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Chapter One

 

 

 

Time had stopped or so it seemed. It wasn’t just because my car was the only one around. Or that the rustic and rural landscape held a few community members garbed in gear fit for pilgrims walking down a dirt path. No, it was like time had skipped over Turner.

My fingers ached to disappear in his dark brown waves that danced in the light breeze. His hair, perhaps a bit longer than I remembered, framed boyish brown eyes. He looked me over with a grin so wide, I wouldn’t have guessed I’d broken his heart those many years ago.

Not wasting any more time, he came over and scooped me up. My feet left the ground as we spun. Dizzy with the motion, I stared into those lovely eyes of his until remorse grew heavy in my gut.

My feet touched down in a thud of regret. “Bailey,” he breathed, shoving his hands in his brown britches which were a touch lighter than his hair.

As his smile dipped a little, the wonder washed off my face. Mostly likely, he was remembering the past the same as I was and all there had been between us. If I’d guessed he would be the first person I’d see, I would have mentally prepared myself. 

My words became a piece of paper balled up in my mouth and mentally tossed down my throat. What could I say? Hi, I’m sorry I ran off and left you behind. Oh and our wedding, sorry I missed it?

“You should probably take the car back to the front to park it.” Turner said.  “I bet Samuel is in a state of panic that he’ll get a tongue lashing for allowing it to be driven through town.”

 I thought about how Sam had waved to me when I looked in the rear view mirror. Now that I thought about it, his arms crisscrossing above his head had probably been a signal and not a welcome greeting. I’d known better. At the time, my mind had been lost in memory. I’d been caught in a haze of all that had happened in the past forty eight hours.

Bobbing my head was the easiest response to Turner. I doubled back to my car and got in. I didn’t want my father to see one of the symbols he associated with everything wrong in the world today in front of his house. Just as I turned the keys in the ignition, the passenger door opened. Without hesitation, Turner folded his impressive height into the compact car I’d rented. “I’ll ride with you,” he said. “That way we can talk on the walk back.”

My heart clenched. Its staccato beats stuttered at the thought of what he would say. Although I’d seen him once since I’d left, we hadn’t said much then.

The rental rocked back and forth down the path that probably hadn’t ever seen a car. Looking lost, Sam still stood in the road with his hands folded atop his head.  However at the sight of my car, they fell to his sides, a pained look of relief on his face. Passing him, I pulled the car into a parking lot in front of the security building near the closed gated entrance. This corner of the town was a mile from the edge of where the real community began and was a reminder that we didn’t live in colonial America. The four painted slots only looked aged by time and not from use. It wasn’t very often we had outside visitors. 

With an exhale, I stepped from the car and automatically headed toward the trunk. What was I thinking? It wasn’t as if I could wear my clothes here. I popped the truck and dropped my purse next to my bag. Money and cell phones would be useless here. No cell towers dotted the acres and acres of land that was owned by the community. Cell service would be spotty or impossible to find. And money could be used only if I planned to insult anyone I offered it to. Everything I needed would be provided. All that would be expected of me was to contribute in some way to the wellbeing of the community.

Following Sam inside the small one room building, I noticed all the modern conveniences that weren’t tolerated inside the town, but were necessary for the security of our borders. 

Monitors and computers stood on the desk, along with one of two push-button corded telephones in the community unless things had changed. The other was located in the small office in the school house.

Sam took my keys from my outstretched hand. He bent and locked them in a safe located somewhere under the desk he reached under. He muttered, “Sorry, I should have told you to leave your car.” 

“It’s my fault.” I gave him a halfhearted smile he didn’t see. “I should have known better.” And I should have, I’d grown up here.

“How long are you planning to stay?” It wasn’t the beginning of an inquisition. The security desk was manned twenty four hours every day, so he wasn’t asking about when I might need my keys back. It was just a neighborly question.  One that was specific for me because normally if you left like I had, you didn’t come back.

“I’m not sure.”

He nodded and seated himself in his chair.  As I headed out the door, I thought about the paper log on the desk in front of where he sat. What, if anything, would he write in there about me driving the car into town? Nothing to be done about it, I shook off that feeling. Most likely, my father would be notified. No matter how quiet the newer model engine was, someone would have noticed the car.

When I returned to Turner, it appeared as though the sun had spun a halo over him like a golden fog. I looked into his eyes and was transported back in time to a memory that eclipsed our relationship.

 

Summer was in heat that long ago day, with sweat our only respite. The flies and gnats were particularly bothersome, swarming around in search of their next smorgasbord.  I’d just cleaned up from breakfast when Turner came knocking. His presence at my door wasn’t unusual. 

My being at home was. It was a holiday. The annual reminder of the day our founders had gotten together and made a plan about what our community would one day become.  My body was accustomed to the early morning rise, and this day was no different. We’d eaten and everyone had scattered. I was sure Turner would be sleeping in, not having the same rules in his household I did. He was a boy and his chores differed somewhat from mine.  

“Come on.” He smiled, holding out a hand.

My parents were gone for the Prayer and State of the Community meeting with all the other adults in town. The rest of us were set free. And that wasn’t very often. Stepping out on the porch, I was greeted by a wall of humid air. “Where are we going?” I was ready for any adventure he had in mind. And I was a bit starry eyed too. I’d told no one but my older sister Violet about my blooming crush on my best friend. He’d always been just a boy I hung out with every day. But the older I got, the more I realized he was a boy. With him standing there, I ignored how weak in the knees I felt by just looking at him.  Instead, put on a nonchalant air.

Shifting his weight a bit, he fidgeted. Turner was always full on movement. Today he seemed a bit nervous when he said, “You’ll see.” He took my hand and pulled me across the way into the awaiting trees.

Once we entered the cover of forest, we were greeted with shade from the canopy of leaves. The encroaching darkness and temperature drop sent a shudder through me. Tales about haunted woods roved in my head. Seemingly feeling my fear, he threaded his fingers through mine.  Tingles, not having to do anything with being afraid, shot to my belly, sparking a giggle.  There was no denying this wasn’t an ordinary day.

Once we made it to the familiar watering hole, the spike of fear of the woods fell. It was early and no one else had yet come. Most of the kids our age were probably lounging in bed because they could. However, I was sure most were wide awake, just not giving in to the need to move.

He only had to glance at me, and I knew what he was up to. His grip tugged me to the top of a bolder where an overhead tree branch loomed like an arm holding a rope. With his eyes fixed on mine, he tugged off his shoes and socks, tossing them aside. Then with a wicked glare, his shirt floated to the ground right before his pants. I gasped. It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen him in his under clothing before but, again, I felt as if an electric charge stirred the air around us. Something was definitely amiss.

His fiery hands joined with mine. Leaning in towards me, he loosed words that thrilled and scared me. “My pa is going to ask yours for us to be married.” Without waiting for my response, he let go of my hand and took a flying leap or rather a cannon ball into the lagoon below as I stood stunned. 

It wasn’t as if nightly before I fell asleep my brain hadn’t imagined us together a thousand times in the dark. Yet, I hadn’t moved. I should have been getting undressed while his head was under the water as I’d done countless times before. To have him watch me undress was unthinkable. Still, I stood there as he broke the surface. 

“What are you waiting for?” he called out with a grin plastered to his face along with his wet hair.

My heart beat so fast, I thought it might burst through my budding chest.  

“Are you coming in or what?” His voice rang out in our private oasis. Trees surrounded the cove cloaked it in shadow with a burst of sunlight in the middle bouncing off the water. 

His question felt more like a choice not only if was I going in but was I all in. I made quick work of my dress feeling his eyes burn on me. They were like the sun and pickled my skin creating a need I didn’t understand. I was barely a teenager wondering if I’d ever have breasts more than the tiny mounds that made it only slightly obvious I wasn’t a boy. 

As he waded, he rippled the water around him.  I shivered, clad only in my own underclothing, which was more than your average teenage girl wore outside the community. Covered neck to knees, my arms and my calves were the only parts of me exposed. I dove in after giving silent thanks for my prayers to be answered. I’d prayed that if I had to marry and stay here in this forsaken place, I could do it with Turner at my side. My only thought was how he felt about it. Was it his family’s decision?  That part had to be true, but he didn’t have to like it. 

The water cocooned me in its warm embrace. It kissed the top of my head before totally taking me under. I relished the quiet it brought for the few seconds before I broke the surface. Would I dare ask Turner how he felt or should I leave it alone?

That question was taken from me when I sprung free from the water depths and he swam towards me. Again, I shivered for no reason. The water was in no way cool. It had been heated since the first day of summer and stayed room temperature even through the night, or so I’d heard.

“Did you hear me?” he asked, coming to a stop so close the breeze of his words touched my cheek.

“Yes, does it bother you?” I asked, finding my courage. If Turner didn’t want this marriage, it was better to know now, so that I might influence my father. I wanted him as my husband, but not if he didn’t want me too. That would hurt worse than if I’d been paired with one-eyed John. And it wasn’t because John only had one good eye. It was his girth, smell and unruly nature that would be a mortifying prospect.

As was our custom, my hair had been bound. Turner reached around me and freed it. Wet, it sort of flopped around my shoulders. I dog peddled under the water and moved my arms about to keep me afloat. With him so close, I didn’t know what to do. This was all so new. I was only fourteen, and he was a few years older. When he leaned in, my eyes grew wide. No boy had ever attempted to get this close with the intentions I could plainly see written on his face. 

This sort of contact was forbidden, yet I didn’t stop him. I was thrilled that my first kiss wouldn’t be in front of a preacher and the wise eyes of my parents along with the rest of the community. I was electrified that my first kiss was with my very best friend and the boy I secretly crushed as had so many girls in our tiny one-room school.

Like static, when his lips lightly brushed mine, I received a tiny jolt. He didn’t seem to notice and applied a little more pressure when I didn’t pull away. Because my limbs had stilled, I started to sink. His arm ghosted around me and held me up.

When our kiss broke apart, I flailed about for a few seconds before I recovered. He laughed, looking totally amused. I pushed a wave of water at him, and willed my cheeks to cool the red hot blooms that colored them. 

Turner didn’t give up. He pulled my arm, directing me to a wall of earth. It led up to the perch we’d stood on before our descent into the forbidden. Should anyone come, we would be hidden there for precious seconds. Most entered through the path we had taken.  Its trail had become worn over time, making it easier than coming through the thicket and risking torn clothing. 

The water wasn’t as deep where we were, and I could stand. Silent ripples reached my chin, and we continued staring at each other. This was new ground for us. I wanted to ask him if I was his first kiss, as he was mine. However, I was afraid he’d think me too young and change his mind. I’d always been that little pesky girl like a sister following on his heels. 

Looking at him now, I could see the man he was becoming. Talking like a little girl was out. I lowered my eyes from his challenging stare and saw a hint of stubble on his chin. Still, I held my head high, wanting to stare at his bare chest, but moved my eyes to his.  I thought I’d won the battle of glances because he lowered his head. However, he stopped shy of kissing me. Yet, he continued caging me in. 

“What are you doing?” I challenged with faint amusement as he continued to stare at me, making me feel more self-conscious. 

There was no way my smile and twinkling eye had said stop. Violet had warned me never to give into a guy too quickly because they wouldn’t respect you. Her exact words were a girl has got to put up some fight. I’d already given into the first kiss, but I didn’t want him to think my affection came easy.

With a smirk, he confessed, “I’m kissing my future wife.” 

The way he spoke to me now was so different than it had been even just yesterday. He teased me, yes, made fun of me, yes. But never had his words spiked funny feelings in my body that were weird, yet exciting. My mind worked to process everything that was happening and commit it to memory so I could share with Violet. I hoped she might explain those feelings later if Turner didn’t give me the answers. 

While I was distracted, he took advantage and did it again. He kissed me. This time his lips urged against mine. I was unsure of what to do. 

Not too long ago, I’d heard some older girls talking about kissing. They giggled and swapped stories while doing chores. I couldn’t help but eavesdrop. It wasn’t as if my mother was going to give me that information.

My lips parted just like I’d heard the girls explain, and his tongue snuck into my mouth and touched mine. I allowed him to pull me closer, liking the way he felt against that tingling spot below my waist. Something grew between us creating more delicious pressure that made me gasp. His hand moved to my hip and tentatively delved just barely under my wet clothing. His grinding motion was fogging my brain, and I wasn’t sure I had enough brain cells left to say stop.



Chapter Two

 

“Come on,” he said.

The dream of my past shattered. I looked up to remember I was no longer fourteen. And I wasn’t that girl anymore.

Still, Turner held out his hand to me as if we were conspirators. I couldn’t help but remember that day and how we kissed. We’d practiced kissing to the point I’d finally opened up my heart and truly let him in. It had felt as dangerous then as the glint in his eye felt now.

I took his offered hand and we were off. Although much time had passed, I remembered the route as if it were yesterday. The years lost fell away with every footfall. Our fingers laced together like it had always been. Home. 

Quickly, he undressed, and I didn’t bother to wait. I was down to my bra and underwear, which would be considered at the least scandalous or at the worst brand me with an A on the chest of my clothing if anyone saw. Turner’s under things looked like something from a museum; mine looked like they came off the runway. 

He gasped. And I hadn’t thought about his reaction. I’d become more comfortable in my own skin having lived outside this compound and been in two semi-relationships. I grinned at him and took a swan dive into the crystal clear water. Just like our first kiss, we were here alone. School was in session that time of day, and the other members would be busy with their daily work. Waste not, want not. It wasn’t the weekend. The place would be ours for now.

Having followed me down, he surfaced shortly after I did. We stared at each other.  Flashing warning signs blinked in my head. The name Kalen was displayed like a marquee in Times Square in my head. I hadn’t forgotten about my feelings for him. However, looking into Turner’s eyes, unresolved emotions I didn’t know I had for him surfaced.

I’d blindsided Turner with my choice to leave. And it took a great deal of strength for me to do so. I’d loved him. He’d been my first love, my first best friend, my first kiss and my first of everything. The first boy to ever touch me in places reserved only for a husband. 

“Don’t,” I said, putting a halt to his coming any closer because I would be undone. If I ever thought things were over between us, I was sorely mistaken. 

Ever the gentleman, he remained where he was with a look of puzzlement. Then he flashed me a smile before he said, “You sure have grown.”

I looked down at myself caught up in the dream of what we once were. But that girl wouldn’t have been wearing the black lace bra and panties I wore. “You too have changed,” I said, although his appearance hadn’t. It appeared neither had his confidence as he swam closer ignoring my warning.

One thing I’d done in anticipation of coming here was wear my hair pulled back in a bun. Reaching out his hand gently touched my cheek sending quivers through me before he pulled my hair free. His whispered words melted me in the cool water we waded in.

 “You were always a girl on fire. You burned through me like a flame with purpose. When you left, your scorch marks marred my heart, and my soul.”

Since when had he become a poet? “Turner,” I begged. I wanted to apologize a thousand times for leaving him. I thought he would have cornered me on our walk with his questions or condemnation. Yet, he’d only talked about the weather, apparently waiting to ambush me when I had no chance of escaping quickly. 

“I wanted to hate you,” he admitted, his hand cupping my cheek. “You didn’t trust me enough to tell me first. You were just gone.”

Squeezing my lids shut, I answered honestly. “I was coward.”
      “You were,” he agreed.

I opened my eyes to face him as he deserved. “I was. But I wasn’t afraid to tell you I was leaving as much as I was afraid you’d ask me to stay and I would.”

“If you bothered to talk to me, you would have found I would have supported you. I would have even gone with you.”

“Turner, you love this place,” I protested, more because I would hate to know that I’d made a grave mistake.

“No Bailey, I loved you. I wanted to be with you. I’d been taking online college classes. You knew that.”

I had. In our community a select few were encouraged to take college courses to get degrees. We had businesses to run, and we traded with the secular world. We needed educated people to negotiate so that we weren’t seen as some backwards community. “I did. But —.”

“But you didn’t trust me with your dreams. I thought you would have but I was wrong.”

Ashamed, I felt tears prickle the corners of my eyes.


He leaned back and pushed away from me. After a few yards of back stroke, he straightened in the water and said, “If you’d cared, you would have known I left shortly after you did and attended our state university.”

My eyes widened and immediately I wanted to congratulate and hug him. I understood now why he’d put distance between us. 



Chapter Three

 

Lost, I watched helplessly as Tuner left the water and headed for his clothes. The water all of a sudden felt like ice against my skin. But I made no attempt to move. I let him walk away.

By the time I made it to my parent’s house, I was shaking and my clothes were still dripping water. In my old room, I pulled out dresses that had once belonged to me and two of my sisters. They were still most likely too big for my two youngest sisters who weren’t old enough to leave home. After I hung my wet clothes on the line outside, I found a towel. I dried my hair as best I could before heading off to the place that gave me the most comfort outside of home.

Looking like every other women in town garbed in their familiar clothing, I slipped into the school house office without my younger siblings noticing. I got a nod from the head teacher before I was behind the closed door.

Before getting to work, I wondered where my older sister Violet was. I was out of sorts and needed someone I could trust to talk to. Knowing that she was working and that it would be frowned upon for me to interrupt knowing we’d talk like hens and not get any work done, I stayed put.

It was easy to slip into the familiar. I dived into reviewing the community’s books. As a trained auditor, I knew my father would want me to review them. So I did it without being asking. It was doubtful my replacement, which was the woman who apprenticed me, would be doing anything wrong. It was just something to keep me busy.

My eyes kept shifting to the phone over and over again. Seeing Turner made me think that I needed closure with Kalen. We had been ordered not to communicate. Yet, I didn’t want a repeat of the past. I was older and wiser. I could do the right thing. 

Picking up the faded moss green handset from the cradle, I pushed the buttons on the base. Knowing that our phones had non-registered numbers made this easier for me. Kalen’s phone would display UNKNOWN as the caller. Like the coward in me, I kind of hoped he wouldn’t answer.

“Jeremy Glenn,” a lilted voice announced.

It was weird to hear him give that name. He never answered his phone that way whenever I called. But then again, my name hadn’t come up as the caller. I guessed this was his formal greeting for business.

That may have been his name, but I couldn’t muster the phonics in my head to call him that.  “Kalen.”

The tenor of his voice changed. “Bailey,” he breathed as if he’d longed to hear from me.

“I’ll keep this short,” I rushed. “I’ve left town. And there is no telling how long this investigation will last. I want you to be free to… you know.”

His words came clipped. It was like three different men were on the phone the way his demeanor changed each time he spoke. “No, I don’t know.”

“Kalen, please don’t make this harder than it is. You’ve made it very clear you are a man with needs. We aren’t allowed to see each other, and I’m not in town for the foreseeable future. I just want the record to be clear that you’re free to do whatever you want.” I didn’t add with
whoever you want because bile raced up my throat.

“And that’s what you want?” I couldn’t tell from his words if he was angry or resolved.

What I did notice was he hadn’t once called me lass. “It is what it is,” I hurried. I didn’t allow him time to speak. “I have to go. Goodbye.”

I hung up the phone feeling sick. It had been the right thing to do. Kalen was a virile man. And the last thing I wanted to do was to find out he’d been with someone other than me without us clearing the air. I wasn’t like I wanted him with anyone else. The thought of him buried inside me made my body clench in anticipation. It just wasn’t in our future. 

Overcome with frustration by the events that led me here, I let a tear fall before I quickly wiped it way. I tucked memories of Kalen inside a closet in my heart. I wouldn’t name what I felt for him. That would be too much. Instead, I dug back into the financial books, relentlessly checking every transaction recorded to a source document like bank deposits and invoices. 

My only knowledge of time change was the tiny darkened window above the desk. I’d lit a candle earlier when the light had begun to fade. The room felt smaller and cramped in the golden light. A desk, chair, and the only other telephone in the compound filled the room. The only other piece of furniture was a bookshelf that anchored one end of the room and held the weight of the community’s manual bookkeeping. 

It seemed my arrival hadn’t been shared with my school bound siblings as they hadn’t come to see me. But then again, they were all teens, or nearly so, and my showing up was probably not the highlight of their day.

My skin nearly left my body when a voice broke through the silence. “I thought you’d be here.”

There was no need to see Turner standing behind me. His voice would always and forever be familiar to me. 

“Hey,” I said, before a yawn escaped my lips. The candlelight flickered giving the room an ethereal glow.

“Burning the night away?” he asked. “Or are you just hiding from me or maybe your father.”

It was both. However, I kept that tidbit to myself. After he left earlier, I wasn’t sure if he’d want to talk to me.  A smile found its way to dance across my lips when I turned to face his grin. He’d said his piece, and he was never one to hold a grudge. Ignoring part of his question, I said, “I’m hoping maybe he’ll be sleep before I make it home.”

He held a hand out to me. “You know your father. If he wants to talk to you tonight, he’ll wait up. You might as well get it over with.”

A groan left me before I took his hand and let him draw me to my feet. “I should go see Violet before it gets too late,” I said while I closed the paper ledgers and put them back on the shelf. 

“You should wait until tomorrow. It’s late and it would be a long walk to her place,” he said. I faced Turner to see he hadn’t moved.  The expression on his face was tight. The tension between us was back and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. There was no denying the attraction I felt to him or the love that swelled in my heart. I’d known him all my life. He’d been my best friend before we experimented with each other. At one time, I wanted to be his wife. But now… now I wasn’t sure. My feelings were still strong for Kalen. There was something about that man and the way he made me feel.

Warm hands wrapped around my arms bringing me back. I looked up into those fathomless warm brown eyes almost the color of amber. “Turner.”

He took my calling out his name as an invitation, because his mouth was on mine. His kiss was gentle, far different from the demanding Kalen. When he circled my waist with his arms, I pulled back, looking into his eyes. “We shouldn’t,” I said. My voice may have sounded small, but I was firm. His hands dropped from my waist.

“Sorry,” he said, his eye finding the ground.

His hurt, mixed with longing, tugged at my heart because I was the cause again.

“I’ll walk you home then,” he suggested.

“Maybe I should stop by Mary’s and see the baby.” Even to my own ears, I could hear the quaver in my words and the nervousness that prompted it. 

Turner quirked a brow and gave me that Are you serious look. “You’re avoiding your Father.”

“I’m not,” I said adamantly with my hands folded over my chest. I moved out of the confining room and into the larger classroom. My hand lovingly ran across the top of the wooden desk I’d sat at so very long ago. 

Stepping out into the night, I found the dark all encompassing.  It was so very different than the city of lights that never slept. Tonight the stars and the moon were hidden by a blanket of clouds. I stood in place, looked up and breathed in deeply. The air was so very different here, free of smog and other pollutants. 

“You miss it,” Turner said, breaking into my thoughts.

Slowly, I lowered my head, but not so much. Turner was far taller than me. “Maybe,” I confessed. “You?”

A tiny smile crept onto his face, reluctant and weary. “I missed you.”

A wave of emotion ran through me making it hard to ignore the gorgeous guy in front of me.  Despite my protest a minute ago, I couldn’t help what happened next. As inadvisable as it was, I reached out a hand to touch his cheek. He leaned into it. In that moment, all the memories we shared together flashed in my mind in a nanosecond collage. But it was remembering the first time he kissed me that had me unconsciously on my toes leaning up to meet his mouth. It was a bad idea for many reasons. The main one, Kalen, was no longer in the picture. I’d effectively ended things. And Kalen would be better off without me, or so I told myself.

Turner felt like home and it was easy to lose myself in his touch, his embrace and his kiss.  When he pulled back, his easy smile was on full bloom. He took my hand in his like a school boy and walked me home. Like many, many times before, he stayed just off the porch. He watched me as I gripped the door handle and looked back at him one more time before I entered my childhood home.

I didn’t have to look far to find my parents in our tiny four room house. They waited for me at the dining room table which was in what we called our great room. It was the main area which included our living room-kitchen combo. The other three rooms were my parents’, the boys’, and the girls’ bedrooms. 

The only light came from the fire in the hearth and the candles on the table. I didn’t need the light to remember what this place looked like. Built by my father’s hand and other members of the community, it was still solid and functional. Everything had its place.  As sparse as it was, it was homey and more inviting than Lizzy’s parents’ posh apartment.

