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    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Pressed against the wall of a bathroom stall in an exclusive club in New York wasn’t how I expected to spend New Year’s Eve, especially with a stranger at my front.  Don’t get me wrong, the stranger was the kind of gorgeous that would make Zeus beg for a mulligan to recreate his outward appearance to rival the man leaning into me. But after all I’d been through in the past few weeks, I should have known better.


    The husky groan of the man as his hands found the unnecessary garters under my skirt told a different story than my drunken brain tried to fool myself into believing. It was because of and not despite the recent events that I found myself here, one hundred percent drunk and on the verge of fucking a stranger in the posh and seemingly clean bathroom of the Eventi Hotel.


    My body shivered as his warm hand moved purposefully between my inner thighs. What the hell was I doing? I wasn’t this girl. I’d only ever had two previous lovers. All reason dissolved when his mouth descended to my neck, making me squirm and giggle in delight.


    “Do you really want this?” he asked with a deep voice that spouted an accent I couldn’t make out in my current state. His hands were about to make contact in T minus one. Damn, my body ignited like the Shuttle Endeavour with his touch at my core. The thong I wore provided no barrier, as I grew wetter than a leaky faucet, which should have embarrassed me. However, this man had moves that made me whimper and want to beg to be fucked in the most undignified way.


    His lips were soft on my collarbone and nibbled hungrily all the way to my mouth. His kiss tasted of expensive wine, the kind they had passed around to all the guests of this evening’s event, even to those on the dance floor, in anticipation of the countdown. For the briefest of moments, I wondered where those wine glasses had gone.  We had brought them in here. That thought dissipated when he pushed his hand up my shirt like a man familiar with the act. And just as rapidly he popped my right breast from the confines of my lacy bra as a finger or maybe two from his other hand slid inside me. My eyes popped opened. When had I closed them? Maybe it was when his ministrations had caused my eyes to roll to the back of my head. I squirmed as he nipped on my neck, and my eyes landed on the two half-filled Waterford flutes at our feet before my head slammed back into the tiled stall wall out of sheer pleasure.  A gasp escaped my lips, and not from any head trauma. Pleasure had won out over any stunned feelings from the contact with the solid wall.  The rest of my inhibitions that hadn’t been drowned by the alcohol flew out of my mind. “Yes,” I gasped, answering his question.


    “Yes what?” he growled, before his lips again tasted my flesh, my breast filling his mouth as his fingers continued to stroke in and out of me with precision. His thumb expertly rubbed my nub.


    Overcome by the lightening building in my body, I said, “Yes, please fuck me.” Begging was the least of my concern, my ego no longer in play.  My words ended on a cry that sailed out of my mouth as the first orgasm hit. He continued to stroke and rub, stroke and rub, prolonging my pleasure. Cresting the wave, my knees weakened. He responded by removing his fingers and holding me firmly up by my ass, one handed. Damn, he was strong too, total swoon. Then his free hand tugged and pulled free the fabric string of my thong, leaving it hanging and out of the way as I looked on.


    Still that one hand wasn’t done.  He freed himself, tore open a condom with his teeth and slid the damn thing on. It happened so fast in the shadows of the stall, I only heard the ripping of the foil. I couldn’t process how often this guy must have done this with other women considering his skill level until later. His thigh spread me wide just before he lifted me off the ground and onto him. I didn’t have time to think before he sheathed himself balls deep inside me. Sucking in a breath, part from pleasure and part pain, my eyes widened. He stretched me so. I chastised myself for not looking at his manhood. It was clearly larger than anything that had ever entered me before.


    Freezing in place deep inside me, he groaned, “You’re so tight.”


    I wanted to say, What a big dick you have. Instead I sputtered. “I, I-” but he started moving in and out. The experience was like no other. I felt all of him on each stroke. He hit every magic button my body had and I lost all ability to speak.


    Instead, I wrapped my legs around his waist and, as cliché as it sounds, enjoyed the ride. My back and head shoved into a wall that wouldn’t give, but it didn’t matter, especially not after I hit orgasms two and three before the faint Muzak in the background changed to the unmistakable midnight countdown.


    Ten, his rhythm changed. Nine, faster he slipped in and out of me. Eight, he sucked at my neck still pounding into me and I knew there would be bruises. Seven, I felt another orgasm coming on, unable to explain the how of it. Six, “Fuck,” he gritted out in my ear. Five, my fingers twined in his hair, guiding his face to mine. Four, I bit him on the mouth crazed by lust and desperation. Three, he pumped me hard. My back was taking a beating. Two, he sucked at my lower lip then took it between his teeth. One, he came, sending me into the wall with a final shove, pushing me over the edge a final time.  A guttural sound so primitive left his lips I had to see if he was still human before he kissed me again. Happy Fucking New Year.


    For a while, we stayed molded like that. The heat we’d created cooled quickly as we remained still, my stilettos digging into his back. Then he eased out of me. I relaxed my leg lock, allowing him to set me slowly on my feet. My back slid down the wall to find my height of five feet five inches before my four-inch heels hit the ground. Still, I was much shorter than he.


    “Aye, Lass, Happy New Year,” he said, staring into my eyes. His were as green as the forest of his native Scottish lands, I imagined once my brain was able to discern the origins of his accent.


    My brain back online, I was encumbered by mortification at what I’d done. Unable to look him in the eye any longer, I ducked under one of his massive arms that had partly caged me in and ran out of the bathroom away from the stranger that I’d let fuck me after only knowing him—how long? Minutes, an hour tops, maybe? I was seeking my friend, my best friend, rather, who hadn’t stopped me from this colossal fuck up.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWO


     


     


    Shoving open the restroom door, I realized just how soundproofed the bathroom had been. With the door open, the noise from the party hit me like a Mack truck. I nearly stumbled back. But my determination to leave pushed me forward even if I was unsteady on my feet due to alcohol or because I had been thoroughly fucked. One thing I was grateful for was that as far as I could tell in my hasty retreat, we’d been the only occupants of the place, probably because it had been so close to countdown. 


    Winding my way through the mass of people in the halls and in the banquet hall, I found my way back to my best friend Lizzy. She was exactly where I had left her, dancing with the stranger that had found her the same time mine had found me. Briefly, I wondered if they were friends because they’d approach us from behind at the same time when Lizzy and I had been drunk dancing together, giving anyone close a show. 


    I’d only gotten a passing glance at the guy who’d occupied her time. Just a bit taller than her, he had dark blonde hair and sexy five o’clock shadow. The quick glance I’d gotten before turning to my sex-on-two-legs said her guy had pleasing features. Since they’d become quite a bit more intimate with each other in my time away. Lip locked like long lost lovers, they were grinding into each other like they needed a room. Hell, who was I to judge? I’d found a room in the form of a bathroom stall. And I hated to interrupt, but this was an emergency.


    One of two things was about to happen. Either sexy accent with a big cock was about to come after me, forcing me to face my shame, or he wouldn’t. Either I didn’t relish. It’s not that I wanted to have him find me. But let’s face it, no one wants rejection. And if he didn’t follow, I obviously wasn’t worth it.  And maybe, just maybe I was his worse fuck ever. He clearly knew his way around. So, I had to leave right away before I became aware of his choice.


    Tapping Lizzy on the back, she slowly disengaged herself from a man who had to be a supermodel. Who the hell knew there were so many hot bachelors in New York? God, he was hot.


    Lizzy’s eyes narrowed on me. I knew that stare. She wasn’t pleased I’d cut in. “Look, I have to get out of here. Either you’re coming with or I’ll see you later,” I said, standing on my toes to reach her ear. Lizzy was taller than me by several inches. And even though I was wearing four-inch heels, so was she.


    “What?” she said holding out her hands in surrender, looking for an explanation.


    “Later,” I said, turning away suddenly feeling very sick. Not only did I need to get away, I needed air. I heard her call out my name, which only served as a wakeup call that one-hour stand guy hadn’t called out after me when I’d left the bathroom. Trying to rationalize my shame, I decided he wasn’t one to make noise and he was probably respectfully quiet while seeking me out in the fray. The lies we tell ourselves.


    Outside, the crisp air hit me like the frost that escaped my mouth, instant and telling. I hurried to the curb with my arm outstretched, hoping against hope for a cab at this hour on this night in New York City. Thankfully, we weren’t in Times Square. Tears pricked my eyes as I stared at the dirty curb wanting to fall to my knees but thinking better of it. This might just go down in history as one of my biggest regrets.


    An arm came over my shoulder and I snapped around to see who was touching me.  I sighed in relief when I spotted Lizzy.  She held out my coat for me to shrug into. Damn, that’s why it was so cold. I wasn’t wearing a coat. I was acting like a lunatic. I wasn’t the first girl to have a one-night stand. And who would blame me after all that’d happened?


    “What the hell, girlfriend,” Lizzy said as I slipped into it.


    That’s when it hit me. Bile. A yellow cab had just pulled up from my earlier hail when I tossed my cookies on the very curb I’d contemplated sitting on. It splashed as it left my mouth and landed on the ground.  God knew what else besides barf spattered onto Lizzy and my shoes.  My friend’s Jimmy Choo’s might be ruined, but she held my hair like only a bestie would.


    “Yous two getting in our what?” came a voice from the open window of the cab.


    The cabbie didn’t seem bothered that I was choking out the entire contents of my stomach. After a final retch, Lizzy opened the door and helped me inside. As the cab pulled away, I looked back hoping that the best fuck of my life had come for me.  And as if fate would give me this gift, my first for the New Year, Mr. Tall Hard and Fuck Me walked out of the hotel, searching for me I assumed. I shimmied down in my seat before his gaze could possibly lock onto mine. Well, at least he had come looking for me.  That was something.


    The drive shouldn’t have been long, but with Times Square attendees finding other places to go, the streets were packed. The ride was awful as my stomach still rebelled with every bump and turn.


    Once home, my hand was warm with a cup of ginger tea that Lizzy made for me. A blanket wrapped around me was added comfort while I sat in a chair next to the fireplace. I looked at my friend.


    “So, tell me, why did we have to leave that amazing party?” she asked, thoughtfully.  I was grateful she didn’t seem at all pissed.


    I had to give her bonus points for not pressing me on the ride home and waiting until I’d showered, changed and brushed my teeth before finally asking me again what the hell my problem was in such the nice Lizzy way.


    “I fucked him,” I said in a rush.


    She too was in a chair, this one directly across from me. Her legs lazily hung over the side of one arm. Eyes wide, she leaned forward as if she were about to tell a secret. “The guy from the dance floor you left with?”


    I nodded sheepishly.


    “Holy shit, Bails. Was it good? Did you cum?”


    “Lizzy, that isn’t the point,” I cried, getting misty eyed at my faux pas. I was a closet slut. I chided myself.


    Rolling her eyes and waving her hand, she said, “Bails, you deserve a good shag. Just tell me, was it great or what?”


    Unable to lie to my best friend, I confessed, “It was the best sex I’ve ever had.”  Admitting this to her meant I had to admit this fact to myself.


    “Then what the fuck,” she said. “No pun attended.” She chuckled to herself and I found myself getting more irritated by the second. I started to push to my feet. “Wait, Bails. I’m sorry. It’s just you are all worked up over nothing. You deserve this. After everything that asshole Scott put you through. I bet he never made you cum in the three years you two were together.”


    Her mentioning Scott should have brought tears to my eyes. I’d loved him, hadn’t I?  But it only brought fury. Maybe I never loved him. Then her words came back to me. Had Scott ever made me cum?  The question should be ridiculous. We’d been together so long. Our sex life had been fine. Or hadn’t it? I must still have been a bit drunk because my brain was fuzzy on the details.  Yet trying to think about sex with Scott brought my thoughts around to my tryst with the stranger, who, by the way, remained nameless. I should have had a scarlet A embroidered on my chest or maybe an H for harlot.


    What the hell had I done? It started on the dance floor, the way he sparked fantasy in me. His body fit perfectly with mine despite his height. The way he moved against me yelled that he would rock my world. He didn’t even have to grope me to set me ablaze. Locking his eyes on mine, he’d leaned down and kissed me.  It was as if his kiss was the lit match. The line of fire it created headed directly to my core. And when the explosion melted me down, he must have seen it. Desire had burned bright in his eyes too. But let’s be honest, what guy turns down the promise of sex, especially from a half decent looking girl? I was no Lizzy, but I wasn’t bad looking. 


    When he’d begun to lead me from the dance floor, I’d gone willingly with the promise of more to come. And boy had I cum, three maybe four times. Scott had never made me have multiple orgasms. That much I knew for sure.


    “Bails.” Pause. “Bailey,” Lizzy near shouting brought me out of my inner thoughts. She didn’t often say my whole name, so I lifted my head feeling a blush cross my cheeks. A sly grin played on her mouth. “Tell me all now, or I’ll kick you out of my house,” she declared, only teasing. She knew I had nowhere else to go, not just yet at least. Still, I spilled to her every detail. It wasn’t like I was ever going to see the man again.


    “That sounds hot,” Lizzy said. “From what I saw of him, he was hot.”


    “Hot or not, I hope I never see him again,” I admitted, heat still burning in my cheeks. She may be my best friend, but I wasn’t one for kiss and tell, especially details of sex. The one and only time I’d told her about Scott and me, it had been our first time together.  After hearing the tale she had immediately declared it was boring and hadn’t asked much about our doings thereafter.


    Lizzy pursed her lips in that way of hers. “Bails, you have nothing to be ashamed of. You didn’t shag him alone.”


    “You know how it is. He probably thinks I’m some slut,” I said, hiding my face behind a curtain of my hands.


    “Who cares? You had a great fuck on what would have been your wedding night. You basically screwed Scott by fucking that guy.” She laughed at her own joke. It might have been funny if we were talking about someone else. But this was me. And I wasn’t that girl. Well, I was at that moment.


    “I’m going to bed,” I said, rising from my seat. I just needed to sleep it off.


    Being a good friend, she knew when to lay off. “Night, Bails. And don’t forget your date tomorrow with the guy my mom set you up with.” Groaning, I rolled my eyes. The last thing I wanted to do was go on a date. Seeing my annoyance, she giggled again. I headed to the guest room, turned my bedroom, at least until I found somewhere else to live.


     


    
      


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THREE


     


     


     


    My eyes may have momentarily opened, but quickly I closed them against the brightness of the sunlight filtering into the room. Waking up hung-over is never fun. And for me, it wasn’t a regular occurrence. But it had happened enough for me to recognize the symptoms. Even though I’d retched up most of what I’d consumed the night before on the curb, enough alcohol had been absorbed in my bloodstream for my head to pound like a marching band was on a parade through it.


    Slipping my feet over the side of the bed had caused me to use considerable effort. Once on my feet, I got the most uncomfortable sensation between my thighs. Yes, I most definitely had been fucked hard last night, as if I desired the reminder.  I ached at my very center. On wobbly feet, I headed to my private bath, courtesy of Lizzy’s kindness. 


    Finding an apartment in New York on short notice didn’t happen.  Thankfully, my former college roommate had an empty guest room she eagerly lent to me at no charge and with no restriction on the length of my stay.  Still, I searched for an apartment because I wouldn’t take advantage of her kindness, even if she didn’t need money. 


    Looking in the mirror, I pushed back the auburn mass that was my hair to spill down my back. Today, it looked redder. I wasn’t sure if that was because of my mood or if the blonde that was mixed in there had somehow washed away. That was just my mood.  It was winter. And summer seemed to bring out more of my natural highlights.


    After washing my face and brushing my teeth, my pale blue eyes stared blankly back at me and looked unfamiliar. Who was I? And what had I done with Bailey Glicks, the girl who’d grown up believing one should save themselves for marriage?  I was brought up in an environment where sex was taboo. Hell, sex after marriage was meant for procreation not pleasure. I often wondered if maybe I’d left home four years ago for sexual freedom over the possibility of a career outside of the home or maybe it was both. If my parents knew just how far from grace I’d fallen, would my father ever allow me home to see my mom or siblings again?


    I pushed those thoughts back. Lizzy was right. What was done was done. I couldn’t take it back. And if I was honest with myself, I’d enjoyed it, a lot. I’d never felt that way before, free and acting on my own instinct instead of the will of others.


    Heading to the kitchen, I pulled out a bottle of Perrier because Lizzy didn’t have regular bottled water. I couldn’t fault her. She’d been brought up with a diamond encrusted spoon in her mouth. My parents wouldn’t understand or approve of all the modern conveniences that were right at home in this kitchen, especially the stainless steel appliances that hadn’t seen much use until I came along. Granite countertops finished off the place with a crystal Waterford bowl that before had only been decoration.  Because of me, it had purpose holding fruit. I got a banana and started to eat it. I still felt sick, but I’d heard that bananas could help ease the effects of a hangover.


    Sitting at the counter, I thought about the events for today. We were heading over to Lizzy’s parents’ house for New Year’s brunch. Then later that evening, I had a date with a stockbroker. Yay for me,…not.


    “Morning, sex goddess,” Lizzy teased, striding into the kitchen looking flawless as always.


    “Bite me,” I said back. I was a morning person much like Lizzy, but I felt very grumpy all things considered.


    Popping her selection into her fancy coffee maker, she turned back to me. “So, how is your conscience this morning?”


    “The same, bruised and on the verge of death,” I answered lamely. Then I turned the tides on her. “I didn’t ask you about the guy whose tongue you swallowed while bringing in the New Year. Did you get his name and his business card?” The last bit was a dig because Lizzy didn’t normally date guys who had business cards or could even spell it. She liked them rough around the edges.


    “Yes, that sexy man was Hans. He’s an up and coming model from Sweden.”


    I knew it. I’d pegged him for a model. He had been too tall and too pretty to be anything else, from what I remembered. “I’m sure your mother would approve,” I said, winking at her. 


    “It wouldn’t be her first choice. But she’d probably be happier with him than any other guy I’ve dated. Anyways, she’s not going to find out. I’m just glad you moved here so she can force guys onto you instead of me.”


    We both started laughing because my showing up on Lizzy’s door the week before Christmas with my story of betrayal from my finance had taken some of the ‘being single’ heat off of her.


    “We’re going to be late,” Lizzy said winking, drinking her coffee. Knowing it wasn’t good to show up late, a pet peeve of her mother’s, I nodded and headed to my room to get ready for brunch.


    By the time we made it the few blocks over to Lizzy’s parents’ place, my hangover was almost a thing of the past. The banana and water had helped significantly. So I was able to walk in without pain showing on my face. I wasn’t a good actress and her mother had a discerning eye.


    Inside their home, which was a lavish two-floor apartment in walking distance of Central Park, I was welcomed with two quick kisses on either side of my face by both of her parents. Her regal father stood tall and was grey all over but still extremely handsome. Her mother stood as tall as her daughter and was still a blonde through and through, natural or not. Not a question I would ever ask.


    Walking into her receiving room with a grey settee and two matched grey flowered chairs, we sat while a butler brought in tea and coffee.


    Taking a seat beside Lizzy in one of the dainty chairs while her parents sat on the settee, I waited while we were served. “How was your evening, dear?” Lizzy’s mom, Kathryn asked.


    Lizzy turned and winked at me. I wanted to scowl at her but kept the smile on my face. “Fine, great even.” I was surprised at how easily that lie had come. I didn’t want to explain my night. I was sure that would bring a blush, and the lie I would be forced to tell wouldn’t hold.


    “Good, good,” she said. “You Lizzy dear, how are you today?”


    Lizzy looking elegant and every bit like she belonged, said, “Well, a bit tired if I must say.”


    My smile slipped. My decorum was about to falter. My legs crossed, but my hands in my lap - ladylike, just how Kathryn had taught me - wanted to fist. Lizzy was playing games. She was trying to out me.


    Thankfully, the butler walked in and announced, “Brunch is served.”


    Lizzy’s dad Ted stood, holding out a hand to his wife, helping her to her feet. “Well, I’m sorry to hear of it. I guess we’ll keep brunch short so you can return home and lie down.”


    At her parents’ back, I pinched Lizzy who only giggled. But I had to give it to her. She’d given us cause to leave if we so desired to do so.


     We were ushered into the formal dining room, which held a king’s table, or rather a table that was far too large for two people. Four high-backed chairs were placed around the table, two at the head and foot and the other two opposite each other exactly midway on the long end. The pristine white-rimmed silver china was already set. Kathryn currently had a thing for silver. The silverware was perfectly placed for each course. Everything always in its place just as Kathryn wanted it to be. Being Lizzy’s best friend all through college and semi-adopted by her family where mine was seemingly absent from my life, I’d been coached on all proper etiquette for a young lady.


     Her parents sat the long distance from each other, which actually in this case didn’t mean what the subtext suggested.  They did, in fact, get along. Lizzy and I sat across from each other in close proximity. 


    The butler from earlier didn’t make an appearance. Instead, he orchestrated the wait staff, which appeared shortly after we’d settled, bringing the first course, and brunch began. Ted brought us up to date with all the current events from politics to the weather while the first course was removed. It was always good to get his updates because I didn’t watch much news or read the paper on the regular. It was simply depressing. And anyway, up until this summer, I was all about graduating with my degree in accounting, after which my efforts were focused on studying for the CPA exam.


    Pleasant conversation about current events continued throughout. I was happy the subject of my love life hadn’t come up.  By the time dessert was served, I was well versed in all the hot button topics of the day. “Are you ready for your date tonight?” Kathryn asked during the next lull in conversation.


    And to think I’d gotten off unscathed. Smiling at Kathryn and catching a smirk on Lizzy’s face, I said, “Yes, I’m looking forward to it.” Not! I kicked Lizzy lightly under the table. It didn’t stop her quiet laughter.


    Really, I was so not looking forward to this. In fact, I pitied this guy. Whoever he was, he wouldn’t get a fair shot. I just wasn’t in the mood for a date. After last night, I just wanted some me time. I would be starting my new work assignment tomorrow and some extra sleep may have served me better. And on top of that, who goes out on a blind date New Year’s Day? I wasn’t sure why I had agreed to it. But the stockbroker, also fairly new in his job, rarely had a day off.


    “He’s a good boy. He’s a Wilshire of the Park Avenue Wilshires. You’d do well marrying into that family.”


    Marriage? I wasn’t ready to date, let alone marry. But Kathryn had set this up. There was no turning back. And honestly, after all they’d done for me, how could I possibly say no? Still, I’d heard this all before. First these ‘dates’ were directed at Lizzy, until her mother had given up. Lizzy didn’t care if she made a spectacle of herself and pissed off some guy who wasn’t her type, and didn’t care about the ramification to her mother’s reputation.


    On threat of fainting, Lizzy came through getting us out before her mother actually starting planning a wedding for me and the stockbroker. By the time Lizzy and I made it back to her place, I was mentally exhausted. “What are you going to wear?” Lizzy inquired with an arched eyebrow.  She was draped over her white furniture in such a causal way I wondered just how it stayed free of any stains.


    “Can’t I just cancel?” I groaned, knowing it wasn’t possible.


    Lizzy shook her head. “Not unless you want to explain to my mother.


    Sighing, I headed to my room directly to the closet. If I’d cared about meeting a Wilshire from the Park Avenue of Wilshires, I might have borrowed something from Lizzy to wear. Still, I couldn’t make a bad impression that would rub off on Lizzy’s mom somehow.  But it wasn’t like I was blowing the guy off. I hadn’t met him. However, I just broke up with my finance and it seemed far too soon to be dating or shagging, Lizzy’s word.  And no, I didn’t want to think about last night. Yet, I was doing it anyway. Back to the matter at hand, a date made and kept to save my best friend the trouble. So I put on a black pencil skirt, an emerald green shirt that worked well with my hair color, and black heels. I hoped he wasn’t short.


    The doorman called up to let us know the visitor was on his way up according to Lizzy, who popped in the bathroom to inspect me. I was finishing up my makeup.


    “You look good,” she said.


    “Crap,” I said. “Maybe I should wear a sack.”


    She laughed. “Give the poor guy a chance. He could be the one.”


    “I’m not ready for the one,” I complained, yet I laughed along with her. She left before me to answer the door and entertain him while I finished up.


    Stepping into the living room, my bestie was flirting with my date. And when I got a glimpse of a cute guy with a dimple, I could see why.  He had a genuine face that wasn’t serious but wasn’t foolhardy either.  Maybe this evening wouldn’t be so bad after all.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOUR


     


     


     


    With a car waiting for us at the curb, I was already impressed with my date. He was a couple inches taller than me in heels. Check. His sandy brown hair was fashionably cut, not too short and not too long. He was cute and his dimple screamed sweet. Check.


    “I hope you don’t mind, I made reservations at the 21 Club,” he informed me after we were on our way.


    “Sounds good,” I replied. I’d only heard about it. But I knew enough to know he wasn’t scrimping on our date.


    “You look beautiful, by the way,” he added, giving me a dimpled grin.


    “Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself,” I said back, with a flirtatious smile.


    We ended up not on the main level of the restaurant, but we were swept upstairs to a more intimate setting, romantic too. The few tables were filled with guests quietly enjoying their meal. Holding my chair out for me, the guy was racking up points faster than I could count.


    Everything so far was perfect, or maybe it was my low expectations that fueled the good feelings. We were discussing the menu selections when the unthinkable happened. My one and only ever one-night stand walked in with a tall leggy brunette on his arm. Involuntarily, I lifted my menu to duck behind it. I mean really, what are the odds?


    Although I couldn’t see him, I heard the frown when my date said, “Are you okay?”


    “Yes,” I said, peaking around the menu much like a small child. I needed to get it together. vzyl


    My stockbroker was wasn’t stupid. Continuing to peer around the side of the menu, I caught him turning around to see who or what I may have seen. Thankfully, Mr. Fuck Me Well was sitting with his date and hadn’t once looked in my direction, from what I saw at least. He seemed to be focused intently on his own date.


    Still partially hiding, my date was polite enough not to ask again. I did a good job of distracting him by peppering him with questions about his thoughts on what to choose for an entrée, giving me cause for my hidden position. Hopefully it would seem like I was really studying the menu instead of hiding my face behind a barrier.


    Dumbly, I realized I would have to put my menu down before the waiter would approach to take our order.  Reluctantly, I did. My one-night stand continued not to notice me, and after a while I relaxed into conversation with my date.


    Retrospectively, it had been dark New Year’s Eve and we’d both been drinking. Maybe he didn’t remember me, I told myself. And he obviously didn’t have problems getting women.


    While my date talked about his life as a stockbroker at my prompting with questions, I found myself periodically gazing at the guy that had me begging for him to fuck me. No longer in a darkened ballroom or shrouded bathroom, he was gorgeous even in the light. I caught the glances of other women in the room, young and old alike, taking in his thick black hair, strong profile sculpted from all things pleasing, and a mouth that promised sensual pleasures. I could barely take my eyes off him.


    “Bailey,” my date said in a way to capture my attention.


    I turned quickly to him. “Yes,” I replied, blinking rapidly, knowing I was caught.


    “I asked about what you did,” he inquired.


    “Oh,” I answered, feeling guilty that I hadn’t been paying any attention to him. It was rude. “I’m an auditor, not really as exciting as your job.”


    “I think you would make anything interesting,” he said, focused solely on me. Thankfully, the first course showed up and I didn’t have to answer that question. As much as I’d enjoyed my date so far, the guy that remained nameless had captured all my attention and I found myself inappropriately damp at the sight of him. Then again, my body probably just remembered.


    While eating, I kept stealing looks over at the guy who wasn’t with me. He made taking a drink an incredibly erotic experience, which was crazy. By the time our empty entrée plates were removed, I found that I had to excuse myself to go to the ladies’ room. I had not worn stockings. I needed to freshen up and bad. The man ate his food in a way that had me imagining him nibbling on me.


    Thankfully, I’d been able to keep up with dinner conversation while honing my stalker abilities.  In the bathroom, I took care of cleanup. Then I stared at myself long and hard in the mirror.  It was shameful that a man that wasn’t even my date could make me this hot from across the room. I should forget about him and concentrate on the man that had taken me out that night. Yeah right, easier said than done, I thought.


    After reapplying my lip gloss, I headed out the door and right into a wall.


    “Excuse me,” I said before looking up. And up, and there he was.


    “Bailey,” he said in a heavily accented voice that was extremely sexy. My Scotsman stood in front of me.


    Shocked, I asked, “How do you know my name?”


    “Your friend called out your name. Why did you run away?” he asked, sounding a bit hurt.


    Flustered because he was so close, I was becoming abnormally wet again. I thought I might have to go back into the restroom before I went to my date. “It’s obvious you don’t need me,” I said, sounding petty and jealous. Clearing my throat, I reached for calm and rational words. “Last night should not have happened. I’m not that kind of girl,” I sputtered, unable to keep it together in his presence.


    “Need?” he said. “I can’t seem to get you out of my mind.”


    “You don’t seem to have a problem with that,” I accused.


    Searching my eyes, he said, “She’s a business associate.”


    “Do you look at all your associates that way?” I challenged.


    “I give the person I’m with my full attention.” And that was a true statement. People were passing us in this narrow hall, mostly servers, and he didn’t at all seem the least bit fazed by who saw him caging me in without lifting an arm.


    Turning from his green-eyed stare, I said, looking over his shoulder, “It doesn’t matter. I’m out with someone tonight and I need to get back.”


    He stepped closer, which didn’t seem possible, and put his hand on my thigh. “I know and it’s making me insane to think he’s so close to you and I’m not.” His hand pushed up further and I was frozen with lust. My middle clenched, and I swear if he had touched me there I would have spontaneously combusted.


    “I have to go,” I whimpered, sounding completely unsure of myself.


    “Let me see you again.”


    I was back looking at his amazing face, trying to read the validity of his statement. “I don’t even know your name.” But I was also aware I’d been gone far too along than to be considered polite. Kathryn had taught me better.


    Searching my eyes, he waited several beats before answering. “Kalen,” he said. He continued to watch me as if waiting for some sort of reaction. Was he lying to me about his name?


    “Kalen,” I said.


    He stepped ever closer, leaving not a breath between us. “I love how my name sounds from your mouth.”


    “I have to get back to my date.”


    “See me tomorrow,” he said, even though it was a question.


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    He leaned in and I almost thought he would kiss me. “Meet me here tomorrow at eight,” he commanded, taking a step back.


    Free, I moved, but he caught my wrist. “Don’t let him touch you.”


    Then he let me go, and I fled back into the dining room to find that dessert had been served and my date was waiting for my arrival. I felt like such a bad person. Here I’d been jilted and I was lusting over another guy while on a date with a really nice guy.


    “Sorry,” I said, and couldn’t stop myself from glancing over at Kalen. He was focused on his date once again, seemingly not noticing me at all. But he must have. He didn’t seem surprised to find me in the hall. It was almost as if he was waiting for me.


    Taking a page out of his playbook, I focused back on my date, praying not to ruin the rest of the night.  Yet I was unable not to think about Kalen’s demand that I not let my date touch me.


    By the end of dessert, I was back to myself. My date had been about to give me a taste of his chocolate cake served with pears and cranberry sorbet when a clatter had everyone looking around.  One of the servers had dropped silver probably intended for a nearby cleared table. Then I caught Kalen’s murderous stare at me.  That’s when I noticed my date’s hand covering mine.


    Unable to stop myself, I pulled my hand free. Using that hand, I pushed back my hair in order to temper down my date’s confused expression. I was letting Kalen get to me. He had no right to dictate if another man could touch me. Still, I placed my hands in my lap and smiled at the guy across the table from me.


    Dessert complete and gone, bill paid, we stood to leave. My stockbroker helped me out of my chair and I noticed Kalen still at his table. There was no way around.  We had to pass by him. I felt my date’s hand touch the fabric of my outfit at my lower back in a gentlemanly way to guide me out of the room. And he would have as he was closing the distance.  Kalen stood just as we were passing, wedging himself between us. “Oh sorry,” he said. His accent was utterly sexy and sounded totally unremorseful. I turned back in time for Kalen to bend down quickly and whisper, “If he touches you again, he’ll lose a hand.”


    Open mouthed, I watch Kalen not miss a beat and help his “business associate” out of her chair. I quickly turned back as my date’s hand was poised to touch me. I moved at a respectably quick pace. Nothing would happen if he couldn’t see.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIVE


     


     


    The alarm blared, reminding me that I had a job. Getting out of bed wasn’t easy because I’d stayed up late giving Lizzy the blow by blow of what happened with Kalen. However, it was the first day of my new assignment and I would be meeting my team, so I pushed thoughts of him and his damn sexiness to the back of my brain.  First impressions could never be taken back. I couldn’t afford to be late.


    Part of the reason for my haste would be my subway ride to work. Unlike Lizzy, I was from a very humble background and couldn’t afford drivers to get me where I was going. And cab rides were expensive and wouldn’t guarantee you would arrive on time.


    After coffee and a bagel, I found myself sitting on the train after just barely making it through the closing door. Luck was on my side that morning and I was happy to find that the car wasn’t overly crowded. I knew my destination already as I had done all the necessary background work on the client. Independence, which was mandated in order to perform an audit, had me research the CEO and Board of Directors to ensure that I didn’t know anyone on a personal level like an uncle or aunt.  The CEO was a stern-looking man who reminded me a lot of Ted, Lizzy’s father. He was all grey but handsome and imposing. The Board was composed of an older, hardened crew of people with long and impressive resumes.


    Ready as I’d ever be, I thought. I would not only meet my workmates for the first time, I would be meeting the team of internal accountants and auditors for the company that hired us to perform the audit. As auditors, we would be performing tests and verification of information to certify that the financial statements were presented fairly according to the laws of our nation.


    It was strange to be working in New York. It hadn’t been the plan. After graduation, I’d taken a job with a prestigious accounting firm in Boston, where I’d gone to college.  Scott had proposed on bended knee at graduation in front of our family and friends. I’d accepted because I thought I loved him. It wasn’t for his money, which wasn’t at the level of Lizzy’s family fortune, but he was still very well off. We had clicked from our first meeting. He’d graduated from law school and I with my bachelor’s degree. We’d been together for three years. And it was expected.  My father hadn’t been happy, but he hadn’t been very happy about my choice of college. My mother, however, was my rock and cheerleader.


    After my acceptance, Scott had wanted me to live with him right away. I wanted to live on my own. I was getting married in months and had never lived by myself, having had Lizzy for a roommate all four years of college.  Plus, I hadn’t expected his proposal and had already secured my own place prior to graduation. So, I moved in.


    It wasn’t until we’d set New Year’s Eve as our wedding date that things had changed.  It had taken until early December, but Scott had convinced me that it didn’t make sense for us to live apart.  He used his lawyerly skill to get me out of my lease, and in two weeks I’d packed and moved in with him, leaving much of my stuff in storage. Between work and keeping Scott happy, I hadn’t fully unpacked when I found out the truth.


    It was all so random. I was reading over work e-mails in his, no, our office, or so I thought, when a call erupted from his phone, which he’d left on the desk near me to take a shower. I wasn’t nosy by nature, but the sudden noise from the phone had me looking when a picture of an attractive blonde with abundant cleavage popped onto the screen.  His choice in women shouldn’t have surprised me. Scott was a breast man. But the picture caught my attention. Stupidly, I thought it was not a real girl but wallpaper at first.  Scott could be such a guy in that respect. However, a text message appeared.  And human curiosity had me look. It read something like she couldn’t wait to wrap her mouth around his dick in thirty minutes.


    With calm I didn’t know I could possess in such a situation, I was quiet and not argumentative when Scott came into the office, hair damp from the shower and smelling of his favorite cologne. “I’ll be back later, babe. Sorry about dinner,” he’d said.


    My performance was Oscar worthy.  Looking up into his eyes, I’d asked, “Who are you meeting?”


    “You know, the guys.” He began rattling off names I was familiar with from his office. “It’s a difficult case and something important has come up we need to discuss right away.”


    Nodding, I let him kiss me quickly on the lips before he departed, plucking his phone up from the table.


    As soon as he’d left, I wiped my mouth to get rid of his filthy, lying germs.  Then, I’d made my first call to Lizzy, asking if I could come stay with her. She’d agreed, warning me that I would explain all when I got there. My second call had been to my immediate supervisor, Ellen. With tears that threatened but never fell, I’d explained my sticky situation only after I’d resigned over the phone. She’d explained that, of course our firm had an office in New York and she would see about transferring me there. In the meantime, she’d assign me to an audit in NYC at the first of the year because I was an asset to the firm and she didn’t want to lose me.


    So thanks to her, I was standing in front of Aztec Winters, a multi-international conglomerate company, privately held.  After passing through security feeling like I’d had a pat down, I was given a badge that held a picture of my face. Then, I was herded into a conference room on the twentieth floor along with my team.


    There was a baby-faced guy would didn’t look older than me but had a presence that said he was the team lead when he stood up. “Bailey,” he said.


    Taking his hand in a firm two-pump handshake, I said, “Yes,” looking around to see that, although I was on time, I was the final member to show up.


    “Kevin,” he said introducing himself, taking that opportunity to look me over in a way that felt just the other side of being professional. It left me uneasy because I had no intention of dating on the job.  “And this is Anna,” he said pointing to a small Asian girl who looked like she knew her way around. Pointing to a caramel skinned guy who was very attractive, he said, “Jim.”


    After the round of introductions, Kevin didn’t do anything else to make me feel like he was interested. So I thought maybe I’d read him wrong.  After more small talk while we waited for the meeting to start, I found out that I wasn’t the greenest member of the team. Jim and Anna had only started in August, which meant I was senior to them, which was odd. It was only a few minutes more before the Aztec team of accountants came in for another round of introductions, and it was determined that none of us knew each other with the exception of Kevin. He was the only member of the team who’d been on the audit the year before. 


    Once the pleasantries were done, we were rounded up and taken to a small, cramped conference room on the fourteenth floor where we would spend the next three months, if we were lucky, before we would be assigned to another client.


    Although I wasn’t the grunt, Kevin assigned me to look over cash. I had to get confirmations from the bank to ensure that what was on their balance sheet matched what the bank reported. But it wasn’t that simple. I had to review each bank reconciliation for each of the over one hundred accounts this company had. Joy, I thought as I got down to business.


    It was a productive day with a quick lunch. When Kevin announced we would stop for the day, I noticed it was seven and my body tightened with anticipation. Was I really going to go meet Kalen for dinner?


    When the team asked if I wanted to join them for a bite to eat, I found myself saying no. I could hardly believe it when my arm rose at the curb to catch a cab. I wasn’t broke, but I was saving money to hopefully get my own place. Lizzy was fine with me staying there, but a part of me wanted to be on my own. So being frugal was important. Still, I wouldn’t make it across town on the train and have enough time to get ready for dinner. I’d have to go dressed as I was. And apparently, mind made up, that’s what I was going to do.


    Lucky me, a cab stopped. I gave out the name of the restaurant and hadn’t given the address before the cabbie pushed forward. The restaurant was kind of famous. Several TV shows and movies had been filmed there, so it wasn’t unheard of that the cabbie knew the place by name. However, my cab ride proved unpredictable. With a backup, an accident, and general traffic, I made it to the club three minutes after eight. Paying the cabbie quickly, I was ushered into the place by the doorman and standing at the hostess station at five minutes past.


    “I have a dinner reservation with,” I paused, realizing now that I didn’t have Kalen’s last name. This place was the kind that required men to wear jackets, and jeans and sneakers weren’t allowed. I’d look foolish not to know my date’s name.


    “Miss Bailey,” the guy behind the podium said.


    “Yes, how’d you know?” I asked for the second time.


    “The gentleman said that when the most beautiful woman with red hair walked in the door, her name would be Bailey and to bring her right up.”


    Flattered into speechlessness, I followed him up to the third floor and stopped dead in my tracks when we stepped into a private dining room with only one table and one man who filled the room like no other.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIX


     


     


    Even seeing him for the third time, I was taken aback by just how beautiful he was. On top of that, not in my four-inch heels, I got a view of just how tall he was.


    Unable to hold his smoldering stare, I took in the room. It was classically appointed with crown molding and expensive drapes that framed a view of the park. The lighting came from an overhead chandelier and wall sconces. The place could be a dining room in Lizzy’s parents’ house and felt just as intimate.


    “You’re wearing pants,” he said, looking annoyed.


    Startled, I turned to see that the host was gone and we were alone with the door closed. I looked down to see that I did in fact have pants on. I knew this, but he had a way of making me senseless and confused.


    “Yes,” I said, not sure what the problem was. If he only knew what a small victory it was to wear pants and loosen a little more the hold the community where I’d grown up had over me.


    “Next time wear a skirt,” he commanded, and I was jarred back to reality.


    “Excuse me,” I said, mustering all the incredulity I could in the face of such a gorgeous man. Surely, I’d misheard him. One, he said ‘next time’ as if it were a foregone conclusion that there would be one. Two, he’d told me what to wear like I was a possession he could control.


    He walked over to me causing me to expel my breath. My body involuntarily shivered when his hand took mine. Bringing it to his lips, a jolt of lust coursed from my arm up to my shoulder, down my center to explode at my core. “I’ve been thinking about touching you for the last twenty-four hours, and you hide yourself under this fabric where I cannot reach your skin.”


    Before I could balk at his words, even though they only added to my quick fantasy about his being in me, the waiter walked in with a bottle of wine.  The poor guy looked more flustered than me. The sexual tension was thick and the waiter looked unsure of whether he was about to get a tongue lashing for interrupting what surely looked like an imitate moment.


    Kalen, never releasing my hand, guided me to the table and pulled my chair out. Decorum dictated that I sit. Feeling like a fish out of water, I sat. Kalen took his seat across from me, never taking his eyes off me as the waiter approached. True to his words from yesterday, he gave his full and undivided attention to me. It made me feel important and, funny enough, appreciated. Suddenly, the idea of wearing a skirt was very appealing.


    “Your wine sir,” the waiter said, managing only to sound slightly nervous. Kalen leaned back and allowed the young man to pour the wine into the waiting goblet. Not even a fourth of the way full, Kalen picked it up, swirling it around before putting the glass to his lips. His movements were all sexual in nature even though outwardly no one would ever excuse him of such. Was it just me? Had our first encounter made me sexualize everything he did?


    Nodding to the waiter, Kalen turned his attention back on me.  The guy finished pouring Kalen’s glass, and then moved to mine before leaving.


    When I looked around for the menu, thinking the waiter had obviously made a mistake, Kalen said, “I took the liberty of ordering when you were late.”


    Feeling chastised even though his tone had remained calm and pleasant the whole time, I blurted, “I was five minutes late. Well within the limits of polite society. Plus, it wasn’t my fault. There was an accident and traffic,” I blurted.


    Cutting my blathering off, he said, “In my business, five minutes is a lifetime.”


    Feeling off balance and more unnerved than ever in the presence of this man, I said, feeling like a petulant child, “And what is it that you do?”


    “Rule the world,” he said, with a hint of amusement.


    Before I could counter his words for their arrogance, a team arrived with our first course. The plate before me smelled heavenly and my stomach churned in anticipation, reminding me of my meager lunch.


    Taking the first bite, his expression dared me to say something instead of eating. But when that bite touched his lips, I swore his expression looked orgasmic and I had to taste the food to see if it was as good as it looked.


    Divine, it was, and I ate, unable to decide if I’d ever had something so good. It was like that commercial, finger-licking good. And I wanted to lick mine and then his. Instead, I finished my food without any more conversation.


    As if he plucked the thought from my brain, he said, “If you lick your lips one more time, I will take you on this table instead of waiting until I get you home on my bed.”


    He couldn’t have timed his statement any better. Protest again was stifled on my tongue at the appearance of bus boys who removed our empty plates from the table as if they had cameras to watch and wait for our silverware to be put down. Looking up, I searched for tiny cameras to see if I could find them until they left after using what looked like a knife of some sort to gather any wayward crumbles off the white tablecloth.


    When the choreographed team left, I spewed the first words off my tongue. “And what makes you think I’ll be going home with you?”


    Arching a brow, his green eyes bore into mine. “Lass, your arousal is apparent on your pretty little face. You’re flush with desire and my dick is hard enough to cut diamonds. Dunno pretend that you don’t want to fuck me as much as I want to fuck you.”


    Opening my mouth to gasp at the frankness of his words, waiters appeared with the main course and I was thunderstruck into silence, again.


    With mixed emotions, I ate the food placed in front of me that I hadn’t ordered. I wanted to dislike his choices, but the food was just as amazing, if not more, as the first course had been. I warred with wanting to moan at the taste and spit it out in protest. This man had ruled my every movement since I got here and I’d let him. I finished my food because it wasn’t the chef’s fault that I’d chosen to have dinner with an egomaniac. But he wasn’t getting me in bed that night. I wouldn’t go to his place no matter how much my body was against my brain.


    He’d finish eating several bites before I had. When I swallowed my last, the tension in my body and the need for him had me seeking space away from him. I needed to get my wits about me. Scooting back, I was out of my seat before he could ask where I was going. “I need to go to the restroom,” I said, my head slightly turned in his direction enough not to be rude.


    I didn’t make it very far before he pressed me into the wall. He was a mountain of a man with a very large erection from what I felt covered my back. “Lass, I need dessert before you go,” his brogue was so pronounced it rolled off his tongue like he’d stepped out of one of the historical romance novels I fancied reading.


    His hands expertly unzipped the front of my black slacks, slipped underneath the boy shorts I wore and hit home already slick with wetness. The moan I’d been holding from first coming into his presence escaped me. While he moved in and out of me, exciting me beyond reason, he nibbled at my neck. The dueling sensations were almost too much for me.


    “Kalen,” I whispered on the brink of orgasmic bliss. I knew I should stop this, but it felt way too good to stop.


    His hand stilled. “If you say my name like that again, I’ll embarrass us both.”


    Stepping back, his warmth was removed from me. I turned around to face him. His hooded gaze appraised me before the finger that had just been inside me found its way into his mouth. “You taste like the sweetest nectar from a wild Irish rose,” he said after removing his finger.


    Unable to come up with words, I fled the room, finding sanctuary in the bathroom. I hoped he wasn’t bold enough to enter behind me. I hadn’t heard his footsteps, so I relaxed while still gripping the side of the counter, looking at myself in the mirror wondering whom this girl was that I was becoming.


    Deciding I was in over my head, I’d all but convinced myself to leave the restaurant without going back no matter how rude that would be. I found that I couldn’t seem to control myself around this man. He wasn’t sweet and he dictated orders to me I hadn’t been able to not follow. He spelled bad news like a lighted marquee on Broadway and I would be foolish not to heed the warning signs.


    But when I stepped out, I saw the imposing man waiting for me. “Ah, Lass, you have that look like you want to flee. But I can’t let you go. Not yet.” Taking my hand, he led me back into the room. Pulling out my chair, he forced me to sit without having ever spoken another word.


    And sure enough, as soon as he was seated, our dessert course was brought in. As tiny as all the portions were, I didn’t think I had enough room in my stomach to finish it. “Eat,” he commanded from not three feet away. And like the foot soldier I’d become, I picked up my fork and cut into the crème brulee.


    After the amazing dessert, no check was brought, no credit card given. We were offered a good night and found our way into an awaiting limo. He didn’t ask me where I wanted to go. So I blurted, “Can you take me home?”


    After I rattled off my address, he only smiled before tugging me to him. His mouth covered mine in a heated kiss that would have melted metal. My body revolted and my brain relented, giving up on reason and thought. His hand tightened on my waist before heading north to my twin peaks. The analogy of the size of a man’s hands relative to his penis filled my brain when his large hand covered my generous breasts. If I were back in the dorms, I could attest to its validity to the pack of girls that sat around talking about such things.


    My hands went for that thick hair of his all styled but not styled at the same time. It was like silk, and I had to fist my hands to get a grip on it. He kissed down my neck and cupped his mouth over my nipple through my shirt. My hands tugged in his hair. I needed his mouth back on mine.


    His fingers had just undone my slacks and hovered on my zipper when the limo came to a complete stop. A voice over the intercom because the privacy glass was up announced our arrival. Through the tinted window, I could see he’d brought me home where I’d asked.


    “I don’t have to force a woman to do anything,” he said at my puzzled expression. “You are safe at home and are free to exit and never see me again.”


    My mouth parted. Was this some sort of ultimatum? “I have a roommate,” I blurted.


    “We can go to my place and finish what we started,” he promised.


    As much as I wanted to tell him I’d go with him because the thought of never seeing him again bothered me, I didn’t. This was pure lust, I rationalized to myself. Maybe Lizzy was right and I needed to have a fling in order to move on. I had gone from one serious relationship to the next without dating much. It was surely time that I cut loose before I settled down with hopefully the right man. I refused to believe that every guy was a dog and a cheat. Just the handsome ones like Scott, like Kalen. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy him. “I’m not that type of girl. I don’t do these things,” I protested, sounding like I was trying to convince myself.


    “I know,” he said. And something in those words almost freed me from my reservations about this adventure.


    Moving to kiss him again, I stupidly said, “I can’t go home with you.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


     


     


    I woke up feeling like I was still caught in my dream. My back felt very warm with a hard mass against my back and in the crevice of my ass. When I shifted a little, prepared to get up to see what was behind me, a hand gripped my thigh and a warm breath of air caressed my neck.


    What the hell? Had I let Kalen come home with me last night? No, I hadn’t. I’d gotten out of the car and come in alone. Freaked out, I shot out of bed, stumbling to my feet. Looking back, I recognized that wavy blonde hair and those penetrating blue eyes.


    “Matt, what the hell are you doing?” I said exasperatedly.


    Dimples showing, he smiled at me lazily. “Come back to bed, peanut.”


    Jaw dropped, I stared at him. “Why are you in my bed?”


    “This is my room,” he said with a smirk.


    “You don’t live here,” I spouted back and crossed my arms over my chest.


    Yawning, he said, “My name on the deed says otherwise.”


    Rolling my eyes and huffing out a breath, I threw my hands in the air and began to walk around the bed to the other side of the room towards the bathroom. Sidelined, I was tugged and tumbled into bed with strong arms around my waist. Looking up at him as I lay on my back, he said, “Don’t be mad, peanut. It’s cold. And you’re warm. I’m only here a couple of weeks and you’ll have the room back to yourself.”


    “I am not sharing a room with you. Why don’t you bunk with your sister?”


    Pouting, he said, “No way, I’d much rather share a bed with you. Besides, I hear you are finally rid of that asshole. So what’s the problem? I promise not to take advantage.”


    Glaring, I said, “Waking up with your…” I gestured towards his nether regions, “pressed against me.”


    “Oh, my boner you mean,” he said, laughing while I scowled.


    I turned my head away. Only his hand came to my chin and gently turned me to face him. “That’s a guy thing. But even if it weren’t morning, I’d still have a hard-on being next to you. It’s just a fact. It does that when I’m next to a beautiful woman.”


    Slapping his hands off my thighs, I scrambled away again. “You’re such a flirt,” I stated. He just flashed me his pearly whites before yawning again. He stretched and his muscles flexed and bunched. I couldn’t help admiring him. He was Lizzy’s twin brother and he had it all- looks, money, and charisma. I’d crushed on him my freshman year of college before I met Scott. And after sophomore year, he’d left and transferred to the University of Chicago. “I have to get ready for work, and I don’t expect you to be here when I get out of the bathroom.”


    Turning, I hurried inside. Just as I was about to close the door, he said, “Peanut?”


    Peaking out the door again, I stared at him. “Nice shirt.” Looking down, I realized I’d gone to sleep in my normal wear, a plain tee shirt that barely skimmed the bottom of my ass. I hadn’t expected company though.


    Rolling my eyes, I closed the door, trying to collect myself.


    It wasn’t until after my shower that I realized I didn’t have a robe or a change of clothes. Opening the door a crack, I saw Matt’s back and the slow rhythm of his breathing. Tiptoeing out, I got in my closet and closed the door, dismayed that there wasn’t a lock. After I got dressed, I grabbed my messenger bag, which held my firm-issued laptop and other tools needed for the job, like a calculator, ruler, and lots of mechanical pencils.


    Lizzy’s door was closed and I had to leave soon to make it to work on time. Unwilling to be late for work, I passed her door, vowing that she and I would have a talk when I got home. If Matt insisted on staying, I would just have to find somewhere else to sleep. It wasn’t like I’d planned to stay here forever. And why should he have to find a hotel? Maybe I’d ask to stay at Lizzy’s parents for a week, at least until I found something. But I’d think about this later. Matt was bound to be rational about this.


    Work was grueling on the eyes.  By the end of the day, my contacts were bothering me. I found myself in the restroom taking them out.


    “Oh hey there,” Anna said. “Kevin is looking for you.”


    “Really?” I questioned, confused as to why he would be. I cleaned up my supplies and put them back in my purse.


    I watched in the mirror as she made her way into the restroom to stand next to me. “Yeah, we’re all headed out to grab a bite to eat at Sully’s,” she said.


    “Oh, well, I really should get home.”


    Shrugging, she said, “We don’t bite. But it’s cool.” And she headed into a stall.


    Finished washing my hands and my glasses firmly on my face, I headed out. Did they think that I was avoiding them or too good to hang out? Not good. I was new and hadn’t yet made any friends. Not that I needed to. But I at least wanted to get along with my co-workers. And this was a three-month assignment. It wouldn’t be good for me to alienate them.


    “Oh there you are,” Kevin said when I walked back into the conference room to get the rest of my things. He paused, obviously taking in my changed appearance. “You wear glasses.”


    “Yes,” I said, nodding.


    “They look good on you,” he offered with a small smile. “Well, we are all headed out to Sully’s. You know the place next to the office.” I did know because I’d gone there to meet the partner whose team I was primarily on. He’d taken me there and explained that most everyone at the firm ate there at least once a week.


    “Well, I should probably get home,” I said.


    “Oh, that’s too bad. You sure you can’t at least have one drink?” Gosh, he gave me that look that said, you should most definitely come and be a part of the team. I also heard it in his voice, the offer of camaraderie. It wasn’t like I would be fired if I didn’t go. But I was given the opportunity to show team spirit. And honestly, I’d found something in one of the bank accounts that I wanted to talk to him about. It was probably nothing, but talking to him outside of the client’s space seemed best.


    “Okay,” I replied. “I can’t stay long,” I added.


    Placing a firm hand on my shoulder, he said, “Great. We’ll leave in a few minutes.”


    Exhausted and needing to get home to talk to Lizzy, I vowed I’d have the one drink, bring up the anomaly in the bank account, and leave. One hour tops and I’d leave.


    
      


    


     


    


    





CHAPTER EIGHT


     


     


    Sully’s was a friendly enough place. It was fairly crowded with people clad in suits and business attire. The place felt homey with old-fashioned touches of dark wood and dim light. As we walked in, a large bar area greeted us. It spanned the back wall and was the width of the place. Booths lined the other two walls and a few sat before the front windows. High bar tables filled in the middle.


    Kevin directed us to a booth on the far right side. Once there, I noticed they were perched on a platform and I found myself taking a step up to take a seat. I hoped to sit next to Anna, but she was herded by Jim to sit next to him and opposite me.  This left Kevin to scoot in beside me. With quick movement, I placed my purse and my bag to the side of me on the bench.  This gave Kevin no choice but to leave ample space between us.


    He hadn’t overtly come on to me, but I just felt slightly uneasy. It may have been me, which is why I wouldn’t say anything. With Matt and Kalen all touchy feely, I could’ve just been overly sensitive.


    “So what are you having?” Kevin asked while looking at me even though he addressed the group.


    Jim, who’d been the quiet one, spoke up. Not sure of protocol, I avoided the question before the rest of the group responded. Having Ted, Lizzy’s dad, give me advice about business etiquette, he warned that you should never order a drink unless your boss did. In other words, don’t do anything your boss wasn’t doing. When everyone settled on beer, I signaled for the same. I wasn’t a big beer drinker, but I would be a follower that night. I didn’t plan on being here long anyway.


    Anna looked over at me and gave me a subtle brow raise and glance to her side. It was then that I got it. She liked Jim. Well, this should make things more interesting, I thought. I gave her a subtle nod of approval.


    “So Bailey, how was your first couple days on the job?” Kevin asked.


    I was about to answer when two tall lanky guys approached our table.


    “Kevin,” the slightly bulkier of the two boisterously asked. He gave Kevin one of those complicated male handshakes, and looks and subtle winks were passed as I glanced away. The other guy was a lot thinner and blonde, but neither was my type.


    “Bailey, this is,” Kevin began as he introduced me. He invited them to sit with us, which meant I had to move my bag and purse to my lap or floor. And suddenly my temporary boss was pressed next to me in the most uncomfortable way.  Thank goodness the beers came. I started sipping, hoping that I would be excluded from the conversation. The two that had just arrived seemed to want to talk about the women in the bar, ignoring that Anna and I were sitting there. She and I both rolled are eyes together and silently giggled. I wished that it had been just the two of us or even including Jim. He seemed as uncomfortable as we were.


    When I finally finished my beer, I’d heard tales about co-workers I’d yet to meet. And unfortunately, I was unlikely to forget if any of the antics told about workplace scandals had any truth to them.


    “Excuse me,” I said to Kevin, indicating that I wanted to get up. “I need to use the ladies’ room.” It was an excuse to get out of my cramped confinements and also the first step in my plan to make an exit.


    After some shifting and several glances at my cleavage, I was sprung from the trap I’d found myself in. “Hey, I’m coming with,” I heard Anna say behind me.


    Inside the restroom, Anna planted herself in front of the mirror, tinkering with her makeup. I really had to use the restroom and did. Once out, Anna waited for me while I washed my hands. “I see Kevin has set his eyes on you.”


    “Oh, no, don’t say that,” I groaned.


    “Yeah, well, I’ve seen this twice before. I’ve been on two jobs with him since I started and he always picks one out of the group.”


    “Has he picked you?” I asked, hoping she wasn’t into him and wouldn’t be jealous if his attention were diverted elsewhere. I’d heard enough stories secondhand from Lizzy about these messy situations.


    Smiling pleasantly, she said, “No, and thank god. I don’t think he’s into pretty Asian girls.”


    She winked at me. I wasn’t exactly sure how to respond. Thank goodness, she looked sincere. “He keeps requesting me to be on his team. But I like Jim.”


    “I saw,” I said smiling. “I hope it works out.”


    “Me too,” she said. “Just watch out for Kevin if you aren’t interested. He has a way of making people get reassigned.” Her knowing look caused dread in my gut.


    “Aren’t their laws about harassment?” I asked.


    “Sure, but with the training we all went through, he knows exactly just what to do. I’m just giving you a heads up. There are a lot of girls who want to move ahead and not do grunt work. You don’t seem the type. So fair warning.”


    “Thanks,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I was thanking her for but settled on all of it.


    “Wish me luck,” she said as we made our way out the door.


    “Yes, of course. He’s cute. But I think I’m going to head home. Are you going to be okay with all the guys?” I asked. She wasn’t a friend, yet. But it seemed wrong to bail on her.


    “No, it’s cool. A lot of assignments lately I’ve been the only girl.”


    Once we got to the table, I waved the guys off from getting up. “I have to head home. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” I got grunts of protest but left before Kevin could try and persuade me to stay. I was going to have to figure out a way to handle him. I needed this job and I wouldn’t let him ruin it for me.


    Before I made it to the subway station, my phone rang.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINE


     


     


    Perplexed, I looked long and hard at the display on my screen. Unknown caller threw me for a loop. My parents wouldn’t call me. They were against technology. And everyone else like Lizzy and even Matt were programmed into my phone. For a second, I didn’t answer. There was a possibility it was Scott. I’d ignored his calls so much, he may have found a way to call me and get around the fact that I’d blocked his number.


    But then I thought of my parents again. If something were truly wrong, they would call. And that call would most likely register as unknown. Answering quickly, I sounded a little breathless as I braced myself against the wall outside the subway. It wasn’t good to walk and talk. One would be distracted and a prime target for a pickpocket, so I stood vigilant right outside as the traffic, even at this time of the evening, was brisk with commuters who worked in jobs where ten- to twelve-hour days were the norm.


    “Hello,” I said, my pulse racing. My parents would only call if it were a dire emergency.


    “Hello, Lass,” the rich baritone of the Scotsman crooned through the phone, calling me like a siren called a wayward sailor.


    “H-How did you get my number?” I asked.


    A husky chuckle on the other end said exactly what his words did. “Aye, Lass, I have my ways.”


    “Creepy ways,” I responded.


    “It was easy enough to get your name from the doorman and the rest even easier.”


    “What do you want?” I asked, feeling run down and not in the mood for him if I lied to myself. I found my body coiling tight hearing him speak.


    “To see you of course. Have dinner with me tonight?” he asked.


    “Is it always dinner with you?” I asked, sure I sounded stupid but didn’t care. “Why don’t you just come right out and ask for sex.” The words were out before I could take them back. It was rude, but this man left me feeling out of balance. And heat was coursing south with every word out of his mouth.


    “You have to eat and so do I,” he said. His voice had changed slightly. He didn’t sound so amused. I should have done a victory dance, but instead I felt odd. I didn’t like the idea that I’d disappointed him. “As for sex, it’s always on the menu with you.”


    I ignored the sex comment since I’d brought it up and was not in a position to deny that my body yearned for him. “I’m not in the mood for a fancy dinner,” I explained. I should have said that being with him in a restaurant didn’t seem to hamper our sexual need for each other. “I’ve had a rough day. What I need is comfort food.”


    There was a pause before he asked, “And what’s that?”


    “Pizza,” I blurted. I closed my eyes for a second because a few people passing stopped to look at me and my outburst.


    “Pizza,” he repeated as if it were a foreign word.


    “Yes and unless you want to have pizza, I’m going to pass on dinner with you tonight.”


    “I’ll have to-,” he began, but I cut him off.


    “Look, my train is coming. I’ll have to call you back.” I hung up. I didn’t mean to be so rude, but his voice was too much, doing very unexpected things for a sidewalk call to my body. I headed into the subway and made my way home.


    When I rounded the corner to my place, I saw Kalen step out with a pizza box in his hand. I couldn’t stop the smile as I made my way over to the curb where he leaned on a black SUV looking dapper with an extra side of handsome on top.


    “Your wish is granted,” he said, offering me a smile.


    “You know, showing up on my door can be considered stalker behavior.”


    A sly smile played across his lips. “Most women would consider it romantic.”


    Gripping my messenger bag, I said, “Well, I’m not most women.”


    “I know. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”


    “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”


    Pushing off the car, he stepped closer. “That’s how you succeed.”


    “You can’t always have what you want,” I said.


    That smile of his didn’t falter. “But I always get my way.”


    Shaking my head, I said, “I bet you used that same careful intimidation to get my full name.”


    “Actually, I just told your doorman I wanted to send you flowers.”  His eyes said he was delighted with himself. My racing pulse said I was too. That brogue of his was sexy as hell, not to mention the face straight from Roman gods he bore.


    Throwing up my hands, I turned and headed towards the doorman who opened without hesitation. Kalen followed and I didn’t stop him. I couldn’t deny the chemistry we had. It was as if my body was a slave to his and was responding like a dog in heat.


    When the elevator closed behind us, I muttered, “I bet you just buy all the girls flowers, so that was an easy ruse to get what you want.”


    “Actually, the only other woman I’d ever bought flowers for was my mother.”


    Pulling out my phone, I tried to study it and ignore the infuriating man in front of me, which was very hard to do. He just stood there holding the pizza box like it was the most normal thing he did. Frowning, I saw I had two messages, one from Lizzy, and the other from Matt.


    The one from Lizzy told me she was going on a date that night. What she didn’t say was with whom. Even though I was curious, I refrained from texting her back. I didn’t want to ask in case her date was nosy and I might guess wrong. The message from Matt said pretty much the same thing. He was hanging out. I shouldn’t wait up for him. It was pretty presumptuous of him, but at the same time very sweet. What he really wanted to do was let me know so I wouldn’t worry. Still my frown deepened. I hadn’t expected to be alone with Kalen.


    “You should know I’m not impressed by wealth.” I wasn’t sure why I said it, possibly to throw him off.


    Only looking amused, he said, “And what’s all this.” It was clear by the exterior of my building and the interior of the elevator, that I lived in a building filled with wealthy people.


    Holding my hands out, I confessed, “This is crashing at a friend’s. I’m just an ordinary girl without the shine.”


    The elevator dinged and the doors opened. I nearly bolted out. The sexual tension between us was ratcheting up despite my efforts to squash it with truths and quips.


    “I didn’t grow up with the shine either,” he said at my back, following way too close, not allowing me the space I needed to calm my body down.


    Looking over my shoulder, I said, “Self-made man, Mr.-,” I trailed off. Walking to the left, I headed to the first apartment door on the right. The end of the hall bore a mirror where I was able to glimpse the dark stare of the imposing man behind me. He looked positively predatory. “I don’t even know your last name, but you know mine.”


