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   I love this car. It smells so good. Papa just got it for us and Maman won’t let me eat or drink anything in it like I did in the other one. Maman says it’s cause it’s our first nouvelle voiture. She always tells me that it’s our first new car in French and she makes her words sound all fancy. I think she does it to make me laugh. I like it when Maman uses French instead of English because she always uses her fancy voice. Papa scolds her when she does that. He says “Collette, you hinder our darling girl only speaking French. English, mon amour, English.” He only pretends to fuss at Maman. I know this because after he scolds her, he always does this winky thing with his eye and Maman smiles at him.
 
   I can hardly wait for the carnival. It’s only here for two days and my best friend, Michelle, is going. Her parents are taking her today, too. I hope I will get to see her there. “How much longer, Maman?” I know I asked only a minute ago but I am too excited to wait much longer.
 
   “Josephine, de quelques minutes.” I know I shouldn’t whine. Papa says I’m too old to whine like a little kid. He says a nine-year-old girl has no business acting like a baby. But I can’t help it. I want to be there already. The rides have long lines and it will take forever to take a turn on all of them.
 
   “Maman, how many minutes is a few?” 
 
   Papa is looking at me in the mirror and I know he’s telling me to stop whining. I smile at him. It always makes him happy when I smile. He does the winky thing with his eyes and I know I’m not in any trouble. Papa is talking to Maman about grown up stuff. I’m not listening. It’s too boring. Papa says a swear word and I know something is wrong.
 
   “Papa!” He isn’t answering me. Ouch! I hurt all over. “Maman!” I’m crying now. This hurts so badly and I’m scared. Maman and Papa aren’t saying anything. Are they hurt? “Help! Someone help us!” I hope someone hears me screaming. I’m stuck in the backseat. I’m trying to get free, but my leg hurts so much I’m scared to move it again. ““Help!” I still don’t hear anything from Maman and Papa in the front seat. I feel something warm on my leg and look down. “Please!” I’m really scared now. There’s blood all over the car. There’s blood coming from Maman’s head. Papa is slumped in front of me; I still can’t see him. I’m stuck behind his seat. Our new car is ruined. It’s all crumpled, like one of the empty soda cans I always smash. I hear something. I try to stop crying so I can hear better.
 
   “Oh, God. Oh, God. I’m so sorry. Oh, God.” It’s a man. No, he’s a boy. Maybe he’s just a big boy. High school. Yeah, definitely a high school boy.
 
   “Please, help me!” I cry out. I hope he gets me out of here without hurting me too much. Maman needs help. Her head is bleeding a lot. I don’t think its okay for her to bleed that much.
 
   “I’ve got you. C’mon. Dad, get them out of the front. GO!” 
 
   This boy is crazy. He just screamed at his dad. I would never talk to my mom and dad like that. I’d be grounded for a month. Ouch!! The big boy tugs open my door and reaches across to Maman. He picks up her wrist and holds his fingers by her pretty watch. Why is he doing that? He sets her hand back in her lap and drags me out of the back seat. It stinks in the street; it smells like something burning and gas. Gross.
 
   “This is my fault. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ll make sure you are okay.” 
 
   I’m confused by the big boy. I don’t know what to say. It’s just a car. Maman and Papa will get another one. I just stare at him. My leg hurts. Michelle would make fun of me if she knew what I was thinking--this big boy is kind of cute. He has pretty eyes for a boy. The ambulance people are messing with me. They lift me onto one of those rolling bed things.
 
   “What about my mom and dad? Where are they?” I sit up to look around for Papa and Maman, but I don’t see them. The man in uniform that is taping wires to me won’t answer me. I look over and see four people with matching uniforms on. They aren’t policemen or firemen. They have rolling bed thingies like what I am on. Here they come. They are helping Maman and Papa. I don’t feel so scared when I see the rolling beds go over to our new car. There are two men with each bed and I know they are getting Maman and Papa out of the wrecked car. Wait. This isn’t right.
 
   “Wait!” Why are they taking those beds on wheels somewhere else? Why not to me? Why can’t I see them? Maman and Papa aren’t moving or saying anything and I can’t see their faces. I’m scared. Something isn’t right. “Maman! Papa! Come back!” I’m getting really scared. I need to see them, to run to them, but the uniformed men aren’t letting me go. They put these straps over me. I can’t move; they won’t budge. I feel something warm inside my arm where they put that needle thing. He called it an IV. My arm feels warm and now I’m getting sleepy. I feel like I’m moving and I want to ask where we’re going, but my mouth won’t work. I need to sleep. I close my eyes. I can ask questions later.
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   I’m standing here, doing the same shit I do every year on this very day. But this just feels more crappy than normal. That isn’t saying much, though, because complete crap is practically a staple in my life. Don’t get me wrong, I lead a decent life. I work. I pay my taxes. My bills are paid on time. What little credit I have is good credit. I absolutely loathe my apartment and I may not have some plush, high-paying job, but all in all, my life is comfortable. God knows I’ve endured far worse. I refuse to complain about things.
 
   Complaining is possibly the absolute most useless expenditure of energy known to mankind. I stopped complaining and feeling sorry for myself years ago when I realized exactly how useless it was. Complaining wasn’t going to change my circumstances, so I said to hell with it and just quit. Now, I’m not trying to wear my shit life around like some badge of honor; I’m simply stating facts. No one knows my story; not even ass-wipe Sutton, and he’s the only long term relationship I’ve got going. I keep it like that purely out of convenience. I don’t like explaining the whole tragedy that is my life, and I damn sure don’t feel like answering a million questions from some curious jerk-off. The last thing I expect, or want, is pity from others. I’ve had enough pity and condolences to last me two lifetimes.
 
   I work hard to keep things organized and simple. My life hasn’t always been so agreeable, and I’m not proud of my past. However, I can say with complete confidence that I did what I had to do out of necessity. I may have stolen food or a drink from a gas station a time or two, but I make no apologies for that. Did I pay for those items? No. I couldn’t. I rarely had two pennies to rub together.
 
   I stole those things out of the basic, fundamental, human need to survive. The alternative was starvation, and what human chooses morals and values over life? No one, that’s who. Morals and values won’t fill my stomach and hydrate my body, but stolen food and drink certainly will. I used the resources available to me on most days, but homeless kids are treated similarly to criminals. If I went to a shelter, I was usually tricked into staying put long enough so some lousy volunteer could call Social Services. Those schmucks would show up, I'd get crammed into the back of some government car and hauled off to a homeless kid's prison. It was really an orphanage, but a prison just the same.
 
   The orphanage was usually far better than foster care. Well, in my experience that was the case. The folks at the orphanage were simply doing their job. They were earning their pay; they didn’t care about us one way or another. If they didn’t care enough to be kind and compassionate to us, they damn sure didn’t care enough to waste time and energy on abusing or raping us unfortunate kiddies.
 
   I preferred the people at the orphanage to all others, though it was always a short stay. They shuffled kids in and out of those doors just as quickly as they could.
 
   After the orphanage, I was usually placed with some foster family who couldn’t care less. All of this is done out of charity; out of obligation to do “the right thing.” Is it really that damn difficult for people to see some kid on the street, even if that kid is better off fending for themselves there than in the crap place they came from? I suppose it messes with their heads and makes them all uncomfortable, so they’d rather those kids be placed somewhere out of sight and out of mind. That makes things easier for everyone, right? Wrong.
 
   Back then, I preferred being on the streets instead of fighting off sexual abuse in one of the many foster homes I went through. I wish people would stop being so damn charitable. What these volunteers don’t get is that their fucking charity causes more damage than people like me can bear. All for what? So that Suzy-Q, the once-a-month volunteer, can sleep better at night because she dished out crappy free soup to people like me. People who are “on hard times,” who think they’d rather be dead than trudging through their shitty lives every day.
 
   The least people like Suzy-Q can do, in my opinion, is be honest about things. Don’t stand in front of some kid, who is exactly like I was, with pity written on your face and tell them life will work out, that things will start to look up for them, that one day their luck will change. That kind of bullshit does nothing but give false hope. 
 
   If my twenty-five-year-old self went back and met sixteen-year-old me, I would’ve looked myself in the face, with not one ounce of sadness, and said, “Look girl, you have a choice: you can stay like this and hope for all that bogus bullshit that people tell you to come true, or you can work your ass off and turn things around for yourself. No one is going to fix things for you. So get to it.”
 
   I refused to be a victim ever again, so I made my way through my teen years on the streets. At least out there, I was in charge of me. Kids like me don’t usually last long. Most end up as junkies, prostitutes, behind bars, or dead. A few of us luck out and make it, but for the most part, life simply is not that damn wonderful. Maybe I get my determination and perseverance from my parents. They came to this country with essentially nothing.
 
   My dad was a French chef and he and my mom came here from Paris. They came to Las Vegas while my mom was still pregnant with me. My dad was a fantastic chef and he got a job at one of the five-star restaurants in town. I was only nine when they died, so I have limited memories, but I do remember that they were pretty driven people. I like to think that my ability to push forward with my life came from them, not from the years I spent avoiding rape on the streets and scavenging for food to avoid starving. I like to think that I come by my ambition honestly. In truth, no one will know for sure. They’re dead and my few memories fade more with each passing day.
 
   I always do this on this day; every damn year. It’s exhausting, really. I’d rather not think about my life and how things have turned out, but the anniversary of the accident always stirs up the past. Those particles seem to stay suspended in the waters of my mind for a day or two, and then I manage to clear the murk and lock it all away where it belongs. For another 364 days. 
 
   I stop staring mindlessly at myself in the bathroom mirror and drag my weary ass out the door to partake in my normal routine. Stop by The Diner, order coffee and a bagel from Noni, head into work to deal with another day. It’s always the same routine, and work is work. 
 
   I know that joker in the corner is up to no good; he has shady written all over him. I know the type. I used to be that type. I’ve made sure to watch him since he walked into the store. I like my job and I want to keep it, but people like him make the prospect of being unemployed in the near future all the more real. We’re so far away from being in the black it’s sickening. We’re supposed to be selling books, but it seems no one is reading printed books anymore. Technology has been a selfish, monopolizing bitch. Sutton’s ancient ass was in here this morning, moaning and groaning about not turning a decent profit since 1979 or some garbage. I wasn’t really listening. He likes to come into the store and bicker about things, but he would be up shit creek without a paddle if it weren’t for me.
 
   I have single-handedly run this place for years, a one-woman staff in this old store. I landed this job seven years ago and haven’t left since. He’s a real piece of work, that Sutton. If I ever decided to quit I’d make sure to plant my foot square in his old ass on my way out.  Truth is, I love this damn store way more than even Sutton does. I dread the day that I don’t get to walk in and be greeted by the smell of ink and paper. I’ve come to depend on the hordes of authors who bled a portion of their souls onto paper for others to enjoy. Every book on these shelves is a friend. They are one of the very few mainstays in my life.
 
   “Hey, bud. Can I help you?” 
 
   This guy just stuffed a book inside his disgusting sweater. That book costs a whopping four dollars and ninety-nine cents and he wants to steal it. What an asshole! Who the hell steals a book that costs less than five bucks? Who the hell steals a book in general?
 
   “Hey, I asked you a question. Oh, hell no! Come back!” I take off running after the joker. He hauls ass for the exit and I scramble behind him. 
 
   He trips on the rug at the door and crashes into a tacky display of trinkets that Sutton insisted on putting out. 
 
   “HA! I’ll take that, thank you very much!” I snatch the book from under his sweater and he makes a run for it, scurrying out of the store. I let him go. He’s obviously homeless. Entertainment is limited for the unfortunate. I kneel on the floor with the recovered book in my grips, dusting it off and doing my best to straighten the creased corners my scuffle with the thief caused.
 
   “Ahem.” 
 
   I shoot to my feet and whirl around to see a man standing in the entrance to the store. The sun is still low in the morning sky and the rays of light pouring in behind the man are so bright I can’t see him clearly. 
 
   “Are you all right, ma’am? I saw someone running out of here.”
 
   “Jo. My name is Jo. ‘Ma’am’ carries an implication of being something I’m not. So yeah, just call me Jo.” I’m busy gathering the shit that’s scattered all over the place thanks to my scuffle with the thief. The man squats down to pick up tacky trinkets and I get my first look at him. Hello, Greek god of all things masculine and sexy.
 
   “An implication of what, exactly?” His voice is all curious and velvety. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders and try my best to get to the point so this cat will either show some interest or leave me the hell alone in my floundering bookstore. I prefer the former.
 
   “You know… someone who’s married or someone who’s older, or someone who has stature or some type of title; someone who deserves respect. I’m none of that, so call me Jo.” Why the fuck am I explaining my preference to this guy? His voice. Now that I think about it, it seems familiar for some reason. I’m sure I don’t know this guy. It isn’t possible. I don’t have any friends whatsoever. I never have, really. Well, I had one friend, once upon a time. Michelle was my friend when I was a kid but I haven’t had anyone since her.
 
   “Okay. Jo.”
 
   “And you are?” I don’t really give a shit, beyond the need to appease my own confusing sense of familiarity. I stop picking things up and look at him. His face seems familiar. Who the hell is this guy?
 
   “Damon. Damon Cole.” He extends his big paw and takes my hand in his. 
 
   The moment we touch, something floods through me and I don’t have the slightest idea what the hell it is. Recognition? Arousal? I’m no stranger to a good looking man, and this man is for sure good looking. Most people would call me a slut, promiscuous at the very least. I think my sex life is the type of sex life most woman wish they’d indulge in but refuse to, since society as a whole frowns upon it. I stare curiously at him, our hands locked in a friendly shake.
 
   “Do I know you?” 
 
   Mr. Handsome and Mysterious cocks his head to the side and surveys me speculatively. A tinge of pink has surfaced on his cheeks. Ah-ha! He is attracted to me too. I think I could live with a casual one night stand with this particular male specimen.
 
   “No, Jo. I don’t think so.” 
 
   The way he says my preferred name has me thinking about all the naughty things I could do to him, given the chance of a hook up. I don’t do the relationship thing, but I like sex just as much as the next person. Despite my aversion to lasting relationships of any sort, I get laid plenty.
 
   “Did you come in here to buy something, Damon Cole, or was it the damsel in distress thing that lured you in?” I smile at the handsome man before me and wait to see if he takes the bait.
 
   He does.  “I didn’t intend on purchasing a book, but if you’d like me to, I will.”
 
   I smile a devilish smile that I pray communicates what I’m thinking. I’m glad to help out Damon, but not with a book. 
 
   He narrows his eyes slightly, as if he’s contemplating my subliminal offer.  “Listen, I was headed to get some coffee, could you escape work for a few minutes to join me?”
 
   I peek at my mother’s watch on my wrist and smile. I can sneak an early lunch break. Sutton won’t know, and even if he did, he likely wouldn’t give a shit. Besides, what’s he going to do, fire me?
 
   “Okay, let’s go.”
 
   The strange man smiles and it sets my insides into a sort of feeding frenzy. I can just imagine those lips of his pressed against my skin. I haven’t had a man in weeks and he’s going to be the perfect distraction from the anniversary of the accident and my looming unemployment. Yeah, I think I’ll have him tonight. 
 
   We set out down the sidewalk to the café just down the block. I thank God that it isn’t too hot out yet. June in Vegas is hellish. We stroll casually and alternate taking quizzical glances at each other. I take in the full view of him.
 
   He wears the dress slacks like they were made for him, the sleeves of his dress shirt are rolled up his forearms, the top buttons are undone and he’s without a tie. I bet he hates wearing those stuffy clothes, simply based on how casual he’s made them. He’s easily six feet tall, maybe more. His hair is slightly long on top but short on the sides and is the darkest of browns, edging toward black. He has a short, perfectly groomed beard across his angular jaw that I’’m dying to feel against my cheek. His eyes glow in the sunlight like amber. His lips look soft and inviting and tilt up on just one side when he smiles. I can only imagine what’s hidden beneath his clothes. I intend on finding out later.
 
   He starts up the small talk as we take our coffee to a bistro table so small it feels instantly intimate. I like where this is going… 
 
   “So, you work at that bookstore alone?”
 
   I give my coffee a swirl and set the wooden stirrer aside. I look up at the man across from me. God, he’s gorgeous. I can’t wait until tonight. I cut to the chase and go in for the kill. “Do you want to hang out tonight?”
 
   His brows rocket up his forehead and I swear they met his hairline for a count. “Isn’t that my line?”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t know, is it?”
 
   He smiles back and his pearly whites make me melt. “It is. What time suits you?”
 
   He’s absentmindedly stirring his coffee in a slow constant rhythm and I watch the flick and swish of his wrist. I wonder if he moves that fluidly in bed.
 
   “Sutton, the store owner, is coming in after lunch so then I’ll leave. I have somewhere to be this afternoon, but I’ll be free afterward. Want to meet me in front of the store around six?”
 
   “Where do you have to be?”
 
   Wow, he’s pretty forward, isn’t he? It’s no damn business of his, but I’ll teach him a quick lesson about a disease called foot-in-mouth-itis. It’s a lesson I love handing out to people who pry.
 
   “I’m going to the cemetery to visit my dead family,” I say flatly.
 
   Ha! There it is. Concern has filled his amber colored eyes.
 
   “I apolog-”
 
   This should be good. I hold up my hand to stop him; I have zero interest in apologies. They peeve me, in fact. They’re almost never sincere. It’s part of the human condition and one that I’ve never understood. What the hell is with the need to apologize? This man doesn’t possibly feel sorry for my tragic scenario. I have no doubt that he feels sorry, but it isn’t for me. It’s for the embarrassment he feels for opening his mouth. He’’s sorry for himself, not for me.
 
   “Don’t. Don’t apologize.”
 
   He snaps his lips shut and looks confused. It’s actually a tad endearing. I kind of feel bad for tossing him under the bus. Hmm, that’s an odd thing to feel.  I actually feel a bit bitchy. This is so out of character for me. Well, what the hell do I say now? I didn’t anticipate feeling like an asshole.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that. I just don’t care for apologies. They’re never sincere. I can vouch for this, since I have the urge at this very moment to say I’m sorry for being so rude. But honestly, my impulse to apologize is only because I feel uncomfortable with the guilt I feel and my stupid human brain associates an apology with mollifying my own discomfort. Apologies are just a reminder of how selfish people are.”  I let out an exasperated sigh. I chance a quick glance up at Damon and his eyes are glued to me.
 
   “That is the most honest thing I think I have ever heard.”
 
   “I have to get back to the store. I’ll meet you there at six?”  I need to get away from this guy and forget about my own human conditions for the time being.
 
   “Tonight at six,” he confirms.
 
   “Okay. Before I go…”  I grab a napkin and dig a pen out of my bag. “Here’s my number and email address in case you want to get in touch with me.” I hand him the napkin and pause for a moment while he surveys the chicken scratches.
 
   “jojo.geroux?” He looks confused. 
 
   “Josephine Geroux. That’s my name. jo.geroux wasn’t available so I went with jojo.geroux.”
 
   He just looks at me with the most peculiar look on his face and that deep feeling of familiarity surfaces again.
 
   “See you tonight, Damon.”
 
   “Bye, Jo.” His focus remains on the stupid napkin in his hand as he mumbles his goodbye.
 
   I stand and turn in my strappy sandals, point my frustrated self in the direction of the store, and allow my jean clad legs to carry me back to work as fast as they can.
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   I was glad that my day flew by, but now that I see my parents’ headstones come into view, I'm beginning to wish my day had crawled. The lump in my throat is growing with each step toward their final resting place. I fucking hate coming here. I only visit them once a year, on the anniversary of the accident. I can scrap in the streets, I can throw a perfect left hook, and when I had it, I could turn five bucks into fifty in no time, throwing dice in the alley. But damn, I can’t get my shit together enough to visit my dead parents more than once a year. I’m a lousy daughter for it, but I tell myself that maybe they would understand my serious lack of intestinal fortitude when it comes to visiting their graves. I damn sure hope they understand, wherever they are. I like to think they’re in heaven, but I just don’t know. I have no way to know if it even exists, and the priest at the mission used to say I had to have faith that God and heaven are real. To a homeless teenager, the idea of having faith in anything is just asinine.
 
   “Hi,” I mumble as I kneel. These two stones are the only things, other than me, that attest to the existence of these two human beings. This is all that’s left of them; two highly expensive grave markers that took a year’s worth of savings for me to finally buy and of course, me, the product of their love. That’s it. Nothing more. It claws at my hardened heart to know that Maman and Papa are reduced to this; two stones and a lousy daughter who never visits. I shake my head and purse my lips. My head seems to voluntarily hang in shame.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I croak out through welling tears. “I’m so sorry.” My shoulders rock and I let the tears fall, unabashed. “I miss you. I miss you both so much it hurts to breathe. If I could, I would give all I have to bring you back.” Like a real lady, I use the hem of my shirt to wipe at my sodden nose and cheeks. It really makes no difference. The tears still roll freely down my face to gather at the point of my chin before dripping to my lap. I don’t give a shit. I’m hurting and I can’t stop it. I miss them so damn much; some days it takes every ounce of strength to even exist.
 
   Some days, the despair I feel threatens to drown me and that’s a very dangerous kind of despair to muddle through. It’s that kind of despair that makes people do stupid things just to gain a measure of relief from their suffering. I am ashamed to admit that I’ve contemplated ending it all. I know it’s the selfish, cowardly thing to do, but the only fucking reason I’ve refrained from ending my shit life is because I would never want to disappoint my parents. I don’t know if they can see or hear me, but I won’t risk it. Living it is.
 
   They didn’t choose the way things ended up. The decision was made for them when that car veered into our lane. I could never disgrace them by pissing on the life they gave me. I’m all that remains of them besides these two stones, and I can’t end them by ending myself. I brush away the dead grass that’s scattered at the base of their markers. I trace my fingertips over the lettering on the heavily engraved stones; first his stone, then hers. I bought them once I’d saved enough money working at the store. I was nine years late, but my parents finally got the headstones they deserved, instead of the cheap plaque they had before. Most eighteen-year-old girls save for cars or an apartment of their own. I scrounged to buy my parents decent grave markers. I didn’t give a shit that I ate next to nothing for that year while I stashed every penny I could. Knowing what my money was going towards was sustenance enough.
 
   A growling stomach can be remedied; an ailing, broken heart cannot. I wish, somehow, there was something you could feed a broken heart to pacify it. Something I could do or have that would somehow lessen or alleviate the constant ache in my chest. I wondered and hoped for such a remedy, but the fact is, it doesn’t exist. If it did, I would’ve already sought it out; I would’ve combed the planet for it. I would do anything to cure the void in me. So far, the only thing that  seems to fill my emptiness is frequent, amazing sex. I guess I’m one of those textbook examples of a young woman using sex and promiscuity to distract from her shitty upbringing. I could care less. The sex is good and, for a short period of time, I forget everything.
 
   “It doesn’t feel any better. If anything, it hurts more. I wish I had something great to talk about, but I don’t. I’m still at the store. I don’t know how much longer, though. We may end up closing. I don’t want to lose my job. It’s all I’ve felt connected to since the accident.” Tears build, spill over, and flow a little quicker with my talk of another loss. I can’t stand the idea of not working at the store. It would just add to my sorrow. My job is all I have; it’s all that I can look forward to. I’m content there. The thought of losing my beloved job makes me want to crumble. I spent countless hours in the library when I was on the streets and my love and appreciation for the written word runs deep. The words, the books, they’ve been my salvation. 
 
   People say time heals all wounds. I say those people are full of shit. Most people who are ignorant enough to say something so dumb have nothing to base that bullshit cliché on. There’s no foundation of loss from which to draw that conclusion. I wouldn’t dare tell someone who is grieving that time will heal them. I would be honest and say that time does nothing more than fade the good memories while building the void in your heart. The loss never dulls. I would tell someone grieving that the best they can hope for is that they find something productive to do to take the edge off. Any ambition of healing or any other hearts, rainbows and lollipops bullshit is just that; bullshit. When you suffer a loss so tremendous, it’s like the sun goes down and never rises again. It sets and leaves you in a perpetual state of twilight. 
 
   I sniffle and wipe the tears away. “I love you both. Until next year.” I stroke the pads of my fingers across their engraved names once more then pull myself to stand. I walk towards my car and thoughts of Damon Cole flood my mind. I more than want him now. I need him. I need to drown my grief in a sea of lust and Damon is the man for the job.
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   I don’t even know why the hell I bother fixing my hair. I plan on screwing it all up just as quickly as I can get Damon alone. That man is gorgeous and I need the distraction I’m sure he is capable of providing. That may make me a whore in some people’s opinion, but to hell with them. Truth is, those same assholes who keep up the societal double standard are the people who envy me. They envy my nerve and lack of concern for bullshit stereotypes. The whole male promiscuity versus female whorishness carries no weight with me. Kiss my ass! In my opinion, if a woman is being careful and discrete, then who cares how many partners she chooses to take to bed? It shouldn’t matter. Jim, Jack, Bill, Bob, and Will can bang the bottom out of one hundred women each and no one gives a shit about that, but holy hot pants! If I admit to having bedded even a fraction of that, I get shunned as a dirty whore when, in fact, I’m clean. I’m careful. I choose my partners wisely. I’m observant and prepared. It’s my body. I will do with it what I choose.
 
   I smooth my wavy brown hair and toss it over my shoulders to hang down my back. I grab my cosmetic bag and dig out the goods. My dark green eyes always look best when I add some makeup. I line my lids, dust on some shadow, coat my lashes with mascara, and pop my lips after smearing on my tinted gloss. “All right, Jo, time to go get your fill of Damon Cole,” I say to my reflection in the tiny bathroom mirror. I grab my purse and walk with initiative all the way to my shitty four-banger, where I plop into the driver’s seat to make the ten minute drive.
 
   The moment I turn the corner and the shop comes into view, so does Damon. He’s standing in front of the store looking more handsome than I remembered. His relaxed fit jeans look faded and all vintage; the charcoal gray button down is snug across his chest and shoulders. My palms itch to be pressed flush against the fabric. I slip the shifter into park and kill the engine, then step out,  smoothing my denim skirt and adjusting my cotton knit top. I have on my favorite wedge sandals and my best perfume. I took extra care preparing for my evening with Damon. He turns in my direction and his eyes catch mine. His attention has honed in on me as I approach. I feel exposed and slightly less confident than just a moment ago. That’s fucking odd. There’s nothing special about this guy. He’s just a guy; a hot guy, who I intend on thoroughly banging tonight. His gaze has yet to leave mine and the air around us suddenly feels leaden and thick.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “You’re beautiful.” 
 
   His voice sounds …promising, and I nearly sigh when I hear the lust drip from each syllable. I’m relieved that he wants me as much as I want him. It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to decipher the tension between us as sexual. It’s purely animalistic attraction and completely involuntary.
 
   “Thank you. What do you have planned for us?” I ask, feeling hopeful that it will be short and include me going to his place afterward. 
 
   He squints slightly and I can tell that he’s thinking. “I had planned on asking you what you’d like to do.” He casually slips one hand into his pocket and I see a fancy ass Rolex clinging to his wrist like gold digger bait. I see; he’s seasoned with this whole thing. 
 
   No need to pussy-foot around. Go in for the kill. Shoot from the hip. Ask for what you want. “Can you cook?”
 
   “No, not really.” The admission leaves him a little embarrassed and damn if it isn’t extremely cute seeing this tall, dark, handsome man looking flushed. His warm, amber eyes flit to the side, and for the first time since we saw each other, our gaze is broken. 
 
   “That’s okay, I love to cook,” I assure him.  “If you’re hungry, I’ll make you dinner, but it’ll have to be at your place. Mine is the crappiest apartment in this city.” 
 
   A small smile eases across his mouth and his lips slant upward on one side. His confidence is back and his eyes practically gleaming with interest. He looks me up and down slowly, as if surveying my cooking ability.  Between his adorable blush and those honey-colored eyes, he’s  winning all kinds of points with me. Damn, I want to put my mouth on him; on every single inch of him. I can feel heat growing in my cheeks and I know it’s time to get this show on the road. “So……what do you say?” I ask with a coaxing smile. “Want me to wow you with my culinary skills or what?”
 
   “I definitely want you to wow me, Jo. My car is this way.” 
 
   Oh, for fuck’s sake. This man is going to make sure I am begging for him. I can see it now. He knows what he has working in his favor and he is not afraid of showing it.
 
   “No need. I’ll follow you. Is your kitchen stocked?” I flip my keys once around my index finger and keep right on drinking in the sight of him. He still has one hand shoved in his pocket while the other dangles freely at his side. He nods his head in understanding.
 
   “Okay, I get it. You don’t really know me. But I promise you’ll be okay. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
   Something weird stirs within my subconscious; something familiar and frightening. My stomach turns sour in an instant and I feel like I should…do something. I don’t know what the hell it is, but shit, this is a strange feeling. He must notice my discomfort because he steps forward and rests his hand on my upper arm.
 
   “Hey, are you okay? Maybe you should let me drive. I promise to bring you back to your car the minute you tell me. Or, I can have it delivered to my place. My assistant won’t mind. It’s why I pay him.”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I’m fine. An assistant? He would bring my car, like, right now?” I arch an eyebrow in disbelief and he smiles and nods again.
 
   His hand leaves my arm and he steps to my side, his hand taking up new residence at the small of my back, guiding me at a comfortable pace towards what I assume is his…pickup truck? He’s pointing a key fob at a pickup truck of all things. This thing is lifted a bit, so getting into the passenger seat in my short denim skirt should be interesting.
 
   “In you go.” 
 
   In an instant, his hands are at my waist and he lifts me with ease, placing me into the passenger seat. I can’t seem to form words. I’m fumbling around in my weary head for an answer. Maybe his car is being fixed. Maybe he’s a serial killer and uses this pickup truck to transport bodies to the desert. Maybe he just likes trucks. Loads of men like trucks. It’s the American man’s vehicle of choice.
 
   “Keys?” He holds out a hand to me while the other lifts his cell phone to his ear. I hand him my keys and listen to him speak. “Brian, yeah, I’ll be back at my place in a few with my date. I need you to get a set of car keys with an address from security downstairs, then go pick up her car. It’s a pale yell-, well… it’s also got a red door, and a gray hood. You know what? I’ll leave the plate number with the keys and you can find the car and bring it to my place. Yeah, thanks.” 
 
   I can’t help but laugh at his description of my crappy little car, a vehicle that looks more like a Franken-car than anything else. “Frank. It’s my car’s name.”
 
   He looks at me with disbelief written on his face. “You named your car? Why Frank?” He reaches in as he finishes his question and pulls the seatbelt out for me to buckle up.
 
   “You know, Frankenstein car. She’s all mad science looking, so I named her Frank.” I shrug and smile. 
 
   He laughs as he shuts my door and makes his way around to the driver’s side. It’s one of those half smiles that seems to melt my panties right off and I have the urge to kiss him right here in his truck. 
 
   He hops in his seat and buckles his seatbelt. “Are you buckled in?” 
 
   I give my belt a tug to give him my answer and he starts his big man-toy of a truck.  “Why in the world do you have wrist candy, yet drive a pickup truck?”
 
   “Well, this is just one of my vehicles. I like to switch things up. I don’t like getting bored or restless with only one car.” 
 
   Definitely another ladies man having a good time on the playground known as Vegas. I can’t blame him, though. I’m on the same damn playground. Of course, my scenario isn’t as impressive; I don’t sport a Rolex or a drive new car and my clothing sure isn’t designer, but I make out just fine anyway.
 
   “Okay, I get it. You like variety. Nothing wrong with that. Is your kitchen stocked or should we go to the store?”
 
   “I think we can find something in my cabinets.” He looks over to me and sends another panty-dissolving smile sailing my way and I soak it in. I could look at that smile all day.
 
   The drive doesn’t take long, and before I know it, we’re at some seriously swanky high rise. It looks like typical Vegas high class.
 
   “We’re here,” he says as he parks his nondescript pickup at this high class place. 
 
   I look to him and quirk up an eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right? You live here?” 
 
   Damon doesn’t respond. He slips out of the truck and walks around to open my door. It’s a nice gesture; not many men do shit like that. I kind of like it. He reaches in and again grabs me about the waist and lifts me from the truck, pulling me to his rock solid body and slowly lowering me to my feet. Oh damn, this man smells and feels amazing. My heart speeds up and my breathing becomes rapid.
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be too forward.”
 
   “No need to apologize,” I say, sounding a little breathy for my taste.  “Shall we?” I nod and the alarm on his man-toy chirps as he locks it. 
 
   His hand finds the small of my back again and I revel in the warmth of his touch. He guides us into the foyer of the high rise building. This place is definitely swanky. What the hell does this guy do for a living? I will piss my pants if he says he owns a casino or some crazy shit like that. He’s a little older than me. I can tell. How old is he? Thirties for sure. I’ll ask later.
 
   “How’s it going, Howard?”
 
   “Pretty good, Boss. What can I do for you?” 
 
   Damon slides my keys, chintzy rabbit foot keychain and all, across the security desk to Howard. “I need you to give these to Brian when he gets here, and this note.” He grabs a pen and notepad from Howard’s desk area and jots down my plate number. I catch the word “multi-colored” as he slips it back to the middle-aged Howard.
 
   “Sure thing, Boss.”
 
   “Excuse me for being rude. Howard, this is my friend, Jo. Jo, this is Howard. He’s Head of Security here at The Towers.” 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Howard.” I extend my hand to Howard and we shake.
 
   “Likewise, ma’am.”
 
   “Please, just Jo. “ 
 
   He releases my hand and smiles warmly. I like Howard. He seems like a cool guy.
 
   “See you later, Howard,” Damon tosses over his shoulder as he guides me towards a bank of elevators. Four, to be exact. Damn, this place is fancy. I feel uncomfortable. I don’t want to touch a thing.
 
   “You must be loaded to live in a place like this,” I blurt before thinking better of it. 
 
   Damon chuckles and nods his head as we step into the elevator. The doors shut and he stamps a code into the control panel. We start to ascend the high rise.
 
   “I’m an entrepreneur. I do well for myself.” 
 
   It’s a simple, vague explanation that leaves me curious to know more. The elevator has come to a halt and his hand on my back guides us through the elevator doors and into a foyer. He slides a panel open on the door and punches some buttons. I hear the click of a dead bolt. He opens the door and motions for me to walk ahead. I step into his private home and survey the space. It reeks of an overpriced interior decorator. Geez. This place is as “modern bachelor pad” as they come. It feels almost clinical, with all the clean lines and light color scheme. I can feel his eyes on me and I turn to face him. I nod and do my best to feign approval.
 
   “You have a nice place. You must have had one of those expensive decorators huh?”
 
   “Yeah. I paid her a considerable commission and she did this.” He raises his hands and motions to the whole of our surroundings.
 
   “You don’t like it?”
 
   “No, I guess I don’t, but I’m not here much so it’s not that big of a deal.”
 
   “So make her change it! You paid her. You should be getting what you want.” I fold my arms over my chest and scowl a bit. I have no reason to be annoyed over his shit, but I guess I have this deep rooted issue with people who fuck over others. 
 
   He cocks his head a fraction and studies me for a beat. “Come with me. I want to show you something.” 
 
   I plop my purse down on the low profile couch and follow him. He leads us through the open space of his home, then up a flight of stairs. He keeps walking past the loft and I pause. Holy shit. Paradise. A loft library. He comes to stand beside me.
 
   “Looks like your over-priced decorator either got something right or has multiple personalities.” I stand perfectly still and admire the cozy library. 
 
   It’s a huge contrast to the cold, modern theme that the rest of the penthouse is bathed in. This space is large by anyone’s standards, but not on the same scale as the rest of his home. This loft feels smaller and cozier, like a place I could sit in for hours, reading book after book. It’s amazing. There are only two walls in the loft., both of which are outfitted with floor to ceiling dark wood shelving. There must be thousands of books here. It’s impressive. There are two oversized chairs that could easily be loveseats, upholstered in some fancy of fabric that reminds me of corduroy. They aren’t leather and cold like the slim line furniture downstairs. The floor is carpeted, not tile or wood like the rest of the rooms. It feels plush, even through my sandals. I bet it feels great under bare feet. There’s a coffee table and two end tables with small reading lamps on each. I notice that one of the walls has a few empty shelves. Why are they empty? I could fill those suckers up with my favorites. I make my way further into the loft and walk a slow path in front of one of the large bookshelves. I raise my fingers and allow them to lazily graze the spine of each book as I pass. The ink and paper smell like home to me.
 
   “She didn’t do the library or my bedroom. I handled both of them.” 
 
   I turn away from the shelf and gape at him. “Wow.” It’s all I can force out. Damn, he just got way hotter in my opinion, and it’s only because he has an obvious appreciation for books like I do. Maybe his appreciation is not quite like mine, but still. 
 
   He shows no clear response to my reaction. He makes his way to me and stops just in front of where I stand. His right hand lands on my shoulder and slips down the length of my arm until my fingers are tangled with his.  “Come on.” 
 
   I don’t utter a fucking word because my heart is racing in my chest. Damn, the way he said that was sexy. He leads us from the loft. I look over my shoulder one more time at the most amazing private library I could ever imagine, then keep right on walking behind him. He swings open a door and walks me through it. I step into a room that is a world away from all things cold and clinical. This room feels plush. The walls are painted a neutral earth tone with one accent wall the color of sea water. His bed has a huge headboard that reminds me of one of those wingback chairs. It’s upholstered and tufted and the fabric makes it look like it’s bathed in champagne. He has two nightstands with lamps; there’s a gas fireplace on the wall adjacent the bed. On the wall above the fireplace is a gorgeous abstract painting of who knows what. It’s probably done by one of those whacked out hippies. His bed looks like heaven. I have a rock hard, piece of shit mattress, but his looks like a cloud. I don’t even want to see his fucking bathroom. If his bedroom is any indication, his bathroom is likely modeled after a spa or some shit. Damn.
 
   “Your room is impressive. Maybe you should get your money back from that chick and just decorate the place yourself.” I laugh, but he doesn’t. Ah shit, don’t get all serious on me. 
 
   His fingers tighten around mine and he pulls me towards him. He turns away from me and leads the way back downstairs. He walks us into the kitchen and I’m not shocked to see that the damn thing matches the cold theme. It’s all slick granite countertops and dark wood cabinetry. Each cabinet has an opaque glass center and a thin, brushed nickel handle. The appliances are all top of the line and cost more than I make in 6 months, I bet. It should be fun cooking in this kitchen. It’’s better than my electric hotplate, toaster oven, and microwave.
 
   “So, is it okay if I just get to it?” 
 
   He lets my hand go and rounds the center island to sit atop a stool on the opposite side, settling down and staring at me with seemingly rapt attention.
 
   “Have at it,” he says with another panty-incinerating smile. 
 
   It smacks me square on and I swear for just a second I feel those butterflies. Butterflies? What is this shit? That’s a no-go zone. I don’t do the emotionally attached thing. It’s never been a good idea for me. I have only ever loved three, Maman, Papa, and my job. I’ve already lost two of the three and the third is a hair’s breadth from being ripped from me. I shoo away those thoughts; I can’t deal with that right now. That shit is the whole reason I’m seeking out a night of hot sex and distraction. I start digging through his cabinets and drawers. All my depressing thoughts are soon on their way out as I throw together one of my signature dishes in Damon’s sterile kitchen.
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   “This is the best thing I’ve had in ages. Really, really good, Jo. Thank you.” Damon caps off his sentence by shoveling in the last heaping forkful of my famous cheeseburger casserole. 
 
   It’s one of my favorite dishes to make since it’s pretty cheap and easy. I make it for just myself all the time. I have never really cooked for anyone else; this is a first for me and I’m kind of enjoying the compliments. It’s out of character for me to even give a shit. There’s just something so damned familiar about him; something familiar and comforting. I feel like I want to be around him. Like maybe being around him will make things all right; like it will make me all right. It’s fucking preposterous. I know that, but it’s a feeling that I can’t shake. I take another long gulp of my water and he follows suit.
 
   “You’re welcome. I’ve never cooked for anyone, so this is a first. Glad I didn’t screw it up.” I smile. What the fuck? Who cares if I screw it up? This is a one night stand, plain and simple.
 
   “Do you want to have coffee in the library?”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   He quickly sets the coffee maker and loads our dirty dishes into the dishwasher. I watch and wait. He looks so handsome. Those luminescent amber eyes have a way of cutting right through me and making me feel naked in the most incredible way. I’ve been itching to run my fingers through his dark, disheveled hair since I first laid eyes on him. He pours our coffee and makes mine just the way I like it with cream and one sugar. He must’ve remembered from this morning.
 
   “Coffee. Cream and sugar.” 
 
   I take the cup. “Thank you.” 
 
   He offers his arm and motions for me to hook mine with his. My arm slips into the crook of his elbow and we climb the stairs arm in arm. We enter his loft library and I set down my coffee to admire the space again. I love it in here. Damn, I would kill to have a private library like this. I don’t usually kid myself with having wild dreams of being highly successful. I am quite the realist, but I can’t help but wish that someday I might end up lounging in a library of my own just like this one.
 
   “I really love your library. I didn’t picture you as a book lover.” I glance over to him. Damn, he looks good enough to eat.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. I shouldn’t stereotype, but you don’t look much like a man who sits around and reads.” 
 
   “I don’t. I never have enough time, but that’s not what I mean. I mean, why do you love my library?” 
 
   What? Is he fucking dense? I work in a bookstore, for crying out loud. That should be a big indication that I have a thing for books. I furrow my brow. “I work in a bookstore. I don’t imagine I’d work there if I didn’t enjoy it.” He arches a skeptical eyebrow and I can tell he wants to know more.
 
   “Yes, but why do you want to work in a bookstore?” 
 
   I help myself to one of the ultra cushy chairs and take in a deep breath. He sits in the chair across from me and props his feet on the coffee table between us. Against my better judgment, I decide to toss it out there. I have nothing to lose really. Though this guy is undeniably a catch, it doesn’t change my bottom line. This is a one night stand, and I don’t do relationships. It wouldn’t matter if I did date because I am nearly one hundred percent positive that he doesn’t do relationships either. So, fuck it. I’ll tell him why I have a thing for books.
 
   “My childhood was shitty. I started living on the streets when I was twelve and I didn’t have a roof over my head for six years. I used to go to the library for hours a day. It started out as a place to keep warm in the winter and cool in the summer, but then I was hooked. I didn’t have anyone, but every time I walked through those doors, I felt like each author was part of my family and the characters they created were all my friends. I counted on them. None of them ever let me down or left me. They never yelled at me or hit me. They never did anything but occupy time and keep me company. They were all I ever had. All I still have. Now that the store may go out of business, it’s like I’m losing my family and friends. I love all my books. Being a book lover saved my life. I spent more time reading in the library than I did putting myself at risk in the streets. I was able to teach myself what I needed to pass my GED exam. The librarian, Evelyn, never turned me away. She could have and she should have. Homeless people are not usually welcome to squat in the public library for so long, but I think she knew I wasn’t just using the place for shelter. One day, she came to me with a registration card for the GED and told me to go take it. All I had to do was show up, it was all paid for. She also let me use her personal address on the paperwork, since I didn’t have one. I owe a lot to her and to every book I’ve ever cracked open. That’s why I love them, and why I work at a bookstore.” I sure as hell hope he remembers what I said about apologies and how I despise them or I’m going to regret opening my mouth about my screwed up childhood.
 
   “You have a dirty mouth, don’t you,” he says in a manner saturated with innuendo. 
 
   Hell yes, I have a dirty mouth. I’ll show him just how dirty it is if we can cut to the chase and get rid of some clothes. I haven’t gotten laid in weeks and I’m getting impatient. I stand from my chair and skirt the edge of the coffee table to get to where he is seated.
 
   “I don’t really feel like coffee and conversation anymore.” 
 
   He stands and his body is so close to mine I can feel his warmth radiating outward. He leans in and his full lips brush against the rim of my ear.  “Then what would you like to have, Jo?” His warm breath lights my skin on fire and my core turns to molten hot, liquid arousal. 
 
   Fuck, I want him between my thighs. “What would you like?” I whisper.
 
   “Would you like me to show you what I want?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   One of his hands snakes around my waist and he jerks me to him. My body crashes against his with such force that the air in my lungs is gone in an instant. His other hand slowly makes its way up my spine, past the nape of my neck to my hair. His fingers tangle in my wavy brown locks and he pulls my head back just enough, giving him unlimited access to my neck. His hot mouth lands on my racing pulse and he kisses and licks at my skin. His mouth greedily works a trail up my neck to my ear. He takes the lobe of my ear into his mouth and suckles just a moment before biting down lightly, coaxing a moan from me. His breathing is heavy and so is mine. I’m panting and wanton in his grasp. My body is humming with need.
 
   His hips are flush against my body and his erection is pressed against my stomach. It’s rock hard and pulsing; I can feel his cock twitching even through the cloth separating our bodies. I’m helpless in his vice-like, dominating grip. His hand hasn’t left my hair and I’m pressed to him as close as I can get without having his cock filling me. Fuck, I want to feel him in me. He keeps up his ministrations on my neck and ear, then switches sides and shows the other the same amount of attention. I am soaked for him. I can feel how slick he’s made me. If he doesn’t take me soon, I may beg for it, and that’s not my style at all. But damnit, this man does something to me that I’ve never experienced before. He keeps lapping at my neck and pulling my hair. His hips make one expert roll against my body. That’s it. Fuck it.
 
   “Please.” 
 
   He freezes and backs away marginally to look at me. Those warm, honey eyes are my undoing. 
 
   I place my palms against the firm wall of his chest and resort to begging. “Please,” I repeat sounding more desperate than the first time. 
 
   He grabs me and pulls me to him harder than the first time and growls in my ear. “I’m going to take you now. It’s going to be hard and rough. Get ready.” 
 
   Another moan escapes my throat and I all but melt in his embrace. He sweeps my body up into his arms and I instinctively wrap my legs around his waist as strides swiftly and purposefully down the hall to his bedroom. He kicks the door open without regard and rushes me to his bed. He hasn’t kissed me yet and my lips are eager to taste him. He has me on the side of the bed and  slips his hand between my knees, I allow my thighs to spread for him invitingly. A low growl of appreciation rumbles through his chest again and damn, it turns me on.
 
   “Damon, pl-”
 
   “Hush. Patience.” 
 
   Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’m going to burst if he doesn’t take me now. He moves to stand between my thighs. I glance at his erection and my mouth waters to taste him. He slowly runs the palms of his hands up my thighs as he leans down to me; his lips are so close to mine. One hand grips my upper thigh, hard as hell. It’s to the point of pain, yet my core stirs deliciously; it’s the biggest contradiction. His other hand slips further up my thigh to the junction between my legs. I quiver in anticipation and he observantly recognizes my submission. I’ve never allowed anyone to have such power over me, but I want Damon to take me; all of me. It feels good to let go right now. I have no rational explanation and at the moment, I really don’t give a fuck. I can only think of him. He has dominated me, body and mind, and I don’t want to do a damn thing to fight against it. This feels too good to deny. His mouth is so close and I want his lips on mine; I want to feel all of him. One finger hooks into the tiny triangle of cloth that conceals my arousal and I hear a rip of fabric at the same time his mouth takes mine. His tongue slips over my lips the very same moment his finger slides into me. Fuck. I moan as his soft, wet tongue slides against mine. A second finger slips into my channel. He has consumed my mouth so completely that I can barely breathe. His tongue delves deep. My hips undulate of their own volition and it speaks to him. He breaks our kiss and his fingers withdraw. I watch as he licks both fingers clean. Oh fuck, that’s hot.
 
   “The minute I saw you in that store, I tried to imagine how good you’d taste.” He pops a finger back into his mouth and slowly withdraws it. “I wasn’t even close. You taste like perfection.”
 
   “Fuck me,” I whine.
 
   “Not yet,” he says as he flicks open the button and zipper of my short jean skirt. In one fell swoop, he frees me of my skirt and tattered panties. He hauls my legs up until my knees are nearly touching my chest. “Hold your legs and whatever you do, don’t let go until I tell you to.” 
 
   I nod in understanding. What the fuck is he going to do? I should feel slightly shy being perched so openly on the side of his bed, but I have no shame. I’m too hot for him to feel anything but turned on. He gives me a devilish half smile as he stands back for a moment and admires my position. I still don’t feel embarrassed, I feel aroused; very, very aroused. Before I can draw in my next breath, he bends at the waist and his hands grip my hips, his mouth landing on my drenched center. Damn. He groans and the low pitch of his voice vibrates through his chest, past his lips, and right against my needy flesh.
 
   I whimper and writhe beneath his mouth. His grip on my hips tightens painfully, yet again, my core stirs deliciously. It’s fucking baffling. His lips kiss me, then I feel his tongue dart into me. He licks and laps at me. Fast, then slow. Deep strokes of his tongue against my inner walls and short, shallow flicks at my opening build me to climax in no time. I feel like I’m on the edge of bliss. He plunges two fingers back inside me as his attention hones in on my clit. His mouth covers the tight bunch of pulsing nerves and I moan loudly. The grip on my legs slips and they drop a fraction. His mouth leaves my clit and his fingers withdraw.
 
   “Oh fuck, please don’t stop,” I plead. I glance at him as I pant and work at catching my breath. He draws the zipper of his jeans down and hooks his thumbs into the waistband of his underwear and frees his erection. He kicks away his jeans and underwear. Holy shit! His cock is perfect. It’s thick and long and everything I could want. His skin is pink and looks soft. I want to touch his rigid, pulsing length. I want to slip it into my mouth and taste him.
 
   “I told you not to let go of your legs, didn’t I?” 
 
   What? Is he seriously going to yell at me for getting lost in the moment?  Before I can say a damn thing, he wrenches me up from the bed and whirls me around. He pulls my shirt over my head and hooks his finger into my bra strap. He pulls back the elastic and then releases it. The strap pops against my skin and I jump, mostly out of surprise. He leans into me and his erection presses against my backside.
 
   “I told you not to let go.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I told you this would be rough. Are you ready?”
 
   “Fuck, yes.”
 
   “You have a filthy mouth.” 
 
   I glance back just in time to see him finish rolling a condom down the length of his erection. 
 
   “Get ready, Jo.”
 
   A moment of worry comes over me. What if he hurts me? What if he is some weirdo freak who does strange shit in the bedroom? I’m okay with rough sex, but if things get weird, I don’t know if I can fight him off. He leans over and brushes his lips against the rim of my ear again. It sends chills skating over my body and all worrisome thoughts disappear.
 
   “You’re safe with me,” he coos.
 
   I believe him and it’s absurd. I have nothing to base that off of. I don’t know why, but damn it, I do feel safe with him. I can’t explain it. All I know is that he feels exquisite and I trust him with my body. I nod and his fingers go back to my opening from behind. He smoothes my arousal over me.
 
   “So wet.” He nudges the wide tip of his cock against me and I inch my legs even further apart for him. The head of his erection slips like silk over my flesh and he pauses, poised with just the tip inside me. “Tell me what you want,” he demands and I don’t hesitate.
 
   “I want you. I want your cock,” I whine.
 
   “Tell me you’re ready for me.”
 
   “Please, I’m ready for you.” My voice is so breathy I hardly recognize it.
 
   He eases into me a little more, then withdraws to just the tip again. I whimper, desperate for more. Suddenly, he slams into me and sheaths his entire thick, pulsing length within my greedy body. His cock knocks the wind out of me and I gasp to regain my breath. I can feel the tip of his erection bump against the depths of my insides. It’s a feeling I’ve never experienced before and the thought of him being the first to fill me so completely is exhilarating. He rears back and hauls right back into me with astounding power. He pulls out and plows through me again. Each deep thrust knocks the wind from me and I struggle to take even short choppy breaths. One of his hands slips around my side and he presses his palm low on my abdomen, his other hand against the small of my back. He holds me immobile in this position while he drives into me over and over. With his hand pressing against my stomach, I can feel the tip of his cock butting against the center of me even more. It’s a strong sensation of pleasure and pain.
 
   “You like it, don’t you?” he grunts into my ear. 
 
   Hell yes, I like it. I fucking love it. He’s the best lover I have ever had, hands down. Without warning, he freezes in place and the hand on the small of my back disappears only to reappear with a hard smack across my bare, perched up ass. 
 
   I gasp. “Oh fuck, that’s hot.”
 
   “Tell me,” he demands. 
 
   I comply instantly. I would do anything right about now just to get him to move in me again. “I love it,” I blurt. 
 
   His warm palm sweeps over my reddened ass and my insides stir with renewed desire. On a groan, he buries himself inside me once more. I shiver as he starts to move again. His thrusts become harder and even faster than before. My feet are no longer on the ground; my legs are spread wide. My knees are bent so that my feet go skyward. He grips his hands hard on my hipbones and pulls me to him as he thrusts forward. I feel weightless like this. I fist my hands into his bedding as my stomach clenches down deep. Electricity begins coursing from the tips of my fingers and toes, through arms and legs to meet in a violent climactic crash in my center. My body grabs at his erection. I gasp and shudder. Every muscle tightens and pleasure consumes me completely. My eyes roll back and he crashes into me once more, then groans and grunts as his own release takes him over the edge.
 
   “Damon!” I scream with what little breath and energy is left in me. All else has been exhausted. My body quivers and quakes in his grips. He stays planted within me as he leans forward to rest his chest against my back. I can feel the mist of sweat across his skin and the pounding of his heart as I come down from my blissful orgasm. I’m so spent, I feel unable to move an inch. Now is usually the point where I gather my clothes and say “see you never again,”” but I can’t seem to speak. Maybe he’ll say it. 
 
   He stays where he is for a few more moments while we both catch our breath and slow our hearts. He finally pulls out of me and turns me to face him. His erection hasn’t gone anywhere; damn my horny self for wanting more of him.
 
   I open my mouth to speak, but he puts his big hand over my lips before I can form my lame ass, awkward post hook up speech. 
 
   He shakes his head side to side. “No. This isn’t what you’re thinking.” 
 
   So awkward. He walks into what looks like his bathroom and reappears a moment later. We stand before each other, completely naked. This is the worst part about one time hook ups. There’s always the awkward post-sex chat. It sometimes makes me want to quit doing this and just give relationships a shot. The idea of it scares the shit out of me, but this hooking up thing is getting old. Not to mention the fact that I’ve never been this lucky before. Damon is the best I’ve ever had. The idea of sleeping with someone with less sexual prowess than Damon depresses me even further.
 
   “Listen, I get it. It’s no big deal. I’m not the type of woman who equates sex with a relationship. This was a one-time thing,” I move to recover my clothing and his arms scoop me off my feet and he body slams me to his mattress. I bounce high off the plush bedding and he is quick to cover my body with his.
 
   “No, that’s just my point. This is not what you say it is. You say this is a one-time thing. I say it isn’t.” 
 
   Whoa. What?  “Um, tap your breaks, boss. What are you talking about?”
 
   He chuckles and it’s infectious. I kind of want to laugh with him.
 
   “That dirty mouth of yours is kind of cute, too.” He leans forward and presses his lips to mine and they feel amazing. We drink from each other greedily for a long moment. The kiss ends and we’re both panting and hungry to have each other again. Damn.
 
   “If this isn’t what I think it is, then tell what you think it is.” 
 
   He shifts his legs so that one knee comes between mine and nudges them apart. My legs fall away from each other in compliance. He settles his hips between my thighs and his solid erection pulses against my stomach. He wrenches my arms above my head and easily pins them both with one big hand. The other hand grasps my jaw, forcing me to look him in the face.
 
   “When I met you this morning, something strange happened and I don’t know what it is yet. Until I find out what it was, this is not over. I want you. You want me. I plan on having you as much as I can.” 
 
   Just who the hell is he? I’ll admit, the dominant thing is hot in bed, but I’m the only one in charge of my life. I never waver on that. “And what if I say hell no, absolutely not?”
 
   “You won’t. You felt it too, I know you did. I saw it in those green eyes of yours.” 
 
   He’s right. I want more of him. How the hell could I refuse this kind of sex? No woman on the face of the planet would refuse him. I can agree to this. It’s not like I’m agreeing to marry him; I’m agreeing to more sex. That’s all. No big deal. “Okay, fine. Sex. I can stand a little more sex with you.” 
 
    “Fine.” He smiles wide, baring his pearly whites, and releases my wrists, running one hand down my side at a painfully slow, seductive pace. His lips press against my neck and he begins to kiss a hot, wet trail down to my chest. He grips my hip in one hand while the other goes to my breasts and massages my flesh. He takes a nipple into his mouth and I moan.
 
   “Your bed is nice,” I murmur.
 
   “Is it?” he says with a mouth full of my breast, sucking hard before releasing my taut nipple.
 
   “Yep. Much nicer than my crappy bed.”
 
   “If you think my bed is nice, you should see my bathtub.” In one graceful movement, he sweeps me out of the bed and sets me to my feet. I sway slightly and grab onto his muscular arm. He holds me by the shoulders until my spotty vision clears.
 
   “Got up too fast.”
 
   “Sorry. Better now?”
 
   “Better,” I affirm.
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   Damon drags me to his crazy-big, modern bathroom and I stand and wait while he turns on the taps to fill the mammoth tub. His muscles ripple and flex as he moves and I drink it in. The sight of this gorgeous man in the nude is a real treat. I have to admit that I’m a bit excited to prolong this hook up. He leans over the tub and pours in some girly bath shit. I’m sure he assumes I like that crap and use it often. He would be wrong; I don’t use bath stuff because I don’t take baths. I don’t even have a tub. So even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. My shitty apartment came with a tiny stall shower and that’s it. I’d move out of the place, but the rent is cheap and I’ve been there for seven years. I can’t really afford moving expenses anyway and I especially won’t be moving now that the store is in trouble. 
 
   My serious thoughts have distracted me from Damon. He steps behind me and pulls me back into his chest. I glance at our reflection in the mirror and panic, sheer panic, courses through me. We look good together; we look like a couple. His amber eyes contrast against my green in a way that has me staring in spite of my nerves. His nearly black, disheveled hair looks even darker and shinier against my medium brown waves. His skin is darker than mine. Working in a bookstore all day doesn’t allow for much sun bathing. I stand frozen in his arms. I am naked and freaked out, but fascinated at the same time. He grasps my jaw and keeps me looking forward at the mirror.
 
   “See? You felt it, too, and now you see it,” he whispers in my ear and I know he’s right. 
 
   When he touched me this morning, something familiar flashed in my brain and now, seeing our reflection, it feels like déjà vu, but I can’t figure this shit out. This is so not my thing; I’m driving blind here. I’m about to take a bath with a man I met less than twenty-four hours ago. We just met this morning, but I can’t seem to shake the feeling that I’ve seen him before. It’s going to drive me nuts until I figure out how I know him. I say nothing and stare blankly until he releases me to turn off the water. He sweeps my hand up in his and tugs me toward the tub.
 
   “Get in.” He holds my hand and I step into the huge tub and sink down into the soothing water. His tall, dark, handsome body sinks down and the water level rises significantly. He reaches forward and easily hauls me across the tub to where he is leaned back, wedging me between his muscular thighs. 
 
   I’m completely lost in thought, dreamily enjoying the bath and him.
 
   “Tell me what you’re thinking, Jo.” 
 
   Fuck it. “Fine. I’m thinking that this is weird.” 
 
   He brushes my hair over my shoulder, cups water in his hands and pours it down my back. “Elaborate?”
 
   “I’ll admit the whole familiarity thing. But I don’t do…this.” I raise a hand in the air and whirl it in a circle.
 
   “I don’t either,” he admits.
 
   “Then why the hell bother with me? Neither one of us does relationships. Quite frankly, I’ve never dated, like, ever.”
 
   “You’ve never had a boyfriend?”
 
   “Not many guys pining for homeless chicks,” I say sarcastically and shrug.  “Besides, I just don’t want to build a relationship with someone. It always ends one way or another and it’s never pretty. So why bother?”
 
   “I get your logic, but I’m not asking you to commit to a relationship with me.” He keeps at his water pouring duties as we try to sort out what the hell is going on between us.
 
   “You’re not?” Now I feel dumb.
 
   “No. I get it. But I can’t not figure out what this is…between us. It’ll kill me if I don’t.”
 
   “I know, it’s weird.”
 
   “All right, let’s make a deal.” 
 
   My hands stroke small circles across the tops of his thighs as he talks. 
 
   “Let’s just agree to see each other until we can sort out why the hell it seems like we’ve already met. You’ll see me every day. We spend as much time together as we can until it comes to one of us. No strings attached. Just great sex and jogging memories. Deal?” 
 
   I think I can manage that. It feels a lot better than I thought it would. It sounds fine, actually. I like him. He’s nice, brilliant in bed, as handsome as they come, and apparently we know each other. Screw it. This can be fun. “Okay. You demonstrated the great sex part already. How do you plan on jogging our memories? My memory is pretty damn spot on, so what if this is just our imagination at work here?” 
 
   I turn to face him and he accommodates my shifting position, pulling me to him. He scoots to the center of the tub and I wrap my legs around his waist.
 
   “That’s easy, but very juvenile. Twenty questions. Let’s play.” 
 
   I laugh and wrap my arms around his neck to stroke his hair. “Fine, I guess.”
 
   “I’ll go first. Where have you worked?”
 
   “That’s easy, since the bookstore is the only job I’ve ever had. Now my turn; how old are you?”
 
   “I think I may be a little older than you.” He looks at me sheepishly and I melt. He can’t be much older than me. I raise a prompting eyebrow.
 
   “I’m thirty-three. How old are you?”
 
   “I’m twenty-five.” I shrug.  “Have you ever been one of those volunteers at the mission down on Tenth?” 
 
   He looks at me incredulously. “No. Maybe I’ve met you at one of the clubs?”
 
   “Don’t hang out in clubs. I don’t exactly have any friends to go to clubs or bars with. What do you do for a living?”
 
   “I own and invest. I have multiple clubs here in Vegas. I also own three five-star restaurants and invest in various business ventures.”
 
   “Oh, I see. You’re a suit,” I say tauntingly, only because he’s definitely not a boring suit.
 
   “Big time suit. Family?” 
 
   Please don’t go there. I take in a deep breath and let it all out.  “I have no siblings and my parents are dead, hence the whole homeless thing. You?” 
 
   He nods and looks to the wall behind me. He’s quiet for a moment and I wait while I run my fingers in figure eights on the back of his neck.  “I don’t speak to my dad and I never knew my real mother.” 
 
   Damn. I never could have predicted that one. He seems pretty put together. I mean, anyone can look at me and tell that I’m screwed up. I swear way too much and have no desire to correct my ugly habit. I smoke when I drink. I let my dirty dishes stack up before I wash them. I wear my jeans a few times before I wash them and I’ve spent far longer than a few days in the same clothes before. I find the idea of love and family and all that jazz a waste. The point is, I have some screwed up philosophies and habits. Damon has no telltale signs of being fucked up, so maybe he isn’t.
 
   “Let’s get out, the water’s getting cold.” 
 
   I uncoil myself from around him and grip the side of the tub to get out. “Oh fuck! Shit, shit, shit,” I cry as I realize the mistake I have made.
 
   “What’s wrong?!” 
 
   I want to cry. I’m so dumb. I got into the tub with my mother’s watch on and the second hand has stopped ticking. I don’t cry often, but tears pool in my eyes and my chin quivers.
 
   “Jo, what’s wrong?” Damon’s voice is stern and it snaps me out of my pitiful daze. 
 
   I look at him with tears streaming down my face. Fuck, I won’t forgive myself for this. It’s all I have of Maman’s. She was so proud of it. Papa gave her this watch for their first anniversary. She told me he worked a second job for months to save for it. She wore it with pride and he knew his hard work was worth it. Now it doesn’t work and I don’t know if it can be fixed. Even if it can be fixed, I can’t afford to pay for repairs right now. “My watch,” I say weakly through my tears. 
 
   He reaches out and takes my wrist in his. He examines the watch for a moment and I know it must be broken because his face goes blank. Fuck my life. He releases the delicate clasp and examines the watch closer, flipping it over. Sometimes I forget about the inscription on the underside of the watch. It says, “Collette, mon cœur réside avec vous pour toujours plus.” It’s in French, and even though my French is rusty, I can still read it and speak it decently. Damon looks at me and pity fills his eyes. I know the look. I hate that look but somehow, coming from him, it doesn’t quite feel like pity. It feels like understanding and I let it go. My mother’s ruined watch is my only concern at the moment.
 
   “What does it say?” he asks on a whisper.
 
   “Collette, my heart resides with you forevermore,” I translate weakly, tears continuing to slip down my cheeks. 
 
   He nods and looks to me. “What did you say your last name was again? I’ll have this fixed. They’ll need to know the name of the owner.”
 
   “Geroux. My full name is Josephine Lisette Geroux.”
 
   “I’m going to make this right. I promise you, Josephine.” 
 
   I don’t bother correcting him about my name. I am completely entranced by the sincerity and emotion written across his features. He enfolds me in a plush towel and slings one around his waist, leading me back to his bedroom. I glance at the clock on his nightstand; it reads 12:26am. How in the hell have I been with him for over six hours already? He peels back the comforter on his sinfully comfortable bed and says nothing as he lifts me beneath the arms to place me on the mattress. I don’’t protest; I have no fight tonight. I’m beaten down from the day I’ve endured. Damon slips into the bed beside me and tugs me to him. I lay my head on his shoulder and cry, allowing myself a measure of self-pity for my shitty day. Sixteen years have passed since my world caved in. I have fought and been strong every day since then. That’s exactly five-thousand-eight-hundred and forty days of fighting and being strong. I know because I have counted the days since the accident. It’s another habit I can’t kick. So, today, day 5,840, I will feel sorry for myself and let Damon feel sorry for me too.
 
   “I’m going to make it better.” 
 
   I sniffle and swipe the tears from my cheeks. “I promise I am not a big whine bag. It’s just…it’s all I have left.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “They’ve been gone for sixteen years today. My mom’s watch is all I have of them and I ruined it like an adolescent idiot. I knew it wasn’t waterproof. My mom always took it off when she did the dishes. I remember that.” 
 
   Damon rolls me to my back and scoots down the bed to kneel between my legs. I lay naked before him in tears and he doesn’t seem bothered. He picks up one foot and kisses my instep. I shiver as a zap of electricity races through me. He kisses my ankle and another zap races through my nerve endings. He begins dropping a trail of tender kisses up my legs. He stops at the scar on my shin.
 
   “How did you get this?” he asks as he stares at the ugly reminder of the accident.
 
   “I have the asshole that killed my parents to thank for that. I was in the backseat when we were hit head on. I had a compound fracture.” 
 
   He inhales deeply and looks at me. Anger flashes in his eyes for a moment and it seems so out of place. He has no reason to be angry. I’m the one with the fucked up scar and the dead parents. He raises my leg and presses his lips to my scar, then rests his forehead against the ugly reminder.
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear it, but I have to say it. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
   His sincere apology causes a new round of tears to fill and spill. He comes back to my side and envelopes me in his solid arms. I lie naked in his arms, physically and emotionally spent. I don’t give him shit about the apology. I can’t. His words were the definition of genuine and I can’t be upset with him for it.  “I should probably go home soon.”
 
   “No. Stay with me tonight.”
 
   “I’ve never sta-”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Stay with me.”
 
   “Okay.” I feel his chest deflate and I’m positive that he’s content with my answer. My tears fade away and I drift off to sleep in Damon’s bed, completely unsure of what the fuck I have gotten myself into.
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   It’s so loud. My ears ring and the background noises are muffled. Damn, I ache all over. I hear sirens. Wait. Sirens? What happened? Fuck. My heart beats wildly in my chest and my breathing is erratic. I’m panicking and I have no idea what’s going on. I need to check my body. I look down and see blood. It’s everywhere; it’s all over me. My hands are stained crimson and I run my hands over my body to see where I am wounded, but nothing. I’m not hurt. It’s not my blood. I look around, but everything is blurry. Where am I? I rub my eyes and my vision clears enough to see two figures in the distance. Maman and Papa. It’s them! Maman! Papa! I scream for them, but I don’t think they hear me because they haven’t stopped. Maman! Papa! Please! Don’t leave me again! Please! Don’t go! They won’t stop. They keep walking away and I’m reduced to nothing. I fall to my knees and plead. “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. Please stay. Come back!” My shoulders slump forward in defeat as I watch their figures disappear in the distance, a taunting mirage. I lurch back and forth with painfully intense sobs that rip through me, leaving a quaking, wounded soul in its wake.
 
   “Come back to me,” says a voice in the distance. “Please. Please. Please.” I startle and jolt awake when I feel strong arms tangle around me.
 
   “Fuck, Jo! You scared the shit out of me. Shhh… You had a nightmare, you’re okay now. It’s not real.” 
 
   I shake in his embrace and work on calming my breathing and pulse. He has no clue just how real my dream was. I wish I could agree with him and say that it’s not real, but it is. My parents are still dead and I’m as alone as a person can be. I have no family or friends. Only Sutton’s old ass and now Damon, and I’m not even sure what the hell I agreed to with him. 
 
   He turns me to face him and wipes sweat from my brow with his thumb. “Want to talk about it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re okay, Jo. Go back to sleep.” He turns me back to my other side and pulls my back to his chest again. He tucks me under his arm protectively and it’s a magical cure. In this position, with him, I feel safe. My eyelids are heavy and I give into slumber.
 
   I wake up to my phone chiming. “Shut up.” I groan and cover my head with my pillow. The phone silences and begins ringing all over again. I leap from the bed and instantly remember where I am. The luxurious carpet beneath my bare feet is my first reminder. Shit, I’m naked. I snatch up my annoying cell phone first. “Hello?” I snap down the line.
 
   “Jo, I need you in early today. I have some things I need you to get done right away,” Sutton barks.
 
   “What could you possibly need done right away?”
 
   “We’re liquidating. It’s over.”
 
   “No! You can’t give up yet. We can figure it out!”
 
   “I can’t afford it. We have to crate up inventory and start selling it off. Store’s done. I’ll see you shortly.” Sutton hangs up on me before I can form a rebuttal. 
 
   I crawl back into the empty bed and cradle my head in my hands. Where is Damon? No, stop; I can’t think about Damon right now, I have bigger issues. Fuck. This is really happening. It’s over; the store is really going to close. What am I going to do? Nobody’s hiring right now. I’d be lucky to get a job flipping burgers or cleaning toilets. There’s another bookstore close to my place, but it’s a giant chain store and they’d never hire me. I don’t kiss ass, make coffee, or act bubbly like some cheerleader. I damn sure don’t believe in that “the customer is always right” bullshit. That’s a steaming pile of horse shit and I refuse to deal with it. If some jerk off wants to argue with me about something that I know he’s wrong about, I am going to tell him. If some lady’s kid is clowning in the store and knocks something over and causes damage, guess what? Mommy of the Year is going to pay for it. I get that it’s good business etiquette to kiss ass when necessary, but I just can’t. It isn’t in me. No one will hire someone like me. I’m too rough around the edges. I don’t have a college education; I have a lousy GED and that’s it. I’m royally screwed. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   I snap out of my thoughts at the sound of Damon’s voice and zero in on him, standing bare-chested in the doorway of the bedroom, staring at me.  I grab the sheet and quickly wrap it around myself.  “I have to go. My boss called, he needs me in early. I guess we’re liquidating inventory. The store is closing.” I scan the room for my clothes and spot them on the floor. 
 
   Damon remains in the doorway, his black pajama pants drawing my eyes to all the right places; his bare chest, the trail of hair on his abdomen, and his beautiful, sloppy mess of dark hair are all begging for my touch. He looks perfect and the memory of that amazing cock buried within me sends a shiver down my spine. He walks towards me and climbs onto the bed, pulls me down to my back and wraps his arms around me, hauling me to his chest. I think he likes me in this position. I huff in exasperation. I really don’t have time for this cuddling bullshit. Sutton needs my help ending the only good thing in my life. Wonderful. Just fucking grand. I hate this. I can’t stand the idea of it being sold and turned into some cookie cutter yogurt shop or tanning salon.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “I can’t. I have to get over there.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Damnit, fine. We’ve been struggling for some time, so I knew it was coming; I was just holding out a little hope that things would turn around, you know? I have some great ideas that might help our profit margin, or lack thereof. Well, anyway, Sutton has to sell the inventory and close down. He can’t afford to stay in business any longer.” Tears sting the backs of my eyes and the lump in my throat builds. What the hell is wrong with me? I never cry this much. I glance at Damon and he appears to be digesting what I’ve said.
 
   “So you’re unemployed now?”
 
   “Gee thanks, asshole. Don’t lessen the blow on my account.” 
 
   He chuckles and nods. “Okay, you’re right, that was rude. It’s the business part of me. Don’t worry about it, Josephine. It will all work out.”
 
   “Hmph!” He would say that shit to me right now. It’s just like all those damn volunteers used to say, “Don’t worry. Things are going to work out.” I don’t need or want to be fed a line of bullshit. It doesn’t make me feel any better and it damn sure doesn’t change the bottom line. It only pisses me off. Things never just work out on their own! If things work out for me, it will be because I did what I had to do to change my life. That’s the bottom line. There is no genie in a lamp, no lucky penny found, and no magical wishing well. All that shit is a fairytale that I don’t buy into. The store closing is a problem, but I’ll just have to find a way to manage. I’ve done it before and I’ll do it again. I'll be okay. I peel myself from his arms and dress, minus one pair of destroyed panties. “I really have to get to the store.”
 
    Damon looks less than happy about me leaving. That’s the last thing I need right now. “Promise you’ll call me once you get out of there.” 
 
   So he’s a bossy ass in and out of bed, but, I have to admit that it’s hot. There’s something sexy about his commanding style, maybe because it’s new to me. That’s it. I like it because this is my first experience with a man like him. I don’t feel so uncomfortable with my strange feelings toward him now, it’s new and exciting is all. I’ll get over it in a day or two and his bossy attitude will be annoying and short lived. This works. I’ll play along with him, for now.  “I would call, but I don’t think I have your number.” 
 
   A sly grin spreads across his soft lips and it spells out mischief. I grab my cell phone and scroll through my extremely short list of contacts and there he is. He’s the only “D” in my list of contacts. He has given me his cell number, office number and email. Wow. I nod my head up and down as I observe the new info my phone.  “Okay, I guess I do have your number.” I glance at him and half smile. “I’ll call you when I’m free.”
 
   “Howard has your keys at the security desk.” 
 
   I’m dressed and prepared to endure my walk of shame when I feel his arm hook around my waist and pull me to him. He turns me by my shoulders to face him.
 
   “Call me,” he murmurs. 
 
   His lips press against mine and my knees instantly go weak for him. Oh, these lips feel incredible pressed to mine. I will definitely want more of Damon. I don’t feel so skeptical about agreeing to see him anymore; I’m really digging what he does to me. I can’t walk away after just one night. Not just yet.
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   I smile the familiar dinging of the old silver bell signaling my entrance into the bookstore. I take three steps in and see nothing but packing crates and tissue paper. The sight of it all drives it home that we’re closing; it makes me angry with everything. “Son-of-a-bitch!” I spin on my heels, sweep three fat hardbacks from the closest shelf, and stack them on the floor in front of the door. I stomp up on them and snatch the still-dinging bell down with all the force I can muster. The thin leather strap it hangs from snaps and I dust off the bell before shoving it into my bag. I’m pissed. Sutton may have the power to close up shop, but damnit, I am keeping this fucking bell!
 
   “I called you an hour an a half ago. ASAP means as soon as possible. Where have you been?”
 
   “Thank you for clearing that up for me, Captain Obvious. I was banging this guy I may or may not know,” I answer honestly in the most flat, indifferent tone I can conjure up. Fucking nosey-ass Sutton really knows how to pluck each and every one of my nerves. 
 
   He scoffs and navigates his thin frame between two tall stacks of boxes. “I have a buyer for about two-thirds of our inventory, so we need it boxed, labeled and ready for delivery by the end of today.”
 
   “Great,” I draw out, feigning excitement. 
 
   He’s undoubtedly going to go lounge in his office where he’ll likely snooze for most of the day while I bust my ass to get these gargantuan piles of books packed up. The bastard could at the very least get the labels done while I do the lifting and packing. But, that’s Sutton for you; grumpy, lazy, asshole. We tolerate each other, but most days he makes me feel like some pesky annoyance and I do my best to make him feel ancient. We’re two birds of a feather really, and we work well together. Truth is, I guess I’m just as pissy and grumpy as he is. It must be why he won’t hire anyone else, not that anyone could work for him. If he hired help for me, they would quit the first day. Once they got a dose of both of us, the poor sucker would hightail it to the nearest therapist. I can be just as rough as Sutton, I guess, and I don’t even realize when I’m doing it. Sutton will come to me occasionally and remind me what a raging bitch I was to a customer. Honest to God, I don’t mean to be rude. It’s a natural kind of royal bitchiness, I suppose, and sometimes I do feel bad about it. I try to tone it down, but I’m just one of those generally unhappy people. If you’re looking for lollipops and rainbows while you shop for the latest best seller, you’d best not come to me; I won’t chat you up or tell you how cute your kid is; I won’t smile and flirt; I won’t stroke your ego and compliment the jewelry you’re wearing or the shirt you have on. I will, however, help you find what you need. I’ll recommend books and hell, I’ll even talk about what I liked about one book over another, but all that other shit is just not my thing. 
 
   I remember when I waltzed into the store to ask for a job. Sutton’s shiny, bald head was barely visible from behind the counter and I waited for him to get up. He popped up from behind the counter and damn near had a fucking stroke. I guess he probably thought I was going to rob him or something. I looked like your typical homeless kid, even though I did my best to clean up before I came to the store. The jeans I had on were far too big, and seriously dirty. They hung off of me so I had this bungee cord that I fashioned into a belt. It was embarrassing, but losing my pants would have been worse. I remember wearing a white shirt I found on a bench beside some basketball courts. It smelled like a sweaty man, so I washed it in the water fountain at the park. My hair was rarely clean back, then so it stayed tied back. I was a top notch bum, “cleaned up” and looking for a job.
 
   “Geez, cool it, chief. I’m not going to bite.” 
 
   Sutton’s brows rocketed up at mach speed. I guess I surprised him with my mouth. It happened a lot.
 
   “And who the hell are you?”
 
   “Miss USA, and you?”
 
   “Captain America. Can I help you?” 
 
   I couldn’t help it and giggled under my breath. “Fitting name. I want a job,” I stated, very matter of fact. 
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at me like I had sprouted a second head right in front of his eyes.  “And why in hell would I hire a bum?”
 
   “I can tell you why. I love books. Probably more than you do. I have likely read every book in this store. I can tell you authors’ names, along with their works, off the top of my head. I live in a book most days and dream of them most nights. I’m honest. I know how to work my ass off and I won’t bail on you. Clearly, I’m in no position to throw away a steady job. Not hiring me would be a loss on your part, Captain.”
 
   “Favorite author?”
 
   “J.D. Salinger.”
 
   “Catcher in the Rye, huh?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “Fine. You’re hired, but you have to clean yourself up more. I’ll expect you to look presentable. I don’t want to smell you and neither do the customers. My granddaughter left for college and some of her old clothes are in my attic. I can bring you some decent pants and shirts. Just this once, though. Once you get your first paycheck, I’ll expect you to buy your own clothes, girl.”
 
   “Jo. My name is Jo. Call me that or nothing at all.”
 
   “Fine. I’m Mr. Sutton. See you tomorrow morning, Jo. Don’t be late or I’ll fire you.”
 
   “I’ll be here, Captain.”
 
   I snap out of my reminiscing when my phone buzzes against my butt cheek. I stand and pull it from my pocket. I have a text from Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome.
 
   Can I steal you away for lunch? Subs?
 
   I sigh. I honestly would love to see Damon right now. I could use the distraction from this disaster, but I can’t go. I have entirely too much to do around here. I plan on conning Sutton into ordering takeout for us. He’ll do it; he always does. I send a text back.
 
   Sounds great but I can’t. Swamped here.
 
   I hate that I have to spend my lunch with Sutton instead of Damon. I’m teetering on the edge of a total nuclear meltdown today. I’m dealing with the after effects of the sixteenth anniversary of the accident, I had an awful nightmare reliving all those feelings of abandonment, and I agreed to…whatever with Damon. I feel completely unlike myself and it’s fucking with my head. I could use a glass of wine or two. I stride over to Sutton’s office and walk right in. The old grump is knocked out cold in his old chair.
 
   “Sutton!” 
 
   The old man lurches up out of his seat, looking like he’s going to have a coronary and I end up feeling just a tad guilty for startling him.
 
   “God-bless-it, Jo! You scared the shit out of me.”
 
   “You wear those old man diapers, so you’ll be okay. Are you going to order some lunch for your slave girl or shall I starve while you dash my hopes and dreams?”
 
   “Oh, cut the shit, Jo. You know this is hard on me, too. What the hell do you want to eat?”
 
   “We can order Chinese from that place you like.”
 
   “Gives me heartburn.”
 
   “Everything gives you heartburn,” I toss over my shoulder as I walk out of his office to get the menu from under the front counter.
 
   “Holy hell!” I nearly jump out of my skin at the sight of Damon in front of the counter holding a big, brown paper sack. “You scared the shit out of me!”
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. You said you were swamped, so I thought you’d like some lunch?” He grins, very proud of his charming gesture, no doubt. 
 
   I smile and snatch the bag from him.  “What the hell did you bring? This thing is heavy!” 
 
   He shrugs and looks sheepish again, which does something weird to my insides. I get all mushy when he looks at me with those bashful amber eyes.  
 
   “I don’t really know what you like yet, so I bought one of each.” 
 
   There are enough sub sandwiches in the bag to feed a dozen people. I can’t believe he would order all this food. I would’ve eaten whatever he brought. The gesture alone has me feeling gushy and giddy.  It’s bizarre.
 
   “Oh, and I didn’t know what you wanted to drink, so I got a variety.”
 
   “Thank you.” My smile broadens and I swear, it feels like the first time I have smiled…ever.
 
   “You’re breathtaking, you know that?” His voice is low and lust filled. It makes my insides stir and crave his touch. 
 
   I set both bags on the counter and step forward, getting up on my tiptoes to kiss him. I wrap my arms around his neck and his chiseled arms enfold me. He pulls me into him and lifts me off my feet. I lean in to cover his mouth with mine and do my best to show him my appreciation. Not just for the lunch, but for the distraction, too. I feel like my world is crumbling beneath my feet, but in walks Damon and suddenly I have something to grab onto. It’s frightening and comforting at the same time. His velvet tongue slips over my lips and moves rhythmically against mine. I moan into his mouth and his arms tighten around me. I can feel his erection pressed against me and damn, I wish we were at his place right about now. I can feel my skin flush with heat and arousal. I break away from his amazing lips and press my cheek to his while I catch my breath.
 
   “Has anything come to mind yet?”
 
   “No.” I answer honestly. I still have no clue why I feel like I know him and really haven’t had much time today to explore my memories.
 
   “You?”
 
   “No. Nothing.”
 
   “Let’s eat.” He lays another kiss on my lips before setting me on my feet. I sigh and grab his hand to lead him to the back of the store, where I usually eat lunch with Sutton. I pop my head into Sutton’s office; the old bastard is sleeping again. Pitiful. Maybe it’s a good thing the store is closing, he really should have retired a long time ago. I don’t want to give him another heart attack, but I know he is hungry.
 
   “Pssst!” His eyes crack open and he peers at me sleepily. 
 
   I grin and hold up the bag.  “Lookie, lookie, Captain. Come eat, old man.” 
 
   He rumbles and grumbles under his breath as he sits up then stands, pushing away his rickety chair. One day that chair’s going to give out and he’s going to break a fucking hip. I’ve told him that, but he ignores me. We sit down at the small table at the back of the store and I drag over an extra chair for Damon, then dig out the multitude of subs and make the introductions. 
 
   “Damon, this is my boss, Stanley Sutton. Sutton, this is my friend, Damon Cole.” They shake hands and Sutton eyes Damon speculatively.
 
   “Friend, huh?” Sutton grumbles. 
 
   I give him the stink eye, but he ignores it. I’m afraid he’s grown too accustomed to my dirty looks over the years. “Yep. Friends. That all right by you?” 
 
   Damon says nothing, entertained by  me verbally duke it out with Sutton.
 
   “Fine by me, as long as it doesn’t interfere with your work.” He stares across the small table at Damon; I can tell they’re sizing each other up, exchanging subliminal man thoughts or something. I don’t get it, but whatever. I’ve never introduced Sutton to anyone I’ve hooked up with for obvious reasons. I have the feeling Sutton may be a tiny bit territorial here. Maybe he’s being protective?
 
   “Okay boys, chill out. Let’s eat. Sutton, you want the ham and Swiss, right?” 
 
   I don’t have to ask. I have been ordering his food for seven years. I know him better than even he knows himself some days.
 
   “Yeah,” he mumbles as he pops open a soda. 
 
   I glance at Damon and he watches me observantly. I sort through the sandwiches and choose turkey on wheat for myself,  Damon picks one and we all devour our food. As I begin clearing our mess and putting away the leftovers, I hear Sutton clear his throat.
 
   “Damon, may I have a word?” 
 
   I pause and shoot a death glare in Sutton’s direction. He doesn’t even acknowledge my irritation.
 
   “Of course.” Damon winks at me before following Sutton into his office. 
 
   I hear the door click shut and I debate whether or not I should eavesdrop. Fuck it. I don’t care. Let them talk. I finish cleaning up from lunch and busy myself with labels while I wait for Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome to reappear. A full half an hour later, I hear the office door open and Damon walks toward me. I can’t help it. I want to know what they were talking about.
 
