and guide me—but as usual, I'm playing the role

of her confidante. And it hurts. "You know what, Mom? I'm really exhausted after my flight. Can you

take me to my apartment and we'll talk about this later?" 

"Of course, baby." 

But she doesn't wait until later to talk about him. She continues telling me things I don't want to

know about their relationship and I stare out the window trying to drown out the things she's saying. 

My phone alerts me to a text message. Addison. 

*Make it home ok?*

I quickly thumb a reply as I ignore the things my mom is saying about my dad. 

*On way to apt now*

There's almost no delay in Addison's response. 

*Love U. Call if U need anything.*

Maybe  I  should've  gone  home  with  her  instead  of  coming  back  to  Nashville.  I'm  definitely

rethinking that decision as Jolie goes on and on about her affair with Jake Beckett. 

*U2 & I will. But I'm ok.*

I couldn't resist adding that last part. 

My mom helps me with my luggage and I immediately notice how stagnant the apartment smells. 

I'll need to open windows tomorrow and air the place out. 

Thankfully, Jolie doesn't stick around. I've heard way more than I want to about her and my sperm

donor. 

I  shut  the  door  after  she  leaves  and  the  clicking  sound  of  the  deadbolt  confirms  I'm  completely

alone. I lean against the door and look around. Nothing has changed. The brown leather sofa is right

where we left it pushed against the wall. The beige carpet still looks freshly vacuumed. But one thing

has  changed—I'm  not  the  same  person  I  was  when  I  was  here  last.  I  had  no  idea  what  it  was  to

desperately love or to be devastatingly hurt. Now, I know both. 

I don't know how long I stand there with my back pressed against the front door. It could've been

seconds, or maybe hours. Elements of time are indistinguishable in the dark place I've entered without

Jack Henry in my life. 

At some point, I become a pathetic pile on the floor, my cheek pressed against the cold ceramic

tile.  I  squeeze  the  tip  of  my  nose  because  it's  freezing  and  I  shiver  against  the  cold  March  wind

blowing through the open space at the bottom of the doorjamb. I sit up to look out the window. It's

getting dark, so it's only going to get colder as the sun goes down. 

I switch on the heat but decide the best way to warm up is a shower. I turn the water to full-blast

hot  and  the  bathroom  quickly  fills  with  steam.  I  adjust  the  temperature  and  step  under  the  warmth

pelting down. It feels good against my weary body but does nothing to ease my mind. All I can think

about is each and every time Jack Henry was in the shower with me. I remember the way he made me

feel when he worshipped my body. I'm desperate to feel that way again but I never will. And I don't

know how I'll deal with that. 

When  I  finish  showering,  I  dress  in  one  of  Jack  Henry's  T-shirts  that  I  stole—the  one  he  was

wearing before we went to bed together for the last time. I bring it to my nose and inhale deeply. I fall

into bed because exhaustion has become my master. I will spend the night alone for the first time in

more than two months. It's a strange feeling, and I don't like it. 

Jack Henry would've already gone to bed without me for the first time. I can't keep myself from

wondering if he missed me as he lay next to my empty spot. Did he wake and reach for me before he

remembered I was no longer there? I wish I knew if he lost any sleep over me. 

I feel the tears coming and I can do nothing to hold them back. I'm alone so there's no reason to try. 

A scream threatens to burst from my throat. I bury a pillow over my face to muffle it because I don't

want to alarm the neighbors. I kick my legs against my mattress like an irate toddler. I'd be admitted to

the loony bin if anyone were to witness my mad fit. But it needs to come out. I'm in so much agony. 

He  could've  asked  me  to  stay  but  he  didn't.  I  told  him  I  loved  him  and  he  couldn't  say  it  back. 

That's because it would've been a lie, and pretending is one thing we didn't do. 

I can't help myself. It's one lie I wouldn't have minded at all. 


***




No brunettes. I can never see another one without thinking of her. Laurelyn has ruined all of them for

me. Forever. And she's ruined me as well. That's why I'm drunk off my arse in this hotel bar. I have to

be if I'm going to do the only thing that might make losing her less painful. Find number fourteen, take

her upstairs, and fuck her until I drive Laurelyn out of my head. 

I  was  plastered  five  shots  ago,  so  now  I'm  on  shot  number  oblivion.  I  toss  it  back  and  slam  the

glass on the counter. "Another." The bartender gives me a sideways glance as he's deciding if he'll cut

me off, so I reach into my wallet and drop a fat bill for him. "I said another." 

I turn around on the barstool to begin my search. I have the hotel room. All I need now is a woman

who doesn't recognize me. Number fourteen. 

I scan the room like I always do and begin by taking inventory. I see a few decent-looking blonds, 

maybe a redhead or two, but none of them hold a candle to her. No one ever will. 

I've lost the only thing that ever made me feel alive. 

My  thoughts  drift  to  the  place  in  my  head  where  only  Laurelyn  resides,  so  I  don't  notice  when

someone takes the seat next to me. I'm brought out of my trance when I hear her voice. "Waiting on

someone?" 

I turn to the voice's owner and see an attractive blond with chin-length hair set in loose curls, her

bright blue eyes displaying no recognition of who I am. Probably midthirties. Maybe closer to forty

and dressed like a professional in  a  sheath  dress  and  fitted  jacket.  She's  just  my  usual  type.  Before

Laurelyn. 

I shake my head. "No one in particular. Just here to find a little company." 

She smiles. "Me too. Maybe we can keep each other company." 

Because I'm drunk, I have no reason to think I'm going to put this out there in an appealing manner. 

I don't know. Maybe I want to fuck it up so she'll blow me off. "I'm not your normal kind of company. 

I have very specific requirements for the women I date. The first of which is that I won't tell you my

real name and I don't want to know yours. Honestly, I really only want to fuck and have a little fun for

a few weeks and then I never want to see you again." 

I wait for the slap or for her to get up and leave, but neither happens. "My, my. Aren't we a direct

one?" 

"I say what's on my mind because I don't have time for silly games." Isn't that what I told Laurelyn

after she asked me if I was missing my filter? 

"Okay." 

What? Really? She's saying okay to that shit? "You're up for it?" 

"Sure. You're hot and I need a distraction." 

"A distraction from what?" 

"The  man  I  love."  She  glances  down  at  her  drink  as  she  sloshes  it  around.  "He  doesn't  feel  the

same. What's your deal?" 

I  won't  talk  about  the  one  I  love  with  another  woman,  especially  not  one  I'm  about  to  have

meaningless sex with. Even I know that's not right. 

"No deal. I'm just not into commitment or contact after I'm finished with a woman." 

"I respect your honesty." She swallows the last of her girly drink. "You want to go upstairs?" 

"That's why I'm here." I throw back my shot and get up from the stool. I'm a little unstable so she

reaches out to steady me. 

"You okay?" 

I work to get myself straight so I don't blow this because it's what I need. It's what I have to do to

get her out of my mind. "Yeah. I'm good. We don't have to stop for a room. I've already got one." 

We  ride  the  elevator  to  the  third  floor.  I'm  shocked  I'm  able  to  find  the  room  because  I'm  so

wasted. She has to take the keycard to open the door because I'm too uncoordinated to slide it in and

pull it out. Let's hope that doesn't apply to my cock. 

We go into the room together and I play tag with the walls before falling backward onto the bed. I

close  my  eyes  for  what  feels  like  a  second  and  when  I  open  them  again,  the  nameless  blond  has

stripped down to her knickers and bra and is straddling me. 

She reaches behind to unfasten her bra and then takes my hands and puts them on her breasts. They

look good, but even drunk, I still know they're fake because they don't feel anything like Laurelyn's. 

Damn! I can't even get her out of my head when I have two palms full of tits. 

She leans down to kiss me and I turn my head so that her mouth lands on my jaw. She makes no

haste in trailing kisses down my neck. I shut my eyes because I don't want to look at her. 

She unbuttons my shirt and tells me to sit up so she can pull it off. I do as she says and then I fall

back onto the bed again. Her hands slide up and down my chest. "I'm glad I stumbled upon you. You

are super-hot." 



Her mouth starts at my upper chest and makes its way down to my stomach. She tugs to open the

button of my trousers and then pulls the zipper down. I'm drunk as fuck, but I somehow manage to get

it up. "Well, well. It could be a happy birthday for me after all." She tugs until all my clothes are a

rumpled  memory  on  the  floor. After  she  finishes,  she  pushes  her  knickers  down  and  kicks  them  to

where her dress is lying in a puddle. 

She climbs back on top of me and produces a condom from somewhere. I assume from her own

supply since she hasn't asked me where mine is. I hear her tear it open and then feel her hands rolling

it down over me. I reach up to rub my closed eyes because all I can see is Laurelyn in the pitch black

behind my lids. Dammit! I want to forget her and I know this is the way, so why is it not working? 

Why am I still seeing her? Missing her? Loving her? 

I  feel  the  blonde's  hand  around  me  and  know  she's  going  to  slide  onto  my  cock  any  second  if  I

don't stop her, so I jerk up in the bed and shove her off. "I'm sorry. I can't do this with you." 

I get up and start dressing as she stares at me. She says nothing and when I'm fully clothed, I don't

glance in her direction. "The room is paid for. You can stay if you want." 

When I'm outside the door, I take my mobile from my pocket but it isn't Daniel I call. I want to talk

to my brother; I need him. "Evan, I need you to come get me." 

"Do you know what time it is?" he grumbles. 

"No, and I don't give a shit. Come pick me up at the Langford." 

I get into the passenger side of my brother's kiddie-hauling SUV. He takes one look at me and shakes

his head as he begins laughing. "You look like shit." 

Just what I need to hear. "Fuck you." 

He looks me over. "What the hell have you been doing?" 

I stare out the window. "I don't want to talk about it." 

"Well, then why did you call me to come get you at this time of night if you didn't want to talk? It's

not like you don't have Daniel on salary to drive your drunk arse home." 

I'm starting to regret calling him. I don't know what I was thinking. "Maybe I should have." 

"Yeah,  that's  right.  Maybe  you  should  have."  He  pulls  out  onto  the  street  in  the  direction  of  my

apartment. "When did you get back into town?" 

"Today." 

"Mum's going nuts trying to get you. She's dying to know what happened with Laurelyn." I don't

reply. "That's what all of this is about, isn't it? You asked her to stay and she told you no." 

"You're wrong." 

"Then what happened?" 

It hurts to say it. "She left without telling me goodbye." 

"Fuck! That bitch is cold." 

"Don't call her that," I warn my brother. "You don't know anything about the way it went down." 

"Does it matter if she fucked off without telling you so much as kiss my arse?" 

"Yeah,  it  sort  of  does  matter.  It  makes  all  the  difference  in  the  world.  We  had  a  complicated

relationship topped off with a stupid misunderstanding." 

"How complicated could it be? She was here for three months. You hung out, had a good time, and

she went home." 

I can't believe I'm about to tell him the truth. Maybe it's because I'm drunk. I don't know. "It was

much  more  than  that.  We  had  an  agreement.  She  didn't  know  my  real  name.  I  didn't  know  hers.  She

was supposed to be my companion for three months until she went home. I insisted, and she agreed, 

we'd never have contact again once she was gone. But things didn't go according to plan. I found out

her  first  name.  She  found  out  my  whole  name.  She  told  me  she  loved  me  but  I  was  too  stubborn  to

hear  her  because  I'm  a  fucking  idiot.  She  couldn't  tell  me  goodbye  and  I  let  her  get  away  without

telling her how I felt." 

"So, you find her and tell her." 

He thinks it's so easy. "That's sort of hard to do when you don't know the full name of who you're

searching for." 

"Bro, that is messed up. Why would you do that?" 

Evan doesn't get what my life is like. He walked away from the vineyards and chose a simple life

with a nine-to-five job so he could have Emma. "Because women love rich men. I grew tired of being

used. I've been doing this for years and it's always worked out fine. Until Laurelyn." 

"She didn't know who you were or that you had a shitload of money?" 

"Not until I brought her home with me after Dad got sick." 

"Mum is going to be so pissed off. She was already planning your wedding and naming your kids." 

He didn't have to remind me. "I know. She fell as much in love with Laurelyn as I did." 

"So did my wife and kids. Celia still talks about her. Mila probably would if she could talk." 

I can't believe I'm about to ask him this. "How did you know Emma was the one?" 

He  hesitates  and  I  wonder  if  he's  going  to  tell  me.  I  can't  say  I'd  blame  him  if  he  refused.  "You

can't use anything I tell you against me. I mean it. No throwing this shit up in my face later because

you think it's funny." 



"No, man. You have my word." 

"We'd  dated  for  several  months  but  had  broken  up  over  something  stupid.  I  saw  her  out  with

another guy. I don't know how to describe the way it felt. Hurt. Sick. Pissed off. Desperate. And that's

just the short list. All he had to do was look at her and I wanted to choke the shit out of him with my

bare hands." 

I think of how I'd been out of my mind with jealousy the past three months. I wanted to beat the

hell out of Ben Donavon, Swinger Chris, and Blake Phillips. "Yeah, that sounds more than a little bit

familiar." 

"Jack,  you  don't  always  know  the  true  worth  of  a  woman's  love  until  it  becomes  a  memory." 

That's pretty deep stuff coming from my little brother.  "Nothing speaks louder than your heart. 

Listen to what it's telling you. You don't need me to tell you how you'll know if she's the one." 

"My heart's not telling me anything. It's screaming in desperation to find Laurelyn and tell her how

much I love her." 

"Bro, you're a rich fucker. Call out the bloodhounds and go get your girl. She can be found for the

right amount of money." 

Evan's right. Laurelyn can be located for a price, and I know just the guy for the job. 

It's  late,  but  I  don't  care.  I  take  my  mobile  out  and  dial  the  familiar  number.  "Callaghan

Investigations." 

"Jim,  it's  Jack  McLachlan.  I  have  a  job  for  you,  and  it's  a  big  one.  Do  you  have  a  current

passport?" 

The  doorbell  rings  and  I  open  my  eyes,  cursing  the  sunlight  that  mocks  me  through  the  window.  I

reach my hand out as I've done every morning for the last week and find the spot next to me empty. 

Even after a full week, I'm still not used to finding her gone. 

My head pounds after getting so smashed last night, and the zealous ringing of the doorbell isn't

helping matters. I want to yell for the person to stop and go away but I know raising my voice will

only make things worse. The nightstand clock glows 7:18. Granted, this is sleeping in for me, but who

the  hell  would  be  at  my  apartment  this  early  on  a  Saturday  morning?  No  one  knows  I'm  in  Sydney

except Evan, so it can only mean one thing. He told Mum, and now she's here to jump my shit because

he still thinks it's funny as hell to get me in trouble with her. That's what I get for calling that little

fucker. 

I open the front door and Margaret McLachlan storms past me. Oh, fuck! This isn't going to go

well. "Please come in, Mum." 

"Don't give me your smart-arse mouth. I've been trying to reach you all week and you've avoided

my calls. It's a shame I had to hunt you down like this just to find out what happened." 

"It's harvest time. I don't have to tell you how busy things can get." 

"It's  been  days  since  Laurelyn  was  scheduled  to  leave  and  I  haven't  heard  from  you.  I've  been

about to lose my mind wanting to know what's gone on, but since you've been avoiding me, I'm fairly

certain I can guess. You screwed it up with her, didn't you?" 

And here we go. "Yes. I messed up." 

She puts her hands on her hips and looks up toward the ceiling as she sighs loudly. "She told you

that she loved you?" 

How could she know that? Is she guessing? "Yes." 

"And what did you tell her in return?" She's giving me that look like she's going to strangle me if I

don't give her the answer she wants. I hope my neck is prepared for the wringing it's about to receive. 

"I didn't tell her anything." And then I fucked her. 

She seems surprised by my lack of response for Laurelyn's confession of love. "Oh. Then it seems

I owe you an apology. I went to see her a few weeks ago at Avalon. She told me she loved you—and

I thought you felt the same—so I encouraged her to tell you. I wouldn't have done that if I'd known you

didn't have feelings for her." 

"But I do, Mum. I love Laurelyn very much." 

I see the confusion on her face. "Then I don't understand. Why did you not tell her and ask her to

stay? It would've been the perfect opportunity." 

I doubt she's going to take this well. "I don't date women who say those kinds of things so I was

caught off guard. I thought about it night and day for a week and I was finally able to admit to myself

how I felt. I was on my way to tell her about my feelings, to ask her if she'd stay, when I discovered

she was gone without a goodbye. Mum, she left without knowing that I love her." 

Her expression tells me she isn't pleased. "I don't understand. It's been a week. Why have you not

gone after her? Or at least called to declare your love?" 

This is it. I can't lie my way out of what happened with Laurelyn. More importantly, I don't want

to anymore. I despise lies and pretending; they cost me the woman I love. 

Fuck, Mum's gonna be pissed. "I have to tell you something and you're not going to be happy

with me about it." 

She's glaring at me. "I'm quite put out with you already, son." 

"I know, and it's about to get worse." I feel like a kid again, fessing up about something juvenile. 

Only  this  isn't  juvenile.  It's  adult  and  very  serious.  "When  Laurelyn  and  I  began  dating,  we  had  no

expectations  of  ever  becoming  more  than  a  temporary  relationship.  We  both  knew  she  was  in

Australia  for  three  months  so  we  agreed  to  date  and  have  fun  together  during  that  time.  No  strings

attached." 

She looks annoyed. "You've already told me that." 

I brace myself for the worst. "I did but that's not all of it. I didn't tell her my real name when we

met. I didn't want her to know because I didn't want contact of any kind with her after our relationship

ended. Using an alias was the one way I could ensure she wouldn't track me down afterward. She was

pretty pissed when I first told her what I wanted, but she eventually agreed. Since she didn't know my

real name, she chose to not tell me hers." 

"Laurelyn isn't her name?" she asks, her expression puzzled. 

"Laurelyn  is  her  first  name.  I  accidentally  discovered  it  when  her  friend  let  it  slip,  but  her  last

name, Beckett, is an alias. She never told me her last name." 

I can almost see my mum's brain in action as she pieces everything together. "But you brought her

home to meet us and she called you Jack Henry." 

"There was no hiding my identity when we came to see Dad at the hospital, so I told her the truth

about myself later that night," I explain. "From that moment on, she knew everything about me." 

"But you never thought she was important enough to ask her last name?" She's raising her voice at

me. "Even after she knew who you were?" 

I hesitate in answering because she isn't going to like my response. "Her last name didn't matter to

me because I didn't intend on changing our plans just because she knew who I was. I didn't love her

then." 

"Bullshit!" she yells at me. "You were in love with that girl when you brought her into my house. I

knew  it  the  minute  I  saw  the  two  of  you  together. And  she  was  so  obviously  in  love  with  you.  She

might not have told you yet, but you'd have to be a fool to not see it." 

I can't argue with her assessment because I've most certainly been a fool. 

I prop my arms on the cold granite countertop and lean over, closing my eyes. I'd like to put my

head  down  against  the  cool  to  see  if  I  can  find  some  relief  because  it  hurts  like  a  motherfucker.  "I

chose to not see it because I didn't want to fall in love with her." 

"But you did anyway." 

"Yeah, I did, and she left without saying goodbye, before I could tell her." 

"I  can  not  believe  you,  Jack  Henry!"  Mum  picks  up  her  purse  to  smack  me  several  good  times. 

Hard. She's the only mother I know who would use her handbag to beat her thirty-year-old son. "She

lived with you and shared your bed and you never asked her last name?" She draws back and whacks

me again. Shit! She's really mad. 

I don't deflect the purse flying at me because it's her way of releasing her anger. It's really sort of

humorous, but I'd never make the mistake of laughing at Margaret McLachlan when she's in one of her

fits. "That poor girl must've been so hurt. I can't say I really blame her for slipping away without a

goodbye. I'd have probably done the same thing if I'd told a man I loved him and he stared blankly at

me." 

"I didn't stare blankly at her." 

"Then what did you do?" 

I  hang  my  head  in  shame  with  the  thought  of  how  I  fucked  her  afterward.  "You  don't  want  to

know."  I  go  to  the  drawer  where  I  keep  the  medicines  so  I  can  get  something  for  my  headache.  "I

know  how  stupid  I've  been,  Mum.  But  I'm  gonna  make  it  right  with  Laurelyn.  I  know  lots  of  other

things about her life that will lead us to her." 

"Who's us?" 

"I've  hired  someone  to  go  to  the  States  to  find  her.  A  private  investigator."  I  leave  off  the

particulars about my extensive use of his services and why I know he'll find her for me in no time at

all. 

"You should be the one to go after Laurelyn. It'll mean more to her if you do," she argues. 

"I wish I could, but I don't have the necessary skills to track her down." 

"Son,  I'm  not  sure  finding  her  is  going  to  be  your  biggest  problem. You've  hurt  her  in  a  terrible

way. She may not forgive you, so it might be smart to prepare yourself for rejection." 

The  thought  of  Laurelyn  rejecting  me  is  painful  but  it's  a  reality  I  can't  ignore.  "I'm  going  to  do

everything in my power to make it up to her because I hate what me without her looks like. I'm going

to win her back, and when I do, I'm never letting her go again." 

I  think  she  suspects  what  I'm  implying  but  I  decide  to  clear  it  up  for  her  so  there's  no

misunderstanding.  "I  don't  want  to  ever  spend  another  day  without  Laurelyn.  When  I  find  her,  I'm

going to ask her to be my wife." 


***




I stand in front of the mirror and look at myself. I look like hell. 

I smudge coverup under my eyes to disguise the dark circles but there's no hiding the misery there. 

No amount of makeup is going to camouflage that. I pointlessly sweep some blush across my cheeks, 

but it only makes my face appear more sunken and my eyes bigger. I don't have to get on the scales to

know I've lost weight. If my face doesn't prove it, my loose clothes do. 

My  food  situation  is  almost  nonexistent  but  I  can't  make  myself  go  grocery  shopping.  It  doesn't

matter anyway. I can't eat. The pizza I ordered two nights ago is still sitting almost untouched in the

fridge. A few bites—that's all I could force down before it almost sent me running to the bathroom. 

That's what I'm reduced to. I miss him so badly, the misery of being away from him makes me sick. 

I  know  I  can't  continue  like  this.  I'm  still  waiting  for  it  to  get  better.  Come  on,  it  has  to  get

better at some point, right? 

I've survived almost two weeks without Jack Henry. It's day twelve I've been without his touch, 

without  hearing  his  voice,  without  feeling  him  next  to  me  in  bed  at  night.  It  hasn't  been  easy.  If  I'm

being  truthful,  it's  been  the  worst  hell  I've  ever  experienced  in  my  life—well  beyond  any  pain  I've

ever felt before. 

My mother has begged me all week to come over to see her—and my father. She's so happy about

being reunited with his married ass. Even having not been taught how wrong it is to be with a married

man, I still know it's not right. The only good part of her obsession is that she's been too wrapped up

in him to come by to check on me. 

I sigh as I finish my makeup and assess the situation. It's a poor one, I'm afraid. I look miserable

and I'm certain Blake is going to believe it's all for him. It sickens me to think of seeing him today, but

I  can't  hide  in  this  apartment  for  the  rest  of  my  life.  I  have  a  career  that  requires  attention.  My

manager, David, was very clear when he told me to get my ass straightened out and down to the label

to salvage what career I have left. It's either do as he says, or he's dropping me. I can't allow that to

happen. 

I recall his words and want to puke. Laurelyn, you kiss Blake's ass or whatever it takes to make

this right. 

Nothing is going to make this right. It sickens me further that my future and career is dependent on

Blake Phillips. He holds the power to ruin me if he tells the right industry people that I walked out on

him during the recording. No one will care about the circumstances leading up to why I did it. 

I  make  the  drive  to  the  studio  and  sit  in  my  car  for  a  few  minutes  gathering  my  thoughts—and

strength—before I get out. It's not Blake I'm nervous about. It's the idea of reentering my old life, my

life before Jack Henry. I'm overwhelmed by the thought of entering that building because it feels like

I'm going backward. I hate it. 

I  look  at  his  picture  on  my  phone,  stroking  my  finger  over  his  five  o'clock  shadow  and

remembering how stubbly his face would feel at the end of the day, especially by the time he came to

bed. Oh, how I miss its roughness against my face. My stomach. My inner thighs. My…

I have to stop this. As much as I'd like to, I can't sit in my car outside the studio and mind-fuck

Jack Henry all day. 

I take a deep breath and straighten my shoulders before I walk into the building leading to my past. 

I'm waiting for the elevator when I feel a presence behind me. I know it's him—Blake. I don't have to

look to know but I pretend I don't realize anyone is there. He doesn't say a word and I wonder if it's

because he didn't know I was coming and he's shocked to see me. I hope he's speechless because he's

ashamed of what he did to me. 

When the doors ding open, I step inside and he follows me. We're alone in the small space. Thank

God it's only for the brief ride up to the twelfth floor because the tension is suffocating. 

My eyes are locked straight ahead and I say nothing. I see him in my peripheral vision, blatantly

staring at me, but I don't acknowledge him. I pretend he's invisible—because that's what he is to me. 

"Laurelyn," he says as he reaches for my arm. I step back so he misses it. "Don't be this way. I've

missed you." 

I escape him through the opening doors without uttering a word. We'll speak soon enough when

I'm  forced  to  talk  to  him  about  our  recording  contract—and  I  will  talk  business—but  I  refuse  to

address personal things or our past. As far as I'm concerned, there's nothing to discuss. 

David  is  waiting  in  the  studio,  and  he  crosses  the  distance  between  us.  Despite  his  anger,  he

embraces me. "Laurelyn, I'm very happy you came. I wasn't sure you'd show but I'm glad to see you're

here." 

It's good to see David. He has been a presence in my life for a long time and I've missed him. He

knows nothing about the things that occurred between Blake and me, and that's the way I plan to keep

it. I don't want him to be disappointed in me for jeopardizing my career by becoming involved with

my producer—married or not. 

Word of my return travels fast and people are in and out of the studio to see if the rumor is true. 

I'm  greeted  by  those  I  once  saw  on  a  daily  basis,  but  then  the  dust  settles  and  there's  business  to

discuss. 

I  count  on  David  to  handle  the  details  for  me,  and  he  does  like  the  beast  of  a  manager  he  is.  In

under an hour, there's an agreement reached. Things went well—better than I could've ever imagined

—and tomorrow, we'll return to recording the album I walked away from four months ago. 

Perhaps  Blake  carries  some  guilt  for  what  he  did  to  me  and  that's  why  he  was  so  willing  to

negotiate with us. Even I have to admit that he didn't have to do that; I was the one in breach of our

contract. 

As I'm waiting to catch a ride down, I'm feeling pretty shitty about having just sacrificed myself

and everything I believe for the sake of making my dreams come true. But it's the viciousness of the

industry. Sometimes we have to do things we don't want to do in order to get ahead. I just have to get

through this recording and then hope I never have to lay eyes on Blake Phillips's ass again. 

I  step  into  the  tiny  space  that'll  take  me  to  the  ground  floor.  Blake  follows  again,  and  there's

nothing I can do but ride down with him. We're alone, but I don't expect him to stand there and say

nothing while he stares at me. He slithered in here for a reason. 

"I'm glad to have you back." 

Oh, hell to the no. "Let's be crystal clear about one thing. You don't have me back. Not like that." 

"I just meant that I'm happy you're home in Nashville where you belong instead of halfway around

the world wherever you were." 

Who is he to think he knows where I belong? "I was nine thousand miles away and it still wasn't

far enough away from you to suit me." 

He  runs  his  finger  down  my  arm.  I  used  to  love  when  he  did  that,  but  now  it  makes  me  sick. 

"Laurie, don't be that way. You missed me. I know it and you know it." 

I look him dead in the eyes for the first time. "You're wrong." 

He smirks and I want to throat punch him. "You thought going away would get me off your mind

but that didn't happen, did it?" 

I  start  laughing  because  there's  no  possible  way  to  avoid  finding  this  asshat  anything  but

ridiculous. "I was only in Australia for six hours before I met a real man. I spent three months with

him and I assure you that you weren't on my mind while he was fucking me hard and making me come

over and over." 

I see the lust in his eyes as he closes in on me. He forces me into the corner and presses his body

against mine. "Well, it'll be impossible for him to fuck you hard and make you come from wherever

he is, so it looks like you'll be needing another man for that job." 

Is  he  seriously  suggesting  he'd  be  the  man  to  do  that?  "You  have  someone  you'd  like  to

recommend? Because you sure never fucked me hard or made me come once." 

We reach the ground floor and he's forced to release me before he can respond—or retaliate. The

doors slide open not a second too soon and I quickly scramble out. I don't have to look to know he's

hot on my heels. His presence behind me is like a bad feeling I can't shake. 

I unlock my car with the keyless remote but he's on me before I can get inside. He grabs me from

behind  and  pulls  me  against  him—just  like  Jack  Henry  would,  except  much  rougher.  I  can  feel  that

he's hard for me, and it's sickening. I look around the parking garage, hopeful someone might see what

he's doing. "Are you crazy, Blake? Anyone could see you doing this. There are cameras everywhere." 

His mouth is at my ear and I feel his breath on my skin. My hair stands on end at the back of my

neck; my scalp prickles. "I don't care if anyone sees us, Laurie. I've missed you so much and I made a

decision while we were apart. I'm ready to leave Beth so we can be together." 

The hell he is. "No, you're not." 

"I am. I swear." 

"No, Blake. You don't understand. I didn't say that because I didn't believe you. I said it because I

don't want you." 

His hold on me tightens and he kisses my neck. "I want you, Laurie," he pleads. "I didn't realize

how much until I didn't have you in my life. Please, don't make the mistake of ending us before we've

had a chance to be happy together." 

"This  is  insane. You're  talking  to  me  like  we  broke  up  over  a  simple  indiscretion. You  have  a

wife and she wasn't the transgression—I was. Not to mention that our whole relationship was based

on a lie." 

"Baby, I have faults. I'm not perfect." 

"Don't call me baby." Jack Henry is the only one I want calling me that. "And no husband

and father should ever refer to his wife and children as faults." 

He turns me around to face him. "All of this is about him—that Australian bastard I talked to on

your phone. He's the reason you're blowing me off—because you still want him." 

"I will always want him." 

Blake's face changes and is no longer soft or wanting. It's angry. "Do you want him more than you

want your career?" 

I think he's threatening me, but I want to hear him say it. "What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Exactly what you think it means. You know how easily I can end you, so you have two choices:

either come back to me or your career is over. Simple as that." 



I stare at him, astonished. I can't believe he's capable of such a ruthless threat. He says that he's

giving me two choices but that's horseshit and we both know it. He's trying to bully me back into his

bed. It infuriates me so much that I have a knee-jerk reaction—as in I jerk my knee up into his balls as

hard as I can—and he's instantly face down on the concrete of the parking garage. 

I jump into my car and slam my hand down over the lock because I don't know where his head's at. 

My hands are shaking so badly, I fumble to get the key into the ignition. My old Honda roars to life

and I feel a streak of something—maybe strength—and decide I'm not finished with Blake yet. 

I want to run over him but decide that probably isn't the best idea, so I lower my window instead. 

"You can take my songs you're holding hostage—along with our contract—and shove them all up your

ass. And when you get your balls out of your gut, sue me for breach of contract so I can tell the world

what a cheating, lying little prick you are. And a fucking lousy-ass lay. As in terrible!" 

I leave half the rubber of my tires behind as I spin out and immediately begin to panic. 

What did I just do? 

Who am I kidding? There's no mistaking it—I just killed my career. 

I thought I'd hit rock bottom before but I couldn't have been more wrong. This place I now reside is

one level of hell below it. 

I walk like a zombie through my apartment until I reach my bedroom and fall backward onto my

bed. I sigh as I stare at the ceiling and watch the oscillating blades of the fan, thinking about how they

remind me of my life. Each blade is chasing the one in front of it but it's a fruitless race. None of them

will ever catch up to the one ahead. The story of my life. I chase the happiness right in front of my

face but it always outruns me, no matter how fast I am. 

I lie like that for a while before I eventually drift off. I have no idea how long I've been asleep

when my phone wakes me with the "Jolene" ringtone. Fabulous. Jolie Prescott is exactly what I

need right now. 

I  contemplate  letting  it  go  to  voicemail  but  I  know  she'll  only  continue  to  call.  Persistence—it's

one of her gifts. "Hi, Mom." 

"Laurie, I've been waiting all day for you to call with an update on your meeting with David and

Blake. Why haven't I heard from you?" 

It was a mistake to tell her I was meeting with them. I don't want to talk about this right now, but

she's  not  going  to  give  me  a  choice.  She  never  does.  That's  another  one  of  her  talents  but  it  doesn't



mean I won't try to get out of it. That's one of my skills. 

"It's a long story and I don't really want to talk about it right now. Maybe we can get together a

little later and discuss it." 

"That means it didn't go well. Please come over. We need to talk about this so we can get a game

plan on where we should go from here." 

I love that—where we should go from here. She had a real presence in the industry at one time

and knows the ins and outs of how things work. Maybe she'll have some ideas on which direction I

should go because I damn sure don't know which end is up at this point. 

But I'm not going if her lover boy is hanging around. "He's not there, is he?" 

"No, Laurelyn. He's not here." She says it like she's annoyed I don't want to be around him. 

"Okay. I'll be over after I change." 

I end my call and pull on jogging pants that read LOVE across the ass—the very same ones Jack

Henry enjoyed shoving to my knees when he bent me over the arm of Ben's couch. I don't care how

old or gray I get, I will always carry that memory with me. But just in case, I'm gonna write it down in

a journal so my nurse can read it to me if I get Alzheimer's. I might not remember it was me in the

story, but I'll think some lady sure got lucky. 

And yet, I don't need a journal to record our story. Every song I write from here on out will be

about Jack Henry. That's how our tale will go on and on forever—through my music. 

He will always be every song I sing. 

I find my mom in her living room. Her home is humble, its decor simple. Most of her furnishings are

from  bargain  stores,  so  I  wonder  what  the  famous  Jake  Beckett  must  think  about  it  while  he's

slumming. 

She takes one look at me and I can tell by her expression that she thinks I look like hell—because I

do.  She  hasn't  seen  me  in  two  weeks,  so  I'm  certain  my  weight  loss  and  the  dark  circles  catch  her

attention. 

"Laurelyn  Paige!  What's  happened  to  you?  Have  you  been  sick?  Did  you  catch  something  while

you were on your trip?" 

I sure did. It's called being lovesick. I would expect her out of everyone to recognize this look. 

"I'm not sick, Mom." 

"Then, what has happened to you?" 

I walk over and fall onto the couch next to her. I seem to have no grace these days. All I do is fall

and plop. 

I  don't  know  where  to  start  with  everything  that's  happened.  My  life  is  one  big  mistake  after

another—except for Jack Henry. He's the only thing that's been right in my life. Ever. "I guess I should

begin by telling you why I went to Australia." 

She doesn't know about my relationship with Blake. I kept him a secret from her because I knew

she'd discourage our relationship. She would've told me it was a bad idea to get involved with my

producer. And she'd have been right. 

I can see that she's not happy when I tell her about our liaison, but she doesn't say anything, so I

move straight on to my trip. And my Jack Henry. My face involuntarily smiles just by saying his name. 

It's impossible to not beam at the sound of it coming from my mouth. 

I think I see her soften as I describe the love of my life and how I feel about him. I leave off most

of the details about our arrangement, except the one where we agreed our relationship was over once

I  left.  I  add  a  white  lie  and  tell  her  the  decision  was  based  on  the  impossibility  of  a  long-distance

relationship rather than the fact that he never wants contact with me again. 

The thought brings tears to my eyes. It was so easy for him to let me walk out of his life. I told him

I loved him and he couldn't tell me the same. Because he didn't want me. 

When I finish giving her the PG version of my time with Jack Henry, I move on to my meeting with

David and Blake. She seems pleased with what I'm saying, but then it all comes to a screeching halt

when I get to the part where I undescended Blake's testicles for him. 

I get up from the couch and pace the floor. I totally expect her reprimand for my actions—the ones

that  will  likely  kill  my  career—but  she  surprises  me.  "That  bastard  threatened  to  ruin  your  career

while he pinned you to your car? Kicking him in the nuts is the least of what he deserves to have done

to  him.  What  he  tried  to  do  to  you  is  blackmail,  which  is  illegal,  so  don't  you  worry  about  a  thing. 

We'll take care of this." 

Who's we? Is she referring to me and her, or her and the sperm donor? 

I suddenly hear a man's voice, and it's angry. "Who pinned you against your car and threatened to

ruin your career?" 

I jump from the sovereignty in the voice. When I look toward the commanding speaker, I see Jake

Beckett standing in the doorway. I know my eyes must be huge by the bizarre way he's looking back at

me. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you." 

I don't say anything as he cautiously walks toward me, like I'm a skittish animal ready to run at any

moment. He doesn't take his eyes from me, staring at my face. He looks mesmerized. As badly as I

want to, I can't take my eyes from his, either. It's like staring into a mirror. I never knew we were this

similar. 

He reaches out to place his hands on each side of my face. My initial reaction is to pull away, but

I can't. I crave this man's affectionate touch for a reason I can't identify. "My God, you look just like

my sister. It's amazing." 

I've  spent  most  of  my  life  hating  this  man  for  what  he  did  to  my  mother  and  me.  He  got  her

pregnant  while  he  was  married  to  another  woman  and  then  pretended  we  didn't  exist.  He  threw  us

away like trash. I hate him for it and every moment he could've made my life easier but chose not to. 

I hate you. The words dance on the tip of my tongue. I want to say them—or maybe scream them

—so I can see the look on his face. I want to hurt him the way he's hurt me all of these years. 

When  he  finishes  looking  at  me,  he  takes  his  hands  away  and  uses  them  to  pull  me  into  a  tight

embrace. My face is pressed into his shoulder but it doesn't stop the words I'm determined to say. "I

hate you," I weakly whisper as I halfheartedly push against him, but he only grips me tighter. 

"You  can  tell  me  you  hate  me  as  much  as  you  like,  but  it  won't  change  how  much  I  love  you, 

Laurelyn." 

I want to tell him how painful it's been to feel unloved and unwanted by him my whole life and

how  it  directly  affects  the  way  I  view  every  man  I  interact  with.  Instead,  I'm  shocked  by  what  I'm

feeling. This isn't at all the reunion I'd planned in my head. All the years of anger I've felt for this man

melt away because he's my father and he's holding me for the first time. I regress to that little girl who

dreamed and prayed he'd want me because I was worth loving. 

"I can never tell you how sorry I am for being absent from your life. But I promise you that it will

never happen again. The world is going to know that you're my daughter because I love you." 

I  never  needed  the  world  to  know  I  was  Jake  Beckett's  daughter. And  I  sure  don't  need  them  to

know now. I don't want his free pass into the music industry. "No. I don't want anyone to know." 

"I don't understand." 

I'm sure he doesn't. Most people wouldn't. "I don't want my success based on the fact that I'm Jake

Beckett's daughter. I want to make it because I'm a damn good musician. If you announce that you're

my father, I'll never know if I was good enough to succeed on my own." 

I  can  tell  he  doesn't  like  it,  but  that's  really  too  bad.  "I'll  do  whatever  you  want,  Laurelyn.  Just

promise me I can announce it after you've proven yourself." 

I'm  not  in  a  place  where  I'm  anxious  to  make  promises.  "Let  me  make  it  first,  and  then  we'll  go

from there." 


***




I've  spent  the  last  week  at  my  apartment  in  Sydney  because  I  thought  I'd  lose  my  mind  if  I  stayed

another  day  at Avalon.  Laurelyn's  memory  haunts  me  every  place  I  look.  There  isn't  a  place  on  the

vineyard  that  I  don't  see  her,  but  my  bed  is  the  worst.  I  won't  let  Mrs.  Porcelli  wash  the  sheets

because I want to lie in them and still smell Laurelyn next to me. 

How desperate is that? 

My decision to come to Sydney was ultimately a good one. Although the whole number-fourteen

thing  was  a  huge  mistake,  it  opened  my  eyes  to  what  needed  to  be  done,  so  I  can't  regret  it  in  that

aspect. But in every other way, it was the stupidest decision I'd ever made. I don't know why I thought

anything could drive Laurelyn out of my head. Amnesia couldn't erase her from my brain. She's etched

there forever. 

My time hiding out at my apartment has come to an end. It's time for me to return to Avalon. I can't

neglect the vineyard during the harvest any longer. 

I'm almost ready to leave when my phone rings, my brother's name on the screen. It's early yet. I

immediately  worry  something  has  happened  to  Dad  because  Evan  would  never  call  me  so  early

otherwise. "What is it?" 

"Nothing's  wrong.  I,  uh…was  just  wondering  if  I  could  come  by  and  talk  to  you  for  a  minute

before I go to work?" 

This is strange—not like my brother at all. And he doesn't have to be at work until much later, so I

know something's up. "Sure." 

"I'm leaving the house now so I'll be there in about fifteen minutes." 

I take one look at Evan after he arrives and I return the compliment he gave me a week ago when

he picked me up at The Langford. "You look like shit." He doesn't retaliate and that's when I know

that whatever is up with him is serious. "What's going on, bro?" 

"I just need to talk to somebody." 

"Okay. I'm somebody, so shoot." 

Evan rubs his hand across his chin and that's when I notice he hasn't shaved—in a while—which

isn't  like  him  at  all.  But  it  isn't  like  me,  either,  and  I'm  sporting  the  same  unkempt  look  on  my  face

right now. "It's Em. She's pregnant again." 

I don't know what I was expecting, but that definitely wasn't it. From the looks of him, I thought it

would  be  something  more  dire.  "Oh.  Well,  I  guess  congratulations  are  in  order,  but  I'm  a  little

surprised. I didn't think you were planning on more kids." 

He  laughs  but  doesn't  appear  at  all  amused.  "We  weren't.  She  left  her  birth  control  pills  at  the

house when we went away on that little weekender a couple of months ago. We thought we'd be okay

if she caught up on them after we got back. We were wrong." 

"How does Em feel about it?" 

"She's happy—and already talking about it like it's a boy. She's always thought I wanted a son, but

I never cared if we had one or not. I'm crazy about my girls." 

He  doesn't  have  to  tell  me  how  much  he  loves  his  daughters  and  Emma;  they're  his  world.  He

could've had all the money and luxuries I have, but he turned his back on it for his family. "So you're

not happy about a new baby?" 

"No, I'm not. And I'm a selfish motherfucker for feeling the way I do." He draws a deep breath and

releases it slowly before he begins to pace my living room floor, hands on each side of his head. This

is a new look for him and it has me worried about the reason behind his conflict. 

I don't know if I'll be able to help him, but I can listen, even if I can't offer advice. "You can tell

me what's on your mind and I won't judge you. I mean, hell…look at what I've been up to for the last

four years. It's not like I've been tightening my halo. I'm in no position to pass judgment." 

He sits on the couch and leans over, head in his hands. "I feel like I just got Emma back. Mila has

practically  been  attached  to  her  tits  for  the  past  year.  Twelve  damn  months  is  a  long  time  for  your

wife  to  have  a  kid  milking  her  day  and  night.  Bro,  it's  the  worst  kind  of  cockblock.  I  feel  like  a

bastard for wanting my kid to lay off her food source so I can get a fuck." 

Wow. Those are some words I'll never get out of my head. I could've done without hearing that. 

"Two months. That's how long Mila's been weaned, and it's been great. Both kids are out of our

bed and in their own rooms. I've finally been able to fuck my wife in our bed instead of sneaking off

to do it quietly on the couch when she doesn't have a kid sucking on her like a leech. But now there's

going to be another one coming along to get between us." 

Fuck! I'm never sitting on their couch again. 

I don't know what to tell him. I have no advice about this situation. "It sounds like you better get

crackin'.  You  have,  what…seven  months  before  it  gets  here?  I'd  stock  up  for  the  winter  while  I

could." 



"But that's another thing," he grumbles. "Emma always has preterm labor and gets put on pelvic

rest, so it's going to thwart me months before it even gets here." 

Damn. My little brother has me feeling sorry for him. "Does Mum know yet?" 

"Yeah.  We  told  her  last  night.  She's  thrilled  beyond  words.  She  wasn't  expecting  to  get  another

grandchild until you found Laurelyn and knocked her up." 

Until I knock Laurelyn up. There was a time when hearing something like that would've caused

me  to  lose  it,  but  not  today.  I'm  no  longer  afraid  of  what  life  would  be  like  with  a  family.  I'm  way

more  afraid  of  what  it  would  be  like  without  one—but  particularly  without  Laurelyn.  I  know  she

wants  babies  and  I  plan  on  giving  them  to  her—as  many  as  she  wants,  any  time  she's  ready.  I  very

much look forward to putting them inside her. 

"It'll be okay. I'm sure you and Emma will make it work just fine with another kid." 

"I  know  it'll  be  okay.  I'm  just  panicking  because  this  one  wasn't  planned.  I  feel  like  I've  lost

control  and  I  don't  like  it.  God,  you  must  think  I'm  a  total  dickhead  for  calling  my  own  kid  a

cockblocker." 

"I told you I wouldn't judge—and I won't—because I don't know how I'd feel if it were me in your

shoes. And we both know you'll love the little cockblocker." 

I wish I were freaking out about Laurelyn being pregnant. At least that would mean I had her with

me. 

"Jack, you're going to find Laurelyn and then it'll be you in these anxiety shoes because you don't

want to give up that special time with her." 

"I hope I get the chance to panic over it. I really do." 

I park the Sunset in the garage and find Mrs. Porcelli in the kitchen. "Mr. McLachlan, it's good to see

you back. I trust your visit with your family went well?" 

I wish I'd gone to Sydney for a casual visit, but that's not what sent me there. I went for entirely

different reasons I didn't wish to discuss, so I lie. "Yes, everyone is well and I had a nice visit." 

"Oh, that's good. I can get you some lunch if you're hungry." 

"Thank you, but that won't be necessary. I stopped at a little café a couple of hours ago." 

As I'm walking out, Mrs. Porcelli calls my name. "Mr. McLachlan?" 

I turn and see a look of uncertainty in my housekeeper's eyes—as if she's searching for the right

words to say to me. "Yes?" 

She's wringing her hands like she's nervous. My curiosity is piqued. "I didn't know if I should say

anything, but I decided I thought you had the right to know." 

I  wait  for  her  further  explanation  but  she  doesn't  give  me  one.  Whatever  this  is  about,  she  isn't

wanting to tell me. "What is it?" 

"I was cleaning your bedroom and found something of Laurelyn's under the bed. I placed them on

your  nightstand  because  I  didn't  know  what  to  do  with  them.  Throwing  them  in  the  trash  didn't  feel

right." 

Ah! A pair of Laurelyn's undies must've fallen under the bed during one of our naughties. I'm sure

that's what has this little gray-haired lady blushing crimson. 

"Thank you for letting me know." 

I  smile  as  I  walk  the  hall  toward  my  bedroom.  Those  will  be  a  nice  little  memento  to  have. 

Hmm…I wonder which pair it'll be? I find myself hoping that it's the white lace ones. I took those off

her the day we made love the first time—instead of fucking—the day she told me she loved me. 

I can see from the doorway that it's not the white lace ones; these are colorful. And folded into a

tiny  rectangle.  I  can't  recall  her  ever  wearing  knickers  like  those,  so  I  cross  the  room  for  a  better

inspection.  It  isn't  undies  at  all.  It's  the  decorative  cloth  pouch  that  houses  Laurelyn's  birth  control

pills.  I  slide  the  foil  package  out  and  confirm  what  I  suspect.  This  is  the  pack  she  would've  been

taking when she left. 

I sit on the bed, holding it in my hand. Does this mean she's going to be pregnant? It only took Em

missing two days—not half a pack. 

I go to the living room and grab my laptop before I dash back to the bedroom. I don't even know

what  to  search.  My  fingers  are  trembling  as  I  type  what  happens  if  you  stop  birth  control

midpack and hit enter. I choose the first result since it looks like a medical site. I scan the article

reading a lot of things I don't understand, but then I come upon a heading called "Increased Chance of

Pregnancy."  That  I  can  understand,  so  I  read  because  I'm  anxious  to  see  what  it  says:  There  is  a

sudden increase in the risk of pregnancy when you stop the pill midmonth. The hormone

levels change quickly by stopping the pill in the middle of the cycle, and this can increase

your chances of conceiving. There may be some women who think they are protected for

the whole month even if they stop early, but this is not true. You are only covered and

protected while taking the pill on a regular, everyday basis. 

Fuck! Does Laurelyn know this? Does she understand what missing these pills could mean? I have

no way of knowing, and I can't ask her because she's not here. 

Jim's been in the States looking for her for five days. He's phoned daily with updates but that's not

enough now that I know she could be pregnant. I'm dying here; I need him to find her already. 

I take my phone from my pocket and dial. "Mr. McLachlan…" 

I  don't  have  the  patience  to  hear  anything  except  that  he  knows  where  she  is.  "Did  you  find  her

yet?" 

I already know he hasn't. He would've notified me immediately if he had; he has strict instructions

to  call  the  moment  he  has  her  whereabouts.  "No,  I'm  sorry,  Mr.  McLachlan.  There  is  no  housing  in

Nashville  registered  under  Addison  Donavon,  and  the  one  I  found  this  morning  wasn't  Laurelyn's

friend." 

"You're certain? She could be lying." 

"The  girl  was  still  in  high  school  and  her  mother  wasn't  happy  about  me  being  at  their  house

asking about her daughter. There's been no new activity on any of Addison's social networking since

she posted the day she left Australia. It's like she's dropped off the face of the earth." 

One roadblock after another. We found out a few days ago that Laurelyn had dropped her service

with her cellular provider, so our best lead was no lead at all. We don't know why she did it, but I

have  a  sneaking  suspicion  that  Blake  Phillips  is  the  reason  behind  it.  I  keep  imagining  him  chasing

after Laurelyn now that she's returned to Nashville, and the thought makes me crazy. I'm back to that

place where I want to choke the life out of him. 

"So,  what's  your  plan,  Jim?"  I  really  need  him  to  tell  me  he  has  a  new  strategy  since  finding

Addison has proven fruitless. 

"I understand you wanted him to be a last resort, but I recommend going to see Blake Phillips. It

seems like a waste to run all over California looking for Addison when I have him so close." 

I'm  going  to  be  sick  if  she's  with  him.  Maybe  I  wanted  him  to  be  a  last  resort  because  I'm

paralyzed with fear every time I think about her being with him. 

I want to see his reaction when Jim questions him about her. I need to read his face and response. 

"I want you to video your meeting and send it to me immediately." 

Jim doesn't hesitate. "Absolutely, sir." 


***




Wow. I'm driving home in a daze because I have a dad and he wants to ruin the man who threatened

me. He said Blake Phillips wouldn't be able to find a job bagging groceries in this town when he's

finished  with  him.  The  thought  makes  me  happy,  until  I  remember  that  he  has  three  little  kids

depending on him. As much as I'd like to see Blake crawl on his belly like the snake that he is, I can't

live with the guilt of being the reason behind any misfortune for those children. It's not their fault their

dad is a total skeezer. Which is why I asked Jake to do nothing where Blake is concerned. 

I park in my usual spot outside the apartment and sit staring at the door. I don't want to go inside. 

Being alone for the past couple of weeks hasn't been good for me. It's given me too much time to think

about how much I miss Jack Henry. 

I'm  startled  out  of  my  trance  when  I  hear Addison's  ringtone.  "Waddup,"  I  cheerfully  answer.  I

hope she can't tell how phony I am. 

"Hey, girl. What are you doing?" 

Addison's  called  to  check  on  me  every  day—sometimes  twice.  She's  been  very  attentive  for…

well,  for  Addison.  I've  never  seen  her  so  concerned.  I  think  her  feelings  for  Zac  have  given  her

empathy—something I'm not certain she was capable of in the past. "Umm, I just got home from my

mom's." 

"How'd that go?" 

I hadn't had enough time to process Jake Beckett, so it wasn't something I was ready to discuss, 

especially  over  the  phone. And Addison  is  going  to  have  a  come-apart  when  she  finds  out.  "It  was

fine." 

"What about your meeting with your record pro-doucher?" 

I can't help but laugh every time I hear Addie call Blake a pro-doucher. The name is so fitting. 

"It went great. He was very cooperative—until he followed me out to my car and basically held me

down while he threatened to ruin my career if I didn't come back to him." 

I hear Addison huff. "Did that fucker hurt you?" 

"Nah! You know I'm a tough bird. He scared me a little, but it's more likely that I'm the one who

hurt  him.  I  don't  think  he'll  be  needing  a  vasectomy  any  time  soon.  I  can  say  with  a  fair  amount  of

certainty that my knee probably busted his balls." 

Addison cackles. "I'm really glad to hear you racked 'em good for him, but what does that mean

for your career?" 

I sigh deeply before I admit where I stand, as if it'll make it sound better. "It means I've lost it all

—everything I've worked so hard for—and  I'll  have  to  start  over. All  because  I  refused  to  have  an

affair with a married man." 

"But that's not fair!" she yells and almost bursts my eardrum. "You can't walk away with nothing. 

He should at least have the decency to give you back your songs." 

She didn't see the fury on his face. "That's not going to happen, but it's okay. Really. He can hold

my songs hostage if he wants. I still own half so he can't give them to anyone else. And I have new

material that's way better than any of my old stuff." 

"That's because all of them are about him." 

I don't have to ask whom she's referring to. "They are, but they're honest and from my heart." 

"Then they'll go platinum ten times because fans know when it's real. They'll get what he means to

you. I just wish he would." 

Me too. 

"I have good news." Her words are cheerful but her voice lacks its usual pep. "At least I hope you

think it's good. I'm coming home tomorrow. Cleve has an audition for me and says it's mandatory that

I'm back on Thursday for it." 

Thank  goodness.  I  don't  think  I  could  go  on  being  alone  in  the  apartment.  "I'm  thrilled  you're

coming home, but you don't sound excited." 

"The audition is with a band and I won't be lead vocalist." Not being lead could definitely be a

problem for Miss Front and Center. "I'll have to share it with a dude." 

"Those  kinds  of  bands  are  doing  really  well  in  country  right  now.  It's  sounds  like  a  great

opportunity," I encourage. "Would I know them?" 

"Southern Ophelia." 

"Damn,  Addie.  They're  hot  right  now.  Like,  really  hot.  I  can't  believe  one  of  their  vocalists

walked away in the middle of all that success. That's crazy." 

"Maybe,  but  it's  not  what  I  want  because  it's  not  my  style.  I  just  don't  see  me  being  happy  with

sharing the spotlight. You know I love being the center of attention. It sounds like a great gig, but the

whole thing is so rushed. Heather quit last week and they're scheduled to cut an album next month, so



it won't give us long to mesh. After that, we'd be hitting the road for six months to promote the album." 

Addison was no spotlight sharer, but Cleve was right in thinking this was a good move for her. As

such,  it  was  my  job  to  encourage  her.  "Addie,  that  sounds  like  exactly  the  opportunity  you  need  to

give  your  career  a  huge  jumpstart.  Cutting  an  album  and  going  on  the  road—that's  huge. And  who

knows? You could love singing with a guy." 

"I'm gonna hate it. I just know it." 

Always the pessimist. "There are worse things." 

"I'm sorry, Laurie," she apologizes. "It's really insensitive of me to be whining to you after what

happened with Blake." 

Frankly,  I'm  a  little  shocked  by  her  consideration.  Her  relationship  with  Zac  seems  to  have

changed her in a very positive way. "It's sucks but I'll be okay." 

"I  know,  but  I  haven't  been  very  considerate  of  your  feelings.  I've  been  a  shitty  friend  and  I'm

sorry. I swear I'm gonna make it up to you." 

I accept Addison the way she is and I don't expect her to make anything up to me. "You haven't

been a shitty friend. You've called every day—sometimes twice—to make sure I'm okay." 

"We both know I could do a lot better." 

She  wasn't  the  only  one  who  could  improve.  "I'm  the  one  who  moved  out  on  you  to  live  with  a

man I barely knew." 

"Because of what my brother did to you. And I took his side. I'm so sorry." 

Agreed. She definitely should've supported me more on that. "It's okay. It all worked out for the

best. Living with Ja…Lachlan for those two and a half months was the best experience of my life." 

"How are we ever gonna get over those Aussie men?" 

"I have no idea, Addie." And that is the honest-to-God truth. I don't know how I'll ever be able to

give up the love of my life. 

I'm helping Addison sort her laundry—all humpteen bags full—when I see her take a gift bag from her

suitcase. "I bought something for you while I was in Cali—not that you couldn't get them here—but I

knew it was something you wouldn't buy for yourself." 

Some people are natural-born gift givers. They love giving because it makes them feel good. But

Addison isn't one of them, so I'm interested in seeing what would spurn spontaneous gift-buying. "You

didn't have to get me a gift." 

She's beaming, so I see she's proud of herself. "I think I did. Because I'm pretty sure you need this. 

A lot." 

I take the box from the bag and instantly feel heat rise to my face. No she did not. I stare at the

purple vibrator through its plastic packaging and I know that she did. 

"It's purple—your favorite color." She swipes the package from my hands and takes it out when

she sees I'm not going to. "This thing is fantastic, Laurie. Look what the tip can do. It swirls." 

That's  not  natural.  "I've  never  seen  a  penis  that  swirls  or  twirls  or  has  bright-colored  beads

rotating at the base." Of course, I've only spent time with a couple of them, but if any man's dick did

tricks, it would've been Jack Henry's. I'm sure of it. "It looks like it has a gumball machine in it. If it

starts lighting up, I gonna swear it's a kids' toy." 

She rolls her eyes. "Trust me—this isn't child's play. The swirling and rotating is what makes this

rock." She points to a phalange-looking probe thing. "This is the magnificent part." 

I think I'm frightened. "What the hell is that thing?" 

"A clitoral stimulator." 

Good grief. "You've got to be kidding me." 

She's laughing as she shakes her head. "Oh, no. I would not kid of such things. This little beauty

will make you come in under a minute. I guarantee it." 

Under a minute? Shit! 

I  see  an  attached  probe  and  I'm  scared  to  ask,  but  curiosity  has  set  in.  I  touch  it  as  I  ask,  "And

this?" 

"An anal probe." 

I  jerk  my  hand  back,  as  though  the  probe  might  have  already  been  used.  I  make  a  face,  one  that

tells her I'm grossed out. "I'm not putting that in my ass!" 

"You don't have to. This baby works just fine without it. I know it's a bit much, so I bought this

beginner for you also. It's called a Bullet." She takes out a shiny little silver gadget and places it in

my hand. It looks a lot less intimidating than the purple trick penis with gumballs dancing in the shaft. 

The Bullet definitely seems more my speed. 

Addison  has  never  made  it  a  secret  that  she's  the  ultimate  sex-toy  expert.  She's  made  a  lot  of

comments in the past about how I should try them, but this is the first time she's brought me the goods. 

"When you had to leave Lachlan, you gave up all those great orgasms cold turkey." Yup. "You  need

this, Laurie. And trust me—these are the best gadgets out there." 

"You would know." 

She points the purple vibrator at me. "There are a lot of reasons you need this, and not all of them

have  to  do  with  Lachlan."  It's  still  weird  hearing  her  call  him  that.  "Orgasms  keep  your  girly  parts

healthy. And having an orgasm will help you sleep, which, by the looks of you, I'm certain you haven't

been doing." 

There's the old Addison. "Thanks a lot." 

She shrugs, as if she can't help herself. And she probably can't. "I'm just sayin'…" 

At  least  she  doesn't  blow  smoke  up  my  ass.  "Thank  goodness  I  can  always  count  on  you  to  say

whatever's on your mind." Perhaps I'm a little too sarcastic because she cuts her eyes at me. 

"It's  a  medically  proven  fact  that  orgasms  release  endorphins.  That  means  they  can  help  with

migraines. How many did you have when you were in Australia? Migraines, I mean. Not orgasms." 

I couldn't count the multitude of orgasms I had with Jack Henry if my life depended on it. "One." 

"And when did you have it?" 

I hadn't moved in with Jack Henry yet, so it was very early during our visit. "It wasn't long after

we got there." 

"See? You started having regular orgasms with Lachlan and your headaches went away." 

Jack Henry! Not Lachlan! I want to scream it out loud. 

But she's right. My migraines were happening increasingly more often before I went to Australia. 

Except  for  the  one,  they  disappeared  entirely  while  I  was  with  him.  I've  never  gone  that  long  in

between occurrences. "You're right. I didn't have another migraine after I moved in with him." 

"See? Orgasms are a physical necessity and should be prescribed by your doctor for good health. 

There's  no  reason  you  shouldn't  be  having  at  least  one  a  day.  Personally,  I  recommend  three. You

brush  your  teeth  three  times  a  day  to  keep  them  healthy.  Shouldn't  your  vagina  be  in  tip-top  shape

too?" 

Is she serious? "You mean to tell me that you use your vibrator three times a day?" 

"Yeah.  It's  been  working  overtime  since  we  left Australia,"  she  giggles.  "And  I  bought  an  extra

just in case I wear it out. Damn, I miss Zac." 

Addison  and  I  have  been  best  friends  for  four  years,  and  I've  come  to  know  that  she  will  never

understand the concept of TMI. "What's the plan with him?" 

"Girl, I'm so confused about what I want. I mean, I'm not confused about wanting him. That much I

know. I've never loved anyone the way I love him." She's biting her perfectly manicured thumbnail. 

It's an unfamiliar sight. "He's asked me to come back to Australia. Indefinitely." 

She's crazy about him. I can't believe she hasn't hopped a plane headed back to Oz already. "You

came here to audition for this band. Does that mean you're taking the job and not going back to be with

him?" 

"I don't know what I'm gonna do. I'm not sure I can up and leave my entire life behind to move to

Australia for a guy I've known three months. That's crazy talk, right? My whole life is in the U.S. My

parents. My career. You." She looks as though she might burst into tears. "What would you do?" 



I  love  my  family  and Addison,  but  there's  not  a  shade  of  doubt  in  my  mind.  I'd  be  on  the  first

Aussie  bird  I  could  find  if  Jack  Henry  called  and  asked  me  to  come  back.  Maybe  I  feel  that  way

because I no longer have a career, but I wouldn't even take the time to pack a bag if it meant I could

be back in his arms sooner. "He wouldn't have to ask me twice." 

"I wish I had your confidence. I'm just so unsure…of everything." 

It's easier to be confident in answer to a question I won't hear. Jack Henry will never ask me to

return to Australia. I'll never have to choose between him and my career because I have neither. And

it's a cruel reality to face. 

I  wake  to  the  sound  of  a  knock  on  my  bedroom  door.  Addison  slowly  eases  it  open.  "Are  you

awake?" 

"Yeah," I lie as I push myself up to a sitting position. Last night was a bad one for me. I tossed and

turned most of the night, thinking about Jack Henry. There's no way I've been asleep for more than a

couple of hours, but I don't want Addison to feel bad about waking me. "What's up?" 

She walks over and sits on the edge of my bed. "I never went to sleep last night." 

My contacts are out so she looks blurry, but I can see the troubled expression on her face. "Are

you worried about the audition?" 

"No way. I couldn't care less about that. It's Zac. I can't stop thinking about us and how bad I want

to go back." 

I can't believe her. If she loves him the way she says, she shouldn't stick around here and let him

slip away. "Then do it. Stop being miserable and go." 

"You really think I should?" 

I wouldn't hesitate. "Absolutely. You love him and that's not going to go away." I know that much

from experience. 

She  reaches  for  my  hand  and  squeezes  it.  "I'm  gonna  do  it,  but  I  want  you  to  go  to  that  audition

instead of me." 

Has  she  lost  her  mind?  That's  not  the  way  things  are  done  in  the  music  industry.  I  don't  get  to

decide I'll go in her place. "I can't show up for your audition." 

"Yes, you can. Get up and get dressed. You have an hour." 

"No. No. No, I can't do that." Can I? 

"They're expecting a female vocalist. That's what you are—and a great one. They won't care about



the  details  after  they  hear  you  sing. And  it's  actually  a  pretty  perfect  situation,  if  you  think  about  it. 

They need a singer who can play guitar. You need a job. Problem solved." 

It's been over two weeks since I sang or played. "I haven't rehearsed." 

"Choose something familiar like…'What Hurts the Most.' You've been performing that song longer

than we've known each other. It's one of your best and you can knock it out of the park without even

warming up." 

She's right. It's always one of my best performances. It could work. 

Gah!  Am  I  really  considering  this?  "We  both  know  this  stunt  is  nuts.  Even  if  they  like  my

voice, this is unprofessional. And desperate. They'll tell me to get lost." 

"I'll  go  with  you.  We'll  act  like  I'm  there  for  the  audition  and  you're  there  to  support  me.  We'll

swap places at the last minute." 

She makes it sound so easy—and so hard to say no. "I'm gonna do it. What do I have to lose at this

point?" 

"Nothing." 

She's right. When you have nothing, there's very little for you to lose. "I have to get ready." 

We're called back into a studio and I'm nervous as hell. This isn't me trying out for some mediocre

band playing small clubs. These guys are doing it big time. 

Addison introduces herself and I stand back as she drops the bomb. "I won't be the one auditioning

today." She gestures over her shoulder. "She's here to sing in my place." 

There's  a  brief  moment  of  silence  before  the  guy  I  recognize  as  the  vocalist  speaks  up.  "I  don't

think  so—that's  not  how  things  work  around  here. Addison  Donavon  is  the  person  we're  expecting. 

That's who our agent lined up, so there are no exceptions. We don't play tag team." 

I knew this was a bad idea. I'm on the verge of turning around to walk out the door but Addison

isn't  ready  to  cave.  "My  manager  arranged  this  audition  for  me  before  I  knew  I'd  be  leaving  the

country.  Doesn't  it  seem  ridiculous  to  let  this  audition  go  to  waste  when  what  you  need  is  standing

right here in front of you?" 

"We're  not  looking  for  a  second-rate  replacement."  It's  obvious  who  the  leader  is  here  by  the

spokesperson: Mr. Perfect Blond Locks with earrings and tatted forearms. 

"That's  not  what  you  have  here.  She's  an  incredible  vocalist  and  musician.  She  plays  by  ear—

guitar  and  piano."  As  much  as  I  appreciate  Addison  listing  my  virtues,  I'm  beginning  to  feel  like

something of a charity case. I despise it. 

"No. She doesn't have a scheduled audition so she doesn't get to play or sing unless her manager

arranges it." Fat chance of that happening since David dropped me after the Blake incident. 

The arguing continues like that—back and forth—until I finally interrupt. "It's okay, Addison. Let's

go." 

"No! It's not okay." She turns back to the one she's been arguing with. "You're messing up big time

if you let her walk out of here." 

This is humiliating, and I refuse to stand here being discussed like I'm not present while Addison

pleads for me. I lift my guitar case from the floor and walk toward the door. "Gentlemen, I'm sorry for

any inconvenience I may have caused and I wish you the best of luck in finding the perfect vocalist." 

It's my polite way of telling them to kiss my ass as well as code for Addison to shut up and come on. I

may be a smidgen on the desperate side, but I'll be damned if I'm gonna beg. I may not have a job or

the man I love, but I still have my pride. This band of nitwits isn't going to rob me of that. 

"Have a wonderful afternoon," I say with an edge of venom as I turn for the door. And may your

crotches be infested with the crabs of a thousand whores. 

"Wait." 

I stop as I'm almost out the door and look back to see which one of these jackoffs is talking to me. 

It's the leader again—the tall one with the Keith Urban hair. He's lounging back in his chair and asks

the other band members, "Should we let the little lady entertain us?" 

Damn, he's smug. "Don't do me any favors." Yeah, I know. I shouldn't get smart with these guys but

I can't help myself. They're pissing me off in a bad way, acting like I'm at their mercy. 

The  guy  drumming  pencils  against  the  desk  starts  laughing.  "She's  a  feisty  one.  That  could  be  a

good sign." 

Blondie motions for me to come back, but my feet don't move. "Come on and show us what you

can do." 

I'm not quick to jump at his request. I don't want to look desperate, so I paste on my best poker

face and walk casually back toward them. My guitar case thuds atop the conference table and I take

out my mom's worn guitar. I slide the strap over my head and move to a vacant stool. 

"What's your name?" 

I think it's best that I don't use my real name since I'm in contact with my father now. There's no

way of knowing what'll happen when his relationship with my mother goes public—and I'm sure it's

only a matter of time before that happens. Those kinds of things don't stay buried forever, and I can't

risk an association with him that might identify him as my father. 

I'm put on the spot to come up with a name—just like the night Jack Henry asked me who I was. I

immediately think of using "Paige Beckett," but that alias would defeat the whole purpose of avoiding

a  connection  to  my  paternity.  "Laurelyn  Prescott,  but  I  plan  on  using  Paige  McLachlan  as  my  stage

name." 

I see Addison jerk her head around to look at me. She has to think I've flipped my wig. I'll have to

come up with something to tell her. Later. Right now, I have three guys I have to win over with my

voice. 

"I'm Charlie." He's the lead vocalist, the one I'd sing with. I strum my guitar as he points to the guy

with a slick head slouched in a chair, arms crossed. He appears unenthused by my presence. "That's

Ryan.  He  plays  keyboards  and  mandolin."  He  moves  to  the  pencil  pecker  and  I  already  know  what

he's gonna say. "That's PJ, our drummer." 

I'm still not feeling like Miss Congeniality after my icy welcome, but I smile as I reply, "Nice to

meet you." 

"What are you gonna play for us?" 

I'm confident in my decision. The Rascal Flatts song is the best choice since it has that crossover

country pop sound like Southern Ophelia. "'What Hurts the Most.'" 

"Nice choice." 

I  begin  playing,  singing  with  my  eyes  closed.  Most  people  think  I  do  so  because  of  nerves,  but

that's not why. I use the time to feel the music and visualize. I transfer to that place so my audience

will feel the genuineness of what I'm singing. Finding that spot in my head isn't going to be difficult; 

this song has taken on a whole new meaning for me since parting ways with Jack Henry. 

I'm keeping tempo with my boot heel on the stool's support rung when I come to the chorus. And

that's  when  I  open  my  eyes.  The  three  members  of  Southern  Ophelia  are  watching  me  intently  but  I

know it's do or die; this is where I must go in for the kill, and I choose Charlie as my victim since he's

shown himself to be the head of this trio. 

My eyes meet his and I expose myself fully, using the lyrics as my emotions. I show him my heart

and soul—and the dreadful way it looks without Jack Henry. He sees my dark side but only because I

allow it. 

When  I  finish,  there's  a  moment  of  silence  before  Ryan  and  PJ  take  turns  complimenting  me. 

Charlie simply stares. Ryan snaps in front of Charlie's face, and he finally seems to come out of his

daze. "Charlie. What did you think, man?" 

I gesture toward the door. "I can step out and let you talk in private." 

"I'm pretty sure that won't be necessary," he says as he grins. 

That's when I know there's no decision to be made. I've won over the triad of Southern Ophelia. 


***




Three. Long. Fucking. Months. That's how long it's been since I've seen Laurelyn. And I don't think I

can take another minute. I die a little more each day she isn't in my life. 

She's been damn near impossible to find. Fate has worked against us every step of the way. The

hoops  Jim  has  jumped  through  for  the  smallest  bit  of  information  have  been  ridiculous.  One  step

forward,  two  steps  back—instead  of  the  other  way  around.  A  criminal  on  the  run  would've  been

easier to find. 

But I've finally found her. Laurelyn Paige Prescott—better known to the public by her stage name

as Paige McLachlan—that's the woman I'm here to see tonight. 

I still smile when I think about her taking my name, but I can't help but ponder why she'd need to

use  a  stage  name.  She  never  mentioned  using  one  before  and  it  makes  me  wonder  if  something

happened with the sperm donor. Or worse—maybe with Blake Phillips. 

I enter the auditorium lobby and the thick crowd makes it difficult to push through. The Martin I'm

carrying adds to my difficult navigation as I bump shoulders through the horde, so I have to apologize

with each step. 

I find my assigned seat. Because I'm a creature of habit, I'm happy when I see it's in a dark corner. 

I sit and place the Martin by my feet. I'm nervous and adrenalized as evidenced by my rapidly beating

heart. I'm about to see the woman I love walk out onto that stage. 

I look at the time and see it's only a minute until eight. My heart is pounding erratically, throbbing

in  my  ears  over  the  loud  crowd.  Finally,  musicians  begin  filing  onto  the  stage  to  take  their  places. 

That's when I see her for the first time in three months. My Laurelyn. All the time and distance that

separated us disappears upon finally seeing her face again. 

She looks the same, yet different. Her hair is a little longer and darker. Her honey highlights are

missing  and  she's  slimmer.  She's  still  beautiful  as  ever  but  doesn't  fit  the  image  etched  in  my  mind

these last few months. 

She's wearing brown boots—the same ones she wore the first time I saw her—with stonewashed

jeans  and  a  strapless  white  top.  Her  bare  shoulders  make  me  desperate  to  touch  her  exposed  skin. 

And  kiss  it.  Her  top  is  fitted  below  her  breasts  while  the  bottom  flows  loosely  over  her  jeans.  I

picture them riding low on her hips so I have easy access to kiss her belly. 

She takes a guitar, which I strongly suspect is the instrument her sperm donor gave to her mother, 

and lifts its strap over her head. She should be holding her Martin instead of the one hanging on her

shoulder right now. 

Her back is to the crowd and again I'm reminded of that night in Wagga Wagga when I watched

her  do  the  exact  thing.  She  mesmerized  me  beyond  measure  then  and  that  hasn't  changed.  She  still

bewitches me. 

My American girl takes her place behind a mic and then I notice the guy next to her and how crazy

all the chicks in the audience seem to be about him. I take notice of the other two band members. Jim

didn't  mention  this—that  she  was  part  of  an  all-male  band—and  the  little  green  monster  residing

within decides he wants to come out to kick arse and take names. 

When  each  of  them  is  in  place,  an  instrument  in  hand,  the  guy  beside  Laurelyn  adjusts  his  mic. 

"How's everyone in Dallas doing tonight?" 

The crowd goes crazy with cheers and whistles as the drummer begins beating his largest drum to

get the crowd on their feet. It sounds like everyone in the auditorium is clapping in unison with the

pounding percussion. "Anyone in this place ready to party?" he shouts, and the noise explodes. These

people love them. 

He picks out a sound on his guitar that I don't recognize and announces, "Ladies always go first

and our lovely Paige is gonna start us out with one from our new album called 'Let It Go.'" 

Her name is Laurelyn. Not Paige. 

My beautiful girl closes her eyes and I remember that as her signal—she's getting ready to sing. 

It's her way of shutting out the world and going to that place where she uses music and lyrics to tell

her story. 

Music is what feelings sound like. Isn't that what she says? 

I'm  sitting  on  the  edge  of  my  seat.  I  confess  I'm  a  desperate  man  only  holding  on  by  a  thin,  thin

thread. All I've been able to hear in my head for months are the words I wish I'd told her. But I'm here

with her now and this is my chance to prove to her how good we are together. 

She told me she loved me once and I pray that hasn't changed. 

She leans into her microphone as she sings of memories and goodbyes and I know her voice is the

only  one  my  heart  recognizes.  My  core  lures  her  sound  into  my  chest  and  wraps  it  around  the  dead

walls of my heart so it will have the desire to beat again. 

She  opens  her  eyes  when  she  starts  the  chorus.  Like  always.  I  don't  like  hearing  her  sing  these

lyrics  about  letting  go.  I  know  she  chooses  songs  that  speak  from  her  heart  and  the  thought  of  her

singing those words with us in mind kills me. Maybe it means she's still thinking of me. Loving me. 

Holding out hope that I'll come for her. 

The crowd bursts into cheer and praise when she finishes her song, as they should. She's a fan-

fucking-tastic performer. I already knew that but I don't think I realized the degree until this moment. 

The other singer steps up to his mic. "That girl can tear it up, right?" 

The  crowd  answers  with  louder  yelling  and  clapping.  "This  next  one  we're  gonna  do  is  called

'Win You  Over.'"  He  looks  at  my  girl  and  smiles  as  he  gives  her  a  wink.   What  the  fuck  is  that

about? The guy is looking at Laurelyn as he sings about winning a girl's heart after it's been broken. 

He's watching her eyes as he sings and that's when it strikes me—the motherfucker isn't singing for the

crowd. He's singing to my girl. 

Son of a bitch! 

Don't look at him, Laurelyn. Don't fall for that shit—his seductive grin, his smooth voice, his deep

dimples. I know those moves and it's all bullshit so he can fuck you. 

I'm grasping the armrests of my seat so hard, I think I might crush them. What if I'm too late and

she's already with this jerkoff? It's a real possibility. She wouldn't have a reason not to be. She has no

idea how much I love her or the lengths I've gone to to find her. I'm certain she thinks I've moved on to

my next companion. Why wouldn't she? 

And then I think of the woman I almost made number fourteen. She gladly went up to a hotel room

with me, a complete stranger, only minutes after meeting. She was going to let me fuck her because

the man she loved didn't return her affections. She wanted him out of her head that badly, if only for as

long as it took to get off. That's who I could be to Laurelyn—the man she needs out of her head so

badly, she'd let this guy fuck her to erase me. 

This is bad. Very bad. 

I consider leaving my seat and walking toward the stage so she might see me and know I've come

for  her.  I  want  to  see  her  reaction.  I  need  to  look  into  her  eyes  so  I'll  know  if  I'm  still  the  one  she

loves. Or if it's him now. 

I get up but my feet are frozen in place. They won't obey the commands being sent by my brain. 

They're smarter than my head or my heart. As much as I want her to know I'm here, I can't because I'm

certain security would stop me from moving closer to the stage. 

The eye-fucker finishes his song and Laurelyn trades her guitar for another instrument—maybe a

mandolin. She never told me she played anything but the piano and guitar, so I'm suddenly jealous that

these blokes know something about her that I don't. 

They begin the next song, a duet called "Tell Me What I Want to Hear." Great. That's exactly what

I want to watch—the two of them sing together. There's nothing I can do about it, so I might as well

take a seat and calm the fuck down. 

They go through the rest of their set and I watch this bloke eye-fuck Laurelyn for almost two hours. 

It's brutal to see it happening when I can do nothing about it. I'm mad as hell, but do I really have the

right to say anything? I don't know, but I damn sure plan to find out. 

When  it's  time  for  the  last  song  of  the  night,  Laurelyn  takes  the  stage  front  and  center—as  she

should've done all night—and I recognize the song coming from her bandmate's keyboard. 

"This  song  is  one  I  wrote  when  my  best  friend  and  I  traveled  out  of  the  country  several  months

back. I found myself with a lot of time on my hands and took the opportunity to do a little songwriting. 

I began writing it while we were there, but I couldn't quite make myself finish until about a month ago. 

It's called 'Without a Goodbye.'" 

 I'm waiting for your heart to wake

 So you will ask me to stay. 

 My heart is impatiently waiting around

 To hear the words it's begging you to say. 

 But if I remain and the words never come, 

 It's a pain I don't think I can take. 

 So I should go now without a goodbye

 And you'll never have to see these tears I cry. 

 I should go now without a goodbye

 And I won't have to hide the pain in my eyes. 

 I made the decision to walk away

 And now there's so much distance between you and me. 

 Now you're so far away, so very far away. 

 Will you always remain out of my reach? 

 It's easy to lie myself but

 I fear my stupid heart will never be free. 

 So I left without a goodbye

 And you'll never have to see these tears I cry. 

 I left without a goodbye

 And I won't have to hide the pain in my eyes. 

 Now it's been so long since I touched your face

 I can't stop thinking of those days. 

 I'm looking back at your photos

 And wondering if it's wrong for me to say. 

 I'm here all alone and I feel weak. 

 Maybe I made a mistake when I walked away. 

 And I was wrong to leave without a goodbye

 Because now you'll never see I want to try. 

 I was wrong to leave without a goodbye

 Because now you'll never see the love in my eyes. 

It's  a  beautiful  song,  but  so  sad.  The  lyrics  describe  us  perfectly,  and  I  know  in  my  heart,  she's

singing about us—at least I hope she is since the words describe making a mistake by leaving without

a goodbye. It has to be us. 

The  show  ends  and  the  people  file  out  around  me.  I  sit  motionless.  It  takes  a  while  but  the

auditorium eventually clears. Before I get up, I take out the single long-stem red rose I tucked away

inside the Martin's case. 

With her guitar in one hand and the rose in the other, I begin the walk that will end my long search

to find my beloved. I'm wound tighter than a spring—partly because I've watched Don-fucking-Juan

make moves on my girl all night—but more so because I'm finally about to see the woman I love with

all my heart. 

Once I make my way down to where the stage leads toward the back, a security guard stops me. 

"No one is allowed back there except the band and the staff." 

"I have Paige's extra guitar." I hold up the evidence in my hand. 

He crosses his arms and puffs his chest. "Sorry. If that belongs to one of the musicians, then you

should make other arrangements to get it to her." 

I can see that muscle man won't be sweet-talked, so I pull out my wallet to begin our discussion in

a  manner  that  may  persuade  him.  I  take  ten  hundred-dollar  bills  and  hold  them  in  front  of  his  face. 

"One thousand dollars cash. It's yours if you let me back so I can give Miss McLachlan her guitar." 

His eyes grow large and he looks around. He reaches for and swipes the cash from my hand. "If

you get caught, don't you fucking tell them it was me that let you back. Got it?" 

Bingo! "Absolutely not." 

He swings a door open and points down a hall. "She should be in the lounge while they're packing

up the stage. Third room on the left." 

"Thank you." 

He shuts the door behind me. I stand in the corridor for a moment and take a deep breath. My heart

slams  against  my  chest,  trying  to  escape  to  find  its  mate.  It's  drawing  me  to  her  because  my  heart

requires her to feel complete again. 

I make my way down the hall. I pass a couple of blokes along the way but they see the guitar case

in my hand and say nothing. I stop at the door and hesitate because I'm scared shitless. 

The  door  is  cracked  and  I  see  Laurelyn  sitting  on  a  couch—with  the  eye-fucker  beside  her.  His

hand is on her leg and he's rubbing it slowly—just the way I did so many times. Fuck! He's touching

her  but  even  worse,  she's  letting  him. And  it's  breaking  my  heart.  I'm  sure  I  feel  it  shattering  into  a

million pieces as I stand here witnessing the one thing I was so afraid of. 

I  squeeze  my  eyes  shut,  hoping  I'm  seeing  this  wrong  or  that  my  mind  is  playing  tricks  on  me. 

When I open my eyes again, he's leaning over. To kiss her. 

I turn away. Sickened. Devastated. Heartbroken. 

"Hey. What are you doing back here? Who are you?" I hear someone call out and I turn to see the

band's drummer. 

I swallow the tortured sounds threatening to escape from my throat. This is my fault. I fucked up

and now I'm paying for it. 

I hold up the guitar case for him to see. "This belongs to Miss McLachlan. Could you please give

it to her? And the rose too." 

"A Martin. Cool." He takes both from me and asks, "Do I need to tell her anything?" 

Yes. Tell her how much I love her and that I'm so sorry for letting her go.  "Just tell her I

enjoyed the show and that I said she was fan-fucking-tastic." 

He holds up the case and the rose. "Who should I say these are from?" 

"She'll know who." 


***




Charlie gives me that look most of the time we're performing, and I'm pretty sure I don't need anyone

to  translate  its  meaning.  It  reminds  me  of  what  I  once  saw  in  Jack  Henry's  eyes—a  forewarning  of

things to come. 

I still recall the way he could make me tremble when I saw that look from him. I desired all the

things my sexy Aussie man had in store for me. And I still do. Desperately. 

I'm  not  being  fair  to  Charlie.  He  doesn't  deserve  what  I've  put  him  through  the  last  couple  of

months.  He's  a  sweet  guy  and  is  so  good  to  me.  He's  been  incredibly  kind  and  understanding  about

Jack Henry. He even said that he's willing to wait for me, but tonight's there's something different in

his  eyes.  It's  a  fire  and  it's  new.  I  consider  it  a  warning  that  he  may  be  changing  his  mind  about

patiently waiting for me to get over a man I'll never see again. Or never stop loving. 

We wrap up the show and the band heads backstage to the lounge. I'm exhausted as I fall onto the

couch. I just want to go back to the hotel, shower, and crawl into bed so I can sleep for a year—or

until this ache in my heart has left me. But I can't. Charlie wants to talk and there's no way I'm letting

that conversation happen in either of our hotel rooms. 

He sits next to me on the couch and I find myself alone with him. He reaches for my hand and cups

it inside his while his thumb strokes the top of mine. "I want to talk about what's going on between

us." 

He's right. We have to talk about whatever this is. I need to tell him we aren't going to happen, so

it's only right for him to know before he has a chance to say too much. "Okay, but I need to go first." 

Charlie's hand releases mine and he moves it to my knee. He begins rubbing it the way Jack Henry

would when we'd sit on the couch and talk. I catch myself closing my eyes so I can pretend it's my

caveman's  hand  I  feel—not  Charlie's.  "I  already  know  what  you're  going  to  say  and  that's  why  I'm

going first. I need to tell you how I feel before you have the opportunity to shoot me down." 

That confirms it. He's about to make his move. 

"I know you aren't over him. I'm not stupid. But I really believe I can make you forget him if you'll

only let me try." He moves his hand higher up my thigh and twists his body so he's facing me. "Would

it be so hard to let me in? Would it be so terrible if you let go of all your pain and found happiness

with me?" 

It's what I want—to be happy again—and sleep a whole night without seeing him in my dreams. In

my  sleeping  fantasies,  he's  cradling  my  face  with  his  hands  and  asking  me  if  I  want  to  try  to  make

things work. Then I wake and my heart breaks all over again. It's a vicious cycle and as hard as I try, I

can't make it stop. 

I  don't  say  anything—because  I  can't—and  Charlie  doesn't  stop  pleading  his  case.  "Those  who

can't forget the past are condemned to relive it. That's what's happening to you, and it has to stop. You

have to let him go. It's been three months. He's in Australia and you're here. The bastard hasn't even

made  an  attempt  to  call  you."  He  reaches  for  my  face  and  his  thumb  catches  the  single  tear  rolling

down my cheek. "I want to be the calm in your storm, not the shipwreck that takes you down. That's

what he is to you." 

He reaches for my face and leans over to kiss me. I let him because I'm desperate to feel anything

besides this pain that consumes me night and day. It's smothering me and I die a little more each day. 

Charlie's lips are soft and his kiss is gentle. There's nothing demanding about it. Or stimulating. 

And it's at this moment that I'm swallowed up by the fear that I may never find a man who makes me

feel the way Jack Henry did. 

The  lounge  door  swings  open  and  PJ  breezes  into  the  room.  I  jerk  away,  embarrassed  at  being

caught kissing Charlie. He stops and looks surprised. "Sorry. Maybe I should've knocked but I had no

idea you two were going to be lip-locked." 

"No problem. We all share this lounge. You don't have to knock." I don't know what else to say. 

He holds out a red rose for me. "You have an admirer." 

I take the rose and bring it to my nose. Being given a bouquet of flowers isn't unusual after a show

but I've never been given a single rose before. It seems so intimate. "A fan, I suppose?" 

"I found this dude standing outside the door looking in here just now. I asked him who he was but

he didn't say. He just told me to give you the rose and this guitar. Oh, and tell you he enjoyed the show

—that you were 'fan-fucking-tastic.'" He puts the case at my feet and the world around me begins to

spin way too fast. 

It's  my  Martin.  That  can  only  mean  Jack  Henry  was  here.  Right  outside  that  door—that  cracked

door—while Charlie was kissing me. 

I  dash  off  the  couch  and  run  down  the  hallway,  calling  out  for  him  like  a  maniac.  "Jack  Henry! 

Jack Henry!" 

I have no idea which way to go, but I run toward the auditorium. It's empty other than the cleaning

staff,  so  I  run  toward  the  lobby  and  out  to  the  street  where  I  pray  I'll  find  him  standing  on  the

sidewalk. 

It's storming and the raindrops pelting down sting as they hit my face. I reach up to push my wet

hair from my eyes and that's when I see him. He's getting into a cab up the street. "Jack Henry!" I shout

at the top of my lungs but he doesn't hear me. He's too far away. "Jack Henry!" 

I run toward the car screaming his name and I reach the cab as it's leaving. I slam my hand across

the top of the trunk as hard as I can before watching it pull away, taking him out of my life again. 

"Nooo!"  I  scream  so  loudly,  my  vocal  cords  spasm.  I  drop  to  my  knees  there  on  the  cold,  wet

concrete. I try to scream, and again, nothing comes out because my breath has been taken from me. 

Please, don't leave. Please, don't be gone out of my life forever. 

The cab moves for a moment but then I see the blurry, glowing red lights through the downpour

against my face and heavy lens of tears covering my eyes. The cab's brake lights. The car has stopped, 

as have I—and then I see the back door open. 

It's my Jack Henry. 

He gets out of the cab and stands in the heavy rain looking back at me. I don't know how—because

my body has turned to mush—but I'm off my knees and running toward him. I pummel him against the

open  door  when  I  reach  him  and  squeeze  my  arms  around  him  tightly,  using  all  the  strength  I  can

muster. My knees are far too weak to stand in his arms without falling. I bury my face against his neck

and breathe him in. This is where I want to be forever—in Jack Henry's arms. 

"Are you in or out, man?" I hear the driver call from inside the cab. 

Jack Henry doesn't answer and I ease my tight grip on him so I can look into his eyes. I touch his

face because I can't believe he's real. "You sort of have a beard. Almost. I love it. It's sexy." 

As  I  cradle  his  face  with  my  hands,  I'm  bothered  by  what  I  see.  This  should  be  the  happiest

moment of our lives—it is for me—but his expression leaves me with a different feeling. Something

isn't right. "What's wrong?" 

His face is pained. "We need to talk." 

Of course, we need to talk but his tone makes me uneasy. If I'm being honest, it downright scares

the shit out of me because it sounds so ominous. "Okay." 

"Do you need to go inside to get your things?" 

"Yes. But it'll only take a minute." I take his hand because I don't want to be away from him for

even a second. I'm afraid he'll disappear. "I want you to come with me." 

He leans inside and tells the driver, "I'm staying," before he shuts the door. 

I grasp his hand tightly as we walk toward the entrance to the concert hall. 

I'm certain he saw Charlie kiss me. Shit! He probably thinks I'm with him now. But I'll explain. I'll

make him see that he'll always be the only one for me. 

When we get to the door of the lounge, he stops. "I think I better stay out here." 

Yeah. He definitely saw Charlie kiss me. 

"I won't be long." 

I walk through the lounge door and Charlie is still sitting in the same spot I left him. I have no idea

what to say to him. He's spent the last two months patiently pursuing me in the sweetest manner. It's

going  to  be  painful  for  him  for  a  while,  but  my  heart  knows  it's  the  only  way.  He  deserves  to  be

someone's everything, not second place to a man I could never stop loving. 

I  sit  next  to  him  to  explain—because  he's  a  friend  and  I  feel  I  owe  him  that—but  he  already

knows. I see it on his face. "He chose to come for you on the night I planned to make my big move." 

I  nod  because  I  can't  answer.  Charlie  loves  me  and  has  been  so  kind  the  last  two  months.  It's

painful to hurt him like this. 

His forearms are propped on his thighs as he leans forward, staring at the floor. "That's good. You

deserve to be happy. But I sure wish he'd come before I had the chance to fall in love with you." 

Dammit. Why does this have to be so hard? "I'm sorry. I truly didn't intend for that to happen." 

He continues staring at the floor and I suspect it's because he doesn't want me to see the tears in

his  eyes.  "I  know,  and  it's  not  your  fault. You're  just  too  damn  easy  to  love. You  told  me  from  the

beginning you didn't think you could love anyone else after him. Now you'll never have to try." 

I want to tell him he deserves so much more than me and reassure him he'll find the one to give

him  all  the  love  he  deserves,  but  he's  not  in  a  place  where  he's  ready  to  hear  that.  "I  have  to  go, 

Charlie." 

"Of course you do." He looks up at me. I was right. He has huge tears in his eyes and my heart

breaks for him. "Don't forget that the bus pulls out at nine sharp tomorrow." 

Is he afraid I won't come back? "I'll be there." I pick up my Martin and place it on the couch next

to him. "Can you ask the crew to be sure this makes it onto the bus?" 

"Sure." 

Jack  Henry  is  waiting  for  me  in  the  hallway.  He's  standing  on  the  far  side  of  the  corridor  and  I

wonder  if  it's  because  he's  afraid  he  might  overhear  something  Charlie  has  to  say.  He  walks  in  my

direction when he sees me. "Where do you want to go?" 

I want to go wherever I can get naked with Jack Henry and show him how much I've missed him. 

And I don't want to risk running into any of the band or crew. "Where are you staying?" 

"I have a suite at the Fairmont." 

"I want you to take me there." 

We're both silent in the cab on the way to the hotel. He looks straight ahead while I stare at him

from where I'm sitting. I'm sure he must see me but I don't care. I can't stop because I'm afraid he'll

disappear like a phantom. 

I  want  him  to  kiss  me  like  crazy  all  the  way  to  the  hotel,  but  he  doesn't.  In  fact,  he  never  even

looks in my direction. I wish I were brave enough to reach for his hand so I could get some kind of

reaction from him, but I don't. I'm too afraid—I'm not sure where his head is after seeing Charlie kiss

me. 

This isn't going to be good. Why did he have to see that? 

We walk through the luxurious hotel lobby and get onto the elevator. I'm closed up with him and

two other people in the tiny space for only a minute or so, but the sexual tension we're radiating is

almost suffocating. I want him so badly, it hurts. I need to touch him, to feel his skin against mine. 

I don't have time to brush up next to him because the elevator arrives on the sixth floor where his

suite is located. After the door clicks behind us, my heart, and my body, rejoice. We are alone at last. 

And I'm scared to death. 

We've been apart for three months and another man is kissing me when Jack Henry sees me for the

first time. The situation is a nightmare that never factored into any dreams or fantasies I had about our

reunion. 

Damn, this sucks. What is he thinking? Is he angry with me? Or hurt? Or worse—maybe he doesn't

care enough to feel pain or anger. I can't tell because he's being so obscure. 

The  air  conditioning  is  on  and  the  room  is  really  cold.  I'm  soaked  to  the  bone  and  feel  myself

shivering.  Or  maybe  I'm  trembling  from  fear.  Either  way,  he  takes  notice.  "You're  drenched  and

freezing to death. Go take a hot shower to warm up and we'll talk after you're finished." 

I think it's a bad sign he doesn't want to take me to bed and strip me out of these cold, wet clothes

so he can warm me up himself. That's what my Jack Henry would do, without any hesitation at all. 

"Okay," I say, feeling deflated. This isn't what I had in mind. I'd hoped he'd want me as much as I

want him. But he doesn't. 

I go into the bathroom and look at myself in the mirror. Holy shit, I look awful. No wonder he

wants me to shower. Who wants to look at this? I look like a drowned raccoon thanks to the black

mascara smudged under my eyes. Beetlejuice never looked this shitty. 

I turn the water on as hot as I can tolerate and step under the raining heat. It feels good and I warm

up in a matter of minutes. I use his masculine products to wash my hair and body and I remember the

way these scents mix with his skin to create the most intoxicating essence. Oh, I have missed his

smell. 

I hurry through my shower because I'm eager to be with him. Next to him. Hopefully, under him. 

Once I'm out, I blow-dry my hair using the hotel-provided dryer. I flip my head up and my tresses

are wild and untamed. I could really use a brush. I rummage through my purse and find an old one

floating around in the bottom. I brush out the tangles and wish I had a flatiron to smooth it down. 

I  use  his  toothpaste  and  my  finger  to  brush  my  teeth  before  I  slosh  around  a  mouthful  of  minty

goodness. I would've preferred to have found a toothbrush in my purse to the hairbrush. 

Two luxurious velour robes hang on the back of the door. I slip one on. I don't really want to wear

it. I'd like to hang it back on the hook and walk out naked. But I don't because he says he wants to talk. 

I come out of the bathroom and see him sitting on the couch. He's traded his wet clothes for a T-

shirt and lounge pants like he used to wear around Avalon on his days off. He's drinking from a short, 

clear glass containing a dark amber liquid over ice. I suspect it's some kind of whiskey, which isn't

like my Jack Henry at all. He never drank straight whiskey before and I'm suddenly more afraid than I

already was. 

I  stop  just  outside  the  bathroom,  unsure  what  to  do.  He  watches  me  from  where  he's  sitting.  He

seems looser than when we arrived, and I wonder how many of those little amber drinks he had while

I was in the shower. 

He holds up his glass. "Want a drink?" 

"No. But thank you." 

He shakes his glass to settle the ice. "Come sit with me." 

I don't say anything but I walk over and lower myself onto the seat right next to him. I don't know

if that's where he wants me, but it's where I want to be. I twist so I'm facing him—I have to look into

his brilliant blue eyes. I don't want to go another minute without searching them for all the things he's

about to tell me. Good or bad. 

He puts his glass away and reaches for my hand. He brings it to his lips and closes his eyes as he

presses a kiss into my skin and strokes my hand against his scruffy face. "I've missed you so much, 

Laurelyn." 

My  stomach  flips  before  it  races  my  heart  up  toward  my  throat  to  see  which  can  get  there  first. 

He's facing me now and I can't resist reaching out to touch his cheek. "I've missed you too—more than

you could ever know." 

He turns his face toward my palm and covers the top of my hand with his. "Believe me—I know

all too well what it's like missing you. I've been a mess since you left me. I thought I would lose my

mind before I found you. You didn't make it easy on me, Miss Laurelyn Paige Prescott." 

He just said my name—the whole thing. "How long have you been trying to find me?" 

"Since the week you left." 

Three months? My head is reeling. All this time I believed he hadn't given me a second thought

because he was too busy screwing number fourteen. I was wrong. He's been looking for me all this

time. 

And that's when I can stand it no longer. I have to feel him against me. I put my knees on each side

of his hips so that I'm straddling him, as I've done so many times before. I bring my mouth down on

his and he reaches for the back of my head to pull me closer. 

We shared a multitude of kisses while we were together, but never one like this. I can't label it

because this isn't the kiss of a man making a temporary arrangement with a woman he cares nothing

about. This is different from anything I ever felt while in Australia. 

He pulls away from our kiss but presses his forehead against mine. "Please tell me you're not in

love with him." 

Him? Oh. It takes a moment for me to realize who he means—Charlie. "No! I'm not in love with

him." 

I look into his eyes and I can see that my denial isn't going to suffice. "But you let him touch you…

and kiss you," he says through gritted teeth, as though it pains him to say the words. 

I don't want to have this conversation right now. And even though I want him to take me to bed and

make up for all the time we've lost, I know we have to talk about what he saw. "I've spent the last

three  months  in  agony  believing  that  you  cared  nothing  for  me.  I  just  needed  an  escape  from  this

emotional roller coaster. I thought Charlie might help me forget you for a little while." 

He drops his head back against the couch and squeezes his eyes shut. I can see he's about to say

something and his expression tells me it isn't going to come easy for him. And that terrifies me. 


***




Shit! Am I too late? Has she let this Charlie guy into her bed so she could forget me? 

I am a selfish bastard, and undeniably a possessive one, when it comes to Laurelyn. I don't want

her happier with another man and I'm petrified that she is. I fear he's giving her the things I didn't. And

telling her the words I should have but refused to say because I was too stubborn to see the truth. 

I squeeze my eyes shut as I brace myself for her answer to the question I'm bloody terrified to ask. 

"Did you let him fuck you?" 

Laurelyn  won't  lie  to  me,  but  that's  only  one  of  the  reasons  I'm  scared  to  death.  I  stare  into  the

blackness behind my lids. I won't be able to bear it if she tells me she let him get inside her. I don't

know how to handle that. 

I feel her hands on my face. "Look at me." I don't know if I can until I know she hasn't been with

another man. "Please, look at me." 

I've never been more frightened in my life, but I open my eyes because it's what she's asking me to

do. Her face is so serious. I think she's contemplating how to say the words, how to break my heart

gently and kill me slowly. 

I stare at her caramel eyes and wait for the verdict as she strokes her hands down my face. "Jack

Henry." I hear her say my name and I'm ready to fall at her feet. "There's been no other man since you

—not inside my head, my heart, or my body." She reaches for my hand and brings it to rest over her

heart. "No other man will ever reside here. It's reserved for you alone." 

I hear the breath I'm holding escape in relief. Words don't have a way of describing the solace I'm

experiencing. 

I  feel  her  heart  speeding  beneath  my  hand  where  she's  holding  it.  It's  keeping  pace  with  mine

perfectly. 

I bring my other hand to her chest and stroke my fingertips across her skin to push the robe away

from  her  shoulders.  I  lean  forward  and  inhale  deeply  after  I  place  a  single  kiss  between  her  bared

breasts. She has her own feminine fragrance—despite the scent of my body wash—and it drives me

crazy. I can't get enough of it; I've missed it so much. 

I reach for the velour belt around her waist and pull. I part the lush fabric and push it away so I

can  see  her  bareness,  but  simply  gazing  at  her  could  never  suffice.  Looking  has  never  been  enough

when  it  comes  to  Laurelyn.  I  have  to  touch  her.  And  I  do.  "You're  even  more  beautiful  than  I

remember." 

I grasp her thighs straddling me and run my hands up until I reach her hips and squeeze. My palm

flat against her stomach, I slide it to her chest and back down again. 

I lean forward and take her rosy pink nipple into my mouth and I feel it grow hard as I circle it

with the tip of my tongue. She puts her hand behind my head and pulls me closer as she arches her

back and drops her head. I hear a moan escape her lips. 

She's naked beneath her robe and squirming against my hard cock. Only the fabric of my pants and

undies separates us, but I don't think that will last much longer since it feels like I could potentially

split my pants at any moment. I don't think I've ever wanted her this badly. 

In an instant, I'm off the couch and carrying her to the bed, her legs wrapped around my waist as

she  holds  tightly  around  my  shoulders.  During  our  travel  from  the  living  room  to  the  bedroom,  she

pulls her arms out of the robe and lets it drop to the floor. 

I deposit her on the bed and she's entirely naked—except for the diamond star pendant around her

neck—and I can't stop the smile that spreads across my face. "You're wearing your birthday gift." 

She  reaches  up  to  touch  it  where  it's  resting  against  the  dip  of  her  throat.  "I  haven't  taken  it  off

once since the last time you put it on me." 

Bloody hell I love this girl. 

I'm pleases me to no end that she has always kept this piece of me with her while we were apart. I

think  knowing  she  wore  my  gift  so  close  to  her  heart  makes  me  love  her  even  more—if  that's  a

possibility. 

I  lower  myself  down  against  Laurelyn  and  bring  our  mouths  together.  I'm  desperate  to  feel  her

tongue against mine and taste my American girl's sweet lips. She opens her mouth to invite me in and

it's better than I remember. Her tongue rolls in waves against mine as they reunite to share an intimate

dance they've not experienced in a while. 

My kiss is aggressive because it's been far too long since I've felt Laurelyn. I don't know how to

be anything but vigorous when it comes to her. She retreats to catch her breath and I glide my mouth

down her neck toward her shoulder. "I love these little patches of freckles. I've missed kissing them." 

She  giggles  softly  and  I  move  my  mouth  down  her  chest.  Her  laughter  stops  and  I  hear  a  sharp

intake of air as I suck her breast into my mouth. I hear her groan, "Ohh," as I pull on her nipple until

it's hard and elongated. I use my teeth to scrape it gently because I know how sensitive her nipples are

and how easily she's turned on when I do that. I'm not playing favorites so I move to the other one and

give it the same treatment before I migrate lower. 

She's  stretched  out  on  the  bed  and  I  can't  resist  looking  at  her  stomach.  I  rub  my  hand  over  her

abdomen below her piercing and the memory of her half-taken birth control pack forces its way to the

front of my thoughts. I can't stop myself from wondering—or maybe even hoping—there's a part of me

growing inside her. It's unbelievable that I can picture her with my baby on the way and be okay with

that. 

I lower my mouth to her belly to place kisses against it and I feel Laurelyn's hand glide through my

hair. I peer up at her. She's lifted her head so she can look at me. "What's with the special interest


there?" 

I'm not bringing it up now; it's not the right time. I don't want anything to stand in the way of me

being inside her. "Nothing," I whisper as I move lower but skip the place I know she wants my mouth

most. I want to make this last for as long as possible. 

I'm kneeling between her legs and I lift her foot to kiss it when I notice something that wasn't there

three months earlier—black script lettering wrapping around the inside of her ankle. "What is this?" 

She props up on her elbows and gives me her patented smart-arse look that says  what do you

think it is? She doesn't have to say the words because I can read them on her face. Some things never

change, but I must admit I'm glad. I've missed her attitude. It's refreshing. No other woman has ever

given me hell like Laurelyn—except Margaret McLachlan. 

I've always heard men marry women like their mothers. Maybe that's why I love my American girl

so much. 

My thoughts return to the question at hand and I tilt my head so I'm able to see what the tattoo says

as I read it aloud. "He is always the song I sing." I look up at her. "When did you have this done?" 

"A couple weeks after I returned from Australia." 

I think her tattoo refers to me—at least I hope it does—but I want to know for sure. I can't assume

anything at this point. "Tell me who he is." 

She sighs as she shakes her head. "Do I have to say the words for you to know?" 

Yes. "Shit, yeh. I want to hear you say it." 

"It's you, Jack Henry. It will always be you in every song I sing." 

"I love it." She watches me kiss the spot where she has marked me on her body forever. "I want to

be  your  song,  Laurelyn."  I  move  up  her  leg  and  kiss  the  inside  of  her  thigh.  "Always."  Without

breaking eye contact, I move my mouth to the inside of her other thigh. "And forever." 

She closes her eyes and falls back against the bed. I hear her panting as I inch my mouth closer to

the spot where she wants it—where she needs it most. Her legs are trembling as I push them apart. I

press my nose against the smooth skin there and inhale deeply. "I love the way you smell." 

She's writhing beneath me. I lower my mouth until I'm hovering between her legs, but I don't touch

her.  I  make  certain  she  can  feel  my  warm  breath.  I  hear  her  whisper,  "Please…Jack  Henry…don't

make me beg," as she lifts her hips closer to my mouth. Her shifting tells me that she's dying for my

soft, wet tongue to lick her. 

I bet I could make her come without even touching her, but we'll save that little trick for another

time. 

I kiss her across the top of her pubic bone. "Do you remember how easy it is for me to make you

come with my mouth?" 

"No. Remind me," she whispers, lifting her hips again. 

"Let me see if I can jog your memory a little." I butterfly kiss her drenching wet center before I

slide my tongue up the middle. I hear her moan, "Ohh…ohh…don't you dare stop." 

She tastes so fucking good, I wouldn't dream of stopping. 

She's breathing deep and loud as she rocks her pelvis up and down against my mouth. I can tell

how  much  she's  missed  this.  And  I  have  too.  Words  can't  express  how  much  but  her  sounds  of

satisfaction  are  giving  me  a  pretty  good  indication  of  the  degree.  I'm  feeling  sure  that  I  haven't

forgotten her favorite way to get off. 

I flatten my tongue against her and slowly lick her core up and down. I know how much she loves

it that way. I'm reassured she's getting exactly what she needs from me when she begins to rock her

hips harder. I want to give her the best orgasm of her life, so I slide one finger inside her—and then a

second—as I continue to use my tongue above the entry of my fingers. The stimulation of my warm, 

moist  tongue  combined  with  my  fingers  sliding  in  and  out  has  Laurelyn  screaming  my  name  as  she

fists my hair to pull me closer. 

Her  legs  are  trembling  and  a  moment  later,  she  goes  limp  and  releases  my  hair.  Her  breathing

deepens and slows, a contrast to the panting of just moments ago. 

One down. 

I lick my lips to collect the last taste of Laurelyn before I sit up to remove my T-shirt. I toss it to

the floor and slide off the edge of the bed so I can remove my pants and undies. When I'm as naked as

she is, I crawl up her  body,  stopping  along  my  way  to  place  another  kiss  against  her  belly.   God, I

wish I knew if there was a little miracle growing inside her right now. 

I settle between her legs and we're face to face. Heart to heart. Skin on skin. She reaches for my

face and strokes her fingertips down my cheeks. "This scruff is extra…stimulating." 

I'm pretty sure that's a good thing. Maybe even great. "More stimulating, huh? Does that mean you

want me to keep it?" 

"Abso-fucking-lutely," she says with a mischievous grin. "I would have hidden your razors had I

known what that kind of scruff would feel like when you went down." 

She's being funny but what I'm about to say isn't at all comical. I prop on my elbows so I'm not

crushing  her  with  my  weight,  and  I  take  her  face  in  my  hands  so  we're  eye  to  eye.  "I  love  you, 

Laurelyn Paige Prescott." Her eyes tear up and I press my forehead to hers because I can't watch. I've

never been able to stand seeing her cry. "Please don't cry, baby." 

She grabs my head and pushes it away from hers. I'm forced to look at her and watch the tears roll

down the sides of her face. "They're happy tears—the best kind—because I love you too and I'm so

very happy." 

She has a million and one reasons to tell me to fuck off—and she probably should—but I can see

that  she  isn't  going  to.  By  some  miracle,  she  still  loves  me.  "You're  the  only  angel  in  my  life, 

Laurelyn." 

She grabs me behind my neck and brings my mouth down to hers. She kisses me softly and slowly

and when she releases me, her mouth is still against mine so I feel the movement of her lips. "Make

love to me." 

I'm still nestled between her legs. She brings them up and parts them wider for me to get closer. 

I'm hard and ready against her drenched entrance, but I don't know if I should use a condom. I don't

want  to  ruin  the  moment  by  asking  and  frankly,  I  don't  want  her  to  tell  me  I  need  one.  I  want  to  be

inside  her  without  anything  between  us,  so  I  relinquish  the  entire  control  of  contraception  to  this

woman I absolutely adore. 

She  knows  I'm  about  to  go  in.  If  she  doesn't  tell  me  we  need  a  condom,  then  there's  only  two

options: she's either back on track with her pills or she's already pregnant with my baby. 

As if she senses the battle raging inside my head, she lifts her hips against me and coaxes my tip

inside of her. She rocks her hips and it's all the invitation I need. I slide my remaining length into her

until I'm as deep as I can be in this position. 

Oh, fuck! She feels so good. I have missed being inside of her so much. 

I've only made love to Laurelyn one other time. I didn't realize how I felt about her then. But now, 

I know I love her. There's not a bit of doubt in my mind. "It's been so long since I felt you—far too

long." 

I'm sliding in and out of her and I'm overcome by the need to tell her what she means to me. I trail

kisses up her neck until my mouth hovers over her ear. "I love you so much, Laurelyn. I swear I do." I

can't stop feeling like I need to tell her over and over to make up for all the times I didn't. 

Her  hands  leave  my  back  and  she  runs  her  fingers  through  my  hair.  Her  nails  gently  scrape  my

scalp and goosebumps form all over my body. "I love you too, Jack Henry. So very much." 

I slow my thrusts because I want this to go on forever and ever. My hands find hers and I bring

them above her head where I lace our fingers together tightly. She is my everything and I'm never

letting her get away again. 

She  opens  her  eyes  and  they  watch  mine  as  I  move  above  her. As  I'm  sliding  in  and  out,  I  can't

help but notice how incredibly tight she is. There's not a doubt in my mind—no other man has been

inside her. I believed her when she said that there hadn't been another, but feeling her like this gives

me a bit more satisfaction. And pleasure. 

I thrust the last few times before I'm about to come. I don't ask her if I need to pull out. I'm sure

she'd tell me if she wanted me to. "Oh, Laurelyn," I groan as I squeeze her hands and thrust one last

time as I come inside her. She brings her legs up around my waist and crosses her ankles behind my

back. She uses the strength in her legs to bring me closer until there's not a bit of space between us. 

Mmm. Coming inside her. That's something else I've missed. 

I  pull  out  after  I'm  completely  emptied  and  satiated.  I  roll  to  my  back  and  pull  Laurelyn  to  lie

against my chest. I rub my hand up and down her arm. She's still cold, so I reach for the covers and

bring them up over us. 

I'm still catching my breath as I kiss the top of her head and hold her tightly. This is the place I

want to be always—anywhere that includes my American girl wrapped in my arms. "It was a mistake

to not tell you how I felt. It's haunted me since the day I came home and found you gone. You'll never

know how sorry I am for letting you slip through my fingers. But it won't happen again because I'm

never letting you go. Ever." 

She has no idea about the future I want with her—that I want her to be my wife—but I don't dare

bring that up right now. I don't want to frighten her with talk of marriage. She can't possibly be in a

place where she'd trust me enough, so I choose to postpone that conversation for another time. 

Her  hand  is  on  my  chest  and  she's  rubbing  it  back  and  forth  over  my  nipple.  "If  you  knew  you

loved me, why couldn't you say it?" 

"I denied what I was feeling for you. I told myself I didn't know what my feelings were. It all felt

so  complex  at  the  time,  and  I  wanted  to  avoid  the  complications.  But  as  hard  as  I  tried,  I  couldn't

evade loving you. You made me fall hard. I've never loved a woman until you." 

She lifts her face from my chest to look up at me. "It took everything in me to not come running

back  to Australia  to  beg  you  to  have  me.  I  know  I  wasn't  supposed  to,  but  I  had  the  number  to  the

phone you used for calling me. I can't tell you how many times I thought about calling it, just to see if

you would answer. But I was terrified of you turning me away. I couldn't have taken it if you had." 

Incredible! All this time we were only one phone call away from one another. 

"I've carried your mobile with me every day since you left. I knew you had the number because

you used it to transfer our photos to your personal phone. I got your number from the phone records

and tried calling you, but I was too late. You'd already canceled your service." 

"Yeah. I had to switch and get a new number." 

I don't want to hear the story behind that right now. I know it isn't going to sit well with me and I

just want to enjoy this time together. "I never stopped hoping you'd call and I'd hear your voice on the

other end." 

"I wish I had. If I'd known how you felt, I would've called. Hell, I would've never left you in the

first place. God, that must've been bad when you found my letter." 

It was awful—the absolute worst day of my life. 

There have been so many mistakes made between us, on my part and hers, and saying I love you

didn't  automatically  mean  she'd  agree  to  live  happily  ever  after  with  me.  "What  if  I've  changed  my

mind and decided I want complicated? What if I want to try?" 

Her finger is on my stomach and she's tracing that invisible infinity symbol like she always does

when she's nervous. "When I fell before, you didn't catch me." 

She's right. She told me she loved me and I let her down. But never again. Never. "I'll always be

sorry for that, Laurelyn. You've never had a single person in your life who didn't let you down, but

that's not who I'm going to be. I swear I'll be there for you, if you'll let me." 

Because of the men in Laurelyn's past, she's destined to have trust issues and she's never hidden

this from me. We didn't have problems with it when our agreement defined very clear expectations, 

but a normal relationship will be different. I'm certain it won't come easy for us, but I'm prepared to

do anything it takes to be with her. 

"I can't lie. This—me and you—scares the shit out of me." 

I'd be worried if she weren't frightened. "Me too, but wouldn't you rather be scared together than

be miserable apart? Because I know that's what I'd be without you." 

"You're right. I've done the being-miserable-apart thing for the last three months and it blows. I'm

ready to try the scared-shitless-together part." 


***




I turn my back to Jack Henry and snuggle against him. It hasn't been quite long enough but I know he's

going to have me again as soon as he's ready. I'm definitely willing whenever all systems are go. 

His  hand  slides  around  my  waist  and  he  rubs  it  in  a  circular  motion  on  my  stomach  again.  He

seems  to  be  hung  up  on  that  area  tonight  for  some  reason.  I  cup  my  hand  over  his.  "Are  you

discovering a second time how much you like my belly-button piercing? You can't seem to stay away

from it tonight." 

"Your piercing isn't what I'm fixated on." 

Hmm…that  sounds  interesting.  Maybe  he's  already  revving  up  for  round  two.  That  was  quicker

than expected, but it has been a long time. I scoot back so I'm pressed against him. "Then what has you

so mesmerized tonight?" 

He  doesn't  make  a  move  or  answer  right  away.  "I  found  your  birth  control  pills  after  you  were

gone." 

"Oh." I knew I'd left them somewhere in the bedroom, so I'm not at all surprised by him bringing

that up. I suspect he probably had quite the come-apart when he found them since I already know how

badly he wants to avoid a pregnancy. 

"There were two nights we didn't use condoms about the time you missed your pills. I didn't even

attempt to pull out, so you can understand why I would've spent the last three months wondering if you

were pregnant." He pushes my hair aside and kisses the back of my neck. "Don't be afraid to tell me if

you  are  because  of  that  fucked-up  misunderstanding  we  had  at  my  parents'  house."  His  mouth  is

hovering over my ear and he sucks my lobe. "I love you so much and I swear I'd love our baby too." 

Just when I think I can't love this man more, he says something like that and I fall even deeper. 

I reach for his hand splayed on my stomach and lace my fingers through his. He clenches it tightly

as he waits for me to answer his question. "I'm not pregnant." 

But right now he sure makes me wish I were. 

"I caught up on the pills I missed with a new pack as soon as I got home." 

He doesn't act relieved the way I'd expect. Did he want me to be pregnant? Before this moment, I

thought he would've freaked out big time over a pregnancy, but his telling me that he'd love our baby

makes me think otherwise. 

"I had to ask, Laurelyn. It was driving me crazy thinking you might have our baby growing inside

you but were too afraid to tell me because of how foolish I acted before." 

"I  probably  would've  been  scared  to  tell  you."  Hell,  who  am  I  kidding?  I  would've  been

petrified  to  tell  him  I  was  having  his  baby.  "Just  so  you  know,  I'm  not  on  the  pill  anymore

because of my migraines. I had an IUD placed since it didn't look like I'd be wanting to have children

any time in the near future." 

"I would've been okay with it if you were. I meant what I said. I love you and I'd love our baby." 

It never ceases to amaze me how much this man can make me desire him. I'm not sure if it's his

hands on my body or hearing him promise to love our baby that never was, but one of the two has me

wanting him fiercely. 

I'm already grinding my bottom against his groin when I realize what I'm doing and I feel how hard

he is against me. Yeah, it's been long enough for him to be ready again. He  slides  his  hand

from my stomach to between my legs and I feel his mouth against the skin on my neck. 

He cups his hand between my legs and rubs me until he ignites each and every nerve ending from

my waist down. I have no doubt that he remembers exactly what my body needs as he circles the area

around my most sensitive spot. 

When  I  rock  my  hips  against  his  hand,  he  glides  two  fingers  inside  me  and  uses  his  thumb  to

slowly massage my ecstasy controller and the responsive area around it. I begin to feel those earth-

shattering  contractions  as  they  initiate  deep  inside  me.  The  sensations  are  coming  hard  and  fast

because he's too damn good at this. I think he suspects the rush coming over me because he slows the

motion of his fingers, but it only ends up applying more deliberate pressure and I spiral even faster. 

The  escalating  pleasure  is  everywhere—in  my  groin,  down  my  legs,  making  them  stiffen,  even

radiating  to  my  toes,  curling  them.  In  this  moment,  Jack  Henry  holds  total  power  over  me,  which  I

have a feeling he covets, and I freely give myself to him. 

When  I  reach  the  end  of  my  orgasm,  I  melt  against  him.  "Woo.  That  was  another  pleasant

reminder." 

"You know that I'm not even close to being done yet, baby." 

Of course he isn't. My caveman never is. "Good." 

He  kisses  the  back  of  my  neck  as  his  hands  gently  explore  my  body.  But  I  want…more.  I  reach

over my head so I can touch him behind me and he kisses the side of my face. "Jack Henry, you've

already  made  love  to  me—and  it  was  absolutely  wonderful—but  it's  been  three  months  since  we

were together and I really just need you to fuck me hard." 

I  hear  his  husky  laughter  next  to  my  ear.  "Baby,  you  don't  have  to  tell  me  twice."  He  takes  my

hands and lifts both of them above my head as he uses his hips to coax me onto my stomach. "Face

down." 

Face down.  It  sounds  so  dirty  the  way  he  says  it. And  I  love  it.  From  behind—it's  one  of  his

favorite positions and he's incredibly talented at it, so I know this is going to be great. 

I roll with him and he's holding my arms captive above my head. He scoots me up in the bed and

places my palms flat against the headboard. He nips at my earlobe and whispers, "Whatever you do, 

don't bend your arms." 

"Whatever you say." I'll do anything this man tells me to in this moment. 

His knees are on the outside of my thighs forcing my legs together—not his usual method at all—

and  I  feel  him  pushing  against  my  bottom  as  he  grips  my  hips.  I'm  still  slick  from  his  semen  so  he

easily slides inside me after he finds the perfect angle. 

Oh my…this is different. We've never done it like this before. 

The  position  is  unexpected  because  he's  pushing  my  legs  together  instead  of  apart  but  it  feels

incredible.  He  presses  my  hips  into  the  bed,  pounding  me  into  the  mattress  each  time  he  thrusts

deeper. Now I know why he wanted my arms locked. He knew he'd slam my head into the headboard

and give me a concussion if I didn't give him some resistance. 

Jack  Henry  follows  instructions  well.  I  tell  him  to  fuck  me  hard  and  he  doesn't  disappoint.  He

never does. 

I  feel  his  warm  skin  all  over  my  back  when  he  lowers  his  body  against  mine.  I  hear  his  ragged

breath in my ear. His thrusts are slower but still hard and deep. I know what that means; he's already

close to coming so I wait to hear him call out my name. But he doesn't. Instead, I hear him groan into

my ear, "Ohh, I fucking love you," as he pushes deep inside me one last time. 

I don't think those words are supposed to go together, or that I'm supposed to like hearing them this

much, but Jack Henry totally makes it work for me. 

He's  catching  his  breath  as  he  kisses  my  shoulder  over  the  patches  of  freckles  he  told  me  he

missed. I peer back at him. "I fucking love you too." 

He laughs as he kisses my back between my shoulder blades. He pulls out and trails kisses down

my spine. I innately arch my back as chills erupt over my skin. His mouth moves to my lower back

and I feel his tongue sweep across the dip he loves so much. His little back fetish can be so weird

sometimes but I must admit, I love feeling his wet tongue on my skin. "I've had withdrawals from not

being able to taste this little salty spot after I've finished fucking you." 

"You're such a weirdo." I wonder if there's a name for his strange obsession. 

"I know but you love it." His mouth moves down to my ass cheek and he bites it playfully. 

"A sweat-licking, ass-biting freak—that's what you are," I laugh as I turn over to face him. 

He rolls with me and brings my head to rest against his chest. I hitch my leg over him and he rubs

his  hand  up  and  down  my  thigh  until  he  reaches  my  cheek  and  squeezes.  "It's  true.  I'm  a  confirmed

sweat-licking arse-biter. But that only applies to this sweet bum, baby." 

Only my sweet bum, huh? 

I'm in total bliss but I know what a highly sexual being Jack Henry is and I can't stop myself from

wondering if there have been other women in his bed the last three months. He asked me if I'd been

with Charlie, so don't I have the right to know if he's been with other women? 

Hell yeah, I have every right to know, but does that mean I can handle it if there have been women

taking my place? I don't know. Not knowing is torture but I also know I'd be in agony if he told me

he'd been intimate with another woman. I'm not sure I can stand hearing those words, so I debate if I

want to go to that place with no return. 

I have to know. "You asked me if I'd been with Charlie. Now I'm asking you the same question. 

Have you been with others?" 

He laughs but I don't because I find no humor in my question. "I ask you if you've been with one

man and you ask me if I've been with others. Plural, as in more than one." 

"Or plural as in many." 

He  slaps  my  ass  and  squeezes  it  hard  as  he  pulls  me  near.  "Baby,  my  cock  has  only  been

acquainted with Mrs. Palmer and her five sisters." 

He didn't say there hadn't been women in his bed. "Answer me. Does that mean there haven't been

other women over the last three months?" 

He rubs his palm over my ass cheek where he slapped me. "I haven't been inside another woman

since you." 

I'm not sure I've ever felt more relieved. "Good. Let's keep it that way." 


***




As I tell her that I haven't been inside another woman, I'm being honest, but it's only a half-truth. There

has been another woman and it was a close call. It's true that I didn't fuck her, but I have no doubt in

my  mind  that  what  I  did  with  her  will  count  for  something  in  Laurelyn's  book.  I'll  have  to  tell  her

about it at some point, but now isn't the time. Right now, I just want to hold her in my arms and make

up for lost time. 

I'm  trailing  my  fingertips  softly  up  and  down  her  spine  when  she  lifts  her  face  from  my  chest.  I

think she's searching my eyes for the truth. "I believe you." 

Now I feel even worse as I look at her smiling up at me. Just like that, she believes me so easily. 

I'm such a selfish dick because I choose to have this perfect time with her rather than man up and be

totally honest. 

She  puts  her  face  back  on  my  chest  and  I'm  grateful  because  I  don't  want  her  looking  into  the

windows of my soul. I'm afraid she'll see my deceit. 

She places her palm flat on my chest and begins moving her hand in a slow circular motion. "Tell

me about everyone back home." 

I start my family update by  telling  her  about  the  morning  Mum  stormed  into  my  place  at  Sydney

and beat me with her purse after I confessed the truth about our relationship. Laurelyn shoots straight

up in the bed and twists to look at me. "Your mother knows about our agreement?" 

"Yeah, and she was none too happy with me about it." 

She covers her eyes with her hand and scrunches her nose. "Oh, God. Margaret has to think I'm the

biggest whore for sharing a bed with you for three months without telling you my name." 

"Mum thinks no such thing. She loves you." 

She takes her hand from her eyes. "I'd think I was a slut if I were her." 

"But she doesn't think that about you at all." I debate saying the next words but decide I want to so

I  can  see  her  reaction.  "She  wants  me  to  bring  you  back  and  make  you  her  daughter-in-law."  I'm

quite certain Mum would also settle for me making Laurelyn her daughter-in-law and then

bringing her back. 

I don't come right out and say that I want to marry her. I don't even say I'm the one who wants it, 

but I do. I really do and I can't mistake the shocked expression on Laurelyn's face. She clearly wasn't

expecting me to say anything remotely close to talk of making her my wife. 

I  told  myself  I  wouldn't  mention  marriage  for  fear  of  scaring  her  off,  but  I  don't  see  fear  in  her

eyes.  It's  something  entirely  different  and  it  gives  me  hope—hope  that  she  might  have  me  as  her

husband. 

She's doing that thing again where she's searching my face. I think she's looking for a clue as to

what's  on  my  mind  so  she'll  know  how  to  respond.  "Umm…those  sound  like  some  pretty  big  plans

Margaret has for me." 

That is such a Laurelyn move. She answers me without answering me, and I recognize that as her

signature  defense  mechanism.  She's  using  it  because  she's  afraid,  so  I  owe  it  to  her  to  take  the  first

step. I love this woman and I can do it for her if she needs me to. 

There was a time when she was able to bare her heart and soul to me, and I'll make sure she trusts

me that way again. 

"Laurelyn, I never expected to love you but I do…with every fiber of my being." She breaks into a

huge grin when she recognizes my use of her words from the letter she left for me. "I've spent the last

three months learning how me without you feels, and I've hated every minute. I never want to do it

again."  I  reach  for  her  hand  and  lace  my  fingers  through  hers.  This  isn't  me  proposing—because  I

want that to be something unforgettable—but I'm going to tell her how much I want to marry her one

day soon so we can talk about our future and how we'll compromise to make things work. "I want…," 

I start but I'm interrupted by my mobile ringing—Margaret McLachlan's ringtone. Her timing couldn't

be worse and she'd keel over if she knew what she'd just prevented me from doing. 

"Who'd be calling you this time of night?" I wasn't planning to take my mum's call because I don't

want  this  time  interrupted,  but  I  hear  the  suspicion  in  Laurelyn's  voice  and  know  I'm  left  without  a

choice. I have to take Mum's call so I can put Laurelyn's unease to rest. It has no place between us. 

"It's my mum. She doesn't always consider the time change between Sydney and Nashville." But I

know  the  real  reason  behind  her  call.  She  knew  I  was  going  after  a  big  lead  tonight  to  locate  the

woman I thought was Laurelyn. She's checking in to see if all is well. 

I  slide  out  of  bed,  completely  naked,  to  retrieve  my  phone.  Laurelyn  props  up  on  one  elbow  to

watch me cross the room. "That's a mighty fine view I've been missing." 

"I'm going to show you some other things you've been missing too," I laugh before I take Margaret

McLachlan's call. "Hi, Mum." 

She  cuts  straight  to  the  chase.  "I  know  it's  late  where  you  are,  but  I  couldn't  stand  it.  I  have  to

know if you found her." 

"Yes, Mum. She's with me now." 

She  squeals  like  a  child.  "Oh,  that's  wonderful  news—exactly  what  I  was  hoping  to  hear. Are

things going as you hoped they would?" 

This is Margaret's code for asking, without actually asking, if we're making up for lost time. "They

were." 

"I interrupted whatever you were doing?" 

"Indeed you did." 

"Son, if you stopped to answer the phone, then you weren't doing whatever well enough and you

need to get back to her and do it better. Don't answer the phone next time." 

Damn.  I  just  got  zinged  by  my  mum.  "I'm  gonna  let  that  one  slide,  old  girl.  We'll  call  you  later

when we're finished doing whatever." 

"Please do, because I want to know everything." She can forget that. "I love you, son, and I'm so

proud of you. I won't ask to talk to her now, but please tell Laurelyn how happy I am and that I miss

her terribly." 

"I will and I love you too." 

I end the call and silence my phone before I drop it on the couch. There'll be no more interruptions

from that little noisemaker tonight. 

I return to bed and slide in next to Laurelyn. She doesn't hesitate in scooting closer to put her head

on my chest, wrapping her arm and leg around me. "I presume Margaret is pleased?" 

"Yes. She's satisfied with me for the first time in months. She asked me to tell you how happy she

is and that she misses you." I thought she'd lose her mind when we figured out that finding Laurelyn

wasn't going to be as easy as originally thought. 

"I miss her too and I'm glad she's so easy to please." 

Easy  is  a  subjective  word.  "I  don't  know  that  I'd  call  her  easily  pleased.  I'm  certain  her

preoccupation  with  Em  being  pregnant  again  is  the  only  thing  that  saved  me  from  getting  my  neck

wrung." 

Her face lights up in a way that I only see when she talks about babies. "Aww, Emma and Evan

are having a third. When?" 

"She's  not  due  until  mid-September  but  she  always  has  preterm  labor  and  delivers  about  six

weeks early, so we're predicting sometime in August." 



"She told me they were finished having babies," she laughs. 

"They were but they had an oops." As soon as I say the word oops, I realize my mistake because

Laurelyn was an unplanned pregnancy. 

"Then this baby and I already have one thing in common." 

I feel like such an arse. "I'm sorry. Oops was a bad choice of words. He was a surprise, one that

they are both very happy about now." 

She quickly gets that glow back. "It's a boy?" 

"That's what they tell us." 

"Two girls and a boy. That sounds like a perfect little family to me." 

I remember her saying she wanted at least two. "You think three is a good number?" 

"Yeah, I think three sounds wonderful." 

Hmm. Three. I never even saw myself with one until a few months ago. Now, I have to get used to

the  idea  of  three.  But  I  can  and  I  will  for  Laurelyn.  If  she  wants  three,  then  that's  how  many  she'll

have. 

I  wake  from  the  best  night's  sleep  I've  had  in  months,  and  it's  because  my  beloved  is  by  my  side.  I

didn't wake in a panic and reach out for her in the night only to find her side of the bed empty. In fact, 

I don't recall waking at all until this moment. 

I  feel  like  a  trellis  the  way  Laurelyn's  wrapped  around  me.  It's  a  first  because  she  hates  being

touched while she sleeps. She has always insisted on having her space, preferably while she is lying

on her stomach with the covers riding low to expose her lower back. 

Although  I  lie  perfectly  still,  it's  as  if  she  can  sense  my  brain  waking  and  her  eyes  flutter  open. 

When I see her caramel eyes staring back at me, I can't stop the smile that spreads across my face or

resist kissing the top of her brunette head. "Good morning." 

"Why, yes—it is a very good morning indeed. And it'll get even better if you'll give me a second

in the bathroom." 

She gives me a quick kiss on the mouth and I think she's going to jump up for the bathroom but she

doesn't.  Instead,  she  strokes  her  hand  along  my  jawline.  "I've  missed  feeling  the  roughness  of  your

face against my skin in the mornings, but this is even better than before." 

That's all it takes for me, reminded of our early morning naughties, to get ready for what I want to

do to her. "Don't linger in the bathroom for long or I'll come in after you." 

She has that look in her eye—a challenge—daring me. "You wouldn't." 

I grab her hand and bring it down to wrap around my cock so she can feel how hard it is for her. 

"You better believe I'll be busting through that door in two minutes if you don't have your sweet arse

back out here." 

"Then maybe I need to work on this before I get out of bed." 

She slides up and over until she's on top of me. I feel her warm breath beneath my ear where she's

kissing my neck. "Do you like it when my mouth is on your neck right here?" 

"Yes." And I do because she knows exactly how to hit that sensitive spot with her tongue. 

"Good. I like it too." 

She  takes  her  time  migrating  down  my  body  and  stops  when  her  mouth  is  in  the  center  of  my

stomach.  She  scrapes  her  nails  down  my  chest  until  she  reaches  the  small  patch  of  hair  below  my

belly button. "Do you like my tongue here?" 

"Yes," I hiss through gritted teeth because her fingers have wandered over to the ticklish spot on

each side of my groin. She flattens her tongue against my stomach and drags it in one slow, upward

motion and then drags her fingernails down through my happy trail. "But this isn't really where you

want my mouth right now, is it?" 

"No." It definitely is not the place I'm craving her lips most. 

"Tell me where you want my mouth." 

I reach for my cock and stroke it under her chin in a come hither motion. "Baby, I'm dying for it

to be all over this." 

"Please  don't  die. You  wouldn't  get  to  enjoy  this  if  you  did,"  she  says. A  naughty  grin  spreads

across her face as she goes down. 

I  feel  her  tongue  sweeping  over  my  tip  and  my  body  shudders  involuntarily.  I  think  I've  grown

more sensitive to the feel of her wet tongue while we've been apart. "Baby, that feels so damn good." 

The curtains are pulled closed but there's a crack where they meet, allowing the proof of morning

into the room. The daylight peeking through illuminates the room just enough for me to be able to see

Laurelyn and the motions of what she's doing—sort of. 

Her hair has fallen forward, blocking my view, so I reach down and gather her long brown locks

into a fisted ponytail on the back of her head. Mmm. That's a beautiful sight. 

I hold her hair in one hand and massage the back of her neck with my other while she performs

what  can  only  be  described  as  an  oral  pole  dance  on  my  cock.  That's  my  girl.  Her  body  slides  up, 

down, and around in a beautifully sexy way on a pole; her mouth does the same during a blowjob. 

"You don't have a clue how fucking hot you look when you're doing that." She lifts her eyes and

makes contact with mine. And that winds it up for me. I'm a goner. "I'm about to come," I warn her in

case she doesn't want me to go in her mouth. But just like always, she keeps going. "Fuck," I groan as

I release. "You give amazing head." 

When  she's  finished,  she  inches  up  my  body  and  makes  a  show  of  licking  her  lips.  I  can't  resist

asking, "Still tastes like chicken?" 

"I don't know. You tell me," she laughs as she begins kissing my mouth. When she stops, she pulls

back. "What do you think?" 

"Hmm. I think I'd go with chicken cordon bleu." 

"Funny…I was thinking jerk." 

"Heeey!" 

"Just kidding," she says as she leans in for a quick kiss. "Be right back." 

I put my hands behind my head and my eyes soak up every inch of Laurelyn's beautiful naked body

as she leaves the bed. I don't know how I'm lucky enough to love this beautiful woman and have her

love me back. I never dreamed something so wonderful could be possible. 

I'm in the middle of enjoying my euphoria when I hear a sound that doesn't belong to my phone, so

I  can  only  assume  it's  Laurelyn's.  It's  six  o'clock  and  now  I'm  the  one  wondering  who  would  be

contacting her at this time of morning. 

I  admit  I  debate  grabbing  her  phone  from  the  nightstand  to  see  who  it  is  and  what  it  says,  but  I

don't. Instead I tell her about it when she returns to bed. She doesn't hesitate in reaching for it. She

chews  her  bottom  lip  as  she  reads  it  and  I  remember  that  being  something  she  did  when  she  was

perplexed. 

"It's from Charlie." Great. Another man who's going to try to come between me and this woman I

love. "He says the bus is leaving at eight instead of nine." 

Suddenly, there's a huge elephant sitting in the bed between us. We both know  the bus leaving

means  it  will  take  her  away  from  me.  We're  finally  together  after  all  this  time  and  we've  admitted

how much we love each other, but there are all these complications we haven't had time to discuss. 

We have completely different lives, with so much distance between, and I have to wonder where I fit

into all this. 

There's one thing I know for certain. "I just found you and I'm not ready to let you go." 

She tosses her phone on the bed. "I don't want to go, either, but I don't have a choice. We have a

show in Austin tonight and the band is depending on me." 

I rack my brain for a solution, even if it's only a temporary one. "You don't have to ride with them. 

I'll hire a driver with a limo to get us where you need to be." 

She doesn't hesitate. "Okay, but all my stuff is on the bus. I need clothes, so I have to run down

there before it leaves." 

"Sure. How far is Austin from Dallas?" 

"Umm…probably three hours or so," she says. 

"And what time is your show?" 

"I think it's at eight." She picks up her phone and then confirms, "Yeah. Eight o'clock." 

I'm doing the math in my head. "You have a show in fourteen hours and it's a three-hour drive to

get you there. I should probably factor in an hour for you to get ready and another hour for you to be

there early. If I give you thirty minutes to get down to the bus and back, that should give us at least

seven hours in this hotel suite before we have to leave." 

She grins as she leans over to kiss me. "What in the world could we possibly do for seven hours

in this suite with a king-sized bed and our choice of enormous tub or gigantic shower?" 

I pull her over on top of me. "We're gonna continue making up for lost time, but seven hours won't

come close to covering it, so we'll pick up again after your show tonight." 

"I can't think of anything I'd rather do." 

"I'll  order  room  service  and  have  breakfast  waiting  when  you  return. You  want  your  usual? An

omelet and orange juice?" 

Her pleased expression tells me she likes that I remember her favorite breakfast. "Yeah. I'll take

my usual. Although I've yet to find an omelet as good as Mrs. Porcelli's." 

"And  you  won't  until  you're  back  in Australia  with  me."  There  it  is—a  huge  complication  we'll

have to tackle at some point. But not now. 

I  change  the  subject  quickly.  I  don't  want  her  to  put  too  much  thought  into  my  statement  before

we're able to discuss our plans for the future. "The quicker you get down to that bus, the quicker you'll

get back so we can start on our seven-hour marathon." 

"Then I'd better hurry." 


***




Seven  hours.  I  thought  it  couldn't  be  done—and  it  probably  couldn't  with  any  other  man—but  who

was  I  kidding?  This  is  Jack  Henry  we're  talking  about.  The  man  is  an  absolute  sex  machine.  Hmm, 

lucky me. 

It's crazy. We're riding in the back of the limo on the way to Austin after a seven-hour sex-a-thon

and my thirst for him is no more quenched than it was when I rode that elevator up to his suite last

night. This man can make me want him just by breathing. 

I  try  to  distract  myself  with  conversation.  "Addison  called  this  morning  when  I  went  to  get  my

things from the bus. I told her the whole story about us—you and me. She wasn't happy that I'd kept it

from her all this time." Saying she wasn't happy is minimizing her reaction. She was downright pissed

off. 

"She's your best friend. I would be worried if she weren't upset." 

"She's in Wagga Wagga with Zac. Did you know that?" 

He  turns  his  head  briskly  to  look  at  me.  "Addison  Donavon  is  in  Wagga  Wagga,"  he  laughs.  "I

guess that explains why Jim couldn't find her in the U.S. Incredible. She was in the same town as me

all  that  time."  He  seems  to  be  thinking  about  something.  "It  nearly  killed  me  but  I  went  to  Ben's

apartment  to  beg  him  for  information  about  you  after  you  were  gone.  He  took  great  pleasure  in

withholding those details." 

"I'm sorry Ben was such an ass." 

"It's  okay,"  he  laughs.  "I  had  an  opportunity  to  see  him  again.  He  applied  for  an  internship  at

Avalon and I took great pleasure in telling him to fuck off. You can't imagine the shock on his face

when he walked into my office with his résumé in hand. It was priceless." 

"I  bet  he  could've  shit  his  pants.  You  should  hire  Zac.  Addison  told  me  he  hadn't  found  an

internship yet. They finished in the middle of the school year so all of the positions are taken by the

previous class." 

"I will if it's what you want." He's holding my hand and his thumb is rubbing the top of mine. "I'll

do  anything  you  ask  of  me."  I  watch  as  it  slowly  moves  back  and  forth  across  my  skin,  and  I'm

reminded of where it was earlier as it performed a very similar motion. The memory ignites sparks

that travel up my arm and down to the core of my groin. I press my legs together and wiggle in my seat

to try to relieve the increasing desire, but it's useless. There's only one fix for it. 

The  sweet,  seductive  sound  of  "Don't  Forget  to  Breathe"  by  Bitter:sweet  begins  playing  and  it

only adds to my escalating arousal. Jack Henry takes notice of my growing restlessness. "Baby, are

you all right? Do you need the driver to stop?" 

The bathroom is not what I need right now. I'm embarrassed to admit that we made love all

day and I still want him. That can't be normal. I swallow and clear my throat before I croak out, "I'm

fine." 

I try to remain motionless, but it's one of those sensations where it feels like I have an itch and I'll

lose my mind if I don't scratch it. 

He relinquishes hold of my hand and places it on my bare thigh to comfort me, not knowing it's

like  an  accelerant  being  tossed  onto  a  wildfire.  "You're  so  on  edge  that  you  can't  sit  still  for  two

seconds. I'm sorry if you're sore because of me." 

I am a little tender but it has no bearing on the other thing I'm feeling right now. "I'm not sorry." I

study the divider between the driver and us. "He can't see us at all?" 

I think Jack Henry could be catching on. He grins as he answers, "No, not with the divider up." 

"And he can't hear us?" 

He's  definitely  catching  on  to  where  I'm  going  with  this,  judging  by  his  face.  "Not  unless  you

scream." 

"You've been known to do that to me." I'm taunting him and we both know it. 

"Only because it's what you wanted." 

I put my hand on his thigh and begin massaging the muscle beneath his jeans. "That's true. It's what

I always want." 

I lean over to press my lips against the side of his neck below his ear and kiss that special place

that drives him crazy. I move my hand up his leg and when I feel how hard he is already, I migrate my

mouth upward and hover over his ear, whispering breathlessly, "I'm going to take off all of my clothes

and when I'm finished, I want you to fuck me until I come." 

"Anything you say." 

I drag my finger over his bottom lip. "That's my good boy." 

I increase the music's volume and unfasten my seatbelt so I can begin the show. I might not have a

pole in the back of this limo, but it won't keep me from giving Jack Henry one hell of a performance. 

I twist so I'm facing him and reach into my hair to pull out the pins holding it in place. I shake my

head as it falls and fluff it with my hands. I just screwed it up for tonight's show but that's not the one

I'm concerned with at the moment. 

"You have beautiful hair." He reaches for a lock and I smile as I scoot away from him. There will

be no show if he touches me while I'm stripping. "No touching the back-seat stripper." 

"Back-seat stripper, huh?" 

I wiggle out of my denim jacket and begin to unfasten the buttons on my ivory sleeveless top. He

watches as each and every button reveals a little more skin. I do it slowly to tease him while it builds

his anticipation for what awaits him beneath the soft cotton of my shirt. 

I regret that the bra and panties are simple white lace, but I never expected to have a need for sexy

lingerie  while  on  tour.  Sex  was  the  last  thing  I  thought  I'd  be  having  while  traveling  from  town  to

town, so I'm lucky I managed to have this matching set. 

Note to self: make a lingerie run ASAP. 

I remain out of his reach on the other side of the car as I peel my shirt back and drop it to the limo

floor.  I  reach  into  the  elastic  waist  of  my  skirt  and  panties  to  slide  both  down  my  hips  until  they

puddle at my feet around my boots. I slip each off, one at a time, and then add them to my growing

collection of clothes on the floorboard. 

"Don't take your boots off. I want you wearing them while you ride me." 

His insinuation doesn't go unnoticed as I reach for the back of my bra. "Anything you want." I'm

down to nothing but my boots—just the way he wants me. As I'm crawling across the seat to him, he

unfastens his seatbelt and slides over to meet me in the middle. 

I lift my leg and swing it over to straddle him. He grasps my naked bottom and pulls me against

his  raging  hard-on.  He  grinds  into  me  as  he  kisses  my  neck  before  moving  to  my  breasts.  "Anyone

who makes my fantasies come true the way you do can't be real." 

I take his hands and place them on my breasts. "Everything about me is real." 

"I love you, Laurelyn." Nothing sounds sweeter than those words. 

"I love you too. But you're wearing way too many clothes for me to make this fantasy come true," I

tell him as I unbutton his shirt. When it falls open, I slide my hands inside and feel his nipples harden

beneath my touch. 

I glide my hands down to his jeans and give the button a pull until it's unfastened. He lifts his hips

from the seat and I give his pants several good tugs until I have them down to his knees. 

I feel his erection against my stomach and I wrap my hand around it. "I'm about to make you feel

so  good."  I  rise  up  on  my  knees  and  position  his  tip  at  my  wet  entrance.  He  holds  his  breath  with

anticipation. I touch my free hand to his mouth. "Don't forget to breathe." 

I feel his warm breath on my fingers and then he sucks them inside his mouth with his sharp intake

of air as I slide down onto his length. "Ohh…I don't know how you can feel so tight after everything

we did earlier." 

I  rise  onto  my  knees  until  he's  almost  out  of  me  before  I  slide  back  down.  "Our  bodies  mesh

together perfectly." 

"That's because you and I belong together. Always." 

Always.  It's  not  a  word  I'm  used  to  hearing  from  Jack  Henry,  at  least  not  in  reference  to  our

relationship,  but  I  love  the  sound  of  it.  It  makes  me  want  this  man  even  more,  so  I  decide  the  old

saying is true. The brain is the biggest sex organ for a woman because hearing him say that one little

word sends my body into a desperate whirlwind. 

I press my hands against the ceiling and lean back so I can slide him in deeper. It feels like I can

never  have  him  close  enough.  He's  meeting  me  thrust  for  thrust  when  I  feel  his  fingers  between  my

legs stroking me in the most wonderful way. All of the sensations combined do me in and I feel the

muscles deep within my core take over as I ride out the waves of pleasure. 

When I climax, he isn't there with me, so I move up and down faster to give him what he needs. He

loops his arms under mine and hooks his hands over my shoulders. Each time I lower myself, he uses

his  hands  to  jerk  me  down  harder  as  he  lifts  his  hips.  It  doesn't  take  long  before  I  feel  him  spasm

inside me and know he's found his release as well. 

When  we  both  finish  coming,  I  don't  move  because  these  are  the  moments  I  savor—just  having

Jack Henry inside me without any clear line of where either of us ends or begins. These times when

we're quiet and simply holding one another afterward are when I feel the closest to him. 

He puts his arms around me and pulls me close so he can place the side of his face between my

breasts. "Your heart is racing." 

"As it should be after that. I think you need to travel with me to keep me in tip-top shape since I

can't work out on my pole." 

"Your pole at Avalon misses you. And so have I." 

"I miss Avalon. It sort of felt like home to me." 

He lifts his face from my chest and looks up at me. "It hasn't gone anywhere. Avalon can be your

home again. With me." 

What is he saying? "You want me to go back with you?" 

"I  know  it  hasn't  even  been  a  full  day  since  I  walked  back  into  your  life,  but  having  you  in

Australia with me is what I want more than anything." 

I'm  being  pulled  in  two  directions.  This  man  is  in  my  heart  and  that  part  of  me  wants  to  drop

everything  and  board  an Australia-bound  plane  with  him  right  this  second.  But  then  there's  another

part—the one screaming at me to  remember  the  eight  years  of  hard  work  I've  invested  in  my  music

career. I'm finally achieving success and it's come at a terribly high price. I'm not prepared to throw

my career away. 

But neither am I prepared to let Jack Henry walk out of my life. And I'm afraid telling him I can't

go to Australia will end with me losing him all over again. I'm not sure I could survive that a second

time. 

I  think  he  sees  the  war  raging  inside  me  and  places  two  fingers  against  my  lips.  "Don't  say

anything yet. I don't expect you to make a decision right now. You need time to consider what moving

nine thousand miles away would mean for your life—not only now, but years down the road." 

Last night he told me that he never wants to be apart from me again. Today he's saying we belong

together. Always. It feels like he's suggesting we'll be married, but he isn't actually saying the words. 

"I've  managed  to  make  arrangements  to  be  away  from  the  vineyards  for  the  next  four  weeks.  I

really want us to spend that time together deciding where to go from here." 

A whole month together. I can't imagine a better way to spend my time. "Of course. I want to be

with you every minute of the next four weeks." 

"Good. I was hoping you'd say that." 

He  puts  his  forehead  against  my  chest.  "We  have  a  lot  of  discussions  ahead  of  us  over  the  next

several weeks, but I won't be the one to initiate them. I'll wait for you to decide you're ready to talk." 

I kiss the top of his dark hair. "Thank you for being patient with me." 

"I've known for three months I was coming for you. You've known for a day. I realize my arrival

was unanticipated and you've been making all these plans that didn't include me showing up out of the

blue." 

"Jack Henry." I put my hands on each side of his head and force it up so I can see his face. "Your

arrival is unexpected but more than welcomed. You, caveman, are the best surprise I've had in…my

entire life." 


***




The driver must have sped because the limo pulls up at the hotel long before our estimated arrival, 

and  Laurelyn's  still  stark  naked.  She  scrambles  for  her  clothes  and  underwear  as  she  curses,  "Shit. 

We're  already  here  and  I'm  not  wearing  a  stitch."  She  looks  over  at  her  reflection  in  the  mirrored

wall. "I look like I've been rode hard and put up wet." 

I  can't  resist.  "There's  definitely  been  some  hard  riding  and  I  must  say  that  you  were  pretty  wet

each time." 

"Not funny. The guys are going to take one look at me and know exactly what I've been up to." 

I'm perfectly fine with them knowing. "I sure hope so. At least that Charlie bloke will back off." 

"Charlie knows how much I love you and he's glad to see me happy—even if that means there can

never be anything between us. He's that kind of guy, so please, don't give him a hard time. He's not

like Ben at all." 

"Don't  worry.  I'm  not  going  to  embarrass  you  by  going  all  Neanderthal."  Maybe.  It  might  not

involve me beating on my chest or dragging Laurelyn around by her hair, but I will stake my claim on

my girl so there's no misunderstanding. 

"Thank you." 

She  takes  another  look  at  herself  in  the  mirror  and  attempts  to  smooth  her  hair.  "Oh,  hell.  It's  a

good thing we're here earlier than expected because I'm going to have to start from scratch." 

"Baby, you look beautiful." 

"This makes you happy, doesn't it? You like having me look a mess with all of my makeup rubbed

off by your scruff and my hair looking like I've been rolling around in the back seat." 

I  playfully  push  her  down  onto  the  seat  and  lie  on  top  of  her.  We're  eye  to  eye  when  I  tell  her, 

"You're damn right. I want them to know I fucked you all the way here and that my spunk is still inside

you so they won't even think about trying to sniff around you." I reach under her skirt to rub my hand

between  her  legs.  I  feel  the  wet  spot  where  my  load  has  leaked  out  onto  her  undies.  "Do  you

remember what I told you about this part of your body?" 



"Yes." 

"Say it." I want to hear the proof that she hasn't forgotten. 

"No one else touches me there." 

I love hearing her say that. "And why can no one else touch you like this?" 

"Because I'm yours and no one else's." I covet those words from her. 

I push her knickers to the side and slip my finger inside her. "Which makes this mine." 

She  rolls  her  eyes,  smiling,  and  that  tells  me  that  she  likes  the  possessive  nature  I  feel  for  her. 

"You can be downright crude sometimes." 

"But you love every dirty thing I do or say." 

She huffs dramatically. "Yeah, I do. So there…I admit it. Happy now?" 

She has no idea. "Yes. Very." 

"Good. Now, let me up because I have to go get ready for the show." 

I give her a peck on the mouth. "Yes, ma'am." 

This venue is different from the auditorium Laurelyn and her band played last night. It looks like an

old theatre, the seating a horseshoe shape and an open floor for standing room only directly in front of

the stage. The crowd on the floor is growing fast, so I choose a seat on the first riser closest to the

stage so I'll be able to see the show without fighting the crowd. 

It's time for the show to begin and I'm amazed by the congestion of people who've gathered to hear

Southern Ophelia. These people are waiting to hear my girl sing, and it dawns on me just how fast

she's risen to the top. She isn't becoming a star; she already is one. 

I'm not sure where that leaves me in her life. I'm certain it must've been much easier to love me

and toy with the idea of staying in Australia when she had nothing waiting on her at home, but that's

not the case now. She has all of this—a band with people depending on her and a career with fans. 

I watch the floor crowd as Laurelyn and her band members perform, and something becomes very

clear to me: this is still only a small portion of the stardom in her future, and it scares the hell out of

me. I'm terrified she'll love the glitz and glamour of this life and ultimately choose it over me. I want

Laurelyn to have every bit of success she deserves because I love her, but not at the expense of our

life together. That's why I must use the next month to show her why she should choose us over this

life. If that makes me a selfish bastard, then it just does. I can live with that as long as she's with me

and not nine thousand miles away. 

It  looks  like  Charlie  has  backed  off  Laurelyn  tonight.  He  isn't  eye-fucking  her  as  they  sing,  so  I

guess he got the message. I can't knock the guy for trying, though. She is one hell of a catch. 

When they finish playing what I think is the last song, the blokes leave the stage and Laurelyn takes

a  seat  on  a  stool  under  the  spotlight.  She  winks  in  my  direction  as  she  strums  some  chords  on  her

Martin and leans toward the microphone. "I wrote this next song during an extremely dark time in my

life.  I  had  just  parted  ways  with  the  man  I  loved  and  thought  we'd  never  see  each  other  again.  It's

about the things I'd say to him if he ever came back to me. Well, he finally did, and this song is for

him. It's called 'Loved by You.'" 

 We were complete strangers

 Brought together by fate's hand. 

 You were a powerful tide

 Rushing over me in the sand. 

 You pulled me into you

 From the safety of the shore

 And what I thought I wanted

 Became so much more. 

 Now I just want to be wanted by you. 

 And I just want to be needed by you. 

 My heart just pleads to be loved by you. 

 In the roughest of waters

 I happily drowned in you

 And in the calm of the storm

 My love for you grew. 

 But now you're choosing

 To let me go

 And it grows harder every day

 To not let the pain show. 

 'Cause I just want to be wanted by you. 

 And I just want to be needed by you. 

 My heart just pleads to be loved by you. 

 My heart is slowly

 Counting down the days

 Each one bringing us closer

 To our parting ways. 

 And I worry about

 How I'll move on

 When you're the reason

 Behind my every song. 

 'Cause I just want to be wanted by you. 

 And I just want to be needed by you. 

 My heart just pleads to be loved by you. 

Laurelyn finishes and mouths, "I love you," before she kisses her fingers and holds her hand out in

my direction. It's completely juvenile but it doesn't stop me from reaching out as if to catch her kiss

and bring it to my lips. I look like a pussy, but what can I say? Love makes you do silly things and

catching an air kiss would definitely fall under that category. 

"Dude, did she just blow that kiss to you?" 

I've  sat  by  this  guy  the  entire  show  without  even  looking  at  him  until  now.  "Yeah,  she  did. And

now I'm going to go get a real one." 

I  see  the  surprise  in  his  eyes  and  it  reinforces  for  me  the  huge  star  they  see  when  they  look  at

Laurelyn. "Wow. The singer for Southern Ophelia is your girlfriend? That must rock." 

Girlfriend  doesn't  feel  like  the  right  word  for  what  she  is  to  me.  "She's  much  more  than  my

girlfriend." 

"Cool. Tell her it was an awesome show." 

I walk to the spot where she told me to meet her after and she's there, waiting as promised. I pull

her close and kiss the side of her face. "Baby, you just keep amazing me." 

"Did you like it?" 

I assume she means the song she sang for me. "Like it? Hell…I love it." 

"You know I wrote it about you. I mean every word." 

"I know. And that's how I feel about you too. Let's go back to the room so I can show you how

much." 

She makes a face that tells me it's a no-go. "The band always meets up after each performance to

discuss  any  kinks  from  the  show.  I  have  to  go  to  Charlie's  room.  It  never  lasts  more  than  fifteen

minutes max. Will you come with me? I want you to meet the guys." 

Fuck, no, I don't want to go to Charlie's room but even more, I don't want Laurelyn going without

me. "Sure, if that's what you want." 

I  think  I  feel  my  testosterone  level  surging  as  I  approach  the  room  where  I'll  meet  the  blokes

Laurelyn has been closest to for the past three months. Knowing that one of them has a thing for her

doesn't do much for calming my instinctual caveman tendencies to make sure he knows she's mine and

not for his taking. 

Laurelyn stops before we go inside and places her hands on each side of my face. "You're tense

but you shouldn't be. These guys are like brothers to me." 

I think she forgets I have a sister and I've never considered kissing her like what I saw last night. 

"There's only one of them who makes me uptight, and he's the one I saw kissing you." 

She strokes her hands down my cheeks until they're on my jawline. She runs her fingers over my

slight beard. "You have to let that go." 

Easier said than done. "He and I will get along just fine as long as he backs off." 

"He already has, so there shouldn't be any problem. Right?" 

She uses her hands to turn my head from side to side involuntarily. "Say, 'No, Laurelyn. There isn't

going to be any problem with Charlie.'" 

"No,  Laurelyn.  There  isn't  going  to  be  any  problem  with  Charlie."  She  takes  her  hands  from  my

face and I add, "As long as he keeps his hands off you." 

She rolls her eyes at me and shakes her head. "Come on. Let's get this over with so you can see

that there is no threat." 

The band members are sitting around talking when we enter Charlie's room, but they all come to

full attention when they see I'm with Laurelyn. "Hey, y'all. This is Jack, and I wanted to bring him by

to meet you because you'll be seeing a lot of him for the next several weeks." 

Their manager, Randy, is the first to introduce himself. Then PJ and Ryan. Charlie hangs back last. 

At first I think it's because he's measuring me up, but then he's on his feet to offer his hand and I don't

sense  any  type  of  confrontation.  "Laurelyn  has  told  me  a  lot  about  you,  so  it's  good  to  finally  meet

you." 

If I had it on my mind to be a wanker, I could construe his words into code for something else—

like  maybe  Laurelyn  telling  him  a  lot  about  me  means  that  she's  confided  in  him  or  perhaps  he's

pointing out that it's finally nice to meet me because I haven't been around. I don't think either of these

are the case. He's looking me in the eye, man to man, and he doesn't give me the Ben vibe at all. 

"Good to meet you as well, mate." 

"Our girl did good tonight, didn't she?" 

Surprise—that's what I feel at myself for not being the least bit offended by hearing Charlie refer

to Laurelyn as our girl, as if she's partially his. I would've lost it all together if I'd ever heard Ben

call her that to my face. "Yes. She's rather amazing." 

Time gets away from us and we end up hanging out for much longer than fifteen minutes. I don't

mind because they all, surprisingly, turn out to be pretty cool. I'd expected to be anxious to get out of

there, but it ends up being Laurelyn coaxing me to leave because it's late and she's tired. 

It's not until we leave that I realize Laurelyn's room—our room—is next door. I've been cool with

everything else, but I don't like this. She slides the keycard in and then out for the green access light. 

"This is the last time we stay next to any of them." 

We're entering the room when she says, "They always group us together. Why is it a problem as

long as we're not sharing?" 

The door shuts and I scoop her over my shoulder to carry her to the bed. I toss her playfully onto

her back. "Because we don't fuck soft and quiet. We fuck hard and loud." 

"And you don't want to embarrass me by having them hear us going at it?" 

Embarrassment wasn't what I had in mind. "Put it this way: I'm not really interested in any of them

wanking off to the sounds of us fucking in the next room." 

She scrunches her nose. "Eww." 

"Exactly. If they hear some of the sounds you make, there's no hope they'll ever look at you again

without visualizing what you were doing while you made that noise. Trust me when I say it's best if

this is the last time we bunk down so closely." 

As I untuck my shirt from my pants and reach for my top button, Laurelyn scrambles to her purse

on the bed. "Wait. I have an idea." She reaches inside and takes out her phone. "And we need the right

kind  of  music  for  it."  A  song  begins  to  play  and  she  grins  devilishly  as  she  says,  "'Addicted'  by

Saving Abel is perfect for what you're about to do for me." 

"And what am I about to do for you?" 

She scoots to the head of the bed and sits against the headboard. "You're gonna do a striptease for

me while I watch." 

Me doing the stripping would be a new one for us. "I am?" 

"Yeah…you  are.  I've  done  it  for  you  every  time  you've  asked—and  numerous  times  when  you

didn't. Now, I'm asking, and you're doing." 

I'm pretty certain I better not say no if I ever want to see her dance again, so I start to move to the

music as I begin to unbutton my shirt. "You better have some bills ready for me, baby." 


***





I didn't expect him to go along with dancing for me—at least not without a debate. I'm surprised he

agreed so easily—maybe a little too easily—but I don't care. He looks so damn hot doing it…like, 

flaming hot. 

He  turns  his  back  on  me  and  I  watch  as  he  moves  perfectly  with  the  music,  wiggling  out  of  his

white button-down and tossing it over his shoulder. It lands on my legs so I lift it to my nose. It smells

delicious, just like him. 

His hands are on the back of his neck as he thrusts his pelvis forward with the song's tempo. All I

can  see  from  the  back  is  the  motion  of  his  beautiful  ass,  and  I  imagine  the  way  it  looks  when  he's

thrusting it between my legs. 

He spins to face me and puts his palms on his chest. He glides them down as he rotates his hips in

a circular motion to the music. When his hands get to the crotch of his pants, he holds them out to use

as a wall to bump and grind against. 

"Ooh, I like that." 

He laughs as he says, "You'll like it a lot better when I'm between your legs doing it." 

His promise sends a rush of heated desire straight to the area he's talking about. "Bite your lip for

me while you do it." He smirks but does as I tell him. "Mmm, that's hot, but I think it's time for you to

come out of those pants. You're overdressed for a stripper." 

"Yes, ma'am," he says. He reaches for the fly. "Anything for you." 

He kicks off his shoes and then slides his jeans down without his boxer briefs. I think it's the first

time I ever remember one going down without the other, but this is all about the tease and prolonging

it to make me crazy with desire. So far, it's highly successful. 

When he's down to only his boxer briefs, I see the proof of how turned on he is. When he sees me

notice, he smirks and slowly slides his underwear down over his hard-on before he kicks them over

next to his pants. He puts his hands on the back of his head and  thrusts  his  hips  to  the  music  as  the

bites his lip again. "I'm the only one not overdressed here." 

"I think you're right," I agree as I rise to my knees and pull my dress over my head. I'm kneeling on

the bed wearing only my pink lace bra and matching panties. "Better?" 

"You're gettin' there." 

I reach behind my back and unfasten my bra. I let the straps slide down my arms as I hold the cups

in  place,  and  his  eyes  smolder  as  he  waits  for  the  rest  to  drop.  He  watches  my  every  motion  as  I

finally free my breasts from their entrapment. 

"Have I ever told you how beautiful your breasts are?" 

I shake my head as I crawl to the edge of the bed. "No." 

He takes them in his palms once I'm within reach and rubs his thumbs over my nipples. "They're

perfect in every way. Everything about you is." 

He pulls me closer and kisses my neck in the bend where it meets my shoulder. "I'm not perfect." 

He moves his mouth lower and is about to take my nipple into his mouth when he looks up to meet

my eyes. "You are to me." 

I glide my fingers through his thick hair as I feel his tongue running circles around my nipple. His

hand caresses my other breast while his thumb mimics the motion of his tongue. I drop my head back

and a moan escapes as I arch closer to his mouth. 

His palm leaves my breast and I feel each of his hands on my hips pushing the waistband of my

panties down. I lift one knee at a time and he slides the pink lace down my calves and over my feet. 

After he flings them to the floor, I wrap my arms over his shoulders and he lifts me off the bed. I wrap

my legs around him but he quickly lowers me onto my back while he remains standing next to the bed. 

He lifts my feet to hook my knees over his shoulders, grasps my hips, and tugs them until his face is

between my legs. I know what he's about to do, but he's never done it like this. And I'm excited about

seeing how this goes. 

His hand is splayed open across my stomach and it wanders a path up between my breasts. I feel

the rhythm of his warm breath between my legs. It ignites waves of tingles and I can't stop my innate

reaction to squirm in anticipation. "Someone knows what's coming to her and I think she's getting a

little anxious." 

Anxious is an understatement. Desperate would be a more suitable term for what I'm feeling. "I'm

going to scream if you don't put your mouth on me." 

"You say you'll scream if I don't. I say you'll scream if I do," he teases. His eyes never leave mine

as his tongue makes one slow sweep up my center. He licks his lips and says, "Always so sweet. I

love to taste the sugar below your waist." 