    Fumbling with my keys, he pressed into me. I felt his hardness against my back and I stifled a shutter. “It’s Brinner,” he said nipping at my neck.


    Slow your racing heart, I warned myself. No man had ever elicited such sexual awareness within me. I wasn’t this creature he was making me out to be. But screw it. I needed this. I wasn’t going to fight it. It wasn’t like I was a virgin. My parents may not approve of my behavior that night or what I’d done with Scott. However, what did it matter? I was never planning to return home, not permanently at least.


    Finally, when the door opened, I pushed in to get a few steps ahead of him. I left him to close the door with the pizza box in his hand.  It may not have been polite, but this man was intoxicating.  I was drunk off of just being near him. Maybe distance would settle things down.


    That didn’t happen.  Once I stepped into the main area and looked into the kitchen area at the counter, I saw the most beautiful arrangement of assorted rainbow colored tulips. Even though I hadn’t read the card, I knew it was from him. The smirk on his face told me so.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TEN


     


     


    “You really bought me flowers,” I said, not really asking a question.


    “Yes.” He stood there looking completely confident.


    Stupefied, I said, “But you said you only bought flowers for your mother.”


    Putting the pizza box down on the table I maneuvered between us, he said, “No, I said the only other woman I bought flowers for was my mother.”


    “Why me?” I asked. And the question was about more than just the flowers. I didn’t understand his interest in me.


    “I like to buy beautiful things for extraordinary women.” He said it in such a way that it was hard to argue.


    Still, I said, “How could you know I’m extraordinary? You don’t even know me.”


    “I’m not a repeat performance kind of guy,” he said deadpanned.


    Insulted even though apparently he was in an offhanded way giving me a compliment, I asked, “So you don’t sleep with women more than once?”


    “Occasionally, I do. I just don’t seek them out. It gives the wrong impression,” he words were said with finality.


    I searched his emerald green eyes before responding. “And what impression are you trying to give me?” I asked, striding into the kitchen, my throat all of a sudden parched. Grabbing two beers, I snagged the bottle opener on my way back. Again, a beer, I thought. But wine seemed too intimate and I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression. He was trying to keep me off balance. So I would play the game and do the same to him. Beer seemed to say pal more than future girlfriend.


    “That I’m interested.” He held my gaze and I swear I felt unexpectantly drawn to him. Like any moment my body would float over to him and completely surrender. I sat the beer down in front of him and popped open mine for a long swig, calculating my next words.


    “You’re just in it for the chase. I present some kind of challenge to you,” I chided.


    “I’ve already fucked you once, Lass. The chase is over. Yet here I stand still very much enamored by you.” With that, he opened his beer and seemed at ease with our banter.


    Unable to come up with an appropriate response, I shifted open the pizza box with a little too much gusto and the lid flew open, making my displeasure apparent. Picking up a slice, I bit into it, scowling at him the whole time. The look of beguilement on his face said he was certain about me and what would happen. Eating my slice like a savage, I knew he was right and hoped that my lack of manners might throw the man off my scent.


    “New York style pizza, is it good?” he asked.


    “Why don’t you try some?” I tossed back.


    “It’s a first for me,” he admitted.


    Stopping, I put my half eaten slice down on the lid side of the box because my lack of manners meant I hadn’t gotten plates. Yet he didn’t seem at all deterred. “You’ve never had New York pizza?”


    Shaking his head, he said, “No. Business dinners and quick lunches don’t often lead me to pizzerias.” 


    “Taste,” I said, utterly fascinated that I would witness a first for this man, because certainly there weren’t many firsts he hadn’t already experienced.


    Just like at dinner the other night, this man’s simple act of biting into pizza was like an aphrodisiac. Hell on wheels, I needed to distance myself from him. No way should one man have that kind of effect on me. It only spelled trouble in capital letters.


    His eyes closed and I recognized the moment of bliss on his tongue. “It looks like I might have to negotiate with you for the other slices of the meat works.” Oh, so that’s what they call the half of the pizza loaded with meat. “I wasn’t sure what you’d want so I got the other half veggie, which you haven’t touched.”


    “I’m a meat and potatoes kind of girl,” I teased.


    Quirking up an eyebrow, he continued to eat. By the end of it, I finished my first slice and another slice of veggie, while he polished off the entire rest of the meat lovers half.


    The man could eat. I stood tightening my thighs trying not to be so affected by him. When his hand cupped my chin, I wasn’t prepared. His thumb skimmed across my lip and to the corner of my mouth. Then his hand was gone and he licked his thumb clean. “You had a spot there,” he added absently.


    I stood, disappointed he hadn’t kissed me. He must have read it on my face because he moved around to my side of the table. Dipping low, he captured my mouth in a heated kiss.  He tasted of cold beer and tomato sauce, and I relished it. “I have to have you, Lass. I can’t wait any longer.”


    And call me weak, but damn it I was. “Have me.”


    With that, he scooped me up and tossed me over his shoulder, sending a shriek out of my mouth. “I’m not a sack of potatoes,” I protested.


    “No, you taste better,” he said, walking down the hall like he knew where he was going. Although this apartment was large, there was only the one hallway.  So I didn’t think he’d gone all stalker on me. “Which is your room?”


    Having the blood rush to my head and having my head near his ass, it took me a moment to answer. “Last door on the right.”


    When the door opened, he didn’t bother to close it. Setting me down, he positioned me against the wall with my hands above my head. “I can’t wait, Lass. I’ve been dying to get inside you all day.”


    He was very skilled at the one hand thing. Restraining me at my wrist, he managed to unbutton my pants and have them pooling at my feet in an instant. “What did I tell you about pants, Lass?”


    “It wasn’t like I was expecting you,” I groaned into the wall as his thumb rubbed slightly over the bundle of nerves at my center.


    “Always expect me,” he said, tweaking my nipple. He was so smooth. I barely registered his one hand possessing my body, expertly moving from one erogenous region to the next before sensations filled me. “You’re wet for me.” And I sighed when a finger slipped inside me.


    “Please,” I found myself begging. I didn’t have to ask twice. There was the sound of a zipper and a rip of a square package. Then the breath left my lungs as he filled me completely.


    His hands left my wrist. “Keep your hand on the wall above your head.”


    The command should have wrangled on my nerves. Instead, it sent a spike of pleasure. Gripping my waist, he lifted me like I weighted nothing. Heat flooded me. I felt boneless, like I was riding a cloud. “Fuck me, you’re tight.”


    The pleasure he created in and out of me was without mercy. I longed for something to grip onto as he slammed into me again and again. He was incredibly strong, using one hand to slide from my hip to rub my nub as he continued his assault on my core, my toes barely touching the ground.


    “Come for me,” he demanded. And you would have thought my body had waited for his command, because I exploded in pleasure just moments before he followed me into bliss.


    When he steadied me on my feet, I nearly begged for him to stay inside me before he slid out.  Words, however, were like pollen on a breeze. I could see them but couldn’t reach them. So we stood with his body still covering mine as we panted out the frenzy that had overcome us.  In the silence we both heard the front door open.


     


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


     


     


    Keys jingled as they hit the granite countertop, creating a sound that reverberated through the apartment because of the silence.  I knew it had to be Lizzy and not Matt who’d come home. Which was a total blessing because Matt mostly would have strolled directly to my open bedroom door and caught me with my pants down, literally.


    “Bails, are you home? Is that Matt with you?”


    I let my head fall against the wall. It was an automatic response because I knew how her words sounded and there was nothing to do for it. “It’s me,” I called out. “And Matt’s not here.” I had to say that or she might have come to my room and caught me in the act.


    “Ooo,” she said. Her voice made it clear she knew she’d made a mistake, a big one. “I forgot something. I’m on my way out.” And just as quickly as she’d come, she was gone. Lizzy was a supreme best friend. I wasn’t sure if she left because she really was planning to or if she was giving me some space. But I was grateful.


    Once the door closed, Kalen spun me around. His eyes had darkened, if that was possible. “Who’s Matt? Are you fucking him too?”


    In retrospect, I couldn’t blame him for coming to that conclusion. But in the moment, I reacted. With a crashing thwack, I slapped him hard across the face. “How dare you?”


    Snarling, he said, “What did you expect me to think?”


    “I expected you to asked and not assume, you asshole.”


    “I did ask.” He sounded like he was restraining himself from reacting from the sting that was probably turning red on his face. Since we hadn’t bothered to turn on any lights, the only illumination in the room came from the hall.


    “No, you asked then made judgments. Matt is my roommate’s brother. And you are only the third man I’ve ever slept with. So despite my whorish behavior, I’m sure I’m Mother Teresa compared to you. Now get the hell out.”


    When he stepped towards me, I shoved at his chest and felt the coiled muscles tense there. He was like a mountain and didn’t move. “Lass,” he began.


    “Don’t you lass me. Just lass your way out of my house,” I said, standing firm but not touching him. Touching him would be bad.


    He turned his head as if to take in his surroundings before he left. When his head stopped and remained motionless for a second too long, I followed his line of sight. There I saw the unmistakable pair of man’s pants and dress shirt draped over a chair. I closed my eyes. This didn’t look good at all. I wanted to explain. But when his murderous gaze turned back to me, I found my own mad. “And I suppose those are Matt’s clothes. Is this your room?”


    “Yes, and yes,” I said quickly. “But this is none of your business. You don’t know me.”


    Reaching down, he pulled up his pants and said, “You’re right. I don’t.”


    Stepping out of my own pants because I wasn’t going anywhere except to the shower once he was gone, I said, “Don’t you dare look at me that way. I was supposed to get married that night when I met you. Instead, I found myself drunk fucking a total stranger.”


    Fastening his pants, he looked like he didn’t believe me and for some reason I wanted to cry. “I just bet,” he stated.


    “Fuck you,” I cried out as he strode out of the room.


    “I already did that, Sweetheart,” he called out in a matter-of-fact kind of way. Him not using the word Lass somehow hurt even more. Sweetheart wasn’t sweet coming from his tongue. It made me feel like a tart. And I was a tart, wasn’t I? When the front door closed, I leaned back on the wall where I’d just had amazing mind blowing sex with a man that wormed his way under my skin. I slid down said wall as the realization that I wouldn’t ever have that again with said man caused my knees to buckle.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


     


     


    It took me a long time to peel myself up from the floor. My tears no doubt would have made streaks on my face had I been wearing makeup. What was interesting was that I found no condom. And I wondered what he’d done with it. It didn’t matter, though. I just had to clean the table of food and beer before Matt and Lizzy came home. I wasn’t one to leave a mess for others. I slid open a window in my room first despite the chill to let fresh air in. Although I couldn’t smell it, sex was certainly in the air.


    Even after a long shower filled with more tears from my shame, I remained alone in the house until I finally fell asleep. I’d put away the leftover pizza because it was too good to toss out. And I’d recycled the empty beer bottles. When I’d come back, my room no longer held his scent or the scent of our coupling. All evidence of his presence was gone.


    This time when I woke up, I wasn’t surprised by the warmth or the boner at my back. “Matt,” I said, looking at my clock, which read five a.m. I had a half hour, but Matt’s vice grip around me and his forearm brushing the bottom of my breast left me no other choice but to wake him up if I wanted to move.


    “Yeah, peanut,” he said.


    “Please let me go,” I pleaded.


    “Not yet. You’re so warm and soft.” He nuzzled next to me. A part of me relished his nearness. My bruised ego needed some stroking after last night. It felt good to be wanted.


    “Would you think me a slut if I slept with you right now?” He went stock still. I wasn’t planning on sleeping with him. But Matt was a player if there ever was one. And he was a friend. I wanted to get his unbiased opinion, but I hadn’t bet on his reaction.


    “Is that an invitation?” he inquired. His voice was low and nearly a whisper.


    “Matt,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “I’m serious.”


    “It would be like a dream come true,” he said. Still his voice remained unamused and careful.


    “What?” I asked. I’d heard him. It was what I didn’t hear that had me confused. The one thing I was grateful for was that he spooned me, so he couldn’t see my shocked expression.


    “Bailey,” he said. Now I got more nervous. He never calls me by my name. It was always peanut. “I came to New York because of you.”


    “What?” I repeated with a hitch in my throat. I’d crushed on him forever, but he’d never paid me any attention other than being his sister’s best friend.


    “I think I’ve always liked you. Probably since the first day I saw you in Lizzy’s room.”


    “But you ignored me,” I retorted, trying to make sense of what he was saying even though it was clear.


    “Yeah, I was a bastard. I knew I wasn’t ready to settle down. I never wanted to hurt you and I knew if I asked you out then, I would. So I waited and sowed my wild oats.” He laughed at his joke.


    “You waited too long,” I said, not really thinking about my meaning until he responded.


    “Yeah,” he huffed. “That bastard sunk his hooks in you, and I tried to warn you but you didn’t listen.” He paused. “Sorry, I’m not trying to throw that in your face.”


    “But you left,” I said, because he’d transferred to the University of Chicago after sophomore year.


    “Yep, and you two were pretty serious. And I thought I’d lost my chance. And hadn’t I? You were going to marry him according to what Lizzy told me this summer. Then I got a call from her saying that you’d left him.”


    “But you didn’t come for Christmas,” I stated, still not wanting to believe him.


    He sighed. “You know things aren’t right with my dad. He still doesn’t like the idea that I don’t want to take over the family business. That I want to be a cop.”


    “You should have come home,” I said. And not for me, I thought. I knew firsthand that his parents were crushed from his retreat away from the family.


    “I know, but I’m here now.”


    “You don’t understand. I met someone.”


    His hold loosened. And I felt the loss.  “So it’s too late.” A pause, before he added, “again.”


    It was my turn to sigh. “Not exactly. I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again. He came over and saw your clothes in my room and got the wrong impression.”


    “Fuck, peanut. I’m sorry.” Leave it to Matt to sound genuinely sorry even if it could have helped his cause.


    “No, it’s okay. If he can’t trust me, there really is no point. But that’s not why you’re too late. Well, okay, partly. But this experience just lets me know that I’ve moved too fast. Less than a month ago I was engaged.”


    “But you never loved him,” he said, sounding very sure of himself.


    Letting out a breath, I said, “Yes, you’re probably right. But it feels like I’m getting all this attention all of a sudden and I need things to slow down. Your mom already set me up on a blind date.”


    “What?” he asked. It was his turn to sound exasperated. “I thought she was on my side.”


    I didn’t think about his words; I just kept moving on. “And he’s called, but I’ve been avoiding him instead of just telling him I want to be friends. Then there’s the guy who just bulldozed into my life. I can’t seem to say no to him. And then there is my boss.”


    “Your boss?” he questioned.


    “Yes, apparently he’s interested. And all the while I can’t seem to take charge of my life. Scott was always making decisions for me. My parents are the same.”


    “But didn’t you say you went to Boston against their wishes?” It was nice talking to someone who understood me.


    “Again yes, but only in small ways. I think I stayed with Scott to justify the things we did. I wouldn’t be a whore in their eyes if I married the guy I slept with.”


    “You’re not a whore.”


    Taking a deep breath, I said, “I hope you’re right.”


    “I am. And what is the deal with your boss?”


    So I told him the story. Matt was just there for me. Our conversation flowed on about my problems without any judgment from him. He even came up with a plan. He was going to meet me for lunch. This would prove very interesting.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


     


     


    Engrossed in my work, I didn’t see Kevin hovering over my desk more than feel him there. “What’s up?” I asked, still looking at the trend I was finding on each bank statement. So far, I’d reviewed five accounts for the entire fiscal year on each. Small amounts of money were being withdrawn from each account, each month, the same day the bank took out bank fees. The amount was minimal. A few were only like a dollar, but it was consistent each month. And as far as I could tell, it was being recorded as a bank charge on the company’s books.


    “We are all headed to lunch,” Kevin said, taking my focus away from what I was working on.


    My eyes widened. I looked at my watch remembering I was meeting Matt. My phone chimed. The screen lit up and Matt’s beautiful face filled the screen reminding me of our plan. “Oh, man, I forgot. I’m meeting my boyfriend for lunch.”


    Kevin’s face clearly said he wasn’t pleased to hear those words, but he straightened his face quickly enough. “Why doesn’t he join us?”


    No way in hell, I thought to myself. “We have plans,” I said, covering a smile, thinking of that double meaning.


    “Okay, well, I guess we can still all head out.” Picking up my bag, I wondered if he was trying to confirm the validity of my statement or if he was just trying to meet my boyfriend. But all I knew was that this meeting might get me off the hook. I grabbed my shoulder bag and followed them out. After a quiet elevator ride down, we walked onto the street and there stood Matt.


    There was no denying how attractive he was. And there was no denying the badge he wore clipped to his jeans. I turned to look at Kevin as Matt made his way over to me. Kevin saw.


    “Hey beautiful,” Matt announced before taking me into his embrace and locking me in a kiss that would make any girl’s knees weak.


    I heard Anna snicker and gave them all a hasty goodbye before I headed off to lunch with Matt. But not before Kevin said, “Remember, you only have an hour. We have much work to do.”


    “What an asshole,” Matt chuckled, after they strode away.


    “What a kiss,” I said breathlessly.


    “I aim to please,” he said, looking rather pleased with himself.


    Ten minutes later we were sitting at a deli with two hoagies in front of us. “There is no way I can eat this whole thing,” I said. “And thanks, by the way.”


    Giving me his dimples, he said, “No problem. Anything for my peanut.”


    After I’d eaten a quarter of the huge sub, I looked at Matt and said, “Now tell me why you’re really here.”


    Swallowing his last bite, he put his half-eaten sandwich down. “It’s true, you know. I really came for you.” When I didn’t look convinced, he added, “When I left Boston two years ago it was the hardest thing for me to do. I had a mad thing for you. You were with the asshole. So when the opportunity of the special program for me to complete my criminology degree and finish my requirements with the police academy came along, I jumped on it.”


    “So, if I hadn’t been with the asshole,” I said smiling, using his word, “you would have pursued me instead of your career?” I asked, trying to get him to admit that I wasn’t a factor.


    “Let’s just say I wouldn’t have looked for a program out of state or I would have convinced you to come with me,” he said. And I had to give him credit for a pretty good answer. “You were taken and it was an opportunity I didn’t want to pass up. Even though dear old dad doesn’t want me in the line of fire, I knew if I stayed and pursued my goal to get into the FBI, he would have used his influence to make sure I got in. It was important to me to make it on my own. And when I found out that you’d finally left the asshole-.” He winked at me. “I applied with the bureau. I have an interview with them tomorrow.”


    “Oh, congrats,” I said, leaning over the table to give him a quick hug before returning to my seat.


    Smiling, he said, “You still were a major factor and it seems like I’ll be saying your name along with the phrase ‘the one that got away’ for the rest of my life.”


    Reaching out, I squeezed his hand. “Matt, I’ve had a crush on you forever.” His eyes sparkled. “But your timing sucks.”


    Laughing, he said, “Tell me about it. Just say this. If it doesn’t work with this-,”


    “Kalen,” I offered.


    “Kalen, you’ll give me a shot before anyone else.”


    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said, smiling at him.


    Although I ended up throwing most of my uneaten lunch away, I was stuffed. That was New York for you. The Big Apple and all, they served big portions when not in those stuffy fancy restaurants.


    Back in front of the client’s office building, Matt took me in a hug. “Just let me kiss you one last time.”


    It wasn’t like I was anyone’s girlfriend. I nodded. And again, he gave me a toe curling kiss. I had a moment of regret when he walked away. He’d told me that he would be leaving on Friday to head back to Chicago. There was no reason for him to stay longer if he wasn’t going to pursue me. I urged him to go see his parents, but he wouldn’t commit to that. I wished him well and let him go, because right then, my mind was still very much attached to a tall Scotsman who made me want to pull my hair out.


    My thoughts were occupied when I stepped back onto the floor where we had been stationed. When I walked into the conference room, I realized too late I was alone with Kevin. He closed the door behind me. A chill ran down my spine and I was grateful for plate glass windows that made up one wall of the room, giving everybody who walked past a clear view of us inside. He couldn’t possibly try anything because we were on display.


    Turning to me, he said, “So you have a boyfriend.” I nodded, unsure where he was going with this. “And here I thought I got the vibe from you that you were interested in me.”


    Open jawed, I said, “I’m not sure where you got that impression as I’m engaged.”  Sometimes you don’t think. And this is one of those times. Here was another lie, but it came out of my mouth as a defensive reaction.


    “I guess that’s that, then.”


    “I suppose so,” I said. Feeling the awkwardness creep in, I decided to talk about my findings. “Kevin, there is something I’ve wanted to talk to you about.” And so I explained the wire transfers that had been coded as bank fees. He listened as I explained the odd occurrence of immaterial amounts being withdrawn on a monthly basis and how they were timed to coincide with bank fees.


    When I was finished, he did look thoughtful. “Well, like you said, it’s immaterial. And you really shouldn’t be putting so much time into it.”


    “But,” I started.


    Holding up a hand, cutting me off, he said, “Document it and move on. You have another hundred accounts to review.”


    And with that Jim and Anna walked in, ending our conversation. But I saw in Anna’s eyes that she felt the tension. Sitting in front of my laptop, I got back to work. However, something in me wouldn’t let this go. I would look into it even if I did it on my own time.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


     


     


    Finding me in the restroom before we left for the day, Anna said, “I guess you shut him down today.” She looked sympathetic. And I was beginning to wonder if the only truths I had would come out in the ladies’ room. With the conference room the only other space we had, I guess I would have to make do with the restroom. It was the only place I could talk to her without Kevin overhearing.


    “I guess so. But the worst of it was he suggested I was coming onto him.” I hadn’t realized how pissed off I was until the words came out of my mouth.


    She barked out a laugh. “That’s crazy. But why did I have to hear that you’re engaged from him?”


    Scrubbing my face, I thought about it. Anna and I weren’t friends, yet. But I liked her. And I didn’t want to lie to her. “That’s because I’m not.”


    Nodding her head, she said, “Quick thinking.”


    On my way home, I hoped I hadn’t made a mistake and Anna would keep my confidence. She seemed like a trustworthy girl.  We hadn’t talked much, but that was the nature of the job. It was spent in solitude even in the company of others as we verified mounds of information in order to complete our audit.


    When I opened the door at home, I was happy to see Lizzy curled up on the sofa with a mug of coffee in her hand. The scent was unmistakable. “Have you got any more of that?” I asked.


    “You know where to find it,” she said, giving me her best smile. But I could tell she wanted to talk to me as much as I wanted to talk to her.


    Coat draped over a chair, messenger bag on the floor, I made a cup of steaming coffee and sat on Lizzy’s impossibly white sofa praying I wouldn’t spill a drop.


    “So,” she said on an exhale of breath.


    “So,” I said back. Somehow I knew this was about her brother and I wondered if she was mad at me for shutting him down.


    “You and Matty talked,” she stated.


    Nodding, I confirmed, “Yes, and I guess you knew all along.”


    “Of course, I can’t believe you didn’t.”


    “Why not, I had a crush on him for like ever,” I said.


    “Yeah, I knew that too.”


    When she went quiet, I finally said, “Why didn’t you say anything?”


    Waving an absent hand, she said, “Who wants to talk to another girl about how hot their brother is? I had enough of that in high school. And I figured the two of you would get together.”


    “But Scott came along,” I added, continuing her thought.


    “And, when I saw Scott, I thought for sure Matt would see how you picked a guy that looked almost like him.” She waited a beat before speaking to see if I’d deny it. Looking back, it was probably true. It wasn’t that I’d sought a replacement Matt since he’d preferred to sow his oats, his words. But when Scott came along, I might have looked for Matt in him. Matt may have been a quote unquote ladies man, but he wasn’t a bad guy. Girls didn’t walk away hating him. “And you like stayed with Scott even when I could tell you weren’t into him.”


    Confession time. Lizzy was my very best friend. It was time I got this off my chest. “You know about how conservative my family is?” I asked. She nodded. She didn’t know all of it, but enough. There were just some things that had to remain secret. “My parents wouldn’t have approved when I started a sexual relationship with Scott.”


    The first time had been a mistake. I was drunk and needy and Scott was there. “You had sex Bails,” she said in mock horror.


    “I knew they would be ashamed of my behavior. Staying with him meant I wasn’t a slut. You know.” I wasn’t sure she’d understand, but I tried my best to explain.


    “By dating him, you validated your decision to take the relationship further?” she asked, but it was more of a statement.


    “Exactly,” I answered.


    “Scott wasn’t your first though.”


    This she knew. “No, Turner was.”


    “He grew up with you, right?”


    Sipping my coffee, which was starting to go lukewarm, I said, “Yes. And if our parents had found out, we would have been married on the spot.”


    “You loved him, right?” she asked, drinking from her own mug.


    “Yes, I think I’ll always love him in ways.”


    “So what happened?”


    This was a part of the story Lizzy had never pushed before. We were too busy talking about her failed relationships and my doomed one. “We were supposed to get married,” I began.


    “Wait, I thought you said they didn’t know about the sex.”


    “They didn’t. We were betrothed, I guess, for lack of a better word. And my mom told me to pursue my dream and go to college and not get stuck like her. Turner wasn’t willing to leave. His place was there. So I left.”


    “Wow, where is he now?”


    Her question seemed redundant. But I guess in her mind lots of time had passed and possibly things had changed. “He’s still there. The last time I visited home, he was dating someone else.”


    “That was almost two years ago,” she exclaimed.


    “Yes, and it hurt. I couldn’t go back after that.”


    “I knew you didn’t love Scott. Being with him hadn’t changed your feelings.”


    I shook my head. “I couldn’t go there and see Turner with someone else.”


    “Well, I guess I don’t blame you. If I ever saw Mason again, I’m not sure what I’d do.”


    Mason was Lizzy’s first love and first everything. “They stick with you.”


    “So what about this new guy?” She set her mug down on the coffee table and folded herself in the chair, looking much like a pretzel.


    “How do you do that?” I asked, getting off topic, but I couldn’t help myself.


    “Lots of yoga and don’t dodge. What’s the guy’s name?” Her grey eyes looked wise but kind. And it was a relief to talk about this. With Matt, it had been nice, but with a best friend it would be great to get this off my chest.


    “Kalen,” I said with a smile and a grimace. In all likelihood, I would never see him again.


    “Kalen what?” she asked.


    “Kalen Brinner,” I answered.


    She looked thoughtful, like she was trying to put something together in her head. “He reminded me of someone, but that name doesn’t ring a bell. Go on, tell me what happened because I can see in your eyes, something did.”


    “We had a fight.” I drank the rest of my coffee. I didn’t want to blame her for what happened, but I knew once I told her, she was going to feel really bad.


    “He was the one with you that night. I’m sorry, Bails.”


    “It’s okay. You couldn’t have guessed.”


    “Matt told me he was going to talk to you. So I assumed you two came to your senses and were having excellent monkey sex.”


    “Nope,” I said. Then I told her the story. All of it.


    “Man, I’m jealous,” she said wistfully. Tossing a throw pillow at her, she giggled then sobered. “I know this was my fault, but I can’t help but say you can’t blame him.”


    Groaning, I said, “I know. But it pisses me off that he didn’t even give me a chance to explain. He just judged me and walked out.” I looked up at the ceiling hoping I wouldn’t cry.


    “Is this pride, or do you really like him?” she asked.


    Thinking about it for a second, I said, “Both.”


    Nodding, she added, “I think he’ll be back.”


    And just like that, my phone chimed from inside my purse. Lizzy smirked like she was psychic, and said, “Speak of the devil.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


     


     


    Walking over to get my ringing phone, I talked myself out of it being Kalen. He’d made his position clear. Instead, it was most likely Scott. He’d called me several times since I’d left him, sounding very drunk on voicemail, begging me to take him back. He had used someone else’s cell to get to me because I’d blocked his number.


    Pulling out the phone, what I saw was Unknown Caller. “Hello,” I said when I accepted the call with a touch of the green button on the screen. Lizzy got up, gesturing that she would go to her room to give me privacy. But I waved her off and walked back towards my room. This was her place, after all. I wouldn’t inconvenience her and give her cause to want her solitude back.


    “Lass,” a rough masculine voice said. He was breathing heavy and I wondered what exactly he was doing. Incidentally, I was also grateful he used the endearment lass and not sweetheart.


    “Why is your number blocked?” I blurted. Nervous tension coursed through me at what potentially he was about to say. So I fell on my defensive technique with him, throwing out a question to keep him off balance.


    “It’s always been that way,” he said, matter-of-factly.  His sexy voice sounded more like a Highlander from some of my sexy historical romance novels than a real man.


    Closing my door, I walked over to my bed and sat with the phone held up to my ear. His breathing was increasing and I heard muffled thumbing noises in the background. “Where are you?” I asked.


    “In my gym,” he said. It did sound like he was working out. Then why was he calling me?


    He didn’t sound drunk or seemed like the type. “What are you doing?” I asked, wondering why I was the one taking the lead on the conversation.


    “Using a punching bag to try and forget about you,” he said.


    Okay. I wanted to be pissed off by the comment, but his voice was like lava burning me inside and out. “Calling me certainly isn’t helping,” I tossed out.


    “Just tell me one thing. Is this Matt guy your finance?”


    “No,” I said, quickly staring up at the ceiling because I should possibly apologize but I found that I couldn’t. “And now that that’s cleared up, I’ll let you get back to working hard to forget me.”


    My finger hovered over the end call button when he spoke. “I need to see you tonight.”


    “No,” I asserted.


    “Why not?” he retorted and several rapid thumping sounds came through the line. I could only imagine his body dripping with sweat as he circled a punching bag.


    “Because it will only lead to sex and that seems like the only thing that keeps us coming together.” The word sex and his sexy brogue were doing a number on my underwear.


    “I want to get to know you better,” he said.


    Laughing, I leaned all the way back on my bed and covered my head with my forearm. “I doubt that. You already seem to have passed judgment over me. I’m surprised I’m not in your cast out pile.”


    “Me too.”


    “Goodnight, Kalen,” I said flatly in response to his thoughtless comment.


    “Wait,” a pause. I should just hang up. “Let me take you out to dinner?”


    Shaking my head even though he couldn’t see, I then said, “No.” And I ended the call. Not wanting to be tempted by answering if he called back, I put my phone on silent, not vibrate. I went back to the living room and noticed that Lizzy was gone and sighed. I cleaned my mug and got my stuff and headed back to my room. After a hot shower, I was able to close my eyes and fall asleep quickly.


    A banging noise woke me and the time on my clock read one a.m. Fluttering my eyes, I tried to figure out if the noise was real or a remnant of my dream state. Hearing the banging again, I truly woke up only to hear Lizzy’s voice. I couldn’t make out what she said.  But whatever it was, she’d said it loudly.


    My door opened and light spilled into the room from the hall. “You can’t just barge in here,” Lizzy called. I turned over to face the door.


    There he was, all six feet three or four of him. He wore jeans and a sweater that clung to his muscled chest. He was heaving in breaths and looking around like he expected to see something or someone else.


    And that just pissed me off. Frowning, I said, “Why are you here?”


    “Yes,” Lizzy added from behind him. I couldn’t see her. His massive form hid her presence. “Why are you here?” she added.


    Promptly, he stepped in and closed the door in her face, stalking over to me. My breath hitched. My pulse raced. My body immediately came alive. “You don’t want me,” I weakly protested. It was one thing to make a stand over the phone. It was another to try that in his presence.


    “Are you okay?” Lizzy called out through the door, cutting into our conversation.


    “Yes,” I cried back, because even though he looked dangerous, I didn’t think he would hurt me. “It’s okay, Lizzy. Sorry about this.”


    Grumbling loud enough that I could hear, she stomped back to her room and closed the door loudly. I sighed. She wasn’t mad at me, but this was my fault.


    Standing between the window and my bed, my preferred side of sleeping, he changed my focus. All thoughts of Lizzy were gone. He stepped closer to me and took my hand, turning me towards the direction he stood.  When he pressed my hand against his firm erection, my mouth went wide partly in protest at his forwardness and partly in desire. “My cock says otherwise,” he answered my ‘you don’t want me’ question as if Lizzy hadn’t interrupted.


    Feeling the moisture grow between my legs, I snatched my hand away and managed to say, “It’s always about sex between us.”


    “It’s not,” he said. But his next words seemed to disprove this. “I’ve had a hard-on since I heard your voice and it’s not going away. I can’t sleep. I can’t think except about being buried inside you. I have the worst fucking case of blue balls.”


    “And I suppose you think that’s romantic?” I asked, looking up at him as I rolled on my side to prop up my head with my arm, fully awake.


    “No, I’ll give you what’s romantic. Just agree to have dinner with me on Friday and I leave with my blue balls intact.”


    “And if I don’t agree?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


    His heated gaze was like Superman’s x-ray vision, it lasered to my core. “Then I’ll have to persuade you.”


    “But if I agree, you’ll go?” I asked, confirming his terms.


    “Yes,” he said with sincerity in his face.


    All the talk about his rock hard dick had my eyes wondering downward. “You see something you like?” he asked cockily.


    Flushing, I used my free hand to cover my face. There was just nowhere to look. Pulling my hand free from my face, his eyes were hot on mine. When he drew me up, I didn’t protest. I found myself sitting on the side of my bed staring directly at his very large erection.


    “Unzip my pants,” he commanded.


    Not lifting my head completely, I looked up at him with only my eyes, knowing my face was filled with contempt. “You show up, uninvited I might add, and now you order me around.”


    His hand took a fist full of my hair and tugged back firmly but not roughly. A gasp escaped my parted lips. Then his other hand reached down to cup my breast, kneading my nipple. “There is no need to play games. We both know you want this as much as I do.”


    Not wanting to be easy prey, I just stared at him. “If you don’t, I’ll leave,” he announced. And like that, his hands left my hair and my breast.


    I was pleased and pissed at the same time. Pleased he’d gotten the message. Pissed because he was right, I wanted this. It was foolish of me to think I could ignore this man. Our chemistry spoke to each other on a molecular level. So maybe that was all we had.  Why shouldn’t I enjoy this part of me?  God only knew if another man would ever make me feel this way. At least we were honest about what we wanted. No games.


    My hand made quick work of the fly of his jeans, realizing he was commando underneath. Pushing his pants down to his knees, I’d trapped him in a sense. With my legs on either side of him, I was also open to him in a way.


    “Take me in that saucy mouth of yours.” His sexy brogue was the cherry on top of the sundae and I tasted him, fully aware that I was submitting to his will. When he groaned and again fisted a hand in my hair almost to the point of pain, I took him all the way to the back of my throat. I may have been inexperienced in terms of the number of men I’d slept with, but I wasn’t inexperienced with the act itself. Scott took pride in teaching me exactly what he wanted. But with him, it was a chore. I did it mostly when I was on my period and he’d complain about how much he needed to get off. And according to Scott logic, we were going to get married anyway. So how could it be wrong?


    But this was different. I wanted this probably as much as Kalen did. I sucked his length up and down keeping the pressure of my lips firm but the inside of my mouth hollow enough so I wouldn’t graze him with my teeth unless, of course, I was doing it purposefully.


    “Fuck,” he said, voice cracking. And hearing him begin to come apart and enjoy what I was doing made me feel powerful even though I’d given in to him. My own orgasm was building. Which was crazy because the only hand he had on me was in my hair at this point. I swirled my tongue on his cock while keeping my mouth around him. He guided my head with quicker strokes in and out of my mouth. I sucked, I hummed, I licked and sucked again. “Oh fuck, I’m going to come,” he murmured.


    This was the moment of truth. With Scott, I’d always pulled away and used my hand to finish him off. But I wanted this. I wanted Kalen. I moaned around him and cupped his balls, stroking them lightly. A growl preceded his seed shooting down the back of my throat. I starred up at him as he pulsed inside my mouth.  His eyes closed in rapture and I took in all his beauty.


    Tenderly, he let go of my hair and placed his hand on my cheeks.  Pulling back, he freed himself from the depths of my mouth. Kneeling down so that we were eye to eye, he kissed me. And I don’t mean lip to lip. No, he kissed me deep, no doubt tasting his seed in the process. Then he took my shoulders and guided me down to lay flat across my bed.


    When my eyes widened, he said, “Now it’s my turn to feast on you.”


    I had a moment to be thankful for the shower I’d taken before all reason left me when his mouth closed over my clit. My back arched and I knew it wouldn’t take much. I’d practically gotten off just by giving him head. He licked and sucked so expertly, I fisted the sheets and thrashed about. He nipped and fingered me in the most expert way. He found that spot inside me with his finger and rubbed at it while gently biting that small bundle of nerves. I screamed out his name as I came apart. For good measure, he inserted another finger in and out as I rode it all the way through the ecstasy into breathlessness.


    My eyes were closed when he crawled up to kiss me, letting me taste myself. “You taste as good as you look.”


    And before I passed out from sheer delight, he said, “Now about dinner Friday night.”


    Nodding was all I could do. Whatever was going on between the two of us, there was no denying the incredible sex we shared. I wasn’t sure of the rest of it just yet. But damn it, I had to give this, us, a try.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


     


     


    Stretching like a cat, I felt limber possibly from a great round of sex. Kalen hadn’t ended the night with just his amazing oral skills. He’d awakened me to sheath his length inside me like it always belonged there.


    My eyes had opened with the tingling sensations of pleasure and closed on a moan through another amazing orgasm. This man was quickly making a mark on my mind and closing in on trying to make his way into my heart.


    My smile in remembrance vanished into a frown when I shot up in bed. Matt. Kalen.


    Looking around, I noticed two things. Neither was with me. Had Matt come home and found Kalen in his bed? No, not his bed, Matt didn’t live here. Still it didn’t stop the fact that this home was as much his as it was Lizzy’s. On top of that, Matt had confessed his feelings for me. It would be inconsiderate to have Kalen naked in bed after all he had revealed to me. No, I hadn’t invited Kalen, but I hadn’t asked him to leave either.


    Suddenly, another thought hit me. What if Matt had come home and Kalen got the wrong idea and left. Sweeping the room with my eyes, I didn’t see any evidence that Kalen had left a note. When my phone buzzed on the nightstand, I snatched it up and used my free hand to push back my unruly hair so I could see the display. Text from Unknown. Could it be Kalen?


    Clicking the envelope icon, it read I left you a note on your computer.


    Looking at my messenger bag on the floor next to my desk, it didn’t appear as though it had been touched. And how could he have gotten through the security passwords on my work-issued computer anyway?


    My eyes drifted to my desk where my personal MacBook was open just where I left it. I moved like a gazelle from incoming predators. I only had to tap a key to bring my computer to life. I’d disabled the security feature, so I had no password. Maybe I should rethink that. When the screen lit up, a Word document was open.


    Lass,


    It pains me to leave the warmth of your beautiful body. I’m sorry for it. I have an early morning meeting I must attend. I would have written you a note, but I didn’t see paper. Not wanting to wake you, I opted to leave you a note here.


    Know that you consume my every thought. Tell me you’ll see me tonight. I think you’ve spoiled me. I’ve never woken up with a woman in my arms. At least not one I wanted to anyway. And I can’t imagine waking up any other way.


    Plan on having dinner with me Friday night?


    I’ll be in meetings all day. But text me when you get this message. Here is my number.


    Kalen


    So that’s how he spelled it, with a K not a C. I’d wondered about that. Programming his number in my phone, I texted him. Something about last night had freed me. If I was going to fuck this man, I wouldn’t be ashamed of it.


    ME: Cold and Lonely, I guess I’ll have to take a hot shower and think of you while I clean off the scent from our night together.


    About to put my phone down, I stopped when it emitted a sound that let me know I had an incoming text.


    HIM: I’m in a meeting and you’ve made me hard as stone. I’ll be “hard” pressed to get up and shake hands with my business partners when this meeting is over in a few minutes.


    Giggling, I decided to tease him some more.


    ME: I’ll be thinking about that when I hook the garters to the thigh highs I’m wearing under my skirt to work.


    I waited a beat for his response and was about to give up when it came through.


    HIM: See what you’ve done to me.  Then there was a picture attached. It was of his lap with a serious tent in his pants. My god the man was blessed. Looking at it, I wondered just how he’d gotten that whole thing inside me.


    ME: My, My, My, Mr. Brinner. Seems like you have quiet the problem. Well, I’m ‘headed’ to the shower with that picture in my mind as I take care of my own ‘problem’. Bye.


    Quickly, I set the phone down and indeed went to take a shower. I’d be late if I kept sexting Kalen. And honestly, who was this girl I’d become? I’d talked about Lizzy and other girls when they sexted their boyfriends. And here I was doing the same. I had to admit that it made me smile.


    Dressed and ready for the day, I got my purse and bag before getting my phone. On the way out, I notice that either Lizzy was asleep or she wasn’t home. Not wanting to wake her, I just headed out. In the elevator, I check my phone and did in fact have a message from Kalen.


    HIM: I don’t think I can wait until Friday to see you. I have to see you tonight.


    Using both hands, I typed him back. I can’t Friday. I’m going to Lizzy’s art showing at her gallery. But tonight sounds fine.


    When he didn’t respond right away, I headed into the subway to go to work. By the time I’d gotten there, Kalen had sent me a final message saying I’d pay for all my teasing when he saw me. I rode the smile our banter had given me throughout my day, even when things didn’t go over so well.


    Continuing my work reviewing cash accounts, I had to request copies of significant transactions that occurred to ensure they were recorded properly. So when I handed the clerk my list, I saw the fear in her eyes. I was used to it by then. Company employees saw auditors like me as a threat to their jobs. In their minds, we were here to prove they weren’t doing a good job, which wasn’t the case.


    “Here is my list of transactions I need to verify. If you could provide me with a copy of the wire or check request, documents supporting what that transaction is and a copy of the journal entry to record it,” I said.


    The brunette, who didn’t look much older than me, seemed to be wearing the same frown she had the first day I met her. “You want me to pull these,” she said while setting the list down on her desk, pointing to a group of one-dollar transactions I’d slipped into the request. Technically, it wasn’t procedure to test immaterial amounts. However, I was still within my rights to ask. My supervisor wouldn’t like it, but he’d left this afternoon for a meeting and wouldn’t be back. Thus it was the perfect time for me to make this request.


    “Yes,” I said. “It seems these are consistent each month and I just need to verify they are in fact bank fees.


    The girl nodded and I took my leave. An hour hadn’t elapsed before the clerk’s supervisor showed up at our conference room door. I was expecting this, hence why Kevin not being here was important. The guy had the list I’d given the girl in his hand. “Nelly tells me that you requested documentation for all of these.”


    I nodded while he loomed over me as I sat at the conference table. Then he leaned in, like we were buddies and pointed to that same group of immaterial yet suspicious, at least in my mind, transactions. “And you want these?” he asked.


    Nodding again, he looked in my eyes. We were so close at this point, he only had to lean in a few more inches and we’d be touching. “Nelly’s really busy and I don’t see the point. In my previous years as an auditor, I’d never request such a ludicrous transactions.”


    First, I didn’t like the smell of his breath or that he was close enough for me to smell it. Second, I didn’t like his tone or suggesting that I didn’t know what I was doing. So, unlike how I’d been raised, I said in a dismissive tone, “Times have changed, deal with it.”


    The guy’s eyes burned with hate. He huffed, stood up and said, “Some of these are handled by international offices. We just consolidate these accounts on our books. It may take a few days.”


    I nodded and he strode out of the room. Anna peeked up over her laptop. “What was that about?”


    Shrugging, I said, “The usual.” Being an auditor, you needed thick skin because you weren’t well liked wherever you went. What I liked about my current team I worked with, they didn’t ask a lot of questions. Anna left things at that and Jim had barely glanced our way.


    By the end of the day I was exhausted and headed straight home. I walked in the door to find Lizzy dressed for a night on the town. “Where are you going, butterfly?” I teased.


    “Date,” she said.


    “I have to say, you sure have been spending a lot of time with this model.” I gave her a knowing stare. He wasn’t her normal type. Lizzy liked them a lot rougher around the edges.


    “I’m trying something new. You know, Matt’s been giving my parents heartburn, especially when he didn’t go see them when he came into town. Mom is just devastated.” I saw Lizzy pain for her parents and felt it. “He asked mom to meet him for lunch without dad and she refused. I don’t know, Bails. So, I’m trying to be the good daughter, I guess.”


    Trying to lighten the mood, I asked, “And how long will that last?”


    “Who knows,” she said. She seemed not to know a lot. “But he’s fun and he’s always taking me to all of these industry events. I see the most interesting people. The other day, I saw,” and she rattled off the names of a few celebrities known to live in New York. “Anyways, so he’s not a ton of fun in bed. I can work on that.” She shrugged. If I’d still been with Scott, I might have understood. But I’d seen the light. I wasn’t sure I could stay with someone forever anymore and not have great sex.


    Peeking out from searching the refrigerator for food, I had to admire her frankness. Lizzy had no problem sharing all details of her sexual exploits. And even though I wasn’t one for a blow by blow play list of what happened in mine, she respected that. “So why stay with him?”


    “Oh honey, all men can be taught. So he won’t be a natural. I’ll still get mine.” And she winked.


    Shaking my head, I went back to foraging for food. “Well, I’m off. You can scream your head off without notice from me tonight.” And she winked again. Clearly she’d heard me last night. Not that I didn’t think she would have. But I’d forgotten that little faux pas until that moment.


    Not sure what Kalen would want to do because I hadn’t heard back from him, I ate a salad and waited on the sofa with my latest historical novel. This one featured a cover of a sexy Highlander in a kilt holding a sword. I couldn’t help imagining Kalen in one. The hero was in the middle of savaging his woman when my phone rang.


    Setting the book down, I answered with a “Hello.” I knew it was Kalen because of the Unknown Caller on the display. It didn’t seem to matter that I’d programmed his number in. The privacy feature didn’t register the Unknown.


    “Hey beautiful,” he said. My body tightened in response to his voice.


    “Are you on your way?” I asked, hopeful.


    “Sorry, Lass, I stepped out of a meeting to let you know that things are going to run late and not wait up for me.”


    “Oh,” I said, unable to mask the disappointment in my voice.


    “You sound disappointed,” he said.


    “Maybe,” I answered.


    “I think I’m more disappointed than you.” And he sounded very sincere.


    “It’s okay.”


    “Would you mind if I came over after?” he asked.


    “It’s late, I’ll be sleep,” I said.


    “I know. But I just want to lie next to you. I promise to be good and not wake you.”


    “Alright, call me when you get here and I’ll open the door.”


    “Hopefully I won’t be too late.”


    There was no reason to deny I wanted it as much as him. So I said, “Okay.” 


    When sleep called a couple hours later, I headed to my room, leaving my phone ring volume up on my bedside table.  It felt like only moments after I’d gone to bed for the night that I stirred to consciousness when the bed dipped and arms came around me. I sighed.


    “Go to sleep,” he murmured, pulling me tight against his chest. I felt his stiffness on my bottom and his hand land on my thigh. Part of my brain longed to wake up. How had he gotten in? Had Lizzy been home? And damn if all his hardness didn’t have much to offer. But sleep overcame me and tugged me back into its depths.


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


     


     


    My week pretty much followed the same pattern, with work being extremely busy.  I created a spreadsheet to track all the weird transactions masked like bank fees I came across in my review of the accounts in case I needed support for what, in the back of my mind, I was really beginning to believe just might be fraud.


    Kalen, too, was extra busy at work. He showed up late to my door each night after I’d gone to sleep. I’d yet to get a straight answer about how he’d gotten in. Lizzy said she hadn’t let him in. This left Matt.  And I hadn’t seen him since our lunch.


    On Friday, I made it home just in time to hug him goodbye. It was hard to have him come and go so quickly. I didn’t ask about Kalen. It seemed weird too. He had to be letting him in. And it didn’t seem right to spoil his departure by pouring salt in a wound by asking about the guy I was currently seeing. What I really wanted to ask was if he had been avoiding me. But I had no right to his feelings when I’d turned down his offer.


    “I can’t believe you won’t stay for my showing tonight,” Lizzy protested to her brother.


    Looking at his sister with much love, he said, “You’ll be fine. Peanut will be with you. You won’t need me. Besides, this isn’t your first showing.”


    And with another round of hugs, he was gone. His cab was already waiting at the curb when we followed him down. Back in our place with the door closed behind us, Lizzy and I turned to each other. We both had a few tears in our eyes. “He’ll be fine,” I said.


    “I know,” she said with a muffled sob. “I’m just afraid one day we’ll get that call.” I understood. His being a cop was amazing. But it was a tough and thankless job, especially for those who loved you, left to wait each time their loved one went to work. He knew this. There was no reason for me to say anything or he’d possibly cut me out of his life, too.  That is, if I hadn’t done it already with my rejection of his offer.


    Patting then rubbing her back, I said, “We just have to believe he’ll be fine.”


    “Yeah, I know,” she said, straightening her spine. “Let’s get this party started. And don’t you dare bail on me. We’re going for drinks afterwards.” She threw her hands in the air and gave her hips a little shake.


    Smiling, I responded with, “And where is your supermodel?”


    Waving her already outstretched hands, she said, “Another event tonight he had to go to. In the biz, it’s all about appearances.”


    Shaking my head, I made my way to my room to get ready for the night. Talk about appearances—we were purposefully but fashionable late for her gallery showing. None of the artists were scheduled to be there, so Lizzy said our tardiness would be fine. The place was packed when we made our way in. It pays to know people like she and her family did.


    Lizzy’s gallery was set up like a maze. It probably resembled an old-fashioned mouse maze from a bird’s eye view with one exception; it wasn’t a true maze because there was access to a main front and back corridor in each linear passageway. The walls were white, of course, leaving the art to make the space. The floors were bamboo. And I only knew that because Lizzy had pointed that out the first time I’d visited. Above, the place reminded you of a warehouse with exposed beams and pipes, painted so it was clear that they were made to be seen.


    We walked the maze and each corridor progressed with synergy to the next. It was amazing what Lizzy could do with her art major and family money. Fresh out of college, she should have been someone’s assistant. Here, she was her own boss. Even though she had a leg up, she had an eye for art. Hell, her apartment looked like an ad in a home and garden magazine.


    “Lizzy, this is great,” I said, giving her hand a quick squeeze as we looked around.


    “I know,” she said in hushed excitement.


    “All but this,” I said, when we stopped in front of a painting that was one of those things that didn’t fit with all the other pieces. qct


    Giggling she said, “Yeah, I was confused by it as well, but it was the price I had to pay to get,” she spanned her arms out and looked side to side, “these. So I had to take it.” She pointed directly ahead of us.


    Shaking my head, she added, “You don’t mind if I leave you for a bit and attend to my guest?”


    “Of course not, go, I’ll be fine,” I said. Somehow, I was transfixed by the odd painting, trying to figure it out.


    Nodding to me, she headed off, looking tall, sleek and statuesque in a stark white asymmetrical off-the-shoulder sheath. I wasn’t a jealous person by nature, but looking at Lizzy, I admired her height and beauty. I felt a little underdressed in the raspberry belted-at-the-waist number I wore, which shouldn’t work with my hair color but did. I wasn’t expecting to see anyone. Although in the back of my head, I secretly wanted Kalen.


    After she disappeared, I turned back to the painting. It was tucked in the darkened corner with low light as if it hoped not to be noticed by anyone. Feeling the same way, I wondered how long I could look at this picture and nobody wonder if I was a crazy person. The background of it was a robin’s egg blue. And taking up most of the canvas space, as if it were coming at you from the right corner, was a red blob. As it didn’t create a full circle, one was left wondering exactly what the blob was. But what was shown and not shown off the canvas, so to speak, was the beginning of a round something. A ball, maybe?


    Sucking in a breath, I nearly jumped out of my skin when strong arms came around me. “Don’t move.” I knew that brogue anywhere. Some things, however, were instinctual. My head began to swivel to look at him when his hand moved before I could stop him and pinched my nipple through the dress. I gasped. The pain was sharp but gone as quickly as it had come. “I said, don’t move.”


     “Kalen,” I breathed. His name now came so easily and naturally off my tongue like it belonged there.


    “Lass, I told you that you would pay for teasing me.” He pressed into my back and the long hard length of him was apparent. My teasing happened earlier in the week. And even though we’d slept in my bed for the past several days, we hadn’t had sex. He’d kept his word and just nuzzled me.


    I could see in my periphery, the guest wondering around the place. “What are you going to do?” I asked a little timidly but excited all the same.


    “Since that night, I’ve been dying to taste you again.” I sucked in a breath at his words. My dress was made of molded material, the kind that was meant to hug the body and not blow in a breeze. If he lifted it in any way, the rest of it was coming along for the ride.


    Determined, he leaned in like he was putting his head on my shoulder in a romantic way.  It must have appeared to prying passersby that we were studying the red blob. I waited. Heck, I was curious to see just what he was going to do. And the idea of getting caught, I hated to admit, was a bit thrilling.


    His finger caught the front hem of my dress in the middle and tugged upwards. I could feel the rest of my dress dragging along. Maybe not at the same pace, but it was riding up as well. I thought for sure he would stop. Lizzy would kill me if I made a spectacle of myself. “Don’t worry. No one can see you behind me. His legs must be closed tight. He definitely dwarfed me. Still, I was ready to protest when his finger grazed my panties.


    My eyes must have rolled back. I felt his shoulder when the back of my head made contact with it. “Easy, Lass.” And his finger penetrated my depths.


    “Kalen,” I panted out in a strangled whisper.


    His finger thrust in and out of me several times before he pulled it out and released my dress. Again, the material was stiff, so it didn’t succumb to gravity as easily as, say, silk. He crossed his arm over my body, licking his finger into his mouth. In it went and I was just about undone. “You still taste as good as you look.” He straightened and stepped back from me.


    I was about to complain and say something vulgar when a couple saddled up to us and the red blob. “Interesting painting, isn’t it?”


    My face flushed probably as red as the blob. “Yes, it is,” I answered automatically. I couldn’t help but think they’d seen what Kalen did. Therefore, I refused to look them in the face. When they stepped away, I turned, prepared to confront Kalen and maybe have a good laugh over our exploits, but he was gone.


    My feet didn’t care how desperate I looked. I strode down the main hall, searching in each packed corridor for Kalen. He wasn’t going to leave me like this.


    “Bails, there you are,” Lizzy said, stopping my search.


    Looking in her direction, I remembered who I was here for. Oh, I’d find Kalen. He most definitely wasn’t off the hook. Still, this was her night. “How’s it going?” I asked. I’d tell her later about what went down. Again, this was her time. I wasn’t about to make it about me and share what happened with her at this moment. I’d tell her later and she’d have a good laugh at my expense.


    “It’s great. Eva Ainston, Brooke Berry, Channing Gosling and Ian Reynolds were all here, or so my assistant tells me. Not to mention a billionaire Jeremy Glenn, the legendary rock star Paul Jackson, and the number one tennis player in the world.” Looking perplexed, she said, “I forget his name. I think he’s French. Apparently, they showed up on time. And I didn’t see any of them.” She laughed, so I did too.


    “Wow, that’s just great.” I'd been busy staring at the blob and being happily molested by Kalen. Part of me wanted to celebrity stalk with my phone, but it might not look good for Lizzy. Her guests would be used to celebrities. So, I held back and figured I’d star gaze at a discreet distance, after I found Kalen of course.


    “Yeah, and they bought things too,” she gushed. “I can’t wait for drinks later. I need to celebrate.  I’ll just be a few more minutes. I’m trying to catch up with the Countess.”


    She dashed off. I continued to walk the place and circled it again, wondering if I’d missed him leaving while I was talking to Lizzy.”


    My phone chirped and I nearly broke the fastening on my clutch to get at it. “Hello,” I said, sounding breathless, and made my way into a little alcove.


    When he didn’t speak, I thought for a second I might have lost the signal, but then I finally heard his voice. “Looking for me?” he teased, his voice rich and deep like chocolate.


    “That’s not fair,” I said.


    “You know what they say about pay back,” he crooned.


    When I rolled my eyes, he said, “Don’t roll your eyes. We can always finish this at my place.”


    He’d stoked a fire when he touched me, and I desperately wanted to go to his place but said, “I can’t. I promised a girls’ night after with Lizzy. We’re going for drinks.” I audibly groaned, letting him hear my disappointment. Then thinking that one turn deserved another, I added, “And we’ll probably go dancing.”


    When he spoke, his voice was dark and utterly calm. “Now you’re playing with fire. I could come back in there, toss you over my shoulder and take you home with me. Or you can take care not to let any man touch what’s mine.”


    There was no playfulness in his tone. The rules of engagement hadn’t been spelled out. “And what is yours?” I uttered, as if to say I was sure he wasn’t talking about me. Remembering his fire, I didn’t want to get burned.  But each of us flirts with danger at some point in our life.


    “My woman,” he growled. “You.”


    “Is that so,” I smirked, liking the possessive way he spoke about me. I’d never been anyone’s woman. To Scott, I was his girl. But he’d always said it so causally, especially to his friends, as if he was hinting about the nature of what I’d really meant to him. In retrospect, things were clearer.


    “Yes, so if you want every man that tries to talk to you tonight to live, you’ll shut them down. And quickly.”


    “And what about you?” I asked, driving home the point. “Are you exclusive with me too, or is it just one sided?”


    “It wouldn’t matter if I was so inclined to be with another woman. My cock only responds to you. Since New Year’s Eve, there has been no one else I’ve wanted or needed in my bed.”


    And if that wasn’t the sexiest thing I’d ever heard, I wasn’t sure what would have been. “That’s so romantic.”


    “I can’t help it. I’m sexually attracted to you.”


    This was true. I certainly was to him. “Is that all we have, sex?” I reiterated, not sure I was ready for the answer.


    “No, I’ve had great sex before. But with you it’s different. I don’t know how to explain it,” he said thoughtfully, sounding deadly serious. It was the same for me. And what I wanted was to be curled in his lap and explore this topic. “That’s why I want to take you out. Say you’ll go out with me tomorrow.”


    “Yes,” I said. Because if we could find something outside of just the great sex, I was sure he could eclipse the only person I ever loved before, Turner.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


     


     


    I’d just slipped my phone in my clutch and stepped back into the throng of people when Lizzy tugged my arm. “Hey, you ready to blow this joint?”


    Nodding, I said, “Yep.”


    “Okay, give me a minute to close out the show.”


    Watching her stride right into the middle of the guests in the main gallery area, she snagged a glass of wine that waiters dressed in traditional black and white uniforms carried on trays. Spotting a waiter near me, I scooped up a glass myself. Lizzy wasn’t shy. She had no problems speaking in large crowds and showed her poise by thanking the guests for coming and for their patronage. Of course she didn’t say it like that. But after the toast, I took a long drink of the wine feeling like my life was changing. I had what I assumed was a boyfriend.


    After the toast we escaped into Lizzy’s cramped office. She wasn’t the type of person who needed a big office to validate who she was. So there we were, the two of us changing in her tiny space, which was big enough for a desk and two chairs, one for her and one for a guest.  It felt like old times back in college with us giggling at the prospect of going out. We weren’t going to a club.  We were actually headed to Lizzy’s favorite bar and hangout. Although located not too far from her place, it wasn’t a pretentious yuppie bar. It was a little hole in the wall that had stood the test of time. People who frequented the place weren’t the residents of the area but more of those that worked in the area.


    Not wanting to stand out amongst that crowd, we’d brought a change of clothes with us. Already dressed, Lizzy was a force to be reckoned with. She wore tight jeans with boots over top that came to her knees. To complete the look, she wore a scoop neck ‘look at my cleavage’ top. She left her blonde hair in the cascading waves she’d worn for the showing.


    Me, I wore jeans, ankle boots and a turtle neck sweater in emerald green that made me think of Kalen. Even before he warned me, I hadn’t planned on going out that night to meet anyone. It was okay. Again, this was Lizzy’s night and she would shine.


    When we walked into the bar, we were assaulted by all the smells and sounds right away. The bar lay ahead on the right, running the length of the wall. To the left was a pool table area. North of that was the tiny dance floor and a smattering of tables and chairs outlining the place. It was a Friday night. The place wasn’t that crowded. Most had probably gone to real clubs or more likely headed out of NYC towards home. However, it wasn’t empty either.


    Since we’d arrived, I sat at the bar and sipped on my sole drink. Lizzy, however, was having a great time. She’d danced non-stop since we entered. Who could blame the guys who’d been caught by her infectious beauty and personality? Getting a break, she joined me. I eyed the door, longing for home, but wouldn’t tell her to stop. We hadn’t hung out in a while. I should have been more excited to be out on a girls’ night. But it was getting late and my bed was calling my name.


    Grinning at me, Lizzy was facing the other end of the bar when a man who checked off every box on her fantasy man list walked in. My eyes must have widened, because she turned her head just when he took off his worn leather jacket. Hanging it on the coat rack up front, we got a solid view of the black tee he wore. More than that, he revealed muscled arms that had more art than Lizzy’s gallery. Lizzy turned back to me to mouth, Holy Shit, right before he looked our way. Coming around the bar to stand next to my best friend, he hailed the bartender. I was able to glance at the black jeans and boots he wore.


    Smitten at first sight, Lizzy gave me a look that asked for my opinion. I nodded imperceptibly just before the regular bartender came over and Lizzy’s fantasy spoke.


    “Beer,” was all he said. His voice was gruff and deep. I thought Lizzy would melt right there on the barstool. Smooth, Lizzy turned to him. He gave a quick look and said, “Ladies,” before taking his beer and heading over to the bar area.


    The bartender laughed. He, too, was Lizzy’s type. But his longtime girlfriend, who was just as heavily tattooed as he was, worked the other half of the bar. Standing nearly as tall as her man and taller than Lizzy, she looked like she could kick both of our asses at the same time. So we didn’t flirt with him. “I see you girls like him.”


    “You know his name?” Lizzy asked with no shame.


    “Nope. I’ve heard some of the guys say Striker, but I’m not sure if they were just referring to his pool skills.” Before she could ask anything else, he was called over to fill more orders.


    When I saw Lizzy toss her hair over her shoulder with determination in her face, I knew this guy had no chance at all. It didn’t take long for a different guy to come over and ask her to dance. She of course accepted and used that as a way to garner attention her way. Glances between her and him told me that he had, in fact, noticed her. But he made no move to go ask her to dance. Instead, he seemed serious about his pool game. Once I saw money exchanging hands, I knew that he was all business.


    Lizzy must have noticed too. Because a few games later, when no one took him on, she stopped dancing and sashayed over. With the music and other noises, I wasn’t able to hear what they said. But it was easy to imagine since she took a cue stick from the available ones on the wall.


    Trying not to all-out stare, I watched in horror when his head did a quick shake no and he strode off towards the door. Slipping on his jacket, he headed out of the bar, leaving my best friend stunned. The narrowing of her eyes indicted how pissed she was. Lizzy wasn’t used to rejection.


    Once she caught my gaze, she straightened her features and headed over. “You ready to blow?”


    Hell, I’d been ready to leave long ago. And because she didn’t bring him up, I didn’t either. No one liked rejection and I wasn’t the type to razz her about it. “Yeah,” I said.


    After paying the tab, we headed out. And there he was on a tricked out Harley, smoking a cigarette. Lizzy, unperturbed, strode to the street to hail a cab, ignoring the Striker guy and the one he was speaking to. The guy standing next to the bike turned as we approached the curb several feet away.


    “Hey, lovely lady,” the guy said, staring at Lizzy.


    “Don’t bother with the princess,” Striker said.


    “Why not?” the guy said. “I’d bow at the knee to get some of that.”


    Lizzy gave the guy a coy smile. Striker revved his engine to life, and said in words that were heard over the noise. “A girl like her only wants to brag to her friends about slumming.” And he peeled off.


    “Bastard,” Lizzy called after him, losing her cool.


    “Hey, I don’t mind if you slum with me,” the guy said.


    Rolling her eyes, she raised her hand, hailing us a cab to go home. I stood speechless. Unable to comprehend what had just happened, I was also at a loss about what I should say or not say to my best friend. What happened was so unprecedented. I opted not to say anything but knew I would be a sounding board if she needed me. Meantime, this whole episode had me longing for the comfort of Kalen’s arm.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINETEEN


     


     


    The cab ride home was quiet. It was late, well past midnight, and Lizzy didn’t want to talk. She headed straight for our room despite my words of encouragement: He’s an asshole. You deserve better.


    And me, I went to sleep alone. Funny enough, the cold sheets kept me awake as I turned, hoping to find Kalen and instead finding empty space. When had he become such a fixture in my life? My fitful sleep was still filled with dreams of him—things like me standing on the green plains of the Highlands as my Scotsman in a kilt rode off into battle.  That darn romance novel I’d been reading had to be fueling my dreams. This only left me wanting more.


