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	 “You’re gonna break more than a few hearts, darlin’. Already breaking mine.” Hawke’s chin trembles, as his warm breath drifts across my face, the scent of it wrapped in a tequila tang and summer-night sweat.

	“I’m sorry.” The words scrape my throat in a crawl. “With me moving overseas to live with my grandmother, it’s for the best.”

	I broke the news tonight. Not all of it. Just the breakup and the moving-overseas part. The thing is, I can’t possibly tell him everything. I can’t be the reason Hawke doesn’t go on to college and become an indie filmmaker like we’ve talked about since, well, almost forever. Which is nearly how long we’ve known each other.

	We met years ago under less-than-favorable circumstances. He was assaulting me with a water gun filled with his pee. Boys. I didn’t know it was pee, of course, until my mom sniffed me at the dinner table. I reeked of dried Hawke Slater piss. Gross. That nasty deed sealed the deal with my brothers to invite Hawke into their all-boys club, The Brohicans, as the newest member—since he’d just moved to Ojai and was living on a neighboring ranch.

	“Hell, Cricket, it’s a lot,” Hawke says, kissing my tears away as his eyes glisten.

	I’m gonna miss the fuck outta this boy. Everything about him, from his tragically beautiful face to his gushy, love-filled soul.

	“Dropping out of school to move overseas. What the hell are your parents thinking?”

	 “Oh, come on. You know my folks. They’re southern hippies. Hell, they want me to hack my education. As it is, the fact that they allowed me to enroll at the public high school made them crazy. Anyway, I’m eighteen, it’s not like I’m going to be missing much of my senior year.”

	Hawke rolls up on his side and draws little circles over my chest with his index finger. “Will I ever see you again?”

	“You want the God’s-honest truth?” I sit up to meet his dark-emerald eyes and pray he believes me. I wish what I’m about to say to him is his eyes are the color of my future. I’m pretty sure I could have promised him eternal love. But I can’t, because from here on out, there will be no intersection of me and Hawke. It’ll be best for him—according to my folks—even though he doesn’t know it. As for me, I’m not sure what’s best. I’m trying to do right by others for now. I’ll figure me out later.

	He shrugs, and knows what I’m going to say by the line of worry nestled between his eyebrows. “Yeah. Lay it on me.”

	Some shit’s just hard to swallow. Lies, for example—those go down like broken glass. Lies also hurt tripping off one’s tongue. Spitting them out with marginal thought works best—for me, anyways.

	“Me and you together—you know…an ongoing relationship—is about the furthest thing from the truth.” I have to lie. The truth is, we were made for each other in every possible way. From the way our brains fit together, to the way our hearts fit together, to the way all our body parts fit together. It’s as though we were broken apart in some other lifetime then found each other and became whole again in this one. 

	 “I don’t like anything about this. We had a plan,” he says, his voice breaking. “We were gonna make films together, travel the world. It was gonna be me and you and our future. Us.”

	“Believe me, I hate it as much as you do. Today’s just another one of those new-tampon-needed-every-hour sort of days.”

	He laughs and shakes his head as he cups my cheek in his giant palm. “No one will ever say you don’t create visuals.”

	“Too much?” I chuckle mockingly.

	“Nah, I can take it.”

	I paste a smile on and lick the tears that have pooled in the corners of my mouth. Brushing a soft wave of hair off his forehead I ask, “So, now that we’re making a clean break and going our own ways, what do you want to be when you grow up, post–film school?” 

	Then he slays me, as per usual. Making all my defense mechanisms—which I coached all day—to nose dive.

	His fingers skim mine then close around them. “Someone you can’t imagine living without.”

	I drop onto my back in a huff “You’re dope as fuck.” I wipe the stream running down my top lip. “You’re not going to make any of this easy, are you?”

	“Nope,” he says as sure as any man who owns the sort of confidence he does would answer.

	Shit. How did I fall so hard for him? I hardly fell. It was the opposite of that. A soar. A hurdle. A breakthrough to a new place in my heart. It was an all-out upgrade for my tender, tomboy soul.

	“What if I’m easy for you till midnight? Will that shut you up? Or is that too hard for you?” Nerves ripple in my gut as I choke on guilt. My God, I loved him. I’m already talking in past tense in order to trick my heart.

	He lets out a noisy guffaw. “I’ll tell you what’s hard when you talk like that.” He rolls on top of me, positioning himself between my legs. His eyes flick over my face then settle on the gleam in mine.

	“You’re trouble,” I say as he rocks against me. “Have been since that day you soaked me in your piss.”

	“And you, seem to be looking for some trouble. I’ll never soak you again if you stay.” He places his forehead on mine. “One last time?” Those words. So soft and tender, so immense, that I cover my heart to protect it. Is this really it? Our goodbye?

	I reach for my laptop. “Let me grab Soul Sister.” Guilt blooms in my stomach as I get ready to press record for what’s likely to be our last film, thinking about how Hawke and I have spent our lives filming everything.

	     “Make sure you send me a copy of the video, got it? I’m gonna need it to get through my first year of film school while you’re hanging out in Amsterdam with your granny, doing God-knows-what.” 

	Heartbeats, fast—then wild. Tongues sliding. Bodies responding. There was love and connection. Then there was carnal. We were both—and then some. 

	What will I do without him? My mind floats. My heart…breaks.
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	Ten Years Later

	 

	“To Hawke, the last of The Brohicans,” Fletch says as we pound back shot number whatever. 

	I can’t count anymore. None of us can. We’re celebrating, after all. Fletch and Coco are getting married next weekend.

	“I don’t know. I may give him a run for his money in regards to never settling down.” Hux groans. 

	I’ve known Fletcher and Huxley McQueen since I was ten.  I was the Huckleberry; they were the Tom Sawyers. We were considered nuclear damage in our neck of the woods. Not much we didn’t do wrong, or what others thought was in the wrong. To us it was good country fun.

	The McQueen ranch was where all the action happened. The McQueens had four boys: Fletcher and Huxley—twins and my best buds—Teddy and Granger, and Sloan, the only girl.

	 “Dude, what’s up with that? I thought you guys were definitely headed into ball-and-chain land?” I ask Hux as he sinks back a shot.

	“Eh, we’re just fighting lately. I think, with Coco and Fletch getting married, she’s got the itch going on.”

	Hux walks past me toward my kitchen and tosses out a grenade. “You know Sloan’s coming back, right? You get the family memo?”

	The McQueen brothers hold their breath as their eyes sear me.

	“What?” Nerves ripple in my gut. “Cricket’s coming home? How has no one mentioned this? It’s been ten years.” I breathe, and as my knees buckle, a grin the size of Montana hits my face. “For the wedding? You guys didn’t say anything so I thought she wouldn’t. Holy shit!” I slam back the shot Teddy curls my fingers around. Sloan Story McQueen. Or “Cricket,” as I dubbed her the first time she started chirping when I soaked her with my pee via my squirt gun. Just marking my territory. The name Cricket stuck, as did the meaning. Until we hit puberty. That’s about the time when the meaning became different to me. Her chirps took on a whole new form when my hand found its way up her shirt and elsewhere shortly thereafter. 

	Ten years. She has no idea what I went through when she all but dumped me and moved to Amsterdam. Seems crazy that two kids could fall in love that hard and that I still want her all these years later. But shit, I do. She was my first love and no other woman has come close in all these years. 

	I tried to stay in touch. Sloan, though, seemed to want nothing to do with me. So, after three months of writing letters and sending videos, I stopped. Problem is, everything stopped. I actually believe my heart might have stopped working. Mostly because she’d broken it. Pulverized. 

	Then I started to hate her. It was my only way to stop loving her. 

	But how could I ever un-love Sloan?

	“You think she’d miss her favorite brother marrying her best girlfriend?” Fletch chuckles.

	His brothers throw bottle caps at him until he becomes a moving target. Then I trip him as he zips past me.

	“When was the last time she came to the States?” I ask as I help Fletch off the floor. 

	 “She’s, uh… Not for a…” Granger jumps in and looks around at his brothers for a beat, which makes me want to kick him in the nuts so the words stuck on his tongue fall off and trot their way into my ears. “She’s moving back here. Guess you should know that too.”

	“To Ojai?” My heart pounds in triple time.

	“No. LA,” Granger answers.

	I rocket off my chair. “Where in LA?” 

	“Silver Lake,” Hux says, cracking up, wide-eyed. “Though I told her Los Feliz is way more hip. Whatever.”

	“Does she know I live here? Silver Lake… Holy fuck!” I’m fisting the air, grabbing at invisible hope. “As in, we’ll be neighbors?”

	Granger strolls to the kitchen and fumbles around in the pantry. Then he comes back with a paper bag, which he opens and places over my mouth. 

	Talking into it I say, “Not that she’ll give a shit.” I pull the bag away from my face then groan out, “Not one chirp from my Cricket. I have no idea what I did wrong. Obviously something.”

	“Dude. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Hux comes over and grabs my shoulders like he’s my grandpa. “She’s ahh… Well, she’s gone through some stuff. Don’t be too hard on her when you see her.”

	“The only ‘hard-on’ is gonna be in my pants.” Speaking of… Then it hits me. “Does she know what I do? Have you guys told her?”

	Fletch chimes in, “The first couple of months we’d fill her in on your film school stuff, but then she was, well, she asked us to stop.” He looks at me like he’s about to euthanize my dog.

	I drag my hands down my face. “Shit, man. That’s harsh. Does she hate me for something?” 

	Why do we not have a relationship? We had something. I thought we did.

	Teddy, as per usual, saves the day with a comment that sounds too chick-flick for The Brohicans, but I glom on to it as if I’m Rose hanging on to a floating door post–Titanic submersion.

	“Dude. Sloan could never hate you. I’m pretty sure she loved you before she was born.”

	Maybe it’s not on my face, but I’m smiling on the inside at the things I’d like to do with Sloan once I get my hands on her. Then my stomach hollows out. Yeah. That is never going to happen. Never, based on my career choice. I’m already losing her again and I haven’t even touched her yet.

	I love my career. I’m the luckiest guy ever. Hawke Slater. Adult-world entrepreneur. Otherwise known as a shameless porn star performer and producer. So, when I say “lucky,” I mean it. Lucky I was born with the brains to turn my career into the greatest success this industry has seen in a decade. I was blessed with the libido of a bonobo combined with the dick of a donkey. That makes for a rather wonderful story in my line of work. You show me a guy who doesn’t want every form of sex imaginable all day, every day, for years on end, and I will show you a ninety-year-old woman. In a coma.

	 Now, though, I’m having a temporary wind-knocked-out-of-my-sails moment. And her name would be Sloan McQueen.

	Sloan. She was never the sort of girl who got those mani-pedis they did at the salons in town. She also never wore that clay crap on her face that hid a girl’s freckles and character. She was soft, sure. She was all girl with a dose of country spice thrown in. She picked up snakes behind their jaws to study them. Rescued and played nurse to any abandoned animal she’d stumbled upon. She even shoved her feet against a laboring cow’s hind end once and grabbed the calf’s slimy hooves for a pull because it wasn’t coming out. Girl could give Mother Nature a run for her money.

	Now for the trip-wire. While I’m the shit—and yes, I’m all that—in this business for the films I produce and often star in, there’s one thing I don’t have much of. Love. Most women want a future, promises, white picket fences, two-point-five kids. But not from a porn star. 

	Sloan. She will not want me performing my job with other women all day long then coming home and climbing into bed with her. Period. Anyway, why would I want that job if I had her?

	Had.

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	“You sweet little thing, where is your mama?” I reach into the abandoned nest at the edge of the lake on my parents’ ranch and pick up a tiny, squeaking duckling. “My God, you’re as yellow as a school bus. Oh, baby, no wonder—shit. One leg. How the hell are you going to make it with one damned leg? I can’t believe a coon or snapping turtle hasn’t made you their dinner yet. You tiny miracle.” I nestle the duckling into the crook of my neck. The tickly fuzz makes me giggle as its tiny bill nibbles my skin. “Little squeaker, you must be starved.”

	I head up toward my folks’ ranch house in search of supplies, chatting with my tiny creature. I’m not twenty feet from the lake when Daddy’s old truck arrives, kicking up a trail of dust.

	“What have you found now, girl?” He tips his cowboy hat up a bit as he slides his sunglasses down his nose to peer at me. “All these years later and you’re still collecting animals?”

	“A one-legged squeaker.” I hold the ball of fuzz up for my dad to inspect.

	“That thing’ll never live. Should’ve left it.”

	Guilt thunders through my stomach as I tuck the duckling under my chin. “The hell it won’t. It has me now.”

	“Of course it does, sweetheart, but a duck in LA? What in Sam Hill will you do with a duck?” Daddy looks at me with a smile on his face as he works a toothpick between his teeth. No question, he knows damn well I will be taking care of this creature.

	I scoff at him and squint my eyes, giving him the same look I always gave when he questioned me about the critters I’d found. I’ll admit, my nursery out in the cattle barn became quite something. I didn’t have it in me to pass by a baby raccoon deserted in the woods or a sweet owl that had dropped from its nest. 

	“I’ll love it. What else would I do with it?”

	“Eat it.” 

	“That’s disgusting. What is wrong with you? This helpless baby needs a mama. I’m a good mama…and…” I turn away as my mouth sours. I know he can smell it on me the second he jumps back in. Guilt.

	“I’m sorry, sweetheart. Yes. You know what, yes. How about I grab you some crumbles at the mill? I think I can wrestle up a heat lamp from the barn as well.”

	      “Thank you. If you could bring those things down here, plus a box, can you grab a cardboard box from the house?” Sauntering backward to head for my cabin, I stop when Daddy gets out of his truck.

	 “I’ll get everything, yes. Now, hold up there, Sloan.” He moseys to me, gaze dropped, tucking his gloves into the back pocket of his worn-out jeans. “Listen, sweetheart.” He places his callused hands on my shoulders. “I don’t want you to feel funny about seeing Hawke later today.” He runs his hand along my cheekbone then tucks an errant strand of hair behind my ear.

	“I won’t feel funny. Nervous, yes.” I’m already a bundle of nerves at the idea of seeing Hawke. More nervous than if this weekend were my own wedding.

	“You’ll need to talk to him soon. Tell him.” 

	We both nod.

	“He’ll need to understand what you went through. He deserves to know why you disappeared.”

	I let out a big sigh. “Yeah, well. In time. But not this weekend. I need to get to know him again. I can’t just barf my life all over him in the first few hours. It’s been ten years. Don’t push me.”

	“I’m not saying that. It’s just…he’s a man, and it’s time. You know what needs to happen. You’ve had three years of intensive therapy, you’re ready.”

	Time. Yeah. He’s right, and I know it. How do I tell Hawke why I never responded when all I wanted was him?
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	 With my duckling settled in a box, along with food and water, I decide to shake off the heat of the day with a swim. According to Mama, no one will be arriving until later. All that says to me is skinny-dip. My sundress falls down my body, landing in a pool at my feet on the sand. Cool water tickles my calves, then thighs, and I take a shallow dive. Minutes later, out of breath, I climb the raft’s ladder and collapse onto the hot wood. My nerves flutter as I chew my pinkie nail. I’ve asked nothing about him, and I told my family and friends to keep me in the dark. It served its purpose. It gave me hope there could someday be an “us” again. It helped me get through every day. Every night.

	Unfortunately for Hawke, I made it clear to my family they could tell him nothing about my circumstances. I’m sure he must hate them for it. Not to mention the hate he must have for me. That is if he thinks about me at all.

	My cheeks burn as I run a finger across the tattooed dates on my arm. The blank spaces with underscores awaiting numbers that will inform the next chapter about me and Hawke. Will they say new beginning or will they say end? I’ve imagined so many things about him. Is he a filmmaker like I am? Does he still wear our ring? Is he in a relationship? Married? And what if he has children? My spine stiffens at the thought and I roll over in a huff of worry.
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	I shove a mass of hangers aside, looking for my old chambray shirt. Sloan’s favorite. I’ve kept it all these years, never washed it, as it still holds the remnants of her scent. 

	Sloan. A decade. I gaze at my reflection in the mirror as I button the shirt.

	What does she look like now? 

	I stare at the photo I took years ago, tucked in the frame of my mirror. She’s standing in a meadow at her folks’ ranch, wearing a sundress, and reaching out to me with a braided grass heart in her hands. That mile-wide smile on her face. Do the blues in her eyes still look plucked from a cornflower? Is the black of her hair still shiny like a raven’s feather? Is the curve of her waist the same, so small my hand can wreathe it? What about her mouth, does it still taste like sugar and vanilla? 

	How is her time spent these days? Knitting? I chuckle as I think of all the things she made for me. I still wear those hats on chilly mornings when I run. And making films… Does she do that for a living? Does she have a friend to make gravestone rubbings with like we used to on weekends? When is the last time she saved an abandoned critter? 

	I pluck the photo from the mirror and kiss her face like I’ve done multiple times over the years. Does she still braid grass from a meadow into a heart? And who is she handing it to if she does?

	Does her heart have any openings for me? Do I sit somewhere in her memory bank, locked in a crevice that could maybe still be found? 

	The drive from Los Angeles to Ojai takes three hours, thanks to traffic. I’m not sure if there’s more of a jam in my head or on the freeway. Questions and images of the two of us continue to storm my brain, things that are easy for me to access because of the hundreds of videos we took for years on end. Every time we kissed—every time we did anything—she’d call on her video camera or laptop, Soul Sister, to join in on our fun. The number of times I’ve watched them… Well, there aren’t enough numbers in my brain to remember. All I know is, even when I tried to forget her—when I tried to stop loving her, when I “moved on” or whatever I did—I still watched them.

	Memories flood my mind as I turn into the long dirt road of the one-hundred-and-twenty-acre Moonstone Ranch. The syrupy, familiar scent of clementines wafts up my nose. I follow the fork that’ll take me to what we called Paradise, the spring-fed lake on the McQueens’ property, where I spent my youth skinny-dipping, fishing, drinking, and screwing.

	Rye McQueen—Sloan’s mom and my second mother of sorts—called me earlier this week to let me know I could stay in one of the five cabins on the ten-acre lake’s sandy beach for the weekend festivities. Tonight, is the rehearsal dinner, which is being held up at the ranch. I’m hoping to hell Rye had the smarts to put Sloan in a cabin next to mine. Better yet, in mine.

	I pull into the dusty, empty lot, throw my truck into park, and head up the clementine-and-lavender-lined trail to the cabins. 

	After dropping my bag at the stoop, I kick my boots off and strip down to nothing for a quick skinny-dip to wash off the ride, not to mention my nerves. I cross the beach, relishing the hot, fine sand under my feet while I look toward the willow bank, where I last saw Sloan ten years ago. A piece of me thought she might be sitting there knitting as I’d seen her do dozens of times over the years.

	Minnows dart away from my feet in abundant schools as I wade into the lukewarm, clear water. It’s a long swim to the raft, but one I relish and perform underwater with my eyes open while trying to hold my breath the whole way exactly as I used to. My fingers touch a barrel on the raft minutes later. I climb up the ladder to find an early Christmas gift. Thank you, Santa.

	Sloan. My heart jolts. She’s facing me, lying on her belly, naked. Her skin is slick with oil, pale as ever, and seemingly unchanged, every inch of her looking just how I remember. I chuckle at the pool of drool forming under the plumpness of her candy-colored lips. I don’t think I breathe for long seconds.  

	I make no sound—besides the thud of my noisy swallows—as I inch around and lie next to her, propped on my side. My sweet Cricket is home.
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	Does he hear my heart beating? Does he think I don’t know he’s lying next to me? Hawke…I’d feel you anywhere. I never stopped feeling him even when I lied to myself and fed my heart toxic thoughts about him. At first I tried to starve it, to close off that part of me that had him locked inside. But it never worked. Then I opened my heart and held on to him. He saved me. Does he hate me? How could he not? I hate me for what I did. Not that I had a choice. Choice would have meant a very different life.

	I speak to him silently, wondering if he hears my words, if he feels pain or love or numbness. Is it dead where I once lived inside him? Or is that part still alive? I have guilt stacked on guilt denser than a pile of lead pancakes.

	You’re all over me. Inside and out. When I run, I feel your breath filling my lungs. When I bathe, it’s your hands washing me, soft and wandering. When I cry, my tears are about you, us, and how I want you, need you, love you. Still.

	“And, when I come, it’s your face I see, your voice I hear, your name falling off my lips. It’s you. It’s only ever been you.”

	“But you won’t look at me when you say those words ten years later?” His rough whisper at my neck, sends a shock of electricity down my spine, the warmth of his hand settling on the dip of my lower back.

	I said that aloud? Dear God.

	I flip my head to look at him, shading my eyes from the sun’s blaze. Holy mother of Nazareth. Hawke Slater, one decade gone by. My heart slams into the wooden deck we’re lying on as I gaze at him. A slow smile builds on his face and my body goes spaghetti limp.

	I say nothing as heat crawls up my insides, blooming over my face and chest. He is a Lord-have-mercy-on-me man. How many ripples are on those dark hair dusted abs? My eyes follow that trail, and for the love of God, he’s erect. 

	 “You’re staring.” He groans, and it sounds filthy when combined with the gaze he’s pinning me with. “You’ve always stared at me, and what’s that look in your eyes? Is there a word for it? I used to have one.”

	 A pulse flutters in my throat and I sigh, long and slow. Shaky. At least I’ve started breathing; I might have passed out.

	“Hi,” he says as he sweeps his hand through waves of his wet hair. 

	Did I somehow not notice his arms? Their bulk and beauty? He taps my chin, and I close my mouth with a pursed smile.

	“Hi.” That’s all I’ve got. Two letters.

	“Been a while,” he says as his eyes sweep down my face and land on my lips. I lick them in invitation. What I wouldn’t do for a kiss right now. 

	I’m on my belly, wood gnawing my elbows as I prop myself up. He looks at my chest as I shuffle to cover my breasts. A dirty little laugh escapes his throat followed by a growl, setting off hot sparks searing all points of my flesh.

	“Yeah. A long time.” Still working on my words, but feeling great, as I’ve moved on to four-letter words. 

	“You, ah… You don’t need to cover up on my account. Seen you before. Naked.”

	“Oh.” Shit. Back to two-letter words. I focus on my fingers and bite my thumb cuticle to still my hands. I’m sixteen again.

	“In case you’ve forgotten, I’d like to remind you of the following things,” he says as he sweeps a bit of my fallen hair through his fingers then lingers on my ear, tracing the edge of it. He tucks the hair behind then fondles and pinches my earlobe. 

	 “You’re beautiful, Sloan. Still so beautiful.” He nods, eyes blazing into mine. Then his gaze follows the line of my back and settles on my ass until it comes back up to my eyes with more than a smile on his face. “You’re funny, too, ’cause you haven’t said much. Except that you see my face, hear my voice, and say my name when you come.”

	He licks his lips, then drags his thumb across mine. Stopping at my pout, he slips the thumb in my mouth and I suck the tip. Thank God he starts speaking again, because my tongue is still lost in the land of two-letter words.

	“You know, ten years is a long damn time, yet you’re still my favorite girl. Or, well, guess you’re not a girl anymore. A woman now.” He swallows hard, his throat bobbing. “Yes, you are all woman.”

	Pressing my shoulder back, he drops his gaze to my chest and lingers. I let out a breath when he closes his eyes and smiles to himself. When he opens them seconds later they pierce mine. “You’re also brilliant because, somehow, you’ve forgotten about me for ten years.” He catches his bottom lip between his teeth. “That takes more than average smarts, sweetheart. It takes some serious disregard.”

	My heart stops before it suddenly has an adrenaline attack.

	“So exactly how little do I mean to you?” he says, nodding, his voice low and sure. “Obviously very.”
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	Without uttering another word, I flop onto my back. Time for little Miss Ten Years Tongue-Tied to start flapping her lips. I’m still nine inches of hard cock, and not giving a damn that she’s getting a lip-licking eyeful of what she’s been missing. I also hope every guy she’s been with was sporting a puppy-sized dick. With my hands behind my head, legs crossed at my ankles, I enjoy the hundred-and-five-degree blast of heat buttering my skin.

	Long, quiet minutes go by, so I toss another stick of dynamite. Girl clearly needs some excavation in that heart of hers. I have to be buried in there somewhere.

	“How long did it take you to fall out of love with me?”

	She releases a heavy sigh in answer.

	“Maybe you never felt what I did. Love. I’ve tried to figure it out. Shit, I’ve tried. Ten years is a long time to try to figure someone out. I’m still stumped.” 

	Hour one and I’m already on her. Not how I wanted to be, but this part has to come first in order to get to that other part. Which I’m not sure will ever happen, as she seems to have lost her ability to speak.

	“Answer this. What’s the most repulsive feeling you’ve ever felt? Then, before you tell me, multiply it by a gazillion. Then I’ll tell you mine.”

	“Thinking I’d only ever get to be with you that one last time,” she whispers in a cracked voice.

	Amazingly, her eyes are glossed and filled with feeling. Though, for the life of me, I don’t know what kind of feeling. I laugh so hard, thinking she’s lying. She rolls onto her side and faces away from me. A punishment? It feels more like a gift, as I now have the sweetest view of her ass. Ten years without looking at the best ass ever is too damn long.

	“Fuck you.” She flips me off over her back.

	 “Yeah, well, we got a little bit of stuff to wade through before we do that, but sure. It’d be nice if you’d fuck me again. I’m talking sex, not desertion.”  

	“What’s your answer?” 

	“The most repulsive thing I’ve ever felt? Easy. It was when you ripped my heart out. Christ almighty, was an occasional call or letter too much for you, your highness?” 

	“What do you want?” She flips over to face me, her fingers shaking as she runs them through her hair.

	Full frontal naked Sloan McQueen, inches from me. Fuck.

	“You want me to post all my sins on Facebook so you can feel good about shaming me to the whole goddamned world? Stop trying to intimidate me.”

	A flood of tears slide down her pale, freckled face. Her freshly bitten lips quiver. Then she must realize she’s flipped herself over to show me all of her. Collapsing to her belly, face buried in her arms, she bawls.

	I did intend to give her shit, a whole cattle barn full. She deserves it. The same shit I was stewing in for all those years. I’ll admit watching her squirm is a triumphant feeling. Mean, but still, it makes me think she cares. Could she? But I don’t want to hurt her. Startle, yes.

	“I didn’t mean to make you cry, Cricket.” I rub her back, inching too close to her ass—then onto it. Oh hell. How could I not? It’s so touchable. 

	“You know I don’t like seeing you cry. But shit. I don’t do runner-up, okay? I’m not, nor will I ever be, any woman’s plan fucking B. More than your bare-naked body, all I have ever wanted is your bare-naked heart. Time has not changed that, for me.”

	She returns nothing. Maybe she’s thinking really hard about the right thing to say. She ought to be scrambling.

	“You locked me so far out even your family colluded with you. What the hell went on over there? Was there a pre-arranged marriage or something your hippie parents set up when you were ten years old? Level with me.”

	Then, out of nowhere, my hand comes up and spanks her across the ass. And oh fuck if I wasn’t hard before. She turns over to face me, her mouth open, and laughs out loud in this little, sexy way that has my lips slammed onto hers that very second.

	Ten years is a damned long time. But not kissing Sloan McQueen—the love of my life—for ten years was worse than torture. Quickly, though, the torture is turning into something akin to free-falling lust wrapped in all the love I’ve been forced to ignore. It’s not words for me—it’s a feeling. A reaction to her vibe, an electrical pulse that flows from her body into mine. It’s heaven-meets-the-best-orgasm-of-your-life good. It’s her beautiful, soft, full lips sliding over mine then sucking them into her mouth. It’s as if her whole body wants to climb into mine. All via this kiss. Her hands slide onto my ass as she drags her body against mine, and when she does, all of time dissolves. Ten years become breaths, moans, and memory, as though we’d never left each other that last night on the willow bank, as though I’d imagined the torture and grief I’d gone through. 

	“Hey,” she says when our mouths separate. “It’s really you.”

	 My throat contracts with emotion upon realizing she doesn’t know who I am anymore. 
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	Our lips collide like a ball of fire. His hands grab my neck along with a fistful of my hair in a greedy yank that slams me into him. My fingertips travel fast. His hair, face, sliding over his mouth to feel his wet tongue. Then I find his ass, the meat of his muscled behind in my hands, and pull him against me. Rigid and fighting for breath, he growls words into my mouth. 

	It’s chaotic and hungry. Desire backed with lust and sexual angst that’s boiled to the surface after having been buried for years. Then I think other things too: things I’ve been dying for, things I need from him. Things that include the hollow I feel that needs a Hawke Slater man-sized filling. 

	“I need to fuck you, been too long…too many years,” he whispers. It’s a cracked tone spoken into my mouth as though the idea of his lips leaving mine pains him. “You know me. Well, you used to.” He pins his forehead against mine. And, with our breaths coming at us in full force, he says, “I don’t do baby steps, sweetheart. Either we’re gonna fuck or we’re gonna forget about it.”

	I grab him. Then I gasp. I guess my hands have forgotten. “Jesus, you’re bigger.” 

	He lets out a raspy groan. “Sloan, wait. I’ve gotta tell you something. Oh, God, just hang on.” He captures my hands and stills them.

	 His eyes darken with pain. I know that look well—I own it. It’s the look I hope he can’t see in my eyes or smell on me. It’s there though. Skin-deep. Maybe deeper. 

	Then I blurt out, “Oh, God. Are you married?”

	“No! No, you’re the only... no, I’m not.”

	 “What is it, then?”

	He places his palm on my cheek, and it takes me back ten years and forward forty.

	“I can’t regret the choices I’ve made, because I needed to move forward. If I didn’t, I was gonna die. I missed you that much. But I need to be honest with you.”

	“You better end the preamble,” I say as my skin prickles with fear. “You’re scaring the shit out of me.”

	“I’m an adult performer.”

	“Like you’re a clown or what, a politician? What the hell is an adult performer?” Shit, if he’s a politician, I’ll die. 

	Then I connect it: Adult performer. He must be joking. I mean, who the hell does that especially if you’re him? Handsome, nice as pie, gentle, and sweet. The country boy next door meets sexy times ten.

	“Darlin’, I’m the number-one porn star in the world.”
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	“Hey, we back to this again?” Based on the oh-my-God-you’re-kidding-me look on her face, I guess we are. The silent treatment.

	It’s there for lots of reasons. I’ve seen it on faces over the years. It’s on Sloan’s face for a very different reason though. Not because she’s about to judge me or ask why I would choose a career like porn. Or what conversation is like at the Thanksgiving table or what my parents think. No. It’s because it means a different sort of relationship for us, if—now that she knows what I do—one can even exist.

	I had to tell her. I couldn’t consider having sex with her then letting her know afterwards. She has a choice now, and it won’t be an easy one. Mine is simple. I’ve never had a choice with my love for Sloan—it was an innate thing. Because, early on, my internal homing system tracked hers and the single-shot probability was no miss. 

	Her hand is over her mouth; her eyes are watery and wandering all over me. I can’t tell if she thinks she got me back and lost me in one damn short amount of time.

	“Hey, Cricket, talk to me.” I tip her chin up, hoping she’ll look me in the eyes. “Come on, girl. How about you open that pretty, little mouth of yours and let me in on your thoughts. Because this silent communication thing you’re doing is bullshit. You can smell it, right?”

	“For the record, I’m not judging you, but what exactly does this mean?” she asks, sounding like she’s walking over a pit of rattlesnakes. “What do you do? Be specific.” She smiles. It’s shy. Confused. But I’ll take it. I see fragments of that sweet child of a girl I loved long ago in that smile, who is now all woman.

	The backs of our hands meet until I flip mine and curl my fingers into hers. I let out a deep breath then rip in. “I star in films I produce and direct. I have sex in all forms that are crossing your mind. Now and again, there are guys in the films. I’m not into guys, so I don’t have sex with them.”

	“Are you… I mean… Have you ever…”

	“Am I clean?”

	She nods, as color deepens in her cheeks.

	“Yeah. I have a test run monthly. I’ve never had one foul thing show up. Listen, we’re professionals. This is no college campus with dicks running rampant, exploring everything and anything. Most of us, anyways. I make a hell of a living doing this; I’m proud of the empire I’ve created, and I’m using my gifts. My brain and my body. I have no shame about it.”

	“Nor should you. Like I said, I’m not judging your choice. It’s just…”

	“It’s just you don’t know if you can have a relationship with a man who’s using his body as his nine-to-five.”

	 “I can have a relationship, just maybe not the kind I was hoping to have. That sounds awful now that it’s come out of my mouth,” she says, rubbing the middle of her forehead. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

	“It’s a lot. I know. I’m not offended, honestly. A little crushed, but hell, I didn’t know who I was going to be running into this weekend as it was. You could’ve been a nun.” 

	We both laugh. 

	“Nothing to be sorry about. We can be friends, or whatever.”

	 “Whatever?” she says through pursed lips. “Never thought we’d be defined by whatever.” 

	 “Really?” My throat tightens as I narrow my eyes on hers. “Because that’s exactly how I would have defined our last ten years.”
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	“We have some catching up to do,” Hawke says, thrusting an impatient hand through his hair. “And you have some considering to do.”

	“I’m sorry.” My voice scrapes over my throat as our eyes meet.

	“Hey, it’s all right. Race you to the shore.” He stands and dives into the water. 

	I’ve hurt him. Again. I saw it when his eyes were downcast and his cheeks flushed with color. He’s too proud and humble to admit it. But he still has feelings for me, no question about that.

	When I reach the shore, he’s there. Standing on the sandy beach, and he’s grown, must be six three. His hands are pinned behind his head. He looks like a bronzed god growing up from the ground. As I walk toward the shore with my arms across my body, he meets me in the water. Seeking a distraction, I study his feet, which are right in front of mine, and I place my toes over his. My body tingles with goose bumps when his hands touch my hip bones in a tender squeeze. Each goose bump has his name on it, and the memory of his touch. 

	He twists my hair into a ponytail with one hand then slants my head up to his. With his other hand, he draws a line down the center of my face until he reaches my lips. Part of me feels like he’s dividing me into two people in some metaphorical way. Oddly, that’s how I feel. 

	I want to ball my hands into fists and leave them hanging at my sides, where they won’t say things they might say if I touch him. Things like I need you, want you. I have to have you. Things like I’ve missed you so damn much. I was hardly alive without you. I’m sorry. I wish it hadn’t been what it was. I wish I could tell you why…but I can’t. Not yet. 

	My hands move of their own accord to his body. At the same time, his breath mingles with mine, his lips not yet touching my own. 

	Our combined swallows are loud and his eyes burn with emotion when he asks, “You think you could love me again?” 

	I don’t answer. I just kiss him. 

	He answers for me when he pulls away for a few seconds. “Maybe you don’t love me, and maybe I don’t believe you.”

	If I tell him I still love him—like I do—then there’s no choice left in this thing between us. The least I can do is give this man an out before he learns what this last decade has been for me. He might want an out. I owe him that, amongst other things. But still I cling to this kiss. I’m giving him my body right now, but can I give him what he really wants? My heart, soul, and every ounce of my love? Like he finally deserves? But may not want once he knows what happened to me.

	Hawke stops the passionate lovemaking he’s doing to my mouth, and it makes me want to scream from the top of my lungs, I love you! I’ve always loved you! Never, not once, stopped loving you! But I don’t, because deep inside my heart, something says, Wait. Think. Give it some time. Make sure this makes sense. Make sure you can both handle this. Because, if you don’t do right by him this time, there will never, not ever, be another chance. Do the right thing, and maybe it will all work out.

	“You need time,” he says, stroking my cheek.

	“I do, yeah.” 

	He grabs my hand, and we amble out of the water. I hop around avoiding the burn underfoot as I shake out my sundress. Hawke frowns as it slides down my body covering me up.

	“Well, it was nice for that small bit of time,” he says as he rubs his forehead.

	“You liked that?”

	“Hell yeah I did.” Leaning toward me, he whispers against my neck, “I’ll be honest—I was hoping for a weekend full of that. And then some.”

	Hawke edges us toward the shaded path, saving my feet from the sizzle. “You up at the main house?” He nods toward my folks’ place.

	“No, down here in my cabin. Didn’t Mama tell you I was staying down here too?” A blush rises over my face. 

	“She failed to mention that. Well, good, then. Neighbors.” A dirty smirk plants itself on his lips. “You have a smart mama.” 

	My gaze travels down his still naked body. I guess some people are endowed with trust funds, others with beautiful body parts.

	“Mama knows best,” I say through my smile, forcing my eyes to forfeit looking at anything but his mouth.

	“No question about that.” He winks.

	“I need a shower, and we should get ready for the rehearsal. You want to drive up there together?”

	“Sure. Come to my cabin when you’re ready. We can begin the ten-year catch-up process. You know, overturn some stones, dig up skeletons.”

	He has no idea what he’s saying. He couldn’t. My family knows. Well, at least what I shared. Some of it’s too much to say aloud, things I don’t think my folks could bear to hear. Things I couldn’t tell anyone. Maybe not ever.

	“Hey, wait. Before you shower, c’mere.” I take hold of Hawke’s hand and lead him into my cabin.

	“Holy hell, look at that.” He chuckles as I pick the duckling up from its box and hand it to him. “One leg?”

	“Yeah, poor sweet baby.” I cringe.

	Hawke tucks the ball of fluff under his chin just like I did. Damn, he’s good to see. Big hunk of a boy-man snuggling with this baby duckling. 

	“How’s this thing gonna live?”

	“Please.” I roll my eyes and reach for the duckling. “You can take the girl out of the country, but—”

	“Got it. Of course. What’s her name?” 

	“I don’t know yet. School Bus, maybe. I’ve never seen such a bright-yellow duckling.”

	“School Bus?” He bursts with laughter. “You cannot be serious. What kind of name is that for a cute little thing like this? That’s awful!”

	I stick my tongue out at him. “It’s a good name! Plus, I’ll need to come up with some sort of contraption for this bit of fuzz to roll around in. Her own little set of wheels. I think it’s quite fitting.”

	Hawke crosses his arms over his chest as his lips form an O. A cocky, sort of you-are-still-that-crazy-girl look. 

	“You’re going to keep her?” 

	“Have you forgotten who I am? Good Lord, boy.” 

	“Of course not, darlin’. It’s just, it’s a duck.”

	“Well, no shit. It’s obviously not a cow. Ducks make great pets. Don’t you remember Miss Paint Can?”

	“Indeed, I do.” He takes the duckling from me then sits in a chair with the duck in his lap. 

	I chuckle, hoping to hell the duck doesn’t poop on his dick. Ducks poop a lot, as I recall. 

	“I’m the one who drove you into the hardware store to ask Mr. Piper for the empty paint can so you could tote that thing to school in the ninth grade. Mary friggin’ Little Lamb.”

	I squat in front of Hawke as he scoots the duck toward me, nestling it between his muscular thighs. My eyes wander up his abs, stopping at his hard nipples, landing on his lips. One side lifts when he notices my blatant ogling. How will I refuse him? 

	“You were a nice boyfriend.”

	Hawke nods. Then stands and places the tiny, now-asleep creature in her box. The second he sets her down, she squeaks. I pick her up, and she goes silent. Already imprinted. Holy smokes.

	“You even helped convince the principal that my bringing Miss Paint Can to school was appropriate, considering all the kids who had to carry around eggs and not break them for that one month of sex ed.”

	“You’re right. I was a good boyfriend. Okay, since you’ve admitted that, you can keep the duck. The name though? Not so much.”

	“As if you have any say in either of those things! Now, get out of here and shower. Shoo!”
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	Hawke Slater—porn star. Shit, he looks good. Ten years on him and he’s wearing it like a prizefighter.

	Now that I’m in the shower, my brain begins to process the idea of us. The second that happens, I get a swirl of excitement in my gut. I need to Google him.

	I know there’s no chance he’s given his heart to anyone else—not by the way he was looking at me. Or touching or kissing or confessing. But still, every day, he’s having sex with someone else? So, how exactly would I fit into this picture? I try to imagine a conversation we might have over dinner. I’d ask him how his day was. He’d tell me he had a regular day on the set. Then, later, we’d start to fool around and I’d be thinking, Shit, he’s been with maybe four women today. 

	Damn all the obstacles we have now. Why the heck did he have to go and become a porn star?

	Post-shower, I throw on a dress and a dusting of makeup. Then I take a few minutes to check Hawke out online. 

	I type in www.hawkeslater.com, glance up over my laptop, fanning my face, hoping he’s not about to walk in the door. I decide to relocate myself into a proper Feng Shui location with my body facing the door just in case he does amble on over. 

	Okay, let’s see you in action. I click on a random video. Holy crap, look at him go—he’s like a machine. With a big fucking dick. I turn up the volume to hear him groaning out man sounds. 

	I’m not turned on.

	Liar.

	I’m not interested in a man who does this for a living.

	Lord help me. I want him.

	I’m relationship mystified. How will this really work?

	Bullshit. 

	I don’t know if I could have sex with you now, Hawke.

	God, I want you in me.

	Okay, then. Time to go.
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	“Knock knock.” I walk into his cabin. He doesn’t answer me back though. Wandering farther in, I hear his voice bellow with joy.

	“That too. Holy shit! Record-breaking is right. Five? That’s huge!” A laugh booms out of him. 

	My senses spin. I’m home. Hawke kissed me, wants me to love him. Hawke Slater. I practically carve a heart in my mind with our initials blazing in the center of it as though I’m all of eighteen again.

	“I’ll be back on Sunday. Let’s get together for lunch. I’m not shooting anything next week. We can celebrate. I love you for this, Samantha! Not sure I’d be here without you, sweetheart. You’re the best ever!”

	Samantha? Sweetheart? Best ever? Oh. Got it. 

	Welcome home, Sloan. He has a life.

	You walked out of it—just in case you forgot that little piece.

	How could I ever forget I was the one? 

	I saunter out to the screened-in porch as heat burns my cheeks. A minute later, he finds me there fidgeting with a chunk of hair wrapped around one finger.

	His gaze travels up and down my body twice. Clearly we are still in that let-me-get-an-eyeful phase. 

	“Hey, Cricket,” he says in a slow drawl. “You look beautiful.”

	I check him out too. And besides taking in all of his handsome jean-clad, painted-on-T-shirt-wearing self, all I can think is, Hey, you looked really hot in the few minutes of porn I just watched you perform. 

	“Hey, yourself. In clothes. Must feel weird, huh?” 

	He shoots me a sideways glance. I question if he’s wondering if I checked him out online. How could I not?

	“Funny girl. So, this is how you plan on doing this?” 

	I shrug and walk past him. 

	“You ready to hit it?” he asks. “Not bringing your little School Bus?”

	“No, that sweet thing is sleeping. She’ll be fine—has water, food, and heat. As for me, I guess I’m ready as I’ll ever be.” I sigh. “Haven’t seen Coco in a while—can hardly believe she asked me to be her maid of honor.”

	“Why? I’m assuming you guys kept in touch. Oddly, none of your dick brothers told me you were in the wedding party until recently. Though you did fall off the face of the earth, I guess they thought I might go into shock if they gave me much of a warning.”