Oh, my. He's in the dirty talk mode. That means he's gonna make me orgasm even faster. 

"You need something to sweeten that filthy mouth of yours." 

"You love my vulgar mouth—especially when it does this." He presses it against me and I feel the

suction of his mouth right where I need it most. He alternates licking and sucking, leaving me with an

intense, divine pleasure. Each time he brings me incredibly close to the edge, he somehow senses I'm

on the verge and reels me back. It's like being in the middle of a euphoric tug-of-war, and it's one of

the most splendid things I've ever experienced. And frustrating because he isn't letting me come. 

"Aah…aah…you're doing that on purpose." 

"What am I doing on purpose?" He says it likes he's so innocent and has no idea what I mean. 

"You know what you're doing. You're keeping me from coming." 

He cuts his eyes up at me. "So, you're ready to get off?" 

"Yes," I say so low, it comes out like a whisper. I am desperate. 

"Then  say  it—from  one  filthy  mouth  to  another—tell  me  what  you  want  me  to  do  to  make  you

come and I'll do it." 

He's holding my orgasm hostage so he can get what he wants. "You love to hear dirty things come

out of my mouth. It turns you on, doesn't it?" 

"Yeah. I fucking love it. I especially go crazy when I hear you tell me what you want me to do to

you." 

Okay. He was being honest with me, so I should do it. It's something he likes and I want him to be

pleased. By telling him what I want, I'm pleased too, so I slide my hand down between my legs and

touch  myself.  "I  want  you  to  suck  me  right  here  until  the  only  thing  I  can  do  is  scream  because  I'm

coming so hard." 

"That was so hot, baby. I'm about to blow your fucking mind." 

I reach for the top of his hair and pull his face down. "Then fuck me with your mouth and don't

stop again until you make me scream." 

I can't believe I said that. Until I feel his mouth obeying my orders and I know I did. "Oh…oh…

oh, that feels so damn good but use your fingers. I want to feel it inside and out." One—and then two

—of his fingers begin to slide in and out of me. He's sucking hard enough to leave a hickey on the top

of my girlie parts and I'm so close to orgasming, I think my eyes have rolled back in my head. I clench

a  handful  of  his  hair  and  yank  a  little.  "Oh…ah…fuuuuck!"  I  scream  as  he  puts  the  Dyson  vacuum

suction on my quim. 

My entire body tenses as I feel those quivers inside me. Oh, how I have missed those Jack Henry-

issued quivers. Nothing compares to them. Believe me—me, myself, and I have tried. 

I  relax  my  tense  muscles  as  Jack  Henry  lowers  my  legs  from  his  shoulders.  "Damn,  baby. 

Everybody on this floor, including the one above and below, heard you come undone." 

"I'm too blissed out to care," I tell him as I scoot away from the edge of the bed. I grab him behind

his  neck  to  take  him  with  me;  I  don't  want  to  go  a  single  second  without  feeling  his  body  pressed

against mine. 

He falls against me roughly as my back hits the mattress. "Sorry," he apologizes as I reach for his

ass and slap both of my hands down before I squeeze his cheeks and pull him hard between my legs. 

"What's gotten into you?" 

I'm rubbing my girlie parts against his not-so-girlie parts. "I'm hoping it'll be you that's gotten into

me." 

"Babe, if you don't watch yourself, you're gonna have me believing you're a closet dirty talker." 

"Maybe  I  was,  but  I'm  coming  out."  I  wrap  my  hand  around  his  hard  cock  and  move  it  up  and

down. "Now, speaking of coming…" 

"Ooh, I like this." 

I'm trembling because I want him inside me so badly, so I slide his erection up and down through

my slick slit to coax him inside. "Come on, Jack Henry. Fuck me. Please." 

He thrusts inside me without any warning and I gasp at the sudden intrusion. I want him inside me

fast and hard and after I adjust to him moving in and out, I bring my legs up around his waist. I use

them to encourage him to thrust harder. "You're insatiable tonight," he says as he jerks out of me and

moves to stand next to the bed. He grabs my ankles and drags me over to where he's standing. "That

wasn't doing it for either one of us. Turn over so I can fuck you the right way." 

I slide off the edge of the bed until my feet touch the floor. I spin around and bend over to press

my face into my pillow because I know he's going to make me scream again. He grabs my hips and

gives them a squeeze before he pulls them backward to drive his cock inside me. I push up onto my

tiptoes to bridge the gap in our height difference. "That's it, right there. Just like that." 

I grab my pillow and bite it as he pounds harder into me, but I can tell when he's getting close. I've

come to know his body well and he always slows his thrusts toward the end because he's trying to

prolong his pleasure. But his orgasm always takes over—and it does this time too—when he drives

hard into me and calls out my name. 

I love the sound of my name through his clenched teeth. 

"You  have  no  idea  how  hot  you  look  when  you're  bent  over  like  this  with  my  cock  still  inside

you." 

"I've decided I'm getting a tattoo across my lower back that says, 'Lucky you.'" 

He pulls out and bends over to kiss my lower back before he runs his tongue over it. "No ink for

you here. Ever! That would ruin it for me." 

I know how he loves my lower back, but would ink really ruin it for him? "Really?" 

"I'm serious." His voice is stern. "Don't even entertain the idea, or I will go caveman all over your

arse." 

"I thought you just did." 

"I'm talking about a different kind of caveman, baby." He rubs his hand over the dip he just licked. 

"One you wouldn't like." I hear the seriousness in his words. There have been times when Jack Henry

has shown me the beast inside him. I didn't care for it much and I don't plan to provoke it. 


***




It  would  kill  me  if  she  ever  marked  my spot  with  ink.  I  love  the  tattoo  around  her  ankle  and  the

piercing in her belly button, but I think she's good. No more ink or holes in her body. 

I slap her playfully on her hip. "Get up in that bed so I can cuddle with you before you go to sleep

and push me away." 

She climbs up on all fours and crawls toward the head. "I didn't push you away last night." 

"You didn't because we've been apart for so long, but I know you, and it's coming. You like your

space and you're not going to let me be in it when it's time to sleep." 

I lie down and she nuzzles into her usual spot, her head on my shoulder, her leg thrown over mine. 

"You know we have reversed roles, right? The guy is the one who usually doesn't want to spoon and

the chick wants to be all hugged up on him." 

I'm not ashamed to admit that I have developed a lot of chick-like behavior when it comes to her. 

"I know, but I can't help it. I love having you close. I want you within my touch all the time. I don't

want you to slip away again." 

"I'm not going anywhere." 

She's told me that before. "You promised me I wouldn't come home to find you gone, but I did." 

Her  finger  is  tracing  that  endless  swirl  on  my  chest.  "Our  circumstances  were  different  when  I

made that promise." 

"I came back for you that day you left. I was going to ask you to stay after I told you I loved you." 

She lifts her head to look at me. "You loved me then?" 

"Of  course,  I  did."  She  doesn't  say  anything  and  I  suspect  it's  because  she's  thinking  about  how

different our lives would've been if I'd found her instead of that letter. "Would you have stayed?" 

"Yes. All I wanted was for you to ask me." 

But our lives are different from what they were when she disappeared three months ago. She isn't

the same person and who she is now could very well keep her from coming back to me. 

I kiss the top of her head and we're quiet. I have a hunch that both of us are lost in the thoughts of

what might have been. We'd be approaching the six-month mark if she'd stayed. I'm sure I'd be getting

ready  to  propose  if  I  hadn't  already.  I  don't  know.  Maybe  we  would've  eloped.  "What  are  you

thinking?" I ask, hoping she'll tell me she imagines us engaged or possibly even married. 

"The  same  thing  you  are—wondering  what  our  lives  would  be  like  if  we'd  spent  the  last  three

months together instead of apart." 

I want her to be more specific about where she thinks our relationship would be. "What do you

think we'd be doing?" 

"I'm pretty sure we'd be doing what we just did. It's sort of our thing." That's not really the answer

I was looking for, but I'll take it. 

"I agree with that. Shagging seems to be one of our favorite things to do." 

She giggles as she says, "Shagging. We don't say that but I like it. Did you know Margaret calls it

nookie?" 

She called it whatever  when  I  spoke  to  her  last  night.  "I  wasn't  aware  of  that.  When  have  you

discussed nookie with my mum?" 

"She came to see me at Avalon a couple of weeks before I left. She suggested I show you all the

reasons  you  should  ask  me  to  stay—which  included  putting  it  on  you  hard."  She's  covering  her

face with her hands and giggling again. "She told me a little nookie wouldn't hurt." 

For fuck's sake. I can't believe my mum told Laurelyn to put it on me. Whose mum does that kind

of thing? Oh, wait—that would be mine. "She told me about her visit. As I recall, you took her advice

because I stayed between your legs those last two weeks. I practically pitched a tent and camped out

there." 

She slaps her hand down against my chest and it makes a loud popping sound. "And a lot of good

it did me since it didn't work." 

I reach up and put my hand on top of hers. "It worked. You just didn't stick around long enough to

let me ask." 

"We'd know everything about each other by now." She sounds sad and I don't want her to be. 

"We can catch up," I reassure her. "What do you want to know?" 

Apparently,  that  gets  her  attention  because  she  shoots  up  in  the  bed,  legs  crossed.  It's  a  little

distracting to have her sitting like that with her love canal staring me in my face. "We've never talked

about why you are the way you are." 

Why  I'm  the  way  I  am?  That's  a  loaded  question  that  could  be  interpreted  in  a  number  of

different ways. "Scientists all agree that genetics make me the way I am. Half of my DNA comes from

my mother—and we both know what a pistol she can be—and the other half comes from my father." 

She  reaches  over  and  pinches  my  nipple.  It's  playful  but  painful.  "You  know  that's  not  what  I

mean, smart-ass. Margaret and Henry didn't do this to you." 

I grab her hand to pull it away but she tightens her grip. "Oww…oww…Okay, which part of how

I am are you referring to?" 

She releases my nipple and I reach up to rub it. "I'm talking about the reason you choose to make

arrangements with women." 

"I don't have arrangements with women," I clarify. "I have a normal, loving relationship with one

very  extraordinary  woman."  I  cover  both  of  my  nipples  with  my  hands  to  protect  them  since  I'm

certain that isn't the answer she's looking for. 

"But our normal, loving relationship began with a perverse arrangement," she insists. "I want to

know why." 

Damn! I really don't want to go there, but I gave her the opening and she went for it. I should've

known better. "Dating wasn't for me. It hasn't been for years." 

"Why not?" 

Of  course  she  isn't  going  to  accept  that  as  an  answer,  and  I  doubt  she'll  accept  this  one,  either. 

"Because none of them were you." 

"As sweet as that is, it doesn't answer why you chose your lifestyle." Wow. She thinks I have a

lifestyle. Isn't that what you say about choices you consider to be wrong? 

This is the first time I've ever felt like I need to defend myself to her. "I was twenty-three when I

made my first million. I tripled that at twenty-four and quadrupled it by the next year. I was shoved

into the limelight by the media and my wealth attracted the vultures. The women circling me were all

after the same thing and it was blatantly apparent. But there was one who took it to a level so extreme, 

I thought I could never trust a woman again. I guess I considered her my girlfriend because she was

the  only  woman  I  was  having  sex  with."  The  past  is  the  past,  but  telling  Laurelyn  about  fucking

another woman doesn't feel right. "Are you sure you want to know this?" 

"Positive.  I  want  to  know  everything  about  you  and  I  want  you  to  trust  me  enough  to  be

comfortable telling me." 

I trust her and that's the only reason I'm going to tell her what I've never told another person. "I

thought I didn't want marriage and kids because Lana was the wrong woman for me, but as time went

by, I realized I never wanted to be married or have kids at all. Lana didn't want to accept that, so she

was trying to get pregnant because she thought I'd marry her." 

"How did you figure out what she was doing?" 

I look up at the ceiling because I don't like talking about this stuff with her. It's uncomfortable as

fuck. "We were using condoms and she was on the pill because I was so adamant about not wanting

kids. All of a sudden, every condom we used would bust. They were fine when I put them on but they

would tear after we got started." I hate telling her this shit. "She was always the one to take it out

of the package and I got suspicious, so I grabbed a few for inspection. I didn't have to open them to

see what was going on; there were tiny pinpricks through the packaging. When I found that, I knew she

probably wasn't taking her pills, either, so I went through her stuff until I found them. I was right." 

Laurelyn looks angry. "That's messed up." 

"After Lana, I was done with dating. I threw myself into my work and I didn't socialize publicly at

all for a year until I had to travel to one of the vineyards for a few weeks. While I was there, I met a

woman in a hotel restaurant while having dinner. All we did was talk and it was nice because she had

no idea who I was. I liked it. I ran into her accidentally on purpose again the next night and we had

another nice evening. For the first time in a year, a woman didn't want anything from me, but I knew

that would change if she ever found out who I was. That's when I made the decision to propose the

idea of being my companion for a few weeks without sharing identities. She wasn't twenty-something

with dreams about marriage and babies, so she agreed. We had a few weeks of fun and I never saw

her again." 

"I don't understand how the women didn't know who you were." 

I can see where that might perplex her. "Being rich makes you interesting, but it doesn't make you

a celebrity like an actor or musician. It wasn't that difficult to pull off. If they didn't keep up with the

social pages or the business section of the newspaper, then it was easy for me to fly under the radar." 

"But the media was all over you the night we went to the Opera House," she points out. 

"When I'm out, the media will photograph me, especially if I'm with a woman, but they don't track

me down when I don't make appearances. Taking a companion out in public wouldn't have been very

smart on my part if I wanted to keep my identity hidden, so I didn't. I haven't been spotted in public

with a woman in years for that reason. Now you understand why the photographer at the Opera House

was so zealous with you." 

"Why did I get to be seen in public with you?" 

I'm not sure she'll ever understand the difference between her and the former twelve. "I knew you

weren't like the others from the moment I laid eyes on you. I chose to treat you as such." 

She crawls over and straddles me. She puts her hands on each side of my head and leans closer. 

Her hair falls forward and makes a veil, closing us together inside it. "I may not be like the women

who  came  before  me,  but  there  are  some  things  that  are  the  same.  I  want  a  husband  and  babies—

plural—and if you don't, that's a problem for me." 

I want to ask her to be my wife and the mother of my children, but now isn't the right time. I don't

have a ring or the right words. I want my proposal to be special—something she looks back on and

remembers as one of the most precious moments in her life. And it's probably a good idea for us to be

back  together  for  more  than  a  couple  of  days,  but  I  still  want  to  put  her  mind  to  rest  about  the

decisions I've made since we last discussed them. 

"You're everything I never knew I wanted. Every time I picture my future, it's always your face I

see…with some little people who look like us." 

That sounded like a total chick thing to say but fuck it! I need her to know how much I love her and

that I want her forever—not just for those three short months in Australia or for the next month we're

going to spend together. I want her for-fucking-ever. 


***




The  last  few  days  have  been  surreal.  I  can't  concentrate  on  anything  because  my  mind  keeps  going

back to what Jack Henry said—he envisions his future with me and little people who look like us. It

seems like I'm thinking about it constantly. Even now as we're riding this elevator up to Randy's room

for the after-show meeting, my mind drifts as I think about what our lives would be like if he and I

were married with a family. 

He snaps his fingers in front of my face. "Baby, what's wrong? You've been somewhere else for

days now." 

"Nothing  is  wrong."  Everything  is  right,  dammit.  Why  couldn't  it  have  been  like  this  before  I

walked away? 

He pulls me into his arms. "Something's up. You're not yourself." 

"I have stuff on my mind. This is…," I pause to choose my words carefully but I'm saved when

Jack Henry's phone rings. 

"It's Harold. I should probably take this." He answers the call and I can tell by the expression on

his face that something is wrong. The elevator doors open and we step off, but he stops in the corridor

and  I  see  that  wrinkle  form  on  his  forehead—the  one  he  gets  when  he's  worried  about  something. 

"Hold on a minute." He takes the phone away from his ear. "There's a problem at Avalon and I really

need to talk to Harold." 

He looks pissed. 

"Is everything okay?" 

"No. It sounds like Audrey has struck again." 

What is it going to take for that crazy bitch to leave him alone? "Okay. I'll go on ahead. You talk to

Harold and I'll meet you in the room when I'm finished." 

He kisses the top of my head. "Okay, love." 

Love. He's never called me that before. I like it. 

The guys are already in the room, beers in hand, when I walk in. Charlie takes one from the mini-

fridge and twists the top before he holds it out for me. "Thanks." 

"I have some great news. A fan at the Dallas show recorded your acoustical performance on her

phone and uploaded it. It's gone viral and fans are going crazy over it, so we think it's a good idea to

get you back into the studio at Nashville to record it." 

By acoustical performance, I assume he's referring to the song I sang for Jack Henry. 

He said we think it's a good idea. I guess that means he's been discussing my performance with

the guys and they're talking about things behind my back. I'm still new to this group, but I won't put up

with  them  making  decisions  without  me,  especially  when  it  concerns  my  personal  songs.  I  think  I'd

better let them know that right now. I'm a part of this band just like every one of them, even if I am the

newest member. 

"So, you've all decided this without consulting me?" 

Charlie  holds  up  his  hands.  "Whoa,  Laurelyn.  The  guys  and  I  haven't  discussed  anything.  We're

hearing this for the first time just like you." 

"But Randy said we think it's a good idea." 

"I'm the other part of we." I stiffen as I hear the familiar voice behind me. 

"Guys,  this  is  one  of  my  producer  buddies,  Blake  Phillips.  It  was  his  idea  to  bring  you  back  to

Nashville for the recording and I couldn't agree more. The song is hot, so now's the time to strike." 

Fury. That's the only word that can describe what I'm feeling right now. "That song wasn't meant

for the world. It was only meant for one person." 

"But  you  didn't  sing  it  for  one  person,"  Randy  reminds  me.  "You  sang  it  in  front  of  a  crowded

concert and now your fans are going crazy over it." 

That song is personal. The lyrics are me baring my heart and soul to Jack Henry. "I don't think I

want to do that." 

Charlie, the peacekeeper, attempts to intercede on my behalf. "Maybe you should give her a little

time to think about it, Randy." 

Blake  smirks  at  me  and  I  want  to  kick  him  in  his  nuts  all  over  again.  "This  isn't  a  request, 

Laurelyn. Southern Ophelia is going to record that song. I've already set it up." 

I know what Randy is thinking—I owe Blake for letting me out of my contract. I'm sure it's what

they're all thinking. And that I'm an ungrateful bitch for not going along with what he's asking of me. Is

this  ever  going  to  end? Am  I  always  going  to  look  like  the  villain  while  Blake  walks  on  water?  "I

need to get out of here." 

I don't look back as I leave Randy's room to walk the corridor toward my own at the opposite end

of the hall. I'm flustered as I slide my keycard into the slot. It takes three attempts for the little light to

turn green. 

I  push  the  door  open  and  a  hand  comes  over  my  mouth  from  behind.  I'm  pulled  back  against

someone  and  shoved  into  the  room.  I  hear  the  click  of  the  door  and  I  struggle  against  the  arms

wrapped  around  me.  I  feel  warm  breath  against  my  ear  and  hear  Blake  whisper,  "Stop  fighting  me, 

Laurie. I only want to talk to you." 

Where is Jack Henry? We were supposed to meet in the room but he's not here. 

Blake  says  he  wants  to  talk?  I  don't  think  so.  Talking  doesn't  involve  being  shoved  into  a  room

with a hand clamped over your mouth. My gift of fear is speaking loudly and it's warning me that he's

here for much more. 

I bite his hand and he immediately jerks it away from my mouth. I'm able to scream briefly before

he  backhands  me  so  hard,  my  ears  ring.  He  shoves  me  onto  the  bed  and  sits  on  top  of  me  as  he

stretches my arms above my head. I'm mildly dazed but it passes quickly—or at least I think it does. 

"Ohh," I moan as I register the pain in the side of my face where he smacked me. 

"Oh, hell. I'm sorry, Laurie. I didn't mean to hit you." He hovers above me as he examines my face. 

"I'm afraid that's going to leave a mark." 

How  hard  did  he  hit  me  if  he  can  already  tell  that  there's  going  to  be  a  bruise?  "You're  hurting

me." 

"Sorry,"  he  apologizes  as  he  releases  my  arms.  I  alternate  massaging  my  wrists  where  he  was

grasping me tightly and I can tell they're going to be tender later. 

He rolls off me to his back and puts his palms on his forehead, looking up at the ceiling. "God, I'm

sorry. I didn't plan this. I just wanted to talk to you." 

I  lie  motionless  on  the  bed  as  I  recall  the  way  he  pinned  me  to  my  car  at  the  studio.  Now  he's

slapped me around after forcing his way into my room. I hadn't considered him a threat, but I see now

that I should. I have no idea where his head is or what he's capable of. 

He  sits  up  and  stares  straight  ahead  as  he  speaks.  "You  pretend  like  we  meant  nothing,  like  we

never even happened. Do you have any idea how much that hurts me?" 

It's all becoming clear now. "You coming here was never about us recording my song, was it? It

was about you finding a way to get to me." 

He hesitates briefly before answering. "You're a smart girl, Laurie." 

He can forget it. I wouldn't have anything to do with him, even if Jack Henry weren't in my life. 

"You need to leave." 

"I'm not leaving until I tell you how I feel." 

I reach up and touch my face. It hurts like hell. "There's no point." 

"You're wrong." He turns to look at me. "I love you, Laurie, and I know we can make us work. I

told Beth I want a divorce." 

Why would he do that? We're not even in a relationship. "I hope you didn't do that for me because

it changes nothing." 

"Of course I did it for you," he yells at me. He closes his eyes and takes a breath before he opens

them and slowly releases the air from his lungs. "We can get it back—everything we had." 

He's under the wrong impression if he believes I would have anything to do with him again. "No, 

we can't. I love someone else." 

He  twists  from  where  he's  sitting  on  the  bed  to  face  me.  "I  can't  fucking  believe  this!  I  told  my

wife I wanted a divorce so I could be with you, and now you're telling me you love someone else?" 

He's not blaming me with this. It's his own fault. "I didn't tell you to ask your wife for a divorce. I

think I recall kicking you in the nuts and telling you what a lousy lay you were." 

He grabs my shoulders roughly. "I threw my marriage away for you." 

I'm frightened but not enough to keep my mouth shut. "Don't act like I ruined your marriage. You

threw it away without any help from me. Now, I think it's well past time for you to get the hell out of

here." 

He pushes me roughly against the bed. He grabs my wrists and pins them over my head again. "I

came here for you and I'm not leaving until I have you." 

Until he has me? 

It doesn't register immediately what he means to do until he puts one of his knees between my legs

and forces them apart. Oh, God, no. "No! Please, don't do this!" 

He tries to kiss my mouth but I turn my head and feel his rough stubble scrape harshly down the

side of my face and neck. "Please, stop, Blake!" 

"Don't be so dramatic. It's not like we've never done this before." He grips both of my wrists in

one of his large hands and his free one moves down my body until I feel it pull up my dress. I struggle

to close my legs, to buck him off, to kick him in the balls—anything to make him stop—but nothing I

do is any match for his strength. 

I'm screaming as loud as my voice will let me, but by the time anyone hears me and gets in here, 

it'll be too late. 

Oh my God. He's going to do this to me and I can't stop him. 

My realization sends me well beyond full-blown panic mode. My fight-or-flight response kicks in

as I jerk my head up from the mattress as hard as I can to head-butt him directly in the face. It hurts

like hell, but it's enough of a blow to make him release me for my one chance at getting away. 

I streak off the bed but he catches my ankle and forces me down to the floor onto my stomach. My

arms are trapped beneath me by the weight of him lying on my back. My chest is pressed into the floor

so hard, I can barely breathe. 

I feel the warm ooze of what I know is blood running down my forehead and it gets into my eyes, 

blinding me. I blink to clear my vision so I can see to run when I get another opportunity, but then I

feel his hand up the back of my dress and inside my underwear. I feel his fingers there and he gives

my panties a quick jerk, forcefully pulling them down my legs. 

My chest is being squeezed tighter and it's harder to draw a breath, so much so that I can't inhale

enough air in to scream anymore. I feel dizzy and see spots before my eyes despite the blood blinding

me. 

I'm conscious—but barely—when I hear the click of the lock on the door. It opens and I hear Jack

Henry talking as he comes into our room. "I'm sorry that took so long, babe. I wasn't getting a good

signal in the room so I had to…" He stops midsentence when he sees the scene before him. 

His response time is so fast, it feels nonexistent. Once the weight of Blake is off me, I roll to my

back and gasp to fill my lungs with the precious air they've been deprived of. 

I  hear  crashing  noises  all  around  the  room  and  a  sound  I'm  sure  is  Jack  Henry's  fist  slamming

against Blake's face over and over. It feels like it goes on forever before I'm able to turn my head. I

see  that  Blake  isn't  fighting  back  and  I'm  suddenly  afraid  of  how  far  Jack  Henry's  anger  has  driven

him. 

"Please, stop before you kill him." 

My voice reaches him and he looks at me with his fist drawn back. He drops Blake's limp body to

the floor and rushes to me. "I'm so sorry, baby. Tell me where you're hurt." 

"My head," I tell him as I reach up to touch the source of the bleeding. "And my face." 

He helps me to the bed before he walks over to pick up the hotel phone from the floor. "I need an

ambulance and the police in room 3255." He sees my panties on the floor and adds, "There's been an

assault." 

After  he  places  the  phone  back  on  the  receiver,  he  sits  next  to  me  and  examines  my  face.  "You

have a pretty nasty laceration on your forehead. There's already too much dried blood for me to tell if

you'll  need  stitches."  He  touches  his  thumb  to  the  side  of  my  face.  "And  I  imagine  you'll  have  an

impressive shiner on this cheek." He watches my eyes. "Are you hurt anywhere else?" 

We both know what he's asking without saying the words. "No. He didn't. You got here before he

was able to do that." 

He pulls me to him. "That's him, isn't it? Blake Phillips?" 

"Yeah." 

"Fuck!" he yells as he beats his fist into the bed. "This wouldn't have happened if I'd been in the

room like I said I would be." 

"No. You don't get to blame yourself for this." I put my hand on his arm. "What he did isn't your



fault." 

"I shouldn't have gone downstairs. I told you I would meet you in the room. I should've been here

like I promised." 

I can't sit in this room and look at Blake for another minute. "Get me out of here." 

He takes me to the hall and we slide down the wall to sit on the floor as we wait for the police

and ambulance to arrive. He holds me and we don't say anything, but it's all I need to feel safe. He's

all I'll ever need. 

It's ridiculous how long it takes for the police and the hospital to release me. By the time I'm free to

go,  I  don't  care  about  any  of  my  belongings  at  the  hotel.  There's  not  a  single  thing  there  that  I  can't

replace. I just want to go home. 

Randy cancels our shows for the rest of the week and says we'll announce that I have the flu or

something similar. It pisses me off and makes me wonder if he's planning to try and sweep this under

the rug since Blake is his friend. He won't if he knows what's good for him. 

Jack  Henry  has  taken  care  of  everything.  He  has  a  car  and  driver  waiting  to  take  us  back  to

Nashville. I'm drowsy from the sedative I was given in the emergency room and I end up sleeping the

whole ride home, but I'm glad. At least sleep allows me to take my mind off what Blake did. 

I'm relieved when we finally walk through the door of my apartment. It's been weeks since I was

home and I miss being here. I'm glad Jack Henry is with me. I'm not sure I could've come home if I

didn't have him. 

I  feel  dirty—like  I  have  Blake  all  over  me—and  it  makes  me  sick.  I  remember  the  touch  of  his

hand between my legs as he grabbed my underwear and a rigor involuntarily shakes me. "I'm going to

take a shower before I lie down." 

"Okay. Would you like something to eat?" 

I'm  too  nauseated  to  eat.  "I  don't  think  so.  I'm  still  sleepy  from  the  medicine  they  gave  me.  I'll

probably go straight to bed after my shower." 

"If you're still groggy, do you think it's a good idea to be in the shower? I don't want you to fall." 

"I'll be fine. I'll call for you if I feel weak or if I need anything." 

He agrees but reluctantly. I go into the bathroom and shut the door because I need walls between

us. I feel tears coming and I don't want him to see me like that. He already feels terrible for not being

there to protect me from Blake. 

I  start  the  shower  and  the  tiny  bathroom  almost  immediately  fills  with  steam.  I  lift  my  tattered

dress  over  my  head  before  I  toss  it  in  the  trash.  I  stand  naked  in  front  of  the  mirror  to  assess  the

damage. 

I  touch  the  large  bruise  still  forming  on  the  side  of  my  face.  It's  tender.  Scrapes  and  blue

discoloration mark my arms and upper body. The cut on my forehead is held together with adhesive

and makes me feel as though I'm a piece of broken glass that can be put back together with a little glue

—except I don't feel put back together at all. 

I can't look at myself anymore, so I step into the shower and begin the process of trying to cleanse

tonight's events away. I wash my body repeatedly but what I'm feeling refuses to be scoured off. And

I'm afraid it won't be for a while. 


***




I  turn  back  the  bed  so  it'll  be  ready  when  Laurelyn's  out  of  the  shower.  I  remember  she  didn't  take

clothes into the bathroom with her, so I open a few drawers in search of the things she might need. I

find  bras  and  knickers  in  the  top  dresser  drawer  and  I  recognize  many  of  the  lacy  ones  she  used  to

wear for me. I hold up a pair and smile as I recall the way she looked wearing them. 

Those are some beautiful damn memories. 

I delve through more drawers and find the pink jogging pants with the word LOVE across the bum. 

I love these pants and I know she wears them when she wants to be comfortable, so I take them out. 

I've missed seeing her in them. After I take them from the drawer, I notice a man's T-shirt beneath and

a sickening envy immediately strikes me. I pluck it from her drawer for a better look and recognize it

as one of my own. I never missed it being gone. The discovery makes my heart swell until it's almost

ready to burst. She missed me. 

The  bathroom  door  is  closed  and  I  knock  lightly  instead  of  walking  in  unannounced,  but  I  don't

like it. We stopped closing doors not long after our relationship began and I'm feeling a little uneasy

about her reasons behind doing it tonight. I don't want her to close me off. I'm afraid this attack might

cause her to put up some of those old walls it took so long for me to tear down. 

"Come in." 

The  bathroom  is  full  of  steam  and  it  rushes  toward  me  when  I  walk  in.  "I  brought  you  some

clothes." 

"Thanks." 

"Need anything else?" 

She doesn't answer at first—and I wonder if she heard me—but then I hear her answer with the

softest voice. "Yes." 

I stand waiting for her to tell me what she needs, but she doesn't. "What do you need, babe?" 

"You." 

"Okay. I can sit with you while you finish your shower." I shut the lid on the toilet. 

"No. I need you in here with me—in the shower." 

I admit that's unexpected. She's just been attacked and almost raped. I wouldn't expect her to have

sharing a shower in mind. Maybe she just wants to be close so she can feel safe. "Are you sure?" 

"Positive." 

I can't make myself believe this is normal, but it's what she's asking. "Okay." 

I strip and pull the curtain back before stepping into the hot water with her. She reaches for me

and  puts  her  arms  around  my  midsection.  She  places  the  side  of  her  face  against  my  chest  and  the

water pelts down over both of us. "Please don't think I'm crazy for what I'm about to tell you." 

"Baby, I know you're not crazy." 

"I know the way I'm feeling isn't logical. It's all in my head but I feel like I can't get him washed

off my body. I feel dirty." 

"You're not dirty, love." I think what she's feeling is completely natural. I don't know what to do to

make it better for her, but I decide to do the only thing I think might help. "Turn around for me." 

I reach for the shampoo as she circles and squeeze a generous portion into my hand. "I'm going to

wash your hair and when I'm finished, I'm going to wash every trace of him from your body. You'll

never have to feel him on your skin again." 

I have no idea if touching her is the wrong thing to do or if it will cause her more harm than good. 

I want to think it's the right thing since she asked me to come into the shower, but I have no way of

knowing until I do it. 

I massage her scalp gently as I shampoo her hair. I hear her sigh and I take that as a good sign, so I

repeat the process with the conditioner before moving on to her body. 

I  begin  by  massaging  her  back  with  body  wash  because  it  feels  like  a  safe  place  to  start. And

because that's where I found him when he was attacking her—lying against her back holding her face

down against the floor. I'm furious all over again as I see the image of him attempting to rape her. 

I shake my head as though it will make the image go away. It doesn't, but I can't let Laurelyn know

what's on my mind. It will only upset her more to know I'm picturing her attack, replaying what I saw

almost happen. 

Her tense muscles gradually begin to relax and I'm encouraged. Laurelyn is the medicine that heals

all my pain, so I don't know why I questioned being the same kind of relief for her. 

I'm still standing behind her when I move my soapy bare hands up to her neck. She lifts her chin

and  rests  her  head  against  my  chest  as  I  make  my  way  down  her  body.  I  circle  her  breasts  and  her

nipples become hard pebbles beneath my fingers. She leans harder against me and I tell my cock to

behave because it isn't the right time. He doesn't listen. He never does when it comes to her. And I

can't really blame him—she's wet and naked and pressing her beautiful body against mine. 

My palms move lower and skim her stomach before I slowly approach touching her between her

legs. This is going to be the problematic area and I'm afraid of her reaction. She may think it'll be fine

but change her mind the moment I touch her. It might make her think of what he tried to do to her. 

I'm slow and cautious as I inch my hand lower. I hear her breathing increase. I'm apprehensive, 

unsure if she's beginning to panic. I decide to not take any chances and my hand retreats. I can't risk

the harm I could cause by continuing. 

She  reaches  for  my  wrist  as  I'm  pulling  my  hand  away.  "Please  don't  stop.  I  want  you  to  keep

going," she says as she pushes it lower. "I'm not afraid." 

Maybe she isn't but I am. I fear she's pushing herself too hard and too fast because she thinks she

needs to prove something. "You don't have to do this right now." 

"I know but I want you to touch me. This is what you and I do, and I need to know that he didn't

ruin the way you feel about me." 

Fuck! This is about me. She's afraid I won't want her because of what he did? 

I turn her around so I can see her eyes. "Baby, I love you and there's nothing anyone could do to

change that—especially him or what he did to you. Trust me when I tell you that I could never stop

loving you because of something like this." 

She rises on tiptoes and kisses me, biting my lower lip and tugging on it with her teeth. "I need you

to show me." 

I have to trust her word. If she says this is what she needs, then I have to have faith in her. "Here

or your bedroom?" 

"Bedroom. This shower is too small for everything I want you to do to me." 

She turns off the water and pulls the curtain. She steps out and stands dripping on the rug as she

waits  for  me.  I'm  not  sure  my  second  foot  is  on  the  bath  mat  before  she  puts  her  arms  around  my

shoulders and jumps up to wrap her legs around my waist. 

Luckily, my reflexes are quick and I catch her under her thighs before she lands on her bum on the

floor. "Damn, baby. You could've warned me." 

"Sorry. I'm just anxious." 

I carry her to the bedroom and the cold air chills both of us. I toss her playfully onto the bed. I

slide in beside her and the sheets absorb the water beads on our bodies. "We've just fucked this bed

up." 

"Not  yet,  we  haven't,"  she  says  as  she  pulls  me  on  top  of  her.  Our  wet  bodies  slip  effortlessly

against each other and it's exhilarating to have her slide against me, skin on skin. She brings her legs

up around my waist and squeezes me closer. "I want you to fuck me like you mean it. Don't you dare

hold back because you think I'm fragile; I'm not and I won't break." 

Aggressive isn't a good choice for us right now, even if she thinks it is. "I know how strong you

are." I kiss the side of her face where there's an unpleasant reminder of what that bastard did. "I don't

need  to  see  you  tolerate  rough  sex  to  be  convinced  of  that."  I  kiss  her  forehead  just  below  the

laceration. "Don't make this about him." 

She puts her hands on my face and strokes her thumbs over my still-wet cheekbones. "I love you

so much." 

"I love you too." And now I want to show her how much. 

I move my lips over hers and she follows my lead for the slow, seductive kiss I want to give her. 

She slides her fingers up the back of my wet hair and I feel drops of water roll down my neck. Her

hands leave my hair and glide over my shoulders and down my back through the moisture unclaimed

by the bed linens. 

Relaxed  legs  replace  the  tense  ones  squeezing  my  waist.  She  lets  them  fall  apart  beneath  my

weight and I recognize it for what it is—her giving me domain over her body. I take great pleasure

knowing she trusts me enough to do so. 

I move my hand down her body until it's between her legs and that's where I cup my hand around

her and begin rotating in a circular motion with only the slightest pressure. My mouth is still pressed

against hers but neither of us is concentrating on the kiss. I know the task she chooses for me to focus

on. 

I  gradually  apply  more  pressure  and  I  feel  the  increase  in  her  breathing  against  my  mouth.  She

begins  to  lift  her  hips  in  rhythm  with  my  hand's  motion  and  I  close  in  on  her  most  sensitive  area.  I

know how to top it off quickly for her, but I wait because I want her to enjoy this for a while longer. 

She  rides  my  hand  harder  and  I  sense  her  immediate  urgency.  "Do  you  want  me  to  make  you

come?" 

"Oh, God, yes," she says with panting breath against my mouth. 

I slide two fingers inside her and place my thumb over her erogenous nub. I apply light pressure

with a gradual increase as my thumb slides back and forth. "I'll always take care of you, baby." 

I feel her entire body tense, followed by the internal rhythmic spasms against my fingers. Her legs

tense as she arches her back. It never gets old seeing her this way. I'm still amazed by how hard she

can come and how beautiful she is when she does. 

When the rush of her orgasm is over, she relaxes and looks up at me hovering above her. "You're

so good at that." 

I'm relieved that she's handled my intimate touch so well. I'm confident that she is going to be fine

with me being inside her, but I still choose to proceed with caution. I press my cock against her slick

slit and watch her face for any outward sign of stress. "You're okay?" 

"Yes. Please stop being weird about this. That bothers me worse than what actually happened. I

don't want awkwardness between us, so now it's me telling you to leave him out of this." 

She's right. I'm the one being weird and it stops here and now. 

I kneel between her legs and grasp her behind her knees to pull her down the bed. I tap her on her

hip as I tell her to lift her bum and I push both of the pillows under her hips before I drive deep inside

her. She gasps and then smiles up at me. "That's more like it." 

As I slide in and out of her in this different position, she never once takes her eyes from mine and I

covet  the  deep  connection  I  feel  with  her.  It's  erotic—yet  incredibly  loving—and  is  something  I've

never felt with any other woman. Ever. 

As I thrust into her over and over, I lose myself in her caramel-brown eyes, because it's so easy to

do, and I'm able to forget the night's events. I feel it building and then my favorite part happens when I

get to thrust as deep as I can inside of Laurelyn as I call out her name. When I'm finished, I remain

inside her because these are the moments I love. I'm able to envision it all when we're like this—our

future as husband and wife with our children. And I always see it happening in Australia. Never here. 

And I'm afraid that could be a problem. 


***




I fall asleep in Jack Henry's arms. I must've been content because I don't wake once during the night. 

There's no way I could've done that before we were separated, but something about being apart has

caused a change in me. It makes it possible for me to allow him in my space while I'm sleeping. 

When I open my eyes, he's already awake. No shocker there. "Hey, you." 

He kisses the top of my head. "Good mornin', love. Sleep well?" 

Surprisingly, yes. "I did." 

He pulls me in for a hug. "See? It's not so bad having me close." 

"I've never thought it was bad," I explain. "I just wasn't used to it. I endured last night just fine." 

He scoots away from me. "Endured? Hell, don't do me any favors." 

I  think  I'm  wearing  off  on  him  because  that's  one  of  my  lines.  "I'm  sorry,"  I  laugh.  "Endure  is  a

poor word choice. That's not what I meant at all." He lies back down beside me. "I just meant that I

didn't wake up once, so I was obviously content with having you in my space. Our space." 

"Our space sounds much better than your space." 

"Agreed." 

My stomach growls and I remember there are no groceries in the apartment since I've been away

for  weeks.  "There's  nothing  here  to  eat.  I  doubt  I  even  have  enough  to  scrounge  up  something  for

breakfast, so I'll have to make a grocery run this morning. And you're going with me." I point to my

nightstand. "Open that top drawer and pass me a pad and pen so I can start a grocery list." 

He stretches over to open the drawer and the sheet pulls back just enough for me to catch a view

of his sculpted ass. I pull the sheet back a little more for a better view and run my hand over it. I can't

resist. 

He laughs as he digs around in the drawer. "Hmm…what do we have here?" 

I don't care what's caught his attention because I'm enjoying the view way too much. 

When he rolls back, he's holding the purple vibrator in one hand and the Bullet in the other. 

Oh,  shit.  I  totally  forgot  about  those  being  in  that  drawer.  I  cover  my  blushing  face  with  both

hands. "A gentleman would have pretended he didn't see those." 

"I think we've established that I'm only a gentleman in public—not in the bedroom. But I must tell

you  that  it  makes  me  feel  pretty  damn  spectacular  to  know  that  you  needed  two  of  these  battery-

operated boys to replace what I did for you." 

As if that's even possible. "You'd be mistaken if you think any number of those things could ever

replace what you do for me." 

"They don't have to replace. They can…enhance," he suggests. 

"You don't need enhancing." 

He's  twirling  the  Bullet  around  in  his  hand.  "Well,  maybe  we  should  try  them  out  and  see. You

might like the kind of enhancing I do with them." 

I have no doubt I'd like anything he does to me while using them. "Now?" 

"Unless the grocery store is going somewhere." 

"Smart-ass." Of course, he means now. I don't know why I'd think otherwise. He's a morning man. 

And a night man. And an everything-in-between man. "Okay." 

He  moves  down  in  the  bed.  "Close  your  eyes  and  don't  open  them.  I  want  you  to  lie  still  and

completely concentrate on the sensations." 

I reach for my pillow and put it over my face because I know me. "I'll be too tempted to look." 

I feel him grab the back of my thighs and he brings them up so my feet are flat against the bed. He

pushes my knees apart and the thought of what he's seeing strikes me. I'm naked with my legs spread

wide  apart  in  the  daylight.  This  is  why  he  wanted  me  to  close  my  eyes.  He  knew  I'd  feel

uncomfortable in this position with him staring at my stuff. 

It's only a few seconds later when I hear the buzz. I didn't use the things enough to know if there's a

difference in the sounds they make, so I have no idea which one he's going to use. 

I'm shaking with anticipation when I feel the vibration touch me. He starts at the top and slowly

drags it down one side before bringing it up again. "Do you like that?" 

I lift the pillow ever so slightly to take a peek at him. "You know I do." 

"Good." 

He moves to the other side and repeats the same movement. When he finishes, he slides what I've

decided is the Bullet through my suddenly drenched center. Every time he brings it up, he directly hits

my clit for only the briefest time. It's not enough to make me come, but it's enough to make me want to

so badly, I'm ready to scream if I don't. I'm certain he's aware of this because he knows my body so

well and he's doing it to tease me mercilessly. "What about that?" 

This time I don't lift the pillow because I'm squeezing it too tightly. "That feels amazing." 

"Perfect. I'm going to throw in a little something else to spice things up." 

Good grief! What else could he do to spice this up? 



I feel him enter me before the question is even completed in my head. He's moving in and out of

me and I feel the vibrations of the Bullet circling my clit over and over. It's only enough to push me to

the edge without falling over, but I know it won't last much longer. "I'm gonna beat you there, buddy." 

He pounds into me harder and faster. "You wanna bet on that? Tell me how close you are." 

"Pretty close. I can see the finish line." 

"I'm right there with you, baby." 

Just when I think it's going to take a little more to push me over the edge, he cups his fingers over

me and the Bullet and presses it so that it vibrates against the whole area from my clit down to where

he's inside me. 

And that's when the postman delivers. Oh my God, is it ever magnificent! 

I  feel  his  hand  wrap  around  one  of  my  hips  as  he  jerks  me  toward  him  so  he  can  drive  harder

inside me those last few times as he comes. When he grits my name out from between his teeth, I want

to scream, but I can't. I'm speechless because the waves and spasms deep within have robbed me of

my voice. 

When it's over, my arms drop lifelessly to the bed and the pillow remains over my face. He pulls

out of me but I feel his hands on my knees continuing to hold them apart. "You're so beautiful." 

"How can you tell? My face is covered," I mumble from under the pillow. 

"That's not what I'm talking about." 

Oh, shit! He's saying my baby hatcher is beautiful? 

"You're so weird!" 

"Never claimed I wasn't," he laughs. 

I take the pillow from my face and smack him with it. "Get your weird ass up and shower so we

can go to the grocery store. I'm hungry." 

Jack Henry and I are strolling through the market, both in jeans with T's, but he's wearing a ball cap

for a team I've never heard of so I assume they're Australian. He's pushing the cart as I walk beside

him. I'm tossing stuff from the shelves into the basket and I can't remember a time when I've ever felt

more domestic in my life. And I like it. 

Mrs. Porcelli continued to do all of the shopping after I moved in, so this is the first time we've

been in a grocery store together. I suspect it's the first time Jack Henry has been inside a market in

years, but he seems content to be here with me. 

I'm reaching for something on the shelf when I feel his arms snake around me from behind. "What's

for dinner tonight?" 

He's obviously not been paying attention to the things I've been throwing into the cart or he'd have

already figured it out. "I seem to recall you having a thing for my lasagna." 

"So good, it brought me to my knees." 

"It wasn't the lasagna that did that," I laugh. "But I'll cook it for you, if that's what you want." 

"Yes, please. And we'll stop for wine on the way home." 

I'm about to tell him no one in town carries his wine when I hear "Jolene" ringing from my back

pocket.  "That's  my  mom.  I  haven't  spoken  to  her  in  a  while.  I  probably  should  take  it.  She'll  keep

calling if I don't." 

He kisses the top of my head before releasing me and I reach for my phone. "Hey, Mom." 

"I was calling to check on my baby girl. I wanted to see how life on the road was treating you." 

I dread this. "I'm not on the road. I'm back in Nashville." 

"Why? Did something happen?" 

"Yes. Something bad happened. Blake Phillips attacked me last night. I got banged up a little bit, 

so Randy thought it would be best to cancel our shows for the rest of the week. We only had a few left

anyway." 

"What did he do to you?" I hear the horror in her voice. 

I'm standing in front of Jack Henry in the middle of a grocery store. This is definitely not the time

or place I want to have this conversation. "I'm buying groceries right now. Would it be okay if I call

you when I get home?" 

"No. Your dad and I are coming over so you can tell us exactly what that man did to you." 

Dammit. She has a key to my apartment and I don't want her to beat me there and wander into my

bedroom. I'm not sure we put the toys back in my nightstand drawer. "No, Mom. Don't do that. Why

don't you wait until a little later? I'll need to put away the groceries. Maybe you can come for dinner." 

I look at Jack Henry and shrug. "But I have someone staying with me. Jack Henry is here." 

"Your Aussie guy?" 

I look at Jack Henry and smile as I answer, "Yeah, Mom. My Aussie guy." Hearing me say that

makes him beam. 

"And I suspect you're happy about that?" Something about the way she asks makes me think she's

not pleased to learn that he's here. 

Happy is a severe understatement. "I am. Very much so." 

"Okay. Your dad and I will come for dinner and meet your boyfriend. What time?" 

"Does six o'clock work?" 

"Sure. See you then." 

I end my call and look at Jack Henry. "We won't be dining alone." 

He doesn't look thrilled. "I gathered as much. I knew I'd have to meet her at some point. Tonight is

as good as any." 

He doesn't sound thrilled, either. "What do you mean you'd have to meet her at some point? You

sound like you already don't like her." 

"She treats you poorly. It's been tolerable from a distance because I didn't have a choice, but now

I'm here. I won't put up with anyone mistreating you, and that includes her. I don't care if she is your

mum." 

Geez. I'm predicting this night isn't going to go well. "It isn't just her. My dad's coming too. We

haven't talked about this, but they're sort of back on again." What am I doing? This is Jack Henry. I

don't have to pretend this is anything but what it is. "He's still married and they're sleeping together." 

It sounds so dirty when I say it and I'm not sure which reason makes it that way—if it's the married

part or the fact that they're my parents. 

"Perfect. Another parent to set straight. I can get them both knocked out at the same time." 

This is going to be awful. "You're not setting anyone straight tonight. I want them to like you and I

highly doubt they will if you tell them what shitty parents they've been." 

He looks at me like he wants to argue but doesn't. "I won't tonight, but only because you ask it of

me. It's gonna be hard as hell to keep my mouth shut." 

"You can do it," I encourage. "I know you can. And every time they say something that pisses you

off and you don't react, I'll reward you with something special after they leave." 

"Bribery." 

"I prefer to call it a reward system." 

"Well, I do enjoy your rewards, so maybe this will work out well for me after all." 

I'm about to tell him how I figured he'd see things my way when I hear the voice of a young girl. 

"Miss McLachlan?" 

I turn at the sound of my name—my stage name, that is—and see a young teen girl staring at me. 

"Oh.  My.  God. You're  the  singer  from  Southern  Ophelia,  aren't  you?  I'm  a  huge  fan.  Can  I  get  your

autograph?" 

I'm still not used to this and it's awkward. "Umm…sure." 

She digs through her purse and seems to come up empty-handed. "What about my shirt? Would you

sign it?" 

It's not like I've never signed a shirt before, but it's usually after a concert. And it isn't being worn. 

It feels a little unnerving to be recognized out like this. "No problem." 



When I'm finished signing, she passes her phone to Jack Henry. "Would you mind getting a picture

of us?" 

He  pulls  his  hands  out  of  his  pockets  and  takes  the  phone  from  her.  "Anything  for  one  of  Miss

McLachlan's fans." 

"It's the round button in the center. But I guess you already know that. I bet you have to do this all

the time," she giggles. 

He  looks  like  the  cat  that  swallowed  the  canary.  "I  take  some  mighty  fine  pictures  of  Miss

McLachlan, if I do say so myself." 

I try my best to keep from laughing at his sly remark about taking my almost-nudie pictures. He's

such a naughty boy and I'll get him for it later. 

"Thank you so much, Miss McLachlan. My friends aren't going to believe I ran into you like this." 

When the girl is gone, Jack Henry is grinning from ear to ear. I can't help but wonder what's on his

mind. "What's with the shit-eating grin?" 

"Oh…nothing," he says as we begin to stroll down the aisle but adds, "Miss McLachlan." 

I've never done this before, so I'm nervous as hell about it. My parents, one of whom I barely know, 

are going to be here any minute to meet Jack Henry. My boyfriend. The man I love. The one throwing

around words like always and future when he talks about us. 

I want to throw up. 

I'm  terrified  this  isn't  going  to  go  well.  He  already  doesn't  like  either  of  my  parents  and  I  don't

blame  him.  What  if  he  can't  keep  that  dislike  to  himself  and  make  nice?  He's  opinionated  and

outspoken. This could be a total disaster. But even if it is, I'll still love him. This I know without a

shadow of a doubt. 

I  reach  for  the  lasagna  in  the  oven  and  touch  my  inner  wrist  to  the  top  of  the  rack  above  as  I'm

taking it out. "Shit!" My body's reaction causes me to let go of the dish and jerk my arm back. Luckily, 

the dish of lasagna survives, but I've burned the piss out of my wrist. 

I run to the sink and immediately run cold water over it to stop the burning process as Jack Henry

streaks into the kitchen. "What happened?" 

"I burned myself. Rookie mistake." 

"Let me take a look." Ah, the doctor is back. How nice to see you, Dr. McLachlan. It's been

a while. I pull my wrist from the cold water long enough for him to examine it. "It'll be fine. Where

are your zipper bags? I'll make an ice pack for it." 

"Cabinet to the right of the stove." 

He bags up some ice cubes before wrapping them in a dishtowel and passing it to me. "I'll get the

lasagna out. You hold that ice over your burn." 

I sit at the table so I can be worthless. "Thank you." 

"You're welcome. It's the least I can do after you've slaved in here all afternoon. Do you need me

to do anything else?" 

I glance at the clock. "It's almost six. Will you put the bread in the oven? I already have it on the

pan." 

"Anything for you, Miss McLachlan." 

"You enjoy that, don't you?" 

"What?" He says it so innocently, but he knows what I mean. 

"Calling me Miss McLachlan." 

"I certainly do. It's good practice." 

Good practice for what? 

A knock sounds at the door and I'm instantly annoyed because I want to know what he means. I'm

tempted  to  tell  Jake  and  Jolene  to  hold  up  a  minute  because  I  need  to  get  to  the  bottom  of  this.  Of

course I don't, but it's a topic I plan to revisit later when we're alone. 

I get up to answer the door. "Here we go. Remember to be nice if you want your reward later." 

"Yes, ma'am. Your caveman is going to make you proud." 

I give him a quick kiss. "That's my sweet boy." 


***




I  stand  in  the  living  room  and  wait  for  the  recipients  of  the  World's  Worst  Parents  award  to  come


through the door. This is going to be hard as hell to get through without opening my mouth—I know

things  about  Jolene  Prescott's  past  that  the  rest  of  the  world  doesn't,  including  Jake  Beckett.  I  only

have one reason to look these people in their faces and not tell them they're assholes: Laurelyn. 

As I stand there waiting, I realize Laurelyn has never shown me a picture of her mother. Without

much thought, I always envisioned an older version of Laurelyn so when I see Jolene Prescott for the

first time, she is nothing like I expected. She's a slim, attractive blond but looks nothing like Laurelyn. 

Her father, on the other hand, is a different story. Laurelyn is the spitting image of her father. I don't

think a father and daughter could look more alike. He marked her well, which is ironic, considering

he hasn't had anything to do with her for the last twenty-three years. 

I  can't  let  myself  go  there  or  I'll  be  telling  these  people  off,  so  I  shove  the  thought  aside  as

Laurelyn introduces me to her parents for the first time. Polite introductions are made and we go into

the dining room where Laurelyn has everything ready for dinner. 

"You made lasagna. Jake, it's the best you'll ever have—better than any Italian restaurant. I don't

know where she got her ability to cook, because it sure wasn't from me." 

I  know  where  she  learned.  While  her  mother  was  high  and  passed  out,  she  was  a  little  girl

learning how to fend for herself. 

Laurelyn looks at me and I'd almost think she could read my mind if I didn't know better. She taps

the top of my foot with hers and gives me that look, the one that says, Stop it right now. God, how

does this woman know me so well—like she can read my every thought just by the expression on my

face? 

I bite my tongue to prevent it from rattling off what I really think. "Yes, ma'am. She's an excellent

cook." 

Laurelyn  tries  her  best  to  keep  the  conversation  light,  but  Jolene  manages  to  steer  it  toward  the

assault.  There's  nothing  Laurelyn  can  do  to  stop  it.  "I  want  to  know  what  happened  with  Blake

Phillips. Why did he attack you again?" 

Again? This wasn't the first time? Well, that's something we'll be discussing later. 

"Blake came to see Randy about bringing us back to Nashville to record a single. He was in the

room  when  I  showed  up  for  the  post-show  meeting.  To  say  I  was  shocked  would  be  the

understatement  of  the  century.  We  argued  about  recording  the  song  and  I  left.  I  had  no  idea  he

followed me to my room and when I unlocked the door, he grabbed me from behind and forced me

inside." 

"What did he do to you, Laurie?" 

I haven't heard these details and I don't really want to, but I'm left without a choice because her

mum isn't going to be satisfied until she knows it all. "I bit his hand over my mouth so I could scream

for help." She points to her face. "He backhanded me here. And then he went nuts when I told him I

didn't want him." 

"What do you mean he went nuts?" 

Laurelyn looks at me and then back to her parents. "He tried to rape me, but Jack Henry stopped

him." 

Her mother gasps and covers her mouth with her hand. "Oh my God. I didn't know that's what you

meant when you said he attacked you." 

Her  father  pounds  his  fist  on  the  table.  "If  I'd  dealt  with  him  after  that  stunt  he  pulled  with  you

outside the studio, this wouldn't have happened." 

What stunt? 

"It's not your fault. I told you I didn't want you to make a big deal out of it because of his family. I

had no idea he was that unstable, but I'm pressing charges and I took out a restraining order. He's not

supposed to come near me, but don't worry. Jack Henry will be here with me." 

"But for how long?" her mum asks. 

I don't appreciate her tone and I suspect Laurelyn sees it on my face. "Three more weeks." 

"Where does that leave the two of you if you're going back?" Jolene asks. 

We look at one another and it's evident. Neither of us knows, so we don't answer. 

The tension is thick. Jake attempts to cut through the discomfort. "What kind of work do you do, 

Jack?" 

It's a safe topic. "I own several vineyards and I produce a variety of vino." 

"Sounds like you must do well for yourself." 

"I manage." I've never been one to boast about my wealth, except when I thought I could use it as a

line for getting Laurelyn into my bed. 



"Don't let him fool you with his modesty. His vineyards do quite well." 

"Well  enough  that  we  don't  have  to  worry  about  him  being  here  because  of  the  success  you've

achieved since you saw him last?" Damn! She just puts it out there, doesn't she? 

"Mom!" 

"It's okay. I understand why that might raise suspicion with your parents. I'm not offended in the

least."  I'm  not  insulted  by  her  concern.  In  fact,  her  worry  makes  me  proud  that  for  once,  she  might

have her daughter's best interests at heart. However, it makes me mad as hell that she questions my

love. "Laurelyn's father isn't the only multimillionaire sitting at this table, Miss Prescott. Although I'm

very happy for Laurelyn and her success, I don't need one cent of her money." 

"I had no idea you were so wealthy." 

Of  course  Laurelyn  didn't  tell  her.  She  wouldn't.  "She  didn't  tell  you  because  my  money  means

nothing to her." 

And that's only one of the many reasons I love her so much. 

I survived dinner. Barely. And I kept my promise to Laurelyn, although I've never bit my tongue so

many  times  in  my  life.  I  need  a  fucking  tongue  transplant  after  enduring  two  hours  with  Jolene

Prescott, but I told myself the entire time that it was all for my girl. That was the only way I could get

through  it  without  telling  that  woman  what  a  selfish  and  shitty  mother  she's  been  to  a  woman  who

deserves so much more. 

She  actually  had  the  nerve  to  tell  me  that  Laurelyn's  career  was  here  in  the  U.S.  and  not  in

Australia. She said it like I was a dumb-arse and didn't already realize that. I know America is where

country  music  stars  make  it  big.  I  don't  need  her  to  tell  me  that,  so  now  I  consider  her  insulting  in

addition to being selfish. But the icing on the cake was when she told me I'd ruin Laurelyn's life if I

robbed her of all the opportunities she had in her future. 

None of that is Jolene Prescott's decision to make. Even as badly as I want Laurelyn to choose me, 

it's not my decision. Only she can decide which path she wants to take in this life. And all I can do is

pray that her mother doesn't get in her ear and persuade her that her life isn't with me. 

When they're finally out the door, I fall onto the couch and rest my head on the back. I'm looking at

the ceiling when Laurelyn sits next to me. "I'm sorry that was…what it was." 

"Just so you know…that did not improve my opinion of your mum at all." 

"It didn't do much for mine, either. I'm sorry she was such a bitch to you, but there's good news." 

"Please, let me in on whatever it is. I need something good in my life after that." 

She  lowers  herself  to  the  floor  between  my  knees  and  begins  removing  my  shoes.  "You  have  a

reward  coming  for  the  stellar  way  you  handled  yourself  tonight,"  she  says  as  she  slides  my  second

shoe off. She removes my socks and flings them over her shoulder. She pops the button on my jeans

and she's wearing a wicked grin as she slides the zipper down. "I think you need some room in these

pants. They look a little tight." 

I nod as I watch her hands move from my open fly to the waist of my jeans where she hooks her

fingers around them and my boxer briefs. "Upsy-daisy," she directs as she pulls downward. I lift my

hips and she's careful to avoid snagging my hard-on as she slides them to my feet before tossing them

onto the floor. 

After  I'm  naked  from  the  waist  down,  she  rises  to  her  knees  and  runs  her  hands  up  my  thighs

before she rakes her nails slowly down my legs. "I'm gonna suck you off so good, you'll forget your

own name." 

"I dare you." 

She grabs me where my legs are bent and gives me a jerk to scoot my body closer to her. Frankly, 

I'm a little surprised because I didn't realize she was packing that kind of strength in her tiny body. 

Her  eyes  watch  mine  as  her  tongue  touches  the  base  of  my  cock  and  she  slides  it  slowly  up  the

shaft until reaching the tip. She swipes her tongue back and forth across the end before tilting her head

and wrapping her mouth around the base from the side. She glides her mouth upward and then covers

me as she takes me fully inside her mouth. 

I love watching her do that. It never gets old. 

I  lace  my  fingers  through  her  nape  and  massage  the  muscles  of  her  neck  as  each  stroke  of  her

mouth brings me closer to ecstasy. I love seeing her head bob up and down as she takes me deeper

with each pass. She uses her hand to grasp the void space and it glides up and down in perfect rhythm

with her mouth. She does this motion over and over until I feel it building and I'm ready to blow. 

"I'm getting close," I warn her because it always needs to be her decision if I come in her mouth. 

Like always, she doesn't stop and I can't believe how lucky I am to have a girl who does any of

this for me. She is so fucking hot! 

I try to hold back so I can make it last longer, but I'm a goner when she squeezes her hand tighter

around  the  base.  I  flex  upward  into  her  mouth  and  her  hands  move  to  wrap  around  my  hips  as  she

gives me one last hard suck. I place my head against the back of the couch and look up at the ceiling. 

"You are my dream come true." 

That's how I stay for several seconds before I lift my head to see her sitting at my feet, her chin

resting on my leg as she looks up at me. "I love seeing you come apart like that. It's amazing to know

I'm able to do that to you." 

I place my hand on the side of her face and rub my thumb over her bruised cheekbone. "You're the

only one who can." 

She turns her face toward my palm and places her hand on top of mine. "I think I owed you that

after you handled Jolie so well. I know that wasn't easy for you." 

There's so much more. "Baby, you don't know the half of it." 

"What else did she do?" 

"She cornered me in the dining room while you were in the kitchen." 

"What did she say?" 

I don't really even want to go there because I'm afraid Laurelyn might begin to think about it and

find some merit in her mum's words, but I tell her out of my own selfishness because I want to see her

reaction. I've dropped hints here and there, but we've yet to talk about any kind of future together. I

hope to read her face for some sign of how she feels about leaving her new successful life. "She told

me I'd be robbing you of great opportunities if I took you away from your career." 

"Oh, God." 

"You know I'm not that person. I want you to have everything you've dreamed of." 

"There are two things I dream of, and having one means I don't get to have the other." 

I'm gonna put it out there. "The selfish part of me wants to tell you to quit this thing you're doing

and come back with me, but I won't. It has to be a decision you make on your own. I couldn't take it if

years down the road, you blamed me for robbing you of this life." 

"And I want to tell you to sell everything and come here to build a life with me, but I understand

how leaving behind the vineyards you know for the unknown could be disastrous for your livelihood. 

You've worked too hard to give up all of your success, and I could never ask you to move away from

your family. So, where does that leave us? Where do we go from here?" 

"I have no idea. I only know that I want you more than anything I've ever wanted in my life." 

"Ditto."  She  kisses  my  leg.  "I  wish  we  weren't  so  complicated."  As  soon  as  the  word

complicated leaves her mouth, we both laugh. "I know. Complication is exactly what you wanted to

avoid and look at what it's done to your life." 

I hope she's not suggesting we would've been better off not knowing one another because nothing

could be further from the truth. "Come here, love." 

She gets up from the floor and straddles me. I take her face in my hands and hold it so she's eye to

eye with me. "I don't regret you for a second. You're my favorite complication and you always will

be."  I  see  the  tears  forming  in  her  eyes  as  they  begin  to  glass.  "I  knew  you  were  the  next  one  the

second  I  laid  my  eyes  on  you  singing  in  that  club,  but  you  can  never  imagine  my  surprise  when  I

realized that you weren't just the next one—you were the last one." 


***




He has no idea what it does to me when he says things like that. It tears my heart in two. I know I love

him  and  I  want  to  be  with  him  more  than  anything  in  this  world,  but  then  I  have  this  life  I've  only

barely tasted. What if I give it up and then we don't work out? Where would I be then? 

Alone  without  a  career.   I've  been  there  and  done  that,  and  it  was  terrible.  I'm  terrified  of

finding myself in that predicament again. 

My heart is racing. I know he wants me to tell him I'll walk away from all this and go back with

him,  but  I  can't.  "I'm  scared.  Terrified  is  actually  a  better  word.  I  wish  I  weren't,  but  I'm  the  only

person  in  my  life  who's  ever  had  my  back.  This  is  my  way  of  surviving—to  put  trust  in  someone

besides myself is to become vulnerable. I've never allowed myself to do that. I'm just messed up that

way and I'm not sure I can ever be any different." 

"I know you can. I saw your vulnerability when you told me you loved me for the first time. You

broke  through  those  walls  you'd  built  but  I  let  you  down. And  even  though  you  love  me,  you're  not

ready to trust me wholeheartedly again. But it's okay because I'm going to prove that you can put all of

your faith in me." 

I would love that so much—to have just one person I could always depend on for love and safety. 

And I'd love nothing more than for it to be Jack Henry. "Please don't confuse my lack of security for

lack of love. I swear I couldn't love you more, but I need time." 

"I want you to have everything you want. If time is what you're asking for, then I'll give you all you

need." He pulls my face to his and kisses my mouth so gently, I almost swoon. "I'll always give you

anything you want." 

I  feel  his  erection  sandwiched  between  us  and  I  rock  my  pelvis  gently  against  it.  "Right  now, 

there's only one thing I want, and you're definitely the only person who can give it to me." 

In record time, he has us moved to the floor and I'm on my back with him dragging my jeans and

panties  down  my  legs.  He's  merciless  when  he  drives  into  me  so  hard,  my  back  skids  across  the

carpet. "Sorry," he apologizes but doesn't relent as he pounds inside me. I'm propelled further across

the floor with each thrust. 

I loop my arms around him to hold on. "Never be sorry for fucking me this good." 

"God, you're gonna get carpet burn if I keep on like this." 

He's up from the floor and pulling me with him. He lifts me and deposits my bottom on the arm of

the couch. I fall backwards on the cushions before I lift my feet to his shoulders and he's at it again. 

Damn. I'm getting fucked while practically standing on my head, and it's pretty superb. 

I should be willing to walk away from my life just so I can have this done to me every day. It's

definitely something to consider. 

He wraps his hands around my thighs and pulls me up to him as he drives harder with each thrust. 

"I meant what I said. I swear you are my fucking dream come true." 

It's amazing how he can take the sweetest things, throw the word "fucking" in the middle of it, and

I  could  melt  into  a  puddle  at  his  feet.  If  my  panties  weren't  already  off,  I'd  be  dropping  them  after

hearing him say that. 

I don't have time to think of a witty response because he's thrusting into me those last few times. 

"There's nothing I love more than being inside you, Miss McLachlan." 

Okay, that's a little different. Usually he just groans my name. This time I get a complete sentence, 

ending with "Miss McLachlan." 

When  he's  finished  coming,  I  slide  up  the  couch  and  he  sinks  over  on  top  of  me  with  his  body

settled between my thighs. "I swear you don't miss an opportunity to get between my legs." 

"No,  I  certainly  do  not,  and  that  won't  be  changing  any  time  soon."  He  reaches  down  and  grins

mischievously as he cups his hand over me. "This is where I love to be." 

I slap his hand away because sometimes a girl just needs a little break. "You are an animal." 

"And you love it." 

He always says that. And it's true. "Yeah, I do." 

"We  have  six  days  to  ourselves  before  you're  scheduled  back  in  the  studio.  Do  you  want  to  do

something special?" 

I'm always up for anything, special or not, with him. "What do you have in mind?" 

"I don't know. Maybe take a trip somewhere?" 

I've been away from home for so long. I'd like to spend some time here instead of being gone all

week. "Maybe if it was a short trip—no more than three days." 

"What about Vegas?" 

I like the thought of a little fun at the casinos. "I could handle a little R and R. Maybe do some

gambling. See a show." 

"What day works for you?" 



I don't want to come back and have to roll into rehearsals the next day. "Can we do it soon so I

can have a few days to rest before I have to be back in the studio? It's going to be hell on wheels once

we start this new material." 

"Anything  you  want.  How  about  the  day  after  tomorrow?  Then  you  can  be  back  to  have  the

weekend to rest before you're in the studio Monday." 

"Let's do it." 

I've  never  been  to  Las  Vegas.  Until  I  started  touring  with  Southern  Ophelia,  Australia  and  New

Zealand had been the extent of my travels—and those were on someone else's dime. I guess this trip

is too, but I don't feel quite so dependent. I could afford this trip if Jack Henry would let me pay. But

he won't because that's just how he is. 

We  check  into  our  hotel  and  of  course,  he's  booked  the  most  luxurious  suite  they  have—the

presidential,  I'm  certain.  It's  enormous  and  the  decor  is  extravagant  with  no  shortage  of  luxurious

furnishings in shades of gold and taupe. The bathroom is majestic in matching tones of gold and the

frisky  girl  inside  me  can't  wait  to  see  what  Jack  Henry  comes  up  with  for  us  to  do  in  the  gigantic

jetted tub the size of a small swimming pool. 

Maybe  we  should  stay  more  than  two  days.  I  can  see  how  this  could  be  relaxing.  Maybe  I

shouldn't be in such a hurry to get back since Jack Henry and I can have way more fun in that double

shower with a gazillion faucet heads than in my apartment's small fiberglass tub. 

"What  do  you  want  to  do  first?"  I'm  hoping  he'll  say  we'll  soak  in  the  tub  together.  We  haven't

done that in so long. 

He taps me on the end of my nose. "You, my dear, have an appointment in fifteen minutes." 

"For what?" 

"A  little  well-deserved  pampering.  I  scheduled  you  an  hour  and  a  half  in  the  spa  for  all  those

girlie things you like so much, and then an hour with a masseuse—a woman, per my request. I don't

want any man putting his hands on you, especially your back. That's mine and no other man touches

it." 

It's a back, not a vagina. "You can be such a caveman sometimes." 

"I won't argue with that." He puts his arms around my waist and I feel his warm breath against my

ear as he huskily says, "I'm going to have you on that table in my wine cave again one day, but next

time, I'm fucking you until you scream." 

"I think I recall some screaming at some point," I remind him. 

"Yeah, but not the kind I have in mind for next time." 

"Promise?" 

"Abso-fucking-lutely."  He  grabs  both  of  my  butt  cheeks  and  playfully  growls.  "Now,  get  your

perfect little bum downstairs for some pampering." 

"Yes, sir." 

He kisses the side of my face where I'm still sporting a dark bruise. "I have a conference call so

I'll be here in the room tending to business back home if you should need me for any reason." 

"Okay." 

"Enjoy yourself." 

As if there's a chance I wouldn't. "Don't worry. I have a feeling I will." 

I enter the spa and the receptionist heads me off before I can say a word. "Mrs. McLachlan?" 

I'm taken aback by the Mrs. part. I'm used to being called Miss McLachlan, but I like the sound of

it so much that I don't correct her. "Yes." 

"We are ready for you. Right this way." 

I  follow  the  small  brunette  into  a  room  at  the  back  of  the  spa.  She  places  a  velour  robe  on  the

chair as she directs me on what we'll be doing. Once I'm changed, I'm taken to a private room where

the magic begins. 

I'm mannied, peddied, scrubbed, and buffed to perfection. My hour and a half ends too soon but

then  I'm  taken  to  another  room  where  I'm  placed  face  down  on  a  table  and  draped  only  across  my

bottom. 

I've never had a massage but I see why Jack Henry wouldn't want a masseur for me. I'm all but

naked. 

The next hour flies entirely too quickly, but I'm feeling refreshed and relaxed when I leave. I pass

several shops in our hotel lobby as I'm walking toward the elevator. Something in the window of a

shop catches my eye—a showgirl costume. 

It's  a  black  bustier,  trimmed  in  red  with  a  bow  sitting  directly  between  the  breasts.  There  are

black and red feathers forming a skirt across the back and a small matching headpiece. The look is

complete with black fishnet stockings. It's hot. He'd love it. 

Hmm…I brought lingerie with me but that sort of stops being a surprise when I wear it every time. 

There's no way he'd be expecting to see me looking like a burlesque showgirl. 

When in Vegas…

I go inside the boutique for a closer look and a saleswoman immediately asks how she can help

me. 

I point to the costume in the window. "How much is this?" 

"Umm…I believe it's fifteen hundred." 

Shit!  Fifteen  hundred  bucks  for  that  tiny  little  outfit?  I'm  still  not  used  to  having  extra  money  to

spend, so it feels like a lot to blow on something like that. I stand there looking at it and although it's

the most ostentatious purchase I'll have ever made, I want it for my caveman. "I'll take it." 

I ease the door open and hold it as it closes. I want to sneak inside the suite without Jack Henry

knowing so I can hide my purchase. I hear him talking in the living room, so I tiptoe past the doorway

and  then  make  a  run  for  the  bedroom.  I  quickly  look  around,  searching  for  the  perfect  hiding  spot. 

Rats. There's not a lot of hiding places so I opt for putting it on the shelf in the closet. Maybe he won't

have reason to go digging around in there. 

I  nonchalantly  walk  out  of  the  bedroom  into  the  living  room  and  Jack  Henry  notices  me.  He's

talking to Clyde from the Chalice Vineyard but motions with his hand for me to join him on the couch. 

He inspects my nails and removes my sandals so he can see my toes better. I giggle when he brings

my foot to his mouth and sucks my big toe, all while never missing a beat as he talks business. 

That is so damn hot. 

I feel that familiar stirring deep down in my groin when he gives me those eyes—the ones that tell

me he wants to do something very naughty to me as soon as he's finished with his conference call—

but I want to save it all for tonight when I'm wearing my surprise for him. I turn my head from side to

side and give him the I don't think so finger shake. 

He counters with a slow nod and a look of determination. He hates when I tell him no, but he's just

going to have to not like it because I'm saving all my love for tonight. I want his anticipation to be at

its highest. "No," I whisper. "There will be none of that until later." 

"That sounds good, Clyde. I'll call you in a few days and we'll discuss it further." 

I know he's cutting off his call sooner than he would have because of my rejection. "And just why

not?" 

"You're  not  the  only  one  who  can  come  up  with  surprises.  I  have  plans  for  you  later  tonight, 

mister, and they don't include getting it on right now." 

"Getting it on," he laughs. "I call it getting off." 

"Getting  on.  Getting  off.  Whatever  you  want  to  call  it,  we're  not  getting  any  right  now. You're

waiting." 

"I don't like waiting," he whines, still sexy as hell. 

"Well,  tough. You  are  because  I  said  so."  I  must  remain  firm  and  resist  anything  he  throws  my

way. "But just think…it'll be so damn good when you finally get it." 

"I don't want to think about how damn good it'll be. If I do, I'll get hard with no relief in sight," he



complains. 

"You're right. Don't think about it." I kiss him quickly. "I'm going to get ready." 

"So I can't join you in there?" 

I knew he'd try. "No." 

"Shit, Laurelyn. You're being pretty cold to the guy who just had you pampered for two and a half

hours." 

"It'll be worth it. I promise." 

"I'm holding you to that." And I have no doubt he will. 

"I would expect nothing less." 

I walk into the suite's living room, ready for the night. I'm wearing a black one-shouldered minidress

and mile-high fuck-me pumps. Yep. They're definitely devil shoes but I'll gladly take the discomfort

because I love the way Jack Henry looks at me when I wear them. 

I'm  also  wearing  my  diamond  star  pendent  because  I  never  take  it  off  and  the  diamond  stud

earrings he gave me the night we went to the opera. I reach up to touch them as I enter the room and

I'm reminded of some fond memories at the Opera House. 

"Baby, you look so fucking hot." See? Another example of how he adds  fucking to a sentence and

makes my panties want to melt away. 

"Thank you." 

"But you're missing something," he hints. 

I've fallen for this trick in the past, but I know what it means when he says that. He has a gift for

me—an expensive one—and I feel the little girl in me jumping up and down impatiently to see what

her present is. "What do you have for me?" 

He walks over to the coffee table and picks up a long skinny black box. "I had this made for you." 

He  pops  it  open  and  inside  is  one  of  the  most  beautiful  diamond  bracelets  I've  ever  seen.  "It's

beautiful." 

It's  a  continuous  pattern  of  diamond  stars,  identical  to  my  pendant,  alternating  with  infinity

symbols. "It's beautiful." 

"Do  you  want  to  guess  the  significance?"  He  does  that—always  giving  me  jewelry  with

significance. 

"I understand the stars but I don't know what the infinity sign is about." 

"It symbolizes two different things. First, you always use your finger to trace an imaginary infinity

symbol when you're nervous about something." 

I had no idea I did that. "I do?" 

"Yes. And the second part symbolizes my love for you. It's infinite—limitless and impossible to

measure." I run my finger over one of the infinity links. 

He doesn't have a lot of competition but this is by far the sweetest thing anyone's ever done for

me.  "My  love  for  you  is  endless  and  you  never  cease  to  amaze  me."  I  suddenly  feel  very  guilty  for

denying him what I know he wants. "I'll get naked for you right now if that's what you want. I won't

make you wait until later." 

"I didn't take you for one to bend so easily to my will, Miss McLachlan," he laughs. 

Hearing him call me that is the icing on my cake. "It makes it pretty hard to be tough when you say

and do such sweet, romantic things." 

"I didn't tell you those things or give you the bracelet so I could get laid." 

As  if  it  would  take  either.  "We  both  know  you  don't  have  to  say  or  give  me  anything  to  get  me

under you. With a fair amount of certainty, I think you can label me as your sure thing." 

"As much as I love hearing that, I do mean it when I say I love you infinitely." 

"I know you do. And I feel the same about you." I hold out my wrist. "Now, put my bracelet on me

so I can show off your love." 

He fastens the clasp around my wrist and brings my hand to his lips for a kiss. "I'll only be a few

minutes getting ready." 

"You never told me where we're going." 

"I know," he says, grinning, but offers no further explanation. 

As promised, he's ready in little to no time at all. He's in a suit, something I haven't seen him wear

in a really long time. It's platinum with a white and silver pinstriped shirt and a brilliant blue tie that

brings out the breathtaking beauty of his eyes. Seeing him in it reminds me of the night we met in that

blues club in Wagga Wagga. 

"Mmm…still hotter than the devil's ass." 

"What's that, love?" He heard me. I know he did. He just wants to hear me say it again. 

"I was just saying you still look hotter than the devil's ass when you wear a suit." 

"Wow. If I'd known you felt that way, I'd have worn one more often." 

"I like you just fine in your jeans and Indiana Jones hat." Especially the hat. I'll have to ask him to

wear nothing but the hat one day since he asked me to wear nothing but my boots. 

"You find the hat I wear to work sexy?" 

"Yeah." 

"I didn't bring it with me." 

"That's  okay."  I  catch  myself  before  I  blurt  out  that  I  can  see  him  wear  it  when  we  get  back  to

Australia. 

It's such an automatic thought, the idea of going back with him. But is that what I need to do? The

mystery isn't in whether I want him or not—it's if I can leave my career and family for a life with him

nine thousand miles away. 

And I still don't know the answer. 


***




I see the look on Laurelyn's face and I know she's worrying about where our relationship is going and

how we'll make things work. But I don't want this getaway to be about stress or angst. I only want us

to have fun. And sex. Lots of sex. "Don't go there." 

She wrinkles her forehead. "Don't go where?" 

She's being coy. She knows exactly what I mean. "Wherever it is you go in your head when you

get that tense look on your face." 

"Maybe I'm constipated." 

That's  my  girl.  Take  a  potentially  painful  subject  and  turn  it  into  something  funny.  "Okay,  Miss

Comedienne. We'll pretend you're constipated instead of worried about our relationship." I hold out

my hand for her. "Come on. Let's go." 

We step off the elevator and I lead her toward the restaurant I've chosen. We're seated in a room

where we'll be catered to by our own personal chef. "Are you hungry, babe?" 

"Yes. I'm starving." 

"Craving anything in particular?" 

She grins mischievously. "I want meat." 

"That can be arranged. In fact, you can have a little now and a lot later. I know you like your steak

cooked medium but what you'll have later will be done well." 

"I like things that are done well—especially when it's me." 

I bring her hand to my lips for a kiss. "I intend on doing you quite well, love." 

"You always do," she giggles as our server arrives at our table. 

After  enjoying  a  lovely  meal  with  my  beautiful  girl,  we  leave  the  restaurant  and  I  know  her

curiosity is piqued. "Are you ready to know what's next on the agenda?" 

Her eyes are big with anticipation. "Of course." 

"There aren't any good concerts tonight, so I booked a burlesque show." She breaks into a huge

grin and I have to wonder what it's all about. "I thought you might like it since it's traditional Vegas

stuff. We don't have to go if you don't want to." 

"Oh, I definitely want to go." 

I was afraid she might be pissed off at me for getting tickets to a show where women would be in

skimpy costumes, but she clearly isn't. "You seem pretty excited about it. I was a little worried you

might not want to see near-naked women dancing or that you might be mad at me because you'd think I

wanted to see them." 

"I'm not a hater. I'm a congratulator and it's just a show." God, you've got to love a woman with

that kind of attitude. "You're not going to be making out with anyone except me." 

"Damn right. We have private seats, so we might do more than make out." 

"Umm…no." 

She  knows  I  hate  hearing  her  tell  me  no.  "Why  not?" As  my  words  come  out,  I  recognize  that  I

sound like a child. 

"I have my reasons. You'll be glad we waited when you see what they are." 

My curiosity is at an all-time high. "You have my mind reeling." 

"Good." 

We're seated in our private section, hidden from view of most everyone at the show. These seats

weren't  easy  to  score  and  they  cost  me  a  fortune,  but  I  was  willing  to  pay  any  price  because  I  was

planning to have some naughty fun with Laurelyn. What does she have up her sleeve? 

At one point during the show, I try to creep my hand up her dress, but she slaps it away and scolds

me with her eyes. Literally. "What?" 

"You already know what." 

"No, that's the problem. I don't know what." I think I could ease off a little if I did know. 

She takes my hand from her leg and cups hers around it. "I have something special for you later

and I'm not serving appetizers. So stop or I'm gonna get mad." 

I  see  there's  no  persuading  her  so  I  should  calm  it  down.  "I  can't  help  it.  I'm  frustrated  as  fuck

because I want you so bad." 

"You're going to have me tonight but you have to learn some patience." 

Easy for her to say when she's the one withholding sex. "Why should I be patient when I don't have

to be? No one is stopping us but you." 

I see the expression on her face change before she turns to look straight ahead. I don't know if I've

hurt her or pissed her off. "I'm sorry, babe. I didn't mean that the way it sounded." 

She refuses to look at me. That's not good. "I think you did." 

"Yeah, you're right. I did, but I don't want to fight about this. If you say we're waiting, then we're

waiting. Blue balls or not, I swear I won't pressure you anymore." 

She seems to soften. "We can go back to the room now if you want." 

She says it so sweet, I feel like a giant dick. "No. I can see that this is important to you, so we'll

wait." 

We finish the show but all I can think about the whole time is getting her back to the room so I can

make her scream, which isn't helping with my growing case of blue balls. 

We're  walking  through  the  casino  and  I  see  her  looking  at  the  tables  with  curiosity.  "Have  you

ever played?" 

"No. I've never even been inside a casino." She's twenty-three and she's never gambled? I thought

that was one of the first things you did when you turned twenty-one. "It looks like a Disney World for

adults. Of course, I've never been there, either, so what do I know?" 

"Ah, baby! I have so many places I want to take you." I want to show her the world. 

"And there's no one I'd rather go with." I don't doubt her sincerity for a second. 

I gesture toward the tables. "You want to play? I'll teach you what you need to know." 

She  looks  around  and  takes  it  all  in  for  a  moment  before  she  points  to  a  craps  table.  "I  think  I

might like to roll dice." 

We find a hole and I throw a few fat bills in front of the dealer before several stacks of chips are

pushed in our direction. I lift the towers and place them in front of her. 

"You'll have to explain it to me because I have no idea what I'm doing." 

"I'm not an expert on all the ins and outs, but I know the basics." When it's time for a fresh roll, I

show her where to place her bet. "You'll put your chip here. If he rolls a seven or eleven, then you're

a winner. But if he rolls a two, three, or twelve, then you lose. If he gets a number other than two, 

three,  seven,  eleven,  or  twelve,  then  he  must  roll  that  same  number  again  before  a  seven  to  be  a

winner." 

"Oh, shit. That's complicated." 

"It's not once you get the hang of it." 

She's scared to make bets at first but begins to warm up to the idea after several rolls. In no time

at all, she's looking like a pro and has even gotten brave enough to roll the dice a few times. She's

actually pretty good at it and has some nice runs when she rolls. 

It's  not  surprising  she  catches  the  attention  of  every  man  at  the  table,  young  and  old.  I  see  them

noticing  her,  and  although  I  know  she  isn't  interested,  I  don't  care  for  the  way  they  look  at  her.  I

especially don't like the way they look at her tits and arse when she's leaning forward to grab the dice

and place bets. 

I find myself drinking more than I should because I'm feeling a jealous streak. "Are you ready to

go back to the room?" 

She doesn't even look at me. "This is so much fun. Are you not having a good time?" 

"I'd be having a much better time if we were in the room naked." 

She leans over the table and every guy there is either checking out her cleavage or the rise of her

hemline. "Just a little longer." 

Fuck! I've created a monster. 

Just  a  little  longer  turns  into  another  hour  and  I'm  on  the  drunk  side  before  I  mean  to  be.  The

combination of blokes ogling Laurelyn and the whiskey has put me in a particularly bad mood. "I'm

done here. You can come up to the room when you want. Or not. Whatever." 

She reaches for my arm. "Don't be that way. I'm just having fun doing something that's new to me." 

"Yeah—while  every  man  in  this  casino  is  blowing  his  load  just  looking  at  you  every  time  you

bend  over."  They're  all  thinking  about  how  they'd  give  it  to  her  in  that  position.  I  know  what  the

fuckers are thinking because I have the same thing on my mind. 

"Come on. You're being a little dramatic, don't you think?" 

Hell, no, I'm not being dramatic. She isn't sitting back watching these bastards eye-fuck her. "No. 

They're all watching you, even the ones here with women." 

"Well, you're the only one who gets to be with me." She takes her chips from the table. "Let me

cash in and we'll go upstairs so we can get busy." 

"Hey, hey. Now you're talking." 

Yeah. I just acted like a toddler throwing a fit, but it totally worked so I don't give a fuck. I put my

drink down on the lower shelf of the craps table because I don't need another drop of alcohol. I'm not

wasted but I definitely have had more to drink than I should have. Laurelyn still has a surprise for me

when we get in the room—I'll bet it's hot lingerie. She loves to dress up for me. 

When we're back in the room, Laurelyn takes a bag from the top of the closet and tells me to sit in

the  chair  in  the  living  room  to  wait  while  she  changes.  She  seems  to  be  taking  a  long  time. 

"Everything okay in there?" 

"Yeah. Just give me another minute. This is trickier than I thought." 

Hmm…that sounds interesting. 

She opens the door an inch or two and peeks out through the crack. "Close your eyes." 

I  love  it  when  she  makes  me  do  that.  That  means  this  is  going  to  be  fan-fucking-tastic.  "Okay. 

They're closed." 

I hear the start of slow, seductive music I don't recognize and she tells me I can open my eyes. I'm

more than a little surprised to see her standing in front of me dressed in her sexiest ensemble yet—a

black and red showgirl costume. "Fuck me running! You look so damn fine in that, baby." 

"I'm glad you like it." 

"Oh, I more than like it." 

She begins to move to the music. "I don't have my pole so I'll have to improvise." 

I  put  my  hand  on  the  crotch  of  my  pants.  "There's  only  one  pole  that  counts  and  I've  got  it  right

here." 

"That mouth of yours…" 

"You love this mouth of mine and everything it does to make you come." 

She  lifts  the  back  of  her  hair  from  her  neck  and  bites  her  lower  lip  as  she  bends  at  her  knees, 

swaying her hips. "Yes, I do." 

She turns her back to me and slowly swings her bum from side to side in my face. The feathers

forming a skirt oscillate back and forth and I think about what I'm going to do to that arse when I get

her out of that costume. She doesn't know, or maybe she does, how it's killing me to see her look so

damn hot without being able to pounce on top of her. 

"Talk dirty to me," she purrs. 

That  won't  be  a  problem.  "I'm  so  fucking  hard  for  you  right  now.  When  I  get  you  out  of  that

costume, I'm gonna bend you over and fuck you from behind because you're a dirty girl and I know

you love it." 

She bends at her waist and shakes her bum in my face. "Mmm-hmm. I love it when you do me like

that." 

Oh, hell! She hasn't even touched me and I think I may be close to blowing my load just by hearing

her talk dirty. "Come here and give me a lap dance." 

She  shimmies  her  way  over  and  sits  on  my  lap  with  her  legs  wide  apart.  She  lightly  rubs  her

bottom back and forth across my hard-on and then leans closer until her back is against my chest. She

drops  her  head  back  and  my  mouth  hovers  over  her  ear.  I  nip  at  her  earlobe  and  she  moans,  "Say

something else dirty." 

I suck her earlobe and then release it as I move my hands to her proud breasts standing up in her

bustier. I don't know where it comes from but I suddenly feel this intense emotion overtake me, and

it's not lust. It's love. And it makes me brave. 

I feel my heart racing as I prepare to say the words that just popped into my head. I reach for her

face and turn it so she can see me over her shoulder. "Marry me." 


***




Jack Henry just asked me to marry him. Sort of. Maybe. I'm not really sure if that was supposed to be

a real proposal. I don't know if I can take him seriously; he's drunk as hell. Who knows if tomorrow

he'll remember bringing it up? 

I  spin  around  so  I'm  sitting  sideways  across  his  lap.  I  need  to  see  his  eyes.  "What  did  you  just

say?" 

His blue eyes are hazy but they don't leave mine. "I said, marry me." 

"You're drunk." 

"Yes, I am a little wasted, so you have a good argument there, but I still know what I'm saying. 

I've  been  thinking  about  it  for  a  while—a  long  while,  actually.  I  love  you  and  I  want  you  to  be  my

wife." 

"I can't say I'm really all that excited about a drunk proposal." 

"I get that this is really bad. I know my proposal is terrible, but don't say no. I can do better when I

haven't been drinking. I'll have some flowers and a ring and I'll say things to make you swoon." At

least he recognizes the problem. 

I can't put too much thought into the things he's saying. I'd be a fool to get my hopes up but I must

admit  I  love  hearing  those  words  come  from  his  mouth.  I'm  not  fool  enough  to  encourage  this  talk

while he's shitfaced, so I take him by the hand and tug until he's up from the chair. I lead him toward

the bedroom and we stop beside the bed. I loosen the knot of his tie before I lift it over his head and

fling it to the chair in the corner of the room. I unbutton his shirt and pants to remove them before he

lies down. I figure it'll be much easier than trying to undress a drunk, oversized toddler in the bed. 

When I have him naked, I barely push my finger against his chest and he falls backwards. "Tim…

ber." 

He chuckles at my reference. "Don't worry. I've got some wood for you." 

Even drunk, he's still witty. 

He scoots up in the bed until his head is propped on a pillow. "Strip for me." 



The  music  has  moved  on  to  another  sexy  tune,  so  I  begin  my  slow  seduction  of  removing  my

showgirl  outfit.  He  watches  me  with  heavy,  hooded  eyes  and  I  wonder  if  I'll  be  able  to  get  naked

before he passes out. I decide I probably shouldn't tarry too long in removing my costume. 

When I'm free of the getup, I crawl up the bed and straddle him. I don't figure I should expect a lot

of  extracurricular  activities  since  he's  a  bit  saturated  with  whiskey,  so  I  sink  down  on  him.  He

watches me as I ride him and moves his hands to my breasts. He squeeze them as I move up and down

his length. "I love your tits so much. They're fucking perfect." 

He rises and flips me onto my back. He's kissing down my shoulder onto my chest and then takes

one of the rosy pink tips into his mouth. "I can't wait to see you nurse our babies." 

Whoa. That's not dirty talk. It's serious when you start bringing babies into the mix. 

I'm not even drunk and my head is spinning. 

And he said babies—as in more than one. This Jack Henry is so different than the man I met six

months ago. This one tells me he wants things that the other one was hell-bent on never having a part

of. Maybe I'll regret it, but I decide I want to explore this a little more while his tongue is loose. "You

changed your mind about wanting babies?" 

He doesn't answer so I grab the top of his hair to pull his mouth from my nipple. "You changed

your mind about getting married and wanting kids?" 

"Yeah." 

I grab his face to make him look at me. "Why?" 

"Because I love you and I want to be your husband." He slides down and kisses my stomach. "And

I want to see your belly grow with a part of me in it." He rubs me there. "I wanted you to be pregnant

when I found you, but you didn't know that, did you?" 

"I sort of suspected it based on how you acted and the things you said." 

"It's probably better to be married for a while without a kid on the way." 

"I think that's highly recommended." 

"Yeah. 'Cause I'm gonna want to fuck you a lot." He enters me and groans, "Oh, this is so good. I'm

gonna do this every day after I marry you." 

It's all drunken talk so I probably can't pay it any attention, but it still sends shivers down my spine

to hear him say things about marrying me and having babies. I have to question if he means what he's

saying.  After  all,  he  is  wasted.  How  sincere  can  he  possibly  be  when  he's  in  this  kind  of  shape? 

There's only one way to tell—see what he says when he's sober. 

He  doesn't  mention  marriage  or  babies  the  next  day.  Or  the  next.  I'm  beginning  to  think  he  doesn't

remember our discussion at all. Sure. I have no idea what I'd say if he asked me for real, but it pisses

me off that he hasn't brought it up once. It's like the whole conversation didn't happen. 

Maybe  he  doesn't  have  a  recollection.  He  was  definitely  wasted.  But  I  want  him  to  remember

saying those things to me. I want him to say them again when he's not shitfaced—even if I'm not sure

what my response would be. 

We're  back  in  Nashville  and  I  have  two  days  before  I  return  to  the  studio  with  the  band.  That

means we only have two weeks before Jack Henry goes home. I don't want him to go. I wish he could

stay  here  with  me  forever,  but  time  isn't  our  friend.  It  never  has  been.  Our  moments  together  are

always the grains of sand falling through the hourglass. A few months here. Another month there. I'm

sick of having time restraints placed on this relationship like we have an expiration date. 

It's Saturday morning and we're lounging on the couch. Jack Henry's head is in my lap while I'm

reading  my  latest  romance  novel  and  I'm  running  my  fingers  through  his  hair.  I  know  how  much  he

loves it. He's relaxed, eyes closed, and I suspect he may have drifted off until he asks, "What do you

want to do today?" 

I don't want to do anything but be here with him without any distractions. "This." 

"And tonight?" 

Same thing. "A lot more of this. Is that okay?" 

"Suits me." He reminds me of a dog lying on its back, getting a good petting. 

"Going back to work will cut in on our together time." There. I said it. 

"I'm not excited about that." 

Neither of us has mentioned the tick of the clock, but that doesn't mean we should continue to act

like it doesn't exist. "Two weeks," I sigh. "It's going to fly and be over before we know it." 

"I know. What are we gonna  do  when  that  day  gets  here?  Because  it's  coming  sooner  than  we'd

like." 

"I don't know." 

He opens his eyes and looks at me. "It will kill me to leave here without you." 

I put my hand on his face and stroke the scruff I've come to love so much. "It will kill me to watch

you leave me." 

"So  that's  where  we're  at?"  he  asks.  "We  want  to  be  together  but  don't  have  a  solution  for  how

we'll make that happen?" 

I don't answer because I don't want to admit the truth. I wish I hadn't said anything because it's too

hard to face. I prefer to pretend I'm not looking at losing him again. 

***



It's been days since our Vegas marriage talk incident. I add the term incident because it wasn't really

a talk. It was me drunk and spouting off about how I wanted to marry Laurelyn and have babies with

her. 

Not  cool,  Jack.  No  woman  wants  a  drunken  proposal.  I  must  think  of  a  better  way  to  do  it—

something romantic that she'll love and want to tell our kids about for years to come. 

But  the  proposal  is  moot  if  I  can't  convince  her  to  walk  away  from  this  life,  spending  three-

quarters of the year riding on a tour bus with a bunch of dudes, performing in a different city every

night. That's not the life she should have. She should be with me starting our lives together so I can

give her the family she wants. 

I  bought  an  engagement  ring  for  Laurelyn  today.  I  thought  it  would  be  difficult—maybe  I'd  even

find myself short of breath or close to passing out—but it was really easy. I guess when it's right, you

know it. I have no doubt I made the perfect choice for her. 

But it all means nothing if I don't have the perfect plan for asking her to be my wife. 

And I don't have a plan today. Or the next day. Or even a week later. 

And now we're down to eight days. Our time together is running out and I have to come up with

something fast. It's Saturday night and I take her out for dinner to one of Nashville's finest restaurants

—or so I'm told. I really have no idea. I'm out of my element here. This isn't the proposal I'd have for

her  if  we  were  back  home.  I'd  take  her  to  the  beach  house  in  New  Zealand  and  have  it  covered  in

candles and fresh flowers. And afterward, we'd make love in our favorite bedroom where the sheer

fabric drapes around and separates us from the rest of the world. 

I didn't think I would be nervous, but I am. Something about carrying this ring around in my pocket

all week has shaken my confidence. I'm terrified of everything—afraid she'll say no, she'll choose this

life  over  one  with  me,  refuse  to  leave  her  dysfunctional  mother  and  father.  Maybe  this  doubt  is

natural, something all blokes go through when they're about to pop the big question. 

I called ahead with instructions for seating and they did a great job of granting my request. We're

seated in the perfect spot, isolated in a booth in an alcove. It feels like we're the only people in the

restaurant other than the staff. I think this seating for two was created for such things. 

"What's wrong with you tonight?" 

Am I that transparent? "Nothing. What makes you think something's wrong?" 

She  reaches  across  the  table  and  places  her  hand  on  my  forehead  the  way  my  mum  does.  "You

don't look like you feel well. Are you sick?" 

"I feel fine," I lie. My stomach feels like it has bats for contents. 

"If you don't feel well, we can go home," she offers as she moves her palms to my cheeks. "You

look flushed." 

That's her mothering instinct taking over, and it reassures me that she's the perfect woman to be my

wife  and  mother  of  my  children.  I  take  her  hand  from  my  face  and  kiss  her  palm.  "I'm  fine.  Stop

worrying." 

As we finish eating, I know the time for my proposal is approaching. I'm on my third glass of wine

but warn myself to cool it because Laurelyn won't be accepting of another drunk proposal. 

I don't want to just blurt out, "Marry me," like I did in Vegas. I want to ease into it and what better

way than to bring up me leaving. "We only have eight days before I leave." 

"I  hate  our  stupid  time  restraints,"  she  sneers  as  she  pushes  around  the  last  bite  of  her  dessert. 

"Our time together is always a ticking time bomb. I hate it so much." 

"I don't want to leave without you." 

She rests her spoon on her plate and leans closer to me. "And I don't want you to leave. Period." 

"Have you thought about what it would take for us to not be apart again?" 

"Every day," she confesses. 

"Me  too.  I  think  about  it  all  the  time.  It  consumes  me  night  and  day." And  it  does.  I  never  stop

thinking about it. 

"What have you decided?" 

I reach across the table and place my hand on hers. "I don't want to live without you." 

"Me,  either,  but  how  do  you  suggest  we  make  us  work?"  I  can't  tell  if  she's  hinting  for  me  to

propose or if she truly has no idea. 

I'm rubbing my thumb over the box burning a hole in my pocket. Is now the right time to tell her

we'll make it work by getting married and saying to hell with all this other shit? That we'll figure it

out as we go along? I have no idea, but I grasp the box in my hand and take it from my pocket. I'm

holding it under the table, fidgeting with it. "I have something in mind." 

I'm about to place it on the table in front of her when a man walks up to our table and interrupts. 

Dammit. I purposely waited until after dessert was served so this very thing wouldn't happen. 

"Miss Paige McLachlan?" 



This is no server or restaurant employee. He wouldn't know her stage name. Laurelyn glances up

at him. "Yes." 

A light flashes in her face as he takes several pictures of her with an enormous camera. "Can you

comment for Country News on how it feels working in the music industry with Jake Beckett as your

father?" 

Shock and horror—that's the expression she's wearing. "What did you just say?" 

His camera is hanging around his neck and he holds a recording device in front of her face. "Miss

McLachlan, did your father get you your job with Southern Ophelia?" 

Laurelyn looks at me and then back at the man. "I don't know who you are, but I'm not answering

any of your questions." 

He  continues  holding  the  recorder  out  to  her.  "Do  you  think  Southern  Ophelia's  success  has

anything to do with who your father is?" 

I get up from the table and step between them. There's ultimately no space between us when I stare

him down. "She said she didn't want to answer any of your questions. Leave. Now." 

He  leaves  but  not  before  taking  several  more  photographs  and  commenting,  "It's  amazing  how

much you look like him, Miss McLachlan. The fans are gonna love that." 

She doesn't say anything immediately. I think she needs a minute to absorb what this means, so I

let her have her time. Once she seems to have sorted it out in her head, she looks at me. "This changes

everything. No one will ever see me as Paige McLachlan again. As far as the world's concerned, I'm

only Jake Beckett's daughter." 

"Southern Ophelia isn't where they are because you used his name. You and the band earned your

success without riding his coattails. People will see that." 

"I don't think so. I need to call my mom and…dad." 

Well, there goes any chance of popping the question tonight. 

"Hey, Mom. Are you at home?" She pauses briefly. "I'll be there in twenty minutes." 

I'm not looking forward to seeing Jolene Prescott again since we didn't part on the best terms. I can

tell she feels the same when she sees me walk into her living room with Laurelyn. Her narrowed eyes

leave no room for doubt. Jake Beckett, however, is welcoming and gets up from where he's seated to

shake my hand. "Nice to see you again, Jack." 

Laurelyn's  mum  gives  me  a  curt  nod  before  looking  to  her  daughter  for  an  explanation.  "What's

going on?" 

"Jack and I were having dinner and a reporter—at least I guess that's what he was—came over to

our table. He took pictures and asked me to comment on how it felt to work in the music industry with

Jake Beckett as my father." She focuses on Jake. "He asked me if you got me the job with Southern

Ophelia." 

Jake  looks  at  Jolene  and  then  back  to  Laurelyn.  "I  guess  I  should've  told  you  this  already,  but  I

filed for divorce last week. It looks like the digging has started already. I'm sorry. I know you didn't

want it to be known publicly." 

"You  shouldn't  worry  about  this,  Laurie,"  Jolene  pushes.  "It's  not  going  to  hurt  you  at  all.  If

anything, this'll only boost your career." She doesn't get it, and I don't think she ever will. This isn't

the way Laurelyn wanted to achieve success. 

"But that's the whole thing, Mom. I don't want a boost from being genetically tied to Jake Beckett," 

Laurelyn tries to make her mum understand. "I want to earn everything on my own." 

"And  you  will. You  have.  The  world  already  sees  how  talented  you  are.  Southern  Ophelia  was

already doing great before this got out," her dad says to reassure her, but it's in vain. I can tell by her

face. "You should tell Randy immediately. And I think we should schedule an interview as soon as

possible. It'll look better if it's us telling the world instead of people seeing it on the front of a gossip

magazine." 

She's about to cry. I can sense it. "This isn't what I want." 

"Well, it's a little late for that." The way Jolene says it almost makes me think she's happy about

this. 

Laurelyn  holds  the  bridge  of  her  nose  and  I  suspect  she's  racking  her  brain  for  every  other

possible  alternative.  But  she  comes  up  empty  because,  by  morning,  this  is  going  to  be  a  wildfire

raging out of control. "I guess I don't have a choice since it's coming out anyway. Just let me know

when and where I need to be for the interview." 


***




The last several days have spun out of control. It's gone public now—Jake Beckett is my father—and

the vultures have descended. I can hardly push my way through the media gathered at my front door, 

so I'm forced to sneak out the back to my car parked a block down the street. Jack Henry insists on

accompanying me everywhere I go now. He hasn't said it, but I think he's worried about my safety. 

It's Friday night. We're down to two days. How did that happen? It feels like it was only yesterday

when I saw him get out of that taxi in the midst of the pouring rain. 

We're lying on the sofa face to face, my leg hitched over his. "You're leaving on Sunday and we

still don't have a plan." 

He  draws  a  breath  and  blows  it  out  slowly.  "I  can't  stay.  And  unless  something  has  changed, 

you're not ready to leave with me." 

He  hasn't  come  out  and  said  it,  but  I  have  to  give  up  everything  for  us  to  be  together.  "You're

making me choose." 

"No.  Making  you  choose  would  be  telling  you  to  come  with  me  or  forget  the  whole  thing.  I'm

telling you I love you and I want you more than anything in this world but that I can't stay." Is there

really any difference in the two? 

I don't think we'll survive being apart. Those kinds of relationships rarely ever make it. "I don't

know how we'll make this work if we're not together." 

He's  rubbing  my  arm.  I  think  it's  his  way  of  trying  to  comfort  me,  but  it  doesn't  because  nothing

will at this point. "I guess we'll wing it. We'll talk every day and see each other when we can. We'll

video chat and you can do a striptease for me in your showgirl costume." 

I feel like I will burst into tears any minute. "It's not funny. I'm going to be miserable without you." 

"Then come home with me so you don't have to be." 

I want to but I can't walk away. Not now. "I can't." 

"You mean you won't." 

His  livelihood  is  dependent  upon  his  knowledge  of  the  grapes  he  harvests.  He's  spent  his  life

learning what each variety requires to prosper. I get that. Leaving the known for the unknown could

potentially  ruin  him,  but  it's  not  fair  to  make  me  sound  like  I'm  the  only  one  unwilling  to  make  a

sacrifice. "Just like you won't stay." 

He  takes  his  hand  from  my  arm  and  looks  up  at  the  ceiling.  "Then  I  guess  it's  settled.  You're

staying here. I'm going back. We're no better off than we were when you slipped away from me four

months ago. Except now, I love you so fucking much, it's going to rip my heart out to be away from

you." 

He's pissed off. I can tell. "You're mad?" 

"Hell, yeah, I'm furious that our circumstances are what they are. I want to be with you and you

want to be with me. Why can't we find a way to make this work?" 

We lie silently for a while, the tension thick. He finally breaks through it. "How long is your next

tour?" 

I've  purposely  been  avoiding  thinking  about  it.  "Three  months.  It  starts  in August  and  won't  be

over until the end of October. I only get two weeks off before we're back in the studio to work on the

next album." 

"Can you come spend the holidays with me?" 

That's not going to work. "We already have Christmas shows booked." 

"I'm trying to make plans to see you six months in advance, and you can't work me in. This is going

to be a huge problem." 

He says he isn't making me choose, but he is. He's not saying it but if I don't go with him, we're

done. I am as certain of it as I've ever been of anything in my life. But why can't he understand that

he's made me no promises? He hasn't asked me to marry him—not a serious proposal. I'd be nuts to

walk away when I have absolutely no guarantee of anything. He could decide he's done with me three

months from now. 

I don't know what else to say. "Can we try it long distance and see how it goes?" 

"I guess we don't have much of a choice if you're not coming with me." 

Is he trying to make me feel worse than I already do? "Don't say it like that. You're making me feel

guilty." 

"If that's what it takes, then I want you to feel guilty—so much so that you'll pack all your shit and

come home where you belong." 

He says home and  I  immediately  think  of Avalon  instead  of  this  apartment  or  that  tour  bus.  It's

where I see myself when I think of him as my husband and I envision the family he wants to give me. 

My mind is exhausted from rolling this around over and over, trying to come up with a solution

that quite honestly doesn't exist. I've thought and worried about our relationship for almost a month, 

and I'm tired. If only for a little while, I need an escape from the dread of being separated again. 

"Take me to bed and make me forget that you're leaving." I sound desperate, but I don't care. 

"If  I  do,  it  won't  be  to  make  you  forget.  I'm  gonna  show  you  all  the  reasons  you  should  go  with

me." 

"Whatever. Either works for me." 

He takes my hand and I follow him down the hall to my bedroom. He stops before we reach the

bed  and  kisses  me—just  a  simple,  sweet,  romantic  kiss.  When  he  finishes,  I  can't  stop  myself  from

sighing heavily. 

"You won't get soft kisses on your lips when I'm gone." He moves to my neck and hits that spot

just below my ear, the one that always sends chills down my spine. "Or here." 

He  grasps  the  hem  of  my  shirt  and  pulls  it  over  my  head.  He  palms  my  breasts  as  he  continues

kissing my neck and then slowly moves down over my shoulder. He reaches around to unfasten my

bra  as  his  mouth  migrates  to  the  space  between  my  breasts.  When  I  feel  the  release  of  my  bra,  he

slides the straps down my arms and it drops to the floor. 

He kisses my abdomen all the way down as he drops to his knees in front of me. I feel his tongue

swipe my belly button as he unfastens my jeans. I hear the sound of my zipper as he slowly slides it

down and everything from my nipples down to the tips of my toes tingles. 

He normally hooks his fingers inside the band of my jeans and underwear to push them down, but

not this time. He slides one finger inside the front of my panties and turns his hand over so that his

fingertip can softly stroke my clit in a come-hither motion. I feel my panties dampen, that sticky, wet

feeling, and every bit of it is for him—this man I love with all my heart. This man I don't know how to

let go of. 

He stops what he's doing and grasps my jeans and panties. He pulls them to my ankles and I hold

onto his shoulders as I step out, one foot at a time. After he moves them out of the way, he wraps his

hands  around  each  of  my  hipbones  and  kisses  my  stomach  before  his  mouth  moves  in  a  southerly

direction. 

This is never the best position for what he's about to do, so I'm glad when he pushes me to sit on

the  edge  of  the  bed.  He  reaches  for  each  of  my  legs  and  hooks  them  over  his  shoulders  before  he

buries  his  nose  against  me.  "I  wish  I  could  bottle  this  and  take  it  with  me.  I'd  spray  it  all  over  my

sheets and roll around in it." 

I  giggle  as  I  lace  my  fingers  through  his  hair  and  stroke  the  top  of  his  head.  I'm  going  to  miss

hearing him say such highly inappropriate things. 

I reach for the pillows on the bed and place them behind me so I can prop up and watch what he

does. He's turned me into some kind of sex freak; I like to see his mouth between my legs. The dirty

bastard  has  ruined  me.  Not  that  I  ever  want  to  have  sex  with  another  man,  but  no  other  could  ever

come close to bringing me the ecstasy I feel with him. 

I  jerk  when  his  tongue  touches  me.  Not  because  I'm  scared  or  surprised  but  because  my  nerve

endings are on fire, calling out to his mouth. It's sensory overload when they finally feel the sensation

they desire so badly. 

He pushes my legs back with his hands as he moves his tongue faster against me, and I feel that

pressure rising, those magnificent waves that begin deep inside and rise until they burst through the

surface. "Ohhh…right there's the spot. That feels so good." He always follows my direction so well. 

When I tell him he's in the right spot, he doesn't stop until he makes me scream. 

He uses his tongue to apply more pressure to that pleasurable site and I feel my orgasm rushing

toward the surface. I grasp his hair as I always do and tug. "Right there. Just like that." And a moment

later, my entire body tenses as it escapes my mouth…the scream he knew he'd get out of me. 

When I release his hair, I still feel his mouth against me as he says, "And she crosses the finish

line, ladies and gentlemen." 

I shove the pillows behind me and scoot backward on the bed. "This race isn't over yet." 

He starts at my ankles and kisses his way up my legs. "Oh, this next part isn't going to be a race. I

plan on taking my time with you, Miss McLachlan. Who knows? This could take all night." 

"Promise?" 

He grins as he continues up each of my legs. When he reaches the apex of my thighs, he stops to

kiss the top of my pubic bone. "Always so smooth. You'll never know how much I like that." 

He  continues  up  my  stomach  until  he  reaches  my  breasts.  His  mouth  hovers  in  the  center  of  my

chest  and  he  pushes  them  together  to  make  a  Jack  Henry  sandwich.  The  thought  makes  me  giggle

inwardly. 

He moves up to my neck and pushes my hands over my head. "Turn over." 

I  roll  to  my  stomach,  my  hands  still  over  my  head,  and  he  begins  kissing  my  neck.  He  slowly

moves  his  way  down  and  doesn't  leave  a  single  spot  neglected.  I'm  covered  in  goosebumps—what

he's doing drives me crazy, and he knows it. 

And then he's at my lower back—the spot he covets—and he begins licking me. I don't know what

it is about it that he loves so much, but I don't care if it means he does this to me. It's a turn-on like no

other. 

He  moves  on  to  my  bottom  and  this  is  where  he  gets  a  little  freaky.  He  does  his  nibbling  thing

where  he  bites  my  ass,  but  then  he  moves  his  mouth  down  between  my  thighs.  He  uses  his  knee  to

push my legs apart and shoves the pillows under me. I'm bent over them and…oh, fuck! He licks my

girlie parts. From behind. He's never done it from that angle before and it feels…kinky. And I like it. 

A lot. 

He grabs the back of my thighs and pushes them up and apart so my bottom is up in the air. I think

being positioned like this would be mortifying as hell if what he was doing didn't feel so amazing. 

He astonishes me the way he can always pull a different rabbit out of his hat. 

He suddenly stops and says, "No, you're not coming like this again. I want to be inside you next

time you get off." He cues me to roll over by tugging on my hip. 

When I'm on my back again, he lies down on top of me. We're eye to eye. He runs his hands down

the length of my arms until he finds my hands and lifts them over my head. He laces his fingers through

mine and squeezes them. He doesn't take his eyes from mine—and doesn't even blink—as he enters

me. But I see the look, the one that tells me how good it feels to be inside me. I can never mistake that

look of pleasure for any other. 

I bring my legs up and around him so I can feel him deeper. With Jack Henry, close is never close

enough. I always want him nearer. 

He props his weight on his elbows and cradles my head inside his lower arms. He showers kisses

all across my face. "I love you so much. You are everything to me." Our hands are still fisted above

my  head  and  he  squeezes  them  tighter  as  he  continues  slowly  moving  inside  me.  He  presses  his

forehead against mine. "You kissed my heart awake." 

Now it's me squeezing his hands tighter. "God, I love you." 

He  shifts  his  hips  so  he's  putting  friction  against  my  sweet  spot  as  he  moves  in  and  out  of  me. 

There's nothing like having a man who can make me come so many different ways, even with slow, 

gentle lovemaking. But there's especially nothing like hearing him tell me he loves me as it happens. 

From what I hear, I'm in the minority. I don't think most women orgasm with intercourse alone. But not

all women have Jack Henry for a lover. 

When it's over, he relaxes against me. I take my legs from around him and let them fall apart so he

can nestle between them while he's still inside me. I cherish these moments, when we're still joined

as one. 

"Promise me you won't let another man do these things to you after I'm gone." 

Wow. That sounds so final, like we're going to say goodbye and never see one another again. "No

man will touch me like this or any other way. You're the only one." 

"Swear to me." 

"I swear." 

He  wraps  his  arms  around  me  and  I  do  the  same.  We  squeeze  one  another  to  the  point  that  it's

almost painful. "I'm terrified of losing you." 

"I'm terrified of losing you too." 

He presses his forehead to mine again. "I can't stand it. I said I wouldn't do this, but I can't help

myself. Please, come home with me. I know you can't have the career you want in Australia, but you

know I can take care of you. You'll have anything your heart desires and you'll never have to work." 

I consider it for a moment, but he still hasn't asked me to marry him. "I can't. I don't know how

we'll make it work, but we'll find a way. We have to because the alternative isn't an option." 


***




Laurelyn and I have spent the last two days either in bed or in the shower so we could go back to bed

together.  I'd  say  these  were  the  best  days  of  my  life  except  for  the  reason  behind  why  we've  been

nymphos for the last forty-eight hours. 

I'm leaving today, and she's not coming with me. 

We're  standing  at  the  security  checkpoint  and  the  sickening  feeling  I  have  in  my  stomach  is  far

worse than I'd imagined it would be. I feel short of breath and my chest aches from my heart being

torn out. The pain is even worse than when I found Laurelyn's goodbye letter. 

I'm  not  a  man  who  cries—ever—yet  I  feel  it  right  there  about  to  happen.  It's  foreign  and  I'm

fighting it, but it's getting harder and harder with each passing minute. Our separation is imminent, and

inevitable. 

I'm holding her in my arms. I'm squeezing her harder than I should. I'm probably hurting her, but

it's my attempt at meshing us into one so I don't leave her behind. And it isn't working. 

I hear her soft, sweet voice against my ear and feel her trembling in my arms. "Don't leave," she

whispers. 

I feel the tears when they come and I bury my face in her hair. "Don't let me leave without you." 

And we're back to that place I hate. She won't come and I can't stay. 

Our time together is winding down. We don't have much time left and I pull away from her so I

can see her face. "This is not at all the way I wanted to do this." 

"I know. I didn't want you to leave with things between us feeling so…unsettled." 

She  doesn't  understand  I'm  referring  to  something  entirely  different.  "That's  not  what  I  mean, 

baby." I reach into my pocket and take out the black leather box I've carried everywhere with me for

the last two weeks. I waited for the perfect moment, but it never presented itself. Now I get to do it

this way only minutes before I'm about to leave her for God knows how long. 

I hold it out so she can see it. I want her to have a moment to absorb where I'm about to go. She

looks at it briefly before her eyes dart up to meet mine. She looks like she wants to say something but



can't quite spit the words out. 

"Laurelyn, I once asked you to be mine for three months. Now, I'm asking you to be mine forever." 

She  opens  her  mouth  to  speak  and  I  place  my  fingers  to  her  lips.  "But  I  don't  want  your  answer

right now because you're not ready to say yes. You still need time to spread your wings and fly. I love

you  with  all  my  heart  and  I  want  you  to  experience  everything  this  life  has  to  offer  you  because  it

won't wait. But I will. I'll wait for you as long as it takes, and you can come to me after you've had

enough of this life…when you're ready to spend forever with me." 

Tears fill her eyes. "You can not do this to me right before you get on a plane to leave." 

I hear the last call for my flight to LA, so I flip the ring box open. "When you come to me, I will

ask  you  to  be  my  wife,  but  until  then…"  She  cups  her  mouth  when  she  sees  the  ring.  I  take  her  left

hand and slide the diamond engagement ring onto her finger. "I know you don't usually wear the ring

until you say yes, but I want you to wear this as a reminder that I am waiting for you. Every time you

look  at  it  on  your  finger,  know  that  I'm  anxiously  looking  forward  to  you  coming  to  me  so  we  can

begin our forever together." 

Tears  spill  down  her  cheeks.  "I'm  so  pissed  off  at  you  right  now  that  I  can't  see  straight.  I

simultaneously love the fuck out of you while I hate your guts. I don't know if I want to slap your face

or get naked with you." 

"My vote would be for getting naked, but I don't think they'll allow that here in the airport." 

"I can't believe you just did this to me." 

I'm flirting with missing my flight. "I have to go, baby." 

"I know." 

"Think of the story we'll be able to tell our kids if you say yes." 

She stands at the security point entrance and is sobbing hysterically when I pass the point where

I'll no longer be able to see her. It breaks my heart. That's not at all the way I wanted my proposal to

happen, but I'm not sorry about it. I know what I'm doing. One way or another, I'm going to have her

as my wife. 

I have two hours until I board my connecting flight to Sydney. I take my mobile from my pocket and

I'm  pretty  sure  I  stare  at  it  for  ten  minutes.  I  dread  making  this  call  and  having  the  talk—our  first

post-sort-of-proposal conversation. It's only been four hours since I left Laurelyn in Nashville and

I'm convinced she's ready to rip me a new one now that she's had time to think about what I did. 

I wait for her to answer and realize I'm nervous—like, really fucking nervous. What if she used

the last four hours to think about what an asshat I am and decided there's no way in hell she'd ever

marry me? I want to hang up. I'm even considering it when I hear her voice. 

"You are in so much trouble, caveman." 

She called me cavemen. That's a good sign. She can't be too mad if she called me that instead of

jackhole, which she uses frequently. 

Should I say I'm sorry? 'Cause I'm not, and to do so would be lying. "I don't regret what I did, even

if  you're  angry  with  me.  The  only  thing  I  regret  is  sitting  around  waiting  for  the  ideal  moment  to

present itself so I could properly ask you to be my wife. That clearly didn't happen and I'm sorry. I

wanted it to be a perfect moment because you've not had many of those in your life, but I messed it up

like I always do." 

"I really want to be naked with you right now." 

That sounds promising. "I'd really like that a lot, but I'm willing to accept your answer in its place. 

I know I told you that I didn't want your response right now, but if it's yes, then you can go ahead and

tell me." 

"What? And ruin the angst you so deserve to feel? I don't think so, Mr. McLachlan. You give me a

proposal like that and you should expect to wait on an answer—for a while." 

Uh-oh. That part doesn't sound so good. "So you're punishing me for wanting to marry you?" 

"No. I'm punishing you for that fast one you just pulled on me." 

I was hoping she would be so thrilled about the whole thing that she'd sort of forget the way I did

it. "This isn't much of a way to begin our union. I don't think tit-for-tat is the best strategy for making a

marriage work." 

"I didn't say I was marrying you." 

But  she  will.  I'll  see  to  it.  "You  didn't  tell  me  you  weren't,  so  until  you  say  otherwise,  I'll  be

waiting anxiously for you to come to me." 

"You know, you don't play fair." 

Was she ever under the impression that I did? "I believe I recall telling you I always get my way, 

within reasonable means." 

"You put a ring on my finger—which is absolutely stunning, by the way—and teased me with the

prospect  of  being  your  wife  only  moments  before  walking  away. You  skimmed  the  surface  but  you

didn't really even ask me to marry you. And all of this you do while I'm experiencing an emotional

breakdown because you're leaving. You seriously think that's reasonable?" 

"No, but I think it'll get me what I want, which is making you my wife." That's the end result I'm

shooting for here. I don't really care how I achieve it. 

"You didn't ask me to marry you yet, so I'm not giving you an answer until you propose properly." 

She sounds agreeable, so I'm going for it. "Laurelyn, will you please marry me and be my wife?" 

"No." 

"No?" That wasn't the answer I was expecting. 

"Asking over the phone isn't a proper proposal, and I won't answer you until you're on one knee in

front of me." 

Damn. I should've dropped down to my knee when I gave her that ring. "It's sort of hard to do that

when I'm going to be nine thousand miles away." 

"I hate it, pal, but a drunk proposal and a phone proposal are both null and void with me." 

I  wondered  if  she  was  ever  going  to  bring  up  Vegas.  "This  is  the  first  mention  of  my  drunk

proposal." 

"So you do remember it?" 

How could I forget that epic fail? "Hell yeah, I remember it. I could've kicked my own arse for

being so careless with those precious words. You deserve so much better than me getting wasted and

telling you to marry me." 

"I damn sure do. Therefore, all proposals, drunk or sober, don't count. You've not asked and I've

not answered." 

I really don't want to go back to Australia like this. "Should I get on a plane and come back now?" 

"No. Now isn't the best time to talk marriage with me, buster. I'm still pretty pissed off at you." 

I just put a beautiful ring on her finger and told her how much I want her to be my wife, and she's

mad at me. This can't be right. "Don't be like that, baby. Think of the thought behind the gesture. I love

you and want to be with you forever. Don't let formality or your anger cause you to forget that part." 

"I won't." 

It's  a  dirty  trick  but  I'm  gonna  use  it  anyway  to  soften  her  anger  with  me.  "And  think  of  those

babies you long for. I'll give them to you—as many as you wish, whenever you're ready." 

"Something  tells  me  you  want  those  babies  as  much  as  I  do.  Half  of  our  conversations  seem  to

revolve around them." 

She's right. Something has happened in me and I want them too. "You think so?" 

"Are you asking if I think you want them, or do I think we talk about them a lot?" 

"Both." 

"Then yes to both." 

We've talked about kids so this isn't news to her. "I do want them, but only with you." 

She  makes  a  sound  of  frustration.  "This  makes  me  so  damn  mad  that  we're  having  this

conversation now when we should've had it before you left." 

She's right. I feel like such a dumb-arse for holding out for the perfect time. "I'm sorry I waited. I

should've asked you the day I bought the ring. I was going to propose when I took you to Oscar's for

dinner. I had the ring box in my hand, about to ask, when that reporter walked up to our table." 

"I went nuts right at the moment when you were going to ask. I'm sorry." 

It's fate. That wasn't the way it was supposed to happen. "It's not your fault," I reassure her. 

"I need you to be patient with me." 

"Baby, I've waited thirty years for you. I can wait a little longer." 


***




I cannot believe Jack Henry did this to me. 

He  and  I  aren't  ordinary.  We  never  have  been—and  we  never  will  be—so  I'm  not  sure  why  I'd

expect a normal proposal from him. But he's right about one thing: it'll definitely be a story to tell our

kids. 

Our kids.  Wow.  It's  beyond  the  realms  of  reality  to  think  we've  gone  from  agreeing  to  a  three

month sex-a-thon without true identities to contemplating marriage and kids, especially when he was

so hell-bent on neither. Should it concern me that he made a complete one-eighty on issues he was so

firm about only a few months ago? 

I know he loves me, but I'm concerned that he's changed his mind about marriage and kids for the

wrong reason. I don't want him basing that on what I want instead of what he wants so he can keep

me. 

I need someone I can talk to about Jack Henry's proposal. There's only one person worthy of a

brutally honest conversation about this, and she's gallivanting around Australia with the love of her

life. I look at the clock—it's 10 p.m. her time. I'm definitely calling that slut puppy. 

She answers on the third ring with a greeting that isn't all that unfamiliar. "Hello, twat." 

It stops becoming a surprise when she says it every time. "Hello, crotch rot. How are things down

under?" 

I anticipate her reply involving something about going down or getting under Zac. 

"I could do a lot with that and say that you walked right into it, but I won't." 

That would be a first. "Thanks. I appreciate that." 

"So, what's going on with you since the good-looking suit left? Wasn't that going down today?" 

She still calls him that. "Yeah. He left about five hours ago." 

"Are you okay?" 

No,  I'm  not.  It's  far  shittier  than  I'd  imagined.  "I'm  not  at  all  fine  with  being  separated  from  him

again." 

"Then what's the plan?" 

"Addie, he asked me to marry him." I jerk the phone back in anticipation of the scream to follow. 

"What!" she yells, as expected. "Tell me everything." 

"He told me that he knew I wasn't ready to give up my career, but he'd be waiting for me to come

to him when I was prepared to be his wife. He put a ring on my finger. It's an engagement ring—the

most beautiful one I've ever seen—and told me it was a reminder of him waiting for me. That's how

he left it, but then he called me from LA and asked me over the phone." 

"What are you going to do?" 

I know what I want to do—drop everything and run to him. I want to beat him to Avalon and be

waiting in his bed when he arrives home. "I don't know. That's why I'm calling you. I need your blunt

advice." 

"I only met the guy a few times and it was under false pretenses. Thank you again for that, by the

way." 

She isn't going to let me forget that. "I know. Sorry." 

"It's difficult to give you advice about a guy I don't know, but here's what I have to go on: he's rich

and successful so you'd never have to worry about how he'd take care of you. He's fucking gorgeous, 

so that's a definite plus. According to what you've told me, the two of you have crazy monkey sex. He

gives your vajayjay a lot of special attention and makes you come a lot, so you're good there. We both

know that one's a deal-breaker if the sex is terrible. He hired a private investigator to find you, so that

proves  he  wants  you  bad.  He  must  love  you  or  he  wouldn't  have  proposed.  But  do  you  love  him

enough to marry him?" 

I know I do, but there are other issues at hand. "I do, but I worry he's talking about marriage and

babies  because  I  told  him  it's  what  I  wanted.  What  if  he's  going  along  with  it  but  it's  not  what  he

wants?" 

"Laurelyn, do you really think the guy would marry you if he didn't want to? For God's sake, he

had meaningless sexual relationships with women to avoid the whole commitment thing. He wouldn't

decide to give that life up unless he loved you and wanted to be married to you." 

I  guess  that  makes  sense.  "But  I'm  terrified  of  giving  up  my  career  only  to  have  the  whole  thing

backfire in my face. What if I move down there and it doesn't work out?" 

"What if you don't and you never know what might have been? Can you live with that?" 

Could I? I don't think so. "You think I should give up my career?" 

"You know I gave all of that up for Zac because I love him and wanted to be with him. Will I ever

have a singing career for shit now? No. Do I care? No. We're together and I'm happy. I was willing to

walk away. The only question now is, are you?" 



Addison is different. She isn't afraid to fly by the seat of her pants. "You know me. I have trust

issues that are damn near impossible to shake." 

"You worry so much about protecting your toes that you miss out on the joy of the dance." 

I've never thought of it that way. "I may, but I've never had anyone looking out for me. It's how I

protect myself." 

"Answer this question for me: do you really feel like you need protection from Jack?" 

No one makes me feel safer than Jack Henry. No one. "No. It's the complete opposite. He's always

my protector." 

"I think you should marry him—if for no other reason than for me to have you back in Australia

with me. I miss you." 

It would be nice to have him and my best friend. "I know. I miss you too, and I do love Australia. I

think  I  could  be  very  happy  living  there.  I  can  so  easily  see  myself  as  part  of  Jack  Henry's  family. 

They're wonderful people and they took me in and treated me like one of their own." 

"You can take some time to think about it if you feel like it's necessary, but it's plain to see that

your heart already knows what it wants." 

She's right. I can think about this day and night but I hear my heart's plea—and it's screaming for

me to go to him, like, yesterday. On the other hand, I hear my head trying to overpower my heart. All I

hear is my head saying no and my heart saying go. 

My  parents  have  invited  me  to  dinner  at  my  mom's  place.  It's  official.  They're  no  longer  a  thing  in

private. They're an item in the eyes of the world but the media is so bad that none of us can go out in

public anymore. 

Becoming a star isn't what I thought it would be. 

My front door is clear for the first time in weeks. I guess there are only so many pictures you can

take of a person leaving their apartment before that becomes uninteresting. 

Dinner is intriguing—some sort of casserole. I'm not really certain what kind and I choose to not

ask. My mom's never been much of a cook. 

We're busy discussing the schedule for the band and the new music I'm working on when my mom

spies the ring on my finger. "What is that?" 

She isn't going to like this. "It's a ring." 

"What kind of ring?" 

She knows. She doesn't have to ask. "Engagement." 

"So he asked you to marry him?" 

I'm not going there with the whole in a roundabout way issue. "Yes. Jack Henry has asked me

to marry him." 

My  mother  huffs  as  she  looks  at  my  dad. A  look  passes  between  them  and  I'm  not  sure  how  to

decipher its meaning, but it pisses me off. I know it means they've been discussing us. "Laurie, you

can't marry him." 

I'm absolutely, positively, one hundred percent not shocked by this. "And why not?" 

"Because he'll have you moving to Australia. If you do, your career is over, plain and simple." 

I'm beginning to care less and less about this career of mine. "Would that be so bad if I was with

the man I love?" 

"Are you kidding? Of course it would be bad. It would be terrible to watch you walk away from

this success after such a short time. If you're this big today, think of where you'll be in a year from

now." 

It  doesn't  take  a  genius  to  figure  that  one  out.  "I  already  know  where  I'll  be—on  a  tour  bus

traveling from one show to the next. I've already been doing that, Mom, and I know what it's like. It's

not great." I look at my dad. "Does it ever get easier?" 

He  looks  at  my  mom  and  they  have  a  silent  conversation  as  they  sit  across  the  table  from  one

another. "It takes some getting used to, but it gets better with time." I strongly suspect he's saying that

because it's what she wants him to tell me. 

I  should  tell  them  the  way  I  feel  so  they'll  understand.  "It's  like  this.  If  Jack  Henry  hadn't  come

back  into  my  life,  I'd  probably  be  thrilled  to  spend  every  day  on  the  road,  but  that  isn't  the  way  it

went. He came looking for me because he loves me. And I love him. I know what my life feels like

without him in it, and I hated every moment of it." 

"He just left. You haven't had time to get used to him not being here, but that'll get better in time." 

She's grasping at straws. 

"I don't want it to get better. I want to be with him." 

"Baby,  being  with  him  means  you  don't  get  to  have  a  career  and  you  don't  get  to  be  with  me  or

your dad. We'll never see each other. Would you walk away from singing? And from us?" 

That's not how it would be. "I would come back to see you when I could and you could come to

Australia to visit us. You'd love it. It's beautiful and the people are so friendly." 

"No, you shouldn't count on me coming down there because I won't." 

My heart plummets when I hear my mom say she wouldn't visit me. I see the look on my dad's face

and I think her resolution even surprises him, but he attempts to cover for her. "I think your mom's just

not excited about flying over the ocean." 

"Sure."  I'm  certain  she  wouldn't  hesitate  to  fly  anywhere  with  him  if  he  asked.  Nothing  has

changed. I'm still taking a back seat to Jake Beckett like I always have. Why would I give up the man I

love when it's obvious she'll always put the one she loves ahead of me? 

"I gotta go." 

"Baby, you want to say yes. I can see it in your eyes, but it would be a mistake to give up your

career and family for this man. You can find someone else to love—someone from here. Maybe even

a man in the music industry who will understand what this kind of life is like." 

She's such a hypocrite. "Oh, you mean find someone else the way you did?" She gives me that look

that says she doesn't like what I'm saying—and it's because it's the truth. "Wait. I got that all wrong, 

didn't I? You didn't find anyone else because you could never move past loving him." 

My dad puts his hands up. "Maybe we should all take a step back for a minute." 

His  role  isn't  to  referee.  I'm  still  undecided  about  what  I  think  his  part  is  here,  but  I've  been

handling this woman by myself for twenty-three years and I don't need his help now. "I'm outta here." 

I don't have time for this shit. I have a decision to make and not with any of her kind of help. 

I  leave  my  mom's  house  and  end  up  driving  around  for  an  hour  before  I  park  my  car  in  front  of

Charlie's apartment. His living room light is on, so I take it as a good sign that he's probably home. 

I sit in my car for at least fifteen minutes trying to decide if I want to do this—tell him I'm leaving

the band. He's going to be so disappointed in me. I feel terrible doing this to them after they took me

in the way they did. He was there for me when I needed him most, and now I'm going to abandon him

just as things are really taking off. 

I can't keep having these kinds of thoughts. I have to start living for me at some point and to hell

with  what's  best  for  everyone  else.  They  can  figure  that  out  on  their  own.  I'm  the  only  person  in

control of my destiny. 

I'm nervous as I stand on Charlie's doorstep and want to run away when he opens the door. "Hey. 

What are you doing here?" 

"I'm sorry. I know I should've called first, but I was out driving and found myself in front of your

place. Can I come in?" 

"Of course." He opens the door wide for me and I walk into his living room. My eyes go for the

couch immediately to check for a chick and then I remember that's probably not where she'd be if he

had a girl over. "You don't have company tonight?" 

"Nah. I have a friend coming over in a while, but it's just me for the next little bit." He gestures for

me to sit on the couch and I can't help but think how his apartment looks so bachelor. None of Jack

Henry's houses look like this—like a bunch of guys should be sitting around drinking beer, watching

sports. "Did everything go okay with Jack leaving today?" 

"Yes  and  no."  Charlie  looks  at  me  and  I  can  tell  by  his  expression  that  he's  waiting  for  an

explanation. "I let him board his plane, if that's what you mean. He should be arriving in Sydney in a

few hours." 

"I was wondering if you'd let him go," he laughs. "So what is the part that didn't go okay?" 

"He wants me to marry him." I wait a moment before I drop the next bomb, but Charlie saves me

from saying the words. 

"And he wants you to move to Australia." 

"Yes. But I haven't given him an answer." I think he's waiting for the rest of the story. "I love him

and I know what being apart from him feels like. It's terrible and I don't want to do it again." 

"So this is you telling me you're leaving the band?" 

I tell myself to be strong because I'm doing this for Jack Henry and me. "It is." 

"Randy's gonna flip out." 

Flip out is probably putting it gently. "I know. I hate doing this to you, but I can't stay when my

heart isn't in it." 

"I  understand.  And  I'm  not  mad.  I'd  do  the  same  thing  if  the  situation  were  reversed.  There's

nothing I wouldn't do to have a love like what you have with Jack." 

He doesn't seem disappointed or shocked. "Thank you for not making me feel like a asshat." 

"I  could  never  make  you  feel  bad  about  loving  Jack,  but  you  may  think  I'm  a  huge  ass  after  you

hear the request I have for you." 

What kind of request could make me think poorly of sweet Charlie? "I could never think that about

you. You're too adorable for that." 

"We'll see how you feel after I ask." 

Now I'm a little frightened. "Okay…" 

"Will you stay through the next tour so we don't have to cancel?" 

That means I'd have to stay until the end of October. "That's over three months away." 

"We don't have time to find a replacement for the tour, but we could start fresh with someone after

we finish the tour and get back in the studio." 

I don't want to do it. But I sort of owe them that after the way they took me in when I didn't have a

chance in hell. "I can do that." 

If Jack Henry knows I've decided to marry him, he'll want me to leave the band immediately. So I

can't tell him yet. He won't care or understand my reasoning behind my obligation to help my band. 

Besides…after what he did to me, he deserves to do a little ass-kissing. 


***




I'm still in bed when I hear the annoying sound of my doorbell ringing over and over. Because of the

time change, it was really late—or really early—when I arrived home. I'm jet-lagged and I prefer to

lie in bed so the perpetrator will leave, but there's one problem with that idea: I can predict with one

hundred percent accuracy who it is and I already know she won't go away. 

Margaret McLachlan is here to see Laurelyn. 

I  disarm  the  security  system  and  open  the  door  to  my  mum's  smiling  face.  No  surprise  there. 

"Mum. Couldn't you have waited until a little later? I've only been home a few hours." 

"No. I couldn't wait or I would have. I'm here to see my future daughter-in-law. Where is she?" 

I probably should've called and warned her ahead of time that Laurelyn wasn't coming with me, 

but I didn't want to be hassled or forced to explain the situation over the phone. "She didn't come back

with me." 

"What do you mean?" 

I'm pretty sure I didn't stutter. "Exactly what I said—she stayed in the States." 

"I don't understand. I thought things were going well with the two of you." 

"They were—they are—but her career really took off and now she's a big country superstar. Her

fans love her and her music. She's worked really hard to get where she is and she just isn't ready to

leave it behind yet." 

I see her disappointment. "You're telling me she chose her career over you?" 

"Don't think poorly of her over this, Mum. I'm doing the same thing to her." 

She  looks  shocked.  "But  I  was  so  certain  she'd  give  up  all  of  that  for  you—especially  after

spending the whole month together." 

"I'm confident she will in time, but Laurelyn needs a little longer so she can figure that out on her

own.  I  won't  have  her  hating  or  blaming  me  for  a  life  she  thinks  she  missed  out  on.  She  needs  to

experience it all so she can be certain of what she really wants." 

"But  what  if  she  never  wants  to  leave  that  life?  Glitz  and  glamour  can  be  very  deceiving. You

know that from experience." I do, and Laurelyn isn't going to love it for long because she's not that

kind of person. 

"Trust  me,  Mum…I  know  Laurelyn  and  what  she  really  wants.  Right  now,  she  may  think  it's  a

dazzling career, but that life won't keep her satisfied. She wants a husband…and babies. Those are

things she can't have if she's constantly traveling." 

"So,  you're  going  to  sit  around  and  wait  on  her  and  your  life  together  until  God  only  knows

when?" 

Yes. That's exactly what I'm going to do. "I don't really have much of a choice at this point, but I'm

not worried. It isn't going to take long for her to get enough of that life because it's not all glitz and

glamour.  Traveling  on  a  tour  bus  from  city  to  city  and  sleeping  in  a  different  hotel  every  night  isn't

going to make her happy. I did it with her for a little while, and I got sick of it pretty fast, so I'm not

concerned. She'll be here with me before the holidays. I'm certain of it." 

"How can you be so sure?" I can see that she needs further convincing. 

"I gave her a ring." 

This returns the smile to my mum's face. "You asked her to marry you?" 

"Sort of." 

There goes the smile. "What did you say when you gave it to her?" 

"I told her she needed time to experience everything that life could hold for her and when she felt

like she'd had all she needed, I wanted her to come to me and I'd ask her to be my wife. I asked her to

wear the ring as a reminder that I was waiting for her." 

She looks a little more hopeful. "Was she surprised?" 

"Surprised  is  probably  a  good  word  to  describe  what  she  was  feeling—among  others.  I  waited

too  long  and  panicked,  so  I  did  the  only  thing  I  could.  I  gave  it  to  her  about  two  minutes  before  I

boarded my plane." 

She looks disgusted with me. "Oh, Jack Henry! Why did you do it that way? That's so unromantic." 

"I was waiting for the perfect moment but it never came. I just wanted it to be special—something

she'd remember. But then I ran out of time." I try to defend my actions but it's in vain. 

"Well, that's one she's never going to forget. Have you spoken to her since you dropped it on her

like a bomb?" 

Like a bomb—that's the perfect description. "I spoke with her during my stopover in Los Angeles. 

She was pretty pissed off but I could hear her smiling." 

"You can hear Laurelyn's smile over the phone?" I don't think she believes me. 

"Of  course,  I  can.  Her  voice  sounds  different  when  she's  smiling.  It  almost  sounds  like  a  giggle

when she's talking." I think my mum is laughing at me. "What?" 

"You. You're so in love with that girl. I can see it on your face and hear it in your voice. It makes



me happy to see you this way. And I agree with you. I think she'll come soon because she loves you

too." 

"I hope so. I'm going to do everything I can to persuade her from afar." 

One week apart and I'm surviving—but not well. Laurelyn and I talk every day. It gets me by but that's

about all I can say for our conversations. She's so obscure, giving me no indication of where her head

is where we're concerned. 

I've  thrown  myself  into  work  as  a  distraction,  much  like  I  did  after  she  left  in  March.  It's  very

early in the season but things are looking great at all the vineyards. My right-hand men have proven

themselves worthy in my absence. 

I moved from my apartment in Sydney back to Avalon because it's where I feel closest to her. I

pulled one of her little tricks and stole some of her clothes so I could have her smell with me. I might

have  even  stolen  some  of  her  knickers  as  well.  I  wonder  what  she'd  say  about  that  if  she  knew.  I

imagine her calling me a dirty bastard. That's what she usually does when I'm inappropriate—but she

loved every filthy thing I did to her. And she will again. I hope soon. 

It's time for our daily call so I text to let her know I want to video chat. I want to see and  hear

her. I'm waiting in my office to give her time to get set up and I take out the undies I've been keeping

in the top drawer of my desk. I have a pair for here and another pair I keep in my nightstand. These

are the black lace knickers. I bring them to my nose and inhale deeply. They still smell just like her. 

I hope she gets her arse down here before these lose her scent or I'll be going back for more. 

When I feel like she's had long enough to get ready, I contact her. When I see her beautiful face, 

I'm ruined all over again. I want to drop everything here and run back to her so I can throw her over

my shoulder and haul her down here like the caveman she calls me. 

"Hey, baby. It's so good to see you." 

"I miss you." 

"I  miss  you  too.  How  was  work  today?"  I  ask  this  every  time  we  speak  so  I  can  hopefully  get

some indication on what her plan is, but she's always so vague. 

"Same ol' thing as always. We practiced all day in the studio to get ready for the tour." 

That's the first time she's mentioned going back on the road. I shouldn't be surprised she's planning

to do it since she hasn't mentioned coming here. For a moment, I'm disappointed but then I remember

that traveling on that bus and sleeping in hotels is exactly what Laurelyn needs to make her realize she

should be here with me. 

"Will you try to get a little time off for the holidays to visit? My family really wants to see you

again.  Mum  is  having  a  fit  for  you  to  come  back,  and  you  might  as  well  know  that  she  wasn't

incredibly enthused by the way I left things with you." 

She's already told me she'll be busy during the holidays, but I ask again anyway—it's a good way

to point out how her job with the band is going to keep us from being together at Christmas. 

"Has  she  given  you  a  hard  time?"  Such  a  Laurelyn  reply—her  way  of  avoiding  answering  my

question. 

"She  hasn't  been  easy  on  me.  I  have  my  orders  to  have  you  here  for  the  holidays  so  the  whole

family can be together." 

She's smiling. "The whole family, huh?" 

She's a part of the McLachlan clan, even if she doesn't realize it yet. "You're part of this family

whether you're here or there." 

"How is Emma this week?" Why does she do that—switch to a different subject just when I think

I'm going to get something out of her? 

"She  started  having  contractions  yesterday  after  we  spoke,  so  she  had  to  be  admitted  to  the

hospital last night to get the medicine to stop them." 

She looks alarmed. "Is it serious?" 

"It is, but it happens every time, so we don't get excited like we did when it happened with Celia. 

Her  doctor  wants  to  keep  her  pregnant  another  month,  but  I  don't  know  if  that's  going  to  happen.  It

started  a  lot  earlier  this  time.  The  baby  would  be  fine  if  he  was  born  now.  He'd  just  be  small  and

have to grow in the hospital for a while." 

It's my turn to change the subject, and I'm not holding back. "We haven't talked about what kind of

wedding you'd want." I think talking about these things will make her more inclined to accept sooner. 

"I don't know. What kind do you want?" 

Men  don't  care  about  those  things.  "The  kind  that  would  make  me  your  husband.  That's  my  only

requirement. Big or small?" 

"Something small. It would only be your family and friends attending." She looks sad. 

"Why do you say that?" 

"My  mom  told  me  she  wouldn't  come  to Australia.  I  assume  that  would  include  seeing  me  get

married." 

That bitch. It's a ploy to get Laurelyn to stay so she won't leave her or her career. 

I  see  the  pain  in  Laurelyn's  eyes  and  I  want  nothing  more  than  to  hold  her.  But  I  can't,  and  it's

frustrating as hell. "I would marry you in the States if you want her to be there. I'll come tomorrow if

you want me to and my family would drop everything to be there." 

"I love you for your willingness to do anything to make me happy, but I couldn't ask that of you or

your family. It wouldn't be right to have all of them come here." 

That seems promising. "It sounds like you're saying yes." 

"Let's call it a non-no." 

It's a yes, even if she won't come out and say it. "A non-no. I can live with that for now, but it

won't get you by forever." 

"I know." 

There is something she can do to get me by. "Would you be willing to do something for me?" 

"You know I will." 

She's going to think I'm a filthy bastard for sure when I ask her but I can't help it; I'm so hard up for

her. It's terrible going from sex every day to nothing at all. "I really need to get off and I'd love to see

you naked while I do it." 

"Jack Henry!" 

She  thought  I  was  kidding  when  I  mentioned  it  before  I  left.  I  wasn't.  "Come  on,  baby.  Do  a

striptease for me. Please." 

"That's why you wanted to video chat—so you could get me naked." 

"No, it isn't. I wanted to see your beautiful face, but then I sniffed your knickers right before we

connected and now I've got a massive hard-on I need to do something about. I could really use your

assistance here, babe." 

She's laughing at me. "You sniffed my panties?" 

"Yeah. I stole some you'd worn because I'm so fucking addicted to the smell of your snatch." She's

looking  at  me  with  what  I  think  is  disbelief  because  I've  said  those  words  to  her.  "You  and  I  both

know I'm a dirty bastard, so you don't even have to say it." 

"My snatch?" she asks. 

"Yeah.  I  love  you—and  your  snatch  is  part  of  you—so  there's  not  a  damn  thing  wrong  with  me

loving it too. And I do. Wholeheartedly." I can see that she's leaving the kitchen table. "What are you

doing?" 

"Well,  I  can't  very  well  strip  naked  in  my  kitchen. And  I  need  jams. You  know  I  have  to  have

sexy-time music if I'm going to get naked for you." 

Oh, fuck yes! "Whoa, wait a minute. I'm in my office and I need to lock the door because I will

fire anyone who walks in here while we're getting busy." 

"You do know we won't actually be getting busy, right?" 

"Baby, I have an imagination and I'm gonna use it," I call out as I get up and walk over to lock the

door. I turn the knob and pull on it for reassurance. This is not an occasion when Mrs. Porcelli needs

to come in and quiz me about what I want to eat. 

I'm back at my desk with one raging hard-on and she hasn't taken off a stitch of clothing yet. "I'm

ready when you are." 

I hear a slow, seductive song begin to play in the background, but I don't see her. A moment later

she reappears and begins to slowly sway to the music as she sheds her shirt over her head. She tosses

it  somewhere  in  the  room  and  I  recognize  the  white  lace  bra  she's  wearing.  I  know  the  matching

knickers—string bikinis with the tiniest scrap of material to cover her. 

She reaches around to unfasten her bra—something I always do for her—and she lets it drop to the

floor.  Her  tits  are  so  damn  beautiful.  I  haven't  seen  or  touched  them  in  a  week  and  it's  killing  me. 

"Touch 'em for me." 

She takes her hands and grasps them from the bottom and sides to push them together. Her teeth

graze her bottom lip as she uses her thumb and index finger to roll her nipples. "You like that, don't

'cha?" 

"Indeed I do, but I like it so much better when it's me doing it." 

This brings a grin to her face. "Me too." She moves her hands slowly down her stomach until she

reaches the button on her jeans and pops it open. "Oops. Look what happened there." She slides her

zipper down and begins to shimmy out of her pants and undies. "Tsk. Tsk. I hate when my clothes fall

off like that." 

Mmm. She's so fucking hot standing there naked for my eyes only. I can't help myself. I have to get

some  relief  so  I  unzip  and  start  doing  what  Laurelyn  would  do  for  me  if  she  were  here.  "Touch

yourself and pretend it's me." 

"You're ordering up some extra dirty with a side of kink today," she says as she walks backward

to  sit  on  the  bed.  She  slides  back  and  spreads  her  legs  so  I  have  a  perfectly  clear  view  when  she

touches herself. "You want to see me touch this?" 

"Oh, yeah. That's it." I watch her rubbing herself and I remember exactly what it felt like when my

fingers did exactly what hers are doing now. "This has to be the sweetest torment I've ever endured." 

I start wanking off faster because I just need it to be over. I never thought I'd feel that way, but I'm in

misery. 

"I know that face," she teases. "I think my boy is about to come." 

"I  damn  sure  hope  so  because  I'm  about  to  fucking…die…here."  It's  only  a  moment  later  that  I

come hard and fast, just the way I need to. I lean my head back against my office chair and enjoy my

release. It's not what I get when I'm with Laurelyn, but it's the next best thing. I'll take what I can get at

this point. 

"The boy has rounded third and…yes! We have a home run, ladies and gentlemen." 

I  laugh  because  I  don't  know  another  woman  who  would  coach  her  boy  on  like  that.  And  I

definitely  don't  know  who  would  get  naked  and  touch  themselves  so  someone  else  could  get  off. 

"Thank you, babe. You don't know how much I needed that." 

"I bet I do. I may or may not be putting the Bullet to a lot of use these days." 

I  don't  know  how  I  feel  about  that.  "The  Bullet's  fine,  but  don't  use  the  other  one.  I  don't  want

anything inside you but me." 

"You're being silly. A vibrator could never replace you." 

I hope not but I don't want to take any chances. "It won't if you don't use it. I hear that women can

become desensitized to normal sexual touch when they use those things too much. They can't orgasm

with a man, and I don't want that to happen because I plan on being the one to make you come. A lot." 

"I want you to make me come so you shouldn't worry. I'm not a fan of anything being inside me

except you." 

"Perfect. That's exactly what I want to hear." 


***






Six weeks down. Six weeks to go. And it sucks. Major. 

Life on the road isn't at all what I thought it would be. I wasn't naïve. I knew traveling all the time

would be brutal, but I imagined the love of the fans would make up for all the negatives. Don't get me

wrong; they're great, but home isn't a rolling tour bus or a different hotel each night. This life doesn't

cut it for me. 

Maybe I wouldn't feel this way if I didn't know the love of my life was waiting for me to come to

him. But I do know, and it's making me miserable. It's getting worse every day and I feel like I could

be falling into some kind of depression. 

We talk every day without fail—and sometimes have a little naughty time via video chat—but it

doesn't make being apart easier. I'm terrified he's going to grow tired of what we're doing and decide

he doesn't want to continue with our long-distance relationship because he needs something tangible

and I can't be that from so far away. He seems okay with the way things are—for now. I know that

won't last forever, but I don't need it to last for much longer. 

I only need six more weeks—forty-two more days—and we can be together forever. 

Seven weeks down. Five weeks to go. And it still sucks. 

Five shows a week, a different city every night. I'm exhausted and I hate what I'm doing, but it's a

commitment I agreed to fulfill. I want to be a rat and walk out on the band, but I won't because that's

not  who  I  am.  I  love  these  guys  and  I  want  to  see  them  succeed.  If  I  walk  out  now  without  a

replacement, it could ruin them. I won't do that as long as Jack Henry agrees to wait for me. If he says

he's done before I can make it to him, then I'm done here. I won't sacrifice us or our love for Southern

Ophelia or anything else. 









Eight weeks down. Four weeks to go. Still sucking. 

I'm worried about Jack Henry and  me.  He  didn't  call  last  night.  When  I  finally  reached  him  this

morning, he said there was a  problem  at  Chalice  and  he  had  to  leave  immediately.  But  he  could've

called during the drive there. 

It's Audrey. She continues to make herself present in his life and that's a problem for me because

I'm  not  there  to  know  what's  happening.  He  allowed  her  to  be  the  reason  we  didn't  talk,  and  I'm

uneasy about that. 

I hate this. 

Nine weeks down. Three weeks to go. And it's worse this week. 

I missed Jack Henry's call last night. I was so exhausted that I fell asleep waiting for his call and

didn't wake when he tried to reach me. His words were cold this morning when we finally talked. He

asked me what I was doing last night, as if he suspected I might be up to no good. 

This isn't working, and I'm beginning to fear what our future holds if I don't go to him soon. 

Ten weeks down. Two weeks to go. And today is the worst yet. 

Fourteen days. I can hang in there because I know there's light at the end of the tunnel, but Jack

Henry doesn't. I can tell he's getting close to being at the end of his rope. I want to walk away from

this now, but I remind myself that I can do that soon enough all while keeping my word. 

I can do this. I just have to keep telling myself that over and over. 

Eleven weeks down. One week to go. I'm going to make it now and we're going to be fine. 

I can't wait to talk to Jack Henry tonight. He doesn't know it, but I'll be back in his arms in seven

days. I can't wait to see his face when he realizes I'm home. For good. 

I just finished a show but thinking about being with him in a week gets me turned on, so I think it'll

be a video chat night instead of a phone call. I send him a text to let him know I'll be contacting him in

ten minutes and he better be ready for me. 

When we make a connection, I see he's in his office—the place that's become our sexual playroom

since it's usually morning for him when we talk. "I hope you have the door locked because I'm feeling

particularly naughty." 

"Baby, I need to talk to you about something serious." 

Shit! I don't like the sound of that. "What's wrong?" Something has happened. I don't know what it

is but my mind spins with thoughts of him finding another woman or telling me we're over because he

can't do this anymore. "You're scaring me." 

"Something happened last night." 

"What?" Please don't let him tell me he tripped and fell into bed with someone else. My

heart is racing in my throat and I suddenly feel nauseated. I'm terrified of the path this conversation is

heading. 

"Audrey was in the house again." 

Oh, hell to the no. "You are kidding me!" 

"I wish I were. I came home from work yesterday evening and had dinner alone like I always do. I

had a couple of coldies while I watched TV and went to take a shower before bed." 

There's a reason he's starting the story from that point. "I'm not going to like where this is going, 

am I?" 

"You damn sure won't." He pauses briefly before adding, "She got into the shower with me." 

My pulse is pounding so hard, I feel it throbbing throughout my entire body but especially in my

face. "That bitch! I'm gonna kill her." And then my mind really starts jumping to conclusions, like how

hard it would be for him to turn down a naked woman in the shower when he's so hard up after almost

three months without sex. "Did you fuck her?" 

"Hell, no! I can't believe you just asked me that." 

I see from his expression that I've hurt him. "I'm sorry. I was just thinking of how long it's been

since we were together, and I know you must be incredibly frustrated." 

"I don't care how long it's been. My balls will never be blue enough to want a piece of that." 

"What did you say to her?" 

"That I'd never be with her again because I loved you and we were going to get married. I know

you  haven't  given  me  an  answer,  but  my  heart  tells  me  you're  going  to  come  and  I'm  marrying  you

when you do." 

He hasn't given up on us. Or me. But I don't have a choice anymore. It's time for me to get my ass

down there and be with my man before I let him slip away. Eleven weeks down. One week to go. But

I'm done with this shit! Adios! 


***




Laurelyn's tour comes to an end next week and I hope it marks the beginning of a new start for our

future together. She has continued to be mysterious about her plans and hasn't verbally committed to

anything  one  way  or  another.  It  concerns  me,  but  I  haven't  wanted  to  push  the  envelope  for  fear  of

blowing it with her. 

Originally,  she  was  scheduled  two  weeks  off  once  the  tour  ended  and  then  she'd  be  back  in  the

studio to begin working on the next album, but things have changed since then. I gave her a ring and

told her I wanted to marry her. 

It's been three months, and although it is per my request, she hasn't given me an official answer. 

Not knowing is beginning to wear on me. I pretend to be patient, but I'm not. I want her here and every

day is a battle to not demand she come immediately so we can begin our forever. 

Frankly, it's a little depressing that she didn't drop her entire life the moment I put that ring on her

finger.  In  the  back  of  my  mind,  I'd  hoped  she  would,  but  then  I  remember  that  her  strong  will  and

independence are some of the things I love so much about her. I like that she has a life and it doesn't

solely revolve around me. But then the selfish part of me despises it at the same time. 

It's been a long day and I'm exhausted when I come home for the evening. It's a little late for Mrs. 

Porcelli to still be here, but I find her in the kitchen. "Perfect timing, Mr. McLachlan. I was just taking

dinner out of the oven." 

It's a familiar smell but one I don't usually associate with Mrs. Porcelli's cooking. It smells just

like my girl's lasagna. "That smells just like Laurelyn's been in here cooking." 

"It should. It's her lasagna." 

I've  missed  her  cooking  a  lot,  so  this  is  a  nice  token  to  remind  me  of  what  a  good  cook  she  is. 

"Thank you. I'm sure it'll be delicious." 

Mrs. Porcelli gathers her things and is on her way out the door. "A package came for you today. I

put it in your bedroom." 

I haven't placed any kind of order that I can recall and I'm not expecting a parcel. "What kind of

package is it?" 

She  grins  as  she  says,  "I  believe  it's  something  from  Laurelyn.  Have  a  good  evening,  sir."  She

goes out the door before I can respond. 

Like a child at Christmas, I can't get to my bedroom quick enough to see what Laurelyn might've

sent me. My mind reels with all kinds of expectations as I walk—or maybe dash—down the hallway. 

The  door  to  my  bedroom  is  closed  but  I  don't  have  time  to  sort  out  why  because  I'm  anxiously

swinging  it  open  with  the  expectation  of  seeing  a  box  on  my  bed.  What  I  find  lying  there  tops  any

possible expectations I could've had. 

It's my beautiful Laurelyn. 

She's lying on her side facing me when I enter my bedroom. Her head is propped in her hand, her

elbow pressing into the mattress, her long legs slightly bent, one more so than the other. Her brunette

locks  hang  in  loose  curls  and  she's  wearing  one  of  my  button-downs—unbuttoned.  It's  opened  just

enough for me to see that she's naked beneath and I'm instantly hard. 

My brain turns to complete and utter mush because all of my blood is pumping straight to the organ

my body thinks is most vital at the moment—my cock—and I go stupid. I can't say anything. All I can

do is stare at her stretched across my bed. 

"Hello, Jack Henry," she says while she smirks and moves to sit up on the bed. "Surprised much?" 

There's  a  disconnect  between  my  brain  and  mouth  but  luckily,  the  connection  to  my  feet  is

working. I close the distance between us and she rises to her knees to meet me in the middle of the

bed. 

My heart pounds as I take her face in my hands and hold it as I kiss her mouth. It feels new even

after having done it so many times. I'm vigorous because I don't have a choice. I haven't tasted her in

months and I'm in withdrawals. 

I'm still holding her face when I stop kissing her and press my forehead to hers. "I've missed you

so much. There hasn't been a single minute when you weren't on my mind." 

"I know. I've missed you too. I wanted to come months ago, but I couldn't leave Charlie and the

guys hanging after they were so good to me." 

I don't know what that means, but I'm not beating around the bush. "Is this just a visit or have you

come to me so we can start our lives together?" 

"This is the beginning of our forever." 

"Then there's something I'm supposed to do." 

I take her hands and pull her with me as I slide off the bed. She's standing in front of me as I drop

to my knee the way she told me she would expect me to do when I properly asked her to marry me. I

take her left hand and she's wearing the ring I gave her months ago. I bring it to my lips and kiss it. "I

love you with every fiber of my being." She beams and I'm certain she knows what's coming next. "I

never want to be separated from you again. It's my heart's only desire that you become my wife and

the mother of my children. Will you marry me?" 

"Yes." It's one word. Simple. And it's all I need. 

I push the shirt covering her stomach away and press my face against her bareness beneath it. "I

swear I'll make you happy." 

"I don't doubt that for a second," she says as she runs her hand through my hair. "I don't want to

wait. I want to be your wife as soon as possible." 

I kiss her stomach and then look up at her from where I am now on both of my knees. "God, I'm so

glad to hear you say that. I don't want to wait, either." She's still running her fingers through my hair as

she smiles down at me and I slide my hands around to her bottom. "There's something else I can't wait

to do." 

"What 'cha wanna bet it's the same something I have on my mind?" 

"I don't think we have to do any kind of betting." She reaches for my hands on her bum and uses

them  to  pull  me  up  from  the  floor.  "We  both  know  I'm  always  your  sure  thing—any  way  you  want

me." 

She pulls the button of my jeans free and quickly gets my fly open so she can slide her hand inside. 

She wraps it around me and begins sliding it up and down. "I've missed this too." 

It's been too long since I was inside her and I feel like I'll come just from her touch on my cock. 

"Whoa, baby. I'm gonna come in your hand if you keep doing that." 

"And you'd rather do it inside me, wouldn't you?" 

"Abso-fucking-lutely." 

She turns around and peels the shoulders of the shirt back and lets it fall to her feet. She steps back

and her bottom meets my crotch. She rubs it against me as she says, "I know how you want to do this." 

I'm about to explode but I don't want the first time of our forever to be like that. I want to make

love  to  her  and  see  her  face  while  I  do  it.  "Not  this  time,"  I  say  as  I  grasp  her  hips  and  turn  her

around. "I want to see my wife-to-be's face when I make love to her." 

"If  I  were  wearing  panties,  that  would've  melted  them  right  off."  She  sits  on  the  bed  and  scoots

back before putting her feet on the railing and spreading her knees wide. "Come here and make me

scream until everyone on this side of town knows your name." 

"I can do that." I lift her feet and hook her legs over my shoulders. I grasp her hips and lift them

until  she's  in  the  perfect  position.  I  take  a  moment  to  smell  before  I  taste.  "There's  no  telling  how

many times I've sniffed your undies while we've been apart, but nothing can replace this." I bury my

nose against her and inhale until my lungs feel like they'll explode. "There is no substitute for this." 

I  can  stand  it  no  longer.  I'm  a  starving  man  dying  to  taste  her.  When  I  do,  it's  even  better  than  I

remember.  Within  seconds  she's  squirming  her  hips  against  my  mouth  and  moaning.  "There  is  no

replacement for that, either." 

She  isn't  going  to  last  long  at  this  rate,  but  it  makes  me  happy  to  know  that  I  can  still  make  her

orgasm so easily. "Do you want me to slow down to make it last longer?" 

She grabs the back of my head and pulls my mouth back down against her. "No! Don't you even

think about stopping or slowing down. I'm right on the edge and fairly certain I'll die if you don't let

me come soon." 

I reach up and give her the okay signal to signify my compliance because I'm afraid to try to tell

her. As  I  suspect,  it's  maybe  fifteen  seconds  later  when  she  begins  to  tense  and  quiver.  I  hear  her

breathing  increase  as  she  moans,  and  I'm  pretty  certain  when  she  pulls  my  hair  that  the  east  side  of

town hears her scream my name. 

I don't dare stop until I feel her relax against me. That's when I know she's feeling the euphoria, 

but I can't help myself. I'm like a beast as I move fast so I can get inside her. I wanted to make love to

her but I can't because it's been too long. It'll have to wait until next time, but I'm not worried because

I already know that won't be long. 

She's  slick  so  I  slide  inside  easily.  I'm  moving  in  and  out  of  her  fast—probably  too  fast—but  I

can't help myself. It's like my dick is trying to make up for lost time. 

I feel her hand patting me on my arm. "Jack Henry. Stop. I have to tell you something." 

Stop? Is she fucking kidding me? I am like a fast-moving train without brakes. "What is it?" I ask

as I continue moving inside her. 


"I  didn't  want  to  run  into  a  problem  finding  a  doctor  down  here  to  remove  my  IUD,  so  I  had  it

taken out before I left." 

"Okay,"  I  reply,  unconcerned  because  I'm  not  certain  what  she's  talking  about  and  I  can't  bring

myself to care at the moment. 