    Morning wasn’t much better. I was alone because Lizzy had left for a date with Hans. He was taking her to a photo shoot and then they were headed off somewhere for a picnic. She told me not to expect her this evening, winking on her way out.


    Because I had nothing better to do, I continued to work on my own time on the cash problems from work. I got through another five accounts, logging the miscellaneous wires in my spreadsheet while I did my laundry. I also caught up on e-mail, wrote a letter to my mother and planned what I’d be wearing for my date with Kalen. All in all, it was a productive Saturday, but it felt kind of sad. At twenty-three, I felt like I should be out doing more.


    By seven, my stomach was all aflutter. Showered, I put on makeup, which for me probably took longer than it did for most. I didn’t wear it every day, but something about the mystery of that night spelled doing it up, including the dress I borrowed from Lizzy.


    Cream chiffon with a draped front and a seamed waist, with a boat neckline, cut extremely short for Lizzy, it worked perfectly for me. The long bell sleeves wouldn’t keep me warm, but it would give the appearance that I was conscious of the season. But that wasn’t the draw of the dress. It was the silt in the back from to the neck to the waist that made it sexy but not slutty. This I paired with black boots that came almost to the knee with a stiletto heel and a simple onyx pendant necklace that nearly hit my belly button. Borrowed diamond stud earrings, and I was nearly ready. It was cold out, so I put on my long black wool coat when the doorman called up to let me know my ride had arrived.


    Stopping before I passed the glass doorway at the entrance of my building, I was stunned to see what lay ahead of me. Kalen was a vision in dark pants, tieless in a crisp white shirt and dark jacket, with his dark hair neatly tousled on his head. His beautiful face was the crowning jewel, making all the rest unimportant. Still, as gorgeous as he was, it was the horse-drawn carriage he stood in front of that stunned me into a frozen position with the doorman waiting on me to open the door.


    “Miss?” the doorman asked, wondering if I was going to change my mind.


    Then Kalen grinned at me, and I could breathe again. This man made my heart stop just by being. Taking a step forward, the relieved doorman pushed open the door, letting the frigid air blow my wool coat open, giving Kalen a view of my dress. As I stepped towards him in the night, his slow perusal of me lit my body ablaze, taking the bite of the air out of my bones. Entranced by his gaze, I didn’t make a move to close my coat. I hoped I didn’t regret that later by catching a cold. But at that moment, his appreciation of me made it all worth it.


    Pulling me into the warmth of his embrace, he said, “Lass, you steal my breath.”


    Tilting my head back with his fingers entwined with mine, his mouth was so close yet too far. Leaning down, he gave me my heart’s desire and kissed me. His tongue parted the seam of my lips and dived in for the kill. My legs weakened by his perusal of my mouth. Releasing my hands, he caught me before I could fall. But not quite fast enough before my heart fell prey to him. It wasn’t love, but it was getting damn close.


    Giving me a hand up, he said, “Your chariot awaits.”


    Looking at him, I took in the white spindly wheels of the carriage. Our pure white steed was tethered to our ride for the evening. To say I was enchanted would be an understatement.


    Taking his hand, I peered into his emerald eyes, which sparkled with mischief, and got in. It was chilly, but the evening was utterly romantic. The driver laid a heavy blanket over us. And Kalen held my hand underneath as we were swept away. “Where are we going?” I asked.


    “I’ve never ridden in the park. I thought we could unless you don’t want to.”


    “No, it sounds great. Actually, I haven’t either. It’s perfect.” Just like the man, I thought.


    With his arm around my waist, he tugged me closer. The clear night, with this handsome man, I couldn’t think of a better beginning to a date. Laying my head on his shoulder, I asked, “So why haven’t you ridden in the park before?”


    Looking down into my eyes, he said, “There has never been a woman I wanted to take this journey with.”


    Smiling at him, I wondered at his meaning. The subtext was there, but did he mean it? “So, tell me about where you’re from?” I asked. With his accent, I assumed he wasn’t native to America, but you never knew.


    “I was born here,” he began. And I was shocked by that. It must have shown on my face because he added, “My father met my mum on business in Scotland. After only a few weeks of dating, he asked her to marry him and go back to America. After protest and threats from her family, specifically her father, she still eloped and moved here.”


    “Wow,” I said. There must be more to the story. His accent was proof of that.


    His face tightened and it was clear he was thinking of times long since passed that weren’t good. I thought he was going to leave it at that, but he continued. “But things weren’t what they seemed. And after I was born, it only got worse. It got so bad, my mum left him with only the clothes she wore and headed back to Scotland with me. Things weren’t so good because she couldn’t go home. My grandfather isn’t a forgiving man.”


    As much as I was curious about what he meant by things were bad, I didn’t want to explain my own. So I let it be and instead asked, “Does that mean you have dual citizenship?”


    Nodding, he said, “Yes.”


    “What brings you back here?” I asked, thinking that wasn’t so personal and an obvious question.


    “My father’s business. When he died, he left it all to me.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “I’m not,” he said. Rubbing my arm, he became quiet. Not one to pester, I surveyed the sights of the park. It was dark and rather quiet. The path was clear. The night was too cold for most to be out, I guessed. We continued in silence.


    Seeing the road ahead, I knew our ride would be over soon. “Do you mind if we walk the rest of the way?” It may have been crazy because it was so cold, but I wasn’t ready for it to end.


    “No,” he said. Signaling the driver, he spoke to the guy, placing some cash in the guy’s palm. Stepping out, I held out a hand for me. Then the carriage drove off and out of the park. Keeping my hand in his, he said, “So tell me about where you’re from. Are you a native New Yorker?”


    Shaking my head and loving being with him, I said, “Oh God no. I was born in a small-,” I paused trying to think of the right word, “community in Pennsylvania.”


    “What was it like there?” he asked, prodding me to tell more about myself.


    I wasn’t sure how to put my upbringing. “My family-,”


    “Give me all your money,” a gruff voice said behind us.


    We whirled around and Kalen shot out an arm, effectively pushing me behind him. A man stood just outside the light of the lamp that stood between us. However, there was enough to see that he was extremely thin and looked older by circumstances other than age. His skinny neck popped out of several layers of clothes that would fit a larger man than he. His oily looking hair was long and plastered to his head. His wiry hand wheeled a knife and it darted about as if we were moving but we were not. “Just give me a second to reach in my pocket for my wallet.”


    “Whatever man. Just don’t try anything.”


    Kalen moved slowly. His hand reached into the depths of his coat and came out tentatively during a tense moment where I and the homeless man wondered if he would produce something other than his wallet. Kalen stretched out his hand as the homeless guy reached for it. Kalen pulled back just a little. It was almost hard to notice. The homeless guy, who must have been drunk or high, just kept coming for it like a dog being led to water.


    When the guy’s smell wafted up like a wall of skunk, I had to cover my mouth and nose so I didn’t gag. Then with lightning reflex moves, Kalen struck with his wallet-wielding hand. He shot his elbow up and jabbed the guy in the throat. The man immediately used his free hand to cup his undoubtedly throbbing Adam’s apple. But Kalen didn’t stop there. He used his other hand to strike the guy in the solar plexus, sending him crashing to the ground on his back. The knife skittered away from the hand that released it upon impact.


    We stood for a second before I said, “Should I call the police?”


    Oddly Kalen said, “No,” before opening his wallet and pulling out a large denomination bill and placed it in the guy’s hand. “Go get something to eat.”


    The man gave Kalen the oddest expression, probably the same I had—wonder. The man moaned as he rolled and scrabbled to his feet. Scooping up the knife, he disappeared into the cover of shadows.


    Kalen took my hand and we began to walk away towards the street. “Why did you just let him go?” I asked.


    Turning to me, we stopped for a moment. Looking deep in my eyes, he said the most heartbreaking thing. “Because I know what it’s like to be hungry.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY


     


     


    Unable to imagine what it would be like to grow up wanting, I kept quiet as we walked out of the park and into an awaiting SUV.


    “Are you still up to dinner, Lass?” he asked, searching my eyes for the truth.


    Yes, it had been scary for a second. But Kalen had swiftly handled the situation and I felt extremely safe with him. “Yes,” I said.


    Placing a hand to cup the side of my head, he said, “Good, because I’m not ready to give you up for the night.” Then he kissed me. It was a quick but passionate kiss. He nodded to the driver and we were off. “Are you warm?”


    “Yes,” I said, wanting more of his mouth. Yet, I restrained myself. We were in close quarters with someone else. It seemed a bit rude to put on a display. We didn’t talk, but again there wasn’t any privacy. Instead he placed a warm palm on my thigh and let it slowly descend towards my intimate depths, sending my pulse racing.


    Alarmed, I turned and looked up at him. Mischief was writing all in his expression. His sly expression said he knew exactly what he was up to. Once his hand hit pay dirt, I sucked in a breath. His thumb expertly stroked over my nub, sending my body into a frenzy. It took my whole being not to arch my back and moan in pleasure. His grin spread and I could feel my own dampness spread. The SUV came to a stop and his hand moved slowly away as not to draw attention to what he’d been doing.


    The driver got out and opened the door for us. Being that I was on the side nearest to the open door, the driver helped me out and Kalen was right behind me. We were inside a parking garage, sub level I assumed. My attention had been focused on Kalen and not where we were going. Therefore, I wasn’t sure where we were. Another door opened and we went inside, immediately entering an elevator. I caught a glimpse of woodworking on the walls that looked expensive before Kalen trapped me in a corner.


    His mouth was hot and warm on mine. Taking his tongue deep, I tangoed with him, giving as good as he gave. His hands were on my hips, sliding underneath the fabric of my dress. “I need you, Lass.” Just as a finger delved underneath the lace boy shorts I wore, the elevator dinged. Pulling back, he said, “I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”


    The finger that had touched my most intimate part slipped between his lips. His tasting of me was as erotic this time as it had been the first. Breathless, he took my other hand and we walked out onto a rooftop wonderland. Encased in glass, we were greeted with a table set for two and an open fire pit that danced with flames. All around, we had a view of the New York skyline. On the other side of the pit was a pool, also in the enclosure. There were doors on the pool end that led outside. But there really was no reason to bare the elements. The roof was vast and the half we stood on only held the one table. This private dinner was specifically and only for us.


    “Kalen,” I breathed. The table was set with a candle as fire light. It was warm here and he reached to help me out of my coat.


    Sucking in a breath, he handed my coat to the waiter, who seemed to appear out of nowhere. Then he handed the guy his coat. Kalen said something to the guy and the waiter left saying, “Very good, sir.”


    Looking around, I turned in a three-sixty, trying to figure out just what part of the city we were in. We hadn’t driven long. And then I spotted it. I saw the park and knew we weren’t too far from there. Taking my hand, he spun me around. “Aye, ye a bonnie lass.”


    Giggling, I asked, “What does that mean?”


    “It means you’re absolutely stunning.” Tugging me close, his hand snuck in the slit in the back of my dress, sending shivers through me at the touch of his hand on my bare skin. “You tempt me too much tonight. I’m trying my best not to maul you.” He walked me over to the table and pulled out my chair. I sat and he sat across from me.


    When the waiter appeared again out of thin air, I began to wonder if he waited in the shadows or if we were on close circuit camera. In his hand, he held a bottle of wine for Kalen’s approval. When Kalen nodded, the man uncorked the wine and poured Kalen a finger full. After tasting, he nodded again, giving the waiter a signal to pour us both a generous portion. With nothing else to do, I took the glass and tasted. The flavors bloomed on my tongue. “This is very good.”


    “That it is,” he said. “But it holds nothing to the taste of your natural nectar.”


    My face filled with heat. Thank goodness a couple of waiters walked in with our first course. Damn Kalen and his sexy way of eating. It was hard to enjoy the food without squirming in my seat. The dinner was a well orchestrated machine. The food was brought in, timed well so that we didn’t really have time to talk much other than commenting on the meal and making small talk.


    After dessert, he leaned back. The waiters swept the food away. “You didn’t get to tell me about your beginnings.”


    “Not much to tell,” I began. He had told me a little about his past, so I felt compelled to do the same. “My family believes that technology ruined the world. We live a simple life in a community of like-minded people.”


    “Are you Amish?” he asked.


    Not at all totally comfortable spilling my past, I said, “No, not exactly. Close but no.” He didn’t asked more, but his silence clearly stated that he waited for me to tell more. “We do have technology and use some electricity, but it is not in our homes. And it’s used for business purposes that the world demands and limited access for emergencies. But for the most part we live off the land and raise our own livestock and crops.”


    “And what made you leave?”


    That was the million dollar question. I wasn’t sure if I should explain about Turner. I decided that it wasn’t really important. It wasn’t like I would ever see Turner again. I wasn’t planning on ever going back home. There wasn’t a place for me there anymore. “My mom was kind of like your mom. She wasn’t from the community and met my father at market. She fell in love and married him, moving to the community where he’d grown up. She encouraged me to live my own life and leave home if it wasn’t where my heart was.” It was the simplest explanation that I could think of. But there had been so much more.


    Unnerved speaking about the past I tried to keep buried, I rose from my chair and drifted out the doors and into the frigid night. Standing against the brick wall that separated me from falling over the edge of the building, I held onto the metal pole that was welded on top like a railing.  I leaned over the side to watch the city that never slept, move with life.


    Kalen’s silent approach shocked me when he covered me with his warmth and kissed my ear. Turning in his embrace, I pressed closer to him and his heat. His hand slipped in between my legs, fingers slipping in between the lace and, like that, my panties lost against his determination. With dexterity, he hoisted me up on the brick wall with my bottom pressed into the rail. His arms looped in between mine to grasp my shoulders. I held onto the rail as he rammed into me full to the hilt. My upper body hung over the edge of the building with nothing but my hands on the rail and his on my shoulders to keep me from falling to my death. His plunder in and out with solid thrust and the thrill of weightlessness as my hair swung with each slap of his balls, undid me.


    I had no time to wonder when and how he got his pants down as pleasure swelled within me. “You’re so wet and tight. I’m not going to last.”


    My climax built like a brick wall only to shatter at its peak. I screamed his name into the night as he continued his assault on me. It didn’t take long before he spilled inside me with his own guttural noise of pleasure. Pulling me up, he took my mouth with the same fever he’d taken me over the edge moments before.


    When his arms changed position and took me around the waist and lifted me under my ass, he bent down still inside me and pulled up his pants. Walking us inside, I wondered what this man couldn’t do. He was still hard and I was slick with our commingled wetness.


    On my way outside, I hadn’t really taken stock of the pool side. Kalen slipped out of me and stood me on my feet. I looked to see that we were in front of a deck table and chairs. When I looked back at him, he stepped over to me. His arms around my back, he undid the top button of my dress, sliding the material off my shoulders. The clasp of my bra was quickly released to fall down my arms. At my waist, he unzipped the skirt portion of the dress, letting it pool at my feet. I stood in ruined panties, which he quickly dispatched.


    “What if someone comes in?” I protested weakly, enthralled by this man.


    “No one is coming,” he said, starting to unbutton his shirt. I used my nimble fingers to help him hasten the task. I pushed his shirt and jacket off him much in the same fashion he’d done my dress. His pants had already fallen and I kneeled to pull down his boxer briefs. His hard cock sprang in my face and I dived in to taste him, tasting myself in the process. “Fuck, Lass,” he said, fisting his hand in my hair.


    Leaning his hips back, he pulled out of my mouth. Taking my hand, he helped me back to my feet. “Lean over and grip the edge.” It was clear he meant the table. I hesitated. “Do it,” he commanded.


    And I found myself unable not to comply. On my stomach, he wormed his way in between my legs, pushing them further apart. His large hand splayed under my belly and raised me up as he slid inside of me. Moaning my pleasure, he eased in and drew back with the same slow movement. His strokes hit that spot inside that built a sweet sensation. Nibbling on my shoulder and my neck, he made me cry out. Meeting him thrust for thrust, I held on as he tweaked my breast and stroke my clit. Unable to touch him, I was disappointed yet thrilled at the same time.


    The crescendo to crest the peak was like no other before. As it turns out, I was a screamer. Never before, but it seemed like I could do nothing else but scream when I came each and every time with Kalen. He followed me to bliss soon after.


    Limp, I lay underneath him, trying to regain my wits. Turning my head, he captured my mouth and kissed me senseless. Once we finally stood, his eyes bore into me as I stood naked except for a pair of boots. “You are a vision,” he said before looking at the pool.


    Taking steps back, I said, “Oh, no. I’m not going swimming.”


    “Can you swim?” he asked.


    “Yes, but I’m too tired. And my boots.”


    “I suggest you take them off or they are going to get wet.”  Shaking my head, I ran with nowhere really to go. He caught me easily and helped me out of my boots. “I’ll hold on to you.”


    And in we went. The water was warm and, true to his word, he held on. We ended up against the wall making out like teenagers. Eager and every bit hotter, he even fucked me one more time for good measure. With my back against the side of the pool, he said, “I want you to stay with me tonight.” The way he said it, it sounded like a but was coming. “I have an early flight in the morning. You are welcome to stay at my place for as long as you want, or I can take you home.”


    I thought about Lizzy who’d asked me once if I’d yet to see his place, but the idea of staying at his place alone wasn’t comforting. “I guess I’ll go home,” I said, reluctantly. “How long will you be gone?” I asked, disappointed.


    “I’ll be gone about a week if things go well.” Kissing me again, he said, “If you’re not coming home with me, I’m going home with you.”


    And so after toweling off and getting dressed, we ended up in my bed making love one more time before I finally fell asleep.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


     


     


    After waking, my Sunday was spent alone. It was lonely in the apartment without Lizzy and Kalen. I ended up working and did some light cleaning around the apartment. Lizzy had a cleaning service, but I was bored and didn’t want to think too much. I could feel I was getting in too deep with this man. My dependency on his presence was growing. I longed for his touch and sleeping without him was going to be a chore.


    By Monday morning, I was in a foul mood. Kalen had called me to let me know he’d made it in. He was in East Asia and I knew a week would feel like eternity. Determined to get back to my routine, I tried to push thoughts of him aside and dive into work with vigor.


    My current task completed, I was in a holding pattern waiting for the company’s accounting people to get me information from my request so I could move forward. Anna was out with the flu, so I had no one to chat with. My progress through more accounts only showed more of the same odd transactions. This was definitely a pattern worth looking into. If it was all the same bank, I might have dismissed it like Kevin asked me to. However, there were multiple banks. This smelled wrong.


    By the afternoon, I walked over to the clerk’s desk to put on the pressure. “Sorry to bother you,” I said. “Have you by chance gotten any of the documentation I requested?”


    “Oh, yes,” she said, handing me a stack of papers. Nervously, she looked towards the fish bowl of her supervisor’s office before looking back at me. “I haven’t gotten the wire request you asked for yet. I’m still waiting on the bank to send me that information.”


    “Is there anything I can do to help? Would you like me to try and contact the bank?” I asked sweetly.


    Shaking her head, she said, “I’ll call again today.”


    I nodded and told her thank you before I left, heading towards the elevators to get back to the floor they kept us on. Once I rounded the corner, I heard her supervisor call her into his office and knew what would come next.


    It didn’t take long for the guy to make his way to our conference room to speak to Kevin. They stood outside the room to chat. Kevin looked back through the glass at me a couple of times. That made it easy to know I was the topic of conversation. When the guy left and Kevin walked in, I braced myself.


    “I’m confused why you are still asking about those miscellaneous wires.” His arms were folded, and even Jim looked up only to quickly look back to his laptop, feeling the storm that was about to blow through.


    Holding my ground, I explained everything to Kevin. I showed him my spreadsheet with all the charges that looked like bank fees and the miscellaneous wires. He couldn’t deny that things looked suspicious. “I agree it’s weird. But total that.”


    Hitting the sum button, I totaled the miscellaneous fees after sorting the data not to include the legitimate bank fees. The amount was minimal when compared to the total balance of the bank accounts. “There may be a problem, but it really isn’t worth the time to pursue.” I was about to argue when he held up a hand. “Look into the top five largest accounts and see if you find the same issue and get me your results. But I also need you to check the online confirms for banks before you leave tonight.”


    He’d given me a green light but put a stumbling block in my path. It was already getting late and they had a ton of accounts. Determination became my middle name. When I looked up after completing my task, I was alone. Kevin and Jim had left an hour earlier. Submitting my finding to Kevin via e-mail, I packed up. It was dark outside the glass windows of the room I was in. We’d been told that the lights were on a movement timer for conservation. Obviously, I was the last on the floor. When I stepped out, the light blinked on and I hastily made my way to the elevators. The lobby was equally deserted with only a lonely guard whose face was buried in a newspaper when I exited the building, grateful for the city that never slept. Pedestrians were headed about, making me feel less alone.


    At home, I ate a quick dinner. Lizzy texted me, she’d be out. I was beginning to miss her. She was hardly home these days, spending much of her time at her gallery or with Hans.


    When my phone rang, I reached for it like a heat-seeking missile, hoping Kalen was on the other end.


    “Hey you,” I said once I had the phone to my ear.


    “My Irish rose, I need to see you.”


    “I wish I could see you too,” I replied, soaking in his brogue that did wicked things to my insides.


    “Skype me. If I can’t touch you, I need to see you.”


    “Can I Facetime you instead?”


    Giving his consent, I set it up and got my fill of my Highlander. “What are you wearing under that tank top?”


    “This,” I said, pulling down a little to give him a peak of my cleavage.”


    “You like to tease, do you now?” he asked.


    Grinning, I said, “If you were here, then I’d show you how much I’m not a tease.”


    Groaning, he said, “I’m going to have to teach you another lesson about not teasing me when I’m about to head into a meeting.”


    That promise made me instantly wet. “Talk about a tease.”


    His husky laugh went well with his gorgeous face. I still couldn’t believe this man was mine or kind of mine. “Can I ask you a question?”


    “Always.”


    “Assets,” I began.


    Even through the tiny screen, I could see that his eyes grew heavy. “And what a fine ass you have.”


    Tilting my head back on a laugh, I said, “Assets, not ass.” I shook my head a little and let my eye look north for a second to try and keep my head out of the gutter.


    Chuckling, he added, “Yes, you have very nice assets. Besides your ass, your breasts make my mouth water. Your balance sheet is so in line with an acquisition or rather I like the idea of a hostile takeover. And your -,”


    Clearly teasing me, he knew to what I was referring when he referenced a well known business term such as balance sheet. So I cut him off before we got sidetracked. I smirked before I said, “It about business assets.” Then I told him about my problem at work. I didn’t give him specifics about the client because of confidentiality. Still, I gave him enough information to ask the question I wanted. “I’m new at this. My training coming from books and all, but this just doesn’t seem right. My boss thinks that I should let it go.”


    “Bailey,” he said, sounding all too serious. All the fun was gone from his tone. His face was rigid and held a hint of worry. Added to that, I was taken aback at the use of my name. He hardly ever did. “I agree with you. Even though it may be a small amount, it doesn’t appear random but very deliberate.”


    “Yeah, exactly,” I said. It was good that someone else agreed with me.


    “If your supervisor doesn’t see it and you don’t get the cooperation from the accounting department, I would suggest you either go over your boss’s head to a partner in your firm or seek out the board or CEO for the company that you are working with. Better yet, both. Let them decide if they want to look into it further.”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    He smiled deliciously at me. “I wish I could kiss that pretty face of yours. Still, seeing you makes it easier. I have to get to this meeting. But I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    “Goodnight,” I said foolishly. He was halfway around the world, it wouldn’t be night where he was.


    “Sleep well, Lass.” And he clicked off.


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


     


     


    On Tuesday, after reviewing my findings, Kevin gave me the green light to look at an additional few more accounts. I drafted an e-mail and sent it to the accounting team requesting more information regarding those weird wires.


    Wednesday morning, in my chair I found a folded piece of paper. Upon opening it, I discovered a symbol that took up most of the eight-by-ten sheet of paper, a stop sign. Immediately, I looked around. But the floor we were on didn’t hold the accounting people. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for.


    Showing it to Kevin and Jim, Kevin laughed it off. “It’s just a paper. It doesn’t have your name on it or anything. The cleaning people could have left it.”


    I, on the other hand, didn’t think so. But what could I do? Call the police and suggest that someone was threatening me with a stop sign in regard to several minor amount wires? There was no writing to suggest this was directed at me, nor any hint at repercussion.  No, they would think I was crazy. Instead, I didn’t stay late at work for the next few days. Whatever I needed to do after hours, I would do at home. Anna was still laid up with the flu and Jim wasn’t one to go against Kevin. So I plodded through.


    “Maybe you need to go ahead and tell someone else about this or go back to your boss and explain that you feel threatened,” Kalen said on video. His hands were balled into fists and he looked like he was ready to punch someone.


    “Kevin is just a jerk. And after I turned down his advances, I doubt he’ll listen to me.” When Kalen’s face contorted into rage, I realized my mistake.


    “Your boss hit on you,” he said very slowly and very carefully.


    “Yeah, but I handled it.” I omitted the how of it. I didn’t think he’d appreciate the lengths Matt went to, to get my boss to buy into the boyfriend ruse.


    “Bailey, did he touch you?” he asked, referring to my boss. His eyes looked dark and dangerous.


    “No, nothing like that. Honestly, he’s left me alone since I made it very clear I wasn’t interested.”


    “But are you telling me that he is possibly blocking you from getting your job done because you won’t sleep with him?”


    “No, I didn’t say anything about sleeping with him. He asked me out and made it seem like I was hitting on him.” My damn mouth. Kalen flustered me. I said more that only made things worse.


    “He did what?” he growled.


    Shit, shit, shit. “It’s over. Don’t worry about it.”


    “I am worried,” he grumbled. “Don’t be alone with him ever. And don’t stay at the office after hours. I’m not there to protect you.” He made anger noises. “I know you haven’t gotten any other threats. And it’s likely whoever left that paper isn’t a hardened criminal. Still, you need to keep your wits about you. This person may get desperate.”


    It felt good that Kalen believed me and was concerned, unlike Kevin. He also knew that calling the police at this point was futile. “Yes. I’ll do what you ask,” I said, trying to calm him.


    “I want to see you Friday. As soon as my plane lands, I’ll meet you at your job.”


    “Okay,” I agreed because I honestly wanted to see him too.


    The week went by with no more subtle messages. Kalen called me every night and wanted to set me up with my own personal security. But I refused. I wouldn’t be able to explain to my boss or client why I was allowing someone to follow me around. And that was where the possible threat was.


    Thankfully, Lizzy had been home the past few nights. We talked about her adventures with Hans and she played off the fact that he wasn’t the right guy for her. I didn’t press. She wanted to try it out with him. I’d given her advice but wouldn’t keep hounding her about it because, from what I was told, he wasn’t a bad guy. More importantly, he wasn’t treating her bad.


    By Friday, a very pale Anna showed up. She was swamped, so I let her be most of the day.  When Kalen texted that his plane was going to be later than expected, I went to Sully’s with the team and only because Anna begged me. Lizzy was out, and being at home alone waiting didn’t seem appealing.


    “You’re okay, right?” I asked sitting next to her in the booth. She made the move so I wouldn’t sit next to Kevin. He, on the other hand, wasn’t paying much attention to me at all, thankfully. In fact, he’d called a girl over who apparently worked at our firm. A girl that I’d never met.  He did some heavy flirting. And I was just grateful he’d moved on.


    “Yeah, I’m better. I’m not even sure it was the flu. Whatever it is, I’m ready to party,” she said, but the smile on her face was clouded by the tired look in her eyes. She may have been well enough to brave work, but she still wasn’t one hundred percent.


    Jim looked sorrowfully up and over at her. They hadn’t spoken much that day, but I assumed it was because she was behind. Thinking about it, she’d walked with me and we talked about the latest episode of the favorite TV show we shared. She hadn’t once spoken to him.


    We were finishing up nachos when I got a text from Kalen that he would be outside in five. I’d texted him earlier where he could meet me when I found out he was going to be late. Excusing myself, I told Anna that my boyfriend was here and the rest that I’d catch them later. I moved like the wind just shy of running to get outside and into Kalen’s arms. It felt like forever and sleep just hadn’t been good without him. Not to mention my libido was on full alert with all the sexting and Facetime we’d been doing.


    Flinging myself in his arms, he breathed, “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”


    Lifting on my toes, I pressed my mouth to his. Nipping at his lower lip to gain entry, once inside, I tasted him like his mouth was the last place on earth to find peace. With my arms wrapped around his neck, I pressed as close as I could. He threaded his fingers in my hair. New Yorkers just streamed by us, ignoring all the PDA. When we finally separated, a voice spoke behind me that could forever change things.


    “Well, you sure are fast at changing boyfriends. This isn’t the finance you tongue fucked the other day in front of the office.” I didn’t have to turn to know Kevin was the one speaking. I closed my eyes unable to explain to Kalen at this very moment. Kevin just kept going. “If I were you, I’d drop her. She tried to hit on me too.”


    Stepping around me, Kalen moved to Kevin. I turned in time to see him plant a fist in Kevin’s face. Covering my mouth from horror, pedestrians didn’t even blink. They just stepped aside. “Don’t ever talk about her like that again.”


    Then Kalen wrapped a firm grip around my arm and led me to the dark SUV we’d driven in the other night.


    “Kalen, I can explain.”


    Putting his fingers on my lips, he shook his head. Opening the door, he spoke to his driver, “Take Miss Glicks home.” And he shut the door, not getting in. When the car drove off, Kalen hadn’t even bothered to look at me again or say goodbye.


    Tears sprang to my eyes. He would no doubt think I was cheating on him. But that kiss happened after we’d had a fight, and I hadn’t asked for it.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


     


     


    I washed away my tears in the shower once I got home. And I cried myself to sleep, waking when the bed dipped.  My eyes opened in alarm. There straddling my hips, looming over me like the grim reaper, was Kalen.


    “Kalen,” I said.


    “Don’t talk,” he growled.


    Blinking away the possibility of a dream, I asked, “Why are you here? Why did you come?”


    Brushing my bed head back away from my face, he said, “When you didn’t answer, I let myself in.”


    “I didn’t give you a key,” I mused stupidly.


    “I’m handy with a lock.” That answered the question about all the other times he’d gotten in. I would need to talk to Lizzy about beefing up security.


    His thumb brushed over my mouth, more tenderly than his expression revealed. He looked beyond angry. Which led me to my next question. “Why are you here?”


    Capturing my wrists and planting them on either side of my head, he leaned down to whisper over my lips. “My cock has waited an entire week to be buried inside you.” He gently bit my ear and skimmed his teeth down the line of my throat, eliciting a groan from me. Moving quickly, he tugged my body down and took both wrists to pull them tight over my head while cupping my breast.


    Sucking in a breath, his words sent signals to my brain that I should be insulted, but the T-junction of my thighs had other ideas. Whispering, I said, “And what about you? Do you want to be here?” I questioned because when he’d left me earlier, I was certain he’d wanted to be anywhere but near me.


    Holding my breath, I waited for his answer. “It’s up for debate.” This time my anger flared. If he didn’t want to be here…


    “You know what a safe word is?” he asked. I nodded, confused about what he was about to do. I’d read my fair share of hot romance books and was familiar with the term. “You’re safe phrase is Fuck You.”  And with that, he stole the response I’d been about to use. His hand headed south like a runaway freight train, taking all reason with it. “Don’t move,” he demanded when I lifted my hips in order to rub myself more on his hand and possibly reach the buldge that was in his pants. When he let go of my wrist, I almost reached out to touch him. Then I remembered his command for me not to move. I so didn’t want him to stop because I was already teetering on the edge.


    When he reached up to loosen his tie, I recognized that he was still wearing what he had on from earlier. What I didn’t expect was for him to bind my wrists with it and tie me to one of the metal rungs of the headboard. “Why?” I asked.


    “Because you don’t deserve to touch me,” he said.  There was no humor in his voice. “And I told you to keep quiet, Red.”


    Unable to comply, I muttered, “Red’s better than Sweetheart, but it’s not Lass.”


    “You lost the right to be called Lass when you let him kiss you.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. “It remains to be seen if you will ever be Lass again. And it will be Sweetheart if you open that pretty little mouth of yours again. The only time it should open is if I’m shoving my cock in it.”


    Honestly, I would have spoken, but he kissed me then rough and hard, tender and sweet. I couldn’t make head or tails of his mood.  When he took his mouth away from my bruised lips and sucked in my nipple, I couldn’t stop the moan. He assaulted my breast, pinching one and sucking the other before gently biting, taking me to the edge and back before doing the same to the other.  He kissed his way down my body and sucked on my nub. Gritting my teeth, I choked down the noise I wanted to make for fear he would stop and leave me hanging.


    So close, I panted, hoping he would just continue for another few seconds. As if he purposefully wanted to torture me, he removed his mouth. Seconds later, he flipped me over so fast I’d barely caught my breath before he lifted my hips and entered me so slowly. “You’re so tight,” he said taking his time, inch by inch. When I felt his balls on my ass, and the tip of his penis at the end of me, he leaned over my shoulder and picked a hell of a time to want to talk.


    “Is Matt your finance?” Keeping to his directive, I shook my head no. “Has he ever been your finance?” Again I shook my head.  He started to kiss the nape of my neck and I wiggled my ass. “Stop moving,” he said, swatting me lightly on the side of my bottom. “Have you fucked him?” I shook my head again, hearing the anger behind his voice. I wanted to explain. Right then however, I knew he didn’t want to listen. “You let him kiss you, though.” Swallowing, I neither confirmed nor denied. He rose up and slammed into me. Pulling almost all the way out, he slammed into me again. Tears pricked at my eyes. And not because he was causing me pain. But because I’d caused him pain. He gripped my hair and tugged my head back only to assault my neck with kisses that sent shivers down my spine. He made his way up to my ear and spoke very clearly. “When you wrapped your lips around my cock, they became mine. You are mine, Bailey.”


    A whimper left my lips. “Say it,” he demanded.


    “I’m yours,” I said right before he rammed into me again and again, building my orgasm with each stroke. His hips shifted and he angled his stroke to make contact with my g-spot over and over again. When he took his free hand and cupped my breast, squeezing it just a little, I moaned again.


    “Come for me.” And like that I came apart bit by bit, stifling a scream. His breaths became more erratic when he followed me to ecstasy.


    I woke alone. This time there was no note. But my hands were unbound. Slowly, I got up, my legs felt weak, my innards sweetly bruised, my heart shattered. I didn’t bother to call. I had my pride. Instead, I texted him a lame apology and got ready for the day.


    Lizzy came home Saturday afternoon to find me curled up in a chair, eyes red-rimmed, or so she claimed. And I told her everything that happened.


    “Hon,” she said, taking me in a hug. I released more tears than I thought I had left.


    “He hates me,” I cried.


    Chuckling, she said, “He wouldn’t come over to fuck someone he hates.”


    “Maybe,” I said.


    “Maybe my ass. Honey, he’s not hard on the eyes. It wouldn’t be hard for him to find someone to sleep with. But he came here to you. Give him some time.”


    “I guess.”


    “Do you love this guy?” she asked point blank.


    My eyes looked at the tiled ceiling as if it held the answer. “I don’t know if it’s love,” I confessed. “I’ve only known him for a couple of weeks. But it certainly feels like I’m falling in love.”


    She hugged me one more time. “Should I cancel my trip?”


    “Trip?” I questioned.


    “Don’t you remember? I’m going to Chicago to hang out with Matt. This was already planned before he showed up the other week. Still, I think I should go. I need to convince him to forgive dad, you know?”


    Nodding, I did know. “No, you should go. I’ll be fine.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


     


     


    Time turned into days. I’d spent the weekend working the mystery of the cash. By Monday after work, I’d gone through all the accounts. There were over a hundred. Kevin hadn’t shown up that day, for which I was thankful. So engrossed in my work, I made a mistake.  I found myself in a lit room staring out the glass into the dark. The low-walled cubes made it easy to see that no one was around.


    Packing up, I headed out the door expecting the light to turn on with my movement outside the conference room. Nothing. I started to take swift steps to the elevator when computer screens across the room lit up. The message that scrolled across the array of neon colored backgrounds on various monitors throughout the open space said, “Last warning, STOP.”


    Feet don’t fail me now, was my mantra when I hightailed it to the elevator banks. Hitting the down button with rapid fingers that mirrored my heartbeats, I stopped breathing until the ding of the elevator alerted me to its arrival. Jumping in, I did the same furious tapping on the L button.


    With the final ding, I ran out of the lobby into the dark with New Yorkers streaming down the sidewalk. The walkway wasn’t thick with people, but there were enough to make me feel marginally safe.


    After heading to the subway, I leaned against the wall. I pulled out my phone and remembered that Lizzy was in Chicago with Matt. If I called they would both be worried and catch a flight back. So I made a decision and dialed Kalen instead.


    When he answered, I hadn’t expected it. “Kalen,” I breathed.


    He’d obviously heard the panic in my voice and said, “What’s wrong?”


    “I’m scared,” I began. Then I explained what happened.


    “Stay where you are. I’ll be right there.”


    And I did. I didn’t feel safe until his hands cupped the sides of my face and peeled me from the wall. Tucking me in his embrace, I breathed in his scent and the comfort that came along with it.


    Taking my hand, we walked over to the SUV and got in the back. He didn’t speak to the driver, but we headed away. “Are you alright?” he asked.


    It was the only thing he said to me. “Yes,” I said, still shaking.


    Puzzled, we ended up in that same garage from our last date. We entered the same elevator, except this time it opened into a lavish apartment. Floor to ceiling windows lined the wall ahead. Dark wood floors filled the place as far as my eye could see. A spacious living room and dining room area was filled with minimal furniture. Each piece had been carefully selected to look more like art that cozy pieces. A floating, twisting staircase led upstairs to places unknown.


    The kitchen was large with wood cabinets complementary to the dark floors. Shiny stainless steel appliances sent shine to the granite countertops.  It was all mastery decorated with splashings of brick red, oranges and green placed fluidly throughout the space. Apparently he liked the outdoors, because that was what the space felt like, bringing the outdoors in.


    And as exciting as it was to finally see his place, all the emotional fear and sorrow from the past few days caught up with me and I began to crumble inside. First there was a tear.  Then my knees felt weak. I wasn’t weak normally, except in his presence, but today I couldn’t help it.


    Kalen had me in his arms. “I’m sorry,” I cried on his shoulder.


    He didn’t speak. And I had to get it out. “You’d left me the night before pissed. I didn’t know if I was ever going to see you again. Then Matt offered to help. I didn’t know he was going to kiss me. And I told him afterwards that my heart belonged to you.” Stepping back, he searched my face. In response, I added, “Yes, even though I wasn’t sure if I would see you again, I turned him down. It was always you.”


    Without any words, he closed the little distance he’d created and kissed me. It felt so right being with him. The L word bubbled in my chest. Could you love someone after about a month of knowing them? I didn’t know. I did know that I was in deeper than my waist in a lake of L feelings with this guy, like, lust, and maybe on my way to love.


    “This Matt guy should feel pretty damn lucky I haven’t met him. I don’t take kindly to one touching what belongs to me. And you, Lass, most certainly belong to me.”


    As much as his words sent flutters in my belly, I said, “I don’t want to belong to anyone.”


    “If it’s flowery words you need, Lass, I don’t have them. I can’t say meaningless words. I can only tell you no other woman has made me want. No woman has ever stirred things in me you have. You are like no other woman.” His hand cupped my cheek.


    Placing my hand over his, I said, “I don’t mean to put you on the spot. I hardly know you.  But I’m not the kind of girl to go around sleeping with guys for the hell of it. I don’t need flowery words. I don’t even need promises. But I need to know that you think that this could go somewhere. That I’m not just a good sex partner. I wasn’t raised to give my heart away so easily, much less sex.”


    When he didn’t speak, I added, “I should go home.” My heart was breaking as the words tumbled out of my mouth. But I didn’t allow it to show.


    “Bailey,” he said, reaching out to me. It was so very weird to hear him say my name. “I can’t promise you forever because I wasn’t planning on staying here in America. And I won’t be selfish like my father and ask you to leave your home, your life, and move to Scotland with me. We barely know each other and look how that turned out for my parents.”


    “So you are leaving?”


    Letting go of my hand, he looked away for a second before focusing on me again. “If it wasn’t for my father’s rule about funding my college, I wouldn’t be here. I paid him back in service the last four years, spending much of my time at various international offices so I wouldn’t have to be near the man. Then, just when I thought I could leave, he up and dies, surprising everyone by leaving everything to me. I was here to get the company stable after his death with plans to leave as soon as that was done. Then I met you.”


    “And?” I asked, tentatively hopeful.


    “And you’ve turned my world inside out. I can’t close my eyes without seeing your face. I don’t have a free moment when I’m not thinking about you. My dick is a loyal son of a bitch and only has eyes for you. You weren’t supposed to matter. No woman ever has. Yet I can’t let you go. I can’t let you walk away.”


    “And you can’t promise me anything either.” Okay, maybe I was a hypocrite. I’d told him I didn’t need promises. And really I didn’t. I needed hope for future promises.


    “You deserve a guy better than me, Lass. I grew up a scoundrel on the streets, stealing and preying on young girls’ hearts to get in their pants. I don’t deserve a woman like you. Sweet, kind, thoughtful, true.”


    “How can you know this about me?” I asked.


    He reached out, caressed my cheek and said, “Because I’ve seen how you act. I’ve talked to you. Even though you left home, what your family thinks of you matters. You care about this Matt guy enough not to string him or me along. You’re passionate about a company you’re not even invested in to take your own time to find a potential fraud even when your boss tells you to leave it alone. You have principles. You care.”


    “And you make me feel safe, you make me feel beautiful. You care or I wouldn’t be here. Yet we stand on opposite sides of a river bank.”


    “Lass,” he said, letting his hand fall away.


    Then it was my turn to stop him. “I’m not trying to trap you. We should just stop before one of us gets hurt,” I said. Namely me, but my heart was already breaking. “Just let me know where I can sleep.”


    With his hand on the small of my back, he guided me up the stairs and into a room that held a huge bed with a leather footstool at the end. The only other furniture in the room was a tall chest. Stepping out of his reach, I headed for the open door that looked like a bathroom and shut myself in.


    I heard his retreating footsteps and the door to the bedroom close. Stripping, I got in the shower wondering if I would ever be the same. Finger brushing my teeth with toothpaste I found in a drawer, I stepped out into the empty room in a towel. The chest proved fruitful. This was Kalen’s room despite its impersonal nature. Slipping on a white tee shirt I found, I slipped under the covers and prayed for sleep.


    Sleep was as elusive as Kalen’s heart. I missed Lizzy so damn bad and had to fight from calling her. I didn’t want her to worry. Buried in the pillows, I smelled his familiar woodsy scent. With eyes closed for so long, I wondered if it were possible to sleep here. Just when I felt the tug of dreamland, arms tugged me close. Not wanting to talk but just enjoy this final time in his embrace, I continued my even breathing, drifting. Just before sleep claimed me, I swore I heard a murmur of words. “I can say I don’t think I can live without you.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


     


     


    It wasn’t the sun or a blare of an alarm that woke me. Instead, I just got up on instinct alone. He was gone like a ghost, and I couldn’t be sure he’d even been there holding me last night. My phone buzzed to life a few seconds later. Kalen.


    Reading several texts, he urged me to speak to my boss or go to the CEO of the company and explain what was going on if my boss wouldn’t listen. He told me that he would have a security company come to beef up the locks on Lizzy’s apartment because if he could so easily get in, so could someone else. He offered me to stay at his place, but I would decline that. It was clear things weren’t going to move any further between us. None of his texts mentioned us.  The last text said my clothes were on the chair. I turned because I didn’t remember a chair in the room. The only furniture had been a chest. There was a flat screen mounted on the wall, but that was it.


    Rolling over, I saw the chair and my clothes neatly laid across it. My clothes. He’d gone to my apartment. Walking over there, he’d also brought me a matching bra and panty set from my drawer. The funniest thing about the outfit was that it was a pant suit he’d selected. Kalen had been super intent on me always wearing a dress or skirt. What was he saying with this outfit?


    Shrugging, I couldn’t think about it more. I just got dressed and walked to the kitchen where coffee, a bagel and fresh fruit he’d mentioned waited for me. Eating, I also knew his driver would be there to take me to work. However, I called a cab. This would be a clean break. With my dress folded up and pushed into my messenger bag, I headed out, not alerting his driver I was ready because I wouldn’t be using his services.


    When I walked into our workspace, Kevin was there. Goodie. He sported a shiner and I waited for him to tell me I was off the team or something, but he said nothing. Anna looked at me, but with us all in this room with no privacy I couldn’t tell her anything.  So instead, I told them all about what happened Friday night.


    “No way,” Anna said.


    “Come on Bailey, that’s just not possible,” Kevin said, looking at me like I was a crack pot.


    “Are you calling me a liar?” I asked Kevin, because Jim, as usual, was quiet.


    “No, but-,” he began.


    “Well, I think we should report this.” My face let him know I wasn’t moving on this point. I wasn’t crazy. This happened. Someone was obviously telling me to stop my looking into this problem, which only made me a firm believer that I was on to something.


    Kevin got on his cell phone and Anna mouthed the word lunch. I nodded and stepped out of the room. I feared that Kevin wasn’t going to fully support me and that Kalen was right. I’d already gotten the main line phone number and called to speak to Mr. Glenn, the CEO of the company. It was privately held, but they had a board. However, I didn’t have time to request that the entire board get together. Who knew if this person would resort to violence next?


    “Mr. Glenn’s office,” his secretary said as I stood in the hallway near the bathroom on my cell.


    “Yes, I need to see Mr. Glenn today if at all possible.”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Glenn has meetings scheduled all day. In fact, he’s booked for the week. Can I ask what this is in reference to?”


    I needed to see him and my only way was through his secretary. So I had to tell her something. “My name is Bailey Glicks and I’m an auditor. I think I may have found some oddities on the books that I need to inform him about asap. I just need five minutes of his time.”


    She paused. “Give me a minute.”


    When the Muzak came on, I hoped he would be interested enough to give me some of his time. Going over my supervisor’s head may cost me my job, but I didn’t know what else to do. I could have called my former supervisor in Boston, but what could she do from there? I would, however, tell her what I’d done after I spoke to Mr. Glenn.


    Coming back on the line, his secretary said, “He’s in the middle of a conference call, but he can see you in fifteen minutes.”


    Nodding, I realized she couldn’t see me. “Okay, thanks.” And I hung up. Heading back to the room, Kevin was waiting for me.


    “Their IT department said something like that is highly unlikely. But they are going to look into it.”


    Time moved like molasses. My heart raced and I’d already saved my spreadsheet on a thumb drive, prepared to present it to the CEO. The picture of the guy had his hair all grey and a face sterner than my father’s. I could only hope he took me seriously. My dad didn’t look at women as powerful or smart enough to listen to, not even me.  I seriously was betting on this man to trust what I found.


    When ten minutes passed, I got up and Kevin looked at me. “Where are you going?”


    “Bathroom,” I said. I lied, but there was no way I could tell him what I was doing.


    “Didn’t you just come from there?” he asked to my back as I exited our conference room. I didn’t bother to dignify that with an answer. I was an adult. He wasn’t my keeper. My boss, maybe, but even that was debatable.


    It didn’t take rocket science to know that the head man’s office was on the top floor. When it pinged, I was greeted by a woman in her thirties, hair pulled back smartly in a simple low knot. Her crisp suit made crinkle sounds as she moved.


    “Miss Glicks,” she said. I nodded. “Have a seat. He will be with you shortly.”


    I sat in one of the four leather chair arranged conversational style a ways from her desk. The only thing I’d brought with me was the thumb drive. So I turned it all about in my fingers as I waited nervously, playing out my speech in my head. I would be concise and to the point. I’d offer the thumb drive. If he thought I was some whack job, I would be looking for new employment. I’d just have to convince him. Despite the relatively small amounts taken from each account on a monthly basis, added all up over a years’ time it totaled a considerable amount across all accounts.


    There was a ping or a buzz and his secretary said, “He will see you now.”


    Standing, I straightened my jacket and took a deep breath. I stepped forward and opened the office door, closing it behind me. Taking another breath I turned and froze.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


     


     


    “Kalen,” I said, looking at him standing in front of the desk as if he’d risen to meet me. “What are you doing here? I can fight my own battles. I don’t need you to hand hold me to talk to Mr. Glenn.” My eyes narrowed. I stepped to the side to see that no one sat behind the desk. “Where is he?”


    “Bailey,” he said. Something in his voice held caution. With each time he said my name, and not Lass, it felt more final that our short love affair was over.


    “Kalen, this isn’t the time. I need to explain to Mr. Glenn this problem. You even said yourself I should.” My forehead wrinkled in my confusion. “How did you know where I worked?”


    “I didn’t,” he said. There was a pained expression on his face I didn’t understand, at first.


    “But,” then I saw it. The red blob hung on his wall. “Your name isn’t Woodrow Glenn, is it?” Even though the words tumbled out of my mouth, I knew otherwise.


    “No,” he said. “My name is Jeremy Kalen Brinner Glenn. Woody Glenn was my father.”


    And the world tilted on its axis. My back slid down the door of the office I’d been leaning on. Kalen rushed over. In a whisper, I said, “You lied to me.”


    “No, I didn’t tell you my full name because it was nice not having someone know who I was. I wanted to see if you’d like me as Kalen and not the son of a billionaire.”


    Billionaire. The word made my heart stop. I knew he was well off, like Lizzy, but billionaire? “Still you lied. Lizzy knew who you were. But I told her your name and she thought you were someone else.” There had been a Jeremy Glenn at her showing. And Kalen had been there.


    “Bailey, I never meant to lie to you. Women are always out to get me for what they think I have. Honestly, I didn’t believe you didn’t know who I was at first. But you didn’t.”


    “No,” I said, still finding it hard to breath. “How long have you known I worked here? Was this a game? Is everything you told me a lie?”


    “Lass, I had no idea you were an auditor here. I swear I didn’t know until my secretary cut into my conference call saying you needed to see me. And no, everything I told you was truth.” But how could I trust him?


    “And what are we going to do?” I asked, holding up the thumb drive. There was no need to explain about the potential fraud problems because I already had.  And our relationship or whatever it was then was a problem because we’d crossed many boundaries in terms of my fiduciary independence in his audit.


    He stood and brought me to my feet. He kissed me like it was goodbye, holding me in his arm around my waist. His kiss was like fire and it said so many things. “I love you, Lass.”


    “What, wait, why are you saying it now?” I asked, confused by the look of sorrow on his face.


    “Because I need you to remember that.” And he walked me to a chair in front of his desk and made a call. In a matter of minutes, his top in-house counsel was in the office sitting in the chair as I recanted what I found and Kalen filled in the bit about how we didn’t know about each other’s work place.


    The man looked at me and asked, “You can honestly tell me that you didn’t know who he was?”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “John,” Kalen warned. “Trust me, she didn’t know.”


    “What, did you find her under a rock? You’re in the news,” the man said, sounding contrite.


    I didn’t like that he was talking about me like I wasn’t there. “No, I don’t read or watch the news that often. It’s depressing.”


    “Okay fine,” he said, holding up a hand. “Say I believe you two. You said you guys went out. How did either of you not find out you were in the same office?”


    Opening my mouth, Kalen beat me to it. “I constantly have meetings outside of the office. We never met at her work place. I’ve explained this to you.”


    “Well, you know you two can’t see each other now. The auditor that found this problem,” he waved a hand over in my direction then at my spreadsheet, which Kalen had pulled up on his monitor. “And the head of the company. The FBI is going to have to get involved in order to follow the money trail.” When Kalen didn’t answer, the lawyer said, “Jeremy.”


    It was so strange to hear him being called by another name. “We ended things yesterday.” Kalen looked at me as if to say I’m sorry. And I got it. He’d confessed his feeling to me because he knew we wouldn’t be allowed to be together.


    “No more contact,” the lawyer warned. “No email, phone or any contact at all.”


    My day and chastisement didn’t end there. My supervisor and the partner in charge of this engagement were brought in. I had to explain the whole sordid affair again along with my findings. It didn’t help that Kevin was there. Thankfully, he didn’t mention the fist. That would have only complicated things further.


    Even though I would be a hero if I’d discovered fraud, I was placed on administrative leave. And the team would be replaced and the audit started from scratch. I was admonished again and warned to keep my distance from Kalen.


    In the conference room, Anna and Jim were already gone by the time I came to get my things. But Kevin was there moments later. “Trying to sleep your way to the top, I should have known.”


    “If you don’t stay away from me, I’ll give you a matching black eye.” Proudly, I walked out of the room and headed home. But that wasn’t my final destination. Four hours later, in my rental car, I pulled up to the security gate.


    “Bailey, long time no see,” a guy I grew up with said.


    “Hi, Samuel.”


    “Go on ahead,” he said, raising the gate. We lived a simple life, but curiosity about the Amish had brought reporters and other people to our door even though we weren’t Amish. Darn close, if you asked me. We lived for the most part without modern conveniences. Our community was based on old traditions and very old fashion values. Women’s roles were far from progressive. And the jeans I wore wouldn’t be allowed.


    As I drove to my parents’ home, I thought about my call to Lizzy.  She’d been supportive and tried to convince me to come to Chicago. She even tried to talk me into giving her brother a shot. But another man wasn’t what I needed. I hadn’t gotten over the one I had. He’d told me he loved me, and what was I suppose to do with that information?


    Pulling up onto the grass because cars weren’t a common sight there, I got out the car, noticing that a man stood working on the front window. Before I got my bag out of the trunk, that man turned. And it was like time had frozen. He hadn’t changed a bit. He was as handsome as the last time I saw him. “Turner.”


    “Bailey,” he said. And my heart stopped.


    


    
      
        <<<<>>>>

        


         
      

    

  


  
    


    PART TWO ~ Balance Sheet Series ~ LIABILITIES


    WILL BE OUT LATE SPRING/EARLY SUMMER 2013


     


    Liabilities reduce asset value.  And right now, Bailey assumes her assets are worthless and her liabilities endless. Put on a leave of absence and required to stay away from Kalen, she heads to the only place she knows. Home.


                                                      


    Too bad home is like stepping back in time. The only thing that stays the same and quickens her heart is her best friend, her first of many including love, Turner.


     


    Confused about everything, she doesn’t expect Kalen to show up. When he tells her that she may still be in danger, she’s not sure what she should do to protect herself and more importantly to protect her heart.
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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.”

 






 



BONUS POV from Assets (Kalen)


copyright 2013 - Shannon Dermott

 

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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ONE

 

Time melted away as I projected a calm I didn’t feel. Bailey was in the hands of someone with nothing to lose. Thus far even though hours had passed, they hadn’t contacted anyone that we knew of for ransom. So this was most likely personal. The longer she was gone, the more likelihood, we wouldn’t find her safe.

Turner’s pacing came to stop. He looked up at me with fathomable eyes that clearly spoke of volumes of love for a woman I claimed as mine. 

“So who’s coming again?”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. I’d already explained this to him, Bailey’s father and then to the council members of the community where she’d grown up. My temper flared, but I tamped it down. He held the same fear I did.

“Matt,” I gritted. I took a second to breathe before I finished. “Lizzy, Bailey’s best friend from college’s brother.”

A hand scrubbed over his face before he nodded. “Why would he fly here at a minute’s notice?”

Frustration welled up in me. I felt the Gaelic words to express myself on my tongue. I held them back even though he wouldn’t understand them. I fought the urge to push back at the guy. It was bad enough she hadn’t chosen me. But to put up with his grilling of me was starting to crack my façade. “She’s his sister’s best friend and a cop,” I repeated in so many words. 

Turner wasn’t a stupid guy. He looked at me man to man, calling me on my bullshit.

“I think he may have had a thing for her,” I admitted. 

He shook his head as if to say he figured as much.

“I don’t think anything ever came of it. She’s really close to their family,” I said before I wondered why I was explaining myself.

After taking a cleansing breath, I opened my eyes to find his brown eyes trained on me. “And a security team from a company you just purchased is picking this Matt up before heading here.”

“Yes,” I said, my nerves frayed.

“You bought a company in order to find her?”

It was my turn to scrub my face in hopes of wiping the grimace off it before I spoke. “No, I escalated the purchase. I’d been looking at the company for a while.” I didn’t tell him that I’d been searching to buy a security firm to bring in-house to combat hackers and help screen future and current employees. I’d completed my due diligence weeks ago but had put off the purchase until I could clear my name of possible charges against me. I didn’t care anymore. I bought it now because it was an asset I could use to find her. He was right about that.

His eyes conveyed he wasn’t convinced. “Why are you still here? Especially after—.”

He didn’t have to finish. “Because it’s my problem.”

A fire blazed in his eyes that mirrored my own. “She’s mine to worried about.”

There was a part of me that wanted to dispute his claim. “If it weren’t for my company, she wouldn’t be in this situation. Even if it was someone else, I would be involved. I’m responsible.”

It took a few moments before he nodded. “How long before he shows up?”

A quick look at my watch revealed it would be soon. “Maybe a half an hour.”

“Fine. I’m going to take a walk.”

I watched him go and breathed a sigh of relief. His tension only added to my own. I took the opportunity to answer e-mail on my tablet, after which I made a few phone calls trying not to think about what someone might be doing to my girl. A sobering huff escaped my lips. She wasn’t my girl. She hadn’t chosen me. I wasn’t even sure why I thought I had even stood a chance against a guy she’d known her entire life.

It was her eyes. The way she gazed at me, even after I showed up. They betrayed her words in every way. I’d had no reason to doubt she would be in my arms. Instead, she’d allowed him…

With irritation, I pushed back at my hair before stepping outside to find space to breathe. I would never understand women, and I would never let another woman into my heart again. Ever.

The satellite phone buzzed in my pocket. “Glenn,” I said by way of greeting.

“ETA, five minutes.”

Unceremoniously, I clicked the phone off and headed to the path she’d most likely been taken through in the stalks. I decided not to waste time to find Turner. There was nothing he could do anyway. I had to brief the team and get them started fast. Time was not in our favor. It was more like quicksand. We had to find her alive. And although the thought of seeing her unharmed elated me, what I would have to say to her gave me a choking sensation.






  

Chapter Two

 

Clawing my way to the surface of consciousness was slow. It felt as if I was reaching for a pinprick of light at the end of a very long tunnel. Through it all, I caught snatches of whispered conversation to my left. The words were indistinct and indiscernible. I felt the urge to move my head in that direction to give my ears better chance of making out what was being said. Something stopped me.

Feeling my limbs stretched out to four corners, I remembered. I’d been outside trying to come to terms with my decision. I’d been trying to come up with how I was going to explain myself to Kalen when I heard a noise. I’d turned too late. An arm clamped around me from behind before I could defend myself. A cloth pressed against my mouth and nose. A smell faintly sickly sweet filled my nostrils. Darkness closed in on me like a shut door to the face. With a lingering thought, I didn’t know if it was the smell or lack of oxygen that claimed me.

It was a slow cloud that parted leading me into consciousness. Knowing my situation may have been perilous, I didn’t move. I tried to fight the nausea that threatened to overtake me. For once, I needed to be smart. If I was to survive, I needed to figure a way out. With as slight a movement as I could muster, I tested the bonds on my left foot and arm. There was no give. I cracked my eyes opened, and tried to keep my breathing slow and steady.

My head was faced to the right towards faint light that filtered through heavy drapes. Below the window was a beige AC unit that hummed in the background. Just to the left of the window I spied a door. My guess was I was in a motel of some sort. Where, I had no idea. I also didn’t know how long I’d been out.

Calming my brain, I tried to listen again to the continued murmurs from the other side of the room. There was no hope. They were doing a good job of being quiet enough so that I couldn’t tell for sure if the voices were female, male or one of each.

There was no way to know without seeing. Could it have been Mike? Turner and Kalen’s plan had been to lock him in the jail, but maybe they hadn’t caught him. If it was Mike, oh god… I racked my brain trying to figure out whom else. There was another option. Whoever trashed Lizzy’s apartment was more likely the culprit. The words die bitch written on my wall was certainly telling. I wasn’t sure which fate was better, death or the sick things Mike might try. In the end, if he had killed old man Fisher, set fire to Mary’s house, he was capable of kidnaping as well. A quick death at the hands of the people stealing from Kalen’s company sounded like the better option.

Kalen. It all came back to him. The idea that I might never be able to explain myself hurt so deep I nearly cried. The fact that I thought of Kalen and not Turner first caused me to lose control over the retching that had been threatening since I first woke up. 

Nothing was in my stomach. I gagged uncontrollably at my fear of death and whatever else my unknown enemy had planned for me.

When I stopped dry heaving, there was silence before movement. There was no need not to look. I turned my head and simultaneously pulled at my bonds. Rope bit into my skin as someone donning a mask filled my vision. The black cat-like disguise covered the person’s head like a sock. Blonde hair that looked too fake to be real sprouted from the top. There were tiny holes at the places where eyes, a nose and a mouth should be. I couldn’t understand how whoever wore it could see or breathe.

“Pretty,” the cat-like woman purred. Once she was closer, I could take my eyes off her hooded face. I took in the rest of her. She wore a black leotard with what appeared like a tail curling off to the side from the back. What was this?

A black-gloved hand reached out and stroked hair that had come lose from my bun off my face. “Pretty,” she purred again. I shifted my head as much as I could from her touch. Warning flares shot off in my head. Could this be worse than Mike or the embezzlers? Had I been snatched by someone else at random? Or was Mike the other person in the room?

Her hand stroked down my cheek, not stopping there. She caressed from my face to my neck and lower still. When she palmed my breast while straddling me, I didn’t even fight the nausea that boiled over in my gut. Her hand left my breast and roughly turned my head to the left at the gagging noise I began to make. Apparently she didn’t want me to choke on my vomit and die. That couldn’t be good. They wanted me to live for what?

Off in the distance, hidden in the shadows in the back of the room towards what appeared to be a bathroom, was another figure. It was too dark and my panic too much in hyper focus for me to tell if the shape was man or woman.

I didn’t have to wait long. A voice rang out. “Don’t.” That one word was all I needed. It was familiar.






  

THREE

 

I took command of the mobile unit that showed up. They parked their truck, which was equipped to rival any Crime Scene Unit, several yards away from the evidence. One of the team members stepped from the back to begin to videotape everything we did. Rulers were set on the ground to measure both the length and width positions of the tread before high quality photos were taken. 

Matt stood next to me watching my security team work. “What did you need me for?” he asked quizzically.

“I wasn’t sure how good these guys would be. I couldn’t take chances. I needed a point person to oversee and let us know what we should do.” 

He stared at me with cop eyes I couldn’t read. “Did you call the authorities?” he asked, watching my eyes as if to tell if I was lying.

“What for? It’s a well-known fact that the police don’t do anything about a missing person for 24 hours.”

He nodded. “What do you know?”

It wasn’t much. I told him about looking for Bailey. How we searched the grounds and asked around before ending up back here. I pointed to the disturbance in the wheat stalks. We walked over, leaving the lab guys to finish at the tire tread. Just as we approached the opening, Turner stepped through.

“You didn’t come get me,” he accused.

“Time was a factor. I assumed you’d appreciate that I was getting my guys on finding Bailey and not you.”

He caught the dig but didn’t flinch. “You’re Matt,” he said to the other man.

Matt reached out a hand. “Yeah, you are…”

“Turner. Bailey’s fiancé,” he announced, taking Matt’s hand in a firm but quick handshake.

Matt’s head snapped in my direction. I pinched the bridge of my nose. It wasn’t the time for a pissing contest. 

“I appreciate you coming out to help,” he said, his face looking hopeful.

“There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Bailey,” Matt said.

This was getting ridiculous. If we didn’t find Bailey soon, none of this posturing would matter.

“Kalen said you had interest in Bailey.”

Matt sized up Turner, measuring his response. “I love Bailey.” Matt stopped and let Turner absorb that statement. “Like a sister though. I won’t lie and say I didn’t make a play for her when I finally took my head out of my ass. But Kalen here had already stolen her from me.”

Had Matt just taken my side? “Matt,” I said, ready to steer this conversation back on task. I pointed to where Turner had just stepped out of stalks as tall as those in the movie Children of the Corn. “This is where we believe he, or whoever it was, came through.”

The cop moved forward, back in investigation mode. Turner gave me a look I ignored. I understood his need to stake a claim. Hell, I might have done the same if I’d had a leg to stand on. Bailey, however, had made her choice. Instead, I followed Matt, ending up back behind Violet’s house.

“Whose place is this?” Matt looked between us.

“Violet’s house. Bailey’s sister. She shares it with her loose cannon of a husband,” I stated, beating Turner to the punch. 