	 I glance at his tightening jaw, hoping my voice won’t crack when I speak. “I, uh, didn’t do a good job of keeping in touch with anyone. Just my folks.” 

	We saunter outside, letting the screen door slam behind us. Hawke’s hand settles onto my lower back as if it never left that spot. 

	      “Mass desertion?” 

	       “Sounds dramatic when you put it like that.”

	“It was dramatic. Traumatic. And a boatload of other ‘matics.’”

	“Obviously we have some things to work through.” I grimace, then smile.

	“Ya think?” He slaps my ass. That’s twice now.

	We walk down the clementine path, inhaling its sweetness, a scent that will forever be locked in my mind as our scent. Losing your virginity in a clementine orchard is as close to Heaven as the guy you’re losing it to is.

	We round the bend and I see her, Hawke’s old pickup. Talk about memories. 

	“You still have Pumpkin?”

	“Cricket, I will never get rid of Pumpkin. She’s sacred.”

	He opens the passenger-side door, and I jump in. Sacred. The front seat, the hood, the back bed. Music blaring, six-pack popped, kissing, wandering fingers… Sacred indeed.

	“Yeah, I’ll say.” 

	Heat creeps into my face. How is it everything feels so comfortable and so new all at the same time? I wondered if it would. But still my stomach sinks. Who is Samantha? I can’t ask yet. 

	Hawke clears his throat, forcing me to glance over at him as we head toward my folks’ house. 

	“I’m not exactly sure where to start, so how about we begin with welcome home.” He shoots me a flashy grin as he throws his arm over my shoulders. 

	I get gooey on the inside. “Thanks. Yeah. I think the change of scenery is going to be nice.”

	“So, LA? I hear Silver Lake.”

	“The Brohicans been talking?” My stomach churns; fuck, they better not have said more. This is my story to tell.

	His mouth twitches into a sarcastic smile as he nods. “Yeah, well, I didn’t get any details. Just that you were moving back.”

	“Right. They’re well trained. Yeah, Silver Lake. Know it?”

	“Pretty well. Live there myself. You moved in yet?”

	He lives in Silver Lake? Neighbors, then? What? 

	“No. Just closed on a place. Moving in next week.” 

	“Need some free manual labor? I can get a bunch of guys to help,” he says, squeezing my shoulder.

	“Sure. How could I turn that offer down? Thursday’s my day, if it works in your schedule?” 

	“I have a light week. Thursday’s all yours.”

	“A light week of fucking?” I shake my head.

	He rolls his eyes. This is going to be interesting, all right.

	We drive in silence the rest of the way to the house. It’s not awkward, exactly—it’s just different. Neither of us feels the need to fill the air, and something about that level of okay is really lovely.

	I wonder if he senses anything at all. Can he tell I’ve gone through things? Things? What a way to phrase it. I force out a deep sigh when the house comes into view. 

	A gathering of people mills around the grounds, and the idea of being here in this chaos when I have Hawke next to me for the first time in years makes me want to turn the truck around and drive it a hundred miles away. All I want is to sit under the stars and ask him the thousands of questions I need answers to. Starting with: Why am I so nervous around you tonight? And how is it you can still make my heart want to escape my rib cage and nestle in with yours? Then I’ll go with: When you think of me, what exactly do you think about?

	His hand leaves my shoulders, and his fingers entwine in a tender moment with mine as he parks the truck. 

	“Hey, thanks for…well, not making this too weird. I mean, it’s weird-ish, but only because it’s us.”

	He grips my hand as we gaze at each other. He knows me well—even all these years later, he can tell when I’m nervous. We’re trying to pick up where we left off forever ago—not an easy thing.

	“Just for the record, what would have made it weirder than not communicating with each other for ten years, then finding you naked on the raft, and nearly fucking you right then until I told you I’m a porn star?”
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	The way I see it, this night is going one of two ways. Either I’ll be nine inches in or I’ll be feeling like a sack of kittens headed for the river.

	 “Here we go. Cue the dancers,” I mutter as I open the passenger-side door of my truck and help Sloan out. 

	She’s a china doll. Skin so white and unmarked that the blue veins in her neck, arms, and her tiny hands are visible. Hair so black and glossy I’d swear it was synthetic. Lips red and glistening, looking painted by the hand of an artist.

	She scoops my arm into hers and I lean in to kiss the top of her head. She smells like summertime—the same way she’s always smelled. The scent makes me want to bury my face in the crooks and valleys of her body to see if she still smells that way everywhere. To see if she still tastes the same. The taste my tongue has craved for years on end, more than warm, freshly spun cotton candy on the first night of the county fair.

	I glance at Sloan as her nails embed in my arm. “Hey, you okay? You have a look on your face that says you don’t belong here. This is your home. These are your people.” 

	Her eyes get glassy. Why? 

	“I’m here for you,” I tell her. 

	“I’m just nervous about lots of things.” She fists her sundress at her thighs, avoiding my gaze. “Including being with you again.”

	“C’mere. Don’t let anything about me make you nervous. Sloan, darlin’, look at me.”

	She looks up with tightly pursed lips and eyes wide with fright. As she nods, I throw my arm around her shoulders, my fingers digging in. “Thanks. I know you could be running the other way,” she mutters.

	No, I couldn’t. Not for anything. I could never do to her what she did to me. I won’t tell her that though. I’m guessing she’s already figured it out as her fingers find my waist in a lifeline sort of grip.

	“Hey. No, I wouldn’t. I have no reason to run from you.”

	She closes her eyes and rests her fingertips on the bridge of her nose, taking in a few long breaths.

	“Don’t be afraid of loving me again,” I continue. “I’m pretty sure what we had was able to span the ocean and time. At some point, I hope you’ll agree. In the meantime, just remember I still love you.”

	“Thanks. That really means a lot. You’re being awfully nice. I’m not expecting this. Wasn’t.”

	“Well, you should.”

	Hours after whiskey sours have been passed around on giant silver platters, the crowd loosens up. Everyone’s louder, happier, and tipsier. Rye McQueen, Sloan’s mom, ushers those of us in the wedding party over to the mowed meadow that’s been staged with rows of white folding chairs and branches waiting for flowers that sit in nearby buckets. Coco helps get everyone paired off and in marching order. 

	“Well, look at us, like peas and carrots,” Sloan says, rubbing her shoulder against my bicep. 

	I grip her hand, tracing my thumb over her knuckles. “Are you surprised they matched us up?”

	“No. Honestly, I feel lucky.” She stumbles then snorts out a little laugh. “’Cause I’m walking down the aisle with a guy who is hotter than four hundred Hells.”

	I laugh at her admission. Right now, everything feels just like the good ole days, and for a second, I actually believe I might get to have my Cricket all night long. I snag that decadent thought, knowing full well she has more than a little bit to chew on in regards to sleeping with me any time soon.

	“So, about this walking down the aisle with me… Does it make you look down the road?”

	God only knows why that sprang out of my mouth. Apparently, my filter has a gaping hole in it. Based on the deer-in-the-headlights look stamped on her face, my choice of words was stupid as fuck. 

	I’ve just told her I’m a porn star. Then I’ve told her I’m going to marry her. Which I am. I just should have held off a bit on telling her. I jump in to save her from having to answer me. I’m also hoping I can save myself. “Shit. I’m sorry.” 

	The pasted-on smile she’s wearing makes my guts twist. 

	“Whoa,” she mutters, shaking her head. Her hand drops mine, and she busies herself by smoothing out the front of her dress.

	We’re cued to follow her other childhood bestie, Quinn, and Granger down the aisle. As we walk in silence, I wonder what sorts of things Sloan is feeling. Because I have this “I’m the groom” moment. It’s the sappiest thing any man would admit, so of course I shut it into a quiet box and swallow it down. Amazingly, it finds its way out in the form of an awkward gloss in my eyes that Sloan notices the second the sting hits me. Now, all I need is for someone to offer me a tampon.

	“Sorry,” I whisper, chuckling into her neck. 

	Excellent. Now, I’m a greeting card aisle of sorries. “Bad timing.” I huff out a long breath. 

	We reach the split point and go our separate ways. What else is new?

	After what feels like a lecture of wedding garble, which sounds like blah, blah, blah, we’re free to mingle. I shoot the shit with Fletch and Hux for a half hour, then I feel a firm, albeit tiny, grip on my bicep.

	“May I steal him from you, boys?” Sloan says, addressing her brothers but unmistakably not me.

	“I think you stole him when you were a kid,” Hux says, chuckling.

	I don’t laugh because her face is all frown, from her eyebrows to her lips. I’m certain the wedding lecture won’t hold a candle to the one I’m about to receive. 

	She marches us away from the crowd of partygoers nibbling on appetizers and tipping back cocktails. She takes us a distance that says, Prepare yourself for an ass-whoopin’. Then she keeps going. All the way to the cattle barn.

	Stopping in the middle of the barn aisle, I slip my hands into my pockets to ready myself for whatever she’s about to throw at me.

	A torturous silent minute goes by. “Christ, Sloan, what?” I slam my hands against the cobwebbed wall, remembering the number of times I pushed her back up against this very wall to make out. “Just go for it. Rip the fuck into me.” Yeah, this is great. As much fun as a bucket of warm calf slobber. “What do you want me to say? I’ve apologized for everything. For being a porn star, for telling you I all but see us getting married, for my eyes watering like I have my period because all I saw walking down that aisle was me and you and a future of promise. What a dick. How fucking dare I think you’d want me now?” 

	I stride over to scratch the face of a cow that looks interested in what I’m saying. At least someone is. Sloan storms to the other end of the barn, hands firmly planted on her hips, back to me.

	“Hell, you didn’t want me for the last ten years. Why would you want me now?” I continue. “Now, I’m worthless to you. And I’m sorry for that too. Now, I’m just some guy you used to love, who has a metric fuck-ton of feelings and heartache. So do it already—shoot me in the damn head.”

	I stare at Sloan as she sashays toward me with a deep flush in her cheeks and arched eyebrows.

	“Well. Look at you, Mr. Porn Star. Ejaculating your thoughts all over me.” She chuckles with the faintest trace of humor as she slowly circles and sizes me up, a smirk planted on her face. “Tonight, you’re saying stuff and it’s turning me inside out,” she says, stopping in front of me. Her lips a second away from me pouncing on them. “It’s making me wonder if I should give up on my stance.”

	“Which is what, exactly?” I back her against the wall, my heart pounding.

	“That you’re not an option.”  

	I lean in and cage her small frame, placing my hands on the wall next to either side of her head. “How long do you think it takes to fall in love with someone?” I whisper into her ear. I pull back to see an answer in her eyes, which I hope to hell matches mine.

	“A glance?”

	“Maybe less in your case.”

	“Uh-huh. It’s happened to me twice now,” she says, nodding, then licking her lips. “With the same guy.” Her color-filled chest rises and falls as she inhales deep breaths. “I think that’s a sure sign.” 

	 Trailing one finger down her hairline to her jaw I tell her, “I’m about to steal that smile off your face and turn it into a kiss.”

	“Yeah?” Her tongue peeks out at the edge of her lip. “You’d want to do that?”

	“Yeah. ’Cause here’s the thing. This feeling I have for you, I can’t shut it off. Damn thing won’t leave me alone.” I swallow hard as I finger her collarbone. “Keeps me awake, follows me everywhere. It’s relentless in its pursuit.”

	“Of what?” she asks after a swallow so loud that I’m certain the folks outside heard it going down.

	 “Of my heart. Fuck, Sloan—my heart.”
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	Here we are once more. In the cattle barn. Me up against the wall, sweating like a horse that’s been rode hard. All over again, the beats of my heart go wild. All over again, there’s that funny rise in my throat that comes from my gut. 

	“Fuck… Get over here…” His voice, as he grabs my cheeks, pulling me to him, cracks me open. It’s like a cocktail of emotion mixed with all the right ingredients: spice, depth, need, and it’s going down like cognac. 

	Hawke’s sexy lips land on my mouth, and our tongues find each other, in soft, barely-there touches then deep licks. A kiss so familiar yet so new, my mouth jerks into a grin. The way he works his lips, sucking on mine, dragging them tenderly through his teeth, taking my air, then replacing it with his own. Our swallows and the vibration of his groan following my moan as he presses his hard body to mine. His hands slide elsewhere in exploration. His eyes stay fixed on mine when his fingertips graze my nipples through my dress in tender flicks. His wet mouth parting open as he watches my face.

	“Still?” he says, sliding his hands into my dress, finding my bare breasts and cupping them in his warm palms.

	“God yes,” I answer and swallow, arching my back. 

	Closing his eyes he says, “Fuck, I’ve missed you, touching you.” Kissing my throat, he lifts the hem of my dress, both palms on my thighs. His fingers find my wet nakedness, he parts me open, groans, and asks, “Can I kiss you anywhere?”

	 “Hawke,” I mutter, grabbing his shoulders.

	“Later then, everywhere.” He skates his fingers through my folds expertly and my knees buckle.

	“Oh, God, oh God. That’s—”

	“I’ll stop,” he says, talking against my mouth. “But I won’t stop later.”

	 He sucks my tongue and lips, his hands coming out from under my dress. This must be what it’s like when people lose themselves and float into never-never land, happy as all get-out, leaving the world behind. This is why they come back for more; it’s why I’m here too. 

	He brings his fingers to his mouth and sucks them, then kisses my taste onto my lips. Every pore of him finding every one of mine and filling them up with all the things I’ve craved about him. 

	“You,” he says against my mouth, making my insides knot up. 

	His love is bigger than both of us, bigger than that expanse of ocean we were separated by, and bigger than everything I’ve gone through, lost, feel guilty about. I’m sure, as he climbs into my heart, he’ll think he knows what’s in there, think he can see who I am. He has no idea, and that piece scares me. But I don’t know either, and that scares me more. Three years of intensive therapy to get here? Shouldn’t I have forgiven myself by now? 

	He inhales me, stealing everything I’ve not yet offered but he believes he owns. We drown in each other, the sinking so deep that it brings us out on the other side.

	“Tonight… I need you tonight. You gonna be able to?”

	“I’m…” Our foreheads touch as I stumble for words. I know what I’m afraid of. But I can’t utter one word of it. 

	“You’re scared?” he asks. A line of worry creases between his eyebrows as my throat tightens. “Shit, Sloan. You are, aren’t you? Because of what I do. Fuck.” He shakes his head, looking across the barn aisle while clenching his jaw.

	“A little.” I pull his gaze back to mine. His eyes soften and the green in them falls away to golden flecks. “But I’m in your arms and loving it. Is that okay for now?”

	“Hell yeah, that’s okay.” A cocky smirk claims his lips.

	“Hawke, I feel so many things—most of them I can’t put into words. But I promise you I’ll try. I want to show you what you mean to me, okay?”

	“You can show me in any way you want, words or no words—I don’t care. Just tell me what I mean to you.”

	His assertion makes my guts fly then tighten. One of them saying, Whoopee, the other saying, Watch your step. 

	“You want a lot of things from me, don’t you?” I ask.

	“Yeah, I do,” he says as he kisses a line down my neck. “I want all of you. I’ll show you, if you’ll let me.”

	When our wet eyes meet, our smiles do too. Hawke’s sweet breath hits my lips before he kisses me. He quietly whispers, “Missed you,” then his soft mouth touches mine.

	“I missed you,” I say through a wet whisper, my heart climbing out of my chest.

	“Not sure I’ve heard sweeter words in a real long time, darlin’. Dammit, I’ve missed you so much. Feels surreal to have you against me,” he says, pulling my body tight against his. “To be able to kiss you, to touch you. Sloan, let me show you tonight. Please let me.” 

	I pull his ear to my lips. “Maybe,” I answer, because even though I’m afraid of a few things, I know he’ll be tender.

	“Yeah? You think so? Think you might let me lick your sweet pussy then make love to you? Make all that time we missed seem irrelevant?”

	 I nod as he lifts me onto his hips and hikes my dress up.

	He walks us away from the wall and spins us in circles. “Okay, then. I’m going to give you something to remember.” He chuckles. 

	My nerve endings flare at his self-belief.

	“We should head back out to the party,” I say as he slows the spin to a stop. 

	“Hey, Cricket. Listen to me. Even though I just said what I did, you take all the time you need, okay? I’m looking at a future, not the next few hours. There’s nothing I’ve wanted more in my life than you, and if what you need is time, I have more to give. Giving is all I want to do with you.”

	We head back out to the party. Hawke grabs a Corona and jams a lime into it. I go for another silver-platter cocktail. We split up and I zero in on friends I haven’t seen in a while. I set off to find Coco as he heads over to a group of guys.

	“Why, Miss Sloan McQueen,” Coco says, flashing an acre-wide smile. “I do believe that’s a blush I see on your neck, not to mention that smeared lipstick.” She skates a finger along my lip line. “You been out in the cattle barn kissing someone, girl?” Her drawl would convince a Baptist preacher she’s from Mississippi.

	I struggle to speak through my laugh. She curtseys and trips on her dress. And we raise our glasses.

	“Shoot, girl, it’s been too long. What the hell!”

	I swing my arm over her shoulders, grateful to have my childhood best friend become my sister-in-law. Not to mention the conversation Hawke and I just shared in the barn.

	“It’s all good,” I say. “All good. Home now. We’ll catch up for some digging in soon, okay? Now’s not the time.”

	“Oh, what, you can’t snapshot your life in five minutes? I mean the parts I don’t know, ’cause your best girl’s about to be your best sis.”

	“Honey, this is a four-margarita conversation, maybe more. I know you know stuff; I know Fletch has shared a few things, but this is not a bride’s-getting-married-tomorrow, let-me-talk-about-myself sort of a thing. Seriously, this weekend’s about you. You marrying Fletch!” I squeal. 

	We burst into our childhood handclap.

	Down, down, baby

	Down, down the roller coaster

	Sweet, sweet, baby

	I’ll never let you go

	Shimmy, Sloan Coco pop

	Shimmy, shimmy pow

	Shimmy, Sloan Coco pop

	Shimmy, shimmy pow

	 

	“Sounds like pigs eating their young over here.”

	I turn my head to attach a face to that voice. All I think to say back is, “Look who’s here. ‘Slick’—as deer guts on a doorknob.” 

	Oddly, that doesn’t make him do a one-eighty and walk the other way. Hmm. Just like my one year in public high school when he could not get over the fact that I wanted no piece of him, quarterback star or not.

	“Been years, Sloan. You look real, real good.”

	Macleod Hickey, a.k.a. Mickey Hickey. 

	“Thanks.” I choke out a snicker, as he palms my ass.

	“Don’t make me regret you again, princess,” he says, stealing a kiss from my neck and grabbing my waist like it’s a chunk of raw meat and he’s a starved Rottweiler. Clearly his hands are still searching for something between us.

	“Was that an oversight on your part, Mick?” Hawke’s smooth, deep voice comes from behind us. “Me, that is,” he says, sounding like a papa bear about to rip some heads off. 

	 “Hawke. Well, well. How’s everything hanging in Pornoville, m’man?”

	“Happy as a baby in a barrel of tits.” Hawke gives me a wink along with a shit-eating grin. 

	“Whatcha lookin’ for here, Mick? Because all I see if you don’t walk away is forty miles of bad road ahead of you.”

	       “Just saying hello to the ladies, haven’t seen Sloan in years.” He raises an eyebrow. “You still got dibs on her? Not getting enough with your day job?”

	 “Yes, I do have dibs on Sloan. And it looks like you’re getting too much candy for your penny.” I double over chuckling.

	Mick nods knowingly and walks away, not without checking me out once more head to toe over his shoulder before he says, “See you ’round, Sloan.”

	 “Is this normal for you? People getting up in your face because of what you do for a living?”

	“Cricket.” He takes a swig of his beer, smiling against the bottle top. “I love your innocence. Hell yeah, people love to poke at me. You think he’s happy with his pocket full of degrees, working at the local bank as a branch manager? Probably wants to hang himself with one of the tellers’ panty hose.”

	I set my glass on a passing cocktail tray and adeptly grab another, although not without spilling half of it on Hawke’s arm. He doesn’t flinch, just brings his arm to his mouth, flicks me an amused smirk, then proceeds to lick it off, his wet lips and tongue dragging along the dark hair kissing his muscled forearm. 

	Coco waves her hand in front of my face. It’s a wonder she doesn’t need smelling salts to lure me back to her.

	“I didn’t tell you—we’re going to be living in Silver Lake,” I say with my gaze still on Hawke. “You and your almost-hubby should hop over from your side of town for a cookout so we can all catch up.”

	Her eyes flash with surprise and she claps her hands. “Whoa, you guys are moving in together? That was fast! I can already hear the wedding bells.”

	My cocktail shoots out of my nose as I choke out a laugh.

	“Not yet,” says Hawke.

	“Yet?” My eyes bulge.

	“Does it seem so impossible?” he asks, trailing his fingers up and down my bare arm. “I’m a visionary.” He brings his face to my ear, his breath giving me a chill chased by a hot spark. “And you should start seeing your future, Miss Going To Get Fucked Hard Later.”

	“My, my, my,” Coco says. “I heard that, even if it was not meant for my ears. Well, then.”

	Hawke ignores her and zeros in on my eyes. “You are wearing quite a story on your face, and I don’t like it. What about that and us seems impossible? Living together, marriage down the road—I can see it all.”

	    “We just need to talk in the next few days. There’s a lot of unanswered things.” 

	“I can answer all sorts of things.” Hawke pins me to his body as if we’re alone in the woods. This chemistry thing we have is tough for my mind and heart to fight. 

	    “I’m going to let you two do whatever it is you need to do.” Coco shakes her head as a twisted smile grows across her lips. “Maybe you should consider getting it out of your systems. In one of the cabins, horizontally.”

	   “Twenty minutes ago I could have sworn we were headed in the same direction.”

	“Circles?” I ask with a raised brow. But what I want to say is, I see unwashed sheets smelling of us and sex. Hands shoving me back onto the bed then roaming freely. Tongue running down between my breasts—then lower. Spooning into the dark night then waking up together.

	I look into his eyes as he says exactly the words I was thinking.

	“Us, me, you—together.”
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	Sloan’s gran approaches us as we’re mid-embrace. She’s a lovely, but frail, bag of bones draped in a floral, fringed shawl and floor-length dress that looks plucked out of a costume closet on Broadway.

	“My God, it’s been years,” I say as she beelines to me.

	“My God, you’re a man.” She chuckles, her gaze sliding up and down my body.

	“Indeed, I am.” I waggle my eyebrows at Sloan then Oma. 

	Her face crinkles with laughter as she walks into my arms for a hug. Then she backs away a step while she places her palms on my cheeks as if to study what’s behind my eyes. Her voice is filled with years of velvety texture.

	“Leave us be, Sloan.” She shakes her wrinkly, ring-encrusted hand at Sloan, shooing her away.

	“Oma?” says Sloan. Her voice is tight and strained, and her entire body tenses.

	“Don’t you ever, you know me better than that,” Oma admonishes.

	A frown creases Sloan’s forehead as she inhales a breath while staring at Oma. 

	“Fine. I’ll catch up with Quinn,” Sloan says. “Don’t be selfish with him.”

	 “Don’t be egotistical with me, young lady.”

	Sloan growls at Oma as she walks away. 

	Oma stands in silence for a few tongue-tied moments. Then a shimmer forms in her eyes, the shock of blue transforming from the pale cornflower—which I know Sloan’s eyes to be—to a vivid indigo. She licks her crumpled lips and opens her mouth slightly as though she’s about to share a secret. She grabs my hands. Her words come out in a low vibration that hits me at my core. “Been a long ten years. Not easy, not without loss and pain.” She looks away from my eyes for a beat. Then she begins speaking again, every word sounding deliberate. “Might take her some time. Might take you some time as well. She’s a different girl than she was. Stronger, but also filled with disbelief. Don’t let her fool you into thinking she doesn’t want you. You’re the reason she made it through. 

	 “Girl has a heart and soul bigger and wider than this whole damn mountain range.” Her voice holds a proud note of triumph. She opens her arms and turns a three-sixty. “She loves you, all right. Deep in the marrow of her bones. You’re inside of her—more than any of us will ever be. Yet you have a lot to see of her, son.” Her voice is patient and drawled out. “Give her the time she needs to let you know. Be patient. Be forgiving. And you’ll get exactly what you want.” Oma looks around as though she’s trying to find something. 

	I follow her gaze until my eyes rest on Sloan, who’s standing thirty feet from me, talking with her girlfriends. 

	“All of her.” 

	We both nod, as if I was just handed a bag full of keys, and I’ll need to try every one of them on my girl.

	“She okay?” I ask.

	“Will be. Now that she has you.” Her voice is sure and hypnotizing, and I believe every ounce of what she’s saying.

	“Did something happen to her?”

	“Child, it’s been a decade.” She chuckles and shakes her head. “You’re damn right something happened—more than something, and almost everything. Nearly lost them both.” She cringes. “Her. Nearly lost her,” she corrects. “She’s here now. I’ve done my part. She needs more than me now—needs you. She’ll tell you herself in time.”

	“No pressure.” 

	What in God’s name happened? Who is them? Was that a slip? Was she married? Oma’s right: A decade’s gone by, time we’ll never be able to recapture.

	“Mama, you flirtin’ with Hawke?” Sloan’s mom says, approaching us.

	 “Flirtin’? Hell, trying to convince him to move to Amsterdam. You seen this boy naked? Even my dried-out eighty-two-year-old vagina gets mad as a hatter. I’ve been on that website of his. Fletch showed me.”

	“I think I’m blushing, Oma. Can’t say a woman’s made me blush—ever.” I chuckle and bow down.

	A wicked smile curves up on her face. She sends me over the top with a wink and a slap on my ass. Nice.

	“Nuff said.” She coughs up a laugh. Her eyes are filled with humility wrapped in a certain self-assurance. “My work is done. You’re on deck, Rye. Go get ’em, girl.” She turns and nudges Rye in the side with her elbow. Then she saunters away, beelining it for the bar.

	“Hawke Slater,” Rye says, a motherly smile in her eyes. “You’re my fifth son, child.” Her long, licorice-colored hair tipped in blue whips across her face as she squints into the gold of the fading sunlight. 

	Rye stands as tall as Sloan, about mid-chest on me, but reads three feet taller. She’s Sloan in twenty-five years. Everything about her, from her poised voice to her smile, says poems, songs, and the graininess life has offered her. Her laugh is a burst of color that matches her attitude about living, her feelings about her family, and just about everything else. 

	“I appreciate that, Rye. I feel the same, you know.”

	“Oma trying to steal you from Sloan?”

	“Nothing’ll get between me and Sloan. Not if I can help it.”

	“Glad to hear that. You’re exactly what she needs. I want you to know, Buck and I know how hard it’s been on you. Your folks have been clear. It’s not been easy.”

	“Certainly was not. I missed the shit out of that girl.”

	“I know. We all did.” She nods with pursed lips. “She did what she had to do.”

	“Which is what, exactly? Run off with some other man? What exactly was she doing over there? And why the fuck won’t any of you tell me a goddamned thing?” Heat smokes off me. “Am I the only one in the dark?”

	She crosses her arms over her chest then reaches one out to touch my hand. “I know she hurt you, and I’m sorry for that. It wasn’t intentional.”

	“Hurt?” I laugh out loud. “Nearly killed me. But shit, I love her. I’m going to marry her one day.”

	“I’m sure that’ll happen once you two heal. Which you will, that’s what hearts do.” She sweeps an errant bit of hair off my forehead the same way she did when I was a kid. 

	Her face is tilted up to mine, studying me just like Oma was doing minutes ago. 

	“Hearts let things back in, light, hope, and love. They feel things: togetherness, sadness, lust, love. Need. They want things, promises, and yes…futures.”

	I let out a deep sigh then sink my hands into my pockets. All I’m getting from the McQueens are warnings wrapped with all kinds of questions multiplying by the second. As for answers, looks like there isn’t a damn one within a few hundred miles of here. 
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	“At what point did you stop loving me? Tell me the truth.” Hawke’s chest presses against my back, his hands on my hips, sliding around onto my stomach. 

	What have they told him? I never stopped. Not ever.

	I stare at the wedding aisle I hope to walk down someday with Hawke, thinking about the words I need to say. “I never did.” 

	“Love me, or stop?”

	“Jesus, Hawke.” I grunt out a laugh. “I never stopped loving you.”

	“You sure?” he asks.

	 “Yes, I’m sure.” He grips me tighter, pressing himself against me. “You’re not a figment of my imagination.”

	“Really? ’Cause I’m feeling very virtual reality right now.”

	“What exactly did they tell you?” 

	God help me, can they not let me be the one to do it? No, he wouldn’t be hugging me if he knew anything. Not that they know all of it, either. I wonder if, someday, when I tell him everything, he’ll ask who I am. And I wonder what I’ll say back. Maybe I’ll say, She isn’t me. Then he’ll ask, Who is she? I won’t know what to say then.

	      “They basically said to get behind the wheel of love.”

	“Funny.”

	“So I said”—he places his mouth against my ear then glides his tongue around as he pulls my head back—“your pussy, my mouth—later.”

	 “You’re filthy.”

	        He continues, and all I think is, he’s Hawke at eighteen times man, need, and every other thing that wraps its erotic self around my greedy craving. 

	“I want to know something.” He licks a line down my neck as Quinn walks past. 

	She winks at me. I feel like we’re the Christmas window at some department store, all moving parts and shiny bits and pieces everyone is dying to watch. It’s a feeling I know well, and one I wonder what Hawke will think of once he finds out.

	“What do you want to know?” I wince, praying for things he won’t ask.

	His breathing is heavy on my neck. “What would you do if I gave you a kiss right now? Right here. The kind that shouldn’t be given in front of anyone else.”

	“I’d take it, long and slow between my lips, on my tongue. I’d breathe it in then return it.”

	“Sloan…fuck, that makes me hard.”

	“Good,” I moan out as my head falls back onto his shoulder. Maybe it can stay there permanently. I’m so aroused I can hardly stand it. His voice, his scent, his breathing. 

	 “And, as my breath finds your neck as it is now, what would you say it feels like?”

	“Heaven,” I answer with need, “and the truth colliding.”

	He groans into my ear. “And, if my hands found their way into your dress, what would you say?” He skims the front of my dress, stopping for a second too long on my hardened nipples as his thumbs graze across them.

	“Don’t stop touching me…ever,” I pant out. “Give me more.” 

	“If they wandered between your legs, my fingertips touching you there?” His whisper is quiet, only for me. “What would I find?” His fingers press against my ass then grip my hips as he yanks me to him. His arousal evident.

	 I feel every digit, pulse, and vibe. I close my eyes and will everyone to disappear. Too bad they’re still here when I open them up.

	“You’d…” I swallow the pool of liquid as I salivate at the idea. “You’d find wet, needy… A place for you…a—”

	“Sloan.” He groans. “Yes. Yes, I would.” His heavy swallow makes me crave his naked body against mine. “And, if I stripped you down, stark naked, and climbed onto you? Tell me—how would you move? I need to know. Fuck, I need—” His hands surround my neck as he kisses into my mouth, quick and hard, as though lingering would kill him. The kiss is filled with such urgency it pains me.

	“Like water searching for freedom,” I say, interrupting his thoughts and the kiss. 

	He spins me around, pressing my body against his, pinning his forehead to mine. “Cricket, let’s continue this conversation elsewhere.”

	My heart goes wild, erratic, and then it tries with all of its might to reach his.

	“The beach?” I ask, picturing us lying on the sand as we did so many other times, long, long ago.

	“I was thinkin’ more along the lines of your bedroom.” His voice drops down, settling into the cellar of my soul. 

	“Yeah. Okay,” I mutter. 

	We silently slip away from the crowd. No one will notice, miss, or need us. No one needs anything in this universe more than we need each other.

	Hawke grips my hand and walks in front of me—then, once we’re alone, next to me.

	As we walk, he whispers in my ear. Every word feels like a poem of promise, a prelude. 

	“How do you feel when you’re near me?”

	Before I have a chance to answer, his words slice into my thoughts. He doesn’t need an answer. He knows what he’s doing to me. I might be a different girl—I might be a woman—but he still knows. At least he knows one part.

	Shivers scatter across my skin like sleet. 

	“Do I make you nervous? Or excited? Tell me what I do to you.”

	 “You sort of intimidate and thrill me.” My words rush out. “Not in a scary way, but in a beautiful, skydiving way that makes me want to jump and find out who you are now.”

	“Too intimidating,” he asks with genuine concern, “to trust me?”

	“No, not like that. And I would ask you the same…of me.”

	“Am I about to see someone else in you?” he says stoically.

	His comment pisses me off a little. He thinks he knows me still. He has no idea. 

	“You think I’m playing mind games?”

	“No, I think you’re hiding ’em.”

	“You know what?” I grind my front teeth, stopping the fire in my gut for a second. Don’t be angry. He’s ready for another piece of me. 

	Dammit. What the hell did they tell him? 

	“I have this little trick I do when people piss me off. I picture a brick in my mind, then I picture it hitting them in the face a couple-two-three times.”

	“I can relate,” he mocks. “Tossed a hundred of those your way over the last few years.” His whisper hushes my ornery tongue.

	“I don’t want to let you down.” My hands shake when I think about it.

	“Then don’t.”

	“What if I’m not who you think I am?”

	“And what if you are?”
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	We have miles and miles of things to learn about each other. It’s a starting-from-scratch feeling. Except we know the important things, and those are what matter the most. The how-do- you-spend-your-time questions will come out in time. What we need to uncover, are matters of the heart.

	The “what happened to you and why?” The “where do we go from here?” The “can I help you become the most important person in my life all over again?” Blind spots.

	As we climb into my truck to make our way back to the lake, I glance over at Sloan, whose eyes are on me. She’s smiling. A smile that could outshine a gamma-ray burst. She has a long piece of grass in her mouth, and the look of her chewing it takes me back as she hums John Denver’s “Take Me Home, Country Roads,” which we used to hear on the radio when we were teenagers. We knew all the words, and we blasted them out every time it played.

	When we pull up behind the cabins, I catch Sloan wringing her hands. The anticipation of reclaiming us likely weighs heavily on her as it does on me. Attempting to remember the good stuff, and also making ourselves forget the pain. We need new pathways and windows to open up, things that’ll help create a brand-new us. We near the end of the fragrant path that separates our cabins as I wind my fingers through Sloan’s. 

	“Your place or mine?” I ask as a swirl of bugs flies in circles around the cabin light while she shuffles her foot in the pea gravel. My eyes wander to the small, wooden sign with her name carved into it hanging on the screen door.

	After a few delayed seconds, she answers, “Mine. I need to check in on School Bus.”

	I peek over at the lake, eyeing up the full moon that’s dancing in a long, glittering streak across the water as she walks in front of me. The screen door creaks, prompting me to throw my arm out to stop the slam.

	With a smile on her lips she says, “Sleeping,” while peering at the duckling. Her face is lit from the red heat lamp she’s jury-rigged over the box.

	“Sweet. You’re a good mama.”

	Sloan snaps her eyes up to mine, an odd expression falling over her face. Something about the way her lips slump into a lopsided frown seems wrong. Why are my insides buzzing when hers look stalled? She saunters away wordlessly then riffles through the kitchen cupboards as I watch the duckling sleep and, I think, snore.

	“Hey, come here.” Sloan tips her head, motioning for me. She’s holding a smallish basket filled with candles and a box of matches. This, along with the flirty smile forming on the corner of her mouth, says good things are coming. 

	“So…” I stand in front of her, neither of us taking the first step toward her bedroom. “Why don’t you take a stab at translating exactly what it is you want tonight? I don’t want to push you.”

	 “You. Me. Naked.”

	I grin and adjust my groin. “So you can speak ‘guy.’”

	“Fluently, as a matter of fact.”

	We stroll into her room, my arms around her waist, moving us as one. 

	“I want to make love to you,” I say against the curve of her neck. “Sweet love.”

	Sloan looks over her shoulder at me. “I feel lucky to be with you again.” She glances at my smile and sets the basket down then grabs a few candles.

	 “I’m glad to hear that.” I take the box of matches and follow her around, lighting each candle she places around the room. “I hope that doesn’t run out.”

	“Me or the luck?” she says, placing the last candle on her nightstand.

	I walk over to light it. Then I blow the match out, all the while watching Sloan fiddle with a chunk of her hair. “Both.”

	A shy look hits her face as she crosses her arms over her chest.

	“C’mere, you sexy thing, don’t you go getting shy now.”

	Sloan inhales a deep breath and I go in for a bottomless kiss. Her exhalation fills my lungs. Our mouths instinctively move together. Wet heat slides over plump slipperiness. I can’t get her close enough to me. Hell if I don’t try, though. With one hand sliding onto her lower back, I pull her hips hard against mine, showing her what she’s doing to me. My other hand grips a fistful of her hair so I can direct her head and give her all of me.

	“Jesus, Sloan, I want to lick you where you want it the most. Tell me you want that. Tell me where.”

	She answers with a moan into my mouth. Not even God’s hands could touch our passion. Our kiss is a concentrated version of lust, a decade of want and need. A letter that’s been sealed finally being opened. The words written on the inside are all the ingredients of who we are. Our hunger rocks in hot sparks as we grunt out words in fiery machine-gun rounds of desire.

	“I got it bad for you.” I groan through messy licks, the thrust of her hips colliding with mine, driving my need. I find the zipper at the back of her dress and drag it, slow as honey dripping down a spoon, a contrast to the race inside my heart. “Need you. Want you. Bad.”

	“Hawke,” she says into my ear as she grips my hair. 

	“You okay if I…” I finger her dress over the edge of her shoulders.

	She nods. The dress pools around her feet, and she steps out of it, kicking it aside along with her shoes. Her nipples go from soft buds to hard pebbles as she unbuttons my shirt while looking up at my face.

	“You have a beast in you right now.” 

	“A dirty fuck beast that is doing all it can to get inside you,” I answer, flashing her a grin. My hands follow the line of her silken shoulders down to her biceps then onto her small, pert breasts.

	I palm and squeeze her soft mounds. She bridges the gap between us and falls into my hands.

	“You want my dirty fuck beast?” My lips crash onto her throat as she looks up at me. I suck it with kisses then nibbles. I’d eat her whole if I could.

	“Yeah. Keep kissing me like that.”

	I groan against her skin. “You gonna let me make love to you?”

	“Yeah, I am.”

	“You want me to use something? I don’t want you worrying about anything.”

	       “I’m not worried.”

	I roll and pinch her nipples, remembering how it made her crazy. My dick thickens as her mouth contorts, shoulders fall, and breathing escalates. How many times have I played this scene over in my head? How many times did I wish on my wishes she would come back to me, into my hands, into my life?

	“Cricket.” I kneel, looking up at her as I hold her tiny waist in my hands. “I don’t want to taste regret on your lips in the morning. You sure you don’t need more time to think this through?”

	“I’m sure, because I know at least one thing.” Her eyes glitter as she rubs her thumb over my bottom lip.

	“What’s that?” 

	“I love you, with all of me. Even though I’m still trying to figure out part of me.”

	“I love you too. I’m trying to see everything about you. Even the invisible stuff. I can still see you shining in the dark, and whatever it is you’re trying to figure out, I’m here.”

	 I drag my stubbled jaw across the planes of her stomach, and her muscles contract beneath my face. “God, you’re beautiful.” She moves her legs apart, as my palms slide up the supple flesh of her thighs, landing between them. Her chest fills with deep breaths as a teasing smile crosses her face.

	“So long…I’ve wanted… I…need,” she mumbles, but nothing close to a sentence that makes any sense. 

	I know exactly what she’s saying though. Stroking two fingers through her silken lips as our eyes stay pinned, I tell her, “Darlin’, you’re wet as fuck. I’m aching to be in you. Shit, girl…I just need to taste you first.”

	She melts all over me, her hands in my hair, on my face, on my shoulders. As she closes her eyes, I dip my fingers into her, seeking every pleasure point inside and out, knowing I’ve found them all by the whimpers floating from her lips.

	“Look at me like you remember who we were.” 

	Our eyes meet. In them, I see the universe I know and all of its truths.

	“Hawke.”

	“Now, look at me like you know who we are. Right now, tonight, and going forward.” And I see it. 

	Question, guilt, and a mix of emotions I’m not familiar with.

	“Something in there is different.” I slow my fingers while she grinds against my hand and grips my shoulders. “I want to know what it is at some point. I need to know you can trust me with whatever it is you’re going through.”

	She nods. 

	“Lie back.” 

	She sits and leans on her elbows, a smile in her eyes. “What are you going to do?”

	 “Trust me?” She rims her mouth, her wet tongue making my dick twitch. Gripping her hips, I drag her ass to the edge of the bed. “Spread them,” I say with my hands sliding up her legs. But she pulls her thighs back and presses her knees together, her fingers meeting mine. She always was shy about me looking, but I need to see her before I put my mouth on her. “Let me? I want to see you.” She sucks her bottom lip, as I press her thighs apart. A deep blush hits her cheeks as her eyes search my face, then she looks at my thumbs parting her open.

	She tilts her head back and the tiniest smile forms at the corner of her open mouth as she nods. For a few seconds I gaze at her beautiful, wet, pussy, the anxious rise and fall of her chest not escaping my eye. “I want to look at every inch of you, don’t be shy with me.”

	“I want…” She looks across the room and winces, then her eyes find mine seconds later and they’re soft. “I want it too.” She opens her legs farther and her hands slide down her chest across her nipples, until they rest inside her thighs as she lies back. And fuck, she’s beautiful. Slick drips slide between her cheeks, making my mouth water.

	I drape her open legs onto my shoulders, planning to remind her why she’s with me in the candlelit darkness and what she’s been missing for a damn long time.

	There are things you never forget in life no matter how much time has passed or what you’ve been through. Smells, tastes, the feel of something in your hand or on your tongue, the way something was said to you, how something looked in the morning sunlight or in the shimmer of the night sky. Senses have a memory that must be older than time, more aware than nature herself, more receptive than the moon’s pull on the Earth and the tides.

	With my palms pressing her thighs farther open, I nestle my face into her warm, wet crease. 

	“So perfect. I’ve never forgotten.” I open her lips to my tongue. Soft, wet, swollen.

	She mutters out a few desirous words in answer, though her body language is telling a library full of stories about how I’m making her feel.

	Propping herself up on her elbows, she studies me as my tongue circles in slow movements, tasting what I missed for too many years. 

	“You feel that, how tight you are when I… Jesus.” With deep licks, I slide my fingers inside her. 

	She answers, “Yeah, that.” Her head thrown back, moans falling out, hands fist the sheets at her thighs as she bucks into my mouth. Christ, she’s sexy. Fucking sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. 

	“When my cock gets in you, you’re gonna remember everything about us.” I penetrate her with deep long strokes as her juices coat my hand. “That’s the spot for you, isn’t it?” She arches her back and her thighs shake. “Same spot it’s always been.”