She pecks me on the arm again. "That means we're having unprotected sex right now." 

"Are you telling me I gotta stop?" I think the prospect of her saying yes has me moving even faster. 

"No,  but  I'm  not  on  birth  control.  I  was  going  to  tell  you  I  had  condoms  for  us  to  use,  but  you

moved so fast, I didn't get to tell you before you were inside me." 

"I don't think I can stop. I mean, I guess I could if I had to but…fuck…I don't want to." I'm so close

to  coming  and  my  dick  isn't  the  least  bit  concerned  with  consequences  for  his  actions.  My  head  is

battling my penis for dominance but right now, the one getting the action is sitting in the driver's seat

and isn't prepared to move over. "Baby, I'll quit if you want me to, but you better decide fast because

I'm close to blasting my swimmers into your cockpit." 

"First it was a snatch and now it's a cockpit?" 

"You better tell me what I need to do," I grit through my teeth. I'm trying to hold back but it's damn

near impossible after going so long without having her. "I'm about to blow my load." 

"Pull out and come on my stomach." Her words aren't spoken a second too early because as soon

as I withdraw, I immediately explode all over her. "Oh, Laurelyn…that was so…fucking…good." 

When I finish, I collapse to the side of her and lie on my back, looking at the ceiling. Now, I'm the

one with the postcoital euphoria. I catch my breath after a moment and reach for her hand to bring it

up for a kiss. "I love you, baby. I've missed you so much and I can't tell you how happy I am to have

you back here." 

She rolls from her back to her side and hitches her leg over me. "I know. I feel the same. It's good

to be home." 

"I love hearing you say that." I reach for her face and pull her close for a kiss. "Now, let's start

over with this birth control conversation. I'm not sure I understood a word you said." 

"Did you hear the part about me not being on any?" 

I didn't at first but I guess it sunk in after a minute. "Sort of." 

"I  wanted  the  IUD  removed  before  I  left  because  I  wasn't  sure  if  I'd  have  a  problem  finding  a

doctor here to take it out." 

I don't know anything about that stuff. "We have properly trained medical doctors here. We're not

barbarians." 

"I know that, but we never discussed how long it would be before we wanted to start a family. I

don't really know if it takes a while to conceive after an IUD is removed and I didn't want it to cause

any problems when we're ready, so it seemed like the smart thing to do. I'm sorry. I was going to talk

to you about it, but things moved so fast. While you were proposing didn't seem like the right time to

bring it up, and then your mouth was between my legs and I definitely wasn't interrupting that to talk

about it. You just moved so fast. You went from having your mouth on me one second to being inside

me the next." 

"Baby, it's okay. If it happened, then we'll just have a baby. We're getting married soon anyway. 

Don't worry about it." 

"You're not mad?" 

"No. I've told you how I feel about us having a baby. I'd be happy if it happened just now. If it

didn't, then that's just more time to practice until we decide to try." 

"I think we're okay because I'm supposed to start my period in a few days. I'd be happy too if it

happened, but I'd prefer to be married for a little while first, if given the choice." 

"Agreed." I roll her to her back and hold her arms above her head as I straddle her legs. "Because

I want to do all kinds of explicit things to you before we have a baby, Mrs. McLachlan." I lower my

mouth to her breast and take her nipple in my mouth. I roll my tongue around it until it hardens. "You

know a baby would be disturbing us every few hours wanting to do this." 

"You love the thought of that, don't you?" 

I do, despite what Evan told me about it. "What makes you say that?" 

"This isn't the first time you've brought up nursing." 

What? "I don't remember ever talking about that." 

"I wouldn't expect you to because you were drunk as shit—although you somehow remember the

drunken proposal." 

"So,  I  proposed  while  I  was  drunk  in  Vegas  and  talked  about  having  kids—that  you  would

breastfeed?" That's weird. I must've been drunker than I thought. 

"Yeah, you told me you couldn't wait to see me nurse our babies." I'm sure she'll be adding this to

my list of weirdo behaviors. 

"I don't remember saying that, but it's true. You've triggered something in me I thought I'd never

feel or desire. All I can think about is making you mine and starting a family." 

"That's  because  you're  a  caveman,"  she  laughs.  "You  have  a  desire  to  procreate,  and  I'm

agreeable, but you need to marry me first." 

No argument here. "Just tell me when and where and I'll be there. Mum will be ecstatic to help

you plan everything. She, Chloe, and Emma will probably plan the whole thing if you'll let them." 

"None of my family will come, so I don't need a big wedding, unless it's what you want." 

It makes me sad every time she mentions that her family won't come. "I just want you. I don't need

anything  else,  but  why  don't  we  go  to  Sydney  so  you  can  start  making  plans  since  we  don't  want  to

wait long? Does Thursday sound okay? We'll make a long weekend of it." 

"Yeah. That sounds good. I can't wait to see everyone." 

"Would you mind terribly if I don't tell my family you're here? I'd like to surprise them. If Mum

knows you're with me, she'll be on her way here within the hour, and I'd like to have you to myself for

a little while before the vultures descend." 

"I'm perfectly fine with a little alone time." 

I roll her to her back. "Can I practice being your husband?" 

"I'd be mighty disappointed if you didn't. Practice makes perfect, you know?" 


***




I've been in Australia for three days and Jack Henry has practiced being my husband until my stuff is

tired—it's  just  completely  worn  out.  I  didn't  think  it  could  be  done,  but  I  was  wrong.  I  guess  that's

what happens when you try to make up for three months in a seventy-two-hour time frame. 

I think I'm grateful for the five-hour drive so I can have a break from our almost nonstop sex. He

won't admit it, but I think Jack Henry may have had enough for a while too. 

We go to his apartment before driving out to his parents'. The place seems so foreign to me. We

didn't  spend  time  here  before  because  Margaret  insisted  we  stay  at  her  house.  Just  like  at Avalon, 

right away I notice the pictures of us—and me. They're everywhere. I pick one up adorned by a heavy

silver frame. In it, I look like I'm daydreaming about something, completely unaware that my picture

is being taken. I have no recollection of when he took it or where we were because it's a close-up and

I can't make out any part of the fuzzy background. 

"Is this from when I was in Australia before or when you were in the States with me?" 

"It's from when you were here. I have lots of pictures like that." 

I know he's right when I take notice of the honey highlights in my hair. I don't have those anymore, 

but I think I need them back. I look brighter and more cheerful with them. "You mean pictures where

I'm staring off into space looking like a goofball?" 

"No. I mean pictures when you're natural and candid because you didn't know I was taking them. I

like those best—it's how you look most of the time." 

It's  weird  to  think  of  him  taking  my  picture  when  I  don't  know  it.  "I  was  already  convinced  but

now  you're  a  confirmed  freak:  ass-biter.  Sweaty-back  licker.  Obsessed  giver  from  behind.  Sneaky

photographer. What other kind of rabbits are you hiding in that hat of yours?" 

"That's a long list. You make me sound like I need therapy or something." 

"It's highly possible," I laugh. 

"The  only  reason  I'd  need  therapy  would  be  if  I  didn't  have  you  in  my  life.  I  admit  I  may  have

bordered on the need while we were apart." I completely get that. 



He pulls me to him and kisses the top of my head. It's a gesture of the pure way I know he loves

me—nothing sexual about it—and there's never a time when I feel more cherished than when he does

this simple act. "I love you." 

He squeezes me and plants another kiss on the crown of my head. "I love you, babe—more than

anyone or anything else in this world." 

I adore this man and I don't doubt his love. Trust doesn't come easy, but I believe him when he

says  he  will  never  hurt  me.  My  ability  to  feel  safe  enough  to  give  myself  entirely  is  a  true  miracle

within itself. He has changed me—just as I have changed him. These moments mark a new beginning

for us—one we will begin as husband and wife. 

Jack  Henry  parks  in  front  of  his  parents'  house,  and  I'm  anxious.  I  don't  know  why  but  my  heart  is

pounding a million beats a minute. "Why am I nervous?" 

"I don't know, but I am too. It feels weird, doesn't it?" 

"Totally." 

He  looks  at  the  cars  in  the  driveway.  "Everyone's  here.  Are  you  ready  to  make  your  surprise

appearance?" 

I shrug. "I guess I'm as ready as I'll ever be." 

He leans over and cradles my face with his hands before kissing me. It's so soft and sweet that I

feel like I'd float away if he weren't holding on to me. "Don't worry. They love you and they're going

to be thrilled for us." 

"I know. I'm not worried. I think excited is a better word." 

"I agree. Come on. Let's go make Margaret McLachlan's life complete." 

Jack Henry knocks on the door but doesn't wait for anyone to answer before he opens it. He ushers

me in first and we stand in the foyer. "Mum? Dad?" 

"In the living room," I hear Henry call out. 

He squeezes my hand. "Let's do this thing." 

The scene in the living room is a surreal vision for what life with this family will be like. Henry

is sitting in his recliner. Evan is in the floor with the girls and the new baby, Aidan. The women are

absent  and  I  assume  they're  in  the  kitchen  finishing  up  dinner.  Celia  squeals  with  delight  when  she

sees me, "Law-re-ren!" I love the way she says my name and I'm so happy she remembers me. 

She races across the floor and I bend down to catch her in my arms. "Hey, girlie girl. Look at you

and how much you've grown." 

"Where you been?" she asks as only a child can. 

"I had to go to my house for a little while, but I'm back and I'll be here from now on." 

She claps her hands and screams, "Yay!" 

Mila toddles over to get in on a little of the action and I know Jack Henry is having a fit to get me

into the kitchen, but I can't resist picking her up for just a minute. "And look at you. You've grown so

much and you're walking now." She stares at my face and touches it with her sticky hand. I know she

doesn't remember me but it looks like we'll be fast friends again. 

"Baby," she says as she points to Aidan on the blanket in the floor and wiggles to get down. 

"I see your new baby brother," I tell her as I put her back on the floor. 

Evan gets up with Aidan and comes over to hug me and I get my first good look at the baby. He

has a headful of dark curls and I can easily see that his eyes are a blue-gray color like Evan's, instead

of Emma's brown. "I see we have another handsome McLachlan man." 

Evan holds him out for me. "We do. He's ten weeks old." I take him in my arms and he smells so

good—that sweet little fragrance that only a baby has. 

Henry is up from his chair and hugging me as I hold Aidan. "We had no idea you were back." 

He hugs Jack Henry next. "I know, Dad. We wanted her return to be a surprise for Mum." 

"It certainly will be and probably couldn't have come at a better time. She's close to giving up on

you, missy." 

I  feel  like  I  need  to  explain  my  absence.  "I  had  some  things  to  take  care  of  before  I  could  free

myself to come back, but it's all cleared up now." 

"Whatever it was doesn't matter now. Please don't waste another second in here with us. I want

Margaret to see you. She's going to be thrilled." 

I pass Aidan back to Evan and we walk to the kitchen with Henry ahead of us. "Margaret, Jack is

here and I hope you prepared enough for an extra guest. He brought company." 

She's  standing  in  front  of  the  sink  washing  her  hands.  She  reaches  for  a  dishtowel.  "Henry,  I

always  cook  more  than  we  need.  Of  course,  I…"  She  trails  off  when  she  sees  me.  "Laurelyn!"  she

says and drops the towel and hurries over to me. She puts her arms around me and squeezes tightly as

she plants a kiss on my cheek. "You're here. Finally. I'd almost decided you weren't going to come." 

"It took a little longer than I liked, but I made it." 

She releases me so she can see my face. "Is this a visit?" 

"No. I'm here to stay." It feels good to say the words. 

"So,  it's  official  now?  He  finally  asked  you  the  way  he  should  have  months  ago  and  you're

engaged  to  be  married?"  She  takes  my  left  hand  and  brings  it  up  for  a  look.  She  reaches  for  her

glasses on top of her head and pushes them to her nose. "A cushion-cut diamond with a pavé halo in

platinum. My boy did good." 

"Your boy did excellent. His taste is impeccable." I'm very glad he showed some restraint when

choosing my ring. We all know he could've bought a diamond the size of my head, but he knew that

wouldn't be me. "His choice is perfect and couldn't suit me better if I'd chosen it myself." 

Emma  and  Chloe  hug  me  and  look  at  my  ring  while  Margaret  quizzes  me.  "Have  you  picked  a

date?" 

"Not yet, but we're keeping it small and want to do it soon, so we were hoping we could depend

on all of you to help plan it." I see the sheer joy on her face. 

"Of course, we'll help. How soon is soon?" 

We look at one another and shrug because we've not gotten that far. I think he has an idea in his

head but is afraid to say it, so I speak up. "I know six weeks would be pushing it, but maybe it could

be accomplished since it'll be small." 

He frowns at me. "That's five weeks longer than I was planning." 

Chloe punches him in the arm. "I don't think we can put a wedding together in a week unless it's at

the courthouse, dummy." 

"I'm okay with that." 

Margaret puts up her hands. "Well, I'm not and I'm guessing Laurelyn isn't, either." 

"Laurelyn, you have to let me help organize the catering," Chloe offers. "I have all kinds of new

and innovative ideas for us to try." 

"Absolutely, Chloe. I wouldn't dream of attempting it without your help." And it's the truth. I have

no idea where I'd begin. 

"Would  you  mind  if  I  organize  a  dinner  for  next  weekend?"  Margaret  interjects.  "Just  a  few

friends and family to celebrate?" 

Jack Henry doesn't let me answer. "We should've done it in Vegas while we were there." 

His  mom  whirls  around  on  him.  "I  would've  killed  you  if  you  had.  I  want  to  see  my  son  get

married." 

"I  know,  Mum."  He's  laughing  as  he  elbows  her.  I  love  their  relationship—it's  not  like  anything

I've ever seen before. "I was kidding. And the dinner is fine with me if it's all right with Laurelyn." 

I have no objection. "Of course that's fine. I need to start meeting your friends and family." 

"Can  we  take  you  dress  shopping  tomorrow?"  Emma  asks.  "You  can't  really  plan  anything  until

you have that because everything revolves around its style." 

I'm  certain  dress  choices  in  Wagga  Wagga  will  be  limited,  and  shopping  in  Sydney  sounds  like

fun. "Sure. I'd love that." I always thought wedding dress shopping would be something I'd do with

my mom, but quite honestly, I think I'd be more disappointed if my future mother-in-law didn't come to



help  me  make  my  decision.  "Will  you  come  with  us,  Margaret?  I'd  really  love  for  you  to  help  me

choose." 

"Absolutely. I wouldn't miss it for anything." 

Jack Henry is driving us home when he reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. I love when he

does that. "You're very quiet. Everything okay with you or should I be worried?" 

"No  worries.  I  was  just  thinking  about  the  wedding.  How  would  you  feel  about  having  it  at

Avalon? I think the vineyard would be beautiful and the wine cave would be perfect for the reception

with the long banquet tables." He grins, and I suspect he's remembering what he did to me on one of

those. 

"I think you can have anything you desire. If you want to get married at Avalon, I'll make sure it

happens." Will he always be this way? Giving in to my every whim? 

"I think it's very fitting to be married there because it's the place so many firsts happened for us. 

It's where we came to know one another. And where we fell in love." Quite honestly, I can't think of

anywhere else I'd want to be married. 

"And we don't have to worry about booking it, so that means we can make this happen sooner." 

As much as I'd like to, I hope he's not thinking we could do it in a week. "Not five weeks sooner

like you suggested." 

"Maybe not. What about having it a month from Saturday?" 

"The second weekend in December?" I take out my phone and look at the date. "The fourteenth?" 

"Why not? If we waited six weeks, that falls a few days after Christmas. I can't imagine that being

a good time for anyone." He's right. 

"Six weeks is pushing it, and four will be even tougher. But planning a wedding a few days after

Christmas  would  be  a  nightmare.  I  can  handle  the  fourteenth."  I  always  wanted  a  summer  wedding

anyway. Looks like I'll get one in December. 

"And it'll be our anniversary—a whole year since I met you." 

I didn't even think about that. "Amazing. I can't believe it's been a year." 

"That's because we've spent most of it apart." 

So true. "Well, that's never happening again. I don't ever want to be away from you. I'm already

contemplating never letting you leave to go to the other vineyards without me. I'll probably go with

you every time and you'll be sick of me." 

"I  could  never  be  sick  of  you,  but  I  have  been  thinking  about  how  we'd  handle  me  going  out  of

town  for  so  long."  He  takes  his  eyes  from  the  road  for  only  a  second  and  glances  at  me  before  he

looks back. "I've especially thought about how to handle it after we have kids. I know we have plenty

of time before we have to worry about that, but I've been thinking about selling some of the vineyards. 

I have too many anyway. And I want to spend time with you. All of this money means nothing if I can't

be with you and our little ones when they get here." 

Sometimes I can't believe how lucky I am to have him. He says I'm his dream come true, but it's

the other way around. "You're absolutely amazing. I'd rip your clothes off and do dirty things to you if

you weren't driving." 

"This car has pull-over capability," he laughs, but something inside tells me he isn't kidding. 

"That'll only prolong us getting home." 

"We're  in  no  hurry."  He  releases  my  hand  and  slides  his  up  my  skirt  between  my  legs  until  he's

rubbing  my  panties  over  my  most  sensitive  spot,  and  I  let  him.  "Hmm…I  thought  you  said  this  was

hands-off tonight—something about me wearing out my welcome." His fingers feel exquisite and I'm

certain he can feel the moisture collecting on my underwear. "I think someone might be changing her

mind according to how wet she's getting." 

"Maybe." I don't know where we are or how much longer it'll be until we're at the apartment, but

unless he's parking in the garage, it's too damn far away to suit me. "Are we almost home?" 

"No. Do I need to pull over?" He wags his eyebrows at me. 

Is he completely nuts? "You can't pull over on the side of the road for sex." 

"Says who?" 

"I don't know who actually says it, but I'm pretty sure it's frowned upon." 

He uses his finger to push the crotch of my panties to the side. He slides his fingers up and down

through the slick moisture pooling there. "Somebody is turned on! Do you want me to pull over yet?" 

I put my hands on the seat and push myself up. When I lift my bottom, he grasps the crotch of my

panties and pulls them down. "I'm taking that as a yes." 

We're on what I consider a rural road. There's little to no traffic so I'm not worried about being

seen or disturbed. That's a good thing because in the blink of an eye, he pulls to the side of the road

and slams the car into park. He opens his door and races around to my side—not what I expected at

all. What is he doing? 

He opens my door and I'm a little dumbfounded because I don't know what's on his mind. He pulls

my panties down my legs and over my shoes. "Out. Now." 

"What are you…," I say before trailing off when he touches his finger to my lips. 

"Shh…no talking." 

He grabs my hands and helps me out before leading me to the back of the car. He puts his hands

around my waist and hoists me up onto the trunk. He slips my sandals off and places my feet on the

bumper before he pushes my knees apart. "I want to fuck on the bonnet, but it might be a little warm

for that bum of yours." He pops his button and unzips. "So I'm gonna fuck you on the boot and save the

bonnet for another time." Will I ever get used to these Aussie phrases? 

Good thing he's tall and this car is low or this wouldn't work out at all. 

"You still think we're good since you're supposed to start soon?" 

"Yeah, we should be." I feel him at my entrance one moment and then inside me the next. I put my

hands on the trunk and scoot my bottom closer to him while I lean back so he can go in deeper. He

wraps his hands around my hips and holds me firm as he slams into me over and over. 

"I'd hate to know we conceived a baby on the trunk of the Sunset." 

"That's what's on your mind right now? Let me give you something else to think about." He moves

his hand from my hip to between my legs and begins to rub his thumb just above our union. "What are

you thinking about now?" 

My mind quickly shifts to other thoughts. "How good that feels and how you always make sure I

get mine too." 

"I always want to make you feel good." 

He's circling my clit slowly with the perfect amount of pressure and the tingling waves of pleasure

grow in my pelvis. "I can feel it starting." My legs are trembling and I lie back against the car as he

does his thing. "I'm right there." 

"Me too, babe." 

And then I squeeze my eyes shut as my body does its own magical thing. I have no control over it

and it's sensational when I feel those rhythmic contractions deep inside. "I'm coming." 

As if my words trigger him, I know the moment he joins me and his body synchronizes with mine. 

"I love you, L." 

L.? That's a new one but I like it. "You sort of have to love a girl who would let you do this to her

on the side of the road." 

"I'd still love you if you didn't, but I admit your ability to match me in the kink department is the

icing on my cake." He pulls out and then slips my sandals back onto my feet before helping me down

from  the  trunk.  When  we  walk  to  the  passenger  side  of  the  car,  he  takes  my  panties  from  where  he

tossed them on the seat and holds them out for me to step into. "Do you remember the first time I did

this?" 

"How  could  I  forget?  You  had  just  spread  me  out  on  a  banquet  table  and  had  your  own  little

buffet." 

He pats my bottom when he finishes as he always does. "That was a very good day." 

It was the beginning of us—not at all a traditional start—and what an unexpected surprise it has

been to fall in love with this man. He will forever be my heart, my love, my life. 

How lucky am I? 


***




Laurelyn is wedding dress shopping with Mum, Emma, and Chloe, so I have the day to myself—or so

I thought. Evan blames me for getting stuck taking care of the kids all day while Em is shopping for

my wedding and insists I come over to help him. Little prick. 

Yeah, I guess I am the reason behind it, but they're his kids, not mine. I don't mind hanging out with

them, though. It might be good practice and I'm sure it's better to experiment on someone else's kids

before ruining your own. 

I walk into Evan's and Aidan is throwing one hell of a fit. "Bro, what did you do to your kid to

make him scream like that?" 

He gives me that look that says he'd kill me if he could. "You did this." 

Oh, hell no, I didn't. "What did I do to make him scream like that? All I did was walk through the

door." 

"He's mad as hell because he wants Em's tits. He doesn't want to take a bottle." 

He's a McLachlan—enough said. "I don't blame him." 

"Shut up. I can't wait until this shit happens to you. Won't be quite so funny then, buddy." 

"Sorry. Anything I can do to help?" 

He holds a screaming Aidan out for me. "Take him and see if you can do anything with him while I

get the girls some lunch. And me too. I'm starving." 

I  take  my  screaming  nephew  from  Evan  and  I  have  no  idea  what  to  do  with  him,  so  I  sit  in  the

recliner  and  begin  to  rock.  I  try  his  bottle  again  and  Evan  is  right.  He  does  not  want  an  impostor. 

"Little man, you're gonna get really hungry if you don't wise up and take this bottle. I'm betting your

buffet won't be back until late." 

I continue trying his bottle and he eventually gives in, but I'm pretty sure he's pissed off about it. "I

get it, Aidan. You like the real thing. We all do, but you gotta cut your mum some slack." 

He  finishes  off  the  whole  bottle  and  is  asleep  before  I  can  burp  him,  but  I  prop  him  over  my

shoulder and pat his back anyway. Doesn't bother him—he's out cold and never budges. 

Evan's both pleased and shocked when he returns from feeding Celia and Mila. "How the hell did

you do that?" 

I didn't really do anything. He caved. "He wasn't the least bit happy about it, but he's a man. His

stomach eventually won out over his anger issues." 

"Thank God. I didn't want to listen to that all day. I was ready to send him home with you." Evan

plops  on  the  couch  across  from  me.  Mila  crawls  onto  his  lap.  "Is  it  nappy  time  for  you  now,  little

girl?" 

She begins to twirl a lock of hair around her finger and I recognize that as her ritual for when she's

sleepy. "She has the hair-twirling thing going on. It shouldn't be long until she's knocked out. If you

can get Celia down, you might have a chance at getting a break." 

"Celia's good to go. She's watching a movie in her bedroom, so she'll be asleep in three minutes." 

Evan has this down pat. "I don't guess I've ever told you, but you're a great dad." 

"Well,  I  never  thought  I  could  see  you  with  kids,  but  I  gotta  admit,  you  look  like  a  natural  over

there holding my boy." 

I  like  the  way  holding  this  baby  makes  me  feel.  "If  I'm  not  a  natural,  I  hope  I'm  a  fast  learner. 

Laurelyn wants babies. At least two or three. Maybe more. I'll be thirty-one in a couple of months and

I  don't  want  to  still  be  having  kids  when  I'm  forty,  so  I  figure  we  won't  wait  long  before  we  start

trying." 

Mila is already out cold but Evan continues holding her instead of putting her down on the couch. 

"My brother, the rich playboy, is getting married and talking about having kids. You did it, bro. You

got your cake and you get to eat it too. I'm happy for you. Laurelyn's a special girl and she'll make you

really happy." 

This is the first serious moment I've shared with my brother since the day he came over and told

me about Aidan coming. They're few and far between because that's not the kind of brotherhood we

have, but now feels like the right time to ask him what's been on my mind. "I need a best man. You

think you're up for the job?" 

"You think I can't keep up with a ring and make a toast?" 

"I think you have the capability to do both, or I wouldn't have asked." 

"Does this mean I'm your best friend?" 

He's provoking me. "No." 

"Yeah, it does. Say it." 

I should've known he'd pull some kind of shit like this. "It doesn't mean anything." 

"Say it, or I won't do it," he threatens. Even at twenty-eight years old, he's such a little prick. 

"I have plenty of friends I could ask." 



"But you didn't. You asked me, so admit it. I'm your best friend." 

"Yeah, you're my best friend. Happy?" I feel defeated. 

"Yeah, BFF," he laughs. 

"Damn. Your kids are more mature than you are." 

And that's how my day is spent while the girls are out shopping for the wedding. My brother gets

me up to speed on marriage and fatherhood. I would've once thought such a conversation would be

boring as hell, but not today. I'm excited about it and can't wait to experience it for myself. 

I'm on the floor with Aidan when Laurelyn and Emma come in. The minute he sees Emma, he is no

longer content with me and begins throwing another one of his screaming tantrums. I pick him up from

the floor and pass him off to his mother. "Here, take your titty baby." 

"Jack Henry! I can't believe you said that." 

"It's  true,  Laurelyn,"  Emma  agrees.  "Aidan  is  a  boob  man."  She  goes  to  the  couch  with  him  and

pulls a blanket up over her chest for coverage and begins nursing him. It's her third kid and she quit

going into another room after Mila was born. It seriously freaked me out the first few times she did it

in front of me, but I guess I'm used to it now because it doesn't bother me anymore. "I hated to leave

him all day, but I needed to have a selfish moment and get away for a while. He wasn't terrible, was

he?" 

"We had a man-to-man chat and I talked him down from the ledge." 

Emma gives me an apologetic look. "That bad, huh?" 

Yeah, it was pretty bad for a while but I hate to tell her how her kid showed his arse. "Maybe for

a little at first, but he got over it." 

"Let me guess. Evan dumped him on you?" She knows her husband well. 

"Nah. He was busy with the girls so Aidan and I did some male bonding. I haven't gotten to see

him much since he's been born. After he got over his little pissed-off spell, he was fine until he saw

your boobs. Then he was done with Uncle Jack." 

Laurelyn  is  shaking  her  head  and  I  suspect  I'll  be  in  trouble  about  the  titty  baby  and  boob

comments  when  she  gets  me  alone  later,  so  I  make  an  attempt  to  smooth  it  over.  "Did  my  beautiful

bride find a dress?" 

She immediately begins beaming and I'm certain that's a good sign. "I did." 

I know she won't tell me, but I ask anyway. "What does it look like?" 

"A beautiful white dress for a bride." 

That's exactly the response I expected. "You're not gonna tell me anything about it?" 

"Not a chance." Shocker. "You'll find out when you see me on our wedding day." 

"Telling me about it isn't the equivalent of seeing you in it before the wedding." 

"I know, but I want it to be a complete surprise." 

I shrug. "Whatever you want, love." 

She slips off one of her shoes and rubs her foot. "Right now I just want to go back to the apartment

and  rest.  These  McLachlan  women  put  a  hurting  on  me  with  this  shopping  thing.  I  couldn't  keep  up

with them." 

"It's a genetic thing for Mum and Chloe." They will not be stopped. "Emma had to be trained and

you will be too." 

"We'll see." Probably won't happen. Shopping isn't really Laurelyn's thing. 

She isn't making a move to sit and I take that as a sign for us to head out. "I think I need to get my

bride-to-be home and run her a warm bath and then massage her feet." 

She slips her shoe back on. "You have no idea how perfect that sounds." 

Emma looks at Evan. "You could take lessons from your brother." 

I can tell that pisses him off. Good. "Okay. Send these three kids home with them and I'll be happy

to run you a bath and massage your feet if that's all I have to do—more than glad." 

"You don't have to be so cranky about it." 

"I'm tired. These kids have done me in today." 

"So now you get what it's like for me all day, except you didn't have a human vacuum using you as

a dummy." 

Laurelyn  and  I  look  at  one  another  and  begin  easing  toward  the  door.  I'm  pretty  sure  neither  of

them notices our escape. We get in the car and begin laughing simultaneously when we look at each

other because we know we'll be the same way, even if neither of us says it. And I can't wait. 


***




The  week  has  flown  because  I've  been  so  busy  making  wedding  plans.  I  can't  believe  how  helpful

Margaret, Chloe, and Emma have been. There's no way I could've pulled this together without their

help. I will be forever grateful. 

We're in a formal restaurant for our engagement dinner party. Margaret said it was going to be a

few friends and family. Yeah, right. There are at least thirty guests present and that doesn't include the

immediate McLachlan family. 

I've met too many people to keep them straight and I've explained more times than I'd like about

my  career.  I  excuse  myself  to  the  bathroom,  but  it's  because  I  need  a  quiet  minute  away  from  the

chaos. 

I'm leaning forward over the sole bathroom sink, applying a fresh coat of lipstick, when I see the

reflection of a woman standing behind me. Our eyes meet in the mirror—and it's an awkward moment

—but I allow her to win the stare-down when I avert my eyes. "I'm just finishing up here." 

"I debated if I should follow you in here or not." 

What a strange thing to say. "Excuse me?" 

"I couldn't in good conscience not warn you about the man you're sitting with at dinner tonight." 

She's an attractive blond, probably in her late thirties. He told me he's always dated older women

and I can only assume she's one of his former companions. I've often wondered what this might feel

like—running  into  one  of  the  other  twelve  before  me.  I  thought  it  might  be  a  little  easier  after  the

whole Audrey thing, but it isn't. As I stare back into the blue eyes in the mirror, I could be sick at any

moment. "What number are you?" 

"He keeps count?" 

Her tone is bitter. What if she's a freak like Audrey? It might be best to nip this in the bud so she

doesn't get any crazy ideas. "I know all about his history, but he doesn't do that kind of thing anymore. 

We're engaged to be married." 

"I  wouldn't  be  so  sure  about  that  if  I  were  you,  honey.  It  hasn't  been  that  long  since  he

propositioned me in a hotel bar and took me upstairs." 

I wonder what she's calling not long ago. "When?" 

"It was March twentieth. I remember the date because it was my birthday." 

I feel my heart and stomach swap places as my nausea increases. "I don't want to hear anymore." 

"I'm sorry to be the one to break it to you, but I'd want someone to warn me if the situation were

reversed. Even if he is gorgeous, you don't want to be with a creep like that." 

Why does the room suddenly feel so warm? How can I feel so hot yet break into a cold sweat? 

Oh, everything is spinning. I reach up and begin to fan myself with my hand. "I need to sit down." 

She  helps  me  to  the  settee  against  the  wall.  "I  think  they  say  you  should  put  your  head  between

your knees if you feel like you're going to pass out." 

I wasn't just feeling like I was going to faint. I was feeling like I was going to die from the pain of

learning that the man I loved had been with this woman after I left and then lied to me about it. "You

don't look so well. Can I get someone for you?" 

It's too bad Addison wasn't feeling well tonight. I wish she were here. "Would you please go to

my table and tell the woman in the purple dress that I need her without alarming everyone else that I'm

not feeling well?" 

"Of course. I'll be right back." 

I begin to feel worse after she leaves, so I lower myself to the floor. I'm afraid I'm about to black

out so I'll end up down there anyway, and it's better to be there by choice than by force. 

I think I must've been unconscious for a brief moment because when I open my eyes and look up, 

Emma and Jack Henry are standing over me. Emma is on her knees beside me and she's holding my

head in her lap while she blots my face with wet paper towels. "Calm down, Jack. She's starting to

come  around  now.  Honey,  are  you  okay?"  I  blink  several  times  but  my  blurry  vision  only  slightly

improves. 

"She's  clearly  not  okay  because  she  passed  out."  I  hear  the  fear  in  his  voice.  "What  would've

caused that?" 

"Could she be pregnant?" Emma asks. 

Jack Henry hesitates before answering. "Of course, there's a possibility but I don't think she is." 

I  hear  the  blond  explain,  "I'm  afraid  it's  my  fault  because  I  told  her  what  you  did  to  me  at  the

Langford Hotel several months ago." 

"What is she talking about, Jack?" I hear the confusion in Emma's voice. 

"What the fuck did you tell her that caused her to end up like this?" He's angry. 

The door creaks open and then I hear Margaret's voice. "Good Lord, what happened?" 

"She passed out," Emma and Jack Henry say in unison. 

"Should we call an ambulance?" 

I blink some more and my vision improves, so I try again to find my voice. When I do, it's weak. 

"No. Ambulance." I strain and see I can't sit up on my own. "Help me sit up, Em." 

"I'll help her," Jack Henry says as he reaches for me. 

"No. I don't want you to touch me," I say when I feel his hand on my arm. 

"What's going on here?" I hear the confusion in Margaret's voice. "Why would she say that?" 

"It's nothing—just a little misunderstanding." I wish that were the case. 

The blond is still there and offering unwanted help. "Maybe she needs something to drink." I could

certainly use something dark, straight, and stronger than me. 

"No, thanks." He walks over to the door and holds it open. "I think you've helped quite enough. 

Your assistance will no longer be needed here." 

I shouldn't be but I can't stop myself from being angry with the blond woman—for being with him

then, for being here now. 

"Go away." She takes one look at my face and it registers that there's no place for her here, so she

walks out. 

Em attempts to help me to my feet, but I'm still a wee bit wobbly. 

"I'll be the one to take care of her." As much as I want to, I don't argue. Instead, I allow him to

help me from the floor because I don't want to cause a scene in front of Emma and Margaret. Although

I'm incredibly hurt and furious with him right now, I'd never want them to find out about the things he's

done with other women, including the one he apparently fucked only a few days after I left. Keeping

them in the dark has nothing to do with protecting him; I'm keeping his secret to myself to protect them

from seeing him the way I do right now. 

When I'm standing with my feet firmly planted, I straighten my shoulders and look him in the face. 

I see something in his eyes for the first time. I think it's fear and it most definitely has a basis for being

there. He should be afraid because all I can see is red. 

"Get me out of here." I owe Margaret some kind of apology. "I'm so sorry for ruining dinner, but I

need to go home and lie down. Please tell everyone I apologize for the drama. I hope I haven't ruined

the night for them." 

She  places  her  hands  on  my  face  and  searches  my  eyes.  I'm  certain  she's  confused  about  what's

just happened. "You haven't ruined anything, sweetheart. You just go with Jack Henry and feel better

soon." 

Fat chance of that happening. 

She hugs me tightly. "Thank you, Margaret. It was a lovely dinner." 

She releases me. "I'll call in the morning to check on you. If you need anything—I mean anything at

all—don't hesitate to call." 

"I will. Promise." 

I allow Jack Henry to support me by my upper arm as we walk out of the restaurant. He might take

my tolerance as a sign of concession, but it's anything but. This is far from over. Once we're in the

parking lot out of the family's sight, I jerk my arm from his grasp. "Take your fucking hands off of me." 

"Baby…" 

"Don't you dare baby me. You don't get to baby me after fucking that woman and then lying to me

about it." 

"Please, let me…" 

I cut him off. "Explain? No. I don't want to hear your account of what happened. I heard hers and

right now I have a whole lot more faith in her ability to tell the truth." 

"It didn't happen the way you think." 

My finger is in his face. "Shut. Your. Fucking. Mouth. I don't want to hear a word out of you." I

stand there debating if I'll get in the car with him, but who am I kidding? I don't have much of a choice

since I have nowhere else to go. "Take me to the apartment." 

We  remain  silent  as  he  drives.  I  stare  out  the  window  watching  the  streetlights  zoom  by.  I'm

grateful  he  doesn't  make  another  attempt  to  explain  his  actions  away  because  I  can't  take  talking  or

thinking about him being with another woman right now. 

I feel the slight throb of a migraine beginning at the base of my head. It's been months since I had

one, but I'm not shocked to feel it coming on after what just happened. I know this process well and

it's going to get worse until it becomes so painful, I have no choice but to get sick. Perfect. It's exactly

what I need on top of this shit. 

The  flashing  of  the  streetlights  is  making  it  worse,  so  I  close  my  eyes  and  lean  my  head  back

against  the  seat.  By  the  time  we  pull  into  the  garage,  I'm  in  a  massive  amount  of  pain  and  highly

nauseated. I reach for the handle and get out of the car so I don't spew in the Sunset. That would be a

total shame. 

Jack Henry unlocks the door and walks in first. Home is the only place he enters ahead of me. It's

his routine and he does it to protect me in case we were to walk in on a burglary. 

He tosses the keys onto the kitchen counter and then turns to me. "We have to talk about this." 

I run past him toward our bathroom. I slam the door and barely make it to the toilet before I vomit. 

I see the door open in my peripheral vision and he comes in without an invitation. "Go away," I order, 

although I know it's in vain. He's never gone away before and I know he won't now. 

I hear him turn on the faucet and seconds later, I feel him twist my hair up and off my neck so he

can place a cool, wet washcloth against my skin. "Maybe this will help." 

"There isn't help for what I'm feeling." 



"Laurelyn, please let me tell you what happened." 

"Seriously?"  I  scream  and  it  makes  my  head  pound  even  harder.  "My  head  is  hanging  over  the

toilet because I'm puking up my guts, and you want to talk about being with another woman." 

He says nothing and walks out of the bathroom. He returns a few minutes later with one of his T-

shirts thrown over his shoulder. "I'm going to help you change and you're going to let me because you

need my help." 

I give him a look that warns him he better not try anything. "I don't want to die tonight, Laurelyn. I

only want to help you change your clothes." 

I'm still on my knees when I feel my zipper slide down my back to my hips. He helps me stand and

my  black  sheath  dress  puddles  at  my  feet  around  my  black  Italian  open-toed  pumps  that  cost  a

ridiculous sum. I hold his shoulder as I step out of my dress and he moves it from where it fell on the

floor. 

I see his eyes studying my black lace bra, matching panties, and garter belt as I stand in my five-

inch  heels.  I  know  Jack  Henry  well,  and  it  pleases  me  to  no  end  to  know  seeing  me  like  this  is

probably giving him a raging hard-on with no relief from me in the near future. 

I  reach  behind  my  back  to  unfasten  my  bra  and  let  it  fall  to  the  floor.  I  unhook  my  nylons  and

remove them before I slide the belt down my legs. I'm standing in my panties and he studies my near-

naked  body  briefly  before  taking  the  shirt  from  his  shoulder  and  pulling  it  over  my  head.  "I'll  have

your side of the bed turned back for you when you're finished in here." 

When I come out of the bathroom, the lights are off with the exception of the bedside lamp. There's

a glass of water and a pill I recognize as my migraine medication on the nightstand. Jack Henry isn't

anywhere in sight, so I take the small white tablet and crawl into bed. 

Lying in bed without him could never feel lonelier, but he's wise to give me my space. I'm like an

unstable explosive threatening to detonate at any moment. 

The clock tells me it's been an hour since I took my medication, so I know sleep will claim me

soon. I'm already feeling the drug-induced drowsiness it always brings and I welcome it. I need an

escape from this cruel reality. 

It's  still  dark  when  I  open  my  eyes,  so  I  know  I  didn't  sleep  long.  The  clock  glows  3:39  in  the

blackness around me and I reach over to find Jack Henry's side of the bed empty. Smart man. 

I shouldn't care where he's bedded down for the night—but I do—so I slide out of bed and go in

search. I don't find him in the guest bedrooms, so I go to the living room and he's sleeping in a sitting

position on the couch with a glass of dark amber liquid in his hand. There's fresh ice in his drink, so I

know he hasn't been asleep for long. 

It isn't often that I'm able to study his figure while he sleeps, but I come to the same conclusion

every time: he's the most beautiful man I've ever seen. And I love him so much it hurts. 

He stirs in his sleep and his drink tilts to the side, causing some of it to spill down his leg. I reach

to take it from his hand and he startles awake. I unwrap his fingers from it. "You can let go. I've got

it." 

He stares at me with hazy eyes and I realize he's shitfaced when he reaches out to grab me a little

too  hard  around  the  waist.  He  leans  forward  and  presses  his  head  to  my  stomach,  causing  me  to

stagger backward to maintain my balance. "I love you, Laurelyn. Please, don't leave me. I'll fucking

die if you do." 

I love him and I don't want to leave, but how can I stay with a man who would lie to my face the

way  he  did?  I  asked  him  if  he'd  been  with  another  woman  and  he  told  me  he  hadn't  been  inside

another one since me. I gave him the perfect opportunity to come clean. It would've hurt but I'd have

eventually gotten over it. At least it would've been the truth. He knows how much I hate lies. 

I run my fingers through his dark hair. "We'll talk about it tomorrow when you're not hammered." 

He's still holding me around the waist but he fists the T-shirt I'm wearing and pushes it up to bare

my stomach. "I can just see you with a baby on the way." 

Oh, God. Why does he have to say things like that right now? "You're drunk and you need to sleep

it off." 

He pokes me with his finger below my navel. "I want to marry the shit out of you and then I want

to put a baby inside you as soon as you'll let me." He puts his finger under my piercing and flicks it

up. "But I don't know what will happen to this little jewel when your belly grows." 

I feel euphoric hearing him talk about marriage and babies, but then I remember why he's drunk

and saying things like that. "Be a good boy for me and lie down on the couch." 

"I don't want to sleep here. I want to be in our bed with you." 

"No! I'm pissed off at you. You're not going to sleep next to me like nothing happened." 

He  pulls  me  closer  and  I  stumble  again.  "Please,  Laurelyn.  Let  me  come  to  bed.  I  don't  want  to

sleep apart from you." 

"No." 

He puts the side of his face against my stomach. "I'm begging you, baby. Don't make me sleep here

without you." 

Shit! I'm exhausted and don't have the strength to argue—or wrestle him—so I concede. "You can

come to bed but don't you dare try to touch me." 



"I won't," he promises. "I just want to sleep next to you." 

He lets go of me and is unstable when he stands, so I reach out to steady him. "You okay?" 

"Yep." 

He's plastered and is going to feel like shit tomorrow. Serves him right. 

"Come  on."  Our  roles  have  reversed.  I  was  the  unstable  one  earlier  in  the  night,  but  now  I'm

guiding his drunken ass down the hallway to our bedroom. 

I pull the covers back on his side of the bed and order him to climb inside. He crawls in and his

eyes are shut when he says, "I love you, Laurelyn." 

I'm hurt by what he's done, and although I love him, I can't make myself say the words in return. 

I climb in on my side and I already hear him snoring. It's incredible but after being apart for three

months, I can't even hate that annoying sound. 

When  I  wake  again,  I'm  lying  on  my  side  and  Jack  Henry's  arm  is  around  my  waist.  He's  pressed

against me and I feel his breath on the back of my neck. "Please don't make me let you go yet. I just

need to savor feeling you like this for a little longer." 

Those are parting words. He anticipates me leaving him. And he has reason to. 

I feel his head shift and now it's pressed against my back. "I didn't fuck her. I know you believe I

did,  but  I  swear  I  didn't.  I  wasn't  lying  to  you  when  I  told  you  I  hadn't  been  inside  another  woman

since you." 

I've never known Jack Henry to lie to me. I think that's one reason the whole thing came as such a

shock. That, and the fact that he knows how much I despise deceit. 

I pull away and flip over so I can see his face. "You did something with her." And I know all the

little  naughty  somethings  he  likes  so  much.  "And  whatever  it  was  happened  a  week  after  I  left. 

Seven damn days. Do you want to know what I was doing on day seven? I wasn't out screwing around

with some guy. I was in my apartment all alone, crying day and night because I was grieving the loss

of us." 

"Dammit,  Laurelyn. You  walked  out  on  me  without  so  much  as  a  goodbye.  Don't  think  for  one

second that I wasn't grieving the loss of us too. I thought I was never going to see you again and I was

a total mess after you were gone. I stayed drunk the first week after. I was so fucking miserable and I

just  wanted  to  find  a  way  to  get  over  you. You  said  you  thought  Charlie  might  help  you  forget  me. 

Well, I thought I needed number fourteen to make me forget you, so I picked that woman up in a hotel

bar. She agreed to my conditions and I took her upstairs to the room I'd rented. I planned on fucking

her until you were out of my head." 

I can't handle hearing this. It's too much. "Stop. I don't want to hear this. It will end me if I have to

picture you with another woman." I put my hands over my ears. 

He grabs my wrists to pull them down. "I had every intention of telling you about this woman, but

the night you asked if there were others, I couldn't say the words. We had just found each other and I

didn't want to ruin our reunion, so I planned on doing it later. But later never came." 

"I don't want to know. I don't want to have the picture in my head." 

"This  will  always  come  between  us  if  I  don't  tell  you  everything.  You'll  always  wonder  what

happened, so it's better to get it out of the way so it can't hurt us in the long run." He brings my hands

to his mouth and kisses them. "And I plan on it being a really long run—like, forever." 

I  brace  myself  for  the  pain  that's  coming.  It's  like  seeing  a  bat  being  swung  at  my  face  in  slow

motion. I know it's gonna hurt like hell and if it hits me hard enough, there's a good chance I might die. 


***




The thought of never telling Laurelyn about the woman in the hotel—potential number fourteen—had

crossed  my  mind.  I  seriously  considered  keeping  that  secret  to  myself  but  I  always  knew  I  couldn't

deceive her that way. As time passed, the moment was never right—at least that's what I told myself. 

I admit it. That was my excuse and it got me by for a while, but now it's all come tumbling down

on my head. Even in this moment, I want to back out because I'm scared shitless, but I have no choice. 

What I'm about to do could cost me the first and only woman I've ever been in love with, but I don't

think I could ever look straight at myself—or Laurelyn—if I don't tell her everything. 

I  clear  my  throat  and  the  sound  echoes  off  every  wall  in  our  bedroom.  It  calls  attention  to  how

quiet it is and to the fact that I'm about to tell her something that's going to cause her pain. "I was so

hammered that I could barely walk. All I could think about was you and how you left me without a

goodbye. I understand why you did it, but it still hurt me terribly. I wanted the pain to go away, even

if it was only for a few minutes. I thought fucking another woman would take away the pain I felt from

losing you. But I was wrong; her touch made me sick. I couldn't even let her kiss me when she tried." 

"I don't want you to describe being with her from beginning to end. I'd be envisioning the whole

encounter in my head, so I'm going to ask you the things I think are important for me to know." 

That's probably better than getting my play-by-play. "Okay. I'll honestly answer any questions you

have." 

"Was she naked?" 

Oh, fuck! She wants details—in-depth ones. I hadn't planned on going into those kinds of specifics

about  my  interaction  with  this  woman.  Now,  I  have  no  choice  but  to  answer  her  because  she  has

specifically asked. "Yes." 

She squeezes her eyes shut for a moment before she opens them again. I think she's debating if she

wants to keep going with this line of questioning, but she continues. "Were you?" 

I don't want to admit being naked with another woman a week after Laurelyn left. Even if I didn't

screw her, this doesn't look good for me. But it is what it is, and I'm guilty, so now I get to pay the

piper. "Yes." 

She's biting her lip but not in a sexy way—it's from worry. "Did you go down on her?" 

I can't believe she thinks I'd do that. "Hell, no!" 

"Did she go down on you?" 

This is not the way I planned on this conversation going. "No." 

"Did you use your hand to make her come?" 

She's staring me right in the face doing that thing she does—invoking her human lie detector skills. 

"No. I didn't touch her there." 

"But you did touch her?" 

I swallow hard. This isn't going to go over well. "She put my hands on her tits." 

"Did she touch your dick?" 

Damn! She's leaving no stone unturned. "Yes," I whisper as I close my eyes. "When she rolled the

condom on me." 

When I open my eyes, I see the tears pooling in hers. I vowed to never be this person—the one to

cause her tears—and I swear this is the last time it'll ever happen. I'll spend the rest of my life making

her smile and laugh. 

A single tear rolls down her cheek and I reach to wipe it away with my thumb, but she slaps my

hand away. "Did she make you come?" 

I shake my head hard from side to side. "No fucking way." 

"Why do you say it like that? You said she put a condom on you. That means you got hard for her." 

Her eyes are narrowed at me. "Just how close were you to being inside her?" 

I  sigh  heavily  before  answering.  "Close,  but  I  couldn't  do  it.  I  had  my  eyes  squeezed  shut  so  I

didn't have to look at her. All I could see was your face. I love you too much to ever be inside another

woman. I swear I did not fuck her. Please believe me." 

"My side of the bed wasn't even cold yet." 

I watch her face as she studies mine, and I'm terrified of what she's about to say. I decide it's time

to plead for my life like I'm standing in front of a firing line. "We agreed we'd never see each other

again  and  you  left  without  saying  goodbye.  I  thought  we  were  over  forever.  I  would've  never  gone

looking for another woman if I'd thought I had a chance in hell of having you back in my life. Please

forgive me, L. I love you. You're the only woman I want. Ever." 

She shuts her eyes and tears roll down her face. "I believe you when you say you didn't have sex

with that woman, but hearing the things you did with her is as painful as if you had. I can't imagine my

heart hurting worse than it does right now." 

She turns onto her side facing away from me, and I don't know where I stand. I have no idea what

it means for her to believe me yet be so hurt by what I did. 

I  want  to  reach  out  to  touch  her,  to  comfort  her.  I'm  afraid  she  won't  allow  me,  but  I  can't  stop

myself. I scoot closer and drape my arm over her waist. She struggles to get away but I pull her to me

tightly. "You're angry and I will take any punishment you see fit to give me because I fucked up big

time, but I love you and this isn't going to end us. We're bigger than this stupid mistake of mine and

we're going to push through and come out bigger and better on the other side because of it." 

She stops resisting and relaxes, so I hold her in my arms. I can feel the shuddering of her body as

she  cries  and  I'm  terrified.  I  don't  know  what  I'll  do  if  she  calls  off  the  wedding.  It's  a  very  real

possibility. I reach for her left hand to see if she's wearing her ring, and I'm relieved to feel it there. I

bring it to my mouth and press it firmly against my lips. "Please tell me you still want to be my wife." 

"Now isn't the time to ask me that question." 

Fuck! This could be it for us. She may not be able to move past my stupid mistake. "No, L. Please

don't end us. I'll do whatever it takes to turn this around." 

"I said I need time to think." She pushes my hand away as she sits up on the edge of the bed, her

back  to  me.  "I  want  to  go  to Addison's  for  a  few  days  so  I  can  sort  through  this  without  looking  at

you." 

I  don't  want  her  at  Addison's,  not  with  that  little  bastard  who  wanted  in  her  pants  living  right

across  the  hall.  "Baby,  please  don't  go  there.  Let  me  take  you  to Avalon  and  I'll  stay  in  the  guest

house. You and Addison can have the house and I won't come back until you tell me I can." 

"I'll talk to Addison and let you know what I decide." She gets up from the bed and goes into the

bathroom. There's a loud thud when she shuts the door and it's a reminder that she is closing herself

off from me. 

My mobile rings. My mum. I'm certain she's calling to check on Laurelyn after her incident in the

restaurant, so I can't avoid her call. "Hello, Mum." 

"Hey, how's our girl feeling this morning?" 

I'm glad she doesn't know what's going on between us. She would beat the shit out of me if she got

wind of it. "She's feeling much better and is taking a shower right now." 

"I'm  so  grateful  to  hear  that.  She  had  me  worried.  I've  never  seen  anyone  go  so  pale. Any  idea

what caused that to happen?" 

"She has migraines and one came on after we left the restaurant. She got sick once we were home, 

so I think it could be associated with that." It's not a lie. 

"That sounds like a very probable explanation. We have plans to do wedding shopping today and

Chloe wants to prepare some of the wedding food for her to sample this evening. Did she mention if

she felt well enough to do that?" I highly doubt it. 

I rack my brain for a way to cover my foolish mistake. "She didn't, but I have to be back at Avalon

this afternoon. Maybe I can bring her next weekend." That is, if she hasn't left me by then. 

"Why  don't  you  go  on  back  and  I  can  drive  her  home  in  a  few  days  after  we've  worn  her  out

shopping?" 

I  don't  think  Laurelyn's  gonna  go  for  that.  She  isn't  going  to  want  to  spend  the  next  few  days

shopping for our wedding, but I don't have a reasonable excuse to give my mum. "I'll ask her when

she gets out of the shower and have her call you back." 

"Okay." 

I end the call but dread telling Laurelyn about Mum's suggestion because I don't want to hear her

response—my reality check for how she's considering calling off our wedding. I sit motionless on the

bed until I hear the shower turn off. I consider knocking on the door but decide it's best if I wait until

she comes out. 

She emerges wrapped in a towel to get her things from her bag because she doesn't have clothes

here at the apartment yet. 

Yet.  It  occurs  to  me  that  after  last  night's  encounter  with  that  woman,  she  may  never  keep  her

things here. 

"My mum called to check on you. She asked if I'd leave you here to wedding shop while I go back

to Avalon." 

She stops in front of her suitcase and looks at me. "What did you tell her?" 

"I couldn't come up with a reason to tell her you wouldn't." 

She digs through her suitcase. "I guess you didn't want to tell her I was having issues because you

screwed around with another woman a week after I left." 

She isn't going to forgive me for this. I already know it. I've hurt her too badly and now I fall into

that category of assholes with the others—her mum, her dad, Blake. 

She chooses her clothes and then looks at me. "I need my best friend right now." 

I don't know Addison well and I have no idea how she'll advise Laurelyn. I'm inclined to think she

won't encourage her to cut me any slack based on the brief conversation we had when she warned me

about not hurting her best friend. "I know, and I'll make it happen if that's what you want." 

"I'll  call  Addison.  If  she's  willing  to  come,  we'll  stay  here  instead  of  Avalon  and  I'll  do  the

shopping thing with your family. I can't afford to lose a day of preparation if I decide to go through

with marrying you." 

I cannot believe she is going to stay and continue to make plans for our wedding. Surely, that is a

good sign—the first one I've gotten. "I'll have Daniel drive her over." 

"I'll call Margaret and make plans for today, but I expect you to be gone when I get back." 

Damn! That was cold enough to cancel out any perceived positive vibe. "Don't worry. I will be." 


***





It's  an  utterly  miserable  day  for  me.  What  should  be  the  happiest  moments  of  my  life  are

overshadowed by the discovery of what Jack Henry did with that woman. I can't get it out of my head

because I have a face for her. I wish I didn't. 

Aside from crazy Audrey, I have the luxury of not knowing what the others look like, and I'm fine

with that. I'm not naïve. I realize this will probably happen again if I marry him. I could possibly run

into the others who came before me, but I'm prepared to handle the priors. I can even deal with the

crazy shit Audrey dishes out, but this one who came after me is a kick in the ass. And a stab in the

heart. 

Chloe is holding two bridesmaids gowns for me to look at and I realize I completely spaced out

when I hear Margaret ask, "Honey, do you not feel well?" 

No. I don't feel well at all, but it has nothing to do with being sick. I just can't handle being here

picking  out  things  for  a  wedding  that  might  not  happen.  "I'm  sorry.  I  don't  think  I'm  quite  over  that

migraine.  Would  it  be  all  right  if  we  postponed  today's  shopping  until  another  day? And  Chloe…

maybe we can do the sampling next weekend?" 

"Of course. Please don't apologize." She returns the dresses to the rack. "We'll come back when

you're feeling better, and it's not a problem to wait about the food. That will give me a little longer to

think about the cake." 

I feel so guilty for lying to these precious women. The thought of not being Margaret's daughter-in-

law,  along  with  Chloe  and  Emma's  sister-in-law,  absolutely  kills  me.  I  almost  wonder  if  I'd  marry

Jack Henry just to be part of his wonderful family. I truly love them as my own—more than my own. 

"I should feel better tomorrow." 

Margaret  and  Chloe  drop  me  off  at  the  apartment  and  Jack  Henry's  car  isn't  in  the  garage,  so  I

know he's gone as I requested. Okay, demanded. At least he's smart enough to listen. 

I go inside and immediately see the ginormous bouquet of white roses and the letter beside them

on the coffee table. I sigh, inhaling their beauty. I want to pick them up and chuck them in the trash. Or



at Jack Henry's head. The latter would probably give me far more satisfaction. 

I hold the letter in my hands. I dread opening it. I know it's going to say things that will tear my

heart out—that's the intention, right? To get me to stay and marry him. 

I  plop  down  on  the  couch  and  pull  out  the  single  folded  piece  of  paper  and  look  at  his  lovely

penmanship, comparable to calligraphy. It shouldn't belong to a man but it does—a beautiful one who

I love. 

I'm crying before the end of the first sentence and sobbing by the third. In my heart I know he didn't

mean to hurt me, but that does nothing to stop the pain or the images I see in my head—the ones where

he's in bed naked with that woman. I wish it would stop, but I don't know how to make that happen. 

That's how I spend the next couple of hours until Addison arrives—sitting on the couch, strumming my

guitar in hopes of getting it all out of my head. 

"You didn't ask me here for a girls' excursion. What's happened?" 

I don't want to say the words because they're so painful, but I manage to spit them out in between

my sniveling. "There was another woman after I left." 

"Another…companion?" She's makes a confused face as she says the word. 

"No. It wasn't like that. He was drunk and propositioned a woman about being the next one. He

took her upstairs to a hotel room and got naked with her. He was going to fuck her because he said he

thought it would get me out of his head." 

Addison lets that sink into her brain for several moments. "You say he was  going to.  Does  that

mean he didn't do the deed?" 

"He says he couldn't. Because of me." 

"Do you believe him?" 

I don't have a reason not to. "I do, but he still had the intention, even if he didn't go through with

it." 

"And this would be after you left without telling him your name or giving him a goodbye?" 

I sometimes conveniently forget that part. "Yes, but only a week later. He said he was in love with

me, but I don't understand how a person goes out to find another companion to sleep with if he's so in

love with me." 

I can already tell I'm probably not going to like what she's about to say. That's how well I know

Addison. "I'm sorry, Laurie. You know I love you and always have your back, but I can't really take

your side on this one. You left Jack without telling him your name or giving him a goodbye, so I'm

certain  he  thought  he'd  never  see  you  again. And  he  wouldn't  have  if  he  hadn't  hired  a  detective  to

search for you. You know I've always said the only way to get over someone is to get under someone

else. You were gone, and I think he probably was of the same mentality but couldn't go through with

it. That proves way more to me than the part about him being with another woman. When faced with

getting a piece of ass, he couldn't do it because of how much he loves you." 

Even if I can manage to get past that part, he didn't come clean when I flat out asked him. "But he

lied to me about it. I only found out because we ran into the woman. She cornered me in a bathroom to

warn  me  about  him.  It  was  humiliating  to  stand  there  with  his  ring  on  my  finger  and  have  another

woman tell me about going up to a hotel room with him." 

"That's who he was—not who he is now—and it sounds like you need to decide if you can deal

with what he used to do." 

She  isn't  getting  my  issue  here.  "I  can  deal  with  the  others  but  this  one  is  different  because  she

happened after me. It feels like our relationship is tainted." 

"Think about this. I know you had a little something trying to get started with Charlie when Jack

found you. Would you want him to hold that against you?" 

It's apples and oranges. "But that was almost three months after we were over. Not a week." 

"You have an argument for everything I say, so I don't know what you want to hear. Do you want

me to tell you to throw away everything with him because he almost screwed someone else? Think

about this, Laurie. Could you really walk away from him forever, not because of something he did but

because of something he almost did?" 

I didn't expect her to take his side, but she's making some good arguments in his defense. "It just

hurts  so  much.  How  can  I  love  him  with  all  my  heart  but  want  to  kick  him  in  the  nuts  at  the  same

time?" 

"It's because there are three guys in a girl's life: one she loves, one she hates, and one she can't get

enough of. The three have one thing in common. They're all the same guy, and right now, Jack is the

one you hate. You want to kick his nut sack into his gut, but you have to remember that he's also the

one you love and can't get enough of." 

I consider Addison to be so shallow—and she can be—but not today. "You're right. I know I'd be

miserable without him." 

"You know I'd tell you to drop him if he was a sleaze, but he's not. Yes, he's been a manwhore in

the past, but what guy hasn't been when you really think about it? The real question here is if you can

get over this and move on. Will you be able to forgive this and not hold it against him and bring it up

every time you have a fight or a problem?" 

A realization occurs to me. He may have unintentionally hurt me, but he didn't purposely wrong

me. And there's a huge difference between the two. "Yes. I can move past this because of how much I

love him." 

"Just  because  you've  decided  to  get  over  it  doesn't  mean  you  have  to  let  him  know  he's  off  the

hook yet. Let him simmer on the back burner a few days and sweat it out so it's a lesson he doesn't

forget any time soon." 

I don't think so. "It better be a lesson he never forgets!" 

"Then all the better to let him worry a few days. We'll hang out and do wedding stuff while he's at

Avalon pacing the floor. Although I took his side, I do think he deserves that much." 

A little worry and pacing won't hurt him a bit. "I agree. I can't let him out of the penalty box after

only one day." 

"No.  He  needs  to  be  in  there  at  least  three  days  so  you  don't  look  like  a  pushover.  Don't  ever

forget that it's your job to teach him how to treat you." 



It's day three of Jack Henry being in the penalty box. We've not spoken since the morning he left, and I

miss him terribly. For every time I don't call him, I almost do. I think I would have if Addison hadn't

been with me, but she's kept me strong. 

We've spent the last two days with the McLachlan women invading every bridal shop in Sydney. 

The more time I spend with them, the more I adore them. It's like having a normal, loving mom and

sisters. And it's wonderful. 

Jack Henry wouldn't be the only one I'd miss if we parted ways, so it's a good thing we're not. But

he still doesn't know that. I realize it's a little on the cruel side to keep him in the dark. I'm beginning

to feel a little guilty about that, but I'm glad to be going home so we can put this behind us and move

forward. 

I wait for him to pick up as the phone rings. He doesn't say hello when he answers, and my heart

skips a beat at the sound of his voice saying my name. "L." I love his new nickname for me. It's so

much more intimate than calling me Laurie like everyone else does. 

"I was calling to see if you'd send Daniel to get Addison. She's ready to get back to Zac." And I'm

ready to get back to you. 

"Of course. When?" 

"Could he be here by lunch tomorrow?" I already know he can. Jack Henry would send him now if

it's what I asked. 

"Absolutely.  Tell  her  to  expect  him  at  twelve."  I  know  Daniel  well  enough  to  know  it  will  be

straight up twelve o'clock when he pulls into the drive. 

"I'll let her know." 

There's a pregnant pause before he asks, "How are you?" 

I'm weak and ready to break down. I want to say that I'm coming home because I've missed him so

much, but I don't. I hold it together. "I'm okay. You?" 

"I'm not okay at all. I miss you and I'm going crazy because you're not here with me." 

If I have this talk with him, I'm a goner. "I don't want to have this conversation over the phone." 

"Then come home so we can have it face to face. Please." 

"I'll  think  about  it." And  that  isn't  a  lie  because  I  will  be  doing  a  lot  of  thinking  about  what  I'm

going  to  say  to  him  once  I'm  home.  I  fear  I'll  say  too  much  if  I  continue  talking,  so  I  end  our

conversation without giving him any clue that I'll be home with him the following night. 



It's after five when I come into the house, so I know Mrs. Porcelli has left for the evening. Dinner is

on  the  stove  but  hasn't  been  touched. All  the  lights  are  off  in  the  house  with  the  exception  of  a  dim

light from the living room. I follow the dull glow because I'm certain that must be where Jack Henry

is—if he's home. 

And  then  worrisome  thoughts  begin  to  cross  my  mind.  Maybe  he  isn't  here.  He  could  be  out

prowling  for  another  woman  because  he  thinks  I'm  leaving  him.  Or  worse,  I  could  find  him  with

someone. He doesn't know I'm coming home, so he could be up to anything. 

Shit! This is my fear speaking. Jack Henry isn't like that. He loves me. 

I stand in the doorway of the living room and see him sitting in his chair. He's alone. I breathe a

sigh of relief. He's holding a drink in his hand as he stares at the black screen of the television. He

turns up the last of it and then places the glass on the end table next to him. 

He's  wearing  jeans  and  a  khaki  button-down  work  shirt.  His  Indiana  Jones  hat  is  sitting  on  the

table next to him, and I assume he's just come home since he's still wearing work attire. 

He's oblivious to me standing there watching him, and I take advantage of the rare opportunity to

admire his masculine beauty. I wish I could see his crystal blue eyes. I love the contrast of them next

to his nearly black hair. His hair and eye color combination have always been my favorite, and I hope

our children inherit that from him. In fact, I want them to look just like their father. 

He  must  sense  me  watching  because  he  turns  to  see  me  standing  there  looking  at  him.  It's

impossible to not see the surprise in his eyes. And the fear—at least that's what I think it is. 

He doesn't get out of his chair to come to me. I'm nervous that I may have pushed him too far. 

"L, why didn't you tell me you were coming home?" I'm not about to tell him I wanted him to be

worried an extra day, but he saves me from replying. "I wish you'd called. I wouldn't have drunk this

whiskey if I'd known." 

"It's okay. We can still talk. A little bit of whiskey won't stop us." 

"I don't know if the amount of whiskey I've consumed would qualify as a little bit—except maybe

to an alco." 

He may have slurred a little. "Are you hammered?" 

"It's possible, but in my defense, I didn't have a reason not to be. I'm sorry, L. Now probably isn't

the best time to talk this out—if that's what you're here for. If you came to say that you're leaving me, 

then I'm glad to have a head start on that bottle of Jack." 

"I considered leaving you, but Addison made me see things I hadn't considered." 

"And what did you come up with?" 

I walk across the living room until I'm standing in front of him. "This is over." 

I barely have the words out when he moves to the edge of his seat and reaches for me. He puts his

arms  around  my  body  and  pulls  me  forward.  He  squeezes  me  tightly.  "Please,  don't  say  that  we're

over. I will beg you from my knees if it's what you want, but please, don't end us." 

"You didn't let me finish." He looks up at me. "You explained what happened with that woman. 

Yes, it was painful to hear, but no, you technically didn't wrong me because we agreed to never see

one another again. I can't hold it against you, so it's over. There's no reason to discuss it further." 

"Thank fuck! I've been going crazy these past few days." He stands and takes my face in his hands. 

"How many times do I have to almost lose you?" 

"I don't know." I hold up my left hand. "You better hurry up and put the other part of that ring on

my finger." 

"Let's forget planning this wedding and do it tomorrow." 

He may be drunk but I think he's serious. "We can't do that to Margaret. She'd be so disappointed." 

"She'd get over it." 

As  much  as  I  want  to,  I  won't  hurt  Margaret  that  way.  "It's  less  than  three  weeks  away.  We  can

wait." 

He pulls me close. "You're positive I can't talk you into it?" 

"Yes, I'm sure." 

"Okay. I'll wait until the fourteenth to make you my wife, but I'm not waiting until then to have you

under me." 

He grabs my hand to lead me toward the bedroom and I swipe his hat from where it's sitting on the

end table. "Why did you grab my hat?" 

"Because I want you to wear it while you fuck me," I laugh. "You're drunk so I figure I can talk

you into doing anything right now." 

"Baby, I don't have to be drunk for you to talk me into doing something you want. I'll always give

you anything you ask for." He stops to kiss me before we're in the bedroom. "You don't mind that I'm a

little hammered?" 

"No. It'll make it interesting. I like the things I can get out of you when you've been drinking. Plus, 

I love when you taste like whiskey. It turns me on." 

"I've had a lot," he admits. "You might get drunk just kissing me." 

"Caveman, you don't have to drink whiskey to intoxicate me. All I have to do is look at you and

I'm love drunk." 

***



I'm sleeping in the guesthouse tonight because Margaret McLachlan insists. She says I can't sleep with

L. because I'm not supposed to see her the day of the wedding, but it's eleven o'clock so technically

it's not the day of the wedding yet. 

The McLachlan women are in the house patrolling all entrances to prevent me from getting to my

bride, but they didn't count on my persistence or my cleverness in removing the screen on the window

to our bedroom earlier in the day when they weren't looking. 

I sneak to the window and try to look inside but can't see a thing behind the blinds except for the

dim glow of the bedside lamp. I listen for voices but all I can hear is L.'s guitar and soft voice. What

is she doing singing and playing this late—the night before our wedding? 

I  lightly  tap  on  the  window  and  wait  in  vain  for  a  response.  Finally,  I  knock  and  then  hear  the

sound of her music stop. A moment later, L. pulls up one of the blind's slats and then raises it. She

unlocks the window and lifts it up. "What are you doing out there? Being a peeping Tom?" 

"I wanted to see you." 

"Yeah.  That's  what  peeping  Toms  do."  She  lifts  her  brows  at  me.  "You  know  your  mom  would

have a fit if she knew you were outside this window." 

And that's exactly why she needs to hurry up and let me in. "That's why I'm sneaking in." 

"You're sneaking in?" 

She thinks I'm kidding. "Yeah. I haven't been with you in days because they've kept you so busy. 

I'm in withdrawals." 

"We're getting married tomorrow. You remember that, right?" 

"We have an hour until it's our wedding day and I want to spend every minute of it with you." Her

face looks like she's considering it, so I make a move to seal the deal. "Please, L. I'll make it worth

your while, but you'll have to let me cover your mouth when I make you scream my name." 

She shakes her head but grins. I know that means I'm good to go before she says a word. "Get your

ass  in  here  before  my  mother-in-law  catches  you,  but  I'm  warning  you  now—I'm  screaming  if  you

don't make this worth my while." 

"Not a chance." 

I hoist myself up through the window and fall inside. "Shh…they're going to hear you and come

running to see what's going on." 

"I'm not scared," I boast. 

"Yeah. And that's why you're sneaking in through the window—because you're so brave." 

I grab her around the waist and pull her against me. "Stop talking and kiss me. We don't have long. 

We're probably down to fifty-five minutes now, and I don't know if I can do all the things I want to do

in under an hour." 

I bring my lips to hers and she laces her fingers through the back of my hair to pull me closer. She

might not say it, but she has missed being with me just as much the last few days. I can feel it in the

urgency of her kiss. "I think my girl is a little bit horny." 

She wastes no time working the buttons down the front of my shirt. "I'm maybe a little bit sexually

frustrated. You're not the only one used to gettin' it every day." She gets it open and pushes it away

from my shoulders until it falls to the floor. She runs her palms up my chest and then down until she's

reaching for my fly. "After all this time I should be over feeling butterflies in my stomach when we're

together, but I'm not and I don't think I ever will be." 

"Good." I don't want her to ever be over it. 

I reach for my T that she's wearing and pull it over her head. "You're wearing my shirt." 

"I put it on because I wanted to smell you when I got into bed. But having the real thing here with

me is so much better." I agree with that. 

She pushes my jeans and boxer briefs down and I kick them off the rest of the way. When I pull

her close, my hard-on presses against her stomach and she brushes her fingers up and down my shaft. 

"I think my boy is a little bit horny." 

"Maybe I'm a little bit sexually frustrated. Isn't that what you called it?" 

I  put  my  hands  on  her  hips  and  push  her  knickers  down  her  legs  until  she  steps  out  of  them.  "I

believe I did." When she puts her arms up on my shoulders, I grab the backs of her thighs and lift her

to wrap her legs around my waist. I don't think I'll ever get tired of doing that. 

I carry my almost-bride to our bed and gently lower her to the mattress. I push stray hair from her

face before I rain kisses over it. "You are so beautiful. I'm a lucky bastard to have you to look at the

rest of my life." 

"I consider myself the lucky one." 

I  run  my  thumbs  over  her  cheeks.  "I'm  going  to  spend  the  rest  of  my  life  proving  to  you  that  I'm

worthy of your love." 

"You've already proved your worthiness. That's why I'm becoming your wife tomorrow." 

"My  wife."  It  still  hasn't  quite  soaked  in  that  I'll  become  Laurelyn's  husband  tomorrow.  "I  love

hearing you say that." 

I take my time kissing her mouth and then migrate down her neck to her chest, between her breasts. 

I palm one as I suck her hard nipple into my mouth and swipe my tongue over it. I graze the tip with

my teeth and she moans as her breath increases, so I do it again because she likes it. 

I drift lower until my mouth is over her pubic arch. "And I get to have this for the rest of my life." 

"Aren't you supposed to be in panic mode about never being with another woman?" 

I've always heard that, but it's not true. "Never. The thought of not having you for the rest of my

life is what puts me in panic mode." 

"Then you should be fine because I'm not going anywhere." 

"Well, I'm going somewhere, and it's down," I tell her as I push her legs apart. "That's what you

want, isn't it?" 

Her hand rests on the top of my head, stroking my hair. I laugh to myself because I know without a

doubt that the gentle stroking she's doing now will soon turn into her grabbing a handful and giving it

a yank. "Yes! You have no idea how much I want your mouth on me." 

"I bet I have a good idea." 

I drop lower and give her that one long, slow stroke up the middle. Her body jerks like she's been

seared.  "You  always  taste  so  good,  L.  I  don't  know  if  I'll  ever  be  able  to  get  enough  of  you."  She

drops her legs farther apart and rocks against my mouth. I push two fingers inside her while I use my

tongue to circle her most sensitive spot. She's propped on her elbows watching me and she's wearing

the face—the one I see when I know I'm doing everything right. 

I  think  she  likes  seeing  me  do  this  to  her  because  it  seems  to  be  the  norm  these  days.  I  still

remember when she watched the first time. We were so new to each other then, and I think she was

embarrassed by even the thought of it, but she did it anyway. Now, look at the little erotic vixen. She

isn't afraid to tell me what she wants or needs, and I love that. It's a huge turn-on to hear her tell me

how to make her come. "Tell me what you want." 

She  bites  her  bottom  lip  and  slowly  lets  it  slide  from  between  her  teeth.  "I  want  you  to  put  the

Dyson on me right here," she says as she touches the spot above my fingers. I love the name she has

assigned to my suction move. "And while you do that, I want your fingers sliding in and out of me but

try your hand turned liked this," she directs as she reaches down. 

"Anything you want, babe." 

I put my mouth on her and begin to slowly alternate between applying suction and releasing it as I

slide my fingers in and out of her the way she wants. She beats the mattress with her hand and falls

back against the bed as her legs tense. "Damn!…Shit!" I look up and see her grasp the sheets in her

fists. "Fuck!" she shouts as she arches her back from the bed and her legs quiver around me. "Ohh…

ohh…I'm coming." This is one of the rare times she doesn't yank on my hair and I'm glad, judging by

the force I see her using on the bed linens. 

There's  no  question  about  the  moment  her  orgasm  ends  because  she  goes  limp.  I  sit  back  on  my

haunches and look at her sprawled out in her exultant state. It thrills me to no end that I'm able to do

this for her—and that she wants me to. It's something she's come to expect, and I'll always be happy to

comply. 

Her legs have slid down because she's so relaxed. I push them up until her feet are planted flat on

the bed. I stay on my haunches and pull her down until our bodies meet. She moves her feet from the

mattress  to  my  shoulders  and  bends  her  knees  until  they're  positioned  firmly.  Her  toes  dig  into  my

skin. Huh. That's a new one. "You must think you need to hang on." 

"I'm betting it's not a bad idea." 

There's a knock on the door and we give each other the oh-shit look but whoever it is can forget

it. No way, no how am I leaving L. with this kind of hard-on. 

"Are you okay, Laurelyn? I thought I heard you yell." Shit, it's my mum. 

"I knew you'd scream too loud. You were supposed to cover your mouth." 

"You were supposed to cover my mouth." 

"Well, that's a little hard to do when my head is getting compressed between your legs." 

She points her finger at me and I suspect that when she opens her mouth, it's to argue but that's not

what comes out. Instead she giggles, "Yeah, you're right." 

"Just a minute," she calls out as she streaks from the bed to grab my shirt so she can put it on. "Go

into the bathroom while I reassure Margaret that everything is okay," she whispers. 

"This is ridiculous. You're going to be my wife in sixteen hours. I shouldn't have to sneak around

like a teenager—especially in my own home." 

"This isn't about you. It's about the idea your mother has for our perfect wedding day, so quit your

whining and get your ass in there." 

I growl as I throw back the covers so my raging erection and I can go hide in the bathroom. She

puts her finger over her mouth. "Shh." 

I  hide  out  in  the  bathroom  for  a  minute  before  she  opens  the  door  and  comes  in.  "I  told  her  I

stubbed my toe and that's what the yelling was about. I'm not sure she believed me. I think she may

have  seen  your  clothes  scattered  on  the  floor.  If  she  did,  we're  totally  busted  because  she  knows

you're entirely too anal to have left a mess like that." 

"She's  probably  at  the  guest  house  right  now  checking  on  me."  I  lift  her  onto  the  bathroom

countertop and pull her to the edge. "She's gonna know the rooster's in the henhouse when she doesn't

find me there, so we'd better hurry." 

I push inside her and she gasps before she slaps me across my back. "What the fuck is that for?" I

ask. 

"You know my new birth control hasn't had time to start working and you keep doing this." 

I forgot. "We both know you're the gambling kind. You like to roll the dice for your fate. I saw that

when we were in Vegas." 

I don't stop and she doesn't make me. "I think you're the one who likes to gamble when it comes to

this." 

"Maybe." 

I grasp her hips and pound into her with as much force as she can stand. She brings her legs up and

wraps them around my waist as she leans back against the mirror. I watch my reflection give it to her

and I wish she could see it because it's so damn hot. 

I pull out of her and step back. "Get down and turn around. I want you to watch this with me." 

She slides off the countertop and spins around before leaning forward, just the way I want her. I

place my cock at her wet entrance and I watch her eyes in the mirror as I slide inside her. I never get

to see her face when I'm giving it to her from behind, so this is new. 

She's holding onto the granite edge and watching my face. "You like this, don't you?" 

I  pump  her  harder  and  she  keeps  perfect  rhythm  with  me—but  I  would  expect  no  less  from  a

musician. "I'm not gonna lie. I love the fuck out of it." 

I  lean  forward  and  kiss  her  back  as  I  deliver  those  last  few  thrusts  and  then  remember  that  her

birth control isn't working yet. Dammit! I gotta pull out. 

I  don't  want  to  do  it,  but  I  grab  the  hand  towel  and  come  into  it.  It's  not  nearly  as  satisfying  as

coming inside L., but I don't want her to be upset with me because she wants to avoid a pregnancy for

the time being. 

She's giving me the stare. "I thought we agreed to wait a while before we tried to get pregnant." 

I'm standing there holding the evidence–a towel full of semen–which is the opposite of me trying. 

"I pulled out. That doesn't qualify as me trying to get you pregnant. I would've reamed you good when

I  blew  my  load  if  that's  what  I  was  shooting  for.  Believe  me—it  would  be  jam-packed  with  little

swimmers since it's been a few days." 

"It can still happen even when you pull out, says the girl with the swollen belly." Funny one. 

"I know and if it does, it just does. By the way, you should know now that I'm not using rubbers on

our honeymoon. Forget it. It's not happening." There. She has her warning. 

"I know. I have some other stuff, but it's useless if you don't give me a chance to put it in." 

"Next time, babe. We won't be in a rush." We're trying to beat the Margaret alarm. 

"Next time, I'll be your wife." Wow. I hadn't thought of that. 

There's  a  pounding  at  the  bedroom  door,  followed  by  my  mum's  voice.  "I  know  you're  in  there, 

you little shit, and I'm giving you two minutes to shut it down, get dressed, and get out of there." 

We look at each other in the mirror and laugh as we simultaneously say, "Busted." 


***




I  open  my  eyes  and  look  at  the  clock.  It's  6:37  on  a  Saturday  morning,  and  Jack  Henry's  spot  is

already vacant. He's up earlier than usual on this weekend morning. The thought piques my curiosity, 

and then the reason for his absence strikes me. 

It's our wedding day. 

I put the pillow over my face so no one can hear me and I squeal at the top of my lungs. I can't

believe this day is here. Jack Henry will be my husband later today. 

I quickly change into something more presentable than Jack Henry's T-shirt and go into the kitchen. 

I hear someone there and peek around the corner to make sure it isn't my groom, although I'm certain

he knows better than to be in this house with me today. Margaret sees me and laughs. 

"He's  not  in  here.  He  knows  I'd  beat  him  within  an  inch  of  his  life  if  he  set  foot  in  this  house

today." I sit in my usual spot at the bar and can smell Margaret's freshly brewed cup of coffee. She

holds it up. "Care for a cuppa?" 

I don't know when it happened, but I acquired a taste for coffee somewhere along the way. It was

probably while on the road with  the  band  since  that  was  the  only  thing  available  for  a  pick-me-up. 

"I'll take one, although it might not be a good idea to have caffeine on top of my nerves." 

"It's okay to be nervous." 

"Maybe  nerves  isn't  the  right  word."  Margaret  is  my  mother-in-law  now  and  the  closest  thing  I

have to a mom, so I can be honest with her about what I'm feeling. "I'm hurt because my mom wouldn't

come.  She's  still  mad  because  I  left  her  and  my  career.  When  she  told  me  she  would  never  visit,  I

thought she was using it as leverage to make me stay, but I see now that she was serious. If she won't

come for my wedding, then I don't ever see her visiting, either." 

"I'm sorry, Laurelyn. I had hoped she would come, but don't ever think you don't have people who

love you. Your parents will always be your parents, but we're your family too—not just Jack Henry. 

We'll always be here to take care of you because you're ours now, and we love you." 

I feel the tears coming. "I know how important family is because I've never had one. I'm so happy



I'm becoming a member of the McLachlans. I love each and every one of you." 

Margaret blots her eyes with a napkin. "That's enough tears on your wedding day. You don't want

your eyes to be red and swollen." 

This is the happiest day of my life, and I won't let my mother's selfishness spoil it for me. It stops

here. "You're right. I can't change the things I have no control over, so no more tears." I've shed too

many of those and I have this wonderful life ahead of me now. From here on out, everything will be

different with Jack Henry by my side. 

"Your groom has a surprise for you. He arranged for all of us to have a morning at the spa. Our

appointment is at nine." 

That's my Jack Henry—always pampering me like a princess. It's what he promised me from the

night of our first date and he hasn't disappointed me yet. "He loves to pamper me. I'm sure I have you

to thank for that." 

"I tried to teach him and Evan. I hoped they would mature into kind, thoughtful men who treated

women with respect, so you can imagine my horror when Jack Henry told me about the arrangement

he had with you." 

Oh, shit! I hoped I'd never have this conversation with her. "Don't be upset with him. He didn't do

it by himself. I agreed to everything." 

"I'm glad it happened the way it did. That time apart showed each of you what you were missing

by not being together. It's probably the best thing that could've happened to the two of you. I seriously

doubt you'll ever want to spend a day apart again." 

I think of all the days we've spent apart, and I know she's right. "No. I don't ever want to be away

from him again. Ever." 

Our morning at the spa was so relaxing. I'll have to remember to give Jack Henry a special thank-you

for that tonight. 

I'm sitting on a barstool in the middle of the bathroom floor and Addison is applying my makeup. 

She's  fantastic  at  it  and  could've  been  a  makeup  artist  if  she'd  wanted  to  be.  She's  working  on  my

blush when a smile comes to my lips. I'm thinking about tonight, and it reminds me of the lingerie I've

chosen.  He's  gonna  love  it.  It's  hot  and  innocent  at  the  same  time—just  the  way  he  likes  me—and  I

can't wait to see his reaction. 

"Why are you grinning like the cat that swallowed the canary?" 

"You don't want to know." 

"You're thinking about tonight." Am I that transparent? 

"Yeah. Do you think it's going to feel different because he's my husband? It's not like we haven't

had sex in almost every possible way imaginable." 

"I'm the wrong one to ask, honey. You should ask Emma." 

As if on cue, Em comes into the bathroom. "Ask me what?" 

I feel silly asking someone about wedding-night sex. "I'm curious about something. It's no secret

that my marital bed will not be a virginal one. Can I expect tonight to feel different with Jack Henry

as my husband?" 

She lifts her brows at my question. "Are you suggesting I wasn't a virgin when I married Evan?" 

I feel the heat in my cheeks. "Oh, God. I'm sorry, Em. I didn't even think of that." 

"I'm  kidding,  Laurelyn.  I  had  been  with  Evan  every  possible  way  by  the  time  we  got  married.  I

think  it's  a  McLachlan  thing,"  she  laughs.  "It's  different  but  obviously  not  in  a  physical  way.  It's

emotionally different—I don't really have the words to explain it. I think it's something you have to

experience for yourself to understand." 

"I think I'm more nervous about the sex than I am about the wedding. I want tonight to be different

and special, but I'm scared it won't be because we've…tasted the nectar so often." 

"I don't know what a virginal honeymoon is like so I can't compare the two, but I don't think either

of you will be disappointed. Don't let it worry you." 

Margaret appears in the doorway and lightly raps against the open door. "May I disturb you for a

moment?" 

"Of course." 

"I  didn't  want  to  say  anything  this  morning  until  I  was  a  hundred  percent  positive,  but  I  have  a

surprise for you." She's beaming as she steps aside. 

Behind Margaret stand my mom and dad. And Nana and Pops too. 

I'm out of my seat and in my mom's arms instantly. As much as she's done wrong, I forget it all in

that moment because she's my mother and I'll always love her. "I can't believe you're here. Thank you

for coming." I look at my dad and grandparents. "And you too. I'm shocked. I wasn't expecting this at

all." 

"Margaret called me last week. She said some things that made me come to my senses, and realize

there was no way I could miss being here for you. I'd hate myself if I chose to miss my only child's

wedding." 

I  mouth  "thank  you"  to  Margaret  over  my  mom's  shoulder  and  spend  a  few  minutes  catching  up

with  my  family  before Addison  boots  them  out  so  we  can  finish  my  hair  and  makeup.  When  she's

done, there's no doubt in my mind that I've never looked better. 

"Addison, you are amazing." 

"It helps when you begin with a beautiful canvas." 

"Thank you." 

"And the finishing touch," she says as she secures the champagne floral piece to the back of my

hair.  It's  tucked  and  pinned  into  a  perfectly  romantic  updo,  just  above  my  neckline.  "I'm  glad  you

didn't go with some goofy-looking veil hanging down to your feet." 

"It didn't matter if it was a church or vineyard wedding—that so wasn't happening." 

She  gives  me  a  mirror  so  I  can  see  what  the  back  of  my  hair  looks  like  with  the  floral

embellishment. "What you chose is perfect. Are you ready to get into your dress? The photographer is

waiting and you don't want to be in a rush to finish your bridal portraits before the ceremony." 

"As ready as I'll ever be." 

"You want your mom and Margaret in here to help?" 

It wouldn't feel right if they weren't. "Yeah, I do." 

After Addison retrieves them, I stand in my robe by the bed as they work to remove my dress from

the garment bag. My mom sighs when she sees it. "Oh, Laurie. It's beautiful." 

It  is  the  most  beautiful  wedding  dress  I've  ever  seen.  The  perfect  in-between  shade  of  creamy

vanilla  lace  over  champagne  charmeuse—something  I  never  imagined  myself  choosing.  I  always

thought  lace  was  old-timey,  but  not  in  this  case.  It's  a  modern  sleeveless  trumpet  gown  with  a

romantic  plunging-V  neckline.  My  favorite  part,  and  probably  the  reason  I  chose  it,  is  the  thick

champagne sash around the waist adorned with a floral embellishment that matches the one in my hair. 

I step into my gown and Addison pulls it up. I suck in so she can zip me because it's a little snug in

the waist. "Sweetie, your seamstress didn't cut you any slack here." 

I  work  to  situate  my  cleavage.  "No,  she  didn't.  I  said  that  I  wanted  it  to  be  fitted  and  she  did

exactly as I told her, so I can't complain." It's even a little tighter in the chest than I thought it'd be. 

"Jack's going to be a huge fan of the boobage you have going on here. They look great." 

"I just hope I manage to not pop one—or both—out during the reception when we dance." 

She reaches up and bounces them. "Nah, you're good. Those puppies aren't going anywhere." 

I do a spin around and look at my mom and Margaret. "What do you think?" 

Margaret,  being  the  courteous  person  she  is,  allows  my  mom  to  speak  first.  "You're  gorgeous, 

baby girl. Never doubt how proud I am of you or your decisions. Jack is a fine man and lucky to be

making you his wife." 

"You're  a  beautiful  bride.  Jolie  will  always  be  your  mum,  but  I  couldn't  be  more  thrilled  about

being your other mother. You're one of my own from this day forward. Today you become Laurelyn

McLachlan, my son's wife and the mother of my future grandchildren." Margaret puts her arms around

and squeezes me. "I love you. But please, don't make me wait long on a baby." 

"I don't think you have to worry about that," I laugh. 

I see the surprised expression on her face. "Are you pregnant?" 

"Not  yet,  but  we've  been  talking  about  it. A  lot.  Jack  Henry's  done  a  one-eighty.  He  told  me  he

never wanted children after we first met, and now almost every other conversation is about kids." 

"I  thought  he'd  never  marry  or  want  children,  but  then  you  came  along  and  everything  changed. 

You don't know how happy it makes me to know you're already talking about having sweet babies." 

"Okay, ladies," Addison cuts in, "I hate to be the one to interrupt, but we need to get Laurie rolling

with the photographer so she'll be on time marrying Jack Henry if she wants to get to work on having

those babies you're talking about." 

"She's right. It's not that long until the ceremony begins." My mom passes me the bouquet of white

roses. "I love you, baby girl. Don't be nervous." 

"I'm not. I can't be because everything is perfect." And it is. I'm marrying the man I love and every

person who means something to me is here to witness and celebrate the beginning of our lives as Mr. 

and Mrs. Jack Henry McLachlan. 


***




I'm waiting for my bride in the heart of Avalon under a grapevine canopy covered with white roses

and sheer white fabric. When the carriage stops, I can easily see Jake and Addison, but Laurelyn is

hidden  from  view  behind  her  father.  He  steps  down  from  the  carriage  to  assist Addison  and  that's

when I get my first look at her. 

She's so beautiful, it takes my breath away. 

I've always heard people say that, but it literally happens. She's proof of it. My chest is heavy like

something is sitting on it. I inhale deeply because I'm so short of breath. My heart is racing and my

palms are tingly. I make fists and release them because they feel so strange. 

"Don't lock your knees, bro," Evan whispers in my ear. 

"What?" 

He leans over. "I see what you're doing with your hands. They're tingling because you're about to

pass out. Unlock your knees." 

"Oh." 

I do as Evan says and shift my weight from side to side. "Now you look like you're doing Celia's

pee-pee dance." 

"Shut the fuck up." I turn to look at the minister because I know he heard me. "Sorry." 

He shrugs as he shakes his head. Great. He thinks he's about to marry this beautiful woman off to a

heathen. 

The  music  begins  and Addison  walks  the  rose  petal-covered  aisle  first.  Celia  is  next  and  skips

down the aisle, making a game of throwing petals on the path. She then barrels over to sit in Emma's

lap instead of taking her spot next to Addison. 

Our  guests  stand  when  the  bridal  chorus  begins.  I  see  Jake  and  Laurelyn  at  the  other  end  of  the

path. Her arm is looped through her father's and they begin their walk toward us. I had no idea what

her dress looked like or how she would wear her hair, but everything about her is perfect. I wouldn't

change a thing. 



Once the music stops, the minister says far too many words and then Jake finally hands Laurelyn

off to me. She passes her bouquet of white roses to Addison and I take her hands in mine. I slowly rub

my thumbs back and forth over the top of her hands as the minister speaks. I have no idea what he's

saying because I only want to get to the part where he says, "I now present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Jack

Henry McLachlan." 

She squeezes my hands as my cue because it's time for me to say my vows. We decided to write

our own because nothing about us has been traditional thus far—why would we start now? 

I look into her caramel eyes. "Today I lay at your feet the man I've been so I may become the man

you need me to be: your husband. Your lover. Your best friend. A father to our children. I promise to

cherish and respect you, to care for and protect you, to comfort and encourage you, and stay with you

for all eternity. I surrender my all to you this day and every one hereafter." Tears form in her eyes as I

speak; I catch them with my thumb before they roll down her cheek. 

The minister then asks Laurelyn to recite her vows and I'm surprised to see Chloe appear with L.'s

Martin.  She  takes  it  from  my  sister  and  watches  my  face  while  drawing  a  deep  breath  and  slowly

releasing it. It takes a moment before I realize what's going on here—she's going to sing her vows to

me.  "I  take  you  to  be  my  best  friend,  my  lover,  my  husband,  and  the  father  of  our  children.  I  will

cherish our union and love you more each day than I did the day before. I will trust you and respect

you, laugh with you and cry with you, loving you faithfully through good times and bad, regardless of

the obstacles we may face together. I give you my hand, my heart, and my love from this day forward, 

for as long as we both shall live. You will always be every song I sing." 

"That was beautiful, L.…and so unexpected." 

We exchange rings and the minister rambles on for too long as I anxiously wait to hear him tell me

to kiss my bride. When he finally does, I do exactly what Laurelyn warned me not to do. I sweep her

backward and pash her with all I have. 

When I pull her up, I expect to be chastised but all she has for me is a big, beautiful smile. And

then comes my favorite part. 

"I now present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Henry McLachlan." 

We're in the air on the private jet I booked to Hawaii. Laurelyn has no idea where we're going, but

I'm taking her to our newly acquired private estate on the beach in Maui. It's one of my wedding gifts

to her, and I know she's going to love it. But not as much as the music studio the architect is in the

process of planning for her. Music will always be a part of her life, and I won't have her give it up

because she thinks it's the only way we can be together. 

"Thank  you  again  for  having  the  guys  fly  down  to  play  at  the  reception.  It  was  a  wonderful

surprise, almost as good as Margaret surprising me with my family." 

"You're so very welcome, love." I bring her hand to my lips. I can't seem to stop kissing her since

we officially became husband and wife. "I didn't know your parents and grandparents were coming, 

and I wanted you to have someone there you considered family." 

She brings our clasped hands to her mouth. "You are the best. I couldn't ask for more—unless you

felt like telling me where we're going." 

"Nope—only that we have almost eleven hours of flight time ahead of us." We're still buckled into

our seats from takeoff, but I put my hand on her knee and begin sliding it up her leg. "What ever shall

we do with all this time we have on our hands?" 

She pushes my hand down her leg. "Jack Henry! You really have no shame, do you?" 

"Were you really ever under the impression that I did, Mrs. McLachlan?" 

"We've  barely  even  gotten  off  the  ground  and  the  flight  attendants  could  walk  this  way  any

minute." 

The captain announces overhead that we are free to move about the cabin. I wag my eyebrows at

my wife. "That means we can take this to the bedroom." 

The flight attendants enter the cabin but I stop them in their tracks. "You may leave the food and

champagne. We'll serve ourselves and call if we need anything." 

"Yes, sir," they say in unison before exiting the cabin. 

"Well, you're going to make this the easiest assignment they've ever had." 

If I don't see them again, that'll be just fine. "That works for me." 

I'm out of my seat and pulling her up from hers. "Come on, L. Let's consummate this marriage in

the sky so it'll be something we'll never forget." 

She rises from her seat. "You are something else." 

"I think you've told me that before." 

She  stops  at  the  door  and  puts  her  finger  against  my  chest.  "Can  I  at  least  have  a  minute  to  get

ready?" 

"So you can slip into something special for me?" 

"Yes. And take care of the birth control issue before you have a chance to negate it since you've

proven to be a repeat offender." 

I lean forward and kiss her neck. "You know me so well, wife." 

She pushes me away as she slides the door open. "Yes, I do, husband. I won't be long." 

"I'll be in there in two minutes." 

"That only gives me time to get out of this dress." 

"Sounds perfect to me." I love teasing her. 

"No. You'll  come  in  when  I  tell  you  I'm  ready,  and  not  a  minute  before."  She  grins  before  she

leans forward and gives me a quick kiss. "You're cute when you pout." 

I stick my head inside the door before she closes it. "Hurry. I'm anxious to make you my wife in

all ways." 

She puts her hand on my chest and pushes me back. "Hold your horses." 

"I can't help it. My horse is trying to get out of the barn. He wants to play with your mare." 

She  reaches  down  and  runs  her  hand  over  the  crotch  of  my  pants.  "Down,  boy!"  That  doesn't

encourage him to relax. 

I step back inside and reach around to smack her on the ass. "He's a bad listener, so hurry!" 

"Okay. Okay." 

She almost has the door closed when I remember we didn't make a plan for how I'll know she's

ready. "Hey! How will I know when you want me to come in?" 

"I'll call out for you when I'm ready." 

That plan has all kinds of holes in it. "What if I don't hear you?" 

"You think you need to make a plan B? Really?" 

"Yes. I can't calmly sit here unless I know I'm getting in when it's time." 

She shakes her head. "Good grief. I'll open the door if you don't hear me. I won't let you sit out

here in the cabin by yourself for ten hours if you don't come when I call for you. Promise." 

I slap my palm on the door and growl, "Hurry. Please," as she slides the door closed. I can't help

it. I've never been more ready to have her. 

A minute passes and it feels like an eternity. I'm watching the time on my phone and I swear the

numbers have never moved so slowly. We're at twelve minutes and I'm restless, so I get up and walk

the cabin because I know she'll call for me any minute now. 

Fourteen going on fifteen minutes in, and I finally hear her voice. "Mr. McLachlan…Come and get

me." 

Fuck! That took long enough, but I know she'll make it worth my wait. 

I slide the door open and she's stretched across the bed on her side. She's wearing white bridal

lingerie—satin and lace cups conceal her breasts and sheer fabric veils her stomach, but I can still

see her next-to-nothing knickers beneath. She rises to her knees and spins around to show me the back

—a thong with a large satin bow sitting at the top. She swishes her bottom back and forth, causing the

ties of the bow to swing, and looks over her shoulder at me. 

"You like?" 

"Fuck, no! I love!" I lock the door behind me and cross the room toward the bed. She turns around

and  meets  me  at  the  edge.  I  hold  her  face  in  my  hands  and  kiss  her  slowly  and  gently  because  I'm

about  to  do  something  I've  never  done  before—make  love  to  my  wife.  "You  are  the  most  beautiful

woman I've ever seen. I don't know how I'm lucky enough to call you mine, Mrs. McLachlan." 

"I love hearing you call me that." 

"Good, because you're going to hear it a lot." I kiss the side of her face. "I'm going to say it every

day." I move toward her neck. "And you're going to hear it every night." 

"Promise?" 

"I swear." 

I examine the tie between her breasts. "What happens if I give this a little tug?" 

"I don't know. Maybe you should see." 

I grasp the satin between my fingers and pull until the bow is untied and the front of her lingerie

falls open. "Oops. I just made my wife's clothes fall off." 

"Yeah, and you thought it'd take tequila to do that," she laughs. 

"No, Mrs. McLachlan. I was never under the impression that tequila was needed for that." 

She puts her hands on her hips. "Are you saying I'm easy?" she laughs. 

"No. I'm saying you're always my sure thing." 

I push the straps from her shoulders and the barely there top falls to the bed. I cradle her breasts in

my hands and rub her nipples with my thumbs. "I wanted to do this so bad today when I saw the way

these looked in your wedding dress. It was torture to not touch you. And then the reception in the wine

cave…all  I  could  do  was  think  about  hoisting  you  up  on  the  table  and  diving  head  first  under  your

dress." 

She rubs her thumb over my bottom lip. "You and that mouth of yours." 

"You love the things that come out of it." 

I lower my mouth and take her nipple in between my teeth and run my tongue over the tip. "Yes, 

but I like when things go in it and against it too." 

I give her a hard suck and break the suction with a loud pop. "Mrs. McLachlan. You're a feisty one

tonight." 

She begins with the top button of my shirt and works her way down. "You haven't seen feisty yet. 

But you're about to." 

"Mmm…As much as I love your feisty side, I was hoping our first time as husband and wife might

be  something  a  little  slower. And  sweeter.  We've  done  almost  everything  in  the  book,  and  I  want

tonight to be different. I want to make love to my wife." 

She  slows  her  fingers  at  work  on  my  buttons.  "Anything  you  want."  When  she  unfastens  the  last

one, she pushes my shirt from my shoulders onto the floor. She puts her palms on my chest and rubs

them over my nipples, hardening them. "You're beautiful. I hope our babies look like you." 

"And I hope they look like their mother with her golden-brown eyes." I pull her close and press

my forehead to hers. "I mean every word of my vows. Everything I've been, I am, or will ever be, I

surrender it all to you." 

"You're surrendering your all to me, and I can't think of anything more beautiful than that. I once

thought of you as my beauty from pain—when I thought I'd never see you again—but you're something

entirely  different. You're  my  beauty  from  surrender  because  that's  what  you're  doing—relinquishing

the  person  you  once  were  to  give  yourself  to  me  wholeheartedly. And  I  love  you  so  much  for  it.  I

couldn't think of a better gift to give your bride." 

I kiss her mouth slowly. It's true; I am a different man because of how much I love this woman. 

She's my everything and that's what I plan to give her—everything her heart desires. All she has to do

is want something and it will  become  hers.  I  have  so  many  wonderful  things  planned  for  our  future

together, and this is only the beginning—today is the start of our happily ever after. 


***




I  want  to  begin  by  saying  thank  you  for  the  outpouring  of  love  for  Jack  Henry  and  Laurelyn.  I  have

been shocked by the degree of adoration my readers have for them and their story. A large population

has contacted me and pleaded for a third book, so I'm going to address that now. 

I have spent months wrestling with the decision of continuing or ending this series. The majority

of my readers want a third book and aren't shy about telling me so (or demanding it!) A much smaller

group asked for The Beauty Series to end with this book, saying they simply didn't like series or the

wait  for  another  book.  After  weighing  both  options,  I  made  the  decision  to  give  Jack  Henry  and

Laurelyn  their  happily  ever  after  in  Beauty from Surrender.  Those  not  interested  in  a  third  book

can feel satisfied about the way it ended, but I do plan to eventually continue their story with a third

novel or novella. I haven't decided which yet. So many novels end in the exact place where Beauty

from Surrender did, but I think it would be nice to see what happens after the wedding bells have

silenced. 

When will I release the third installment? I have no idea—and I won't have an estimated date any

time soon. I have other projects ahead of it, so it wouldn't be in the near future. But I love Jack Henry

and Laurelyn, so I can't imagine myself staying away from them for long. 

Again,  thank  you  for  your  love  and  support.  I  couldn't  guess  at  how  many  of  you  contacted  me

simply  to  let  me  know  how  much  you  enjoyed  Beauty from Pain.  You  are  my  cheerleaders,  and

your encouraging shout-outs are so appreciated. I never get tired of hearing from you. 

Love, 

Georgia


***




I have made such wonderful friends along the way. It's impossible to name them all but thank you to

some of the most special people in the world–my girls from The Beauty from Pain Support Group. I

have enjoyed seeing the many friendships that have developed and I'm so honored to have been a part

of that. I could not have asked for better cheerleaders. You kept me going on the days when I didn't

feel like I had it in me. 

Thank you to those that contributed song suggestions. Good grief! I asked and boy…did you guys

come through for me. The songs are countless. I received them in every imaginable way–through the

Beauty from Pain Support Group, FB private messaging, my Georgia Cates page private messaging, 

my timeline, personal email, Goodreads and Twitter. Needless to say, I found new music to influence

me. I want to acknowledge those people that suggested songs I used for the inspiration of Beauty from

Surrender: Ani Markarian, Beon Tamoukian, Sharon Luth (Shaz Za), Gi Jewett, Nella Durham, Ruth

Secrist, Susan Graves Vousden, Reiza Eis, Angie RockChick Reyes, Mandy Ireadindie, Emily Beach

Thomas,  Ashley  West,  Kim  Huddleson,  Carol  Owen,  Kelly  Whalen,  Amanda  Gonzales,  Kristina

Amit, Kirsty Robinson, Natasha Paul-Ollivierre, Lou Gut, Nikki Sholar Geloneck, Angela Trenholm, 

Brooke Bailey, Laura Rodriguez, Laura F Pankow, Kimberly Schoeller Kimball, Tanya Spence Hall, 

Jamie  Hillard,  Virginia  Rodriguez,  Alicia  Collins-Dennis,  Crystal  Rivera,  Pamela  Duddy,  Nanci

Nocito Tinkelman, Gloria Green, Happy Chin-Sang Driggs, K.c Budd, Ana Oxendine Moore, Trinity

Higinbotham,  Beverly  Waldrup,  Briseida  Diaz,  Sanaa  Ouhessaine,  Susan  Mclaughlin,  Heather

DuBard,  Abby  Bowman  Pyle,  Tara  Anderson,  Anna  Melissa,  Tammy  McGowan,  Angela  Page, 

Amanda Dotson (https://www.facebook.com/amanda.dotson.14). 

A very special thank you to Sharon Luth (Shaz Za) for helping me patrol and keep the Beauty from

Pain  group  organized.  In  addition  to  these  jobs,  she  also  helped  make  Beauty  from  Surrender  more

authentic by assisting me with my Aussie-isms. A million thanks, Shaz! 

I  have  a  few  teacher's  pets  in  the  Beauty  from  Pain  group  but  I'm  going  to  decline  listing  them

here–for fear of missing someone–but you know who you are. You girls have entertained me greatly

and I have enjoyed your posts, collages, videos, photographs, and one very special song performance. 

Thank you for loving Jack Henry and Laurelyn's story as much as I do. 

A  very  special  thank  you  to  Ani  Markarian.  I've  met  many  friends  through  Facebook  and  I

certainly consider you a wonderful one. I look forward to meeting you in person. 

Lastly,  a  huge  thank  you  to  Jennifer  Sommersby  Young.  You  are  a  magnificent  editor  and  The

Beauty Series would not be what it is without you. Thank you a million times over. 


***




Song for the Waiting • Aron Wright

Come Back When You Can • Barcelona

Please Don't Go • Barcelona

Don't Forget to Breathe • Bitter:Sweet

The Mating Game • Bitter:Sweet

Over • Blake Shelton

I Can't Make You Love Me • Bonnie Raitt

Then • Brad Paisley

Remind Me (Duet with Carrie Underwood) • Brad Paisley

She's Everything • Brad Paisley

Locked Out of Heaven • Bruno Mars

Nasty Naughty Boy • Christina Aguilera

Sex for Breakfast • Christina Aguilera

Just a Fool (with Blake Shelton) • Christina Aguilera

To Whom It May Concern • The Civil Wars

Finding North • The Civil Wars

Let Me Let Go • Faith Hill

Just To Hear You Say That You Love Me • Faith Hill

The Dance • Garth Brooks

Lead Me On • Gloriana

Somebody That I Used to Know (feat. Kimbra) • Gotye

And Then You • Greg Laswell

Bleed • Hot Chelle Rae

More Than I Meant To • Jason Reeves

Truth • Jason Reeves

If Only I • Jon McLaughlin

Because Of You • Kelly Clarkson

Dark Side • Kelly Clarkson

Standing In Front of You • Kelly Clarkson

Breaking Your Own Heart • Kelly Clarkson

Here With Me • The Killers

Wanted You More • Lady Antebellum

Our Big Mistake • Marc Broussard

Daylight • Maroon 5

Sad • Maroon 5

I Don't Want To Leave • Matthew Perryman Jones

Looking for You Again • Matthew Perryman Jones

Out of Reach • Matthew Perryman Jones

Feels Like Letting Go • Matthew Perryman Jones

I Will Wait • Mumford & Sons

Try • Pink

The Mess I Made • Parachute

Feelin' Love • Paula Cole

Thinking of You • Pete Yorn

Against All Odds • Phil Collins

Come Wake Me Up • Rascal Flatts

What Hurts The Most • Rascal Flatts

Here Comes Goodbye • Rascal Flatts

Pieces • Red

Never Be the Same • Red

Start Again • Red

Stay (feat. Mikky Ekko) • Rihanna

Holding On And Letting Go • Ross Copperman

Addicted • Saving Abel

Six Degrees of Separation • The Script

Sing to Me • Sleeping At Last

Slow & Steady • Sleeping At Last

It's Been A While • Staind

So Far Away • Staind

It's Your Love • Tim McGraw

Let's Make Love • Tim McGraw

I Need You • Tim McGraw & Faith Hill

All I'm Thinking Of • Tyrone Wells

Here Without You • 3 Doors Down

Was It a Dream? • 30 Seconds to Mars
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Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/pages/Georgia-Cates-Author-of-The-Vampire-Ag%C3%A1pe-Series/213130102082500)

Twitter (https://twitter.com/GeorgiaCates)
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"What gives you the right? We are not together. Stop sticking your nose where it doesn't belong." 

Carmyn's forehead creases, and if I were a fool, I'd say it was in pain. 

Her  face  flushes  with  anger.  "You're  right,  Dallas."  Her  words  are  clipped  and  cold.  A  stark

contrast to the heat radiating from her. "We're not together and I had no right. I'm sorry." She snatches

her purse off my dresser and turns to leave. 

"Carmyn, wait." 

She stops but doesn't turn around. 

I'm confused. She won't let me tell her how I feel, but I'm supposed to allow her to fix the most

broken part of my life? A part of me wants her to. For her to be the one who makes the broken things

work. But not like this. Not when she insists on keeping things the way they are. I can't give myself to

her if she won't accept my heart, let alone give me hers. 

She marches to the door and flings it open. 

I want to tell her to wait, but I still don't know what to say. I got what I wanted; she won't try to

push me about Denton anymore. Was it worth losing whatever part of her I had? 

I'm not sure it is. 

Meet Dallas and Carmyn this summer in WICKED THING by Angeline Kace. For more details and

teasers, visit her website at www.angelinekace.com
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 To J, F and M. 

 You are my dream come true. 


***




Thank God for Valium. 

I feel guilty for taking a mind-altering drug so I can deal with the feelings I'm having about leaving

Jack  Henry—especially  after  everything  I  went  through  with  my  mom's  addiction.  But  I  need  an

escape from the torment in my head. It's a temporary fix—I knew that when I took it—and I have no

idea how I'll cope with my feelings once I'm home without the effects of the medication to help me. 

It kills me to admit it, but I think I might understand how my mom's addiction started. I see how the

path might be an easy one to follow when all you can see is darkness. This is a huge red flag for me. 

I'll love Jack Henry until I draw my last breath, but I won't allow myself to walk the same path as my

mother—no matter how tempting. 

Our grueling flight from Sydney lands at LAX and I immediately notice the distinct smell of Los

Angeles—fuel  and  smog—when  our  jet  bridge  attaches.  It's  the  same  odor  that  caught  my  attention

when we connected here with our flight to Australia three months earlier.  Wow. That was such a

different time in my life. 

We  fight  our  way  out  of  the  crowded  terminal  and  find  Addison's  parents  waiting  for  us  at

baggage claim. She's going home for two weeks to spend time with them before she comes back to

Nashville. This means I'll be alone in our apartment for the next fourteen days. I'm not so sure that's a

good thing. 

The Donavons welcome their daughter with open arms—and me too. They love me like a daughter

and I think about how perfect it could've been if I'd fallen in love with their son instead of a man who

never wants to see me again. My relationship with Ben could've gone much differently. Who knows

what  might  have  happened  between  us  had  I  not  stumbled  upon  Jack  Henry  McLachlan  in  that

bathroom hallway? But I did, and it isn't possible for me to be sorry about it. To regret meeting the

man I love would be to wish him away, and I can never do that. The excruciating pain I feel in my

heart is worth even the briefest time we had together. 

Addison looks at me like we'll never see one another again. "I really wish you'd come with me. I

hate to see you go home like this." 

"I'll be fine, Addie." She has no idea how experienced I am with finding ways to cope when life

has  treated  me  a  little  too  cruelly.  "My  mom  would  be  really  disappointed  if  I  didn't  come  home

today." 

"Yeah…but promise me you won't spend the next two weeks sitting in the apartment thinking about

him." 

"I promise I'm not going to do that," I lie. I fake a smile to reassure her. "I'm jumping head first

into my music as soon as I'm back. It'll be a good distraction." 

"You know I don't believe you." She's wearing that look I hate so much. Pity. Grrr. 

"I'm not breakable, Addie. I'm a tough cookie. Yes, I'm sad about leaving him but I'll get over it. 

It's not the end of the world." Lie. Lie. Lie. There's something wrong with me. I can't even tell

my  best  friend  how  shattered  I  am.  Why  am  I  not  able  to  let  anyone  in?  Except  Jack

Henry…he's the only one in this world who has broken through, who knows the real me. 

"We'll talk every day while I'm gone." She squeezes me tightly as we say goodbye and whispers

in my ear, "I'll need to know you're okay." 

I hate the way she makes me sound—like I'm self-destructive. It pisses me off. "Shit, Addie! My

life isn't over because I'm not with him. Yes, I'm going to miss  Lachlan." I wish I didn't have to call

him  that  with  her.  "Missing  him  is  okay—it's  normal—but  it  doesn't  mean  I'm  gonna  lie  down  and

die." The words sound really good coming out of my mouth. I wish they were true. 

She's  smiling.  I  think  that  means  she's  pleased  by  my  feisty  retort  but  she  doesn't  realize  she's

poking an unstable beast with her invisible stick. "Good. That's exactly what I needed to hear from

you." 

"I'll be okay." 

"I just needed to know post-Lachlan Laurelyn isn't going to be like post-Blake Laurelyn." 

Psst. Post-Blake Laurelyn has nothing on post-Jack Henry Laurelyn but I can't let her know that so

I'll have to get my shit together before she comes back to Nashville. "No worries, Addie." 

"I feel marginally better about letting you go home alone now, but I meant what I said about talking

every day." 

She looks relieved. Did she really buy what I'm selling? Damn, I'm better at this than I thought. 

When we part ways, I'm left by myself. Again. Like always. 

While waiting in the terminal, I decide to check in. "Hey, Mom." 

"Hey, baby girl." Something about those words always puts me at ease. 

"I just wanted to let you know we made it fine. I'll be boarding for Nashville in about an hour, so

I'll need you to pick me up around one." 

"I'll be there. I can't wait to see you and hear everything about your trip." Dammit! Am I going to

admit that I went to Australia and fell in love with a man I'll never see again? 

"I can't wait to see you, either." I don't think I have a choice. Every moment of my three months in

Australia practically revolved around Jack Henry. I won't have much to share if I don't tell her about

us. "We have a lot to talk about, Mom." 

"I have things to tell you too." Uh-oh. That statement could only precede what my mom thinks of as

good news. I really don't need more shit at this point in my life and I'm positive I don't want to hear

about whatever it is before I board this flight. "Okay. You can surprise me after I'm home." 

"Sounds like a plan." 

I end the call and my mind immediately spins with all the things she might tell me. She sounded

really happy. It's gonna be something about him. I know it is, without a doubt. She was too giddy for

it to be anything else. 

For the first time in my life, I'm not pissed off at her for being so in love with him. I understand it

now—how she can still be so consumed by him after all these years. Is that what I can expect the rest

of my life to be like? I'll never forget the love I have for Jack Henry. Never. 

My  mom  has  been  forced  to  look  at  me—the  child  she  shares  with  the  man  she  loves—almost

every day for twenty-three years. I make it impossible for her to forget him, especially since I'm his

mini-me all the way down to his brown hair and light brown eyes. Not an ounce of my mom's blond

and green. 

Maybe living without Jack Henry won't be as bad for me since I won't have his child as a daily

reminder of what we once had. The thought reminds me of what he told me the first time we talked

about birth control. I don't want you leaving here with my ankle-biter in your belly. That night

feels like a million years ago. 

He  doesn't  think  so  now—because  he's  trying  to  be  selfless—but  one  day  he'll  marry  another

woman and give her his children. Margaret will see to it. I'm certain of it. And the thought breaks my

heart because I want to be the one to have his babies. 

Oh, shit—my birth control pills. I remember taking them out of the nightstand drawer. Did I leave

them  on  the  bed?  I  was  so  distracted  throwing  things  into  suitcases  before  Jack  Henry  could  come

home for a lunchtime romp. Stupid, you told yourself to not forget them and you did anyway. 

There's nothing I can do about it now. I'll run by the pharmacy as soon as I get home. I'll be two

days behind by the time I'm able to get my hands on another pack. Taking more than one at a time is



gonna make me feel blah—that extra dose of hormones always does that to me—but it should at least

keep me from being pregnant. Maybe. 

I look at my phone in my hand and I can't help myself—I have to see his face now that I don't have

Addison interpreting my every move. I look at the first picture I ever took of Jack Henry. It's the one

where he's driving us to Avalon, the top down on the convertible after we went into town for condom

shopping.  I  giggle  aloud  as  I  remember  my  shock  at  seeing  how  many  he  bought.  I  look  around  the

terminal  to  see  if  anyone  is  looking  at  me  like  I'm  crazy.  I  don't  care—maybe  I  am  a  little  on  the

mental side. If I'm not today, I have a feeling I will be before much longer. 

I disembark in Nashville and see the top of my mom's blond head in the distance. She's tall so she's

easy to spot and I'm relieved to see she's alone. I almost expected her to have him with her, although

deep down, I knew it was an unrealistic possibility. 

She wraps me in her arms and I realize I need her in a way I never have before. I long to tell her

everything about Jack Henry. I want her to reassure me that it's all going to be okay. Even if it's a lie, 

I'm desperate for her to tell me I'll go on and one day be fine without him. 

"Mmm," she groans as she squeezes tightly. "I'm happy to have my girl back." 

"I missed you, Mom. It's good to be home." 

She  steps  back  but  holds  on  to  my  hands,  stretching  my  arms  to  study  me.  "You  look  different, 

Laurie." 

She has no idea how different I am from the girl she saw three months ago. "I'm tanned." 

"Yes, you got a lot of color, but that's not it." 

I don't know what she thinks is physically different about me. It's not possible for her to see the

pain in my heart. "You're right. There's a lot that's different about me now." 

"And I can't wait to hear all about it. How about a late lunch? You can tell me everything." 

"Sure. Sounds great." 

She takes me to my favorite Mexican restaurant and my mouth begins to water when I smell the

spicy aroma coming from the kitchen. It's a hole in the wall but the food is authentic. I've missed it. 

Since  it's  midafternoon,  they're  not  busy  and  we  take  our  usual  booth  in  the  corner.  "Laurie,  I  have

some wonderful news." 

I  guess  that  means  she's  going  first  and  what  I  have  to  say  about Australia  and  Jack  Henry  will

wait until she's finished. "Okay. I'm listening." 

"It's  about  me  and  your  dad."  She  looks  ecstatic  so  I'm  guessing  he's  given  her  some  sort  of

attention or sign of affection. If that's what this is about, she's pathetic. And I'm following right in her

footsteps. "You know he came to see me while you were in Australia…" 

"Yeah. You said he wanted to meet me." 

"And he did. He still does. But things between us have changed while you've been away. We've

reconnected." 

Reconnected. That translates into one thing: she's sleeping with him again and judging from that

stupid grin on her face, she couldn't be happier about it. "What about his wife?" 

I can see that she doesn't care much for me asking about Mrs. Beckett. "He doesn't love her. He

might have very early in their marriage, but that was a lifetime ago." 

And  that's  why  he's  married  to  her  instead  of  you.  "And  I  guess  he  always  loved  us  and  it  was

agony pretending we didn't exist for the past twenty-three years." 

I'm being a total bitch and I should stop. I'm certain I'd be as big a fool if Jack Henry showed up in

my life years down the road. It probably wouldn't matter to me if he was married. I'm sure I'd crawl

into  his  bed  if  he  asked  me  to.  "I'm  sorry,  Mom.  That  was  a  terrible  thing  for  me  to  say.  I'm  really

happy for you. I hope he gives you everything you've wanted all these years." 

Our conversation is one-sided. I listen to her go on and on about my father, as though she's my best

friend from high school talking about her boyfriend. It's uncomfortable. I don't want to hear about my

mom doing a married man—or any man at all—even if he is my father. 

She never once mentions Australia, so I don't, either. This is just another fine example of the way

my mom puts herself before everyone—except him. He will always come first. 

I needed her to act like a mother today—to listen and guide me—but as usual, I'm playing the role

of her confidante. And it hurts. "You know what, Mom? I'm really exhausted after my flight. Can you

take me to my apartment and we'll talk about this later?" 

"Of course, baby." 

But she doesn't wait until later to talk about him. She continues telling me things I don't want to

know about their relationship and I stare out the window trying to drown out the things she's saying. 

My phone alerts me to a text message. Addison. 

*Make it home ok?*

I quickly thumb a reply as I ignore the things my mom is saying about my dad. 

*On way to apt now*

There's almost no delay in Addison's response. 

*Love U. Call if U need anything.*

Maybe  I  should've  gone  home  with  her  instead  of  coming  back  to  Nashville.  I'm  definitely

rethinking that decision as Jolie goes on and on about her affair with Jake Beckett. 

*U2 & I will. But I'm ok.*

I couldn't resist adding that last part. 

My mom helps me with my luggage and I immediately notice how stagnant the apartment smells. 

I'll need to open windows tomorrow and air the place out. 

Thankfully, Jolie doesn't stick around. I've heard way more than I want to about her and my sperm

donor. 

I  shut  the  door  after  she  leaves  and  the  clicking  sound  of  the  deadbolt  confirms  I'm  completely

alone. I lean against the door and look around. Nothing has changed. The brown leather sofa is right

where we left it pushed against the wall. The beige carpet still looks freshly vacuumed. But one thing

has  changed—I'm  not  the  same  person  I  was  when  I  was  here  last.  I  had  no  idea  what  it  was  to

desperately love or to be devastatingly hurt. Now, I know both. 

I don't know how long I stand there with my back pressed against the front door. It could've been

seconds, or maybe hours. Elements of time are indistinguishable in the dark place I've entered without

Jack Henry in my life. 

At some point, I become a pathetic pile on the floor, my cheek pressed against the cold ceramic

tile.  I  squeeze  the  tip  of  my  nose  because  it's  freezing  and  I  shiver  against  the  cold  March  wind

blowing through the open space at the bottom of the doorjamb. I sit up to look out the window. It's

getting dark, so it's only going to get colder as the sun goes down. 

I switch on the heat but decide the best way to warm up is a shower. I turn the water to full-blast

hot  and  the  bathroom  quickly  fills  with  steam.  I  adjust  the  temperature  and  step  under  the  warmth

pelting down. It feels good against my weary body but does nothing to ease my mind. All I can think

about is each and every time Jack Henry was in the shower with me. I remember the way he made me

feel when he worshipped my body. I'm desperate to feel that way again but I never will. And I don't

know how I'll deal with that. 

When  I  finish  showering,  I  dress  in  one  of  Jack  Henry's  T-shirts  that  I  stole—the  one  he  was

wearing before we went to bed together for the last time. I bring it to my nose and inhale deeply. I fall

into bed because exhaustion has become my master. I will spend the night alone for the first time in

more than two months. It's a strange feeling, and I don't like it. 

Jack Henry would've already gone to bed without me for the first time. I can't keep myself from

wondering if he missed me as he lay next to my empty spot. Did he wake and reach for me before he

remembered I was no longer there? I wish I knew if he lost any sleep over me. 

I feel the tears coming and I can do nothing to hold them back. I'm alone so there's no reason to try. 

A scream threatens to burst from my throat. I bury a pillow over my face to muffle it because I don't

want to alarm the neighbors. I kick my legs against my mattress like an irate toddler. I'd be admitted to

the loony bin if anyone were to witness my mad fit. But it needs to come out. I'm in so much agony. 

He  could've  asked  me  to  stay  but  he  didn't.  I  told  him  I  loved  him  and  he  couldn't  say  it  back. 

That's because it would've been a lie, and pretending is one thing we didn't do. 

I can't help myself. It's one lie I wouldn't have minded at all. 


***




No brunettes. I can never see another one without thinking of her. Laurelyn has ruined all of them for

me. Forever. And she's ruined me as well. That's why I'm drunk off my arse in this hotel bar. I have to

be if I'm going to do the only thing that might make losing her less painful. Find number fourteen, take

her upstairs, and fuck her until I drive Laurelyn out of my head. 

I  was  plastered  five  shots  ago,  so  now  I'm  on  shot  number  oblivion.  I  toss  it  back  and  slam  the

glass on the counter. "Another." The bartender gives me a sideways glance as he's deciding if he'll cut

me off, so I reach into my wallet and drop a fat bill for him. "I said another." 

I turn around on the barstool to begin my search. I have the hotel room. All I need now is a woman

who doesn't recognize me. Number fourteen. 

I scan the room like I always do and begin by taking inventory. I see a few decent-looking blonds, 

maybe a redhead or two, but none of them hold a candle to her. No one ever will. 

I've lost the only thing that ever made me feel alive. 

My  thoughts  drift  to  the  place  in  my  head  where  only  Laurelyn  resides,  so  I  don't  notice  when

someone takes the seat next to me. I'm brought out of my trance when I hear her voice. "Waiting on

someone?" 

I turn to the voice's owner and see an attractive blond with chin-length hair set in loose curls, her

bright blue eyes displaying no recognition of who I am. Probably midthirties. Maybe closer to forty

and dressed like a professional in  a  sheath  dress  and  fitted  jacket.  She's  just  my  usual  type.  Before

Laurelyn. 

I shake my head. "No one in particular. Just here to find a little company." 

She smiles. "Me too. Maybe we can keep each other company." 

Because I'm drunk, I have no reason to think I'm going to put this out there in an appealing manner. 

I don't know. Maybe I want to fuck it up so she'll blow me off. "I'm not your normal kind of company. 

I have very specific requirements for the women I date. The first of which is that I won't tell you my

real name and I don't want to know yours. Honestly, I really only want to fuck and have a little fun for

a few weeks and then I never want to see you again." 

I wait for the slap or for her to get up and leave, but neither happens. "My, my. Aren't we a direct

one?" 

"I say what's on my mind because I don't have time for silly games." Isn't that what I told Laurelyn

after she asked me if I was missing my filter? 

"Okay." 

What? Really? She's saying okay to that shit? "You're up for it?" 

"Sure. You're hot and I need a distraction." 

"A distraction from what?" 

"The  man  I  love."  She  glances  down  at  her  drink  as  she  sloshes  it  around.  "He  doesn't  feel  the

same. What's your deal?" 

I  won't  talk  about  the  one  I  love  with  another  woman,  especially  not  one  I'm  about  to  have

meaningless sex with. Even I know that's not right. 

"No deal. I'm just not into commitment or contact after I'm finished with a woman." 

"I respect your honesty." She swallows the last of her girly drink. "You want to go upstairs?" 

"That's why I'm here." I throw back my shot and get up from the stool. I'm a little unstable so she

reaches out to steady me. 

"You okay?" 

I work to get myself straight so I don't blow this because it's what I need. It's what I have to do to

get her out of my mind. "Yeah. I'm good. We don't have to stop for a room. I've already got one." 

We  ride  the  elevator  to  the  third  floor.  I'm  shocked  I'm  able  to  find  the  room  because  I'm  so

wasted. She has to take the keycard to open the door because I'm too uncoordinated to slide it in and

pull it out. Let's hope that doesn't apply to my cock. 

We go into the room together and I play tag with the walls before falling backward onto the bed. I

close  my  eyes  for  what  feels  like  a  second  and  when  I  open  them  again,  the  nameless  blond  has

stripped down to her knickers and bra and is straddling me. 

She reaches behind to unfasten her bra and then takes my hands and puts them on her breasts. They

look good, but even drunk, I still know they're fake because they don't feel anything like Laurelyn's. 

Damn! I can't even get her out of my head when I have two palms full of tits. 

She leans down to kiss me and I turn my head so that her mouth lands on my jaw. She makes no

haste in trailing kisses down my neck. I shut my eyes because I don't want to look at her. 

She unbuttons my shirt and tells me to sit up so she can pull it off. I do as she says and then I fall

back onto the bed again. Her hands slide up and down my chest. "I'm glad I stumbled upon you. You

are super-hot." 



Her mouth starts at my upper chest and makes its way down to my stomach. She tugs to open the

button of my trousers and then pulls the zipper down. I'm drunk as fuck, but I somehow manage to get

it up. "Well, well. It could be a happy birthday for me after all." She tugs until all my clothes are a

rumpled  memory  on  the  floor. After  she  finishes,  she  pushes  her  knickers  down  and  kicks  them  to

where her dress is lying in a puddle. 

She climbs back on top of me and produces a condom from somewhere. I assume from her own

supply since she hasn't asked me where mine is. I hear her tear it open and then feel her hands rolling

it down over me. I reach up to rub my closed eyes because all I can see is Laurelyn in the pitch black

behind my lids. Dammit! I want to forget her and I know this is the way, so why is it not working? 

Why am I still seeing her? Missing her? Loving her? 

I  feel  the  blonde's  hand  around  me  and  know  she's  going  to  slide  onto  my  cock  any  second  if  I

don't stop her, so I jerk up in the bed and shove her off. "I'm sorry. I can't do this with you." 

I get up and start dressing as she stares at me. She says nothing and when I'm fully clothed, I don't

glance in her direction. "The room is paid for. You can stay if you want." 

When I'm outside the door, I take my mobile from my pocket but it isn't Daniel I call. I want to talk

to my brother; I need him. "Evan, I need you to come get me." 

"Do you know what time it is?" he grumbles. 

"No, and I don't give a shit. Come pick me up at the Langford." 

I get into the passenger side of my brother's kiddie-hauling SUV. He takes one look at me and shakes

his head as he begins laughing. "You look like shit." 

Just what I need to hear. "Fuck you." 

He looks me over. "What the hell have you been doing?" 

I stare out the window. "I don't want to talk about it." 

"Well, then why did you call me to come get you at this time of night if you didn't want to talk? It's

not like you don't have Daniel on salary to drive your drunk arse home." 

I'm starting to regret calling him. I don't know what I was thinking. "Maybe I should have." 

"Yeah,  that's  right.  Maybe  you  should  have."  He  pulls  out  onto  the  street  in  the  direction  of  my

apartment. "When did you get back into town?" 

"Today." 

"Mum's going nuts trying to get you. She's dying to know what happened with Laurelyn." I don't

reply. "That's what all of this is about, isn't it? You asked her to stay and she told you no." 

"You're wrong." 

"Then what happened?" 

It hurts to say it. "She left without telling me goodbye." 

"Fuck! That bitch is cold." 

"Don't call her that," I warn my brother. "You don't know anything about the way it went down." 

"Does it matter if she fucked off without telling you so much as kiss my arse?" 

"Yeah,  it  sort  of  does  matter.  It  makes  all  the  difference  in  the  world.  We  had  a  complicated

relationship topped off with a stupid misunderstanding." 

"How complicated could it be? She was here for three months. You hung out, had a good time, and

she went home." 

I can't believe I'm about to tell him the truth. Maybe it's because I'm drunk. I don't know. "It was

much  more  than  that.  We  had  an  agreement.  She  didn't  know  my  real  name.  I  didn't  know  hers.  She

was supposed to be my companion for three months until she went home. I insisted, and she agreed, 

we'd never have contact again once she was gone. But things didn't go according to plan. I found out

her  first  name.  She  found  out  my  whole  name.  She  told  me  she  loved  me  but  I  was  too  stubborn  to

hear  her  because  I'm  a  fucking  idiot.  She  couldn't  tell  me  goodbye  and  I  let  her  get  away  without

telling her how I felt." 

"So, you find her and tell her." 

He thinks it's so easy. "That's sort of hard to do when you don't know the full name of who you're

searching for." 

"Bro, that is messed up. Why would you do that?" 

Evan doesn't get what my life is like. He walked away from the vineyards and chose a simple life

with a nine-to-five job so he could have Emma. "Because women love rich men. I grew tired of being

used. I've been doing this for years and it's always worked out fine. Until Laurelyn." 

"She didn't know who you were or that you had a shitload of money?" 

"Not until I brought her home with me after Dad got sick." 

"Mum is going to be so pissed off. She was already planning your wedding and naming your kids." 

He didn't have to remind me. "I know. She fell as much in love with Laurelyn as I did." 

"So did my wife and kids. Celia still talks about her. Mila probably would if she could talk." 

I can't believe I'm about to ask him this. "How did you know Emma was the one?" 

He  hesitates  and  I  wonder  if  he's  going  to  tell  me.  I  can't  say  I'd  blame  him  if  he  refused.  "You

can't use anything I tell you against me. I mean it. No throwing this shit up in my face later because

you think it's funny." 



"No, man. You have my word." 

"We'd  dated  for  several  months  but  had  broken  up  over  something  stupid.  I  saw  her  out  with

another guy. I don't know how to describe the way it felt. Hurt. Sick. Pissed off. Desperate. And that's

just the short list. All he had to do was look at her and I wanted to choke the shit out of him with my

bare hands." 

I think of how I'd been out of my mind with jealousy the past three months. I wanted to beat the

hell out of Ben Donavon, Swinger Chris, and Blake Phillips. "Yeah, that sounds more than a little bit

familiar." 

"Jack,  you  don't  always  know  the  true  worth  of  a  woman's  love  until  it  becomes  a  memory." 

That's pretty deep stuff coming from my little brother.  "Nothing speaks louder than your heart. 

Listen to what it's telling you. You don't need me to tell you how you'll know if she's the one." 

"My heart's not telling me anything. It's screaming in desperation to find Laurelyn and tell her how

much I love her." 

"Bro, you're a rich fucker. Call out the bloodhounds and go get your girl. She can be found for the

right amount of money." 

Evan's right. Laurelyn can be located for a price, and I know just the guy for the job. 

It's  late,  but  I  don't  care.  I  take  my  mobile  out  and  dial  the  familiar  number.  "Callaghan

Investigations." 

"Jim,  it's  Jack  McLachlan.  I  have  a  job  for  you,  and  it's  a  big  one.  Do  you  have  a  current

passport?" 

The  doorbell  rings  and  I  open  my  eyes,  cursing  the  sunlight  that  mocks  me  through  the  window.  I

reach my hand out as I've done every morning for the last week and find the spot next to me empty. 

Even after a full week, I'm still not used to finding her gone. 

My head pounds after getting so smashed last night, and the zealous ringing of the doorbell isn't

helping matters. I want to yell for the person to stop and go away but I know raising my voice will

only make things worse. The nightstand clock glows 7:18. Granted, this is sleeping in for me, but who

the  hell  would  be  at  my  apartment  this  early  on  a  Saturday  morning?  No  one  knows  I'm  in  Sydney

except Evan, so it can only mean one thing. He told Mum, and now she's here to jump my shit because

he still thinks it's funny as hell to get me in trouble with her. That's what I get for calling that little

fucker. 

I open the front door and Margaret McLachlan storms past me. Oh, fuck! This isn't going to go

well. "Please come in, Mum." 

"Don't give me your smart-arse mouth. I've been trying to reach you all week and you've avoided

my calls. It's a shame I had to hunt you down like this just to find out what happened." 

"It's harvest time. I don't have to tell you how busy things can get." 

"It's  been  days  since  Laurelyn  was  scheduled  to  leave  and  I  haven't  heard  from  you.  I've  been

about to lose my mind wanting to know what's gone on, but since you've been avoiding me, I'm fairly

certain I can guess. You screwed it up with her, didn't you?" 

And here we go. "Yes. I messed up." 

She puts her hands on her hips and looks up toward the ceiling as she sighs loudly. "She told you

that she loved you?" 

How could she know that? Is she guessing? "Yes." 

"And what did you tell her in return?" She's giving me that look like she's going to strangle me if I

don't give her the answer she wants. I hope my neck is prepared for the wringing it's about to receive. 

"I didn't tell her anything." And then I fucked her. 

She seems surprised by my lack of response for Laurelyn's confession of love. "Oh. Then it seems

I owe you an apology. I went to see her a few weeks ago at Avalon. She told me she loved you—and

I thought you felt the same—so I encouraged her to tell you. I wouldn't have done that if I'd known you

didn't have feelings for her." 

"But I do, Mum. I love Laurelyn very much." 

I see the confusion on her face. "Then I don't understand. Why did you not tell her and ask her to

stay? It would've been the perfect opportunity." 

I doubt she's going to take this well. "I don't date women who say those kinds of things so I was

caught off guard. I thought about it night and day for a week and I was finally able to admit to myself

how I felt. I was on my way to tell her about my feelings, to ask her if she'd stay, when I discovered

she was gone without a goodbye. Mum, she left without knowing that I love her." 

Her expression tells me she isn't pleased. "I don't understand. It's been a week. Why have you not

gone after her? Or at least called to declare your love?" 

This is it. I can't lie my way out of what happened with Laurelyn. More importantly, I don't want

to anymore. I despise lies and pretending; they cost me the woman I love. 

Fuck, Mum's gonna be pissed. "I have to tell you something and you're not going to be happy

with me about it." 

She's glaring at me. "I'm quite put out with you already, son." 

"I know, and it's about to get worse." I feel like a kid again, fessing up about something juvenile. 

Only  this  isn't  juvenile.  It's  adult  and  very  serious.  "When  Laurelyn  and  I  began  dating,  we  had  no

expectations  of  ever  becoming  more  than  a  temporary  relationship.  We  both  knew  she  was  in

Australia  for  three  months  so  we  agreed  to  date  and  have  fun  together  during  that  time.  No  strings

attached." 

She looks annoyed. "You've already told me that." 

I brace myself for the worst. "I did but that's not all of it. I didn't tell her my real name when we

met. I didn't want her to know because I didn't want contact of any kind with her after our relationship

ended. Using an alias was the one way I could ensure she wouldn't track me down afterward. She was

pretty pissed when I first told her what I wanted, but she eventually agreed. Since she didn't know my

real name, she chose to not tell me hers." 

"Laurelyn isn't her name?" she asks, her expression puzzled. 

"Laurelyn  is  her  first  name.  I  accidentally  discovered  it  when  her  friend  let  it  slip,  but  her  last

name, Beckett, is an alias. She never told me her last name." 

I can almost see my mum's brain in action as she pieces everything together. "But you brought her

home to meet us and she called you Jack Henry." 

"There was no hiding my identity when we came to see Dad at the hospital, so I told her the truth

about myself later that night," I explain. "From that moment on, she knew everything about me." 

"But you never thought she was important enough to ask her last name?" She's raising her voice at

me. "Even after she knew who you were?" 

I hesitate in answering because she isn't going to like my response. "Her last name didn't matter to

me because I didn't intend on changing our plans just because she knew who I was. I didn't love her

then." 

"Bullshit!" she yells at me. "You were in love with that girl when you brought her into my house. I

knew  it  the  minute  I  saw  the  two  of  you  together. And  she  was  so  obviously  in  love  with  you.  She

might not have told you yet, but you'd have to be a fool to not see it." 

I can't argue with her assessment because I've most certainly been a fool. 

I prop my arms on the cold granite countertop and lean over, closing my eyes. I'd like to put my

head  down  against  the  cool  to  see  if  I  can  find  some  relief  because  it  hurts  like  a  motherfucker.  "I

chose to not see it because I didn't want to fall in love with her." 

"But you did anyway." 

"Yeah, I did, and she left without saying goodbye, before I could tell her." 

"I  can  not  believe  you,  Jack  Henry!"  Mum  picks  up  her  purse  to  smack  me  several  good  times. 

Hard. She's the only mother I know who would use her handbag to beat her thirty-year-old son. "She

lived with you and shared your bed and you never asked her last name?" She draws back and whacks

me again. Shit! She's really mad. 

I don't deflect the purse flying at me because it's her way of releasing her anger. It's really sort of

humorous, but I'd never make the mistake of laughing at Margaret McLachlan when she's in one of her

fits. "That poor girl must've been so hurt. I can't say I really blame her for slipping away without a

goodbye. I'd have probably done the same thing if I'd told a man I loved him and he stared blankly at

me." 

"I didn't stare blankly at her." 

"Then what did you do?" 

I  hang  my  head  in  shame  with  the  thought  of  how  I  fucked  her  afterward.  "You  don't  want  to

know."  I  go  to  the  drawer  where  I  keep  the  medicines  so  I  can  get  something  for  my  headache.  "I

know  how  stupid  I've  been,  Mum.  But  I'm  gonna  make  it  right  with  Laurelyn.  I  know  lots  of  other

things about her life that will lead us to her." 

"Who's us?" 

"I've  hired  someone  to  go  to  the  States  to  find  her.  A  private  investigator."  I  leave  off  the

particulars about my extensive use of his services and why I know he'll find her for me in no time at

all. 

"You should be the one to go after Laurelyn. It'll mean more to her if you do," she argues. 

"I wish I could, but I don't have the necessary skills to track her down." 

"Son,  I'm  not  sure  finding  her  is  going  to  be  your  biggest  problem. You've  hurt  her  in  a  terrible

way. She may not forgive you, so it might be smart to prepare yourself for rejection." 

The  thought  of  Laurelyn  rejecting  me  is  painful  but  it's  a  reality  I  can't  ignore.  "I'm  going  to  do

everything in my power to make it up to her because I hate what me without her looks like. I'm going

to win her back, and when I do, I'm never letting her go again." 

I  think  she  suspects  what  I'm  implying  but  I  decide  to  clear  it  up  for  her  so  there's  no

misunderstanding.  "I  don't  want  to  ever  spend  another  day  without  Laurelyn.  When  I  find  her,  I'm

going to ask her to be my wife." 


***




I stand in front of the mirror and look at myself. I look like hell. 

I smudge coverup under my eyes to disguise the dark circles but there's no hiding the misery there. 

No amount of makeup is going to camouflage that. I pointlessly sweep some blush across my cheeks, 

but it only makes my face appear more sunken and my eyes bigger. I don't have to get on the scales to

know I've lost weight. If my face doesn't prove it, my loose clothes do. 

My  food  situation  is  almost  nonexistent  but  I  can't  make  myself  go  grocery  shopping.  It  doesn't

matter anyway. I can't eat. The pizza I ordered two nights ago is still sitting almost untouched in the

fridge. A few bites—that's all I could force down before it almost sent me running to the bathroom. 

That's what I'm reduced to. I miss him so badly, the misery of being away from him makes me sick. 

I  know  I  can't  continue  like  this.  I'm  still  waiting  for  it  to  get  better.  Come  on,  it  has  to  get

better at some point, right? 

I've survived almost two weeks without Jack Henry. It's day twelve I've been without his touch, 

without  hearing  his  voice,  without  feeling  him  next  to  me  in  bed  at  night.  It  hasn't  been  easy.  If  I'm

being  truthful,  it's  been  the  worst  hell  I've  ever  experienced  in  my  life—well  beyond  any  pain  I've

ever felt before. 

My mother has begged me all week to come over to see her—and my father. She's so happy about

being reunited with his married ass. Even having not been taught how wrong it is to be with a married

man, I still know it's not right. The only good part of her obsession is that she's been too wrapped up

in him to come by to check on me. 

I sigh as I finish my makeup and assess the situation. It's a poor one, I'm afraid. I look miserable

and I'm certain Blake is going to believe it's all for him. It sickens me to think of seeing him today, but

I  can't  hide  in  this  apartment  for  the  rest  of  my  life.  I  have  a  career  that  requires  attention.  My

manager, David, was very clear when he told me to get my ass straightened out and down to the label

to salvage what career I have left. It's either do as he says, or he's dropping me. I can't allow that to

happen. 

I recall his words and want to puke. Laurelyn, you kiss Blake's ass or whatever it takes to make

this right. 

Nothing is going to make this right. It sickens me further that my future and career is dependent on

Blake Phillips. He holds the power to ruin me if he tells the right industry people that I walked out on

him during the recording. No one will care about the circumstances leading up to why I did it. 

I  make  the  drive  to  the  studio  and  sit  in  my  car  for  a  few  minutes  gathering  my  thoughts—and

strength—before I get out. It's not Blake I'm nervous about. It's the idea of reentering my old life, my

life before Jack Henry. I'm overwhelmed by the thought of entering that building because it feels like

I'm going backward. I hate it. 

I  look  at  his  picture  on  my  phone,  stroking  my  finger  over  his  five  o'clock  shadow  and

remembering how stubbly his face would feel at the end of the day, especially by the time he came to

bed. Oh, how I miss its roughness against my face. My stomach. My inner thighs. My…

I have to stop this. As much as I'd like to, I can't sit in my car outside the studio and mind-fuck

Jack Henry all day. 

I take a deep breath and straighten my shoulders before I walk into the building leading to my past. 

I'm waiting for the elevator when I feel a presence behind me. I know it's him—Blake. I don't have to

look to know but I pretend I don't realize anyone is there. He doesn't say a word and I wonder if it's

because he didn't know I was coming and he's shocked to see me. I hope he's speechless because he's

ashamed of what he did to me. 

When the doors ding open, I step inside and he follows me. We're alone in the small space. Thank

God it's only for the brief ride up to the twelfth floor because the tension is suffocating. 

My eyes are locked straight ahead and I say nothing. I see him in my peripheral vision, blatantly

staring at me, but I don't acknowledge him. I pretend he's invisible—because that's what he is to me. 

"Laurelyn," he says as he reaches for my arm. I step back so he misses it. "Don't be this way. I've

missed you." 

I escape him through the opening doors without uttering a word. We'll speak soon enough when

I'm  forced  to  talk  to  him  about  our  recording  contract—and  I  will  talk  business—but  I  refuse  to

address personal things or our past. As far as I'm concerned, there's nothing to discuss. 

David  is  waiting  in  the  studio,  and  he  crosses  the  distance  between  us.  Despite  his  anger,  he

embraces me. "Laurelyn, I'm very happy you came. I wasn't sure you'd show but I'm glad to see you're

here." 

It's good to see David. He has been a presence in my life for a long time and I've missed him. He

knows nothing about the things that occurred between Blake and me, and that's the way I plan to keep

it. I don't want him to be disappointed in me for jeopardizing my career by becoming involved with

my producer—married or not. 

Word of my return travels fast and people are in and out of the studio to see if the rumor is true. 

I'm  greeted  by  those  I  once  saw  on  a  daily  basis,  but  then  the  dust  settles  and  there's  business  to

discuss. 

I  count  on  David  to  handle  the  details  for  me,  and  he  does  like  the  beast  of  a  manager  he  is.  In

under an hour, there's an agreement reached. Things went well—better than I could've ever imagined

—and tomorrow, we'll return to recording the album I walked away from four months ago. 

Perhaps  Blake  carries  some  guilt  for  what  he  did  to  me  and  that's  why  he  was  so  willing  to

negotiate with us. Even I have to admit that he didn't have to do that; I was the one in breach of our

contract. 

As I'm waiting to catch a ride down, I'm feeling pretty shitty about having just sacrificed myself

and everything I believe for the sake of making my dreams come true. But it's the viciousness of the

industry. Sometimes we have to do things we don't want to do in order to get ahead. I just have to get

through this recording and then hope I never have to lay eyes on Blake Phillips's ass again. 

I  step  into  the  tiny  space  that'll  take  me  to  the  ground  floor.  Blake  follows  again,  and  there's

nothing I can do but ride down with him. We're alone, but I don't expect him to stand there and say

nothing while he stares at me. He slithered in here for a reason. 

"I'm glad to have you back." 

Oh, hell to the no. "Let's be crystal clear about one thing. You don't have me back. Not like that." 

"I just meant that I'm happy you're home in Nashville where you belong instead of halfway around

the world wherever you were." 

Who is he to think he knows where I belong? "I was nine thousand miles away and it still wasn't

far enough away from you to suit me." 

He  runs  his  finger  down  my  arm.  I  used  to  love  when  he  did  that,  but  now  it  makes  me  sick. 

"Laurie, don't be that way. You missed me. I know it and you know it." 

I look him dead in the eyes for the first time. "You're wrong." 

He smirks and I want to throat punch him. "You thought going away would get me off your mind

but that didn't happen, did it?" 

I  start  laughing  because  there's  no  possible  way  to  avoid  finding  this  asshat  anything  but

ridiculous. "I was only in Australia for six hours before I met a real man. I spent three months with

him and I assure you that you weren't on my mind while he was fucking me hard and making me come

over and over." 

I see the lust in his eyes as he closes in on me. He forces me into the corner and presses his body

against mine. "Well, it'll be impossible for him to fuck you hard and make you come from wherever

he is, so it looks like you'll be needing another man for that job." 

Is  he  seriously  suggesting  he'd  be  the  man  to  do  that?  "You  have  someone  you'd  like  to

recommend? Because you sure never fucked me hard or made me come once." 

We reach the ground floor and he's forced to release me before he can respond—or retaliate. The

doors slide open not a second too soon and I quickly scramble out. I don't have to look to know he's

hot on my heels. His presence behind me is like a bad feeling I can't shake. 

I unlock my car with the keyless remote but he's on me before I can get inside. He grabs me from

behind  and  pulls  me  against  him—just  like  Jack  Henry  would,  except  much  rougher.  I  can  feel  that

he's hard for me, and it's sickening. I look around the parking garage, hopeful someone might see what

he's doing. "Are you crazy, Blake? Anyone could see you doing this. There are cameras everywhere." 

His mouth is at my ear and I feel his breath on my skin. My hair stands on end at the back of my

neck; my scalp prickles. "I don't care if anyone sees us, Laurie. I've missed you so much and I made a

decision while we were apart. I'm ready to leave Beth so we can be together." 

The hell he is. "No, you're not." 

"I am. I swear." 

"No, Blake. You don't understand. I didn't say that because I didn't believe you. I said it because I

don't want you." 

His hold on me tightens and he kisses my neck. "I want you, Laurie," he pleads. "I didn't realize

how much until I didn't have you in my life. Please, don't make the mistake of ending us before we've

had a chance to be happy together." 

"This  is  insane. You're  talking  to  me  like  we  broke  up  over  a  simple  indiscretion. You  have  a

wife and she wasn't the transgression—I was. Not to mention that our whole relationship was based

on a lie." 

"Baby, I have faults. I'm not perfect." 

"Don't call me baby." Jack Henry is the only one I want calling me that. "And no husband

and father should ever refer to his wife and children as faults." 

He turns me around to face him. "All of this is about him—that Australian bastard I talked to on

your phone. He's the reason you're blowing me off—because you still want him." 

"I will always want him." 

Blake's face changes and is no longer soft or wanting. It's angry. "Do you want him more than you

want your career?" 

I think he's threatening me, but I want to hear him say it. "What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Exactly what you think it means. You know how easily I can end you, so you have two choices:

either come back to me or your career is over. Simple as that." 



I stare at him, astonished. I can't believe he's capable of such a ruthless threat. He says that he's

giving me two choices but that's horseshit and we both know it. He's trying to bully me back into his

bed. It infuriates me so much that I have a knee-jerk reaction—as in I jerk my knee up into his balls as

hard as I can—and he's instantly face down on the concrete of the parking garage. 

I jump into my car and slam my hand down over the lock because I don't know where his head's at. 

My hands are shaking so badly, I fumble to get the key into the ignition. My old Honda roars to life

and I feel a streak of something—maybe strength—and decide I'm not finished with Blake yet. 

I want to run over him but decide that probably isn't the best idea, so I lower my window instead. 

"You can take my songs you're holding hostage—along with our contract—and shove them all up your

ass. And when you get your balls out of your gut, sue me for breach of contract so I can tell the world

what a cheating, lying little prick you are. And a fucking lousy-ass lay. As in terrible!" 

I leave half the rubber of my tires behind as I spin out and immediately begin to panic. 

What did I just do? 

Who am I kidding? There's no mistaking it—I just killed my career. 

I thought I'd hit rock bottom before but I couldn't have been more wrong. This place I now reside is

one level of hell below it. 

I walk like a zombie through my apartment until I reach my bedroom and fall backward onto my

bed. I sigh as I stare at the ceiling and watch the oscillating blades of the fan, thinking about how they

remind me of my life. Each blade is chasing the one in front of it but it's a fruitless race. None of them

will ever catch up to the one ahead. The story of my life. I chase the happiness right in front of my

face but it always outruns me, no matter how fast I am. 

I lie like that for a while before I eventually drift off. I have no idea how long I've been asleep

when my phone wakes me with the "Jolene" ringtone. Fabulous. Jolie Prescott is exactly what I

need right now. 

I  contemplate  letting  it  go  to  voicemail  but  I  know  she'll  only  continue  to  call.  Persistence—it's

one of her gifts. "Hi, Mom." 

"Laurie, I've been waiting all day for you to call with an update on your meeting with David and

Blake. Why haven't I heard from you?" 

It was a mistake to tell her I was meeting with them. I don't want to talk about this right now, but

she's  not  going  to  give  me  a  choice.  She  never  does.  That's  another  one  of  her  talents  but  it  doesn't



mean I won't try to get out of it. That's one of my skills. 

"It's a long story and I don't really want to talk about it right now. Maybe we can get together a

little later and discuss it." 

"That means it didn't go well. Please come over. We need to talk about this so we can get a game

plan on where we should go from here." 

I love that—where we should go from here. She had a real presence in the industry at one time

and knows the ins and outs of how things work. Maybe she'll have some ideas on which direction I

should go because I damn sure don't know which end is up at this point. 

But I'm not going if her lover boy is hanging around. "He's not there, is he?" 

"No, Laurelyn. He's not here." She says it like she's annoyed I don't want to be around him. 

"Okay. I'll be over after I change." 

I end my call and pull on jogging pants that read LOVE across the ass—the very same ones Jack

Henry enjoyed shoving to my knees when he bent me over the arm of Ben's couch. I don't care how

old or gray I get, I will always carry that memory with me. But just in case, I'm gonna write it down in

a journal so my nurse can read it to me if I get Alzheimer's. I might not remember it was me in the

story, but I'll think some lady sure got lucky. 

And yet, I don't need a journal to record our story. Every song I write from here on out will be

about Jack Henry. That's how our tale will go on and on forever—through my music. 

He will always be every song I sing. 

I find my mom in her living room. Her home is humble, its decor simple. Most of her furnishings are

from  bargain  stores,  so  I  wonder  what  the  famous  Jake  Beckett  must  think  about  it  while  he's

slumming. 

She takes one look at me and I can tell by her expression that she thinks I look like hell—because I

do.  She  hasn't  seen  me  in  two  weeks,  so  I'm  certain  my  weight  loss  and  the  dark  circles  catch  her

attention. 

"Laurelyn  Paige!  What's  happened  to  you?  Have  you  been  sick?  Did  you  catch  something  while

you were on your trip?" 

I sure did. It's called being lovesick. I would expect her out of everyone to recognize this look. 

"I'm not sick, Mom." 

"Then, what has happened to you?" 

I walk over and fall onto the couch next to her. I seem to have no grace these days. All I do is fall

and plop. 

I  don't  know  where  to  start  with  everything  that's  happened.  My  life  is  one  big  mistake  after

another—except for Jack Henry. He's the only thing that's been right in my life. Ever. "I guess I should

begin by telling you why I went to Australia." 

She doesn't know about my relationship with Blake. I kept him a secret from her because I knew

she'd discourage our relationship. She would've told me it was a bad idea to get involved with my

producer. And she'd have been right. 

I can see that she's not happy when I tell her about our liaison, but she doesn't say anything, so I

move straight on to my trip. And my Jack Henry. My face involuntarily smiles just by saying his name. 

It's impossible to not beam at the sound of it coming from my mouth. 

I think I see her soften as I describe the love of my life and how I feel about him. I leave off most

of the details about our arrangement, except the one where we agreed our relationship was over once

I  left.  I  add  a  white  lie  and  tell  her  the  decision  was  based  on  the  impossibility  of  a  long-distance

relationship rather than the fact that he never wants contact with me again. 

The thought brings tears to my eyes. It was so easy for him to let me walk out of his life. I told him

I loved him and he couldn't tell me the same. Because he didn't want me. 

When I finish giving her the PG version of my time with Jack Henry, I move on to my meeting with

David and Blake. She seems pleased with what I'm saying, but then it all comes to a screeching halt

when I get to the part where I undescended Blake's testicles for him. 

I get up from the couch and pace the floor. I totally expect her reprimand for my actions—the ones

that  will  likely  kill  my  career—but  she  surprises  me.  "That  bastard  threatened  to  ruin  your  career

while he pinned you to your car? Kicking him in the nuts is the least of what he deserves to have done

to  him.  What  he  tried  to  do  to  you  is  blackmail,  which  is  illegal,  so  don't  you  worry  about  a  thing. 

We'll take care of this." 

Who's we? Is she referring to me and her, or her and the sperm donor? 

I suddenly hear a man's voice, and it's angry. "Who pinned you against your car and threatened to

ruin your career?" 

I jump from the sovereignty in the voice. When I look toward the commanding speaker, I see Jake

Beckett standing in the doorway. I know my eyes must be huge by the bizarre way he's looking back at

me. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you." 

I don't say anything as he cautiously walks toward me, like I'm a skittish animal ready to run at any

moment. He doesn't take his eyes from me, staring at my face. He looks mesmerized. As badly as I

want to, I can't take my eyes from his, either. It's like staring into a mirror. I never knew we were this

similar. 

He reaches out to place his hands on each side of my face. My initial reaction is to pull away, but

I can't. I crave this man's affectionate touch for a reason I can't identify. "My God, you look just like

my sister. It's amazing." 

I've  spent  most  of  my  life  hating  this  man  for  what  he  did  to  my  mother  and  me.  He  got  her

pregnant  while  he  was  married  to  another  woman  and  then  pretended  we  didn't  exist.  He  threw  us

away like trash. I hate him for it and every moment he could've made my life easier but chose not to. 

I hate you. The words dance on the tip of my tongue. I want to say them—or maybe scream them

—so I can see the look on his face. I want to hurt him the way he's hurt me all of these years. 

When  he  finishes  looking  at  me,  he  takes  his  hands  away  and  uses  them  to  pull  me  into  a  tight

embrace. My face is pressed into his shoulder but it doesn't stop the words I'm determined to say. "I

hate you," I weakly whisper as I halfheartedly push against him, but he only grips me tighter. 

"You  can  tell  me  you  hate  me  as  much  as  you  like,  but  it  won't  change  how  much  I  love  you, 

Laurelyn." 

I want to tell him how painful it's been to feel unloved and unwanted by him my whole life and

how  it  directly  affects  the  way  I  view  every  man  I  interact  with.  Instead,  I'm  shocked  by  what  I'm

feeling. This isn't at all the reunion I'd planned in my head. All the years of anger I've felt for this man

melt away because he's my father and he's holding me for the first time. I regress to that little girl who

dreamed and prayed he'd want me because I was worth loving. 

"I can never tell you how sorry I am for being absent from your life. But I promise you that it will

never happen again. The world is going to know that you're my daughter because I love you." 

I  never  needed  the  world  to  know  I  was  Jake  Beckett's  daughter. And  I  sure  don't  need  them  to

know now. I don't want his free pass into the music industry. "No. I don't want anyone to know." 

"I don't understand." 

I'm sure he doesn't. Most people wouldn't. "I don't want my success based on the fact that I'm Jake

Beckett's daughter. I want to make it because I'm a damn good musician. If you announce that you're

my father, I'll never know if I was good enough to succeed on my own." 

I  can  tell  he  doesn't  like  it,  but  that's  really  too  bad.  "I'll  do  whatever  you  want,  Laurelyn.  Just

promise me I can announce it after you've proven yourself." 

I'm  not  in  a  place  where  I'm  anxious  to  make  promises.  "Let  me  make  it  first,  and  then  we'll  go

from there." 


***




I've  spent  the  last  week  at  my  apartment  in  Sydney  because  I  thought  I'd  lose  my  mind  if  I  stayed

another  day  at Avalon.  Laurelyn's  memory  haunts  me  every  place  I  look.  There  isn't  a  place  on  the

vineyard  that  I  don't  see  her,  but  my  bed  is  the  worst.  I  won't  let  Mrs.  Porcelli  wash  the  sheets

because I want to lie in them and still smell Laurelyn next to me. 

How desperate is that? 

My decision to come to Sydney was ultimately a good one. Although the whole number-fourteen

thing  was  a  huge  mistake,  it  opened  my  eyes  to  what  needed  to  be  done,  so  I  can't  regret  it  in  that

aspect. But in every other way, it was the stupidest decision I'd ever made. I don't know why I thought

anything could drive Laurelyn out of my head. Amnesia couldn't erase her from my brain. She's etched

there forever. 

My time hiding out at my apartment has come to an end. It's time for me to return to Avalon. I can't

neglect the vineyard during the harvest any longer. 

I'm almost ready to leave when my phone rings, my brother's name on the screen. It's early yet. I

immediately  worry  something  has  happened  to  Dad  because  Evan  would  never  call  me  so  early

otherwise. "What is it?" 

"Nothing's  wrong.  I,  uh…was  just  wondering  if  I  could  come  by  and  talk  to  you  for  a  minute

before I go to work?" 

This is strange—not like my brother at all. And he doesn't have to be at work until much later, so I

know something's up. "Sure." 

"I'm leaving the house now so I'll be there in about fifteen minutes." 

I take one look at Evan after he arrives and I return the compliment he gave me a week ago when

he picked me up at The Langford. "You look like shit." He doesn't retaliate and that's when I know

that whatever is up with him is serious. "What's going on, bro?" 

"I just need to talk to somebody." 

"Okay. I'm somebody, so shoot." 

Evan rubs his hand across his chin and that's when I notice he hasn't shaved—in a while—which

isn't  like  him  at  all.  But  it  isn't  like  me,  either,  and  I'm  sporting  the  same  unkempt  look  on  my  face

right now. "It's Em. She's pregnant again." 

I don't know what I was expecting, but that definitely wasn't it. From the looks of him, I thought it

would  be  something  more  dire.  "Oh.  Well,  I  guess  congratulations  are  in  order,  but  I'm  a  little

surprised. I didn't think you were planning on more kids." 

He  laughs  but  doesn't  appear  at  all  amused.  "We  weren't.  She  left  her  birth  control  pills  at  the

house when we went away on that little weekender a couple of months ago. We thought we'd be okay

if she caught up on them after we got back. We were wrong." 

"How does Em feel about it?" 

"She's happy—and already talking about it like it's a boy. She's always thought I wanted a son, but

I never cared if we had one or not. I'm crazy about my girls." 

He  doesn't  have  to  tell  me  how  much  he  loves  his  daughters  and  Emma;  they're  his  world.  He

could've had all the money and luxuries I have, but he turned his back on it for his family. "So you're

not happy about a new baby?" 

"No, I'm not. And I'm a selfish motherfucker for feeling the way I do." He draws a deep breath and

releases it slowly before he begins to pace my living room floor, hands on each side of his head. This

is a new look for him and it has me worried about the reason behind his conflict. 

I don't know if I'll be able to help him, but I can listen, even if I can't offer advice. "You can tell

me what's on your mind and I won't judge you. I mean, hell…look at what I've been up to for the last

four years. It's not like I've been tightening my halo. I'm in no position to pass judgment." 

He sits on the couch and leans over, head in his hands. "I feel like I just got Emma back. Mila has

practically  been  attached  to  her  tits  for  the  past  year.  Twelve  damn  months  is  a  long  time  for  your

wife  to  have  a  kid  milking  her  day  and  night.  Bro,  it's  the  worst  kind  of  cockblock.  I  feel  like  a

bastard for wanting my kid to lay off her food source so I can get a fuck." 

Wow. Those are some words I'll never get out of my head. I could've done without hearing that. 

"Two months. That's how long Mila's been weaned, and it's been great. Both kids are out of our

bed and in their own rooms. I've finally been able to fuck my wife in our bed instead of sneaking off

to do it quietly on the couch when she doesn't have a kid sucking on her like a leech. But now there's

going to be another one coming along to get between us." 

Fuck! I'm never sitting on their couch again. 

I don't know what to tell him. I have no advice about this situation. "It sounds like you better get

crackin'.  You  have,  what…seven  months  before  it  gets  here?  I'd  stock  up  for  the  winter  while  I

could." 



"But that's another thing," he grumbles. "Emma always has preterm labor and gets put on pelvic

rest, so it's going to thwart me months before it even gets here." 

Damn. My little brother has me feeling sorry for him. "Does Mum know yet?" 

"Yeah.  We  told  her  last  night.  She's  thrilled  beyond  words.  She  wasn't  expecting  to  get  another

grandchild until you found Laurelyn and knocked her up." 

Until I knock Laurelyn up. There was a time when hearing something like that would've caused

me  to  lose  it,  but  not  today.  I'm  no  longer  afraid  of  what  life  would  be  like  with  a  family.  I'm  way

more  afraid  of  what  it  would  be  like  without  one—but  particularly  without  Laurelyn.  I  know  she

wants  babies  and  I  plan  on  giving  them  to  her—as  many  as  she  wants,  any  time  she's  ready.  I  very

much look forward to putting them inside her. 

"It'll be okay. I'm sure you and Emma will make it work just fine with another kid." 

"I  know  it'll  be  okay.  I'm  just  panicking  because  this  one  wasn't  planned.  I  feel  like  I've  lost

control  and  I  don't  like  it.  God,  you  must  think  I'm  a  total  dickhead  for  calling  my  own  kid  a

cockblocker." 

"I told you I wouldn't judge—and I won't—because I don't know how I'd feel if it were me in your

shoes. And we both know you'll love the little cockblocker." 

I wish I were freaking out about Laurelyn being pregnant. At least that would mean I had her with

me. 

"Jack, you're going to find Laurelyn and then it'll be you in these anxiety shoes because you don't

want to give up that special time with her." 