   “I have to get back to the office. I have some time sensitive matters that need my attention. Walk me out?” 
 
   I look for any clues of what the hell just happened in Sutton’s office, but Damon gives away nothing.  He’s as calm and cool as he could possibly be. It leaves me feeling perplexed, to say the very least.  “Sure.” 
 
   He extends his hand to me and I take it. He leads us out the front door and we walk at a snail’s pace to his car. This time he’s driving a BMW and it matches his appearance. He looks every bit the businessman with the car and his amazing self clad in a gray suit, dusky blue shirt, and silver tie.
 
   “You should know that he loves you.” 
 
   I snap my head back in shock.  “What?”
 
   “Sutton. He loves you. Trust me.” 
 
   I scoff and shake my head.  “He doesn’t love me; that’s total bullshit. He can barely stand me and trust me, the feeling is mutual.” 
 
   He chuckles in amusement, releasing my hand and cupping my face in his big hands. My heart speeds up and my stomach flutters. He’s just so damn handsome and charming. He has no glitches; he seems to be perfect, aside from his semi-screwed up childhood. He’s got to be too good to be true; there’s no other explanation. 
 
   “You have a dirty mouth,” he breathes.
 
   “Yeah, but I think you like my dirty mouth.”
 
   “I like a whole lot more than this mouth of yours.”  He runs his thumb across the seam of my lips and I bite it. He sucks in air through gritted teeth and fire blazes in those amber eyes.  “Text me your address. I’m picking you up as soon as you get home from work. Your ass is mine tonight. All night.” 
 
   His lips silence the protest that I was contemplating making. Oh, to hell with it. I kiss him back, giving as good as I got. I agreed to more sex and I’m a woman of my word. Besides, I won’t deny that I’m starving for more of him. He ends the kiss too soon for my liking and I groan in protest. He smiles and presses my cheek to his stubbly jaw, wrapping me up in a tight hug.
 
   “Okay,” I say softly. 
 
   He plants a kiss on my cheek, slips into his fancy-ass car and drives away, leaving me to count the seconds until I feel his skin against mine again.
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   I turn and stride back to the store. When I walk in, I see Sutton busying himself with my abandoned labels. I put my hands on my hips and fire away.  “What the hell was that all about?” 
 
   Sutton peeks up at me as nonchalantly as he can.  “What?” 
 
   Oh, he’s really pressing his luck today.  “Don’t you play dumb with me, Captain! Why did you drag him into your office and just what the hell did you two talk about? You put on a big display at lunch too, by the way. Nice. Very nice.” Why the hell does his lack of courtesy towards Damon have me so riled? I shouldn’t care, but I do. This can’t be good news.
 
   “I had to have words with him. Last I checked, this is America and I’m free to talk to whoever I please, so don’t get your panties in a twist, you prima donna.” 
 
   My blood boils and I see red. How dare he make fun of me. I’m no damn prima donna; I never have been and never will be.  “Don’t you dare talk to me like that, Captain! I’m no fucking prima donna and my panties are not in a twist!” I growl at him and his face falls a little. What the hell? Is that remorse? I didn’t think he was capable of that emotion.
 
   “I apologize, okay. I was only joking with the name calling. I just wanted to check him out. Too many jackasses out there these days; it’s not safe for young women to just pick up any man.” He shrugs and my jaw hits the floor. He gives a shit?
 
   “Babysitting me, huh?”
 
   “Well, someone has to! You’re as careless as they come. Now…stop…lollygagging and get to work here. I’m uh…going to be in my office.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and fidgets nervously with loose change. 
 
   I watch quizzically as he shuffles off to his cave. I’ll be damned. He’s babysitting me. I shake my head in disbelief and get back to work in hopes that the rest of my day zips by. By five o’clock, I’ve conquered the inventory. Captain has me draw up a huge “Going out of Business” poster to hang in the window. Just like the old jerk to force me to do the dirty deed. It broke my heart to scrawl those words. I hang the sign in the front window and gather up my things, popping into Sutton’s office to say goodbye to the old fart.
 
   “Hey, I’m—what’s wrong?” I freeze in my tracks when I see how pale he looks. 
 
   He glances over to me and shakes his head.  “Nothing. It’s that damn sandwich you fed me for lunch. I have indigestion from hell. Get me some antacids, will ya?” 
 
   I draw in a quiet breath of relief. I guess I kind of care about Captain a little, too. It’s a love-hate thing, maybe. I‘ve spent the last seven years of my life putting up with the old grump’s bullshit, it would be normal to be a little attached right? I don’t…love him or anything. He’s my boss and I’m loyal is all. My silent ranting has my head spinning and even I have to admit that I’m trying to persuade myself that I don’t care. I grunt in disgust with myself and snatch his antacids from behind the counter. I walk back into his office and plop two in his wrinkly palm.  “There you are, oh Captain, my Captain. Anything else? Shall I spoon feed you now? Sponge bath?” 
 
   He narrows his blue eyes on me and grumbles a few obscenities while he chews up the chalky tablets.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Yeah. Get out of here, you smart ass.” 
 
   I snicker under my breath and stride out of his office. I snatch up my bag and hightail it to my place in record time.
 
   When I get to my apartment, I fire a text relaying my address to Damon. He responds right away with a simple okay. I strip off my jeans and graphic tee and hop into the shower, where I shave and exfoliate every inch of myself. I don’t know why the hell I’m so damn compelled to get extra gussied up for him, but I do. I kind of want to impress him a little. Okay, a lot. I’m tied up in knots over this crap. This is not like me and it’s infuriating! I shove away my irritation with myself and jump out of the shower, dry off and lotion up. I dart into my room and dig through my dresser in search of something lacey and sexy, finally slipping on a skimpy black thong and shoving my full breasts into the cups of a matching bra. Summer nights in Vegas make wardrobe choices simple: less is best. I quickly settle on a denim shorts and a teal tank, fasten the buckle on my gladiator sandals and check my ensemble in the mirror. 
 
   I approve. I scurry into my tiny bathroom and blow dry my wavy brown hair. I never style my hair. It’s either down or in a ponytail. Honestly, I don’t even know how to do all that fancy shit the other woman my age do. I grab my cosmetics and line my lids like normal, coat my lashes with mascara, and skip the blush, since I’m sure I won’t need it. I pop my lips together after applying my tinted gloss and ruffle my hair a bit more, then snatch up my perfume and give my collar and wrist a spray. I hear a knock at my front door and my stomach clenches. Oh, geez. He’s here. I give myself one more glance in the mirror and then make the short walk across my apartment to the front door. I swing it open and there he is. Damn, I don’ think I’ll ever tire of drinking in the sight of him. He’s still in his gray suit and high-shine dress shoes. His hair is a little less disheveled and he’s clean shaven. I guess he primped too. I wave him into my craphole apartment and get a whiff of his cologne as he passes by me. Panties on fire. I’m like a rabid dog in heat. I need to calm myself. I glance down and see he is holding a black wardrobe bag in his hands.
 
   “What’s that?” I ask with an arched eyebrow. 
 
   He smiles and unzips the bag. He reveals an amazing cocktail dress. I may not be fashion forward, but even I know a cocktail dress when I see one. This one is a single shoulder, satin dress that looks to be the size of a bandage. It’s gorgeous.
 
   “I am taking you to dinner and though I really, really, like those little shorts and tank top, you can’t wear that where we’re going.” He fishes down into the bottom of the wardrobe bag and pulls out a pair of sky high stilettos and I instantly panic. I don’t own a pair of stilettos and I doubt I know how to walk in them. 
 
   I shake my head vigorously.  “The dress is beautiful, but there’s no way in hell that I’m going to wear those heels.” 
 
   He narrows his eyes and it only heightens my desire for him. “Yes, you are.” 
 
   I cross my arms over my chest indignantly.  “The hell I am!”
 
   “And why won’t you wear the heels?” 
 
   My puffed up indignation deflates and my shoulders slump fractionally. I hang my head, feeling stupid. How embarrassing is this? I’m twenty-five years old and have never worn heels that high. I can’t just put those on and go out to dinner with him. I’ll break my neck or at the very least, embarrass the hell out of both of us when I wobble all over the place.  “I don’t know how to walk in them,” I mumble as my cheeks scorch red. I peek up at him. 
 
   He shoves the heels into the bag and sets it all across the back of my futon/couch. He steps forward and wraps me up in his arms; his smooth jaw brushes against my cheek as he whispers in my ear.  “Don’t worry about it. You can wear different heels tonight, but I promise you will learn how to walk in these fancy things. Understand?” 
 
   His words set me trembling. I can tell he’s dead serious, and though he sounds all bossy and caveman macho, I find myself nodding my head in agreement. There’s just something about his dominating personality that turns my insides into searing hot, pure arousal. I can feel the heat between my thighs. I’m a mess over him and honest to God, I have no desire to send him packing just yet.
 
   “You’re wet for me, aren’t you?”
 
   “Mhmm,” I hum seductively.
 
   “I know. I can smell you.” 
 
   Holy fuck, that’s hot. 
 
   He grips the nape of my neck with one hand and I close my eyes as the other skates down my body, flicking the button of my shorts open. He pulls the zipper down and they drop off my hips slightly. It’s just enough space to allow him access. His hand slips into my shorts and I moan. He holds the nape of my neck, keeping my head from lolling forward to rest on that hard chest of his. His hand starts moving back and forth over my center.
 
   “Open your eyes.” 
 
   I pop my eyes open. We gaze at each other while he keeps up his movements. The pure heat and lust in his eyes has me ravenous for him.
 
   “Let’s skip dinner,” I say in a pleading voice that sounds alien to my own ears.
 
   “I know what I plan on having to eat, what will you have?” His voice is husky and dripping with desire.
 
   “You.”
 
   “Fine, if there’s anything you need, I suggest you pack a bag.” 
 
   I gape at him. What the hell does he mean, pack a bag?  “A bag?”
 
   “I told you, Jo. It’s mine. All night. Let’s go.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” I swallow hard and hurry to my bedroom. I grab a backpack from beneath my bed and toss in a bunch of random shit; I’m so flustered by him I can’t think straight. I take a deep breath and dump out the bag on my bed. Let’s try this again. I toss aside the bottle of aspirin and my bedside flashlight. What the fuck? Why am I rushing? I sigh and shake my head. He’s being really bossy so he can wait a damn minute while I get my things. I calmly walk over to my dresser and pull out extra panties and another bra. I toss in a pair of jeans and another tank top. I dig into my nightstand for my birth control pills and shove them in, along with my cosmetic bag. With a zip, I sling the backpack onto my shoulder and walk back out to my small living room. Damon is waiting,  the epitome of male yumminess, with his hands stuffed in his pockets as he casually surveys my apartment.
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   “Are you?” He winks slyly and scoops up the wardrobe bag; then, slipping the backpack off my shoulder, he transfers it to his and squeezes my hand. 
 
   “I am.”
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   By the time we arrive at Damon’s place, we’re both anxious to get to his bedroom. He taps the button at the elevators and the doors chime as they slide open. He tugs me in, punches in a code, and we begin our ascent to the penthouse. The moment the doors close, he sweeps me up off my feet and my back crashes against the wall of the elevator. His full lips cover mine and his tongue plunders my mouth hungrily. I moan into him and he rolls his hips against mine. His cock is fighting to be freed, straining against his dress pants. The elevator lurches to a halt and the doors slide open. I’m set to my feet, then tugged by the hand to follow him. He hasn’t said a damn thing since we left my place and I’m little nervous about it. Normally, no discussion would be a welcome thing for me, but something about Damon’s silence has me feeling edgy. He unlocks the fancy door and pulls me into the penthouse. There’s no hesitation and I’m immediately dragged to the stairs. I snatch my hand from his and pull away.
 
   “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
   He sighs and rubs the bridge of his straight nose between his thumb and index finger.  “Yes. I just—I want you. I have to have you.” He exhales loudly and his chest deflates.
 
   Oh. What does he mean he wants me and has to have me? If he’s hinting at some type of long term thing, I can’t give that to him. As much as I’d like to daydream about being normal and dating, falling in love and maybe even popping out a kid or two, it’s just not in the plans for me. I’m not girlfriend material and I have no interest in setting myself up for more loss. Thanks, but no thanks.
 
   I glance up into his warm, liquid honey eyes and I die a little on the inside. His eyes are brimming with need and desperation. Why me? I’m a nobody with nothing. Honestly, he shouldn’t even be interested in me in any capacity other than casual sex a time or two. He’s way out of my league. I wish I could be normal. If there was ever a man worth giving a shot it would be him, there’s no doubt about it in my mind. I can’t bring myself to ruin the mood, though. I’m a giant coward. It’s wrong of me, but I decide to tell him what he wants to hear. It’s a means to an end, and damnit, I want my end. 
 
   I love the way the veins on his long, muscular limbs stand out. Hot damn. He coils his  gorgeous, strong arms around me and nuzzles my neck, laying a trail of hot kisses up to my ear.  
 
   “Wrap your legs around me.” 
 
   I do as he says and he climbs the stairs two at a time, me clinging to him. Apparently this is his MO; not that I mind. A hot guy can carry me upstairs for a good fuck any time.  I take the opportunity to inquire about our strange dilemma.  “Anything come to mind? Any memories of me pop up?” 
 
   He pauses a long time and for a moment, I think maybe he hasn’t heard me.  “Only one thing pops up when I think about you, and you’re about to find out what it is,” he murmurs into my neck. I breathe an internal sigh of relief, knowing that our quest for answers gets to continue. He walks us down the corridor to his room and kicks open his door again; it’s amazing that he hasn’t put his foot through the damn thing. He takes me to his bed and plops me down.
 
   “Wait.” I hold up a hand, my palm resting against his thrumming chest. He freezes. I peek up at him and his face has gone blank, his pulse has sped up even further, and his skin is pale. What in the world? I push forward in spite of his odd behavior.  “Don’t you find it fucking odd as hell? This whole thing we feel? It’s not normal. If I feel this connected to someone, shouldn’t I have a memory of meeting them or knowing them? It’s just odd, is all I’m saying. Are you sure you never volunteered or dropped off a donation at the mission?” 
 
   He inhales deeply.  “No. I’ve never been there.” 
 
   I shake my head and my brows draw together. This is driving me nuts. Maybe I feel like if somehow I sort out how I know him, the pull between us will be validated.  “Maybe we were lovers in a past life or something,” I say jokingly and shrug; he only half-smiles in response. What is his deal?  “Are you sure you’re okay?” I narrow my eyes on him skeptically. He’s just acting so odd and I find it difficult to believe it’s because he’s eager to have me.
 
   “I’d be better if we could stop talking and lose these clothes.” He punctuates his statement with a light smack of his hand across my thigh. I yelp and he silences me with his skillful mouth. He pulls back, leaving me disgruntled over the loss of his lips against mine. He taps my forearm.
 
   “Raise them.” 
 
   I comply and lift my arms. He swiftly jerks my tank top over my head and tosses it to the floor. I’m sitting on the side of his bed in my bra, shorts, and sandals. He folds my hands together and sets them in my lap.
 
   “Close your eyes, Josephine.”
 
   “It’s Jo.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” he counters. The deep, authoritative tone in which he says it has me spellbound and lusting for him. He nips my neck and I lose all train of thought.
 
   Suddenly, a soft fabric brushes over my face.  I let out a gasp as he pulls the fabric snug across my eyes and ties it comfortably tight. I’ve never really been blindfolded during sex and I feel the tiniest bit of apprehension, but I know I can trust him, plus, this whole blindfold thing is hot. I’m in total darkness behind the cloth and I listen closely to him moving about. I hear his zipper lower and the shuffling of clothing. One of his hands cups my cheek and his thumb strokes a path across my cheekbone. He reaches behind me and snaps open my bra like he’s done it a million times. Realistically, a man like Damon has likely had lots of playtime. I cringe at the thought of him with another woman. He slips my bra down my shoulders and I hear him toss it to the floor. He places a hand on each of my shoulders and gently pushes me until I’m flat on my back. My legs still dangle from the side of the bed and I’m still clothed from the waist down. I feel his hands glide down my legs then unclasp one sandal and then the other. They slip off with ease and I hear them hit the floor with a light thump. His warm hands envelope one of my feet and he kisses the instep, which is ticklish and erotic at the same time. It sends a charged current from the tips of my toes to my groin and my stomach clenches down low.
 
   “Lift.” He taps my hips and I prop my feet and the side rail of his bed, lifting my ass. His fingers hook into the waist of my shorts and panties and he drags them off, leaving me bare. His lips land on my stomach beneath my navel and I let out a breathy moan. He drops wet kisses up the center of my torso and then the bed dips and he’s straddling me. One hand is lifted above me and he brings it to his lips, kissing my palm, then my wrist and all the way up my arm to the inside of my elbow, which sends that familiar current straight to my groin again. My arm is laid out above my head and he mirrors with my other. I feel him shift and leave the bed. What the hell?
 
   “Where’d you go?”
 
   “Hush. Patience.” 
 
   I can hear him rustling around with something. What in the hell could he possibly be doing? Looking for a condom maybe? I feel the bed above my head dip and his mouth is against my ear.
 
   “Are you still ready, Josephine?” 
 
   His warm breath against my skin makes me squirm and writhe involuntarily. I can feel the wetness between my thighs increase and my need for him grows ten-fold.  “Yes,” I blurt eagerly.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “I’m ready for you,” I spit out in a rush. I feel an odd sense of shyness saying it, which is so unlike me. Shy is a foreign concept.
 
   “Atta girl. This is going to be tight, but it won’t hurt, I promise. I’d never hurt you.”
 
   “I know.” Do I? My arms are extended out into a V above my head. I can feel him attach something like a cuff to each wrist. The material feels strong, but it’s supple against my skin. There’s a sudden zipping sound and my arms are stretched to their maximum, but he’s right, it doesn’t hurt in the slightest. My stomach feels like it’s brimming with butterflies. He presses his lips to my cheek; I lean into his kiss and nuzzle him. I’m needy for contact. I want his skin on mine. All over mine. He fulfills me in a way no man ever has. When I’m near him, it seems like no other man exists, or ever has, that can compare. Maybe never will. I feel the brush of his leg beside mine. One of my feet is lifted and he slips on a heel. The stilettos. He guides my other foot into the dangerously high heel.
 
   “I told you that you’d wear these heels tonight. Didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes,” I quietly admit.
 
   “Bend your knees for me, Baby.” Baby? I’ve never been called that before. Ok, maybe by some jackass catcalling a time or two, but never like this; never in a genuine way. It sends the butterflies in my stomach into a tailspin. I bend my knees and draw my legs up. The heels make it semi-awkward, but it feels so sexy. I’m tied up in nothing but stilettos and I feel all kinds of hot.
 
   “Beautiful.” 
 
   A small smile sneaks across my lips with his compliment. Both of his big, warm hands go to my thighs and I take in a shaky breath in anticipation. Damon’s hands leave my skin no sooner than a moment after they were placed there, and I groan. A deep chuckle rumbles from him and it pisses me off. I’m getting impatient here. I’m tied up, naked, and waiting patiently. I don’t think my pussy can get any wetter with arousal.
 
   “Soon,” is his answer to my petulant groan, “soon.” 
 
   Another soft, yet strong, strap wraps around one thigh and then the other. Holy shit! He’s tying up my legs so they stay in position. I’m not ready for this! As if he read my mind, he explains.
 
   “It seems you have a slight inability to follow directions when my mouth is on that perfect pussy of yours, so I’ve remedied the situation. Now you can’t move.” 
 
   I draw in a breath and it does little to calm my eager body.
 
   “Are you still ready for me, baby?”
 
   “Yes. Please.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
   One fingertip traces the moist seam of my opening and I tremble. He smoothes my arousal over me all the way down to my ass, I flinch a fraction at the intrusive touch.
 
   “Perfect,” he purrs. His hands grip both my ankles tightly and I can feel his mouth hovering above my needy core. His warm breath assails my hypersensitive flesh and I arch my back. Well, as much as I can arch my back when I’m secured to a bed. His broad bare shoulders rub against the inside of my knees as he leans forward and showers my stomach and hipbones with wet kisses. His tongue snakes out and licks a hot trail around my navel. I moan as my hips fight against the bonds to move forward to him.  “You have no patience, baby. We’ll have to work on that.”
 
   “You mean torture and tease me until I stop?” I snap like an errant child.
 
   “Would you like to be gagged, too?”
 
   “No,” I mumble.
 
   “That’s good. I would sure dislike having to gag you. That mouth of yours makes some of the most seductive sounds when I’m buried to the hilt.” 
 
   Oh, fuck my life! This man is going to be the death of me. His lips land on the inside of one of my knees and he plants a lingering soft kiss there.
 
   “I.” He moves further up my trembling leg and plants another soft kiss.
 
   “Love.” Higher yet again and another kiss that has me tugging in vain against my bonds.
 
   “That.” His lips linger against the joint between my pussy and my upper thigh. I moan and pant in desperation.
 
   “Mouth.” His silky tongue makes contact with my clit and he makes one painfully slow lick from my clit all the way to my ass, making me gasp and squirm. His muscular arms wrap around each of my upper thighs and hold me even more immobile, holding my legs in a vice like grip and I’m left vulnerable to his ministrations. His tongue twirls around the perimeter of my opening and my body clenches fiercely.
 
   “Mmmm,” I hum appreciatively. 
 
   His mouth is the most divine thing I’ve ever experienced and I swear, I’ve never been pleasured so thoroughly. He makes another slow pass from top to bottom and I moan. His lips seal around my clit and he alternates between flicks of his tongue and strong suckling.  
 
   “Damon,” I grind out through my pleasure. 
 
   His exquisite mouth leaves my clit and his attention goes to my slick opening. His tongue plunges deep then withdraws. He works me in this fashion until every breath is a moan. I can barely breathe and he has easily and skillfully worked me to climax. I feel my mounting pleasure tightening up low in my stomach. He stops. My orgasm slips through my fingers and I whimper. One finger dives deep into me. He draws it out and smoothes my wetness over my ass. I once again flinch at the intrusive feeling of his touch against such a private place. I’ve had plenty of sex, but anal play isn’t something I’ve ventured into. He presses a finger to the tight bud and I do my best to relax. One long finger slips into my channel. Now a second finger. His knowing touch builds me to orgasm in no time.
 
   “Ahh,” I suck in air through gritted teeth and moan.
 
   “Relax,” he says from between my legs.  
 
   His breath against my flesh sets fire to my sensitive nerve endings. His mouth covers my clit again and resumes his previous flicking and suckling. His two fingers ease in and out in short rubbing strokes against the front wall of my pussy. His thumb circles the tight virgin bud of my ass once more before breaching past the tight ring of muscle. I gasp in shock and my eyes bulge behind my blindfold. I pull against the restraints that are keeping me open to him.
 
   “Relax, baby,” he repeats, his mouth still pressed to my clit. 
 
   I’m trying my best to do as he says. He continues working me so completely; I can feel my stomach coiling tighter. His thumb applies just the right amount of pressure against the flesh separating his fingers and thumb. It feels exotic and intrusive and stimulating. Every nerve is firing and I feel like I could combust.
 
   “Oh, Damon, don’t stop. Don’t stop,” I moan loudly.
 
    A low growl emanates from his chest sending a vibrating sensation through my groin and it sends me into a shaking, erupting fit of climactic pleasure. My limbs shake and shudder as they jerk against the ties that bind me. I gasp for air and it takes me a long moment before I am able to draw in a full breath. I hear a zip noise again and he has slackened the ties that hold each leg apart. There’s another zip, which I assume is the sound of the rope being adjusted, and suddenly I’m free of the bindings. My limbs relax and rest lifelessly against the bed. I pant and work at gathering myself. The bed dips and I can feel heat radiating from his body. He straddles me and lifts me at the nape, sliding the blindfold off. I blink to clear away the blurry vision and he comes into focus above me. Holy fuck, I feel like I’m seeing him for the first time. His amber eyes are on fire and his cheeks have just a tinge of pink; his nearly-black hair is a delicious-looking mess. I want to prop up on an elbow so I can run my fingers through it, but I’m still recovering from that heavenly orgasm. His chest is bare and I yearn to touch it. I lift my head enough to peer between my thighs and he is just as naked as me. His formidable erection hovers above the place I want it most. 
 
   He leans down, threads one arm between my back and the mattress and lifts me to his chest, bringing me to a kneeling position that mirrors his. The tip of his bare cock butts against my stomach. His gaze is piercing and intense, almost uncomfortably so. I search for a reprieve and find it, looking down to relish the sight of his length pressing against me. I’m so enamored, no, distracted, by the sight that I have the first careless thought I’ve ever had with regards to sex: I imagine taking control. I imagine pushing him back and gliding over that beautiful piece of completely natural, bare man. I shove aside the idiotic idea and glance back up to him. I swear, he must know exactly what thoughts flit through my brain, because a crooked smile tilts the edge of his lips. He shifts our position so that he’s sitting with his back is to the headboard, looking like the King of the manor. He motions his chin towards his nightstand. I sprawl across his big bed, dig into the drawer, and toss him a condom.
 
   “You know, I won’t use these forever.” He holds up the condom and I just look from him to the condom then back to him.  “One day I’m going to take you bare. You’ll be the first woman I’ve ever had without a condom.” 
 
   Oh fuck, he makes the temptation all the more difficult to resist. 
 
   “Have you ever not used protection?” 
 
   I shake my head no.  “I’m clean,” I offer up. What the fuck? Why do I sound like I’m trying to convince him? He arches an eyebrow. Holy shit, I think he’s just going to take my word for it.
 
   “So am I.” 
 
   I believe it. I don’t know why, I just do. It’s dumb as hell. I have to get this condom on him or we’ll end up acting on that dumbass idea right now. I snatch back the condom and rip it open with my teeth. He gives me another crooked smile as I pull the rolled latex from its wrapper.
 
   “One day…soon.” 
 
   I ignore him and roll the condom over the tip and down his thick shaft. He watches me and it’s a little unnerving. The moment the protection is in place, he wraps his arms around my waist and jerks me to him.
 
   “Wrap your legs around me,” he orders, and I comply. He’s still sitting and now I’ m straddling his lap with my legs around his waist. I glance between us and his cock is jutting upward, resting against my stomach, I can feel his pulse thrumming through his erection. One arm leaves my waist and his hand tangles into my hair. He pulls me forward and rests his head against mine. I peek through my lashes. His eyes are closed and he looks like he’s in pain. I knew something was wrong.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I cup his angular jaw and force him to look at me. 
 
   His eyes open lazily. His grip around my waist tightens and all at once, he lifts me. His ready cock slips into position and he swiftly he pulls me down onto him, making me gasp at the fullness and invasion. My head lolls forward to rest on his shoulder.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong now,” he purrs in my ear. 
 
   I keep my hand on his jaw and turn my head to nuzzle his neck and lay my lips on every exposed inch of skin I can reach. I begin to rock my hips slowly back and forth,  grinding hard against his cock. He groans as I move over him. I want to speed up, but going this slow is driving him crazy. I can tell he wants to hammer into me like he did last night.
 
   “Fuck,” he roars, then flips me to my back, his erection still fully sheathed within my body. 
 
   I gasp as my back hits the mattress. How did he do that? His fingers thread into my hair and pull my mouth to his; our lips crash together and our tongues tangle. I can taste myself on his tongue, and fuck, it turns me wild.
 
   “Fuck me,” I breathe. 
 
   He pulls back, slowly withdrawing his glistening wet length. He slams back into me and I let out a loud moan. He withdraws once more. Just the tip remains and he slams into me again, stealing my breath. His warm eyes stay locked onto mine and I almost melt on the spot. I know him, but I don’t. I want him, but I don’t. I need him, but I don’t. His pace quickens as he withdraws again and again, burying his cock hard within me with each thrust.
 
   “Oh fuck,” I moan as he jackhammers into me, unrelentingly. My nails dig into his shoulders. His skin mists over with sweat; it beads and rolls down his brow, then drips to my sternum. His muscles begin to tense even more as he grunts and plows through me.
 
   “Oh, fuck, baby,” he growls through gritted teeth. 
 
   My stomach tightens and my muscles clench his cock. My pussy throbs and spasms as another mind blowing orgasm rips through me. “Damon!” I scream. The moment his name tears from my throat, he rams himself into me as far as he can. He stills, buried to the hilt, and shudders over and over as my body milks his shaft for every last drop of his pleasure. He collapses onto me, and though he is far too heavy for me to breathe deeply, I wrap my legs around him and stroke my fingertips across his back as we work to catch our breath.
 
   “Are you on birth control?” he murmurs, his mouth against my neck. 
 
   What the hell? Apparently he is serious about not using a condom.
 
   “Yes,” I answer honestly.
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “The pill.”
 
   “No more condoms.”
 
   “Bullshit! You aren’t going to decide that on my behalf.” 
 
   He kisses my neck and props himself on his elbows. Those amber eyes cut into me like a heated scalpel.  “You may not realize it yet, but you’re mine. Not because I’m claiming you. You’re mine because that’s how it is. I feel like I’ve waited my whole life to find you. Before we met in that store, I dreamed of you every night; I wondered where you were and when I’d find you. Now that I have, you’d be crazy if you think I’d just let you go. I don’t see a need for protection. I don’t want a damn thing between us.” He kisses me breathless before withdrawing himself and disappearing into the bathroom. 
 
   My heart skips a beat in my chest and I know my jaw hangs open. I take a deep breath and count to ten. What does that mean? For me? For us? Is there an us? I don’t even know what to say to that. He strides back into the room, giving me a full, uninhibited view of his glorious naked body. I watch him shamelessly. He crawls into the bed with me and takes his place between my legs again. His chest covers my stomach and his head rests on my sternum, arms wrapping around me and his big hands cupping my ass. I can’t help but thread my fingers through his dark hair; it slips like silk through my fingers. I take another deep, exasperated breath. I don’t know what the hell I’ve gotten myself into with him, but I can’t deny that what he said. I, too, feel like I’ve been waiting for him without even knowing it. I, too, feel the connection that says I could never want another man the way I want him. But I also know that I’m not the dating type; I don’t even know how to be someone’s girlfriend.
 
   “We barely know each other. What do you want with me?  And don’t say you want to figure out if we’ve met before, because that would be a big-ass lie and you know it.”
 
   “I know enough about you and I’ll tell you anything you want to know. It may be asking a lot of you, but I would regret never trying. Just give this a chance. Give me a chance; agree to be mine. Exclusively.”
 
   “Are you asking me to be your girlfriend?”
 
   “I am,” he huffs out. 
 
   I sigh dramatically and I feel his muscles tense against me. Is he nervous?  “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll think about it.” My heart pounds out of control in my chest and I can feel that his is doing the same. I think I’m in an impossible position here. I’m freaked the hell out and excited at the same time. I feel his lips curve up into a smile and for a moment, I want to shout “yes!” He’s amazing and I’d be a damn fool to not scream “yes!” from the mountain tops. I’m so fucked up. I run soothing hands through his hair and he sighs, content with my promise to think about it; it’s not long before Damon is out cold.
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   For the second morning in a row, I’m awakened by the relentless ringing of my cell phone.
 
   “Ugh!” I groan and roll out of Damon’s plush bed, stumble to my phone and answer it grumpily.  “What?”
 
   Sutton laughs into the phone which only furthers my irritation. “Good morning to you too, Miss USA.” 
 
   I roll my eyes. I’ll never live down that damned nickname. I suppose he will never live down Captain either. “What now?” I ask gruffly, glancing at the clock. Nine o’clock. Damn, I slept late.
 
   “Good news, Jo.” 
 
   Those words have me wide eyed and awake in a nanosecond. I rub away the sleep and wait for the good news.
 
   “You won’t be coming in today. I have an offer on the store and I’m gonna take it. Someone is buying the place.”
 
   “What?!” I screech. I can’t believe this. I suppose it’s good news for him, but in my opinion, I’d rather the damn place remain vacant instead of  flipped to a fucking chintzy gag store or something.
 
   “Yep. I have a meeting with the buyer today. So I’ll call you once it’s done and fill you in on the details.”
 
   “Okay.” I hang up, defeated. I hate having to just eat shit and grin. I glance back to the bed and notice that Damon is gone, but I could care less at the moment. I just want to climb my stark naked ass into that bed and sleep all day. I suppose the responsible thing to do would be to job hunt, but I just don’t give a shit right now. I mope back to the bed, pull the covers up to my ears, close my eyes, and drift.
 
   “Josephine,” he whispers. 
 
   I startle and jerk upright, smashing my forehead right into his mouth. “Ah, shit,” I yell and rub my palm against my forehead.
 
   “You have a hard head, don’t you?” 
 
   I open my eyes and glance to Damon. I gasp. “Oh crap, you’re bleeding. Shit, I’m sorry. You scared me. Stay there.” I jump up and hurry to get a towel from the bathroom. I dampen the corner under the cool water and return to a sinfully handsome, but bleeding, Damon. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed with his shiny dress shoes perched on the rail. I position myself between his knees and hold the cloth to his busted lip.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whisper, carefully wiping the blood away from his bottom lip.
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just thought I should wake you. You’ve been sleeping all day.” 
 
   I crane my neck to see the clock. Shit! I have been sleeping all day. It’s after one o’clock in the afternoon. My stomach rumbles embarrassingly and he chuckles.
 
   “I thought you might be hungry. I guess I was right.” His hands glide over my hips and settle on my ass, reminding me that I’m still naked. His big hands cup my cheeks and pull me closer to him. Why is he dressed like this? It’s a Saturday.
 
   “It’s Saturday.”
 
   “Yes. And?” he says as his lips land on my collarbone. He kisses across my chest.
 
   “Why are you dressed like that?” 
 
   His hands squeeze my ass cheeks. I drop the towel to the floor and wrap my arms around his neck.
 
   “Work never ends for me. No such thing as a day off.” One hand leaves my ass to cup my breast. He covers my taut nipple with his hot mouth and I suck in a breath of air.
 
   “No rest for the weary and all that jazz,” I quip breathily.
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “You’re going to hurt your lip again doing all that.”
 
   “Can’t think of a better reason to hurt,” he mumbles against my skin as he moves across to the other breast. He kisses and suckles my nipple then releases me. “Thank you.”
 
   “For?”
 
   “For being such a devoted nurse.” He smiles a heart-melting, playful smile, looking light years different than the serious man I slept with last night. 
 
   I’d give just about anything to get inside that handsome head of his.
 
   “You’re a top notch patient, so I can’t complain.” I smile back at him. 
 
   He takes in a deep breath and sighs. There it is again. Something is going through that head of his and I wish like hell he’d just spit it out already.  
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh nothing, I was just thinking I should probably stop before I tie you to my bed for the rest of the day,” he says, just as casual as can be. 
 
   I snap my head back and clutch my stomach as I laugh harder than I can ever remember laughing.  “Y-you think you’re gonna keep me in bed all day?” I sputter out between gasps.
 
   “Watch me, Baby. Now, get dressed. Let’s go eat.” His big paw smacks my ass hard and makes a clap so loud that I flinch and pulls me to my feet. I guess my day is free, so why the hell not go have lunch with him?
 
   “Where are my clothes?” I scan the floor for my abandoned shorts and tank, but they’re nowhere to be found. I arch one brow quizzically. 
 
   He stands from the bed and slips his hands into his pants pockets.  “Yesterday, before I came to get you, I had Brian go shopping. According to him, every gay man has an eye for fashion. The things he and the saleslady chose arrived this morning. I brought them in while you were sleeping.” He flicks his chin towards an open set of French doors. “It’s in the closet.”
 
   “Oh.” It’s such a presumptive thing to do, and part of my brain says I should be irritated with his forwardness, but I’m so shocked that he bought me anything I don’t know how to respond.
 
   “Why would you do that? We just met. You can’t just throw a bunch of money and stuff at me. I don’t need any handouts.” 
 
   He shrugs, then strides over to where I am standing still with not a stitch of clothing covering me. He pulls me to him and holds my gaze.  “I want you to understand something, Josephine. When I say something, I mean it. I meant what I said last night. I want you. I’d be crazy to let you go. If you just give me the chance, I’ll win you over. You’ll realize this isn’t just some hookup. I want to make you comfortable and happy. I’m not asking your permission, Josephine.” He turns me by my shoulders and steers me to the massive walk-in closet, directing me to a rack of clothing.
 
   “I can’t repay you for these things,” I say softly, looking away. I’m embarrassed to admit just how poor I am. I have no savings and my belongings are limited.
 
   “The only thing I want from you is you.”
 
   “I-” 
 
   He interrupts my protest.  “You think you can’t give that to me, but I’m going to prove you wrong. Let me prove you wrong, Josephine.” 
 
   The pleading in his voice rings loud and clear. Damnit! I’m not used to caring about other people; why am I  so emotional right now? It has to be the timing of all this. The closing of the store in such close proximity to the anniversary of the accident is what’s got me emotional. Yeah, that’s it. I lift my hand and run it across the long row of clothes hanging in front of me. Unwelcome tears sting the backs of my eyes. No one has ever been so…nice to me. Not that I deserve anything nice, but still. 
 
   He grasps my chin forcing me to look at him.  “Don’t cry, they’re just clothes. No big deal.” 
 
   I swipe at my stupid big tears.  “No one has ever given me anything. Sutton gave me an outfit to work in, but he was a real dick about it. and you…you’re just giving me this shit and it’s a lot more than I deserve. I ju-” 
 
   His grip on my chin tightens and I shut my mouth.  “I don’t want to hear that from you ever again, do you understand?” 
 
   I give a tiny nod.
 
   “No. Say you understand.” His voice is stern and I impulsively listen and do as he says. It’s beyond annoying.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “You are an amazing woman who’s had a fucked up life because of some irresponsible asshole. That man’s actions have hurt you in unimaginable ways. I want to make it right. Had those things never happened, I bet you would’ve had a very different life. You deserve so much and I intend to give you those things.” 
 
   Oh. My. God. This man has got to be a fucking dream. I don’t deserve shit, but he thinks I do. I’ve got to give this crazy thing between us a go. I’ll regret it if I don’t. Tears build in my eyes double time and spill over. He wipes them away and holds me to him. I don’t know how or why I was put in his path, but I’m glad for it. I think he may be the best thing that’s happened to me since the accident. I run my hands over my sodden face and take a deep cleansing breath.
 
   “Okay,” I say with a tone of finality.
 
   “Okay?” He holds me by the shoulders and draws back to get a look at me.
 
   “Yeah, okay.” I repeat.
 
   “Okay to the clothes?”
 
   “Okay to…you know,” I shrug and flick a wrist, pointing in no specific direction.
 
   “I mean okay, I’ll be your…your—”
 
   “Girlfriend? You’ll date me?” His face lights up, and fuck if it doesn’t make my apprehension vanish into thin air. He is something else.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Exclusively?”
 
   “I sure as hell hope so,” I snap.
 
   “Good, because I will not share you with any other man.” He looks at me squarely and I absorb the sense of peace and satisfaction in his eyes. It’s raw and disarming. “Ever. I can make you happy.” 
 
   I believe him, too. I don’t know how, but something in me tells me that he can and he will. I may be an idiot for believing him, but the alternative is not an option. I’ll give him, give us a chance.  “I know you can,” I say softly. 
 
   His lips lift into just a fraction of a smile.  “I put the rest in that dresser.” He points to an island dresser like I’ve seen in one of those fancy-ass home magazines. There are two of them in the middle of this living room-sized closet.
 
   “There’s more in there?” 
 
   He smiles and nods. I look around in awe. I can’t even wrap my brain around this. I have a tiny little closet that is barely full. I have thrift store clothing mostly, since I refuse to pay much for a pair of jeans or a top. I guess, if nothing else, my time on the streets taught me how to be frugal.
 
   “Yes. Though I like the idea of you being panty-less around me, I won’t deny you undergarments,” he jokes. I smack his arm playfully and he sweeps me up to him again, laying another breathtaking kiss on me. He breaks away and rests his cheek against mine. “I need to feed you, and then I have something I want to discuss, but take your time, baby.” He releases me and smacks my ass, then leaves me alone in the massive closet. 
 
   I should shower before dressing in these fancy clothes. I walk out of the closet and into his resort-style bathroom. I swing open the door to the shower.  “What the hell?” I moan. How do you turn this thing on? There are multiple sprayer thingies and a few different controls. Who in the hell decided to screw up taking a shower by complicating it? I fiddle with the taps until finally warm water shoots from just the main shower head above me. Thank fuck for small miracles. I use his products and I can’t say I mind in the slightest. I like the smell of his soap. It makes me think of him. I’ll have to remind myself not to sniff my own arm all day like some jonesing crackhead. I laugh at my inner musings and towel off. I enter the closet again and pull open one of the dresser drawers. Panty heaven! There must be dozens of panties here in all types and colors. I dig through the undergarments like a kid on Christmas. Lace. Cotton. Silk. Boyshorts. Thongs. G-Strings. Bikinis. I sigh as I choose a pair of beige lace boyshorts. I pull them on, reveling in the delicious, silky feel, and find a black lace bra in the next drawer. I open another drawer and it’s full of those garter things with the nylons. I don’t know what in the hell he expects me to do with those. I’ve never even worn them before. The next two drawers have lingerie, nightgowns, and pajamas in every style, fabric and color imaginable.
 
   “Wow,” I say to myself. I walk back to the rack of clothing, scanning the garments. My sights set on a navy, chiffon shell top. I’ve seen things like this, but I don’t own anything like it; it’s gorgeous. I quickly locate a white camisole and slip a really nice pair of white linen shorts with a cuffed hem over my hips. I slide the shell over my shoulders and button it, suddenly feeling strangely “put together.” Maybe I’m on one of those prank shows and someone’s going to pop out of the enormous shoe rack and burst my bubble. This can’t really be happening. I sit down and finger comb my brown waves, trying to get a grip. I lean forward and grab a box from the bottom shelf of the rolling rack and flip the lid off.
 
   “Jimmy Sh-shoo? Hmm.” I pull a metallic  heel from the box. It’s gorgeous and way fancier than any of the secondhand shit in my closet. I put the lid back in place and grab the rest of the boxes. I line them up and flip the lids on all of them.
 
   “Jimmy Shoo. Jimmy Shoo. Jimmy Shoo. Jimmy Shoo.” Who is this Jimmy cat?
 
   “Damon!” I shout like a mad woman. Nothing.  “DAMON!” I hear some fumbling, and a second later, Damon barrels into the closet with wide eyes. Ah, shit. I scared him.
 
   “What’s wrong? Why are you on the floor?” He sounds panicked and I feel like a total asshole. I yell for Sutton all the time and he for me. I guess it’s a habit.
 
   “Sorry.” I cringe. He visibly relaxes.
 
   “I was just wondering about these.” I hold up a glittery pump and his brows shoot up.
 
   “Okay, but I doubt I can tell you very much about women’s footwear.” 
 
   I click my tongue at his smartass remark.  “No, I was wondering about the brand. Who is Jimmy Shoo?” 
 
   He laughs at me and I throw the heel at him, which he catches with little effort.  “Okay, I’m a guy and even I know that Jimmy Choo is a designer. The ladies like his stuff,” he explains.
 
   “Oh. Choo as in chew. Got it. These look expensive. How much were they?” I slip on a pair of navy cork wedge sandals. I’m glad to see a few pairs of wedges since they’re the only type of heel I know how to walk in. I only have a few pairs of shoes and one pair of wedge sandals. These are really nice. I’m feeling all kinds of spoiled right now and I’m kind of loving it.
 
   “It doesn’t matter the price,” he answers and I cock a brow as I stand.
 
   “How much, Damon?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, Josephine.” 
 
   I cross my arms over my chest and prop out a sandal clad foot.  “Tell me or I’m going home,” I threaten. 
 
   His eyes widen. “No, you aren’t. I’m keeping you.” He strides over to me and my mound of shoes, bends purposefully down and tosses me over his shoulder. I squeal and slap his ass from my upside down position. A low laugh rumbles from his throat as he totes me from the bedroom and down the stairs to the kitchen. I laugh as he flips me upright and sits me down on the countertop.
 
   “What can we make to eat, woman?”
 
   “Let’s not make a mess. We can go to The Diner.”
 
   “What diner?”
 
   “The Diner. That’s what it’s called.” I shrug.  “I go there for breakfast before work every day. It’s cheap and their coffee is the best. They make great cheeseburgers, too.”
 
   “The Diner it is.”
 
   “You have to change your clothes, though. It’s not a suit and tie kind of place.”
 
   “Only if you help me.”
 
   “I think I can arrange that.” I give him a naughty smile and know I’m in trouble. He growls as he tosses me back over his shoulder and heads towards the stairs.
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   I explain where The Diner is and we make the trip across town in comfortable silence. His hand crosses the console of his fancy Beamer and claims a spot on my thigh. He looks over at me and squeezes as he smiles, exposing his pearly white teeth. It successfully melts my indifferent heart. Damon does something to me and I don’t know what the hell to think of it. I’m out of sorts, but I’m kind of enjoying it. I don’t feel so alone with him. I feel like I belong somewhere, with someone. It’s a revelation in my screwed up world.
 
   He parks right in front and jumps out and walks around to my side of the car to open my door. Someone pinch me. He has got to be joking. No one holds open doors for me. I sit and admire how great he looks in his jeans, snug white tee and Chucks. He’s gorgeous, whether he’s in a suit and tie or his plain casual clothes. His warm, amber eyes seem to glow in the sunlight and his thick, dark hair flutters in the light breeze.
 
   “Are you going to get out or should I bring your food to the car?” 
 
   I snap out of my ogling and step out. “Sorry, I was enjoying the view.” 
 
   He sweeps my hand from my side and threads our fingers together. I freeze and he tugs me along.  “This is what couples do. They hold hands. Eat lunch together. You’ll get used to it.” He gives my hand a squeeze.
 
   We step into The Diner and I point to my usual booth. We slide into the worn bench seat and I wave at Noni. She catches my gesture out of the corner of her eye as she scoops ice into a cup and I watch as her jaw drops. Yep, Noni, I brought a man with me. She whips out her order pad and pencil and all but runs to us.
 
   “Hey, Noni,” I say casually.
 
   “Hey, doll.” She looks to Damon and stares. What the hell, Noni? He’s a bit young for you. Noni’s got to be in her fifties, but I guess she could be a cougar. I wouldn’t doubt it. She’s a beautiful middle-aged woman. Her dark brown hair is sprinkled generously with gray, but she wears it well. Crow’s feet mar the edges of her almond-shaped, hazel eyes. But overall, she’s aged gracefully, which is really saying something for a woman who’s busted her ass as a waitress for all of her adult life.
 
   “Noni, this is my -”
 
   “Boyfriend,” Damon interjects as he shoves his arm forward. Noni extends her hand to him and they shake.
 
   “Damon, this is Noni. I see her about as much as I see Sutton.”
 
   “Damon Cole, it’s a pleasure to meet the woman who feeds my lady breakfast.” Damon winks at her, showing off his winning smile. 
 
   I roll my eyes as I watch Noni’s face pale and her hands tremble. Really? Dear, God, Non, get a hold of yourself.
 
   “Damon Cole,” she mutters. Okay, this is awkward.
 
   “Alrighty then,” I say, feigning enthusiasm as I drum my fingers on the table.  “Now that the introductions are out of the way… I’m starving, what about you?” I look to Damon.
 
   “I’ll have whatever you’re having.” Smart man.
 
   “Okay, that’s fair enough. So then we’ll take two cheeseburgers with bacon, double patty for Big Man here, cut the lettuce, tomato, and onion, mayo for me, and…” I arch a brow at Damon.
 
   “Mustard,” he adds.
 
   “Mustard for him, two orders of fries, and two waters. No lemon.” I cap off our order with a smile and Noni walks away, scribbling.
 
   “How long have you been coming here?” 
 
   I take a deep breath and think back.  “Right after I started working at the store, so seven years I guess.” 
 
   He nods. “Nice place.”
 
   “So, what was it that you wanted to talk to me about?” 
 
   He begins to open his mouth, but is cut off by my damned phone. I dig the phone out and Sutton’s name on the screen. I swear, the old fart is the only one who ever calls me. It’s a testament to how lackluster my life really is. Was. Whatever. I swipe my thumb across the screen and hold it to my ear.  
 
   “What’s up, Captain?” I glance to Damon and watch him purse his lips together and pinch the bridge of his nose. What the hell is wrong now?
 
   “Have you talked to that boyfriend of yours?” 
 
   I scowl at his tone.  “He isn’t my boyfriend!” I clip into to phone. I glance up to Damon. He’s pissed. Fuck. His eyes narrow on me and I feel pinned to this seat. I need to get off the phone and explain.
 
   “Well, if he isn’t your boyfriend now, he will be when I tell you that he’s the one who bought the store. That man seems to be set on impressing you, Miss USA.”
 
   “I’ll call you back,” I mumble and quickly hang up.
 
   “Not your boyfriend, huh?” 
 
   I stare at him blankly. I don’t know what the hell to make of what Sutton said about Damon being the buyer. Why would he do that? I don’t even know what to say to him. Noni interrupts our silent staring match; she sets the plates down and nearly trips over her own feet trying to get away from us.
 
   “You bought the store?” 
 
   He looks up from his food.  “We’ll talk about this when we get back to my place.” His voice is firm and intimidating. 
 
   I must’ve really pissed him off. I press forward anyway. “No, I want to talk about it now.” 
 
   He closes his eyes and takes in a deep breath. He opens them and his fiery gaze burns into me.  “No. We will discuss this when we get back, Josephine.” He waves two fingers in the air to signal Noni for the check and she delivers it, along with two to-go boxes. He loads up both of our meals and tosses a one-hundred dollar bill on the table, slipping out of the booth and dragging me towards the car.
 
   Our ride back to his place is silent, but far from comfortable. When we get into the elevator, he jabs his finger angrily into the panel. Why the hell is he so quiet? I need to explain why I said that to Sutton and he needs to explain what the hell is going on with the store. The elevator comes to a stop and the doors open. He still hasn’t said a word. My hand is swept from my side and tugged forward. He opens the front door and pulls me behind him. I try pulling away, but his grip only tightens. I wish he would just stop and say something. The silence is unnerving.
 
   “Are you going to say anything? Tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Baby, I’m about to tell you everything you need to know. Trust me.” I’m dragged up the staircase so fast my feet can barely keep pace with his. He leads us into the library and I’m even more confused. Are we seriously going to sit down and talk things over in the fucking library like two stuffy business associates?
 
   “Take off your clothes, Josephine,” he orders in a low, demanding voice.
 
   “What?” My brows bunch together.
 
   “Take off your clothes or I’ll take them off for you, but it’s doubtful that they’ll be wearable, once I’m done.” 
 
   I stand frozen in place, shocked and confused at his words. I don’t understand why he won’t just talk about this shit.
 
   “Fine,” he huffs as he strides forward to me. He grips the delicate fabric of the navy shell and rips it open.
 
   “My shirt!” I gasp. 
 
   His hands go to the hem of my camisole and he muscles it open as well. What the hell? His destructive hands go to the waistband of my shorts and rip! Fuck! I’m left in my panties and bra before him.  
 
   “Talking seems a lot more productive then tearing up clothes, don’t you think?” I grate through gritted teeth.
 
   “Ready to talk, Josephine?” 
 
   What? I’m so confused. I furrow my brows again and begin to shake my head.
 
   “Let’s talk, baby,” he purrs in my ear. 
 
   Oh shit. My stomach flips and flutters as I grasp what he intends on doing. I can’t say I don’t want it. I could use an orgasm or two, or three. 
 
   He clasps my bra and easily snaps it open; it falls to the floor. The delicate lace of my underwear is no match for his brute force. He demolishes them with one forceful yank.  “Now we talk.” 
 
   I say nothing in return. I’m speechless and turned on by this amazing, multi-faceted man. 
 
   His fingers brush my elbow and guide me behind one of the oversized plush chairs. “Bend over and ready yourself, baby.” 
 
   Ready myself for what? My hands develop a small tremor and I lean forward over the chair, as instructed. I peek back over my shoulder and see him shed his clothing. My core tightens with anticipation. The heat between my legs burns white hot as my arousal builds. His big hand lands on the back of my neck and gives a brief squeeze before trailing down my spine. One finger slips between my cheeks and lingers, trailing down the seam of my opening. I close my eyes and revel in the feel of his touch. The tearing of foil catches my attention and I’m glad that the condom discussion has been saved for another time. The head of his erection nudges against my opening. He carefully and gently guides the tip of himself into me. I breathe deeply in anticipation. He moves in further, just a fraction.  
 
   “Who are you, Josephine?” he asks in a calm yet lusty voice. 
 
   I see what he’s playing at.  “I’m your girlfriend,” I answer, feeling a little proud of myself.
 
   “If you’re my girlfriend, then what does that make me, Josephine?” he punctuates his sentence by filling me with the full length of his cock all at once. I gasp and involuntarily rock up onto my tiptoes. His strong hands hold my hips tightly and I struggle to fill my lungs. He withdraws slowly.
 
   “Tell me.” 
 
   Once again, he plows into me, stealing my breath in the most delicious way. My body clenches in pleasure.
 
   “My boyfriend.” My voice comes out weak and breathy.
 
   “Say it again,” he orders. 
 
   I comply on yet another hard thrust.  “Ah! My boyfriend.” 
 
   He rears back and comes at me again. The head of his cock bangs away at the deepest parts of me, sending exquisite little aches through my womb. “Again,” he pants.
 
   “My boyfriend!” I shout. 
 
   His speed increases and he pounds me to climax in no time. One hand leaves my hip to reach around and massage my breast. He groans in appreciation. I feel his body tense as he nears orgasm along with me. I pant hard and start seeing spots. My stomach clenches. My channel tightens around his perfect cock. A lightning storm of raw pleasure rips through my veins as my orgasm consumes me. He stills, buried deep, and shudders; a guttural groan resonates through his chest. His fingers dig into my flesh while our bodies are overcome with the perfect synchronicity of breathtaking ecstasy. He rests his forehead against my back, pulls out of me, and stands me upright to face him.
 
   “I didn’t mean it,” I say on a rush.  “I only said it because of Sutton. I don’t want to hear any shit from him.”
 
   “I’d never deny you. Please don’t deny me.” 
 
   Oh damn, now I feel like a real douchebag. He sounds wounded and I’m to blame. Who cares if Sutton knows? I can handle his old ass. I won’t be able to hide my relationship with Damon forever.  
 
   “Why’d you buy the store? Are you going to turn it into a bar or something?”
 
   “Look around yourself,” he orders. 
 
   I do. I scan the library. My eyes flit over the rows and rows of books around me. I look back to him and quirk up an eyebrow. So what does he want me to see?
 
   “Books are what you love. They’re what you know. It’s obviously your passion. I didn’t want you to lose that; you’ve lost enough.” His voice is low and velvet smooth in my ears. 
 
   My heart squeezes and aches in my chest. I feel the sting of tears threatening. “What?” I whisper barely loud enough to hear. 
 
   Those honey eyes cut into me. He grips my shoulder with one hand and runs the backside of the other over my jaw.  “You’ve lost enough. I bought the store for you. I want you to run it. It’s in your hands now.”
 
   “You didn’t buy it so you’d have some kind of control over me?” 
 
   The corner of his lips lifts into a small smirk. “I’d be lying if I said that purchasing the store in no way benefitted me.”  His big, bare shoulders rise and fall as he shrugs.  “I figured it’s the way to my lady’s heart. So I bought the place.” 
 
   Without hesitation, I wrap my arms around his middle and breathe a deep sigh of relief.
 
   “I…I…”
 
   “Hush.” He lifts a finger and holds it to my lips, effectively silencing me.  “I told you I’d give you what you deserve. Let me show you.” He bends at the waist and sweeps me off my feet, pulling me tight against his defined chest and down the wide corridor to his bedroom. 
 
   I feel as if I’m in some type of euphoric daze and I have to admit, I’ve never felt so lucky in my life. It doesn’t feel like we met yesterday. His generosity doesn’t feel like charity. It feels like something good and genuine and beautiful, and it’s mine as long as I take what he offers. I can’t refuse him. Not in any capacity.
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   “I don’t get it. Why me? You’re way out of my league.” 
 
   He sets me down on his bed and climbs over the top to lie down beside me, wrapping his arms around my bare body and tugging me into his chest. It’s quickly becoming my favorite place to be. I feel so safe here. I feel…right, being here. Right here in his arms. It’s so damn confounding. I peek over my shoulder at Damon and see his warm eyes on me.
 
   “I can’t explain it. I saw you and everything came together for the first time in my life. It felt like breathing. You’re the one who’s out of my league. I don’t deserve you. Trust me.” 
 
   Why would he say that? Even hearing it makes me ache for him. I turn in his arms to face him.
 
   “You…you are amazing in every way! How in the hell could you possibly not deserve me? I just hope by some miracle I can really be what you think I am.”
 
   “I know I’m right about you. I can feel it. My gut is never wrong.”
 
   “You’re kind of cocky and a whole lot bossy, Big Man,” I muse tauntingly. He cocks up a brow and smiles a panty-dissolving, pearly white, crooked smile. Damn, I’m in so much trouble with him. How have my underwear not spontaneously combusted by now? I never knew I could feel this happy around someone. I could easily fall for him. Hell, maybe I already am.
 
   His fingers crawl up my ribs then tickle me beneath my arms.
 
   “Stoooooooooop!” I squeal like a wounded animal and flail about.
 
   “Aw, my Josephine can’t stand to be tickled,” he teases and he keeps at it; I squirm and bat at him.
 
   “Pleeeease!” I cry out. 
 
   His hands leave my sides as he lifts his big body and swings a leg over me, rolling me to my back. He straddles me and pulls my arms above my head, holding me immobile with ease. My smile fades as I look up into those pools of warm honey. I like being here. I enjoy being with him. I don’t know how I could ever not have him. What if this doesn’t go anywhere? What if it doesn’t last?
 
   “What’s wrong?” A deep crease mars his forehead, his concern evident. 
 
   I sigh and clear my throat to confess my worries. I feel like I can talk to him about it. I should talk to him about it.  “I’m scared.” I admit my fear honestly and watch as he purses his lips together.  “I’m scared that if I get attached to you, I’ll be destroyed if something ever happened to us or to you. I won’t put myself in a position to lose again. I would never survive it.” I don’t make eye contact with him, and it makes admitting my private concerns easier.
 
   “Look at me,” he demands. 
 
   I direct my gaze to him without hesitation. He releases his grip on my arms and brings them down, pressing my palms against his naked chest. His skin is warm and tanned; his muscles bulge and ripple when he moves or speaks. He is intoxicating. I couldn’t dream up a more beautiful man. He holds my hands in place against his chest as our eyes stay locked on each other.
 
   “Nothing is going to happen. I won’t let anything or anyone ruin this. You have no reason to worry. I won’t let you lose anymore. Do you believe me?” 
 
   I do believe him. I know it’s completely stupid, but fuck if there isn’t a little tug in my chest telling me that I believe him. I nod.
 
   “Say it, Josephine,” he says firmly.
 
   “I believe you.” 
 
   He takes a deep breath and resumes his position beside me.  “That’s good.”
 
   “Can we eat now? I really want my burger before I have to get back to my place.” 
 
   His grip tightens on me.  “We can eat, but you’re staying with me.” 
 
   The way he said that has the clearest damn tone of finality I’ve ever heard. I can’t just stay at his place all the time. I have to check my mail and pay my bills and wash laundry and other shit that normal people do at home.
 
   “I don’t have a choice. I have to…feed my fish.” What? What the hell? Why am I lying about owning a fish? What’s so hard about telling him hell no I have to go home because I have shit to do? I groan internally at my lie and lack of ability to sever myself from him. Fuck my life.
 
   “Oh. You have fish?” He sounds skeptical. He’s no idiot; he knows I don’t own a damn fish, or dog or cat or anything else that requires food or love and attention.
 
   “Yep. One of those cheap goldfish in the glass bowl.” 
 
   He rolls me to face him and I wince a little on the inside; I know he can tell I’m full of shit.  “What’s his name?” 
 
   My eyes dart around as I scramble for a name. Shit. Shit. Shit.  “Oh. Um. I just call him Fish.” I shrug and pretend to pick at my nails. This is a mess. I’m no liar and apparently I should stay that way because I flat out suck at lying to Damon. I glance over and see a smirk play across his mouth.
 
   “Okay, fine. I’ll go with you.” He releases me and rocks up out of the bed. 
 
   I watch his phenomenal naked ass as he makes his way toward the closet. Shit. He can’t come with me. He’ll want to know where the damn fish is. He won’t accept no for an answer. I’ll make it work; I can do this. I slide off his bed and join him in the closet. He glances at me as I walk in and start digging through my newly acquired collection of panties. I grab a lacey blue thong and slip it on. Damn, these feel nice. Damon walks over to me and stands right up against my ass as I work on choosing a bra. His hands reach around to cup my breasts and he rolls each of my puckered nipples between his forefinger and thumb. I close my eyes and let my head rest back on his chest. 
 
   His lips brush against my ear. “You’re a shitty liar, baby.” 
 
   I gasp as he punctuates his statement with a rough pinch of both my nipples. His chest shakes with laughter. Jerk. I scoff at him and his hands fall from my breasts. He is full-out laughing now.
 
   “Hey! Shut the hell up!” I put on a bra and turn to face him. His hand clutches his defined abs as he laughs uproariously. I perch my hands on my hips and scowl.  “Are you done yet?” I snap. 
 
   He keeps laughing his awesome ass off.  “A fish? I mean really? Baby, you have to know you are a shit liar. Damn, that was funny.” He calms and catches his breath, stepping towards me with extended arms. 
 
   I’m not hugging him. Asshole. I bat him away and continue getting dressed.
 
   “Oh c’mon, don’t pout. It’s fine. I get it. You need to go over to your place, but I want you to stay with me as much as possible.”
 
   “Fine,” I huff.
 
   “Besides, you need to stay with me tonight. I have a surprise for you bright and early in the morning.” 
 
   I spin around to face him. He’s gorgeous in just boxer briefs.  “Tomorrow is Sunday, what could we possibly be doing in the morning?”
 
   “Did you miss the surprise part, Baby?” 
 
   I roll my eyes. He’s chipper as hell since I agreed to date him and I guess being chipper also means he’s a smart ass.  “Fine, whatever. Let’s go. I have bills to pay and mail to check and I’m sure my trash can smells just splendid.” I pull on a cotton cap sleeve top and jeans and spin in the full length mirror. Damn, my ass looks nice in these. I have to agree with Brian. Gay men apparently do have a serious sense of fashion. 
 
   Damon smacks my ass; no doubt he’s thinking the same thing I am.  “Need to give Brian a raise,” he mumbles to himself. I snicker inwardly. He likes my ass. Total ass man.  “C’mon baby. Quicker I get you there the quicker I get you back here. Let’s go.” 
 
   I smile and take his hand. I don’t particularly enjoy the idea of going back to my shithole, but I have to. I won’t be there long. I know he wants me here tonight and honestly, I do, too. I’m in deep already. Who wouldn’t be, though? He’s Mr. Fan-fucking-tastic. Any woman would be crazy about him. I’m no different.
 
   I slide the key into the lock and open the door, only to be greeted by the disgusting smell of the leftover tuna salad I tossed out two days ago.  “Ah, fuck! Tuna!” I run for the trashcan and cinch up the drawstring in a hurry, yanking out the half-full trash bag and hurling it out onto the front stoop. I’ll carry the sour shit to the dumpster on our way out.
 
   “Oh shit, open some windows, will ya?” Damon strides through my small shithole, opening windows as he goes.
 
   “Geez, that’s disgusting. Is there a dead Fish in the can or what?” I see him choke back a laugh at my expense and I glare at him.
 
   “Har-har, very funny,” I say flatly. I move through my place, making quick work of tidying up. I catch Damon watching me at every turn. I grab my mail and toss out most of it, since all I usually get is junk. I slit open my utility bill and nearly fall over when Damon whirls me around and snatches the pile of bills from my hand.  “Hey! That’s private!” I grab at the stack of letters, but he holds them out of reach.  “What are you doing? Give them back!” Damnit! This is embarrassing as hell. He better not open them all. He’ll see how far behind I am on my phone and electric bill and then I’ll die of mortification. 
 
   He flips open the folded utility statement. Kill me now. I can feel my pride wither and fucking die at my feet. I turn and walk to my crappy futon couch. I flop down and my shoulders slump in defeat. I can hear him shuffling through my mail and I just want to crawl into a hole and die. I’m behind on just about everything, but my last two paychecks went into the garbage. I literally ripped them up and tossed them in the can. I knew Sutton didn’t have the money to pay me, and the store is really my passion, too, so I figured if he isn’t getting a dime, I shouldn’t either. It was a sacrifice I made in hopes of buying more time to maybe save the store. I fell behind on everything in the process. It’s all so screwed up. 
 
   He rounds my futon and sits beside me. I cross my arms on my knees and lean forward to hide my face in my lap. His big hand goes to my back and rubs small circles between my shoulders.
 
   “What else are you behind on?” 
 
   I groan into my lap, but know that he won’t let it lie.  “A couple things,” I say into my lap and it comes out sounding all muffled.
 
   “The store?” 
 
   He apparently knows me well already.  I’ve never been this transparent to anyone else. This openness and emotional shit is so far outside of my comfort zone.
 
   “Yes,” I admit reluctantly.  “Sutton hasn’t taken a dime recently because the store can’t really afford it. I knew he didn’t have the money, so I haven’t cashed my last two paychecks.”
 
   “You aren’t going to worry about any of this anymore, understand?” 
 
   I bolt up from my beaten down position.  “What? You aren’t paying my delinquent bills, Damon! I do have some pride.” 
 
   His serious eyes and tightened jaw tell me I’m about to battle this, too. Damnit! I can’t win anything with him.
 
   “So do I, and my woman worrying about money when I have an ass-ton of it isn’t something I can be proud of. I’m taking care of your finances. End of discussion.” 
 
   And there it is. Battle lost. Great.
 
   “Okay.” I can’t even look him in the eye. This is a new low for me. No one has ever paid my bills. Failure feels like complete shit.
 
   “Hey, don’t you dare feel ashamed. What you did, forfeiting your money for Sutton, is admirable. Most people are too selfish to do such a thing. You’re looking out for Sutton and the store. You’re an amazing woman, whether you realize it or not.” 
 
   Oh please, not again. Tears. Again. What’s my problem? My lip quivers and I can feel them coming.  “I just never wanted to see the store close. I tried really hard. I did.” I wipe away the tears as they spill onto my face. I try to look away from Damon, but he won’t allow it. His hand grips my chin and forces me to look at him, tears and all. Great. I have less pride and dignity by the minute.
 
   “We’re going to get things on track, starting tomorrow. Don’t worry about it anymore.” 
 
   I wipe my face and take a cleansing breath. I lean over to him and kiss him with all I have. I want him to know how grateful I am for him. I don’t know how I got so lucky and I’m damn skeptical of it, but I’m happy to have him nonetheless. I may not be able to be proud of my life, but I’m damn proud to say that, for once, I have something to call my own. I have something I feel I can trust. I have Damon. Being his is something I can be proud of, and I am.
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   By the time we finish taking care of things at my place, it’s dinner time. On the way back to his place, I offer to cook and he’s happy for me to get back in his kitchen. I guess he likes my poor man cheeseburger casserole.
 
   “We have to stop by the store. I need some ingredients that you don’t have. I already looked.”
 
   “Okay, what store?” he asks in the most genuine way that I almost feel bad for laughing. 
 
   I look at him and a snort escapes me as I try to swallow down my urge to laugh. He seriously doesn’t know shit about grocery shopping, does he?  “The grocery store, Damon. You know, where they keep all the food,” I quip. 
 
   He averts his eyes from the road for a split second to glare at me. It only furthers my amusement.
 
   “You don’t buy your own groceries do you?” 
 
   He looks over with that same damned sheepish look that gets me every time.
 
   “Aw, you don’t. My big, handsome lover-man doesn’t know how to grocery shop, does he?” I say in a ridiculous baby voice.
 
   “I absolutely know how to purchase groceries.”
 
   “Mhmm, sure you do. Just pull into the next grocery store you see…Big Man.” I laugh under my breath again.
 
   “Yeah, I’m going to show you just how big I am when we get back, smart mouth.” 
 
   My stomach flips. I mean, actually flutters with excitement at his threat. I know he’ll make good on it and I’m eager to get what I need from the store and get out!
 
   “Promises, promises.” 
 
   He turns into a supermarket parking lot and finds a spot. Once he opens my door and I step out his hand lands hard on my ass cheek and I yelp, right there in the parking lot.
 
   “Keep teasing me, baby, and you won’t be able to walk tomorrow.” 
 
   Oh hell. Stomach flutters kick into overdrive and I flirt with the idea of encouraging him. He slips my hand into his and laces our fingers together. It feels nice, like we’ve done this for a million years and he’s part of my identity. He’s right when he says that seeing each other feels like breathing. It feels like breathing and living and all things good and right in the world; it feels like a damn dream and I dread waking up.
 
   I stroll through the aisles with him in tow and grab the things I will need to make our dinner.
 
   “What are we having?” he asks, tossing miscellaneous items in the shopping cart. He must feel like a kid in a candy shop.
 
   “Chicken cordon bleu. My dad use to make it, but he never got a chance to teach me how, so I taught myself. I try to duplicate his recipe as best as I can. I think I have it pretty close.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   Oh? Seriously? No back flips for gourmet cordon bleu? Damn. I guess my man likes to slum with his women and his food. I smile to myself over my private jab and keep walking through the store. Once we get all the things we need and check out, Damon gets us back to the penthouse so I can make dinner. 
 
   I fiddle around in the kitchen with all the gadgets and gizmos and cookware. His kitchen is really a dream; I could cook in here every day. “Hey, can I cook in here every day?” I muse aloud.
 
   “Will you be here every day?” 
 
   Oh shit. Awkward. Does he want me here every day? I don’t want to crowd either one of us.
 
   “Because if it were up to me…” Damon rounds the island in the middle of the kitchen and stalks toward me with trouble written on his handsome face.  “I’d keep you here all the time. Whether as my woman or my prisoner, it wouldn’t matter. I’d still keep you. Right. Here.” He jabs a finger down on the countertop and my eyebrows rocket up my forehead. He wouldn’t! Wait. He probably would.
 
   “You would, wouldn’t you?” 
 
   A naughty smile eases onto his lips and grabs me about the waist, hoisting me up onto the counter. “You’re learning fast, Baby.” 
 
   I love hearing that slip off his tongue.  “I love that,” I whisper breathily, his fingers lightly grazing the inside of my thigh. My body responds to his touch quickly, and I feel the warmth of my arousal for him slicken my flesh.
 
   “You love what?” 
 
   I know he’s teasing me, but I’m fresh clay in his hands when his masterful touch is working my body.  “When you call me Baby.” My eyes roll back as his fingertips explore higher up my thigh, close to the junction between my legs. I inhale sharply when his hands cup behind both my knees and jerk me wider to accommodate his hips.
 
   “Say it again.” 
 
   I can feel his warm breath on my cheek and my body hums in response to his touch, to his voice, to his scent. I am completely at his mercy and I love it.  “I love it when you call me Baby,” I repeat. 
 
   His fingers skate to my thrumming center and slip beneath the surface of my shorts. “I can feel how much you like it.” His thumb begins rubbing small, light circles across my clit and I moan as I lay my head forward on his muscular shoulder.  “Tell me why you like it when I call you Baby.” 
 
   I can’t think, I can only feel. I smell him and I feel him. It’s euphoric. The speed of his rubbing increases and my heart pounds in my chest. “Ah…I just…like it,” I sputter. 
 
   His movements slow and I feel robbed.
 
   “Uh-uh. Tell me.” 
 
   Damnit! He’s going to torture me until I tell him. “I-I don’t know! I just like it.” 
 
   His movements slow even further and I want to cry and slap him all at the same time.
 
   “Tell me, Josephine,” he growls in my ear.
 
   “Because it makes me feel like I’m really yours!” I whine.
 
   “Don’t forget it, either,” he rumbles as he shoves me back to lie across the island. My back hits the granite surface with a thud. I don’t even know how, but before I know it, my shorts and panties are missing in action, and Damon’s awe-inspiring mouth is on my neglected pussy.
 
   “Oh my, oh, Damon,” I moan. My head rolls from side to side and his sinful tongue slides in and out, up and down. I’ve never come so fast. I feel my stomach tighten. My cheeks feel like they are on fire. My extremities are buzzing with a tingling sensation that travels throughout my entire body. “Ah! Damon!” I scream his name and see spots. I convulse right on the countertop. I shudder and shake as pure pleasure rolls through me. 
 
   Damon stands upright from his crouched position between my thighs, a naughty as hell grin on his face.
 
   “Don’t even fucking brag, guy!”
 
   “Just say it one time. Come on, Baby,” he purrs and it does the trick. I’m pathetic.
 
   “It makes me feel like I’m really yours.”
 
   “Whose?” he taunts.
 
   “Yours,” I mumble.
 
   “One more time. Whose?” He puts a finger behind his ear to mock being hard of hearing.
 
   “Yeah, fuck off, Big Man.” 
 
   He chuckles then presses his full lips to mine. I barely kiss him and he growls at my rebellion. “You had better kiss me, woman.”
 
   “No. It isn’t fair how you manipulate me.” I pout like a petulant child and smack on my best phony sad face.
 
   “Come on, woman. Stop pouting and make me dinner. Just as you are.”
 
   “Thought you just had dinner,” I toss out like a Battle of Wits Champion. He winks and my smartass tendencies evaporate into thin air. Fuck. He’s so good at this game. I sigh heavily and wipe down the counter where he had his…appetizer. I get back to work making our dinner, naked from the waist down. I finish cooking, plate our food, and demand to wear my panties while I eat. Eating a hot plate of food while my bottom half is unclothed is just…hazardous. Damon saw it my way when I mentioned the ramifications of a burned vagina. 
 
   I cut into my plate of cordon bleu and pop in the first mouthful. It’s to die for, just like my father used to make. Damon takes his first bite and chews slowly. I hope he likes it.
 
   “This is amazing. You’re a fantastic cook.” 
 
   His compliment has me beaming like a teenage girl with a crush. 
 
   “I really wish I could have met your parents.” He looks down at his plate and rolls the stem of his fork between his finger and thumb, making the tines twirl.
 
   “I wish you could have, too,” I admit. I do. I wish they could have met this gorgeous man that’s setting up shop so easily in my heart. I wish we could have those damn family dinners every Sunday that most people dread. I would kill to have family card night, where we get together to gamble with fake money. I wish I wasn’t so fucked up, then maybe I’d allow myself to have a husband and children… I shut off my stupid run-away thoughts when I feel a lump form in my throat. Damn emotions have been way out of control lately. The rest of dinner passes without us saying much of anything. I have a feeling the emotional shit involving family is a no fly zone for both of us.
 
   “Dinner was outstanding. Thank you.” 
 
   I smile as his superfluous compliment slides past my ears and goes straight to my heart, giving me a warm feeling that I’m beginning to like. A lot. I smile down at the sink of dishes I’m loading into the dishwasher.  “You’re welcome. Thank you for letting me cook in a real kitchen. I like it.”
 
   “Baby, you are the only woman who has ever made a meal in here, and if I have it my way, you’ll be the last.” 
 
   I freeze in place and look at him with wide eyes.  “What?” 
 
   He makes his way around the counter and comes to a stop close to my side.  “Nothing. Let me take you to bed.” He takes the dirty dish from my hand and closes the dishwasher, wrapping his arm around my waist. His hand rests on my hip and we climb the stairs in silence. 
 
   What did he just say? The only one? What do I say to that? Do I want to be the only woman who ever makes a meal in that kitchen? My heart pounds in my chest. I feel like I’m losing it a little.
 
   “Don’t overthink, Josephine. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
   I draw in a deep breath of relief. My head tells me this is weird and moving entirely too fast; we just met, after all. He just hinted at me living here…or something. But, my heart is happy as hell. I’m so confused with myself. I need to sleep. Sleep should help me clear my head. Without saying a word, he leads us into the bathroom and turns on the carwash-sized shower.
 
   “You have a complicated shower,” I say as I strip off my clothes and let him pull me into the glass enclosure. He positions us beneath the warm spray and I lean my head against his chest; I could very well fall asleep just like this.
 
   “Tired?”
 
   “Tired. Satisfied. Full. Completely sexed up. I guess I could use some sleep.” 
 
   He holds me to his chest as his hands reach for the shower gel. He squeezes some into his hands and lathers it. He spreads the soap over my tired body; I take in the scent of his body wash and the feel of his hands on me. His soapy hand glides between my thighs and gently cleans me. I wince a little from the sore feeling our library sex earned me.
 
   “Sore?”
 
   “A little,” I admit. 
 
   He makes a tsk-tsk noise under his breath.  “Looks like I may need to be more careful with my woman.”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
   He looks at me with tender eyes that consume me on the spot. “I’ll make that decision.” 
 
   I give my hair a half-ass wash while I watch him lather shampoo through his own messy hair. His warm eyes stay on me, and watch as I rinse, then condition, then rinse my hair. We step out of the shower and towel off.  I skip to the closet in a hurry to get some clothes on; I am cold after stepping out of the steamy shower. 
 
   Damon sweeps up behind me.  “If you’re cold, baby, let me warm you.” His lips land on my shoulder and he guides us, naked and damp, to the bed. He pulls back the comforter and we climb in. My back meets his chest. He wraps his bare body around mine and the heat between us warms me in no time at all. The goosebumps go away and the chattering of my teeth ceases. I breathe deep and snuggle closer into him. My eyelids become leaden and I feel sleep taking me over.
 
   “I love this,” I mumble hazily. 
 
   His arms tighten around me and his lips kiss the rim of my ear.  “I hope so,” he whispers and I relax into him further.



  
 


[bookmark: ch14]
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Wake up, beautiful.”
 
   “Uh-uh. Go away,” I whine into the pillow. Why is he waking me up this early on a Sunday? The surprise! I bolt upward in the bed. I catch sight of him in dress pants and a button down shirt rolled up at the sleeves. His hair is styled in his signature dark mass of sloppiness, that no other man could pull off so flawlessly. I notice his clean shaven face and I grumble under my breath.  “You shaved.” 
 
   He grins, no doubt amused with my mood.  “Come on. We have a busy morning. Lots of decisions to make, so let’s go, woman, or I’m going to tie you up and spank that beautiful ass of yours.”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s tempting,” I confess aloud. 
 
   His head shakes back and forth in disapproval.  “If you make us late for this meeting, I promise, Josephine, you’re going to be a lot sorer than you already are.” 
 
   Oh damn, he has a way of making me hot in exactly two seconds flat.  “Okay, fine. What are we doing, anyway?” I roll out of his lush bed and stagger on stiff legs to his closet. I can feel him following me. I walk to the rack of clothes and flick through each hanger.
 
   “It’s a surprise,” he says simply. 
 
   Great, a surprise. With Damon, it could be anything. I sigh and pull a sleeveless, pale yellow summer dress over my head. Stooping to my new collection of heels, I search for another pair of wedges. Damon notices.
 
   “You need to learn how to walk in heels. You’re my woman. We’ll be going to parties and fundraisers all over town, and you’ll be expected to wear heels. Now, put these on.”   He bends over and snatches up a pair of heels that make my insides shudder. 
 
   I look back at him and revive a long lost communication tool, my innocently pleading smile. I used it on Papa with great success. Now, I try it on Damon.
 
   “Nope. Put them on.”
 
   “I’ll slip and fall. Most girls learn how to walk in heels as teenagers. I never got those lessons.” Okay, I know. Low blow, tossing out the dead parents card, but I really don’t want to wear these. 
 
   His jaw tightens and he’s clearly losing patience with me.  “You’re going to learn now. Put. Them. On,” he grinds out through clenched teeth. 
 
   I snatch them from him with as much reluctance and disdain as I can muster.  “Fine!” I snap, sitting on the floor without concern for lady-like manners, and shove one foot then the other into the strappy heels. I’ll admit, they do look nice. I turn my feet from side to side and stand. Oh. Oh. I kind of feel like a total asswipe. 
 
   He quirks up an eyebrow and crosses his arms over his chest.  “I take it they’re not as bad as you thought.” 
 
   I give a coy smile for the first time in my entire screwed up life. I made a big deal over nothing. These don’t hurt and my balance is fine. Who in the hell told me high heels require a degree in lady-hood?  “I feel kind of dumb,” I mumble quietly.  “They aren’t bad at all. They’re gorgeous and pretty comfortable.” 
 
   Damon smiles triumphantly and I scoff internally at his brazen arrogance.
 
   “Don’t rub it in, Big Man!” 
 
   He shakes his head as he chuckles and pulls me in to hug him. He kisses my forehead and I close my eyes, breathing in his scent. It’s soapy and a little spicy. I like it.
 
   “Come on. Finish getting ready so we can eat and get to the surprise.” 
 
   I scurry off to the bathroom to comb out my hair then apply my makeup in a dash. I can’t help but notice that I took more care while putting on my makeup. Impressing Damon seems to be a priority these days. It’s absurd and unlike me, but everything that I’ve been doing the past few days is unlike me. I glance at myself in the mirror before traipsing off to meet my Big Man at the front door.
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“What are we doing here? The store’s closed on Sundays.”  I look at Damon’s handsome profile as he parks in front of the store.
 
   “Exactly. Let’s go.” He smacks my thigh and hops out of his pickup. 
 
   I still find it odd that this type of man drives a pickup truck. Whatever. He opens my door and grabs me around the waist to lift me out of the big truck. He sets me carefully on my feet and, despite my nervousness, I seem to be fine in the heels. Go fucking figure, that Josephine Geroux can wear heels just fine. He clasps my hand and we walk, hand in hand, into the store.
 
   “Who—what—” My jaw hangs wide open as I look around me. I watch a half a dozen men toting out the whole damn store through the back door. I don’t know what the hell to think.
 
   “It’s in your hands now. Everything is being renovated and updated. You’ll need to order inventory and speak with the decorator.” 
 
   “Wha—I…” 
 
   Damon grins and pats me on the back. 
 
   I am speechless. I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. I’ve begged Sutton for years to figure out a way for us to renovate the store. It needs everything updated in the worst way. Our flooring is shitty, our ceiling is shitty, our furniture is shitty, our shelving; everything.  
 
   “We get new stuff?” I whisper as I lean in towards him.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   I have to get out of here. I can’t do this. I do an about-face in my heels, as if I’ve done it a million times before, and make a beeline for the door, barreling through it. My lip quivers and I could choke on the lump in my throat.
 
   “Josephine!” Damon shouts behind me. 
 
   I feel him following me; it takes him no time to catch up with me as I rush down the sidewalk away from the store. I don’t understand why in the hell he would do this. The store isn’t some lucrative business venture or something. I’m shocked and grateful but there has to be a catch. Nothing this perfect just happens.   
 
   “Hey! If you want the old stuff, I’ll have it all put back.” 
 
   I shake my head no and keep fighting back tears. I hate fucking crying. I’ve only done it once a year for as long as I can remember, but since I met Damon, I’ve been crying every five minutes. When did I turn into such a fucking baby?
 
   “Hey!” His big paw grips my arm and halts my getaway.  “Talk to me,” he demands.
 
   The crease between his brows is deep and I suddenly feel like a jackass. Again. Damnit. I should be kissing his face off and showering him with my eternal gratitude, but instead, I’ve made him think I don’t like it.
 
   “How did you do this? Those men? It’s a Sunday.” 
 
   He releases my elbow and puts his hands on his hips when he sees I’m not going to run off. “This crew works for me all the time. They’re getting paid overtime, trust me.”
 
   “I-this is too good to be true. You’re too good to be true,” I mutter. 
 
   His thumb and index finger lift my chin to look at him.  “You’re wrong, baby. I’m just doing what I want to, for you; to make you happy. So, you aren’t losing the store; I bought it so you can manage it. If you and Sutton can work out something, then he can stay on the payroll, too. And as for me and being good to you? I just want you to want and need me like I want and need you.”
 
   “What if I can’t…make it work?”
 
   “The store, or us?”
 
   “Both,” I admit. “We just met.”
 
   His amber eyes are luminescent in the sunlight, and they take on a look I have yet to see, a  look of peace. I am fully and irrevocably enthralled by him. His thumb brushes across my chin softly, making one tender pass after another, and I start to relax under his touch.
 
   “You aren’t trying to buy me or hold the store over my head?”
 
   “No. The bookstore is your passion, and I have faith that your ideas to bring in more business are great ones. As for us? I know we just me, but I feel like I’ve known you forever. I know we can work, because failing isn’t an option.”
 
   “How are you so damn confident all the time?” 
 
   His hand falls away from my chin. I step into his space and wrap my arms around his middle. His arms encase me and I feel like I can breathe past the lump in my throat.
 
   “I’m only confident when I know I’m right, and I’m right about you.”
 
   “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened in my shitty life.” 
 
   His arms tighten almost painfully and I feel his heart beat faster. I peek through my lashes at him and he looks like he may be ill. Oh shit, I’ve given the only boyfriend I’ve ever had the urge to vomit.
 
   “Are you going to be sick?” I ask as I peel myself from his grip. 
 
   He shakes his head.  “No, no I’m fine. You just scared me when you took off. I thought I upset you.”  He laces our fingers together and tugs me forward.  “Come on, the store is waiting!”
 
   Damon leans in and kisses me sweetly, then strides back of the chaos that is the bookstore, where a gruff-looking man is standing with a few other workers. “Excuse me one minute, I have to talk to the project manager.” 
 