	I explore her with my one hand, stretching her, knowing she may not remember my girth. Not to mention my length. She swells under my tongue, and I spread her wider, exposing everything to my mouth.

	“Good?” I ask, sliding my wet fingers over the planes of her stomach to reach her breasts.

	She begs me not to stop—not that I could. Or ever will be able to. Yesterday and today collide as Sloan lets herself go.

	“I won’t stop until you come all over my face. Keep going, Sloan, fuck my face.”

	As I’m working myself into a fit thinking about it, she breaks in a beautiful, full-bodied moan. Her hips buck in rolls and undulating thrusts. She falls back on the bed, throwing her hands behind her head as she gasps. A deep, final cry vibrates through me, clinging to every ounce of testosterone surging through my body.

	“Holy smokes.” She looks me over with a sated smile. “Have you got a tongue. Maybe I don’t remember but…whoa.”

	“My ego loves you.” I chuckle as I work my pants and briefs to the floor.

	“Your ego is going to get fat if you keep eating me like that.”

	I clutch  the root of my cock and stroke the length, spreading pre-come over the tip. “Then you’ll have to stop feeding it with your delicious pussy.”

	“That’s not going to happen,” she says, sitting up. 

	I push her back down then hook my hands under her arms, moving her farther back onto the bed. She opens her thighs, and I settle myself right there. Home.

	      “Hey, Cricket.” I rest above her on my elbows.

	“Yeah?” she answers back with a sleepy smile on her face.

	 “You’re gonna be okay. I’m gonna help you.” I kiss her beautiful face. The face I’ve seen in every dream for years on end.

	“You’re assuming a lot.” Her tiny voice bangs into my heart.

	“You don’t trust me with that part?”

	“Well, you might be able to help me.” She pauses. The words seem to sting her lips, which she bites into. “But you have no idea what that’ll do to you in the process.” Her eyes shift away from mine. Then she pins them shut.

	“Hey, look at me. I’ll take that chance.” I guide myself into her the tiniest bit. 

	Her eyes find me again. “That’s a big chance,” she says after a gasp as I push my way in, inch by inch, waiting for her to accept me.

	She holds her breath for what feels like a very long time.

	“Hey, breathe, sweetheart. Relax and breathe.” 

	We gaze into each other’s eyes. She’s my dreamland. I know I’m big, and I know what it does if a woman’s not used to my size. They freeze and tighten up, can’t relax.

	“Oh my God…you are… I don’t know if I can…”

	“Breathe, your body knows mine. Your heart knows mine.”

	Her eyes are wide, mouth wet and open, lips shaking, heart pounding like mad. She’s nerves and no reason; she’s lust and wanting. I’m a craving mess of lips and tongue, hands and heartbeats. My hips find the rhythm of hers, breaths matching breaths.

	“There you are. I need to be closer to your mouth, your air.” I’m lost in her. I knew I would be. 

	I knew, of all the changes we’d feel, one thing wouldn’t budge: Our ability to get lost in each other. Except, in reality, it has. It’s more. We’re adults now. Uninhibited, hungrier than ever, experienced, with a pent-up ache that’s being soothed and solved like nobody’s business. We’re stained by each other and our combined past. Both of us seek the ink of our future, no doubt wondering what sorts of stories will unfold after tonight. 

	One thing is for certain: She’s the storm and I’m the calm.
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	Lord almighty, he is something to watch. Moving into me like a god taking over a sea. The confidence of a herd of rutting bucks. 

	“Sloan… Fuck, you feel good.”

	A sound trips out from the back of his throat, an eruption of raspy breaths following it.

	“You okay? Gotta tell me, or I won’t be able to stop.”

	I arch into him, our hips rocking, his rigid cock piercing me, feeling like a loaded gun about to go off. The urgency of his lips slides over me, my neck, his dirty whispers in my ear, then the way he sucks my breasts, bridging his body down to reach them, to lick and bite me there.

	“Spread wider. That better?”

	I open my legs, and he presses my thighs back. 

	“Oh my God, Hawke.”

	“I know, and, girl, you’re tight, and damn, are you wet.”

	“Hawke…that’s it. Don’t stop.” I tighten around him, a deep rumble coming from my throat.

	“I won’t, couldn’t for anything.”

	He’s beautifully chiseled—all of him. His face is more angular now that he’s grown into himself. He owns the word man as if it had been created for him. I honestly don’t know where to look—his chest, which undulates with hard muscles as he pumps himself into me, or his bulging arms, which are wet with perspiration as he takes me over with movements that make me feel as if he loves me more than life itself. 

	Sometimes, we’re silent—just movement. Then we break the silence with sounds that chase each other. A million words are in our unblinking gaze, and a million more are in the unknown promise that hangs in the thickness of the space around us. He’s giving me everything, and even when I think that’s it, that he couldn’t possibly have more, he does. He gives me more.

	“Hold my arms. That’s it. Sloan…fuck. There you are.” 

	I gasp for air. Whimpers and groans—mine and his—come faster. He pushes my thighs farther apart, and I grab him like he asked. The two of us feel permanently conjoined in every possible way. All of my broken parts are suddenly fixed, even if temporarily. Maybe he can help me be okay.

	I come, my insides twisted. Toes curled. Body tightening, holding on to my orgasm as long as I can. Then that energy finds its way out in screams and gasps that have him giving me his all. It seems like more than an orgasm, and I knew it would be. You can’t just climax with a guy like Hawke Slater, who gives you every ounce of his being. Climax would be like saying it’s raining when actually it’s a tsunami. 

	He rocks into me, finding his orgasm. Memories flood through me as his eyes close, his head falls back, while his mouth forms the wordless shapes of release, pleasure, and, finally, contentment.

	“I don’t know what to say.” His raspy voice butters me as he rolls half off my body.

	 “You just said everything I was hoping to hear—plus a little more. I remember us. But this, what we just did? You really are an exquisite fuck, m’man.”

	He chuckles at my gushing admission. I have nothing to hide. Now, anyways.

	“And you, woman, are one fine lay.” 

	His mouth finds my lips for a warm, sex-smelling kiss as he skates his fingers up my belly then through the sweaty sheen that’s settled between my breasts. “I’m hot as all get-out. Want to go skinny-dippin’ then camp on the beach? Full moon night.”

	“I’m in. I’ll grab the quilts. You grab a six from the fridge.”

	 “We’re not done yet, you know,” he says, pinning me down. 

	 “Yeah, I kind of figured this was just a start.”

	“To everything,” he answers as he lifts me off the bed and carries me into the kitchen.

	I peek in on School Bus, to see her sleeping on her back. For a quick second, I panic, thinking she’s dead. No, she’s snoring, thank God! This lump of fuzz is a riot.

	We grab quilts, towels, beer, and some chips before heading out to the beach. After laying a bed out for ourselves, Hawke lights the campfire I stacked earlier in the day with hopeful intentions. I’m not sure what’s burning brighter: the fire, or our combined happiness.

	A blazing bubble indeed.

	We saunter into the tepid water, both of us holding an icy bottle of beer in one hand, with the fingers of our other hands entwined. We linger hip-deep under the full moon, making out like teenagers who’ve just sneaked out of their bedroom windows for the night. The lake’s heady scent along with the country noises of toads and a wind that wrestles through the treetops makes our reunion perfect. Memory-filled and future-expectant.

	Home. I made it back. Finally. 

	“You’re even sexier now, all grown up,” Hawke says.

	“Yeah?” I answer, letting out a satisfied sigh. “You too. I gotta say, the man version of you is rather, manly.”

	“That’s all you’ve got? Manly?” He drops his head back, laughing.

	“Well, I mean. You really know what the hell you’re doing. And watching you do it… Shit. No wonder.”

	He wraps his arms around me. “No wonder what?”

	His damp chest hair tickles my face as I fall onto him and breathe in his scent. How can someone you haven’t seen in a decade feel so familiar? Maybe we never really did leave each other. Can someone leave you physically but not emotionally? Yes.

	“No wonder women like watching you.”

	“Does that embarrass you?”

	I shrug and nod.

	“Why’s that?” he asks as he pokes my ribs with a finger, making me laugh.

	“I don’t know. Women getting off to you. It’s interesting.”

	“Kind of bothers you?”

	“It’s odd for sure. Next week, you’ll be doing those sorts of things and then what about us? I’m just not quite sure how to process all of it. Too selfish?”

	“Nah. I get it. Don’t worry about next week, okay? I have nothing to film, no one to fuck but you, gorgeous. Everything is going to be fine. I feel selfish right now. Gonna feel that way all night.” 

	Hawke silences my thoughts with a kiss that says he understands, or so I think, until seconds later he tries to find me.

	“What happened to you anyway?” he asks against my mouth. 

	I take a long pull from my beer and marry it with a deep sigh. “I grew up.” I’m not ready to give more, though not willing to hide completely. I have to give him something, not that he’ll be pleased with that bumper-sticker answer. “You might be looking for a different girl, one who doesn’t exist anymore.” 
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	The torn-up look on her face as she studies me says she thinks I’m insulated from her pain. Don’t know a thing of her guilt, won’t be able to live in the depths of her angst. 

	And maybe that’s true. But I’m going to find a way to get it out of her and help her heal. Whatever it is she went through. Truth, they say, can set you free. Will that be the case with us?

	“Well, while I’m looking for my girl, promise me you’ll stay and keep my bed warm. I might even find her there if I’m lucky.”

	She gazes at me as if she may spill something, but nothing comes of it besides a heavy sigh.

	 “Hey, don’t do that.” I rub my palm along her thigh. “Don’t make me miss you while you’re in my arms.”

	“Sorry. It’s just…um…” Her eyes fill with tears, visible through the veil of her half-mast lashes.

	“Hey, it’s me.” I see everything on her face, but not deeper.

	She narrows her eyes. “Hey, you. You might be living in a fool’s paradise.”

	“So, no utopian dreams for you?” 

	“I’m not overly fond of illusions.”

	“Could have fooled me.” With two fingers under her chin, I still her wandering gaze on my face. “I’m not gonna take that personally or assume you’re talking about us? I want to strip you down to your thoughts, want to hear your naked words. I want your heart exposed and defenseless. But here’s the thing.” I cluck my tongue. “I need you to help me do this, help me undress you. Think you can do that?”

	“Want to go snuggle and get some moon burn on the beach?” Sloan asks, avoiding my question. Her voice—which sounds as though it’s hiding in a shadow—and her eyes—which, even when lit by the moon, are telling me things. Don’t push me. Love me now, and maybe, when I’m ready to talk, you’ll love me later too.

	She’s a contest I have no rules for but need to win; she’s a mountain to climb with whatever equipment I can dig up inside me; she’s a test worth taking even though I have no idea what sorts of questions I’ll discover. Somewhere inside Sloan, beyond the miles of upheaval and confusion she’s wrestling with, sits a beautiful soul at ease.

	“Yeah, my cock wants to snuggle in your pussy again.”

	She laughs. Thank God. She’s not a Southern belle like her mother, but she has that kind of charm. 

	We head to the sand, and I stoke the fire and add more wood as Sloan cracks open two more beers for us. She sits cross-legged on the quilt, and I lie down, propped up on my elbow.

	“True confessions,” she says with a hint of mystery in her voice as she cringes. “After I took my shower earlier, I went to your website.”

	“And?” I waggle my eyebrows.

	“I was, well…let’s just say—”

	 “Turned on?”

	“Well, yeah.” She licks her lips. “Very sexy, Mr. Slater. I can’t believe you’re a porn star.” She squeals and covers her face with her hands. “I really only watched a little. It did make me wonder, have you had girlfriends since you’ve become such big stuff?” 

	I knock back a mouthful of beer. “A few. All in the industry. One for a little longer.”

	She wrinkles her face. “Still work with her?”

	“You mean do I still have sex with her?” I grab Sloan’s wrist and pull her over to me for a kiss.

	She nods as her shoulders tense. “Do you?”

	“No.”

	She says nothing to my answer as she slumps onto her side facing me. Her mouth pulls up in a twist after she takes a sip of beer. “So who’s Samantha?” 

	“Did you hear me talking to her?” I ask as I tug at her earlobe.

	She lowers her gaze. “Sorry, that was kind of stalkerish of me.”

	“It’s okay. She’s my agent and a friend. And yes, the woman I dated. There’s nothing between us but business.”

	She snorts out a sarcastic laugh as she rolls her eyes and clinks her beer to mine. “The business of fucking!” 

	“The business of fucking is what I do.” I clench my jaw, all my muscles rigid. “It’s a big thorn, isn’t it?” 

	She purses her lips, while staring at my jaw. “Put yourself in my position. A part of me isn’t sure how we’ll do this.”

	I take her fingers in mine. “We’ll do it any way that makes you feel comfortable.”

	“Right.” She drops my hand and presses a knuckle to her temple, then robotically says, “Hi, Hawke. I’m home. It’s been ten years. Now, please change everything in your life for me!” She scrunches up her face, swiping tears with her thumb. “Not like you’ll end up resenting me or anything.” 

	“I don’t think you get me. You were a fucking phantom limb. I’d change everything to have you in my life.”

	Sloan bites her bottom lip then looks me in the eye while cocking her head. “Are you even the slightest bit concerned I might be someone else now? I mean, you’re someone else. A man that’s become…well, we’re not teenagers anymore.” Her hand grips the neck of her beer as if she’s strangling it. One finger tapping a steady beat.

	“We’re grownups.” I take her free hand, entwine our fingers, and lock them together. “We have choices now that we didn’t have then. We can do anything we want. I know what my choice will be. And yes, I’m concerned about you. Of course I am. I know nothing, but I’m sensing big stuff.”

	“Yeah, big stuff.” She flops onto her back and throws her forearm over her face.

	“What about you?” I tap her chest with one finger and watch her nipples pebble. Fuck if that doesn’t make me hard again. “Boyfriends?”

	She lifts her arm for a peek. “Can we not talk about me?”

	“Why would we not talk about you?” I ask, holding her arm hostage. Why won’t she tell me anything? “You’ve asked me lots of questions. I want to understand you.”

	“You will soon enough, can we leave it at that?” she whispers in a cracked voice as she looks down to the quilt and plays with a loose thread, wrapping it around one finger until it breaks.

	“What’s with all the mystery? You and your family. It’s like I’m a foreigner around you people and every time I ask for directions to you, I’m kicked in the nuts.”

	“That’s a little unfair.” She shoots up, sitting on her ass, and wraps the quilt around her body. Then she lets out an annoyed-sounding groan.

	“Unfair? You might as well have died. That’s how out of my life you were. Now that would be considered unfair by most sane people. I’m asking you about your past; we just made love after not saying one word about all those impossible years. You want me to keep going? Want me to continue to dissect the unfair parts of us? Whatever us is. Let me tell you something, you are all I think of when I’m on set shooting. That’s how I get hard. I imagine you. How’s that for unfair.” I drag a hand down my face. “Tell me. Does it feel to you like we’ve never been apart? Because it sure as hell does to me. Maybe because I want to think we have a shot at more. Maybe a future? Or is that where these questions are coming from. You aren’t sure we do?”
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	I knew coming home wouldn’t be without complications. You don’t walk off the face of the earth one day, then a decade later, show up and assume nothing’s changed. I didn’t expect so many complications in our relationship, though, besides the ones I was bringing to the table. I thought I’d come home, find him, find us. Then, as time went by and we became us again, I’d tell him my story. Then I’d pray that he’d still want me. Naïve? Yes. Hopeful? Always. Is there any other choice? 

	I lived seven of my ten years overseas in a hopeful bubble. Most days, it was the only way I made it through what was happening to me. Two experiences that formed an intersection between hell and love. Seems like an odd junction, but it was exactly that. I didn’t expect Hawke to have a story of his own. How audacious of me. 

	“I’m sorry,” I say softly.

	“It’s okay. We’ll figure it out as we go.” Hawke answers as if the words are dying in his throat.

	 For a long time, as we lie in silence together under the moon, I forget what I did. I push it out of my mind. It’s good not to regret or justify, but, rather, to just feel. Everything. His breath hitting my skin. The simpleness of it, the predictability. It’s hypnotizing. The pattern and rhythm. The scent of it: a sweet tang of bitter laced with hops from the beer. His throat rises and falls as his full lips open, his tongue resting near the edge of his bottom lip. I have the urge to lick it, that lovely tongue that made me come so beautifully tonight—multiple times. That lovely tongue, the way it licked me everywhere, from the hollow between my collarbone to the peaks of my breasts and the softness between my thighs like a storm across my sex. I wonder how, after so many years, he could know my body like this. How could every ounce of this man be so perceptive?

	He’s out cold; I’m wide awake. Nighttime is the worst for me; it’s when everything happened, when I relive. Oh, how I hate reliving things I’ve already gone through too many times. Instead, I usually stay up and edit films or create a new entry in my video journal. After some minor waffling and ogling of Hawke’s handsome body, I cover him with a quilt and head into my cabin to meet up with Soul Sister for an entry. Stopping first at the fridge for some wine, I then pad over to peek in on the little butterball. I smile, thinking how I love having a tiny thing to take care of. After grabbing my robe and my laptop, I settle in to create my entry. What a day to recount…

	“Dear Soul Sister, this is a big day. A rite of passage. I wasn’t sure who I’d be running into this weekend, who Hawke would be, what sort of man he’d become.” I sip my wine and stare into my smiling reflection. Content with a layer of question. “He’s all sorts of things, things I don’t even know if I have words for yet. But I can say this: He’s more than I ever thought he would be. He still loves me.” I shake my head and chuckle. “Loves the hell out of me. I’m sure I scare the shit out of him. Based on the questions he’s asking. I feel bad about it. I don’t want to scare him off. I can’t do that. Shit! Thanks to my family, he’s even more curious about things. Too soon for me. But he’s gentle about it. I’m not ready to tell him yet. It’s too early. I need more time. I could really… Oh my God…I could scare him away and I—”

	“You think so, huh?”

	I shriek as I look up at Hawke standing outside the screen door. Terror shoots through me. What has he heard?

	“You scared the shit out of me!” I slam my laptop closed. “Are you eavesdropping?”

	“Yes, I am, and let me tell you something. The middle of the night is not for worrying if you scare the shit out of me. Which, by the way, you do not. I told you. We’ll figure us out.” 

	The screen door creaks as he opens it then closes behind him in a quiet thud. His foot catches it before the slap of wood meeting wood. He strolls over to me—naked. I’m not sure how it happened, but he’s managed to get even sexier since I was out there lying next to him. Sexy grows on him by the second. 

	He stands in front of me. A cocky smirk falls across his face as he grips himself. His thumb slides through the bead of liquid resting at the tip of his erection. My mouth waters as he works his hand up and down his veined, hard length.

	“Now, what’s it gonna be? Nighttime is for playing, touching, and other like things. A world apart from worrying.” He grins. “You want me to tuck you in? Or fuck you in?” A deep chuckle that’s filled with all sorts of meaning rolls out of him. 

	Sexy, we-have-all-night-and-we’re-going-to-use-every-damn-minute-of-it meaning.

	 “I want you again,” he says, stepping closer. 

	I drop my head back and look up at him towering over me. He’s magnificent. 

	“Want you. Breathless.”

	Please let this be my reality for the rest of my life, I pray to my nonexistent God. I stare past him to the ceiling, thinking a star might fall through it right this very second. Then I chuckle as I drop to my knees, my mouth open, and mutter silently, If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.

	“What’re you chuckling about?” Hawke says as I cup his fleshy balls in my hands. “You think it’s going to taste like chicken?”

	I snort out a laugh. How will I ever give him a blow job again without thinking that?

	“No, frog legs.” I grab his thick root and lick a path up to his crown. Then I circle it with my tongue.

	“Sloan,” he groans out, dropping his head back as I take him into my throat. 

	I might put myself in the category of smallest gag reflex ever. Too bad I can’t breathe through my ears. 

	“New skill set?” he says as he grabs the back of my head. His dark curls falling across his forehead.

	I like this too much. All of it. My nerves stand on edge with the powerful feeling I have, knowing I can make him feel this way, and the delectable act of doing it.

	“Am I making you feel good?” 

	“I already told you, only you could make me feel this way, only you ever have.”

	Did I say powerful? Well, what I meant to say is, I feel like a goddess. A phoenix force. I stop thinking at all, and I love him up. I’m sure he’s not thinking anymore, either. But he’s feeling, and to hear him growl like an animal as I bring him to orgasm, well… That has me feeling too. Feeling good. Real good.

	Hawke picks me up, swooping one hand under my arms, the other beneath my knees in a bride-over-the-threshold move. I love how I feel in his arms. Protected.

	“You still film everything?” He walks us into my bedroom and lays me on the bed.

	“Yeah. I like seeing the world through a lens. I’ve made a lot of films I’d like to show you. Docus and stuff. I guess we’re both filmmakers. How about that.”

	“How about that. I always liked seeing the world through your eyes.”

	I roll onto my side and light three candles, adding a bit more oomph to the moonlight streaking through the window.

	“I’m gonna watch your films next week, okay?” He kisses my forehead. “I want to see what your creative mind has been up to all these years.”

	I swallow my panic down. “I’d like that.”

	He rolls away from me as the words leave my lips.

	“Where are you going?” I ask as he throws his legs off the side of the bed and jumps up.

	“I’m gonna run next door—I have something I want to give you.”

	“Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Damn right you’re not. And don’t fall asleep.” He walks backward out of the bedroom. Oh brother, he sure is comfortable naked. 

	 I guess that bodes well for me. I picture myself following him as if I’m filming his every move. Following him like I did during most of my youth.

	My childhood was me walking around with my face glued against a video camera viewfinder. The original GoPro. Unfortunately for the rest of my family, everything they did was documented. Our home was filled with boys twenty-four seven, on average six or eight of them. I knew early on I was the enemy—my filming of everything those boys did got them in more trouble than they cared for. Luckily for them, my folks weren’t the grounding types. The boys did end up having to shovel a hell of a lot of cow shit for the trouble though. And I filmed all of that as well. Them cussing, shoveling, pissing on the manure pile. Them getting in even more trouble because of it. 

	I wasn’t so much a tattletale, just a documenter who liked to share my findings. Watching them piss was what got me thinking about Hawke as more than just another boy. His beautiful body, though young, was always strong and breathtaking to watch. No matter what he was doing, Hawke made it seem like an art form. His shirt always seemed to be off, and he was constantly sweaty. His body evolved from a boy’s to a man’s right before my eyes. All of him changing. 

	His penis became the object of my affection, obsession, and fascination. I didn’t think much of it early on, as I saw plenty of penises, being the only sister of four boys. Mostly, I didn’t like penises. Nasty things that were always spraying me. One-eyed vomit rods. That’s what Coco, Quinn, and I called penises. We’d heard that unique term on a late-night talk show and it stuck.

	Then puberty hit me. That and a shit-ton of feelings for Hawke. My hands were sliding under the sheets most nights with one boy on my mind. My brothers saw all of my girly emotions come about, and suddenly, I was on the other side of the lens. Boy, did they take advantage of that. I’d find notes tucked everywhere. Beastly notes that were repulsive and embarrassing. Boys were filthy, dirty beasts as far as I was concerned. Notes were in my tampon box, my underwear drawer, my jewelry box, and even taped onto my Chapstick tubes. I began to wonder if Hawke was the author.

	Will you speed-jerk my meat for ten bucks?

	Any fuzz growing on the curtains?

	Want to touch my meter-long King Kong dong?

	Things changed when Mama found the speed-jerk note in my jeans pocket while she was doing laundry. She had a little sit-down with the boys and me. Naturally, I filmed it. Hawke’s face was quite possibly the single greatest image I have documented in my library of films. When Mama read the note out loud then asked who wrote it, I zoomed in on his face. It was scarlet. His saucer-like eyes were darting this way and that. My brothers giggled like a bunch of girls until Fletch admitted to writing it. I’ll confess I was sorely disappointed that Hawke hadn’t written it.

	That’s when I identified what a filthy mind I had.

	The very next day, the notes changed. Suddenly they were typed, and Hawke’s fingertips were marked in black ink stains. 

	Care to join me for a dirty handshake?

	That was the first note. It was folded up and shoved inside the battery compartment of my alarm clock, which happened to not be working the day I found the note—along with my batteries in the wastebasket. The second note made soda come out of my nose when I found it. Quinn and Coco were sleeping over on that particular Friday night. It was taped on the thick, long, silver rod of my curling iron.

	Just in case you were wondering, my Jurassic pork is bigger than this.

	It became a daily hunt for me. Better than candy-filled Easter eggs. Every typed note was filthy-dirty, and I adored him for it. My crush soared. I pictured him cracking himself up while typing then cutting them into little squares as he tried to think of where he’d put them. I have all of them to this very day, each one mounted in a tiny, black frame on white archival paper. There might be one hundred or so. They will all be hung in my new bathroom. More than likely with his help.

	After a while, the notes started becoming more of a tease. And I wanted to start answering them. So I did. I filmed myself reading the note then giving him an answer. I’d make a copy of the film then place it in an envelope in his mailbox and wait anxiously. Little did I know there was a name for what we were doing.

	He’d ask, What makes you wet?

	I answered, You mean like sweating under my arms, right? How was I so naïve?

	Then I found another note taped into the crotch of my white, cotton panties. What’s your bra size? Would you let me touch them? 

	Just the idea of him riffling through my panty drawer made me wild for him. I begged my mom that very night to let me go online and buy some Victoria’s Secret panties and bras. I answered him the day they arrived. I stood like the naughty kitten I was in my hot-pink 32A bra and panties, filming myself in the mirror.

	I’d like you to kiss me first. Maybe, if you French me, I’ll let you touch my bra, the outside only. If you’d like to German or Italian me, that might be okay too. The empty silo near the cattle barn on the north end, six o’clock, Tuesday night. Be there.

	I thought I was so sophisticated, telling him he could French, German, or Italian me. What in God’s name was I thinking? The only thing I’d ever made out with was the crook of my elbow. He was all boy and sweat and nerves wrapped in a filthy-mouthed, hot, jeans-clad, gray-T-shirt-wearing ball of fire. 

	I avoided seeing him that entire day. I sat in my room, reading Seventeen magazine while my belly fluttered as I looked for any tips on how to be a good kisser. Not many of the European countries were covered in that magazine, only Frenching. I remember thinking that we Americans had a long way to go in regards to kissing. That night, I rode my black mare, Sister, like we were being chased by lions to get to the silo first. I shoved a handful of Buttermints into my mouth, still chewing them as I opened the rusty silo door. He was already there, and I was ten minutes early. 

	It seems like yesterday. And that kiss seemed like a fairy tale. I can still, to this day, hear his words, mostly because I filmed it, so I’ve watched our first kiss maybe a hundred times.

	“You’ve gotta dirty mouth,” I said the second I saw him standing there in the middle of the silo with a single beam of summer sunlight streaming over him from above. 

	My God, he was handsome. That cocky smirk on his face.

	 “Not too dirty to kiss though, huh, Cricket?” He reached his hand out. 

	I took it. Then he walked backward until he was leaning against the wall and I was two seconds from his lips. He smelled like mint and sweat. 

	“You want my tongue?” 

	 “Yeah, I want that,” I said, not knowing what I’d do with it once it was in my mouth, but I knew I wanted my first kiss to be a zinger. And that meant tongue was part of the deal. European tongue. I pulled my small video camera from my bag, attached it to my tiny tripod, and set it on the ground.

	“You serious?” He was chuckling. 

	I blushed all over. “You’re not?” 

	He knew damn well I’d be filming.

	“We’re gonna have to lie down, then,” he said. 

	 “Were we gonna stand?”

	He cracked up then went down on his side. “C’mere,” he said, holding his hand out. I remember my hand shaking and the way I almost puked in my mouth. But I knew I was doing it. I was going to kiss Hawke Slater for the very first time, with tongue, at thirteen years old. What I didn’t know was what the kiss would lead to and how it would forever change me. 

	For the rest of my life.
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	 Sloan gazes off into some distant land, her fingers working knitting needles skillfully as a pattern of yarn falls from the underside of her hands. “Remember our first kiss?” she says softly, the beginnings of a smile on her lips.

	 “Of course I do. Is that what you were just thinking of?”

	“Yeah. Well, that and all of those dirty little notes you typed and hid everywhere.”

	I nestle close to her, chuckling at the thought.

	“I still have those filthy notes,” she adds.

	“Might need to check the ink in my Underwood. I’m pretty sure my dirty mind could crank out more than a few notes to startle your senses.”

	“Is that what you call it these days? Underwood?” She cracks up, waggling her eyebrows my way.

	“Still a perv. Good girl. Put your knitting down.”

	I finger our ring in my hand as Sloan rolls onto her side, resting the yarn and the needles on the nightstand next to a small grouping of candles.

	“Give me your hand, darlin’.”

	A perverted smirk curls on her lips. “What are you doing?”

	“You remember this?”

	Her voice cracks with emotion when she whispers, “You still have it?” She flips the gold band over in her fingers, examining it from every angle. Then she slides it onto each finger until it fits one.

	“Of course I still have it. Doesn’t fit me anymore. I’ve added two dates since you left, and I want you to have it.”

	“You’re giving it back to me? That feels weird,” she says as she kicks a heap of covers to the floor.

	“Why? It’s ours. Our memories—why would it matter if I wear it or you do?”

	Her hand cups my jaw. “You’re not saying anything by giving it back to me, are you?”

	“Of course I am.” I kiss her mouth. “A beginning. Look at the dates.”

	She pulls the ring off her finger and scoots on her bottom while grabbing a votive from the nightstand. I take the candle as she leans in toward the flickering light. With the ring in her fingertips, she reads each of the dates aloud. The first time we had sex, the date she left me, and today’s date. The day she came back into my life. I had it inscribed after the McQueen brothers told me she was moving home. It was going to land either on one of her fingers or in the sludgy bottom of the lake. 

	My nerve endings tingle as a world of sentiment floats onto her face. Then she crumbles into a tear-filled smile. After setting the candle down, I hold her. Her hands land on my face, and she smothers my lips with wet, salty kisses. 

	Sloan and I have always been two people who assign meaning to moments. It’s one of the things I noticed about her early on. Some things never change.

	When she pulls away from me, her smile reveals even more. It’s magical and irresistible, not to mention how it snags a chunk of my heart. Who knew she didn’t already have all of it? Certainly not me.

	“You’re really lovely. Thank you. This is…” She shakes her head while looking at the ring. Then she holds up the porcelain underside of her arm. 

	A miniscule line of numbers is tattooed in a row that starts at her pale wrist bone, ending halfway to her elbow. I noticed it on the raft, and wondered if she was going to say anything about it. Questioned what sort of meaning this line of numbers had held.

	“What’ve we here?” I study the numbers, separated by dots, underscores, and dashes, some of which I can pin events to. 

	Others leave me wondering. Another piece she’ll reveal. When? What are the open spaces? And will they include me?

	“Things that matter,” she tells me.

	My finger traces over them as she watches my face. “A hell of a lot, I would imagine, if you got them inked.”

	“You could say that.” She nods. “And then some.”

	“Care to share?”

	She folds her arms across her breasts, one pink nipple peeking out between them. “Just did.”

	“I meant share the importance behind them, little mystery keeper.”

	Sloan shakes her head while biting down on a smirk. “Let’s just start here.”

	“Fair enough.” I wrap my arms around her waist. “You okay that I gave you the ring? You understand, right?” 

	An errant piece of hair falls across her face, and she blows it out of the way, puffing her bottom lip out. I claim that wet lip with my tongue. She meets me with hers in a sweet kiss that feels bursting with meaning.

	“More than you think I do.”

	“I know tonight’s our first night back together and we have a lot to uncover. I hope you know I’ll give all of me to you. I’m all yours, free and clear.”

	She rolls her eyes and mutters, “Nothing in life is free.”

	“That’s a load of crap and you know it.”

	“How so?” she says, planting a hand on her hip.

	I take her chin in my hand to steer her mouth back toward mine. “Kisses are free.”

	“Everything comes with a price—even kisses.” She falls onto her back then swallows an obvious chord of laughter.

	I drag my fingers over her lips, wetting them in her mouth then taking them to her nipples. “Bullshit. Meandering fingers are free.” 

	She arches into my touch. 

	“Your response to my touch is free. And sexy.” 

	She giggles as I tickle her ribs. 

	“Looking at you is free, even though it feels like a million dollars to have you naked next to me.”

	She tries to frown through a smile. “Only a million?” Her smile widens. “I think free comes with a very high price tag.”

	I slide her thighs open then roll my body onto hers, settling between her legs. “How high?”

	“Unconditional.” She comes back with a jab. “And that’s an awfully high price tag.”

	“That big?”

	“Big, I told you.” Her hand wraps around my erection as I rub against her. “Big like you.”

	“And free…” I mark her with a trail of hickeys between her breasts.

	“Stop acting like you know everything about everything.”

	“Oh, I know very little. Remember, Cricket, I’ve been here the whole damn time, at least physically.”

	“I really did a number on you, didn’t I?” Her swallow is loud and telling.

	“Not just a number, a whole mathematical equation.”

	“I’m sorry. What can I do to make it up to you?” She thrusts her hips against mine and lets out a long, desirous moan. “There must be something I can do?”

	“Be mine. Let me lie naked next to you every night for the rest of my life, my skin against yours, endless, long nights. Let me wear your scent on my fingers and my lips. Let me fall asleep with you, wake up next to you. Tell me your secrets. Tell me how I can heal you. Be my best friend, my lover. Tell me why you’re crying and what makes you smile. Give me your heart—all of it. Can you do that for me?”

	“I want to give you everything, but I… Listen, it’s not that…” She pauses. There must be an ocean full of words swimming through her brain, by the looks of it. “I have the potential to be everything you may never want. Be careful which doors you really want me to open.”

	“Someone’s very deep these days. One of us. The other one, namely me, would like to get deep, and I’m not talking philosophically. I’m speaking physically. Inside you.”

	“I don’t want you to think I’m playing you with mind games, like I said earlier.”

	“Good. Then don’t.” I nudge myself in the tiniest bit. 

	She answers me with a wet, warm welcome. 

	“You ready for some deep?”

	Sloan. She’s slow waves crashing all around me, and I’m just hoping to hell I’m shore enough to capture all of her.
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	I wake up at sunrise to roosters crowing and a foggy morning filled with the earthy smell of lake permeating my senses. A hint of manure rounds out the countryside nasal bomb of the ranch. The lazy smile on my face grows as I roll over to see tall, dark, and delicious next to me. 

	Here we are, all these years later, and this is the man I’m waking up with. His body lies stretched out in a magazine-worthy pose. Every bit of him belted with muscles, which makes me wonder if there’s room on his body for any more. The wrinkled white sheet wraps around one of his calves then slides between his thighs until it meets and barely covers his hips. If I were hosting a semi-nude drawing class and he was my model, I’m not sure I could have put him in a more appealing position. 

	I slide my fingers under the sheet, hoping to feel him grow in my hand. He’s warm velvet in my palm, with a masculine dusting of hair tracing a line up his abdomen. I raise the sheet for a better view. Why miss an inch? 

	He slowly grows while he stirs, and what a beautiful thing it is. Thing? God, is that what I’m calling it? More like obsession. Yes. Thing is a good word for objects in and around the house. Not for Hawke’s gorgeous erection.

	“Jesus. Is this what I have to look forward to? Can you put your house on the market and move in with me?” He groans out a lovely, deep noise that has me climbing on top of him.

	“That might be premature, don’t you think?”

	“The only thing that’s going to be premature is my ejaculation by the way you’re fondling me. Cricket…that’s so… fuck…” His chest bridges off the bed as he grabs my waist. “Wait. Stop. I can’t yet…”

	Call me a bad listener, but he’s maybe two seconds away from his orgasm, and really, watching him like this, on the edge, so turned on by my hand alone. Why would I stop?

	“You…You’re taking me…” Hawke mutters, falling back on the bed in defeat. He reaches behind his head and grabs the iron headboard. His stomach rolls into hard bands as his arms flex while he growls. 

	Hawke Slater is a porn star. The videos are nice, sure. But this, being in on the action and playing producer, director, and leading lady? I could get real used to this situation. Us. How will we do this? He growls out a guttural noise as he comes, making my insides twist.

	“And cut. Lovely. I’ll be sure to call your agent and let her know what an excellent performance you gave today. Maybe I’ll consider having you back again as well.” I belly-laugh so hard I fall like a drunk onto his sticky torso.

	“I’m glad you enjoyed that as much as I did.” He chuckles. “Maybe even more? No, you couldn’t have enjoyed it more. Last hand job I got was probably from you.”

	“In the tree house?”

	 “I could’ve sworn it was out in the hayloft. One of those sweltering summer days when you’d drag me up there to make out and your hands would get the best of you. And me. You were a frisky little thing back then.”

	Hawke chuckles then asks, “Want to go into town for breakfast?”

	“Hell yeah. I need some very black joe with my morning sugar.” I smack my lips, thinking about it as he yawns. 

	“How about we go get you some banana-blueberry-pecan pancakes. Those still your favorite?”

	“How the hell can you remember that?”

	“You’re etched all over inside me—pancakes are easy. I even remember when you lost your big toenail after your old cow, Diesel, stepped on you and you painted your skin with nail polish anyways.”

	“Do you remember what color, smarty pants?” I swing my legs over the side of the bed and stretch.

	“Hot pink,” he answers, biting my neck. 

	I jump up, squealing. Then I grab a T-shirt that’s peeking out from under the bed and throw it on. “You told me you wanted it to match your nipples. Which made me laugh, as they are not hot pink.” I flash him my breasts as he laughs at me. “What am I going to do with you?”

	“I have all kinds of ideas about that, but for now…you get ready and I’ll head over to my cabin to shower. Then I’ll take you into town.”

	“It’s a plan. Give me about fifteen so I can feed the little one then shower, okay?”

	“Take your time. And that goes for everything,” he says as he gives me a wink and rolls out of my bed. Everything. 

	After feeding and playing with the duckling, I jump into the shower—hesitantly, I’ll admit. The same way I felt all those years ago when it was our last night together, for what I wondered then might be forever. I didn’t want to wash any of him off me. Not his scent or the feel of him. That night—agh! I nearly drowned in my tears. 

	It wasn’t my idea to cut things off the way I did. It was my parents’. I just went along with the plan, pretended I was okay with all of it. I figured that, somewhere along the line, I’d be able to reconnect with him. Then everything happened in all the wrong ways. It’s a long story that starts badly and only gets worse. That’s why it may take forever to tell him. He’ll find out eventually, and hopefully, when he does, he’ll understand more of who I am. Maybe he’ll be the one who’ll help me become more. I pray not less.
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	Fletcher texts me once I’m back in my cabin asking if Sloan and I would want to meet him and Coco for breakfast. I shoot Sloan a text and realize I’ve never sent her one before. Maybe we’ll graduate from my dirty typewriter notes to this. She sends me back an Emoji-filled “yes” ten minutes later.

	Post-shower I think of how Sloan woke me up. Seems impossible that she’s home one day and I’m flipped upside down. One day and a decade where she lived in my mind, feeling as real as anything. I tried to make her leave when she left, as odd as that sounds. Tried to push her from my thoughts. My mind was having no part of that, and my heart had quite a bit to say as well.

	I’ve pictured us like this, the way we are now. I’ve pictured all sorts of things about us and how they might happen. 

	When I walk into Sloan’s cabin, I find her with Fletch and Coco. “Shouldn’t you be off getting your hair done into some fancy thing that’ll be sport for Fletch to mess up later when he deflowers you?” I ask, giving Coco a peck on the cheek. 

	She swats me and laughs. “Fletch wishes he were popping my cherry tonight—don’t you, sweetheart?”

	“Oh, honey, the cattle barn all those years ago,” Fletch says, sporting a boyish grin, cracking us up. “You in that plaid tube top, short shorts. That’s a memory I wouldn’t give away for anything. Not even a re-virginized woman.”

	Sloan makes a vomit sign with a finger down her throat. “And if you share any more details, dear brother, it’ll be too much.”

	I ease over to Sloan as Fletch and Coco play with the duckling. “Hey, you gorgeous thing.” 

	She smiles up at me and dumps her purse out onto the table. I give her a kiss and inhale her sweet, fresh scent.

	“You smell good,” I whisper in her ear. “And I know you smell like that everywhere, don’t you?” 

	“You mean between my toes?” 

	 “Yeah, something like that.” I waggle my eyebrows while I pull her dress away from her breasts, gifting myself a peek. Nothing—not one stitch of lacy anything. Just her unblemished pale skin dotted with pink, perky nipples, her soft, womanly belly, and strip of pubic hair leading to my instant hard-on.

	“Get enough of a look?” She giggles, pushing me back a step. 

	“Never.”

	Coco clears her throat, eyeing us with a knowing smile. “You want us to leave you two alone?”

	“Don’t worry about us—we know how to slip through a crowd,” Sloan says, a sure smile growing on her face. Her gaze comes back to me as she rolls a cherry-colored lip gloss on, making her already full mouth more pronounced against her freckled skin.

	All I see are those lips closing around my dick. She can obviously tell based on the smile she throws my way as she puts the cap back on the tube of gloss. Her thick sweep of lashes dips across her eyes in a tease as she zeros in on my groin. I’ve all but molested her in front of her brother and best friend. Excellent.

	“You’re not that stealthy. You two were the talk of the party last night after you left. Or ‘snuck away.’” Coco air quotes. “It would have been less obvious if Fletch and I had left.” She snickers.

	Sloan’s mouth drops open. “Us?” Color floods her cheeks.

	 “Sloan, for fuck’s sake.” Coco rolls her eyes then motions her hands at me. “Cover your ears for a sec.”

	“What?” Sloan says, twisting her head in question.

	“You do understand who he is, don’t you? Have you guys…you know? She knows, doesn’t she?” Coco has a moment of panic and she slams her hands over her mouth while her eyes shift between me and Sloan.

	I give her my best deadpan. “No, she doesn’t. But thanks for ruining it.” Shoving my fingers through my hair, I say, “Guess I’ll tell her now.” 

	 “Cricket, it’s time you know the truth. I’m a politician, and I—”

	“Oh, fuck you both,” Coco blurts out as Sloan doubles over laughing.

	 “Well, good. Since you know what Mr. Fancy Pants does for a living, you must also know every woman at the party last night and every woman today will be drooling all over him. Let’s face it. They’ve all been to your website. Most of them would give their left tit to star in one of those naughty films with you.”

	I laugh hard. So does Fletch as he gives me a sideways glance, then one to Coco. 

	“Coco, have you seen Hawke in action?” Sloan asks, a billboard-sized grin on her face. 

	Coco’s face turns five shades of crimson.

	“Tell them the truth, sweetheart.” Fletch swings an arm over Coco’s shoulders and rocks from his heels to his toes.

	“Fine. Yes, I have.” 

	“Coco, it’s nothing to be embarrassed about. You know, that you’ve ogled my lover.” Maybe my career choice won’t ruin our chance of a normal relationship. Normal…

	“Oh, for God’s sake, how did this conversation get turned on to me? Can we go have breakfast already?” Coco huffs, marching toward the screen door. “What I meant was, everyone knew what you two were up to when you left.” She holds the door open, shaking her finger at me then at Sloan.