The timber used to build this place was kept natural, free of paint inside and out. The floors and ceiling boasted the same. A wood burning oven was positioned on one side of the house, and the hearth on the other. We didn’t have a refrigerator because our house held no electricity. We did have an icebox, which literally meant that a block of ice kept it cold. A few cupboards and a small work table made up the rest of the tiny kitchen.

Two long sofas were fashioned from wood with handmade cushions that sat across from each other. The hearth created division between them. In the middle of the two rooms was the long table worn with loving nicks when as kids we played games and from accidental flicks of forks and knives. There at the end of the long table, perched like a king because he was head of the household, was my father.

His beard was long and fiery although I knew grey streaks blended into it. He sat with my mother whose dark locks were also muted by time.  Even in the candle light, I could see my parents’ age, but time had been kind to them.

“Sit, Bailey,” my father commanded. I hadn’t expected a hug. My father wasn’t that type of guy. I just complied. His instruction was always to be followed no matter what.

I sat across from my mother, meeting her subdued smile.

“So tell me, daughter mine, what brings you home.” His voice held no amusement or his face a smile, but it wasn’t anger that fueled his words. My father, one of the leaders of our community, was tasked with the wellbeing of our sanctuary. My showing up without warning after I’d fled so long ago could only mean one thing to him. Trouble. 

My parents deserved to know why I was here. So I told them the whole sordid tale. I hadn’t shared my failures with them. So I started at the beginning. I confessed that I’d left Scott because I found out he’d been cheating on me. I told them about the auditing job in New York and stumbling across some inaccuracies that I knew were only the surface of what appeared to be a well-orchestrated embezzling scheme. I told them of my administrative leave which led me here. 

What I didn’t share with my father was Kalen. He would most certainly not approve of that relationship. It had been hard enough to have him approve of Scott. His warning that I shouldn’t get involved with that boy, as he called Scott, wouldn’t go a long way with my choices in men. Plus, Kalen wasn’t in my life anymore, and he wasn’t a threat to our way of life. So I didn’t think it necessary to share everything.

My father blew out a breath as if he’d been holding it. “Well now, it’s late. I see you’ve taken to wearing some of your sister’s clothing. I think in the morning you’ll have a care and do their laundry so they don’t go without.”

“Yes, Father,” I said without hesitation. It didn’t matter that my two younger sisters who still lived at home weren’t big enough to fit the dresses left by me and my other two sisters. Violet had finally moved out and lived on the far end of the community with her husband.

My father pushed away from the table and stood. “And I think it is best you not stay here after tonight.”

Stunned, I couldn’t help my mouth from standing agape.

“Jacob,” my mother said, curling her hand around his forearm trying to stop his edict.

“Cate,” my father said. His voice was softer yet still firm with her. “She can stay with Mary.”

My mother sighed and nodded her head. She gave me a look of approval. Mary was my younger sister only by a year. “She has space. It’s just her, Thomas, and the baby.”

Then my father made his way back to the bedroom he and Mother shared. She stayed behind and came around the table where I stood now, and wrapped me in a hug.

“Bailey, how I’ve missed you.” 

I wanted to sink in her embrace. It had been so long. I missed her so. We were eye to eye but she was still my mother.

“Me too,” I whispered. My voice cracked from emotion. After making my choice to leave, coming home and bringing tales of life on the outside wasn’t welcome, not like I would have done. Visits also weren’t encouraged.

“Cate,” my father called. It was a demand and she wouldn’t deny him.

With a whisper, my mother said, “Well talk some more soon.”

She left. Being home again was like that saying about riding a bike. Some things you never forgot. So I blew out the candle on the table before heading to the girls room where my sisters, Emma and Lora, nine and twelve, slept. It had been a long while since I’d been in such a small bed.  I crawled in the empty one. My sisters slept in the other tiny bed, no doubt just used to doing so before Violet and Mary left home. I tried not to dream. That was impossible. Once my eyes were closed, Kalen invaded my mind like a Highland warrior. 



Chapter Four

 

Dreams of Kalen kept my brain active through the night. His touch may have been a memory but it was one reluctant to be forgotten. 

Lass, his voice called out to me. And I found myself in a hazy backdrop of my bedroom at Lizzy’s house. Kalen’s mouth kissed its way up the curve of my arm as I lay on my side. I watched him as he came ever closer to my mouth where I craved for his kiss more than I ever thought possible.

Never will I let you go, he commanded. His lips changed directions just as he maneuvered me from my side to my back. With expert hands, he pushed my thighs apart and feasted on me as if I tasted of ambrosia. 

The chatter of birds and not the sounds of honking horns and hurled curse words woke me. Not that inside Lizzy’s apartment, I would have heard such things. But once out on the sidewalk in busy Manhattan, it was more commonplace than not.

Here, there was a gentle peace. The light spread through the single window like a beacon warning me it was much too late for my slumber. The sun was far enough in the sky to warn me that, had I been an active member of the community, I would be very late for morning chores.

The most disturbing thing was where my fingers on my right hand were. They had found my center. I couldn’t have been more grateful that I was alone in the room and prayed that I hadn’t moaned or called out during the night. My dreams had been vivid in every way. I couldn’t help but agree with my father that staying here was not a good idea. 

With my bladder protesting, I rose to my feet. I’d had to go last night, but didn’t want to visit the outhouse in total dark. Living without inside plumbing was going to take longer to get used to.

The house was empty when I stepped into the great room. The afghans that had been knitted by my mother rested over the side of the sofas. A plate of fruit and cheese rested on the table. Things weren’t left out by mistake. You would be inviting critters of all kinds to break bread with you if they got wind of it. Thus I knew my mother left the food for me. Most likely, it wasn’t the breakfast she’d made for the family. I could smell the remnants of that. Unsure when I would rise for the day, she had, I was certain, left things that would not fester during the day.

The growl in my tummy was persistent, but not as much as the pressure in my bladder. I walked out the back door and several yards to the wooden structure. Opening the door, I appreciated my family’s use of natural bacteria and other things sprinkled down the hole that rested beneath the seat. It broke down the waste left behind keeping the smell to a dull yuck. It was almost odd to find a roll of toilet paper in such a place that felt so foreign after a few years gone by. Some conveniences were still used even though invented in modern times.

When walking back, I caught sight of the shower stall that was attached to the back of the house where a well pump was shared with a hand pump inside the kitchen. So an outdoor shower was in my future. Our house did boast one extra tiny room in the house. It held a tub. I believe it was a gift from my father to my mother when he built the house. However, with no inside plumbing, it was a pain to use. Buckets of hot water had to be brought in to fill it. In the winter, we did use it more, not wanting to brave the elements outside.

By mid-afternoon, Turner found me using the laundry bucket to rub my sisters’ dresses against a washboard. The day was warm the sun high. My aching arms had forgotten such manual use. I wanted to sink into the wash basin and dose myself with the water as my earlier shower felt like a waste of precious time. I was working on the last dress and craved another bath before my family got home from their chores of the day. However, I knew the water would be warm from the sun and, for the first time in many years, I desired a very cold shower. 

Holding my hand up to block the sunlight, I looked at Turner who had arrived and also appeared to have been working hard this day. “I thought you might be hungry,” he said in a matter-of-fact voice.

It was then I noticed the picnic basket he carried. Getting to my feet, I rung out the last of the dresses and strolled over to the clothesline. Pinning the garment, I let my shoulders sag as my arms felt as if they couldn’t carry one more thing. My forbidden clothing that I’d hung to dry yesterday was safely tucked in the truck of my car having made a special trip before I began chores. A breeze lifted the dresses like ghostly apparitions surrounding me.

A chuckled came close to my ear. “Let’s take a walk.” He found me behind our house. The makeshift backyard was comprised of fields and fields of crop land beyond the outhouse. We lived on the outskirts of town closer to the entrance. Our family’s primary means of contribution to the community was farming. However, my parents weren’t out there. They were most likely in the building where we kept harvested goods or at the market, selling our extra wares to the populous that craved organically grown crops. It was our primary business and brought much needed revenue to the community to pay government taxes and buy supplies and goods we couldn’t harvest, grow or obtain lawfully from our own lands.

Dead on my feet, I let Turner drag me to the front of my house and deep into the trees towards the creek. On the spot where I’d disrobed a day before, we sat on a spread quilt, and he pulled out meat and bread. 

With his fingers he offered me a nibble of meat.  It was tender with a burst of flavor. I opened my mouth to praise him but his hand came up with another offering. The bread was slightly sweet but rich and buttery too. My tongue snaked across his fingers as he glided them out of my mouth. His eyes met mine and I could feel the tension rebuilding between us. As much as I felt it, I also didn’t want to jump into anything. Kalen was hovering in the back of my mind. After swallowing, I asked, “Who cooked this?” 

With a wolfish grin, Turner said, “I did.”

That surprised me. “Since when did you become such a great cook?” The Turner I knew was raised in a traditional male role in this community of ours. Thus, cooking would never be his chore.

“Since becoming a bachelor.”

Because I was one of the reasons he still remained unmarried, it made the moment awkward.

“It’s okay, Bails. It took me a while to get over your leaving, but I guess I understand. I just wish you would have told me before you fled.”

That hadn’t been one of my finer moments. Rehashing our previous conversation, I said, “I was afraid if you asked me to stay, I would.” It wasn’t an excuse, just my reason.

With patient eyes, he watched me for a second. “Would you do it again?”

It was a good question. Had spending over three years of my life in a wasted relationship with Scott been worth it? I hadn’t really loved him. I stayed with him out of some sense of duty and honor to my family for my perceived sins. Then again, had I not been with Scott, I may have never met Kalen that fateful night. Would I go back and stay with Turner? One thing was for sure. I knew I would have been happy.

“No, not the same way,” I said honestly. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

His smile said he didn’t entirely believe me. But he reached in the basket to pull something else out. Out came a palm-sized strawberry tart, my favorite. Delight filled me. I hadn’t had one of these in ages. “Your mother?” 

He nodded, and I took the proffered desert from his hand with relish. I bit into it like a woman possessed. It tasted like heaven. And I might have moaned out loud, because Turner laughed.

“There are more,” he teased.

I slapped at his arm playfully careful not to drop the last bit of tart.

“I swear,” he said.

Somewhere in the middle of lunch, we found that casualness between us. It was easy to be friends again, transported to a time and place when we had no cares about are future. 

For the second day in a row, I stood near the drop off into the cool blue below. Sticky and hot from my workout with the laundry this morning, I pulled off my garments. I dove into the water before my best friend could speak.

Surfacing, I brushed the few tendrils of hair off my face that had escaped my bun from the force of my splash. Just when I looked up to see what Turner was doing, I was given the full force of his cannon ball in my face, up my nose and in my mouth.

Laughing and gasping, I shoved water on him like a thunderstorm of drops when he surfaced. That led to more afternoon antics.  And we ended up where we always did in the tiny space against the earthy wall hidden from view. He caged me in like a tiger on the hunt and I let him. My breaths were ragged before he even touched me. He had never been the shy one. But he also never pushed. We eyed each other waiting for one of us to make a move.

That problem was solved when my father stood on the cliff above and called out my name. I couldn’t see him just as he couldn’t see us. However, the heap of clothing and picnic would be reason enough for him to think we were there. That was also true especially if someone saw us heading in this direction. As if I was still fourteen and under his thumb, I found myself answering his call with a Yes, Father, and swimming toward the bank to get my clothes.

By the time I’d made my way up and to our makeshift picnic, my stoic father was gone. He hadn’t had to say that he wanted to speak with me. His coming had been words enough.

Turner had just made it up to the top, dripping wet, when I gave him a quick pursuing glance. There was no mistaking his thoughts the way he ogled my wet form, just like I couldn’t ignore his attractiveness. I’d been lucky that long ago that he’d chosen me. I didn’t fully understand why he hadn’t yet settled down. Before my libido could get the better of me, I headed off. There was no need for words. Turner understood our world and knew that when my father spoke, it was marching orders.

I hurried through the trees, pushing my damp hair back as it dripped down my back. We hadn’t planned on swimming, thus I had nothing to dry off with. When I broke through the tree line, my father stood with a few other important looking men I recognized. My bursting through the brush gave notice to the threesome as I stumbled to a stop not wanting to embarrass my father. No doubt my dress was wet in places giving away what I’d been up to.

A few more quiet words were said before the other two men departed.  My father gave me the once over with disapproval. He still had a way of making me feel like a school girl.

With purposeful steps, he strode over to me. His first words stung me. “Bailey, stop messing with the boy. You’ll only confuse him.”

Instead, I was confused. When I opened my mouth to protest, my father held up a hand. “Turner deserves better than to believe you’ll be with him this time. We both know you aren’t staying. I suggest you leave him be so he may find another.”

My tongue had been set free long ago once I ventured out on my own. And now it spoke over my brain’s protest. “Father, I would never…”

He pressed me with a stare that would stop a raging bull. Immediately, my tongue halted.

 “Tonight is the monthly council meeting,” he said. “As long as you are here you might as well be an asset to this community. Use that fancy degree we paid for and prepare the books for an accounting at sundown.”

It would have been easy to mention that scholarships and grants had funded most of my college. And I could have asked why Betty hadn’t prepared for this meeting as she surely was fully aware of the schedule and duties in my stead. In fact, I’d only taken over for her after she apprenticed me.  Once I left, the duty fell back on her. Again she served double duty as school mistress and bookkeeper.

However, none of that mattered. My father had spoken. There was no choice for me other than to comply. I didn’t resent it because I’d come here and knew what my responsibilities would be. I was eating the community’s food and using other supplies. It was everyone’s duty to contribute however they could. So I nodded, and my father walked off towards the center of town.

I stood for only another minute in time to see Turner come through the brush. My father was right. I couldn’t lead him on until I knew what I wanted. I turned from him and headed in the direction of the school house.



Chapter Five

 

Walking back into the office that day was odd. My arrival in town was circulating and creating a buzz. Kids of all ages turned when I opened the door. The one room served as preschool, elementary, middle and high school. Right then most desks were filled with teens. It appeared there were fewer really younger ones these days. Things were changing and many weren’t staying in the community when they came of age. 

Betty, my old teacher, sat at her desk with a red pencil in her hand. Her salt and pepper hair was pulled back in a severe bun like the rest of the women, including me. She was the only one that didn’t look up at my entrance. My sister Mary spoke to a group of students and barely gave me a glance. She was a teacher’s assistant apprenticing to take over. It appeared her dream was coming true. What my eye latched onto was the bundle swaddled around her. My sister was the first of us to bear fruit of the baby boy kind. 

It had been in my plan since yesterday to go and greet, hug and kiss my nephew, but Mary had been busy each time I saw her.  Not to mention, Turner had distracted me. At the moment, I had a lot to do before sundown. After the meeting, I would make it a point to speak to her, if I didn’t see her before then. Plus, according to my father’s edict, I would be staying at her house.  So, I gave her a small wave and smile, before heading into the office to so the work. Betty would be thrilled not to have to deal with the books and lesson plans as well.

As I worked, my mind drifted to Kalen. He consumed my thoughts so much that when I turned in my seat to reach for a book on the floor, my dress shifted to rub across my breast. Fantasies of him sparked to life. He had awakened something in me. And my need was constant.  In my head, I could hear him call out the word lass, before his tongue flicked over my hardened nipples. It took all my willpower not to touch myself no matter that the door had closed me in. And the phone beckoned me as I thought about phone sex with the man. When he’d gone out of town not too long ago, we indulged ourselves in that activity every night. Just a few buttons pressed, and his voice could take care of the fire that stoked in me.

Moving my head side to side, I shook the thoughts away. I had a job to do. Kalen had most likely already moved on. He hadn’t called me lass or even sweetheart when I’d spoken to him yesterday. I’d been Bailey. When was the last time he used my given name? His words of love before we’d parted had probably been to soften the blow that we had to stop seeing each other. And he hadn’t made an attempt to fight for me. So, again, I pushed thoughts of him away and got back to work.

The sun was setting when I closed the ledger. I picked up the handwritten accounting of where the community stood with cash and what was expected to come in and out of the bank account for the things that were known. In the time given, I couldn’t complete a full audit of the books. I focused on confirming the bank statements and invoices to be paid and incoming receipts for small grocers that paid on account.

I was so busy when my sister popped her head in. I could only give her a quick hug and take a peek at the baby who still slept before she was on her way.  Then I was back nose deep in numbers and ledgers. I didn’t let the briefness of our visit bother me. I would be spending my nights with her and her husband. I would have plenty of it to catch up with her later.

My stomach rumbled as I left the school house and headed to the town square where everyone would be gathered. There would be a meeting with the elders of our clan before one of them would speak to the community as a whole to discuss the needs and welfare of our existence.  This was something routinely done and as with all traditions around here, I didn’t expect that anything had changed in the last few years I’d been gone.

My stomach continued its warpath as I made my way to the square. Silently, I promised it a feast. On these occasions the food would be plentiful. Every family brought a dish for the pot luck. There would be more than enough to choose from. As an added bonus, dinner would be served in the town hall but eaten outside if the weather permitted.

Spotting my father, I headed in his direction with a folder of the information he needed to start the elders’ meetings. The sun was just visible on the horizon. Thankfully, I wasn’t late. When he spotted me, it was the first time since I arrived back home I saw approval on his face. 

Before I could reach him, I was stopped by Turner stepping into my path. I hadn’t told him the task my father had put me on, and he hadn’t come after me. He didn’t know that I needed to get this information into my father’s hands before I could breathe again. The need to please Father was like a pressing weight I didn’t think I’d ever overcome. 

“Are you running from me, Bails?” Turner asked. He didn’t give me time to answer. “Because it feels like you keep running away from me. I’m starting to wonder if something’s wrong with me.”

“No,” I said softly, closing my eyes to the emotion that hit me every time I was near him. “I just have to get these numbers to my father.” I raised the folder as proof. 

He nodded and stepped out of my way. I gave Turner a smile before I found a scowl on my father’s face. I sighed, because I was starting to wonder if a hotel would have been a better hiding place than coming home.

It was a long time before I saw Turner again that night. I was pulled into a yawn worthy elder meeting to give a verbal accounting of the books. There were a lot of nods and several questions. Luckily, I’d spent the night before going through the ledgers and could answer most of their questions. That had been a stroke of luck. After I had been sent away, my father gave me strict instructions to help the other women in the food line, dishing out plates.

The chattering women were more than happy to put me to work. 

My mother smiled and commented, “You look a little thin,” while others looked curious. 

The only response I offered was to hold up the plate I was adding a side dish too. With a waiting line, no one had time to comment more or ask about my reappearance in town. 

My feet felt like weighted blocks were attached to them by the time everyone had been served. Finally, I was able to make my own plate and head to the table where my older sister Violet sat with an unfamiliar man. 

Seated at the end of a long table, they were curiously left with plenty of seats in between them and another group who sat at the other end. She was all but isolated with only the man who I assumed was her husband. I made a mental note to find out what that was all about. Our community generally didn’t openly shun people. And the way people walked by without speaking to them told a story that I needed to hear.

Violet and I had always been close. She was a free spirit much as I had been. When I suggested she should go off to college with me, she’d only rolled her eye and told me that the only thing she’d ever be good at was mothering. So it had been a surprise when it was Mary who had given birth first. In fact, Mary was also the first of us to get married.

“Vi.” I quickly set my plate down and then hugged her.

“Bails,” she cried out with genuine excitement. After returning from the elder meeting, there hadn’t been time for me to greet her before I was put to work. She’d had a plate and had been talking to various people before she sat at the table.  Having seen that only made it more ominous why people were avoiding her now.  Her smile quickly disappeared and I followed her line of sight to her hand. The man sitting across from her held it in a tight grip. For a second I didn’t understand what happened until it felt like a frosty wind had passed through. “Bails, this is my husband Mike. Mike, this is my younger sister Bailey.”

Mike loosened his grip and set her free. In the process, popping out just above his tunic neckline and peaking around his wrist were hints of tattoos. His long, dirty blonde hair was tied back. His beard was slightly unruly and might have been attractive in a rugged kind of way if he didn’t have a nasty gleam in his eye. I hated to dislike someone I’d never met before, but this man gave me chills.

“Bailey, I like. Cool name compared to most of these yahoos.”

Stunned, I couldn’t believe he’d just spoken unkindly about a group of people who’d taken him in. Strangers weren’t really welcome because most had a fascination about our community as if we were some sort of cult. Usually, they wanted knowledge to exploit us. You had to prove yourself to be allowed to join our clan. He’d obviously passed and had been allowed to marry my sister. My father was stern and protective. He would never let any of his girls marry a guy unfit for our society. So what was it that I was feeling?

A fake smile warmed my face. I would try hard not to let this first impression affect me. My sister’s sadness could be due to a recent argument. “Hi Mike.”

I was just about to say something when Turner sat next to me. When I looked at him, his face only held a smile for me.

“Can I talk to you later?” Turner asked.

“I’m supposed to stay at Mary’s. I’m not sure when they go to bed for the night. With a new baby, I don’t want to intrude on their schedule. It would be best if I head on over after helping clean up. I don’t want to arrive late and wake them.”

It was an excuse, but I wasn’t ready for the talk I knew he wanted to have.

Violet brightened. “Don’t stay with Miss Prim. You’re welcome to stay with us.” But then she stopped herself as if she’d spoken out of turn. She looked over at Mike and I trailed her gaze. He gave her a predatory smile.

“Of course your sister is welcome. We have more than enough room until you start popping out those babies.” His hand went to her belly and spoke as if there was more meaning laced in his words. 

Violet went deathly pale. I looked between her and her husband. He went back to working on his plate. It was piled higher than anyone would have given him. I looked to Violet’s plate, and hers looked only half eaten. I assumed his extras were taken from her helping.

Turner said, “I think Mary would be disappointed if you don’t stay with her.” His voice was cautious. He looked at Mike watching the man shovel food in his mouth the way trash trucks do when they lifted dumpsters to empty their contents into their bellies. 

Mike barely lifted a brow. “I think these two sisters need time together. I’ve heard so much about Red. And we live so far from everyone else. Violet hardly ever gets to talk to anyone.”

His words made my face tensed. Then I felt my features relax as I schooled them. Everyone in the community worked together to keep this place going. Most jobs weren’t solitary. No matter where Violet lived, she shouldn’t be starved for conversation.

Mike’s hand was back on Violet’s. I caught it when her head snapped up. “Yeah,” she said shakily. “Please come and stay with me so we could catch up.” Her voice was sweet but something sour was definitely there. The longer I was around them, the more I disliked the feeling I was getting in the pit of my stomach.

 “Yeah… I’ll stay with you tonight.” And tonight I would find out what the hell was going on. 

My younger sisters, whom I had only glanced at while they slept came over and hugged both me and Violet as if they’d seen neither of us in a very long time. That only added to my concern. Turner playfully mussed their sandy blonde hair and told them just how pretty they were.

My two brothers, however, hadn’t bothered to greet me except to say “Hi” in the food line as if it hadn’t been years since I’ve seen them. Jacob, the older at seventeen, carried himself like my father, regal and sure of himself. The younger at fourteen seemed in awe of his big brother, but was more reserved and shy. He gave me a winning smile. I was sure he would have happily hugged me if not for Jacob at his side. So when my sisters walked away, I used that as an excuse to seek out my brothers.

“John,” I said, enveloping him in a hug. “I missed you.”

He squeezed me back. When he spoke, his voice lacked the baritone that came with age and in fact cracked a little. “Bails.”  A shyness that screamed embarrassment crossed his face. I wanted to tell him he wouldn’t be the squeaky boy for long. Yet, I held my tongue.

When Jacob walked over trying to be cool and lightly punched me on my shoulder, I took him by surprise in my embrace. “Hey Jake,” I teased. He was Jake and father was Jacob. It had always been that way to keep them separate since they shared a name.

“Bails,” he hesitantly said, patting my back awkwardly before pulling away. “Yeah, since you’re so happy to see us, maybe you could do us a favor.”

“And what’s that?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

“There’s a dance Friday. Father won’t let us go unless we have an escort.” He rolled his eyes like it was nonsense. 

An arm at my shoulder acknowledged the presence of Turner at my side. “She’ll come because she’s my date.”