   “Holy shit, Jo,” mumble to myself, looking around. The store looks huge with nothing in it. I have so many great ideas to vamp up the place and make it more appealing to the younger generation of readers. I’ll admit, I’m still damn shocked over all of this, but over the moon happy. I love this store. Damon was right when he said the way to my heart would be through this place, because right now, I downright love that man for what he has done! I could spend the rest of my life trying to express my gratitude, though I fear I’d fall short. There’s simply no way to thank him enough for accepting me and my shitty little world. I still don’t get why the hell he is so taken with me, but, at this point, I don’t care to try and rationalize it. He’s the first good thing that has happened to me in a very, very, long time and damnit, I intend on indulging in this happiness. There’s no telling how long it will last, anyway. The thought of us ending makes me want to curl up and hide, but I just have to set those worries aside. At least, for now.
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   Damon’s been pretty quiet since we left the store. I feel awful for not being more vocal about how much I appreciate what he’s done. Damn, I want him to know; I need him to know. That spot in my chest that gets warm and gooey when he does certain things isn’t warm and gooey right now. Now it aches a little and I don’t like it; I feel like I upset him. He’s closed up on me and I have to fix it. 
 
   He said that on Sundays he visits his grandmother at the retirement home, so I reluctantly agreed to come with him. I’m nervous to meet his grandmother. I’ve never been anyone’s girlfriend, so meeting the family is extra unnerving. He told me that she’s really wonderful, but I can’t help feeling like a ball of nerves. 
 
   He pulls us into the parking lot of a nice-looking old folks’ home and parks, rounding the truck to get me. He swings open my door and I crook my finger at him to come closer. He steps forward and I grab a fist full of his shirt, tugging him to me. I cup his angular jaw in my hands and lean in, pressing my lips hard against his, trying to convey what I feel.
 
   “Thank you,” I murmur against his lips. 
 
   One big hand travels up my neck and around my nape to tangle into my hair. He groans into my mouth and deepens the kiss, his lips drawing mine deeper. His tongue slips over my moistened lips and into my mouth. I welcome his demanding kiss, moaning and savoring the taste of him. He pulls away and I am left wanting.
 
   “Do we have to visit Granny?” I whine like a child. 
 
   He laughs and lifts me from the truck. “It’s Grams. Just Grams.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I smooth out my dress down my thighs and ass. He extends his arm to me and I take his hand. Deep breath, Jo; you’ll be okay.
 
   “Grams?” 
 
   We enter a room that would be better classified as a suite. This is the fanciest damn old folks’ home I’ve ever seen. I haven’t seen any, in truth, but this looks more like a five-star hotel than a place for old people to wither up. There are two fair-sized windows on the far wall with floral curtains held open to allow in natural light. Photo frames are propped on every surface. I glance at each one as we walk further into her suite. They appear to all be of Damon, some girl, and another man. Who are these people? 
 
   A frail looking older woman lies in the medical-grade bed. She’s thin, with soft, white hair, cut short, and there’s a vase of pink roses on her side table. I feel like running away now. I don’t want to be here, she looks like death is a day away.
 
   “Grams?” Damon calls softly, which I assume is so she doesn’t startle. 
 
   She sits up and her eyes crack open; I can see now that this woman is nowhere near death! Her body looks like it’s failing, but there’s light in her eyes; she looks especially young in the eyes. They open wide in a crystal blue sparkle as she takes in the sight of Damon.
 
   “Boy, get your rear over here and hug Grammy!”
 
   “Grammy, huh?” I murmur. 
 
   Her eyes land on me and I feel like panicking. Her brows prompt an introduction, and on cue, my Big Man obliges.
 
   “Grams, this is my girlfriend, Josephine Geroux. Josephine, this is my grandmother, Bernice Cole.” 
 
   I extend my hand to her and shake her delicate, boney hand. She looks to Damon and scoffs.
 
   “Don’t you repeat that awful name. Bernice! Can you believe my parents did that to me?” 
 
   Her radiant blue gaze lands on me and I swear to God, I’m smitten. This woman is like a senior version of me. I can see it. The minute I saw her eyes pop open, I felt it. She’s feisty and I love it. I feel at home already. It’s strange, but I’m grateful that I feel comfortable. I laugh in response to her remark about her name.
 
   “You’re right, it’s a shit name.” I admit. 
 
   Her grin spreads wide and her oversized dentures make me laugh harder.  “I like this girl, Damon. Where did you find her?” 
 
   His smile is like heaven. He watches Grams and I hit it off like old girlfriends, and his mood changes drastically.  “A bookstore. She was wrestling with a shoplifter.” 
 
   He’s exaggerating and I screw up my face in response. Drama king.
 
   “Well?” Grams looks to me expectantly. 
 
   I raise my brows and look around in confusion.  “What?” I question.
 
   “Did you kick his thieving ass?” 
 
   I clutch my gut and lean forward in a fit of laughter. Damon follows suit with a low rumbling belly laugh. I sigh and wipe the tears from the corners of my eyes.
 
   “He’ s lying to you; I only chased the asshole from the store. I got the book back, though,” I say proudly.
 
   “Well, good!” 
 
   I’m positively mad over this woman. I can see why Damon has a tolerance for my bullshit. His Grams is my far older twin. I feel a million times better about being the girlfriend meeting the family. I think I like this Sunday routine, I could hang out with Grams all day.
 
   “Hey, could I maybe swing by to visit you tomorrow? I can make you some lunch and bring it with me?” My mouth moves of its own volition and the words escape before I think better of it. What the hell has gotten into me? 
 
   Then her face lights up and I don’t regret my offer.
 
   “It’s a date, but only if you bring me a bag of those candy peanuts. You know, the big, fluffy, orange candy peanuts. This grandson of mine doesn’t bring me a damned thing.” She sticks her tongue out at him and folds her boney hands in her lap. 
 
   I smile wide.  “I’ll tell you what. I will bring you a whole damned box of them if you give me all the goods on the Big Man here.” I jab my thumb out, motioning towards Damon and he grunts.
 
   “Uh-uh. Hell no. No plotting between you two.”
 
   The rest of our visit with Grams goes by entirely too fast for my liking and I actually frown when he says we have to leave her to it. We say our goodbyes and I promise Grams that I’ll see her tomorrow. Damon and I walk hand in hand to his truck.
 
   “Was it as bad as you thought?”
 
   “No,” I admit reluctantly.
 
   “So you mean I’ve been right twice today?”
 
   “Yes,” I mumble. 
 
   He heads towards his penthouse and I relax into my seat, preparing myself for his caveman ego stroking. He’s been right twice in a row; I overreacted both times and felt like a giant ass.
 
   “So what do I get for being right?” 
 
   I look over at him like he has lost his damned mind and see his crooked smile. My pride is no match for that damn smile. Or his honey eyes, or his sheepish look, and especially that extraordinary cock of his… It would seem that I am at his complete mercy pretty much all the time, and I can’t say I mind a damn bit. I’m crazy over him. I can’t deny it, not even to myself.
 
   “It’s a surprise.” He smiles even brighter and the desire to crawl across the console and onto his lap nags at me.
 
   “Don’t tease me, woman.”
 
   “I’m not teasing you, baby. You deserve a lot after what you did today.” 
 
   He glances over to me and his eyes are warm and tender. I want nothing more than to express my gratitude in the best way I know how. Sex. Long, hot, steamy, sensual sex. I plan on doing just that.
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   We walk hand and hand into the lobby of the Damon’s building, making our way directly to the elevator, but Howard stops us.
 
   “Boss?” 
 
   Damon stops and turns to Howard, who motions him over. Damon drags me to the security desk.  “What’s going on, Howard?” 
 
   The middle-aged man looks apprehensively at me and I feel like I should give them some privacy. I don’t necessarily need or want to know what he has to say. I pull away gently, but Damon’s grip tightens so I still.
 
   “Uh, well, Edward came by earlier.” 
 
   Damon jaw clenches and ticks. Who is Edward and why does his coming here piss Damon off?
 
   “Boss, he was hammered again. Made a big scene. Took me half an hour to talk him into leaving.” 
 
   Damon nods tightly.  “Thank you, Howard. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
   Fucking great, his mood is back to quiet and tense. I need to find out who this Edward guy is, but I’ll wait until the opportunity presents itself; now is not the time. Right now, I’m going to work doubly hard to bring back happy Damon, because, though he’s hot as hell, pissed off Damon has to go. We step into the elevator and he punches in the code with extra vigor.  I know I shouldn’t even bother, but I can’t help it.
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask while my thumb strokes along his hand reassuringly. He glances over to me and the anger in his eyes frightens me. I’m scared of very little. I’ve seen and done my fair share of screwed up shit, but the kind of anger I see in those eyes is the kind that makes a man kill someone. It scares me.
 
   “I’m fine.” His answer is short and total bullshit, but I choose to let it fly. 
 
   The elevator comes to a gliding stop and the doors slide open. He strides into the foyer with me in tow.
 
   “I need to make a phone call. I’ll be in my office. Make yourself at home.” He leans forward and gives me a chaste kiss on the lips, turning and stalking through the big penthouse to his office. 
 
   I stand alone in his wide-open living space. It’s cold and uninviting. I don’t like all this modern shit. I head towards his kitchen and nose through all the cabinets. What to make for dinner? Hmm. A loud crashing noise emanates from down the hall and I freeze in place. What the hell was that? I slip off my heels and toss them beside the kitchen island, padding quietly towards the noise. I hear muffled yelling. I continue down a wide corridor. The yelling guides me to the end of the hallway, where I see a cracked door. I step up to the door and peep through.
 
   “I told you last time was it! I told you I wouldn’t do this anymore!” Damon barks into the phone. Holy shit, he’s intimidating when he’s mad. His fist pounds down on the solid wood desk.  “Who the fuck do you think you are, coming to my home?!” 
 
   He’s practically roaring now, and my heart pounds in my chest. My brain is screaming at me to move, to run away, but my body is frozen in place.
 
   “Yeah, well the next time I see you anywhere near my home, I swear I will fucking kill you myself. You won’t have to worry about his crew getting to you because I’ll beat them to it. I think I should have dibs anyway, you sorry son-of-a-bitch!” He slams the phone into its cradle and runs his shaking hands through his hair. 
 
   Poor Damon. That had to be that Edward guy. My hand moves involuntarily and pushes the office door open. His heads snaps to where I am standing and we hold each other’s gaze for a long moment. My Big Man is shaking and rattled. I don’t know who this Edward is, but I fucking hate him already. I walk to where he is standing behind his desk. I have an instinctive desire to comfort him; it’s reflexive and seems to have come from nowhere.
 
   His big frame plops down heavily into his desk chair.  “I don’t want to talk about it,” he states with finality. His voice is slightly hoarse from shouting. 
 
   I hike my dress up so I can straddle him and ease across his lap.  Even though my heart is pounding, I want nothing more than to calm him down. I want to fix whatever the problem is. I want to make it better. It’s absurd, but it is what it is. I lean forward and softly kiss the edge of his jaw, wrap my arms around his neck, and hold myself to him tightly. The closeness of our bodies seems to mollify the tense atmosphere, and his arms come around my waist and hold me to him. 
 
   “I don’t want to scare you, and that’s what I did,” he says softly. 
 
   I run my fingers through his thick dark hair and lean back enough to look him in the eye.  “I’m not scared of you.” 
 
   Relief washes over his face and it chips even more crap away from my hardened heart; a clear pang of sympathy reverberates through my chest. I lean in and kiss his lips with unbridled intensity. His hands slide up my back to tangle in my hair. He flicks his wrist and wraps my mass of wavy hair around his balled fist. Our kiss breaks when his fist tugs my hair, causing my head to tilt back. His mouth feasts at my neck, warm moist lips kissing me passionately. His fist tightens in my hair, making me whimper. He releases me and I seize the opportunity to do what I want. I grind once against his erection, then slide off his lap. I kiss his lips once more before getting to my knees before him. He looks like a man in charge, and I’m both turned on and alarmed at the realization that I like him above me. In charge. In control.
 
   I push my alarm aside for dissection at a later time. My fingers go to his belt and deftly unbuckle, unbutton and unzip his trousers to free his flawless cock. It springs up and juts outward towards me in invitation. I close my hand around his considerable girth and stroke from the base back up to the tip. I repeat the movement and watching him closely. His eyes are hooded, but remain on me. I inch closer to his chair and give him one last glance before I glide my tongue from root to tip. My tongue swirls around the wide tip of his cock and he groans. I feel his body tense, then relax. I take him into my mouth and seal my lips around his silky smooth length. A guttural groan vibrates through him as I draw him deep into my mouth, to the back of my throat, then forward again. I back him out of my mouth and kiss the tip, collecting the lone drop of moisture. I lick the residue from my lips and savor the taste of him. The scent and taste of him is a heady combination that has my stomach clenching deliciously. I take him deep into my throat for pass after pass. I stroke the base of his cock as my lips draw tight around him; my tongue flicks occasionally against the tip and massages the sensitive zone on the underside of his shaft.
 
   His hand skates across my cheek to my head where his fingers lace through my locks.  I work him fervently until I feel him lengthen and tense in my mouth, then gentle my movement and swallow down the surge of his warm release. His hips buck forward as he spills into my mouth. I lap at his length and lick him clean. 
 
   I’ve never been so turned on in my life. I’m frantic to have him in me. He reads my body language and springs from his seat, lifting me to him. I wrap my legs around his waist and hold on for dear life as he rockets up the staircase. The bedroom door gets his foot again and he lays me reverently on his bed. He sheds his clothes in a flash and makes quick work of removing my dress, bra and panties. He kneels between my legs and runs two fingers down the seam of my pussy. He bites his lip and his eyes roll back in ecstasy.
 
   “Fuck, you’re wet baby,” he purrs seductively. 
 
   My body writhes in response to his touch on my skin and his voice in my ears. He plunges his two fingers into his mouth and sucks them clean. He leans across the bed to reach his nightstand, withdraws a condom and rips it open. I am compelled, possessed, by my need to feel him. I want him on me and in me. It breaks my own rules, but I don’t want a damn thing between us. I still his hands and take the condom from him.
 
   “Nothing between us,” I say breathily. 
 
   His head tilts back and he brings his attention back to me; the pure lust burning in his eyes has me emotional and wanton beneath him.
 
   “Please,” I beg. 
 
   He leans forward and cages my trembling body with his intimidating frame. “You’re sure?” he asks hesitantly. 
 
   I nod my head, affirming what I want.  Him, plain and simple, bare and mine. 
 
   He breathes in heavily as he positions the wide head at my entrance. It’s the first touch we share intimate skin on intimate skin, and it lights my body on fire. He stays in place, poised to penetrate me. What is he waiting for? He’s shaking and I can tell he’s restraining himself; he’s holding back.
 
   “You have to tell me if I’m hurting you.” 
 
   I nod.
 
   “No, say it. Promise you’ll tell me.”
 
   “I promise.” The moment I say what he wants to hear, he surges forward, driving his erection deep. I gasp and claw at his back.
 
   “Oh fuck, baby, you’re the first. I’ve never gone bare.” 
 
   Knowing that we are each other’s first at least in some capacity makes my heart swell.  “Me too.” 
 
   He groans his appreciation in my ear and his lips draw my lobe into his mouth. He bites down lightly and my body tenses in response. I tighten even more around his cock and he loses all control. He grips my hips and hauls me into him with force. My legs are pushed upward to rest on his shoulders. The very tip of him burrows deeper into me. I suck in air through gritted teeth. His hold on me is nearly crippling, but I’m not in pain. Pure lust rages in his eyes. His cock withdraws and thrusts forward over and over with ferocity that would rival any wild animal.
 
   “Ah, Damon.” 
 
   A bead of sweat rolls from his hairline down his forehead and finally drips from his nose to land on my sternum.  “I need you,” he pants. 
 
   My hands fist the pillows beside my head. The tingling sensation that flows through my veins inundates my senses. All I can see is him. All I can smell is him. All I can hear is him. All I can taste is him. All I can feel is him. I feel so completely his and the sensation is like none I have ever felt. I want to be his. I want him to need me like he’s said.
 
   “You have me,” I moan as he continues deep, penetrating thrust after thrust. I can feel every unique ridge and vein of his erection as it slips past the outer rim of my slick opening.
 
   “Again,” he demands through gritted teeth. His honey eyes blaze as he gazes down at me. Sweat blooms from my pores and makes the friction between us non-existent. Our bodies slip against each other with complete fluidity. We fit. We look the part. We are two parts made whole. 
 
   “You have me,” I repeat with as much sincerity as the moment allows. My body comes alive in a new way and hums with my impending orgasm. Every muscle tightens and tingles and I focus my eyes on his. 
 
   We watch each other as our respective orgasms unfurl and consume us. His hips buck as he releases deep within me. Warmth fills me and my channel spasms around his cock, drawing out his climax. Our bodies shudder and lurch repeatedly, blissfully.  He pushes my legs from his shoulders and collapses in a sweaty, exhausted heap. His chest rises and falls rapidly while he works at catching his breath. I push my fingers through his sodden hair. My own exhaustion overtakes me; my eyes close and I feel completely sated in a way I’ve never known.
 
   “We’re meant to be this way,” he whispers.
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   “Baby?” 
 
   Kisses rain down on my cheeks, nose, chin, forehead, and neck, making me stir from slumber, “Uh,” I grunt incoherently. 
 
   Damon chuckles under his breath.  “Dinnertime, let’s go.” 
 
   I guess I should probably get my oversexed ass out of bed and make Big Man something to eat. If fucking like that is what I get from him, then I will gladly load him up with plenty of carbohydrates and protein. He’s a bull of a man, he needs to eat. I push myself up and pry my eyes open. Damon looks gorgeous in bare feet, jersey shorts, and a white undershirt. I purr my approval. He shakes his head and smiles that crooked smile; the one that makes me impossibly weak for him.
 
   “I may have created a monster.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I muse as I walk past him, completely naked. I feel his eyes follow me and I turn to face him as I walk into his bathroom.  “Mind if I piss in peace?” 
 
   His sheepish look falls into place right on cue and I’m pleased with myself. He’s just so damn cute when he looks utterly embarrassed.
 
   “I’m kidding. I don’t have to pee. You showered without me?” 
 
   He continues to follow me into the gargantuan bathroom.  “You were out cold and it’s the only time that dirty ass mouth of yours is shut, so I figured I’d better savor the moment while I could.” 
 
   I spin around to face my dark-haired bull of a man. His arms are folded over his broad chest. The smirk on his mouth is all the evidence I need to see that he is in a playful mood. It’s a world away from the furious man I encountered in his office earlier.
 
   “Smartass, huh? Well, that’s too bad. I was planning on something special when we took a shower. Oh well, maybe next time.”
 
   “Oh, bullshit, woman! I told you not to tease me.”  He strides towards me and tosses my naked body up over his shoulder and walks right into the shower, fully-clothed. He flips on the taps and cold water pelts my ass and back. 
 
   “Put me down!”  I squeal in protest.
 
    “You’ve been a bad girl, you need to be punished,” he growls comically, trying his best to look malicious.
 
   “No! It’s cold!” I slap his ass through the sopping wet shorts, but his big paw slaps me back, and soon it’s an adolescent, ass-slapping free-for-all.  “Ouch! Put me down!” 
 
    “Are you going to tease me anymore?” he sputters between deep laughs, positively shaking with mirth. 
 
   “Okay! Okay! No more teasing! I promise.” 
 
   Satisfied with my white-flag-surrender, he slides me down the front of his body. His arm snakes around me to adjust the water temperature. Warmth pelts my skin as he holds me close. I tuck my fingers into the waist of his shorts and tug them down. Water streams down his body and drips from his face. I lean in and greedily collect the water from his stubbly chin, then tug the hem of his soaked shirt up and over his head. Our lips clash together. He drinks from me as I drink from him. I pull his full bottom lip between my teeth and his groan sends a pulse of electricity racing through my body. He cups my ass and in one easy movement lifts me to him. My back crashes against the tiled wall as he impales me with his hard cock. 
 
   “How’s this for special, Baby?” he growls, taking a fistful of my hair in his hand and tugging so hard that my head gracelessly thuds against the wall. He has me pinned, his body holding me in place easily as his cock works me hard and fast, driving hard and deep, over and over.
 
   I moan and his mouth covers mine, silencing me. His tongue delves deep while stealing my breath. My heart pounds out of control under his ministrations. He breaks away from my lips and rams into me harder.
 
   “Who do you belong to?” he demands in a shout. 
 
   It’s so hot and I feel like I may come with just his words. My tender pussy tightens exquisitely.
 
   “Say it!” he bellows.
 
   “You!” I whimper weakly.
 
   “Again!”
 
   “You! I belong to you!” I cry out breathlessly. 
 
   He thrusts hard once, twice, three, four more times and freezes, then his body lurches and stills repeatedly. My own pleasure crests and crashes down over me. I roll my eyes back and arch into him. My sensitive, hardened nipples press against his pectoral and I delight in the sensation. His warmth spills into me and his cock twitches as we ride out our climactic pleasure. He holds me in place against the tile wall until my breathing has returned to normal. When he eases out of me, a small zap of pain radiates through my womb. I reflexively wince and suck in a breath of air.
 
   “Did I hurt you?” he whispers, one big hand cupping my jaw.
 
   The concern in his voice is clear. I feel…valued; cherished. And dare I say, loved. I know there’s no possible way he could love me. We are as fresh as a couple could be. I still don’t know his favorite color, movie, or drink. I’ve never had the love of anyone except my parents, and I don’t even remember it as clearly as I used to. Memories have faded with time, but this sensation feels familiar and I swear it feels like love. I say nothing as I look up into his warm, honey-colored eyes. 
 
   His other hand moves to my face, thumbs brushing reverently across my cheeks.   He rests his forehead against mine and closes his eyes, breathing deeply. In this moment, something is communicated between the two of us. It’s indescribable and disarming, yet somehow puts me completely at ease. We hold each other under the water, until his stomach rumbles loudly and we both dissolve into laughter; the moment broken.
 
   “Come on, Big Man. I’ll make us some dinner.” 
 
   He lightly smacks my ass when I turn away from him to wash my hair and body. Yeah, he’s definitely an ass man. We finish up in the shower and towel off before heading down to the kitchen. I zip through the kitchen like a woman on speed. Working in this space is so nice. I enjoy cooking, but I’ve never had the proper kitchen or tools to really flex my culinary muscles. 
 
   He steps up behind me and plants a tender kiss on my neck.  “What would you like to drink?” he mumbles against my skin.
 
   “Mmm, do you have any wine?” 
 
   He steps away and opens his monstrous refrigerator. “I don’t, sorry. I don’t really drink much so there’s no alcohol in the house.”
 
   “Maybe we should go get some. I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink.” I talk to the cutting board as I season our steaks.
 
   “I’d prefer if we didn’t.” 
 
   His tone has changed and I stop what I’m doing to face him.  “Why?” My curiosity wins out over my better judgment and I want to know. 
 
   He moves about the kitchen, collecting utensils and dishes to set the table. His muscle capped shoulders shrug nonchalantly.  “My father’s a drunk, has been all my life. I just don’t care for the shit.” 
 
   Note to self, alcohol is a no-go. I suppose it’s really no big deal, I don’t drink very often anyway. I like the occasional beer or glass of wine, but it’s pretty sporadic. Not to mention expensive.
 
   “Oh.” It’s the only thing I can come up with. What the hell is my problem? Should I hug him? No. I would hate that shit. I decide to just leave it alone and change the subject.  “So, what do I have to do tomorrow at the store?”
 
   “That’s easy. I’ve already worked out the details for tomorrow with Dave, my Project Manager. The decorator will be here at nine o’clock tomorrow morning to go over some things with you.” 
 
   I set the steaks to broil and drain the potatoes.  “Wait, I’m meeting the decorator here?” I dump the steaming hot potatoes into a mixing bowl with the butter, milk, and garlic and smash them up as I carry on with our conversation.
 
   “Yes. The store is now a construction zone and I don’t want you getting hurt or hanging out around a crew of horny construction workers.” His explanation sounds reasonable, except for the horny crew part. He sounds a tad jealous, but I don’t even want to broach that subject with him right now.
 
   I finish preparing our meal and we eat and carry on light conversation, mostly about the store. As I’m clearing the dishes and contemplating suggesting something that couples do like watching a movie, Damon’s phone rings. He glances down to the screen and his jaw clenches and ticks.
 
   “I have to take this,” he says flatly and stalks to his office. 
 
   I talk myself out of eavesdropping and focus on cleaning up the kitchen. Whoever’s on the phone has to do with this Edward person, I’m sure of it. I kill time and wander into the library, choose a book from one of the many shelves at random, and pad to his bedroom. I crack open the book and the spine creaks, moaning its protest. This book has never been opened. Its unmarred spine speaks volumes to me. My eyes lazily scan the first page before sleep wins out and I give up on reading.
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   I wake up feeling like someone ran me over with a bus and I can’t blame this on rough sex. I’m getting sick. Fuck my life. I roll over and, through cracked lids, spot a note on the bedside table. I reach across and snatch it up. Scrawled in shitty, man-bull writing is a short and sweet message.
 
   You’re right next to me and yet I miss you. –D
 
   I look around for signs of Damon, but find none. I dress quickly in a pair of Damon’s pajama pants and a white tee and drag my aching body down his stairs. I can hear movement from the kitchen. I walk in to find Damon staring at the oven like it’s the mystery of all mysteries.
 
   “What are you doing?” I force out sounding very similar to an eighty-year-old smoker. 
 
   He whips around like I’ve screamed bloody murder.  “You sound awful!” He rushes to me and lays his hand across my cheek. “You have a fever. You have to get back in bed.”
 
   “What the hell were you staring at the oven for?” 
 
   He looks back over his shoulder and looks sheepish again. Damn him.  “Ah, well, I was thinking maybe I could make you breakfast, but I’m afraid I’m not as proficient in here as you are.” 
 
   I laugh in spite of my sore throat. “I like how you dressed that up to sound far better than what it is.”
 
   “And what is it?”
 
   “What you should have said was, ‘I can’t cook for a damn, so breakfast is out.’” 
 
   He laughs and turns me by the shoulders to direct me back to the stairs. The doorbell chimes, halting both of us. I thought guests had to be let in through security?
 
   “That’ll be Carrie.” He releases my shoulders and jogs over to the fancy front door, opening  it and stepping aside. 
 
   Something deep within me rears back and surges forward in a hurry. Oh, hell no. Carry is a fucking life-like Barbie, complete with  ridiculous spray tan. She smiles coyly at Damon.
 
   “Come on in.” He motions his arm forward and she struts past him with an exaggerated sway in her hips. Bitch! She doesn’t even notice me standing near the staircase in my too big pajamas with no bra. My hair is a mussed mess and I feel awful. Meanwhile, this bitch looks like she’s trying to win a damned beauty pageant.
 
   “When I got your message, I was glad to squeeze you into my schedule. So, what are we working on, Damon?” she asks, with as much innuendo as possible.  
 
   I have an impulse to tackle this tangerine Barbie and strangle her.  “Ahem.” I clear my sore throat and draw their attention to me.
 
   “Carry, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Josephine. You’ll actually be working with her on the project. She’s in charge of all things regarding the store, so you’ll need to answer to her.” 
 
   His insinuation of answering to me makes me beam on the inside. This man is after my heart in a fierce way and damnit, he’s succeeding. I smile warmly at him as he walks away from the spray tan poster child. 
 
   He comes right up to me and rests his hand on my cheek again. “Baby, you have a fever. This is going to have to wait, okay?” He leans forward and kisses my scorching forehead. 
 
   I catch a glimpse of Miss Spray Tan behind him and she looks as if she just caught a whiff of something putrid. Her over-glossed pink lips crinkle up and look like an overused and abused vagina. Gross! I just can’t resist.  “You really ought to stop making that face. You know, wrinkles and all,” 
 
   She jacks up her face even more and I choke down a laugh. Damon turns from my side to face her and she instantly plasters on a phony grin.
 
   “We’ll have to reschedule, Carry. Josephine isn’t feeling well. I’m sure she’ll call for another appointment when she’s up to it.” Yeah, right, how about never, skank?
 
   “Okay, that’s fine. I’ll let my secretary know that you’ll be calling to reschedule. Bye.” She turns in her patent leather heels and matching cream-colored pencil skirt and leaves the penthouse. 
 
   The moment the front door closes, he sweeps me into his arms like a baby and totes me to bed,  tucking me in and smoothing my hair back with immense care. He sits beside me with a cocky smirk on his face. I sigh dramatically and roll my eyes. I know what’s coming.
 
   “Baby, are you jealous?” 
 
   The intonation of the last word makes my anger level rise again.  “I’m no more jealous than you, Mister ‘stay away from the crew.’” I imitate a ridiculous, macho voice and he points a stern finger at me.
 
   “Hey, I’m only looking out for your safety! A nail could go through your foot or something.” 
 
   I laugh a little too hard at his absurd excuse and my sore throat burns more as a result. “Ouch,” I croak, clutching at my neck.
 
   “Okay, enough joking around. I’m working from home today so I can take care of you. I’ll get you some medicine. You rest now.” He leans in and kisses me, despite my potential contagiousness, and it leaves me with that vaguely familiar feeling of being cared for. Cherished. Loved. He rises from the bed and disappears from the room. "He leans in and kisses me, despite my potential contagiousness, and it leaves me with that vaguely familiar feeling of being cared for. Cherished. Loved. He rises from the bed and disappears from the room. He returns with a glass of water in one hand, and ibuprofen in the palm of his other hand.
“Take these. Drink all of the water if you can.” He holds the medicine and water out to me. I pop the pills in my mouth, then gulp down the water. 
“Rest now.” My eyes do as I'm told. I rest."
 
   I sleep deeply until I feel a slippery tongue glide across my cheek and I furrow my brows. Why the hell is he licking me?
 
   “Pssst!”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Wake up,” he whispers and then licks my cheek again. Gross! 
 
   I push my heavy eyes open and scream, scrambling backward and smacking up against the headboard. “What in the hell is that?” I shout, then instantly regret my response; yelling did my throat no favors.
 
   “Don’t freak out,” Damon admonishes.  “It’s just a puppy. He likes you, he was kissing your face.” He pulls the silver and gray fur ball into his chest and rubs him behind his little scruffy ears.
 
   “You got a dog?” I know I sound incredulous. This ultra-modern penthouse would look just great with puppy shit on the floors. I can’t believe he got a damn dog. “I thought you were going out to get medicine for my poor, sick self?”
 
   “No, I got him for you. Well, I guess he got me. He’s an orphan,” Damon explains. Why’d he have to use the word ‘orphan’? Now I feel like the puppy and I are old pals. It’s ridiculous. I raise an eyebrow to prompt and explanation and he complies.
 
   “One of the guys on the crew found him by the dumpster at the store. It was just him, no tags or anything. Dave’s wife is a vet, so he called her down and she checked the little guy out. She said he’s some type of Schnauzer mix.” He produces a brown paper bag from behind his back. “See, I got breakfast and the medicine, too. Throat lozenges, tea, vitamin C…”
 
   “Thank you,” I rasped, grabbing the bag. “But Damon, I can’t have a puppy at my apartment.” 
 
   He shrugs in response to my objection.  “He can stay here.” 
 
   I pop a throat lozenge and narrow my eyes at him; I see what the hell he is playing at.  “If I agree to take this…thing, and he has to stay here, it stands to reason that I’d have to stay here as well.” 
 
   A victorious grin spreads across his handsome face and I know I am screwed. He holds up the scruffy-looking thing and manipulates his tiny paws in a praying gesture.  “Oh, please be my new mommy. Won’t you adopt me? Aren’t I cute, mommy?” 
 
   I try and fail to stifle my laughter.  “You know you sound completely stupid, right?” 
 
   Damon sets the puppy in my lap and I reluctantly stroke his fur. He’s so soft, and he’s kind of cute. Actually, he’s really cute. I lift him up to my face for a closer look and find myself gazing into his tiny, chocolate-brown eyes.
 
   “How old is he?” 
 
   “Dave’s wife said he’s probably between eight and ten weeks old.” 
 
   I roll out my lip. I can’t believe he’s so young and so alone. I feel awful for the little man. He deserves a home and I know I have to take him. I don’t know the first damn thing about taking care of a dog, but I guess I can wing it.
 
   “Hemingway,” I say to the little furball in my hands. His tiny ears perk up in response. I set him down in my lap and pet his tiny head.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “It’s his name. Hemingway.” 
 
   Damon scoffs and I shoot him a hateful look. Asshole!
 
   “What’s wrong with Hemingway?” 
 
   He shakes his head from side to side.  “You can call him Hemingway, but I’m calling him Hemi. Like the engine.” He’s adamant, I can tell. It has to be a man thing.
 
   “Fine.” I look down to Hemingway and scratch behind his ears.  “Daddy says he’s calling you Hemi, in spite of your obvious intellect and sophistication.” 
 
   Hemingway lets out a high-pitched little bark and I nearly drop him. Damon clutches his gut and lets out a deep belly laugh.
 
   “He’s a puppy, he’s not going to hurt you.” 
 
   I shoot another death glare in his direction and cuddle Hemingway to my chest. He tilts his little head up and licks my cheek again. I melt into a puddle of female hormones and animal instinct.
 
   “So, do I get any points for bringing you a puppy? Women like puppies.” 
 
   I look at him and wonder for a brief moment if his story is all bullshit. I bet he went and bought this dog for some insanely high price from one of those fancy dog breeders. But I look into little Hemingway’s brown eyes and recognize the loneliness and apprehensiveness of an orphan; he has to be what Damon says. Poor little guy. He gets points. Loads of points. He rescued Hemingway from who knows what and I guess I have someone to…love?
 
   “Points.” I affirm and lean forward to kiss him.  “Loads and loads of points.” 
 
   Damon’s face turns even more victorious and I swear his chest couldn’t poke out any further. Geez. Men and their pride. It’s the downfall of society.
 
   “Oh, shoot. I told your Grams that I’d be there today with circus peanuts!” I cradle Hemingway to my chest and slide out of bed.
 
   “You’re sick,” Damon protests as he follows me to the bathroom.
 
   “I feel much better,” I lie. I shove a plush bath towel into the sink basin and carefully set Hemingway in it. He curls up and plops down. I smile, feeling a little proud of my ingenuity.
 
   “Are you sure?” He reaches out to check my temperature with his hand and I bat him away.
 
   “I’m fine, really. You brought me all the essentials, I’ll be 100 percent in no time. You go get some work done, whatever that might be. I’ll be back here once I’m done visiting your Grams. I promised her.” I make sure to sound pleading on that last bit. I know he wouldn’t want to upset Grams. 
 
   He sighs and I know I’ve won the battle of wills.
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   I say goodbye to Damon and send him into his office to get some work done, then scurry from the penthouse with Hemingway tucked into the crook of my elbow and a travel mug of tea. We ride the elevator down to the first floor and I locate Damon’s Beamer, which I really wish I wasn’t about to drive. I tried to argue with him, but he shoved the keys at me and did the clenched jaw thing. I click the locks with the fancy key fob and slip across the supple leather seat.
 
   “Sweet,” I mutter to myself. I situate Hemingway in my lap and start the car. We set out towards the store to find circus peanut candy for Grams. I think I’ve seen that stuff at the convenience store near my apartment.
 
   “Stay here,” I say to the fur ball and lightly tap his nose. I hurry inside the store and luck out, a full shelf of the sugary stuff. I open my bag when the cashier gives me my total, dig out my wallet, and nearly piss myself. A wad of hundred dollar bills are shoved haphazardly into my wallet.
 
   “Ahem, ma’am?” 
 
   I snap out of my shocked daze and pay for the candy, hurrying back to Hemingway and the Beamer. I don’t waste any time; with a flick of my thumb, I’m dialing Damon. He answers on the first ring.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “You shoved thousands of dollars into my purse!” I bemoan. I sound like a dumbass. Who complains to their boyfriend about being so damn generous?
 
   “Do I need to remind you of our conversation about being proud?” 
 
   I groan. I should’ve known that no amount of protesting would make a difference. My wealthy boyfriend isn’t going to let me struggle, and I’m grateful for that, don’t get me wrong. There’s no doubt about how much I appreciate him and all he has already done for me, but I don’t like feeling like a charity case or a burden. It’s a complex, I guess.
 
   “No. Thank you,” I reply. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He’s just being nice.
 
   “You’re welcome. You may want to go to the pet supply store for Hemi. He’ll need all that puppy stuff.” 
 
   I look down at Hemingway, curled snugly up in my lap, and realize that I haven’t the slightest clue what the hell a puppy requires, besides food, water, and a place to shit.  “Okay, I’ll take care of it. See you later.”
 
   “Bye, baby.” 
 
   Twenty minutes later, I pull the Beamer into a parking space and carefully stuff Hemingway into my bag. The pliable little puppy doesn’t even wake when I move him from lap to bag.
 
   “Grams?” I tap on her open suite door and am happy to see she isn’t napping. She cranes her neck to peek over at the door and her face lights up, beaming smile reminding me of her grandson’s.
 
   “Josephine! Did you bring the goods?” she asks in a low, discrete tone. 
 
   I shake my head at the old woman’s antics and dangle the plastic shopping bag at her. 
 
   She takes it from my hand and smiles wide as she counts the bags of candy I brought. “Oh, honey, you’ve made my month!” she coos. 
 
   I’m proud to have pleased her. It seems stupid to be happy about bringing her some candy, but part of me really wants her to like me. I guess it’s probably the same part of me that knows I could easily fall for Damon in a major way.
 
   “So, how are you feeling today?” 
 
   She waves me off as she stuffs a circus peanut into her mouth.  “I’m fine. I ran a couple miles this morning and that always makes me feel extra spry.” She winks at me, holding out the bag of candy, I can’t help but fall head over heels in love with the old woman. She has an amazing personality that I can really relate to. I want to tell her as much.
 
   “I bet you never take any shit off anyone, do you?” I remark, swiping a peanut from her hand.
 
   “Well, am I white, made of paper and come rolled up on a cardboard tube?” she asks, straight-faced as could be.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then no. If I took shit off anyone, I guess I’d be better off named Toilet Paper.” 
 
   I nearly choke on my circus peanut and the old hag cackles her ass off at me.  “Touche. Touche, Grams.” 
 
   We continue to eat candy and I open my bag every minute or so to check on Hemingway. He’s fast asleep, curled up in the darkness of my big bag. I like this little fur ball. He’s easy to please.
 
   “So who are these people in your picture frames?” I walk over to a frame sitting on a side table and lift it to show her.
 
   “Oh, that would be Damon’s half-sister, Elise. And just there in that silver frame is my son, Edward. And that brown frame next to that is Damon, at his high school graduation.” 
 
   Edward. Edward. The guy who pissed off Damon last night. He said his dad is a drunk. Makes sense. I decide to press for information.
 
   “So, I guess Damon and Edward don’t get along very well?” 
 
   She makes a huffing noise under her breath.  “They don’t get along at all, honey. I love my son, but I’m not very proud of the things he’s done. When Damon came along and his mama couldn’t keep him, she gave him over to Edward. Now, Edward didn’t want Damon either, but I sure as hell made that son of mine handle his responsibilities. I didn’t raise him to do the things he’s done, but I have tried to make wrong things right, as they come.” 
 
   She hangs her head slightly when she talks about Damon’s father and my chest aches for her. It’s obvious that she’s dealt with more than any one woman should. I feel the need to cheer her up and I think I know the trick.
 
   “Hey, want to see what Damon got me?” 
 
   She nods and I reach into my bag and lift out Hemingway. His gray fur is standing out in all directions and he squints against the light, then starts wiggling like mad when he sees Grams.  She gasps and lights up when she sees the little fur ball, holding her hands out for the wriggling mass. I hand her the puppy and watch as she cuddles him and kisses the top of his little, apple-shaped head.
 
   “Oh, that’s just like Damon to use a puppy to gain your love and affection. The boy has animal instincts like no other. It’s why he’s so successful, you know,” she observes, obviously proud of her grandson. 
 
   We visit for a while longer, then I decide I’d best get going. Despite popping what seems like the entire package of throat lozenges, I’m starting to feel gross again, I have no idea how often puppies eat or use the bathroom, and I still have to get to the pet store, then back to Damon’s place. I say my goodbyes to Grams and promise to visit again soon.
 
   “So, I don’t suppose you could help your new mom out by cluing me in on what the hell I’m supposed to buy you? No? Okay, Hemingway. We’ll figure it out together.” I sit in the driver’s seat, holding my fur ball up to my face. We gaze at each other, green eyes to brown, nose to snout. He just hangs there. I set him back in place in my lap and drive towards the pet mega store. It’s the size of a supermarket and people drag their pets in to shop with them. I’m surprised to find myself a little excited to buy him some puppy things, whatever they may be. It makes me wonder if he’s had anything at all. Puppy food in little puppy bowls, a bed to sleep in, a hand to stroke his fur…  I look down at him and the place in my chest, where I assume my heart lays dormant, warms and aches for little Hemingway.
 
   “Let’s buy some shit,” I say to the sleepy puppy as we exit the car. I walk into the pet store and, on an emotional impulse, buy with someone else’s money. I fill two carts with shit that the dog may or may not even use. I think I bought one of everything. He now has everything from puppy vitamins in the shape of a doggie biscuit to a stroller. A damn stroller. I know I’m going to catch all kinds of shit for buying the doggie stroller, but what if I want to take him on a long excursion like the tag says? He may tire in Las Vegas heat. The stroller is useful. That’s exactly what I’ll tell Damon. I pay for my purchases with Damon’s wad of hundred dollar bills and load up the Beamer.
 
   “Now that we’ve done some damage, let’s go see your new Daddy and show him all this shit. What do you say, Hemingway?” 
 
   He stares at me, then opens his puppy mouth wide and yawns. I kiss his little head and put him in the passenger seat for our trip back to Damon’s penthouse. I park in his reserved space and dial him from my cell phone.
 
   “Hello, beautiful,” my Big Man chirps into the phone.
 
   “Hey, um, could you maybe come help me bring up these bags? I’m sitting in your car.” 
 
   I hear him chuckle into the phone and I’m suddenly shy about my emotionally charged shopping spree.
 
   “I’m on my way.” 
 
   I hang up and gather an arm full of things, including little Hemingway.
 
   “Wow. One dog needs all this?” 
 
   I turn to see my big, dark-haired man standing behind me. He’s so handsome, I melt instantly. I step to him and lean in to kiss him.  “I felt bad for him. I guess I bought a bunch of shit. Look at him, though!” I shove Hemingway at Damon. 
 
   He collects the puppy into his big hands and talks to him in a babbling baby voice. “Aw, da widdle man wooks wike he’s sad,” he blabs. Oh, God. I hope I don’t look or sound that dumb when I talk to the dog.
 
   “I bet he thinks you’re the town idiot, talking to him like that. His name is Hemingway. He could be a literary genius like his namesake for all you know,” I say, completely snarky.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. I should kiss his furry little ass. Come on, I’ll have the bags brought up.” He tosses his arm across my shoulders and we stroll into the high rise like a real couple with a real puppy. It’s a novel concept in my shitty life. I like it. A lot.
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   “If you had read the instructions like I told you…”
 
   “I don’t need the instructions. It’s a small dog stroller. It can’t possibly be that difficult to put together. I think you bought a faulty one. We’re missing a screw.” 
 
   I hold the phone to my ear and scowl at his stubbornness. It rings and rings and Sutton doesn’t pick up. It worries me. He always picks up for me. Why isn’t he answering? My usually void and cold heart clenches hard in my chest and pounds out of control.  “Something’s wrong. I can feel it. I’ve got to go. I’ve got to check on him.” I’m panicking. 
 
   Damon gets to his feet and grabs me by my shoulders.  “Deep breath.” His voice is demanding and comforting at the same time. 
 
   I close my eyes and inhale deeply through my nose and out my mouth.
 
   “Now, let’s stop by his place and see if he’s home. Come here.” He pulls me into his arms and holds me tight. 
 
   It’s soothing, but only marginally. I feel it in my gut, something’s wrong. I kiss Hemingway and put him in his new crate.
 
   “I’m sure he’s fine. Maybe he’s in the shower or something.” 
 
   I wish he was right, but I know what I feel and what I feel is that something’s off.  “Just hurry, okay?” 
 
   He presses down on the pedal and we whiz through traffic to get to Sutton’s house.
 
   “Turn here. It’s the third house on the right. See the gray four-door?”
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   Damon comes to a stop, but I’m already out of the car and running up to Sutton’s door with my key in hand. He gave me a copy a few years ago, just in case of emergencies, and this feels like a fucking emergency. I jab the doorbell three times and immediately start banging on the door with my balled fist. Damon is at my side almost instantly.
 
   “Captain! You home?” 
 
   I bang on the door three more times and jab the doorbell three more times. I hear a crash from inside the house and I move, lighting fast, to open the door. The key slides into the lock and the deadbolt releases. The door jams and Damon puts his shoulder through it, sending the door flying back to crash into the wall. I run into the house and skid to a halt on the old hard wood floor.
 
   “Oh shit! Captain! Captain! Oh, no. What happened?” I skid across the floor on my knees, bending down to him. He is in an awkward position, lying on the floor in the living room. The crash I heard was the damn telephone. He’s pulled it down from the end table. His face is contorted and something is very wrong.
 
   “Oh, fuck. Call an ambulance!” I scream frantically to Damon. I hear him speaking to a dispatcher. I gather Sutton’s shiny, bald head into my lap and wipe the spit from the corner of his mouth.
 
   “Oh, please. Please. Hang tight. You’re fine. You’re going to be just fine, Captain. Don’t worry. Help is coming. Just please hang in there,” I plead with him. His glossy eyes roll about aimlessly and I know this is horrible, something bad has happened. I squeeze his hand and he doesn’t respond. 
 
   Damon crouches down beside me and presses two fingers to Sutton’s wrist and something alarming flashes, but I can’t place it. I feel so out of control right now. I’m shaking, my adrenaline is pumping fast through my veins.
 
   “Where are they?” I cry out, on the verge of tears.
 
   “They’re coming, Baby. They’re coming.” 
 
   The sound of sirens is a welcome thing. I hear them draw nearer until an ambulance and two police cruisers screech to a halt in front of the house. Two paramedics walk in with big, black duffle bags in hand.
 
   “Sir, Ma’am, we’re with the Fire Department. Please step back.” They elbow their way in to help Sutton. They take his head from my lap and start saying a bunch of shit in paramedic code language. 
 
   I don’t know what they’re saying and it makes me angry.  “What’s going on? What the hell is wrong with him?” I scream at them. 
 
   They ignore me and keep working on him. Damon wraps me up in his arms and pulls me back. I feel like I’m watching everything from above. How did this happen? Why didn’t I get here sooner?
 
   The third paramedic turns to me, placing a comforting hand on my arm. “Ma’am, I need to ask you some questions so we can better help him.” 
 
   At this point, the police and paramedics have blurred together and my brain feels hazy. He asks me a string of questions and I know the answer to about half of them. I don’t know what the hell he last ate. I don’t know if he has had any strange symptoms today. I haven’t spoken with him since he called two days ago to tell me about the store. What if he’s been lying here all this time? What if he’s been waiting for me to check on him? Maybe that’’s why he was trying to get to the phone. I cup my hand over my mouth, completely mortified at the thought that he may have needed me and I was eating fucking circus peanuts and shopping. Tears well and the lump in my throat is crippling. I gasp for air, but the choppy, short gasps don’t seem to make it past the lump. I see colorful spots and I feel myself sway and lean into Damon.
 
   “Shit!” is all I hear Damon call out through the heartbeat I hear thrumming in my ears. It’s dark.
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“Baby, wake up,” Damon says in a calm voice. 
 
   I jar awake, fully aware of what’s going on. I hear the sirens ahead of us as we speed to the hospital right behind the ambulance they must have Sutton in.
 
   “You passed out. You’re okay, I’ve been with you the whole time. How are you feeling?” 
 
   I ignore his question with one of my own. “Is he okay? Did they say he would be okay?” I watch his profile from the passenger seat fall. Not good news.
 
   “They think he may have had a stroke. He’s showing symptoms consistent with a stroke.” 
 
   I feel my adrenaline kick in anew as panic grips me all over again. I run my hands through my hair and stare blankly at the ambulance in front of us.
 
   We park in the emergency lot and I run for the Emergency Room. Damon clutches my hand and we jog into the building.
 
   “Stanley Sutton? He was just brought in by paramedics,” I pant out.
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am, you’ll need to be seated in the Waiting Room. Someone will come speak with you as soon as they can.” 
 
   I pound my fist down on the nurse’s desk and turn away.  “Damnit!”
 
   “Hey, take a deep breath, okay? You have to try to stay calm,” Damon soothes, running his hands back and forth down my arms.  “We don’t know anything yet. He’s in good hands here.” 
 
   I let him lead me to a chair in the corner of the Waiting Room. He folds his large frame into the uncomfortable chair and pulls me into his lap. I cooperate, sitting across his legs and drawing mine up into his lap. I nuzzle my face into his neck and the tears and panic wash over me. An hour passes in what feels like ten. A doctor appears on the far side of the Waiting Room. The nurse who told us to wait speaks with him and points in my direction.
 
   “Sutton?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. How is he?” I ask hurriedly.
 
   “Are you family?”
 
   “Yes, she’s his granddaughter.” Damon responds authoritatively, before I can even think to speak. 
 
   The doctor nods.  “Okay. We have your grandfather stabilized and he’s being moved up to the ICU on the third floor.” He takes the empty seat directly in front of us and my heart drops. This isn’t good. He glances at my left hand then back up to my face.
 
   “Ms. Sutton, I’m afraid your grandfather has had a massive stroke that has caused significant brain damage. The scans show that he has considerable bleeding in his brain. We’ve done everything in our power to help him. Now we have to wait and see how he does in the next twenty-four hours. I’m sorry I don’t have more promising news for you. You can go upstairs and sit with him. He is only semi-conscious and likely very confused. I’ll be in to check on his status as often as possible.” He reaches across and takes my hand in his and squeezes.  “I’m so sorry, Ms. Sutton.” 
 
   I stare at the doctor in a daze. I‘ve heard what he said, but nothing registers. A stroke? His brain is bleeding? How did that happen? I’m not even sure I know what exactly a stroke is. Fuck! 
 
   Damon lifts me from my seat and guides me to an elevator.  “Josephine, look at me.” He cups my face in his hands and forces me to look at him.  “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll make sure you’re okay.” 
 
   The same flash of familiarity jolts through me. This entire nightmare has me reliving the accident; the sirens, the paramedics, the hospital, the doctors, the nurses. It’s all stirring up the sheer terror from nearly two decades ago and I feel like I may falter beneath the weight of it all. I walk with Damon to the Nurses’ Station. I must look like a zombie; my eyes are open, but they’re locked in a vacant stare, looking at nothing in particular. I’m thinking clearly, but my eyes refuse to move or focus on anything. I stare blankly at the floor.
 
   “Sutton?” Damon asks a nurse.
 
   “Room 328.” 
 
   Damon leads me away and my eyes remain locked onto the floor as we walk. We enter a room that’s much dimmer than the hall. I hear the sound of machines, and it snaps me out of my daze. I look up to see Sutton lying very still in the hospital bed. He’s hooked up to all kinds of shit. Wires lead to and from his body; I have no idea what they all do, but the sight of them sends a chill down my spine. It’s bad. Really, really bad. Damon leads me to him and I nervously perch myself on his bedside. He stands beside me as I reach out and run the back of my hand across Sutton’s weathered face. My throat tightens painfully. I gather his wrinkled, frail hand into mine and cover the top of it with my other hand. I’m careful not to tangle with his IV line.
 
   “Captain, please,” I croak out through my tears.  “Please don’t go. Not yet. Don’t leave me.” I shake my head and tears stream, uninhibited, down my cheeks. 
 
   He watches me hazily through heavy lids. I can tell he wants to say something, but he’s just too weak. His skin is pale and lifeless. I feel panicked; I don’t know how to handle this. I may have a screwed up, dysfunctional relationship with Sutton, but he’s all I have. He’s been like a parent to me and we may pretend to hate each other, but we have a special bond. I have him to thank that I’m off the streets. I came in and all but demanded a job and he gave me a shot. I used my pay from the store to buy the headstones that my parents deserved. I was able to eat decent food consistently for the first time since I was a little girl, before the accident. I managed to put a roof over my head and bought a real bed to sleep on. He took a chance on me and it’s a debt that I can never repay. His hand squeezes mine just a bit as he closes his eyes. A crimson bead rolls from his nose and my sobbing turns uncontrollable. I know it’s the last time I’ll see his eyes open and I feel my heart break with an all too familiar sense of loss. 
 
   Damon pulls me to my feet. He hauls me into his chest and wraps his arms around me. In one easy swoop, he lifts me into his arms and I bury my wet face in his neck. He walks to the small sofa by the window and sits down, swings my legs across his lap and cradles me to him. Nurses burst in and soon the room fills with medical staff who works, in vain, to revive him.
 
   “He isn’t going to make it, is he?” I croak out through bone-wracking sobs.
 
   “No, Baby, I don’t think so.” 
 
   I lean hard into Damon and drown in my own tears and sorrow. I’ve lost Sutton, my Captain.
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   Three weeks hasn’t changed a thing. I should know this, of course, but somehow I was hoping Sutton’s death wouldn’t hurt nearly as much as my parent’s death. I was naïve to think such a thing. He was a father figure to me for seven years. I saw him six, sometimes seven days a week. I ate most of my meals with him. He always respected me and never judged me. He could tell I was screwed up, but never pushed me to talk about it. I loved him for that, even if I didn’t realize it. I nearly fell to pieces when I found out that he left me everything; his house, his car, the life insurance money…everything. I knew he had been estranged from his daughter and granddaughter for years, thanks to some bad blood between him and his ex-wife. I never asked for the details and he never shared; I was fine with that, but I never expected to be named as beneficiary in their place. 
 
   Sutton left me everything and three weeks have passed with me staring at the paperwork. I have the deed to his home, the title to his car, and a whole file folder stuffed to the brim with important documents I know nothing about; everything. I don’t know what to do with it. I can’t move into his house, but I don’t feel right selling it. It’s a nice house, but this place is Sutton’s, not mine. 
 
   Damon has been incredible; my saving grace against the familiar, dangerous despair that’s knocking at my door. His presence is the medicine that soothes my wounds. I’ve clung to him over the last few weeks and he’s gladly carried the burden of a grieving, miserable girlfriend. I feel like he’s all I have in this world, and while that sounds immensely daunting, he’s more than enough. He’s everything. He’s it. He’s the one. I know it like I know my own damn reflection. If ever two people were designed for one another, it’s us. I’ve never believed in the whole love at first sight soulmate bullshit until now. Until him.
 
   I’ve been in his bed the whole time. All work on the store halted with Sutton’s death. Damon insisted that I not worry with the project, so I haven’t. I thought about going to the store, but just thinking about it hurts in a way that steals the air from my lungs and makes me want to double over. I’m so fucked up.
 
   “Baby?” Damon walks into the room with a glass of orange juice in his hand. 
 
   I hold Hemingway to me and roll from my side to face him. My easygoing pup doesn’t mind in the slightest. “I love you, Hemingway.”  I bury my face in his soft fur and he licks my chin, giving me a whiff of his sweet puppy breath.
 
   “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
   I scoff at his compliment. I’m nowhere near beautiful right now. I’m pasty and sallow without a bit of makeup on; my sweatpants and camisole are dingy and my hair is limp and lifeless. I look like I’ve been in bed for a month.  “Not beautiful.”
 
   “You’re always beautiful to me and my opinion is the only one that counts.” 
 
   I smile sweetly at my Big Man and wish like hell I wasn’t so damn screwed up right now.  “I’m sorry,” I mumble as I absentmindedly stroke Hemingway’s fuzzy coat.  “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m not being very fair to you.” 
 
   The bed dips as Damon crawls in and scoots to my side. He lays on his side, fully dressed in his usual slacks and dress shirt. His warm honey eyes watch me closely and he’s quick to brush away the two rogue tears that slide down my cheeks..
 
   “Listen to me. You’re the most important person in my life. You’re hurting right now, and you need me. Nothing makes me happier than knowing you need me. It makes me feel important, and…l-loved.” 
 
   He stammers out “the L word” and my heart stills, then swells with more love than I could ever express to him. It may be the emotional train wreck that Sutton’s death has made me, or maybe this is just what falling for someone does to you. I’ve tried to solve this puzzle for a week solid. I met him and I started feeling, and crying a lot, and wanting, and smiling, and a whole host of shit that I never did before. I even have a sweet little puppy that I love and spoil to pieces.
 
   He looks hopefully at me, his adorable, sheepish expression in place, making my emotions spiral out of control. More tears seep from the corners of my eyes and I can tell he’s feeling nervous about mentioning “the L word.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it, and I want you to see a doctor. You’re depressed. I’ve already set it up and you have an appointment tomorrow morning.”
 
   “I love you,” I confess in a voice that matches his sheepish expression. It’s small and weak, but no less powerful. 
 
   His eyes slowly slide closed and he exhales a deep breath, as if he’s been holding it. He leans in and cups my face with his big hands, pressing his lips tenderly to mine. He kisses me with passion and longing and a relief that is palpable. If a kiss could say what he feels, this one is screaming I love you.
 
   “Again,” he says softly, with his eyes still shut. 
 
   I’ll do as he says. I’ll repeat it. I could say it a million times and never tire of telling him.  “I love you.” That time my voice is more confident. 
 
   He draws in another deep breath, as if he is soaking up my confession, then slides across the bed and stands, his back to me. What in the world is he doing? I see him bow his head, unbutton his shirt, and slip it off. His pants meet his shirt on the floor and he turns to face me. His amber eyes have a new look in them, warm and intense and loving. I can look into those eyes and see the depths of what my Big Man is feeling. He remains silent, setting little Hemingway in his puppy bed on the floor. I peek over the side of the bed and see that the spoiled pup has plopped down and is right back asleep. 
 
   Damon crawls back into bed and kisses me chastely before tugging the camisole over my head and tossing it to the floor. His fingers slip into the waistband of my baggy sweatpants and free my legs. Since undergarments have become a nuisance, I stopped wearing both bra and panties to bed. I lay before him, completely bare. He scoops my legs up behind my knees and spreads me wide to him, his cheeks staining a light pink, hinting at his arousal. I know that mine mirror his, I can feel the subtle heat on my face. My body hums with anticipation as I watch him pull off the snug-fitting, gray boxer briefs. His erection springs free in all its glory and bobs heavily in my direction. My mouth waters to take him deep and have his taste on my tongue. His palms rest on my bent knees and he looks desperately deep into my eyes.
 
   “Again,” he orders. 
 
   I oblige the man I have fallen for so completely, “I love you.” 
 
   He looks almost in pain as I profess my love for him and I watch his chest rise and fall with each deep breath he draws in. He’s magnificent. He slides down on his stomach and gets comfortable between my thighs. His soft lips land on the sensitive inner part of my thigh, causing my legs to tremble, and his warm hands stroke down my legs soothing away the quivers as he goes. His lips travel up my leg and past my center to land on my stomach, just below my navel.
 
   “Again,” he mumbles with his lips pressed to my skin. His warm breath assails my skin and makes my core tingle and tighten.
 
   “I love you.” 
 
   He groans as I repeat myself again. His hands skim up my body and his face levels with mine, amber eyes digging into me. He holds my gaze for a long moment. The wide, heavy tip of his cocks butts against my slick opening. Pure heat has collected low in my stomach, waiting for him to take me. My legs drop wider as my body opens to accommodate his hips. He settles in between my thighs and brushes strands of loose hair from my forehead. He thrusts forward just enough to breach the tip past my wet lips. My eyes shut while I wait for him to make love to me for the first time.
 
   “Again,” he demands in a firm voice. 
 
   I can tell that it’s taking everything he has to restrain himself.
 
   “I l-love…” As I start to speak, he rams into me, stealing my breath and the words from my lips.
 
   “Say it,” he growls and stills, perfectly buried to the root.
 
   “I love you, Damon. I love you more than anything in this world!” 
 
   A tear slips from the corner of my eye. He brushes it away with his thumb then threads his fingers with mine and stretches them out high above my head.
 
   “I couldn’t possibly love you any more than I already do. Josephine, my heart resides with you forevermore.” 
 
   He remembers the quote on the back of my mother’s watch. The same quote my father said to my mother. My heart squeezes painfully and I swear I could die of contentment.
 
   “Oh, Damon,” I croak out as more tears escape my eyes.
 
   “Don’t cry, Baby.” He moves his hips back, withdrawing himself to the very edge then easing forward, slow and deep. I feel the tip of him bump against the deepest parts of me. He leans down to bury his face in my hair, which is splayed gloriously out on the bed. His profession suddenly makes me feel like a goddess, and I turn my head to nuzzle his neck. His movements remain slow, steady, and deep. Tears still roll from my eyes as he makes slow, magnificent love to me. I prop my legs as high as I can manage, allowing him the deepest access. His speed increases fractionally and I know we’re both on the verge of climax. He pants heavily in my ear and I arch into him as the building tsunami of pleasure prepares to inundate me.
 
   “Ah, don’t stop. Don’t stop!” 
 
   His speed increases even further and one hand releases mine to grip my hip, his hand sensually tight and feather light at the same time. The momentum with which he pushes into me is all-consuming. Breathtaking, even. My toes curl, my core tightens, a momentous build of energy peaks and crashes down. My body spasms and bucks hard as my channel clenches hard around Damon’s cock. He thrusts into me over and over then stills, his cock twitching and jerking. He spills his release into my depths and collapses, releasing my other hand sighing as I wrap my arms around him. I brush his back with the pads of my fingers and feel as his breathing slows and his heart rate returns to normal.
 
   “Say you’ll stay with me. No matter what.” His muffled demand comes off as more of a request. Why would he say something like that in that way? There’s no way I could leave, ever. I am completely and irrevocably his. No other man could hold a candle to the way I feel about Damon.
 
   “I could never go back to life before you. You’re all I want. You’re all I need. I’m not going anywhere. Ever. You’re stuck with me, handsome.” 
 
   I can feel his lips turn up into a smile against my neck. He withdraws from me and remains resting half on me, half on the mattress.
 
   “Even if it takes the rest of my life, I swear to you, I’ll make you forget every bad thing that has ever happened to you. We’ll make happy memories that will outweigh the sad ones ten-fold. I live to make you smile, Josephine.”
 
   “Well, I’d say you’re off to a great start, Big Man.” I thread his hair through my fingers and lightly tug.
 
   “Good. That means this next part will be easier.” 
 
   He props himself up on one elbow. The mischievous grin on his face speaks volumes and I slant my eyes at him suspiciously. 
 
   “Uh-oh.” 
 
   He puts up a hand to postpone my pending rebellion. I may be in love with him and looking forward to spending my every waking moment with him, but I still refuse to take shit off of anyone. Like Grams says, “If that were the case, I’d be better off named Toilet Paper.”
 
   “I’ve decided that you’re moving in with me. Officially. Your apartment is being packed as we speak.” 
 
   He chances a look at me and I see the worry flicker in those honey eyes of his. Aw, hell. I can’t leave him hanging like that. On the inside, I feel like someone just opened the drapery to my world and let in some light. I’ve been here for nearly a month, so I love the idea of officially living here. I can’t imagine being anywhere else. On the outside, I must look panicky, because he’s obviously worried about my reaction.
 
   “Before you go and begin throwing a fit, you should realize a few things. This subject is simply non-negotiable.” Damon holds up his hands, fingers popping up to tick off each one of his points.  “I’m your boyfriend. I love you. I worry about you. I’m horny almost always, and you are too. I think you’re going through a depression, and you need me. You haven’t stayed at your place even once in a month. Then, there’s Hemi. I wouldn’t want to get into a nasty custody battle with you, Josephine, but don’t test me.” He winks after the last bit and I roll my eyes.  
 
   “Never! He loves me best!” 
 
   He clutches his chest dramatically, earning a laugh from me.  “That’s because you’re the mom. Everyone knows the kids always love their mommies a little more. You spoil the shit out of him, too.” 
 
   His accusation has me feigning being aghast. I absolutely spoil Hemingway, but that’s my job. I love him too much to not spoil him.
 
   “Fine. Since it is non-negotiable and all.” 
 
   He beams a panty-obliterating smile at me and I’m sure I visibly wilt before him. If heaven exists, then I’m sure this must be it.
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   “Are you having any thoughts of harming yourself or others?” 
 
   I narrow my eyes at the schmuck sitting across from me. “No,” I clip out.   I’m not fucking suicidal. I’m grieving. That’s it! I don’t think I may hurt myself, but if he asks one more irritating question, I may contemplate bashing him over the head with that damn leather-bound notebook.
 
   He watches me like the shrink he is and jots something down on the pad in his lap.
 
   “You know, taking notes about me is really pissing me off. So save your fucking note taking for later. Okay?” I slap my palm down on the arm of my chair. This is ridiculous. I was all for the idea of seeing a doctor, but I didn’t think it would be like this. He’s agitating me. He’s a nice-looking older man, but his lack of response to me is beyond frustrating. Is this what therapy is supposed to be like?
 
   “Why does my note taking bother you?”
 
   “I don’t like the idea of you…just…talking shit about me in your little notebook. You don’t even know me, so how could you write anything about me?” 
 
   He gives a clinical nod and continues writing. Jackass.
 
   “Why would you have the impression that I think poorly of you? That I would write ‘shit’ about you?” He uses air quotes, which only perturbs me more. It’s irrational. I’m aware of that, but damn he is getting under my skin.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe because I’m dating a rich entrepreneur who paid you six months in advance to see me because I’m a fucked up, formerly homeless orphan with a host of skeletons just itching to jump out of the closet?”
 
   “I take it you don’t feel like you’re on the same level as Mr. Cole?” 
 
   I look at him like he is the world’s most dense person.  “Um, what part of that comparison did you not get? Super rich entrepreneur. Homeless, unemployed, orphan.” I hold out my hands like a scale and quirk up an eyebrow.
 
   “Josephine, I don’t believe Damon views you like that. So why do you define yourself in such a way? Why can’t you say something else?” 
 
   Well, shit. I don’t have an answer for that.  “I don’t know,” I mutter and flick a piece of lint from my jeans.  “I guess I’ve never thought of myself in another way.”
 
   “Okay, well right now, I want you to define yourself differently to me. I want you to introduce yourself to me and say all positive things about yourself.”
 
   “Right now?” 
 
   He nods and I see his stupid pen ready to jot.
 
   “All right. Um. I guess I um, I work hard. I don’t quit easily. I can take an ass kicking, verbal or physical, and keep going. I taught myself most everything, since I quit school when I was twelve. I‘m really good with books, Sutton used to call me  a walking card catalog.” Thinking about it makes me smile, but sadness follows almost instantly. I’m still getting used to the fact that he isn’t at the store waiting on me. It still hasn’’t sunk in that when I stop to get Chinese takeout, I won’t be ordering his usual sweet and sour chicken.
 
   “Let’s talk about him a little.”
 
    I glance up at the old shrink and I’m compelled to talk.  “I went to The Diner this morning for my usual breakfast routine and I swear on my life, I saw an older man walking through the parking lot who could be Sutton’s twin. My heart stopped when I saw him. I know it can’t be, I mean, I put him in the ground. Right beside my parents, actually. I was the last one to see him before they closed the casket. He looked peaceful. Like he was sleeping, you know? They closed it in front of me and wheeled him to the hole in the ground. Only four people came to his funeral. Me, Damon, Brian, out of respect for Damon I think, and one of his neighbors. That’s it. No one cared that he died. It still makes me sad and pissed off. More people should fucking care! More people should fucking hurt! Not just me! I’m so tired of it just being me. It’s not fair that it’s always me!” I’ve rambled on and broken down into a sobbing, bone-wracking fit of emotion. The good doctor comes to me and squats down in front of me. He hands me a tissue and pats me on the back. He sets the tissue box in my lap and returns to his seat.
 
   “Josephine, you’re mourning. You’re mad and that’s normal. It’s normal want to blame someone for the things that have happened. The first step I want you to work on is embracing the things that have hurt you. Stop fighting against all of it. Allow yourself to hurt. Allow yourself to cry as much and for as long as it takes until you get it all out. You can’t go on suppressing all these things. You have a future waiting for you and I can see that you want to go for it, but you have to cut your ties with the past, young lady.” 
 
   I nod and blot my eyes.  “I know. I want to try. I really do. Damon deserves better. He’s amazing and I love him. I’ll try for him.” 
 
   The doc gives me a half smile and checks his watch. Right on cue, our first session is over.
 
   “Til’ next week, Doc,” I say, giving him a finger salute. “Thanks.”
 
   When I get to Damon’s BMW, I rest my head against the steering wheel. I don’t want to go back to the penthouse yet. It’s a bloody wreck thanks to moving boxes full of my useless junk. I can think of someone to cheer me; my ticket in is a bag of circus peanut candy. Perfect.
 
   After stopping by a gas station to get the goods for Grams, I hightail it to the retirement home. I adore that woman and honest to god, she’s just what the doctor ordered right about now. She is wise and funny and smart. I could use the distraction of a nice, long visit with Grams. I pull into a parking space and shut off the car, stopping to fire off a text to let Damon know where I am.
 
   Stopped to visit with Grams. Be back soon. Love you.
 
   A text hits my inbox a minute later. I open it as I walk across the parking lot.
 
   Again. :D
 
   I smile a broad, face splitting smile and type out another text.
 
   I. Love. You. ;)
 
   Another text chimes as I make my way down the corridor to her suite.
 
   Atta girl. I love you too. Kiss Grams for me.
 
   I shove my phone into my bag, and round the corner and walk through her open door.
 
   “Hey, Grams, I brought y—“ I freeze in place when I see that she already has company. “Oh, I’m sorry. I can come back.”
 
   “No, you don’t! Bring me that candy, girl!” 
 
   I give a tentative smile and continue into the room. An older man with glassy, bloodshot eyes and silvering blonde hair smiles a toothy grin from the chair beside Grams’ bed. Who the HELL is he? I hand the candy over the Grams, who tears into the bag like an addict, and wait for an introduction.
 
   “Josephine, this is my son, Edward. Eddie, this is Josephine, Damon’s girlfriend.” 
 
   His eyebrows arch up and he crosses his arms over his chest. “Ahh. So you’re the mooching little whore who I’m supposed to stay away from.”
 
   “Who the fuck do you think you’re talkin’ to, you drunk ass slob?” I fire back.
 
   “Hey! Both of you, knock it the hell off!” Grams easily breaks up our squabble and we’re resigned to dirty looks and eye rolls for the rest of my hour-long visit. So much for being cheered up.
 
   “Mom, I’m off.” Edward, that drunk piece of shit, leans over and gives Grams a half-assed hug. 
 
   Opportunity knocks.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I had better take off, too. Damon is waiting.” I lean in to kiss her on her wrinkled cheek and hug her.
 
   I jog to catch up with Edward in the hall. “Hey!” 
 
   He stops and turns to face me.
 
   “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but talk to me like that again and I’ll jack that jaw of yours into next week!” 
 
   The next thing I know, his disgusting hand comes crashing into my face. This motherfucker just slapped me like he’s lost his mind. Without thinking, my hand draws back and then my balled left fist lands squarely on his lousy, drunk mouth. He grunts and clutches his bloodied mouth.
 
   “Don’t you ever put your hands on me again,” I grate out through teeth so tightly clenched they grind together. I turn and head for the exit. I glance at a nurse as I leave, her eyes wide with shock. Damnit, I’m going to get banned from visiting and Damon’s going to be pissed. Just what I need right now.
 
   On the drive home, I tried to come up with a decent excuse for my pending ban from the retirement home, but came up with nothing. I bet they’ve already contacted him to tell him about my fist fight with his dad.
 
   “Fan-fuckin’-tastc.” I mumble to myself as I press in the code and the doors shut to take me directly to my doom. I’ll just be honest and explain myself. It’s the only play I’ve got so I’ll just go with it. If he’s pissed, I’ll just grovel until he gets over it. Yep. It’s a plan.
 
   “I’m back!” I shout. No one comes. Where the hell are they? Hemingway usually comes slipping and sliding on his clumsy puppy feet to the foyer.  “Hello?!” I walk down the hall towards Damon’s office, slowing my steps when I hear talking. Who’s here? I slip through the half-open door to his office and see Damon in the chair and Hemingway sitting on the desk, attentively looking at the computer screen.
 
   “What about this one, Hemi? What do you think? Think she’ll like it?” 
 
   Damon ruffles Hemi’s furry little head before noticing me at his door. His jaw clenches and I know he’s pissed. He sets Hemingway down on the floor and comes to me in a hurry. He grabs my hand from my side and drags me towards the bedroom. Ah, shit.. His hand grips my jaw and forces me to look in the mirror and I see why he’s flipped out. My lip is busted and blood has dried just below my bottom lip. Damn. I didn’t even feel it. Or taste the blood. Adrenaline is funny like that.
 
   “Who busted your lip?” His chest is heaving up and down, his face has turned red and one fist is balled so tightly his knuckles have turned white.
 
   “I got into it with your dad. He slapped me, so I punched him. He looks worse than me.”
 
   “Josephine, I am not impressed with your humor. Tell me what the fuck happened. Now.”
 
   “He was there with Grams, he called me a mooching whore. I stopped him in the hall to tell him not to run his mouth like that to me and he slapped me, so I landed a left. Busted his shit up good, if I do say so myself.” I say the last bit with pride because it’s true. His face bled a lot more than my measly little drop from a busted lip.
 
   “I’ll kill him. I swear to Christ, I’ll bury that sorry piece of shit! He’s ruined my life already, I won’t let him mess with you!”
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   “You didn’t have to clean it like a mortal wound, you know. That antiseptic really hurt!” 
 
   Damon turns his still-furious amber gaze on me and I decide that my mouth should probably stay shut until he cools down. I offer a weak smile, but wince when my busted lip cracks open. The wimpy display only fuels my Big Man’s anger. He points a finger at me and I freeze in place.
 
   “If you see him again, you leave. I don’t care where you are. You leave and call me immediately. You don’t go anywhere near that motherfucker. Do you understand me?” 
 
   His tone and urgency have me a little freaked out. I can handle a lush just like any other person, but something tells me he isn’t the typical drunk asshole. Something distinct in Damon’s voice has me genuinely worried. He had a creepy, sinister grin on his face when I walked into that room. It wasn’t the kind of grin that means anything good. I need some answers, but it’s clear that they won’t be coming from Damon. He is far too pissed and adamant about me keeping away from his father. I’ll have to talk to Grams again.
 
   “I’ll steer clear of him, baby. Just calm down, okay?” I step into his arms and brush my palm over his sculpted cheekbone.  “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m a big girl.” I smile, but it does nothing to coax him into a lighter mood.
 
   “You don’t understand, Josephine.” He shakes his head and pulls me into his chest. His arms tighten around me and I can barely fill my lungs. He’s freaked out. Something isn’t right here.
 
   “He ruins everything he touches. He sucks the life from everyone around him. He uses and hurts people, then throws them aside when they’re of no use to him anymore. I would be completely destroyed if I ever lost you because of him. I’d never make it without you. I don’t want to make it without you.” 
 
   His words have me worried and deeper in love all at once. It seems that my poor Big Man is screwed up, like me. Maybe I should drag him to see the shrink. I laugh on the inside at the idea of Damon sitting in the chair I was in, talking to my new shrink about whatever. I can’t picture him doing it.
 
   “Have you ever been to a shrink?” I blurt the question before I have a chance to think it through.
 
   “Yes. I’ve been seeing Dr. Versan for years.” He releases me and starts putting away the first aid kit.
 
   “Oh. I—he didn’t say.” Not giggling any more. Years? How screwed up is he?
 
   “He isn’t supposed to say anything. I told him not to. Besides, he is bound by patient confidentiality,” he explains simply.
 
   “When did you start seeing the old geezer?” I know I shouldn’t push him, but I want to know, I have to know. I’m pretty screwed up and he knows what all my issues are with the exception of a couple, but I know next to nothing about his past. He never brings it up, and until now, I haven’t cared much to push the subject.
 
   “A long time ago. I was a teenager when I became his patient. Grams found him for me.” 
 
   That’s it?  “Wh—”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it right now, okay?”
 
   “Hey.” I reach for his arm and stop his tidying.  “When and if you want to talk about it, I’m here and I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “That’s precisely why I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   What? I scrunch up my eyebrows, confused by what he just said.
 
   “Now. Let’s move on to more…pleasurable topics.” His hand wanders up my cotton dress and goes right for the junction of my thighs.  “Are you always ready for me?”
 
   “Pretty much,” I say shakily. 
 
   Two knowing fingers go directly to my clit and rub against the ultra-sensitive gathering of nerves. My eyes slide shut. My head tilts back. With a quick jerk of my lace panties, he has me bare and wanton. I see that my burly man has a method to his madness; delicate lace panties tear easily, especially when they’re damp. No wonder the dresser is stocked with so many, the dirty scoundrel. I love it. He grips my waist and lifts me to sit on the bathroom vanity. My heart pounds in my chest. I know he’s frustrated and this is meant to bring relief. He isn’t going to make slow love to me. He’s going to fuck me hard and fast and I’m ready for it.
 
   “Who keeps this sweet pussy wet, Josephine?” His words and breath against my cheek elicit an all over shiver.
 
   “You do,” I say softly. 
 
   His long fingers slide into my depths, furthering my need for him to fill me.  “And do you know why this pussy stays wet for me, Josephine?” His fingers glide over my inner walls three, four, five times before he pulls them out. I shake my head no. He pops the two fingers covered in my arousal into his mouth and hums delightfully as he sucks them clean.
 
   “Because…” He unbuttons and unzips his suit pants freeing his erection. It twitches and juts outward in my direction.  
 
   “This…” He slowly hitches my dress up around my waist. 
 
   I glance down, and the sight of his wide tip grazing against my waiting opening makes my body ache for him.
 
   “Is…” He holds the shaft of his cock with one hand and slides the head of it up then back down my seam. He comes to a stop at the opening to my body, amber eyes lifting to meet mine.
 
   “Mine!” he bellows as he surges forward into me. 
 
   I cry out . No amount of sex with him can ever prepare me for the fullness of him. He pauses for just long enough for me to draw in the breath that his power forced from me. His hands grip my hips so hard that I’m sure he’ll leave marks.  I wrap my legs high on his waist, allowing him the access he demands. The veins in his neck bulge and throb with his accelerated pulse, his eyes clouded with passion. I feel him pull out of me, and every ridge and vein of his shaft sliding deliciously over my inner walls. He plummets back in deep, the wide tip of him jabbing at my insides and sending zaps of pleasure and pain through me. He sets a manic pace, a rhythm of womb-jarring penetration. My hands cling to his muscular shoulder and he dives deep, over and over and over again. With each plunge and withdrawal I am driven towards release. I peek down appreciatively at the erotic beauty of our bodies joined together. The sight of my lips accommodating his wide girth sends a new wave of heat to my center, speeding my pulse even further. He holds me tightly to him and cups my ass to lift me from the counter. I am pressed to him, chest to chest, as he walks us to the wall.
 
   “Hold on tight, baby,” he warns and I have zero doubt that I should obey him. I cling hard to him. He pins me between the hard barrier of his chest and the wall. His torso has me blissfully trapped, his hands splayed across my ass. The pain of his short nails digging into my soft flesh is welcome. He pulls his hips from mine, dragging his heavy cock out of me. He drives back in, impaling me hard and fast. His motions continue, unrelentingly. I gasp and dig my nails into his back. His growls and grunts of pleasure are the only sounds to be heard, other than the moist slapping of our bodies colliding. I am completely breathless and euphoric. Abruptly, my body begins the familiar tightening and jolting as the most sudden orgasm topples over me.
 
   “Ah, Damon!” I scream his name and my vision turns distorted and spotty. Air hisses through his gritted teeth. He charges forward once again and stills, planted deep in me.
 
   “Fuck!” he shouts as his body quakes and his cock twitches within me. 
 
   His release fills me with new warmth and I revel in the sensation.
 
   “Never leave me, please,” he mumbles.
 
   His plea rouses me from my revelry and I realize just how scared he truly is of losing me. Shit, maybe he’s just as scared of loss as I am.
 
   I smooth his hair through my fingers. “Why are you scared of losing me? I’m not going anywhere. My heart is yours. I couldn’t leave if I tried.” 
 
   He leans forward and rests his forehead against my shoulder. “Just, never leave.”
 
   “I’m not.” 
 
   I feel his body relax considerably, and all at once I realize that his fear isn’t because of me. His mother abandoned him as an infant. That’s to be the reason he is so scared of losing me. My big, tough man has mommy issues. Fuck. No wonder he sees Dr. Versan.
 
   He pulls away from me and the ebbing orgasm and adrenaline leaves me with an aching back and a throbbing vagina. I tiptoe to recover my panties, as if walking lightly will somehow ease my achiness. I glance at Damon and he looks apologetic. Shoot. I have to get better at hiding my occasional discomfort when he’s rough. Seeing him regretful and sad is far more painful than my minor, temporary pain.
 
   “Don’t look like that, I’m fine.”
 
   “No, you aren’t. I should know better than to touch you when I’m so upset. I hurt my woman.” 
 
   He steps over to me and pulls me into him, exactly where I like to be. Chest to chest, my head against his heart.
 
   “I’m fine. I love you.”
 
   “I love you more than you know.” 
 
   I smile; with my cheek pressed against his chest, I can hear his heart thump thump. This is the good life, right here.
 
   “I hate that I have to leave you alone, but I have some business to handle.” 
 
   Opportunity! I wonder if Grams is around to talk…
 
   “It’s no problem, I was thinking about going to the grocery store.” I smooth my dress down and head for the closet and new panties. I turn to see Damon behind me, scowling. “What?”
 
   “You don’t need to shop. I pay someone to do it for us.” 
 
   Us. That’s nice.
 
   “That’s such a huge waste of money, Damon. I can go to the store, I have the rest of the day free. I’m going to lose my mind if Hemingway and I are stuck here doing nothing.” 
 
   He digs out his wallet and flips it open. “Here. Go buy some shit for Hemi or for yourself. Or…whatever.” 
 
   Here we go with the money issue.  He shoves a credit card in my face and the name on it catches my eye. What? I snatch it from his hand and hold it so close it touches my nose, to be sure that I’m not seeing shit.
 
   “This is my name!” I hold up the plastic card accusingly.
 
   “Yes. You’re my girlfriend. I plan on keeping you forever. We live together. You need access to funds. So there it is.” My jaw hangs open and just like that, I’ve lost the battle. Again. He steps forward and closes my mouth with one finger pressed to my chin, then kisses me tenderly.  “I love you, woman. You and the fur kid stay out of trouble. I’ll be home in a couple hours.” 
 
   He walks out of the big ass closet that now has all my junk on one side. I look down at my feet and there’s Hemingway, who licks his little puppy mouth, effectively reminding me that my “fur kid” needs food.
 
   “What are we going to do with our guy, Hemingway? He’s a mystery. Answers are what we need.” I scoop up my little guy and head towards the kitchen, but not before grabbing my cell phone. I’ll call Grams. She should be able to shed some light.
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   I pick up my cell phone and dial Grams while absentmindedly watching Hemingway scarf down his puppy chow.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Grams, it’s Jo.”
 
   “Hello! I’m so glad you called. I’m sorry about that son of mine. I swear, he enjoys embarrassing me as a mother.” 
 
   I click my tongue at her apology.  “He’s a grown ass man, Grams. Let him act stupid if he wants, that’s not on you. Hey, I was wondering if you had a minute to chat?”
 
   “Sure. Anything for my supplier.” 
 
    I laugh out loud; our circus peanut exchanges really are reminiscent of a drug drop, and here I am, enabling an old lady to lose her teeth. 
 
   “So, I was wondering about Damon’s mother. What’s the story? Like, the whooole story.” 
 
   She sighs knowingly and I can tell she is going to give up the goods.  “Well, I guess you’ll find out sooner or later. Damon’s mother was young. Very young. Edward was already married and had a baby on the way with my now ex-daughter-in-law. Well, from what I know, Eddie was fooling around with this young girl and got her pregnant. With Damon. Her name was Beverly; I don’t remember the last name, but I do remember her first name was Beverly. Anyhow, Eddie was awful to her and once Damon was born, she showed up to my house, since by then, Eddie had separated from his wife and he was living at home with me. There he was; a tiny baby boy wrapped in a blue blanket. Said his name was Damon, and he was all ours. Said she was too poor and young and couldn’t stand the sight of Damon. I’ve never told him that part, so keep that to yourself, if you please. It doesn’t surprise me, though. I heard the way Eddie spoke to her on the phone once, he is a shameless man. I wasn’t going to let him treat my grandson the way he treated that poor girl, so I made him do the right thing and raise his son. My daughter-in-law divorced him as soon as she found out about it all, the hell with trying to reconcile. She left town with my granddaughter and she hasn’t had anything to do with Eddie since. I can’t blame her.” 
 
   My mouth hangs wide open and I hear Grams let out a long, sad sigh. My poor, poor Damon.
 
   “I can’t believe…I’m so shocked. No wonder you sent him to see Dr. Versan when he was a teenager. He must have been dealing with a lot. With a drunk for a dad and his mom leaving him like that.” 
 
   She lets out another sigh. “Well, actually, that’s a whole other tragic story. He started seeing Versan after the accident.” 
 
   Accident? What accident? He’s never talked about any accident. He knows about my accident, but has never once talked about himself being involved in one.  
 
   “So, why exactly did he need Versan after the accident?” Please keep talking. Please keep talking. I can hear her take a deep breath and I know she’s hesitant to say anymore.
 
