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“My love has made me selfish. I cannot exist without you— I am forgetful of everything but
seeing you again —my Life seems to stop there—I see no further. You have absorb’d me. I
have a sensation at the present moment as though I was dissolving—I should be
exquisitely miserable without the hope of soon seeing you …I have been astonished that
Men could die Martyrs for religion—I have shudder’d at it—I shudder no more—I could
be martyr’d for my Religion—Love is my religion—I could die for that—I could die for
you.”

~ John Keats, Bright Star: Love Letters and Poems of John Keats to Fanny Brawne
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Balthazar
If you break me,
I do not stop working.
If you touch me,
I may be snared.
If you lose me,
Nothing will matter.

Your heart

A Tinker Bell of a woman is dragging a bale of hay three times her size down the dustcovered aisle in front of me. Her shoulders drop as she grunts with every burdensome step. A
skirt and heels? Odd choice for a feed mill.
I dump two fifty-pound bags of chicken crumbles off my shoulder at the checkout my
mate Rowdy is manning. “Will you look at her, more colorful than all the Fourth decorations on
Main Street.”
Soda flies out of Rowdy’s nose as he laughs and comes around the register to get a peek
at her. “You mean the sister-in-law?” His face lights up.
“Sister-in-law? Dude. Last I recall, you’re not married. Bloody hell, she’s hot. Now that’s
a muffin I could finally—”
He elbows me in the arm. “I’d call you blind if I weren’t offending you for the eye
patch.” Then he clarifies, “Your sister-in-law. Not mine.”
My body becomes rigid. “My sister-in-law? She’s Lavinia’s kid sister?”

Rowdy thrusts his chest out as he rocks on his toes. “Yup. Matilda Pearl. And…clearly,
she’s no kid. I’d put her at twenty-two, maybe three or so.”
“The fuck is she doing here?” Clenching my jaw, I grab my gloves from my back pocket
and put them on. “I’m gonna help her. The bale is winning.”
“Don’t bother,” Rowdy says before spitting the remains of a sunflower shell into his
hand. “Won’t take it, she’s stubborn as fuck.”
“The hell she won’t,” I mutter under my breath as I approach her. I easily pick the bale up
as she glares at me then tries to grab the hay out of my hands. I can’t not laugh.
“I got this.” A flash of temper flickers across her brow.
“Yeah. Evidently so.” I chuckle. “Point out your truck. I’ll throw it in. You can wrestle it
out yourself when you get wherever it is you’re going.”
She tilts her head up to my face as a playful grin forms on her mouth. I move closer,
drawn into the unreal color of her eyes—violet.
“You British?”
“That’s my Wisconsin accent,” I tease. “I’m not going to stand here all day.”
She tugs an elastic band off her wrist then winds it into the long tangles of her sandyblond hair, leaving wisps of it dangling across her face. “I’ll deal with it myself.” She huffs,
wiping the sweat from her forehead then neck. My gaze follows her hand as it brushes across the
tops of her no-wonder-bra-needed breasts.
“Right, then. Here you go.” I drop the bale at her feet and turn.
Rowdy snickers as he shoves a candy bar in his mouth. “Didn’t hear you introduce
yourself. She’s your family. You ain’t even gonna say hello?” He chews through a grin.
An uneasiness stirs in my stomach. “I don’t need a damn thing from that family.
Certainly not another strong-headed woman. We don’t need to know each other.”
Minutes later, she approaches the steps that lead to the parking lot. Huffing and grunting,
she walks backward down them, dragging the bale, until she trips and ends up underneath the
hay on the last step. I stride over to her, laughing quietly as she curses while thrashing around
with her arms flapping. She bucks and jostles like a trapped animal. She’s pissing and moaning,
all right, but not for a second is she asking for help. So I’ll wait for the magic word.
“Sugar lumps. Dammit!” She growls.