“Loose cannon?” Matt asked.

I shared the story of the night before. Matt’s frown deepened when I gave him the details of the fire, Violet’s injuries and the scuffle that resulted in Mike’s capture.

“And you’re sure this guy had nothing to do with Bailey’s disappearance?”

Turner and I shared a glance. “We checked. He’s still locked up,” Turner offered.

It was easy to tell Matt wanted to see for himself and maybe interrogate our prisoner. “We’ll take you to him.”

I called the leader of the security team on the way and instructed him to let me know immediately when they had something. The guys appeared efficient. They gave me an update and suggested looking into video feeds of nearby cameras. Matt waved away my restating of their ideas. He didn’t want to know about such things. A cop through and through he was. However, it didn’t seem like he wasn’t going to stand in the way of helping us locate Bailey by any means necessary.

The building we approached was unassuming from the front. It looked like any other building in the town. Turner opened the door, which wasn’t locked. We stepped inside into what looked like a living room. There were plenty of places to sit and lounge. Having been here before I knew that beyond the next door lay a room with metal cages. Turner opened the door and stopped. Matt and I crowded in behind to see over his shoulder. All three cages were empty.






  

Chapter Four


 

When my retching subsided, my captor’s hand tightened around my neck. So much for thinking they didn’t want me dead.

“Play nice with the kitty or you won’t live through the day.”

I didn’t have time to analyze the other’s voice in the room for the unwelcome touch started to blur my vision. As suddenly as her hand tightened around my neck it loosened. Her other hand appeared holding a syringe. 

The disembodied voice said only a few words before I fell into darkness again. “Not too much.”

When I woke again all was quiet. Nervously I turned my head slightly to the left. All I could see was a faint glow on the ground. Someone was in the bathroom. Feeling like this might be my only chance I pulled on my bonds more forcefully than the first time. They were taut with very little give. Unable to move anything but my head I started to feel as though there was little hope of my escape.

Staring at the ceiling, my vision adjusted to the lowlight. I took that time to inventory myself. I was still wearing my dress. I could also feel my underclothing. My shoes, however, were gone, leaving my feet in socks, which combatted the faint chill in the air. The fact that I hadn’t been undressed gave me some solace.

I wondered what my next move, or rather no move, would be. My heart ached at the thought of not seeing Kalen, Turner, my parents, my siblings or Lizzie. Had all this happened because I had made a mistake last night? If I had turned Turner away, would I have been outside lost in my thoughts, making myself vulnerable to my captors?

None of that mattered. There was no turning back. I replayed the voice of my other captor in my head. I was pretty sure I knew who that person was. The realization scared me.

The door to the bathroom opened, spilling light into the darkened room. My vision was temporarily blurred as my irises adjusted to the sudden light.

Just as quickly, the female captor stepped into the room, switching the light back off. She stalked towards me and I had a moment to think she might be the greater threat of the two. I closed my eyes to no avail.

“Playing dead won’t save you now. You should’ve thought of that before you meddled in business not your own.”

The bed dipped as she sat next to me. I tried not to cringe but my heart raced, betraying my fear. I said nothing and my masked captor decided to continue with her monologue.

“When the Master gets back, Kitty will get to play with mouse. Pretty mouse.”

She stroked my face with her satin gloved hands. One-handed she squeezed my cheeks until my lips puckered. She dipped her head as if she planned to kiss me. The door opened. Captured I was unable to move my head to get a view of the person who entered. In fact, her face was so close to mine, I could see nothing but her pupils peeking through the tiny eyeholes.

“Pretty mouse is awake. Master must disguise himself.”

She didn’t let go of my face. I couldn’t see beyond her, could only hear movement. Master must have put something down. I heard the bathroom door close before she let go. When she stepped away headed in the same direction, I got a good look at what Master had set down. It was a tripod with a video camera attached. Trepidation crawled over my skin. Based on Kitty’s words and actions, I didn’t think they would be taping me for a ransom video. 


  

FIVE

 

Many things came together in a short period of time. After inspecting the cage and stepping out of the makeshift jail, we were intercepted by a member of the community. A young woman with a sling about her frantically spoke to Turner.

“Beth didn’t show up to morning chores. Father fears she’s missing just like Bailey.”

Turner glanced at me and then to Matt before he spoke to the young woman. “Mary, I think Beth may have let Mike out.”

“What? No, she wouldn’t do that.”

His look held sympathy. Gently he said what we all knew. “He couldn’t have gotten out on his own.”

He let that sink in and waited until she accepted the truth. It was easy to tell when that happened. She sort of crumpled in on herself. The sling began to wail. It took me a moment to realize that a baby was inside. She pulled the bundle out and cradled it to her breasts.

“It’s possible they may have taken your sister.” Turner watched for her reaction and so did I.

She whimpered. “No,” she declared emphatically. “That’s not true. He must have tricked Beth. Has to be.”

I waited for her to ask about her sister, but she didn’t. Turner didn’t seem to be surprised, or at least he didn’t show it. Mary stomped off in the direction she’d come without another word. Matt, Turner and I traded glances just before my satellite phone rang.

“Glenn.”

“We’ve got something,” the voice on the other line said.

“We’re on our way.” I ended the call. I didn’t have to say anything to the other guys about what was said. They caught my meaning and we headed off. There were too many questions and maybe now we had some answers. We made it back to the truck in record time.

“What have you got?” I said to the man who met us outside.

He waved us in. “We think we’ve got a location on the car.”

Matt looked impressed but didn’t say anything. Inside the truck, we strode past a row of monitors where a part of my new security team was hard at work on various tasks.

My efficient team leader, a balding man with a stern but likable face, began with bad news.

“The bad news is the tread matches tires made for many economy models.” Inwardly I groaned. This couldn’t be good if we were looking for a needle in a haystack. “The other bad news is in a small town like this, there aren’t many traffic cameras.”

Matt spoke up. “What about security cameras on convenience stores and banks?”

My team leader nodded. He looked thoughtful and not at all resentful that Matt’s suggestion made it sound like they didn’t know what they were doing. Good to know. This guy wasn’t a hot head or egomaniac. I’d have to find out just where he was in the organization chart and keep an eye on him for future promotions.

“Yes, we thought of that. And that’s the good news. About a mile and a half down the road there is a national bank. Although it’s a small branch, it has big city-like security. There are two cameras on the building, each pointing in opposite directions. We were able to get footage and a two-hour window of when we think the victim was taken.”

Matt sighed. “Should I even ask how you got access to that footage?”

My rising star shook his head and said, “There was not a lot of traffic early this morning. We were able to quickly analyze the license plates of the twenty or so vehicles that passed by that bank. Although there are a couple of crossroads between here and the bank, this is the main road that leads to the highway a few miles down.”

“You found something,” I said hopefully.

“Yes. One of the vehicles came back as a rental procured yesterday. Lucky for us, the rental companies have GPS tracking on their vehicles in case of theft.”

Turner jumped in, looking buoyant. “You found the vehicle.”

“Yes.”

With that one word, a plan was formed.






  

Chapter Six

 

All my worst nightmares were coming true. My other captor came out of the bathroom bare chested, wearing a similar black mask sans the cat ears. His pants appeared to be black leather, but that didn’t matter so much. It was his words that chilled me.

“For all you cost me, I will pay you back and reap the rewards.” He tapped the camera. “Do you know how many outlets will pay for fetish videos of bondage and pain? … Coupled with sex of course.”

“No,” I growled out. It didn’t matter that my words wouldn’t stop them. They had to be said.

“Great. I love the abject horror on your face. This plays into our storyline. Go ahead, scream, cry and call us names. Your fans will think you the greatest porn actress to ever live.”

His words sank into me. He was right. If he set it up like some B movie, or in this case porn, I would just look more convincing. There was no way, however, I could say nothing. My cries and pleas could be used as evidence against these two later. 

Somewhere deep inside me, the idea of being raped and unable to fight it in any way, broke me. Tears welled in my eyes like overflowing drains. I didn’t cry out with sound but let my tears speak my fear and frustration.

I yanked futilely at my binds, ignoring the pain in my limbs. Maybe, just maybe, if I tugged hard enough, one would come free and give me something to fight back with.

“You may play, Kitty,” the Master commanded. 

She landed on the bed much like a cat might, light on her feet. When she pushed the dress from my ankles to slide up my calves, I jerked at my bonds.

“Anyone watching this, I didn’t agree to this. This isn’t faked. I’m being held captive,” I blustered. The cat-like woman leaped up to straddle my chest. Her strike was hard and sure. I registered a moment of pain before the lights left my eyes.

When I came to, it didn’t take me long to remember where I was. My head throbbed. On instinct, I tried to reach up and touch my face only to be reminded that I was unable to. It was too late to stop my movement. I hadn’t wanted my captors to know I was awake in case I could get any more information. 

I turned my head but found no one. The camera was still perched at the corner of the bed. Had they left me to die? Not hearing any movement for a minute or two, I began in earnest to try and free myself. The rope was not the conventional kind. It was more like twine, white and plastic that didn’t tear. The only thing that tore was my skin. The more I pulled, the more it bit in my skin. But I didn’t give up.

By the time the hotel door opened, I’d used up all my energy on a losing battle. That had been a mistake. It felt like I had nothing left to give if I somehow found my way free.

“I need to pee,” I blurted before they’d made it all the way in the room.

Not masked, they wore oversized sunglasses and hats. The blonde was still a blonde. And the guy’s hair was totally covered by a hoodie with the brim of a baseball cap jutting out.

“Free her. And be careful. Instruct her in what to do with this.” He held out a bag to his companion. 

She set the bag down and I thought about my next move. I could kick or punch her with my freed limbs at a certain point after I was unbound. I just needed to play nice until a moment presented itself.

Those thoughts were squashed when the guy pulled a gun from his back and pointed it at me.

“No funny business or we end this now.”

I thought for a moment. Wouldn’t I rather be dead than raped and the video leaked to the public? But dead was dead. And until that time, there was a possibility that I could figure something out, or possibly that I could be found.

Kitty, as I started to think of her in my head, freed me. She took the bag and emptied the contents in my hand. “While you’re in there, take care of your face.”

My hand was full of makeup. It was such déjà vu. If I’d just listened to Kalen and gone with him when he asked, I wouldn’t be in this mess. I stared in the mirror at the shiner I had. Maybe I could have been honest with Turner despite the pain I might have caused him and taken a chance with Kalen. 

Shoulders slumped and head hung, I knew what was done was done. I took care of business first because I did have to pee. The bathroom looked run down but clean. The rusted out drain didn’t bode well for the tap, but my mouth was dry. I cupped water and drank deep, not having a clue how long I’d been tied up.

“Hurry up in there,” the cagey voice of Kitty rattled through the walls.

I went to work with the makeup. I did a half ass job. I hoped with the dim light they wouldn’t notice I left some of the bruising exposed. Again, the camera might pick it up and give a clear explanation of what went on here. Before I left the bathroom, I took one more gulp of water. My stomach rumbled, wanting food. I had no intentions of asking for any, knowing that was a lost cause.

Into the darkened room I stepped and was immediately accosted by the woman. She was fairly strong and taller than me. I could put up a fight, but the other tormentor was there with a gun aimed at my chest. I wasn’t sure I was fast enough to beat a speeding bullet. 

My indecision over life or death in the face of rape was enough to get me tied back down onto the bed. I would endure the shame and pain. I would put up a fight with words. And maybe get more time for them to make a mistake. 

With Kitty between my legs, she began to shove my dress up to my knees. I opened my mouth to begin another verbal assault. Frankly, I was surprised they hadn’t gagged me. But then the Master of this plan held out pointy scissors to Kitty, which she took.

“If she says the wrong thing again, impale her pretty parts with this.”

It didn’t take a genius to know what he was implying. I clamped my mouth shut. I’d missed my opportunity. Death by gunshot was far better than sadistic words from my captor. 

When Kitty began to cut my dress off me straight down the center, I let my tears spill in earnest. This was really going to happen, and I’d lost my opportunity to stop it.






  

SEVEN

 

My car, probably the only one of its kind for miles, stood out like an albatross in the parking lot across the street from the shit motel in Virginia we’d tracked Bailey to. Nerves shot, I hoped like hell she was here and this wasn’t a wild goose chase. 

Turner sat in my passenger seat and appeared just as frayed around the edges as I felt. We hadn’t spoken much during the three-hour drive. I was grateful I’d made the choice to drive my own car from New York to Pennsylvania giving me access to make the drive to Virginia. With the threat against her, I wanted to be able to get her out without being easily tracked. I didn’t think I could be stuck in the security company’s truck the way I was currently feeling.

Matt opted to ride with the team in case he could help further. He’d glanced between us when he announced his decision. It was like he wanted to create an intervention between us. I had nothing against Turner. Rationally, I knew he hadn’t known about Bailey and me. And I couldn’t blame him for wanting her. 

“Do you think she’s in there?” Turner asked after clearing his throat.

I shifted in my seat to look at him while he stared ahead. “A part of me hopes not. The things the bastard could do to her in a hotel room…” I trailed off not wanting to think about it.

“Motel, you mean.”

I waved off his correction and got out of the car. It was a stupid comment. But he was as scared shitless as I was at what could be happening to her.

I reconnoitered at the back of the truck, sure Turner would follow. When I heard the car door close, I lifted up my key fob and hit the lock button. The area we were in held several boarded up one-story buildings, a liquor store closed for the night and this ramshackle motel. I could afford another car if mine got stolen, but I didn’t have the time to bother with those details.

We entered the back of the truck with people continuing to work at computer stations. Matt was huddled with my top security guy around a girl with head phones on. She gave a thumbs up and then James, my team lead, looked up. “We have confirmation. She’s in there.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or sad considering the look on the woman’s face as she continued to listen in to whatever was going on in there.

“Time to move,” James said.

Turner shifted around and asked, “How can they hear what’s going on inside there?”

Once we stepped outside, I pointed to what looked like a satellite dish on the roof of the truck. “Top-of-the-line equipment,” I said by way of explanation. 

Then I took off across the street, not bothering to wait for anyone to follow. When I got closer to the lone car in the lot, I heard screams. Not sure of my next move, I looked back to see five guys flagging me down. That’s when I heard her pleas. I couldn’t wait for whatever plan they had. I followed the noise to a door marked eight.

With proper positioning and force of will, my well-placed kick at the sweet spot of the door made the wood around the lock splinter. It wasn’t my first time kicking a door down to get at someone I cared about inside. I ignored the memory that wanted to swallow me.

Directly in front of me was a guy not wearing a shirt who held a camera positioned towards the bed. In my periphery, Bailey appeared tied down. My concern for her speared my rage at that man who dared to steal something more precious than money from me.

I couldn’t see the man’s face for the fetish-type mask that covered it. What I did see was red. And through that haze in my vision, I could tell the man was stunned by his posture. He stood there as I made my quick approach to him. 

He still hadn’t moved by the time I grabbed the back of his neck and made him eat that camera. Maybe I was moving faster than the slow motion of the events in my vision suggested. I heard teeth breaking as I tried to shove the video device down his throat. I let go of his neck and let his head clatter to the ground. I turned to go help Bailey, which probably should have been my first move. The team, however, had made it through in those few precious seconds. Matt had the other person flat on their stomach, hands bound in zip ties in between the bed and the wall leading to what I assumed was the bathroom. 

One of my team slowly walked over to me towards the guy on the ground. He met my eye, probably nervous I would take my fury out on him if he took over to secure the prisoner. I got up and looked away. Another team member was cutting Bailey’s bonds. Turner sat next to her, caressing her face. His lips moved, but I heard nothing but the rush of adrenaline in my blood. She didn’t need me. 

Out into the night, a swell of emotions in my chest threatened to show. As soon as I took in a deep breath of the cool air, I was able to tamp them down. With nothing left to do, I headed back across the street towards the truck and my car. It was late enough that not many cars had passed by.

Inside the truck, I let my remaining team give me a report. One of the key things I was told was that they’d checked to make sure there weren’t any nearby security cameras that would have caught our rescue mission. 

When Matt came into the truck nearly an hour later, I understood the importance of that statement.

“This goes against everything I stand for,” Matt began. I didn’t like his tone and how he started this conversation. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say. “But if we call the cops and they investigate how we found Bailey, it could be used against us. All the evidence we’ve found could be dismissed. Those two could get off on a technicality.”

“No…” I barked.

Matt held up a hand. “I know. It’s bullshit. That’s why I’m going to stay out of this and let your team handle it.”

“What is the plan?” Even though Matt wanted to keep his hands as clean as possible, I was sure they ran it by him before it was approved. They hadn’t called me about it. I’d talk to James once this was over.

“They’ve tranquilized the two with whatever stuff they used on Bailey.” My fist balled. “From what Bailey said they let her up to use the restroom. Her story of events will change from there. She will claim there was a struggle where she and the camera guy went down. She landed on the camera, which happened to be perfectly positioned at his mouth.” He quirked a grin at me before his serious cop face came back. He continued to tell me what Bailey would tell the cops. The part I didn’t like was that we had to leave her there with those two and move away in order to make it look like she saved herself, tranquilizing her captors before contacting the police.

“Is she okay with this? Is she okay?” I asked in a rush.

Tongue in cheek, Matt shrugged. “As well as can be expected. She’s shaking, and Turner has kept her calm.” 

My fist ached and wanted to hit something. In order to hide the emotions that were on my face, I turned my attention to one of the monitors that showed real time what was happening inside. Comforting her should have been my job. I felt helpless hiding there in the truck. She didn’t need me, I told myself.

Matt put a hand on my shoulder before patting me like a child. He walked away and I didn’t curse him for the gesture. He understood. And he didn’t gloat that I’d lost her to Turner like he had to me a couple of months back. That only made me like the guy more. Fuck, I’d hated him for kissing Bailey; now I respected him. 

The upside was morning would be here soon and it would be all over. I’d forgotten to ask Matt if they made the identity of the culprits. Before I could, the team and Turner came back. “It’s a go.”

Not wanting Bailey to be alone with the pair any longer than necessary, I held off. We had to move the truck and my car before the cops showed up. Response time would be short and we didn’t want to pass them on their way in. So I shuffled out with Turner at my heels. I’d hoped the guy would remain in the truck. It was good I guess. I had questions for him.






  

Chapter Eight


 

When the door opened, a big blur of a man connected with my captor. I sucked in a breath even though I wasn’t out of danger. Kitty, despite the mask that covered her face, looked murderous. She turned and began to move quickly from the bed with scissors upraised.

They’d decided to gag me to stanch any further comment from me during their video. I tried to warn Kalen, but my words were gargled and muffled. Tears leaked from my eyes. I felt helpless.

I had no time to process how Kalen had found me before my room was flooded with bodies. I swore I saw Matt with his hands around Kitty’s neck. But then it was Turner’s kind face that filled my vision. My hand reached to push back the lock of brown hair that flopped into his face. I only saw for a second before my vision blurred again with tears. This time happy ones.

His thumbs wiped them away before working my gag free. At the same time, I felt my binds loosen at my legs. I drew them to my side, trying to form a ball. Turner murmured words I didn’t understand before he turned to release my arm. 

I took the opportunity to look in the direction where I thought I saw Kalen. He stood there like a valiant knight, all beautiful and dangerous, as someone spoke to him. For the briefest of seconds, I thought his eyes found mine. Then Turner was back, blocking my view. When my arms were free I completed that ball. I gave into the grief, pain, relief and shame, and sobbed. 

Turner was at my back, stroking my hair, trying to give me comfort. Little did he know, his touch made me cry harder. When I finally opened my eyes, I looked to see the room still crowded. But when I glanced around, Kalen was gone. A pair of jean-clad legs stepped in my vision. With quick breaths, I looked up to find Matt staring down at me. 

My eyes closed on his pity. Matt was a cop, trained to interrogate. He no doubt caught me looking for Kalen. I sobbed again. The bed dipped and I was sandwiched between two guys who cared about me. But they weren’t the comfort I wanted. 

Matt brushed away strands of damp hair that were pressed to my face. “I know this is hard, but I need you to tell me everything.”

This wasn’t something I relished. I just wanted to get far away. But I’d seen enough cop shows to know it wasn’t that easy. I would likely be repeating this tale numerous times before I could go home. And where was home?

“I don’t remember much in the beginning. He, I think, came from behind with something sweet smelling in his hand and covered my mouth with it. After that, I woke up here.”

Matt interrupted me. “When you woke up, how did you feel?”

“A little sick and confused,” I admitted.

Matt nodded. “Go on.”

I proceeded to tell him everything as I remembered it, including my trip to the bathroom. I looked away when I mentioned how complacent I’d been allowing myself to be bound again without trying anything to free myself. Matt’s face held no judgment.

Once I finished, Matt rubbed his knuckles across my cheek after he seemed to release a breath. “I’m glad you are okay.” He stared in my eyes a long time. “I have to go talk to some other people. Turner will stay with you.” He nodded at Turner who was still at my back. 

Rolling over, I buried my face in Turner’s chest and let him hold me while I let loose a second round of tears.

My nightmare seemed to crawl on while we waited. I wasn’t allowed to leave. A guy I didn’t know came over and began to explain how I needed to modify my story if I wanted my captors to remain behind bars. I couldn’t tell the truth. I had to take the glory for my own rescue. When it was explained that they’d used some questionable methods to obtain the intel in order to find me, I understood all too well. Stories of rapist and murderers getting off on technicalities weren’t an infrequent occurrence. 

Although I could argue that two wrongs didn’t make a right, my anger was so close to the surface that I agreed. The story was that after I went to the bathroom and came back, I faked tripping. Stumbling into the guy, he came down and I landed with the camera between us. The girl got tangled up, and I reached for the injections of the knock-out stuff they’d given me. I got a lucky shot into the girl’s neck and another dose to the guy. Then I called the police.

The worst part was they had to leave me alone with those two for me to call the police. They swore, they’d given the pair enough to keep them knocked out. But they armed me with the guy’s gun as protection. It was reasonable that I would have grabbed it after I saved myself. I left it on the night stand by the phone as I waited for the sirens. 

It wasn’t long. It was satisfying to watch the pair taken out of the room handcuffed to stretchers. They were still out cold as I tested my new story for the first time. The security guy said that the camera had enough evidence to prove I was, in fact, a victim. I wondered if they’d left the footage of Kalen storming in like a Highland warrior. 

Kalen, I hadn’t seen him since that first glance. He’d rescued me, but apparently he didn’t want anything to do with me. He’d done his duty, I guessed, because he would see saving me as his obligation.

Although I’d been drugged and slept for a number of hours, I was still tired. After a grueling amount of time going over my story again and again, finally the police let EMTs look at the burn marks around my wrist and ankles where I’d tried to free myself. My dress was done for with the split up the middle. Thankfully, Kitty hadn’t cut all the way through before the cavalry showed up.

This, however, wouldn’t be it. I’d been warned by the security team that I’d be taken to the police station. I shouldn’t be a suspect. According to my own story, I’d been kidnapped out of state without identification and means to obtain my own transportation. Thus for my own safety and protection, I would be taken in by local, state police or FBI. Once there, I needed to ask to call my lawyer if they dumbly tried to charge me. If they didn’t, I was still supposed to call the lawyer who would arrange a hotel for me. The police wouldn’t want me to leave town.

The sky was bright blue when I finally left the local police station. FBI had been called in because it was a multistate crime. However, the evidence had been in my favor. I felt like I sleepwalked to my hotel room. The lawyer who showed up passed me a hotel room key once he pulled out front. It had to be a strong desire for a shower and sleep that had me remember the room number he’d given me.

If the place had looked anything like the rat trap I’d come from, I might have not gone in. But this was upscale. I was certain I had Matt or Kalen, probably Kalen, to thank for it. It shouldn’t have surprised me in the least when I let myself in the room that Kalen stood there with his back to me.






  

NINE

 

Breaking the silence, I asked, “How is she?”

Focused on the road, I got a shot of his stony face from my periphery. For a second, I thought he wasn’t going to speak. “She’s tough.”

I stopped myself from saying, I know. “Did they –”

“No,” he said, stopping me short of asking a question I didn’t really want to ask. Still, his answer was a relief.

The lift of that heavy burden had me close my eyes for a brief moment. The next question I might have known the answer to if I’d stayed around long enough.

“Did she know who they were?”

“Yeah,” he answered. “It was some guy who was her acting supervisor on the audit.”

A slew of curses left my lips. Turner continued undeterred. “She didn’t know the woman.”

The truck ahead of us pulled into a deserted lot. I parked behind them, not bothering to wait for Turner to get out before I was shutting my own door and heading for the back of the truck.

The door opened and Matt stepped out. “I know you have questions,” he said in greeting.

He paused and I heard the hurried footsteps behind me.

Once Turner and I were shoulder to shoulder, Matt began. “I’m sure Turner told you that Bailey wasn’t touched.” He paused with a pensive look while rubbing at his chin. “That’s not exactly true.” My spine stiffened. “The woman touched her but only her breast. Thankfully, we made it in time.” He turned a meaningful glance my way, admonishing me for my rash decision to charge in alone. “According to Bailey, the guy worked for her accounting firm. The girl, however, she didn’t know. With the simultaneous use of multiple computers, the picture your team got of the woman doesn’t match any of your employees with a picture currently on file.”

“Wait, why would you have pictures of your employees?” Turner asked. There were tense lines from the furrows in his brows as he spoke.

“We have multiple locations around the globe. Human Resources takes pictures of new employees for security and a way for employees not working in the same location to put a face to someone they are talking to.”

That was as far as I was going to go into an explanation. This wasn’t as important as the million other questions that started to work their way into my mind. “If she wasn’t an employee—”

Matt finished my thought. “Then there is still someone else out there who would be involved.”

“Why would you say that?” Turner’s question almost made him sound like he wasn’t the sharpest of lads. However, he hadn’t yet worked in the business world.

“Someone who works for me would have approved the bogus invoices and created the wires sending my money out to a numbered account that doesn’t belong to me.”

Turner shoved a hand through his hair. 