   “Honey you have to understand. He was only seventeen when that horrible thing happened and he couldn’t quite handle it.”
 
   “Handle what?”
 
   “He and Eddie were arguing and they crashed head-on into a family.” 
 
   My heart seizes in my chest and all at once familiarity hits me like a shotgun blast.
 
   “When did this happen?” My eyes lock onto a spot on the floor and I can’t tear them away. My focus is completely consumed with Grams’ story.
 
   “Back in June of ’96, I believe. The mother and father were killed. There was a little girl that Damon pulled out of the car, but we never knew what happened to her. I think she made it, but when we searched for information about her we were held up at every turn. Red tape with the foster system and all. Damon never got over it, he said the little girl broke his heart. She was screaming for her parents and covered in blood. He said he knew they had passed, but just held the girl to him and carried her away from it. Don’t you understand, honey? He blames himself for the accident, for killing those poor people.” 
 
   My eyes bulge and my heart squeezes.  “I have to go.” I hang up before she can respond. My eyes stare off into space while I try to focus on breathing. He killed my parents. The man I am in love with killed my parents. He took Maman and Papa from me. My entire fucking life has been hell because of him. I hate him. I hate him almost as much as I love him and being split like this is a hell I wouldn’t wish on anyone.
 
   Do something. Anything. I snap out of my trance and look down at Hemingway. I scoop him up and jog upstairs to the bedroom. I set him on the bed and hurry into the closet. I grab a box and begin packing. I can’t stay here. I can’t be with him. The moment I think of it, my heart breaks into a million pieces in my chest. I bend down and gather a heap of clothes into my arms and throw them back into the box they came from. I toss things in haphazardly then head to the bathroom to do the same. I gather up all of Hemingway’s shit and pack it in a hurry. One by one, I carry the boxes down to the big, gray sedan I inherited from Captain. I can’t believe I’m leaving. I don’t want to leave. But, I have to leave. He killed my parents, for God’s sake. He knew who the fuck I was! He had to have known. The thought of him knowing and keeping it hidden has my blood boiling. I do one more pass through the penthouse to see if I missed anything important. I search for my mother’s watch but it’s nowhere to be found. Damnit! I load my puppy into his carrier and leave.
 
   I arrive at Sutton’s house and hesitate as I turn the lock and walk in. Deep breath. I’m ready for this. There are still plastic wrappers on the floor from the sterilized medical supplies that the paramedics used on him. I set Hemingway’s carrier down and collapse in a heap. I sob and sob. I cry for the loss of my parents; for Sutton, my Captain; for falling in love with a man who is my absolute other half and forfeiting him to circumstance. I pound my fist hard on the floor, sharp pain radiating through my arm.
 
   “Please, not Damon. Not him,” I cry out to no one. Tears course down my heated face. My eyes swell and burn, but it’s nothing compared to the torture I’m feeling inside. I’ve betrayed the memory of my parents by falling in love with the person responsible for their death. I can never forgive myself. I ache for Damon, too. When he discovers what I know, and that I’ve left, he’s going to lose it. I don’t want to hurt him like his mother hurt him. I love him too much to ever cause him pain.
 
   “Damnit!”  I have to go see him. I have to try to explain why I can’t be with him anymore and I need answers. I need to know if everything was a big lie. If what we have is a lie… 
 
   When I enter the high rise, I look to Howard and hear him talking on the phone at his desk.
 
   “She just walked in now, Boss.” 
 
   I don’t even acknowledge him as I walk right to the elevators. I rub my miserable eyes and take a deep breath. The doors ding and slide open.
 
   “Here we go,” I mumble to myself as I step out into the main foyer. I punch in the code and open the door, walking into the room on unsteady legs. My hands are shaking uncontrollably. I can feel my lip quivering and I don’t bother trying to hide my emotion. I let it flow, uninhibited; the hell with my normal self control.
 
   He’s waiting for me. I feel him in the room. 
 
   “You knew.” 
 
   Damon’s gaze snaps to me and without saying a word, I know that I’m right. The sorrow and regret I see in his eyes crashes down on me like the heaviest of burdens.
 
   “No. No.” I’m shaking my head, begging for words of denial from him, but he says nothing. 
 
   He stands and starts towards me, but I reflexively begin backing away as he advances.
 
   “No. Not you, Damon.” My voice cracks through my quiet sobs.
 
   “Josephine. Baby, listen to me.”
 
   “NO! Don’t you fucking call me that!” 
 
   He stops in his tracks and runs his hands through his dark, mussed hair. Part of me wants to wrap my arms around the man that I love so completely, but the wounded part of me wants nothing more than to make him hurt like I have hurt for sixteen long, miserable years. We stare at each other for a moment. What the fuck am I supposed to do with this? I fell in love with the man who killed my family. He let me fall for him. He knew who I was, and he never said a word. He swept me off my feet. He made me want him. Then he made me need him and now I can’t imagine my life without him. I love him more than my next breath. I need him more than my next breath.
 
   “Jo, I wanted to tell you. I tried to tell you. Damnit, you have to believe me, Baby.”
 
   “How long? How long have you known?” My voice is a small whisper, but menacing at the same time. 
 
   Damon’s amber eyes are no longer warm and inviting. They look tormented and empty as they shift about. His chest deflates and I’m torn between gathering him into my arms and attacking him with my claws.
 
   “When you gave me your e-mail address at the coffee shop, I thought I recognized the name. I checked to be sure. Then the watch, I remembered seeing it on your mom’s wrist when I checked her pulse. I found the scar on your leg and confirmed it. I knew it was you.”
 
   That’s why he was all weird about my scar? He knew it was from the accident. He verified my identity while we were intimate for the first time? 
 
   “You son of a bitch. You saw the scar and the watch that proved who I am and you still fucked me? Or maybe that’s why you fucked me. In reality, it’s probably the only reason I’m here right now. Right? Trying to make it right? Trying to shower me with your money and your gifts so that you can call it even? So that causing the death of my parents won’t feel as shitty? I’m a fucking charity case. That’s what this is. You don’’t love me, you’re trying to settle the score. You have no fucking shame and I can’t stand the sight of you.” 
 
   I knew my words had to hurt him because they tore through me as I said them. I don’t want to believe a single word. I don’t believe that he doesn’t love me. I can’t. But, my judgment is distorted. This is so fucked up. It’s more awful than my worse nightmare.
 
   “Please, let’s try to figure this out. You’re my everything, Josephine, you’re my world. I need you.” He starts moving toward me again and I put my hand out, halting him in his tracks.
 
   “Yeah, well I don’t need or want you. I hate you, Damon,” I lie. God, how I lie. I need and want him more than I can express. Words fail me in the worst way when I try to think of ways to describe how much I love him.
 
   I turn in place and will my numb body to carry me away from this place as fast as it can. By some miracle, I find myself speed-walking back to the door. I know Damon is hot on my trail, I can feel him near me like I always do. His fingers clasp the crook of my elbow and spin me to face him. I wrench myself from his grip.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” I practically growl. 
 
   Damon’s face is one of complete despair and I ache even more at the sight of it. I can’t believe God would be so unfair. Why in the world would I be put through this? It isn’t fair. I’ve lost everything. I love a man that I can’t possibly allow myself to have. He’s the reason my life has been so awful. He knew the truth and hid it from me. He sinks to his knees in front of me and my heart clenches in my chest so hard that I think I may be having a heart attack. His head hangs down and he stares at the ground. I stand here, wishing that I could change everything. I wish I could be his and he mine, but it just isn’t possible. I hate life for doing this to me.
 
   “Please. Let me explain,” he mumbles, and I see tears dropping from his eyes onto the tile floor. He can’t even look at me. My lip quivers and I’m dying a thousand deaths watching the scene of my strong man kneel in defeat.
 
   “I can’t.” I force out the words and hate that I even said them. But what other option do I have? Anything I feel for him pales in comparison to the grief that I will always feel for the loss of my parents and the years of hell that loss precipitated. I turn to leave, knowing I’m killing both of us, but I can’t look at the man who took my parents from me so long ago. I slam his front door with such force that I startle. Even through the heavy door and walls, I hear Damon coming undone at the seams. I ignore the animalistic yelling and crashing noises and all but run to Sutton’s car. Damnit! I don’t want to leave him like that. The idea of him hurting sends my heart into a fit, but I have no choice. I have to get out of here and sort my head out before I do anything else.
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   My phone rang off the hook until I turned it off completely. He pounded on my door until that snobby neighbor called the damned police to have him removed. I haven’t checked my email. I haven’t gone anywhere. I haven’t done…anything. Nothing. I have been lucky to even exist right here on Sutton’s old sofa. Four days. That’s how long it’s been since I last saw Damon. Four days since my entire world fell apart. I wonder if this shit will ever feel any better. The way it feels now, I highly doubt it. A banging on the door gets Hemingway yipping his tiny bark and I groan like a dying animal. I feel like a dying animal.
 
   “Goooo awaaaaaaaay!” 
 
   The banging gets louder.
 
   “Girl, you better open this door!” GRAMS! Oh shit, Grams! She’ll have a heart attack in this heat. I roll off the couch and crawl on fours for a beat before finally standing up and swinging the door open with such a rush that a hot gust of air travels in with it. 
 
   Grams takes one look at me and nearly chokes.  “You look like shit! I mean real shit! A big steaming pile—”
 
   “I get it! Come in, Grams.” 
 
   She smiles politely and looks over her shoulder to a waiting car and holds up a shaky finger. She shuffles in with her walker, tennis balls and all.
 
   “I came to set you right, young lady!” 
 
   Set me right? What the fuck? I screw my face all up and she wrinkles her nose at me. I guess it’s not my best look.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yep! You!” she says sternly, wagging a finger menacingly at me.  “As much as it pains me, I have to set you straight.” 
 
   It pains her? Awesome. I guess she doesn’t like me as much as I like her.
 
   “I love you to pieces. I hope that once you hear what I have to say, you’ll go find Damon and you two will kiss and makeup.”
 
   “What do you mean, go find him?” Where the hell is he? My heart speeds and I panic a bit. The thought of never seeing him again is one that has me frantic.
 
   “I’ll get to that in a minute. One thing at a time.” 
 
   I nod and do my best to appear calm and attentive.
 
   “So, he had two letters delivered to me today. One was for me and one was for you. In my letter, he said he knew you would come see me at some point and he wanted me to give it to you. But first and foremost, you have to know that Damon wasn’t driving.”
 
   “What?!” I screech. 
 
   She shakes her head from side to side.  “He was not driving. My drunk, lousy, no good son was. He made Damon tell the police that it was him who wrecked the car because he was a minor and mostly, because he wasn’t drunk. Damon has always blamed himself because he couldn’t get Eddie to pullover and let him drive.” 
 
   Oh, no. I lean forward clutch my aching stomach. I feel like I may be ill. He didn’t do it. It’s not his fault.  “How could he think…How… It’s not his fault.” I cross the room and sit beside Grams. She puts my shaking hand in hers and lets me sob for a moment.
 
   “I have to see him. I have to talk to him!” I begin looking around for car keys then she thrusts out an envelope to me.
 
   “He isn’t answering and no one knows where he is. Open your letter maybe he has told you where he went.” I snatch the envelope from her hand and rip it open.
 
   My Josephine,
 
   I should have been smarter that day, I should have been braver. I should have stopped him at all costs. If I had, maybe none of this ever would have happened. You never would have been hurt. We could have met and spent our lives together. You must know that I have spent countless days thinking of how I could have changed the outcome of that summer day so long ago. Had I known how things would turn out, I would have done anything to spare you and your family from the tragedy for which I hold myself responsible. He wrecked more than cars that day. He wrecked your life and mine in the process. And I was the only one who could have stopped it all. I would take their place if I could. I would do anything that would bring you happiness. I will make sure that I am but a memory to you. You won’t have to endure the pain of seeing me again. The anguish I saw in your eyes four days ago was far more than I could ever bare. I can only hope that perhaps, one day, you will be able to look back on us and smile, recalling the passion and love we shared. Those are memories that torment and comfort me, all at the same time. When you were mine, you made everything better. You made my life better. You made me better. You have been my medicine. You made the hurt disappear. My past is one that I can never escape, I know this now. Please know that I would do anything, I would give anything, to make things right. I want to thank you for giving me the greatest gift I have ever known. For what seems like a fleeting moment, I lived in the bliss of your affection. To never know that bliss again is an agony that I cannot endure. My heart is forever yours, Josephine. I love you.
 
   -Damon
 
   PS. You get it all.
 
   My eyes bulge and water. What does he mean he won’t see me again? What does he mean I get it all? Get all of what? My heart pounds so hard in my chest I can barely breathe. Grams pulls the letter from my hand and reads it. I jump from my seat and start searching for shoes. I grab the nearest pair of sandals and strip down right there in the living room in front of her. I pull a clean shirt over my head and shorts up my legs. Where would he be? I have no clue where to even start.
 
   “The accident,” she mutters while staring down at the letter.
 
   “What?” 
 
   Her silver haired head lifts to me and I see tears swimming in her eyes.  “The scene of that accident. He used to go there and park along the shoulder to sit. He’d sit there for hours until I would come find him. You have to go get him.” 
 
   Without hesitation, I grab keys from the coffee table and run out the door. I jump from the top step to the bottom and nearly bust my ass on the walkway. I scurry to Sutton’s car and start the beast up. I know where the scene is, I’ve been there a thousand times, too. I used to go sit there and be miserable, thinking about Maman and Papa and the boy who pulled me from that car. I thought of Damon all these years. He’s been in my head for so many years. I never forgot the big boy who kept saying how sorry he was and that he would make sure I was okay. He did, too. He made sure I was more than okay. He found me again that day in the bookstore and it’s like everything changed in an instant. I have to find him. I have to tell him that it’s not his fault. I have to tell him how much I love him.
 
   I speed and drive carelessly to the outskirts of town. When I turn onto the familiar, narrow road, my heart aches in my chest. A terrible knot forms in my stomach. Something is wrong. Something is wrong. I know it. I can feel it, like I felt it when Sutton died. My foot bares down on the gas and the car surges forward even faster. I haul ass down the road until I see tail lights come into focus. I lean forward in my seat and squint.
 
   “The truck!” I drive up behind the truck and come screeching to a halt, kicking up dust in the process. I throw the car in park and jump out. I can’t see him sitting in there. There’s no one in the fucking truck! Where could he be? I run up to the truck and climb up on the running board to peek in.
 
   “Damon!” I gasp and jump down. I jerk the door open and the scent of alcohol smacks me in the face.
 
   “Damon! Baby, wake up!” 
 
   I climb into the truck and use every ounce of strength I have to lift him from his position laying across the seat. I manage to get him upright and then realize that the best news just turned into the worst. In his lifeless hand is a prescription bottle.
 
   “Oh shit! Oh shit! What did you do?” I scream out. I jump from the truck and run back to the car.
 
   “Come on. Come on. Come on.” I find my phone and call for help. I don’t even wait for the dispatcher to say anything.
 
   “Please help! We’re on Scenic Loop! There’s been an accident. Send an ambulance!” I run back to the truck and jump in.
 
   “Oh, please, baby! Baby, wake up!” I slap his face a few times, but he doesn’t respond. I thrust out two fingers and hold them to his neck, then to his wrist.
 
   “No. No. No. Damon!” I lay his heavy, limp body across my lap and rock back and forth.
 
   “Please no! Not you. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. I love you! Please, Damon!” He doesn’t respond and I fear that he is really gone. This is my fault. The guilt is immediate and crushing. This must be how he has felt for years. My poor Damon! My lip quivers as tears pour from my eyes.
 
   I hear the ambulance arrive and doors slamming.
 
   “Ma’am, we need you to move now.” 
 
   I slip from under him and his unresponsive body lay in the seat. A police officer grabs me up and drags me back.
 
   “Damon! Please! Wake up!” I watch helplessly as they pull his body from his truck and lay him on a stretcher. One paramedic straddles his body and starts resuscitation efforts. The other two haul the gurney into the back of the ambulance with the one paramedic still working on Damon.
 
   I met him right in this very spot under horrible circumstances so many years ago and now, I may have lost him in this same spot. I can’t lose him. I could never survive a life without Damon. I fall to my knees and the pain of the pavement beneath them is isn’t even a blip on the radar compared to the ache in my chest. I watch the flashing lights of the ambulance fade into the distance. I remain staring, paralyzed with shock and fear. I can’t lose him. I’ve only just found him.
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“Just shut the fuck
up, boy! I don’t want to hear a damn thing from you. You’re just as
dumb and useless as your whore mother! It’s no wonder she didn’t
want a damn thing to do with you. The bitch must’ve been psychic
along with being a dirty slut! She had to know how stupid and
worthless you were going to be; that’s why she went and dumped you
off on me! If it weren’t for your pain in the ass grandmother, I
would’ve gotten rid of you the minute your bitch mother shoved you
off on me!”

I should be used to it, but it always makes me
flinch when he says those things to me. I hate it. I prefer his
fists over the verbal assault. I think I heal from the physical
stuff a lot faster than the awful shit he says. I don’t get how
someone could hate their kid so much. It’s like I never had a
chance. He hated me from the minute I was born and seventeen years
hasn’t changed anything. If anything, he may hate me a little more
now. He’s drunk and mean as hell. What’s worse is that he thinks
it’s perfectly fine to drive when he is wasted. It scares the shit
out of me.

“Dad, I just think I should drive, you know, in
case the cops pull us over or something. They’ll smell the
whiskey.”

He knows I couldn’t care less about him getting
in trouble. He knows I’m scared; he always knows when I’m scared.
He knows and he likes it.

“What the hell do you know about anything,
dumbass? Just shut your mouth and sit there. If it weren’t for you,
I’d still be at the house. You just had to screw up my day
huh?”

“I didn’t mean to. My ride bailed on me. I’m
sorry.” He couldn’t possibly know how sorry I am. I would rather be
riding around in Erik’s car right now, but he finally got a date
with Ashley Wilcox and I told him to go ahead. I’m not a dick to my
friends.

“Yeah, you’re right about that. You are sorry.
Maybe you should apologize.”

I look out the window so he can’t see me cringe
at his insult. I hate this shit! I’m seventeen going on
eighteen—I’ll be an adult soon! He should treat me with more
respect. He should treat me like an adult. I hate this asshole;
yet, I would do anything to please him. I’ve tried everything to
make him happy. Even though he’s a terrible, mean drunken asshole,
I still have a strange desire to please him. It drives me insane
that somehow I still want to make my dad proud. I still want him to
love me. It’s a wasted effort. He’ll never love me, but I try. I
may always try…

“I apologize, Dad, but please! Just pull over
and let me drive home.” Please pull over.

“Hell no! I’m not drunk, and even if I was, I
still drive better than your seventeen-year-old ass. Tell me to
pull over again and I will, but it will be to kick your snot-nosed
ass up and down this road! You ain’t drivin’ my car, Damon, so
fuckin’ forget about it!”

Of course not. Stupid. I shift in my seat
and tug my lap belt a little tighter. He doesn’t seem to notice and
I’m thankful for it. I don’t need more shit about how I’m such a
“sissy-boy.”

“Dad, you’re drunk! Please, just—”

His cold eyes land on me and I flinch. I thought
for a second he was going to land a punch right here in the car as
we swerve down the road. He doesn’t hit me, though. Just pins me to
the seat with the hateful glare that always rips me apart. I don’t
think I’ve seen him look at me with love ever. Ever. Not once has
he looked at me like a normal dad does. It makes me hate him and
hate my mom, whoever she is. I hate her maybe even more than I hate
him. She didn’t want me, so she handed me over to him. She made me
live this way. I wish both of them were dead. Who knows? Maybe she
already is.

“Hush, boy, or I’ll make you shut the hell up
like your lying whore mother!”

“Dad! C’mon! You’re all over the road! Pull
over. Please!” He’s scaring the shit out of me now. We’re going to
be wrapped around a utility pole if he doesn’t stop. I have to stop
him. He raises his hand up, straight as a board, and rears back to
slap the piss out of me like he’s done so many times.

“I need to teach you a lesson in obedience, you
worthless little asshole!”

I turn my head to brace for the blow. My eyes
catch a glimpse of something. Oh shit! I reach for the wheel. “Dad!
Watch out!”

The impact is deafening. Glass breaks, metal
grinds, rubber squeals against the pavement, and smoke billows. I
lurch forward, but thankfully the belt jerked tight across my
chest, pinning me to the seat. I look up and try to see through the
smoke drifting over the hood of the car. I’m too late. I’m too late
and this is completely my fault. We have hit another car. Head on.
Dad’s old, heavy, four-door Caprice Classic has smashed right into
a miniscule economy car. I should’ve walked home or called for
another ride. I should’ve taken the beating for forcing him to pull
over. I should’ve been a man not the sissy-boy that I am.
Fuck! I unclip my belt with shaky hands then reach across
and unbuckle dad. The sorry bastard looks scared. What the
hell?

“Listen to me, boy. You were driving.
Understand?”

What? He wants me to take the blame for the
wreck? “Dad, I—”

He leans over to me and his breath is strong. It
smells like an open bottle of booze. “You. Were. Driving. Say
something different, and see what happens, sissy-boy. Just try it!”
Spit flies from his mouth and spews onto my cheek, making me
flinch.

I don’t say anything. I wrench my jaw from his
hand and forcefully shoulder out of my side of the car. I run to
the other car.

“Oh, Jesus! Oh, God!” My voice sounds far
off.

I’m frozen for a moment. I can’t move. The front
of the car is now in the middle of the car. It looks like an
accordion. Fuck! Blood is splattered all over the glass. I’m
scared. I don’t want to go over there; I can’t go over there. I run
my hands through my hair. Dad makes his way from our car. It looks
like he isn’t hurt at all. I’m not hurt either. The car in front of
me is crumpled and there’s blood on the glass. It’s clear that
someone is hurt.

“Please!”

Someone is alive in there! I push past the fear
and hurry to the car. From what little I can see through the broken
window, the two people in the front seat are gone. There’s so much
blood. “Oh, God. Oh, God. I’m so sorry. Oh, God.” I can’t stop
talking, like it’s going to help or something.

“Please, help me!”

I can see her easily through the busted window;
a little girl, stuck behind the driver’s seat. She’s younger than
me, with dark hair and huge, scared eyes. With my heart pumping out
of control, I muster all my strength and pull the mangled back
passenger door open so hard that I nearly fall back on my ass.
Normally, I’d be mortified. Today, I couldn’t care less. I don’t
care about anything except getting these people help. “I’ve got
you, I’m coming. C’mon. Dad, get them out of the front. GO!”

The crash has shoved everything back. The hood
of the car is now where the dashboard should be, and both of the
front seats have been sandwiched in the middle. I have to get her
out. I peek over at the front passenger seat and wish I hadn’t. The
woman must be her mother. She has blood pouring from where her left
eye should be. I can’t see it, though. There’s just blood; her hair
is matted with it. She isn’t moving. I don’t know if she’s
breathing, but I learned how to check someone’s pulse in Phys. Ed.,
so I stretch across the girl and hold my fingers beside her watch
like I learned. It could be my racing heart and shaky hands, but I
can’t feel anything. Nothing. I have to get this girl out. I
carefully get a grip on her, figuring the quicker, the better. Her
leg looks bad and this is going to hurt, but she needs help. I jerk
her from the car with one hard tug and cradle her in my arms. Oh,
shit. I feel queasy. I get one look at the bone peeking through her
skin and nearly hurl. Oh shit. That looks like it hurts. This is
my doing.

“This is my fault. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ll
make sure you’re okay.”

I have to help. I have to make this better. I
can’t make it right, but maybe I can try to make it better. Maybe
there’s something I can do. I don’t know, but I have to try. The
ambulance arrives and I hurry her to the paramedics. They push me.
I want them to take care of her and all, but I want to stay with
her. She has no one else here. She needs a person. She needs
someone to watch and wait. Her parents aren’t going to make it; I
can tell. It’s my fault, so I’ll be here for her. I’ll be her
person. I have to be her person.

***
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 Even if just barely;
I’m still standing. I won’t sit here and lie to myself by saying
that I’m stronger for having gone through this. I don’t feel a damn
bit stronger for it. I feel like I single-handedly destroyed what
little happiness life offered me; Damon. The burden of this guilt
is crippling. I can’t imagine what my Big Man was feeling all these
years. How in the hell could he possibly have felt
responsible? He was just a kid. That accident was no more his
fault than it was mine. I wish I could say the same for what
happened a week ago. If only I’d just let him explain. The
memory of what happened is fresh and for once I find myself wishing
for time to take this memory from me. Something deep down inside
tells me that I probably shouldn’t hold my breath. The role I
played in Damon’s actions that day will likely haunt me until the
day I die and I can’t say I deserve any better. I fucked up.

That day, the day of his ultimate reaction, was
one week ago.

One week ago, on a Monday like today, my phone
rang off the hook until I turned it off completely. Damon had
pounded on my door for days, until that snobby neighbor called the
damned police to have him removed. I hadn’t checked my email. I
hadn’t gone anywhere. I hadn’t done…anything. Nothing. I’d been
lucky to even exist on Captain’s old sofa. I hadn’t seen Damon in
four days. I felt like my entire world had fallen apart.

Now I know that my world was only cracked when I
learned who Damon was. It really fell apart those four days later,
one week ago today, starting with a new banging on the door. A
softer, but still persistent banging that got Hemingway yipping his
tiny bark and me groaning like a dying animal. I felt like a dying
animal.

“Goooo awaaaaaaaay!”

The banging got louder.

“Girl, you better open this door!”

GRAMS! Oh shit, Grams! She’ll have a heart
attack in this heat. I rolled off the couch and crawled on fours
for a beat before finally standing up and swinging the door open
with such a rush that a hot gust of air traveled in with it.

Grams took one look at me and nearly choked.
“You look like shit! I mean real shit! A big steaming pile—”

It sounded so much more mortifying, coming from
Grams. “I get it! Come in, Grams.”

She smiled politely and looked over her shoulder
to a waiting car and held up a shaky finger. She shuffled in with
her walker, tennis balls and all. “I came to set you right, young
lady!”

Set me right? What the fuck? I screwed my face
all up and she wrinkled her nose at me. I guess it’s not my best
look.

“Me?”

“Yep! You!” she said sternly, wagging a finger
menacingly at me. “As much as it pains me, I have to set you
straight.”

It pains her? Awesome. I guess Grams didn’t like
me as much as I liked her.

“I love you to pieces,” she reassured me,
patting my hand. “I hope that once you hear what I have to say,
you’ll go find Damon and you two will kiss and make up.”

“What do you mean, go find him?” Where the hell
is he? My heart sped up instantly and I started to panic. The
thought of never seeing him again had me frantic.

“I’ll get to that in a minute. One thing at a
time.”

I nodded and did my best to appear calm and
attentive.

“So, he had two letters delivered to me today.
One was for me and one was for you. In my letter, he said he knew
you would come see me at some point and he wanted me to give it to
you. I’ll give it to you in a minute. First and foremost, young
lady, you need to know that Damon wasn’t driving.”

“What?!” I screeched.

She shook her head from side to side. “He was
not driving. My drunk, lousy, no good son was. He made Damon
tell the police that it was him who wrecked the car because he was
a minor and mostly, because he wasn’t drunk. Damon has always
blamed himself because he couldn’t get Eddie to pull over and let
him drive.”

Oh, no. I clutched my aching stomach. I felt
like I might be ill. He didn’t do it. It’s not his fault. “How
could he think…How…It’s not his fault!”

I crossed the room to sit beside Grams. She put
my shaking hand in hers and let me sob for a moment.

“I have to see him. I have to talk to him!” I
was looking around for car keys, in a veritable tizzy, when she
thrust an envelope at me.

“He isn’t answering and no one knows where he
is. Open your letter; maybe he has told you where he went.”

I snatched the envelope from her hand and ripped
it open. I’ve read it so many times in the last week that now I
know it by heart.

 


My Josephine,

I should have been smarter that day. I
should have been braver. I should have stopped him at all costs. If
I had, maybe none of this ever would have happened. You never would
have been hurt. We could have met and spent our lives together. You
must know that I have spent countless days thinking of how I could
have changed the outcome of that summer day so long ago. Had I
known how things would turn out, I would have done anything to
spare you and your family from the tragedy for which I hold myself
responsible. He wrecked more than cars that day. He wrecked your
life and mine in the process. And I was the only one who could have
stopped it all. I would take their place if I could. I would do
anything that would bring you happiness. I will make sure that I am
but a memory to you. You won’t have to endure the pain of seeing me
again. The anguish I saw in your eyes four days ago was far more
than I could ever bare. I can only hope that perhaps, one day, you
will be able to look back on us and smile, recalling the passion
and love we shared. Those are memories that torment and comfort me,
all at the same time. When you were mine, you made everything
better. You made my life better. You made me better. You have been
my medicine. You made the hurt disappear. My past is one that I can
never escape, I know this now. Please know that I would do
anything, I would give anything, to make things right. I want to
thank you for giving me the greatest gift I have ever known. For
what seems like a fleeting moment, I lived in the bliss of your
affection. To never know that bliss again is an agony that I cannot
endure. My heart is forever yours, Josephine. I love you.

-Damon

PS. You get it all.

 


My eyes bulged and watered. My heart pounded so
hard in my chest I could barely breathe. Grams pulled the letter
from my hand and read it. I jumped from my seat and started
searching for shoes, grabbing the nearest pair and stripping down
right there in front of her. I pulled a clean shirt over my head
and shorts up my legs. Where would he be? I had no clue where to
even start.

“The accident,” she muttered, staring down at
the letter.

“What?”

Her silver head lifted and I saw tears swimming
in her eyes. “The scene of the accident. He used to go there and
park along the shoulder to sit. He’d sit there for hours until I
would come find him. Jo, you have to go get him.”

Without hesitation, I grabbed keys from the
coffee table and ran out the door. I jumped from the top step to
the bottom and nearly busted my ass on the walkway. I scurried to
Captain’s car. I knew where the scene was; I’d been there a
thousand times, too. I used to go sit there and be miserable,
thinking about Maman and Papa and the boy who pulled me from that
car.

I thought of Damon all those years. He’d been in
my head all this time. I never forgot the big boy who kept saying
how sorry he was and that he would make sure I was okay. He did,
too. He made sure I was more than okay. He found me again that day
in the bookstore and everything changed in an instant. I had to
find him. I had to tell him that it’s not his fault. It was never
his fault. I had to tell him how much I love him.

I greatly exceeded the speed limit and drove
carelessly to the outskirts of town. When I turned onto the
familiar, narrow road, my heart ached in my chest. A terrible knot
formed in my stomach. Something’s wrong. Something’s wrong. I knew
it. I could feel it, like I felt it when Sutton died. My foot bore
down on the gas and the car surged forward even faster. I hauled
ass down the road until I saw taillights come into focus. I leaned
forward in my seat and squinted.

“The truck!” I drove up behind the truck and
came screeching to a halt, kicking up dust in the process. I threw
the car in park and jumped out. I couldn’t see him sitting in
there. I ran and climbed up on the running board to peek in.

“Damon!” I gasped and jumped down. I jerked the
door open and the scent of alcohol smacked me in the face. “Damon!
Baby, wake up!”

I climbed into the truck and use every ounce of
strength I had to lift him from his position laying across the
seat. I managed to get him upright and then realized that the best
news just turned into the worst. A prescription bottle was clutched
in his lifeless hand.

“Oh shit! Oh shit! What did you do?” I screamed.
I jumped from the truck and ran back to the car.

“Come on. Come on. Come on.” I found my phone
and called for help. “Please help! We’re on Scenic Loop! There’s
been an accident. Send an ambulance!” I ran back to the truck and
jumped in.

“Oh, please, baby! Baby, wake up!” I slapped his
face a few times, but he didn’t respond. I held two fingers to his
neck, then to his wrist; nothing.

“No. No. No. Damon!” I cradled his heavy, limp
body across my lap and rocked back and forth. “Please no! Not you.
Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. I love you! Please, Damon!” He
didn’t respond and I feared that he was really gone.

I heard the ambulance arrive and doors
slamming.

“Ma’am, we need you to move now.”

I slipped from under him, leaving his
unresponsive body in the seat. A police officer grabbed me up and
hauled me back, out of the cab and away from the truck.

“Damon! Please! Wake up!”

I watched helplessly as they pulled his body
from his truck and laid him on a stretcher. One paramedic straddled
his body and started resuscitation. The other two hauled the gurney
into the back of the ambulance with the one paramedic still working
on Damon.

I fell to my knees, the pain of the pavement
beneath them not even a blip on the radar compared to the ache in
my chest. I watched the flashing lights of the ambulance fade into
the distance and remained staring, paralyzed with shock and
fear.

Here I am, one week later. Still a Monday. Still
standing in the same place I was last week; the place where I met
my Damon.

***
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 Everything just
tilted on its axis. The world beneath my feet jarred and twisted
until it all became a distorted mess. My entire life has been put
through the wringer and I’m feeling the effects. I’m like a zombie,
walking around with no clue what to do or how to do it. I have no
recollection of ever having suffered this way, not even when Maman
and Papa died. The man I love chose to take his own life, and I
don’t know what the hell to make of it. Finding him there, in his
truck on the side of the road, completely ripped me apart. When I
found him, I felt true and absolute terror. Never in my life have I
felt such an encompassing sense of dread. Not when my parents died.
Not when I was on the streets. Not when I knew the store was going
under. Not even when I saw Captain lying on his floor with just the
tiniest bit of life left in his eyes. Seeing Damon, unresponsive
and lifeless, elicited an unfathomable level of fear.

I didn’t know this level of fear was even
possible.

I stop at the doors of his closet. I don’t know
what the hell I’m doing. I know I need to choose his clothing, but
I haven’t the slightest idea what he would want if he were here.
Not a suit. Every time I saw him wearing a suit, it was as undone
as possible. His tie knotted, but loosened; cuffs undone and rolled
up; jacket discarded someplace; top button undone and peeled back
just enough to see the dip between his collarbones at the base of
his neck.

I make my way to the long rack of clothing. My
hands lift, of their own volition, and drift over the garments. I
grasp multiple pieces in my hands. Soft flannel. Worn chambray.
Crisp dress shirts. I know I’m only torturing myself, but I lean in
and bury my face in the fabric. I seek out his scent, drawing it
through my nose. I want to imagine him in these clothes, in this
closet with me, talking about nothing at all. Just touching and
watching one another. The clothes don’t smell of him. They don’t
smell of the Damon I know and fell for so easily. They smell clean,
almost sterile, and it only drives home the reality of what has
happened. I want him back. Whirlwind courtship or not, I want him
back; just the way he was. Just the way I had him. I want my Damon.
I want my love.

The urge to cry is all I’ve known for days now.
I sobbed initially. I ugly cried so hard I was damn near sick. The
stinging sensation of looming tears is there, but they won’t come
now. I’ve heard the saying “all out of tears” before, but I didn’t
think anything of it. I suppose I assumed that it was another one
of those stupid adages that people insist on overusing. Serious as
a heart attack; the apple never falls far from the tree; what goes
around comes around, and all those other bullshit things I usually
tune out. Actually, I think I tune out nearly everything that
others say. I consider it a gift.

I slide the clothes I need from the hangers,
shirt, pants, jacket, shoes, and tuck them neatly into a bag. I
mechanically gather some of my personal effects, too. Poor
Hemingway has no clue what’s going on. My sweet little pup has no
idea what’s going on; he just knows something is wrong. Dogs know
these things. I look down and there he is, my little Hemingway,
curious eyes peeking out of scraggly gray fur. I bend down, ruffle
his scruffy head, and scoop him up.

“Let’s get going. No use in putting it off. You
gotta do what you gotta do, right?” I ask the dog, cringing when I
hear the stupid adage sail out of my mouth. Stupid fucking
adages.

I drift around the penthouse in a daze, one hand
on the bag of Damon’s clothes, the other cuddling Hemingway. When I
cross through the library, I pause for a beat and feel like tears
may actually come. I wait, hoping for the emotion I’m missing. It’s
a testament to my pathological self-destructive behavior. Somewhere
in my screwed up head, I think that maybe, if I could cry really
hard, I’d feel better; I’d cry it all out and get it over with. I
guess I feel like if I wept long enough and hard enough, the burden
of guilt might be lifted.

“So stupid.”

I stare blankly at the library, at the shelves
of books, at the chair where he took my mind, soul and body. No
amount of sobbing could possibly erase what I feel. It’s my fault
he did what he did. It’s me who didn’t ask for the whole story
about the accident. It’s me who assumed it was Damon driving. The
boy at the scene kept saying it was his fault. I always assumed
that meant he was driving. If I hadn’t left him, none of this
would’ve happened.

I hug Hemingway under my arm so tightly that he
lets out a contemptuous bark, as if to say, “ease up, lady!” and
make my way out. I’m supposed to meet Brian, Damon’s loyal PA, in
half an hour to sort out the dreaded “details,” and I’m running
late. I’m not looking forward to it, but I know it has to be
done.

I close the door to the penthouse as quietly as
possible; and just like that, I feel like I’ve officially closed
the door to our future.

Thirty minutes later, I’m in my office at the
store. I set my things down and take a look around at the place.
The remodel has been postponed, and a thick layer of drywall dust
has settled over everything. Boxes are stacked four and five high
throughout the deserted store. The old cash register has been
cleared out to make room for the new computer system. The place
smells odd without books crowding the shelves, giving off the scent
of ink and paper that I’m familiar with. “Pretty bad, huh?” I ask
Hemingway. He huffs out a deep breath of air and settles into his
fluffy dog bed beneath my desk. “Yeah, I know it’s a mess.” I
glance back down at my pup and find him asleep. Great.
I’m talking to myself again.

The bag from the penthouse stares at me, waiting
to be dealt with, and I begin doing just that. I don’t have much
time until Brian gets here, so I suppose I should hurry along. I
set Damon’s clothes carefully aside for Brian then unload my own
random stuff. I put away my four-cup coffee maker, shove a handful
of pens in the desk drawer, toss miscellaneous toiletries into my
purse, and prop a newly-framed photo of Captain on the corner of my
desk.

I just had the photo framed this week and picked
it up on my way to the store. I wanted a reminder of Captain, so I
shamelessly rummaged through his house looking for a photo of him,
finally finding one in an old footlocker in the attic. I nearly had
heatstroke digging through the stuff up there; it’s August and the
desert heat is horrid. I was dripping in sweat by the time I found
the damn thing, but it was worth it. It’s a photo of a much younger
Captain, standing in front of the store looking as proud as can be.
The handwritten note on the back said “Grand Opening, April 3,
1972.” When I pulled it from the sheaf of papers and other photos,
I knew it was exactly what I needed. It had only been two days
since I found Damon, and I was an emotional wreck with a need to
see Captain. I wanted to talk to him, but that obviously wasn’t
happening. And I’d rather talk to a picture than a headstone. I
brushed my fingers across the outline of his face in the photo and
cried for a good hour, alone in a blistering hot attic. I haven’t
cried since then.

His photo looks fitting sitting on the desk.
When the store is finished, I think I’ll move him out to the front
near the register, so he can see what his store has become. I know
he’s looking over my shoulder from up there, anyway; might as well
have an outward reminder. I miss him more than ever. I wish I had
him to bicker with; to play Battle of the Wits with; to eat shitty
Chinese takeout with. I miss him; especially now.

I never realized my attachment to Captain was as
strong as it was; what it still is, until he was gone. I loved him
and now that he’s gone, naming me as his beneficiary, I know that
the old codger loved me, too. Our relationship seemed to be based
on mutual tolerance, and I don’t know that it could’ve gone any
other way. I’m a disaster area and so was he. He spoke very little
about the nasty divorce and estranged family that did him in; I
don’t exactly know the reason for the fallout, but I know that it
destroyed him. It made him lonely and bitter, so we were lonely and
bitter together. It worked for us. I had someone to be accountable
to and he did, too. We had a bond even if we didn’t recognize
it.

A lump grows in my throat and I do my best to
swallow it before fucking choking on it. Still no tears. If he were
still alive, I’d hug him as hard as I could and tell him that it’s
okay that we’re both all fucked up, because at least we’re all
fucked up together. Even the screwed up, damaged people in the
world need someone to love and rely on. Maybe that’s why Damon and
I got along so well so fast; I’d had a lot of practice coexisting
with sad, damaged Captain.

“Knock-knock!”

I shake off my emotion and walk out of the
office into the store to see Brian standing awkwardly amidst the
construction, man-purse slung over his shoulder. He’s a textbook
gay man who’s very out of the closet. Actually, he may have
never been in the closet at all. I kind of think he was born
wearing skinny jeans, a fashion-forward blazer, and designer
frames.

I take a deep breath to regain my composure
after my moment of sulking. “Come on in!” I call as brightly as I
can manage. “Watch out for the shit stacked everywhere. It’s a damn
war zone in here.”

“Oh, honey, you got that right,” he says as he
surveys the place with a discriminating eye.

“C’mon in here.” I wave him back to Captain’s
office; my office.

Brian follows, picking his way through piles of
boxes and renovation supplies. He grabs my old chair and drags it
from the wall to sit closer to me. We both settle in and stare for
a moment. “How are you, honey?” he asks, patting my hand
soothingly.

I take a deep breath and let it hit the bottom
of my lungs before exhaling. I lean back in Captain’s rickety chair
and stare at the ceiling for a moment, willing myself to stay
composed. I try to remind myself that Brian might be having a hard
time, too. He and Damon were close; they’ve known each other for
years. Brian has been Damon’s assistant for a long time. He’s spent
more time with Damon than anyone else has.

“It’ll get better, honey. I promise. You can’t
beat yourself up, okay?” Brian should sound completely patronizing,
but he doesn’t. His voice is soft and melodic and I suddenly want
to tell him everything.

Of course I can beat myself up! It’s my
fault. I could’ve stopped him. I could have prevented it all. But I
didn’t and I’m paying for it. I deserve to suffer. I pin him to his
seat with a dirty look that screams “shut the fuck up!” The problem
is, Brian has more attitude than even I do and he knows how to take
a dirty look like a pro. He raises his waxed brows, purses his
balm-covered lips, and clicks his tongue at me. I swear, this
petite, blonde-haired, blue-eyed gay man is on his way into friend
territory and I can’t say I mind. I could use another friend.

“You know, your dirty looks don’t change the
fact that I’m right.” He narrows his eyes and crosses his arms over
his chest, dramatically shaking his head from side to side.

I’m somewhere between wanting to laugh and
breaking down. I don’t know if I’m coming or going and this still
all seems like a bad dream. Brian helps, though. I like his brazen
attitude. He’s outspoken and outlandish and doesn’t take shit from
anyone. I admire him. He’s been by my side since I found Damon on
the side of the road.

If it weren’t for Brian, my gay almost-friend,
and Noni, my middle-aged almost-friend, I’d be truly alone. I
thought I was alone before, but I wasn’t. I haven’t been truly
alone in a long time. I’ve had Captain and Noni for seven years. I
never realized that, in spite of the fact that they we weren’t
technically family, they were still mine. They had my back and I
had theirs; and that should be enough for anyone. I had Damon for a
little while, and now, Brian has joined the ranks. It may be
trivial to most people, but it isn’t to me. Now that I understand
what I had; what I have; I’m creating my own little family support
system.

I finally nod. I shouldn’t beat myself up about
anything that happened, I know this in theory. And while I don’t
agree wholeheartedly, I’ll appease my new friend for now.

He gives a small smile, digs his tablet from his
bag, and opens to a checklist. “Did you bring his clothes?”

The mention of it makes this small office even
smaller. His clothes.

I lean forward in the creaky chair and rest my
forehead on my folded arms. “Yes,” I mumble weakly.

“Okay, good.” He consults his list. “I’m setting
up an appointment with Dr. Versan for you. Just show up, okay?”

“Yeah.” I have very little interest in seeing
Versan, but I have to admit that maybe he does know a little about
this psychology shit and he does get me thinking, though not
necessarily talking, about things. Besides, now, because of
everything with Damon, I have to see Versan regularly. It’s the
only way to handle this.

“And you’ve talked to Beatrice?”

“Grams,” I remind him. “Call her Grams when you
see her. She hates being called Beatrice.”

“Ok, Grams. And Grams has spoken with Edward?
Discussed our plans?”

I shiver a little with the mention of Damon’s
asshole of a father. “Yes, she’s been in touch with Edward,” I
confirm. “He knows, but he won’t be there.”

Brian nods and clicks through a few more pages
on his tablet, making notes. “Well, I’m ready when you are,” he
finally says, flipping the tablet closed and shoving it back into
his man-purse.

I groan on the inside, knowing what I have to
do. It’s going to take everything I have to give, but there’s no
other option. I have no choice. Damon made this decision for me. I
scoop up Hemingway and hand the pup over to Brian. “Okay. Let’s
go.”

***
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 I tap two times on
the barely open door of room 210, and slip in as quietly as I can.
I see my favorite nurse, Diane, checking Damon’s vitals, and I wait
patiently for her to finish her routine. She’s been his day nurse
since he got here a week ago and I love her, so much more than the
night nurses. She’s an older woman, friendly and approachable. She
always asking me how I’m doing and does what she can to make me
feel comfortable. She never laughs at my questions and always gives
me as much information as she can. And she’s never been
patronizing. I like her so much more than the doctors I’ve seen in
and out of his room.

She turns when she hears me step into the quiet
room. Her small smile tells me nothing has changed and I feel
defeated as hell but still want to ask, just in case. She nods,
indicating that we can talk in a moment, pats Damon’s big hand, and
leaves his bedside. “I think that’s the longest you’ve been gone
since he was admitted,” she says with a knowing smile.

Geez! I’ve been gone a few hours! I know
she doesn’t mean it in a shitty way, but her comment has me feeling
guilty. And apparently she can read minds, because when I look down
at my feet, she continues.

“I’m glad you were able to take a break, Jo.
There’s nothing wrong with stepping back for a little while.
Sometimes it gives you a fresh perspective.”

“I just had to get some shi—I mean things,
together and figure out how to handle him coming home. I’m scared.”
The words fall out of my mouth before I even realize it and I feel
dumb as hell. She isn’t a shrink, why would she need to know I’m
scared out of my mind to get Damon home?

Her hand rests on my arm and gives it a
reassuring squeeze. “It’s just going to take time. He’ll come
around. I’ve heard that Dr. Versan is one of the best. He’ll help
him. Just have faith.”

I nearly smack her hand away at the mention of
faith. I don’t have a lot of faith in anything; much less in Dr.
Versan’s aptitude for bringing people out of a state like the one
Damon’s in. Diane gives me one of those sympathetic smiles that I
despise so much and sidesteps me to leave the room.

I’m left standing here across from my love,
except he’s not my love anymore. I don’t have the slightest idea
who the man laying in the bed is, but it’s not the Damon I know and
love. The Damon I fell for seems to have died or gone somewhere far
away from here. I wish like hell I knew how to get him back, but
I’m at a loss. I’ve been trying like hell, for days, to get him to
look at me; to say something to me; to say anything at all.

He won’t talk. He doesn’t react to anything. He
just lies there, motionless and expressionless. When I was first
allowed to see him, after he was stable, I ran to his side and
cradled his face in my hands. I cried so hard and with such relief
that cramps shot through my aching lungs. I held his hand in mine
and squeezed. He didn’t squeeze back. Tears slipped from the
corners of his stoic eyes, but since then, nothing. I know he knows
I’m here. I know he can hear and see everyone. Dr. Versan explained
it all to me. When I realized he was so…gone, I flipped out and
insisted that the doctors order more tests. I was certain that he’d
suffered some type of brain damage or something that was
causing his silence. Of course, after they threatened me with
calling security for the second time, I shut the hell up and
listened. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe them, it was more that
taking their word for it hurt. Dr. Versan, all of the doctors that
had been in and out, and the nurses, told me that this happens
often; a person can be so shocked and traumatized that they simply
shut down, turn off the world and retreat into their head.

I heard what they said. It wasn’t that I didn’t
trust the medical staff; I didn’t want to believe that the love of
my life refused to talk to me.

Damon shifts in the bed and I instinctually
hurry to him. I know he knows I’m here and I think, or at least, I
want to believe that his shifting around is his way of calling me
to him. Maybe I’m out of my fucking mind. I really have no clue
anymore. I drop my bag to the floor beside the bed.

“Hey. Hey, are you okay?” I sit on the edge of
his bed and pick up one of his big hands. I stroke the back of it
with my fingers and pray to… whoever…that he’ll finally snap out of
this; that he’ll say something to me. His silence is unbearable.
I’d rather him open his mouth and say “fuck you” than see him
sitting here like a vegetable.

The good Dr. Versan calls it an acute stress
disorder. The way he explained it was like something out of a
movie. When something horrible happens to a person and they start
acting like a fucking zombie and people slap them across the face
to make them come to. It seems ridiculous on TV, but it’s an actual
disorder. I can’t imagine being so traumatized that I’d disappear
into my own head. It seems impossible, but clearly it isn’t.

Damon looks very much…gone. I have no idea where
the hell he is or how to get him back, but I won’t give up on him.
They said he should come out of this and he may even suffer memory
loss from the event itself. If he doesn’t remember anything, how
the hell do I handle that? Do I remind him that I walked out
without giving him a chance to explain and he ended up on the side
of that road without a pulse? The thought of it makes my stomach
turn and my heart speed. I guess I’ll cross that bridge when I come
to it.

He still lays here, not giving me one ounce of
proof that I am talking to my Damon. I don’t care what is on the
outside. I know in my heart that wherever he’s gone to in that head
of his, he wants out. He wants to come back to me. He has to.

I shift on the bed to face him more directly. I
place my hands on his face and turn his head to look at him
squarely. “I know you can hear me. Baby, say something. Please.
Just nod your head.”

His amber eyes, that usually burn so warm and
intense, are empty. Seeing his eyes so lifeless shreds me to pieces
on the inside. I’m not talking to the Damon I know, I’m talking to
his shell. I don’t care what is on the outside. I know in my heart
that wherever he’s gone in that head of his, he wants out. He wants
to come back to me. He has to.

“Listen to me, Damon. I’m not giving up on you.
I know you’re in there somewhere and I swear I’ll bring you back. I
promise.”

His indifferent eyes remind me that he isn’t
going to respond to my words. It hurts. I want nothing more than
for him to sweep me up in his arms and pull me to him into the bed
with him. For now, those are daydreams. I give him a bogus smile
and kiss his cheek. I know I’m an asshole for faking the smile, but
it’s the best I’ve got right now. It’s all I’ve got right now.
Fuck.

“You’re going home in a bit. I brought you some
comfortable clothes to wear. Brian’s here with me.”

Hearing his name, Brian, who’s been playing on
his phone in the hallway, joins us. “Hey, buddy. Ready to go
home?”

Nothing.

I ramble to fill the silence. “Dr. Versan is
going to follow us home and help us get settled at the penthouse.
Everything is ready for you at home. I brought Hemingway, want to
see him?” I hate rambling. Why do people do this? It’s infuriating!
I hate having this urge to fill the damned silence, but staring at
him just feels so uncomfortable.

Every second that passes without even a
semblance of my Damon only further solidifies the truth. He’s gone
and I have to find him. I have to bring him back. I have to make
him believe what I believe. The accident wasn’t his fault and we’re
made for each other, tragic past be damned.

I hear a tap on the door and look up to see Dr.
Stephens, with Dr. Versan in tow. Dr. Stephens is a handsome black
man with an easy smile. He was the first doctor to come and talk to
me in the waiting room. He’s been a great with Damon and was
patient with me when I was making a scene in the waiting room.

“Hey, just the men I need to see. Are his
discharge papers all ready?”

“Yes, Ms. Geroux, his paperwork is all set,” Dr.
Stephens affirms with a practiced smile. “You’ll get a copy of all
of those things before you leave. I’ve included a list of things I
want you to keep an eye out for, but you shouldn’t worry.
Physically speaking, Damon is quite healthy. His chest is likely
very sore from the resuscitation and he may have some digestive
discomfort from the gastric irrigation. But other than that, just
make sure he’s back for a follow up in two weeks.”

I nod and Dr. Stephens extends his hand, which I
shake with another bullshit smile. “Thank you, Dr. Stephens.”

“I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Dr.
Versan now. Take care, Ms. Geroux. I’ll see you in two weeks,
Damon.”

I’m not looking at him, but I feel Versan’s eyes
digging into me. I start gathering things up while I pray the nurse
hurries her ass in here to free us from this hospital.

“How are you doing, Josephine?” Bingo.
Let the shrinking begin.

“I’m fine. I’ll be better once we get out of
here.” I pretend I’m busy chatting with Brian and arranging Damon’s
clothes, hoping he will just save his head-shrinking bullshit for
another day. Maybe a day when I’m stuck in his office watching him
write who knows what on his notepad.

“You don’t seem fine.”

I clench my jaw and for a moment I think I may
flip out and lose my shit right here in this hospital room. “Don’t.
Save that shit for my appointment.” We engage in a staring contest
for a moment and I thank fuck that I win. “Okay? We’ll be okay. We
have Brian, and you’re going to be in and out, right? Making house
calls?”

He nods and I breathe a silent sigh of relief.
I’m scared shitless to have Damon at home. What if he does
something crazy? What if he gets sick from the stomach pumping
procedure? I’m no nurse, so to say that I’m nervous about playing
nurse to him is a giant understatement. I’ve never taken care of
anyone really. Not like this. I’m petrified. As much as I don’t
want to admit it, I’m going to need the support of Brian and Dr.
Versan.

“Ms. Geroux?”

I snap my head up to face the night nurse.
Apparently the shift change happened while I was trying to crack
Damon’s shell. This is the super happy nurse with the bouncy curls
and constant smiles.

She holds out a clipboard and pen. “Read these
aftercare instructions and sign at the bottom, please. Do you have
any questions for me?”

Her tone is a little too chipper and it drives
me up the wall. What’s she got to be so damn happy about? I’m not
happy. I’m scared and worried and guilty. I shake my head, refusing
to ask questions. I have a shit ton of questions, but right now I
just want to get him out of here. I want to get him back to the
penthouse and make him better. I want to lie in bed with him until
he snaps out of this shit.

She peels the tape from his hand to access his
IV. He doesn’t even flinch when she pulls it from his hand. The
rest of the shit stuck to him is quickly removed and I watch with
wonder as she moves him about. It’s like his body is going through
the motions but his mind is off someplace else. He’s the closest
damn thing to a robot I’ve ever seen.

“Do you need help getting him dressed?”

I hear her but nothing is registering.

“Ms. Geroux?”

Brian elbows me. “Jo!”

“Huh?” I stop staring at Damon and bring my eyes
to meet hers.

“Do you need help dressing him?”

“No. I can get it,” I snap, a little too
harshly. There I go being an accidental bitch again.
“Brian’s going to help me.”

Brian has been like a fly on the wall. He’s been
right next to me almost the whole time, like a shadow, since he
came in the room. “I’m happy to help. You’ll need my muscle to get
this oaf dressed.”

“Okay. Buzz the nurse’s station if you need
anything. Other than that. You’re all set. Good luck to you two.”
She dismisses my bitch moment easily and pats me on the
shoulder.

I watch her walk out and turn to eye Versan.

“I’ll wait in the hall.” He stands from the
chair against the wall, leaves the room and shuts the door behind
him.

Brian grabs the clothes we brought and moves to
Damon, who doesn’t even acknowledge him.

I hold my arm out to stop him. “Let me try by
myself, ok, Brian?” I take a deep breath. “I’ll need to practice
doing this alone.”

“You sure, honey? I’m happy to help.” He flexes
like a complete dork and I stifle a giggle.

“No, really. I’ve got it.” I probably outweigh
him by 25 pounds, so I’m not sure he’d be much help anyway. “Go
talk to Dr. Versan. Maybe you could bring the car around?”

Brian sets the clothes on the bed, pats my
shoulder and then squeezes Damon’s hand. “Go easy on her, buddy.
We’ll get you home soon.” He picks up the bag with Hemingway, who’s
snoozing as usual, and leaves us alone.

Alone.

This is it.

I take a deep breath and slide my hand beneath
his back to lift him. I don’t have to lift much. His body responds
like a machine. It’s absolutely heartbreaking.

I lay the jogging pants across his lap and
spread out the rest of his outfit. Once it’s ready for him to put
it all on, I hook both hands under his arms to get him to stand. He
complies in true zombie fashion.

“I’m going to help you get ready,” I explain as
I untie the hospital gown at the nape of his neck and then
mid-back.

The fabric slips from his shoulders to puddle at
our feet. He’s stark naked and appears not to notice.

I press my palms down on the tops of his
shoulders. “Sit.” He sits back on the side of the bed. With the
socks and boxer briefs in my hand I crouch down to his feet. His
eyes don’t stray from whatever invisible thing they’re focused on.
I pull both socks onto his feet and guide his boxer briefs up his
legs. I reach up and grab his pants and guide them, too, up his
legs as far they’ll go with him sitting.

“Stand,” I say softly as my hands hook beneath
his arms again. He gets to his feet like he did before, without a
sign of coherency. The boxer briefs and pants slide up easily. I
straighten the band of his pants and press my hands to his
shoulders again, prompting him to sit. He does. I gather the shirt
and pull it over his head, guiding his arms into the sleeves. He’s
fully dressed but doesn’t move. Hardly blinks. Nothing.

Seeing him so despondent rips me apart. He’s
like a snake that’s shed his skin. This Damon has the shape and
markings of his old self, but he’s brittle and empty. It feels like
my love died in that truck and left this skin, this shadow, as my
consolation prize for instigating this disaster. If that’s what
this is; I deserve my punishment.

I run my finger tips over his cheek and do my
best to muster up some courage. The task before me is daunting as
hell and it scares me, but the alternative is far worse. I can
either bring him back to me or lose him forever. The idea of never
having him back the way he was is frightening. It robs the breath
from my lungs.

I’ll find him.

I’ll get him to come back to me.

I have to.

My desire to win him back is not just for him.
The need to save Damon from his own personal hell is self
preservation in its purest form.

“Time to go, Big Man.”

***
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 “Thank you for
helping us up, Howard,” Brian says, slipping the doorman a generous
tip.

I feel sorry for Howard. He looks dazed and a
little confused. Damon is always so in control; I’m sure seeing his
boss looking like a fucking zombie has Howard freaked out.

“No problem, Brian. Jo,” he demurs with a nod.
“Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

“Thanks,” I say to his back as he hurries from
the penthouse back to the elevator. Yep, he’s freaked
out.

Dr. Versan quietly observes us; he has been all
day. I’m not sure he ever stops. He might as well get his fucking
pen out and get to scribbling because I can tell he’s mentally
noting everything. It’s irritating. I figure if he has something on
his mind that pertains to me, I want to know what the hell it
is.

“So, what’s the game plan, doc?”

He smirks at my overly casual attitude. “I want
you at my office in the morning. Nine o’clock.”

My arched eyebrow communicates exactly what I’m
thinking. What the hell? My eyes shoot daggers at Brian. “Is
this the appointment you set up?” I demand.

Brian holds up his hands in mock surrender. “No,
no, angry lady! I set one up for next week! I swear!”

“Hmm…” I’m not sure I believe that one. “Do you
mean both of us?”

He shakes his head. “No, just you. Call me
directly if I’m needed.”

I want to pitch a fit, but decide that keeping
my mouth shut is probably best. If I cut loose, I don’t know when
I’ll stop. I’m not the one who just had a major breakdown. Sure, I
have issues, but I haven’t tried to kill myself lately. I’ll handle
Versan in the morning. “Fine. I’ll see you in the morning.”

The good doctor nods and turns to leave. “Brian,
I think Josephine and Damon will be okay now. She’ll let us know if
they need anything.”

“I’m just going to go pick them up some dinner,”
Brian says. “I’ll be back in a hour or so?” He says his goodbyes to
Zombie Damon and engulfs me in a fierce hug. “Good luck, honey,” he
whispers.

The front door closes and I am left completely
alone. The last time I was alone in the penthouse with Damon, he
was on his knees begging me to stay. Why didn’t I just
stay?!

I glance to Zombie Damon and see that he has
seated himself on that ugly, hard as a rock, modern decor couch. I
silently remind myself to throat punch Ms. Decorator Barbie for
choosing such uncomfortable furniture for the common areas.

“You scared Howard. Maybe you could go talk to
him. Order him to do something so he feels better.” Did I really
just reprimand him? That can’t be helpful. I set my bag on the
floor and lazily stroll over to where he’s sitting. I was nervous
to have him here alone but now that we’re here, I feel more
comfortable than I thought I would. I sit beside him and wait in
vain for a response. I know he isn’t going to say a damn thing, but
it doesn’t keep me from hoping.

Hope is a mostly foreign concept to me, but
where Damon is concerned, I have all the hope in the universe,
multiplied by a million, and that still doesn’t accurately describe
it. Who knew hope could be so frustrating and scary? I feel like
I’m gambling and the wager is irreplaceable. My heart is the bet on
the felt and I’m praying to God or whoever to let the cards fall
just right; just this once. If having him the way he was is the
extent of my good fortune for the rest of my existence, then I’ll
happily take it. I’ll be content and never want for more. The man
with whom my hopes and dreams reside is still sitting beside me,
silent. I wish I knew what to say at this very moment to get him to
come out of this…haze.

The simple fact is I’ve been wracking my brain
for days and I have nothing to show for it. Except maybe bags under
my eyes from lack of sleep. I’m exhausted. I’m spent. Physically,
emotionally and mentally. I’m running on fumes. I draw a deep
breath through my nose and stifle back a yawn. I put my hand to
Damon’s cheek and brush my fingers against the beard that has grown
in since the accident.

“This needs to be trimmed.”

No response.

“You look tired. Lay down.”

No response. I scoot my body across the couch
and tug his arm to pull him down. He lies down on his side with his
head in my lap. My fingers lace through his dark, messy hair. It
feels the same to me. Does it feel the same to him?

“I meant what I said,” I whisper. “I love you. I
won’t quit. I’ll help you out of this. If I have to wait, then
that’s what I’ll do.” The yawn I held back a moment ago refuses to
go away and my exhaustion wins out over my will to stay awake. I
lean my head back and close my eyes, fingers still tangled in his
hair.
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“Jo.”

I startle and my eyes pop open. On instinct, my
hands feel around in the darkness. Why is it so dark in
here?

“Jo.”

I hear someone calling me but I can’t see
anything; the room is pitch black. I feel around some more and
realize I’m in Damon’s bed. How the hell did I get in here? I
was on the couch. I reach for the lamp on the nightstand but it
isn’t there. I’m starting to panic as I wake a bit more.
Someone’s calling me. That isn’t Damon’s voice.

“Hello?” Now I’m fully awake and fully
panicking. Who took the lamp away? Where’s Damon? Who’s
here?

“Jo, it’s me.” The familiar gruff voice hits me
like a hard jab straight to the mouth.

“C-Captain?” I force out. “Captain, is that
you?”

“I’m your only Captain, right?”

His witty remark eases my panic but I’m still so
confused. Why are the lights out? How did I get in bed? How am I
hearing him right now? “I-How… how are you here?”

His signature chuckle warms me from the inside
out. This can’t be real. “I’m always here, Jo. I never
left.”

His voice is the most tender I’ve heard it and
the waterworks kick in full throttle. Maybe it’s what he said or
maybe it’s a combination of everything that has happened, but
either way I’m a sobbing mess. Finally.

“I want to see you. Turn on the lights.”

“You don’t need to see me to know that I’m here.
Always know that. Just because you can’t see me, that doesn’t mean
that I’ve left you. I haven’t left you and neither have your mom
and dad.”

“Please, I want to see you!” I cry out
desperately.

“I know you don’t like being in the dark. No one
does.”

“Please!” I feel hands squeeze my shoulders. It
scares the shit out of me. I close my eyes tight. “Who is that?!
Please turn on the light!”

“Honey, wake up!”

My eyes open and I’m on the couch, staring into
the face of one very pale Brian.

“Shit!” I cry, panting to catch my breath.

“Bad dream?” he asks, settling across from me on
the other overpriced shit sofa.

I put my hands to my face to scrub my sleepy
eyes. My face is wet with tears. With my hands covering my face I
draw in a deep breath. The room feels empty and ten times bigger
than what it is. Oh shit.

“Damon! Where’s Damon?” I jump from the sofa and
begin speed walking through the penthouse, checking rooms as I go.
“Damon!”

No answer.

No sign of him.

Shit! Brian’s right behind me checking
spaces right along with me. I push open the door to a guest
bathroom. Nothing.

“I’ll check the guest rooms,” Brian says,
looking just as worried as I feel. He jogs down the hall towards
the guest rooms.

Office. My legs carry me to his office
door in a blur. The door is shut and I don’t bother knocking. I
know he’s in there. I’m so scared to open the door. What
if…

I shut off my brain and force myself to go in.
The doorknob is cool to the touch as I slowly turn it and push the
door open. The door swings open at what seems like snail’s pace. I
take one step into the office and there he is.

Zombie Damon is standing in front of a large
file cabinet that looks like one of those fancy ass armoires. He
must’ve heard me come in, because he slams the door to the cabinet
and I jump at the sound. The panic that consumed me just a moment
ago is suddenly replaced with elation. He got up and moved around
without being forced to! He came to his office! He’s doing
something with a fucking cabinet! I’m genuinely ecstatic to see him
functioning somewhat like a human.

“Fuck, Damon! You gave me a heart attack.” I
lean out into the hall and shout, “Brian! He’s in here!”

Brian comes bounding into the office, clearly
relieved. “OMG! I think I’m sweating!” He leans against the door
frame and fans his face with manicured hands.

“See, Damon? You even made the perfectly groomed
gay man sweat.” I laugh a tiny bit on the inside when Brian purses
his lips and draws them to the side in true drama queen
fashion.

“Well, now that you’re not having a bad dream,
he’s found, and dinner is delivered, I’m going home.” Brian steps
over to me and gives me a hug.

“Thanks for dinner.”

He nods and makes a move for the door when
Zombie Damon turns from the cabinet to face us. We both freeze in
anticipation. Zombie Damon’s eyes come to Brian and relief washes
over me when I see a measure of alertness in him. Thank
fuck!

“Brian, I need to speak with you. Alone.”

What? Zombie Damon is
speaking?!

He doesn’t even look at me when he says the
words. I feel completely rejected. Ignored. Unworthy. For the first
time in my whole fucking existence I’m truly at a loss for
words.

Brian looks at me with a mixed expression of
shock and pity. It makes my skin crawl and I do my best to bolster
some small trace of confidence before I leave the room. I nod my
head and stride away from them, hurrying down the hall like being
near him is dangerous to my health. It probably is. I’ve lost my
damn mind. Love screws people up something fierce.

I find Hemingway asleep in his little travel
kennel beside the couch. “Hey, little guy. I missed you. I bet
Damon missed you, too.” I scoop the furball out and snuggle him to
my chest. I scratch behind his little ears and watch as his eyes
close in doggie bliss. With Hemingway in my arms, I climb the
stairs and make my way into the loft library. I plant myself on one
of the cushy couches and hold my pup out in front of me, showing
him the thousands of books.

“Who do you want to visit with? Giant whales? A
complicated teen that gets tossed out of private school?”

Talking to Hemingway about book selection is
just plain nutty, but I need a distraction badly. There’s no way to
dress that up to make it better. Talking to my dog about books is a
whole lot better than sitting around feeling ass hurt over Zombie
Damon dismissing me. After a complete mental breakdown, he finally
decides to speak to his assistant. Not his girlfriend. His fucking
assistant.

If Captain were alive, I’d make up some excuse
to go talk to him. He never turned me away. Not once. Thinking
about Captain has me thinking about my heartbreaking dream.
Captain’s right. No one likes being in the dark. I don’t like it in
the literal sense and I damn sure don’t like it in the figurative
sense. In the dark. I guess I’m in the dark since Damon
dismissed me like some annoyance.

Maybe he’s in the dark, too.

***
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 Versan’s
receptionist waves me in, and I know I should say something, but I
walk right past her and into his office. One look at him and my
level of irritation goes through the roof.

He’s as cool and collected as always, sitting in
his shrink chair. “Come in. Make yourself comfortable,
Josephine.”

“For fuck’s sake, please call me Jo!” I snap,
plopping down on the patient couch. It’s tan suede and deliciously
comfortable, especially compared to Damon’s crap couches.

He nods in resignation and leans back in his
seat. “Okay. I’m sorry,” he says cordially.

There’s that stupid feeling of guilt that I
hate. He sounds so nice that then I feel bad for snapping at
him. I look down, feeling a tad shameful as I settle into my seat
and put my bag on the floor.

“You seem agitated this morning. Care to discuss
it?” He flips open the object I dread most about these visits, his
leather bound notebook, his fancy ass pen poised to take notes.

“Not really,” I lie. But I do want to get it off
my chest. I’m so damn frustrated I could ninja kick a stranger in
the head right about now.

“I think you should. It may help.” He cocks his
head to the side, looking at me like I’m some sort of science
experiment.

“Okaaaay.” I draw out my response like a true
smartass then adjust the hem of my tank top just for something to
do. I’m fidgeting like a gutless wimp. Stalling isn’t going
to help me here. “Yesterday was tough is all… After you left, I
fell asleep and had a weird dream, and then Damon decided to make
me feel even more invisible. Brian brought us dinner and they hid
out in his office. He still won’t say a word. Not to me anyway. He
talked to Brian. He didn’t sleep in his bed. So, yeah I’m a little
edgy. I’m flying blind here.”

“Let’s talk about the dream first.”

Sounds fucking peachy, Sigmund Freud. I
nod reluctantly, giving him the green light to analyze the shit out
of everything.

“Tell me about it.” He crosses his legs and gets
comfortable. Ready to write.

“Well, I dreamed that I was sleeping and Sutton
woke me up. He said that I wasn’t alone and that he would never
leave me. I was freaking out because I couldn’t find the light. He
told me that no one likes being in the dark. He said that just
because I couldn’t see him it didn’t mean he wasn’t still there.” I
sum up the dream and shrug like it means nothing, when in reality;
I’m hanging onto my composure by a thread. Yesterday morning I was
begging for some emotion, for some tears; right now I wish I could
put a lid on this shit. I’m all over the place.

“Do you think maybe you’ve manifested this dream
out of a subconscious fear?”

“A fear of what? The dark?” I feign confusion
while the good doctor looks on quizzically.

“Not of the actual dark, Jo. When I say the word
dark, what are some things that come to mind? Go ahead. Tell
me.”

“Um…Cold. Alone. Unprepared. Blind.
Disadvantaged. Weak. Vulnerable,” I mumble. I’m staring right at
him but my eyes don’t focus at all.

His pen scribbles away and I can’t seem to think
about anything but the words that just popped out of my mouth.
Unprepared. Vulnerable. Weak.

“I want you to think about why you associate
those words with darkness and next appointment we’re going to
continue with the subject. Right now, I’d like to move on to how
you and Damon are interacting.”

I guffaw sarcastically at his choice of words.
“Interacting? Um, not the word I’d choose. But it’s your show here,
so go for it.”

“Why wouldn’t you use that word?” Versan seems
taken aback, which I don’t understand at all. He’s seen Zombie
Damon! He’s tried to “interact” with him.

“Because he’s acting like I don’t exist! I
thought him being in…s-stress shock or whatever you called it was
bad, but this is worse. He acknowledged Brian. He even talked to
him! But me? Nothing.”

“Why do you think he’s doing that?” he asks,
looking down at his accumulating notes.

“I don’t know. Maybe he blames me for causing
this mess. Maybe he hates me. I can’t blame him for hating me. I
should’ve given him a chance to explain; to tell me his side of the
story, ya know?” I’m nervous and I want to do something with my
hands. What the hell is that? I settle for resting them,
palms down, on my jeans and try to keep them still.

“I don’t think he hates you, Jo,” Versan’s voice
holds the tiniest hint of compassion. “I think he’s depressed;
severely depressed. Both of you need to understand that he has a
long road of healing ahead of him. Both of you do.”

I hang my head. “I get that now. I didn’t
realize how bad it was. How bad he was. It’s my fault he did what
he did. I’m bad for him. Just say it.” My knee starts bouncing up
and down. Versan notices it, of course, and jots something down
without even looking at the notebook. Fucking shrinks!

“If you’re looking for me to tell you to give up
on him; that you two aren’t good for each other, I won’t. I know
that would make this far easier on you, but I’m afraid I can’t do
that. What do you know about his parents?”

Finally! A question I know the correct answer
to. “I know his mom ditched him and his dad is a raging
dickhead who lives in a bottle.”

“So you can imagine how he feels about being
abandoned.”

I nod and feel like hiding my face in my hands.
“I hate that he feels that way and I really hate that I caused
this.” I stand quickly, the need to move overcoming me. I pace back
and forth for a few moments and Versan just watches. Probably
counting how many times I cracked my knuckles or something. I drop
back into the couch and look in his eyes, making sure he makes eye
contact.

He stares back at me; he knows I’m going to ask
something important. He even sets his pen down.

“Can I ask you something, doc? Why can’t I tell
him no? Why can’t I refuse him? It’s been this way since the moment
we met. It drives me insane.”

“I don’t think that’s the right question to ask.
It’s not why can’t you refuse him, it’s probably more like why
don’t you want to refuse him? Have you asked yourself if you
ever really wanted to tell him no?” His voice is calm and soft, as
usual, but this time I suddenly feel like he actually understands
me; understands what’s going on with Damon and I. I guess this guy
is good.

“I’ve never really thought about it that
way.”

“The connection you two share is profound. That
much is obvious. The tragedy you both went through has linked you
together. Forever. He’ll always be the boy in the other car that
hit yours. For the rest of your life, you’ll be the girl who lost
her family, the girl he tried to save. That’s a fact that will
never change. What you can change is how you decide to deal
with it. If you two are willing to work at it, I think you can have
a healthy, thriving relationship.”

“So you’re saying this is a fight or flight
sorta thing?”

“In a way; yes.”

“Okay. I guess,” I shake my head and check the
time. I have loads to think about and a drive should help. “Time’s
up, doc.” I grab my bag from beside my feet and stand.

Versan walks me to the door leading out of his
office, putting a soft hand on my arm. He’s never done that before
and I almost flinch away.

“Jo,” he whispers, “it’s okay to not be
okay.”

I stand stock still, absorbing what he’s just
tossed out there. Is it really okay to be fucked up?

“I hope you’re right.”

“I hope you realize it one day. I’ll see you
next time, Jo.”

I take my time getting to my car. I have plenty
to think about and I’m in no hurry to get back to cold, distant
Zombie Damon. Brian’s with him. He came over early this morning and
said that Damon wanted to catch up on things for work. Of course, I
wouldn’t know this since he won’t even look in my direction.

I walk numbly across the parking lot to my car.
Damon is completely and totally embarrassed about my hideously ugly
car. Frank has been reliable if nothing else and I like his
patchwork paintjob; it’s unique. I slide the key into the ignition
and wait for the tired engine to turn over. With my seatbelt in
place, I lean forward and rest my forehead against the steering
wheel. I’m spent and it’s only a few minutes past ten o’clock in
the morning. Over the past month and a half I’ve gone through a
gamut of emotions; most of which I’ve never experienced. I damn
sure have never been in love and subsequently heartbroken, then
faced with losing it all. I flip the air conditioning on to cool
off. It’s a wasted effort because I know the damn thing only
partially works. It blows musty warm air into my face and I
cringe.

“I really should just drive Captain’s car.” I
sigh heavily and put Frank in gear. My thoughts swirl out of
control as I drive mindlessly, with no destination in mind. I don’t
know where to go. I could go to work, but I’m still battling the
grief that consumes me every time I walk into the store. I could go
visit my parents and Captain, but taking the leap from visiting
once a year to twice is a bit daunting. Before I realize it, Frank
comes to a stop in the guest parking lot of Grams’ old folks’
home.

***
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 The cool air in the
wide corridor feels nice against my face as I make my way towards
Grams’ suite. Her door is open like it always is and I give it a
half-assed knock before stroll in. Grams’ face lights up then
immediately falls in disappointment. Fan-fucking-tastic.

“Nice to see you too, Grams,” I say in true
smartass fashion.

“Well, get your narrow behind over here and sit
down!” she demands, pointing a bony finger at the chair next to
her.

I scurry over to her like an obedient kid. “What
the hell, Beatrice?!”

She cuts her blue eyes in my direction and I
swallow my urge to laugh, raising my hands in surrender. I know she
hates her given name. I’ve never called her by anything other than
Grams.

“Sit down and look natural, for the love of God.
He’ll be here any minute. You stink! Spray on some perfume!”

My eyes widen at her insult and a smile breaks
through my sadness. “Damn. Excuse the hell out of me. I’m a little
sweaty. My car has shitty AC. Who exactly are we waiting for?”

She’s watching the door expectantly and I can’t
help but wonder who the hell she’s so excited to see. Surely she
isn’t waiting on Edward and it’s most likely not Damon. Maybe they
got a cute new orderly or something.

“The maintenance man!” She claps her hands
together excitedly. “Never mind that, though. I wasn’t expecting
you to come here today. Glad you did, though. How’s my
grandson?”

The mention of his name makes my shoulders tense
and my brows knit together. I don’t know what to think about his
current state. I don’t know what to do about his obvious aversion
to me. I’m all kinds of twisted up on the inside and for the first
time since I fell into those amber depths of his I’m regretting
this dating thing. I have to tell Grams something
positive.

“Well, the good news is that he’s talking; he’s
just not talking to me. I think he hates me for ruining
everything.” I shake my head in disgust. Disgust at the
circumstances. Disgust at life. Disgust with myself.

Grams scoffs like she’s just choked on her own
tongue. “You’re too damn smart to be so dumb, girl! I would know.
You and me are just alike, ya know?” She pats my hand
affectionately. “He doesn’t hate you, Jo. Give him time. He’ll come
around and you’ll have to figure out how to help him get
there.”

“How?” I whine like a petulant child as my
shoulders slump.

Grams clicks her tongue at my dismal state. I
can’t blame her. Even I’m repulsed by how pathetic and weak I must
look.

“You’ll figure it out. I’m sure of it. It
reminds me of what happened with that dog he used to have.”

My brows rise. I’m interested in this story.
“What dog?”

“He was about 13 or so and I got him a dog to
play with at my house. It was a mutt and the poor thing didn’t have
a home. Well, long story short, Damon fell in love with the
dog.”

“What did he name it?”

“Dog.” She shrugs and I roll my eyes at
adolescent Damon. How original. “So anyway, one day the dog
got out of my back gate. The damn thing nearly got killed in the
street. Damon was rattled by it and after that he didn’t want the
dog anymore.”

My face screws up when I realize what the fuck
this analogy is all about. “Are you seriously comparing me to a
dog?”

“Bitch. Dog was a female. I’m comparing you to a
bitch.” She winks at me. “You know, the pot calling the kettle
black and all.”

I smile and shake my head at her. I love this
woman. “So what happened to the bitch?”

She smiles wide, exposing her too big dentures.
“It took a while, but he got over it. That damn dog was his closest
companion until she died.”

“I’m confused. Why did he not want the dog
anymore after she got out?”

“Well, he was scared. He realized that if he had
someone to love he also had someone to lose. He was trying to
protect himself. The dog just wanted to please him; she was always
bringing him dead animals and wagging her tail and looking at him
with her adorable puppy dog eyes. It took a while, but he got over
his fear and he and the bitch; I mean, the dog, were
inseparable.”

A knock interrupts what was left of her story,
her eyes immediately focusing over my shoulder. I follow her gaze
to see who in the hell she’s waiting on with such rapt
attention.

“Come in,” she says in a clear voice.

“Good morning, Mrs. Cole.”

Holy shit! That guy is gorgeous and Grams
is positively beaming. She might actually be blushing! No wonder
she’s waiting on him. I would, too. His bright smile is showing
off those straight pearly whites.

“Oh, Andy! How many times do I have to tell you
to call me Bee? My friends call me Bee, so you should, too.”

I gape at Grams’ open flirting with the sexy
muscle man near the door. He has a tool belt hanging from his
narrow hips and a tool box gripped in his left hand. Grams winks at
him and I can’t help grinning from ear to ear watching the scene
before me.

“Sorry, Bee. I keep forgetting.” The maintenance
man walks further into the room and comes to a stop near the side
of Gram’s bed, where I’m sitting.

“Andy, this is Josephine. Josephine, this is
Andy. The best handyman in town. Not too hard on the eyes either.
Is he?”

Grams pokes me and I stand, a little
reluctantly. I blush from head to toe and make note of her jab with
using my full name. An eye for an eye I guess.

“Hi, Andy.” I extend my hand. “Please call me
Jo.”

Andy’s dark blue eyes appraise me quickly then
he smiles politely and takes my hand. “Nice to meet you, Jo. I like
your name.”

I nod and smile politely in return. Wow, he’s
hot! “Yeah, it’s not bad, I guess. It could be worse. I could
be named Beatrice or something fucking awful like that.” I smile
sardonically at Grams and she sticks her tongue out at me. I glance
up at the tall, blue-eyed hunk to see his eyes are as wide as
dinner plates. It’s good to see I haven’t lost my charm during my
stint with heartbreak; my mouth is still filthy and locked and
loaded with plenty of smartass remarks.

“Josephine used to date my grandson, but she
dumped him. It’s a shame.” She shakes her head and smoothes her
silver hair, feigning disappointment.

“I did not! Well…I guess I did, but—”

Poor Andy cuts me off before I dig a deeper
hole. Thank fuck! “Uh, I guess I should change that light
bulb for you, Mrs. Co—Bee. I’ll change that light bulb for you,
Bee.”

Poor Andy, he’s caught in the same room with two
tenacious, snarky women. The poor sucker. I smile wide at Grams and
she belts out a witchy cackle. Andy walks over the light fixture on
the wall and begins working on removing the shade. His light brown
hair catches the light coming through the window and seems to
almost glitter. If I weren’t already utterly and completely in love
with Damon, I’d be giving him my number right now.

“Is this the guy you were waiting for?” I lean
in towards Grams and whisper loudly in her ear.

Her wicked smile tells me she’s up to no good
whatsoever. “You bet. I think he wants to get fresh with me.”

I shake my head at the brazen old bat. “And how
do you know this?”

“Edith, my snotty neighbor, always calls in work
orders to get him to come to her room and most the time someone
else goes. But when I call, Andy comes. Every time.”

I furrow my brows in disbelief. “I take it you
aren’t friends with Edith?”

Grams scoffs indignantly. “I wouldn’t be caught
dead in cahoots with that floozy! She manages to chase off just
about every good looking staff member here. They can’t stand her
crazy eye.”

“What?!” I screech as a fit of laughter rips
through me. Both of us cackle unabashedly, like two gossipy
witches.

“She has a funny eye. If she isn’t wearing those
thick glasses of hers, it tends to wander this direction.” Grams
brings one finger up to her face and mimics which direction said
lazy eye wanders. It’s fucking ridiculous, but a much needed break
from my own thoughts.

“It’s a damned soap opera in here,” I sputter
out between gasps for air.

“You got that right, honey. Instead of The Young
and The Restless, we got The Old and The Worthless!” Grams hoots
with laughter and pops a circus peanut in her mouth.

“Want one?” She extends the bag to me and a grab
a few. I lean back in my seat and prop my feet on the side of Grams
bed. We sit there and watch Andy’s behind as he changes the light
bulb.

I definitely needed this little break from
reality.

“Bee, you’ve got some scuff marks up here on the
wall. I could get some paint and take care of that.”

We both glance up to his face instead of his ass
as he turns to face us.

“Oh yes,” Grams clucks. “That’s gotta be fixed
then, young man. Can you come back tomorrow?”

Andy smiles politely and nods. The old bat
really has no shame. I wonder if I’m as bad as her. Andy gathers
his things and approaches Grams’ bed.

“It was nice to meet you, Jo.” He extends his
hand.

I take it for a friendly shake and his thumb
stokes over the back of my hand. I smile knowingly at the forward
bastard and pull my hand out of his.

“See you tomorrow,” he tosses over his shoulder
as he walks out of the suite.

I turn and gape at Grams. “What the hell was
that?”

“Guess my man might have an eye for you, Jo.”
Grams shrugs and pops another peanut in her mouth.

I narrow my eyes at her. There’s no telling
what’s going through that head of hers.

I squint at the grayish smudges on her wall.
“How did scuff marks get on your wall at eye level?”

“What? Oh, yes. My cane.” Her response is as
blasé as it could possibly be.

“What?” She has me confused… again.

“I may or may not have whacked the wall with my
cane a few times so that Mister Tight Buns would have to come see
me.” She shrugs and flips open the magazine in her lap, mowing down
another peanut. She really does eat a ton of those damn things.
It’s a fucking miracle she’s not gargantuan or diabetic.

“Wow, Grams. Seriously?”

She shrugs again and swipes her finger across
the magazine to turn another page. My phone chirps in my bag,
drawing me away from my gawking. I fumble through my mess of a
purse to find the damn thing and glide my thumb across the screen
to open the awaiting text message.

“Brian,” I mutter to myself.

Where r u? Boss man says u should be
back.

On the one hand, I feel a tiny bit relieved that
Damon is feeling with it enough to worry about where I am, but on
the other hand, this is total horseshit. He hasn’t said a thing to
me, or acknowledged my existence, yet he has Bloodhound Brian
texting to find out where I am? Yeah, I don’t think so, bud. My
thumbs move at the speed of sound to fire off a text.

Tell him to stop being an ass and text me
himself if he gives a shit.

I lay my phone in my lap and get comfortable
again. “Grams, I have a question.”

She closes her magazine and turns her blue eyes
on me. “I have an answer,” she quips. It’s just another reminder of
why I adore her.