"I hope I get the chance to panic over it. I really do." 

I park the Sunset in the garage and find Mrs. Porcelli in the kitchen. "Mr. McLachlan, it's good to see

you back. I trust your visit with your family went well?" 

I wish I'd gone to Sydney for a casual visit, but that's not what sent me there. I went for entirely

different reasons I didn't wish to discuss, so I lie. "Yes, everyone is well and I had a nice visit." 

"Oh, that's good. I can get you some lunch if you're hungry." 

"Thank you, but that won't be necessary. I stopped at a little café a couple of hours ago." 

As I'm walking out, Mrs. Porcelli calls my name. "Mr. McLachlan?" 

I turn and see a look of uncertainty in my housekeeper's eyes—as if she's searching for the right

words to say to me. "Yes?" 

She's wringing her hands like she's nervous. My curiosity is piqued. "I didn't know if I should say

anything, but I decided I thought you had the right to know." 

I  wait  for  her  further  explanation  but  she  doesn't  give  me  one.  Whatever  this  is  about,  she  isn't

wanting to tell me. "What is it?" 

"I was cleaning your bedroom and found something of Laurelyn's under the bed. I placed them on

your  nightstand  because  I  didn't  know  what  to  do  with  them.  Throwing  them  in  the  trash  didn't  feel

right." 

Ah! A pair of Laurelyn's undies must've fallen under the bed during one of our naughties. I'm sure

that's what has this little gray-haired lady blushing crimson. 

"Thank you for letting me know." 

I  smile  as  I  walk  the  hall  toward  my  bedroom.  Those  will  be  a  nice  little  memento  to  have. 

Hmm…I wonder which pair it'll be? I find myself hoping that it's the white lace ones. I took those off

her the day we made love the first time—instead of fucking—the day she told me she loved me. 

I can see from the doorway that it's not the white lace ones; these are colorful. And folded into a

tiny  rectangle.  I  can't  recall  her  ever  wearing  knickers  like  those,  so  I  cross  the  room  for  a  better

inspection.  It  isn't  undies  at  all.  It's  the  decorative  cloth  pouch  that  houses  Laurelyn's  birth  control

pills.  I  slide  the  foil  package  out  and  confirm  what  I  suspect.  This  is  the  pack  she  would've  been

taking when she left. 

I sit on the bed, holding it in my hand. Does this mean she's going to be pregnant? It only took Em

missing two days—not half a pack. 

I go to the living room and grab my laptop before I dash back to the bedroom. I don't even know

what  to  search.  My  fingers  are  trembling  as  I  type  what  happens  if  you  stop  birth  control

midpack and hit enter. I choose the first result since it looks like a medical site. I scan the article

reading a lot of things I don't understand, but then I come upon a heading called "Increased Chance of

Pregnancy."  That  I  can  understand,  so  I  read  because  I'm  anxious  to  see  what  it  says:  There  is  a

sudden increase in the risk of pregnancy when you stop the pill midmonth. The hormone

levels change quickly by stopping the pill in the middle of the cycle, and this can increase

your chances of conceiving. There may be some women who think they are protected for

the whole month even if they stop early, but this is not true. You are only covered and

protected while taking the pill on a regular, everyday basis. 

Fuck! Does Laurelyn know this? Does she understand what missing these pills could mean? I have

no way of knowing, and I can't ask her because she's not here. 

Jim's been in the States looking for her for five days. He's phoned daily with updates but that's not

enough now that I know she could be pregnant. I'm dying here; I need him to find her already. 

I take my phone from my pocket and dial. "Mr. McLachlan…" 

I  don't  have  the  patience  to  hear  anything  except  that  he  knows  where  she  is.  "Did  you  find  her

yet?" 

I already know he hasn't. He would've notified me immediately if he had; he has strict instructions

to  call  the  moment  he  has  her  whereabouts.  "No,  I'm  sorry,  Mr.  McLachlan.  There  is  no  housing  in

Nashville  registered  under  Addison  Donavon,  and  the  one  I  found  this  morning  wasn't  Laurelyn's

friend." 

"You're certain? She could be lying." 

"The  girl  was  still  in  high  school  and  her  mother  wasn't  happy  about  me  being  at  their  house

asking about her daughter. There's been no new activity on any of Addison's social networking since

she posted the day she left Australia. It's like she's dropped off the face of the earth." 

One roadblock after another. We found out a few days ago that Laurelyn had dropped her service

with her cellular provider, so our best lead was no lead at all. We don't know why she did it, but I

have  a  sneaking  suspicion  that  Blake  Phillips  is  the  reason  behind  it.  I  keep  imagining  him  chasing

after Laurelyn now that she's returned to Nashville, and the thought makes me crazy. I'm back to that

place where I want to choke the life out of him. 

"So,  what's  your  plan,  Jim?"  I  really  need  him  to  tell  me  he  has  a  new  strategy  since  finding

Addison has proven fruitless. 

"I understand you wanted him to be a last resort, but I recommend going to see Blake Phillips. It

seems like a waste to run all over California looking for Addison when I have him so close." 

I'm  going  to  be  sick  if  she's  with  him.  Maybe  I  wanted  him  to  be  a  last  resort  because  I'm

paralyzed with fear every time I think about her being with him. 

I want to see his reaction when Jim questions him about her. I need to read his face and response. 

"I want you to video your meeting and send it to me immediately." 

Jim doesn't hesitate. "Absolutely, sir." 


***




Wow. I'm driving home in a daze because I have a dad and he wants to ruin the man who threatened

me. He said Blake Phillips wouldn't be able to find a job bagging groceries in this town when he's

finished  with  him.  The  thought  makes  me  happy,  until  I  remember  that  he  has  three  little  kids

depending on him. As much as I'd like to see Blake crawl on his belly like the snake that he is, I can't

live with the guilt of being the reason behind any misfortune for those children. It's not their fault their

dad is a total skeezer. Which is why I asked Jake to do nothing where Blake is concerned. 

I park in my usual spot outside the apartment and sit staring at the door. I don't want to go inside. 

Being alone for the past couple of weeks hasn't been good for me. It's given me too much time to think

about how much I miss Jack Henry. 

I'm  startled  out  of  my  trance  when  I  hear Addison's  ringtone.  "Waddup,"  I  cheerfully  answer.  I

hope she can't tell how phony I am. 

"Hey, girl. What are you doing?" 

Addison's  called  to  check  on  me  every  day—sometimes  twice.  She's  been  very  attentive  for…

well,  for  Addison.  I've  never  seen  her  so  concerned.  I  think  her  feelings  for  Zac  have  given  her

empathy—something I'm not certain she was capable of in the past. "Umm, I just got home from my

mom's." 

"How'd that go?" 

I hadn't had enough time to process Jake Beckett, so it wasn't something I was ready to discuss, 

especially  over  the  phone. And Addison  is  going  to  have  a  come-apart  when  she  finds  out.  "It  was

fine." 

"What about your meeting with your record pro-doucher?" 

I can't help but laugh every time I hear Addie call Blake a pro-doucher. The name is so fitting. 

"It went great. He was very cooperative—until he followed me out to my car and basically held me

down while he threatened to ruin my career if I didn't come back to him." 

I hear Addison huff. "Did that fucker hurt you?" 

"Nah! You know I'm a tough bird. He scared me a little, but it's more likely that I'm the one who

hurt  him.  I  don't  think  he'll  be  needing  a  vasectomy  any  time  soon.  I  can  say  with  a  fair  amount  of

certainty that my knee probably busted his balls." 

Addison cackles. "I'm really glad to hear you racked 'em good for him, but what does that mean

for your career?" 

I sigh deeply before I admit where I stand, as if it'll make it sound better. "It means I've lost it all

—everything I've worked so hard for—and  I'll  have  to  start  over. All  because  I  refused  to  have  an

affair with a married man." 

"But that's not fair!" she yells and almost bursts my eardrum. "You can't walk away with nothing. 

He should at least have the decency to give you back your songs." 

She didn't see the fury on his face. "That's not going to happen, but it's okay. Really. He can hold

my songs hostage if he wants. I still own half so he can't give them to anyone else. And I have new

material that's way better than any of my old stuff." 

"That's because all of them are about him." 

I don't have to ask whom she's referring to. "They are, but they're honest and from my heart." 

"Then they'll go platinum ten times because fans know when it's real. They'll get what he means to

you. I just wish he would." 

Me too. 

"I have good news." Her words are cheerful but her voice lacks its usual pep. "At least I hope you

think it's good. I'm coming home tomorrow. Cleve has an audition for me and says it's mandatory that

I'm back on Thursday for it." 

Thank  goodness.  I  don't  think  I  could  go  on  being  alone  in  the  apartment.  "I'm  thrilled  you're

coming home, but you don't sound excited." 

"The audition is with a band and I won't be lead vocalist." Not being lead could definitely be a

problem for Miss Front and Center. "I'll have to share it with a dude." 

"Those  kinds  of  bands  are  doing  really  well  in  country  right  now.  It's  sounds  like  a  great

opportunity," I encourage. "Would I know them?" 

"Southern Ophelia." 

"Damn,  Addie.  They're  hot  right  now.  Like,  really  hot.  I  can't  believe  one  of  their  vocalists

walked away in the middle of all that success. That's crazy." 

"Maybe,  but  it's  not  what  I  want  because  it's  not  my  style.  I  just  don't  see  me  being  happy  with

sharing the spotlight. You know I love being the center of attention. It sounds like a great gig, but the

whole thing is so rushed. Heather quit last week and they're scheduled to cut an album next month, so



it won't give us long to mesh. After that, we'd be hitting the road for six months to promote the album." 

Addison was no spotlight sharer, but Cleve was right in thinking this was a good move for her. As

such,  it  was  my  job  to  encourage  her.  "Addie,  that  sounds  like  exactly  the  opportunity  you  need  to

give  your  career  a  huge  jumpstart.  Cutting  an  album  and  going  on  the  road—that's  huge. And  who

knows? You could love singing with a guy." 

"I'm gonna hate it. I just know it." 

Always the pessimist. "There are worse things." 

"I'm sorry, Laurie," she apologizes. "It's really insensitive of me to be whining to you after what

happened with Blake." 

Frankly,  I'm  a  little  shocked  by  her  consideration.  Her  relationship  with  Zac  seems  to  have

changed her in a very positive way. "It's sucks but I'll be okay." 

"I  know,  but  I  haven't  been  very  considerate  of  your  feelings.  I've  been  a  shitty  friend  and  I'm

sorry. I swear I'm gonna make it up to you." 

I accept Addison the way she is and I don't expect her to make anything up to me. "You haven't

been a shitty friend. You've called every day—sometimes twice—to make sure I'm okay." 

"We both know I could do a lot better." 

She  wasn't  the  only  one  who  could  improve.  "I'm  the  one  who  moved  out  on  you  to  live  with  a

man I barely knew." 

"Because of what my brother did to you. And I took his side. I'm so sorry." 

Agreed. She definitely should've supported me more on that. "It's okay. It all worked out for the

best. Living with Ja…Lachlan for those two and a half months was the best experience of my life." 

"How are we ever gonna get over those Aussie men?" 

"I have no idea, Addie." And that is the honest-to-God truth. I don't know how I'll ever be able to

give up the love of my life. 

I'm helping Addison sort her laundry—all humpteen bags full—when I see her take a gift bag from her

suitcase. "I bought something for you while I was in Cali—not that you couldn't get them here—but I

knew it was something you wouldn't buy for yourself." 

Some people are natural-born gift givers. They love giving because it makes them feel good. But

Addison isn't one of them, so I'm interested in seeing what would spurn spontaneous gift-buying. "You

didn't have to get me a gift." 

She's beaming, so I see she's proud of herself. "I think I did. Because I'm pretty sure you need this. 

A lot." 

I take the box from the bag and instantly feel heat rise to my face. No she did not. I stare at the

purple vibrator through its plastic packaging and I know that she did. 

"It's purple—your favorite color." She swipes the package from my hands and takes it out when

she sees I'm not going to. "This thing is fantastic, Laurie. Look what the tip can do. It swirls." 

That's  not  natural.  "I've  never  seen  a  penis  that  swirls  or  twirls  or  has  bright-colored  beads

rotating at the base." Of course, I've only spent time with a couple of them, but if any man's dick did

tricks, it would've been Jack Henry's. I'm sure of it. "It looks like it has a gumball machine in it. If it

starts lighting up, I gonna swear it's a kids' toy." 

She rolls her eyes. "Trust me—this isn't child's play. The swirling and rotating is what makes this

rock." She points to a phalange-looking probe thing. "This is the magnificent part." 

I think I'm frightened. "What the hell is that thing?" 

"A clitoral stimulator." 

Good grief. "You've got to be kidding me." 

She's laughing as she shakes her head. "Oh, no. I would not kid of such things. This little beauty

will make you come in under a minute. I guarantee it." 

Under a minute? Shit! 

I  see  an  attached  probe  and  I'm  scared  to  ask,  but  curiosity  has  set  in.  I  touch  it  as  I  ask,  "And

this?" 

"An anal probe." 

I  jerk  my  hand  back,  as  though  the  probe  might  have  already  been  used.  I  make  a  face,  one  that

tells her I'm grossed out. "I'm not putting that in my ass!" 

"You don't have to. This baby works just fine without it. I know it's a bit much, so I bought this

beginner for you also. It's called a Bullet." She takes out a shiny little silver gadget and places it in

my hand. It looks a lot less intimidating than the purple trick penis with gumballs dancing in the shaft. 

The Bullet definitely seems more my speed. 

Addison  has  never  made  it  a  secret  that  she's  the  ultimate  sex-toy  expert.  She's  made  a  lot  of

comments in the past about how I should try them, but this is the first time she's brought me the goods. 

"When you had to leave Lachlan, you gave up all those great orgasms cold turkey." Yup. "You  need

this, Laurie. And trust me—these are the best gadgets out there." 

"You would know." 

She points the purple vibrator at me. "There are a lot of reasons you need this, and not all of them

have  to  do  with  Lachlan."  It's  still  weird  hearing  her  call  him  that.  "Orgasms  keep  your  girly  parts

healthy. And having an orgasm will help you sleep, which, by the looks of you, I'm certain you haven't

been doing." 

There's the old Addison. "Thanks a lot." 

She shrugs, as if she can't help herself. And she probably can't. "I'm just sayin'…" 

At  least  she  doesn't  blow  smoke  up  my  ass.  "Thank  goodness  I  can  always  count  on  you  to  say

whatever's on your mind." Perhaps I'm a little too sarcastic because she cuts her eyes at me. 

"It's  a  medically  proven  fact  that  orgasms  release  endorphins.  That  means  they  can  help  with

migraines. How many did you have when you were in Australia? Migraines, I mean. Not orgasms." 

I couldn't count the multitude of orgasms I had with Jack Henry if my life depended on it. "One." 

"And when did you have it?" 

I hadn't moved in with Jack Henry yet, so it was very early during our visit. "It wasn't long after

we got there." 

"See? You started having regular orgasms with Lachlan and your headaches went away." 

Jack Henry! Not Lachlan! I want to scream it out loud. 

But she's right. My migraines were happening increasingly more often before I went to Australia. 

Except  for  the  one,  they  disappeared  entirely  while  I  was  with  him.  I've  never  gone  that  long  in

between occurrences. "You're right. I didn't have another migraine after I moved in with him." 

"See? Orgasms are a physical necessity and should be prescribed by your doctor for good health. 

There's  no  reason  you  shouldn't  be  having  at  least  one  a  day.  Personally,  I  recommend  three. You

brush  your  teeth  three  times  a  day  to  keep  them  healthy.  Shouldn't  your  vagina  be  in  tip-top  shape

too?" 

Is she serious? "You mean to tell me that you use your vibrator three times a day?" 

"Yeah.  It's  been  working  overtime  since  we  left Australia,"  she  giggles.  "And  I  bought  an  extra

just in case I wear it out. Damn, I miss Zac." 

Addison  and  I  have  been  best  friends  for  four  years,  and  I've  come  to  know  that  she  will  never

understand the concept of TMI. "What's the plan with him?" 

"Girl, I'm so confused about what I want. I mean, I'm not confused about wanting him. That much I

know. I've never loved anyone the way I love him." She's biting her perfectly manicured thumbnail. 

It's an unfamiliar sight. "He's asked me to come back to Australia. Indefinitely." 

She's crazy about him. I can't believe she hasn't hopped a plane headed back to Oz already. "You

came here to audition for this band. Does that mean you're taking the job and not going back to be with

him?" 

"I don't know what I'm gonna do. I'm not sure I can up and leave my entire life behind to move to

Australia for a guy I've known three months. That's crazy talk, right? My whole life is in the U.S. My

parents. My career. You." She looks as though she might burst into tears. "What would you do?" 



I  love  my  family  and Addison,  but  there's  not  a  shade  of  doubt  in  my  mind.  I'd  be  on  the  first

Aussie  bird  I  could  find  if  Jack  Henry  called  and  asked  me  to  come  back.  Maybe  I  feel  that  way

because I no longer have a career, but I wouldn't even take the time to pack a bag if it meant I could

be back in his arms sooner. "He wouldn't have to ask me twice." 

"I wish I had your confidence. I'm just so unsure…of everything." 

It's easier to be confident in answer to a question I won't hear. Jack Henry will never ask me to

return to Australia. I'll never have to choose between him and my career because I have neither. And

it's a cruel reality to face. 

I  wake  to  the  sound  of  a  knock  on  my  bedroom  door.  Addison  slowly  eases  it  open.  "Are  you

awake?" 

"Yeah," I lie as I push myself up to a sitting position. Last night was a bad one for me. I tossed and

turned most of the night, thinking about Jack Henry. There's no way I've been asleep for more than a

couple of hours, but I don't want Addison to feel bad about waking me. "What's up?" 

She walks over and sits on the edge of my bed. "I never went to sleep last night." 

My contacts are out so she looks blurry, but I can see the troubled expression on her face. "Are

you worried about the audition?" 

"No way. I couldn't care less about that. It's Zac. I can't stop thinking about us and how bad I want

to go back." 

I can't believe her. If she loves him the way she says, she shouldn't stick around here and let him

slip away. "Then do it. Stop being miserable and go." 

"You really think I should?" 

I wouldn't hesitate. "Absolutely. You love him and that's not going to go away." I know that much

from experience. 

She  reaches  for  my  hand  and  squeezes  it.  "I'm  gonna  do  it,  but  I  want  you  to  go  to  that  audition

instead of me." 

Has  she  lost  her  mind?  That's  not  the  way  things  are  done  in  the  music  industry.  I  don't  get  to

decide I'll go in her place. "I can't show up for your audition." 

"Yes, you can. Get up and get dressed. You have an hour." 

"No. No. No, I can't do that." Can I? 

"They're expecting a female vocalist. That's what you are—and a great one. They won't care about



the  details  after  they  hear  you  sing. And  it's  actually  a  pretty  perfect  situation,  if  you  think  about  it. 

They need a singer who can play guitar. You need a job. Problem solved." 

It's been over two weeks since I sang or played. "I haven't rehearsed." 

"Choose something familiar like…'What Hurts the Most.' You've been performing that song longer

than we've known each other. It's one of your best and you can knock it out of the park without even

warming up." 

She's right. It's always one of my best performances. It could work. 

Gah!  Am  I  really  considering  this?  "We  both  know  this  stunt  is  nuts.  Even  if  they  like  my

voice, this is unprofessional. And desperate. They'll tell me to get lost." 

"I'll  go  with  you.  We'll  act  like  I'm  there  for  the  audition  and  you're  there  to  support  me.  We'll

swap places at the last minute." 

She makes it sound so easy—and so hard to say no. "I'm gonna do it. What do I have to lose at this

point?" 

"Nothing." 

She's right. When you have nothing, there's very little for you to lose. "I have to get ready." 

We're called back into a studio and I'm nervous as hell. This isn't me trying out for some mediocre

band playing small clubs. These guys are doing it big time. 

Addison introduces herself and I stand back as she drops the bomb. "I won't be the one auditioning

today." She gestures over her shoulder. "She's here to sing in my place." 

There's  a  brief  moment  of  silence  before  the  guy  I  recognize  as  the  vocalist  speaks  up.  "I  don't

think  so—that's  not  how  things  work  around  here. Addison  Donavon  is  the  person  we're  expecting. 

That's who our agent lined up, so there are no exceptions. We don't play tag team." 

I knew this was a bad idea. I'm on the verge of turning around to walk out the door but Addison

isn't  ready  to  cave.  "My  manager  arranged  this  audition  for  me  before  I  knew  I'd  be  leaving  the

country.  Doesn't  it  seem  ridiculous  to  let  this  audition  go  to  waste  when  what  you  need  is  standing

right here in front of you?" 

"We're  not  looking  for  a  second-rate  replacement."  It's  obvious  who  the  leader  is  here  by  the

spokesperson: Mr. Perfect Blond Locks with earrings and tatted forearms. 

"That's  not  what  you  have  here.  She's  an  incredible  vocalist  and  musician.  She  plays  by  ear—

guitar  and  piano."  As  much  as  I  appreciate  Addison  listing  my  virtues,  I'm  beginning  to  feel  like

something of a charity case. I despise it. 

"No. She doesn't have a scheduled audition so she doesn't get to play or sing unless her manager

arranges it." Fat chance of that happening since David dropped me after the Blake incident. 

The arguing continues like that—back and forth—until I finally interrupt. "It's okay, Addison. Let's

go." 

"No! It's not okay." She turns back to the one she's been arguing with. "You're messing up big time

if you let her walk out of here." 

This is humiliating, and I refuse to stand here being discussed like I'm not present while Addison

pleads for me. I lift my guitar case from the floor and walk toward the door. "Gentlemen, I'm sorry for

any inconvenience I may have caused and I wish you the best of luck in finding the perfect vocalist." 

It's my polite way of telling them to kiss my ass as well as code for Addison to shut up and come on. I

may be a smidgen on the desperate side, but I'll be damned if I'm gonna beg. I may not have a job or

the man I love, but I still have my pride. This band of nitwits isn't going to rob me of that. 

"Have a wonderful afternoon," I say with an edge of venom as I turn for the door. And may your

crotches be infested with the crabs of a thousand whores. 

"Wait." 

I stop as I'm almost out the door and look back to see which one of these jackoffs is talking to me. 

It's the leader again—the tall one with the Keith Urban hair. He's lounging back in his chair and asks

the other band members, "Should we let the little lady entertain us?" 

Damn, he's smug. "Don't do me any favors." Yeah, I know. I shouldn't get smart with these guys but

I can't help myself. They're pissing me off in a bad way, acting like I'm at their mercy. 

The  guy  drumming  pencils  against  the  desk  starts  laughing.  "She's  a  feisty  one.  That  could  be  a

good sign." 

Blondie motions for me to come back, but my feet don't move. "Come on and show us what you

can do." 

I'm not quick to jump at his request. I don't want to look desperate, so I paste on my best poker

face and walk casually back toward them. My guitar case thuds atop the conference table and I take

out my mom's worn guitar. I slide the strap over my head and move to a vacant stool. 

"What's your name?" 

I think it's best that I don't use my real name since I'm in contact with my father now. There's no

way of knowing what'll happen when his relationship with my mother goes public—and I'm sure it's

only a matter of time before that happens. Those kinds of things don't stay buried forever, and I can't

risk an association with him that might identify him as my father. 

I'm put on the spot to come up with a name—just like the night Jack Henry asked me who I was. I

immediately think of using "Paige Beckett," but that alias would defeat the whole purpose of avoiding

a  connection  to  my  paternity.  "Laurelyn  Prescott,  but  I  plan  on  using  Paige  McLachlan  as  my  stage

name." 

I see Addison jerk her head around to look at me. She has to think I've flipped my wig. I'll have to

come up with something to tell her. Later. Right now, I have three guys I have to win over with my

voice. 

"I'm Charlie." He's the lead vocalist, the one I'd sing with. I strum my guitar as he points to the guy

with a slick head slouched in a chair, arms crossed. He appears unenthused by my presence. "That's

Ryan.  He  plays  keyboards  and  mandolin."  He  moves  to  the  pencil  pecker  and  I  already  know  what

he's gonna say. "That's PJ, our drummer." 

I'm still not feeling like Miss Congeniality after my icy welcome, but I smile as I reply, "Nice to

meet you." 

"What are you gonna play for us?" 

I'm confident in my decision. The Rascal Flatts song is the best choice since it has that crossover

country pop sound like Southern Ophelia. "'What Hurts the Most.'" 

"Nice choice." 

I  begin  playing,  singing  with  my  eyes  closed.  Most  people  think  I  do  so  because  of  nerves,  but

that's not why. I use the time to feel the music and visualize. I transfer to that place so my audience

will feel the genuineness of what I'm singing. Finding that spot in my head isn't going to be difficult; 

this song has taken on a whole new meaning for me since parting ways with Jack Henry. 

I'm keeping tempo with my boot heel on the stool's support rung when I come to the chorus. And

that's  when  I  open  my  eyes.  The  three  members  of  Southern  Ophelia  are  watching  me  intently  but  I

know it's do or die; this is where I must go in for the kill, and I choose Charlie as my victim since he's

shown himself to be the head of this trio. 

My eyes meet his and I expose myself fully, using the lyrics as my emotions. I show him my heart

and soul—and the dreadful way it looks without Jack Henry. He sees my dark side but only because I

allow it. 

When  I  finish,  there's  a  moment  of  silence  before  Ryan  and  PJ  take  turns  complimenting  me. 

Charlie simply stares. Ryan snaps in front of Charlie's face, and he finally seems to come out of his

daze. "Charlie. What did you think, man?" 

I gesture toward the door. "I can step out and let you talk in private." 

"I'm pretty sure that won't be necessary," he says as he grins. 

That's when I know there's no decision to be made. I've won over the triad of Southern Ophelia. 


***




Three. Long. Fucking. Months. That's how long it's been since I've seen Laurelyn. And I don't think I

can take another minute. I die a little more each day she isn't in my life. 

She's been damn near impossible to find. Fate has worked against us every step of the way. The

hoops  Jim  has  jumped  through  for  the  smallest  bit  of  information  have  been  ridiculous.  One  step

forward,  two  steps  back—instead  of  the  other  way  around.  A  criminal  on  the  run  would've  been

easier to find. 

But I've finally found her. Laurelyn Paige Prescott—better known to the public by her stage name

as Paige McLachlan—that's the woman I'm here to see tonight. 

I still smile when I think about her taking my name, but I can't help but ponder why she'd need to

use  a  stage  name.  She  never  mentioned  using  one  before  and  it  makes  me  wonder  if  something

happened with the sperm donor. Or worse—maybe with Blake Phillips. 

I enter the auditorium lobby and the thick crowd makes it difficult to push through. The Martin I'm

carrying adds to my difficult navigation as I bump shoulders through the horde, so I have to apologize

with each step. 

I find my assigned seat. Because I'm a creature of habit, I'm happy when I see it's in a dark corner. 

I sit and place the Martin by my feet. I'm nervous and adrenalized as evidenced by my rapidly beating

heart. I'm about to see the woman I love walk out onto that stage. 

I look at the time and see it's only a minute until eight. My heart is pounding erratically, throbbing

in  my  ears  over  the  loud  crowd.  Finally,  musicians  begin  filing  onto  the  stage  to  take  their  places. 

That's when I see her for the first time in three months. My Laurelyn. All the time and distance that

separated us disappears upon finally seeing her face again. 

She looks the same, yet different. Her hair is a little longer and darker. Her honey highlights are

missing  and  she's  slimmer.  She's  still  beautiful  as  ever  but  doesn't  fit  the  image  etched  in  my  mind

these last few months. 

She's wearing brown boots—the same ones she wore the first time I saw her—with stonewashed

jeans  and  a  strapless  white  top.  Her  bare  shoulders  make  me  desperate  to  touch  her  exposed  skin. 

And  kiss  it.  Her  top  is  fitted  below  her  breasts  while  the  bottom  flows  loosely  over  her  jeans.  I

picture them riding low on her hips so I have easy access to kiss her belly. 

She takes a guitar, which I strongly suspect is the instrument her sperm donor gave to her mother, 

and lifts its strap over her head. She should be holding her Martin instead of the one hanging on her

shoulder right now. 

Her back is to the crowd and again I'm reminded of that night in Wagga Wagga when I watched

her  do  the  exact  thing.  She  mesmerized  me  beyond  measure  then  and  that  hasn't  changed.  She  still

bewitches me. 

My American girl takes her place behind a mic and then I notice the guy next to her and how crazy

all the chicks in the audience seem to be about him. I take notice of the other two band members. Jim

didn't  mention  this—that  she  was  part  of  an  all-male  band—and  the  little  green  monster  residing

within decides he wants to come out to kick arse and take names. 

When  each  of  them  is  in  place,  an  instrument  in  hand,  the  guy  beside  Laurelyn  adjusts  his  mic. 

"How's everyone in Dallas doing tonight?" 

The crowd goes crazy with cheers and whistles as the drummer begins beating his largest drum to

get the crowd on their feet. It sounds like everyone in the auditorium is clapping in unison with the

pounding percussion. "Anyone in this place ready to party?" he shouts, and the noise explodes. These

people love them. 

He picks out a sound on his guitar that I don't recognize and announces, "Ladies always go first

and our lovely Paige is gonna start us out with one from our new album called 'Let It Go.'" 

Her name is Laurelyn. Not Paige. 

My beautiful girl closes her eyes and I remember that as her signal—she's getting ready to sing. 

It's her way of shutting out the world and going to that place where she uses music and lyrics to tell

her story. 

Music is what feelings sound like. Isn't that what she says? 

I'm  sitting  on  the  edge  of  my  seat.  I  confess  I'm  a  desperate  man  only  holding  on  by  a  thin,  thin

thread. All I've been able to hear in my head for months are the words I wish I'd told her. But I'm here

with her now and this is my chance to prove to her how good we are together. 

She told me she loved me once and I pray that hasn't changed. 

She leans into her microphone as she sings of memories and goodbyes and I know her voice is the

only  one  my  heart  recognizes.  My  core  lures  her  sound  into  my  chest  and  wraps  it  around  the  dead

walls of my heart so it will have the desire to beat again. 

She  opens  her  eyes  when  she  starts  the  chorus.  Like  always.  I  don't  like  hearing  her  sing  these

lyrics  about  letting  go.  I  know  she  chooses  songs  that  speak  from  her  heart  and  the  thought  of  her

singing those words with us in mind kills me. Maybe it means she's still thinking of me. Loving me. 

Holding out hope that I'll come for her. 

The crowd bursts into cheer and praise when she finishes her song, as they should. She's a fan-

fucking-tastic performer. I already knew that but I don't think I realized the degree until this moment. 

The other singer steps up to his mic. "That girl can tear it up, right?" 

The  crowd  answers  with  louder  yelling  and  clapping.  "This  next  one  we're  gonna  do  is  called

'Win You  Over.'"  He  looks  at  my  girl  and  smiles  as  he  gives  her  a  wink.   What  the  fuck  is  that

about? The guy is looking at Laurelyn as he sings about winning a girl's heart after it's been broken. 

He's watching her eyes as he sings and that's when it strikes me—the motherfucker isn't singing for the

crowd. He's singing to my girl. 

Son of a bitch! 

Don't look at him, Laurelyn. Don't fall for that shit—his seductive grin, his smooth voice, his deep

dimples. I know those moves and it's all bullshit so he can fuck you. 

I'm grasping the armrests of my seat so hard, I think I might crush them. What if I'm too late and

she's already with this jerkoff? It's a real possibility. She wouldn't have a reason not to be. She has no

idea how much I love her or the lengths I've gone to to find her. I'm certain she thinks I've moved on to

my next companion. Why wouldn't she? 

And then I think of the woman I almost made number fourteen. She gladly went up to a hotel room

with me, a complete stranger, only minutes after meeting. She was going to let me fuck her because

the man she loved didn't return her affections. She wanted him out of her head that badly, if only for as

long as it took to get off. That's who I could be to Laurelyn—the man she needs out of her head so

badly, she'd let this guy fuck her to erase me. 

This is bad. Very bad. 

I consider leaving my seat and walking toward the stage so she might see me and know I've come

for  her.  I  want  to  see  her  reaction.  I  need  to  look  into  her  eyes  so  I'll  know  if  I'm  still  the  one  she

loves. Or if it's him now. 

I get up but my feet are frozen in place. They won't obey the commands being sent by my brain. 

They're smarter than my head or my heart. As much as I want her to know I'm here, I can't because I'm

certain security would stop me from moving closer to the stage. 

The eye-fucker finishes his song and Laurelyn trades her guitar for another instrument—maybe a

mandolin. She never told me she played anything but the piano and guitar, so I'm suddenly jealous that

these blokes know something about her that I don't. 

They begin the next song, a duet called "Tell Me What I Want to Hear." Great. That's exactly what

I want to watch—the two of them sing together. There's nothing I can do about it, so I might as well

take a seat and calm the fuck down. 

They go through the rest of their set and I watch this bloke eye-fuck Laurelyn for almost two hours. 

It's brutal to see it happening when I can do nothing about it. I'm mad as hell, but do I really have the

right to say anything? I don't know, but I damn sure plan to find out. 

When  it's  time  for  the  last  song  of  the  night,  Laurelyn  takes  the  stage  front  and  center—as  she

should've done all night—and I recognize the song coming from her bandmate's keyboard. 

"This  song  is  one  I  wrote  when  my  best  friend  and  I  traveled  out  of  the  country  several  months

back. I found myself with a lot of time on my hands and took the opportunity to do a little songwriting. 

I began writing it while we were there, but I couldn't quite make myself finish until about a month ago. 

It's called 'Without a Goodbye.'" 

 I'm waiting for your heart to wake

 So you will ask me to stay. 

 My heart is impatiently waiting around

 To hear the words it's begging you to say. 

 But if I remain and the words never come, 

 It's a pain I don't think I can take. 

 So I should go now without a goodbye

 And you'll never have to see these tears I cry. 

 I should go now without a goodbye

 And I won't have to hide the pain in my eyes. 

 I made the decision to walk away

 And now there's so much distance between you and me. 

 Now you're so far away, so very far away. 

 Will you always remain out of my reach? 

 It's easy to lie myself but

 I fear my stupid heart will never be free. 

 So I left without a goodbye

 And you'll never have to see these tears I cry. 

 I left without a goodbye

 And I won't have to hide the pain in my eyes. 

 Now it's been so long since I touched your face

 I can't stop thinking of those days. 

 I'm looking back at your photos

 And wondering if it's wrong for me to say. 

 I'm here all alone and I feel weak. 

 Maybe I made a mistake when I walked away. 

 And I was wrong to leave without a goodbye

 Because now you'll never see I want to try. 

 I was wrong to leave without a goodbye

 Because now you'll never see the love in my eyes. 

It's  a  beautiful  song,  but  so  sad.  The  lyrics  describe  us  perfectly,  and  I  know  in  my  heart,  she's

singing about us—at least I hope she is since the words describe making a mistake by leaving without

a goodbye. It has to be us. 

The  show  ends  and  the  people  file  out  around  me.  I  sit  motionless.  It  takes  a  while  but  the

auditorium eventually clears. Before I get up, I take out the single long-stem red rose I tucked away

inside the Martin's case. 

With her guitar in one hand and the rose in the other, I begin the walk that will end my long search

to find my beloved. I'm wound tighter than a spring—partly because I've watched Don-fucking-Juan

make moves on my girl all night—but more so because I'm finally about to see the woman I love with

all my heart. 

Once I make my way down to where the stage leads toward the back, a security guard stops me. 

"No one is allowed back there except the band and the staff." 

"I have Paige's extra guitar." I hold up the evidence in my hand. 

He crosses his arms and puffs his chest. "Sorry. If that belongs to one of the musicians, then you

should make other arrangements to get it to her." 

I can see that muscle man won't be sweet-talked, so I pull out my wallet to begin our discussion in

a  manner  that  may  persuade  him.  I  take  ten  hundred-dollar  bills  and  hold  them  in  front  of  his  face. 

"One thousand dollars cash. It's yours if you let me back so I can give Miss McLachlan her guitar." 

His eyes grow large and he looks around. He reaches for and swipes the cash from my hand. "If

you get caught, don't you fucking tell them it was me that let you back. Got it?" 

Bingo! "Absolutely not." 

He swings a door open and points down a hall. "She should be in the lounge while they're packing

up the stage. Third room on the left." 

"Thank you." 

He shuts the door behind me. I stand in the corridor for a moment and take a deep breath. My heart

slams  against  my  chest,  trying  to  escape  to  find  its  mate.  It's  drawing  me  to  her  because  my  heart

requires her to feel complete again. 

I make my way down the hall. I pass a couple of blokes along the way but they see the guitar case

in my hand and say nothing. I stop at the door and hesitate because I'm scared shitless. 

The  door  is  cracked  and  I  see  Laurelyn  sitting  on  a  couch—with  the  eye-fucker  beside  her.  His

hand is on her leg and he's rubbing it slowly—just the way I did so many times. Fuck! He's touching

her  but  even  worse,  she's  letting  him. And  it's  breaking  my  heart.  I'm  sure  I  feel  it  shattering  into  a

million pieces as I stand here witnessing the one thing I was so afraid of. 

I  squeeze  my  eyes  shut,  hoping  I'm  seeing  this  wrong  or  that  my  mind  is  playing  tricks  on  me. 

When I open my eyes again, he's leaning over. To kiss her. 

I turn away. Sickened. Devastated. Heartbroken. 

"Hey. What are you doing back here? Who are you?" I hear someone call out and I turn to see the

band's drummer. 

I swallow the tortured sounds threatening to escape from my throat. This is my fault. I fucked up

and now I'm paying for it. 

I hold up the guitar case for him to see. "This belongs to Miss McLachlan. Could you please give

it to her? And the rose too." 

"A Martin. Cool." He takes both from me and asks, "Do I need to tell her anything?" 

Yes. Tell her how much I love her and that I'm so sorry for letting her go.  "Just tell her I

enjoyed the show and that I said she was fan-fucking-tastic." 

He holds up the case and the rose. "Who should I say these are from?" 

"She'll know who." 


***




Charlie gives me that look most of the time we're performing, and I'm pretty sure I don't need anyone

to  translate  its  meaning.  It  reminds  me  of  what  I  once  saw  in  Jack  Henry's  eyes—a  forewarning  of

things to come. 

I still recall the way he could make me tremble when I saw that look from him. I desired all the

things my sexy Aussie man had in store for me. And I still do. Desperately. 

I'm  not  being  fair  to  Charlie.  He  doesn't  deserve  what  I've  put  him  through  the  last  couple  of

months.  He's  a  sweet  guy  and  is  so  good  to  me.  He's  been  incredibly  kind  and  understanding  about

Jack Henry. He even said that he's willing to wait for me, but tonight's there's something different in

his  eyes.  It's  a  fire  and  it's  new.  I  consider  it  a  warning  that  he  may  be  changing  his  mind  about

patiently waiting for me to get over a man I'll never see again. Or never stop loving. 

We wrap up the show and the band heads backstage to the lounge. I'm exhausted as I fall onto the

couch. I just want to go back to the hotel, shower, and crawl into bed so I can sleep for a year—or

until this ache in my heart has left me. But I can't. Charlie wants to talk and there's no way I'm letting

that conversation happen in either of our hotel rooms. 

He sits next to me on the couch and I find myself alone with him. He reaches for my hand and cups

it inside his while his thumb strokes the top of mine. "I want to talk about what's going on between

us." 

He's right. We have to talk about whatever this is. I need to tell him we aren't going to happen, so

it's only right for him to know before he has a chance to say too much. "Okay, but I need to go first." 

Charlie's hand releases mine and he moves it to my knee. He begins rubbing it the way Jack Henry

would when we'd sit on the couch and talk. I catch myself closing my eyes so I can pretend it's my

caveman's  hand  I  feel—not  Charlie's.  "I  already  know  what  you're  going  to  say  and  that's  why  I'm

going first. I need to tell you how I feel before you have the opportunity to shoot me down." 

That confirms it. He's about to make his move. 

"I know you aren't over him. I'm not stupid. But I really believe I can make you forget him if you'll

only let me try." He moves his hand higher up my thigh and twists his body so he's facing me. "Would

it be so hard to let me in? Would it be so terrible if you let go of all your pain and found happiness

with me?" 

It's what I want—to be happy again—and sleep a whole night without seeing him in my dreams. In

my  sleeping  fantasies,  he's  cradling  my  face  with  his  hands  and  asking  me  if  I  want  to  try  to  make

things work. Then I wake and my heart breaks all over again. It's a vicious cycle and as hard as I try, I

can't make it stop. 

I  don't  say  anything—because  I  can't—and  Charlie  doesn't  stop  pleading  his  case.  "Those  who

can't forget the past are condemned to relive it. That's what's happening to you, and it has to stop. You

have to let him go. It's been three months. He's in Australia and you're here. The bastard hasn't even

made  an  attempt  to  call  you."  He  reaches  for  my  face  and  his  thumb  catches  the  single  tear  rolling

down my cheek. "I want to be the calm in your storm, not the shipwreck that takes you down. That's

what he is to you." 

He reaches for my face and leans over to kiss me. I let him because I'm desperate to feel anything

besides this pain that consumes me night and day. It's smothering me and I die a little more each day. 

Charlie's lips are soft and his kiss is gentle. There's nothing demanding about it. Or stimulating. 

And it's at this moment that I'm swallowed up by the fear that I may never find a man who makes me

feel the way Jack Henry did. 

The  lounge  door  swings  open  and  PJ  breezes  into  the  room.  I  jerk  away,  embarrassed  at  being

caught kissing Charlie. He stops and looks surprised. "Sorry. Maybe I should've knocked but I had no

idea you two were going to be lip-locked." 

"No problem. We all share this lounge. You don't have to knock." I don't know what else to say. 

He holds out a red rose for me. "You have an admirer." 

I take the rose and bring it to my nose. Being given a bouquet of flowers isn't unusual after a show

but I've never been given a single rose before. It seems so intimate. "A fan, I suppose?" 

"I found this dude standing outside the door looking in here just now. I asked him who he was but

he didn't say. He just told me to give you the rose and this guitar. Oh, and tell you he enjoyed the show

—that you were 'fan-fucking-tastic.'" He puts the case at my feet and the world around me begins to

spin way too fast. 

It's  my  Martin.  That  can  only  mean  Jack  Henry  was  here.  Right  outside  that  door—that  cracked

door—while Charlie was kissing me. 

I  dash  off  the  couch  and  run  down  the  hallway,  calling  out  for  him  like  a  maniac.  "Jack  Henry! 

Jack Henry!" 

I have no idea which way to go, but I run toward the auditorium. It's empty other than the cleaning

staff,  so  I  run  toward  the  lobby  and  out  to  the  street  where  I  pray  I'll  find  him  standing  on  the

sidewalk. 

It's storming and the raindrops pelting down sting as they hit my face. I reach up to push my wet

hair from my eyes and that's when I see him. He's getting into a cab up the street. "Jack Henry!" I shout

at the top of my lungs but he doesn't hear me. He's too far away. "Jack Henry!" 

I run toward the car screaming his name and I reach the cab as it's leaving. I slam my hand across

the top of the trunk as hard as I can before watching it pull away, taking him out of my life again. 

"Nooo!"  I  scream  so  loudly,  my  vocal  cords  spasm.  I  drop  to  my  knees  there  on  the  cold,  wet

concrete. I try to scream, and again, nothing comes out because my breath has been taken from me. 

Please, don't leave. Please, don't be gone out of my life forever. 

The cab moves for a moment but then I see the blurry, glowing red lights through the downpour

against my face and heavy lens of tears covering my eyes. The cab's brake lights. The car has stopped, 

as have I—and then I see the back door open. 

It's my Jack Henry. 

He gets out of the cab and stands in the heavy rain looking back at me. I don't know how—because

my body has turned to mush—but I'm off my knees and running toward him. I pummel him against the

open  door  when  I  reach  him  and  squeeze  my  arms  around  him  tightly,  using  all  the  strength  I  can

muster. My knees are far too weak to stand in his arms without falling. I bury my face against his neck

and breathe him in. This is where I want to be forever—in Jack Henry's arms. 

"Are you in or out, man?" I hear the driver call from inside the cab. 

Jack Henry doesn't answer and I ease my tight grip on him so I can look into his eyes. I touch his

face because I can't believe he's real. "You sort of have a beard. Almost. I love it. It's sexy." 

As  I  cradle  his  face  with  my  hands,  I'm  bothered  by  what  I  see.  This  should  be  the  happiest

moment of our lives—it is for me—but his expression leaves me with a different feeling. Something

isn't right. "What's wrong?" 

His face is pained. "We need to talk." 

Of course, we need to talk but his tone makes me uneasy. If I'm being honest, it downright scares

the shit out of me because it sounds so ominous. "Okay." 

"Do you need to go inside to get your things?" 

"Yes. But it'll only take a minute." I take his hand because I don't want to be away from him for

even a second. I'm afraid he'll disappear. "I want you to come with me." 

He leans inside and tells the driver, "I'm staying," before he shuts the door. 

I grasp his hand tightly as we walk toward the entrance to the concert hall. 

I'm certain he saw Charlie kiss me. Shit! He probably thinks I'm with him now. But I'll explain. I'll

make him see that he'll always be the only one for me. 

When we get to the door of the lounge, he stops. "I think I better stay out here." 

Yeah. He definitely saw Charlie kiss me. 

"I won't be long." 

I walk through the lounge door and Charlie is still sitting in the same spot I left him. I have no idea

what to say to him. He's spent the last two months patiently pursuing me in the sweetest manner. It's

going  to  be  painful  for  him  for  a  while,  but  my  heart  knows  it's  the  only  way.  He  deserves  to  be

someone's everything, not second place to a man I could never stop loving. 

I  sit  next  to  him  to  explain—because  he's  a  friend  and  I  feel  I  owe  him  that—but  he  already

knows. I see it on his face. "He chose to come for you on the night I planned to make my big move." 

I  nod  because  I  can't  answer.  Charlie  loves  me  and  has  been  so  kind  the  last  two  months.  It's

painful to hurt him like this. 

His forearms are propped on his thighs as he leans forward, staring at the floor. "That's good. You

deserve to be happy. But I sure wish he'd come before I had the chance to fall in love with you." 

Dammit. Why does this have to be so hard? "I'm sorry. I truly didn't intend for that to happen." 

He continues staring at the floor and I suspect it's because he doesn't want me to see the tears in

his  eyes.  "I  know,  and  it's  not  your  fault. You're  just  too  damn  easy  to  love. You  told  me  from  the

beginning you didn't think you could love anyone else after him. Now you'll never have to try." 

I want to tell him he deserves so much more than me and reassure him he'll find the one to give

him  all  the  love  he  deserves,  but  he's  not  in  a  place  where  he's  ready  to  hear  that.  "I  have  to  go, 

Charlie." 

"Of course you do." He looks up at me. I was right. He has huge tears in his eyes and my heart

breaks for him. "Don't forget that the bus pulls out at nine sharp tomorrow." 

Is he afraid I won't come back? "I'll be there." I pick up my Martin and place it on the couch next

to him. "Can you ask the crew to be sure this makes it onto the bus?" 

"Sure." 

Jack  Henry  is  waiting  for  me  in  the  hallway.  He's  standing  on  the  far  side  of  the  corridor  and  I

wonder  if  it's  because  he's  afraid  he  might  overhear  something  Charlie  has  to  say.  He  walks  in  my

direction when he sees me. "Where do you want to go?" 

I want to go wherever I can get naked with Jack Henry and show him how much I've missed him. 

And I don't want to risk running into any of the band or crew. "Where are you staying?" 

"I have a suite at the Fairmont." 

"I want you to take me there." 

We're both silent in the cab on the way to the hotel. He looks straight ahead while I stare at him

from where I'm sitting. I'm sure he must see me but I don't care. I can't stop because I'm afraid he'll

disappear like a phantom. 

I  want  him  to  kiss  me  like  crazy  all  the  way  to  the  hotel,  but  he  doesn't.  In  fact,  he  never  even

looks in my direction. I wish I were brave enough to reach for his hand so I could get some kind of

reaction from him, but I don't. I'm too afraid—I'm not sure where his head is after seeing Charlie kiss

me. 

This isn't going to be good. Why did he have to see that? 

We walk through the luxurious hotel lobby and get onto the elevator. I'm closed up with him and

two other people in the tiny space for only a minute or so, but the sexual tension we're radiating is

almost suffocating. I want him so badly, it hurts. I need to touch him, to feel his skin against mine. 

I don't have time to brush up next to him because the elevator arrives on the sixth floor where his

suite is located. After the door clicks behind us, my heart, and my body, rejoice. We are alone at last. 

And I'm scared to death. 

We've been apart for three months and another man is kissing me when Jack Henry sees me for the

first time. The situation is a nightmare that never factored into any dreams or fantasies I had about our

reunion. 

Damn, this sucks. What is he thinking? Is he angry with me? Or hurt? Or worse—maybe he doesn't

care enough to feel pain or anger. I can't tell because he's being so obscure. 

The  air  conditioning  is  on  and  the  room  is  really  cold.  I'm  soaked  to  the  bone  and  feel  myself

shivering.  Or  maybe  I'm  trembling  from  fear.  Either  way,  he  takes  notice.  "You're  drenched  and

freezing to death. Go take a hot shower to warm up and we'll talk after you're finished." 

I think it's a bad sign he doesn't want to take me to bed and strip me out of these cold, wet clothes

so he can warm me up himself. That's what my Jack Henry would do, without any hesitation at all. 

"Okay," I say, feeling deflated. This isn't what I had in mind. I'd hoped he'd want me as much as I

want him. But he doesn't. 

I go into the bathroom and look at myself in the mirror. Holy shit, I look awful. No wonder he

wants me to shower. Who wants to look at this? I look like a drowned raccoon thanks to the black

mascara smudged under my eyes. Beetlejuice never looked this shitty. 

I turn the water on as hot as I can tolerate and step under the raining heat. It feels good and I warm

up in a matter of minutes. I use his masculine products to wash my hair and body and I remember the

way these scents mix with his skin to create the most intoxicating essence. Oh, I have missed his

smell. 

I hurry through my shower because I'm eager to be with him. Next to him. Hopefully, under him. 

Once I'm out, I blow-dry my hair using the hotel-provided dryer. I flip my head up and my tresses

are wild and untamed. I could really use a brush. I rummage through my purse and find an old one

floating around in the bottom. I brush out the tangles and wish I had a flatiron to smooth it down. 

I  use  his  toothpaste  and  my  finger  to  brush  my  teeth  before  I  slosh  around  a  mouthful  of  minty

goodness. I would've preferred to have found a toothbrush in my purse to the hairbrush. 

Two luxurious velour robes hang on the back of the door. I slip one on. I don't really want to wear

it. I'd like to hang it back on the hook and walk out naked. But I don't because he says he wants to talk. 

I come out of the bathroom and see him sitting on the couch. He's traded his wet clothes for a T-

shirt and lounge pants like he used to wear around Avalon on his days off. He's drinking from a short, 

clear glass containing a dark amber liquid over ice. I suspect it's some kind of whiskey, which isn't

like my Jack Henry at all. He never drank straight whiskey before and I'm suddenly more afraid than I

already was. 

I  stop  just  outside  the  bathroom,  unsure  what  to  do.  He  watches  me  from  where  he's  sitting.  He

seems looser than when we arrived, and I wonder how many of those little amber drinks he had while

I was in the shower. 

He holds up his glass. "Want a drink?" 

"No. But thank you." 

He shakes his glass to settle the ice. "Come sit with me." 

I don't say anything but I walk over and lower myself onto the seat right next to him. I don't know

if that's where he wants me, but it's where I want to be. I twist so I'm facing him—I have to look into

his brilliant blue eyes. I don't want to go another minute without searching them for all the things he's

about to tell me. Good or bad. 

He puts his glass away and reaches for my hand. He brings it to his lips and closes his eyes as he

presses a kiss into my skin and strokes my hand against his scruffy face. "I've missed you so much, 

Laurelyn." 

My  stomach  flips  before  it  races  my  heart  up  toward  my  throat  to  see  which  can  get  there  first. 

He's facing me now and I can't resist reaching out to touch his cheek. "I've missed you too—more than

you could ever know." 

He turns his face toward my palm and covers the top of my hand with his. "Believe me—I know

all too well what it's like missing you. I've been a mess since you left me. I thought I would lose my

mind before I found you. You didn't make it easy on me, Miss Laurelyn Paige Prescott." 

He just said my name—the whole thing. "How long have you been trying to find me?" 

"Since the week you left." 

Three months? My head is reeling. All this time I believed he hadn't given me a second thought

because he was too busy screwing number fourteen. I was wrong. He's been looking for me all this

time. 

And that's when I can stand it no longer. I have to feel him against me. I put my knees on each side

of his hips so that I'm straddling him, as I've done so many times before. I bring my mouth down on

his and he reaches for the back of my head to pull me closer. 

We shared a multitude of kisses while we were together, but never one like this. I can't label it

because this isn't the kiss of a man making a temporary arrangement with a woman he cares nothing

about. This is different from anything I ever felt while in Australia. 

He pulls away from our kiss but presses his forehead against mine. "Please tell me you're not in

love with him." 

Him? Oh. It takes a moment for me to realize who he means—Charlie. "No! I'm not in love with

him." 

I look into his eyes and I can see that my denial isn't going to suffice. "But you let him touch you…

and kiss you," he says through gritted teeth, as though it pains him to say the words. 

I don't want to have this conversation right now. And even though I want him to take me to bed and

make up for all the time we've lost, I know we have to talk about what he saw. "I've spent the last

three  months  in  agony  believing  that  you  cared  nothing  for  me.  I  just  needed  an  escape  from  this

emotional roller coaster. I thought Charlie might help me forget you for a little while." 

He drops his head back against the couch and squeezes his eyes shut. I can see he's about to say

something and his expression tells me it isn't going to come easy for him. And that terrifies me. 


***




Shit! Am I too late? Has she let this Charlie guy into her bed so she could forget me? 

I am a selfish bastard, and undeniably a possessive one, when it comes to Laurelyn. I don't want

her happier with another man and I'm petrified that she is. I fear he's giving her the things I didn't. And

telling her the words I should have but refused to say because I was too stubborn to see the truth. 

I squeeze my eyes shut as I brace myself for her answer to the question I'm bloody terrified to ask. 

"Did you let him fuck you?" 

Laurelyn  won't  lie  to  me,  but  that's  only  one  of  the  reasons  I'm  scared  to  death.  I  stare  into  the

blackness behind my lids. I won't be able to bear it if she tells me she let him get inside her. I don't

know how to handle that. 

I feel her hands on my face. "Look at me." I don't know if I can until I know she hasn't been with

another man. "Please, look at me." 

I've never been more frightened in my life, but I open my eyes because it's what she's asking me to

do. Her face is so serious. I think she's contemplating how to say the words, how to break my heart

gently and kill me slowly. 

I stare at her caramel eyes and wait for the verdict as she strokes her hands down my face. "Jack

Henry." I hear her say my name and I'm ready to fall at her feet. "There's been no other man since you

—not inside my head, my heart, or my body." She reaches for my hand and brings it to rest over her

heart. "No other man will ever reside here. It's reserved for you alone." 

I hear the breath I'm holding escape in relief. Words don't have a way of describing the solace I'm

experiencing. 

I  feel  her  heart  speeding  beneath  my  hand  where  she's  holding  it.  It's  keeping  pace  with  mine

perfectly. 

I bring my other hand to her chest and stroke my fingertips across her skin to push the robe away

from  her  shoulders.  I  lean  forward  and  inhale  deeply  after  I  place  a  single  kiss  between  her  bared

breasts. She has her own feminine fragrance—despite the scent of my body wash—and it drives me

crazy. I can't get enough of it; I've missed it so much. 

I reach for the velour belt around her waist and pull. I part the lush fabric and push it away so I

can  see  her  bareness,  but  simply  gazing  at  her  could  never  suffice.  Looking  has  never  been  enough

when  it  comes  to  Laurelyn.  I  have  to  touch  her.  And  I  do.  "You're  even  more  beautiful  than  I

remember." 

I grasp her thighs straddling me and run my hands up until I reach her hips and squeeze. My palm

flat against her stomach, I slide it to her chest and back down again. 

I lean forward and take her rosy pink nipple into my mouth and I feel it grow hard as I circle it

with the tip of my tongue. She puts her hand behind my head and pulls me closer as she arches her

back and drops her head. I hear a moan escape her lips. 

She's naked beneath her robe and squirming against my hard cock. Only the fabric of my pants and

undies separates us, but I don't think that will last much longer since it feels like I could potentially

split my pants at any moment. I don't think I've ever wanted her this badly. 

In an instant, I'm off the couch and carrying her to the bed, her legs wrapped around my waist as

she  holds  tightly  around  my  shoulders.  During  our  travel  from  the  living  room  to  the  bedroom,  she

pulls her arms out of the robe and lets it drop to the floor. 

I deposit her on the bed and she's entirely naked—except for the diamond star pendant around her

neck—and I can't stop the smile that spreads across my face. "You're wearing your birthday gift." 

She  reaches  up  to  touch  it  where  it's  resting  against  the  dip  of  her  throat.  "I  haven't  taken  it  off

once since the last time you put it on me." 

Bloody hell I love this girl. 

I'm pleases me to no end that she has always kept this piece of me with her while we were apart. I

think  knowing  she  wore  my  gift  so  close  to  her  heart  makes  me  love  her  even  more—if  that's  a

possibility. 

I  lower  myself  down  against  Laurelyn  and  bring  our  mouths  together.  I'm  desperate  to  feel  her

tongue against mine and taste my American girl's sweet lips. She opens her mouth to invite me in and

it's better than I remember. Her tongue rolls in waves against mine as they reunite to share an intimate

dance they've not experienced in a while. 

My kiss is aggressive because it's been far too long since I've felt Laurelyn. I don't know how to

be anything but vigorous when it comes to her. She retreats to catch her breath and I glide my mouth

down her neck toward her shoulder. "I love these little patches of freckles. I've missed kissing them." 

She  giggles  softly  and  I  move  my  mouth  down  her  chest.  Her  laughter  stops  and  I  hear  a  sharp

intake of air as I suck her breast into my mouth. I hear her groan, "Ohh," as I pull on her nipple until

it's hard and elongated. I use my teeth to scrape it gently because I know how sensitive her nipples are

and how easily she's turned on when I do that. I'm not playing favorites so I move to the other one and

give it the same treatment before I migrate lower. 

She's  stretched  out  on  the  bed  and  I  can't  resist  looking  at  her  stomach.  I  rub  my  hand  over  her

abdomen below her piercing and the memory of her half-taken birth control pack forces its way to the

front of my thoughts. I can't stop myself from wondering—or maybe even hoping—there's a part of me

growing inside her. It's unbelievable that I can picture her with my baby on the way and be okay with

that. 

I lower my mouth to her belly to place kisses against it and I feel Laurelyn's hand glide through my

hair. I peer up at her. She's lifted her head so she can look at me. "What's with the special interest


there?" 

I'm not bringing it up now; it's not the right time. I don't want anything to stand in the way of me

being inside her. "Nothing," I whisper as I move lower but skip the place I know she wants my mouth

most. I want to make this last for as long as possible. 

I'm kneeling between her legs and I lift her foot to kiss it when I notice something that wasn't there

three months earlier—black script lettering wrapping around the inside of her ankle. "What is this?" 

She props up on her elbows and gives me her patented smart-arse look that says  what do you

think it is? She doesn't have to say the words because I can read them on her face. Some things never

change, but I must admit I'm glad. I've missed her attitude. It's refreshing. No other woman has ever

given me hell like Laurelyn—except Margaret McLachlan. 

I've always heard men marry women like their mothers. Maybe that's why I love my American girl

so much. 

My thoughts return to the question at hand and I tilt my head so I'm able to see what the tattoo says

as I read it aloud. "He is always the song I sing." I look up at her. "When did you have this done?" 

"A couple weeks after I returned from Australia." 

I think her tattoo refers to me—at least I hope it does—but I want to know for sure. I can't assume

anything at this point. "Tell me who he is." 

She sighs as she shakes her head. "Do I have to say the words for you to know?" 

Yes. "Shit, yeh. I want to hear you say it." 

"It's you, Jack Henry. It will always be you in every song I sing." 

"I love it." She watches me kiss the spot where she has marked me on her body forever. "I want to

be  your  song,  Laurelyn."  I  move  up  her  leg  and  kiss  the  inside  of  her  thigh.  "Always."  Without

breaking eye contact, I move my mouth to the inside of her other thigh. "And forever." 

She closes her eyes and falls back against the bed. I hear her panting as I inch my mouth closer to

the spot where she wants it—where she needs it most. Her legs are trembling as I push them apart. I

press my nose against the smooth skin there and inhale deeply. "I love the way you smell." 

She's writhing beneath me. I lower my mouth until I'm hovering between her legs, but I don't touch

her.  I  make  certain  she  can  feel  my  warm  breath.  I  hear  her  whisper,  "Please…Jack  Henry…don't

make me beg," as she lifts her hips closer to my mouth. Her shifting tells me that she's dying for my

soft, wet tongue to lick her. 

I bet I could make her come without even touching her, but we'll save that little trick for another

time. 

I kiss her across the top of her pubic bone. "Do you remember how easy it is for me to make you

come with my mouth?" 

"No. Remind me," she whispers, lifting her hips again. 

"Let me see if I can jog your memory a little." I butterfly kiss her drenching wet center before I

slide my tongue up the middle. I hear her moan, "Ohh…ohh…don't you dare stop." 

She tastes so fucking good, I wouldn't dream of stopping. 

She's breathing deep and loud as she rocks her pelvis up and down against my mouth. I can tell

how  much  she's  missed  this.  And  I  have  too.  Words  can't  express  how  much  but  her  sounds  of

satisfaction  are  giving  me  a  pretty  good  indication  of  the  degree.  I'm  feeling  sure  that  I  haven't

forgotten her favorite way to get off. 

I flatten my tongue against her and slowly lick her core up and down. I know how much she loves

it that way. I'm reassured she's getting exactly what she needs from me when she begins to rock her

hips harder. I want to give her the best orgasm of her life, so I slide one finger inside her—and then a

second—as I continue to use my tongue above the entry of my fingers. The stimulation of my warm, 

moist  tongue  combined  with  my  fingers  sliding  in  and  out  has  Laurelyn  screaming  my  name  as  she

fists my hair to pull me closer. 

Her  legs  are  trembling  and  a  moment  later,  she  goes  limp  and  releases  my  hair.  Her  breathing

deepens and slows, a contrast to the panting of just moments ago. 

One down. 

I lick my lips to collect the last taste of Laurelyn before I sit up to remove my T-shirt. I toss it to

the floor and slide off the edge of the bed so I can remove my pants and undies. When I'm as naked as

she is, I crawl up her  body,  stopping  along  my  way  to  place  another  kiss  against  her  belly.   God, I

wish I knew if there was a little miracle growing inside her right now. 

I settle between her legs and we're face to face. Heart to heart. Skin on skin. She reaches for my

face and strokes her fingertips down my cheeks. "This scruff is extra…stimulating." 

I'm pretty sure that's a good thing. Maybe even great. "More stimulating, huh? Does that mean you

want me to keep it?" 

"Abso-fucking-lutely," she says with a mischievous grin. "I would have hidden your razors had I

known what that kind of scruff would feel like when you went down." 

She's being funny but what I'm about to say isn't at all comical. I prop on my elbows so I'm not

crushing  her  with  my  weight,  and  I  take  her  face  in  my  hands  so  we're  eye  to  eye.  "I  love  you, 

Laurelyn Paige Prescott." Her eyes tear up and I press my forehead to hers because I can't watch. I've

never been able to stand seeing her cry. "Please don't cry, baby." 

She grabs my head and pushes it away from hers. I'm forced to look at her and watch the tears roll

down the sides of her face. "They're happy tears—the best kind—because I love you too and I'm so

very happy." 

She has a million and one reasons to tell me to fuck off—and she probably should—but I can see

that  she  isn't  going  to.  By  some  miracle,  she  still  loves  me.  "You're  the  only  angel  in  my  life, 

Laurelyn." 

She grabs me behind my neck and brings my mouth down to hers. She kisses me softly and slowly

and when she releases me, her mouth is still against mine so I feel the movement of her lips. "Make

love to me." 

I'm still nestled between her legs. She brings them up and parts them wider for me to get closer. 

I'm hard and ready against her drenched entrance, but I don't know if I should use a condom. I don't

want  to  ruin  the  moment  by  asking  and  frankly,  I  don't  want  her  to  tell  me  I  need  one.  I  want  to  be

inside  her  without  anything  between  us,  so  I  relinquish  the  entire  control  of  contraception  to  this

woman I absolutely adore. 

She  knows  I'm  about  to  go  in.  If  she  doesn't  tell  me  we  need  a  condom,  then  there's  only  two

options: she's either back on track with her pills or she's already pregnant with my baby. 

As if she senses the battle raging inside my head, she lifts her hips against me and coaxes my tip

inside of her. She rocks her hips and it's all the invitation I need. I slide my remaining length into her

until I'm as deep as I can be in this position. 

Oh, fuck! She feels so good. I have missed being inside of her so much. 

I've only made love to Laurelyn one other time. I didn't realize how I felt about her then. But now, 

I know I love her. There's not a bit of doubt in my mind. "It's been so long since I felt you—far too

long." 

I'm sliding in and out of her and I'm overcome by the need to tell her what she means to me. I trail

kisses up her neck until my mouth hovers over her ear. "I love you so much, Laurelyn. I swear I do." I

can't stop feeling like I need to tell her over and over to make up for all the times I didn't. 

Her  hands  leave  my  back  and  she  runs  her  fingers  through  my  hair.  Her  nails  gently  scrape  my

scalp and goosebumps form all over my body. "I love you too, Jack Henry. So very much." 

I slow my thrusts because I want this to go on forever and ever. My hands find hers and I bring

them above her head where I lace our fingers together tightly. She is my everything and I'm never

letting her get away again. 

She  opens  her  eyes  and  they  watch  mine  as  I  move  above  her. As  I'm  sliding  in  and  out,  I  can't

help but notice how incredibly tight she is. There's not a doubt in my mind—no other man has been

inside her. I believed her when she said that there hadn't been another, but feeling her like this gives

me a bit more satisfaction. And pleasure. 

I thrust the last few times before I'm about to come. I don't ask her if I need to pull out. I'm sure

she'd tell me if she wanted me to. "Oh, Laurelyn," I groan as I squeeze her hands and thrust one last

time as I come inside her. She brings her legs up around my waist and crosses her ankles behind my

back. She uses the strength in her legs to bring me closer until there's not a bit of space between us. 

Mmm. Coming inside her. That's something else I've missed. 

I  pull  out  after  I'm  completely  emptied  and  satiated.  I  roll  to  my  back  and  pull  Laurelyn  to  lie

against my chest. I rub my hand up and down her arm. She's still cold, so I reach for the covers and

bring them up over us. 

I'm still catching my breath as I kiss the top of her head and hold her tightly. This is the place I

want to be always—anywhere that includes my American girl wrapped in my arms. "It was a mistake

to not tell you how I felt. It's haunted me since the day I came home and found you gone. You'll never

know how sorry I am for letting you slip through my fingers. But it won't happen again because I'm

never letting you go. Ever." 

She has no idea about the future I want with her—that I want her to be my wife—but I don't dare

bring that up right now. I don't want to frighten her with talk of marriage. She can't possibly be in a

place where she'd trust me enough, so I choose to postpone that conversation for another time. 

Her  hand  is  on  my  chest  and  she's  rubbing  it  back  and  forth  over  my  nipple.  "If  you  knew  you

loved me, why couldn't you say it?" 

"I denied what I was feeling for you. I told myself I didn't know what my feelings were. It all felt

so  complex  at  the  time,  and  I  wanted  to  avoid  the  complications.  But  as  hard  as  I  tried,  I  couldn't

evade loving you. You made me fall hard. I've never loved a woman until you." 

She lifts her face from my chest to look up at me. "It took everything in me to not come running

back  to Australia  to  beg  you  to  have  me.  I  know  I  wasn't  supposed  to,  but  I  had  the  number  to  the

phone you used for calling me. I can't tell you how many times I thought about calling it, just to see if

you would answer. But I was terrified of you turning me away. I couldn't have taken it if you had." 

Incredible! All this time we were only one phone call away from one another. 

"I've carried your mobile with me every day since you left. I knew you had the number because

you used it to transfer our photos to your personal phone. I got your number from the phone records

and tried calling you, but I was too late. You'd already canceled your service." 

"Yeah. I had to switch and get a new number." 

I don't want to hear the story behind that right now. I know it isn't going to sit well with me and I

just want to enjoy this time together. "I never stopped hoping you'd call and I'd hear your voice on the

other end." 

"I wish I had. If I'd known how you felt, I would've called. Hell, I would've never left you in the

first place. God, that must've been bad when you found my letter." 

It was awful—the absolute worst day of my life. 

There have been so many mistakes made between us, on my part and hers, and saying I love you

didn't  automatically  mean  she'd  agree  to  live  happily  ever  after  with  me.  "What  if  I've  changed  my

mind and decided I want complicated? What if I want to try?" 

Her finger is on my stomach and she's tracing that invisible infinity symbol like she always does

when she's nervous. "When I fell before, you didn't catch me." 

She's right. She told me she loved me and I let her down. But never again. Never. "I'll always be

sorry for that, Laurelyn. You've never had a single person in your life who didn't let you down, but

that's not who I'm going to be. I swear I'll be there for you, if you'll let me." 

Because of the men in Laurelyn's past, she's destined to have trust issues and she's never hidden

this from me. We didn't have problems with it when our agreement defined very clear expectations, 

but a normal relationship will be different. I'm certain it won't come easy for us, but I'm prepared to

do anything it takes to be with her. 

"I can't lie. This—me and you—scares the shit out of me." 

I'd be worried if she weren't frightened. "Me too, but wouldn't you rather be scared together than

be miserable apart? Because I know that's what I'd be without you." 

"You're right. I've done the being-miserable-apart thing for the last three months and it blows. I'm

ready to try the scared-shitless-together part." 


***




I turn my back to Jack Henry and snuggle against him. It hasn't been quite long enough but I know he's

going to have me again as soon as he's ready. I'm definitely willing whenever all systems are go. 

His  hand  slides  around  my  waist  and  he  rubs  it  in  a  circular  motion  on  my  stomach  again.  He

seems  to  be  hung  up  on  that  area  tonight  for  some  reason.  I  cup  my  hand  over  his.  "Are  you

discovering a second time how much you like my belly-button piercing? You can't seem to stay away

from it tonight." 

"Your piercing isn't what I'm fixated on." 

Hmm…that  sounds  interesting.  Maybe  he's  already  revving  up  for  round  two.  That  was  quicker

than expected, but it has been a long time. I scoot back so I'm pressed against him. "Then what has you

so mesmerized tonight?" 

He  doesn't  make  a  move  or  answer  right  away.  "I  found  your  birth  control  pills  after  you  were

gone." 

"Oh." I knew I'd left them somewhere in the bedroom, so I'm not at all surprised by him bringing

that up. I suspect he probably had quite the come-apart when he found them since I already know how

badly he wants to avoid a pregnancy. 

"There were two nights we didn't use condoms about the time you missed your pills. I didn't even

attempt to pull out, so you can understand why I would've spent the last three months wondering if you

were pregnant." He pushes my hair aside and kisses the back of my neck. "Don't be afraid to tell me if

you  are  because  of  that  fucked-up  misunderstanding  we  had  at  my  parents'  house."  His  mouth  is

hovering over my ear and he sucks my lobe. "I love you so much and I swear I'd love our baby too." 

Just when I think I can't love this man more, he says something like that and I fall even deeper. 

I reach for his hand splayed on my stomach and lace my fingers through his. He clenches it tightly

as he waits for me to answer his question. "I'm not pregnant." 

But right now he sure makes me wish I were. 

"I caught up on the pills I missed with a new pack as soon as I got home." 

He doesn't act relieved the way I'd expect. Did he want me to be pregnant? Before this moment, I

thought he would've freaked out big time over a pregnancy, but his telling me that he'd love our baby

makes me think otherwise. 

"I had to ask, Laurelyn. It was driving me crazy thinking you might have our baby growing inside

you but were too afraid to tell me because of how foolish I acted before." 

"I  probably  would've  been  scared  to  tell  you."  Hell,  who  am  I  kidding?  I  would've  been

petrified  to  tell  him  I  was  having  his  baby.  "Just  so  you  know,  I'm  not  on  the  pill  anymore

because of my migraines. I had an IUD placed since it didn't look like I'd be wanting to have children

any time in the near future." 

"I would've been okay with it if you were. I meant what I said. I love you and I'd love our baby." 

It never ceases to amaze me how much this man can make me desire him. I'm not sure if it's his

hands on my body or hearing him promise to love our baby that never was, but one of the two has me

wanting him fiercely. 

I'm already grinding my bottom against his groin when I realize what I'm doing and I feel how hard

he is against me. Yeah, it's been long enough for him to be ready again. He  slides  his  hand

from my stomach to between my legs and I feel his mouth against the skin on my neck. 

He cups his hand between my legs and rubs me until he ignites each and every nerve ending from

my waist down. I have no doubt that he remembers exactly what my body needs as he circles the area

around my most sensitive spot. 

When  I  rock  my  hips  against  his  hand,  he  glides  two  fingers  inside  me  and  uses  his  thumb  to

slowly massage my ecstasy controller and the responsive area around it. I begin to feel those earth-

shattering  contractions  as  they  initiate  deep  inside  me.  The  sensations  are  coming  hard  and  fast

because he's too damn good at this. I think he suspects the rush coming over me because he slows the

motion of his fingers, but it only ends up applying more deliberate pressure and I spiral even faster. 

The  escalating  pleasure  is  everywhere—in  my  groin,  down  my  legs,  making  them  stiffen,  even

radiating  to  my  toes,  curling  them.  In  this  moment,  Jack  Henry  holds  total  power  over  me,  which  I

have a feeling he covets, and I freely give myself to him. 

When  I  reach  the  end  of  my  orgasm,  I  melt  against  him.  "Woo.  That  was  another  pleasant

reminder." 

"You know that I'm not even close to being done yet, baby." 

Of course he isn't. My caveman never is. "Good." 

He  kisses  the  back  of  my  neck  as  his  hands  gently  explore  my  body.  But  I  want…more.  I  reach

over my head so I can touch him behind me and he kisses the side of my face. "Jack Henry, you've

already  made  love  to  me—and  it  was  absolutely  wonderful—but  it's  been  three  months  since  we

were together and I really just need you to fuck me hard." 

I  hear  his  husky  laughter  next  to  my  ear.  "Baby,  you  don't  have  to  tell  me  twice."  He  takes  my

hands and lifts both of them above my head as he uses his hips to coax me onto my stomach. "Face

down." 

Face down.  It  sounds  so  dirty  the  way  he  says  it. And  I  love  it.  From  behind—it's  one  of  his

favorite positions and he's incredibly talented at it, so I know this is going to be great. 

I roll with him and he's holding my arms captive above my head. He scoots me up in the bed and

places my palms flat against the headboard. He nips at my earlobe and whispers, "Whatever you do, 

don't bend your arms." 

"Whatever you say." I'll do anything this man tells me to in this moment. 

His knees are on the outside of my thighs forcing my legs together—not his usual method at all—

and  I  feel  him  pushing  against  my  bottom  as  he  grips  my  hips.  I'm  still  slick  from  his  semen  so  he

easily slides inside me after he finds the perfect angle. 

Oh my…this is different. We've never done it like this before. 

The  position  is  unexpected  because  he's  pushing  my  legs  together  instead  of  apart  but  it  feels

incredible.  He  presses  my  hips  into  the  bed,  pounding  me  into  the  mattress  each  time  he  thrusts

deeper. Now I know why he wanted my arms locked. He knew he'd slam my head into the headboard

and give me a concussion if I didn't give him some resistance. 

Jack  Henry  follows  instructions  well.  I  tell  him  to  fuck  me  hard  and  he  doesn't  disappoint.  He

never does. 

I  feel  his  warm  skin  all  over  my  back  when  he  lowers  his  body  against  mine.  I  hear  his  ragged

breath in my ear. His thrusts are slower but still hard and deep. I know what that means; he's already

close to coming so I wait to hear him call out my name. But he doesn't. Instead, I hear him groan into

my ear, "Ohh, I fucking love you," as he pushes deep inside me one last time. 

I don't think those words are supposed to go together, or that I'm supposed to like hearing them this

much, but Jack Henry totally makes it work for me. 

He's  catching  his  breath  as  he  kisses  my  shoulder  over  the  patches  of  freckles  he  told  me  he

missed. I peer back at him. "I fucking love you too." 

He laughs as he kisses my back between my shoulder blades. He pulls out and trails kisses down

my spine. I innately arch my back as chills erupt over my skin. His mouth moves to my lower back

and I feel his tongue sweep across the dip he loves so much. His little back fetish can be so weird

sometimes but I must admit, I love feeling his wet tongue on my skin. "I've had withdrawals from not

being able to taste this little salty spot after I've finished fucking you." 

"You're such a weirdo." I wonder if there's a name for his strange obsession. 

"I know but you love it." His mouth moves down to my ass cheek and he bites it playfully. 

"A sweat-licking, ass-biting freak—that's what you are," I laugh as I turn over to face him. 

He rolls with me and brings my head to rest against his chest. I hitch my leg over him and he rubs

his  hand  up  and  down  my  thigh  until  he  reaches  my  cheek  and  squeezes.  "It's  true.  I'm  a  confirmed

sweat-licking arse-biter. But that only applies to this sweet bum, baby." 

Only my sweet bum, huh? 

I'm in total bliss but I know what a highly sexual being Jack Henry is and I can't stop myself from

wondering if there have been other women in his bed the last three months. He asked me if I'd been

with Charlie, so don't I have the right to know if he's been with other women? 

Hell yeah, I have every right to know, but does that mean I can handle it if there have been women

taking my place? I don't know. Not knowing is torture but I also know I'd be in agony if he told me

he'd been intimate with another woman. I'm not sure I can stand hearing those words, so I debate if I

want to go to that place with no return. 

I have to know. "You asked me if I'd been with Charlie. Now I'm asking you the same question. 

Have you been with others?" 

He laughs but I don't because I find no humor in my question. "I ask you if you've been with one

man and you ask me if I've been with others. Plural, as in more than one." 

"Or plural as in many." 

He  slaps  my  ass  and  squeezes  it  hard  as  he  pulls  me  near.  "Baby,  my  cock  has  only  been

acquainted with Mrs. Palmer and her five sisters." 

He didn't say there hadn't been women in his bed. "Answer me. Does that mean there haven't been

other women over the last three months?" 

He rubs his palm over my ass cheek where he slapped me. "I haven't been inside another woman

since you." 

I'm not sure I've ever felt more relieved. "Good. Let's keep it that way." 


***




As I tell her that I haven't been inside another woman, I'm being honest, but it's only a half-truth. There

has been another woman and it was a close call. It's true that I didn't fuck her, but I have no doubt in

my  mind  that  what  I  did  with  her  will  count  for  something  in  Laurelyn's  book.  I'll  have  to  tell  her

about it at some point, but now isn't the time. Right now, I just want to hold her in my arms and make

up for lost time. 

I'm  trailing  my  fingertips  softly  up  and  down  her  spine  when  she  lifts  her  face  from  my  chest.  I

think she's searching my eyes for the truth. "I believe you." 

Now I feel even worse as I look at her smiling up at me. Just like that, she believes me so easily. 

I'm such a selfish dick because I choose to have this perfect time with her rather than man up and be

totally honest. 

She  puts  her  face  back  on  my  chest  and  I'm  grateful  because  I  don't  want  her  looking  into  the

windows of my soul. I'm afraid she'll see my deceit. 

She places her palm flat on my chest and begins moving her hand in a slow circular motion. "Tell

me about everyone back home." 

I start my family update by  telling  her  about  the  morning  Mum  stormed  into  my  place  at  Sydney

and beat me with her purse after I confessed the truth about our relationship. Laurelyn shoots straight

up in the bed and twists to look at me. "Your mother knows about our agreement?" 

"Yeah, and she was none too happy with me about it." 

She covers her eyes with her hand and scrunches her nose. "Oh, God. Margaret has to think I'm the

biggest whore for sharing a bed with you for three months without telling you my name." 

"Mum thinks no such thing. She loves you." 

She takes her hand from her eyes. "I'd think I was a slut if I were her." 

"But she doesn't think that about you at all." I debate saying the next words but decide I want to so

I  can  see  her  reaction.  "She  wants  me  to  bring  you  back  and  make  you  her  daughter-in-law."  I'm

quite certain Mum would also settle for me making Laurelyn her daughter-in-law and then

bringing her back. 

I don't come right out and say that I want to marry her. I don't even say I'm the one who wants it, 

but I do. I really do and I can't mistake the shocked expression on Laurelyn's face. She clearly wasn't

expecting me to say anything remotely close to talk of making her my wife. 

I  told  myself  I  wouldn't  mention  marriage  for  fear  of  scaring  her  off,  but  I  don't  see  fear  in  her

eyes.  It's  something  entirely  different  and  it  gives  me  hope—hope  that  she  might  have  me  as  her

husband. 

She's doing that thing again where she's searching my face. I think she's looking for a clue as to

what's  on  my  mind  so  she'll  know  how  to  respond.  "Umm…those  sound  like  some  pretty  big  plans

Margaret has for me." 

That is such a Laurelyn move. She answers me without answering me, and I recognize that as her

signature  defense  mechanism.  She's  using  it  because  she's  afraid,  so  I  owe  it  to  her  to  take  the  first

step. I love this woman and I can do it for her if she needs me to. 

There was a time when she was able to bare her heart and soul to me, and I'll make sure she trusts

me that way again. 

"Laurelyn, I never expected to love you but I do…with every fiber of my being." She breaks into a

huge grin when she recognizes my use of her words from the letter she left for me. "I've spent the last

three months learning how me without you feels, and I've hated every minute. I never want to do it

again."  I  reach  for  her  hand  and  lace  my  fingers  through  hers.  This  isn't  me  proposing—because  I

want that to be something unforgettable—but I'm going to tell her how much I want to marry her one

day soon so we can talk about our future and how we'll compromise to make things work. "I want…," 

I start but I'm interrupted by my mobile ringing—Margaret McLachlan's ringtone. Her timing couldn't

be worse and she'd keel over if she knew what she'd just prevented me from doing. 

"Who'd be calling you this time of night?" I wasn't planning to take my mum's call because I don't

want  this  time  interrupted,  but  I  hear  the  suspicion  in  Laurelyn's  voice  and  know  I'm  left  without  a

choice. I have to take Mum's call so I can put Laurelyn's unease to rest. It has no place between us. 

"It's my mum. She doesn't always consider the time change between Sydney and Nashville." But I

know  the  real  reason  behind  her  call.  She  knew  I  was  going  after  a  big  lead  tonight  to  locate  the

woman I thought was Laurelyn. She's checking in to see if all is well. 

I  slide  out  of  bed,  completely  naked,  to  retrieve  my  phone.  Laurelyn  props  up  on  one  elbow  to

watch me cross the room. "That's a mighty fine view I've been missing." 

"I'm going to show you some other things you've been missing too," I laugh before I take Margaret

McLachlan's call. "Hi, Mum." 

She  cuts  straight  to  the  chase.  "I  know  it's  late  where  you  are,  but  I  couldn't  stand  it.  I  have  to

know if you found her." 

"Yes, Mum. She's with me now." 

She  squeals  like  a  child.  "Oh,  that's  wonderful  news—exactly  what  I  was  hoping  to  hear. Are

things going as you hoped they would?" 

This is Margaret's code for asking, without actually asking, if we're making up for lost time. "They

were." 

"I interrupted whatever you were doing?" 

"Indeed you did." 

"Son, if you stopped to answer the phone, then you weren't doing whatever well enough and you

need to get back to her and do it better. Don't answer the phone next time." 

Damn.  I  just  got  zinged  by  my  mum.  "I'm  gonna  let  that  one  slide,  old  girl.  We'll  call  you  later

when we're finished doing whatever." 

"Please do, because I want to know everything." She can forget that. "I love you, son, and I'm so

proud of you. I won't ask to talk to her now, but please tell Laurelyn how happy I am and that I miss

her terribly." 

"I will and I love you too." 

I end the call and silence my phone before I drop it on the couch. There'll be no more interruptions

from that little noisemaker tonight. 

I return to bed and slide in next to Laurelyn. She doesn't hesitate in scooting closer to put her head

on my chest, wrapping her arm and leg around me. "I presume Margaret is pleased?" 

"Yes. She's satisfied with me for the first time in months. She asked me to tell you how happy she

is and that she misses you." I thought she'd lose her mind when we figured out that finding Laurelyn

wasn't going to be as easy as originally thought. 

"I miss her too and I'm glad she's so easy to please." 

Easy  is  a  subjective  word.  "I  don't  know  that  I'd  call  her  easily  pleased.  I'm  certain  her

preoccupation  with  Em  being  pregnant  again  is  the  only  thing  that  saved  me  from  getting  my  neck

wrung." 

Her face lights up in a way that I only see when she talks about babies. "Aww, Emma and Evan

are having a third. When?" 

"She's  not  due  until  mid-September  but  she  always  has  preterm  labor  and  delivers  about  six

weeks early, so we're predicting sometime in August." 



"She told me they were finished having babies," she laughs. 

"They were but they had an oops." As soon as I say the word oops, I realize my mistake because

Laurelyn was an unplanned pregnancy. 

"Then this baby and I already have one thing in common." 

I feel like such an arse. "I'm sorry. Oops was a bad choice of words. He was a surprise, one that

they are both very happy about now." 

She quickly gets that glow back. "It's a boy?" 

"That's what they tell us." 

"Two girls and a boy. That sounds like a perfect little family to me." 

I remember her saying she wanted at least two. "You think three is a good number?" 

"Yeah, I think three sounds wonderful." 

Hmm. Three. I never even saw myself with one until a few months ago. Now, I have to get used to

the  idea  of  three.  But  I  can  and  I  will  for  Laurelyn.  If  she  wants  three,  then  that's  how  many  she'll

have. 

I  wake  from  the  best  night's  sleep  I've  had  in  months,  and  it's  because  my  beloved  is  by  my  side.  I

didn't wake in a panic and reach out for her in the night only to find her side of the bed empty. In fact, 

I don't recall waking at all until this moment. 

I  feel  like  a  trellis  the  way  Laurelyn's  wrapped  around  me.  It's  a  first  because  she  hates  being

touched while she sleeps. She has always insisted on having her space, preferably while she is lying

on her stomach with the covers riding low to expose her lower back. 

Although  I  lie  perfectly  still,  it's  as  if  she  can  sense  my  brain  waking  and  her  eyes  flutter  open. 

When I see her caramel eyes staring back at me, I can't stop the smile that spreads across my face or

resist kissing the top of her brunette head. "Good morning." 

"Why, yes—it is a very good morning indeed. And it'll get even better if you'll give me a second

in the bathroom." 

She gives me a quick kiss on the mouth and I think she's going to jump up for the bathroom but she

doesn't.  Instead,  she  strokes  her  hand  along  my  jawline.  "I've  missed  feeling  the  roughness  of  your

face against my skin in the mornings, but this is even better than before." 

That's all it takes for me, reminded of our early morning naughties, to get ready for what I want to

do to her. "Don't linger in the bathroom for long or I'll come in after you." 

She has that look in her eye—a challenge—daring me. "You wouldn't." 

I grab her hand and bring it down to wrap around my cock so she can feel how hard it is for her. 

"You better believe I'll be busting through that door in two minutes if you don't have your sweet arse

back out here." 

"Then maybe I need to work on this before I get out of bed." 

She slides up and over until she's on top of me. I feel her warm breath beneath my ear where she's

kissing my neck. "Do you like it when my mouth is on your neck right here?" 

"Yes." And I do because she knows exactly how to hit that sensitive spot with her tongue. 

"Good. I like it too." 

She  takes  her  time  migrating  down  my  body  and  stops  when  her  mouth  is  in  the  center  of  my

stomach.  She  scrapes  her  nails  down  my  chest  until  she  reaches  the  small  patch  of  hair  below  my

belly button. "Do you like my tongue here?" 

"Yes," I hiss through gritted teeth because her fingers have wandered over to the ticklish spot on

each side of my groin. She flattens her tongue against my stomach and drags it in one slow, upward

motion and then drags her fingernails down through my happy trail. "But this isn't really where you

want my mouth right now, is it?" 

"No." It definitely is not the place I'm craving her lips most. 

"Tell me where you want my mouth." 

I reach for my cock and stroke it under her chin in a come hither motion. "Baby, I'm dying for it

to be all over this." 

"Please  don't  die. You  wouldn't  get  to  enjoy  this  if  you  did,"  she  says. A  naughty  grin  spreads

across her face as she goes down. 

I  feel  her  tongue  sweeping  over  my  tip  and  my  body  shudders  involuntarily.  I  think  I've  grown

more sensitive to the feel of her wet tongue while we've been apart. "Baby, that feels so damn good." 

The curtains are pulled closed but there's a crack where they meet, allowing the proof of morning

into the room. The daylight peeking through illuminates the room just enough for me to be able to see

Laurelyn and the motions of what she's doing—sort of. 

Her hair has fallen forward, blocking my view, so I reach down and gather her long brown locks

into a fisted ponytail on the back of her head. Mmm. That's a beautiful sight. 

I hold her hair in one hand and massage the back of her neck with my other while she performs

what  can  only  be  described  as  an  oral  pole  dance  on  my  cock.  That's  my  girl.  Her  body  slides  up, 

down, and around in a beautifully sexy way on a pole; her mouth does the same during a blowjob. 

"You don't have a clue how fucking hot you look when you're doing that." She lifts her eyes and

makes contact with mine. And that winds it up for me. I'm a goner. "I'm about to come," I warn her in

case she doesn't want me to go in her mouth. But just like always, she keeps going. "Fuck," I groan as

I release. "You give amazing head." 

When  she's  finished,  she  inches  up  my  body  and  makes  a  show  of  licking  her  lips.  I  can't  resist

asking, "Still tastes like chicken?" 

"I don't know. You tell me," she laughs as she begins kissing my mouth. When she stops, she pulls

back. "What do you think?" 

"Hmm. I think I'd go with chicken cordon bleu." 

"Funny…I was thinking jerk." 

"Heeey!" 

"Just kidding," she says as she leans in for a quick kiss. "Be right back." 

I put my hands behind my head and my eyes soak up every inch of Laurelyn's beautiful naked body

as she leaves the bed. I don't know how I'm lucky enough to love this beautiful woman and have her

love me back. I never dreamed something so wonderful could be possible. 

I'm in the middle of enjoying my euphoria when I hear a sound that doesn't belong to my phone, so

I  can  only  assume  it's  Laurelyn's.  It's  six  o'clock  and  now  I'm  the  one  wondering  who  would  be

contacting her at this time of morning. 

I  admit  I  debate  grabbing  her  phone  from  the  nightstand  to  see  who  it  is  and  what  it  says,  but  I

don't. Instead I tell her about it when she returns to bed. She doesn't hesitate in reaching for it. She

chews  her  bottom  lip  as  she  reads  it  and  I  remember  that  being  something  she  did  when  she  was

perplexed. 

"It's from Charlie." Great. Another man who's going to try to come between me and this woman I

love. "He says the bus is leaving at eight instead of nine." 

Suddenly, there's a huge elephant sitting in the bed between us. We both know  the bus leaving

means  it  will  take  her  away  from  me.  We're  finally  together  after  all  this  time  and  we've  admitted

how much we love each other, but there are all these complications we haven't had time to discuss. 

We have completely different lives, with so much distance between, and I have to wonder where I fit

into all this. 

There's one thing I know for certain. "I just found you and I'm not ready to let you go." 

She tosses her phone on the bed. "I don't want to go, either, but I don't have a choice. We have a

show in Austin tonight and the band is depending on me." 

I rack my brain for a solution, even if it's only a temporary one. "You don't have to ride with them. 

I'll hire a driver with a limo to get us where you need to be." 

She doesn't hesitate. "Okay, but all my stuff is on the bus. I need clothes, so I have to run down

there before it leaves." 

"Sure. How far is Austin from Dallas?" 

"Umm…probably three hours or so," she says. 

"And what time is your show?" 

"I think it's at eight." She picks up her phone and then confirms, "Yeah. Eight o'clock." 

I'm doing the math in my head. "You have a show in fourteen hours and it's a three-hour drive to

get you there. I should probably factor in an hour for you to get ready and another hour for you to be

there early. If I give you thirty minutes to get down to the bus and back, that should give us at least

seven hours in this hotel suite before we have to leave." 

She grins as she leans over to kiss me. "What in the world could we possibly do for seven hours

in this suite with a king-sized bed and our choice of enormous tub or gigantic shower?" 

I pull her over on top of me. "We're gonna continue making up for lost time, but seven hours won't

come close to covering it, so we'll pick up again after your show tonight." 

"I can't think of anything I'd rather do." 

"I'll  order  room  service  and  have  breakfast  waiting  when  you  return. You  want  your  usual? An

omelet and orange juice?" 

Her pleased expression tells me she likes that I remember her favorite breakfast. "Yeah. I'll take

my usual. Although I've yet to find an omelet as good as Mrs. Porcelli's." 

"And  you  won't  until  you're  back  in Australia  with  me."  There  it  is—a  huge  complication  we'll

have to tackle at some point. But not now. 

I  change  the  subject  quickly.  I  don't  want  her  to  put  too  much  thought  into  my  statement  before

we're able to discuss our plans for the future. "The quicker you get down to that bus, the quicker you'll

get back so we can start on our seven-hour marathon." 

"Then I'd better hurry." 


***




Seven  hours.  I  thought  it  couldn't  be  done—and  it  probably  couldn't  with  any  other  man—but  who

was  I  kidding?  This  is  Jack  Henry  we're  talking  about.  The  man  is  an  absolute  sex  machine.  Hmm, 

lucky me. 

It's crazy. We're riding in the back of the limo on the way to Austin after a seven-hour sex-a-thon

and my thirst for him is no more quenched than it was when I rode that elevator up to his suite last

night. This man can make me want him just by breathing. 

I  try  to  distract  myself  with  conversation.  "Addison  called  this  morning  when  I  went  to  get  my

things from the bus. I told her the whole story about us—you and me. She wasn't happy that I'd kept it

from her all this time." Saying she wasn't happy is minimizing her reaction. She was downright pissed

off. 

"She's your best friend. I would be worried if she weren't upset." 

"She's in Wagga Wagga with Zac. Did you know that?" 

He  turns  his  head  briskly  to  look  at  me.  "Addison  Donavon  is  in  Wagga  Wagga,"  he  laughs.  "I

guess that explains why Jim couldn't find her in the U.S. Incredible. She was in the same town as me

all  that  time."  He  seems  to  be  thinking  about  something.  "It  nearly  killed  me  but  I  went  to  Ben's

apartment  to  beg  him  for  information  about  you  after  you  were  gone.  He  took  great  pleasure  in

withholding those details." 

"I'm sorry Ben was such an ass." 

"It's  okay,"  he  laughs.  "I  had  an  opportunity  to  see  him  again.  He  applied  for  an  internship  at

Avalon and I took great pleasure in telling him to fuck off. You can't imagine the shock on his face

when he walked into my office with his résumé in hand. It was priceless." 

"I  bet  he  could've  shit  his  pants.  You  should  hire  Zac.  Addison  told  me  he  hadn't  found  an

internship yet. They finished in the middle of the school year so all of the positions are taken by the

previous class." 

"I will if it's what you want." He's holding my hand and his thumb is rubbing the top of mine. "I'll

do  anything  you  ask  of  me."  I  watch  as  it  slowly  moves  back  and  forth  across  my  skin,  and  I'm

reminded of where it was earlier as it performed a very similar motion. The memory ignites sparks

that travel up my arm and down to the core of my groin. I press my legs together and wiggle in my seat

to try to relieve the increasing desire, but it's useless. There's only one fix for it. 

The  sweet,  seductive  sound  of  "Don't  Forget  to  Breathe"  by  Bitter:sweet  begins  playing  and  it

only adds to my escalating arousal. Jack Henry takes notice of my growing restlessness. "Baby, are

you all right? Do you need the driver to stop?" 

The bathroom is not what I need right now. I'm embarrassed to admit that we made love all

day and I still want him. That can't be normal. I swallow and clear my throat before I croak out, "I'm

fine." 

I try to remain motionless, but it's one of those sensations where it feels like I have an itch and I'll

lose my mind if I don't scratch it. 

He relinquishes hold of my hand and places it on my bare thigh to comfort me, not knowing it's

like  an  accelerant  being  tossed  onto  a  wildfire.  "You're  so  on  edge  that  you  can't  sit  still  for  two

seconds. I'm sorry if you're sore because of me." 

I am a little tender but it has no bearing on the other thing I'm feeling right now. "I'm not sorry." I

study the divider between the driver and us. "He can't see us at all?" 

I think Jack Henry could be catching on. He grins as he answers, "No, not with the divider up." 

"And he can't hear us?" 

He's  definitely  catching  on  to  where  I'm  going  with  this,  judging  by  his  face.  "Not  unless  you

scream." 

"You've been known to do that to me." I'm taunting him and we both know it. 

"Only because it's what you wanted." 

I put my hand on his thigh and begin massaging the muscle beneath his jeans. "That's true. It's what

I always want." 

I lean over to press my lips against the side of his neck below his ear and kiss that special place

that drives him crazy. I move my hand up his leg and when I feel how hard he is already, I migrate my

mouth upward and hover over his ear, whispering breathlessly, "I'm going to take off all of my clothes

and when I'm finished, I want you to fuck me until I come." 

"Anything you say." 

I drag my finger over his bottom lip. "That's my good boy." 

I increase the music's volume and unfasten my seatbelt so I can begin the show. I might not have a

pole in the back of this limo, but it won't keep me from giving Jack Henry one hell of a performance. 

I twist so I'm facing him and reach into my hair to pull out the pins holding it in place. I shake my

head as it falls and fluff it with my hands. I just screwed it up for tonight's show but that's not the one

I'm concerned with at the moment. 

"You have beautiful hair." He reaches for a lock and I smile as I scoot away from him. There will

be no show if he touches me while I'm stripping. "No touching the back-seat stripper." 

"Back-seat stripper, huh?" 

I wiggle out of my denim jacket and begin to unfasten the buttons on my ivory sleeveless top. He

watches as each and every button reveals a little more skin. I do it slowly to tease him while it builds

his anticipation for what awaits him beneath the soft cotton of my shirt. 

I regret that the bra and panties are simple white lace, but I never expected to have a need for sexy

lingerie  while  on  tour.  Sex  was  the  last  thing  I  thought  I'd  be  having  while  traveling  from  town  to

town, so I'm lucky I managed to have this matching set. 

Note to self: make a lingerie run ASAP. 

I remain out of his reach on the other side of the car as I peel my shirt back and drop it to the limo

floor.  I  reach  into  the  elastic  waist  of  my  skirt  and  panties  to  slide  both  down  my  hips  until  they

puddle at my feet around my boots. I slip each off, one at a time, and then add them to my growing

collection of clothes on the floorboard. 

"Don't take your boots off. I want you wearing them while you ride me." 

His insinuation doesn't go unnoticed as I reach for the back of my bra. "Anything you want." I'm

down to nothing but my boots—just the way he wants me. As I'm crawling across the seat to him, he

unfastens his seatbelt and slides over to meet me in the middle. 

I lift my leg and swing it over to straddle him. He grasps my naked bottom and pulls me against

his  raging  hard-on.  He  grinds  into  me  as  he  kisses  my  neck  before  moving  to  my  breasts.  "Anyone

who makes my fantasies come true the way you do can't be real." 

I take his hands and place them on my breasts. "Everything about me is real." 

"I love you, Laurelyn." Nothing sounds sweeter than those words. 

"I love you too. But you're wearing way too many clothes for me to make this fantasy come true," I

tell him as I unbutton his shirt. When it falls open, I slide my hands inside and feel his nipples harden

beneath my touch. 

I glide my hands down to his jeans and give the button a pull until it's unfastened. He lifts his hips

from the seat and I give his pants several good tugs until I have them down to his knees. 

I feel his erection against my stomach and I wrap my hand around it. "I'm about to make you feel

so  good."  I  rise  up  on  my  knees  and  position  his  tip  at  my  wet  entrance.  He  holds  his  breath  with

anticipation. I touch my free hand to his mouth. "Don't forget to breathe." 

I feel his warm breath on my fingers and then he sucks them inside his mouth with his sharp intake

of air as I slide down onto his length. "Ohh…I don't know how you can feel so tight after everything

we did earlier." 

I  rise  onto  my  knees  until  he's  almost  out  of  me  before  I  slide  back  down.  "Our  bodies  mesh

together perfectly." 

"That's because you and I belong together. Always." 

Always.  It's  not  a  word  I'm  used  to  hearing  from  Jack  Henry,  at  least  not  in  reference  to  our

relationship,  but  I  love  the  sound  of  it.  It  makes  me  want  this  man  even  more,  so  I  decide  the  old

saying is true. The brain is the biggest sex organ for a woman because hearing him say that one little

word sends my body into a desperate whirlwind. 

I press my hands against the ceiling and lean back so I can slide him in deeper. It feels like I can

never  have  him  close  enough.  He's  meeting  me  thrust  for  thrust  when  I  feel  his  fingers  between  my

legs stroking me in the most wonderful way. All of the sensations combined do me in and I feel the

muscles deep within my core take over as I ride out the waves of pleasure. 

When I climax, he isn't there with me, so I move up and down faster to give him what he needs. He

loops his arms under mine and hooks his hands over my shoulders. Each time I lower myself, he uses

his  hands  to  jerk  me  down  harder  as  he  lifts  his  hips.  It  doesn't  take  long  before  I  feel  him  spasm

inside me and know he's found his release as well. 

When  we  both  finish  coming,  I  don't  move  because  these  are  the  moments  I  savor—just  having

Jack Henry inside me without any clear line of where either of us ends or begins. These times when

we're quiet and simply holding one another afterward are when I feel the closest to him. 

He puts his arms around me and pulls me close so he can place the side of his face between my

breasts. "Your heart is racing." 

"As it should be after that. I think you need to travel with me to keep me in tip-top shape since I

can't work out on my pole." 

"Your pole at Avalon misses you. And so have I." 

"I miss Avalon. It sort of felt like home to me." 

He lifts his face from my chest and looks up at me. "It hasn't gone anywhere. Avalon can be your

home again. With me." 

What is he saying? "You want me to go back with you?" 

"I  know  it  hasn't  even  been  a  full  day  since  I  walked  back  into  your  life,  but  having  you  in

Australia with me is what I want more than anything." 

I'm  being  pulled  in  two  directions.  This  man  is  in  my  heart  and  that  part  of  me  wants  to  drop

everything  and  board  an Australia-bound  plane  with  him  right  this  second.  But  then  there's  another

part—the one screaming at me to  remember  the  eight  years  of  hard  work  I've  invested  in  my  music

career. I'm finally achieving success and it's come at a terribly high price. I'm not prepared to throw

my career away. 

But neither am I prepared to let Jack Henry walk out of my life. And I'm afraid telling him I can't

go to Australia will end with me losing him all over again. I'm not sure I could survive that a second

time. 

I  think  he  sees  the  war  raging  inside  me  and  places  two  fingers  against  my  lips.  "Don't  say

anything yet. I don't expect you to make a decision right now. You need time to consider what moving

nine thousand miles away would mean for your life—not only now, but years down the road." 

Last night he told me that he never wants to be apart from me again. Today he's saying we belong

together. Always. It feels like he's suggesting we'll be married, but he isn't actually saying the words. 

"I've  managed  to  make  arrangements  to  be  away  from  the  vineyards  for  the  next  four  weeks.  I

really want us to spend that time together deciding where to go from here." 

A whole month together. I can't imagine a better way to spend my time. "Of course. I want to be

with you every minute of the next four weeks." 

"Good. I was hoping you'd say that." 

He  puts  his  forehead  against  my  chest.  "We  have  a  lot  of  discussions  ahead  of  us  over  the  next

several weeks, but I won't be the one to initiate them. I'll wait for you to decide you're ready to talk." 

I kiss the top of his dark hair. "Thank you for being patient with me." 

"I've known for three months I was coming for you. You've known for a day. I realize my arrival

was unanticipated and you've been making all these plans that didn't include me showing up out of the

blue." 

"Jack Henry." I put my hands on each side of his head and force it up so I can see his face. "Your

arrival is unexpected but more than welcomed. You, caveman, are the best surprise I've had in…my

entire life." 


***




The driver must have sped because the limo pulls up at the hotel long before our estimated arrival, 

and  Laurelyn's  still  stark  naked.  She  scrambles  for  her  clothes  and  underwear  as  she  curses,  "Shit. 

We're  already  here  and  I'm  not  wearing  a  stitch."  She  looks  over  at  her  reflection  in  the  mirrored

wall. "I look like I've been rode hard and put up wet." 

I  can't  resist.  "There's  definitely  been  some  hard  riding  and  I  must  say  that  you  were  pretty  wet

each time." 

"Not funny. The guys are going to take one look at me and know exactly what I've been up to." 

I'm perfectly fine with them knowing. "I sure hope so. At least that Charlie bloke will back off." 

"Charlie knows how much I love you and he's glad to see me happy—even if that means there can

never be anything between us. He's that kind of guy, so please, don't give him a hard time. He's not

like Ben at all." 

"Don't  worry.  I'm  not  going  to  embarrass  you  by  going  all  Neanderthal."  Maybe.  It  might  not

involve me beating on my chest or dragging Laurelyn around by her hair, but I will stake my claim on

my girl so there's no misunderstanding. 

"Thank you." 

She  takes  another  look  at  herself  in  the  mirror  and  attempts  to  smooth  her  hair.  "Oh,  hell.  It's  a

good thing we're here earlier than expected because I'm going to have to start from scratch." 

"Baby, you look beautiful." 

"This makes you happy, doesn't it? You like having me look a mess with all of my makeup rubbed

off by your scruff and my hair looking like I've been rolling around in the back seat." 

I  playfully  push  her  down  onto  the  seat  and  lie  on  top  of  her.  We're  eye  to  eye  when  I  tell  her, 

"You're damn right. I want them to know I fucked you all the way here and that my spunk is still inside

you so they won't even think about trying to sniff around you." I reach under her skirt to rub my hand

between  her  legs.  I  feel  the  wet  spot  where  my  load  has  leaked  out  onto  her  undies.  "Do  you

remember what I told you about this part of your body?" 



"Yes." 

"Say it." I want to hear the proof that she hasn't forgotten. 

"No one else touches me there." 

I love hearing her say that. "And why can no one else touch you like this?" 

"Because I'm yours and no one else's." I covet those words from her. 

I push her knickers to the side and slip my finger inside her. "Which makes this mine." 

She  rolls  her  eyes,  smiling,  and  that  tells  me  that  she  likes  the  possessive  nature  I  feel  for  her. 

"You can be downright crude sometimes." 

"But you love every dirty thing I do or say." 

She huffs dramatically. "Yeah, I do. So there…I admit it. Happy now?" 

She has no idea. "Yes. Very." 

"Good. Now, let me up because I have to go get ready for the show." 

I give her a peck on the mouth. "Yes, ma'am." 

This venue is different from the auditorium Laurelyn and her band played last night. It looks like an

old theatre, the seating a horseshoe shape and an open floor for standing room only directly in front of

the stage. The crowd on the floor is growing fast, so I choose a seat on the first riser closest to the

stage so I'll be able to see the show without fighting the crowd. 

It's time for the show to begin and I'm amazed by the congestion of people who've gathered to hear

Southern Ophelia. These people are waiting to hear my girl sing, and it dawns on me just how fast

she's risen to the top. She isn't becoming a star; she already is one. 

I'm not sure where that leaves me in her life. I'm certain it must've been much easier to love me

and toy with the idea of staying in Australia when she had nothing waiting on her at home, but that's

not the case now. She has all of this—a band with people depending on her and a career with fans. 

I watch the floor crowd as Laurelyn and her band members perform, and something becomes very

clear to me: this is still only a small portion of the stardom in her future, and it scares the hell out of

me. I'm terrified she'll love the glitz and glamour of this life and ultimately choose it over me. I want

Laurelyn to have every bit of success she deserves because I love her, but not at the expense of our

life together. That's why I must use the next month to show her why she should choose us over this

life. If that makes me a selfish bastard, then it just does. I can live with that as long as she's with me

and not nine thousand miles away. 

It  looks  like  Charlie  has  backed  off  Laurelyn  tonight.  He  isn't  eye-fucking  her  as  they  sing,  so  I

guess he got the message. I can't knock the guy for trying, though. She is one hell of a catch. 

When they finish playing what I think is the last song, the blokes leave the stage and Laurelyn takes

a  seat  on  a  stool  under  the  spotlight.  She  winks  in  my  direction  as  she  strums  some  chords  on  her

Martin and leans toward the microphone. "I wrote this next song during an extremely dark time in my

life.  I  had  just  parted  ways  with  the  man  I  loved  and  thought  we'd  never  see  each  other  again.  It's

about the things I'd say to him if he ever came back to me. Well, he finally did, and this song is for

him. It's called 'Loved by You.'" 

 We were complete strangers

 Brought together by fate's hand. 

 You were a powerful tide

 Rushing over me in the sand. 

 You pulled me into you

 From the safety of the shore

 And what I thought I wanted

 Became so much more. 

 Now I just want to be wanted by you. 

 And I just want to be needed by you. 

 My heart just pleads to be loved by you. 

 In the roughest of waters

 I happily drowned in you

 And in the calm of the storm

 My love for you grew. 

 But now you're choosing

 To let me go

 And it grows harder every day

 To not let the pain show. 

 'Cause I just want to be wanted by you. 

 And I just want to be needed by you. 

 My heart just pleads to be loved by you. 

 My heart is slowly

 Counting down the days

 Each one bringing us closer

 To our parting ways. 

 And I worry about

 How I'll move on

 When you're the reason

 Behind my every song. 

 'Cause I just want to be wanted by you. 

 And I just want to be needed by you. 

 My heart just pleads to be loved by you. 

Laurelyn finishes and mouths, "I love you," before she kisses her fingers and holds her hand out in

my direction. It's completely juvenile but it doesn't stop me from reaching out as if to catch her kiss

and bring it to my lips. I look like a pussy, but what can I say? Love makes you do silly things and

catching an air kiss would definitely fall under that category. 

"Dude, did she just blow that kiss to you?" 

I've  sat  by  this  guy  the  entire  show  without  even  looking  at  him  until  now.  "Yeah,  she  did. And

now I'm going to go get a real one." 

I  see  the  surprise  in  his  eyes  and  it  reinforces  for  me  the  huge  star  they  see  when  they  look  at

Laurelyn. "Wow. The singer for Southern Ophelia is your girlfriend? That must rock." 

Girlfriend  doesn't  feel  like  the  right  word  for  what  she  is  to  me.  "She's  much  more  than  my

girlfriend." 

"Cool. Tell her it was an awesome show." 

I walk to the spot where she told me to meet her after and she's there, waiting as promised. I pull

her close and kiss the side of her face. "Baby, you just keep amazing me." 

"Did you like it?" 

I assume she means the song she sang for me. "Like it? Hell…I love it." 

"You know I wrote it about you. I mean every word." 

"I know. And that's how I feel about you too. Let's go back to the room so I can show you how

much." 

She makes a face that tells me it's a no-go. "The band always meets up after each performance to

discuss  any  kinks  from  the  show.  I  have  to  go  to  Charlie's  room.  It  never  lasts  more  than  fifteen

minutes max. Will you come with me? I want you to meet the guys." 

Fuck, no, I don't want to go to Charlie's room but even more, I don't want Laurelyn going without

me. "Sure, if that's what you want." 

I  think  I  feel  my  testosterone  level  surging  as  I  approach  the  room  where  I'll  meet  the  blokes

Laurelyn has been closest to for the past three months. Knowing that one of them has a thing for her

doesn't do much for calming my instinctual caveman tendencies to make sure he knows she's mine and

not for his taking. 

Laurelyn stops before we go inside and places her hands on each side of my face. "You're tense

but you shouldn't be. These guys are like brothers to me." 

I think she forgets I have a sister and I've never considered kissing her like what I saw last night. 

"There's only one of them who makes me uptight, and he's the one I saw kissing you." 

She strokes her hands down my cheeks until they're on my jawline. She runs her fingers over my

slight beard. "You have to let that go." 

Easier said than done. "He and I will get along just fine as long as he backs off." 

"He already has, so there shouldn't be any problem. Right?" 

She uses her hands to turn my head from side to side involuntarily. "Say, 'No, Laurelyn. There isn't

going to be any problem with Charlie.'" 

"No,  Laurelyn.  There  isn't  going  to  be  any  problem  with  Charlie."  She  takes  her  hands  from  my

face and I add, "As long as he keeps his hands off you." 

She rolls her eyes at me and shakes her head. "Come on. Let's get this over with so you can see

that there is no threat." 

The band members are sitting around talking when we enter Charlie's room, but they all come to

full attention when they see I'm with Laurelyn. "Hey, y'all. This is Jack, and I wanted to bring him by

to meet you because you'll be seeing a lot of him for the next several weeks." 

Their manager, Randy, is the first to introduce himself. Then PJ and Ryan. Charlie hangs back last. 

At first I think it's because he's measuring me up, but then he's on his feet to offer his hand and I don't

sense  any  type  of  confrontation.  "Laurelyn  has  told  me  a  lot  about  you,  so  it's  good  to  finally  meet

you." 

If I had it on my mind to be a wanker, I could construe his words into code for something else—

like  maybe  Laurelyn  telling  him  a  lot  about  me  means  that  she's  confided  in  him  or  perhaps  he's

pointing out that it's finally nice to meet me because I haven't been around. I don't think either of these

are the case. He's looking me in the eye, man to man, and he doesn't give me the Ben vibe at all. 

"Good to meet you as well, mate." 

"Our girl did good tonight, didn't she?" 

Surprise—that's what I feel at myself for not being the least bit offended by hearing Charlie refer

to Laurelyn as our girl, as if she's partially his. I would've lost it all together if I'd ever heard Ben

call her that to my face. "Yes. She's rather amazing." 

Time gets away from us and we end up hanging out for much longer than fifteen minutes. I don't

mind because they all, surprisingly, turn out to be pretty cool. I'd expected to be anxious to get out of

there, but it ends up being Laurelyn coaxing me to leave because it's late and she's tired. 

It's not until we leave that I realize Laurelyn's room—our room—is next door. I've been cool with

everything else, but I don't like this. She slides the keycard in and then out for the green access light. 

"This is the last time we stay next to any of them." 

We're entering the room when she says, "They always group us together. Why is it a problem as

long as we're not sharing?" 

The door shuts and I scoop her over my shoulder to carry her to the bed. I toss her playfully onto

her back. "Because we don't fuck soft and quiet. We fuck hard and loud." 

"And you don't want to embarrass me by having them hear us going at it?" 

Embarrassment wasn't what I had in mind. "Put it this way: I'm not really interested in any of them

wanking off to the sounds of us fucking in the next room." 

She scrunches her nose. "Eww." 

"Exactly. If they hear some of the sounds you make, there's no hope they'll ever look at you again

without visualizing what you were doing while you made that noise. Trust me when I say it's best if

this is the last time we bunk down so closely." 

As I untuck my shirt from my pants and reach for my top button, Laurelyn scrambles to her purse

on the bed. "Wait. I have an idea." She reaches inside and takes out her phone. "And we need the right

kind  of  music  for  it."  A  song  begins  to  play  and  she  grins  devilishly  as  she  says,  "'Addicted'  by

Saving Abel is perfect for what you're about to do for me." 

"And what am I about to do for you?" 

She scoots to the head of the bed and sits against the headboard. "You're gonna do a striptease for

me while I watch." 

Me doing the stripping would be a new one for us. "I am?" 

"Yeah…you  are.  I've  done  it  for  you  every  time  you've  asked—and  numerous  times  when  you

didn't. Now, I'm asking, and you're doing." 

I'm pretty certain I better not say no if I ever want to see her dance again, so I start to move to the

music as I begin to unbutton my shirt. "You better have some bills ready for me, baby." 


***





I didn't expect him to go along with dancing for me—at least not without a debate. I'm surprised he

agreed so easily—maybe a little too easily—but I don't care. He looks so damn hot doing it…like, 

flaming hot. 

He  turns  his  back  on  me  and  I  watch  as  he  moves  perfectly  with  the  music,  wiggling  out  of  his

white button-down and tossing it over his shoulder. It lands on my legs so I lift it to my nose. It smells

delicious, just like him. 

His hands are on the back of his neck as he thrusts his pelvis forward with the song's tempo. All I

can  see  from  the  back  is  the  motion  of  his  beautiful  ass,  and  I  imagine  the  way  it  looks  when  he's

thrusting it between my legs. 

He spins to face me and puts his palms on his chest. He glides them down as he rotates his hips in

a circular motion to the music. When his hands get to the crotch of his pants, he holds them out to use

as a wall to bump and grind against. 

"Ooh, I like that." 

He laughs as he says, "You'll like it a lot better when I'm between your legs doing it." 

His promise sends a rush of heated desire straight to the area he's talking about. "Bite your lip for

me while you do it." He smirks but does as I tell him. "Mmm, that's hot, but I think it's time for you to

come out of those pants. You're overdressed for a stripper." 

"Yes, ma'am," he says. He reaches for the fly. "Anything for you." 

He kicks off his shoes and then slides his jeans down without his boxer briefs. I think it's the first

time I ever remember one going down without the other, but this is all about the tease and prolonging

it to make me crazy with desire. So far, it's highly successful. 

When he's down to only his boxer briefs, I see the proof of how turned on he is. When he sees me

notice, he smirks and slowly slides his underwear down over his hard-on before he kicks them over

next to his pants. He puts his hands on the back of his head and  thrusts  his  hips  to  the  music  as  the

bites his lip again. "I'm the only one not overdressed here." 

"I think you're right," I agree as I rise to my knees and pull my dress over my head. I'm kneeling on

the bed wearing only my pink lace bra and matching panties. "Better?" 

"You're gettin' there." 

I reach behind my back and unfasten my bra. I let the straps slide down my arms as I hold the cups

in  place,  and  his  eyes  smolder  as  he  waits  for  the  rest  to  drop.  He  watches  my  every  motion  as  I

finally free my breasts from their entrapment. 

"Have I ever told you how beautiful your breasts are?" 

I shake my head as I crawl to the edge of the bed. "No." 

He takes them in his palms once I'm within reach and rubs his thumbs over my nipples. "They're

perfect in every way. Everything about you is." 

He pulls me closer and kisses my neck in the bend where it meets my shoulder. "I'm not perfect." 

He moves his mouth lower and is about to take my nipple into his mouth when he looks up to meet

my eyes. "You are to me." 

I glide my fingers through his thick hair as I feel his tongue running circles around my nipple. His

hand caresses my other breast while his thumb mimics the motion of his tongue. I drop my head back

and a moan escapes as I arch closer to his mouth. 

His palm leaves my breast and I feel each of his hands on my hips pushing the waistband of my

panties down. I lift one knee at a time and he slides the pink lace down my calves and over my feet. 

After he flings them to the floor, I wrap my arms over his shoulders and he lifts me off the bed. I wrap

my legs around him but he quickly lowers me onto my back while he remains standing next to the bed. 

He lifts my feet to hook my knees over his shoulders, grasps my hips, and tugs them until his face is

between my legs. I know what he's about to do, but he's never done it like this. And I'm excited about

seeing how this goes. 

His hand is splayed open across my stomach and it wanders a path up between my breasts. I feel

the rhythm of his warm breath between my legs. It ignites waves of tingles and I can't stop my innate

reaction to squirm in anticipation. "Someone knows what's coming to her and I think she's getting a

little anxious." 

Anxious is an understatement. Desperate would be a more suitable term for what I'm feeling. "I'm

going to scream if you don't put your mouth on me." 

"You say you'll scream if I don't. I say you'll scream if I do," he teases. His eyes never leave mine

as his tongue makes one slow sweep up my center. He licks his lips and says, "Always so sweet. I

love to taste the sugar below your waist." 

Oh, my. He's in the dirty talk mode. That means he's gonna make me orgasm even faster. 

"You need something to sweeten that filthy mouth of yours." 

"You love my vulgar mouth—especially when it does this." He presses it against me and I feel the

suction of his mouth right where I need it most. He alternates licking and sucking, leaving me with an

intense, divine pleasure. Each time he brings me incredibly close to the edge, he somehow senses I'm

on the verge and reels me back. It's like being in the middle of a euphoric tug-of-war, and it's one of

the most splendid things I've ever experienced. And frustrating because he isn't letting me come. 

"Aah…aah…you're doing that on purpose." 

"What am I doing on purpose?" He says it likes he's so innocent and has no idea what I mean. 

"You know what you're doing. You're keeping me from coming." 

He cuts his eyes up at me. "So, you're ready to get off?" 

"Yes," I say so low, it comes out like a whisper. I am desperate. 

"Then  say  it—from  one  filthy  mouth  to  another—tell  me  what  you  want  me  to  do  to  make  you

come and I'll do it." 

He's holding my orgasm hostage so he can get what he wants. "You love to hear dirty things come

out of my mouth. It turns you on, doesn't it?" 

"Yeah. I fucking love it. I especially go crazy when I hear you tell me what you want me to do to

you." 

Okay. He was being honest with me, so I should do it. It's something he likes and I want him to be

pleased. By telling him what I want, I'm pleased too, so I slide my hand down between my legs and

touch  myself.  "I  want  you  to  suck  me  right  here  until  the  only  thing  I  can  do  is  scream  because  I'm

coming so hard." 

"That was so hot, baby. I'm about to blow your fucking mind." 

I reach for the top of his hair and pull his face down. "Then fuck me with your mouth and don't

stop again until you make me scream." 

I can't believe I said that. Until I feel his mouth obeying my orders and I know I did. "Oh…oh…

oh, that feels so damn good but use your fingers. I want to feel it inside and out." One—and then two

—of his fingers begin to slide in and out of me. He's sucking hard enough to leave a hickey on the top

of my girlie parts and I'm so close to orgasming, I think my eyes have rolled back in my head. I clench

a  handful  of  his  hair  and  yank  a  little.  "Oh…ah…fuuuuck!"  I  scream  as  he  puts  the  Dyson  vacuum

suction on my quim. 

My entire body tenses as I feel those quivers inside me. Oh, how I have missed those Jack Henry-

issued quivers. Nothing compares to them. Believe me—me, myself, and I have tried. 

I  relax  my  tense  muscles  as  Jack  Henry  lowers  my  legs  from  his  shoulders.  "Damn,  baby. 

Everybody on this floor, including the one above and below, heard you come undone." 

"I'm too blissed out to care," I tell him as I scoot away from the edge of the bed. I grab him behind

his  neck  to  take  him  with  me;  I  don't  want  to  go  a  single  second  without  feeling  his  body  pressed

against mine. 

He falls against me roughly as my back hits the mattress. "Sorry," he apologizes as I reach for his

ass and slap both of my hands down before I squeeze his cheeks and pull him hard between my legs. 

"What's gotten into you?" 

I'm rubbing my girlie parts against his not-so-girlie parts. "I'm hoping it'll be you that's gotten into

me." 

"Babe, if you don't watch yourself, you're gonna have me believing you're a closet dirty talker." 

"Maybe  I  was,  but  I'm  coming  out."  I  wrap  my  hand  around  his  hard  cock  and  move  it  up  and

down. "Now, speaking of coming…" 

"Ooh, I like this." 

I'm trembling because I want him inside me so badly, so I slide his erection up and down through

my slick slit to coax him inside. "Come on, Jack Henry. Fuck me. Please." 

He thrusts inside me without any warning and I gasp at the sudden intrusion. I want him inside me

fast and hard and after I adjust to him moving in and out, I bring my legs up around his waist. I use

them to encourage him to thrust harder. "You're insatiable tonight," he says as he jerks out of me and

moves to stand next to the bed. He grabs my ankles and drags me over to where he's standing. "That

wasn't doing it for either one of us. Turn over so I can fuck you the right way." 

I slide off the edge of the bed until my feet touch the floor. I spin around and bend over to press

my face into my pillow because I know he's going to make me scream again. He grabs my hips and

gives them a squeeze before he pulls them backward to drive his cock inside me. I push up onto my

tiptoes to bridge the gap in our height difference. "That's it, right there. Just like that." 

I grab my pillow and bite it as he pounds harder into me, but I can tell when he's getting close. I've

come to know his body well and he always slows his thrusts toward the end because he's trying to

prolong his pleasure. But his orgasm always takes over—and it does this time too—when he drives

hard into me and calls out my name. 

I love the sound of my name through his clenched teeth. 

"You  have  no  idea  how  hot  you  look  when  you're  bent  over  like  this  with  my  cock  still  inside

you." 

"I've decided I'm getting a tattoo across my lower back that says, 'Lucky you.'" 

He pulls out and bends over to kiss my lower back before he runs his tongue over it. "No ink for

you here. Ever! That would ruin it for me." 

I know how he loves my lower back, but would ink really ruin it for him? "Really?" 

"I'm serious." His voice is stern. "Don't even entertain the idea, or I will go caveman all over your

arse." 

"I thought you just did." 

"I'm talking about a different kind of caveman, baby." He rubs his hand over the dip he just licked. 

"One you wouldn't like." I hear the seriousness in his words. There have been times when Jack Henry

has shown me the beast inside him. I didn't care for it much and I don't plan to provoke it. 


***




It  would  kill  me  if  she  ever  marked  my spot  with  ink.  I  love  the  tattoo  around  her  ankle  and  the

piercing in her belly button, but I think she's good. No more ink or holes in her body. 

I slap her playfully on her hip. "Get up in that bed so I can cuddle with you before you go to sleep

and push me away." 

She climbs up on all fours and crawls toward the head. "I didn't push you away last night." 

"You didn't because we've been apart for so long, but I know you, and it's coming. You like your

space and you're not going to let me be in it when it's time to sleep." 

I lie down and she nuzzles into her usual spot, her head on my shoulder, her leg thrown over mine. 

"You know we have reversed roles, right? The guy is the one who usually doesn't want to spoon and

the chick wants to be all hugged up on him." 

I'm not ashamed to admit that I have developed a lot of chick-like behavior when it comes to her. 

"I know, but I can't help it. I love having you close. I want you within my touch all the time. I don't

want you to slip away again." 

"I'm not going anywhere." 

She's told me that before. "You promised me I wouldn't come home to find you gone, but I did." 

Her  finger  is  tracing  that  endless  swirl  on  my  chest.  "Our  circumstances  were  different  when  I

made that promise." 

"I came back for you that day you left. I was going to ask you to stay after I told you I loved you." 

She lifts her head to look at me. "You loved me then?" 

"Of  course,  I  did."  She  doesn't  say  anything  and  I  suspect  it's  because  she's  thinking  about  how

different our lives would've been if I'd found her instead of that letter. "Would you have stayed?" 

"Yes. All I wanted was for you to ask me." 

But our lives are different from what they were when she disappeared three months ago. She isn't

the same person and who she is now could very well keep her from coming back to me. 

I kiss the top of her head and we're quiet. I have a hunch that both of us are lost in the thoughts of

what might have been. We'd be approaching the six-month mark if she'd stayed. I'm sure I'd be getting

ready  to  propose  if  I  hadn't  already.  I  don't  know.  Maybe  we  would've  eloped.  "What  are  you

thinking?" I ask, hoping she'll tell me she imagines us engaged or possibly even married. 

"The  same  thing  you  are—wondering  what  our  lives  would  be  like  if  we'd  spent  the  last  three

months together instead of apart." 

I want her to be more specific about where she thinks our relationship would be. "What do you

think we'd be doing?" 

"I'm pretty sure we'd be doing what we just did. It's sort of our thing." That's not really the answer

I was looking for, but I'll take it. 

"I agree with that. Shagging seems to be one of our favorite things to do." 

She giggles as she says, "Shagging. We don't say that but I like it. Did you know Margaret calls it

nookie?" 

She called it whatever  when  I  spoke  to  her  last  night.  "I  wasn't  aware  of  that.  When  have  you

discussed nookie with my mum?" 

"She came to see me at Avalon a couple of weeks before I left. She suggested I show you all the

reasons  you  should  ask  me  to  stay—which  included  putting  it  on  you  hard."  She's  covering  her

face with her hands and giggling again. "She told me a little nookie wouldn't hurt." 

For fuck's sake. I can't believe my mum told Laurelyn to put it on me. Whose mum does that kind

of thing? Oh, wait—that would be mine. "She told me about her visit. As I recall, you took her advice

because I stayed between your legs those last two weeks. I practically pitched a tent and camped out

there." 

She slaps her hand down against my chest and it makes a loud popping sound. "And a lot of good

it did me since it didn't work." 

I reach up and put my hand on top of hers. "It worked. You just didn't stick around long enough to

let me ask." 

"We'd know everything about each other by now." She sounds sad and I don't want her to be. 

"We can catch up," I reassure her. "What do you want to know?" 

Apparently,  that  gets  her  attention  because  she  shoots  up  in  the  bed,  legs  crossed.  It's  a  little

distracting to have her sitting like that with her love canal staring me in my face. "We've never talked

about why you are the way you are." 

Why  I'm  the  way  I  am?  That's  a  loaded  question  that  could  be  interpreted  in  a  number  of

different ways. "Scientists all agree that genetics make me the way I am. Half of my DNA comes from

my mother—and we both know what a pistol she can be—and the other half comes from my father." 

She  reaches  over  and  pinches  my  nipple.  It's  playful  but  painful.  "You  know  that's  not  what  I

mean, smart-ass. Margaret and Henry didn't do this to you." 

I grab her hand to pull it away but she tightens her grip. "Oww…oww…Okay, which part of how

I am are you referring to?" 

She releases my nipple and I reach up to rub it. "I'm talking about the reason you choose to make

arrangements with women." 

"I don't have arrangements with women," I clarify. "I have a normal, loving relationship with one

very  extraordinary  woman."  I  cover  both  of  my  nipples  with  my  hands  to  protect  them  since  I'm

certain that isn't the answer she's looking for. 

"But our normal, loving relationship began with a perverse arrangement," she insists. "I want to

know why." 

Damn! I really don't want to go there, but I gave her the opening and she went for it. I should've

known better. "Dating wasn't for me. It hasn't been for years." 

"Why not?" 

Of  course  she  isn't  going  to  accept  that  as  an  answer,  and  I  doubt  she'll  accept  this  one,  either. 

"Because none of them were you." 

"As sweet as that is, it doesn't answer why you chose your lifestyle." Wow. She thinks I have a

lifestyle. Isn't that what you say about choices you consider to be wrong? 

This is the first time I've ever felt like I need to defend myself to her. "I was twenty-three when I

made my first million. I tripled that at twenty-four and quadrupled it by the next year. I was shoved

into the limelight by the media and my wealth attracted the vultures. The women circling me were all

after the same thing and it was blatantly apparent. But there was one who took it to a level so extreme, 

I thought I could never trust a woman again. I guess I considered her my girlfriend because she was

the  only  woman  I  was  having  sex  with."  The  past  is  the  past,  but  telling  Laurelyn  about  fucking

another woman doesn't feel right. "Are you sure you want to know this?" 

"Positive.  I  want  to  know  everything  about  you  and  I  want  you  to  trust  me  enough  to  be

comfortable telling me." 

I trust her and that's the only reason I'm going to tell her what I've never told another person. "I

thought I didn't want marriage and kids because Lana was the wrong woman for me, but as time went

by, I realized I never wanted to be married or have kids at all. Lana didn't want to accept that, so she

was trying to get pregnant because she thought I'd marry her." 

"How did you figure out what she was doing?" 

I look up at the ceiling because I don't like talking about this stuff with her. It's uncomfortable as

fuck. "We were using condoms and she was on the pill because I was so adamant about not wanting

kids. All of a sudden, every condom we used would bust. They were fine when I put them on but they

would tear after we got started." I hate telling her this shit. "She was always the one to take it out

of the package and I got suspicious, so I grabbed a few for inspection. I didn't have to open them to

see what was going on; there were tiny pinpricks through the packaging. When I found that, I knew she

probably wasn't taking her pills, either, so I went through her stuff until I found them. I was right." 

Laurelyn looks angry. "That's messed up." 

"After Lana, I was done with dating. I threw myself into my work and I didn't socialize publicly at

all for a year until I had to travel to one of the vineyards for a few weeks. While I was there, I met a

woman in a hotel restaurant while having dinner. All we did was talk and it was nice because she had

no idea who I was. I liked it. I ran into her accidentally on purpose again the next night and we had

another nice evening. For the first time in a year, a woman didn't want anything from me, but I knew

that would change if she ever found out who I was. That's when I made the decision to propose the

idea of being my companion for a few weeks without sharing identities. She wasn't twenty-something

with dreams about marriage and babies, so she agreed. We had a few weeks of fun and I never saw

her again." 

"I don't understand how the women didn't know who you were." 

I can see where that might perplex her. "Being rich makes you interesting, but it doesn't make you

a celebrity like an actor or musician. It wasn't that difficult to pull off. If they didn't keep up with the

social pages or the business section of the newspaper, then it was easy for me to fly under the radar." 

"But the media was all over you the night we went to the Opera House," she points out. 

"When I'm out, the media will photograph me, especially if I'm with a woman, but they don't track

me down when I don't make appearances. Taking a companion out in public wouldn't have been very

smart on my part if I wanted to keep my identity hidden, so I didn't. I haven't been spotted in public

with a woman in years for that reason. Now you understand why the photographer at the Opera House

was so zealous with you." 

"Why did I get to be seen in public with you?" 

I'm not sure she'll ever understand the difference between her and the former twelve. "I knew you

weren't like the others from the moment I laid eyes on you. I chose to treat you as such." 

She crawls over and straddles me. She puts her hands on each side of my head and leans closer. 

Her hair falls forward and makes a veil, closing us together inside it. "I may not be like the women

who  came  before  me,  but  there  are  some  things  that  are  the  same.  I  want  a  husband  and  babies—

plural—and if you don't, that's a problem for me." 

I want to ask her to be my wife and the mother of my children, but now isn't the right time. I don't

have a ring or the right words. I want my proposal to be special—something she looks back on and

remembers as one of the most precious moments in her life. And it's probably a good idea for us to be

back  together  for  more  than  a  couple  of  days,  but  I  still  want  to  put  her  mind  to  rest  about  the

decisions I've made since we last discussed them. 

"You're everything I never knew I wanted. Every time I picture my future, it's always your face I

see…with some little people who look like us." 

That sounded like a total chick thing to say but fuck it! I need her to know how much I love her and

that I want her forever—not just for those three short months in Australia or for the next month we're

going to spend together. I want her for-fucking-ever. 


***




The  last  few  days  have  been  surreal.  I  can't  concentrate  on  anything  because  my  mind  keeps  going

back to what Jack Henry said—he envisions his future with me and little people who look like us. It

seems like I'm thinking about it constantly. Even now as we're riding this elevator up to Randy's room

for the after-show meeting, my mind drifts as I think about what our lives would be like if he and I

were married with a family. 

He snaps his fingers in front of my face. "Baby, what's wrong? You've been somewhere else for

days now." 

"Nothing  is  wrong."  Everything  is  right,  dammit.  Why  couldn't  it  have  been  like  this  before  I

walked away? 

He pulls me into his arms. "Something's up. You're not yourself." 

"I have stuff on my mind. This is…," I pause to choose my words carefully but I'm saved when

Jack Henry's phone rings. 

"It's Harold. I should probably take this." He answers the call and I can tell by the expression on

his face that something is wrong. The elevator doors open and we step off, but he stops in the corridor

and  I  see  that  wrinkle  form  on  his  forehead—the  one  he  gets  when  he's  worried  about  something. 

"Hold on a minute." He takes the phone away from his ear. "There's a problem at Avalon and I really

need to talk to Harold." 

He looks pissed. 

"Is everything okay?" 

"No. It sounds like Audrey has struck again." 

What is it going to take for that crazy bitch to leave him alone? "Okay. I'll go on ahead. You talk to

Harold and I'll meet you in the room when I'm finished." 

He kisses the top of my head. "Okay, love." 

Love. He's never called me that before. I like it. 

The guys are already in the room, beers in hand, when I walk in. Charlie takes one from the mini-

fridge and twists the top before he holds it out for me. "Thanks." 

"I have some great news. A fan at the Dallas show recorded your acoustical performance on her

phone and uploaded it. It's gone viral and fans are going crazy over it, so we think it's a good idea to

get you back into the studio at Nashville to record it." 

By acoustical performance, I assume he's referring to the song I sang for Jack Henry. 

He said we think it's a good idea. I guess that means he's been discussing my performance with

the guys and they're talking about things behind my back. I'm still new to this group, but I won't put up

with  them  making  decisions  without  me,  especially  when  it  concerns  my  personal  songs.  I  think  I'd

better let them know that right now. I'm a part of this band just like every one of them, even if I am the

newest member. 

"So, you've all decided this without consulting me?" 

Charlie  holds  up  his  hands.  "Whoa,  Laurelyn.  The  guys  and  I  haven't  discussed  anything.  We're

hearing this for the first time just like you." 

"But Randy said we think it's a good idea." 

"I'm the other part of we." I stiffen as I hear the familiar voice behind me. 

"Guys,  this  is  one  of  my  producer  buddies,  Blake  Phillips.  It  was  his  idea  to  bring  you  back  to

Nashville for the recording and I couldn't agree more. The song is hot, so now's the time to strike." 

Fury. That's the only word that can describe what I'm feeling right now. "That song wasn't meant

for the world. It was only meant for one person." 

"But  you  didn't  sing  it  for  one  person,"  Randy  reminds  me.  "You  sang  it  in  front  of  a  crowded

concert and now your fans are going crazy over it." 

That song is personal. The lyrics are me baring my heart and soul to Jack Henry. "I don't think I

want to do that." 

Charlie, the peacekeeper, attempts to intercede on my behalf. "Maybe you should give her a little

time to think about it, Randy." 

Blake  smirks  at  me  and  I  want  to  kick  him  in  his  nuts  all  over  again.  "This  isn't  a  request, 

Laurelyn. Southern Ophelia is going to record that song. I've already set it up." 

I know what Randy is thinking—I owe Blake for letting me out of my contract. I'm sure it's what

they're all thinking. And that I'm an ungrateful bitch for not going along with what he's asking of me. Is

this  ever  going  to  end? Am  I  always  going  to  look  like  the  villain  while  Blake  walks  on  water?  "I

need to get out of here." 

I don't look back as I leave Randy's room to walk the corridor toward my own at the opposite end

of the hall. I'm flustered as I slide my keycard into the slot. It takes three attempts for the little light to

turn green. 

I  push  the  door  open  and  a  hand  comes  over  my  mouth  from  behind.  I'm  pulled  back  against

someone  and  shoved  into  the  room.  I  hear  the  click  of  the  door  and  I  struggle  against  the  arms

wrapped  around  me.  I  feel  warm  breath  against  my  ear  and  hear  Blake  whisper,  "Stop  fighting  me, 

Laurie. I only want to talk to you." 

Where is Jack Henry? We were supposed to meet in the room but he's not here. 

Blake  says  he  wants  to  talk?  I  don't  think  so.  Talking  doesn't  involve  being  shoved  into  a  room

with a hand clamped over your mouth. My gift of fear is speaking loudly and it's warning me that he's

here for much more. 

I bite his hand and he immediately jerks it away from my mouth. I'm able to scream briefly before

he  backhands  me  so  hard,  my  ears  ring.  He  shoves  me  onto  the  bed  and  sits  on  top  of  me  as  he

stretches my arms above my head. I'm mildly dazed but it passes quickly—or at least I think it does. 

"Ohh," I moan as I register the pain in the side of my face where he smacked me. 

"Oh, hell. I'm sorry, Laurie. I didn't mean to hit you." He hovers above me as he examines my face. 

"I'm afraid that's going to leave a mark." 

How  hard  did  he  hit  me  if  he  can  already  tell  that  there's  going  to  be  a  bruise?  "You're  hurting

me." 

"Sorry,"  he  apologizes  as  he  releases  my  arms.  I  alternate  massaging  my  wrists  where  he  was

grasping me tightly and I can tell they're going to be tender later. 

He rolls off me to his back and puts his palms on his forehead, looking up at the ceiling. "God, I'm

sorry. I didn't plan this. I just wanted to talk to you." 

I  lie  motionless  on  the  bed  as  I  recall  the  way  he  pinned  me  to  my  car  at  the  studio.  Now  he's

slapped me around after forcing his way into my room. I hadn't considered him a threat, but I see now

that I should. I have no idea where his head is or what he's capable of. 

He  sits  up  and  stares  straight  ahead  as  he  speaks.  "You  pretend  like  we  meant  nothing,  like  we

never even happened. Do you have any idea how much that hurts me?" 

It's all becoming clear now. "You coming here was never about us recording my song, was it? It

was about you finding a way to get to me." 

He hesitates briefly before answering. "You're a smart girl, Laurie." 

He can forget it. I wouldn't have anything to do with him, even if Jack Henry weren't in my life. 

"You need to leave." 

"I'm not leaving until I tell you how I feel." 

I reach up and touch my face. It hurts like hell. "There's no point." 

"You're wrong." He turns to look at me. "I love you, Laurie, and I know we can make us work. I

told Beth I want a divorce." 

Why would he do that? We're not even in a relationship. "I hope you didn't do that for me because

it changes nothing." 

"Of course I did it for you," he yells at me. He closes his eyes and takes a breath before he opens

them and slowly releases the air from his lungs. "We can get it back—everything we had." 

He's under the wrong impression if he believes I would have anything to do with him again. "No, 

we can't. I love someone else." 

He  twists  from  where  he's  sitting  on  the  bed  to  face  me.  "I  can't  fucking  believe  this!  I  told  my

wife I wanted a divorce so I could be with you, and now you're telling me you love someone else?" 

He's not blaming me with this. It's his own fault. "I didn't tell you to ask your wife for a divorce. I

think I recall kicking you in the nuts and telling you what a lousy lay you were." 

He grabs my shoulders roughly. "I threw my marriage away for you." 

I'm frightened but not enough to keep my mouth shut. "Don't act like I ruined your marriage. You

threw it away without any help from me. Now, I think it's well past time for you to get the hell out of

here." 

He pushes me roughly against the bed. He grabs my wrists and pins them over my head again. "I

came here for you and I'm not leaving until I have you." 

Until he has me? 

It doesn't register immediately what he means to do until he puts one of his knees between my legs

and forces them apart. Oh, God, no. "No! Please, don't do this!" 

He tries to kiss my mouth but I turn my head and feel his rough stubble scrape harshly down the

side of my face and neck. "Please, stop, Blake!" 

"Don't be so dramatic. It's not like we've never done this before." He grips both of my wrists in

one of his large hands and his free one moves down my body until I feel it pull up my dress. I struggle

to close my legs, to buck him off, to kick him in the balls—anything to make him stop—but nothing I

do is any match for his strength. 

I'm screaming as loud as my voice will let me, but by the time anyone hears me and gets in here, 

it'll be too late. 

Oh my God. He's going to do this to me and I can't stop him. 

My realization sends me well beyond full-blown panic mode. My fight-or-flight response kicks in

as I jerk my head up from the mattress as hard as I can to head-butt him directly in the face. It hurts

like hell, but it's enough of a blow to make him release me for my one chance at getting away. 

I streak off the bed but he catches my ankle and forces me down to the floor onto my stomach. My

arms are trapped beneath me by the weight of him lying on my back. My chest is pressed into the floor

so hard, I can barely breathe. 

I feel the warm ooze of what I know is blood running down my forehead and it gets into my eyes, 

blinding me. I blink to clear my vision so I can see to run when I get another opportunity, but then I

feel his hand up the back of my dress and inside my underwear. I feel his fingers there and he gives

my panties a quick jerk, forcefully pulling them down my legs. 

My chest is being squeezed tighter and it's harder to draw a breath, so much so that I can't inhale

enough air in to scream anymore. I feel dizzy and see spots before my eyes despite the blood blinding

me. 

I'm conscious—but barely—when I hear the click of the lock on the door. It opens and I hear Jack

Henry talking as he comes into our room. "I'm sorry that took so long, babe. I wasn't getting a good

signal in the room so I had to…" He stops midsentence when he sees the scene before him. 

His response time is so fast, it feels nonexistent. Once the weight of Blake is off me, I roll to my

back and gasp to fill my lungs with the precious air they've been deprived of. 

I  hear  crashing  noises  all  around  the  room  and  a  sound  I'm  sure  is  Jack  Henry's  fist  slamming

against Blake's face over and over. It feels like it goes on forever before I'm able to turn my head. I

see  that  Blake  isn't  fighting  back  and  I'm  suddenly  afraid  of  how  far  Jack  Henry's  anger  has  driven

him. 

"Please, stop before you kill him." 

My voice reaches him and he looks at me with his fist drawn back. He drops Blake's limp body to

the floor and rushes to me. "I'm so sorry, baby. Tell me where you're hurt." 

"My head," I tell him as I reach up to touch the source of the bleeding. "And my face." 

He helps me to the bed before he walks over to pick up the hotel phone from the floor. "I need an

ambulance and the police in room 3255." He sees my panties on the floor and adds, "There's been an

assault." 

After  he  places  the  phone  back  on  the  receiver,  he  sits  next  to  me  and  examines  my  face.  "You

have a pretty nasty laceration on your forehead. There's already too much dried blood for me to tell if

you'll  need  stitches."  He  touches  his  thumb  to  the  side  of  my  face.  "And  I  imagine  you'll  have  an

impressive shiner on this cheek." He watches my eyes. "Are you hurt anywhere else?" 

We both know what he's asking without saying the words. "No. He didn't. You got here before he

was able to do that." 

He pulls me to him. "That's him, isn't it? Blake Phillips?" 

"Yeah." 

"Fuck!" he yells as he beats his fist into the bed. "This wouldn't have happened if I'd been in the

room like I said I would be." 

"No. You don't get to blame yourself for this." I put my hand on his arm. "What he did isn't your



fault." 

"I shouldn't have gone downstairs. I told you I would meet you in the room. I should've been here

like I promised." 

I can't sit in this room and look at Blake for another minute. "Get me out of here." 

He takes me to the hall and we slide down the wall to sit on the floor as we wait for the police

and ambulance to arrive. He holds me and we don't say anything, but it's all I need to feel safe. He's

all I'll ever need. 

It's ridiculous how long it takes for the police and the hospital to release me. By the time I'm free to

go,  I  don't  care  about  any  of  my  belongings  at  the  hotel.  There's  not  a  single  thing  there  that  I  can't

replace. I just want to go home. 

Randy cancels our shows for the rest of the week and says we'll announce that I have the flu or

something similar. It pisses me off and makes me wonder if he's planning to try and sweep this under

the rug since Blake is his friend. He won't if he knows what's good for him. 

Jack  Henry  has  taken  care  of  everything.  He  has  a  car  and  driver  waiting  to  take  us  back  to

Nashville. I'm drowsy from the sedative I was given in the emergency room and I end up sleeping the

whole ride home, but I'm glad. At least sleep allows me to take my mind off what Blake did. 

I'm relieved when we finally walk through the door of my apartment. It's been weeks since I was

home and I miss being here. I'm glad Jack Henry is with me. I'm not sure I could've come home if I

didn't have him. 

I  feel  dirty—like  I  have  Blake  all  over  me—and  it  makes  me  sick.  I  remember  the  touch  of  his

hand between my legs as he grabbed my underwear and a rigor involuntarily shakes me. "I'm going to

take a shower before I lie down." 

"Okay. Would you like something to eat?" 

I'm  too  nauseated  to  eat.  "I  don't  think  so.  I'm  still  sleepy  from  the  medicine  they  gave  me.  I'll

probably go straight to bed after my shower." 

"If you're still groggy, do you think it's a good idea to be in the shower? I don't want you to fall." 

"I'll be fine. I'll call for you if I feel weak or if I need anything." 

He agrees but reluctantly. I go into the bathroom and shut the door because I need walls between

us. I feel tears coming and I don't want him to see me like that. He already feels terrible for not being

there to protect me from Blake. 

I  start  the  shower  and  the  tiny  bathroom  almost  immediately  fills  with  steam.  I  lift  my  tattered

dress  over  my  head  before  I  toss  it  in  the  trash.  I  stand  naked  in  front  of  the  mirror  to  assess  the

damage. 

I  touch  the  large  bruise  still  forming  on  the  side  of  my  face.  It's  tender.  Scrapes  and  blue

discoloration mark my arms and upper body. The cut on my forehead is held together with adhesive

and makes me feel as though I'm a piece of broken glass that can be put back together with a little glue

—except I don't feel put back together at all. 

I can't look at myself anymore, so I step into the shower and begin the process of trying to cleanse

tonight's events away. I wash my body repeatedly but what I'm feeling refuses to be scoured off. And

I'm afraid it won't be for a while. 


***




I  turn  back  the  bed  so  it'll  be  ready  when  Laurelyn's  out  of  the  shower.  I  remember  she  didn't  take

clothes into the bathroom with her, so I open a few drawers in search of the things she might need. I

find  bras  and  knickers  in  the  top  dresser  drawer  and  I  recognize  many  of  the  lacy  ones  she  used  to

wear for me. I hold up a pair and smile as I recall the way she looked wearing them. 

Those are some beautiful damn memories. 

I delve through more drawers and find the pink jogging pants with the word LOVE across the bum. 

I love these pants and I know she wears them when she wants to be comfortable, so I take them out. 

I've missed seeing her in them. After I take them from the drawer, I notice a man's T-shirt beneath and

a sickening envy immediately strikes me. I pluck it from her drawer for a better look and recognize it

as one of my own. I never missed it being gone. The discovery makes my heart swell until it's almost

ready to burst. She missed me. 

The  bathroom  door  is  closed  and  I  knock  lightly  instead  of  walking  in  unannounced,  but  I  don't

like it. We stopped closing doors not long after our relationship began and I'm feeling a little uneasy

about her reasons behind doing it tonight. I don't want her to close me off. I'm afraid this attack might

cause her to put up some of those old walls it took so long for me to tear down. 

"Come in." 

The  bathroom  is  full  of  steam  and  it  rushes  toward  me  when  I  walk  in.  "I  brought  you  some

clothes." 

"Thanks." 

"Need anything else?" 

She doesn't answer at first—and I wonder if she heard me—but then I hear her answer with the

softest voice. "Yes." 

I stand waiting for her to tell me what she needs, but she doesn't. "What do you need, babe?" 

"You." 

"Okay. I can sit with you while you finish your shower." I shut the lid on the toilet. 

"No. I need you in here with me—in the shower." 

I admit that's unexpected. She's just been attacked and almost raped. I wouldn't expect her to have

sharing a shower in mind. Maybe she just wants to be close so she can feel safe. "Are you sure?" 

"Positive." 

I can't make myself believe this is normal, but it's what she's asking. "Okay." 

I strip and pull the curtain back before stepping into the hot water with her. She reaches for me

and  puts  her  arms  around  my  midsection.  She  places  the  side  of  her  face  against  my  chest  and  the

water pelts down over both of us. "Please don't think I'm crazy for what I'm about to tell you." 

"Baby, I know you're not crazy." 

"I know the way I'm feeling isn't logical. It's all in my head but I feel like I can't get him washed

off my body. I feel dirty." 

"You're not dirty, love." I think what she's feeling is completely natural. I don't know what to do to

make it better for her, but I decide to do the only thing I think might help. "Turn around for me." 

I reach for the shampoo as she circles and squeeze a generous portion into my hand. "I'm going to

wash your hair and when I'm finished, I'm going to wash every trace of him from your body. You'll

never have to feel him on your skin again." 

I have no idea if touching her is the wrong thing to do or if it will cause her more harm than good. 

I want to think it's the right thing since she asked me to come into the shower, but I have no way of

knowing until I do it. 

I massage her scalp gently as I shampoo her hair. I hear her sigh and I take that as a good sign, so I

repeat the process with the conditioner before moving on to her body. 

I  begin  by  massaging  her  back  with  body  wash  because  it  feels  like  a  safe  place  to  start. And

because that's where I found him when he was attacking her—lying against her back holding her face

down against the floor. I'm furious all over again as I see the image of him attempting to rape her. 

I shake my head as though it will make the image go away. It doesn't, but I can't let Laurelyn know

what's on my mind. It will only upset her more to know I'm picturing her attack, replaying what I saw

almost happen. 

Her tense muscles gradually begin to relax and I'm encouraged. Laurelyn is the medicine that heals

all my pain, so I don't know why I questioned being the same kind of relief for her. 

I'm still standing behind her when I move my soapy bare hands up to her neck. She lifts her chin

and  rests  her  head  against  my  chest  as  I  make  my  way  down  her  body.  I  circle  her  breasts  and  her

nipples become hard pebbles beneath my fingers. She leans harder against me and I tell my cock to

behave because it isn't the right time. He doesn't listen. He never does when it comes to her. And I

can't really blame him—she's wet and naked and pressing her beautiful body against mine. 

My palms move lower and skim her stomach before I slowly approach touching her between her

legs. This is going to be the problematic area and I'm afraid of her reaction. She may think it'll be fine

but change her mind the moment I touch her. It might make her think of what he tried to do to her. 

I'm slow and cautious as I inch my hand lower. I hear her breathing increase. I'm apprehensive, 

unsure if she's beginning to panic. I decide to not take any chances and my hand retreats. I can't risk

the harm I could cause by continuing. 

She  reaches  for  my  wrist  as  I'm  pulling  my  hand  away.  "Please  don't  stop.  I  want  you  to  keep

going," she says as she pushes it lower. "I'm not afraid." 

Maybe she isn't but I am. I fear she's pushing herself too hard and too fast because she thinks she

needs to prove something. "You don't have to do this right now." 

"I know but I want you to touch me. This is what you and I do, and I need to know that he didn't

ruin the way you feel about me." 

Fuck! This is about me. She's afraid I won't want her because of what he did? 

I turn her around so I can see her eyes. "Baby, I love you and there's nothing anyone could do to

change that—especially him or what he did to you. Trust me when I tell you that I could never stop

loving you because of something like this." 

She rises on tiptoes and kisses me, biting my lower lip and tugging on it with her teeth. "I need you

to show me." 

I have to trust her word. If she says this is what she needs, then I have to have faith in her. "Here

or your bedroom?" 

"Bedroom. This shower is too small for everything I want you to do to me." 

She turns off the water and pulls the curtain. She steps out and stands dripping on the rug as she

waits  for  me.  I'm  not  sure  my  second  foot  is  on  the  bath  mat  before  she  puts  her  arms  around  my

shoulders and jumps up to wrap her legs around my waist. 

Luckily, my reflexes are quick and I catch her under her thighs before she lands on her bum on the

floor. "Damn, baby. You could've warned me." 

"Sorry. I'm just anxious." 

I carry her to the bedroom and the cold air chills both of us. I toss her playfully onto the bed. I

slide in beside her and the sheets absorb the water beads on our bodies. "We've just fucked this bed

up." 

"Not  yet,  we  haven't,"  she  says  as  she  pulls  me  on  top  of  her.  Our  wet  bodies  slip  effortlessly

against each other and it's exhilarating to have her slide against me, skin on skin. She brings her legs

up around my waist and squeezes me closer. "I want you to fuck me like you mean it. Don't you dare

hold back because you think I'm fragile; I'm not and I won't break." 

Aggressive isn't a good choice for us right now, even if she thinks it is. "I know how strong you

are." I kiss the side of her face where there's an unpleasant reminder of what that bastard did. "I don't

need  to  see  you  tolerate  rough  sex  to  be  convinced  of  that."  I  kiss  her  forehead  just  below  the

laceration. "Don't make this about him." 

She puts her hands on my face and strokes her thumbs over my still-wet cheekbones. "I love you

so much." 

"I love you too." And now I want to show her how much. 

I move my lips over hers and she follows my lead for the slow, seductive kiss I want to give her. 

She slides her fingers up the back of my wet hair and I feel drops of water roll down my neck. Her

hands leave my hair and glide over my shoulders and down my back through the moisture unclaimed

by the bed linens. 

Relaxed  legs  replace  the  tense  ones  squeezing  my  waist.  She  lets  them  fall  apart  beneath  my

weight and I recognize it for what it is—her giving me domain over her body. I take great pleasure

knowing she trusts me enough to do so. 

I move my hand down her body until it's between her legs and that's where I cup my hand around

her and begin rotating in a circular motion with only the slightest pressure. My mouth is still pressed

against hers but neither of us is concentrating on the kiss. I know the task she chooses for me to focus

on. 

I  gradually  apply  more  pressure  and  I  feel  the  increase  in  her  breathing  against  my  mouth.  She

begins  to  lift  her  hips  in  rhythm  with  my  hand's  motion  and  I  close  in  on  her  most  sensitive  area.  I

know how to top it off quickly for her, but I wait because I want her to enjoy this for a while longer. 

She  rides  my  hand  harder  and  I  sense  her  immediate  urgency.  "Do  you  want  me  to  make  you

come?" 

"Oh, God, yes," she says with panting breath against my mouth. 

I slide two fingers inside her and place my thumb over her erogenous nub. I apply light pressure

with a gradual increase as my thumb slides back and forth. "I'll always take care of you, baby." 

I feel her entire body tense, followed by the internal rhythmic spasms against my fingers. Her legs

tense as she arches her back. It never gets old seeing her this way. I'm still amazed by how hard she

can come and how beautiful she is when she does. 

When the rush of her orgasm is over, she relaxes and looks up at me hovering above her. "You're

so good at that." 

I'm relieved that she's handled my intimate touch so well. I'm confident that she is going to be fine

with me being inside her, but I still choose to proceed with caution. I press my cock against her slick

slit and watch her face for any outward sign of stress. "You're okay?" 

"Yes. Please stop being weird about this. That bothers me worse than what actually happened. I

don't want awkwardness between us, so now it's me telling you to leave him out of this." 

She's right. I'm the one being weird and it stops here and now. 

I kneel between her legs and grasp her behind her knees to pull her down the bed. I tap her on her

hip as I tell her to lift her bum and I push both of the pillows under her hips before I drive deep inside

her. She gasps and then smiles up at me. "That's more like it." 

As I slide in and out of her in this different position, she never once takes her eyes from mine and I

covet  the  deep  connection  I  feel  with  her.  It's  erotic—yet  incredibly  loving—and  is  something  I've

never felt with any other woman. Ever. 

As I thrust into her over and over, I lose myself in her caramel-brown eyes, because it's so easy to

do, and I'm able to forget the night's events. I feel it building and then my favorite part happens when I

get to thrust as deep as I can inside of Laurelyn as I call out her name. When I'm finished, I remain

inside her because these are the moments I love. I'm able to envision it all when we're like this—our

future as husband and wife with our children. And I always see it happening in Australia. Never here. 

And I'm afraid that could be a problem. 


***




I fall asleep in Jack Henry's arms. I must've been content because I don't wake once during the night. 

There's no way I could've done that before we were separated, but something about being apart has

caused a change in me. It makes it possible for me to allow him in my space while I'm sleeping. 

When I open my eyes, he's already awake. No shocker there. "Hey, you." 

He kisses the top of my head. "Good mornin', love. Sleep well?" 

Surprisingly, yes. "I did." 

He pulls me in for a hug. "See? It's not so bad having me close." 

"I've never thought it was bad," I explain. "I just wasn't used to it. I endured last night just fine." 

He scoots away from me. "Endured? Hell, don't do me any favors." 

I  think  I'm  wearing  off  on  him  because  that's  one  of  my  lines.  "I'm  sorry,"  I  laugh.  "Endure  is  a

poor word choice. That's not what I meant at all." He lies back down beside me. "I just meant that I

didn't wake up once, so I was obviously content with having you in my space. Our space." 

"Our space sounds much better than your space." 

"Agreed." 

My stomach growls and I remember there are no groceries in the apartment since I've been away

for  weeks.  "There's  nothing  here  to  eat.  I  doubt  I  even  have  enough  to  scrounge  up  something  for

breakfast, so I'll have to make a grocery run this morning. And you're going with me." I point to my

nightstand. "Open that top drawer and pass me a pad and pen so I can start a grocery list." 

He stretches over to open the drawer and the sheet pulls back just enough for me to catch a view

of his sculpted ass. I pull the sheet back a little more for a better view and run my hand over it. I can't

resist. 

He laughs as he digs around in the drawer. "Hmm…what do we have here?" 

I don't care what's caught his attention because I'm enjoying the view way too much. 

When he rolls back, he's holding the purple vibrator in one hand and the Bullet in the other. 

Oh,  shit.  I  totally  forgot  about  those  being  in  that  drawer.  I  cover  my  blushing  face  with  both

hands. "A gentleman would have pretended he didn't see those." 

"I think we've established that I'm only a gentleman in public—not in the bedroom. But I must tell

you  that  it  makes  me  feel  pretty  damn  spectacular  to  know  that  you  needed  two  of  these  battery-

operated boys to replace what I did for you." 

As if that's even possible. "You'd be mistaken if you think any number of those things could ever

replace what you do for me." 

"They don't have to replace. They can…enhance," he suggests. 

"You don't need enhancing." 

He's  twirling  the  Bullet  around  in  his  hand.  "Well,  maybe  we  should  try  them  out  and  see. You

might like the kind of enhancing I do with them." 

I have no doubt I'd like anything he does to me while using them. "Now?" 

"Unless the grocery store is going somewhere." 

"Smart-ass." Of course, he means now. I don't know why I'd think otherwise. He's a morning man. 

And a night man. And an everything-in-between man. "Okay." 

He  moves  down  in  the  bed.  "Close  your  eyes  and  don't  open  them.  I  want  you  to  lie  still  and

completely concentrate on the sensations." 

I reach for my pillow and put it over my face because I know me. "I'll be too tempted to look." 

I feel him grab the back of my thighs and he brings them up so my feet are flat against the bed. He

pushes my knees apart and the thought of what he's seeing strikes me. I'm naked with my legs spread

wide  apart  in  the  daylight.  This  is  why  he  wanted  me  to  close  my  eyes.  He  knew  I'd  feel

uncomfortable in this position with him staring at my stuff. 

It's only a few seconds later when I hear the buzz. I didn't use the things enough to know if there's a

difference in the sounds they make, so I have no idea which one he's going to use. 

I'm shaking with anticipation when I feel the vibration touch me. He starts at the top and slowly

drags it down one side before bringing it up again. "Do you like that?" 

I lift the pillow ever so slightly to take a peek at him. "You know I do." 

"Good." 

He moves to the other side and repeats the same movement. When he finishes, he slides what I've

decided is the Bullet through my suddenly drenched center. Every time he brings it up, he directly hits

my clit for only the briefest time. It's not enough to make me come, but it's enough to make me want to

so badly, I'm ready to scream if I don't. I'm certain he's aware of this because he knows my body so

well and he's doing it to tease me mercilessly. "What about that?" 

This time I don't lift the pillow because I'm squeezing it too tightly. "That feels amazing." 

"Perfect. I'm going to throw in a little something else to spice things up." 

Good grief! What else could he do to spice this up? 



I feel him enter me before the question is even completed in my head. He's moving in and out of

me and I feel the vibrations of the Bullet circling my clit over and over. It's only enough to push me to

the edge without falling over, but I know it won't last much longer. "I'm gonna beat you there, buddy." 

He pounds into me harder and faster. "You wanna bet on that? Tell me how close you are." 

"Pretty close. I can see the finish line." 

"I'm right there with you, baby." 

Just when I think it's going to take a little more to push me over the edge, he cups his fingers over

me and the Bullet and presses it so that it vibrates against the whole area from my clit down to where

he's inside me. 

And that's when the postman delivers. Oh my God, is it ever magnificent! 

I  feel  his  hand  wrap  around  one  of  my  hips  as  he  jerks  me  toward  him  so  he  can  drive  harder

inside me those last few times as he comes. When he grits my name out from between his teeth, I want

to scream, but I can't. I'm speechless because the waves and spasms deep within have robbed me of

my voice. 

When it's over, my arms drop lifelessly to the bed and the pillow remains over my face. He pulls

out of me but I feel his hands on my knees continuing to hold them apart. "You're so beautiful." 

"How can you tell? My face is covered," I mumble from under the pillow. 

"That's not what I'm talking about." 

Oh, shit! He's saying my baby hatcher is beautiful? 

"You're so weird!" 

"Never claimed I wasn't," he laughs. 

I take the pillow from my face and smack him with it. "Get your weird ass up and shower so we

can go to the grocery store. I'm hungry." 

Jack Henry and I are strolling through the market, both in jeans with T's, but he's wearing a ball cap

for a team I've never heard of so I assume they're Australian. He's pushing the cart as I walk beside

him. I'm tossing stuff from the shelves into the basket and I can't remember a time when I've ever felt

more domestic in my life. And I like it. 

Mrs. Porcelli continued to do all of the shopping after I moved in, so this is the first time we've

been in a grocery store together. I suspect it's the first time Jack Henry has been inside a market in

years, but he seems content to be here with me. 

I'm reaching for something on the shelf when I feel his arms snake around me from behind. "What's

for dinner tonight?" 

He's obviously not been paying attention to the things I've been throwing into the cart or he'd have

already figured it out. "I seem to recall you having a thing for my lasagna." 