Matt, however, wasn’t finished. “That’s not our only other problem.”

~~~

I stood staring out into the growing sunlight waiting for Bailey. My team had alerted me she’d been released and the lawyer had dropped her off downstairs. I probably shouldn’t be here. Yet, I couldn’t stop myself from going to her room and using the key I had.

When the lock clicked, I also couldn’t make myself turn around. There were so many things I wanted to say and do. I was still at a loss about having my own selfish questions answered or focusing on more important matters.

At the faint click of the door closing, I stiffly said, “Are you really okay?”

Her whispered yes barely carried to my ears. Still I didn’t turn around.

“Kalen.” Her voice carried with volume this time. There was pain in the way she said my name. The kind that made me face her.

“Now isn’t the time for that.” The sight of her was still breathtaking. Tendrils of hair hung loose around her face. My foot almost moved in her direction. Touching her would be a mistake, one that we couldn’t indulge. Her dress looked intact. However, based on the report I received, I knew that the girl had cut it from the hem nearly to her middle. Anger flared in me, making my words come out in a growl. “You have some decisions to make.”

Her body froze and I knew she had misinterpreted my anger to be directed at her. I continued. “Once the media gets wind of this, they will swarm this place like minion ants. You don’t need to be near here when that happens. Your lawyer is on his way back to take a deposition.”

Eyes like pools of white grew right in front of me. The instinct to protect kicked in. I wanted to hold her in my arms and tell her everything would be fine. That, however, wasn’t my job anymore.

“The other problem is that you didn’t know the woman,” I stated.

She shook her head. Her lips were sealed in a slight line of despair. And I wasn’t finished. I was going to shake her world even further. “She doesn’t appear to be an employee of mine.”

I waited for that to sink in. And then I saw it. She began to crumble with the impact of my words. I moved to catch her in midair before she hit the floor.

With her cheek pressed to my chest, she said the words. “This isn’t over. There could be someone else out there looking for me.”

Turner walked in, having a key. For a second longer I held on. This wasn’t my room. It was theirs. Locking eyes with him, I released Bailey into his care. 

“I have an offer.”

A knock came at the door, interrupting the rest of my statement. Apparently three wasn’t a party, we needed four. Matt walked in after Turner opened the door.

“Have you told them?” he asked.

Irritated, I held my tongue until I could calm it. “Matt and I think you should go somewhere no one would ever look for you. A place where the media can’t find you.” I glanced between Turner and Bailey. “I’m offering for you to come to Scotland with me.”

Turner huffed. “Of course you are.”

Instead of giving voice to my annoyance, I faced Bailey. “It’s the same offer from the other night. Turner is welcome to join us.”

She glanced at him before giving me the full weight of guilt in her eyes. Gratefully, Matt jumped in. “There are advantages to leaving the country. Most likely this won’t make global news.”

“Will they let me go?” she asked meekly, and I hated the weakness I heard in her voice. It wasn’t her being weak that bothered me. It was that this shit had happened and had taken a part of her she might not ever get back.

“Your lawyer is a former prosecutor. He thinks that he can take a video deposition that will hold up in court during the grand jury phase if you are out of town. Remember, you aren’t on trial. They think they have enough evidence even without your testimony,” Matt said convincingly.

He spoke of the video they had of her tied up as the damning evidence. I watched Bailey shrink before me. She withered as if a year were a second. I wanted to hold her, to reassure her. Turner was busy glaring at me. And I wanted to tell him he’s an arse for his jealousy at a time like this.

“Can I think about this?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said and crossed the room to the door. I had to get out before I said or did anything that betrayed my true feelings. I was dying inside that the girl I loved had chosen another. I didn’t look back because I couldn’t. If I saw any amount of pleading in her eyes, I might have tossed her over my shoulder to take what was mine. It’s too late for that. She’d let Turner have her and I didn’t think I could ever forgive her for that.






  

Chapter Ten

 

The staccato beats of my heart were no rival for the turbulence of my emotions as I watched Kalen walk out the door, barely looking at me. Matt followed him. When I found Turner’s brown eyes, my heart wasn’t put at ease as it had been in the past.

I licked my suddenly dry lips before biting the lower one, unable to come up with words. Thank goodness he easily read me and enfolded me in his embrace. In his warmth, I let out the torrent of emotions I hadn’t been able to free with all the people that had surrounded me since I’d been freed.

It took a long time for me to surface from the fear that had drowned me. 

After accepting his gentle strokes of my hair and murmured words filled with love, I finally stepped out of the circle of his arms. “I’m sorry I got your shirt wet.” I sniffled and turned to find the bathroom to blow my nose.

“Bailey,” he called out to me, but I kept walking. 

The sounds I made blowing into the tissue were certainly not pretty. However, I caught Turner standing with his forearm against the molding on the door, waiting for me.

A noiseless crumple of tissue dropped in the trash did nothing to break the silence as he waited for me to say something. What could I say? There was so much, yet not enough that could explain the chaos in my heart.

“I’m here whenever you’re ready.”

I nodded and waited until he stepped back, giving me space to move into the main room. I dropped to sit on the bed, unable to stand with the weight of everything on my shoulders. Would he be angry if I told him I wanted to go with Kalen? Could I stand to be on a plane with Kalen, knowing he hated me?

Slumped, I sat with my hands folded in my lap and studied the pattern of the carpet.

“Should I go?” he asked quietly. He wasn’t referring to Kalen’s offer. 

My head drifted up to meet his weary eyes. In them, I saw the pain I was inflicting on him by shutting him out. I shook my head.

A quiet smile barely curved his lips. He sat next to me, only to wrap an arm around my shoulder and lean us both back on the bed. I curled into a ball and he curved around me.

It wasn’t until the light that streamed through the picture window began to dim that I stirred. Turner wasn’t there, but I heard the shower running. I shifted my legs over the side of the bed and raked a hand through my loose, tangled hair before I stood.

The sight in the mirror was far from pretty. My eyes were still puffy and bloodshot. Locks of hair jutted this way and that in a sleep mass. I pulled the band from around my wrist and twisted my hair to tie it back from my face. When the shower stopped, I turned towards the door and caught sight of an envelope that had been shoved underneath from the hall.

Slowly, I picked it up. The hard square I felt piqued my curiosity to open it. Inside was a black credit card and a note. 
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 “What’s that?”

Startled, I brought the letter to my chest and gasped. Turner stood with nothing but a white towel slung about his hips. It was hard not to remember what lay beneath. I pivoted in the opposite direction, feeling the burn in my cheeks.

“A note from Kalen,” I replied.

There was silence before I heard Turner move into the room.

“What does he want?”

The jealousy in his tone was like a knife. 

“He and Matt think I shouldn’t use my credit cards to buy anything. He’s given me access to a credit card to buy clothes next door at the mall.”

The bed creaked as he sat. I moved to face him and leaned against the desk with my hands folded behind me. 

He actually glanced away from me. “I hate this,” he grumbled. “I don’t have a credit card. Never needed one.”

“I know,” I said patiently.

“I don’t have a plane, or the money he has to offer you,” he continued.

“And you think that’s what I want?”

There was desperation in his eyes as if he already read my thoughts. And maybe he had. 

“I don’t know what you want,” he confessed.

My mouth opened and then closed. I wanted to deny and rail at him for not accepting the gift I’d given him by sleeping with him the other night. But he was right. I was still conflicted. I’d wondered, not for the first time, if I’d had sex with Turner out of guilt.

Deflecting, I said, “I want to get away from here. I don’t want to become a media sensation.”

“So go with him,” he said. His face was impassive. 

“Turner,” I began.

He held up a hand. “You should go. I can’t go.”

“What?”

“I don’t have my passport on me.”

I thought about my passport in my purse. When I left New York to go home, I’d had no idea how long I would stay or what I was going to do. I’d brought my passport just in case. My purse along with the small bag I packed had been waiting for me in this room. 

“You could get it and take a different flight.”

“I could,” he answered, sounding doubtful.

“I need you to come be with me.”

Finally, his gaze met mine. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. I did need him. If nothing else, he was my best friend. I needed him to get through this.

“Okay,” he said, sounding happier. “I could drive back and get my stuff.”

“And Violet. Could you get Violet to New York and take a plane from there?”

He nodded and we began to make plans. After confirming with Kalen through Matt, I ended up begrudgingly taking Kalen’s card to the mall next door and doing my best to buy things on a budget. I had every intentions of paying him back. The problem was that the mall next door was a Galleria filled with high-end stores. Thank goodness there was a Macy’s. Even though this Macy’s carried higher-end things, they still had some moderately priced items. Frustrating Turner, who had accompanied me, by searching sales racks, I was able to get enough things to make it through a week and a half before I would need to do laundry. Maybe by then, I’d be able to come back and use my own things.

Not long after, the lawyer had stopped by with a video camera and a witness. I spent a little over an hour going through questions I hadn’t wanted to answer. It was done and I was cleared to leave, at least for a while.

I was packing my things in my new clearance-priced suitcase when Matt showed up.

“Bailey, you be safe, okay?” Matt breathed after giving me a hug.

“You too.” I gave him a warm smile. I missed him and our time was so short. 

“I plan to.” His face held a gleam that made me wonder what he was up to. “Kalen’s letting me drive his sweet ride back to New York after stopping to pick up Turner’s stuff and Violet.” 

If I could have, I would have showed my enthusiasm for him staying around to help my sister out of her situation. It was just all too much to think that she was also in danger from her husband. “Tell Lizzy I’ll pay her back for whatever Violet needs to buy for clothing and stuff.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Matt said shaking his head. “I have a trust fund the size of Texas and no girlfriend to spend it on. I’ll take care of your sister.”

I glanced at Turner who averted his eyes. I knew this was yet another blow to him for not being able to take care of me and Violet like he thought he should be able to.

“Thanks Matt, but I am going to pay you back anyway.”

He surprised me by smacking his lips to mine. It was quick, but I felt the blush creep on my face. Turning to face the other guy in the room, he said, “Sorry, Turner, she’s like a sister. And I have a feeling that’s the last time I’ll be able to do that.” And he ducked out the room with a grin on his face.

Surprising me, Turner said, “He’s a nice guy.”

“He is,” I agreed.

“It sounds like you found good friends after leaving… us.” I heard the hesitation before the word us and knew he wanted to say me.

“I was lucky to find Lizzy and Matt. But I’m luckier still to have you.”

He closed the distance and gave me a sweep-me-off-my feet kiss. I melted against him. It didn’t matter that my feelings were confused. I was still very much attracted to him, and I loved him. It was hard not to.

“I’ll see you in Scotland,” he promised.

Those were his parting words as the door drifted shut and I was left to finish packing for a trip on a plane alone with Kalen.






  

ELEVEN

 

I shifted in my seat of the town car, trying to adjust my hard-on. My dick had a mind of its own and didn’t care that the woman next to me had betrayed me in every way.

Changing my focus, I mentally went through the checklist of things I’d done and still needed to do. Getting my plane to Virginia from New York hadn’t been a big deal. I’d made trips to the area before and had an arrangement with a private airport in the area already. The plane was fueled and would only need to be topped off before our overseas flight.

I’d selected the meal for the flight and felt comfortable that Bailey would like my choices. After a few more e-mails to my assistant to adjust meetings and set up video or teleconferences, my dick had finally settled down. It wasn’t like she was in a skirt and I could see her long legs. Instead, she’d taunted me by wearing jeans that fit her like second skin. She’d known my rule about such things, but I guess that was the point. My rules no longer mattered.

We said nothing to each other. She barely glanced my way, nor I at her. It was a bit foolish, but for now it was for the best. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be able to keep my temper from flaring and she didn’t need that. She had been through a rough ordeal already. It wasn’t the time to talk about how she’d crushed my heart.

When the car came to a stop, the driver helped her out and I got out the other side. I needed air and space between us. We would be on a flight for about eight hours with little distance to put between us. 

As it was a private airport, the driver pulled us very close to the stairs we needed to climb to enter the plane. I strode towards it not, waiting for Bailey. The flight attendant was waiting for me. 

“Mr. Glenn, it’s good to see you.” Her red painted lips said a lot more. And I considered it for a second. I gave her the once over and her navy skirt and pale blue shirt gave me an excellent view of what she had to offer. There was a bedroom in the back of the plane…

My trance was broken when I saw the blue eyes of the stewardess in front of me turn her attention to my other passenger. I didn’t wait. I walked up the stairs, knowing the driver was bringing our bags and the stewardess would handle Bailey.

After a quick chat with my pilot, I went to the back. Bailey had chosen a seat. My seat. It was the seat I normally sat in when flying. I gritted my teeth and seriously considered asking her to move. She wasn’t my girl. 

I bit back the words and I turned to sit in the opposite seat across the aisle. It was just a seat for Christ sake. No big deal, plus, I didn’t really want to make conversation with her anyway.

“Kalen,” she said. Her voice was soft and pained. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before I faced her. “If you don’t want me here, I can fly commercial somewhere else alone.”

Guilt was like a sledgehammer. I was being an arse. “I asked you to come, remember.”

“You haven’t said one word to me. I feel like I’m a burden.”

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

She shifted. Was it guilt that had her face the seat in front of her? The flight attendant broke up any opportunity for Bailey to answer my question. 

Her glossy lips asked for my before-the-flight drink order. “A double scotch please,” I replied, tossing her a flirty grin. I gave her my undivided attention as she straightened after giving me a dose of her cleavage. I seriously considered what those red lips framed by blonde hair would look like wrapped around my cock. I decided that maybe that was what I needed to distance myself more from the red haired beauty next to me that continued to stalk my dreams.

However, it was Bailey’s soft words as she asked her where the restroom was and her sweet arse as she got up out of her seat, that finally made my dick jump in my pants. It had to be karma that laughed in my face. I leaned my seat back as the door finally closed. I thought about the pilot beginning the final flight check to reverse my growing erection.

“Here you are, Mr. Glenn. Do you think your girlfriend would like a neck pillow before we prepare for takeoff?”

The woman was smooth. I knew what she was really asking. So I gave her the answer she wanted. Plus, it was the absolute truth. “She’s not my girlfriend. You’ll have to ask her.”

A huge smile that showed all her pearly white teeth played across her mouth. I had to wonder if her mouth would open wide enough so that her teeth wouldn’t graze my dick. “Well, then,” she said. Her voice took on a sultry cadence. “Is there anything else I can offer you then?”

I found myself truly grinning for the first time in hours. Or was it days? I was just about to answer when Bailey sat in her seat and made a chuffing sound as she did so.

The flight attendant glanced at her, but Bailey ignored the both of us. I scowled. Why should her disapproval bother me? “Maybe later,” I answered. 

After the woman departed, Bailey spoke. I turned to watch her, but she never looked at me when she said the words, “Don’t let me stop you.”

“You don’t have to worry, sweetheart. I know I don’t need your permission to do anything. You made that all too clear.” I swallowed my drink in one gulp. I set the glass down and closed my eyes. There was just nothing else to say.

Sleep had been non-existent for what felt like days. And it eluded me until after dinner was served. I’d closed my eyes only to wake later to sniffles. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the low light of the cabin. It had been set for optimal sleeping. When I was able to see, I turned. Bailey had a hand covering her mouth with tears streaming down her cheek. I fisted my hands at my sides, wanting to go to her but knowing I couldn’t. There was no way for me to touch her and keep it at some insane friend level. I had no desire to be her friend. I fortified my heart and continued to be a dick. I pretended not to notice her need for comfort.

The next time I opened my eyes was when we touched down. It had been many months since I’d been home. This part of the trip, I was looking forward to. After taxiing to our resting spot, I tossed the blanket and pillow I used in the chair next to mine. 

My red lipped stewardess came by. “I have a short layover if you aren’t busy.”

Bailey huffed and stormed out of her seat to head for the open door. The stewardess frowned. “Are you sure that’s not your girlfriend?”

“It’s not.”

“Your wife?” she asked, looking miffed, like I had allowed her to be fooled earlier.

“No.”

She perked up. “Later then?”

“I wish I could. But I can’t. I have to get her settled, and I think the flight is headed back to New York to pick up someone else.”

She sighed. “Yes, and I’m not assigned to that one.”

“That’s too bad. Next time,” I said and headed out of the door.

As much as I’d been tempted, she would be on rotation for future flights whenever I took them. I didn’t need the complication if she wanted more than I had to give.

Bailey stood looking lost at the bottom of the stairs. I didn’t have a driver waiting here. I walked past her and into the small station to pick up my car keys. Once I came out, our bags were placed at the trunk of the car waiting just outside.

Wrapped in a metal box that was my vehicle with nothing but silence, we again found ourselves alone. Neither of us was willing to fill the gaps. By the time I pulled into the drive in front of the house, I was aching with the need to say something to someone.

The door to the house swung open before I could make it to the trunk to get our bags. And just when I got the thing open, a brunette jumped into my arms and planted a kiss firmly on my lips. “Kalen, I missed you.”






  

Chapter Twelve

 

The scenery had been of rolling green hills and views worthy of a canvass. When we pulled up to a moderate sized cottage, I found myself in love with how homey it looked. It was certainly fancier than the house that I grew up in. But it wasn’t ostentatious. I was shocked we hadn’t ended up at a hotel. 

This had to be Kalen’s home. It stood to reason he had a place here. A part of me might have been excited to see a space he lived in as I’d yet to see his New York apartment. However, the circumstances weren’t what they’d been.

I’d done my best to ignore Kalen as he had me. It hadn’t helped being surrounded by the buttery soft leather seats, glossy wooden panels and the matching shiny flight attendant who had all but thrown herself at him. And he’d done nothing to stop her advances. At one point, I thought I might have to change seats for fear she might have given him a lap dance.

The door to his house opened. I caught a quick glance at a young woman who looked around my age before she darted out of the house. Following the blur of her form, her brown hair flowed behind her as it caught in the wind while she made a beeline for Kalen. Through the rearview mirror, I saw her launch herself into his arms. At first, I thought sister. Had he mentioned a sister before?

Then her legs wrapped around his waist and her lips were on his in a not-so-sisterly kiss. Great, he has a girlfriend back home. She apparently lives with him. Why the hell had he invited me here? Was it to give me a dose of my own medicine? And how long had he had this girl? This didn’t look like a new relationship. Had he been with her when he was telling me he loved me?

Steam was gathering between my ears as a righteous indignation grew inside me. I stayed in the car, thinking over my options. I’d laid his credit card on his tray next to his dinner on the plane. He hadn’t said anything to me. He just took it and put it in his wallet. It might be worth it to just use my own card. I really couldn’t be that important to anyone. My testimony wasn’t that important to this case. I pulled my phone out of my bag and stared at it dismayed. No service. I had no choice but to enter this house, if nothing else but to call a cab.

When I looked up, there was another woman in the doorway. This one showed timeless beauty in a regal way. She looked at Kalen with what could only be taken as motherly love. I took in her face as I sat. He shared some of her features, like the curve of her mouth, the structure of her cheekbone and her green eyes. Although her hair was a mix of grey, he’d gotten his dark hair from her.

Then she turned her gaze to me. Instantly, I felt welcome. She waved me out of the car, and it would have been rude to refuse her. Just because her son was an ass, didn’t mean she was one too. I opened the door and she met me halfway.

“So you’re Bailey. I’ve heard so much about you.” She took me in her arms and squeezed before leaning back while still holding my shoulders to look at me. “You are as beautiful as he said.”

I could only hold a smile to my face, unable to come up with a response. He’d talked about me to his mother.

“Speak lass, my son brings home a girl for the first time and I’m aching to hear your lovely voice.”

The only think I could think to say was, “What about her?”

“Keely,” she said glancing in the direction where muted conversation was going on.

I nodded.

“Oh, Keely has been in love with Kalen since she was a little girl. But he’s only ever seen her like a sister,” she said while steering me into the house. 

We stepped inside with a staircase to greet us. To the right was a small kitchen with an L shaped counter and the basic appliances that didn’t look too fancy. To the left was a living room of sorts that held delicate looking furniture that appeared as though it would succumb under Kalen’s weight, and he wasn’t an overly large man, at least not in girth. This made me wonder if this was in fact his house. Before I could think about it any longer, his mother steered me into the kitchen. 

“Tea?” she asked.

My stomach was in knots, but I couldn’t refuse. 

“Sure.”

She busied herself getting water in a kettle while she spoke. “My son has never talked to me about a girl before even though I know he’s had plenty. When he called to tell me about you, I was so excited. I’m getting pretty old and wondered if I’d ever have grandchildren.”

At that moment, I was grateful I hadn’t had a drink. I would have choked.

She turned to look at me. “And here you are. My son’s girlfriend.”

“We’re not together,” a voice said behind me.

I turned to see Kalen with his arm slung around Keely. She was gorgeous. Big blue eyes set in a heart shaped face. She was on the short side, but her curves made up for lack of leg.

“We’re headed to the pond. You wouldn’t mind showing Bailey the guest room, would you?”

When I faced his mother again, she clutched at something around her neck. Her face held a perplexed look as she nodded. I heard the door close again. When her eyes met mine, I felt embarrassed. Here she’d gone on about something I wasn’t. And for a second there, I’d soaked it in, forgetting our current circumstances.

“Oh,” she said shifting uncomfortably. The whistle of the kettle blew, giving us both a moment to compose ourselves. “I’m sorry. I just assumed you were the Bailey he spoke of.”

I didn’t want her to feel bad, so I interjected. “I might have been, but things have changed.”

“Oh,” she said again, pouring hot water into tea cups. “I’m sure you’ll work it out.”

“It’s doubtful,” I said honestly. “Anyway, this is a lovely home.” I wanted to change the subject desperately. And I was curious whose house this was.

“Yes, I love it. Kalen had it built for me.” That answered one question.

We talked over tea about how Kalen wanted to build her a huge house and compromised. She explained that it was just her and she had no need of a mansion. It would only serve to remind her that he no longer lived at home. She was good-natured and I could tell she loved her son more than anything. 

Eventually, she showed me around the house. There was a family room, dining room and bedroom that finished up the first floor. On the second floor, there were four other bedrooms and a bath. Although one of the bedrooms did have an en suite. She gave me the room across the hall from the bath that had sweeping views of the back of the house. 

The room was furnished sparsely with a full bed covered in what looked like a handmade quilt anchored by a wrought iron headboard. There was a round table that sat next to it that held a lamp. A small dresser sat against the wall across from the door. It wasn’t much, but it felt cozy. 

It was late and there wasn’t another house that I’d seen for at least a mile. So all the sounds outside were of the birds and other insects preparing for the night.

When I opened the window to let in some fresh air, I heard laughter on the breeze. My gut clenched. Why was I so jealous? He wasn’t mine and besides, his mother said he only saw the pretty Keely as a sister.

I took a quick bath and tucked myself in with the knowledge that Turner should be here by tomorrow night.






  

THIRTEEN

 

Keely handed me a flask and I took it. I uncapped it and downed the contents in one smooth motion. She proffered another flask and drank from it. We sat on the incline of the bank in front of the small lagoon and watched the stars. I allowed the warmth of the liquor to envelope me as I thought about why I was here with Keely and not Bailey.

In our native tongue, Keely said, “So who is she?”

What was Bailey to me besides the blade wedged in my bleeding heart? I couldn’t tell Keely that. She’d scowl and never really understand.

“Just a lassie,” I answered, enjoying being able to speak in the tongue I grew up in.

A hmph sound came from behind me, which I expected. I wasn’t blind about Keely’s affections towards me. I just never returned them. She was a beautiful girl. But girl is how I’d always seen her. Tonight, the warm air, the stars and a combination of alcohol, I took a second look.

She jumped to her feet. “It’s warm out,” she said before beginning to peel off her clothes. I could have stopped it, but I didn’t. The culmination of all the alcohol on the plane, downing most of the contents of the flask and my bloody heart made me rethink what was wrong with bedding Keely. Once she was down to bra and panties, she stood in front of me as if on display. I allowed my sluggish brain to take her in. Her mass of dark curls spilled over her shoulders contrasting darkly against the milky white of her skin.

“I’m not a little girl anymore, JK.” She turned, giving me an unimpeded view of her backside. What I saw was all rounded curves with no sharp angles. She was a wee bit on the shorter side and a trifle thicker than Bailey. Shite, why was I thinking about Bailey? 

Keely stood in the water up to her waist and my vision blurred. Suddenly it was Bailey in the water. She was somewhat taller and leaner. Her full breasts stood out more against her trim body. Her red hair looked like it was fire in the moonlight.

“Come in with me, JK,” Keely called out, breaking the spell. JK, Jeremy Kalen. That’s what Keely always called me. She was not Bailey as my fantasy shattered.

“Now, why would I do that?” I shouted back, letting the pleasant buzz cause a slip of a laugh to follow my words.

“Because,” she taunted. Her arms went behind her back and within seconds her bra was falling down her arms. She swiftly took it off and flung it towards the bank and me. “Let me show you what a woman I am, if you’re not afraid.”

As a boy, having been teased early on, I was one not to ignore a taunt or dare. “That’s not a good idea. I don’t think you’ve had a man such as me.” I added a wolfish grin for effect. Last I heard, Keely was still a virgin and I had no desire to be her first. Even as tempted as I was by her swaying breasts and willingness, I couldn’t offer her more than one night. And Keely deserved more than that.

A took another swig of the flask, liking the burn that accompanied the warmth. 

“I think you’re afraid you’ll fall madly in love with me. And we both know you’ve been running from love all your life,” she blustered.

She didn’t know my tormentor of that very four-letter word lay in my mother’s house in a bed I should be sharing with her. She had no idea that I’d tried love, which felt like the worst of the four-letter American words. And I failed. There was no love in my future ever again.

“And I know I can’t love you the way you should be loved.” There, I’d said it. A frown curved her mouth in the most unflattering way. I didn’t want to hurt her. She was a close friend and I had to be honest with her.

“Then show me the pleasures of one night. I want you to be my first. You owe me that.”

I thought about her sentence and thought about why she thought I owed her. And I remembered that night, that stupid night. I got up, whether born of guilt or the fifth of alcohol that laced my gut. I shucked off my jeans with angry flicks of my wrist. I tugged off my shirt, nearly tearing it in the process. I stomped forward into the water to meet Keely face to face. I cupped her cheek, prepared to give her what she demanded and pay a debt that I could never possibly repay.





  

Chapter Fourteen

 

The sounds of laugher filled my room and continued to spill in from the open window. Before I could think I was off the bed and staring out into the night. Light from the full moon rained over two barely dressed bodies. One I would forever recognize. 

Kalen’s mom had been wrong. He most definitely didn’t see Keely like a sister. His arm was around her possessively as she leaned into him. Her words were slurred and that’s all I got because they weren’t speaking English.

Her buttoned shirt was undone and opened, giving me a partial view of her chest and all the assets she had to offer him. He looked at her with something akin to love and I felt shattered. I stumbled back as if I’d been pushed. And the weight of all my decisions pressed down on me. I found myself on the bed clutching at my chest. Oxygen was in short supply and I couldn’t find my breath.

I heard a door open below and the laughter got louder as it found its way to the steps, drawing ever closer each minute. I slumped to the floor, wedged between the bed and the wall. Anyone who opened the door wouldn’t see me. 

Warm wetness streamed down my face in a silent stream. Salty bits met my lips and worked their way in. What had I done? I loved Turner, I knew this. But I never felt this hurt, not even when I left him to go to college. I never felt this turmoil, even when I knew he was hurting. No, I didn’t want Turner upset and broken by me. But I’d never been broken by him. 

Kalen, however, had the power to destroy me. My life felt at an end seeing him with someone else. Shouldn’t I be happy that he’s happy? That’s what they say about love. And that’s bullshit. I wanted to claw the girl’s eyes out and slap him until he saw reason. Instead, I sat on the bare floor, shamed by my own actions. I wanted more than anything to leave this place and be far from the pain that was a living human being. 






  

FIFTEEN

 

“In you go,” I said, moving with Keely to the bed. 

“I’ve always wanted to sleep in your bed,” she said boisterously. She was far past drunk. She’d been working her way there before I’d shown up. “We can sleep together as always.”

Her words contradicted each other, showing her lack of mental power. Keely had slept in my bed numerous times. However, she’s always ended up there after we’d gone to bed separately. In the morning, her excuse had always been that she was afraid. And tortured by my part in her fear, I allowed her to sleep with me, wrapping her in my arms to fight off her demons.

Once she was on the bed in a drunken heap, I pulled the covers over her. I left the room and stopped to glance to my left. Bailey was there. I knew by how my mother decorated the rooms which one she would put Bailey in. Plus, it was closest to the bath she would end up using. My feet moved silently towards her door. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. My hand made contact first. My palm lay flat on the wood as if I could read her thoughts that way.

There was silence on the other side. I was reminded all those times I’d come to her apartment. After Lizzy or Matt let me in, I’d pressed my palm to the door like this before I opened it. She’d been waiting for me then. In the silence, I knew she waited for Turner. 

It killed me not to enter and touch her the way I knew she liked. Taste her in the way that made me want more every time. Feel her as I slid inside her tight depths.

I moved away from the door. It was a humbling experience not to have what I wanted. I couldn’t wait for tomorrow. Once Turner came, I could head back to the states. I needed more distance between us. It was the only way I could fathom to be able to forget. I found my room and headed inside, knowing sleep wouldn’t come easy. 






  

Chapter Sixteen

 

Blurry eyed, I shook off the thin webs of sleep I’d found. My captors were jailed, yet they haunted me behind my closed lids as if I was still trapped in that living nightmare. It hadn’t mattered I’d been rescued. My skin crawled with erupting goose bumps as I remembered the woman’s touch. Had Kalen and his team not found me, would I have survived the experience?

My fitful attempt at sleep took nothing to disturb. Even though the house was still, I gave up on conquering my dreams. I made my way across the hall to the bathroom and prepared for the day.

I padded down the hall, hoping not to wake anyone with my footsteps. The smell of coffee led me to the kitchen. Kalen’s mom was there. “Mornin’.”

I returned her greeting. “Morning, Ms. Glenn.”

“Oh now, I’m more Ms. Brinner than a Glenn. But call me Moria.” She paused before offering, “Coffee?”

I nodded in thanks.

She returned my nod. “I prefer tea, but Kalen thought you might appreciate coffee. He brought some with him.”

Shocked, I sat not knowing what to make of that. Had he really brought coffee for me? Then I thought about it. “He likes coffee. He probably brought it for himself,” I said in resignation.

Mothers have a look that’s universal. I recognized that knowing look from my mother’s own repertoire. She brought me a steaming mug along with cream or milk and sugar. I took stock in the things she brought, not wanting her to see the truths in my eyes. Mothers also had a way of reading your true feelings.

Her hand stilled mine as I had lost myself in stirring the coffee. “He loves you, you know that.”

My eyes shot up. “He doesn’t. And even if he did, he can’t forgive me,” I quickly confessed.

She patted my hand. “He does. I can see it in his eyes.”

I shook my head again. I didn’t want to delude myself otherwise.

“My Kalen is a hard case. He didn’t have it easy, you know. I made a lot of bad decisions that unfortunately affected him in ways I regret. Give him time. I know my son. There has never been another girl he’s talked to me about. And knowing him, there never will be another.”

It would have been so easy to soak up her words like the sponge my heart wanted to be. “I saw him and Keely last night, and they looked nothing like friends.” I chided myself. That sounded so juvenile. Kalen was a man and had every right to be with whomever he wanted. I’d made that choice for him.

Her hand pulled away. “There are many things I should tell you.”

Scuffling sounds above sent my eyes to the ceiling. My hand shook with a tiny tremor. I put the mug down before I scalded myself with the hot liquid. “I think I’m going for a walk.”

“No breakfast?” she asked. Her eyes held a wealth of sympathy. 

Reluctantly, I shook my head and got to my feet. I moved in a path that led to a back door I spied when I first arrived. I stepped out into golden sunlight. It was warm atop my chilled skin. I spied a meticulous garden that reminded me of home. 

With the thudding of feet inside down stairs, I didn’t stay long to admire. I walked towards the slope of a hill that shared a bit of glassy water. I figured it for the place Kalen and Keely had gone the night before. Still, it was my only option of escape at the moment.

It wasn’t a far walk, and I wrapped my arms against the slight chill in the air. Clouds were rolling in and I wondered if there would be a storm. When I found the small pond, I leaned against the incline and watched sunlight bounce off the water. My mind drifted to all the places I hadn’t let it go in days. There wasn’t any way for me to deny my feelings for Kalen. I loved him with everything in me. Too bad it took me making a colossal mistake to see it.

And then there was Turner. He deserved so much more than me. I loved him too. I just didn’t think I loved him enough. I formed a plan that required me to be totally honest with him when he came and accept the backlash like I should have before. I couldn’t be afraid of his abhorrence. If I stayed with him, he’d probably end up hating me in the long run because I couldn’t love him the way he needed me to. 

A protest from my stomach in the form of a loud growl finally had me leaving my thoughts maybe an hour or so later. Determined, I headed back to the house to face the music. I’d probably lose both of them, but in the end, I assumed I deserved that fate.

Not wanting to walk into the house from the back as I was a guest, I strolled around front, not anxious to get inside. Once there, I noticed the car Kalen had driven the night before was gone. I knocked on the door, not sure how I felt about that development.

“Bailey, no need to knock. You are a guest and can come and go as you please.”

I flashed the best smile I could muster before allowing her to usher me inside. 

“You’re probably ready to eat,” she said, shooing me into the chair at the small table. She turned to the counter and began to put things on a plate for me from the stove top. When she brought me the plate I was terribly surprised at the amount of food placed there.

“Go ahead,” she encouraged. “There’s some bacon,” which looked more like sliced ham, sausage links, a fried egg, baked beans, fried tomatoes, scones, a bit of toast and mushrooms.”

The surprise must have shown on my face because she quickly added, “You have these things in America, aye?”

“Yes,” I quickly answered, feeling as though I was being rude by judging the sure size of breakfast before even tasting it.

“While you have your fill, I’ll tell you the story I began before you left. And yes, you wonder if Kalen went out?”

I couldn’t deny it. I nodded. 

“He did. But, wow we can talk with no worry of being interrupted.”

I cut into the beautifully golden brown scone as it tempted me on every level. I bit in just as she began to spin a tale that gave me insight into the elusive Kalen Brinner Glenn.

“Ah, I should begin at the beginning. As most stories go, I was young and looking for adventure.” She smiled and I returned it before taking a bite of the fried tomato, which appeared to be fresh from her garden. “I met Kalen’s father on a day I took a trip secret trip to Edinburgh with friends. I hadn’t been since a child.” 

She smiled again more to herself. It must have been a pleasant memory no matter the ending.  

“At lunch a good looking man, tall and golden haired, stepped into the café to delight of all the women inside.” She laughed a little. “I was flustered by such a man and dropped my money when trying to pay for my order. He strode over like a white knight and gallantly gathered my meager earners from the ground for me and introduced himself to me.” She said placing a hand on her chest as if she didn’t understand why. I did. She was a beautiful woman. No doubt she was stunning then as well.

With a dreamy gaze, she said, “Thomas, he told me. I held my hand out to take his. I think I melted on the spot and it didn’t take much for me to say yes when he asked to see me again.”

She paused again and I could see her going back to that time in her mind.

“Well, I won’t bore you with all the details… Let’s just say I knew my father would never allow such a guy with his rich looks and American accent to date his only daughter.” She sighed. “Sort of rebelliously, I didn’t let that stop me. We arranged to meet for lunch one day I was working. He was fascinating in all the ways that I’d always dreamed of, like in the movies.”

I was winding my way around my plate while I took this all in. I’d bitten into a mushroom when she got to the story where I thought Kalen’s life began.

She sighed. “After many dates within a couple of months, Thomas announced he was leaving for home. I was surprised when he wanted to meet my father to ask him to marry me. I’d known my father’s reaction but I was a girl in love. My father flat out refused. Instead of welcoming Thomas to the family, I was scolded for going behind his back and dating a man without his permission. It didn’t matter than I was legally of age. I lived under his roof and therefore by his rules. Thomas thought he could win over my father by talking up his pedigree. That was a mistake. It only made my father more upset and rage that a man should earn his own not be given his wealth by being born.”

Although she was looking at me, she stared right though me and back in to time. 

“When I was told to send him away, I was distraught. I couldn’t do it. Instead I arranged for him to come in the middle of the night and take me away. I was my own woman.” She paused and had a lost expression. Her tone had lost its lightness in favor of sad words. 

I was so wrapped in this story and hadn’t noticed that I’d finished about half of my plate just listening to her.

Her eyes met mine. “I’m going on and you probably don’t want to hear this.”

“No, please continue,” I urged. I hated she had to drag up bad memories, but I was fascinated by the tale.

Since Kalen had been born, I knew that she in fact left to America with him. Still, her increasing pauses and looks out into the front garden that overlooked nothing more than rolling hills said a lot more. She was considering those events much like I had earlier this morning. It didn’t matter that everything was done. It was a reconciliation, a way of making peace with your choices or the past.

She interlocked her finger and brought them to her mouth. I could tell the memory was getting to her. She looked close to tears.

“My father never forgave me for leaving.” She amended, “Not really anyway. I was disowned and the letters I sent home were returned for the most part. Not having a clue about living outside of Scotland, I’d wanted to believe that maybe it was an error on my part, especially when some weren’t returned.”

Her eyes found mine and maybe she saw my disquiet. She patted my hand like it was my story. Then she gave me a tiny smile like all was better now.

“At first everything was new and exciting in New York. Thomas had a beautiful home that he said was mine too. We’d married in Scotland and obtained papers for me to leave. And he married me again in New York. Everything was like a fairytale even with balls and beautiful gowns. Thomas showed me off like a prized possession until, I found myself pregnant.”

I was scooping up the last of the baked beans, which I didn’t think I’d enjoy as breakfast food, when she stopped. I glanced up to see her staring out the window again until she unexpectedly continued.

“Thomas was angry. He told me how upsetting it was.” Her voice morphed to one that must have held Thomas’s timbre. “Didn’t I know anything about birth control?” She halfheartedly laughed as if that was ridiculous. “I’d been a virgin and naive about everything until him. He changed after that. I’d ruined his plans or so he told me. Eventually, he came to accept it. When Kalen was born, he insisted he have an American name. At this point I was beginning to be afraid of him and his dark moods. He often came home smelling strongly of alcohol. So I didn’t point out that Kalen, my choice, wasn’t a Scottish name. When it came time to fill out the birth certificate, he was so busy at work that he signed the blank forms rushing out for meetings. He left me alone for his driver to eventually return for me and our son to take us home from the hospital. My rebellious side reared up and I filled in the name Jeremy Kalen Brinner Glenn in defiance. And I paid for it. It was the first time he hit me but not the last.”

I’d been hungrier than I thought and had eaten everything. It was a good thing I’d placed my fork down because once she mentioned the abuse; I felt the tight weight of my belly and thought I might be sick. Momentarily, I’d been brought back to my own memory at the hands of my female captor. I winced slightly as I unconsciously touched the tender side of my face where she’d punched me. A bruise still colored my face there under the plaster of cover it up makeup. I wanted to avoid any questions.

Moria, caught up in her own memories, thankfully didn’t notice my own step down memory lane. She continued her story. “As Kalen grew older, Thomas had been adamant about not teaching him Gaelic. It didn’t make sense other than he didn’t want to be left out of future conversations. So I found myself teaching Kalen when he wasn’t home. Then I had to convince Kalen to keep it a secret from his father. And even in front of the nanny, whom I saw no use in, I wasn’t working. Thomas, on the other hand, wanted to make sure his son was brought up with the proper etiquette and I was always available for him at a moment’s notice.”

Another lingering pause caused stagnate air between us. This was hard for her and even harder for me to hear.

“One day, I was reminded that I wasn’t the only one affected by Thomas’s abuse when Kalen asked why his father hit me and why I let him. Easier to explain in my own language, I spoke to him in our tongue. Dismayed that my son saw these things, I hadn’t heard Thomas come home early. He was livid. He backhanded me right there in front of Kalen. Being the brave boy he was, he tried to wedge himself between us and got knocked in the face himself. We were both in tears when Thomas declared that nothing but English would be spoken in his house. I decided then, I had to go. I hadn’t ever feared for myself, but then I feared for my son.”

I saw nothing in her story I would have done differently. I too had been a girl who wanted to get away from home. I too had given myself over to a man, Scott, without knowing him very well. And had I had a child and my husband struck him, I would have run too.

“Thomas had given me a credit card because I was to always look pretty and presentable even if he called on me the last minute. I also knew where he kept a stash of ready cash. After Thomas left for a late meeting, which was probably a visit to one of his numerous mistresses, I found our passports, the cash, and packed two small bags. I didn’t want the doorman to alert Thomas of our leaving. I had to travel light. And we came home.”

“I ended up on my father’s door with my son in one hand and our bags in another. My mother welcomed us with a hug. My father didn’t. He said I’d made my choices and turned us away. I ended up in Edinburgh lucky enough to finding a small room above a small pub, where I got a job at night waiting tables. It wasn’t much. Too ashamed at my return, I didn’t call anyone I’d known. Cell phones weren’t exactly a common thing and landlines weren’t cheap. Eventually, I made a new friend. She was also in an abusive relationship and ended up sharing my small studio with her daughter Keely for a time. And we remained friends until she died two years ago of breast cancer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I felt bad about my homicidal feeling towards Keely for being at Kalen’s side. Then I asked, “Thomas never came looking for you?” 

She shook her head. “No… that’s not true. But it was a long time.”

She paused and I thought that might be the end of it until she spoke. 

“Kalen had a rough go of it from the start. The only clothes he had for me to take when we fled were the ones from the academy he attended as a kindergartner. Blazers and slacks. The boys in our new neighborhood and school he attended here were far from the rich boy type. I remember the first time he came home with bloody face and torn shirt. I went to the school and went mad on the administration for allowing my son to be beaten up by what I found out were older boys. Kalen hadn’t complained. Instead he tried to fit in. He began talking in Gaelic like everyone when not in school. It sounded odd with his American accent, but eventually that faded. He never told me again about trouble in school. But I knew things were happening. Barely able to put food on the table, I had little choice about what to do other than taking his fancy clothes to a shop and selling them on the cheap to buy him clothes that other boys his age wore.”

“It sounds like you did your best,” I said.

“Aye, I tried. Yet, he changed. He’d been kind and a little naïve when we arrived. It didn’t take him long to become closed off and not exactly sad, but maybe a little mad at the world. I tried to talk to him and save money to change our circumstances, but there was never enough. I also knew he was probably doing things over the years to help that might not have been lawful even though he denied it. When his father finally contacted us all those years later when Kalen was in secondary school,  I left the choice up to him whether he wanted to have a relationship with his father or not.”

A heavy sigh preceded her next statement. “I think he made a deal with his father to get us out of the debt we were in to survive. He never complained to me ever about all the things we lacked. There were even times I’d show up home to a feast and Kalen had no job. I told him not to do anything illegal. He just smiled. Only once did I get a call to pick him up at the police station. And on the way out, he promised it would never happen again.”

“What was he in for?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Not for me to tell. I forgave him and he’s kept his word. Now he’s made a name for himself and done his best by me and his mates. Griffth is a godsend and like a son to me, just like Keely’s a daughter. And maybe years ago, I had hope Keely would win him over. She hasn’t. He’s only ever protected her.”

Her eye found mine and held it. “He loves us all. But with you it’s different. My son and Griff could have their pick of the lot, but neither talked about the lasses or brought them around. And I saw the way he watched you when you couldn’t see. His love runs deep even if he won’t admit it.”

If she knew the thing I’d done to destroy that love, she wouldn’t be saying that. I shook my head.

“Yes, you’ll have to trust me. He keeps things inside, not one for opening up. He doesn’t want to burden anyone or show vulnerability. But when he does…”






  

SEVENTEEN

 

The car rolled to a stop and Keely looked over at me. 

“Why are you taking me home?” she asked in Gaelic.

“You have work this morning?” I asked with a teasing tone and an arch of my brow.

She rolled her eyes. “I do.” She hopped out of the car and I took notice of the extra bounce in her step as she tried to have me watch her arse. It worked.

Bugger it. I drove off in sight of my next destination.

I knocked on the door with no response. I rapped a little louder after several seconds and heard muffled curses and grumbles coming from inside.

The door opened at a sleepy eyed Griffin. My best mate squinted as if he wasn’t quite sure he was seeing me.

“Kalen, hou’s is gaun?” he said with one eye open and the other half lidded.

“Aren’t you late for work?” 

He grinned because we both knew I was the boss and caught him at home when he should have been at work earning his pay.

Pops and creaks came from his limbs as he stretched. He seemed to wake up more and switched to Gaelic. “We both know you pay me to be your friend.”

When he turned and let me step in, I soundly placed my palm on his shoulder. “We have work to do. Get your arse ready.”

Just then a thin naked girl stepped out of Griff’s room. “What’s all the bloody fuss?” Her accent wasn’t Scottish. It sounded English. And she looked young with skin that could be compared to milk as it lacked all color. But she had perky breasts of the youth I saw in her face.

Griff turned to face me. His grin spoke of things we didn’t have to say. I rolled my eyes.

“Aye, Darlin’.” Griff spoke the word darling like he was a true Southern American. He had the drawl down to a tee. He heard that word by a Texan who showed up in the wrong place many years ago. I blinked away the memory as the girl realized she and Griff weren’t alone.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” she asked sweetly. I tried to focus on her face and not her lithe body that moved towards me with a hand extended as if she wasn’t the only one who stood naked.

 “Kalen,” I offered when she reached me.

“Lilly,” she said and winked before she turned to head back to Griff’s room.

She had a sweet little arse that swayed as she walked. If my head wasn’t in a certain redhead, I might have taken her up on her unspoken offer. Griff and I had shared more than a few girls in the past.

Griff turned back to me and said in a thick brogue, “Whi djae wa’mae ‘ae dae ‘e noo?”

It wasn’t Gaelic, but clearly he didn’t want the lassie to understand him.

I arched a brow, silently answering his question of what I wanted to do now. His smile broadened. I shook my head and he understood it was a no. He shrugged. So went our unspoken conversation. He followed the girl in the room and I stepped further in allowing the door to shut behind me. I hoped he was sending her home. I didn’t want to be here for their round two, or two hundred knowing Griff.

The couch held promised until I wondered if it was safe to sit on or if Griff had used it with the lassie. The bedroom door opened. Lilly stepped out dressed in a clingy oversized shirt that gripped her mid-thigh by a wide band. 

Griff followed and kissed her at the door. I changed my focus to give them some privacy. “Later, Darling,” he said with a wave.

Just like that, Griff switched to our native tongue. “What brings you home?” he said, landing a hard hand to my shoulder paying me back. 

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

“Bro, are you here for a bromance?” Griff was one who liked to test out international slang. I wasn’t sure where he got it from—the lasses he bedded, TV or movies. Whatever it was, you could never be sure what he might say next.

“Bro? Bromance?” I asked not sure where he was going with this.

“You know, the video that went viral on YouTube? Bromance?”

Then I remembered. “That was like a few years ago.”

“Really? I just saw it the other day,” he said, looking disappointed that he was late to the bro party. “It was bloody fantastic.”

“Get your arse ready. We have stuff to do.”

Griff started walking backwards and serenaded me with lines from the song along the way. “I love you in the most heterosexual way.” And he pointed at me before blowing me a kiss. As much as I wondered why, I had to love him for being such a goof ball.

A bark of laughter left me that felt so good that I realized this was one good thing about this trip. He had a way of making me forget the shite in life and look at the bright side.

After Griff took a quick shower, we headed out. It had been because my father had a base of operation in Scotland that led him to meet my mother. And that company survived his death. The first thing I did upon arriving at the office was to take a tour and meet with key people because I hadn’t been around in many months. Griff, on the other hand, went to look for security breaches in our intranet and web servers.

By the end of the day, we needed a break and headed to the pub near home.

Stepping through the doors, my smile fell when I spotted a man-sized hand on a very familiar arse. By the time I glanced towards the face, she was walking away and through the double doors to the back where the food was made.

Next to the bar to my right, I spotted Ennis and prepared to ask him about the spot of red hair that ducked out of sight. Before I could ask, a dark haired beauty blew through the door.

Keely stopped at our table before heading to the bar for an apron. With a roll of her eye, she breezed by without a word.

Griff caught sight of me. I could feel the frown on my face. “Since when has she started working here?” I asked.

“She never stopped.” He huffed as if I should have known better. “What’s crawled up your arse?”

I looked at my best mate. “Nowt,” I growled, using another word for nothing.

He rolled his eyes and flagged down Ennis who stood stoic at the bar. “Ale,” He shouted to be heard over the crowded room.

Seconds later Keely strolled from nowhere and slapped down the ale, foam spilling over onto Griff’s lap. “Whi that noo’?” he protested.

Keely’s temper was directed at me as she hadn’t once looked away from my face. “I’ll tell you whi’s wrong with the eejit. He’s aff his heid
over that redhead lass.” 

The door that led from the bar to the kitchen area opened and that redhead lass popped through, holding a tray full of food and looking pleased with herself.

“Whi’s she daen?” Keely asked.

I said nothing and they both turned to me as my jawed dropped. Bailey began to serve food with a brightness I didn’t much care for. It wasn’t so much the smile as it was that it wasn’t aimed at me. She hadn’t yet spotted us and I watched like a voyeur, not letting my eyes stop from drinking her in. I hadn’t seen her happy since before she had left that motel room. 

Griff said, “So that’s the lassie that has your arse up in knots?”

I hadn’t told him about Bailey. I wasn’t sure why. I wasn’t trying to keep her a secret. It was possible I hadn’t told him because he would know. He would see through all my bull shite and know exactly what my feelings were for her. And he’d laugh his arse off if he knew she’d dumped me for another guy. 

“Oh, he hasn’t told you, eh?” Keely said, her scowl deeply rooted in her pretty face. “She must be...” 

Her words trailed out into a space I could no longer hear. My vision blurred with a familiar red haze. I stood, my chair scraping the floor with my sudden movement. I began to move forward with determined strides. Keely moved fast and removed the tray from Bailey’s hands just as I reached her. She stood at the table of four men where one previously had his hand on her arse.

With a shove, I pushed Bailey behind me. She protested, but I didn’t hear a word she said. Griff appeared, blocking my vision. “Whoa.” Griff’s hands were up, trying to calm me down. As much as I wanted to knock heads, I respected Ennis’s place. So I turned and ushered Bailey back through the doors she’d just come, surprising the cook. Then I shoved open the side door, leading us outside.

Bailey slapped at my grip once we were alone.

“What is your problem?” she asked, turning angry eyes up to me.

“What’s yours? Why are you here working?” And that was it, wasn’t it? She was mine and she had no business working where everyone would assume I couldn’t take care of my own.

“I wasn’t working,” she stated, shoving at my hands while I still held her.

My muscles bunched with the urge to strike something. Not Bailey, but rather the wall. I should step away, but it had been far too long and I’d crossed over the edge. I caged her in. I wanted her and I hated myself for it. She’d chosen someone else. So why the fuck was I out here with her in reach yet her heart so far from mine? 

Her breaths were coming fast and she looked at me with frighten eyes. The urge to sooth took over. The back of my fingers made contact with her cheek. However, the need to kiss her made me take a frustrated step back.

We stood in a battle of iron wills. I searched her eyes for something. Anything that would tell me what was going on in that lovely head of hers. She searched mine and I kept my face blank, void of all the emotions that gathered deep in me. I couldn’t let her know just how far I’d fallen.

She’d obviously found what she was looking for because she turned and headed for the door.

“Don’t,” I said dangerously. Don’t leave, I almost added but wouldn’t say it. She had enough power over me as it was.

Her voice was sharp and cut into me more than she’d ever know. “Don’t what?”

Don’t fucking leave and break my heart all over again. But I didn’t say that either. “Why are you letting some arse put his fucking hands on you?” I used the full force of my brogue on her, channeling the warriors of old who would have tossed the lass over their shoulder, taken her to bed and had their way with her.

“My ass isn’t yours,” she spat as if I didn’t know that already.

“Have a care,” I said.

“What the hell does that mean? I care, I care that you made me look like I’d done something wrong in there.” She pointed her finger like it was a deadly weapon.

“And what would Turner think if he’d seen what you did?” I said triumphantly. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away. “Why are you here working of all things anyway? I can provide you with all you need.” I could take care of her always, if she’d let me.

She flung her hands to her sides, balling them into fist. Her face flushed red, but not in embarrassment. She was preparing herself for the verbal assault I felt coming.

Her eyes tunneled into me with a fierceness I’d felt pride over. “I was bored, alright? You were out with your new girlfriend and I had nothing to do.”

I quirked a brow. It was almost cute. “Jealous?”

“No, I’m not jealous. You’re free to do whatever the hell you want. So why don’t you go back and leave me alone?”

There was a moment for me to do the right thing and leave her be. However, her jealousy gave me irrational hope. I stepped back into her and gave her little retreat to the wall at her back. I leaned in and did what I wanted to do. I pressed my lips to hers in an onslaught of need.

She started to move, so I caught her around the waist, holding her there as she melted into me. Her hand slid up my chest and fisted in my hair. Prepared to hoist her up so she could wrap her legs around my waist, I positioned my hand at her thigh.

The tug was sharp and caused me to curse under my breath. I pulled back and gazed into frosty eyes. “This can’t happen,” she declared before storming back inside.

I stood panting, trying to work out my frustration. I shifted on my feet, trying to adjust the strain in my pants. I took a shot with my fist against the wall, feeling my knuckles split against the stone. The pain was release and killed the lust in less than a second. I planted my head on the cool stones, wondering what the hell I was doing. I’d made an arse out of myself for nothing. I still lost the girl.

When I walked in, I didn’t immediately see her. I took my seat while Griff eyed me.

“So I ask again. That’s the lassie that has you all pent up?”

I nodded, not bothering with a lie. The group of men that had been flirting with my girl stared daggers at me. I felt my chest puff up, spoiling for a fight. I needed to vent my anger, and what better way that knocking heads like the old days? I knew Griff would have my back and we’d easily take the four. We had more times than not been outnumbered with worse odds.

Then she appeared. I found myself lost in her movements. She was graceful in a way I’d never noticed before. She pointedly didn’t look my way.

“Why is she here taking over my job?” a voice said from over me. I faced Keely, whose frustration seemed to rival mine. 

I shifted back in my seat and pulled her into my lap. Bailey turned in time to catch Keely’s giggles. Without taking my eyes from the woman I loved, I kissed Keely with everything that belonged to the redhead half a bar away from me.

Focused on her through it all, I watched Bailey’s eyes grow wide. Then she turned and ran out the back. She was most certainly jealous.

When I pulled away from the kiss, I caught Griff’s stunned glance at me. Fuck. Griff was in love with Keely, which was one of the reasons I steered clear from her. The other had been that I had always seen her as a little sister. That was, until last night.

Knowing Griff would understand my little display, I ignored his glare. I asked Keely, “Why are you still working here?” I waited for a response, fighting the urge to chase after Bailey.

Keely was saved from answering when Ennis, my mother’s boyfriend and the proprietor of the bar, called for her assistance. From the exchange and his pissed glance my way, I knew he was going after Bailey, probably to give her a ride so she didn’t walk back to my mother’s in the dark.

Griff caught my attention. “Are we done here?”

I nodded.

“Then let’s get out of here. Want to go to a club?”






  

Chapter Eighteen

 

Bits of dust plume rose from underneath my stamping feet. The sun was low in the sky, barely a glowing ember. It didn’t matter though. I just needed to get the hell out of there and away from that asshat. 

It was a strange word that I hadn’t used before but fitting. I was in an extraordinary and beautiful place. I’d only been trying to fill my empty day by taking the asshat’s mother’s suggestion to make my way to the only pub in the area run by her boyfriend Ennis. We had gotten word that Turner wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow morning.

Ennis been the kindest man I’d ever met and understood immediately why Kalen’s mother swooned when she spoke about him. When he looked taken back by an early rush and I offered to help, he looked relieved. 

Then Kalen had come in like a summer storm, all beautiful and deadly. It had taken all my gumption to ignore his turmoil and advances. He wanted me and didn’t at the same time. No girl wanted that. So I’d fled. What else was there to be done?

The faint hum of a motor came from the distance. I didn’t turn around. I feared Kalen had been forced after me. I balled my fist in preparation to tell him exactly where he could shove his ride when an open window pulled beside me.

Ennis. I stopped. His gentle smile was all the nonverbal words I needed. 

On our way back to Moria’s he said, “Aye sweet lass, my son,” he began.

I glanced over at him with my brows knitted in confusion. 

“He’s not my son by blood. But he’ll always be like a son to me, eh.” He waited a beat. I gave him a tiny smile, letting him know I understood. “That boyo, I’ve never seen him behave that way with any woman.”

Figuring I had nothing to lose because both his parents seemed to want to give me a pep talk, I said, “He hates me.”

His laugh was brusque. “Lass, that’s love causing all his confusion.”

“I don’t think so. I think he just doesn’t want me here.” My words were as final as they sounded. I wouldn’t believe anything else. “Besides, he and Keely are making up for lost time.”

“Keely,” he said, and it was with humor that made the name sound preposterous. “That lass has been following Kalen for the last decade. He puts up with her as a sister, nothing more.”

“It didn’t look that way,” I rebuked. We pulled up in the driveway. I turned in my seat, thinking I’d better do this before we got inside and I was talked out of it. “Is there an inn nearby?”

“Aye, lass,” he said, sounding weary. “Don’t leave. The lad will come to his senses.”

I gave him my biggest doe eyes. “I can’t stay here.”

Defeated, he sighed. It was a moment or two in hopes I suspected that I would change my mind before he said, “Let me make a call inside.”

When I opened the car door, Moria was already standing there. “Is everything okay?”

I just nodded and headed for the stairs. I could hear Ennis explaining before he switched to what Moria had told me was Gaelic. It didn’t take long for me to get my things together. I hadn’t unpacked because I planned to stay somewhere else with Turner anyway. Neither man deserved the uncomfortable tension that would surround us if we were all in the same place.

By the time I got downstairs, Moria seemed beside herself. However, she only asked me to stay once. After I gave her a definite no, Ennis said that there was one inn nearby. It was located near the private airport I’d flown into. The owner of the airport also owned the inn. His wife operated it. However, with no guest, she’d gone to stay with her sister for the night. Ennis would drop me by the airport. The owner was waiting for one more arrival before he shut down for the night. Then he would walk me over to the inn and get me settled.

I hugged Moria because she’d been nothing but nice. I hated to leave her hospitality. But I would have left by tomorrow with Turner anyway. 

As much as I felt bad about taking Ennis away from his bar, I was grateful for the ride. On top of that, when we arrived at the small airport, he walked me inside the tiny building that must have been the brains of the operation. I barely remembered the place from arriving a day or so ago. My head had been so messed up, I’d barely paid any attention to my surroundings. The darkness that filled the spaces now didn’t help my memory.

Ennis held the door as I stepped inside. An older man with a wisp of brown hair was talking to another man with a crop of red hair on his head. 

Both men turned in our direction when a jingle above the door alerted them to our presence.

“Ennis,” the man behind the counter began.

“Fergus, this is the young lass needing a room,” Ennis said.

Fergus nodded in my direction before switching into what I thought was more Gaelic. The other man gave me a smile before he was drawn into the conversation. I think they’d switched to English, but their brogue was so thick I still didn’t understand. I knew they were talking about me, when they all looked at me.

The conversation died and Ennis said, “I’ll be on my way.”

I thanked him for everything and sent more thanks to Moria before he left. When I turned back from the closing door, Fergus said, “I’ll only be a few more minutes.”  

I nodded and took in the stark interior of the building. The front of it was made of a wall of glass. All I could think before chuckling to myself was the better to see you with my dear. There were a couple of metal chairs in the corner opposite the side door we entered in otherwise it wasn’t very inviting. 

“Are you headed back to Dublin, Angus?” Fergus asked. The other guy nodded. “Is this your last run of the week, or should I expect you back?”

My eyes found the guy behind the counter waiting for Angus to answer.

“No more runs this week. I’ll have to take Ennis up on his dinner offer another time.” They traded some more banter before he added, “Do you have my invoice for the month?”

“Aye. Let me go get it in the back.”

A plan began to form inside my head. I walked over to the counter.

“Angus,” I said, getting the guy’s attention. 

“What can I help you with?” His accent was clearly Irish.

“Are you taking on any passengers back to Dublin?”

“No,” he answered hesitantly.

I gave him my best smile. I knew the moment I’d won. “Can I catch a ride with you?”

One of his fingers pointed at me as a grin spread over his face. “I usually don’t take on passengers I don’t know. I have a small plane…”

I appreciated his honesty. He probably didn’t want to feel weird or forced to make small take with a stranger he didn’t know. I was desperate.

“I’ll pay,” I said confidently. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any currency other than U.S. on me. But I had debit and credit cards. It might not have been wise for me to use them, but it was a price I was willing to pay.

He looked around, for what I didn’t know. There wasn’t much to see. “How do you know Ennis?”

There were complicated ways to explain that. I took the easy way. “I’m a friend of the family.” It was roughly the truth.

He nodded. “For Ennis, I’ll only charge you for the extra fuel I’ll have to use in order to take you.”

We shook on it. The innkeeper and private airpark owner walked back in with something in his hand. He looked between me and Angus before Angus strolled up to take the proffered invoice.

“I’m going to go get my plane ready for takeoff.”

I wasn’t sure who Angus was speaking to and didn’t try to find out.

“Can I bother you for a piece of paper?”

“Sure.” He grabbed a notebook from behind the counter where he stood.

Thinking ahead of me, he also offered me a pen. Gratefully, I took it. Hastily, I wrote a note. I tore the paper and folded it in thirds. Then I scribbled a name on the front. 

I handed the notebook and pen back before handing the note. “Tomorrow, a plane is scheduled to arrive.”

Fergus nodded. “Mr. Brinner’s plane.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “A man named Turner is arriving on it. Can you give him this note?”

His brows furrowed. “You can’t give it to him?”

I shook my head. “No, I won’t be here.” There was an awkward pause that filled the room. “I thank you for offering to give me a room at the inn. But I’ve made other plans.”

My hand held out the note. 

“Turner?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Please make sure he gets it.”

He nodded. And before he could ask me anymore questions, I darted out of the building.

The trip almost scared me to death. The plane was small with only had six seats. It wasn’t luxurious like Kalen’s plane. I was almost pleased that it was night. Angus, who’d seemed nervous before about awkward conversation, talked non-stop. He asked a lot of questions and I gave him answers that didn’t give too much information without being impolite. After we landed I had to show my passport to the customs official. Afterwards, I gave Angus the news that I needed to get to an ATM to get his payment.

He was kind enough to drop me off at a nearby major hotel chain. I used my card to pay for one night. Kalen and maybe the people who were after me would find me. But I figured no one would come tonight. And in the morning I would get lost in Ireland or head somewhere else. I closed my eyes, exhausted after not having slept the night before. I prayed for no nightmares and hoped I’d made the right decision. 

Kalen would be furious I’d left. He would have found me at that inn. We couldn’t be alone together. No matter how angry he was at me, there was an undeniable attraction between us. He demonstrated that early. If he found me, we would act on our desires, which would only bring more heartache to me. Because Kalen had not forgiven me. That was one thing I knew for sure.

 






  

NINETEEN

 

My jaw was set and even Griff hadn’t bothered to test me at the moment. Ennis stopped me from following after the lass. Keely avoided me like I stank of shite. And all I wanted to do was to throw something.

“So, you going to tell me then?” Griff asked cautiously.

“I thought maybe she was the one,” I answered cryptically because there was no way in hell I was going to say the L word.

“You love her,” he retorted, not giving me the easy way out.

“Loved,” I admitted.

A snort preceded his next words. “No, love. Boyo. I never thought a bonnie lass would ever get the best of you.” He chuckled, but it was more to himself.

I slapped down the mug I’d been holding and stared into it like more ale would appear. We hadn’t yet left the pub despite his earlier idea.

“Doesn’t matter. She chose another.” It was easier to get this part over. If he had to press it out of me, I’d never hear the end of it. Admitting it, he may show me some mercy.

Loud guffaws followed, adding to my humiliation. I suffered in silence, drowning my shame into too many fingers of scotch to count after I signaled for more.

Barely able to stop laughing to speak, Griff said, “Let’s go out, my friend.”

That was code for going out and giving some lucky women our time. I nodded and handed Griff my keys. He’d been drinking too. However, I was toast and knew I shouldn’t be behind the wheel.

Hours later when the sky began to change from nearly black to a midnight blue, we stumbled in the house I’d built for my mother.

“Kalen and Griffith,” my mother called from just inside the kitchen door. I was reminded of being thirteen and coming home after a night of debauchery.

“Ma,” I said, giving her my best grin as Griff and I tried to support each other.

“Don’t tell me either of you drove.”

I shrugged. She tsked with fisted hands on her hips.

“Off to bed with the both of you.”

We stumbled forward and half laughed, half walked to the top of the landing. Griff walked past my door and to the door where Bailey was sleeping.

“No,” I called out in a loud whisper, hoping not to wake her up. “The lass is in there.”

His grin split and he walked backward. He’d closed himself in the other room while I stood looking at the door. If we’d woken her, I wanted to be there if she peeked out her room. To see her sleep musk would be a treat I may never see again. But she didn’t come out, as if she knew I was there waiting. Could she be that disgusted with me?

My feet spun and I closed my own door. I fell on the bed and gave in to the sleep that called to me. I knew once my eyes closed I would dream of a lass made of fire and a sexiness I’d never experienced before. It hadn’t mattered what distractions I’d allowed myself; I couldn’t get her out of my head.

Not too long later, off in the distance, I heard my name. I closed my eyes trying to cling on to the dream where angels lived and one died by the sword. A lass a blaze of light stood reaching a hand out to me as if asking me to stay as well. Urgent calls of my name sucked me from the pleasant place where dreams did come true. 

When I recognized the voice as that of my mothers, I regretted not staying at a hotel. What, was I five that I needed a wake-up call? My eyes blinked against the light that streamed through the uncovered window. The room I created in my mother’s house for myself was a master suite. It was large and had an attached bath. I wasn’t supposed to feel like a child here.

“Kalen.”

“Yes,” I called back in annoyance. My mother was no doubt on the other side of the door. “Your plane arrived.”


Shite, I muttered. I reached for my phone on the nightstand. It was dark and lifeless. Fergus or my pilot had probably called the house when they hadn’t reached me. I scrambled to my feet and snatched my pants I’d let drop on the floor before falling into bed.

“Is Bailey up?” I called out. 

No answer. I moved to the door. When I opened it, I caught my mother’s pensive gaze. I narrowed my eyes. “What it is?” I asked tentatively.

There was something in her eye that said I wasn’t going to like the answer she was about to give. 

“She isn’t here,” she answered cautiously.

Even though I held no anger for the woman before me, I felt my features tighten.

“What do you mean? Did she go meet the plane by herself?”

She shook her head. 

“What?” I yelled and regretted it when she jumped. “I’m sorry. Just tell me.” The Gaelic language never felt so foreign to me as it did in our exchange. My heart beat erratically, waiting for her to tell me that Bailey had been taken again.

Her sad eyes met mine and I braced for what she was about to say. And how I would explain it to Turner.

“She left yesterday.”

I frowned. “Left,” I muttered because I was confused.

“She didn’t want to sleep here. Ennis took her to the inn next to the airpark.”

I didn’t know if I should be relieved or annoyed. I’d pushed her away with my erratic behavior. She didn’t feel safe under my roof. I closed my eyes and scrubbed a hand down my face.

When Griff lurched out of the room across from mine, I had a sudden thought. What if she got to Turner and convinced him to take her away? Pain lanced through my chest. Never seeing her again was a burden I didn’t want to harbor.

“Let’s go,” I commanded. I kissed my mother’s cheek hoping for forgiveness before I made my way down the stairs.

We made it to the private airpark in record time. Turner was inside the building with a bleary eyed lad.

“You made it,” I said to Turner. Then I turned my attention to the lad. 

“Where’s Fergus?” I asked, reverting back to Gaelic.

In a squeaky voice that should have left the lad years ago, he answered, “Family emergency.”

I almost asked why the lad was afraid when I caught sight of Griff standing off to my other side. Including Turner, three of us towered over the boy and made an imposing presence. I tilted my head to the side to get Griff to give us some breathing room. Being used to nonverbal cues, he easily understood and gave us some space.

“Do you know how to take care of the paperwork?” I asked. 

The lad nodded and I saw Turner’s passport on the counter before him. “Alright then, I’m going to talk to the pilot.”

I strolled passed Turner, not ready to speak with him until I had Bailey near. Outside, I found the pilot doing a flight check. We talked briefly before I pulled out my phone, having used a rapid car charger on the ride over. I looked up the number for the inn next door and got voicemail. 

With purposeful strides, I walked back into the main building. I searched for the kid. He looked up when the bell jingled over the door. I said, “Who’s overseeing the inn?”

He shook his head like he hadn’t understood my question. I couldn’t remember if I’d spoken English or Gaelic, but the lad should have understood either if he was Fergus’s backup. “Who’s seeing to the inn,” I asked again.

“No one,” he stuttered. And I had to wonder about the expression on my face. I’d scared my mother this morning and I was doing it again with the boy who stood before me.

“Isn’t there a guest?”

He shook his head again and I had the urge to wrap my hand around the lad’s throat. I spun and strode out the door, trying to calm myself. My first call was to Ennis. He assured me he’d dropped Bailey off here last night. Fergus had been finishing up with Angus before he left. Angus ran a small plane operation shuttling people who could afford him between the isles. Fergus was going to walk Bailey over to the inn himself. My head began to spin an idea. I knew Angus and had used him before my father died and I got control of the plane. 

I had a sinking thought I didn’t yet want to accept. I headed out the door and briefly looked over my shoulder when the door didn’t immediately close behind me. Griff came out. His expression said he smelled trouble.

“Where’s the lassie?” he asked in a low tone. Somehow he’d figured out that I didn’t want Turner to know. Maybe Turner had introduced himself to Griff or asked about Bailey.

“Can you check the inn for me?” Although I trusted the lad, I needed to make sure. He nodded and stalked off.

My next call was to my security team. I wanted them to start tracking her. I stepped into the building, continuing to ignore Turner. I wasn’t sure how much longer his patience would last. I walked up to the counter and hoped I’d smoothed out my frown lines.

“Do you have Angus’s number?”

“Sure,” the lad said. He pulled out a binder and flipped through it.

Turner walked over to me. I wasn’t ready for his question. “What’s going on? Where is Bailey?”

“Here it is,” the lad said, pointing to a number on a page of paper protected in plastic. The binder looked like a manual of sorts, or maybe somewhere all the important information was stored in hand’s reach.

I ignored Turner and began to dial. I walked back outside when the phone rang. I knew I didn’t have long. Turner would follow. He was showing more tolerance than I’d expected, but I was sure he’d run out of that.

“Angus here,” the voice on the line was answered.

“Angus, this is Kalen.”

“What can I do for you?” he spoke with the lilt of the Irish. 

“Did you ferry a woman last night that you picked up from here?”

He cleared his throat before answering. “And why might you be needing to know?”

What had she said to gain his loyalty? Because I knew by his evasion, he had taken Bailey somewhere.

“Because she’s mine,” I gritted out. Angus was an acquaintance. I shouldn’t be burning bridges over a woman.

“Well now,” he began. “I did bring a young one back to Dublin with me. What did you do to scare her away?”

“Please just tell me where you dropped her off.”

We played cat and mouse for a few more minutes before he finally gave me the name of the hotel he’d left her at. I was in the middle of sending that information to my team when Turner stepped in my line of sight.

“Where is she?” he asked.






  

Chapter Twenty

 

The mirror didn’t reflect me. The sadness that leaked from my eyes did nothing for the grim curve full of fake cheer that was planted on my face. Yet it was my reflection.

I took in the black and wondered if it would ever come out. The hair dye that Kalen had brought for me to the community had come in handy. He’d put it with my things in the hotel before we left Virginia. I found use for it.

If someone was searching for me, they would be looking for a redhead that I was no longer. It was weird how much more I looked like my sisters Violet and Mary once the flame of my hair had been muted out. The fire had been smothered by the black dye leaving behind the sooty embers of smoke very much like my heart. 

After one last look, I strolled out of my room, having gotten the bill under the door showing what would be charged for the room on the credit card they’d swiped the night before if I didn’t formally check out. I set out into the day with no destination in mind other than getting as far from this place as possible. With nothing but time, I didn’t bother with a taxi. I walked and walked and walked.

Only after my feet hours later burned for relief did I finally stop at a café down a small one-way street. There had been a larger more crowded one on the corner. However, even with anonymity, I was drawn to the smaller one about halfway down the block. 

They served coffee, which was a surprise to me. I sat at a table closer to the front in a corner near but not in front of the picture window. With the warm mug in my hand, I tried to think about what to do next.

Last night, I’d called Lizzy. She had been frantic with worry and wanted me to go back to Kalen if nothing more than for my protection. After I told her the story, her indignant tone only confirmed her words of agreement that I was right for leaving his ass. 

She’d said, “How could he be so cruel? He has to know how you feel.”

I shrugged and it took a moment to remember she couldn’t see me. “He has a right to be with whoever he wants,” I’d said.

“Whatever, he’s an ass.” 

I heard my sister in the background echoing her words. “Who’s an ass?”

Lizzy must have silenced her with the promise of sharing details later because Violet went quiet. A part of me was a little jealous that two of the people I cared about most had each other, while I was alone in a city I’d never been in without a plan.

While I could have asked to talk to Violet, I wasn’t prepared for a lecture about Turner. I would hear a thousand I told you so’s and how I crushed a guy who deserved much more. Yet, I hadn’t crushed anyone yet. 

“I left Tuner a note telling him to call you. When he does, tell him I’m in Dublin. I’ll try to get a prepaid phone or a SIM card for my phone so that I can accept calls. I’ll get you the number when I have it.”

“Sure thing, babe. You better stay safe or I’ll hurt you.”

“Tell Violet I’ll talk to her later. I hope she enjoys New York.”

“Of course she will. She’s with me,” Lizzy had said before I’d hung up the hotel phone. 

That international call on the hotel line was going to cost me a small fortune, but I had little choice. At least it had been the last transgression I put on my credit card before I lost myself in the city.

When the memory faded, the small café came into focus. It was just big enough for six small tables in a sort of messy C-shaped formation. The barista bar was right up front. Despite the popular competition on the corner, the place was filled, the language lively. I gathered that all of the patrons except myself were locals.

As I sat with nothing else to do, another memory assaulted me with so much force I could almost feel and taste it. If I had risen on my toes and kissed Kalen like I had wanted to while he trapped me in against the outside wall of the bar, what would he have done? And what about Turner? Was it right to stay with a man only because of guilt? I loved him, I did. But was that love enough while my heart burned for another?

I felt as disingenuous as my hair color. What had we been taught growing up? Do unto others as we would have them do to us? And hadn’t I failed that test enough to know karma had come to bite me on the ass? I should have stayed home and lived a simple life with Turner. I would have never known the hurt that I felt now thinking of Kalen with Keely or any other woman.

Pools of my own pity filled my eyes. I took a napkin from the dispenser on the table to blot my eyes before I brought attention to myself.

A regal woman in an apron wearing an approachable smile walked distinctly in my direction. When she sat, I wasn’t completely surprised as she looked like she was missionary kind eyes and a pure soul.

She held out a mug. “You look like you need a fresh cup.”

She’d taken my order earlier. I smelled the coffee and felt the steam on my hand from the cup as I took it.

“Thank you,” I said, understanding instantly why this place wasn’t empty. It wasn’t just the delicious cup of coffee or whatever anyone was drinking. It was the service.

“I don’t mean to pry,” she began.

I held up my mug, letting her know that the hot drink that replaced the now cold cup I’d been holding earned her a question or two. I couldn’t imagine she’d ask anything terribly personal.

“You look like you’re in need.”

I set the cup down to survey myself. Did I look homeless? One glance down at the bag at my feet had to be the dead giveaway that I wasn’t just browsing the streets of Dublin.

“And don’t take it the wrong way. I just wonder…”

She was cut off when someone yelled out a name that must have been hers. She gave me a faint smile. “I have to take that. I’ll be back. I hope you’ll be here.”

I nodded, although I had an uncomfortable feeling like maybe I should flee as soon as she turned her back.






  

Twenty-One

 

Turner’s anger had simmered to a boil on the ride home.

“What do you mean you don’t know where she is?”

Griff, ever my protector, jumped in. “Hey dude, he told you the name of the hotel she stayed in.” If I wasn’t agitated, I might have laughed at his American accent when using the word dude.

“Yeah,” Turner began. “But he also said they rang her room with no answer. Which means, she’s probably not there anymore.”

Griff sighed. I took over. “My security team is on it.”

Tuner gave a humorless laugh. “She was supposed to be safe with you.”

I parked in front of the house. Turner hopped out and stomped towards the door. My mother opened it, no doubt having heard us pulling in. She greeted him as she did everyone. And thank God for Turner’s sake he was gracious in greeting her.

“He’s some peace of work. Who is he?” Griff asked in Gaelic before we exited the car.

“He’s the he that Bailey chose.” I didn’t stay in the car because I didn’t want to answer anymore of Griff’s questions.

Inside, after greeting my mother and ensuring her forgiveness for my earlier behavior, I motioned Griff over. I said to him outside of hearing distance of Turner, “Help get him settled. I have to make a run. I’ll be back soon.”

I ignored Griff’s questioning gaze and Turner’s reproachful stare. I headed out with purpose. There was something I needed to do.

On the drive, I went over in my head all the things I needed to say. In the end, Keely was like family. She was like a sister and didn’t deserve how I had used her over the last day. If I could at least set things right with her, some of the burdens would be released from my chest.

My knock on her door was not causal. She didn’t immediately answer either. I waited a moment before rapping again. 

When the door opened, Keely stood in a robe that looked just pulled on. Her hair was a cascade of waves over her shoulders.

“JK,” she said dryly.

“All play and no work,” I teased in Gaelic, trying to break the ice of tension.

She smiled before it turned into a scowl. For a minute, she’d forgotten to be mad at me. 

“What do you want? Are you here about me not being at work?” She didn’t give me a chance to answer. My whole prepared apology was going to waste. “It’s not like they respect me there. They think the only reason I have a job there is because they assume we’re fucking.” She said the last with so much distaste, I stepped back as if slapped.

“Keely,” I began, going to try to start anew with my prepared speech.

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t need or want anything from you. I quit.”

I opened and closed my mouth several times before I could speak.

“Puss,” a voice from inside the apartment said.

If a guy in a Darth Vader suit had stepped up and stood next to her I wouldn’t have been more surprised.

“What?” I asked out of confusion because I knew the man who stood there with a proprietary hand around her just shy of the underside of her breast. Her robe began to open as the hastily tied belt loosened. On instinct alone, my eye followed the parting material as it fell open. I shook my head because it was Keely who stood there with nothing under the robe but skin. 

“What?” Keely spat. “What do you think? He gave me what you weren’t willing to.” The accusation hit me like a punch to the gut.

“It was just yesterday and you called him over? Why do you even have his number? Have you forgotten…?”

She cut me off. “I’ve forgotten nothing. And he’s apologized.”

With new light I stared at the woman before me. Keely wasn’t stupid. So why was she acting like some lass that didn’t know any better. “He nearly…”

“Raped me,” she finished for me. “That was years ago and all your fault.”

I took one staggering step back. She hit me where she knew it would hurt the most. She was right. If I hadn’t been thinking about my dick then and wanted to be free of the girl who followed me around, it wouldn’t have happened.

“I was in that abandoned building because you told me to wait for you there.”

Irrational anger built like a steam from a kettle. I pointed at Sandy, the monster of all our nightmares as kids. He was the bully that tormented us until I’d gotten a little taller, a little tougher and a lot wiser. “I came for you,” I nearly shouted. 

A bad feeling had come over me when Griff and I set out to meet a couple of girls who promised more than a good time. So I’d gone back for her. The sight I confronted made me sick. Sandy and his pals were lined up ready to take turns on Keely who was on her side curled in a ball.

My own shame for the things Sandy had put me through welled up into a fury that put three out of the five guys in the room on the ground. Griff, having my back, had been taking on two others when Sandy and I came face to face. Years and grit ingrained in my skin made it thicker. I was finally ready to end the torment. No longer afraid, I put the fear of God into Sandy. I left him with a black eye, bloody face, bruised ribs and more. He wouldn’t have forgotten me after that day.

My vision blurred back to the present. How could she sleep with the enemy?

“Like I said, he’s more than made up for that.” She smiled at him like he was heaven, then turned to stare at me like I was hell. “You can go now.”

As I watched, she half covered his body with hers. Her hand left his cheek where she’d cupped his to face her. Tongue was involved and my eyes stupidly followed the hand because I hadn’t wanted to see her kiss him as it made me sick. When it headed much lower than I wanted to know about, I searched for something else to look at. She stepped away from him and allowed the robe to drop with her back to me. I’d been to her apartment before and knew she made her way back to her bedroom. 

“Make him go, love,” she called out without turning back.

“She has a lovely arse, don’t you think?” Sandy obviously had a death wish.

It wasn’t like I was pissed she was sleeping with someone. She was old enough. What bugged me was that she’d chosen a guy she knew couldn’t be trusted. Had I failed her so much? I started to understand the gravity of how conflicted Bailey was over Turner. Even though I’d never been anything short of honest with Keely about where I stood with us, rather no us, besides being mates, I felt like maybe I had owed her more. That was how you felt about the people you cared about. You never wanted them hurt.

Movement caught my eye. Sandy pulled the door shut and crossed his arms over his chest and took on a wide stance. That might have scared me when I was seven, but I was long past those times.

“If you fucking hurt her,” I breathed, because in the end, that’s all that mattered. I wanted Keely happy and safe.

“You’ll do what, pretty boy?” He eyed me up and down. “You’ve been long away from the streets with your pretty boy clothes. Set your mother up in that pretty house.”

“Don’t fucking talk about my mother.” He was crossing a dangerous line. I was willing to let him be with Keely as dumb an idea as it was. Truth be told, I couldn’t bully him to stay away. I wasn’t Keely’s keeper. And once I left town, how would I know what she was up to unless I put a guard on her?

He chuckled low in his throat. “I have nothing against your ma. She’s never done anything against me or mine.”

When he took a step forward, I held my ground. “Keely is mine now. I don’t know what happened between the two of you yesterday, but I’ve been with her a while now,” he admitted.

It set in. This wasn’t somehow a fuck you fuck. She’d been banging him for a while. And that hurt because that meant she’d lied when she begged me to take her virginity. Family didn’t lie to each other. At least, that’s what I thought. If there were two people outside my mother and Ennis I could trust, it had been Griff and Keely.

“Don’t you worry. You can trust I’ll take care of all her needs.” He smirked as if he’d read my mind and that set me off. Like a cobra strike, I had his throat in my grasp. I’d been spoiling for a fight and that was as good of time as any. My thumb and index finger pinched in tight to cut off the airway. I gazed into the eyes of my nemesis and watched his face go from pale to dark pink. The whites in his eyes were threaded through with red veins. I began to wonder if blue was his color.

Beseechingly, his hand grasped at my arm, trying in vain to pull me off. See, I was no longer his punk. I wasn’t the naive boy with no street smarts. He hadn’t learned the first time.

Somewhere in my head, a voice called my name. By this time, Sandy’s color was heading from a bright red to purple on its way to blue. Blue. Again, my conscience called out to me and I let my grasp slip just a little. He sucked in a breath while I decided if I wanted to end him. 

A door opened down the hall and a woman in pajamas stepped out with a small child on her hip. I released him with a shove and stepped back. 

In a low voice near a growl, I said, “Don’t ever forget who I am or what I can do to you.”

He slid halfway down the wall, holding his neck and gasping for breath. I walked away before I did something I would regret. Plus, I’d promised my mother I wouldn’t ever end up in jail again.

Halfway home, I got the call. “We found her.”






  

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

With the last of my coffee drained, I held the warm mug in both of my hands, staring into space. A blurry figure came into focus.

Friendly eyes with a hint of crow’s feet peered into my own. When my own smile matched hers, she spoke. “Are you running from someone?”

It wasn’t exactly the question I expected from a stranger. Her eyes tracked down to the bag at my feet. 

With a deep breath, I said, “Not exactly.” It was the truth.

“I’ve been where you are,” she began. “If it wasn’t for someone helping me, I wouldn’t be here.” She surveyed the room with a sweep of her head.

There wasn’t anything I could think to say.

“I think we could help each other,” she said. The curve of her lips made the tiny wrinkles in her face disappear.

She stood. “Follow me.”

There was a hesitation before I stood and slung my bag on my shoulder. It felt right, as weird as that sounds. It felt as though I could trust her as we walked through the back and out through a door she used a key to open.

In the corridor beyond, there was a stairway. We hiked up the first flight, which felt like it would go on forever. There was a solitary door, but we passed it. By the time we crested the second landing, I was panting a bit.

She stood in front of the single door on this top floor. “It’s presumptuous of me, but you look like you need a place to stay. And maybe we can help each other.” Her voice bounced off the walls.

I had no idea where I was going to sleep. Could find a place that accepted cash or risk using my credit card? The other option was to listen to her offer.

“I don’t know if you noticed it or not, but I had a sign looking for help.”

With a shake of my head, I confirmed I had not. “I don’t have a work visa,” was the first thing to pop out of my mouth.

“Which is why we could work on the barter system. I can offer you a place to stay if you would help me in the café when we are short or busy.”

The sceptic in me made me question her motives. “Why?”

“If not for the help of another on a day like this…” She shook her head and started anew. “I never got the opportunity to pay back the woman who helped me. I call it fate that you stepped into my café for a reason. Now it’s my turn to help someone else.”

“You don’t know me,” I stubbornly protested.

“I don’t have to.”

She moved to face the door and produced a key. She opened the door to a small sparsely furnished space with high ceilings and windows on either side. The views were that of the buildings on either side. In fact, I was certain I could probably reach out and touch the façade of either.

“It’s not very large. There’s the living room.” She pointed to the solitary sofa. “And here is the kitchen.” There was a room with a miniature refrigerator, a half stove and a sink. “Over here.” She pointed towards the back. There were two doors. “Here on the right is your bedroom.” 

When I stepped inside, it felt like Lizzy’s closet. A tiny bed and a half dresser filled the room. I followed her out only to open the other door to a one person sized bathroom with a shower, toilet and half sink.

“It’s okay?” she asked. I nodded. It was more than I ever had back home. And all together it was bigger than the dorm room I’d shared with Lizzy.

“There is Wi-Fi, so you can connect with the Internet. Sorry there isn’t a TV.”

“That’s okay,” I said as if it was a foregone conclusion that I was staying. “I don’t watch much anyway.”

“We open early, but just stop down when you wake up and I can show you around. We can talk about a schedule after that.”

Just before she left, I said, “But I’m not sure how long I’ll stay.”

My hope was to hear back from Turner by the end of the day. I couldn’t be sure of my plans after that.

Her face brightened. “That’s fine. We’ll make it work for however long you need.”

And she was gone. It sure felt like someone above was looking over me. Luck had been on my side. I was already trying to figure out how to give my thanks and do what I could to pay back this woman who offered me shelter when I was in need.

I set my bag down on the table in front of the sofa. I pulled out my laptop to test out my Wi-Fi connection.

Amazingly it was strong. After I sent an e-mail to Lizzy, we connected on Skype. 

“Lizzy,” I breathed. “It’s so good to see your face.”

“Oh how I missed you.” Her face filled the screen bringing with it the light that filled all the dark spaces in me. “Your sister is so cute.”

“How is she?”

“She’s like a kid in Times Square Toys-R-Us.”

My sister came into view to the left of Lizzy’s head.

“Are those my jeans?” I teased, finding a grin in me. Violet looked down at herself. “I’m just kidding. What’s mine is yours, just like when we were kids.” She relaxed at my last words.

Then Matt came into view on Lizzy’s right hand side. I didn’t think he knew I could see him because I saw him apprise my sister the way a man does when he’s interested in a woman. When she finally looked over to him, I guessed she blushed. I couldn’t see her very well but how she looked down and away painted a perfect picture.

“Matt’s there,” I said.

Lizzy turned. “Matty, say hi to Bailey.”

Matt turned and gave me his sexy grin. “Hey Bails.”

“Matt, I saw you,” I said cryptically.

He winked at me. 

“Where are you?” Lizzy finally asked.

“Has Turner called?” I asked, not answering her question. She shook her head. To hide my disappointment I moved to another question. “Did you tell Matt not to tell Kalen?”

Matt answered. “I haven’t told him where you are, but he’ll figure it out. You should just let him know you’re okay.”

Suddenly, I was looking at the back of Lizzy’s head. I didn’t have to see her to know she’d folded her arms across her chest. “He doesn’t control her. And if he didn’t act like an asshole, she’d still be in Scotland.”

The screen wobbled. It took a second before I understood Lizzy was moving the laptop. When I saw the bed draped in white, I knew Lizzy had gone to her room.

“Ignore him,” she said.

“Tell me about you,” I said. “This isn’t all about me. I want to hear about what’s going on in your life. I miss our talks.”

“What do you want to know?” she asked. The display rolled and I was disoriented for a few seconds. The way the camera landed on Lizzy with her hair splayed on the pillow, I knew she was on her back with her laptop on her chest.

“Tell me about Hans.” I had no idea if she’d cut him loose yet.

“Hans… beautiful, pretty Hans… Hans with the penis the size of lipstick.” I cracked up. And she continued. “Did I ever tell you he has the oral skills of a god? I mean, the guy can eat pussy like no other.”

I continued to laugh and it felt good.

“I guess when you’re working with such a small package, you have to have other skills,” she babbled on.

“You’re terrible.” I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t snort from the hilarity of it all. “Is it that bad?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Yes,” she sighed. “But we’re working on alternatives. I was never an anal girl, but honestly, I think it’s working for us.”

“TMI, TMI,” I said between guffaws. 

“I’m telling you, Bails. Anal isn’t that bad when the guy isn’t packing a Colt forty-five. I mean, he doesn’t even have a twenty-two.”

The snort finally erupted from me. “You’re killing me.”

“Seriously though. The guy is beautiful to look at. I guess he couldn’t have it all. But damn, I bet he wishes he was a hairy guy instead of dickless.” She paused as if in thought. “And I know this is bad. He’s a great guy. He treats me right and tries his best to please me sexually as best he can. But damn, can I live with that for the rest of my life? And the guy’s got like three million followers on Twitter and Facebook. Girls send pics begging him to take them out.” 

She put a hand on her forehead. “If they knew what I know…”

“Honestly Lizzy, the guys who made you scream in bed couldn’t keep you. Yet you’re still with Hans.”

She held my gaze. “Maybe I was jealous. I saw you and Kalen and wished I had something like that.”

“Yeah, and how did that turn out?”

“He’s still into you. Did I tell you how he called and demanded that I tell him where you are?”

I clutched my chest. “He just didn’t want to tell Turner he lost me.”

She half-heartedly chuckled. “I don’t think so, babe. That guy’s got it bad.”

We talked for a little while longer before my voice broke and I said, “Tell my sister I’ll call tomorrow.”

“He’ll call,” Lizzy implored. She was talking about Turner. He should have been in Scotland for hours. “I could call Kalen.”

I shook my head. “He has to make the decision to contact me on his own.”

“I love you, babe.”

“Back at you,” I said and kissed my fingers and pressed them to the screen before it went dark.






  

Twenty-Three

 

The first call I made after leaving Keely’s house was to my security team. I’d given them the particulars, not wanting Griff to have to deal with it. So when they called back within five minutes, I was more than surprised. Relief filled me, knowing that Bailey was safe. However, there was one more important thing I had to do before I arrived back at the house.

I dialed the number, hating the call I had to make. I would have preferred to tell him this in person. With Turner cooling his heels, I knew I would have many questions to answer for him once I stepped inside the house.

“K,” Griff said.

“G.” I wanted to laugh because when I said his initial it came off false and forced. In a sketchy voice, I said, “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Whatever it is, tell me you are on your way back. That dude’s got some serious crazy. He’s wearing a hole in your ma’s floor.”

“I’ll be there in a few.” Without a pause, I dove into what needed to be said. “I went to see Keely.”

Silence. “I hope you went to apologize for being such an arse.”

He would say that. The guy wore his heart on his sleeve for her. Too bad what I had to say next most likely would forever change his feelings for her.

“That was my purpose, but…”

“But what? Pride stopped you from doing the honorable thing.” There was an edge to his voice that said he was considering the terms of our friendship. Damn.

“She wasn’t alone.”

Silence.

I waited a beat more until I knew he wasn’t going to say anything. “Keely’s a big girl. She’s allowed company,” I began. Still he said nothing. “Sandy was there.”

Disbelief filled his words. “What ye havering on about?”

“Aye, this comes at a shock to me too. The dobber had his hands on her, if you follow.”

“Bawbag,” he cursed. “Aye cannae.”

This wasn’t unexpected. “She quit and I’ve already talked to security about removing her access to anything at work. I hate to think it, but I have to look into whether or not she or Sandy had anything to do with the money being stolen from my company.”

“Fuck,” he finally said.

“I’m sorry, mate.”

We ended the call. I wouldn’t give him a hard time about this. Keely had been important to us both. Now I had to decide what I would say to Turner.

As it stood, Turner had a lot to say to me. He was waiting on the porch with his head hanging low and hands clasped together like a man utterly lost. Once I stepped out of the car, he looked up and slowly stood. I approached him like I would approach a wild animal, wary and cautious.

“Tell me again what happened before she disappeared.”

“I should tell you we found her.”

He waved me off. He’d been doing some thinking and had come to the same conclusion I had. I searched for Griff, but he hadn’t come out. He was probably hitting the bottle, dealing with his own pain.

Sighing, I gave him the edited version of events of the day before. No use in bringing up details that wouldn’t help either of us.

“She was helping out at the pub down the way.” I paused. “There was a drunkard who pawed on her. I went to intervene. I may have been irrationally pissed that she was even there. I said some unkind things to the arse that dared to touch her, then I took my anger out on her.”

“And she left because of that?”

I warred within myself as to what to say next. “Not right away.” I left it at that and hoped he would too. Honesty wasn’t always the best policy.

“I don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head. “Why would she leave just because of that? There had to be more.”

My lips were dry. Part of me wanted to toss in the rest and prove that I still affected her very much the same way she affected me. The man before me though was a guy I could call friend under the right circumstances. Thus, giving him the truth wasn’t satisfying at all. Hell, I shouldn’t be the one telling him this. 

“I need the truth, Kalen. Man to man. I need to know, no matter what it is.”

Truth. That was the hard part. “I said and did some things I’m not proud of. I was angry... pissed she’d chosen you over me.” He gave me the no bullshite look. “I might have done something to piss her off.”

Straight-faced, he asked, “You tried to make her jealous?” I paused, hoping that would be enough answer, but I nodded when he didn’t look like he was going to give me any ground. He gave a humorous laugh. “And it worked.” He said it more to himself as he half turned while raking a hand through his hair.

“I can’t believe this,” he muttered to himself. “Who am I kidding? She all but told me there was someone else. And I thought I could convince her.” He didn’t look at me through his whole speech. It didn’t appear his words were meant for me. 

Before I could comment, Griff blasted through the door, swaying on his feet. It hadn’t taken him long to get plastered. “Whi ye fanny bawbags dae ‘e noo?” He only paused for a second before looking between both of us. He settled on Turner and changed to more English. “Both of ye are like fuds over a fud.” He laughed at his own joke. 

Turner looked to me for a translation. My mouth had formed a grim line. “He basically said were pussies over pussy.” I shrugged before I said to Griff, in English out of respect for Turner, “Speak for yourself.”

Griff came between us, and slung an arm over each of our shoulders, putting him in the middle of Turner and me. “The lassies are making us radge. Dae ye fancy gon fur a wee swallae doon the pub?”

So much for the English, I thought. I tried to shrug him off. “You’re already pished.” 

He cocked a brow not denying his drunken state. I knew Turner was lost in translation, but there was nothing for it. 

“I could use a drink,” Turner said. He’d put some or enough of it together to figure out what Griff was talking about. Maybe it was the sound of the words swallow and pub that clued him in.

“We need to talk about Bailey,” I said, feeling odd I was the one to want to finish the awkward conversation.

“About what?” Turner asked.

“Where she is and if you want to go there.”

Turner wore a blank expression. I couldn’t tell if he was looking at me or through me.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not going,” he said defiantly.

Griff let us go and I faced Turner, leaving Griff standing somewhat between us on the outer rim.

“Why?” I asked. This had to be the craziest thing. If Turner stepped away, there wouldn’t be any more competition for Bailey’s heart. That was the thing, though. I’d already removed myself from the game. If Turner didn’t go, she stood to lose the both of us.

“This is the second time she’s just left me without a word.” His eyes met mine with a clarity I knew all too well. “Besides that, she couldn’t overlook whatever you’d done to wait less than a day for me to show up.”

His head shook like he was clearing his head of cobwebs. “I can’t do it anymore.”

“What are you going to do then?” I asked. 

Griff drank his ale and followed our conversation as if he was watching a tennis match.

“What I was planning in the first place,” he retorted. At my confused expression, he continued. “I’m going to the Peace Corp. And if she wants me, she can chase me for once. What about you?”

“Bailey’s safe in Dublin.” I watched Turner for any reaction and got none. “I have someone who’s going to watch over her. She’s probably safer there for now. I’m going to head back to New York,” I said resolutely.






  

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Dublin was an amazing city. It was full of life and full of people who loved life. The pubs were the place to be and the places I avoided. Last thing I needed was to drink my sorrows. Turner hadn’t contacted Lizzy. Kalen hadn’t come looking for me. A couple of times, while sightseeing during my free time, I thought someone was following me. But I saw neither man I loved watching me from the shadows.

“Hey,” a pleasant male voice said from behind me.

I turned from the espresso machine to the deep blue eyes of one of the café’s regulars. “What will it be today?” I asked while handing the espresso to the woman off to the side waiting. She smiled and gave me a nod before walking away. 

With the cash register a buffer between us, I tried to avoid his penetrating gaze. At the moment, he was the only patron at the counter as the morning rush had just breezed through. The guy was everything I didn’t need at the moment. First of all, he was a man. Plus, he was intelligent and quite handsome with a short crop of dark blonde hair and chiseled features. 

When he didn’t order, I finally met his eyes. They were on me like glue. I knew what was coming next. He’d asked me out regularly since I’d started helping out here.

“I know this is a fool’s game, but I have to ask...”

Here it comes, I thought.

“I’m headed back state side tomorrow. I thought maybe you would join me for dinner for my last night in town.”

He held up his hand, stopping me from giving my usual refusal. “Don’t look at it as a date. Just two people needing a meal. I promise, I’ll keep my hands to myself and act like a gentleman the entire time.”

I smiled. It was hard not to. 

 “And just in case you forgot, I’m Brian.”

I laughed. It was a rolling joke between us. He’d introduce himself each time he tried to ask me out. And every time after, I’d refused to call him by his name. I didn’t want to encourage him. Apparently, doing so had the opposite effect.

“I know your name,” I said with a slight laugh.

 “Well then, don’t make me beg.” My brow rose, and in acknowledgement he threw in a “Please.”

It had been a while since I enjoyed anyone’s company. Occasionally, I had a conversation with Ruth, the owner of the café and my benefactor. And I Skyped with Lizzy and Violet regularly. None of it was the same. I missed causal conversation, especially the kind between a man and a woman. Kalen had made me hunger for it. Turner had spoiled me with it. 

Dangerously, I answered, “Sure.”

He let out a deep sigh as if the world had left his shoulders. “Where can I pick you up?”

“In front of here would be fine.”

He gave me a smile again. “Great, I’ll see you at around eight.”

I nodded. He spun on his heels and left without placing an order. I half giggled. Ruth came around the corner. “It’s about time you let that young man have a go.” Her grin was wicked. She totally approved of him and had sung his praises.

“I guess so,” I said.

~~~

My wardrobe was limited. I still only had the one bag. I hadn’t bought much. Unable to use my cards, I only had the little cash that Lizzy insisted on Western Unioning me the first week I was here. I’d made it stretch. I didn’t want to ask for more even though I was more than able to pay her back. It just felt wrong. She was already doing so much by taking my sister in.

The pencil skirt and silk top were finds from Macy’s back in Virginia that I’d bought just in case I had to go to a meeting with a lawyer or someone else more important. It wasn’t quite a date outfit, but it would do.

There was a weariness in my eyes. I considered cancelling, but I didn’t have Brian’s phone number. I still hadn’t been sleeping well as the nightmare of my ordeal plagued me on a regular basis. I knew if this continued, I would need to see somebody because I couldn’t imagine living like that the rest of my life.

In the mirror, my black hair did nothing for the light blue top and navy bottom. That gave me another reason to cancel this date. The ordinary color of my hair when I tried it on had given the outfit something extra the unnatural black did not. 

“Stop it, Bailey,” I muttered to myself as I continued playing with my hair up or down. “This isn’t a date. And he’s leaving. The last thing you need is another relationship.”

Fine, I thought. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail. Without glasses, I hoped the effect of sexy accountant didn’t come across. That was the last thing I was hoping for.

At eight o’clock, I left my room. I headed down the stairs knowing it would only take me a couple of minutes to make it to the front. I didn’t walk through the café. There was another door that led directly to the street. I hoped Brian would be waiting on me. I didn’t want to appear anxious. I would have waited five more minutes and been fashionably late, however I didn’t really want to play too many games. This was a friend hang out. Well, we weren’t friends, but that was the closest analogy I could give and what I’d told Lizzy earlier.

When I stepped out, his back was to me. His focus was on a pub across the street that had a large TV screen that could be seen through the front window. A football game was on. Or rather what we Americans called soccer. I couldn’t keep up. It was a popular debate some of the regulars liked to have when making conversation with me. I could have cared less what they called it.

“Hi,” I said tentatively. I had enjoyed the view of his tall slender frame a bit too much. He wore dark slacks and a shirt with sleeves rolled up. His jacket was slung over his shoulder. The air was unusually warm. It was a nice night all in all.

It was like slow motion when his body turned to face mine. His eyes lit up like diamonds when he stared at me. I couldn’t deny how nice it felt to be appreciated. 

“You look beautiful.”

There were a few times when I’d felt beautiful. This wasn’t one of those days. But his appraisal of my form made me feel it nevertheless.

“Thanks.”

“I thought we’d eat at my favorite little Italian restaurant a few blocks from here. You don’t mind if we walk?”

“No, it’s… sounds great.”

I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t know him well enough to hold hands. So I gripped my purse and put one foot in front of the other, hoping it wouldn’t feel as uncomfortable to him as it did to me.

Breaking the silence, I said, “It’s probably weird of me, but it feels a bit odd to be eating Italian in Ireland.”

He laughed. “No, I felt the same way my first time out of the states and on the streets of Dublin when a colleague took me for Chinese food.”

We laughed and he talked more about his first experiences outside of America. When we arrived at our destination, the place turned out to be quite cozy like most of the places I’d been to thus far. I liked it. The lighting was soft but not so much that you needed a flashlight to find your seat. We sat at a corner table in wooden chairs across from each other near the window. 