John glanced back and forth between us, and Jake got a wicked gleam in his eye. “I bet she is,” Jake said before striding off. Apparently he was done with me. The strawberry blonde in the corner he was heading towards was all the confirmation I needed that I’d been sorely dismissed. John smiled before following in his brother’s wake.

“Date,” I said, swiveling to face Turner.

“Yeah, the one I was going to ask you on. But thankfully Jake took care of that.”

I almost contradicted him when the elders strolled in. Everything quieted and I headed back to my place by Violet with Turner in tow.

The meeting only brought me further back in time. It was almost as if I’d never left. According to the elders, things were good. More and more people wanted to purchase food and other handmade goods from our community. They talked about the plan for the upcoming winter and what needed to be done to survive it. It reminded me that firewood was important to find and store safely as it would be our only source of heat.

I eyed my sister’s husband who was barely paying attention. Mike had the look of a man who didn’t care because he had no intentions of being here when the cold hit the area. It didn’t’ take a genius to see something wasn’t adding up. So why was he allowed to stay here?

After the meeting was over, it was up to the younger generation to remove any plates or trash left on the tables. The women were huddled outside in front of large basins either washing or drying the dishes. While others wrapped up leftover food for those who had iceboxes and wanted to take it. The men worked together to move the large tables and benches to one side of the hall leaving the place empty for whatever events were to come. And according to Jake that would most likely be a dance on Friday night.

When it was all done, Mike was nowhere in sight. Vi looked nervous and I was about to ask the important question when Turner walked over.

“Can I walk you ladies home?”

Vi looked up at Turner with dreamy eyes. Of course she had crushed on him. Turner was closer to her age than he was to mine. Being the good natured person she was, when she found out years ago that Turner and I had eyes for each other outside of friendship, she’d sighed and told me I was a lucky girl. 

On the other hand, Mary wouldn’t have handled it the same way. Mary always competed with me at every turn. I wasn’t even surprised at her choice of husband. Thomas had pursued me until he found out about my betrothal with Turner and backed off.

“We don’t need your protection like we did when we were little.” I teased him. Honestly, I wanted time to talk with my sister before we were near her husband. 

“What kind of man would I be if I let two beautiful women walk home after dark alone?”

His chivalry was sweet, but I needed answers. So I went ahead and asked the question despite Turner’s presence. “Vi, is there something you want to tell me?”

She didn’t even pause in her footsteps. “No, why?” she asked sweetly. 

I knew my sister, and I heard the undercurrent of nervousness in her statement. “Are you and Mike fighting?” I prodded. Turner remained silent behind us. I almost glanced back, but I kept my gaze on Vi for any signs through body language of what she wasn’t telling me.

“It’s nothing. Just something stupid,” she confessed. Her smile was so sincere, I didn’t press her further.

Instead I couldn’t resist and peppered Turner with questions. Still walking ahead of him, over my shoulder I fired off one. “You said you’re a bachelor. Does that mean you have your own place?” I couldn’t imagine him still living at home.

His response was surprisingly overtly flirtatious. “Why? Do you want to stay with me instead?”

I could hear the smirk in his voice which made me snicker and shake my head.

Vi spoke to him over my mirth. “Father would so kill you.”

“Only if he found out,” Turner quipped. “Would you tell him?”

My laughter quieted when I noticed a hint of seriousness in his last remark. I stopped and faced him. “Father is already going to have a coronary because I didn’t follow his directions and stay with Mary. He’ll probably have a search party looking for me in the morning.”

We all stared at each other with a minute more of seriousness before we started to laugh again. 

On the very back edge of town, Vi’s home came into view. It was the last stop before our community ended. It belonged to old man Fisher. 

Stopping at the end of the path with the small cottage in front of us, I turned to Vi. “You guys live with Mr. Fisher.” 

Vi’s faced morphed into a nauseated expression. “No.”  She put a hand to her mouth like she might cry. Instead, she choked out the following words. “He sponsored Mike, and they lived here. He died in his sleep the night before our wedding.”

“Oh,” I said taken aback. I hadn’t known.  Mr. Fisher had been a respected elder in our community for as long as I could remember. He was a very nice man and one who never looked down on anyone. He viewed everyone as equals including women. 

It wasn’t a shock my family hadn’t sent word. A part of me was saddened by that. But then again, my father most likely assumed I hadn’t cared about this place once I left. Not knowing what else to say, I took in the darkened home.

“Mike’s not home?” My voice was full of concern.  The house looked barren. Even though we didn’t have electricity, there should have been light from candles or a fire. I hadn’t seen him back at the town hall. Where was he? There wasn’t night life here. We didn’t have bars. Drinking wasn’t outright outlawed but wasn’t encouraged either outside of special events. And he didn’t appear to have many friends based on the wide berth everyone had given him. I hadn’t seen anyone speak to him all night except us. 

My sister faced me with the moonlight spotlighting her face. She looked almost relieved that her husband wasn’t home. And actually, I was kind of grateful because I had more questions. Obviously she was hiding something big.

“I’ll help you start a fire,” Turner said, heading to the side of the house where logs rested against the outside wall.

Vi opened the door without a key. This wasn’t an anomaly. We didn’t lock our houses while we weren’t at home. It just wasn’t common practice. There was really nothing to steal. We didn’t have electronics in our homes. We did however lock ourselves in at night. I always thought that weird. My father had explained that it was a precaution when we were at our most vulnerable. His worry was for outsiders who could breach our borders not from those who resided in the community. 

I’d just stepped inside behind Vi when a voice rang out of the night and stopped us dead. “There you are wife. Why don’t you get some wood for the fire?”

My hand landed on my sister’s shoulder to stop myself from running into her back. I tensed at the disembodied voice that came from nowhere and everywhere all at the same time.

When she didn’t respond, he said, “And Violet…”

“Yes,” she whispered. In the seconds that followed, I awaited the ominous voice to return wielded by a man with a meat cleaver or something waiting to chop our heads off. Yet the seconds ticked by as if he knew how on edge he’d put us. 

In the dead silence out here away from most of the other cabins, it was easy to hear a breath let alone a whisper.  So when he spoke in a murmured calm, we heard. “Tell you pretty sister to come over here and keep me company.”

It was my turn to shutter. As much as I hated to admit my sister had made such a choice for a husband, there was no denying he was bad news. 

“I have the wood,” Turner announced, coming up behind us. His chipper voice was indication enough he was unaware of Mike’s presence. Vi and I stood there in the open door not knowing what to do when Turner asked, “What’s wrong?”

My throat had the feeling of a cotton field, and I wasn’t sure how to answer him.

“Ah, Turner,” the voice said.  “Figures. I’ve heard enough about your love for Red that I should have known you’d find a way to spend more time with her. Not that I blame you. A fine piece of ass she is.”

A tiny beam of light burst through the darkness and landed on Mike’s face. His eyes squinted in the sudden shock of light. Turner had a flash light? Albeit it must have been a small one because the beam was thin and fine. I filed those thoughts away understanding Turner wasn’t the purist I’d once thought him.

A clatter brought an end to my thoughts. The beam shifted to a bottle of alcohol that rested on the table next to an illuminated hand.

“I think you need to sleep this off,” Turner gritted out.

Mike directly faced the light that moved to focus on him. “I think you need to leave and get the hell out of my house.”

Turner didn’t back down, instead he squared his shoulders. “This house belongs to the community,” he declared. “You just live here.”

The basis of our community was that we all were part owners of everything. Nothing belonged to the individual unless you made it by yourself. Anything made with help from others was considered community property. And most houses were built with help from others. 

“You need to leave because I want to fuck MY wife.”

Vi blanched. She looked at me as if she wished she could take this all back. 

Turner dumped the handful of wood just inside the door. “Bails, I don’t think you should stay here tonight.”

I agreed with him but I couldn’t go home or to Mary’s. “I have nowhere else to go.”

“You can stay at my house.”

Before I could respond, Mike’s dark chuckle filled the room. “Now you owe me one, Turner boy. Bet you were looking for a way to get her in your bed.”

“Dude, you need to go sleep this off.”

Dude?  Had Turner just said dude? This wasn’t the time to make such observations, but I couldn’t help but notice that college life had really changed him. 

“Violet, you’re welcome to stay with me as well,” Turner offered.

A scrape of wood against wood signaled Mike was getting out of his chair. That sent our attention back to him. The light illuminated his pants where Mike’s head had been a moment ago, before it highlighted the ground. Footsteps declared Mike was moving in our direction. Involuntarily, I found myself stepping back. Vi seemed frozen in her spot, until Mike stood next to her. I’d stopped moving once my back was pressed against Turner’s chest.

“Violet honey, do you want to stay with me or Turner?” His tone was deadly. For the first time, more than just simply concern, I was truly worried for my sister’s safety.

I knew my sister, and her smile was as fake as his sweetness. “With you.” Her voice was soft and compliant. 

“Well, it looks like the two of you can go,” Mike declared. His sneer was all the more evident with the moonlight on his face.

“I’d still like to stay if you don’t mind.” I kept my voice pleasant. All my years with Scott had trained me how to hide my true feelings.

When I glanced at Turner, he didn’t seem at all happy. With a pointed look, he asked, “Can I talk to you for a minute before you turn in for the night?”

I nodded and turned towards my sister. She appeared relieved and moved to pick up the wood from the place where Turner had dropped it. “Your room is on the right,” she directed. “Ours is on the left.” She hesitated, and then said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

I followed Turner outside. He led me to a tree stump in their yard where we sat. 



Chapter Six

 

 

It felt almost sinful sitting out in the dark with Turner. When I’d lived here, that would have been a big no, no. And Turner was still one of the most handsome guys I’d ever laid eyes on. So why couldn’t I just be with him. It was obvious he still held feelings for me. Kalen was a dream. Turner was a reality.

A sigh escaped me, and Turner mistook its meaning. 

“I don’t like that guy,” he said. “I haven’t since the first time I met him.”

My response was quick. “Then why hasn’t someone done anything?”

He let out a breath. “When I came back, they were already married.” He looked up at the stars and said, “I went to your Father.” 

That shocked me. Had he had feelings for my sister?

“He knows, Bails. They all know.”

 My shocked expression became stunned speechlessness. 

“You father said that if they were to act, Mike threatened to take Violet away.” He paused as I sucked in a breath. “And you saw her.”

 I nodded letting him continue.

“They think it’s better to keep the devil among them, than to let her go away with him.”

“They knew all along. Why did they allow him in the community?” My mind was a blur with anger and fury at the council for allowing this to happen.

He held up a hand to stop me. “No, he played his cards right. He had them all fooled until sometime after he married her.”

My fist clenched. Vi deserved better than this. We were brought up to love one another equally, but Vi and I shared a bond that went deeper than I had with my other siblings. We were our parents’ first two children. Father brought a bride from outside and let her name the both of us before he took over that duty. We’d been rebels in our own way. Maybe not outwardly, but in our private conversations we fought against the bonds that held us to the traditions we were expected to live by. 

“What can we do?’ I asked. But really I already knew the answer.

“Nothing.” His voice was flat and resigned. 

I on the other hand wasn’t reconciled to that. I had to believe that if I could convince Vi to leave this man, the community would stand behind her. Divorce wasn’t something we were brought up to believe in. But Turner’s words had encouraged me. 

It was the silence that encased us that fortified me. There weren’t loud voices raging from the house. Hopefully the big bad wolf was tamed for the night.

“You don’t have to stay,” I said. “It looks like things have calmed down.” My relief allowed me not to worry about my sister for the moment.

With my hands in my lap, I faced him. We’d been sitting side by side. When he turned to me, our lips were seconds apart. And before I could stop him, he was kissing me. His lips were softer than I remembered. His kiss was more skilled than the clumsy teens we’d been. His hand cupped the base of my skull as I kissed him back. My mind argued with me. I felt as if I was betraying Kalen, but then I remembered that I’d cleared that air between us a day or so ago. 

Time had not changed much. I loved Turner, and it was easy to be with him this way. It felt natural, almost like it was meant to be. And there was love in my heart for this boy, now man. Yet, it wasn’t the fierce passion I felt when Kalen was near.

Comparing two guys probably wasn’t the best idea at a time like this. I should be focused on the man in front of me. He pulled me closer until I landed in his lap. His fingers created a slow trail of goose bumps down my arm. His other hand on my waist sent a cascade of butterflies into flight in my belly. 

Separation for just a moment allowed us to breathe. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for you to come back.” His eyes, dark in the night, were unreadable. “Come back to me,” he added.

And I should’ve stopped him. I should’ve told him that I wasn’t sure I could give him what he wanted. But I was human. And so much had gone wrong in my life over the last few months, being with Turner felt right. 

His kiss was slow and languid. He tasted of fresh berries, and I found myself greedy for more. Time took a tumble and so did we. We landed on the soft earth with him astride me.  Neither one of us seemed to care if we were caught. He was gentle, everything Kalen wasn’t.

It wasn’t easy, but I pulled back. “We should stop,” I breathed. My heart was unsteady for more than one reason. 

“Why?” His voice held calm and not any concern.

With a half-smile, I responded, “We aren’t teenagers anymore. Kissing out on Vi’s front lawn isn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

A cocky grin spread on his face as his eyes continued to stare at my mouth ready to devour me at any moment. “What did you have in mind?”

My mind was hazy and thoughts of Kalen still clouded them. I didn’t think he would appreciate my honesty. “Just that when we decide to go there, it won’t be on someone’s front lawn.” I knew my face expressed more than my words did. I wasn’t the best of liars.

He licked his delicious lips before all humor died from his expression. He rolled off me and pushed his hands through his hair. “Is it that guy you’re engaged to?”

My face heated. He was talking about Scott. “No.” I looked down and let my fingers dance across the grass. “He’s out of the picture.”

His finger lifted my chin so I could face him. “There’s someone else.” It wasn’t a question.

I tried desperately to look away, but he held me firm with his stare and his finger under my chin. “It’s complicated,” I admitted.

Hurt crossed his face. “There was a time you trusted me with your secrets. I guess that all changed when you decided to leave.”

That wasn’t true. And he was right. So I let the words spill from my mouth. I told him everything that happened from Scott to coming here. I did leave out the details of my sexual relationship with Kalen, including the specifics on how we met.

“This Kalen guy is rich, and you found out someone was embezzling money from his company,” he said by way of summarization.

I reluctantly nodded.

“And you guys were told not to see each other. Now you’re here kissing me.” 

“It’s not that simple. I broke things off with him.”

It was his turn to nod, but his arms fell away from me. I took that as a sign and moved out of his lap.

 “You’re not over him?” It may have been phrased like a question, but it was said very firmly as if I shouldn’t bother to deny it.

Honesty was important. And Turner was important to me. “Maybe not, but this,” I said gesturing my fingers between us, “goes to show that I’m hardly over you either.”

“I’m just going to put this out there,” Turner said. “I love you. I always have and maybe I always will. I thought I was over you.” His voice sounded almost desperate.  “But this,” and he used two fingers to point at himself and then at me, “says, I’m hardly over you either.”

Now it was my turn to finger comb my hair in frantic need of the right answer. “I don’t know.” Was it right to lead him on? I still had feelings for him. He was my first love and my best friend. It’s not easy to let something like that go.

“Maybe we should give ourselves a real chance, Bails.”

Flat on our backs, we faced each other. The moonlight shone like a beacon and made him look so angelic. It would be so easy to give in and just be with him. Clearly though, I’d made all the wrong decisions in the past. It wouldn’t be fair to him to dive in when I wasn’t sure what I wanted out of life. 

I thought about my three relationships. I’d run from Turner and the life here in the community. I’d run from Scott and his philandering ways. I’d run from my job and Kalen. I really needed to get myself together. I couldn’t hurt Turner again.

Rolling onto his side, he used his palm to cup my cheek. “I know you feel this too.”

I had to ask. It was a question that plagued me. “What about Beth?”

“What about her?” he asked sounding contrite. It was clear there was nothing going on between them based on his answer.

“The last time I saw you, the two of you were together.”

He rubbed his eyes. “It was mistake. You’d come home, and I heard about your boyfriend. I was pissed. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. And I used her. I feel like an asshole about it. But that’s the truth. There wasn’t ever anything between us.”

“Did she know that?”

“I told her the truth of it.”

That I didn’t doubt. I trusted Turner to tell me the truth. He had no reason to lie because in a small town like this, I would find out. Plus, if he had something going on, my father would have mentioned it. The only thing left was for me to be honest with him.

“I can’t stay here forever.” There I’d said it. I closed my eyes not wanting to see pain in his.

“I know.” His hand left my cheek and took my hand. “I can’t stay here either, especially without you.”

“And before I showed up, what were you going to do?”

“Peace Corps. That was the plan.”

I couldn’t believe it. Thinking about it though, I knew it was fitting. I could totally see him doing something so selfless. That’s who he was. “Wow, yeah, wow.” I was speechless.

“You could join me.”

I rapidly blinked my eyes. “That’s an amazing thing to do. And I admire anyone who takes on such a task. You know, I kind of feel bad to say this, but I’ve had a lifetime of roughing it.”

A heavy sigh escaped me. Before I could listen to his disappointment, I continued on. “I think living here has given me a better appreciation for life, and I don’t need things. But I like watching TV. I like electricity. I like plumbing in the house. And maybe I’m a bad person, but I need these things. Again, not in abundance. Coming here again just showed me I’m not ready to give those things up.”

“How about Habitat for Humanity? I could design efficient housing for those in need. We wouldn’t have to rough it,” he quickly offered with a small laugh as if he had this alternative in his head.

“I could do that,” I said truthfully. “Maybe they would have need for someone to keep an accounting of everything.”

Turner must have loved my answer because he kissed me. When he pulled back, his smile was infectious. I grinned at him, but then I said, “Just because I could doesn’t mean I will.” I saw how my choice of words sounded like I’d agreed to something.

“That’s okay. Just say you’ll give us a shot.”

His puppy dog hopeful look slayed me. So I nodded, and he kissed me again and again and again. His kisses were like honey, slow and sweet. Even as the temperature continued to drop, I was warm in his arms, warm in my heart.

“We should go inside,” he said when we finally stopped making out like horny teenagers.

“We?” I frowned.

“There is no way I’m leaving you here alone with that asshole.” He stood and held out a hand. I lifted up on one elbow and reached so he could help me to my feet.

Inside, it was dark except for the low burning fire in the hearth. We climbed a ladder to the loft. I didn’t question his choice. Mike seemed like the kind of creeper who might come in the room to check on me. 

In the limited light, I could still see there wasn’t much up there but a blanket. Together we used it to create a palette. Turner cocooned me in his embrace and it was terribly easy to get lost in his arms. So comforting was his touch, I immediately drifted asleep.



Chapter Seven

 

A soft kiss to my neck and a warm body to my back made me squirm. “Lass, you’ve spoiled any chance of me getting a good night sleep without your body next to mine.”

His lips moved lower and forced a giggle from me. “You’ll do just fine without me.”

“Never,” he declared. His brogue so thick, it rumbled from his chest into my back. “I’ll never let you go, lass. You belong to me.”

Lips kissed the nape of my neck and slowly slid down my spine. Firm hands spread my legs and one eager finger submerged into my wet heat. I gasped. “Oh,” I moaned. Another finger slid inside, I could feel the fullness in me. But Kalen was thicker than that. He shoved another and a cry left my lips. 

“Are you ready for me, lass?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

It wasn’t his shaft that penetrated me. A tongue flicked across my bundle of nerves igniting the fire that burned for him before heading inside me. He worked me stroke by stroke, changing from finger to tongue and back again. His other hand found my breast and tweaked my nipple to a hardened peak.

Another moan and I reached for his thick black hair and found nothing. My eyes shot wide open. Taking in my surroundings in the dark, I could only feel not see very much. The fire had burned down leaving less light than before. There was a warm body at my back. There was a hand on my breast, a kiss at my nape. A hand was pulling the layers of my dress up passed my knees.

“Bails,” a whispered voice said, but it wasn’t Kalen. 

I rolled out of Turner’s embrace. On my side, I faced him. With distance between us, the faded light showed his expression held uncertainty. 

It wasn’t that I regretted his presence or touch. It just felt dirty that I’d been dreaming about another man. Flashes of last night came over me. Hadn’t I agreed to try and see if this could work with him? It wasn’t fair if I couldn’t get another guy out of my head, my dreams.

“I’m sorry. I guess I was dreaming.” My guess was that if my moans and cries from my dreams hadn’t spilled into my reality, he’d assumed they were for him. He said nothing in response, so I thought for sure I hadn’t spoken my dream moans aloud. 

“Come here, I promise not to molest you in your sleep again unless you want me too,” he teased.

A smile replaced my concern. I moved closer and allowed him to pull me into his arms. I closed my eyes again and hoped I wouldn’t dream. 

My eyes fluttered open to see daylight creep across the floor in a slow band of gold. What also stirred in the house below were voices.

“So what’s up with you and my baby sister?” I couldn’t see Violet but there was a long pause. Not feeling Turner at my back, I knew he was downstairs with her.

He didn’t answer. 

“I mean she’d probably be really mad if she ever found out I had a thing for you.”

The air stilled in my lungs.

“But it’s not like there are many great options around here. And I get it even if Mary didn’t.” More pauses. “I mean she was determined to have whatever Baily had. That’s why she married Thomas you know. When you turned her down, she focused on the other boy that vied for Bail’s attention.”

“Mary’s a determined girl.” Turner’s response was almost cold.

“That she is,” my sister said. But Vi liked to talk and she continued. “Are you sure about this? I mean you were pretty broken up after she left you. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you be yourself.”

“I’m fine. And what happened between us should have never happened.”

What? Something happened between him and Vi. I knew she crushed on him, but…

“I know. I’m rooting for you both. It’s just Bailey is never going to be satisfied staying here. And you on the other hand were made for this place, even though you are on your way out the country. What are you going to do now?”

How often did my sister and Turner talk? And I couldn’t get the question of what happened between the two of them out of my mind. It didn’t surprise me that Mary betrayed me. But Violet, I never thought her capable.

“I’ve told her my plans, and I think we may have found a compromise.”

“Well that’s good.” She didn’t sound sure.  “It’s a sure thing between you two?” 

“Nothing’s certain but she’s giving us a chance.”

“I’m happy for you.”

It probably didn’t say much that I sat there listening to their conversation. And I hadn’t meant to. Once I heard that something happened between the two of them, I was forced into silence. Somehow I knew they may not ever tell me the truth of it willingly. It however was time to stop spying. I got up and made a lot of noise.

When I climbed down, Vi was there with a bright smile on her face. “Sleep well?” 

You would think that nothing disturbing had happened last night. “Where’s Mike?” I asked, looking nervously around.

She bit her nail and avoided my gaze. “He’s gone to do whatever it is he does all day.”

I caught a sideways glance at Turner and decided it may not be a good time to talk about this. I could force her to talk to me, but I wouldn’t make her do it in front of Turner.

Breakfast was mixed berries, biscuits, and eggs. The berries made me think of Turner and the intimacy we shared outside last night.

After we were done and the tiny kitchen area cleaned up, Turner said, “Well I should be going. No doubt they’ll be wondering why I haven’t appeared for morning chores.” I glanced at his hands knowing he would use them to fix and build things throughout the day. I thought about those same hands and how gentle they’d been with me.

“Bye,” I said, feeling awkward. I almost thought he planned to lean over and kiss me, but he didn’t.

When the door closed behind him, I turned to face my sister. The heat of my anger percolated through my skin. “I can’t believe you,” I raged.

Violet looked pitifully afraid which only angered me more. She’d never been one to cower, and there she was shrinking in front of me.

 “Bailey, I’m sorry.”

That gave me pause. Why would she apologize to me? Then I figured it out. She assumed I’d overheard her conversation with Turner this morning. Which I had, but that was a different conversation.

“Sorry for what,” I admonished. “Sorry you married an asshole. Does he hit you?”

“No,” she claimed, but there had been hesitation before she answered. Deep shadows lived in the hollows under her eyes. If she didn’t tell me, I knew I would have to go to Mary for answers. She would be gleeful to tout information that she had and I didn’t. I never understood her jealousy of me. Thus I just ignored it most of my life, pretending it wasn’t true. But hearing it from Turner and Violet forced me to face it.

A righteous indignation crossed over my sister’s haunted features. “Why are you back here, Bailey? Why are you getting Turner’s hopes up? He deserves better than that.”