I shouldn’t look, but while scratching the back of my neck I lower my gaze. Her skirt is
pinned under the bale, showcasing her muscular bare legs and lacy black knickers riding her hip.
I study the dip on her upper thigh then follow a long white scar that runs down her leg, stopping
before her knee.
A whirl of dust kicks up as my mate Duke pulls into the lot, then parks his veterinarian
truck next to my old Ford.
“Hey.” I nod as he strolls over to us. “You happen to get out to the farm to check on
Cock’s teat?”
A swirl of smoke rises from his lips as he exhales then tosses his cigarette butt to the
ground. “Yep. Just came from there. Little blockage is all.” A smirk forms on his face as he
glances to the bale. “Show the boys how to pull. Squeezing causes the problems.” He clears his
throat. “That you, Matilda?” He squats down to her side. “You need some help, girl?”
She wiggles her petite foot around. “Hey, Duke. I’m fine. Just spoonin’ a bale.”
“You ready to give me the magic word?” I chuckle, standing over her as Duke climbs the
steps.
A bright pink washes over her cheeks. “Please.”
I lift the bale from her straightaway. “Truck?” Looking across the lot at my truck and one
other, along with Duke’s vet mobile and Rowdy’s cycle. The only other vehicle—if you could
call it that—is something akin to a cherry-red golf-cart-looking thing with wicker seats. An
albino, red-haltered mini donkey is in the back seat, along with a case of champagne.
“There.” She points to the impractical—but obviously hers—car. “Just jam it in the
passenger’s side. Thank you.”
“You ever heard of a thing called a trailer?” I ask as I wedge the bale into the car while
she stands, not looking the least bit flustered.
“You mean those things they play before movies?” She kicks her gold glittered heels off
before tossing them in the backseat. Every toenail is a different color. This girl is unquestionably
not one of those tanning-bed types I see a lot of around here. But she’s not her sister Lavinia
either.
Polished. Perfect. Dead.
“Beastly brit.” She laughs under her breath as she flicks her hand as though she’s
dismissing me.

“What was that, muffin?” She walks a few limpy steps, then slides into the driver’s seat
while I lean on the bale, eyeing her up.
Rowdy saunters down the stairs, scribbling on a pad of paper. “You want to open an
account, sweetheart? Or cash?”
“An account, please. I’ll be at the farm for a while,” she says after kissing the donkey’s
nose. “Might have it brought out next time. You still deliver?”
“Yup,” he says with a cocky smile. “Nothing’s changed ’round here. We’ll be the same a
century from now.” He leans against the hood of her car as he licks his lips and runs a hand
along the scruff of his jaw. His eyes stop for a long pause on her breasts before he moves his
gaze down then back up again. “You staying on?”
“Mmmhmm.” She looks into her rear view mirror. “I have some family business to attend
to since…you know… Did you hear?” Her eyes bounce to his then down to her hands, which are
fidgeting inside her purse.
So, she’s the one he’s sent?
He toes the ground as our eyes meet. “I did. I’m real sorry for your loss.”
“Thanks. Well…it’s been a few years now, anyway. We never were close... Not that…
Never mind.” She huffs out with an hmm sort of sound trailing off at the end. “Her husband is
apparently helpless, that’s why my dad sent me.”
Rowdy chokes out a cough. “You don’t say?”
“I’ll be getting my hands plenty dirty out at the farm. Diapers and…god knows what else
I’m in for.”
I nod to the donkey, which is now braying. “What’s its name?”
“Aesop”—she purses her lips—“as in fables.”
“Yeah, I know Aesop.” I force a laugh. “Muffin.”
A tiny smile lifts on one side of her mouth as she hold out her hand. “Matilda. It’s
Matilda Pearl. Beastly brit.”
I take her hand in mine. “Balthazar. It’s Balthazar Cox. Crab muffin.”
Her doll-faced mouth opens for a few seconds, pulling the side string on my widening
smile as she realizes who I am. She sucks in a quick breath as her posture stiffens. “You’re
British?”
“I think we cleared that up earlier.” I chuckle. “Stop picking on my Wisconsin accent.”

She laughs with one hand covering her mouth. She really had no idea. Didn’t know I was
British? Guess we’ll be learning plenty about each other since she’s here for at least a year,
according to her father.
She tips her sunglasses down her nose while gazing at me over the top edge of them. “I’ll
see you at home.”
So this is her. This beautiful wisp of a girl? Violet eyes that storm with challenge. A
mouth so dramatic, it looks bruised with color. Curves that make the countryside hills and
valleys seem level. This is the woman Everit Pearl has sent to live with me? A girl with a donkey
named Aesop. “As in fables.”
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Matilda
I never was, am always to be. No one ever saw me, nor ever will. And yet I
am the confidence of all. To live and breathe on this terrestrial ball.
What am I?