“So tell me about yourself,” he asked.

“Not much to tell,” I answered, quickly giving him a smirk. It was easy to flirt with him like you would do a friend. I hadn’t yet felt sparks, but certainly I wasn’t repulsed by him either.

“How about where you are from?”

Thus far, I hadn’t been recognized. The headlines that hit the U.S. weren’t big enough to make international news and I’d been pleased by that. I’d been watching the news via the Internet. Although I’d been named, they hadn’t yet done an exposé on my community. Part of that had been the ice storm that plagued the east coast and an earthquake that wasn’t quite a destructive one on the west coast. I hated to be thankful of natural disasters, but I was glad the focus wasn’t on me.

I decided on the truth. “Pennsylvania,” I finally answered. “How about you?” I quickly diverted the question so that he wouldn’t ask a follow-up. 

“San Francisco,” he replied.

My eyes lit up. On the inside I’d cringed before he answered, thinking if he was involved in big business, he would most likely say New York. I’d hoped he’d say the next obvious answer, Chicago, which would have been fine and far enough away from me that I’d most likely not cross his path in the future. However, I hadn’t at all guessed San Francisco.

“I’ve always wanted to go there.” The winding streets, hills and trolley cars were all intriguing to me. 

“You’ll have to look me up whenever you decide to visit.”

I nodded and was grateful when the waiter came to take our order. Brian helped my indecision. I selected something I’d never tried before, at least at any American Italian restaurant, but one I thought I would enjoy.

Once the waiter was gone, I quickly asked him a question before he could ask me. “So what do you do that brings you all the way to Ireland?”

“My family owns a bunch of businesses. One of them produces ale.”

My eyes widened. He kept surprising me. “Any that I may be familiar with?”

“Possibly,” he said cryptically. Part of me wanted to press on. Yet, I didn’t want him prying into my life either. 

“What about you? Something tells me that you aren’t just a barista.”

“No, this is kind of like a mini vacation. I’m actually an accountant.” Why had I gone and told him that? It was the way he disarmed me with just a smile, I concluded.

It was his turn to be surprised. His eyebrows arched perfectly. “An accountant.”

I shrugged. “I love numbers.”

“Are you on vacation from work?”

This is where things got complicated with my answers. Still I found myself saying, “Actually, once I go back, I’ll be in search of a new job.”

“See there is a reason why you said yes to my offer of dinner tonight.” He waved off my speculative gaze. “I have a friend I went to college with who majored in accounting. He owns a small boutique accounting firm. I don’t know if he’s hiring, but he may know of someone who is. His firm is based out of DC, which isn’t far from Pennsylvania.”

It was far from New York and that might be a good thing. He reached in his pocket for something. The next thing I knew, he pulled out a business card. He wrote something on the back after consulting his cell. 

“This is my card. My friend’s name and contact information is on the back. Be sure to tell him I passed his information on to you.” 

“Thanks, I think,” I said.

“Don’t worry. I won’t stalk you. As much as I’ve been begging you to go out with me, it usually doesn’t take that much effort for me to get a date.”

“Vain much?” 

He laughed and shook his head. “Sorry, that came out all wrong. I just didn’t want you to think I would be harassing you. You are a beautiful woman, but there are other beautiful women in the world.” Something must have showed in my face and he blushed, actually turning red. “I’m a bumbling idiot. I can’t seem to think straight when I’m around you.”

It was kind of cute and I caught myself looking at his mouth and wondering what it would be like to kiss him. 

“It’s okay. I think I understood what you were trying to say.”

We laughed and just like that things were back to easy. Our conversation changed and he talked about what it was like to grow up in San Francisco. I glossed over my life in Pennsylvania, using words like simple and easy, and saying that my parents liked to grow their own food, but leaving out that we had an actual farm.

By the time we made it back, the café was closed. Somehow, Brian ended up walking me all the way to my door. All three doors on each floor inside this section of the building were locked by deadbolt. Furthermore, I trusted Brian. I just didn’t peg him as a killer. 

“Thanks for the nice evening,” I said, facing him with my back to the door.

“Yeah, I’m sorry it took so long for us to do this. It’s kind of nice to hang out with a fellow American.”

I liked that he didn’t say something cheesy and compliment me in some way. A tension grew. It wasn’t the kind that made me want to say goodnight. The way his look darkened, like he wanted to devour me, had my insides tighten. 

Okay, so it had been almost a month since I’d been kissed or touched by a man. Was I that much of a slut that I was ready to give it up to a complete stranger? That thought made me think of Kalen, and I quickly pushed him back to the recess of my mind. Clearly my sexual choices had caused all my problems of late. Hadn’t I learned my lesson?

Still, when his head bent down and his eyes questioned me, I leaned up to meet his lips. They were warm and softly probed mine. It wasn’t all bad. In fact, it was really nice. When I closed my eyes and gave him entrance, I felt his arms snake around my waist. I reached up as he deepened our kiss and cupped the back of his neck, needing some kind of control.

His hand slightly lowered on my waist and I lifted on my tiptoes. It must have been some sort of approval. Next thing I knew, I was pushed back into the door. One of his hands slid over my hip and down to the hem of my skirt. The air began to touch higher and higher on my thigh. Things were moving at light speed. 

When I started analyzing what he was doing and not enjoying the moment, I knew I wasn’t ready. I let my feet fall back and let my hands fall to my sides. He quickly stepped back.

“Sorry,” he said breathing hard. His hand rubbed at the back of his neck like he could still feel my touch there. “I didn’t walk you up here for that. Not that I wouldn’t be on board…”

“I’m sorry, Brian. I like you. But this is kind of moving too fast for me.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry too.” He paused after taking one step back. “You have my card. If you’re ever in San Francisco, please call. And not because I want to sleep with you, well…”

I laughed. “I understand. Night.”

“Night,” he said laughing too and turned to take the stairs. I waited on the landing, hearing his footfalls down the two flights until I heard the front door close.

I opened up my apartment and stepped into the loneliness. It would have been easy to let him in and lose myself in a one night stand. I’d been there and done that. It wasn’t a good idea. Brian seemed like a really nice guy. He was good looking. I just didn’t feel the sparks the way I did with Kalen. I sighed. Would I always compare every man in the future to Kalen?

On the couch with my laptop, I decided it was time to work on my resume.






  

Twenty-Five

 

A calendar meeting alarm popped onto my screen. I didn’t often check my appointments regularly because my assistant was good at screening them and keeping me abreast when I needed to prepare.

Lizzy’s meeting was personal, that much I was sure of. In fact, I was surprised she hadn’t come sooner.

I sent a quick text to Griff, who’d traveled with me abroad to start grooming for more responsibility within the company. I wanted him to help me integrate my security company acquisition with all my current holdings. 

When my assistant buzzed me, I told her to send Lizzy in. Bailey’s best friend was a blonde knockout who wore confidence like a shield. In a former life, she was the type of woman that I’d gone for. When she breezed in, Violet, Bailey’s older sister, followed in her wake. 

Violet was also striking.  In causal jeans and shirt, she looked completely at odds from her appearance at her family compound weeks ago. Nearly waist length brown hair framed big doe eyes that could undoubtedly bring men to their knees.

“What brings you two here?” I asked cautiously. 

Before I’d spoken, Violet had sat in one of the two leather back chairs in front of my desk, while Lizzy marched up to face me. Her finger pointed down towards my desk, but she might as well have been pointing at me.

“No, the question is why are you here?” Her eyes were narrowed with patience that appeared thin. I could have sworn she had the look of a snake ready to strike.

“This is where I work.” I wasn’t stupid and it was obvious what she was implying. But there was no way I was giving in to her demands in my office.

My eyes traveled to Violet who looked a bit out of sorts. She was calm even though I knew she too wanted to know about her sister. Her hands where clasped in her lap and kept turning and twisting. She seemed uncomfortable with the threat of violence rolling off Lizzy in waves. 

“I can’t believe you left her there,” Lizzy spat, bringing my focus back to her.

“She’s safe,” I said, feeling the first stirring of my own anger. 

“All alone in a country she’s never been to.”

“She wanted to be there,” I quickly retort in a flat tone. And where the hell was Griff? I had another meeting and didn’t have time to explain myself.

Speak of the devil, the door opened without a word from my assistant. Griff was extremely good at distracting women and making them forget everything.

“What happened to Turner?” Lizzy demanded.

I shrugged. It wasn’t my place to tell. 

“Lasses,” Griff said. 

Lizzie turned. I couldn’t see her face, but her posture was tense and with hands on her hips. Griff was going to strike out if he tried his charms on her.

Violet, on the other hand, had the normal reaction women have to my best friend. Her eyes became saucers and she drank him all in. Griff, having noticed, smiled and headed in the direction of friendly fire.

He took her hand and kissed it. “I’m Griffith, Head of Security and Kalen’s paid friend. Who might you be?” I snorted at his jab.

“Violet,” she said. A faint brush began to color her cheeks. A shy one, I should warn her. Before I could Griff turned up the wattage on his smile.

“I might have guessed. You are as beautiful and delicate as a petal from a flower.”

“Oh please,” Lizzy said, watching the exchange with disgust. “Where did you get that from? A cheesiest line website?”

When Griff glanced back her way, I saw determination in his eyes. She was going to lose this round. 

“It’s too bad you’re Irish.”

“Irish,” she said. “I’m not Irish. Well, I may have some Irish, but I don’t have family from Ireland.” She appeared flustered for the first time under the weighty gaze Griff gave her.

“Aye. You look so much like what a man would expect to find at the end of the rainbow.”

Her eyebrows quirked. But Griff pressed on speaking while his eyes perused her body. “Hair of silken strands of pale gold, face and body so lovely with a shine from within, any man would want to hide you away from the rest of the world so only he could gaze at your flawlessness.”

Lizzy’s mouth did the fish talk. It opened and closed unable to think of a thing to say.

“You lovely ladies look ready for lunch. Let me take you out.” When he held out his hand to Violet, she was entranced and took it without remark. He gently pulled her to her feet. When he held out his other hand, Lizzy glared back at me.

Her parting words were, “You bring her back and make this right.”

Then she took Griff’s hand and let him lead her out. 

Just when they made it to the door, I heard Griff ask, “Do either of you speak French?” 

I shook my head. I knew what was coming. And he might have been charming enough to pull it off. Both of the girl answered no. Lizzy sounded cautious with her response. She was smart. 

Griff then said, “Voulez-vous coucher avec moi?”

I distinctly heard two rapid thuds and Griff’s umph. Chuckling, he added, “I just had to ask.”

Violet’s giggle spoke volumes. She was definitely under the guy’s spell. Lizzy, however, began to speak but not loud enough for me to hear as my office door closed. If Lizzy gave him a hard time, I would pay for this later. And if he got lucky with either or both, he’d pay me.






  

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

My time in Ireland was filled with important firsts. It was the first time I’d truly been on my own and the first time I’d lived alone. It had been scary at first. When I’d taken the plane to Dublin, I was certain Kalen would find me and Turner would join me. Neither had. And aloneness soon sank in. However, after a time, when no one came after me, I knew that having independence was something that I needed despite my regular nightmares.

I dreamed of being bound and gagged by Kevin and Kitty. Sometimes he would be the one to defile me, other times it would be his female partner. Each time I’d wake with a pounding heart and damp skin from sweat, which is why I hardly fell asleep on purpose. Usually, I drifted off while reading or surfing the Internet.

Not ready to go to sleep after that night with Brian, I’d spent the rest of that evening updating my resume. I even constructed an e-mail to Brian’s friend, introducing myself and how I’d come to get his information. It was a huge step for me because I wasn’t sure what Brian might have said to his friend after the outcome of our date.

What shocked me was that his friend contacted me the day after I’d hit send on the e-mail I’d agonized over. I hadn’t been sure I was ready to jump back into the work force. Yet I knew that I couldn’t hide away forever. 

Apparently Brian had stayed true to his word and had given his friend a heads up about me. After a phone call, then a Skype interview, I was given a tentative offer until after the results of a background check. I’d been honest about my part in the audit scandal with Kalen’s company. My new boss had been impressed with my candor and my tenacity, not put off by it. It probably also benefited me that I’d gotten a recommendation from my first supervisor in Boston, the one who helped me get transferred to the New York office.

It was a week into my new life in Washington, DC that I attended a work celebration. The hoopla was over completing one of our larger clients’ audits. We had a private room at the Palm Restaurant outside of DC in McLean, Virginia. It was a dinner as much for my colleagues as it was for our clients, who’d also been invited. I’d spent the week with this particular engagement learning the ropes and how my new firm handled things. It was much like my previous job in many ways and very different in others.

I’d excused myself to the ladies’ room when my stomach rebelled from all the food I’d eaten. I hadn’t been feeling well over the last few weeks. In fact, I’d been lethargic and my appetite hadn’t been high. I assumed my body was readjusting to the place and time change. However, tonight, I began to think maybe I had some sort of virus. Airplanes were perfect places to catch illnesses due to the confined space.

Once I stepped out of the bathroom, I’d been inside my head searching for an excuse I could make to leave early. I had an urge to lie down for a while. Caught up in my thoughts, I hadn’t been paying attention and stepped into a massive chest.

“Sorry,” I said, not bothering to look up. I was embarrassed and didn’t want to see the person I might have offended. I tried to step around when whoever it was snagged my arm.

“Where are you going, Lass?”

That voice had been on repeat in my fantasies for weeks, and I knew it well. I took my time lifting my gaze from the very nice shoes he wore to his gorgeous face.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, like I’d been stalking him.

Had the synapses in my brain been firing, I would have come up with a snarky or witty comment about the free world so I didn’t looked affected by his presence. But that wasn’t the case. I was far from unaffected.

Instead, I’d zeroed in where our bodies connected. His fingers were wrapped around my arm and I knew just how talented those fingers were. His leg pressed to mine where he caged me in. The reminder of power he could wield with his legs as he fucked me made me swallow. My body responded in ways readying itself for his invasion to conquer me.

“Lass, I asked you a question.”

And dumb me found pleasure in him calling me Lass. I wasn’t sweetheart or Bailey. I was back to Lass. “I’m going home.” I said it softly as I met his stare.

We stood in the hall for a few long seconds with nothing but silence between us. He didn’t appear any more ready to go than I wanted to leave. His heady gaze left mine in favor of searching around for something or someone. The someone idea had me feeling sick again. How could I not be over this man?

He’d found whatever it was he’d been searching for and went on the move with me snared in his grip. He opened a door and tugged me in what appeared to be another private room much like the one my firm was using but smaller. The only light came through the barely open blinds from the wall of windows opposite the door. He stopped just inside and closed the blinds that faced the hallway we’d entered from. He turned the lock on the door and I stepped out of his grip. My brain finally made sense of my situation.

“What are you doing?” I asked incredulously.

He cocked his head in challenge. “I’m going to have you and you’re going to let me.” 

My eyebrows rose with his frankness. His hand fisted and opened repeatedly. It caught my attention drawing my eyes from the man on a mission expression he wore. Turmoil of anxious confusion caused my heart to race. I met his eye and saw the decision he made. He wanted me no matter what the cost. It would be me that would pay with emotional currency I didn’t have. I would end up with a broken heart because in no way did he look like he wanted a reconciliation. 

I stepped back and met the wall perpendicular to the door. It was a mistake. I swiftly angled my body so that it was my shoulder not my back that was touching the barrier and I began to slowly walk backwards.

“You think after all you did in Scotland and then ignoring me, I’m going to have sex with you… here… ever?” That last word was said far too weakly for my liking. It was too late to take it back and try for stronger and more resolved.

“I think you want me.” He looked pointedly down at my shirt.

Stopping, I gazed down and noticed what he had. Beaded peaks poked through the clingy fit of my sweater, giving away my excitement. I closed my eyes for a second. It was a good thing he hadn’t felt the dampness under my skirt… Skirt. One of Kalen’s first demands of me was that I should always wear one for him so he’d have easy access. Crap, crap, crap. Why hadn’t I worn pants tonight? Because I had no idea I would see him tonight, I thought logically.

He stalked forward. I headed nowhere fast. The door was in the opposite direction. He easily caught me in my feeble retreat. 

“Kalen,” I pleaded.

“This is going to happen.” His hand cupped and angled my head for what I thought was going to be a kiss. I turned away, knowing that was far too much intimacy and I would crumble beneath him. He hadn’t professed his undying love for me. He’d demanded sex. 

“So not going to happen,” I said, trying to find my courage to deny him. I withdrew from his touch and moved towards the opposite wall.

“You are delaying the inevitable, Lass. This thing between us gets settled tonight.”

Like a predator, he ghosted up behind me and snaked an arm around my waist. Effectively, he stopped my forward progress and my traitorous body leaned back into his warmth. His possessive touch wormed its way under my shirt starting the countdown to my detonation. My fuse was lit, my core on full alert. With his heat at my back, there was no denying my need. My longing for this man made me weak in the knees. I knew what he could do, damn it and my body crave it.

His other hand disappeared under my skirt, which rose up with his movement. It took milliseconds for his talented fingers to stroke my nub with circular patterns. It didn’t take long for him to bring me to the brink only to stop. 

“What do you want Lass?” he dared.

Damn him and his sexy brogue. “You,” I cried in my frustration. It had been far too long since he had his hands on me. 

He began to rub my clit once again hearing the response he’d wanted. Then he dipped a solitary finger inside me. Stubbornly, I bit back a moan, not wanting to give him any more response than I’d already had. 

Just as quickly as his finger glided inside, it slid out my silky depths. If I’d wanted to beg for him to do that some more, I wasn’t given the chance. He surprised me by smearing my arousal across my lips. “Taste yourself,” he commanded with his cheek pressed to mine. He reciprocated by sucking that same finger in his mouth, and didn’t that just turn me on more. Kalen was good at all things when it came to pushing my buttons. Imagining myself spread eagle before him made me wetter.

“You know what to say to stop this. It’s universal.”

With that, he spun me around to face him. The green of his eyes was lost in both the dimness of the room and the desire in them. I could have been turned off by his rough handling as he threaded his fingers in my hair. Instead, I grew more aroused the longer he held on. My body was trained for his touch no matter what he offered. I should have been stronger and left. Yet I wanted him any way I could get him. In the end, I feared my surrender and hoped I wouldn’t be hurt emotionally in the process.

With a fist full of my hair, he tugged back releasing gasp, not a protest, from my throat. He pushed up my skirt with his other hand and tugged off my offending underwear as if it was tissue paper. My thong never stood a chance.

Like the very first time we had sex, I was amazed at what he could do one handed. He freed himself in record time. When he finally let go of my hair, he quickly lifted me up. Without any more foreplay other than the raw tension between us, he impaled me on his cock. My body was so ready for him. There wasn’t much resistance other than adjusting to his size, his thickness, him. He stood holding me by his own strength without plastering me to a wall. 

My head fell back and another sigh, something akin to being home again, left my lips. He lifted me up and down upon him as if I weighed nothing. The delicious friction caused small moans to fill the room that I was unable to suppress.

He squeezed my hips as he pistoned in and out of me. At one point he gave me a sting of a slap on my ass. He said nothing. I took the hint of pain until I was lost again to pleasure from the way he had me angled. 

“Please, Kalen,” I whispered. I was so close. 

He paused in his movement, at least the fucking kind, and walked over to a table. I had a moment to wonder if I should have kept the plea to myself. He positioned me on my back, my legs on his chest with my feet on either side of his head. He angled my hips and thrust into me once more. One hand held me just where he wanted me to be. With the other hand he used his thumb to exert pressure of the orgasm kind against my small bundle of nerves. I fractured beneath him as he continued to relentlessly pound into me.

I wasn’t given time to come down from the pleasure before it built up in me again. He shoved up my sweater, letting cool air touch my skin. He adjusted my bra to expose my breast. Possessively he kneaded them and teased my nipples between his thumb and forefinger. Smoothly, his expert hand came back to my clit to bring forth another orgasm. It was two to zero, but his movements started to not be so controlled. His breaths started to come more erratically. 

Just as quickly as he orchestrated this, he stilled inside me. “I don’t have a condom, lass. You’ll have to do the honors.”

There wasn’t a bathroom inside this room. I felt as though I had no choice. I nodded and he pulled out, stirring the beginnings of another orgasm in me. I was suddenly on my knees with a massive cock staring me in the face. I could have been pissed. Maybe I should have been. But my mouth watered with the idea of taking him in and controlling his pleasure as he had mine.

I didn’t hesitate before I took as much of him as I could deeply. I tasted myself on his skin and didn’t mind it. I expertly took him in and out until he muttered, “Fuck,” in a way that unglued me.

Having power over this powerful man was worth the indignity of being told I would go down on him. And maybe there was a bit of guilt in my decision not to fight him as well. I could have left him to jerk himself off.

I swirled my tongue as I continued to bob up and down. His hand finally came to the back of my head to participate in guiding my rhythm on his length. I hollowed my cheeks as much as I could and opened my mouth as best I could. But Kalen was a big man. My teeth possibly grazed him lightly in the process. He didn’t seem to mind. 

“I’m coming,” he warned.

I reminded myself that spitters were quitters and took the huge load like a champ. I swallowed as each squirt detonated on my tonsils. 

When he was done and tried to pull out, I held onto him with the hand that helped work him into a frenzy. I continued to tease his sensitive head, causing him to buck a few times. I smiled at my control I had before finally releasing him.

He helped me to my feet. Then he proceeded to reverently straighten my clothes. He gently tucked my breast back in my bra and smoothed my sweater and skirt to rights. I stood, not knowing what was next. I was confused by his actions. He’d been so demanding and rough in the beginning, now he was acting like I was a porcelain doll.

His fingers cupped my face in his hand and stroked my cheek with one thumb. This time I hoped he might kiss me. I wanted the intimacy, to feel closer to him, like this could be a beginning and not an end. I still loved this man. He stared at me like he wanted to. Then he turned away, unlocked the door and stepped out. He hadn’t said a word. He’d fucked me and walked away. 






  

Twenty-Seven

 

With The Wall Street Journal splayed out in front of me like a tablecloth over my desk, I flexed it, causing it to fold halfway. Despite how easy it was to get an e-subscription, I enjoyed the feeling of a real newspaper in my fingers. I lifted it up, creating a half barrier between me and the empty chairs in front of me in order to read an article lower on the page. 

I felt scarred by my night with Bailey. Touching her had only opened a wound and created more of a need for her particular kind of bandage. It hadn’t been a total shock to see her. I knew the Lass had been back in the states through my daily updates from my security team. Unfortunately, I hadn’t known she’d be there. After reading the first report of her in Dublin, I stopped reading the details of her day. It felt intrusive. More than that, I needed to get her out of my head. So I only read the summary information about her location and status. 

Alas, I also didn’t read the up-to-the-minute reports on her. Otherwise I would have known she was at that restaurant. The fact was I’d chosen that particular place for my dinner meeting on purpose. It wasn’t near a subway stop and was away from downtown. That made it highly unlikely I would run in to her. Fate obviously had other plans. Not needing a reminder of what I’d done, I’d skipped over this morning’s report that detailed what happened to her yesterday. 

Briefly I’d considered seeing if our tryst had been noted and opted not to. As far as I knew, they didn’t spy on her every move. They just ensured she safely made it place to place because they considered the current threat level to her in the yellow zone. That translated to cautious and didn’t require her to have a bodyguard at her side.

It was looking more and more like the other party or parties involved with skimming money from my company might not have a vested interest in Bailey. My security team thought it was likely that her supervisor acted as a lone wolf in respect to her kidnapping. Once I knew who had taken her, I’d informed them of the interest he’d shown towards her. The fact that she’d brought his scheme down coupled with his attraction to her had most likely caused him to mentally break. At least that was the consensus of law enforcement and my security team.

A mental image of seeing Bailey last night blurred the words I’d been reading. Her hair like woven threads of fire around her lovely face had made me momentarily tongue tied. Even after so much time, I’d been struck by her beauty in a way no other woman had before her. She had starred in many of a daydream of late and I had been powerless against my need to have her. In fact as that memory faded, a fantasy of her on my desk with her head thrown back as I pumped into her took its place. My desk phone buzzed dissolving that vision with an alert that my assistant was about to speak.

“Mr. Glenn.” I could almost see my most valuable employee with her jaw clench based on the way she’d said my name in a clipped tone. What’d pissed her off? I’d almost asked. She was normally unshakeable. “There is a woman here to see you.”

The only woman my normally stoic assistant referred to with a snarl was Kinsey St. Claire. I started to regret my arrangement with the woman. She probably decided that since I had avoided her phone calls all day, she would show up. Most likely she’d brought her dress for tonight’s engagement to make sure I coordinated with her.

“Send her in.” 

My shield went up as I converted my face to a bored expression after depressing the intercom button. Kinsey was a stunning woman and knew it. She was also forward, a bit brash, and incredibly annoying when she wanted to be.

“Don’t forget you have an appointment in ten minutes.” I was certain that was a subtle way my assistant let Kinsey know she didn’t have an appointment. I chuckled to myself, keeping my head down, and tried to finish reading the article I’d begun.

The door opened and closed. When I didn’t hear the click click of heels against the hardwood floor, I lowered the paper. The crinkling effect shattered the silence of the room.

Before me had to be an apparition. It felt more like a dream than reality. Still, my mask of indifference was the armor I needed. She stalked towards me with her red hair fanned over her shoulders against the neutral tan trench coat she wore. 

She looked like she wanted to cut my balls off, which was probably why my assistant sounded ticked. No doubt she’d informed Bailey that she couldn’t see me without an appointment. My dick would have hardened at the idea of Bailey’s determination to get to me, if it wasn’t already like granite at the mere sight of her.

“Why are you here?” I asked, grateful my voice was not betraying my need for her. In fact, her steps stuttered and halted for a second at my apathy before she continued her pursuit.

“Why do you think?” She tried to sound mad, but it came off kind of cute. “You show up and fuck me only to walk away.”

“What did you expect, a commitment?” I laughed like that was ludicrous and it was. I watched her face fall.

For all her bravado, Bailey didn’t have a mean bone in her body. 

“You should go back to Bethesda.” I watched as she processed that information. She worked in DC, but lived in an apartment north of the city in Maryland. “Yes, I know exactly where you are. If I wanted you, I would have come for you.”

I waited for her resolute mask to completely shatter. I waited in vain. Bailey had a trump card even I couldn’t have expected.

“I call bullshit,” she stated. A finger slid from her neck all the way to the belt of her coat. She undid it with the quickness of a professional. When the fabric parted, milky white skin was displayed.

“Lass,” I said in a strangled voice. I followed the line of uncovered skin from the base of her neck to the curve of her breasts with unrevealed nipples. Even though I couldn’t see the rosy buds, I had enough pictures in my head to imagine them hard and begging for my mouth.

“I know you still want me like I want you.” Her voice sounded smug.

There were many things I could have said with my cock straining in the confines of my pants. There were truths I could impart as an honest man. But a vision of Bailey and Turner, which hadn’t rescued me last night, came to my defensive today.

“I had an itch. I scratched it yesterday. You should cover yourself up before you embarrass yourself.” I sounded cold even to myself.

I watched as her hands shook while she defeatedly began to button her coat. Her lip trembled slightly and part of me wanted to apologize. The other part wanted her far, far away. I couldn’t get her out of my head if she was this close.

“Hey, your assistant wasn’t at your desk,” a voice said from behind Bailey.

To the left of her, I saw my next appointment come through my door. Bailey’s coat wasn’t yet secure. I would have asked the guy to step out for a second if I hadn’t caught the changed expression on Bailey’s face. She stopped buttoning and quickly tied the coat closed with the belt. She turned and, to my horror, she strode forward and circled her arms behind his neck.

“Bailey,” he said. And how in the fuck did he know her? With my fist at my side, I found myself standing. I didn’t remember moving from my seat. 

He and I had attended Wharton together in Pennsylvania. However, I didn’t get the impression Bailey had left her family compound that often. So how did he know her?

“Brian, I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” Her voice nearly purred and was very unlike the tone she’d used with me.

“It is a small world. How do you two…” He paused. I knew the moment he put it together. “You’re Kalen’s Bailey.”

She looked ready to protest and I stopped stalking towards the two. My office had become larger since he put his hand around her waist. It was taking far too long for me to reach them. With murder on the brain, I started to wonder where I could hide his body.

When I’d gotten within three feet of them, Bailey recognized the look on my face. She stepped out of his hold. I smiled, knowing I’d trained her well.

This all apparently happened too fast for Brian. He was still putting into words what was a part of my past to notice her retreat.

“You’re the Bailey who discovered the embezzlement,” he said with a finger pointed in her direction. 

“How do you two know each other?” I interrupted because I needed to assess his threat level. And not the threat to her safety, but to his.

“We met in Ireland. Her hair had been black,” he said to me. “I think I like it better red.” This time his words were directed to her. His eyes darkened with what had to be sexual desire. If he only knew I was considering ending his existence, would he continue on the path he was on?

It may have been that I was within striking distance that he finally asked, “Are you two together?”

Automatically and in unison, Bailey and I both said, “No.” Which was a lie. My heart hadn’t given her up. The proof of which was that I had already devised a half dozen ways I could kill him without him making a sound in just a few seconds. My brain, however, knew better.

“That’s great then,” he said, with far too much jubilant delight. “Maybe you could help me out?” I no longer existed. He was giving her his full attention. 

She turned and faced him, effectively pushing me out of the conversation. Hell, I should have left my office to give them privacy for all they seemed to notice me being there. Jealousy was going to drive me insane.

“I know this is short notice. My date for tonight canceled because she has the flu. Would you do me the honor of going out with me tonight?”

“She—,” I began.

“I’d love to,” she answered. Just when I was sure I’d have to say something to remind them of my presence, she turned and smirked at me. She didn’t catch my irritated glance because she strode over to my desk, her coat parting between her legs as her strides became more purposeful. I was keenly aware that she was naked underneath. She was lucky Brian didn’t get the view I did. The idea that Brian would have a shot at touching her made my molars grind.

When she sat in my chair, my mind wandered to what I could be doing to her on my desk. I rather relished the thought of having her spread before me while I feasted on her wet pussy.

“You look great in that chair,” Brian said. 

“She does,” I heard myself mutter. Neither was paying attention to me because Brian continued without missing a beat.

“I bet you’ll make an excellent CEO one day.”

“Thanks.” Her smile lit up the room in a way that made my heart race. She plucked one of my business cards from my desk. She marked the front with quick slashes. She quickly wrote words on the back. Then she stood. She brushed by me on her way back to Brian. She handed him my card with her information on the back.

“This is my number. Call me and I’ll text you directions to where I’m staying.”

“Seven,” he said after a heavy swallow. Had he gotten a glimpse of her nakedness? I took another involuntary step forward.

“I’ll see you then,” she said. 

Her eyes never looked back to me as she strode out my office and my life.






  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

“Lizzy,” I said desperately into the phone. “What’s the security code?”

“Security code for what?” 

I shook my head. “I’m here in New York at your door and the thing is beeping at me.”

“Oh shit, you’re in New York?”

“Lizzy,” I chided not wanting to have cops show up at the door.

She rattled off some numbers and I punched them in. “Where are you?” 

“I’m in Chicago. If I’d known you were coming, I would have stayed in town.”

“I didn’t know I was coming,” I admitted. 

“What’s going on?” 

“Where’s Violet?” I asked ignoring her question. Kalen had flustered me. My whole plan of seducing him and given him the brush-off backfired. Who knew the world was so small that I’d run into Brian?

“She’s here with me. Hans had a photo shoot.”

“What’s going on, Bailey?” Lizzy asked again.

A heavy sigh left my chest. Then I told my best friend everything. Violet was on speaker, making it only once I had to explain. 

“Sorry, Bails,” Violet chimed in. “He’s an asshole. You should have stayed with Turner.”

“Turner never called me,” I reminded her.

“They’re both asses,” Lizzy said. I smiled because she always had my back, even if it was my sister getting digs in. 

I knew Violet meant well. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry, Bails. I love you. And I thought Turner was the right guy. But none of this is your fault. You can’t help who you love.”

“Thanks Vi,” I said. “I love you too. How’s Matt?” I had to tease her back even if I was still rattled.

“She’s so blushing,” Lizzy said.

We talked for a bit longer before I had to get ready for my date. It was good I hadn’t officially moved out of Lizzy’s apartment. I still had some clothes I could wear in the closet. Freshly showered, I’d just stepped into my dress when a knock came at my door. Brian was early, was my first thought.

I tried to reach the zipper but couldn’t. It sucked again Lizzy wasn’t here. The knock came again. I headed towards the door.

“I’m sorry,” I said, opening the door but stupidly not looking at the person behind it. Giving Brian my back, I said, “Do you mind zipping me up?”

The door clicked closed before a hand cupped my shoulder and the other touched the small of my back.

“Kalen,” I breathed because there was no mistaking his touch.






  

Chapter Twenty-Nine


 

Fingertips danced at my nape before traveling down and stopping midway. “You’re not wearing a bra.”

His touch elicited a shiver. I should have stopped his hand from gliding under the parted fabric of my dress and around to cup my breast. My yearning for his touch kept my lips firmly shut. A nimble hand yanked the hem of my dress up, revealing the lacy boy shorts I wore.

“Fuck, Lass.” His breath fanned over my neck. “I could bend you over right now.”

The haziness that clouded my brain with his seduction fractured. “Fuck you, Kalen,” I said, stepping away from him with all the will I could muster.

Pivoting on my heels, I faced him.

“That’s exactly what I want to do,” he confessed with a sly grin.

The knock on my door saved me. This time it had to be Brian. I’d given my doorman the okay to buzz him up. Which is why I thought it was him earlier. I shouldn’t have assumed that, since Kalen had upgraded our security, he would have free reign to come and go. Even if I’d thought of that, his actions earlier wouldn’t have given me any clue he would show up.

My feet began a path ready to open the door to my reprieve. Kalen stepped in my way. 

“Don’t let him touch you,” he said under his breath.

Eyes narrowed, not wanting Brian to hear, I murmured, “You don’t have a say.”

I stepped around him and gave him my back as another fuck you. He proceeded to stop my progress again and I felt my zipper go rise along with his fingers grazing my skin in the process. He pressed himself against my back as the zipper hit home.

Another knock came. I jerked away and fumbled at unlocking the door. Kalen was there in an instant, crowding me, making my every nerve tingle. He turned the lock I couldn’t seem to manage and stepped back while warning again, “Don’t let him touch you.” 

So many foul epithets wanted to leave my lips, but he’d timed his statement perfectly. I could say nothing because I’d already cracked the door opened. With my date standing right on the other side, he would hear everything I said.

“Brian,” I said sweetly, stepping into his open embrace. It was another fuck you to the man who stood behind me.

My date came to a stuttering stop inside the doorway of the apartment. Instead of my name it was “Kalen.” Brian sounded surprised to see him there with me. His eyes bounced between us as he solved the equation of what Kalen plus me equaled.

When I stepped back, he asked, “Am I interrupting something?” The gears were continuing to turn in his brain. He was putting two and two together and would most certainly come up with four.

“No,” I said emphatically. 

“You sure?” he scrutinized, giving Kalen a quick glance. “I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes.”

“No,” I repeated. “In fact, Kalen was just leaving.” It was my attempt to try to put the kibosh on the awkwardness.

Kalen in fact didn’t move. However, Brian’s attention was firmly back to me. His inquiring eyes softened a bit as he took me in. 

Seeing his admiring gaze, I did a little twirl. “You like?” I asked before I could wonder how much patience Kalen had.

“I do,” Brian said. “You are certainly going to be the most beautiful woman at dinner tonight.” His words might have been directed at me while capturing my gaze. However, as he said them, he flicked his attention to Kalen for a brief second.

“We should go,” I said. “I’m sure Kalen has somewhere else to be.” My words were punctuated with meaning. 

Brian answered, “He didn’t tell you? We’re all going out together. His date’s already in the limo. He was next in line to pick up.”

I spun around to narrow my eyes at Kalen, who looked completely unflustered. He’d planned this. I would bet my life on it. “No, he didn’t tell me. I guess he forgot.” I heard the sarcasm in my voice. It was too late to take it back.

“This was already planned before Brian asked you along,” Kalen said impassively. 

Pivoting, I directed my gaze forward again. “We should leave then.” I headed to the door. Brian’s hand met the small of my back. I had the door open just a smidge before it swung out of my hand to open wide. I turned to see Kalen’s menacing eyes. I rolled my own but stepped forward, making my way to the elevator, leaving Brian to catch up. Kalen wouldn’t do anything to him, would he?

The elevator ride could have been labeled as one from hell. It seemed like the entire building was headed out for the night. As more passengers piled on at each floor down, Kalen helped make room by tugging me back towards him. With each stop more space was put between me and Brian. I ended up on opposite sides of the cab from my date, pressed more and more to Kalen like fly paper. 

I should have been amused to find out Kalen was a stone cold liar. He couldn’t deny he wasn’t affected by me. His erection pushed against my back, letting me know just how much he’d bullshitted me earlier in his office. More and more his words at that time didn’t make sense as his strong arms wrapped around me possessively. Extending this torment, the elevator just about stopped on every floor on the way down. 

Kalen took the opportunity to tease me when I couldn’t protest or fight back without drawing attention to us. His hand glided easily from my hips to the front of my thighs. He tugged up my dress despite my efforts to stop him. He even managed to slip a finger to the center of my panties to rub skillfully. My head dropped back to his chest involuntarily. 

Thank god for eighty-year-old Ms. Heartly, my neighbor a floor below me, who was chatting up Brian. He graciously bobbed his head in agreement while listening attentively to whatever she was saying. I was nearing panting from Kalen’s ministrations when she showed Brian her miniature poodle.

“Kalen,” I admonished, speaking somewhere between a whisper and regular tone. 

A gasped escaped me when he pushed a finger underneath and inside me. “Wet for me already?” he whispered in my ear with a self-satisfied tone.

The elevator finally opened to the lobby with a ding and suddenly the cab began to empty. Brian was still listening while he stepped out, helping Ms. Heartly. Kalen and I were last to leave. I spun on my heels, and slapped him hard across the face before I stormed off. I forced myself to find a smile to give to Brian. He glanced up from his conversation with a grin of his own. He held out a hand and I took it in rebelliousness of Kalen’s orders. 

Immediately, I was sucked into the tale Ms. Heartly was sharing about losing her poodle. Apparently, the poor thing got on the elevator yesterday before she did and the doors closed between them. It was a harrowing experience for them both. The poodle still held an alarmed expression nearly quivering in her arms.

I was jostled in place when a hand landed hard on my backside. The noise of which was muffled by the poodle toy like barks. Brian was still giving the older woman his attention and didn’t notice when Kalen spoke in my ear. “That’s for letting him touch you. This is my last warning, or I’ll take out my anger on him.”

My jaw dropped as Kalen continued outside unperturbed. Brian being a gentleman was still giving the older woman his full attention. When we finally got free from my former neighbor, he walked me out, none the wiser about what happened. 

I moved forward, evading his touch and feeling foolish. Why was I letting Kalen dictate to me? He had a date, for goodness sake. 

The driver was a tall man who could double as a bodyguard sporting dark shades. As he opened the door for us, I made a silent vow not to glower at Kalen’s date. I wouldn’t know this woman. And it wasn’t her fault she would be caught in the crosshairs of whatever was going on between us. I had manners and I would somehow use them.

Inside, I came face to face with a woman I never thought to see in person, the heiress. She was stunning with black hair off to one side coiffed in waves worthy of any shampoo commercial. She was the woman Kalen had taken up with days after I left. Jealousy bubbled up in me. 

Reaching out a hand, I graciously said, “I’m Bailey.” My face hurt from the smile that I forced there. I wasn’t mad at her. How could she know or care about me? I was angry at Kalen for dating her so soon after I left. Just because I’d told him to move on didn’t mean he had to after claiming to love me. 

“Kinsey St. Claire,” she said, giving my hand a quick shake that was barely more than a limp wrist action. I was used to the professional, stiff two-pump handshakes. But my face held onto a painted on smile.

We sat on the only empty bank of seats, which faced the door. A hand moved out in front of me, diverting my attention. “Hi, I’m Suz,” the woman said who sat across from me. She had a very distinct New York accent with red hair like mine, until I spotted brown roots that were the color of her eyebrows. I was struck that she didn’t say Suzie or Suzanne, but call me Suz.

“Griffith,” the blond, severely handsome guy sitting next to her said. I remembered him briefly from the pub in Scotland, but we’d never been introduced.

I was in very mixed company. From the very rich Kinsey, to a woman like me, and Suz, or so I assumed. I didn’t know her story, but she didn’t sit all prim and proper. I figured I’d found my friend for the night.

At dinner, I was sandwiched between Brian and Suz at a round table, which was fine by me. Kalen was across from me, silent but staring. Brian was pulled into conversation with the billionaire’s daughter who sat on his other side.

Suz and I got into a conversation about hair color. She was impressed with mine. That only led to an uncomfortable explanation that my hair was naturally that color. It wasn’t a great “dye” job as she’d praised. Suz turned out to be a good sport about it which relieved me.

“So Bailey, how do you know Brian?” Griffith asked, pointedly. Kalen apparently hadn’t told his best friend I was coming to dinner because I assume that question would have already been answered. Kalen probably assumed his threats were going to work.

Brian took the opportunity to answer. “I met her in Ireland at this great little café.” He grinned in recollection. “I went there one morning because the café I normally frequented was too crowded and I’d been in a hurry that day. There she was. I made a point to come back every day.”

I found myself eyeing Kalen covertly for his response. Like him, I hadn’t known this part of Brian’s story. I watched with a spike of fear as Kalen’s knuckles went white around the steak knife he held.

Griffith, however, wasn’t done. His motivation was for blood, mine. I couldn’t tell if he was complimenting Brian or disparaging me. In his thick accent, he said, “Oh, I bet with a handsome guy like yourself, she jumped at the opportunity to go out with you.”

Bullets of mass destruction left my eyes. Griffith had just made it clear he wasn’t my biggest fan. And what had I done to him? He met my gaze and mine didn’t waver.

Brian, as it turned out, was good-natured. Unfazed, he answered, “Not exactly. In fact, I didn’t think she’d ever crack. It wasn’t until I told her I was leaving the next day for the U.S. that she finally agreed.”

“Is she any good in bed?” Griffith threw out there.

I stood fuming, thinking if I’d been a dog, I would have been foaming at the mouth, ready to tear into the guy. “What is your problem?” I asked.

Brian looked between Griffith and me. Being the smart guy, Brain began puzzling the pieces together. “This is your first time to the U.S. in a while. And Bailey’s working in DC. When did the two of you meet?”

The light was dawning on everyone at the table. Griffith hadn’t been subtle with his tone or questions. All the while, Kalen said nothing. That didn’t go unnoticed by me. 

Griff sneered as if relishing sharing this information. “I met her when Kalen brought her to Scotland before she deceptively fled to Ireland.”

I didn’t wait to see the light dim in Brian’s eyes. He had to have put it together that Kalen and I had lied to him. I grasped the napkin from my lap as I stood up and tossed it onto my plate. I headed for the nearest waiter or waitress to direct me to the ladies’ room. 

Inside, I turned the water to cold. I let my fingers get numb before I placed them on my closed eyelids. Damn, my makeup. I could feel my eyes puff with unshed tears. I wouldn’t let Griffith or Kalen make me cry.

A hand touched my shoulder and I looked into a friendly face. “It’s okay, huh, I told the jackass he was an ass.”

Something between a sob and a laugh escaped me. “Thanks.”

“Ever since I met the man, he talks about his friend constantly. I thought maybe he was in the closet the way he goes on and on about Kalen this, and Kalen that. But the man can screw. So I told myself if he swings the other way, why should I care? I’m getting my serving of O. And these days, more and more men are going both sides. And women too.”

The girl was speaking in a monologue, but at the same time I was happy she hadn’t asked if I was okay. 

“So the way I see it,” she continued, “he’s looking out for his friend. I saw the way he looks at you.”

“Griffith?” I asked. Not sure why I interrupted her diatribe.

“No Kalen. That man wants you for sure.”

Just then, the door opened and Kinsey sauntered in as if to add salt to my wound.

“So you’re my competition.” She was blunt; I had to give her that.

“No, I’m not. There is nothing going on between Kalen and me. And I’m not here to bust up whatever you’ve got going with him. I’m not even mad,” I said, not sure why I felt I had to say all that.

“Really?” she questioned skeptically.

“Really. I’m just here until tomorrow and then I go back to DC.”

“Awe,” Suz crooned. “I thought maybe we could hang out.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I actually kind of liked her. “We always have tonight.”

“How about we blow this joint and go dancing? I know just the place.” It wasn’t Suz who spoke. It was my competition. I didn’t want to think of her that way and I didn’t want to make this a party of six.

“Now that sounds like fun,” Suz chimed in.

Once we made it back to the table, everything changed. The guys looked anxious as we approached. Even Kalen watched me. I bet he wondered what I’d said about him to his date. 

Griff traded a glance with Kalen before he spoke to me. “I’m a shite.”

“What’s a shite?” Suz asked.

“Okay, wanker. I’m a wanker.”

“Wanker. We don’t talk like that here. Tell her you’re an asshole,” Suz insisted.

He gave her a smile that spoke volumes. He liked her, maybe even a lot.

“Fine. I’m an asshole.” It was funny how he tried to imitate her accent which made me partially smile. “I shouldn’t have said those things. I’m sorry.”

I nodded at him, not wanting to accept, but how could I not?

“That’s good, because we’re headed to the hottest club in New York,” Kinsey declared.






  

Chapter Thirty

 

It could have been Kalen or the billionaire’s daughter. But we walked from the limo straight to the door, bypassing the line of those who wanted inside. With barely a word, we were waved in. Brian and I were sandwich in between Kalen and the beauty queen in the front of our pack, with Griffith and Suz taking up the rear. 

Earlier, Brian had squeezed my hand under the table back at the restaurant shortly after my return from the bathroom. We hadn’t had an alone moment to talk, but I took that to mean, he wasn’t mad at me. It would be weird when we finally got alone and spoke. Then again, maybe Kalen had filled him in. Although I doubted he told Brian just how many orgasms he’d given me. Or maybe I could share with my date how many I had at night just dreaming about Kalen. Yeah, not so much. 

The guys had gone straight to a VIP room to talk business, which had been the purpose of tonight’s dinner I’d found out on the ride over. As an accountant, I knew how many golf games, dinner parties, and the like were written off because of an hour conversation about business. 

Suz and I decided to stay in the main part of the club. Kinsey surprised me. She apparently didn’t have a need to be the object of every guy’s attention because she stayed with us when I saw that she’d wanted to go with them. Go her, but with her killer looks, she could have any man she wanted. She had no need to make a nuisance of herself.

It didn’t take much after the dinner fiasco for the two of them to talk me into taking shots. I was at the point where I had no clue how many I’d downed. I assumed I was in a safe environment. Kalen was there. He would protect me, my drunken brain rationalized. Had I been sober, I would have known that to be a long shot.

“What is this called?” I slurred.

Suz giggled loudly, or so I thought. I caught her wide grin as I viewed the drink in front of me.

Kinsey, who’d drank as much as I, didn’t sound the least bit drunk. She answered, “It’s called a blow job.”

I threw my head back and giggled. Upside down, I met brilliant blue eyes. “What blue eyes you have,” I said, turning to face the guy right side up. He was cute and I didn’t have a boyfriend. There was no harm in flirting.

“The better to see your gorgeous face,” Mr. Blue Eyes said.

“You’re beautiful too,” I said wistfully. “And I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you have a boyfriend?”

His brows quirked. “No, I don’t have a boyfriend. How about dancing with me?”

“Sure,” I said, nodding, about to get to my feet.

A hand clamped down on my wrist. “Wait,” Kinsey said.

I mouthed in the most obvious slow way because it was loud and she probably couldn’t hear me. He is super cute. Kinsey nodded and Suz giggled. 

“But drink first,” Kinsey admonished.

“Oh, yeah,” I said to both Kinsey and the guy while I bounced like a bobble head. “I have to do a blow job first.”

He sputtered. And I continued to giggle. “You like blow jobs, right?” I asked him with as much seriousness as an intoxicated person could.

For the life of me in my drunken state, I didn’t know why he nodded while eying his friends. I turned around in my seat, hoping the guy would still be there when I finished with my drink.

“Wait,” Kinsey said still holding my arm. “You have to lick the whipped cream off the side and top and take the whole glass in your mouth and toss back the contents without using your hands.” Her instructions were confirmed by the bartender who was suddenly there. He was kind of cute too with spikey hair and tats showing like sleeves on his arm.

“And spitters are quitters, right guys,” I said before a chorus of shouts came from behind. When had we gotten an audience? No matter. “On three. One. Two. Three.”

Each of us had a shot before us. With hands clasped behind our backs, we went for it. I licked the foamy goodness and encased my mouth over the top, not bothering to scoop the rest of the cream out with my tongue. I tossed back my head with the shot glass firmly in my mouth. The liquid scalded my throat. I held my lids closed a second before my throat cleared everything. I set the glass back down and released my month. 

The bartender said, “And we have a winner.”

More shouts and I noticed the girls were done as well. I spun my chair around causing me to feel dizzy. Still I didn’t wait to hear which one of us won. “About that dance,” I said to blue eyes.

He helped me to my feet as I swayed. Off of the high bar stool, the guy towered over me. I didn’t have time to analyze him before he was leading me into the throng of bodies on either side of me swaying to the beat. I had no idea where I was going because only tall people came to this club.

All my cares didn’t seem to matter for the first time in months. Even though I missed Lizzy and Violet like crazy, Suz and Kinsey turned out to be way cool. I danced with abandonment, just working the beat around me.

The music took a down turn in tempo. It was kind of a dark and mysterious song. I’d worked off some of my buzz through the string of songs. Blue eyes pulled me close and rolled his hips over mine, staring at me with intense eyes. His focus was solely on me. I was caught, unable to decide what to do as his lips slowly and methodically came closer to mine. 

My first wild thought was that blue eyes was a vampire because suddenly he wasn’t there. I realized my assumptions were all wrong when green eyes replaced the blue ones and they weren’t at all happy to see me.

“Hey man,” the blue eyes protested, stumbling his way back over to where I was.

“Beat it,” Kalen threatened, not even bothering to look at him.

I spotted Kalen’s wing man, Griffith, eying the guy. Blue eyes rubbed at his jaw. Had Kalen punched him? Deciding two against one weren’t odds in his favor, blue eyes gave me one last mournful look. With pursed lips I nodded, letting the guy’s conscience free of any worry towards my safety. He loped off. Ire burned off more of my drunkenness. 

Griffith all but shouted. “I’ll find Brian, boyo.”

I turned, the last of my buzz soured. Kalen snaked an arm around my waist. “I warned you,” he said. “You’re lucky he didn’t kiss you.”

“You’re like a dog trying to mark your territory. You don’t want me. You just don’t want anyone to have me,” I sneered.

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He spoke in my ear. “I want you gone from my thoughts. But you just keep showing up.”

“Let me go and I’ll leave your sight.”

“Not until I have my fill.” He kissed me like he planned to screw me right here on the dance floor.

“You can’t have it both ways.” I protested pulling back.

With eyes that spoke of all the wicked promises he could fulfill, he weaved us through the crowd with a death grip on my arm. We entered a room labeled VIP. He didn’t stop there. He pulled us through another door off to the side.

“Should be familiar,” he said without raising his voice. I easily heard him because the music was just background noise in that space.

My hand rose, poised to slap him as he made the crude link to our first time together in a hotel bathroom stall. He clucked his tongue and shook his head. Obediently, I lowered my hand.

“Just tell me to stop,” he said, crowding me at the granite top of the vanity. It filled one end of the tiny restroom. My butt stopped at the edge. Smoothly he lifted me to sit atop the thing. With practiced hands, he spread my thighs apart as he wedged himself between them. 

I said nothing, lost in the remembrance of the feel of him. I began to irrationally reason internally that this might be the last time I’d ever have him. He ripped holes in my lace boy shorts until it was useless as underwear. He freed himself and probed my entrance. 

“Always wet for me, aren’t you Lass?”

“Fuck you,” I said with all the boldness I could muster. Yet, I hadn’t told him to stop or shoved him away.

“I will.” And he filled me like no other. My head dropped back to thump against the mirror behind me. I enjoyed the delicate balance of pleasure and pain that only came with Kalen’s girth.

“Mine,” he growled at my ear and bit my lobe before grazing his teeth down the line of my throat.

My breathing quickened as he masterfully thrust into me to the rhythm of the music playing. I was left empty in the space of a second. He spun me around and bent me forward. I nearly smeared lipstick on the glass that was too close for comfort. Before I could ask, he pushed into me again. Not expecting it, I did end up creating a messing lip print on the mirror.

His answer was to grab my hair and tug my head back almost to the point of pain. He pushed my shoulders down at the same time, my breasts filling in the tiny sink bowl. “That’s it, Lass. Watch me fuck you.” The man had tentacles not arms because touched me everywhere. He freed one of my breasts and pinched my nipple hard.

This was a far cry from our tryst yesterday. There was no tenderness to his punishing strokes. There was a jolt of pain with every thrust as he tapped the end of me. I couldn’t process, the pleasure from the pain. It was intense, especially when he left my bra to rub against the bottom of my sensitive nipple from his continued assaults on my senses. 

“If you wanted to be fucked, all you had to do was ask. You didn’t have to rub up against some bawbag who wouldn’t know a clit from a g-spot.”

To illustrate, his next stroke made my bundle of nerves bang against the lip of the counter. “That Lass, is your clit.” In the mirror, I watched him roll his hips as I squeaked from the extreme feeling. “And that Lass, is your g-spot.” The man was a sex god. I was ready to bow down and kneel at his feet.

“If you need a fuck buddy, I can handle the job. That, however, is all I can offer you.”

Before I could feel the sting of shame from his words, he managed to hit both pleasure spots internally and externally at the same time while he jack hammered in and out of me. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to walk out on my own when he was finished. 

He leaned down, continuing to pump while he whispered in my ear. “I’m the only one that knows just how you like it.” He kissed and sucked at the tender flesh of my neck before he rose up again. I didn’t think I could take anymore sensations with his hand still fisting in my hair, forcing me to watch myself get fucked from behind.

“You’re ready, aren’t you,” he said in a guttural voice. He was getting close. Just like he knew me, I knew him as well.

In the mirror, I caught sight of a lost clown who got stuck in a downpour. It sucked that it was my own reflection. My makeup was smeared. A path of mascara that defied its waterproof name tracked with the tears I didn’t know had fallen. My lipstick was a one way line from my lips almost to my right ear. I certainly didn’t look sexy, yet the orgasm that was ready to blow said I felt otherwise.

“I can feel your cunt tightening around me. Come for me.”

I nodded, wanting that explosion below despite the state I was in. I swallowed a scream that I held in my throat, wanting to hold on to some dignity. Proving me wrong, he bucked against my g-spot and the screech I tried to hold in, released. With my head still jerked back, I saw the smug expression on his face. I closed my eyes and rode out the pleasure.

When he finally pulled out, having achieved his own release, I stumbled forward after he let go of my hair. Weak from pleasure and still inebriated, I managed to turn without falling. I had a strong need to slap him. My arms flailed around in an attempt to make contact. “Bastard,” I cursed.

“Some call me that.” Faster and more in control, he avoided my lame attempts to hit him. Instead, he laughed at me. “You should clean that up,” he said while tucking himself back in his pants.

Pointedly his eyes first took in the state of my face. Then, I followed his gaze to the wetness I felt begin to drip from my center. My eyes burned and not with tears. Rage. His chuckles were the last think I heard as he let himself out of the bathroom. That was further evidence this was different than the night before. Then he’d taken the time to tenderly straighten my clothes. Today, not so much. 

I finally understood the meaning of a word. I had been thoroughly and uttered fucked.

Turning in the mirror, I stood in horror. I’d seen my destroyed makeup. I expected my dress to be bunched around my waist. I’d spied his come dripping down my leg before realizing he hadn’t used a condom. But what pissed me off, was that the fucker had marked me. Like a freaking teenager, I had a hickey on my neck.

Furious, I squirted liquid soap on my hands and mixed it with warm water. I washed my face in what was probably a no-no by every dermatologist ever. I scrubbed hard as I not only tried to wash away the make-up but also my broken feelings. 

Maybe I deserved this? I’d hurt him by sleeping with Turner. Did I really expect him to forgive and forget? Did I really expect him to understand that I’d made a mistake? He was a proud guy and according to his mother had been through a lot. Hadn’t everyone including himself told me he loved me? And what did I do? I spat on his love and gave mine to another man. And instead of having one of them, I had neither.

I took copious amount of time to clean myself up. Brian deserved better than finding out his date screwed his potential business partner in the VIP bathroom. I used a half a roll of toilet paper to clean myself below the waist before I tackled the upper half. I managed to get most of the epically failed smear and waterproof mascara off despite my continued tears. Only small smudges remained just beneath my eyelashes. I used fresh eyeliner and hoped that in the darkened club, no one would see the evidence of my shame. I tried to cover up the hickey as best I could. Finally, I straightened my clothes to stare at myself in the mirror. 

He’d made his point. I’d played with fire and lost. Chin up I decided I would walk out of that room with my head held high. I’d leave tomorrow to go back to DC and never return, at least not to see him. His offer of a fuck buddy, joke or not, would never work. I loved him too much for that.

When I finally left the tiny room, I had to get out of the club and as far away from the man that held my heart as possible. Before I could achieve those ends, Brian found me in the hall just outside the VIP room.

“There you are,” he beamed. Little did he know the trust on his face was misplaced. There was a slut in his midst.

“I had to use the ladies’ room.” It was true in ways. “I think I’m going to call it a night.” I managed not to sniffle, but my words still slurred some. I shifted my gaze from his, unable to meet his eye. 

“I’ll get the others,” he offered.

“No.” I shook my head almost violently. “Everyone is having a good time. You should stay.”

“Nah, it won’t be the same without you.” He was so wrong about that. 

He slung an arm over my shoulder. I felt like such a shit. Even though he wasn’t my boyfriend didn’t justify how I’d used him and where I’d ended up. 

“No, I insist,” I pleaded.

“I’ll get us a cab.” He tried to take my hand. I played dumb like I thought he was gesturing me forward. Kalen had proved himself true to his word that night. Brian didn’t deserve his wrath if Kalen caught him touching me. I briefly wondered how Turner survived the experience.

Thankfully, we made it outside without running into anyone in our party, especially Kalen, along the way. We were lucky and didn’t have to wait a terribly long time to hail a cab. Brian, being the good guy Kalen wasn’t, insisted on sharing a cab with me.

On the ride to my place, Brian didn’t let the silence fester. “So… how long have you and Kalen been together or not together?” he asked astutely.

“That obvious?” I said, tired of lying. 

He shrugged. “You both did an excellent job of trying to convince me otherwise at his office.” There was a pause. “Was your acceptance tonight an attempt to make him jealous?”

It was my time to sigh. “Yes and no, and not really.” His eyebrows rose. He deserved an explanation. “Kalen and I aren’t together. We weren’t together in Scotland. Things ended before then.”

He nodded and waited for me to continue. “He was trying to keep me out of the media when he took me to Scotland. You know the whole scandal.” I used wide gestures with my hands to show the enormity of the situation.

Cutting to the chase, he asked, “So who broke things off?” He was trying to fit the final pieces together.

“Me… I guess. And since then, we’ve only managed to try and hurt each other. It’s stupid. Tit for tat,” I said. “And I like you… I do. I had every intention of having a good time with you tonight. I’m sorry it’s turned out to be a mess.”

“It was entertaining. Honestly, I think it would have been boring without you. I would have left a lot sooner had you not come. My only regret is I didn’t get to dance with you.”

The cab stopped in front of my building. “Rain check,” I offered, knowing he wouldn’t refuse but at the same time never take me up on it.

“Sure,” he said. I reached in my purse to pay the cabbie my portion of the trip. “No, I got it. I’ll see you around Bailey.”

He hadn’t tried to kiss me and I knew that was the nicest kiss-off ever, all things considered. I stepped out of the cab and saw Kalen standing outside my door. I stopped dead in my tracks.






  

Thirty-One

 

What the fuck was I doing here? It wasn’t the first time I’d asked myself that. Sure, I’d given the security team the night off because she was supposed to be with me under my watchful eye. But I could cancel that directive.

Was I jealous? Maybe, considering I was there like a dog in heat to mark my territory. Why did I need to be? I’d screwed her like a porn star in the fucking VIP bathroom. It would be a long time before she forgot me. Hell, I’d spilled my seed in her. Why not let Brian have my sloppy seconds? Cause you could have gotten her pregnant.

I paced while I rubbed at my aching temples at that thought. What the fuck had I been thinking? Wasn’t that the point? I hadn’t. I’d gone over the edge when I saw her shake her ass all over that bawbag. I’d taken care of the little shite with efficiency. Then, without thought, I’d given her what she’d wanted, what I needed. My mind lost in her, I hadn’t taken the time to protect us both from that possibility.

I let out a sigh. It was time to cut all ties. Love wasn’t going to get the best of me. I needed to move on. Women weren’t in short supply. Hell, Kinsey had figured out Bailey and I had a thing, yet she’d offered to go home with me. It had been priceless to see the look on her face when I turned her down. Women.

Had I really offered to be Bailey’s fuck buddy? That was never going to happen. You couldn’t just fuck the girl you loved. The best thing we could do for each other was to steer clear of one another. The proof of that was in the irrational urge I had to drive to Brian’s hotel room and annihilate them both if she was there.

I pulled out my phone, ready to dial my security team, when a cab pulled up to the curb. Bailey. I drank in the sight of her. Life contorted into slow motion as I waited, wondering would she dare to kiss him goodnight. Part of me wanted her to so I could punish her again up in the apartment. My cock twitched at the prospect.

Without folly, she stepped onto the curb. The taxi took off, presumably headed to Brian’s hotel. Rage pushed her forward. The light that normally filled her face was all but gone. When our eyes locked it was like there was equity in the world. I wanted to deny that she was the oasis in my heart, but that would be a lie.

It helped that she held a homicidal glare on me. That put a little perspective on things. Our opportunity for togetherness had died when she’d chosen to sleep with Turner. If I wasn’t so fucked up over it, I could admit I understood her choices. Hadn’t I come to that conclusion at Keely’s place? 

All possibilities fled as she glided to me like a lioness ready to pounce. I’d take my licks, then walk away and never look back.

“You bastard,” she shouted just as a harsh sting landed across my cheek.

“I deserve that.” 

“Why are you here?” she cried. Tears burst forth and they weren’t conjured to pull at my sympathy. Yet I fell prey to them.

“Don’t cry,” I commanded softly. My thumb snuck out and brushed the wetness away from the right side of her face.

She shook before she swayed in anger. Her next words never came. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she began to fall. I stepped forward and caught her in time. Fear coiled around my heart like a well-tied knot. The doorman helped my decision on what to do when he gave way to a direct path to the elevator and up to Lizzy’s apartment.

Cradled to my chest, Bailey was unresponsive. I almost turned around to head for my car I’d parked in the garage earlier to take her to the emergency room. I opened the door to her apartment with a key I managed to wrangle out of her purse with my free hand. She was breathing. The rising and falling of her chest was why I keyed in the annoying yet important security code.

My phone buzzed. I ignored it while I set Bailey down on the couch. I felt her head, not sure what I was seeking. My brain had short-circuited and I acted on instinct. I propped her head up and turned her to face one side. I retrieved a blanket from her old room to cover her with.

I pulled out my phone to make a call when it rang in my hand. Confused, I stared at it a second longer when a knock came at the door. It all made sense when the knock and the phone rang at the same time. 

As another firm knock came at the door, I opened it and answered the phone at the same time. “She fine. I’m going to call a doctor now.” I told both the guy at my door and the one on the phone.

The guy at the door waited, while a voice on the phone said, “Sure thing, boss. When you didn’t answer your phone after I saw you on the security cam, I sent someone over to help.” 

The security team was turning out to be a godsend. I was starting to believe I’d gotten a bargain with the price I’d paid for the company. Once the team set up surveillance for Lizzy and Violet, they’d rented an apartment in the adjacent building so that they would be close if needed. Also, it helped in the rotation. Additionally, it was far more economical than paying for hotel rooms for the indeterminate future.

Once I hung up and the guard was stationed outside, I kneeled in front of Bailey and stroked my knuckles down her cheek. She looked so vulnerable and innocent. It was hard to deny my feelings for the Lass when my heart thundered at the prospect of losing her. Was it possible for me to get past what happened between her and Turner? It wasn’t like I’d see the guy every day to be reminded.