She’d always been my champion. “Why?” I asked. “Just so you can have him?”

If she’d been unsure whether or not I heard, I just confirmed it. A horrified look graced her features. 

I asked, “How long did you wait for me to leave town before you pursued him.” This was a fight I hoped I wouldn’t have with Mary after all I heard this morning.

“It wasn’t like that. Remember we’re the same age. I started crushing on him once I realized boys weren’t gross.”

“You never told me that,” I spit out, even though I’d known. The hurt I felt flowed through my words.

Her look was now pleading. “You followed him around like a puppy and wouldn’t have understood. You would have told him, thinking it was a joke.”

“I didn’t follow him around.”

She crossed her arms over her chest.

 “Okay, but I followed you too. I worshiped you both,” I confessed.

“I thought he hung out with you to be around me. Then it turned out you were the glue to his being around me. I don’t know when he fell for you. But it was you two that clicked. You were too young, and he never treated you any different than just a friend, so I let it go. Then more and more he came over to hang out with just you.”

I sat. No, I flopped down on the bench in front of the table. My eyes were heavy with guilt. Had I known her feelings for certain, would I have done anything differently? Would Turner have been with my sister and happy if I had backed off? These were questions I would never get answers to. I had part of an answer. If there had been a spark, why didn’t he pursue her after I left and she made herself available? 

“What you’re just going to sit there?” she said.

“What do you want me to say?” I hedged.

“Tell me you’re not going to break his heart.”

I couldn’t tell her that. My mouth parted and I confessed my sins. I told her all about Scott, Kalen and my job and how it landed me here. I told her that I’d confirmed my break up with Kalen, but that I still had feelings for him. And finally, I admitted that I still loved Turner.  I just wasn’t sure yet if I was in love with him.

As I sat there I wondered how this had become all about me. I was staying in my sister’s house because I was worried about her and that man she called husband.

She had sat down somewhere along the way of my telling. “If you’re in love with this Kalen, you need to let Turner go. He was a wreck after you left. Then he left and went to college too. He came home hopeful every holiday, only you never showed up.”

“I did come home once,” I said in my defense.

“And look how that turned out.” Her face held the expression that said need I say more. And no she didn’t. He’d broken Elizabeth’s heart. “Beth still thinks she has a shot. She’s not going to be happy about your return.”

It looked like many people weren’t happy that I was here. I began to wonder about the saneness in my decision to come home as a safe haven.

“You’ve dodged the question, but what is up with this Mike,” I asked ready for the heat to be off of me.

She exhaled a breath. “Fine. It’s not like the pickings around here are plentiful. They don’t grow multiple Turners in this place. Most guys who are easy on the eye like the backwards lifestyle of man beats his chest and woman listens.”

I wanted to tell her I thought her relationship sounded much like that.

“Mike showed up about two years ago looking like a cowboy. He was ruggedly handsome.”

I could agree with her on that point.

“And he passed all the tests. He even courted me. All the girls were jealous because he took one look at me and didn’t look any further. It’s hard not to fall for that.”

It was starting to make sense. If Turner had bruised her ego or if any other guy had afterward, she would have been primed for Mike.

“I don’t know. He just kind of swept me off my feet.” Her eyes were dreamy. The nostalgia was evident.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I can’t say for sure. It was gradual. It wasn’t overnight. Then he started coming home drunk.”

“How did he get booze?” Our community was a dry one. No alcohol was sold here. 

She shrugged. 

“And that’s it.” 

She nodded.

I rubbed my face not sure what to say next. 

“We should probably head in for chores before they come find us.”

This was true, but I had one more thing to say. “You need to get out.” I meant to end that sentence with of this marriage, but her fear stopped me.

“And do what? Where would I go? You know divorce is not tolerated. I would be excommunicated. I don’t have any skills like you do, Bailey. All I know how to do is to be a wife.”

“That’s not true,” I hurriedly said. 

She stood with a frown plastered on her face. Clearly we were done. She crossed over to the front door and held it open. Getting the message, I stood and followed her out. We walked with silence between us and ended up parting ways. I needed to find Emma and Lora, my little sisters. I would be sharing chore tasks with them until I was given a different one. And Vi had to go do whatever she was responsible for. I assumed she went to work with the baker. We also sold home cooked goods at market. I pondered what Mike did all day on the walk back home. Vi had not mentioned a specific duty. Why was he in our community? What was he hiding from?



Chapter Eight

 

 

Some say your life comes full circle. Sitting with my two younger sisters while we prepared fruit for canning for use over the winter, I thought that might be true. 

At twelve and nine, their conversation consisted mainly of talking about dolls. Lora, in the early stages of preteen, didn’t want to talk much about them. But Emma, still just a girl, kept steering the topic of conversation back to a doll she wanted for Christmas, when she wasn’t peppering me with other questions about my life. I didn’t mind. She barely knew who I was. She was really young when I left for college.

“Did you have a doll when you were little?” Emma asked.

“I did.” I struggled to remember it. Dolls had been okay in my book, but I had much rather gone out and followed behind Turner. My conversation with Violet reminded me of that.

Out of nowhere, Emma said politely, “Are you going to kiss Turner?” I didn’t have time to be shocked before she continued on. “Because I heard Father tell Mother that you and Turner were going to get married.”

Okay, there were two problems with her question and subsequent statement. I met Lora’s eye before she studiously looked away.

The bell tolled from outside, and the girls got to their feet. “School time,” Emma said with glee. She was still at the age where school actually seemed kind of fun. 

They gathered the fruit they hadn’t yet touched and put it back in the basket. The jars they finished were neatly placed on shelves that lined the kitchen area. And I watched as they gathered their bundle of books, clasped in what looked like straps, and headed out of the house. I wiped down the tables and straightened the chairs and benches. Then there was really nothing to do. I checked the girls’ room but all their clothes were washed, folded and put away.

In the boys’ room, there was a different story. And in the interest of something to do, I considered washing their clothes. When I came across a pair of what I’d like to call tighty whities. I put everything back the way I found it. Something told me they wouldn’t appreciate the intrusion.

With nothing else to do until afternoon chores, I headed to the school house to plow through the books. I needed to talk to my mother, but she’d been conveniently gone this morning. And the girls hadn’t known just where she was off to. I figured she’d gone with some other women in town to market, selling our home grown fruits and vegetables.

It was in the numbers I found some peace. I wasn’t sure why, considering it was my work that had unraveled my life. A part of me stared at the phone a long time considering. It would be so easy to call Kalen. 

By lunch, I was hungry and tired. My day had started at the crack of dawn, and I’d been at it almost as long as an average work day. My sister popped her head in. 

“I thought you might be hungry,” Mary said.

I was able to school my features and not show any surprise. I took the basket of food from her. There was some dried meat, fruits and a bit of cheese. A minute later and she returned with a glass of lemonade. 

“Thanks, Mary.”

She smiled and gave a tiny shrug. “I wondered when I’d see you. You were supposed to stay at our house.”

And there it was in her mind, betrayal. 

My opening presented itself. “Do you know what’s going on with Mike and her?”

If I’d hoped for some sympathy for my sister, I’d come to the wrong place. She shrugged again, this time a bit more exaggerated. “She made her bed.”

“And that’s it,” I said slowly, enunciating each word, hoping she’d hear my dismay at her lack of care for our sister.

“What can I do? The pair of you made bad decisions when it comes to men. You left a good one, and she chose a bad one.”

Her statement may have been true but hearing it from her pissed me off. She was just like Miss Goody Two Shoes. “Oh, like you marrying the boy who wanted me is any better.”

So that might have been mean, but Mary wasn’t a saint. 

Her eyes narrowed. Her lips pinched. “You could have had him, but you didn’t want him. You wanted Turner. Or so you told everyone, only to leave him. And now he’s destroyed Beth.”

Beth was Mary’s best friend. “They would have been married if you hadn’t come back that Christmas.”

Mary had a way of stretching the truth to suit her purposes. According to Turner, he hadn’t even talked to Beth until he found out I’d come back. None of this mattered. “I didn’t make Turner do anything.”

“No, you didn’t,” she said with a sneer. “You just have a way making the boys lose their heads over you.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked because the hate in her tone was off the charts. This was beyond petty jealousies.

“What’s going on in here?”

Mary and I turned to find Turner standing in the doorway. My sister morphed into something sweet and her quick changed bordered on something that bordered on psychotic. “Nothing. Bailey here hasn’t even bothered to see her nephew, our parents’ first grandchild.”

Oh she couldn’t have gloated any harder. She pulled the bundle of joy out of the sling across her body. “Can you hold him while I go outside and check on the kids? He’s a heavy sleeper. He shouldn’t be a problem. I know you never wanted kids.”

She strolled out leaving me holding the sleeping baby who hadn’t stirred. No wonder she could bring the kid to work. I cradled the tiny bundle in my arms feeling a love that only comes from family. It was instant but sure. He was perfect and a little darling. Turner got on his knees to kneel close to me. With gentle fingers, he brushed the wisped of hair from the baby’s forehead.

“What’s this about you not wanting kids?”

My hope that he’d overlooked the dig my sister got in was squashed. That had been something I’d told to Mary when we were younger forced to babysit, I’d resented the duty.

“It was just something I said in anger one of those time when we had to babysit instead of hanging out with everyone else.” I didn’t say that everyone else really just meant him. 

“Oh,” he said looking up at me. “Do you want to have kids?”

Mary’s hope had been for Turner to see we weren’t compatible. And now I wondered if she was right. Turner wanted to save the poor and live out his life in service of others. It was grand, and I love him all the more for it. Could I do that? And would I want to bring up my kids the same way. Did I even want the responsibility of it?

I raised my arms to kiss my nephew on the forehead. The way Mary was acting I didn’t think I’d get another shot of being this close, because I didn’t want to be around her. As I gently lowered the baby, he stirred. His coo wasn’t that loud, but a mother’s instinct is apparently powerful.

Mary came back in the school door. With the door to the office open, I saw her return. “He’s probably hungry.” Then she proceeded to unbuttoned her shirt. Turner looked away. And I watch him not comfortable with the natural state of being a mother. As a kid, it was just a way of life. As an adult, she was my sister baring her breast to the world, too weird for me.

“We should go and give you privacy,” I stated, getting to my feet.

Turner did the same facing the wall, although my guess was that Mary wouldn’t have minded one bit if Turner saw her. I headed out the door and drew in a heavy breath once outside.

The kids were siting picnic style in the small front lawn eating lunch and talking. Turner took my hand. “Want to go for a walk.”

 The need for air and distance between me and Mary filled me. I nodded.



Chapter Nine

 

Walking down the center aisle of the road wasn’t a problem considering cars weren’t allowed in the community with the exception in the event of an emergency, which hadn’t ever presented itself in the years I’d lived here.

We didn’t go far before he ducked us into the tree line. 

“I heard you and Vi this morning,” I said. 

Turner stopped in his tracks and faced me. “What happened between her and me was a mistake.”

“And what happened exactly.” Although I may not have been privy to most of the details of his life after me, somehow I felt like I deserved this bit of truth seeing that she was my sister.

“You have to understand, losing you was like losing my life. She was there. And in a moment of weakness I gave in. She’d been so close. I can’t even remember how it happened. But I got lost in her eyes and it was as if you were there. And I kissed her. But as soon as it happened, I knew it wasn’t you.”

“Does she know that?”

He shook his head. “She knows that I couldn’t do it. But I never told her it was you I was seeing. Didn’t think that was the right thing to say. Kissing her had been shitty enough.”

“And Beth?” Although we’d talked about it before, I thought there may have been more to that story.

He stepped closer, his eyes darkened with desire. “Beth made her idea of us together known. She was persistent. I’d broken up with my girlfriend at school and was back at home. I wasn’t in the mood for any girl. Then you showed up. She was convenient. And I used her. I felt like a total douche. But I wanted you to hurt as much as I did.”

I closed my eyes and leaned back on the nearby tree. Now his guilt was mine. I’d caused Beth’s pain.

Since we were getting everything out in the open, I asked, “You had a girlfriend?”

“Carrie,” he said frankly. “She was from a small town and we had a lot in common.”

“Pretty?” That was a dumb question. Turner was as hot as they came. 

He lifted his shoulders quickly in a dismissive gesture. “Sure.”

“Why’d you break up?” Now I was crossing the line into none of my business territory. If he didn’t answer, I wouldn’t press him. It wasn’t like I wanted to talk about Kalen or Scott.

“She wasn’t you.”

Looking up into his lovely eyes, I saw the pain again. “I should hope not,” I teased. “If I had a twin that my parents didn’t tell me about I’d be pretty pissed.”

He laughed, and my joke to ease the tension worked. Turner however wasn’t done with his confession. “In the end we wanted different things. She wanted the house and all the trappings. Small town life made her dream of grander things.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” I said playing devil’s advocate.

“It wasn’t that. She was into the things.” He punctuated that last word.

I lifted my head in acknowledgment. “She was materialistic.”

“Exactly. She just didn’t want a bigger house. She wanted the biggest house on the block so she could flaunt her success to everyone she left behind.”

That was one way of losing him, I thought to myself. “She didn’t know you very well.”

“I didn’t know her either until it was too late.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what he was doing with her that kept him from asking the important questions, but I decided it wasn’t an answer I wanted to know.

“That’s the thing I love most about you, Bailey. You get me like no one else.”

Trying to stop this from where it was headed as he moved closer to me, I blurted, “What if I wanted the biggest house and car?”

“I’d give you those things and fill it with our kids.”

My lips felt dry. I licked them as he slowly stalked the small distance between us. “You’re not worried about my wanting things.”

He chuckled. “You care less about things than I do. Give the girl plumbing and electricity here, and you might stay.”

“Maybe.” And that was the last word before the heat between us ignited like a bomb.

His lips were on mine, and I reached my arms around his neck. His hand explored my body over my clothes. I could feel desire as if it was tangible. His hand tangled in my hair and exposed my neck. His kiss tingled my cheek, and his mouth moved down just below my chin until he reached the high neck of my dress. 

“This dress should be labeled cock blocker,” he hissed.

I looked at the fabric that covered me to my toes. His hands disengaged and reached my hips. He fisted the fabric, slowly pulling it higher to reveal my calves and then my knees. 

He descended so fast I had no time to stop him. Then reverently he looked up at me with the skirt of my dress held at thigh level. He was waiting on an answer. We were adults. It wasn’t as if this was the first time we’d seen each other’s skin. I nodded, giving him the approval he sought.

Then his mouth was on me. His tongue danced along the seam line of my underwear until he let go of one side of my skirt, half hiding his face from me in fabric. But I didn’t need to see him to know where he was. I could feel him shift the scrap of fabric to the side. The first heated taste of his tongue had me leaning my head back upon the tree. I looked up through a tangle of branches. 

My hand fisted in his hair, needing more than the gentle touch he was giving me. That’s when he added first one then two fingers expertly thrusting up. My body moved roughly up and down against the bark in time with his driving pleasure. His mouth covered my most sensitive nub, and I pressed his face into my heat without a care to anyone seeing. Realizing what I’d done, I let go and took my skirts in my own hand.

The pleasure built entirely too fast. “Turner, I want you inside me.”

Pulling his tongue from my center, he said, “I need to taste you.” And he set back to work with flicks of his tongue in and out of me, trading his tongue with his finger intermittently until I came hard and fast. I had to bite my tongue from crying out my orgasm.

All thoughts of anyone had vanished. “I need you,” I pleaded, as he got to his feet and licked his lips.

His kissed me, tongue fucking me in a way that spelled out all he promised. I didn’t mind tasting myself on his tongue. It heated my core further. My hand reached out and grabbed at the amazing budge in his pants. “Let me,” I said wanting to reciprocate. I hadn’t remembered his cock being this large. 

The school bell tolled a reminder, to not only the students but the entire community, that break was over.

He adjusted himself. With a quick raise of the eyebrows, he said, “They’ll be looking for me.”

My mouth felt swollen, and I longed for more of his kisses. He’d been passionate when we were young, but this Turner tasted and acted like a man very much in control of how to pleasure a woman. Then the thought of how many women had helped him learn his tricks of the trade made me queasy.

“I’ll head back,” he said.

Now I did frown. “You don’t want me to walk with you?”

He shook his head. “I want you to walk with me, ride me, marry me and bear my children. But if you come with me now, I’m afraid everyone will know just how much I want my seed in you.”

His smile and sexy look made my heart flutter. I watched him walk away until I couldn’t see him anymore. Then I sat and rested my head against the tree. What the hell had I just done? How had things spun out of control so fast? This was going to complicate things. I loved him. I did. I just—



Chapter Ten

 

 

After the walk back to the school house, reconciling the community’s book turned out to be easy. Everything appeared in order. I never suspected I would find anything out of the ordinary.  With nothing else to do, I persevered on until my stomach let me know it was dinner.

I could have gone home and dealt with my father. I could have gone to Mary’s and paid a visit to her home and family. But I ended up at Violet’s house. So far it proved to be the only real place I felt welcome as anomalous as that was. At some point I’d have to suck it up and visit Mary’s house. I couldn’t avoid her forever.

Violet was busy making dinner when I arrived. Turner and Mike were sitting at the table. Turner stood when I walked in. He stepped over the bench and came to me. “I can’t wait to get you alone,” he whispered in my ear causing me to blush.

The redness that filled my cheeks came from remembering our time earlier. Even my body betrayed me, tightening at the thought.

“Vi, where’s dinner?” Mike chimed out. He sounded impatient so I intervened.

Moving to the table and parking myself across from him, I asked, “So what’s your job in the community?”

“It’s almost done,” Violet called out, not having heard my question. I had spoken softly not wanting her to interfere by covering for him or making excuses. 

“Supervising,” Mike said with no hesitation. He stared me down daring me to challenge his words.

Turner sat next to me. He placed his hand on the middle of my back before rubbing it soothingly in circles.

“Wow, that must have taken a lot of work to get to that position,” I quipped. He was full of shit. No one supervised. Everyone helped. Everyone.

Mike fingered his beard. It was long in the style that most married men wore as a show of pride. Turner, still single, was clean shaven. 

“Not everyone’s cut out to lead,” Mike said. He hadn’t flinched in any of the lies he told. It made it clear how comfortable he was with doing so. I imagined he believed his own tales.

Certain he was never going to back down, I turned my attention to the man next to me. “And how was your day?”

Turner looked relieved. “Just making repairs and waiting to spend time with you.”

“I’ve heard so much about you two. Vi wasn’t lying. You two are—.”

“Diner’s served,” Violet cut in, setting the glossy bird on the table. It was browner on some parts as expected when spit roasted. I hadn’t heard her go outside to the fire pit. She placed ears of corn on the table before bringing plates, knives and forks.  

Mike got up and sat at the head of the table like the king he wanted to be.

Turner kept his hand on my back until we were ready to eat dinner. The meal passed in relative silence. The only time I spoke was to complement my sister on the meal.

“So what do you guys do for fun?” Mike’s voice was a rumble out of the dark. He hadn’t spoken a word while shoveling food in his mouth. He actually sounded a bit friendly.

“Nothing much to do,” Turner replied.

“What does it take to get a drink around here?” Mike asked.

Violet answered her husband before I could think of a response. “You’d need a car.” Her words trailed off into a half laugh.

Mike looked up, his chin steepled on the top of his finger tips with his elbows perched on top of the table. Then he sat up straight and the gleam in his eye said trouble as he turned to me. “How did you get here?”

My mouth opened, but I knew what my answer meant. 

He pointed at me. “You have a car.”

There was no point in lying. “It’s parked all the way at the front of the compound.” It was an attempt to make it sound like an avenue not worth pursuing.

“Let’s go. We’ll get some drinks and play some cards. Maybe we can finally have some fun around here.”

Automatically, I looked at Violet. This wasn’t a good idea. No doubt Father would hear, and it would jeopardize my being in the community. But there was a pleading in Violet’s eyes that said if I refused, she would suffer because of it.

 I looked at Turner. His mouth turned up to that tell-tale sign that said Why not?

And so, that’s how we ended up slinking in the shadows and headed for the front gate. The fact that we had to hide our exploits should have been good enough reason for us not doing this. We might be stopped and queried about where we were going. Leaving the compound for business not approved by the council was frowned upon. Outsiders were curious about us. Whatever we did would be scrutinized.

Just when the security building came into sight, there was a squeal behind me. I turned to see Mike had swept my sister off her feet and gazed at her like she was the light of his life. For that brief second, I saw the man that she had fallen for. Was there hope for him, for them?

Turner used that opportunity to take me around the waist and pull me close. He kissed me like he’d never kissed me before. There was so much emotion and heat, I was overwhelmed. “I’ve been waiting to do that for hours,” he murmured.

Speechless, I stared at him. I could see us together and knew he was probably the right answer.

“I feel like a teenager again,” Violet said from behind us. “It feels like we are sneaking away from the house to go make out.”

“I should probably go in alone,” I said. “Father is going to find out that I left. And he’ll discover sooner if whoever is manning the station tonight knows I’m taking you guys with me.”

Everyone nodded in agreement. Violet giggled and, even though I hadn’t been around, I thought she looked happier than she must have in months. My getting into trouble might just be worth all the hassle.

I brushed my fingers along the brick façade before I turned the corner to the front of the building. My car was still the lone one in the tiny lot of four slots. 

After I retrieved my keys, I made an executive decision and got clothes from my trunk. In the security building bathroom, I changed. Doug was on duty today and didn’t say much. When I stepped out wearing form fitting jeans and a deep V top, Doug gave me an ardent smile. I skipped out the door not wanting him to make a comment.

When I met up with the others, Mike gave me a lingering look over. It started to make sense why women in the community had been given the shapeless floor length dresses we wore.

“I think only one of us goes in to buy anything.” I looked over at Turner for his approval. He nodded, but had a funny expression that I couldn’t read on his face.  Alone, I pulled the car back and into the shadows, away from the front of the building and its windows.

Once I stopped, my cohorts got in. Doug had already opened the gate, and I made for it without hesitation. If he was watching the camera, he would see the four heads in the car because of the security lamps that flashed outwards from the building. However, I hoped he wasn’t paying that much attention.

I made a left on at the dead-end, private road to head out to the main one. I turned on the music to avoid any awkward conversation, but it didn’t stop Mike.

“Hey Turner,” Mike called out from the backseat speaking loud enough to be heard over the music.

Dumbly, I turned it down some, not all the way because I couldn’t be sure what would come out of his mouth.

Turner swiveled in the front passenger seat to look back at Mike.

“You’re a lucky guy,” Mike announced.

I knew Turner well enough that with his pause, thus confusion, his forehead crinkled. “Why is that?” Turner asked, voice leery of Mike’s response.

“Bailey has a rack on her.”

Death by car accident, I thought. I wanted to pull the car over and wrap my fingers around Mike’s neck. Why the hell would he say something like that in front of my sister?

Quickly, I reached a hand out to silence the music. I had much to say on this subject. The vinyl seats rubbed under Turner’s hand. He apparently was gripping the seat hard enough to make the thing groan in protest.

“Yeah, she was the only one of us so far to be so lucky,” Violet said, not sounding pissed in the least.

Tuner faced forward. His profile suggested he was just as surprised by my sister’s causal statement as I was. Still looking out the window, he said, “It’s not really about what you have.”

“Oh, I know that,” Violet began. “Mary is the one who hates Bailey the most for that. She’s barely got in a B cup. I’m a B and so is Mother. I figure Bailey got it from Father’s side of the family like her red hair.”

“Baby, you may not have the tits, but your ass is better than hers.”

Unable to hold my tongue any longer I said, “Enough with the T&A talk, please.”

Mike however wasn’t listening even though the car had been silent except for my words. 

“I love the way your hips feel when you’re riding me.”

“Oh my god,” I said. “I really didn’t need to know that.” 

Violet giggled. Turner was grinning. I turned the music back up. By the time we made it to the gas station that had a mini mart attached, I practically jumped out of the car. Turner opened the door, but I shooed him to stay in. His clothing was too conspicuous.

Mike had given me his drink request when we were pulling out. It wasn’t hard to forget Bud Light. He also requested Jack Daniels, but I didn’t think this place sold liquor.