“Why do you stay here? There really isn’t
anything wrong with you.”

“Well, I’m older than dirt, girl!”

“Don’t be ridiculous. 78 isn’t really too old
these days.”

“I like it just fine here. I’m not a burden on
anyone. These people get paid well. Damon takes care of it all for
me.” Of course he does.

“Well, if you were my grandmother, I’d have you
at home, not in some boring retirement home with a crazy-eyed
neighbor.” We both burst into fits of laughter at the mention of
Crazy-eyed Edith.

My phone chirps as a new text message arrives;
Brian again.

He’s on the war path now. U r killin’ me
here.

I roll my eyes and take a deep breath. He can’t
possibly think that I would be very receptive to him playing
messenger games with Brian in the middle. This is stupid and I’m
flat out irritated with him. Why won’t he just fucking speak to
me?

“What’s wrong, honey?”

I glance up at Grams to see her watching me
closely. “I don’t know what to do with Damon.”

Grams’ response is to shake her head
disapprovingly. “You’re smarter than that, Jo. You know what to do.
Go to him and help him get his head together. You’ll find a way. We
always do.” She leans in and whispers the last bit and it has my
mind going into overdrive.

She’s right. Time to stop whining and make
shit happen. I told myself to make shit happen when I was
homeless and I did. I wasn’t enrolled in school, but I studied hard
in the library to make sure I could pass the GED, and I did. I’ll
get him to come back to me the way he was. I love him and he has to
still love me, too. That doesn’t just vanish overnight, no matter
what the circumstances.

“You’re right, Grams. I guess I’d better go
then. Time to make that man snap out of it.” I stand and lean over
to hug Grams. Her arms around me feel so good; like I always
imagined a grandmother’s embrace would feel. It’s comforting and
strong, no matter how weak time has made her body. “You know I love
you, Grams. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“I love you too, honey. You’re a good woman, you
know. It may be damn selfish of me, but I am glad you came into our
lives. No matter how. I’m still glad.”

A lump instantly forms in my throat. She’s
right. It’s terrible to admit. That accident may have taken my
parents, but it brought me Damon and Grams and I love them
both.

“Me too,” I choke out, stepping back from
her.

“You’re coming by tomorrow, right?”

I smile broadly. I couldn’t refuse her if I
tried. “Yep. I’ll bring you some lunch.”

“Oh, wonderful! Bring me a cheeseburger, will
ya?”

There’s no denying it. I love this lady as if
she were my own family. I’ll bring her lunch every day if she wants
it. Hell, I’d prefer to take her out of this place and have her in
a real house with real family and a real life.

“I’ll bring you whatever you want. See you
tomorrow.” I give her hand one last squeeze and leave her room with
a new determination to get my life together.

I’ve done it once and I’ll do it again.

***
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 With a proper plan
for the rest of my day, I swing by the grocery store to pick up
some essentials before I return to the penthouse. I make my way
into the elevator, bags in hand, refusing Howard’s offer of
assistance. I feel like quite the independent housewife. When the
doors slide open, I step out, adjust my grip on the shopping bags,
and punch in the code to unlock the door. I use my hip to push it
open and walk in.

I’m on a mission. I want to drop my bags at the
door and find Damon, to tell him I’m home and see how he’s doing.
But I need to focus on one thing at a time. I don’t look for him at
all, focusing on getting my groceries to the kitchen and dinner
started, like a proper, supportive girlfriend.

I make it past the foyer and into the kitchen
before I see him. He’s standing in front of the open refrigerator,
bare back to me. My fucking mouth waters just looking at him. His
jeans hang just low enough to allow me a peek at his boxer briefs.
I walk further into the kitchen and set the bags down on the
countertop. Damon slams the fridge and turns to face me. The
expression on his face is one I’ve never seen before now. He’s
fucking pissed and I feel a little intimidated.

“Where were you?” he demands.

He may be all kinds of angry, but his voice is
music to my ears. I stand here like a statue just reveling in the
sound of his voice.

“Uh…I-um…”

“‘Um’ isn’t an answer, Josephine.”

“You’re pissed at me?” I ask
incredulously. I can feel the tension in my neck twist painfully
tight as I narrow my eyes on him.

He begins to walk to where I’m standing beside
the kitchen island. “I don’t like getting smartass text messages
from you when I’m concerned about where you are.” His voice is calm
and smooth, but it makes him all the more intimidating.

The Damon that stands before me is a stranger.
He’s just so different. His eyes aren’t warm and loving like they
used to be. Even his voice sounds different.

“Technically the text was to Brian. If you
wanted to know where I was, you should’ve contacted me yourself,
and not used a go-between.”

He closes the space between us. The heat
radiating off his chest is close enough to feel. I’m intimidated
but I want to gather him up in my arms and tell him that everything
is going to be okay, too. “Don’t test me,” he warns.

Something tells me I should listen, but fuck
that. I’ve never been one to just sit down and shut up. If he wants
to know where I’m at when I’m out, then he needs to stop acting
like someone pissed in his cereal. With this kind of cold shoulder,
I’m not sure he even wants me around. Everything is up in the air
anyway. We haven’t dealt with anything, much less the subject of me
leaving him. I want to make things work. I hope he feels the same.
Right now it’s really difficult to tell.

“You act like you hate me,” I say. “This is the
first time you’ve spoken to me and it’s to reprimand me?! If you
don’t want me here, I can call Brian to come hang out with you and
I can go back to Captain’s house.” I break eye contact with him and
do my best to look a whole lot braver on the outside than I feel on
the inside. I’d give my next breath right about now just to hear
three words from his gorgeous mouth.

He grips my hips and turns me to face the
counter. His hot, bare chest is pressed against my back while his
hips hold mine immobile against the island. Fuck, it feels amazing.
One hand snakes up my hip, glides up my rib cage, over the curve of
my breast, and comes to a stop at my cheek. He firmly grips my jaw
as he leans further forward into me. His lips brush against the rim
of my ear as he speaks. “Haven’t you done enough leaving,
Josephine?”

His rhetorical question is like a damn stake
through my heart. It shreds me on the spot. The breath is knocked
from my lungs. The heat between my legs is extinguished and my
heart sinks. I close my eyes and take the verbal blow on the chin
like a woman.

“If you don’t want me here, I’ll leave,” I
reiterate in a frail voice.

“Why don’t you let me decide if you should leave
this time?” He releases me and I turn to see he’s walking away, no
doubt headed to his fucking office.

“Damon! Please!” I cry anxiously.

He stops in his tracks but makes no move to turn
and face me. Grams said I’d find a way and she’s right. Female
persuasion is a powerful thing and I know he feels the same way I
feel when our bodies touch. I will my feet to move. I can do this.
He can’t refuse or deny what we have. We love each other. I’ll
bring him back to me.

I step into his personal space and lift my hands
to his shoulder blades. I press my palms to his muscular back. His
head falls forward and his chest fully inflates as he draws in a
deep breath. It’s the reassuring sign that I need from him. My
tongue darts from my mouth and makes a pass over my lips. I lean
forward and drop one chaste kiss in the middle of his back.

“Baby, please,” I croon. “Talk to me!”

He whirls around to face me, taking me by
surprise. “What do you want from me?!”

“I-I just want you to talk to me. I want to make
sure we’re on the same page as far as we are concerned,” I
sputter out, looking to him for the words I need to hear.

“Josephine, we aren’t on the same page.
Actually, I don’t even think we’re in the same book.” The way he
says it is exhaustive, like I’m irritating him or something. It
cuts me like a white-hot knife. “I’m not myself; I’m out of control
and I don’t know how to come back.” He runs those big hands through
his disheveled hair and the expression on his handsome face is one
of hopelessness. I know the look well.

I step closer to him and reach for his hand.
“Before you walked into my life, I felt the floor crumbling beneath
my feet. Then you showed up and I had something to hold onto. Let
me do the same for you. At least let me try. Please.”

“I’m bad news for you. I can’t give you what you
deserve,” he confesses.

I shake my head. I refuse to believe that he’s
bad news. Even if he were, I’d want all the bad news I could get my
hands on. “No, you aren’t. Let me help you.”

“No. You—” He drops his head and scrunches up
his brows.

“Let me help you,” I repeat. I place my hand on
his cheek and make small stokes across his cheekbone with my
thumb.

His eyes slip closed under my touch, almost like
Hemingway’s do when I pet his head, and I hear him sigh.

“Tell me how I can help you,” I whisper.

His eyes slide open and his gaze meets mine. He
gives a subtle nod and his eyes go to my mouth. My lips part. My
tongue slips out to moisten my lips.

“Give all of yourself to me.”

My heart speeds in response to his demand. My
chest lifts and falls rapidly. Did he just say what I think he
did? I nod and swallow hard. “Okay.”

I’ll give him everything I have to give if
that’s what he needs to come back to himself and to me.

A look of relief washes across his face. “Fuck,”
he pants.

I give an involuntary shiver and his powerful
arms envelope me and pull me to his chest, our bodies crashing
together. I’m lifted from my feet as he cups my ass and cradles me
in his arms. Being in his arms has never felt so good.

“Bed. Now.” His body trembles and his amber eyes
are fierce.

“Yes,” I whisper. I’m not sure if Dr. Versan
would approve this method of therapy, but if this is how Damon
chooses to connect, I can support him.

He sets me to my feet and takes my hand in his,
leading us to the stairs. We ascend hand and hand, not saying a
word. I stop at the foot of the bed and turn to him. He’s so close
to me that I could lean forward just an inch and my mouth would be
on his chest. Our height difference makes my eyes level with his
sternum and for the first time I notice light purplish bruising on
his chest.

“Your chest.” I lift my hands and lightly trace
the bruises with the pads of my fingers.

“CPR hurts,” he answers simply in a monotone
voice.

It’s a reminder that I nearly lost him and that
it’s entirely my fault.

“I’m sorry, Damon. I’m so sorry. I should have
let you explain everythi—”

“Hush. It’s done.”

I nod and back off from the sore subject. I lean
in to kiss his battered sternum but he backs away.

“Take your clothes off.”

His demand takes me by surprise; he has always
undressed me. I shuck off my sandals and unbutton my jean shorts,
never breaking eye contact with my Big Man. The shorts slip down my
legs and pool at my feet. My lacey boyshorts follow. Damon’s gaze
never leaves mine as I reveal myself to him. He feels cold and
indifferent. He has always worshiped my body. Right now, he’s
looking at me like a piece of meat. I don’t care, though. If this
is what he needs and wants, this is what I’ll give him. With one
swift tug, I pull the hem of my cotton tank up over my head and
drop it to the floor. I reach around my back and unclasp my bra.
The straps slip off my shoulders and it joins the rest of my
clothes on the floor. I’m standing in front of him completely
naked, my face burning red.

With one hand he unbuttons his jeans then tugs
them off. I can’t help but to look down at his rigid cock pushing
against the fabric of his boxer briefs. The drop of moisture that
has been deposited on the fabric makes my mouth water. I imagine
running my tongue over the silky soft tip until it jerks and
twitches in pleasure.

“Listen to me,” he demands quietly.

I drag my eyes back to his. I’m
listening.

“If you tell me that you’ll give yourself to me,
I’ll be taking you completely. I’ll have you in every way a man can
take a woman. I’ll put you on that bed, or anywhere, for that
matter, and I’ll fuck you until you beg me to stop. I’ll take
everything you have and then some. You asked me what I need and
this is it. I need you. All of you.”

My mouth hangs open a little and I’m sure I look
shocked as hell. He’s been rough with me before and he’s
blindfolded me and tied me to the bed, but nothing beyond that. It
was all in the name of pleasure and nothing I didn’t agree to. I
should be hesitant, but that’s what a normal woman would do. I feel
myself nodding “yes” before I even register what I’m doing, but it
doesn’t matter. I think I’d say yes to Damon no matter what he
asked me for. I’ve only refused him once and it ended up being the
biggest, most dangerous mistake of my life. Not to mention the love
of my life nearly died. I won’t make the same mistake twice. I
don’t want to deny my Big Man. I’m his for the taking.

“Yes?” Damon arches an incredulous eyebrow, as
if he doesn’t believe I’m willing to submit to his needs and wants,
which is total bullshit. He should know that I’d do anything to
have him back the way he was. It may be completely out of character
for me but damnit, I love him, and I’m willing and able to give
myself over if it means having the old Damon back.

“Yes,” I blurt confidently.

“On the bed,” he orders. I back up until my ass
hits the foot of the bed. I grip the edge and scoot onto the
mattress. I make my way all the way to the pillows with Damon’s
watchful eye on me the entire time.

“Turn onto your stomach.” I give him one last
look before flipping over onto my stomach. He looks like he’s a
million miles away and it breaks my heart seeing him so… closed
off. Zombie Damon is back.

I hear movement from behind me then the bed dips
under his weight. My stomach flutters anxiously as he works his way
up my bare body. A familiar fabric slips over my eyes, rendering me
blind.

Damon secures the blindfold and adjusts my arms.
“Like a V.”

I nod and allow him to manipulate my body into
place. He’s using the same straps that he used before. I remember
them well. With a tug, my left arm stretches out completely against
the mattress. Damon leans across to secure my other arm. He pulls
the strap to take up the slack.

“Legs together.” His voice is soft and smooth
but commanding all the same. His hands guide my legs together. My
thighs touch, making the building ache in my core intolerable. He’s
taking his sweet time tying me up. It’s torture but it’s hot as
hell at the same time. My body craves him and he knows it. He bends
my legs at the knees so that the soles of my feet are skyward. I
feel the same supple but strong strap wrap around my ankles once,
twice, three times to bind my legs together. I can hear him
breathing behind me. My body is humming with anticipation and I can
feel his eyes on me. It makes my legs quiver and butterflies
flutter wildly while I lie here bound, blinded, and wanton.

“On your knees. Keep your chest flat on the
bed.” He grips my hips and lifts my lower body so that I can pull
my knees under me. My ass is perched up in front of him like a
fucking trophy piece and I’m more than glad to give it to him.

“Are you ready, Josephine?” His voice is raspy
and dripping with seduction in a way I haven’t heard before. His
big, warm hands glide over my ass then dig into my hips.

“Mmm,” I purr.

The wide tip of his cock bumps teasingly against
my slick entrance. My eyes flutter behind the blindfold. The tip
breaches past my opening and he takes his sweet ass time, sinking
into me inch by delicious inch. My body takes in his impressive
length like I was made for him. He rolls his hips once, his cock
buried to the hilt. He lets out a guttural groan that has me biting
my lip. Fuck, that’s sexy. What’s even sexier is the
knowledge that I’m the one making him groan like that.

His fingers dig harder into my hips as he
completely withdraws from me and then slowly slips back in. I can
feel every bulging vein and ridge as it passes over my sensitized
flesh. He withdraws to just the tip again and pauses there. I moan,
pleading for more. I feel him lean down over me. His defined chest
barely grazes against my back. One of his big hands gathers a
handful of my hair and pulls just enough to make me whimper
breathily. I feel him shake and tremble against me. He’s about to
unleash himself on me and I couldn’t want it any more than I
already do. His moist lips press against my spine tenderly. It’s a
small glimpse of the Damon I know and love. It’s the Damon I want
back. His mouth leaves my back and a fraction of a second passes
before he rears back and unleashes like I thought he would. With
one quick, deep, punishing thrust the air is knocked from my lungs.
I groan and tug at the bonds holding me immobile. Damon’s hands
hold my bottom half steady and centered with his cock as he drives
forward, hard and deep.

“Ahh!” he bellows, breathing loudly. His fingers
dig and squeeze painfully, but it feels so damn good. Each hard
thrust seems to make my stomach tighten and clench more and more.
He releases my hair and brings his hand swiftly down on my ass with
a resounding crack just as the tip of his perfect cock hits the
deepest parts of my body. A tiny bolt of pain races through my womb
and my ass feels like it’s on fire in the wake of the spanking. His
hand crashes down again and I yelp. He reaches around me and puts
his masterful fingers to work on my clit. I twitch and jerk in
response to his ministrations on my hypersensitive nerve endings.
One finger works me in a steady circular pattern, making me gasp
between moans. I’m ready to explode under his touch.

“Fuck! Ah!” I sputter.

My core clenches hard as I inch closer to
climax. Damon’s thrusts become frantic and intense. My legs quiver
uncontrollably. My arms pull and jerk in vain against the straps.
My toes curl so hard that the arches of my feet cramp painfully. A
firestorm buds deep in my womb and explodes violently. My veins
feel like they’re filled with searing hot liquid sex instead of
blood.

My climax consumes me. It steals what little
breath I have. My channel squeezes and spasms around Damon’s cock,
which jerks and twitches in return. He makes one more deep thrust,
drawing out my orgasm, and grunts as he empties himself into
me.

We both work to catch our breath and Damon
withdraws from me, still fully erect. He quickly begins untying the
strap around my ankles. The bed shifts as he moves around me to
free my arms. There’s obviously no cuddling planned. I sit back on
my feet then splay my fingers and roll my shoulders. Damon unknots
the blindfold and pulls it from my face. I blink rapidly to clear
away the haze. Despite knowing better, hope creeps into the front
of my thoughts as my vision clears and I see Damon in front of me.
For a fraction of a moment I have hope that when I see him, there
will be life in his eyes and emotion written on his face.

Of course, life’s a bitch and all I see in front
of me is the same cold, stoic Zombie Damon that woke up in the
hospital over a week ago.

I guess I thought giving myself to him would do
the trick. How fucking naïve am I? I just got fucked half to death
and that’s all it was. For the first time in my promiscuous adult
life I feel cheap and used.

I lift my hand to caress his cheek but he turns
and walks towards the bathroom. The door shuts and I hear the click
of the lock.

I feel hideous.

I feel dirty.

I have the urge to shower and wash it all
away.

I think I know exactly how Dog felt.

***
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 By the time Damon is
out of the shower, I’ve already rummaged through my clothes to find
something clean to wear. I step out of the closet in my loose
cotton shorts and ancient, paper-thin t-shirt and come face to face
with Damon’s chiseled chest. He has a towel around his waist and
even though he’s dried off, a couple droplets of water linger in
the dip of his bruised sternum. I glance up at him hopefully. His
eyes are just as cold as ever. I lift my hand to touch his chest
but he catches me by the wrist.

“Don’t.”

“Stop it!” I cry, jerking my arm free from his
grasp.

Despite the fact that he could easily hold onto
me, he lets go. He won’t look me in the eyes, but I lift my hand to
his chest again and he stays still as a statue while the pads of my
fingers trace the bruising.

“Does it still hurt?” I ask softly as my fingers
inspect the damage that has marred his chest.

“I’ve had worse,” he mumbles, pushing my hand
away and shouldering past me to go into the closet.

I know he’s hurting but fuck! I don’t
know how much of this punishment I can take. He’s talking to me, at
least. He needs to know that I won’t leave him again. I’ll never
desert him like that again, but this treatment is hard to stomach.
I turn on my heels and march into the damn closet after him. I
stand by the door and wait for him to turn around.

“Do you hate me? Do you want me gone? Is this my
punishment? Huh?!” My lip quivers and tears threaten. My heart
pounds. Adrenaline courses through my veins. I’m so damn frustrated
with him, with everything about him, with everything that has
happened. I feel cheap, disposable, and used.

His eyes are no longer warm, his touch isn’t
affectionate, and his voice is filled with cold indifference. It
claws at my resolve. He’s just not my Damon. Zombie Damon is a
creepy, belligerent shell of my Damon. I can fight for him with
everything I have to give, but even I have a breaking point.

“Hate you?” he questions with quizzically raised
brow. “No, Josephine. I don’t hate you. If I did, I’d give you a
generous amount of money and send you away.”

Bastard. His comment is a low blow and he
knows it. He knows his money has never been my motivation for being
with him. If he wants to punish me, if this treatment is my penance
for abandoning him when he needed me most, then I’ll take it for as
long as I can. I just hope my breaking point is far off. The fact
is, this is a battle of wills between us and I don’t intend on
losing

“I don’t want your fucking money, Damon! I
didn’t back then, I don’t now, and I damn sure won’t want it in the
future!” I hiss.

He prowls closer to me and I stand my ground.
His stoic eyes stay locked onto mine. He comes to a stop mere
inches from me. “Then what is it you want from me?” His voice is
whisper soft and chillingly ominous.

I’ve never heard him this way, and after the
“taking all of me,” I admit to being just the tiniest bit scared of
how this battle of wills is going to proceed. “I just want you. I
want my Damon back,” I admit truthfully.

His empty eyes stare back at me without an ounce
of emotion. He steps around and leaves me standing in here alone.
No response. Just his back as he walks away. I lean my back against
the door frame of the closet and slide down to the floor in a heap.
Familiar hopelessness swallows me up and I let it. Fuck it.
There’s no running from this, so I might as well not fight it. It’s
better to embrace the hurt than to struggle against it. I know this
better than anyone. It’s like being swept out to sea and having to
choose between battling in vain against the current or letting it
take you under. I’ll let it take me under, but I damn sure hope
that I surface at some point with a breath of life still in me.

If this is what Damon’s going to be like, I’ll
let him drag me under with him. I just hope that after it’s all
said and done, we can come out on top. I know what he’s doing;
Grams made it clear that he’s done this before. I’ll hang on for
dear life. I’ll be his life raft. I’ll let him get this out of his
system, and when he’s done with this shit, he’ll realize that I’m
still standing and so is he. If he needs an emotional punching bag,
I’ll be the best goddamned punching bag on the planet! It’s going
to hurt like hell to keep feeling rejected when I want him to love
me like he used to, but not having him hurts a whole lot worse.

I want no part of life without Damon. It would
be a sad existence for me. No one could possibly ever compare to
him. He is my one and only. I’ll get him out of this. When he’s
being a dick, I’ll tell him so. But I’ll also tell him how much I
love and miss the old Damon. I’ll remind him over and over that
none of this is his fault. Most importantly, I’ll get it through
his thick skull that I’m not going anywhere. I’ve gone through some
shit in my life, but I have a feeling that I’m in for the battle of
my life with Damon. For Damon.

I gather myself up from the floor and make my
way downstairs. I find Damon in the kitchen digging through
cabinets. He’s hungry. He’s always hungry after sex.
Animal.

“I’ll make you something,” I offer. He nods,
without even looking in my direction, and begins to walk off.
Now or never. “You can be as big of an asshole as you want
to be. I’m not some dog you can just run off. I still love you, and
I’m not going anywhere.” My voice has finality to it and I’m
feeling brave again. Thank fuck for that.

He pauses in his tracks for a split second, as
if he’s thinking of turning around, and then continues down the
hall to his office. He’s going to hide. I’ll let him hole up in
there for now.

Cooking dinner is a welcome distraction from
everything, and I waste no time getting to it. My Big Man has one
hell of an appetite, but he’s going to have to deal with my
vegetable soup. With the irrigation thing they did to his stomach,
I’m afraid to give him anything heavy.

I chop and boil and whisk and have dinner ready
in no time. Now to bring the Big Man to the table. I’m not sure
what he does in his office for hours at a time, but it definitely
seems to be his happy place. I thought the library was; maybe
that’s changed. I tap on the door twice then push it open. His back
is to me and he’s standing in front of that cabinet again. He looks
over his shoulder and nods, turning a key to lock the cabinet. He
tucks the key into his pocket and turns to face me.

“Dinner?”

“I made soup for you.”

“Soup?!” he asks incredulously.

“Uh, yeah. I figured you should keep eating
light food because of the stomach thing.”

“No.” He shakes his head vehemently. “I’m fine,
but I’m hungry and soup isn’t real food.”

“Um, yes it most definitely is.” I fold my arms
over my chest and scowl at his stubborn ass.

“I’m hungry, Josephine. I’ve eaten next to
nothing for a week solid. I want food.”

“So go eat.” I shrug. “Please just eat the damn
soup. It’s really good,” I plead, making sure to use a little
female charm. “There’s yummy bread, too.”

He gives me zero response, of course, just a
disinterested stare, and stalks past me towards the kitchen. He
walks right up to the pot on the stove and scoops up the soup to
inspect it. What the fuck? I’m being judged? He bends down
and opens a cabinet. After digging through the cabinet, he produces
a dish and ladles out three huge scoops into a mixing bowl.
Then he goes to the fridge and begins pilfering through it.

“What the hell are you doing?”

He says nothing as he fishes out a bag of
shredded cheese and covers the top of his soup with at least half
the bag. I watch him with shocked disbelief. He opens yet another
cabinet and snatches up an entire box of soup crackers. He can’t
possibly eat all that.

“There’s bread,” I remind him, pointing to the
bakery bread and butter on the counter.

He grabs the entire loaf and the butter dish
from the counter and adds it to his pile of loot, heading back to
his cave without even a second glance in my direction.

Hemingway’s wet nose nudges against my ankle. I
peek down at him. “Want to have some dinner, little guy?” He sits
pretty and looks up at me with his big brown eyes. “It’s just me
and you. Let’s eat, handsome.”

I eat my soup alone; ok, with the dog, and clean
the kitchen. I’m amazingly not completely miserable about it,
either. At least I know he’s feeling hungry. Feeling something is a
start, right?

Hemingway has finished licking his little dish
clean and hops around at my feet. “Okay. Okay. Let’s go outside.” I
scoop up my little guy and sling my bag over my shoulder.

I give Howard a wave on our way outside. He
smiles curtly as usual. I reach into my bag for Hemingway’s leash
then clip it to his little collar. I walk him around in the small
patch of grass we frequent until he’s ready to go back inside. I
dig out the “Doggie Doodie” bags that I got from that pet store and
clean up after the brat. He loves being outside and always makes
sure to take his sweet time walking around.

When I open the door to the penthouse, Damon’s
in the foyer looking flushed. “Where are you going?” he demands.
“Are you leaving?”

I scrunch up my eyebrows and shake my head.
“Nowhere. Hemingway wanted to go out for a walk. We just came back
in.”

Damon nods, clearly content with my response. I
guess I should’ve told him where I was going. He must have thought
I was leaving again. Shit. I unclip Hemingway’s leash and
set him on the floor. I step in towards Damon, placing my palm on
his sculpted jaw. He closes his pained eyes.

“I love you, Damon.”

He doesn’t respond and it hurts like hell. I
know he loves me, even if he doesn’t say it. My hand falls from his
face as he steps away from me, inhaling deeply and running his
hands through his hair. My Big Man is so tormented right now, poor
guy. I just wish I knew how to help him.

“I’m going to bed, I guess.” I scoop my little
man up from my feet and make my way up the stairs. I kiss
Hemingway’s furry head and put him in his kennel. He flops down in
his plush little dog bed and sighs contentedly. This guy is
living the sweet life.

Damon disappears into the closet as I head
towards the bathroom. I need a shower and a good night of sleep.
I’m emotionally exhausted from today’s events. I strip my clothes
off and step into the shower. The warm spray soothes my tense
muscles. My head hangs and my shoulders slump. I miss him. My Damon
would be in here with me right now. He has always showered with me.
I want him back so badly. I’ve lost him. I just hope it isn’t
forever. I wash myself and linger beneath the water for what seems
like hours. Finally, I shut off the taps and step out. Goosebumps
spread across my skin and I shiver when the cold air hits me. I
towel dry my body and hair as fast as I can and bolt out the door,
making a beeline for the closet. I dig through the clothes that
Damon bought for me, searching fruitlessly for something resembling
pajamas.

I feel his eyes on me and I turn to see him
leaning against the door frame, watching me. My towel is on the
floor and I don’t have a stitch on; I feel uncharacteristically
modest. He holds his big hand out to me and my heart nearly stops.
It isn’t much, but I’ll take it. I don’t hesitate, walking to him
and putting my hand in his. He turns and leads us to the bed, where
he strips down to his skin and pulls the covers back. We both crawl
into his big bed. I turn onto my side to face him; his arm curls
around my waist and drags me closer to him. It feels like breathing
after holding my breath for a lifetime. I nuzzle into him. His chin
rests on top of my head. I kiss his bruised chest and savor this
moment.

“I’m trying,” he whispers.

“I know.”

He doesn’t utter another word. I feel his body
relax as sleep closes in.

“I love you,” I whisper, barely loud enough for
even me to hear. I close my eyes and drift. Consciousness fades as
dreams of him confessing his love take over.

***
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 I woke up to a note
this morning.

I have things to get done. Be back. –D

It wasn’t exactly how I wanted to start the day,
but at least I slept in his arms last night. I really shouldn’t
complain. He said he’s trying and I believe him. It’s just going to
take a while for him to get there, like Grams said. In the
meantime, I’ll give him whatever he wants, including “myself” via
kinky detached sex. Indifferent sex used to be my preference, and
now I find myself feeling robbed and cheap for having it. It
doesn’t matter, though. If it’s what he needs, I’ll oblige him.
I’ve dealt with much worse.

I pick up his note and examine it again. He
didn’t say where he was going or when he’d be back. I check the
time on my cell phone, then type out a text message for him.

Lunch with Grams today. See you after?

I wait for a response but nothing comes. Part of
me can’t help but worrying about him, so I shoot Brian a text in
hopes that he’s with Damon.

Is he with you?

“You can’t come with me today, Hemingway. No
dogs at the old folks’ home. Be good.” I ruffle his fur then grab
my bag. In the elevator, my phone chirps. Whew. A text from
Brian.

Yep. Working. Don’t worry, honey.

I inhale deeply, relieved that he’s with Brian.
I know I don’t have to worry about anything when Brian is with him.
He always says he does all the stuff a wife would do but none of
the perks. He’s a character. On my way to see Grams, I stop at The
Diner to pick up lunch for us. I haven’t been there in weeks,
actually, and I called ahead because I didn’t want to have to wait
forever and make small talk with Noni. The last time I was here,
Damon was with me and she was acting like a weirdo. Maybe she was
pulling a Grams and thinking about hitting on a younger man.

Noni bounces right over when she sees me come
in, making her way over to me with a big smile. “Hey, where’ve you
been, girl? I was actually starting to worry that you got sick of
this old place. Lord knows I’m sick of it.” She grins and I do my
best to seem legit when I laugh at her little joke.

“Oh, Damon and I went out of town for a little
while. He just wanted to get away.”

The ongoing story is that Damon and I have been
on vacation. Brian was a lifesaver when he spread the rumor and
held down the fort for him while he was recovering. No one knows
about what happened and we plan to keep it that way.

“Oh, how nice! Where did he take you?”

Brian told everyone that we went to Miami for
some time on the beach. Score another for Brian. He probably sent
people postcards and everything.

“Miami. It was really nice,” I lie.

“Where’s the glowing beach tan, girl?” Her eyes
scan me head to toe.

“A-ah,” I stutter, thinking fast. “We didn’t,
um, spend much time out of our hotel room.”

Noni’s eyes get huge and her cheeks blush a
flaming red before heading to the kitchen for my takeout order. She
returns in a flash, holding out the paper bag with our lunch in. I
slide the cash across the counter.

“Don’t disappear on me again! And bring that
handsome boyfriend of yours around more often!”

I wave over my shoulder at Noni the Cougar and
hurry to my car with our burgers. Another good thing about Frank is
that I never have to worry about takeout getting cold. The heat
index has got to be 105 degrees, so it must be at least 102 inside
Frank. I get my ass over to Grams just as quickly as I can without
getting a ticket, just so I can get the hell out of the car and
enjoy some air conditioning.

When I make it to Grams’ door, I knock twice and
walk in. “Lunch is here!” I say in a singsong voice. I’m shocked to
see Andy sitting beside Grams in casual clothes.

“Yum! Let’s eat,” Grams says as her wrinkled
hands clasp together in anticipation. Damn, it’s just a burger.
Granted, they’re the best burgers in town, but it’s not caviar or
anything. I drag her rolling table over to her bed.

“No, no. We can eat at my table.” She gestures
to the dining table in the corner of the room. I’ve never seen her
use it before.

I arch my eyebrows at her as she straightens
herself in the bed to get up.

“Come on Andy, we can share.” She smiles wide at
him and he looks like a deer caught in the headlights.

“Yeah, okay, I can hang out for a while longer.
Hey, Jo.”

I smile politely at him. “Hey. No uniform
today?”

“Nah, I’m not technically working today but I
told Bee I would come by and take care of those scuff marks on the
wall.” He motions with his chin towards Grams’ freshly painted
wall; all evidence of the bogus cane damage is gone. She’s such a
con. It’s hilarious.

“Isn’t he nice, Jo?” Grams purrs.

“Yep, that’s great.” I open the paper bag and
start digging out our lunch as Grams settles in on her side of the
small dining table. She got all dressed up for him too. She’s got
on one of those velour jogging suits that old ladies like to wear.
It’s royal blue and ridiculous looking. I catch a glimpse of one of
her socks and I am not shocked in the slightest to see that they
match her outfit perfectly. Royal blue socks. I’m not even sure
where the hell to find colored socks like that. The whole outfit
has me wanting to burst out into a fit of laughter. When the hell
is Grams going to go jogging?

“Wanna share?” Grams slides her burger and fries
towards Andy.

“Oh, no ma’am. I already had lunch.”

She nods and smiles at the poor sucker, diving
into her burger with a reckless abandon I thought was reserved for
circus peanuts.

Andy’s attention turns to me. “So, Jo, what do
you do?”

Seriously? I catch myself before I roll
my eyes at his clichéd attempt to make conversation. “Um, I run a
bookstore.”

He pretends to give a damn, asking lots of
questions about the bookstore, how long I’ve been there, yada yada,
which only makes the urge to roll my eyes more difficult to
resist.

 

“Yeah, Damon bought the whole store just so he
could date her. Can you believe that grandson of mine?” Grams
chimes in.

Andy sends a charming smile in my direction and
nods knowingly. “Is that what I’d have to do to date you? Buy you a
bookstore? Or a hardware store, maybe?”

I nearly choke on a damn French fry. He reaches
over and pats me on the back.

“I’m fine,” I croak out. He keeps his hand on my
back and rubs in a circular motion. My eyes water like I’m crying.
That’s what I get for inhaling a fucking French fry. I gulp down
some of my soda and clear my throat. “That’s funny, but I’m in a
relationship.”

Andy’s hand drifts from my shoulder blade to my
upper arm.

“You are?” Grams pipes in.

Of course I am. Way to back me up,
smartass.

“She is,” a booming voice confirms.

I snap my attention to the doorway. Damon is
standing there, looking less than thrilled but oh-so-handsome in
his dress shirt and slacks. He’s back to dressing for work already,
which means he must’ve been meeting with people. That’s a step in
the right direction, I guess. His face is clean shaven, his hair
has been trimmed; he physically looks like the Damon I know and
love. He’s glaring at Andy, who doesn’t look particularly bothered
by Damon’s presence. They’re sizing each other up, though, I just
know it. I can practically see the pissing contest getting started.
Men. I scoot my chair back from the table to get Andy’s hand
off of me.

“Damon! Get over here and hug me, boy!” Grams
calls around a mouthful of burger.

Damon’s attention turns from Andy to Grams and
he does as she says. “Grams, I came to steal Josephine from you. We
have some things to take care of.”

“Okay!” Grams chirps happily.

Of course she wants me out of here. Poor Andy is
going to be stuck with her, but I’m all too happy to oblige. It’s
been awkward as hell in here.

“I want you to call me later. We have to talk.”
Grams points her finger at Damon authoritatively.

“He will.” I assure her as I stand and sling my
bag over my shoulder. I make my way around the table and lean over
to hug Grams. “Use protection,” I whisper only loud enough for her
to hear. She cackles and bats her hand at me playfully. I smile
politely at Andy.

Damon’s hand goes proprietarily to the small of
my back, no doubt to usher me from the room. His hand falls away
once we’re in the hall. I’ve begun to expect at least some degree
of rejection from him, so his distance doesn’t surprise me. It
disappoints me, of course, but it doesn’t surprise me at all. He
was just doing that to show Andy that I’m his.

“Where are we going?” I speed walk beside him as
he takes long, easy strides out of the building.

He flicks his wrist to open his sunglasses and
puts them on. He’s irresistibly attractive even acting like this.
Maybe particularly acting like this. “To get rid of Frank.” His
eyes stay straight ahead as we cross the parking lot.

“And why in the hell would I do that?” I know
that my piece of shit car isn’t anything to brag about, but it’s
mine; bought and paid for with my own money. It was a big deal for
me when I bought Frank.

“It barely runs and has next to no safety
features. Most women would love a new car.”

“Well I’m not most women, am I?” I snap at
him.

He stops abruptly, causing me to nearly collide
with his back. He turns to me and snatches his sunglasses off his
face. “You are most definitely not most women, Josephine, and
that’s why you won’t be driving that piece of shit car or hanging
out with maintenance men who have no shame in undressing you with
their fucking eyes!” He growls at me and uses his sunglasses to
point at me. He’s pissed. No. He’s livid. Jealousy is kind of hot
on Damon. He puts his glasses back on and keeps walking towards his
BMW.

“Lots of men undress me with their eyes. He
isn’t the first and he won’t be the last,” I admit honestly.

“Don’t toy with me by trying to make me jealous,
Josephine. I won’t tolerate it.”

“Well excuse the hell out of me. I wasn’t trying
to make you jealous. You’re doing a bang up job of it all on your
own, Big Man.”

“Keys.” He holds his hand out, waiting
impatiently. I’m surprised he isn’t tapping his foot.

I hesitate for a moment to think about this. I
worked hard to buy Frank. I saved and saved for what seemed like
forever. I wouldn’t mind a new car; no one would refuse a new car.
Let’s be honest. I’ve had Frank for a long time. Over five years.
He’s been a loyal car but Damon is insisting on a new car; a safer
car; a less obtrusive car. What’s so wrong with accepting? I
glance up at him and his outstretched hand. An idea hits me and I
feel like patting myself on the back. Give and take is the name of
this game.

“You want me safe?” I probe, plan in place.

“Yes,” he says, sounding all kinds of
exasperated.

“You want me happy?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” I lean in towards him. I’ll coax the
words out of him if I have to. I have no shame. I know he loves me
but he has yet to say it since he woke up in the hospital. “Say
it.”

“Because I love you,” he says without even
looking me in the eye and sounding resigned.

His words are music to my ears. I conned him
into saying it, but I’ll take what I can get. If dragging it out of
him means I saying goodbye to Frank, then so be it. It’s a
worthwhile trade, in my opinion. I smirk and remove my rabbit foot
key chain before dropping the key to Frank in Damon’s big hand.

“I love you, too. A whole lot more than Frank,”
I admit truthfully. He opens the passenger door of his BMW for me
while messing with his phone. Calling Brian to come get Frank,
no doubt.

“More than any car, Damon,” I whisper, not even
sure he can hear me. “More than anything.”

***
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 Three car
dealerships, two very public staring contests, and one macho
display with his checkbook later, I have a new SUV. It’s a damn
nice SUV, but it was entirely too expensive, especially for someone
like me. I told him if I was getting anything, it was going to be
middle-American and average. I didn’t want the damn Volvo XC90. I
could have gotten a Nissan Rogue for half the price of the fancy
ass Volvo. The only reason he won the argument was because he
dragged Hemingway into it. He knows I take him nearly everywhere
with me and he just had to tell me that he thinks the Volvo is
safer for both me and our dog. Ridiculous! I’m not a soccer mom,
we have a DOG!

My argument was based on price and coolness of
the name. Nissan Rogue. It fits me. It fits him. It fits both of
us. Needless to say, my argument about coolness lost to his safety
specs. I guess he’s right. I’ll give him that much.

And I did get to choose the color. It’s a
beautiful dark blue. Damon had no objections to the color so blue
is what I got.

“Is it really necessary for you to be this
stubborn all the time?” Damon opens the door to the penthouse and
motions for me to go in ahead of him.

“Is it really necessary for you to have a
pissing contest everywhere we go? Next time just whip it out and
show them how big it is.” I work hard to keep my grin at bay.

He cuts his gaze to me and gives me his best
evil eye. It’s hilarious. Men are peculiar creatures. I guess I
should be the bigger person and get it over with. I drop my bag on
the glass end table in the living room and march right over to my
irritated man.

“I love the car. Thank you. And sometimes I do
like having pointless arguments with you,” I confess as I stand toe
to toe with him. I lift my hands to his chest.

His sculpted muscles bulge against his dress
shirt. He inhales deeply and unclenches his jaw. “Why ?” he
grumbles.

“I think it’s the prospect of having makeup sex.
It’s just so enticing.” I snake my arms around him and lean my
cheek against his chest, careful to avoid his bruises. “Plus, I
just want you to talk to me.”

“I told you I’m trying,” he says quietly.

I can hear his heartbeat speed up; this must be
making him anxious. I don’t want to push him and he does
seem to be taking baby steps in the right direction. I nod against
his chest. Patience. It’s never been my strong point.

His hands start at my shoulders then slide down
my arms. He pulls my arms from around his waist to free himself.
Back to arm’s length.

The distance between us is unwelcome.

“When do you plan on selling Sutton’s property?”
He asks the question like he’s asking about the fucking weather and
it’s a slap in the face.

“Ah, I wasn’t planning on selling his house or
car at all.”

I watch Zombie Damon as he seats himself
robotically on the shitty sofa on the other side of the coffee
table. I plop down across from him.

“Those are things you need to be thinking about.
You have no use for the property, Josephine. You can’t leave it
empty. It needs regular maintenance and upkeep. So does the car.”
He consults his phone. “I’ll have Brian look into selling
them.”

“You most certainly will not!” I blurt.
“I’ll rent the house and drive the car some. Noni from The Diner is
actually hoping to move out of her place, so maybe I’ll rent it to
her for cheap. Just the cost of maintenance stuff. And taxes.” I
lie my ass off to his face and I already feel bad for it. I’m just
not ready to get rid of Captain’s house, and if worse comes to
worse and Damon and I don’t work out, I’ll need a place to
live.

It’s obvious that he doesn’t buy my line of
bullshit. For a second, his expression is stern, his fingers poised
to call Brian.

“It’s still too fresh, Damon,” I tell him
honestly.

“I know. Talk to Noni, then, please.” He gets up
from his spot on the couch and starts to walk away. He pauses for a
beat when he gets near me. His hand goes to my face and his thumb
makes one pass over my bottom lip then falls away. He really is
trying, but his eyes are still empty.

I’ll just have to be patient and take what I can
get. I want my sweet Damon back so badly I think I’d do just about
anything.

My ringing phone distracts me from watching
Damon disappear into the hall leading to his office. I pull the
phone from my bag and tap the answer button on the screen.

“Hey, Brianna.” I laugh at my funny and inwardly
pat myself on the back.

“Like I’ve never heard that one before! I kind
of like it when you say it, though, Jo. All badass. Maybe I should
start doing drag just so I can use that name,” Brian purrs,
sounding all kinds of flamboyant.

“If you do sign up for a drag contest I’ll be
your biggest fan. You can borrow my Jimmy Shoos. I mean Choos.”

Brian bursts out laughing as I check the time
and head into the kitchen to graze through the pantry for something
to make for dinner.

“Okay, so I would have texted you, but it would
take forever and a day.”

I roll my eyes. It’s kind of fun to have a
friend to chat with on the phone. “What’s up?”

“The designer for the store? Orange Cream Carrie
or someone else? She called today asking a billion questions, but I
didn’t know what to tell her, so I just took a message.”

It’s my turn to laugh my ass off and I do. “She
may be the exact shade of a creamsicle, but I bet she doesn’t taste
like a frozen treat,” I sputter out between giggles.

“Ask Damon, he might know.” Brian realizes his
mistake the moment he says it.

“He fucked her?”

“Aw, shit. I…he…um…I’m not sure. Fuck, he’s
gonna kill me.”

Jealousy rears its hideous head and I can feel
my blood start to boil. He fucking hired some stupid twat he slept
with to decorate the store? My store?

Oh.

Hell.

No.

“Don’t worry about it,” I assure Brian. “It’s no
biggie. I’ll handle Orange Cream Carrie. I wonder how he’d feel if
I hired Handy Andy to come screw in some stuff around here.”

“Ough, burn! Wait, who’s Andy?”

I snicker mischievously into the phone. “He’s
this ultra-hot maintenance guy at Grams’ retirement home. He and
Damon had a staring contest when Damon came to get me today. It
reeked of testosterone. He’s even hotter when he’s pissed, by the
way. You probably knew that, though.”

We both laugh. I turn to lean my back against
the island and big fucking shock. There’s Damon. Great!

“Hang up,” he growls. His nostrils flare. His
jaw clenches.

I contemplate ignoring him but decide against
it. I don’t need to provoke him.

“Oh shit. He’s in the room, isn’t he?” Brian
whispers, even though Damon can’t hear him.

“Yep. Call ya later, Brianna.” I hang up and set
my phone on the counter behind me and prepare for the
confrontation. I hope he’s ready, too, because I’m still not
exactly happy about him hiring Orange Cream Carrie. I fold my arms
and wait for it.

“I don’t ever want to hear you talking about
that asshole again.” The veins in his neck and arms are bulging as
his anger gets the best of him.

“Well, I don’t want to working alongside some
bitch you screwed!” I snap. He doesn’t even flinch. “Although, I
bet it’s all kinds of convenient for you; your current girlfriend
working with your ex. It must allow you to keep your options pretty
open.” So much for not provoking him. Fuck!

“What are you doing in here?” he demands.

In the kitchen? He has me confused now.
“What? I was looking for something to make for dinner. I’m
starving.”

“We’ll order takeout.” He stalks toward me and I
know I’m in trouble. Looks like a blindfold and bondage kind of
night.

“I can cook something quicker than—”

He interrupts me by putting his finger over my
lips and pulling me away from the island. He steps around me and
sweeps my hair to one side with his hand. His lips come so close to
my neck that chills consume me from head to toe.

“Takeout,” he reiterates.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. He’s
testing what little patience and self control I have.

“We have some things to clear up before we
order.” His moist lips go to my neck and he kisses me softly,
drawing out the connection.

A moan flies out of my mouth before I can stop
it. It shows just how desperate I am for him. I’m desperate and
needy for his touch; for his lips on my skin; for my Damon.

***
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 Damon’s breath
taunts my sensitized skin. “There’s not room for jealousy games in
this relationship,” he whispers into my ear, coaxing a shiver. “We
have enough going on.”

His hands slip around to my front. One hand
splays low across my back, holding me to him, while the other
slides painfully slowly in between my thighs. My body is flush
against his, chest to chest, and I can feel every muscled inch of
him. He presses his bulging erection against me, making my body
stir with desire. White-hot arousal makes my flesh slick and my
cheeks burn. He teases my wanton body with slow, circular passes
over my clit. I writhe in his grip.

“Is this what you want?” he croons. His
movements find a delicious, decadent rhythm; my heart begins to
pound and I start to pant as his fingers work me closer and closer
to orgasm.

“Mhmm,” I moan, desperate for relief.

His movements slow, leaving me frustrated.
What the fuck, man?!

“Walk,” he demands.

I startle, but comply with a tentative step. He
guides me all the way to the living room with one hand on the small
of my back, the other still making slow circles over my clit. He
releases me abruptly and I moan from the lack of contact.

“Take off your clothes,” he demands, lounging
back on the sofa and watching me closely.

I take advantage of the attention and undress as
slowly as possible, taking my sweet ass time folding each and every
piece of my clothing, including my sopping wet panties.

“Am I what you want?” His voice is hoarse and I
catch him adjusting his pants.

His question seems stupid, but I’ve come to
understand that Damon has a rhyme and a reason to everything he
does.

“Of course.” I nod expressively. “Always.”

He crooks his fingers and motions for me to come
to him. “Take what’s yours, Josephine.”

I step between his legs and immediately drop to
my knees. I unbuckle his belt slowly, taking my time the way I know
he likes it, and pull the leather from the loops, tossing it to the
other end of the couch. He’s watching me carefully, eyes dark with
need. I unbutton and unzip his pants with ease and push them to
floor. His hard cock peeks out from the top of his underwear and
lies heavily against his lower stomach. I edge his boxer briefs
down his hips, revealing inch after delicious inch. Every vein is
pulsing, causing his heavy cock to twitch with each beat of his
heart. I take it in my hand and give it one tentative stroke.
Leaning in, I push his boxers to the floor and run the tip of my
tongue from root to tip, swirling lightly across the top of the
wide head. Damon groans deep and low in his chest and leans his
head back against the couch, fisting the pillows on either
side.

I suck the tip of him into my mouth and take him
as deep as I can manage. The head of his cock butts against the
back of my throat with each pass. He whimpers and his hands move to
cup my head, his fingers tangling into my hair. His skin is silky
soft against my tongue and I take my time exploring every ridge and
vein of his cock. The feel and taste of him on my tongue is a heady
combination that has me aching to be filled. He thrusts his hips
and I take as much of him as I can, stopping every once in a while
to look up at him. Apparently the sight of a girl on her knees
sucking cock is even better when she makes eye contact, because as
soon as I do, he sucks in a breath through gritted teeth. His body
tenses and he tugs my hair. With a jerk and a guttural moan, he
comes deep in my throat. I’m pleased with myself as I swallow every
drop and take my sweet time licking him clean.

“Come here,” he orders. His cheeks are stained
pink and he’s breathing hard and fast.

I comply, standing slowly and stretching
languorously before climbing on top of him. My opening hovers just
over his still erect cock.

He grips my chin between his thumb and
forefinger. “Next time you say something about Handy Andy,
just remember whose cock has claimed that filthy mouth of yours.”
His words have me even hotter for him and before I can say a word,
he positions himself at my wet opening and pulls me down on him.
The exquisite feel of him driving deep into me, inch by velvety
inch, steals my breath.

“Now, get yourself off.” He interlocks his
fingers behind his head and watches me with heavy eyes.

I glance down at our connection, watching his
cock disappear over and over into my body. It’s fucking perfect. My
body accepts him so readily. I press my hand to my lower stomach,
reveling in the feeling of physical completeness. His eyes follow
my hand to my stomach then come back to meet mine. I grind my hips
into his then begin to move up and down. I lean forward to grip the
back of the couch, rubbing my clit gloriously against him. Damon’s
hands go to my breasts, squeezing them almost painfully and
tweaking my nipples. He leans forward to suck them and it sends a
zap through me, making me grind harder on him. I moan as I approach
release.

“Don’t stop,” he growls through gritted teeth,
burying his face between my breasts. “Please. Don’t stop!”

A momentous surge of energy rips through me,
stealing my breath as it goes. I throw my head back in ecstasy.
“Fuck!” I cry out, my body clenching around his length over and
over. I ride out my orgasm for everything its worth.

Damon’s hands go to my hips. His fingers dig in
as he makes another hard thrust and then comes apart. I feel him
jolt as he empties himself deep within me again. God, he’s
amazing.

“Look at me.” He grips my jaw, forcing me to
look him in the eyes before I’ve recovered. “No games.”

I nod, knowing full well what he means. “If you
fucked her, I don’t want to see her around. At all.”

He taps my hip with his hand. It’s my cue to get
off of him. So much for that moment. I ease him out of me
and get to my feet. Damon stands up and tucks himself in his pants
and gets zipped up.

“It was one time and it doesn’t matter. Tell
Brian to help you find another designer, if you want, but I won’t
discuss it anymore. And I don’t want you going near that asshole
Andy again.” He points his finger at me like its fucking
loaded.

Cold and uninviting Zombie Damon is reemerging.
He’s damn good at making me feel used. We just had sex. Amazing
sex. He came twice, for crying out loud. That’s practically unheard
of for a guy. And already he’s acting like it was nothing. Like I’m
nothing. I’m fucking sick of it.

I snatch up my clothes from the floor and hold
them protectively in front of my chest. “You know, I believe you
when you say you’re trying, but don’t forget that I am too!” I
snap.

Damon runs his hands through his hair and
watches me blow up.

“You refuse to just talk to me. You fuck
me then walk away. It makes me feel like some used up piece of
trash, Damon! I love you and I’m waiting for you, so
if you think I give two fucks about some maintenance guy, you’re
dead wrong!” I shove myself into my clothes and storm off in search
of Hemingway.

I find my pup and plop down on the floor to pet
him. I need to take a drive or something. I snapped at him,
but it felt good for all of five seconds and now I feel like I’m
the asshole. I don’t want to yell at him. I don’t know what he’s
thinking, but I’m trying hard to find out. If he would just open up
and tell me, I could help him.

Every bit of an hour has passed since I stomped
upstairs. I know I should go find him and apologize. That’s what
couples do, right? They fight, and then apologize, and life goes
on. I pat Hemingway on the head then hop to my feet. I pad
barefoot down the stairs, then down the hall to his office. He’s
always in there. I don’t even have to guess where he is anymore. If
he isn’t in his bed or the kitchen, he’s in his office. I hear a
big thud when I get close to his office door and I waste no time
swinging open the door.

Damon is walking away from that damned cabinet
with a limp. The bottom of one of the cabinet doors shows a crack
in the wood. Small splintered pieces protrude in all directions.
Christ. Maybe I should get him a punching bag. It’d be safer
than kicking the furniture.

“What’d the furniture ever do to you?!” I demand
loudly.

He turns to see me, his eyes glistening with
tears. He’s been crying. Fuck. I really feel like shit now.
He flops down in the chair behind his desk and I rush to him,
climbing awkwardly up to straddle him.

“Listen to me.” I take his face in my hands and
force him to look at me. “I’m sorry. We’re both trying and that’s
all that matters. It’s not perfect and it doesn’t have to be
perfect, it just has to be. Just being is enough.
It’s fine. It’s plenty. We may be fucked up but at least, we’re
fucked up together, right?”

I swipe my thumbs across the moisture beneath
his gorgeous, sad eyes and lean in to kiss his forehead. He doesn’t
do much to respond and that’s fine. It’s not always the most
wonderful relationship, but it’s mine and I wouldn’t give him up
for the world. He needs me and I know it, even if he can’t or won’t
say it.

***
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 One month
later

 


It’s the same thing every day. Damon gets up and
goes to “work,” which usually consists of him spending most of the
day in his office on the phone and on his computer. He owns a
string of clubs, bars, and other businesses that require his
attention. He delegates a lot of stuff to Brian and seems to have
good faith in all of his site managers. He makes site visits to the
bars and clubs every once in a while, but for the most part he
works from home.

I get up and pretend to be handling his distant
behavior just fine. I’m not. I’m lonely and still grieving for the
old Damon. I do most of my thinking on my drive to the bookstore
each morning. I try not to make a big deal of it at home because I
don’t want to throw it in his face. I have to believe that he’s
working on getting himself together.

Every other week, I drive my swanky new Volvo
SUV over to Captain’s house and drive his car around. I can’t bear
to sell it and Damon seems to be okay with me keeping it as long as
I drive it often so it doesn’t just rot in the driveway. I’m still
trying to get Noni to rent the house; I’m thinking of throwing the
car in as part of the bargain.

Captain’s sensible Taurus sedan comes to life
with a contented purr. Driving his car makes me feel close to him.
I can still smell him in here. It smells like his awful, cheap,
bright blue aftershave; I know because he used to ask me to pick up
a bottle of it for him when he forgot to buy more. I’d bring it to
the store and he’d twist the cap off and douse it on. It smelled
like rubbing alcohol mixed with a bar of soap and I hated it. Now
I’m tempted to go to the store and buy a bottle just to smell it
when I want to. To remember that he was here. To remember that my
Captain was just that; mine. He was my family.

I spent seven years in his company and the only
thing that can steal that from me is time. I have memories; for
now. But they’ll fade, just like my memories of Maman and Papa.
After 16 years, my precious memories have faded so much so that I
strain to remember the sound of Maman’s voice when she would sing
to me. I have to close my eyes and concentrate hard to picture
Papa’s face smiling back at me.

My memories of Captain are still fresh. It’s
been over two months since he died and I still see him with my eyes
open. I still smell him in this car. I still hear him in my head.
But I know it won’t last; time will pass and rob me of more
memories. I’m so fucking tired of getting the short end of the
stick. I’m pissed off that I can’t be one of those lucky bitches
cruising through life with a stupid grin on my face and a pleasant
little life to show for it.

Without paying much attention, I’ve somehow
arrived back at the penthouse in one piece. I groan and park
Captain’s car and debate going inside or taking the car back to his
house first. I’m so damn overwhelmed and I just feel like hiding. I
don’t want to be strong and brave anymore. I want Damon to
magically get better already. I want my grief to miraculously
disappear. I want the store to renovate itself. All while I hide;
preferably in Damon’s arms. All of that shit is wishful thinking. I
have no choice but to get my shit together and to push through all
of this.

“One thing at a time. Tackle one thing at a
time. Damon first. Brian can always take the car back later,” I say
to myself and the steering wheel. I should call Grams. Talking to
her always makes me smile. I’ve bonded with that comical old bat
over the past two and a half months. I love her like crazy and I
have Damon to thank for bringing the two of us together. She and
Versan are singing the same damn tune, though, and it’s called sit
and wait. Be patient, they say every single time. I’m tired of this
song and dance. I’m close to losing my head over all of this.

I enter the penthouse expecting two things:
Hemingway to run up to greet me and to see Damon in his office,
either staring at that fucking cabinet or acknowledging me
dismissively from behind his computer screen. Same shit,
different day.

Damon is, surprisingly, not in his office. I
walk in and look around, but he’s nowhere to be found. Hemingway
and I go upstairs in search of him but still no luck. I peek into
the kitchen. “Not in here, Hemingway.” I check my cell phone to see
if he’s left me a message or anything. Nothing. I go back to
his office to see if, by some stroke of luck, he’s left a note. I
walk around his desk and snoop around. His desk is exceptionally
neat, no interesting papers scattered or anything. My hip bumps the
desk, causing his computer screen to light up. An email pops up and
my eyes struggle to focus on the screen. I have a seat in his chair
and take a closer look.

 


I know we fought last time we saw each
other, but I love you very much and I always will. I heard about
your girlfriend and I’m assuming that’s why I haven’t heard from
you. I wish you would just talk to me. Can we meet at our usual
place? Call me.

-Elise

 


I feel my blood start to boil until I see the
name at the end of the email. I remember Grams telling me that
Damon’s sister’s name is Elise. From what I understand, they rarely
talk or see each other. Another thing I should ask Grams about it,
I guess. He’s probably gone to meet up with her. I stand to leave
and notice that the key he uses to lock that fucking cabinet is
sitting beside his computer. I swear, he has a better relationship
with the cabinet than he does with me. I look down at Hemingway,
seeking his approval.

“Don’t judge me,” I whisper. Hemingway tilts his
head to the side and watches me snatch up the key then shamelessly
march over to the cabinet. “I’ve been dying to know what he keeps
in here. You know you’re curious; aren’t you, Mr. Hemingway?” I
turn the key over in my hand to inspect it before I slip it into
the lock on the cabinet. With one half turn the locking mechanism
clicks, giving me access.

“What in the world?” I furrow my brows at the
sight of dozens of notebooks. They’re piled high in three tall
stacks. There have to be dozens here. I pick up one from the top of
a stack. It’s a black and white composition book. A child’s
scribbled handwriting in the title box on the front of the notebook
declares the owner.

Damon Cole 1989

He had to have been around ten years old in
1989; just one year older than I was when the accident happened. A
visual of a young Damon pops into my head, coaxing a smile from me.
I can imagine him as a little boy with a troublesome grin, a milk
mustache, and curious amber eyes. I picture him having shaggy hair
that he probably only combed when someone forced him to. I bet he
was adorable. My smile quickly fades as I open the notebook and
read a line at random. I read the next line, and the next, and the
next. My smile disappears completely as my eyes grow big. I cover
my mouth with my hand. My eyes scan line after line of what Young
Damon has written. I’m speechless; completely and utterly
speechless. Oh, Damon. I turn my attention to the next
notebook in the stack.

Damon Cole 1994

“15 years old,” I mumble. I choose a page
somewhere near the middle of the notebook and begin. I read as far
as I can before my eyes refuse to go any further. I shove the
notebook back in the stack. I pull another notebook out from
somewhere in the bottom of the pile of books. A tri-folded paper
slides out from between the next notebooks and I stoop down to pick
it up. With one hand, I flick my wrist to open the document. I
gasp. His birth certificate. I skim the official document
until I find the line that lists the parents. “Father: Edward
William Cole, 25, Las Vegas, Nevada. Mother: Beverly Wynona Davis.
17. Las Vegas, Nevada.” He knows his mother’s name?! Why in the
world hasn’t he found her? Has he ever even tried?

My phone chirps as a text comes in. I check my
phone to see the message is from Brian.

Heads up. Boss man is in a mood.

I fire back a text. Why?

I secure the birth certificate back in the
drawer at the bottom of the pile, but keep the last notebook I dug
out. I check the title while I wait for word from Brian.

Damon Cole 1996

“The year of the accident.” He was 17 years old.
A big boy in my nine-year-old eyes.

My phone chimes again with another text and I
toss the notebook back in the drawer.

His sister, Elise. He’s on his way home.

“Oh, shit.” I fire off another quick text to
Brian, asking him to pretty please with cherries on top do the car
switcheroo for me. I scurry frantically to lock the cabinet doors
and return the key to its original position beside his computer
monitor before Damon gets home. I rush Hemingway out of the office
and busy myself in the kitchen. This should be
interesting.

***
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 Brian was right when
he said Damon was in a foul mood. He’s stewing about something but,
of course, has said nothing to me about it. He still won’t
open up. He doesn’t even say a word to me. He ate his dinner then
disappeared into the bedroom. I’ve lost my grip on my self control
and it’s time to lay the cards out on the table.

I make a quick pitstop in the office for my ammo
and walk into the bedroom, the stack of composition books in my
arms. They’re heavy but I’m so pumped with adrenaline and a rainbow
of emotions that the weight of the books are no hindrance.

He’s sitting up in the bed. His back is against
the headboard and he’s wearing the indifferent expression that I’ve
come to despise.

“Do you even know I’m here?” I mumble as I set
the books onto the foot of the bed. I glance up at him with the
same pitiful hope I have every time I see him, that when my eyes
meet his I’ll finally see life, or at least emotion, in them. It’s
pathetic. I feel like a dog begging for a scrap of food. I know
this isn’t his fault. I know that better than anyone, but I’ve lost
patience. I’m boiling over with emotion and I can’t stand the
rejection anymore.

“Still on vacation, I see. Must be nice to just
quit! You just throw in the fucking towel and walk away from
reality, huh?!” I clench my teeth so hard that pain streaks like a
bolt of lightning through my jaw.

He doesn’t look up. He hardly blinks.

“Damon, I’m begging you. Begging! Come back. I
can’t take it anymore. I feel so damn lonely. Just stop this!” My
begging falls on deaf ears because he doesn’t show even the
smallest of reactions. He just stares at me with empty amber
eyes.

“I found something today. Wanna know what I
found, Damon?” I grab one of the composition books and flip it
open. Before I start reading, I glance up at him. I don’t know if
it’s my imagination or not, but I swear his chest seems to be
rising and falling just a little quicker than before. Please let
this work.

“I found all these composition books. Loads of the
damn things just stacked up in that cabinet in your office. So you
can imagine my surprise when I decided to be nosy and see what was
in them.” I put a finger to a line at random and go for it.

“I don’t know why he thinks I would ever steal money
from his wallet,” I read. “It wasn’t me. He wouldn’t listen and now
my lip needs stitches. I only hate him because he hates me.” I peek
up at him and I know it’s not my imagination. He’s definitely
breathing harder. I flick my wrist to close the book then throw it
like a frisbee across the room.

He startles at the noise, but still doesn’t look at
me.

“That wasn’t your fault,” I clip
out through gritted teeth. I grab up another book and flip it open.
“I don’t know why he hates me. I wish I did know, because then
maybe I could fix it. I could be a better kid and then he would
love me. I wish he loved me.” I throw the book and it lands near
the other one. I’m making a fucking pile
of Damon’s childhood catalog of abuse!

“Not your fault, Damon. Is this
the shit you’re running from, or is it me? Huh? Answer me!” My lip
quivers as I reach for another book. Again. My eyes land in the middle of
the page and my heart clenches.

“W-why…does he use a coat hanger?” I think I may
vomit, but I continue. “The coat hanger is the worst, especially
when he heats it with his l-lighter.” I throw the book as if it’s
on fire. Tears stream down my face and I’m as desperate as a person
could be.

Damon’s cheeks redden. His chest rises and falls
almost like he’s panting. His hands are clutching the blankets so
tightly that his knuckles are almost white.

“That shit wasn’t your fault either.” Before I know
it, I’ve opened yet another composition book. My eyes find a bold
line at the bottom of the page.

“Maybe someday someone might save me.”

I close my eyes and absorb the
ache that comes with reading his horrifying journal entries. With
my eyes still sealed tight, I send the journal sailing to join the
others on the floor. It crashes into the pile and Damon flinches
again. My poor Big Man.

“Not. Your. Fault.” My gaze is locked on a crumbling
Damon. I see him coming around. He can’t fight this. He can’t fight
me. I take a tentative step towards him on the bed. “Not your
fault,” I repeat in a softer tone.

His brows draw together but his eyes are still
locked onto a focal point other than me. Tears stream down his
cheeks.

“It’s not your fault, Damon.”

His head shakes back and forth. His brows pull even
closer together. His jaw tightens. I can see his jaw muscle bulge
and tick as he grits his teeth. I take another step closer to
him.

“None of it was your fault,” I say softly.

“Stop!” He roars so loudly that I jump back.

I don’t know whether to haul ass or fall to my knees
in relief. I do neither. I’m frozen in place. I know I’ve come too
far to back off now. “No. You wanted someone to save you from that
shit? Well, here I am. Let me save you. You were an innocent kid.
None of that was your fault and neither was the accident.”

“No! Stop!” His booming voice still startles the
hell out of me, but I can’t quit now.

I reach for his hands and unclench them from the
blankets. “I’ll save you. You have to let me save you.” I guide one
of his big hands up my stomach to my chest. I press his trembling
hand, palm down, to my chest; to my heart “My heart beats for you.
Let me save you.”

His eyes flit from side to side before meeting mine.
The turmoil I see in those eyes is gut-wrenching.

“Please, baby.”

His fist tangles in my shirt as his eyes slide
closed. “I’m s-so sorry.” His voice cracks and quakes and I let out
a breath that I feel as if I’ve been holding forever. “I’m so
sorry.”

“Hush. It’s okay now,” I whisper as I climb onto the
bed to straddle his lap. New tears well in his amber eyes and my
heart breaks all over again. Seeing him so distraught is painful
for me. I don’t want him unhappy. I don’t want him hurting.

“I wanted to tell you. I was so dumb. I put you
through hell. I—” Tears spill from his eyes and I can’t bear to see
it. I pull him to me. His arms wrap around my waist and his head
rests against my chest. I feel his body rock as my Big Man sobs; he
completely crumbles. 33 years of torment have reached a pinnacle
and I’m here to see him fall to pieces.

And I’ll be here to put those pieces back
together.

“Look at me,” I say, after several long moments
pass. My hands cup his head and I pull him away from my chest so I
can look at him. Those eyes I melt for bore into me.

“I love you, Damon. You’re going
to get through this. We
are going to get through this.
Together.”

His eyes close and he draws in a deep breath. I’m
compelled to lean forward and press my lips to his tense forehead.
I swipe my thumbs beneath his eyes, wiping away tears as I go. My
hands cup his jaw and tilt his head back to look at me. My sweet,
broken man needs me. Actually, I’m not sure who needs who more at
the moment. I need to feel close to him again. I need to feel
wanted by him and he needs to feel anything but tortured. I lean in
and press my lips to his. It feels like I haven’t kissed him in
millennia. The feel of his mouth against mine is like breathing for
the first time. Painfully perfect. It makes me abundantly aware
that loving him can be painful as hell, but being without him is a
hellish agony.

***
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I
straddle his lap and hold his sodden face in my hands. I’m still so
shocked that Damon was abused so horrendously by the person that he
calls his father. It breaks my heart to see this successful,
driven, strong man so tormented by his past.

“If you want to leave, I’ll understand,” he offers
weakly.

“Why in the world would I want to leave?” My head
snaps back a fraction as if I’ve just been slapped. “I didn’t leave
before, why would I leave now?” He’s lost his mind if he thinks I’d
hightail it out of here when I’ve just gotten him back.

“Because now you know. You read it.” His head drops
in shame and it breaks my heart to see him so defeated.

I lift his face to mind and stare
into his bleary eyes. “Listen to me, Damon Cole. I’m not the
expert, but I think that’s what love is. It’s knowing the ugly
truth and not giving a damn. I don’t care about that.” I motion
towards the stack of notebooks that I’ve tossed across the room.
“That’s not you. It doesn’t define you. It doesn’t define
us.” I motion my hand
between my chest and his, lowering my forehead to his. “We define
us.”

“We define us,” he repeats.

“Yes, Damon. Us. Nobody else.”

In almost an instant, I see the worry leave his
face. Those warm eyes, the ones I’ve missed so much, return. I wrap
my arms around his neck and hug him tightly. His muscles relax
under my touch and I’m so relieved I could cry. I thought he might
always be Zombie Damon. I’m glad I was wrong.

With one easy motion Damon flips me onto my back,
his hips conveniently settling between my thighs. He props himself
up on his elbows, looking down at me with a tentative smile. “I’m
going to make you happy, Josephine.”

I haven’t seen him smile in almost two months and it
makes me almost giddy with excitement. I let out a girlish,
high-pitched laugh and his smile widens. I lift my hand to brush
the back of my fingers down his cheek. “You already have.” It’s the
truth. “When you say things like that, it’s all the proof I need
that I chose wisely. I chose a wonderful, caring, brave man. I just
wish you could see how great you are.”

“I wish I could, too. I wish we both could. One
day, Josephine. One day we’ll convince each other what good people
we really are.”

He sighs contemplatively then moves in, kissing
me breathless. His lips are soft but firm against mine. His tongue
slips across my lips to caress my own tongue. I moan into his mouth
and he deepens the kiss. I bite down on his lower lip and he growls
appreciatively. This Damon, my Big Man, is a naughty devil and I
love it. He kisses me chastely once more before he pulls away.

He gets to his knees and grabs the hem of my
shirt, pulling it swiftly over my head. I actually have butterflies
in my stomach as he unbuttons my shorts and pulls them down my
legs. His eyes skate over my body appraisingly as I lie beneath him
in just my bra and panties. He takes off his shirt. His chest is a
sight that I’ll never get tired of seeing. It’s a perfectly defined
masterpiece that has my mouth watering to kiss every inch of it. I
slip my hand behind my back and unclasp my bra as I watch Damon
kick off his pants. He’s commando today and it’s just another
reason why I adore my naughty man. With one quick tug, my panties
join a stack of clothing on the floor beside the bed. He kneels
back between my legs in all his naked glory, his cock bobbing
heavily, fully erect and throbbing. My heart begins to race with
anticipation.

Damon leans down, resting on his forearms,
caging me under his beautiful body. He angles his head and kisses
my neck tenderly. My eyes slide closed; it’s a spot he knows I love
and I squirm beneath him. He kisses a hot trail from behind my ear,
up to my jaw, to my mouth. The moment his lips take mine, his cock
breaches past my wet opening, plunging all the way into me. It
steals my breath. I dig my fingernails into his muscular back. His
tongue caresses mine. Each thrust of his hips seems to be in
perfect time with his tongue. He plunders my pussy and my mouth
simultaneously and I’ve never felt so completely his until now. I
let him take as much from me as he possibly can. The pace isn’t
slow but it isn’t fast, either. I can feel the bulging tip of his
cock striking against my womb. It’s a euphoric feeling that I’ve
come to love and count on from him. I know and he knows that he’s
the only man to go there. I hope he’s the only man that will
ever know my body so intimately.

My favorite sensation begins to bud deep within
my stomach. It tightens and stirs with each thrust he makes. A
resounding moan flies from my mouth. Damon groans knowingly. His
pace quickens. My toes curl and stiffen. My breath catches in my
throat. The sensation in my stomach explodes violently, sending
shock waves of pleasure roaring through my body. Tremors have my
limbs shaking as my joy peaks. Damon’s gaze is glued to mine, a
bead of sweat blossoming at his brow line as he takes two more
breathtaking drives into me. His body shakes and jolts as he spills
deep inside me, giving himself to me with every drop.

I have no memory of ever being so content. Not
ever. I lie with my head on his shoulder, tracing the dips,
hollows, curves, and crests of his naked form with my finger
tip.

“Does Versan know about the notebooks?” I tilt
my head back so that my eyes can meet his.

He glances down at me. “I think I’ve mentioned
that I used to journal growing up, but no one has ever seen them.
You’re the first.”

I’m not surprised by his confession; I am
impressed that he’s talking to me, even if it is a post-coital
glow. This is progress! “Why do you keep them?”

“To remember how much I hate him.”

I get up to my elbow to look at him square on.
“I think Versan should know about them. I think if he could read
them, he could help you out with all of it. You can’t keep these
things forever.”

He nods in response. I know that he knows I’m
right.

“I’ll take them to him,” he says softly.

“Promise me?”

His crooked smile has me melting for him again.
I’ve missed that smile so damn much.

“I promise.”

***



[image: tmp_63a487e2febd0922d5c05cc327b427d6_RL1wtN_html_7ab05282.jpg]

 


 


 I’ve had my Damon
back for a month. One blissful, heavenly, steamy month. We make
love every day. We eat nearly every meal together. He’s even been
joining in my morning ritual and coming to The Diner with me. Noni
gawks and flirts with him every single day. She’s always blushing
and smoothing her hair and straightening her apron when she sees us
come in. It’s comical as hell.

His relationships with others have been
progressing, as well. He’s been seeing Elise every other week for
dinner; they seem to be tolerating each other again. He’s back to
work full-time and both Brian and Dr. Versan say he’s doing well.
He’s seeing Dr. Versan once a week, and while he doesn’t talk to me
about it, he seems a little more peaceful after a session. The
store remodel is going well, too. Damon stops in to have lunch with
me most days and we talk about all of my ideas. Hopefully
everything will be done on schedule and we’ll have a grand
reopening in a few weeks.

“So do you think it’s a good idea?”

“I do. You’ve said multiple times how great Noni
is. She seems like the lady for the job. I think you should go with
it.” Damon pats my leg reassuringly as he parks the Volvo in front
of The Diner.

“Awesome.” I was planning on going with Noni
anyway, but I love knowing that I have his support in the decision.
“Have you thought any more about your mom?” I ask, completely
changing the subject.

He gives me a look that spells exactly what he’s
thinking and I back off. Last time I asked, he said he’d think
about it; I guess he’s still thinking. I understand that he’s got
serious hatred for the woman, but I can’t help thinking that
somewhere underneath all that muscled up Big Man exterior is a boy
who’s been waiting a terribly long time for his mother to come
claim him.

“Okay, but just know that if you’re still
undecided then maybe you could ask Brian his thoughts. What if we
asked Elise, Brian, Noni, Dr. Versan, and Grams? We’ll take a poll
to see if it’s a good idea.” I shoulder bump him as we walk into
The Diner and he shakes his head, dismissing my idea easily.
He’s not ready.

Right on cue, Noni blushes and smoothes her
brown hair, straightens her apron, then glides over to us. I’m
starting to get nervous about my proposition. What if she thinks
I’m nuts?

“Good morning, Jo, Damon.” Noni turns in Damon’s
direction and gives him a little nod with her head. Damon smiles
curtly back then turns his attention to the menu on the table.

“Morning, Noni,” I say as I slide into our usual
booth. I don’t bother with the menu. I always get the same thing.
Damon however…Big Man likes to sample two or three different
breakfast items every morning.

“You know what I want,” I mutter then look to
Damon, who’s still scanning the menu.

“I want coffee and the Ultimate Sampler, but can
I get double bacon and double eggs?” Damon flips the menu shut and
gives Noni his signature crooked smile.

Noni is battling to keep her stupid grin under
wraps. She nods and scribbles down our order then heads back to the
kitchen.

I twirl my hair and smile at Damon like a
lovesick idiot. I couldn’t care less. I’m definitely one of those
“bitches cruising through life” now. I like cruising through life.
Things are coming together nicely and I’m one satisfied broad. I
still miss Captain and my parents on a daily basis, but Damon is by
my side to ease the ache. He senses when I’m in a bad place
emotionally. He’s that person that reels me in when I’m treading
deep water and tiring quickly. Everyone should have someone,
anyone, who can do that for them.

“Let’s make a bet,” he says out of nowhere.

I raise my brows. I love a good gamble as much
as the next person. “What’s on your mind, Big Man?”

“Five bucks says you won’t ask her when she
comes back over to the table.”

“Deal. I hope you have a five dollar bill in
that designer wallet of yours.” I look over my shoulder and locate
Noni. Perfect timing—she’s on her way over, coffee in hand. I
extend my arm and lay my hand out in front of him, palm up as I
look to Noni.

“Thanks, Noni. Hey, you wanna run the coffee
shop in the store?” I blurt out. I see Damon shaking his head and
digging out his wallet in my peripheral vision.

Noni raises her eyebrows in a mix of surprise
and confusion. “What?!”

For a second, I’m worried she’s going to drop
the coffee pot; her hands are shaking that much. “Remember? I told
you about adding a coffee shop to the bookstore during the remodel,
because serving coffee and muffins and that shit at the store will
bring in business?” She nods her head. “Well, I need a barista or
whatever they’re called. You’ve been pouring my coffee every
morning for years and Damon and I both agree you’re the lady for
the job.”

“Me?” Her chin does this scrunched up quivering
thing and the waterworks start. Ah, shit. “I-I would be full
time?”

“Yeah. Store hours.”

She stops for a minute, a worried crease between
her eyes. “Are you sure, Jo? I don’t know anything about running a
coffee shop.”

I reach out to take her hand. “Noni, I don’t
know anything about running a coffee shop, either. I trust you, and
I figure we can learn the rest together.”

“I’ll take it!” She beams a smile at me and
Damon.

“Don’t you want to know what the pay is?”

“Anything is better than here,” she
whispers.

Damon smacks a 50 dollar bill into my hand and
shrugs. “You win. Change?”

“Not a chance, Big Man.” I slip my winnings
quickly into my pocket, proud of myself. I just know this is
going to work out.

Noni swipes the moisture from her eyes and
lights up the room with a smile I’ve never seen on her face.

“When can you start?”

She looks over her shoulder at her boss,
Margaret, who’s wiping the counter and chatting with the regulars
at the counter. “Margie! I quit.”

Margaret looks up and rolls her eyes. “You quit
every week.” Margaret keeps at her cleaning duties while all three
of us laugh at the grumpy waitress’s comment.

“Stop by the store tomorrow, okay, Noni? We’ll
talk about plans then and get you on the payroll and
everything.”

She nods, unable to stop smiling. “Thanks, Jo,”
she whispers. “You, too, Damon. You don’t know what this means to
me.”

After my morning ritual with Damon, I drop him
at the penthouse to “work” and head to the store. He promises he’s
going to be home all day, making calls, and he’ll drop our fur kid
at the store if he has to go out. Hemingway doesn’t like to be
alone.

My day passes swiftly and before I know it, my
cell phone says it’s ten minutes to five. I head back into my
freshly renovated office and gather my things. I smile at Captain’s
photo on my desk, kissing my index finger and pressing it to the
glass frame.

“Looking good, huh, Captain?”

I step out of the office and take a look at the
store. New shelving has been installed. The paint is fresh and
vibrant. Pendulum lights dots the ceiling, bathing the store in a
warm, ambient glow. Plush chairs, exactly like the one in Damon’s
library, are scattered randomly. The small coffee bar in the front
corner of the store is nearly done. It has a refrigerated glass
food case to display whatever the hell we decide to sell; muffins
and bagels, I guess. I’ll have to discuss it with Noni. She’s a
career waitress, she’ll know what to serve with her coffee. Boxes
and boxes of inventory are stacked high, just waiting to fill the
shelves. Damon made all of this happen and it still baffles me how
I got so damn lucky with a man to love me and support my dream.

I stop ogling my beautiful store and get ready
to leave. I grab my phone, sling my bag over my shoulder and
prepare to arm the damn security system. Arming the system is still
pretty tricky for me, so I carefully punch in the code and select
the “arm” button. It gives me 60 seconds to get my ass out the door
before it activates the bells and whistles. I scurry out the front
door and lock it with one hand while dialing Damon with the
other.

He answers on the first ring, sounding less than
pleased. “Hey, baby.”

“Hey, why the grumpy tone?” I dawdle in front of
the store, pacing back and forth in front of the window and
admiring the “Opening Soon” sign.

Damon sighs loudly. “My sister has invited
herself over for dinner. She says we have to talk, but if you want,
I can get rid of her.”

“No, no, that’s okay. We have to meet each other
at some point, right? I’ll cook something. What do you have a taste
for tonight?” I can nearly hear him grin devilishly. Naughty
man. “And no, I’m not on the dinner menu. I’m dessert.”

“Damn right you are. Make that cheese and potato
stuff again,” he says, sounding way too excited to be eating my
poor man casserole. I’m beginning to think that he has a thing for
comfort food; we’ve had macaroni and cheese once a week per his
request for the last three or four weeks.

“You got it, Big Man. See you in a few.”

“Bye.”

I hang up and hustle to my car so I can get
home. Home. It’s a word that still dazzles me. I have a home
and it’s with Damon and Hemingway. I couldn’t possibly want for
more.

***
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 I fish out my keys
and unlock my doors with the fancy key fob. I toss in my bag first
then go to get in.

“Jo?”

I spin around to see who’s called my name.
“Andy? What the hell are you doing around here?”

He chuckles, showing off his straight white
teeth. “My apartment is just down there. We’re changing up our
route; I think Spot was getting bored with our old route.”

I look down at his dog and the first thing I
notice is that it’s a solid black lab. “You named your black lab
Spot?”

Andy shrugs and looks down. “Lots of dogs are
named Spot.”

I scrunch up my brows and shake my head. “What
the hell is it with men and their inability to name their
pets?”

Handy Andy lets out a deep laugh and cocks his
head. “And just what would you name him?”

I squat down and take Spot’s handsome, silky fur
face in my hands. His chocolate eyes look back at me calmly. It’s
easy to name this one. “Chaucer. Definitely a poetic kind of dog.”
I stand and put one hand on my hip, pleased with my choice.

Andy just laughs, of course. “I think I’ll stick
with Spot.”

I laugh a little, too. “Of course you would.” I
smile back at Handy Andy then pat Chaucer/Spot on his satiny black
head.

“See ya, guys.”

“Yeah, I hope so.”

I roll my eyes and guffaw at Andy’s bold remark.
“Bye, Andy.” I slide across the leather seat and shut the door.
Damon won’t be happy with me chatting with Handy Andy. I won’t
bother bringing it up; it’ll only make him grumpy, and he’s already
in a mood thanks to Elise. This should be an interesting
night.

As the elevator doors chime and slide open,
butterflies start flying around in my stomach. His sister already
dislikes me. The stupid broad blames me for Damon not talking to
her while he was recovering from the overdose. Whatever. I
don’t give a shit what she thinks, but for Damon’s sake I’d like to
at least like us to tolerate each other. Hell, maybe she and I can
even have polite conversation. That’s a novel idea.

The minute I step into the penthouse, I hear
Damon’s deep, booming voice. He’s shouting.
Fan-fucking-tastic. I make my way into the living room as
quietly as possible. Damon is sitting across from Elise. Her back
is to me. Damon’s eyes immediately go to me as I enter the space. I
can tell that he’s irritated with her already. Elise follows
Damon’s gaze and turns in her seat to see me. She doesn’t look
anything like him, and if I didn’t know, I’d never believe they’re
siblings. I see she has Grams’ blue eyes, though.

I smile curtly at her and Damon stands to
introduce us. Elise follows suit, standing and making a production
of smoothing the wrinkles out of her sleeveless summer dress.

“Elise, this is my girlfriend, Josephine.
Josephine, this is my sister, Elise.”

I nod and step forward to offer my hand. She
takes my hand, but suspicion is written across her pretty, fair
features. An awkward silence descends on the room and I leap at the
opportunity to escape.

“Elise, it’s nice to meet you. I’ll get started
on dinner and let you two talk.”

“Oh no. Please sit and talk with us. It seems
you have a lot of control over my brother. Maybe you can talk some
sense into him.”

Excuse me?! I narrow my eyes on the
smartass then shift my gaze to Damon. He runs his hands through his
already disheveled hair and plops down on the couch.

“Fine.” I cross the living room to sit beside
Damon. It’s no wonder that he doesn’t want to talk to her; she’s a
pushy bitch.

Elise sits primly back on the couch, patting her
perfectly coifed blonde hair. “I was just telling Damon that family
is important. Even when we don’t necessarily get along, we still
have to support each other.”

“Oh, cut the shit, Elise!” Damon’s deep voice
startles she us both. “I’m not shocked that he needs money, he
always does. I am shocked that you’re here, doing his
bidding.”

“He’s our dad!” she snaps.

“So you bail him out.” Damon growls.

I sit back to watch the shouting match. Having
no siblings of my own, this is all very entertaining; especially
when they push each other’s buttons.

“I can’t. Isaac refuses to give him anything.”
Elise looks down at her lap, clearly ashamed.

“Looks like my brother-in-law and I have the
same opinion of his drunken ass.”

“Please, Damon. It sounds like he’s really in
deep this time,” she pleas.

“Did he tell you how much he owes?”

“Forty-five,” she mumbles.

I look over at Damon to see his eyebrow shoot
up. He feigns amusement and laughs loudly. “Oh, that’s just
brilliant. He’s racked up a 45,000 dollar bill with some loan shark
or a bookie that’s likely been squeezing him for weeks to pay up.
Jackass. Well, I won’t help him. He’s going to have to take his
beating like a man and figure out how to pay the guy.”