The future

Flat Broke Road, well hello again, you winding, hilly thing. I take a left and drive toward
our two-thousand-acre farm, likely the choicest piece of land in this neck of the woods, on a road
with a name that currently defines me. And likely the beastly brit, since he’s agreed to this
arrangement as well. Why else would he? Dad tells me that, if I can snag Balthazar a nannycome-wife, he’ll hand the farm over to him, and I’ll get my trust fund on my twenty-third
birthday. I’m sure a trust says cars, jewelry, and fancy clothes to most. All I see is me being
surrounded with animals of all kinds. A shelter-type farm or sanctuary, where I could feed and
house strays and drop offs. I could make the kind of place where any creature who was no longer
wanted or cherished could feel loved. It would be a haven they would call home, me too.
Home. Hell, I thought I had that in Paris, with Cort, until my life was flipped upside
down. Agh, no sense in going there. I have had to move on. Not that there was any choice.
The tang of freshly cut hay and a trace of sweet manure lingers in the air, as I slow along
the stone hedge then make a gradual turn in the drive of Broken Arrow Farm, my home for the
next year. Mom’s old camper sits parked above the ditch, with a crudely painted sign hanging
from the awnings bottom.
Bookmobile—Free Book for a trade.

“Balthazar Cox… So, you’re not just easy on the eyes, you’re a romantic too?” I mutter
as I continue driving.
Split-rail fences and hickory nut trees line the one-mile gravel drive to the farmhouse and
barns. My sweaty hands tremble as I grip the steering wheel. There he is—Balthazar. Shirt off,
muscles tan and buttered in sunlight, jeans slung low. He looks like the sort of guy who makes
midnight conversations turn into morning pancakes. A strange comfort wends its way through
me as I park next to Balthazar’s truck and turn my engine off. After grabbing Aesop’s lead rope,
I invite him out of the backseat via the driver’s side. I scream as he steps on my bare feet while
the naked little boys run at us in full assault.
“Pony, pony!”
“Donkey, guys. That’s a baby donkey.” Balthazar’s voice is deep and serious as he
saunters over, looking like he owns the earth.
I’m doubled over, laughing at the two miniature beings. What are these little creatures?
They want to be cherubs, but they’re real-live, freckle-covered, perfect boys with mops of red,
glistening curls that… Oh, mother of god… I’m already in love with. Goose bumps chase along
my back as I squat to greet them. Four tiny hands flutter as drool slides down their dirty chins.
“Pony and pincess,” one of them says. His pudgy fingers fist the edge of my tulle-lined
skirt as he drags it over his head.
Princess? “Oh, sweet baby.” After wrapping my hands around his plump belly and
pulling his back against me, I press my face to the curve of his neck to inhale a sweet whiff of
child baby boy—along with something else…
Poop.
“Hey there, muffin. Welcome home.”
When I look up, Balthazar is towering over us with a mile-wide grin. “Hey.” I gaze at his
tatted chest and sickeningly muscled arms. Who would want those wrapped around them?
Brother-in-law, I remind myself. Repel him. Based on his stare, it looks like it’s working already.
I’d call it “disgusted meets go away.”
“They’re cute.” I pat the twins’ heads and shrug.
“Times a million. Jinx and Jax, this is Matilda.”
One of them says, “Mamama.”

At hearing Mamama, I feel Lavinia’s fingers pinching the tendon in my right shoulder. I
slap that spot and find nothing.
“Not Mamama!” I screech then cringe.
They scurry behind Balthazar’s trunk-like legs. One of them starts crying as he peeks
around at me. The other one follows suit.
Balthazar’s nostrils flare as he draws in air. I swallow over a dry patch and toy with the
bottom of my top while wanting to sink into the earth.
“Mean pincess,” one says as I stand and mosey over to my car. I go from princess to evil
queen in seconds as he picks the twins up and walks into the house with them.

The old farmhouse, while looking more gray than white these days and in much need of
some TLC, is mostly unchanged. I trudge up the creaky, paint-chipped steps with my
cumbersome bags and donkey.
“That’s not coming in our house.” Balthazar snarls as I open the screen door and wander
in with Aesop.
I march forward. “The hell he’s not.”
“Watch your mouth,” he scolds. “These two are parrots.” He points at the boys.
I unsnap Aesop’s lead rope and hang it on a hook by the door. As I wander to the other
side of the room, I pass Balthazar who is slathering peanut butter on white bread. A chattering
noise from the back corner of the kitchen catches my attention. A real parrot?
“Mamama,” the parrot says. I walk toward a massive, wrought-iron cage with the elegant
gray bird perched inside.
“Mean princess,” it says multiple times as it lifts its gnarled scaly foot to its mouth. I’m
fascinated by the way its black tongue slides across its sharp claws while it glares at me.
Balthazar Junior?
“Is it British or Midwestern?” I ask as I study the creature.