The bell chimed on my entrance, and I zoned in on the back wall with the inlay clear refrigerator doors that held drinks of all kind including soda and water. I scanned them as I walked by until I found the one filled with cases of beer. I pulled out a six pack of Bud, the twelve pack was cheaper by the bottle, but I didn’t want Mike to have so much access to booze.

Two doors down, I found something for Violet and me to drink. The selection wasn’t full of choices so I picked two bottles of decent looking wine and walked up to the counter, where the TV was showing a program.

The narrator droned on: “As you can tell from that last picture, it’s not surprising Glenn is the talk of the celebrity gossip. With headlines of possible embezzlement, we all wonder what Kinsey St. Clair, socialite and billion dollar heiress to her father’s dynasty, was doing on Glenn’s arm. Is it merger talks, a takeover or maybe just two beautiful people on a night on the town? Stay with us folks, our team is going to keep you posted with the latest.”

The logo of a popular gossip TV and magazine company popped up just before commercial. They hadn’t shown any other pictures. But from the glimpse I’d caught, I knew that man... Had he already moved on? 

“Miss,” the clerk inquired.

I followed his finger to the total on the register. I reached into my wallet that I’d held in my hand and pulled out a credit card before stopping myself. For some reason, I thought about how I could be tracked by purchases. I didn’t think I was in any danger, the police hadn’t suggested that. Still, I handed the clerk cash and waited for my change.

My memory fogged on the ride home. My head was still messed up when I walked back in the security station to change. The tightness in my chest making it hard to breathe wasn’t familiar. I was still standing, half dressed, in the bathroom when Turner came in. So much for Doug not knowing that I’d taken others with me.

“What’s wrong? You’ve barely spoken a word since you walked in to the gas station. Did you see something? Did something happen about the case? I saw the TV in there.”

“No,” I whispered. Standing in my bra and jeans, I felt dazed. “I’ll be fine.”

He took that as an invitation. His lips melted onto mine. I grabbed onto something real, and I kissed him back. I tugged at his neck and reached for his pants.

“Whoa,” he said stilling my wrist. “Not in here. Doug will no doubt figure out what we are up to, and it will be all over town before morning.”

He was right, so I stepped back and finished getting dressed while Turner watched. After putting my change of clothes in my trunk, I went back in to give my car keys back to Doug. I realized for a second that my car rental was a waste of money. I should return it and call for a cab when I was ready to leave.

Turner’s gently tugged on my hand while I stood there in thought. I didn’t have to decide tonight. I would worry about that in the morning when I figured out what my short term plans were.

“Where’s Vi and Mike?” I asked.

Turner still guiding me down the road answered, “They went ahead.”

He wasn’t carrying the bags, so I assumed they had them.

“We don’t have to stay long,” Turner said. “We’ll have a few drinks and play some cards, and then I’ll take you back to my place.”

I nodded knowing what would happen there. And why not? Kalen had moved on. Turner was here. 

We made it back to Violet’s house and soon my despair was gone along with one of the two bottles of wine. Mike turned out to be kind of funny. It was possible we had him all wrong. He wasn’t such a bad guy. Maybe he’d just had a couple of bad days.

Violet was doing a happy dance. She had won the last hand. “Drink up guys,” she announced after she finished her twirl with hands waving in the air.
      We didn’t have liquor, so the guys were doing beer shots, and Vi and I were doing wine shots. The wine was really sweet, and I found I didn’t mind at all drinking it. The second bottle of wine was half empty. Violet was so cute drunk. She probably hadn’t been drunk a day in her life. 

“Let’s play truth or dare,” Violet said. Without any of us agreeing, she said to her husband, “I dare you to kiss my sister. And Turner I dare you to kiss me.”

“Oh, I think I like drunk Vi,” Mike agreed.

I licked my lips. Mike was quite handsome. I was curious about why she stayed with him if he really was the asshole he pretended to be. I headed over to him thinking it was a good idea for me to find out just what made him special. 

Arms snaked around my waist. “Oh no you don’t. I think you’ve had enough.”

“Don’t be such a kill joy, Turner,” Mike said. “My wife is pretty good in the sack. I think you’d like her.”

Turner scooped me up, and I automatically wrapped my legs around his waist. “Sorry man,” he said. “I don’t share.”

“That’s too bad,” Violet whined. “And here I hoped to find out if all what Beth said was true.”

My vision, which had been muddled, cleared up a bit. I stared into those brown eyes of his. “You slept with Beth.” My stomach knotted at the thought.

“I’m not going to talk about this right now. I need to get you home.”

“Was she better than me?” My voice sounded like a small child in need of approval. It was like having an out-of-body experience. I could see the train wreck coming but I couldn’t stop it.

Turner pulled me close because I’d untangled my legs and had gotten to my feet. “No one’s better than you,” he said softly.

“Man, you’re killing me,” Mike said. “Now I really want to know what Red’s like in the sack. Beth’s pretty agile.”

I headed to the tiny bedroom on the right. “I swear I can do better. I was just a kid then. Make love to me, Turner.” It didn’t seem to matter that I’d said it in hearing distance of my sister and her husband who continued to eye me hungrily.

I planted my feet just inside the door waiting to see if he’d come. He looked conflicted, but he stepped forward until he was in the room and closed the door with his left hand. He leaned back on the wood. “I don’t think we should do anything. You’re drunk and the last thing I want in the world is for you to regret anything we do tonight.”

Tiny steps, one by one, and I stood in front of him. I heard my sister laughing followed by a door closing. They’d obviously decided to get down to business. I pressed my lips to his and snaked out my tongue urging him to let me in. He sighed and his lips parted. I delved in like a deep sea diver searching for hidden treasure. His hand pressed against the small of my back pushing me into his excitement. 

Suddenly, I had this urge to taste him. I sank to my knees like gravity reeled me in. I pulled at the ties of his trousers and opened the flap to find he went commando. Holy hell, he was already nearly hard. I wrapped my lips around him like his name was blow pop. I sucked it like there was no tomorrow until his length grew in strength and size. 

“Fuck, Bailey, don’t stop,” he cried out fisting his hands in my hair. I looked up and his eyes were closed. I’d show him what skills I had. I took him all the way down until my gag reflex kicked in. And if I hadn’t been drunk that wouldn’t have been a problem.

My stomach lurched, and I stumbled to my feet. Turner’s eye popped wide, and I reached for the door he was still leaned on. My stomach must have made a sound or it was my hand that covered my mouth while the rest of me turned a sickly green that clued him in. He stepped forward, and I yanked the door open. I don’t think I could have moved that fast if the idea of cleaning my sister’s floor hadn’t pushed my loopy legs out the back door. 

The projectile of my vomit didn’t clear the stairs. I was still retching when Turner’s palm rubbed at my back.  I eliminated everything in my body including my stomach. Surely it came up with the rest. I coughed and gagged some more before everything finally subsided.

“I can’t say I’m upset this was the cause for you stopping.”

I just looked at him while he spoke on.

“For a second I thought maybe it was me and you just didn’t want to, you know.”

He laughed and I found myself with a half grin, half sour look. He held my face in his tender hands and kissed my forehead. “I’ll go get the bucket.” He handed me a towel from out of nowhere. “I would have kissed you, but you still have a bit there in the corner of your mouth.”

He smiled, but I was mortified. I swiped at my face and looked at my hand in the moonlight. The smell of whatever it was hit my nose, and I began dry heaving.

When he came back, the bucket was full. He took the towel still in my hand and dipped a clean corner in before handing the rag back to me. I wiped at my mouth while he dosed the stairs with water and went for more. I stood a distance away, wanting to help but afraid my stomach would roll in anger.

When the stairs were free from all that I’d puked, we headed back inside. He closed the door and stepped to me, taking his time to undress me. This was the moment I longed for indoor plumbing. 

Turner stood gazing at me, waiting on my cues to tell him what I needed. The way he took care of me warmed my heart and never before had I wanted to kiss him so much. But I hadn’t rinsed my mouth very well. I didn’t have toothpaste, and the bucket was contaminated with who knew what. 

I’d used the pump to bend down and take water in my mouth from it like it was a water fountain. I hadn’t swallowed any of it. Poor Turner had to come over to pump the thing. And I didn’t have the heart to ask him to do it longer when he’d stopped. He’d done so much already. 

Standing in designated room, I just watched his expression in the moonlight coming through the small window. My clothes hit the ground and I was left in bra and panties. 

His hand grasped a corner of the quilt and lifted it. I got inside and waited. He however, fell across the other small bed not three feet away in the tiny room.

“You’re not going to lie with me?”

“As much as I want to, I can’t be good right now. And you need to sleep. We have tomorrow.”

Unable to protest and suddenly very tired, I closed my eyes and soon fell asleep.

I woke to words I longed to hear. “Lass, there you are. I’m sorry it took me so long to get here.”

“Kalen.”

His hands touched my bare skin, and I wondered when I had undressed.

“It’s been too long, lass. I can’t wait any longer to be inside you.”

He was between my legs. He raised my hips, and I felt the tip of him nudge at my opening. “God, I love…”

I waited. I waited for him to say you at the end of that sentence.

“To be inside you.” With one thrust he filled me. He hadn’t prepared me and it had been so long. There was a flash of pain before I rode the currents of pleasure from his movements. He rocked into me over and over again. His cry of orgasm sent me tumbling into bliss.



Chapter Eleven

 

 

Dawn was like the splash of warm water that brought me from the murky depths of sleep. Turner slept like he was on a dock with one leg hanging off the side of a bed that was too small for his tall frame. 

Kalen wasn’t there. Again, I dreamed of him vividly. I got up and did the lonely walk of shame. Again my dreams had been silent and my own. Turner was still sleeping, not aware of how my subconscious thoughts were cheating on us. 

I left and hurried to my parents’ house, eager for a shower and to start chores. I was ashamed of my behavior last night and not just my dreams. I wondered not for the first time if I was more of a slut than I thought I was.

Opening the door which was hardly ever locked, I stepped in to see my mother at the table folding laundry. 

“Mother.” It had only been two days but it felt like a lifetime.

She opened her arms, and I skirted the table to fly into them. She smelled like home, and I missed her. When my body shook from tears, she stroked my hair and asked, “What’s wrong?”

After my sobs subsided, I told her in hushed tones. The light of the day not enough yet to wake my siblings, but I knew they would be up soon. I was sure my talk with Mother would give them extra sleep because she wouldn’t interrupt me to wake them. And for the third or fourth time, I regaled everything that happened that I hadn’t told her and my father the first night, from Scott to Kalen and work. I gave her the short version knowing I didn’t have a lot of time. Then I ended with Turner. Of course, I left out all the bits of sexual activity. That she didn’t need to know.

She looked at me without judgment. “He loves you, you know.”

 I nodded.                                                     

“But,” she continued, “it sounds like your heart is confused between two men. Can’t say I’m surprised. Bailey, you’re beautiful inside and out. It doesn’t sound like you are purposefully trying to hurt either one. But you need to make a choice.” 

I didn’t feel very beautiful. I seemed to be making a mess of everything I touched. Leaving Scott should have made my world better. Instead, I’d been making all the wrong decisions. Possibly, I should be with a guy like Scott and let him run my life. I’d been content with how things were going. So maybe I hadn’t loved him. But where had love gotten me?

“Kalen’s already made his choice,” I complained.

“You did tell him to move on.” 

I had, but I hadn’t expected him to do it the very next day. “I know.”

“And you can’t choose Turner by default. That wouldn’t be fair to him either.”

“I know,” I repeated. 

“Go wash up before you brothers hog all the water,” she said with a smile. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell your father.”

With a half-smile, I stood feeling a bit relived at unloading my burden. Lizzy had always been good for that. I missed her. In fact, I might give her a call. I wondered what she was up to.

After brushing my teeth, washing my hair and a general full body cleaning, I stepped back in the kitchen and helped my mother with breakfast as the rest of my siblings fought over shower time.

My father stepped into the house as we started to put breakfast on the table. I wasn’t surprised he hadn’t been home. I was certain my mother wouldn’t have encouraged a chat if he had been. It wasn’t that my father was a bad man; he was a practical one. Everything was black and white. There wasn’t any such thing as the murky gray that colored my life. 

With all of us seated, my parents, me and my younger siblings, my father commanded, “Bailey, grace the food.”

Jake snickered and I gave him a stern look. I said a few words. I was rusty with this type of thing. Scott hadn’t been overly religious and college life, well, we just didn’t say prayers before meals, not out loud at least. 

Although we all sat around the table, we didn’t talk about each other’s life. Instead, my father dictated our duties for the day, my siblings inwardly groaning, not daring to make a sound of protest. When the meal was over, I asked to speak to both of my parents. Not wanting to let my younger siblings hear what I had to say, I urged my parents outside. 

I didn’t stop at the porch. I kept going a few more feet trying to put as much distance between us and the house. 

On the way out, Father put his hat on, and I stared at his neatly trimmed beard. It was long but well kempt. He wasn’t a great deal taller than me, but it felt like he towered over me as he did when I was a child. This was a man I respected. However, I couldn’t hold my tongue on this issue.

“Is anyone going to do anything about Vi’s husband, Mike?” There I’d said it. I breathed out, fear filling the spaces as my father stared at me.

His hand came up to stroke his beard. My mother and I stood holding our breath. In that second, I had an epiphany. That was part of the reason why I couldn’t live here. Women were expected to submit to their husband in all things. And I was a bit too outspoken for that. And even though Turner would have never held me to that standard, he would have been the laughing stock of all the males for not keeping me in line. 

“You think that I did not look into the man that married your sister?” he asked. I looked up ready to answer when his eyes silenced me. “I warned Violet not to get involved with a man so new to our community. She begged me to allow her to be with him. She’s made her bed.” His last phrase sounded exactly like what Mary said. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Mary was a brownnoser.

“And that’s it,” I blurted. My tone raised, and my mother gave me a look of rebuke. “I’m sorry, but we should just let her be abused?”

Mike may have been a friendly guy last night. But now that my alcohol-colored lens had cleared, I saw the man for what he was. He was getting my sister into things that I didn’t think she would involve herself with otherwise. His comment about sleeping with Beth, and that Violet hadn’t at all seemed surprised, had me wondering what was going on here in our little community.

“Bailey, I know it’s been a while since you’ve lived at home. But we do things differently than the rest of the world. We police our own. If your sister came to me and told me she felt threatened in anyway, I would be there for her. She hasn’t. You need to let it go too.”

That was the end of the conversation. My father walked away and Mother went inside. Not wanting to put her between the two of us, I spent the rest of the morning chores with my mother and my younger sisters in the kitchen keeping my thoughts to myself. 

My brothers headed to the stables where they helped with the horses. Anyone from the outside seeing how my family disbursed might assume we lived in a sexist society. While on the surface that was somewhat true; we all learned how to do basic tasks, including cooking, sewing, how to care for animals, plant crops and other task. We were all prepared to be self-sufficient in case we were faced with survival on our own. 

When it became apparent that individuals had talent in a particular area, they were sent to apprentice with someone skilled in that area. My sisters were still young enough that they were underfoot of my mother. But my brothers had shown a desire to work with horses and other animals we raised here. Father was a crop farmer. Yet he let them go work with Isaac in the stables. I was sure Father hoped that one of us would take over the family business so to speak. 

As for me, I showed a desire for working with numbers and money. I had often wanted to handle the transactions at market. So I’d been sent to work with Betty on the bookkeeping.

After morning chores, I found myself helping my father get the land ready for planting a winter wheat. Farming was hard work when you didn’t use modern farming equipment. Turning the soil was manual labor that I could do without. 

Feeling gritty and all around grungy, I took a midday shower before I went in to eat lunch. The water, held in a drum above the shower, was warmed by the sun.  Replenishing the drum for future showers was hard on the arms. I was sure I could sleep a week. I was so tired.

After an afternoon out in the fields, I ate dinner with my family. I ended up crashing with my little sisters, too tired to make the trek to Violet’s house. Guiltily, I used my father’s reasoning of needing to leave things alone as an excuse.  Vi had made it two years with her husband, and she was still alive. I had to trust she’d keep one more night without my help.

When morning came the next day, I felt rested having had a dreamless night. My sisters were bustling about. I got to my feet to help with breakfast. When the younger ones headed off to school, I followed. I didn’t want to hide from Turner anymore. I could be honest with him about everything. He had been my best friend. Even if Lizzy was now, Turner would always be one too.

Lost in the numbers, I barely looked up when Mary brought me lunch. She didn’t speak, and I hadn’t spoken to her either. I didn’t want to fight about imaginary things in her head. We were sisters, and she had no reason to be jealous of me. Turner didn’t show up during the day nor did he come to Violet’s house that night. She looked fine, happy even. 

Jake had stopped me prior to me heading to her house when school was over. “You’re still going to chaperone the dance tomorrow night?”

“Sure,” I’d said wondering if, by Turner’s absence, his offer to join me was still on the table.

My eyes closed that night not sure what tomorrow would bring. It brought rain. 

Fingers worked my core and made me moan. His lips were insistent on my neck. For a second, I thought he might bite me. Desire for him raged. I didn’t care if he drew blood. I needed him. I wanted him to fill me with that pleasure near pain sensation. It was an intense feeling that sent me into bliss every time. “Kalen,” I called out.

My eyes flew open with the thunderous sound of water pellets against the window. One might think that with rain it would be like a day off. But it wasn’t.  Many chores still needed doing regardless of the weather, and others were just moved indoors. 

Turner blew in my door at lunch. He closed us in the tiny office while noise from conversations in the class room hid everything we said.

He planted himself on my desktop. Arms folded he stared at me for a long time. I kept quiet, knowing all the things that I’d hidden from him. He waited for me to say something having no doubt figured out that I was avoiding him. Choosing not to capitulate, I grabbed a roll from the basket he brought and bit off a chunk.

Flashing a quick smile before it turned to a laugh, he shook his head. His arms uncrossed, and a gentle hand brushed strands of hair from my face. His lips were far too close and the warmth of him filled all the spaces around me. “You know you can be honest with me,” he said.

It wasn’t something he needed to say, yet it was something I needed to hear. I let loose the breath that I’d been holding. “I’m afraid.”

Pinched or not, his smile was still friendly as he sat back. “Him?” The one word question showed just how close we still were despite the time that put a wedge between us.

"I don’t want to hurt anyone let alone you. What if—”

“Yeah, what if. What if the sky turned green? What if the moon turned red?” His words got softer as his head dipped. “What if we never found out if this was meant to be?”

There was no doubt about our feelings for each other. My only question was my feelings for Kalen. As much as I wanted to discount them because he’d moved on, it wouldn’t be fair to Turner if I was with him and carried a torch for another.

“Just give us a chance, Bails. Let’s go to the dance. No pressure.”

I looked up at him thinking about how close we’d come to crossing a line that wasn’t casual for us. A roll in the hay between consenting adults was one thing. Sex with a former lover and friend was a totally different thing. It could never be merely casual.

His direct line to reading my emotions was still active because he said, “We don’t have to have sex.” He paused and stood up. “Don’t get me wrong, I think about it every moment I’m around you. But I can wait.”

There, he’d done it. He’d said what I’d been unable too. It seemed like it was harder now, to be so open with him. I think it was the guilt I felt for leaving him so long ago. Could he ever trust me?

“Look,” he said, “I have a lot of things I need to do before I finish for the day. I’ll pick you up at Vi’s at sunset.”

He didn’t give me time to answer. He pressed his lips to mine and strolled out the door. The sounds from the other room filling the brief silence before the door closed again. I peeked in the basket he’d brought and smiled. Talk about non-traditional roles. Wasn’t I the one supposed to bring him lunch?

Needing Lizzy, I picked up the phone and dialed her number. 

“Hello,” she said cautiously. 

“Lizzy,” I said, my glee might have been a bit too loud. The room next door seemed to quiet just a bit.

“Bails,” she called out over the phone. “God, I missed you.”

“Me too,” I said a lot softer.

“Bails,” she said again and the timbre in her voice was full of apology. I understood immediately what she was going to say next. “I’m not sure if you—.”

“I saw.” I cut her off. “What about you? How is Chicago?”

“It’s great.” But it was Lizzy who was great. She wouldn’t press me. “You know, Mike wants you to come for a visit.”

“I just bet he does.” I laughed. 

“Ewww, that’s serious gross the two of you.” She paused. “He’s a great guy though.”

“I know. I think I have my fill of guys.” I told her everything that had happened in excruciating detail. 

“Turner, he sounds delicious.”

“Is that your expert advice?”

She sighed. “Do you want me to say that it sucks being you? I can’t exactly say that. It’s like you have a ton of hot guys sniffing around.”

“One guy, Turner,” I corrected.

“I don’t care what the tabloids say about Mr. Jeremy Kalen Brinner Glenn. Did you see that picture? The expression on his face was frosty.”

“I seriously doubted he liked all the flashes of cameras going off in his face. He’s a private guy.”

“Tell that to yourself.”

“What about you and Hans?” I redirected.

“Hans? Did I ever tell you the size of his penis?”

I shook my head. I missed her so much. “Um, yeah.”

“He gives awesome oral. Must be a skill he learned to make up for his short comings.” She laughed. “Get it, short cummings.”

I couldn’t help but laugh when she laughed. But then I remembered that this was a long distance call and not my cell phone. The community would be billed per minute for this call. “Lizzy, I have to go. But I miss you terribly.”

“Tell me where you are and I’ll come.”

Lizzy roughing it wasn’t something I’d want to see. I loved her, but she loved things like a flushable toilet, down comforters and other conveniences not found here. “I’m not sure how long I’ll stay. I call you soon though.”



Chapter Twelve


 

 

Humming a tune lost to most of the world, something I heard often growing up, Violet continued to play with my hair. 

“How much longer?” I complained.

“Hold your horses,” she chided. “You can’t go with your hair pulled back in a bun.”

“Why not?” I could feel my brows crease in a frown. 

“He’s seen you every day like that. I’m giving you an elegant French twist.”

Violet was worse than Lizzy. If Violet had Lizzy’s stuff, I’d be used like a doll.

“Done,” she said before coming around to look at me.

My frown deepened. Reaching up with both hands I pulled at the wisps of hair hanging loose on either side of my face. “Why not just let all my hair hang free?”

She gave me a motherly look that said I should know better. “Yeah, and the old biddies will have a harvest day telling Mother about her wayward daughter.”

Sometimes home reminded me of the dark ages. We weren’t allowed to wear our hair loose in public. It was silly.

Lost in my thoughts, I missed an opportunity to stop Violet’s hands before she pinched my cheeks. “Press your lips together,” she dictated.

“Why?”

“Just do it,” she replied. “And hurry about it.”

Not wanting her to pinch my cheeks again, I did. When I looked into her eyes, her cheeks glowed with a brilliant smile. “Ready then?”

“What was that all about?” I complained.

“Nature’s makeup.” We weren’t allowed to wear makeup. This apparently was the next best thing.

A knock came at the door interrupting anything I might have said. 

“How did you know he was here?” Was she a seer like some of the old women talked about when we were kids? I always brushed it off as stories told to keep the kids in line.

“I saw him through the window when I walked around you.” She shook her head as if she knew what I’d been thinking.

The window had been to the side of me. She’d been using it for natural light to get me ready. I stood and smoothed down the skirt of my dress. My sister headed to open the door. 

Turner stood and his mouth opened. He looked shocked to see me, but why? I looked the same. “You look beautiful.”

I smiled brightly and began to head out the door with him when my sister whispered, “You’ve got that I just had sex look. You’re glowing and rosy cheeked.”

A scowl crossed my expression, which I happily gave to her. How would looking as if I already had sex benefit me in any way with a guy?

By the time we arrived in front of the town’s all-purpose building, most of the families had arrived. Torches were set and the hometown band was playing. I recognized many of them, although time had changed a few faces along with the happy life that included extra food for some. My brothers stood with my parents and the girls. I waved and Jake looked relieved. My father said something and turned to walk away after a friendly wave back. My mother gave me a delighted smile and noticed that Turner held my hand. She winked and walked towards home with Emma’s hand held in hers, and Lora a few paces behind.

The band, which had been playing for the family affair that preceded the dance, decided a mood change of music was in order. A slow number hummed out, and Turner twirled me to land solidly against his chest. “You know, I remember our first kiss.”