	“And?” Sloan says, smirking.

	“And I don’t know. And, well, good for you that you are. Whatever. I just wanted you to know he’s a porn superstar. I’m pretty sure, if Channing Tatum showed up, he’d get less attention.”

	“Maybe equal,” I add in and nod back to Coco. “And, for the record”—I stop to let Sloan and Fletch pass me by so I can zero in on Coco for sport—“I’m glad you like watching.” I whisper, “You’re welcome to join Cricket on set any time.”

	“Oh, Jesus, Sloan. Are you seriously going to join him on set? You know I love you, Hawke. I just don’t know if I need to be that close to your…any of it!”

	“Not to be in the films!” Sloan winks at me. “Maybe to see, I don’t know yet. I’m still dealing with how I feel about all of it.”

	“Aren’t you seeing enough if you guys are banging? It has to be an eyeful up close.” Coco chuckles, shooting me big, big eyes.

	“And a mouthful,” Sloan says, slapping her leg.

	“And that would be more than I needed to hear—my sister sucking off my best friend. Thanks for the memories on my wedding day, guys. That’s just… It’s a lot to choke down,” Fletch says.

	Sloan mutters under her breath, “You have no idea.”
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	“You want to split the huevos rancheros and the pancakes?” Sloan asks while eyeing the menu.

	“Like the good ole days. Sure.”

	“Has Sloan filled you in on the films she’s been shooting?” Fletch says. “Maybe you two could come up with something to work on together.”

	“I haven’t seen any of them yet, and we’ve barely talked about them, but I like the way you’re thinking.”

	“Barely talked about them because you can’t keep your dick in your pants since she landed on American soil?” 

	“Says Little Miss Coy. Welcome back, Coco. I was nervous for a second that you were losing your cool, getting all flustered before when you were talking about me.”

	She flips me off as Sloan reaches across my body to receive her coffee from the waitress. “I like the idea of working with you on something,” she says as she proceeds to dump five sugars into her cup. 

	 “You do? Now you’re talking. We could do an amazing film together.” I nudge her with my shoulder.

	“Something else amazing,” she says, running her tongue over her lips. Confirming this is going to be a day full of hard-ons. 

	Coco shakes her head, muttering under her breath something about us and Vegas. “Are you two for real? Elope already. We are not deaf over here.” She dumps the same amount of sugar into her coffee as Sloan did.

	“Here’s a thought,” Fletch says then pauses a beat too long, maybe reconsidering what he was about to say. But a playful grin shows up, surprising me along with his idea, which is just as unexpected. “How about a film on the porn industry? Well, namely, a film about Hawke.” He clears his throat. “And, before you say no, just listen for a second. I’ve been thinking about this idea for a while.”

	I glance at Sloan. She’s nodding as she tilts her head toward me then drags her gaze up and down my body. I can’t say I don’t like it—the eyeing up or the film idea.

	“Hawke’s just a normal guy, best friend to all of us. To the rest of the world—which doesn’t know him—he’s a big-deal porn star producer with a schlong he could wrap around his waist. The idea of him being the guy next door is a great story, don’t you think?”

	“That’s quite a description there. Ah, Fletch,” Sloan says, beaming. “I like this idea. I’ve been toying around with some thoughts for my next project, but this has huge potential, no pun intended. Plus it might help me with some of my worries about you. Mr. Fuck All Day.” She pats me on the arm and cracks a smile. “The Porn Star Next Door sort of a thing. It’s the question I’m guessing you must get asked a gazillion times a year: How did a nice, normal guy like you end up doing something like that?”

	“The only people who don’t question me are the Bible thumpers,” I say with a straight face as I sit tall. “They get me. I’m their people.”

	Sloan blows a mouthful of coffee into her napkin. “You’re demented. I love you for it.” She snuggles next to me, wrapping her arm around my waist. “What do you think of this idea?”

	“I think your brother is brilliant.” Fletch pats himself on the back. “I like it. Question is: Are you going to be cool with the eyeful you’ll get filming? Or do you see it being more of a PG-version like they did to that Fifty Shades? We all know what women were hoping for in that movie. Skin.”

	Our waitress serves us as we’re talking, and she throws in a, “You got that right. Those Hollywood folks have no problem blowing heads off in action movies, but heck if they’ll show head getting blown in a chick flick!”

	 Coco and Sloan simultaneously snort out a bellowing laugh.

	 “No, I couldn’t do a dumbed-down version of anything,” Sloan says, stealing a bite off my plate. “It’s why I’m an indie filmmaker. What can I say? The world beyond Sundance is not ready for my vision. I’ll need to be crawling all over those sets. And you.”

	“Mmm, sounds too good to be true. Fletch, what do I owe you? My first kid?”

	Sloan coughs into the crook of her arm. I pat her back as she looks at Fletch then at Coco, avoiding my gaze a bit too obviously.

	“Um, I’ll be… Be right back.” She blasts her chair out, knocking it over. 

	I reach out as it hits the floor. 

	“Gotta pee,” she mutters.

	“You all right?” I say, grabbing her hand as she passes by me. “You look like you’re gonna throw up.”

	She nods with no eye contact.

	“I’ll go with her.” Coco scrambles out of her chair, her eyebrows creased.

	“What the hell was that?”

	Fletch focuses on buttering his pancakes.

	“Fletch?”

	“No idea,” he says before stuffing a giant bite of pancakes into his mouth.

	“Did I say something?” I whip a grape at his face. “Level with me, man. What did I say?”

	“I’m not throwing my sister under the bus.”

	“So, apparently, I did say something.”

	“Christ, Hawke, drop it. Believe me.”

	“Okay, I’ll drop it. Not that I know what I’m dropping.”

	As the girls saunter back from the bathroom, a crack of thunder has everyone in the restaurant ducking and the lights blanking out for ten seconds or so. Sloan stops in her tracks, looks at me with an expression I can’t pin a damn thing to, then turns on her heel and marches out the front door.

	Coco plunks down next to Fletch.

	“Nice, that was nice,” she says, shaking her head as her eyes fill with tears. 

	“Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on here?” I look at her and then at Fletcher as my heart gallops.

	“Apparently, all hell is breaking loose,” she says, wrapping her hands around her mug as tears slide down her face. “Today.”
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	Bittersweet. It’s the only word I find in my mess of a mind as I bolt out into the rain and trudge down the road. As my tennis shoes soak up puddles, a truck slows down next to me. 

	“You need me to rescue you from something, or are you just gonna drown in it all on your own?” Hawke drives alongside me, his voice swelling with doubt. “You’re right next to me and you feel an ocean away.”

	I’m hollow inside. And I hope he can’t see my tears. Maybe they’ll blend in with rain, the way I wish my past would blend into my future.

	“Get in the truck,” he says, slamming a hand onto the dash. 

	I keep walking. 

	Maybe the rain’ll wash me clean. Maybe it’ll take all of my guilt and anger with it. I don’t think it’ll touch my hurt though. That’s too deep for the rain to cleanse. I’m pretty sure there isn’t a thing in the world that’ll do that, not even a wire scrub brush. Well, that’s not true. One thing would. But I don’t believe in miracles. I’ve asked, but haven’t received many.

	“You’re more stubborn than ever, girl. What are you so tortured about?” 

	I glance over at him, then away. He’s not smiling as he gazes at me. If looks could kill. Or at least say fuck you. 

	I want to say something, but I don’t know what. I’m not prepared for this so soon. My brain is whispering all sorts of things to me. But each whisper falls inside a bubble, which is surrounded by another bubble. There’s silence between each of them, and there’s no way he could hear any of it. I am officially the Russian nesting dolls that sat on my dresser when I was a kid. I chuckle out of nowhere, remembering that Hawke put a dirty, typed note inside them once.

	“I adore the pants off you, dammit,” he says in a ticked-off response. 

	I look over at him again. His half-lidded eyes are a mix of anger and hurt wrapped in a blanket of good looks. 

	“Talk to me, or get in the damn truck. Hell, cry or yell at me or I don’t fucking know. I don’t know how the hell to help you if you won’t let me in.” He punches the seat, making me jump a little. “You’re killing me here. You and your whole goddamned family have something between you all that seems it should be ours. I’m the one in the dark. I’m in love with everything about you—always have been. I don’t care what it is you’re not telling me. I will love you regardless. Did you commit a crime, or were you married? Or what the hell? Do you have a kid with some guy overseas? What is it you aren’t telling me? I deserve something here! A fucking… I deserve…”

	He slams on the brakes, throws the truck into park, and leans over the steering wheel. I stop walking as my stomach somersaults. 

	I’m such a jerk. This beautiful man, who I ripped apart once is hurt again. His back heaves, and I realize I’m more than a jerk. I’m torturing him. So, what’s worse? Torturing him with silence or torturing him with the truth? Both are going to hurt like hell; both could force him to leave me. Two evils don’t add up to much more than misery.

	“You… I fucking deserve to…” He groans onto the steering wheel. 

	I lean into the window and stare at him until he looks up. I’m frozen with worry. His eyes are crazed with red lines, the emerald of them fluorescent and flooded. I’ve only seen him cry like this one other time: The night I told him I was leaving for Europe. I wonder if he feels like that’s what I’m doing all over again. Leaving him. 

	Spit flies from his mouth as he yells, “I get all of you! You left me! And, now, I deserve to get, goddammit, all of you! Don’t you dare not give me all of you! All fucking…of you!”

	Sharp needles of rain pelt my skin as I tip my face to the sky. Maybe it’s trying to crack me open. The rain and Hawke, working in unison. Mother Nature and a force of nature. Sometimes, it’s the words we don’t say that tell the real story.

	“How about we play a game of go fuck yourself? I’m a gentleman, you go first.”
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	His truck taillights disappear in a swirl of steam that smells of earthworms and gasoline. It makes me pause for a second and wonder where this day will go from here. Then I keep on walking. It’s only a few miles from town to the ranch. A few miles—then the never-ending driveway. 

	I feel like I’m picking fly shit out of pepper, trying to determine what, if anything, I should tell him. Toxic guilt fills my gut, and it’s not something I want leaking out of me and poisoning him with. I’m already too bought in to leave him again, and truthfully, that might kill both of us if I did. 

	One thing I know for certain: I can’t deal with another death.
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	The sweet scent of clementines swirls with the rain like a cleansing—something I need desperately as I rack my brain, trying to figure Sloan out. I roam the orchard floor at the ranch, wandering up and down rows until I find our spot, the exact tree. I rest my palm over the row of six X’s Sloan and I had carved into the tree more than a decade ago, wondering if any more X’s will be carved into the aging bark again. Every time we had sex out here—including the first time, when she was a virgin—we carved an X.

	I have her back, and unfortunately, it seems all I’m going to get is part of her. Why she won’t give me all of her is beyond me. Whatever it is, it’s hurting her. If she wants me, she’ll find me here. She always did; she can’t have changed that much.
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	“You’re a very whole person. You’ve become such an incredible man. I knew you would. I just didn’t know if I’d get to know the man you’ve become.”

	I spin toward her voice. She’s a beautiful mess. Her vivid dress is pasted onto her body. I wonder if she’s been chewing her blood-red lips like she does when she gets nervous.

	“I’m actually not whole,” I say. “I’ve been waiting ten years to feel whole.”

	She comes to stand a few feet from me, keeping a distance that has me wondering if she’ll share anything at all.

	I add, “I won’t be until I can claim all of you.”

	Sloan wrings her hands. “You know what fear does?” she whispers to the ground before she lifts her head a fragment to gaze at me. Her eyes are tired and filled with years of something I know nothing about.

	“It pushes you away,” I answer. “You know what love does?” I ask, not willing to wait for her answer. “It brings you back.” I take a step toward her. 

	She takes one back. That small step starts a tornado inside me. Maybe in her too.

	“What does guilt do?” she asks, looking down again.

	“It asks questions.” I take a step toward her for a second time, tipping her chin up. 

	She stays put. Progress, I think. 

	“Then it answers them.”

	“Could you hold my hand while we talk?”

	What’s under her skin? How deep is this thing I know nothing about? Is it some sort of sin, and am I hidden inside of it too?

	I take her hands and clench them in mine. She offers me a frail smile in return, carving another line in my heart. It’s a smile that, although weak, scared, and haunted-looking, holds answers of all shapes and sizes. It says that she’s about to give me a little bit more.

	“Did I tell you I read all of your letters the night before I left Amsterdam to come home?” She swallows over a lump of something then huffs out a breath.

	“I’m glad to hear that. I wanted to reach you in any way I could. I tried.”

	“I love the way you see me. I’m so beautiful in your eyes, so…everything. I wonder if I still am.” She chokes on her words as her lips quiver and eyes fill. 

	Two blinks later, tears are washing down her face, hiding in the rain that’s already formed tiny streams. What exactly is hiding in those tears?

	“You’ll always be beautiful in my eyes.”

	“I’m so glad you don’t see me through my eyes, because sometimes, my eyes see a girl I don’t like, and I don’t think you’d like her, either.”

	“Why don’t you change the picture you’re seeing? Tell me what story you’d like to be in, and…” I walk one more step toward her. 

	She walks one back, letting my hands go. 

	“And please let me know if I’ll be there with you.”

	“I don’t think you’re going to like the taste of what I’m going to tell you. But I know you’re ready for me. A little more anyways.”

	“Why don’t you stop assuming you know everything about me and what I may or may not like? We’re not kids anymore.”

	“I’m not saying that. It’s just, we can’t reinvent our past.”

	I’m clearly not doing a good enough job connecting. Her body language is screaming back off. I don’t know how to connect with her anymore. It’s a skill I used to have, but somewhere along the line, I’ve lost my ability to reach her.

	“I’m well aware. So let’s try to find our future. I want you in mine—do you want the same thing?”

	“It’s not that simple.”

	I bring her chin up again so she’ll catch my gaze, see how much love I hold in my heart for her. “Actually, it is. You just need to get out of our way and let us happen.”

	She meanders away from me. I want to shake her. I want to pin her down and force her to see us. She tugs some fruits from a tree then whips them at the trunks. Each plump ball bursts open on impact. I’m pretty sure she’s about to leave again. I figure I have one, or two more chances at reaching her.

	“Cricket, what sort of reality are you living in that mind of yours? Looks to me like you’re trying to escape something. So, if it’s not me, then what is it? Or who is it?”

	She brings her hands to her face, then tips her head to the sky, screaming some kind of animal sound. She’s not crying, she’s yelling, and then she’s swearing. It’s a string of words that make no sense, but she’s evidently yelling at someone.

	“You…goddammit…left me like this. Fucking hell. Swimming in this! I’m sorry… It… Oh my God… The accident… I didn’t mean to hurt you…I didn’t mean…” She falls to her knees and pounds the ground, sobbing out the same words. All of them filled with pain, guilt—no question—and a boatload of other things.

	I kneel in front of her, my knees squishing into the muddy grass pressing against her goose bump-covered knees. “I’m guessing it was a guy…”

	Her face is wet with mud, and a few pieces of grass pasted on her cheeks resemble cut marks. I wipe her skin with my thumbs.

	“Did you love him?”

	She sobs. “Very much.”

	Her words pierce through me. 

	“Do you still?” I ask, praying to every molecule in the world that she’ll say no.

	Her eyes catch mine for an instant. “I would,” she says as her face crumbles. Her pain is beyond anything I can touch. “Would if I could.” She’s barely whispering, but I hear her. “If he were here, I would love him more than anyone.”
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	My heart can be a fickle bitch to deal with sometimes. One day, she’s open and letting the sun shine in. The next, she’s locked herself away and no one, not even I, can get to her. Most people, if they heard my story, would say I’ve earned that right. Most people might not have made it through what I did. Anyway, that’s what Oma says. Funny thing is, Oma doesn’t know the half of what I’ve gone through. No one does. My guilt has prevented it. The one person in the world who will need to hear the whole story from start to finish is Hawke. He deserves to know.

	We sit for a long while in silence. I can only imagine what this dear man must be thinking. How do I tell him? Where do I start?

	How, when he leaves me, will I survive?

	“What kind of message would you put in a bottle, knowing it would never be read but said something about you that you’ve never shared?” he asks.

	“That’s a sneaky question,” I say in challenge.

	“Fine. You caught me.” There’s a warm smile on his face. 

	And, for the life of me, I don’t know how, based on what I’ve just told him. Maybe he will love me through anything. 

	“How ’bout you tell me a secret,” he says as he helps me stand. “Then I’ll tell you one.” He walks us under the tree—our tree—positioning his back against the trunk and pulling me onto his lap. 

	We’re a wet mess of emotions, literally.

	“You have a secret?” I ask.

	“Yes, one,” he answers as his arms wrap around me. 

	“You first, then.”

	A smirk slides across his lips. “My secret is I want to know what yours is.” He chuckles.

	“You suck,” I answer, leaning into him.

	“That’s your secret? I suck?” Then he says, “You’re lost, aren’t you? Where?” His hands hold my face. “The past? The future? In us?”

	God. His question, it’s so fucking innocent. I cringe. “In forever. I’m lost in forever. Crazy, yeah?”

	“You don’t want to be lost in forever?” He wipes my cheeks with the bottom of his wet T-shirt as his eyes search my face.

	“No, I want to be found there, with you.” 

	We both smile. I’m getting closer to telling him something more. Enough, at least, to allow him to trust that I adore him. That he’s the one for me. He deserves something more, just as Daddy said.

	“Start spilling some ink, darlin’. Tell me what’s going on. You say you want me, but you still love another guy—still would if you could? ‘More than anyone’ were your exact words. Help me here. Another piece, I’m willing to work for answers. I’m really trying. I love you this much.”

	I let out an anxious breath. Where do I begin? How do I tell him half of a story he deserves to know the whole of? 

	“He was beautiful. Strong. Courageous.” That’s as far as I get. Then the dam of tears breaks loose and finds me again. 

	This is a hard story to tell, one I won’t for the life of me be able to tell without tears.

	“Hey, Cricket. I’m not going anywhere. Tell me about him. It’s okay.”

	If only I really could. Soon, I say silently. Soon, I’ll tell you all of it. Please wait for it.

	“He loved me so much. I think. He didn’t know what I’d done to him, that it was my fault. He wouldn’t have understood anyway. Couldn’t have understood. For seven years.” I swallow hard, unable to get many words out. My tears are a river I can’t stop without a structural change in my tear ducts.

	“That’s a long time. No wonder you loved him.”

	“He owned all of me.” As those words fall from my tongue, I gaze into Hawke’s eyes and see the pain I’m already causing him.

	 

	“All of you?” He looks away, his face holding nothing but hurt.

	“He was my baby,” I sob out, not believing that this is the first time I’m telling Hawke this story. “My son died when he was sev-en… He was seven.”

	Hawke grabs my face and gazes into my eyes. It’s all understanding—at least, as much as he’s capable of. 

	“Oh, Jesus. Sweetheart, you had a baby?”

	“Yeah, I did.” My head explodes in pain, following the path of my heart. 

	He wraps his arms around me and rocks us. He’s lovely. He asks me nothing else, and I’m so grateful for the silence. For no more questions. No more answers for me to figure out how to serve up. This is enough for now. 

	The rain stops, and many minutes go by until, finally, Hawke breaks the silence. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I kept bugging you. I thought you were in love with someone overseas. So selfish of me.” He whispers that last part. 

	And all I think is, So selfish of me.

	 “I’m sorry that’s where my head went,” he says. “I’ve wanted you so much that, I never considered it might be something else. A bigger-than-life kind of thing. A child. No wonder you’re working through some things. If you want to talk more, I’ll sit here with you as long as you need me to. Tell me what to do. I hate seeing you cry.”

	“Thanks. Um, I can’t.” My mouth is open with no words coming out. 

	He kisses me. Thank goodness he knows what to do. It’s soft and tender, filled with all the love he has for me.

	“It’s okay. You don’t need to say another word. Forgive me, please, for digging at you the way I did. I’m embarrassed that I—”

	“Hawke, please don’t.”

	“Let’s get out of here,” he says as fresh drops of rain hit our faces. “Hop on, darlin’.” He squats. 

	I jump on his back. He grunts and stands, then walks us to his truck, singing Van Morrison’s “Crazy Love” all the while. He doesn’t know it, but I’m soaking his back with tears as he sings. Tears of love, hope, and a future, I pray.

	We drive to the lake in silence. The only noise comes from rain pelting the truck. I’m nestled into Hawke’s side, driving myself into his armpit as he wraps my shoulders with a comforting grip. It’s all man, sweat, and pure Hawke; it’s sexy and country. And, yes, it’s soothing. It’s his personal elixir, which I want all over me. When we park, it’s still pouring. 

	Hawke shuts the engine off. He gazes down at me, snuggled against him, not wanting to let go.

	“You want to come in for a cup of tea?” I ask, hoping the rain, our raw moment, and the wholeness of us stir the same sorts of things in him they do in me. 

	 “Tea?” He chuckles. “A whiskey and a hot shower—that would possibly include a side of you? I’ll come in for that.” His smile is indescribable. So wide it cuts straight into me.

	“Oh, yeah. I don’t know if I have—”

	“I’ll grab mine,” he says before planting a shrine sort of kiss on my lips.

	Maybe he can help heal me; maybe this is a good start. Little bits. I can handle little bits if he can.
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	She makes pain look beautiful, like a springtime blossom trapped in an ice storm. Maybe she’s right; perhaps I really do see her differently than she sees herself. Maybe I’m blinded by the pact my heart made with hers more than a decade ago. And maybe because she’s here in my arms again that’s all the proof I need to see her kind of beautiful. Pain or not, all I see is shine.

	A baby. My Cricket was a mother. Christ, if that doesn’t rip my heart out for her, what the hell could? I have miles of questions, none of which I’ll be asking any time soon based on the amount of ache she is still dealing with. A baby. And that yelling she was doing at the sky—what had she said? It was my fault, the accident? Something about her not meaning what happened. The death? A car accident is all I can think. I can’t ask her to tell me more. I have questions for everyone in her family. I could strangle the whole lot of them for having left me in the dark.

	For all the doors that have closed in the last twenty-four hours, some are opening. Somewhere in here, there’s a lesson. There is in everything, tucked in a crack or sitting amongst the shattered parts of us. I’m hoping to hell it’s not a wake-up call.

	I grab a bottle of whiskey and the eggnog I picked up for Sloan in LA. Only one place in Silver Lake carries eggnog year round; only one person I know drinks that crap year round. I can’t help but assume she still does. A drink made of eggs. I’d more likely drink my piss.

	I step out into the rain and look up. Shit, a rainy wedding day. Where the hell is the silver lining in that? I jog over to Sloan’s cabin and head in.

	She yells out for me after the screen door slams. “I’m in here.”

	I grab two glasses from the cupboard and fill one with eggnog and a shot of whiskey, the other with straight whiskey.

	The bathroom door is open a crack. Sloan is singing to Led Zeppelin’s “Fool in the Rain.” I’d call it our song if ever there was one. I wonder how many times I’ve played it since she left. I wonder how many times she has. I knock. “Hey. Okay if I come in?” I inch the door open with my hip.

	“Hey,” she says, spearing me with a smile. 

	She’s dancing, wearing a sexy robe. I desperately want to attach words to the way her smile affects me.

	She points to the tub, which has a few inches of water in it, and School Bus. Must feel better to float than struggle on land with only one leg, is all I think while peering in on the fluff ball.

	“That little thing is cute as all get-out.” I squat in front of the tub. 

	Sloan kneels next to me. No wonder she glommed on to this duckling. She was a mother. Was. Maybe this miniature addition is good for her. 

	“Sweetest thing ever,” she says, stroking the duckling’s head with her forefinger.

	I stand and grab the drinks I set on the vanity.

	“Remember this song?” she asks. “It’s still my favorite, just like you. I’ll never forget the first time you played it for me. How long you must have waited for rain.” She chuckles as she stands and saunters toward me. 

	I hand her the eggnog as she keeps talking. 

	“How long you must have practiced on that drum set my folks bought you for your eighteenth. How many times did we have sex while this song played on your boom box?”

	I smile, remembering all of those times as I sip my whiskey, enjoying the burn it pursues down my throat. She’s thankfully animated now—compared to earlier—as she talks, dances. Shines. I want to lick the space between her words when she speaks because so much beauty sits there. I’m rabid in her presence when she shows me her beautiful insides. Reckless. The push-pull of every fiber inside me makes me feel starved if I’m not touching her, smelling her. I grin when I think it, and I realize I might actually do that: Starve myself of anything essential for the promise of her.

	“How did I live without you in my life for ten years?” she asks before she kisses my cheek.

	My heart responds to her question; I’d love to hear the answer, too, but I’m sure I won’t. What would her answer be? Loud and screaming like a child looking for attention, hungry like a starved dog chained inside a deserted slaughterhouse, my heart beats faster. I’m sure she can’t hear what I feel, but not for a second are my heartbeats wordless. No. A word is wrapped around every beat, and if I’m the lucky sonuvabitch I want to believe I am, her heart is feeling and receiving every beat like a gift. Hearing every word, and what those beats are saying.

	Love. Me. You. Now. Forever.

	“You know it’s happening, us all over again.” I set my whiskey on the marble vanity top of the sink. “I love you, Sloan.” I pull the sash on her robe, allowing the front to fall open and sending goose bumps racing on her flesh. “This time, though, it’s deeper. This time, it’s forever.” My lips feather her neck as my fingertips find her hips. “This time, I want it uninterrupted,” I say against her ear.

	“Endless,” Sloan says, grabbing the bottom of my still-damp shirt and gliding it over my head. “I want to be enough for you. I hope I can be,” she whispers as she pushes my shorts and briefs down. 

	I kick off my shoes and slide her robe off her shoulders. Our lips meet after a never-ending gaze. Her hands hold my face as mine find her ass and haul her against me. Sounds of release fall from her throat, a craving that digs into our kiss and my gut.

	“You’re my plus-one, my this time. My only ever.” 

	Our mouths come together in hungry pursuit. Her tongue slides deep into my mouth, and I mirror it, taking all of her. Every lick and breath. 

	“I could kiss you for a thousand days then pray there would be a thousand more. You’re the reason for the skip in my heart.” 

	She draws a heart in the fogged mirror and wipes the middle clear as we stare at our faces in the reflection. 

	“You.” My arms are wrapped around her middle in a fierce hug as I kiss her neck and hope to hell that everything I’m telling her picks the lock of our future. “You’re the eyes—the only ones I see. I’ll give you access to everything, my whole fucking shebang, so don’t keep telling me you might not be enough. Because you are, always have been. My every little thing.”

	We enter the shower after putting School Bus on a towel in the sink. Hot beats of water pelt us, imitating our erotic fury.

	“Fuck, to be next to you, Sloan. From now on, only hellos.”

	“Hawke,” she says as I pin her to the slippery marble wall, my mouth finding her pebbled nipples.

	“Hang on to that rail.”

	She grabs the silver bar that runs the line of the wall behind her as I lift her legs and wrap them around me. I’m not sure what’s moving faster: our mouths, our impossible-to-catch breaths, our combined heartbeats, or my hips.

	Sloan yelps as I enter her.

	“You okay? Too much?”

	 “It’s okay. Always seems to surprise me. I’m just getting used to you again.” Her head falls back, as her eyes close.

	I suck her neck as she bridges off the wall. This, us, when I’m inside her, when her body is riding me, and her face is contorting in satisfaction and need mixed with ache and hunger—this is a world onto itself. This is why she’s the only woman who owns me.

	“I don’t know what I love more: your brain or your tight little cunt.”

	“God I love your filthy mouth.”

	“Not my cock?” I chuckle then murmur, “Fuck, I’m so close.”

	She belts out a moan as her body writhes then gets stiff. Seconds later, her mouth is biting my shoulder. Her hips thrust in wind-up, fast motion, kick-starting my orgasm. We’re a million miles from reality, doubling down on our lust, our togetherness, and, I beg, our future.

	Sloan’s legs slide down my body as I skim my mouth over hers, tasting her sweetness, loving the way she worships our kiss. I’m amazed how easily we fit together. Still. How our kiss feels as familiar as it does, even after all these years. How I could linger in it for hours; how it feels like a dance and a song and a force to reckon with all at once.

	“That was nice.” Her mouth slides into a smile.

	“Nice? Which one are you, then? The devil or the angel? You’re hot as fuck, sinfully sexy, sweet, and radiant.”

	“Maybe a little of both.”

	“Heaven and Hell. Let’s check the back of your neck for a triple six.”

	Her whiplash response floors me. “I might be your worst nightmare.”

	“Not this again. Come here.” I take her hand then shut the shower off. In one step, I snatch a couple of towels from the hooks. In another step, I take her eggnog and hand it to her. 

	After she scoops up School Bus, we walk into the bedroom.

	“Take some sips of that—more than a few. I have some thoughts of my own to share.”

	She raises an eyebrow. “Thanks for this, by the way—I guess you don’t skip a beat, do you?” She drinks the whole glass in a long gulp and sets the duckling on the bed. 

	“I’ll try not to skip a beat. I’d like not to with you.”

	Dragging the towel over her body, I place scattered kisses as I make my way down then back up her length.

	After dividing her hair in my hands, I braid it, wondering about the last time I did this. She was the one who taught me to braid grass. 

	I grab the down comforter that’s slumped over a wicker chair and lie next to her, covering us both. Sloan rests her head on my chest and places the duckling between us. It’s about the sweetest damn thing to see her this way.

	“Now, listen to me. I became a man when you broke me. Because, when you’re broken, the really good shit starts happening. All the parts of you that feel like they’re dying eventually get trampled over by the parts of you that are growing. I don’t want to hear this crap anymore; that you think you’re not enough or might be my worst nightmare. As far as I’m concerned, you’re my whole ball of wax.”
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	He has such a good moral compass. Funny thing is, the portion of the general public that lives in Idiotville, who’ll likely judge and label him for his career choice, will never know these amazing things about him. He’s labeled in a world that’s considered dirty. A world polluted by so-called sin. A world so offensive to many that the mere mention of it could make one question the company of the person who’s bringing it up.

	To me, though, he’s all warm lips and devotion, inking his words across my mind and into my heart. I’ve shared one piece of my whole story with him, and I know that, maybe for now, he’ll feel satisfied. 

	I want to believe I know what he’s going to tell me, so I prepare myself by trying to locate my restart button. Hoping my brain will stop feeding my mouth the bullshit it keeps barfing all over him.

	I came home in the first place for a restart. I was too close to everything. I thought maybe an ocean away from my grief would be enough of an expanse. How could I have ever thought that would work? An ocean is just an expanse of time. Time holds memories. Memories are not easily escaped. 

	“Cricket, the Department of Internal Emotions called. They are mandating an official stopgap on your being a victim to them.”

	This makes me laugh. “Did the Department of History call too? Because, the truth is, I’m a prey to that as well.”

	“Can I help free you?” he asks as he strokes the duckling.

	“I don’t know if I’ll ever be free. My story has more to it, as you’ve already identified. You’re trying to free me… Shit, Hawke. I know it’ll only hurt you. I can’t afford to ruin you again.”

	“You are one ballsy little shit. Always have been. Who the fuck do you think you are that you have the power to steer us off course? That’s one mighty big ego you’re sporting these days if you think you can strong-arm fate.”

	I snort out a laugh that wakes my duckling into a fit of quacks. “Fate? You think we’re destined by fate? Are you going to get spiritual on me now?”

	“You don’t think we’re destined by fate?” He cups my cheek in his hand.

	“If that’s the case, then I’d better brace myself for a collision.”

	“You’re damn right you better, because it’s about to get fatal. My heart will be crashing so hard into yours it might just kill us both,” he says, then slams a kiss on my lips.

	After some deep kissing I say, “I’m starving. You? This is getting too heavy, and I need food.” I’m done with this topic; it’s going nowhere fast. I take hold of School Bus, turn over, then sit at the edge of the bed.

	“Excellent strategy of avoidance. Looks like that hasn’t changed, either. Junk-food binge? You still like all that?”

	I look over my shoulder at Hawke. “I’d do anything for that.”

	He kisses a trail across my shoulders as he whispers against my skin, “I’d do anything for you.”
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	“Cracker aisle first.” I step onto the end of the shopping cart as Hawke pushes us through the deli section.

	“Spray cheese, crackers?” He chuckles as we head down the aisle o’ crappiest food. “Lots of uses for spray cheese. I could decorate then eat you like a Vegas buffet.”

	“That sounds raunchy. Vegas is gross. But I would let you spray-cheese me if you promised to use your tongue like a paintbrush.” I jump off the cart to toss a few things in.

	“Is there any other way to use a tongue?” 

	We turn the corner and hit the canned fish aisle.

	“Vegas is not gross.” He snickers. “It’s awesome. You ever been there?”

	“I don’t need to go there to know. Just like I don’t need to eat a tarantula taco to know I won’t like it.” I step back onto the cart.

	“Snob,” he says, pointing to the little jars of cheap caviar I adore. He tosses a few in the cart.

	“I’m not snobby, I’m discriminating. You don’t have to experience something to have a point of view about it.”

	“Discriminating—ppfft. Same as snobby.”

	“I’m the least snobby person ever! We are having a junk-food buffet for lunch. A snob would never do this.”

	“So, would a snob go to Vegas?”

	We turn down the candy aisle. I hop off the cart to grab a mix of treats.

	“No way. A snob would not go there.” 

	Hawke puts one foot on the cart then skates it down the aisle, nearly plowing into two elderly ladies, who yell at him. He immediately jumps off the cart and apologizes, naturally charming them in seconds by ripping into a bag of our chocolate kisses and giving them each a handful. I walk past them, expressing regret for his act of gracelessness. Then I go around the corner, skip down the soda aisle, and find him with a six-pack of Dr. Pepper in his hands.

	“Good. Then you’ll come with me,” he says after plunking it in the cart.

	“Why of all the places in the world would you want me to go there with you?”

	“Because”—he winks—“I want you by my side for it.”

	“It? What is it you plan on doing there? Big-time slot winning? Are you a gambler too?”

	“Winning, yes.” He pauses as he eyes up the potato chip selection. “The Adult Entertainer of the Year awards. Lots of them,” he says with an obscene arch of one eyebrow before thrusting his tongue into his cheek. 

	We both crack up.

	“Is it like the Oscars?” 

	“Pretty much, just no snobs,” he answers, ramming his shoulder into mine. “These, right?”

	“Hmm. Tempting.” I nod at the bag of frosted animal crackers, thinking about Vegas. “I may need to go anyway if I’m going to do the film on you and your fancy-pants career. Research!”

	“You think you’ll really want to do that with me? The film? It would mean long hours, lots of time together. You might have to sleep over. A lot. Might need to fuck me. A lot,” he says in a soft voice against my ear as we close in on the register. “We’d have to do lots of experimenting. Would you want that?”

	“I think I’ll call the film Bad to the Bone. Or Big, Bad Bone. And, I know what you’re asking, fancy pants.”

	“You do, eh, Cricket? You think you know me that well? It hasn’t been forty-eight hours. It’s been a decade.”

	“Yup. No question.” I bag the food as it comes down to me on the belt. Experimenting. Yeah…

	“Prove it, girl.”

	We exit the store, and I’m laughing at him and myself all the while. I’ve got his number, all right. We hop into the truck, and I wait for Hawke to back out before I tell him. I know I’m right.

	“You meant anal.”

	“Not just a pretty face, are you?” Once we’re past a stoplight, he grabs my waist, pulling me against his side. “Have you done anything along those lines?”

	“Can’t say I have. I’m not innocent—I just haven’t experimented much.”

	I laugh and cover my cheeks as they heat up. “I have no doubt I’ll be getting one hundred percent of the daily minimum requirement in the sex department from you.”

	“Forever and ever. Amen,” he says. “So, is that a maybe? As in, maybe you’ll try some stuff with me that’s not currently on your menu?”

	“Maybe.” 

	His eyes flash to mine with an amused glint. “I’m feeling like uncooked bacon. You could eat me raw, but I’d be a thousand times tastier in your hot oven. Burned.”

	“Is that a prelude to a fuck?” I ask as I knuckle his ribs.

	“I think so, darlin’. I’m about to turn you into the eighth deadly sin.”
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	We spend the afternoon watching the weather go in circles from stormy to sunny. I love finding out little things about her that I’d missed over the lost and last years, things she’s become—or, in some cases, become more of. The grown woman version of the quirky, sweet girl I fell in love with has me beyond captivated all over again. Sometimes, she’s so quiet about things I could hear an ant crawling on cotton. When she gets that way, I crave all of her. Even the parts I don’t know. Seems funny to want something you can’t see, can’t understand, or have zero proof of. Faith. 

	I need her. Even if she doesn’t seem convinced of it. I love her that much. Hopefully, the intensity I feel is mutual.

	 “Bullshit. There is no way you have four twos. By the way, we forgot the meat group for our feast,” Sloan says, eyeing me up as she stuffs a cracker in her mouth.

	“Shoot! You’re right. The jerky.” I grab the pile of cards for a reshuffle. “My fault—I was distracting you too much. If you’re dying for some, I’ll throw my chorizo on the table.”

	“What are you, twelve?” she says, laying her cards down after flashing me a grin.

	She crumbles half a cracker in her palm then kneels and sprinkles the crumbs into the roasting pan School Bus is swimming in. The duckling immediately goes to the floating treats and nibbles at them. She loves taking care of that duckling, I can only imagine the kind of mother she was.

	“Are you a prude now too? What’s become of you?”

	“I’m not a prude. I’m calling bullshit again. You suck at this game. There is no way.”

	I turn four sevens over with a grin on my face.

	“How did you get all those sevens? Cheater!”

	“It’s the lucky number. I’m a lucky man. Seven, baby!”

	“Oh, right.” A dark glint rises in her eyes as she lifts her soda to her mouth.

	 “Cricket, I’m so sorry.” I reach for her hand. “He was seven. Fuck.” What an idiot I am.

	“It’s okay. It’s new info for you,” she says, looking everywhere but at me. “I don’t want you to think every time the number seven shows up, I’ll freak, okay?”

	Right. That’s why I seem to suddenly no longer exist. “Hey, look at me.” I throw my cards down and sit next to her on the wicker couch. “I’m sorry. Please don’t shut me out. Things are going to come up. I’m going to learn who you are all over again, be patient with me, okay?”

	“Stop apologizing. You did nothing wrong. You’re just being a nice guy who sucks at playing cards.” She scratches a finger down the slope of her nose.

	“You think I suck at cards? The fuck I do,” I say, tickling her neck.

	“Suck. With a capital S.”

	“Are you okay? I mean really?”

	“Yes, I promise. I’m fine, now let’s play something else since we have time. Mama seems to think she needs no help with the wedding stuff. Coco tells me I have no choice in the matter.”

	“They need no help because they want us to be alone.” I waggle my eyebrows. “So, I’ll play anything you want. Strip poker? Anal? Oral?”

	“I’ve never heard of those last two card games.” She snickers as she squirts a squiggly pile of spray cheese on a cracker then feeds it to me.

	“Well, you think I suck at cards, so I tossed in some options I could satisfy you with.”

	“You think so?”

	“You wanna go get deliciously dirty or dine at the captain’s table?”

	Her face turns bright red and she bites her knuckle.

	 “Tell me you’re not embarrassed. Christ, you’re adorable. You’re mortified you’ve never had anal sex? It’s nothing to feel weird about.”

	She nods, then tries to mask her redder-by-the-minute-glow by shoving a mouthful of frosted animal crackers into her mouth.

	“Welcome to the twenty-first century. I’d be more than happy to help you out with that.” I’m chuckling. I don’t mean to though. I’m not laughing at the idea that she hasn’t done it—hell, I’m fucking thrilled to be the guy who’ll take her virginity on the back side. 

	 “What makes you think I want to?” she asks as a smile flickers across her face.

	“Merely a guess, darlin’. Anal is twice as popular as cunnilingus. Looks like the bottom is tops for the ladies.”

	“I’m calling bullshit again.” She laughs.

	“I subscribe to the Journal of Sexual Medicine. I need to know what women like based on my viewership. Half of all women in their study claim that anal is a regular thing for them. Half.” I lie back on the couch and pull her body up onto mine. “You heard it here first.”

	“You are…just… I don’t have words,” she says, cracking a life-sized smile.

	“I have words. Two V-cards for me. Cha-ching!”

	“You’re calling it?”

	“Fuck yeah I am. Only five hundred calories per serving.”

	“That’s a mighty large continent to be sinking into my tiny, little ass. You’re too big for that. I’d hate to call you gridlock, but, come on.”

	I laugh so goddamned hard I may cause a hernia in my abdomen. “Gridlock? God, I love you. I don’t want to point out the obvious, but all of this junk food you’re consuming is going to cause far more of a gridlock in South Town than I ever could.”

	“Damn. Good point. But still—I’d need convincing.”

	“Convincing? I want to remind you what makes us good together. We have that shove-all-the-food-off-the-table, I-need-to-fuck-you-right-now kind of love. I like your ass, darlin’. I’d like it even more if my cock were in it. When we do it—and, yes, we will someday—you’ll be swearing out my name as if I’m your only religion. I want to press my naked skin against your ass until you beg me to fill you. Over and over and over again.”

	I push her up to a sitting position, grab the bottom of her loose-fitting sweater, and bring it over my head. She tucks her head inside as well. 

	“We’re like turtles,” I say, kissing her soft areola buds. 

	 “I suppose that could persuade a girl to be open-minded,” she tells me. “Sure, I can see your side of the argument.”

	“Yeah, I kind of thought so,” I answer as I trail my tongue over her chest to feel it pebble. 

	Eventually, the sweater lands on the floor. The food does too. The table, though, gets covered with a whole new feast, a meal that has me smiling as I ask Sloan to lie back so I can use my tongue like a paintbrush.
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	At five o’clock, Sloan and I drive up to the main house, where the festivities are well underway. With the wedding at seven, photos and all the pre-ceremony stuff are just beginning. As I’m talking with Fletch and a few guys, Sloan heads toward us. 

	“Can I talk to you?” she whispers in my ear, up on her toes. 

	 “Yeah, of course. What’s up?”

	 She scoops her arm into mine and leads me away from the guys. “If Oma corners you tonight, or, or anyone in my family, can you…” 

	 “What?” I chuckle, noticing glitter on her face.

	“Are you even listening to me?” she says nervously, fingering a growing rash at her collarbone.

	I cup her jaw with my hand. “You look gorgeous tonight.” 

	“Can you take me seriously for one minute? I’m trying to tell you something,” she says in challenge, a stick planted firmly up her ass.

	“I am. Very.”

	“Jesus, Hawke. I’m asking you something—stop drooling like I’m candy. It makes me nervous—my family talking. Could you avoid them? Just for tonight?”

	“I’m in quarantine?” A wedge of anger stabs my gut as I run my hands through my hair. “Of course. I’ll avoid every-fucking-one.” I shake my head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Is this why you pulled me away from Fletch and the guys too?”