One of the twins meanders to my side, holding his tiny, naked penis in his hand, and
points up to the parrot. “Dat Fuck, Mamama.”
The other boy—I clearly need to figure out who is who—runs at us, yelling, “Fruck!
Fruck!” I burst out laughing. Maybe I can deal with the beastly brit. His sidekicks are quite
possibly the most adorable things I’ve ever laid eyes on.
“Ruck.”
That rough voice of Balthazar’s makes my stomach muscles contract. I twist my head and
look at his piercing sapphire eye, then his hands, which dwarf the slices of bread he’s drowning
with preserves. Why do I wonder what it would feel like to have those hands sliding up my legs?
Good question—he’s repulsive. In that sexy, I-just-died-and-went-to-heaven sort of way. I swear
under my breath as I picture his naked, hard body. He’s most definitely not soft. Anywhere.
“He’s an African gray parrot, will repeat anything you say.”
“Ruck as in Rugby?” I ask, attaching his muscles to a sport.
Balthazar laughs low in his throat. “Not just a pile of glitter?” He could make pig shit
sound sexy with that accent. “Yes, Rugby. Played in high school.” Did he just call me a pile of
glitter?
I stoop next to the boys. “What’s your name, sweet pea?” I ask the one who’s squeezing
the snot out of his penis. The other little charmer jumps in for him with his wet mouth seconds
from mine and points out that he is Jinx and the other boy is Jax.
“Jinx has the different-colored eyes,” Balthazar says. I spin and find him kneeling as he
scratches the belly of a stretched-out, portly Basset Hound. Jax takes my hand and leads me to
the dog for what I’m assuming will be an introduction.
“Dis Bonerz!” Jax announces, pointing to the dog while continuing to yank on his little
penis, which is now a miniature stiffy.
I’m lost as to where my eyes should go. Is this normal? Three-year-olds get boners?
Wait… What? Did he say that the dog’s name was Bonerz?
“Um, Bonerz?” I giggle, covering my mouth.
“Bones,” Balthazar says, “which has become Boner. Yes.”
All right, then. “And you have a cow named Cocks? I’m assuming that’s who Duke was
talking about—your cow?” I stifle my laugh as I glimpse up to his eye, then at the one covered
with a black patch. So serious. Grrr.

“Socks. The boys call her Cocks. They’re working on certain letters: R’s, S’s, T’s, and a
handful of others. They’re just three.”
“Also seems that one of them is working on something else?” I glance over at Jinx,
who’s sitting out of view from Balthazar. Pooping on the kitchen floor.
Balthazar stands and takes two strides to reach Jinx. “Oh, that’s hunky-dory.” He
chuckles.
After grabbing the paper towels off the counter, I open the door under the sink, hoping
I’ll find some kind of cleaning spray. “Organic? Very nice, beastly.” I grab the rosemary
cleaning spray.
He picks Jinx up off the floor and whispers something in his ear that makes him giggle. It
also makes my heart skip.
“Thanks for, uh…” He nods and grins at the hefty pile of poop I’m attacking.
“No problem. I’m here to help.”
As I wash my hands, the kids scream in laughter then yell, “Mamama!” I twist around to
see what the fuss is all about. Unsurprisingly, Aesop has managed to make himself a little too
comfortable in the kitchen.
“Whoopsie.” I cringe, then grab the paper towels and spray.
“We have a barn for it…Aesop.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll potty-train him,” I say over my shoulder while marching out the screen
door.
“Impossible.” He chuckles while following me.
“You train yours, I’ll train mine. We’ll see who wins.”
“You’re on, Muffin.” He nods. And, for the first time, a genuine smile slides across his
face. I know that it’s the real deal because his one eye joins in on the momentary joy.
Momentary.
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Matilda
You heard me before, yet you hear me again,
Then I dIe, ’TIll you call me agaIn.