“Bailey,” I said gently. She didn’t stir. I selected a contact on my phone.

Although my personal physician wasn’t at my beck and call, he did make home appointments. He’d been my father’s physician and thus I somewhat inherited him, or at least access to him. I’d had few occasions to need his services, but I’d spoken to him enough to feel comfortable to make this call.

I breathed when the other side of the line was picked up and the doctor announced himself by his name and title. 

“Yes, this is Jeremey Glenn,” I said, feeling the weirdness every time I used that name. It was my birth name. However, the only time I went by it was when I was in the states or dealing with father’s companies, mine now.

“Yes Jeremey, how can I be of assistance?” It was late, however he sounded pleasant enough. I’d never abused his service of direct calling him so that might be why he didn’t seem agitated by my late call.

How to explain the situation? If I said friend or a woman, would he help? She wasn’t his patient. Should I use the term girlfriend? 

“My fiancé has passed out,” I said. It was the highest title I could use without things getting complicated in the future when I had more dealings with doc. 

“I see,” he said patiently. “Is she breathing?”

I wanted to rage that I wasn’t an idiot. If she wasn’t breathing, I would have called the U.S. emergency number 911. Which was a absurd number in the first place. In Scotland, you dialed 999, which is infinitely easier.

“Yes, she’s breathing,” I gritted out. 

“Do you know how to check for a pulse and heart rate?” 

In theory I did. I’d seen it enough on television and movies to have an idea. I explained to him what I knew and he walked me through it.

“She’s breathing normally,” he said after I gave him my readings. “Is she warm, feverish?”

Placing the back of my hand to her forehead, I checked again before answering. “She feels fine.”

“Did she eat or drink anything tonight? Has she been vomiting?”

I thought back to our meal and the humiliation on her face when she left the table. I had no idea if she’d thrown up in the bathroom. “She did eat and she’s been drinking,” I added, thinking everything I could tell him might help with a diagnosis.

“Is it possible that she passed out because of alcohol?” he asked casually, but he also sounded cautious like he expected me to be offended by his question.

“Anything is possible, but she was talking to me normally before. Our conversation got a little heated, then she passed out,” I admitted.

“You might not know the answer to this question, but do you know when her last period was?”

“No, I don’t,” I said sounding dead, as my mind raced, not liking where this was going. 

Bailey’s head moved. “It looks like she might be coming to.” I felt hope and not the frenzy from before. 

“Do you know if she’s using oral contraceptive? That might rule out that possibility.”

“She is on the pill. Let me check her purse,” I offered.

The small bag had slipped off her shoulder when I put her down. I reached for it on the floor near my feet. I invaded her personal belongings again and came up empty. “They’re not in here.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean she isn’t on them. Some women don’t keep them on their person. Is she still waking up?”

I stared at her. “She stopped moving her head.”

“If she doesn’t come to in another few minutes, try and rouse her again. If she doesn’t wake up then, I would take her to the emergency room. Call me back and I’ll meet you there.” He rattled off the name of the hospital nearby. “Without seeing her, my best guess is exhaustion or she’s pregnant. If she’s consumed a lot of alcohol, she might have alcohol poisoning. She would have likely still shown signs of intoxication. If you think it’s at all possible that alcohol is a factor, I suggest going to the emergency room right away.”

“Okay,” I said. She’d seemed sober when we’d spoken. I’d give it a few more minutes before I changed course of action and headed to the hospital.

Bailey spoke. “Kalen… what happened?” Her hand found her forehead and held it like she had a headache.

“How do you feel?”

“Okay, I guess. I remember talking to you, then nothing.” Her voice was a little on the raspy side.

I forgot the doc was still on the line until he spoke. “Ask her if she’s been ill lately.”

“The doctor wants to know if you’ve been ill.”

“Doctor? … no… well, I’ve been feeling sick off and on,” she said. Her expression was pinched and her eyes closed tight.

He began asking me a series of questions that I passed on to her. “Did you vomit after eating today?”

She shook her head slightly. We went through a few more questions until we came back to the one I dreaded.

“He wants to know when your last period was.”

Her eyes popped wide and frantically searched the room as she tried to figure it out. When a look of abject horror crossed her face, I spoke slowly into my cell. “I think I’ll call you back.”

“Make sure to get her hydrated. Alcohol tends to cause dehydration. If she is pregnant, she’ll be fine. She’ll probably just need rest. Call me back if her symptoms change.”

We clicked off. I stood from my perch and didn’t glance at her. I treaded my way into the kitchen to find a glass. My head worked overtime. I was pretty sure we’d used a condom every time except the last two nights. It couldn’t be mine. My legs felt weighted as I clomped back to the sofa and helped her sit up before giving her the water bottle I’d found.

“I think I should go.” The doctor had cleared her. She didn’t need me, I told myself. I’d yet to meet her eyes. It felt like my heart broke all over again. How had I allowed myself to fall in love with the wrong woman?

“Kalen,” she said so softly I almost turned to face her. There had been such a plea in my name it almost swayed me.

“I have to go.” There was conviction in my tone. I continued to face the door because if I saw need in her eyes, my resolve would break. “I stopped by earlier to give you this,” I produced an envelope out of an inside breast pocket of my coat. “It’s from Turner. He left it for you in Scotland. I realized you never received it. I had my mother overnight it. It looks like you need this now more than ever.”

I set it on the coffee table. So much for not being reminded of Turner on a daily basis. I couldn’t do it. 

“Please,” she said quietly. I could hear her tears. If I saw them, I would crumble. I moved forward without answering her. I opened the door, knowing that might be the last time we saw each other.






  

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Even I heard the finality when the door clicked shut. If we’d ever had any shot of reconciliation, it was gone now. The only man I had sex with recently enough to have gotten pregnant was Turner. The letter he wrote me burned a hole in my closed eyelids. I couldn’t read it just yet. My world was already spinning. Honestly, I knew what it said. His actions spoke louder than the page the words were written on. He was done with me.

Life was funny like that. I’d lost the two men I loved because I couldn’t make the right decisions. And now, fate had dumped a child in my lap.

I didn’t need a test to know the truth. I’d be feeling lousy and sick for a couple of weeks off and on. I hadn’t seen my period and I didn’t remember taking my pills after I left New York to go home. 

My tears lulled me into sleep. Their warmth was like a blanket of defeat. I’d done everything wrong and lost everything. Those were the words that played in my head before I drifted into sleep, ruled by nightmares that had been coming more frequently since I’d gotten back from Ireland. 

At first light, my eyes opened, heavy with lack of sleep. I didn’t bother closing my eyes again. It was a lost cause. Between the past and my undetermined future, there was no way I was getting any rest. 

With a list of things to do, I headed out in New York. We have a lot in common, you and me. We both can’t sleep, I murmured aloud to the City at the dismay of passersby. They weren’t sacred of me as they gave me a wide berth on the sidewalk. 

In the wee hours of the morning, at a corner store, I procured a couple of pee stick tests. Once at Lizzy’s, I dumped them out along with a couple of bars of chocolate and a pint of ice cream. I would need all of the comfort because I knew just what the test would reveal. Instead of waiting on the 99.9 percent sure it was positive, I was hoping on that 0.1 percent that I wasn’t. 

After taking the first, I Facetimed Lizzy.

“Babe, do you know what time it is?”

I nodded while she rubbed her eyes. An arm slung over her shoulder as she moved.

“Babe,” this time she wasn’t talking to me. “I’ll be right back.”

I heard a grumble, then by her screen she was on the move. She sat on a couch. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Is Vi there?” I asked, not wanting to repeat myself.

“Ummm.”

“Spill,” I demanded, my nerves frazzled enough as it was.

“She’s at my brother’s.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised. “You’ll tell her later because I don’t think I can say this more than once.” I let my story keep me from looking at the test before the time was up.

“Can you look for me?” I asked.

“Sure, hun,” Lizzy said. “No matter what, we’ll be there for you.”

I angled my phone in the direction of the test that rested atop the box on the counter. 

“Can you see it?”

“Yes, I see it,” she said.

“And?”

By the tone of Lizzy’s first word, I knew. “Honey… it’s positive.”

The tears began to fall in earnest. Everything else spilled from my eyes and nose as a gut-wrenching wail left me. 

She offered me comfort as I let go while cradling my stomach and the little person inside. 

“How could this happen?” I asked no one. I knew how it happened. I didn’t know how I’d gotten myself in that position. I was on the pill. “He hates me.”

Lizzy knew. I’d used this phrase before. “Trust me, he doesn’t hate you. That man is madly in love with you.”

“He left without looking back. I’ve lost him for sure now.”

“Turner?” she offered.

“He’s gone too. He left a note, you know.” I couldn’t remember if I’d told her that part of the story.

“What did it say?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I can’t read it. It’s too much.”

Lizzy, my rock said, “You should tell him and decide if this changes anything.”

“It doesn’t. I love him. But I’m in love with Kalen.”

Lizzy said, “I know. And he’s in love with you, Bails. I know you don’t believe it, but he’ll change his mind. You don’t see how he looks at you.”

Dismissing her response, I said, “I need to make a doctor’s appointment.”

“We’ll come and be there for you,” she offered.

Slowly, I shook my head. “I can do this alone. Plus, you guys are in Chicago. I’m going to take an earlier train back to DC.”

“Bails, you don’t have to do this alone.”

“I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m not sure when I’ll get an appointment. And women have been doing this kind of thing alone forever. I’ll be fine.”

It took a lot of convincing, but she finally agreed.

“Okay, but we are coming to see you after for girl time.”

I nodded and I let the screen go black. After a shower, I got dressed and called down to the doorman for a taxi. It wasn’t until I got in the train that I allowed myself to open Turner’s letter.
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My eyes closed with the letter in my hand. I dreamt about him until my dreams turned to nightmares. Bound and gaged, I cried as a woman dressed in a cat suit violated me. I woke with a start and I met the stares of other passengers. Had I screamed? There was nothing to be done about it. Instead of falling back asleep, I composed a letter on my phone to keep me awake. Once I was back in my apartment, I would write it down and send Turner the news that he might be a father. His letter mentioned next to the address that it could take up to a month to reach him. 

At work that Monday, I asked a pregnant coworker about who her doctor was. My excuse had been that, new to the area, I needed to find a good doctor for my annual exam. She’d given me the name of the group she went to and I hid in my office behind a closed door to make an appointment. Even thought it was a large group practice, I wasn’t able to get an appointment until the following Monday.

During that week, after I mailed Turner’s letter, I hadn’t heard from Kalen. I had daily chats with Violet, who’d been updated, and Lizzy. Lizzy was keeping something from me. But she refused to tell me anything, saying that I needed her support, not the other way around. I let it go because once Lizzy made up her mind to do something, there was no changing it. Still, I made her promise to spill whatever was on her mind when I saw her.

When Monday came, I sat in the doctor’s office. The décor was pleasant enough to keep things as elegant as doctor’s offices could be. At least it felt inviting with the splashes of earth tone colors and not the bleakness of stark white. 

My hands fidgeted after filling out a ton of paperwork and handing it over to a practical stranger even though she was a nurse. The questions were so invasive and personal. I expected some things but others left me feeling exposed, not to mention my failing and broken heart.

“Bailey Glicks,” a nurse in purple scrubs called from a partially opened door. I stood and was glad by the feel of the place that I had insurance. I wasn’t sure I could afford to pay for a visit here outside of my co-pay. I had to wonder who my coworker might have been married to.

My steps were deliberately slow. I’d already been called back for a pee and blood sample. I’d been sent back to the waiting room until the doctor was ready to see me. It didn’t matter that my 99.9 percent accurate test had already shown what I knew. Somehow hearing from a doctor made it all that more real. And what would I tell my parents?

Just as I got to the door, a firm hand met the small of my back. The nurse’s eyes left mine and lifted too far up. I didn’t need to see his face. I knew. She flushed, which I also expected. Who didn’t when graced with the gorgeous man who’d come for me?

I followed her to an exam room without looking back. His touch said he was right behind me. I thought we would be let into a room that would hold a wide runner of tissue paper covering a padded faux leather covered table. This room was far different in that it was also filled with equipment that I’d seen before on medical TV drama but never in person.

A women with kind eyes stood and held out a hand to introduce herself. She also shook the man’s hand behind me. 

“Have a seat,” she said, gesturing to the tissue covered contraption. “According to your paperwork, you aren’t sure when you’re last period was?”

Embarrassed I said, “I was on the pill. I didn’t bother to keep a calendar.”

“The pill isn’t one hundred percent effective.”

I nodded, properly chastised. 

“It also looks like you haven’t had much morning sickness, just tiredness.”

“I’ve been feeling out of sorts, sometimes I get queasy. But I haven’t thrown up.”

“How’s your appetite?”

“That’s when I feel nauseous. There are some days I’m so hungry, but most days I don’t want to look at food.”

She clicked a few buttons, bringing the machine before her to life. “Every woman is different. Some women faint like you did. Usually that’s from lack of eating or vomiting plus not sleeping well. It’s not something that would happen regularly. Now that you know you are pregnant, I suspect you’ll take good care of yourself. Meanwhile, it sounds like you won the symptom lottery. There is still a chance you might get a regular bout of morning sickness, but most likely things will only get better from here.”

She typed on the keyboard that sat just below a screen. “It will take a couple of days to get the readings on the hormone levels in your blood. Another way to gage how far along you are, is to do an ultrasound.”

“It’s confirmed she is pregnant.” For a second, I’d forgotten about the man in the room until I heard his voice from slightly to the side and behind me.

“Yes, she is very much pregnant based on the urinal sample we took when she arrived. I’m aware she’s been on the pill, but like I said before that’s not foolproof. The ultrasound will also confirm.”

She handed me a paper gown. “Please get undressed. I’ll be back in a minute.”

For long moments, only the sounds to fill the thunderous silence were that of my clothes being removed. 

When I ramped up enough courage, I asked, “Why did you come?”

I was fighting with my jeans when he spoke.

“Because you don’t have to do this alone.” His words sounded familiar but comforting.

There was a soft knock at the door. I managed to cover myself with the paper gown when the doctor poked her head in. “All ready.”

She didn’t bother to wait. She came in and put on gloves before grabbing a bottle of gel. She pulled down the paper drape that covered my lower parts and warned me the gel was warm. After she put the handheld device onto the squirm of gel on my belly, she pressed down almost to the point of pain while moving it around. 

“It looks like we’ll have to use the internal probe.”

I was shocked into silence at the plastic object that looked very much like a standard vibrator. And when she rolled the condom on it, it only solidified that image. My legs were placed in stirrups and I had the indignity of spreading my legs for a total stranger. A hand belonging to the man with me found mine and I relaxed at the invasion into my body.

“There we are,” the doctor said.

I looked at the screen, which was a haze of black and white but more gray. I couldn’t tell what she was looking at and I was afraid to ask. She started freezing the screen and took what looked like measurements. I should have asked questions. However, I found myself struck mute as she worked.

There was a whir of noise and she tore off printouts of what had the look of a bean, maybe a tadpole. 

“You are about eight weeks pregnant.” She gave me a due date while handing me a picture. “Baby looks fine, although a little shy not giving us a good view of size. We will do this again around twenty weeks. At that point you should get a better picture of your baby and then you can find out the baby’s sex.” She paused. “I’ll let you get dressed and you can pick up a prescription of prenatal vitamins. Other than the obvious, no more drinking, smoking or drugs, you can live life as usual.”

She stepped out again. Before I could confront my companion who’d held my hand the whole time, he excused himself. I wasn’t sure why. He’d seen me naked and had been in the room while I undressed. For a second, I thought he wouldn’t be there when I left the office. However, he was. We didn’t say one word to each other until we got to my place.






  

Thirty-Three

 

We stood facing each other just inside the door of her apartment. It was my first time there, yet I didn’t look around. I waited for her questions, ones I’d pondered myself on the trip there.

“How’d you know?”

“Lizzy called and handed me my balls.”

That apparently wasn’t the right answer. However, she wasn’t asking the right questions and I didn’t yet have it in me to pour out my heart to her.

She glanced away and moved further into the apartment. It gave me my first view. It was different from the place she stayed in New York. The furnishings were sparse and looked put together. It wasn’t a bad thing. Everything looked nice, better than anything I’d stayed in. That was before my father decided to inject himself in my life once he’d found out he had terminal cancer.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked.

“Yes.” My mouth felt dry of words as well as moisture.

She brought me a bottle of water and she drank from her own.

“I didn’t ask Lizzy to call you. I’m sorry she guilted you into thinking you needed to come. I would have been fine.” I’d felt how she clung to my hand during the appointment. I felt her fear. She was lying to herself and me about that one. “Plus, you made it painfully clear how you felt.”

It was my turn, and slowly the words flowed out. A trickle at first until the downpour.

“I won’t lie and say I wasn’t ready to walk away from you many times including the last. It wasn’t Lizzy who changed my mind. I’d already spent enough time trying to exhume you from my heart and my head.”

She chuffed. “What about Kinsey? And all the other women you’ve done?” I knew she was talking about Keely. I could have thrown it in her face that she’d been with Turner. We, however, were beyond that at that point. 

“I told you once before my dick had become a selfish bastard even to me. Despite my best efforts, it only has a one track mind that ends with you.”

Her eyes grew in size. “You haven’t slept with anyone else, not even Keely?”

I shook my head. “Especially not her.”

“But you tried?”

I shrugged. She sat deflated and I sat next to her, taking her hand, needing support for what I had to say next.

“I’m not sure my mother told you much about my da.”

“She told me the story of how she met your father and ended up here in America and then back in Scotland.”

“She told you about him. I’m not taking about the guy that helped give me life. I’m talking about the man that was there for me most of my life.” I sucked in air. I’d never told anyone this before. “Ennis, the man who drove you from the bar, he’s been in my mother’s life before Thomas came into it. He’d even asked for her hand.”

I could tell by her surprise that my mother hadn’t told her that. 

“She probably told you that she was looking to get out of the small town she lived and out from underneath the confines of her father’s rule. Thus when Thomas came, she was prime for his offer to leave. However, Ennis was still there when we returned several years later. If she hadn’t still been married to Thomas, she probably would have married him.”

“I didn’t know.”

All I could do was nod because there was more. 

“He’s always been there for me and treated me like blood when the guy who gave me life couldn’t be bothered to. He was there after the first time I was in a fight to tell me to use my words not my fist. But if I used my fist, make it count. He was the one to offer me the last of the money from his pocket to get me to stop what I was doing on the streets and to tell me he’d always give me whatever he had if I needed it. He was the one to tell me not to bed all the Lasses that caught my eye. That it could lead to more responsibility than I was ready for. He is the man I strive to be.”

A tear fell from her eye, adding to the well of emotion building inside me. 

“As much as I still want to be upset about what you did with Turner, the screwed up thing is, I understand why you did it.”

“Kalen,” she tried to interject. But I wasn’t done. I held up a hand, silencing her.

“Turner’s a good guy and in another life he would be one I probably would have called friend. In fact, if I didn’t love you selfishly, I would let the two of you work things out. But I am selfish. You are who I want. And I’ll be there for this kid as much as the two of you allow me to be.”

She reached up and cupped my face. Then her lips were warm and soft on mine. The taste of her exploded in my mouth along with her tears mixed with her joy. 

“I love you,” she breathed. It might have been the first time she’d said it. It was then my heart beat for real. “I know this isn’t going to be easy. Nothing has since I first met you. But you’re worth it.” Her face turned pensive and her words reluctant. “I’m sorry about Turner.”

“Shh.” I kissed her fingers. “I told you I get it.”

“I thought he needed me more than you did. I was afraid you’d break my heart. I was many things but honest with myself over how I really felt about you.”

I wasn’t sure how to handle her words whether to be angry or joyous. “Don’t explain. I don’t want to remember.”

She nodded. Understanding that I needed a change in topic, she asked, “Do you ever spend time with your mom’s family? Or do you have any family here in the states on your father Thomas’s side?”

I couldn’t blame her curiosity. She grew up close with hers. “My grandmother passed a couple of years after my grandfather. And Thomas was the last son in a long line of selfish people who cared more about their wealth than they did family. He was the only son of parents who decided late in life they needed an heir to pass the family fortune on to. I actually can’t blame him for his lack of want for me. He’d been sent off to boarding school once he was old enough to attend.”

“Then you two made up before he died?”

“No, I didn’t find out his history until after he died. His family lawyer clued me in. I may not blame him for not understanding the meaning of family. But I do blame him for not trying. He only came for me when he knew he was dying. He’d known where we lived all along and did nothing for us.”

I kissed her, wanting to leave those ghosts in the past. I pulled back, knowing there was still more to say.

“You forgive me for the other night? Did I hurt you?” My stomach flipped at how I’d punished her at the club with sex harder and rougher than anything we’d done before.

The way she looked at me said she was measuring her response. “I won’t lie and say that it didn’t hurt emotionally or somewhat physically. But I wanted it and maybe even needed it.”

“Lass, I’ll never—.”

“Shh,” she said, putting a finger on my lips. It was her turn to silence me. “Like you said then, you know what I like. And I like it rough just as much as steady.”

I reached for her finger. Needing to lighten the mood somewhat, I confessed, “I lost my head when I saw you shaking your assets on that liability.”

She laughed, appreciating my accounting humor. I smiled too when the weight on my chest expelled. Getting serious again, I said, “I will admit that it’s not going to be easy to forget what happened six weeks ago, but know that I’ve forgiven you.” Her face lost the joy it just held. “What did you say?”

I repeated my words out loud, trying to figure out what I’d said that changed her expression. “I said that although I’ve forgiven you for what happened with Turner six weeks ago, it’s not going to be easy to forget.”

“Six weeks,” she said.

Still I didn’t get it. She had to say the words that would forever change my life.

“The doctor said I’m eight weeks along. This baby can’t be Turner’s.”

Her eyes were full of worry as they fixed on mine. My brain took a while to catch up on the whole of it. “If it’s not Turner’s—,” I began.

“It’s yours. There’s been no one else.”

The conclusion was final. I couldn’t decide what emotion was more prominent on my brain. Worry, joy, fear and elation all swirled into a cloud of confusion. “I’m going to be a father.”

“Yes,” she said in such a small voice when I finally focused on her face. 

“We used a condom,” I said absently. I almost added every time but didn’t.

She nodded, then her eyes grew in size. “You remember that last time before I left New York?”

I wish I could have argued, but I didn’t. I remembered every time with her as if it were a movie reel in my head. 

“I remember.” It was the time after I found out she’d kissed Mike. Even then I hadn’t been able to give her up. “You were on the pill,” I uttered. 

“You heard the doctor, it’s not one hundred percent effective.”

I scrubbed my face.

“It’s okay, Kalen. This doesn’t obligate you,” she said, misunderstanding my actions.

Although I was still coming to terms with the new turn of events, I said, “This is my kid. Unless you fight me, I’m going to be there every day of his or her life.”

With a serious expression, I took her hand. This baby meant consequences beyond pregnancy, especially if I wanted to be there for my kid every hour and minute. She read me and started shaking her head. 

“No, don’t ask, Kalen. I won’t marry you just because I’m pregnant.”

She’d stolen my thunder. It seemed like the next logical step. 

“We have so many things we need to overcome and learn about each other before we can even decide to get married.”

I nodded. “You’ll move back to New York.”

She frowned. “No.”

It was so final and I felt myself get irritated. “Why not?”

“My job is here and I didn’t leave home only to become a kept woman.”

“So you’re going to stay here and work while I get to see my kid on weekends.”

Her temper began to flare. “I didn’t say that. But I can’t just pack up and move even if I was inclined to.”

“Fine,” I heard myself saying. There was no need to fight. I didn’t want to get her upset. The last time she’d passed out. “How about we take this slow? I want to at least spend weekends with you. And I’ll be at all your appointments.”

“You have a company to run,” she said, doubtful.

“You and our wee one are the most important things in my life.”






  

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

After Kalen lost the shade of green he’d sported, then the burst of red from fury, his aura changed. He’d stopped talking to move to other things. Our kissing grew fiery. His agile hand slipped under my shirt to free my breast within mere moments.

“Aren’t you supposed to say something like we can’t have sex because it will hurt the baby?”

He smiled against my lips. “When you were dressing, I asked the doctor all my questions. She cleared you for sex and told me your appetite for such things might go up a notch during this process.”

I giggled into his mouth before he moved it to lance onto a nipple. An unladylike moan escaped me. 

“I think it’s time for me to acquaint myself with your bathroom.”

An eye popped open and fell into the depths of a green one. “Whatever for?” I asked.

“It’s been far too long since I tasted you. And I don’t want that gel she used to mask your flavor.” He stood and lifted me up onto my feet in one swift motion. He showed his strength when he cradled me in his arms and headed in the direction of my bathroom. There was no need for many directions as my apartment was a small one bedroom. 

“The end of the hall,” I said, so we didn’t waste time with the first door on the right. 

He set me on my feet just outside the door before preceding me in to turn on the water. My bath wasn’t very large. That didn’t deter Kalen. He stepped back out and helped divest me of my clothes. His large hands pushed my sweater up by the sides of my rib cage. The cotton fibers felt like silk under his tutelage. Each finger rubbed over my sensitive nipples in the process. My arms shot up to help him get the garment off.

Then I found myself trapped with one of his hands holding me in that position. Before I could breathe I was slammed against the wall. His erection pressed against me, his mouth covering mine. It was like… my nightmare. I went cold as my mind flicked back to the past.

“I fear we won’t make it to the shower. I need you,” I heard somewhere off in the distance. I think I might have even heard his buckle and zipper as one of his legs burrowed between mine. With a jerk, he forced them apart.

I trembled and felt moisture gather in my eyes. I tried to gather my balance so I didn’t fall. This should have been about him possessing me. But I couldn’t stop the fear from clawing at me, reminding me of the violation months before.

“Lass,” he said. It was then I noticed he’d stopped. “What’s wrong?”

A sob tried to escape so I kept my mouth shut and flexed my hands. A tear fell anyway as my movement hadn’t resulted in freeing myself. I was trapped between his hulking presence and the cold wall at my back.

“Fuck,” he said, releasing me and stepping back. “I’m sorry, lass.”

He must have turned on the shower full blast. Plumes of moisture began to drift out as he averted his eyes and started to zip up his pants. My shirt untangled fell to the ground.

I took a shaky step towards him. “Don’t,” I said, putting a hand on his, backing him into the opposite wall. “I need you. I can’t let them take this from me.” Sex hadn’t been a problem with us the last couple of times. “Just don’t bind my hands with yours.”

He searched by face. I kissed him lightly to convince him I was fine. I wrapped my hand around him to stroke him back into fervor. It took some doing, but he finally lost himself after cautious kisses and began to devour me until boneless with pleasure.

Then it was my turn to hear the zipper of my own slacks, the ones I wore so I could go to work. Work. I needed to call work and tell them there had been a change and I wouldn’t be in. Yet, when his finger rubbed against my core I almost forgot the English language.

When my slacks hit the floor, I cursed the lace panties I wore. They were a useless barrier between me and the man I loved, he’d proven that before. Kalen must have thought so too because I heard the lace give before he sank two long fingers so deep as he palmed my clit, providing expert pressure. It didn’t take me long to fragment with the use of his expert hands.

“Kalen, I need you,” I called out. 

He jacked up my leg and lifted me up with one hand. With the wall as support at his back, he guided his cock to my entrance with the other. I slid down his length by the force of gravity and my own slickness.

His head hit the wall with a thud that didn’t seem to matter. “Fuucckk… your pussy was made for me.”

With each hand under my ass, he controlled the pace, lifting me up and down on him in a rhythm that was entirely too slow for my needing.

“Faster,” I called out.

“Not yet. I want to savor you. I’m not ready to come.”

He moved forward until I was once again pressed to the wall. A skillful single hand popped my bra without a hitch as he plunged into my depths. He suckled at my breast while he continued the slow torturous pleasure. 

“You’re killing me,” I called out, nightmare long forgotten.

He left my breast in favor of my mouth. One of his hands crept towards my ass. “I want this,” he said, circling a finger around my other hole. “You’re going to let me have it, right?”

There was almost nothing I could have said no to at the moment.

He pushed his finger inside. At first it felt kind of weird, but as he began to pump in me in earnest I almost begged him to stick another finger in there. I was so into the delicious pressure he was creating, I didn’t pay much attention to how he rotated his finger inside me.

Then he pulled out after giving me a rapid fire succession of thrusts I’d requested. I nearly cried at the loss. When he pressed against my other hole, I froze. 

“Relax,” he said. “We can always stop.”

“Okay.” I trusted him with everything. 

“Just bear down as I go in.”

I did what he asked. There was a burn that made me flinch. 

“Breathe, Lass.”

I did, wanting whatever he wanted. Then my own desire developed. One that I didn’t expect. 

“God, you are so fucking tight.”

I cried out against the invasion the deeper he got. He stilled and moved a hand to flick against my clit. That was all it took to ignite all the pleasure nerves in my body. He pulled out slow and went slightly deeper again and again until I took all of him. He cursed more as I focused on the new feelings and how I felt close even though he wasn’t inside my core.

The next thing I knew, he switched positions. I was on all fours with him behind me again at my puckered hole. This time went easier again now that I knew what to expect and what to do. I didn’t think it was possible to come until I was. I screamed out my pleasure as I felt Kalen’s hot seed fill me.

Then my back was cradled to his chest. Soft words I didn’t understand filled my ears as I came down from the explosive orgasm. Naked, he gathered me in his arms and we squeezed in the shower. He took care of me, washing me with gentle hands, cleaning me of our love making with a sweet touch.

“I love you,” he said before kissing me. “And I’m not done yet.”

He slid down to the floor before his mouth consumed my pussy. I didn’t think I had another orgasm in me, but I was so wrong. The pressure of his tongue wasn’t frantic. It was languid and deep sinking inside me to swirl around bringing me close yet again.

When he changed directions and gently bit my clit, I thought I would explode. With two fingers he sucked my bundle of nerves and finger fucked me like he’d been certified in cunnilingus.

I yelled out his name as my next orgasm joined the others in the club.






  

Thirty-Five

 

Leaving her later that night turned out to be one of the hardest thing I had to do. I’d marked her as mine in every way I could, branding me in her blood. I wanted her to miss me until she decided she had to move back to New York.

I would have canceled all my meetings just to stay with her, but I did have a legacy to continue for my son or daughter. That was, if they chose to participate in the family business. The idea that I was going to be a father still prattled around in my head.

There was no helping my smile. I felt myself grinning at the prospect. It wasn’t like this was a part of my plan. Hell, falling for the redhead wasn’t. When I spied her New Years, I’d wanted her with a desperation I’d never known. Still, I hadn’t put her and forever together in my mind. 

An ache formed in my slacks at the thought of her. Before I’d run across her at the Palm Restaurant I’d been wavering over making an appointment with the doctor because of my loyal dick. It hadn’t been my idea to stay faithful to my love for Bailey. I’d tried to be with other women. But my cock was having nothing of it. It would harden when thinking of sex, but when the woman came into view, I would quickly lose my erection. It was part of the reason why I’d fucked Bailey that day. I had to know if the damn thing still worked. 

The next night at the club, I’d lost it. Seeing her grind up to another guy boiled my blood in ways I didn’t know were possible. It didn’t matter that she’d been with Turner. Technically, we hadn’t been together either time. So it wasn’t like she cheated then. My rage only confirmed that she was it for me and no other could have her. I still felt like a shite. There had been nothing sweet about the way I took her. It was a punishment for us both. Me for wanting her with a desperation I couldn’t control and her for being the temptress. I’d expected her fury right back. Instead, she passed out from carrying my child. 

“You okay over there?” Griff asked from across the aisle. 

“I’m good,” I replied back in Gaelic. It was the language we favored when talking amongst ourselves.

“You’ve been smiling to yourself and suddenly it disappeared. Is it that redhead lassie?”

The smile slipped from my face. I hadn’t yet told him the news. The doctor informed us that most liked to wait until the second trimester to share the news, but it was up to us. I hadn’t corrected her then that it wasn’t mine. Good thing, I would have been dead wrong.

“She’s pregnant,” I blurted. I had to tell someone and he was like my brother.

“Mac na galla,” he cursed.

If my mood was different and he wasn’t my best mate, I might have kicked his arse for saying son of a bitch. But I knew he wasn’t using it like the Americans and it wasn’t directed at me or my mother.

“Whi isi’ yer gau’ae dae ‘e noo?”

What was I was going to do now? Be a father, marry her, and protect her. 

Before I could answer he asked another question, switching back to Gaelic. “Are you sure it’s yours? What about Turner?”

It was a legitimate question, considering the facts he knew of. “She’s eight weeks along. She was with Turner six weeks ago.”

He nodded. “I guess I’m a bit surprised neither of us has had a wee one yet. I knew you listened to Ennis about keeping yourself protected from that happening. So I’m surprised it happened to you before me.”

“Aye.” I had been too. I’d only ever not used protection with her. Funny how it always came back to her and how weak I was when she was around.

His using Turner’s name brought an unexpected feeling in me. I trusted her. So why did I wondered if Turner came back, could he guilt her into leaving me for him? Would he even want her when he found out it was my wee ken in her belly?

The doubt had to stem from my unexpected trip back home. When the information came in, I’d thrown the mug of coffee I’d held across my office. I knew Keely was giving me the fuck you by letting Sandy have her in every way. But this… Finding out she may have participated in stealing from me when I would have given her money if she’d asked blew my mind.

She wasn’t just anyone. And if she could do this to me, what made me think any female could be loyal? On the other hand, Bailey wasn’t Keely. To question her loyalty because of someone else wasn’t right.

“You could have given the information to the authorities and let them handle it.” I got the sense from Griff’s comment that he was far less interested in going with me than I’d suspected. 

He was also right, it might have been easier that way. “I need to see her eyes when she answers the question why?”

Later, as I stood on the precipice of gaining answers, I second-guessed myself for coming. Too late, a disheveled Keely opened the door with a can of Irn-Bru in her hand.

She rolled her eyes seeing us and I wondered if she was expecting someone else, Sandy perhaps. Or maybe he was already here.

We spoke in Gaelic. “Are you alone?” I asked. 

“Do you care?” she asked again with the eye rolling.

I stepped into her flat, pressing passed her. Griff strolled in after me. I stood in the tiny living room and glanced over all the disarray. It wasn’t as if her place was dirty. It was more that she had a lot of stuff crammed in a small space. I guessed it was her way of having all the things we couldn’t growing up. 

“What is it you want?” she asked, bringing my attention back to her.

“He wants to know why you did it,” Griff interjected, stealing my thunder.

Keely’s posture was defensive. Her hip was jutted out with one hand on it. The whole picture reminded me of a teapot with all her rounded curves. “Why I did what?”

Her utter confusion sent me over the tipping point. The fury I’d pent up since getting the call caused me to shake. I pulled a folded piece of paper out of my pocket and watched as my hand vibrated with anger while I handed it to her.

“What’s this?” she asked absently while unfolding the document.

As damning as it was, somewhere I held deep that there was an explanation for this. I couldn’t believe she’d betray me like this.

“An e-mail.” She dismissively held out the paper without bothering to examine it more.

“It’s an e-mail you sent to an auditor over three years ago,” I fumed.

“So what?” Still she showed no signs of deception. “I get copied on e-mails because my boss likes me to make her to-do list and schedule appointments. I probably had to contact them to schedule one. What’s the deal? Did she complain about me? She always thought I just got the job because I was screwing you. What she needs is a good fucking.”

“Look at the e-mail,” I gritted out in frustration. “You asked him to contact you on a private e-mail address.”

Her face contorted as she read the e-mail. 

“Check the time,” Griff said with false patience. “Eighty thirty on a Friday night. What brought you to the office at that time?”

Finished with the last line, her face finally held alarm. Her eyes jackhammered between us. “I—,” she started.

Griff continued his verbal assault and I let him. He was head of my security after all. “Think back. I doubt you’re ever in the office late. It should stand out in your mind.”

Keely was never able to hide her facial expressions. Griff and I both eyed each other when we saw her put it together. She turned and sat defeatedly. Not yet saying a word, she drank what was left of her Irn-Bru before setting it on top of a book on a cluttered side table.

“There was one time,” she began. I folded my arms across my chest in defense of the forgive me look she gave me. Keely wasn’t one to cry. No matter, I wasn’t ready to feel sorry for her in any way, not yet at least. “Sandy came by.”

“You were fucking him back then?” Griff shouted.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. This wasn’t what we were here for. Still, this had to happen. Griff needed to get this off his chest if he was ever going to move forward.

The damn in her eyes disappeared, replaced with a steely resolve. “Who else would have me? You both scared every other male in a hundred mile radius away from me.”

“I would have had you, and I told so,” Griff’s eyes were filled with his own malice.

“Was that what your game of running every other guy away was about? And really, could you forgive that I professed my love for your best mate? Don’t fucking lie to yourself. And all your women.” She waved her hand, dismissing Griff’s comments.

“All the other Lasses could only get a shag from me.”

“And I could get none. You turned me down.”

My brows rose. I didn’t know this. When had that happened? 

“You were fifteen and nowhere near ready. I told you to wait.”

Keely stepped up to Griff and met him eye to eye, the wee thing that she was. Short, but she cocked her head up as if she were his height. “Wait for what? Wait while you fucked every other lass in town? You both treated me like a little girl. I’m not a little girl, and Sandy showed me what a woman I am.”

Griff looked like he wanted to ring her throat. She looked like she wanted to cut off his balls. I didn’t relish coming between them, but this had to end.

“What happened with Sandy that day?” I asked in a rational tone the other two lacked.

Her head snapped in my direction and I had the odd déjà vu feeling that I’d seen that look somewhere else. I nearly snapped my finger when I remembered the vision from something out of a horror movie.

After a few breaths, she calmed. She sat back down and said, “Sandy came by that night for our date. While I was getting ready...” She paused and glanced over at Griff as if she expected him to say something. Thankfully, he didn’t. “For a while he’d been talking about his dream to start a company of his own.” 

I couldn’t help but wonder when she first hooked up with Sandy. Guilt filled me. We had run guys off like protective brothers. We had treated her like a wee thing. She was a few years younger than we were. I never imagined our actions affected her as much as she said they did. Had we paved the way for Sandy to come in?

“He was so excited and told me investors had come through. Construction was starting.” She paused. “He knew about my new job.” She turned in my direction and shame filled her features. “He wanted to know what the inside of your company looked like so that he could make his office better.”

“Didn’t he know that back then it was my father’s and not mine?” My father only died several months ago. I didn’t let her answer. I just went on. “Did you tell him that I offered you money when you called in need? Did you two work up this scheme for you to get a job to steal from me from the beginning? Your words of not wanting my money but earning it on your own, was that all a lie?” I accused.

“JK,” she begged.

I held up a hand. “Save it. Just finish your story.”

She appeared hesitant. “I didn’t see harm in him seeing inside the office. Like you said, it was your father’s company and you hated your da.”

On so many levels I wanted to correct her and tell her Thomas was not my da. I held my tongue. It wasn’t the time and I didn’t know that I could trust her with my personal thoughts and secrets anymore.

“I showed him around. I didn’t leave him alone.”

Griff stepped over and picked up the paper she’d left on the cushion next to her. “What about this?”

She hung her head. “He wanted to get directions to the restaurant he was taking me to.”

“Sandy needed directions. Since when did he need the Internet to find something around town?” Griff admonished.

Keely chose to ignore it, probably because he was right. “He asked for some water. I couldn’t have been gone that long.”

“Long enough for him to access your e-mail after you logged him into your computer and walked away.” Griff stepped back and shook his head.

I took over. “What was the name of his company, and did you see his office?”

“Aye,” she said. “He drove me by on the way to the restaurant. The company’s name is SandyHill Investments.” She rattled off the address. Even I could tell after she said it that it was catchy enough for her to remember it after all this time. I thought it might stick in my mind too long after.

“Clever,” Griff muttered laced with sarcasm, most likely referring to his company name and not the address. He pulled out his smart phone and I knew he was doing a search.

“JK, I—,” but Griff cut her off.

“I found SandyHill. It’s a shell company. Its address is listed at—” He rattled it off. 

Keely frowned. “That’s the address to his apartment.”

Griff didn’t even respond to her. “The other address belongs to a headquarters of a food processor company. According to this, they’ve been in the building over five years and did major renovation in the last three.”

“I—,” she tried to say, but Griff was having nothing of it.

“In other words, he played you. He used you and fucked you. And what do you have to show for it?”

That did it. Keely exploded off her sofa and into Griff’s face. I half expected them to kiss with all the sexual tension between the two. She pointed to two suitcases near the door. “He got me a plane ticket leaving tomorrow morning to the Cayman Islands for a vacation. He said he finally came into some real money…” Her words drifted off after she’d heard what she’d said. 

“JK, I’m sorry. I promise you, I didn’t know.”

I nodded. “I want to believe you.”

“Fuck that,” Griff said. “From now on, lose my number. Don’t come crying to me when this fannie bawbag pulls you down with him. I bother dropping by. The next time I see you should be never.” He stormed out. 

The gravity of the situation pulled the arm she’d held out in vain from reaching what was gone. Griff didn’t give second chances. She turned tearful eyes on me.

“Where is Sandy now?” My face was blank. I just needed straightforward answers so I could get out too.

“He’s out of town. He’s supposed to meet me on the island in a couple days.”

“Why isn’t he meeting you tomorrow?” I asked.

“He said he had something to do. He wanted me to go ahead and take advantage of the spa and shopping to be ready for him. He made arrangements to cover everything until he showed up.”

I sighed, hating what I had to say next.

“You know I would have taken care of anything you needed. Despite it all, if you ever need anything, let me know. But if I find out you were involved more than you’re telling me in any way, then you’re dead to me. And don’t call my mother. I need distance from you. If you decide to take that ticket, then I’ll know what side you stand on.”

The indecision in her face hurt me to my core. I gave her my back and left.

Sandy, who by all rights should have been a pussy because of his name, and my childhood nemesis, was most likely the mastermind of the theft of millions from my company.










  

Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Kalen and I had decided that I would come up to New York for our first weekend as a reunited couple. I’d never been to his place, and if we were going to try and do this for real it was an important task on my list. Excited and nervous, I’d packed my bag full of wicked things to tempt him. If there was one aspect of our relationship that was effortless, it was us in the bedroom. He knew how to take me hard and fast and slow and steady. And I planned to capitalize on that this weekend.

It was a shock when I got the text on my train ride up that he had to change plans. He had to make an unexpected trip out of town but promised to make it up to me. He’d talked to Lizzy and thought it would be good for me to hang out with her. Apparently, I’d been in the metro when he called and I’d missed it. He’d taken it upon himself to make sure I wouldn’t be alone. In fact, he offered for me to stay at his place if I wanted to. I hadn’t decided yet what I was going to do about that. The idea of exploring his place on my own had its advantages.

I’d refused him the offer of his plane earlier, preferring the train. I did, however, accept a ride to Lizzy’s by his personal driver. 

Although I didn’t have to, I knocked on Lizzy’s door. When it opened, I was enveloped by a mass of blonde and a tiny brunette. We stood there squealing with tears in our eyes for the longest time. 

“God, I missed you guys,” I admitted.

“We missed you too,” Lizzy said stepping back. “You look way too thin. Aren’t you supposed to be pregnant?”

“She’s pregnant,” Violet called out as if she didn’t already know. I was taken into another group bear hug.

“Maybe I should come in,” I said, trying to stop from crying.

Lizzy took my bag, Violet my shoulder to steer me over to the very white couch. We sat side by side. 

“How do you feel carrying a billionaire’s baby? Talk about golden ticket,” Violet said.

I shook my head. “You know I don’t want Kalen for his money.”

“Of course not,” Lizzy said. “He’s gorgeous with a great cock.”

A frown formed on my face. “What do you know about his cock?”

“All that fucking and moaning that came from your room when he visited says his cock is fucking great.”

Violet patted my hand. “Ignore her, she has cock envy. And eww, I’m sleeping in the bed where you and he had fantastic sex.”

“Violet, you’ve been there for months. Too late to worry about it now. And yes, I have cock envy.” Lizzy grinned, not caring in the least.

“I’m sorry.” I gave Lizzy a mournful expression. Violet concurred before we burst out laughing. 

“Not funny, guys. My guy has a dick the size of my thumb.”

“Don’t they have implants for that?” I teased.

Lizzy gave me a look worthy of causing death. Then something sparkled on her finger.

“Hey, what is that?” I asked, forgetting that I was hungry because I’d skipped lunch and tired from working most of the day. 

“What’s what?” Violet asked.

Lizzy covered her hand. I pounced. We began a tug of war of her hand, which she tried to keep hidden behind her back. With Violet’s help, we pulled her hand free and gasped. 

“Is that?” Violet said.

“An engagement ring?” I finished.

My best friend hung her head. “Yes and no.”

“Spill it, blonde,” I said before I took my seat back on the couch. 

She turned and let her legs hang over the solitary chair she favored. For a second I was taken back to that first night after my one night stand with Kalen. Nostalgia almost took me over until I remembered I needed answers.

“Last night, he asked, and what was I supposed to say?”

“Do you want to marry him? I assume we’re talking about tiny dick Hans.” I needed to clarify.

Violet didn’t speak, giving the floor to Lizzy.

“Yes, cock challenged Hans. And I don’t know. He’s funny, sweet, and takes good care of me. He can eat a pussy like a Pie Eating Contest Champ. He gets points for that, right?”

“Enough to marry?” I asked seriously.

“What about you?” Lizzy asked, turning the tables on me. “You’re having a baby. Did Kalen ask you to marry him?”

Quickly, I retorted, “Yes… maybe, I cut him off. He didn’t have a ring. So even if he was, he was only doing it because of the baby. I’m not going to tie myself to a man forever just because I’m having his kid.”

Funny enough, both my sister and best friend just nodded.

“I’ll give him points for thinking about asking,” Lizzy said.

Me too, I didn’t say. Instead, I set the conversation back on its earlier path. “If you’re not sure, why are you wearing his ring?”

She sighed as Violet and I both waited for her response. “He asked at dinner. He made such a production of it, everyone was watching. He had this… hopeful look on his face. I just couldn’t be a bitch to say no or maybe or I’m not sure only to embarrass him.”

“That was sweet of you.” It actually was. The Lizzy I knew and loved didn’t have a problem cutting guys off at the balls. Maybe this guy was a keeper. “And no one is perfect. He’s built like a Greek god.”

“I know, right?” Violet agreed.

Stunned, I looked at her. “You’ve been around Lizzy too much.” Violet didn’t talk like that. Apparently she was adjusting to city life well.

They laughed, but I sobered. “You have to make a decision.”

“I know,” Lizzy breathed.

“And how are you doing, Vi?” I asked, giving Lizzy a breather. 

“I’m great,” she said a bit too enthusiastically.

“And how’s Matt?” You could hear the slyness in my tone. She blushed. “I knew it. I saw how the two of you looked at each other. And an overnight visit.”

She waved me away. “There’s nothing going on. We talked and I’m just not ready for a relationship right now.”

They still hadn’t found Mike. I didn’t bring it up because I was sure she or Lizzy would have called if news of that came. 

“Well, karma is a bitch. I bet Matty’s feeling that one now,” I teased, looking at Lizzy.

“Yep,” Lizzy said.

“What’s that about?” Violet asked.

“Matty turned down your sister when she was pining for him in college. I don’t know what it is with you girls and my brother.”

“He’s hot,” I stated boldly.

“He is,” Violet said sadly.

I faced her. “He’s a great guy and not Mike. You should give him a chance.”

“My poor, poor brother,” Lizzy cooed.

Violet was good at changing topics too. “Are you still having nightmares?”

They came every night. But I didn’t want to worry them, so I just shook my head. “What do you guys have to eat?”

“I know, we should go out,” Lizzy proclaimed.

Holding my hand up, I said, “I’m in no mood for a club.”

“Who said club? We can just go to the lounge.” I knew Lizzy stretched the word lounge. She meant her favorite dive bar located not too far from here. It was the place she usually would meet her previous boyfriend. Guys with tattoos from prison, I used to tease her.

“Why not.” I gave in at her pouty lip. “Let me get changed.” I was still wearing work clothes because I’d left straight from there.

“I’ll make you a snack before you go,” Violet said, giving into mothering tendencies from being the oldest.

Roughly an hour later, we walked in. Trouble greeted us from the moment we stepped inside. Lizzy was dressed to the nines in an outfit that probably cost more than my rent. Yet, it was made to look like she fit in at a place like this. Violet clutched her purse. Apparently Lizzy hadn’t brought her here yet. The place was run-down but not to the point of needing to be condemned. It just appeared very well lived in with wood that looked faded, if that was possible. Maybe it wasn’t real wood. Brass fixtures that needed polish—or maybe that was peeling paint—were dotted around like accent pieces. Still, I liked the place. It always felt more comfortable here than at the ritzy places Lizzy’s parents hauled me to.

We found stools as the clientele appraised us before going back to whatever they’d been doing before. Most of them were just working class folks who were looking for a quick drink or bite before finding a more interesting spot or heading home. Friday nights weren’t generally packed like other nights. 

“What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

I shot a glance at Violet. She shrugged. “A beer for her and a bottle of water for me.” I looked for Lizzy to see what she wanted and she wasn’t there. I turned all the way in my seat to see her stalking towards the pool table off to the side from the front entrance. And just like the last Friday I’d been in here, Lizzy found her target.

There with a pool cue in hand was the guy that had shrugged off Lizzy those many months ago.

With quickness, I snagged Violet’s arm. “We have got to stop her or this isn’t going to end well.”

The guy, I think his name had been Striker or something like that, smirked as Lizzy continued to stalk towards him.






  

Thirty-Seven

 

After leaving Keely’s, things didn’t get any better. With Sandy’s address, we found his place. Peering through windows on an apartment located on the first floor, it appeared vacated. Either Keely had lied, or Sandy had already executed an exit strategy. Griff and I stalked some of his old haunts only to end up coming out scraped and bruised. Griff had demons he needed to release and took them out on those Sandy may have hung out with. I hadn’t been in a brawl in years. It felt good. I too had my own pent up energy.

While we were fighting our way through half of Sandy’s associates, my security team was tasked with making those around me safe.

I’d had a conversation with my mother surround that topic that was fresh in my mind.

“Ennis is moving in with you,” I’d said.

“Says who?” My obstinate mother had grated. “I’m still your mother, you know.”

More of the same as we went along.

“You aren’t to talk to Keely.”

“Why the hell not?” she’d challenged. I’d explained Keely’s involvement with the guy I suspected caused me all of my current problems with my company. After a back and forth conversation, she agreed not to talk to Keely about me and my company, but she wouldn’t turn her back on her best friend’s daughter just because she’d made poor choices. I’d rolled my eyes and given in. 

There also was a female security professional, Pat, who was going to move in for a short time until Sandy was caught. It felt like the money was a bonus to him and this was more personal than we’d thought. I couldn’t leave my mother at risk. Ennis was a great da and a good shot. Still, I wanted backup. He had to work and couldn’t be with my mother all day long every day.

It was the call from my mother that came in just before I boarded the plane back to the states that was the silver lining to an otherwise shite of a day. 

“Kalen, he’s so cute,” she crooned. “I love him. I’m going to call him Jay.”

She was referring to the golden retriever puppy I’d gotten her. He wasn’t there for security as he was an early warning system. He’d bark if anyone got close, hopefully giving Ennis and Pat enough time to act.

Luckily, Bailey had stayed at Lizzy’s most of the weekend. She didn’t find out about the extra security detail until Monday when a car picked her up from work. She had several choice things to say to me.

“This is crazy, Kalen,” Bailey said on the other line for the fifth time.

“I need you safe.” I was firm on that point. “You can always move back here.”

“You are so not running my life,” she called out. “And I can’t have two body guards in front of my office. I’ll get fired.”

“That’s good. Then you can come home to me.” 

She growled into the phone and I couldn’t help but laugh. Her frustration was also because I hadn’t yet told her all the reasons for the step up in security. I wanted to tell her in person because there were things in my past she needed to know. Things she needed to accept.

“I have to go,” she fumed.

“I ordered lunch for you.” I’d said it just to infuriate her until I realized it truly was a good idea. She was safer in her office than walking around on the street.

“Bye, Kalen.”

She ended the call sounding more pissed off than when she first began it. I wanted her happy, but I needed her safe more. Despite it all, I found I was in better spirits. In fact, I forced myself not to call my plane to make an unexpected trip to DC to meet her for lunch. I would see her this weekend, I told myself. She asked for time. As much as I hated that, it gave me time to get my company back on track. I would spend long days at work so my weekend would be totally free for her.

Word came in once I was back state side that Keely had been taken in for questioning shortly after we’d left her apartment. Part of me felt bad about it. She’d never wanted to be arrested. It wasn’t quite the same, but I knew she wouldn’t see it that way. I couldn’t help what I’d had to do. I turned over the information about the e-mail to the authorities to get the ball rolling in search of Sandy. Interpol was involved because the crime crossed countries. I trusted that my team could have found everything. I, however, needed legal reasons for Sandy to be caught. If I got my hands on him I feared I would kill him. That wouldn’t do well for my unborn child if I was in jail for murder.

Keely ended up agreeing to let an agent pose as her in the Caymans. The agent would check in at the hotel he’d reserved for them. The fact that Keely was cooperating gave me hope that she wasn’t involved. There was also the possibility that she was only trying to save her own arse. It chuffed that I couldn’t wholly trust her.

Griff stayed in Scotland to help with a computer system examination. He had a degree and several certifications in computer science. I trusted him completely. He and his team were searching for planted backdoor traps, anything Sandy might have used in order to gain access to our intercompany server or to assist with the stealing of my funds over the last several years.

By the time Friday came, I thought I might have to jerk one out before I saw Bailey in fear I’d lose my shit in the first thirty seconds with her.

“Lass,” I said into the phone as I stared at her bonnie face.

“Yes,” she answered, her expression said she knew what effect she had on me.

“Don’t bother wearing any under garments unless you want them destroyed.”

“You say the sweetest things. Surely you don’t mean that anyway. How are we possibly going to have sex with all the extra bodies in my small apartment?” Her smile was sweet and so was the tone of her voice, yet it was all too clear she hadn’t yet forgiven me for her new security protocol. 

“We’ll find a way,” I promised.

Her eyes narrowed. “I guess I should take them off now.” She smiled, then she pivoted her head to the side. “Do you guys mind if I get undressed?” There was a pause. “No problems, okay then.”

“Lass.” I said with a hint of frustration. I wasn’t sure if my surliness came from my dick turning to steel with the idea of her getting naked or that I wanted to kill whoever was in the room with her. “You don’t want to get them fired.”

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”

The phone went dark. She’d hung up on me. Minutes later a frantic call came from one of the guys watching her, explaining that they were not inside her room. She’d been speaking through the door. The poor lad sounded like he might piss himself if I fired him. 

The tease. I wasn’t one for sexting, but I found myself taking a picture fisting my dick through my pants. Along with the picture, I texted her I would have to take care of myself since she insisted on playing with me.

Immediately, she sent back a picture with her nipples hard and on display through a thin shirt that clung to her curves. It wasn’t a naked picture. Yet, it turned me on so much more.






  

Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

A thunderous downpour grounded Kalen’s plane. He was still hoping for takeoff, but as the lightning struck more and more, I began to wonder if he’d make it. He said he may not get to contact me if they were cleared suddenly.

My mood had grown murky. I needed Kalen in the worst way. According to the famous book for expecting mother’s my libido was supercharged now that I was pregnant. The damn picture of the imprint of his cock through his pants had me thinking very bad thoughts.

I’d shooed out my security detail into the hall after they’d ensured no one could get to me. Cranky, I sat on the couch in a robe covering sexy lingerie waiting on my guy. 

Thoughts traveled to home and how I needed to pay a visit to my family before I began to show. As much as my father loved me, I was certain I wouldn’t be allowed home as an unwed mother. I would be the bad example to all the impressionable kids. And if nothing else of my kidnapping experience, I valued life more. I needed my family as much as I needed to live outside of the community.

Of course, thinking about them, my thoughts drifted to Turner. I’d sent another letter after my doctor’s appointment explaining that it was most likely Kalen who was the father. I apologized for not being able to tell him all of this in person. I also told him again I was sorry he didn’t receive the letter I’d left him at the airpark in Scotland.

When my phone rang out, obliterating the silence, I jumped. The security team knocked on the door after my yelp, asking if I was okay. I assured them I was but didn’t open the door. I had a robe on, but I wanted Kalen to be the first and only person to see me tonight.

“Vi,” I said into the phone. “Bored?”

“Actually, yes. Kind of.”

“Where’s Lizzy?”

“Out,” she sighed. “She offered to take me along, but I wanted to stay here tonight.”

“I hope she’s breaking the news to Hans.”

“That’s if she’s decided to do that.”

I wasn’t sure where my friend’s head was concerning that. So I changed the topic. “How’s school?”

She told me all about the latest antics that happened in her culinary classes. These stories always had humor about those whose cooking skills were less than desirable. She was learning more than baking and loving it. However, she thought in the end, she would still end up working in a bakery.

We let silence fill the space after her last words until I finally said, “You should really give Matt a chance.” I wasn’t sure why I was pushing Matt on her. Was it because I was happy and wanted her happy? Probably, and more because she was my sister. And then there was guilt that things didn’t work out between Matt and me and I wanted him happy too.

“Who’s to say I haven’t?” she said slyly.

“Shut up,” I said getting her meaning. “You and Matt bumped uglies?”

“What’s that?”

“Had sex, did the horizontal happy dance?”

She didn’t answer, which was answer enough. “No way,” I yelled. Then I called out to the door after the team just outside the door questioned my safety. “I’m fine, just chatting with my sister.”

When she still didn’t say anything I couldn’t help my curiosity. “How was it? I guess it wasn’t good if you decided you just wanted to be friends. And what’s his dick like? Is it pretty?”

I’d forgotten who I was talking to. If this had been Lizzy, I wouldn’t have had to ask. She would have told me all these details. And although Violet and I had been close, we’d never really talked much about sex growing up, at least not like this.

“It was good. And if Lizzy’s descriptions are accurate, he’s got a whole lot more than what Hans has in that department.”

Her statement wasn’t filled with life. It was like she was rattling off facts. “You don’t sound very excited about it.”

At that moment, the lights went off in my apartment. A knock sounded at the door. “Vi, I just lost power and with any luck, that’s Kalen knocking at my door. I’ll call you later.”

I put my phone down and opened the door. The hallway was dark, but I could see that the guards were blocking an intruder from entering. 

“This guy says he knows you.”

Dripping wet with a feral glare for the two guys blocking his way to me, he stood straight and waited for me to say something.






  

Thirty-Nine

 

The ache in my balls had me surly at anyone who crossed my path. I knew once I was buried to the hilt deep in Bailey, the raging bull in me would subside. It was preposterous how I’d gone months without being with a woman and I wasn’t this hard up. It was as if my cock knew we were back together.

After nearly opting to drive in order to get to her, my plane had been cleared for takeoff. The threat of wind shears had been removed by the National Weather Service.

By the time I made it to her door hours late, I placed my head on it to check myself. The guards had explained that power to the apartment building had been lost for a short time. I really didn’t care as long as it was back on. The two guards looked on in confusion as I tried to master patience. 

Finally I waved them off, not wanting to know her every move. They traded looks while I opened the door, not bothering to knock. Bailey would be asleep and none of that mattered. I just needed to be close to her. We’d been video chatting every night and by request she’d leave her phone on while she fell asleep. 

This distance was tearing me apart. I had to convince her to move back to New York. The thought of her and my unborn child consumed me every waking moment. After stepping into her apartment trying to persuade myself that lying next to her would be enough until morning, she stepped out of her room.

It was like an electric jolt hit me. Its magnetism attached to her too. Suddenly we were moving in each other’s direction without words. She wore a fluffy white robe that covered far too much of her skin. The flimsy tie that held it closed was no match for my hands. I had it undone before her mouth parted.

Stopped with my kiss, she wasn’t able to say a thing while I allowed my hands to explore what I hadn’t yet seen because I needed her taste in my mouth.

“Kalen,” she pleaded pulling back. Her voice was breathy, and damn if that didn’t send another jolt to my cock.

One of my hands overflowed with her breast clad in what felt like a silky bra. As promised by pregnancy, her tits were getting bigger than the perfect handful they’d been before. My other hand trailed a path to what promised to be a matching bottom to the top.

Two things happened that stopped everything. 

“Kalen wait,” Bailey cried.

A figure emerged from her bedroom. The guy, because it was a male, had a towel pressed to his head. It looked as though he was drying his hair from a shower. However, the bathroom was down the hall and Bailey had also come from that room.

I stepped back and got a view of what lay underneath her robe. She was clad in a blue underwear set. It was sexy as all hell. I stared at her, then I glanced at him. He’d stopped and I gripped the fabric of her robe closed. 

“Kalen,” she begged.

Fury was an ugly whisper in my head. Yet it wasn’t anger that fueled it, it was fear. I couldn’t articulate that. And why would I? Never show fear, especially around another man.

“It isn’t what it looks like,” Bailey said calmly.

A dark almost wicked chuckle escaped me. “And what does it look like?” I pointed at the other guy, who held his hands in a pleading fashion, the white towel crumbled in one of them. “It looks like you came out of your room dressed like that.” I gave her an appraisal over her now covered body. “It looks like he came out of your room after having showered. But the shower is that way. That’s what it looks like.”

One step back and Bailey was out of my reach. She fastened her tie quickly, assessing me. Then her face scrunched up and she spoke. “You don’t trust me.”

I was two seconds from saying the obvious. But that wouldn’t have been the truth. The truth was I did trust her. I didn’t think she’d cheated on me as much as my temper outwardly said otherwise. I was more afraid that he’d come back to convince her to be with him.

“What am I supposed to think?” I uttered because I couldn’t come up with the right words.

“You’re not supposed to think I’m cheating on you. I never cheated on you.” There was a lot of conviction in the last few words she said. It was technically true. She’d never cheated on me or him that I know of. So what was the problem?

“I don’t think you cheated. What I think is the two of you have history. And I don’t think he’s here to congratulate you on us being together.”

“Why don’t you just ask me why I’m here,” Turner suggested.

“Fine, why are you here?” It was a dumb question. I knew why. He’d heard the news and most likely he wasn’t up to date.

“I’m here because I got a letter from Bailey that she was pregnant.” Bingo. I knew that.

It was my turn. “And now you know that the Lass is carrying my wee bairn.”

Turner boldly stepped forward, having dropped his hands to his side. “That’s yet to be seen.”

“She is ten weeks pregnant and it was eight weeks ago when you two…” I couldn’t say it. I didn’t need to though. We all knew of the event to which I was referring.

“It still could be—,” he began.

I cut him off. I had to get this straight. And I wanted to set the stage to let him know I wouldn’t be walking away from my kid like my father did me. “Fine. When the babe is born, we’ll do a test. That will put all our minds at ease. And when it’s mine, you can count on me being there every day.” I said this as much to him as I did to her because I knew it was mine.

Bailey stood there with her mouth hanging open. 

“And that’s it,” Turner said with a wave of his hand then let his eyes glance between us.

“That’s it.” I said. When he made no move to go or leave, I continued. “Let’s face it. You want her to be the one. You want it so bad you can taste it. But she isn’t the one. And not because of me. You had a chance. When she left for college no matter that she didn’t tell you. You could have gone to her, fought for her. You didn’t. In Scotland, I tried to tell you where she was. You’d won. But you didn’t go. I’ll give you that she ran. But if you felt it like I did, and it was within your grasp, you would have reached for it.”

I couldn’t say where all that relationship advice came from. Yet it was the truth.

“So you went to Dublin after her?” He cocked a brow at me, calling bullshite.

“No. But only because she had chosen you. If I’d been in your shoes, I would have been there.”

Turner deflated. His shoulders sagged. I wasn’t exactly sure if it was travel fatigue or if he’d accepted what I said. “So now what?”

I sighed. “Since I actually like you, I won’t kick your arse. However, you do have to go. Three is a crowd. I can set you up in a hotel?” I offered.

He shook his head. “Fine,” I said. “Bailey, go put that trench coat on.” I flashed her a wicked grin. She had to know I was talking about the one she wore to my office the other day. “You stay here and we’ll go to a hotel. We have things to work out.” My eyes were all for her when I spoke.

“You two behave,” she said before heading to her bedroom. I was actually surprised she didn’t put up a fight since she was angry earlier.

Once the door to her bedroom closed, Turner sank onto the sofa. “What if the kid’s mine?” he asked, staring me straight in the eye.