“What if they kill him?” Elise screams as she
leans forward. “You can buy some cheap slut a new car and some
stupid store but you won’t help your own father?”

It’s my turn to look surprised and I am. She has
balls, I’ll give her that much, but insulting me in front of my
face? After she asked me to stay and talk with them?!

Damon jumps to his feet. His chest heaves in and
out. His cheeks burn red. “Josephine means more to me than he ever
will. I’d rather throw away every cent I’ve ever earned than give
anything to that man. That’s the one and only time you’ll ever talk
about the woman I love that way. Do it again and you’ll be dead to
me. Now get out,” he roars.

I smile at his endearing defense of me. My Big
Man can be quite intimidating.

“Damon—” she protests.

“Out!” he bellows, jabbing a finger towards the
door.

Elise’s head snaps back like she’s been smacked.
She heads for the door and I almost feel bad for her. It’s clear
that she knows nothing about Damon’s relationship with Edward, what
he has endured at the hands of his father. Damon told me himself
that no one knows. Just me and Versan; though I imagine Grams has
an inkling. I step in front of him and lay my palms on his chest.
His heart is racing. He needs to forget all of this bullshit. We
may be skipping right to dessert tonight.

***
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 “Look at me.” I cup
his jaw in my hands and guide his attention from the door to
me.

He resists and I get up on my tip toes and kiss
him with everything I’ve got. He needs to relieve some stress and
I’ll do just that. He groans as I slip my tongue into his mouth and
explore his skillful tongue. I pull away from him just a fraction,
so I can look in his eyes. “Dessert is ready,” I mumble against his
lips.

“Read my fucking mind,” he grumbles then bends
over, grabs me around the waist and tosses me over his shoulder. I
laugh and smack his ass playfully as I dangle down his back. My
brown waves sway with each step he makes. He lugs me towards the
kitchen. I’ve been his appetizer in here one time. It’s only proper
that I be his dessert, too.

He squats down and gently sets me to my feet. He
kneels down in front of me on one knee and looks up. My heart stops
for a moment when I realize how incredible he looks in front of me
on bended knee. He knows exactly what he’s doing, too, because he
smirks mischievously. Asshole.

“Not today, Josephine,” he says with a smirk,
lifting one of my feet and sliding off the wedge heel. He drops one
sweet kiss on the inside of my ankle then puts my foot back to the
ground. He lifts my other foot and repeats the sensual gesture,
removing my shoe then kissing my ankle.

I’m thankful he isn’t watching my cheeks burn
red with embarrassment. I’m sure he saw the look on my face. The
image of him on one knee is now burned into my brain and has me
thinking all sorts of things. I’m quickly distracted as he slides
his hands under my cotton dress and up my legs, those big hands of
his snaking around to cup my ass. He leans in and rests his head
against my stomach for a moment. I can see his lashes flutter
closed. I feel so worshipped. So cherished.

His fingers curl and hook into my damp lace
thong, guiding it down my thighs to my feet. I step out of them.
Damon shoves them aside on the kitchen floor. He gets to his feet
then grips my hips to lift me. I’m propped up on the countertop,
waiting. He smiles devilishly and steps over to the refrigerator.
With the door open, I can’t see what the hell he’s digging for. The
door closes and Damon holds up his prize.

“Strawberries a la Josephine, my new favorite
dessert.”

My stomach flips then coils. I don’t know what
he plans on doing with those strawberries but I have a distinct
feeling that I’m going to like it. A lot.

He opens the package and takes his time choosing
a plump, dark red strawberry. He holds it up to me like it’s the
prize of a lifetime. “Lean back,” he whispers.

I comply immediately and lean back on the
countertop. He hikes my dress up around my waist so that I am
completely exposed to him. With one more glance at me, he licks his
lips deliciously then lifts my legs, leaning over and placing the
palm of his free hand down on the counter on one side of me, the
crooks of my knees now on top of his shoulders.

My stomach flutters. My center tingles and
yearns to feel his mouth on me. The strawberry in his hand
disappears between my thighs. Cool air hits my throbbing clit as
Damon blows his breath on me. The tip of the cold strawberry
startles me. I gasp when I feel it dip into my slick pussy. Damon
slowly draws the strawberry up my center to my neglected clit. My
heart pounds in my chest. He brings the strawberry to his lips and
takes a bite. He holds it out to me.

“Taste,” he demands.

I pop open my mouth and let him feed the
strawberry to me. I bite down on the fruit. Damon watches me
closely as I savor what he’s given me.

“See why you’re my favorite flavor?” he
whispers.

I’m frozen, in awe of him. Fuck, that was
hot. Before I know it, his mouth has landed on my wet, pulsing
center. His masterful lips seal around my clit, creating a glorious
suction, while his tongue flicks back and forth over my most
vulnerable spot. I toss my head back and moan. He hums his
appreciation and it sends a vibrating sensation reverberating
through my core. My breathing is sporadic. My heart drums hard in
my chest. His tongue plunges into my channel and he begins making
slow strokes against the walls of my pussy.

“Ah!” I cry out. My hips rise of their own
volition in time with his tongue. My toes curl and stiffen so hard
that cramps instantly form in the arches of my feet. His tongue
glides back to my clit. I feel two of his fingers skirt the rim of
my opening then push deep into me, making circular movements within
me. His mouth seals over my clit again, but this time his tongue
flutters so fast over my clit that I can barely breathe. A decadent
orgasm blooms low in my stomach. With one more curl of his fingers,
I blow apart. His ministrations slow and soften while I ride out my
climax. I’m barely allowed a moment to breathe before he has tossed
me over his shoulder again.

“Come on, woman. I’m having the main course in
bed.”

A wicked smile plays across my face as I watch
his feet climb the stairs. I have no complaints. We may need to
have dinner in bed every night.
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“Miss America.”

I hear Captain calling my name just like before.
It’s dark all around me and though this feels familiar, I can’t
help but look for the light beside the bed. My hands feel around on
the cool surface of the nightstand but I can’t find the lamp.

“Don’t get your panties in a knot. It’s just
me.”

I freeze and listen to his gruff voice. It’s a
comfort. It makes me realize just how long it’s been since I’ve
heard his voice. My chest feels heavy and achy with melancholy.
Somewhere in my conscious mind I realize this must be a dream, just
like the other one. I’m safe, I know Damon is beside me in bed, but
I still find myself nervously whispering.

“I miss hearing your voice, Captain.”

“I know you do. Jo, do you remember when you
found that book on the shelf with the wrong cover?”

I think back on our seven years together and
smile, summoning the memory. Remembering my times with Captain is
bittersweet. I would never give up these memories of him but
recalling them seems to be a lot like opening a wound.

“Yeah, I do. It was a fiction book with some
sort of self help book cover. It was so weird, huh? You wouldn’t
believe me until I went and got it to show you.”

“You can’t blame me for wanting to see it with
my own eyes. I couldn’t take your word for everything,
sweetheart.”

“Paper Mache,” I remember aloud. “It was a blood
and guts thriller on the inside with a How to Paper Mache dust
jacket.”

“That’s right. Paper Mache. The flour and water
French mess that kids slap over balloons to make models of planets
and crap.”

“That book thing gave new meaning to ‘judging a
book by its cover,’ huh?” I muse.

“Yeah. Things aren’t always what they seem, Jo.
Sometimes what you see isn’t really what you get.”

“What’s that suppose to mean?”

I wait a moment but he doesn’t respond.

“Captain?” Nothing. He’s gone. Again.

***
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 The dream I had last
night has been the only thing on my mind all day. I had actually
forgotten about Noni showing up for work this morning until I went
to The Diner and for the first time in as long as I can remember,
she wasn’t there to greet me. I still had breakfast, alone because
Damon had an early meeting, but it wasn’t the same without Noni
there to chat with. Don’t get me wrong, I’m beaming on the inside
for Noni. She didn’t mention it much, but she hated spending her
life working in The Diner. But now that I was forced to dine solo,
I think I was probably going to The Diner all these years for Noni
as much as I was for the food and great coffee.

When I parked my Volvo and walked up to the
store, I saw her standing out front. It shocked me to see Noni in
regular clothes with her hair down around her face; I’ve only ever
seen her in a fifties-style waitress uniform with her hair pulled
back into a bun. She’s a beautiful woman, really; and she looks at
least ten years younger with her hair down. Her brown hair is
spattered with gray and her brown eyes are rimmed with light
wrinkles, but all in all, time has been pretty damn generous to
her.

I had to applaud her for having guts to just up
and quit her longtime job like that. I tell her that Margaret, her
boss at The Diner, looked like she was majorly constipated when I
was there this morning and we giggle for a minute or two.

I unlock the store and hold the door open for
Noni. She walks in and surveys the place. She sticks out two
fingers and wipes the dust from the counter where the cash register
goes then inspects the grime gathered on her fingers. It’s a good
sign in my book; it means she’s aware of cleanliness. It’ll be nice
having someone to share the janitorial duties with around here.

“First thing I need to know is why your coffee
is a million times better than the shit that Margaret served me
this morning.” I screw up my face just remembering the taste of
it.

“I’ll never tell!” She sticks out her chin and
holds her head high clearly proud of whatever the secret is. “Well,
maybe I’ll tell you one day.”

I nod, content with her answer. I walk Noni over
to where she’ll be working to show her what we’ve got going
already.

“So when will I meet my supervisor?” Noni
asks.

I arch my brows and purse my lips, at a loss for
an answer. I don’t know why she thinks there is anyone else working
here. “It’s just you and I, friend. The coffee bar is yours to run.
This,” I indicate the entire front corner of the store where the
coffee bar is with my hand, “is Noni’s world. This area,” I repeat
the motion with my other arm directed towards the cash register,
“is Jo’s screwed up little world.” I cap off my explanation with a
grin. She is staring at me like I’ve just told her pigs can fly.
What the fuck is the problem?

“It’s just that I thought I had someone in
charge of me and the coffee bar.”

I shake my head side to side. “No. It’s just
you. You don’t need a supervisor. I’ve watched you run The Diner
like a champ for years. It’s the whole reason I knew you were the
one for the job.”

Before I know it, Noni has wrapped her arms
around me in a tight hug. I guess she’s happy to be here
then.

We spend the rest of the day brainstorming, but
the dream I had last night has been at the forefront of my mind the
whole time.

Not what you get. What you see isn’t always
what you get. All at once a light bulb clicks on and I feel
like I know what my subconscious has been trying to tell me.
Damon. I pull my cell phone from my pocket and send Brian a
text.

Not ten minutes later, my favorite gay man comes
sashaying into the store. “So what was soooo important that I had
to cancel my latte date with Jeremy? This better be good. Damon
gave me half the day off since he said he had some errands to run.”
He folds his girly arms over his chest and props out one
Sperry-clad foot.

I raise a brow at him. “What errands?”

“Honey, if I knew I’d tell you, but I don’t, so
what’s this about?”

“Don’t be a drama queen. I need your opinion and
you can have a coffee here, Noni’s been testing out the fancy
machines. Noni, come here!”

Noni walks over to where we’re standing and I
take a deep breath and spill the beans.

“So Noni doesn’t know this, but Brianna, you do.
Damon says he hates his mom and dad and has no interest in either
of them. Well, something about it has been bugging me. I just don’t
believe that he truly doesn’t want to meet Beverly. That’s her
name, Beverly. I saw it when I found his birth certificate. I’m
going to try to find her.”

I survey both their faces. Shock and more
shock.

“Well, say something!” I put my hands on my hips
and stare at these two.

“It’s your grave, honey. I promise I’ll make
sure that your flowers are all coordinating.”

I punch him playfully in the arm then look to
Noni for her vote.

“I, uh, I don’t really know him very well, so I
would say follow your gut.” Noni smiles and pats me on the
shoulder.

“Yeah, see, Brianna! That’s called giving
advice. It’s a weird concept that friends use all the time,” I draw
out my words like a smartass.

He cocks up one perfectly arched eyebrow and
rolls his eyes. “Well, I support you both, but you know he’s going
to kill you, right? He’s not interested in a relationship with her,
and he hates when you butt into his personal business.”

Brian has a valid point, but I don’t care. I
know that somewhere inside he wants something different than what
the outside is saying. It’s what the damn dream was all about. I
have to do this. I already know her name, now I just have to find
her.

“Thanks for your advice, girls.”

Noni starts laughing so hard she snorts and
Brian and I join in. The rest of day flies by with us sampling
various coffee drinks that Noni has whipped up and debating the
merits of adding more muffins or more cookies to the shop’s
ever-growing menu. Noni’s even thinking that once everything is
established, we can start offering light lunches. My brain is tired
and I’m wound tighter than a ten day clock by the time our day is
over.

Noni and Brian leave around five and by 5:15
I’ve given up trying to do more work and gather my things to head
home. With phone and keys in hand, I arm the alarm and I walk
towards my car. I look at the screen to check my messages and there
are two waiting for me.

 


Saw Grams today. She wants to see you. Love
you. –D

 


I quickly go to the other message and open
it.

 


Going to be late. Have some things to take
care of. Love you. –D

 


“Going to be late?” I mutter to myself. Where
the hell is he? I reply to his text and am lost in thought,
wondering about Damon, when I see Andy and Spot headed my
direction.

“Hey, Chaucer. Hi, Andy.” I point the key fob at
the Volvo and unlock the car, open the door, and toss in my bag.
“How’s he liking the new route?”

Spot plops down on his hind end and pants.

“He likes it. Truthfully, I think he likes
seeing you every evening better than the actual scenery itself. I
can’t blame the guy.” Andy smiles wide at me.

Laying it on a little thick, aren’t
you? “All right, Casanova,” I say as I bend down and pat Spot’s
head. I look up at Andy watching me closely. He’s starting to give
me the creeps. Time to go. “See you later, guys.”

“If I’m lucky,” Andy muses aloud.

I ignore his flirtatious remark and get into my
car. Grams has requested to see me and there’s no telling what the
old bat has to say.

***
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 I march into Grams’
suite. Caffeine overload has me jittery as hell. I’m sure she just
wants to see me because I’ve been so busy with the store that I
haven’t visited in a while, but you never know with Grams.
Sometimes she springs stuff on me, like Handy Andy.

The first thing I see is Elise sitting in the
guest chair talking to Grams, looking poised and perfect as usual
in a pencil skirt, sleeveless blouse, and heels.
Fan-fucking-tastic. She fingers her multi-strand pearl
necklace and I wonder what it is she does for a living. I’m sure
Damon has told me, she just makes me so uncomfortable that all
discussion about her goes in one ear and out the other. I plaster
on a smile and walk over to them.

“Hey, Grams. Elise.” I lean over and hug Grams
like I always do. Elise doesn’t even acknowledge me. Bitch.
She just looks down her nose like she’s better than me.

“So what was so urgent, huh? Is there a new
handyman that has you all hot and bothered?” I laugh but Grams
doesn’t. I pull a chair over from the dining table, concerned.
“What’s wrong?”

Grams starts shuffling through some papers on
her side table. She produces a letter and shoves it towards me.
“Read it for yourself,” she says, sounding exhausted.

 


Dear Mrs. Cole,

On behalf of Las Vegas Federal Credit Union,
we would like to extend our thanks to you for your longstanding
account with us. You are a valued customer and we are pleased that
you choose LVFCU for your banking needs. However, our Fraud
Prevention and Detection Department has recently noticed some
suspicious and potentially fraudulent activity on your account. We
would like to clear up this matter as quickly as possible. Please
call at your earliest convenience.

Best Regards,

David Herring

Manager, Fraud Prevention and Detection

 


I scrunch up my eyebrows and look up at Grams.
“What the hell is going on?”

“It looks like someone has been stealing
from my grandmother,” Elise says in a snarky tone. Her implication
is a resounding one that I caught right away.

I feel like she’s just slapped me in the face. I
narrow my eyes at that snobby bitch and advance towards her. “Don’t
you dare imply that I would do such a thing! I swear if you
dare— ”

“Stop! Now. I know it isn’t you.” Grams
interrupts the threat that was about to fly out of my mouth. “My
question is who would steal checks from my bill fold?”

Edward. “Edward!” I blurt way too
loudly.

They look at each other, surprised, and then
turn to me. Did they not consider him already?! It’s not a
pleasant thought, but he’d obviously be my first suspect. Elise
already told us that he’s desperate for money and Damon has made it
clear that he’s not an option for his worthless father.

“I guess it’s possible. I checked my bill fold
and every check but one has been torn out. The whole damn book of
checks!” she cries.

It makes me angry to know that someone has taken
advantage of Grams. It’s one of the biggest reasons I think she
should be at home instead of here. I grit my teeth and fight to
stay calm and collected.

“Does Damon know about this?”

Grams shakes her head from side to side in
disgust. “No. I haven’t told him. Just you two.”

“Well, you know what? If Dad stole anything,
it’s because he’s desperate and Damon is a selfish jerk who refuses
to help his own father!” Elise hisses.

I lean toward her and spit the most venomous
words I can manage. “Elise, you poor, stupid, misinformed twat!”
Her mouth pops open and her nostrils flare. I’ve got her
attention now. “Number one, he could’ve asked Grams for
money, instead of stealing it! And most importantly, number two.
Your beloved daddy, the one you’ve been trying to guilt Damon into
helping? He’s also the same man that caused the accident that
killed my parents. He beat the shit out of Damon when he was
growing up. That’s why he won’t help the bastard. He abused
him verbally and physically his whole life.”

Elise is quiet, but I can tell she’s listening.
Grams is as quiet as I’ve ever seen her, tears flowing silently
down her wrinkled face.

“Don’t believe me? I’ll bring you the journals
that Damon wrote. They’re full of the gory details. One time, your
dad smashed a beer bottle on the floor, ground it up into tiny
shards with his boot, and then made Damon kneel in the glass for
hours. He heated wire coat hangers to whip Damon across his bare
back. He broke Damon’s toes once by smashing them with a fucking
hammer!”

“No!” Elise covers her mouth with her hand as
her eyes bulge and water.

“Yes!” I bark loudly. “Yes! That shit happened.
Your father did that to his son! So don’t you dare fucking
judge him. That monster doesn’t deserve a dime!”

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” Grams whispers. Her wrinkled
hands go to her head. “I should have known. I knew he was a bad
father but I never knew…Damon never told me. I should have known,”
Grams sniffles and her sympathetic tears turn into sobs of
guilt.

“No, Grams. This isn’t your fault. Damon did a
good job of concealing everything. I think everything happened
after they moved out of your house, anyway. This isn’t your
fault.”

“I’m calling him.” Elise wipes away her own
fresh tears and whips out her phone like it’s a loaded gun.

“Who?! Damon?” I ask. Please don’t call him;
I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone!

“No!” she yells. “Our fucking father!” She
swipes the screen a few times then holds the phone up to her
ear.

“Dad, it’s me.” She pauses to let him speak.
“Did you hurt Damon?”

Silence.

“You heard me. Did you abuse him? Answer me!”
She’s getting angry now, pacing around the room, and I’m almost
proud.

He must’ve made some noise of admission, because
Elise sighed and broke down. After what seems like minutes of
crying, she finally speaks again.

“All those years, Dad?”

More silence.

“Don’t give me shit excuses!” she fumes.
“There’s no excuse for doing those things to anybody! Jo just told
me and Grams everything, so you can just go to hell!”

Damnit! Why the hell do I feel guilty for
her now?

Elise hangs up, bows her head, and shuffles back
to Grams and I. “I’m so sorry I judged him, Jo. And you. Stupid
bastard! Why Damon? Why not me? Why didn’t I know?” She kicks off
her heels and curls into a ball on Grams’ bed.

Grams strokes Elise’s blonde hair and murmurs
comforting words. Part of me wants to join the hug party, but I’m
just not much of a hugger.

“Hey, you didn’t know. Neither of you knew what
was going on in that house.” I glance from Elise to Grams then back
to Elise. “What’s done is done. Damon might be angry with me for
telling you two, but I’m glad you know. Maybe now we can all
understand him a little better.”

Grams doesn’t say or do anything. Elise just
nods. I think they’re both in terrible shock and I can’t blame
them.

“Grams, I have to get to Damon and let him know
about the missing checks.” She nods. I lean in and hug her neck. “I
love you, Grams. I’m moving you out of here soon. You watch.”

She says nothing, obviously still processing
what I’ve told her. She nods and strokes my cheek and that’s enough
communication for me.

When I near the door, Elise jumps from the bed
and follows me. “Jo, I’m sorry. I—” She’s still crying, so the
words come out hiccupped and wet-sounding.
“I’m-hic-so-hic-sorry-hic, Jo.”

I shake my head and she shuts up. “Don’t. You
didn’t know. It’s not your fault, either.” I touch her arm
companionably and leave the room. It’s time to go face my Big
Man.

I sit in my car for a long time and try to
process all this shit. Telling them about Edward and Damon was
painful and I’ll need to give Damon the heads up in case they get
up the nerve to talk to him about it, but what’s happened with
Grams’ checking account is at the top of my list. Damon needs to
know about that ASAP; I think I’ll have Brian call and get some
info from the home about their employees. Who else would be in
Grams’ room for long enough to take her checks? It’s not like she
goes anywhere…

Grams’ situation is a big distraction, but I
refuse to forget about trying to look up the name that was listed
on Damon’s birth certificate. Beverly Wynona Davis.

My gut tells me this is the right thing to do,
so I can’t just walk away from it. At least not until I get some
information to go to Damon with. I know he’ll be pissed at me, but
I’m hoping that maybe, one day, he’ll thank me.

***



[image: tmp_63a487e2febd0922d5c05cc327b427d6_RL1wtN_html_m6149dccf.jpg]

 


 


 Damon isn’t home
when I get back from Grams’, but by the time I’ve returned from
taking Hemingway for a walk, he’s the one waiting for me. He seems
to be in a great mood and I hate that I’m about to ruin his day,
but if I don’t tell him about what happened with Grams and her
bank, and with Grams and Elise, he’ll be pissed.

“Hey, baby,” I purr as I wrap my arms around his
middle. The smell of him is the perfect medicine to soothe my
stressed mind. I close my eyes and breathe him in deeply.

“Just the woman I’ve been dying to see.” He
wraps his powerful arms around me then lowers his mouth to mine for
a soft kiss. “I’ve missed you today,” he says softly.

“I’ve missed you, too.” I draw in another deep
breath and open my eyes. It’s amazing how far he’s come in the last
month. Dr. Versan must be so proud of us.

I really don’t want to ruin this.

“Let’s go to dinner,” he suggests, brushing the
pad of his thumb across my bottom lip like he always does. I
shiver, like I always do.

I don’t really want to tell him because he’s
going to be angry, but if I don’t tell him what’s happened, he’ll
be furious. “Okay, but first let me tell you about my visit with
Grams.” The quicker, the better. “Someone is stealing from
her. I don’t think she belongs in that place, Damon. She’s not sick
or anything and being there makes her vulnerable to people who
could hurt her.”

“What?!” Damon face turns bright red and his
veins bulge under his skin.

“Someone has been stealing checks from Grams’
checkbook. We think it could be your dad.” I watch as his level of
frustration goes from moderate to severe in a matter of seconds. He
clenches his jaw. His nostrils flare as he shakes his head side to
side in complete disgust.

“I’m going to take care of this. That
motherfucker!”

I shrink away from his bluster. He’s already
angry, but I’ve gotta tell him the rest. “And I burst your sister’s
bubble about Edward. She knows what he did. Grams heard, too,” I
say in a rush.

He stares me down. “Why would you do that?” he
asks softly.

I feel like I’m in the spotlight and the heat
beating down has sweat misting the skin along my hairline.I’m going
to need to reapply my deodorant before we go out, I’m sweating
bullets from all this anxiety.

“I had to!” I cry. “She was being a bitch and
defending him at every turn. She basically said it’s your fault if
he’s the one who’s been taking the checks from Grams’
checkbook.”

His arms fall to his sides. He turns from me and
runs his hands through his dark hair. “You should have called me.
You shouldn’t have told them. They don’t need to deal with
that.”

“And you do?” I put my hands on my hips.

“Yeah. I’ve been the one dealing with him all my
life.”

It’s just like him, not to want to burden anyone
else with his problems.

“And how’s that worked out for you so far?” I
fire back.

Damon narrows his eyes at me but he knows full
well that I’m right.

“You know what? You don’t know how lucky you
are! I’ve dealt with almost everything on my own because I didn’t
have a choice. I didn’t have a sister or a grandmother who adored
me that I could talk to. You do! They love you. Give them a
chance to support you. Talk to them.”

He turns to face me and I can see the turmoil
written all over his face. He’s such a protector, and I know he’d
never want or allow Grams and Elise to do the protecting, but
they’re both strong, bold women and if there is anyone for the job,
they’re it.

“You underestimate them, Damon. I don’t know if
you realize this, but you have three irritatingly brash women in
your life who love you unconditionally.”

He scoffs at my statement of the obvious. “Yeah,
I’m well aware. Trust me.”

I slip my fingers into his waistband and tug him
towards me. “I’m sorry I told them, Damon. I couldn’t listen to
Elise say one more thing about you not supporting Edward. I just
couldn’t stand it.”

He touches his forehead to mine. “I know,
Josephine.” He strokes my hair behind my ear and my chest feels a
little less heavy. “I know you only want to help. And I love you
for it. If you do something like this again, though…”

“Hey! Watch yourself, Big Man.” A smile tilts
the edge of my mouth as I toss out the idle threat.

Damon’s eyes have a naughty glint to them and
its obvious where this evening is going.

“Uh-uh.” I back up slowly while shaking my head
side to side. “Eat dinner first.”

“You are my dinner,” he says as he prowls
closer.

I squeal and run for the stairs with Damon hot
on my heels. I’m no match for his speed and he catches me easily. I
can’t say I’m mad, though. Being caught by Damon is how this whole
relationship started. He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to
me.
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Two precarious days have passed since I told
Grams and Elise about the abuse Damon endured. Nobody has said
anything to anyone, so there haven’t been any confrontations, but
I’m still walking around with bated breath, just waiting for
something to blow up in my face. Damon and Brian have been doing
lots of research into Grams’ whole checking account debacle;
interviewing the employees at the home, speaking with the Bank
Manager, and I think Damon is even going to approach Edward about
it soon.

I check the time on my cell phone then glance at
the post-it with her address on it. It’s stuck to my computer and
I’ve looked it so many times I have it memorized.

Beverly W. Davis

227 Poplar Drive

Las Vegas, NV 89115

My leg taps nervously against the floor beneath
my desk. I didn’t think it would be so easy to find an address. I
was even more shocked to find out that the most recent address
listed for Beverly Davis is here in town. When I typed her name
into the search engine, I never dreamed that I would actually find
something. Truthfully, maybe I was hoping I wouldn’t. That would
make this a lot easier to handle. If there wasn’t an address to
mail a letter to, then there’s would be no need to even write a
letter.

“Fuck,” I mumble to myself. Just get it over
with. I pick up my pen and begin writing.

 


Dear Ms. Davis,

My name is Josephine Geroux and I am writing
you in regards to a man named Damon Cole. If this name means
nothing to you, then disregard my letter because I’ve clearly
mailed it to the wrong Beverly.

I’m hoping that this name means quite a bit
to you. I found your name listed on his birth certificate and I’m
hoping to make contact with you. I know you were only 17 when you
gave birth to Damon and I’m sure you had a very good reason to give
up custody of him, but I’d love to speak with you. You have my full
discretion and I hope that I can expect the same from you. Please
call me if you feel that you are comfortable enough to talk.

Sincerely,

Josephine Geroux

 


I stand up and grab the letter from my desk and
walk out into the store. I scan the space and quickly find Noni.
She’s organizing the coffee bar inventory again. She’s been
trying to decide if she wants to color code or alphabetize the
bagged coffees, because she decided that we’ll be a more reputable
shop if we sell coffee drinks and ground coffee to take home. So
now we carry a vast array of locally made coffees. While she hasn’t
asked for my vote (alphabetize, obviously—hello, Dewey Decimal
System; this is a bookstore!), I’m pretty sure she’s been snapping
pictures of all the variations she’s tried. It’s keeping her busy
during the last weeks before we open.

“Hey.” I slide onto one of the high stools that
are lined in front of the counter. “So I wrote a letter to Beverly,
the woman on the birth certificate. Can you read it and tell me
what you think?”

“Oh, okay.” Noni wipes her hands on a towel and
takes the letter from me. I watch her eyes go line by line, reading
my short and to the point letter. She raises her brows and inspects
the letter one more time, then hands it back to me.

“So what do you think?” I ask nervously.

“Ah, well, I think it’s vague. Don’t you think
she might want to know what it is that you want from her?”

I hadn’t thought about it that way and she’s
right. I nod my head in agreement. “Good thinking”

“So if this is her, what do you want to know?
What do you think he would want to know?” she asks. She shakes her
head and snaps her towel on the counter, startling me. “I still
can’t believe you’re doing this without his okay, Jo. Are you sure
you should be doing this?”

“Well, if she doesn’t respond, then he never has
to know a thing about it. I want to know her side of things. I know
Damon says he hates her, but I just can’t believe that she would
just dump him off, ya know?” Noni nods and sighs. I go on talking.
“I want to know what she looks like, too. I think he would look
like her, since he doesn’t favor Edward or Grams. I want to know if
he has any other siblings. I want to know she’s even alive.” I
shrug. “I guess the thought of having family out there somewhere is
a little fascinating to an orphan.”

Noni smiles sweetly and pats my hand. “You’re no
orphan, girl. You have me, Grams, Elise, Brian, and most
importantly, Damon. You’re stuck with us.” She bulges her brown
eyes at me like a crazy person and we both laugh.

“Okay, I’ll rewrite it and let her know that I
just want to know the basics then I’m sending it.”

She takes a deep breath and gives me the thumbs
up.

I’m doing this.

I rewrite the letter in no time and stuff it
into the addressed envelope. I put it with the stack of outgoing
mail and send up a silent prayer to whomever that it reaches the
right person and she’s receptive. Or better yet, interested.

***
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 Damon’s been acting
strange for a few days and I’m not sure if it’s what’s going on
with Grams or if he’s still annoyed that I spilled the beans about
Edward. He’s been “taking care of a few things” every day since I
told him about Grams. I know some of it is recon on Grams and some
must be work, but his behavior has me paranoid about writing to
Beverly. I regret doing it one minute then, feel excited to know if
it’s her the next minute.

Something’s up. I can feel it in my gut. And I
intend on finding out what’s going on with him.

I absentmindedly line our new inventory on the
shelf. There’s nothing better than the smell of new books, except
maybe seeing lines and lines of shiny new books on my fancy
new shelves in my newly remodeled bookstore.

We open for business in two weeks and things are
finally looking the part around here. Hiring Noni is the best
decision I’ve made during this whole renovation. I thought maybe we
could sell some pre-packaged bagels and muffins but she shot that
down with a brilliant idea to team up with a bakery here in town.
One of Noni’s friends works there and she was able to hash out a
fantastic wholesale deal for us. We’ll be getting weekly deliveries
from them to sell at the coffee bar. She’s brilliant; it’s a
mutually advantageous deal. I also discovered her secret to making
great coffee. She mixes it, half chicory grounds and half plain
house coffee beans. Simple as that. I’m thinking of having her bag
it as our own distinct coffee—Captain’s Blend.

The familiar bell above the front door rings and
I turn to face the visitor. It’s déjà vu. There’s Damon, standing
in the doorway with sunlight spilling in behind him. I get to my
feet and he walks towards me.

“Hey, you.” He takes my face in his hands and
kisses me before I can say a thing.

“Hey to you, too.” I smile up at him and see him
look over my head to Noni.

“Noni, you know how to lock up, right?” he
calls.

Noni just gawks at my Big Man and nods her
head.

“Okay, I’m stealing her for the rest of the day,
if you don’t mind.”

She shakes her head no and I can’t help but
laugh as she gives me a huge wink. I hurry to the office to grab my
bag and scoop up Hemingway from his spot under my desk.

“Where are we going?” I ask as he opens my door
and I slide into his pickup truck.

“You’ll see.”

“This truck doesn’t fit you. Why do you drive
it?” I’m pretty sure I’ve asked this question before and have never
gotten a straight answer.

Today it’s the truth. “Trucks are bigger and
heavier than cars. They fair a lot better when they get into an
accident.”

“Oh.” Another after effect of the accident
that changed our lives. I watch out my window as he drives us
through the city to the outskirts of town where the space between
houses and buildings gets bigger. He turns onto a road and drives
another mile or so. I look at him expectantly. Where the hell
are we going?

The truck slows as we approach a gorgeous, two
story, brick and stucco house. Damon turns into the drive and stops
at a set of wrought iron gates. He rolls down his window and
punches a code into a key pad. The gates slowly slide open. Damon
glances over to me wearing that crooked grin that I love so much.
He drives forward and parks the truck in the circle drive directly
in front of the sprawling house.

“Who lives here?” I question warily.

“We do.” He swings open his door and hops
out.

My eyebrows shoot up as shock registers. He
bought a fucking house?

He opens my door and Hemingway jumps down from
the truck in a hurry to find some grass. I sit staring at Damon,
utterly shocked at what he just said.

“Come on, woman.” He grips my hips and sets me
to my feet in the stone driveway.

The house looks like a mission style home
combined with southwestern stucco. Burnt orange terracotta roofing
tiles extend to the edges of the roof. The front door is hand
crafted, a massive mahogany work of art. It has an iron knocker
that matches the gates. There are two tall brick pillars on either
side of the awning over the front entrance. Sago palms line the
circle drive and the perimeter of the house. It’s gorgeous and
impressive, but it’s a bit overwhelming, too.

Damon takes my hand and tugs me forward. “Come
see your house.” He whistles and Hemingway comes running up the
steps.

I’m speechless as I look around. It’s clear now
what he’s been up to. He opens the front door for me and we walk
into a fully-furnished house. I turn to face him with my mouth
hanging open.

“I did it myself.”

I can tell he did. The house looks more like his
bedroom and the library at the penthouse. I cheer on the inside
when I see that there isn’t one modern, low profile piece of
furniture around. The soaring ceilings draw my eye upward to the
track lighting. The walls are painted the color of sand. The floors
are solid wood. They’re the same shade of wood as the old shelves
at the store; Captain’s shelves. I know that’s a small detail that
Damon has made sure to include for me.

“Oh, Damon, it’s stunning.” I actually think I’m
crying a little. He did this for me.

“Come on, I want to show you my favorite part of
the house,” he says softly. He interlaces our fingers together and
walks me through the massive house. I look like an idiot with my
mouth agape surveying the gorgeous furnishings and décor. For a
moment I think he may be talking about the kitchen, but we walk
past it and keep going toward the back of the house.

Damon opens the French doors and pulls me out
onto the amazing backyard patio. He lifts his hand and points over
toward the back corner of the yard. There’s a small building that
matches the house; stucco with terracotta roofing and a front door
with a knocker. I furrow my brows and look at Damon for an
explanation. “It’s for Grams. So she can come home. She has her own
apartment.”

I gasp and look back to the apartment. It’s
perfect and right here. I can see her all the time. We can eat our
meals together. We can talk as much as we want and, most
importantly, no one can steal from her anymore. I don’t try to hide
the stupid grin on my face. My Big Man looks as proud as I’ve ever
seen him. That crooked smile tilts up one side of his mouth. Those
amber eyes that I love so much are lit up and he looks completely
happy. I take his hand in mine. I look down at our joined hands as
I try to collect my thoughts and come up with the words I’m looking
for. He faces me and waits.

“Damon, I-I don’t know what to say. I don’t
deserve all of this.”

He takes both my hands and puts them around his
back, drawing me close to him. He cups my face in his big hands as
his warm eyes stare back at me. “You deserve every bit of it.
You’re my reason.”

“For what?”

“Everything. I’d be lost without you. Josephine,
you save me a thousand times a day in a thousand different ways and
you don’t even know it. I remember thinking that I wanted to be
your person that day at the accident. Even back then I wanted to be
there for you. You should be called ma’am.”

I furrow my brows. I have no clue why the hell
he would want to call me ma’am for and why that has a thing to do
with us or this amazing house. He sees the confusion he’s caused
and goes on.

“When I called you ma’am in the bookstore, when
we first met, you told me that I shouldn’t call you that. You said
only people who have a title or stature or a husband should be
called ma’am,” he explains, rushing on. “I want you to be a
ma’am.”

I soak in his words through every pore, through
every cell of my body, and let myself be saturated by what he’s
saying. I do remember saying that to him that morning in the store.
Ma’am. What a goofball.

“Be my wife. Marry me, Josephine.” He kneels
down, looking just a little nervous, and it melts me
completely.

I heard him. I saw his mouth moving. I see him
anticipating my answer but my brain is stuck on stupid. The only
thing I can manage is to stare at him. My heart is speeding so fast
in my chest I feel out of breath, just standing here. I smile so
wide that my cheeks hurt. I pull him up from the ground and throw
my arms around his neck. Damon sweeps me off my feet and I’m
pressed so hard against his firm chest that I can barely
breathe.

“Say it one more time,” I whisper in his
ear.

His chest begins to shake with mirth. “Marry
me?” he says through his laughter.

“One more time?” I plea.

He sets me back to my feet and looks at me with
wide eyes. “Woman, if you don’t tell me you’ll marry me right
now—”

“Yes. I’ll marry you.” I cut off his idle threat
with the most clear, resounding yes I can offer.

His laughter fades and his chest expands as he
inhales deeply. “I’m going to make you very happy,” he promises
softly. It’s a familiar promise that deserves a familiar
response.

“You already have.” He smiles and tucks my hair
behind my ear. One of his hands slips into his pocket and produces
a breathtaking ring. My mouth pops open as he holds it out to
me.

“Read the inscription.” He offers me the ring
and I bring it close to read the writing on the inside of the
band.

My heart resides with you.

It’s a portion of the quote that Papa had
inscribed on the watch he gave Maman. I’ll always have a piece of
both of them on the ring that signifies my union with Damon. I
couldn’t ask for more.

My Papa won’t walk me down the aisle. I won’t
get the pre-walk chat with him about how I’ve grown up but I’ll
always be his girl. There won’t be a father-daughter dance,
either.

My Maman won’t get to help me pick a dress. She
won’t get to ooh and ahh over my hair and makeup on my big day.
There will be no choosing flower arrangements together.

They won’t be at my wedding. But my Damon has
found a beautiful way to make sure they are both very much in the
center of it all. And of our lives. An instant lump forms in my
throat and tears pool in my eyes, fogging my vision. Damon takes
the ring from my trembling hand and kisses it. He turns my left
hand over, palm down, and slips the ring into place on my finger.
It fits like a glove. It fits like it’s always been there.

“It’s perfect, thank you,” I croak. I stare down
at the ring in awe. It glitters and glistens in the light. It’s a
single diamond, held high in a six prong setting, and it’s
perfectly me.

Damon’s finger hooks under my chin and tilts my
head to look at him. His honey eyes consume me like they always do.
His fingers tangle in my hair. He leans in and I lick my lips just
before his mouth comes down on mine. His lips cover mine and lead
the kiss. He steals my breath as he takes from me hungrily. It’s
the most meaningful kiss to seal the deal and I give him the best
I’ve got. After another, softer kiss he breaks from me. “So, can I
take my fiancé to celebrate?”

His emphasis on my new title has me grinning
like an idiot.

“After all of this…” I motion around me then
look down at my ring again. “I’m pretty sure you can do whatever
the hell you want. I’m in heaven.”

He smiles and waggles his eyebrows. Oh hell.
I love my dirty, Big Man.

“Let’s get out of here.” He slings his heavy arm
around my shoulders and we walk towards the front door. As he turns
to lock the door, my phone starts to ring in my back pocket. I pull
it from my jeans and see that it’s Noni. She’s been calling nonstop
over the past few days with ideas for the coffee shop. I know she’s
excited about it, but damn. Now’s not the time to be bothered. I’m
enjoying our moment!

“Hey, Noni. Everything okay?” I ask, sounding
way too chipper to even my own ears. Must be the huge rock on my
left hand and this gorgeous house. I smile again just thinking
about all of it. “What’s up? Did you ever think of a good name for
those Danish things?”

There’s a pause and my face fades.
Something’s wrong.

“What’s wrong?” I demand.

“Um, nothing’s really wrong, Jo. I was just
calling…because of the letter. You told me to call if I was willing
to talk. He’s mine.”

I’m so fucking shocked that I can practically
feel the color drain from my face. Damon turns to look at me then
does a double take. His jaw tightens and does that ticking thing. I
better get a grip or he’s going to know something’s up.

“Your last name isn’t Davis!” I blurt out.

“No, it’s not. It’s a long story. I’ve gone by
Noni for years. It’s my nickname.”

“Um, yeah, okay, no big deal. We can talk about
the menu tomorrow at work.” I do my best to play it off like I’m
having some work conversation with her.

“He’s right there, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, yeah.” I kick at nothing on the walkway
as I struggle to keep this mess from exploding in my face. I’ve
just gotten engaged. I don’t want to ruin everything by
Damon finding out what I’ve done.

“I’m so sorry, Jo.” The remorse that I hear in
Noni’s voice is genuine. I can’t even wrap my brain around it.
Noni, my Noni. My Noni is Beverly, Damon’s biological mother.

“Okay, no big deal. We can figure it all out in
the morning. See ya tomorrow. Bye.” I hang up in a hurry and stuff
the phone into my pocket.

“Noni?” he asks.

For a moment I think he knows. My mouth is dry,
my heart is pounding out of control, my stomach turns; I have to
lie. He isn’t ready.

“What’s wrong?”

“She just needs me to look over some coffee shop
stuff but I want to stay right here with you. I want to forget
everything and everyone.” Only part of my explanation is a lie. I
really do just want to stay right here with him and forget the
world but what’s done is done. There’s no turning back. I already
went behind his back and found his mother.

“Maybe I should take my woman on a
vacation?”

I smile and relax as he wraps his arm around me
again and we walk towards his truck.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t argue with some time away from
here. It would be nice.”

He releases me to open my door. “Really?” He
looks at me with an expression of disbelief on his face. I guess I
just shocked the shit out of him.

“Really.”

My Big Man smiles triumphantly then shuts my
door and rounds the truck. He slides into the driver’s seat and
lifts my left hand. He glances at the ring he just put there and
looks at me with the sweetest, heartmelting, boyish smile I’ve ever
seen on his face.

I know he deserves to know what I’ve done. I’ve
always assumed that Noni stared at Damon and blushed around him
because she was a cougar or something. I never would’ve dreamed
that she’s the one who gave birth to him. I don’t know if I can
tell him. He’s on his way to being better. Truth be told, I think
we’re both well on our way to being better.

I don’t think there is an end, though. I think
I’ll be getting better for the rest of life. I’ll spend the days I
have left restoring and repairing all of the damaged parts of my
life and I’m okay with that. I just hope he can be okay with it,
too. Like Dr. Versan says, “it’s okay to not be okay.” I’m smack in
the middle of not being okay and I’m hoping for our sake that the
good doc is right. I have so much to lose. It’s a gamble that I’m
not sure I’m willing to make. I’ll forget about all of this and
marry the love of my life. I fought so damn hard to get him back
after what happened. I won’t risk losing him to his past again.

***
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 I’m running out of
options and that cunt is screwing up the only plan I have. Stupid
bitch! That’s what she is and I know how to handle stupid bitches.
My cell phone rings in my shirt pocket and I pull it out and flip
it open to answer. I don’t have to check the screen. I know who it
is. He said he would call today.

“Yeah.”

“Hey, man. We gotta talk.” This motherfucker
sounds edgy. He’s been getting more and more nervous. If he doesn’t
knock it the fuck off, this whole thing is going to go up in
smoke.

“Yeah, we do. Did you do what I asked you to
do?”

He sighs into the phone. The pussy didn’t do
it.

“Not yet,” he says. “I’m working on it. Listen,
we have problems.”

I’m not shocked with this idiot; we always have
problems. “What the fuck is wrong now?”

“I think she might know. And that big
motherfucker she’s with is making me nervous as hell. He looks
crazy.”

“Listen. You have a very simple job to do. I pay
you really fucking well to do that job. If you won’t get it done,
I’ll pay someone else. Got it?”

“What about the chick?”

“You don’t worry about that bitch or her
boyfriend. I’ll handle them. You just do what you were paid to
do!”

“Yeah. Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Good. Don’t call me again until it’s done.” I
snap my phone shut and take a slug of whiskey. It’s cheap and
tastes like goat piss. Hell, goat piss might even taste better than
this shit. I’d buy the good booze, but times are hard and money is
tight. I’ve got to get that fucking money or I’m not going to have
to worry about buying anything to drink. I’ll be in the goddamned
desert being eaten by buzzards. I have to get that money. My good
for nothing son won’t give me a fucking penny, so that leaves Mom.
I’ll get it from her and if that fails, it’s coming out of Damon’s
pocket. Somehow. He’s been a mistake since he was conceived. That
bitch tried to ruin everything by getting knocked up. I showed her
how to shut up and go away. I’ll show this little bitch girlfriend
of his, too.

 


 


The End…

for now.

***
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 Acknowledgements are
quite possibly the most difficult part of writing a book. I don’t
want to leave anyone out but at the same time I won’t ramble out
names for pages on end. It’s simple really. There is a handful of
people in my life who I simply like a whole lot. So many people run
around saying “oh I just love this or that or him or her.”

I say that liking someone means a hell of
a lot more than anything else. I have to like a person before I
bring them into my crazy little world. These are some people that I
simply like!

My agent, Marisa Corviesiero, is quite possibly
one of the coolest, most industry savvy people I know and she isn’t
scared to drop the f-bomb on occasion. She’s a lady after my own
heart.

You bloggers who work your butts off for nothing
more than the satisfaction of reading and sharing a book, thank you
for loving to read as much as you do.

Angela McLaurin! I will never, EVER say “bless
your heart” to you. Ever. You are one hell of a formatter and
woman! Thank you.

My amazing editor, Erin! I still vote that you
rename Wise Owl Editing to Wise Ass Editing. It’s a cool name and
we both know it fits. Thank you for being the best damn, under
paid, over worked editor on the planet!

Robin Harper you are one skilled woman. You
swooped in to save the day at the very last minute. You did two
spectacular covers for me in record time. I feel like maybe I
should get you a drink sometime. Just saying.

Heather Halloran! I’m not sure what I would do
without our daily conversations. You are an awesome lady and
blogger who I am lucky to talk to almost daily.

To my family. Thank you for supporting my
career. It makes this job even more rewarding and gratifying.

To my readers. You all humble me all the time
with how much you love my characters and stories. They come to life
only through you.
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Where to begin? It’s difficult to believe that over a year ago, while driving in holiday traffic, the story of Jo and Damon was born. In the span of a year, I became a bestseller, I made friends and lost a few, I was divorced and found love all over again, I moved, I laughed, I cried (a lot) but I was never alone through it all. 

 

So many family, friends, bloggers, and readers have been on this crazy ride with me and I can’t thank you all enough for your support, honestly, enthusiasm, and occasional bullying (I needed it). 

 

First and foremost, I must thank my editor, Erin Roth. She has been the voice of reason when I was unreasonable. Thank you for working so hard, for seeing things through, for being pushy, for not accepting anything less than my best and for your brilliant editing ability. You are an invaluable asset to my books. I’d be lost without you.
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I must sing the praises of my ultra-talented graphic designer and friend, Robin Harper. Your skill, insight, and taste with the covers of my books are unparalleled. I can’t thank you enough for your hard work and kind words. I still have a lady crush on you.
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To Christine Estevez, the queen of blog tours and cover reveals. You are the master of efficiency. I envy you. Thank you for working so hard and being so ready to take the reins every time it’s cover reveal or touring time. I’ll always put my books in your trust worthy hands to spread the word and promote. On behalf of all the authors you work with, thank you for everything.
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Heather Halloran! My dear friend/blogger who teaches me a little more about resiliency every day. You have an exceptional eye for a good story and the guts to call out total shit. Thank you for being you and for the regular insults that make me smile even when I don’t feel up to it. I love you, lady.

 

Angela McLaurin, my sweet southern friend and skilled formatter! Thank you for your exquisite talent for making my books pretty! You are the only formatter that I could ever trust my work to. You are the formatting fairy. I know I’m in good hands with you in my arsenal of book production pros. 
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I must thank my agent, Marisa Corvisiero for her killer instincts and for having faith in my work. You have drive and ambition that most would envy. Thank you for working hard to make sure that the world may have the opportunity to stumble across my books. 
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As odd as it may seem, I must thank life for being so unpredictable and perfectly screwed up. It’s only through failure that I learn to savor how sweet success truly is. Many thanks to my children, family and husband. You put up with my daily nonsense. There is no excuse for that except that you love me. 
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I tried. I tried so hard. I thought he would be enough to distract me from my life and I thought I would be enough for him, but I was wrong. I was naïve. I guess I’m still naïve. 

My parents would kill me if they had any idea what has become of me here in Las Vegas. When I told them that I dreamed of being a showgirl, they scolded me and said they wouldn’t hear of it. To a working class Christian family, my aspirations were unthinkable—all those years of dance lessons and I wanted to become a showgirl when I could settle down and teach dance to five year olds in Podunk, Kansas? Ridiculous. It just wasn’t what I wanted. In those showgirls, in that dancing, I saw nothing but glamour; I saw impressive-looking women with a real sense of confidence. And I wanted to be one of them. I craved their expertise, their life. Staying on the farm would be the quickest way for me to end up leading an extraordinarily boring life as some farmer’s wife. I’d likely have a few kids and end up not having a story to tell. I’d have no adventures to relive. I’d be sitting on my porch at eighty years old wondering why I didn’t just go for it. I don’t want to regret my life. I knew I had to go after my dream even if failure awaited me.

I never expected any of this. I had goals. I never expected Edward and I definitely never expected Damon. I never expected to be faced with this kind of decision. 

I love him despite my circumstance. I loved him from the moment the nurse handed me my beautiful baby boy, but the darkness that he reminds me of is unbearable. I’m so very thankful for that he looks like my father, because if he looked anything like Edward I’m afraid I would despise him. I hate myself for even thinking it, but I’m not prepared to face what has happened. I’m not ready for this kind of responsibility. Not yet. Maybe not ever. It’s one of the reasons that I know I have to do this. I have to give him a chance. 

Edward’s mother seems like a really nice woman. Beatrice. Even though I know very little about her, she’s been so supportive of me in all of this. She made sure I had money in my pocket, food in my stomach, and a doctor to care for my unborn child. I never felt like she was judging me. She never asked questions and I never explained. She’s been so willing to take care of me; I’m sure she’ll take care of my son. I know she will love my child. There’s no need for her to know how or why all of this has happened. I just need her to watch over him, protect him from the world, and watch him grow into what I hope will be a good man. A caring man. A man like my dad. I hope he won’t hate me for letting him go. He doesn’t have a chance in hell if I keep him. I’m just a stupid, ruined girl from Kansas. I’m damaged goods. I have nothing to offer my baby. Damon needs more than me. It will break my heart, but I happily accept whatever regret awaits me if it means he has the things that I can’t provide. 

I look down at the dark-haired angel in my arms and watch my tears splash down onto his blue cotton outfit. His tiny hand tightens around my finger and it’s almost like he’s consoling me. It only makes me sob even harder. “I’m so sorry,” I whimper and lift him to place a kiss on his forehead. He may never understand, but I hope and pray that he can accept what I have to do. 

Maybe someday I’ll accept all of this too.
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Months ago, on June 8th, I stared at my reflection in my tiny bathroom mirror, thinking about how shitty that day was going to be. The anniversary of my parents’ death was like doomsday every year. If I had known that was the day I would meet the love of my life… again… I would have gone to work early and maybe taken more time doing my hair and makeup. 

He poured into my life like the sunshine that followed him into the store that morning and I’ve been his ever since. I’ve been his the entire time, really, almost as if it was by design… like I was never even my own to give. 

There was no falling in love with Damon. I was not swept off my feet and convinced to be his love. He came into my life, took my hand, and I breathed him. Loving him so completely is just a side effect of being so fiercely connected. It’s involuntary. I didn’t have to try to love him or imagine myself with him for the rest of my life. The moment he took my hand, it was clear; with just one look in those amber eyes, I knew I was where I was meant to be. At that very moment, I was his. Being Damon’s didn’t feel like a new adventure or some task. It was like coming home to a place I never knew was waiting for me. It was coming to grips with our connection that made my life change. 

I’m not the type to believe in bullshit fairytales, but I do believe in what’s tangible. I believe in what I can see and touch, and what I have with my Big Man is real. It’s raw and so damn powerful that it took my miserable ass and shook me down to the frame, leaving me stripped and ready to rebuild. Four months ago, he came walking into my life and I had no idea what was ahead of me. Before Damon, I was alone in every sense of the word. We both went out on a limb to give our relationship a shot. Relationships were an unexplored frontier for me, but I was ready to map it out with Damon. Damaged or not, he was worth the risk. Given our respective histories filled with loss and disappointment, making a go of it was more difficult than I could have imagined. 

My Big Man endured so much at the hands of a father who made his disdain for his own child no secret. Edward went out of his way to punish Damon at every turn. He drilled so many insults into Damon’s head that he began to believe that he was responsible for a mother who gave him up, a car accident that wasn’t really his fault, and my formative years spent homeless and struggling. My love has a way of focusing on all the negative parts of our past, whereas I just wish he could understand how much he’s meant to me, how much he saved me. 

It was Damon who recognized how important the bookstore was to me and Damon who saved the store that spared me from homelessness over seven years ago. He was there when I found Captain on his living room floor. He was there in the hospital when I said goodbye to the man who was like a father to me. Captain was a crotchety old bastard but he was mine and watching him slip away in that hospital bed destroyed the heart I didn’t think I had. Damon stood watch as I mourned. While the initial burn of heartache has waned, I still ache for Captain, and Damon sees me through it. He always has. 

Finding out that Damon has carried the burden of guilt all these years has only made my heart of stone a little softer. I don’t believe that a man who has done so much for me and for Grams could possibly be responsible for the car accident that ruined four lives. The way he loves me and soothes the ache inside me, the way he thinks carefully about what’s best for me and my future—all proof that he isn’t capable of hurting me. I nearly lost him to a web of lies and blame, but I refuse to let him be the only one doing all the saving. He pulled me from that car but I pulled him from his own tangled wreckage of guilt. Edward was wrong. He never should have shifted the blame to Damon. I was wrong. I never should have walked away from him when I realized that my familiarity to him was because of our interlaced history. I should have allowed him to explain. I didn’t and nearly losing him was the punishment I deserved. Enduring weeks upon weeks with Zombie Damon as my companion was difficult. I wanted to give up so many times but I just couldn’t. I clung hard to the life preserver that was my stubborn will and it paid off. I brought him back from the prison of guilt that he locked himself in. 

We’ve come a long way in a disarmingly short amount of time, but nothing has felt more right. I’ve never been happier than the day, three weeks ago, that he walked me through the house he intends on sharing with me. He stood there, in our new home, and asked me to be his wife. His wife! Forever! Seeing the inscription on the engagement ring drove it all home for me. My heart resides with you. Papa’s inscription to Maman is elegantly scrawled inside the band of a ring that symbolizes so much promise for our future together. Damon knew how much that inscription would mean to me. He accepts me as I am. Flaws, painful reminders, and all, Damon accepts me for who and what I am. Merely his presence makes me want to be a better person. I’ve never wanted to be better so much. I’ve never wanted to fight my past, his past, and our fucked up connected past more than I do now. My motivation is tall, handsome, wounded, and he occupies my heart. A few minor things stand in the way of our perfect-screwed-up-life, but I readily accept whatever challenges lie ahead, because for me, there is no other option. Damon is it. 

I walk with initiative into Grams’ soon-to-be former residence with my cell phone pressed to my ear. Today is moving day and I’m not sure which one of us is more excited. I needed a few days to break Grams out of the old folks’ home and get her settled in her private apartment at the new house Damon bought when he proposed (something I’m still kind of in shock about), so I delegated all responsibilities at the store to Noni. She seems to be eager to dive into the mountain of work waiting for her, but I’m still feeling a little anxious about it.

“Are you sure you’ve got this thing with the contractor taken care of?” I ask Noni as I hurry into the building. 

“Yep. I’ve got it handled, honey. I’ll take down notes for you,” Noni promises. 

“Okay, Noni, thanks for covering for me.”

“No problem. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there tomorrow. And Noni?” I wave to Linda at the Welcome Desk while I wait a moment for Noni to respond. She knows what I’m going to say.

“Yes?” 

“We can talk then if you want to,” I say, doing my best to encourage her to get through the talk that awaits us. I’m not thrilled with it, so I know she definitely isn’t chomping at the bit to sit down and have the not-so-lovely chat about her past.

“Okay, Jo,” Noni murmurs weakly. 

It’s obvious that this is tough for her and I’ll admit that can’t even imagine just how difficult it was to give up her child, but we still need to talk. Reliving the whole thing is going to take a lot of courage. She’s obviously scared and she has every right to be. Shit got real in a hurry for all of us. Though I should be used to it—everything with me and Damon is a quick slap in the face from reality. 

I swipe my thumb across the screen of my phone to end the call and then drop the beast into my bag, where it hits bottom probably somewhere between my lip gloss and Hemingway’s leash. 

As I speed walk down the corridor to her room, I glance at the new hardware on my finger. I’ve done it a thousand times a day since he proposed a week ago. It never gets old. My eye catches the glitter that the single gargantuan diamond puts off and it’s as if I’m seeing it for the first time. A smile spreads across my face and my heart speeds with uninhibited delight. It’s a welcome distraction from the other new development in my life. 

Noni and I haven’t had the opportunity to talk about the phone call that changed everything, even though we’re both painfully aware that we need to. It’s still difficult for me to believe that she—my Noni, my friend—is the woman who brought my Big Man into the world. Conveniently for both of us, work and moving have taken priority over that uncomfortable conversation. I’m dreading it. I think part of me feels like if I ignore this revelation well enough, it will just magically undo itself. Call it denial or ignorance or whatever you like, but the truth is, I’m afraid to learn anymore about Damon’s sordid past. I’m afraid that knowing more will make me feel even guiltier for being dishonest with him and that’s something that carries serious risk. My Big Man is on his way to emotional and mental healing after the disaster that our breakup precipitated. As crazy as it sounds, he’s delicate at best right now. I won’t risk his heart any further. The thought of him hating me for meddling is enough to make my stomach recoil. Silence is my oath. For now. Versan is going to have a fucking field day with this one. I’m not looking forward to that session. At all. 

I’m walking so fast, my one track mind on my crazy life, that I nearly miss the familiar face standing a ways down the wide hall. Edward. He’s the last person that I want to deal with today. The sight of him makes me sick and angry all at once. The pissed off part of me wants to run at him full speed with some type of medieval weapon, ready to pummel his head. A maul, maybe. Or a battle axe. It’s a gruesome daydream, but it’s the truth. 

My pace slows as another familiar face comes into view. Handy Andy? And he’s talking to Edward? Against my better judgment, I direct myself straight to them. Andy’s eyes peer easily over Jackass McFuckstick’s shoulder straight to me and he smiles that flirtatious grin that I’ve come to expect… and ignore. Edward goes on to finish what he’s been saying to Andy without even acknowledging my presence. Damon made it clear to his father that he wasn’t to interact with me in the least. As far as I can tell, he isn’t testing Damon. It’s a wise choice. I wouldn’t want the full wrath of my Big Man raining down on me, either. It’s yet another reason I’m beginning to regret knowing what I know. 

“I’ve already taken care of it, Mr. Cole,” Andy says. 

Edward nods at Andy and turns to walk away. Just when I think he’s going to heed Damon’s warning to leave me be, he makes brief eye contact. “Josephine,” he says calmly. His disposition seems indifferent, but something in that man’s eyes makes my skin crawl. 

I know I should refrain, but my mace-wielding inner self charges ahead. “McFuckstick,” I greet him just as curtly as he greeted me. I can’t help but rejoice a little on the inside. It’s a small insult, but it feels good nonetheless. The very least he deserves is an insult or two. Asshole. I turn to Handy Andy, who is staring at me with a look of part amusement and part shock. “Trust me, he deserves it.” I shrug and move the conversation into less irritating territory. “Looks like you won’t have to make any more repairs to Grams’ room after today.” 

“Yeah. I heard,” Andy replies. “She’s… interesting. I’ll miss visiting with her.” 

We both laugh a little at his vague description of Grams. Interesting is a definite truth. 

Grams comes into view right on cue, like a lifesaver from the sea of doom that stirs in the back of my mind. She’s dressed in her favorite gear, a royal blue jogging suit paired with her usual brightly colored running shoes. It’s such an impractical clothing choice given her age, but it matches her spirit to a T—she’s bright and witty and full of energy. I love Grams and I make it no secret. Damon knows how close she and I have become over the course of my relationship with him. Moving her into our home means so much to me—I’m excited to have a real family again. I hated having to go to some retirement home just to see Grams. Having her so close will mean she’s safe and taken care of by the two people who love her most. Most importantly, she’ll be away from staff who have no vested interest in her happiness or well-being. They remind me of the caretakers in the orphanage; they do their job, but beyond that, I don’t think they really care about Grams just like I don’t think the caretakers at the orphanage really cared about me. 

“Hey, gorgeous!” I coo upon entering her room. 

She turns to me with a smile mirroring my own. It’s a sight that makes my heart swell to the bursting point. 

“Hey! You come to break me outta here?” she teases. 

“You got it. Looks like you’re just about ready,” I say, observing the neatly stacked moving boxes in the corner waiting to be picked up by the movers that Brian hired for the job. Handy Andy’s work, no doubt. “I see Andy must’ve helped you a little?” I raise a brow with my little innuendo. 

“Nuh-uh!” she scoffs, wagging a finger at me. “I don’t kiss and tell.” 

We both laugh at our usual banter. It’s another thing that never gets old. From the first time I met Grams I knew I would love her and thankfully, she must’ve thought the same, because our bond was instant. We shared a connection right away, just like I shared a connection with her handsome grandson. I knew when her blue eyes met mine that she was a safe place for me. She was witty, and full of life, and exactly what I needed, especially now that Captain is gone.

“What’s Edward doing here?” I ask, peeking out into the hallway to see if he’s still lurking around.

“Eddie hasn’t visited me since I found out about Damon’s journals. I haven’t had the chance to ask him about the money either. I hope he had nothing to do with that mess but who knows?” Grams’ mood turns grave and we both look to our feet, recalling the composition notebooks that uncovered the years of heinous abuse that Damon endured in silence. Grams hasn’t said much to me about whether or not she has confronted Edward about the notebooks, but I imagine she has. I can’t see Grams holding back after what she found out and she’s definitely not the type to bite her tongue. It’s yet another way that she and I are two birds of a feather. As for the missing money, I imagine her take on it is the same as mine—Damon is taking care of it. It’s as simple as that. I know that in her heart she knows that Edward is likely at the center of the missing money, but he’s her son and despite his destructive behavior, she probably hopes that the check fraud, for once, isn’t his dirty work. 

Damon still doesn’t know that I told Grams’ and Elise, his sister, about the abuse, either. He and I have discussed the notebooks, but that’s it. I’ve tried to find the right time to explain, but it just hasn’t come yet. Damon has endured one blow after another lately and I don’t think I could put him through more. Not right now anyway. Thankfully, Elise and Grams’ have agreed to keep quiet until I can smooth this over with him. Secrets aren’t welcome in our relationship and yet I’m walking around with two that are capable of pulling the rug from beneath my Big Man. I’m no idiot. I know that when he finds out he’ll be angry. I just hope he isn’t as mad as I think he’ll be.

“Oh,” I reply quietly, patting her hand. “I just saw him in the hallway. I called him McFuckstick, so maybe he thought better of visiting.” I smile recalling my insult, but Grams isn’t amused.

“Jo, just leave him be, you understand? I’ve known that Eddie’s a monster for a long time, but I’m his mother and I tried to see the best in him. Don’t poke the sleeping dog, ya know what I mean?” She shakes her head, her face awash with disappointment. 

I just nod in understanding and agreement to leave the asshole be. What’s done is done and Damon and I are building a life together that has no room for that drunken fool. 

Grams shuffles around the box at her feet and motions for me to follow her to the sitting area where we’ve spent so much time together. I follow obediently and watch as she takes on a serious demeanor as rare as a full eclipse. “Jo, I want you to be honest with me now. No joking.” She caps off her statement with a pointed finger. 

Oh shit. I nod and wait for it. She can’t possibly know about Noni. No one knows. Unless she’s always known? There’s no way. Is there?

“I know you’ve said a thousand times how you want me at home with you and Damon, but I just need you to know that you don’t have to do this.” 

I silently take a breath of relief that this has nothing to do with Noni. It’s proof that my growing paranoia is an issue. I begin shaking my head in protest at her speech and start to open my mouth to speak. 

“Sweetheart, I’m old and falling apart. I don’t want to be a burden for you and Damon. I can stay here,” she insists. 

“Grams, you aren’t that old! Hell, you’re the youngest blue-hair I know.” I reach across and pretend to ruffle her silver hair. 

She bats my hand away and narrows her blue eyes at me. “Hey! I haven’t let that beauty school crew touch my hair since that whole mess. It washed out just fine,” she mumbles, patting her short silver curls. “I mean it, Jo. I’m old as the hills. I’m just fine with staying here.”

“If you’re old as the hills now, how old will you be next year?” I do my best to make light of the conversation that there really isn’t a need for. She’s coming home with us and that’s final.

“Well, I’m old as the hills now, I’ll be older than sin next year and older than dirt the year after that.” She smiles a toothy grin that has us both erupting in laugher, as per usual. 

“Come on. It’s time for you to see your new home.” I stand and lead Grams away from this place and to the home that awaits both of us. 

The first home I’ve had since Maman and Papa died. 

The home that Damon has made. 
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The entire ride to the new house is nerve wracking as hell. I want Grams to love the new place as much as I do. Anyone with a brain would be impressed with the property; I know that, but I can’t help my rising anxiety. The house itself doesn’t mean a damn thing if she doesn’t feel at home here. 

I peek over at her in the passenger seat of the pricey SUV that Damon insisted upon. She’s been quiet and watchful of the passing scenery the entire drive, which is unlike Grams. Her silence magnifies my already sky high level of concern. 

I carefully pull into the drive and switch off the ignition. “Ready?” I ask nervously.

“As I’ll ever be,” she chimes back right on cue. 

I snatch her walker from the cargo net in the back and jog around the car to help her out. She eases out of the passenger seat and onto her feet, a wide smile exposing her dentures. Those awful, giant, pearly white dentures! I’ve never been so pleased to see them in their full, toothy glory. She likes it. Thank fuck! I melt into a puddle of sweet reprieve nearly instantly.

“Niiice crib,” she drawls out coolly. 

My eyebrows arch skyward at her terminology. She’s hilarious. “Crib, huh?” I mock.

“I keep up with the youngsters’ language.” 

I don’t doubt it for one second either. Cable TV has been her insight into the world from inside the retirement home. Her blue eyes light up and I turn to confirm what I already know has earned Grams’ smile. That particular smile is reserved for only one person. 

“Damon, you’ve really gone all out this time.” She edges around me and heads for my Big Man, who is standing under the awning at the front entrance looking like heaven personified. 

I’ve never seen a more gorgeous man. When my eyes land on him, whether it’s the first time or the one thousandth time that day, it’s like seeing him for the first time; my stomach flutters as I drink in every handsome attribute. His height. His frame, filled out with the perfect amount of lean muscle. His dark hair. His defined jaw, spattered with coarse five o’clock shadow that he knows I love. The sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up his forearms exposing ribbons of sinewy muscle. Of all things about Damon Cole that leave me breathless, his eyes are by far my favorite. Persuasive doesn’t even adequately describe those golden irises of his. Those eyes are captivating. Absorbing. My gaze meets his and I’m sucked neck deep in an instant, like some strange gravitational pull so damn intense draws me nearer to him and is impossible to escape. Even if I felt like fighting, I wouldn’t do any good because that same force that pulls me into Damon’s orbit steals any desire for solitude that I once had. I’m his. And then there’s that subtle smile when his eyes meet mine, that smile that’s always laced with something more, something primal and compelling that consumes us both—one look in those eyes, one glance at that smile, and it’s clear as crystal to both of us that I am exactly where I belong.

He doesn’t even have to speak. Not aloud anyway. Something in the way he’s looking at me sets my feet moving on a path straight to his arms. 

“You were gone too long,” he says just loud enough for me to hear. 

I wrap my arms around his middle and rest my cheek against his chest. Grams is milling about on the front porch taking all of it in and I can’t help but watch her and smile. 

“I would say she likes it,” I whisper to Damon. 

His lips meet my hairline, where he plants a tender kiss. “I think you’re right. Lunch is waiting for you two. Go eat.” 

Damon’s phone buzzes from inside his pocket and he releases me to answer it. I turn and watch Grams, who is carefully cataloguing the front of the house, muttering to herself about the paint color and the shutters. 

“Tell me good news, Mike,” Damon says into his cell phone as he disappears into the house. 

Who the hell is Mike? Although I’ve never been introduced to or even heard of this Mike person he’s talking to, it doesn’t shock me that Damon has business with people that I don’t even know of. He’s got his hands in various pots of all shapes, sizes and profitability and that means business dealings with a multitude of people. I’m sure it’s boring work crap and nothing exciting. I leave him to it and waste no more time getting Grams all settled in her brand new crib. 

Four hours, a delicious lunch, one Golden Girls episode, and a bag of Circus Peanuts later, and Grams is moved in. Thanks to my thoughtful Big Man, getting her things put away took very little effort on our part. He had the apartment fully-furnished, including a wall of cherry wood shelving to fill with her knick-knacks, trinkets, and do-dads, and even had the bed already made with some obnoxiously floral bedding. Somehow Brian swooped in while we were eating lunch with all of her boxes from the home, leaving very little real “work” for me, just organizing all of her thingamajigs onto her new shelves and putting some clothes away. Two-thirds of our unpacking time was spent chatting and joking with each other. She told me all about her high school sweetheart and a whole host of other transgressions that I was sworn to secrecy about. Turns out, Grams has always been quite the little firecracker. Not that I’m surprised. She’s a straight up vixen and I love her for it.

The remainder of my day passed easily. I helped Grams settle in and left her to get acquainted with her new place while I went over some plans for the store, not getting back over to her apartment to say goodnight until well after dinner. After a quick tour of all the reorganizing she did, I make my weary way upstairs to our new master suite to find Damon already showered and dressed, or shall I say undressed, for bed. He’s lying across our mammoth bed in nothing but those yummy little trunk underwear. They hug and hold tight to every delicious curve of his… assets. The bulge of his considerable girth is evident even when he’s relaxed and I can’t help but lick my lips. The elastic fabric clings and cups him so perfectly that my fingers feel a little itchy. It’s a hell of a sight that has my mouth watering for the salty velvet taste of him on my tongue. 

I pause at the door and take a moment to breathe in the sight of him. He’s watching me watch him and the air between us grows heady and thick all at once. 

“Get over here. I need to be inside my future wife,” he orders in a composed voice, ripe with the guarantee of pleasure. 

Without saying a word, I stroll across the space between us. Damon sits upright and swings his legs off the side of the bed, inviting me to stand between his bare, beefy thighs. I do as he silently ordered. His hands envelope each of mine at my sides and drift slowly up my naked arms, coming to a halt at my neck. His fingers curl around the nape of my neck as the other hand cups my jaw. I’m pulled closer to him, our faces only millimeters apart. His heavy eyes slide shut. It’s clear that my Big Man is doing what he does so frequently. He’s savoring this. He’s savoring me. He’s taking his sweet time because more often than not, that’s just how he prefers it. My lips are achingly close to his. As many times as I’ve felt the fullness of his mouth covering mine, it never gets old. I edge my head forward, hoping that my wanton lips can coax his perfect mouth into giving me what I long for. The grip he has on the nape of my neck tightens fractionally, keeping me in place. It keeps me deprived of what I want and only works to cultivate my appetite for all of him. Just as he wants me. Damon is a calculated man. He has a purpose and a plan for everything he does. Even in the bedroom. His hand on my neck is a subtle way to control and direct me. I happily accept his control over my body.

“You have to get this wedding planned,” he says hoarsely. “I don’t know how much longer I can wait to make you my wife.” 

Before I can respond to his confession, I’m hauled up in his powerful arms. In one fluid movement, I’m on my back, still fully clothed except for my bare feet. Damon kneels between my widespread legs and flicks open the button and zipper of my denim shorts, tugging them down as I plant my heels and lift my ass. He grasps the waistband of both my shorts and panties and frees me of them, swiftly moving his attention to my cap-sleeved blouse. The soft fabric is lifted up my torso, exposing the beige lace bra that I chose to wear today. The shirt is carefully drawn up over my head then tossed to the floor somewhere beside our bed. It takes him all of a fraction of a second to relieve me of my bra. He falls forward, catching the weight of his body on one carefully planted palm. His other hand clasps me behind my knee, hoisting one leg up on his hip. Once he’s got me spread wide and bare for him, he eyes me carefully. Something unspoken blazes bright in his amber eyes. It’s unfamiliar and it sets me off balance as soon as I see it. He’s got something to say but he isn’t uttering a word. I could ask him what it is, but I know better. Damon isn’t the type of man that can be coerced, bullied, bribed, or threatened into doing or saying anything. I hold my tongue, hoping he’ll tell me without my having to pry. 

After a lingering look, eye to eye, his lips part to speak. “You know how much I love you, right?” 

I nod in response, tightening my leg around his hip and hoping he’s about to tell me what’s going on. 

“And you know I would never let anything happen to you?” he says softly, forcefully, holding my gaze. “You know that no matter what, I’d do anything to keep you safe and happy?” 

I nod, careful not to let the confusion show on my face. Why is he saying this right now? Is there something going on that I don’t know about?

“Say it, Jo,” he insists, still looking down at me. 

“I know,” I oblige him. 

“Good,” he whispers, his lips pressed to my neck. 

My eyes automatically slide shut. My back arches into him so that my peaked nipples meet with the sculpted muscle of his burly chest. The light touch isn’t nearly enough and it sends my need for him over the top. I use what little leverage I have to pull him to me. My leg tightens around his hip again, pulling him down to me. I can feel a smile spread across those masterful lips of his. A needy moan slips out. With practiced ease, he sinuously slips off his underwear. Damon has heard my plea. My eyes follow his hand to his extensive cock, where he grips himself, taking one drawn out stroke down then back up. With my heart hammering hard in my chest, my breathing comes in rapid shallow puffs. He directs the swollen tip of himself to my pulsing clit. The lightest touch has me squirming for him. I want him. I need him filling me. He looks at me once more, then allows his wide tip to slip down my slick opening and into position. I still myself and prepare for him. It’s more than enough to distract me from the gravity of what I have to discuss with Noni tomorrow. His eyes bore into me as he lunges his length deep inside me, stealing my breath and replacing it with a sensation that only Damon Cole knows how to elicit from me. Completeness.
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The day has gone by in some weird Stepford Wives monotonous fashion. Noni has kept busy cleaning, organizing and reorganizing and I’ve used any and every excuse I could to stay in my office with Hemingway as my only company. She kept meticulous notes while I was out yesterday, and each little sticky note detailing every phone call and delivery is conveniently posted at my desk. I know Noni’s efficient, but I’m sure her detailed note taking has everything to do with avoiding me. I know that this whole situation must be weighing on Noni the way it has been weighing on me, but I hate that I have to psyche myself up to talk to her. I hid out in the office for the majority of the day browsing listlessly through a wedding magazine that I picked up at the checkout counter in the grocery store. This hoity-toity wedding shit definitely isn’t my style. We’ve been engaged for a mere three weeks and I’m already lost in Wedding World when I really should be focusing on the store. Various contractors, and venders have been in and out and back in again over the last month and some days it’s enough to make my head spin. The grand reopening is quickly approaching and there’s a mass of things yet to be done. One plus to hiding in my hole, avoiding Noni and the truth, is that I managed to get a huge amount of clerical crap done.

This situation with Noni is the most uncomfortable I think I’ve ever been. I’m trying to use kid gloves with her but I’m afraid to make a move. I’m nervous that I may say something wrong or insulting and she’ll quit, leaving me to explain to Damon why my prize employee has bailed on me. And I like Noni—I feel like I’ve known her forever—so this bonus information scares the shit out of me. Especially because I have to keep it to myself. 

I peek over at her every so often to see if she looks like she may be ready to sit down and talk, but so far—nothing. Nothing. Nada. Zip. Zero. What the hell am I to do with that? I shouldn’t push her. I can’t push her. Right? She’s a busy little worker bee on a steady roll cleaning, organizing and stocking inventory. Under any other circumstance, her work ethic would be nothing to complain about, but right now it’s just plain awkward. I know she’s avoiding me and she’s bound to know that I’m doing the same. 

I roll my eyes at the mess I’ve put myself in and push back from my desk. Closing time has come already, leaving me wondering if we’re going to talk at all today. And if we don’t talk, will every day be like this? If this is what I have to look forward to, I don’t think I’ll be able to take it for very long. Something has got to give here. I can’t keep walking around knowing what I know and have Noni pretending that I don’t know. We need to talk. Soon. One of us has to speak up.

Come on, Jo. Get your shit together. I give myself a pushy pep talk while I head to the front of the store to lock up. Just as I flip the sign, I glance up at the familiar bell on the arm of the door and smile remembering the simple days when it was just me and Captain running the sinking ship that was Bookends. As bad as those days seemed, I do kind of miss them. Life was predictable then. Now, everything is beautifully terrible. 

I have the love of my life who also happens to be the man whose father killed my parents. 

I have Bookends but no Captain to eat cheap takeout with.

I have Noni working here, making some amazing things happen in the coffee bar, but an obstacle stands between us that could ruin everything. 

If Captain were here, he would take the lead on this. I can imagine him looking at me with that incredulous smirk and telling me to “toughen up, Miss America. Get your big girl panties on and take care of business.” After which he would likely go on some rant about how this generation is comprised of primarily panty-waisted cream puffs who don’t know the definition of hard work. 

I miss him so.

Lost in my thoughts, I’m caught off guard when I nearly run into Noni on my way back to the office. “Oh, hey,” I sputter, all tongue-tied. 

Noni gives a tight smile then looks down to the towel in her hands. She’s nervously working the cloth between her fingers, visibly struggling to speak. It’s painful to watch. 

Grow a pair, Miss America! I hear Captain’s taunting words in my head and I couldn’t agree with him more. 

“Wanna come with?” I motion toward the office, inwardly bolstering my metaphorical pair. 

Noni nods her head and follows me as I step around her and head back to my hidey hole. I tug Captain’s rickety office chair over so that I’m sitting closer to Noni. She’s placed herself in the only other seat in the small space. It’s just inside the narrow office, across from a bookcase that I use as a catch all—purse, dog leash, books, mail, it all ends up there at some point during my day. 

I take a deep breath. Quick is always best. It’s my standard rule of thumb for everything. The quicker the better. Bandage? Rip it off. Dirty cut? Douse on the alcohol. Awful, uncomfortable chats with employees? Spit it out. Screw it.

With one brow arched, I get comfortable and go for it. “Ready to talk?” I try asking sweetly because she looks so uncomfortable. Scared even. 

Noni nods her head and breathes deeply. Her frightened brown eyes slip shut for a moment then reopen with something new in them. Courage. “I’ve tried for so many years to forget it,” she says quietly, “but I can’t. I don’t think I’ll ever drown those memories. Not with time, not with booze, not with men, not with drugs. Believe me, I’ve tried it all. It’s as fresh in my mind as it was when Ed left me there bleeding.” Her eyes drift from mine and her gaze settles blankly in front of her on the shelf littered with mail, receipts, and books that have yet to be catalogued. Those brown eyes lock on and Noni is somewhere else entirely.

I mentally prepare myself for what I know is coming. We just plowed right through monotony and landed square in the middle of intensity and foreboding. I know the look. She is about to recall something painful. I don’t know if I should hear anything further about Damon’s past, but I won’t stop her. If she’s mustered up the courage to talk for what is likely the first time, then I’ll listen. I’ll share whatever burden the memories carry with them because that’s what you do. The painful parts of life are meant to be shared. They are meant to be battled by the people closest to you. Together. Sometimes we all need someone to come to the rescue. That’s what Dr. Versan says, anyway. I’m still testing the theory. I guess now is as good a time as any to practice. 

Noni takes a deep breath and starts to speak. “When I think about it,” she starts, “I’m seventeen again and right back there.” Her voice is soft but strong and her eyes are unfocused, blankly staring at that spot on the shelf. 

I know that she’s not here. I know that when she continues her story, she’ll be reliving it. And so will I… 

 

“The clock on the motel nightstand reads 9:17 PM. This place is a dump. I hate it here. I can’t wait until I have enough money to get a nice apartment. A real apartment of my own. It’s going to be expensive but I know I could get Jackie to be my roommate. She’s the first friend I made since moving here. If I share the expenses then hopefully I’ll have my own place sooner than later. I told Shell that I would send her pictures when I got settled. Two months have passed since I got to Vegas and I have no photos to send. Shelly is my best friend back home in Kansas and she thought I was nuts to chase this dream. She told me that she knew I could make it here but she didn’t think my very Southern Baptist family would have any part of it. She was right. My dad has all but disowned me and mom talks to me every Sunday at 9:30 after Daddy heads to bed. It’s not ideal, but once I get on my feet here, I know they’ll come around. I’ll make them proud. I’ll make it as a dancer and they’ll see that it’s not some sin above sins to have a Vegas showgirl as a daughter. It takes talent to make it in this industry! I have high hopes for my audition. It’s tomorrow at noon. That’s why Ed better hurry up if he wants to spend time together tonight. I have to call my mom soon and I wouldn’t dare let her know that I have a boyfriend. Well, sort of. Okay, he isn’t really my boyfriend. Not yet, anyway. And what I’m doing with him is definitely something that my mom and dad would croak over. We’ve fooled around quite a bit but I’ve managed to hold him off. I know he’s growing impatient though. I’m still a virgin and sex is still a little scary. Not the actual act, but the finality of it. Once my virginity is gone it’s gone. That’s that. I’m still preparing myself for it. Ed is older than I am and he’s married, only legally though. He told me all about how he and his wife are separated and looking to get a divorce. They have a daughter together so I understand why he wants to keep our involvement private. It’s tidy this way. 

“Bev!” Ed finally knocks at my motel door. 

I glance at the clock once more to gauge how much time I have until I have to shove him out the door for a few minutes so I can talk to Mom. Ed wouldn’t intentionally rat me out, of course, but he likes a drink every now and then and he almost always gets a little rowdy after a couple.

“Yeah, I’m coming!” I call out. I stand and right my dress in the cracked full length mirror hanging on the closet door. My brown hair tumbles freely down my back, tucked back on one side with a tortoiseshell hair comb.

“Well, hurry up, girl!” Ed shouts back. It’s not a good sign. 

I slide the deadbolt and tentatively crack the door until the chain catches. Ed moves to push through but quickly realizes that I’ve not actually opened the door for him. 

“What the fuck, Bev?” he growls. 

My suspicions are confirmed. He’s drunk. 

“Open the damn door,” he slurs while he teeters slightly on his feet. 

“You’re drunk, Ed! You know I have to call my mom in a few minutes. You can’t be all loud and drunk in the background. She’ll hear you!” 

Ed shoves his free hand through his mussed hair and groans. “Don’t be a dumb little girl. Open the damn door. You think I want anyone to know about you and me?” 

The way he points his index finger at me like I’m some kind of insect makes me feel about as big as one. He does this sometimes, though, and I know he doesn’t mean to hurt me. Not really. He just gets a little crazy when he’s been drinking whiskey like water. I don’t want to make him mad. I want him to like me and I’m looking forward to being able to tell Shelly all about my 25-year-old boyfriend when the time comes. She’ll have a fit. I’m looking forward to it.

I sigh heavily and close the door to unlatch the chain. Once it’s dangling against the wood door, Ed slams it open, narrowly missing me.

“Hey!” I cry out. “Stop it!” 

“Oh, stop your bitchin’!”

I can’t believe he almost smashed the door into my face. He’s being a drunk jerk already and now I’m going to have to convince him to go home. If he thinks I’m going to do anything with him tonight he is way wrong. 

“Why don’t you just go home, Ed?” I have one hand on my hip, hoping that I can be assertive enough to kick him out in time to call Mom. If I don’t get in touch with her on time, she’ll probably call the police and insist that they track me down. 

Ed’s face scrunches up like I’ve just shoved a pile of dog crap under his nose. “You want me to leave? You get me over here tonight thinking that a good time is in store and then you start in with me?” He points his finger from me to himself then back to me again and prowls three steps closer. 

I back up until the backs of my knees hit the edge of the mattress. He’s got me nervous and that is not the way to get him out of here. 

“Look, let’s just meet up tomorrow or something. I’ve got to call my mom in a bit and we’re bickering at each other already. The night is ruined.” I peer up to Ed to see if he’s going to back down and I’m relieved to see that he looks both very drunk and very tired. Far too tired to argue with me. Or to do other things with me. 

“Fine. I’ll just take a leak, then I’m out of here,” he mumbles barely coherently as he turns towards the bathroom. 

As soon as the door latches shut, I take a deep breath of relief and flop back onto the bed. I know I shouldn’t even be seeing him. Married is married and he’s too old for me anyway. Not to mention he’s a blithering drunk. If it weren’t for the fact that his favorite bar is directly next to this motel, I don’t think we ever would’ve met. 

I hear the toilet flush then the bathroom door swings open. Ed stands in the doorway glassy-eyed. The look on his face immediately spooks me and I’m on high alert. He’s acting weird now and I’m scared. I’ve got to get him out of here. 