"So good, it brought me to my knees." 

"It wasn't the lasagna that did that," I laugh. "But I'll cook it for you, if that's what you want." 

"Yes, please. And we'll stop for wine on the way home." 

I'm about to tell him no one in town carries his wine when I hear "Jolene" ringing from my back

pocket.  "That's  my  mom.  I  haven't  spoken  to  her  in  a  while.  I  probably  should  take  it.  She'll  keep

calling if I don't." 

He kisses the top of my head before releasing me and I reach for my phone. "Hey, Mom." 

"I was calling to check on my baby girl. I wanted to see how life on the road was treating you." 

I dread this. "I'm not on the road. I'm back in Nashville." 

"Why? Did something happen?" 

"Yes. Something bad happened. Blake Phillips attacked me last night. I got banged up a little bit, 

so Randy thought it would be best to cancel our shows for the rest of the week. We only had a few left

anyway." 

"What did he do to you?" I hear the horror in her voice. 

I'm standing in front of Jack Henry in the middle of a grocery store. This is definitely not the time

or place I want to have this conversation. "I'm buying groceries right now. Would it be okay if I call

you when I get home?" 

"No. Your dad and I are coming over so you can tell us exactly what that man did to you." 

Dammit. She has a key to my apartment and I don't want her to beat me there and wander into my

bedroom. I'm not sure we put the toys back in my nightstand drawer. "No, Mom. Don't do that. Why

don't you wait until a little later? I'll need to put away the groceries. Maybe you can come for dinner." 

I look at Jack Henry and shrug. "But I have someone staying with me. Jack Henry is here." 

"Your Aussie guy?" 

I look at Jack Henry and smile as I answer, "Yeah, Mom. My Aussie guy." Hearing me say that

makes him beam. 

"And I suspect you're happy about that?" Something about the way she asks makes me think she's

not pleased to learn that he's here. 

Happy is a severe understatement. "I am. Very much so." 

"Okay. Your dad and I will come for dinner and meet your boyfriend. What time?" 

"Does six o'clock work?" 

"Sure. See you then." 

I end my call and look at Jack Henry. "We won't be dining alone." 

He doesn't look thrilled. "I gathered as much. I knew I'd have to meet her at some point. Tonight is

as good as any." 

He doesn't sound thrilled, either. "What do you mean you'd have to meet her at some point? You

sound like you already don't like her." 

"She treats you poorly. It's been tolerable from a distance because I didn't have a choice, but now

I'm here. I won't put up with anyone mistreating you, and that includes her. I don't care if she is your

mum." 

Geez. I'm predicting this night isn't going to go well. "It isn't just her. My dad's coming too. We

haven't talked about this, but they're sort of back on again." What am I doing? This is Jack Henry. I

don't have to pretend this is anything but what it is. "He's still married and they're sleeping together." 

It sounds so dirty when I say it and I'm not sure which reason makes it that way—if it's the married

part or the fact that they're my parents. 

"Perfect. Another parent to set straight. I can get them both knocked out at the same time." 

This is going to be awful. "You're not setting anyone straight tonight. I want them to like you and I

highly doubt they will if you tell them what shitty parents they've been." 

He looks at me like he wants to argue but doesn't. "I won't tonight, but only because you ask it of

me. It's gonna be hard as hell to keep my mouth shut." 

"You can do it," I encourage. "I know you can. And every time they say something that pisses you

off and you don't react, I'll reward you with something special after they leave." 

"Bribery." 

"I prefer to call it a reward system." 

"Well, I do enjoy your rewards, so maybe this will work out well for me after all." 

I'm about to tell him how I figured he'd see things my way when I hear the voice of a young girl. 

"Miss McLachlan?" 

I turn at the sound of my name—my stage name, that is—and see a young teen girl staring at me. 

"Oh.  My.  God. You're  the  singer  from  Southern  Ophelia,  aren't  you?  I'm  a  huge  fan.  Can  I  get  your

autograph?" 

I'm still not used to this and it's awkward. "Umm…sure." 

She digs through her purse and seems to come up empty-handed. "What about my shirt? Would you

sign it?" 

It's not like I've never signed a shirt before, but it's usually after a concert. And it isn't being worn. 

It feels a little unnerving to be recognized out like this. "No problem." 



When I'm finished signing, she passes her phone to Jack Henry. "Would you mind getting a picture

of us?" 

He  pulls  his  hands  out  of  his  pockets  and  takes  the  phone  from  her.  "Anything  for  one  of  Miss

McLachlan's fans." 

"It's the round button in the center. But I guess you already know that. I bet you have to do this all

the time," she giggles. 

He  looks  like  the  cat  that  swallowed  the  canary.  "I  take  some  mighty  fine  pictures  of  Miss

McLachlan, if I do say so myself." 

I try my best to keep from laughing at his sly remark about taking my almost-nudie pictures. He's

such a naughty boy and I'll get him for it later. 

"Thank you so much, Miss McLachlan. My friends aren't going to believe I ran into you like this." 

When the girl is gone, Jack Henry is grinning from ear to ear. I can't help but wonder what's on his

mind. "What's with the shit-eating grin?" 

"Oh…nothing," he says as we begin to stroll down the aisle but adds, "Miss McLachlan." 

I've never done this before, so I'm nervous as hell about it. My parents, one of whom I barely know, 

are going to be here any minute to meet Jack Henry. My boyfriend. The man I love. The one throwing

around words like always and future when he talks about us. 

I want to throw up. 

I'm  terrified  this  isn't  going  to  go  well.  He  already  doesn't  like  either  of  my  parents  and  I  don't

blame  him.  What  if  he  can't  keep  that  dislike  to  himself  and  make  nice?  He's  opinionated  and

outspoken. This could be a total disaster. But even if it is, I'll still love him. This I know without a

shadow of a doubt. 

I  reach  for  the  lasagna  in  the  oven  and  touch  my  inner  wrist  to  the  top  of  the  rack  above  as  I'm

taking it out. "Shit!" My body's reaction causes me to let go of the dish and jerk my arm back. Luckily, 

the dish of lasagna survives, but I've burned the piss out of my wrist. 

I run to the sink and immediately run cold water over it to stop the burning process as Jack Henry

streaks into the kitchen. "What happened?" 

"I burned myself. Rookie mistake." 

"Let me take a look." Ah, the doctor is back. How nice to see you, Dr. McLachlan. It's been

a while. I pull my wrist from the cold water long enough for him to examine it. "It'll be fine. Where

are your zipper bags? I'll make an ice pack for it." 

"Cabinet to the right of the stove." 

He bags up some ice cubes before wrapping them in a dishtowel and passing it to me. "I'll get the

lasagna out. You hold that ice over your burn." 

I sit at the table so I can be worthless. "Thank you." 

"You're welcome. It's the least I can do after you've slaved in here all afternoon. Do you need me

to do anything else?" 

I glance at the clock. "It's almost six. Will you put the bread in the oven? I already have it on the

pan." 

"Anything for you, Miss McLachlan." 

"You enjoy that, don't you?" 

"What?" He says it so innocently, but he knows what I mean. 

"Calling me Miss McLachlan." 

"I certainly do. It's good practice." 

Good practice for what? 

A knock sounds at the door and I'm instantly annoyed because I want to know what he means. I'm

tempted  to  tell  Jake  and  Jolene  to  hold  up  a  minute  because  I  need  to  get  to  the  bottom  of  this.  Of

course I don't, but it's a topic I plan to revisit later when we're alone. 

I get up to answer the door. "Here we go. Remember to be nice if you want your reward later." 

"Yes, ma'am. Your caveman is going to make you proud." 

I give him a quick kiss. "That's my sweet boy." 


***




I  stand  in  the  living  room  and  wait  for  the  recipients  of  the  World's  Worst  Parents  award  to  come


through the door. This is going to be hard as hell to get through without opening my mouth—I know

things  about  Jolene  Prescott's  past  that  the  rest  of  the  world  doesn't,  including  Jake  Beckett.  I  only

have one reason to look these people in their faces and not tell them they're assholes: Laurelyn. 

As I stand there waiting, I realize Laurelyn has never shown me a picture of her mother. Without

much thought, I always envisioned an older version of Laurelyn so when I see Jolene Prescott for the

first time, she is nothing like I expected. She's a slim, attractive blond but looks nothing like Laurelyn. 

Her father, on the other hand, is a different story. Laurelyn is the spitting image of her father. I don't

think a father and daughter could look more alike. He marked her well, which is ironic, considering

he hasn't had anything to do with her for the last twenty-three years. 

I  can't  let  myself  go  there  or  I'll  be  telling  these  people  off,  so  I  shove  the  thought  aside  as

Laurelyn introduces me to her parents for the first time. Polite introductions are made and we go into

the dining room where Laurelyn has everything ready for dinner. 

"You made lasagna. Jake, it's the best you'll ever have—better than any Italian restaurant. I don't

know where she got her ability to cook, because it sure wasn't from me." 

I  know  where  she  learned.  While  her  mother  was  high  and  passed  out,  she  was  a  little  girl

learning how to fend for herself. 

Laurelyn looks at me and I'd almost think she could read my mind if I didn't know better. She taps

the top of my foot with hers and gives me that look, the one that says, Stop it right now. God, how

does this woman know me so well—like she can read my every thought just by the expression on my

face? 

I bite my tongue to prevent it from rattling off what I really think. "Yes, ma'am. She's an excellent

cook." 

Laurelyn  tries  her  best  to  keep  the  conversation  light,  but  Jolene  manages  to  steer  it  toward  the

assault.  There's  nothing  Laurelyn  can  do  to  stop  it.  "I  want  to  know  what  happened  with  Blake

Phillips. Why did he attack you again?" 

Again? This wasn't the first time? Well, that's something we'll be discussing later. 

"Blake came to see Randy about bringing us back to Nashville to record a single. He was in the

room  when  I  showed  up  for  the  post-show  meeting.  To  say  I  was  shocked  would  be  the

understatement  of  the  century.  We  argued  about  recording  the  song  and  I  left.  I  had  no  idea  he

followed me to my room and when I unlocked the door, he grabbed me from behind and forced me

inside." 

"What did he do to you, Laurie?" 

I haven't heard these details and I don't really want to, but I'm left without a choice because her

mum isn't going to be satisfied until she knows it all. "I bit his hand over my mouth so I could scream

for help." She points to her face. "He backhanded me here. And then he went nuts when I told him I

didn't want him." 

"What do you mean he went nuts?" 

Laurelyn looks at me and then back to her parents. "He tried to rape me, but Jack Henry stopped

him." 

Her mother gasps and covers her mouth with her hand. "Oh my God. I didn't know that's what you

meant when you said he attacked you." 

Her  father  pounds  his  fist  on  the  table.  "If  I'd  dealt  with  him  after  that  stunt  he  pulled  with  you

outside the studio, this wouldn't have happened." 

What stunt? 

"It's not your fault. I told you I didn't want you to make a big deal out of it because of his family. I

had no idea he was that unstable, but I'm pressing charges and I took out a restraining order. He's not

supposed to come near me, but don't worry. Jack Henry will be here with me." 

"But for how long?" her mum asks. 

I don't appreciate her tone and I suspect Laurelyn sees it on my face. "Three more weeks." 

"Where does that leave the two of you if you're going back?" Jolene asks. 

We look at one another and it's evident. Neither of us knows, so we don't answer. 

The tension is thick. Jake attempts to cut through the discomfort. "What kind of work do you do, 

Jack?" 

It's a safe topic. "I own several vineyards and I produce a variety of vino." 

"Sounds like you must do well for yourself." 

"I manage." I've never been one to boast about my wealth, except when I thought I could use it as a

line for getting Laurelyn into my bed. 



"Don't let him fool you with his modesty. His vineyards do quite well." 

"Well  enough  that  we  don't  have  to  worry  about  him  being  here  because  of  the  success  you've

achieved since you saw him last?" Damn! She just puts it out there, doesn't she? 

"Mom!" 

"It's okay. I understand why that might raise suspicion with your parents. I'm not offended in the

least."  I'm  not  insulted  by  her  concern.  In  fact,  her  worry  makes  me  proud  that  for  once,  she  might

have her daughter's best interests at heart. However, it makes me mad as hell that she questions my

love. "Laurelyn's father isn't the only multimillionaire sitting at this table, Miss Prescott. Although I'm

very happy for Laurelyn and her success, I don't need one cent of her money." 

"I had no idea you were so wealthy." 

Of  course  Laurelyn  didn't  tell  her.  She  wouldn't.  "She  didn't  tell  you  because  my  money  means

nothing to her." 

And that's only one of the many reasons I love her so much. 

I survived dinner. Barely. And I kept my promise to Laurelyn, although I've never bit my tongue so

many  times  in  my  life.  I  need  a  fucking  tongue  transplant  after  enduring  two  hours  with  Jolene

Prescott, but I told myself the entire time that it was all for my girl. That was the only way I could get

through  it  without  telling  that  woman  what  a  selfish  and  shitty  mother  she's  been  to  a  woman  who

deserves so much more. 

She  actually  had  the  nerve  to  tell  me  that  Laurelyn's  career  was  here  in  the  U.S.  and  not  in

Australia. She said it like I was a dumb-arse and didn't already realize that. I know America is where

country  music  stars  make  it  big.  I  don't  need  her  to  tell  me  that,  so  now  I  consider  her  insulting  in

addition to being selfish. But the icing on the cake was when she told me I'd ruin Laurelyn's life if I

robbed her of all the opportunities she had in her future. 

None of that is Jolene Prescott's decision to make. Even as badly as I want Laurelyn to choose me, 

it's not my decision. Only she can decide which path she wants to take in this life. And all I can do is

pray that her mother doesn't get in her ear and persuade her that her life isn't with me. 

When they're finally out the door, I fall onto the couch and rest my head on the back. I'm looking at

the ceiling when Laurelyn sits next to me. "I'm sorry that was…what it was." 

"Just so you know…that did not improve my opinion of your mum at all." 

"It didn't do much for mine, either. I'm sorry she was such a bitch to you, but there's good news." 

"Please, let me in on whatever it is. I need something good in my life after that." 

She  lowers  herself  to  the  floor  between  my  knees  and  begins  removing  my  shoes.  "You  have  a

reward  coming  for  the  stellar  way  you  handled  yourself  tonight,"  she  says  as  she  slides  my  second

shoe off. She removes my socks and flings them over her shoulder. She pops the button on my jeans

and she's wearing a wicked grin as she slides the zipper down. "I think you need some room in these

pants. They look a little tight." 

I nod as I watch her hands move from my open fly to the waist of my jeans where she hooks her

fingers around them and my boxer briefs. "Upsy-daisy," she directs as she pulls downward. I lift my

hips and she's careful to avoid snagging my hard-on as she slides them to my feet before tossing them

onto the floor. 

After  I'm  naked  from  the  waist  down,  she  rises  to  her  knees  and  runs  her  hands  up  my  thighs

before she rakes her nails slowly down my legs. "I'm gonna suck you off so good, you'll forget your

own name." 

"I dare you." 

She grabs me where my legs are bent and gives me a jerk to scoot my body closer to her. Frankly, 

I'm a little surprised because I didn't realize she was packing that kind of strength in her tiny body. 

Her  eyes  watch  mine  as  her  tongue  touches  the  base  of  my  cock  and  she  slides  it  slowly  up  the

shaft until reaching the tip. She swipes her tongue back and forth across the end before tilting her head

and wrapping her mouth around the base from the side. She glides her mouth upward and then covers

me as she takes me fully inside her mouth. 

I love watching her do that. It never gets old. 

I  lace  my  fingers  through  her  nape  and  massage  the  muscles  of  her  neck  as  each  stroke  of  her

mouth brings me closer to ecstasy. I love seeing her head bob up and down as she takes me deeper

with each pass. She uses her hand to grasp the void space and it glides up and down in perfect rhythm

with her mouth. She does this motion over and over until I feel it building and I'm ready to blow. 

"I'm getting close," I warn her because it always needs to be her decision if I come in her mouth. 

Like always, she doesn't stop and I can't believe how lucky I am to have a girl who does any of

this for me. She is so fucking hot! 

I try to hold back so I can make it last longer, but I'm a goner when she squeezes her hand tighter

around  the  base.  I  flex  upward  into  her  mouth  and  her  hands  move  to  wrap  around  my  hips  as  she

gives me one last hard suck. I place my head against the back of the couch and look up at the ceiling. 

"You are my dream come true." 

That's how I stay for several seconds before I lift my head to see her sitting at my feet, her chin

resting on my leg as she looks up at me. "I love seeing you come apart like that. It's amazing to know

I'm able to do that to you." 

I place my hand on the side of her face and rub my thumb over her bruised cheekbone. "You're the

only one who can." 

She turns her face toward my palm and places her hand on top of mine. "I think I owed you that

after you handled Jolie so well. I know that wasn't easy for you." 

There's so much more. "Baby, you don't know the half of it." 

"What else did she do?" 

"She cornered me in the dining room while you were in the kitchen." 

"What did she say?" 

I don't really even want to go there because I'm afraid Laurelyn might begin to think about it and

find some merit in her mum's words, but I tell her out of my own selfishness because I want to see her

reaction. I've dropped hints here and there, but we've yet to talk about any kind of future together. I

hope to read her face for some sign of how she feels about leaving her new successful life. "She told

me I'd be robbing you of great opportunities if I took you away from your career." 

"Oh, God." 

"You know I'm not that person. I want you to have everything you've dreamed of." 

"There are two things I dream of, and having one means I don't get to have the other." 

I'm gonna put it out there. "The selfish part of me wants to tell you to quit this thing you're doing

and come back with me, but I won't. It has to be a decision you make on your own. I couldn't take it if

years down the road, you blamed me for robbing you of this life." 

"And I want to tell you to sell everything and come here to build a life with me, but I understand

how leaving behind the vineyards you know for the unknown could be disastrous for your livelihood. 

You've worked too hard to give up all of your success, and I could never ask you to move away from

your family. So, where does that leave us? Where do we go from here?" 

"I have no idea. I only know that I want you more than anything I've ever wanted in my life." 

"Ditto."  She  kisses  my  leg.  "I  wish  we  weren't  so  complicated."  As  soon  as  the  word

complicated leaves her mouth, we both laugh. "I know. Complication is exactly what you wanted to

avoid and look at what it's done to your life." 

I hope she's not suggesting we would've been better off not knowing one another because nothing

could be further from the truth. "Come here, love." 

She gets up from the floor and straddles me. I take her face in my hands and hold it so she's eye to

eye with me. "I don't regret you for a second. You're my favorite complication and you always will

be."  I  see  the  tears  forming  in  her  eyes  as  they  begin  to  glass.  "I  knew  you  were  the  next  one  the

second  I  laid  my  eyes  on  you  singing  in  that  club,  but  you  can  never  imagine  my  surprise  when  I

realized that you weren't just the next one—you were the last one." 


***




He has no idea what it does to me when he says things like that. It tears my heart in two. I know I love

him  and  I  want  to  be  with  him  more  than  anything  in  this  world,  but  then  I  have  this  life  I've  only

barely tasted. What if I give it up and then we don't work out? Where would I be then? 

Alone  without  a  career.   I've  been  there  and  done  that,  and  it  was  terrible.  I'm  terrified  of

finding myself in that predicament again. 

My heart is racing. I know he wants me to tell him I'll walk away from all this and go back with

him,  but  I  can't.  "I'm  scared.  Terrified  is  actually  a  better  word.  I  wish  I  weren't,  but  I'm  the  only

person  in  my  life  who's  ever  had  my  back.  This  is  my  way  of  surviving—to  put  trust  in  someone

besides myself is to become vulnerable. I've never allowed myself to do that. I'm just messed up that

way and I'm not sure I can ever be any different." 

"I know you can. I saw your vulnerability when you told me you loved me for the first time. You

broke  through  those  walls  you'd  built  but  I  let  you  down. And  even  though  you  love  me,  you're  not

ready to trust me wholeheartedly again. But it's okay because I'm going to prove that you can put all of

your faith in me." 

I would love that so much—to have just one person I could always depend on for love and safety. 

And I'd love nothing more than for it to be Jack Henry. "Please don't confuse my lack of security for

lack of love. I swear I couldn't love you more, but I need time." 

"I want you to have everything you want. If time is what you're asking for, then I'll give you all you

need." He pulls my face to his and kisses my mouth so gently, I almost swoon. "I'll always give you

anything you want." 

I  feel  his  erection  sandwiched  between  us  and  I  rock  my  pelvis  gently  against  it.  "Right  now, 

there's only one thing I want, and you're definitely the only person who can give it to me." 

In record time, he has us moved to the floor and I'm on my back with him dragging my jeans and

panties  down  my  legs.  He's  merciless  when  he  drives  into  me  so  hard,  my  back  skids  across  the

carpet. "Sorry," he apologizes but doesn't relent as he pounds inside me. I'm propelled further across

the floor with each thrust. 

I loop my arms around him to hold on. "Never be sorry for fucking me this good." 

"God, you're gonna get carpet burn if I keep on like this." 

He's up from the floor and pulling me with him. He lifts me and deposits my bottom on the arm of

the couch. I fall backwards on the cushions before I lift my feet to his shoulders and he's at it again. 

Damn. I'm getting fucked while practically standing on my head, and it's pretty superb. 

I should be willing to walk away from my life just so I can have this done to me every day. It's

definitely something to consider. 

He wraps his hands around my thighs and pulls me up to him as he drives harder with each thrust. 

"I meant what I said. I swear you are my fucking dream come true." 

It's amazing how he can take the sweetest things, throw the word "fucking" in the middle of it, and

I  could  melt  into  a  puddle  at  his  feet.  If  my  panties  weren't  already  off,  I'd  be  dropping  them  after

hearing him say that. 

I don't have time to think of a witty response because he's thrusting into me those last few times. 

"There's nothing I love more than being inside you, Miss McLachlan." 

Okay, that's a little different. Usually he just groans my name. This time I get a complete sentence, 

ending with "Miss McLachlan." 

When  he's  finished  coming,  I  slide  up  the  couch  and  he  sinks  over  on  top  of  me  with  his  body

settled between my thighs. "I swear you don't miss an opportunity to get between my legs." 

"No,  I  certainly  do  not,  and  that  won't  be  changing  any  time  soon."  He  reaches  down  and  grins

mischievously as he cups his hand over me. "This is where I love to be." 

I slap his hand away because sometimes a girl just needs a little break. "You are an animal." 

"And you love it." 

He always says that. And it's true. "Yeah, I do." 

"We  have  six  days  to  ourselves  before  you're  scheduled  back  in  the  studio.  Do  you  want  to  do

something special?" 

I'm always up for anything, special or not, with him. "What do you have in mind?" 

"I don't know. Maybe take a trip somewhere?" 

I've been away from home for so long. I'd like to spend some time here instead of being gone all

week. "Maybe if it was a short trip—no more than three days." 

"What about Vegas?" 

I like the thought of a little fun at the casinos. "I could handle a little R and R. Maybe do some

gambling. See a show." 

"What day works for you?" 



I don't want to come back and have to roll into rehearsals the next day. "Can we do it soon so I

can have a few days to rest before I have to be back in the studio? It's going to be hell on wheels once

we start this new material." 

"Anything  you  want.  How  about  the  day  after  tomorrow?  Then  you  can  be  back  to  have  the

weekend to rest before you're in the studio Monday." 

"Let's do it." 

I've  never  been  to  Las  Vegas.  Until  I  started  touring  with  Southern  Ophelia,  Australia  and  New

Zealand had been the extent of my travels—and those were on someone else's dime. I guess this trip

is too, but I don't feel quite so dependent. I could afford this trip if Jack Henry would let me pay. But

he won't because that's just how he is. 

We  check  into  our  hotel  and  of  course,  he's  booked  the  most  luxurious  suite  they  have—the

presidential,  I'm  certain.  It's  enormous  and  the  decor  is  extravagant  with  no  shortage  of  luxurious

furnishings in shades of gold and taupe. The bathroom is majestic in matching tones of gold and the

frisky  girl  inside  me  can't  wait  to  see  what  Jack  Henry  comes  up  with  for  us  to  do  in  the  gigantic

jetted tub the size of a small swimming pool. 

Maybe  we  should  stay  more  than  two  days.  I  can  see  how  this  could  be  relaxing.  Maybe  I

shouldn't be in such a hurry to get back since Jack Henry and I can have way more fun in that double

shower with a gazillion faucet heads than in my apartment's small fiberglass tub. 

"What  do  you  want  to  do  first?"  I'm  hoping  he'll  say  we'll  soak  in  the  tub  together.  We  haven't

done that in so long. 

He taps me on the end of my nose. "You, my dear, have an appointment in fifteen minutes." 

"For what?" 

"A  little  well-deserved  pampering.  I  scheduled  you  an  hour  and  a  half  in  the  spa  for  all  those

girlie things you like so much, and then an hour with a masseuse—a woman, per my request. I don't

want any man putting his hands on you, especially your back. That's mine and no other man touches

it." 

It's a back, not a vagina. "You can be such a caveman sometimes." 

"I won't argue with that." He puts his arms around my waist and I feel his warm breath against my

ear as he huskily says, "I'm going to have you on that table in my wine cave again one day, but next

time, I'm fucking you until you scream." 

"I think I recall some screaming at some point," I remind him. 

"Yeah, but not the kind I have in mind for next time." 

"Promise?" 

"Abso-fucking-lutely."  He  grabs  both  of  my  butt  cheeks  and  playfully  growls.  "Now,  get  your

perfect little bum downstairs for some pampering." 

"Yes, sir." 

He kisses the side of my face where I'm still sporting a dark bruise. "I have a conference call so

I'll be here in the room tending to business back home if you should need me for any reason." 

"Okay." 

"Enjoy yourself." 

As if there's a chance I wouldn't. "Don't worry. I have a feeling I will." 

I enter the spa and the receptionist heads me off before I can say a word. "Mrs. McLachlan?" 

I'm taken aback by the Mrs. part. I'm used to being called Miss McLachlan, but I like the sound of

it so much that I don't correct her. "Yes." 

"We are ready for you. Right this way." 

I  follow  the  small  brunette  into  a  room  at  the  back  of  the  spa.  She  places  a  velour  robe  on  the

chair as she directs me on what we'll be doing. Once I'm changed, I'm taken to a private room where

the magic begins. 

I'm mannied, peddied, scrubbed, and buffed to perfection. My hour and a half ends too soon but

then  I'm  taken  to  another  room  where  I'm  placed  face  down  on  a  table  and  draped  only  across  my

bottom. 

I've never had a massage but I see why Jack Henry wouldn't want a masseur for me. I'm all but

naked. 

The next hour flies entirely too quickly, but I'm feeling refreshed and relaxed when I leave. I pass

several shops in our hotel lobby as I'm walking toward the elevator. Something in the window of a

shop catches my eye—a showgirl costume. 

It's  a  black  bustier,  trimmed  in  red  with  a  bow  sitting  directly  between  the  breasts.  There  are

black and red feathers forming a skirt across the back and a small matching headpiece. The look is

complete with black fishnet stockings. It's hot. He'd love it. 

Hmm…I brought lingerie with me but that sort of stops being a surprise when I wear it every time. 

There's no way he'd be expecting to see me looking like a burlesque showgirl. 

When in Vegas…

I go inside the boutique for a closer look and a saleswoman immediately asks how she can help

me. 

I point to the costume in the window. "How much is this?" 

"Umm…I believe it's fifteen hundred." 

Shit!  Fifteen  hundred  bucks  for  that  tiny  little  outfit?  I'm  still  not  used  to  having  extra  money  to

spend, so it feels like a lot to blow on something like that. I stand there looking at it and although it's

the most ostentatious purchase I'll have ever made, I want it for my caveman. "I'll take it." 

I ease the door open and hold it as it closes. I want to sneak inside the suite without Jack Henry

knowing so I can hide my purchase. I hear him talking in the living room, so I tiptoe past the doorway

and  then  make  a  run  for  the  bedroom.  I  quickly  look  around,  searching  for  the  perfect  hiding  spot. 

Rats. There's not a lot of hiding places so I opt for putting it on the shelf in the closet. Maybe he won't

have reason to go digging around in there. 

I  nonchalantly  walk  out  of  the  bedroom  into  the  living  room  and  Jack  Henry  notices  me.  He's

talking to Clyde from the Chalice Vineyard but motions with his hand for me to join him on the couch. 

He inspects my nails and removes my sandals so he can see my toes better. I giggle when he brings

my foot to his mouth and sucks my big toe, all while never missing a beat as he talks business. 

That is so damn hot. 

I feel that familiar stirring deep down in my groin when he gives me those eyes—the ones that tell

me he wants to do something very naughty to me as soon as he's finished with his conference call—

but I want to save it all for tonight when I'm wearing my surprise for him. I turn my head from side to

side and give him the I don't think so finger shake. 

He counters with a slow nod and a look of determination. He hates when I tell him no, but he's just

going to have to not like it because I'm saving all my love for tonight. I want his anticipation to be at

its highest. "No," I whisper. "There will be none of that until later." 

"That sounds good, Clyde. I'll call you in a few days and we'll discuss it further." 

I know he's cutting off his call sooner than he would have because of my rejection. "And just why

not?" 

"You're  not  the  only  one  who  can  come  up  with  surprises.  I  have  plans  for  you  later  tonight, 

mister, and they don't include getting it on right now." 

"Getting it on," he laughs. "I call it getting off." 

"Getting  on.  Getting  off.  Whatever  you  want  to  call  it,  we're  not  getting  any  right  now. You're

waiting." 

"I don't like waiting," he whines, still sexy as hell. 

"Well,  tough. You  are  because  I  said  so."  I  must  remain  firm  and  resist  anything  he  throws  my

way. "But just think…it'll be so damn good when you finally get it." 

"I don't want to think about how damn good it'll be. If I do, I'll get hard with no relief in sight," he



complains. 

"You're right. Don't think about it." I kiss him quickly. "I'm going to get ready." 

"So I can't join you in there?" 

I knew he'd try. "No." 

"Shit, Laurelyn. You're being pretty cold to the guy who just had you pampered for two and a half

hours." 

"It'll be worth it. I promise." 

"I'm holding you to that." And I have no doubt he will. 

"I would expect nothing less." 

I walk into the suite's living room, ready for the night. I'm wearing a black one-shouldered minidress

and mile-high fuck-me pumps. Yep. They're definitely devil shoes but I'll gladly take the discomfort

because I love the way Jack Henry looks at me when I wear them. 

I'm  also  wearing  my  diamond  star  pendent  because  I  never  take  it  off  and  the  diamond  stud

earrings he gave me the night we went to the opera. I reach up to touch them as I enter the room and

I'm reminded of some fond memories at the Opera House. 

"Baby, you look so fucking hot." See? Another example of how he adds  fucking to a sentence and

makes my panties want to melt away. 

"Thank you." 

"But you're missing something," he hints. 

I've fallen for this trick in the past, but I know what it means when he says that. He has a gift for

me—an expensive one—and I feel the little girl in me jumping up and down impatiently to see what

her present is. "What do you have for me?" 

He walks over to the coffee table and picks up a long skinny black box. "I had this made for you." 

He  pops  it  open  and  inside  is  one  of  the  most  beautiful  diamond  bracelets  I've  ever  seen.  "It's

beautiful." 

It's  a  continuous  pattern  of  diamond  stars,  identical  to  my  pendant,  alternating  with  infinity

symbols. "It's beautiful." 

"Do  you  want  to  guess  the  significance?"  He  does  that—always  giving  me  jewelry  with

significance. 

"I understand the stars but I don't know what the infinity sign is about." 

"It symbolizes two different things. First, you always use your finger to trace an imaginary infinity

symbol when you're nervous about something." 

I had no idea I did that. "I do?" 

"Yes. And the second part symbolizes my love for you. It's infinite—limitless and impossible to

measure." I run my finger over one of the infinity links. 

He doesn't have a lot of competition but this is by far the sweetest thing anyone's ever done for

me.  "My  love  for  you  is  endless  and  you  never  cease  to  amaze  me."  I  suddenly  feel  very  guilty  for

denying him what I know he wants. "I'll get naked for you right now if that's what you want. I won't

make you wait until later." 

"I didn't take you for one to bend so easily to my will, Miss McLachlan," he laughs. 

Hearing him call me that is the icing on my cake. "It makes it pretty hard to be tough when you say

and do such sweet, romantic things." 

"I didn't tell you those things or give you the bracelet so I could get laid." 

As  if  it  would  take  either.  "We  both  know  you  don't  have  to  say  or  give  me  anything  to  get  me

under you. With a fair amount of certainty, I think you can label me as your sure thing." 

"As much as I love hearing that, I do mean it when I say I love you infinitely." 

"I know you do. And I feel the same about you." I hold out my wrist. "Now, put my bracelet on me

so I can show off your love." 

He fastens the clasp around my wrist and brings my hand to his lips for a kiss. "I'll only be a few

minutes getting ready." 

"You never told me where we're going." 

"I know," he says, grinning, but offers no further explanation. 

As promised, he's ready in little to no time at all. He's in a suit, something I haven't seen him wear

in a really long time. It's platinum with a white and silver pinstriped shirt and a brilliant blue tie that

brings out the breathtaking beauty of his eyes. Seeing him in it reminds me of the night we met in that

blues club in Wagga Wagga. 

"Mmm…still hotter than the devil's ass." 

"What's that, love?" He heard me. I know he did. He just wants to hear me say it again. 

"I was just saying you still look hotter than the devil's ass when you wear a suit." 

"Wow. If I'd known you felt that way, I'd have worn one more often." 

"I like you just fine in your jeans and Indiana Jones hat." Especially the hat. I'll have to ask him to

wear nothing but the hat one day since he asked me to wear nothing but my boots. 

"You find the hat I wear to work sexy?" 

"Yeah." 

"I didn't bring it with me." 

"That's  okay."  I  catch  myself  before  I  blurt  out  that  I  can  see  him  wear  it  when  we  get  back  to

Australia. 

It's such an automatic thought, the idea of going back with him. But is that what I need to do? The

mystery isn't in whether I want him or not—it's if I can leave my career and family for a life with him

nine thousand miles away. 

And I still don't know the answer. 


***




I see the look on Laurelyn's face and I know she's worrying about where our relationship is going and

how we'll make things work. But I don't want this getaway to be about stress or angst. I only want us

to have fun. And sex. Lots of sex. "Don't go there." 

She wrinkles her forehead. "Don't go where?" 

She's being coy. She knows exactly what I mean. "Wherever it is you go in your head when you

get that tense look on your face." 

"Maybe I'm constipated." 

That's  my  girl.  Take  a  potentially  painful  subject  and  turn  it  into  something  funny.  "Okay,  Miss

Comedienne. We'll pretend you're constipated instead of worried about our relationship." I hold out

my hand for her. "Come on. Let's go." 

We step off the elevator and I lead her toward the restaurant I've chosen. We're seated in a room

where we'll be catered to by our own personal chef. "Are you hungry, babe?" 

"Yes. I'm starving." 

"Craving anything in particular?" 

She grins mischievously. "I want meat." 

"That can be arranged. In fact, you can have a little now and a lot later. I know you like your steak

cooked medium but what you'll have later will be done well." 

"I like things that are done well—especially when it's me." 

I bring her hand to my lips for a kiss. "I intend on doing you quite well, love." 

"You always do," she giggles as our server arrives at our table. 

After  enjoying  a  lovely  meal  with  my  beautiful  girl,  we  leave  the  restaurant  and  I  know  her

curiosity is piqued. "Are you ready to know what's next on the agenda?" 

Her eyes are big with anticipation. "Of course." 

"There aren't any good concerts tonight, so I booked a burlesque show." She breaks into a huge

grin and I have to wonder what it's all about. "I thought you might like it since it's traditional Vegas

stuff. We don't have to go if you don't want to." 

"Oh, I definitely want to go." 

I was afraid she might be pissed off at me for getting tickets to a show where women would be in

skimpy costumes, but she clearly isn't. "You seem pretty excited about it. I was a little worried you

might not want to see near-naked women dancing or that you might be mad at me because you'd think I

wanted to see them." 

"I'm not a hater. I'm a congratulator and it's just a show." God, you've got to love a woman with

that kind of attitude. "You're not going to be making out with anyone except me." 

"Damn right. We have private seats, so we might do more than make out." 

"Umm…no." 

She  knows  I  hate  hearing  her  tell  me  no.  "Why  not?" As  my  words  come  out,  I  recognize  that  I

sound like a child. 

"I have my reasons. You'll be glad we waited when you see what they are." 

My curiosity is at an all-time high. "You have my mind reeling." 

"Good." 

We're seated in our private section, hidden from view of most everyone at the show. These seats

weren't  easy  to  score  and  they  cost  me  a  fortune,  but  I  was  willing  to  pay  any  price  because  I  was

planning to have some naughty fun with Laurelyn. What does she have up her sleeve? 

At one point during the show, I try to creep my hand up her dress, but she slaps it away and scolds

me with her eyes. Literally. "What?" 

"You already know what." 

"No, that's the problem. I don't know what." I think I could ease off a little if I did know. 

She takes my hand from her leg and cups hers around it. "I have something special for you later

and I'm not serving appetizers. So stop or I'm gonna get mad." 

I  see  there's  no  persuading  her  so  I  should  calm  it  down.  "I  can't  help  it.  I'm  frustrated  as  fuck

because I want you so bad." 

"You're going to have me tonight but you have to learn some patience." 

Easy for her to say when she's the one withholding sex. "Why should I be patient when I don't have

to be? No one is stopping us but you." 

I see the expression on her face change before she turns to look straight ahead. I don't know if I've

hurt her or pissed her off. "I'm sorry, babe. I didn't mean that the way it sounded." 

She refuses to look at me. That's not good. "I think you did." 

"Yeah, you're right. I did, but I don't want to fight about this. If you say we're waiting, then we're

waiting. Blue balls or not, I swear I won't pressure you anymore." 

She seems to soften. "We can go back to the room now if you want." 

She says it so sweet, I feel like a giant dick. "No. I can see that this is important to you, so we'll

wait." 

We finish the show but all I can think about the whole time is getting her back to the room so I can

make her scream, which isn't helping with my growing case of blue balls. 

We're  walking  through  the  casino  and  I  see  her  looking  at  the  tables  with  curiosity.  "Have  you

ever played?" 

"No. I've never even been inside a casino." She's twenty-three and she's never gambled? I thought

that was one of the first things you did when you turned twenty-one. "It looks like a Disney World for

adults. Of course, I've never been there, either, so what do I know?" 

"Ah, baby! I have so many places I want to take you." I want to show her the world. 

"And there's no one I'd rather go with." I don't doubt her sincerity for a second. 

I gesture toward the tables. "You want to play? I'll teach you what you need to know." 

She  looks  around  and  takes  it  all  in  for  a  moment  before  she  points  to  a  craps  table.  "I  think  I

might like to roll dice." 

We find a hole and I throw a few fat bills in front of the dealer before several stacks of chips are

pushed in our direction. I lift the towers and place them in front of her. 

"You'll have to explain it to me because I have no idea what I'm doing." 

"I'm not an expert on all the ins and outs, but I know the basics." When it's time for a fresh roll, I

show her where to place her bet. "You'll put your chip here. If he rolls a seven or eleven, then you're

a winner. But if he rolls a two, three, or twelve, then you lose. If he gets a number other than two, 

three,  seven,  eleven,  or  twelve,  then  he  must  roll  that  same  number  again  before  a  seven  to  be  a

winner." 

"Oh, shit. That's complicated." 

"It's not once you get the hang of it." 

She's scared to make bets at first but begins to warm up to the idea after several rolls. In no time

at all, she's looking like a pro and has even gotten brave enough to roll the dice a few times. She's

actually pretty good at it and has some nice runs when she rolls. 

It's  not  surprising  she  catches  the  attention  of  every  man  at  the  table,  young  and  old.  I  see  them

noticing  her,  and  although  I  know  she  isn't  interested,  I  don't  care  for  the  way  they  look  at  her.  I

especially don't like the way they look at her tits and arse when she's leaning forward to grab the dice

and place bets. 

I find myself drinking more than I should because I'm feeling a jealous streak. "Are you ready to

go back to the room?" 

She doesn't even look at me. "This is so much fun. Are you not having a good time?" 

"I'd be having a much better time if we were in the room naked." 

She leans over the table and every guy there is either checking out her cleavage or the rise of her

hemline. "Just a little longer." 

Fuck! I've created a monster. 

Just  a  little  longer  turns  into  another  hour  and  I'm  on  the  drunk  side  before  I  mean  to  be.  The

combination of blokes ogling Laurelyn and the whiskey has put me in a particularly bad mood. "I'm

done here. You can come up to the room when you want. Or not. Whatever." 

She reaches for my arm. "Don't be that way. I'm just having fun doing something that's new to me." 

"Yeah—while  every  man  in  this  casino  is  blowing  his  load  just  looking  at  you  every  time  you

bend  over."  They're  all  thinking  about  how  they'd  give  it  to  her  in  that  position.  I  know  what  the

fuckers are thinking because I have the same thing on my mind. 

"Come on. You're being a little dramatic, don't you think?" 

Hell, no, I'm not being dramatic. She isn't sitting back watching these bastards eye-fuck her. "No. 

They're all watching you, even the ones here with women." 

"Well, you're the only one who gets to be with me." She takes her chips from the table. "Let me

cash in and we'll go upstairs so we can get busy." 

"Hey, hey. Now you're talking." 

Yeah. I just acted like a toddler throwing a fit, but it totally worked so I don't give a fuck. I put my

drink down on the lower shelf of the craps table because I don't need another drop of alcohol. I'm not

wasted but I definitely have had more to drink than I should have. Laurelyn still has a surprise for me

when we get in the room—I'll bet it's hot lingerie. She loves to dress up for me. 

When we're back in the room, Laurelyn takes a bag from the top of the closet and tells me to sit in

the  chair  in  the  living  room  to  wait  while  she  changes.  She  seems  to  be  taking  a  long  time. 

"Everything okay in there?" 

"Yeah. Just give me another minute. This is trickier than I thought." 

Hmm…that sounds interesting. 

She opens the door an inch or two and peeks out through the crack. "Close your eyes." 

I  love  it  when  she  makes  me  do  that.  That  means  this  is  going  to  be  fan-fucking-tastic.  "Okay. 

They're closed." 

I hear the start of slow, seductive music I don't recognize and she tells me I can open my eyes. I'm

more than a little surprised to see her standing in front of me dressed in her sexiest ensemble yet—a

black and red showgirl costume. "Fuck me running! You look so damn fine in that, baby." 

"I'm glad you like it." 

"Oh, I more than like it." 

She begins to move to the music. "I don't have my pole so I'll have to improvise." 

I  put  my  hand  on  the  crotch  of  my  pants.  "There's  only  one  pole  that  counts  and  I've  got  it  right

here." 

"That mouth of yours…" 

"You love this mouth of mine and everything it does to make you come." 

She  lifts  the  back  of  her  hair  from  her  neck  and  bites  her  lower  lip  as  she  bends  at  her  knees, 

swaying her hips. "Yes, I do." 

She turns her back to me and slowly swings her bum from side to side in my face. The feathers

forming a skirt oscillate back and forth and I think about what I'm going to do to that arse when I get

her out of that costume. She doesn't know, or maybe she does, how it's killing me to see her look so

damn hot without being able to pounce on top of her. 

"Talk dirty to me," she purrs. 

That  won't  be  a  problem.  "I'm  so  fucking  hard  for  you  right  now.  When  I  get  you  out  of  that

costume, I'm gonna bend you over and fuck you from behind because you're a dirty girl and I know

you love it." 

She bends at her waist and shakes her bum in my face. "Mmm-hmm. I love it when you do me like

that." 

Oh, hell! She hasn't even touched me and I think I may be close to blowing my load just by hearing

her talk dirty. "Come here and give me a lap dance." 

She  shimmies  her  way  over  and  sits  on  my  lap  with  her  legs  wide  apart.  She  lightly  rubs  her

bottom back and forth across my hard-on and then leans closer until her back is against my chest. She

drops  her  head  back  and  my  mouth  hovers  over  her  ear.  I  nip  at  her  earlobe  and  she  moans,  "Say

something else dirty." 

I suck her earlobe and then release it as I move my hands to her proud breasts standing up in her

bustier. I don't know where it comes from but I suddenly feel this intense emotion overtake me, and

it's not lust. It's love. And it makes me brave. 

I feel my heart racing as I prepare to say the words that just popped into my head. I reach for her

face and turn it so she can see me over her shoulder. "Marry me." 


***




Jack Henry just asked me to marry him. Sort of. Maybe. I'm not really sure if that was supposed to be

a real proposal. I don't know if I can take him seriously; he's drunk as hell. Who knows if tomorrow

he'll remember bringing it up? 

I  spin  around  so  I'm  sitting  sideways  across  his  lap.  I  need  to  see  his  eyes.  "What  did  you  just

say?" 

His blue eyes are hazy but they don't leave mine. "I said, marry me." 

"You're drunk." 

"Yes, I am a little wasted, so you have a good argument there, but I still know what I'm saying. 

I've  been  thinking  about  it  for  a  while—a  long  while,  actually.  I  love  you  and  I  want  you  to  be  my

wife." 

"I can't say I'm really all that excited about a drunk proposal." 

"I get that this is really bad. I know my proposal is terrible, but don't say no. I can do better when I

haven't been drinking. I'll have some flowers and a ring and I'll say things to make you swoon." At

least he recognizes the problem. 

I can't put too much thought into the things he's saying. I'd be a fool to get my hopes up but I must

admit  I  love  hearing  those  words  come  from  his  mouth.  I'm  not  fool  enough  to  encourage  this  talk

while he's shitfaced, so I take him by the hand and tug until he's up from the chair. I lead him toward

the bedroom and we stop beside the bed. I loosen the knot of his tie before I lift it over his head and

fling it to the chair in the corner of the room. I unbutton his shirt and pants to remove them before he

lies down. I figure it'll be much easier than trying to undress a drunk, oversized toddler in the bed. 

When I have him naked, I barely push my finger against his chest and he falls backwards. "Tim…

ber." 

He chuckles at my reference. "Don't worry. I've got some wood for you." 

Even drunk, he's still witty. 

He scoots up in the bed until his head is propped on a pillow. "Strip for me." 



The  music  has  moved  on  to  another  sexy  tune,  so  I  begin  my  slow  seduction  of  removing  my

showgirl  outfit.  He  watches  me  with  heavy,  hooded  eyes  and  I  wonder  if  I'll  be  able  to  get  naked

before he passes out. I decide I probably shouldn't tarry too long in removing my costume. 

When I'm free of the getup, I crawl up the bed and straddle him. I don't figure I should expect a lot

of  extracurricular  activities  since  he's  a  bit  saturated  with  whiskey,  so  I  sink  down  on  him.  He

watches me as I ride him and moves his hands to my breasts. He squeeze them as I move up and down

his length. "I love your tits so much. They're fucking perfect." 

He rises and flips me onto my back. He's kissing down my shoulder onto my chest and then takes

one of the rosy pink tips into his mouth. "I can't wait to see you nurse our babies." 

Whoa. That's not dirty talk. It's serious when you start bringing babies into the mix. 

I'm not even drunk and my head is spinning. 

And he said babies—as in more than one. This Jack Henry is so different than the man I met six

months ago. This one tells me he wants things that the other one was hell-bent on never having a part

of. Maybe I'll regret it, but I decide I want to explore this a little more while his tongue is loose. "You

changed your mind about wanting babies?" 

He doesn't answer so I grab the top of his hair to pull his mouth from my nipple. "You changed

your mind about getting married and wanting kids?" 

"Yeah." 

I grab his face to make him look at me. "Why?" 

"Because I love you and I want to be your husband." He slides down and kisses my stomach. "And

I want to see your belly grow with a part of me in it." He rubs me there. "I wanted you to be pregnant

when I found you, but you didn't know that, did you?" 

"I sort of suspected it based on how you acted and the things you said." 

"It's probably better to be married for a while without a kid on the way." 

"I think that's highly recommended." 

"Yeah. 'Cause I'm gonna want to fuck you a lot." He enters me and groans, "Oh, this is so good. I'm

gonna do this every day after I marry you." 

It's all drunken talk so I probably can't pay it any attention, but it still sends shivers down my spine

to hear him say things about marrying me and having babies. I have to question if he means what he's

saying.  After  all,  he  is  wasted.  How  sincere  can  he  possibly  be  when  he's  in  this  kind  of  shape? 

There's only one way to tell—see what he says when he's sober. 

He  doesn't  mention  marriage  or  babies  the  next  day.  Or  the  next.  I'm  beginning  to  think  he  doesn't

remember our discussion at all. Sure. I have no idea what I'd say if he asked me for real, but it pisses

me off that he hasn't brought it up once. It's like the whole conversation didn't happen. 

Maybe  he  doesn't  have  a  recollection.  He  was  definitely  wasted.  But  I  want  him  to  remember

saying those things to me. I want him to say them again when he's not shitfaced—even if I'm not sure

what my response would be. 

We're  back  in  Nashville  and  I  have  two  days  before  I  return  to  the  studio  with  the  band.  That

means we only have two weeks before Jack Henry goes home. I don't want him to go. I wish he could

stay  here  with  me  forever,  but  time  isn't  our  friend.  It  never  has  been.  Our  moments  together  are

always the grains of sand falling through the hourglass. A few months here. Another month there. I'm

sick of having time restraints placed on this relationship like we have an expiration date. 

It's Saturday morning and we're lounging on the couch. Jack Henry's head is in my lap while I'm

reading  my  latest  romance  novel  and  I'm  running  my  fingers  through  his  hair.  I  know  how  much  he

loves it. He's relaxed, eyes closed, and I suspect he may have drifted off until he asks, "What do you

want to do today?" 

I don't want to do anything but be here with him without any distractions. "This." 

"And tonight?" 

Same thing. "A lot more of this. Is that okay?" 

"Suits me." He reminds me of a dog lying on its back, getting a good petting. 

"Going back to work will cut in on our together time." There. I said it. 

"I'm not excited about that." 

Neither of us has mentioned the tick of the clock, but that doesn't mean we should continue to act

like it doesn't exist. "Two weeks," I sigh. "It's going to fly and be over before we know it." 

"I know. What are we gonna  do  when  that  day  gets  here?  Because  it's  coming  sooner  than  we'd

like." 

"I don't know." 

He opens his eyes and looks at me. "It will kill me to leave here without you." 

I put my hand on his face and stroke the scruff I've come to love so much. "It will kill me to watch

you leave me." 

"So  that's  where  we're  at?"  he  asks.  "We  want  to  be  together  but  don't  have  a  solution  for  how

we'll make that happen?" 

I don't answer because I don't want to admit the truth. I wish I hadn't said anything because it's too

hard to face. I prefer to pretend I'm not looking at losing him again. 

***



It's been days since our Vegas marriage talk incident. I add the term incident because it wasn't really

a talk. It was me drunk and spouting off about how I wanted to marry Laurelyn and have babies with

her. 

Not  cool,  Jack.  No  woman  wants  a  drunken  proposal.  I  must  think  of  a  better  way  to  do  it—

something romantic that she'll love and want to tell our kids about for years to come. 

But  the  proposal  is  moot  if  I  can't  convince  her  to  walk  away  from  this  life,  spending  three-

quarters of the year riding on a tour bus with a bunch of dudes, performing in a different city every

night. That's not the life she should have. She should be with me starting our lives together so I can

give her the family she wants. 

I  bought  an  engagement  ring  for  Laurelyn  today.  I  thought  it  would  be  difficult—maybe  I'd  even

find myself short of breath or close to passing out—but it was really easy. I guess when it's right, you

know it. I have no doubt I made the perfect choice for her. 

But it all means nothing if I don't have the perfect plan for asking her to be my wife. 

And I don't have a plan today. Or the next day. Or even a week later. 

And now we're down to eight days. Our time together is running out and I have to come up with

something fast. It's Saturday night and I take her out for dinner to one of Nashville's finest restaurants

—or so I'm told. I really have no idea. I'm out of my element here. This isn't the proposal I'd have for

her  if  we  were  back  home.  I'd  take  her  to  the  beach  house  in  New  Zealand  and  have  it  covered  in

candles and fresh flowers. And afterward, we'd make love in our favorite bedroom where the sheer

fabric drapes around and separates us from the rest of the world. 

I didn't think I would be nervous, but I am. Something about carrying this ring around in my pocket

all week has shaken my confidence. I'm terrified of everything—afraid she'll say no, she'll choose this

life  over  one  with  me,  refuse  to  leave  her  dysfunctional  mother  and  father.  Maybe  this  doubt  is

natural, something all blokes go through when they're about to pop the big question. 

I called ahead with instructions for seating and they did a great job of granting my request. We're

seated in the perfect spot, isolated in a booth in an alcove. It feels like we're the only people in the

restaurant other than the staff. I think this seating for two was created for such things. 

"What's wrong with you tonight?" 

Am I that transparent? "Nothing. What makes you think something's wrong?" 

She  reaches  across  the  table  and  places  her  hand  on  my  forehead  the  way  my  mum  does.  "You

don't look like you feel well. Are you sick?" 

"I feel fine," I lie. My stomach feels like it has bats for contents. 

"If you don't feel well, we can go home," she offers as she moves her palms to my cheeks. "You

look flushed." 

That's her mothering instinct taking over, and it reassures me that she's the perfect woman to be my

wife  and  mother  of  my  children.  I  take  her  hand  from  my  face  and  kiss  her  palm.  "I'm  fine.  Stop

worrying." 

As we finish eating, I know the time for my proposal is approaching. I'm on my third glass of wine

but warn myself to cool it because Laurelyn won't be accepting of another drunk proposal. 

I don't want to just blurt out, "Marry me," like I did in Vegas. I want to ease into it and what better

way than to bring up me leaving. "We only have eight days before I leave." 

"I  hate  our  stupid  time  restraints,"  she  sneers  as  she  pushes  around  the  last  bite  of  her  dessert. 

"Our time together is always a ticking time bomb. I hate it so much." 

"I don't want to leave without you." 

She rests her spoon on her plate and leans closer to me. "And I don't want you to leave. Period." 

"Have you thought about what it would take for us to not be apart again?" 

"Every day," she confesses. 

"Me  too.  I  think  about  it  all  the  time.  It  consumes  me  night  and  day." And  it  does.  I  never  stop

thinking about it. 

"What have you decided?" 

I reach across the table and place my hand on hers. "I don't want to live without you." 

"Me,  either,  but  how  do  you  suggest  we  make  us  work?"  I  can't  tell  if  she's  hinting  for  me  to

propose or if she truly has no idea. 

I'm rubbing my thumb over the box burning a hole in my pocket. Is now the right time to tell her

we'll make it work by getting married and saying to hell with all this other shit? That we'll figure it

out as we go along? I have no idea, but I grasp the box in my hand and take it from my pocket. I'm

holding it under the table, fidgeting with it. "I have something in mind." 

I'm about to place it on the table in front of her when a man walks up to our table and interrupts. 

Dammit. I purposely waited until after dessert was served so this very thing wouldn't happen. 

"Miss Paige McLachlan?" 



This is no server or restaurant employee. He wouldn't know her stage name. Laurelyn glances up

at him. "Yes." 

A light flashes in her face as he takes several pictures of her with an enormous camera. "Can you

comment for Country News on how it feels working in the music industry with Jake Beckett as your

father?" 

Shock and horror—that's the expression she's wearing. "What did you just say?" 

His camera is hanging around his neck and he holds a recording device in front of her face. "Miss

McLachlan, did your father get you your job with Southern Ophelia?" 

Laurelyn looks at me and then back at the man. "I don't know who you are, but I'm not answering

any of your questions." 

He  continues  holding  the  recorder  out  to  her.  "Do  you  think  Southern  Ophelia's  success  has

anything to do with who your father is?" 

I get up from the table and step between them. There's ultimately no space between us when I stare

him down. "She said she didn't want to answer any of your questions. Leave. Now." 

He  leaves  but  not  before  taking  several  more  photographs  and  commenting,  "It's  amazing  how

much you look like him, Miss McLachlan. The fans are gonna love that." 

She doesn't say anything immediately. I think she needs a minute to absorb what this means, so I

let her have her time. Once she seems to have sorted it out in her head, she looks at me. "This changes

everything. No one will ever see me as Paige McLachlan again. As far as the world's concerned, I'm

only Jake Beckett's daughter." 

"Southern Ophelia isn't where they are because you used his name. You and the band earned your

success without riding his coattails. People will see that." 

"I don't think so. I need to call my mom and…dad." 

Well, there goes any chance of popping the question tonight. 

"Hey, Mom. Are you at home?" She pauses briefly. "I'll be there in twenty minutes." 

I'm not looking forward to seeing Jolene Prescott again since we didn't part on the best terms. I can

tell she feels the same when she sees me walk into her living room with Laurelyn. Her narrowed eyes

leave no room for doubt. Jake Beckett, however, is welcoming and gets up from where he's seated to

shake my hand. "Nice to see you again, Jack." 

Laurelyn's  mum  gives  me  a  curt  nod  before  looking  to  her  daughter  for  an  explanation.  "What's

going on?" 

"Jack and I were having dinner and a reporter—at least I guess that's what he was—came over to

our table. He took pictures and asked me to comment on how it felt to work in the music industry with

Jake Beckett as my father." She focuses on Jake. "He asked me if you got me the job with Southern

Ophelia." 

Jake  looks  at  Jolene  and  then  back  to  Laurelyn.  "I  guess  I  should've  told  you  this  already,  but  I

filed for divorce last week. It looks like the digging has started already. I'm sorry. I know you didn't

want it to be known publicly." 

"You  shouldn't  worry  about  this,  Laurie,"  Jolene  pushes.  "It's  not  going  to  hurt  you  at  all.  If

anything, this'll only boost your career." She doesn't get it, and I don't think she ever will. This isn't

the way Laurelyn wanted to achieve success. 

"But that's the whole thing, Mom. I don't want a boost from being genetically tied to Jake Beckett," 

Laurelyn tries to make her mum understand. "I want to earn everything on my own." 

"And  you  will. You  have.  The  world  already  sees  how  talented  you  are.  Southern  Ophelia  was

already doing great before this got out," her dad says to reassure her, but it's in vain. I can tell by her

face. "You should tell Randy immediately. And I think we should schedule an interview as soon as

possible. It'll look better if it's us telling the world instead of people seeing it on the front of a gossip

magazine." 

She's about to cry. I can sense it. "This isn't what I want." 

"Well, it's a little late for that." The way Jolene says it almost makes me think she's happy about

this. 

Laurelyn  holds  the  bridge  of  her  nose  and  I  suspect  she's  racking  her  brain  for  every  other

possible  alternative.  But  she  comes  up  empty  because,  by  morning,  this  is  going  to  be  a  wildfire

raging out of control. "I guess I don't have a choice since it's coming out anyway. Just let me know

when and where I need to be for the interview." 


***




The last several days have spun out of control. It's gone public now—Jake Beckett is my father—and

the vultures have descended. I can hardly push my way through the media gathered at my front door, 

so I'm forced to sneak out the back to my car parked a block down the street. Jack Henry insists on

accompanying me everywhere I go now. He hasn't said it, but I think he's worried about my safety. 

It's Friday night. We're down to two days. How did that happen? It feels like it was only yesterday

when I saw him get out of that taxi in the midst of the pouring rain. 

We're lying on the sofa face to face, my leg hitched over his. "You're leaving on Sunday and we

still don't have a plan." 

He  draws  a  breath  and  blows  it  out  slowly.  "I  can't  stay.  And  unless  something  has  changed, 

you're not ready to leave with me." 

He  hasn't  come  out  and  said  it,  but  I  have  to  give  up  everything  for  us  to  be  together.  "You're

making me choose." 

"No.  Making  you  choose  would  be  telling  you  to  come  with  me  or  forget  the  whole  thing.  I'm

telling you I love you and I want you more than anything in this world but that I can't stay." Is there

really any difference in the two? 

I don't think we'll survive being apart. Those kinds of relationships rarely ever make it. "I don't

know how we'll make this work if we're not together." 

He's  rubbing  my  arm.  I  think  it's  his  way  of  trying  to  comfort  me,  but  it  doesn't  because  nothing

will at this point. "I guess we'll wing it. We'll talk every day and see each other when we can. We'll

video chat and you can do a striptease for me in your showgirl costume." 

I feel like I will burst into tears any minute. "It's not funny. I'm going to be miserable without you." 

"Then come home with me so you don't have to be." 

I want to but I can't walk away. Not now. "I can't." 

"You mean you won't." 

His  livelihood  is  dependent  upon  his  knowledge  of  the  grapes  he  harvests.  He's  spent  his  life

learning what each variety requires to prosper. I get that. Leaving the known for the unknown could

potentially  ruin  him,  but  it's  not  fair  to  make  me  sound  like  I'm  the  only  one  unwilling  to  make  a

sacrifice. "Just like you won't stay." 

He  takes  his  hand  from  my  arm  and  looks  up  at  the  ceiling.  "Then  I  guess  it's  settled.  You're

staying here. I'm going back. We're no better off than we were when you slipped away from me four

months ago. Except now, I love you so fucking much, it's going to rip my heart out to be away from

you." 

He's pissed off. I can tell. "You're mad?" 

"Hell, yeah, I'm furious that our circumstances are what they are. I want to be with you and you

want to be with me. Why can't we find a way to make this work?" 

We lie silently for a while, the tension thick. He finally breaks through it. "How long is your next

tour?" 

I've  purposely  been  avoiding  thinking  about  it.  "Three  months.  It  starts  in August  and  won't  be

over until the end of October. I only get two weeks off before we're back in the studio to work on the

next album." 

"Can you come spend the holidays with me?" 

That's not going to work. "We already have Christmas shows booked." 

"I'm trying to make plans to see you six months in advance, and you can't work me in. This is going

to be a huge problem." 

He says he isn't making me choose, but he is. He's not saying it but if I don't go with him, we're

done. I am as certain of it as I've ever been of anything in my life. But why can't he understand that

he's made me no promises? He hasn't asked me to marry him—not a serious proposal. I'd be nuts to

walk away when I have absolutely no guarantee of anything. He could decide he's done with me three

months from now. 

I don't know what else to say. "Can we try it long distance and see how it goes?" 

"I guess we don't have much of a choice if you're not coming with me." 

Is he trying to make me feel worse than I already do? "Don't say it like that. You're making me feel

guilty." 

"If that's what it takes, then I want you to feel guilty—so much so that you'll pack all your shit and

come home where you belong." 

He says home and  I  immediately  think  of Avalon  instead  of  this  apartment  or  that  tour  bus.  It's

where I see myself when I think of him as my husband and I envision the family he wants to give me. 

My mind is exhausted from rolling this around over and over, trying to come up with a solution

that quite honestly doesn't exist. I've thought and worried about our relationship for almost a month, 

and I'm tired. If only for a little while, I need an escape from the dread of being separated again. 

"Take me to bed and make me forget that you're leaving." I sound desperate, but I don't care. 

"If  I  do,  it  won't  be  to  make  you  forget.  I'm  gonna  show  you  all  the  reasons  you  should  go  with

me." 

"Whatever. Either works for me." 

He takes my hand and I follow him down the hall to my bedroom. He stops before we reach the

bed  and  kisses  me—just  a  simple,  sweet,  romantic  kiss.  When  he  finishes,  I  can't  stop  myself  from

sighing heavily. 

"You won't get soft kisses on your lips when I'm gone." He moves to my neck and hits that spot

just below my ear, the one that always sends chills down my spine. "Or here." 

He  grasps  the  hem  of  my  shirt  and  pulls  it  over  my  head.  He  palms  my  breasts  as  he  continues

kissing my neck and then slowly moves down over my shoulder. He reaches around to unfasten my

bra  as  his  mouth  migrates  to  the  space  between  my  breasts.  When  I  feel  the  release  of  my  bra,  he

slides the straps down my arms and it drops to the floor. 

He kisses my abdomen all the way down as he drops to his knees in front of me. I feel his tongue

swipe my belly button as he unfastens my jeans. I hear the sound of my zipper as he slowly slides it

down and everything from my nipples down to the tips of my toes tingles. 

He normally hooks his fingers inside the band of my jeans and underwear to push them down, but

not this time. He slides one finger inside the front of my panties and turns his hand over so that his

fingertip can softly stroke my clit in a come-hither motion. I feel my panties dampen, that sticky, wet

feeling, and every bit of it is for him—this man I love with all my heart. This man I don't know how to

let go of. 

He stops what he's doing and grasps my jeans and panties. He pulls them to my ankles and I hold

onto his shoulders as I step out, one foot at a time. After he moves them out of the way, he wraps his

hands  around  each  of  my  hipbones  and  kisses  my  stomach  before  his  mouth  moves  in  a  southerly

direction. 

This is never the best position for what he's about to do, so I'm glad when he pushes me to sit on

the  edge  of  the  bed.  He  reaches  for  each  of  my  legs  and  hooks  them  over  his  shoulders  before  he

buries  his  nose  against  me.  "I  wish  I  could  bottle  this  and  take  it  with  me.  I'd  spray  it  all  over  my

sheets and roll around in it." 

I  giggle  as  I  lace  my  fingers  through  his  hair  and  stroke  the  top  of  his  head.  I'm  going  to  miss

hearing him say such highly inappropriate things. 

I reach for the pillows on the bed and place them behind me so I can prop up and watch what he

does. He's turned me into some kind of sex freak; I like to see his mouth between my legs. The dirty

bastard  has  ruined  me.  Not  that  I  ever  want  to  have  sex  with  another  man,  but  no  other  could  ever

come close to bringing me the ecstasy I feel with him. 

I  jerk  when  his  tongue  touches  me.  Not  because  I'm  scared  or  surprised  but  because  my  nerve

endings are on fire, calling out to his mouth. It's sensory overload when they finally feel the sensation

they desire so badly. 

He pushes my legs back with his hands as he moves his tongue faster against me, and I feel that

pressure rising, those magnificent waves that begin deep inside and rise until they burst through the

surface. "Ohhh…right there's the spot. That feels so good." He always follows my direction so well. 

When I tell him he's in the right spot, he doesn't stop until he makes me scream. 

He uses his tongue to apply more pressure to that pleasurable site and I feel my orgasm rushing

toward the surface. I grasp his hair as I always do and tug. "Right there. Just like that." And a moment

later, my entire body tenses as it escapes my mouth…the scream he knew he'd get out of me. 

When I release his hair, I still feel his mouth against me as he says, "And she crosses the finish

line, ladies and gentlemen." 

I shove the pillows behind me and scoot backward on the bed. "This race isn't over yet." 

He starts at my ankles and kisses his way up my legs. "Oh, this next part isn't going to be a race. I

plan on taking my time with you, Miss McLachlan. Who knows? This could take all night." 

"Promise?" 

He grins as he continues up each of my legs. When he reaches the apex of my thighs, he stops to

kiss the top of my pubic bone. "Always so smooth. You'll never know how much I like that." 

He  continues  up  my  stomach  until  he  reaches  my  breasts.  His  mouth  hovers  in  the  center  of  my

chest  and  he  pushes  them  together  to  make  a  Jack  Henry  sandwich.  The  thought  makes  me  giggle

inwardly. 

He moves up to my neck and pushes my hands over my head. "Turn over." 

I  roll  to  my  stomach,  my  hands  still  over  my  head,  and  he  begins  kissing  my  neck.  He  slowly

moves  his  way  down  and  doesn't  leave  a  single  spot  neglected.  I'm  covered  in  goosebumps—what

he's doing drives me crazy, and he knows it. 

And then he's at my lower back—the spot he covets—and he begins licking me. I don't know what

it is about it that he loves so much, but I don't care if it means he does this to me. It's a turn-on like no

other. 

He  moves  on  to  my  bottom  and  this  is  where  he  gets  a  little  freaky.  He  does  his  nibbling  thing

where  he  bites  my  ass,  but  then  he  moves  his  mouth  down  between  my  thighs.  He  uses  his  knee  to

push my legs apart and shoves the pillows under me. I'm bent over them and…oh, fuck! He licks my

girlie parts. From behind. He's never done it from that angle before and it feels…kinky. And I like it. 

A lot. 

He grabs the back of my thighs and pushes them up and apart so my bottom is up in the air. I think

being positioned like this would be mortifying as hell if what he was doing didn't feel so amazing. 

He astonishes me the way he can always pull a different rabbit out of his hat. 

He suddenly stops and says, "No, you're not coming like this again. I want to be inside you next

time you get off." He cues me to roll over by tugging on my hip. 

When I'm on my back again, he lies down on top of me. We're eye to eye. He runs his hands down

the length of my arms until he finds my hands and lifts them over my head. He laces his fingers through

mine and squeezes them. He doesn't take his eyes from mine—and doesn't even blink—as he enters

me. But I see the look, the one that tells me how good it feels to be inside me. I can never mistake that

look of pleasure for any other. 

I bring my legs up and around him so I can feel him deeper. With Jack Henry, close is never close

enough. I always want him nearer. 

He props his weight on his elbows and cradles my head inside his lower arms. He showers kisses

all across my face. "I love you so much. You are everything to me." Our hands are still fisted above

my  head  and  he  squeezes  them  tighter  as  he  continues  slowly  moving  inside  me.  He  presses  his

forehead against mine. "You kissed my heart awake." 

Now it's me squeezing his hands tighter. "God, I love you." 

He  shifts  his  hips  so  he's  putting  friction  against  my  sweet  spot  as  he  moves  in  and  out  of  me. 

There's nothing like having a man who can make me come so many different ways, even with slow, 

gentle lovemaking. But there's especially nothing like hearing him tell me he loves me as it happens. 

From what I hear, I'm in the minority. I don't think most women orgasm with intercourse alone. But not

all women have Jack Henry for a lover. 

When it's over, he relaxes against me. I take my legs from around him and let them fall apart so he

can nestle between them while he's still inside me. I cherish these moments, when we're still joined

as one. 

"Promise me you won't let another man do these things to you after I'm gone." 

Wow. That sounds so final, like we're going to say goodbye and never see one another again. "No

man will touch me like this or any other way. You're the only one." 

"Swear to me." 

"I swear." 

He  wraps  his  arms  around  me  and  I  do  the  same.  We  squeeze  one  another  to  the  point  that  it's

almost painful. "I'm terrified of losing you." 

"I'm terrified of losing you too." 

He presses his forehead to mine again. "I can't stand it. I said I wouldn't do this, but I can't help

myself. Please, come home with me. I know you can't have the career you want in Australia, but you

know I can take care of you. You'll have anything your heart desires and you'll never have to work." 

I consider it for a moment, but he still hasn't asked me to marry him. "I can't. I don't know how

we'll make it work, but we'll find a way. We have to because the alternative isn't an option." 


***




Laurelyn and I have spent the last two days either in bed or in the shower so we could go back to bed

together.  I'd  say  these  were  the  best  days  of  my  life  except  for  the  reason  behind  why  we've  been

nymphos for the last forty-eight hours. 

I'm leaving today, and she's not coming with me. 

We're  standing  at  the  security  checkpoint  and  the  sickening  feeling  I  have  in  my  stomach  is  far

worse than I'd imagined it would be. I feel short of breath and my chest aches from my heart being

torn out. The pain is even worse than when I found Laurelyn's goodbye letter. 

I'm  not  a  man  who  cries—ever—yet  I  feel  it  right  there  about  to  happen.  It's  foreign  and  I'm

fighting it, but it's getting harder and harder with each passing minute. Our separation is imminent, and

inevitable. 

I'm holding her in my arms. I'm squeezing her harder than I should. I'm probably hurting her, but

it's my attempt at meshing us into one so I don't leave her behind. And it isn't working. 

I hear her soft, sweet voice against my ear and feel her trembling in my arms. "Don't leave," she

whispers. 

I feel the tears when they come and I bury my face in her hair. "Don't let me leave without you." 

And we're back to that place I hate. She won't come and I can't stay. 

Our time together is winding down. We don't have much time left and I pull away from her so I

can see her face. "This is not at all the way I wanted to do this." 

"I know. I didn't want you to leave with things between us feeling so…unsettled." 

She  doesn't  understand  I'm  referring  to  something  entirely  different.  "That's  not  what  I  mean, 

baby." I reach into my pocket and take out the black leather box I've carried everywhere with me for

the last two weeks. I waited for the perfect moment, but it never presented itself. Now I get to do it

this way only minutes before I'm about to leave her for God knows how long. 

I hold it out so she can see it. I want her to have a moment to absorb where I'm about to go. She

looks at it briefly before her eyes dart up to meet mine. She looks like she wants to say something but



can't quite spit the words out. 

"Laurelyn, I once asked you to be mine for three months. Now, I'm asking you to be mine forever." 

She  opens  her  mouth  to  speak  and  I  place  my  fingers  to  her  lips.  "But  I  don't  want  your  answer

right now because you're not ready to say yes. You still need time to spread your wings and fly. I love

you  with  all  my  heart  and  I  want  you  to  experience  everything  this  life  has  to  offer  you  because  it

won't wait. But I will. I'll wait for you as long as it takes, and you can come to me after you've had

enough of this life…when you're ready to spend forever with me." 

Tears fill her eyes. "You can not do this to me right before you get on a plane to leave." 

I hear the last call for my flight to LA, so I flip the ring box open. "When you come to me, I will

ask  you  to  be  my  wife,  but  until  then…"  She  cups  her  mouth  when  she  sees  the  ring.  I  take  her  left

hand and slide the diamond engagement ring onto her finger. "I know you don't usually wear the ring

until you say yes, but I want you to wear this as a reminder that I am waiting for you. Every time you

look  at  it  on  your  finger,  know  that  I'm  anxiously  looking  forward  to  you  coming  to  me  so  we  can

begin our forever together." 

Tears  spill  down  her  cheeks.  "I'm  so  pissed  off  at  you  right  now  that  I  can't  see  straight.  I

simultaneously love the fuck out of you while I hate your guts. I don't know if I want to slap your face

or get naked with you." 

"My vote would be for getting naked, but I don't think they'll allow that here in the airport." 

"I can't believe you just did this to me." 

I'm flirting with missing my flight. "I have to go, baby." 

"I know." 

"Think of the story we'll be able to tell our kids if you say yes." 

She stands at the security point entrance and is sobbing hysterically when I pass the point where

I'll no longer be able to see her. It breaks my heart. That's not at all the way I wanted my proposal to

happen, but I'm not sorry about it. I know what I'm doing. One way or another, I'm going to have her

as my wife. 

I have two hours until I board my connecting flight to Sydney. I take my mobile from my pocket and

I'm  pretty  sure  I  stare  at  it  for  ten  minutes.  I  dread  making  this  call  and  having  the  talk—our  first

post-sort-of-proposal conversation. It's only been four hours since I left Laurelyn in Nashville and

I'm convinced she's ready to rip me a new one now that she's had time to think about what I did. 

I wait for her to answer and realize I'm nervous—like, really fucking nervous. What if she used

the last four hours to think about what an asshat I am and decided there's no way in hell she'd ever

marry me? I want to hang up. I'm even considering it when I hear her voice. 

"You are in so much trouble, caveman." 

She called me cavemen. That's a good sign. She can't be too mad if she called me that instead of

jackhole, which she uses frequently. 

Should I say I'm sorry? 'Cause I'm not, and to do so would be lying. "I don't regret what I did, even

if  you're  angry  with  me.  The  only  thing  I  regret  is  sitting  around  waiting  for  the  ideal  moment  to

present itself so I could properly ask you to be my wife. That clearly didn't happen and I'm sorry. I

wanted it to be a perfect moment because you've not had many of those in your life, but I messed it up

like I always do." 

"I really want to be naked with you right now." 

That sounds promising. "I'd really like that a lot, but I'm willing to accept your answer in its place. 

I know I told you that I didn't want your response right now, but if it's yes, then you can go ahead and

tell me." 

"What? And ruin the angst you so deserve to feel? I don't think so, Mr. McLachlan. You give me a

proposal like that and you should expect to wait on an answer—for a while." 

Uh-oh. That part doesn't sound so good. "So you're punishing me for wanting to marry you?" 

"No. I'm punishing you for that fast one you just pulled on me." 

I was hoping she would be so thrilled about the whole thing that she'd sort of forget the way I did

it. "This isn't much of a way to begin our union. I don't think tit-for-tat is the best strategy for making a

marriage work." 

"I didn't say I was marrying you." 

But  she  will.  I'll  see  to  it.  "You  didn't  tell  me  you  weren't,  so  until  you  say  otherwise,  I'll  be

waiting anxiously for you to come to me." 

"You know, you don't play fair." 

Was she ever under the impression that I did? "I believe I recall telling you I always get my way, 

within reasonable means." 

"You put a ring on my finger—which is absolutely stunning, by the way—and teased me with the

prospect  of  being  your  wife  only  moments  before  walking  away. You  skimmed  the  surface  but  you

didn't really even ask me to marry you. And all of this you do while I'm experiencing an emotional

breakdown because you're leaving. You seriously think that's reasonable?" 

"No, but I think it'll get me what I want, which is making you my wife." That's the end result I'm

shooting for here. I don't really care how I achieve it. 

"You didn't ask me to marry you yet, so I'm not giving you an answer until you propose properly." 

She sounds agreeable, so I'm going for it. "Laurelyn, will you please marry me and be my wife?" 

"No." 

"No?" That wasn't the answer I was expecting. 

"Asking over the phone isn't a proper proposal, and I won't answer you until you're on one knee in

front of me." 

Damn. I should've dropped down to my knee when I gave her that ring. "It's sort of hard to do that

when I'm going to be nine thousand miles away." 

"I hate it, pal, but a drunk proposal and a phone proposal are both null and void with me." 

I  wondered  if  she  was  ever  going  to  bring  up  Vegas.  "This  is  the  first  mention  of  my  drunk

proposal." 

"So you do remember it?" 

How could I forget that epic fail? "Hell yeah, I remember it. I could've kicked my own arse for

being so careless with those precious words. You deserve so much better than me getting wasted and

telling you to marry me." 

"I damn sure do. Therefore, all proposals, drunk or sober, don't count. You've not asked and I've

not answered." 

I really don't want to go back to Australia like this. "Should I get on a plane and come back now?" 

"No. Now isn't the best time to talk marriage with me, buster. I'm still pretty pissed off at you." 

I just put a beautiful ring on her finger and told her how much I want her to be my wife, and she's

mad at me. This can't be right. "Don't be like that, baby. Think of the thought behind the gesture. I love

you and want to be with you forever. Don't let formality or your anger cause you to forget that part." 

"I won't." 

It's  a  dirty  trick  but  I'm  gonna  use  it  anyway  to  soften  her  anger  with  me.  "And  think  of  those

babies you long for. I'll give them to you—as many as you wish, whenever you're ready." 

"Something  tells  me  you  want  those  babies  as  much  as  I  do.  Half  of  our  conversations  seem  to

revolve around them." 

She's right. Something has happened in me and I want them too. "You think so?" 

"Are you asking if I think you want them, or do I think we talk about them a lot?" 

"Both." 

"Then yes to both." 

We've talked about kids so this isn't news to her. "I do want them, but only with you." 

She  makes  a  sound  of  frustration.  "This  makes  me  so  damn  mad  that  we're  having  this

conversation now when we should've had it before you left." 

She's right. I feel like such a dumb-arse for holding out for the perfect time. "I'm sorry I waited. I

should've asked you the day I bought the ring. I was going to propose when I took you to Oscar's for

dinner. I had the ring box in my hand, about to ask, when that reporter walked up to our table." 

"I went nuts right at the moment when you were going to ask. I'm sorry." 

It's fate. That wasn't the way it was supposed to happen. "It's not your fault," I reassure her. 

"I need you to be patient with me." 

"Baby, I've waited thirty years for you. I can wait a little longer." 


***




I cannot believe Jack Henry did this to me. 

He  and  I  aren't  ordinary.  We  never  have  been—and  we  never  will  be—so  I'm  not  sure  why  I'd

expect a normal proposal from him. But he's right about one thing: it'll definitely be a story to tell our

kids. 

Our kids.  Wow.  It's  beyond  the  realms  of  reality  to  think  we've  gone  from  agreeing  to  a  three

month sex-a-thon without true identities to contemplating marriage and kids, especially when he was

so hell-bent on neither. Should it concern me that he made a complete one-eighty on issues he was so

firm about only a few months ago? 

I know he loves me, but I'm concerned that he's changed his mind about marriage and kids for the

wrong reason. I don't want him basing that on what I want instead of what he wants so he can keep

me. 

I need someone I can talk to about Jack Henry's proposal. There's only one person worthy of a

brutally honest conversation about this, and she's gallivanting around Australia with the love of her

life. I look at the clock—it's 10 p.m. her time. I'm definitely calling that slut puppy. 

She answers on the third ring with a greeting that isn't all that unfamiliar. "Hello, twat." 

It stops becoming a surprise when she says it every time. "Hello, crotch rot. How are things down

under?" 

I anticipate her reply involving something about going down or getting under Zac. 

"I could do a lot with that and say that you walked right into it, but I won't." 

That would be a first. "Thanks. I appreciate that." 

"So, what's going on with you since the good-looking suit left? Wasn't that going down today?" 

She still calls him that. "Yeah. He left about five hours ago." 

"Are you okay?" 

No,  I'm  not.  It's  far  shittier  than  I'd  imagined.  "I'm  not  at  all  fine  with  being  separated  from  him

again." 

"Then what's the plan?" 

"Addie, he asked me to marry him." I jerk the phone back in anticipation of the scream to follow. 

"What!" she yells, as expected. "Tell me everything." 

"He told me that he knew I wasn't ready to give up my career, but he'd be waiting for me to come

to him when I was prepared to be his wife. He put a ring on my finger. It's an engagement ring—the

most beautiful one I've ever seen—and told me it was a reminder of him waiting for me. That's how

he left it, but then he called me from LA and asked me over the phone." 

"What are you going to do?" 

I know what I want to do—drop everything and run to him. I want to beat him to Avalon and be

waiting in his bed when he arrives home. "I don't know. That's why I'm calling you. I need your blunt

advice." 

"I only met the guy a few times and it was under false pretenses. Thank you again for that, by the

way." 

She isn't going to let me forget that. "I know. Sorry." 

"It's difficult to give you advice about a guy I don't know, but here's what I have to go on: he's rich

and successful so you'd never have to worry about how he'd take care of you. He's fucking gorgeous, 

so that's a definite plus. According to what you've told me, the two of you have crazy monkey sex. He

gives your vajayjay a lot of special attention and makes you come a lot, so you're good there. We both

know that one's a deal-breaker if the sex is terrible. He hired a private investigator to find you, so that

proves  he  wants  you  bad.  He  must  love  you  or  he  wouldn't  have  proposed.  But  do  you  love  him

enough to marry him?" 

I know I do, but there are other issues at hand. "I do, but I worry he's talking about marriage and

babies  because  I  told  him  it's  what  I  wanted.  What  if  he's  going  along  with  it  but  it's  not  what  he

wants?" 

"Laurelyn, do you really think the guy would marry you if he didn't want to? For God's sake, he

had meaningless sexual relationships with women to avoid the whole commitment thing. He wouldn't

decide to give that life up unless he loved you and wanted to be married to you." 

I  guess  that  makes  sense.  "But  I'm  terrified  of  giving  up  my  career  only  to  have  the  whole  thing

backfire in my face. What if I move down there and it doesn't work out?" 

"What if you don't and you never know what might have been? Can you live with that?" 

Could I? I don't think so. "You think I should give up my career?" 

"You know I gave all of that up for Zac because I love him and wanted to be with him. Will I ever

have a singing career for shit now? No. Do I care? No. We're together and I'm happy. I was willing to

walk away. The only question now is, are you?" 



Addison is different. She isn't afraid to fly by the seat of her pants. "You know me. I have trust

issues that are damn near impossible to shake." 

"You worry so much about protecting your toes that you miss out on the joy of the dance." 

I've never thought of it that way. "I may, but I've never had anyone looking out for me. It's how I

protect myself." 

"Answer this question for me: do you really feel like you need protection from Jack?" 

No one makes me feel safer than Jack Henry. No one. "No. It's the complete opposite. He's always

my protector." 

"I think you should marry him—if for no other reason than for me to have you back in Australia

with me. I miss you." 

It would be nice to have him and my best friend. "I know. I miss you too, and I do love Australia. I

think  I  could  be  very  happy  living  there.  I  can  so  easily  see  myself  as  part  of  Jack  Henry's  family. 

They're wonderful people and they took me in and treated me like one of their own." 

"You can take some time to think about it if you feel like it's necessary, but it's plain to see that

your heart already knows what it wants." 

She's right. I can think about this day and night but I hear my heart's plea—and it's screaming for

me to go to him, like, yesterday. On the other hand, I hear my head trying to overpower my heart. All I

hear is my head saying no and my heart saying go. 

My  parents  have  invited  me  to  dinner  at  my  mom's  place.  It's  official.  They're  no  longer  a  thing  in

private. They're an item in the eyes of the world but the media is so bad that none of us can go out in

public anymore. 

Becoming a star isn't what I thought it would be. 

My front door is clear for the first time in weeks. I guess there are only so many pictures you can

take of a person leaving their apartment before that becomes uninteresting. 

Dinner is intriguing—some sort of casserole. I'm not really certain what kind and I choose to not

ask. My mom's never been much of a cook. 

We're busy discussing the schedule for the band and the new music I'm working on when my mom

spies the ring on my finger. "What is that?" 

She isn't going to like this. "It's a ring." 

"What kind of ring?" 

She knows. She doesn't have to ask. "Engagement." 

"So he asked you to marry him?" 

I'm not going there with the whole in a roundabout way issue. "Yes. Jack Henry has asked me

to marry him." 

My  mother  huffs  as  she  looks  at  my  dad. A  look  passes  between  them  and  I'm  not  sure  how  to

decipher its meaning, but it pisses me off. I know it means they've been discussing us. "Laurie, you

can't marry him." 

I'm absolutely, positively, one hundred percent not shocked by this. "And why not?" 

"Because he'll have you moving to Australia. If you do, your career is over, plain and simple." 

I'm beginning to care less and less about this career of mine. "Would that be so bad if I was with

the man I love?" 

"Are you kidding? Of course it would be bad. It would be terrible to watch you walk away from

this success after such a short time. If you're this big today, think of where you'll be in a year from

now." 

It  doesn't  take  a  genius  to  figure  that  one  out.  "I  already  know  where  I'll  be—on  a  tour  bus

traveling from one show to the next. I've already been doing that, Mom, and I know what it's like. It's

not great." I look at my dad. "Does it ever get easier?" 

He  looks  at  my  mom  and  they  have  a  silent  conversation  as  they  sit  across  the  table  from  one

another. "It takes some getting used to, but it gets better with time." I strongly suspect he's saying that

because it's what she wants him to tell me. 

I  should  tell  them  the  way  I  feel  so  they'll  understand.  "It's  like  this.  If  Jack  Henry  hadn't  come

back  into  my  life,  I'd  probably  be  thrilled  to  spend  every  day  on  the  road,  but  that  isn't  the  way  it

went. He came looking for me because he loves me. And I love him. I know what my life feels like

without him in it, and I hated every moment of it." 

"He just left. You haven't had time to get used to him not being here, but that'll get better in time." 

She's grasping at straws. 

"I don't want it to get better. I want to be with him." 

"Baby,  being  with  him  means  you  don't  get  to  have  a  career  and  you  don't  get  to  be  with  me  or

your dad. We'll never see each other. Would you walk away from singing? And from us?" 

That's not how it would be. "I would come back to see you when I could and you could come to

Australia to visit us. You'd love it. It's beautiful and the people are so friendly." 

"No, you shouldn't count on me coming down there because I won't." 

My heart plummets when I hear my mom say she wouldn't visit me. I see the look on my dad's face

and I think her resolution even surprises him, but he attempts to cover for her. "I think your mom's just

not excited about flying over the ocean." 

"Sure."  I'm  certain  she  wouldn't  hesitate  to  fly  anywhere  with  him  if  he  asked.  Nothing  has

changed. I'm still taking a back seat to Jake Beckett like I always have. Why would I give up the man I

love when it's obvious she'll always put the one she loves ahead of me? 

"I gotta go." 

"Baby, you want to say yes. I can see it in your eyes, but it would be a mistake to give up your

career and family for this man. You can find someone else to love—someone from here. Maybe even

a man in the music industry who will understand what this kind of life is like." 

She's such a hypocrite. "Oh, you mean find someone else the way you did?" She gives me that look

that says she doesn't like what I'm saying—and it's because it's the truth. "Wait. I got that all wrong, 

didn't I? You didn't find anyone else because you could never move past loving him." 

My dad puts his hands up. "Maybe we should all take a step back for a minute." 

His  role  isn't  to  referee.  I'm  still  undecided  about  what  I  think  his  part  is  here,  but  I've  been

handling this woman by myself for twenty-three years and I don't need his help now. "I'm outta here." 

I don't have time for this shit. I have a decision to make and not with any of her kind of help. 

I  leave  my  mom's  house  and  end  up  driving  around  for  an  hour  before  I  park  my  car  in  front  of

Charlie's apartment. His living room light is on, so I take it as a good sign that he's probably home. 

I sit in my car for at least fifteen minutes trying to decide if I want to do this—tell him I'm leaving

the band. He's going to be so disappointed in me. I feel terrible doing this to them after they took me

in the way they did. He was there for me when I needed him most, and now I'm going to abandon him

just as things are really taking off. 

I can't keep having these kinds of thoughts. I have to start living for me at some point and to hell

with  what's  best  for  everyone  else.  They  can  figure  that  out  on  their  own.  I'm  the  only  person  in

control of my destiny. 

I'm nervous as I stand on Charlie's doorstep and want to run away when he opens the door. "Hey. 

What are you doing here?" 

"I'm sorry. I know I should've called first, but I was out driving and found myself in front of your

place. Can I come in?" 

"Of course." He opens the door wide for me and I walk into his living room. My eyes go for the

couch immediately to check for a chick and then I remember that's probably not where she'd be if he

had a girl over. "You don't have company tonight?" 

"Nah. I have a friend coming over in a while, but it's just me for the next little bit." He gestures for

me to sit on the couch and I can't help but think how his apartment looks so bachelor. None of Jack

Henry's houses look like this—like a bunch of guys should be sitting around drinking beer, watching

sports. "Did everything go okay with Jack leaving today?" 

"Yes  and  no."  Charlie  looks  at  me  and  I  can  tell  by  his  expression  that  he's  waiting  for  an

explanation. "I let him board his plane, if that's what you mean. He should be arriving in Sydney in a

few hours." 

"I was wondering if you'd let him go," he laughs. "So what is the part that didn't go okay?" 

"He wants me to marry him." I wait a moment before I drop the next bomb, but Charlie saves me

from saying the words. 

"And he wants you to move to Australia." 

"Yes. But I haven't given him an answer." I think he's waiting for the rest of the story. "I love him

and I know what being apart from him feels like. It's terrible and I don't want to do it again." 

"So this is you telling me you're leaving the band?" 

I tell myself to be strong because I'm doing this for Jack Henry and me. "It is." 

"Randy's gonna flip out." 

Flip out is probably putting it gently. "I know. I hate doing this to you, but I can't stay when my

heart isn't in it." 

"I  understand.  And  I'm  not  mad.  I'd  do  the  same  thing  if  the  situation  were  reversed.  There's

nothing I wouldn't do to have a love like what you have with Jack." 

He doesn't seem disappointed or shocked. "Thank you for not making me feel like a asshat." 

"I  could  never  make  you  feel  bad  about  loving  Jack,  but  you  may  think  I'm  a  huge  ass  after  you

hear the request I have for you." 

What kind of request could make me think poorly of sweet Charlie? "I could never think that about

you. You're too adorable for that." 

"We'll see how you feel after I ask." 

Now I'm a little frightened. "Okay…" 

"Will you stay through the next tour so we don't have to cancel?" 

That means I'd have to stay until the end of October. "That's over three months away." 

"We don't have time to find a replacement for the tour, but we could start fresh with someone after

we finish the tour and get back in the studio." 

I don't want to do it. But I sort of owe them that after the way they took me in when I didn't have a

chance in hell. "I can do that." 

If Jack Henry knows I've decided to marry him, he'll want me to leave the band immediately. So I

can't tell him yet. He won't care or understand my reasoning behind my obligation to help my band. 

Besides…after what he did to me, he deserves to do a little ass-kissing. 


***




I'm still in bed when I hear the annoying sound of my doorbell ringing over and over. Because of the

time change, it was really late—or really early—when I arrived home. I'm jet-lagged and I prefer to

lie in bed so the perpetrator will leave, but there's one problem with that idea: I can predict with one

hundred percent accuracy who it is and I already know she won't go away. 

Margaret McLachlan is here to see Laurelyn. 

I  disarm  the  security  system  and  open  the  door  to  my  mum's  smiling  face.  No  surprise  there. 

"Mum. Couldn't you have waited until a little later? I've only been home a few hours." 

"No. I couldn't wait or I would have. I'm here to see my future daughter-in-law. Where is she?" 

I probably should've called and warned her ahead of time that Laurelyn wasn't coming with me, 

but I didn't want to be hassled or forced to explain the situation over the phone. "She didn't come back

with me." 

"What do you mean?" 

I'm pretty sure I didn't stutter. "Exactly what I said—she stayed in the States." 

"I don't understand. I thought things were going well with the two of you." 

"They were—they are—but her career really took off and now she's a big country superstar. Her

fans love her and her music. She's worked really hard to get where she is and she just isn't ready to

leave it behind yet." 

I see her disappointment. "You're telling me she chose her career over you?" 

"Don't think poorly of her over this, Mum. I'm doing the same thing to her." 

She  looks  shocked.  "But  I  was  so  certain  she'd  give  up  all  of  that  for  you—especially  after

spending the whole month together." 

"I'm confident she will in time, but Laurelyn needs a little longer so she can figure that out on her

own.  I  won't  have  her  hating  or  blaming  me  for  a  life  she  thinks  she  missed  out  on.  She  needs  to

experience it all so she can be certain of what she really wants." 

"But  what  if  she  never  wants  to  leave  that  life?  Glitz  and  glamour  can  be  very  deceiving. You

know that from experience." I do, and Laurelyn isn't going to love it for long because she's not that

kind of person. 

"Trust  me,  Mum…I  know  Laurelyn  and  what  she  really  wants.  Right  now,  she  may  think  it's  a

dazzling career, but that life won't keep her satisfied. She wants a husband…and babies. Those are

things she can't have if she's constantly traveling." 

"So,  you're  going  to  sit  around  and  wait  on  her  and  your  life  together  until  God  only  knows

when?" 

Yes. That's exactly what I'm going to do. "I don't really have much of a choice at this point, but I'm

not worried. It isn't going to take long for her to get enough of that life because it's not all glitz and

glamour.  Traveling  on  a  tour  bus  from  city  to  city  and  sleeping  in  a  different  hotel  every  night  isn't

going to make her happy. I did it with her for a little while, and I got sick of it pretty fast, so I'm not

concerned. She'll be here with me before the holidays. I'm certain of it." 

"How can you be so sure?" I can see that she needs further convincing. 

"I gave her a ring." 

This returns the smile to my mum's face. "You asked her to marry you?" 

"Sort of." 

There goes the smile. "What did you say when you gave it to her?" 

"I told her she needed time to experience everything that life could hold for her and when she felt

like she'd had all she needed, I wanted her to come to me and I'd ask her to be my wife. I asked her to

wear the ring as a reminder that I was waiting for her." 

She looks a little more hopeful. "Was she surprised?" 

"Surprised  is  probably  a  good  word  to  describe  what  she  was  feeling—among  others.  I  waited

too  long  and  panicked,  so  I  did  the  only  thing  I  could.  I  gave  it  to  her  about  two  minutes  before  I

boarded my plane." 

She looks disgusted with me. "Oh, Jack Henry! Why did you do it that way? That's so unromantic." 

"I was waiting for the perfect moment but it never came. I just wanted it to be special—something

she'd remember. But then I ran out of time." I try to defend my actions but it's in vain. 

"Well, that's one she's never going to forget. Have you spoken to her since you dropped it on her

like a bomb?" 

Like a bomb—that's the perfect description. "I spoke with her during my stopover in Los Angeles. 

She was pretty pissed off but I could hear her smiling." 

"You can hear Laurelyn's smile over the phone?" I don't think she believes me. 

"Of  course,  I  can.  Her  voice  sounds  different  when  she's  smiling.  It  almost  sounds  like  a  giggle

when she's talking." I think my mum is laughing at me. "What?" 

"You. You're so in love with that girl. I can see it on your face and hear it in your voice. It makes



me happy to see you this way. And I agree with you. I think she'll come soon because she loves you

too." 

"I hope so. I'm going to do everything I can to persuade her from afar." 

One week apart and I'm surviving—but not well. Laurelyn and I talk every day. It gets me by but that's

about all I can say for our conversations. She's so obscure, giving me no indication of where her head

is where we're concerned. 

I've  thrown  myself  into  work  as  a  distraction,  much  like  I  did  after  she  left  in  March.  It's  very

early in the season but things are looking great at all the vineyards. My right-hand men have proven

themselves worthy in my absence. 

I moved from my apartment in Sydney back to Avalon because it's where I feel closest to her. I

pulled one of her little tricks and stole some of her clothes so I could have her smell with me. I might

have  even  stolen  some  of  her  knickers  as  well.  I  wonder  what  she'd  say  about  that  if  she  knew.  I

imagine her calling me a dirty bastard. That's what she usually does when I'm inappropriate—but she

loved every filthy thing I did to her. And she will again. I hope soon. 

It's time for our daily call so I text to let her know I want to video chat. I want to see and  hear

her. I'm waiting in my office to give her time to get set up and I take out the undies I've been keeping

in the top drawer of my desk. I have a pair for here and another pair I keep in my nightstand. These

are the black lace knickers. I bring them to my nose and inhale deeply. They still smell just like her. 

I hope she gets her arse down here before these lose her scent or I'll be going back for more. 

When I feel like she's had long enough to get ready, I contact her. When I see her beautiful face, 

I'm ruined all over again. I want to drop everything here and run back to her so I can throw her over

my shoulder and haul her down here like the caveman she calls me. 

"Hey, baby. It's so good to see you." 

"I miss you." 

"I  miss  you  too.  How  was  work  today?"  I  ask  this  every  time  we  speak  so  I  can  hopefully  get

some indication on what her plan is, but she's always so vague. 

"Same ol' thing as always. We practiced all day in the studio to get ready for the tour." 

That's the first time she's mentioned going back on the road. I shouldn't be surprised she's planning

to do it since she hasn't mentioned coming here. For a moment, I'm disappointed but then I remember

that traveling on that bus and sleeping in hotels is exactly what Laurelyn needs to make her realize she

should be here with me. 

"Will you try to get a little time off for the holidays to visit? My family really wants to see you

again.  Mum  is  having  a  fit  for  you  to  come  back,  and  you  might  as  well  know  that  she  wasn't

incredibly enthused by the way I left things with you." 

She's already told me she'll be busy during the holidays, but I ask again anyway—it's a good way

to point out how her job with the band is going to keep us from being together at Christmas. 

"Has  she  given  you  a  hard  time?"  Such  a  Laurelyn  reply—her  way  of  avoiding  answering  my

question. 

"She  hasn't  been  easy  on  me.  I  have  my  orders  to  have  you  here  for  the  holidays  so  the  whole

family can be together." 

She's smiling. "The whole family, huh?" 

She's a part of the McLachlan clan, even if she doesn't realize it yet. "You're part of this family

whether you're here or there." 

"How is Emma this week?" Why does she do that—switch to a different subject just when I think

I'm going to get something out of her? 

"She  started  having  contractions  yesterday  after  we  spoke,  so  she  had  to  be  admitted  to  the

hospital last night to get the medicine to stop them." 

She looks alarmed. "Is it serious?" 

"It is, but it happens every time, so we don't get excited like we did when it happened with Celia. 

Her  doctor  wants  to  keep  her  pregnant  another  month,  but  I  don't  know  if  that's  going  to  happen.  It

started  a  lot  earlier  this  time.  The  baby  would  be  fine  if  he  was  born  now.  He'd  just  be  small  and

have to grow in the hospital for a while." 

It's my turn to change the subject, and I'm not holding back. "We haven't talked about what kind of

wedding you'd want." I think talking about these things will make her more inclined to accept sooner. 

"I don't know. What kind do you want?" 

Men  don't  care  about  those  things.  "The  kind  that  would  make  me  your  husband.  That's  my  only

requirement. Big or small?" 

"Something small. It would only be your family and friends attending." She looks sad. 

"Why do you say that?" 

"My  mom  told  me  she  wouldn't  come  to Australia.  I  assume  that  would  include  seeing  me  get

married." 

That bitch. It's a ploy to get Laurelyn to stay so she won't leave her or her career. 

I  see  the  pain  in  Laurelyn's  eyes  and  I  want  nothing  more  than  to  hold  her.  But  I  can't,  and  it's

frustrating as hell. "I would marry you in the States if you want her to be there. I'll come tomorrow if

you want me to and my family would drop everything to be there." 

"I love you for your willingness to do anything to make me happy, but I couldn't ask that of you or

your family. It wouldn't be right to have all of them come here." 

That seems promising. "It sounds like you're saying yes." 

"Let's call it a non-no." 

It's a yes, even if she won't come out and say it. "A non-no. I can live with that for now, but it

won't get you by forever." 

"I know." 

There is something she can do to get me by. "Would you be willing to do something for me?" 

"You know I will." 

She's going to think I'm a filthy bastard for sure when I ask her but I can't help it; I'm so hard up for

her. It's terrible going from sex every day to nothing at all. "I really need to get off and I'd love to see

you naked while I do it." 

"Jack Henry!" 

She  thought  I  was  kidding  when  I  mentioned  it  before  I  left.  I  wasn't.  "Come  on,  baby.  Do  a

striptease for me. Please." 

"That's why you wanted to video chat—so you could get me naked." 

"No, it isn't. I wanted to see your beautiful face, but then I sniffed your knickers right before we

connected and now I've got a massive hard-on I need to do something about. I could really use your

assistance here, babe." 

She's laughing at me. "You sniffed my panties?" 

"Yeah. I stole some you'd worn because I'm so fucking addicted to the smell of your snatch." She's

looking  at  me  with  what  I  think  is  disbelief  because  I've  said  those  words  to  her.  "You  and  I  both

know I'm a dirty bastard, so you don't even have to say it." 

"My snatch?" she asks. 

"Yeah.  I  love  you—and  your  snatch  is  part  of  you—so  there's  not  a  damn  thing  wrong  with  me

loving it too. And I do. Wholeheartedly." I can see that she's leaving the kitchen table. "What are you

doing?" 

"Well,  I  can't  very  well  strip  naked  in  my  kitchen. And  I  need  jams. You  know  I  have  to  have

sexy-time music if I'm going to get naked for you." 

Oh, fuck yes! "Whoa, wait a minute. I'm in my office and I need to lock the door because I will

fire anyone who walks in here while we're getting busy." 

"You do know we won't actually be getting busy, right?" 

"Baby, I have an imagination and I'm gonna use it," I call out as I get up and walk over to lock the

door. I turn the knob and pull on it for reassurance. This is not an occasion when Mrs. Porcelli needs

to come in and quiz me about what I want to eat. 

I'm back at my desk with one raging hard-on and she hasn't taken off a stitch of clothing yet. "I'm

ready when you are." 

I hear a slow, seductive song begin to play in the background, but I don't see her. A moment later

she reappears and begins to slowly sway to the music as she sheds her shirt over her head. She tosses

it  somewhere  in  the  room  and  I  recognize  the  white  lace  bra  she's  wearing.  I  know  the  matching

knickers—string bikinis with the tiniest scrap of material to cover her. 

She reaches around to unfasten her bra—something I always do for her—and she lets it drop to the

floor.  Her  tits  are  so  damn  beautiful.  I  haven't  seen  or  touched  them  in  a  week  and  it's  killing  me. 

"Touch 'em for me." 

She takes her hands and grasps them from the bottom and sides to push them together. Her teeth

graze her bottom lip as she uses her thumb and index finger to roll her nipples. "You like that, don't

'cha?" 

"Indeed I do, but I like it so much better when it's me doing it." 

This brings a grin to her face. "Me too." She moves her hands slowly down her stomach until she

reaches the button on her jeans and pops it open. "Oops. Look what happened there." She slides her

zipper down and begins to shimmy out of her pants and undies. "Tsk. Tsk. I hate when my clothes fall

off like that." 

Mmm. She's so fucking hot standing there naked for my eyes only. I can't help myself. I have to get

some  relief  so  I  unzip  and  start  doing  what  Laurelyn  would  do  for  me  if  she  were  here.  "Touch

yourself and pretend it's me." 

"You're ordering up some extra dirty with a side of kink today," she says as she walks backward

to  sit  on  the  bed.  She  slides  back  and  spreads  her  legs  so  I  have  a  perfectly  clear  view  when  she

touches herself. "You want to see me touch this?" 

"Oh, yeah. That's it." I watch her rubbing herself and I remember exactly what it felt like when my

fingers did exactly what hers are doing now. "This has to be the sweetest torment I've ever endured." 

I start wanking off faster because I just need it to be over. I never thought I'd feel that way, but I'm in

misery. 

"I know that face," she teases. "I think my boy is about to come." 

"I  damn  sure  hope  so  because  I'm  about  to  fucking…die…here."  It's  only  a  moment  later  that  I

come hard and fast, just the way I need to. I lean my head back against my office chair and enjoy my

release. It's not what I get when I'm with Laurelyn, but it's the next best thing. I'll take what I can get at

this point. 

"The boy has rounded third and…yes! We have a home run, ladies and gentlemen." 

I  laugh  because  I  don't  know  another  woman  who  would  coach  her  boy  on  like  that.  And  I

definitely  don't  know  who  would  get  naked  and  touch  themselves  so  someone  else  could  get  off. 

"Thank you, babe. You don't know how much I needed that." 

"I bet I do. I may or may not be putting the Bullet to a lot of use these days." 

I  don't  know  how  I  feel  about  that.  "The  Bullet's  fine,  but  don't  use  the  other  one.  I  don't  want

anything inside you but me." 

"You're being silly. A vibrator could never replace you." 

I hope not but I don't want to take any chances. "It won't if you don't use it. I hear that women can

become desensitized to normal sexual touch when they use those things too much. They can't orgasm

with a man, and I don't want that to happen because I plan on being the one to make you come. A lot." 

"I want you to make me come so you shouldn't worry. I'm not a fan of anything being inside me

except you." 

"Perfect. That's exactly what I want to hear." 


***






Six weeks down. Six weeks to go. And it sucks. Major. 

Life on the road isn't at all what I thought it would be. I wasn't naïve. I knew traveling all the time

would be brutal, but I imagined the love of the fans would make up for all the negatives. Don't get me

wrong; they're great, but home isn't a rolling tour bus or a different hotel each night. This life doesn't

cut it for me. 

Maybe I wouldn't feel this way if I didn't know the love of my life was waiting for me to come to

him. But I do know, and it's making me miserable. It's getting worse every day and I feel like I could

be falling into some kind of depression. 

We talk every day without fail—and sometimes have a little naughty time via video chat—but it

doesn't make being apart easier. I'm terrified he's going to grow tired of what we're doing and decide

he doesn't want to continue with our long-distance relationship because he needs something tangible

and I can't be that from so far away. He seems okay with the way things are—for now. I know that

won't last forever, but I don't need it to last for much longer. 

I only need six more weeks—forty-two more days—and we can be together forever. 

Seven weeks down. Five weeks to go. And it still sucks. 

Five shows a week, a different city every night. I'm exhausted and I hate what I'm doing, but it's a

commitment I agreed to fulfill. I want to be a rat and walk out on the band, but I won't because that's

not  who  I  am.  I  love  these  guys  and  I  want  to  see  them  succeed.  If  I  walk  out  now  without  a

replacement, it could ruin them. I won't do that as long as Jack Henry agrees to wait for me. If he says

he's done before I can make it to him, then I'm done here. I won't sacrifice us or our love for Southern

Ophelia or anything else. 









Eight weeks down. Four weeks to go. Still sucking. 

I'm worried about Jack Henry and  me.  He  didn't  call  last  night.  When  I  finally  reached  him  this

morning, he said there was a  problem  at  Chalice  and  he  had  to  leave  immediately.  But  he  could've

called during the drive there. 

It's Audrey. She continues to make herself present in his life and that's a problem for me because

I'm  not  there  to  know  what's  happening.  He  allowed  her  to  be  the  reason  we  didn't  talk,  and  I'm

uneasy about that. 

I hate this. 

Nine weeks down. Three weeks to go. And it's worse this week. 

I missed Jack Henry's call last night. I was so exhausted that I fell asleep waiting for his call and

didn't wake when he tried to reach me. His words were cold this morning when we finally talked. He

asked me what I was doing last night, as if he suspected I might be up to no good. 

This isn't working, and I'm beginning to fear what our future holds if I don't go to him soon. 

Ten weeks down. Two weeks to go. And today is the worst yet. 

Fourteen days. I can hang in there because I know there's light at the end of the tunnel, but Jack

Henry doesn't. I can tell he's getting close to being at the end of his rope. I want to walk away from

this now, but I remind myself that I can do that soon enough all while keeping my word. 

I can do this. I just have to keep telling myself that over and over. 

Eleven weeks down. One week to go. I'm going to make it now and we're going to be fine. 

I can't wait to talk to Jack Henry tonight. He doesn't know it, but I'll be back in his arms in seven

days. I can't wait to see his face when he realizes I'm home. For good. 

I just finished a show but thinking about being with him in a week gets me turned on, so I think it'll

be a video chat night instead of a phone call. I send him a text to let him know I'll be contacting him in

ten minutes and he better be ready for me. 

When we make a connection, I see he's in his office—the place that's become our sexual playroom

since it's usually morning for him when we talk. "I hope you have the door locked because I'm feeling

particularly naughty." 

"Baby, I need to talk to you about something serious." 

Shit! I don't like the sound of that. "What's wrong?" Something has happened. I don't know what it

is but my mind spins with thoughts of him finding another woman or telling me we're over because he

can't do this anymore. "You're scaring me." 

"Something happened last night." 

"What?" Please don't let him tell me he tripped and fell into bed with someone else. My

heart is racing in my throat and I suddenly feel nauseated. I'm terrified of the path this conversation is

heading. 

"Audrey was in the house again." 

Oh, hell to the no. "You are kidding me!" 

"I wish I were. I came home from work yesterday evening and had dinner alone like I always do. I

had a couple of coldies while I watched TV and went to take a shower before bed." 

There's a reason he's starting the story from that point. "I'm not going to like where this is going, 

am I?" 

"You damn sure won't." He pauses briefly before adding, "She got into the shower with me." 

My pulse is pounding so hard, I feel it throbbing throughout my entire body but especially in my

face. "That bitch! I'm gonna kill her." And then my mind really starts jumping to conclusions, like how

hard it would be for him to turn down a naked woman in the shower when he's so hard up after almost

three months without sex. "Did you fuck her?" 

"Hell, no! I can't believe you just asked me that." 

I see from his expression that I've hurt him. "I'm sorry. I was just thinking of how long it's been

since we were together, and I know you must be incredibly frustrated." 

"I don't care how long it's been. My balls will never be blue enough to want a piece of that." 

"What did you say to her?" 

"That I'd never be with her again because I loved you and we were going to get married. I know

you  haven't  given  me  an  answer,  but  my  heart  tells  me  you're  going  to  come  and  I'm  marrying  you

when you do." 

He hasn't given up on us. Or me. But I don't have a choice anymore. It's time for me to get my ass

down there and be with my man before I let him slip away. Eleven weeks down. One week to go. But

I'm done with this shit! Adios! 


***




Laurelyn's tour comes to an end next week and I hope it marks the beginning of a new start for our

future together. She has continued to be mysterious about her plans and hasn't verbally committed to

anything  one  way  or  another.  It  concerns  me,  but  I  haven't  wanted  to  push  the  envelope  for  fear  of

blowing it with her. 

Originally,  she  was  scheduled  two  weeks  off  once  the  tour  ended  and  then  she'd  be  back  in  the

studio to begin working on the next album, but things have changed since then. I gave her a ring and

told her I wanted to marry her. 

It's been three months, and although it is per my request, she hasn't given me an official answer. 

Not knowing is beginning to wear on me. I pretend to be patient, but I'm not. I want her here and every

day is a battle to not demand she come immediately so we can begin our forever. 

Frankly, it's a little depressing that she didn't drop her entire life the moment I put that ring on her

finger.  In  the  back  of  my  mind,  I'd  hoped  she  would,  but  then  I  remember  that  her  strong  will  and

independence are some of the things I love so much about her. I like that she has a life and it doesn't

solely revolve around me. But then the selfish part of me despises it at the same time. 

It's been a long day and I'm exhausted when I come home for the evening. It's a little late for Mrs. 

Porcelli to still be here, but I find her in the kitchen. "Perfect timing, Mr. McLachlan. I was just taking

dinner out of the oven." 

It's a familiar smell but one I don't usually associate with Mrs. Porcelli's cooking. It smells just

like my girl's lasagna. "That smells just like Laurelyn's been in here cooking." 

"It should. It's her lasagna." 

I've  missed  her  cooking  a  lot,  so  this  is  a  nice  token  to  remind  me  of  what  a  good  cook  she  is. 

"Thank you. I'm sure it'll be delicious." 

Mrs. Porcelli gathers her things and is on her way out the door. "A package came for you today. I

put it in your bedroom." 

I haven't placed any kind of order that I can recall and I'm not expecting a parcel. "What kind of

package is it?" 

She  grins  as  she  says,  "I  believe  it's  something  from  Laurelyn.  Have  a  good  evening,  sir."  She

goes out the door before I can respond. 

Like a child at Christmas, I can't get to my bedroom quick enough to see what Laurelyn might've

sent me. My mind reels with all kinds of expectations as I walk—or maybe dash—down the hallway. 

The  door  to  my  bedroom  is  closed  but  I  don't  have  time  to  sort  out  why  because  I'm  anxiously

swinging  it  open  with  the  expectation  of  seeing  a  box  on  my  bed.  What  I  find  lying  there  tops  any

possible expectations I could've had. 

It's my beautiful Laurelyn. 

She's lying on her side facing me when I enter my bedroom. Her head is propped in her hand, her

elbow pressing into the mattress, her long legs slightly bent, one more so than the other. Her brunette

locks  hang  in  loose  curls  and  she's  wearing  one  of  my  button-downs—unbuttoned.  It's  opened  just

enough for me to see that she's naked beneath and I'm instantly hard. 

My brain turns to complete and utter mush because all of my blood is pumping straight to the organ

my body thinks is most vital at the moment—my cock—and I go stupid. I can't say anything. All I can

do is stare at her stretched across my bed. 

"Hello, Jack Henry," she says while she smirks and moves to sit up on the bed. "Surprised much?" 

There's  a  disconnect  between  my  brain  and  mouth  but  luckily,  the  connection  to  my  feet  is

working. I close the distance between us and she rises to her knees to meet me in the middle of the

bed. 

My heart pounds as I take her face in my hands and hold it as I kiss her mouth. It feels new even

after having done it so many times. I'm vigorous because I don't have a choice. I haven't tasted her in

months and I'm in withdrawals. 

I'm still holding her face when I stop kissing her and press my forehead to hers. "I've missed you

so much. There hasn't been a single minute when you weren't on my mind." 

"I know. I've missed you too. I wanted to come months ago, but I couldn't leave Charlie and the

guys hanging after they were so good to me." 

I don't know what that means, but I'm not beating around the bush. "Is this just a visit or have you

come to me so we can start our lives together?" 

"This is the beginning of our forever." 

"Then there's something I'm supposed to do." 

I take her hands and pull her with me as I slide off the bed. She's standing in front of me as I drop

to my knee the way she told me she would expect me to do when I properly asked her to marry me. I

take her left hand and she's wearing the ring I gave her months ago. I bring it to my lips and kiss it. "I

love you with every fiber of my being." She beams and I'm certain she knows what's coming next. "I

never want to be separated from you again. It's my heart's only desire that you become my wife and

the mother of my children. Will you marry me?" 

"Yes." It's one word. Simple. And it's all I need. 

I push the shirt covering her stomach away and press my face against her bareness beneath it. "I

swear I'll make you happy." 

"I don't doubt that for a second," she says as she runs her hand through my hair. "I don't want to

wait. I want to be your wife as soon as possible." 

I kiss her stomach and then look up at her from where I am now on both of my knees. "God, I'm so

glad to hear you say that. I don't want to wait, either." She's still running her fingers through my hair as

she smiles down at me and I slide my hands around to her bottom. "There's something else I can't wait

to do." 

"What 'cha wanna bet it's the same something I have on my mind?" 

"I don't think we have to do any kind of betting." She reaches for my hands on her bum and uses

them  to  pull  me  up  from  the  floor.  "We  both  know  I'm  always  your  sure  thing—any  way  you  want

me." 

She pulls the button of my jeans free and quickly gets my fly open so she can slide her hand inside. 

She wraps it around me and begins sliding it up and down. "I've missed this too." 

It's been too long since I was inside her and I feel like I'll come just from her touch on my cock. 

"Whoa, baby. I'm gonna come in your hand if you keep doing that." 

"And you'd rather do it inside me, wouldn't you?" 

"Abso-fucking-lutely." 

She turns around and peels the shoulders of the shirt back and lets it fall to her feet. She steps back

and her bottom meets my crotch. She rubs it against me as she says, "I know how you want to do this." 

I'm about to explode but I don't want the first time of our forever to be like that. I want to make

love  to  her  and  see  her  face  while  I  do  it.  "Not  this  time,"  I  say  as  I  grasp  her  hips  and  turn  her

around. "I want to see my wife-to-be's face when I make love to her." 

"If  I  were  wearing  panties,  that  would've  melted  them  right  off."  She  sits  on  the  bed  and  scoots

back before putting her feet on the railing and spreading her knees wide. "Come here and make me

scream until everyone on this side of town knows your name." 

"I can do that." I lift her feet and hook her legs over my shoulders. I grasp her hips and lift them

until  she's  in  the  perfect  position.  I  take  a  moment  to  smell  before  I  taste.  "There's  no  telling  how

many times I've sniffed your undies while we've been apart, but nothing can replace this." I bury my

nose against her and inhale until my lungs feel like they'll explode. "There is no substitute for this." 

I  can  stand  it  no  longer.  I'm  a  starving  man  dying  to  taste  her.  When  I  do,  it's  even  better  than  I

remember.  Within  seconds  she's  squirming  her  hips  against  my  mouth  and  moaning.  "There  is  no

replacement for that, either." 

She  isn't  going  to  last  long  at  this  rate,  but  it  makes  me  happy  to  know  that  I  can  still  make  her

orgasm so easily. "Do you want me to slow down to make it last longer?" 

She grabs the back of my head and pulls my mouth back down against her. "No! Don't you even

think about stopping or slowing down. I'm right on the edge and fairly certain I'll die if you don't let

me come soon." 

I reach up and give her the okay signal to signify my compliance because I'm afraid to try to tell

her. As  I  suspect,  it's  maybe  fifteen  seconds  later  when  she  begins  to  tense  and  quiver.  I  hear  her

breathing  increase  as  she  moans,  and  I'm  pretty  certain  when  she  pulls  my  hair  that  the  east  side  of

town hears her scream my name. 

I don't dare stop until I feel her relax against me. That's when I know she's feeling the euphoria, 

but I can't help myself. I'm like a beast as I move fast so I can get inside her. I wanted to make love to

her but I can't because it's been too long. It'll have to wait until next time, but I'm not worried because

I already know that won't be long. 

She's  slick  so  I  slide  inside  easily.  I'm  moving  in  and  out  of  her  fast—probably  too  fast—but  I

can't help myself. It's like my dick is trying to make up for lost time. 

I feel her hand patting me on my arm. "Jack Henry. Stop. I have to tell you something." 

Stop? Is she fucking kidding me? I am like a fast-moving train without brakes. "What is it?" I ask

as I continue moving inside her. 


"I  didn't  want  to  run  into  a  problem  finding  a  doctor  down  here  to  remove  my  IUD,  so  I  had  it

taken out before I left." 

"Okay,"  I  reply,  unconcerned  because  I'm  not  certain  what  she's  talking  about  and  I  can't  bring

myself to care at the moment. 

She pecks me on the arm again. "That means we're having unprotected sex right now." 

"Are you telling me I gotta stop?" I think the prospect of her saying yes has me moving even faster. 

"No,  but  I'm  not  on  birth  control.  I  was  going  to  tell  you  I  had  condoms  for  us  to  use,  but  you

moved so fast, I didn't get to tell you before you were inside me." 

"I don't think I can stop. I mean, I guess I could if I had to but…fuck…I don't want to." I'm so close

to  coming  and  my  dick  isn't  the  least  bit  concerned  with  consequences  for  his  actions.  My  head  is

battling my penis for dominance but right now, the one getting the action is sitting in the driver's seat

and isn't prepared to move over. "Baby, I'll quit if you want me to, but you better decide fast because

I'm close to blasting my swimmers into your cockpit." 

"First it was a snatch and now it's a cockpit?" 

"You better tell me what I need to do," I grit through my teeth. I'm trying to hold back but it's damn

near impossible after going so long without having her. "I'm about to blow my load." 

"Pull out and come on my stomach." Her words aren't spoken a second too early because as soon

as I withdraw, I immediately explode all over her. "Oh, Laurelyn…that was so…fucking…good." 

When I finish, I collapse to the side of her and lie on my back, looking at the ceiling. Now, I'm the

one with the postcoital euphoria. I catch my breath after a moment and reach for her hand to bring it

up for a kiss. "I love you, baby. I've missed you so much and I can't tell you how happy I am to have

you back here." 

She rolls from her back to her side and hitches her leg over me. "I know. I feel the same. It's good

to be home." 

"I love hearing you say that." I reach for her face and pull her close for a kiss. "Now, let's start

over with this birth control conversation. I'm not sure I understood a word you said." 

"Did you hear the part about me not being on any?" 

I didn't at first but I guess it sunk in after a minute. "Sort of." 

"I  wanted  the  IUD  removed  before  I  left  because  I  wasn't  sure  if  I'd  have  a  problem  finding  a

doctor here to take it out." 

I don't know anything about that stuff. "We have properly trained medical doctors here. We're not

barbarians." 

"I know that, but we never discussed how long it would be before we wanted to start a family. I

don't really know if it takes a while to conceive after an IUD is removed and I didn't want it to cause

any problems when we're ready, so it seemed like the smart thing to do. I'm sorry. I was going to talk

to you about it, but things moved so fast. While you were proposing didn't seem like the right time to

bring it up, and then your mouth was between my legs and I definitely wasn't interrupting that to talk

about it. You just moved so fast. You went from having your mouth on me one second to being inside

me the next." 

"Baby, it's okay. If it happened, then we'll just have a baby. We're getting married soon anyway. 

Don't worry about it." 

"You're not mad?" 

"No. I've told you how I feel about us having a baby. I'd be happy if it happened just now. If it

didn't, then that's just more time to practice until we decide to try." 

"I think we're okay because I'm supposed to start my period in a few days. I'd be happy too if it

happened, but I'd prefer to be married for a little while first, if given the choice." 

"Agreed." I roll her to her back and hold her arms above her head as I straddle her legs. "Because

I want to do all kinds of explicit things to you before we have a baby, Mrs. McLachlan." I lower my

mouth to her breast and take her nipple in my mouth. I roll my tongue around it until it hardens. "You

know a baby would be disturbing us every few hours wanting to do this." 

"You love the thought of that, don't you?" 

I do, despite what Evan told me about it. "What makes you say that?" 

"This isn't the first time you've brought up nursing." 

What? "I don't remember ever talking about that." 

"I wouldn't expect you to because you were drunk as shit—although you somehow remember the

drunken proposal." 

"So,  I  proposed  while  I  was  drunk  in  Vegas  and  talked  about  having  kids—that  you  would

breastfeed?" That's weird. I must've been drunker than I thought. 

"Yeah, you told me you couldn't wait to see me nurse our babies." I'm sure she'll be adding this to

my list of weirdo behaviors. 

"I don't remember saying that, but it's true. You've triggered something in me I thought I'd never

feel or desire. All I can think about is making you mine and starting a family." 

"That's  because  you're  a  caveman,"  she  laughs.  "You  have  a  desire  to  procreate,  and  I'm

agreeable, but you need to marry me first." 

No argument here. "Just tell me when and where and I'll be there. Mum will be ecstatic to help

you plan everything. She, Chloe, and Emma will probably plan the whole thing if you'll let them." 

"None of my family will come, so I don't need a big wedding, unless it's what you want." 

It makes me sad every time she mentions that her family won't come. "I just want you. I don't need

anything  else,  but  why  don't  we  go  to  Sydney  so  you  can  start  making  plans  since  we  don't  want  to

wait long? Does Thursday sound okay? We'll make a long weekend of it." 

"Yeah. That sounds good. I can't wait to see everyone." 

"Would you mind terribly if I don't tell my family you're here? I'd like to surprise them. If Mum

knows you're with me, she'll be on her way here within the hour, and I'd like to have you to myself for

a little while before the vultures descend." 

"I'm perfectly fine with a little alone time." 

I roll her to her back. "Can I practice being your husband?" 

"I'd be mighty disappointed if you didn't. Practice makes perfect, you know?" 


***




I've been in Australia for three days and Jack Henry has practiced being my husband until my stuff is

tired—it's  just  completely  worn  out.  I  didn't  think  it  could  be  done,  but  I  was  wrong.  I  guess  that's

what happens when you try to make up for three months in a seventy-two-hour time frame. 

I think I'm grateful for the five-hour drive so I can have a break from our almost nonstop sex. He

won't admit it, but I think Jack Henry may have had enough for a while too. 

We go to his apartment before driving out to his parents'. The place seems so foreign to me. We

didn't  spend  time  here  before  because  Margaret  insisted  we  stay  at  her  house.  Just  like  at Avalon, 

right away I notice the pictures of us—and me. They're everywhere. I pick one up adorned by a heavy

silver frame. In it, I look like I'm daydreaming about something, completely unaware that my picture

is being taken. I have no recollection of when he took it or where we were because it's a close-up and

I can't make out any part of the fuzzy background. 

"Is this from when I was in Australia before or when you were in the States with me?" 

"It's from when you were here. I have lots of pictures like that." 

I know he's right when I take notice of the honey highlights in my hair. I don't have those anymore, 

but I think I need them back. I look brighter and more cheerful with them. "You mean pictures where

I'm staring off into space looking like a goofball?" 

"No. I mean pictures when you're natural and candid because you didn't know I was taking them. I

like those best—it's how you look most of the time." 

It's  weird  to  think  of  him  taking  my  picture  when  I  don't  know  it.  "I  was  already  convinced  but

now  you're  a  confirmed  freak:  ass-biter.  Sweaty-back  licker.  Obsessed  giver  from  behind.  Sneaky

photographer. What other kind of rabbits are you hiding in that hat of yours?" 

"That's a long list. You make me sound like I need therapy or something." 

"It's highly possible," I laugh. 

"The  only  reason  I'd  need  therapy  would  be  if  I  didn't  have  you  in  my  life.  I  admit  I  may  have

bordered on the need while we were apart." I completely get that. 



He pulls me to him and kisses the top of my head. It's a gesture of the pure way I know he loves

me—nothing sexual about it—and there's never a time when I feel more cherished than when he does

this simple act. "I love you." 

He squeezes me and plants another kiss on the crown of my head. "I love you, babe—more than

anyone or anything else in this world." 

I adore this man and I don't doubt his love. Trust doesn't come easy, but I believe him when he

says  he  will  never  hurt  me.  My  ability  to  feel  safe  enough  to  give  myself  entirely  is  a  true  miracle

within itself. He has changed me—just as I have changed him. These moments mark a new beginning

for us—one we will begin as husband and wife. 

Jack  Henry  parks  in  front  of  his  parents'  house,  and  I'm  anxious.  I  don't  know  why  but  my  heart  is

pounding a million beats a minute. "Why am I nervous?" 

"I don't know, but I am too. It feels weird, doesn't it?" 

"Totally." 

He  looks  at  the  cars  in  the  driveway.  "Everyone's  here.  Are  you  ready  to  make  your  surprise

appearance?" 

I shrug. "I guess I'm as ready as I'll ever be." 

He leans over and cradles my face with his hands before kissing me. It's so soft and sweet that I

feel like I'd float away if he weren't holding on to me. "Don't worry. They love you and they're going

to be thrilled for us." 

"I know. I'm not worried. I think excited is a better word." 

"I agree. Come on. Let's go make Margaret McLachlan's life complete." 

Jack Henry knocks on the door but doesn't wait for anyone to answer before he opens it. He ushers

me in first and we stand in the foyer. "Mum? Dad?" 

"In the living room," I hear Henry call out. 

He squeezes my hand. "Let's do this thing." 

The scene in the living room is a surreal vision for what life with this family will be like. Henry

is sitting in his recliner. Evan is in the floor with the girls and the new baby, Aidan. The women are

absent  and  I  assume  they're  in  the  kitchen  finishing  up  dinner.  Celia  squeals  with  delight  when  she

sees me, "Law-re-ren!" I love the way she says my name and I'm so happy she remembers me. 

She races across the floor and I bend down to catch her in my arms. "Hey, girlie girl. Look at you

and how much you've grown." 

"Where you been?" she asks as only a child can. 

"I had to go to my house for a little while, but I'm back and I'll be here from now on." 

She claps her hands and screams, "Yay!" 

Mila toddles over to get in on a little of the action and I know Jack Henry is having a fit to get me

into the kitchen, but I can't resist picking her up for just a minute. "And look at you. You've grown so

much and you're walking now." She stares at my face and touches it with her sticky hand. I know she

doesn't remember me but it looks like we'll be fast friends again. 

"Baby," she says as she points to Aidan on the blanket in the floor and wiggles to get down. 

"I see your new baby brother," I tell her as I put her back on the floor. 

Evan gets up with Aidan and comes over to hug me and I get my first good look at the baby. He

has a headful of dark curls and I can easily see that his eyes are a blue-gray color like Evan's, instead

of Emma's brown. "I see we have another handsome McLachlan man." 

Evan holds him out for me. "We do. He's ten weeks old." I take him in my arms and he smells so

good—that sweet little fragrance that only a baby has. 

Henry is up from his chair and hugging me as I hold Aidan. "We had no idea you were back." 

He hugs Jack Henry next. "I know, Dad. We wanted her return to be a surprise for Mum." 

"It certainly will be and probably couldn't have come at a better time. She's close to giving up on

you, missy." 

I  feel  like  I  need  to  explain  my  absence.  "I  had  some  things  to  take  care  of  before  I  could  free

myself to come back, but it's all cleared up now." 

"Whatever it was doesn't matter now. Please don't waste another second in here with us. I want

Margaret to see you. She's going to be thrilled." 

I pass Aidan back to Evan and we walk to the kitchen with Henry ahead of us. "Margaret, Jack is

here and I hope you prepared enough for an extra guest. He brought company." 

She's  standing  in  front  of  the  sink  washing  her  hands.  She  reaches  for  a  dishtowel.  "Henry,  I

always  cook  more  than  we  need.  Of  course,  I…"  She  trails  off  when  she  sees  me.  "Laurelyn!"  she

says and drops the towel and hurries over to me. She puts her arms around me and squeezes tightly as

she plants a kiss on my cheek. "You're here. Finally. I'd almost decided you weren't going to come." 

"It took a little longer than I liked, but I made it." 

She releases me so she can see my face. "Is this a visit?" 

"No. I'm here to stay." It feels good to say the words. 

"So,  it's  official  now?  He  finally  asked  you  the  way  he  should  have  months  ago  and  you're

engaged  to  be  married?"  She  takes  my  left  hand  and  brings  it  up  for  a  look.  She  reaches  for  her

glasses on top of her head and pushes them to her nose. "A cushion-cut diamond with a pavé halo in

platinum. My boy did good." 

"Your boy did excellent. His taste is impeccable." I'm very glad he showed some restraint when

choosing my ring. We all know he could've bought a diamond the size of my head, but he knew that

wouldn't be me. "His choice is perfect and couldn't suit me better if I'd chosen it myself." 

Emma  and  Chloe  hug  me  and  look  at  my  ring  while  Margaret  quizzes  me.  "Have  you  picked  a

date?" 

"Not yet, but we're keeping it small and want to do it soon, so we were hoping we could depend

on all of you to help plan it." I see the sheer joy on her face. 

"Of course, we'll help. How soon is soon?" 

We look at one another and shrug because we've not gotten that far. I think he has an idea in his

head but is afraid to say it, so I speak up. "I know six weeks would be pushing it, but maybe it could

be accomplished since it'll be small." 

He frowns at me. "That's five weeks longer than I was planning." 

Chloe punches him in the arm. "I don't think we can put a wedding together in a week unless it's at

the courthouse, dummy." 

"I'm okay with that." 

Margaret puts up her hands. "Well, I'm not and I'm guessing Laurelyn isn't, either." 

"Laurelyn, you have to let me help organize the catering," Chloe offers. "I have all kinds of new

and innovative ideas for us to try." 

"Absolutely, Chloe. I wouldn't dream of attempting it without your help." And it's the truth. I have

no idea where I'd begin. 

"Would  you  mind  if  I  organize  a  dinner  for  next  weekend?"  Margaret  interjects.  "Just  a  few

friends and family to celebrate?" 

Jack Henry doesn't let me answer. "We should've done it in Vegas while we were there." 

His  mom  whirls  around  on  him.  "I  would've  killed  you  if  you  had.  I  want  to  see  my  son  get

married." 

"I  know,  Mum."  He's  laughing  as  he  elbows  her.  I  love  their  relationship—it's  not  like  anything

I've ever seen before. "I was kidding. And the dinner is fine with me if it's all right with Laurelyn." 

I have no objection. "Of course that's fine. I need to start meeting your friends and family." 

"Can  we  take  you  dress  shopping  tomorrow?"  Emma  asks.  "You  can't  really  plan  anything  until

you have that because everything revolves around its style." 

I'm  certain  dress  choices  in  Wagga  Wagga  will  be  limited,  and  shopping  in  Sydney  sounds  like

fun. "Sure. I'd love that." I always thought wedding dress shopping would be something I'd do with

my mom, but quite honestly, I think I'd be more disappointed if my future mother-in-law didn't come to



help  me  make  my  decision.  "Will  you  come  with  us,  Margaret?  I'd  really  love  for  you  to  help  me

choose." 

"Absolutely. I wouldn't miss it for anything." 

Jack Henry is driving us home when he reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. I love when he

does that. "You're very quiet. Everything okay with you or should I be worried?" 

"No  worries.  I  was  just  thinking  about  the  wedding.  How  would  you  feel  about  having  it  at

Avalon? I think the vineyard would be beautiful and the wine cave would be perfect for the reception

with the long banquet tables." He grins, and I suspect he's remembering what he did to me on one of

those. 

"I think you can have anything you desire. If you want to get married at Avalon, I'll make sure it

happens." Will he always be this way? Giving in to my every whim? 

"I think it's very fitting to be married there because it's the place so many firsts happened for us. 

It's where we came to know one another. And where we fell in love." Quite honestly, I can't think of

anywhere else I'd want to be married. 

"And we don't have to worry about booking it, so that means we can make this happen sooner." 

As much as I'd like to, I hope he's not thinking we could do it in a week. "Not five weeks sooner

like you suggested." 

"Maybe not. What about having it a month from Saturday?" 

"The second weekend in December?" I take out my phone and look at the date. "The fourteenth?" 

"Why not? If we waited six weeks, that falls a few days after Christmas. I can't imagine that being

a good time for anyone." He's right. 

"Six weeks is pushing it, and four will be even tougher. But planning a wedding a few days after

Christmas  would  be  a  nightmare.  I  can  handle  the  fourteenth."  I  always  wanted  a  summer  wedding

anyway. Looks like I'll get one in December. 

"And it'll be our anniversary—a whole year since I met you." 

I didn't even think about that. "Amazing. I can't believe it's been a year." 

"That's because we've spent most of it apart." 

So true. "Well, that's never happening again. I don't ever want to be away from you. I'm already

contemplating never letting you leave to go to the other vineyards without me. I'll probably go with

you every time and you'll be sick of me." 

"I  could  never  be  sick  of  you,  but  I  have  been  thinking  about  how  we'd  handle  me  going  out  of

town  for  so  long."  He  takes  his  eyes  from  the  road  for  only  a  second  and  glances  at  me  before  he

looks back. "I've especially thought about how to handle it after we have kids. I know we have plenty

of time before we have to worry about that, but I've been thinking about selling some of the vineyards. 

I have too many anyway. And I want to spend time with you. All of this money means nothing if I can't

be with you and our little ones when they get here." 

Sometimes I can't believe how lucky I am to have him. He says I'm his dream come true, but it's

the other way around. "You're absolutely amazing. I'd rip your clothes off and do dirty things to you if

you weren't driving." 

"This car has pull-over capability," he laughs, but something inside tells me he isn't kidding. 

"That'll only prolong us getting home." 

"We're  in  no  hurry."  He  releases  my  hand  and  slides  his  up  my  skirt  between  my  legs  until  he's

rubbing  my  panties  over  my  most  sensitive  spot,  and  I  let  him.  "Hmm…I  thought  you  said  this  was

hands-off tonight—something about me wearing out my welcome." His fingers feel exquisite and I'm

certain he can feel the moisture collecting on my underwear. "I think someone might be changing her

mind according to how wet she's getting." 

"Maybe." I don't know where we are or how much longer it'll be until we're at the apartment, but

unless he's parking in the garage, it's too damn far away to suit me. "Are we almost home?" 

"No. Do I need to pull over?" He wags his eyebrows at me. 

Is he completely nuts? "You can't pull over on the side of the road for sex." 

"Says who?" 

"I don't know who actually says it, but I'm pretty sure it's frowned upon." 

He uses his finger to push the crotch of my panties to the side. He slides his fingers up and down

through the slick moisture pooling there. "Somebody is turned on! Do you want me to pull over yet?" 

I put my hands on the seat and push myself up. When I lift my bottom, he grasps the crotch of my

panties and pulls them down. "I'm taking that as a yes." 

We're on what I consider a rural road. There's little to no traffic so I'm not worried about being

seen or disturbed. That's a good thing because in the blink of an eye, he pulls to the side of the road

and slams the car into park. He opens his door and races around to my side—not what I expected at

all. What is he doing? 

He opens my door and I'm a little dumbfounded because I don't know what's on his mind. He pulls

my panties down my legs and over my shoes. "Out. Now." 

"What are you…," I say before trailing off when he touches his finger to my lips. 

"Shh…no talking." 

He grabs my hands and helps me out before leading me to the back of the car. He puts his hands

around my waist and hoists me up onto the trunk. He slips my sandals off and places my feet on the

bumper before he pushes my knees apart. "I want to fuck on the bonnet, but it might be a little warm

for that bum of yours." He pops his button and unzips. "So I'm gonna fuck you on the boot and save the

bonnet for another time." Will I ever get used to these Aussie phrases? 

Good thing he's tall and this car is low or this wouldn't work out at all. 

"You still think we're good since you're supposed to start soon?" 

"Yeah, we should be." I feel him at my entrance one moment and then inside me the next. I put my

hands on the trunk and scoot my bottom closer to him while I lean back so he can go in deeper. He

wraps his hands around my hips and holds me firm as he slams into me over and over. 

"I'd hate to know we conceived a baby on the trunk of the Sunset." 

"That's what's on your mind right now? Let me give you something else to think about." He moves

his hand from my hip to between my legs and begins to rub his thumb just above our union. "What are

you thinking about now?" 

My mind quickly shifts to other thoughts. "How good that feels and how you always make sure I

get mine too." 

"I always want to make you feel good." 

He's circling my clit slowly with the perfect amount of pressure and the tingling waves of pleasure

grow in my pelvis. "I can feel it starting." My legs are trembling and I lie back against the car as he

does his thing. "I'm right there." 

"Me too, babe." 

And then I squeeze my eyes shut as my body does its own magical thing. I have no control over it

and it's sensational when I feel those rhythmic contractions deep inside. "I'm coming." 

As if my words trigger him, I know the moment he joins me and his body synchronizes with mine. 

"I love you, L." 

L.? That's a new one but I like it. "You sort of have to love a girl who would let you do this to her

on the side of the road." 

"I'd still love you if you didn't, but I admit your ability to match me in the kink department is the

icing on my cake." He pulls out and then slips my sandals back onto my feet before helping me down

from  the  trunk.  When  we  walk  to  the  passenger  side  of  the  car,  he  takes  my  panties  from  where  he

tossed them on the seat and holds them out for me to step into. "Do you remember the first time I did

this?" 

"How  could  I  forget?  You  had  just  spread  me  out  on  a  banquet  table  and  had  your  own  little

buffet." 

He pats my bottom when he finishes as he always does. "That was a very good day." 

It was the beginning of us—not at all a traditional start—and what an unexpected surprise it has

been to fall in love with this man. He will forever be my heart, my love, my life. 

How lucky am I? 


***




Laurelyn is wedding dress shopping with Mum, Emma, and Chloe, so I have the day to myself—or so

I thought. Evan blames me for getting stuck taking care of the kids all day while Em is shopping for

my wedding and insists I come over to help him. Little prick. 

Yeah, I guess I am the reason behind it, but they're his kids, not mine. I don't mind hanging out with

them, though. It might be good practice and I'm sure it's better to experiment on someone else's kids

before ruining your own. 

I walk into Evan's and Aidan is throwing one hell of a fit. "Bro, what did you do to your kid to

make him scream like that?" 

He gives me that look that says he'd kill me if he could. "You did this." 

Oh, hell no, I didn't. "What did I do to make him scream like that? All I did was walk through the

door." 

"He's mad as hell because he wants Em's tits. He doesn't want to take a bottle." 

He's a McLachlan—enough said. "I don't blame him." 

"Shut up. I can't wait until this shit happens to you. Won't be quite so funny then, buddy." 

"Sorry. Anything I can do to help?" 

He holds a screaming Aidan out for me. "Take him and see if you can do anything with him while I

get the girls some lunch. And me too. I'm starving." 

I  take  my  screaming  nephew  from  Evan  and  I  have  no  idea  what  to  do  with  him,  so  I  sit  in  the

recliner  and  begin  to  rock.  I  try  his  bottle  again  and  Evan  is  right.  He  does  not  want  an  impostor. 

"Little man, you're gonna get really hungry if you don't wise up and take this bottle. I'm betting your

buffet won't be back until late." 

I continue trying his bottle and he eventually gives in, but I'm pretty sure he's pissed off about it. "I

get it, Aidan. You like the real thing. We all do, but you gotta cut your mum some slack." 

He  finishes  off  the  whole  bottle  and  is  asleep  before  I  can  burp  him,  but  I  prop  him  over  my

shoulder and pat his back anyway. Doesn't bother him—he's out cold and never budges. 

Evan's both pleased and shocked when he returns from feeding Celia and Mila. "How the hell did

you do that?" 

I didn't really do anything. He caved. "He wasn't the least bit happy about it, but he's a man. His

stomach eventually won out over his anger issues." 

"Thank God. I didn't want to listen to that all day. I was ready to send him home with you." Evan

plops  on  the  couch  across  from  me.  Mila  crawls  onto  his  lap.  "Is  it  nappy  time  for  you  now,  little

girl?" 

She begins to twirl a lock of hair around her finger and I recognize that as her ritual for when she's

sleepy. "She has the hair-twirling thing going on. It shouldn't be long until she's knocked out. If you

can get Celia down, you might have a chance at getting a break." 

"Celia's good to go. She's watching a movie in her bedroom, so she'll be asleep in three minutes." 

Evan has this down pat. "I don't guess I've ever told you, but you're a great dad." 

"Well,  I  never  thought  I  could  see  you  with  kids,  but  I  gotta  admit,  you  look  like  a  natural  over

there holding my boy." 

I  like  the  way  holding  this  baby  makes  me  feel.  "If  I'm  not  a  natural,  I  hope  I'm  a  fast  learner. 

Laurelyn wants babies. At least two or three. Maybe more. I'll be thirty-one in a couple of months and

I  don't  want  to  still  be  having  kids  when  I'm  forty,  so  I  figure  we  won't  wait  long  before  we  start

trying." 

Mila is already out cold but Evan continues holding her instead of putting her down on the couch. 

"My brother, the rich playboy, is getting married and talking about having kids. You did it, bro. You

got your cake and you get to eat it too. I'm happy for you. Laurelyn's a special girl and she'll make you

really happy." 

This is the first serious moment I've shared with my brother since the day he came over and told

me about Aidan coming. They're few and far between because that's not the kind of brotherhood we

have, but now feels like the right time to ask him what's been on my mind. "I need a best man. You

think you're up for the job?" 

"You think I can't keep up with a ring and make a toast?" 

"I think you have the capability to do both, or I wouldn't have asked." 

"Does this mean I'm your best friend?" 

He's provoking me. "No." 

"Yeah, it does. Say it." 

I should've known he'd pull some kind of shit like this. "It doesn't mean anything." 

"Say it, or I won't do it," he threatens. Even at twenty-eight years old, he's such a little prick. 

"I have plenty of friends I could ask." 



"But you didn't. You asked me, so admit it. I'm your best friend." 

"Yeah, you're my best friend. Happy?" I feel defeated. 

"Yeah, BFF," he laughs. 

"Damn. Your kids are more mature than you are." 

And that's how my day is spent while the girls are out shopping for the wedding. My brother gets

me up to speed on marriage and fatherhood. I would've once thought such a conversation would be

boring as hell, but not today. I'm excited about it and can't wait to experience it for myself. 

I'm on the floor with Aidan when Laurelyn and Emma come in. The minute he sees Emma, he is no

longer content with me and begins throwing another one of his screaming tantrums. I pick him up from

the floor and pass him off to his mother. "Here, take your titty baby." 

"Jack Henry! I can't believe you said that." 

"It's  true,  Laurelyn,"  Emma  agrees.  "Aidan  is  a  boob  man."  She  goes  to  the  couch  with  him  and

pulls a blanket up over her chest for coverage and begins nursing him. It's her third kid and she quit

going into another room after Mila was born. It seriously freaked me out the first few times she did it

in front of me, but I guess I'm used to it now because it doesn't bother me anymore. "I hated to leave

him all day, but I needed to have a selfish moment and get away for a while. He wasn't terrible, was

he?" 

"We had a man-to-man chat and I talked him down from the ledge." 

Emma gives me an apologetic look. "That bad, huh?" 

Yeah, it was pretty bad for a while but I hate to tell her how her kid showed his arse. "Maybe for

a little at first, but he got over it." 

"Let me guess. Evan dumped him on you?" She knows her husband well. 

"Nah. He was busy with the girls so Aidan and I did some male bonding. I haven't gotten to see

him much since he's been born. After he got over his little pissed-off spell, he was fine until he saw

your boobs. Then he was done with Uncle Jack." 

Laurelyn  is  shaking  her  head  and  I  suspect  I'll  be  in  trouble  about  the  titty  baby  and  boob

comments  when  she  gets  me  alone  later,  so  I  make  an  attempt  to  smooth  it  over.  "Did  my  beautiful

bride find a dress?" 

She immediately begins beaming and I'm certain that's a good sign. "I did." 

I know she won't tell me, but I ask anyway. "What does it look like?" 

"A beautiful white dress for a bride." 

That's exactly the response I expected. "You're not gonna tell me anything about it?" 

"Not a chance." Shocker. "You'll find out when you see me on our wedding day." 

"Telling me about it isn't the equivalent of seeing you in it before the wedding." 

"I know, but I want it to be a complete surprise." 

I shrug. "Whatever you want, love." 

She slips off one of her shoes and rubs her foot. "Right now I just want to go back to the apartment

and  rest.  These  McLachlan  women  put  a  hurting  on  me  with  this  shopping  thing.  I  couldn't  keep  up

with them." 

"It's a genetic thing for Mum and Chloe." They will not be stopped. "Emma had to be trained and

you will be too." 

"We'll see." Probably won't happen. Shopping isn't really Laurelyn's thing. 

She isn't making a move to sit and I take that as a sign for us to head out. "I think I need to get my

bride-to-be home and run her a warm bath and then massage her feet." 

She slips her shoe back on. "You have no idea how perfect that sounds." 

Emma looks at Evan. "You could take lessons from your brother." 

I can tell that pisses him off. Good. "Okay. Send these three kids home with them and I'll be happy

to run you a bath and massage your feet if that's all I have to do—more than glad." 

"You don't have to be so cranky about it." 

"I'm tired. These kids have done me in today." 

"So now you get what it's like for me all day, except you didn't have a human vacuum using you as

a dummy." 

Laurelyn  and  I  look  at  one  another  and  begin  easing  toward  the  door.  I'm  pretty  sure  neither  of

them notices our escape. We get in the car and begin laughing simultaneously when we look at each

other because we know we'll be the same way, even if neither of us says it. And I can't wait. 


***




The  week  has  flown  because  I've  been  so  busy  making  wedding  plans.  I  can't  believe  how  helpful

Margaret, Chloe, and Emma have been. There's no way I could've pulled this together without their

help. I will be forever grateful. 

We're in a formal restaurant for our engagement dinner party. Margaret said it was going to be a

few friends and family. Yeah, right. There are at least thirty guests present and that doesn't include the

immediate McLachlan family. 

I've met too many people to keep them straight and I've explained more times than I'd like about

my  career.  I  excuse  myself  to  the  bathroom,  but  it's  because  I  need  a  quiet  minute  away  from  the

chaos. 

I'm leaning forward over the sole bathroom sink, applying a fresh coat of lipstick, when I see the

reflection of a woman standing behind me. Our eyes meet in the mirror—and it's an awkward moment

—but I allow her to win the stare-down when I avert my eyes. "I'm just finishing up here." 

"I debated if I should follow you in here or not." 

What a strange thing to say. "Excuse me?" 

"I couldn't in good conscience not warn you about the man you're sitting with at dinner tonight." 

She's an attractive blond, probably in her late thirties. He told me he's always dated older women

and I can only assume she's one of his former companions. I've often wondered what this might feel

like—running  into  one  of  the  other  twelve  before  me.  I  thought  it  might  be  a  little  easier  after  the

whole Audrey thing, but it isn't. As I stare back into the blue eyes in the mirror, I could be sick at any

moment. "What number are you?" 

"He keeps count?" 

Her tone is bitter. What if she's a freak like Audrey? It might be best to nip this in the bud so she

doesn't get any crazy ideas. "I know all about his history, but he doesn't do that kind of thing anymore. 

We're engaged to be married." 

"I  wouldn't  be  so  sure  about  that  if  I  were  you,  honey.  It  hasn't  been  that  long  since  he

propositioned me in a hotel bar and took me upstairs." 

I wonder what she's calling not long ago. "When?" 

"It was March twentieth. I remember the date because it was my birthday." 

I feel my heart and stomach swap places as my nausea increases. "I don't want to hear anymore." 

"I'm sorry to be the one to break it to you, but I'd want someone to warn me if the situation were

reversed. Even if he is gorgeous, you don't want to be with a creep like that." 

Why does the room suddenly feel so warm? How can I feel so hot yet break into a cold sweat? 

Oh, everything is spinning. I reach up and begin to fan myself with my hand. "I need to sit down." 

She  helps  me  to  the  settee  against  the  wall.  "I  think  they  say  you  should  put  your  head  between

your knees if you feel like you're going to pass out." 

I wasn't just feeling like I was going to faint. I was feeling like I was going to die from the pain of

learning that the man I loved had been with this woman after I left and then lied to me about it. "You

don't look so well. Can I get someone for you?" 

It's too bad Addison wasn't feeling well tonight. I wish she were here. "Would you please go to

my table and tell the woman in the purple dress that I need her without alarming everyone else that I'm

not feeling well?" 

"Of course. I'll be right back." 

I begin to feel worse after she leaves, so I lower myself to the floor. I'm afraid I'm about to black

out so I'll end up down there anyway, and it's better to be there by choice than by force. 

I think I must've been unconscious for a brief moment because when I open my eyes and look up, 

Emma and Jack Henry are standing over me. Emma is on her knees beside me and she's holding my

head in her lap while she blots my face with wet paper towels. "Calm down, Jack. She's starting to

come  around  now.  Honey,  are  you  okay?"  I  blink  several  times  but  my  blurry  vision  only  slightly

improves. 

"She's  clearly  not  okay  because  she  passed  out."  I  hear  the  fear  in  his  voice.  "What  would've

caused that?" 

"Could she be pregnant?" Emma asks. 

Jack Henry hesitates before answering. "Of course, there's a possibility but I don't think she is." 

I  hear  the  blond  explain,  "I'm  afraid  it's  my  fault  because  I  told  her  what  you  did  to  me  at  the

Langford Hotel several months ago." 

"What is she talking about, Jack?" I hear the confusion in Emma's voice. 

"What the fuck did you tell her that caused her to end up like this?" He's angry. 

The door creaks open and then I hear Margaret's voice. "Good Lord, what happened?" 

"She passed out," Emma and Jack Henry say in unison. 

"Should we call an ambulance?" 

I blink some more and my vision improves, so I try again to find my voice. When I do, it's weak. 

"No. Ambulance." I strain and see I can't sit up on my own. "Help me sit up, Em." 

"I'll help her," Jack Henry says as he reaches for me. 

"No. I don't want you to touch me," I say when I feel his hand on my arm. 

"What's going on here?" I hear the confusion in Margaret's voice. "Why would she say that?" 

"It's nothing—just a little misunderstanding." I wish that were the case. 

The blond is still there and offering unwanted help. "Maybe she needs something to drink." I could

certainly use something dark, straight, and stronger than me. 

"No, thanks." He walks over to the door and holds it open. "I think you've helped quite enough. 

Your assistance will no longer be needed here." 

I shouldn't be but I can't stop myself from being angry with the blond woman—for being with him

then, for being here now. 

"Go away." She takes one look at my face and it registers that there's no place for her here, so she

walks out. 

Em attempts to help me to my feet, but I'm still a wee bit wobbly. 

"I'll be the one to take care of her." As much as I want to, I don't argue. Instead, I allow him to

help me from the floor because I don't want to cause a scene in front of Emma and Margaret. Although

I'm incredibly hurt and furious with him right now, I'd never want them to find out about the things he's

done with other women, including the one he apparently fucked only a few days after I left. Keeping

them in the dark has nothing to do with protecting him; I'm keeping his secret to myself to protect them

from seeing him the way I do right now. 

When I'm standing with my feet firmly planted, I straighten my shoulders and look him in the face. 

I see something in his eyes for the first time. I think it's fear and it most definitely has a basis for being

there. He should be afraid because all I can see is red. 

"Get me out of here." I owe Margaret some kind of apology. "I'm so sorry for ruining dinner, but I

need to go home and lie down. Please tell everyone I apologize for the drama. I hope I haven't ruined

the night for them." 

She  places  her  hands  on  my  face  and  searches  my  eyes.  I'm  certain  she's  confused  about  what's

just happened. "You haven't ruined anything, sweetheart. You just go with Jack Henry and feel better

soon." 

Fat chance of that happening. 

She hugs me tightly. "Thank you, Margaret. It was a lovely dinner." 

She releases me. "I'll call in the morning to check on you. If you need anything—I mean anything at

all—don't hesitate to call." 

"I will. Promise." 

I allow Jack Henry to support me by my upper arm as we walk out of the restaurant. He might take

my tolerance as a sign of concession, but it's anything but. This is far from over. Once we're in the

parking lot out of the family's sight, I jerk my arm from his grasp. "Take your fucking hands off of me." 

"Baby…" 

"Don't you dare baby me. You don't get to baby me after fucking that woman and then lying to me

about it." 

"Please, let me…" 

I cut him off. "Explain? No. I don't want to hear your account of what happened. I heard hers and

right now I have a whole lot more faith in her ability to tell the truth." 

"It didn't happen the way you think." 

My finger is in his face. "Shut. Your. Fucking. Mouth. I don't want to hear a word out of you." I

stand there debating if I'll get in the car with him, but who am I kidding? I don't have much of a choice

since I have nowhere else to go. "Take me to the apartment." 

We  remain  silent  as  he  drives.  I  stare  out  the  window  watching  the  streetlights  zoom  by.  I'm

grateful  he  doesn't  make  another  attempt  to  explain  his  actions  away  because  I  can't  take  talking  or

thinking about him being with another woman right now. 

I feel the slight throb of a migraine beginning at the base of my head. It's been months since I had

one, but I'm not shocked to feel it coming on after what just happened. I know this process well and

it's going to get worse until it becomes so painful, I have no choice but to get sick. Perfect. It's exactly

what I need on top of this shit. 

The  flashing  of  the  streetlights  is  making  it  worse,  so  I  close  my  eyes  and  lean  my  head  back

against  the  seat.  By  the  time  we  pull  into  the  garage,  I'm  in  a  massive  amount  of  pain  and  highly

nauseated. I reach for the handle and get out of the car so I don't spew in the Sunset. That would be a

total shame. 

Jack Henry unlocks the door and walks in first. Home is the only place he enters ahead of me. It's

his routine and he does it to protect me in case we were to walk in on a burglary. 

He tosses the keys onto the kitchen counter and then turns to me. "We have to talk about this." 

I run past him toward our bathroom. I slam the door and barely make it to the toilet before I vomit. 

I see the door open in my peripheral vision and he comes in without an invitation. "Go away," I order, 

although I know it's in vain. He's never gone away before and I know he won't now. 

I hear him turn on the faucet and seconds later, I feel him twist my hair up and off my neck so he

can place a cool, wet washcloth against my skin. "Maybe this will help." 

"There isn't help for what I'm feeling." 



"Laurelyn, please let me tell you what happened." 

"Seriously?"  I  scream  and  it  makes  my  head  pound  even  harder.  "My  head  is  hanging  over  the

toilet because I'm puking up my guts, and you want to talk about being with another woman." 

He says nothing and walks out of the bathroom. He returns a few minutes later with one of his T-

shirts thrown over his shoulder. "I'm going to help you change and you're going to let me because you

need my help." 

I give him a look that warns him he better not try anything. "I don't want to die tonight, Laurelyn. I

only want to help you change your clothes." 

I'm still on my knees when I feel my zipper slide down my back to my hips. He helps me stand and

my  black  sheath  dress  puddles  at  my  feet  around  my  black  Italian  open-toed  pumps  that  cost  a

ridiculous sum. I hold his shoulder as I step out of my dress and he moves it from where it fell on the

floor. 

I see his eyes studying my black lace bra, matching panties, and garter belt as I stand in my five-

inch  heels.  I  know  Jack  Henry  well,  and  it  pleases  me  to  no  end  to  know  seeing  me  like  this  is

probably giving him a raging hard-on with no relief from me in the near future. 

I  reach  behind  my  back  to  unfasten  my  bra  and  let  it  fall  to  the  floor.  I  unhook  my  nylons  and

remove them before I slide the belt down my legs. I'm standing in my panties and he studies my near-

naked  body  briefly  before  taking  the  shirt  from  his  shoulder  and  pulling  it  over  my  head.  "I'll  have

your side of the bed turned back for you when you're finished in here." 

When I come out of the bathroom, the lights are off with the exception of the bedside lamp. There's

a glass of water and a pill I recognize as my migraine medication on the nightstand. Jack Henry isn't

anywhere in sight, so I take the small white tablet and crawl into bed. 

Lying in bed without him could never feel lonelier, but he's wise to give me my space. I'm like an

unstable explosive threatening to detonate at any moment. 

The clock tells me it's been an hour since I took my medication, so I know sleep will claim me

soon. I'm already feeling the drug-induced drowsiness it always brings and I welcome it. I need an

escape from this cruel reality. 

It's  still  dark  when  I  open  my  eyes,  so  I  know  I  didn't  sleep  long.  The  clock  glows  3:39  in  the

blackness around me and I reach over to find Jack Henry's side of the bed empty. Smart man. 

I shouldn't care where he's bedded down for the night—but I do—so I slide out of bed and go in

search. I don't find him in the guest bedrooms, so I go to the living room and he's sleeping in a sitting

position on the couch with a glass of dark amber liquid in his hand. There's fresh ice in his drink, so I

know he hasn't been asleep for long. 

It isn't often that I'm able to study his figure while he sleeps, but I come to the same conclusion

every time: he's the most beautiful man I've ever seen. And I love him so much it hurts. 

He stirs in his sleep and his drink tilts to the side, causing some of it to spill down his leg. I reach

to take it from his hand and he startles awake. I unwrap his fingers from it. "You can let go. I've got

it." 

He stares at me with hazy eyes and I realize he's shitfaced when he reaches out to grab me a little

too  hard  around  the  waist.  He  leans  forward  and  presses  his  head  to  my  stomach,  causing  me  to

stagger backward to maintain my balance. "I love you, Laurelyn. Please, don't leave me. I'll fucking

die if you do." 

I love him and I don't want to leave, but how can I stay with a man who would lie to my face the

way  he  did?  I  asked  him  if  he'd  been  with  another  woman  and  he  told  me  he  hadn't  been  inside

another one since me. I gave him the perfect opportunity to come clean. It would've hurt but I'd have

eventually gotten over it. At least it would've been the truth. He knows how much I hate lies. 

I run my fingers through his dark hair. "We'll talk about it tomorrow when you're not hammered." 

He's still holding me around the waist but he fists the T-shirt I'm wearing and pushes it up to bare

my stomach. "I can just see you with a baby on the way." 

Oh, God. Why does he have to say things like that right now? "You're drunk and you need to sleep

it off." 

He pokes me with his finger below my navel. "I want to marry the shit out of you and then I want

to put a baby inside you as soon as you'll let me." He puts his finger under my piercing and flicks it

up. "But I don't know what will happen to this little jewel when your belly grows." 

I feel euphoric hearing him talk about marriage and babies, but then I remember why he's drunk

and saying things like that. "Be a good boy for me and lie down on the couch." 

"I don't want to sleep here. I want to be in our bed with you." 

"No! I'm pissed off at you. You're not going to sleep next to me like nothing happened." 

He  pulls  me  closer  and  I  stumble  again.  "Please,  Laurelyn.  Let  me  come  to  bed.  I  don't  want  to

sleep apart from you." 

"No." 

He puts the side of his face against my stomach. "I'm begging you, baby. Don't make me sleep here

without you." 

Shit! I'm exhausted and don't have the strength to argue—or wrestle him—so I concede. "You can

come to bed but don't you dare try to touch me." 



"I won't," he promises. "I just want to sleep next to you." 

He lets go of me and is unstable when he stands, so I reach out to steady him. "You okay?" 

"Yep." 

He's plastered and is going to feel like shit tomorrow. Serves him right. 

"Come  on."  Our  roles  have  reversed.  I  was  the  unstable  one  earlier  in  the  night,  but  now  I'm

guiding his drunken ass down the hallway to our bedroom. 

I pull the covers back on his side of the bed and order him to climb inside. He crawls in and his

eyes are shut when he says, "I love you, Laurelyn." 

I'm hurt by what he's done, and although I love him, I can't make myself say the words in return. 

I climb in on my side and I already hear him snoring. It's incredible but after being apart for three

months, I can't even hate that annoying sound. 

When  I  wake  again,  I'm  lying  on  my  side  and  Jack  Henry's  arm  is  around  my  waist.  He's  pressed

against me and I feel his breath on the back of my neck. "Please don't make me let you go yet. I just

need to savor feeling you like this for a little longer." 

Those are parting words. He anticipates me leaving him. And he has reason to. 

I feel his head shift and now it's pressed against my back. "I didn't fuck her. I know you believe I

did,  but  I  swear  I  didn't.  I  wasn't  lying  to  you  when  I  told  you  I  hadn't  been  inside  another  woman

since you." 

I've never known Jack Henry to lie to me. I think that's one reason the whole thing came as such a

shock. That, and the fact that he knows how much I despise deceit. 

I pull away and flip over so I can see his face. "You did something with her." And I know all the

little  naughty  somethings  he  likes  so  much.  "And  whatever  it  was  happened  a  week  after  I  left. 

Seven damn days. Do you want to know what I was doing on day seven? I wasn't out screwing around

with some guy. I was in my apartment all alone, crying day and night because I was grieving the loss

of us." 

"Dammit,  Laurelyn. You  walked  out  on  me  without  so  much  as  a  goodbye.  Don't  think  for  one

second that I wasn't grieving the loss of us too. I thought I was never going to see you again and I was

a total mess after you were gone. I stayed drunk the first week after. I was so fucking miserable and I

just  wanted  to  find  a  way  to  get  over  you. You  said  you  thought  Charlie  might  help  you  forget  me. 

Well, I thought I needed number fourteen to make me forget you, so I picked that woman up in a hotel

bar. She agreed to my conditions and I took her upstairs to the room I'd rented. I planned on fucking

her until you were out of my head." 

I can't handle hearing this. It's too much. "Stop. I don't want to hear this. It will end me if I have to

picture you with another woman." I put my hands over my ears. 

He grabs my wrists to pull them down. "I had every intention of telling you about this woman, but

the night you asked if there were others, I couldn't say the words. We had just found each other and I

didn't want to ruin our reunion, so I planned on doing it later. But later never came." 

"I don't want to know. I don't want to have the picture in my head." 

"This  will  always  come  between  us  if  I  don't  tell  you  everything.  You'll  always  wonder  what

happened, so it's better to get it out of the way so it can't hurt us in the long run." He brings my hands

to his mouth and kisses them. "And I plan on it being a really long run—like, forever." 