An echo

My knees twinge in recollection of our summers as I saunter up the slippery farmhouse
staircase after lunch. How many times have I flown down these stairs over the years? I recall
stitches on my forehead, skinned shinbones, and one broken finger—not to mention my bruised
ego. My clumsiness might have been some of the only notice I’d received from my family.
Was I graceless to gain their attention? I have never considered that.
My room—one appointed by Balthazar—was our guest room when I was a kid. My bags
and sewing machine are already in here, next to the perfectly made, quilt-covered bed. I unpack
my things, then take a long cool shower to rid myself of the sticky sweat I’ve worn all day.
While I throw a fresh top and skirt on, I become aware of the silence in the house.
Deciding to nose around, I walk through the rooms, peeking in closets and snatching up old
books as I go. The only closed door I come to is the master bedroom. Knocking lightly, to
receive no answer, I open it for a peek and clutch a hand to my heart.
The light-filled room—still the baby blue it was ten years ago—is now in much need of a
makeover. Peeling paint, linen curtains, and the same landscape paintings decorate the walls. The
floor is covered with wall-to-wall mattresses, which makes me smile. It’s the sort of oddball
thing I might do. In the center of the room lies a pile of boys. Balthazar is shirtless and on his
side, black briefs sneak out at the carve of muscle on his hip. He sure is something to look at. I
imagine it would be nice to run my hands through his blackish-russet waves and down his
scruffy, angular jaw. In his hand is an open book—Aesop’s Fables, my childhood copy. Edging

closer as I nibble my thumbnail, I study his arms, with their intricate tattoos and muscles, which
seem hard even as he sleeps. What a sight.
The boys—now both diaper-clad—lie next to him. I can almost smell the sweet oozing
from their sweaty, flushed bodies as their red curls stick to their faces.
I’m not sure how long I stare at the swoon-worthy view of them.
Long enough that I wonder how Lavinia could have abandoned them. Did those baby
boys take the stage away from her? “There’s a reason stars shine from above,” she used to say
when she’d lock me in my room, the chicken coop, or anywhere she could hide me away from
her stage, which was all of her life. It was one of the only riddles I could never solve. She and
my parents were the others. Why did they all hate me?
Long enough that I’ve twisted a button off my skirt that pings across the floor landing
inside the bedroom.
Long enough that my face is wet with tears for all kinds of reasons, some of which I’m
not even sure.
Long enough that Balthazar opens his one eye and finds me gawking like a tourist.
“Bugger off.” He growls quietly. “Getting some winks.”
I jump back, startled. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to…” I shut the door too hard. A slam.
The boys cry a second later. Shit.
“Flaming hell... Nimwit,” he mutters.
“What an hmmpf! Screw you!” I whisper shout. Jerk.
I stomp down the stairs careful not to trip, then after looking in the barren fridge and
digging through the pantry, which is nearly cobwebbed over, I make a grocery run. Heading back
to the farm, weighed down by a heap of options that would please any band of boys, I smile. I’ll
show him. Beastly brit.
As the house fills with the comforting smell of dinner baking, I busy myself. Where are
the toys? I’ve yet to see one. I open closets, look in drawers, peek under the couch, but I find
nothing toy-like. The thrift store—yes. They’ll have toys. I’ll hit it in the morning for a few
things, I think as I head back into the kitchen to turn the oven timer off before it wakes the kids.
Rounding the corner from the den, I ram into Balthazar’s hard, sweaty, and naked chest. My
stomach flutters as he grabs my biceps and holds me against his body.
“Christ, you’re a noisy thing,” he grumbles, as his eye rakes me.

I back up one step, peeling my breasts off him as my breath hitches.
“I’ve got toddlers. Can you manage to be quiet for any length of time?” He clomps to the
oven then slams his hand against the timer.
My heart beats in triple time. “I’m amazed you know how to do that.” With my body on
fire, I sashay toward him, then kneel and nudge my shoulder against his rock-hard thigh to open
a few drawers, in search of potholders. He steps aside as I grab a pair of stained mitts to remove
the mac-n-cheese from the oven.
“I’ve managed just fine without a woman around. This was not my idea.” He crosses his
arms over his body, drawing my eyes to his belted abs, then down farther to the outline of the
obvious bulge in his jeans. “I can take care of my family. Your father’s bullshit idea is not
anything I’m overly keen about.”
“Yeah, Julia Child. I can tell you’re doing just great.” Biting the twist on my lips, I open
the now-stuffed fridge to toss the leftover cheese into the drawer. I slam it shut then waltz to the
pantry and curtsy halfway in. “Oh, and for the record, I put the boys’ massive amount of toys
into bins and cleaned up down here.”
Midguzzle on a bottle of water, he asks, “What’re you talking about?”
“Exactly. Do they have any toys at all?”
“That’s not your business.” Those words were a growl. He also showed teeth. “Nothing
here is. You’re not their mother. You’re not anything.”
“I’m their aunt!” I snarl as I poke one finger against his bare chest, refusing to be
invisible on my own turf. “I’m also here until I get you a nanny-wife, which is going to be
impossible to do, considering what a…wanker...you are! Would you prefer dick? I like dick!”
“I’ll bet you do. Now listen, muffin,” he says, walking inches from me. I hate that my
heart is racing the way it is.
“You stay out of my way, I’ll stay out of yours. I already have a regular sitter anyway.
Don’t need you.”
“I’m sure she’s lovely,” I say as I take a glass from the shelf and fill it with water,
making it seem like I’m busy.
“He is. He’ll be here any minute. I’ve got some field work to get to.”
I head out the screen door, and I don’t look back. But I do flinch as it slams.
“Dammit!” he yells as the twins cry.