My cheeks flamed in remembrance. I’d barely been a teenager. “I remember,” I said fondly.

He captured my gaze. “Do you? You were six.” Puzzled, I paused for a second before he got me moving again. “My parents came over to your house. Everyone cool was heading to the creek, but you clung on to me and my parents told me to stay or take you with me. I wasn’t yet enamored with you. You were a nuisance.”

“You weren’t used to a younger sister.”

“No, I wasn’t.” We spun for a second until I was lost completely in the memory. “My older brother, god rest his soul, had to put up with me.” He too was caught up in things long since passed. “You wanted to play house. Which is funny now if you think about it. I guess you have a domestic streak in you.”

My eyes rolled. He continued. “I thought, well I’ll show her.”

“And you kissed me,” I said, it all coming back to me.

“Yes… I did.” His eyes got all dreamy. “Something happened in that second our lips connected.” It had been extremely short barely a peck on the lips. I remembered the shock I got. I thought it was static. 

“You were nicer to me after that.”

“I was,” he answered. “I may not have known then what happened. I was only eight. But I think somehow I knew then you were my destiny. Fate put us together for a reason.”

He licked his lips, and I could feel the connection between us build. He leaned in. 

A tap at my shoulder made my head turn to see who was interrupting. Turner’s lips met my cheek as I saw Beth standing there. “Can I cut in?”

The vixen in me wanted to say Back off Bitch. But this was the community, not a New York club. “Sure,” I said taking a step back when Turner reluctantly let go of me.

I walked to the corner and found a place to stand where I wouldn’t see Turner and Beth. No doubt she’d put on a show to try and piss me off. I knew and trusted him. So I didn’t have to see what she’d do.

Another tap came, this time to my left, and I nearly yelled, “What?” It wasn’t as loud as a yell, but it was certainly rude.

Violet’s blue eyes looked stunned.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, unable to not be upset with Beth’s bothersome presence. “I didn’t think you were coming.”

“Mike didn’t come home.” She shrugged as if his not showing up was okay or common. No individual house had a phone and cell phones were banned. According to my father people lived thousands of years just fine without new technology. Thus, Mike had no way of letting her know he’d be late. I hated to give him the benefit of the doubt, but there it was.

“Where’s Turner?” 

I angled my head in his general direction, wishing I had a drink for the first time I’d come back home. We’d drunk the other night, but that wasn’t my idea.

“Oh,” she said. “I’ll go get us some tea.” She walked off, and I made the mistake of catching the smile of Turner’s face.

A mild rage washed over me for a few seconds. I walked farther around the perimeter looking for my brothers for whom I should have been watching.  The music changed, and I told myself it was okay if he was still dancing with her.

Jake was easy to spot. He was chatting up the blonde girl I’d seen him smiling at days before. She too had that smile that sparkled of first love. I remembered that smile and my first kiss. While it was true that Turner and I had kissed when I was six, the first kiss that actually mattered came much, much later.

I spotted John on the fringes and began to make my way through the dancers to reach him, when a tiny girl who was little more than half his height came over to him. My brothers were tall for their age. Jake carried it like he was born that tall. But John was shyer. His broad smile brought one of my own to my lips.

“Can I have this dance?” 

The request came from a very unlikely source. I turned to find Mike behind me. If I walked away, I suspected he would make a scene. It was best to be gracious and courteous as I’d been taught and give him one dance, praying that Turner would find his way to me and cut in.

Against my subtle push away, Mike held me close. Too close for a brother and sister-in-law if anyone paid any attention to us. My eyes swept the crowd, hoping that we were ignored, and I would find friendly eyes that would see my pleas.

“My sister was looking for you,” I said by way of conversation.

“You know, you don’t fit against me like your sister,” he said without answering my question.

Duh, I thought, gritting my teeth. My fear was that anything I did would backlash onto her. I found Beth who was watching me intently. Turner was no longer with her. I closed my eyes a second hoping because she was Mary’s friend she might have a heart and come and cut in. I opened them and found her gone. I would bet my life savings she was going to find Turner and tattle on me. I was okay with that.

“That’s one thing I like about being here,” Mike said.

It was an offhanded remark that had no response other than, “And what’s that?”

“Women are women here. And men are men. That’s something missing in America these days. Here, women know their place, know how to take care of a man, and do what they’re told.”

Actually, I wasn’t at all surprised by his answer. He probably got off on how my sister followed his every whim. It may have been the reason he liked living here, but it was at the top of my list why I couldn’t stay here forever. I did what I was told to further the community. But I would never do whatever a man like Mike asked me to do.

His face was a canvas of wickedness. “I think you like being held this way. I think you like to be told what to do. I saw how you responded to me the other night.”

“What?” I asked, perplexed at what he was talking about. I arched my back away from him while he held me in a vice grip around my waist. I didn’t smell any alcohol wafting off him. What was he getting at?

“Beg me like a dog to let you go.”

As much as I didn’t want him to do anything against my sister because of my actions, I couldn’t stop my next words. “You are a vile man,” I said, seething.

“Admit that you want me.”

His face was so close; I raised my hand to slap him. 

“Let go of the lass.”

We both froze for different reasons. I looked to the side of Mike and saw Turner in the distance talking to my father. 

“I said, let go of the lass,” the voice commanded.

Mike let go of me but said, “And who do you think you are?”

This was starting to sound like a bad movie script. Spinning around I faced the man I’d left behind—Kalen. He stood in a Henley tee and jeans that reminded me what lay beneath. He hadn’t even touched me standing about three feet away. My body responded as if we were alone and naked. My center clenched and the inappropriate time seemed pointless. His lips moved and I didn’t hear a word. I remembered how those lips felt against my hot skin, my heated nub, my tightened nibbles. I nearly panted. 

Unable to face the consequences of his being here, I pushed past the two men. Mike’s foul temper and Kalen’s promise of violence to the last man who touched me made my feet move. If I weren’t there, they would have nothing to fight over.

When I passed the perimeter, I caught site of Jake walking behind a building with the girl. Great, my father was back. I was in charge of making sure my brother didn’t do just what he was doing. I picked up in a jog, lifting my shirts a few inches off the ground. If they headed into the woods, I wouldn’t be able to find them.

My footfalls were silent. Just around the corner, my brother had the girl who was probably blushing based on her posture, pinned against the wall. It brought back so many memories. I couldn’t help feeling like a hypocrite, but father was here. Both our hides would be skinned figuratively if he caught Jake. 

Something stopped me, the look of absolute happiness on the girls face. She wanted this. I remembered that feeling. I turned back taking a few steps to the mouth of the opening. I looked to see if anyone had followed. He was coming for me, but no one else. I turned to see Jake had made contact. When I heard her giggle, I faced them again. Clearing my throat, Jake and the girl looked to where I was standing. Giving them my best impression of parental disapproval, I folded my arms across my chest.

Jake took her hand and headed back in my direction and towards the dance. His face had shut down. He knew he’d been caught. However, he probably assumed he could get away with this with me here. 

“Father’s here so be careful,” I said when they reached me. Suddenly on alert, they peered around the corner and made a dash back to the dance. They passed him on the way. 

Not wanting to be far from my post, I headed in that direction.

“You’re a sight.”

His accent was thick. It felt like years since I’d seen him last. Yet it had only been a week maybe, if that. My brain was clouded with the details. I was busy trying not to combust.

“I could say the same.” It wasn’t what I should have said, but I wasn’t thinking clearly.

“Am I now?”

We were now a little over two feet apart. The urge to touch him was becoming overwhelming.  “Kalen, why are you here?”

“Bailey, there you are. I’ve been looking for you. I see you met Jeremy.” Turner came to my side and possessively put his arm around my waist. With his free hand, he held it out. “You must be Jeremy. I’m Turner. I’ll be showing you around.”

Jeremy? It hit me. I remembered that was Kalen’s first name. This night couldn’t get any worse. Then I remember Mike, if he joined our little party making his revolting comments, this would all go down in our community’s history for sure. Turner and Kalen against Mike, then Kalen versus Turner. It would be disastrous. 

Tuner gave Kalen a congenial smile. I noticed Kalen’s hand clenched at his sides. His words at the restaurant so long ago about not letting my date touch me popped in my head. I stepped away from Turner on reflex. Kalen’s eyes crinkled with amusement at my action. I turned to Turner who looked confused.

“I’m sorry to cut our night short,” he said slowly. He was trying to figure out what was up with me. “Your father wants me to get Jeremy a change of clothes and a quick tour. I’ll come to Vi’s later.” All of his words were tentative and snapped me out of my Kalen fog.

My smile was genuine and Turner took it as a good sign. He stepped to me a placed a chaste kissed on my lips. He turned back to Kalen and didn’t catch my eyes flick to Kalen whose expression darkened.

Together they walked away in the night while I wondered how this was my life. Kalen shouldn’t be here. My past and my present together couldn’t be good. 



Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Turner didn’t say it but I was certain that Kalen would also be bunking at Turner’s house. My father was gone, back home I imagined.

Questions tumbled in my head. Did my father know who Kalen was to me? Or is that why Kalen told him his name was Jeremy. Or was that the name he gave everyone but me? I stood zombie-like on the fringe of the dance. Jake or John could have left and I wouldn’t have noticed. 

 It wasn’t until the band stopped playing did I come back to myself. I helped put things back with everyone else. I walked my brothers home even though they were old enough to go themselves. I wasn’t sure what my father expected of me and my chaperone duties. So I stood as they went inside. When they opened the door, I saw my father sitting at the table. I turned and walked away not ready to talk to him about Kalen. 

The hour was late and my other option for lodging was Mary. Not wanting to deal with her and her admonishment if I woke her baby, I trucked on to Violet’s. With every step, I hoped they’d retired to their room by the time I got there. 

Darkness filled the windows. Not a flame in the hearth to cut through it. I stepped inside, the place silent. I had no idea if they were home, but it felt like they weren’t. For a second I thought about starting a fire, the place was chilly. It would only get colder as the night wore on. I opted not and headed up the ladder to the loft instead of the bedroom. I was uneasy about Mike’s intentions and didn’t want to be ambushed alone in that room. I didn’t snore, so they wouldn’t know I was up there if I played my cards right.

I found the same blanket and a pillow and made a pallet towards the back. Because the loft was open to below, I should hear if they came home. I closed my eyes and rethought about the night’s events. 

Mike wasn’t the right guy for Violet. I needed to convince her to leave him. Turner. I’d promised him a chance. And Kalen. Why was he here and what was I going to do? As much as I should feel lucky to have two incredible guys interested in me, I didn’t envy my position. How could I possibly choose between them?

At some point, I’d drifted off to sleep. 

Hands on my breast, a mouth on my nipple, I squirmed before wrapping my legs around him. I couldn’t decide if I want his mouth or his cock to fill me. Both were equally orgasmic. 

“I missed you,” I whispered between pants.

He didn’t speak. His hand moved to unlock my legs. He flipped me over and pulled my ass up high to meet his throbbing cock. Just when I thought he’d enter me, his mouth covered me. Long languid strokes of his tongue across my clit had me nearing the edge of my release far too soon. I didn’t complain because I knew this would only be the first of the night. Then he moved, his cock replaced his tongue as he teased me with pressure against my nub. 

“Kalen, I need you,” I cried out.

My knees rubbed against the planks of the wood floor. Something struck my leg and caused a sharp sting. I woke with an arm around me. I jerked back, afraid what I might find. Tousled hair belonging to Turner greeted me.

“Morning,” he said smiling at me moving closer for a kiss. I rolled away. This just all felt wrong. I’d just been dreaming about Kalen again. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said covering my mouth with a lie. “Morning breath,” I mused.

He grinned. “That hasn’t stopped me before.” He pulled me close, and I had no other excuse except the truth. His lips pressed to mine. Thankfully, he pulled back quickly. Otherwise, he may have noted my lack of response. 

This only exasperated my weary mind. I couldn’t do this to Turner. I’d become a liability to him. I’d break his heart again if I left. Kalen couldn’t offer me the stability that Turner could. Look how easily he’d let me walk away and now he’s back interfering in my life. 

Easy going Turner said something that stopped me from moving towards the ladder. “I think you have an admirer.”

Sitting up I, I asked the question. “Who?”

“Jeremy. Not that I blame him. He asked a lot of questions about what we were to each other.”

“What did you say?” I asked quickly. My words may have been a bit sharp. I was giving myself away. 

“You two awake up there?” my sister called from downstairs. It was a dumb question because most likely she’d heard us which was the reason for her question.

“Yes,” I called out cowardly, not wanting to talk anymore about Kalen. I needed to be honest with Turner sooner rather than later. But I also needed the right words. And at the moment I wasn’t sure what to say. Turner would want to know what would happen about us. I just didn’t have that answer.

Breakfast was awkward. Mike kept throwing looks my way. Turner left shortly after we came down from the loft because he had to make sure Jeremy… Kalen had something to eat. I couldn’t help but wonder if Kalen noticed Turner hadn’t slept there and drawn any conclusions to where he might be.

I stood from my seat. “I should head out and start morning chores.” Really I just didn’t want to be here with Mike. He was lingering, something he hadn’t done since I started staying at his house.

He reached for my wrist stopping me from heading away from the table. I glared at him and his forwardness. Then I turned to Violet when it was apparent he wasn’t letting me go. 

“Mike, she’s not interested.”

That chilled me to my bones. Violet understood her husband completely. “That’s not how she reacted the other night,” he said still keeping a steel grip on my wrist.

“She was drunk. She’s my sister. Please don’t,” she pleaded. 

He let go and stood himself. “I have some supervising to do.” He left out of the house in a huff. The door gave a resounding thwack when it closed behind him.

My sister put her hands on her cheeks and started to weep. I sat again, because I didn’t really have to go. It was an excuse. “What’s really going on Vi?”

“You don’t understand. He’s bored. Hell, I’m bored. There’s nothing to do around here,” she said, her face still hidden in her palms.

I couldn’t condemn her feelings. Isn’t that why I wanted to leave? “So what was this about? You guys share other people with each other?” I asked uncertainly. 

“It’s not like that. And don’t judge me. It sort of happened once and now he kind of expects it.”

It was quite possible I looked at my sister like she’d been body snatched. “I’m not judging you.” But I was. It was hard not to. We weren’t brought up this way. Not that I was a poster girl for our community. “I’m just surprised you would be okay with that. And…with me.” It felt like I had a taste of something bad. My faced soured.

“No,” she paused and licked her lips. “I can’t say that if Turner wouldn’t have objected, I wouldn’t have minded.”

My feet propelled me up. My hands were raised in the stop position. “Don’t say it. Please don’t say it.”

“Don’t you start with me.  Mike told me about the guy at the dance.”

My hand found the top of my head. I drifted towards the window.

“Who was he?” she asked.

There was no point in lying. “Kalen.”

Her eyes became pools of frothy water. The white in her eyes enlarged around the clear blue. “He came for you.”

Her words were like currents on the wind. She breathed them out like it was the end of the world. Or based on the look on her face, the beginning of one.

“I’m not sure why he’s here. Turner got to him before I could ask.” I pulled my hair free from its holder and twirled pieces around my finger while I gazed out into the day.

“You know why he’s here. The question is what are you going to say to Turner.”

My back shifted and pressed against the cool window. “You say that like I’m going to choose Kalen.”

“Well aren’t you? I saw Turner try repeatedly to get close to you this morning and you side stepped him every time.”

I swallowed. She would be observant. “Do you think he noticed?”

She gave me a deadpan look. I closed my eyes and turned to press my forehead to the glass.

“Turner was never anything to you but a diversion. Kalen comes and Turner is chopped liver. It’s not right, Bailey.”

The conversation had somehow shifted and became about me. I could easily say a number of things to throw in her face about her and her husband, but I didn’t. I was guilty of several things myself. Although none of them pertained to the inhabitants of this house.

“I have to go,” I said, and walked out the door. I hadn’t helped clean up the dishes from breakfast, but I figured Violet owed me one. She’d set me up to do her husband. Or at the very least, she’d known it was a possibility that Mike would want to, and she hadn’t warned me.

Liabilities. They were adding up. I’d been a liability in New York, and I turned out to be one here. I didn’t want to believe my sister was that manipulative. Had my presence only made her world a little worse? I wasn’t conceited and knew that for Mike any half decent girl staying at their house would probably do.

Lost in my own misery, I nearly walked past Kalen and Turner. Turner was talking to a group of men probably about the task for the day. Kalen was off to the side paying attention but not. Like a squirrel dodging a car in the street, I scampered off into the tree line hoping I hadn’t been seen. It was the gutless way. I wasn’t ready to talk to one of them. Certainly, I wasn’t ready to talk to both of them together.

The snap, crackle, pop under my foot sent me farther into the woods. I feared that my noisy steps would have Kalen or Turner turning my direction and notice me. It was crazy. I really needed to get over myself and face the men I loved. And wasn’t that the problem. I loved both of them.

The cadence of his voice stopped me mid step. “Bailey.”

I looked up into those forest green eyes of his. My eyes trailed down the tunic he wore. It was cream and not tied at the neck giving a glimpse to that hard muscled chest of his. I didn’t stop there. My vision filled with the brown trousers that laced up the front where that delicious cock of his lay hidden. My mouth went dry, but I spoke anyway. “Kalen…or should I call you Jeremy?”

We stood miles apart though it was mere feet. My body having no loyalty to Turner was priming itself for the man that was before me. It was always like that with us. No other man created that kind of response. I finally understood what chemistry meant. And we had the sexual kind. Was that all we had?

“Kalen. My friends and the people who know me best call me that.”

I didn’t waste time. “Why are you here?”

With his fingers, he combed through his hair. “Look, I’d planned to give you your space. I owed you that and more. I fought the urge to find you after I made several unanswered calls to your cell and then to your apartment.”

My stomach twisted. He had given me up. “And that heiress?”

His jaws muscles worked, and I thought he swallowed. In no way did he look comfortable with this situation or our conversation. “You called… You said we were done. And what about him?”

The him didn’t need to be given a name. We both knew he meant Turner.

I looked away. “He’s a friend.”

He laughed without humor. “We both know he’s more than a friend.”

“Fiancé,” I blurted without so much background that was needed.

His eyes narrowed. “You said you didn’t have a fiancé.”

“I don’t. I mean I didn’t. He was before I went to college. I left him.”

“And now you’re back,” he offered.

“It’s not what you think. I didn’t come here for him.”

I wanted to squirm under his stare.

“But he is here. That was the reason behind your call wasn’t it?”

 “No… Yes… I don’t know.” I ruminated.

“What do you know, lass?”

“I know you aren’t supposed to be here. Remember. You sent me away. Your lawyers said we couldn’t be together. So why are you here?”

His hand went back into his hair. Clearly he was frustrated. He turned to the side, as if he wanted to pace. We weren’t in a clearing so it made it difficult to do that.

“I was heading out on vacation when I get this call from my lawyer.”

Brows knit, I said, “Vacation. Don’t you have an empire to run?”

His body shifted and his focus again fell on me. I remembered how intense he could make me feel by giving me his full attention.

“This thing you found with the monthly dollar or so transactions,” he said. “It was just the beginning. It appears this started a while ago, like a test or something. Once whoever did this believed they could get away with it, they went bigger.”

I sucked in a breath waiting for his next words.

“The auditors have found approved invoices payments and wires to dummy companies.”

“What?”

“Yes. Companies that only exist on the paper the invoice is printed on. This goes back a couple of years.”

“Oh my god,” I said and shook my head. “So why are you on vacation?”

“To clear my name.”

Stunned, my mouth gaped. “Why would they suspect you? Your company is wholly owned by you and not publically traded.”

“This wasn’t my company until my father died this year. Some of the authorities have questioned my motivations suggesting I did this as a way to steal from my father.”

“But you didn’t do it.”

“I know it. You believe it. And thanks for that. Now I have to prove it,” he said pensively. 

“They’ll learn the truth.”

“They will. And hiring two different accounting firms, one to handle the audit, and one for overseeing future cash transactions, will further show my cooperation. If I’m not at the helm, then I further remove myself from suspicion.”

“So my firm isn’t handling the audit anymore.”

He shook his head. “It was better to bring in someone totally new for both engagements.”

I understood the need for independence. An auditing firm needed to show they had nothing to gain in order to certify that financial statements were in order according to government standards. I also knew that a firm handling an audit couldn’t also be consultants like temporaries in a company. It would be conflicting objectives. 

“That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

“Like I said, I got a call from my lawyer.”

I didn’t want to hurry him along, but we’d yet to get to the point. “And?”

“And, he called to tell me that your apartment had been broken into.”

As much as I wanted to keep distance between us because my brain was cloudy enough with him five feet away, I couldn’t, because that was Lizzy’s place. Stepping closer to him, I nearly touched his chest when I reached out and said in a panicked voice, “Lizzy.”

He took my hand. It was like plugging something into an electric socket. My body became alive. A shiver of Goosebumps trailed up my arm and shivers ran though me. 

With our fingers entwined, he said, “She’s fine. She’s still in Chicago.”

“That’s good.” My mini freak-out was displaced. I talked to her yesterday. It was just that I couldn’t be sure if when this break-in happened and if she’d gone home after our chat. We hadn’t discussed her travel plans.

“It’s fine. I have a cleaning crew and a security firm getting everything fixed up.”

My first thought had been Lizzy. I didn’t think about damage. “What did they do?”

“I think the first problem is that they got in.”

“You got in those nights,” I said, pulling my hand free.

He frowned. “What do you mean? Lizzy let me in most of those nights. Her brother the others.”

“Mike.” My eyes widened, neither of them had told me.

He nodded. “The problem with the break-in is that your building has a doorman. The only other entrance is a well-lit back door that has a hidden security camera. And there are more cameras throughout the building on each floor. This guy… or girl had to know about them. On top of the fact that there is a small segment of missing footage, we never see this person enter or exit the building. We don’t think this person is working alone.”

I took a step back, not wanting to believe that I was still a target. “Why would they come after me? The damage is done. Harming me won’t stop them from getting caught.”

Moving forward and cupping my cheek, he said “I know.” Then he pulled me in close wrapping his arms around me. He smelled woodsy and like pine. I drank him in. I knew he had more to say that I wouldn’t like. It was easy to see the ugly truth of why he was here. 

“Tell me,” I said, my need and my fear warring within me.

“Whoever it was spray painted Die Bitch on your wall.”

“This is personal,” I absently muttered, letting him hold me up because I felt weak.

“It looks that way.”

A crazy thought crept in my head. “How did they know which room was mine?”

Drawers were opened on your desk. I think they confirmed it by a piece of mail in your desk according to the reports. Lizzy’s room appeared untouched as was the living and kitchen areas. Your room was destroyed, including your closet.”

I felt the first of my tears. Stepping back from him, I said “They’re just things. They don’t matter.” I wiped at the stupid leakage from my eyes and was grateful I’d brought not only my laptop but my company’s issued one as well. I was certain I wouldn’t have a job to go back to. And I didn’t want to spend what funds I had saved up to replace their equipment. Currently, both were locked in my car hopefully not suffering ill effects for being locked in a sometimes hot trunk.

“You came all the way here to tell me that,” I said, shooting the messenger with all the venom I had for this psycho person or persons.

“I think you know why I came.” His voice was blunt but his eyes were soft.

“I’m in danger. Why aren’t the cops here?”

“They’re looking for you. And I don’t think you want the Feds descending on your family compound. I’m sure you want this place to remain a secret.”

It was true. But how did he know that. Suspiciously, I asked “How did you find me?”

“Before I became suspect number one, we were given most of what law enforcement and your audit firm found in summary for the most part. Your background was part of that information.”

“They ran a background check on me?” I asked, shaking with exasperation. 

He shrugged. “They had your application. Where you went to school is on there.”

“So why aren’t they here?”

“I’m sure the Feds are aware of your community. I’m also certain they probably already have a file on this place. They’ll assume you left with the intensions of never returning.  However, I have no doubt at some point they will come sniffing around here, which is why it’s important for you to leave.”

“Leave?” It wasn’t like I didn’t know that I would need to. It was more of a when statement.

“The sooner the better.”

“I can’t just leave.” I shook my head and began to pace the tiny area between trees. 