I  brace  myself  for  the  pain  that's  coming.  It's  like  seeing  a  bat  being  swung  at  my  face  in  slow

motion. I know it's gonna hurt like hell and if it hits me hard enough, there's a good chance I might die. 


***




The thought of never telling Laurelyn about the woman in the hotel—potential number fourteen—had

crossed  my  mind.  I  seriously  considered  keeping  that  secret  to  myself  but  I  always  knew  I  couldn't

deceive her that way. As time passed, the moment was never right—at least that's what I told myself. 

I admit it. That was my excuse and it got me by for a while, but now it's all come tumbling down

on my head. Even in this moment, I want to back out because I'm scared shitless, but I have no choice. 

What I'm about to do could cost me the first and only woman I've ever been in love with, but I don't

think I could ever look straight at myself—or Laurelyn—if I don't tell her everything. 

I  clear  my  throat  and  the  sound  echoes  off  every  wall  in  our  bedroom.  It  calls  attention  to  how

quiet it is and to the fact that I'm about to tell her something that's going to cause her pain. "I was so

hammered that I could barely walk. All I could think about was you and how you left me without a

goodbye. I understand why you did it, but it still hurt me terribly. I wanted the pain to go away, even

if it was only for a few minutes. I thought fucking another woman would take away the pain I felt from

losing you. But I was wrong; her touch made me sick. I couldn't even let her kiss me when she tried." 

"I don't want you to describe being with her from beginning to end. I'd be envisioning the whole

encounter in my head, so I'm going to ask you the things I think are important for me to know." 

That's probably better than getting my play-by-play. "Okay. I'll honestly answer any questions you

have." 

"Was she naked?" 

Oh, fuck! She wants details—in-depth ones. I hadn't planned on going into those kinds of specifics

about  my  interaction  with  this  woman.  Now,  I  have  no  choice  but  to  answer  her  because  she  has

specifically asked. "Yes." 

She squeezes her eyes shut for a moment before she opens them again. I think she's debating if she

wants to keep going with this line of questioning, but she continues. "Were you?" 

I don't want to admit being naked with another woman a week after Laurelyn left. Even if I didn't

screw her, this doesn't look good for me. But it is what it is, and I'm guilty, so now I get to pay the

piper. "Yes." 

She's biting her lip but not in a sexy way—it's from worry. "Did you go down on her?" 

I can't believe she thinks I'd do that. "Hell, no!" 

"Did she go down on you?" 

This is not the way I planned on this conversation going. "No." 

"Did you use your hand to make her come?" 

She's staring me right in the face doing that thing she does—invoking her human lie detector skills. 

"No. I didn't touch her there." 

"But you did touch her?" 

I swallow hard. This isn't going to go over well. "She put my hands on her tits." 

"Did she touch your dick?" 

Damn! She's leaving no stone unturned. "Yes," I whisper as I close my eyes. "When she rolled the

condom on me." 

When I open my eyes, I see the tears pooling in hers. I vowed to never be this person—the one to

cause her tears—and I swear this is the last time it'll ever happen. I'll spend the rest of my life making

her smile and laugh. 

A single tear rolls down her cheek and I reach to wipe it away with my thumb, but she slaps my

hand away. "Did she make you come?" 

I shake my head hard from side to side. "No fucking way." 

"Why do you say it like that? You said she put a condom on you. That means you got hard for her." 

Her eyes are narrowed at me. "Just how close were you to being inside her?" 

I  sigh  heavily  before  answering.  "Close,  but  I  couldn't  do  it.  I  had  my  eyes  squeezed  shut  so  I

didn't have to look at her. All I could see was your face. I love you too much to ever be inside another

woman. I swear I did not fuck her. Please believe me." 

"My side of the bed wasn't even cold yet." 

I watch her face as she studies mine, and I'm terrified of what she's about to say. I decide it's time

to plead for my life like I'm standing in front of a firing line. "We agreed we'd never see each other

again  and  you  left  without  saying  goodbye.  I  thought  we  were  over  forever.  I  would've  never  gone

looking for another woman if I'd thought I had a chance in hell of having you back in my life. Please

forgive me, L. I love you. You're the only woman I want. Ever." 

She shuts her eyes and tears roll down her face. "I believe you when you say you didn't have sex

with that woman, but hearing the things you did with her is as painful as if you had. I can't imagine my

heart hurting worse than it does right now." 

She turns onto her side facing away from me, and I don't know where I stand. I have no idea what

it means for her to believe me yet be so hurt by what I did. 

I  want  to  reach  out  to  touch  her,  to  comfort  her.  I'm  afraid  she  won't  allow  me,  but  I  can't  stop

myself. I scoot closer and drape my arm over her waist. She struggles to get away but I pull her to me

tightly. "You're angry and I will take any punishment you see fit to give me because I fucked up big

time, but I love you and this isn't going to end us. We're bigger than this stupid mistake of mine and

we're going to push through and come out bigger and better on the other side because of it." 

She stops resisting and relaxes, so I hold her in my arms. I can feel the shuddering of her body as

she  cries  and  I'm  terrified.  I  don't  know  what  I'll  do  if  she  calls  off  the  wedding.  It's  a  very  real

possibility. I reach for her left hand to see if she's wearing her ring, and I'm relieved to feel it there. I

bring it to my mouth and press it firmly against my lips. "Please tell me you still want to be my wife." 

"Now isn't the time to ask me that question." 

Fuck! This could be it for us. She may not be able to move past my stupid mistake. "No, L. Please

don't end us. I'll do whatever it takes to turn this around." 

"I said I need time to think." She pushes my hand away as she sits up on the edge of the bed, her

back  to  me.  "I  want  to  go  to Addison's  for  a  few  days  so  I  can  sort  through  this  without  looking  at

you." 

I  don't  want  her  at  Addison's,  not  with  that  little  bastard  who  wanted  in  her  pants  living  right

across  the  hall.  "Baby,  please  don't  go  there.  Let  me  take  you  to Avalon  and  I'll  stay  in  the  guest

house. You and Addison can have the house and I won't come back until you tell me I can." 

"I'll talk to Addison and let you know what I decide." She gets up from the bed and goes into the

bathroom. There's a loud thud when she shuts the door and it's a reminder that she is closing herself

off from me. 

My mobile rings. My mum. I'm certain she's calling to check on Laurelyn after her incident in the

restaurant, so I can't avoid her call. "Hello, Mum." 

"Hey, how's our girl feeling this morning?" 

I'm glad she doesn't know what's going on between us. She would beat the shit out of me if she got

wind of it. "She's feeling much better and is taking a shower right now." 

"I'm  so  grateful  to  hear  that.  She  had  me  worried.  I've  never  seen  anyone  go  so  pale. Any  idea

what caused that to happen?" 

"She has migraines and one came on after we left the restaurant. She got sick once we were home, 

so I think it could be associated with that." It's not a lie. 

"That sounds like a very probable explanation. We have plans to do wedding shopping today and

Chloe wants to prepare some of the wedding food for her to sample this evening. Did she mention if

she felt well enough to do that?" I highly doubt it. 

I rack my brain for a way to cover my foolish mistake. "She didn't, but I have to be back at Avalon

this afternoon. Maybe I can bring her next weekend." That is, if she hasn't left me by then. 

"Why  don't  you  go  on  back  and  I  can  drive  her  home  in  a  few  days  after  we've  worn  her  out

shopping?" 

I  don't  think  Laurelyn's  gonna  go  for  that.  She  isn't  going  to  want  to  spend  the  next  few  days

shopping for our wedding, but I don't have a reasonable excuse to give my mum. "I'll ask her when

she gets out of the shower and have her call you back." 

"Okay." 

I end the call but dread telling Laurelyn about Mum's suggestion because I don't want to hear her

response—my reality check for how she's considering calling off our wedding. I sit motionless on the

bed until I hear the shower turn off. I consider knocking on the door but decide it's best if I wait until

she comes out. 

She emerges wrapped in a towel to get her things from her bag because she doesn't have clothes

here at the apartment yet. 

Yet.  It  occurs  to  me  that  after  last  night's  encounter  with  that  woman,  she  may  never  keep  her

things here. 

"My mum called to check on you. She asked if I'd leave you here to wedding shop while I go back

to Avalon." 

She stops in front of her suitcase and looks at me. "What did you tell her?" 

"I couldn't come up with a reason to tell her you wouldn't." 

She digs through her suitcase. "I guess you didn't want to tell her I was having issues because you

screwed around with another woman a week after I left." 

She isn't going to forgive me for this. I already know it. I've hurt her too badly and now I fall into

that category of assholes with the others—her mum, her dad, Blake. 

She chooses her clothes and then looks at me. "I need my best friend right now." 

I don't know Addison well and I have no idea how she'll advise Laurelyn. I'm inclined to think she

won't encourage her to cut me any slack based on the brief conversation we had when she warned me

about not hurting her best friend. "I know, and I'll make it happen if that's what you want." 

"I'll  call  Addison.  If  she's  willing  to  come,  we'll  stay  here  instead  of  Avalon  and  I'll  do  the

shopping thing with your family. I can't afford to lose a day of preparation if I decide to go through

with marrying you." 

I cannot believe she is going to stay and continue to make plans for our wedding. Surely, that is a

good sign—the first one I've gotten. "I'll have Daniel drive her over." 

"I'll call Margaret and make plans for today, but I expect you to be gone when I get back." 

Damn! That was cold enough to cancel out any perceived positive vibe. "Don't worry. I will be." 


***





It's  an  utterly  miserable  day  for  me.  What  should  be  the  happiest  moments  of  my  life  are

overshadowed by the discovery of what Jack Henry did with that woman. I can't get it out of my head

because I have a face for her. I wish I didn't. 

Aside from crazy Audrey, I have the luxury of not knowing what the others look like, and I'm fine

with that. I'm not naïve. I realize this will probably happen again if I marry him. I could possibly run

into the others who came before me, but I'm prepared to handle the priors. I can even deal with the

crazy shit Audrey dishes out, but this one who came after me is a kick in the ass. And a stab in the

heart. 

Chloe is holding two bridesmaids gowns for me to look at and I realize I completely spaced out

when I hear Margaret ask, "Honey, do you not feel well?" 

No. I don't feel well at all, but it has nothing to do with being sick. I just can't handle being here

picking  out  things  for  a  wedding  that  might  not  happen.  "I'm  sorry.  I  don't  think  I'm  quite  over  that

migraine.  Would  it  be  all  right  if  we  postponed  today's  shopping  until  another  day? And  Chloe…

maybe we can do the sampling next weekend?" 

"Of course. Please don't apologize." She returns the dresses to the rack. "We'll come back when

you're feeling better, and it's not a problem to wait about the food. That will give me a little longer to

think about the cake." 

I feel so guilty for lying to these precious women. The thought of not being Margaret's daughter-in-

law,  along  with  Chloe  and  Emma's  sister-in-law,  absolutely  kills  me.  I  almost  wonder  if  I'd  marry

Jack Henry just to be part of his wonderful family. I truly love them as my own—more than my own. 

"I should feel better tomorrow." 

Margaret  and  Chloe  drop  me  off  at  the  apartment  and  Jack  Henry's  car  isn't  in  the  garage,  so  I

know he's gone as I requested. Okay, demanded. At least he's smart enough to listen. 

I go inside and immediately see the ginormous bouquet of white roses and the letter beside them

on the coffee table. I sigh, inhaling their beauty. I want to pick them up and chuck them in the trash. Or



at Jack Henry's head. The latter would probably give me far more satisfaction. 

I hold the letter in my hands. I dread opening it. I know it's going to say things that will tear my

heart out—that's the intention, right? To get me to stay and marry him. 

I  plop  down  on  the  couch  and  pull  out  the  single  folded  piece  of  paper  and  look  at  his  lovely

penmanship, comparable to calligraphy. It shouldn't belong to a man but it does—a beautiful one who

I love. 

I'm crying before the end of the first sentence and sobbing by the third. In my heart I know he didn't

mean to hurt me, but that does nothing to stop the pain or the images I see in my head—the ones where

he's in bed naked with that woman. I wish it would stop, but I don't know how to make that happen. 

That's how I spend the next couple of hours until Addison arrives—sitting on the couch, strumming my

guitar in hopes of getting it all out of my head. 

"You didn't ask me here for a girls' excursion. What's happened?" 

I don't want to say the words because they're so painful, but I manage to spit them out in between

my sniveling. "There was another woman after I left." 

"Another…companion?" She's makes a confused face as she says the word. 

"No. It wasn't like that. He was drunk and propositioned a woman about being the next one. He

took her upstairs to a hotel room and got naked with her. He was going to fuck her because he said he

thought it would get me out of his head." 

Addison lets that sink into her brain for several moments. "You say he was  going to.  Does  that

mean he didn't do the deed?" 

"He says he couldn't. Because of me." 

"Do you believe him?" 

I don't have a reason not to. "I do, but he still had the intention, even if he didn't go through with

it." 

"And this would be after you left without telling him your name or giving him a goodbye?" 

I sometimes conveniently forget that part. "Yes, but only a week later. He said he was in love with

me, but I don't understand how a person goes out to find another companion to sleep with if he's so in

love with me." 

I can already tell I'm probably not going to like what she's about to say. That's how well I know

Addison. "I'm sorry, Laurie. You know I love you and always have your back, but I can't really take

your side on this one. You left Jack without telling him your name or giving him a goodbye, so I'm

certain  he  thought  he'd  never  see  you  again. And  he  wouldn't  have  if  he  hadn't  hired  a  detective  to

search for you. You know I've always said the only way to get over someone is to get under someone

else. You were gone, and I think he probably was of the same mentality but couldn't go through with

it. That proves way more to me than the part about him being with another woman. When faced with

getting a piece of ass, he couldn't do it because of how much he loves you." 

Even if I can manage to get past that part, he didn't come clean when I flat out asked him. "But he

lied to me about it. I only found out because we ran into the woman. She cornered me in a bathroom to

warn  me  about  him.  It  was  humiliating  to  stand  there  with  his  ring  on  my  finger  and  have  another

woman tell me about going up to a hotel room with him." 

"That's who he was—not who he is now—and it sounds like you need to decide if you can deal

with what he used to do." 

She  isn't  getting  my  issue  here.  "I  can  deal  with  the  others  but  this  one  is  different  because  she

happened after me. It feels like our relationship is tainted." 

"Think about this. I know you had a little something trying to get started with Charlie when Jack

found you. Would you want him to hold that against you?" 

It's apples and oranges. "But that was almost three months after we were over. Not a week." 

"You have an argument for everything I say, so I don't know what you want to hear. Do you want

me to tell you to throw away everything with him because he almost screwed someone else? Think

about this, Laurie. Could you really walk away from him forever, not because of something he did but

because of something he almost did?" 

I didn't expect her to take his side, but she's making some good arguments in his defense. "It just

hurts  so  much.  How  can  I  love  him  with  all  my  heart  but  want  to  kick  him  in  the  nuts  at  the  same

time?" 

"It's because there are three guys in a girl's life: one she loves, one she hates, and one she can't get

enough of. The three have one thing in common. They're all the same guy, and right now, Jack is the

one you hate. You want to kick his nut sack into his gut, but you have to remember that he's also the

one you love and can't get enough of." 

I consider Addison to be so shallow—and she can be—but not today. "You're right. I know I'd be

miserable without him." 

"You know I'd tell you to drop him if he was a sleaze, but he's not. Yes, he's been a manwhore in

the past, but what guy hasn't been when you really think about it? The real question here is if you can

get over this and move on. Will you be able to forgive this and not hold it against him and bring it up

every time you have a fight or a problem?" 

A realization occurs to me. He may have unintentionally hurt me, but he didn't purposely wrong

me. And there's a huge difference between the two. "Yes. I can move past this because of how much I

love him." 

"Just  because  you've  decided  to  get  over  it  doesn't  mean  you  have  to  let  him  know  he's  off  the

hook yet. Let him simmer on the back burner a few days and sweat it out so it's a lesson he doesn't

forget any time soon." 

I don't think so. "It better be a lesson he never forgets!" 

"Then all the better to let him worry a few days. We'll hang out and do wedding stuff while he's at

Avalon pacing the floor. Although I took his side, I do think he deserves that much." 

A little worry and pacing won't hurt him a bit. "I agree. I can't let him out of the penalty box after

only one day." 

"No.  He  needs  to  be  in  there  at  least  three  days  so  you  don't  look  like  a  pushover.  Don't  ever

forget that it's your job to teach him how to treat you." 



It's day three of Jack Henry being in the penalty box. We've not spoken since the morning he left, and I

miss him terribly. For every time I don't call him, I almost do. I think I would have if Addison hadn't

been with me, but she's kept me strong. 

We've spent the last two days with the McLachlan women invading every bridal shop in Sydney. 

The more time I spend with them, the more I adore them. It's like having a normal, loving mom and

sisters. And it's wonderful. 

Jack Henry wouldn't be the only one I'd miss if we parted ways, so it's a good thing we're not. But

he still doesn't know that. I realize it's a little on the cruel side to keep him in the dark. I'm beginning

to feel a little guilty about that, but I'm glad to be going home so we can put this behind us and move

forward. 

I wait for him to pick up as the phone rings. He doesn't say hello when he answers, and my heart

skips a beat at the sound of his voice saying my name. "L." I love his new nickname for me. It's so

much more intimate than calling me Laurie like everyone else does. 

"I was calling to see if you'd send Daniel to get Addison. She's ready to get back to Zac." And I'm

ready to get back to you. 

"Of course. When?" 

"Could he be here by lunch tomorrow?" I already know he can. Jack Henry would send him now if

it's what I asked. 

"Absolutely.  Tell  her  to  expect  him  at  twelve."  I  know  Daniel  well  enough  to  know  it  will  be

straight up twelve o'clock when he pulls into the drive. 

"I'll let her know." 

There's a pregnant pause before he asks, "How are you?" 

I'm weak and ready to break down. I want to say that I'm coming home because I've missed him so

much, but I don't. I hold it together. "I'm okay. You?" 

"I'm not okay at all. I miss you and I'm going crazy because you're not here with me." 

If I have this talk with him, I'm a goner. "I don't want to have this conversation over the phone." 

"Then come home so we can have it face to face. Please." 

"I'll  think  about  it." And  that  isn't  a  lie  because  I  will  be  doing  a  lot  of  thinking  about  what  I'm

going  to  say  to  him  once  I'm  home.  I  fear  I'll  say  too  much  if  I  continue  talking,  so  I  end  our

conversation without giving him any clue that I'll be home with him the following night. 



It's after five when I come into the house, so I know Mrs. Porcelli has left for the evening. Dinner is

on  the  stove  but  hasn't  been  touched. All  the  lights  are  off  in  the  house  with  the  exception  of  a  dim

light from the living room. I follow the dull glow because I'm certain that must be where Jack Henry

is—if he's home. 

And  then  worrisome  thoughts  begin  to  cross  my  mind.  Maybe  he  isn't  here.  He  could  be  out

prowling  for  another  woman  because  he  thinks  I'm  leaving  him.  Or  worse,  I  could  find  him  with

someone. He doesn't know I'm coming home, so he could be up to anything. 

Shit! This is my fear speaking. Jack Henry isn't like that. He loves me. 

I stand in the doorway of the living room and see him sitting in his chair. He's alone. I breathe a

sigh of relief. He's holding a drink in his hand as he stares at the black screen of the television. He

turns up the last of it and then places the glass on the end table next to him. 

He's  wearing  jeans  and  a  khaki  button-down  work  shirt.  His  Indiana  Jones  hat  is  sitting  on  the

table next to him, and I assume he's just come home since he's still wearing work attire. 

He's oblivious to me standing there watching him, and I take advantage of the rare opportunity to

admire his masculine beauty. I wish I could see his crystal blue eyes. I love the contrast of them next

to his nearly black hair. His hair and eye color combination have always been my favorite, and I hope

our children inherit that from him. In fact, I want them to look just like their father. 

He  must  sense  me  watching  because  he  turns  to  see  me  standing  there  looking  at  him.  It's

impossible to not see the surprise in his eyes. And the fear—at least that's what I think it is. 

He doesn't get out of his chair to come to me. I'm nervous that I may have pushed him too far. 

"L, why didn't you tell me you were coming home?" I'm not about to tell him I wanted him to be

worried an extra day, but he saves me from replying. "I wish you'd called. I wouldn't have drunk this

whiskey if I'd known." 

"It's okay. We can still talk. A little bit of whiskey won't stop us." 

"I don't know if the amount of whiskey I've consumed would qualify as a little bit—except maybe

to an alco." 

He may have slurred a little. "Are you hammered?" 

"It's possible, but in my defense, I didn't have a reason not to be. I'm sorry, L. Now probably isn't

the best time to talk this out—if that's what you're here for. If you came to say that you're leaving me, 

then I'm glad to have a head start on that bottle of Jack." 

"I considered leaving you, but Addison made me see things I hadn't considered." 

"And what did you come up with?" 

I walk across the living room until I'm standing in front of him. "This is over." 

I barely have the words out when he moves to the edge of his seat and reaches for me. He puts his

arms  around  my  body  and  pulls  me  forward.  He  squeezes  me  tightly.  "Please,  don't  say  that  we're

over. I will beg you from my knees if it's what you want, but please, don't end us." 

"You didn't let me finish." He looks up at me. "You explained what happened with that woman. 

Yes, it was painful to hear, but no, you technically didn't wrong me because we agreed to never see

one another again. I can't hold it against you, so it's over. There's no reason to discuss it further." 

"Thank fuck! I've been going crazy these past few days." He stands and takes my face in his hands. 

"How many times do I have to almost lose you?" 

"I don't know." I hold up my left hand. "You better hurry up and put the other part of that ring on

my finger." 

"Let's forget planning this wedding and do it tomorrow." 

He may be drunk but I think he's serious. "We can't do that to Margaret. She'd be so disappointed." 

"She'd get over it." 

As  much  as  I  want  to,  I  won't  hurt  Margaret  that  way.  "It's  less  than  three  weeks  away.  We  can

wait." 

He pulls me close. "You're positive I can't talk you into it?" 

"Yes, I'm sure." 

"Okay. I'll wait until the fourteenth to make you my wife, but I'm not waiting until then to have you

under me." 

He grabs my hand to lead me toward the bedroom and I swipe his hat from where it's sitting on the

end table. "Why did you grab my hat?" 

"Because I want you to wear it while you fuck me," I laugh. "You're drunk so I figure I can talk

you into doing anything right now." 

"Baby, I don't have to be drunk for you to talk me into doing something you want. I'll always give

you anything you ask for." He stops to kiss me before we're in the bedroom. "You don't mind that I'm a

little hammered?" 

"No. It'll make it interesting. I like the things I can get out of you when you've been drinking. Plus, 

I love when you taste like whiskey. It turns me on." 

"I've had a lot," he admits. "You might get drunk just kissing me." 

"Caveman, you don't have to drink whiskey to intoxicate me. All I have to do is look at you and

I'm love drunk." 

***



I'm sleeping in the guesthouse tonight because Margaret McLachlan insists. She says I can't sleep with

L. because I'm not supposed to see her the day of the wedding, but it's eleven o'clock so technically

it's not the day of the wedding yet. 

The McLachlan women are in the house patrolling all entrances to prevent me from getting to my

bride, but they didn't count on my persistence or my cleverness in removing the screen on the window

to our bedroom earlier in the day when they weren't looking. 

I sneak to the window and try to look inside but can't see a thing behind the blinds except for the

dim glow of the bedside lamp. I listen for voices but all I can hear is L.'s guitar and soft voice. What

is she doing singing and playing this late—the night before our wedding? 

I  lightly  tap  on  the  window  and  wait  in  vain  for  a  response.  Finally,  I  knock  and  then  hear  the

sound of her music stop. A moment later, L. pulls up one of the blind's slats and then raises it. She

unlocks the window and lifts it up. "What are you doing out there? Being a peeping Tom?" 

"I wanted to see you." 

"Yeah.  That's  what  peeping  Toms  do."  She  lifts  her  brows  at  me.  "You  know  your  mom  would

have a fit if she knew you were outside this window." 

And that's exactly why she needs to hurry up and let me in. "That's why I'm sneaking in." 

"You're sneaking in?" 

She thinks I'm kidding. "Yeah. I haven't been with you in days because they've kept you so busy. 

I'm in withdrawals." 

"We're getting married tomorrow. You remember that, right?" 

"We have an hour until it's our wedding day and I want to spend every minute of it with you." Her

face looks like she's considering it, so I make a move to seal the deal. "Please, L. I'll make it worth

your while, but you'll have to let me cover your mouth when I make you scream my name." 

She shakes her head but grins. I know that means I'm good to go before she says a word. "Get your

ass  in  here  before  my  mother-in-law  catches  you,  but  I'm  warning  you  now—I'm  screaming  if  you

don't make this worth my while." 

"Not a chance." 

I hoist myself up through the window and fall inside. "Shh…they're going to hear you and come

running to see what's going on." 

"I'm not scared," I boast. 

"Yeah. And that's why you're sneaking in through the window—because you're so brave." 

I grab her around the waist and pull her against me. "Stop talking and kiss me. We don't have long. 

We're probably down to fifty-five minutes now, and I don't know if I can do all the things I want to do

in under an hour." 

I bring my lips to hers and she laces her fingers through the back of my hair to pull me closer. She

might not say it, but she has missed being with me just as much the last few days. I can feel it in the

urgency of her kiss. "I think my girl is a little bit horny." 

She wastes no time working the buttons down the front of my shirt. "I'm maybe a little bit sexually

frustrated. You're not the only one used to gettin' it every day." She gets it open and pushes it away

from my shoulders until it falls to the floor. She runs her palms up my chest and then down until she's

reaching for my fly. "After all this time I should be over feeling butterflies in my stomach when we're

together, but I'm not and I don't think I ever will be." 

"Good." I don't want her to ever be over it. 

I reach for my T that she's wearing and pull it over her head. "You're wearing my shirt." 

"I put it on because I wanted to smell you when I got into bed. But having the real thing here with

me is so much better." I agree with that. 

She pushes my jeans and boxer briefs down and I kick them off the rest of the way. When I pull

her close, my hard-on presses against her stomach and she brushes her fingers up and down my shaft. 

"I think my boy is a little bit horny." 

"Maybe I'm a little bit sexually frustrated. Isn't that what you called it?" 

I  put  my  hands  on  her  hips  and  push  her  knickers  down  her  legs  until  she  steps  out  of  them.  "I

believe I did." When she puts her arms up on my shoulders, I grab the backs of her thighs and lift her

to wrap her legs around my waist. I don't think I'll ever get tired of doing that. 

I carry my almost-bride to our bed and gently lower her to the mattress. I push stray hair from her

face before I rain kisses over it. "You are so beautiful. I'm a lucky bastard to have you to look at the

rest of my life." 

"I consider myself the lucky one." 

I  run  my  thumbs  over  her  cheeks.  "I'm  going  to  spend  the  rest  of  my  life  proving  to  you  that  I'm

worthy of your love." 

"You've already proved your worthiness. That's why I'm becoming your wife tomorrow." 

"My  wife."  It  still  hasn't  quite  soaked  in  that  I'll  become  Laurelyn's  husband  tomorrow.  "I  love

hearing you say that." 

I take my time kissing her mouth and then migrate down her neck to her chest, between her breasts. 

I palm one as I suck her hard nipple into my mouth and swipe my tongue over it. I graze the tip with

my teeth and she moans as her breath increases, so I do it again because she likes it. 

I drift lower until my mouth is over her pubic arch. "And I get to have this for the rest of my life." 

"Aren't you supposed to be in panic mode about never being with another woman?" 

I've always heard that, but it's not true. "Never. The thought of not having you for the rest of my

life is what puts me in panic mode." 

"Then you should be fine because I'm not going anywhere." 

"Well, I'm going somewhere, and it's down," I tell her as I push her legs apart. "That's what you

want, isn't it?" 

Her hand rests on the top of my head, stroking my hair. I laugh to myself because I know without a

doubt that the gentle stroking she's doing now will soon turn into her grabbing a handful and giving it

a yank. "Yes! You have no idea how much I want your mouth on me." 

"I bet I have a good idea." 

I drop lower and give her that one long, slow stroke up the middle. Her body jerks like she's been

seared.  "You  always  taste  so  good,  L.  I  don't  know  if  I'll  ever  be  able  to  get  enough  of  you."  She

drops her legs farther apart and rocks against my mouth. I push two fingers inside her while I use my

tongue to circle her most sensitive spot. She's propped on her elbows watching me and she's wearing

the face—the one I see when I know I'm doing everything right. 

I  think  she  likes  seeing  me  do  this  to  her  because  it  seems  to  be  the  norm  these  days.  I  still

remember when she watched the first time. We were so new to each other then, and I think she was

embarrassed by even the thought of it, but she did it anyway. Now, look at the little erotic vixen. She

isn't afraid to tell me what she wants or needs, and I love that. It's a huge turn-on to hear her tell me

how to make her come. "Tell me what you want." 

She  bites  her  bottom  lip  and  slowly  lets  it  slide  from  between  her  teeth.  "I  want  you  to  put  the

Dyson on me right here," she says as she touches the spot above my fingers. I love the name she has

assigned to my suction move. "And while you do that, I want your fingers sliding in and out of me but

try your hand turned liked this," she directs as she reaches down. 

"Anything you want, babe." 

I put my mouth on her and begin to slowly alternate between applying suction and releasing it as I

slide my fingers in and out of her the way she wants. She beats the mattress with her hand and falls

back against the bed as her legs tense. "Damn!…Shit!" I look up and see her grasp the sheets in her

fists. "Fuck!" she shouts as she arches her back from the bed and her legs quiver around me. "Ohh…

ohh…I'm coming." This is one of the rare times she doesn't yank on my hair and I'm glad, judging by

the force I see her using on the bed linens. 

There's  no  question  about  the  moment  her  orgasm  ends  because  she  goes  limp.  I  sit  back  on  my

haunches and look at her sprawled out in her exultant state. It thrills me to no end that I'm able to do

this for her—and that she wants me to. It's something she's come to expect, and I'll always be happy to

comply. 

Her legs have slid down because she's so relaxed. I push them up until her feet are planted flat on

the bed. I stay on my haunches and pull her down until our bodies meet. She moves her feet from the

mattress  to  my  shoulders  and  bends  her  knees  until  they're  positioned  firmly.  Her  toes  dig  into  my

skin. Huh. That's a new one. "You must think you need to hang on." 

"I'm betting it's not a bad idea." 

There's a knock on the door and we give each other the oh-shit look but whoever it is can forget

it. No way, no how am I leaving L. with this kind of hard-on. 

"Are you okay, Laurelyn? I thought I heard you yell." Shit, it's my mum. 

"I knew you'd scream too loud. You were supposed to cover your mouth." 

"You were supposed to cover my mouth." 

"Well, that's a little hard to do when my head is getting compressed between your legs." 

She points her finger at me and I suspect that when she opens her mouth, it's to argue but that's not

what comes out. Instead she giggles, "Yeah, you're right." 

"Just a minute," she calls out as she streaks from the bed to grab my shirt so she can put it on. "Go

into the bathroom while I reassure Margaret that everything is okay," she whispers. 

"This is ridiculous. You're going to be my wife in sixteen hours. I shouldn't have to sneak around

like a teenager—especially in my own home." 

"This isn't about you. It's about the idea your mother has for our perfect wedding day, so quit your

whining and get your ass in there." 

I growl as I throw back the covers so my raging erection and I can go hide in the bathroom. She

puts her finger over her mouth. "Shh." 

I  hide  out  in  the  bathroom  for  a  minute  before  she  opens  the  door  and  comes  in.  "I  told  her  I

stubbed my toe and that's what the yelling was about. I'm not sure she believed me. I think she may

have  seen  your  clothes  scattered  on  the  floor.  If  she  did,  we're  totally  busted  because  she  knows

you're entirely too anal to have left a mess like that." 

"She's  probably  at  the  guest  house  right  now  checking  on  me."  I  lift  her  onto  the  bathroom

countertop and pull her to the edge. "She's gonna know the rooster's in the henhouse when she doesn't

find me there, so we'd better hurry." 

I push inside her and she gasps before she slaps me across my back. "What the fuck is that for?" I

ask. 

"You know my new birth control hasn't had time to start working and you keep doing this." 

I forgot. "We both know you're the gambling kind. You like to roll the dice for your fate. I saw that

when we were in Vegas." 

I don't stop and she doesn't make me. "I think you're the one who likes to gamble when it comes to

this." 

"Maybe." 

I grasp her hips and pound into her with as much force as she can stand. She brings her legs up and

wraps them around my waist as she leans back against the mirror. I watch my reflection give it to her

and I wish she could see it because it's so damn hot. 

I pull out of her and step back. "Get down and turn around. I want you to watch this with me." 

She slides off the countertop and spins around before leaning forward, just the way I want her. I

place my cock at her wet entrance and I watch her eyes in the mirror as I slide inside her. I never get

to see her face when I'm giving it to her from behind, so this is new. 

She's holding onto the granite edge and watching my face. "You like this, don't you?" 

I  pump  her  harder  and  she  keeps  perfect  rhythm  with  me—but  I  would  expect  no  less  from  a

musician. "I'm not gonna lie. I love the fuck out of it." 

I  lean  forward  and  kiss  her  back  as  I  deliver  those  last  few  thrusts  and  then  remember  that  her

birth control isn't working yet. Dammit! I gotta pull out. 

I  don't  want  to  do  it,  but  I  grab  the  hand  towel  and  come  into  it.  It's  not  nearly  as  satisfying  as

coming inside L., but I don't want her to be upset with me because she wants to avoid a pregnancy for

the time being. 

She's giving me the stare. "I thought we agreed to wait a while before we tried to get pregnant." 

I'm standing there holding the evidence–a towel full of semen–which is the opposite of me trying. 

"I pulled out. That doesn't qualify as me trying to get you pregnant. I would've reamed you good when

I  blew  my  load  if  that's  what  I  was  shooting  for.  Believe  me—it  would  be  jam-packed  with  little

swimmers since it's been a few days." 

"It can still happen even when you pull out, says the girl with the swollen belly." Funny one. 

"I know and if it does, it just does. By the way, you should know now that I'm not using rubbers on

our honeymoon. Forget it. It's not happening." There. She has her warning. 

"I know. I have some other stuff, but it's useless if you don't give me a chance to put it in." 

"Next time, babe. We won't be in a rush." We're trying to beat the Margaret alarm. 

"Next time, I'll be your wife." Wow. I hadn't thought of that. 

There's  a  pounding  at  the  bedroom  door,  followed  by  my  mum's  voice.  "I  know  you're  in  there, 

you little shit, and I'm giving you two minutes to shut it down, get dressed, and get out of there." 

We look at each other in the mirror and laugh as we simultaneously say, "Busted." 


***




I  open  my  eyes  and  look  at  the  clock.  It's  6:37  on  a  Saturday  morning,  and  Jack  Henry's  spot  is

already vacant. He's up earlier than usual on this weekend morning. The thought piques my curiosity, 

and then the reason for his absence strikes me. 

It's our wedding day. 

I put the pillow over my face so no one can hear me and I squeal at the top of my lungs. I can't

believe this day is here. Jack Henry will be my husband later today. 

I quickly change into something more presentable than Jack Henry's T-shirt and go into the kitchen. 

I hear someone there and peek around the corner to make sure it isn't my groom, although I'm certain

he knows better than to be in this house with me today. Margaret sees me and laughs. 

"He's  not  in  here.  He  knows  I'd  beat  him  within  an  inch  of  his  life  if  he  set  foot  in  this  house

today." I sit in my usual spot at the bar and can smell Margaret's freshly brewed cup of coffee. She

holds it up. "Care for a cuppa?" 

I don't know when it happened, but I acquired a taste for coffee somewhere along the way. It was

probably while on the road with  the  band  since  that  was  the  only  thing  available  for  a  pick-me-up. 

"I'll take one, although it might not be a good idea to have caffeine on top of my nerves." 

"It's okay to be nervous." 

"Maybe  nerves  isn't  the  right  word."  Margaret  is  my  mother-in-law  now  and  the  closest  thing  I

have to a mom, so I can be honest with her about what I'm feeling. "I'm hurt because my mom wouldn't

come.  She's  still  mad  because  I  left  her  and  my  career.  When  she  told  me  she  would  never  visit,  I

thought she was using it as leverage to make me stay, but I see now that she was serious. If she won't

come for my wedding, then I don't ever see her visiting, either." 

"I'm sorry, Laurelyn. I had hoped she would come, but don't ever think you don't have people who

love you. Your parents will always be your parents, but we're your family too—not just Jack Henry. 

We'll always be here to take care of you because you're ours now, and we love you." 

I feel the tears coming. "I know how important family is because I've never had one. I'm so happy



I'm becoming a member of the McLachlans. I love each and every one of you." 

Margaret blots her eyes with a napkin. "That's enough tears on your wedding day. You don't want

your eyes to be red and swollen." 

This is the happiest day of my life, and I won't let my mother's selfishness spoil it for me. It stops

here. "You're right. I can't change the things I have no control over, so no more tears." I've shed too

many of those and I have this wonderful life ahead of me now. From here on out, everything will be

different with Jack Henry by my side. 

"Your groom has a surprise for you. He arranged for all of us to have a morning at the spa. Our

appointment is at nine." 

That's my Jack Henry—always pampering me like a princess. It's what he promised me from the

night of our first date and he hasn't disappointed me yet. "He loves to pamper me. I'm sure I have you

to thank for that." 

"I tried to teach him and Evan. I hoped they would mature into kind, thoughtful men who treated

women with respect, so you can imagine my horror when Jack Henry told me about the arrangement

he had with you." 

Oh, shit! I hoped I'd never have this conversation with her. "Don't be upset with him. He didn't do

it by himself. I agreed to everything." 

"I'm glad it happened the way it did. That time apart showed each of you what you were missing

by not being together. It's probably the best thing that could've happened to the two of you. I seriously

doubt you'll ever want to spend a day apart again." 

I think of all the days we've spent apart, and I know she's right. "No. I don't ever want to be away

from him again. Ever." 

Our morning at the spa was so relaxing. I'll have to remember to give Jack Henry a special thank-you

for that tonight. 

I'm sitting on a barstool in the middle of the bathroom floor and Addison is applying my makeup. 

She's  fantastic  at  it  and  could've  been  a  makeup  artist  if  she'd  wanted  to  be.  She's  working  on  my

blush when a smile comes to my lips. I'm thinking about tonight, and it reminds me of the lingerie I've

chosen.  He's  gonna  love  it.  It's  hot  and  innocent  at  the  same  time—just  the  way  he  likes  me—and  I

can't wait to see his reaction. 

"Why are you grinning like the cat that swallowed the canary?" 

"You don't want to know." 

"You're thinking about tonight." Am I that transparent? 

"Yeah. Do you think it's going to feel different because he's my husband? It's not like we haven't

had sex in almost every possible way imaginable." 

"I'm the wrong one to ask, honey. You should ask Emma." 

As if on cue, Em comes into the bathroom. "Ask me what?" 

I feel silly asking someone about wedding-night sex. "I'm curious about something. It's no secret

that my marital bed will not be a virginal one. Can I expect tonight to feel different with Jack Henry

as my husband?" 

She lifts her brows at my question. "Are you suggesting I wasn't a virgin when I married Evan?" 

I feel the heat in my cheeks. "Oh, God. I'm sorry, Em. I didn't even think of that." 

"I'm  kidding,  Laurelyn.  I  had  been  with  Evan  every  possible  way  by  the  time  we  got  married.  I

think  it's  a  McLachlan  thing,"  she  laughs.  "It's  different  but  obviously  not  in  a  physical  way.  It's

emotionally different—I don't really have the words to explain it. I think it's something you have to

experience for yourself to understand." 

"I think I'm more nervous about the sex than I am about the wedding. I want tonight to be different

and special, but I'm scared it won't be because we've…tasted the nectar so often." 

"I don't know what a virginal honeymoon is like so I can't compare the two, but I don't think either

of you will be disappointed. Don't let it worry you." 

Margaret appears in the doorway and lightly raps against the open door. "May I disturb you for a

moment?" 

"Of course." 

"I  didn't  want  to  say  anything  this  morning  until  I  was  a  hundred  percent  positive,  but  I  have  a

surprise for you." She's beaming as she steps aside. 

Behind Margaret stand my mom and dad. And Nana and Pops too. 

I'm out of my seat and in my mom's arms instantly. As much as she's done wrong, I forget it all in

that moment because she's my mother and I'll always love her. "I can't believe you're here. Thank you

for coming." I look at my dad and grandparents. "And you too. I'm shocked. I wasn't expecting this at

all." 

"Margaret called me last week. She said some things that made me come to my senses, and realize

there was no way I could miss being here for you. I'd hate myself if I chose to miss my only child's

wedding." 

I  mouth  "thank  you"  to  Margaret  over  my  mom's  shoulder  and  spend  a  few  minutes  catching  up

with  my  family  before Addison  boots  them  out  so  we  can  finish  my  hair  and  makeup.  When  she's

done, there's no doubt in my mind that I've never looked better. 

"Addison, you are amazing." 

"It helps when you begin with a beautiful canvas." 

"Thank you." 

"And the finishing touch," she says as she secures the champagne floral piece to the back of my

hair.  It's  tucked  and  pinned  into  a  perfectly  romantic  updo,  just  above  my  neckline.  "I'm  glad  you

didn't go with some goofy-looking veil hanging down to your feet." 

"It didn't matter if it was a church or vineyard wedding—that so wasn't happening." 

She  gives  me  a  mirror  so  I  can  see  what  the  back  of  my  hair  looks  like  with  the  floral

embellishment. "What you chose is perfect. Are you ready to get into your dress? The photographer is

waiting and you don't want to be in a rush to finish your bridal portraits before the ceremony." 

"As ready as I'll ever be." 

"You want your mom and Margaret in here to help?" 

It wouldn't feel right if they weren't. "Yeah, I do." 

After Addison retrieves them, I stand in my robe by the bed as they work to remove my dress from

the garment bag. My mom sighs when she sees it. "Oh, Laurie. It's beautiful." 

It  is  the  most  beautiful  wedding  dress  I've  ever  seen.  The  perfect  in-between  shade  of  creamy

vanilla  lace  over  champagne  charmeuse—something  I  never  imagined  myself  choosing.  I  always

thought  lace  was  old-timey,  but  not  in  this  case.  It's  a  modern  sleeveless  trumpet  gown  with  a

romantic  plunging-V  neckline.  My  favorite  part,  and  probably  the  reason  I  chose  it,  is  the  thick

champagne sash around the waist adorned with a floral embellishment that matches the one in my hair. 

I step into my gown and Addison pulls it up. I suck in so she can zip me because it's a little snug in

the waist. "Sweetie, your seamstress didn't cut you any slack here." 

I  work  to  situate  my  cleavage.  "No,  she  didn't.  I  said  that  I  wanted  it  to  be  fitted  and  she  did

exactly as I told her, so I can't complain." It's even a little tighter in the chest than I thought it'd be. 

"Jack's going to be a huge fan of the boobage you have going on here. They look great." 

"I just hope I manage to not pop one—or both—out during the reception when we dance." 

She reaches up and bounces them. "Nah, you're good. Those puppies aren't going anywhere." 

I do a spin around and look at my mom and Margaret. "What do you think?" 

Margaret,  being  the  courteous  person  she  is,  allows  my  mom  to  speak  first.  "You're  gorgeous, 

baby girl. Never doubt how proud I am of you or your decisions. Jack is a fine man and lucky to be

making you his wife." 

"You're  a  beautiful  bride.  Jolie  will  always  be  your  mum,  but  I  couldn't  be  more  thrilled  about

being your other mother. You're one of my own from this day forward. Today you become Laurelyn

McLachlan, my son's wife and the mother of my future grandchildren." Margaret puts her arms around

and squeezes me. "I love you. But please, don't make me wait long on a baby." 

"I don't think you have to worry about that," I laugh. 

I see the surprised expression on her face. "Are you pregnant?" 

"Not  yet,  but  we've  been  talking  about  it. A  lot.  Jack  Henry's  done  a  one-eighty.  He  told  me  he

never wanted children after we first met, and now almost every other conversation is about kids." 

"I  thought  he'd  never  marry  or  want  children,  but  then  you  came  along  and  everything  changed. 

You don't know how happy it makes me to know you're already talking about having sweet babies." 

"Okay, ladies," Addison cuts in, "I hate to be the one to interrupt, but we need to get Laurie rolling

with the photographer so she'll be on time marrying Jack Henry if she wants to get to work on having

those babies you're talking about." 

"She's right. It's not that long until the ceremony begins." My mom passes me the bouquet of white

roses. "I love you, baby girl. Don't be nervous." 

"I'm not. I can't be because everything is perfect." And it is. I'm marrying the man I love and every

person who means something to me is here to witness and celebrate the beginning of our lives as Mr. 

and Mrs. Jack Henry McLachlan. 


***




I'm waiting for my bride in the heart of Avalon under a grapevine canopy covered with white roses

and sheer white fabric. When the carriage stops, I can easily see Jake and Addison, but Laurelyn is

hidden  from  view  behind  her  father.  He  steps  down  from  the  carriage  to  assist Addison  and  that's

when I get my first look at her. 

She's so beautiful, it takes my breath away. 

I've always heard people say that, but it literally happens. She's proof of it. My chest is heavy like

something is sitting on it. I inhale deeply because I'm so short of breath. My heart is racing and my

palms are tingly. I make fists and release them because they feel so strange. 

"Don't lock your knees, bro," Evan whispers in my ear. 

"What?" 

He leans over. "I see what you're doing with your hands. They're tingling because you're about to

pass out. Unlock your knees." 

"Oh." 

I do as Evan says and shift my weight from side to side. "Now you look like you're doing Celia's

pee-pee dance." 

"Shut the fuck up." I turn to look at the minister because I know he heard me. "Sorry." 

He shrugs as he shakes his head. Great. He thinks he's about to marry this beautiful woman off to a

heathen. 

The  music  begins  and Addison  walks  the  rose  petal-covered  aisle  first.  Celia  is  next  and  skips

down the aisle, making a game of throwing petals on the path. She then barrels over to sit in Emma's

lap instead of taking her spot next to Addison. 

Our  guests  stand  when  the  bridal  chorus  begins.  I  see  Jake  and  Laurelyn  at  the  other  end  of  the

path. Her arm is looped through her father's and they begin their walk toward us. I had no idea what

her dress looked like or how she would wear her hair, but everything about her is perfect. I wouldn't

change a thing. 



Once the music stops, the minister says far too many words and then Jake finally hands Laurelyn

off to me. She passes her bouquet of white roses to Addison and I take her hands in mine. I slowly rub

my thumbs back and forth over the top of her hands as the minister speaks. I have no idea what he's

saying because I only want to get to the part where he says, "I now present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Jack

Henry McLachlan." 

She squeezes my hands as my cue because it's time for me to say my vows. We decided to write

our own because nothing about us has been traditional thus far—why would we start now? 

I look into her caramel eyes. "Today I lay at your feet the man I've been so I may become the man

you need me to be: your husband. Your lover. Your best friend. A father to our children. I promise to

cherish and respect you, to care for and protect you, to comfort and encourage you, and stay with you

for all eternity. I surrender my all to you this day and every one hereafter." Tears form in her eyes as I

speak; I catch them with my thumb before they roll down her cheek. 

The minister then asks Laurelyn to recite her vows and I'm surprised to see Chloe appear with L.'s

Martin.  She  takes  it  from  my  sister  and  watches  my  face  while  drawing  a  deep  breath  and  slowly

releasing it. It takes a moment before I realize what's going on here—she's going to sing her vows to

me.  "I  take  you  to  be  my  best  friend,  my  lover,  my  husband,  and  the  father  of  our  children.  I  will

cherish our union and love you more each day than I did the day before. I will trust you and respect

you, laugh with you and cry with you, loving you faithfully through good times and bad, regardless of

the obstacles we may face together. I give you my hand, my heart, and my love from this day forward, 

for as long as we both shall live. You will always be every song I sing." 

"That was beautiful, L.…and so unexpected." 

We exchange rings and the minister rambles on for too long as I anxiously wait to hear him tell me

to kiss my bride. When he finally does, I do exactly what Laurelyn warned me not to do. I sweep her

backward and pash her with all I have. 

When I pull her up, I expect to be chastised but all she has for me is a big, beautiful smile. And

then comes my favorite part. 

"I now present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Henry McLachlan." 

We're in the air on the private jet I booked to Hawaii. Laurelyn has no idea where we're going, but

I'm taking her to our newly acquired private estate on the beach in Maui. It's one of my wedding gifts

to her, and I know she's going to love it. But not as much as the music studio the architect is in the

process of planning for her. Music will always be a part of her life, and I won't have her give it up

because she thinks it's the only way we can be together. 

"Thank  you  again  for  having  the  guys  fly  down  to  play  at  the  reception.  It  was  a  wonderful

surprise, almost as good as Margaret surprising me with my family." 

"You're so very welcome, love." I bring her hand to my lips. I can't seem to stop kissing her since

we officially became husband and wife. "I didn't know your parents and grandparents were coming, 

and I wanted you to have someone there you considered family." 

She brings our clasped hands to her mouth. "You are the best. I couldn't ask for more—unless you

felt like telling me where we're going." 

"Nope—only that we have almost eleven hours of flight time ahead of us." We're still buckled into

our seats from takeoff, but I put my hand on her knee and begin sliding it up her leg. "What ever shall

we do with all this time we have on our hands?" 

She pushes my hand down her leg. "Jack Henry! You really have no shame, do you?" 

"Were you really ever under the impression that I did, Mrs. McLachlan?" 

"We've  barely  even  gotten  off  the  ground  and  the  flight  attendants  could  walk  this  way  any

minute." 

The captain announces overhead that we are free to move about the cabin. I wag my eyebrows at

my wife. "That means we can take this to the bedroom." 

The flight attendants enter the cabin but I stop them in their tracks. "You may leave the food and

champagne. We'll serve ourselves and call if we need anything." 

"Yes, sir," they say in unison before exiting the cabin. 

"Well, you're going to make this the easiest assignment they've ever had." 

If I don't see them again, that'll be just fine. "That works for me." 

I'm out of my seat and pulling her up from hers. "Come on, L. Let's consummate this marriage in

the sky so it'll be something we'll never forget." 

She rises from her seat. "You are something else." 

"I think you've told me that before." 

She  stops  at  the  door  and  puts  her  finger  against  my  chest.  "Can  I  at  least  have  a  minute  to  get

ready?" 

"So you can slip into something special for me?" 

"Yes. And take care of the birth control issue before you have a chance to negate it since you've

proven to be a repeat offender." 

I lean forward and kiss her neck. "You know me so well, wife." 

She pushes me away as she slides the door open. "Yes, I do, husband. I won't be long." 

"I'll be in there in two minutes." 

"That only gives me time to get out of this dress." 

"Sounds perfect to me." I love teasing her. 

"No. You'll  come  in  when  I  tell  you  I'm  ready,  and  not  a  minute  before."  She  grins  before  she

leans forward and gives me a quick kiss. "You're cute when you pout." 

I stick my head inside the door before she closes it. "Hurry. I'm anxious to make you my wife in

all ways." 

She puts her hand on my chest and pushes me back. "Hold your horses." 

"I can't help it. My horse is trying to get out of the barn. He wants to play with your mare." 

She  reaches  down  and  runs  her  hand  over  the  crotch  of  my  pants.  "Down,  boy!"  That  doesn't

encourage him to relax. 

I step back inside and reach around to smack her on the ass. "He's a bad listener, so hurry!" 

"Okay. Okay." 

She almost has the door closed when I remember we didn't make a plan for how I'll know she's

ready. "Hey! How will I know when you want me to come in?" 

"I'll call out for you when I'm ready." 

That plan has all kinds of holes in it. "What if I don't hear you?" 

"You think you need to make a plan B? Really?" 

"Yes. I can't calmly sit here unless I know I'm getting in when it's time." 

She shakes her head. "Good grief. I'll open the door if you don't hear me. I won't let you sit out

here in the cabin by yourself for ten hours if you don't come when I call for you. Promise." 

I slap my palm on the door and growl, "Hurry. Please," as she slides the door closed. I can't help

it. I've never been more ready to have her. 

A minute passes and it feels like an eternity. I'm watching the time on my phone and I swear the

numbers have never moved so slowly. We're at twelve minutes and I'm restless, so I get up and walk

the cabin because I know she'll call for me any minute now. 

Fourteen going on fifteen minutes in, and I finally hear her voice. "Mr. McLachlan…Come and get

me." 

Fuck! That took long enough, but I know she'll make it worth my wait. 

I slide the door open and she's stretched across the bed on her side. She's wearing white bridal

lingerie—satin and lace cups conceal her breasts and sheer fabric veils her stomach, but I can still

see her next-to-nothing knickers beneath. She rises to her knees and spins around to show me the back

—a thong with a large satin bow sitting at the top. She swishes her bottom back and forth, causing the

ties of the bow to swing, and looks over her shoulder at me. 

"You like?" 

"Fuck, no! I love!" I lock the door behind me and cross the room toward the bed. She turns around

and  meets  me  at  the  edge.  I  hold  her  face  in  my  hands  and  kiss  her  slowly  and  gently  because  I'm

about  to  do  something  I've  never  done  before—make  love  to  my  wife.  "You  are  the  most  beautiful

woman I've ever seen. I don't know how I'm lucky enough to call you mine, Mrs. McLachlan." 

"I love hearing you call me that." 

"Good, because you're going to hear it a lot." I kiss the side of her face. "I'm going to say it every

day." I move toward her neck. "And you're going to hear it every night." 

"Promise?" 

"I swear." 

I examine the tie between her breasts. "What happens if I give this a little tug?" 

"I don't know. Maybe you should see." 

I grasp the satin between my fingers and pull until the bow is untied and the front of her lingerie

falls open. "Oops. I just made my wife's clothes fall off." 

"Yeah, and you thought it'd take tequila to do that," she laughs. 

"No, Mrs. McLachlan. I was never under the impression that tequila was needed for that." 

She puts her hands on her hips. "Are you saying I'm easy?" she laughs. 

"No. I'm saying you're always my sure thing." 

I push the straps from her shoulders and the barely there top falls to the bed. I cradle her breasts in

my hands and rub her nipples with my thumbs. "I wanted to do this so bad today when I saw the way

these looked in your wedding dress. It was torture to not touch you. And then the reception in the wine

cave…all  I  could  do  was  think  about  hoisting  you  up  on  the  table  and  diving  head  first  under  your

dress." 

She rubs her thumb over my bottom lip. "You and that mouth of yours." 

"You love the things that come out of it." 

I lower my mouth and take her nipple in between my teeth and run my tongue over the tip. "Yes, 

but I like when things go in it and against it too." 

I give her a hard suck and break the suction with a loud pop. "Mrs. McLachlan. You're a feisty one

tonight." 

She begins with the top button of my shirt and works her way down. "You haven't seen feisty yet. 

But you're about to." 

"Mmm…As much as I love your feisty side, I was hoping our first time as husband and wife might

be  something  a  little  slower. And  sweeter.  We've  done  almost  everything  in  the  book,  and  I  want

tonight to be different. I want to make love to my wife." 

She  slows  her  fingers  at  work  on  my  buttons.  "Anything  you  want."  When  she  unfastens  the  last

one, she pushes my shirt from my shoulders onto the floor. She puts her palms on my chest and rubs

them over my nipples, hardening them. "You're beautiful. I hope our babies look like you." 

"And I hope they look like their mother with her golden-brown eyes." I pull her close and press

my forehead to hers. "I mean every word of my vows. Everything I've been, I am, or will ever be, I

surrender it all to you." 

"You're surrendering your all to me, and I can't think of anything more beautiful than that. I once

thought of you as my beauty from pain—when I thought I'd never see you again—but you're something

entirely  different. You're  my  beauty  from  surrender  because  that's  what  you're  doing—relinquishing

the  person  you  once  were  to  give  yourself  to  me  wholeheartedly. And  I  love  you  so  much  for  it.  I

couldn't think of a better gift to give your bride." 

I kiss her mouth slowly. It's true; I am a different man because of how much I love this woman. 

She's my everything and that's what I plan to give her—everything her heart desires. All she has to do

is want something and it will  become  hers.  I  have  so  many  wonderful  things  planned  for  our  future

together, and this is only the beginning—today is the start of our happily ever after. 


***




I  want  to  begin  by  saying  thank  you  for  the  outpouring  of  love  for  Jack  Henry  and  Laurelyn.  I  have

been shocked by the degree of adoration my readers have for them and their story. A large population

has contacted me and pleaded for a third book, so I'm going to address that now. 

I have spent months wrestling with the decision of continuing or ending this series. The majority

of my readers want a third book and aren't shy about telling me so (or demanding it!) A much smaller

group asked for The Beauty Series to end with this book, saying they simply didn't like series or the

wait  for  another  book.  After  weighing  both  options,  I  made  the  decision  to  give  Jack  Henry  and

Laurelyn  their  happily  ever  after  in  Beauty from Surrender.  Those  not  interested  in  a  third  book

can feel satisfied about the way it ended, but I do plan to eventually continue their story with a third

novel or novella. I haven't decided which yet. So many novels end in the exact place where Beauty

from Surrender did, but I think it would be nice to see what happens after the wedding bells have

silenced. 

When will I release the third installment? I have no idea—and I won't have an estimated date any

time soon. I have other projects ahead of it, so it wouldn't be in the near future. But I love Jack Henry

and Laurelyn, so I can't imagine myself staying away from them for long. 

Again,  thank  you  for  your  love  and  support.  I  couldn't  guess  at  how  many  of  you  contacted  me

simply  to  let  me  know  how  much  you  enjoyed  Beauty from Pain.  You  are  my  cheerleaders,  and

your encouraging shout-outs are so appreciated. I never get tired of hearing from you. 

Love, 

Georgia
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I have made such wonderful friends along the way. It's impossible to name them all but thank you to

some of the most special people in the world–my girls from The Beauty from Pain Support Group. I

have enjoyed seeing the many friendships that have developed and I'm so honored to have been a part

of that. I could not have asked for better cheerleaders. You kept me going on the days when I didn't

feel like I had it in me. 

Thank you to those that contributed song suggestions. Good grief! I asked and boy…did you guys

come through for me. The songs are countless. I received them in every imaginable way–through the

Beauty from Pain Support Group, FB private messaging, my Georgia Cates page private messaging, 

my timeline, personal email, Goodreads and Twitter. Needless to say, I found new music to influence

me. I want to acknowledge those people that suggested songs I used for the inspiration of Beauty from

Surrender: Ani Markarian, Beon Tamoukian, Sharon Luth (Shaz Za), Gi Jewett, Nella Durham, Ruth

Secrist, Susan Graves Vousden, Reiza Eis, Angie RockChick Reyes, Mandy Ireadindie, Emily Beach

Thomas,  Ashley  West,  Kim  Huddleson,  Carol  Owen,  Kelly  Whalen,  Amanda  Gonzales,  Kristina

Amit, Kirsty Robinson, Natasha Paul-Ollivierre, Lou Gut, Nikki Sholar Geloneck, Angela Trenholm, 

Brooke Bailey, Laura Rodriguez, Laura F Pankow, Kimberly Schoeller Kimball, Tanya Spence Hall, 

Jamie  Hillard,  Virginia  Rodriguez,  Alicia  Collins-Dennis,  Crystal  Rivera,  Pamela  Duddy,  Nanci

Nocito Tinkelman, Gloria Green, Happy Chin-Sang Driggs, K.c Budd, Ana Oxendine Moore, Trinity

Higinbotham,  Beverly  Waldrup,  Briseida  Diaz,  Sanaa  Ouhessaine,  Susan  Mclaughlin,  Heather

DuBard,  Abby  Bowman  Pyle,  Tara  Anderson,  Anna  Melissa,  Tammy  McGowan,  Angela  Page, 

Amanda Dotson (https://www.facebook.com/amanda.dotson.14). 

A very special thank you to Sharon Luth (Shaz Za) for helping me patrol and keep the Beauty from

Pain  group  organized.  In  addition  to  these  jobs,  she  also  helped  make  Beauty  from  Surrender  more

authentic by assisting me with my Aussie-isms. A million thanks, Shaz! 

I  have  a  few  teacher's  pets  in  the  Beauty  from  Pain  group  but  I'm  going  to  decline  listing  them

here–for fear of missing someone–but you know who you are. You girls have entertained me greatly

and I have enjoyed your posts, collages, videos, photographs, and one very special song performance. 

Thank you for loving Jack Henry and Laurelyn's story as much as I do. 

A  very  special  thank  you  to  Ani  Markarian.  I've  met  many  friends  through  Facebook  and  I

certainly consider you a wonderful one. I look forward to meeting you in person. 

Lastly,  a  huge  thank  you  to  Jennifer  Sommersby  Young.  You  are  a  magnificent  editor  and  The

Beauty Series would not be what it is without you. Thank you a million times over. 
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Song for the Waiting • Aron Wright

Come Back When You Can • Barcelona

Please Don't Go • Barcelona

Don't Forget to Breathe • Bitter:Sweet

The Mating Game • Bitter:Sweet

Over • Blake Shelton

I Can't Make You Love Me • Bonnie Raitt

Then • Brad Paisley

Remind Me (Duet with Carrie Underwood) • Brad Paisley

She's Everything • Brad Paisley

Locked Out of Heaven • Bruno Mars

Nasty Naughty Boy • Christina Aguilera

Sex for Breakfast • Christina Aguilera

Just a Fool (with Blake Shelton) • Christina Aguilera

To Whom It May Concern • The Civil Wars

Finding North • The Civil Wars

Let Me Let Go • Faith Hill

Just To Hear You Say That You Love Me • Faith Hill

The Dance • Garth Brooks

Lead Me On • Gloriana

Somebody That I Used to Know (feat. Kimbra) • Gotye

And Then You • Greg Laswell

Bleed • Hot Chelle Rae

More Than I Meant To • Jason Reeves

Truth • Jason Reeves

If Only I • Jon McLaughlin

Because Of You • Kelly Clarkson

Dark Side • Kelly Clarkson

Standing In Front of You • Kelly Clarkson

Breaking Your Own Heart • Kelly Clarkson

Here With Me • The Killers

Wanted You More • Lady Antebellum

Our Big Mistake • Marc Broussard

Daylight • Maroon 5

Sad • Maroon 5

I Don't Want To Leave • Matthew Perryman Jones

Looking for You Again • Matthew Perryman Jones

Out of Reach • Matthew Perryman Jones

Feels Like Letting Go • Matthew Perryman Jones

I Will Wait • Mumford & Sons

Try • Pink

The Mess I Made • Parachute

Feelin' Love • Paula Cole

Thinking of You • Pete Yorn

Against All Odds • Phil Collins

Come Wake Me Up • Rascal Flatts

What Hurts The Most • Rascal Flatts

Here Comes Goodbye • Rascal Flatts

Pieces • Red

Never Be the Same • Red

Start Again • Red

Stay (feat. Mikky Ekko) • Rihanna

Holding On And Letting Go • Ross Copperman

Addicted • Saving Abel

Six Degrees of Separation • The Script

Sing to Me • Sleeping At Last

Slow & Steady • Sleeping At Last

It's Been A While • Staind

So Far Away • Staind

It's Your Love • Tim McGraw

Let's Make Love • Tim McGraw

I Need You • Tim McGraw & Faith Hill

All I'm Thinking Of • Tyrone Wells

Here Without You • 3 Doors Down

Was It a Dream? • 30 Seconds to Mars
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Georgia  resides  in  rural  Mississippi  with  her  wonderful  husband,  Jeff,  and  their  two  beautiful

daughters.  She  spent  fourteen  years  as  a  labor  and  delivery  nurse  before  she  decided  to  pursue  her

dream of becoming an author and hasn't looked back yet. 

Connect with Georgia

For the latest updates from Georgia Cates, stay connected with her at:

Georgia Cates' Blog (http://georgiacates.com/)

Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/pages/Georgia-Cates-Author-of-The-Vampire-Ag%C3%A1pe-Series/213130102082500)

Twitter (https://twitter.com/GeorgiaCates)

Goodreads (http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5228869.Georgia_Cates)

It has been such a pleasure corresponding with some of you via Facebook, Twitter, Goodreads, 

email  and  by  my  blog.  I  love  being  in  touch  with  my  readers  so  don't  hesitate  to  contact  me  at  any

time. I love you all and thank you for your support through this journey. 

Love, 

Georgia
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"What gives you the right? We are not together. Stop sticking your nose where it doesn't belong." 

Carmyn's forehead creases, and if I were a fool, I'd say it was in pain. 

Her  face  flushes  with  anger.  "You're  right,  Dallas."  Her  words  are  clipped  and  cold.  A  stark

contrast to the heat radiating from her. "We're not together and I had no right. I'm sorry." She snatches

her purse off my dresser and turns to leave. 

"Carmyn, wait." 

She stops but doesn't turn around. 

I'm confused. She won't let me tell her how I feel, but I'm supposed to allow her to fix the most

broken part of my life? A part of me wants her to. For her to be the one who makes the broken things

work. But not like this. Not when she insists on keeping things the way they are. I can't give myself to

her if she won't accept my heart, let alone give me hers. 

She marches to the door and flings it open. 

I want to tell her to wait, but I still don't know what to say. I got what I wanted; she won't try to

push me about Denton anymore. Was it worth losing whatever part of her I had? 

I'm not sure it is. 

Meet Dallas and Carmyn this summer in WICKED THING by Angeline Kace. For more details and

teasers, visit her website at www.angelinekace.com
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			For Grandma Dale,

			the inspiration behind Margaret McLachlan.

			I miss you.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter One]

			This is an unprecedented moment. I’m awake before Jack Henry, studying his sleeping figure—it’s a fine one—but that’s not what makes this morning a new experience. I’m waking next to him as my husband.

			Wow. I did it. I married a man who propositioned me a year ago, asking me to be his companion for three months. His idea of our pairing deciphered into something much different back then—an offer of noncommittal sex in exchange for the time of my life. Translation? I agreed to be his whore. There, I admit it, and it was the best decision I’ve ever made regardless of what kind of label we place upon it. Now he’s my husband—forever mine—and I couldn’t be happier.

			No number fourteen for him. Ever.

			We began as strangers—as most couples do—but our beginning was so much more complicated. That simple word makes me giggle each time I hear or say it now. There’s never a time I don’t recall the freakish control my husband displayed when he told me he was a man who didn’t do complicated. Damn, was he ever wrong. I turned his world on its head. To know I hold that power over him makes me feel invincible. And adored.

			Some would consider our inception into this whirlwind a perverted one. Even I did in the beginning, but then we became so much more than either of us intended. Now we’re Mr. and Mrs. Jack Henry McLachlan and this is the beginning of the rest of our lives. We’re setting out into the world to write our own story—in stone, never sand.

			I look at my husband’s face and see his eyes flutter beneath his lids, a clear indication he’s dreaming, and I wonder what a man like him sees when he’s in the deepest of sleep. Whatever it is, I don’t want to disrupt it so I slide to the edge of the bed in slow motion and place my feet on the floor of the plane’s bedroom suite. I look over my shoulder to make sure I haven’t disturbed his slumber—and he’s unmoving—so I ease from the bed with the agility of a thief in the night.

			When I’m finished in the bathroom, I return to bed and repeat the same motion in reverse. I’m so pleased with myself because I’ve managed to slip into bed next to Jack Henry without waking him. But then I realize I’m basking in my accomplishment prematurely. He suddenly rises, pinning me beneath him, a huge grin wide across his face. 

			“Mornin’.” He lowers his mouth to mine and kisses me as his grin grows larger, a sweet kiss just on the surface of my lips. “My wife.” He places his forehead against mine. “You know … I think I like the sound of that.”

			“You better love the sound of it.”

			“Hmm. Maybe it’ll grow on me with a little time.”

			I push against Jack Henry’s chest and we roll so I’m on top. “And maybe you’ll grow on me.” I lower my mouth to his as close as possible without our lips touching. “If I try really, really hard.”

			I move my knees on each side of his hips and slowly grind against him. His hands creep up my thighs until they’re on my waist. “I think something may already be growing on you. Really, really hard.”

			“You and that mouth of yours, Mr. McLachlan.”

			“You love this mouth of mine, Mrs. McLachlan, along with everything it does to you.” He’s told me that before.

			He slides his hands up the sides of my bare body and then quickly turns us so I’m on my back again. His mouth begins a journey at my neck and leaves a trail of wet kisses on its way down until reaching my belly button. “And this tongue of mine. Don’t forget how much you love what it does to you as well.”

			He dips it inside my navel and I lace my fingers through his hair before dragging my nails across his scalp. “I could never forget about your highly talented tongue. Or how good it made me feel last night.”

			He looks up at me and beams. “Our wedding night was everything you hoped it would be?”

			I can’t believe he thinks he has to ask. “It was perfect—everything I dreamed plus a whole lot more I couldn’t have possibly imagined. I didn’t know I could be so happy.”

			“Last night exceeded my every expectation.” He laces his fingers together and places them on my belly before propping his chin on top. “It was the same physical act we’ve shared countless times but I never imagined it feeling so different as husband and wife.” I run my fingers through his hair again but I’m speechless. I think he’s waiting for me to respond but I can’t because my heart feels like it might explode from the love I have for this man. “Come on, L. You’re making me feel pretty damn sappy since you aren’t saying anything.”

			I beckon for him to come closer and caress his cheeks once we’re eye to eye. “You’re right. It was a level of intimacy we’ve never shared and I couldn’t feel more connected to you.”

			He tucks each side of my hair behind my ears before pressing his forehead to mine. “You are my world and I’ll do anything to make you happy.”

			“You. That’s all it takes to make me smile.”

			He nuzzles against my neck and I feel the freshly grown scruff on his chin. “Your face was smooth at the wedding yesterday. I can’t believe you already have this much growth.”

			He reaches up and strokes his chin with his hand. “Is it too rough for you?”

			“No. I like you with stubble. It’s sexy. I wouldn’t mind you growing it a little.”

			“But just a very light beard, right? Nothing heavy like I had several months ago?”

			I’ve never seen him with heavy growth. “I didn’t know you grew a beard.”

			“I fell into a depression and sort of let myself go for a while when a certain unnamed young lady left me without a word.”

			He isn’t the only one who was in a bad place. “I was depressed too but I didn’t grow a beard. I took the highlights out of my hair—the lighter streaks didn’t seem to go with the darkness I felt.”

			“When my beard grew out, I found highlights.” He points to his temples. “And several here on each side.”

			I grab his face and turn it to the side for a better look. “Really?”

			“Yeah. Gray ones,” he laughs. “Are you really oblivious to the fact that you just married an old man?”

			I turn his face back so he’s looking at me. “You’re thirty. That’s not old. Got it?”

			He playfully rubs his nose against mine, giving me an Eskimo kiss. “Your disappearance put me through hell so I blame you for giving me my first gray hairs.”

			He rubs his nose up the length of my neck. “Does that mean you won’t get any more since I’m never leaving again? Even if you toss me out on my keister?”

			“Sorry. I’m afraid it’s inevitable. I got my hair from Dad and he was mostly salt with little pepper by forty-five. That doesn’t leave you many years with a youthful-looking husband.”

			I’m imagining Jack Henry with gray hair in place of his near black. I’m certain he’s going to be like Richard Gere and only get better looking with age. “So when people see us together ten years from now, they’ll think I’m some sweet young thing on the arm of my sugar daddy?”

			He’s laughing. “No, they’ll see our swarm of mini-Laurelyns buzzing around us and know I was smart enough to make you mine while I was still young and had a chance with you.” 

			“Exactly how many children are in a swarm?”

			His lips next to my ear, he whispers, “Several.” 

			I won’t be distracted by the stir his nearness causes in my groin. “‘Several’ is a number that may vary quite a bit depending on who you’re talking to.”

			His fingers lace through the nape of my hair and his thumb rubs that spot below my ear. “You once told me you saw yourself with three.”

			“Three is a few—which isn’t several.”

			“I know but I’d like to talk you into more.” He runs his nose down the length of my neck again and I feel his warm breath on my skin. He knows how much that turns me on. “And I’d like to persuade you into starting on the first one right now.”

			He didn’t want a wife or children when we met. Somewhere in the theory of my future, I wanted a husband—which I now have—but I’d like to wait on the children. I want to enjoy us before a baby is added to the mix. “Why are you so anxious? We haven’t been married a full day yet. Don’t you want time for the two of us?” He rolls onto his back and stares at the ceiling. “What’s going on with you and this rush to start having babies right away?”

			He sighs and turns onto his side so we’re facing one another. “Dad’s side of the family has a significant history of heart disease and heart attacks. He’s fifty-five and has already had his first episode. His brother wasn’t fifty when he had his first heart attack. I’m afraid that’ll be me in twenty years, so I feel like waiting to start our family is wasting time I could be spending with our children while I’m still young and healthy.”

			This is the reason he hoped I was pregnant. He’s afraid of dying young. I had no idea he had this fear bottled inside him. “You don’t know that you’ll have those kinds of problems.”

			“You don’t know that I won’t.” He reaches for the back of my neck and pulls my face to his. “Promise me you’ll think about it.”

			This beautiful man wants to create a life with me—little people that look like us. Isn’t that what he once told me he saw when he imagined his future with me? I want him to have everything his heart desires—and this is something only I can give him—so how can I not consider it? “I’ll think about it. Promise.”

			“Thank you.” He kisses my mouth so lovingly. It isn’t urgent as many of our kisses are. It’s sweet, and he makes me feel so beloved. “I love you so much, L.”

			“And I love you but I need you to promise me you’ll share these fears and concerns. I’m your wife and I want to know everything. Your hopes. Your dreams. And especially your fears.” He needs to see he shouldn’t keep these things from me.

			He touches his finger to the tip of my nose. “You. You’re what my hopes and dreams are made of.”

			I pull him back on top of me. “You know exactly what to say to get into a girl’s panties.”

			He runs his hands over each of my bare hips. “I think you’d need to be wearing knickers in order for me to get into them but you’re not, Mrs. McLachlan.”

			“Oops.” I cover my mouth with my fingers. “You’re right. Mr. McLachlan took them off hours ago.”

			“You never put them back on and now you’re under me, completely naked.”

			I bring my legs up and squeeze him closer. “For good reason. Easier access.”

			He rubs the back of my thighs, squeezing them. “Easier access. I like that. You should go without knickers all the time.”

			“Maybe I will.”

			Jack Henry possesses my mouth as I lower my hands down his back until I have two handfuls of his perfect ass. “I love your … bum.”

			He moves from my mouth to the side of my face and then on to that special place below my ear. “My bum, huh?” His voice is a breathy whisper. “Is my Yank wife turning Aussie so soon?”

			“Maybe.” His mouth creeps down my neck. “Probably. I see no reason to fight it since I’m here to stay.”

			I feel a sudden drop in the plane’s altitude. Jack Henry lifts his face to look at me but he doesn’t appear alarmed. “I think we’re descending.” He leans over to take his phone from the bedside table. “Dammit. The flight is right on time.”

			A pilot’s voice comes over the overhead speaker. “We’re beginning our descent into Maui so our flight will be landing as scheduled in approximately fifteen minutes. It’s been a pleasure serving you, Mr. and Mrs. McLachlan. Looks like you’ll be having beautiful weather for the duration of your honeymoon. Maui is currently seventy degrees and sunny with a high of eighty-three later today.”

			I make my pouty face. “Only fifteen minutes.”

			“I know. It’s not enough time for me to do what I want to you. And we still have to get dressed and be in our seats for the landing.” He gives me one last kiss. “We’ll have plenty of time to do everything we want once we’re on the ground. We’re here as long as we want to be.”

			He kisses me chastely and gets up. He’s naked, his back to me as he stands, searching through the suitcase for a change of clothes. I take a few seconds to admire his physique. He’s so beautiful. And all mine.

			 I get up and walk over to grab something to wear. I opt for the first outfit I find since the clock is ticking. A strappy floral sundress with a fuchsia cardigan packed right on the top. It should look lovely with the lei I’ll be given when we land.

			We’re dressed with clean faces and freshly brushed teeth when we buckle into our seats. We have maybe one whole minute to spare, but I plan on indulging in a long, hot bath—hopefully with Jack Henry joining me—once we arrive at our hotel. I hope our suite has a huge shower to accommodate both of us because I have lots of naughty things I want to do to him.

			He holds my hand as the plane touches down and I’m immediately relieved. I grew a little more accustomed to flying while touring with Southern Ophelia but I’m still happier when my feet are on solid ground. “Have you visited Hawaii often?”

			“Yes. Quite a few times.” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “I’m glad your first time is with me.”

			I wonder what brought him to Hawaii. A family trip, perhaps? Maybe business. Or possibly pleasure with a companion. A pang of jealousy strikes within. I wish I wasn’t on my honeymoon thinking of such things but I’m curious by nature. “How many times have you visited?”

			He answers immediately, “A lot. I couldn’t even take a guess at a number. Dad spent the year working like crazy but he’d take off for two weeks after harvest season so we could come here. It’s my mum’s favorite getaway so she’d bring us even when Dad was too busy to come. We always stayed at the same house—it felt like my second childhood home.”

			“So you were always with your family?”

			“No. I came once without them.”

			“You came alone or with a friend?” I shouldn’t ask since I might get an answer I won’t like.

			“Friends.” Plural. What does that mean? Friends, like the ones everyone has or the kind of friends only he has? I mean had.

			He’s laughing but I’m not. “Friends?”

			“Well, I guess drunken college buddies is probably a more accurate description of the company I kept the time I came without my family.”

			Oh—that I can handle. “You and your pals came here to party?”

			“Yeah, but only once during break. The guys wrecked the place and the owner was furious. The damage wasn’t minimal. Mum paid for it but threatened to beat me within an inch of my life if it ever happened again.” He’s grinning. “I knew she wasn’t kidding so I never brought them back.”

			“I bet Margaret wanted to beat your ass.”

			“There was definitely some smacking with a purse. She loves to do that. She knows it doesn’t hurt but it sounds like it does so she enjoys it. And it’s dramatic. She did that to me in front of my mates. God, I was humiliated. But of course, that’s why she did it.” I’m laughing as I imagine my mother-in-law clobbering her college-age son with her handbag in front of his friends. “Have you seen her in action? She should’ve been a professional boxer. She can get at least three good licks in before your brain has time to register that you’re being smacked.”

			I love Margaret so much. She’s going to be the best mother-in-law I could ever wish for. I could stand to learn a thing or two from her. “I’m going to have her teach me her moves.”

			“Baby, please don’t. I can’t take any more unnecessary roughness. Unless you want to get unruly with me in the bedroom.” He leans over to kiss the side of my neck and my skin instantly prickles while something stirs deep within my belly. He loves doing that to me.

			“Down, boy. We’re not at the hotel yet.” He leans back and I can tell he’s fighting a grin. “What? Are you up to something, Mr. McLachlan?”

			“Maybe, but it’s a surprise, Mrs. McLachlan. One I can’t wait to show you.”

			[image: Story Break]

			The car stops only moments before Jack Henry’s warm hand squeezes mine gently. I recognize the sound of an opening car door. I’m guessing the driver is probably waiting for us to get out. “Can you see anything through your blindfold?”

			That’s right. My husband has blindfolded me in the car, not the bedroom.

			“No. Not a thing.” And I can’t. All I see is total blackness and it’s disorienting. But not as much as what we’re doing now. It’s becoming more and more evident that we aren’t at a hotel. This is something entirely different.

			I feel him slide across the seat away from me as he tugs on my hand. “This way, love.”

			I step out of the car and hear waves in the distance as I breathe in the salty air. We’re at the beach and I’m confused. I don’t understand why he’d bring me here directly from the airport instead of checking into our room so we could take a hot shower after our long flight. It’s too early to swim. And I’m in a sundress, not a swimsuit.

			These are the thoughts of a nagging wife so I hastily put them away. What do I have to complain about? I’m married to the man of my dreams and he treats me like a queen. I could do much, much worse. 

			“Walk this way.” I take a few baby steps in the direction he’s pulling me. I can’t see but it feels like he’s walking backward as he holds both of my hands. “Don’t be afraid, L. I won’t let you fall. Ever.”

			I don’t doubt him for a moment. “I trust that you won’t, but I have an innate instinct telling me I will so it’s hard to ignore.”

			“Not much further.”

			It’s not sand I’m walking on. It feels firm, like concrete or asphalt, but I take about twenty more steps before we stop. “I’m taking your blindfold off but I want you to keep your eyes closed until I tell you to open them.”

			“Okay.”

			He removes my blinder and the sun shines directly on my face. I feel its warmth against my skin and see its brightness on the other side of my closed lids. “You can open them.”

			The breeze from the ocean blows a strand of hair into my face and lodges itself in the slit of one my eyes. I shake my head to make my hair fall over one shoulder. When I straighten, I look before me and see a magnificent beachfront home.

			I wait for him to say something—give me an idea about what we’re doing here—but he doesn’t. “Is this where we’re staying?”

			“Yes.” He’s beaming, appearing so proud of himself. Maybe he’s pleased he has pulled one over on me because he has. I completely expected a honeymoon suite in one of Maui’s finest hotels but this is so much better. “Do you like it?”

			Now I’m the one grinning like the Cheshire cat because I know this means we don’t have to be quiet. We can lose control without the fear of being heard by others. “Are you kidding me? It’s breathtaking. Who wouldn’t love it?” I wrap my arms around him and squeeze his middle. “This is going to be so much better than a hotel.”

			“This is it—the house I was telling you about. My vacation home as a child.”

			Oh my. I can’t believe he brought me to the place he thought of as his second home while growing up. “Oh, Jack Henry.”

			“It wasn’t possible for me to come to Maui with my bride and not stay here.”

			He would’ve been so limited on time when planning our honeymoon. I can’t believe a place like this would have a vacancy. “Then we’re incredibly lucky it was available for rent on such short notice.”

			He beams before turning me so I’m facing the house. Behind me, he snakes his arms around my waist and pulls me tight against him, his mouth next to my ear. “I own it, L. I bought it for you. It’s your wedding gift.” I turn my face toward him and his stubble grazes me. “I want to spend the rest of our lives making happy memories here with you and our children.”

			Omigod. Best. Husband. Ever.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Two]

			I once thought I didn’t want a wife and kids but it was because I hadn’t met the right person. Everything is different now—I’m married to the perfect woman and I can’t wait until she becomes the mother of my children.

			I’m glad L asked me why I was anxious to begin our family. I’m not sure I would’ve ever been brave enough to volunteer that information. Fear. It’s not something a man likes to admit but that’s the beauty of my relationship with L. I can tell her anything.

			She turns in my arms and kisses me between words. “You. Are. Amazing.”

			“I’m glad you think so since it seems you’re stuck with me for the rest of our lives.”

			“Happily stuck by choice. There’s a difference.”

			I watch the sun dance on her face as the palm tree leaves above move in the breeze. A shorter strand of hair at her temple has escaped her grasp and I tuck it behind her ear. “Are you truly happy?”

			“It isn’t possible for me to be happier than I am in this moment.”

			I grasp her face and look into her golden-brown eyes. I see her sincerity and know her words are true. She didn’t marry me for any reason other than her love for me, so Laurelyn Paige Prescott McLachlan is a woman to be treasured. “Nor could I.”

			I lean down to scoop her from the ground and she squeals. “I think it’s time I carried my bride across the threshold. I want you to see the rest of the house.”

			I turn the knob and gently push the door open with my foot. L is like a wide-eyed child. I return her to her feet and her head oscillates slowly as she takes it all in.

			The floor plan is open so she’s able to see the living room along with the kitchen and dining room. She says nothing and I can’t tell if she likes it or not. “What are you thinking?”

			“How much I love you,” she says, propelling herself into my arms for a kiss. “You take care of me,” she says against my mouth. “No one’s ever done that before.”

			It’s a shame. She should’ve been cared for by loving parents. But she wasn’t, and it’s shaped her into the person she is today. I don’t know how she’s not utterly damaged but she’s the complete opposite—the strongest person I know. I wonder who she would’ve been if they’d treated her the way they should have.

			I give her a quick kiss and take her hand. “Come. I want to show you the rest.”

			I begin with the five smaller bedrooms and work our way toward the master suite. I ask her to close her eyes. I cover them with one hand and use the other to lead her into the center of the room. I like this grown-up game of peekaboo. “No peeping.”

			“I’m not. And I don’t have X-ray vision so I can’t see through flesh and bone.”

			“True.” I take my hand away once she’s facing the bed. “Okay. Open your eyes.”

			She softly gasps as she scans the room—our newly remodeled master suite. “I was only able to have this room and one other remodeled since the purchase was so rushed. Do you like it?”

			“I love it. I couldn’t have chosen anything more perfect.” She turns in my arms and slides her hands up to my shoulders. “Or sexier.”

			This is my first time seeing it as well and I’m pleased with the results, although it’s very different from our bedroom at Avalon. This is a lot girlier, yet not emasculating. 

			It’s lighter. The walls are pale beige, almost white. It’s going to reflect the morning sun even with the drapes pulled, so I doubt there’ll be much sleeping late in here. I don’t mind because I’m an early riser, but it could be a problem for L. She loves her sleep.

			There’s fabric and upholstery everywhere. Coordinated shades of pale blue, beige, and cream dominate; plenty of candles wait to be lit. It smells heavenly—much like the red currant L loves so much. I don’t have to work hard to imagine what this bedroom suite will look like lit up tonight or how beautiful L will look illuminated by candlelight.

			I’m so glad she approves. “I think the designer did a great job. I gave her full control. The only requirement was that she make it romantic.”

			“Mission accomplished.” L walks toward the bed and runs her hand down the post. I wonder if she thinks I made a special request for that. I didn’t, but I admit it’s a very nice surprise. “This is absolutely amazing. Makes me want to stay in bed all day—with you.”

			“Then I believe I owe Miss Rutledge a bonus for a job well done.” I take her hand and lead her toward the small sitting room currently occupied by a chaise with a side table. It’s not a huge area but it’ll suffice for what I have in mind. “I was thinking this would make a perfect nursery. It isn’t big but I think it’ll hold a crib and changing table. Maybe a rocking chair in the corner.”

			She’s quiet as she looks around the room and I fear I may have pushed her too hard, too soon. That’s not my intention at all. I don’t mean to press her. It’s only been an hour since our conversation—and she told me she’d think about trying to have a baby—so I need to back off before I anger her.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t think of how that sounded until I heard myself saying it.” I pull her into my arms and kiss the top of her head. “I’m sure I’ve bombarded you with the baby-making talk but I promise I’m not ignoring your need to think it over.”

			“It’s okay. You’re being honest with me about what you want and the reason why. I could never be upset with you about yearning to start a family with me.” She twists in my arms so we’re facing one another. “The baby-making part doesn’t scare me. We’ve had a lot of fun practicing, but I worry about the after part. We’ve had so little time together.”

			An hour isn’t even close to long enough. She needs way more time to sort this out. “I think it’s a good idea to put the baby talk on the back burner for now.”

			“Agreed.”

			I kiss the side of her face. “I have something else to show you.”

			We walk the hall toward the other remodeled room. “This is a vacation home and it often houses two families, so it has two master suites.”

			“Another romantic getaway?”

			I laugh inwardly. “Not exactly.” I grasp the knob. “Close your eyes.”

			“This is becoming a habit for you.” She does as I tell her so I open the door and lead her into the second master suite. “You can open your eyes now.”

			Her eyes are wide as she assesses her surroundings. Mirrored walls. Overhead lights. A stage. A pole. 

			She’s grinning so I take that as a good sign. She walks up the steps onto the stage and runs her hand up the golden brass. “Wow. This room is a little presumptuous on your part, Mr. McLachlan. One might assume you have an obsession with pole dancers.”

			She has no idea.

			I join her on the stage and place my hands on her hips, pushing her backward until she’s pressed against the brass extending from floor to ceiling. “I have an obsession with one.” 

			She reaches for the button of my jeans and pulls it free. She looks down—and so do I—to watch her skillful fingers push the zipper of my pants down. Then her hands are inside the waistband of my boxer briefs, shoving them down. “I may have my own obsession.” And like a scene worthy of any man’s sexual fantasy, L drops to her knees before me. 

			Oh God. My wife is so smokin’ hot. How did I get so lucky?

			She looks up at me from her knees, the same way she’s done countless times before, and it couldn’t be sexier. Until I see her tongue stroke me from base to tip. I want to close my eyes and become totally lost but I can’t stop watching her mouth on me. It’s too fucking hot.

			She goes through a series of motions. Fast. Slow. Soft. Hard. I can’t predict what’s coming next and I fucking love it.

			She’s at it no more than a minute and I’m almost ready to come because she’s too damn good at this, but her mouth isn’t where I want to come. I tap the top of her head. “Stop, L.”

			She does and I help my wife to her feet. My hands go fishing beneath her dress where I grasp her almost nonexistent knickers and drag them down her legs. She steps out one foot at a time and kicks the two white lacy triangles aside. She sheds her cardigan and pulls her dress over her head before chucking it across the stage. She’s left wearing only her bra and heels, though not for long. The bra is going, but not the heels. Those stay.

			I step back and behold the lovely sight of my bride. Laurelyn is absolutely the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I can’t believe I get to call her mine forever. I’m a fortunate man.

			She gives me a come-hither motion with her finger and I obey. I have no choice because I’m hers to do with as she pleases. This woman owns me completely. “Inside me. Now.”

			She reaches over her head and grasps the pole tightly. She lifts her lower body to wrap her legs around me and I understand the position she has in mind. My girl is strong. Most women don’t possess the physical strength it takes to do the things she’s capable of on a pole. “This is new. I like it.”

			She frees one hand and pulls my face to hers for an urgent kiss, and I’m again made aware of the physical power she possesses. “Wrong. You’re gonna love it,” she whispers as she sinks down, pushing me deep inside her.

			I groan with pleasure and grasp her bum so I can move with her in perfect rhythm. I thrust hard and she matches me evenly. My girl does me fucking proud but it doesn’t last near as long as I’d like. She brought me close to the edge using her mouth so I’m ahead of her. I know I am. She gave me a huge head start so I slow down—I’m not crossing the finish line without her.

			I bring my fingers around to her most sensitive spot. I rub it in no particular order, the way she did when she went down on me. Fast. Slow. Soft. Hard. And I know when her breathing picks up that she’s close. And then it’s over for me as I explode inside her. “I. Love. You. L.”

			I’m buried deep inside her and she has no reply for me, but I know why. I feel the ripple of her body tightening around my cock and know she’s too preoccupied with her own climax to respond.

			When it’s over for her, she lets go of the pole and wraps both arms around my shoulders. “I love you too,” she says, kissing my mouth. She holds on tightly, trembling. I’m guessing it’s overuse of her muscles since she hasn’t had a workout like that in a while. “I think I’m a wee bit out of practice. I’ll be feeling the results of that little trick all week.”

			I don’t want her sore on our honeymoon. There’s way too much I want to do with her.

			“You should take a soak in the tub. It’ll help relax your muscles and then I’ll give you a massage when you’re out.”

			She looks up at me so adoringly and stretches on her toes to nuzzle my nose. She isn’t tall enough so I lean down and meet her halfway. “Mmm. I was right. You’re definitely the best husband ever.”

			“I’m just getting started, babe. You haven’t seen anything yet.”

			I carry her to the bath—not because I don’t trust her legs—but because I want to. I set her down and make her sit on the vanity stool. She laughs and says I’m being ridiculous but I don’t care. I can never overdo it when it comes to her comfort.

			I turn on the water and the room quickly becomes a sauna. “Check the water to be sure it’s not too hot for you.”

			She gets up and walks over to the tub to dip her fingers under the stream. “Perfect.” She slips off her heels, which managed to stay on during the transport here, and she’s instantly at least three inches shorter. “Will you soak with me? I wasn’t the only one exerting my body.”

			I had planned on checking in at the vineyards while she soaked but how could I possibly decline an invitation like that? “Absolutely, but let me get your body wash and shampoo first.”

			I return with her bath supplies and shed my pants, which somehow didn’t manage to get removed during our sexual escapade. We step into the tub together. I sit first, per our routine, and then L lowers herself gracefully as ever into her usual spot between my legs so she can lean back against my chest. I revel in the simple feel of my beloved’s skin against mine.

			This is how life should be. No more emptiness in three-month affairs with women I don’t care to know. I can’t believe I once found—whatever the right word is—in what I used to do. It certainly wasn’t happiness or fulfillment. I don’t have a label for it. L is my everything and there’s no going back. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

			I run my hands along her hips, massaging them under the water. I feel something stuck to one of them. It feels like a sticker and the corner pulls up more and more as I rub so I give it a yank.

			She gasps and I immediately know I’ve done wrong. “Jack Henry!”

			Oh hell. I think I’m in trouble. “Should I have not done that?”

			“No. You shouldn’t have.”

			“I’m sorry, L.” I hold up the flesh-colored square and she goes pale. “I thought it was some kind of sticker accidentally stuck on your bum. What is this?”

			“It was my birth control patch.”

			“Oh.” She’s going to think I took it off on purpose because of the baby talk. She’s probably going to be pissed off at me the rest of our honeymoon—or cut me off so she won’t get pregnant. Shit. “I didn’t know. I swear. Do you have another one to put on?” I move to get out of the tub. “I’ll get it for you right now.”

			She stops me by grabbing my hand. “I have one left but it’s for next week. I’ll be short one week of hormones so that’s probably as good as not wearing one at all.”

			“Please don’t be mad. It was a stupid move but I didn’t know.”

			She relaxes against me again and I breathe a sigh of relief. “It’s okay. I told you I started new birth control so I’m sure you assumed it was the pill. I guess I should’ve told you what kind so we’d be on the same page.”

			I didn’t know the ramifications of my actions but it doesn’t stop me from feeling as though I’ve wronged her. “I told you I refused to wear condoms on our honeymoon but I will. I deserve that for being stupid enough to yank off that patch without asking what it was first.”

			“Baby, it’s okay. You don’t have to do that. Rubbers aren’t fun for you or me. I used a spermicide as backup last night. We’ll just use that the next couple of weeks and I’ll restart the patch next month. I hadn’t been on it long anyway.”

			I’m lucky. She could seriously be giving me shit right now. “Thank you for not being angry with me.”

			“There’s nothing to be angry about, McLachlan.”

			“You say that now but what will your feelings be if you end up with a bun in the oven because I ripped that thing off your arse?”

			She leans her head back and tilts her face to kiss my chin. “I would think it takes two to tango and it’s meant to be.”

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Three]

			I’m confused. I’ve always associated dark sand with unattractiveness but this isn’t. It’s … breathtaking. “Black sand.” I hear the surprise in my own voice. “This isn’t at all what I expected to see on a Hawaiian beach.”

			Jack Henry laughs at me, apparently entertained by my astonishment. “It’s another reason I love this place so much. It’s different from the beach at my Auckland house. Polar opposites.”

			I rake my toes through it. “Had I known it was black, I wouldn’t have expected much so I’m glad you didn’t mention it.”

			He prepares my lounger, spreading a towel across the cushion. “The lava of an erupting volcano rushes into the ocean and it cools when it hits the water. The waves force it back onto the beach and that’s why the sand is black.”

			I sit on the chair. “My husband, the environmental scientist. Who knew?”

			Jack Henry repeats the same process on the second lounger and then joins me. He’s wearing my favorite sunglasses and I can see my reflection when he looks my way. “So this little piece of heaven is your private beach?”

			“It’s our private beach, Laurelyn. Everything of mine is now yours. You’re going to need to get used to that.”

			I unfasten the back of my bikini top and allow it to drop. “Then it’s okay for me to do this?”

			“Damn, L,” he laughs while scanning the property for prying eyes. “It’s ours, and it’s private, but that doesn’t stop the occasional beachgoer from stumbling across here.”

			“Well, I guess they’ll think they’ve happened upon a topless beach.” I toss my bright red top over and it lands on Jack Henry’s chest. “Because I’m not putting it back on.”

			“Damn rebel.”

			“Damn right.”

			I lie on the lounger, basking in the sun. I love the outdoors; it’s still the only place where I feel completely free. As a child, going outside was my only escape from her. My mom was always hungover—except when she was high—so the house was forever dark, dreary, and cold. I wasn’t allowed to open the curtains for sunlight. The brightness hurt her eyes and prevented her from sleeping all day so she could party all night. Lifting a window for fresh air was out of the question since it allowed her precious, frigid air conditioning to escape.

			Those were bad days. Bad years. I don’t want to think about those times and ruin this perfect moment. The weather is beautiful and I’m soaking in the sunshine. I have my man by my side; therefore, I want for nothing. Everything in the world is right.

			“You’re doing some serious thinking over there.”

			How can he possibly tell? I turn to look at him. “How do you know?”

			He points toward my thigh. “You’re tracing the infinity symbol on your leg with your fingertip. It gives you away every time. ”

			I didn’t realize I was doing that, but he did. He always does.

			“What’s on your mind, babe?”

			Do I brush the thoughts of my childhood away, keeping it to myself so I don’t ruin this perfection? Or do I put it out there so Jack Henry can know a little more about the wretched past that makes me who I am today?

			He already dislikes my mom. I’m certain this will only add fuel to his contempt—but he’s straight up asking, so it doesn’t feel right to keep it from him. “When I was a kid, the outdoors was one of my only escapes from my mom when she was high or hungover. I feel my freest when I’m in the sun.” He doesn’t reply and I’m pretty sure it’s because he’s fuming. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’ve ruined this beautiful moment.”

			Our loungers are side by side, close enough that my hand is within his reach. “You haven’t ruined anything.” He strokes his thumb across the top of my hand and it finds its way to my wedding ring. “I’m your husband so I want to know everything. The good and the bad.”

			Most of the good has happened since I met him but what about the ugly? Is he really ready to hear that stuff?

			“I want to ask you a question about the wedding.”

			Sounds like he’s preparing me for something bad. He never tells me he’s going to ask a question. “Okay.”

			“Why did you let your dad walk you down the aisle? He’s never been a father to you so I don’t understand how you felt like he deserved that honor.” His voice is oozing with contempt for the sperm donor.

			I didn’t wimp out, if that’s what Jack Henry thinks. I’m done with flaking. There’s only one reason I allowed Jake to do it. Irony. “Think about it. He claims me as his daughter and his first official act as my father is to give me over to you—a strong, honorable man who will always take care of me. I thought it was quite fitting.”

			“Huh,” he says. “I was worried your mother guilted you into doing it but I should’ve known better. That’s not who you are.”

			“She thinks she convinced me. I choose to let her believe that but I have the pleasure of knowing otherwise.”

			“My wife, the satirist. I’ll know better than to ever cross you.”

			“You will if you know what’s good for you.”

			“I’m not mistaken about what’s good for me. It’s you, L. Always you.”

			Oh, sheez. Hearing him say that almost makes my bikini bottom melt away.

			I get up and take his hands. “You think I’m good for you, huh?” I pull so he knows I want him to slide to the foot of the lounger.

			“I know so. No doubts.”

			I grin as I push my thumbs inside the band of my swimsuit and shimmy out of it. “I know something else that’s good for you.”

			I kick out of the red fabric at my ankles and step closer to Jack Henry. He grabs my ass and I squeal as he pulls me closer. He watches my face as he slides his hand between my legs. “And I also know what’s good for you.”

			He rubs his hand up and down, back and forth, in an exquisite torture, before gliding his fingers through my slick center. Yet I know what he’s doing when he avoids my most sensitive area, the spot where I crave his touch most. It’s purposeful on his part because he wants to feel me ride his hand. And I give in because I have no choice. 

			I grab his wrist and guide his hand upward while rocking my hips against it. I’m worse than any petted cat. And I’m pretty sure he loves it. “More,” I plead.

			He crooks his thumb and rewards me by stroking my clit. “My girl is greedy.”

			He has no idea.

			My head is spinning because I want him so much. “I want you inside me when I come,” I tell him while reaching for his swim trunks. He makes no haste in helping me get them down and then I crawl over him. I sink down hard so he’s deep inside me and he returns his hand to its previous task. “Is this what you want?”

			He knows it is. “Yes!”

			I move up and down, sliding him in and out, gaining unrestrained pleasure as his hand rubs my clit. I arch my back and thrust my breasts forward as I hold his shoulders. “I want to feel you come all around me, L.”

			And I do.

			I feel those familiar quivers squeezing Jack Henry while he’s inside me. Seconds later, I recognize the telltale rhythmic quivering and know he’s met his undoing before I ever hear him groan my name.

			Nothing beats both of us coming at the same time.

			He grabs my face and kisses me hard. When he finishes, he presses his forehead against mine. I think he loves doing that. I know I do because it makes me feel so adored. “You and I are going to have an amazing life together. I’m going to make certain of it.”

			“I know.” And I do. There’s not a bit of doubt in my mind. “Wanna go skinny-dippin’?”

			“With you?” He sucks my bottom lip into his mouth and then lets it go. “Absolutely.”

			[image: Story Break]

			I lean closer to the mirror as I apply eyeliner. Jack Henry slinks up behind me to sneak his hand up my sundress and down my panties. I stop lining my eyes and look at his reflection. I’d like to be irritated with him but I can’t be when I see his crooked grin. “You must know this is a good way for your wife to lose an eye.”

			“What?”

			“Sneaking up to put your hand down my panties while I have a stick near my cornea is never a good idea.”

			He palms my bare cheek. “We’ve been here twelve hours and haven’t christened our honeymoon bed yet.”

			Good grief, I married a horny bastard. “We consummated our marriage in the sky. We did it up against a pole as soon as we got here. And then got naked at the beach and did it again. We managed all of that in less than twenty-four hours. The bed will have to wait until we get back from dinner.”

			“I love the way you say we did it instead of saying we had sex or we fucked.” He slides his hands around to my belly and sucks my earlobe into his mouth. “It makes you sound so sweet and innocent.”

			I’m sweet because I’m not going to let him get a raging hard-on when I already know we’re not christening that bed right now. “No.” I swat his hands away. “We have reservations in forty-five minutes and we’re not going to be late because you messed up my hair and makeup wallowing me around in that bed.”

			He sighs but knows I’m right. “Okay.” He leans around and watches my face in the mirror as he presses his partial erection against my bottom. “But I’m only backing down because I plan on fucking you like a champion as soon as we get back.”

			“All right, McLachlan.” I rub my bottom against him since he wants to play like that. “I look forward to being fucked like a champion.”

			He grinds against me. “Mmm … I love hearing you say things like that. Turns me on.”

			I could say a lot more but I won’t because it would just end up with us in that bed and I need to finish getting ready. “I love you but you’ve gotta go away so I can finish.”

			He holds his hands up in surrender. “I get it. I’m leaving you alone.” He kisses the side of my neck and growls. “But only for now.”

			“I’ll hold you to that promise later.”

			We arrive at the restaurant and a hostess escorts us down a path lined with lit tiki torches through a garden with waterfalls and tropical foliage. I realize we’ll be seeing a dinner show—a luau—when we’re led to a table with a stage and stunning oceanfront backdrop. I’m not at all surprised to be seated on the first row, obviously the best seats available. My man doesn’t do second rate.

			The sun dances just above the water’s surface. We’re seated at the perfect time to watch it set. 

			I reach under the table for Jack Henry’s hand. “Nothing could be more romantic than this.”

			He leans over and kisses the side of my neck just below my ear. “I thought our first night in Maui should be a traditional one.” He gestures toward the empty seats next to us. “Which means we’ll share this table with strangers. It’s the way it’s done, I’m afraid.”

			“It’ll be fun.”

			“Maybe. But if they know what’s good for them, they won’t put wife swappers at this table.”

			“Definitely not.” I remember the way Jack Henry put swinger Chris on his ass when he expressed interest in fucking me. Those were such different times for us. “I don’t need my husband punching anyone in the face tonight.”

			“I might not mind an indecent proposal from some swingers.” He moves his hand to my leg and strokes it. “I seem to remember a mighty fine reward for coming to your defense.”

			“The compensation is the same if you don’t get into a fight. You’d just be making extra work for yourself.” I grab his hand from my leg and bring it to my mouth for a kiss. “And busted knuckles.”

			“Oh. Well, in that case, no sucker punches tonight.”

			“Thank you.”

			Our tablemates—a husband and very pregnant wife with three young boys and a toddler girl—fill our table to capacity. I have spent much less time around children than Jack Henry but even I know this is going to be entertaining.

			His eyes immediately hone in on this picture-perfect family and he slips his arm around me. He gives my arm a slight squeeze and I’m pretty sure I can accurately guess what he’s thinking—that’ll be us one day. And it will be. It’s not a question of if, but when. 

			“Hello,” the couple says in unison as they assist their children into their seats.

			“Hello.” We mimic their greeting.

			The wife settles the baby girl into a high chair. “We didn’t realize we’d be seated with anyone but we’ll try to keep the circus to a minimum. Won’t we, boys?”

			The boys do a fair job of ignoring their mother so I take that as a bad sign and a likely indicator of the free show to come.

			“It’s okay. We’re used to kids.” Jack Henry looks at me and shrugs. It’s a half-truth because he’s very used to children. Me … not so much.

			“You must have left yours at home?” the husband asks.

			“No. We don’t have children yet. We’re here on our honeymoon.”

			“Then congratulations are in order.”

			“Thank you.”

			We continue the small talk with the couple briefly before the server brings our first round of mai tais. “Wow. That’s beautiful.” It’s a tall, stemmed glass curved in the center, the dark rum collecting in the bottom. Each is garnished with a tiny umbrella, pineapple slices, and cherries with a lovely purple orchid next to a sprig of mint leaf. I can smell the liquor as soon as it’s placed in front of me. I’ll need to show restraint so I don’t get wasted.

			“I must admit I don’t feel very masculine with such a pretty drink in my hand.” Jack Henry holds his glass toward mine for a toast. “Here’s to us and a very long and happy life together.”

			I touch my glass to his. “Thank you for making me your wife.” I lean over and a place a kiss against his lips.

			“Yuck! That’s so gross. I may throw up.” I hear gagging noises from one of the boys across the table, followed by a chastisement and apology from his mother.

			I silently pray this isn’t what we have to look forward to during the entire dinner but I soon discover it’s only the beginning. The boys’ antics alternate between booger picking, booger eating, making fart sounds—some, I question the authenticity of—a stunning display of controlled chaos.

			Jack Henry squeezes my hand as he leans over to whisper in my ear. “They’re little boys trying to get the attention of my pretty girl. Ignore them or it’ll get worse. Trust me.”

			He knows children. I don’t so I take his advice. The night seems to take a turn for the better once I no longer appear preoccupied by the mischievous boys. And the fire-knife show holds their attention, preventing any further performance out of them.

			I’m in the midst of clapping for the fire-breather when one of the performers comes into the audience and grabs my hand to take me on stage. I’m surprised because I didn’t see it coming but I should’ve known. Shows like these always select people from the crowd to participate in the performance.

			I turn to look back at Jack Henry and see him grinning and clapping as I walk away from the table. He probably volunteered me and paid them to put me in a string bikini so I could dance on stage for him. Horny bastard. I’ll get him for this if I find out he’s behind it.

			I’m quickly given directions about my performance while shoved behind a divider to change into an orange bandeau top and green hula skirt. I come out and costume designers surround me—and the others pulled from the audience—to place flowers around our heads and ankles. I’m handed two feathered rattles. “The girls will demonstrate the motions. There will be a series of hand, hip, and foot motions. They’ll introduce them slowly, one at a time—nothing complicated. All you have to do is mimic what they show you.”

			My man is so gonna love this.
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			I watch the show with much enthusiasm but not because of a particularly spectacular performance. I’ve attended countless luaus. Although this one is quite good, it’s L’s performance I’m anxious to watch.

			The audience members are led onto stage and L is the last one. That places her right in front of our table.

			The people range in age from young children to, well, old as dirt. She’s definitely the hottest one in the bunch. I’d say that about her even if she weren’t my wife.

			The hula dancers position themselves in front of the audience participants and demonstrate the first motion with their hands. Laurelyn mimics it slowly. Gracefully. Perfectly. They incorporate the hips next and I’m mesmerized by the way her body moves. I think she’s better than her demonstrators. The foot motion is last but I’m already lost in her sensual motions when she peeks over her shoulder at me as she turns. Her body language is unmistakable. She’s gonna let me fuck her ever how I choose.

			My wife is hotter than hell. Every man—and woman—here knows it, including this guy with the wife and four-point-five kids sitting across from me. He’s rarely taken his eyes off Laurelyn since the moment they were seated at the table. Surely, his wife has noticed, or maybe she hasn’t since he completely turned the childrearing over to her so he could ogle my wife’s tits.

			This guy is blatantly staring and it is pissing me off, but I remind myself these aren’t swingers in a club. This guy’s here with his family but he should show respect toward his wife and mine.

			I take a cleansing breath and exhale slowly. I’m letting this go because that’s what mature men do. And it’s what L would want from me.

			When the show is over, Laurelyn returns to the table, changed back into her sundress. I rise and pull her chair out for her. “You didn’t get to keep the costume?”

			“Sorry, McLachlan. They made me turn it in.” She leans over and lowers her voice. “But I’m sure we can come up with something for later.”

			Oh yeah. I’m definitely buying this girl a hula costume for the bedroom.

			Everyone at the table resumes watching the show—except the ogler. Laurelyn has no idea she’s being violated and I’ve had enough. No husband should have to watch some dick salivate at the sight of his wife’s chest. “They’re a great pair, aren’t they?”

			He turns at the sound of my voice and goes pale when his wife asks, “What was that?” His eyes become large as he reaches for his drink. “I said they’re a great pair.” I point at the kids sitting to the left. “Your older boys get along well while the younger son entertains the baby.”

			“Don’t let those two fool you,” she says as she gestures toward the rambunctious boys. “They’re a handful. They don’t always get along so well.”

			The show ends and I waste no time in leading L toward the car ahead of the crowd. “Wait. I need to go to the restroom.”

			I look at the horde around us and know they’re all headed in the same direction. “We’ll be at the house in ten minutes.”

			She shakes her head. “My bladder will explode if we get stuck in traffic.”

			“I really want to beat this crowd out of here so I can get you home and fulfill my promise.” She crosses her legs and makes a face to convey agony. “But not at the cost of an exploding body part.” I swat her bottom and she yelps. “Go—but hurry—because I have plans for you, Mrs. McLachlan.”

			I’m waiting for L and see our dinner companions as they’re leaving. “Did you enjoy the show?” I call out as they walk by. I would never bring his indiscretion to his pregnant wife’s attention, but I can’t resist making the bastard squirm a little. He deserves that much.

			He busies himself with one of the children, pretending to not hear me, so his wife answers. “We did. And you?”

			“Loved it. It was Laurelyn’s first luau so she especially enjoyed it.”

			“Laurelyn. What a pretty name. I’ll have to remember that one when this baby comes—that is, if it’s a girl. We didn’t find out.”

			I hope it’s a boy. I don’t want this guy to have any lasting connection to my L. “I’ll tell my wife you said so. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

			“You too.”

			Laurelyn walks up from the opposite direction of the restrooms and is wearing that mischievous grin I love so much. “What have you been up to?”

			She holds up a large shopping bag. “I wanted souvenirs.”

			We both know what’s in that bag so I can’t wait to get her back to the house to play dress-up. I grab her hand and lead her toward the area where our driver is to pick us up. “Where’s the fire?”

			“In my pants.” That earns me a giggle from my bride but I’m not amused. I’m horny.

			We’re out a little earlier than expected, so I’m grateful when I see our driver waiting at the curb in a black Town Car. “That’s us with the hazards on.” I’m used to Daniel’s reliability so it’s nice to have someone do a good job of filling his shoes. Our temporary driver keeps up this kind of service and he’ll earn a nice, fat bonus at the end of this assignment. 

			“What’s with the hurry?”

			I wave the driver off and open the door for L. “I’ll tell you when we’re in the car.”

			She’s a woman so she doesn’t get it. I know what’s in that bag and what she’s going to look like in it. She’s going to dance for me—only me—in a hula costume. Probably with nothing underneath. The anticipation has my cock hard as rock. 

			The car pulls away and I know I have at least ten minutes until we make it home, probably longer when you take traffic into account so I’m in pure misery. I bring her hand to my erection. “This is the hurry. I’m in agony because I want you under me so badly.”

			She leans up and removes her cardigan before spreading it over my lap. “If we don’t do something about this, you won’t last a minute once we’re home. I don’t think either of us wants that.” She moves her hand up and slides it down the front of my pants. She grasps my cock in her hand and her thumb strokes the tip, spreading the moisture already there. “I think a little pregame show is in order so we savor the real thing later. Don’t you agree?”

			“I couldn’t agree more.” I lean my head back against the seat while L pumps her hand up and down. “God, you’re the best wife ever.”

			She leans over to whisper in my ear. “I wish there were a divider. Remember all those naughty things we did in the back of that limo?”

			How could I forget? Those were some of the best moments of my life. I grab her head and bring her ear to my mouth. “Hell, yeah. I remember it all. Every touch. Every kiss.”

			“You want to know what I remember?” She pumps faster as she talks, bringing me closer to the climax I need so badly. “You exploding inside my body, claiming me. You rubbed your cum into my skin, marking me like an animal, as if I was your possession for no other man to look at. And I loved it.”

			That’s it. The first spasm begins, and then the others, followed by a full-on explosion. She doesn’t stop until her hand and my boxer briefs are a wet mess and then she kisses the side of my face. “That’s my boy.”

			She takes her hand out of my pants and opens her handbag to fetch a tissue. She wipes her hand and then passes a clean one my way. “Tissue?”

			“Thanks.” I take it from her and ease it down the front of my trousers. “Isn’t my girl the prepared one?”

			“Looks like I’d better be in case I need to do that again.”

			I can’t lie and say it won’t happen again, not with the way she makes me want her.

			After we’re back at the house, she has me wait in the bedroom while she gets into character. She’s playful and it’s only one of the many things I love about L.

			I’m lighting the last candle in the room when she calls out through the cracked bathroom door, “Close your eyes.”

			She likes to do this—have me shut my eyes while she gets in place. It’s all about staging for her. “Yes, ma’am.”

			I’m sitting on the edge of the bed and hear the sound of a ukulele begin. It takes several seconds before I recognize the familiar tune of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” coming from her phone.

			“Okay. You can look.”

			I open my eyes and L is completely decked out in hula gear, feathers and all. Her top is a yellow bikini and it’s lovely against her freshly sun-kissed skin. Her skirt and headpiece are red, yellow, and black. Her long dark hair cascades over both shoulders and she’s the most beautiful hula girl I’ve ever seen. I imagined something similar but the reality is so much better.

			She’s mimicking the dance she was taught at the luau, and the raging sexual urgency I expected isn’t there. This type of dance leaves me feeling much different than when she pole dances for me. There’s something surreal, and so very sweet, about the slow sway of her arms and hips to this particular rendition of the song. She looks so pure and deserving of much more than what I promised her I would do when I got her home tonight.

			“This is the only Hawaiian song I had in my music library.” She doesn’t miss a beat in her rhythmic dance as she talks.

			“Baby, it’s perfect.” And it truly is. It does something to me I can’t explain.

			“Each move has so much depth, every dance its own story.” She makes coordinating flowing motions with her arms. “One of the girls backstage told me this is symbolic of a tree swaying in the breeze. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

			She has no idea. “It certainly is.” No woman has ever made it look so lovely.

			She dances another minute and then shrugs. “That’s it. I got nothing else. I wish I had more of a show for you.”

			I put my arms out for her. “Come here.”

			She walks to me and I wrap my arms around her waist to pull her close. I put the side of my face just below her chest and she cradles my head with her arms. I feel so much more for this woman than I ever thought possible. My love for her makes me ache deep in my chest. I never want to find out what it would feel like to lose her. “I love you so much, L. I don’t ever want to know the pain of not having you in my life.”

			She leans back and tilts my face upward. “I love you and I’m not going anywhere. I’m here as long as you want me to stay.”

			I feel like I’ll smother if I don’t have her. “Swear you’ll never leave me.”

			She smiles and it feels like a rush of breath expanding my lungs in a moment of suffocation. “I will never leave you.”

			“We’ve had a change of plans for christening our bed.” I reach for her phone and pass it to her. “Put that song on repeat and forget what I said earlier. I just want to make love to you—as slowly as you’ll let me.”

			She smiles as she thumbs the phone’s screen. “I’m glad you like the song. I wasn’t sure about it.” She puts her phone aside and slides her hands over my shoulders.

			“I love it.” It makes me feel good about us. “Dance with me.”

			We sway in the middle of our bedroom. I’m in a completely different mindset than earlier. I know L likes my filthy mouth occasionally, but I use it far too frequently. I’m too much of a caveman with her at times. I should touch her gently and speak sweetly to her more often. She’s a treasure—my precious one—and I’d be wise to always treat her as such.

			The song comes to an end before beginning again but I’m done with dancing. I take L’s hands in mine and lead her toward the bed. We stop when the backs of my legs hit the mattress and she unbuttons my white linen shirt before pushing it from my shoulders to the floor.

			I take the floral wreath from her head and place it on the nightstand before I smooth her stray hairs. I twirl a lock of her long hair around my finger and marvel at how soft it is. “You are so beautiful.”

			She blushes and drops her face. It’s still surprising to me how she can be so strong—even seek a career in the spotlight—yet she doesn’t know how to take compliments. I’m certain it’s because she never heard them while growing up. Or from that fool, Blake.

			I place my hand under her chin and lift her face. “You better get used to hearing compliments because I plan on telling you often how gorgeous and loved you are.”
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			My eyes are closed and I’m listening to the sound of the waves. I’ve only been awake for a few minutes but the resonance is hypnotic so I’m drifting back into slumber when the bed shifts. My eyes pop open when the bed sheet slides down my body and I feel Jack Henry’s kisses against the bare skin of my lower back. “Are you awake?”

			“I am now.”

			He runs his hand over the valley where my spine curves inward. “Have I ever told you how much I love this dip?” 

			Is he kidding? Only like a bazillion times. “I believe you may have a time or two.”

			His wet tongue glides upward and I bow reflexively, sending my bottom up from the bed, hitting him against his chest. My hair prickles as goosebumps spread from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. No matter how many times he does this, my body reacts the same. “Good grief. You’d think I’d become immune to that at some point.”

			His palm slides up my thigh to my cheek and he rubs it in a circular motion. “Please don’t because I’ll never tire of seeing your body arch like that.”

			I relax beneath his touch and his talented hands knead the muscles of my back as they make their way to my shoulders. I haven’t said anything but my body is rebelling after our frolic against the pole yesterday. A massage is very welcomed. “Mmm … you can stop doing that sometime next week.”

			His fingers knead in circles and, again, my body erupts into chills. “So you like that, huh?”

			“Mmm-hmm … just a little bit.”

			“A massage is the least I can do since it’s my fault you’re sore.”

			I lift my head from the pillow and peer over my shoulder at him. “I didn’t say I was sore.”

			“You didn’t but your body speaks to me in other ways.”

			Funny, I didn’t hear it say a thing. “How so?”

			“It wasn’t your usual fuck-me-harder moan I heard when I pushed your legs back.” He leans down to kiss the side of my neck. “Your legs were guarded so I knew you were probably feeling the aftermath of our pole excursion.” He kisses the side of my face. “I’m sure it’s worse today so we’re taking a break from sex so you can recuperate.”

			I recall how gentle and loving Jack Henry was last night while we christened our honeymoon bed. His whole demeanor was different, but he was that way before, possibly discerning how sore I was. “Is that why you were so gentle with me?”

			“Partly.”

			“What’s the other reason?”

			“I wanted to make love to you.” He presses his nose against my hair and inhales deeply. “I’m boorish with you too often. I should be gentler.”

			I roll, forcing him to move from my back. “Listen up, McLachlan.” He moves to his side and we’re face to face. “I love your gentle side but I’m not a porcelain doll. I love it when you fuck me hard.” I grab his chin and give it a squeeze. “Sometimes I need you to be a caveman. I crave it. Understand?”

			He nods in agreement. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“This is our honeymoon so there will be no breaks from sex. Got it?”

			“No argument here.”

			“Good.” I push him to his back and straddle him. I place my palms against his chest and rub his pectorals. “Life is so much easier when you see things my way.”

			He licks his lips while reaching to palm my breasts. “You’re always very convincing, Mrs. McLachlan. I’m afraid I’ll never stand a chance with you.”

			I lean down so we’re face to face again. “I’m afraid you’re right.” I suck his bottom lip into my mouth but let it go when his phone rings. It’s Margaret.

			“Shit. I haven’t called Mum since we arrived. She’s going to rip me a new one.”

			“No, she isn’t. I’ve got this.” I take his phone from the nightstand. “Good mornin’, Margaret.”

			“Hello, darling. I’m sorry to call but my inconsiderate son hasn’t seen fit to phone his mum to let her know all is well.”

			“I’m so sorry, Margaret. I’m afraid that’s all my fault.” I wink at Jack Henry. “I’ve been keeping him pretty busy.” I’m still straddling him so I move my hips against him.

			“It’s okay. I totally understand but I needed to check in to make sure you were both all right.”

			He rises and puts his mouth on one of my breasts, sucking my nipple into his mouth. “We’re having a great time. I love the house.”

			“I knew you would.”

			He moves to my other breast, rolling his tongue around the tip of its rosy pebble. “I can’t believe he bought it for me.”

			“I can. He loves you so much, Laurelyn.”

			I look at the top of his dark head and run my fingers through his hair. “I know, and I love him.”

			“I know you do, honey. Any idea when you’ll be returning?”

			I remember him telling me we were here as long as we liked. I’ve been having so much fun, it hasn’t crossed my mind to ask when we’ll go home. I guess it’s something we should discuss soon since Christmas is just around the corner. 

			“Just a minute, Margaret.” I press mute. “She wants to know when we’re coming home.”

			He takes a piece of my hair between his fingers and playfully twirls it. “Tell her we’ll discuss it and let her know.”

			I unmute the phone. “We haven’t decided yet but we’ll let you know after we talk it over.”

			“Okay … as long as you’re back in time for Christmas. I know Jack Henry and how he thinks. I won’t have my new daughter spend her first McLachlan holiday away from the family.”

			“I’ll tell him you said so.”

			Jack Henry’s interest is piqued. He mouths, “Tell me what?”

			I wave him off. “I’m sorry, Margaret. Jack Henry was distracting me. What was that?”

			“I said I’ll let you go so you can go back to keeping your husband busy.”

			I feel heat in my face. I’m certain I’m blushing at my mother-in-law’s reference. Nookie. She strongly encourages it. First, because she wanted me to snag Jack Henry as a husband and now because she probably wants me pregnant. She as good as said so at our wedding.

			“All right. We’ll talk soon.”

			“Have a wonderful time, darling. I love you and tell Jack Henry I love him.”

			I tear up after I hear my mother-in-law tell me she loves me. She accepted me so easily. Her arms have been opened in my direction from the moment we met—something my own father couldn’t even do for me. “I will. We love you too.”

			I lean over to place the phone on the nightstand and then return to sitting astride Jack Henry. “She says to tell you she loves you.”

			“I owe you, sweet cheeks.” He lifts my hand to his lips for a kiss. “I’m certain you just saved me from a Margaret-style arse kicking.”

			“We’re husband and wife. That means we protect one another.”

			“I don’t know what I did before you.”

			His words spark a reminder of what he did before me and a peculiar look comes over his face. We both know why, so I push it out of my mind and attempt a change of subject. “What day do you have in mind for going back?”

			“I was thinking we might stay a couple of weeks.”

			I don’t have to do the math in my head to realize that means staying here through the holidays. “And miss Christmas with your family?” Our family.

			“I think it would be nice to spend our first Christmas as husband and wife here. I’ll go out and get us a tree. We can decorate it together—anyway you want.”

			My heart plummets.

			“What is it?”

			I place my finger on his chest and before I know it, I’m tracing the infinity symbol. “This is my first chance at a normal Christmas with family. It’s something I’ve never had before. I guess I was excited about it, but we can stay here. Spending the holidays with just you and me will be special.”

			He grabs my hand and kisses it. “I’m such an idiot. I wasn’t thinking. Of course, you want to spend our first Christmas with family.”

			Being with Jack Henry is all I really need. “I want to make you happy. If being here together is what you have in mind, then that’s what we should do.”

			“No. I’m making sure you have the Christmas you deserve. We’ll leave Saturday so we can be back before Christmas Eve. What do you think of that?”

			“I think it’s perfect—just like you.”

			[image: Story Break]

			The last six days have been the best of my life. I’m sad to leave Maui but I know Jack Henry and I can return whenever we choose, so the sadness is lessened.

			It’s almost Christmas Eve by the time we land in Sydney, and I’m thankful Daniel is there waiting with the car. I’m so exhausted I practically fall inside. Jack Henry gathers me in his arms for the ride to our apartment and strokes his hand over my hair. “You see? This is what happens when you act like a sex-crazed maniac.”

			I gather all my strength to respond. “Sorry, McLachlan. It won’t happen again.”

			That’s the last thing I remember until we arrive at the apartment and Jack Henry attempts to gather me so he can carry me inside. “I’m awake. I can walk.”

			“I’m carrying you over the threshold.”

			“You did that already,” I argue.

			“I did it at our vacation house. Now I’m doing it at our apartment and you should expect me to do it again when we go home to Avalon.”

			I get out of the car and he scoops me up. “You’re being silly, but I’m too tired to argue with you, freak, so take me to bed.”

			“Gladly.”

			I shake my head. “Not for that, McLachlan. To rest. I’m exhausted.”

			“You’ve been sleeping a lot the past few days. Do you feel okay?”

			He’s right. I spent more time in bed than usual but it was our honeymoon. Aren’t we supposed to stay in bed far too much? “I’m fine … just exhausted by my husband’s robust sexual appetite this week.”

			“Are you complaining?”

			“Most certainly not.”

			“Welcome home, sort of, my beautiful bride.” He chuckles as he brings me through the front door and sets me on the floor. He looks at me and then places his palm against my forehead. “You look pale. Sure you feel okay?”

			“I’m really tired.”

			He takes my hand. “Let’s get you to bed so you can catch up on your sleep. You’ll need to be energized for tomorrow.”

			Shit! I have no idea how I’m going to get everything done. “But I don’t have time to sleep. There’s too much to do.” I take a look around the living room but don’t see any deliveries. I wonder where Daniel put them. “There should be a stash of Christmas packages here somewhere. They’ll need wrapping before tomorrow. That’ll take a lot of time because I make my own bows.”

			“No, ma’am. There’s plenty of time for that. The first thing you’re going to do is sleep and you can get to those other things later if you feel well enough.”

			I hate to admit it, but I’m too tired to argue with him. “Okay. Wake me in two hours.”

			It’s dark when I open my eyes so that means Jack Henry didn’t wake me as I’d asked. Shit! I’ve slept the whole day.

			My head is pounding and I have chills. My body feels as though it’s been run over by a semi … and then backed over again. I don’t feel well at all and I can admit it.

			I sit on the edge of the bed and flip on the lamp. The dim light is painful and I’d like to turn it off and lie back down but I have an urgent need to use the bathroom. I rise to stand at the side of the bed but my head spins so I lower myself to sit again.

			As if on cue, Jack Henry comes into the room. “You’re finally awake. You’ve been sleeping like the dead.” He walks over and again places his hand on my head. “You’re hot.”

			“Glad you think so.”

			“You’re considerably chipper for someone with a fever.”

			I reach up and hold my head. “I’m dizzy but I really need to go to the bathroom.”

			“I’ll help you.”

			He helps me to stand and my head feels like I’ve been whirling in circles, so I shut my eyes tight. “Oh God. I may throw up.” And if I do, my bladder is going to explode. “Bathroom. Now.”

			He takes my hands and guides me in the direction I need to go but I don’t open my eyes because I know I’ll spew if I do. I feel his hands guiding me back toward the toilet before he peels my panties down my legs. “Sit.”

			We’ve done this before and he knows I don’t want him around for bodily functions. “Hand me the trash can and then get out.”

			“I’m not leaving you alone on the verge of falling off the toilet into your own puke.”

			Seriously? He wants to argue about this now? I’m miserable because my bladder is about to burst. I squeeze my eyes, although I’m covering them with my hand. “I can’t pee with you in here. You’ve got to go.”

			“I’m not leaving if you’re unsteady.”

			“Grr,” I groan. “I’m not going to fall but I may very well explode if you don’t get out of here.”

			“You get one minute but you’d better call for me if you feel shaky. Got it?”

			“Yes! Get out.” I sound hateful—I don’t mean to—but the wretchedness engulfing me is to blame.

			The minute I hear the door shut, I’m finally able to relax enough to empty my bladder. And then it starts—the heaving, followed by the vomiting.

			My eyes are still shut but I hear Jack Henry open the bathroom door. “You okay?” I heave loudly and I’m guessing he interprets that as a negative because he’s by my side with a cool, wet cloth to the back of my neck. “What do you think is wrong?”

			“I don’t know. I guess some kind of virus since I have a fever.” Even after vomiting, I don’t dare open my eyes because I don’t want to get started again. “Damn. This happened fast. I don’t remember ever feeling so bad in all my life.”

			I’m sickened further when I realize I won’t be able to attend Christmas with my new family. “No way I can go to your parents’ tomorrow.”

			He rubs my back. “You don’t have to make that call right now, but I’ll bet you’ll probably feel much better by tomorrow.”

			He isn’t getting it. “I have a fever, so that means I’m probably contagious. Even if I feel better, I can’t expose the family to whatever this is—especially the kids.”

			“You’ve been really tired and now you’re throwing up and dizzy. Could you be … ?”

			He doesn’t finish but I know what he’s thinking. I hate bursting his bubble. “Pregnancy doesn’t make you feverish.”

			“Unless you’re pregnant and you have a virus.” Is he seriously wishing a pregnancy on top of this? I look up at him and my expression must convey my thoughts. “Don’t look at me like that. You were right there with me on that bathroom counter the night before the wedding. It could’ve happened. Plus, it’s not like we’ve been incredibly consistent in the birth control department lately.”

			I want to ask whose fault that is but I keep that comment to myself. “My period should start anytime.”

			He’s rubbing my neck. “Want to try to go back to bed?”

			I’m minimally better so it seems a good idea. “Yeah. I think I’m finished for now, but give me a minute. I’ll let you know when I’m ready for you.”

			He sighs, a sign he doesn’t appreciate my need for privacy, but I don’t care. I have business to tend and it doesn’t concern him. And I’m very glad I asked him to leave when I see the blood after I wipe. Talk about being on cue—my period has arrived so we won’t have to wait to know I’m not pregnant.

			Seeing the evidence of what I already knew leaves me unsettled. I didn’t believe I was pregnant but I think I might have hoped, maybe somewhere deep in the back of my mind, that we had conceived. Is this disappointment I’m feeling?

			I come out of the bathroom once I’m finished and he’s instantly by my side, helping me to the bed. “I started my period just now.”

			“Oh.” I hear his disappointment and I’m not sure how to respond. Saying I’m sorry doesn’t feel right and neither does telling him we’ll try. The truth is that I’m not sure what I want. I only know I love him and want nothing more than to please him, but do I agree to have a baby when I’m uncertain because I want to make him happy? How can that be best for our marriage?

			I told him I’d think about a baby—and I will—but not now. I don’t have it in me to do anything but climb into our bed and fall fast asleep.
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			It’s becoming clearer as the hours tick by that L and I will not be spending Christmas at my parents’ house as planned. I had hoped she would make a miraculous recovery so we’d be able to make it, but we’ve no such luck. If anything, she’s sicker. 

			I hate waking her again but it can’t be good for her to go so long without drinking. “L.” I lightly shake her shoulder. “Love, you’re going to get dehydrated if you don’t drink something else.”

			She slowly wakes following a second shake. “I brought you some fresh water.”

			She closes her eyes. “I don’t want anymore. I’ll throw up if I put anything in my stomach.”

			I nudge her again. “Please try. Would you rather go to the hospital and get an IV?”

			She puts her hand over her eyes. “I’m too sick to get up and go to the hospital.”

			Even sick, she tries to be funny. “I can manage getting you there if it’s what you need.”

			She sighs, or maybe huffs is a better word. “Fine. I’ll drink the damn water but bring me something to puke in. There’s no way I can run to the bathroom when it decides to come back up.”

			I place a couple of pillows against the headboard and help her to a sitting position. She takes the glass from my hand but I don’t release it because I’m afraid she’s too weak to maintain her grip. “I’ve got it.” I’m not convinced but I let her take it anyway. “What time is it?”

			I look at the clock. “Almost two. How do you feel?”

			“I’m still weak but I think I feel better than I did this morning.” It’s small, but she takes a drink and it doesn’t immediately come back up. “We’re missing Christmas. Is Margaret terribly upset?”

			Very much so, but there’s no way I’m telling L that. “She’s disappointed but understands it isn’t your fault you’re sick.”

			She brings the glass to her mouth and takes another sip. “I think it’s a twenty-four hour bug or something since I’m feeling better.”

			She has no idea how relieved I am to hear that. “I’m glad because I really considered gathering you up and taking you to the hospital.”

			She isn’t too sick to give me her oh hell no look. “I think you know that wouldn’t have gone over well with me.”

			She better figure out nothing will stop me from taking care of her. “It doesn’t matter when it comes to your well-being.”

			“Good thing I’m better, then.”

			“Think you’re good enough to open your Christmas present?”

			She smiles and I’m reassured for the first time that she may actually be feeling better. “Absolutely.”

			I’m excited like a little kid. “Be right back.”

			“No. I want to come to the living room.”

			“Sure you feel well enough?”

			“I won’t be dancing a jig but I’m good enough to make it to the couch.” She slides to the edge of the bed. “Give me a quick minute to freshen up and I’ll meet you on the couch.”

			She’s changed and freshened, looking quite different from the person I was so worried about twelve hours ago. She’s sitting on the sofa waiting for her gifts, and I can’t stop myself from wondering what her previous Christmases were like.

			I remember last year. I found her alone when I drove from Sydney to Wagga Wagga and brought her home with me to Avalon—after Mum insisted. I was such a fool then. “Tell me what holidays were like for you growing up.”

			She looks puzzled. “Why?”

			I shrug. “You’re my wife. I want to know.”

			“Terrible until my mom got clean. I’d classify them as tolerable after that. My grandparents were the only joyful part of the holidays for me.” That’s not much detail about what it was like, but I’m guessing this is as far as she wants to go today.

			“I wanted this to be the most special Christmas you’ve ever had.”

			She smiles and reaches out to touch my arm. “It is. I’m your wife and we’re together. Nothing could spoil that, not even me being sick as a dog.”

			“You are so precious to me.” I lean over and kiss the top of her head. I walk over to the Christmas tree Mum had delivered and decorated so we’d have our own for our first Christmas together.

			I sit next to Laurelyn with her gifts. “I’ve been carrying your presents with me since the day we left on our honeymoon. I wanted to spend the holidays in Maui so I could have you all to myself on Christmas. Looks like I’m having my way, although this isn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

			“I feel like shit. I bought your gifts before the wedding but they’re under our tree at Avalon. I’m sorry. I thought we’d go home after we left your parents and have our own little Christmas there.”

			“I don’t care about me, babe. This Christmas is only about you.” I place her first gift on her lap and her face lights up like a child. “Open it.”

			She grins as she tears the paper of the small square box. She looks up at me when she sees the jewelry box. “You’ve given me a necklace, earrings, and a bracelet. What could this be?”

			“Only one way to find out.”

			She flips the jewelry box lid and her eyes dance as she touches her new platinum and diamond drop navel ring. “Oh my God. You bought diamonds for my belly button.” She takes it from the box and holds it up for a better look. “It’s beautiful.”

			“I couldn’t find one I liked so I had to have a jeweler make it.” I point to the biggest stone. “This one is a third of a carat. The two smaller ones are quarter-carats each. The jeweler recommended keeping the total weight under a carat so it didn’t become too much.” 

			She lifts her shirt and holds it over her current ring. “What do you think?”

			I can’t wait to see it on her—but not now. “It’s perfect, but wait until you feel better to put it in.”

			She reaches for my face and strokes it with her palm. “Always so thoughtful.”

			“You haven’t seen anything yet, baby.”

			I give her the girly gifts my mum and sister helped me choose—nothing particularly special—and I’m down to the last one. “This is sort of a wedding-slash-Christmas present.” I place the rolled set of papers across her legs. “I wanted to give this to you before we left on our honeymoon but it wasn’t ready.”

			I see her intrigue by the way she scrunches her brow. “What is this?”

			“Unroll it and take a look.”

			She slides to the edge of the couch and spreads the rolled papers out on the coffee table. “It’s blueprints?”

			“Yes.”

			“For … a house?”

			“Not exactly.” I move a picture frame to one side of the papers and a candle to the other to act as paperweights so I can show her the surprise. “This is the newest edition at Avalon—a music studio for you. It was designed by the leading acoustical engineer in the business. The guy is supposed to be some kind of genius when it comes to the science of sound and vibration in technology.” I gesture toward the northeast corner of the drawing. “This room will have state-of-the-art recording equipment.”

			She’s silent and I don’t know what that means. “I know this won’t be you traveling around the world with Southern Ophelia, but it’s a way for you to hang on to your music. We live in a technical world and you can work with people in Nashville from here in Australia. I’m hoping you’ll find it a happy medium.”

			“Happy medium means I’m settling for less than I truly want but that’s not what this is—or what you are. You’re everything to me—my number one. I love music but it’ll always come after you and when we have a family, it’ll come behind them.” She waves her hand over the blueprints. “I love this. It’s absolutely incredible and proves yet again how thoughtful you are and how much you love me.” She puts her arms out for me to come to her—so I do. “I’d fuck you into this couch if I weren’t sick.”

			That’s my girl. “I accept rain checks.”

			“I’m sure you do.”

			“I have to call Addison to tell her about this.” The doorbell rings and a puzzled look appears on Laurelyn’s face. “Who in the world could that be?”

			“There’s only one person I can think of.” Margaret McLachlan. I move to answer the door. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m not getting fucked into the couch right now.”

			My guess is spot on. “Mum. This is a surprise.” Not really. I knew she wouldn’t stay away.

			She’s holding several plates of food and passes them to me. “I brought you something to eat.” I take the food from her and she steps around me to go to Laurelyn. “How’s our girl?”

			“I’m much better, thank you.”

			She sits next to L and immediately begins her mothering by feeling L’s forehead. I guess I learned that from her. “You’re a little warm but you don’t have fever. Any chills?”

			“I did earlier but I haven’t felt them in hours.”

			“Good. Whatever this is, it’s passing quickly. I made soup. Do you feel like eating?”

			Laurelyn nods and my mum motions for the cabana boy—me—to jump. “You’re going to eat soup for her but you’d barely drink water for me.” I sound like a pouty child.

			“I feel better since I’ve gotten out of bed.” She points to the blueprints on the coffee table. “And since I got this incredible Christmas gift.”

			My mum leans over to look at the plans. “What is this?”

			“I’m building a music studio at Avalon.”

			Mum nods in approval. “What a great idea. You must be happy about this.”

			Laurelyn leans up and adjusts the pillow behind her back. “Beyond thrilled is more like it.”

			“My boy does good.”

			“He certainly does.” I’m glad to have the approval of the two most important women in my life.

			I take Laurelyn’s empty soup bowl when she finishes and Mum follows me into the kitchen. “She’s pale.”

			She’s a hundred percent better than she was. “Pale is an improvement over the color she was early this morning. She scared me, Mum. She doesn’t realize how very close I was to taking her to the hospital.”

			“She kept saying her wedding dress was tight so I thought she might have already been pregnant but just didn’t realize it yet. I was hoping that was why she didn’t feel well, but I see that isn’t the case.” So I’m not the only one hoping for a baby soon.

			“I’d hoped the same thing but she isn’t. We know for sure.” I don’t want to tell my mum about my wife’s period, so I hope she understands what I mean.

			She’s grinning. “She may want to work on that as soon as she feels better.”

			I shrug. “I don’t know. We discussed it in Maui. She told me she’d think about it.”

			“Don’t look so discouraged. Thinking about it isn’t a no.”

			“It isn’t a yes, either,” I argue.

			“Son, she’s open to the idea if she’s thinking it over, but don’t rush her. Pressure is the last thing she needs. You’ve been married a week. There’s plenty of time for babies.”

			Laurelyn has plenty of time for babies. I’m not so sure about myself but I’m not going to upset my mum by going there with her. “I know.”

			“Enjoy being together while you can. Trust me, that special time is rare once little ones come along.”

			Isn’t that the same thing Evan told me about Emma? That, along with a lot of other shit I didn’t want to hear about him fucking her on their living room couch and kids nursing on her all the time. “I treasure every moment with Laurelyn.”

			“As you should.” She takes the spoon and bowl from me and goes to the sink to wash them. “You couldn’t have chosen a better gift than a music studio.”

			“Laurelyn quit the band but she didn’t give up music. She wants to continue to work—maybe writing songs for other artists. I think the studio will be the perfect avenue for her to work from home instead of making trips to Nashville.”

			“Isn’t Nashville where that man lives, the one who attacked her?” That whole situation weighs heavily on my mind. 

			“Yes and she’ll have to go back to testify.”

			“How do you feel about that?” my mum asks.

			She doesn’t really want to hear me tell her how I feel about it, how I want to kill him. “I don’t want them in the same room ever again, but I want that son of bitch locked up with the key thrown away. It’ll take her testimony to do that.”

			“You’ve never told me about it.”

			And I don’t plan to. “I can’t. L doesn’t want anyone to know what he did to her.” She drops the soup bowl in the sink, shattering it, before she turns to me, looking sickened. “He didn’t, Mum. I stopped him in time. But another minute and I don’t think the outcome would’ve been the same.”

			She reaches for the dish towel and dries her hands before walking to me. “I had no idea.”

			“Don’t say anything to Laurelyn.”

			“I wouldn’t, son.” She holds my face with her hands. “You’ve done a lot of things to make me proud but never more so than when you took Laurelyn as your wife. As her husband, it’s your job to love her.” She’s unmoving as her eyes stare into mine. “She’s one of us now and we protect our own … at any cost.”

			I nod in agreement with my mum. “With every heartbeat I have left, I will keep her safe.”

			I hear the echo of Laurelyn’s phone and I recognize her mum’s ringtone. “Jolie’s calling, I’m sure to wish Laurelyn a merry Christmas.”

			“Good. Laurelyn needs her mother to be a presence in her life, even if from a distance.”
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			It’s taken several days for me to feel as though I’ve returned to the land of the living but I’m back. I hope I’m ready for the party scene because Daniel is driving us to Evan and Emma’s house for their New Year’s shindig. It’s not a family party, meaning I’ll be meeting Jack Henry’s friends, so my stomach is fluttering a mile a minute.

			“You’re quiet, love.”

			I consider saying nothing but can’t think of a good reason to keep it from him. “I’m your wife and I’ve yet to meet your friends, so I can’t help but feel nervous about meeting your inner circle.”

			Jack Henry had no intention of introducing me to the people in his life when we began our companionship. Meeting his parents and siblings wasn’t supposed to happen but even after we abandoned our original agreement, he didn’t take me around his friends. He still hasn’t, and I admit I’m troubled by this.

			Our wedding was small with only family in attendance. I’d like to think that was because he didn’t want me to feel bad about a huge crowd on his side when I had only four family members and a single friend, but the insecure person trapped inside me wonders if there’s more to it than that.

			“The people attending this party aren’t my mates. They’re Evan and Emma’s, so we’re acquaintances at best.”

			“Oh.” So I still won’t meet those he considers his buddies. “Why haven’t I met your friends?”

			He’s grinning as he leans over to kiss my cheek. “I have none worthy of your company.”

			He’s avoiding the question. “That’s not an answer.”

			“I’m not hiding you from them, if that’s what’s on your mind.” His arm is around me and I lean into him. He squeezes me closer and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “Or maybe I am. The whole bunch of them are self-proclaimed manwhores so I’d do well to keep you from them forever.”

			A manwhore, huh? Sort of sounds like someone I used to know.

			“I assure you you’re not missing anything, but I can have Mum invite a few to my birthday dinner next Saturday night if it’s what you want.”

			That’s right. My man has a birthday coming in thirteen days. Thirty-one. He sees age as a countdown but I don’t. That’s no way to think of life and I have to change his mindset. I also have to come up with a gift for him—a perfect one.

			We arrive at my brother and sister-in-law’s and the driveway is full of expensive cars. “Looks like they invited a lot of people.” And it looks like some rich ones, which surprises me. I guess I didn’t realize Evan and Emma rubbed elbows with a wealthy crowd.

			“Perfect.” The sarcasm is thick in his voice. “You should probably be prepared to be passed around. If you tire of it, let me know and we’ll leave. I’m not opposed to ringing in the new year at home, just the two of us.”

			I wouldn’t want to upset Evan and Emma by leaving before midnight. I look at the time. “We can survive anything together for four hours.”

			“We need a code word.”

			Is he kidding? “A code word? For what?”

			“For when you’ve had enough and you need to get out.”

			Now I’m really afraid. “I don’t know.” I think for a moment, offering the first word that comes to me. “Infinity.”

			He grins. “May I say how fitting that is since it’s what you trace with your finger when you’re mulling something over.”

			We enter the house and it’s more crowded than I expected. A lot of people must’ve come by taxi, or maybe they’re like Jack Henry and have drivers. I hadn’t considered that I might have to mingle with an elite crowd.

			Shit. I may have married a man from the upper class but I’ve never rubbed elbows with these kind of people, not even in my music career. I’m a simple Southern girl with a twang I can’t shake no matter how hard I try.

			Please don’t let me say or do anything to embarrass myself or my husband.

			Emma’s at my side almost instantly, placing a drink in my hand. “Evan’s specialty—a painkiller.”

			I put it to my nose and sniff. “Mmm … smells delicious.”

			Jack Henry takes it from me and turns it up for a taste. “Be forewarned, L. Evan will fool you with these. He’ll add more and more spiced rum in each one you drink. He wants you smashed—if for no other reason than to fuck with me.”

			Cock-block. I swear they’re worse than two little boys hitting each other in the nuts. I bet they did that to each other all the time when they were growing up. Poor Margaret. I bet she wore their asses out every day whether they needed it or not.

			Emma laughs. “Jack’s not kidding. You should watch out for Evan. He loves nothing more than to fuck with his brother and he’ll do it through you if he has to—just like Jack will use me.” She hits my husband in the arm. “It never stops. I thought they’d grow out of it eventually—especially after we had kids—but they haven’t. They’re worse than my own children so I gave up hope a long time ago.”

			I don’t intend on being curled over a toilet tonight or tomorrow morning. “Don’t worry.”

			Emma grabs my hand and tugs. “Come with me. I want to introduce you around.”

			We make the rounds and my sister-in-law introduces me to one person after another. Jack Henry was right. I’m passed from one person to the next like some kind of novelty. Everyone at the party wants to meet the woman capable of lassoing Jack McLachlan’s heart.

			Meeting this many people at once, while trying to keep their names straight, is exhausting. I need a break from the crowd … and the alcohol. Jack Henry and Emma were right. Evan mixes much stronger drinks for me as the night progresses.

			I catch Jack Henry’s attention and motion toward the outside door. I fan myself and then point at the door so he knows I mean to step out for air. He gives me a nod, a signal that he understands, and I blow him a kiss.

			I step out into the night air and sit in a patio chair with my feet resting on an ottoman. God, it’s hot. I’m not used to bringing in the new year in the summer. I think I almost expected to see my breath in the cold air.

			It’s a reality I haven’t considered—certainly not the end of the world—but I realize I’ll never have a white Christmas in Australia. All of the things I associate with the holidays aren’t the same here. I’m surprised by how bothered I am when I consider that my kids will never go out to play in the snow after they’ve opened their gifts from Santa.

			“I see I’m not the only one needing some fresh air.”

			I turn toward the female voice interrupting my thoughts and see a beautiful, petite blond with silky hair flowing down her back. “Yeah. It’s a lot to take in at one time.”

			She sits in the chair next to me. “I noticed Emma parading you around so I’m guessing you are her new sister-in-law, Laurelyn.”

			This woman knows my name but that’s not surprising since everyone at this party is aware that I’m Jack Henry’s wife. Still, it’s unnerving. “That would be me.”

			“Your accent is adorable.”

			“Thanks. It sort of sticks out like a sore thumb. I’ve tried to tame it but I’m afraid it’s no use.”

			“Don’t. You sound like a sweet little country girl,” she laughs. “You shouldn’t change it to suit your husband.”

			It’s true that I consider myself a country girl but I’m not sure I like this woman’s tone as she tells me I sound like one. I believe she’s trying to insult me—but in a catty way—as though I’m too stupid to see it. And I didn’t mention anything about changing my accent because Jack Henry didn’t like it. “My husband loves my accent and would never want me to speak differently.”

			“You’re the one who said you were trying to change it.”

			I know exactly what I said and it wasn’t that my husband didn’t like me the way I was.

			I don’t know this woman and I have no desire to argue with a complete stranger. I came outside to get a break from empty conversations and I don’t intend on having another with her, especially if she’s going to put words I didn’t say into my mouth.

			“If you’ll excuse me.” I get up to leave. “Jack Henry will be looking for me.”

			“Oh, look. You’re right. Here comes Jack now.” She emphasizes his name—as if she’s correcting me about what I should call my own husband—and I’m taken aback by her nasty tone and sudden change of demeanor. Who is she? Did I get her name? I don’t think so.

			She walks toward Jack Henry and goes up on her tiptoes. I know what’s she’s going to do because I can see it coming a mile away. She intends to kiss him on the mouth. “Hello, Jack.”

			The bitch is quick, but he’s faster as he turns his head and grabs her shoulders to push her away. “No, Lana.” He sounds as though he’s scolding a child. Or a dog—so the term bitch would be accurate.

			Disappointment is etched all over her face. His reaction clearly isn’t what she’d hoped for but then she breaks into a sneer directed at me. “I’m Lana and I can see from your expression that you’ve heard of me.”

			“Don’t,” Jack Henry warns her.

			“Don’t what, Jack? Tell her we were a thing and we used to fuck like champions?” She’s smirking, trying to get under my skin—and as badly as I hate to admit it, it’s working.

			Fuck like champions. Perfect. My husband used the same terminology with me that he once used with this woman—the one who attempted to trap him into marriage by getting pregnant.

			I’m caught off guard, my mind completely blank, so I don’t have a response for my husband’s former lover. I don’t want her to know what an impact she has had on Jack Henry’s life or how she has shaped who he became even years after they broke up. As much as I despise it, she has had a huge influence over my husband and the thought of her taking any kind of pleasure from knowing that sickens me.

			What does she want? She didn’t follow me outside for no reason. “Lana. I’m aware of your prior relationship with my husband and I’m also privy to knowing why he ended things with you. He, nor I, has any interest in reminiscing about the manner in which you once fucked. I’m his wife—by choice, not force. That means he fucks me—and only me—like a champion. And he enjoys the hell out of it when he does, which is often.” I’m shaking on the inside. My upper lip may even be quivering. “Does that cover it, or do you need further discouragement?”

			She looks at Jack Henry and reaches for his hand. “There’s no possible way you could be happy with her. If you’ll think about it, you’ll remember how good we were together.”

			Un-fucking-believable!

			Jack Henry moves from her reach and places his arm in front of me. It’s to hold me back because he knows I could go for blood any second. “Lana, I don’t remember us ever being good together. You’re just somebody I used to know.” He reaches for my hand. “I love my wife with all my heart and we couldn’t be happier.”

			“I know you, Jack. You don’t keep any woman around for long. You need variety—and I’m okay with that—but she won’t be.” She walks toward the house and calls out over her shoulder. “Emma will know how to reach me once the shine is knocked off your new bride.”

			That was absolutely humiliating—being told by a woman that she used to fuck my husband—and no less than like a champion. It’s almost as if she said that knowing it would hit home with me. I want to strangle them both. 

			I stand motionless as reality sinks in. I married a man with many women in his past. This is the third time I’ve been humiliated by one of his previous lovers and I strongly suspect it won’t be the last. “How many times do I have to go through this?”

			He puts his hands on my shoulders, maybe because he’s afraid I’ll bolt. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know she was invited. We wouldn’t have come had I known.”

			I’m guessing she’s Emma’s friend if she’s at her party, so why wouldn’t he have considered her being invited? “You never told me Lana was Emma’s friend. Is that how you met her?”

			“Yes.”

			I feel like I’ve been hit in the gut. Jack Henry’s connection to Lana through Emma is a huge problem for me.

			“Come on. We’re going home,” he says.

			Oh hell no! Tucking my tail between my legs isn’t my forte. Leaving would make me appear upset, which I am, but also weak, which I’m not, so I have no intention of giving her that pleasure. “No. It’s too early to go home. We have a new year to ring in.” I walk toward the house. “I think I’ll have another painkiller since I’m due a stronger drink.”

			“L. Don’t get smashed because you’re angry at her.”

			“I’m not going to get drunk because I’m angry with her. I’m going to drink way more than I should because I’m pissed off at both of you.”

			“What did I do?” He tries to catch me but I make it into the house before he can grasp my arm.

			I find Evan still acting as the resident bartender. “Hey, sis. Can I do you for another?”

			“You certainly may, bro.”

			Jack Henry walks up and watches Evan mix my drink. “Get her hammered and I’m kicking your ass.”

			Evan gives him the bird and I sort of feel like doing the same thing.

			He grabs my hand and leads me into Evan and Emma’s bedroom. He shuts the door and presses me against it. “Why are you mad at me, L? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

			L. Hearing him say that puts a thought into my head. Laurelyn. Lana. “Oh my God. Did you call her L too?”

			“What?” He looks like I’ve injured him as he steps away from me. “No, of course I didn’t. That’s my special name for you.”

			He can wipe that hurt look off his face. “She used your words, McLachlan. Fuck like a champion. I can’t believe you said that to me on our honeymoon when it’s what you used to say to her.”

			He shrugs and puts his hands out. “It’s a phrase that my mates and I used to say all the time. It wasn’t something special I shared with her. In fact, I don’t recall ever telling her I was going to do that to her.”

			I don’t want to hear details about anything he might or might not have done with her. “Just stop.”

			He rakes his hands through his hair—a telltale sign of his frustration. “You are my wife. I love you. She and I were over a long time ago. You heard me tell her that, so why are you angry with me?”

			I’ve probably turned an ugly shade of green because I’m so envious of the role she has played in his life. “I’m your wife yet this other woman has molded you into the man you are.”

			He cradles my face with his hands. “Dammit, Laurelyn. You make me the man I am today—the one who loves his wife and wants to be a father. When are you gonna see that you’ve undone all the damage she caused? You make me … unbroken.”

			She will always be a part of him. “She made you the way you are. I can’t stand that you became a man that went from one meaningless relationship to the next because of her. It sickens me.” 

			He backs away from me. “Because of you, I didn’t feel broken anymore … but I can clearly see that you don’t feel the same.”

			I didn’t know that’s how he felt, like he’s fixed because of me. I’m so stupid. I just told him I’m sickened by the man he is. “I’m a foolish woman. I shouldn’t have said those things. I didn’t mean them.” He places his hand on my arm to move me away from the door but I plant my feet firmly. “No.”

			He doesn’t move an inch but looks me in my eyes. “Infinity.” The moment he says the word, I know I’ve messed up. Bad. He’s used our code word as a safe word. It means he’s had enough of me and needs to get away.

			I step aside so he can leave and I remain in Evan and Emma’s bedroom. Alone.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Eight]

			I open the door and Lana’s standing there eavesdropping because that’s what a nosy bitch does. I try to move around her but she steps with me, blocking my escape. I place my hands on her arms. She thinks I mean to kiss her because she closes her eyes and leans in but instead I force her aside. 

			She grasps my biceps tightly, pressing her long claws into my skin. “I heard what she said. Your wife doesn’t want you the way you are—but I do.”

			The more Lana says, the more I realize how much I hate her. I can’t believe I ever had a relationship with this bitch. “I’m not discussing my marriage with you.”

			She shrugs. “Doesn’t sound like there’s a marriage to discuss. Your wife is repulsed by the person you are—the man I made you, per her words.” She advances toward me. “If she loved you, she’d be fine with who you are.”

			I continue to hold her at arm’s length. “Stop. I don’t want to hear this.”

			“I’d be okay with you having other women. You could bring them into our bed anytime you wanted.” She grins and gestures toward the door of Evan and Emma’s bedroom. “I’ve come to like it. Maybe you and me and Laurelyn could give it a try.”

			What the hell is wrong with her? “I punched the last person who suggested something similar.”

			“My tastes have matured since we were together. I like it rough.” She unexpectedly shoves me. I’m caught off guard and my back slams against the wall, making a loud thud. “So would you if you’d let me show you.”

			She’s not just a bitch—she’s crazy. “You’re nuts and I’m done here.”

			I push against her to escape but she locks her arms, pulling me with her against the wall. I stumble, landing chest to chest with her, causing another loud thump. “See? I knew you’d like it rough.”

			She holds on to me tightly and her intent is no mystery. She wants L to open the door and see me with her like this. 

			And she gets what she’s after.

			Laurelyn stands in the doorway staring at me tangled in Lana’s arms. I’m fucked—and not the way I want to be. “L. It’s not what it looks like.” That’s all I’m able to say before she storms past down the hallway.

			“How fuckin’ cliché! At least have enough respect for me to be original.”

			“Whoops,” Lana laughs.

			I’ve never been violent toward a woman in my life but I have to fight the urge to put my fist in this one’s face. At the very moment I feel like I could explode, I punch my clenched hand through the wall next to her head. She appears somber and fear creeps into her eyes. She’s frightened by my display and potential of what I might do to her. Good. I hope I’ve managed to put a stop to her game. “I never want to see your face again.”

			I push away from her to go find my wife and I see Evan still bartending as I pass through the kitchen. “Did Laurelyn come through here?”

			“Umm … yeah. I think she went out the door to the garage.” I’m guessing she has Daniel on his way and plans to sneak out. She won’t if I have anything to do with it.

			It’ll take him at least twenty minutes to get here so I walk over to the kitchen sink to wash my bloody hand. Evan calls out, “Whoa, bro! Who’d you punch?”

			It stings as the cold water hits the open skin. “Not who. Tell Emma she can pick a new color for the hallway if she wants since you’ll be needing some sheetrock work.”

			“I’m assuming that was no accident.”

			“Definitely not. Laurelyn thinks she saw me fucking around with Lana.” Even I admit it must have appeared that way. “You know I wasn’t. She set it up to look that way.”

			“I knew she was up to something when she called Emma out of the blue. She was fishing for an invite to the party so she could get to you and Laurelyn.”

			Emma walks up. “Who wanted to get to you and Laurelyn?” She looks down at my hand. “Oh hell. What happened?”

			“A shitstorm named Lana.” I don’t want to explain this again. “Catch Emma up. I gotta find L and explain.”

			I go into the garage and find no trace of Laurelyn so I call her phone. I hear the faint Hawaiian rendition of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” and follow its melody toward the courtyard. She’s sitting at the bistro table digging through her purse to find the noisemaker. I’m sure she wants to silence it so I don’t discover her hiding place. Too late.

			She’s crying and it breaks my heart to guess what’s she’s imagining. “You’ll go away if you know what’s good for you.”

			“I’ve already told you I know what’s good for me, and it’s you. Always you. That’s never going to change.” I want to go to her but I’m afraid she’ll push me away.

			“Really? Because you sort of looked like you thought Lana might be good for you a few minutes ago.”

			“Does it make sense that I would walk away from you and fuck around with Lana two seconds later when you could come out of the bedroom at any second and see me? Come on, L. You know that was a total setup. Just like her cornering you outside.” She doesn’t reply but she doesn’t dispute my allegation, either. “Babe, it’s impossible for you to wrap your head around the malicious things Lana is capable of because your heart is so good and pure. Trust me when I say she’s venomous. And determined. She’ll do anything to get what she wants.”

			“She wants you.”

			“And you too.”

			She looks confused, as she should be. “What?”

			“I’m not the only one she’d like to have. She proposed a threesome.” She looks as though she’s waiting to hear me say if I accepted or declined the offer. Shit, I can’t believe she’s at a point where I have to confirm that. “I said no.” 

			Lana has successfully fucked me after all.

			“I think there’s been a lot of misunderstandings tonight and I want to clear them up.” I drop to my knees in front of L and take her hands. “I don’t want Lana, even though she tried to make it appear as though I did. I love you. You’re the only one for me.”

			“That may very well be the case but I’m not ready to say all is well and get over what just happened.” She looks down as tears fall from her eyes. “I’m just so … damn mad.” Her words convey anger but her tears, along with the sob that follows, tells me she’s something else—in pain.

			How did it come to this? I didn’t do anything wrong yet I feel like a bastard. My wife is upset and crying and I don’t know how to fix it.

			The car’s headlights shine on us when Daniel pulls into the drive and I ask if she’s going to let me come home with her. She has a habit of making me leave when she’s angry. She doesn’t answer immediately and my heart pounds. She sighs. I know she probably wants space but I don’t want to be away from her tonight. I think being apart could cause more harm than good. “Please don’t make me stay somewhere else tonight.”

			She reaches for her purse and gets up, leaving me on my knees. “Come on. Daniel’s waiting.”

			She doesn’t utter a single word on the drive home—and neither do I. I can only guess what she’s rolling around in her head right now, but I’m predicting it isn’t good.

			We arrive at the apartment—our temporary home while visiting Sydney—and I can’t believe this is how we’ve spent our first New Year’s Eve as husband and wife. We walk toward our bedroom, me following her, and I totally expect her to slam the door in my face or tell me to find another place to sleep. She doesn’t.

			She’s a little unsteady from Evan’s painkillers so she leans over to hold the footboard as she kicks off her pumps. “I hope you know you’re not putting your hands on me tonight.”

			I look at the time and see it isn’t yet midnight, but it’s close. This isn’t how I want our first year to end so I decide to take a leap—one I hope doesn’t land me on my face. “It’s almost midnight. I don’t want to go into next year like this.”

			Tonight’s events aren’t small, so I’m sure Laurelyn has things she needs to say. She’s hurt and her wound can fester, causing damage to our marriage. As her husband, it’s my responsibility to contain this infection known as Lana.

			“We have five minutes before we begin two thousand fourteen. I want you to take these last moments to say anything you’d like. Rant and rave. Kick and scream. Tell me you hate the way I’ve lived and what I’ve done in the past. Tell me if I’m fucking up this marriage. Say or do whatever you feel you need to so we can move beyond this night. Let me have it good, babe.”

			I’ve stunned her speechless.

			This is probably the stupidest idea I’ve ever had. She’s incredibly hurt and angry so if she takes me up on this offer, I should expect her to say harsh things. But I want to give her this outlet. She needs it. “There’s nothing you can say to make me unlove you, so go for it without looking back.”

			“I’m not doing it unless you do the same. Tell me the things you’d like to say yet choose to hold inside.”

			Is it possible to make these confessions, not discuss them, and move on as if nothing happened? It suddenly feels like a challenge—a game of truth or dare—and is no longer about Lana. This is something more and goes deeper than tonight’s events.

			Women are so different from men. We are pissed off for a little while but get over it quickly. Women have long memories and hold grudges so this might not go well for me. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

			“I can always handle anything you say, as long as it’s the truth.” I get this now. She wants my true confessions.

			“I’ll agree but only if you swear you’ll have no regrets. You can’t dwell on anything I say.”

			She’s terrified but excited. At least that’s what I think I see in her eyes. “Do your worst. Tell me your fears and the demons you hide.”

			I set the timer on my phone. “A three-minute confession. We squeeze in whatever we can in a hundred and eighty seconds. Say it, get it off your chest, and move on without discussion or explanations. When the timer ends, it’s a new year, a new start. Do you agree?”

			“Yes.”

			I press start on my phone. “Go.”

			She looks at me, bewildered. “I don’t know if I can. I’m afraid.”

			She’s overthinking this so I’ll go first—starting with her sorry-ass mother and father. “If your parents ever treat you poorly again, I’m telling them to fuck off, especially your mum. She really pisses me off.” Laurelyn’s eyes grow large and she doesn’t reply. I don’t think that’s where she expected me to start. “If you don’t say anything, that means you forfeit your turn and I get to go again.”

			“I despise what you did with those first twelve women because of Lana. I understand it’s irrational for me to be angry about things that happened before you knew me, but it doesn’t stop me from being pissed off every time I think about it—which is often.” This isn’t surprising to hear. I often think about her being with Blake, as well, although their relationship came before us.

			Speaking of Blake … this grievance is all on me but she should know the way I feel. “I’m furious with myself because I was tending to business instead of being with you the night Blake attacked you. I have to work very hard to not see the image of him on top of you with your dress shoved up to your waist.” I look down because I can’t look at her when I say the next part. It’s bad. “And sometimes I wish I hadn’t heard your voice telling me to stop because I wanted to kill him. I still do.” I’ve probably scared the shit out of her, but damn, that feels good to get off my chest.

			She doesn’t give me time to dwell on what she thinks of hearing me say I want to kill Blake. “I worry you’ll miss the thrill of being with other women.”

			I’d like to address that one—to tell her it isn’t possible to ever be thrilled by the thought of being with a stranger after having something so real and true with her. But what we’re doing now isn’t about explanation; it’s about confession. “I worry that one day you’ll figure out I’m not worthy of your love.”

			“I’m terrified you’ll decide I’m too complicated and not worth the trouble I cause you.” Never. She’s a complication I can’t live without.