“So, I’ll see you later, then. I’ve got to call my mom.” I motion towards the phone and the clock on the nightstand, which now reads 9:28. 

Ed stands in place, unmoving except for a slight drunken teeter. He’s just staring at me. His arms are hanging at his sides. My eyes drift downward to see my only washrag balled up in his hand. Great. I get one towel and one rag at a time and he’s just used it. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s somehow dirtied up my only clean bath towel too. 

I sigh and decide silence is best. I’m not picking anymore fights with him tonight. He just needs to leave and sleep off the whiskey. We can talk later. 

“So…” I raise my brows and motion towards the door, hoping he’ll just leave without further confrontation.

“You wanted me here tonight,” Ed mumbles. “You told me to be here tonight.” He finally takes a step towards me out of the doorframe of the bathroom. “You asked for it.” He draws closer to me, close enough for me to see something frightening in his eyes. Cold indifference. 

A voice from within screams for me to run. Adrenaline bursts through my veins instantaneously and before I know it, animal instinct has consumed me and I’m off the bed and rushing for the door.

Ed’s outstretched arm catches me easily around my waist. I’m lifted and slammed onto the mattress with such force that my lungs empty. Before I can even react, his fist is drawn back, then collides with my side so hard that I think that he may have punched a hole right through my skin and bone. I’ve never been hit so hard in my life. I don’t think. I don’t breathe. I don’t do anything but hurt. It’s all I’m capable of. With me limp, Ed easily straddles me, his knees pinning each of my arms beneath the full weight of his body. My bones ache and feel like they could snap with even one more ounce of pressure. I begin to struggle in spite of the pain radiating through my ribs and arms. The first full breath I take is in preparation to scream. It’s then that I see the balled up washrag being thrust into my open mouth. 

“Please, God, help me!” I cry out from behind the cloth. 

With me immobile and mostly quiet, Ed chuckles and leans back to snag my tennis shoe from my foot. I watch in horror as he pulls the laces from the eyelets where they belong. He lifts one knee from my elbow and forces my arm downward. The force of this maneuver flips me to my stomach. I have a microsecond to fight and I do. I pull and kick and flail and push, but it’s all in vain because Ed has the upper hand in more ways than one. Both of my arms are behind my back and I can feel the shoelace being wrapped around my wrists then pulled tight. I cry out. I cry out so hard that it steals what little breath I have. Ed is now straddling my backside and it’s clear what is about to happen. My chance to escape has come and gone. All that’s left to do is survive. With his body weight holding my waist in place beneath him and the shoelace tied tight around my wrists, Ed has freedom to use his hands and he does. His clammy palm comes crashing down against the side of my head and sends a lightning bolt of pain ricocheting through my skull. My brown hair is pulled tight and my head is yanked backward so hard that I think my neck may snap. I don’t feel it, though. Not with the life-saving adrenaline pumping fast through my captive body. I don’t feel anything but panic and fear.

“You wanted me here,” he growls into my ear. “You made me believe that you wanted it, so now you’re getting it, you little prick-teasing bitch.” 

I can smell the pungent scent of cigarettes and whiskey on his rancid breath. I’m not sure if it’s fear or the smell of him or a combination of both, but my stomach shudders in response. I gag hard again and again. I fight back against my body’s reflex to puke. If I do throw up, I’ll choke. I’ll die. “Survive, Noni! Survive!” I chant to myself as tears pour freely down my face. I’m so scared. I want my mom and dad. I want to be home in Kansas. “Get back home, Noni,” a voice from somewhere deep inside of me pleas. 

So I do. I go home. If only in my head, that’s what I’ll do. 

I squeeze my brown eyes tight and think hard about Daddy’s farm as the hem of my dress is harshly shoved upward. The fields go as far as the eye can see. I miss being there. I’m dragged backward to the edge of the bed. I try harder to remember the way the fields smell when the crops of wheat and corn have just emerged from the tilled ground. Shoots of bright green wheat break through the soil and spring skyward. The scent is unlike anything else. It’s the smell of hard work, perseverance, and earth all wrapped into one. It’s the scent of home.

Fear grows within me still. I know what’s coming but it does nothing to prepare me. My heart races in my chest and I try hard to even my breathing. With one hard jerk, my panties are ripped from my body. A whimper escapes from behind the washrag in my mouth. I’m reminded of how scared I was the first time I drove the tractor alone. I was so nervous that I would mess something up but Dad just told me to relax and get through it. Once it’s done it’s done. He told me that I would never have to go through driving a tractor for the first time ever again. You only get one chance at the first time for everything. Some things you savor and some things you just have to get through. “That’s life, darlin’,” Dad said as he lifted me into the cab of the intimidating piece of machinery, a monster I’d seen him drive with ease a thousand times. 

I scream loudly from behind the makeshift gag the moment I feel something hard prod against my backside. I try with all the willpower left in me to hold on to my mental retreat. I’m in Kansas. I’m not here. I’m not in this awful motel room being raped by this monster. I’m home. I’m safe. With one exacting blow to my backside, he’s taken something that isn’t his to take. My eyes pop open and bulge. The breath in my lungs freezes in place. I’m shocked and caught off guard by the pain. He wastes no time taking all that he wants. Another grueling stab. And another. And another until thankfully I accept the pain that has been handed to me. I stop fighting and accept it. My eyes remain unblinking. My head is turned to the side and I allow my limp, beaten, violated body to relax under his assault. With my cheek pressed to the scratchy bedspread, I cling tightly to the only lifeline I have left, my mind. My mind still fights even though my body has yielded. My mind is all I have. My mind remains untouched by him. 

I stare numbly at the beige rotary phone on the nightstand. I should be on the phone with my mom right now, I think as it starts ringing. I hope she isn’t worried. I hope she never knows what has happened to me. What has become of me? Fresh tears spill from my swollen eyes at the thought of how this would kill my family. My older brothers would want to kill Ed and I wouldn’t stop them if I knew they would get away with it. My mom would be heartbroken and Dad—well, I’m not sure what he would say or do but I do know that I don’t want to find out. Ever. 

Ed’s heavy breathing is louder now that his body has slowed. I hope he stops. Please stop. Please stop. Please stop. I can’t stop praying to myself. I just need to get through this and shower. I need to wash it all away. I need to wash him away. I need to wash the memory of this night away. He lifts himself off of me and with one excruciating jolt of pain, he’s out of me. I squeeze my eyes shut. I’m not sure why. Whether out of fear or relief, it doesn’t really matter. 

“See what happens to stupid little sluts who mess with a man like me?” he snaps at me, only an inch or two from my face. 

A faint mist laced with tobacco and liquor lingers over my skin, sending my stomach into an uproar. I gag so hard that my battered side cracks in response. A broken rib, no doubt. My eyes open wide as alarm bells resound in my head. I can’t hold it down this time. I’m going to be sick with this rag shoved in my mouth. A new fear comes over me just as my stomach heaves violently. As I focus on not choking to death, I see Ed grimace in a drunken haze. He does nothing as he escapes the way he came. He left me bound, beaten, and ready for death. But I don’t care. He’s gone.”

 

I don’t even know what to say. I stare blankly at her for what feels like minutes.

“I found out that I was pregnant with Damon three weeks later,” she murmurs just loud enough for me to hear. I left my doctor’s appointment and stopped at The Diner to spend my last few bucks on lunch. Joanne Bynum was my waitress. I remember looking at her and feeling sorry for her. She was middle-aged and working in this restaurant, on her feet all day. I remember thinking to myself that I never wanted to end up that way, working my tail off for a few bucks in some mediocre diner.” She pauses and shakes her head with a bemused smirk. “When I was a dollar and twenty-seven cents short to buy lunch, Joanne gave me a knowing look and said I could eat lunch for free if I was an employee. I had nothing else, no other options, so I took the job. I never left. I became that middle-aged woman running herself ragged for next to nothing. They hired me even though I was bruised and homeless. And I was grateful for it.”
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Noni’s story leaves me speechless, my face sodden with tears I didn’t even know I shed. She spoke as if she was going through it all over again. As if she’s still there. As if she’s never left that night in a cheap motel room. Her eyes focused on that point and time in her history and she was gone from the present. I know exactly how she feels.

I’m not sure what to do at this point. I feel like sobbing. I feel like I should hug her. I feel like fighting. I feel like finding Edward and scratching his fucking eyes out for Noni and Damon. 

I inhale the silence between us and scoot my chair so that we’re thigh to thigh. She’s sitting quietly beside me with her hands in her lap. Her eyes are still fixed to the focal point that she found at the beginning of this story. I place my hand on top of hers and just sit. It’s a small gesture, but I pray it speaks volumes to her. I want her to know that I’m here. I hope she understands that this is me sharing this burden with her. This is me accepting part of the weight that she has carried for so long. This is me accepting her as she is. My sweet friend deserves so much better than what she’s been given. 

Noni’s eyes finally drift, breaking her daze. Her tortured brown eyes lock with mine and it’s evident that she’s at her breaking point. Her lip quivers. Her eyes fill to the brim with more than thirty years of tears. In a flash, she sweeps her arms outward and falls, crumbles, disintegrates, her head landing on my shoulder with a thud. Tears wrack her body violently. Shoulders, arms, legs, all of her is trembling against me. My arms automatically enfold her and I do my best to gather her up against me. I’ll be her leaning post if it’s what she needs.

I like to think that I’m pretty tough, that I’m pretty thick-skinned, but right now, I’m not. Being in love with Damon has softened my heart more than I’d like to admit and with Noni falling apart against me, all efforts at keeping my shit together are futile.

“Oh, Noni,” I croak out, pulling her tight against me like a mother holds a child, and crying with her. “I’m so sorry.” The apology that I’ve always detested so much slips over my lips before I can stop myself. I’ve always hated how apologies feel. I’ve heard them so much throughout my life and always felt like they were never sincere—no one could ever really, truly feel regret or sadness on another’s behalf. Or so I thought. Until Noni. Until right now. 

I ache for her. I feel such disgust for what was done to her. I can’t think of anything but how sorry I am for her, her situation, her life… everything. 

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” I repeat over and over, rubbing my hand across her shoulder blade. 

After what feels like hours, but I’m sure has been mere moments, her trembling eases and her tears slow. I release my grip on her. She sniffles a few times and rights herself in her seat beside me. The dish rag that she’s been carrying all day is still in her lap. She brings the soft cotton material to her tired eyes and blots away the last of her tears. 

It’s right then, in this very moment, that I realize that Damon is bound to find out about this at some point, and it occurs to me that my Big Man will be utterly blindsided by this information. I know he’ll be surprised about Noni and frustrated with me for going behind his back (and I’ve been preparing myself for that backlash), but the reality of the matter, that he’s here because that asshole raped a teenager… that’s going to kill him. It’s an alarming realization that sets my mind spinning with various scenarios on how to break the news to him, none of which are ideal.

“What about Damon?” 

Noni eyes me warily as if I’ve just pointed a gun at her. “I-I don’t know if I’m ready, Jo. I—he…” she trails off.

“We need to talk to Grams. Grams will know what to do. Grams knows everything,” I ramble on. 

“Jo, I’m not sure I can.”

I grasp Noni by her shoulders and square myself with her. “Listen to me. Grams’ is a safe place to start. We need her in our corner in case Damon finds out. When Damon finds out,” I correct myself because there’s no hiding anything from Damon. Not for long anyway. He’s going to find out at some point and having Grams there for support is going to be crucial.

Noni slouches forward, cupping her head in her hands. “Beatrice is a good woman, but I’m afraid,” she admits feebly. 

“I am too,” I confess, knowing that any attempt I make to sound tough right now would be completely transparent. Anyone in this position would be scared. I’m no different. 
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Nerves are a funny thing. My experience with anxiety is limited. I’ve never had the luxury to be scared or apprehensive until recently, really. It was always do or die for me, which left no room to be timid. Being timid was a good way to be targeted by someone with less than good intentions. Being timid would have meant being too weak to take what I needed when I needed it. I trained myself to be brazen and for the most part, it has been my favorite character trait, but right now I’d pay top dollar for some gumption to navigate this disaster. Loving people has given me anxiety, I think. I have people to disappoint now. How am I supposed to tell him? Should I tell him? How’s he going to take it? What would he do to Noni? What would he do to Edward?

When I turn off the main road and into the driveway to our new place, my mind is still reeling with what Noni has revealed to me. No amount of preparing myself could have prepared me for that. Noni is fragile right now but my own sense of morbid curiosity has me wondering how she must have felt during her pregnancy with a child who was a product of her rape.

Before tears over Damon’s violent conception surface again, I extinguish any thought of it. With one deep, cleansing breath, I switch off my SUV, scoop up Hemingway, and slide out of the driver’s seat. Damon’s truck is parked right in front, so I’m sure he’s here unless he took his BMW today. A tiny part of me hopes that he isn’t here. I’m not quite ready to face him knowing what I know. 

Once inside, I walk straight through the house and out the back door. Grams apartment is a short trip down a walkway made from decorative pavers. Her personal quarters like a miniature version of the main house, matching exterior paint and all. I set my eyes on the small front porch and hurry to it. I need to see Grams. I ring her doorbell and shake my head, remembering how tickled she was to have a doorbell. She’s a wonky old bat.

“Come on in!” I hear her chime from inside. I open her door and come to a stop when I see Grams sitting in her La-Z-Boy with a roll of utility tape, a flashlight, and her walker, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. 

“What in the world are you doing?” I can’t hide the amusement in my voice.

“I need a headlight on this thing,” she answers as she peers over the top of her red reading glasses at me. “Grab some scissors, will ya?”

I hurry to her kitchen and scoop the poultry shears from the utensil caddy beside her stove. “Here.” I thrust them towards her. 

She juggles the roll of tape and the flashlight precariously while trying to get her wrinkled fingers into the handle of the scissors. 

“Here. Let me,” I insist. I lay the walker down on the carpet and kneel down on the floor to help her. “Why exactly are we putting a flashlight on your walker?” I ask as I wrench a segment of tape from the roll. 

“The walkway is dark at night. I need a headlight so I can see where I’m going.” It’s a simple enough explanation, so I just shrug in concession. I have to admit, the woman is as practical as they come. 

“That’s a good idea, but I think Damon was going to have the walkway lined with outdoor lights.”

“This works just as well. Why waste the money?”

“I’ll let you discuss that with the Big Man,” I suggest with a smile, knowing Damon will get a good laugh out of Grams’ new invention.

“I will,” she assures me. “Though I might patent the thing if it works out well. I can give you a cut since you did the real work.” 

Someone knocks lightly on the door. Speak of the devil. Damon swings it open and takes one look at the shit on the floor then at the two of us and shakes his head. 

“Might I ask what you two are up to?”

“Pimpin’ Grams’ walker,” I answer just as plainly as Grams explained to me. 

“I see.” He nods and holds back a smile, stuffing his big paws into the pockets of his pants. Damn, he’s beautiful. It’s the greatest kind of irony looking at my Big Man. He’s beautiful in every way, charming and driven and generous, yet he was born out of pure evil. 

I’m quick to chase away that train of thought. I eye the tape closely as I wrap it carefully around the flashlight, fastening it to the front rail of Grams’ walker and tucking down all the sticky pieces. Two more strips and it’s done.

“There.” I smile at Grams and set her walker upright in front of her. “Now you’ve got a headlight.” 

“Beautiful!” Grams declares. “I’ll call it the One-Eyed Beast.”

“Please don’t,” I quickly respond, choking down a giggle. 

Grams smiles slyly and sits back in her chair thinking up better names, no doubt. I look to Damon, who is leaning against the wall casually, looking like typical Damon. Sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, top two buttons undone exposing that delectable dip at the base of his neck, gunmetal gray slacks clinging deliciously to the hips that I so frequently have my legs wrapped around. 

“It’s a good idea, Grams, but the groundskeeper will be installing lighting down the sides of the walkway,” Damon explains. 

Grams’ scoffs and looks up to my Big Man. “Well, that’s just a waste. Cyclops will work just fine. No need for extra lights.”

“Cyclops? That would be a great name if you two would have just gone with a headlamp versus… this.” Damon eyes our invention speculatively.

“What? And mess up my hair? Never,” Grams explains, waving off Damon’s suggestion. 

Laughter erupts from Damon; it’s a beautiful thing. I love seeing him so carefree and happy. It’s a reminder that he deserves to laugh. He deserves to be happy. He deserves so much and I plan on seeing that he gets it. 

He takes a few steps my direction and pulls me to him as his laughter slows. “Thank you for helping her with everything.” His whisper is feather light on my ear, causing goosebumps to pepper my skin. My eyes slip shut and I breathe in his incredible scent. Soap, and laundry, and Damon. “I love you, baby.”

“I love you too,” I whisper, feeling flush and a little dizzy on my feet. 

His cell phone rings from within his pocket, breaking the enamored trance I was in. He fishes it out and screens the call. “I have to take this.” He swipes the screen with his index finger and turns to walk away. “Mike, what do you have for me?” he asks into the phone as he shuts Grams’ front door. 

“Who’s Mike?” Grams asks the same thing I’ve been wondering. 

I shrug dismissively and get to my feet, flopping down into her new couch. This is the time to talk. I know it, but I struggle with finding the right words. “I’ve got a question for you, Grams.”

“I’ve got an answer,” she quips, setting Cyclops to the side. 

Spit it out, I admonish myself inwardly. I have to get this over with. “What would you say if I told you that I found Damon’s mother?” My voice is small. Much smaller than I’ve ever heard myself. My anxious eyes meets Grams’ crystalline blue ones and all joking, jibing, and wit has abandoned her.

“What?” she whispers. 

It’s a rare occasion to see her so serious, but this is one of those times. I shrink marginally into the couch. 

“You found her?”

A nod is the only response I can offer. 

“Have you met her?” Grams’ voice hasn’t gone above a whisper.

“That’s the… complicated part,” I confess, wishing I could take it all back, wishing I could go back in time and forget seeing that birth certificate. But even if I could, it wouldn’t change the fact that I’ve known Noni for years. We’d all be connected in some twisted way or another regardless of whether or not I learned the truth. Life can be one screwed up bitch.

“Pray tell, Jo,” Grams chides sternly, tapping her foot. She’s edgy now and I can’t blame her. She raised Damon for the most part and he’s always been hers to protect, and here I go searching out his real mom.

I inhale deeply and ready myself for the difficult story waiting to be told, but before I can say anything, Grams eases out of her seat and shuffles to her door. She cracks it open and peeks out into the backyard, looking toward the house. 

“I think he’s inside, but if he touches that doorknob, mum’s the word. Got it? I mean it, Jo. He can’t hear anything about this. He isn’t ready.” 

I nod. She makes her way back to her recliner and settles in then looks to me expectantly. Here goes.

“I know her,” I admit quietly, looking at my hands. “It turns out I’ve known her for years.” 

Grams watches me carefully, nodding for me to go on. 

“Grams, my friend, Noni, the one I hired, is Damon’s mother. I saw his birth certificate and I thought that finding her would shed some light on things, but I’ve known her all along. She met Damon when we first started seeing each other and recognized his name right away. I didn’t know who she was until the day he proposed. Her real name is Beverly Da—”

“Child, hush!” Grams orders. 

I snap my lips shut and arch my eyebrows, shocked that she would talk to me like that. 

“I know who she is, Jo. I’ve always known. I’ve kept tabs on that girl since she came to my front door pregnant with Damon. Beverly Wynona Davis. I didn’t know that you knew her, but I knew the rest. I’m old, not daft.” 

For the second time today I’m rendered speechless. She fucking knew?! “I-I thought you said you knew her first name and that was it?”

“I lied,” Grams hisses. “I did a lot of that to protect Damon.” A look of dismay mars her wrinkled face and I feel terrible for what I have to tell her next. She takes a deep breath before she continues. “When a little boy asks why his daddy hates him, you’d be surprised how easy it is to lie rather than tell the ugly truth.” The expression on Grams’ face speaks a million truths. I can only imagine how difficult it has been to be sandwiched between her grandchild and her belligerent son all these years. “Eddie hated him from the moment she handed him over to me,” she says, shaking her head. “That sweet baby was the straw that broke the camel’s back where his marriage was concerned, so I know part of the reason he’s always resented Damon was because in his twisted way, Eddie blamed him. For the breakup, I mean. I just never understood why he resented him so much. It never added up for me.” She clicks her tongue, still shaking her head. “It’s not the child’s fault that Eddie cheated on his wife and impregnated someone else. Poor Damon is as innocent as they come. Sins of the parents and all that.”

“There’s more, Grams.” The weight of knowing is heavy. The weight of having to be the one to tell Grams what her son did to an innocent girl is unbearable. 

“Of course there is.” She shakes her head, obviously exasperated. “There’s always more to every story, now isn’t there?”

“I want you to come with me to the store tomorrow to talk to her, but not before you hear what she told me.”

“Okay…” Grams says tentatively, clearly waiting for me to go on with my story.

“It wasn’t her fault,” I start. “Noni—S-she wasn’t given a choice. He-Edward did something unthinkable, Grams. He-he…” I can’t even bring myself to say the words. I watch her realize where I’m going with this sordid tale. 

Her weathered hands go to her mouth, astounded by what I’ve just told her. “He didn’t,” she mumbles from behind her hands.

“He did,” I affirm. 

“Oh my God.” Grams shakes her head in disbelief. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

“Grams, she told me everything. She told me every horrifying detail. And the way she looked—the way she sounded—what he did to her…” I trail off, shaking my head and fighting back the lump in my throat, fighting back the tears. “It’s primarily why she gave up Damon. She wasn’t in a position to care for him physically or emotionally.” 

“Oh my God,” Grams repeats, still wrought with shock. “I’ll go with you to the store in the morning. I have to see her. That poor girl.” Grams looks at the floor and I can see the tears pouring down her face. 

I nod in understanding. I knew that Grams would want to see Noni. She’s going to want to make it right. She’s going to want to try to clean up after Edward like she always has. 

“I told her that you were the safest person to talk to first, so please be easy with her, Grams. She’s… she’s fragile. And she doesn’t know much about Damon’s childhood. I don’t know how to tell her. I don’t know if I ever can.” 

It’s the first time that I’ve thought about the other side of the scenario. I’ve been so consumed with keeping her identity a secret from Damon that I haven’t even thought about what I have to keep secret from Noni. If she knew what Damon has gone through, what Edward has done to him, it would devastate her. She would feel even guiltier, like a monster instead of a victim, and Noni is not a monster. Not even close. 

I stand and walk over to Grams, leaning down to kiss her on the cheek. “Goodnight, Grams. See you in the morning.”

“I wish I had done more for her,” Grams whispers, not looking up.

I don’t quite know how to respond to that, or if I’m supposed to. “You did what you could, Grams,” I say softly. “You were there for Damon.”

She shakes her head, no doubt recalling what we learned from Damon’s personal notebooks. “It’s all in the past now, I guess,” she says, patting my hand. “You’re a good girl, Jo.” She looks up finally and gives me a sad smile. “Night.”

I leave Grams’ apartment and walk up the path towards our house, wanting nothing more than to see Damon and loathing it just the same. Noni is guilty, Grams is ashamed, and I’m so damn scared of it all that I hardly know how to proceed. Plugging right through like I have been is bound to backfire soon. I have no way of knowing how this is going to play out and that’s the most disconcerting for me. I’ll protect my Big Man at all costs. I’ll keep his heart safe even if I have to lie for a while, and it seems like Noni and Grams need to talk before anyone says anything to Damon.

Dinner is simple and relatively quiet. Damon inhales his food per usual then spends the rest of dinner watching me as close as I think he ever has. He doesn’t say anything, but he never really has to. It worries me to think that he will pick up on my unease. Faking a good mood would definitely give me away. Damon knows when I’m genuinely happy and there’s no faking what knowing what I know has done to my head and heart. 

I ponder my situation while I do the dishes and decide to go with a simple explanation that’s at least kind of true. He hasn’t asked yet, because he’s likely waiting for me to open up to him, but at least I’m prepared. I’ll wait. If he asks what’s got me in a mood, I can tell him that work was shitty today because in truth, it was. 

I plod up the stairs to our bedroom, ready for him to ask what’s up, and find him standing at the sink in our enormous bathroom brushing those perfect teeth of his in just a towel. One look at him and I know that he’s the ideal medicine to soothe away the nightmare that was my day.

His warm eyes meet mine in the reflection of the mirror and I’m sucked into the vortex that is Damon. Every part of him summons my body to be close to his, skin to skin, eye to eye. His skin is still glistening from his shower, his hair damp and tousled, and there’s just enough growth on his jaw to graze my cheek. Flawless.

I step up behind him at the sink and wrap my arms around him, pressing my body against his. My cheek rests against his defined back and I let my eyes slip closed for this moment of respite. Just being here with him is a welcome distraction from my chaotic reality. 

“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or should I just fuck it out of you?” 

I press my lips to his back, dropping little kisses as I go. “Just a long day, baby,” I say mid-kiss, “but I’ll take option B anyway.” 

Damon’s body shakes as he laughs. “Don’t have to tell me twice. Bed,” he orders in true caveman fashion. 

He turns on his heels and flicks his towel from his hips, revealing his already erect cock. It’s nice seeing him naked. It’s like eye therapy and I revel in the beauty of him apparently long enough for him to lean forward and haul me up on his shoulder. A girlish squeal sails out of me as I’m toted from the bathroom straight to our bed. I reach down and pinch one muscular butt cheek before he tosses me onto the mattress in a heap. 

Damon crawls onto the bed, caging me in a prison made of rock hard flesh. I’m happy to serve out my sentence. I’m happy to forget all about taking Grams to see Noni tomorrow. I’m happy to forget all of it.
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If Grams is nervous it doesn’t show. I’ve peeked at her a dozen times or more on the ride to the store this morning and each time she’s just humming along to the song on the radio and watching the passing scenery as we zip by.

“Are you nervous?” I finally ask.

“Nah,” she scoffs. “Nerves are for young people. I’m fine, honey. You?”

“Hell yes, I’m nervous. I promised Noni that this would be the easiest way to start. I don’t want to be made a liar.” It’s a plea and a warning all in one. I trust Grams, I just don’t trust this situation.

“It’ll be fine, Jo. It’ll all be just fine,” she reassures me in that way that only a mother can. 

It does the trick to settle my unrest. I nod. The rest of the ride to work is in silence. 

I take a deep breath as I walk around the SUV to help Grams out. I unfold her pimped out walker and secure the locking mechanism. She smiles and steps out of the Volvo. 

“After you, Grams,” I say, motioning forward.

Grams oohs and ahhs over the store and I give her the world’s quickest grand tour before stowing her in the office with Hemingway and some wedding magazines. I want her out of sight until I’m able to talk to Noni and let her know that Grams is here. 

 

Noni gets to the store uncharacteristically late. I was scared that she’d skipped out on me for a minute. When I finally see her brown, lightly peppered with gray, hair, I’m pretty sure I let out a sigh of relief. 

“Hey, Noni,” I greet tentatively, trying to feel out her mood.

“G’morning, Jo.” 

Resilient. It’s the first word that pops into my mind and I find myself admiring the woman who gave me the best gift I’ve ever been given. Damon. He was born out of violence and heartbreak, but he was born nevertheless. She could have gotten an abortion. She could have chosen to end his life before it had really even begun, but she didn’t. She showed unwavering bravery where most would give up. I can’t say that I would blame her if she had chosen a different path for herself. Faced with the same circumstance, I’m not sure I would choose to keep a child that represented something so awful. 

“Are you okay?” I ask quietly.

She swallows hard and then gives me a tiny yet reassuring smile. “Yes. I think I am, actually. You’re the first person to know what happened and it’s the oddest thing, but I feel relieved that you know. I was thinking about it last night and decided I’ve been hiding it for so long that I hadn’t realized how lonely my secret has made me. So,” she moves forward and wraps her arms around me, “thank you.”

I close my eyes and do my best to keep control over my emotions. This entire thing has reawakened feelings in me that have been dead since Maman and Papa died. I stifled them out of pure necessity. I had to be strong and being emotional simply wasn’t a part of that equation. Right now, I want nothing more than to burst into tears.

Noni grips my shoulders and holds me out in front of her with an endearing smile on her face. It’s enough to break down the barricade that I erected so many years ago. Stupid tears form in my eyes and I feel like a blubbering idiot. 

“Ignore me. I’m being dumb,” I say, swiping at my wet cheeks.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Noni brings me back in for another hug that feels so good on my raw and ragged nerves that I don’t want to let go. 

“I’m so emotional these days,” I murmur, “it’s pathetic. With the engagement, the new house, Grams moving in, the store, the wedding, you…” I shake my head and wipe a stray tear from my chin. “Speaking of Grams,” I watch Noni, careful not to freak her out, “she’s here. In the office.” 

Noni’s eyes widen. Her hand goes to her chest, clutching at her heart. She stands in front of me wide-eyed but silent. 

“She knows,” I continue. “I talked to her last night. She wanted to see you.” I pause, wondering if I should wait for a response. “Want to go see her?” I offer instead of insist. 

Noni’s reaction is small but it’s there. She gives me a barely noticeable nod and it’s go time. I walk dutifully ahead of her, opening the door to the office and revealing Grams. A small gasp comes from her when she sees Noni for the first time in over thirty years. 

“My God.” Grams gets to her feet and pushes the walker that I swear she doesn’t really need aside. “Sweet, sweet girl,” she says and opens her arms wide, welcoming Noni into them. 

Without pause, Noni steps into Grams’ embrace. Just like that, tears are falling from all three of us. They hug for a long time, whispering a few things to one another, none of which I’m able to hear from the doorway. 

The moment finally ends when Grams pulls back and pats Noni on the cheek. I look from Grams to Noni then back to Grams. They need privacy and I need to put a stop to all this crying to get some work done. Captain would never let me live down all this girly emotion. He’d probably mutter something completely sexist about women being hormonal and therefore dangerous. He’s never far from my thoughts, especially lately, and I find myself missing him more every day. Before my sentiments get the best of me yet again, I make a break for it.

“I’m going to get some work done,” I offer quietly. “You two talk a while. If you need me, I’ll be out here.” I thumb towards the store then split. 

They’ve got a lot of catching up to do and I have a bookstore to prepare for a grand reopening. The mountain of work waiting for me is a welcome departure from the present and I dive in headfirst.
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I peer out of the wide, sweeping windows of our new bedroom and allow my head to swim with my beautiful, albeit complicated life scenario. 

I’m lucky to have Damon. I know that better than anyone. I’ve never want to jeopardize what I have with him, but I fear that I’ve done just that. I didn’t do anything to deserve his help at the scene of the accident all those years ago and I don’t really feel that I’ve done anything special to deserve him now. Truthfully, the only thing I did was become a victim in the car accident that melded our worlds together, which wasn’t exactly a choice but it bound me to him nonetheless. The outside of this relationship is a well-manicured veneer, but he and I both know that a standby therapist is a telltale sign that there’s so much more that we have to work through. We look happy. We look like a couple in love and building a life together, but at the same time we’re working to clear the scar tissue from our lives just to keep us that façade. It’s difficult to admit, but when you compare our shitty childhoods, I think losing my parents was the better end of the deal. At least I have nothing but fond memories of them. At least I never went a day thinking that they didn’t love or want me. Damon has gone his entire thirty-three years knowing that he was given up by his mother and hated by his father. I can’t imagine how that reality has affected him. My heart aches more for his past than it aches for my own tragedies. 

Now I’ve gone and taken an already chaotic situation and fueled the fire by digging into his past. I sought out the identity of his mother and now that I’ve got the information I wanted, I’m no longer sure that I want it. At all. The ominous thought of Damon discovering what I’ve done scares the shit out of me. Something deep down in my gut has been twisting, screaming at me to let all of this lie and pray that it settles just the way it is. A mental picture of a furious, scared, and further traumatized Damon has been tormenting me for weeks. I think the only thing that scares me more than that is the vision of a Damon that has shut down and refuses to give a shit. I waged war with that Damon once already. I won the battle, but I’m not entirely sure that I’ve won the war. Seeing a look of cold indifference cross his handsome face is something I never want to see again. It nearly broke me the last time. Going through it again would exhaust every ounce of my resolve. 

Grams’ reunion with Noni about did me in today and I’m not sure I can go any further with this. I’m not sure that I should go any further. I don’t know how I’ll be able to keep this to myself. They talked and talked and talked all day. I ate lunch with them but left them to it as soon as I had wolfed down my sub, never really entering into their conversation. Neither one of them gave it a second thought when I dismissed myself to get back to work. They kept right on talking until closing time and I ignored the nauseous feeling that my paranoia conjured up.

Damon’s truck pulling into the drive draws me from the familiar murk of dismay. I watch his tall, rigid frame step easily from the cab and stride towards the front door. Just before stepping beneath the awning, his molten gaze drifts upward as if he feels me watching like I always feel him watching me. His expression is hard and I can tell he’s making a beeline for me. It’s difficult to tell if the tremble that’s taken over me is from the thrill of anticipation that those eyes elicit or the constant, uninhibited fear of the truth coming out.

It takes all of thirty seconds for Damon to appear in the frame of our bedroom door. His wide shoulders take up all the space that the entry to our bedroom has to offer. I look to him and whether by conscious choice or reflex, I keep quiet. He stands there for a moment, looking disheveled and angry, but not speaking. 

Shit.

My heart speeds and it has me feeling panicky. I want to say something. I should say something, but my brain is on a fucking vacation and left utter fear to housesit. Damon lifts his hand, holding up one finger, and takes long, determined strides towards our bathroom. He shuts the door behind him, leaving me confused. What the hell? 

He opens the door a moment later looking… exquisite. He has ditched the shirt and stands in only his slacks. The way he casually props himself against the frame of the door while meticulously drying those big hands of his has me scared and licking my lips like a famished dog. God, he’s beautiful. And he’s mine. Mine. 

“I—”

“Shh,” he demands. He rights himself and prowls across the space between us. 

The sight of him coming for me has my body thrumming with a growing need. A need for every inch of him. A need to taste him. A need to drown my worry in a sea of lust and heat. A need to be okay. The moment he easily steps into my personal space, his scent inundates me, sending me sailing over the edge in desperation. 

“I want—” I begin to plea. 

His hands lift to my shoulders and turn me away from him to peer back out the window. He positions himself so painfully close to my backside that I involuntarily push back against him, eager to feel him. One hand finds its way to my stomach, where he unfolds his hand wide, covering nearly the full width of my abdomen. His lips make painfully soft contact with my earlobe, sending a shiver through me in all directions like a ripple through water. 

“Looks like I’m not the only one who knows how to keep secrets,” he whispers into my ear. His breath against my skin is feather light, completely contradictory to the lead weight that has just taken up residence in my throat. My heart stops in my chest and fear extinguishes the fire that he so easily lit. 

He knows.

I’m frozen in every sense of the word. The brain in my head has been taken hostage by the all-consuming fear. My feet feel as if they’re cast in concrete and my stomach… well, let’s just say my stomach is about to expel the sub that I so hastily ate for lunch. 

Damon slips something into my hand. Paper. I bring it up to examine whatever it is that he has uncovered. 

A wedding magazine. A fucking wedding magazine?

I whirl around to face him with utter incredulity written on my face. I hold it up and arch an eyebrow. “What?” I ask as coyly as I can manage.

Damon takes the magazine from me and flips casually to a dog-eared page near the middle. “Top Ten Honeymoon Destinations,” he reads the title of the article that I had looked over yesterday. “You starred Paris. You never told me you wanted to go to Paris. Why not?” 

You’ve got to be shitting me.

I sigh and just as if someone released the vice that my nerves were in, my body relaxes, my anxiety retreats to a manageable level, and my stomach, though still uneasy, no longer threatens to have me hugging the toilet. I shake my head at my Big Man and wrap my arms around him. “I guess I forgot to mention it to you. We don’t have to go. I just… I don’t know… it caught my eye since that’s where I was conceived.”

“Is that where you want to spend our honeymoon?” he asks pointedly.

“I don’t care where we go, baby, as long as I’m your wife.” 

“I love the way that sounds,” he admits. His hands turn greedy, exploring my backside. I moan, my forehead resting against his sternum. It’s all the encouragement Damon needs. Both hands grip the backs of my thighs just below my ass and I’m hauled up. My legs wrap around his waist as he carries me to the bed. 

Damon wastes no time disrobing me. With one quick tug, he’s removed the black yoga pants that I use to lounge around in. He leaves my navy blue lace thong in place but goes to work on my tank top and bra. I lie before him in just the thinnest of lace, wanton and ready. The slickness between my thighs beckons to him. His slacks drop to the floor and are joined by his boxer briefs a moment later. I squirm, watching him reveal himself to me. His engorged cock springs forward, jutting up and outward. My eyes trace every throbbing vein, every ridge and the velvety smooth rim of the tip. My tongue involuntarily darts out of my mouth, moistening my lips. Damon knows what I want.

I hold up a crooked finger and motion him to join me on the bed. “I want my lips wrapped around your cock, baby.”

He climbs onto the bed and reclines on his back, his heavy cock twitching against his abdomen. I kneel between his legs, lean forward and take his length as far is it will go. The dewy tip of him butts against the back of my throat, but I take him deeper still. I peek up to see Damon staring down at me, jaw clenched, eyes heavy with pleasure.

I work my hand up and down the length of him, making long firm strokes. My tongue swirls and slides around the broad tip of his cock, winning a low moan from somewhere deep in his chest. 

“Fuck, baby,” he says, then sucks in air through gritted teeth. His hips begin to buck beneath my ministrations the closer I bring him to release. One big hand tangles in my brown waves, guiding me up and down. 

Abruptly, his hand tightens in my hair, stilling me. 

“On your back,” he growls, pushing me away. 

I waste no time doing just as he says and spread my legs wide for my Big Man. His fingers hook into my soaked thong. He pushes his thumb through the delicate fabric and just that quick, the junction between my legs is all his. His lips go to the soft inner part of my thigh and place warm, lingering kisses on his way to my wet center.

My hips squirm. My back arches. I ache for the fullness of him. With my eyes shut, Damon’s skillful mouth reigns over the most sensitive parts of me. Purely expert flicks from his tongue overwhelm my pulsing clit. A clear moan rings out around us. It only encourages him. His full lips seal around my clit and my hips buck, my body ravenous. He alternates between light suckling and hard passes from his tongue. Little jolts of electricity burn through my extremities, making my legs twitch and jerk in sync with each pass from his tongue. My fingers find his dark chocolate brown hair, lacing through the tangled mess of strands.

“Damn you taste perfect, baby,” his low voice reverberates through his lips against my flesh, setting me trembling in his grip. “So sweet.” 

My breathing comes in quick gasps the closer I am to coming. “Ah, Damon,” I moan.

“That’s right, baby,” he urges.

My head tosses back against the pillow. My eyes bulge, my mouth pops open, and my body arches, giving all of me to his masterful mouth. A current of pleasure rockets through me in every direction, wiping out all cognitive thought. 

He’s just fucked me stupid without even fucking me. The irony doesn’t escape my endorphin-saturated brain. Only my overachieving, real life God of Sex could wield this brand of magic. I’m his happy supporter. 

Damon’s rippled, muscular body snakes up mine, settling between my quavering thighs. My hardened nipples beg for attention and my Big Man obliges. His mouth covers my nipple briefly, sucking hard. He nips, creating the perfect amount of pain, then repeats his work on my other side. 

He grips his thrumming cock and I look down to see a shining bead of dew just at the apex of his wide tip. He eases forward, placing it right on my sensitive clit, depositing his singular drop of pleasure right there. Good fucking God, that’s hot. 

My hips thrust upward involuntarily, desperately wanting to draw him in. His honey eyes burn right through me just as he thrusts into me, sheathing himself to the root. He’s as deep as he can possibly go and the fullness of him is exquisite. Our respective sighs echo around us as he leans in closer, caging me. Propped on his elbows, his chiseled chest makes pass after pass against my breasts, heightening my satisfaction. 

Stroke after deep stroke, Damon builds both of us closer to climax. I’m helpless beneath him. My nails dig in. My legs cling around him tightly. His breathing comes faster and heavier. His speed increases. The air in my lungs stalls in place. My toes curl painfully. My muscles clench at Damon’s cock, exploiting every ounce of pleasure that he has to give. He slams into me once, twice, three, four times more, then shudders, spilling himself inside me. 

With him still buried deep, I wrap my arms and legs around him, holding him close. I kiss the throbbing vein in his neck and allow both of us to relish in the bliss we bring each other. 

Damon’s breathing grows deep and his body relaxes against mine before I have a chance to ask him why he looked so riled up this afternoon. Whatever had him looking so tousled is a mystery. I doubt he’d do much explaining anyway. He never does. Still, I hope whatever has him frustrated has nothing to do with me. Or Noni. Or Edward. 

Sleep comes easy despite my ever-growing level of worry. I only hope that when and if Damon discovers what I’ve unearthed, he won’t pull away from everyone who loves him. Specifically me.
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After making breakfast for myself, Damon, and Grams, I gather my things for work and shove them into my shoulder bag. I’ve got a laundry list of things to get done today and I pray it’s enough to distract me from my own thoughts.

“Hey,” I catch Damon by his necktie and pull him to me as he passes by in the foyer, “are you okay? You looked irritated when you came home yesterday.”

“Versan,” he explains with a shrug of his big shoulders. “Quack thinks he knows everything. That’s all.” 

His appointment. 

I’d forgotten that yesterday was Wednesday and that Damon would be going to see the good doctor for his usual appointment. 

“Wanna talk about it?” I offer, knowing that he’ll likely say no. 

“Will I have to pay you?” he teases with a wink.

“Of course,” I clutch my heart feigning offense.

“Name your price, ma’am.”

“Hmm… Ah!” I hold up my finger then pull him closer by the silk tie he’s wearing.

His lips touch mine and just like that, I’m swathed in everything Damon Cole. Even if for just a moment, I forget the world and every person in it. For just this moment it’s only me and Damon and the connection we share. 

“Oh, gimme a break,” Grams laments in mock disgust. She’s entered the foyer with her duct tape-adorned walker, a backpack slung over one shoulder, and her reading glasses dangling from her neck. 

Damon’s deep laugh resounds against my lips before he breaks away to smile broadly at the woman who raised him. He looks back to me and gives me a chaste peck. “Gotta go, baby. Call you later. Bye, Grams,” he says on his way out of our door. 

“Okay!” I call out. “Love you!” 

“Love you too!” he shouts back.

Once the door closes, I look to Grams and can’t help but laugh. “What’s with the backpack? Going back to school?”

“No, Miss Smartypants. I’ve got some pictures and things for Noni to look at.”

“Yeah, I guess she does have a lot to catch up on,” I admit. 

It’s then that it really sinks in that Noni has missed almost thirty-three years of her child’s life. She’s given up so much. She missed watching him grow and learn and turn from a baby to a child to a man. If I ever have a child, I can’t imagine missing everything. Even the thought of not seeing a baby that I made with Damon is enough to spawn a small ache in my chest. I don’t like the thought. Not at all.
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Noni beat us to work this morning and it’s beginning to look like something I should expect. More often than not (with the exception of yesterday, really), I get to work and find Noni waiting to be let in. She’s all kinds of dependable. Every day she even looks the same. Her brown hair is brushed smooth and pinned back with a hair comb. Her clothes are secondhand, but they’re professional and always pressed and clean. She smells of lavender perfume. Her dark brown eyes are lightly rimmed with eyeliner, her lashes coated with a modest amount of mascara. I can’t say that she needs much more than that. She’s a beautiful woman in spite of her circumstances. Had I looked closer before, I think I might have seen my Big Man in Noni. He has the same long eyelashes, dark brown hair, and brown eyes, though his are more of a honey brown whereas Noni’s remind me of melted chocolate. 

I should just give her a manager’s key instead of letting her wait outside with her bag lunch, purse and travel mug every morning.

“G’morning, Noni,” I greet as I pull the store keys from my bag. 

Grams shuffles right over to her and wraps Noni up in a hug that seems to be reserved for mothers. I’m not entirely sure how to even describe that type of hug but I do know that it’s lingering and gentle and full of secret whispered exchanges in each other’s ears. I take a moment to admire these two women, distractedly placing the key into the door and turning until I hear the slide of the deadbolt. I may not have my own mother around anymore, but I’ve gained two amazing women whom any person would be proud to call their mom. They are perfect examples of what a strong woman is. I idolize them both.

Noni smiles her typical sweet fashion. “Morning, Jo.”

Grams shuffles into the store first, followed by Noni, as I prop the door open with an outstretched foot. 

“I’ve brought the pictures I told you about,” Grams says to Noni, covering her heart with her hand and smiling ruefully. “I’m excited to look at them. It’s been a while.”

“You two go on into the office. I’ve got that table guy coming at 10,” I say as I check the watch on my wrist. It isn’t Maman’s watch anymore and I’m still getting used to it. It’s a pricey replacement though. My new Rolex matches Damon’s (though I’m not sure much is the same besides the brand and the fact that it’s a watch); it’s a gorgeous, shiny rose gold with diamonds embellishing the face. It’s simple but elegant and I must admit that I love it. I tried to refuse, but Damon insisted that I have it until he can get Maman’s watch fixed after the bath water disaster. I don’t know why I bothered trying to resist the elaborate gift. Damon doesn’t take no for an answer. Ever. I need to remember to ask him about Maman’s watch when I get home… 

Grams and Noni happily retreat into the office, leaving me to begin sorting things out for the table guy. He’ll be here in about an hour and since Damon is the one who arranged this meeting, there is no refusing it. He swears that this custom furniture company is the perfect thing to update the store to make it a more “young adult friendly” environment. Jonathan Greene is the guy’s name and apparently he custom designs charging station bistro tables. Each one seats three customers and accommodates charging needs for e-readers, laptops, tablets, and cell phones. They even have these little pop-up partitions for privacy, making the tables look like a pie chart of some sort. His company is called Going Greene and something about it just sounds so pompous that I find myself crinkling my nose at his choice in business name. 

At 9:45, the door to the store swings open an in walks Damon’s assistant, Brian, a leggy blonde woman, and what I assume is her son. This must be Brian’s sister. The resemblance is uncanny.

“Jo, baby, meet my big sis, Lindsay. Lindsay, Jo.” He thumbs from me to her then back to me. “And this stud is my nephew, Trey.”

“Stud, indeed,” I say, winking at the handsome little boy. For the second time today I envision what Damon’s and my babies would look like—silky brown baby hair with honey eyes and pouty, fat little baby lips. Some super feminine side of me swoons and melts into a pool of hormones somewhere on the floor. What the hell, Jo? I shake off the vision and focus on Brian, who’s tapping his foot impatiently. “How can I help you, Bri?”

“I brought Linds with me because we’re job hunting for her today, but Boss Man told me to be here to take notes during this meeting with Going Greene.”

“You mean spy on me.”

“Not spying! More like micromanaging in his standard way.” Brian shrugs, then brushes a stray dirty blond hair from his forehead. Must be out of hair gel. Or spackle. Or whatever he uses to set that hair of his into a cast iron helmet-o-hair.

“You’re babysitting,” I toss over my shoulder as I retreat behind the coffee bar for a fresh cup. “Want something to drink, Trey?” I ask the green-eyed boy.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replies politely. “Do you have chocolate milk?”

“I don’t think we do, but you know, there is someone here who makes a wicked cup of hot chocolate. Want some?” I offer, leaning forward as if telling some national secret. 

Trey’s wide grin is answer enough. 

“Be right back. Brian, you and Lindsay help yourself,” I call as I walk off towards the office. 

By the time I pry Noni from Grams and return to the coffee bar, Mr. Jonathan Greene has joined our little private party. Brian is standing there with his tablet at the ready but Trey has disappeared into the children’s section. Lindsay appears to be immersed in the menu Noni has developed. Mr. Greene is standing with Brian, waiting for me.

“Hi. Jo Geroux. Nice to meet you.” I hold out my hand to him. 

Mr. Going Greene smiles pretentiously and I inwardly mark one for myself on the scoreboard for having predicted this. No one names their business after themselves like that unless they are truly and thoroughly in love with themselves. Going Greene. Might as well have been Pompous Poop.

“Pleasure to meet you, Jo. Jonathan Greene.” He holds my hand for just a little too long, making this meeting awkward in a hurry. 

“Yes, well, um. Let’s get to it, huh?” I ask, clapping my hands together in front of me.

An hour and a half into his presentation, I find myself making up a reason to go to the office, leaving Brian to take notes from the showy Mr. Greene. I’ve had about all I can take of his namedropping and bragging.

When I resurface, My Greene has left the store and apparently so have Lindsay and Trey. 

“Where’d your sister go?” I ask, looking around.

“I don’t know, but she took off out of here like her hair was on fire. She said she’d be right back.” Brian waves dismissively towards the door as if he’s completely unconcerned. “I emailed you and Damon a copy of my notes. I gotta get out of here. Boss Man has already texted me twice to go get a file from Mike Passarelli,” he says, shaking his head and stowing his tablet in his man purse. 

“Who’s Mike?” 

“His personal snoop,” Brian replies easily.

“What?” I make no effort at hiding the quizzical look on my face.

“Yeah, Mike just does all of Damon’s personal snooping into everything business and personal. How do you not know this?” he squeaks in the most dubious fashion.

“Good question,” I mutter weakly, because I really don’t get why I don’t already know about this guy. Who hires someone to snoop around for them? Someone with interests to protect. 

“Yeah Mike is all macho Bruce Willis, Die Hard style. He’s pretty hot, too. Don’t go getting me into trouble, chick.” Brian points one manicured finger at me.

“Never,” I assert, holding up my hands in surrender. 

“K. Later, skater,” he singsongs on his way out the door.

“Peace out, girl scout,” I counter. 

Snoop? Like investigator? Guess I’ll have to ask Damon about more than just the watch tonight.
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When our house comes into view, I see Damon’s truck parked in front. I’m surprised. He rarely beats me home. 

“I’m going to have a nap, Jo,” Grams says as I help her out of the car. “I’ll be in later on.”

“Okay, Grams. Get some rest.” I follow her down the walkway to her apartment and help her in. I smile and shut the door, then hurry back into the house to get out of these clothes and see what Damon’s doing. I’d like to know all about this Mike Passarelli snoop guy. I’m especially curious to learn if Mike investigated me when we first started seeing each other. 

“Damon?” I call out, waiting a moment for his response. Nothing. I head in the direction of his office, betting that I’ll find my Big Man in there. I tap lightly on the door then open it before Damon invites me in. I never wait for an invitation. “Hey, I called for you,” I say as I enter. “What are you doing?”

Damon sits behind his desk, reading from a manila folder with a vacant expression on his face. Every nerve in my body goes on high alert. Something isn’t right. He stands without saying a word and rounds his desk, striding towards the door.

Damon shuts his office door and stands himself between me and my exit. “What did you do?” he asks levelly.

My heart instantly doubles its pace and I know what’s coming. I can see it in his eyes. He knows. This is happening and I’m not ready for any of it.

“What did you do?” he repeats in an eerily calm voice. The only response I can register is a series of confused shakes of my head. “Don’t you deny it, Josephine; I saw you with Grams talking to her at the store.”

“What?”

“CCTV, Josephine. It was installed yesterday evening.”

“You were using it to spy on me?”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“No, I think it’s completely relevant. What else have you been spying on, huh? Has Mike fed you anything juicy?” I march to his desk and snatch the manila folder up and flip it open. My eyes scan the first few lines before Damon crosses the room and seizes it from my hands, flinging it back onto the desk.

 

Subject: Edward Cole

Findings: Substantial debt to various private lending institutions and their affiliates. No known aliases. No known foreign accounts or property. Record of two cellular numbers registered to “Edward Cole.” Surveillance to continue as previously discussed. 

 

Subject: Philippe Geroux, Collette Geroux, Josephine Geroux

Findings: Phillipe Geroux-deceased. Collette Geroux-deceased. Known relatives- Josephine Geroux, 

 

“Give me that!” I cry. “It’s about me!”

“No. When did you find out?” Damon grates out, his jaw clenched. 

Things are spinning out of control too fast. My head swims with words but all of them seem like the wrong ones. 

“When?” he demands.

“I saw your birth certificate when I found the notebooks and I started looking for her,” I confess feebly. “I sent the person on the document a letter. I didn’t know it was her.”

Damon closes his eyes tightly and drops his head. He pushes his hands through his already disheveled locks. “And?”

“She called me the day you proposed and admitted that she’s your mom.” 

“Josephine…” 

It’s unclear if the way he’s said my name is a plea or a reprimand. I take one step closer to him and stretch my hand out to him. I just want to make this better. I don’t want him to hurt. I don’t want him to know, but it’s coming. I can feel his next question before he has even spoken it.

“What do you know?” His tormented gaze meets mine, leaving me unsure and frightened. 

With one deep breath, I shore up what little courage I have left and prepare to confess the horrid truth. I prepare to break his already delicate heart and shatter his mind.

“Everything.” 

The word that carries so much comes out as a mumble. It’s weighted with rape, tragedy, abuse, and lies perpetrated against Damon by everyone around him, including me. It doesn’t get much worse than this. 

“Elaborate, Josephine.” 

I hate when he uses my full name in that tone. It’s a sure sign that he’s beyond serious. I have nothing left to do but tell him everything and pray that he doesn’t crumble beneath the burden of knowing. “Ignorance is bliss” couldn’t ring truer right now. 

“Damon, baby—”

“Don’t! Don’t you dare try to sugarcoat this right now! Tell me what you know!” He points his finger at me and bellows so loud that my ears ring in protest. 

Tears sting my eyes and the knot in my throat is enough to choke on. I’m backed into a corner by my tormented Big Man with no place to go.

“He raped her, Damon,” I whisper. The admission sounds so foreign. It doesn’t sound like me. Maybe because I hate the truth so damn much or maybe because this is the first time I’ve actually said it aloud. I watch closely as Damon’s brows draw up, forming a crinkled line. His attention drifts from me to the floor at my feet. I can see him mulling over my words in his head. 

“Oh my God.” He covers his face with his big hands and turns away from me. “Fuck!” 

Damon’s balled fist crashes violently into the back of his office door. The wood shudders and splinters beneath the crushing force of his fist and I startle instinctively. I’ve seen him angry before, but I’ve never seen him quite this pissed. There’s far more than anger flashing in his eyes though. I see that he’s hurt, devastated. I imagine not only for the misinformation he’s been force-fed all these years, but also for the loss of his mother and for the unspeakable crime that his father committed. Damon knows what it feels like to be seventeen and feel as if your life has ended before it has even begun. Both he and Noni were robbed of so much by the same man. It’s a link of commonality between the both of them that I hope will help them connect despite their grim history.

“Go away, Jo,” he whispers, not looking at me. “I’ll give you all the money you need. Go to the penthouse for now. I’ll make sure arrangements are made for you, but you have to leave here.” He moves his head from side to side in little shakes, his lips pursed tightly together. 

This is bad. 

He strides right past me and grabs his suit coat from the chair in front of his desk, slipping into it with practiced ease.

“What? Why? I’m not going any fucking place!” I snap, all sadness evaporating into thin air. I’m partly puzzled and partly irritated. No. Scratch that. My level of frustration has just rocketed to somewhere between fuming mad and livid indignation. I’m supposed to marry this man and he expects me to tuck tail and head for the hills? He should know me better than that. 

“You can’t be a part of this, Jo. I won’t put you at risk and I won’t be able to keep my eyes on you at all times.” He moves past me and rounds his desk. 

“A part of what, exactly?” I demand an answer from him. He can’t do something brash or dangerous or illegal, for that matter. I won’t let him jeopardize himself in any way.

“It doesn’t matter. You just can’t be here.”

“Bullshit!” My hands are on my hips and I can feel heat warming my cheeks. 

“Haven’t you had enough? Haven’t you seen enough to know that running as far and as fast as you can is the smartest thing to do at this point?” Damon shouts from behind his desk. He has one hand planted palm down on the wood, anchoring him in place. His free hand is raised, motioning towards his destroyed office door. “I’ve wanted nothing but the best for you. I’ve never tried so damn hard to be anything for anyone. But you…” He lifts his hand from his desk and points directly at me. “Dammit, Jo. For you, I’d do anything, except put you at risk to be hurt. And that’s exactly what will happen if you stay here.” The last part of his speech makes him sound like a conquered man confessing a truth and it makes my heart sink. “I’m a constant reminder of everything negative, Jo.” Damon drops into his leather office chair in a heap. 

It rips me apart to see my Big Man so plagued by a past that he’s unwilling to deal with. He doesn’t have to accept his past—maybe not now and maybe not ever, but I do need him to accept me. If nothing else, he has to accept me, my help, my shoulder, my ear, and my love… all that I have to offer.

“You’re a constant reminder, all right.” I round his desk and rest my hand on his coarsely whiskered jaw. “You remind me every day exactly why I said yes. The way you look at me,” I slide between him and the desk, placing myself between his legs, “the way you keep me safe,” I lean forward to place a sweet kiss on his forehead, “the way you think of me first.” 

Damon turns his head to the side and allows me to pull him close to my chest. His arms reflexively wrap around my waist and it’s a good sign that I may be winning this battle. 

“The way you rescue me from myself,” I continue softly, planting another kiss in the same place, “the way you look at me,” I cup his cheeks, pulling him back just enough to give me the right angle to drop yet another kiss on the bridge of his nose, “the way you touch me.” 

His eyes slip closed as I tilt his head back and lean in to press my lips to his chiseled jaw. He sighs and I know he’s coming back to me.

“The way you love me,” I say just above a whisper. My thumbs stroke over his defined cheekbones until his eyes open, burning bright with pure love and lust. It’s the definitive signal that I was hoping for. I’ve persuaded him. I’ve won the battle. This time.

His nostrils flare as he inhales deeply and his jaw clenches. A growl emanating from deep down surfaces just as his big hands take my hips into a vice-like grip, lifting me from my feet. “Loving you is all I’ve ever wanted to do, Jo.” 

My heart leaps in my chest hearing his sweet confession. Damon’s expert hands glide the sash of my robe from its loops. The silk slips easily from my shoulders, revealing me to him. His eyes roam freely over my body. Nothing has changed. From the first time he took me and every time since, he takes a moment to appreciate every curve, unabashedly looking his fill. 

He places one tender kiss between the swell of my breasts. He looks so defeated right now and I’d give anything to make it better. I lift my hand to tame the strands of hair that have gone astray, but he catches my wrist in midair. 

He stands abruptly and covers my mouth with his in a passionate kiss that steals my breath. My tongue slides against his, battling for territory, but it’s impossible to keep up with Damon. It always has been. Just as quickly as the kiss began, it ends. He breaks away from me and I see that his eyes have gone icy, stilling the heart in my chest. No. 

“Go,” he orders with such finality that I wince.

“Wh—”

“Leave.” 

There isn’t a shred of tenderness left in him and I feel my naked body shrinking before him. For the first time, I feel vulnerable and exposed to him. I scramble to pull my discarded robe back on. 

“I don’t know what—”

“It’s simple, Josephine. Get your things and go. I’ll make arrangements for you. You’ll have what you need. Brian will call you tomorrow to sort out the details.” 

I’m completely caught off guard. I was about to make love to my fiancé and now I’m being shoved away, tossed out—fucking abandoned! I’m sure that the confusion I feel is written all over my face. “Are you…” I begin hesitantly, scared to say the words.

“Breaking it off? Yes.” 

Just like that, cold, indifferent Zombie Damon is back and I hate him for it. I shake my head fervently.

“No. You can’t do this to me,” I plead. “I’m sorry. Please don’t do this to us.” Tears break through and spill onto my cheeks. 

“I just did.” He pushes away from me and strides coolly from his office, leaving me. Maybe forever. 
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I didn’t say goodbye to Grams and when I went to find Damon, he was gone. I slipped the diamond ring off my finger and left it sitting on Damon’s side of the bed. I packed a few of my things in a daze and drove myself back to the penthouse in silence. I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t think. All I could do was replay his words in my head. Damon left the house before I did and is likely forgetting me over a bottle of booze right now. Maybe even a woman or two. 

Thoughts of Creamsicle Carrie, that slut of an interior decorator, and various other plastic women falling over themselves to get ahold of the newly single Damon Cole bombards my shattered heart with mental images I’m far too fragile to entertain at the moment. I wish I had the stomach to drink. I could go for a glass of wine or two. Or ten. Instead, I rummage through the fridge in the kitchen and manage to dig out a freezer burned pint of chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream to drown my sorrows in. 

“Jo? Baby?” Brian calls. 

“I’m in here,” I say around a mouthful of cookie dough. 

Brian steps into the bathroom reeking of condolences and sympathy. Fan-fucking-tastic. “Oh, honey,” he coos with his bottom lip rolled out mocking a look of dismay. 

“Don’t. I can’t—I… Fuck!” It’s next to impossible to keep the emotion out of my voice. Rather than face him, I slip down under the bubbles of the full tub I’m soaking in and let the water wet my hair completely. I resurface to see Brian sitting on the toilet across from me. 

“Why are you in here?” he asks, looking around at the guest bathroom. 

“Because it doesn’t make me want to die.” My answer is simple and couldn’t be more true. The master suite here at the penthouse is full of memories that I can’t bear to revisit right now, especially with the prospect that those memories may be all I have left of Damon.

“Oh,” he says knowingly, focusing on his neatly folded hands.

I flip the toggle on the spigot back and forth with my toes, staring straight ahead.

“Come on. You can’t sit in there forever.” Brian pulls me to standing and hands me two folded towels. “There’s a robe right over there, sweetie. I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

After drying off and wrapping myself up in the robe that Brian left me, I venture out into the living room to find him on the phone with his back to me. 

“She’s a mess, Boss, but I’ll stay with her tonight. Okay. I will. See you in the morning.” Brian hangs up with Damon and turns to see me openly eavesdropping. 

Just knowing that the man that I am irrevocably in love with was just on the phone makes the ache in my chest grow exponentially. I’m cross-eyed jealous. I want to hear his voice. I want to know what he’s doing. Where he’s at. Who he’s with. What he’s thinking. I just want him.

“Sorry, babe. He made me promise to check in once I talked to you.” 

“Does he even give a shit?”

“Of course he does, Jo. The whole reason he pushed you away is because, in his messed up way, he cares. He thinks he’s protecting you,” Brian explains with a shrug, patting the couch next to him. “I think this will blow over. Just give him time. I don’t know the whole story, but what I do know is that Damon loves you, probably more than you even know.” 

I scoff at his sentiments. I can’t convince myself that he loves me even a fraction of how much I love him. If he did, he wouldn’t have sent me packing so readily. I said I was sorry. I was just doing what I thought would help. I want Damon to stop living in the past and move towards the future I thought we wanted together. I couldn’t help but think that finding his biological mom would somehow help him find closure. Now I know that I was wrong and apparently didn’t know the man I love well enough to make that sort of judgment call. 

“I can’t hold onto hope,” I reply sadly. “It hurts to think that I could hope for him to calm down just to be let down when he never calls.”

“I know.” Brian sighs. “Men, huh? Come on, let’s watch a movie or something.”

“I don’t really feel like it, Bri. I think I’m just going to go to bed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I just need to sleep. I’m so tired.”

“Okay… Want me to stay?”

“No, you go on home. I’m sure I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Pshh! You can count on it,” he says complete with dramatic flair and I can’t help but smile weakly at this man who has become my closest friend. “Call if you need me and I’ll be right over,” he promises as he picks up his man purse and heads for the door. 

“Okay. Night,” I mutter. I refuse to keep him here to watch me bathe in misery, nor will I be one of those women that force their best friends to endure hours of lamenting over a breakup.

“Night, doll.”

For no reason other than my aptitude for self-destructive behavior, I find myself in the library, Damon’s domain. The penthouse was left furnished since Damon bought new furnishings and décor for the new house. The shelves in the library are still full of the best literature to be had; the couches and chairs that Damon took me on so many times are in the same places they always have been. I walk to the arm of the oversized chair that holds countless memories of Damon claiming my body and let my fingers drift lightly over the fabric, remembering how it felt against my bare body, recalling Damon filling me. I sit down in the chair and press my thighs together. I squeeze them tight, trying to mollify the growing need at my center. I ache to feel him against me. I ache to feel him in me. I ache to feel him beside me.

A bone-quaking sob rips through me as reality sets in. I’ve just lost my Big Man. I’ve just lost Damon to a past that refuses to go away. He’s stuck there and I’m stuck here, feeling helpless to save him from the darkness that looms over him and, subsequently, us. It’s not something that I can kiss and make better, but I’d try if I could. I’d try if he allowed me the chance. 
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Damon grips my chin between his index finger and thumb, then strokes the pad of his thumb achingly slowly over my bottom lip. My eyes slip shut, relishing in the desire that he builds within me. Something deep in my core cries out for him. Damon must hear my unspoken pleas, because his fingers curl around the nape of my neck, pulling me in to claim my mouth with his. His warm, wet tongue slips over my open lips and dives deep into my mouth, caressing my tongue as it slides against his tantalizingly slowly. His hips roll against mine, winning a moan from me. I want him. I’ve never wanted someone so badly. I’ve never needed someone so badly. The kiss ends when Damon breaks away, leaning his forehead against mine. We’re both panting and eager. The rigid bulge in his slacks presses against my abdomen, teasing me. My fingers slip through the belt loops of his pants and I pull him closer to me. 

“I love you,” he confesses as if it pains him. As if he loves me so much that it hurts. 

I know how he feels. 

“I love you too,” I whisper, my lips grazing the dusting of hair on his chest. “I love you so damn much.”

Damon takes a deep breath then takes my mouth all over again. He smells so good. I can smell his body wash and his cologne and his freshly laundered clothes. Tears build in my eyes and I’m not sure why. I know he’s here with me. I can see him and feel him and taste him, but something inside feels so broken. Something inside of me feels like this is the last time and I think I could lie down and die. 

“Don’t leave me,” I beg, breaking away from his kiss. 

Damon says nothing. His luminescent eyes just peer into me.

“Damon?” I ask, stepping away from him. He does nothing still. “Damon!” I cry out, wanting to hear him say that he’ll never leave me alone.

I’m startled awake to find myself still in my robe in the chair in the library. Tears have seeped from my eyes. I look around the dimly lit library, trying to get my bearings. My dream was so vivid, so real. I could feel his skin. I could feel the warmth of him pressed against me. I could smell him just as if he was in the room with me. Realization hits me like a freight train. I jump up and run downstairs. I come skidding to a stop at the kitchen island when I see a note. 

 

I’m sorry. I never wanted to hurt you. I hope you’ll forgive me one day.

—D

 

My eyes scan the note three times in a row. He was here. He was here. I could smell him. I can still smell him. I clutch the note to my chest and sink to the floor against the kitchen island. 

It’s really over. 

I’ve never been so heartbroken. 
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It’s amazing at the things that can happen in a matter of two weeks’ time. I’ve eaten a bunch of junk. I’ve slept. A lot. I’ve watched one chick flick after another even though they make me feel worse. Yet another example of my propensity for self-loathing. 

I haven’t seen much of Grams. I’ve spoken to her twice, both times cut short by my lacking intestinal fortitude. I made an excuse to hurry off the phone because talking to her just hurt too much.

Hemingway is the only one who doesn’t mind my wallowing. Brian dropped him off that next morning after Damon kicked me out. Hemingway is just happy that I’m almost always home. I pop into work for the things that I have to be there for, but otherwise I avoid the store. It hurts even being there. It hurts knowing that it was the very place where I met Damon for the second time. Walking into that place is the equivalent of walking into a burning building. I hold my breath and run in, do what I have to, and make my escape before the flames consume me.

Noni doesn’t seem to mind. She hasn’t said much about anything except for the occasional “I’m here if you need to talk.” Other than that, she’s been doing a fine job of working her tail off to get things ready for the grand reopening that I’d prefer not to attend. She deserves a raise. I figured the least I could do was give her the keys to Captain’s house. She insisted on paying rent, but I told her that she was free to stay there as long as she paid the taxes and managed the expenses for maintenance and upkeep. She agreed and ditched her old apartment in the dodgy part of town the next day with a promise that she’d find a way to buy the property off of me one day. I told her that she was doing me a favor by moving in, but she still thinks that I was being too generous. She’s crazy.

The extent of my social life has consisted of fast food with Brian and chatting with Howard, the security guy, on my way out to walk Hemingway. I’ve bumped into Handy Andy almost every day when we’re out on a walk and I’m starting to see that it’s no accident. He’s been kind and understanding that I’m a heartbroken train wreck right now, and his flirtation has been kept to a minimum. Thank God. He walks his black lab, who I named Chaucer. We meet in about the same place every evening and sometimes we let Hemingway and Chaucer off their leashes for a run in the dog park. It’s been a nice distraction.

I haven’t heard from Damon since the note he left on the kitchen counter fourteen days ago. He sends messages via Brian and that’s it. No phone calls. No texts. No emails. Nothing. 

He gave me the store, the Volvo, Hemingway, and use of the penthouse for as long as I want. I told Brian to go cram Damon’s settlement agreement up his ass. I don’t want his fucking money. I want him. I want our lives together. He’s taken that, the most valuable thing to me, so throwing money at my wounded heart doesn’t do anything but insult me. Brian says that Damon is only trying to help, but I’m not in any kind of mood to entertain his magnanimous efforts.

Hemingway groans beside me on the couch, getting my attention. I set my book down and look down to the little monster.

“What’s up, Hemingway? Need to go potty?” His loud yip is a resounding “yes” in Schnauzerranian. I would know. I speak Schnauzerranian fluently now thanks to an intensive two week long immersion course courtesy of my breakup with Damon.

I kick off my pajama shorts and slip into a pair of denim capris that fit a little more snugly thanks to my recent binge on everything processed and high in fat content. I can’t help but roll my eyes at my own petulance. I slip on my flip flops even though it’s a little chilly with the sun low in the sky and scoop up Hemingway for the trip downstairs. I’m thankful for Vegas weather. My wardrobe is pretty much the same year round. As long as the sun is up I can get away with sandals nearly every month except January. 

“Hey, Howard,” I greet as I walk passed the security desk.

“Evening, Miss Josephine.”

“Are you ever going to call me Jo?”

“Probably not,” he says, and the stony-faced bastard actually cracks a smile. 

I’m as shocked as a person could possibly be and I can’t help but smile back since it’s such an occasion. “How is your evening?” 

“It’s okay, I guess.” Howard’s moment of lightheartedness quickly fades. His eyes drift and though it may be unwelcome, I offer an ear.

“Something wrong?”

“It’s nothing, Miss Josephine.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind talking for a bit.” I step closer to the security desk and lean against the counter.

“It’s just some bad news I got today. My dad has Parkinson’s and the medication isn’t helping much anymore. He can be put on a new group of medications but it’s just too expensive for me and my brother.” 

“Howard, I’m so sorry to hear that. If you’re anything like your father, I’m sure he’s a sweet man who doesn’t deserve this.” 

Howard nods and gives a polite smile signaling that he’s done talking about the subject. I imagine he feels terrible that he can’t help his father. If I were in the position to do it, I’d give him the money he needs. 

“Well, I hope things work out for the better. Let me know if there’s something you need. I’ll be back later, Howard,” I offer as I back away from the counter and step out into the cool evening breeze. 

I set Hemingway onto his furry feet and start out on our normal route, stopping at all his favorite patches of struggling desert grass. Andy and Chaucer come into view just as I’ve come to expect. We walk toward each other, our respective dogs leading the way. Hemingway dances around, excited to see his walking partner.

“Hey, Jo,” Andy says, his smile showing off his dazzling teeth and dimples.

“Hey to you too, snazzy dresser!” I give him a once over, marveling at how nice a suit looks on his hefty frame. “What the heck are you doing walking your dog in a suit?” 

“Ah, well I was hoping a walk could butter you up first but, since you asked… I have this dinner reservation. My date bailed on me so I was kinda hoping…” His blue eyes survey me cautiously.

“Oh, um, I don’t know, Andy,” I reply quickly. “I’m not dressed and I’m not in the mood for real food. I—”

“Come on, it’s just friends taking advantage of good food at a nice place that has the waiting list from hell. Come on. Please?” He steeples his hands in front of him and mocks begging, even puffing out his lower lip. 

I tilt my head to the side, contemplating how much effort it would take for me to get presentable and pretend I’m not doing battle with a shattered heart. “Oh what the hell,” I resign, tossing one hand outward. How bad could it be? I’ve got to start living again at some point. No time like the present. “Just friendly, platonic, dinner,” I say sternly and Andy nods his head as I speak. 

“You got it.” He beams another Handy Andy panty-dissolving smile and I roll my eyes at him. “I’ll come get you at 7. Dinner is at 7:30.”

“Sounds good. Just have Howard, the security guy, buzz me and I’ll meet you downstairs in the lobby.”

“Okay, see you at seven, Jo.”

“See you then.” 
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I showered and dried my wavy brown locks in record time. I didn’t bother shaving my legs, given the obvious. Picking out something to wear hasn’t been as simple. Two outfits looked entire too sexy to be worn on a dinner date with a friend. Another outfit was too damn tight but this one is perfect. 

I examine my reflection in the full length mirror and give myself a thumbs up. The gray sheath dress looks great. It isn’t too sexy or too tight and it isn’t pajamas—a win in my book. Coupled with nude patent leather peep toe pumps that aren’t Jimmy Choo, the dress looks ideal. 

I hurry and line my eyes, coat my lashes with mascara, dust on some eye shadow and blush, spray on some perfume, and I’m out the door. I toss my waves over my shoulder in the elevator on the ride down to the lobby, feeling the tiniest bit human again. 

The elevator chimes, coming to a halt, and the doors slide open. I step out to see Andy chatting up Howard at the security desk. Howard eyes me like I’m public enemy number one. I ignore his obvious disapproval. He’s clearly being loyal to Damon, but that’s just uncalled for. I’m not the one who ended our relationship, and besides, I’m going to dinner with a friend. He’s no different from Brian. Well, minus the whole gay thing and the striking difference in physical appearance, I guess.

“There she is. Nice to meet you, man,” Andy extends his hand to shake Howard’s and we leave the lobby. Andy motions for me to take his crooked elbow. 

I look at him hesitantly. “Um, should we take my car or yours?” The discomfort rings loud and clear in my voice.

“Neither. The restaurant is just down that way.” He points down the block. 

“Oh. Okay.”

“Come on.” He urges me to take his arm and I just stand here like an idiot, unsure of how to act. My experience with platonic dates with extremely attractive straight men is… nil. “It’s nothing, Jo. Promise.” 

I sigh deeply and slip my arm through his for the walk. 

Ga Tan is the name of the place. The restaurant is nice. Really nice. I’ve seen the place but I’ve never been inside. It’s upscale French-Vietnamese fusion with fresh floral centerpieces, pressed linen, crystal glasses, and waiters that know their stuff. 

We’re seated immediately and scan over the limited menu that doesn’t even have prices on it. That’s when you know you’re in a pricey joint. No prices=expensive. 

“What do you want to drink?” Andy asks, looking up at me from his menu.

“Um, I’ll stick with water for now.” I really would love a drink, but I probably shouldn’t. An alcohol-soaked brain is the last thing I need. That would have one night stand stamped all over it. 

A bow-tied, gilded waiter appears and Andy is quick to wave him over. “I’ll have a scotch on the rocks and my date would like water, thank you.” 

The waiter nods and scurries away to retrieve our drinks. 

“She must’ve been some catch if you made a reservation at this place,” I say, leaning forward, whispering discretely in the intimate atmosphere.

Andy smiles tightly and shakes his head.

“What?” I ask, my voice no longer so quiet.

“I made this reservation for you.” He cringes, obviously waiting for my reaction. 

He’s right to cringe, because my first instinct is to leave his ass here, but how could I possibly be mad at the guy? It’s no secret that he has thing for me. He’s made it clear since we met at the old folks’ home that he’s interested and he flirts incessantly, so it’s not like I’m entirely surprised that he would go so far as to trick me into a date with him. 

I just stare at him while I toss around this information in my muddled head. 

“Please don’t be mad. Can you blame me for wanting a shot with you?” he asks, looking downright pathetic. Not pathetic in a bad way, more like pathetic in a sad puppy kind of way.

“I’m not mad, Andy,” I admit. “I’m just—I don’t know what I am,” I grumble. 

“Look, no pressure. We’ll just have dinner and leave it at that. I’m not trying to rush you, Jo.”

“Okay.” 

It’s the only thing I can say right now. What am I supposed to say? Andy, while I’m flattered that you’d go so far as to trick me into having dinner with you, and you’re definitely fuckworthy, you’ll never be enough because I’m still hopelessly in love with a man who doesn’t want me. That response is most definitely not on my list of things to say. Ever. 

Ordering food is a game of Russian roulette that I happen to do well at. I don’t know what the hell I’m ordering because the menu was in some sort of strange French-Vietnamese melded language (neither of which I speak nor read), so I picked at random. Turns out, I chose divinely, and being that it’s the first real food that I’ve had in two weeks, I savor every morsel. 

“Gosh, that was good.” I sit up straight as a board in an attempt to ease my full belly. 

Andy’s gaze drops to my breasts. His eyes drift back to mine and something unspoken lingers in the air. He wants more. He wants all of me. Any other red-blooded American female would take him up on his nonverbal offer. He’s tall and handsome. He’s rippled with muscles. He’s got a gorgeous smile and beautiful blue eyes. He has a job. He has a job. He even has a Labrador retriever, for God’s sake! 

I wait a moment to see if the purely female part of me is inclined to reciprocate his silent offer, but nothing. Apparently, even the purely female part of me is still hung up on Damon.

“I’m going to go to the bathroom,” I say, suddenly anxious. “Be right back.” I slip from the table before he can even respond. I can feel him watching me as I nearly run to the ladies’ room. 

I shut the bathroom stall door and latch it. I don’t really have to pee but I absolutely need a breather. With my palm pressed to the back of the door, I close my eyes and work at calming my nerves. This is bullshit. I can’t act like this every time a man who isn’t Damon Cole makes a pass at me. If this is what’s in store for me for the rest of my life, then I vow to never date again. This is misery personified and I’m about full up on that particular emotion. 

After a brief reprieve, I smooth my dress and slide the lock on the stall door. I step out of my current nightmare and right into another. 

Creamsicle Carrie is standing at the bathroom vanity smearing on a terrible shade of pink lipstick. 

I step up to the sink and begin washing my hands. Creamsicle catches my glare in the mirror and about falls over. It’s a nice reaction that has me inwardly adjusting the scoreboard again. 

“Carrie,” I greet curtly. 

She does a decent job rebounding because she turns to face me with a limited smirk on her Botoxed face. “Heard about your bad news,” she says, feigning sympathy.

“I’m sure you did. Everyone knows.” I shrug, pretending that I’m not dying of a broken heart. 

“Yeah, Damon told me all about it,” she adds and it feels like a blow to the gut. 

Bitch! I reach for the plush hand towels that are so nicely stacked for patrons and a visual enters my head that includes me wrapping this hand towel around her scrawny neck and twisting it like a bread tie until her stupid head pops off like one of those robot toys. It’s an appropriate comparison when you think of the plastic and/or artificial ingredients ratio. She has about the same amount of organic material left in her as the robot. Both completely manufactured. Fake boobs, fake tan, fake hair, fake nails, fake jewelry, fake designer clothes, fake teeth—her name is probably fake too! 

The mental picture is a great method of distraction, because a slow smile eases across my face, exposing my own pearly whites. “Nice to see you, Carrie. Let’s do it again on the tenth of never,” I reply, tossing the towel her direction and walking right past her. 

Her face contorts in an attempted show of displeasure and I take a second to enjoy it. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

I’m making my way back to my table when I feel eyes on me; it can’t be Andy because he isn’t even in view yet. I stop in my tracks when I realize that the only other person who has ever made me feel their gaze is a certain tall, dark, and handsome man with a predisposition for breaking hearts. 

I turn in place and lock eyes with him in all his screwed up glory. Instantly, a lump forms in my throat and even though my brain is screaming for me to run, I can’t. I’m maybe four feet from his table and caught up in his molten honey gaze.

“Hi,” is the only thing that comes out. 

“Josephine,” he says just as curtly as ever. There isn’t a trace of emotion in his eyes and it’s like a knife to my heart. 

I break our staring contest, looking over to the man he’s sitting with. “Hi, I’m Jo.” And I’m stuck on stupid.

The bald man extends his hand to me and I take it. “Mike,” he says warmly. “Nice to meet you.”

Brian’s description of Mike Passarelli comes to mind and I make the connection. Bruce Willis. Die Hard. I must admit that Brian nailed that one. The description, not the man. This is Damon’s personal snoop, as Brian referred to him. I look down at their table and see something that taps the nail into the coffin. 

There it is, like a big, fat middle finger. A wine glass with a lipstick stain in the shade of hideous. Carrie. 

I could kill him right on the spot. I could strangle him with my bare hands. How dare he? Carrie? Of all the bimbos traipsing around this town, he has to pick her to rebound with? My eyes linger on the stupid glass for a moment as I fume. I look back up at Damon and do my best to look unaffected but it’s no use. My inner heathen has won this one. Game, set, match. I lean forward, coming dangerously close to him. My lips are a hairsbreadth from his ear and I let loose. 

“Fuck. You,” I whisper as if it was an offer rather than an insult, but Damon knows better. The syllables are fortified with pure venom concentrated by weeks of lonely nights and bleak days. I hope that it cuts him deep, but it likely won’t. I right myself, turn on my heels, and march right back to Andy with Damon’s penetrating stare burning holes through my back until I’m out of sight.

“Let’s go,” I demand like a criminal making a run for it. 

“What?” Andy’s blue eyes are confused. Poor guy. 

“I want to get out of here. Now.” I snag my purse from the back of my chair and sling it over my shoulder. He had better move or I’ll leave him here. I can’t stay in this place. Just breathing the same air as Damon right now is upsetting. 

“Uh—all right. Is everything okay?” he asks nervously, tossing money on the table.

“Yep. Peachy. Damon is here.” I walk ahead of him out of Ga Tan and into the night air. I inhale deeply through my nose, allowing it to fill my lungs from top to bottom. 

Andy stands beside me, watching dutifully and giving me a moment to shake off my unpleasant exchange with Carrie and Damon. Just thinking of her grubby fingers all over Damon makes me want to hurl and break something and claw out her eyes and kick him in the nuts then inhale a spread of comfort food like it’s a medicated balm to soothe my wounds.

We walk arm in arm back to the penthouse in silence. He doesn’t asked for details and I haven’t offered them. 

Andy tugs my arm, bringing me to a stop on the sidewalk just before the penthouse. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he probes. 

My head drops. My answer is simple and honest. “Damon and some orange-colored broad that has a way of crawling right under my skin.” 

Andy’s hand goes to my chin, tilting my head up to look at him. Tears don’t threaten. I’m too tired to cry. I’m past crying and smack in the middle of general dismay.

“You are an incredibly beautiful, smart, driven woman who could have your pick of any man in this city. Don’t let one man ruin the rest of them for you.” 

“Thank you, Andy,” I breathe. He’s right. I know he’s right, but it’s far easier said than done when said man happens to be the love of your life. 

His attention drifts to my lips then back up to my eyes, asking permission. There isn’t any reason why I can’t or shouldn’t kiss him. He’s sweet and attractive and he likes me. He’s been a gentleman all night. If Damon can rebound already, so can I! Just a kiss. No sex. No relationship. Just a kiss. I chant over and over to myself like it’s my new mantra—Just a kiss.

Andy’s mouth lands on mine; he kisses me softly, coaxingly. I return the sensual kiss, hoping that it will stir something within me. A part of me hopes that kissing another man will rid me of some of my need for Damon. Andy’s fingers lace through my hair, pulling me closer, intensifying the kiss. His warm hands hold me immobile as he takes the breath from me. He takes and takes some more. He groans in appreciation then slips his tongue over the seam of my lips, gaining entrance to my mouth. 

While he’s a great kisser, he isn’t Damon. A vision of a furious Damon bombards my thoughts and I break away from Andy. It’s so ridiculous, but I almost feel like I’m betraying Damon—like I’m cheating; like I’m giving away something that doesn’t belong to me, but to him.

“I’m sorry. I just—I can’t,” I mutter, wiping my lips with the back of my hand. 

Andy squeezes his eyes shut and sighs in apparent disappointment and I can’t say I blame him. I’m disappointed too. I wish Damon didn’t dominate every part of me, but he does. At least for right now.

“I’m just going to go ahead and go to bed. Thank you for dinner,” I say cordially, fidgeting with my fingers in front of me, not knowing what else to do. 

“Thank you for not taking off when you found out that I tricked you into coming.” Andy smiles sweetly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Want me to take you up?” He motions with his chin toward the penthouse behind me.

“Nah. I’m fine. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Andy nods. “You know where to find me.” He turns his broad shoulders and walks away, leaving me alone. 

I stand on the sidewalk feeling homeless again, physically and emotionally destitute. My home isn’t really my home, it’s Damon’s. And my heart isn’t really my heart. That’s property of Damon Cole too. 
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I walk past the abandoned security desk and take the elevator up. The moment I’m through the door I kick off my heels. One by one they skitter across the floor. I drop my purse strap on the banister of the stairs. The thin belt around my waist is next. I unbuckle it and pull it from the loops holding it in place. It drops to the stairs. Once I’m on the landing, I reach around and unzip my sheath dress, letting it slink to the floor. I’ve discarded everything haphazardly, needing desperately to sink into a hot bath. I can clean up my mess later, but right now soaking away my encounter with Damon takes precedence. 