“I would never come between you and your bairn. Just as I would expect the same from you if the situation was reversed. It doesn’t matter if Bailey and I are together or not, neither heaven nor hell could keep me from my wee ken.”

His expression changed to one of respect. “You know when I got her letter, I left. I headed for the nearest airport. Once I was able to retrieve my e-mails, I had one from an architectural firm that had been recruiting me. They were hoping I was still available. At seemed like it was meant you know. They had a deadline that connected with the day I got the message. I blindly accepted. I knew they worked a lot with Habitat for Humanity. I accepted because I wanted to be able to provide for my kid. Now…”

“When do you start?” I asked, cutting him off. He needed a purpose. This would keep his mind off my girl.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I start in two weeks. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to go home. I can’t stay here… Is Griff still around?”

“Looking for a bromance?” I baited with a laugh, thinking about Griff and his use of international slang.

Turner chuckled. “I’m running short of friends these days.”

A thought hit me. “What about Matt?”

He glanced my way as I pulled out my phone. It seemed my friends were ever expanding with Bailey’s friends. Plus it was late and waking up Matt just might make up for my crappy day. Rousing him from slumber became as our thing when I visited Bailey late at night. Each time I showed up, he had to get up from sleeping on the sofa to open the door for me. He’d never been pleased to see me, especially when he admitted to hearing what we were up to.

That solidified our weird friendship. Matt was cool, easygoing, and so was Turner. After Matt’s growl for the late call, a plan was formed. Turner would head to Chicago in the morning and help Matt search for Mike, Violet’s ex. Matt was looking through case files and doing Internet searches during his free time. Turner would help while Matt was working.

Bailey came out, surprised and suspicious we weren’t at each other’s throats.

When we were ready to go, she turned to me. “Can you give us a minute?”

I nodded. I stepped inside the kitchen and poured myself a glass of juice. I tried not to pay attention to how close they were. They were friends, I told myself before the glass could break in my hand.

“You take care of yourself,” she said softly. “I wish… I wish things could be different. You know I’ll always love you. I just hope you find a girl who gives you a total mind fuck.”

They smiled at each other in a way that showed how much they cared for each other. Lucky her, I didn’t go all Hulk jealous. The look she gave him was different than the one she normally gave me. His hand moved up and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. The glass, slick from the cold juice and heat of warm air, nearly slipped from my hand. I fumbled and managed to maintain hold before it shattered on the ground.

“I want what you two have. I want someone to look at me how you look at him. And he was right. I wanted that girl to be you.” He pursed his lips. “I wish you both well. And if he fucks up, you call me and I’ll come running.”

“I heard that,” I muttered, unable to contain the words.

He laughed, a full belly one. “I know you did. So don’t fuck up. She’s the best thing you’ll ever have.”

“I know.” My words were flat. The ache of almost losing her wasn’t quite gone.

By the time we got to the hotel, I didn’t waste time.

“I have to have you Lass. I need to be inside you before…” My words drifted off, because there was only a coat and a slip of fabric between her and me. That didn’t take long to overcome. I’d slid inside her with no fanfare. She’d teased my cock, stroking me through my pants on the ride over there. I’d had my fingers buried in her, only to taste them when we arrived.

“Fuck me, Kalen,” she cried out as I pushed her back on the bed. Her hair fanned out around her. I watched my dick slide in and out of her, coated with her wetness. 

“How do you want it?”

“Hard, fuck me hard.”

I pulled out and flipped her over. She barely had time to squeal when I sank back inside her. I thrust with as much force as I could. The bed took the brunt. I squeezed her hips and leaned down from where I stood on the edge of the bed.

Still inside her and not moving, I said, “Do you want to come?”

“Yes,” she panted. “Please.”

Unable to resist, I bit her shoulder lightly as I gave her a few shallow thrust. “And what do I get?” I asked, trying to ward off the explosion that wanted release. I wasn’t ready to come yet.

“You can have anything you want,” she begged.

“Anything,” I said darkly.

“Anything, please…”

I pushed my thumb slowly in her arse. “Can I have this?”

“It’s already yours.”

It was true. I had it before. Still, I didn’t want to assume.

“Yes, yes, yes you can, please.”

Her begging was enough. I moved my other hand from her hip in between her folds to the nub that would push her over. I wasn’t sure she needed that extra help, but there was no stopping me.

I lost my rhythm when my balls tightened. I came with a jerk and a grunt. I slammed home a few more times until I lay on top of her, panting as her release continued to milk me. I lay there for a second longer before I rolled off of her. The sensitive head of my cock caused another wave of sensation when I slid out of her.

I pulled her on top of me, enjoying the connection between us. “Move in with me, Lass.”

“Kalen, we’ve talked about this.”

My fingers make lazy circles on her back as I spoke into the crook of her neck. “It’s not just me being a shite. When I walked in and saw Turner, I thought maybe I’d lost you again. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I thought I might only see my kid every other weekend. I don’t want to be a weekend da.”

“I would never stop you from seeing our child.”

“I know. But if you’re here and I’m in New York. How is that going to work?” She looked away. “There’s something else,” I added.

Slowly, her body heat left mine. It may have been the tone of my voice that caused the alarm on her face.

I let the back of my finger stroke her cheek. “There is something you should know about my past.”

“Go on.”

My words took me back to a time and place I would rather forget. “When my mother left America and took me to Scotland, I could barely speak the language even though I understood it. It was there but locked away inside. I remember we went to my grandparents’ house. My grandmother fed me while my grandfather raged to my mother about her choices. I was surprised we were eventually sent away the same night. We ended up in a part of town where people did what they had to do to survive. I spoke English with an American accent and was dressed in fine clothes. I didn’t understand this until other’s made it clear that a rich American kid wasn’t accepted there.”

A flood of memories nearly chocked me. I paused, trying to compose myself.

“An older boy, one with a foul mouth and a fist to match it, let me know just how welcome I was.”

Her hand gripped my shoulder as if the memory pained her.

“That’s when I met Griff. Who knows if I would have survived that beating if Griff hadn’t come and gotten the crap beaten out of himself to stop them from kicking me while I lay in the dirt with my blood staining my shirt and pants?”

“Oh my god,” she gasped.

“I survived. And when my mother asked what happened to me, I didn’t tell her. I’m sure she guessed because she ended up trading in all the clothes I’d come with for crap ones.”

“What did you do?”

With a half laugh, I said, “I grew hungry, literally and figuratively. I did whatever I had to do to toughen up so I wouldn’t have to endure the abuse longer than necessary.”

“What was done to you?”

“A lot of things I rather not remember. I think after living with Thomas and having to take blows for my pestering him, I come to expect being hit. Being hit by anyone else including Sandy wasn’t as bad.” Before she could think that I’d been beaten up by a girl, I clarified. “Sandy was the guy who basically ran the streets, at least for us wee ones.”

“Oh,” she said. And I knew she needed that clarification. “What did you do on the streets? Your mom mentioned you’d gone to jail.”

“I did what I had to do to survive and eat to live another day. I won’t apologize for it. I tried to pick my marks as the ones who looked like they could live with a loss.” 

I paused trying to think how to explain about jail. “My mother didn’t complain about our lack of money. I tried to man up and do what I could to bring home food when I knew she didn’t eat so I could. One day I came across a notice that said things like our electricity would be shut off due to non payment and another one from the flat manager demanding rent.”

It felt fresh even though it was years ago.

“By that time, my memory of the states was somewhat diminished. But Sandy never let me forget where I came from. Anger that my father who had more than enough hadn’t bother to help us in any way made me feral. I devised a scheme. What better mark was there than my father. He had an office. It was late after hours when I showed up demanding to see the man. I didn’t think he was there. I was just the distraction as Griff went in and hauled out some computer equipment we could resell.”

When her face did turn to disgust, I finished. “The police hauled me from the streets armed with my name because I’d given it to the security guy. Some part of me wanted to be caught I guess, plus it was the excuse why I demanded to see my father. They also had a grainy video of me. When they asked who my accomplice was, I lied and admitted that it was me that had gone in and stolen he stuff. I never told them about Griff. My father must have gotten word and dropped the charges.”

“Is that when he contacted you?”

“No, but it wasn’t so long after.”

She looked more concerned than anything else and I loved her all the more for it.

“Did you stop after that?”

I hadn’t specifically told her all I’d done except for fighting and steal from my father. “I had more fights with Sandy until the day I caught him and his gang about to rape Keely.”

The quick intake of air suggested that even though there wasn’t any love lost between her and Keely, she wasn’t heartless either.

“Keely was always there hanging around and wanting to be like Griff and me. He’d become my best mate. We were inseparable. And she was the annoying little sister I was supposed to watch while my mom and hers tried to feed us both on meager tips and wages.”

I paused in reflection, hating myself over again for what I’d done. “My mom got called into work unexpectedly one of many times. That day she told me to watch Keely because her mom was working that night too. I had other plans. Griff and I were going to meet a couple of lasses from school. Keely being the hardhead she is, didn’t stay at home. She followed us. When she caught up with us, I told her to wait in this abandoned building nearby, not wanting to walk her back all the way home. I told her I’d kiss her if she waited like I asked. She was young and I knew she had this crush on me. So I took advantage.” 

It still rankled that Keely overlooked this and was with Sandy. “After we left her, I didn’t get far before I had this bad feeling. I don’t know. Whatever it was, it told me to go back. When I got there, I heard her muffled cries through the door I’d told her to lock. After I broke the door down, Sandy was there with four other guys lined up to take a go at her. I lost it. Between Griff and me, we took them all out on our own.”

“They got what was coming to them,” she said aghast.

I nodded. “Anyway, it looks like Sandy might be behind the embezzlement. And yeah, it’s about the money, but I think it’s more than that. This is personal. I became King of the streets after that day and he’s wanted to get back at me for years. He’s been sleeping with Keely and I’m just not sure what she’s told him. He may know about you and try to get me through you.”

“She betrayed you?” Bailey asked appalled, worried more about my feelings than her own safety.

“I don’t want to think so. I think he used her.” I watched her accept what I said. “I need you to be safe.”

“This is the reason for the two extra guards?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re only telling me now.”

Shit. Her narrowed eyes said that nothing I might say would appease her. I didn’t bother with a yes. I jumped into my explanation. “You needed to hear the story and I wanted to do that in person.”

Her exhalation of breath gave me some hope. “I need to think about. My job is here. I just started. My resume is going to look bad if I keep leaving jobs after a few months.”

I didn’t bother with words like I’ll take care of you. I’d learned they wouldn’t work. “Fine, I’ll move to DC.”

“You can’t. Your business is in New York.”

“True. You are more important. Our wee babe is more important.”

She shook her head and rolled on her side with her head propped up on her elbow. “Don’t. Just give me some time to figure it out.”

Something told me I may have persuaded her to my side.

“I still haven’t seen your place yet.”

“Next weekend,” I promised. I could fly her there tomorrow. But that would mean an hour or two in travel time I couldn’t be inside her. I was too greedy for that. “At this moment, I want to feel you wrapped around me.”

She giggled when I made a move to slide inside her again.

 






  

Chapter Forty

 

If I were to get paid by the number of orgasms I had, I would be rich. Kalen was insatiable. We didn’t leave the hotel the next day. Hell, I’d barely left the bed at all. The room was elegant, draped in crème’s and gold’s. Something I hadn’t noticed until late Sunday. Finally Kalen and I decided we needed to leave the room. He refused to drive me home and instead we stopped at a shop with me in my trench coat with nothing underneath. 

The boutique carried all designer clothing. After my protest about spending too much money on me, he managed to persuade me by explaining that there wasn’t another store in walking distance according to the concierge at the hotel. Not wanting to walk around practically naked, I tried on a few dresses. I ended up wearing a leaf green crepe number with cap sleeves and a deep V-neck that ended with a hidden zipper that trailed all the way to the hem a couple inches above the knee. The dress was worth more than my paycheck. I tried not to think about that.

Kalen refused to buy me any undergarments. He liked the idea that the zipper was the only thing from exposing me to the world. I have to say I was thoroughly turned on. I could only hope my arousal wouldn’t stain the dress.

We were sitting in a five star restaurant, eating food that was too good to be dreamed up. After I’d flinched at the prices in the menu, Kalen took over ordering for us. His choices turned out to be divine. Knowing his history, I marveled at how in four years or so under his father’s tutelage he’d come to be an expert at the finer things in life. Maybe it was in the genes.

“Why are you staring at me, Lass?” 

Every time he called me lass my pussy clenched. His accent was incredibly sexy and his voice alone could probably get me off. 

“The way you’re licking that chocolate ganache off your fork is making me jealous.” It coated the cake his fork sank into.

His emerald eyes sparkled with mischief. “You want me to eat you like this.” The way he put the cake in his mouth had me crossing my legs. “Because this cake has nothing on your pussy.”

“Can we go?” I begged. Suddenly I hated that we’d talked each other out of our room. He would be headed home soon. And I was seriously considering calling out of work and following him to New York. The past two weeks had been torture without seeing him. And it was my own stubborn fault.

“Just one more bite,” he said, teasing me all over again. 

Once he paid the bill, he was stopped by a business associate. His company was international, he had contact everywhere. After I’d been introduced I lost interest in their conversation. I drifted towards the window and wood paneled door, hoping to give Kalen the excuse to leave their conversation. I stood in the vestibule because Kalen had my coat. It was too cold to stand outside because of the dress I’d chosen.

When a hand met the small of my back, I jerked and spun around. It wasn’t Kalen’s hand, I knew that by first touch. A blast so far from the past met my eye, I was speechless.

“Hi, Bailey.”

He was still handsome and clean cut, just like the last time I saw him. He smelled of the spicy cologne he liked to wear and I found myself wrinkling my nose. Kalen was a clean scent guy. He wore nothing more than deodorant. It was pleasing, this was overkill.

“Scott,” I muttered.

A few people entered the restaurant from the outer door, bringing with them a blast of cold air. I shivered. 

He started to shrug off his jacket. Before I stopped him with a hand raised. “I’m okay.”

“You’re better than okay. You look… stunning.” His eyes roamed my body. “As always. I have to say I miss you.”

Goosebumps erupted on my skin and not in a good way. I felt crawly things as his eyes traveled over me. 

“I can’t say the same.”

Ignoring my comment, he said, “I tried to call you several times, but you didn’t return any of my voicemails. And that barmaid of a friend of yours wouldn’t pass on a message to you.”

He hadn’t come for me either. I thought about what Kalen said to Turner. Scott wanted me when I was in his sight, but he didn’t love or need me. Honestly, I didn’t care. Seeing him made me feel nothing. 

He slithered forward crowding me in a corner as I retreated from his advance. “We still could be good for each other. I could forgive you for leaving me without a word.”

In disgust, I shook my head. “Never going to happen.”

His hand came up and I prepared myself to strike. “I wouldn’t touch my wife if I were you.”

Kalen showed up in silence. He yanked Scott from touching distance. It all happened so fast, I didn’t bother correcting his use of the term wife. Who cared what Scott thought, as long as he left me alone?

With bugged out eyes Scott nearly danced on his toes with Kalen still holding him by the collar. My ex wasn’t a short guy, but he was dwarfed by my current lover. 

“Wife,” Scott spluttered.

“Wife,” Kalen confirmed. 

The two men glared at each other. Kalen let him loose and Scott tried to straighten his jacket when a blonde walked in. 

“Scott, I thought you said you’d be right back.” I didn’t want to hate the girl on sight even though she had bad taste in guys. Her voice, however, grated on my nerves. She spoke in a whiny nasally tone that added to the brainless expression she gave him.

“Jane,” Scott said. “I’ll meet you back at the table in a minute.”

Her head bobbed in a fashion that said she was used to the motion. When her left hand reached for the door something caught my interest and had me moving to intercept her.

I took her cold hand in mine, not believing what I was seeing. “Wow, that looks just like the ring Scott gave me. I left it when I saw your picture flash on his phone several months ago. He was leaving our apartment to meet you. While I congratulate you for winning this prick, I mean prize, as a woman I have to tell you he re-gifted that engagement ring you’re wearing.”

She looked stunned, but I wasn’t quite sure she’d gotten the message. Pity, I was in no mood to spell it out. Scott looked furious. He lunged. Kalen, who’d moved to stand beside me in the middle of all of this, caught Scott with a hand around his neck.

“I want you to think about your next move. If you hurt my wife or unborn child, I’ll be forced to end you.”

Scott went limp in compliance.

“Good lad,” Kalen said and released him. 

Scott scurried away with Jane in tow. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Scott had all but asked me to come back to him when he was engaged to her. Then again, he had been engaged to me when he was screwing her. Once a cheater, always a cheater, I hated to think.

“That’s the prick you were going to marry?”

I felt stupid for that decision, but I could do nothing about that now. I shrugged. “Clearly, the bright lights of the big city messed with my brain,” I joked. Not that Boston was any comparison to New York. But a girl like me from a small community with no outside influences, some small towns would have been a shock for me that first time away.

He tucked me in my coat and we stepped out of the vestibule where he hailed a cab.

On the ride back to the hotel, I said, “Wife, huh?”

Kalen smirked. “It’s only a matter of time.”






  

Chapter Forty-One

 

By the time Kalen left to head back to New York, I was thoroughly sated. His professed words, marking me as his wife, played over and over in my mind. It was too soon to get married, I thought. Still, maybe I should move in with him. I didn’t want to give up my job, but I could find another. Sleep claimed me before I could call Lizzy and Violet to talk this through.

Fate played its hand. I got a call from my supervisor from Boston. She’d left my old firm in favor of another and a promotion. She said they were ramping up staff. Many clients left our old firm because of the press and arrest of Kevin, one of their senior managers, who was directly involved in embezzlement from a client. It was sad for them. That, however, was how the business world worked.

The important part of her call was an offer of a job. She was based in New York and wanted to bring me on.

Violet became my sounding board because I couldn’t reach Lizzy. 

“She’s been out every night this week. She comes in late and sleeps even later. I haven’t seen her since I have class during the day.”

I worried about Lizzy, which was another reason I felt like maybe I should make the move. We speculated more about what she was up to. She’d resorted to only texted me here and there not telling me much of what she was doing other than checking in to let us know she was safe. After beating that subject into the ground, we switched topics.

“I don’t know what to do,” I groaned.

“Okay, so let’s look at the good and bad things.” I’d already told her my dilemma.

“The pros are I’d be close to you and Lizzy.”

“I told you I would move to DC.” 

She had offered and I’d considered knowing I should have been the one to take care of her. “I know you would. Your school is great. No need to change on my account,” I said.

“Fine, and don’t forget you’d be close to your man.”

“True. But I kind of want to live on my own for a while.”

“I get it,” Violet said.

Something about how she said it had me suddenly sitting up in bed. “Do you hate living with Lizzy?”

“No,” she replied. “She’s hardly here and when she is, she knows when I need space and when I need company.”

That was so true and great when I’d lived under her roof. I never felt like I was a bother to her or she was a bother to me. “That’s good.”

“What about cons?” 

Was there something else going on with Violet? She’d smoothly brought the conversation back to me. Violet wasn’t one to complain. I debated on whether to push. She wouldn’t tell me if she didn’t want to. This was probably another reason to move to NY, so I could be there for Lizzy and Violet as they had me.

I found myself answering her question. “I just started my job a few weeks ago. The guy took me in on a favor from a friend. I feel bad to leave them. Although the audit season is winding down. It would be worse for me to stay and leave when audit season ramps up again in the fall.”

“Isn’t that when you’re due?”

Sighing, I said, “Yes.”

“You would actually be doing them a favor to leave now so they find a replacement before it gets busy for them.”

I groaned. She was right. 

“It sounds like work or family. Which do you choose?”

When we hung up, I was closer to an answer than not. I just wasn’t quite there yet. I would decide this weekend when I went to stay at Kalen’s place. It would be interesting how he was around his things. How would he react with me in his domain?

On the downside, Kalen’s calls at night became increasing agitated during the week.

“Lass, please consider staying with me in New York, even if only temporary.” His near pleading almost broke me. “My team has unearthed several transactions that make the likely that Sandy’s the guy pulling the strings on the embezzlement. The FBI tracked him on a plane to the U.S. a couple of weeks ago. They don’t see an exit through Customs, which means he’s most likely still in the country.”

He was beginning to really freak me out.

“Keely allowed an agent to go pose for her at the meeting place in the Cayman Islands. He has yet to show. He’s called her a few times and she’s played along. Unfortunately, he was on a prepaid phone and never stayed on long enough to track.”

“If he’s trying to get at you, wouldn’t it be better if I wasn’t near you?” It was a random thought, and a stupid one.

“You’re safer with me.”

“I’m surrounded by a security detail. He’s not going to make a move on me.”

He exhaled a heavy breath, weary from my constant push back regarding moving. “Just get some sleep.”

Each night was more of the same. By the time Friday came, I was jumping at my own shadow. When Kalen stepped into my office at five, I was shocked to see him. I knew he was against me taking a train. This, however, was extreme.

“Are you done for the day?”

I was so thrilled to see him I practically jumped into his arms. “Does that mean we’re staying here for the weekend?

“No. I promised you’d get to see my place. And I mean for you to.”

He set me on my toes and kissed me slowly at first before things got heated.

“You blush beautifully,” he said with heavy lidded gaze. If I couldn’t see the desire on his face, I felt the stiffness in his pants against my body.

“I think we should go before I shock my coworkers.”

It was Friday and not tax or audit season. The office was emptying, which meant a lot of girls and a few guys stopped in their tracks as we passed by. My security team was outside, so it clearly was the man on my arm that had eyebrows raised. One girl gave me a thumbs up and I had to laugh. 

“I guess you’re used to being gawked at.”

His smirk gave the answer. “I donnae noo whi yer going on about.”

Don’t try and act like you don’t understand me. You know exactly what you do to women.” I winked. “And men too. That would be kind of hot if you kissed a boy.” I started singing a different version of Katy Perry’s hit song about kissing a girl. I switched out the word girl to boy.

“Never going to happen.”

“Lost your donnae speak,” I said, trying to mimic his accent.

He rolled his eyes and I just laughed.

As much as I wanted to be with Kalen and join the mile high club, I ended up napping on his chest after we boarded the plane. 

“We’re here,” he said in my ear.

I opened my eyes to get a view of a large building with a glass front entrance. We weren’t in a plane. I’d slept the whole ride and all the way to his place. His driver open the door and held out a hand. On instinct, I looked back at Kalen. He nodded and I allowed the driver to help me out of the car.

“I like your submissive side,” Kalen whispered in my ear as he guided me to the front entrance of the building with a hand at the small of my back.

“I guess you want to spank me now,” I flirted. The idea didn’t appall me. 

He sucked in a breath. “There are so many things I have planned for you.”

The doorman held open the door and I strolled into the building. The lobby had a minimalistic appeal. There were a few paintings along the way that led to a bank of elevators behind a wall that obstructed the view of residents’ ins and outs from those walking by on the street.

I took his hand, finding comfort being this close. 

“Why didn’t the security team follow us up?” I asked when we were alone in the elevator.

He placed a kiss on my forehead. “You don’t think I can keep you safe?”

“Of course I do. I just wondered, is all.”

“My place is under constant surveillance.” He pointed to what looked like a blacked out panel. “Wave.”

I did, even though I felt like an idiot. 

“The security team is for you, not for me. I want him to come at me. In fact, I dare him to. Besides, I needed a moment alone with you.” 

He pressed me against the wall with the panel. At our angle, we wouldn’t be seen. Again he kissed me breathless until the elevator dinged. 

We stepped out of the elevator into a long hall that held only two doors. One was on the right side at one end of the hall. And the other was on the left side at the opposite end of the hall. I followed him to the right.

When he opened the door, I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. Whatever it was, this wasn’t it. Before me was an unobstructed view of Central Park with the city’s architectural skyline to either side. That wasn’t the confusing part. 

“It’s empty,” I said, stepping further into the space. To my left, there was a transition into a beautiful kitchen that also had floor to ceiling views. To my right was a staircase that curved up.

“It’s yours.”

I pivoted on my heels. He stayed back, watching me take it all in. “What?”

“I bought it for you, for us. I wanted a place you could, we could make our own. The apartment I’m in now belonged to my father. Everything in it is his. I had a place back home. When I came to work here in the states, I stayed at a hotel. Like I told you before, I never planned to stay here until you.”

“You bought this for me?” I felt my face scrunch in confusion. Dumbly I couldn’t fathom what he’d done.

He stepped forward tentatively. He looked unsure at how I was handling this information.

“Yes, I bought it for you. I know you’re not ready to live with me. But I hope in time, you’ll let me move in with you.”

My mouth opened and closed a few times before I was able to let more words come out. “Where’s your apartment, or your dad’s?” I asked and shook my head from bafflement.

“I’m a couple floors down. This place came available and I snapped it up. I hoped if you moved here and didn’t want me to live with you, I could be close to you, to our wee bairn.”

I did a three sixty turnabout. “I can’t afford to furnish this place. I probably can’t even afford the utilities even if I got a job here.” New York paid more than they did for the same job in DC. I knew that from firsthand experience.

Honestly, I waited for him to say he would take care of me. My retort was ready on my tongue. Instead, he surprised me.

“We can figure that out. First you have to agree to move back.” He kissed me again, stopping my protest. “Let me at least give you the tour.”

“And if I say no?”

“I’ll move here on my own. I’ll rent out my place or let Griff stay there.”

“Griff’s moving here?”

“So he’s told me. He’s the head of my security team. And I think he wants out of Scotland.”

“And if I agree to move here and not let you stay with me?”

“I’ll have a roommate. And maybe you’ll let me spend the night when Griff brings his lasses to stay the night.”

My eyes narrowed. “This is like some form of bribery.”

He only grinned.

 






  

Forty-Two

 

After showing her the four bedrooms and baths upstairs, I gave her a tour of the main floor. There was a living room, family room, library and office. I even showed her the guest room or housekeeper room. We’d stepped out of the kitchen when Bailey was snared away from my grasp.

My first thought was that I promised to keep her safe. Instead, her face filled with panic as the fannie bawbag held a gun to her head.

“I half expected the two of you to go at it in one of the rooms upstairs. I can’t say I wouldn’t have minded getting a look at your boonie burd.”

I wanted to snarl that she wasn’t my girlfriend but my wife. Those words died in my throat when he pulled her back some more, putting distance between us, and got closer to the door.

“Don’t say it.” Then he began to mock me. “Don’t touch my bonnie lass or I’ll…” He laughed. “But I am touching her. And bloody enjoying it.”

“Since when do you start talking like the English?”

“I’ll fucking talk how I want to talk.”

In a calm voice I didn’t feel, I asked, “How’d you get in here?”

Apparently, that was a funny question, for he laughed. “You should have your security people check the cleaning crew.”

I knew they did those kinds of checks. I imagined once they looked into what happened today, they’d find he was a last minute replacement.

“What do you want?” I asked instead.

“What the fuck do you think I want?” His eyes were wild, flicking back and forth between Bailey and me. As much as I wanted to ring his neck, I stayed where I was. I knew he wouldn’t have a problem killing her. I wouldn’t let that happen. I’d give him whatever he wanted as long as it meant she’d live. 

“They say you’re worth over a billion dollars,” he continued. “Is that more or less in euros?” He shook his head and I didn’t like how the gun pressed hard into Bailey’s temple. Her neck was bent at an angle for all his pressure from the gun barrel. “I’m thinking you wire me… let’s say half of that. Five hundred million dollars, because I assume your net worth isn’t all cash.”

He was wrong about what cash I had. I didn’t bother to argue. “I need to call someone to do that.”

“Fine,” he said waving the gun. Bailey straightened her neck and I tried not to look at her so he would focus on me. “Just don’t do anything to be a hero and you’ll get her back.”

I plucked my phone from my pocket, trying to think fast.

“Put it on speaker,” he demanded smartly. After his dollars to euros conversion, I wasn’t sure how intelligent he really was.

The phone buzzed through the speaker once I dialed a number. I could only hope this would work.

“What’s up boss?” the voice answered.

“I need to wire a half a billion dollars to an account.”

There was a pause. I sincerely hoped the person on the other end would understand and play along.

“Sure thing. Are you near a computer?”

I nearly let out a sigh of relief but suppressed it. With my eyes still on Sandy, I gave him a questioning look. He nodded. “I’m not yet. Give me five minutes.”

“Okay, call me back.”

“Alright pretty boyo, we will follow you. If you even stumble, I will blow her head off.”

I took careful steps out of the apartment and into the hall. I pressed the button for the elevator while he stood several feet away with a gun wedged between him and her. With only two apartments on this floor, we didn’t encounter anyone along the way.

In the elevator, Bailey with her back to his front gave me pleading eyes. I cursed myself again for putting her in danger. She was right. Being near me hadn’t protected her at all. I looked at her then I quickly glanced up but not at the security panel. Hopefully, I’d reminded her that we were being watched.

Disembarking two floors down, again the hallway was silent. There were still only two doors on this floor. I opened my apartment and dropped the keys in the Waterford bowl on the table to the left. The space mimicked the minimalistic approach much like the lobby of the building with two-story vaulted ceilings. The furniture also had a modern feel. Not much was in this room except a sofa and two matching modular chairs. I hadn’t cared much for the style. The dark wood floors and dark grey furniture left me feeling like a boy stuck inside the house on a stormy day. 

“My office is down this hall,” I announced as I strode down on the left past the stairwell located in the middle of the space. Once inside the room, I turned the lights on as there were no windows in the hall. The ceiling on this side of the apartment was only nine feet from the floor because the bedrooms were located above.

I didn’t wait for Sandy to follow. I had to trust for a second that Bailey was okay. I didn’t want him to follow me and see what I was doing on my computer. Once he was inside the door, I made the call to distract him. Meanwhile, I was activating my security cameras in the house. They were there in case of a burglary. However, they weren’t on all the time because I wanted to maintain some level of privacy. I needed them on now. 

“Are you near a computer?” the voice asked without preamble.

“Yes,” I said with the speaker phone active. “I’m logging in now.” Of course, I was actually logging out of my security system.

“What’s the account information where you want this wired?”

My eyes locked on Sandy. He had to give me this information. He nodded towards the phone and I assumed he wanted me to take the caller off speaker. I did so. He spoke in a normal voice but in a way as if he didn’t want to be overheard by the caller. It didn’t matter, we were being monitored and recorded as we spoke. He gave me the bank name and the number account. I passed that on as if we were actually making this happen. I did a couple of head nods and typed on the computer like I was approving the wire. Sandy’s fault was not coming around the desk to verify what I was doing. It was a risk. One I had to take. 

“Say that again,” I said while activating the speakerphone again.

My accomplice said, “I see your authorization on my end. It will take about fifteen minutes. I’ll call you back once I have confirmation it’s gone through.”

The call ended and I left my phone on my desk. I rounded it and stood before it, not venturing any closer to where Sandy still held Bailey firmly around her torso. 

“Why are you doing this?” I asked, hoping to get him to make a false move or at least not think about my security team and or the cops who should be closing in less than fifteen minutes if that’s what my guy had tried to tell me. 

“You think this is some kind of TV drama where I spill my master plan?”

“I just want to know why you hate me so much.” Actually, I didn’t care. I wanted him away from Bailey. 

“I’ll tell you what I plan to do.” It was then he made his first mistake. 

He dipped his head to the place I loved on Bailey’s neck, taking his eyes off me. I gave Bailey a good hard stare before I silently walked forward, keeping my eyes on them. Bailey blinked twice, which I thought maybe was a signal for something. I didn’t have time to puzzle it out.

He continued to talk. “I’m going to fuck her while you watch.”

Bailey wasn’t in agreement. She did three things in rapid succession. Her right foot came down on his. Her right elbow moved forward and back with a punishing blow to his gut. And her head slammed back into his face. He released her, doubling over for a second to grab at his nose which squirted blood.

Then, she lunged to one side. Unfortunately the direction she chose was opposite that of the door. I wanted her to get away. However, because I was already moving in their direction when this all went down, I caught him in a chokehold with his gun hand firmly wrenched between us. I could have snapped his neck the way his head was angled oddly in my hold. But death was too good for him.

What came next wasn’t something I ever planned to do again. I was a guy and knew the most vulnerable spot on a man. I needed him to speak to the camera, telling every one of his crimes. He needed to be locked away with no question of his guilt. So I grabbed his balls and twisted. His yelp was worthy of his girly name.

When I knew he understood I wouldn’t be letting go unless he answered, I asked, “Why did you steal my money?”

“Why do you think? I wanted to hurt you. You fucking stole my life away that day you broke my nose.” 

I hadn’t known for sure I’d broken it, but I did know I’d broken other things when I heard bones snap. No doubt Bailey’s blow to his head had broken it again. 

He laughed then. “In the end, you didn’t save the lass. I still fucked your Kiwi. And she was just as fresh as that day, unspoiled.” By Kiwi, he meant Keely. I didn’t correct him because at this point I didn’t know her role. And I wasn’t sure how much time we had before the cops came and he shut up in favor of a lawyer.

I would tell the police my next squeeze of his balls was an involuntary response to the grip I had him in. He yelled again, squealed more like a pig this time.

“How did you get access to steal from me?”

“That was easy.” He chuckled again, and I knew that was all to save face because I had the upper hand. “After fucking Kiwi, the dumb whore opened up about you and her boss. She had no idea she was setting you up for this. Her boss was a needy little thing too. Say the right things and fuck her good and she talked and talked. After I asked her about money moving protocols, I mean she was your finance manager, she laughed about how easy it would be to get around wiring money. Apparently, your clerk was out with her kids a lot and had given your manager her banking password to initiate wires when she wasn’t around. Your manager thought the password was so funny she shared it with me, not knowing I was paying attention to her log in information when she had to work from bed.”

“How about Kevin? How did you convince him to help you?”

“After I’d test everything out and had taken some money, I hired the best American private detective to look into potential employees for a high security level internal job. With the names from e-mails, I passed it along. Kevin turned out to be hard into fetish clubs. The private detective uncovered Kevin’s wish for a slave in the Dom/sub scene he met over the Internet. She, however, was seeking a new Dom with ready cash. Without any, he was perfect for my scheme.”

“Is my money in that numbered account we just wired the money to?”

This time he stayed silent. I squeezed until I thought I felt something give. 

“Yes,” he said bouncing on his toes a little under my grip. 

“What’s the password?” He was turning all kinds of red in the face.

“Like I’d fucking tell you that.” He continued to squirm and I had to tighten my grip at his neck to keep hold of him.

“What’s the password?” I repeated, clutching his ball sack tighter.

“Kiwi likes it rough,” he chirped and a string of numbers. “And I bet your lass likes it rougher.” 

He tried to rile me with that last statement. And he succeeded. While I was trying to get him to spill his secrets, he’d managed to switch the gun to his other arm that wasn’t trapped. He lifted it and began to aim at Bailey who was slowly making her way to my desk. I think she was planning to call the police. I didn’t have time to ask.

When I let go of his balls to stop him from shooting her, I inadvertently twisted my body, reaching for the gun arm and still trying to maintain my hold. His neck snapped in the process. He went limp in my arms. Stunned at what I’d done, I let him go. He dropped to the floor like a stone. The cavalry showed a couple of minutes later. Not before I got a good view at Bailey’s horrified expression.






  

Chapter Forty-Three

 

There wasn’t time to talk. We were immediately separated as the cops took our statements. I was taken to the kitchen, still shaken from what had happened. I knew though when the EMT workers came, they would be removing a dead body. I saw none of it. I only heard a gurney being wheeled in and out at some point.

I didn’t see but heard officers talking about a video of the incident. It was at that point I was released to go upstairs. Kalen was still with them, and I wondered if he would be cuffed and taken to jail. Then what? 

Without anything else to do, I found myself exploring the upstairs on my own. I knew when I found his bedroom. The other rooms I’d come to first were furnished but looked empty. The one I’d ended up in looked lived in with a large metal frame four-poster bed. There were a few other pieces of furniture, but the bed in this one looked like it was used even though it was made up much like the others.

Simple yet elegant modern furniture adorned this room as it did throughout what I’d seen of this apartment. Pretty as it was, it didn’t feel like Kalen’s place. He himself had called it his father’s place. I understood his statement, staring at the frames filled with art that reminded me of the art show at Lizzy’s when Kalen showed up and we played wicked games in public in front of a blob of paint someone passed off as art. This was much the same. The kind of stuff artists passed off to be too deep for the weak minded to understand.

I explored the room and the attached marble bath, ending up in his closet. It wasn’t filled with fifty thousand suits or shoes. In fact the room, which could double as a bedroom without the racks and shelves lining the wall, was mostly empty. Yes, Kalen had a collection of clothes. However, it wasn’t so much that it felt wasteful. 

Once I was done, I waited sitting on the bed for Kalen to finally show up. There had been fear in his eyes before the cops separated us. I hadn’t been able to thank him for saving my life. He’d looked haunted. I knew that having killed that Sandy guy wouldn’t bring him peace. I just hoped he would survive the experience. 

When he finally came through the door, he looked relieved to see me.

“I didn’t think you’d still be here.”

I met his weary eyes with a fierceness of my own. “Where else would I go?”

That seemed to break through to him. He strode over to me and kneeled before me. He pulled me down the short distance to wrap me in his embrace. He buried his face in my hair. “If he’d hurt you, I would have never forgiven myself.”

He sounded like a man on a ledge, calm and resolute.

“What are you talking about? You saved my life.” I hoped I came through just as steadfast as he had.

“I put you in danger, Lass. You were right. Being near me put you in danger.”

Stanchly, I said, “No! Together, we survived this.”

My fierceness must have gotten through. His next words were, “That reminds me, where did you get your moves?”

I felt the heat in my face. “Matt insisted on teaching Lizzy and me self-defense. He said every woman should know how to get herself out of a bad situation.”

He nodded. “I should have guessed. It looks like I owe him one.”

His eyes still held a sadness that looked eternal. 

“You did what you had to do.”

He huffed. His words were thick with his brogue. “You probably think I’m a monster and want nothing to do with me.”

“I want you just the same. In fact, I need you now.”

We both had ghosts we needed to exorcise. I had no idea if people were still in the apartment. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was us.

“What?’ he asked in disbelief.

With my eyes on his green ones, I said, “I need you to bind my hands and make love to me.” Just so he understood me, I added, “I need you to take those memories away with new ones. I need you to make me feel safe.” I knew he needed this as much as I did. I needed him to know I trusted him implicitly.

His head bobbed slightly. His words were barely whispers. “Anything for you.”

There were light touches around my waist, and I felt and heard my zipper slide down. My skirt then succumbed to gravity and pooled at my feet. With gentle hands that had fiercely protected me that night, he unbuttoned my blouse. Fingers barely a whisper on my skin, he shrugged the offending piece of clothing off my shoulders. I was left in a black bra, a swath of fabric labeled panties and a garter belt I’d worn just for him that held up thigh-highs for show. I never wore the latter except I’d planned on surprising him.

“Lass,” he swallowed. “Every time I see you, you take my breath away.”

I stroked his jaw before fisting my hand in his hair, yanking his mouth to mine. “Then kiss me.”

He allowed me the pace of the kiss as he tugged me closer. It didn’t take long for him to remove my bra. Kalen did have magic fingers. His impatience showed when he snapped my thong off. He released the garter belt too with practiced ease. However, my stockings stayed in place, as they hadn’t needed the other garment to do so. He lifted me off my feet and I wrapped my legs around his waist.

“You’re still dressed.”

“We have all night,” he replied.

Gently he laid me on his bed. He stood over me at the edge of the bed and drank me in. His gaze held one of reverence and I never in my life felt so loved.

“You own me, Lass.”

The sound of his belt being released from its buckle did me in. I squirmed on the bed and started to make my way to sitting up.

He caught me by the wrist. “You still want me to bind you?” he asked, searching my eyes.

I nodded my head yes and answered, “I trust you.”

His belt came free and he secured it around my wrist tightly before looping it around to secure my hands. “Just tell me to stop or let you go and I will.”

I nodded again. Quickly, his pants hit the floor along with his shirt. His body was well defined and I didn’t think I ever saw him like this with the lights on. My mouth watered and I ached to touch him. He didn’t tie me to the bed. I think he knew I wasn’t quite ready for that. But I didn’t move my hands closer to him. It was a test for me to see if I could resist touching him. The anticipation ratcheted up my need.

He spread my legs and stroked once then twice over my clit. My back arched off the bed. Then he took his time and removed each thigh-high with kisses down all the way to my toes and back. After the first leg, he licked my center a few times before working on the other one. I was sure I was dripping wet by the time he finished with my other leg. 

There was no hurry in his actions. As bound as I was, this wasn’t a rough fast fucking. He worshiped my body in ways he’d never done before. He gave me one orgasm with his tongue before giving me another with his fingers and mouth. By the time he mounted me between my legs and pushed his thick cock into me, I was loose and languid. I could have been Jell-O for all the body strength I had left. Still I rocked with him as he guided his length inside me with long purposeful strokes. He kissed my mouth, my neck, my breast as he eventually found his own release. All the while, he held one of my bound hands above my head. He showed me that love and trust could overcome all odds.

I didn’t leave his place for several days, calling out sick from work when Monday came. We made plans and I agreed to several things. Violet had been right. And I chose family. I explained to my boss that I was expecting and needed to move to New York to be near family. After not accepting my resignation, we worked out that I would help with the grunt work on some audits while he searched for my replacement. In this day of a paperless society, it was easy to telecommute.

Kalen let me work with a designer to get the new apartment ready. I refused to do it alone so he approved everything I showed him. I was sure his approval was just a formality to make me happy as he never disagreed with any of my choices.

There was also renovation in his current apartment. We didn’t want to remember what happened in his office. There ended up being a total renovation of that section of his apartment, redesigning spaces so that they didn’t resemble anything that was there before. His office became a part of a new half bath and guest room. Once it was complete, no one would be able to tell what part used to be the old office.

Months later, he continued to introduce me as his wife at four events I had to attend as his date.

“Why are you telling everyone I’m your wife?” I’d asked.

“Because one day you’ll agree to be mine.”

After a quick kiss, he tugged my hand as we ascended the stairs to his plane. “Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll see.”

We finally joined the mile high club. I let Kalen tie me up again. The therapist I was seeing thought it was healthy for me to continue to fight against the nightmares, which didn’t come as often anymore. I had to credit Kalen and my therapist for that one.

As per usual, whenever he bound me, our lovemaking was gentle, just shy of sweet. We still had hard and rough sex. I especially loved wall sex, but that was never with my hands tied. 

When we landed in Scotland, I was excited to be back. The first time, I hadn’t had a chance to explore. And I planned to do this on our week’s vacation. And I planned to take a trip to Dublin and introduce Ruth, my benefactor, to Kalen. As it turned out, Kalen had a hand in my good fortune. Ruth hadn’t lied. She had already intended on offering me help. The call that she received while talking to me in the café had been from him giving her an offer she couldn’t refuse even though she tried to according to both of them. Kalen had a way of sealing deals, which made him a good businessman. He still wouldn’t tell me what that deal was, but I planned to wear Ruth down when I saw her in person.

Once we pulled up in Moria’s driveway, I noticed a little car that hadn’t been there before. 

“That’s my mother’s,” Kalen said before we got to the open doorway where she greeted us.

“I’m so happy you came back,” she said, taking me in a sweeping embrace.

After talking with her for a while, Kalen said, “Take a walk with me.”

I followed him out the back. His mother’s garden was in full bloom. When he stopped me somewhere halfway with the blooms and fragrance surrounding us, he stopped me.

“I never imagined I’d say this to anyone because I never thought this feeling could even exist. You are that person for me,” he began. I knew he was making reference back to his talk to Turner that day that seemed so long ago but wasn’t. “You are the spark that is the flame of my life. You are the reason I want to be a good man. You wanted to know why I’ve called you my wife? It’s because that is what you are in my heart. And it’s not because we have a wee bairn on the way. It’s because I don’t want anyone else. There hasn’t been anyone since we first met. And there will never be anyone other than you. We’ve come a long way since New Year’s Eve.”

He bent on one knee and the tears sprang from my eyes. It was a good thing I wasn’t wearing much makeup because it would have been a mess.

“You are my wife in my heart, but I want you to be my wife in truth. Tell me you’ll honor me by accepting me as your husband.” He too struggled with emotions. His accent had gone full out broguish.

In his eyes, I could see my love reflected back. There wasn’t another man for me either. He’d spoiled me for any other. He was right. Even if I wasn’t pregnant and barely showing, I would have said the same word.

“Yes.”






  

Epilogue

 

I paced the halls with my hands clasp as if I was in prayer. I didn’t know what do to or say that would make things right.

Lizzy found me with a humorous grin on her face. “What are you doing out here?”

“She kicked me out,” I said nervously.

Lizzy giggled. “What did she say?”

Absently, staring ahead but not really seeing, I said, “She called me an asshat wanker bawbag cocksucker who did this to her.”

She cracked up, but I saw nothing funny. I couldn’t figure out what to say to make her allow me to come back in to see my child born.

“She’s been hanging out with Griff far too much.”

Finally, I glanced at her. “I know and I’m going to kick his arse for teaching my wife to curse in Gaelic.”

While Lizzy let out another round of snickers, Bailey yelled out. “Is that you, Lizzy? Is that fannie jobbie dobber out there with you?”

“Jobbie, that’s a new one,” Lizzy said to me before yelling back, “He’s out here.” Then she focused on me, “What’s a jobbie?”

“It’s like shite. Something wee bairns might say if they could get away with it.”

“Tell him to get his arse back in here.”

Lizzy’s eyes twinkled. Holding her hand out towards the door, she said, “Get in there, dad.”

Grateful to be back in her good graces, I took my Lass’s hand just as the doctor said, “Just one more push.”

“You said that the last time,” she yelled as she bore down just like the nurse told her too. She crushed my hand and I wondered at the Lass’s strength. 

Her eyes met mine as pain lanced through her. “We are never doing this again.”

I nodded, not wanting to speak. I may have said the wrong thing and be dismissed. She’d already threatened to call a lawyer to ask for a divorce, citing cruel and unusual punishment. The nurses and doctor all had a good laugh, but they hadn’t seen the determination in her eye.

When a wail let out, Bailey let my hand go. I watched in wonder as the lungs on that wee babe defied its size. 

“Looks like you have a son.”

We’d chosen to wait to find out what we were having, or rather Bailey had. I just went along for the ride. A son. I bent over and kissed my Lass before he was placed in her arms.

“Awe, look at little Kalen Jeremey.” We decided at her urging to name him after me. I agreed, but switched the order of our names. “And we’ll call him Jeremey.”

We’d agreed to that as well. Only people who didn’t know me well called me Jeremy. So in our house, we would be called by different names.

When she held him out for me to hold, I looked in his light blue eyes with a hint of green. I pushed back the tiny blue and pink striped hat to see what I’d noticed before. He had a tiny crop of dark red hair. 

“My son,” I said, amazed for the second time. “Your big sister Corrine is at home with both your grandmothers and aunts.”

I’d thought Corrine had stolen my heart for a second time. Looking at my son, I knew I had room for a third. Nothing in my life had been the same since Bailey Glicks, now Bailey Glenn, had rocked my world in a hotel bathroom. And there was nothing I would change, even all the bad, because out of that I came to appreciate the good.

When my son let out a tiny yawn, I thought I’d be prepared for the swell in my chest the second go around. I wasn’t any more than I’d been the first time.

“And we’re so doing this again, right honey?” I stared at my wife before nodding. Whatever she wanted.

She’d given me everything I needed. She became my wife that same week I’d asked her to marry me. I’d flown out her family and friends. With the power of the euro, they were outfitted in tuxes and custom dresses. Her family willingly donned the secular clothing and participated in the wedding. Lizzy, Violet and Mary stood for her. While Griff and, shockingly, my new friends Matt and Turner stood for me.

During the reception, I’d gotten a stern talking to from Jacob, Bailey’s da, about getting his daughter pregnant. In the same breath, I was praised for being a man and taking responsibility for my action. He also warned me that Bailey, like all his daughters, was his heart. If I hurt hers, I would be hurting his. I knew that was his way of letting me know he’d hunt me down and take care of things if that happened. Once I looked into my daughter Corrine’s eyes, I truly understood his meaning.

After she was born with a shock of black hair and eyes like her mother, we had her tested. Turner graciously accepted defeat, which he had months before or maybe he might not have been at the wedding or at least in the wedding party. The test was done at Bailey’s insistence so that there would never be a question. I’d already known. And my daughter had me wrapped around her two-year-old fingers. It was a good thing my pockets ran deep, because if she asked me to buy her the moon, I’d buy a rocket too in order to plant a flag on the surface, promptly renaming it Corrine’s moon.

Lizzy, our bairn’s godmother, came in and watched over our son as I sat next to my wife. I heard Griff, proud godfather, in the hall ranting, “Where is the wee dude? His Uncle Griff needs to start his lessons about chasing the wee lasses, starting with these nurses.” 

I focused on Bailey. It wasn’t often we were somewhat alone for any amount of time. And I knew it would be a long time until we had even more private moments. She had come a long way since she’d been kidnapped. Kevin had been found guilty of all charges related to the embezzlement and kidnapping along with his accomplice. They both were being put away for a very long time. She no longer winced when I bound her and had my way with her. In fact, she begged for me to take her harder and faster the last few times. Still, there was something I needed to say.

“Remember when we first met?”

Her eyes had been closing and I felt bad for not letting her sleep. She focused on me, interested in what I had to say.

“Yeah.”

“I hadn’t come alone that night.”

Her irises became pinpoints. “And you’re telling me this now… why?” Her words were slow and punctuated. Then her eyes quickly narrowed. “You’re telling me because I’m drugged, right?”

I winced. “Maybe, but I need to say this.”

She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, reminiscent of the exercises she’d learned in the birthing class the first go around.

Quickly, I let loose the words that coiled in my chest before she kicked me out again. “I’d come with Kinsey.”

Her head fell back and she stared at the ceiling as if she were searching for patience. “So you were seeing her then?”

“We were friends.” 

Her eyes turned to slits as if to say don’t lie to me. 

“Okay, buddies.”

“Fuck buddies,” she said in a cold flat tone.

“We were friends. We decided that we were better friends long before,” I amended, again not wanting to get off track. “She’d gone off to do her thing and left me. Many women came by as I stood by the bar, but a certain redhead had me mesmerized.”

The grim set to her mouth changed to a faint smile. I continued. “I wasn’t used to chasing women. Either they were bold enough to approach me or their friends would take up the slack. I watched you for a long time. You even glanced my way a few times. You didn’t come. Your blonde friend didn’t come over either. When a tall guy headed in the direction of the display that you and Lizzy were putting on, I got to my feet. I hadn’t known what I was going to do, but I knew I wasn’t going to let him get to you if you were his target.”

I exhaled a breath after that barrage of words. “Lucky for him, he moved to dance behind Lizzy. And there I was, less than two feet away. I couldn’t stop myself. I took your hips and pulled you back against the hardness you created. When you moved your lovely arse to create pressure, I thought I’d come in my pants like a wee lad.”

She just watched me as I gave her my confession.

“Before you turned around in my arms, I knew I had to have you. When you looked up at me, I didn’t see dollar signs in your eyes. I didn’t see the star struck look some women get. I saw you looking like you were enjoying my company. I saw a connection of something. I ignored it in favor of the heady lust brewing between us. I thought, let me just fuck her and I’ll forget her.”

Her mouth parted some. I knew that our love could stand some truths.

“When you let me have you that night, I was sure I could forget you. Even after you ran off without giving me your name or number, I thought for just a second, Good, I don’t have to give her the brush-off. To my shock, I found myself chasing after you, only for you to have gotten away.”

I took her hand, which she reluctantly let me have.

“That next night I was courting a potential investor. I’d planned to fuck her, but not to sway her to sign the deal. She’d already hinted she wanted me. She was attractive enough, I figured it could be a celebration of sorts after she signed on the line.”

“I thought she was a business associate?” Bailey asked, trying to take her hand back, but I wouldn’t let her go.

“An investor is a business associate,” I said, feeling derailed by her glare. I glanced away. I’d already committed to that path. I just had to get to the finish line. “I’d been plagued with thoughts of you all the night before. I thought, if I fuck this girl maybe I would forget about you.”

“Did you fuck her?” Bailey crudely asked. She was pissed. I tried not to let it influence me from finishing.

“Then I saw you, and I had a flicker that fate was playing games with me. I mean, what were the odds that in New York I would ever see you again? Worse, you were with that dobber. This irrational caveman emotion came over me. I wanted to go over there and toss you over my shoulder and beat my chest while saying mine.”

Her hand relaxed some from its punishing grip.

“You didn’t answer the question,” she complained.

I continued to ignore her. “I kept you in my sights, wanting to talk to you. Like destiny was playing cupid, you decided to go to the restroom. I hadn’t known up to that point how I planned to approach you until then.”

“And,” she said while I took a breath.

“You know what happened. I basically told you to come see me the next night.”

“And the business associate?” she said through gritted teeth.

“I didn’t touch her.” At her disbelieving look, I said, “Except to remove her hand form my barely responding dick. I dropped her straight off at her hotel.”

She rolled her eyes. I pressed on. “When you showed up that next day, that was it for me. You know the rest, except that if you’d gone off with Turner, I would have had to become a monk. For me and for my cock, you were the only one. I’d never in my life been so attracted, blindside by another woman.”

My hormonal wife, who’d given birth to my two beautiful bairns, sobbed, “I love you.” 

I kissed away her tears. “And I you, mo ghràdh. You give me reasons to draw breath. Corrine and Jeremy give me reasons to live. And the three of you give me hope for the future.”

“Mo ghràdh?” she questioned, actually doing a good job with the pronunciation even through the hitch in her voice. 

“It means, my love,” I said. “There’s no reason to cry.”

“As if…” she said while I wiped away her tears.

“I tell you these things so you will know, for as long as I live there won’t ever be another woman. I’ll never stray. I’m yours.”

She began to cry in earnest. With the pads of my thumbs, I tried my best to dry them. After kissing them and her mouth, I said, “And one more thing.”

That caught her attention. I didn’t wait. I hoped she was still in a favorable mood. She hated my money and didn’t like to spend it. She complained that she wanted our kids not to be spoiled and think that they could have anything without working for it. “I thought maybe we could buy a house outside the city.” I saw her stubborn chin begin to jut up. “We could stay in the city during the week and spend the weekends in a place where the kids can run and play outside. I could teach them football.”

She frowned. “What do you know about football?”

I kissed her forehead because there wasn’t a way I couldn’t touch her. “I’m not talking about American football.” She knew I was referring to soccer. I loved to tease her about the absurdity of the American name for their game of football. I’d come to know how much she’d been teased about it in Dublin. So I continued on with the tradition.

“Okay.” She gave in, waving off the discussion of football. “On the house,” she clarified. “Only if—,”

“Anything,” I offered.

“That we buy a house in Scotland too.”

My grin couldn’t have gotten any broader. This woman got me, had me. She held my heart and could utterly destroy me. Still, I trusted her unreservedly. The scales were balanced. Or as was said in her accounting world, our balance sheet was perfect. We had far more assets than we would ever have liabilities. The difference of the two was our unshakable partnership based on rock solid equity that would last until the end of our time.






  









 

BONUS CHAPTER – LIZZY TO FOLLOW
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BONUS CHAPTER – LIZZY

 

Just call me a jealous bitch. I didn’t want to be. Not of Bailey, my best friend in all the world who deserved winning the jackpot when it came to men. Her man was rich, gorgeous and a sex god judging by the noises that came from her room before she moved out. Who wouldn’t be envious, and I’d told her as much many times.

Still listening, I tried not to turn green with envy as she gave us more good news about their impending bundle of joy. Her sister Violet hung on her every word like her situation wasn’t worse than mine. Violet’s old man turned out to be some convict who’d broken out of jail. I liked my men rough around the edges, but even that was pushing it for me.

I twirled the ring on my finger and wondered again what I’d done. 

My current squeeze, Hans, was a model that turned into an overnight sensation. People’s magazine had named him this year’s sexiest man. He did a shoot for this hot new cologne and took the world by storm. Tall, beautiful in a Roman gladiator kind of way with Swedish blonde hair that curled at his nape, he was every woman and some men’s dream. And he was mine.

So why was I fretting over the huge rock that hung on my finger like a paperweight?

“My love,” he’d said. “I don’t want to spend my life without you. Please accept to be my wife.”

My first instinct had been to say no. Or even, let me think about it. But with a room filled with witnesses, I hadn’t wanted to be the bitch on the tabloids the next day who’d embarrassed him.

The next thing I knew, like a little Tasmanian devil, Bailey wasn’t talking, she was trying to seize the hand I was now trying to hide. It had been no hope for me overpowering her. She was pregnant and unless I wanted the Highland warrior to come out of Bailey’s Scottish main squeeze, I had to let her win this round.

Words like engagement ring after a round of gasps were uttered. I had no choice but to fill them in on how I’d been suckered into saying yes, not that I wanted to relive that moment.

My plan was to tell him after a respectable amount of time the truth unless I somehow decided I could overcome that Hans had a penis the size of an averagely endowed Oompa Loompa, the little people in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. The man ate pussy like a small child with an ice cream cone—wet, sticky and loving every second of it. Still I wasn’t sure it was enough.

I felt like a spoiled child. I’d been born with a silver spoon in my mouth. You’d think finding a man who met all my needs would be easy. Not so true. In my experience, the sons of people who mingled with my parents were either overly boring or entirely too arrogant. 

Guys like my brother didn’t grow on trees. He’d all but forsaken the family money, opting against my parents’ wishes to become a cop, a lifelong dream of his. In fact, it was his fault I’d started dating guys who were the opposite of all things money. He’d unsuspectingly brought his friends around and I’d learned just how the other half lived.

“Let’s go to the lounge,” I interjected. Why not have a little fun?

Eventually, they’d agreed. I’d dressed in black leather pants and a cream silk asymmetrical top. The look accentuated my best assets, my long legs. My mom liked to say I was willowy. I’d been called skinny as a kid. I liked to think of myself as athletic.

Once the girls were ready to go, we headed off in the night, snagging a cab as it let off patrons near our door.

I hadn’t been to my haunt in months. I hadn’t liked to go alone after Bailey had moved in. When she’d moved, I didn’t think Violet was quite ready. So there I was, stepping into the familiar bar as if I’d been their yesterday. It was Friday so the crowd was thinner. This was a good thing. I didn’t want Violet’s first introduction to a city bar to be too scary.

The sisters walked towards stools at the bar when I spotted the asshole I’d seen the last time I’d been there.

Yeah, he was a tall glass of water on a hot day with tattoos like badges of honor on his arm and one around the collar of his neck. His dark hair contrasted sharply with my ash blonde. His manly face was almost pretty but not quite beautiful turned in my direction.

“Look who it is, boys. I think you have the wrong place, princess. You don’t look like the type that goes slumming.”

His voice was like a caress around me. My body jerked and I had to smooth out my reaction so I didn’t look like I had ticks. “You don’t know what my type is, now put up or shut up. I want in.”

“Awe chicka, we don’t want to take your money,” a Latino not-bad-looking guy said next to my target.

“Sure we do,” the silken voice said. He moved to stand more in the light. His black don’t fuck with me shirt and jeans stood in contrast to the white shirt and dark jeans the Latino guy wore. “The problem is, the princess won’t feel it if she loses it. I bet her trust fund is the size of the Mega Millions jackpot.”

It shouldn’t have, but it stung. I hated being assessed by my bank account. I never found value in that. I didn’t want others to look at me that way.

Never backing down from a challenge, I said, “And what is it you want to play for?”

A round of cheers, hand slaps and leers came from the peanut gallery who’d been watching a game that had ended before I made my way over.

“Lizzy, are you crazy. Come on, let’s go,” Bailey said, tugging on my arm. I’d been so focused on the guy before me I hadn’t noticed her approach.

“It’s okay,” I said softly. The other thing my brother had been good at were things like pool and he’d taught me. I could hold my own.

“Well?” I said when he hadn’t answered my question.

He glanced over me. I shouldn’t say that. His eyes did a slow perusal of my body. I felt as much as saw his eyes take me in. “You aren’t my type, too boney. I like women with curves like her.” He pointed at Bailey, who flushed. 

“Too bad she’s taken,” I said, feeling the burn of rejection again because this wasn’t the first time he’d blown me off. Apparently, I liked being spurned. “And her man is like a mix between a blood hound and a pit bull. I suggest if you like your balls, keep your hands off her because there is nowhere you could hide from him.”

Bailey shrugged when all eyes went to her.

“The other one looks too frightened. So I guess you’d have to do.”

“It’s not like I was betting using my friends as a wager anyway. I don’t whore out other people,” I said, holding my chin high.

“Fine. If I win, you’ll entertain my boys and me at a place and time of my choosing.”

The guys around him started high fiving one another and making more cat calls.

“No you will not,” Bailey said, stepping up in front of me like she was taller than her five foot something shorter height.

“Bails, I’ve got this,” I said, moving to stand next to her, getting closer to the pool table and guy that had my panties in a damp wad. “And what do I get if I win?”

“Sweetheart, that ain’t likely.”

I huffed, shifting a hand to my hip. “There isn’t anything sweet or heartfelt about me.”

He chuckled and I ignored all the words that were coming from his friends. I even ignored Bailey who was speaking and tugging on my arm. For the span of moments, it was just the two of us in a battle of wills. It was my new mission to screw this guy until he was begging for my number. And I didn’t care what people thought. I had to conquer him after he suggested I wasn’t good enough for him. Something in the back of my brain nagged at me that maybe that was his goal all along. Some kind of backwards psychology. I quickly dismissed it. He didn’t look like he was deeper than how far he could sink his balls. 

Licking his lips, he said, “So what do you want if you win?”

“Same deal. You can entertain my friends and me and a time and place of my choosing.”

A chorus of hoots and more wisecracks followed. “Don’t sound like a hardship, princess. Or should I call you trust fund? If you’d asked nicely, I would have entertained you three for free.”

“Um, no,” I said, shattering his smile. “As I told you before, she’s off limits, especially private parties. I was thinking more about a couple of boys I know who’d love to top you.” 

One was my new assistant who I’d mistaken for a heterosexual man. There was nothing about him that screamed gay. However, he’d made it clear to a woman at my gallery who had grabby hands that he played solely for the other team.

My challenger’s smile turned frosty while his friends’ banter quieted in anticipation of his next move. I feigned boredom by yawning and patting my mouth so my molars wouldn’t be on display. Something made his eyes widen and a grin stir back to life on his face.

“I changed my mind,” he declared.

“Oh, you’re a pansy ass now, Striker,” I jested, using the name I’d been told he was called the first time I saw him.

He twitched but didn’t confirm or deny the name. “Not at all, trust fund.” He glared at me. “If I win, I want that rock on your finger.”

Bailey, who’d apparently been eating her Wheaties, tugged me to the side. With Violet, we formed a huddle, me hunched over to reach their shorter selves. 

“Lizzy, you are so not going to do this. That ring isn’t yours to give.”

Frowning, I said, “It is mine.”

She quickly retorted. “So, you are going to marry Hans?”

I couldn’t answer that, not truthfully at least. I still didn’t know. “Then you’ll need to give that ring back to him when you tell him the truth. You cannot wager it in a pool game just because this guy is a major bawbag.”

Bailey’s man is Scottish and she’s been cursing using words from his country. I think she thought it wasn’t actual cursing if it wasn’t in English. Bawbag was like calling a guy a dick, even though the word technically meant balls, as in a guy’s ball sack.

“Lizzy,” Bailey admonished.

It was too late. I was already committed. It might have been insane, but something told me I could win.

Breaking from the huddle, I said to Striker, “Fine. Let’s do this. If you win, you get the ring. If I win, you play private entertainer for me and my friends.”

He nodded apparently overconfident. My whole plan rode on luck and his underestimation of me. Bailey and Violet took one corner while his friends another. When we were down to two shots each, I was up. I easily sank my ball in the left corner pocket. The problem was the eight ball. It was so close to the right corner pocket it should have been an easy win. Unfortunately, it touched his final ball, which was behind it on the edge of tipping in. If I hit the eight ball pushing his final ball in first, he’d win. I had no choice but to waste a shot hitting the eight ball away. If I hit it too hard, I’d still sink his ball even if the eighth didn’t follow.

After a perusal around the table looking at all the angles, he snickered, “Are you ready to give up?”

It seemed like the music had stopped and the whole bar had come to watch. If I wasn’t chilled to the bone thinking I might have bitten off more than I could chew, I might have dripped with sweat.

I lined up my decided shot. I took a moment to breathe before I hit the cue ball just the way I wanted it. 
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