	“Well.” She sighs. “There’s more we need to talk about, and this weekend is not the time.”

	“Tell me something. You ever gonna trust me like you do everyone else? What is this crap? You’re asking me to avoid your family? My best friend is getting married, and he’s your brother. I’ll talk to him or anyone else in your goddamned family if I want to. Are you trying to fuck this up? Just level with me once and for all.”

	“This? What’s ‘this’?”

	“Us. You and me. We have this gorgeous universe between us, and you seem intent on seeking out a black hole.” 

	“I’m afraid once everyone gets drinking they’ll get loose-lipped,” she says, twirling a chunk of hair in her trembling fingers.

	 “Didn’t we go through this earlier? May as well get it all out on the table. God forbid someone does slip up and tell me whatever it is you don’t want me to know.”

	“You’re not being fair. You don’t understand,” she says, her eyes big as saucers. 

	“Well, if that isn’t a crash-dummy-tested response. Fair? I don’t understand? The fuck I’m not fair. You’re starting to feel like a timeshare—one I have zero access to. How is it I feel like a damn birdcage liner? I’m not sure what’s worse: how much I need you or how little you seem to need me.”
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	“Goddammit, Sloan. You portray yourself like you’re a trap.” 

	I’ve crossed his line. What I want to tell him is, No, actually. That’s why I left in the first place.

	He walks away before I say what I should have. I just treated him as if he were a child.

	This is almost worse. He knows half. Half is worse. What the hell did I think I’d feel by telling him? Relief from my hurt and guilt?

	Quinn approaches me, cringing. “Shit. What was that? Looked like a train crash. Sounded like one too.”

	 “I told him.” I roll my eyes in disgust. “Half. What was I thinking? I told him I had a baby that died. That’s it,” I whisper as she hands me her glass of champagne. I down it. 

	 “Well, that was dumbass stupid. What the hell were you thinking?”

	“Thanks for the support. I don’t know what to do,” I say, looking around for more champagne.

	“Isn’t it obvious? Tell him everything. What was that, anyway? A little fallout from part one of your saga?”

	“No. I told him not to talk to anyone in my family tonight.”

	She laughs. “You should stop being a pussy.”

	“That’s sweet, Q.”

	“Do what’s right. Woman up.” She takes her lipstick from her clutch then grips my chin in her fingertips. “You need some color,” she says as she applies the lipstick. “What’s your plan?”

	“I can’t tell him now. Or this weekend. We need some time together. We’re just getting to know each other again.”

	“Oh, like, ‘Hey, Hawke. Welcome home to my tight snatch, and now that I’ve got you, here’s some—’”

	“Shut up!” I smack her on the arm.

	“Oh, is it not that simple? Are you guys sharing things like your favorite colors and TV shows along with the house party in your vagina? How about some real-live truths? Give him what he needs. Lay it all out on the table.”

	“I can’t do this with you. I swear, all of you are crazy!”

	“Sorry. I’m a little buzzed. And horny. Hoping one of your brothers’ll fall for me tonight.” She chuckles.

	Mama comes over to get us for the pre-wedding pictures. Thrilling. I’ll be standing next to Hawke for some of the photos. Hawke, who thinks I don’t trust him. Hawke, who can’t understand the real reason as to why I can’t trust him. And there it is. I can’t trust him. Period. I can’t trust he’ll want me once he knows everything. Because, when he does find out, being with me will be far worse than being without me.

	We all get into position for the first few group photos. Thankfully, I’m on the other side of Coco, and he’s on the other side of Fletcher. Then the awkward photos begin. I think I groan out loud when Mama barks out orders, one of which is, “Lovebirds…you’re up next.” 

	Great. Let me shimmy my way into the cannon. Hawke, please do the honors and light the sucker up. 

	I wonder which way he’ll point it. To Hell, I assume, and the thought makes me chuckle. 

	“You need to grow the fuck up,” he says, his jaw moving Nascar fast. He avoids my eyes. 

	I grin as he sears me with a scowl. It’s one part fuck you and two parts I hate you, bitch. Then his sear goes up and down my body, like I smell. I’m certain I do. Bullshit is not just a card game. Our arms touch as the photographer moves away from her other victims to us. Every nerve in my body stings when I bump against him. 

	She says, “Look happy—smile.” 

	I bump into him again with a juicy smile pasted on my face. He moves away, and I swallow over a dry lump in my throat.

	The photographer says, “You look like enemies. Show each other some love. Come on, you two. Get friendly.”

	Then the one glass of champagne I downed speaks up. Who knew bubbly had a voice? I step beside him and jam my elbow into him as if I’m pushing him off the earth. Amazingly, he does it back to me, which lands me on my ass. Me—in a vintage ivory dress. Me—the maid of honor in my gold-glittered shoes. On my ass in the wet, muddy grass. I give pissed off a new name right then—I call her Beelzebub. She’s one angry devil. She has a mouth too.

	“You fucking fucker, how fucking dare you.” 

	Unfortunately, my brain is dropping F-bombs like it’s Hiroshima. I wish I had something intelligent to say, some wonderfully sarcastic, spite-filled quip. I’m sure I’ll come up with one later when I’m showering off the mud and my caked-on humiliation. It always works like that.

	He laughs and says, “Sorry ’bout that.” Then he cringes, followed by a smirk as he shoves one hand through his hair while his eyes rake me. Odd combination, I think. The look on my face is very, very different. Teeth bared, eyes ready to pop out of my head. Pissed. Based on the crowd around us, which includes my brothers, my parents, my best girlfriends, and so on, I’m a spectacle. Yay me. I’m surprised God himself hasn’t come to gawk. I am officially the center of attention at my brother and best friend’s wedding. And that makes me…a loser. A bigger one than I was just a few minutes ago. 

	“What are you all looking at!” Several of them turn away, others step back. Well good, they heard me. Because I wasn’t enough of a spectacle before. I stagger to my feet and march away, only tripping twice. Grace-fucking-Kelly.

	I head to the cattle barn, because where the hell else does a muddy, pissed-off princess go? Luckily, I nab a glass of champagne on the way. Diesel, my old cow, happens to be in the barn. She’s ancient and loves me like I’m her own. I grab a bucket, tip it over, and struggle my way onto her back. “Diesel, baby. Hawke hates me.”

	The sweet, rotted corn tang of her burps hangs in the air. She moos. A calming low bellow that vibrates down her spine, tickling my legs. Maybe she feels my pain. I’m sulking. But I allow it now and again. 

	Diesel moos again, when Hawke roams into the barn.

	“Ignore him, girl,” I tell her while I sip my champagne. I focus on a nearby kitten licking its paw. Don’t look at him, I coach myself. Fail. My stomach flip-flops as our eyes meet. 

	 “What good is a web without a spider?” Hawke asks as he stands in front of me and Diesel. 

	She moos. I inspect the open barn doors. Caked on every corner, webs sparkle with water droplets.

	“Plenty good,” I tell him, catching a whiff of Diesel’s burp. Rank, and nose twitch worthy.

	“Yeah? What the hell can it do?” he asks, pulling his hand out of his pocket and bringing it to his face. 

	I know what he’s doing when he dips his chin and his eyes gaze up at me through his dark sweep of lashes. He told me on the drive over that he refused to wash his hands after they’d found their way all over me earlier. He said that he wanted to smell me on himself all night long. I guess that counts right about now.

	“It can still catch things. Sunlight, water drops…a beholder’s eye,” I say, looking away from him toward the mosaic of webs.

	“Please look at me.” 

	“What’s in it for you?” I ask, watching only his mouth.

	“Maybe some answers. Maybe your eyes’ll tell me what your tongue won’t. Look at me!” he yells.

	I grind my teeth and manage to kick Diesel, which has her bucking up and tossing me forward. I slam onto her neck, scrambling for balance. My lips crash into my teeth and my champagne glass falls and shatters. The copper taste of blood hits my tongue. This night is filled with silver linings. Maybe I’ll get a kidney stone during the ceremony.

	“Christ, you’re a fucking monster, aren’t you?” he says. Growls. “I’m standing right in front of you. I came to talk to you. Why won’t you look at me?”

	I glare at him, eyes narrowed. “I all but told you I was hiding under your bed. I never kept that from you.”

	“Well, thanks. At least that’s one thing.”
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	“You’re bleeding. Your lip is.” I want to drag her off that old cow and kiss her bloody lips. Force her to remember what she loved about us. Were we too young to hold on to something so big? Can we not find ourselves in it again?

	“Yeah, I can taste it.”

	“I love you, dammit. You hear anything I’m saying?”

	She wipes the blood from her mouth with the back of her hand then licks it off. “I think you loved me. I think we should take I love you off the table.”

	“And put what, exactly, on it?” I ask as my stomach sinks. “You want to go backward now? Fuck, Cricket. Are you kidding me?”

	“I want to slow down,” she says quietly, “so we can get to know each other.”

	“Ten years gone and you want to slow down? Because you can’t be yourself around me anymore? That it? You need time to complete the compatibility quiz in your brain? Fine. Let’s see here.” I shove a hand through my hair as she avoids my eyes. “Friday nights with my friends? Pizza. How I occupy my free time—will that help you? I take photos, make films, play the drums, work out, read. What else would you like to know? I drive an eighty-three Porsche besides my truck. I still like the smell of your perfume, so I keep a bottle of it and spray it on the pillow next to mine in my bed, hoping one day I’ll wake up to find a woman there wearing it. You—that would be you. My house is modern industrial. I’ve owned it for five years. I still run. I have two pet rabbits. Feel better now? Can we put I love you back on the table? Because I love you like nothing else in the damn world, woman!” Words jolt out of me as I approach her.

	She says nothing back as her hand trails along Diesel’s neck.

	“And I know you love me,” I whisper, hoping she’ll look at me. “And whatever you’re working through, my love is going to help you.”

	“What are their names?”

	Their names? I pivot on my heels and charge at the wall, slamming my hand on it. “Fuck, Cricket. Fuck.” 

	“That’s what you named them? Fuck Cricket and Fuck? Not very creative.” She hiccups then purses her lips. “You thought School Bus was a lame name?”

	 “The Bonapartes,” I tell her. “Napoleon and Josephine.”

	“Oh, royals,” she says, rolling her eyes. 

	I’d call the feeling we’re swimming in icy with a side of tornado.

	“Once upon a time, you really loved me,” I say. “Unless that was make-believe, too, which is what you feel like right now.” I journey over to her and rub my hand up and down her calf muscle, thinking how I’d like to run it all the way up her thigh. “You feel like a dream. I’d like to be living that dream. But it’s starting to feel like a nightmare. You just told me you want I love you off the table. Who asks to have that off the table? Who are you?”

	“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” she says in a small voice, sounding automatic.

	“Well, let me share one little piece about you. I don’t think you’re mine anymore. A few hours ago, I did. So, if you have some seismic change of heart, you let me know. My house is a few blocks from yours. You’re welcome to come over any time for whiskey. Or tea. Whatever.”

	“Hawke.” She looks at me. “Your eyes are saying goodbye, but I’m guessing your heart is saying something else.”

	“My heart?” I chuckle. “You care? Could have fooled me. My heart is saying it cannot manage to see a future without you in it.”

	“It’s just, I’ve gone through some stuff. Stuff that you… Well, we’re going to need to talk it through.”

	“Talk it through with love off the table? You want me here? Yes or no? Kick me out if you don’t. Kick me out of your whole damned life if you want. Hell, I’ve been there before—at least that’s some terrain I know how to navigate. So here goes, once and for all. What are you hanging on to that you can’t let go of? Tell me this minute. Is it worth it? Ask yourself that, because it doesn’t look like it from the outside, which is exactly where you seem to want me. So here’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. You want me in or out?”

	“It’s not that simple.”

	“The fuck it isn’t. It’s a few steps one way or the other.”

	“You don’t understand—”

	“I do. I think you’re the one who doesn’t. You let me know when you’re ready to walk back into my life. I’ll be out there, talking with your family and the others. You might want to join us because I’m the one who’ll be walking you down the aisle. At least this once, anyway.” 
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	Sloan and I stand side by side, waiting for our prompt to walk down the aisle, as a string quartet fills the hollow of the early evening with song. Chickens wander between chairs and children chase after them, their young mothers nervously trying to capture the kids. 

	Quiet chatter surrounds us as I thread my fingers through Sloan’s hand; our ring, which is filled with dates, rolls under my thumb. I spin it a few times to feel the spots that have no dates, wondering if we’ll fill those up at some point. My hand dwarfs hers as I flip her arm and scan the line of tattooed numbers. Seven years. She had a son for seven years. And something about that fucked her up. 

	Yeah, no shit, moron. He died. 

	That alone could be it, but it’s not. There’s more—someone else, I’m guessing. Someone she can’t get her mind off of. I selfishly wish, If only it were me.

	It’s our turn. I glance down at Sloan, her eyes shift and mist with tears, then she drops her head onto her fingertips.

	“Hey, you ready?” This might be my only chance to walk her down a wedding aisle. And everything about that makes my guts sour.

	The world moves in slow motion around us as we step forward. Smiles and nods come at us from left and right, music cues our steps. I silently beg Sloan to want me. A moment after that thought, a stifled sob comes from her. Rivers of tears slide down her face. Are they for me, for us? 

	I stare at her face throughout the ceremony. She holds a gaze back at me most of the time as well, save a few seconds here and there. The vows are short, heartfelt, and spoken lovingly by Coco and Fletch. An ordained minister, an old buddy of ours, marries them. The rain holds off, but the tears seem to never end for my Cricket. After the ceremony, Sloan and I wordlessly walk arm in arm down the aisle. I’m wondering if we’ll talk at all again tonight.
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	After making my way through the crowd, I hurry into the house to use the bathroom. I’m not much to look at right now with my muddy grass-stained ass and knees. Mascara tracked face, red puffy eyes. What must he think of me? I’m too mortified to consider. After digging around for a washcloth, I squirt lavender soap into the palm of my hand and lather the cloth. Hawke’s ring slips up and down my finger so I glide it off and set it on the sink’s edge. I scramble but miss my chance to catch the ring as it slides down the bowl and disappears.

	My lips tremble while I finger the slippery, empty drain hole. Our ring. Our history. “You idiot. You know better!” I yell at my reflection in the mirror. Blood rises in a dash of heat through my body. What am I doing? 

	Hawke. My eyes prick with tears as I scurry out of the bathroom, nearly knocking my aunt over, and run to find him.

	“Mama, have you seen Hawke?” I croak out over the constraint in my throat.

	“I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.” She looks past my shoulder and winks. I spin around thinking it’s Hawke, but narrow my eyes on Mickey Hickey instead. “You two lovebirds having a squabble?” she asks.

	“I’ve been a jerk.” I draw in a deep, shaky breath as my pulse quickens. “I told him not to talk to any of you. He got mad as hell and I need to find him.”

	Mama takes my sundress in her hands and yanks the front taut, then brushes her fingers across the fabric. “You also need to change out of this dress, you’re a mess.” 

	“A mess is right. Inside and out.” I fight to keep my voice steady as I speak through clenched teeth.

	Speed walking through the crowd while searching for Hawke, I approach Fletch and Huxley.

	“Guys, where’s Hawke?”

	Fletch tips his beer back for a sip, then drags his hand across his mouth. “I saw him tear out of here in his pickup maybe fifteen minutes ago.”

	“As in out of the driveway? You saw him leave?” My spine stiffens as he nods.

	“Like a bat out of hell,” he says, cringing. 

	“Damn. Okay, thanks.”

	“You all right, Sloan?” Huxley asks as he pats my shoulder. “You want me to text him?”

	“No, he meant to leave without saying goodbye. Whatever.” I shrug as my stomach sinks.

	What have I done? I make my way to the backdoor via the kitchen, my eyes stinging with reality. Open champagne bottles dot the countertops as I pass through. I snag one to find it empty, then discover another that’s half full. I’m not sure where I’m going, but staying here isn’t going to cut it. A walk in the rain with champagne and a heavy heart? Why not?

	A strangled noise comes out of my throat as the screen door slams behind me, catching the tail end of my dress. Lace shreds off the hem when I jerk the fabric. Dammit! “Hawke, where are you?” I growl as I march down the stairs. Have I chased you away already? You only know half the story and you’re gone. Maybe the whole story would have hurt too much anyway. 

	I tip my head back and drink long swallows of champagne while sauntering over to an empty bench. Wash the guilt down, bring the memories up. Slumping onto the wet bench, I nestle the bottle between my legs then yank a plump fruit off the tree above me. HHS, I scratch into the clementine peel. Hawke Holten Slater. The sweet scent of the initialed rind scoots up my nose and gives a free rein to my tears. Closing my eyes and leaning my head against the tree, I travel back to our first time in the clementine orchard. The night Hawke took my virginity.

	I was inexperienced, but I was ready for him, and there’s no question he was ready for me. We had discussed the idea of doing it for months. I even went on the pill with Mama’s blessing. My only apprehension was the size of him. He laughed when I measured his erection, a week before we had sex. Laughed his ass off.

	 “Eight motherfucking inches! And apparently these things don’t stop growing until you’re twenty-one!” he yelled while fist bumping the air as my eyes bugged out of my head. 

	The only things that had ever been in me were his fingers, tampons, and the speculum from my gyno appointment. None of which were anywhere near his length. My response was silence for a full minute. 

	“You will never be able to get that in me,” I said, ogling his erect penis.

	“Oh, yes I will. You’ll be wet as fuck, don’t worry, it’ll slide right in,” he answered, giving me a confident nod and wrapping my fingers around his girth then pumping it as he squeezed my hand in his tight fist.

	One week later under a full moon and a canopy of clementine-filled branches he proved his point.

	We had each thrown back a shot of tequila. His idea, as my guts were tied in fretful knots. I wanted him, but that didn’t make the butterflies and stabs of panic slow. 

	The scratchy wool blanket itched my bare back as I looked up at him hovering over me. “Remember what I told you?” he said as his eyes raked over my bare chest.

	Words seemed to catch in my throat. “You mean the part where you said not to worry?” My cherry wasn’t the only thing that was going to get popped. My bottom lip was well on its way too. I was gnawing it to shreds.

	“Well, yeah. But I also mean the part where I said you’ll be wet as fuck. I’m gonna make that happen, then I’m gonna fuck you real slow afterwards.” His fingers shook as he slid my cotton panties down my thighs. His breath quickened and his tongue circled his parted wet lips when he rounded my ankles. Once he tossed the panties aside, he knelt between my legs then pushed them apart. His gaze sank, exploring my vagina. My hands moved fast to cover my mound. But not as fast as my heart was pumping. Holy shit, we were really going to be exploring on this level? I had seen him naked many times, but this was something we had never done.

	“I don’t know, Hawke. It’s a little private.”

	A smile curled at the corner of his mouth as he peeled my fingers away and pinned my hands next to my hips. 

	“What? I can’t stare between your legs, but you’re okay with my cock entering you tonight?”

	I cleared my throat, then answered him in a cracked voice, “Good point, so…you’re going to lick me?”

	“Yes I am. And you, Cricket, are going to be chirping your ass off begging me not to stop. Believe me, I’m just prepping you.”

	“Get me wet then split me in half? Okay, lumberjack.” Heat stormed into my cheeks as his throat bobbed up and down.

	“Don’t be nervous about me looking at you or putting my mouth on you,” he said as his gaze fell between my legs again. Then he let go of my hands and opened my lips with his fingertips and licked a line from my ass to my clit that had me gasping.

	“Okay, holy shit. I believe you.”

	“Thought so.” He chuckled, then got comfortable and busy.

	That night was something, all right. After the beautiful orgasm-inducing performance with his mouth, he took my virginity. My chest was rising and falling so rapidly as he entered me that we stopped for a second so he could coach me to breathe. 

	“Sloan, look at me. Open your eyes and take a breath.”

	Every fiber of my body was on fire as words jolted from my throat. “Hawke, I just need a second to adjust, don’t stop.”

	“You’re so tiny but if you breathe and keep focus on my face we can do this, okay?”

	Tears pricked my eyes when he kissed my forehead. He was so tender and sensitive. Hawke loved me with his eyes searching my face, his hand caressing my cheek as he eased his way inside me inch by inch.

	“Okay?” he asked when I gasped. He was all the way in. I didn’t know how it was possible, but we were fitting together. I shouldn’t have been surprised that my body would accommodate his. I had already learned that was how we worked. Always fitting together.

	The back door slams, jolting me out of my moment. 

	 “I’d like to meet him behind the barn,” someone says. Her voice is one of those grating types that makes me want to clip her vocal cords. I’d call her accent Fargo-meets-Joisey. Cigarette stench mingles with the earthy pregnant air as I eavesdrop.

	“He’s man candy and cock,” another girl answers, which cracks them up. Same kind of voice again—lots of wrong-sounding vowels and such. Plus, this one has some Bahston mixed in.

	The Fargo-Joisey starts in again. “I would die to have him fuck me.”

	“Are you seriously going for a one-nighter? Tonight?” Bahston asks.

	“Hell yeah. Why would I not? I’m sure he fucks anything with two legs. I happen to be a hottie with two legs. Come on. He’s a porn star!” She sings that last bit and I grind my teeth so hard they may chip.

	“Does he have a girlfriend?” Bahston says, cackling. 

	I shrink down on the bench as my body trembles with nervous energy.

	“I doubt it. Who would ever want to date a porn star?”

	“But you’ll screw him?” Fargo-Joisey screeches.

	 “Not just screw him! I need to know what that famous nine inches tastes like.”

	“You’re such a slut.”

	“Yeah, a slut you cannot wait to talk to later on for an update.”

	I’m in judgy mode. I’m judging judgers. Worse yet, I cannot wait to see them. I need to see exactly what hunters who want to shame then fuck my Hawke look like.

	I crank my head up for a peek. I don’t know who’s who, but I do take pleasure in the eyeful.

	Suddenly toxic has a new face. 

	My heart races as they go back in the house minutes later. Walk, just walk, I think as I scoot off the bench and tiptoe barefoot across the wet grass. “Where the hell am I going?” I whisper through a strangled sob. And what have I done?
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	The crowd of chattering guests dashes into the house as the sky opens up with cracks of thunder smacking their way across the mountains, chasing wild stabs of lightning. The jog to my truck is a quick race through puddles. A minute later, I’m heading down the rain-soaked driveway. I bump through potholes as the cattle herd bolts toward the barn. We haven’t seen rain like this in I don’t remember how long, but at this rate, there’ll be no outdoor reception, which is all Fletch and Coco wanted. 

	I’m thinking as fast as I can. The hardware store will be closed—everything, for that matter, will be closed. I have one chance with this idea, and who the hell knows if Trucker is still in these parts. I head to what was his place years ago, hoping he’s still in business.

	Trucker Manfield, circus tent maker extraordinaire. An eccentric old fart and then some. A good guy no less, and definitely my people.

	The ramshackle old warehouse is on the outskirts of town—this side, luckily. I’m there in ten minutes. His pink, rusted-out pickup still sits in its same spot to greet me, along with the load of old circus paraphernalia scattered about helter-skelter. I worked for Trucker in high school, sewing awnings and tents on industrial machines. If he’s around, and willing to let me, I can zip together a life-sized awning in a half hour or so. I figure it’ll give the wedding-goers a chance to at least be outside and Coco, who was insistent on no tents, to not be eating her shorts. Dress.

	I find Trucker inside the warehouse in the same clown outfit he’s always worn: striped pants, rainbow suspenders, bowler hat. No nose. He never did the nose, said it scared the kids. But he was always in full makeup, and years later, he’s still eating chunky soup straight out of a can. A decade sitting in a time warp. 

	After a few minutes of catching up, not only does Trucker help me zip a mammoth awning together, he also loads me up with all the ropes and stakes I’ll need to slam it up. I see smiling faces in my future—at least a few of them.

	I head back out to the ranch, loaded down with the awning materials and a plan. Too damn bad I can’t come up with a plan to put a smile on Sloan’s face. Right now, I’m oil and she’s vinegar. And I love you is off the table. How do I get that back on the table? How do I get her to see me as someone she can confide in? Why can her family know things I can’t? 

	All I keep circling back to is the most obvious answer: another man. The father of her child. Maybe I was too harsh, maybe I should have shut my mouth and not yelled at her when she said love was off the table. But a big part of me thinks she’s lying. Her voice was shaking and she kept pressing one hand to her forehead as if her head was spinning. As if she wasn’t thinking straight.

	When I turn into Moonstone Ranch, someone is walking along the puddle-covered drive, heading toward me. Someone in a long, ivory dress, drenched and looking like a muddy, grass-stained mess. Beautiful. Her glittered shoes are in one hand, a bottle of champagne in the other. Though I would say the bleak look on her face is anything but bubbly. I slow down and then stop two feet in front her. She doesn’t move an inch, though she does look at me. Her eye makeup is sliding down her face along with tears. For what, exactly? Or who?

	I throw the truck into park, get out, and walk over to her. She seems stuck in place, glued to that spot in the middle of the driveway, as rain dances through my truck’s headlight beams, which illuminate her.

	“Hey, why don’t you get in the truck?” 

	She looks over to the left meadow. Then the right. I look as well. Maybe she’s searching for that other guy. 

	“You okay?” I ask.

	“I’m fine,” she says through a soft sob.

	“Really? Is this what ‘fine’ looks like to you? Yes, you look positively celebratory.” I can’t not laugh.

	The left side of her mouth lifts then drops as fast.

	 “Well, shit. If this is fine, I’d like to see mind-blowingly awesome.”

	“I thought you left,” she says in a quiet voice, looking up at me with the saddest look any human could paste on their face.

	“I did. Got what I needed. I’m back.”

	“I mean left.”

	I laugh again. This is too funny.

	“Gone back to LA? What, that would have mattered to you? Hell, I could have sworn you said just a bit ago that things were off the table—love and, well, us. Why the hell would you care if I did? I have a life there, to be clear. You are currently not in it. That was your own choice. So, now I matter? One minute, you could not give a shit. The next, you, what? Want to fuck me? Are you telling me you’re upset and walking down this driveway because of me? Now that is hilarious, girl!”

	She’s still for a few seconds. Then a meager, “I’m sorry,” comes out.

	“You look sorry. Sorry as hell. Christ, Cricket. Get in my truck.”

	“Are you mad at me?” she says as I hop in on the driver’s side.

	“Mad?” I slam my hands on the wheel in amusement. “I suppose, if I’m being honest, yeah, you’ve pissed me off today. I’m no question feeling pretty far outside of your current wheelhouse of need. You have your reasons.” I fiddle with wet strands of hair, moving them out of her eyes.

	“Can we forget that happened earlier?”

	“Forget?” I laugh so hard she gets out of the truck, slams the door, and marches toward the house. 

	Barefoot, stomping through puddles. Adorable as all get-out. 

	I charge out of the truck for the second time and block her way. She tries to walk around me. Please. Stubborn little shit! 

	“You listen to me for a second. You seem to be running five hundred miles per hour since you got home. Running this way and that, into me, away from me.” I block her from passing on my left then sway to my right. “All the fuck over the place. You must be exhausted, and man, you are one confused little rabbit.” I grab her arms. “I’m not your toy. I won’t be that. Not to anyone. Based on your multiple conniption fits, today is obviously not the day for you to come clean, as we’re celebrating Coco and Fletcher. Soon, though. Real, real soon, we’ll sit down, and you, my darlin’, will tell me what in the hell is going on with you.” 

	She wiggles away from me in vain. 

	“It’s either that or we’ll be living in the same damn neighborhood like strangers. I deserve more than whatever it is you’re thinking you want on the table. Even if love isn’t it. And, for the record, no, I cannot forget that happened. Not anything, for that matter. I will remember every damn thing that has gone on between us. Everything you’ve given and everything you’ve taken. You might consider that stance as well—might actually bring you some clarity. You are in serious need of some transparency from my point of view.”

	“I deserved that,” she says, wiping her face with the back of her hand, nodding. “I deserved every word of that,” she repeats. 

	 “I’m sorry I got angry before. I shouldn’t have yelled,” I tell her, swallowing hard.

	“I don’t blame you, it’s been a rollercoaster since I got home. But thanks.” Her fingers skate along her bottom lip. 

	“Where’s our ring?” I ask, touching the finger it was on earlier.

	Her mouth quivers into an impossible-to-hide pout, though she certainly does try while walking away from me.

	“Where is it?” I ask again after I climb in on the driver’s side as she slams the door on her side.

	“I lost it. It slipped down the bathroom sink drain when I was washing my hands…and that’s when I realized how stupid… I’m so stupid.”

	I sweep her into a hug as her shoulders shake. She presses her face against my chest.

	“You lost it and you thought you lost me?” I whisper into her ear.

	“Yeah. Then I ran to find you and you were gone.” She softly cries. “I thought you’d left because of me.”

	I take her face in my hands. Her glittering eyes fill with worry. 

	“Shit, no. I didn’t leave you. I wouldn’t do that to you. I went into town to get an awning at Trucker’s for Coco and Fletch. Though, with this rain, I’m not sure about it being such a great idea anymore.”

	“That’s where you went? To Trucker’s?”

	“Yeah. We sewed up a whopper tent awning. He gave me all the stakes and ropes, but hell. Look at it out there. I’m not sure even Trucker the Clown could make a bride smile today.”

	Sloan’s face lights up in a little-girl-who-just-found-out-where-the-mama-cat-was-hiding-her-kittens way. And that smile, well…it does something to my insides. That smile could power all the fireflies in the world.
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	Yes, I have things to glue together. Some pieces of my soul have gone rogue—rightfully so. My story has shitty parts. Shittier and crazier than most. I’m not saying they’re impossible to overcome, but they’re not snap-your-fingers simple. This is not a skinned-knee situation I’ve been living. It was an arc. A life-altering existence. I’m doing more than managing those parts these days—I’m reclaiming them. 

	Hawke is next, he has to be next. 

	The road has not been an easy one, but on it, I’ve found out all sorts of beautiful things about myself. One is forgiveness for me. Though I haven’t mastered it yet—guilt, I’ve learned, is a tricky bitch that can get the best of you in the oddest moments. Some people thrive on guilt. I’m doing my best to outwit it. Will I win? Can I strong-arm something that powerful? Something that can hold a heart and a soul hostage? 

	 “You’re a good man,” I tell him, then shake my head and smile.

	“Thank you, and you’re a good woman,” he says. “I need you to know and remember that. I realize you seem to be in the middle of some twelve-step program to find your voice. I don’t know where it went, but it’s in there.”

	Rain pelts the truck as we huddle in it, nerves tingle in my body when Hawke slips his hand behind my neck, and pulls me so close that his breath is on my face. So close that I’m a hurricane of butterflies inside.

	“Darlin’, you’re a mosaic of beautiful,” he says softly, his voice deep and honeyed. “You have grit. You’re spirited and alluring as fuck, romantic in the way you always see life through a unique lens. I know your backbone is ironlike, even though you’ve been acting as though it has some structural damage. All these years later, I still see you in there, the beautiful you. But there are newer bits too, some of them tortured by something or someone. There are layers in you, deep inside you, I’ve yet to touch and I’ve been wondering if I ever will get to. But when you smile and when you look into my eyes, I know you. And, even though your hurt parts are different than mine, I might know them, if you’ll give me the chance.”

	Lightning circles us, and thunder rumbles down my spine, but nothing feels as electrifying as when Hawke’s lips land on mine. I swear my body levitates. His hands slide over me in ownership, scooting me against him—my body first and then every fiber inside me. He’s saying things in this kiss that open me up and shout at me, things that jolt me. Then words come out of me on their own accord. I’m along for the ride, and I hang on. But will he?

	“I’m done hiding. You better brace yourself.” I pull away from his mouth. 

	He slams his lips back onto me, his whole mouth covering mine, his tongue seeking everything inside me, plunging in deep. “You think I’m going somewhere?” He groans against my mouth.

	      “I’m gonna count on it,” I answer so quietly that he may not hear it.

	“You must think very little of us. Don’t you think we’re worth hanging on to?” Hawke’s forehead is on mine, the two of us panting. 

	It’s a raw, tender moment. Intimate as anything I’ve ever felt with him.

	“I’m staying, even when I tell you the other half of my story,” I say in a resolute tone. “Will I be worth staying for?”

	He doesn’t answer me with words, but holy mother of passion, he does answer me. His lips tell me I’m permanent. My kiss, in turn, begs him to promise me just that. He’s lost in me. I’m found in him. The two of us make the face of love seem like a different reality, and a new space to explore. 

	He sucks a trail down my neck that says, I’ve survived. You’ve survived. Please, let’s come together once and for all, you and me. Let’s be an us. I hear myself saying, Yes, I want this. I want you, our future. Please. I beg him over and over for it.

	 “I want to give you some things,” he says while sucking every naked surface he can find on me. He shoves my wet dress over my knees—then higher. Goose bumps chasing his touch. Just as quickly, his hand is under it and he’s pressing my chest, pushing me down onto the seat. 

	Everything he does says, Let me show you.

	“I want some things from you,” I answer in a breathy pant. God, I beg he fucks me right here in this crazy, raw moment, in this singular, split second I will not, for anything, ever forget.

	“Between your legs.” He groans as he yanks the front of my panties down and slides his hand in. “My cock right here, where you’re so wet.” He kneels over me, his voice firm and all-male sounding.

	Things are moving fast—my heartbeat, his words, our tongues. Part of me wants to explode with all the energy spilling over between us. It’s a force, an undeniable obligation of two wills that cannot be separate from one another for one more second. 

	“Between your legs and an orgasm…or five. And then…”

	As he says those words, he rubs me gently. Tenderly. Then hard. His eyes are positioned on mine, then his gaze falls between my legs. And the way he inspects what he’s doing, the way his chest is heaving, the evident bugle in his pants. “Hawke,” I say as I grab his biceps. “Inside,” I beg as I open my legs and feel my underwear pierce my thigh. He slides a finger inside me, and I press into it, moving my hips in rhythm with him. I climax, falling into a loss of control. My back arches on its own free will as his mouth lands on my thighs then between my legs. He sucks on me, licking me with my panties barely down. Then his face is at my neck, smelling of my scent and him. My toes curl, and when he talks to me, speaking words against my skin, I dig my fingers into his hair. And I hang on as my skin prickles with a flush. His mouth goes to my ear, his tongue licking me like an animal might, just before he says, “And then I want it back. I want it in moans, and I want to hear it in your screams.”

	I have another orgasm when he says that, while his hands manipulate their way in and out of me. And, as I catch myself just over the hump of that erotic moment, he continues talking. I moan a few times, the only answers I manage to summon besides orgasms.

	“Then I want to take something else away: your breath. I want that. Give it to me,” he demands. 

	Christ, it’s sexy the way he asks. His fingers are slippery, traveling with intent, expertly seeking my pleasure points. Missing nothing. Then he yanks my panties straight off me. 

	“Spread your legs,” he says in a savage tone, shoving my legs farther apart. Not an ounce of hesitation in his movements, nor mine.

	His hand is on my throat, encircling it. It’s exciting and dominant; it’s new, and my heart responds in a gallop to feel him want to conquer me while pushing my state of euphoria over the top. His hand travels up my throat and then grips my jaw as he slides his fingers into my mouth, over my lips, then onto my tongue. 

	“Taste what I love,” he says, and I suck his fingers. 

	I feel like his sex toy, and I fucking love it. I love his control, his confidence, and the way he asks and takes and gives. He rubs my taste inside my cheeks as I lick his fingers in anticipation of his mouth. Then, as fast as I think that thought, his mouth replaces his hand. He makes love to my mouth as his hand runs down my front and… Oh, Christ, yes—his lovely hand finds me again.

	“Look at you. Your wet little pussy can’t wait for another one,” he says, glancing between my legs. Then he sucks my bottom lip into his mouth and holds it hostage as he fucks me with his hand.

	It’s all mental at this point, and I’m lost once more—lost to him, his words, his passion, that deep timbre in his groan. His hunger. 

	I’ve never felt a man so hungry for me. But he’s not done with me, and this one nearly kills me because it brings me back to my center, and in that deep place, I find us as he asks for another. 

	“Darlin’, one more. Give me one more.” His voice is rough now, commanding, his fingers finding me in ways I’ve never known to exist. “I want every last bit of your pain.” He kisses me deeply for only seconds. 

	I cry out as his lips leave mine, but then he slides down my body and shoves my dress up higher. I fist the wet fabric as he forces it over my breasts. His hands work their way across me, pinching my nipples so hard I squeal. Then with everything he’s got, he takes me there. Again. His mouth moving over me, wet flesh on flesh. With his eyes pinned on mine, he drinks me in licks and sucks until he’s making me come as though it’ll be my last orgasm on this Earth.
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	“I have a serious case of I-cannot-get-enough-of-you.” I grab Sloan’s panties off the floorboard and hang them on the rearview mirror. 

	She snorts out a laugh and yanks them down. 

	“Licking you, tasting you… Shit. My tongue seems to have a mind of its own around you. I gotta say it’s a problem, and it sits somewhere between heavenly and otherworldly.”

	“That sounds like a good problem. Back-to-back orgasms? I see no crisis there.” Sloan shimmies her dress back into place. Wiggling around then shifting the rearview mirror to look at herself so she can spit-shine her makeup, she says, “Guess we should head up.”

	 “Guess so. If we stay here, we’re going to give a whole new meaning to the phrase speed bump.”

	“Listen,” I say as I thread my fingers with hers, “as much as I want to know the other half of your story, we don’t need to talk about things tonight, okay? Let’s enjoy our time here, and then next week, once we get you settled into your place… Well, let’s just say I’m glad you want to talk.”

	“Me too. Sorry I’ve been a scaredy-cat about it. I just figured we needed some time together first. I have a lot to tell you—just not now.”

	“Cricket, no more apologizing. Let’s go celebrate. Hell, your best friend is now your sister. And I’m still sort of on the table.” 

	We both laugh. 

	“Or at least dining at it!”
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	As we head up to the house, the rain marginally subsides. Enough, though, that it gives me the opportunity to assemble a handful of guys to throw the awning up over the small one that already exists out by the pool patio. A portion of the crowd gradually shifts outside as the party ensues. 

	A friend of ours who has a small rock band is set up in a corner of the great room, jamming. I’m hanging out at one of the bars, shooting the shit with the guys. Between toasts and shots, we ogle a group of rowdy women dancing, including Sloan, who manages to still look spectacular in her wet dress. Why on earth she wouldn’t want to slip into something dry is beyond me. Wet, dirty, and sexy, she lights a torch inside me.

	“You two going to make a go of it?” Granger asks as he nods to Sloan, who’s dancing on a chair with Coco on another next to her. 

	I see a broken ankle somewhere in the future of this party.

	“Hell yeah, we are,” I tell him. “We have some stuff to sort through, but it’ll happen.”

	“Be patient with her,” he says after a pull from his beer. “I know my folks have had words with you. That’s all I’m saying. Give her some time.”

	“You McQueens… Jesus. Yeah, I know,” I mutter.

	A couple of girls approach us, stumbling into each other. Unquestionably coming for one thing by the smiles on their faces and the way their eyes rake my body. 

	Granger chuckles as he wiggles his eyebrows at me. “It’s gotta be a weird feeling, isn’t it?”

	“It is what it is. I’m meat to them. They’re sharks looking for a story to share with their girlfriends.”

	“They’re Coco’s cousins, just so you know,” he says quietly. “They’ve been sniffing you out, looking for an intro.”

	“Because what?” I laugh. “I’m too intimidating to approach?”

	“Dude, lest you forget your status with the ladies—yes, you are intimidating. Not to me, douchebag.” He laughs as he catches their eyes and lures them over for the intro. “Ladies, this is Hawke. But, then, I guess you knew that.” He winks at me as he throws an arm over my shoulder. “Meet Virginia and Peggy.”

	“Nice to meet you, girls. I hear you’re Coco’s cousins. I’ve known Coco a long time.”

	“Have you fucked her?” Peggy asks.

	I laugh and choke on my beer. Her trashy accent and crass question are the perfect combination of nauseating, not to mention the cigarette hanging out of the corner of her mouth as she wrestles a piece of something else. Gum.

	“Hell no. She’s my girlfriend’s best friend.” I clear my throat, trying to suffocate my laugh. I cannot, for anything, make eye contact with Granger or I’ll lose it.

	“Your girlfriend?” Virginia says while cozying into me as she pets my arm. 

	I get a whiff of her cotton-candy scent and take one step back. “Sloan McQueen,” I say, pointing to Sloan, who is now lap-dancing with the chair. 

	Actually, she’s quite good, very entertaining. Sexy. Even if she is looking more than drunk. Then she slips and falls when she notices me watching her. Call me clairvoyant or Dr. Slater. 

	I race over to her. “Cricket, Vegas called. You didn’t get the job.”

	“Did they offer to fuck you?” She’s wild-eyed. “Those two… They were… They want to…” 

	I’m laughing. She has no idea the life I lead.

	“God no.” I pick her up and sit us down away from the dance floor on a leather couch. “You’re a little boozy, darlin’. I think your lap-dancing days are over.”

	“Did they try anything with you?”

	“What, like grab my cock?” I chuckle.

	“Yes! They want to fuck you. I’m not joking.”

	“I don’t mean to sound like an egotistical dick, but this is a regular thing for me. If women recognize me, they feel free asking for anything they want. It doesn’t mean I take them up on it.”

	“Are you serious? It’s normal?”

	I whisper in her ear, “As normal as me eating you out in your parents’ driveway.”

	She smacks my arm. “Very funny, smartass.”

	“You have nothing to worry about.” I grab her ankle and massage it as she moves it in circles. “That was some nice bump and grind on your part. How’s the ankle?”

	“Guess this is what I get for trying to out–lap dance Coco. She obviously wins.”

	“I think you won. I have a little prize for you.” I reach into my pocket and finger the ring. “I’m also a decent plumber.” 

	Her smile is Grand Canyon–wide before she erupts in tears. “Oh my gosh! I thought it was a lost cause.”

	“Nah. It was sitting in the U-pipe under the sink. It took me two minutes, your dad’s wrench is all I needed. I knew it would be waiting for me.”

	Sloan slams a kiss on my lips. “Like you waited for me, huh?”

	“Just like it. I would have waited forever.”
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	Sloan and I wake up late Sunday morning to a blistering day. She’s leaning against the headboard, knitting and humming, with School Bus sleeping belly up in her lap, that one foot flopped over. We smell like sex and us. Just being able to say those things and feel confident of where they’re going makes me smile.

	“It’s gotta be over a hundred degrees and you’re knitting?” I pinch her earlobe and direct her face to mine with a tug. 

	“It helps me think.” She shrugs. “Do you still have all those hats and scarves I knit for you?”

	“Every last one. Very handy in California.”

	She pokes my forehead with one finger, and says, “We get cold mornings and nights. You wore them.”

	“Still do. I’m just giving you shit. What are you knitting, a sweater for fuzz ball?”

	“Booties.”

	That shakes me for a second. “Obviously not for the duck’s foot. Are you pregnant?” Shit, that came out sounding caustic. But holy hell, this would put a wrench in things. It would also give meaning to all the angst she’s plagued with.