Water feels good on my face. I wipe away the makeup and examine my reflection in the guest bathroom mirror. I look pathetic. My eyes are tired. My shoulders slouch involuntarily. My muscles have softened with lack of use. I’m the poster girl for depression.

A loud crashing noise coming from downstairs has me standing still, listening closely for the culprit. It’s impossible to break into this place; it’s as secure as they come. I struggle to recall if I engaged the security alarm when I came through the door. Fuck! 

I scurry to the closet looking for something, anything, to arm myself with before I go downstairs. Even if there was a weapon in this closet I doubt I’d be able to find it beneath the clothes, shoes, and random junk that’s strung all over the place. Housework has been at the bottom of my priority list lately. 

I don’t even have my cell phone since it’s at the bottom of the stairs in my purse. I go over my options in my head for a moment while I stand in the closet in just my bra and panties. 

I know my best bet is to get my phone and call the security desk. If I call whoever is on duty tonight, they can come up and check things out for me or call the police on my behalf, whichever comes first. 

I peek out from my hiding spot to make sure the coast is clear then tiptoe to the guest room door. I peer into the dark hall looking for the first sign of trouble. I don’t see anything, so I tiptoe down the hall to the landing at the top of the stairs.

“Holy shit!” I nearly jump out of my skin when I see Damon coming up the stairs with my shoes, purse, and belt in hand. “What the fuck are you doing?” I screech. “You scared the hell out of me!” Blood rushes to my head, my ears ring, and my cheeks redden thanks to the copious amount of adrenaline humming through my veins. 

“Where is he?” Damon growls, looking right past me.

My eyebrows furrow. “Who?”

“Is he here, Josephine? I’ll kill him,” he mutters and walks past me. 

“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” I scurry behind Damon.

“Andy. Where is he?” he grates out, his jaw clenched tight and a muscle ticking in his cheek. He’s a walking time bomb of testosterone. 

“You’re joking, right?” I can’t hide the disbelief in my voice. “Where’s Carrie?” I snap, bursting forward to step in front of him. 

“Don’t toy with me, Josephine.”

“I’m not toying with you. I’m dead serious. What gives you the right to barge in here, scaring the shit out of me, might I add, just to try and dictate who I’m seeing?” I embellish the “who I’m seeing” part for effect. I’m in no way, shape, or form seeing Andy. He’s a friend and I don’t plan on taking things beyond that. 

“This is my property,” Damon answers simply, eyeing my scantily clad body. The way he’s declared that this is his property has me wondering if he’s talking about me or the penthouse or both. 

A thick vein in his neck bulges and palpitates, displaying how pissed he is. Something about an angry Damon sets my insides stirring. It always has. Stop! I reprimand myself. Turning on my heels, I stomp off to the guest room, desperate for space and clothing.

Damon’s footsteps match mine as he walks close behind. He’s goddamned impossible. 

“Privacy? Have you heard of it?” I grind out over my shoulder.

“I’ve seen your body a thousand times, Josephine. Don’t be a child.”

“A child? A child? Who’s the child walking around acting like the whole world belongs to him and people should just watch out, else be squished beneath your shining fucking Oxfords?!” 

Damon’s eyes widen, apparently shocked by my insult. 

“Just leave, please.” I scramble for something resembling pajamas. A robe. A towel. Even a scarf would be better than standing here in my panties and bra.

“Are you fucking him?” 

I gape at his forwardness. “That’s none of your business, Damon,” I assert, shaking my head at how stubborn and persistent he can be. I snatch my robe from the floor, slip it on and turn to face him.

“It damn sure is my business!” he roars.

“No. It’s not,” I reply calmly. “That’s the funny thing about ripping a person’s heart out and walking away from them. It means you no longer get a say in anything that person does.” I talk to him as if he’s a child, pointing from me back to him.

“Jo,” he breathes, shoving his big paws through his dark hair.

“He’s just a friend, Damon, and he damn sure isn’t here,” I admit feebly. Part of me wants to let him stew in his mess, wondering if I’m seeing Andy, but the part of me that’s still so completely in love with him hates to see him upset. Irrational or not, in my heart, he’s still mine and I’m still his.

“Jo, I—” Damon visibly struggles with whatever he’s wanting to say. 

My heart leaps, hoping that maybe he’s changed his mind, that maybe he’s realized that anything I ever did was because I love him so much. I watch him closely as his beleaguered eyes work at what he wants to say.

Nothing. 

And with that, my heart breaks all over again.

“You can’t do this to me,” I whisper with a quivering chin. “You can’t make this ugly. A clean break is the only way I’ll survive this. It’s the only way I’ll survive losing you.” I make no effort at hiding the tears that have welled in my tired eyes. 

Damon’s eyes slide shut. He shoves his big hands into his pockets in his customary way and turns away. Just like that I’m broken all over again. I’ve lost him for the second time in a matter of two weeks. 
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I stagger into the store after a night of tossing and turning. What little sleep I did get was dominated by dreams of Damon and the life we won’t be sharing together. Coming to the store this morning is actually far better than lying in bed feeling depressed.

Brian comes skipping into the store (literally) about an hour after I do with an annoyingly chipper disposition that I’m sure is thanks to a night full of sexual exploits. “Good morning, doll,” he singsongs, sounding all Broadway Cats meets Will & Grace.

I scoff at him, mostly out of jealousy. It’s nearly infuriating seeing happy people right now. Here I am opening box after box of deliveries feeling like death and Brian is acting like he’s a cast member of Mary Poppins. “What’s so damn good about this morning?” I bemoan.

Brian halts in his tracks as if someone has clotheslined him. “Eww. Snotty really isn’t your color, Jo. PMS much?”

I feel guilty almost instantly. He doesn’t deserve my shitty attitude. “I’m sorry, Bri. I’m just tired,” I lie. 

“Awe, it’s okay. I forgive you,” he smiles and winks.

“What are you doing here?”

“Okay, so don’t shoot the messenger, but Damon sent me here.”

“What for?”

Brian motions towards the office and I lead the way. Once in the office, he squats to pet Hemingway, who is lounging under my desk as usual. Brian ruffles the hair on Hemingway’s head then holds his hand out to me. “Got any germ stuff?”

“He’s a dog, Brian. Not a corpse.”

“Same difference. Both are germy.” He shivers in mock disgust.

“Has anyone ever told you how ridiculous you are?”

“Of course,” he replies with a bright smile in place. He’s proud and confident in his own skin. I envy him. “Anywho,” he begins, rummaging through his man purse and producing his tablet, which I have to come to think of as an extra appendage, “Damon has some things he wants me to discuss with you.”

“Fine,” I groan as I sink back into Captain’s old chair.

“Okay, Damon has decided to wire money to your bank account in the amount of five hundred thousand. He’s signed the deed to the penthouse over to you. He wants to pay for your appointments with Dr. Versan for as long as you wish to go,” Brian swipes his screen, moving to his next page of notes, I presume. 

I am wide-eyed and gaping at what he’s just said. Words escape me. He gave me what and what?

“He has also named you as his beneficiary in the event of his death.”

The mere thought of Damon dying has my stomach threatening to get me reacquainted with my breakfast burrito. “Don’t. Just stop,” I plead. 

Brian arches his brows at me. “You okay, honey? Want me to grab a trash can?” 

I shake my head. “Go tell him that I don’t want all of that,” I say softly. “I can’t. I don’t want his money. I want him. Never his money,” I reiterate.

“Honey, I know this. But he’s just doing what he thinks is the right thing. You know he’s just a caveman.” Brian shakes his head and I can’t help thinking he knows exactly how I feel right now. 

I feel like a business transaction. Like an asset that’s being liquidated due to issues with demand, not supply. 

“He already wired the money, Jo.”

I can’t even speak. I lean forward and let my head drop onto my desk. Maybe the biggest reason I don’t want all of this is because it screams, “It’s over!”

“It feels so final,” I whimper.

“Sweetheart,” Brian coos, scooting over to me. He rubs my back and lays his head on my shoulder. “You’re going to be okay. You have me. You have Noni. You still have Grams. You have Andy, who seems like a nice guy. And hot to boot!” He jabs a finger into my side and making me squirm. “I have a meeting in twenty. Are you okay?” Brian asks, stuffing his tablet back into his bag. 

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll be fine. I’ve got tons of work to get done so that will keep me busy,” I say, looking around at the stacks of papers needing to be sorted. “Hey, is Lindsay still looking for a job?” I ask suddenly.

“Yeah, no luck so far.”

“Do you think she’d want to come work here? I wouldn’t mind having another person to help with orders, stocking, and inventory, and eventually the store will be open and I can’t run the register all the time, so I’ll need someone for that too.” 

“Oh, that would be awesome, Jo!” Brian beams excitedly. “You’d hire her?” 

“Yeah. I mean, it’s not the best pay, but it’s something,” I reply with a shrug.

“Have I mentioned how much I love you?” he gushes, pulling me into a hug. “You’re a doll. I’ll send her over in the morning. Is that okay?”

“Fine by me.” 

“And I’ll email you this information in a bit. Cheer up. I was serious about snotty not being your color.” He drops a kiss on my cheek. “Ciao!” He waves on his way out of the office. 

Ciao? “What? Are you Italiano now?” 

“Nope, but I plan on helping myself to one later.”

“Oh, God,” I groan and lay my weary head back down on my desk. I’m starting to feel really guilty about my snippy attitude with Brian. I owe him so much more than that. I need to practice more restraint. It’s just so hard to keep the heartbreak infection from spreading all over me. I’m grumpy and tired and beyond sad. It could be PMS but if I had to stamp a ratio on it, I’d say 90% breakup side effect and 10% PMS. 

PMS? I pop my head up from my desk and scrunch my brows, thinking hard. My period. I dig for the calendar buried beneath a load of paperwork on my desk. I find the thing and scan it, counting as I go. I flip back one month and another. Oh hell no. 

I grab Hemingway from his bed and jump from my seat like my butt is on fire. I emerge from the office to see Noni at the cash register, teaching herself every function. She did that yesterday too. I have a passing thought that she should train me on the register.

“Gotta run. Be back in a bit!” I call as I rush out the door. 
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My bathroom is in the same condition as my office and finding my pack of birth control pills proves to be a Herculean task. I need to count pills and days and try to remember the date of my last period. It’s a monumental effort on my part. My hands are shaking. My heart is racing. My head is spinning. I need help.

My queasy stomach goes into hyperdrive as I realize there’s a very real possibility that I could be… pregnant. Holy fucking hell. Instinct has me reaching for my phone. I swipe the screen to unlock it and scroll through my contacts with shaky hands. 

I don’t have many contacts to speak of, so the scroll through the list is a short one. I make it to the bottom of the list then back up again. “Damon,” I mumble. I want nothing more than to call him and insist that he come to the penthouse, but I won’t. My pride and dignity are still partially intact and they’re all I have to work with at the moment. That, and one skinny jean wearing gay man. I quickly move to Brian’s number and click, waiting impatiently for him to answer.

“Hey hey, gorgeous!” he sings into the phone.

“Get your perky ass over here. Pronto. Emergency. Do me a favor and swing by the drugstore. Buy every brand of pregnancy test they sell. Use Damon’s money and keep your mouth shut.”

“Wai—what? Are you joking right now?” he says, sounding deadpan. 

“Not in the slightest, Brianna.”

“Jo, I can’t. I’m with the boss man right now. Meeting. What would I say?” he asks in a hushed voice, all humor gone.

“Tell him it’s a goddamned family emergency!” I whine like a petulant child. 

“K, sit tight. Be there in twenty.” 

We hang up and I sit dazedly on the guest bed for what feels like an eternity. This can’t be happening to right now. I’m not pregnant. There’s no way. I’m on the pill. I take it at the same time every day without fail. 

I begin scrutinizing the last two packs of pills and my responsibility about taking the magic little beasties. One pack was in the bottom of the bag I used before I switched to the one I carry now and the other pack of magic pills was in the drawer of my nightstand beneath my worn copy of The Catcher In the Rye. If the locations that I found both of them are any indication, I’m sure that I could have made it a point to be a little more diligent with taking them on time every day. I may have been a little late taking one or two of them but I’ve never missed a whole day. Hours, yes, but an entire day? No. I could slap myself right now. I’m an idiot. I’ve been playing with fire where contraception is concerned and I hadn’t even realized it. I’ve been so damn wrapped up in Damon and the store and the new house and wedding plans that don’t mean a damn thing now. I cup my head in my hands and do my best the quiet my spinning head and squeamish stomach.
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“Jo, baby, where are you?” I hear Brian call out from somewhere in the penthouse. 

“In here!” I shout from my perch on the guest bed. 

A moment later I hear him scurry down the hall to me. He swings the door open wide, holding two plastic bags from the pharmacy down the street.

“Okay, don’t panic! I’m here! This is going to be just fine. If you’re knocked up, you’re knocked up. That’s fine. Women get preggers every day. Who cares that you and the big guy aren’t getting married and now you’ll have to be a single mom—”

“Brian!” I shout, sliding off the bed. “Get your shit together. I may not be pregnant. It may just be a scare. Like you said, PMS.” I hold out my hand expectantly. 

He puts the loops of the two bags on my wrist and starts digging into his man purse. Setting the bags down on the bed, I begin ripping open boxes of tests. I’m not even sure how to take these things. I’ve never been late before. 

“This is like an at home chemistry set,” I moan, looking over the test strips, droppers, plastic cups and instructional pamphlets.

“Here,” Brian says, holding a hand out for the directions for the test in my hand. He flicks the paper open and reads aloud. “Okay, says here that there are two methods for taking the test properly.” He skims the bulk of the instructions, mumbling as he goes, and I feel my temperature rise with the bile in my throat. “All right, you can pee on it,” he snatches the test stick from my hand and makes a crude visual demonstration that includes him spreading his legs and squatting, “or you can dip it.” He tosses the paper down, picks up the plastic cup, and demonstrates that too. 

“Oh my God, Brian. What are you, the flight attendant on Pregnancy Test Flight 101 on route to disaster?” 

“What?” He shrugs nonchalantly. “I thought a visual would be helpful.”

“Gimme this,” I snatch the foil-encased test stick and head for the bathroom.

“Pee on it, then come out here for three minutes!” he calls after me. “And don’t forget to wash your hands!”

I take a moment to examine myself in the mirror, hoping that this is just a dream or at the very least just a false alarm. Stress can affect your period, right? It could very well be that I’ve stressed myself into this mess. With one deep breath, I rip open the inanimate plastic stick that isn’t really inanimate at all. I swear to God that thing is laughing at me.

I take the test, replace the cap, and wash my hands. I walk out of the bathroom to kill the three minute wait time and see Brian with his ear pressed to his phone and his hands at work on his tablet.

“…no, she just… it’s nothing life threatening. W-well, she’s not bleeding or anything, actually that’s kind of an issue…” he sputters out.

“Ahem!” With my hands planted on my hips, I scowl at my friend from across the guest room. 

“Gotta go, Boss.” He’s quick to hang up. I doubt Damon got a word in edgewise anyway. 

“What in the hell are you talking to him for?”

“Jo, he threatened to fire me if I didn’t explain this emergency,” he mocks, making air quotations. 

“You didn’t tell him anything, right?” I ask with my head slightly cocked to the side.

“No, I just kind of hung up on him.” He winces, knowing full well that Damon will have something to say about that later. 

I sigh in resignation and plop down on the Queen Anne couch beside him and Hemingway.

“What are your symptoms?” he says conversationally. “The directions say we have three luxurious minutes to chat and I did some googling while you were in there.”

“Of course you did,” I mutter, fiddling with the hair on the tips of Hemingway’s ears. 

“Okay, top ten signs of pregnancy,” he begins, looking to me. “Missing or late period, check. Frequent urination?”

“Meh,” I shrug.

“Tender or swollen breasts? How are your boobs?” Brian reaches over and gives one breast a squeeze. 

I wince then bat his hand away.

“Okay, sore boobs, check. What about—”

“Fondling my ex-fiancé was the emergency, Brian?” Damon’s deep, smooth voice causes both of us to jump.

We both freeze under his glare. I’m frozen in part because there he is, looking as beautiful as ever, and in part because the cat is about to be let out of the proverbial bag and I know it. Shit! Shit! Shit!

“No. Not my scene,” Brian admits honestly. Bless him.

Damon stuffs his hands into his pockets and keeps his eyes on us as he enters the room. He makes his way to bags on the bed and looks down at the mess of boxes, pamphlets, and various testing paraphernalia. Holding up a box, he looks right through me. I want to die. 

“This is the emergency?” His voice is low and velvety and disturbingly calm. 

I’m certainly not calm. I don’t respond as I get up and walk past him to the bathroom. I shut the door behind me, leaning against the back of it to close my eyes, preparing myself for the verdict. One deep breath in then one out, and I step over to the counter to read the results. 

With the test in hand, I reappear, ready to face Damon. I open the door and scan the room for his daunting presence. He’s gone. 

“He left,” Brian explains unnecessarily.

It’s a hard, cold, uncaring slap in the face.

“Two lines?” he asks, getting up from his seat and coming right to me.

A nod is the only response I can muster. I’m pregnant with Damon’s baby. Under other circumstances, I think I may actually be excited. But this is not good. Brian’s sympathetic eyes land on mine. Tears build and swim in my eyes. 

Brian wraps me up in a consoling hug. “Oh, honey, don’t cry. It isn’t the end of the world. Look at Lindsay. My sister is a single mom and she’s just fine.”

“I don’t want it.” The words fly out of my mouth. I’m not even sure if I mean them. The guilt is quick and unforgiving. An audible sob escapes my throat and I fall apart on Brian’s shoulder. “What am I going to do? He didn’t even stay to find out,” I cry. The condition I find myself in explains a lot. It explains how emotional I’ve been lately. It explains the queasy stomach, the heavy, sore breasts, how tired I’ve been, the snappy attitude. It explains all of it. Dammit.

“He told me to let him know the results.”

“I don’t care,” I sniffle, “tell him. He obviously doesn’t want to hear the news from me.” 
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Apparently when a woman finds out that she’s pregnant, suddenly it’s Baby Central. Every commercial on television has something to do with baby gear or baby food or baby diapers, and every other person you see in public is either pregnant or has a baby on their person. 

Case in point: I’ve popped out of the penthouse two times to walk Hemingway and either I’ve not noticed before or there is a stroller convention in town because I’ve seen way too many moms pushing babies or toddlers in strollers that look to be intimidating contraptions meant to confuse adults; they’re practically Rubik’s cubes on wheels. I saw six—SIX—pregnant women on our walk this morning. 

I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours cooped up in the penthouse stumbling over mounds of clutter and carrying around multiple little plastic sticks that all read “positive” in one shape or form—the actual word, two lines, a plus sign, a smiley face—I took every test Brian brought over and every single one came back the same. 

I haven’t heard a peep from Damon and it only fuels my disappointment. I know Brian has told him by now. Doesn’t he have anything to say? Is he mad? Is he upset? Is he indifferent? It doesn’t matter either way because I won’t count on an unplanned pregnancy to tie him down to me. I can’t think of an unhappier scenario for myself. 

Brian rescheduled my meeting with Lindsay for me. I felt bad for not showing this morning, so I promised to be there this afternoon. I check the time on the oven clock and pop another peanut butter cracker in my mouth. I’d better get a move on if I’m going to get showered, dressed and down to the store in time to discuss employment with Lindsay. I inhale the last cracker and gulp down my bottled water.

Hemingway is waiting by the door patiently to be taken outside again. “Okay, okay. Let’s go, handsome.”

Despite my homely appearance, I walk out into the sunlight, squinting at how bright it is today. Hemingway and I set out on our normal route, stopping for him to mark his usual spots along the way. 

Much to my surprise, I see Andy and Chaucer headed my way. It’s early for him to be out. They make long strides, jogging over to us. 

“Hey,” I greet.

“Hey,” he pants as if they’ve been running. 

“What are you doing out here so early?”

“No work today,” he explains.

“Oh.”

“Jo, you look terrible,” he says, touching my elbow. “Is something wrong?”

An uproarious laugh bubbles up in me. I double over, I’m laughing so hard. This is all just so fucked up all I can do is laugh right now. I’m in hysterics. Andy chuckles, looking confused but amused just the same. 

“No. I am terrible,” I sputter through my garbled laughter. I right myself and take a deep breath, sighing. “I’m pregnant.”

“What?” Andy chuckles at my outburst then scowls when he realizes I’m serious. “Oh, damn.”

“Just found out yesterday. Crazy, huh?”

“Yeah. Wow. Um, does your ex know?” He arches a perfect eyebrow.

“Yeah, he knows,” I admit then shrug. “I gotta run to the office for a bit. Catch you later?”

“You got it. See ya.”

We walk in the opposite direction. I turn back to look at him. Andy keeps walking away, now with his cell phone pressed to his ear and Chaucer trotting right beside him. Calling another prospect probably. One that isn’t pregnant. 
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A hot shower works wonders on the restless. I feel half human again as I walk to my Volvo. I towel dried my hair and splashed on a minimal amount of makeup. Clothes are already proving to be a challenge, though. Along with a shitty binge fest, my pregnant body is plumper than usual, making clothing an entirely new issue. I dug out a flowy shirt to cover the muffin top that I know is spilling over the waistband of my shorts. I feel enormous. 

I’ve managed to estimate that I must be at least six or seven weeks pregnant. It took some pillaging through the pills, a calendar, and some painful memories, but I did it. Damon and I made this baby at a time when we were happy, at least. It’s the only upside that I can find to the situation. 

I scurry into the store with Hemingway in tow. I’m late. The hilarity of that phrase doesn’t completely escape me. 

“Sorry I’m late,” I announce to Noni and a waiting Lindsay.

“No problem,” Lindsay reassures me with a smile. 

“How’s it going, Noni?”

“I’ve got it under control.” She smiles and holds both hands up, looking around at her progress with the store. 

I examine the full shelves, stocked coffee bar, and remarkably clean store. It’s a marvel. “Wow. I guess you do.” 

Noni smiles, clearly proud of her hard work. I’m so glad she’s working here. If it makes her feel more satisfied with life working here than The Diner, then it’s all been worth it in my eyes. Noni deserves more than life has handed her. Seeing her happy kind of gives me hope that maybe one day I’ll be happy again too. 

“Okay, Lindsay, let’s go talk. Noni, you too,” I wave for both women to follow.

“Me?” Noni squeaks. 

“Yes, you.” I affirm. “We’re a team, you know.”

Noni says nothing as she follows Lindsay and I into the office. On the way in I grab the stool behind the cash register and drag it into the tiny office space. 

“Okay, so Noni, as store manager, I need your help here.” 

Her eyes bulge while one hand covers her mouth. “Manager?” she says softly.

“Yep. Manager.” 

Lindsay smiles sweetly at Noni and I can’t help but grin too. Noni jumps from her stool and wraps me up in a hug. Cursed hormones have me fighting back emotion. I love that she’s over the moon about her new title. 

“Thank you, Jo,” she gushes. “Thank you so much.”

“Don’t thank me. You’ve earned it. I’d be in trouble without you.” 

She pulls away from me, swiping a rogue tear on her cheek. 

“Okay, enough of that emotional stuff,” I begin, then look to both women, who are watching me with a knowing look on their faces. 

“Dammit! Brian has a big fat mouth!” I complain, taking my seat at Captain’s old desk. I bury my face in my hands, too embarrassed to look at them and positive I’m going to start crying.

“Oh, come on, Jo,” Noni says, “everything’s going to be fine. A baby is one of the best things in the world.” 

“I promise it isn’t so bad, Jo,” Lindsay adds.

I look up to both of them. These women were both dealt shitty hands just like me, but they seem to be doing okay. Noni is practically a new woman these days and Lindsay is the epitome of resilience in the face of adversity. She lost her job and has a beautiful little boy to care for. No men in either of their pictures. 

“I don’t know if I can keep it,” I admit, covering my face in shame again. 

Noni purses her lips in sympathy and looks down at her hands. Lindsay just nods. I imagine Brian has given them the whole scoop on Damon and the penthouse and everything. 

“Well, you just need to know that I support whatever decision you make,” Noni begins, “but don’t let fear make that decision for you. Only your head and heart can make the choice that’s right for you. Understand what I mean?” 

I sigh. Noni is so good at giving advice, just like Grams. It’s how I’ve always imagined my mom would talk to me if she were still alive. Oh my God. Does Grams know too?

“You’re so much like me, Jo,” Noni continues, taking my hand. “I remember seeing you for the first time and thinking that someone was playing a rotten joke on me or something. You came into that diner with barely any money in your pocket, looking miserable, homeless, and alone, just like I had done so many years before. Now look at yourself.” She motions her hand towards the whole of me. “You’re a gorgeous, strong, driven, business owner who’s expecting her first baby. If you and Damon don’t work out, it doesn’t change who you are and how far you’ve come.” She pauses and squeezes my hand. “You’re still you even if you aren’t half of him.” 

Talking about my failed relationship and unplanned baby tugs at my tender heartstrings. I take in a deep breath and fan my face, trying to keep tears at bay. This is stupid. I never cry this much. Noni and Lindsay both laugh, knowing full well what I am going through.

“I hate hormones,” I whine. 

It only instigates more laughter from the two woman who inspire me. I wish Grams was here. I couldn’t help wondering if Damon or Brian were bringing her by to see Noni. I certainly wasn’t, since Damon wanted me to keep my distance, but I wouldn’t put it past the old broad to make someone else bring her.

“Back to business,” I say suddenly, clapping my hands and turning to Lindsay. “Want the job? We’re going to need someone to run the register, help customers, and be willing to cover any loose ends that may pop up. Like ordering takeout for lunch.” I fake a wide grin, hoping that I’ve lifted the mood. 

Lindsay’s eyes widen at my directness but she shakes her head enthusiastically. “Absolutely.”

“Want to hire her, Noni?” 

Noni looks from me to her then back to me. “Of course,” she says with a smile in place.

“Okay, then. Guess you two should get to it, then. Lindsay, Noni will show you around and explain the plans for the store. If you need anything, let me know.” 

Both women hop up from their seats and hurry back out into the store to do whatever Noni has planned. I’m sure coffee and Danish will be priority, knowing Noni. Food is love in her eyes and she’s happy to dole it out to everyone in our screwed up inner circle. It’s all she knows. Good food and great advice. And I love her for it. 

With so much to think about, I open the browser on my computer and pull up the search engine. I have to decide what the best choice is for me and go for it. It hurts to think of myself ten or twelve years down the road with no Damon and a pre-teen that looks just like him. 

It’s not a life I think I can endure alone. I have a train wreck of a life and bringing a child into this is just not fair to the baby. What right do I have to screw up this kid’s life before they even take their first breath? I need to explore my options and sleep on it. Adoption? Abortion? Keep him? I don’t have the slightest idea why I would think of the baby as a he, it’s just kind of the direction my brain went. He. Him. Baby Damon Cole.
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About a million and one results come up when I search key terms: pregnancy, abortion, adoption. My mind is swirling. I’m overwhelmed. There’s a veritable sea of information out there and I’m just trying to stay afloat. 

Adoption seems like a really good option, but I can’t help but wonder how hard it would be to give up a baby that I would have carried for nine months. I feel like I would feel a bond with the baby that would be too strong to actually go through with giving him up. What if I go through the entire pregnancy preparing myself to sign my child over to adoptive parents and then I back out? I’d feel terrible for doing that to people who are likely very deserving of a child. Then again, what if my baby were to end up being adopted by some monster? I know that adoption agencies are generally very thorough, but you never know. What if I found myself in the nightmare that Noni’s negotiating right now—finding out somewhere down the road that someone abused my child and helpless to rectify the situation? There are just too many possibilities.

If I went with adoption, I’d always wonder where my baby was and who he was with and if he was happy and healthy. Adoption scares the shit out of me and makes my heart ache in a completely different way than it aches for Damon. 

Abortion doesn’t feel any better. In fact, it feels worse. My hand drifts to my stomach instinctively, ready to guard this little human against anything. Against everything. But what if my baby needs guarding from me? What if I’m doomed to wreck everything I touch, including my innocent child? The prospect of that makes abortion sound less scary and more like an option that needs further exploring. How do they abort the baby anyway? What’s involved?

I grab a piece of paper and jot down the information to the adoption agency and to a clinic that performs abortions. I’ll make my decision tomorrow. Hopefully. 

I close the browser and lean back in my seat. I’m so tired. 
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I’m nearly to my car when I see Damon’s BMW come whizzing into the parking lot. He comes screeching to a halt and jumps out before the car is even completely at rest. 

His eyes are wild and his breathing labored. “What have you done?” Damon demands, sounding panicked. 

Is he monitoring my browser somehow? Is there a tracking device in my car? How in the world would he have any idea where I was otherwise? I’ve never seen him this way. I’m not sure what to say. I look to the clinic then back to him, feeling at a loss for words. I’m instantly ashamed that he’s seen me here and must now know what I’ve been considering as an option for myself and our baby. 

“I—” Finding words prove to be more difficult than I’m used to.

“Oh my God. Fuck!” he shouts. “Josephine, you had no right!” The way he’s yelling is making me flinch. I look around to see if anyone is watching this embarrassing display. “That is our baby. It’s our decision. Not yours!” he snaps, causing me to bristle. 

“What do you care? How did you find me? Go back to whatever slut you’re seeing today and leave me alone. It’s my body and therefore, my decision,” I grate with my finger pointed accusingly at him like a loaded gun.

“Brian told me you were talking about doing this.” He motions his hand towards the clinic. “How could you?” He looks defeated. All anger has evaporated and the man before me is beside himself. He looks close to tears. 

“Of course Brian told you! His mouth is as leaky as a goddamn sieve. I haven’t done anything. I just wanted more information, okay?” I admit weakly. I’ll choke Brian when I see him. He is the biggest loudmouth I’ve ever met. 

Damon’s chest rises as he takes a deep breath—of relief? He steps closer to me and pulls me by the arms to the passenger side of his car. 

“What are you doing?” I yell.

“We have to talk.” Damon looks around as if making sure no one has seen us and it only pisses me off even more.

“Worried Carrie may see us talking?” The bitterness in my voice speaks volumes. 

Damon doesn’t respond. He just shuts my door and takes determined strides around the front of the car to his side. He slides in and turns the key, bringing the car to life. He takes off into traffic, driving who knows where.

“Where are we going?” 

“Somewhere we can talk,” he says without even looking at me.

“Um, sure, Damon. I don’t mind going with you,” I mock his forwardness. 

Fifteen minutes later, Damon puts the car in park in front of the house that should have been my home too. It hurts even being here. The first time he took me to see this place was when he proposed. I’d never been happier in my life. 

Damon jumps out and skirts the car to let me out. His big hand reaches out toward me. I take it, my hand in his feeling like home. It spawns pure anguish deep in my gut. It hurts so damn much. Being away from him hurts but being so close to him, touching him, is agonizing. 

As soon as I’m back to my feet, he releases my hand. I die a little on the inside the moment it’s gone. Again. I follow him into the house, where he leads me to the living room and motions for me to sit down. 

I settle into the couch and look at him expectantly.

“Listen to me,” he orders in a calm voice. “No matter what, don’t ever think that I don’t want our child. No matter what’s going on between you and I, that is my child,” he points at my stomach making me feel like I’m under some high voltage spotlight, “and you can’t just make decisions with regards to him or her without me.” Damon shakes his head disapprovingly. “That isn’t right, Josephine.” 

“I just thought—you acted like you didn’t want to have anything to do with me or the baby. You left when you knew I had just taken a test, for God’s sake! And when I saw you at Ga Tan with Carrie—”

“I wasn’t with Carrie. She was there with a client. I was there meeting with Mike. She saw me, came over, and asked where you were. I told her we broke up—”

“No. You broke up with me. There was no we to that,” I remind him. 

Damon rubs the bridge of his perfect nose with his fingers. He’s frustrated. “Anyway, I explained that we were no longer together and she helped herself to a seat at our table until I told her to leave.”

“You told her to leave?”

“Yes. I had to go make sure that Andy wasn’t bedding you in my penthouse. Or bedding you at all for that matter.” He mutters the last part mostly to himself, making me wonder if he’s just being territorial or if there’s any part of him that still thinks of me as his. Stifling that smoldering ember of hope is the only logical thing for me to do. Hope has a way of ripping me apart. I won’t indulge in it ever again. 

“Andy won’t be bedding me at all. Ever. I told him about the baby.”

“Who else have you told?” 

“No one really. Just him. Brian has blabbed his mouth, though. Noni and Lindsay know too.”

“Oh,” he says, looking uncomfortable at the mention of Noni’s name.

“Have you talked to her?” I ask, careful not to overstep my bounds.

“Yeah,” he admits, looking so regretful that I can’t help but feel sorry for him. 

We may not be together and I may be hurt, but it doesn’t change how much I love him. It doesn’t automatically shut off my desire to see him happy. It doesn’t change the fact that I hate what his father did to all of us. 

“I talked to her this morning,” I say and make a mental note to stop being so selfish and ask Noni about her talk with Damon and offer her a shoulder if she needs it.

He nods, looking down at his feet. “Good.”

This conversation has turned stale quickly. I’m not in charge, though, so I don’t know what the hell to say.

“Jo, promise me that you’re being careful and taking care of yourself and our baby.” Damon steps closer to me and puts his hand on my arm. His touch is just as I have always known it to be, warm and gentle but firm. 

I shrug. “I should probably get to the doctor soon, but other than that I’m doing what I guess is the right thing.” Damon’s hand falls away and I instantly ache for his touch again.

“I’ll have Brian make you an appointment with a good doctor,” he assures me. “I’ll pay for it, of course.” 

“Right. Okay. Guess I should get back to my car.” I have to get out of here. My first instinct is to be pissed about the whole paying for my medical bills thing, but I know that’s just Damon and I’m just too overwhelmed to be angry right now. I’m tired and I have to pee again. Oh yes, and I’m pregnant. My mood doesn’t change the affect he has on me, though. It never has. Sitting so close to him is like dangling a pint in front of a recovering alcoholic. 

Damon is my drug and I miss him, miss the high that he gives me; being so close to the weakness that I love so much is dangerous. He causes withdrawal symptoms too intense to manage. His scent invades my senses, creeping into my veins, leaving me craving more. I think somewhere in my broken heart is a part of me that hopes that he’ll scoop me up like his damsel in distress and beg for me to come home but the practical part of my brain tells me that it’s best not to hope so high. I have to stay away as much as I can if I have any chance of healing. I can’t cross my fingers and toes that we’ll talk this through somehow. Damon isn’t much of a talker anyway, especially where his past and his family is concerned. Everything he has ever done in this entire relationship has been in his way in his time. There’s no changing that. It’s who he is. It’s how Damon Cole is wired and I can’t let girlish fantasies take over. 
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I rap on the door three times and wait for Noni to answer. I’ve only been over a couple of times since she started renting Captain’s house. It’s still difficult for me to see her stuff in there instead of his, his life pushed aside almost like he didn’t exist, even though Noni has been nothing but courteous about his things still being in the house. It’s just another reminder that Noni has a heart of gold and that Captain is gone. 

I wait at the door with no response from her. What the hell, Noni? I fish my cell phone from my back pocket and check to see if I missed a text or phone call from her, but nothing. She told me to come by to discuss some things about the house so here I am. Knowing her, she’s likely in the kitchen making fresh coffee and a spread of cookies for me like I’m some special guest or something. That’s Noni. Always serving others.

Without giving it much thought, I turn the knob and open the unlocked front door. 

“Noni! I’m here!” I call out as I begin making my way towards the living room. I hear a muffled moan followed by heavy, nasal panting coming from the living room and it brings every painful memory of Captain’s death racing to the forefront of my mind. “Noni!” I shout as I round the corner into the living room that haunts my dreams, now more so than ever. 

The sight before me is straight from a horror flick and I freeze in place just a step inside the room. Noni struggles against the duct tape that holds her captive in one of Captain’s dining chairs. My mouth pops open as my eyes bulge and water. Noni jerks in place and cries out from behind the cloth gag stuffed into her mouth. Before my brain can register a response, I feel brute force unleashed on my frame. From somewhere behind me or maybe it’s beside me, I’m attacked. It seems like hands and arms are coming from everywhere tugging and pulling at me. A thick hand goes to my mouth and successfully silences my screams. I struggle to wrench myself free from my attacker but another set of hands muscle my arms into submission behind my back. The distinct sound of duct tape being ripped from the roll fills the air around me. My heart feels like it may burst free from my chest. Someone leans in close to my ear and, despite my futile struggle, I feel his breath assault my skin with every syllable he speaks. 

“Don’t fight me,” he warns. 

My blood runs subzero cold when I realize that he’s here. It’s him and it’s the first time since the accident that I feel completely vulnerable to the monster that wrecked my world. I’m at his mercy and so is my baby.

The tape is wrapped tight, making my fingers feel plump with blood and slightly numb. A piece of cloth that tastes chalky with dust is crammed into my mouth despite how hard I clench my jaw shut. It’s pried open and in the disgusting cloth goes. I look around frantically but I can’t see whoever is behind me. I know Edward is here, but paralyzing shock crashes over me when I’m whirled around and dragged to a chair beside Noni. 

Howard. Andy. Andy was the one stealing checks from Grams’ room at the retirement home—that’s the reason he was always the one to fix shit for her and why he was so cozy with both of us. This is the only reason he pursued me. That son of a bitch.

Seeing Howard mixed up in all of this is surprising, though. He’s the Head of Security at the penthouse and one of Damon’s inner circle. He trusted him. I trusted him.

“Worthless piece of shit!” I grind out from behind the cloth in my mouth.

Edward motions Howard to his side and he heels like a well-trained bird dog. “Strap her down,” Edward orders and I watch Howard crouch beside me with nylon rope in hand. 

“I’m sorry, Miss Josephine, I don’t have a choice. I need the money,” Howard apologizes, looking like a cowering animal.

“Fuck you!” I growl, sure that even with a gag in my mouth, my words ring clear. I lunge at him; Howard flinches and falls back on his ass. It’s a small victory. 

A powerful blow explodes against my cheek so hard that I see fluorescent shades of yellow, green, and pink. My vision is splotchy for a long moment before it begins to clear. My head feels heavy and lolls to one side. Warmth trickles down my cheek coming from what I assume must be a gash. I hear Noni’s subdued cries beside me and try my best not to cry. Fucking hormones and pain.

The distinct, metallic taste of blood floods my mouth. A reflexive inspection with my tongue finds all my teeth still in place but my upper molars have sliced a fair-sized cut on the inside of my cheek. A heartbeat grows to epic proportion on the left side of my face, bringing swelling and more blood with it. I have no choice but to swallow the blood in my mouth down or choke on it, so I focus on swallowing and trying not to vomit as it seeps out. My skin begins to feel tight as the swelling causes my flesh to expand. 

In the time that it takes for me to gather cognitive thought, Howard has secured my legs to the chair and Handy Andy has proven just how handy he is by binding my arms to the back of the chair. I turn my head to see that I mirror Noni exactly. Bound, gagged, and bleeding. We look like a matching pair except for one thing—Noni has a look of complete fear on her sweet face and I’m pissed. 

I’m fighting mad and I want nothing more than to take a bat to these worthless motherfuckers in no particular order! The instinct to fight that I cultivated within myself when I was a kid rears its brazen head and I go with it. I’ll kill all of them if I get the chance. I’ll slice them from nuts to neck with the dullest knife I can find. Like a woman possessed, I eye each of them individually, unafraid of the physical abuse that I’m sure they’re happy to dole out. I’ll take it. I’ll take it all because anger is what will see me through this the same way it saw me through all these years without Maman and Papa. Anger will drive me forward. Anger will save me and maybe Noni too. I may end up in some shallow grave in the desert soon but, dammit, I’ll fight every second until I can’t fight any longer. 

“Pretty nice house that old fucker left you, Josephine,” Edward taunts as he takes his seat across from Noni and me. He’s maybe three feet in front of us, conveniently within arm’s reach. 

I jerk and pull against the ties that bind me, hoping at least one of those losers sucks at knot tying. Edward’s half lit and chuckles like the pig that he is.

“Fuck you!” I scream. 

It’s clear that he’s heard my insult, because he jumps to his feet, draws back and hammers his balled fist into my face. It’s unclear where he’s hit me, because my entire head spins in pain. It’s excruciating. Pain reverberates throughout me. Blood gushes into my mouth and I quickly swallow it down. My nostrils flare as I try to catch my breath. It’s so hard to breathe like this. You don’t realize it until you’re forced into it.

Noni’s desperate cries get louder as I try to stifle down the pain that his assault has brought on. Hearing Noni’s cries caused by the man who has tormented her so much makes me wish for super-human strength. I want to rip free from this chair and get her out of here. I want to protect her from the monster standing in front of us. Her frightened cries only feed my desperation to get us out of this mess.

“Say it again, bitch! I dare you,” Edward grinds out just inches from my face. 

The scent of booze, generally bad breath, and tobacco is enough to make anyone vomit. I groan and turn my head to avoid the stench. His bloodshot blue eyes are the darkest I’ve ever seen. Something evil dwells within this man and I’m sure it’s something that he comes by naturally. There’s no way that Grams had any hand in this. She couldn’t have raised such a monster. 

“You know, Jo, you’d be surprised what I know about you,” he comments, poking me in the forehead with his dirty finger, his pronounced gut shaking heartily with his laughter. “Wanna know what I know?” 

I begin to shake my head no but I think better of it as soon as the movement has my head hurting so much worse. Instead of responding, I look to Noni. I focus hard on her and pray for some brilliant escape plan to hit my foggy brain.

“I know who you are,” he whispers conspiratorially. “I know that you were dead broke before you got all cozy with my idiot son and senile mother and now you’re a spoiled little twat. You’ve turned my own mother against me!” He yells the last part, spittle flying into my face, the boom of his voice making my developing headache that much more painful. “And then this,” he motions to Noni, “this is just wonderful. You can’t imagine my enthusiasm when I realized that you just so happened to track down this bitch.” 

I watch Noni and see her cringe under his verbal assault. God, I wish he had left her alone. I didn’t mean to get her dragged into whatever mess this has turned out to be. I can’t imagine what in Edward’s fucked up head makes him think that I had anything to do with whatever misfortune he’s been met with. In actuality, I’m sure he’s just dug himself in too deep and sees no way out. He’s an irrational drunk with a serious skill for blaming other people for his screwed up life. 

“I’ve told you a few things, so what do you have to tell me?” With one swift jerk, he’s pulled the gag from my mouth. 

I lick my lips and moisten my mouth once the rag is gone. “What do you want to know?” I force out hoarsely.

“I need to know where the money is.”

“What money?”

“My mother’s money!”

“I-I don’t know. I don’t have anything to do with that.” My mind is racing so fast it’s difficult to keep things clear. I don’t know what money he’s talking about. The blood trickling from somewhere above my eyebrow has leaked into my eye and dried a bit. It makes blinking feel sticky. It’s a distraction. I don’t recall Damon or Grams telling me anything about the missing money or what was going to become of Grams’ remaining money. Damon said he was going to take care of it and I left it at that. It’s never any use trying to meddle in business matters where Damon is concerned. He doesn’t say much about business stuff and his take on the missing money was definitely all business.

“Don’t fuckin’ lie to me! I know you know!”

“Stop!” I scream. “Let me fucking think,” I say, trying to bide my time to figure out what the hell he’s talking about… Grams’ money, Grams’ money. Where is it? “The last I heard of it, Damon was handling Grams’ accounts after he found out that some money was going missing.” 

Realization plows through my aching brain. Andy! 

Before thinking any better of it, my eyes find Andy leaning against the wall behind Edward, eating from a can of mixed nuts like he’s just hanging out at a bar, shootin’ the shit. Bastard.

“You!” I accuse.

He shrugs casually. “Me,” he supplies with a wink.

“You pretended to be my friend! You tried to—you wanted to fuck me, you—you bastard!” It isn’t much of an insult, but it’s the most dominating of my thoughts. I feel ill remembering his mouth covering mine in front of the penthouse the night I went with him to Ga Tan. 

Andy shrugs and snickers, tossing another fistful of Noni’s food into his rotten mouth. 

“He’s going to kill all of you,” I hiss. 

My eyes dart to Howard, who’s sitting in a chair by the front windows, no doubt keeping an eye out. He turns to face me when he hears my warning. The worried look in his eyes tells me he knows that Damon was the wrong man to mess with. His eyes meet Edward’s steely glare and he returns to his lookout duties. 

“Howard, he may kill you first,” I warn, “simply because he trusted you.” 

I face forward again to see Edward motion to Andy and I know that I’ve likely just earned myself more pain. Handy Andy abandons his snack on Captain’s side table and scurries over like the obedient little worker that he is. His hands go to my jaw and I don’t resist. I let him pry my mouth open while Edward takes another long pull of amber-colored liquor then stuffs the bloody rag back into my mouth.

Edward smirks, making my heart seize in my chest. “Damon won’t be doing a damn thing to anyone.”

What’s that supposed to mean? Where’s Damon? What are they going to do to him? 

Noni’s soft cries pull my attention from Edward to her and all at once I feel like the only person in the room that doesn’t know something. Something important. Thoughts of my Big Man flood my mind. Along with thoughts of Damon come thoughts of the baby I’m carrying. Damon’s baby. 

“You know, you look very nice with your mouth open, Jo.” Andy drags his index finger across my jaw, forcing me to jerk away beneath his unwelcome touch and cut my eyes up at him, hoping he gets the message I’m sending. “I’d still like to sample what’s under those clothes,” he croons, his voice repulsively sincere. 

“Andy, we gotta talk.” Edward summons Andy to Captain’s kitchen, leaving Howard to watch Noni and me. 

The moment they’ve left the room I lock eyes with Howard, sending him a silent request. His eyes drift away from us, as if it’s too difficult to look at the scene before him. 

“Howard,” I muffle. “Help us,” I go on, hoping he can discern my simple plea. “Don’t do this.” 

He closes his eyes tight and drops his head. He knows better than anyone that whatever amount of money he’s being paid, whatever compensation he’s been offered, it won’t be nearly enough payment for what Damon will do to all three of them. “I’m sorry,” he mutters weakly, then turns his attention back to peeking out of the window blinds. The rational part of my brain knows that he must be doing this for the medication that he said his father needed, but the pissed off part of my brain wants to bludgeon his skull for being such a traitorous sellout. 

Edward reenters the room with Andy in tow, cracking his knuckles like he’s a big dog. 

“Here’s the deal, bitch,” Edward growls, jerking the gag from my mouth, “I need money. I owe some serious dough to some people that are dangerous like you couldn’t even read about. I was on my way to paying my debt when suddenly, my access to money was cut off. Now I have no choice but to squeeze money from that asshole son of mine to fund my life in Mexico. The only thing that makes you worth a damn is your ‘condition.’ He may have ditched you, but lucky for me, you got knocked up, making you a very valuable person to my son. He’s always been a pussy.” 

My eyes widen. Andy told him. I see where all of this is going now and it’s the worst case scenario besides being murdered, I guess. They want money, loads of it from what I can tell, and they’re using me and this baby as a bargaining chip. How is this happening right now? This shit only happens in the movies. No one gets kidnapped for ransom in real life. People just kill other people and try their best to escape the police. He’s not going to let us go. He wouldn’t tell me details about his plan if he planned on letting me go. They’ve made no effort of hiding their identities or disguising their voices. They don’t intend on allowing us to live. No witnesses.

“You can go to hell!” I snarl, then spit right in his disgusting face. Had I thought better of it, I probably wouldn’t have done that simply because I know I’ve just earned out quite a beating; a beating that will put my child at risk. I can’t afford to be reckless where my baby is concerned.

Edward pulls a hanky from his back pocket and wipes his face. “You’ll pay for that shortly,” he warns, his voice even so I know he’s sincere. “So, here’s the plan,” he continues, grabbing onto my hair to make me meet his eyes, “you’re going to call Damon and have him come over just like we had her call you.” He nods to Noni with a disgusting leer. “Make something up. Just get him here.” 

“Okay,” I concede. My mind is racing a million miles per hour. I’ve got to say something that will let him know something’s not right. Think, Jo. Think. 

Edward nods to Andy, who locates my cell phone within what I swear is seconds and dials Damon. He thrusts the phone at me, holding it in place so that I can pin it between my throbbing head and shoulder. 

Damon answers on the third ring. “Hello.”

“Hey,” I begin in the steadiest voice I can muster.

“Josephine?” 

Hearing him say my name makes me ache. The territory of my heart is fragile. Knowing that I’m about to lure him into this mess gives me pause. I don’t want him to get hurt. I don’t want something terrible to happen. He may not want me anymore, but I still love him, maybe more now than ever. I have to protect him.

“Hey, I was wondering something,” I continue.

“Yes?” He sounds puzzled, but I hope to clear the fog with what I have to say.

“Remember what you promised me that night in bed? The first night after Grams moved in?”

He sighs, obviously recalling the moment we shared. “Yeah.”

“I need you to make good on that promise. I’m stuck at Captain’s house. My car is doing something weird. Can you fix it?”

“What’s going on?” His voice has deepened and I can hear shuffling from his end of the line. He’s already on the move. 

“Um, I don’t know what’s wrong with this thing. I just know I can’t fix it on my own, so come prepared, okay?” 

“If something’s wrong, say anything other than no.”

“Yeah, Noni’s here,” I answer conversationally.

“It’s him isn’t it?” I can hear a loud crashing noise, which was likely Damon’s fist meeting some poor door or desk.

“Right. Okay, see you in a few,” I chime, feigning a cool and calm demeanor. 

Andy ends the call before I can say anything else and takes the gag from my lap, shoving it back into my mouth. He slips my cell phone back into his pocket and runs the backs of his filthy fingers over my face, making a condescending “tsk tsk” when his knuckles graze beneath the gash on my forehead. 

Edward is all business as soon as he knows Damon is on his way, and it makes me even angrier and a helluva lot more anxious. “Howard, make sure you can’t be seen from that window,” he barks. “Andy, stand in the foyer so that the door blocks you when he comes in. That’ll put you behind him. I’ll hang back in here. Now once he’s down, we’ve got to move fast. Got it?” 

Both men agree to do as Edward ordered, but I’m stuck on “once he’s down.” What does he mean, once he’s down? A painful knot builds in my gut, knowing that Damon is coming here to be ambushed by these dipshits. He’s putting himself at risk for me and Noni and our child. I can’t stomach the thought of something happening to Damon. I won’t be able live with myself if something happens to him.

What feels like an eternity passes and then there’s a knock at the door. Noni whimpers. Tears stream down her face. She’s just as scared as I am. I hear the door open. Footsteps knock against the floor and I wait for disaster.

“Jo, babes, where are you?” Brian calls out, not sounding like himself. 

He knows. Damon must have told him that something was going on. My dear friend is so brave coming here; he’s just walked into a nightmare for me. 

“Damon sent me to get this thing towed,” he yells, still at the door. “Did you call AAA already?”

Where’s Damon? Oh, God, Damon. Where are you? 

The door shuts with a slam and we heard rustling, then a loud thud. “Brian!” I scream through the fucking stupid gag. Noni’s cries turn frantic. I look to her to see her staring at Edward. He’s got a gun drawn and pointed at the entrance to the living room. 

“Shut up, bitch!” Edward growls, waving the pistol into the air. He brings the butt of the gun down hard against Noni’s head and she instantly goes limp. 

Andy appears in the arched entrance of the living room with Brian, weakened but still struggling against him. “Just him,” he grunts.

“Fuck!” Edward shouts. 

“What now?” Andy asks, holding Brian in a sort of hand on hand combative hold. Both of Brian’s arms are locked with Andy’s and hoisted upward, forcing his shoulders downward submissively. In that awkward position, small-framed Brian is just as immobile as I am in this chair. 

Brian’s has one bloodied eye but he sees me. He fights hard against Andy, trying to break his hold. My emotion gets the best of me seeing my friends beaten and bloodied and I finally start to cry. My sobs make breathing through my nose so much harder. I feel so lightheaded. I tug at my bonds. I need to break free. I need to help Brian. 

I make eye contact with Brian and he winks back, fixing his eyes on me with a brave, determined smile. He rears back one foot and brings it crashing into Andy’s knee. Andy yelps like a wounded animal and his hold on Brian loosens enough for Brian to jerk away, freeing one arm. They struggle and Brian goes for the front door with Andy after him. A deafening blast rings out, making my ears useless. My eyes instinctively squeeze shut. All I can hear is ringing. My eyes pop open to see Brian squirming on the floor. He’s shot. Blood is pouring from his leg or maybe it’s his gut. It’s difficult to tell. I pull against the chair and scream as loud as I can, but I’m useless. There’s no way for me to help my friend. Brian inches, belly down, towards the foyer. He’s groaning gutturally. One side of his body is limp, leaving the other side to do all of the work to escape and though I know it’s not possible for him to make it past the door, my heart clenches in my chest hoping that somehow he will.

This whole situation has spun out of control fast. I look to Edward, who’s scrambling after Brian. Andy, who had dropped when the shot was fired, gets to his feet and grabs one of Brian’s ankles. Edward grabs the other and together they drag Brian back from the door, flailing weakly and groaning in agony. 

“Let him go!” 

I’m unsure if my ears have failed me or if I’m delirious and imagining things, but my eyes find him standing in the adjacent dining room with a gun drawn, aimed at Edward. Damon doesn’t take his eyes off Andy and Edward. That fucker, Edward, rights himself and whirls around to face Damon, his own gun in hand. Howard remains by the window with his hands raised in surrender.

“Step away from him,” Damon demands.

“Fuck you, you prick!” Edward spits. 

Everything has happened so fast. My head is spinning and I’m terrified. It’s hard to believe that Damon is really here. He’s here and he has a gun. He’s come to save us. Everything has happened so fast. My brain battles to keep grip on reality. I want to close my eyes and wish it all away.

“I want my money,” Edward bites out, shaking his gun a little. 

“The police are already on their way.” Damon’s gaze goes to Howard, then to Andy, his voice is calculated and calm. “Go ahead and run. Run fast and far, because I’m going to find you, and when I do, I’m going to kill you.” 

It’s all the warning Howard needs. He takes one look at Edward then Andy and bolts fast for the front door. Andy nods to Edward and follows suit. He takes off running like a man on fire. I hope they don’t get far. They can’t. The police have got to catch them. They should be here by now. Where are they?

“Get back here!” Edward demands. 

It’s just him and Damon now. I watch helplessly as Edward trains the barrel of his gun on Damon’s head. Oh, God. He’s going to kill his own son.

“Money! Get on the phone right now and have a quarter million wired to my account,” he screams. “I want the money that I’m owed!” 

“Haven’t you taken enough?” Damon responds.

I hear the double meaning behind Damon’s rhetorical question. He couldn’t be more right. Edward has taken so much from everyone in this room. He stole Noni’s innocence and aspirations. He stole Damon’s entire adolescence. He stole my family. His mother’s money is nothing in comparison.

Sirens in the distance ring out, drawing nearer by the second. Edward looks frantic and desperate, his hands starting to shake on the gun. He’s out of options. This hasn’t gone the way he had planned and all is lost. There’s no possible way that Damon could get him any substantial amount of money right now, even if he was inclined to. Edward lost and he knows it. 

His hand grows even more unsteady the louder the sirens become. “You’ve always been a worthless little fuck,” Edward spits. 

The scene before me nearly comes to a standstill, playing out in slow motion, frame by frame. I’m forced to watch as Edward’s grasp tightens around the grip of his pistol and his aim becomes steady. I close my eyes and prepare for the worst. Another deafening blast resonates throughout the house. The sulfuric scent of burnt gunpowder permeates my sinuses, driving home the realization of what’s just happened.

It’s against my better judgment, or maybe it’s because of my natural tendency for self-loathing antipathy, but I open my eyes and look to find Damon lying on the floor. 

But he isn’t. 

He’s standing right where he was, his gun still drawn. He looks down, examining himself for wounds. He’s not bleeding. He’s not shot. He’s there, alive and well and I couldn’t feel a bigger sense of relief. 

Edward is on his back right where he stood with a growing pool of blood flowing from his head. He’s dead. Damon shot and killed his own father. The monster that tormented Damon from birth is now lifeless on the floor.

The sounds of sirens and screeching tires followed by what must be twenty pounding feet rushing through the house drag my attention to the entrance to the living room. 

“Drop your weapon!” multiple police officers demand. 

Damon crouches slowly and sets his pistol on the tiled floor. Policemen move in fast and scurry around, some to Brian, some to Edward, some to Noni. There must be someone near me, but all I can focus on are the two men forcing my Big Man to the ground. 

Damon doesn’t fight them. He complies, pressing his cheek against the floor, his eyes facing me. My gaze meets his and I fear the vacant look he wears is a sign that this has ruined him forever. 
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I think the worst thing about all of this is the feeling of being robbed. I had the store all these years and it was my foundation, my rock. I had been managing at least mostly okay without Captain because the store was my real lifeline in a world that seemed ready to swallow me up given half the chance. Now I have to let it go just like I have to let Damon go. The idea of giving up both is a devastating blow to my already wounded heart. 

Twelve days ago, I watched from a stretcher as Damon was cuffed and hauled away in the back of a police cruiser. The media coverage has been nearly constant. While no charges have been brought against Damon, he has still been under close scrutiny by law enforcement and pushy reporters. 

Brian was taken to the hospital, where he underwent surgery to remove the slug from his upper thigh. The doctors said he was lucky to have been shot there and not two inches to the left, else he would have bled out. He’s been in good spirits about it all though. Trey thinks it’s cool that his uncle is a hero. Lindsay was worried sick over the whole ordeal. She’s been by his side nonstop. Brian went on about how his current exploit would “dig” the scar too. I’ve only visited him once because seeing him any more than that would make doing what I have to do that much more difficult. I think he still has another week to go before they discharge him.

Noni suffered a concussion thanks to the butt of Edward’s semi-automatic, but she’s recovering well with the help of Grams. She insisted that Noni stay on her sofa bed while she recovered. I can understand Grams’ need to take care of the woman who gave her Damon 33 years ago. 

When the paramedics began checking me out, reality struck hard. I worried that something would be wrong with my baby. I worried that I would lose him or her and the idea was more than I could handle. The ultrasound probe revealed my baby’s strong steady heartbeat from within the safety of my womb. There it was, in the shape of a tiny person, making little movements that I couldn’t really feel, completely unaware of the chaos on the outside. When the doctor reassured me that the baby was fine, I think I took the first deep breath I had in weeks. Seeing my little angel on that screen made things so clear for me. I knew right then that I’d do anything for this baby. I’d keep him or her safe from harm. I’d even walk away from the only city that I have ever called home. I left the hospital only a few hours after I was brought there with a plan in place. I went back to the penthouse and got to it.

My heart aches so much I find it hard to breathe sometimes. My nights still consist of waking up off and on to the sound of my own crying, but none of that ache changes the bottom line and that bottom line is that I have to leave Las Vegas. I have to make a new life for myself and my baby. Alone. I know now how frightened seventeen-year-old Noni must have been facing the world alone with a baby on the way. At least I’m an adult with some sort of skill set… though I’m not sure reading and a being a smartass will get me many job prospects.

It makes me think of Maman and Papa and how scared they must have been to start all over in a new place—a new country with a different language and everything. What they did inspires me. It shows me that I can do this. I can be strong and courageous; if not for myself, then for my child. It’s amazing that someone so tiny, someone who hasn’t even been brought into this world, is powerful enough to change my life so completely. 

If I’m being honest, I knew from the beginning that a life with Damon was doomed for failure, but it doesn’t make my heart hurt any less. I’ve lost Captain, I’ve forfeited the store, I’ve lost Damon, I’ve lost the future I envisioned for myself. I’ve forfeited Grams, and Noni, and Brian. When I really think about it, all three of them belong to Damon, and instead of making them pick sides, I left them for him. He needs the support and I don’t need any strings. Like a coward, I changed my cell phone number to avoid the painful conversation. A clean break is best, right?

There is beauty in my situation, though. I’m free. I’m free from a past that has been a formidable opponent for far too many years. I’m free from constant reminders that bring back memories too painful to endure. I’m free from news coverage about Damon. I’m free from probing reporters. I’m free from the life that I had here. Vegas is a tumultuous ride that I’m ready to get off of. 

One last stop and I’m ready to get on the road. The cemetery comes into view and I wait for the feeling of encompassing dread that visiting this place brings. I kill the engine and get out to make my way over to Maman, Papa, and Captain’s plots. I keep my eyes on my feet as I go. It’s still so hard to see those headstones knowing what they represent, the lives and deaths of three people that mean so much to me. 

I get to my knees, resting my backside on my feet behind me. “Hey.” It’s the only word that comes out even though I have so much to say, so much to confess, so much to promise. 

I clear my throat and try to gather my thoughts. “I have to say goodbye for now,” I croak, trying hard to keep my emotions under control. They may be gone but I feel like they’re right here with me. I hope that they are. “I, uh… turns out I’m moving to Salt Lake City. It’s not too far for me to drive here and visit a few times a year. Damon will still be able to have a relationship with the baby. I know what you’re thinking, Captain. I know it’s not exactly my type of place, but I’ll make it work. I have to, with the baby coming and all.” My hand goes to my small belly and I smile a little. “It’s going to be a great place for us to start over.” I look from one stone to another to another. “I just wanted to stop by and say that I-I love you. All of you—” A sob breaks through my paper thin resolve. “And I miss you so, so much. I wish you all were here. I’m scared to raise this baby alone…”

“You don’t have to be.” 

I shoot to my feet, nearly falling over as I do. Damon jumps forward, steadying me. His hands. His hands are warm and supportive against my arms. 

“What are you doing here?” I ask, swiping tears from my cheeks and chin. I fiddle with my shirt, straightening the hem nervously. 

Damon wraps his fingers around my elbow and leads me back to my Volvo. I don’t see his truck or car anywhere. “Where’s your car?” 

He shakes his head. “Mike dropped me off at the gate. I walked in.” 

“Stop and listen to me for just a minute. Please. Give me two minutes, Jo.” His eyes are so warm and pleading that it does something to my insides and I relent, crossing my arms over my chest but listening to him nonetheless. “You don’t have to leave. I don’t want you to go.”

“It’s already done, Damon,” I say quietly. “I have a place waiting for me. You haven’t called. I haven’t seen you. Nothing has changed.”

“So cancel it.”

“Did you not hear me? It’s not just the new place. Don’t you understand?” I sound exasperated because I am. I can’t go through all of this again. I can’t give myself false hope again. I don’t have it in me to rescue him again. This relationship will never work and I’m trying hard to come to terms with that. My heart can’t afford any more abuse. 

“I’ll fix all of it.” Damon lifts his hand to cup my cheek. His touch is tender and I melt a little on the spot. “Let me fix it, baby,” he pleads. “Please come home.” 

I look up into those warm eyes that have entranced me since the first time I saw him. His tears glisten in the sunlight. It’s so hard to see him this way. 

“Damon—”

“Please,” he urges, stepping closer to me. 

“I’m scared,” I admit.

“You don’t have to be scared. I never wanted to hurt you. I love you. I was trying to protect you and things got out of control. I never wanted to lose you, or the baby.” One hand drops from my face to my small, pregnant belly.

“But you—”

“I know.” He looks at his feet, his guilt evident in the stoop of his shoulders, and then back up to me with a sigh. “The day that I told you to leave was the day that Mike gave me his report. My father was becoming desperate and Mike felt that something bad was in the works. We just couldn’t pin it down. He advised me to keep you safe, Josephine. It nearly killed me seeing you heartbroken because of a lie, but I had no choice. I had to try to keep him away from you and I thought that if you weren’t a part of my life, he’d leave you alone.”

“You should have told me!” I cry, balling up my fist and hammering it into his muscular chest. “Why haven’t you told me this until now?”

“I couldn’t risk it. I know how stubborn you are. I was trying to protect you, truly.” He grabs my fist and holds in tightly in his hand. “I know you, love. You wouldn’t have given up. You wouldn’t have left unless I convinced you that I didn’t want you. I’ve tried to let the media coverage cool down before getting you caught up in all of it again, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I couldn’t let you leave town.” 

“But the baby! You acted like you barely cared,” I accuse, tears threatening.

“I do care. Of course I care. Do you know how hard it was for me to walk out of the penthouse that day you found out?” His tears begin to fall and he does nothing to wipe them away. “Do you know how badly I wanted to stay with you? To celebrate? I left there and hoped and prayed that Brian would call to let me know that the test was positive. When he did, I knew I had to see this through. You’re having my child, Jo. My baby. I had to keep him away from my family.” 

I’m speechless and confused and relieved and angry. 

“I want nothing more than to make babies with you. Lots of them, if you want. I want you to marry me. I want to go through life with you by my side, Jo. I wanted that test to be positive because I knew if you were already pregnant that I may have a better chance of winning you back, a better chance of reversing all of this.”

I hide my face in my hands as the flood gates burst open. My heart can’t take much more of this. I came here to say goodbye, yet here I stand, wrapped in Damon’s embrace, being told that I was scammed. 

That none of that was real.

That it was all a ploy. A means to an end. Edward’s end.

“Please don’t cry, baby.” Damon leans down, pressing me to his chest, and drops tender kisses against the shell of my ear. “Please don’t cry.”

“I-I… you ripped my heart out!” I accuse him, still wrapped up in his arms.

“I know. I’m so sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am. Let me make it right, Jo.” Damon’s hands grip me by my shoulders and hold me at arm’s length. One big paw reaches into his shirt pocket and retrieves my ring, glittering and sparkling in the sunlight. He lifts my left hand to him. “Please come home,” he urges, slipping the ring back into place on my finger. 

I watch in silence as he gets down to his knees. With one tentative look up at me, he slips one hand under my shirt, resting it against my barely swelling belly. His eyes close and he leans his forehead against my abdomen. He’s trying to make amends. He’s showing his cards. It’s clear that Damon wants our baby just as much as I do. And he wants me too. 

I can feel his thumb making slow strokes against my belly. Seeing him like this, so tender, makes me melt. It breaks my heart knowing that he did all of that lying and planning and risking because he loves me and our baby that much. He risked so much to keep us safe. He was willing to lose me if it meant I could be safe. It reminds me of that first night when we moved Grams into her apartment. He made love to me and asked if I knew that he’d always keep me safe, no matter what. I knew then just like I know now. 

I tug on his arms urging him to stand. “Jo, baby, say you’ll come home. Say you’ll still marry me.” His eyes are pained, worry lines mar his handsome face, and I can’t take another moment of it. 

“Yes and yes.” My answer is simple but heavy with the promise of a second chance. “On one condition,” I go on. “Noni. She has to be a part of this baby’s life. I love her and I know you do too. Somewhere in here,” I press my palm to his chest, over his heart, “you love her too. You’ve been hurt but it’s time to make amends.” 

“I know. I will,” he promises, raining kisses onto my face. “I’m not mad at her. It wasn’t her fault. She’s my mother and there’s a lot we have to talk about but I’ll do it. I’ll do anything you want. I love you. You don’t know how happy you’ve just made me.” 

In one swoop, I’m gathered up against my Big Man’s chest and reveling in the feeling of peace. Being in his arms is home for me. I’m so glad to be home again. 
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I examine my reflection in the mirror one more time. My makeup is as good as it’s going to get. My eyes are rimmed in a smoky black eyeliner and my eyelashes look the longest and fullest they’ve ever looked, thanks to the hormones that I disliked so much at the beginning of my pregnancy. My lips are pouty and painted with a natural dark pink gloss. The pearls that Grams gave me are in place around my neck and wrist. They’re my “something old” and they couldn’t be more perfect. Noni offered to do my hair and I’m beginning to think that she’s a Jill of all trades. My hair falls down my back in big soft curls in a sort of 1920s glamorous style. She pinned back a few soft curls with her favorite silver hair comb, incidentally taking care of my “something borrowed.” Brian nearly fainted when I told him that we would be marrying in typical Vegas style in a wedding chapel. I know he was looking forward to the meticulous wedding planning details, and I may have burst his fashionista bubble, but keeping our nuptials private and intimate is the only way to keep the media out of all of it. The bulk of news coverage about the kidnapping and subsequent death of Edward has decreased to a trickle, but reporters still linger around waiting for any opportunity to question us. 

Mike’s report ended up being eerily accurate. Edward was in deep with a few different high end bookies here in town. He was desperate for money and drowning in alcoholism and debt. Andy and Howard were brought in mere days after the incident and are both awaiting trial on charges a mile long. Howard is the one who gave the most information, agreeing to testify about Andy’s involvement in the whole thing. Reportedly, Edward had planned on coercing Damon out of a substantial amount of money and then fleeing the country, but Damon and I already knew that… 

Grams took Edward’s death hard. He was a sick bastard, but he was still her son. I think most of her mourning has been out of sheer regret that she couldn’t convince him to be the man she’d hoped he would be. I can respect that. I feel terrible for Grams; she’s just as much a victim in this disaster as the rest of us. Grams has basically adopted Noni. They’re both living in Grams’ apartment and working side by side at the store every day. Grams keeps Noni company and entertains the younger crowd in the coffee bar with her stories and antics. I can’t blame Noni for not wanting to go back to Captain’s house. I don’t want to go there either. I was holding onto it because I was scared to forget Captain, but Dr. Versan has helped me see that Captain’s memories are as alive and vivid as I want them to be. I don’t have to keep his house to keep my memories of him. The house has been up for sale for two months. No luck selling it yet. Prospective buyers aren’t too impressed with its history. Elise was shocked and devastated, of course, to find out that her father had been shot by her brother. She wasn’t angry though. She was sad, but happy that no one else was fatally wounded. She came right to Damon as soon as she was notified of the shooting and she’s been supportive of both of us. Damon didn’t say much, of course, but I know he was relieved that Elise didn’t make him feel guilty for killing their father and I love her for that. She handled all of Edward’s funeral arrangements and moved nearly all of his belongings into her garage on the other side of town so that neither Grams nor Damon would have to go through his things. 

“You ready yet?” Brian peeks his head into the dressing room.

“Yep. I think so,” I say, giving my silent approval to my reflection with Noni and Grams, the two most important women in my life, both flanking me, smiling and giving their approval as well. 

“Damon wanted me to give this to you,” Brian says, handing me a small velvet box. 

I smile wide, thinking about how sweet my Big Man can be. The box opens with a creak and I gasp. 

Maman’s watch. It’s back in my possession and ticking strong and steady. I pull it from the box and flip it over. There it is, in my family’s native French. 

 

Collette, mon coeur reside avec vous pour toujours plus

 

“Collette, my heart resides with you, forevermore,” I whisper the translated phrase to myself.

Something about this watch reminds me of my relationship with Damon. It has seen so much. It has been worn and damaged. It didn’t work for a while, but with expert attention, here it is, ticking along like it never stopped. And beneath the beautiful veneer is the heart of it all. 

“My heart resides with you, forevermore,” I croak out again, unable to keep my tears at bay. 

“Oh, honey, no crying,” Brian chastises gently. 

“I can’t help it. It’s so perfect. He’s so perfect.”

“Okay, that’s a stretch, honey,” Brian jibes, fastening the watch on my wrist and taking my hand. “Let’s get you hitched.” 

I smile at my best friend and the realization that I’m about to marry the man that I was made for hits me. Tragedy may have surrounded our existence for so long, but it brought us together; clinging to that truth makes accepting those tragedies that much easier. 

We go to leave the dressing room with Grams and Noni in tow, but I freeze, stepping back over to the vanity counter for my “something new” which also happens to be my “something blue.” A teeny tiny blue baby sock. I grab my bouquet of calla lilies from Brian and carefully stuff the tiny sock into the center of the flowers beneath the blooms. Our sweet baby boy will be here in four short months, but I wanted to include him in our wedding. This is my way of doing just that. 

“There,” I say confidently. “Now I’m ready.” 

I watch with a smile as Brian takes his place at the altar as my “Man of Honor” next to Damon and Mike Passarelli. Damon asked Mike to be stand up for him since we owe him so much. He’s the reason Damon was able to take the steps necessary to protect me and our unborn child. He stood guard, watching every move that Edward made, prepared to act if the time came. Mike was persistent and convinced Damon that the best thing he could do was stage our breakup, making me less of a target. Damon had no way of knowing that my pregnancy not only made me a target in Edward’s eyes, it made me the perfect target. Edward knew Damon would do anything for his child. And he did. 

And here we are.

I step into the aisle and breathe deeply, trying to calm the butterflies in my stomach. Damon is… gorgeous. He’s as handsome as ever standing at the altar in his tux. His eyes meet mine and something unspoken passes between us. I make my way down the aisle to him, knowing that I’ve just taken the first steps towards a new life with Damon by my side as my husband. 

Damon told me that everyone needs a person, someone who watches and waits to stand guard when life gets all screwed up. He’s my person. I know now, more than ever, that he always has been. 
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Journal, 

I learned a big lesson today. I learned that a lot can happen in thirty lousy seconds. A half a minute. Apparently that’s about how long it takes for some jerk to destroy a girl’s self-esteem. I mean, it took a crapload of courage for me to finally talk to him at all. And what did he do? He made me feel like a freakin’ joke. 

I’ve had a crush on Jonathan Greene for this whole stupid school year! It’s practically the end of sixth grade and it seems like I’m the only girl without a date to the spring dance. I’m not thrilled about going but not going just isn’t an option. If Sarah Copeland finds out that I don’t have a date, she’ll tell Katy that none of the boys wanted to ask me. Katy will tell Shauna because Shauna is new and listens to everything Katy says like she’s her mom or something. Then Shauna will blab it to the rest of Harrison Middle School just to strike up conversation with anyone who will listen. Skipping out of the whole thing would suck, but not going would definitely suck more. 

So, I waited until Jonathan was done with his lunch tray and I walked over. Thinking about it makes me cringe all over again. 

“Ahem. Jonathan?” Why the heck am I doing this to myself? I thought my heart would explode any second. 

Jonathan was standing by the trashcan looking cute as ever in his Doc Martins and baggy jeans. He turned to face me and I could feel the eyes of the entire sixth grade on me. Oh God! What am I doing here? 

“Lindsay? What’s up?” he said all coolly, which is no surprise. He’s the coolest kid in the whole school and I’m no one special. He glanced around us and I did the same only to confirm what I already knew. 

Everyone was staring. 

Shoot! Say something, Linds! 

“Ah, well, it’s just that you know… the d-dance… and I was just um, you know, wondering if you maybe needed a d-date?” I stuttered out as I shifted from one stupid foot to the other.

“Oh.” He looked over at the lunch table that all of his rotten friends sat at and I could see a couple of the boys snicker and shake their heads. This had bad, bad, bad written all over it. “Nah, no thank you.” He smiled his easy smile and walked out of the lunch room just in time for the bell to ring.

My gut turned queasily and I wanted to fake being sick so the nurse would just send me home. “Nah, no thank you?” What was that? I offered to go with him to the dance. It wasn’t like I offered him the garbage off of my tray! 

The buzz of my classmates’ giggling as they shoved past me was horrible. I should’ve listened to Dad. He told me at the beginning of this school year that all boys are punks and to stay the heck away from them. He’s right. Guys are nothing but trouble. If I lose my mind and try talking to a boy again, remind me to save myself the trouble and check myself into the nuthouse before the middle school career ending embarrassment happens again, ok? 

Thanks, 

Lindsay
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There’s this state of being called “happiness” and as far as I can tell, it’s an illusion. Somewhere deep inside, I guess I associate happiness with magic. There’s sleight of the hand and optical illusion, but when it comes right down to it, magic is all about appearance. And so is happiness. Happiness is most definitely an illusion—you think you’re happy, that you’re doing well… at least from the outside. But on the inside, where it really counts, it’s all sleight of hand; you’re just showing your audience what they want to see, which is that you appear happy. Ergo, happiness=magic. 

And let’s face the facts on that notion, shall we? I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but there’s no such thing as magic. It just doesn’t exist. Saying something is magic is just a nice way of admitting you got played. Tricked. Duped. Scammed. Conned. And every time you put on that “happy” façade, you’re just playing yourself. 

I know this firsthand. I’m no stranger to being conned and everyone in this town knows it. Bottom line: if magic doesn’t exist, happiness doesn’t exist. For me, at least. I might as well add luck to the list too; I know my maker skipped over me the day he was giving that out.

I have exactly four things going for me. My son, Trey, my dad, and my over-opinionated gay younger brother, Brian. Oh, and, uh, this other… thing. A long-standing relationship with a person I can never have but could quite possibly be utterly and irrevocably in love with. We have this thing and it’s crazy but we keep coming back to each other. Day after day. 

So maybe 3.5 things. I’m not sure this thing qualifies, since I don’t really know whether it’s coming or going.

The thing about having a thing is there’s always some other thing that comes along to muddle it all up. I have these four things and I’m trying damn hard to keep everything headed in the right direction, but it would seem that Central Issue forgot to dole out my flak jacket at the start of this battle called life. 

I glance at my cheap wristwatch to check the time. 1:18 p.m. “She’s consistent if nothing else,” I mutter to myself. I know Maggie will drag herself in any minute. She’ll flop into the other side of our booth and toss her purse on the table and then she’ll start. I should just enjoy the silence while I have it.

My best friend must hold the record for fastest talker on the planet. She rambles on a mile a minute, her junky purse on the table bugs the hell out of me, and her complete lack of punctuality is irritating, but I love her something fierce. She’s understanding and supportive and the only person I really have to help with Trey. My younger brother, Brian, helps when he can, but he’s almost always tied up doing something for that demanding boss of his.

My tired eyes drift over to the door of the sandwich shop just about the time that Maggie pulls it open. A gust of hot, dry, Las Vegas air comes swooshing in with her and she looks to our booth. I raise a brow and tap my index finger on the scratched up face of my watch. 

She looks her typical relaxed self, an eclectic bohemian in strappy gladiator sandals, a coral ribbed tank top, and a long, flowing cotton skirt that seems to have every color of the rainbow sewn into the fabric. Her wavy hair is wild and unkempt and she seems as chill as can be. If I dressed like that, I’d look homeless. Maggie looks like a crunchy hipster gypsy who’s just back from following Phish.

“Yeah, yeah. I know,” Maggie huffs as she makes the short walk from the door to the first booth that we claimed as “ours” so many years ago. Maggie is the “glass half full” part of this duo and she can keep that title. I’ll stick with realism. It’s the safest route.

“You know, one day I’m not going to wait and you’ll drag in here late and be left to wonder where I went.” I smile curtly to cap off my idle threat. 

Maggie tosses her purse onto the tabletop right on cue and flops down into the worn, cushy booth. Her long coal black hair drifts easily over her shoulder and I can tell her motormouth is at the ready. 

“So?” She leans back passively with questioning eyebrows and I’m honestly shocked. 

One word? Who is this person and where did my mouthy friend go?! “What?” I ask back as I mirror her relaxed posture.

“You know what! Nick said you never called him. What gives?! Do you want to be some old maid with a dozen cats or something?” she spouts off lightning fast, then takes a hefty draw from the iced tea I ordered when I got here.

“I’m allergic.” I dance around the issue at hand, knowing full well that Maggie won’t let me skate on this one. 

She lets out a low, annoyed growl that seems to emanate from deep in her gut as she drops her head down onto her folded arms. I sit and stare at the top of her head while she mumbles into the small cavern that her arms have made. Her head finally pops up to face me again. “Allergic to what exactly? Happiness? Dating? Casual sex?! Which you need desperately, might I add.” 

“Hey! Keep it down, loud mouth! I was being a smart ass about the cats. I’m allergic. I don’t need casual sex. I manage just fine, thank you very much.” I shrug and look down to my lap to avoid Maggie’s scrutinizing glare. 

“So you finally bought stock in batteries?” she quips with a smirk. One painted plum purple fingertip pops into the air like a loaded weapon and I brace for the zinger. “Oh, I know, you went and got one of those rechargeable ones, huh?! Clever girl,” she adds while shaking her head sarcastically. “Going green while getting off. You’re a pioneer, my friend. Even better if it’s solar powered. Do you set it in the kitchen window to charge? Right next to the basil and dick—I mean dill weed?” 

“Hardy har, smartass.” I narrow my eyes and nod. “I just haven’t had the chance to call him and quite frankly, I’m not chomping at the bit to hook up with him either.”

Maggie rolls her wide brown eyes dramatically. She doesn’t care about my weak excuse any more than I do. “He’s hot. He’s a gentleman. He’s successful and has no baby mama drama or ex-wives! What’s the issue?” she questions as she ticks off Mr. Right’s attributes.

“Jonathan. You know they’re still friends, right?” I cock an eyebrow at her and watch as she’s already begun shaking her head at me. 

“Who. Freakin’. Cares? Seriously, doll, you need to get over the ancient stuff. We were kids. Both times. You’re nearing your 30s, chick! Time is running out.”

I inhale deeply and decide to do what I always do. Deny. Delay. Deny some more. “Okay, I’ll call Nick tomorrow.” 

“Good!” Maggie chirps victoriously. She smiles widely for only a moment, takes a sip of her drink and looks back at me sympathetically. 

Great. I love bad news. “No openings, right?” I guess before she does the ugly job of telling me.

“Don’t stress about it, okay? Michael said that the minute we’re hiring, the first spot is all yours.” 

I battle against my natural desire to slump in defeat and choke back the disappointment I feel. I’m actually starting to get more frustrated than depressed about my lack of a good job these days. If Maggie pats my hand consolingly, like she usually does, I feel like I might have to slap her. I’m only a temp right now and if I don’t find something soon, I’ll have no other choice but to get in touch with Trey’s father. I hate the thought that I may be forced to swallow my pride and demand that he help with the son he denied so many years ago. 

Nine years ago, I was a whopping 19 years old and a freshman at the University of Nevada, Reno. The most complicated thing I had on my plate was figuring out how much slacking I could get away with before I had to study for an exam or write a paper. 

He was my first love. My first lover and my first, and hopefully last, true heartbreak. I fell head over heels in love him. He fell head over heels into my panties a few times and that was that. 

He, of course, sent me a ridiculous text message only two months into our relationship that was chock full of bullshit break up lines like, “We’re just so different,” “It’s not you, it’s me,” and my absolute favorite, “Let’s be friends.” 

I, of course, cried and ate ice cream until I started puking it back up and said to myself, “self, something is not right here.” 

Two pink lines confirmed what I had already known deep down. I was knocked up, alone, broke, and about to be a college dropout. It took less than a year for me to completely fuck up and lose everything. Awesome. 

I insisted that Trey’s father meet me so that we could talk. I guess I was naïve enough to think that maybe he would make it all right. He didn’t. In fact, he didn’t even believe me. He said that I was a mistake and he was transferring to a school in Texas to be with his high school sweetheart, Sarah. He said that they were just on a break, whatever the hell that means. I started crying and things quickly went from bad to hellish when he jumped from his seat and spouted off some shit about me lying to him and trying to trap him just like his buddies said I’d do. Needless to say, I bolted from that Starbucks like a woman on fire and never looked back. I’d never felt so cheap and disposable in my life. 

I moved back to Vegas and moved in with my dad and younger brother, who were more than supportive. They welcomed Trey into the family like he was the MVP to the Fuller team, helped us out for a few years, and then helped us move on with our lives. Neither of them made a fuss over Trey’s father. I told them that I had no interest in going after him for child support and they both respected my decision. Trey and I have been our own little family since the beginning. We don’t need the sperm donor. We never have. 

I’ve been too proud to try to find his dad. I never wanted a damn thing from him and I was hoping I never would. I already got the best that he could ever give me anyway. Trey is more perfect than I could ever imagine and it never ceases to amaze me that from that catastrophic “relationship,” I came away with this magnificent child. 

But now, my temp position is about to end. I’ve been here for eight months and in one week, I’ll be jobless. I have no prospects and no idea how I’m going to pay the bills after that. I dread turning to my father or Brian again; they’ve already done so much and I want so much to continue to stand on my own two feet, but I only have enough in savings to last us one month. Maybe. 

“Earth to Lindsay,” Maggie says in her singsong voice.

My attention snaps to her and I shake off my walk down memory lane. There’s no use in going there anyway. “Sorry. I was just thinking about some stuff,” I mumble as I check my cell phone for the time and secretly hope to see a text message from the one person who might make me forget all about the trouble that awaits me in one short week. 

The clock tells me that it’s already 2:10 and I have to get my butt over to pick up Trey; my inbox tells me that I do indeed have a text from Russ. Thank goodness. My thumb glides over the screen to open the message. I can feel Maggie staring at me. She doesn’t approve.

“Still talking to the creeper I see.” She leans back and resumes her relaxed posture. 

I sigh and smile as I tune out Maggie’s diatribe about Russ and read his text. 

Can’t wait to talk. Will you be free tonight?

My thumbs tap out my response and I send the message along. 

Me neither. Bad day. I’ll talk to you soon. 

I start gathering my things and look at Maggie. She’s shaking her head with this look of part amusement, part skepticism. 

“What? He’s no creeper! I’ve known him for nearly ten years, Maggie. I think if he was stalking me so he could rape and murder me, he’d have done it by now.” With my eyes averted, I start to gather my things from the seat beside me. 

“No. Correction, Linds, you don’t know him at all. Russ,” she says with disdain. “Who the hell is this guy? Girl? Person? He could be a psychopath! He could be an old man! He could be anyone!”

“Yep. And that’s the beauty of it. He could be anyone and it keeps me intrigued,” I chime as I scoot out of the booth and smooth my floral print sundress. “Love ya. Gotta run.”

“Ugh! Bye, sicko! Only sickos pen pal with strangers for years and years, you know,” Maggie bemoans as she stands and only half hugs me goodbye. 

I secretly enjoy that my pen pal clearly annoys her, just like her purse on the table annoys the hell out of me.
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