He stared at me like I was from Mars. “Him?”

We were trading one word questions. It was getting ridiculous. Or maybe it was just the situation. “Not just him, my sister, my family. I can’t just leave. I need a couple of days.”

I expected him to rant or rage and demand I leave. His words however were reasonable. “You are putting everyone at risk. If I figured it out, the feds and this psycho will too.”

“Isn’t there something we can do? I need a day at least. My sister is in a bit of a mess. I can’t just leave her.”

“She can come with us.” He offered it like it was a simple solution.

For the first time since he dropped that bomb on me, I truly felt a smile.  

“Really?” I asked unsure if I heard him correctly.

“Yes. And he can come too if it will let you leave this place sooner,” he said with truth of his words plainly written on his face.

Dumbstruck, I just stared at him.  

“I told you I loved you and I meant it. I’ve never said those words before. As much as I want to kill him, I want you safe and happy even if it’s with him.”

My world spun on its axis leaving me feeling dizzy and more confused than ever. “How can you love me?” My question came out in feeble words.

The pad of his thumb traced my lips. “You want me to count the ways.” It took more than gravity to stop my lift off onto my toes and pressing my mouth to his, somehow I managed. 

“No,” I recanted. “Don’t tell me.” I didn’t think I could handle that truth right now. There were more important things I needed to set in motion. “I need to go and convince my sister to leave with me. What will we do to divert anyone from thinking I’m here?”

He seemed relieved that I was going to take his advice and not put up a fight. “I have an idea. I’ll make a call.”

“How? We don’t have any cell towers here. There isn’t any reception here.”

“I came prepared.” He pointed to a satchel lying at the foot of a tree. “I have a satellite phone.”

“Wow,” I marveled.

“We aren’t done here, lass. There is still more I need to say before we’re not alone.”

“Okay, tonight after dinner. I’ll find you.”

He took my hand before I could leave. “You have one day maybe two tops. This ruse I’m going to create isn’t going to hold up long.”

And he let go. My feet scraped the ground as I fled the scene. I kept looking back and fought against the urge to jump him, kiss him, make love to him or fuck him. It didn’t matter. My need was palpable as shown by the wetness between my legs. A cold shower was in order and headed for the sanctuary of my childhood home.



Chapter Fourteen

 

 

The dawn had bloomed with a gray that blanketed the sky. Birds called their song above, and I longed for their freedom. As much as I loved my family, my home, I knew I didn’t belong here. Kalen’s showing up only reminding me what I’d left. I missed Lizzy with a fierceness, and thought I just might ask Kalen to borrow his Sat phone to make sure she was okay even though she was in Chicago.

My father stepped out on the front porch just as I walked onto the worn path to the door.

“Bailey,” he said looking up at me. His gray eyes matched the pallor of the day. In them I saw that he knew just who Kalen was.

“Dad.” It wasn’t a term I’d often used but it slipped out. He opened his arms and I folded myself into him.

“That young man is really worried about you.”

I nodded while he held me.  He’d done this on rare occasions when I was young. What I feared was he’d tell me that the threat was too great, and that I should leave for the greater good of the community.

“I know, and I’ll be out of your hair soon. I just need to take care of a few things.”

His hands gripped my shoulders and removed me so he could look in my eyes. “You don’t have to go. We take care of our own. And you will always be one of us.”

Tears ran like a waterfall down my face. I’d always assumed he didn’t approve of my leaving and had washed his hands of me. “I didn’t think you’d want me here.” The admission tumbled from my lips. My emotions grew raw over things that needed to be said. I was unable to hold them back any longer.

“Oh Bailey,” he sighed. “I can’t say I wasn’t disappointed when you decided to head out into the world. It was like a blow to my fatherly ego that we weren’t good enough for you. That didn’t mean I stopped loving you or that I didn’t see it coming.”

His hand came up to stroke his beard. He was choosing his words. I’d seen that action too many times not to understand. “Your mother was from that world, and she thankfully chose to live the rest of her life in mine. When Violet was born, I let her choose a name. Even knowing it wouldn’t be a traditional one. And Violet looks very much like your mother and it was fitting. When you came, you had a tuff of red hair that was closer to a pale gold than the fiery locks you have now. That comes from my father’s side of things.  I again let her choose your name. As toddlers you both were so adventurous, I knew then I wouldn’t be able to hold you back. When Mary came, I insisted on a more traditional name. Somehow in my head, I was convinced the untraditional names were the cause of both of your curiosities. The truth of it is, you got that from me.”

I looked into my father’s eyes, the man I feared and began to see a different side of him. I think this was the most he’d said to me that wasn’t about work that needed to be done since his speech about the birds and the bees.

His next declarative statement would be replayed in mind over and over again. “You were right. Violet’s in that forsaken marriage because she doesn’t belong here. You need to take her with you.”

“Dad,” I said seeing how hard it was for him to admit this to me.

“She loves to bake. She can find work or go to school for baking.  We have some money saved to pay.” He continued. “And make peace with your sister Mary. Judge her not. She’s envious that you have the spirit to leave and she doesn’t. A part of her wishes she could go, but she also knows she’d never be happy anywhere else. And that’s not true for you. Violet might have survived if Turner had given her his affection.”

I went slack jawed.

“You don’t think we parents don’t know what’s going on? You don’t think I know about the car you drove into town, or how you left the compound the other night, or that you’re staying at Violet’s and Turner’s stayed with you. I knew you and Turner would marry someday back when you were barely knee high. He’s a good kid. He’s like Violet in that he could stay or go. But he’d only stay with you. If you leave him for this Jeremy, he’ll leave and never look back.”

“What am I going to do?” I asked. Never in my whole life did I need his insight like I did right now.

“I can’t answer that. I’ve never loved another woman but your mother. I will say that you and Turner remind me a lot of me and your mother. I haven’t seen you with Jeremy. I do see a fierceness in his eyes that rings true for all he told me.”

“What did he say?”

He patted my shoulder and released me. “Some things must remain between men. I’ll say that should you not choose Turner, I’d give you my blessing to marry Jeremy.”

His head tilted to the sky. “It’s going to rain. I’m going to need all hands to help seed. This will be a soaking rain. It’s a good time to continue planting the winter wheat.” He looked to the heavens again. “I have a meeting. Your mother is already out in the fields. Maybe you could bring them some water.”

I nodded and he walked off in his leisurely but steady gate. I went into the house and into my sisters’ room to find another one of the old dresses I’d shared with Violet or Mary. I hadn’t showered and even though I was going to be in the fields all day, I needed that refresher before I went out. It was quick, but I felt better having done it.

In the kitchen, I lifted a hatch in the ground. It was cool storage for those things that didn’t need refrigeration. The earth was cooler than that of the surface. I reached down into the dugout hole lined with wood so the earth wouldn’t cave in and took a gallon of water. When we came back for lunch I would boil water from the pump and replace what I’d taken out. With a couple of mason jars, I headed out back to the farm fields where I gave refreshments to everyone on hand.

Sweat and dirt clogged my pores. There had been a breeze in the air that preceded the storm my father predicted. There was a worker in front who reinforced the groves already in the ground. Then the seed-tosser came. That was my job today. Then someone behind would rake earth over the seeds so the birds circling above wouldn’t dive bomb for food. It would have been easier with faming equipment, but we did things the long way. Once my father returned, he’d taken the raking position behind me. We didn’t talk, but it felt like he wanted to be close to me because he knew I was leaving for good this time.

I’d felt it too, but held my tears until I took my turn in the shower. It was quick because my whole family wanted one. Violet and Mike hadn’t turned up. Mary was at the school. But my other sisters and brothers got the day off to help. Based on Jake’s grumblings he would have preferred to go to school. John, Lora and Emma were happy to pitch in wherever. 

Although my time was running out, I ate dinner at home. I still needed to talk to Kalen, Turner and Violet. All conversations I wasn’t totally looking forward to. Each had the potential to break my heart or hurt someone else’s.

Heavy with decision, I headed to find Turner. I knew Kalen would be looking for me, but he would ask for answers I didn’t have until I talked to Turner. He hadn’t been at our farm, so I went the only place I could to look for him first, his house. My mother told me where he’d built it. It didn’t take long to reach. On the porch Kalen sat in a swing looking out until he spotted me.

“Is he here?” I asked by way of greeting.

He searched my eyes for things I wasn’t ready to admit yet. “He left a little after dinner. He probably went in search of you.”

The heels of my foot caught against a rock as I went to turn. Kalen was fast and caught me just before I hit the ground. The power in his arm was magnified as he yanked me to my feet. His arm around my waist helped to steady me.

“We need to talk,” he said.

“Kalen,” I whispered because his touch never failed to affect me. “Please.” 

“Just five minutes, lass.” His voice broke.

He started to lead me to Turner’s front door. I broke free. “No, not in his house.”

“Okay,” he agreed. He walked backwards to the porch to grab his satchel.  The tan leather was worn and well cared for. There had to be a story behind it the way he seemed to keep it with him. It wasn’t something he had carried before. However, it wasn’t the time to ask.

Once he had it in his hand, he followed me to the side of Turner’s house. Behind it, I stood with my arms folded over my chest. A chill crept over me now that I wasn’t in his arms.

He set the bag down, careful it was within his reach. “You asked how I could love you. I think you need to know before you walk away.”

Swallowing the lump in my throat I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear this. His hand came up before it dropped back to his side.  I focused on the vivid green of his eyes and the contemplative expression on his face when he spoke. “I could say it was because you’re beautiful. But that isn’t it. I could say it was because you are smart. Let’s face it that’s high on my list. Nothing’s worse than trying to hold a conversation with someone whose only interest is what’s the next hottest fashion or party to attend. But that’s not it either.”

Before me, he started to pace while his hand kept pushing back his hair as if he were struggling with the words he wanted to say. A second before he continued speaking, he stopped in front in me. “You have this fierceness in you layered by a lovely vulnerability.”

I caught his eye unsure if I should ask a question or hope he would explain. In answer to my silent question, his words again continued to pour from his heart. “You’re loyal. I see that with your friend Lizzy and now with your family. You may not want to live here, but you never talked bad or down about your family and their choices.” He paused before speaking again. “You fight for what you believe in. It would have been so easy for you to let those dollar transactions go. But you pursued it with tenaciousness where most people would have let it go. And you believe in fair play. When you talked to me about your work, you didn’t give up the client. You told me enough for advice but kept information that was meant confidential close. You play by the rules.”

That last comment had me thinking about what Mike said about me. I felt my cheeks flame.

A sly grin crept on his face when he said, “See, there’s that vulnerability I talked about.”

“That’s the undeniable sexual friction between us. I feel like I need a shower and you’ve barely touched me.” I was a little shocked after the frank words tumbled from my lips.

His mouth quirked. This wasn’t funny. I pointed a finger at his chest and advanced.  Humor delighted his face as he took steps back from my fury. “You think this is funny, but maybe that’s all we have is sex,” I deadpanned. 

With his back flushed with against the wall, the curve of his mouth flattened to a straight line. Like a snake strike, he took my hand and pressed it against the hard muscle straining to break free. “Yes, I want you. I want to yank that skirt from the dirt and up around your waist. I want your legs wrapped so tightly around me there will be no beginning and ending to us. Damn right we have sexual compatibility. That’s not all we have though,” he retorted.

“You really think so, because I think it’s that damn commanding voice of yours that makes me want to follow your every order. That’s part of the reason I left this place. I don’t want to be told what to do.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to lose control, lass. For you maybe it’s just in the bedroom where you like to be dominated.”

That word. I’d heard all about that word recently. “I’m no sub.”

“No, lass, you’re not.”

“And what do you know of it. Is that your thing? Because if it is, this can’t work,” I replied.

“So there is an us?” he questioned.

“I didn’t say that. I’m just letting you know that’s not me.”

“That’s not what I’m about either,” he said. “You can say that New York is an interesting place. I’ve met some people who enjoyed that type of thing. It was interesting to me because I like orchestrating what happens in the bedroom. I don’t want to totally rule over the woman I’m with. You, you have that fight in you but in bedroom you want me to take control. It works. It works for us.”

“Sometimes I don’t want that. I need tenderness too,” I admitted.

“Aye, lass,” he said touching my cheek. “Right now I want to fuck you hard and fast, but after I want to make love to you steady and slow.”

“Kalen,” I said moving my face from his hand.

“I know. As much as I want all those things, I won’t until I know that you’re finished with him.”

Unable to look at him, I stared off at the darkening sky. The sun had never made an appearance, so dusk came a lot faster.

“Have you let him have you?” he asked the question so slowly I could hear a trace of danger.

“I haven’t…” After the words were out of my mouth, I remembered what Turner and I had done.

“At least my thoughts of Murder One have lessened to Manslaughter.” He chuckled at his own humor bringing me out of those thoughts.

“I really should go find him,” I said absently.

He held up a hand. “Wait. We should leave tonight.”

I shook my head needing to find distance from this man before I gave into my growing need to be closer to him. “My father had me seeding the fields all day. I still need to talk to my sister first.”

“Fine, we have to leave by morning,” he said with finality.

“Okay,” I answered and started to walk away.

“One more thing,” he said stopping me.

His gentle tug on my arm caused me to crash into his solid chest. I peered up at him. I licked my lips in anticipation of his kissing me. His hand dropped. “We should talk about how we are going to disguise you.”

He bent down to reach in his satchel giving me a perfect view of his ass. I could feel my heartbeat ratchet up. 

Chuckles rumbled out his throat. “Lass, my eyes are here,” he said pointing at them.

A groan escaped me. I was so overcome with lust that I’d been staring at his crotch. 

“Tell me it’s me you choose and it’s all yours,” he offered.

I met his eyes.

He continued. “I’ll tell you that I won’t play second. I have to be your first choice or this isn’t going to work.”

“It’s not like that. I just need to talk to him first. He deserves that.” And more, but I kept that bit to myself.

“We’ll talk about that later. You’ll need this,” he said handing me a purse.

“What is this for?” I asked. “Do you think because people can’t name the color of this that they’ll be so busy staring at the purse than at me?”

He gave me that look that said I was being silly. “Open it.”

I unzipped the sporty Prada purse whose color was somewhere in the pink family. I didn’t comment on the small designer bag. He knew that it cost too much. It didn’t need to be said. I pulled out eye liner and mascara. There was more but I got the point. “Makeup, really? I don’t wear that much as it is. I would think makeup would draw more attention to me.”

“Keep looking,” he encouraged.

Fumbling around the purse until I felt something that didn’t feel like makeup, I pulled out a bottle. “Hair dye.” Black at that. 

“It’s not permanent. I happen to like the color gorgeous hair. It sets my blood to boil when it spills all over me when you bend down to kiss me while riding my—.”

“Kalen,” I said stopping him. Too much sex talk and Turner would find us getting it on behind his house. “How did you come up with this?”

“After…” He hesitated, “After talking to a friend… we thought it best you hide in plain sight.”

“Yes, makeup,” and I trailed off. I remember a flash of a picture of Kalen with the heiress. I’d only caught the briefest of views. But I remembered her hair was black. “The woman in the pictures. Is that why you were with her?”

“Not exactly. I was telling the truth when I said I was giving you space,” he admitted.

I wasn’t exactly encouraged by his words. Then it all made sense. “I’ll look like her so when I’m going into your apartment and people won’t expect it to be me.”

Something snapped inside me. The thought of another woman in his space making love to him killed a part of me. My fist connected with his chest before I let him have it with my words. “You bastard, I’ve never even been to your apartment and a couple days after your declaration of love, you took her to your bed.”

He stilled my beating fist, makeup falling from the open bag to the ground. “She cares,” he said, but the she to whom he was referring was me.

“Of course I care,” I answered pulling my hands free, then shoving the purse in his chest.

He took it while I bent over picking up what had fallen out. “It’s hard to tell when you’re here playing house with him.”

“I’m not playing house,” I said, getting back to my feet. I shoved the makeup into the open bag he held and zipped it. 

We gave each other the stare down. Neither of us willing to give in. “Keep this. We’ll leave in the morning,” I said referring to his bag of tricks that had broken through the shell of my heart with their meaning. He hadn’t denied sleeping with that woman. I wasn’t going to ask again. I didn’t want to know. I’d freed him. I couldn’t very well hold it against him.

He took my hand before saying, “I can’t watch him touch you.” 

Letting go, I turned, wondering if I could give him what he asked. I hadn’t gotten two feet away when a voice rang out in the night. “Fire.” And then the bell from the schoolhouse rang. I looked back at Kalen, and we both turned to look in the sky to see the rising smoke.



Chapter Fifteen

 

 

A billow of black reached to mix with the grey clouds above. A chain of people were sending buckets of water from the pump to toss on the fire that threatened to get out of control. 

Sick with the thought that Mary’s house was lit with flames. I helped by bringing extra buckets from nearby houses to help stop this before this turned catastrophic. If the fire raged on, it was possible another house could start burning from an ember caught in a breeze and land in just the right spot.

Kalen was helping by pumping the water. His impressive muscles worked the pump as if he was familiar with the task. Turner was closest to the fire tossing the water in the right spots to help. Everyone was here. Our community came together as one. But it was those two I saw.

By faith and by all the helping hands, the fire was extinguished before the entire house went up. Dark had almost settled in when Mary, carrying her son, came to inspect the damage. Her husband Thomas was among the men that had been working hard to save their house.

Mary’s lips trembled, and I went up and hugged her making sure not to squeeze my nephew. “His room,” Mary cried. “This is where his room is. What if he’d been in there?”

The baby was still small and I suspected he still slept in a cradle in the room with his parents. Grief however was understandable, so I didn’t feel the need to make that point. “The damage isn’t bad. Mostly external. Thank goodness for a little rain overnight. The wood was moist and not prime for fire.”

She nodded. “But who would have done this?”

That was the question. There wasn’t faulty wiring to blame. There hadn’t been a lightning strike. The fireplace wasn’t on this side of the house. This had been deliberate. 

The answer came to me and I took off running. Mary called after me. “Where are you going?” There was no time to wait, no time to explain.

My breathing was labored when I reached the house. I hadn’t run that fast or long in more years than I could count. My heart thudded in my chest. I heaved open the door with the last of my strength and realized my mistake. If Mike was here, I’d exhausted all my energy. I wouldn’t be help to anybody including Violet and myself.

My older sister’s hair was a matted mess and covered her face. Her arm hung limply on the table. I cried out. She appeared dead and it would have killed me if she didn’t move. My voice made her stir. With difficulty, she lifted her head up from the table. Revealed through the strings of disheveled hair was a bloom of bruises visible in the fading light.

“Vi, what happened?”

When I came around the table, she hugged my waist and cried. Gently, I stroked her hair, pushing it back from her battered face.

Two figures pushed through the front doors. Turner and Kalen must have seen me running from the scene and followed, if Turner hadn’t already come to the same conclusion.

“Fuck,” Turner cursed getting an eyeful of parts of Violet’s face.

Kalen’s fist connected with the wall. I heard the noise but hadn’t seen it. We all looked up at the rage in his face. “Where is the guy that did this, lass?”

“Kalen, you can’t,” I pleaded. I remembered the brief conversation about how his father treated his mother. He’d been too young to protect his mother from his father’s hand. Seeing this would bring back those memories. 

“Can’t what? And I thought his name was Jeremy?” Turner questioned, looking between us. If he hadn’t figured it out by now, he was putting it all together.

“Jeremy Kalen Brinner Glenn,” Kalen said not looking away from me. “And my father was an abuser. I vowed never to hit a woman nor sit back and watch any woman be victimized in that way ever again.”

“Slow down,” Turner said, being he was the most level headed of us at the moment.

Kalen ignored him. “If you won’t let me help her with him, then let’s leave now.”

Turner’s head whipped around to face me. He had been watching Kalen talk. Now I saw hurt mar his face. “You’re leaving.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Kalen protested.

A tiny voice came from the face pressed against my shirt. It was raspy and sounded dry. “He’s probably at the Brewster’s,” Violet said.

“Who is that?” I asked out loud not really directing it anywhere. My sister needed water. I didn’t have time to appeal to Turner’s feelings and Kalen’s vengeance.

“You wouldn’t remember. But their father was excommunicated for making Devil’s juice.”

“Devil’s juice?”I questioned.

“You know like Moonshine,” my sister croaked.

My mouth rounded in an O. Looking at my sister, I knew I couldn’t stay still any longer. "I have to get something for Vi's face." I headed out the back door feeling the bite of tension leak through the room.

I wasn't at all surprised when Turner followed me out back.

"Where you planning on telling me?" his voice was filled with anguish that tormented me more than Violet's bruised face.

"Yes," I pleaded, hoping he'd see the truth. "When I didn't see you all day, I came looking for you at your house. You were already gone. Then the fire."

This discussion aside, I needed to get cold water on the rag I snagged before heading inside. There wasn't ice. The dry ice used in iceboxes if she had some would burn not sooth. I pumped and held the rag under the spout with difficulty until Turner came and gave me a hand.

"You're leaving with him?"

"Yes, but it's not what you think." A sob threatened but I managed to hold it back.

He stood straight, the rag now sopping wet. "And what am I to think. That you lied to me, that your boyfriend showed up to collect you, and you’re leaving with him."

"No," I pleaded.

"That you lied about giving us a change." I stepped up to him determined to convince him of the truth.  He beat me to the punch line. "Do you love him?"

That stopped me dead. I couldn’t look at him. Lying wasn’t my strong suit. He didn’t wait for my answer seemingly to draw his own conclusion from my silence.

"Do you love me?" he asked, voice tight.

"Yes," but it came out as a whisper.

"You can't have it both ways."

"I know."

The rag dripped unconcerned with the heavy conversation taking place. "We'll finish this later. But promise me you won’t run before we have a chance to talk."

I nodded unwilling to say anymore. I'd hurt him and I didn't know how to fix it.

We walked back inside and the first thing I noticed was Kalen wasn't there. Violet still sat at the table. She'd laid her head back down. 

"Where is Kalen?" I asked sharply.

Violet sat up. I moved to clean off some of the dried blood from her face. “Ouch.”

“Sorry,” I murmured. “Do you know where he went?” My tone wasn’t as frosty. She’d been through enough.

Tuner stood watching, waiting for what Violet had to say.

“I told him where I thought Mike might be.” Her voice was still raspy, and I remembered that I should have brought her something to drink. But her words chilled me. I met Turner’s eyes. 

“I’m on it. You both need to leave. Meet me back at my place.” He headed for the door.

“What are you going to do?”

For a second he halted and turned. “I’m going to stop your boyfriend from committing murder. Then I’m going to put Mike in a holding cell for the council to deal with his crimes.” Crimes plural. 

If he had set my sister’s house on fire, I wondered what else he was capable of. I thought of the convenient death of Mr. Fisher. Could he have killed him?

Turner left. The air that swept in was heavy with moisture. It hadn’t rained yet. But the promise was there.

As my first order of business, I headed in the kitchen and found a jug of water in the warm refrigerator. I poured Vi a half goblet of water and brought it to her. While she drank, I spoke. “Like Turner said, we need to leave.”

“Why? He won’t be back tonight.” 

I sat because I felt like a mother standing over her to chastise. Her face was puffy on one side. I took the cloth to clean the rest of the blood away while there was still a tiny bit of light left to see. She listed to the side like she might pass out. “You don’t know if he’ll come back or not.”

The cloth must have hit a tender spot because she yanked back. “He won’t and it doesn’t matter, least of not to you. You’re leaving and I’m stuck with him.”

“You’re not stuck. If you’d just told someone or been honest with Father or Turner, they would have handled it.” She kept out of my reach as I tried to clean her up.

“And what?” she asked. “Where would I go? I couldn’t stay here. And I have no skills. What man would want me after ratting on my own husband?”

“You have skills.”

“Yeah, skills,” she said dryly.

I rolled my eyes. “I certainly wasn’t talking about that. You can bake.”

“Yeah, like that’s hard.”

“I can’t bake.”

“You can if you put some effort into it.”

I shook my head. “I’m not going to argue with you. You’re going to pack a bag and come to New York with me.”

Her one good eye widened. Then she moaned in pain as she slapped a hand over the puffy eye. 

“Father thinks it’s a good idea too. He’s offered to pay for you to go to baking school or cooking school, whatever they call it.”