			“I’m afraid you’ll never get over my past and what I did with those other women.” I’m worried more than ever now because she has admitted she thinks of them often.

			“I’m still pissed off that you almost added a fourteenth to your list of companions.” Can’t blame her for being pissed off about that one—what a total fuck-up on my part.

			“I’m scared you want to put off having a baby because you’re not really sure you want to be with me forever.” I check the time on my phone. “Thirty seconds left.”

			“I’m scared I’ll be a shitty mother like my mom.” Not possible. She’s nothing like her mother.

			“I wasn’t unhappy when you told me it was your birth control patch I had pulled off.”

			She narrows her eyes at me. “I’d beat you senseless with a handbag right now if I had one handy.”

			How can she think she’d be a shitty mother? She already acts more like my mum than her own. “You’re becoming more like Margaret McLachlan every day.” 

			I hold up the phone and she announces, “Ten seconds.”

			It’s her turn but I’m going again. We’re almost out of time and I have something to say. “I want you to have my baby … please say you will.”

			She says nothing and the timer alarms, signaling the end of our timed confession. My heart and mind feel clear. Do hers? Or was that the worst thing we could have done?

			That was stupid of me to ask her to have a baby during a three-minute confessional. I want to know what she’s thinking, but dammit, I can’t ask. We agreed this wasn’t about discussion.

			I bet she’s pissed. She’s already told me she’d think about it and I agreed I wouldn’t pressure her. But now I have. And without giving her the option to respond if we stick to these stupid rules. 

			I have fucked up again. Why do I keep doing this? “I’ll find somewhere else to sleep tonight. Just give me a minute to grab something to sleep in and brush my teeth.”

			I take my sleep pants from the chest and go into the bathroom. I’m changed and finished brushing when L comes up behind me. She slides her arms around my waist and places the side of her face against my back. She’s shorter and smaller so her image is almost completely hidden in the mirror. “I didn’t ask you to sleep somewhere else.”

			“You told me to forget touching you.”

			“It doesn’t mean you have to leave our bed.”

			I’m not trying to convince her to kick me out of bed but I know when I’ve fucked up. “I wouldn’t blame you if you did. Even I know I’ve done wrong, L.”

			“You’ve also done right.” She kisses the bare skin on my back and then her touch is gone too soon. “Even I know that.”

			I watch her reflection in the mirror as she turns and lifts her hair. “Unzip me?”

			I grasp the zipper of her black sheath dress and pull, letting my fingers graze her skin on the way down. I’m sure it’s the most action I’ll get tonight.

			We’re standing in the bathroom and I’m peeling her out of a dress following an incident with one of my former lovers. This is like déjà vu because we’ve done this before. I recall being sent away that night, but not this time. She’s letting me stay.

			I’d like to kiss her bare shoulder. It’s right there, so close to my mouth, begging me to place my lips against it, but I resist because I’m still not sure where I stand.

			She catches the straps of her dress and eases them down her body. She wiggles as it slides down and tosses it onto the bathroom counter, leaving her in a black lacy push-up bra and a G. She’s hot as hell—like always—and I think this is my punishment for my earlier offenses.

			I don’t think I can take this. She needs to be covered if I can’t touch her. And it doesn’t need to be any of that sexy stuff she usually wears to bed. As much as I love her in it, I don’t want to see her in it tonight if I can’t touch her. “I’ll grab you one of my T-shirts.”

			“Don’t.”

			She reaches behind her back and unfastens her bra before tossing it on top of her dress. I’m surprised by what she’s doing because even at her angriest moments, I’ve never known her to be cruel.

			I close my eyes because it’s agony to see her this way when she’s already told me I can’t touch her. “Please don’t.”

			“Please don’t what?”

			“Torture me.” I wave my hands back and forth in front of her near-naked body. “Using this.”

			“Torture isn’t my intention.” She pushes her panties from her hips and shimmies out of them. They drop to her feet and she kicks them to the corner, leaving her wearing only black pumps. “Something you said changed my mind. I want you to touch me.”

			L’s forgiving me? Forgetting tonight’s events?

			“What did I say to change your mind?”

			“Shh … it’s against the rules to discuss anything we said during our confessional.” She steps close so her body is pressed against mine. “It’s two thousand fourteen. Let’s start the year off right.”

			She begins at my top button, making her way down until the front of my shirt is open. She brings my hand to her lips and sucks my index finger into her mouth as she removes my cufflink. She makes a show of sliding it in and out of her mouth, her tongue swirling. Then she moves to my other hand to do the same.

			Fuck, it’s hot. I’m instantly hard.

			She hops up on the counter, her bum landing on my hand towel, and motions with her finger for me to come closer. When I do, she yanks the front of my trousers open and drags my zipper down. She pushes my pants and boxer briefs to my knees and wraps her legs around me. I put my hand on her bum and easily slide her bottom to the edge of the counter.

			She puts her hand around my rock-hard cock and slides it up and down her drenched entrance. I flex my hips, trying to get inside her but she pulls away. I expect her to tell me she needs to insert the spermicide but doesn’t. “Tell me I’m the only one.”

			“You’re the only one, forever. It’ll always be you, L. Never doubt that.”

			She wraps her arms around me and tilts her pelvis so my tip is pressing against her. “You’re the only one I ever want inside me.” She reaches around to my bum and digs her nails in as she pulls me into her … without birth control.

			I don’t think she’s ovulating but this is still me inside her without contraceptive so anything could happen. And she’s not telling me no. Her body is telling me the complete opposite as her legs alternate between squeezing hard and relaxing as she rides me on the bathroom counter.

			Her arms are wrapped around my shoulders and her mouth is pressed to my ear, enabling me to hear every sound her mouth makes as she grinds her body against mine. Every moan, every grunt. Even the soft, breathless sound of her saying my name when she comes, followed by her whispering how much she loves me.

			Her climax comes before mine but moments later when I come, I squeeze her hard and close when I empty myself deep inside her womb. “I love you too, L. Only you.”
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			Things have been surprisingly good between Jack Henry and me since our New Year’s confessional. Good isn’t the right word. Great is more like it. Who would’ve thought that telling one another our innermost thoughts would be so healthy? I like this newfound depth in our relationship so much that I may ask him if we can do it again.

			Jack Henry asked me to have his baby. Becoming parents is something he began talking about before we were married, but it seems to be on his mind all the time now—which means it’s on mine constantly as well.

			A baby. That’s what I’m thinking about as I stand in Margaret’s kitchen preparing the lasagna I’m making for Jack Henry’s birthday party tonight, per his request. My mother-in-law comes to me with a bowl of chocolate frosting. She’s baking his favorite cake, something she does for every member of the McLachlan family on their birthday. “I have extra. Want to help me clean the bowl?”

			“Absolutely.” She passes me a spoon and I dig in. “Omigod. That is so good, Margaret.” And it is. I’ve never tasted frosting this delicious. I can see why this is my husband’s favorite but it makes me realize something. I’ve never seen him eat chocolate cake. Ever. I didn’t know Jack Henry liked it. I’m his wife so how could I not know that? I bet it’s this family history with the heart stuff. He exercises religiously and rarely indulges in things he considers unhealthy because he’s fearful of ending up like his father and uncle. I’d like to ask Margaret about it but I don’t want to introduce concerns if she hasn’t already considered them.

			“Did they start work on your music studio yet?”

			“They poured the concrete early this week and said we could expect it to be finished sometime in May.”

			“I would think that’s soon considering all the equipment that’ll be installed.”

			One can anticipate fast progress when she’s married to a man with money and high expectations. “You know Jack Henry. He sets the bar high and expects everyone else to as well.”

			Margaret grins. “He gets that from his father. Henry is a hard worker. I’m not sure he would have ever retired if I hadn’t cut him off.”

			“You cut him off of what?”

			“Nookie.” I giggle because the word itself is funny but hearing her say it makes it even more so. “I’m going to give you some advice because you’re still a new wife—and because my son can be a little shit at times. I know; I’m his mum.” She looks around as though she’s about to reveal top-secret information. “Nookie equals power and there’s a reason he wants it from you all the time. It levels the playing field. Don’t like something he’s doing? Take the nookie away. Get the results you want. Need him to see things your way but he refuses? Withhold the nookie and he’ll make the fastest attitude adjustment you’ve ever seen. Want your husband to retire because he’s going to work himself into an early grave and miss his grandchildren growing up the way he missed his kids? Close the gates of nookie and get your husband home with you instead of burying him. That’s how you work it, darling. You use the power of the nookie to get the results you want.”

			Oh, my. She’s a sly one. I could learn a lot from her.

			Henry comes into the kitchen and opens the refrigerator. He bends down, searching for something, and Margaret sashays over to him. She whispers something in his ear and gives me a wink before returning to the sink of dirty dishes.

			Henry grabs a bottle of water from the refrigerator and takes a big swig. “You girls have been standing in here on your feet for too long. Go rest a minute and I’ll wash these dirty dishes for you.”

			Wow. What a sweet father-in-law. “Thank you, Henry.” I give him a kiss on the cheek as I pass by. “You’re so thoughtful.”

			Margaret and I go into the living room and put our feet up. “Don’t be mistaken, Laurelyn. That was not the offer of a thoughtful man.”

			“You used the power.”

			“Yes, I did, and you want to know what’s so brilliant about it? I still love being with Henry after all these years so I’d have given it to him anyway. Hell, I’d probably have instigated it myself, so it’s win-win.”

			“You are the master.” Margaret is so cool. I think I just fell in love with her a little more. “What time is everyone coming?”

			“Seven.”

			Perfect. That gives me plenty of time to go to the apartment and get ready. “Who should I expect?”

			“It’s normally only family but we’re having extra guests tonight. Chloe is bringing the new guy in her life and three of Jack Henry’s mates will be joining us.”

			“I didn’t realize Chloe was dating anyone.”

			“It’s still new so we’ve not met him, either.”

			Wow. A few weeks. I guess I’ve been too busy if I’ve missed something important like that. “That’s great.”

			“I hope Jack Henry doesn’t try to shake him down too much. I may need to speak to him before the dinner—maybe ask him to take it easy since he can be hard on her fellas sometimes.”

			I can see him being like that, but she’s an adult, the same age as me. “Why is he hard on them?”

			“It’s how he is. He’s always been incredibly protective of her since the day she was born.” She laughs. “He wouldn’t even let Evan near her for the longest time.”

			“I haven’t seen him be overly protective with her.”

			“He’s lightened up since you came along.”

			“I guess she’s glad of that.”

			“I suspect she is,” Margaret agrees.

			We sit with our feet propped and Margaret tells me stories about Jack Henry as a child. I can’t stop smiling because I’m picturing this beautiful boy with dark hair and bright blue eyes getting into the mischief she’s describing.

			I wonder if our babies will have his eyes. I hope so.

			“What are you giving Jack Henry for his birthday?” Margaret asks.

			I’m still smiling but for a different reason and I can’t keep it from her. “I have a few things for him but one special gift. He asked for a baby and I’ve decided to give him one.”

			“Oh, Laurelyn.” She cups her hands over her mouth to muffle a squeal. “A baby. That’s wonderful news. Have you told him yet?”

			“No. I’ll tell him tonight.” I have something very special planned but I’m keeping that part to myself.

			“He’s going to be thrilled.”

			“I know. I can’t wait to see his reaction.” I’m pretty sure it’s going to be a huge smile and then involve him taking me straight to bed.

			Margaret claps her hand like a child. “Will you start trying right away?”

			“Is tonight considered right away?”

			She grins. “I have a bit of advice for you since you’re new at this.” She lifts her brows and whispers, “Put a pillow under your bum … after he does his thing. You shouldn’t get up right away; let gravity work for you.”

			Omigod. Margaret is giving me pointers on how to keep Jack Henry’s sperm inside so his boys will swim upstream. This isn’t awkward at all. “Okay.” That’s all I can say.

			“Stay that way about ten or fifteen minutes before you get up.” She giggles before giving me a wink. “I can’t wait to get my hands on another grandbaby.”
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			Mum meets us at the door. “Hello, birthday boy.” She squeezes me hard before hugging my wife. “Laurelyn.” She whispers something in her ear but I’m unable to make out what it is—just as she intends—and I’m reminded of another time when she did the same thing. These women get along too well. They’re going to unite and plot against me. 

			The old girl is wearing an unusually large grin tonight. That can only mean one thing when it comes to Margaret McLachlan. She’s up to something. “What’s going on, Mum?”

			“It’s your birthday, son. I’m just thinking back on the day I gave birth to my firstborn.”

			I’m calling bullshit. “But you’re smiling.” She never smiles when she talks about having me.

			“Of course I’m smiling,” she says. “It was a happy day.”

			She makes a nice attempt at sounding sincere but I know better. This woman has told me about the day I was born countless times—mostly when I caused her some type of trouble or worry.

			It’s not really a story that will encourage Laurelyn to want to have our baby but she’s bound to tell her about that day from hell at some point. “She was in labor, without any kind of painkiller, for twenty-one and a half hours. I weighed over ten pounds and she thought she would die pushing me out. I’m pretty sure she begged someone to kill her, although she’s never admitted it.” 

			Laurelyn’s eyes grow large and her jaw drops. “Good lord. Over ten pounds?”

			“I did not beg anyone to kill me.” She playfully whacks my arm. “Not more than five times, I don’t think. But I forgot all the pain when I saw him. He was so beautiful, Laurelyn. He had a headful of black hair … and I’m glad because he was face up when he came out and his head was shaped like a cone. But then he cried and it was music to my ears. He was worth everything I endured and yours will be too.”

			Laurelyn doesn’t need my mum hounding her about a baby. I’m already afraid I’ve pressured her too much, so I lift my brows as a warning. “Mum.”

			“I’m zipping it.” She makes a motion with her fingers across her mouth and we follow her into the living room. There’s a crowd, probably twice as many guests as usual. I see several of my mates and I know Laurelyn will be happy to meet them. Then there’s the usual suspects—my parents, Evan and Emma with their trio, and Chloe. And Ben-fucking-Donavon.

			I’m blinded by red. “Why the hell are you here?”

			“Jack Henry. Ben’s a guest in our home.” My mum’s voice has an edge of warning to it but I don’t care. She can whack me as hard as she’d like if she doesn’t like what I have to say. 

			“No one’s answered me yet. Who invited this dick?”

			Chloe’s giving me the evil eye. “I did, and he’s not … a dick.”

			I’m feeling ambushed by my own sister—and maybe by my own wife. “Did you know about this?”

			“No.” Laurelyn’s voice has a high-pitched edge to it, so I take that as a sign she doesn’t like being accused. “I only knew that Chloe was bringing the new guy she was dating.”

			My sister is out of her damn mind if she thinks I’m gonna let that happen. “Oh hell no. You’re not dating him.”

			“I’ll go out with whomever I want and there’s nothing you can do about it, so stop being a dickhead.”

			Fuck me. I can’t let this happen. He’s no good for her and I don’t want him near my wife. “Chloe, there’s things you don’t know about him.”

			“Ben told me everything.” I somehow doubt that.

			“Hey, man,” Ben says as he steps forward and gestures toward the patio door. “Could we step outside to talk this over instead of making a scene?”

			Yeah. I’m sure he doesn’t want to have this conversation in front of a crowd. It’ll only prove how unsavory he is but I also fear what he’ll say about me. He’s aware that I didn’t know L’s last name after being with her for three months. I damn sure don’t want him bringing that up in front of the family, so he has me over a barrel.

			“We’ll be back in a minute.”

			Laurelyn places her hand on my arm and whispers, “He’s here for your sister—not me—so behave.”

			“Like that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

			L lifts her brow as a warning and it’s the same look I’ve seen my mum give me a thousand times. “We’re here to celebrate your birthday and I’d appreciate you not getting into a brawl.”

			“I won’t, love. I swear.” 

			We go out to the patio and I stand with my arms crossed as I wait for what he has to say. I can’t think of a single thing I’d like to hear from this guy.

			“I want to start by apologizing for my behavior with Laurelyn.”

			He’s telling the wrong person. “Maybe you should apologize to her instead of me.”

			“I plan to, but I knew it wasn’t possible if I didn’t go through you first.” He’s right. I’m not sure I’d allow him to get that close to her. “I’m sorry I didn’t give you the information you needed to find her, but it all seemed really weird to me. You were with Laurie for months and didn’t know her last name. I assumed there was a reason for that and it was her own decision. I thought I was protecting her.”

			 Protecting her, my ass! I know how much pleasure he took in denying me what I needed to know. “You did it while wearing a shit-eating grin. You loved seeing me grovel.”

			“I won’t say I didn’t enjoy it. I wanted Laurelyn, and you came between us. I couldn’t see then that you were the one for her, but I realize that now. It was always you. I never had a chance.”

			I’m not interested in discussing how much he wanted to fuck my wife. That much I already know. I’m more interested in what his intentions are when it comes to Chloe. He stands to gain a lot professionally by being associated with this family. Or he could just be a bastard looking to give me a jab since he was unsuccessful at closing the deal with my wife. “What about my sister? You going out with her to piss me off or do you see her as an opportunity to further yourself?”

			“I like Chloe a lot and our relationship has nothing to do with you or your family.”

			“Just how did this relationship come about?” I ask.

			“I’m in Sydney with my internship, so Addie introduced us a few weeks ago and we hit it off. I asked her out and we’ve practically been inseparable since.” A mental picture of an inseparable Ben and Chloe isn’t something I need in my head. “I have my own business connections. I grew up in a family of winemakers just as you did, so I stand to gain nothing in that aspect by having a relationship with Chloe.”

			I still don’t like this fucker. “I’m not gonna bullshit you. I do not care for you at all—and I really don’t like you being with my sister—but she’s old enough to make her own decisions. If she chooses you, then that’s her mistake, but I’ve got my eyes on you. You fuck with my sister—or my wife—and you’re mine.”

			“I have no intentions of doing either, but you need to get used to the idea of me being around. I don’t plan on going anywhere as long as Chloe wants me here.”

			Fucking perfect. I’ll need to thank Addison for this shit later.

			[image: Story Break]

			The party wasn’t a total bust. L met three of my mates—Trevor, Ellis, and Wade—which made her extremely happy. I guess she feels like that’s an area she knows nothing about since she hasn’t met them before. But there are reasons. They’ve been thick as thieves this year. I’m not sure I want to know what they’ve been up to because it can’t be good. And I’m sure I’d have been part of whatever they have going on if I hadn’t been so wrapped up in finding Laurelyn, but I have my priorities in order. They have theirs too: T and A—tits and ass.

			All three were checking out my wife right in front of me, but Ellis was shameless in his adoration of her breasts. They looked awesome in the dress she was wearing but I still ended up telling them all to fuck off. Doesn’t matter who it is, no one looks at my wife like that. Assholes.

			They cackled, thought it was fucking hilarious. I can’t believe I was once just like those dicks, but that was all before Laurelyn. She can’t imagine all the ways she’s changed me.

			I’m driving us back to the apartment we keep in Sydney. I’d prefer to be home with L at Avalon for my birthday, but I wouldn’t dare go against Margaret McLachlan’s plans when it comes to an annual birthday celebration. She loves tradition, even demands it.

			L didn’t seem to mind and I think it’s because she enjoys her new place in this family. It’s quite different than what she had growing up. She enjoys being surrounded by those who love her, and boy, is my family crazy about her, especially Mum. There was something different between them tonight and I don’t know what. Whatever it is, I’ve never seen Mum like this with Emma, or even Chloe.

			“You’re not okay with Ben and Chloe.”

			“No, I’m definitely not but what can I do? She’s not a child. I have to remind myself often that she’s the same age as you.” Laurelyn and Chloe are different kinds of twenty-three-year-olds. L was forced to grow up fast so she’s always felt more mature to me. As much as I love Chloe, she’s been spoiled by all of us, including me, so it’s difficult to think of her as an adult.

			“Ben isn’t a bad guy. Take me out of the equation and you wouldn’t have had a problem with him. The two of you have a lot in common. I could see you being friends.”

			Maybe, but L is in the equation. “I don’t know if I could ever be friends with him. He knew you were mine and still went after you.”

			“But he didn’t get me and he never will because I’m yours and that isn’t going to change.” She reaches for my hand. “He was very sincere in his apology to me and I truly believe he likes Chloe for the right reasons. Please try to tolerate him for her sake—she really likes him.”

			I better not regret this. “I’ll give him a chance, but his ass is mine if he does anything to hurt my sister.”

			“I’ll gladly turn you loose on him, McLachlan.” L reaches for her phone. “Nothing from Addison. She and Chloe have been hanging out a lot since the wedding, but I’m puzzled about the reason she didn’t tell me about them.”

			I’m not puzzled. “She didn’t want you to tell me so I could ruin it before it got started.”

			“Maybe. She’d expect you to go apeshit crazy, so maybe that’s it. But she’s been weird lately—sort of like she’s checked out on me the last couple of weeks.”

			Addison’s never been great at being there for L so I’m not sure why she’s surprised by this. “Ask her to breakfast when we get back to Wagga. Take her to Fusion and you can coerce the truth out of her with their Belgian waffles. They’re magnificent.”

			“Speaking of breakfast, I’m going out to eat with your mum and the girls in the morning before we go back.”

			“That sounds good.”

			“What will you do while I’m gone?”

			“Sleep in.”

			She looks at me skeptically. “You don’t sleep in.”

			“I do once a year because I need my rest after my wife gives me birthday sex all night long.” Her laugh tells me she must think that’s pretty funny. “Don’t tell me you find that humorous because I’m wrong.”

			“You’re not entirely wrong but there’s more to it than that.”

			“Partially wrong?”

			“I refuse to answer that. You’ll find out in two minutes when we’re inside and you open your gift from me.” Nice. I bet she’s going to wear some sexy lingerie.

			We go into the apartment. L tells me to sit on the couch while she gets my birthday gift from our bedroom. I’m not so sure it’s what I was thinking. She isn’t acting like herself—she seems nervous.

			She returns to the living room and sits next to me before placing a small rectangular box in my hand. It’s wrapped in chocolate-brown paper with a blue ribbon bow and definitely isn’t big enough for lingerie—unless it’s really tiny. 

			“Open it.”

			I remove the bow and tear into the paper as I ponder what could be inside. It’s a simple white gift box. What is this? A bracelet? I hope not since I’m not a fan of men in bracelets, but I’d wear it if it’s what she gave me.

			I remove the top and I’m confused by what I see. “A pregnancy test?” She just had her period a couple of weeks ago, so she can’t possibly need to take a test.

			“No. It’s an ovulation predictor. It tells me when I’m most fertile.”

			I can only think of two reasons she’d use this: to avoid having sex on the days she’s fertile so she doesn’t become pregnant, or the complete opposite—because she’s ready to. “And you want to know when you’re fertile because … ?”

			“You asked me to have your baby, and this is me saying yes.” A smile spreads across her face. “A baby … it’s my gift to you.”

			I lean over to kiss her mouth and stroke my thumb over her cheek. “Best gift ever.”

			She lifts a brow. “I took a test earlier and I’m ovulating.”

			It’s weird. Something about hearing her say those words makes me want to throw her over my shoulder and haul her down to our bedroom so I can bury myself deep inside her. “Does that mean you want to start trying now?”

			“I do.”

			“I love when those two words come out of your mouth. It means something crazy good is about to happen.”

			I get up from the couch and tug so she’ll stand with me. I put my hands on her lower back and pull her close. No hug. No kiss. I simply look into her eyes. “This is what you want, right? You’re not agreeing because you feel pressured or because you know it’s what I want?”

			She strokes her hand down the side of my face and I reach up to cup my hand over hers. “It’s all I’ve thought about since you asked on our honeymoon.” She laughs. “It’s totally insane to be married a month and try to have a baby on purpose, but it’s what I want. I’m ready to start our family.”

			“Our family. I love the sound of that.”

			“Me too.”

			I clasp her hand in mine and lead her down the hall to our bedroom. “Can I have a minute? I want to change into something special for you.”

			Yes! I knew she’d be putting on some hot lingerie for my birthday. “Yeah. You can have two if you need it.” She walks into the closet and comes out with a shopping bag. Whoa. I wonder what’s in there? “Take as long as you need.”

			She gives me a naughty grin. “Be back in a jiffy.”

			This is it, McLachlan. You and L are going to make a baby. There’s no going back after it’s done. Hmm. I’m surprisingly calm about it, but I guess that’s how it feels when you know it’s right.

			There’s no reason to still be dressed when L returns. We both know what we’re here for, so I take off my shirt and trousers and place them on the chair in the corner of the room. I’m only wearing my boxer briefs when she comes out of the bathroom and stops in the doorway, leaning against the frame. She shifts her weight to one leg and places a hand on her hip, pushing her breasts up in her ivory chemise. It’s a bra at the top with sheer fabric flowing to the edge of the tiny triangle between her legs. It’s the ultimate prelude to baby-making. 

			“What does the birthday boy think?”

			I walk toward her and she moves to meet me in the middle of the room. I’m remembering the times when she’s been her most beautiful: the night I met her; seeing her again after I thought she was gone forever; watching her walk down the aisle to be my wife. I thought she was beautiful all those times but the way she looks now as she comes to me so we can make a baby … it isn’t something I know how to label. Beautiful doesn’t begin to cover it. I’m in awe.

			I’m overcome by the love I feel for this woman. My eyes fill and a single tear escapes. She’s trembling as she comes up on tiptoes to catch it with her lips. “I know.” This is a surreal moment for me. This beautiful woman has agreed to take a part of me into her body and join it with hers to make a new being—a little person who looks like us.

			She puts her hands on my hips and walks backward toward the bed until the backs of her legs hit the mattress. She sits and glides to the middle. She lifts her foot and curls her toes around the waistband of my boxer briefs, pulling them, and me, in her direction. She uses her index finger to coax me. “Come here, birthday boy. I’ve got a little somethin’ for ya.”

			I crawl up her body, taking my time as I leave a path of kisses beginning at her belly. When we’re face to face, she grasps the back of my neck. “Kiss me,” she says as she pulls me down so our mouths can meet.

			Her mouth is making love to mine. Slow. Deep. Loving. “I love you, Laurelyn McLachlan.”

			She stares at my eyes as I hover above and runs her fingertips down my cheek where she kissed my tear away only moments earlier. “And I love you, Jack Henry McLachlan.”

			I kiss the side of her face and move my mouth down the length of her neck before reaching to unfasten her top. She arches her back, allowing me easier access to the clasp, and I can’t resist placing a kiss between her breasts, over her heart.

			When I’m finished removing it, she lifts her bum and we repeat the same process with her knickers. “I’m feeling a little underdressed here.” She pushes at the waistband of my boxer briefs. “Maybe you should take these off so I don’t feel out of place.” She helps me push our last barrier away and I discard it over the edge of the bed.

			Her legs are parted and I nestle my body between them until my hard cock is against her warm, inviting entrance. But I’m not quite ready. Making love is something we’ve done countless times, but it’s never been for this reason. This time is different. “This is about so much more than us.”

			She’s trembling beneath me. “I know,” she whispers. “And it scares me to death, but in a good way.”

			I’m pressed against her, ready to enter, but I have to ask one last time. “You’re sure?”

			She lifts her hips and my tip glides just inside her entrance. “Yes.” She squeezes her legs and brings me closer. “No doubts.”

			I press my hand into the mattress so I can wrap it around her lower back. I lift to pull her hips upward and sink into her as far as possible—I’m sure deep is best when trying to impregnate your wife.

			Impregnate my wife. I like the sound of that.

			I’m moving inside her slowly and my hands move to skim the underside of her arms. I push them over her head and lace my fingers through hers. Our hands are joined as one, just like our bodies.

			This is it—two will become three. Maybe. If things go well, this could quite possibly be the last moment we’ll share before our child finds its place in her womb.

			I release her hands and move mine down her body. Her legs are bent on each side of my hips so I grasp them and push back. Laurelyn moans and I slide my hand between our bodies to the point where we become one. No beginning. No end. But I know L’s body as well as my own. She needs more so I find that spot—the one that drives her crazy every time I touch it—and stroke my fingers against the nub. A moment later, her breath quickens as she grasps my back and pulls me against her tighter. She grinds her hips upward so I know I’m right where I need to be. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

			This woman knows better. I never stop until she comes undone.

			Her legs tighten and I know what to expect next. And then it happens. Her inner walls squeeze around me, contracting in rhythm. Once. Twice. And then again and again until I lose count because I’m lost in my own world coming apart. Exploding.

			I push her legs back and apart as I thrust deeply one last time. I’m making this one count but it won’t be a shame if she doesn’t get pregnant and we have to do this again. And again. I enjoy it right nicely.

			My upper body is braced on my elbows as I hover above her. I’m still inside, unmoving. I push the hair from her face and she smiles, giggling. “What’s so funny?”

			“I was thinking of all the extreme measures we took to prevent a baby and now we’re trying to have one.”

			It’s called irony. “That’s what happens when your world is turned on its head. Things you once thought you’d never want transform into your greatest desire.”

			“You certainly did a one-eighty.”

			“I decided to go all in, baby. No folding.” I kiss her before pulling out slowly and rolling onto my side. “I never imagined myself loving a woman the way I love you. You changed my everything.”

			She points toward the head of the bed. “Pass me a pillow.”

			“Sleepy so soon, love?” I hold the pillow out and she takes it. “I thought we might try that again in case the first time wasn’t successful.”

			“It’s not for my head.” She lifts her hips. “Help me get this under my butt.”

			Okay. I get this now. She’s taking advantage of gravity, which means she’s been researching. It could be entertaining to go back and look at the history on our computer. “Where’d you find this tip?”

			“Your mother told me to put a pillow under my hips and stay in bed for a while … after you’ve done ‘your thing.’ Her words.” 

			Oh fuck. L told my mum? “She’ll probably call to see how things went. She has no boundaries when it comes to her kids and that now includes you. You know that, right?”

			“I love your mom. We’re close so I caved when she asked what I was giving you for your birthday.”

			L straightens her legs and holds them in the air. Wonder if this is another tip from my mum? “Want me to stand you on your head and give you a good shake?”

			“No, but I wouldn’t turn you down if you came over here and let me prop these on you.” I move over and hook an ankle over each of my shoulders. She puts her hands behind her head and her breasts have never looked fuller. Gravity always works for my girl, never against. “I’m not sure this helps the sperm get in there or not, but it won’t hurt.”

			Shit, how’s a guy supposed to have his wife’s vagina staring him in the face and not pounce?

			I smile down at her and she can guess what I’m thinking. “Don’t even think about it for at least ten more minutes.”

			She’s got to be kidding me. “Easier said than done, L.” I reach down and run my thumb through her moist slit. “This is practically begging to be licked.”

			“Don’t you dare, McLachlan.” She warns me but I don’t listen. I’m too captivated by what’s in front of me screaming to be tasted. I lean forward but she locks her knees around my head. “It’s not a Tootsie Pop. We’re not gonna find out how many licks it takes to get to the center—at least not for nine more minutes.” 
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			Nine minutes seems much longer when your horny husband has his head between your knees staring at your stuff like he’s starving and you’re a buffet. He spent the entire time taunting me, using his filthy mouth to tell me what he was going to do as soon as I would let him.

			And I am so turned on.

			He’s describing how he’s going to lick me and I can’t wait any longer. “Time’s up.”

			“Hmm … I don’t believe it is. I think there’s at least two more minutes to go.” Great, he wants to taunt me further.

			I reach up and grab the back of his neck, pulling him down so we’re eye to eye. “Your mouth. On me. Now.”

			He’s amused, as evidenced by his grin. “Now I’m the one who has a little somethin’ for you … and this drenched goodness below your waist.”

			Oh shit. I’m going to die if he doesn’t put his mouth on me soon. Or touch me. Something. Anything.

			I rock my hips on the pillow because I’m restless and needy. It’s excruciating and he could put a stop to it—if only he would. “Please don’t tease me because I don’t think I can stand it.”

			He puts his finger on my pubis and presses against the bone. I lift my hips, hoping to coerce it downward, but he resists my coercion. “You mean don’t tease you the way I was teased just now while I was forced to look at this?” He looks down and drags his finger through my center. I groan and bite my lower lip as I shift on the pillow. “You’re so wet.” He strokes one labia and then the other. “Did you know this whole area fills with blood when you’re turned on? The action is very much like an erection.” He strokes me a few more times before stopping. “It’s magnificent to watch the physical changes that occur as you become more aroused. Your breathing increases and you get a flush across your chest. I’ve never sat back and watched your body change like this. It’s beautiful.”

			Beautiful? I’m about to combust and he’s telling me it’s lovely? “Touch me. Lick me. Fuck me. I don’t care which. It’s your choice but do something. Please.” Desperation. That’s what I hear in my voice.

			I’m this man’s puppet and it isn’t the first time. Nor will it be the last.

			I’m still on my back with a pillow under my hips. Not for long. He yanks it out from beneath me and tosses it aside. “Touch you, lick you, or fuck you. My choice, huh?”

			“Yes.”

			“I believe I’ll do all three.” He flips me over to my stomach and I make an unexpected high-pitched sound when I land on the mattress. Jack Henry finds it amusing; I can hear him chuckle behind me. Then he’s at my ear and his voice is breathy. “You’re gonna like this.”

			His promise sends a thrill straight through me and it concentrates in my core. “Whatever it is you’re gonna do, I wish you’d hurry up and do it already.”

			“No instant gratification for you, Mrs. McLachlan. It comes fast and is gone too quickly. I want you to enjoy the anticipation.” He slides his hand around to my stomach and then down to the cusp between my thighs. “This is me touching you.” He cups his hand over me and moves it up and down. “And this is me licking you.” His tongue starts at the base of my lower back and he drags it up my spine slowly. He gets about halfway up when my body bows uncontrollably, sending my bottom up from the bed, arching in response to the sensation. That’s when I feel him enter me from behind. “And this is me fucking you. All three at the same time.”

			His weight presses my front into the mattress. I grasp the comforter and bring it to my mouth to bite so I can stifle my scream. All these sensations—touch, lick, fuck—are too much to bear at once. Each thrust forces a moan, sounding much like an animalistic grunt, from my mouth. 

			He does something new when he brings his palm down and smacks my bottom. It’s not hard enough to hurt but I jump because I wasn’t expecting it. And then he squeezes my cheek. Hard. It’s not something he’s done to me before.

			How can he work the front and the back like this at the same time? There’s only one answer. Talent.

			His mouth leaves my back and is next to my ear. He takes it in his mouth and sucks it hard. I’m pretty sure it’s gonna leave a hickey on my earlobe. “I’m so close, L, but I want you to come around me first.”

			And as if he holds the power to control my body, I do. Big time. I fist the edge of the mattress and scream, “Ohhh!” Each of his last few thrusts propel me across the bed and I’m glad to be holding onto something so I’m not sent face first into the floor.

			Gah, he likes it rough sometimes. Good thing I do too.

			He stills and lowers his body to lie against my back, kissing across my shoulders. He’s so tender and gentle—a huge change from the man forcefully thrusting himself into my body just a moment ago. “I see that Mr. Hyde has returned to being Dr. Jekyll.”

			I feel him press his face to my back. “You don’t like Mr. Hyde?” He rubs his hands up my arms. 

			“I most certainly do. A lot.”

			He gives my shoulder one last kiss before pulling out of me and rolling to the bed. He lies next to me, and I don’t move when he gently dances his nails up and down my back. “It’s fucking ridiculous how much you turn me on. It’s like you have this crazy power over me and sometimes I feel like it takes over.” He strokes my lower back in a circular motion. “You know I’d want you to tell me if I ever do anything you don’t like, right?”

			Is he talking about slapping and squeezing my ass? “I know, but don’t worry—I love everything you do to me. Especially this new triad of sensation—touch, lick, fuck. I hope you do it again soon.”

			He lowers his fingertips to my cheeks and traces them back and forth, occasionally gliding one down my crack, but never close enough to touch the place that remains unexplored.

			I wonder if he’s doing it because he’s toying with the idea of trying it. I think I assumed anal sex was something neither of us had experienced, but the truth is I have no idea what he’s done with other women. Frankly, I’m not sure I want to know, but the question eats at me and I’m afraid it’ll continue if I don’t find out. His favorite position is from behind. Does that mean he really wants it the other way but isn’t asking me for it? 

			“Do you think it would be a mistake to talk about sexual encounters we’ve had with others?”

			His hand goes motionless. “I don’t want to know anything about you and Blake. I’m content with pretending the whole thing never happened.”

			I’ve told him that Blake never made me come. Jack Henry’s the only man who’s ever done that for me, so he knows sex with Blake wasn’t good. I’m sure that leads him to think we didn’t do much exploring—and he’d be right. Sex with Blake was always missionary and it ended with him getting off as soon as possible. End of story.

			“What if I wanted to know about the things you’ve done with the women before me?”

			He sighs. “I’d say no good can come from talking about it.” He begins stroking my back again. “You are my wife. Nothing before you matters. Nada.”

			But it does because it matters to me. I want to know if he’s fucked another woman in the ass. More importantly, I need to know if he liked it, so I’m going for it. I’m pushing all my chips to the center of the table. No folding for me. “Did you have anal sex with the others?”

			His hand goes motionless again. “What do you hope to gain by talking about things that happened before I knew you?”

			Shit. That’s a yes. Now I wish I hadn’t asked.

			I drop my face to the bed but turn away from Jack Henry. I don’t want him to see how bothered I am. “I just wanted to know that I was the one to fulfill your deepest desires, not someone else who came before me.”

			“L. That’s not my deepest desire.”

			“But you liked doing it?”

			“I didn’t say I’d done that with any of the others. I haven’t.” His hand returns to its previous motion. “I think all guys think about it. I know I do when I’m giving it to you from behind, but it’s not something you’ve done before. I figure you’ll tell me if you ever want to try it and we’d experiment, if it’s what you want. If you never want to, it’s fine.”

			The act seems so unnatural and unromantic to me. “It scares me.”

			“Then we won’t do it. It’s not a big deal.”

			“I’m sure it’s something Addison has done. I can ask her to tell me about it.” I lift my head and peer over my shoulder. “I would try it if it’s what you wanted.”

			“My mates talk about it all the time, but this is what I know. Fucking you in the ass doesn’t get us a baby.” He kisses my shoulder. “I want all of my swimmers in the right place.”

			Good grief.

			I lift my head and roll over so I can look at him. I’m almost shocked by his words. Almost. He just used the phrase fucking you in the ass and the word baby in the same sentence. I’m pretty sure that combination is just wrong, but that’s my caveman. No filter. And I love him for it. 

			“If this whole conception thing works out tonight, then we’ll have a baby before Christmas.” And before our one-year anniversary. That’s a little terrifying.

			“If you got pregnant tonight, when would the baby come?”

			“I’d be due on October first.” He looks at me grinning and I shrug. “What? I Googled it.”

			[image: Story Break]

			Breakfast with Margaret, Emma, and Chloe turned into the two mothers giving me all kinds of tips on how to get pregnant. Between the two of them, they have six kids, so it appears they know what they’re talking about. 

			I return to our apartment after spending the morning with the McLachlan ladies and find our bags sitting next to the door. “In a hurry much?”

			“There’s a rainstorm coming soon. I’d prefer to be home before it starts.”

			“You don’t like driving in the rain?” Technically, I guess it’s riding instead of driving since we’ll be in the backseat.

			“Not really. Dad and I were in a car accident in the rain when I was ten. I still remember the car hydroplaning.” He stops to kiss my forehead as he walks by with the last piece of luggage. “I haven’t been much of a fan since.”

			“Was it a bad accident?”

			He puts the bag down and points to his upper arm. “Broke my arm so bad, the bone was sticking out through the skin.”

			I wince, thinking of the pain he must’ve endured at such a young age. “That sounds terrible.”

			He pushes his sleeve up and I’m able to see a faint scar—one I’ve never noticed before—and I stroke my fingertips over it. “It wasn’t pleasant.”

			There’s so much I still don’t know about Jack Henry, but I plan to learn it all.

			I place my purse on the table by the door. “Can I have a minute to do a walk-through? Just to make sure I’m not leaving anything I want to take home.”

			“Of course. You can do that while I take these bags to the car.”

			I walk into the bedroom and the linens on the bed are thrown about from our baby-making sessions. I guess he has someone who’ll come in to clean after we’re gone. Or maybe I’ve assumed too much and it’s something I should’ve taken care of prior to leaving. Too late now.

			I feel him come up behind me and his arms wrap me in a tight cocoon. “Remembering what we did in that bed last night? And this morning?”

			“I am—vividly. There’s a lot of biological material on those sheets. I should have washed them this morning since we’re leaving.” It seems gross, and maybe rude, to leave the bedding for someone else to clean.

			“I have someone who will come in to take care of it.”

			Well, there’s no time for worrying about it now. “Okay. Let me take a look in the bathroom and then we can go.”

			I go inside for a once-over and decide I’m all good. If I leave something, I can buy it in Wagga. Maybe. It’s not exactly a large town with a lot of shopping options but it’s where Jack Henry and I have made our home, and I love living there.

			I’m walking out the door when something in the trash can catches my eye. I stop and look at the blue box I’ve become so very familiar with since our honeymoon—one of our many boxes of spermicide. I reach down to take it out and hold it up while standing in the doorway. I clear my throat to catch Jack Henry’s attention. “I see you trashed this. Did you take pleasure in doing that?”

			He gives me a crooked grin. “Hell yeah, I liked throwing that shit away. It makes our decision to have a baby feel much more real.”

			I’ll agree with that. It’s feeling very real right now.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Twelve]

			We arrive at Avalon with about thirty minutes to spare before the bottom drops out of the sky and a raging thunderstorm descends. Laurelyn’s standing at the wall of windows overlooking the vineyard, watching the sheets come down. “I love rain. It relaxes me.”

			I approach from behind and wrap my arms around her waist. “I don’t dislike rain, only driving in it.”

			“It’s perfect for napping.”

			“Then you should go lie down for a while and I’ll get you up in a couple hours.”

			“I am pretty tired.” She looks at me over her shoulder. “Both of us were up late, so I think you should join me.” I’m not sure but I think this is an invitation for something besides napping? “It’s Sunday—Mrs. Porcelli isn’t here.” Yes. This is an invitation for daytime sex and perhaps a nap afterward. Both work great for me.

			I tug on her hands. “I’m in.”

			I lower the roman shades, darkening the bedroom. “You’re right. Today is perfect for napping.”

			She crawls onto the bed and then moves to her knees. She pulls her dress over her head and drops it before reaching around to unfasten her bra. “It is, but I think today is even more perfect for making a baby.”

			She’s going full force at Project Conception and it’s a total turn-on. “You’re really in to this.” I kick off my shoes and unfasten my jeans. I pull my T-shirt over my head and let it fall to the floor.

			She wiggles her bum as she pushes her knickers down her hips. “I don’t do anything halfway.”

			I’m moving to the bed when she tosses the white lace at me, successfully landing it on my shoulder. I grasp the nearly nonexistent piece of fabric and bring it to my nose. Her scent is intoxicating and I’m positive it’s impossible to ever get enough of it. I’m completely possessed by her. “Do you realize you hold complete authority over me?”

			“Funny, I’ve thought the same thing about you on many occasions.”

			“I once chose to do things only if they pleased me. Now everything I do is for you because I want you to be happy.”

			She crawls to the edge of the bed to meet me and puts her arms around my shoulders. She drags her mouth across my jawline toward my ear. “And I am. You can’t imagine how happy you make me.”

			“Bet I can.”

			She backs away and moves to sit on her bum before sliding to the middle of the bed. She spreads her hair as she lies down, a precaution she takes so it doesn’t get caught beneath her back. It’s crazy how great she looks—sexier than any woman I’ve ever seen photographed in a nudie mag—and she’s for my eyes only. I covet that.

			She’s lying on her back with her feet apart and knees closed. She looks so timid and innocent, but I know better, so I kneel and place a hand on each leg and push them apart. She lifts her arms over her head and arches her back as she grasps the edge of the mattress. She knows something good is about to happen and I wouldn’t dare disappoint.

			Touch. It’s so simplistic in certain aspects, and so very complex in others.

			I place my thumb against Laurelyn’s clit, applying the slightest pressure, but I don’t move it. The brain is the largest sex organ for a woman, so I want her to anticipate what’s coming … to crave it. I want to hear her ask me to give it to her. I won’t deny that I enjoy holding this kind of power over her, the same as she enjoys the control she has over me.

			She begins rotating her hips but my hand remains stationary, frustrating her to no end. I give her a few rotations of my thumb and she moans once before I stop. “Come on, McLachlan. Don’t do this to me.”

			“Don’t do what?”

			She lifts her foot to my shoulder and pokes me with her toes. “You know what. You’re teasing me.”

			“I need specifics.”

			She rolls her eyes. “You want me to talk dirty.”

			“Yeah. I want to hear you say filthy things like a bad girl.” She rocks against my hand and I move it away. “Uh-uh … you don’t get what you want until you ask for it.”

			I wait in anticipation of the nasty things she might say. What will it be? Finger-fuck her? Suck her clit? Put my tongue inside her? I’m hard with anticipation but she shocks me with her words, as she often does. “I want you to put a baby inside me.” Her voice is soft and so sweet. It crumbles any of the bad-boy exterior I pretend to have.

			I was set to have fun, to play dirty. I wanted to make her beg for an orgasm but hearing her ask me for a child changes everything. It brings out my tender side, a part of me I didn’t know existed until she came into my life, and it’s something she sees far too little.

			I place my hands on her hips and rub my thumbs over her hipbones. “I can’t wait to watch you grow with our child.” I lower my mouth to her stomach and place a kiss below her navel. “I’m going to kiss your swelling belly every day.”

			Her hand is at the back of my head, her fingers stroking my hair. “You’ll make a wonderful father.”

			I move up so I’m hovering above her, careful to not press too much of my weight against her. “You told me you were afraid you’d be a shitty mother, like Jolie.”

			“We aren’t supposed to address anything said during confessional. We agreed, McLachlan. That’s the reason we can feel safe to say the things we wouldn’t normally confess to one another.”

			“I know, and I’ll only make an exception this one time because I want you to go into this knowing you are nothing like Jolie. You are the most self-sacrificing person I know and your love stretches beyond measure. It isn’t possible for you to be anything but a wonderful mother.”

			“I love you.”

			“I love you too.” She bends her knees and I pull back so I can move into position. She pulls me down so she can kiss my mouth and I whisper against her lips, “And this baby will be loved.” Her hands find mine so she can intertwine our fingers. She squeezes them into a tight fist and watches my eyes as I enter her. “He or she already is.”

			She doesn’t take her eyes from mine as I move in and out of her. It feels so intimate, like she’s seeing straight into the depths of my soul, and it leaves me feeling spread wide, exposed. I’ve never felt a moment like this with anyone, and I love it. I want her to see all of me.

			I’m sliding in and out of L slowly when I feel her legs come up and around my body. She’s coaxing me deeper so I thrust harder, bringing me closer to climax. I push her legs back and apart as I thrust the last time, filling her body with a part of myself.

			When I’m finished, I pull out slowly and reach for a pillow at the head of the bed. I motion for her to lift her bum. “Upsy, love.” She lifts and I slide the pillow under her hips, repeating the same routine as the night before with her legs in the air resting on my shoulders.

			“I don’t think my legs have to be up. I’m sure there’s been plenty of babies conceived without being in this position.”

			She tries to take her ankles from my shoulders but I hold them firmly in place. “But the view is so very lovely, Mrs. McLachlan. It would be a favor to me personally if you stayed this way for a while.”

			She grins while shaking her head. “You’re going to do it again, aren’t you?”

			“Do what?”

			“Taunt me until you can have your way with me … again.”

			“The first time, we make love because it’s about the baby. The second time, we fuck because it’s about us.” She pretends to gasp in outrage, but I know she’s used to the things I say so I rarely shock her anymore. “You didn’t come just now so tell me, Mrs. McLachlan, what it is you want.”

			“I want you to rub me with those talented fingers of yours.” She takes my hand and places my finger over her clit. “Right here.”

			I begin moving in a circular motion. “Like this?”

			She closes her eyes and her words come out as a breathy whisper. “Yes.”

			“You’re one orgasm behind me. I don’t think it would hurt a thing to play catch-up while we’re waiting. Do you agree?”

			She’s rocking her pelvis against my fingers and can’t sit still. “I couldn’t agree more.”

			“Then I have a task before me. A very beautiful one.” I use my thumb to stroke her center up and down several times before concentrating on the tight nub at the top. It’s her most sensitive spot and I alternate between fast and slow, hard and soft. She’s building. I can tell by her body’s reactions but I want to finish her off with a bang, so I lower my mouth and suck her clit. I’m inconsistent with the pressure and speed so she’s unable to predict what will come next.

			A moment later, she fists my hair and moans, “Ohh … ohh … ohh.” She unclenches her hand and her entire body goes limp. That’s when I know she’s in that place, the one where she’s blissful and euphoric. There’s no other feeling in the world like it.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Thirteen]

			I can’t believe it. Jack Henry and I are trying to get pregnant. Addison is going to shit when I tell her.

			Daniel drops Addison and me at the Castlebury Hotel where we’ll be dining at the restaurant Jack Henry recommended. She was running late, as usual, so we’re doing brunch instead of breakfast.

			An attractive hostess escorts us to our table and calls me by name—Mrs. McLachlan—when we’re seated. How does she know?

			I lift the menu but I’m not reading it. “That was weird, right?”

			I can see that she doesn’t know what I’m referring to. “What was?”

			“The hostess called me Mrs. McLachlan but I don’t know how she knew. I didn’t make reservations, so there’s no reason for her to know my name.” My mind immediately goes to that place: is this woman one of the twelve and she knows who we are?

			“You’re married to Jack McLachlan. People know him and they make it their business to know who his wife is.” Addison lifts her menu. “She’s probably green with envy that she’ll never get to fuck him.”

			I hope that’s the case, but if she’s one of the companions who came before me, then she already has. Many times.

			The hostess is older than me but still young—not at all the type Jack Henry would’ve chosen.

			I need to stop this. He’s my husband so nothing before me matters. He told me so last night.

			Another woman walks up to our table. “Mrs. McLachlan. Welcome to Fusion Restaurant. Julie is your server and she’ll be with you shortly. May I get you something to drink while you look at the menu?”

			I think I need alcohol. “I’ll have a mimosa.”

			I expect the same from Addison but she surprises me. “Orange juice, please.”

			I feel a little weird drinking alone. “Why aren’t you getting a mimosa? I know how much you love them.”

			Addison touches her hand to her forehead. “I have a headache. I don’t figure it’s a good idea to put champagne on top of that.”

			I pick up my purse and begin digging because I know she hasn’t taken anything for it. That’s how she is. “I’m sure I have something in my purse that you can take.”

			“I’m good, Laurie. You don’t always have to take care of me like I’m a child.”

			She’s never minded it before. “You’re being pissy this morning.”

			“I’m sorry. I was restless last night. You know I’m a bitch when I haven’t had my sleep.”

			She’s worse than a child without a nap when she’s tired. “It’s supposed to storm again later. It’ll be a perfect day for napping.”

			We place our order and the food arrives. I still haven’t brought up Ben and Chloe but I can procrastinate no longer. “Last night was Jack Henry’s birthday party with the family and I gotta tell ya, Addie … we were pretty shocked to see Ben there with Chloe.”

			“Oh hell.” Her eyes grow large.

			“Why didn’t you tell me they were dating?”

			“I’m sorry. I know I should have—and I meant to—but I’ve had some pretty serious shit going on lately.”

			Addie always has serious shit going on. “So bad you forget to tell me my sister-in-law is dating your brother, whom my husband despises? Doesn’t make sense that you would forget something like that.”

			Addison’s eyes fill with tears. She squeezes them tightly and big messy drops roll down each cheek. “Laurie. I’ve messed up big time. I mean, I’ve really fucked up.” She carefully wipes the tears from her eyes using the corner of her napkin in an attempt to prevent smearing her perfect makeup. 

			I’m not oblivious to Addison’s tendency to be dramatic, but dread grows deep within my gut. “I’m sure it isn’t as bad as you think.”

			Her eyes appear larger than usual as she looks up to. More tears roll down her cheeks as she nods. “Yes, it is, and I don’t think I can do the only thing that would fix all of it.” She’s sobbing and it scares the shit out of me because this isn’t my Addie.

			I love my best friend but she’s selfish as hell, so there’s only one thing that would make her react this way. Something must have occurred between her and the man she adores with all her heart. “Has something happened between you and Zac?”

			She makes the ugly cry face and then uses her hands to conceal it. “Oh, something has definitely happened between us. I’ve joined that statistic they warn you about—the less than one percent of people whose birth control fails even when they take it correctly.” Her body shakes because she’s crying so hard. “I’m pregnant.”

			“Oh, shit.”

			“Yeah,” she laughs, but not the humorous kind. “Me having a baby is definitely an ‘oh, shit’ moment.”

			I know they aren’t married, so the timing isn’t ideal, but I don’t understand why her reaction is so extreme. She loves Zac. He loves her and they’re great together. I have no doubt they’d marry and be together forever anyway. “It’s a shock. I’ll give you that, but I don’t understand why you’re so upset.”

			“Are you kidding me, Laurie? I’m not mother material. I’m too into me and what I want.” She’s shaking her head and looking at me like she thinks I may have lost my mind. “My mouth is too damn filthy. The kid’s first word would be fuck. No doubt.”

			“I think you’ll make a wonderful mother and I’m sure Zac agrees. What did he say when you told him?”

			Addison looks away. “I haven’t told him.”

			“Why not?”

			She looks so sad. “Do you really think he wants to hear that I’m knocked up?” 

			I can only stare at her as I think of how happy Jack Henry would be if it were me telling him we were having a baby. I can almost see the broad smile on his face, his bright blue eyes dancing with happiness. I imagine him scooping me from the floor and spinning me round and round as he tells me how much he loves me and how happy he is.

			But this isn’t happening to me, so I shove the daydream from my mind and return to reality. Addison’s reality. “I’m sure a baby will come as a shock for Zac but he loves you. I don’t think it’ll be an unwelcome surprise.”

			She sighs while shaking her head. “You’re wrong.”

			How can she know? “Has he told you he doesn’t want kids?”

			“He wants children.” She covers her face with her hands. “But I don’t think he wants them with me.”

			Addison is clearly shaken and lacks her usual confidence. “Why would you say that?”

			“We’ve been together a year and he hasn’t proposed. Shit, he never even talks about marrying me. The only future we ever discuss is one with him owning his own vineyard. I’m never part of the equation.”

			Wow. I had no idea. But that doesn’t mean he has no plans to marry Addison. I’ve seen the way he looks at her and I know he’s head over heels in love with her. “He’s ambitious. I’m sure he’s waiting because he’d like to have a way of supporting you and your habits before he makes you his wife. Zac’s no fool. He’s figured out that you’re high maintenance.”

			She grins but it’s halfhearted. “Then we could be years away from him being able to afford me. Or maybe he’s years away from being ready to be a husband and father.”

			“Zac might have a choice on the husband part, but he doesn’t on the parent thing. Kids don’t wait around for their parents to be ready. They come when they decide they want to.” Look at me. It took over twenty years for my parents to finally act like a mother and father. Sort of.

			“Maybe he thinks I’m good enough to fuck but not good enough to be his wife or the mother of his kids.”

			“There’s no way he thinks that. I’d bet money he asks you to marry him as soon as he knows there’s a little Zac inside you.”

			“But don’t you see? That’s exactly what I don’t want. He needs to marry me because he loves me more than anything in this world. Even more than his dream of owning a successful vineyard. I want him to love me the way Jack loves you. I won’t settle for less.”

			That’s probably one of the most mature things I’ve ever heard come out of Addie’s mouth. “And you shouldn’t have to.”

			“Oh my God, Laurie. I’m going to have a sweet little adorable chubby-cheeked … shit machine.” She leans over and rests her forehead against her palms. “I’m going to get fat and have stretch marks. And hemorrhoids. You know that has to be a total turn-off. Oh God. My sex life is over.”

			And here we go with the exaggerating. “I’m sure there are measures you can take to prevent those things, or at least reduce them. You should do some research so you’ll know what to expect.”

			Her head spins so she can see me. “Let me guess. You’re suggesting I read that book about pregnancy expectations.”

			Addison makes no bones about it. She is no intellect and doesn’t claim to be. The world is lucky if she reads stop signs. “It might be a good place to start … after you tell Zac.”

			She shakes her head, her face stern. “No way. I’m not ready to do that.”

			She’s being unreasonable. How long does she plan to hide this? This secret has an expiration and it will reveal itself with or without her permission. “You can’t keep this from him for long. He’s going to figure it out and I can’t imagine that going over well.”

			“I know. It won’t take long before he figures out I’m missing my period. God, he’s such a control freak. He keeps up with my cycles better than I do, but I need a little time to sort out how he might take the news.”

			A control freak is exactly what Addie needs—someone to steer her in the right direction. I know her and I understand what she’s saying without hearing the words directly. I’m afraid it won’t go over well if she baits Zac to get his reaction. She’s not considering the whole picture. It’s easy to say what one would do when they’re not actually in the situation. No one truly knows how they’ll feel about a circumstance until it happens to them. “Please don’t try to make Zac speculate about a proposed pregnancy. Your baby isn’t hypothetical. It’s real and he deserves to know as soon as possible.”

			“And I’ll tell him but I need to know how he feels about me—minus a baby—first. If he asks me to marry him, I want to know it’s because he loves me, Laurie. Not on account of an obligation or because he wants to hang on to me because he’s afraid his child will slip away.”

			Okay. I understand her desire to want to know his true feelings for her before he finds out about the baby. I would feel the same if standing in her shoes. “Be smart about the way you do this. The last thing you need is for him to feel deceived.”

			A shocked expression comes over her. “What if I’ve been looking at this the wrong way? I’ve imagined him asking me to marry him because he wants to do the right thing but what if I’m wrong and he tells me he never wants to see me again? Or wants me to get an abortion? He has so many dreams for the future and I’m afraid he’ll think a baby will ruin it all.”

			I hadn’t considered that possibility and I’m not sure why. Isn’t that sort of what my dad did to my mom? “If he does, then screw him. He can piss off because you have me. I’ll always be on your side and will help you raise this baby.”

			Addison reaches across the table to cup her hand around mine. “You’re always the stable one and I’m the loose cannon. It should be you having a baby. Not me.”

			This is probably the one time Jack Henry would completely agree with Addison. “It will be one day.” Hopefully one day very soon.

			[image: Story Break]

			Jack Henry’s sitting at his desk looking at a vineyard map. “Hey, babe.” He puts his arms out for me so I go to him. He pulls me onto his lap and nuzzles his nose against my neck. “How did brunch go with Addison?”

			He’s really asking if I got an explanation out of her regarding why she didn’t tell me about Chloe and Ben. “She said it slipped her mind.”

			He pulls back and looks at me. “And you believe her?”

			I put my hand up, indicating that I need to explain. “Not at first, but then she told me about everything going on in her life and I knew it was the truth. She’s been preoccupied.”

			He leans back in his chair, taking me with him. “What has little Miss Self-Absorbed gotten herself into this time?”

			“She’s pregnant.”

			He lifts his brows. “Is it Zac’s?”

			I slap my hand against his chest because I can’t believe he’s asked. “Of course it is. She’s not a whore.”

			“Did she do it on purpose so he’d marry her?”

			Wow. His opinion of Addison is even worse than I thought. “No. She hasn’t even told him yet because she’s terrified he’ll tell her to get lost.”

			“Zac’s not in the best place to take on a baby right now, but he’d be a motherfucker to turn her away. You think he’d do that?”

			I’ll kill him if he does. “I don’t believe so because I know he loves Addison.”

			“Haven’t they discussed marriage?” he asks.

			“She says they never talk about it and it’s eating at her. That’s another reason she hasn’t told him. She wants to figure out his thoughts about marrying her without a baby in the equation.”

			Jack Henry shakes his head. “Shit. Those two are in a damn mess. So glad that’s not us.” 

			“I know.”

			“Did you tell her we’ve decided to have a baby?”

			I wanted to so badly but it was the wrong time. “No. I couldn’t after she told me she was knocked up.”

			“Don’t worry about it, love. It’ll all work out for them.” I know. My best friend and I will be pregnant together if all works out the way I hope. Our babies will be born close together. It may not seem like it now but it’s actually pretty perfect.

			“You’re right. Zac’s crazy in love with her and he’ll drop on his knee as soon as he hears her say the word baby.”

			[image: Story Break]

			It’s only been a few weeks since we were in Sydney to celebrate Jack Henry’s birthday, but now it’s time to return to my in-laws for mine, although my actual birthday isn’t for a few more days. The best part is that I get out of doing the cooking this time and Chloe, a professional chef, is preparing dinner. Another plus? Margaret is baking my cake of choice. Chocolate—yes, sweet baby Jesus—definitely chocolate. I could easily become hooked.

			I finish packing early and go out to Jack Henry’s office to see how much longer he’ll be. I’d like to get to Henry and Margaret’s early so I can talk one on one with Chloe since I’m certain she’ll be inviting Ben tonight. I’d like for that to go a little smoother this time around.

			Jack Henry isn’t over the whole Ben thing and I don’t suspect he will be any time soon. He still hates him for pursuing what he considered his. Too bad he failed to inform me that I belonged to him. It would’ve saved us a lot of grief and time apart, but I know in my heart that everything happens for a reason.

			I tap on Jack Henry’s half-opened door. “Hey, handsome. I wanted to see how much longer you’d be.” I stop dead in my tracks when I see the leggy brunette in a short skirt reaching across his desk—across him. Her blouse is so low cut, I expect a nipple to jump out if she stretches any harder.

			He appears oblivious to what she’s doing—of course he would with me standing right here—but how can he be? It’s so blatantly apparent that she’s trying to make him notice her great rack. Hell, they’re so nice, they catch my attention.

			“This is Bianca, the intern I hired for the semester.” I remember him saying he took on an intern but he never mentioned it was a female and he damn sure didn’t tell me she was hot. “This is my wife, Laurelyn.”

			I smile and offer my hand. “It’s a pleasure.”

			“I’ve heard a lot about you.” Hmm … funny. I haven’t heard a single word about her.

			“I hope all good.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“I’m finishing up, babe.” Jack Henry uses a red pen to circle an area on the map they’re looking at. “This entire section needs to be scouted for downy mildew. I’ve seen a few suspicious areas and it’s imperative to head it off early. You’ll be looking for yellow oil spots on the leaves. The infected ones are usually on the outside of the canopy but not always. You can find it on the top too.”

			I understand very little of what he’s just said but she does. He’s speaking vineyard, and she understands it perfectly.

			“Got it, Jack.” She’s calling him Jack? I don’t like that. With the exception of Mrs. Porcelli, all of his employees call him Mr. McLachlan. This woman’s not even a paid employee; she’s an intern.

			“I’m finished here if you’re ready to go.”

			Oh boy, am I ever. 

			We’re not fifteen minutes into the drive when I can stand it no longer. I have to ask. “You’ve not mentioned Bianca. When did she come to work for you?”

			“December.”

			Oh hell. He’s been working with this woman for two months and hasn’t mentioned her once? What gives? “Why haven’t I seen her before today?”

			“She’s rotating through the vineyards. This is her first week at Avalon.” A beautiful woman has been roaming around my home vineyard for a week and I didn’t know? What kind of dumb-ass wife isn’t aware of that?

			“I find it a little strange she was dressed in a short skirt and low-cut blouse for intern work. Wouldn’t that be a little inappropriate for scouting?”

			“She was dressed like that because she had an appointment in town this morning. She won’t go out scouting in that.” He glances at me and then back at the road. “Where are you going with this, L?”

			I recall the way her breasts were thrust in his face. “She looked like she was trying to breastfeed you when I walked into your office.”

			“You’re being ridiculous. I’ve known that girl since she was a child. She’s Mr. Brees’s granddaughter. You remember him, right? One of my very good clients who gave us the tickets to Madama Butterfly. Accepting her as an intern is a favor to him.”

			He’s wrong. That child is all grown up and, outfit aside, I saw something in the way she maneuvered her body around him. She wanted him to want her. I know because a woman has the gift of intuition and mine is screaming at me, Beware of this woman, Laurelyn. She wants your husband.

			He doesn’t see it, or maybe he just refuses to admit it to me, but my radar is on high alert. I won’t be taking my eyes off her any time soon. “Of course I remember who Mr. Brees is. He’s responsible for my first opera house orgasm.”

			“Really, L? You’re giving Randall Brees, a man who very much resembles a Keebler elf, credit for that orgasm?”

			“You know what I mean. He’s the reason I met your family. If he hadn’t sent you those tickets, I wouldn’t have been with you in Sydney on the night Henry was taken to the hospital. Meeting the McLachlans set our whole arrangement into a different motion—it changed everything. Mr. Brees has no idea but he may very well be behind me becoming your wife.”

			“Wow. Here I was thinking all this time that I was the reason you became my wife.”

			I roll my eyes. “Ha ha.”

			“All joking aside. You have no reason to worry about Bianca. She knows you’re my wife and I’m not interested in her.”

			I hate looking like the jealous wife. It’s not an attractive look for anyone, but I’d choose it over the naïve, played wife any day. “I’ll cool my jets because I trust you but let’s be clear about one thing. She makes one false move—one—and she’s gone.”

			He grasps my hand and brings it to his mouth for a kiss. “Anything you say, babe.”

			We arrive at Henry and Margaret’s a couple hours before my party. Jack Henry plants himself in the living room with his dad so he can check out the score of some game on TV. Suits me. I want to talk to Chloe about Ben, so I go into the kitchen. I see my chocolate cake on the counter and have an incredible urge to grab a fork. “Someone is eyeing that dessert very intently.”

			“I’ve been craving this cake since the last time we were here. I almost called to beg you for one last week. I was willing to drive four hours to pick it up.”

			“You should’ve called me. I would’ve made one and brought it to you.” Margaret’s grinning. I’m sure she’s assuming I have this special craving for a particular reason, but I don’t. I think it’s just a delicious cake and I didn’t get enough of it before.

			I can tell Chloe is processing this conversation. “I’ve seen that same reaction from some of the people at the restaurant and they’re always pregnant. Think you could be?”

			Margaret knows we’re trying but I’m not ready to go there with the rest of the family. And yet I don’t want to lie to Chloe. She’s my sister-in-law, and also a good friend, but I don’t want to say anything to spur more questions. I shrug, attempting to appear nonchalant. “Not that I’m aware of.” I walk over to take a look at what she’s preparing—and change the subject. “What did you decide to go with?”

			The birthday girl, or boy, always get to choose the meal. I couldn’t come up with anything that sounded great so I told Chloe to choose for me. “My version of chicken and biscuits. I thought you might like it since it’s sort of similar to your southern cuisine.”

			“That sounds so good. I need a huge glass of sweet tea to go with it.”

			“Done. Jack told me you’d want that rather than wine so I gave it a try.” Smooth one, McLachlan. You got me out of having to refuse alcohol.

			She takes out a pitcher from the fridge and pours some over ice. “Try this and tell me if it’s sweet enough for you.”

			It’s really good. “You nailed it. Tastes just like Nanna’s.”

			“It tastes like syrup to me but Jack said it had to be really sweet.”

			“He knows me well.”

			Margaret leaves the kitchen saying she wants to check on the game’s score. She gave me a wink when she said it so I’m certain she has an agenda—to quiz Jack Henry on how the baby-making efforts are going since she can’t ask me in front of Chloe.

			“How are things with Ben?”

			“Really good. I know Jack hates him but I like Ben a lot. He treats me well—better than any of the other losers I’ve dated lately.” She gets a giddy look on her face. “It’s crazy, Laurelyn. It’s only been a little over a month since we started dating but I think … I think he could be the one.” 

			I never thought Ben was a bad guy. He just got a little zealous when Jack Henry started swinging his weight around. Honestly, I think he liked the challenge Jack Henry presented more than he liked me. “It’s not crazy at all. I knew very soon after I started dating your brother that Jack Henry was the only man I’d ever love.”

			“Ben’s perfect for me, although I never thought I’d want to be with someone in the business. They don’t make the best family men.” She looks up at me and scrunches her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Jack has changed because of you and he’d never be absent like Dad.”

			“It’s fine. I know what you mean … but you should probably be prepared for your brother to cause problems. He’s not happy about your relationship.”

			“I don’t care. His approval isn’t a requirement for me to be happy.”

			“I’ll work on him.”

			Chloe comes over to give me a hug. “I’d appreciate that. I say I don’t care if he approves, but that’s not the truth. I want him to accept Ben.”

			“I think he will in time. All of this is still fresh. Be patient with him.”

			She puts a baking dish in the oven, sets the timer, and then comes back to sit with me at the bar. A huge grin spreads across her face. “This isn’t something I could say to Addison but I’ve been dying to tell someone.” She giggles before leaning over to whisper, “Ben is supremely fucklicious.” She groans. “Mmm … the man is damn good at what he does.”

			Okay. So, I don’t have to ask if they’re having sex—not that I would anyway. “It certainly helps when it’s good, doesn’t it?”

			“Oh yeah. No man has ever done to me the things he does. I just thought I was having good sex before. But umm … no. Is that how American men are?”

			“I only had one sexual relationship before Jack Henry, and it was terrible, so I think you lucked out with Ben being … supremely fucklicious. It has nothing to do with him being American.”

			She’s wearing a shocked expression. “Laurelyn. You only had one sexual partner before my brother?” Her eyes are huge. “You were almost a virgin when you met him. I bet he fucking loved that.”

			“Actually, he hates it. He wishes I hadn’t had the one.”

			“I can totally see that; he’s a greedy bastard. But you’re his wife so I guess he’s supposed to feel that way.”

			Jack Henry comes into the kitchen to grab a beer. “Smells good in here, sis.” We both go silent and he knows he’s interrupted something. “What are you up to in here?”

			“Nothing,” we say simultaneously and then look at one another and burst into laughter.

			“Girl talk?”

			“Yeah. You could call it that.”

			He twists the cap off his beer and tosses it into the trash. “I like girl talk.”

			“You wouldn’t like hearing this. It’s not your flavor.”

			“Try me.”

			For a moment—like, a nanosecond—I consider telling him how supremely fuckable his sister finds Ben but then decide I can’t do it; I don’t want to sour his mood. “I love you too much to do that to you, cave man.”
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			I’m the only one who didn’t have a gift for Laurelyn at my parents’ house on Friday night but she understood since it wasn’t her actual birthday. However, today is. She’s going into town for lunch with Addison and that couldn’t work better for me since I’ll be picking up her gift and driving it home. I want her new Cayenne here, but hidden, when she comes back from her day out in Wagga Wagga.

			She comes into the office to say goodbye. “Ooh, I haven’t seen Mr. good-looking suit in a while.”

			She’s right. I haven’t worn a business suit in quite some time. “You like?”

			“Oh yes. It reminds me of the way you looked when we first met. You’re still hotter than the devil’s ass.”

			“I have a business meeting in town with a new client. He has two hundred storefronts. Not huge but this guy has established these businesses in a ridiculously small amount of time, so I’d expect him to double it within the year. I think it’s going to be big.” I’m not obsessed with work like my dad was but I’ll be pretty damn happy to score this account.

			“That’s great news.”

			I sort of need to know what her plan is for the day. “How long will you and Addison be out?”

			“I’m not sure. We’re doing lunch at Alfredo’s and I’m hoping I can talk her into doing some shopping. She really needs a pick-me-up. Hiding the pregnancy from Zac is wearing her down.” That’s just like Laurelyn to take her special day and turn it into a way to cheer up her friend. Sometimes I get mad at her for always putting others ahead of herself, but it’s who she is.

			Addison deserves to be worn down. It’s no small thing, what’s she’s doing. That baby is Zac’s too and he deserves to know it exists. “Maybe that should be a sign to her that she shouldn’t be doing this.”

			“No argument there. You know I’m supporting her, not her decision, right?”

			“I know. I guess I thought she’d come around in a day or two.”

			“I’d hoped for that as well but Addison’s stubborn once she makes up her mind about something.”

			That’s the pot calling the kettle black. “Sounds like someone else I know. Maybe you should take her vibrator shopping to get all this off her mind.”

			“I was thinking the same thing.”

			Is she serious? “I was kidding, L.”

			“I’m not. I think it would lift her spirits.”

			This could work out well for me if Laurelyn buys something fun for us. “Well, if you do, I don’t want you coming home with one of those vagina pleasers that performs like a circus monkey.”

			“A circus monkey vibrator?” she laughs. “Really, McLachlan?”

			“They have them in performing rabbits and dolphins. Why wouldn’t they make a monkey?”

			“Okay. Nothing in the form of an animal or anything that penetrates.”

			Good. She remembers. “Because?”

			 “Nothing goes inside me but you. Got it.” She says it like a child reciting a rule to her teacher.

			I roll my office chair toward her and reach out to grope her bum under her light denim dress. I pull her between my legs, my face level with her stomach. I kiss it atop her clothes. She’s wearing her boots. I haven’t seen her in those in a while. I wonder if I can talk her into wearing them tonight. “Mmm … now I’m a little excited about what you might bring home for us to try.”

			“Any requests?”

			“Mmm … choose something adventurous.”

			She giggles—very much like a child instead of the mature woman she is—and it makes me smile. She looks so innocent when she laughs that way, especially while wearing this little country sweetheart outfit. But I know better. There’s very little this sweet girl enjoys more than a good ol’ hard fuck. “Adventurous. I can do that.”

			She leans down and kisses my mouth. It’s brief, just a sweet goodbye not intended to make my dick stand up. “Don’t forget we have dinner reservations at seven thirty.”

			“You never told me where you’re taking me.”

			“And I’m still not.” I want to see the surprise on her face when we return to Ash and sit at the same table where I propositioned her fourteen months ago. I wish I could’ve taken her there for the one-year anniversary but it wasn’t possible, considering we were at Avalon becoming husband and wife. Our lives have been a little crazy since so this has been my first chance to get her back there.

			“I’ll be sure to return in time. Should I dress casually?”

			“I have something in mind for you to wear so I’ll have it laid out for you.”

			“You choosing my clothes is a little weird.”

			“It’s not weird.” Okay. It is strange but there’s a reason. I want her in the dress she wore that night—the floral one with only one shoulder. I hope I’m able to find it. “It’s something I haven’t seen you wear in a while and I like the way you look in it.”

			“Now you have me wondering if you’re a closet cross-dresser. Am I going to come in and find you wearing my lace panties one day?”

			“I’m choosing something for you to wear, L, not me.”

			“Okay. I gotta go. Thanks for letting me drive the bullet.”

			She calls my Sunset that since it’s so fast. She says it gets away from her because it’s such a smooth drive. “Please be careful. And don’t speed.”

			I stand at the window and watch her disappear down the drive before I phone Daniel. “She’s gone. I’ll be ready to leave in fifteen minutes.”

			I’m finishing some last-minute details on a new order when Bianca comes into my office, without knocking. She’s traded her short skirt for short khaki shorts and her low-cut dress shirt for a thin, tight white T-shirt with a deep V neckline. I’m glad L isn’t here to see this because she wouldn’t like it at all. In fact, it makes me a little uncomfortable after the things she brought to my attention on the day she met Bianca. In light of that, I think it’s best if I finish the paperwork later. “I’m going into town for a little while but I’m expecting a delivery and I’d really like it if you could take care of it for me.”

			She places her hand on my shoulder. “Anything for you.” I lean away from her touch to reach into my drawer for nothing in particular. I really hope she isn’t going to be a problem, but my gut is telling me otherwise. One wrong move and she’s out of here. That’s what L said. I definitely foresee that being a problem, but my business relationship with Brees means nothing if this girl causes a problem for L and me.

			Please, Bianca. No wrong moves. It’ll screw us both.

			I get out of my chair and move around my desk in the opposite direction of her as I head toward the door. “I have a business meeting and I have to make a pickup, so I’ll be out until this afternoon.” L’s new Porsche SUV had to be purchased at a dealership in Sydney and driven to Wagga Wagga, so it’s waiting in the parking garage at the hotel where my business meeting will take place. It couldn’t have worked out better.

			I run into Harold on my way out to meet Daniel. “Glad I ran into you. I have a single bag of a new potassium-deficiency product coming in today. Bianca is going to be watching for it and will bring it out to you. I thought we could try it on that area in the southwest corner and see if it does a better job than the old product.”

			“Sure thing, boss.”

			When I finish landing my new client, I go into the parking garage to fetch L’s sleek black SUV. It’s sharp, even if it’s a family vehicle. I could’ve gone with something flashier but she’s chosen to become a mum, so this fits her. It’s classy without looking like a muscle man should be driving it. I hope she isn’t disappointed I didn’t buy her a sports car. I’m certain she’ll understand that wasn’t a sensible choice.

			She isn’t ovulating so tonight isn’t about us trying. It’s about us having fun and boy, do I have a little bit of naughty in store for her. I told her to buy something adventurous but the truth is I already have. I can’t wait to see her in the sexy lingerie I bought or try out some of our new toys. I have to adjust myself inside my pants. I’m getting hard thinking about it.

			My meeting ran longer than expected so I’m a little later than I’d like when I get back to Avalon. Harold flags me down in the driveway from the edge of the vineyard, and I know something’s up. “You told me Bianca was bringing the potassium today?”

			“Yeah.”

			He shakes his head. “She never brought anything to me.”

			“Did you ask her about it?”

			He shrugs. “I haven’t seen her to ask.”

			Hmm … that’s not right. I told her to accept the package and take care of it and she agreed. “I don’t know what happened with her, but don’t worry about it. We’ll get it out tomorrow.”

			Harold steps back to admire L’s new vehicle and whistles. “That’s one good-looking ride, Mr. McLachlan.”

			“It’s Laurelyn’s birthday present. You think she’ll be happy?”

			“I don’t doubt it for a second.”

			I pull the Cayenne around back to a spot where L won’t see it when she comes home. I’m going to blindfold her when I bring her out to see it, the same way I did with the house in Maui. And I’m going to do it again later tonight as part of the fun I have planned.

			I go into the house and check the spot where Mrs. Porcelli leaves my mail. Fuck! It didn’t come. The expected delivery date is supposed to be today, so I take out my phone to track it. Hmm … says it was delivered. I relax, assuming Mrs. Porcelli placed it in a different spot, but I have to find it before L gets home.

			I leave the kitchen and go out to my office to see if her gift arrived in my business mail by accident. I find a package on the desk but it’s the potassium, returning my thoughts to Bianca and why she wouldn’t have taken this to Harold like I asked.

			“Crash Into Me” begins playing on my phone. It’s still Laurelyn’s ringtone more than a year later. The song still makes me think of her on that stage every time I hear it. “Hello, love.”

			“Hey. I was calling—just in case—to let you know I’m on my way back a little early.”

			“Just in case of what?” I ask.

			“I don’t know. It’s my birthday and you’re being all secretive about tonight so I don’t want to walk in and ruin anything you might be up to.”

			“You’re safe. I’ve already taken care of everything.” Except finding that package of naughty goodies.

			“All right, Mr. Organized. I’ll see you in fifteen.”

			Fifteen minutes does not give me long to find that package, so I decide to call Mrs. Porcelli. She has no idea what I’m talking about so I check the front door. And the back. Nothing. Fuck, I really want L to dance for me in that outfit tonight since her pole days are limited. Once she’s pregnant, there’ll be no more of that for a while.

			I still haven’t found L’s naughty surprise and she’ll be here any minute, so I give up and decide to search for her floral one-shouldered dress instead. I hope I have better luck finding that.

			I enter our bedroom and go motionless, the blood draining from my face. What the fuck is going on in here?

			Bianca’s lying across the bed dressed in L’s new red metallic pole outfit and has all of our new kinky toys spread around her. “You are a very bad boy, Jack McLachlan.”

			Fuck! She got L’s package and thought it was the one I intended for her to receive. “I’m afraid there’s been a terrible misunderstanding.”

			She moves to her knees and motions for me to come to her. The top barely covers her breasts so I quickly look at the floor. “I get it, Jack. You were afraid to approach me so you had these things sent to me. Well, I get the message and I accept your invitation.”

			I’m walking around the room looking for her clothes. “You were supposed to open the package with the potassium in it, not this one. These things aren’t for you.”

			“What?” She sounds terribly confused.

			Fuck! L is going to kill us both if she walks in and sees this. “My wife is on her way home. You’ve got to get your clothes on and get the hell out of here.”

			I hear a sound so I stop to listen. Too late. I hear L coming into the house. “Oh hell. She’s home. Get your motherfucking clothes on while I try to explain this shit.”

			Of course she heads straight for our bedroom because she needs to get ready for our dinner reservation, so I try to head her off before she can see Bianca in her outfit. “Hey, you. How was …”

			I interrupt her. “Stop, babe. Don’t go in there.”

			She laughs. “What are you up to? Some kind of birthday surprise?”

			Of course she doesn’t suspect there’s a near-naked woman in our bedroom. She trusts me but I swallow hard as I prepare to tell her what’s happened. There isn’t a way to present this that isn’t going to look heinous so basically, I’m fucked. Thanks a lot, Bianca. “L, hear me out before you totally lose it.”

			“You’re scaring me. What’s happened?” I look toward our bedroom door, dreading—yet hoping—a fully dressed Bianca will appear at any moment. I really don’t want L walking in and seeing her without her clothes on. “Why are you acting so weird? And why are you watching the door?”

			“There’s been a misunderstanding.”

			She knows something has gone awry—I see it all over her face—as she pushes past me into the bedroom. “Well, let’s not make it two.”

			I enter behind her and it looks really fucking bad for me because Bianca is topless and pulling on her shorts.

			Laurelyn gapes as she stands in the doorway, I’m sure unable to believe her eyes. “What the fuck?” she yells before she charges Bianca and punches her. I go after her but she hits her a second and third time in the face with her fist before I’m able to restrain her.

			I pin her arms behind her back and she uses my hold on her as an opportunity to lift her legs up and kick Bianca in the arse with her boots.

			I’ve never seen Laurelyn like this—she’s a total scrapper—and I’m surprised at how stout she is for her petite size. “You need to get out of here.”

			Bianca’s nose is bleeding and the blood smears down the front of her white shirt as she pulls it over her head. “I know you’re pissed off but please don’t think Jack had any part of this. It was all a misunderstanding on my part and I’m so terribly sorry. And embarrassed. This will never happen again.”

			Laurelyn is unmoved by Bianca’s promise. “You say that as though you think there’d be an opportunity. This isn’t baseball, honey. You don’t get three strikes before you’re out.”

			“What? But I need this internship if I’m going to graduate on time,” she says.

			“Well, that sucks for you since you won’t be back,” L tells her.

			“Jack, I have to have this,” she pleads.

			I don’t give her time to make an argument. “You’ll have to find another internship because you can’t come back here ever again.”

			[image: Story Break]

			My birthday plans for L were shot to hell and back last night. Imagine that. Neither of us was in the mood for celebrating after Bianca’s little stunt, so we’re having dinner at Ash tonight. It’s not a surprise like I had planned but they’re going to give us our corner table when it becomes available.

			I had a last-minute business meeting come up so L is driving into town to meet me. She says she doesn’t mind because she wants to drive her new SUV. At least that part wasn’t ruined.

			I text L to let her know I’m finished with my meeting and waiting for her at the bar. I take a seat on a stool to wait and order two Pinot Noirs—not from my own vineyard—because I’m curious about the competition. It’s decent at best, certainly nothing to brag about, so I gloat because I know mine is much better.

			I check the time and see that Laurelyn is considerably late, which isn’t like her at all. “Get stood up?” The voice belongs to a woman sitting a couple seats away. I briefly glance in her direction and see a leggy blond wearing a plum business suit, a fitted jacket and short skirt with very high heels. I can’t see her face because she’s looking straight ahead but I can tell she’s beautiful.

			I choose to reply since I don’t wish to be rude but probably more so because I want to let her know I’m not on the market. I don’t want her flirting with me when Laurelyn arrives. “Nothing like that. I’m waiting for my wife.”

			“Her mistake. If she was wise, your wife wouldn’t leave you sitting alone in a hotel bar for me to invite upstairs.”

			I’ll be damned if I’m not stunned. I haven’t even made eye contact with this woman and she invites me up for sex. Sure, it sounds a lot like what I once did, but now it just sounds insane. “Sorry. You’ll need to find someone else.”

			She leaves her chair and moves to the one next to me. “I don’t think your wife will mind.” She unexpectedly places her hand on my head and pulls me close so she can whisper in my ear. “I know for a fact that your wife won’t mind if you take me upstairs and fuck me like a champion.” Her faux Aussie accent is gone, replaced by a more natural southern twang.

			I turn to look at the woman next to me and recognize the golden-brown eyes staring back. “Laurelyn?”

			“Shh … no names. I only want a companion for the night. No complications. No communication afterward.”

			My brain registers the fact that my wife is sitting next to me in a public place wearing a blond wig and a sexy business suit and I get what this is. It’s all for me. L admitted during our confessional that she was afraid I would miss having different women, so she’s become someone else for me tonight. I push L’s glass of wine in her direction and hold mine up. “A toast to the best wife ever since she has no objections to this.”

			She clinks her glass to mine and takes a tiny sip before putting it on the bar. I forgot. She’s avoiding alcohol since we’re trying to conceive. “Would you like something without alcohol instead?”

			She puts her hand on my leg and slides it up. She brushes my still-soft cock, causing it to stir. “No. What I’d really like is this.”

			“Well, who am I to stand between a girl and what she wants?” I toss some bills on the counter in front of the bartender. “No change.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			We leave the bar and enter the lobby area. “Do I need to get a room?”

			She holds up the keycard. “Already taken care of.”

			“Perfect.” I wasn’t looking forward to standing at the check-in desk with a raging hard-on.

			We enter the elevator and I wait for the doors to close so I can descend upon … hmm. What do I call her? She isn’t Laurelyn tonight. “I need something to call you.”

			She tilts her head and grins. “You can call me yours for tonight.”

			“Then you may call me incredibly pleased.”

			She extends her hand for a shake. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

			She releases my hand as an older couple enters the elevator. Dammit. I’d hoped to get her heated on the ride up.

			The woman in the elevator is judging us. It’s clear as day by the expression on her face. She saw us introduce ourselves to one another and has now taken notice of only one elevator button pressed. I’m guessing she thinks Laurelyn is a hooker and I’d bet all the money in my wallet that she’s checked my hand for a wedding band. 

			“You didn’t say how much this was gonna cost me.”

			Laurelyn turns a deep shade of red and lowers her head, giggling.

			“I have until morning. That was the agreement, right?”

			Laurelyn straightens and wipes the smile from her face. “Yes, sir. Your wife arranged for you to have me all night.”

			“Like I said before … best wife ever.”

			The elevator pings and the doors open for our floor. I gesture for Laurelyn to exit first. “After you, milady.” We exit and I can’t resist looking back at the couple in the elevator—she gives me a look of disapproval while he appears envious.

			We say nothing as we walk the hall to our room. “This is us.” L slides the card into the door. I step behind her and push her blond hair away from her neck so I can kiss it. She moans and I slide my hand under her short skirt and explore, finding her panties so my fingers can dive into her wet center. “Damn. You’re already slick.” She’s struggling to get the keycard to unlock the door while I finger-fuck her. “I’m going to bend you over and give it to you so hard.”

			The green light flashes on the door and she pushes it open. “I’m going to come before we even get inside if you don’t stop.”

			I take my fingers out of her, but only because I want her to come with my mouth on her. I want to taste her.

			I lead her to the bed and she sits. I drop to my knees and kneel between her legs before I pull her bum to the edge. I reach under her skirt and drag her panties down her legs. I bring her sexy red G to my nose and inhale deeply. “You smell so fucking good, I could almost get off just sniffing these.” 

			I drop her knickers on the floor and grab the back of her thighs, pushing them back and apart. She props on her elbows, readying herself to look at what my mouth is going to do to her. It’s fucking hot as hell when my girl watches me lick her.

			She’s looking down at me, blond hair spilling over her shoulders. Our eyes—light blue and golden-brown—are locked when I place my tongue against her center and drag it in an upward sweep. “Oh, filet-o-fuck. That feels good.” I lick her from the bottom toward the top and then circle my tongue around her clit. I push two of my fingers inside her and she calls out, “Omigod, yes!” It’s a plea for me to make her come. And then she does. I feel the contractions around my fingers and I taste the saltiness of her orgasm in my mouth. It’s absolutely delectable.

			She falls back on the bed, her legs propped on the mattress. They’re trembling so I place my hands on her knees to steady them. “That good, huh?”

			“Yeah. It was just that good.”

			She comes up and pushes me onto the bed. She unbuttons my trousers and yanks, anxious to get them down. “I’m not sure you’ve been given a proper blow job recently. I think you need one.”

			“I couldn’t agree with you more.”

			Once my trousers are off, she moves to her knees on the floor. She pulls me to the edge of the bed and begins by licking my cock from base to tip. She grasps it in her hand and her eyes watch mine as she drags her tongue across the tip from side to side. “I love the taste of your pre-cum.” She licks her lips and swallows before sucking me fully into her mouth, taking my entire cock in to the back of her throat. 

			“That feels amazing.” But as great as it is, I have to close my eyes because I can’t watch the blond head bobbing up and down over my dick, even though I know it’s Laurelyn.

			“Babe, I’m about to come.” I still tell her before I do. I always will but just as L always does, she sucks even harder. She always wants me to come in her mouth.

			Laurelyn isn’t ovulating but it still feels like that shouldn’t have been wasted in her mouth. Then again, this isn’t us trying to have a baby. This is us role-playing because L wants to keep me happy and satisfied. She has no idea how unnecessary this is because all I want is her. No other women.

			I pull her into my arms and brush my mouth against hers. I want a sweet, soft kiss fresh on her lips when I bend her over the bed and fuck her senseless. “Remember this delicate kiss.”

			“Okay.” She has no idea what I mean. But she will.

			I take a pillow from the bed and put it on the floor. “Turn over and kneel.” She does as I instruct and I stretch her arms over the bed. I take my shirt off and pitch it across the room. I lean down and place my lips at her ear. “Pretend to be someone else and I’m gonna fuck you like you’re someone else.”

			I drive my cock into her hard and fast, causing her to gasp. I still until I feel her relax and then start moving in and out of her slower, testing the water until I build up to a faster pace, one she can tolerate. I grasp her hips and squeeze, pulling her body against mine to meet my thrusts. This sex is faster and rougher than what she’s accustomed to.

			I look at the blond hair falling over her shoulders and down her back and realize this isn’t what I want. I don’t want to fuck other women. I don’t even want to fuck Laurelyn while she’s pretending to be someone else. 

			I pull out of her. “L, take that fucking wig off. I can’t stand looking at that blond shit. It makes me feel like I’m fucking somebody else.”

			She’s on her knees with her upper body stretched across the bed, squeezing the comforter tightly in her fists when I hear sobs. “L, why are you crying?” She releases the bed linens and uses her hand to wipe her face. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

			She doesn’t reply so I physically turn her over and see her tear-stained face and red eyes. “Talk to me, L. Tell me what’s wrong.”

			She refuses to meet my eyes. “You were different with me just now.”

			“Only because you came to me as someone else.”

			“You’ve never fucked me like that before. Is this who you are with other women?”

			I use my hand to turn her face toward mine. “I’m not with other women.”

			She finally looks me in the eyes. “Is that who you became when you were with the other twelve? And with Lana?”

			“No.”

			She gets up from the floor and straightens her skirt. “This was a bad idea.”

			“I’m sorry.” I roll to sit on the floor with my back against the bed and press my palms to my forehead. “I don’t know what happened.” But that’s a lie. I know exactly what happened. I gave her a punishment fuck because everything she did and pretended to be tonight was a reminder of the repulsive things I’ve done. And my own wife was the one forcing me to walk that path again.

			“I shouldn’t have done this.” She cups her hands over her mouth and then pushes her hands to her forehead. “I’m sorry. I need to get out of here.”

			“I’m coming with you.”

			“Please, don’t.” She can’t look at me and I don’t know what it means. Is she angry? Hurt? “I need some time to think.”

			Laurelyn leaves without another word and I’m left sitting in a hotel room wondering what the hell she needs to think about.
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			I cry all the way home. I’m confused about what happened, but more embarrassed than anything. I don’t know what I was thinking when I decided I’d pretend to be another woman for Jack Henry. That’s clearly not what he wants.

			What should have been a night of hot sex turned into a total disaster. Jack Henry seemed to be into the role-play thing. I thought we were having fun and then it felt like he suddenly turned … angry. “Pretend to be someone else and I’m gonna fuck you like you’re someone else.” I don’t even know what that means.

			I left Jack Henry at the hotel and now I don’t want to be alone. That’s why I’ve called Addie and begged her to come stay the night with me at Avalon. “Jack is staying in a hotel? Shit, I feel sorry for him and I don’t know what happened.”

			Addie knows about his past. She thinks it’s fucked up, and it is, but she’s the only person I have that I can talk to about this. “We were meeting at a hotel for dinner and I showed up dressed in a business suit like his former companions … wearing a blond wig. I propositioned him to be my companion for the night. No names. No commitments.”

			“Holy shit. Did he take you up on the offer thinking you were someone else? I’m gonna kill that fucker!”

			“No. That’s not what happened at all. I pulled off a phony Aussie accent and he didn’t know it was me at first. He turned me down cold—even said he was waiting for his wife.”

			“I’m really confused here, Laurie.”

			“I had this crazy idea to role-play—be someone else for him—so he could feel the excitement he used to get when he took a new companion.” Shit, that sounded so much better in my head than hearing it come out of my mouth.

			“That’s the stupidest idea you’ve ever had!” Addison yells. “He loves you to death. Why would you even put the idea of him being with another woman in his head like that?”

			Yeah, hindsight is twenty-twenty. “I wish I hadn’t. It turned to shit so fast, Addie. Everything was good at first. We went up to the room and we were having fun but then something happened to him.” I remember what he said and chills come over me. “It’s like he became someone else and all I could think was that I came up to this room pretending to be someone else, so this must be what he was like with those other women.”

			“How was he different?” she asks.

			“He got rougher—more vigorous—than usual but I really liked it. It gave new meaning to sex on fire but then I freaked out because I started thinking about how he must’ve fucked those other women better than he does me. Then I started crying.”

			“Oh hell, Laurie. That’s just so silly. You know he didn’t fuck them better than you. He was probably really turned on that you would do something so nuts just to get him off so he got a little carried away.”

			“It was weird. He wasn’t himself.”

			“Well, you damn sure weren’t his sweet L, so why would you expect him to be your precious Jack Henry?” She’s right.

			“He told me to take the wig off, that he couldn’t stand it because it made him feel like he was fucking someone else.”

			She gives me her duh look. “Sounds to me like he went along with that shit to make you happy but he doesn’t want to be with other women. I don’t think he even wants to be with you when you’re trying to look like other women. He hates his past and you forced him to relive it. It’s like a slap in the face to him.”

			I only wanted to have fun. I never considered this outcome and it’s my fault. None of this would’ve happened if it weren’t for me. “Omigod. You’re right. I’m a terrible wife. And to top it off, he’s sleeping in a hotel because of my stupid insecurities.”

			“I wouldn’t say you’re a terrible wife. Maybe you could just say you suck tonight.”

			“He’s told me time and time again that nothing before me matters.” Why am I so insecure when it comes to Jack Henry? He made me his wife. What more can I ask of him? “I have to go to him.”

			[image: Story Break]

			I knock on the door once. Twice. And a third time. “Jack Henry.” I remember the second keycard in my purse and take it out. I unlock the door and push it open. “Jack Henry? Are you here?”

			I walk through the suite’s living room but I can’t see if he’s in bed. It’s hidden from view behind a wall but I see a red thong lying at the foot of the bed. It’s the one I left during my hasty departure—which reminds me I’m still not wearing panties.

			I walk through the bedroom door and Jack Henry is sound asleep, a half-empty bottle of whiskey at the bedside. I pick it up for a look at the black label—Jack Daniels. “This one is all on me, caveman.”

			He holds his liquor pretty well. I’m guessing his stamina for alcohol can be accredited to what he does for a living. A winemaker can’t be an easy drunk so maybe he isn’t plastered. We’ve had lots of pivotal discussions after he’s had a little too much to drink. I tend to like the answers I get from him because they’re honest.

			I shake his arm. “McLachlan, wake up.”

			He opens his eyes slowly. “L?”

			“I came back.”

			He reaches out for my hand. “I’m so sorry for what I did.”

			“No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I shouldn’t have done that but I understand now and I’ll never do it again.”

			He runs his hands through his hair, tugging at it. “I’m such a motherfucker. I lied to you. I know exactly what happened and I gave you a punishment fuck because of it. I was too rough with you and I’m so sorry. Oh God, I might have hurt the baby if you’re pregnant. Do you feel okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			He looks toward the curtains. “Is it morning? Did you take the test yet?”

			“No. It’s still night but I brought it with me so I can take it in the morning.” Thank God I had the good sense to go back for it.

			He puts his arms out for me. “Come here.” I climb into bed with my somewhat drunk husband. “I love you so much, L, and I can’t stand when there’s disharmony between us.”

			“I will never, ever do this again.”

			He pulls me close and kisses my forehead. “It’s late and I’ve had a lot to drink, so let’s go to sleep before I say something foolish.”

			It’s only a matter of a minute or so before Jack Henry is drunk-snoring. Perfect. I get to hear that all night. But I admit I’d rather hear it than miss it.

			I get up from the bed and take off my jacket and skirt. I’m already panty-free so I toss the matching bra to the floor. I should’ve brought something to sleep in but I didn’t, so I’m completely naked when I crawl into bed next to my sleeping husband. He rolls toward me and drapes his arm and leg across my body. He’s naked except for his boxers, his choice of underwear since we started trying for a baby. I think he read somewhere that boxers increase sperm count.

			I lie beneath him wide awake as he continues to snore—in my ear. I’m not drunk but I wish I were—or at least sleepy—because the alternative is that I’m horny. I want makeup sex, but I’m guessing that’s probably impossible since my husband drank a shitload of whiskey.

			I sigh, staring into the darkness, and then close my eyes. Maybe sleep will claim me if I lie motionless.

			Jack Henry stirs and his hand moves to cup my breast. It doesn’t help matters at all.

			I should probably feel ashamed for what I’m about to do but I don’t. What man would be angry about being awakened for sex? I can’t name a one. “McLachlan.” He doesn’t stir so I shake his arm. “McLachlan.”

			“Hmm.” It’s a groan, but not the sexy kind. “What is it, love?” His words are slurred.

			I decide words aren’t the only persuasive tools I possess, so I slip my hand down his boxers. Damn. He’s totally limp, a state I’ve not known him to be in too often. The man verges on having a perpetual hard-on so this may not work at all. He’s still half lying on me so I wrap my free leg around him. “I really want you to fuck me.” 

			“I’m up.” He shoots up to a sitting position and I feel his cock stirring. “Did you just tell me to fuck you or did I dream it?”

			“You didn’t dream it. I want to have makeup sex. I need it so I can feel okay about us.”

			“We’re fine, but I’m more than happy to make up with you if I can. I had a lot to drink so it might not be my best work. You’ll probably have to get on top.”

			I don’t think I care how good it is or if I get off. I really just need to feel the intimacy that only that kind of nearness will bring.

			He’s hard for me so I move over to straddle him. He puts his hands on my hips and groans when I sink down on him. “You feel so good, babe.” And it does, but I already know I’m not going to come. Jack Henry’s too incapacitated to do the necessary things to get me there but I still want this. I need it.

			Jack Henry barely comes before he passes out again but I’m still satisfied.

			We fought.

			We forgave.

			We fucked.

			It’s our thing, so I know we’re all good.
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			A hungover Jack Henry still wakes before me. Amazing. I don’t know how he does it.

			I’m lying on my stomach and the bed sheet is pulled lower. The cool air hits my skin and then the slight scrape of Jack Henry’s facial scruff moves along my lower back, followed by the kiss of his mouth. “It’s morning, sleepyhead.”

			I lift my pillow and bury my head beneath it. “Go away.”

			“No, my love. I ordered breakfast and it’s waiting for us in the other room. Cold omelets aren’t good, so get up.”

			I remove the pillow and glance over my shoulder at him. “How are you so cheery this morning?”

			“I can’t lie; I feel like shit, but I don’t care because I’m excited about you peeing on that stick.”

			Oh, that’s right. It’s time.

			It was hard as hell but we declined doing an early detection pregnancy test for fear of a false result. That would’ve been devastating so we chose to wait until today to see if we’re going to be parents.

			“Want me to do the test now or do I need to eat my omelet before it gets cold?”

			He crawls up my back and lies on top of me with his mouth at my ear. “Get your sweet bum into that bathroom and do that test.” He swats me across my ass as he’s getting up.

			I yelp and sit up on the side of the bed. “Here’s the plan. I’ll do the test, come out and wait how ever long it says it takes, and then we’ll go in and read it together.”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			I get up to go to the bathroom and he catches my hand. “You know it’s fine if it’s not positive, right? That just means we’ll get to keep trying, which isn’t a bad alternative at all.”

			I nod. “I know.”

			I go into the bathroom and my bladder feels like it’ll explode as I open the box and prepare myself for the deed. A pregnancy test is pretty self-explanatory but I read the instructions anyway because I’ve never taken one and I don’t want to screw it up. I follow the instructions to a T and place the test on the counter. I slip into the hotel-provided robe and open the bathroom door, but I stop dead in my tracks when I hear the conversation in the living room between a woman and Jack Henry. 

			“I’ve been trying to find you for a while,” she says.

			“There’s a reason you didn’t and it’s because we agreed to no contact afterward.”

			“I didn’t know who you were until I saw your wedding announcement in the paper. Then I couldn’t believe my luck when I saw you in the lobby last night.”

			“Isn’t it against some kind of policy for you to look up guests when you work here?” He’s angry.

			“It is, but I don’t care. It was worth the risk because I had to see you,” she defends.

			“I’m married now.”

			It’s clear this is another one of the twelve and I’m so fucking sick of this. It’s ridiculous. This one is ruining our potential baby moment—what could be one of the most epic moments of our lives.

			I walk into the living room and Miss Number X is all dolled up for my husband. I’m immediately pissed off. She’s beautiful—I’ll give her that—but she’s not young. She totally fits his type before me.

			I could play coy. I could play nice. But what I feel like playing is neither. “I’d like you to leave now.”

			“I can do that, but there’s one thing first.” She places a photograph on the table next to our breakfast. “This is my two-year-old son. He belongs to you and you’re going to start supporting him. You can either voluntarily take a paternity test or you can be ordered. The choice is yours.”

			I can tell she enjoyed saying that, and I’m sick. I swallow back the puke rising in my throat. I won’t do it in front of her.

			She walks toward the door and calls out over her shoulder, “My number is on the back of the photograph. I look forward to hearing from you, Jack.”

			I go through a series of emotions all at once but none are more prevalent than the hurt I feel in my heart.

			Jack Henry sits in the chair and puts his head in his hands. “I’m assuming there’s a possibility this child could be yours since you aren’t trying to convince me otherwise.”

			“I was with her for a few weeks but I don’t remember when. I’d have to do some thinking on it.”

			“You’ll have to do some thinking on it?” I feel the tears coming. “Well, I don’t have thinking to do about this shit. I can’t take it anymore.”

			“Don’t say that, L.”

			I walk to the bed where my clothes are and strip off the robe so I can dress and get the fuck out of here. “You don’t understand what this is like, how humiliating it is for me every time a new one pops into our life. They chip away a part of me each time I’m confronted by another one. I thought I was strong enough to handle it, but I’m not.”

			I’m sitting on the bed dressed and putting my shoes on when Jack Henry drops to his knees in front of me. “Don’t leave me, L.”

			“I can’t stay.”

			“We need to talk about this.”

			Tears stream down my face. “Another woman may have had your baby. Not me, your wife.” I place my hand over my chest. “And it breaks my heart because I wanted to be the one—the only one—to give you babies.” I look into his eyes. “Infinity.”

			He immediately recognizes our code word. He steps out of my way because he knows the best thing he can do at this point is let me go.
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			Un-fucking-believable! I get my ass out of one shitstorm only to be sucked into another.

			I look at the child in the photograph. He’s blond with blue, maybe green eyes. Nothing about him resembles me. I took biology and briefly studied basic genetics so I know he doesn’t have to look like me to be mine, but it seems there would be some kind of semblance.

			Although Evan and I are different, we both look like Dad and all the other McLachlans. Evan’s three kids look like him in one way or another, especially his son, but is it fair to make a comparison?

			I look at the picture and feel no connection to this boy. Shouldn’t my heart be softened or filled with some kind of excitement about finding out I may have a son? It’s not. I’m mad as hell—not at this child, but at myself. How could I fuck things up like this with my carelessness? L and I were about to have it all and something I did three years ago has shot all of that to hell.

			My gut tells me this isn’t my kid, but there’s only one way to find out. I flip the picture over and immediately recognize the name. Jenna Rosenthal. She didn’t even give me an alias when we had our short relationship a few years back.

			I call the number and she immediately answers. “That didn’t take long. I knew it wouldn’t, so I already have the kit.”

			“No. I want to speak with my lawyer and have him recommend a reputable doctor to do the test.” We’re doing this by the book. No way she’s hoodooing me with false results. I’m sure that kind of shit happens all the time to dumb fuckers, but I’m no sucker. “I’ll take the first available appointment because I want this done as soon as possible.”

			“I’m sure you do want it done and over but it doesn’t end with the test. Ashton is yours and I’m going to make sure you take care of him.”

			I can’t see myself with a son named Ashton. It doesn’t feel right. “We’ll begin with the paternity test. Prove he’s mine and I’ll take care of him, but let’s get one thing straight. Never be under the impression that anything will happen between us. I’m married.”

			“Judging by the look on your wife’s face, you may not be for long.” I can tell she took great pleasure in saying that. 

			“Not your business.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. Ashton is about to become a huge part of your world—and I’m his mother—so that means I’ll be in your face whenever I feel like it. Every part of your life will be my business, beginning with your home life.”

			I’m not fighting with this woman about a child who may or may not be mine. “My assistant will set everything up and will phone you with the appointment date and time.” I end the call, not giving her time to argue further.

			I need to go to Laurelyn. I don’t know what I’ll say but I have to see her. And I can’t go smelling like sour mash whiskey.

			I go into the bathroom to shower and see L’s pregnancy test lying on the counter. We agreed we were going to look at the results together but Jenna Rosenthal ruined that.

			So what do I do? We wanted to find out together. It doesn’t feel right to do it without her. Nothing about this situation is right. L should be here with me and we should be doing one of two things: celebrating the new life we’ve created or making a game plan on how we’re going to make our baby happen. But we’re doing neither because of me and my fucked-up past. If he turns out to be my kid, he was conceived long before I met Laurelyn. Can she hold that against me? She’s not here, so I’m beginning to think she can, and will.

			I debate looking at the test, but not for long. I want to know if my wife is pregnant. Everyone knows two lines means pregnant. One line means not pregnant but I want to be sure, so I get the box out of the trash and verify what I’m seeing.

			Two lines. Laurelyn is pregnant. “We did it, baby.”

			I once told Laurelyn she is the only angel in my life. Now I’ll have two.
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			I go into the house and straight to the shower. I turn the water to full hot but I can’t feel the heat beating down against my skin. I’m cold—inside and out.

			How did my life turn to this overnight? Jack Henry and I had everything. We were on top of the world one minute and cast into hell the next. I know I need time to absorb this shock, but I’m not sure I’ll get over this one, especially if he’s had a baby with another woman. 

			It all happened so fast but that’s generally how a kick to the gut feels. I was so giddy to read that fucking pee stick with him but instead I find out he had a baby with one of the twelve. Maybe.

			“Laurie?” I’m startled when I hear Addison’s voice. I forgot she stayed last night.

			“Yeah, it’s me. I’m alone. I left Jack Henry at the hotel. Addie, something bad happened this morning. I mean, really bad.” I want to throw up just thinking about saying the words. Another woman had my husband’s baby. I’m not sure I can force that to roll from my tongue.

			“Laurie, I’m bleeding.” I wipe the water from my eyes and open the shower door. “How much?” She doesn’t have to tell me. I can see the stream running down her legs.

			“It’s a lot.”

			I attempt to appear calm. “It’s okay. Go lie down on my bed and I’ll get dressed.”

			I’m trembling as I dry off and pull on clothes. I tie my wet hair into a bun. “Hey, girl, how you doing in there?”

			“Not good. I can feel blood gushing when I move.”

			“Then stay really still. I’m almost ready.” I put my shoes on and go into the bedroom, following the trail of blood on the floor. Holy shit. My bedroom looks like a crime scene.

			“I’m sorry, Laurie,” Addison cries when she sees the look on my face. “I think I’ve ruined your bedding.”

			“No worries about the linens.” She needs a pad—a huge one—but I only have small pantyliners. “You can’t go to the hospital in this so hold up. I’m going to grab you something to put on.” I fetch a pair of Jack Henry’s sleep pants and a towel from the bathroom. “Take your panties off and put this between your legs.” I spread his pants on the floor for her to step into. “Foot in. Foot in.” I pull them up and pull the tie so they fit her snuggly in the waist. “Can you walk?”

			“Yeah, but I think blood is gonna gush out with every step I take.”

			“It’s okay.” But is it? I’m scared shitless. I’ve never seen so much blood.

			We begin the walk from my bedroom to the car. It isn’t a long distance but I swear it’s never felt so far.

			She’s crying. “I’m losing this baby, Laurie.”

			“You don’t know that for sure.” I want to be reassuring but she’s probably right. I don’t know how she could bleed that much and not be having a miscarriage.

			“I still haven’t told Zac. I guess that won’t be a problem now.”

			“Don’t talk like that.”

			“I’m being realistic,” she argues.

			“Mothers are optimists, not realists.”

			We get into my SUV and I’m driving much faster than I should. “I need them to tell me everything is okay because I really want this baby, Laurie. Even if Zac doesn’t. I’ve already decided I’m keeping it and raising it alone if I have to.”

			I reach for her hand and give it a squeeze. “Pray, Addie. Ask God to protect your baby.”

			“You know I don’t do that.” Like right now is the time to be stubborn and think you don’t need the help of a higher power.

			“Well, maybe you should.”

			Addison is taken into the emergency room and they begin her assessment quickly since anyone could see that she’s bleeding way too much. “Any idea when your last period was, Miss Donavon?”

			“The last normal one was on October seventeenth. I spotted in November but I don’t know if it qualifies as a period.”

			The woman types the date into the ultrasound machine. “Okay. We’ll use the one in October since November doesn’t sound like a period. That gives you a due date of July twenty-fourth, which makes you … fifteen weeks. Looks like you probably conceived on or around October thirty-first.” The woman grins. “I guess you had a fun Halloween.”

			“Yeah, it was a good one.”

			“Addison! You didn’t tell me you were so far along. You should’ve already seen a doctor.” How could she be so irresponsible?

			“I didn’t know I was that pregnant. I thought I was two, maybe going on three months at the most since I spotted in November.”

			“You’re almost four months. Shit, it’s almost half over.”

			“Let’s do a scan and see what’s going on here.” The woman squeezes a bottle and clear jelly squirts onto Addison’s stomach. She places a probe in the wetness and makes swirling motions, spreading it across her belly. All of us are silent, staring intently at the screen. The difference is she knows what she’s looking at. Addison and I have no idea.

			She points at a white flashing on the screen. “This is your baby’s heartbeat. Can you see it?”

			“I do.” She stares at the screen, tears streaming down her face. “I haven’t lost my baby?”

			“He or she is hanging in there. I think I see what’s causing all this bleeding but I need some better scans for the radiologist to read. Take a breath and relax while I get the pictures I need.”

			We stare at the screen because it’s so amazing. “Omigod, Addie. Look. It already has arms and legs and I can see them moving.”

			“I prayed to God, Laurie. I begged Him to not take my baby and He didn’t.” Addison squeezes my hand. “Will you call Zac and ask him to come to the hospital? He should be here with me.”

			I hate that it took something so catastrophic to bring her to her senses, but thank goodness she’s finally going to tell him. “Of course—but what do you want me to say? He’s going to panic when I tell him you’re in the hospital.”

			“Tell him I’m fine but that I’m asking for him. I want to be the one to tell him about the baby.”

			“I’m on it.” I’ll have to use a public phone since I left mine at home in the mad dash to get here.

			Addison is admitted to a room and is all settled when Zac does just as I predict—he barrels into the room panicked, although I’ve assured him she is fine. His eyes grow huge when he sees a very pale Addie in the bed. “What happened to her?”

			“Addison wants to be the one to tell you.” I put my hand on her arm. “Addie. Zac’s here.”

			She stirs and opens her eyes before a wide smile spreads. “Hey, baby.”

			He’s instantly at her side, crouching so he’s face to face with her. “What’s wrong?”

			It’s time for me to go. “I’m going to leave so you can talk.”

			Neither acknowledge me or my exit; they’re both too terrified, but for completely different reasons.
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			I’m driving to Avalon, knowing the whole way that Laurelyn will kick me out when I get there. It’s her thing—what she does when she’s angry with me. And she’s super pissed right now. There’s no way she’ll let me stay after the way this morning went, but I can’t sit back and do nothing. I have to try.

			I enter the house through the kitchen and toss my keys onto the counter. L isn’t in the kitchen or the living room. “Laurelyn?” I’m not sure she’ll answer if she isn’t speaking to me but I call out her name again anyway. “Laurelyn.” No reply—that’s no surprise.

			I enter our bedroom and nothing can prepare me for what I find. “What the fuck happened in here?” There’s a huge pool of blood on Laurelyn’s side of the bed with a trail leading into the bathroom. And a path going out the door down the hallway. I had to have walked through it on my way to the bedroom. How did I not see it?

			This is no small amount of blood. Something significant happened here.

			I take my cell out and call her. The sound of my personal ringtone echoes from the bathroom. She doesn’t have her phone and I’m further alarmed. I pick it up and look at her recent calls. The last one was made to Addison last night, long before she returned to the hotel, so I dial Addison and get no answer. Shit!

			I look at the pool of blood on the floor and begin mapping it out in my head. I smell her body wash so she took a shower. She left a wet towel on the floor, something she never does, so she was either in a hurry or something happened, like a sudden case of profuse bleeding. There’s a trail leading from the puddle to the bed. She must have gone to lie down after it started, hoping it would stop, but from the looks of things, it only worsened. 

			Oh fuck! I’m panicking because this is very bad.

			 There’s a pair of blood-soaked panties on the floor so she has to be miscarrying—it’s the only possible scenario that fits. And it’s all my fault. I did this to her and our baby.

			I follow the trail from the bedroom, up the hall, and through the kitchen to the garage. Her car is gone. I wasn’t here to help her so she must’ve gotten into her car to drive herself to the hospital. Why didn’t she call an ambulance? Or me?

			There’s more than one hospital so I have no idea which she would have gone to. I take my phone out and start calling. “I’m trying to find my wife. Laurelyn McLachlan.”

			I’m put on hold at least a dozen times before I finally speak to someone who can give me answers. “Sir, we don’t have a patient by that name.”

			I hang up to call the next hospital and I’m told for a second time that Laurelyn isn’t a patient at their facility. My mind races. Maybe she didn’t make it to the hospital because she passed out from the bleeding. It’s possible. There is a fuckload of blood on our bed, not to mention what’s on the floor.

			Her car. It can be traced. I’m in the process of finding the number to call when I hear the garage door open and then close. I dash to the kitchen and see Laurelyn, safe and sound. I drop my phone and rush to her, taking her in my arms and squeezing. “Fuck, you scared me. What the hell happened in our bedroom?”

			I lessen my hold because I’m afraid I’m squeezing too hard but I don’t let go. “Addison started bleeding. Bad.”

			“Are she and the baby okay?”

			“Yeah, but can we go inside? It’s been a crazy morning and I’d really like to sit down.”

			I let go of her and we go into the house. She sits on the couch and kicks off her shoes before putting her feet up on the coffee table. “The doctor says she has a previa. Her placenta attached itself at the bottom of the uterus next to her cervix instead of the top where it should be.”

			That doesn’t sound good. “How serious is it?”

			“They say it’ll probably resolve itself because it’ll grow up away from the cervix as the baby develops, but they put her on bed rest until that happens since her bleeding was so heavy.”

			“And if it doesn’t resolve on its own?” I ask but am afraid to hear the answer.

			“They won’t let her go into labor if the placenta is still attached to the cervix. She’ll stay on bed rest the remainder of the pregnancy and get a C-section when her due date comes.”

			“Which is when?”

			“July twenty-fourth.” I’m trying to do the math in my head but they figure that pregnancy stuff differently. “She’s almost four months.”

			“Whoa. She’s that far along and still hasn’t told Zac?”

			“She told him and he was happy about it—like, really happy. He proposed—already had the ring and everything. He’d been walking around with it for weeks and was just waiting for the perfect time to present itself.”

			I understand that. “And it never did so he seized the moment. Sound familiar?”

			“Yeah. It sort of does.”

			I don’t want to address the latest shitstorm, but I have to. “We’re scheduled to go in for a paternity test at the end of the week. It’s the soonest we could get in with the doctor my lawyer recommended. He says it’ll take a little longer to get the results since we’re doing a legal paternity test and not a personal.”

			“How long?”

			“Probably a week.” She sighs and looks up at the ceiling as tears form in her eyes. “Look at me, L.” She lowers her face and tears spill onto her cheeks. “If that boy is mine, I have to take care of him. You know I do.”

			“I know and it’s one of the things I love about you. You’d never turn a child away like my father did.”

			She’s going to think I’m talking nonsense but I have to tell her how I feel. “But he’s not mine. Don’t ask me to explain how I can be so certain without proof, but I’m not wrong about this, L.”

			“You can’t possibly know that,” she argues.

			“I don’t feel a connection to him at all.”

			“You’ve never seen him. You wouldn’t feel something for a child you’ve never laid eyes on.”

			I place one of my hands on her stomach. “I’ve never seen this one and I’m already connected to it. I love this baby with all my heart.”

			“So I’m pregnant?” She sounds … I don’t know. Angry? Disappointed? Definitely not thrilled. She’s probably pissed off because I looked, but I don’t regret it. This baby is a goodness I need so badly in my life right now.

			“Yes. The test was lying on the bathroom counter staring me in the face. I debated but couldn’t bring myself to trash it without checking the results first.” She looks at my hand on her stomach and a sob escapes, leaving me wondering if it’s one of joy or sadness. “Please don’t cry, L. It breaks my heart in two.”

			“This isn’t the beautiful image I had in mind for us finding out we were having a baby. I imagined us having this really special moment filled with ecstatic joy and tears of happiness. I pictured us making love afterward, maybe you’d kiss my belly and tell me how much you were going to love seeing it grow with your baby.”

			This isn’t what I wanted, either, but it is what it is. “Listen to me. There’s a part of me growing inside you and he or she isn’t any less special because of what may or may not have happened three years ago. No, this isn’t the way I envisioned it, but we’ve created life, L. We deserve our moment of happiness so please don’t lessen how special our child is because of what happened this morning.”

			“Omigod. You’re right. That’s what I’m doing.” She looks at her stomach and puts both of her hands on top of mine. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”

			I do. Jenna Rosenthal. She’s done a hell of a doozy on us both.

			I kneel on the floor at Laurelyn’s feet. I pull her bum to the edge of the couch and push her shirt up so I can kiss her stomach. It’s flat as a washboard but not for much longer. “I love you and this baby so much. I can’t wait to see him or her growing in your belly every day.”

			She strokes her fingers through my hair. “I love you and this baby more than anything in this world.”

			I feel like I can breathe again. “You don’t know how happy that makes me hearing you say that.”

			“But at the same time, I don’t feel like I’m being honest if I don’t tell you how pissed off I am about your past reemerging to disrupt our lives again.”

			I really wish I could snap my fingers and make it all go away. “I’d give anything if I could change it. You deserve so much more than the shit I put you through. This is what I was talking about when I said I was terrified you were going to wake up one day and see that I’m not worthy of your love.”

			“I’ve told you before … I despise what you did. It’s a hard pill to swallow every time it’s shoved down my throat.”

			“I know. I hate it as much as you—and it seems the ghosts of my past are going to keep showing up in our lives—so I need to know if you can handle it.” She said she couldn’t this morning, but she’d just found out about this possible son of mine and she didn’t know she was pregnant. I hope she’s changed her mind.

			“I knew what I was getting myself into when I married you, and the decision to have a baby was half mine. I can’t back out now.”

			That’s not the answer I was hoping for. “Would you back out on me if you weren’t pregnant?”

			“I can’t say what I would or wouldn’t do if that were the case. It isn’t possible for me to know.”

			She’s so hurt and angry. I’m inclined to believe she would leave me if it weren’t for the pregnancy so I have to wonder if she’s rethinking her decision. “Our baby is not a mistake.”

			“In light of this morning’s events, the timing isn’t perfect, but I would never think of our child as a mistake.”

			No child should be viewed that way but it’s all I can think when I consider Jenna’s son being mine. And I’m a son of a bitch for feeling that way. “Will you go with me for the paternity test?”

			“Will we be called back with them into the same exam room?” she asks.

			“No. I made our appointments an hour apart so I wouldn’t have to see them. There’s no point in having contact with the child if he isn’t mine.”

			“Then I’ll go with you.”

			“Thank you.” I place my head in her lap and stay that way for a while as I consider how things will go if Jenna’s son is mine. “I’m scared, L. I’m terrified nothing will be the same for us if this turns out badly.” She says she wants to hear my fears and know my demons, but I don’t think she would want to know how I really feel. It could bring up memories concerning the way her father felt about her so I keep it to myself.
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			Paternity test day is here. I told Jack Henry I would go with him but I want to back out. The whole thing scares the shit out of me. To top it off, I’m nauseated as hell. I lie motionless, waiting for the wave to pass but it lingers. I guess this is what I have to look forward to in the mornings—and it sucks.

			We’ve been sleeping in the same bed all week, but we haven’t made love. He hasn’t even tried. I guess I should be glad since it would complicate this whole situation further, but I don’t like living as roommates. I desperately miss the intimacy I share with my husband and the more we grow apart, the more I see how unhappy I would be without him.

			He comes into the room and sits on the bed next to me. He cups his hand around mine and produces a crooked smile, but there’s no joy in it or his eyes. “The appointment is in an hour and a half.”

			“I know. I was just waiting for this nausea to pass so I could get up and get ready.”

			He brings my hand to his mouth and kisses it. “I’m sorry you don’t feel well, but it’s a sign of a healthy pregnancy. It means your hormones are climbing.”

			“How in the world would you know something like that?”

			He shrugs. “Seems I remember my mum saying something like that when Emma was pregnant. Want to try a few crackers to see if it’ll help?”

			“I guess you remember Margaret saying that was a remedy too?”

			“No. Everyone knows it is.”

			I scoot up in bed. “Yeah. I’ll try one or two.”

			He returns a few minutes later with crackers and a fizzy drink. “Mrs. Porcelli sent ginger ale. She said it might help.”

			“You told her I was pregnant?” I ask. He better say he didn’t or I’m going to be pissed off.

			“No—only that you weren’t feeling well.”

			“What are we going to do about telling people?”

			“I would tell the world if it were up to me, so I guess it comes down to what you want.” I don’t think he’s kidding. I wouldn’t put it past him to run an ad in the paper.

			But I’m not ready for anyone to know. “I don’t want to tell anyone yet.”

			“Because you want to wait until the miscarriage risk has passed?”

			“Yes.” No. That’s not the reason at all. “No. I don’t want to announce my pregnancy and then have it overshadowed by the announcement of you having a two-year-old son with another woman.” I know this hurts him but it’s how I feel. “Can we just agree to get through today, see what the results are next week, and then go from there?”

			“I’ll do anything you want. You have all the say-so.”

			I bite into the cracker and roll it around in my mouth. I don’t have a clue how eating can make my nausea better because the simple thought of swallowing my own saliva right now makes me want to yack. “I gotta spit this out.” I come up from the bed and run toward the bathroom when I realize there’ll be stomach contents following the cracker.

			Jack Henry is instantly by my side helping to pull my hair away from my face and placing a cool washcloth on the back of my neck. “I’m so sorry you’re sick, love.”

			“A normal part of it all, I’m afraid.”

			“I’d take it from you if I could.”

			“Yeah, I know you would.” I have no doubt about his sincerity because that’s how much he loves me.

			[image: Story Break]

			We arrive ten minutes late for his appointment because of me. I had at least three more dry heaving episodes before we made it out the door. I told him to go ahead without me but he wouldn’t.

			He’s scared shitless. I see it in his eyes. And I think I detect nervous trembling in his hands as he flips through a parenting magazine. “Do you feel better?”

			“No. I’m still really nauseated. I think I could lie down on this floor and happily die right now.”

			“Would you think less of me as a man if I did the same?” I’m actually amused for the first time in days. We’re a sight—two adults sitting in this pediatrician’s office more terrified than any of the kids surrounding us.

			“Jack McLachlan.” He’s called back and we’re led into an exam room by a short, round nurse. “You’re here to submit a DNA sample for a paternity test regarding Ashton Rosenthal.”

			“That’s correct.”

			Holy shit. I’ve not heard his name until now. I think I’ve been pretending he didn’t have one, that he didn’t really exist, but hearing it makes it all too real. “I’m going to throw up.”

			The nurse scrambles to grab an emesis basin from the cabinet and hands it off to me just in time. More dry heaving—of course it is. I have nothing in my stomach.

			“Looks like you may need to see the doctor while you’re here.” She wets a paper towel and passes it to me.

			“A pediatrician isn’t going to help what’s wrong with me.”

			“My wife’s pregnant. It’s morning sickness.” He sounds so proud.

			“Oh, well, congratulations.” An awkward silence ensues and I’m sure it’s because she’s remembering why we’re here in the first place. I feel the pounding heat of humiliation rising in my cheeks. I shield my face. “The doctor will be with you shortly.”

			I look at Jack Henry. “See. That’s why I don’t want to tell people yet.”

			He sighs. “I get it, babe, but please try to understand my side. I’m excited about our baby. It felt good to tell someone my wife is pregnant. It makes me proud.”

			“You can’t always do something because it feels good! That’s why we’re sitting here in a doctor’s office for a fucking paternity test.” I’m irritable, on edge, and I could burst into tears at any moment. I have no right to say these hurtful things to him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m being such a bitch. I don’t wanna be.”

			“It’s the pregnancy, love, and this situation isn’t helping.” He puts his arms around me. “Just a few more days and hopefully this will be over for good so we can get back to being us.”

			Being us. There’s nothing I want more, but it seems these bitches from his past won’t allow it.

			The physician comes into the exam room with his nurse. He’s polite—not the best bedside manner in the world—but I assume he’s used to dealing with children. He collects a swab of the inside of Jack Henry’s cheek and places his patient label around it. He holds it up for Jack Henry to verify. “All of that looks correct to you?”

			“Yes, sir. That’s me.”

			“Good. The lab will send the results to us and we’ll notify you by letter.”

			“I prefer to be called,” he requests. “Mail will take at least two days longer and I’m anxious to know the results.”

			“Okay, but I’m sure you’ll want something in writing as well. I’ll have the office call so you can come by for the lab report.”

			So, that’s it. Now, we wait.

			We leave the exam room and wait at reception to check out. “Did you like the doctor?”

			That’s sort of a weird question. “Not really. Why do you ask?”

			“We’ll be needing a pediatrician.”

			“Well, it won’t be him.” Not only was his bedside manner lacking, I wouldn’t want to be remembered as the wife who accompanied her husband for a paternity test. “I want a female doctor.”

			“What if our baby is a boy?” he asks. “Don’t you think that would be awkward for him to let a female pediatrician look at his doodle?”

			I slam on my mental brakes. “His doodle?”

			“Yeah.” Really? That’s what Jack Henry’s going to call our son’s penis?

			“I don’t think it would be any more awkward than a male pediatrician looking at our daughter’s tutu.”

			“Her tutu? That’s what you’ll call it?”

			We look at one another and laugh. “Is this an example of what our vocabulary will be reduced to? Doodle and tutu?”

			“I’m pretty sure it is. Three kids in and Evan only speaks fluent buffoon now.”

			“I didn’t expect to see you here.” I turn at the venomous sound of a woman’s voice but I already know it’s her—Jenna Rosenthal. She has her son on her hip and looks none too pleased about my presence. “You’re pretty cheery for a woman whose husband just submitted proof that he’s this little boy’s father.” She points at Jack Henry. “Look at him, Ashton. That’s your daddy and you look just like him.”

			This woman is delusional. That child looks nothing like Jack Henry.

			“Don’t,” Jack Henry grits through his teeth and then looks at the boy and softens his voice. “Don’t tell him that.”

			“The test will prove it. You’ll see.”

			“And if it does, you’ll introduce me into his life appropriately, not standing in the hallway of a doctor’s office.”

			“Next,” the receptionist calls out and we step to the counter to pay for the visit.

			Jack Henry folds the receipt and shoves it into his jacket pocket. “Don’t look back, even if she says something. Just walk out of here.”

			“Okay.” He puts his arm through mine and leads me out.

			“Ashton, tell your daddy and the wicked step-monster bye-bye.”

			He feels me twist in his arms so I can turn to respond, to let that bitch have it good. “Don’t do it, L. It’ll reflect poorly on you if you physically or verbally attack her while she has a child in her arms. It’s what she wants.”

			He’s right but it’s hard as hell to let that one go. “I’m fine.” I straighten and hold my head high. “I’m good. Really.”

			He releases my arm and I wait until we’re in the car to have my come-apart. “Why you always gotta fuck the crazy ones?” He looks at me but doesn’t answer. “Damn, McLachlan. First Audrey and now her. Two of the twelve are nutjobs—three of thirteen, if you include Lana. That isn’t a great statistic. What do you do to these women to drive them to the point of insanity?”

			“Can we not talk about the others or what I did to them?”

			“Sure. I don’t really want to know, anyway.” The topic of his former lovers is beyond old for me and I’m quickly developing the same feelings about this paternity test issue.

			“I only want to concentrate on you and our marriage.” He puts his hand on my stomach. “And our little one.”

			I place my hand on top of his. “We haven’t celebrated this baby yet.”

			He leans over to me in the passenger seat and grasps the back of my neck with his free hand. He pulls me closer until our foreheads are pressed against one another. “Oh God, L. Things have felt so delicate between us this week. I was afraid to try for fear I would make you angrier.”

			“I didn’t mean to make you feel that way.” I embrace his face with my palms. “I’ve been selfish, wallowing in self-pity. I haven’t allowed you to express happiness about the baby because I was punishing you. I’ve been unfair and I see that now. I’m sorry.” I lean in and kiss his mouth. “Let’s go home.”

			“Anything you say.”

			I’m thinking of all the ways I want to show Jack Henry how much I love him, but they seem awkward knowing our housekeeper will be roaming the house. “Would you want to call Mrs. Porcelli and give her the rest of the day off?”

			“I don’t think that’ll be necessary for what I have in mind.” He reaches for his phone and makes a call. “Hi, it’s Jack. I have a favor to ask. Would you prepare a picnic for me and Laurelyn?” He gives me a crooked grin, showcasing only one of his beautiful dimples. “Thank you very much. We’ll be home in about fifteen minutes.”

			He ends the call and makes another. “Harold, I’m taking the rest of the day off.” He gives me the same crooked grin. “No, everything’s fine. I just want to spend time with my wife so I think it’s fine for you to knock off as well. We’ll pick up tomorrow morning.”

			He pulls into the garage and leans over to kiss my mouth. “Stay here while I grab the basket.”

			“Okay.”

			I wait in the car and he finally returns. He’s carrying two armloads of stuff, including the comforter from the guest bedroom. “Need help there?”

			“Nah.” He walks over to the ATV and unloads everything onto the backseat. He gestures toward the passenger seat. “Your chariot awaits, milady.”

			“What are you up to, Mr. McLachlan?”

			“All in good time, Mrs. McLachlan.”

			I join my husband on my chariot and he drives us out to the vineyard. I open my mouth to ask where we’re going but shut it because he isn’t going to tell me. He means for this to be a surprise but I put the pieces together before we get to where we’re going. He’s taking me to the wine cave.

			The realization flips a switch to my groin, setting me on ready, and I recall the first time Jack Henry brought me here. I had not yet agreed to his crazy, indecent proposal but he was so determined I would. He used some rather unorthodox moves in order for it to happen. It’s also the day he told me he’d never marry or have children. My, what a difference a year has made. Give us another and we’ll be parents of a … four-month-old.

			He parks by the entrance to the wine cave. “You figured it out half a mile back, didn’t you?”

			“No.” He looks at me skeptically. “Yeah. But it only gave me time to think about what we’re going to do when we get in there.”

			“I recognized your squirm.”

			What does that mean? “My squirm?”

			“You’re fidgety and restless when you’re turned on but have to wait on me to give it to you.”

			This isn’t news to me but I didn’t realize it was so blatantly recognizable to him. “Do you know all my secrets?”

			“I doubt it.”

			He unlocks the entrance and we enter the dark cave. He flips the switch for the lanterns and our path is illuminated. “I love this place so much.”

			“I do too. I’m sorry I haven’t made time to bring you back sooner, but Harold stalks this place, constantly checking to make sure everything is as it should be. He does a top-notch job when it comes to my vineyard but he throws a wrench in me being a caveman.”

			That needs to change because it’s been far too long since we were here last. “Then you should give him more time off so we can sneak down here more often.”

			“I might just have to do that.”

			We walk the corridor and I wrap my arms around myself. The cave is drafty. “Cold?” he asks. I nod and he pulls me into his warm side.

			We stop at the entrance to the room where our reception was held. “I still haven’t forgiven you for smearing wedding cake across my face.”

			“It was cute.”

			I didn’t find a thing cute about it. “It was not. Addison worked on my makeup forever to get it perfect. Do you know what it was like to have her in my face for that long?”

			“L, you still looked perfect after I kissed it off.”

			We move into the room where he brought me on our first day at Avalon. Fond memories rush back. “I was spread across that table the first time you made me come. Then our wedding guests sat there and ate cake on it.”

			“I’m pretty sure your dad sat at the table in the exact spot where I hoisted you up and went down on you.” He enjoys taking a stab at my parents any chance he can. He does it because he hates the way they’ve wronged me, so I’m okay with that.

			He spreads a thick quilt on the flagstone-covered cave floor and then the comforter from the guest bedroom so it’s nice and soft. He kicks off his shoes and sits on the linens before he holds his hand out. “Sit with me.”

			I step out of my sandals and kneel before lowering myself to sit next to him. He takes a bottle of wine from the basket and removes the top. He pours and passes a glass to me. 

			“I can’t drink this.”

			“It’s just sparkling grape juice.” I take it from him and he pours a second glass for himself. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to drink wine so I wanted to have something else on hand when we found out you were pregnant.” He pats the floor between his legs. “Come sit here.” I scoot over and back until he’s able to cocoon me in his arms. My back is against his chest and he brings his glass to mine. “This toast is to you, my wife and the mother of my son or daughter. You’ve filled my life with so much love and joy this year. It’s something I never thought I’d have. I love you, L, far more than I think you know, and I swear I’m going to do better so I can be the kind of husband you deserve. I’m becoming a better man because of you and this baby.”

			Omigod, he is so amazing.

			I put my glass down and turn in his arms. “That was so beautiful, I don’t even know how to respond.” There’s only one way I can think of, and it’s not with words.

			He puts his glass down when I move to my knees so I can pull my dress over my head. He reaches out and pulls me to him, gently kneading one of my breasts. “Are you sore here?”

			“A little.” He unfastens my bra and takes my already hard nipple into his mouth. He rolls his tongue around the tip and the sensitivity echoes in my groin, causing me to tremble. “But that feels good.” He moves to my other breast and mimics the same movement before flipping us so I’m lying on my back.

			He plants a kiss over my heart and then moves down the center of my body. He stops when he gets to my belly and places his fingertips against it, rubbing in a circular motion. “You’re already so much more than just a child in my head. You’re a miracle growing right here inside your mum.” He places his hands on my hipbones and presses his lips below my navel for a kiss. “You’re already loved more than you know.”

			He moves lower and I lift my hips so he can get my panties off. When they’re discarded, I begin working on the top button of his shirt. “You’re overdressed. Help me.”

			He yanks at the waist of his pants and I recognize the sound of his zipper sliding down. I hook my toes in the waistband of both and help him push them to his feet and then off. We’re bare and pressed against one another. His erection is right there, ready to dive in, yet he waits. “This won’t hurt you or the baby?”

			“No. He’s in a safe little cocoon.” I bend my knees and part them further before shifting my hips upward to push his tip inside.

			I know he’s dying to. I am too. We’ve never gone so long without making love except when we were separated, but I see the hesitation on his face. “We’re fine.”

			He presses his forehead to mine. “You’ll tell me if something hurts or doesn’t feel right?”

			“Yes.”

			He enters me slow and easy, then stops. It’s frustrating as hell. “I didn’t suddenly become breakable because I’m pregnant.”

			“I know. I’m just being gentle.”

			I can’t take this. “I’m taking control so get on your back. I’m topping.” He pulls out of me slowly and does as I tell him. I climb over and sink down until he fills me completely. “Mmm … see? Doesn’t that feel much more satisfying?” 

			He puts his hands on my hips and guides me up and down. “You can ride me anytime.” And I do until we both come.
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			It’s been five days since the paternity test and the pediatrician’s office just phoned to let me know I can come by to pick up the results—but it’ll have to wait. I have more important business to tend. Laurelyn has her first prenatal visit in two hours and I won’t allow a special moment like this to be ruined.

			Her morning sickness has reared its ugly head every day this week, so it’s taking longer for her to get up and get going. Her face is so pale and thin—I’m pretty sure she’s already lost weight. That can’t be good for her or the baby. “Mrs. Porcelli mixed a home remedy for you.” She glances at the glass and looks as though she might vomit any minute. “She seemed sure it would help.”

			“So she knows?”

			“She must since she made this for you, but I didn’t tell her.” She slides up in the bed slowly with her eyes closed. “It wouldn’t be hard for her to figure out since you’ve been sick every morning this week.”

			She takes the glass and looks at it. “What’s in it?”

			“I have no idea. It just looks like water to me.”

			She brings it to her nose for a sniff. “I smell something familiar but I can’t put my finger on it.” She brings the glass to her mouth and takes a tiny sip. “It’s not terrible. There’s a little tanginess with something sweet—maybe a touch of honey.” She takes another sip. “I don’t care if it’s bad if it helps this feeling go away. I hate being nauseated.”

			“What about some toast?” I want her to eat because she doesn’t need to lose another ounce. I worry she and the baby aren’t getting what they need.

			“Maybe a little later.” Not what I want to hear.

			“Promise me you’ll try.”

			“I will.” She puts her hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, McLachlan. I’ll feel better in a few hours and I’ll eat something then. I’m not going to let the baby starve.”

			I hate not being able to help her. “I can’t control this situation and it makes me feel helpless. I take care of you—it’s what I do—but I’m not able to with this.”

			“This will pass in a few weeks and I’ll eat you out of house and home. I’ll probably gain way too much weight and get lots of stretch marks. You’ll wish I had morning, noon, and night sickness.”

			“Never. I want you and this baby to have the nourishment you need.”

			Laurelyn sips on her drink until she has about half of it down—and it stays. It’s mainly water, I think, but it makes me feel better to see her at least get a little hydration.

			It’s a slow process but she gets out of bed to shower and dress for her appointment. We somehow manage to get out the door at a decent time. Despite her present condition, she looks beautiful and I can’t stop looking over at her as I drive. 

			“What is it?”

			“You’re beautiful and I love looking at you.”

			“Well, find a time to look when you’re not driving.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			We do the necessary paperwork as we sit in the waiting room, but we don’t get called to an exam room for an hour and a half. “Waiting this long is fucking ridiculous.”

			She turns and gives me the shut the hell up face. I know it well. “I’m seeing an obstetrician. She has to leave the office to go deliver babies at the hospital. That’s nonnegotiable so expect delays. We’ll get our turn at making people wait when she comes to deliver this one.”

			L pees in a cup, gets weighed, and has her blood taken. All of that happens before she’s even put in the exam room. “What else are they gonna do to you?”

			She starts taking off her clothes to change into a patient gown. “I’m sure I’m getting a Pap smear since it’s my first visit. She’ll probably feel around to make sure everything is in good working order and I’m hoping for an ultrasound. I really want to see the baby.”

			 She sits on the exam table and we wait some more—long enough for the doc to deliver at least a dozen babies. I’m becoming very irritable and L knows it. “Be patient, McLachlan.”

			“You shouldn’t have to sit and wait like this. You haven’t had anything to eat and it’s well past lunch now.”

			She opens her mouth to reply—or argue—but doesn’t when the doctor finally comes into the exam room. “Hello, Mrs. McLachlan. I’m Dr. Sommersby. I’m really sorry you’ve had to wait so long. I don’t usually run so behind but I had two deliveries this morning and one was twins so it took longer.”

			“It’s not a problem.” Yes, it is. I won’t have L sitting for hours like this every time she has an appointment.

			They talk a few minutes about things I know nothing about as she feels L’s breasts. That’s awkward, having another woman touch my wife like that, but I guess it would be worse if it were a man. Dr. Sommersby asks L to slide down on the table and her feet are placed in metal footrests. I hear a lot of clanking and keep my place in the chair by her head. I don’t even want to know what’s going on under that drape. “Everything looks good. Now let’s take a look with the ultrasound so we can document how far along you are.”

			This makes L very happy. And me. I want to see the baby and know everything is all right as well.

			The doctor squeezes gel on L’s belly and spreads it around. She takes notice of her navel piercing. “That’s very pretty but I recommend you change it out to something flexible when you get a little further along. Sometimes these stiff rings leave ugly scars.”

			“I expected you to tell me I had to take it out.”

			“I’m pretty lax on most things, but I do want it out on delivery day in case of emergency. It’s terrible trying to get those things out when everyone is scrambling around in a mad rush.” An emergency—I hadn’t considered anything like that happening. I guess no one goes in to have a baby and thinks something bad will happen to them.

			I take Laurelyn’s hand in mine as Dr. Sommersby adjusts her glasses and straightens the monitor screen of the ultrasound for a better view. She moves the probe one way and then another. I can’t guess what she’s seeing but for me, I see nothing but white noise on a black screen. “I was hoping we could see something with an abdominal scan but you’re too early. We’ll need to do a transvaginal.” She returns the probe in her hand to the machine and exchanges it for one that looks like a huge dildo. What the fuck is she gonna do with that?

			My thought isn’t quite completed when she rolls a condom over it and I find out. “Relax your legs and let them fall apart, Laurelyn.” Her hand and the dildo disappear under L’s gown. “This doesn’t hurt but it does feel full, especially if your bladder isn’t empty.”

			L looks at me with large eyes and takes a deep breath before releasing it. She makes a face that tells me she’s uncomfortable and squeezes my hand. “Whew! That’s a lot of pressure.”

			“Hang in there, Laurelyn. It’ll get better once I stop moving the transducer … which should be right about … now.”

			Laurelyn sighs a breath of relief. Her grip on my hand relaxes but it trembles as she searches the screen, waiting for the doctor to say something. Anything.

			“This is just a two-dimensional ultrasound so the picture isn’t the best. I basically only want to document the gestation. We’ll do a three-dimensional when you’re further along and have something to see that you’d recognize.” She finally points to the screen. “Looks like you’re six weeks, give or take a couple of days. This big dark area is your uterus and that white circle is the sac. And if you’ll look right here …” She adjusts for a better look and points to a white area. “There’s your baby.”

			Laurelyn squeezes my hand. “It’s amazing. We’re looking at our baby for the first time. Do you see it, Jack Henry?”

			It’s truly an incredible sight to behold, this tiny little person inside my wife. Part me, part her, but whether boy or girl, I hope to see more Laurelyn than me in him or her. “I do. It’s incredible.” I’ll be forever changed by it.

			We leave the office and Laurelyn can’t stop looking at the ultrasound picture the doctor printed for us. “I haven’t been able to get the bleeding episode with Addison off my mind since I found out I was pregnant, so it’s a relief to know everything looks okay at this point.”

			“Everything is going to be perfect. No worries, okay?”

			“I’m excited. I decided I don’t want to wait about telling everyone since we got a good report.”

			I debate bringing up the test results. I don’t want to taint our good news but I’m certain Laurelyn wants this over as much as I do. “Dr. Gates’s office called this morning to tell me the paternity test results are in. Do you want to go by and pick them up while we’re in town or wait?”

			She sighs. “I don’t want to put it off. It’s better to get it done so we can either stop worrying and move forward or begin the process of accepting that boy as yours.”

			Laurelyn waits in the car while I go in to retrieve the report. The woman at reception smiles and wishes me a good evening as she places a sealed envelope in my hand. My name is typed across the front in all caps but all I can think is how it should read, JACK McLACHLAN’S FATE.

			Laurelyn and I didn’t discuss how we’d do this, but I don’t open the results. I think it’s something she and I should do together in the privacy of our home—mainly because I don’t know what either of our reactions will be—but I’m giving her all the power. It’s her choice to decide when and how.

			I get into the car and hold the envelope out for her. “Tell me how you want to do this.”

			She takes a breath and her cheeks puff out as she exhales. “I think we should do it at home.”

			“Agreed.” I toss the envelope on the dashboard and steer her Cayenne toward Avalon. The drive has never seemed longer.

			I pull into the garage and grab the envelope. “I think we should be alone when we look at this. Do you mind if I give Mrs. Porcelli the rest of the day off?”

			“I think that’s best.”

			I go in ahead of Laurelyn and relieve Mrs. Porcelli of her duties for the rest of the day. L waits until she’s gone to come into the house and I see why when she comes inside. She’s already crying. “I’m sorry.” She cups her mouth with her hand. “I told myself I wasn’t going to be like this but I can’t help it.”

			“It’s okay, L. Your hormones are all over the place so you can’t help this crazy emotional roller coaster you’re riding.” I hold my hand out to her and after she takes it, I lead her to the couch. “Is here okay?” She nods and tears roll down her cheeks as I break the envelope’s seal.

			She stops me, placing her hand on mine. “No matter the results, I love you. If he’s yours, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll stand by you and be the wife you need me to be.”

			I’m instantly relieved, and for the first time since my life spun out of control, I feel like my world won’t end by what could potentially be on this piece of paper. “I can’t tell you how much it means to me knowing you’ll be here with me either way.”

			“I wanted you to know before so you could be assured that negative results aren’t why I stayed.”

			I take the paper out and it isn’t what I expected. I thought it would be a letter stating I was or was not the father of Ashton Rosenthal, but I’m wrong. I panic, trying to decipher its meaning. “It’s the actual lab result.” I search through lots of words and numbers I don’t understand about alleles. One set is for: child. The other for: alleged father. And then I see what I believe to be the results.

			Based on the DNA analysis, the alleged father, Jack McLachlan, is excluded as the biological father of the child, Ashton Rosenthal, because they do not share sufficient genetic markers. Combined Direct Index: 0. Probability 0%.

			I’m not his father.

			“Gah!” I put my hands into my hair and fall back against the couch. “Fuck.” Is it wrong for me to be this relieved when the result leaves a little boy fatherless? I don’t have time to sort that out in my head because I’m pulling L into my arms. “Zero percent probability. Jenna Rosenthal’s son is not mine.”

			Thank fuck. I’ve managed to put another shitstorm behind me.
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			I’m awakened when I hear Jack Henry on the phone, yelling, and I get up to see what’s going on. “Your son isn’t mine. There’s nothing else for us to discuss.” I don’t have to hear another word to know who’s on the other end.

			He’s quiet for a moment but then I’m startled when he throws his phone across the room hitting the wall only a few feet from me. “Mother-fucking-bitch!” He’s so angry, he’s shaking. It’s frightening to see him like this.

			He sees me standing close to where he just busted his phone into pieces and his eyes grow large. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you standing there.”

			“What was that about?”

			He sinks into the couch. “That, my dear wife, was the sound of me being threatened and blackmailed by Jenna Rosenthal.”

			“With what?”

			“She began by accusing me of having someone change the paternity test results. I told her we could take a hundred paternity tests and they would all exclude me as her son’s father. Once she realized she wasn’t going to hoodoo me into claiming her kid, she threatened to expose my past. She said you’d leave me for sure, out of embarrassment, if everyone knew what I used to do.”

			“What does she want?”

			“What she wanted from the beginning—money.”

			Of course she does. Money-hungry bitch. “What kind of numbers are we talking?”

			“She asked how much money I was willing to part with to keep you.”

			She’s going to play hardball. “She probably thinks I don’t know about your past.”

			“Or if she suspects you were a part of it, she thinks I’ll pay to keep you from being humiliated as one of my companions.”

			I don’t really give a rat’s ass what people think. “I’m not going anywhere, so I don’t want you to pay her one damn cent unless you think you can’t live with people knowing.”

			“I really don’t give a damn but I don’t want that for you. It would kill me to see your picture in the gossip column with some stupid heading about me once being some kind of bizarre sexual deviant.” He’s still shaking. 

			“It might not stick. You’re no longer one of Australia’s most eligible bachelors. Your days of making the papers may have ended when you put a wedding ring on your finger.”

			“That’s not really how it works. What I did was illicit. People love a scandalous story—especially when it’s real. It’s way more interesting than the happily ever after.” He fists his hair and groans. “Fuck, Margaret McLachlan will kill me if she finds out.”

			“Then we should tell her about the baby as soon as possible. She won’t want her grandchild to be fatherless.”

			“I don’t know about that. She’s going to be mad as hell.”

			Margaret isn’t dumb. She’s going to put the pieces together. Everyone will. “I spent three months with you and left. She’s going to figure out I was one of them. I’m not really crazy about that idea. I don’t want to disappoint her.”

			“My mum loves you, L. She won’t think less of you.” He gets up from the couch and walks over to gather the pieces of his phone. He takes his SIM card out and inspects it. “I need your phone. I have an important call to make.”

			I retrieve my phone from the bedroom and give it to Jack Henry and he makes the card exchange. He’s standing with his back to me when he dials a number and waits for an answer. “Jim, I have another job for you. I need you to look into someone—a woman named Jenna Rosenthal.”

			Jenna Rosenthal. Another bitch I’d like to kick in the ass while wearing my boots. And I will if the opportunity arises, with a big-ass smile on my face.
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			We decided we wanted to tell Margaret and Henry about the baby in person, but because of work Jack Henry needed to do at Avalon this week, we had to wait until the weekend to make the trip to Sydney. I’m sure my mother-in-law suspects why we’re coming again so soon. I could hear the exhilaration in her voice over the phone. We’d only hung up for a few moments when she called back to tell me she’s baking a chocolate cake for me—one I can take home when we leave—and even gave me permission to not share with Jack Henry. 

			We’ve taken my in-laws out to dinner instead of cooking at their place. The restaurant is formal, and overpriced, but it’s what the McLachlans are accustomed to. There’s even a woman walking around serenading diners. She stops to sing for a couple and belts out “At Last.” I’m watching the scene happen from a distance but it’s quite clear at the end of the song that the man is proposing to his dinner companion when he drops to one knee. The diners around them begin clapping and it spreads throughout the entire restaurant, most patrons likely believing they’re applauding the songstress.

			Everyone at our table has ordered wine, except me. Henry pays that little tidbit absolutely no attention but Margaret takes notice. I know because she’s suddenly giddy and it’s not from the wine.

			“Jack, Randall tells me you brought his granddaughter on for an internship.”

			Uh-oh. “I did, but she found another one. She wanted to be closer to her college friends. She was more concerned with partying than learning to manage a vineyard.” Nice one, McLachlan. The only good thing I can say about Bianca is that she had the good sense to go away quietly so Jack Henry and Mr. Brees didn’t experience a hiccup in their business relationship.

			Jack Henry and his dad speak the vineyard language and I’m mostly lost. I think Margaret understands a lot but chooses to not join in. I think she still holds a little resentment for that life, although it made her and Henry a nice living. “Do you understand anything they’re saying?”

			She lifts her glass and takes a drink. “More than I care to know.”

			“I’m interested in learning. I want to understand so he can talk to me about things happening on the vineyards.”

			“I’m going to give you some advice.” I smile, remembering the last bit she gave me. She grins too and leans in, lowering her voice. “Some more advice. A vineyard is work to him. It’s his profession and he has employees he discusses that with. He pays them quite well for that service and you aren’t his employee. Don’t allow the vineyards to enter your home life and make damn sure you don’t let them into your bedroom. Be his outlet—a safe place where he can escape—when all the shit that goes along with that life becomes too much for him.”

			Margaret has a different way of looking at things. Here I thought I would be bringing myself closer to my husband by becoming part of his work life, but she’s telling me the opposite. And I think she’s right.

			“Trust me, Laurelyn. He will hold you in a different regard if he views you as his refuge and not his confidant.” She returns to her entree and I can only think of how I hope to be the kind of mother she is. I want to be strong and confident, yet gentle and loving. I wish I’d had her as my role model instead of my own mom.

			Jack Henry takes my hand and gives it a squeeze under the table after we order dessert. I’m guessing that’s my cue he’s ready to spill the beans. “Laurelyn and I have an announcement.” Henry is yet to be in tune with what we’re about to say but Margaret can predict it easily. She literally looks ready to burst. “Laurelyn’s pregnant.” 

			Henry does the manly, fatherly slap on Jack Henry’s back as he congratulates us. I almost think I see his chest inflate, like some sort of pride thing about his boys being able to swim hard enough to impregnate me on the first try.

			Margaret comes out of her chair and I do too. She pulls me into her arms in a tight embrace. “I knew it. Ohh … I’m so happy for you.” She releases me and holds my arms out for a look. “When can I expect my new grandbaby?”

			“October first.”

			“You have a date. Does that mean you’ve already had a visit with a doctor?”

			“Yes. I have an ultrasound picture. Would you like to see it?”

			“Absolutely.” She pulls glasses from her purse, slips them on, and looks up at me. “It sucks getting old eyes. I can’t see anything without these ridiculous things.”

			“I think you look really good in them.” Margaret never looks anything less than classy.

			“Bullshit. I look old as hell,” she laughs. She holds the printout at a distance for a better view. “I do believe that is one of the sweetest little dots I’ve ever seen.”

			I laugh because she’s right. The baby is tiny. “It’s quite early—only six weeks. The doctor says it’s the size of a rice grain. Most people don’t announce their pregnancies until twelve weeks but we’re too excited to wait that long.”

			“Will you tell everyone or are we privy to the information because we’re the grandparents?”

			I don’t know. We haven’t discussed anything beyond telling Margaret and Henry in case this story gets out about his past. “What are we doing?”

			“I told you from the beginning, love. I want the world to know my wife is pregnant.”

			Okay, then. I guess we’re telling the world.

			I call my mom from the car as Jack Henry drives us home from Henry and Margaret’s. I’m excited to hear her reaction. I hope she’s as happy as Margaret is.

			We begin our conversation like normal, her catching me up on everything going on in her life, before I move on to the news I called to share. “Mom, Jack Henry and I have wonderful news. I’m pregnant.”

			Silence.

			“Mom, are you still there?”

			“Laurie, why would you allow that to happen? A baby is going to ruin your career.”

			Just because I ruined her life doesn’t mean my baby will ruin mine. Why can’t she understand that? “We chose to have this baby because we want to start our family.”

			“You’re being stupid. You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”

			I can’t take hearing these things from my mother. “I have to go.”

			I end the call and let her reaction soak in for a minute before I tell Jack Henry the terrible things she said. I wait for his temper to engage, but it doesn’t. He pulls the car to the side of the road and takes me into his arms where I cry until I have no more tears to shed.
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			It’s almost been a week—that’s how long that blackmailing bitch said she’d give Jack Henry before she called again—so we expect to hear from her tomorrow. My decision still stands. I’m supporting my husband, even if this goes public. I say that with incredible allegiance but then I become afraid when I think of the remaining ten women I’ve not had the displeasure of meeting. Will they come out of the woodwork? There could be more false paternity claims. Or true ones. Are we making the wrong decision by not paying her off? I don’t know.

			Jack Henry is expecting a call from Jim today. I hope he is the best—as my husband believes—and tells us he’s found something we can use to rid ourselves of that woman.

			Jim phones while Jack Henry is sitting at my bedside during my morning routine—lying in bed nauseated, sipping Mrs. Porcelli’s remedy while nibbling on crackers. He sits with me every morning and helps me to the bathroom when my nausea progresses to something more.

			He’s listening intently when the nearly overwhelming wave hits me. I close my eyes, wishing it all away, but it refuses to obey so I’m scrambling to get out of bed. “Just a minute, Jim.” Jack Henry drops his phone to the bed to help me up.

			I rush to the bathroom but wave him away. “Take the call,” I tell him between heaves. “I’m fine.”

			He’s hesitant as displayed by how long he stands in the bathroom. “Call out if you need anything.”

			I nod, my head hanging over the toilet.

			I wash up following my vomiting episode and I think it’s possible that I feel better. Yes, I believe I do.

			As I come out of the bathroom, Jack Henry is finishing his call. “My man, Jim, has discovered a lot of dirty little secrets about one Jenna Rosenthal. Most are insignificant for our needs but one transgression will be of use. I say we invite Miss Rosenthal to dinner. I don’t believe a phone call will do.”

			“What are you going to do?”

			“Something not befitting a gentleman—and I want to see her face when I do it.”
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			We wait in the restaurant at the hotel where all of this shit began—the one where I came to Jack Henry as someone else. Worst idea ever.

			I can’t believe Jenna agreed to meet us here. It’s really sort of stupid on her part since it’s her place of employment, at least the hotel is, but the restaurant is inside. I wonder what she does here—and what she did three years ago that drew Jack Henry to her.

			He hasn’t told me what Jim found on her. Frankly, I don’t care as long as it gets her out of our lives. I shudder when I think of how differently this could have gone. What if Jack Henry had been her son’s father? What a nightmare that would’ve been.

			“She’s late.” That irritates him even further.

			“Don’t worry, that money-hungry bitch is coming. She didn’t do all this to not carry through on it.”

			She arrives ten minutes later. “You’re late.”

			“I couldn’t get here sooner because Ashton is sick. He probably caught whatever it is at that medical clinic you made us go to.” 

			Jack Henry is quick to reply. “Maybe you should’ve tried knowing who fathered your child and we wouldn’t have been there in the first place.” I think I’m most glad her son wasn’t his because I don’t think I could have taken the bickering between them.

			Our server comes by and Jenna orders a glass of wine. “I’m only staying long enough to discuss what I want from you.” She looks at me. “I must say I’m surprised to see you here, so that can only mean one thing: you once agreed to be his whore just like the rest of us.”

			I don’t respond because I can’t deny what she’s saying.

			“She was never my whore.”

			“Right.” A glass of wine is placed in front of her and I watch as she goes through the process of using her senses to judge it. “Logan Ross, that’s who he was to me, taught me a lot of things but appreciating a great glass of Shiraz is something I’ve kept with me. Which wine has he taught you to enjoy?” She looks down at my water. “What … no wine for the vineyard princess?” Neither of us replies and she begins smiling. “Ah-hah … you’re pregnant. I guess congratulations are in order for the perfect couple.” Her voice is saturated with venom. “Is that why you stood firmly by his side? Or is it because he’s filthy rich?”

			Jack Henry is fuming. “Not what we’re here to discuss.”

			She’s grinning. “Then let’s get down to why we’re here. I’ve done a little research on you since we spoke and I’m glad I did because it turns out you’re even wealthier than I first thought.”

			“Say what you want,” he tells her.

			“I was going to ask for a million but then I decided I was lowballing myself. I want two million dollars and all of this goes away. I won’t go to the press about your nasty little practices and you’ll never see me again.”

			“Two million dollars for your silence seems reasonable until I consider that I can have it for free.”

			She’s clearly confused. “It’s not free.”

			He passes a manila envelope to her. “But I think it is … Aurora Dawn.”

			She doesn’t even open the envelope. “Do you seriously think you’re going to convince me to keep my mouth shut over some stupid porn video I starred in for a lousy hundred bucks when I was eighteen?”

			“No. I just brought that to humiliate you. The thing that’ll keep your mouth shut is the proof I have of you embezzling a shitload of money from this hotel, the very one we’re sitting in. So while it might be uncomfortable to know your coworkers can watch you take it up the ass on film, jail is a hell of a lot more uncomfortable. And I’m sure you’d miss your son terribly. Maybe he wouldn’t be completely grown by the time you got out.”

			She appears indignant. “Well, you have me over a barrel and you’ve fucked me again.” She throws back the last of her wine before taking her purse and the manila envelope from the table. “I’d be careful with this one if I were you, Mrs. McLachlan. He always gets his way.”

			She’s right. Jack Henry generally gets his way—whether the means are reasonable or not.
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			Our friends and family have known about the baby for weeks but there’s something grand about hitting that twelve-week mark. We’re finally able to breathe a sigh of relief since that typically means the pregnancy has made it to safety and the miscarriage risk is behind us.

			We hear twelve to fourteen weeks is when the morning sickness gets better so we’re hoping for sooner rather than later. These past several weeks have been miserable for L, but she never complains. She does what she needs to in the mornings, while listening to the beating and banging of the construction work going on in her studio, and then works writing music as soon as she’s able to get up and around. It’s not ideal but she somehow manages.

			I’m ready for work but I’m sitting next to L on the bed while she trudges through another morning of nausea. Damn, it’s been relentless but at least it doesn’t usually last beyond the morning hours. I hear some women have it all day. “Do you have anything planned for today?”

			“I’m hoping to put the final touches on a song I wrote for Southern Ophelia and then go see Addison for a little while.”

			“How’s she handling the whole bed-rest thing?”

			“Not good, I’m afraid. She feels like a caged animal but I keep telling her to be compliant so she doesn’t end up back in the hospital. Her doctor warned her that if she had problems at home, he’d admit her for the rest of the pregnancy.”

			I don’t care who you are, that would be a shit-ton-load to handle. “I’m sure she’s bored and needs something to do. Maybe a project would take her mind off everything. Why don’t you hire an interior designer to decorate the nursery? It can be our gift to her.”

			“You are amazing. She hasn’t been able to get out and buy anything since they found out it was a boy, so she’s going to be so excited.” She sits up to hug me. “I would kiss you if it wouldn’t make me throw up.”

			“Nice, L. Thanks a lot.”

			She shrugs. “You know what I mean.”

			Another reason the morning sickness needs to go away. My wife won’t kiss me—or anything else—in the mornings, and I really miss our first-thing romp before I shower for work. Evan warned me a baby would be a cock-blocker—and it is—but only in the mornings so far. L’s pregnancy hormones have her primed and ready to go at it all the other times of day. Really. “So I don’t get a midday naughty at lunch?”

			“Not unless you can talk Mrs. Porcelli into it?”

			I could’ve gone my whole life without her saying that. “Damn, L. You could’ve just said no.”

			“But that wouldn’t have been near as funny.”
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			The alarm goes off, waking me from one of my more erotic dreams, so I’m hard. Damn.

			I lie in bed thinking about anything except the only thing that’ll relieve my raging hard-on, but it’s no use. This isn’t going away without some kind of action and I know the kind I prefer.

			We’re at the fourteen-week milestone and L has felt much better this week, so I decide to test the waters. She’s lying on her side, her back to me, and I creep my hand around her waist. I rub her lower belly where our baby is growing and recognize the firmness now present. It doesn’t seem like that was there last week. 

			I slide my hand lower and kiss the back of her neck before I cup my hand between her legs, rubbing up and down. “Babe, I’m getting up to shower.”

			“Why don’t I believe you?”

			 I press my hard-on against her bum. “I’m sorry. I was having a really good dream when the alarm went off and I’m still wound up by it.” Wound up is putting it mildly. I want inside L bad. I kiss the back of her neck and down her shoulder. “But it’s fine if you don’t feel up to it. My palm can become better acquainted with my cock in the shower.”

			She places her hand around my wrist and pulls it away from her body, deflating my hopes for an early morning fuck, but then shocks me when she slides it down the front of her knickers and begins moving her groin back and forth. “Fuck me from behind.”

			She doesn’t have to ask twice.

			I shove my hand further into her knickers and hear threads popping. I’ve never ripped her undies off but the sound is hot, I give the crotch a hard yank, tearing them to give me access to get inside her. “Oh, fuck.” I want to slam my cock into her hard but I can’t. I have this phobia about hurting her or the baby, so I use every ounce of self-restraint to ease inside gently.

			I’m only a few strokes in when L starts talking. “I know you want it harder than that.”

			This isn’t the way we fuck hard but it’s still good. “I do but you know why I hold back.” I’ve told her my fears.

			She pulls away from me. “Get on your back.” This is how we do it most of the time now, with L on top, and I don’t mind a bit. She’s in control and I’m able to enjoy sex without the fear of being too rough with her. We both get what we need.

			I move my hand to her clit and stroke it as she slides up and down on my cock. I want her to come too. If she doesn’t, I feel like a selfish, inadequate lover. “Does that feel good?”

			“Yeah, don’t stop.”

			And just like two, perfectly synced bombs, we explode together.
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			Eighteen weeks—almost halfway through the pregnancy. I can’t believe how much L’s belly has changed in the last month. It’s a small bump you can barely detect beneath her clothes but I’m amazed by the way it feels when she lies flat, like a firm grapefruit protruding from her lower abdomen.

			L has a visit with her OB today. I had to skip her last appointment because of work but I wouldn’t miss today for anything in the world. She’s getting her first four-dimensional ultrasound. I’ve been looking online at some of the pictures and we should be able to see our baby’s face for the first time today.