	“Wow. You look scared stiff.” She keeps knitting with her lips pursed as she straightens her back and lets out a long, annoyed-sounding groan. 

	It startles School Bus, but as I stroke her fuzzy belly, she calms.

	“I’m saying, if you were, it would mean something else.”

	She gazes at me, no emotion on her face. “Like what?” She still hasn’t said she’s not.

	“Like you were with someone. Like you were having a baby with someone. Again.”

	“Mmmhmm.”

	I’m close to shitting myself. “So, are you?” I shift into a sitting position and get in her face, readying myself to wrestle her tongue for the answer.

	She lays her needles and yarn down next to her lap then gazes at me with her face wrinkled in disgust. “No, I’m not, but it’s good to see what sort of reaction I’d have received if I were.”

	Thank God. I let out a noisy breath, then twist my body around to slouch on my back next to her, propping my feet on the headboard. “Are you mad at me for asking? Come on.”

	She begins knitting again. “I’m fine.”

	“You were fine yesterday too.” I kiss her knees then tickle the backs of them, hoping for a smile. But I don’t receive one. “‘Fine’ sure seems to mean other things with you. Other than okay. I’ve developed a solid bullshit detector over the years, and for the record, it would be okay with me if you weren’t fine. Don’t panic over my reaction. Are you knitting them for a friend?”

	“No. I don’t have any pregnant friends.”

	“Okay, so, you just like to knit baby booties?”

	“I have boxes full of them.” She snaps her head up and looks at me then down again. “It makes me think of him.”

	My heart sinks. Him. And I feel like an ass. Again. 

	“I totally get it,” I say, as I stroke the back of her hand. “That’s cool. What else makes you think of him?” 

	“Are you sure you want to do this?” She lets out a deep sigh, plunks her needles and yarn on the nightstand, then starts rubbing her forehead. 

	“Not if you don’t. Your call.”

	“I’d rather not.” Her cheeks redden.

	 This is, no question, going to be an interesting week of dialogue.

	“Okay.” I fold my arms behind my head. “How about this, you want to drive to LA together today?”

	“I’ve decided I’m not going today,” she says with an edge in her voice as she stares down her nose at me. “I’m staying here for a few more days.”

	“You sound off. Something happen between last night and this morning? I was kind of hoping you’d come down to LA with me and stay at my house before we get you moved into yours. Could give us the time to talk about the things you wanted to tell me.”

	She slants her head, face crinkling. Then scoops up the duckling and swings her legs over the bed’s edge, her back to me as she speaks to the wall. “We decided we’d do that once I got moved in.”

	“Okay. I was just trying to find a way to reach you.” I dig my fingers into her waist for a tickle, and she bounces off the bed, back collapsed on the wall. “What’s up? Tell me what that wrinkle on your forehead is saying? Come on.”

	“It’s saying I’m a little stressed out. Overwhelmed. Your career, the way you spend your days. Me and everything I’m about to dump on you.” She cringes as her eyes shift to the ground.

	“Cricket, look at me. We can figure it all out. None of it matters as much as you being home. I got you back, anything beyond that is solvable.”

	“Yeah, as solvable as world peace.” 
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	Mama is sitting on the kitchen floor cross-legged in denim overalls, nursing an orphaned lamb with a bottle, when the oven bell rings.

	“Sweetheart, those are the scones. Pull them out please.”

	“I’ve got ’em,” I say as I take a big step over School Bus, as she turns in circles with newfound wonder.

	“You always have been an inventive child. Look at that thing go.” Oma chuckles, watching School Bus scoot across the wooden floor in her new wheeled contraption I made this morning after Hawke left for LA. 

	I woke up in the middle of the night drenched in my sweat, with my heart pounding. I rubbed my wrists, scrambling to get free from the imaginary restraints. It’s always that or my neck or my ankles. Nothing new about it, except now it’s happening when I’m next to him. I wish I could say everything will be fine with us. Sure, he left with a smile on his face, but I know it wasn’t what he was really feeling. His jaw was moving so fast after I kissed him goodbye it made nausea rise in my throat.

	Snickering, my dad says, “By God, Sloan, think of the one-legged ducks across the world that could use something like this.”

	I pull the scones out and place each one on a cooling rack, enjoying their sweet scent wafting up my nose.

	 “Funny, Daddy.” I look down at him sitting on the floor, enamored with my duckling, and roll my eyes. “Be careful or I won’t make one for you someday when you can no longer walk.”

	“That a shoe?” He chuckles, tilting his head to study the apparatus.

	“Yeah, a toddler shoe. I hot-glued the wheels on, then made that harness from some cat collars. Kind of wonky, but School Bus is going to outgrow it in a week. I figured I could start here and work up to something more impressive. Maybe I’ll find better supplies in LA.”

	“I like the practicality,” Daddy says as School Bus stops to nibble on the seam of his jeans. “The duck shit stays in the shoe as that thing rolls around looking proud as a peacock.”

	“Guess it gives ‘honey wagon’ a new meaning,” Oma says, grinning.

	After refilling my coffee, I press a hand to my churning stomach as I observe them obsessing over my duckling, thinking about how it would have been had they known my son. I snap out of it as quickly, realizing they will never know some things about him or me. Things that would humiliate me if I ever did tell them.

	“I’m all about new meanings these days,” I say under my breath.

	Mama nestles at my side to top up her coffee, though it hardly needs any. I scratch the head of the tiny, black lamb in her arms then let it suck my finger. 

	“Speaking of, how’d you and Hawke do this weekend? Some ups, some downs?” she asks.

	“Something like that.” I’m surprised it took them this long to ask. I was quite pleased that my relationship status hasn’t been our main topic.

	“How much does he know?” she says, handing me a blueberry scone.

	The three of them look up at me with raised brows. 

	“That I had a baby,” I say, buttering my scone, avoiding their nosy gazes.

	“Nothing else?” Daddy says, as his eyes narrow on me.

	I let out a massive sigh and say, “It wasn’t the right time, don’t start riding me now. I’m going to sit down with him this week. We’re in a good place after some bumps.”

	“That boy loves you, honey. Don’t you doubt a thing about him. Take all the time you need,” Oma says, giving my folks a frowned shush-up. “He’s going nowhere, regardless of your worries. He holds all the love in the world for you—still.”

	“I know that. And I do for him.”

	In the afternoon, Mama, Oma, and I gather two bushels of clementines from the orchard and spend a couple of hours in the kitchen making a batch of marmalade. Oma mostly watches while proceeding to ask us three times to spike it as she sips a snifter of bourbon. After they disappear to read and nap, I head down to my lakeside cabin with School Bus. She seems quite happy tucked in the wicker basket of my old, pale-blue beach cruiser bike as we bump along the dusty road.

	“How about we go for a little swim?” I unfasten the tiny harness and set my ball of fuzz in the water. Then strip down and flop on my belly, half on the sand half in the water. The duckling swims close by as I bake in the sun. Not ten minutes later, I see a truck I don’t recognize coming toward the lake. I swim out, away from the beach, so that whoever it is doesn’t see me naked.

	You have got to be kidding. Mick? Wasn’t seeing him at the wedding enough? Great. 

	“Sloan McQueen.” The slimy smile on his face is wide and hungry. “Your mom told me you were down this way, but I didn’t expect to see you like this.”

	“What do you want, Mick?”

	“I was just picking up the folding chairs your mom borrowed from my aunt and thought I’d stop down for a friendly hello.”

	“Okay. Hello. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get out of the water.”

	“Be my guest.” He sinks his hands in his pockets as he tilts his head.

	“Mick, not in a million years am I giving you a show. Now get going.”

	“I hear you like giving shows.” He snickers as he saunters to the water.

	 My guts bottom out. “Well then, you have been misinformed.”

	“I don’t think so, princess.” His eyes are unblinking and intense as he stares at me.

	My throat flutters with a forceful pulse. Impossible—this is impossible. 

	“What the hell are you talkin’ about?”

	“My uncle was recently telling me about a sweet someone he was camming with years back.” He chuckles then bites his thumbnail. After chewing it off, he spits it in the water. “Funny thing is, her name didn’t match yours, but my God, when he showed me who she was, her pretty face sure did.”

	School Bus paddles toward Mick as he squats and swishes his hand in the water. As soon as he can, he scoops my baby up. My guts twist and I propel toward shore.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Put my duckling down.”

	“Oh, I’ll bet you do, Soul Sister Eighteen.” His lips twist into a cynical smile. Then he holds the duckling upside down by her one foot in front of his face as she peeps in rapid fire. “This thing is useless—one leg and not enough meat to please my dog. I have a slingshot in my truck. I’ll go get it.” He pivots, then snakes away with School Bus dangling from his knuckle.

	Blood rises in a wave of heat through my body. “Get the fuck off this property.” I scramble out of the water and grab the duckling from his hand. Then I snatch up my sundress and pin it over my body. “Now!”

	“Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me,” he says in a drawl while dragging his eyes up and down my body. “I got my eyeful, and thank you for that.”

	“Leave now, or so help me God…”

	“So help you God?” He approaches me and stops inches away. “Let me tell you something about God. He wouldn’t approve of you or your boyfriend. Sinners, the both of you. Or the filthy things either of you has been up to. Using your bodies the way you have. Disgusting. God didn’t give you what you have to use it like some whore. So you’ll what, princess? What’ll you do?” He curls his upper lip and wipes the beads of sweat off it with his sleeve. “Ppfft. I thought so.”

	“Mick…now!” I growl.

	He shuffles one foot through the sand then walks toward the cabins. “I’m going, I’m going. Relax. By the way,” he says, looking over his shoulder. “I hear you’re moving to Silver Lake. That’s supposed to be quite nice. Enjoy the neighborhood.”

	Following a long cuddle with School Bus to calm both of us down, I pour a mug of eggnog and spike it with the whiskey Hawke left. I have no one I can call about this. His uncle? Lord help me. Sure, I could call my therapist, but that doesn’t sound comforting. Plus, I already know exactly what she’ll say. I can replay those sessions if I want—hell, I have three years of taped sessions with various therapists. Hawke’s the only one I can talk to about this, yet I can’t even talk to him until I come clean. 

	Seven years of hell. I thought I was free. Not of my memories, but of him. Finally of him. And what could he want from me now, after all this time. Why didn’t he come for me earlier? I’ve spent years shifting my emotions away from him. So how is it I feel like he’s with me again?
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	Thursday arrives, and along with it comes a crew of six guys and Hawke, who help move me into my home in a few short hours. 

	My place in Silver Lake is modern but comfortable, snow white inside and out with clean lines and an abundance of natural light. “Bright, modern, chic,” is what I told the Realtor. And she delivered. It sports an enormous rooftop deck with views of downtown LA and beyond. Not to mention the fact that it’s walking distance to Hawke’s house, according to him.

	“Are you planning on housing a portion of the Angels baseball team? This place is huge. Aren’t you going to be lonely here?” Hawke chugs a liter of water. Drips river down his bare chest, joining the rest of his sweat as he wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. He works the word sweaty as if it’s the only synonym for sexy.

	I’m digging through boxes, unpacking the kitchen, opening newly bought glassware and dinnerware and loading the dishwasher while we talk. “I was trying to think long term.” I chuckle, as his body presses against my back.

	“As in, you want five kids?” he says softly into my ear. “We’d better get busy, Cricket.”

	Brushing the kid comment off, I position two glasses in the dishwasher’s top rack then turn to him. “Is your place small?”

	“No. It’s big. I was trying to think long term about the five kids I’m hoping to have.”

	I do another gut check as nerves work to surface—I’m getting good at pasting bogus smiles on. Maybe I need to splurge on a little more self-forgiveness.

	My finger lands in the sweaty, dark curls on his chest. Then it follows the trail down until it rests at the top edge of his jeans. “Hope you find her,” I say as I toy with the idea of undressing him.

	“Hope you find him.” He licks his top lip.

	I don’t know why, but that singular action takes my eyes back down to his jeans, where his arousal is making an appearance. It’s hard to miss.

	He adjusts himself. “Can I help you move furniture around? I’m good spatially. Or help you out with that new king-size bed? You know, make sure it’s hard enough?” His eyes are saying filthy things as his lips curve into a smile. 

	I’m certain his sweat is laced with some sort of aphrodisiac that makes my knees go elastic. Why is it I feel as though I’m about to be taken down by the hand of God to kneel before Hawke and unzip his pants?

	I touch him—how can I not? He groans at my contact. 

	“I’m not concerned about my bed being hard enough,” I whisper. “Or anything else, for that matter.”

	“Get over here. We need to christen this place.” He pulls my hips against his. 

	I relish the feel of him through my shorts. “You suddenly find religion?”

	“Yeah. I’m gonna worship you in the bedroom, and then you’re gonna bless me on that rooftop deck.” He chuckles. “I’d like to blow my wad all over your tits with the backdrop of LA in front of us.” He grabs the back of my neck and kisses my mouth hard as one hand floats across my breasts. 

	Arching into his touch, I say, “You looking for new film opportunities on my deck?”

	“No,” he says as his fingers linger at my waist, just under my shirt, leaving me wondering: Will he slide them under my bra or into my shorts? Every time I’m sure he’s about to do one thing, he does the other.

	“Because you look like you need a good kissing. One that’ll startle you,” he says softly, walking us backward with his hands planted on my ass.

	“I’ve been moving boxes all morning. You really don’t want to get near me.”

	“Oh, but I do. I can’t be reading you wrong, darlin’.”

	“I’m sweaty.”

	Hawke stops us from walking and cracks up at my comment, shaking his head. After nudging my legs apart with his knee, he looks me in the eye with a devil-may-care gaze. My stomach flip- flops as he fingers that bare skin on my inner thigh. He groans as he slides his hand along the edge of my panties. 

	“I was counting on that.” He smiles, damn him.

	“You want me now?” 

	“Sloan,” he says, stroking the wet lace between my legs.

	My name sounds dirty and sexy the way he stretches it out, making it seem as though he were already sliding himself into me. I catch myself hanging on to that hiss with my mouth agape.

	“I should shower if you really want to—”

	“That’s out of the question, because in the next minute, you’re going to be begging me for my tongue. Then my cock. My kiss is going to turn you inside out, and then we’ll have a dirty, little romp.” He’s obscene, wanting me the way he does. He wants dirty and raw. His eyes and body language leave nothing to the imagination. Roving and hungry.

	“You think so?” I ask. “You think one kiss’ll do all that? Is that a threat, then?”

	 “No,” he says, flashing a cocky smirk as we enter my bedroom. “I don’t need to threaten you. I need to show you. Get on the bed.” He tilts his head. “Sit at the edge,” he instructs, studying me, a grin plastered on his face. 

	Oh, that grin. He doesn’t just wear a sexy I’m-gonna-fuck-you-until-you-forget-your-own-name grin. He possesses it in a way that oozes straight out of him. Seems impossible that one man could eat up that much handsome, but then again, Hawke’s not just any man. I’d call him black market if he weren’t making himself so damn available to me.

	“Remember what you said to me when we were on the raft about getting off?” He kneels in front of me then pulls my tennis shoes off before tossing them in the corner. 

	Every ounce of my libido handsprings inside me, listening to the low tone of his voice, wondering what he’s going to say next.

	“Yeah, I remember.” I nod. His fingers tiptoe up my legs as goose bumps scatter over my skin.

	“I want to see that,” he says, looking marinated in desire as he licks his lips.

	“See me get off?” My voice rises as my heart drums against my ribs. “I thought you wanted to—”

	“Oh, I’ll be fucking you.” Every word drips with desire through his husky-with-need voice. “This is going to be a congrats-on-your-new-home fuck. That’s an epic fuck right there. But not yet.”

	He slides his hands up and down my legs then squeezes my hips for a beat until he grabs the band of my shorts and glides them down my legs. I’ve never gotten off on my own in front of him. I’ve imagined it multiple times. But can I do this? Now? It’s so many memories tied to too many things he won’t understand.

	“Um, so just… I mean, you want me to…” I’m not new to pleasuring myself in front of someone, but he’s not someone. It shouldn’t make me uneasy—not at all. I grumble a few swear words under my breath to calm my nerves.

	“God, you’re adorable. This makes you nervous, doesn’t it?” he asks with his head cocked to the side as he pulls my T-shirt up my stomach. 

	I lift my arms, and he drags it over my head then throws it behind me on the bed. 

	“Cricket, it’s just me. Have you ever done something like this in front of anyone?”

	“No,” I lie. Because I’m not ready to disclose that part of me yet. One step at a time.

	“You want to film it?”

	“No,” I mutter under my breath.

	“Why not? You’re so vulnerable right now, it’s gorgeous. Let’s film it. Where’s Soul Sister?” He brushes the sensitive swell of my breasts, stealing a few fingers inside my bra.

	 “Hawke.”

	“I want to see you want me. Tell me where she is,” he says, canvassing the room until his eyes lock onto my laptop.

	“Wait. Hawke—” 

	He shushes me, pressing a finger to my lips. Our eyes meet and we both crack up. My laugh is shy and nervous. As he saunters back over after getting the laptop he winks at me, and in him, I see the confident man he’s become. A man who wears his good looks and charisma as if they were a second skin. A man who’s familiar to all of my senses. A man who’s just now discovering the woman I’ve become. Everything and nothing has changed in ten years.

	After opening Soul Sister and positioning her on the dresser, he turns to face me. His emotion-filled voice is naked.

	“You know you make me crazier now than you did when you were a girl. I want you to do this for both of us, okay?”

	I smile and breathe in deeply as he edges his fingers into the elastic band on my underwear then pulls them down my legs. Inwardly, I cringe as he fists them in his hand then inhales them. 

	“Are you rolling your eyes because I’m smelling you?” He chuckles as he shoves one hand through his hair. “Does it bother you that I like the way you smell, that I crave your scent?” He leans against the dresser, positioning himself for optimal viewing. 

	“I should have showered.”

	He laughs again. It’s wrapped in a smug we’re-doing-this-my-way smirk. “You knew that was never going to happen.” His gaze falls all over me, then lands between my legs, which are at the moment pinned together. “Spread your legs for me,” he says, and nods, motioning them apart. I spread them, but I’m still not sure I can do this. How can I feel okay doing this? But it’s Hawke. Try.

	“Wait,” I say, covering my face with both hands.

	 “You wet already? Does that embarrass you?” His voice is low, achy, and honeyed with desire. I peek through my fingers. His lashes are at half-mast as he looks me over. His elbows rest behind him, forcing out a bulge of muscles on his arms.

	I glance at his hands, which are gripping the dresser top, white-knuckled, waiting for a show. He pops the button at the top of his jeans. Then he unzips them and slides his hand into his briefs on what is noticeably a very alert and ready erection. He’s starting without me. 

	I let out a long, slow sigh as my hand slips between my legs. I can do this. I close my eyes for a second to relax then open them. Hawke’s eyes are dancing over my whole body with a bright and curious look of appreciation.

	“You’re so fucking beautiful like this, touching yourself for me.”

	He’s stroking himself in his briefs. It’s ridiculously sexy the way his hand moves up and down, twisting over his length, as his eyes examine my body, settling between my legs every few seconds. He’s the distraction I need to do this. He loves me. Let it go. I lick my lips and close my eyes for a few seconds. And when I open them a smile flickers across his face, warming my insides. I trust him.

	“Does it feel good? You like that I’m watching?”

	I say nothing, as I force my memories into a locked vault. Do this for him. Do it for you. Hawke pushes off the dresser then kneels in front of me. He presses his palms onto my inner thighs and spreads me open farther. Then he pushes me back so that I’m lying down.

	“Sloan… Jesus.” He picks my feet up and places them up on the mattress. “You’re really wet.” He glides a finger down my pubic strip, straight through my wet folds, then inside me.

	I moan out a throaty sound at his touch. I’m not on display, performing. This is safe, and I’m okay now. He slides another finger inside me, and I tighten around him as he fucks me. Then he pulls his fingers out and licks them from his palm to his tips. 

	“My favorite taste,” he says as he leans over my body, caging me with his arms. “It’s sexy watching you touch your pussy, listening to you, watching that blush grow up your neck.” He grins then fingers my bra straps and lowers them down. “Better. I’ve always loved your perfect, little tits.” He licks from nipple to nipple as I arch my back toward his wet mouth. 

	 “Can you come like this?” he asks in a low groan at the edge of my ear. “Can you come rubbing yourself, or shall I—”

	“You can do anything you want to help me out.” I’m thinking tongue. 

	Maybe he is too. Then I remember I haven’t showered. 

	“What would help you? Anything specific?”

	“Um…”

	I want you to go down on me, except I’m sweaty and terrified I reek. Every girl’s oral sex nightmare.

	Though the way he moves down there and settles in says something entirely different. I actually hold my breath until his tongue starts sliding over me.

	He spreads me open, and licks me with a soft tongue. “I fucking love eating you,” he says as though he’s at a five-star restaurant.

	I giggle a little in relief. “Yeah, so, it’s okay, then? I mean…you know?” I roll my eyes.

	“No, it’s not okay,” he says, penetrating me with two fingers as his eyes flash up to mine. “It’s gorgeous and delicious. You are, Cricket. Every bit of you is.”

	His open, wet mouth surrounds my clit, his tongue working magically over it. And, with that, I lay my head back and let him go to town. He becomes the mayor of my town in seconds—might have found a new borough or two. 
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	“How about I take you out for a nice dinner? We have tons of great little places close by. We can walk and I can show you around your new neighborhood.”

	Sloan’s brushing her teeth post-shower. I’m sitting on the long, marble vanity in her bathroom, taking pleasure in every little thing she’s doing. I could be sitting on her rooftop deck, enjoying the view with a beer while she gets ready, but this is more of what I need. We need. Time. Any amount of time I can get with her. Sort of like the more I’m with her, the less it’ll feel like we were ever apart. Making up for lost time is one of my missions, that and getting her to trust me with her past and my current scenario. She holds up one finger then spits out a mouthful of toothpaste. “Yeah. Sounds great.” 

	In the bathtub, School Bus is playing in the water. How that little rascal manages to flip over and swim the way she does blows my mind. 

	“A buddy of mine has a great local bistro. You like that kind of food?”

	 “Kind of funny that you don’t know everything I like anymore, isn’t it?”

	“Well, that’s why we’re dating, so I can find out all sorts of things about you. And you about me.”

	“Dating? Aren’t we fancy, labeling ourselves?” she says, a coy smile on her face as she looks at my reflection in the mirror. “Is that what we’re doing?” She picks her hairbrush up then rakes it through her wet, glossy locks.

	“What would you call it?”

	She sets her hairbrush down then takes one step toward me and settles herself between my legs. “I don’t know. Dating?”

	“What don’t you know?” I ask as I lift her chin and gaze into her eyes. “You know you like being with me. You know I adore you. Would you like it if we called it something else?”

	We both smile. Mine is most definitely saying, You’re fucking kidding, right? Hers is saying, Well, that’s a damn good question.

	“Is it because saying you date a ‘porn star’ makes you feel weird?” I finger-quote porn star. “Can you say those words? ‘My boyfriend is a porn star’?”

	 “Wouldn’t I be saying, ‘My boyfriend is the most “famous” porn star in the world’?” She finger-quotes famous.

	“I’d rather you say, ‘My boyfriend is the filthiest best fuck ever.’”

	She sits on the edge of the tub, throws her feet in the water, and School Bus swims onto her as though she’s an island. 

	“And that would be the truth.” She giggles, waggling her eyebrows at me.

	“Damn right it would.”

	She gazes at me with a disarming stare that makes me want to photograph her and frame it. 

	“Get dressed,” I say as I scoop the duckling out of the water. “Let’s continue this over cocktails. I have more to say on the topic.” I grab the towel she’s wrapped in then snap it across her bare ass.

	“Yeeouch!” She smirks. “Are you going to give me some sort of multiple choice?”

	 “Yeah. Something like that.”

	A. We’re dating.

	B. We’re getting engaged.

	C. I’m marrying you in Vegas.

	D. All of the above.

	Now to explain to her that there’s no difference in my mind between love and promise. Unless, to her, it means something else these days, which it might. Maybe there really is some of me wrapped up in that pound of pain she’s carrying around. Maybe I’m hidden in the shadow of it. Or maybe I’m at the core of it. 

	One thing’s for sure: I’ll be finding out soon. I won’t push. I’ll let her deliver it, but I will find out.
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	The bistro is walking distance from Sloan’s house. We settle into a back corner of the dark, modern, main dining room and order drinks.

	“You are looking very red-carpet gorgeous tonight.”

	She cracks a smile that hits my gut. How one girl scooped up that much sparkle might be a whodunit to everyone else, but not to me. I’ve always known this about her. She managed to change the trajectory of my life with her mammoth shine.

	“You’re staring, and you have a very goofy look on your face.”

	“Cricket, hear me out.” I pause when the waiter stops by and delivers our cocktails. 

	 “Cheers,” she says. We clink glasses. “Now, what am I hearing you out on?” She takes a sip of her drink.

	“I want to get back to this dating thing. I hope you were joking around. But I’m guessing you think it’s too early for any sort of bigger promises. Is that it?”

	“What do you mean by promises? Like a lifetime sort of thing?”

	“Something like that. Too much too soon? I’m swinging big. This isn’t one of those we-just-met things. I know you, you know me.”

	“You sure you don’t want to wait on that conversation?” she says, squinting at me. Apparently she wants to wait.

	“Simmer down. I’m just asking you to be with me…and no one else.”

	She snorts out a laugh as she smacks her leg with an open palm. “While you merrily screw people all day long?”

	“So my career choice is bugging you?”

	“I want to be with you. Don’t turn this into something it’s not. But, you do fuck for a living,” she answers.

	“Let me ask you this: Would you rather I only produce? Level with me. I’m trying to lay my cards on the table. I’m good with jumping right back in where we left off. I’ve tried living in a world without you, it was hell. I want one thing in my life right now. You. I’m at the top of my game. My bank account has more zeros in it than I’ll ever need. You say the word—you want me to step aside and just produce, I’ll do that. I’m looking for one Hail Mary here. You.”

	Her mouth drops open and she shakes her head. “I don’t want you to change your entire life because I’m back in it.”

	Tiptoeing my fingers to hers, we hook pinkies. “You already have, just tell me what you want and I’ll do it. Anything for you.”

	She answers me with silence. I let out a gruff-sounding sigh then finish off my drink and signal the waiter for another round. Sloan cups her face with both hands as she leans on the table.

	“I have boxes and boxes of things that mean a lot to me. Boxes of memories, boxes of loss…or, I suppose, collections linked to loss. Collections that hold all sorts of meaning. Maybe I can show you sometime,” she says, a far-off look in her eyes.

	“What about boxes of hope and desire? Got any of those sitting around?”

	“You’re very castle-in-the-sky, aren’t you?” She slowly blinks with a smile that wants to cry.

	“Damn right I am.”

	She scrutinizes my face with a squint and says, “Tell me. How’d you start your career? What was it?”

	I marvel at the way she’s switching topics. Jumping all over the place. Avoidance is all I can think. But I go along with her.

	“Let’s just say I’m a fine specimen of breeding and my cock was God’s way of informing my career choice.” I wink and laugh.

	“You’re obscene. I need a better answer.”

	“Fine. I quit film school upon my parents’ urging then decided to shoot some edgy stuff with a girl I was good friends with. We were just sort of fucking around, but it turned out to be pretty cool footage.”

	“Must have been a really good friend,” she says, twirling her hair around a finger. “I wish we had been shooting together like we always talked about.”

	“We still can—we can make all kinds of films.” Her eyes hold a puzzle as they waver from mine. One part pain that is evident and one part who the hell knows what.

	She toys with the ice in her drink, nodding as though she’s thinking things over. “I feel so much for you. I hope you know that.” She looks up with wet eyes.

	“Feel…how?”

	“Big.” Her gaze dips to her lap. 

	My God, she’s struggling with something. Me, obviously, but there’s more. 

	“Big love and feelings, and I know you might want to strangle me sometimes. Be patient, okay?”

	“Ten years, Cricket. I’d say patience is my middle name.”

	We order our dinner, and the bistro fills with noisy chatter. Neither of us says anything for long seconds after the waitress leaves. I move my chair closer to Sloan’s hoping to break down some of the awkwardness between us. 

	“Sloan McQueen, we are having dinner out. This is incredible, can’t say I ever saw this coming.”

	She presses two fingers to her forehead and gazes over my shoulder. “There’s a woman staring at you, you might want to say hello.”

	“Ignore it.” I snatch her wrist in my hand and glide my thumb over her line of tattoos. “Just ignore her.”

	“Maybe she’s someone you know,” she says, pulling her arm away and gripping the back of her neck.

	“And maybe she’s not. I’m with you, not her. Speaking of you, not to be pushy, but that awards ceremony in Las Vegas is coming up soon.”

	“Already? So you want me to—”

	“Be my date. Would you?”

	“Las Vegas,” she says, nervous laughter escaping her. “You’re not trying to trick me into anything, are you?”

	Her question spars with my heart. Of course that’s crossed my mind—only about fifty times since I asked her to join me for the ceremony. Is that so wrong? Is a few weeks enough time to secure a promise from her? I want to believe that it is. A lifetime and a few weeks. 

	“Okay, you got me. Shit. That is exactly what I’d like to do.”

	“Very funny,” she says, as she shifts in her chair and pushes away from the table, and me.

	 Gripping the edge of her chair, I slide it toward me. “I guess I can do Vegas,” she says quietly. “You did say this was the Oscars of the industry, right?”

	“And then some. I’ll book us a penthouse. You’ll look gorgeous pressed against a glass wall overlooking the city,” I say at the edge of her ear. 

	“Yeah, I figured this wasn’t going to be an adjoining-rooms situation.”

	“Cricket, the only thing that’ll be adjoining is our hips.”

	 A tap lands on my shoulder. “Hawke?” 

	I turn my head to see my agent, Samantha, a step from our table.

	“Sam. Hey, gorgeous. Sloan, this is my good friend and agent, Samantha.”

	Sloan stands and shakes Sam’s hand. “Hey, Samantha. It’s nice to meet you.” Her eyes are full of questions. “Are you a Silver Lake resident as well?”

	Sam chuckles then laces her arm in mine. “Long-time resident and next-door neighbor to this one,” she says, pointing at me.

	“Oh, neighbors.” Sloan half-smiles as a blush rises in her face. “Nice. I just moved to the area.”

	“Oh, you’ll love it,” Sam says, her eyes sparkling. “We’ll do a barbeque at my place and introduce you to everyone. There are so many cool people who live around here.” She looks across the room. “I gotta run, guys. My date is going to think I ditched him.”

	“Who’s the lucky guy?” I ask.

	“Hollyn Lynch.”

	“Seriously?”

	“All right, save it.” Sam laughs as she rolls her eyes at me. “Sloan,” she says, reaching her hand out. “I look forward to seeing you again. Watch out for Mr. Smartass here.”

	“Says the risk taker,” I chide after giving her a kiss on her cheek. “Later.”

	 Sloan avoids my gaze as the waitress delivers food seconds after Sam leaves. 

	“Hey, what’s up? You look like you just got sucker punched.”

	She fidgets with her napkin then nibbles on a french fry.

	      “So she’s the agent you dated, then?”

	“Yeah, we did date.” 

	She nods along with a shaky exhale. “Is this what it’s going to be like?”

	“What does that mean?” I know what she means.

	“Is every woman we run into going to be someone you’ve fucked, and have a video of on your website?” She forms a fist and places her chin on it while studying me. 

	“Wow, that’s a little whiplash feeling.” I scratch my jaw and take a second, not wanting to jump all over her. “I do this for a living. And I have not fucked every woman I know.”

	“Oh yeah?” She clears her throat as her eyebrows shoot up. “Do you have any female friends you haven’t?”

	I throw my hands up, then run them through my hair. “What is this, a witch hunt?”

	“Answer the question!” Her voice cuts through the air. Sharp. Stinging.

	“I don’t know, no.” I pinch between my eyebrows.

	“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

	Brushing my fingers along her arm I say, “I’ve already told you I would change things for you.”

	“You can’t change what’s already been done. I mean, who you’ve done.” 

	She picks up her hamburger and takes a giant bite. What’s been done, who you’ve done? Was that directed at me or herself? 

	“Christ, did Sam set you off that much?”

	She swallows, shrugging. “Sorry, I just, I don’t know…this whole thing is, well, I have some adjusting to do, if we’re going to be together.”

	“How did our night go from we’re dating to if we’re dating? Are you drunk or jealous? Or both?”

	“I’d like to see any woman in my position not get a little weirded out.”

	“The only position you should be getting weirded out by are the ones we haven’t gotten to yet.” 

	“Good, Hawke, make light of it. Yes, let’s talk about more sex.”

	“I’ll talk about whatever you want. Be my guest, steer the conversation.” I cut into my steak, taking aggression out on it.

	“So, who’s the guy? Sam’s date? You seemed really surprised when she said his name.”

	“Hollyn Lynch. He’s a big-deal, loaded producer, filmmaker, player, and overall prick. He camps out in Europe, it’s not often he’s seen in LA. Word is there’s some shitty stuff in his past. He avoids the glare by keeping a low profile. Sam can handle him. I’m just a little surprised she’s out with him. She usually steers clear of the player types. And criminals.”

	“Is that why she dated you? You were never a player type or a criminal?”

	“Me?” I laugh as I scoot Sloan’s chair closer to mine. Again. “I might be criminal, but I’m not a player.”

	“Kind of funny, isn’t it? Players wanting all that no-strings stuff, and here you sit. You’ve got it made. You get all the sex and none of the attachment issues.”

	“Ouch. I do have one attachment issue. The one in front of me who seems to have her fucking undies in a twist. I think we’re kind of going in circles all of a sudden. What’s going on?”

	I have to wonder who I am in love with: the idea of who we were or the prospect of who we could be. And what exactly is that besides a rollercoaster ride?
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	     “Sorry, I’m not trying to fight,” I say, groaning into my hands. Worry about telling Hawke the second part of my story hacks like a dagger around my stomach. 

	      He cuts his steak as if he’s gutting a deer. After chewing and swallowing a bite, he crosses his arms over his chest. “Well you have a funny way of showing it.”

	       I wouldn’t say I’m the jealous type. Though his career choice isn’t going to make the two of us moving forward in a healthy relationship any easier.

	The rest of our dinner is quiet and a little on edge. Hawke pays the check, and we agree to make our way back to my place to check in on School Bus. After we peek at the squeaker, Hawke pulls me into a hug. Everything inside me relaxes.

	 “You doing okay? I don’t want our night to be done quite yet. Come over?” Hawke gathers my hand in his and kisses my palm.

	“I’m fine. I don’t want it to be over either, a nightcap at your place sounds nice. Plus I’m dying to see how you live.”

	 Walking the streets with Hawke as he points out his friends’ homes, all the while holding my hand, takes me back to trick-or-treating with him eons ago. I’ll never forget how protective he was, crossing the streets while gripping my arm, waiting for me at every turn. It’s funny to look at him now, to notice the things that are the same and the things that have changed. I wonder if he sees those things in me. In my smile, the way I lift my eyebrows, my gestures? Is there still some of that girl in me?

	He points to his house, which is lit up top-to-bottom, fifty feet away from us. I’m not sure why, but the second he tells me that’s his home, I get butterflies, my curiosity piqued to see where the boy I knew—who, ten years later, is this amazing man—lives.

	We stroll up an ecologically designed front path that’s lined in an assortment of grasses and succulents. He fingers in his security code then tells me what it is. We roll our eyes at each other, and I wonder if his heart trips around like mine does when he says the numbers that match the date I lost my virginity to him. Those very numbers, along with many other dates, tattooed on my arm.

	“Now you know all my secrets. You can get into the Batcave any time you’d like.” He presses his forehead against mine, laughing.

	All of his secrets. Shit. “Shit,” I mutter quietly, though not quietly enough.

	“I heard that.”

	Every sense of mine stands on edge as he opens the door. So this is his house. Indeed, it is—his scent, the feel of him, the very essence of who he is.

	“Let me show you around.”

	We enter a crisp, white, beautifully lit room with a sweeping view of LA’s glittering landscape.

	“This is spectacular. Holy smokes.” I gasp as I spin a three-sixty, taking in the room and its oddly-similar-to-mine furnishings. 

	Midcentury with a nice smattering of eclectic thrown in to give it a funky, well-lived-in feel. I stop dead in my tracks as my gaze falls onto a wall covered in black frames filled with all-too-familiar imagery.

	“You still collect gravestone rubbings?” I walk over to the wall. 

	Nearly every square inch is covered in them, along with a mix of black-and-white photos scattered at random. Hawke and I are in several.

	He wraps his arms around my hips then kisses my nape. “Yeah, still. You probably recognize some of these. And those crazy kids.” He chuckles.

	“We really were kids.” I tear up. “And the rubbings, yeah… I recognize lots of them.” 

	My gaze flies over the wall as I reminisce about the two of us rambling around in his truck, seeking out abandoned cemeteries in little towns up and down the central coast of California.

	“I need to do this—frame mine. It’s so beautiful. I have a box full of rubbings just waiting to be framed.” I think about the contents in that box as I exhale noisily.

	“Hey, you all right?” he asks, catching me in a momentary knot of unease. “You want me to help you go through them? I used a great local company to frame all of these.”

	I swallow over my disquiet. “Yeah, I would love that. I know exactly where the box is in my library. Maybe next week, once I have myself a little more situated, we could do that. Sound good?”

	“You choose the night, I’m there. I’ll help you hang them as well.”

	“You’re so full-service. I’m feeling spoiled.” I giggle as he kisses my neck.

	“Oh, darlin’, spoiled is how you’re gonna feel tonight and then some.” Hawke spins me around to face him.

	I look up to his eyes as they dance over my face before landing on my lips.

	“Tell me what you want tonight.” His hoarse voice slams into my desire. It’s his spread-your-legs-I’m-about-to-fuck-you voice. The voice I’ve come to recognize when he groans out strings of dirty words as he’s thrusting himself into me.

	His eyebrows shoot up as he waits for my answer. Hell, I want everything. Is there anything I don’t want with him, anything I wouldn’t let him do? No. Nothing.

	“You gonna tell me? Or should I just take?”

	I should know what to ask for, but a big part of me thinks the best thing to say here is simply, “Do what you will.”

	 “Then I’ll take it.” He chuckles as he throws me over his shoulder in a motion so fast I’m stunned. 

	I’m laughing hysterically because he tickles me into a fit until he puts me down in front of the colossal glass window.

	“Sloan.” His eyes are carnal. “I’ll take what I want, give you what you need.” 

	A barely-there kiss meets my lips in a feathering touch. Barely there, but it turns my insides to liquid, my knees to ribbons. His tongue slides into my mouth, dancing with my already undulating tongue as it awaits his arrival, soft, wet, slow, then intense. He moves passionately, taking possession of my mouth—then all of me. Soft moans escape my throat, met with deep groans that make my heart strut around in my rib cage. The taste of him on my mouth takes me back ten years.

	“Give me what I need. Please.”

	His grip on my jaw as he steers my face to his has me wound up and hungry for more. Then, as if on command, his fingers journey to my blouse. One button at a teasing time, he pops them open. My breaths are jagged in anticipation.

	“Sloan… So beautiful.” He slips his fingers inside the lace of my bra. His lips close around my nipple an instant later.

	“Hawke.” The strain in my voice and the way he’s touching my body throw me into overdrive. 

	He finishes unbuttoning my shirt then skates his hand down. Deftly, he pulls the drawstring at the band of my pants, loosening them enough for his hand to slide in.

	“For me?” He growls into my neck as his fingers dance over the wet lace between my legs.

	“You.”

	“You feel more than a little excited tonight. You feel… Christ, Sloan, you make me hard,” he says, pushing his erection against me. “Hard and ready to fuck you.”

	His voice is rough with need. I remind myself to breathe as his lips suck the lace of my bra. Falling against the window, I bridge my body into him as his hand rests on my lower back.

	“Love to lick you.” He makes a sucking noise that has me delirious for his tongue to travel lower. 

	The friction of the wet lace and his suction makes me utterly orgasmic. I’m half-clothed and ready to blow.

	“Hawke!” I cry out as his fingers continue to con me into believing they’re on my bare skin. My hips thrust against his hand in an aggressive rhythm, trying to find the balance of coming and riding it out as long as I can.

	“Not yet, you won’t.”

	It’s a lulled command. He wants complete control over my pleasure. I hand it over as he keeps one finger on my clit in a slow back-and-forth motion as his gaze finds me.

	“Look at me, Sloan.”

	“Hawke, I need to—”

	“No, you don’t. You want to. Be patient. Open your mouth.”

	I do. 

	“Suck me,” he says, crashing his lips onto the edge of mine while two of his fingers ride in and out of my mouth. 

	It’s an erotic invasion combined with the way he’s stroking between my legs. It’s as though his body approaches foreplay in a whole new way, one delicious new route to nirvana after another. Little things grab hold of me in the way only big things should.

	“Lick me like it’s your clit,” he says softly.

	I start licking unhurriedly.

	“Show me.” He drops to his knees and yanks my pants and panties down in a tug. 

	I step out of them as I keep licking, praying that he’s about to plant his face where I want him most. He spreads my legs then licks his way around my thighs, melting my resolve.

	Please, oh, God, please, I beg inwardly. “Hawke.”

	His mouth lands perfectly in place.

	“Lick,” he says. It’s an indulgent demand. 

	I lick, and he mirrors my speed. My whole body turns over in response, every sensation of what I’m doing along with what he’s doing dragging me through a tunnel of lust—until he takes his hand from my mouth and stands in front of me, staring.

	“Now, tell me what you want.”

	“I want you to finish,” I beg him.

	“Finish what, darlin’?”

	“Hawke, please, I need to come. Make me.”

	He chuckles as he looks me up and down. “You’ll have to make yourself come, but I’d love to help you. C’mere.”

	He tangos me—and all of my pent-up desire—over to a lounge chair. I ease onto it. Hawke yanks my hips to the rise of the lounge and swings my legs over his shoulders. I smile as I realize Le Corbusier must have been one horny sonuvabitch. 

	“Christ, I’m tempted to fuck you right now, but how can I pass you up in this position? You in my house after all these years, legs spread and ready for me. Sloan, this is…”

	He doesn’t finish that sentence with words. But he does finish it—and me. He becomes one with me as his fingers dig into my ass while he plunges his tongue into me then drags it between my swollen lips until his mouth closes around my exquisite throb. I cry out as he assaults me to a merciless degree. He speaks to me through licks and groans. I lift my head, needing to see him there, between my legs, his masculine hands and beautifully muscled forearms stilling my body as I writhe. I try to answer him, but I only release stifled moans and cries.

	“Sloan, so fucking good.” His voice is low and smooth as he says my name over and over while sliding his fingers in and out of me everywhere, breaking me, forcing me over an edge.

	“Like that. Feel it like that… Christ, to watch you come…there you go, my girl.”