“No fooling?”

My head rocked side to side.

A faint hint of a smile grew on one side of her face. “So he’s the guy.”

I sighed. I’d wondered when she would ask. “He’s the guy.”

“What are you going to do?”

It was without specific words, but I knew we were talking about my choice between the two men in my life. “I don’t know.” And I didn’t. I loved them both, and I couldn’t see life without either.

“Well, I’m not going anywhere.”

My vision turned to arrows. “What?”

“Not right now. I need to rest and I don’t want anyone to see me looking like this.” She gestured drunkenly with her hands. But it wasn’t alcohol that caused her loopy movements. I hoped for a second that Kalen would kill him. 

“We can’t stay.” I pleaded.

“I’m not going,” she said firmly and stood. “I’ll lie down. We can leave in an hour or so.”

Understanding her shame, I thought I could give her that time. Most would still be out talking about the fire. There was no way we wouldn’t run into someone even if we took the back way. Many used those routes to head to their respective homes.

“Fine, but you should pack first.”

It was odd to get that are you crazy look from only one side of her face, but I understood.

“And,” she gestured to the clothes she wore. “This outfit is probably all the rage in the city.”

She had a point. “You’re right. I have extra clothes, and we can buy you some once we get there.” 

“Fine. I’m going to lie down.”

I watched her retreat to her bedroom.



Chapter Sixteen

 

 

Self-preservation was high on my “to do” list. I found a skinning knife in the kitchen, and I lay down on what could be called the sofa. I’d already started a fire after bringing in more wood from outside. Just like my father said, it would rain. And rain hard it would. Just in the off chance we stayed here tonight, which wasn’t happening. I wanted to be prepared.

All preparations made, I thought I had a little over a half an hour left to my agreed time to sit and figure out what I was going to do.

Both men were men any woman would desire. Handsome and sensual, even though they were different, they possessed some of the same qualities.

My love for Turner had stood the test of time. He was solid, and I could trust he’d never do anything to break my heart.

Everything with Kalen was new and exciting. It was akin to the budding of first love. It held mysteries still left to unravel. 

When my eyes closed for only a second, I held the knife at the ready under the pillow I’d brought in from the room I’d been using. I thought I might know what I was going to do.

With the thundering boom of lighting and assaulting rain, the door opened, letting a fierce wind in. A sloshing mass of a wet man stepped through the door and woke me up. Before the door closed on the man, I saw the pitch blackness behind him.  I sat up and looked to my right to see the lump of my sister through her open bedroom door unmoved by the noise.

The figure headed in her direction, and my grip on the knife was true. He looked in the room before shutting the door. When he turned to look at me with dark intense eyes, I knew my sister was fine but I was in danger.

He stomped forward, the storm masking the noise of his footsteps. I rose, unwilling to be in a defenseless position when he faced me not a foot away.

His beautiful face was plastered with wet hair. I was unable to stop my hand from pushing the limp strands from his face when he reached me. My hand cupped his cheek. Without words, my expression as seen through his eyes in the dancing light of the fire was sympathetic. He leaned into my touch.

This man let everything pour out. In a helpless way he begged me silently to choose him. It broke the wall I’d erected around my emotions and carefully hidden heart.

Sopping wet, I couldn’t be sure. But something said the rain that dripped down his face was mixed with tears. I stepped into him slowly. When we were flush, I stood on my toes and kissed first one cheek then the other. I tasted the unmistakably saltiness of tears. Mine fell in equal measure when I pressed my lips to his. My hands on either side of his face drew him closer. It didn’t matter that his wet clothes seeped and dampened mine.

My fingers moved from his face down the hard plains of his chest and down to top of his pants. I tugged the offending article of clothing free of them. Droplets of water sprung out, and I managed with his help to get his shirt over his head.

His hands reached around my neck and undid the tie. He parted the fabric, separating it to my shoulders freeing my arms. I stood exposed in my bra from the waist up as my skirt clung obstinately to my hips.

During my turn, even as close as we were, I managed to undo the front flat of his pants. With one good push, they fell with the speed of gravity to hit the floor creating a puddle of fabric and water. At the same time he sprung free giving little doubt to his intentions and mine.

His hand reached back up to my neck and his fingertips glided down the center of my back after he popped the clasp on my bra. Letting my arms loose, it fell to my feet. I shivered as much from his cool and damp fingers as the touch itself. He pushed my dress and my underwear down as one. It hit the floor without the splash. 

As a unit we took two steps back out from the clothing that had confined us moments before. His lips touched mine for the first time as our bodied melded together, and he continued to dance us back to step on the rug in front of the fire.

My hands went to his shoulders and pressed down letting him know my objective. He surprised me by lifting me up. Hands urged my legs to wrap around his waist. I did just that, trapping his rock solid cock against my core to make exquisite pressure. It felt like in “T minus Ten” I would have lift off. Too much sexual tension had been building. We didn’t end up against the wall much to my dismay. Instead, he knelt with me still wrapped around him.

When my back met the rough tread of the rug, I barely registered it. My arms wove around his neck drawing him in for a real kiss, the prelude to everything to come. He kissed me in a way that made my legs relax giving him room to shove himself in me in the most delicious way.

He, however, had different ideas. He trailed a dotted line of hot kisses to my collarbone only to continue to a breast. He suckled it making my back arch off the floor. He paid homage to the other one eliciting the same response. When his hands trailed down my sides along with more kissing and licking, I squirmed with the penetrating sensations.

Pay dirt happened when he played tic-tac-toe down the center of my body. First was the capturing of my clit with his lips and a gentle nip with his teeth. Then his tongue thrust inside me, making me rise up on my elbows to look down at him. When his tongue flicked a little lower, my head fell back nearly cracking the floor. His fingers moved inside my core while his tongue continued to tease an area I wasn’t sure I’d make available to anyone else. I couldn’t think very well past the pleasure.

His thumb teased that entrance, and my body grew wetter still. His tongue moved back as if eager to lap up all I had to offer. Just when I was about to call out and beg him to fill me with his length, I moaned out my orgasm. His fingers worked me in and out heightening my pleasure.

When I could no longer hold myself up to watch this magnificent man’s magic, he rose up. Muscles cording with his movement as he crawled to place his diamond shaft at my opening. Slowly he pushed inside me. 

My cry was stifled by his kiss. Thankfully, the storm outside continued to rage on and provide the cover we needed. But neither one of us seemed to care that my sister could walk in on us.

I tasted my orgasm on his tongue and that strangely wound me up again. I rocked my hips urging him forward, but he took his time. His eyes were tightly closed. Our kissing stopped as he seemed to be memorizing every inch of my insides. 

There was a bit of a pain when the tip of him hit the back end of me. He pulled back, not as slow, but not fast either, before he moved back in. It was like he was being careful, but I didn’t want or need that. I bucked my hips a couple of times before his eyes opened wide and he began moving in earnest. Rolling his hips, he dragged the tip of himself against something deep inside that made me thrash with pleasure.

Although his pace had picked up, I was in need of something fast and hard. I met his thrust trying to force his pace when he finally broke and gave me what I wanted. He stroked me with purpose, hard and deep, hard and deep, his eyes colored in the amber light from the fire that danced along beside us. I came again, and it seemed to last a lifetime. Just when the waves that crested over me began to subside, he came in a guttural trust.

When he went limp on top of me, it was only a moment before he rolled so we lay side by side. Still inside me, he kissed me with a sweetness that didn’t match the furious love making seconds before. In his arms, I found peace enough to fall asleep.

When I woke, he was on his back. I was tucked in on the side of him. We were still naked and the fire had burned down to nearly embers. It was getting chilly. I got up to get a blanket from the room. I put on his shirt not wanting to walk around naked, and I needed to check on my sister. I draped the blanket over him before heading towards her room. 

She was still asleep. I had no idea if she’d woken in the night and found us. One thing was sure, Mike hadn’t come. I felt okay thinking that they’d probably found him and locked him up as promised. 

So I crept back into the room and stared down at the man who had loved me in ways I would never forget that night.  I took off his shirt, which was still damp. I put back on my bra and panties, then my dress. I put another log on the fire and added more kindling.

Then I picked up his clothes and draped them over the side of a chair near the fire to dry out. He still lay sleeping. 

I walked out the back. The rain had ended sometime in the night. It was a bit chilly out, but the cold was the reality I needed. The rain burned off any heat from the past day. The sun was just making an appearance on the horizon. I thought about the man inside and my tears burned hot paths down my face. I also cried for the other man I loved who would never forgive when he found out. I knew what I had done. I wanted so badly to stay in this moment and not face the music. 

Tears couldn’t cover that I’d done the only thing I could do. The need he’d come to me with was one I had to answer. And any choice I made would have killed me, so I let him make the choice for me. I had to hope I’d be able to live with that decision. There was no forgiveness for this transgression.

I stood and walked forward as the gentle breeze moved the cornfield to sway as if in a dance. The sounds that played through the stalks were its own melody. It sang of love and loss, no right or wrong. 

When the rays of the day fully emerged from its slumbering across the fields, I turned to go face the song of betrayal that awaited me.

A swishing sound had me looking back.



Chapter Seventeen ~ Kalen

 

Everything was wet. The rain had come before we’d made it back. My knuckles burned from the wallop I’d given that Mike dolt. The laddie, Turner, ended up agreeing with me on this one. The Brewsters didn’t even try to help the wanker when we dragged him back. The scunner was limping because Turner had given him a well-placed kick when he moved to blindside me.

I’d owe the lad one for that. 

After we caged up Mike in a makeshift cell with actual metal bars, I found myself impressed.

Turner grinned. “I know you thought we were backwoods folks, but we’re always thinking ahead.”

I didn’t bother to tell him my own origins were much more like what they had here. We may have had electricity and indoor plumbing, but they had more than what I had with food and family.

“I’m a little surprised,” I said.  “You don’t have a police force but you have a jail.”

He sighed. “We get all kinds. People want to know about us or hide here. And I suspected Mike was hiding here. I knew something was off about the guy. I’m going to have them relook into Mr. Fisher’s death. The guy may have been old, but he was strong. I’d always assumed he’d outlive me.”

The way the guy had bruised his wife and most likely been the one to start the fire, I drew the same conclusion. I nodded my agreement.

Turner continued “And some people get out of hand. The jail isn’t used often. Still, it’s important to have.”

I gave him another quick nod. I didn’t want to like this guy. Bailey still hadn’t made her choice between us. He was my competition to her heart, not a friend. As it was I was giving him the benefit of the doubt that he hadn’t touched her even though I’d witnessed his possessiveness that first night.

Once we made it back to his house, we found it was dark. We were both wet and confused. 

“Weren’t they supposed to be here?” I asked him.

My memory of the events at the jail with Turner broke off, bringing me back to the present, as I opened the door to Violet’s house. It too looked almost dark, although I could see the low-burning fire inside the hearth. 

Turner had assured me that the girls were coming back to his house. He may have been my competition, but I hadn’t read the guy as a liar.

The door seemed to have its own mind when it broke free of my hand, and it banged open when I stepped inside. Then I saw the figure lying down. 

Before I approached, I caught sight of one empty room on the right before heading to the other on the left. Bailey’s sister Violet was still asleep. I could just make out the rising and falling of her chest. I let the door close behind me before I moved back to the figure.

Once I was close, I announced in a volume to wake the dead, “Where is she?”

Turner rolled over, and I caught site of bare shoulder. “Huh,” he said and wiped his eyes like his vision needed clearing. 

My mind raced with possibilities I didn’t want to consider.  I checked my rage and said again, “Where is Bailey?’

Had it been any other guy, I might have thought him gloating when he looked to the side of himself as if to say she was just there.

“I don’t know?” he uttered sounding puzzled.

Had he said, she was just here, I might have pummeled him. His clothes spread out on a chair, the extra room seemingly untouched didn’t leave very many possibilities for how Bailey spent her night.

Not ever being in love before, the tightness in my chest first made me think heart attack. It may have been out of the norm for someone my age, but not impossible. I had to face the facts. She’d chosen him instead of me.

The scuddie guy sat up and thankfully had the decency to keep his crotch covered. I walked to the back of the house thinking Bailey might be out there. She hadn’t been anywhere at the front. I wasn’t sure what I would do if I found her in the outside shower washing away the evidence of their lovemaking. 

She wasn’t there nor was she in the outhouse. By the time I made it back to the steps, he came out. “Have you found her?”

“What do you think?” I asked wondering at the calmness of my voice.

“Look,” he began.

I held up a hand not wanting him to speak. “Just let her tell me.”

He nodded. “It’s early but maybe she went to help with morning chores at her parents’ house.”

I shook my head. “No, she knew we had to leave this morning.” Then a thought struck. “She ran.” I whispered the words, but he’d heard them anyway.

“No, she promised she wouldn’t,” he said but didn’t look convinced.

“But that’s what she does,” I said with disbelief. “She ran from you, she ran from Scott, and then she ran from me.”

I watched him as he put the pieces together. “We need to check if her car is still here.” He had hope that I’d lost when it was with him she’d spent her night. 

He looked at the house. I spoke the answer to the question he hadn’t asked. “I checked her sister. She’s still sleep.”

No other words were needed. We didn’t bother going through the house, we ran around the side and down to the security station. My daily morning and evening workout sessions had paid off. I was barely breathing heavy when we came to the brick building to find my sports car and another.

“That’s her car.” He looked over at mine. “You know she’d not impressed by money,” he declared before heading inside the building that was the only halfway modern-looking one in this whole compound. I followed after I patted my side to find I’d left my bag at Turner’s. 

My thoughts traveled back over last night. After we made it to his place with no sign of Bailey, Turner said he’d check her father’s house. I’d offered to go, but he said one of us should stay in case they showed up. Wanting to get out of the wet clothes, I’d agreed. I only had one other set of the required uniform and it had been hard to come by. Turner was leaner than I was, and he had to borrow from someone else to find something that fit. 

So, I’d stripped to the bare and dried off with a towel that had been left for my use. Dressed in dry clothing, I taken a moment to sit and think. I was worried about this crazy person who was after Bailey. I was sure the person would track her here. It was important that the leak to the gossip column about her being in Texas hit the news quick. 

The last couple of days had been hell. And I hadn’t gotten much sleep. But even before the break-in news, the loss of Bailey with me at night made sleep fitfully. I had gotten to a point where I was planning on contacting a doctor for a prescription sleep aid.  Too many sleepless night and running in the rain had overwhelmed me, and I’d drifted off waiting for Turner to come back with the girls.

When I awoke hours later, I checked the house to find it empty. I left knowing what I might find and went to the only place I thought she might be.

 

In the security station Turned asked the guard, “You haven’t seen her?”  The question brought me out of my thoughts of last night. I’d missed whatever else had been said between the two men. 

“No,” came from a heavy accented voice.  It was Southern, I think they called it here in the States. “And no she didn’t call a cab,” the voice continued.

Turner looked on the verge of leaving. I wasn’t sure if this question had been asked but I said it anyway. “No cars came down this path at all today?”

I viewed the bank of monitors in front of the guy. Based on comments I’d heard, this security was to protect the compound from the curious, not the crazy.

“Yeah a car showed up, drove down and turned back without stopping. But that’s not unusual,” the guy said defensively. “People accidently turn on that road and ignore the private sign all the time.”

“How often does that happen?” I queried.

“Once or twice a month.”

Gritting my teeth, I continued on. “And what time did this happen that.” 

“Oh, about an hour or two ago.”

On the verge of hitting someone, I ignored him and focused on Turner.

Beating me to the punch, he said, “I still think she could have gone home.”

“Is there a problem?” the guy asked. He looked as if we’d woken him from a nap. His blonde hair was muddled every which way. “Should I contact Mr. Glicks.”

“No,” Turner said. “I’m heading over there now.

We exited the building and our brisk walk turned into a jog.

After giving the story to Bailey’s mother, we all three headed back to Violet’s, checking first to make sure Mike was still locked up tight. After we made it back, Bailey’s mother tended to Violet’s wounds once we convinced her that we would continue to search for Bailey. Not wanting to scare her, we suggested the possibility that Bailey had probably gone for a walk.

Out back, I hoped it was just that. Then my eye caught sight of something not right. “Look over there.”

Turner’s eyes followed the direction of my finger. He was about to shrug it off when he really got a look at the disturbance in the stalks. “Where does this go?”

We started walking forward; neither of us wanting to believe what may be true. “This is our natural barrier to the public road that is about a half a mile straight ahead. And the stalks run about a mile parallel to the road. It keeps people from wandering in here. The stalks are tall, and it’s easy to get lost.”

The stalks were tall, taller than me. They blended in like a forest of tan. When we reached the spot, it was easy to see a trail of broken stalks someone left in their wake. The width of the path suggested that someone was probably carrying something while trampling through.

We traded looks before we took off. It was easy to navigate with the path already made for us.

In a couple of minutes, we’d made it to the road. What I saw chilled me. Tire tracks were left in the mud on the side of the road. It appeared someone had been parked here. And most likely they had Bailey with them.

I saw fear in Turner’s eyes that mirrored my own. That fear was laced with the loss of a loved one.

“Whoever it was could be anywhere now, most likely on a highway headed out of state,” he declared.

“There have to be cameras that may have spotted something.”

His response to me was, “We don’t even know what kind of car it was.”

My answer was to look at the tire tracks knowing he was smart enough to get it. Tires were manufactured to fit only specific vehicles. We could narrow the possibilities down considerably given the right forensic tools.

Out of my pocket, I pulled my Sat phone. I caught Turner eying the device before he spoke. “I guess there are things you can do for her that I can’t. Are you calling a team of professionals to find her?” His voice was laced with bitterness. Fear had a way of letting one’s true emotions show through.

Matching my tone with his, I said, “You aren’t the only one that loves her.”

He rolled his eyes and swept the street instead of looking at me. I dialed a number. With dawn only recently coming to pass, I glimmered a bit of satisfaction when a groggy voice answered. It was the small things that kept one sane in times of crisis.

“What?”

“It’s Kalen.” I kept it to the point.

There was a pause before the voice said, “Bailey’s Kalen?” There could have been pleasure gained in that question if it was true.

“Yes.” I answered in the affirmative. No need for clarification at this point. 

“Why are you calling at this ungodly hour?”

Not wanting to waste time, I kept it simple. “You remember that audit issue she found.”

“What now, you want me to help locate the people who did it?” I could hear amusement in the voice that said I would need his help.

“No, I want you to help located Bailey… Mike, she’s been taken.”
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Cornered in the back of the back of the conference by a leggy brunette, I gave her a questioning glance. In answer, he hand rested on my shoulder and she leaned in as if to whisper something to me. Her stance at this point was only slightly inappropriate for the audience of meeting attendees still lingering nearby.

 

When her hand slid down my back to land on my ass, I quirked an eyebrow.

 

"Are you coming over later?" she breathed trying to come off suggestive. Several months ago, it might have been. There certainly was no mistake what she wanted from me. If there was any doubt, when her body shifted to face me and her hand rounded my side to cup my dick, I had no need to wonder at all. Not that I had.

 

I quickly hit a semi hard state. I grabbed her wrist prepared to move it. My arousal had nothing to do with the attractive woman in front of me. Been there, done that. Her hand had done nothing more than create a memory of my redhead and her fingers wrapped around my cock while I filled her mouth.

 

I pulled the leech free from me. Her pout was meant to be sexy. I found it anything but.

 

"Is there someone else you’re taking home tonight?" she asked casually glancing around the room.

 

"No." Not that it was any of her business. "But there is someone else." That really wasn't any of her business. However, I didn't want her to continue her pursuit of me. 

 

Her mouth gaped wide. And she could open that mouth very wide. That I could attest to. This time, she held no interest for me. "You sound like you’re attached to someone."

 

"Don't sound so shocked." I should have ended the conversation then. It was headed nowhere good if she continued her inquisition.

 

"You told me you didn't play for keeps." She looked offended. Maybe I should care. Somehow I didn't. I'd never been but honest with her about my intentions.

 

"I don't. Not with you at least." I muttered that last bit, not at all bothered that I may have hurt her feelings. She'd pissed me off by grabbing me in public like she had a right too. Hopefully I'd ticked her off enough she'd leave me alone the rest of the time I was in town.

 

As I walked away from her, I checked my watch. It was still early. But halfway around the world, it wasn't. I gave my excuses to leave. The next meeting wouldn't start for another hour or so. I had time.

 

In my hotel room, I dialed the number.

 

A sexy sleepy voice picked up. "Hello."

 

"Lass." My voice sounded all growly but that receptionist had stirred something that could only be sated by my redhead.

 

"Kalen," she sounded surprised to hear from me. I'd called her every night I'd been away so far. I was astonished she hadn't picked up my school boy with a crush behavior.

 

Quickly, I got to business. "Do you have a camera on your laptop?"

 

"Yes," she answered sounding confused.

 

"Have you ever used Skype?"

 

"No," she replied on a yawn. "Why?"

 

"Here's what you do." I explained to her step by step how to download the program and set herself up. Good thing she was a quick learner or I might have gotten frustrated. As it was, it only took about fifteen minutes before I saw her beautiful face on my screen. "Hang up lass."

 

I watched her swipe her finger across her phone, longing to feel her touch on me. No matter, I was instantly hard just by how well she took direction.

 

The screen only showed her lovely face and the expanse of her graceful neck. Lower parts were covered by a robe I wished off her.  "Stand up so I can get a good look at you."

 

Slowly, she pushed back her chair. More and more parts of her came into view. The robe wasn't the only thing she wore. Disappointing. However, it landed on her thighs which appeared free of fabric beneath.

 

When she stood, I got a partial view of tiny lacy white panties as fabric of her robe parted. A groan escaped me. Words, no rather a command left my parted lips.  "Take off the robe."

 

In a matter of seconds, the view changed. I was left with white panties and a view of what I thought might be a white tank top. A hint of skin showed just above the lace but below her navel. I imagined my mouth on her smooth skin. "Touch yourself."

 

When her hand slid down her stomach, I wished she would lift that top and reveal the navel beneath. My eyes however followed her hand's descent. It landed inches from her sweet spot. 

 

"Kalen, I feel silly." She sat back in her chair. Up to that point she had done beautifully. I tried to hold back my annoyance. It had been days... days.  I hadn't gone this long without sex when I wanted it especially when I had willing participants practically throwing themselves at me.

 

"Lass, I need to feel you. And I can't. So you have to do it for me. Please indulge me."

 

I didn't ask her to stand up again. How she was seated, I had a view of most of her and it was far preferable.

 

Her bicep gazed her breast as her hand made its way back to her sweet spot. Pebbled beads picked through the fabric. I made short work of my zipper just as her fingertips delved under the lace.

 

"Take off your shirt lass." I didn't want her to stop, but I had a need to see more of her.

 

She removed her finger and pulled the tank top off unceremoniously. I didn't have to ask her to touch herself again. First she tweaked her nipples one at a time. Then she took a slow perusal until her fingers were firmly on her clit. A moan escaped her parted lips and I closed my eyes for a second overcome by the sight in front of me.

 

When my eyes opened again, her fingers were curled and inside her. "Oh Kalen," she called out.

 

If that didn't boil my blood, the way her hand worked itself in and out at a furious pace did.

 

"That's it lass."

 

"It's not fair. I'm on display and you're fully dressed.

 

I reached my free hand up to angle the camera to my lap. "See this lass. This is what you do to me."

 

She gasped and I remembered the first time she'd caught sight of my cock. Her mouth had rounded just so, I'd wanted to fill it just as I did now.

 

"Use your other hand lass. I want to see you come."

 

I didn't need to explain how to use that hand. She pinched at her nipples again before working her nub furiously. I watched in object fascination as she came apart. Her cry of satisfaction nearly pushed me over the edge.

 

"I have one more request."

 

She was panting trying to come down from her high. "I want you to taste just how sweet your orgasm was."

 

Her eyes widened. "For me, I need to be reminded just what I'm missing."

 

My hand continued to work. Her shyness was just as sexy if not more than her following my commands. Her fingers wet from her arousal moved towards her parted mouth. When she tasted herself, I came so violently, it reminded me of a successful science project of an erupting volcano. I had to use my other hand to catch my spunk before it landed on my Armani suit.
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