			Dr. Sommersby comes into the room and does all the routine stuff first. I get to hear the heartbeat for the first time and I swear it triggers something in my chest, a sensation I’ve never felt before, and I have this crazy picture pop into my head of my heart growing like The Grinch’s. 

			“Are you okay?”

			“That’s my first time to hear the heartbeat. I didn’t know it would make me feel like this.”

			Dr. Sommersby laughs. “Well, Mr. McLachlan, you’re going to be feeling a lot of different things when you see your baby on this ultrasound. He or she is going to look a lot different than when we looked at six weeks.”

			L pushes the waistband of her bottoms down and the good doctor begins the scan. It takes a minute for me to get my bearings but then it becomes clear. “Look, L.” I laugh—maybe even sort of giggling. “It’s a hand—and I can see all of the fingers.” I watch the screen, mesmerized by what I’m looking at because it’s so much better when it’s your own child you’re seeing.

			I’m not sure I blink for fear of missing something. It’s moving so much—she hasn’t mentioned feeling anything. “Do you feel those somersaults?”

			“Maybe little flutters here and there—nothing I registered as the baby moving. I thought it was gas bubbles or something.” She giggles.

			Dr. Sommersby moves the probe and we get a perfect shot of the face so she still-frames it. “This is a nice one.”

			“Look at that. It has to be a girl because that little face looks just like you.”

			Laurelyn doesn’t take her eyes from the screen for a moment. “I don’t think so. That’s definitely your nose and chin so I think it’s a boy.”

			“Do you want to find out who’s right?”

			Neither of us answers because we’ve been having this discussion for weeks. She’s dying to know and wants to have everything purchased gender-specific and ready to go when the baby arrives. It’s killing her that Addison already knows she’s having a boy. But I want to be surprised. I think nothing would be more special than seeing your baby for the first time and hearing it’s a boy or it’s a girl.

			“I’ve seen that look before. Can’t agree, huh?”

			L shakes her head. “Nope, and no one is budging.”

			“I can always write it down and seal it in an envelope for the one wanting to know.”

			I’d rather be told now rather than her know and let it slip in casual conversation or me find out when I see a nursery painted pink or blue. So I give in, pushing aside what I want just as I always do with L, because I love her so much and want her to be happy. “It’s fine. You can tell us.”

			“Let’s see if this little booger will cooperate and shows us.” She moves the probe across L’s belly. “I make it a habit to not look until I’ve been given the go-ahead so I don’t let it slip.” I hold my breath, waiting to hear the verdict. Do I have a son or a daughter?

			“No, don’t tell us.” L looks at me and squeezes my hand. “I’ll know what the baby is when it gets here and I can buy all the clothes I want then. You deserve to have this surprise.”

			I don’t want her to give in—that’s my job. “But you’re dying to know.”

			“It’s okay. I have the rest of my life to know if it’s a boy or girl, so let’s enjoy the angst of not knowing.”

			I lean up to kiss her. “Thank you, love.”

			“All right, then, we’ll move on to measurements.” Our fun is over as the diagnostic part of the ultrasound begins—no more cute shots of the baby’s features. “Laurelyn, have you been having any contractions?”

			“Not that I know of.” She laughs but then sees the concerned look on Dr. Sommersby’s face. “I’m assuming that’s something I would recognize, wouldn’t I?”

			“You’re a first-time mom, so you might not. Any cramping at all?”

			“No, nothing. Is something wrong?” I hear the panic in her voice and it sends my heart to racing.

			“Your cervix length is shortened and you appear dilated. The membranes are hourglassing through the cervix.”

			“I don’t know what that means.”

			Dr. Sommersby stops the exam. “When a mother goes into labor, her uterus contracts and over time, this is what causes her cervix to shorten, or thin, and dilate. The contractions start out mild and gradually become more intense, but that’s not the case for about one percent of pregnant women. They have weakened cervical tissue, for one reason or another, and the weight of the fetus causes dilation without any contractions at all. It usually isn’t diagnosed until the mother has had at least one second-trimester miscarriage. I’m afraid that’s what is happening here.”

			I hear the word miscarriage and I’m confused. I thought we were beyond that risk. “How serious is this?”

			“Critical, I’m afraid. You’re at least two centimeters.”

			She’s too early. I already know it but I ask anyway. “What about the baby?”

			“Viability is considered twenty-four weeks but even then, survival rate at that gestation is around fifty percent and the lifelong deficits can be devastating.”

			“That’s at least five weeks away.” Laurelyn looks at me, her face pained. She doesn’t have to say the words—I doubt she could if she tried—because we both comprehend what the outcome will be. Our baby won’t survive being born now.

			“We have two options: let nature take its course and allow the pregnancy to terminate on its own, or do everything possible to maintain it.”

			We look at one another but don’t need time to talk it over. “We want everything possible to be done.”

			“You should know this will be a very long road. We’ll make decisions about your plan of care on a daily basis since your condition can change rapidly.” Dr. Sommersby picks up the phone to make a call. “I want you transported to the hospital by ambulance. There will be no going back if those hourglassing membranes rupture.”

			The shock sets in and Laurelyn begins to cry. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know anything was wrong. I felt completely normal.”

			This isn’t her fault. It’s mine. I’m the one ramming my dick into her when I should’ve been keeping it to myself. “I think I did this—last night. I was too rough with you.” I knew I’d end up hurting her and the baby.

			Dr. Sommersby ends her call. “I’m admitting you to labor and delivery and your orders will be there when you arrive. The nurses are going to be doing a lot of things to you at once but most importantly, you’re on strict bed rest in Trendelenburg position. That means the head of your bed will be in the lowest position and the foot will be elevated so you’ll almost be standing on your head. It’s going to be an uncomfortable position but if we’re lucky, the membranes will go back up into the cervix. If that happens, it’s possible I can take you to surgery and place a cerclage where I’d weave a suture through the cervix and then pull it closed and tie it shut.”

			“How long does the cerclage stay in?”

			“I’d clip it around thirty-six weeks.”

			“So there’s a chance I could still carry the baby to full term?”

			“We have a shot if I’m able to get the cerclage in, but it’s tricky because there’s risks associated with placing it. The needle I’d use to place the suture can rupture the bag of waters. That’s why I want you lying with your head down—so it can go back inside the cervix—or I won’t even make an attempt.”

			This is scary as hell. I don’t recall ever feeling this kind of terror. 

			“Could I have caused this during sex?” The guilt I feel is killing me and if I did this, I should know I’m the cause.

			“No. With incompetent cervix, there’s nothing you can do to prevent it. And there’s no way of knowing you have it until there’s a problem. But the good news is that we know Laurelyn’s cervix is weak, so I’d bring her in with her next pregnancy, somewhere around fourteen weeks, and place a cerclage before this happens again.”

			I hadn’t even considered future pregnancies. I’ve barely had time to wrap my head around this one. “So it’s possible for her to become pregnant again and carry the baby to term?”

			“As long as the suture is placed in time, she shouldn’t have any complications.” That’s such a relief to hear.

			The ambulance service arrives and I can only stand back and watch as they move her over onto the stretcher. “Are you her husband?”

			“I am.”

			“We can’t let you ride with her but you can follow us in your vehicle.”

			I want to argue, tell them they’re nuts if they think they’re separating me from my wife, but that’ll cause an unnecessary delay. “Okay.” I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be right behind you.”

			I’m following the ambulance and the harsh reality of our situation hits me—Laurelyn and I could lose our baby. Suddenly, all the problems we encountered along the way to this place seem so insignificant. “Oh God, please take care of Laurelyn and our baby. I beg you to not take our little one before it’s had a chance to live.”

			L is already admitted to her room in labor and delivery by the time I park and find her. Just as Dr. Sommersby promised, she’s already been positioned in a bed with the head down and her feet up. Gravity. It’s what we used to get her pregnant and now it looks like we’re going to use it to keep her that way.

			Several nurses are doing different things to L at the same time—one starting an IV, another getting vital signs and placing a monitor on her stomach, a third asking a long list of questions about her medical history. It’s a lot to take in at once seeing so many things done to your wife simultaneously. And I have no control over any of it. All I can do is sit back and hope these people know what they’re doing.

			An hour later, the whirlwind of getting L admitted and the nurses completing the doctor’s initial orders is over. She’s settled in—best she can be while almost turned upside down—and we’re left alone for the first time since this nightmare began. I scoot my chair to the head of her bed so she can see me and I take her hand. I lean over and kiss it. “Can I do anything for you?”

			“Wake me up and tell me it’s all a bad dream.”

			“Everything is going to be okay. Our baby has a fighter’s heart. She’s part of you so she doesn’t have a choice.”

			“You said she. You’re so convinced this baby is a girl.”

			I am. “You’re so convinced she’s a boy.”

			“Why a girl? I thought every man wanted a son.”

			Too much emphasis is placed on men wanting sons. “When I lost you, I had a lot of time on my hands. I spent most of it thinking about what my future would look like if I got you back. You holding a little girl with long brown curls and your same caramel-colored eyes … that’s what I always saw and I guess her image stuck with me, but I’d be thrilled with any child you give me.”

			Tears fill her eyes but they run toward her hairline instead of down her cheeks. I reach over and wipe them away. “I should call my parents to let them know what’s happening. I’m sure my mum will be in the car immediately.”

			“Tell her she doesn’t have to come. There’s nothing she can do but look at me … like this.”

			“As if that’s going to happen.” Margaret McLachlan will be here in less than four hours. I predict it and pity any who gets in her way.

			This is going to be miserable for L. Only an hour in and she’s already slid toward the headboard so far that her head is pressed against it. “Want me to pull you down in the bed?” Or up? I don’t know which you’d call it.

			“Yeah, but don’t tug on that.” She points to a plastic tube hanging on the bed.

			“What is it?”

			She wrinkles her nose. “A catheter.”

			Oh God. “Inside you?”

			“Yeah. That’s generally where they go.”

			I didn’t see them put that in her. “Why?”

			“I can’t get up to the bathroom and I think you can imagine why a bedpan isn’t going to work.”

			“Oh, L. I’m so sorry you’re the one going through all of this.” I would do it for her in a second.

			“I can do anything I need to for our baby. I’ll forget all about this little bit of discomfort when they place him in my arms.”

			I lean down to kiss her forehead. “Her.”

			I help L with repositioning before going out into the hallway to phone my parents. I’m not sure I’ve ever dreaded a call so much in my life. Mum is going to be devastated.

			We do our normal greeting but then the part comes where I have to tell her why I’m calling. I start at the beginning, careful to not leave out any details, and I can hear her crying before I even get to the part about the cerclage. “Listen, Mum. The doctor is optimistic that the membranes will go back inside so she can stitch the cervix closed. There’s hope.”

			“How is Laurelyn handling this?”

			“She’s okay—willing to do whatever it takes to keep this baby inside for as long as possible.”

			“I’m packing a bag as we speak. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

			This is going to be a long road per Dr. Sommersby. “You don’t have to come now, Mum. There’s nothing you’ll be able to do except sit in an uncomfortable chair and look at Laurelyn while she slowly slides toward the head of the bed.”

			“Then that’s what my job will be—not staying four hours away.”

			I hang up and prepare myself for the other call I have to make to Jolie Prescott. I still haven’t forgiven her for making Laurelyn cry, telling her she had made a stupid mistake by becoming pregnant. L didn’t tell me so but I wonder in the back of my mind if her mum might have encouraged her to have an abortion. If she did, she’s smart for not telling me. I don’t think I could ever forgive her for such a thing.

			“Jolie, it’s Jack. Laurelyn asked me to call you because something has happened.”

			“Is she okay?”

			“She is but there’s been a complication with the baby and she’s in the hospital.”

			“Is she having a miscarriage?” Her voice sounds a little too hopeful. 

			“She could lose the baby but the doctor is doing everything possible to prevent it.”

			“I need to talk to Laurelyn because I have some great news. Jake and I are getting married.”

			All I see is red. What a bitch. She finds out her daughter is in the hospital fighting to save the life of her grandchild and her response is to tell Laurelyn about her happy news. Un-fucking-believable! Perhaps she’s mentally ill on some level. No sane person would be so indifferent to their child.

			“She’s asleep,” I lie. I won’t allow her to upset Laurelyn. “I’ll have her call when she wakes.” Or maybe I won’t. I’m not sure speaking to her mum is beneficial right now. I think it could cause a lot more harm than good.
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			I didn’t sleep much last night. Even after I was given a sleeping pill, I only dosed in intervals. I don’t think Jack Henry nodded off once all night, although I repeatedly asked him to try and get some sleep. The nurse showed him how to turn the chair into a bed but he refuses, and each time I open my eyes or move, he slides to the edge of his seat and asks me if I’m okay. He’s like a guard dog watching over me and our baby.

			I brush my teeth and Jack Henry helps me wash up. “Did you tell Margaret they’re doing an ultrasound this morning?”

			He’s standing at my bedside wearing his cotton sleep pants and a T-shirt, rubbing his scruff. He has a case of bed head, although he never slept, and he couldn’t look more adorable. “Yeah. She wants to stay and watch if it’s okay with you.”

			Of course, it’s fine by me. “I don’t mind. I’d love for her to see the baby.”

			“She’ll be really happy about that. She never got to be with Em when they did any of hers.”

			I’m almost afraid to ask about my mom but I need to. “You never mentioned it, but did you talk to my mom?”

			“I did.”

			“What did she say?”

			He looks like he’s thinking up something to say. “I told her what was happening and that we were going to do everything possible to save the baby.”

			“What did she say about that?”

			“She asked if you were miscarrying and then told me she wanted to talk to you because she had good news. She and your dad are getting married.” He looks like he’s angry. “I didn’t think her timing was appropriate, so I told her you were asleep and would call her later.”

			Asking about the miscarriage without any concern for me or the baby and then jumping straight into her good news … that hurts. But it’s just like my mom. I don’t get the disconnect there. I haven’t even laid eyes on this baby yet and I already know I’ll put his happiness ahead of my own. That’s what a real mother does.

			She’s hoping I’ll lose the baby because she thinks I should be pursuing my career instead of a family. This is a problem for me and I’m not sure she’ll continue to hold a place in my life if she’s going to wish my child away. “She probably won’t call to check on us but if she does, tell her the nurse is with me and I can’t talk.” I can’t handle her right now.

			Margaret arrives only moments before Dr. Sommersby comes into the room for my scan. “Is it okay if my mother-in-law stays?”

			“That’s fine with me if it’s all right with you.”

			I look at Margaret and she’s wearing a huge grin. That’s how a grandmother should be, ecstatic about seeing her grandchild, not wishing it away. “Yes. I would very much like her to be here.”

			The ultrasound procedure is the same as yesterday—lots of measuring and documenting—but Dr. Sommersby is nice enough to show Margaret some great close-ups of the baby. She agrees with me—that the baby looks like Jack Henry—but in the end there’s no change in the membranes, so we’ll continue doing what we did yesterday. I’ll continue to lie with my head down and we’ll check for improvement tomorrow.
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			 Day four. I didn’t think I’d become sick of this so quickly but I am. I don’t want to stay here any longer. I want to be home at Avalon. I cried like a baby after Jack Henry finally went to sleep last night because I didn’t want him to see me. I’ve been holding it in, putting on a tough exterior, because I don’t want him or Margaret to see my weakness and mistake it for selfishness.

			I can see how one could lie here and become depressed. Maybe that’s what’s happening to me now, but I’ll keep doing what I have to for this baby and pray the membranes have retreated.

			I wait on pins and needles, lying on a bed of nails upside down, as I hold my breath for the verdict. “I don’t see hourglassing, Laurelyn. I think we can put you on the surgery schedule and place the cerclage today.”

			Hallelujah! I want to jump out of bed and turn cartwheels down the hall.

			Jack Henry squeezes my hand and leans up to kiss me. “I knew you’d do it. I never doubted you for a second.”

			Things move rapidly, prepping me for surgery, and I’m nervous. No … more like petrified. There are still risks involved with this procedure, so we aren’t out of the woods yet. But the prognosis is much improved from what it was four days ago.

			My surgical nurse and anesthetist come into the room to move me to the OR. Jack Henry looks as terrified as I feel. “You’re going to do perfect and Dr. Sommersby is going to take good care of you. I’ll be right here waiting.” He leans down and kisses my mouth. “I love you, L.”

			“Love you too.”

			I’m wheeled down the hall backward, the fluorescent lights flashing as we move beneath them. It’s disorienting moving in the wrong direction and the flickering doesn’t help. It’s nauseating. “I don’t feel well.”

			The bed is stopped and a washcloth is placed over my face. “Close your eyes and don’t watch the overhead lights.” I remember the nurses telling me to notify them immediately if I felt nauseated. Vomiting could cause my membranes to balloon out further or possibly even rupture. “Concentrate on your breathing and take slow, deep breaths. We’re almost there.” I feel something being placed in my hand. “This is an alcohol pad. Sniff it. It’ll help the nausea pass.”

			I bring it to my nose and inhale deeply. Miraculously, it helps. I sure wish I’d known about that little trick a couple months ago.

			The freezing cold air of the operating room hits me the second I’m taken inside and my body involuntarily shakes before it’s really even had a chance to cool. My teeth are clenched tightly and a rigor causes me to jerk. “I have some warm blankets for you once we get you moved over.”

			I’m slid with sheets and a backboard to a table in the middle of the room. Bright lights shine directly on my crotch. Stirrups await, and I’m pretty sure I know what’s next. I’ll be spread-eagle for everyone in this room to see. How humiliating. I hope they put me to sleep first.

			I look up and see the upside down face of the nurse anesthetist placing an oxygen mask over my mouth and nose. “Just a little fresh air for you, Mrs. McLachlan.” A moment later the woman standing over me says, “I’m going to give you something through your IV to make you really sleepy.”

			“Okay.”

			And everything goes black.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Twenty-Four]

			I can’t sit. I’m restless, pacing L’s room from the door to look down the hall and back to the ignored chair.

			“The doctor said Laurelyn would be in surgery almost an hour if there were no complications and then she’d go to the recovery room for an hour, so park your ass in that chair before you give me motion sickness.” Mum doesn’t look up from where she’s reading, her glasses low on her nose.

			I take the chair next to her. “Sorry. I can’t help myself.” My heart pounds and bats flutter in my gut.

			“You always were a nervous one, watching over Chloe like she was a delicate flower. You could never see that your baby sister was as tough as nails but it was good practice for you. You’ve transitioned from the sheltering big brother into the protective husband and father.”

			“I’m still the sheltering big brother.” And I don’t like Chloe being with that fucker.

			“Ben is good for Chloe. He treats her well.”

			Because he knows I’ll kick his ass if he steps out of line. “He’s a bastard, Mum. He’s using Chloe and he’s only going to hurt her in the end. You don’t know him the way I do.” It’s only a matter of time and I’ll be there to take him down when he does.

			She looks skeptical. “And how well do you know him?”

			“Well enough.”

			“Ben is the brother of Laurelyn’s best friend and he pursued her when she came to Australia.”

			My mum knows Ben went after L? “That’s right.”

			“You were both chasing after her at the same time so he was your opponent in the duel to win Laurelyn’s heart.”

			“But she was mine and he knew that,” I argue.

			“Listen to me, son. Ben went after his sister’s best friend, knowing there would be hell to pay if he screwed it up. He proposed an authentic relationship with her from the beginning, one that might have prospered into something real. Now, think back on what you offered—a fling lasting a few months with no connection afterward. You never even asked her last name while she was living with you and sharing your bed. So, tell me who behaved worse.”

			Okay. Mum has a point. I was probably more of a bastard than Ben but that doesn’t mean I should stop looking out for Chloe. “I’ll lighten up a little on him.”

			“No, son. You’ll lighten up a lot. Chloe’s in love with Ben and you don’t have the right to ruin it because you refuse to let go of a rivalry that ended when you won Laurelyn’s heart.”

			Oh hell. Why’d my sister have to go and fall in love with Ben Donavon, of all fucking people? The earth is populated by billions and she had to choose him. “I can do it but it’s going to take some time. I can’t cut it off like a switch.”

			“If it helps, think of it as a favor to your mum.”

			No. It doesn’t help one bit but I don’t have time to answer because L’s phone is ringing in the cabinet where her things are stored. I’m sure it’s her mum. I really don’t have the patience or desire to talk to her right now, but she has the right to an update on her daughter and grandchild—if that’s the reason behind her call. She could be calling to discuss wedding plans. I wouldn’t put that past her. Selfish bitch.

			I don’t recognize the number and then remember it wasn’t her ringtone I heard. “Hello?”

			“Good morning, this is Grayson Drake, assistant to the prosecuting attorney in the case against Blake Phillips. I’m trying to locate Miss Laurelyn Prescott.”

			“It’s McLachlan now.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“She’s no longer a Prescott. It’s Laurelyn McLachlan. This is her husband, Jack McLachlan,” I explain.

			“I was unaware you and Miss Prescott had married. May I speak with her?”

			“She’s not available at the moment and won’t be anytime soon.”

			“Well … I guess I can go ahead and speak with you since you’re one of the witnesses to testify in this case. I spoke with Miss Prescott several months ago …”

			I interrupt because that’s no longer who she is. “It’s Mrs. McLachlan.”

			“Er … yes. I spoke with your wife several months ago when the Blake Phillips case went before a judge for arraignment but I’ll catch you up, as you are now her husband and you both live in another country. Are you familiar with the American justice system?”

			“Not at all.”

			“As you know, Mr. Phillips was released on bail months ago since he wasn’t considered a flight risk due to his ties in the community, meaning his wife and children.” Yeah, I know. The fucker has been walking around free as a bird. “The judge in the preliminary hearing felt there was sufficient evidence to move the case to trial, and the grand jury did as well, so Mr. Phillips was officially indicted. He entered a plea of not guilty to all charges against him and a trial has been set for next week on May seventh. The prosecutor needs to speak with both of you about your testimony prior to that day, preferably in person, but over the phone is acceptable if you can’t be present before the trial.”

			Seriously? We live on a different continent and we’re given a week’s notice? “Our presence isn’t possible at this time. My wife is pregnant and is experiencing some complications so she’s been admitted to the hospital for an indefinite period of time.”

			“We can try to move the date back but not more than a few weeks at most.”

			That won’t work. “Laurelyn won’t be traveling for the remainder of her pregnancy.” Or soon after. She’ll be nursing and there’s no way we’re dragging a newborn across the globe because of Blake Phillips.

			“Well, that certainly poses a problem, Mr. McLachlan. Mr. Phillips is already making a lot of noise about his constitutional right to a speedy trial being violated with the date as it is.”

			That sends me into orbit. “Who gives a fuck about his rights after the things he did to my wife?”

			“The American justice system does.”

			“Well, that’s very unfortunate.” This is a technical world we live in. “What about testifying via video?”

			“It isn’t unheard of for a witness to testify over closed-circuit video but it’s a long shot. I wouldn’t expect the judge to go for it. Allowing a victim to testify from the other side of the globe is unprecedented in a criminal case where constitutional rights are at stake. Not to mention that cross-examining over webcast would be terribly difficult. Frankly, Mr. McLachlan, I’m surprised this case made it to trial because you and your wife are basically the only evidence we have. It’s weak even with your testimony because it’s otherwise unsupported. The remaining evidence is circumstantial, at best, and likely inadmissible, so it would be damn near impossible to get a guilty verdict without your testimony. I would expect his defense attorney to make a motion for the charges to be dropped and that will likely happen if you don’t testify.”

			This is incredible. “You have our statements. Can’t you use those?”

			“They’re hearsay, and even if we could use them, they are unpersuasive.” He has an answer for everything.

			Un-fucking-believable. “So, you’re telling me he can attack my wife, attempt to rape her, and get away with it?”

			“It’s hard to win a case when the defendant has connections and the best defense attorney money can buy,” he explains.

			“Well, he’s not the only one with money and connections. So, I guess that’s the American way.” But it’s not the McLachlan way. There’s no way I’m letting that fucker get away with what he did to Laurelyn. “It truly sickens me to see him walk but we can’t risk the safety of our unborn child. As such, Laurelyn won’t be coming and I can’t leave her at this critical time.”

			“I’m very sorry to hear that, Mr. McLachlan. I wish you and your wife the best.”

			I end the call with Mr. Drake and I’m beyond furious. “Blake Phillips attacked Laurelyn—left her body bloody with bruises—and attempted to rape her. He would have been successful had I not gotten to her in time and he’s going to walk without any repercussions.” 

			I’m sorry my mum had to hear that conversation. “It’s not right but at least she’s here now and not in Nashville. He can’t get to her from where he is.”

			“I’m not done with him.”

			“Son, there’s nothing you can do. As much as I hate what that man did to our girl, you have to let it go.”

			I’m set to argue with my mum and throw her words back in her face. “She’s one of us now and we protect our own … at any cost.” But I’m not able because the door opens with L being brought back into her room.

			I’m happy to see the head of her bed in a normal position. I reach for her hand but she’s sleeping and doesn’t stir when I take it in mine. “I thought she’d be awake when she came back.”

			“Some people are a little groggier than others after anesthesia. It’s just sticking with her a little longer—doesn’t mean anything’s wrong.” The nurse reapplies the monitor on her belly. “I’m putting the contraction monitor back on so we can make sure she isn’t having contractions. Sometimes a cerclage will cause the uterus to contract. If that happens, we’ll need to give her some medicine to stop them.”

			So, the cerclage is a step in the right direction but we’ve yet to hit a safe place. “The procedure went well as far as you know?”

			“She did great. Dr. Sommersby should come around and talk to you within the hour.”

			I breathe a sigh of relief because nothing catastrophic, such as ruptured membranes, happened. This woman is my life and now this baby is as well. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to either of them.
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			It takes a moment for my eyes to focus but I’m able to make out Jack Henry sitting at my bedside. He’s holding my hand, brushing his thumb over the top the way he so often does. “Hey, pretty girl.”

			“McLachlan,” I croak out and realize how sore and scratchy my throat is. I try to cough, to clear what feels like a plug but to no avail. “Can I have something to drink?”

			Margaret comes to my bedside with a cup and spoon. “The nurse says you can have a few ice chips and progress to sips of water once you’re more alert.”

			Jack Henry lifts the head of the bed and it dawns on me—I’m no longer lying with my head down. I panic, my hands immediately reaching for my stomach as I fear the worst. “The baby?”

			My husband’s hand joins mine on my abdomen. “She’s fine.”

			Margaret purses her lips while looking at Jack Henry. “You little shit. It’s a girl and you didn’t tell me.”

			He’s in trouble now. “No, Mum. We don’t know what the baby is. I think it’s a girl so I call it a she to aggravate L—she’s leaning toward a boy.”

			“Oh.”

			Although I just had surgery, I feel more normal than I have in days. “I guess everything went well since they’re letting me sit up?”

			“Yeah. Dr. Sommersby came in about thirty minutes ago. She’s optimistic the cerclage will hold because your cervix felt firm and is thicker than it appeared on the ultrasound. She said the bag of waters ballooning through the cervix probably had it stretched.” What a relief.

			Margaret comes over to kiss me. “All right, kiddos. I’m going to step out and let the two of you have some time together. Can I get you something?”

			I have everything I need right here. “I can’t think of anything, but thank you.”

			Jack Henry waits until Margaret is gone before he hovers over me, his head against mine, and places his hand on my stomach. “I was so scared, L.”

			I reach for his face because I want to feel it. He’s been too preoccupied with me and the baby to trim his facial hair. His scruff is too long to be considered stubble so it’s almost a beard. “I know. I was too, but for the first time in days, I finally feel like everything’s going to be okay.”

			“Dr. Sommersby says she wants to observe you today and most of tomorrow. If you don’t have pain or contractions, she’s going to discharge you late tomorrow evening.”

			“Omigod, what a relief.” I can’t wait to get back to Avalon. I can’t believe how much I’ve missed it. “I could’ve pushed through as long as I needed to but I must admit, I’m ready to get out of here. Four days of lying in this bed staring at these walls is a lot to take.”

			“Babe, you’ve been a champ. Even the nurses have bragged on how well you handled standing on your head for days. You never complained once.”

			Complaining would’ve only made it harder on Jack Henry and would’ve accomplished nothing. “There was no reason to. I was prepared to do whatever was needed for this baby and there was no other way of looking at it.”

			“I know you would and it’s only one of the many reasons I love you so much.”

			I shouldn’t but I want to know if my mom has checked on us. “Has anyone called?”

			A peculiar look claims Jack Henry’s face and I can only interpret it to mean my mom isn’t concerned enough to call for an update. “I’ve updated Addison. She said to tell you she loves you and wishes she could be here. Emma called and wants you to know she loves you and is thinking of you and the baby. Chloe, pretty much the same—loves you, thinking of you.”

			“But nothing from my family?” I bet she didn’t even tell Nanna and Pops. I know they would’ve called if they knew something was wrong.

			“I’m sorry, babe.”

			“It’s fine—she’s wrapped up in him. I’m used to it.” I guess I was stupid for thinking she might put me before herself, or him, for once, but it’s okay. Margaret’s been more of a mom to me this year than my own has been my whole life. The McLachlans are my family now and they love me. And I love them.

			[image: Story Break]

			I’m discharged from the hospital for good behavior—no complications such as pain, bleeding, leaking, or contractions—but I’m given instructions to return immediately should any of these things occur. I’m to be on modified bed rest at home, meaning I can only shower and go to the bathroom. Otherwise I’m to do a lot of nothing while lying around. Dr. Sommersby says I may progress to routine activities after two weeks with one exception. No sex. My vagina is completely off limits so nothing is allowed within the temple. Strict doctor’s orders and one of the few things she isn’t lax about.

			This is going to be a rough five months.

			“Couch or bed?” Jack Henry asks as we pass through the kitchen.

			“I’m sort of sick of the bed so I think I’d prefer the couch for a little while. Maybe you can sit with me and we can watch TV.”

			“Absolutely. Mum thought you might need something comfy to wear the next couple of weeks so she brought some to the house this morning. Would you like me to get them for you?”

			Margaret is so thoughtful. “Yes, please.” Mental note: Call and thank her for that.

			Jack Henry returns with a pink T-shirt and a pair of white and pink pinstriped pants. Both are soft cotton and freshly laundered. “I can’t believe she washed them too.”

			“She would do anything for you.” He hands the clothes to me. “She loves you dearly.”

			My eyes fill with tears and my heart aches, but I don’t know if it’s the hormones or the sadness I feel when I think of how little my own mother cares about me. “I love her too.”

			“She knows.”

			I change into my new jammies and stretch out on the couch with a fluffy pillow under my head and my feet in Jack Henry’s lap. He’s rubbing my feet as we watch television and it’s one of the most boring times we’ve ever spent together. And I love it—just being with him in our home doing nothing. It’s absolutely shitastic.
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			I’ve been home from the hospital for a week and every day is pretty much the same. I go to bed with Jack Henry every night without sex. We wake up. He showers and goes to work. I shower and go to the couch. I lie there all day and when he comes in after work, we have dinner together on the couch. When’s it’s late, we go back to bed, again without sex, for another night of sleep.

			I’m a very compliant patient but it’s killing me.

			Poor Addison. I don’t know how she maintained her sanity for as long as she did, especially in that small apartment, but her jail sentence ended this week. The placenta previa is gone and she’s allowed to return to her normal activities. First on her agenda is coming to see me, and I’m glad because I have questions for her.

			I forgo the comfies and put on yoga pants and a T-shirt. It seemed much more fitting for company, although I have no doubt Addison spent her fair share of days in pajamas.

			She comes into the living room and looks so adorable in her fitted white top and faded jeans with her belly bump. “Oh, Addie. Look at you.” I get up from the couch to hug her and put my hands on her stomach. “He’s grown so much since I saw you last. I can’t believe it.”

			“I know. This is happening crazy fast.” She puts her hands on her stomach and caresses it. He’ll be here in my arms in ten weeks. Can you believe that? I’m going to be a mom and then you will be too a couple of months after me.” She reaches out and touches my small bulge. “You’ll be this big before you know it and you’ll wonder where all the time went.”

			“Are you and Zac any closer to choosing a name?”

			“I want him to be named Donavon but Zac says everyone will call him Donnie and he hates that name.”

			“So what are his choices?”

			She rolls her eyes and huffs. “Gareth. Tell me—if you had to guess—what do you think people would call my son when they shorten his name?”

			Ugh! “Gary.”

			“Exactly.” She puts her hands out. “So, how is Gary better than Donnie?”

			Poor Addison. “They’re both pretty … not great for a little newborn baby.”

			“Yeah, I agree with you there but Donavon is my maiden name, or it will be after we’re married, and I want to use it. It has meaning behind it. Nothing about Gareth is special.” I like Gareth, although I tend to agree with Addie on this one.

			“But do you like the name?”

			She shrugs. “Eh … it’s okay.”

			“Then what about Donavon Gareth or Gareth Donavon?” It’s a compromise and they both get to use the name they want.

			“I want Donavon Zachary.” That also seems fair since each of them will have one of their names used.

			“What does Zac think about you wanting to use Zachary after him?”

			“Oh, he’s fine with using his own name, just not mine. This baby is going to have Kingston as his last name so he gets his way on two of the three names by default. Shouldn’t I get to choose the other? I’m the one who’s been lying in bed miserable for over three months. Look at my ass. I’ve already gained fifteen pounds because I couldn’t do anything but eat.”

			Thank God I only have another week to go with the bed rest.

			It only seems fair to let her choose at least one of the names. “Have you told him how you feel?”

			She looks at me quizzically, or maybe like I’m stupid. I can’t be sure which because both look about the same coming from Addie. “Are you kidding me?” I’m assuming that’s a yes.

			I was once given some marital advice by a very wise woman, and although Addie and Zac aren’t married yet, I think Addie could benefit from it. “Margaret shared some secrets with me about getting what you want. I haven’t put it to the test yet but she says we, as women, hold the power of the nookie and can use it to our advantage.”

			“How does that work?”

			She isn’t going to like this part. “Withhold sex.”

			She immediately shakes her head. “Nope. I don’t want to withhold sex. I just started having it again and frankly, I missed the fuck out of it.”

			“Zac doesn’t have to know that.”

			“He can kind of tell how much I missed it. I’ve been making up for lost time.” For some reason, I don’t doubt that for a moment.

			“Do you want to embroider your son’s clothes with the name Donavon or Gareth? Your decision.”

			“I highly doubt Zac will let me embroider any of his clothes.”

			Talk of withholding sex reminds me … I’m not withholding but I won’t be getting any, either. “I’ve got a question. How did you survive not having sex for three months?” I’m looking at five whole months and then a six-week recovery period. Six and a half months total. That’s brutal.

			“We had plenty of sex—just not the penetrating kind. Nothing in the vagina—that’s what my obstetrician told me—so Zac got plenty of blow jobs and I got lots of oral. And magical fingers. Zac can stroke me off like nobody’s business.” She shrugs. “I don’t have to tell you that the baby’s safety always came first, so we did what we had to do to get by.” I knew I could depend on her to give me an honest answer.

			I’ve spent very little time considering the alternatives because I’ve been so scared about everything. But we have other options. And they’re good ones so we can still give and receive pleasure. We’ll just need to go into it disciplined, knowing Jack Henry can’t get inside me.

			“I gotta know. What is Ben saying about all of this?”

			“He was so pissed off when I told him. He didn’t want to accept that his best friend was fucking his baby sister. I think he was pretending Zac was sleeping on the couch all those nights I stayed over at his apartment.”

			I think my caveman would like to think there isn’t anything like that going on between his sister and Ben, but I know differently. “Jack Henry isn’t taking it too well about Ben and Chloe, but he’ll come around.”

			“I don’t think he has much of a choice. Ben seems to have fallen hard for Miss Chloe.” I’m really happy to hear that since she has it pretty bad for him.

			“She told me she thought Ben was the one.”

			Addie puts her hands together and cups them over her mouth. “Oh … that’s so sweet.”

			“And she said he was supremely fucklicious.”

			“Ugh!” She points her finger at me and laughs. “You are so wrong for telling me that. No one ever needs to hear that her brother is … those words you said.” She grimaces and feigns gagging.

			I hold up my hands in surrender. “Okay. Moving on, then …”

			“What about the case with Blake? Heard anything else about that?”

			“Not in a while but it should be coming up soon. I should probably call the prosecuting attorney and let him know about my … condition. I hope they can postpone everything until after the baby is born because I have to testify. I want to.”

			“As you should. It’s your right to stand up and tell people what he did to you. No way he’ll walk away from this and when he’s found guilty, I hope he gets a horny cellmate with a huge dick.” Eww. Leave it to Addison to come up with something like that.

			I’d like to call for a case status when Addison leaves, so I look at the clock and calculate the time change in my head. Bummer. It won’t work out today. I’ll have to wait until morning to catch Mr. Drake during office hours.

			Addie and I laugh and catch up for hours. It’s good to be with her. I feel like we’ve spent too much time apart, although we’re living in the same town, only fifteen minutes between us.

			I like the Addison I’m seeing. Motherhood is good for her. I guess it’s true—a baby really can change everything.
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			Laurelyn’s second week of bed rest has been uneventful and her late-morning appointment with Dr. Sommersby went well. Her cervix is unchanged—no bleeding, leaking, or contractions—and the baby has grown well since her last scan. It finally seems everything is getting back on track with this pregnancy. Except no sex. “Since you’re officially released from bed rest, can I take you out to lunch to celebrate?”

			“That sounds really good.”

			Eating anywhere besides our living-room couch will suit me. “Where do you want to go? Sheridan’s? Or what about that new hibachi restaurant? I’ve heard their sushi is amazing.”

			She’s grinning. “I really want a big, fat, juicy cheeseburger and a huge order of fries with a giant chocolate shake from that fifties diner on the square—the one you took me to last year.”

			Ah, yes. She was my companion then and things were still new. That morning was when I learned her real name and then she danced for me later that evening for the first time. It was a very memorable day and the recollection nudges me in the cock, encouraging him to wake up. But I have to learn how to get that under control. I’m going to have a really long drought ahead of me.

			We walk into the diner and nothing has changed—still a black-and-white-checkered floor with fifties décor. The aroma of freshly dropped french fries and frying hamburgers hangs in the air. “Want to sit at the bar again?”

			“Probably not a good idea. I don’t think they’ll be very comfortable for my back so I’d rather sit at a booth.”

			We choose one directly behind the spot where we sat a year ago. “I want to put some music on. You already know what I want if the waitress comes by.” She walks toward the jukebox and I watch her bum sway side to side. Even pregnant, my wife is smokin’ hot.

			She isn’t gone long before she returns and I hear a familiar tune playing overhead, although I can’t immediately place it. She’s smiling and I know she wants to play name that tune, a game I can’t win with her. “I know this song but the name hasn’t come to me just yet—hold on a sec.”

			I listen for a moment and then it hits me. “‘I Only Have Eyes For You,’ but I don’t know who sings it.”

			“The Flamingos, silly.”

			“Of course, how could I not remember? Oh yeah, maybe because I’ve never heard of them.” She’s a musical genius. “I can’t believe I married a musical Wikipedia. Is there anything you don’t know about music?”

			“Possibly, but I haven’t found it yet.”

			Our food arrives and L doesn’t hesitate to jump in. She takes a huge bite of her cheeseburger and ketchup drips down, landing right in the center of her swollen, pregnant cleavage. She was already beautifully endowed but the pregnancy has given her a little extra boost. Her tits look even more spectacular.

			She looks down at the ketchup in the cleavage and then back to me. She licks her lips to clean the smear of ketchup from her mouth. “You’d really like to lick that off, wouldn’t you?” My cock immediately awakens at the thought of my tongue running down into that cleft.

			I put my cheeseburger on my plate and lean across the table to look into her eyes so she understands my seriousness. “I haven’t been inside you for three weeks and it doesn’t look as though I will be anytime soon, so you can’t say things like that to me. It’s torturous.”

			Her chewing slows and she puts her cheeseburger down. “Abstinence isn’t going to be all that pleasant for me, either. I enjoy sex too.”

			I hope she doesn’t get mad at me for what I’m about to say. “I sort of have this hysteria that started when we left the doctor’s office. It’s sinking in that it will be months before I’ll have you again.”

			She uses her napkin to wipe the ketchup from her cleavage. “I’m sorry. I thought I was being cute.”

			I don’t want to sour her mood. “You are terribly cute … and that’s the problem. I want you but can’t have you.”

			Her smile returns and I know we’re fine. “I’ll try to keep the cuteness to a minimum, then.”

			“That’s probably best.”

			We change the subject of sex back to music and L tells me about every song playing overhead. “I chose this one because I love it so much, but they made a mistake putting it in the jukebox because it wasn’t released until the early sixties.” I listen and recognize “Can’t Help Falling in Love” by Elvis Presley.

			“I really like this song too.” I get up from our booth and put my hand out to her. “Dance with me.”

			She looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind. “This is a diner. People don’t dance here.”

			“Maybe others don’t but you and I do.”

			She giggles and slides out of the booth. I grasp her hand in mine and place my free one on her lower back. “I wouldn’t do this if it weren’t almost empty in here.”

			The only other customers are an older couple admiring us from the corner booth. “They see how in love we are and it reminds them of how they were once like this too.”

			We sway to the tune of the song and I hold her close. “I couldn’t help falling in love with you.” She smiles and I kiss the top of her head.

			I hum the words I don’t know and whisper-sing the chorus as we sway. I return to humming when it comes to the next part I should know, but don’t. “I’ve never heard you sing before.”

			“It’s not really my forte.”

			“No, it’s not. Your singing sucks,” she laughs.

			“Thank you for breaking it to me gently.”

			“I doubt I’m breaking anything to you.”

			She’s right. I can’t sing worth a damn. “I’ll bow out gracefully from the job of teaching our swarm to sing.”

			She stops swaying and looks up at me. “Sure you still want several after all that’s happened with this pregnancy? This problem with my cervix isn’t going away. I’ll need a stitch every time and will be on pelvic rest for the entire pregnancy.”

			No way we’re giving up on our swarm. “Abstaining for months won’t be fun, but we’ll do what we gotta do for the family we dream of having.”

			“I love you, McLachlan.” I pull her close again and return to humming.

			It’s true. I couldn’t help myself from falling in love with this woman. When she took my hand, I willingly gave her my whole life.
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			L is no longer on bed rest but that doesn’t mean she can return to doing anything she likes. She needs to take it easy, so I bring her home after our lunch date and encourage her to rest on the couch. She isn’t excited about it but eventually concedes. I can see that she’s tired, although she refuses to admit it, and I’d bet money she’s napping within fifteen minutes once I’m out of the house to scout on the vineyard.

			Harold and I get in a good four hours of scouting over a vast majority of the northwest corner and I’m pleased to find no additional evidence of downy mildew. The vines look quite good for this time of year and that pleases me greatly, but not near as much as returning home to see my wife.

			I enter through the kitchen and Mrs. Porcelli appears to be putting the final touches on dinner. “Smells good in here. What are we having?”

			“Laurelyn said you had a heavy lunch so she asked for a lighter dinner.” I totally agree with her on that. I love cheeseburgers, fries, and shakes but that isn’t a meal that should become a habit, especially not when you have a family history like mine. “I hope salmon with rice and asparagus fits the bill.”

			“Sounds perfect.” I open the fridge and take out a beer. “Did Laurelyn rest after I went to work?”

			“She’s been on the couch most of the afternoon and I’m fairly certain she took a nap.” Good. She needs plenty of rest. “She says the doctor gave her a good report. I’m very happy to hear that. I’ve been quite concerned about her and the baby.”

			“We’re told the danger is behind us and the remainder of the pregnancy should proceed normally with the cerclage in place.”

			“That’s such good news.” She opens the oven door to check the fish and the aroma fills the kitchen. “Will you be eating in the living room again?”

			L’s sentence there is over and I’m guessing she’s as sick of eating on the couch as I am. “No. We’ll dine at the table tonight.”

			“Then dinner will be there for you in ten minutes or so.”

			“Thank you. I’ll let Laurelyn know.”

			L isn’t on the couch and I don’t find her in our bedroom. There’s only one place I assume she’ll be. She’s out in the music studio checking on its progress. She hasn’t seen it in three weeks so she’s going to be surprised at all they’ve accomplished.

			Although I’m quite content with her no longer working, she’s determined to get back to composing. She argues that it isn’t right for her to not work, that she should be bringing in some kind of income, but I disagree. She’s my wife and I make more than enough to support us.

			I’m not wrong—the studio is where I find her. “What do you think of it?”

			She’s looking around, a look of awe plastered on her face. “I’m shocked. I can’t believe how much they’ve done in the last few weeks. It’s almost finished.”

			“I spoke with the contractor this afternoon. He said another week and we should be able to get you in here, songbird.”

			“Songbird,” she repeats. “I like that.”

			“Did you take a tour without me?”

			She looks guilty. “I did. I saw the workers leave and I couldn’t resist coming out for a peek.”

			“It’s okay. Have you seen all you want to see?”

			She takes another glance around the room. “Yeah, I’m good.”

			“Dinner’s ready. I told Mrs. Porcelli we’d dine at the table tonight.”

			“No argument here. I’m sick of that couch.”

			“Me too.”
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			We spend the evening on the couch we’ve come to despise. Laurelyn’s sitting on one end reading, probably the only thing that’s kept her sane these past two weeks, while I’m on the other end catching up on missed work. It’s just sales reports, something I could do in my office, but that would mean being away from her. I enjoy this quiet time together, even when we’re not talking. Just her nearness is enough sometimes.

			I look up and notice L has placed her e-reader on top of her belly and has dozed off. I’m not surprised. She sleeps a lot now, much more than she did before she became pregnant. I’m glad because rest is important for her and the baby.

			I place my work on the coffee table and scoot over to her. “Time for bed.”

			She stirs a little and slowly opens her eyes. “Wow. I was reading a hot sex scene one minute and then bam, I fall into a coma.”

			“Really? You were reading about hot sex?”

			She grins, maybe even blushes a little. “Did I just admit that?”

			“Yes, you did.” I place her e-reader on the table next to my paperwork and grasp her hands to help her up. “Come on, pervert.”

			She goes into the bathroom to do her nightly ritual and I’m already in bed when she comes out. She climbs in next to me, wearing a pink and white cotton gown. It’s lacy around the neck and innocent looking, not intended to be sexy at all, but my cock rouses simply by seeing her get into bed next to me. I know better. I shouldn’t look at her when she leans over to turn off her bedside lamp, but I can’t not look because her gown has gathered around her bum. I catch a glimpse of her pink cotton knickers and I’m immediately sorry. Ugh! I’m going to have to downgrade to jerking off—and soon. It’s not like I haven’t done it before, although it was mostly as an adolescent.

			She leans over to kiss me goodnight and reaches for the back of my head to hold me close. I kiss her back, although I shouldn’t, and she becomes more aggressive. That’s when I realize this is not the same simple goodnight kiss she has given me each night for the past two weeks. 

			“This is another example like the ketchup incident today. You can’t do this to me. It’s agony.”

			“But it doesn’t have to be. There’s still plenty we can do.” She slides across the bed and climbs over to kneel between my legs. She puts her fingers in the waistband of my sleep pants and tugs. “My mouth isn’t off limits.”

			Oh fuck. My girl is going to suck me off.

			I lift my hips, beyond excited about what L is going to do to me. I haven’t gotten off in weeks so I’m happier than a camel on Wednesday.

			I’ve wanted to jerk off many times over the last few weeks but it felt wrong to experience any kind of pleasure while L was going through so much, especially while she was in the hospital fighting to save our baby. I couldn’t even consider it then. I thought about it after she was home and the initial danger was behind us, but it still didn’t feel right since she was in such a miserable state.

			This, however, doesn’t feel wrong, so I grab her pillow and prop it with mine behind my head so I can watch her every move.

			She puts her palms on my thighs and glides them upward until her fingertips brush my balls. She teases me for a moment, lightly sweeping her fingers back and forth, and I think I’ll implode from the anticipation.

			Her hand moves up and holds the base of my cock as she circles her tongue around the head. The stiff tip flicks several times at a supersensitive area just below the crown. She alternates these motions several times before taking me fully into her mouth. “That feels so fucking good.” I put my hands in her hair and pull all of it into my fist in a high ponytail because I love watching my cock slide in and out of her mouth. I could almost come just by the sight of it alone.

			She takes me out of her mouth and anchors my cock against my stomach. Then she does something new. Her tongue starts at the base of my balls and she licks the pleasure trail running top to bottom along my scrotum, the seam separating my boys. She draws the loose skin of the seam into her mouth and lightly sucks, bringing the blood, and the pleasure receptors, to the surface. “Fuck!” I groan.

			She smiles and looks up at me. “You like that, huh?”

			“Yeah,” I laugh. “I like that a-fucking-lot. Please don’t let this be the one and only time you do that.”

			“I’ve got plenty more for you, caveman.”

			She takes my cock back into her mouth and massages my balls for a moment before I feel her finger against the skin under my sac. She presses it more firmly and rotates it in a circular motion. Slow, and then fast. Soft, and then hard. I’ve never been harder and what’s building has never felt more powerful. “Ohh …” I tap her on the head, our signal that I’m about to come, but I can’t say the words. I’m speechless aside from the incomprehensible garble leaving my mouth.

			She stops and holds my cock so it’s pointing toward my stomach as she continues pressing that spot under my balls until I have this crazy, powerful explosion, by far the most intense orgasm I’ve ever experienced. “Holy shit, L. That was …” I can’t even think of a fitting word to describe it. 

			“Great?” She looks so hopeful, as if she’s afraid she hasn’t pleased me.

			Calling it great would be an insult. “Mind-blowing is a better word, but even that doesn’t do it justice. Don’t get me wrong. You’ve given me some fantastic head in the past but that was the best ever. What was that you were doing with your finger?”

			I think she’s blushing. “It was my knuckle and I was stimulating your prostate.”

			I look at how much cum is on my stomach. “You stimulated me, all right. I think you milked me dry.” 

			“I’ve heard there’s more semen when you press the prostate so I was afraid to swallow.” She shakes her head. “This pregnancy still has my gag reflex working overtime.” She slides to the edge of the bed. “I’m gonna grab a towel.”

			She returns and wipes me clean. She rolls the towel up, tossing it out of the way, and then slides in next to me. I pull her close and kiss her as I slide my hand under her gown, but she grabs my wrist. “No.”

			“I’m only going to touch on the outside.”

			She moves my hand away. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

			“I know anything on the inside is off limits, but I want to make you feel good too.”

			She shakes her head. “Lying next you after giving you a mind-blowing orgasm makes me feel good.”

			“I can do much better than that.”

			“I’m afraid to have an orgasm even if nothing goes inside me. Maybe we can try later when the baby is far enough along to survive, in case it puts me into labor or something.”

			She’s right. It isn’t worth the risk just to feel good. “Okay.”

			She puts her head on my chest and traces an infinity on my stomach around my belly button with her finger. “Don’t be mad.”

			I could never be upset with her over something like this. “Baby, I’m not mad. You’re thinking of our child’s safety. I could never be upset with you over that.”

			“Pleasing you pleases me, so I’m fine with getting you off and not having the favor returned. You can make up for it later.”

			I will definitely make this up to her. “I know you don’t mind but I love making you come. It’s quite satisfying for me to watch your face when you squeeze your eyes shut and scrunch your cute little nose as you open your mouth and pant.”

			“That’s what I look like when I come?”

			“Almost every time.”

			She turns and props her chin on my chest. “What do I look like the other times?”

			“Sometimes you bite your bottom lip. Both of your come faces are really hot. Lets me know I’m doing something right.”

			“Everything you do is perfect. You always make me feel great.” She lifts her face and stretches to kiss me. “Never doubt that, McLachlan.”

			She lowers her head to my chest and settles in as though she might be ready for sleep. Again.

			We lie there for a brief moment when I hear her sharp intake of breath. “What is it? Are you having a pain?”

			She lifts her head to look at me and grins. “No. The baby is moving.” I’ve yet to feel a single movement. Every time I try, the baby either stills or I simply can’t detect it. It may seem silly, but I think I’m a little jealous that L’s feeling it and I can’t. “This little stinker is turning flips tonight so I bet you’ll feel it this time. Give me your hand.”

			L turns to her back and lifts her gown. She takes my hand and places at the top of her small bump. “It’s more on the left side.” We’re silent, waiting, as if the absence of sound will help my sense of feel.

			And then it happens. I feel a gentle nudge beneath my hand. “I felt that.” And I feel something else as well. Love—the true and real kind.
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			I got into my music studio a few weeks ago and I’ve been banging out the tunes like crazy. It’s weird—maybe like the break I had from the time I left Southern Ophelia to now was what I really needed to make this transition from performer to composer a successful one. Or maybe I’m just happy with my life and it’s finding its way into my music.

			I’ve conferenced with Charlie and the gang a few times and they’re really excited about the material I’m working on. Randy wants first pick and that totally works for me. I have no problem selling my songs minus the pain of marketing them.

			Kim, my female lead replacement for Southern Ophelia, says she loves my lyrics because they speak to her. She’s like me in a lot of ways. She only sings songs that touch her so we’ve been working on a special single together. The guys don’t know about it—and she’s asked me to not tell them—and I think I know why. This song is her story and the way she feels about a man. I happen to believe the song is about Charlie. I guess it could be anyone, but the lyrics she’s contributed tell me she’s in deep.

			I’m absorbed into the song in my head when Jack Henry comes into my studio. “L, you’re going to be late for your appointment.”

			I look at the time and he’s right. I should’ve been gone ten minutes ago. “Shit.” I get up from my stool at the piano and go over to give him a kiss. “I gotta run.”

			He grabs my arm to get my full attention before I’m able to get away. “No speeding to make it on time. I mean it. You can’t beat the clock so don’t try.”

			That’s something I would have once attempted, but not now. “I’ll obey all the traffic laws.”

			He kisses my cheek. “I’m really sorry I can’t go with you today.”

			He feels bad he doesn’t make it to the doctor’s with me every time. “It’s okay. I see her every week so you can’t take off from work for every appointment, even if you are the boss.”

			“Get a picture of her for me so I can see how much my girl’s grown this week.”

			He has to stop doing that, always calling this baby a girl, but I don’t have time to scold him. I think that’s one reason he’s doing it—because I’m on my way out the door and I don’t have time. “I always do.”

			My ultrasound goes well, as does my cervical exam. No change. I’m twenty-six weeks now and everything remains on track, so I decide it’s a good time to speak with Dr. Sommersby about my concerns. “My husband and I have a question. We understand that we can’t have penetrative sex, but is it okay for me to … orgasm other ways?”

			“Oral sex and mutual masturbation are fine as long as nothing goes inside the vagina and you don’t experience contractions, leaking, or bleeding afterward. You’d need to come to the hospital immediately if any of those things occur.” She never misses a beat as she continues documenting in the computer, a sign this isn’t the first time she’s answered this question, so I feel minimally better about having asked. She finishes her documentation and closes the laptop. “Have any other questions or concerns?”

			“I think that’s it.”

			I use the drive home to think about what Jack Henry and I will do tonight. I want it to be great, not that it isn’t always, but I deserve something special seeing as I haven’t had an orgasm in eight weeks. Eight. Weeks. That’s crazy. He’ll probably touch me once and I’ll come. Yeah, it’s that bad.

			I see Jack Henry on the vineyard as I’m coming up the drive so I stop. He abandons whatever he’s in the middle of doing and walks my way. I watch him coming toward me, in his rugged wear and Indiana Jones hat, and my heart still skips a beat. Oh my, he’s so damn good-looking. I still can’t believe he’s all mine.

			He takes a couple of brisk steps before jumping the white fence surrounding the vineyard. “Everything go okay?”

			“Yeah.” I reach into my purse to take out the ultrasound picture. “I even have proof.”

			He takes it from me and a grin spreads. “My girl is growing.”

			“Indeed I am. I gained another two pounds since I saw the doctor last week.”

			He holds up the picture. “I meant this girl.”

			I knew exactly who he meant. I just wanted to aggravate him the way he does me. “You’re going to feel really weird when this baby comes out a boy.”

			“I don’t think so. I feel it deep down in my gut.”

			I’m the mother and the baby is inside me. You’d think I’d be the one with the gut feeling. “Okay, clairvoyant one. I hope you can also see a name in your crystal ball since we don’t have one yet.”

			“We have plenty of time to come up with the perfect name.”

			I’m tired of she, her, he, him, and it. “I’d like to choose one for each gender so I don’t have to continue thinking of this child as nameless.” We look at one another and laugh. “I guess that would be fitting—the nameless companions to have a nameless child.”

			“I’m ready for my daughter to have a name, so we’ll work on it this weekend.”

			I roll my eyes. “You aren’t going to contribute a boy name, are you?”

			He shrugs. “Probably not.”

			Maybe I’ll make it a little more appealing for him to think about a boy name. “Then that means I get free rein on the boy name and you can’t veto anything I choose.”

			“Fine. Have at it since it doesn’t matter. We won’t be using a boy name so it’s a waste of time—at least this go-round—but maybe the next one will be a boy. I’d like to have one.”

			He’s killing me. “I hope this baby comes out with a big ol’ doodle just so I can wipe that smug look off your face.”

			“Any son of mine would have a big doodle.”

			I can’t believe he’d say that about a baby. “You’re awful.”

			He shrugs. “You brought it up.”

			I reach for the ultrasound picture. “Give me that. I’m going to the house.” I take it from him and put it in the passenger seat. “What time will you be in?”

			He takes his hat off and leans inside my window. The weather is mild today so he’s not hot and sweaty, but he still smells like a working man. It’s sexy as hell. “What time do you want me in?”

			He radiates sex and pheromones, almost like he can sense that I got the all-clear from Dr. Sommersby about having an orgasm, and my insides flip. Umm … I’d really like right now, please and thank you, but I remain disciplined. “I don’t have anything special planned so whenever you finish here is fine.” Lie. I have something very special planned. I schemed on it all the way home from my doctor’s appointment.

			“Then text me when dinner is almost ready.”

			“Will do.”

			[image: Story Break]

			We clear the table from dinner and Jack Henry tells me he needs to go to his office and make a couple of business calls—couldn’t be more perfect. That’ll give me time to take care of the things I need to do for my special surprise. “No problem. I was planning on reading anyway.” Another lie, but one he won’t mind.

			 I go into our bedroom and look through my pole-dancing outfits. I’ve accumulated quite a few since we’ve been together but I haven’t worn one in months. I’m not really sure I’ll find one to fit anymore.

			None of my one-piece rompers will work—they won’t fit over my belly—so I choose a two-piece skirted cowgirl outfit. I can wear my boots with it so it’s the obvious choice. I don’t intend on attempting the fuck-me pumps. My balance has been so off the last month, I’d fall for sure.

			I get ready in the bathroom and listen for Jack Henry before sneaking down the hall toward the gym. I feel safe once I’m there because it’s the last place he’ll come looking for me.

			I set up the music, “Anemone” by The Brian Jonestown Massacre, and then the lights before I place his chair front and center. I put a pillow under it within my reach—I’m sure he’ll wonder what that’s for—but a pregnant woman doesn’t tolerate being on her knees for long without some cushioning.

			When everything is in its place, I text him to see if he’s finished making his calls. He confirms he is so I tell him to come to the gym. I’m sure he’ll be wondering what I’m up to, but he won’t have time to hash it out. That’s just the way I want it.

			When he enters the gym, the deep, dark bass thumps in the darkened room. The sole illumination is the stage light, directed on me. I give him the come-hither and he crosses the room, passing his chair. He’s shaking his head and looks like he wants to drag my ass off the stage and spank it for real. “No, L.”

			“I’m not going to do any high climbs, drops, or inverts—absolutely nothing that’ll hurt me or the baby. I just want to dance for you. My feet won’t lift more than two feet off this stage so park your sweet ass in that chair and enjoy the show, caveman.” Then it dawns on me. Maybe this isn’t at all sexy to him. “Unless seeing me dance with this pregnant belly is a turnoff for you.”

			“Baby, nothing you do is a turnoff. You breathe and I’m turned on.” He backs up and sits in his chair. “This better be good. I only have big bills in my wallet.”

			His humor has returned, so I know he’s okay with this—as long as I keep it tame.

			I begin by backing up against the pole so it’s in the center of my back. I reach overhead, holding it as I bend at my knees, sliding down slowly. When I’m halfway down, I push my knees apart and glide one of my hands down my thigh and then back up again. I straighten to stand and turn to face the pole. My hand grasps it tightly and I step out, taking a whirl around—it’s nothing special and my feet don’t leave the ground, so it’s more than safe.

			I’m wearing boots so I couldn’t use my feet to climb if I wanted, but I’m good at using the insides of my thighs for ascending. I squeeze them around the pole and use my upper body strength to lift myself—no more than a couple feet, as promised—and do a two-handed corkscrew. It’s probably one of the easiest moves ever in my book, definitely a beginner level, but it probably looks like I’m doing more than I actually am so I return my feet to the floor before he scolds me.

			I decide to not do any more climbs, just basic whirling and erotic dance moves so he doesn’t freak out. That wouldn’t be sexy.

			I snake my body around the pole one last time as the song ends and decide I’m done with this. I’ve waited long enough. He’s turned on, I’m turned on, so let’s do this thing. I slink toward him to the beat of the next song, “I’ve Got to See You Again” by Norah Jones. Slow and seductive, just the way I want it.

			He grasps my hips and squeezes before gliding his hands down my legs and then up the back of my thighs under the fabric covering my bottom. “That was hot, babe.” He leans forward and kisses my exposed belly.

			I run my fingers through the back of his hair and notice it’s time for him to have a haircut. I put my nose against it and breathe deeply. Sweat and leather—it sounds like a turnoff but it’s the complete opposite. It’s evidence my man has worked hard today for our family. 

			“I’m glad you enjoyed the show.”

			He leans back and I climb onto his lap, straddling him. I grasp his face and kiss him with more passion than I have in weeks. I’ve been too frightened the past couple of months, afraid I’d become carried away, but not now. I get to have fun tonight, not as much as I’d like, but I’ll take what I can get.

			He smiles when I release him. “Someone’s frisky tonight.”

			He has no idea.

			I pull my top over my head and toss it to the floor. “I want your mouth on me.” He’s surprised—I can see it on his face but he doesn’t question me—as he leans forward to take my breast into his mouth. Omigod, the sensitivity there is at an all-time high. I’m not sure if it’s the pregnancy or how long it’s been since I’ve let him touch me, but I don’t remember ever feeling this much response in my nipples.

			He rakes his teeth over my already hardened nipple and then sucks it into his mouth, swirling the tip of his tongue in a circular motion around my areola. I swear it feels like there’s a direct connection to my groin, making me instantly wanting and wet.

			I’m panting and trembling as I slide my groin back and forth over his erection. I’m sure I’ll come like this if given enough time, but dry humping isn’t what I want. “Touch me.”

			He moves both of his hands to my breasts and begins lightly squeezing and releasing them as he rolls my nipples between his fingers. It feels fantastic but he’s misunderstood my meaning so I grasp his wrist and push his hand to my crotch. “Here.” He slides it inside the waist of my bottoms and he cups me. I hold his wrist and rub my slick center against his fingers, riding them. “I want you to make me come.”

			“Baby, you are soaking wet so I can feel how turned on you are, but are you sure?”

			“Positive. It’s fine for me to orgasm. Dr. Sommersby told me so today.” I’m shaking and panting between sentences, so horny my face feels like it’s gone numb. “Please. Please. Please.” I’m desperate and I’ll beg if he wants.

			“We can do better than this.” He gets up from the chair, me clinging to him for dear life. He moves to his padded weight bench and lowers me. He grabs the waist of my cowgirl bottom, dragging it down my legs, and I’m sprawled completely naked before him, wearing only my boots. He goes down on his knees and pushes my legs back and apart. I arch, staring at the ceiling above me in anticipation of his touch. And then I feel it, the first upward swipe of his soft, wet tongue up my center. I grab the top of his weight bench overhead and hold on, afraid I might buck hard enough to fall onto the floor. “Easy, L.”

			Easier said than done. It’s been two months since I had an orgasm.

			He allows me to relax again and then I feel the second flick of his tongue, sending another jolt of pleasure straight to my groin. “Ohh …”

			“Mmm,” he groans. “I’ve missed tasting you.” He places his tongue flat against me and licks straight up. “You are so fucking sweet.”

			I’m pretty sure my eyes must be rolling back in my head because I can’t see a thing. I’m lost to all my senses but one, the feel of Jack Henry’s mouth on me.

			After he licks me several more times, he sucks my clit into his mouth and uses the suction to pull on it. Sometimes soft tugs, alternating it with a firmer pull. As much as I’d like this to go on forever, it can’t because I’m unable to last any longer. That once very familiar feeling begins to build and it’s coming closer until my inner walls and uterus contract—but this time it feels different. My womb is much fuller. It’s occupied by our growing baby so the tightening has a whole new sensation—and it’s magnificent. “Ahh … Ahh.” I can’t form a coherent sentence.

			A moment later, it’s over and I’m incredibly relaxed, very much like my body is made of jelly. I’m not sure I could stand if I tried. “I really enjoyed that.”

			“Good because I really enjoyed doing it.”

			I feel the baby doing what can only be described as acrobatics. “Good grief, that stirred her up. Feel.”

			He moves up my body and places his large hands around my bump, completely encasing it in his hold. “Wow. That woke her up for sure.” He smiles as he feels our child performing beneath his hands. “You said her.”

			Yeah, I did, but I’m not ready to admit it. “No, I didn’t.”

			“Yes, you did.”

			He won’t convince me to confess. “If I did, it’s only because that’s all I hear out of you. Her. She. Girl.”

			“Because she is a girl.”

			“Jack Henry, you don’t know that. It’s a fifty-fifty chance it’s a boy.”

			He shakes his head. “I know what I know.”

			“Okay. I’m giving in and rolling with you on this. You want to call this baby a girl, we will, but just between us. Don’t do it in front of other people. It’ll confuse them.”

			He’s grinning and I’m sure it’s because he thinks he’s convinced me. “Whatever you say, love.”

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Twenty-Eight]

			What a relief. Laurelyn is finally at a point where I can make her come again. Receiving without giving is a problem for me. I feel beneath inadequate when she doesn’t come—that’s why I typically get her off first—making her one orgasm ahead of me. That’s just how we function, so deterring from our ritual has been unsettling.

			My workday is almost complete and I’m ready to go home to my wife. I can’t wait to make her come again. Who knows? I might not even wait until we go to bed. I could find her in the kitchen and lift her to the counter and go down on her. I hope she’s wearing a dress. That always makes things so much easier.

			I look at the time and see that Mrs. Porcelli has left for the day. Good thing. The little fantasy in my head has made me rock hard. I think I’ll go home and turn it into a reality.

			I come into the kitchen but Laurelyn isn’t there. I call out for her.

			“In here.”

			Her voice sounds like it’s coming from the living room so my fantasy immediately changes course. I’ll pull her up from the couch and bend her over the arm and go down on her from behind. I’ve never done it like that before.

			I walk into the living room, primed and ready to give L a surprise orgasm, and see the look on her face. Something is wrong. “What is it, babe?”

			“I spoke with Grayson Drake this morning.” Oh shit. “He says Blake was scheduled to go to trial last month but charges were dropped because you told him we weren’t coming to testify.”

			I could be in trouble here. “He called you a couple of months ago while you were in the hospital. You’d just gone back for surgery.”

			“You didn’t tell me.”

			“You were in a fragile state. Our baby’s life was hanging in limbo and I was afraid telling you might tip the scale in the wrong direction. I wasn’t keeping it from you—only postponing until our baby was out of danger—but then the right time never presented itself. It was easier to not address it than it was to mess everything up once our lives were back to some semblance of order.” She’s staring at me, unmoving. “I didn’t want to upset you.”

			“Well, I’m beyond upset about it now.” She’s looking at me in what I think is disbelief, like maybe she feels I’ve betrayed her. “He knocked me around and then shoved his fingers inside me before he ripped my panties off.” I didn’t know the fucker got his hand inside her. She’s never told me that before. “He had every intention of raping me and he’d have been successful if you hadn’t come in when you did.”

			It’s a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach.

			I didn’t give in without trying. “I questioned him about postponing the trial until your condition permitted you to come and he told me that Blake had the right to a speedy trial and it couldn’t be postponed longer than a couple of weeks. I suggested closed-circuit video for our testimony and he basically dismissed the idea, saying the judge wouldn’t allow it.”

			“How is it possible for him to get away with doing that to me?”

			She needs to know I’m not letting this go. “He’s not. I have someone on it.”

			“What does that mean?”

			I knew she’d want details and that’s why I haven’t told her what I’m doing. “I won’t go into particulars because I don’t want you involved. I won’t allow you to be tainted by anything that might happen.”

			“Should I be scared about what you’re doing?”

			“I have to ask something of you. I hope it’s a one-time request.” I see the confusion on her face. “Sometimes knowing the truth isn’t what’s best for you—and this is one of those times—so I need a no questions asked from you.”

			“A what?”

			“A no questions asked. It’s an understanding between two people when one agrees to go along with the other and not ask for explanations or details.”

			She’s pissed. “This isn’t the equivalent of you calling for a change of underwear because you were plastered and pissed yourself at a frat party.” She covers her mouth and then removes it. “You’re doing this so I can’t be implicated in something.”

			She’s reading too much into this. “We’re done talking about it.”

			“What are you planning?”

			I laugh because I can see she’s going to continue to ask questions. “You clearly don’t understand the gist behind no questions asked.”

			“This isn’t funny.”

			“You’re absolutely right. There’s not one damn thing that’s funny about Blake getting away with what he did to my wife, and that’s why I’m going to rectify the situation.” I’ve said more than I meant to so I change the subject because I’m not discussing it further. “What’s for dinner?”

			She looks at me, as if in disbelief, before finally answering, “Chicken parmigiana over linguine.”

			“Perfect. I haven’t had a good chicken parma in ages.”

			I go into the cellar to choose a wine for dinner and linger because I need a minute away from her to get my head straight. She probably thinks I’m going to do something terrible. Truth is, I don’t have a plan yet. Jim has uncovered some terrible things about Blake and I’m not sure what I plan to do with the information.

			I want to kill him. My innate response as L’s husband is to protect her and avenge any wrong against her, but the law doesn’t see it that way. The American justice system makes it very easy for people like Blake to get away with terrible things so they may go on to do it again, which seems to be a pattern for him. L isn’t the first woman he’s attacked; she’s just the first to come forward.

			L has plated our dinner and is sitting at the table, her hands resting in her lap, waiting for me to join her. I open the wine and pour a generous glassful before I sit in my usual place. I take a big drink as she pushes her pasta around on her plate.

			She’s upset with me, maybe even fearful about what I’m going to do, but I don’t want this ruining our evening. I make an attempt at normal conversation—something that might bring a smile to her face. “Will you tell me the names you’re thinking about for the baby?”

			“Really? You’re going to bring up baby names after the conversation we just had?”

			We’re not discussing Blake Phillips any further. “I like James.”

			She sighs and doesn’t answer but after a moment she takes the bait. I knew she couldn’t resist the baby-name talk. “I thought you were convinced it was a girl.”

			“I am but I really think I like James for my girl. Thoughts?”

			“I don’t know. I gotta think about that one since it wasn’t on my radar at all.”

			I’m not sure she likes it. “What is on your radar?”

			“I’ve been kicking around Maggie, short for Margaret.”

			I’m surprised. “You’d want to name our daughter after my mum?”

			“Yeah. I love Margaret and it would be an honor for our daughter to be named after such a strong, loving woman.”

			“What about Maggie James?” Hmm … it sounds like a southern Yank name. I love it.

			She looks at me and smiles, a sign she may be forgetting our earlier strife. “Maggie James McLachlan.” She says it aloud, testing it on her own tongue. “I think I love it, but I want to use it as a double name. Not just Maggie or just James.”

			Just like that? We go with the first name we discuss? I thought there would be more debate to it than that. “I’m fine with that.”

			“You’ll call her MJ, won’t you?”

			“My girls, L and MJ … yeah, I probably will. What about the boy name you’ve been wasting your time thinking about?”

			“I want Henry in it—for obvious reasons—but now you have me thinking James Henry. What do you think?”

			“That it doesn’t matter because we’re having a little girl and her name is Maggie James.”

			[image: Story Break]

			L is tossing and turning in the bed, almost constantly. I don’t know if it’s because of discomfort or if she’s thinking of our no questions asked discussion. If it’s the latter, I don’t want her affected like this because it’s not good for her or the baby.

			Her back is to me so I scoot close behind her and put my arms around her stomach. “You’re restless, love. What’s wrong?”

			“You know what’s wrong.”

			I was afraid she would say that. “What can I do to put you at ease?”

			“Tell me you aren’t going to do something crazy.”

			“I’m not going to do anything crazy.”

			She rolls over so we’re facing one another. “Are you saying that because it’s what I want to hear?”

			“No.” Maybe. I’m not sure yet.

			“We have a baby on the way and I can’t afford to lose you because you’re looking to settle a score with Blake. Yes, he attacked me and deserves to be punished for that, but not at the expense of me losing my husband because you took matters into your own hands.”

			I don’t think it’s possible to make her understand the way I feel. “I’m your husband. Your safety falls on my shoulders and I didn’t protect you from him, so I have this intense need inside me to make him sorry for what he did to you.”

			“I want him to be punished too, but I’m the one who will suffer if you break the law and get caught.”

			That isn’t going to happen. “I’m not going to get into any kind of trouble.”

			“Swear to me.”

			“I swear.” I want to get her mind off this. “Please try to get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day for you. What time do you have to be at the rehearsal?”

			“Six.”

			I should bring up tomorrow night. “You aren’t taking Addison out on the town for her last night as an unattached woman?”

			“I think that kid bouncing around in her belly is considered an attachment, but what would two pregnant women do in Wagga? We can’t drink, smoke, or have random sex, so what’s the point?”

			Damn right she can’t do any of those things—with one exception. “I can provide you with one of those three things—some form of random sex, here, tomorrow night. The kitchen table, the bathroom counter, maybe the arm of the couch. What do you think?”

			“Eh, if nothing else comes up, you can pencil me in.” That’s my girl.
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			I can hear a voice but can’t make out who it is or what it’s saying as I struggle to abandon the dream. I feel someone shaking my shoulder and I become more alert to my surroundings. “Wake up.”

			“Hmm?” I groan.

			“I’ve got to go to the hospital.”

			My heart takes off like a helicopter as I shoot up in bed. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong with me. Addison’s in labor.”

			I roll over and look at the clock and see it’s two in the morning. “They just got married—like eight hours ago.”

			“The baby doesn’t care how long they’ve been married because he’s coming.”

			“Ugh!” I groan as I sit up and turn to put my feet on the floor. “I’ll get up and drive you.”

			“I can drive myself. Besides, this could take a while.”

			No way I’m letting my pregnant wife go out by her herself at two in the morning. “Sorry. Not happening.”

			She scoots over to put her arms around me and places a kiss between my shoulder blades. “Thank you, my sweet, darling husband.”

			“You can properly thank me later.”

			She squeezes me. “Horn dog.”

			“You’ve got that right, babe.”
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			I’m nervous on the drive to the hospital and it’s not even me in labor. “I can’t believe Addison will be pushing another human being out of her body today.”

			“I can’t believe they were married only eight hours ago and now she’s in the hospital having a baby. I guarantee he fucked her into labor.” Leave it to Jack Henry to say something like that.

			“If he performed anything like you did on our wedding night, then I can believe it.”

			“I’m telling you, L, it doesn’t matter how many times you’ve been together before your wedding night, having your wife for the first time is different.” He squeezes my hand. “And having your pregnant wife for the first time is even better.”

			I know how it was different for me but I’d like to hear his take. “What was different about it?”

			“There’s a surge of testosterone when the human male takes a mate and then that combines with a man’s intrinsic drive to procreate.”

			“I’m calling bullshit.”

			“You’re right,” he says, laughing. “I totally made that up.”

			“You were scared as hell the first time we were together after we knew I was pregnant.” I had to get on top because he would hardly move.

			“True, but doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy the hell out of it.”

			As if. “Name a time you didn’t enjoy the hell out of it.”

			“Right.”

			We pull into the parking lot and Jack Henry lets me out at the front entrance. “Do you want me to wait for you in the lobby?”

			“No, you go on up. I’ll be hanging out in the waiting room if you need me.” I’m not worried about him finding his way. He’s very familiar with this place after our scare a few months back.

			I go through the waiting room outside labor and delivery on the way to Addison’s room. Her family is here. Even if she’s delivering early, the timing couldn’t be better since her family is here for the wedding—unless she has complications because the baby is early. I hadn’t considered that until now.

			All of Addison and Zac’s family is here, including Ben. Great. Jack Henry sitting in the waiting room with him won’t go over well, but at least Chloe’s here to defuse her brother. 

			“Where’s Jack?” Chloe asks. “He better not have stayed at home while you drove yourself here in the middle of the night.”

			“He’s parking the car. He’ll be right up.” I make small talk until he arrives because I feel like he’s been forced to tolerate Ben a lot lately and his patience could be coming to an end.

			He walks in and I detect frustration on his face when he sees Ben. I can’t tell him what I’d like, so I mouth for him to please be nice before I leave the waiting room. He draws his imaginary halo over his head. “Thank you,” I mouth. That’s one less thing for me to worry about.

			I walk into Addison’s room and she’s sitting straight up in the bed, her legs frogged out, applying makeup. Good grief. That’s not at all what I pictured. I thought she’d be bucking and screaming for sure. “Why are you putting on makeup and not acting a fool?”

			She stops and looks up from her mirror. “I want to look good for the pictures.”

			What the hell? “I thought you were in labor.”

			“My water broke but I’m not having contractions yet.”

			This doesn’t sound right. “Don’t you need to have contractions to birth a baby?”

			“Apparently so since I’m not dilated, but they’re about to start a drip that will stimulate contractions.”

			The drip is one of the topics I read about on a childbirth forum I follow and everyone said it makes the contractions much harder. I bet Addison has no idea what’s about to happen to her. She’s not a researcher like I am. “Maybe you should be practicing how you’re going to breathe if you’re about to be given a pitocin drip.”

			“I’ve got this, Laurie.”

			Ninety minutes into the pitocin drip and Addison so obviously does not have this. She’s writhing in the bed so hard, she has a huge rat’s nest in the back of her hair. “Omigod, this is the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life. I didn’t think it was going to hurt this bad. It’s awful, Laurie. Terrible.”

			I don’t know what to say except to remind her of the things I’m learning in my birthing class. “Breathe in slow, deep breaths.”

			Zac is sitting in a chair at the bedside watching the fetal monitor. “Here comes another one.”

			“Shut the fuck up, Zac!” She beats her hands on the mattress. “You think I don’t know when another one’s coming? I’m the one feeling this shit!”

			I make my best attempt at giving Zac a look of encouragement, although I’m not really sure what that looks like right now. One thing I do know? Your water breaking before you’re in labor—turns out that’s not what you want to happen. It often takes longer to get into active labor—four centimeters—which means you have to hurt longer before you can get an epidural. Addison was one centimeter on her last exam. This is going to take a while.

			I pray this doesn’t happen to me.

			“I’ve got to have something for pain. Call my nurse and tell her.”

			 Amy, Addison’s nurse, is a sweet, young woman with a high ponytail. She radiates happiness, which is great, but I want to warn her that her smiles aren’t flying with her patient right now. Addison’s being downright bitchy. “It’s time to check you, Mrs. Kingston.”

			Amy lowers the head of the bed to do her exam and her hand disappears under the bed linens. Addison squirms, I’m sure making it harder on her nurse to see how much she’s dilated. “Oh God. Here comes another one.”

			“You’re much thinner this time. Will you try to tolerate me checking you with this contraction so I can stretch your cervix?” Amy looks like she’s digging with all her might as Addison writhes. “Hang in there, Addison. Almost … finished.”

			“Motherfucker!” She grabs Amy’s wrist and I can tell that she’s squeezing it. “You’ve got to stop.”

			Her nurse takes her hand out from under the covers and removes her glove. “Got you to four centimeters. How you feel about getting an epidural?” She returns to the bedside after depositing her bloody glove in the trash and begins lifting the head of the bed.

			“Yes!” Addison calls out. “Stat!”

			Amy giggles with her childlike grin. “Okay. I’m going to start your IV fluid bolus and I’ll get the anesthetist in here.”

			“Thank you, Amy.”

			“Oh, you’re welcome. Glad we could get you to that point,” she says before leaving the room.

			That’s a lot of change since her last exam. “That’s fantastic—from one to four centimeters. They said you’d only dilate a centimeter an hour once you got going, so maybe things are going to pick up.”

			“Thank God. That exam felt like she was ripping me a new one, but I don’t think I’d be getting an epidural if she hadn’t stretched my cervix.”

			“That’s good. Means you a have a nurse who knows what she’s doing and can get this done.” I want Amy to take care of me when I come in.

			Zac remains in the designated chair where Addison told him to park his ass. “Baby, I’m not sure I can handle seeing them put that long needle in your back. I’m getting a little woozy just thinking about it.”

			“Zac Kingston, you are not going to wuss out on me.”

			“I don’t want to but it’s not like I can help it. I’m weak when it comes to medical stuff—especially needles. I can’t handle them.”

			“Too bad. You’re not going anywhere. You’re staying right here.”

			Addison is being rough on Zac. I hope I’m not this way with Jack Henry when the time comes. “I’ll stay in case it becomes too much for you and you have to leave.” I want to tell my best friend she’s being a total bitch to her new husband and he doesn’t deserve it. Zac has been there for her through everything from the moment she told him about the baby, so I’d really like to tell her to cut him some slack. I don’t have the chance, though, as the anesthetist and Amy come into the room.

			The man with Amy is wearing blue scrubs—and must be at least sixty since his hair is solid gray—so I’m hoping that’s a sign of experience. “I hear someone in here is looking for an epidural.”

			“Yes, honey, bring it on. Where you want me?”

			“Sitting—either cross-legged or with your legs dangling. Either is fine. Just make sure both legs are in the same position so your back doesn’t twist.” 

			Amy positions Addison so she’s holding a pillow around her pregnant abdomen. “Poke your lower back out. The more you curl around the pillow, the more you open those spaces. When you sit up, it closes the space, so try to curl your spine into a C and hold that position until he tells you that you can sit up.”

			Addison gets situated and I watch from across the room, mesmerized by what they’re doing to her. 

			“I don’t feel so good.” I look at Zac—he’s a sick shade of white.

			Amy gives me directions from where she stands. “Can you help him to the couch and get his feet up.” Addison is leaning against her nurse for support. “I can’t move from this position.”

			I steer him toward the sofa and I’m instantly worried because Zac’s a big guy and I’m a not-so-big girl. “Please don’t pass out on me because I can’t catch you if you go down.” I’m relieved when his ass hits the cushion and he spins to put his legs up on the arm. “What now?”

			“Put some pillows under his feet,” Amy answers.

			“And then take pictures,” Addison calls out, still remaining in position. Zac doesn’t laugh or argue. He really isn’t feeling well but maybe a tiny little bit of pink is returning to his cheeks.

			I go into the bathroom and wet a washcloth for him. “Here. Maybe this will help.”

			He takes it and wipes his face. “Thanks. I think I’m gonna be okay now.” He sighs. “I can’t fucking stand needles.”

			I look at the black ink on his biceps. “Both of your upper arms are covered in tats.”

			“That’s different. Those only tap the surface of the skin. Nothing gets shoved into your spine.”

			“They didn’t shove a needle in Addison’s spine.” But it did sort of look like that’s what they were doing.

			“I think I can sit up now.” He rises to a sitting position and puts his feet on the floor, staring down so he doesn’t catch a glimpse of Addie or what they’re doing to her. “You all right over there, blondie?”

			Addison doesn’t answer and we both spin around to see what’s going on. Amy smiles and points at Addie. “Already asleep.”

			Is that normal? “Did the epidural put her to sleep?”

			“The epidural didn’t do that. She’s exhausted because she’s been at this for a while, and it’s quite early, so the poor thing is worn out.” And I’m sure she wasn’t in the bed sleeping when all of this got started. I’m guessing Jack Henry almost had the scenario right.

			I use Addison’s little nappy time to step out and see Jack Henry since it’s been hours. I’m surprised, or rather shocked, when I find him in a civil conversation with Ben. I think they’re discussing work from the little bit I hear—something about vineyards and the management of them depending upon the location. Chloe sees me before they do and shrugs, giving me a baffled look. I want to eavesdrop, just to see what they’re talking about, but Jack Henry looks over and sees me. “Hey. How’s it going in there?”

			“Better now, but it was really bad for a while. She’s four centimeters, got an epidural, and is comfortable. She’s napping.”

			“Are you scared now?”

			Hell, yeah. I’m terrified. “I was scared before but what I just saw confirms that there’s reason to be and she hasn’t even had the baby yet. It’s going to be rough, McLachlan.”

			“You’re tough as nails, L. I have faith in you.”

			It takes the better part of the morning for Addison to get to ten centimeters—thirteen hours from the start—but we’re told that’s about average. Next comes the fun part: pushing this child out of her body. He’s thirty-six weeks’ gestation so technically, he’s still considered a preterm infant. Surely, he can’t be too big if he’s almost a month early, right?

			“Ten centimeters is my cue to go, Addie.”

			“You’re leaving me because you’re a chickenshit and don’t want to see what’s about to happen.”

			Probably. “This time belongs to you and Zac.”

			I lean down to hug her before I leave. “I’m scared, Laurie.”

			“No fear. You’re gonna rock this.”

			I join Addie’s family and Jack Henry in the waiting room and we wait for an excruciating ninety minutes before we’re allowed back.

			We enter Addie’s room and the most beautiful baby boy in the world rests in her arms. He’s red and wrinkly, and screaming because he’s pissed off—how fitting for Addison’s child. Zac is leaning over kissing Addison’s face, telling her how much he loves her, and I get a glimpse of the happiness Jack Henry and I are going to feel when James Henry or Maggie James arrives. I can not wait.

			Addison turns her son around for us to see and Zac announces, “Donavon Zachary Kingston arrived at eleven forty-one, weighing six pounds, two ounces, measuring nineteen inches.”

			Yeah. Addison got her way on her son’s name, but I never doubted she would.
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			Mrs. Porcelli has the week off so this morning, I’m eating a lovely country breakfast my wife has cooked for me—bacon, biscuits, and gravy made just the way Nanna taught her. My wife is quite the little cook but then again, she’s good at everything she does.

			It’s funny how she never used to get out of bed before I left for work, but now she’s up with me every morning. I think it’s the pregnancy playing tricks on her, or maybe preparing her body for less sleep since she’s thirty-two weeks now. Only eight more to go—if she reaches her due date. Either way, she still crashes midafternoon, so her body is still getting the rest it needs.

			I’m finishing my last bite when L’s phone rings—her mom’s ringtone. They’ve spoken very little since Laurelyn was in the hospital, and I don’t have a problem with that. Jolie Prescott rarely has anything positive to say.

			She looks at the phone and I think she’s debating if she’ll answer. “I wonder what it will be this time.”

			“You don’t have to answer it. I certainly wouldn’t think less of you.”

			“I always worry something has happened to Nanna or Pops. They’re the only reason I answer most of the time.” She picks up her phone. “Hi, Mom.”

			Laurelyn motions for me to leave my dishes as I gather and take them to the sink to rinse before placing them in the dishwasher. I know she doesn’t mind doing that for me, and maybe it even makes her feel more domestic when she does. I’ve often pondered how she feels about having Mrs. Porcelli here taking care of our home—if it’s an intrusion into her role as my wife or if she’s happy she’s freed up from household demands so she may devote her days to composing, rather than laundry.

			I close the dishwasher door and see Laurelyn grab the kitchen counter for support. “When?”

			I reach for her, afraid her legs will give beneath her, and assume the worst—that something has happened to one of her beloved grandparents. I steer her toward a barstool and she sits, placing her elbow on the counter and propping her head in her palm, pushing her hair away from her face. She leaves it there, her hand holding her head. “That’s all the information they’re releasing?”

			She ends the call with her mum and looks at me, saying nothing. “What’s happened?”

			“What have you done?”

			I’m baffled as to what she’s talking about. “What do you mean?”

			“Blake Phillips was found dead this morning—a gunshot to the chest.”

			And she assumes I had something to do with it? “Are you asking me if I had Blake killed?”

			“Yes.”

			I can’t believe she thinks I’m capable of something like that. I’ve had lots of thoughts about it, and maybe even insinuated I’d like to, but I’d never be able to take someone’s life. “What kind of person do you take me for?”

			“One who loves his wife and would take care of the man who attacked her and got away with it. And one who asked me for a no questions asked.”

			That’s what this is about. “I had some things I was working on where Blake was concerned, but I had no part in his death.”

			“I want to know what you were doing.”

			I guess the no questions asked is null and void now. “Jim went to Nashville when I found out the charges against Blake were being dropped. I was going out of my mind because he was going to get away with what he did to you, so I wanted to find another way to make him pay. If he didn’t do time for attacking you, I was going to ruin him any way possible.”

			“What did Jim find?”

			She’s going to be sick all over again when I tell her what we know. “You weren’t the only one Blake attacked. He raped a young woman last fall while you were dating. She was being represented by Blake and suddenly dropped off the grid, leaving the music industry. It seems there’s a pattern of that with his female clients so Jim took a closer look. He located a few of the women but none would talk—until Hannah Dody.”

			She’s nodding. “I remember Hannah well. She was really young, something like nineteen, but quite good. Blake told me she left because she couldn’t cut it in the music industry, so she went home to Mommy and Daddy, his words verbatim.”

			“She’s the only one who would talk to Jim. She admitted that Blake raped her.”

			“You haven’t gone to Grayson Drake with this?”

			No, but I’m wishing I had now. “No. Jim is still investigating the other leads.”

			“Are they going to look at you for this?”

			It’s a possibility after the way I acted when I spoke with the prosecutor. “I don’t know the circumstances of his death, so I have no idea.”

			“Please tell me you didn’t make any threats when you spoke with Drake.”

			I was frustrated and outraged when I spoke with the assistant prosecutor. I have very little memory of that conversation, with one exception. “I may have mentioned something about having money and connections.”

			Laurelyn covers her eyes with her hand. “Oh God, you didn’t.”

			I could’ve said much worse, and it’s a million wonders I didn’t. “I’d just been told Blake was going to walk, so I was pissed off. They can’t use that against me. I’ve been right here with you all this time and that’s easily proven.”

			“But they could say you hired someone.”

			She’s assuming the worst. “We have no idea what the circumstances are. They might already have a suspect in custody. Someone could’ve confessed. We don’t know.”

			“You have to contact Grayson Drake and tell him what you know.”

			That could be mistake. “I don’t know if that’s the best thing or not. I had a PI under my employment investigating a man who attacked my wife, and then he turns up dead. That doesn’t look great for me.”

			“Withholding information doesn’t look great, either,” she argues.

			Agreed. “I should contact my lawyer.”

			“I think that’s a good idea.”

			My attorney, Rhett Clarence, is able to speak with me when I call—one of the privileges of being considered a VIP client. I explain everything from the beginning and he feels we have no choice but to notify the prosecutor’s office about the information Jim uncovered. But he insists on making the call himself.

			Waiting to hear from Rhett is brutal. Hours pass and I realize for the first time that I could actually be suspected of hiring someone to kill Blake. I certainly had motive and I hired someone to investigate his life. They could say I was studying him and his routines to pull off the perfect crime.

			L and I are sitting on the couch. She’s leaning against me, her head on my shoulder. “I wanted Blake to go to jail but I didn’t want him dead. I know what he was, but there are three little kids without a dad now. At least if he’d gone to jail, they’d still have him. Sort of.”

			“You didn’t wish him dead because your heart is good and you want the best for those three innocent children. You’re compassionate, and it’s only one of the many things I love about you.” I, on the other hand, wished a thousand times over that I’d killed him in that hotel room that night.

			My phone rings. I don’t hesitate in answering. “Hello.”

			“Rhett here.”

			“What did you find out?”

			“They’re still working out the details of what happened but that young woman you told me about, Hannah Dody, committed suicide two days ago. She left a letter saying she couldn’t live with what Blake had done to her. They believe her father was overcome by fury and grief to the point that he was waiting for Blake in the parking garage of the recording studio. He shot him as he was getting into his car.”

			My heart goes out to Hannah’s family. No one should ever have to experience an attack or its aftermath. And now this family has lost not only Hannah but her father as well. That could easily be me. Blake wasn’t able to finish his attempted rape of Laurelyn, but what would I have done had I not gotten there in time? I don’t have to answer my own question—I already know.

			“Thank you, Rhett. You’ve put my mind at ease.”

			I end the call and Laurelyn looks at me in anticipation. “What?”

			“Hannah Dody killed herself two days ago and left a note naming Blake as the reason. Her father shot Blake because he was so distraught over his daughter’s suicide.”

			“That poor family. I met Mr. Dody. He came to the studio with Hannah several times. He always called her his shining star and she’d get embarrassed and kid that she wasn’t going to let him come back. They were a close father and daughter, and I envied her for that.”

			I pull L close and squeeze her. My girl is strong, but who knows how she would’ve coped if Blake had finished what he started with her. “I never want to let you out of my sight again.” I put my hand on her tummy. “Or Maggie James.” I haven’t even laid eyes on her yet and I already know I’d kill to protect her. “I hope Hannah’s father isn’t convicted for what he did.”

			“I’d be surprised if he can afford a good attorney. I remember Hannah telling me money was tight. I let her borrow clothes more than one time because she didn’t have anything that didn’t come from a thrift store.”

			Hannah’s father was out of his mind with grief. He deserves proper representation. “I want to help her father. He deserves a decent chance at defending himself.” L doesn’t say anything so I’m not sure what she thinks about that. “How do you feel about me paying his legal fees?”

			“Very proud, McLachlan.”
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			Thirty-six weeks and I’m seeing Dr. Sommersby today for the removal of that stitch that’s been holding James Henry or Maggie James inside for eighteen weeks. One of two things will happen: I’ll either go into labor due to the manipulation of my cervix, which causes contractions, or I could do nothing and be pregnant a month from now. No one knows until it happens.

			I’m sent to labor and delivery for the removal of the cerclage so I can be observed for labor afterward. I’m thrilled when Amy, Addison’s nurse, comes into my room. She stops once inside the door and looks at my face. 

			“Wait a minute. I recognize you. Have I taken care of you before?”

			“I was admitted for a week several months ago, but you were never my nurse. You’re remembering me from when my friend had her baby a couple of months ago. Addison Kingston.”

			“Yes! I remember Addison well.”

			She’s a hard one to forget. “Probably because she showed her ass so bad.”

			“She was fun to take care of. Her poor husband is the one who had to lie down on the couch with his legs up.”

			“What happened to Zac?”

			Oh, I forgot to tell Jack Henry about that. “He got a little woozy during the epidural. Said he can’t stand needles.” I shrug. “He says tattoo needles are different than medical needles so he totally wussed out. I had to take care of him because Amy was busy with Addison.”

			He’s highly amused. “You didn’t tell me that.”

			“The only thing on my mind was Donavon’s arrival.”

			Amy passes me a gown. “Take everything off, ties go in the back, and I’ll return in a few to get you hooked up on the monitor.”

			“That was kind of hot hearing another woman tell you to take everything off.”

			Good grief. “Oh, give me a break.”

			“I have—an eighteen-week break.” I slip my top over my head and then remove my bra.

			He never needs to throw this break in my face after all I’ve done for him. “Hey, I’ve compensated in other areas for you. Not every pregnant wife would be so generous.”

			“I’m so very thankful. You’ll never know how much I’ve enjoyed every single time you wrapped your pretty little mouth around my cock. Your hand jobs are an art form in themselves, especially with that little trick you do, but I’ve got to tell you that I’m beyond excited about getting inside you again.”

			What he just said registers in my head. “Omigod. You don’t want me to go into labor after the cerclage removal because you want to go home and fuck.” 

			He’s all smiles. “No, babe. I want to go home and make love to you.”

			Does he really think he can show me his dimples and talk about making love to get me on board with staying pregnant so he can get some? “Don’t give me that bullshit. Call it what you like but both equate to you getting what you want.”

			“You don’t seem excited about it.”

			He looks hurt but I don’t want him to be. I’m just really excited about getting our baby. “Don’t take it personally, but I’m way more excited about having this baby in my arms.”

			“I’m ready for her too, but I’m not opposed to knowing my wife again, at least once before this little one decides to arrive. It’s been a really, really long time.”

			He’s been so good throughout the whole pregnancy, never asking me for anything and cheerfully seeing to my every whim—driving into town in the dead of night for a cheeseburger and fries, massaging my lower back when it ached, shaving my legs for me, and painting my toenails when I was too embarrassed to show my swollen feet at the salon. He’s been beyond considerate of my feelings, even when I wasn’t on my best behavior because of pregnancy hormones. “Okay. If I don’t go into labor, then you can know your wife again tonight.”

			He whispers, “Yes,” and does a fist pump. “No way I’m waiting until tonight and chancing you going into labor. If you don’t stay to have this baby, we’re going straight home to our bedroom. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred dollars.”

			He’s being so silly. “Can you wait until we get home, or should we stop for a hotel room to be safe?”

			“That’s not a bad idea.”

			Surely, he realizes I was joking. “I was kidding, horn dog.”

			Amy returns and places two monitors on my abdomen, one for the baby’s heartbeat and the other to pick up contractions. I’ve heard the baby’s heartbeat many times but never for this long at once. I can’t stop being mesmerized by it. “What are you having?”

			I expect Jack Henry to blurt out that it’s a girl but he doesn’t. “We don’t know. It’s a surprise.”

			“I love when parents don’t find out. It’s so much fun. What do you think it is?”

			“I think it’s a boy.” I look over at Jack Henry and he winks at me. “He thinks it’s a girl.”

			Amy picks up the printout and looks for a moment. “I’m going girl based on the higher heart rate.”

			I read that online. “Is that true? A girl has a faster heartbeat?”

			“It’s an old wives’ tale—and obviously isn’t a hundred percent—but I can tell you that after working here for thirteen years, I think there’s some truth to it.”

			Jack Henry is grinning, so sure of himself, as he has been since eighteen weeks when he saw the baby’s face for the first time. “She said it’s an old wives’ tale so calm down.”

			“She also said she’s worked here thirteen years and believes there’s some truth to it,” he argues.

			Dr. Sommersby comes into the room and interrupts our debate. “Are we ready to get this stitch out?”

			“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

			The bed is converted so my feet are placed in footrests and a speculum is inserted. “This part is just like when you get a Pap.” I try to relax, concentrating on my breathing, but I’m nervous. I researched cerclage removal before we came and most people said it hurt.

			She’s moving the speculum around and it’s a lot of pressure. I tense when I shouldn’t. “Hang in there, Laurelyn. I know it’s uncomfortable but I’ll try to keep the discomfort to a minimum.”

			I hear the sound of the scissors snip and I swear it feels like she nicked my cervix. I involuntarily jerk. “Sorry, Laurelyn. There’s a little bit of scar tissue grown over the suture so you’re going to feel a little tugging.”

			 A little tugging, my ass! A much more accurate description would be that I’ll feel like my cervix is connected to a four-wheel drive and will be yanked out through my vagina. I tense again, squeezing Jack Henry’s hand, and cry out because I can’t stop myself. “Ohh …” It’s not my good kind of ohh that Jack Henry evokes. It’s my damn, I’m hurting really bad ohh. Huge difference!

			“The stitch is out so I’m going to check your cervix and see how much you’re dilated.” I feel the pressure of her fingers, which is minimally better than the speculum. “You’re between two and three centimeters so we’ll let you hang out here for a few hours and see if anything happens. I don’t want you to eat because if you go into labor, I’m not stopping you, even though you’re technically still considered preterm.”

			I know all babies aren’t the same, but Donavon was a month early and he did great. I’m not worried.

			The transformer birthing bed is converted back to normal and I get as comfortable as it will allow me to be. It’s not really a bed made for relaxation, though. “Need anything, love?”

			“I can’t think of a thing.”

			I’m observed for hours and I’m only having irregular contractions, so we’re awaiting the final verdict as Dr. Sommersby does another cervical exam. “Okay, it’s been three hours and there’s no change, Laurelyn. You’re still between two and three centimeters, so I think it’s fine for you to go home. But I want you to return for the usual things we’ve talked about—leaking, bleeding, contractions every five minutes or less for at least an hour.” 

			Jack Henry smirks and wags his brows at me. I might be mad if he wasn’t so damn cute doing it.

			Dr. Sommersby leaves and I slip out of the patient gown so I can get back into my clothes. “You are loving this, aren’t you?”

			He’s watching me shimmy back into my panties. “The degree to which my happiness has risen is absurd. You’d probably want to smack me if you truly knew.”

			I put my arms through my bra straps and reach around to fasten it. “I’m pretty sure I want to smack you now.”

			“You can if you’d like because there’s no way to steal my joy—unless you change your mind. You’re not, right?”

			I consider jacking with him about it but he’s desperate. I’m not sure the poor boy could take it. “You can bone me like you own me.”

			He does another juvenile fist pump in the air. “Fuck, yes! Get your clothes on so we can get to the house—fast—and take them off again.”

			Well, at least he’s romantic about it.

			[image: Story Break]

			We pull into the garage and Jack Henry, as usual, comes around to open my door and help me out of the car. I step out and he pulls me into his arms for a sweet, delicious kiss. It begins slow and rhythmic but quickly turns rushed and heated. His mouth leaves mine and trails down my neck while his hands move beneath my shirt to my pink lace bra. He rubs his thumbs over my nipples and I feel them instantly harden beneath his touch.

			I wasn’t sure I’d really feel like doing this after being placed in stirrups doing the spread-eagle with a pair of scissors stuck up my vajayjay, but Jack Henry has a way with me. I can never tell him no. Almost. I don’t have a problem with turning him down after he’s pissed me off.

			He decides he’s done with kissing in the garage and takes me into the house through the kitchen. Mrs. Porcelli is there putting away dishes when she turns to see us. “Aww … no baby today. I’m sorry, Laurelyn. I know you were hoping it would happen.”

			“It’s okay. The baby will come when he or she is ready.”

			Jack Henry wastes no time in trying to shove Mrs. Porcelli out the door. “Laurelyn and I had a big lunch in town, so I think it’ll be fine if you want to take the rest of the day off. We can have sandwiches tonight or I’ll go into town for takeout.”

			“I don’t mind staying to prepare dinner. I was planning to cook beef stroganoff.”

			I’m afraid he’s going to toss her out on her keister, so I step in to persuade her. “We had a big lunch so a sandwich is fine for tonight. You can do the stroganoff tomorrow night.”

			She looks like she’s considering it, but what she doesn’t realize is that Jack Henry isn’t giving her a choice. “I have a few things I need to take care of in town. I wouldn’t mind leaving a little early to save myself from spending Saturday doing them.”

			“Perfect. I’m glad it’ll work out so you can enjoy your Saturday off.”

			“Okay. I guess I’ll see you in the morning.” She goes to the cabinet to retrieve her purse. “Enjoy your day together.”

			I blush at her words but wait until she’s gone to say anything. “She knows.”

			“Knows what?” he asks.

			As if he doesn’t have a clue what I mean. “What we’re up to.”

			“So?”

			“It’s a little embarrassing.”

			“What’s there to be embarrassed about? You’re my wife and you’re pregnant so I’m pretty sure she knows we have sex.”

			I know he’s right but I still feel awkward at times. “I don’t know. Sometimes it feels weird having another person in our home privy to our personal lives. It never seems like we have complete privacy.” I try not to think of her washing our linens and seeing the evidence of our lovemaking on them.

			“Do you want me to let her go?”

			“Oh, no. I love having Mrs. Porcelli around. She frees me up to do the work I need to do.”

			“She’s getting older and has a new grandchild she doesn’t see as much as she’d like. She might be interested in cutting her hours back. That would give us more time at home, just the two of us.” I point at my belly and he laughs as he cradles it with his hands. “Pardon me, Miss Maggie James. I meant to say the three of us.” I no longer say anything about him always calling the baby Maggie James. I gave up a while ago.

			He takes my hands and pulls me out of the kitchen toward our bedroom. We’re almost through the door when he turns and cups my face, giving me another loving kiss. “I love you so very much.”

			“I love you too.”

			We move toward the bed, kissing en route, before we stop next to it. He peels my jacket from my shoulders and tosses it to the bench at the foot of our bed before pulling my shirt over my head. I’m wearing a pink lace bra, not what I consider sexy, but my breasts have gotten bigger the last couple of weeks so they’re really jacked. “These are fantastic.” He caresses each one before pulling my bra down and reaching into the cups to lift them out. He thumbs my nipples again, watching them harden before he takes one into his mouth. I glide my fingers through his hair as he sucks one and then the other.

			When he’s finished, he bends at the knees and crouches down to remove my socks and boots. I unfasten my bra while he pulls my leggings and panties down my legs. I’m left standing completely naked before him. He steps back, looking me over from head to toe, and I suddenly feel self-conscious about my body like never before. I clasp my hands in front of my large belly because I’m afraid he’ll think I’m unattractive. 

			“Don’t cover yourself. I love looking at your pregnant body and the only thing I see is beauty when I look at you.” He comes to me and caresses my bump. “I may be one of those guys with a weird pregnancy fetish because this really turns me on.”

			I unbutton his shirt and push it from his shoulders while he takes care of the cuffs. After he’s shirtless, I work on his pants as he kicks out of his shoes. Teamwork. That’s why we’re a perfect pair.

			He pulls me close and my abdomen presses against his. The contact sends chills all over my body. My hair stands on end. I covet the feel of his warm skin against mine. He holds my hips as he lowers his lips to my shoulder and drags a slow kiss up toward my throat. “I want you ninety-nine different ways right now but tell me what’s going to be best for you.”

			I don’t really know. My belly wasn’t huge the last time he was on top of me. If we had continued having sex throughout my pregnancy, I’m sure we would’ve adapted our positions as I grew. But we’re going from doing it while I had a near flat stomach to … this. “I don’t know except I can’t tolerate lying flat. It makes me lightheaded.” It’s been so long and I want this to be good for him. “I can get on my stomach—sort of. I mean, I can get on all fours.” I guess I should have just said rear entry—it’s the way he loves it best anyway.

			He slides his hand down my cheek. “No, I want to see your beautiful face while I make love to you.” He pats the bed. “Sit here for me.” He reaches up to the head of the bed to grab several pillows and places them behind me. “Lean back on these.”

			My feet are on the railing of the bed and I’m in a reclined sitting position. He puts his hands under my thighs and pushes my legs back. “Feel okay?” 

			I’m already rocking my hips in anticipation. “Yeah.”

			His erection is rubbing against me and I anticipate him sliding inside at any moment, but he doesn’t. I wait some more. And he still doesn’t. “What’s wrong?”

			His eyes are squeezed shut as if he’s in pain. “I’m psyching myself up so I don’t come two strokes in.”

			“Not gonna happen. But if it does, we’ll keep doing it until you get it right.” He opens his eyes to look at me and I wink at him. “Go for it, tiger.”

			He eases into me and groans, “Fuck!” He pulls back and then thrusts slowly again, appearing as though he’s savoring the best moment of his life. “I can’t believe how tight you are.” He shakes with a rigor. “My God, it’s sending chills up my spine, it feels so good.” He pushes into me a few more times. “Is this good for you, babe?”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			He moves his hand to where he’s moving in and out of me and strokes the sensitive spot above our union. “You like me thumbing your clit?”

			Is he kidding me? “Oh,yeah. Don’t stop.” He circles it fast and hard and then slow and soft. Just at the moment I think he’s going to alternate the strength and speed, he changes motions completely and rubs it back and forth, side to side. He’s stroking me on the outside with his fingers and the inside with his cock at the same time. He thought he would be the one to come fast, but it’s going to be me if he keeps this up. “I’m already getting close.”

			He’s moving faster now. “Do it. I want to feel your body quiver and contract around me because you’re coming hard.”

			I prop on my elbows because I want to watch Jack Henry moving in and out of me. Seeing what he’s doing and the look on his face jumpstarts the onset of those pre-orgasm sensations that will give life to the quivers low in my groin. I lean back and lift my hips, meeting him stroke for stroke. Then the first wave comes. “Ohh … Here it comes.” I clench my legs around him tight but he keeps moving when my insides squeeze around him.

			“L … ” That’s all he manages to get out and I know it’s because he’s in that place with me. I see it all over his face. Very little sets him off faster than hearing me say that he’s made me come. I think it’s because he loves knowing he’s the only man in this world holding the power to shatter me into a million magnificent pieces.

			He gives me a naughty little sideways grin and leans down to kiss one of my bent knees. “That was so fantastic.”

			I move the pillows behind me and scoot to the middle of the bed. “Come up here with me.” Since I can’t tolerate lying flat, I turn to my left side and he spoons behind me, wrapping his arm around my waist and rubbing my tummy.

			The baby is active, moving all over the place. “I do believe that stirred her up.”

			When I look down, I can see the waves of movement under my skin like a restless sea. “I’m going to miss this.”

			He pulls me close and kisses the back of my neck. “You won’t because she’ll be in your arms instead.”

			Nothing is holding this baby in now. “He or she could come any day.”

			“Are you sad you didn’t go into labor today?”

			Of course, I am. “Yeah, but mostly because it’s what I’d come to expect. Clip the stitch—a baby drops out. My cervix is incompetent, so why does it decide to suddenly become capable of holding this baby in?”

			“I don’t know. You’d need to ask the good doc that question.”

			“I am a little sad we aren’t in the hospital having a baby right now, but I’m happy we’re getting this special time together before it comes.”

			He snuggles behind me and I know where it’s leading. “I’m glad you feel that way because I’ll be ready to have some more of this special time together in a little while.”

			Greedy horn dog.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Thirty-Two]

			It’s been three weeks since the cerclage was removed, making Laurelyn thirty-nine weeks—seven days from her due date. To say she’s disappointed that we haven’t had a baby is an understatement. She’s beyond miserable, tossing and turning all night because she’s so uncomfortable, and last night was no different. She finally dozed off from exhaustion around three. I did as well. But now it’s barely five and she’s restless again.

			“Mmm … ohh …” I hear her moaning as she tosses in bed. That’s a new sound.

			“You okay, L?”

			“Sss … ” I hear her sucking air through her teeth. “Ooh … ”

			I sit up to turn on the lamp and see her lying on her side with her legs pulled into a half-fetal position. “What’s happening, love? Are you in pain?”

			She’s covering her face with her hand. “Mmm-hmm. Bad.”

			My heart takes off in a sprint to race my stomach up to my throat. “Is it labor pains?”

			“I think so.”

			Shit. I’ve been preparing myself for this for months but I’m seeing there is no being prepared. “When did they start?”

			“About an hour ago.”

			An hour? How did I sleep through her being in pain for that long? “Why didn’t you wake me?”

			“I was waiting to see if they went away. I didn’t want to get you up if it was false labor.”

			Laurelyn’s selflessness can sometimes get her in trouble. “You have an incompetent cervix. Dr. Sommersby told you to not wait around if you thought you were in labor.”

			“Well, I don’t think it’s a good idea to wait any longer because the last couple of contractions were really bad.”

			I’m out of bed and at her side to help her up. “Will you help me change into my yoga pants and a T-shirt?”

			“Yeah. Where are they?”

			“Second drawer, right side of the dresser.”

			I dig through the drawer. “The black or gray ones?”

			“Black.” I shove the others back in, not caring if they’re neat or not.

			“Which top?”

			“The cream and silver striped V-neck.”

			I help her dress and then she goes into the bathroom to brush her teeth and fix her hair. When she finishes, she sticks her head out. “I’m going to use the bathroom and then we can go.”

			I’m sitting on the bed with her bag in my hand when she calls out for me. I open the door and she’s sitting on the commode, her legs pressed together. “I felt pressure like I needed to use the bathroom. When I sat down, I felt something pop.”

			She wrinkles her brow when we hear something dripping. She parts her legs to look. “That’s not pee—I guess my water broke. Whatever it is won’t stop coming out and I can’t control it.” Then it’s past time to go to the hospital. “Can you get a towel for me to put between my legs? It’s probably going to gush when I stand up.”

			She places it between her legs and stands. “Eew, it feels like I’m peeing on myself. Get some more towels for the car because I have a feeling this is gonna keep coming.”

			I don’t care about the car’s seat. “We can have it recovered.”

			“It’s silly to ruin the leather by not protecting it with towels.”

			I reach into the cabinet and grab a handful. “Fine, let’s just go.”

			We get into the car and I notice her tensing and holding her breath every three or four minutes. “Just how much pain are you having?”

			“What? Like on a pain scale?” she asks.

			“Sure. One to five.”

			She grimaces and air hisses through her teeth. “Four and a half.”

			“What would classify as a five?” I probably don’t want to hear her answer.

			“My leg being sawed off without anesthesia.” Nope. Didn’t need to hear that.

			Shit. She’s going to be dilated a lot when we get to the hospital. That’s what Dr. Sommersby warned us about—a precipitous delivery. I looked it up when she used that word and it means the baby comes in under three hours from the onset of labor. She’s almost two hours into having painful contractions.

			There’s no way my family can make it in time, so we’re going to be alone when the baby gets here. “I should call my mum and tell her so she can be on her way.”

			“I’m getting admitted for sure since my water is broken, so I guess we can call people.”

			I dial my mum and she answers on the second ring. “Is it time?”

			“We’re on our way to the hospital now. She started hurting a couple hours ago and her water broke.”

			“I’m on my way.” I hear the excitement in her voice. “Tell our girl to not have that baby until I’m there. I’ve been present every time one of my grandchildren was born and I don’t intend on missing this one.”

			I don’t break it to my mum but I’m fairly certain she’ll miss this one. “I’ll tell her to squeeze her legs together until you’re here.”

			“Tell her I love her, and this baby is worth every bit of pain she’s feeling.”

			“I will. Love you, Mum.”

			I end the call, knowing there’s no need to phone the rest of my family because she’ll do it for us. “Do you want me to call Addison … or your parents?”

			She looks at the time. “It’s really early so I hate to disturb Addie and the baby if they’re sleeping. Let’s wait until a little later since she’ll depend on Zac’s mom to watch Donavon when she comes.”

			It’s a sore subject but I have to ask. “And what about your parents?”

			“I want Nanna and Pops to know, so I guess you can call them. But tell her I can’t talk if she asks for me.”

			I dial L’s mum and it goes straight to voicemail. “Hi, Jolie. This is Jack Henry and I was calling to let you know Laurelyn is in labor and we’re on our way to the hospital so please give me a call when you get this message.” I hang up and glance at Laurelyn. 

			“My parents have very little place in my life now, and that’s fine. I’m okay with it because the McLachlans are all I need. I reconciled with that reality a while ago.”

			“You’re one of us now and always will be.” I reach over and spread my palm over her stomach. “And this one too.” Her abdomen becomes rock hard beneath my hand and she grabs the edge of her seat, panting. “Whoa! Is that a contraction?”

			She doesn’t answer but breathes in and out until her abdomen softens. “Yes.”

			“Wow, that was really hard.”

			“You think you’re telling me something I don’t know?” she asks.

			“I guess I’m just surprised. I thought you’d have an epidural by the time it got this bad.”

			“I wish. It feels like it’s in overdrive now.”

			“We’re almost there, babe.”

			Laurelyn is taken to an observation room where a nurse comes in to check her. It’s the same routine as always—glove on, hand disappears under the covers. “I’d call you every bit of six, almost seven centimeters, so we need to get you admitted to a labor room as soon as possible. Are you planning on an epidural?”

			She looks at me questioningly. “Don’t look at me. I’m not the one hurting.”

			“It would be different if I was one centimeter and was going to be in this kind of pain for hours, but I’m almost seven. I only have three more centimeters to go. I’m just wondering if I really need an epidural because I think I can do it without one.”

			“It’s up to you, Mrs. McLachlan, but be forewarned that when the baby comes, there’s going to be a lot of pressure and burning.”

			“I wish your mom were here. I don’t know what to do.” I wish my mum were here too.

			“We can’t get an epidural placed until you’re moved and have an IV anyway, so think about it while we work on those things.”

			That sounds reasonable. “Okay.”

			The nurse promises to return shortly to move Laurelyn to her room. When she’s gone, I see how torn she is. “You are tough and I know you can do it without the epidural, but I hate seeing you hurt when you don’t have to.”

			“It’s childbirth—a natural process women have been doing for a bazillion years without anesthesia.” I know, but those other women aren’t my wife and it kills me to see her in pain. “It’s a good kind of pain—one I think I can tolerate.”

			I’m afraid it’ll come to a point where she’ll change her mind and want an epidural but there’s no going back. “Pain is pain.”

			“I can do this.”

			She seems so confident. “It’s your body and you’re the one who’s hurting—it’s your decision.”

			Amy, the nurse we saw when the cerclage was removed, returns and L is moved to a room like the one we occupied for a week when we were in danger of losing Maggie James. She does her admission work while a second nurse starts an IV and a third sets up the room. Amy comes to the part about L’s birth plan, and L announces her decision. 

			“I’ve decided I’m gonna do this natural.”

			I groan inwardly because I don’t want to watch my girl hurt. I hope I don’t freak out if she starts screaming. I look at the time and see that my mum is probably still three hours away. I wish I’d called her as soon as L told me she was having pain. I really need her to be here to calm me. “I’m going to step out and call my mum. She’ll want an update.”

			“Okay.”

			I stop at the nurses’ desk and catch Amy’s attention. “I wanted to let you know I’m stepping to the waiting room to make a call in case you need me.”

			“No problem. I’ll come out and get you if anything happens.”

			I phone my mum and she’s quick to answer. “What’s going on?”

			“Laurelyn’s almost seven centimeters.”

			“Oh, dear. I won’t make it in time for delivery.”

			I’m certain the incompetent cervix is why she’s progressing so quickly. “Her doctor warned us this could happen, but I’m worried because she’s decided to go natural.”

			“Why are you worried about that?” she asks.

			“I don’t want her in pain.”

			I can hear my mum laughing at me. “Newsflash, Jack Henry. Childbirth hurts. I’m sure Laurelyn knew that when she made the decision to not get an epidural. She knows her body and what she can handle. She’ll be fine, son.” I won’t be convinced of that until I see a baby in her arms. “I’m sure you snuck away to make this call, so get your arse back in there with your wife since she shouldn’t be alone. I expect to be there around ten, but do call if anything happens before then.” 

			When I hang up with Mum, I don’t have the feeling of relief I was hoping for. I have no one I can talk to … except maybe my brother. He’s been in my shoes and done this three times, so I dial his number. It’s early but he should be awake.

			It takes several rings before he answers. “What!”

			What an impolite dick my brother can be. “What the fuck, Evan? Why you being so damn rude?”

			“Because you just interrupted my morning lay.” Okay. I’ll let him off the hook this time. “Em made me stop to answer the phone because she wants to know if you’re calling to tell us Laurelyn’s in labor.”

			“She is, but I need to talk to about something.”

			I hear him growl. “What’s going on?”

			“She’s not getting an epidural and I’m sort of freaking out about seeing her in pain.”

			“For fuck’s sake, she’s giving birth. It’s going to hurt. Em didn’t have epidurals with the last two and she was fine, so quit your whining, puss, and get back in the room with your wife. She shouldn’t be by herself, dipshit. Don’t you know anything?”

			Apparently not, but he’s right. I’ve left my wife alone while I’m out here making phone calls to get myself some assurance when she’s the one in need of comforting. “You’re right.”

			L is breathing harder when I return to the room. “They checked me and said I was almost nine centimeters so this baby is coming super fast. They said I’ll probably be ready to push soon.”

			“Then maybe we should consider naming her Maggie Swift instead.”

			“The moment is almost here. We’re about to meet our son or daughter. I’m so glad we didn’t find out. Thank you for being persistent about that.” She reaches for my hand and squeezes, her teeth clenched. I watch the monitor as the line representing the contraction rises. “Ohh … this one hurts really bad, McLachlan! I can feel it all the way down … in my butt!”

			That doesn’t sound good. “What does that mean?”

			“Baby’s moving down.” She rolls to hold the railing so I can’t see her face. “Oh, shit! Call Amy. Feels like I … need to push.”

			She grunts as I reach over to hit the call button. “May I help you?”

			“Laurelyn says she feels like she needs to push.”

			Amy comes into the room and gloves up for her exam. “I bet you’re ready if you’re feeling the urge.” Her hand slips under the covers and Laurelyn squeezes her eyes tightly. “Boy, that was fast. She’s ten, so it’s time to start pushing. I’ll let Dr. Sommersby know because the head is low. I don’t think it’ll take long at all so she won’t want to be far away, especially since you’re going natural. Once you crown the baby’s head, it’s nearly impossible to stop.”

			Oh fuck. The heaviness of the reality hits me—I’m about to become a father. I bring her hand to my lips for a kiss. “You’re about to do this.” Naturally. 

			Amy gets L in position. “Okay, Laurelyn. You remember all this from Addison’s delivery?”

			“Sort of …”

			“You’re going to push three times with each contraction. You’ll get a deep breath and blow it out, then a second one you’ll hold as you bear down in your bottom. Put your hands behind your thighs and pull back and apart as far as you can.”

			L moves into position, her legs bent and apart, hands wrapped around the backs of her thighs. “Pressure’s building. Oh God, I’ve got to push.”

			“This can be our practice run. Deep breath in and blow it out. A second deep breath in, hold it, pull back on your legs, and bear down in your bottom.” L does as she’s instructed. “Push, two and three and four and five …” Amy counts to ten while Laurelyn pushes and then they do it again—three times total with each contraction. “That was really good for your first time. You’re a good pusher, so I can already tell you won’t do this long before you’re ready.”

			L is great at everything she does. I’m not surprised she’s doing well at this.

			“Oh God! Another one’s coming.”

			Amy repeats the process, counting to ten three times with each contraction, and then motions for me to look down there.

			I’ve seen L’s vagina countless times so I’m not timid about looking at it, but there’s something different going on right now and I’m not sure it’s a good idea I watch it. “I don’t know if I want to look or not.” I’m a little afraid I’ll never feel the same about it again.

			“Up to you, but this is the only chance you’ll ever get to see this. It’s pretty special.”

			I can shut my eyes and back off if it’s too much. “Okay.” I walk from the bedside to the foot of the bed. “You’re starting another contraction so let’s show him the top of this baby’s head.”

			Laurelyn begins pushing and I watch our baby’s head come down until I can see the entire crown and I feel something so very surreal happening. “Oh, wow, L. She has a headful of dark hair.” I’ve never seen anything like that in my life.

			L pushes three times and then falls back, breathing heavily. This is a tough workout for her. “Good thing she’s taking after you because I was bald.”

			Amy gets up from the bed and walks toward the door. Where is she going? “We’re ready so I’m calling Dr. Sommersby to come.”

			I lean down and kiss L while we’re waiting for her doctor to arrive. “I love you so much.”

			“I love you too.” She strokes my face with her hand. “You’re going to be okay if she turns out to be a he?”

			“I’ve told you I’ll be thrilled with a son. I’ve only been persistent about it being a girl because it’s what my gut says, not because I don’t want a boy.”

			“I know.”

			Dr. Sommersby comes into the room and gowns up as the nurses prepare to care for our baby. “This little one got in a hurry about arriving.” She settles on a stool between L’s legs and looks at me. “So, you’re still convinced it’s a girl?”

			Totally. “One hundred percent.”

			“And you, Laurelyn?”

			“It’s either a boy or a girl. That’s the only thing I’m sure about.”

			The doc laughs. “I’m going with you on that one. You’re starting a contraction so push hard and we’ll find out.”

			L takes a deep breath and blows it out before taking another and holding it. Amy and I help her pull her legs back and her face turns beet red as she pushes with all her might. She stops midpush and releases her legs as she bows from the bed. “Omigod, there’s so much pressure … and I’m burning. I’m on fire.”

			She looks up at me and there’s nothing I can do to help her. This is what I was afraid of. “I’m so sorry, L.”

			Her legs are shaking and she reaches up to grab me. She pulls me down and squeezes me around the back of my neck. “Help me. Help me. Help me.”

			“Do something to help her!” I yell.

			Amy pulls back on her leg but L has it locked, like unmoving stone. “You’ve got to push the baby out, Laurelyn. That’s the only way we can help you.”

			“I can’t. It hurts too bad.”

			“Look at me.” L lets go of my neck and tears are rolling down her face. She drops her head against the pillow and looks at Amy. “You can do this. You’re the only one who can, so pull your legs back and push your baby out. The sooner you do it, the sooner you get relief.” L grabs her forehead and holds it. “Do it. Push hard.”

			“Oh God. Here it comes. I’ve gotta push.” Laurelyn rears up and pulls her legs back.

			Amy is feeling L’s abdomen. “Push as hard as you can and get this over with.”

			L’s eyes are squeezed shut, her brow wrinkled. Tears escape her eyes and it breaks my heart that she’s suffering in silence. “You can do it.”

			“Look down here, Mr. McLachlan, and you’ll get to see your baby come into the world.” I lean over L’s leg and watch our baby’s head come out of L’s body. The baby came out face down but then Dr. Sommersby turns her so she can suction her mouth and nose. 

			I see her face for the first time. 

			“The head’s out, Laurelyn.”

			I’ve never seen anything more amazing. “L, she’s beautiful.”

			“Let’s get the rest of this baby out and see what we’ve got.” Amy pushes against L’s leg and motions for me to do the same. “Push, Laurelyn, push!”

			I see the determination on her face and know her next push will be the last. And it is.

			I hear a gush of fluid and then a piercing cry—our baby’s first sound. “You did it, L.” I kiss the top of my wife’s head. “I love you so much.”

			Dr. Sommersby is holding our child, wiping away the fluid and cheesy matter. “Want me to tell you or show you what you have?”

			L and I look at one another and simultaneously say, “Show us.”

			Dr. Sommersby lifts our baby up for us to see. No doodle. “I got my Maggie James and she’s beautiful, just like her mum.” I can only remember a handful of times I’ve cried since I’ve been an adult, and it was always about Laurelyn, but now I’m doing it again over my daughter. “I’ve never seen a more beautiful baby. Thank you for giving me a daughter.”

			Maggie James is placed on her mother’s chest and Amy tucks her inside L’s gown so they’re skin to skin before she puts a pink beanie on her head. I reach out and stroke my finger down her cheek and I can’t remember ever feeling anything so soft. “I already love her so much, L. I didn’t know it was possible.”

			“I know. Isn’t she amazing?”

			She’s lying face down against L, wiggling and scooting, and Amy comes over to assess her. “This is a pretty amazing process that’ll happen over the next hour. As she’s lying here against you, she’ll begin to scoot on her own so she can latch onto your breast. Some babies do it quickly while others take a while. She’s already started to make her way down so I bet she’ll be a fast one.”

			“If her delivery is any kind of indicator, then she will be.”

			L is cleaned up and put into a more comfortable position while Maggie James remains on her chest, exploring and searching out L’s breast. It’s an amazing process to watch—this newborn infant slowly migrating in search of her first meal.

			Amy’s right. It takes about an hour but Maggie James eventually scoots low enough to find L’s breast. It’s something to see her latch onto her mother for the first time. “Look at that.”

			L is beaming. “She’s incredible.”

			“This is it—the life I saw when I dreamed of our future. It was always you, me, and her, but this is just the beginning. There’s so much more to come. More life together. More happiness. More babies.”

			L helps MJ latch on with a better suck. “You were once my beauty from pain, before you became my beauty from surrender. Now you’ve adapted into something different once again.”

			“And what is that?”

			“My beauty from love—both of you. Forever.”

		

	
		
			
[image: Epilogue]

			The tub filled with water for a long time. Red currant fragrances the air, so I know L won’t be leaving her refuge anytime soon. Too bad the scented candles don’t disguise the odor I’m encountering.

			Damn, L. What did you feed this kid today?

			Luke’s lying on the changing table, his blue eyes watching me as he waits for his nappy to be removed, and I’d swear he’s grinning and giggling because he’s amused by the deposit he’s left for me. I put my finger under his chin and tickle his neck, making him burst into laughter. “Your mother knew you were going to do this. She fed all of you the same thing today and that’s why she asked me to change and bathe you.” I look over at Luke’s clone crawling on the floor and wonder if he’s already done the same thing. My guess would be yes. “Hudson, have you blown up your nappy like your brother?”

			He crawls toward me and uses my pant leg to pull up. “Da.”

			I reach down and muss his dark hair. “You’re next, little buddy.”

			I survive the toxic waste left for me by my two sons and wonder how in the world nine-month-old babies can do what they just did. It shouldn’t be physically possible but then I decide the universe must be against me when I find that MJ has done the same thing, but on a larger scale.

			L plotted this. It’s retaliation for me telling her I was ready to try for another baby, I know it.

			I guess it’s too soon for a fourth. Our hands are pretty full with a two-year-old and nine-month-old twins. The boys are rambunctious, beginning to get into everything, and I’m certain it’s only going to get worse. However, MJ is the sweetest child ever born. She’s daddy’s little girl and has been since I saw her tiny little face when she was still inside L and we thought we’d lose her.

			It’s true. A little girl can wrap her daddy around her finger. That’s what Maggie James has done to me, but what else would you expect from a little angel with warm chestnut hair, the ends kissed with curls? My heart melts every time her caramel eyes look my way but the doozy is hearing her call out for me, her daddy. There’s never been a more precious sound.

			The trio is bathed and ready for bed when Laurelyn comes into the twin’s room. She sits in the rocker for me to hand them off for their last feeding. This is our nightly ritual, so I already know Luke will nurse for ten minutes before he’s out with Hudson following five minutes later, and then L will lie with MJ in her bed until she falls asleep.

			I can’t believe L ever feared that she might be a shitty mother. No one could do a better job with our kids.

			But she needs a break.

			When the threesome is down for the night, we go into the living room and fall onto the couch, L on one end, me on the other. I bring her feet to my lap for a good rub. “Did you enjoy your alone time?”

			L’s head rests on the arm of the couch, her eyes closed. She looks as though she could fall asleep any second. “Very much so. That tub of bubbles was much needed. Am I still pruny?” She examines her fingertips. “Thank you for taking over with the kiddos tonight.”

			She seems more tired than usual. “Is something going on, love?”

			She doesn’t open her eyes. “I’m just exhausted because one of the boys was into something all day long. I almost wish they were immobile again. Things were so much easier then.”

			She needs a break before she breaks. “Let’s take the kids to my parents and go away for a few days.”

			Her eyes pop open and she lifts her head to look at me. “You know we can’t do that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I’m still nursing the twins.”

			“They can take bottles for a few days. It won’t hurt them.” I don’t give her the chance to argue before I continue with more reasons we should get away. “Our kids need you to be well rested so you can be the best mum possible. You have to take care of you so you can take care of them. As your husband, it falls on me to recognize when you need a break, and it’s time.”

			[image: Story Break]

			Leaving the kids at my parents was a mess. All three were crying and L was too. I practically had to drag her out the door so we wouldn’t miss our flight, but all is good now that we’re on the plane. 

			“I’m glad we’re doing this.” Her tune has changed. 

			“You didn’t look so happy about it an hour ago.”

			“I’m sorry I lost it, but we’ve never left them for more than a few hours. I just started thinking about their confusion when we don’t come back for them. They could think we’ve left them forever.”

			She’s going to start again. “Stop, L. They’re fine. My parents will spoil them rotten. And don’t forget that Evan and Emma are bringing the kids over tomorrow so they can play together.”

			She’s so emotional, convincing me further that this trip is exactly what she needs, so I’m going to do everything I can to take her mind off the kids while we’re away. “Our lives revolve around our children twenty-four seven, so I don’t want to talk kids while we’re away. This getaway is about you and me.” I wish I’d booked a private plane. I’d take her to the back and give her something to make her forget it all. 

			“Okay—not a word about MJ, Luke Henry, or Hudson until we return to Sydney on Sunday afternoon.”

			“That’s my girl.”

			[image: Story Break]

			We spend our first afternoon on the beach and then go into town for dinner at our favorite restaurant before returning to the house. Since making the decision to get away with L, I’ve been counting the hours, the minutes, the seconds until I could have her without distractions or interruptions by the kids.

			We’re barely through the front door when I pull her into my arms to kiss her. It begins slow and romantic but quickly escalates to heated and urgent. For once, the urgency isn’t because one of the kids could start crying and interrupt us at any minute. “Tell me what you want, L.”

			She pulls back and touches my bottom lip with her finger. “To slow down. We’re always in a rush and I’d like to take our time so we can enjoy one another.”

			She’s right. Since the kids came along, I usually only operate in jackrabbit speed, but with good reason. Eight out of ten times, we’re going to be interrupted by one of the three. It’s like they were all born with some kind of sensor enabling them to cock-block me. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Trust me. I want to enjoy having you all to myself.”

			“It’s okay. I get it.” She splays her hands on my chest and watches them as they move down. “I bought something new to wear for you.”

			Fuck, yeah. I was hoping she would. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen her in something hot and sexy. She may want to take this slow but it doesn’t mean we can’t get started as soon as possible. I lean down and pick her up, throwing her over my shoulder to carry her into the bedroom. “Jack Henry, I can’t believe you.”

			I set her feet on the floor once we’re in the bedroom and grab her bum to pull her against me. I hover my mouth over her ear. “I’m ready to be inside you so don’t keep me waiting too long while you change.”

			“Will you light the bedroom candles while I change?”

			“I will do anything you tell me to.”

			She grabs my face and pulls me in for a quick kiss. “I won’t be long, caveman.”

			I watch her disappear into the bathroom and then begin my task of lighting the bedroom candles. There are three, giving the room the perfect amount of illumination while setting the perfect romantic ambience. Even I feel lovey-dovey looking at the candlelit canopy bed, flowing sheers kissing the floor. It’s a reminder for me to make love to L because it’s what she wants, not to fuck her hard and fast … unless it’s what she wants later and I’ll be very willing to oblige.

			I’m undressing when L comes out of the bathroom. She’s wearing a red lace slip—not one of her usual colors but it should be because she looks hot as hell in it. Her tits look fantastic, even after nursing our three kids. She’s wearing a mischievous grin and I know why when she turns to show me the ruffles over her bum. She shimmies a little before she asks, “Like it much?”

			Fuck, she looks amazing. My cock immediately rises to tent the only thing I’m still wearing—my boxer briefs. “You look so fucking hot, babe. Come ’ere.”

			“Wait. I want the mood to be perfect for what I have in mind.” She walks over to the nightstand and picks up her phone. My girl loves to set the pace with music so I’m certain she’ll choose something slow—and it’s a good idea. Otherwise I might forget I shouldn’t rush this.

			The song begins and I recognize it as one I’ve heard her singing. It’s a slow, romantic song she composed for Southern Ophelia—inspired by our love—but it’s my first time hearing them perform it.

			“It’s beautiful.” I hold my arms out to her. “Come to me.”

			I watch her slink ever so slowly in my direction. Her movement, each step she takes, seduces my mind and body. I must remind myself of what I’m to do—take my time and enjoy Laurelyn. My wife. My lover. My American girl and partner in life. The mother of my children.

			I place one hand at her lower back and cradle her face with my other. She leans into it and covers the top with her own, closing her eyes and appearing as though she’s completely savoring the feel of my skin against hers. “The simple touch of your hand against my face is still enough to melt my panties right off my body.”

			“All you have to do is breathe and I want to slide your knickers off.” I reach beneath her red lace slip to feel what kind she’s wearing and I get two handfuls of cheek with a tiny strip of fabric up the middle. “Mmm … I love your sweet cheeks in a G.” I hoist her up. “Wrap your legs around me.”

			She does and I move to the bed, depositing her in the middle. I begin at her ankles and kiss my way up her body as I crawl over her. Her body still looks amazing after three babies. She occasionally voices a concern about the stretch marks she got with the twins but they’re low on her abdomen and minimal. I don’t see them when I look at her. She’s perfect to me.

			I push her slip up when I get to her hips and look at the tiny scrap of knickers covering her in the front. I put the heel of my palm against her pubic bone and lower it. The lace at her crotch is warm and already wet, so it takes every bit of strength I have to not shove it over and bury myself deep inside her.

			I glide my fingers under the elastic waistband and tug. She lifts her bum and I bite the red lace triangle with my teeth, dragging it down her legs. “Oh God.”

			I toss her knickers and migrate up her body slowly. When we’re face to face, I cradle her cheeks with both of my hands. “I love you, pretty girl.”

			“And I love you, caveman.”

			She brings her legs up around my waist and wiggles beneath me until I’m positioned at her drenched opening. “I was planning to go down on you.”

			She shakes her head. “Later. Right now, I want you inside me.”

			She squeezes her legs to coax me closer and I glide in slowly. I push her legs back, bending them out and she tilts her hips. I thrust in and out several times and she meets each one, bringing me deeper inside her. “Oh, L. This is where I love to be—buried so deep we become one with no beginning and no end.”

			I move my hand to where we’re joined and briefly enjoy feeling myself sliding in and out of her before I seek out her clit. We may be making love instead of fucking hard, but I’m still making sure my girl comes.

			She moans when I find the spot and I circle it with my fingers. “Does that feel good?”

			“Oh yeah,” she moans. “Right there. Don’t stop.” She still says that after four years, although she knows I never stop until she comes.

			She tenses and squeezes her legs tightly, signaling the onset of her climax, and then I feel that magnificent way her body squeezes my cock. That, combined with the knowledge of knowing I’ve brought her to orgasm, ignites the onset of my undoing. I thrust a few more times and then drive deep inside her, emptying all of myself. I love coming inside her even when we’re not trying for a baby.

			I’m blanketing her with my body while I remain inside. I kiss her forehead and lift my head so I can see her face. “Hi.”

			She smiles and giggles. “Hi.” She releases her legs from around my waist and they go limp beneath me but I’m not ready to pull out.

			I lower my face to hers and gently scrape her with my whiskers. “You’re going to take my first layer of skin off with that, caveman.”

			“I’ve been thinking of shaving it.”

			“No way! It’s sexy as hell and I love the way it feels when you go down.”

			“Then I’ll keep it for you because I want my girl happy.” I plant a quick kiss against her mouth before pulling out and rolling to my back. I reach to take her hand in mine, lacing our fingers.

			We lie motionless and I decide it’s a good time to bring up the making-a-baby talk, although we agreed we wouldn’t talk about kids. Technically, this child I want to talk about doesn’t exist so it doesn’t fall under the forbidden-discussion category. 

			“I understand if you’re not ready for another baby.” She doesn’t say anything and I wonder what’s up with her—why she isn’t agreeing. 

			She moves her hand to my chest and circles the endless infinity symbol, signaling that she’s thinking hard about what I’m saying. “Your hands are full with the three we have so we can wait. Maybe we can think about trying when the twins are two. That would make them three when the new baby is born—that would be a good space between them, right? I’d be thirty-five—much younger than I expected to be by the time we had our fourth.”

			She brings her hand to her forehead. “Can we have a confessional session? We haven’t had one in a while and I think it’s time.”

			I’m surprised. That’s not at all what I was expecting to hear. “Sure. Same rules as always?”

			“Yes. No discussions. No explanations. No grudges.”

			“Okay. Three minutes?”

			“No timer for this one.”

			Oh hell. I always depend on the timer to stop the train before it runs out of control. “If you’re sure.”

			“I am, but I want you to go first.”

			“Okay.” I briefly think and say the first thing that pops into my head. “I love our kids but sometimes I feel like our marriage takes a back seat to them.” I’m grimacing on the inside because that was a rough way to start.

			“By the time I get the kids bathed and ready for bed, a lot of times I’m so exhausted, I don’t feel like having sex.” That’s not a confession, that’s a fact—but I’m glad she’s at least willing to admit it.

			“We came here to get a break and take things slow since we don’t often get that luxury, but once you’ve had enough of that, I’m going to fuck you ninety-nine different ways.” I’m thinking about turning over to start with way number one.

			“You should probably enjoy fucking me ninety-nine different ways while you can since you’ll only get to do it for about seven or eight more weeks before I’m put on pelvic rest again.”

			“What?” There’s only one reason she’d be placed on pelvic rest.

			“I know I just killed our confessional time but … surprise.”

			I rise from the bed so I can see her face. “You’re pregnant again?”

			She nods. “I am.”

			I put my hand on her belly and don’t detect any change in it. “How far along?”

			“I’m guessing around six or seven weeks.”

			“Oh, L … I’m so happy.” And I am but then I remember her telling me she wanted to wait a little while longer when we discussed having another one. “How do you feel about it?”

			“Well, I was shocked at first, maybe a wee bit upset, but I’ve had time to get used to it and now I’m really happy. I’m not exactly sure how I’m going to handle a newborn with a three-year-old and a set of twenty-month-old twins, but I’ll figure it out.”

			“What about Healing Melodies?” I’m so proud of L—her work to create a foundation using music as therapy and expression for children of addicts is nothing short of miraculous. But she has so much on her plate since she refuses to stop composing. I don’t know how she’ll juggle all of it. Perhaps we’ll revisit the discussion of hiring a part-time nanny or maybe Nanna and Pops will take her up on the offer of coming for an indefinite stay. They seem to be warming up to the idea since Jolie is gone on the road with Jake most of the time.

			“I’m not sure. Maybe I can talk Addison into helping. She’s expressed some interest but there’s plenty of time to figure that out.”

			“I haven’t told you yet, but I’ve decided to sell some of the vineyards so I can spend more time at home with you and the kids. I haven’t decided which ones or how many, but I’ve been discussing it with Ben. I figure giving my brother-in-law first pick is the right thing to do. I’d rather help him get established here so he doesn’t relocate my sister to California. I don’t think Mum could take that, especially before their baby arrives. And I’m thinking of making a proposition with Zac after I know what Ben wants to buy.”

			She rises from the bed and throws her leg over to straddle me. “I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. The kids and I need you at home with us.”

			“And that’s the only place I want to be—with you and our swarm of kids.”

			[image: The End]
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Chapter 1 - Batman Jerry

			“911, what is your emergency?”

			“My husband … he’s not breathing. He’s blue. His lips are blue. Jerry, wake up! Wake up!”

			“Ma’am, did he choke on something? Tell me what’s happened so I can help you.”

			“I think it’s his heart. He has a bad heart. He didn’t take his pills today. Or maybe he did, I don’t know. This doesn’t matter! Help me, goddammit!”

			“I’m trying to help you. Where is your husband right now?”

			“On the bed. He’s on the bed,” the caller says. 

			I look at the clock. Sixty seconds since the call started. Nineteen minutes until my shift is over.

			“Okay, an ambulance is on its way. What’s your name?”

			“Linda.”

			“Okay, Linda, I’m Hollie. Before the ambulance gets there, we need to do a few things. Can you listen to his chest or feel if his heart is beating?”

			“I can’t. Oh, his lips are so blue.”

			“Why can’t you listen to his chest, Linda?”

			“Because … he has a chest plate on.”

			“A chest plate?”

			“He’s dressed up. It’s Batman night.” Excellent. Oh, Batman. Your timing is impeccable. I’ll have to do yet another karmic inventory to see where I screwed up. I hear my father’s voice: It’s not all about you, Hollie. Guilt squirts into my gray matter.

			“Listen to me, Linda. Check his neck. Two fingers alongside his neck.”

			“His chest plate goes up his neck.”

			“We gotta get the chest plate off so you can check for a pulse and maybe start compressions.”

			“Hang on … I gotta put the phone down.” Shuffle, shuffle, grunt, curse. “I can’t get it off.”

			This is bad. If we can’t get to his chest, dude’s gonna die. If he’s not already floating to the bat cave in the sky. “Linda, can you cut through it?”

			“He’ll kill me if I ruin this costume. He paid a fortune for it.”

			I want to tell her that he probably won’t ever know because at this rate, his brain is guano. “Linda, listen to me. We need to do CPR. You said he’s on the bed?”

			“Yes.”

			“Can you drag him onto the floor?”

			“No.”

			“Why?”

			“He weighs 300 lb.! I can’t lift him,” she shrieks. 

			I’m supposed to be in control here, but that flash of powerlessness never goes away. Unless you’re Les and then nothing bothers you because your soul oozed out of your pores years ago and that mass in your chest formerly known as a heart is now nothing more than an algae-encrusted river rock. With boogers.

			“Linda, did he take any drugs tonight? Did he drink anything? Anything I can tell the medics so they’ll know how to help?”

			“Umm … Viagra. And some scotch. It’s Batman night …” Linda starts to cry. 

			Despite the fact that Batman night is over—abruptly—I feel bad for Linda. “I want you to put the phone down and try to do chest compressions.”

			“But the chest plate—”

			“Work with me, Linda. He’ll forgive you for wrecking the costume if you save his life. Okay?”

			The rest of the call does not go any better. I do hear later, however, that Batman Jerry (deader than a fruit bat in the vegetable aisle) had a stiffy that would make Zeus jealous. Details I don’t need. Note to the world: Viagra + scotch + heart condition = dead with a boner.

			That disgusting feeling of I just listened to somebody die washes over me. It’s gross. Been at this job for two years, eight months, sixteen days, since disappointing my union-loving nurse father—yes, my dad is a nurse, so get your jokes out of the way now—and leaving school early secondary to questionable financial management. I am the only person in the family who faints in the presence of blood, an unending source of ribbing at those insipid annual family gatherings. Whatever genetic predisposition to medicine that runs like plague through my family? Yeah. It skipped me. Working 911 was the easiest compromise—I sit in a room and listen to blood, but I never actually have to see it.

			But dead people never get easier, especially the ones who are already dead when the call starts. Aneurysms. Heart attacks. Strokes. Embolisms. Mother Nature is a clever, clever girl.

			I lean back in my chair and slurp on the remnants of a long-ago melted iced coffee. Les is staring, those beady little eyes fixed on me. I know he’s going to do it when I see his hand move to the chest pocket of his ugly brown flannel button-down. The mothballs and Old Spice piggyback a puff of recycled air.

			I shake my head no.

			Don’t do it, Les. Don’t pull it out.

			He does. The Black Book of Death. He’s going to put a goddamned checkmark next to my name. Again. To show that I’ve killed someone else.

			It would be funny if he weren’t such a raging, infected prick. Little stooge goes into advisory board meetings every two months and pulls out that confounded book to gloat about how many lives he’s saved, and how many I’ve lost. He doesn’t mark down Troll Lady’s dead people, but I suspect it’s because she’s playing his skin flute in the unisex bathroom during their lunch break. 

			I’m not sure what disgusts me more: watching Les pull the greasy black comb out of the back pocket of his Wranglers to straighten the twelve hairs still sticking out of his head, or thinking about Troll Lady’s smudged red lips wrapped around his member.

			It’s a tossup. I feel sick to my stomach.

			I’m now twelve minutes into overtime. I will be reprimanded if I reach the thirty-minute mark—“Budgets are tight! Cuts are coming!”—the same war cry from administrators who make six fat, beach-house-owning figures a year. Sorry. Batman died. What was I supposed to do, tell his Catwoman to call Robin for help?

			The tiny vacuum starts up. My signal to go home. Troll Lady is aggressively rearranging her collection of frizzy-haired beasts, using the handheld vacuum to suck the dust free and keep their multihued coifs at attention. Because she’s been here the longest—pretty sure she started with 911 when they were still using pterodactyls as messengers and Flintstone cars for ambulances—she gets away with shit that would never fly for anyone else. I’ve heard that people have lost their jobs over complaining about her troll collection, the dust it collects, the simple fact that they’re horribly ugly, despicable little demon spies for the CIA. She compromises by keeping the troll army small and dusted daily. 

			“This one, my pride and joy. Elvis. I spent $400, not including shipping. Straight from Graceland! I’ll bet Priscilla touched it. Wouldn’t that be something?” I try not to listen, but she is loud. Really loud. And my console abuts hers. The troll looks nothing like Elvis. Maybe fat Elvis. Right before he died, drugged out and on the shitter. I wonder what that 911 call sounded like.

			I unplug, log out, power down. Grab my logbook. Lock my drawer so the dispatcher due to my console in thirty-nine minutes won’t steal the last of my Lucky Charms. I’m the one who painstakingly separated all the boring cereal from the delectable marshmallows, so I’m the one who gets to eat ’em.

			Grab the report that confirms Batman Jerry didn’t make it through our call.

			Sorry, Batman Jerry. Rest in peace.

			



	


Chapter 2 - Nacho Fun Time

			The evening’s saving grace: upon opening the apartment door, it smells a little like food. Keith made dinner. I am so grateful.

			“Hey,” I say, dumping my backpack on the floor. His black jump kit takes up the entire space on the ornately carved foyer bench. The bench I bought to someday grace the grand foyer of my amazing house that I will somehow manage to buy on my pathetic salary. Which is why it’s still sitting against the wall in my shitty two-bedroom, rent-controlled apartment. 

			Why we need a jump kit inside the apartment at all times—“You never know when the Big One might hit, Hol, and people will need my help”—ergo, a 40 lb. bag of gloves, surgical tubing, IV bags, gauze, tape, water purifying salts, and silver emergency blankets sits in my hallway and takes up all the space on my pretty bench.

			I sort of hope an earthquake does hit. And when it does, I hope it opens a chasm below this apartment and swallows the jump kit whole. I’ll miss my bench, though.

			The Yorkies go apeshit. I live here. This is my abode. And every single night, these stupid little ass-licking, ankle-biting shit machines bark like I’m the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Assholes. I hate Yorkies. And by hate, I mean I want to drown them. Or magically turn them into clouds so they will float away on a breeze of my own making.

			“Your dad called,” Keith says from the kitchen. “Again.”

			“Mmm-hmm. What’s for dinner?”

			“Wait! Don’t come in here.”

			“What?” I freeze. The Yorkies are yipping at me. I make my meanest face at them. They bark louder. Why can’t we have a cat? Cats are so much cuter than Yorkies. Plus cats look like otters. Otters are the bestest creatures in the whole wild world. Thus, because it is not legal or practical for me to have an otter, we should have a cat. To balance out all the doggish hormones and slobber and ball-licking. 

			Keith leans around the corner, baggy flannel pants doing nothing for his ass, stethoscope around his neck as per usual. Why he does this, I don’t know. I have zero fantasies about humping a doctor. Or an EMT. Because Keith is not a doctor. He’s the guy who drives the ambulance and jams the IV in your arm until he can take you to the hospital where a real doctor will help you. “I have a surprise for you. Go in the bedroom. Get comfy.” 

			“Oooookay …”

			“And by comfy, I mean naked.”

			He leans close for a kiss but I push him away. He smells like dogs. And Cheetos. Have I mentioned how much I hate Cheetos? Well, I am telling you now: I fucking hate Cheetos. On a dare, I ate an entire bag at Charlotte Smith’s ninth birthday slumber party because I wanted the little ceramic rainbow pin she was offering the winner, and I puked orange for four straight hours. 

			For the record, I won the pin. I still have it. But I don’t eat Cheetos anymore.

			God, I am a crabby cow tonight. I might need a chocolaty intervention to balance out the meanness.

			He wants me naked. Now? “I need a shower. And you need to brush your teeth. You smell like Cheetos,” I say. 

			Keith honks my boob. “Fine, fine. But hurry. You’re gonna love this.” 

			I squint at him. Do I hear adventure coming from that boy’s mouth? Is this real life? “What’s going on?” I ask cautiously. I’m tired of Naughty Nurse. And Doctor and Nurse. And Doctor and Patient. And I Saved You From a Burning Building So You Should Have Sex With Me Even Though You’re Unconscious and Could Be Dying from Smoke Inhalation. Shall I continue? All the games either end with me mummified in gauze and anchored to the bed, or with me pushing his stethoscope out of my face while he’s pumping away. The romance is overwhelming. I know. Here’s a cloth to wipe your fevered brow.

			“Go get more comfortable. I mean it—no clothes. Find something to blindfold yourself.”

			I smile at him. “Really? Is this going to hurt?”

			“Hollie …”

			“No stethoscope. No medical dramas. I don’t want to play Grey’s Anatomy anymore.”

			“This is something different.”

			“Okayyyyy.”

			“Do you trust me, Hols?”

			Does he want a real answer to that? “I’ll … get changed.” I slide into the bathroom to shave so he doesn’t complain about my prickly legs again (if he doesn’t like the legs, he certainly won’t like my panty tarantula). It’s been a while since we did anything that involved being naked. Maybe a good toe-curler is just what I need, even if it involves something battery powered. And a warm shower does sound lovely. Wash the stink of death from my brain and body. 

			Once the tub tap is turned off, I hear him shuffling in the kitchen on the other side of the wall. Hmmm, maybe he’s bought strawberries and whipped cream, or chocolate body glaze, or honey … that would be something we’ve never tried before.

			I throw some lotion on all the newly excoriated body parts and sneak out naked into the bedroom. I catch my reflection in the closet mirror. Turn sideways. Suck it in. I’ve only got a few years left with this body. I’d better take up yoga. Troll Lady keeps telling me how big my ass is going to get from my job once I turn thirty or pop out a pup, whichever comes first. She’s also told me that at forty, white hairs start growing from your chin and the sides of your face, and your body odor becomes unnatural. Which is why there’s a huge cupboard of scented baby wipes in the bathroom at work.

			These are not sexy thoughts. These are gross thoughts. Must have sexy thoughts.

			I pose my sexiest in the mirror. Push out my boobs. Tough because they’re a B cup. Okay, A cup. Whatever. The tarantula is under control. It’s no Brazilian, but it’ll do. I can’t imagine having my pubes waxed completely off. First, the screaming. I would definitely scream. Second, doesn’t it say something about a guy who wants a totally bare playground? It seems a little … disturbing. Worrisome. Little girls are hairless. Women are not. Third, the ungodly itching. I cannot even imagine how bad that shit would itch when it grows back in—

			“Babe, you’re not blindfolded.”

			I throw my arms over my nakedness, embarrassed that I’ve been caught ogling myself in the mirror.

			“Eyes are closed. I swear I’m not looking.”

			“Okay. Get on the bed. Don’t peek,” Keith instructs.

			“Should I light some candles?”

			“Probably not. Fire hazard.” The bedroom door clicks closed. We’re alone—without Yorkies! Cause for celebration.

			I hear him setting up a TV tray. My stomach quivers in anticipation of the coming treats. I’ve seen porn with this. Food and stuff. Culinary naughtiness. Granted, it involved eating fruit salad out of … 

			“Lie flat, Hols. And don’t move.” I do so. He shuffles something around. “Get ready. It’s going to be—”

			“COLD! Holy shit, Keith, is that ice cream?”

			“No,” he laughs. “Just hold still. This will take a second.”

			I try to steady myself, but he’s just smeared something, a lot of cold something, all over my stomach. Goosebumps break out on my arms. “Must be cold,” he says, flicking my nipple. I smack at him. “Don’t move! You’ll ruin the surprise.”

			I’m thinking this must be whipped topping of some sort. It feels like that. Or maybe ice cream because it’s really holding the cold. He’s layering something else on top of it. I hear a jar opening. And a can. Then something plopping into the mix on my belly. Cherries, maybe? God, it’s been forever since I’ve had a good chemical-infused maraschino cherry.

			He opens a plastic bag and I almost open my eyes.

			“Tell me those aren’t Cheetos.”

			“Not Cheetos. Almost done. Hold still. This is awesome. I should take a pic—”

			“If you so much as finish that sentence, this party is over.”

			He laughs. “Final touches. You ready?”

			“Go.”

			It’s a squirt bottle. Has to be chocolate or caramel sauce. He’s drizzled some over my boobs. That will be fun to lick …

			Wait a second. Why is it burning?

			“Keith …”

			“Almost done, babe. This is classic.”

			“Keith, what did you just squirt on my boobs?”

			That’s it. I’m opening my eyes.

			I do, expecting to be greeted by a belly covered in ice cream, whipped cream, cherries, the works.

			“You—you made nachos? On my stomach?”

			“Yeah! Isn’t it awesome? I saw this the other night on Food Porn.”

			“Is that a show?”

			“It’s these two guys who mix food and porn, but the food they make is porn all by itself. They said that this is a fun way to spice things up in the bedroom.”

			“Keith, my boobs—they’re burning.”

			He leans in for a kiss. “That’s so hot, baby …”

			“No, I mean like my nipple is on fire.”

			He sits back, reaches over to the TV tray, and grabs the squirt bottle. “Oh. Shit.”

			“Oh shit what?”

			“Babe, I’m so sorry …” He can’t finish his sentence because he’s laughing like a goddamned fool. He hands me the bottle.

			“Extra hot Sriracha. Excellent. That’s brilliant. My nipples are going to melt off and you’re laughing.”

			“I’m … so … sorry.” He stumbles into the bathroom and gets a wet washcloth. When he tries to wipe it off, I smack him again and take the cloth, careful not to spill the entrée onto the bed. Because, of course, we’re on my side of the bed.

			As I’m wiping the sizzling rooster sauce off my tits, Keith sneaks over to the dresser for his iPhone. 

			“I’m not kidding. You will never get another piece of this ass ever again in your life if you take that photo.”

			“Come on, Hols. I promise not to get your coochie or any boobage. Just one shot?”

			I glare at him, blowing alternately on one nipple, then the next. “I think I need ice. Fuck, I think you blistered me!”

			“I did not …”

			“LOOK, KEITH.”

			He flicks on the bedside lamp. “Wow. Shit. I think you’re right. Oh, baby, I am so sorry. Let me get some ice. I have WaterGel in the jump kit, but we should maybe eat first, don’t you think?”

			I don’t know if I should cry or scream.

			“Here. Just try this.” He reaches into the bag of chips and scoops sour cream, guacamole, refried beans, and an olive onto a chip. “Here comes the airplane!”

			Instead of opening my mouth, I grab a handful of his culinary masterpiece and smear it all over his face. Ahhhh, that feels better.

			“What the—geeze, Hollie, you’re going to get this all over the bedding now.”

			I respond with another handful, this time across both cheeks. Now I’m laughing. He’s not sure what to do. I lick my fingers. Mmmm, that guac is good.

			“Pass me the chips.” He swipes his finger down one cheek and pops it into his mouth. Hands me the bag.

			“Damn. Not bad.”

			The Yorkies are onto us. They can smell the food. Now they’re whining outside the door. Keith, for once, tells them to quiet down. They do. He kneels next to the bed and removes the washcloth from my left nipple. Stares at it closely, then looks back up to me. I think he’s asking for permission.

			He pops it in his mouth and gives it a little twirl of the tongue. Feels decent enough. Until he suddenly releases and runs to the bathroom. “Still hot. Still hot!” 

			The bedroom door thrusts open and I’m a goner. Three Yorkies are on the bed like, well, like Yorkies on an open buffet.

			“Keith! The DOGS!” As much as I want this to be erotic, it is exactly the opposite. I don’t mind a little kink, but bestiality is not on my list. 

			“Trixie! Pixie! No! Moxie, get down!” he yells, shooing them away. As soon as he drops one dog on the floor, another takes its place. 

			“Get them out of here, dude! Jesus!”

			“I’m trying!”

			The nachos—what’s left of them—are completely inedible. “Hand me a towel, please. Now.”

			With two dogs under one arm and me holding the third one back from eating through to my navel piercing, Keith tosses me a towel. I scoop and dump the remaining Mexican feast onto it.

			“I’m taking a shower.”

			“So … are we not going to …”

			“No, Einstein. We’re not.”

			The Yorkies bark at me, pissed that they can’t have the rest of the nachos. “Come to Daddy. Mommy’s not mad at you, babies, don’t you worry. Come here, mwuah, mwuah, mwuah.” He’s kissing them again. Those dogs get more action than I do. Which is disgusting. And pathetic.

			I’m sensing a trend here.

			“Not their mommy,” I mumble, moving in for my second shower in under thirty minutes.

			Once cleansed of nachos—nipples still on fire—I dress in clothing decent enough to leave the house. Throw on my coat, grab my keys. 

			“Where you goin’?”

			“I need food, Keith. Unless you have some kibble in the pantry that the Yorkies haven’t eaten.”

			“I don’t feed them kibble.”

			“Leaving now.”

			“Wait, I’ll come with.” He dresses and turns the monster TV in the living room to kids’ programming. 

			“I don’t think the dogs like Thomas the Tank Engine.”

			“They like the songs on this channel. Keeps them calm.” Duh, Hollie.

			Keith throws on his ginormous parka with, you guessed it, huge pockets filled with medical supplies. Just in case. He’s a caricature of himself. 

			“Leave the steth, Keith.”

			“What? No way.”

			“You look like a tool. Leave it.”

			He stares at me for a second, that hurt look I’m sure he gave his mother when she told him to stop operating on the neighbor with her kitchen utensils, and pulls the stethoscope from around his neck. He kisses the Yorkies again, three little bastards licking his face and ears, and moves away from the couch.

			“If someone dies at the restaurant, it’s on you.”

			“Wouldn’t be the first time today.”

			My phone chimes in my pocket en route to the car. Text from Dad. “Call me. Have a surprise for you.” I hate surprises. The last one involved me wearing a ridiculous pink taffeta gown and a cupcake hat—seriously, a silk and taffeta hat sewn and stuffed into the shape of a cupcake—for my non-sister’s wedding to a creepy guy who smells like other women’s perfume most of the time. 

			As we’re in the drive-through for Noodle Yu, another buzz from my phone. An email. I should never have introduced my father to technology. I open it to find a registration confirmation from a resort. Dad, what are you up to?

			It reads “Revelation Cove, British Columbia, Canada. Gift registration, four days, three nights, Sweethearts’ Spa & Stay Package for two. Love, Dad.”

			“What the hell?”

			“What is it?”

			“Umm … my dad … you know that resort we were talking about?”

			“The one up north?”

			“Yeah.”

			“What about it?” Keith shoves a fortune cookie into his mouth before his debit transaction has finished. He chews with his lips open. The young girl working the drive-through window looks unimpressed.

			“He bought us a gift certificate. For four days, three nights.”

			Keith finishes chewing. “What will we do about the dogs?”

			I stare at him. Seriously? The fucking dogs? How about, “Thanks, Mr. Porter, for spending a grand on a weekend that will undoubtedly provide many opportunities for me to practice impregnating your daughter.” 

			“Well, uh, I don’t think the dogs are invited.”

			“Does it say when we have to go?”

			“You don’t have to go anywhere, Keith. If you’d rather stay home with your dogs.”

			He stabs a straw into his soda cup, driving with his knee. “You know what I mean.”

			“I’m sure you can get your sister to dogsit. It’s only four days.” 

			Keith stares at me, as if I’ve just asked him to donate a kidney to a walrus. “Uh, I don’t know if that’s possible. I don’t trust her to take proper care of them.”

			“We’re not taking them with, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

			He pauses too long at a green light. Someone honks behind us and he flips them off. But the vacancy in his eyes confirms that I’ve clearly just delivered terrible news. “Why not?”

			“On a floatplane? And Yorkies on a romantic getaway for two is way not romantic and very much not a getaway. We might as well stay home.”

			“I’m not comfortable leaving them behind, Hollie.”

			“With your sister?”

			“Yes, even with my sister. She kills things. You should see her plants. Nothing but stems and dirt.” So this plan is better than I thought. We leave your three Yorkies with Yvette and come home to no Yorkies. I like this plan. So much. Must resist cackling and witchy wringing of hands.

			“Well, then find a plan B. I don’t want to take the dogs with us.”

			“But I wuvs them … what will they do without their daddy and mommy to tuck them in at night for a four whole days?”

			“If you wuvs me, Keify, then you’ll stop talking like you’ve spent your childhood eating lead paint and find a dogsitter.” I quickly email my dad back and tell him I’ll call tomorrow, and thank you but you didn’t have to do this. I’m out of the car before Keith has it in park. My appetite has been replaced with annoyance.

			Time to give this body some narcotic sleeping aids and put it to bed.

			But before that, before I can sneak upstairs and sedate my frustration, I have to get past The Door.

			Her door.

			A finger against my lips, I motion to Keith to shut up. At all costs, do not speak.

			Squeeeeeak, mutters the first step. Shit.

			“Hollie? Is that you?” Keith shoves past me and bolts up the stairs. I throw my Chinese takeout box at him, hoping it will explode against his back. It does not. Merely bounces and flies over the railing, splaying open on the grass. Asshole actually laughs at me.

			“Yes, Mrs. Hubert. It’s Hollie.”

			A tiny wrinkled body that I think was at some point human shuffles to her screen door. She’s wearing the same housecoat as usual—snaps up the front, pockets bulging with spent Kleenex, her lucky, fifty-year-old Avon perfume pin clipped limply over where her left boob should be, if it weren’t dangling down around her belly button. Suntan knee-high stockings crumple around bony, knotted anklebones, her feet stuffed in slippers that were pink in their former lives. Behind her, a sickly meow echoes through the kitchen.

			“Hollie, I need half-and-half and some frozen peas. And Mr. Boots needs wet food. Go get it.”

			“Mrs. Hubert, I’m exhausted.”

			“And I’m a lonely, dying woman who spends her days and nights praying that Jesus will come for her. Have you seen my hands?” She thrusts her hands through the gap in the screen door. Her skin is so translucent, it’s easy to trace the bulbous veins snaking up her arms and disappearing under yellowed sleeves. “Hurry up. Jeopardy is on soon and I don’t want to have to get up again.”

			I lock eyes with this—this—creature, wishing the apocalypse would happen right this second and I would be saved from her terrible wrath. A look up the stairs proves that Keith is nowhere in sight.

			Lifting my purse strap back over my shoulder, I do the only thing I know how to do.

			I turn around and slither back to my car so I can go to the market to do Mrs. Hubert’s relentless bidding, hoping that while I’m gone, Satan will come and claim the prize that’s been missing all these years from his wicked collection.

			“Take Mr. Boots too,” I mumble.
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