	Yep—here I go, bucking like a pony with a burr under her saddle. He pins me down with an open, flat hand on my stomach as he takes me along a road of delirious pleasure and contentment.

	Hawke takes his jeans and his briefs off then kicks them aside. He stands in front of me, stroking himself. His gaze on my eyes.

	“You like to watch?” he says in an all-male tone as he licks his lips.

	“I’d watch you do anything.” I mean every word of it. 

	“Need to get inside you. God knows you’re ready for me.”

	I mutter something back. Yes or Please or Put it in me already. I don’t know which of those things—maybe all of them. He pushes my thighs open, forcing them back as he palms their undersides. 

	“You okay?” he asks after I gasp.

	“Yeah. I forget. That’s a lot of power you’re punching.”

	“Sorry. Guess I get a little excited around you. Breathe. Just breathe, darlin’. There you go. That better?”

	I nod, unable to speak as I grab the back of his neck, pulling his face to mine. He licks into my mouth. It’s sweet and responsive backed with a dominant urge. His mouth and his hips move in tandem, everything all-consuming and maddening.

	“You okay? God, you feel good.”

	“Hawke… Yeah.”

	A delicious shock of excitement zips through me, the nearness of him intoxicating every pore in my body. Our eyes lock, sending a shiver of ripples through my body and scatters goose bumps across my skin. Don’t stop, I say inwardly. Don’t stop loving me—ever. Don’t stop being the man I hoped would fill a hole in my life for over a decade. 

	“Please, Hawke, don’t stop.”

	“I won’t. Not ever. Won’t stop.” He groans as he thrusts into me.

	Did I say all of those things out loud?

	“Sloan…can you… Are you ready?” His head falls back, the veins on his neck bulging as sweat trickles down his face.

	To watch him be overcome with pleasure because of me. If only I could make that last for a lifetime. All of it. And, just maybe, I can.

	“Sloan, are you…”

	His words are my undoing. It’s perfect, all I need. This. Him. It wrecks through me with the strength of a tornado, whirling about then slamming hard into my need, making me come in what feels like triple time. An unending roll of orgasms lift then fall, again and again in a surprising continuous thrill of ecstasy.

	“Sloan.” He speaks in a velvet-edged groan. “Jesus. I’m lost in you. I’ve never, not with any woman, had this.” His breathing is harsh; his tone is raw. 

	My eyes prick at the edges. God, I love this man.

	I wonder if there will be a choice for me. A spot with him, I hope, between something or nothing. Would it matter if the choice was less than I’ve hoped for? Less than everything? I’d take something, regardless of the terms. It’s Russian roulette and maybe, just this once, I’ll dodge the bullet.
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	I linger in Sloan, our hearts racing in wild beats, our bodies wet with perspiration. “Stay the night. Don’t make me beg or tie you up. Neither of which are beneath me, but I’d rather you want to stay.”

	“So my first night in my new home is in your home?”

	“Well, if you put it like that, yes.” I pull out, then split my legs over the chaise, with her legs over mine. Her wet pussy is on display and already tempting my cock to get hard again. I fist it as I drag a thumb over her clit. She needs to stay. “Come on. Does it really matter where you sleep?”

	“Apparently, it does.” She laughs. “You know I want to. It’s just—”

	“You couldn’t possibly come up with one excuse to convince me that you need to sleep in your own bed. You don’t even have sheets on yours. Mine, on the other hand, is a lush haven just waiting for your naked flesh.”

	“Sounds like you’ve decided for me,” she says, placing her hand over mine.

	“I have. Come here.” I pick Sloan up and carry her toward my bedroom. “To your right is the kitchen, where I’ll make a big breakfast, which I’ll serve you in bed.”

	She chuckles, telling me to slow down so she can see rooms we’re passing by. She asks me to zip through the kitchen for a peek. I do. High-speed.

	“To your left is one of my editing bays. You may find yourself in there sometimes too.”

	“You’re going so fast. This is too fast! Hawke, wait. What was—”

	“That was my soundproof drum room. I’ll fuck you in there soon so you can really let loose.” 

	We both laugh. I’m not kidding.

	“Because I’ve really held back?”

	“No, because I have,” I whisper into her neck. “You think you’ve been fucked hard yet? Oh, darlin’, we’re just warming up. I’m easing you in.”

	“You mean you’re easing you in.”

	“Soon to be slamming.”

	“I’ll brace myself.”

	We make our way to the end of the hall where my bedroom is.

	“And this, my beautiful bride—”

	“Put me down.” She sounds strangled. 

	And here we are again. She kicks her feet, squirms around, then elbows me in the chest. I set her on the bed then sit next to her, holding her hand. 

	“I’m sorry. Shit, come on. I’m just messing around.”

	“Why do you have to? You keep pushing.” Her eyes are glossy as she gazes at me then away. “What’s the hurry? I’m giving you everything I can. I need you to get a hold of it.”

	“Sloan, stop. I think you’re being oversensitive. I said I’m sorry. Can’t you understand? I’m further along than you are in this. Don’t take it as a bad thing, okay?”

	“Give me a little wiggle room. I’m tired…and I need to go.”

	“No, you aren’t going home. Not like this. Get over here. At least lie in my arms, please.” I pull her against my chest.

	She rewards me with a peek through her dark veil of lashes that says she’s willing to consider. 

	“Just relax, and please—”

	“Fine. Just cool it on all the…whatever you want to call it. I’m here. I want to be with you. You’ve already moved us in together and married us off.”

	Maybe I am hunting her; maybe I can’t help myself. Maybe I’m afraid that, if I don’t tie her down, she’ll leave me again, but it feels like the more I try to hold her captive, the more she backs away. I can’t help but wonder why she’s so opposed to my hold on her.

	“That scares the crap out of you, doesn’t it?”

	“No, actually.”

	“Okay, I hate to admit that I’m confused, but I am. The idea of us and permanence doesn’t scare you? You could have fooled me. Translation, please?”

	“We just need to talk this week. I realize I sound insane and like I’m talking out of both sides of my mouth. I promise you I’m not.”

	“And I promise you, whatever it is, we’ll be fine. There isn’t anything you could say that’ll change how I feel about you. I won’t push you for that conversation or anything until you give me the green light. But could you please make it obvious when you’re ready for us? You know—us. Not in code. I’m thinking flashing lights and loud noises.”

	“I can do obvious. I’m sorry I freaked, I guess I’m still adjusting to being back home and in your arms. I didn’t think it would feel so right.” Sloan stares up at the ceiling, twirling a lock of hair in her fingers. I steer her face back to mine.

	“Because you forgot about me for ten years?”

	“Ouch. Guess I deserved that.” She cringes then scoots her way under the covers. 

	I follow her and nestle her body against mine.

	“I didn’t forget. I couldn’t stop remembering. Everything. You aren’t the sort of guy a girl forgets—ever. Even though I was young, our relationship was meaningful—and then some. Please don’t ever think I forgot you. I didn’t have a choice in regards to the way things went.”

	“Okay, let’s leave it at that. Otherwise, I may tickle whatever you’re not telling me straight out of you,” I say as I poke her ribs.

	“Hey, Hawke?”

	“Yeah, Cricket?”

	“Thanks for… Well…you’re the same boy, but in man form. I like that about you.”

	“Thanks. And, for the record, I like too many things about you, things I’m not allowed to say for fear you’ll be streaking buck-naked back to your place. I’ll just say this: You are all woman, and I’m gonna make you all mine no matter how long I have to wait. Now, roll over.”

	Sloan flips onto her stomach as I peel the covers off her body then smooth my hand down her back. I kiss between her shoulder blades.

	“So beautiful.”

	I want her to be mine permanently. Seems like a rush to her—might seem that way to anyone who’s not me. But, to me, she’s always been mine. This isn’t a rush—this is the longest damn relationship without a culmination the world has ever known. Yes, I want her to move in with me. Hell, we could put her house on the market tomorrow. I couldn’t give a rat’s ass. Do I want her to unpack? Hell no. Not unless it’s here. I want to marry Sloan McQueen, and honest to God, had she not left me, I probably would have by now. But, now, we’re on the hurry-up-and-wait train. I’m the hurry, she’s the wait. I just hope to hell that, when we finally park that sucker, it’s at the Slater–McQueen Union Station.

	All of my thoughts are orphaned when Sloan announces in an exceptionally apparent tone that she’s ready to let go. And hearing her, watching her, feeling her tighten around my cock… To say it’s my undoing would be putting it mildly. Coming at the same time Sloan does is otherworldly. That might sound a bit too grandiose, but it’s all that for me.

	I roll over in a sleepy daze to see Sloan sitting at my desk, across the room. My laptop is open and she’s on my website watching videos.

	“Not getting enough of me in the raw?” 

	Sloan slams the laptop shut, her silhouette against the window rigid. “Jesus, you scared me!”

	I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. “Why are you watching those?”

	“I have no idea?” Her voice is husky with tears as she sniffles. “Curiosity.”

	“Are you crying?” I stroll over to her and crouch at her side. Her knees are pinned together, her hands buried between them.

	“I am.” She blows out a breath as I stroke her cheek. “There’s a lot of wrong stuff in front of us. I’m not quite sure how we’re going to figure all of it out.”

	“I’ll tell you how. Together. You want to talk tonight?”

	“No, actually, I think I’m going to walk home.”

	I hold her biceps as she crosses her arms over her goose-bumped chest. “Why the fuck would you walk home? It’s one in the morning. Stay. Come back to bed. Please stop fretting.” I place my forehead against hers; maybe I can’t solve everything tonight but hell if I’m letting her walk out of here in her current mood.

	“I’m tired, I’m sort of stressed out, and I’m not good company right now.”

	“I’m in love, I’m here for you, and I’m going to hold you in my arms all night and for the rest—”

	“Please don’t say for the rest of my life,” she whispers as silver tears shine in streams down her skin. You have no idea how complicated we are.”

	“Oh, I’m pretty sure I know. Seems like it’s getting more full of twists and turns by the second.”
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	“You’ve gone running already and served me French toast in bed. What time did you get up?” I drag a massive bite of French toast along with a chunk of bacon through the pool of syrup on my plate and devour it as Hawke walks around to my side with a small pitcher of orange juice.

	 “Five. Apparently sex and talking doesn’t exhaust me the way it does you.” He sets the pitcher on the nightstand, kicks his running shoes off, then settles in next to me on the bed, a plethora of electronics in his lap.

	“Exhaust? Ha. You killed me, on both counts. Walking might not be an option today, and hell, I have work to do. Unpacking and moving. I have so much to do.” I nudge him with my elbow. 

	He nudges me back, giving me an electric smile. “I’ll let you boss me around if you let me help you.”

	“‘Let me’? Be clear—it will happen. You’ll be bossed.”

	“Sexy little dom, try me.” He winks at me then focuses on his phone. “Hey, Sam just shot me a text—wants to have a barbeque tonight or tomorrow night. You want to go? And if you do, which night?”

	I swallow a bite and chase it with a long swig of orange juice. I can do this, be friends with his female friends. Friends he’s fucked. Fucked at work. I have things he’ll need to get over too. “Either is good. Please thank her for including me.”

	“Tonight, then?”

	“Yeah.” I let out a big breath. “In that case, I’m dragging your ass to my place to work.”

	“I’m there. I’m anywhere you need me.” He chuckles, sex clearly on his brain based on the lip-licking display he’s offering.

	“I’m amazed you didn’t ring my bell this morning. Lip licker.”

	“I wanted to. You were dead asleep. I figure we have lots of time to wake up next to each other.” He takes my chin in his fingers and steers my face to his. “And don’t go getting all uppity based on what I just said. It wasn’t a proposal.”

	“Scared you, haven’t I? Now you’re rescinding comments as fast as you toss them out. Nice U-turn technique.”

	Hawke pulls his shirt off and rubs it across my face. I’m sure he thinks I’m going to hate the sweaty smell of him, but I love it. Makes me think of the T-shirt of his I stole before I moved overseas, the shirt I laid over my pillow that gave me comfort through everything.

	“Well, you do have an awfully quick whip, and I don’t like that sting. Felt it a few too many times since you’ve been back.”

	“What a softie.”

	“Softie?” he says, stealing a bite of my bacon. “That would be about the last thing you might want to call me.” He points out his well-tented shorts.

	“Oh, nice.” I roll my eyes. “This conversation got you hard? Or is it a post-running boner?”

	“It’s a Sloan McQueen boner. What’re you going to do about it?”

	“Drag it through syrup and eat like the fine piece of pork it’s presenting itself to be.”

	He kisses my neck and then whispers, “You filthy thing.”

	“I’ll show you filthy. Take your shorts off.”

	Hawke pulls his shorts down to expose his erection as I set my breakfast tray aside.

	“Why am I surprised every time I see you hard?”

	“I don’t know. Why are you?” he asks as he straddles me while he rubs the bead of liquid from his tip up and down his length. 

	He obviously knows what he looks like, based on what he does for a living. But to watch him stroke it the way he is, as his eyes pierce mine, is unreal. Add to that the cocky little smile on the edge of his lips as he takes full pleasure in me watching, and well, it’s a little twisted. But I love him for it.

	“I don’t know, but man, you have one gorgeous cock.”

	“It’s all yours,” he says, practically spoon-feeding me. 

	I don’t know what to focus on: it, his beautiful hands, or his get-off-able forearms. “Technically it’s not just mine, but thanks.”

	“That was cheap. It’s yours and you know what I mean. Now, suck it like you believe me.”

	“Bring it over here.”

	Hawke spreads his thighs over my face as he places one hand on the headboard and his other hand on my neck. I could call this a very turned-on state of mind, but that would diminish how unbelievably sexy this situation really is. Turned on is nice; this is decadent. 

	He slides his length over my tongue as I cup his balls with one hand and the root of his cock in the other. He starts slowly—just the tip. He plays it across my mouth then in and out. His eyes never leave mine, which adds a river of heat to the space between us. I gave Hawke some blow jobs way back, but hell if I knew what I was doing. I don’t think it mattered much because he came regardless of what I did. Hand job, blow job—you name it. I could have given him an elbow job and he’d have been thrilled.

	“Ah, Christ, Sloan, that’s it. Yeah… Good… So…”

	He sinks himself into my mouth and groans out a long, deep, pleasure-filled sound. Shit, is he sexy. This might be the best view ever of Hawke Slater. The way he towers over me, his muscles wet with sweat and hardened from strain. Then, as he comes apart, I think two things. Heaven, is the first. I’m in Heaven with him no matter what we’re doing. I’m inexplicably hijacked by everything about him. The second thing: Hell. That’s the part that has me flipping out. Because, if he leaves me, I’ll be going back there. I’ve been to Hell; it’s an ugly place, regardless of whether or not you’re the devil.

	“Sloan, fuck. Girl, that was… Ahhh, God. That was crazy. We’re good together. Still.” Hawke plunks himself down next to me, the smile on his face making my guts zing.

	     “Yeah, we’re good. I can’t deny it. But you’re kind of crazy, even if it is for me.”

	“Now there’s some progress. So, what’s the plan, beyond the quick shower I need to take?”

	I stretch my body out and let out a big groan, thinking about how much there is to get done over at my place. “Take your shower then meet me at my house. I need a quick one too.”

	“Why not join me?” Hawke says, rolling my body onto his.

	“Did I say ‘crazy’? I meant you’re a randy beast.”

	“Beast? You seem to like my beast.” He thrusts his hips up to mine, palming my ass while he bites my neck.

	“If I shower with you, we’ll end up fucking again, and ah…Little Miss needs a coffee break or she won’t want to put out later. I’ll meet you at my place.”

	I swing my legs over the edge of the bed after giving him a kiss. As I look around for my clothes, I remember he stripped them off elsewhere.

	“Why do you need to shower? You don’t feel sufficiently washed after that? Did I miss a drop?” I open the drawers on an immense, dark-wood dresser. 

	He watches me with an amused look on his face, seemingly not a bit flustered that I’m poking around in his things. “You missed nothing. I may just change your nickname from Cricket to Hoover.”

	“What are you, eighteen?” I pull a gray T-shirt from the bottom drawer, appreciating how nicely folded and organized everything is. 

	He’s all smiles as I slip it over my head. I keep looking through his things. I finger the brass hardware on one of three top drawers, wondering if he’ll stop me at some point. Jackpot. Junk drawer. 

	“As a matter of fact…” He chuckles. “What are you looking for, detective? My dirty laundry is hardly going to be found in my drawers.”

	“Where is it, then? You must have something hidden away that I need to dig up.” Why in God’s name that just came out of my mouth is beyond me. Maybe the load of semen I just knocked back made me drunk. 

	I keep poking around in the drawer but find nothing—until my fingers come across a small box. Now that’s something. I pull the drawer out more to peek at it. A robin’s-egg-blue box tied with a white ribbon. Amazing that a tiny box can hold so many questions and so many answers. 

	I glance over to Hawke, who’s lying on his stomach, facing away from me. I need to look, need to see what’s in there. It’s that size. Did he ask someone else while I was gone, or is he for real when he says he wants me? I steal another glance at him. Then I zone in on the box.

	“You don’t want to open that,” Hawke says, jumping off the bed and coming up behind me.

	“What?” I slide it under a bunch of receipts. Shit. 

	“Don’t, Sloan.” Hawke grabs my shoulders and turns my body toward him, then shuts the drawer behind me. 

	I’m sure my face is crimson. “So, he does have a secret after all? The man has something to hide?” My heart is racing. I should have looked. Thank God I didn’t look.

	“You really want to play with fire? You of all people want Pandora’s box?” he says, caging me with his arms, shaking his head while looking down. 

	“What was it?”

	He grinds his jaw. “It’s a was. Leave it alone.” He bends down to open a drawer on the bottom row and pulls a pair of black briefs out. He kicks the drawer shut then slides the briefs on swiftly. 

	I swallow hard and press on. “Who was she?”

	“Sloan, don’t,” he says. His jaw continues to tick angrily as he looks at me with his hands on his hips.

	 “Oh. Right. I need to fill you in on my last decade, but yours is, what? Untouchable?” 

	He slams his hand on the dresser top, making me jump away from him. “Hardly. What have I not told you? I’m an open book.”

	“Obviously not. I’d hardly call your current state of histrionics ‘open book.’”

	He storms to me, one second from my face as he grabs my shoulders. It’s close, as in, I might kiss you. It’s close, as in, I’m about to explode. Then he goes off. 

	“Are you for fucking real? You want to know? Great. Sit down.”

	A cold sweat films my body as I perch on the edge of the bed. He yanks the drawer so hard that it slides out, spilling the contents across the floor. The blue box rolls then lands upside down. Metaphor? They seem to be everywhere these days.

	“Here you go.” He grabs my wrist, flips my hand over, then awkwardly smashes the box into it. “It’s all yours and whoever she was!” he yells. “I’m still trying to figure her out. A happy fucking open book that’s about to get slammed again.”

	I bite my nerves back. This is what I think it is—I’m certain. I pull the white ribbon and take the top off the box as my heart skids through my rib cage. A wide band with small, diamond-encrusted flowers stares up at me. It’s delicate and bold. More beautiful than anything I would have ever dreamt a girl could want. Not just the band—the emotion that hits me as I realize what it really means—or could mean. Could have meant. 

	“Hawke, was this?”

	“Yeah. For you. Whoever you are.” He closes his eyes as he drags his hands down his face. 

	Seeing him like this rips a hole in my heart and forces the sting in my eyes to overflow.

	“I’m sorry. I thought…” I stifle a sob.

	“I’m sorry too. But you’ve been hearing a lot of that from me lately. Your turn, Miss Open Book. Care to enlighten me yet?”

	“Hawke, don’t. Not now.”

	His gaze is angry and spiteful, filled with ten years of worry and questions.

	He targets his head toward the windows then walks over to them, his back to me as he speaks in a somber tone. “Oh yeah. That’s right. You need time. Your book is more complicated than mine is. Mine was about one girl. A girl I loved and a woman I still want to love. It’s complicated, all right. Though you seem to give complicated a new name these days.” He gazes over his shoulder and looks me up and down, assessing me.

	I feel naked at his perusal, and not in a sexy way. Naked and polluted.

	He looks out the window again, talking at the glass instead of at me. “You do what you want with that. I’m done being obvious. It’s your turn. I hope you plan on taking it somewhere along the line here.”

	I stand up and walk over to him. “You’re really pissed?” I say, touching his back. 

	He shrugs me off as if I’m toxic. “Pissed? Nah. I’m a boatload of things. ‘Pissed’ isn’t how I’d describe it. This game-playing is crap. You knew damn well what was in that box the second you touched it. Don’t for a  fucking second tell me you thought that was for someone else.”

	“Jesus. No, I didn’t think it was for me. I would never have assumed—”

	“Assumed?” he shouts. “I’m gonna shut up now, or I’m going to regret the next few things that are sitting on my tongue. You ought to start assuming.”

	“Fine. I’ll assume you want me to leave now.”

	“Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

	“God, you’re an ass!” I sob out.

	“No, you don’t get to do that to me. You don’t get to pull that shit with me,” Hawke says, poking one finger against my chest, forcing me to back up. “Tell me, Sloan. What exactly is true about you? My open book is in your hand right now. That right there, darlin’. As for what’s in your heart? Hell if I know. Ten years of a lie. Now there’s some truth, isn’t there?”
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	Well, that was a lot of self-control gone to hell in a handbasket. Good Lord, what just happened? I need a redo on that conversation. Yeah, that’s going to happen. Just like Sloan is going walk back into my house and spill her guts. Tell me everything she’s harboring. Aggghhh! Fuck me!

	I didn’t need to do that. None of it. I bought the ring years ago from Tiffany’s once I’d started making some cash. It was my way of sending a message out into the universe. A cry for help. I wanted every living organism in the world to know she was mine. It was my promise to her, whether she knew it or not. Whether she wanted me or not. No one could get between us, even though she cut herself off from me. 

	Nice going, Slater, and welcome back to square one. A little reminder, dude: This is the one woman you want. The only woman you have ever wanted. You moron. 

	After a way-too-lengthy fire-hot shower—where I tried to figure out my make-up plan—I head out the door. Not that she’ll want to be anywhere near me. I’m scrubbed clean but feel as if I’m wearing jerk like a bad suit. I arrive at her front stoop and finger in her security code, chuckling that mine is the same. Of course it is. Instead of announcing myself, I wander in and take a look around. Open boxes and bubble wrap are scattered in chaotic piles, looking like some pissed-off girl took my confession to heart.

	I walk through every room—with Sloan nowhere to be found—then grab a box cutter off the kitchen counter and stroll into her library, seeking out the one box I’ll be stealing today.

	Ten boxes are stacked in the corner. Here goes. Hopefully my opening boxes doesn’t piss her off too. Though she did rather freely snoop through my dresser earlier. 

	Box one. Multicolored knit baby booties. God love her, there must be fifty or more. Sloan, this is sad. Breaks my heart for her.

	Box two. Bird nests individually wrapped in tissue. A note on each as to where they were found. Sweet—this is the girl I know.

	Box three. Bedroom toys. This makes me laugh. Nice assortment, kitten. I set that box aside, after poking around to see what sorts of things she’s into. Someone needs to go shopping with the industry’s Papa Bear. That someone is going to have an awfully steamy night once she forgives me.

	Box four. Letters tied up in a string. All of them from me. All open at the top edge. Shit, she really did read them. Fuck, I loved her. Love her.

	Box five. Bingo. I open the box and get a whiff of charcoal and rice paper, which takes me back more than a few years. Gravestone rubbings. Beautiful. Each one layered in archival paper, each a work of art. 

	Slowly, I go through them, every one a story unto itself. It was one of the things Sloan and I loved about making them together—the stories. We’d come up with tales about who the people were based on the few words on their tombstones as we rubbed charcoal over rice paper. The names and dates fascinated us as they magically appeared. We would deduce their ages then try to figure out what could have happened to them. A whole life summed up in two dates, a name, and, once in a while, a small phrase. Beloved Father. Friend to All. Our collections were touchingly beautiful. 

	A few of the rubbings are attached to days I’ll never forget. Me and Sloan, my old truck, root beer floats followed by sex on a quilt under some big, old countryside oak tree until it got dark. God, the history we share. I hope to hell we can multiply it many times over for our future.

	After ten rubbings, I’m stopped in my tracks, strangely jolted out of my skin, as I gaze at my own initials, save the suffix of junior.

	H. H. S. Jr.

	I read it over and over along with the dates under the initials. A seven-year-old child. My mind wants to believe one thing, while my heart—which is hammering out of control—wants another. The dates, the initials, the junior suffix. Every piece connects to when she left, and now, for the first time, I know why. As the pieces I read again to convince myself of what I’m seeing zip through my mind to form a complete story, they shatter as quickly. 

	Her son was mine? 

	Clutching the rubbing to my chest in my shaking hands, I stifle down a sob. Seven. I grip my throat and swallow down nausea. My emotions flying out of control, bouncing between disgust for Sloan and her family and sorrow for the loss of my son. 

	“Seven,” I mutter, forming fists that I slam against my thighs, then onto the wall. 

	Where do we go? A child—my child. Our. How the fuck? 

	The gravestone rubbing crunches as I finger it into a tight roll. No wonder she was terrified to tell me. We had something together—we had love—and we could have raised our son together. It might not have been an ideal start, but I would have married her and taken care of her and my son had I ever been given one ounce of consideration. One damn ounce. How did my son die…our son? Did she hurt him? Kill him? Is that what she can’t tell me besides the fact that he was mine?

	As I walk out of the den, voices blast down the hall. I wonder momentarily if they’re in my head. I stride toward the kitchen, to arrive at an argument between Sloan and—for fuck’s sake—Hollyn Lynch?

	I’m stunned for the second time in the last ten minutes. All color in Sloan’s face vanishes when her eyes catch mine. 

	“Hawke?”

	“The fuck is Hollyn Lynch doing here?” I shout.

	Sloan’s eyes are dinner plate–sized as she gasps. Her mouth drops open as she backs up while I charge into the space.

	“Me?” Hollyn says with amusement in his eyes. “What are you doing here?” 

	Shaking my fists at them, I yell, “I’m the father of her fucking child!” Then I open the scroll of paper.

	“Oh my God, Hawke.” Tears waterfall down her cheeks.

	“Is that all you have to say?” I thrust the paper at her chest then pull it back, frantically rolling it up to protect all I have of this deceased son of mine. “Who the fuck are you, anyway? And what the hell is he doing here?” 

	Hollyn chuckles as he sinks his hands into his pockets and leans against the kitchen island. I don’t have the brainpower to process anything. Such as how do they know each other? 

	“Hollyn Lynch? That’s not his name,” she says, and squints her eyes looking at him then me. 

	She doesn’t know him? This man standing in her kitchen, whom she was arguing with minutes ago? Hollywood slime, Euro trash, player, cocksucker. Criminal.

	“Holl,” she mutters. “Wait, what? Hollyn Lynch?” she repeats, looking at him as her brow creases.

	I exhale sharply, wishing my anguish could disappear as rapidly.

	“Sloan, we need to talk,” I say through clenched teeth. “What the hell is going on? I’m so—”

	“Hawke, wait,” she interrupts as I spin to leave.

	I twist to look at the two of them. Sloan’s face is crimson, her breathing rapid. I’ve never seen her appear quite so flabbergasted. I wonder if she was this shaken when she found out she was pregnant with our baby. Or when she realized she was moving to Europe to escape telling me I was going to be a father. Or when our son fucking died. Did she feel the way I do now? Like my heart has been hacked from my chest.

	Hollyn, on the other hand, smirks, as though he has a handle on the whole situation, as though I’m the intruder. 

	“Wait? For what? Yeah…I can’t wait to hear what might come out of your mouth next. Who the fuck is he to you? You have no idea who he really is.”

	Hollyn takes several steps toward me. I want to flatten his ass. I’m not a small man, and I’m easily a good three inches taller and about a hundred pounds heavier than him. Flatten? No. Exterminate.

	“The hell she doesn’t.” His voice is deep, laced with humor and a smug I-have-something-you-can’t-have tether that’s tied to my nuts. “I’m her husband. The father of her child. Who the fuck are you to her?”

	I’m stunned backward by his admission. Husband? His son? Hollyn Lynch got my Sloan pregnant and married her? Jesus. 

	As of this second, I want to be outside the universe they take oxygen from. 

	Everything I know to be marginally true evaporates as I pace toward the front door with my ears ringing. My mouth is so dry I can’t tell if my tongue is stuck to my throat or my cheek. My brain and heart are moving at match speed, though feel denser than a block of concrete.

	More than a decade of lies. From my second family, my best friends, my girl. Or whoever the hell the woman who owns the house I’m walking out of is. Will I ever walk back in? Is this how we’re ending? It sure as fuck isn’t the new beginning I had in mind.

	I hear her hoarse, trembling voice one last time as I exit the house.

	 “Dammit, Holl! What are you doing? He knows nothing about us!” She sobs.

	I don’t stop. I don’t care.

	 Us.
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	“Who are you?” 

	Rage thunders through me as an evil smile creases Holl’s face. I hate that I loved him somehow. Love and hate. How can two such overpowering feelings collide? What does that make? What’s a word for that? I don’t have one. No one who went through what I did would. No one could imagine something that dark. 

	It was a different kind of love. Everything about it was physiologically fucked up.

	He cups my face then tries to kiss me. I shrug out of his arms—away from his sweetly scented cologne, away from the lips that made love to me one minute then took every part of my body for years on end in trade for one thing: my son’s wellbeing. 

	“What does it matter, Petal?”

	“It matters to me. You’re some, what? Hollywood producer?”

	Hawke. He’ll never forgive me for any of this. It was never supposed to come out this way. I had a plan.

	“How the hell? I thought you were an indie filmmaker.”

	“I’m both, and I’m still yours,” he says in a low growl.

	Still mine. I grind my teeth for fear of lashing out at the man I spent seven years of my life living with. Seven years in his castle on the outskirts of Amsterdam. I wasn’t allowed to leave, except for the outings with him to create films.

	“You’re not his father.” I sob, thinking about the scroll Hawke held. Our son. Hawke’s baby boy. “That was cruel. You had no right to say that to him.”

	“Damn right I’m his father!” he shouts inches from me. 

	The lines on his face are deeper now, his stubble graying. Though I still don’t know how old he is. Maybe late forties…early fifties? He’s angular, handsome, and oddly charming. And while I don’t want to admit it, he loved me in his own insane way. Me and my baby. He’s also the devil, who took and gave me everything. Made me sacrifice, but rewarded and punished me. 

	“Who took care of you and the boy for the term of his life? Who paid for all of his medical bills and yours? Who helped you when everything went wrong that night?”

	That night. I thought the arc of my life had changed when I found out I was pregnant with Hawke’s child. We—my parents, actually—decided I’d have the baby in Amsterdam, where my grandmother lived. I adored her, but I didn’t want to move across the ocean. I begged them to let me tell Hawke, but I didn’t have much choice. I was eighteen, but still, my parents felt Hawke should be left to go on with his life plans while we McQueens dealt with my situation. My mother said it would be okay to tell him a few years down the road, but then everything changed the night Hawke Jr. was born. 

	“Who left me there to die with him until I begged you?”

	“I came to your rescue. Got you the help you needed. He lived.”

	Lived. Yes, he did. Barely. For seven years that were likely miserable for my sweet angel. I’ll never know. 

	Oma was traveling in Italy, visiting her sister for a month. I was camming in my room that night. I’d created my own storefront on a site for cam girls. My plan was to make some quick cash in hopes that I could save up enough to go back to Hawke—once the baby was born. It was easy money with my handful of regular clients who wanted me to entertain them in the safety of my own bedroom. I figured it was harmless—guys who wanted a nice girl-next-door type to watch. Sometimes, all they wanted was someone to talk to; other times, they wanted to watch me get off.

	Holl was one of my regulars; he was also my favorite client. He was kind and funny. I felt comfortable with him—truth be told, I had a huge crush on him to boot. The night I went into labor, I was camming with Holl. He asked me to get off in the shower; it was one of his favorite things to watch. It was a typical night until I slipped and my world went black. I only know what happened because I always kept footage of my sessions. So every second of that night was recorded for me to play back. Over and over.

	I was a little more than six months pregnant, and my fall tripped me straight into labor, twelve weeks before my baby was due. I woke up hours after my fall in a pool of blood and pain. I had no idea I was in labor—it was too early. I thought maybe I’d cracked my tailbone, and God only knows what else.

	Holl watched me, talked to me. He told me to be calm, told me I’d be all right. I begged him to come, to call an ambulance to help me; I shouted my address at him time and again. I knew it was stupid to give my address or real name to anyone I cammed with, but this was an extraordinary situation. I couldn’t get to my phone. I was helpless, terrified, and he was a familiar face; a nice, handsome, reliable man who seemed to care about me. He didn’t scare me. 

	Though he should have.

	I learned all too soon.

	I knew he was local—he had told me that much about himself. That, plus he was a filmmaker of some kind. And that he liked watching cam girls.

	I knew Holl would get me to Hawke. I’d have a pocketful of cash in no time. Then the three of us—me, Hawke, and our baby—could live out our lives making films and traveling the world just as we’d always discussed. I was so naïve. 

	Everything changed that night.

	“He could still be alive if you had gotten there when I asked.” I ram my hands into his chest and scream, “It was your fault!”

	Holl’s nails pierce the flesh of my wrists in an oh-so-familiar way as he pulls my chin up to him, forcing me to look into the black of his eyes.

	“My fault? I saved you. Don’t you ever fucking forget that piece, Petal,” he says in a dark tone that makes my knees, my guts, and the entire world feel like Jell-O.

	I was deep in labor when he finally showed up. We are saved, I thought. Until I tried to leave him soon after I’d left the hospital, soon after he’d taken us in. I left my baby there at the castle, unthinkably imagining I could go back with someone to get him. I didn’t get far. 

	Most people have never felt a hand closing around their throat. Thinking death sounds like dessert, like something you crave more than oxygen.

	“I loved you. Your eighteen-year-old boyfriend could never have given you what I did. Everything.”

	“You took everything! Kept me from everyone. You stole two lives. Two innocent lives. Maybe more. Yes, you fuck. You stole more! My family, my lover… You are an evil creature!”

	The sting of Holl’s hand as it collides with my face sends me tumbling backward. “You lived that lie as much as I did. Don’t for one second put what we did on me.”

	“You held me against my will!” I snarl through clenched teeth as his fingers grip my neck, and he hauls me off the floor. 

	 “Against your will. Ppfft. I made a deal with you. It worked for both of us.”

	“I never wanted that deal! I wanted my son. I wanted my lover.”

	“Then you should have left.”

	“You wouldn’t have let me, based on that one time I tried. You barely let me live.”

	“It was a lesson you needed to learn. Freedom has a price. You didn’t really want it that badly.” My head hammers against the wall as he forces his mouth on mine and grinds his nails into my jaw. “You’re still mine,” he says.

	I twist my face out of his hands, away from his lips. I spit on him, and I’m rewarded with another wicked slap.

	“You’re nothing to me,” I say. “Nothing. You gave me nothing.”

	“Take it back. I gave you his life,” Holl says, piercing me with an evil glare. “Seven years of his life. You got that, and I got what I wanted. You. Then you left me when I tried to give you some space. I never should have trusted you the day he died. You shouldn’t have run. That made me angry, but you weren’t that hard to find.”

	Mick. Dear God, Mick.

	Holl drags me by my hair and cracks open the champagne he brought earlier when he showed up in my backyard unannounced.

	“Hello, neighbor,” he said. 

	 My reaction was silence. 

	“Yes. Right next door.” He pointed and winked. “It’s not the castle, Petal, but it’s cozy being so near you again.”

	Mick. Fucking hell. Enjoy the neighborhood…

	“Funny how the trail of breadcrumbs to you was so fragrant. Smelled like pussy and rosebuds. Just the way I like you.” Holl grabs two glasses from the open, unpacked box of glassware sitting on the floor near the oven. He fills them before handing me one then weaving his arm through mine just as he had the night we made our deal. “I should have known you’d be shacking up with someone already, cheating on me.” He clucks his tongue as his eyes darken.

	 “That look of surprise on your face tells me otherwise. Does your big man, who claims he’s the father of Holl Jr., know anything about you?” he asks as he lifts my chin and examines my face.

	When he licks his lips, baring his teeth, I know. He’s certain I’m his again. But no one’s life is at stake now. It was different when my son’s life was on the line until I agreed to be Holl’s.

	       “My God, he doesn’t, does he? Maybe you and I can make another little deal.”

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	The second I walk out of Sloan’s house, I conference-call Fletch and Hux. One of these fuckers had better level with me as soon as they get to my house. Is he my son? Is she married to that cocksucker?

	Once I’ve reached my front stoop, I enter the code to my security system. Another thing to change. The door nearly falls off its hinges behind me.

	As I wait for Sloan’s brothers to show up, I pour myself a shot of tequila. Then I call a buddy of mine known to everyone in the industry as Chainsaw. I ask him to dig up anything he can on Hollyn. Any little shitty piece of dirt that slimebag has rolled in, I want.

	Wife. 

	How many things is she lying about? 

	She had the gall to actually put the ring I’d bought her from Tiffany’s on. Yeah, I couldn’t help but notice that when she saw me and slammed her hand over her mouth in a gasp. My ring. Her husband? 

	I grab the scroll and unroll it on top of my island, pinning the corners with mugs. My son. He has to have been my son. The birth date, though, is approximately five months after Sloan left. So either he’s not my son, or he was born prematurely. His initials match mine exactly. And Junior—that’s only used if the kid’s name matches the dad’s exactly. 

	Who did he look like? Me or Sloan? A combination? What did he like to do? Legos? Play catch? A thousand questions, a few of them haunt me, including: How did he die? And why did she never tell me?

	Fletch and Hux arrive an hour later, a new bottle of tequila in hand. As we walk into the kitchen, I rip into both of them, deservedly so. At least, I think. 

	“You fuckers!” I slide two mugs off the edge of the rubbing, allowing it to roll up before they see it.

	Hux snatches glasses from the cupboard as Fletch digs into my refrigerator and comes out with a few limes. Tails between their legs, they say nothing, save a few simple apologies about how they didn’t know much about Sloan’s whereabouts for a while.

	“As in, she ran away?” I ask, gripping a knife and quartering a few limes.

	“As in, she doesn’t say much about it. She apparently lived with a guy for most of the time she was there. Told my folks she’d run off and gotten married to some loaded dude who lived in a castle, she was old enough to do what she wanted,” Hux says as he pours shots then hands each of us a lime.

	“She had all kinds of stories, most of which sounded like complete bullshit. We were never allowed to contact her or go after her or she would fall off the face of the earth, she said. My folks flipped out until she told them she’d call once a month. When she did, apparently she seemed okay to them. They figured she was rebelling because they’d made her move even though legally she was an adult. There’s a lot of backstory, other stuff you’ll need to hear from her.”

	“And the boy?” I ask after I sink my shot back, appreciating the sting it leaves as it coats my throat with fire. “Your nephew, guys? My son… Is he… I mean, was he mine?”

	“He was yours. Sorry, man,” Fletch says, meeting my eyes with his somber gaze. 

	We stand in silence for a minute. I walk over to the balcony on the other side of the kitchen, gasping for air. “And you never fucking told me! You people are my family! What the hell is wrong with all of you? We were both eighteen, we could have raised him together!”

	“We couldn’t tell you,” Fletch says. “Sloan told us recently she was going to come back to you early on, but then, she didn’t want to leave him. She won’t talk to us about it. This is stuff our folks have filled us in on.”

	“I thought they were married. What are we talking about here?”

	“I don’t know what they are. Nothing, as of now.” Hux lets out a deep sigh, shaking his head. “It’s, uh…it’s complicated.”

	I believe him. 

	“He had some hold on her. My parents call it Stockholm Syndrome. You know, Hawke, you might be the only person she’ll really level with. You and that mix of therapists. Somehow, she managed to get away. She won’t really say. She’s been through a lot. We never knew the boy, either, if that makes you feel any better—not a photo or anything. She won’t say much. It’s like she’s stuck in a bubble. Something very traumatic went on—that’s the one thing we know.”

	“What the hell? Are you kidding me? Was she on drugs?”

	“Maybe. He did something to her. She seems good, though. I mean…don’t you think? She did have intensive therapy for three years, must have done something.”

	“Good? She’s a lying sack of shit. Are you an idiot?”

	“Hawke, we think she was seriously traumatized. Are you hearing me? I’m not kidding. We don’t think she wanted whatever it was she was living. Take it easy on her. That’s pretty harsh. She really seems to want normalcy.”

	“You seriously believe her?” A chill sweeps through my body and I panic for a second. “We need to get to her place. He’s there—the guy.”

	“At her house?” Fletch chokes out.

	“Was an hour ago.”

	“You met him?”

	“Yeah. Well, fuck. She has no idea who he really is.”

	Fletch moves toward the front door, a panicked look on his face. “I think she’s the only one who does know who he is.”
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	“I owe you nothing. Seven years. I have more on you than anyone would ever need to lock you up for life.”

	“Petal, are you threatening me?” His grip around my neck tightens, my swallows no longer escaping. “Your husband.”

	He licks my face, his tongue ending up in my mouth. I bite it and knee him. He blocks me with a punch to my gut while his squeeze on my throat intensifies. 

	“The man who loved you like no one else ever would have… Are you threatening me?”

	I gasp for air, my face filling with blood. At this rate, I’ll pass out in seconds.

	“You listen to me, you little whore.” He loosens his hold the tiniest bit then snugs his grip up to my jaw. 

	I suck air through my clenched teeth as his thumb scratches its way across my gums, the metallic taste of blood coating my tongue.

	“I have plenty on you as well.” He emits a deep laugh from his gut, which has to be swirling with acid. 

	How could I have ever loved him? What’s wrong with me? It was a miracle I left him the day I did. I was so shattered after Hawke Jr.’s funeral that he left me alone at the graveyard for hours. Maybe he trusted me? Maybe he thought I’d never leave him. I still don’t know how I did. I thought I loved him, thank God I ran when I did. I don’t even remember running, I only remember the smell of the rain and the way my body trembled.

	“You want your reputation as a filmmaker destroyed? I could do that in an instant.” 

	“Go for it, you fuck,” I say in a suffocated whisper.

	It was one of very few gifts he gave me when I “lived” in his castle. He let me create, let me tell stories on film. He taught me, and I became someone. Or so I’d thought. 

	I needed something. I was a monster because of what happened to my son—he blamed me, told me I was at fault. I wanted it to be his fault, but deep down, I know it’s mine. I’ll go to my grave knowing that. Had I not been camming, it might never have happened. 

	I became his in exchange for his willingness to do everything he could to keep my son alive and out of the sight line of my family. I could never, not ever, tell them, of all people, what kind of a monster I was. I had a healthy baby in my womb until I fell. I changed the trajectory of my baby’s life that night. Then Holl took my soul in exchange for a thread. A seven-year thread.

	 “Tell the world you forced me to marry you. Tell the world you held me in your castle for seven years. Tell the world you threatened my son’s life—my son, who had severe cerebral palsy because of you and lived his life in a bed,” I sob out. 

	He smacks me again—three times. Once across my eyes. Twice over my mouth. “You do that, Hollyn fucking Lynch or whoever you are. You tell them anything you want about me. Because the most important person in my world just left me. The only person besides my son who kept me alive all those years just walked out of my house.”

	He could slit my throat right this minute for all I care.

	Everything I had is gone. 

	“Listen to me, you little skank. He was my son too. I saved you both. I loved that boy, and you know it. I can flee the United States tonight and never be found. Hollywood will continue to love me and my work—make no mistake. I know how the system works. That is while you and your reputation get trashed since you’re a nobody without me.”

	I push my throat against him, push with everything I have, tasting the blood from my cut lip. He drops his hand from my throat then examines the blood on it. I glare at him as he licks each finger. 

	“Get out of my fucking house. I swear to God I will slice you to pieces in your sleep and make soup of your bones if I so much as smell you within fifty feet of me.”

	He’s one inch from my face, hot breath smelling of alcohol and stress. “Lots of threats coming from that smart mouth. Let’s put it to better use, shall we?” He shoves me to my knees, unzips, and yanks his cock out. “Open wide. If I feel one tooth, I’ll pull out three.” He grins as he rams his length down my throat. “Good girl. Suck it, Petal. Suck it harder.”

	Holl plunges himself into me over and over, jamming my head against the wall. My throat full with him, my air gone, my world disappearing.

	I imagine commotion, feet slapping, familiar voices yelling. Hawke.

	“You fucking sadist, get off of her!” 
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	After three hours that involved four police officers interrogating me, my house is calm. Calm being the opposite of how my emotion bank is rolling at present. To say I’m a bundle of nerves… Well, “bundle” works if we’re defining it as mammoth amounts.

	My brothers left shortly after the police had carted Holl off. Hawke, though, has hunkered down with me. I’m anticipating a conversation that will include all the nasty parts of a fight most of us would just prefer to avoid. I like to think of myself as a fairly nonconfrontational girl—not a wallflower by any means, but not a fighter, either. Spicy, yes; argumentative, no. Mostly, anyway. Most people would take a massive three-day migraine over the conversation I’m jumping into. 

	After covering me with a blanket and starting a fire, he comes to me. “Here you go,” he says. His eyes narrow as he searches my face, handing me a mug of hot tea. Surely he’s not overexcited about this conversation, either? “You can start anywhere you want,” he says. “The beginning might work. If you’re not ready, I understand. If you want me to leave, that’s okay too. I love you, Sloan, but there’s a decade of answers that need to come out. If you can’t do that now, it’s okay.”

	 “I’m sorry,” I mutter softly. “I know you’re mad.”

	He sits next to me as he lets out a long sigh. “I don’t know what I am. Since I have no idea what you said to the cops, and in view of the fact that we walked in on that prick attacking you, I’m going to dial back my feelings. But, you have some explaining to do.”

	“I know.” I quietly choke on my guilt. Time to double down. “I didn’t want to be an excuse, didn’t want us—me and the baby—to be any sort of excuse for you to stop your life.”

	“And whose idea was that, exactly?”

	Heat rises in my cheeks when he runs his hands down his face. I’m a little fragile right now, in a worn-around-the-edges way a threadbare rug gets after too many years of being used.

	“My folks, but I did understand their point of view after plenty of conversation. They adore you, Hawke. They never wanted you to get hurt—neither did I.”

	“Well, you all have a funny way of showing it. Let’s get two facts straight: the baby was mine, and are you or are you not married to that creep?”

	“The baby was yours. I am not married to Holl. I was. He made me do that. It was, well… It’s a void marriage.”

	“What did he do?” Hawke asks as he strokes his hand over my hair then down my neck. 

	I’ll take anything from him right now—any touch, hope, or promise that we could still have the potential to exist as something. Anything.

	“He… How do I put this?” I look down to my lap, focusing on my tattoos, knowing that today’s date will be inked there soon. I wonder what the meaning will hold. Will it be the day he left or stayed? 

	 “I was a camgirl, and he was my best client…and—”

	“You were a camgirl?” Hawke says, pinching the bridge of his nose.

	I look away. I can’t bear to watch the story that must be unfolding on his face.

	“Holy shit. Just when I thought I was putting this thing together. So, what? You gave him your address?”

	“I went into labor while I was entertaining him.” My eyes fill. My heart beats in rapid fits. And I bite my sobs back in order to speak. 

	He’ll be the only person I’ll ever tell everything to. “I had fallen, was knocked out…went into premature labor. Oma was traveling, and he was all I had.” 

	His hand grips mine, and I glance at his glistening eyes, wondering how much more pain I can deliver.

	“All you had. While I was here.”

	“It was an accident,” I whisper. Maybe he didn’t hear that part. “It’s hard enough for me to forgive myself.” 

	His face is wet, mirroring mine. Does his heart feel ripped to shreds too? Maybe it’s worse than that. Maybe it’s irreparable. Shreds can heal, but when you lose a chunk of your heart, it can never be replaced. I should know. 

	“I realize I’m under a microscope, and I don’t blame you. I just ask that you remember…I was eighteen and naive.” I catch myself mid-sob and wonder who it is, exactly, I’m so distraught over. Me, Hawke, the baby? 

	Then I recognize who it is: The woman I am. I’m terrified for her. She may never get the love she’s craved for years. This is her test, her atonement.

	“I begged him for help, but he refused to come and help me. Until he did.”

	“He saved you and the baby?”

	“I suppose, technically, yes.” I shake my head. 

	Hawke stills my trembling chin. I focus only on his quivering lips. He’s living ten years of pain and loss in this very moment. I can’t bear to meet his eyes—until some force inside me gives me no choice. And those eyes. The emerald in them glows. It says we’re one, says he’s hearing me. God, I pray. Is he? I grip my mug as tea spills over the edge.

	“Our son ended up with cerebral palsy because of it, because of me. Loss of oxygen. I want to blame him, but…you might as well see who I really am right now. It was my fault. Had I not been a camgirl, none of this would have happened. You might still have a son.”

	“We might,” he whispers.

	The mug rolls off my lap as I collapse onto my knees. He knows I’m a monster, knows what I did. Finally, it’s out there. Hawke knows what I’m capable of. 

	Then why isn’t he leaving? Why is his hand coming around my shoulders and pulling me to him? Why isn’t he confirming what a horrible person I am? This was going to be a goodbye, I was almost certain of it. Might still be.

	“Why the hell were you camming?”

	“Says the porn star?” I mumble.

	“Why were you?”

	I look up to his face. He deserves that much. He stayed. For now, anyways. 

	“I was trying to make money so that, once the baby was born, I could come back to you.”

	“To me? But you never answered my letters. You never even… Nothing.”

	“I didn’t know you’d sent them. Oma gave me those afterwards. After I left him—after Hawke Jr. died.”

	“Christ. You lived with him, married him, and what? Just tell me what else.”

	“Don’t make me tell you. Just know it’s too much for me to say.”

	“Jesus, Cricket. How long?” Hawke grabs my hands to still them as my insides cave.

	Please, God, don’t let him ask me again. No one can know what Holl did to me. It’s more than I can repeat, more than I can have him hear. Three years of therapy and I’m sitting upright. Sitting next to the man I love. But not for anything will he ever know what went on there. Much of it I’ve forced out of my brain. Sometimes, there’s no choice between remembering and forgetting. Sometimes, choice is served to you.

	“Seven years. He never said I couldn’t leave. But, when I tried once, it didn’t end well. I never tried again until he left me alone at the graveyard the day Hawke died. You can’t begin to understand how hard it was for me to leave him, almost impossible. But I was so shaken by Hawke’s death that somehow I ran. I didn’t know why I ran. I don’t really remember my body moving. I almost went back to him, several times in fact. But my parents put me into some hardcore therapy, and I was hospitalized so I wouldn’t  go back to him. Try to understand, he took care of us. But, when Hawke died of a seizure one night, that was the end for me. Of almost everything, including my life.”

	He grinds on his jaw. 

	Why did I say that much? Too much. I can’t hurt Hawke by telling him the sick details of what happened to me. I’m ready to be whole again.

	 “Sure sounds like he took care of you.”

	“I can’t explain how I came to love him. I know what that makes me seem like.”

	“And what’s that, exactly?”

	I take a deep breath. Hawke does too. How will he ever understand this? No one could, unless they’d been through it.

	“I’ve tried to. It’s not something you’ll understand. I don’t even—”

	“You seem to be choking on something. I can’t figure it out. Is it a lie or is it the truth? You loved him?”

	I feel his hate. Of course, I knew I would. 

	“I’m a monster for that too. But…yes, I did. I’m sitting here, telling you this, wishing I could control what you say next. I’m sorry. I wish… I just…”

	A big piece of me wishes he’d slap me across the face, make a sting and a mark that said everything I was feeling. But he won’t, not ever. Only Holl did that sort of thing. Eventually, all those despicable things he did to me became tokens of his love. How? My therapists have tried time and again to explain it. I still don’t get it. Sometimes, I felt rewarded when he did. Sometimes, I felt rewarded when he didn’t. I was confused by everything. Crazy. I may always see myself as a monster. Though I pray Hawke doesn’t. I’m searching for forgiveness. For me and for him.

	“You’re not a monster.” He kisses my mouth tenderly as our wet faces collide.

	 “I stayed.” I sob, knowing what that makes me.

	“You had no choice,” he says against my mouth, hushing me. “I’m angry that all of this ever happened. Every bit of it could have been avoided. I’m angry I never met my son and that it sounds like he suffered.”

	We stay quiet for minutes that feel like an hour.

	“If it’s any consolation—and it may not be—I don’t think he knew.” I pause for a beat to find his eyes. My heart is still pounding. When will that stop? Maybe when I know he believes me. “He was there, but not in a way that we could connect beyond a mother-son bond. But he was there, and I’m grateful we had each other. He was everything for me.”

	“I’m not sure I understand.”

	“Every person matters, even if they can’t communicate, even if they can’t move. He was alive in so many ways, and I treated him that way. I wanted him to feel my love. He was my son. He mattered.”

	Hawke rests his face on my trembling chest. 

	“Ours. He was ours,” he says.

	“Yes, ours,” I repeat. “You want to see video of him? Or a photo, maybe, first?” My voice is shaky, but his hand is still on mine, and that gives me something. Hope.

	“I do, at some point. Can’t right this second—I need to understand you more. Are you okay? That’s the most important thing right now. You.”

	He said it as though the Earth would have caved in on itself if the words hadn’t left his mouth. I don’t know how to answer though. It takes me a few seconds to move beyond the wounded look on his face that matches the pain inside me. 

	He takes my trembling chin in his hand, steering my face to his. “Are you okay to be with me for the rest of your life? That sort of okay?” he says, an accepting, small grin crossing his face. 

	I gaze at him, at his smile, which has enough love behind it that he could save all the world’s heartbreak. Most importantly, I think it may be saving mine.

	I cry then. Real hard. And then he does too and says just the right thing.

	“Welcome home, Sloan.”
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	When I lived in Holl’s castle, I watched The Sound of Music every night as I fell asleep. It made me feel whole and alive, happy in that whiskers-on-kittens way they sang about. I often prayed I could live in that movie. Most nights, I tried to. I wonder now, if I were to go back in time, what I would do or change, what would my life look like if I had put my foot down and run away with Hawke. Maybe I wouldn’t be leaping onto his lap as I am now. Hugging him as if my life depends on it.

	The strain in my voice through my sobs causes an ache in my throat, which I swallow as I speak. “Every day that was closer to the day you’d find all of this out was another notch in my emotions. I was torturing myself, but could I have told you? Would you have understood? All I wanted was you. I’ve only ever wanted you…back.”

	“I wondered which part would shake me the most once you did finally tell me,” he says softly. “The beginning, the middle, or the end. I wondered what you were waiting for, and whether it was to fall back in love with me.”

	“I never stopped loving you.” I shake my head. 

	His throat bobs and his cheeks flush. 

	“It was to make sure you loved me harder than any amount of pain I could throw at you,” I say. “Maybe every time I pushed you away was a test. Maybe I needed to see you fight for me. Maybe I needed to be sure you wouldn’t leave me for good. Because that would have been the end of me.”

	“I would never have left you for good, not for anything.” 

	And those words are everything I was hoping they would be—until he kisses me. His kiss is a claim that also feels like an atonement. His mouth is soft and gentle; his tongue eagerly finds mine. 

	I’m finally free to love him with everything I am. Finally free to trip hard into his loving and let everything he gives me feel like a prize I’ve been waiting a decade for.
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	Later that night, Sloan stands with her back to me, a corkscrew in hand, about to plunge it into a bottle of wine. I press myself against her and trace one finger along the tattooed line of numbers on her naked arm.

	“So these are our son’s birth and death dates—I get that—but what are the underscores?” I point to three spaces that are yet to be tattooed with a date.

	“Hope,” Sloan says, twisting the cork.

	“Hope for what?” I take the bottle from her and easily pull the cork out. Then I fill our glasses.

	“For the day I knew with all certainty you’d stay.”

	Her smile is filled with a combination of questions and answers, all of which are now easy for me to understand. The girl I loved has gone through more than I can imagine most people could deal with. It makes the woman I love and all of her history something to appreciate and then some.

	“You were sure I was leaving, weren’t you?”

	She nods then goes up on her toes to kiss my lips. “More sure than anything. It’s why I could get only so attached when I came back—you get that, right?”

	I set my glass down after a sip then wrap my arms around her small frame. She looks up at me with a sparkle in her eyes. “How did I ever doubt you, Hawke Slater?”

	“I have no idea, but I’m going to remind you right now why you’ll never doubt me again.”

	Her smile trips my heart as I lean down to feather her lips with a kiss. We melt together, just as we always have.
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	We walk into my production studio hand in hand. We’ve had a week of ups and downs. Though mostly ups now that everything is out on the table. Well, most everything. Today is one more step for both of us. Or two, depending on how everything shakes out.

	“I’m afraid I’m very serious about what I said on the way here,” I tell her as I flip a bank of switches on, and the studio goes full-moon bright. Sloan follows me as we head toward the theater part of my studio. It’s where we view films before they go out into the world. 

	“You can’t just change your whole life because of me. You’ll regret it.”

	I hold the door for her, watching the smile on her face grow. I’d call it quizzical.

	 “Will I? You think I’ll regret not fucking other women all day long? I have you now. That was my career. That was my ‘I don’t have her.’ That was my ‘fill my bank account because my love account was depleted.’”

	“You need to think on this,” she says harshly, sitting in one of the plush, black, velvet, theater seats.

	I throw in the disc then walk back over to her, the remote in my pocket. As I sit, she turns her body to face me. I’m pretty sure she still doesn’t believe me—doesn’t believe  I’m willing to change my life for her, that is.

	“Actually, I have. The second your brothers told me you were coming home, I knew.”

	“Knew what? You knew nothing,” she says, laughing as she grabs my shoulders. Then she shakes her head until it rests on my chest. 

	My God, she’s really home for good.

	“I knew that if you and I had any chance of being an us, I’d end this part of my career. I can still produce. Honestly, it’s better this way. I don’t want my dick inside another woman ever again and you do not want me coming home from work to ask me how many women I—”

	“Okay. I get the picture.” She chuckles, pressing one hand over my mouth.

	“Good. That was easier than I thought it would be.”

	“You calling me easy?”

	“Only if you want that title.”

	Sloan’s eyes shimmer as she takes my hands in hers. I know what’s coming next, but I’m still not prepared for it.

	“You ready to meet your son?”

	I can only nod. There are no words for a man in a moment like this, for a question like that. No words for a woman, either, according to the look on her face as tears roll down her flushed cheeks.

	“Wait.” She bites a sob back. 

	 Shit, I can barely look at her. The emotion on her face is torture. I’ve been holding my pain in. And, now, I’m sure her heart is beating as fast as mine. There wasn’t much I was able to do to prepare myself for this moment. It holds a lifetime full of meaning for both of us.

	“I think I’ve been waiting long enough, darlin’. But sure. What is it?”

	“I love you, Hawke. Always have. Always will. Even though you weren’t with us, you were.”

	“I love you too, Cricket. Always have, always will. I’m going to have an ulcer soon, though, if we don’t start this thing.”

	“This isn’t what you think it is. I made it all the while. Made it for years on end, hoping you’d see it while he was still alive. But, well, it’s my first-ever film. I’ve named it Idol.”

	The film begins, and I can’t not chuckle as the first thing on the screen is the two of us sitting in her folks’ clementine orchard, about to have sex for the first time all those years ago. I swear I can smell the sweet fruit along with Sloan’s scent. 

	“You sure you want to film this, Cricket?”

	“Yes. Now, get naked before my parents find us.”

	“Your parents are out partying. I’m pretty damn sure the last place they’re gonna end up tonight is in the orchard.”

	“Sloan, look at me. Open your eyes and take a long breath or this’ll never happen.”

	“Hawke, I just need a second to adjust, don’t stop.”

	“You’re so tiny, darlin’, but if you breathe and keep focus on my face we can do this. That feel okay?” 

	I look over to Sloan. My throat thick with emotion as I say, “Come here, darlin’.” I pull her into my lap and a fierce hug. 

	We’re going to need each other for this one.

	“Why didn’t you tell me you made this?” I whisper into her ear.

	“What would I have said? I knew I needed to show you my last ten years. Then, when I was nearly done with it, I realized I needed to go even further back. I thought our first time was appropriate.”

	“Yeah…well…”

	Then there was our last time too. The time on the willow bank the night before she left for Amsterdam. The beginning of my ten years of hell without her.

	And then I see him for the first time and my stomach hollows out. His tiny, closed eyes. His head, smaller than her hand. The tangle of tubes and bandages and beeping noises. His birdlike hands—his fingers, small and red, gripping her tiny pinkie.

	Did he know who she was?

	“I didn’t get to hold him until he was six weeks old,” she says through a wet whisper. 

	I nod and pull her against my chest as tears stream down my face. Our heartbeats connect as they always have.

	“Hawke,” I say aloud. I raise my hand and reach it out toward the giant screen in front of us, which is filled with only him. I knew this would be hard, though I didn’t know how hard.

	“His first birthday,” Sloan says, smiling as she leans her head back to look up at my eyes.

	I wonder how she can smile. I wonder how her heart isn’t fully broken. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to help her feel fully healed. And I realize she’ll never need to be fully healed. She’s become this beautiful woman because of all she’s endured—this pain included. This pain will never leave her. She may cling to it as a last vestige of our child.

	By the time he’s seven, he looks younger than I suppose a child of seven should look. I do get to see his eyes open. I never see a smile though. Did he ever smile? Did his brain know any form of happiness? It must have. He must have felt her love. How could anyone miss that? She loved him so much. 

	She was amazing with him. Reading to him. Singing to him. Talking. She told him about me. About us. All the stories from the time we were six and then some. Our firsts, our middles, and even our end. Or what she, at that time, thought was our end.

	I can tell we’re nearing the conclusion of the film as there are no more clips of Hawke. My heart breaks, knowing that he’s gone. She makes no mention of it. There are no funeral clips or tombstone clips. And, if that isn’t enough to knock me flat, this next piece surely almost puts me under. Oddly, at the same time, it lifts me up. Funny how something can do those two things at once.

	Sloan is sitting in a meadow, the straps of her sundress falling off her bronzed shoulders. All the while, she talks to her laptop, she braids long grass.

	“Hawke, you may never see this. But I hope you do. I’ve kept myself sane this last decade because of you. I’m not sure what you’ve gone through, but if it’s anything close to my pain, or if I was the reason for any of it… Well, I’m sorry. With all of my heart. I’m trying to forgive myself even if you never will. I don’t blame you if you can’t. I didn’t mean to abandon you. Or him. Or myself, for that matter, which I did for a while. Maybe someday you’ll be sitting somewhere, watching this. Just know that, wherever I’m sitting, no matter how much time will have passed, I will still love you. Always have, always will. Thanks for being in my heart—even if you didn’t know you were. You’ve single-handedly helped heal me. Still are. Maybe I can do something for you someday that feels just as beautiful. I’m a lot of things. Some of them I’m ashamed of. Some of them I’m proud of. If you are watching this, you now understand more about me. One thing I’m not is anyone’s idol. But I’ll say this: You are. Hawke Slater, you’re mine.”

	As she says those last words, the only image I see is her smile and then her hands reaching out with that braided grass heart as if she’s handing it to me. It takes me back ten years to when we’d sit together, talking, and she’d make those for me. Most of the time, they’d end up in my glove compartment or on the floor of my pickup. But this one was going to one place.

	Straight into my heart.
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	A few nights after I shared the film with Hawke we invite Fletch and Coco over for a cookout.

	“I found your note, and yes, you are as twisted as ever. Nice touch with the buns.”

	Hawke turns away from the grill he’s manning on my rooftop deck and chuckles. “I thought it was quite clever to tell you I want in your ass with a note tucked in a burger bun.”

	“Quite.” I hand him a margarita and take a peek at the burgers he’s about to throw on the grill. “Those look good! I’m starved. 

	“You’ve always enjoyed my meat. That makes me one happy man,” he says, grabbing his groin. 

	I squat down next to the grill and flick the floating balls in School Bus’s rubber tub around as she chases them through the water.

	“Grilling getting you horny?” I ask, staring up at him.

	“Being around you gets me horny,” he says as he squats down and drags his knuckle across my cheekbone.

	“How’s your new schedule working out? Feeling blue-balled without your typical nine-to-five release?” I lick the salted edge of my drink then take a sip.

	“Are you asking if I’d ever refuse you?”

	“I’m asking if you’re getting enough relief.”

	“I’m fine. And being with you over this last week has been more than enough relief.”

	We both stand, and Hawke wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me to him. How is it I still get giddy when he does this? How is it that this is my life now?

	“You’re pretty sure about this? I want you to think on it for a few more weeks before you go making any sort of announcement about your retirement. This is big stuff.”

	“I’ve told no one but you, and tonight, I thought I’d tell Fletch and Coco. Speaking of, where the hell are they?”

	“Fletch is making Coco some fancy drink in the kitchen. I told them to come up.”

	As Hawke throws the burgers on the grill, I set the rest of the table and light candles. More than a few times, I catch myself staring at him, though not without a smile as wide as the cityscape he’s silhouetted against. Hawke Slater is mine. I rub the red, swollen tattoo on my arm, thinking about how we spent the day yesterday. Side by side at the tattoo parlor, holding hands, as two artists inked the same date on the same spot on both of us—as well as Hawke Jr.’s initials. The day we knew we were secret-free and back in each other’s lives.

	I’d say it’s been a cathartic week and then some. Hawke continues to ask me things about our son, and he’s also convinced me to tell my family the truth about him. And, while I will always carry the blame for that night in my heart, Hawke has helped me see I’m not the monster I thought I was. He’s forgiven me, so I’m working hard to forgive myself. It might be a long road for me, but at least I’m on it and moving in the right direction. 

	Tonight will be a big step as we plan on sharing our son with Coco and Fletch. It was Hawke’s idea to ease me in a little at a time. Am I nervous to show them a film of him? Hell yes. But I’m also excited. Hawke Jr. mattered more than anyone to me; he should have been shared with my family. They should have known him. I’m not sure any of that would have been possible with me being Holl’s for all those years, but I can’t throw regret onto my pile of emotions. 

	It’s enough that I’m kicking guilt in the teeth.
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	“We have a little after-dinner entertainment for you guys,” Hawke says, winking at me. 

	My stomach muscles contract and a lump in my throat follows.

	“Oh, God. It’s not something of you two naked, is it?” Coco sniggers. “Not sure I can handle that.”

	“Coco, have you actually had your fill of me?”

	“I’m getting my fill from Fletch, but thank you, Hawke.”

	I motion everyone to the couch and chaises. Then I open a bottle of champagne, needing to celebrate this moment as well as distract myself.

	“By the way, I’m thinking very seriously about retirement,” Hawke says as he grabs the remote from the projector then sits next to me. 

	My hands shake as I pass everyone a glass of champagne. I wonder if anyone notices.

	“What? You’re not old enough to retire.” Fletch chuckles. 

	I paste on a smile, wishing I could guzzle the glass in my hand.

	“My cock is eighty in dog years.”

	“More like four hundred,” Fletch says as he sits on my other side. 

	“Retirement?” Coco says. “I thought you guys were going to do a film on the industry, about you?”

	“We’re still toying with that idea. I just won’t be the star.”

	“You sure about this?” Fletch says, arching one eyebrow.

	“I told him to give it a few more weeks,” I say. “He’s getting a little ahead of himself, but we wanted to share it with you guys. We also want to share our, um…” My heart drums as a sob escapes my lips. “Shit, shit,” I mutter as I bite my knuckle.

	“Hey, Cricket. It’s okay,” Hawke says softly. “You can do this.”

	“I don’t know if I can,” I whisper, hoping only he’ll hear me.

	“Sloan? What’s up?” Fletch says, rubbing my back, effectively releasing the valve on my tear ducts.

	“I’m…trying to forgive myself…and…Hawke thought this might help. But I don’t know if I can… This is big…”

	“Forgive yourself? Honey,” Coco says.

	Hawke goes on to clarify what I went through in great detail. He explains that fateful night and how I fell. Then more about Holl and the castle. Then he tells them about Hawke Jr.

	“I’m sorry. I just couldn’t,” I say. “Let’s have a toast. To our son and, um…you guys finally meeting him.”

	We all raise our glasses. Mine spills down my front, as I can’t get it to my lips. 

	“You have nothing to be sorry about. It was an accident,” Fletch says, gripping Hawke’s shoulder as his arm slides over mine.

	“It was my fault. Had I not been—”

	“Stop it. No more. No one is blaming you. He’s at peace. Now you need to be too.”

	I nod as I wipe my sleeve across my face while Hawke wraps his arms around me then begins the film.

	For hours over the last week, the two of us created this piece in his editing bay. It was tears and laughter; it was a decade of emotions. It was us healing and growing and understanding more about each other as adults. It was forgiveness and love.

	“He’s beautiful. He’s both of you,” Fletch says, giving my arm, then Hawke’s, a squeeze. His eyes are as glassy as are Coco’s when the two of them move closer to our sides, wrapping their arms around us to form a lump of love and family emotion on our rooftop couch. 

	I choke a sob back; Coco does as well. This is good, I think. Yes. This is good. This is healing, and I’m not a monster. I’m a girl who went through hell and heaven at the same time and came out the other side a woman. A grateful woman who gave birth to a beautiful boy I’m finally sharing with the people who matter the most—next to the memory of him.

	After fifteen minutes, the film ends. I look around and crack up at our wet faces. Then, just when I think we’re all done with the ocean full of emotions, Fletch gets us all going again.

	“You guys are amazing in lots of ways—both of you. The way you love each other and how you came together and made that film of your son. Thank you for sharing that with us.” 

	My tears are back in full force—rivers of them—as he pets my head. 

	“Sloan, sweetheart. You’re something else, girl,” Fletch says. “Don’t you ever think, for one minute, we’d think anything of you other than how incredible you are and what a beautiful soul you’ve always been.” 

	I let out a cry as he grips my hand and Hawke’s lands over his. Then I glance at Coco. She’s nodding, her lips quivering. She looks away from me then smiles at Fletch.

	He says, “I know Coco will be an incredible mother just as you were, and you’ll be a wonderful aunt. I know we can count on you for that.”

	“Wha…wait! What?” I yell as I jump off the couch. “You’re pregnant?” I throw my arms around her as we laugh and cry. 

	“That I am! Aunt Sloan and Uncle Hawke.”

	I grip her face then kiss her nose and her cheeks. “Oh my God… I’m so excited! I can’t even.” I run to Fletch and throw myself onto his lap. “This is amazing, you guys! This is…”

	“Incredible,” says Hawke as we continue on with our sob fest. “I’m so happy for you guys!” 

	“Thanks. Seemed the right time to share,” Fletch says proudly.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	The right time to share, I think later that night as I’m staring up at the wall Hawke and I filled this morning with tombstone rubbings and photos. I walk toward the framed images and run one hand over Hawke Jr.’s rubbing, my other hand over my heart, which is beating rapidly. What a day.

	“I’m proud of you. Real proud,” Hawke says as he kisses the nape of my neck after sweeping my hair aside.

	“Thanks. I’m proud of you too. You really held it together. I never could have done that without you.”

	Hawke spins me around to face him. This man is all love and comfort.

	“For the record, yes. You could have. But, also for the record, I hope the rest of your life is filled with things you can’t do without me “That sounds nice. I hope so too.”

	Our lips meet for a slow kiss, his tongue sliding over mine, tasting like whiskey and chocolate. He groans into my mouth as his hips press against me and his hand runs down my back, holding me tight to him.

	 “You’re dope as fuck,” I say, knowing he’ll laugh.

	“That’s funny now that I have you. I hated it that last night on the willow bank. Hated it. God, my heart hurt that night.”

	“I know. I’m sorry. I love you.”

	 “I’ve loved you since you kissed me that night in the silo when we were sweet and fresh tender buds. I’ll never forget the way you giggled when my tongue met yours as you opened your mouth. Never will I forget thinking, I’m going to marry this girl. I’m going to have babies with this girl. I’m going to fill her heart and her soul. I’m going to be a permanent part of her. I swear to you I knew it then. Knew you were mine. Never for one second did I ever think another man would have you. Never.”

	“Hawke? Breathe.”

	“I am breathing. Only you. I am breathing you. You are my air—always have been. Crazy as that sounds, you always have been, Sloan. You.”
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	“Who exactly are you expecting? Royalty?” I chuckle as I wander through room after room of our penthouse suite in Las Vegas. “There’s a pool in here!” I yell out. “This is ridiculous. Why would you ever spend this much? Who needs a pool in their room?” 

	Hawke’s on the phone talking to someone; he covers it with his hand as he walks into the room, where I’m gawking. “Darlin’, I wouldn’t. They give this to me every year. What’s a guy to do? Turn ’em down?”

	“Wow. You are a star. As in, free?” I smile like a kid who’s just been given a pony.

	“On the house,” he whispers then goes back to his call.

	“And all of this champagne and stuff? What is this? Food and…” I look down at baskets filled with colorful, plastic toys. “Oh my God. Every kind of vibrator known to mankind.”

	He ends his call then walks over to check the goods out.

	“Can I bust into this basket?” I rip through the plastic and grab an interesting black, multiple-headed toy to examine it. “Who would know what to do with this?”

	He laughs as he takes the toy to examine it while he wiggles his eyebrows. “You can bust into any of them. I guarantee you, by tomorrow, there will be twenty more baskets filled with more toys than you’ll use in a hundred lifetimes. You may never want me again.”

	“Hardly!”

	“Hey.” He grabs my hand. “I should probably fill you in on that call.” 

	I continue to dig through the baskets and say, “Way to be a black rain cloud.” 

	His elbows are planted on his knees, his face in his hands as he slumps on the couch. 

	“That was the lawyer, wasn’t it?”

	“Yeah, it was.”

	 All I can think is that it’s something to do with Holl. Last week, we heard an earful. Apparently, I wasn’t the only queen in the castle. Holl had three of us over there. Each of us in our own private quarters so we couldn’t interact. Apparently we were all cam girls. All charmed by Holl in one way or another. One girl had no teeth. Not because of oral hygiene, I’m guessing. Another was apparently there for even longer than I was. Hawke won’t tell me what the lawyer said about her. My curiosity is thankfully not getting the best of me for once.

	“Cricket, come here.”

	I amble over to where Hawke is sitting on the couch. He pulls me in next to him as I sit.

	“Just spill it. What? Can’t they do something now? Will he still be able to do this shit and get away with it? Please tell me it’s over.”

	“He’s done. For good.”

	“Oh, thank God. Did they deport him and lock him up forever?”

	“Well, not exactly.” He works his hand over his jawline. 

	I’ve come to know this as his concerned for me look. 

	“Holl hanged himself last night.”

	“Hanged?” I belt out. “He’s dead?” My stomach muscles form a knot.

	“Yeah.” Hawke nods while holding my hands in an intense grip. Maybe a little for both of us.

	“Oh. Oh wow. Okay. Well, that’s… I mean. Good.” I stand and stretch my arms above my head. Clear my throat. 

	Dead. Okay, then.

	“Listen. I know, even though he was hideous, it’s hard for you to hear this,” he says as he comes over to me. “I got my fill-in on that Stockholm Syndrome. I really do understand that your feelings are real.”

	I shudder and my spine cracks in response. Everyone thinks they understand what I went through. Hell, I’m not even sure I do. 

	“I don’t know what my feelings are, to be honest. I suppose it’s a combination of relief mixed with a weird bag of other stuff. Truthfully, relief is the main one.” I huff out a breath. “I worked through a lot of that other stuff, as I told you. A shit-ton of therapy. I’m okay. I’m really okay. He was not a good man.”

	I’m okay. Holl is dead. This is good. He was the devil. 

	“He was an evil man,” Hawke says as his arms wrap around me.

	Minutes go by, maybe more. I melt into Hawke’s arms as he sways the tiniest bit. He kisses the top of my head several times, tells me how much he loves me. 

	“Darlin’, you okay? I need you to talk to me. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

	“I survived,” I whisper. “That’s it.”
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	Samantha and Sloan flank me, both of them gripping my arms as though I might fall off the earth. As far as that goes, it already happened to me when Sloan Story McQueen came back into my life—and then stayed. I know we’re in the early stages of the grown-up version of us. She knows it too.

	Thing is, I don’t foresee any insurmountable obstacles for us. Sloan’s already gone through hell and survived. As for me, I could take pretty much anything at this point in my life with her at my side.

	I glance over to her just before they make the final announcement of the night. Male Adult Performer of the Year. Sloan’s ruddy cheeks and wrinkled brow wear a combination of eager meets terrified. Why, I’ve no idea.

	“Well, this is number five for this man: Hawke Slater,” the emcee says.

	Sloan wraps her arms around me and squeals into my ear.

	I walk up the stairs, knowing what a huge night this is—not just for the industry, but for me and Sloan. I stand at the mic and look around at the thousands of people standing, clapping for me.

	 “Thank you. What a night. Thank you all.” I let out a deep breath and collect my nerves.

	Someone screams my name from the balconies, and I chuckle. 

	“I, ahh… Well. It’s been an honor to work in this industry with all of you. You’re good people.” I take a second to revel in the moment. “I’m in this business for one reason. The love of my life dumped me when we were eighteen.” I laugh quietly along with the crowd as I wink at Sloan. “A boy in love with a girl. Amazingly, that same woman is back in my life.” I look over to Sloan, who has tears streaming down her face. 

	I have a moment of disbelief. But it really is her. And I realize maybe now, maybe tonight, with all of these folks who have taken me in like family, this is the night. 

	“While I’m honored to have won all these awards tonight, I’m making a shift in my career as of this very minute. I’ll be in the industry, yes, but my cock will not.” 

	The audience bellows with laughter. 

	“You see, my girl there—Sloan—well, she deserves all of me. And, since luck’s been on my side tonight so far… Well, hell. I figure a guy deserves to push his luck now and again.” My heart hammers when I look at her. 

	I wonder if hers is too. I wonder if she has any idea how lost I was without her.

	“Sloan, darlin’, I’d like it if we could put some real meaning behind the band you’ve got on your hand that you gave me back when we were seventeen. How about we add another date or two on it? What do you say, Cricket? I always said I was gonna marry you. This right here…is me asking.”

	Sloan’s hands cover her mouth. I don’t need to see her lips to know what she’s feeling. It can’t be so different from what I’m feeling. Her eyes are telling me everything. I head toward the steps, and she meets me there at the bottom, with the room pin-drop silent, waiting for her answer.

	“Hawke…I…” She pauses a long time. Too long. 

	But I know her answer.

	“You what, darlin’? You want to be my wife? I might have missed a thing or two with you, but we can take it from here and make it anything you want it to be. Anything at all. I want to give you the world.”

	“Yes, Hawke. Yes. I will.” She nods then cries as she wraps her arms around me.

	“Thought so.” I chuckle as I kiss her. “I love you. So damn much, always have, always will.”

	The room explodes when I give them a thumbs-up.
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	One Year Later ~ Amsterdam 

	 

	Hawke kneels in the damp grass next to me, rice paper in one hand, charcoal in the other. He unrolls the paper with a deep exhale. I pin the semi-opaque sheet against the gravestone as he rubs the charcoal over it. His shaking fingers blacken as he flips the small, ebony charcoal stick over now and again.

	“You okay?” I ask. “I know this is hard.”

	“Yeah. Hard,” he says. He clears his throat a few times. “Real hard.”

	“Hey.” I rub one hand over his back as his eyes fill, effectively breaking my heart for what he must be feeling. 

	He stops rubbing and drops his head to his chest. He clears his throat again then continues rubbing the gravestone. “There it is. Hawke Holton Slater Junior. Our boy.”

	I bite a sob back. “Hawke, I know this is not an easy day. But I’m glad, you know. Glad we’re here. You?”

	“Yeah. Never did think I’d be rubbing my own son’s gravestone. But yeah, I am glad.”

	Never did think, I repeat over and over. Neither did I.
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	“I love how all the colors are coming along. It’s happy. It’s going to be perfect!” I sing out, gleefully clapping my hands.

	Hawke nods, a huge grin on his face. “It’s better than perfect, Cricket.”

	“Yeah. It’s pretty special.”

	The clap of our feet echoes as we walk from one room to the next, exploring the castle’s maze. The castle Hawke Jr. and I lived in for seven years, isolated. The sounds of our feet hitting the floor should take me to a dark place, but instead, I imagine what the noise of hundreds of children running through the halls, laughing, and shouting, will be like. Cheerful comes to mind.

	It was Hawke’s idea to purchase the castle. My first thought was, Not a chance in hell. But, when he explained his idea of turning those depressing memories into something joyful, I just had to say yes.

	The castle—now the Hawke Slater, Jr. Children’s Museum—is scheduled to open in a mere five weeks.

	“This way,” I tell Hawke as I grab his hand and take a left toward what was Hawke Jr.’s bedroom. Truth be told, it was a mini hospital outfitted with enough equipment and a well-paid-to-be-silent full-time nurse.

	“Sloan. Oh Jesus.” Hawke stares at the gallery of images covering a wall. 

	Each one of them is something about our son. His hands. His tiny, red mouth. His chest, which was smaller than a hamburger bun in the early days. He walks to the wall with one hand out, the other covering his mouth. I don’t think I breathe for a minute.

	“You can touch those. You should,” I tell him as he approaches a black-and-white photo of Hawke Jr.’s feet when he was first born.

	“Day one?” His voice cracks as he grabs my hand and kisses my fingertips.

	“Yep.” I can smile about it now—though I’ll admit that putting this wall of images together as a surprise for Hawke, while cathartic, also made me an emotional mess most days.

	“Half my pinkie. So small,” he says, touching the image of our son’s foot.

	“I wish you had…” I swallow, unable to finish my sentence.

	He wraps an arm around my shoulders as we gaze at the photos together. “Me too, Cricket. Me too,” he says softly against my ear.

	Hawke and I stay in that room, talking for what might have been a few hours. Talking about our past. Talking about our future. Talking about how, one of these years, we’ll give the kid thing another try. Maybe more than once. Maybe many times, for that matter. And, while the loss of our son, the boy Hawke never did know, the boy who was silent all of his seven years, is a terribly tear-jerking thing, I do with all my heart know this:

	Somewhere, that sweet boy is running through meadows with a piss-filled squirt gun, chasing a girl. Somewhere, he’s off skinny-dipping with that same sassy girl, racing her to the raft. And, somewhere, he’s off kissing her for the very first time in a silo.

	He’s somewhere, all right. He’s there, living a full and happy other lifetime, and he’s here, too, nestled in our hearts for all of eternity.

	 

	###

	 


Dear love,

	 

	Thank you so much for reading my book! If you enjoyed it, I’d be so grateful if you’d consider posting a review. And, I’ve written a couple of other books you may also enjoy.

	~ How To Tame Beasts And Other Wild Things http://amzn.to/1NiEpiq 

	~ A Mess of Reason http://amzn.to/1KFru31 

	 

	Big thank-yous to my beta reader, Nina. Wine and books and fun for years to come! And to my many awesome ARC readers + blogger friends! I adore you for embracing my work and for sharing it with the world. Oceans full of kisses + meadows full of cricket chirps  xxxxxx  Mickey and Rahab, I’m blown away by you guys and how you continue to help me grow as a writer. I bow down with gratitude.

	To my friends and family, your support and encouragement means the world to me.

	To my darling husband, my favorite person in the world and my best friend and lover, thank you for believing in me and for pushing, encouraging, and loving me the way you do. And for helping me make my passions come to fruition. You continue to be the remarkable, open-minded, soulful, and beautiful person I have always known…except you keep getting better!

	On Pinterest (www.pinterest.com/awildingwells) you will find my inspiration board for this book. I do love building worlds—you might want to check it out. Also, please consider following me on social media if you’d like to be notified about my upcoming books and cool giveaways, which are plentiful.

	 

	About this book 

	I grew up on a gentleman’s farm not so different than Moonstone Ranch and the idea of falling in love with a neighbor boy who grew up and became a porn star sounded like a hell of a lot of fun to explore. And, oh boy, was it ever! I don’t have any friends who are porn stars or know anyone who has cammed. But I do know we are all at the end of the day human regardless of our choices and careers. We all laugh and cry and feel and love. We all, at some point, make choices or have experiences that become arcs in our lives.

	The second I began writing this novel, the world of Sloan and Hawke cracked open like a piñata filled with goodies; goodies that I happily dove into and gathered up. As odd as it sounds, it often seems as though my characters write my books. My role is simply the agitator. I’m forever tossing snowballs at my characters, each one jam-packed with some crazy thing they need to deal with. Each chapter unfolds like a scavenger hunt, little clues popping into my head randomly. There were many times while writing this book that I cried for this couple. I felt everything they went through (insert your favorite emojis). Thank goodness my husband makes the best ever cocktails, of which—and with impeccable timing—he brings me one. Sometimes two…  

	 

	About Hawke, Jr.

	I did have a lovely, sweet niece who sadly lived her entire life with cerebral palsy. She died in her early teens, and when I wrote about Hawke Holten, Jr., I thought of her. I thought about how much she mattered, how everyone does, even if they can’t speak, or move much, or are limited by a set of circumstances. None of us will ever know what goes on in their brains or hearts. Just know, they matter. While my niece could not walk or talk, she was filled with light and smiles and an energy everyone felt. She communicated in her own way, and she touched many lives in her few years. Any amount of time spent with her was meaningful. Her lovely parents—my amazing brother and incredible sister-in-law—together with her two younger sisters, gave her a beautiful life. And we are all confident she’s off running through meadows chasing butterflies, and boys. And she will forever be in our hearts as well.

	 

	Thank you with all my heart for appreciating my words. Xxx

	 

	AWW
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	Please take a moment to sign up for my newsletter: http://bit.ly/1OXG3zG 
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