On the porch, I take a breath, needing to be away from his presence. Not an easy thing to
do, I’m realizing, as an old Bronco comes up the hill.
“Alfie is your babysitter?” A laugh breaks from my lips.
“Yeah. Know him?”
I glance over my shoulder to see him looking out the screen door past me as I jump off
the porch and skip over to Alfie’s car.
“I do. Very well.” So you can just fuck off…
Alfie hops out of his car and runs open-armed to me. “Oh my god! I heard. Got here as
fast as I could!” he says in rapid fire with an eager smile. “Duke called and told me! You haven’t
changed a bit, Hollywood!” He grabs my hand and twirls me around. “Or Paris…or Rome…
What do I even call you? Eva! Now that you’ve come home to Green Acres to roost!” His hands
fly around with birdlike motions, which makes me laugh.
“Wasn’t it Zsa Zsa?” I ask naïvely.
The beast laughs behind me. I don’t gift him with anything. Not even an hmph.
“Honey, why would you question a gay man as to who’s who of the Gabor sisters?” Alfie
says, dragging me into the house by my arm. He allows the screen door to land on his toe.
Balthazar smirks when I make note of it. Cocky beast. I swear.
“Oh, no, you di-ent! Mac-n-cheese?” Alfie squeals, bending over to sniff the casserole on
the countertop. “Tell me, if I open that fridge, I’ll find a pie? Tell me it’s banana cream. I might
switch teams for you if it is!” He sashays to the fridge.
I gloat and fan my face with a newspaper, knowing what he’s about to see. That’s right,
Mr. We Don’t Need You.
“Balthazar,” Alfie says as seriously as a funeral. “You have no idea what this woman is
capable of. She’s Martha Stewart meets Doctor Doolittle.”
I stand tall and enjoy a momentary triumph.
Alfie drags a spoon along the pies edge then waves it in front of Balthazar’s face and
forces it into his mouth.
I nibble my pinkie knuckle as he swallows it down, waiting for a response along the lines
of, “Brilliant pie, love!” But he curls his lips and wrinkles his nose instead then stalks toward the
screen door. He shoves his feet into work boots, his ass squarely facing us, as Alfie and I both

stare. Then he throws on a T-shirt he yanked from a wall hook along with a baseball cap. He
heads out the door without a sound.
“What a charmer.” I sink into a kitchen chair.
“Believe it or not, he can be.” Alfie winks, then hums the Green Acres song, which
makes me wonder what I’m missing.
“You’re the enemy,” he says softly. “You’re on the wrong side.”
The wrong side? Isn’t that always the case for me when it comes to people? The only
time I’m brighter than bright is when I’m with animals. They see me as unconditionally loveable.
I see them the same way.
Since Alfie has the boys and the beast is clear I’m unwanted, I swing by the local animal
shelter where I worked during my summers here. I laugh seeing Duke’s truck and my friend
Tully’s motorcycle in the lot, some things never do change.
Tully and I became fast friends as teenagers, our lives were polar opposites in some ways
and identical in others. “Hey, Tulls. Damn girl, look at you!” Tully strolls over to me holding
two kittens in her tattoo-wrapped arms.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Her wide-set charcoal-rimmed eyes and stormblue hair remains unchanged as she smiles with satisfaction. “Looking for a stray to drag
back to Paris?”
“Maybe to the farm,” I say as we embrace and I snatch one of the kittens from her.
“You’re here?” Her mouth drops open and she fist bumps the air. “What, for the
summer?”
“For a year. Dad has me on an assignment.”
Tully slinks onto a couch and pats the cushion next to her, waving me over. “How is the
commander?”
“The same.” I snarl. “Still an ass. I’m here for a year to catch Lavinia’s widower a wife.
You know anyone that would want to marry a beastly brit?”
“I’ve seen him at Nell’s. The dude is hot as fuck.”
“He’s hard to miss. You want him?”
“I wouldn’t kick him out of my bed, but I’m still sweet on Rowdy.”
“Still? Has anything happened with you two?”

“His last girlfriend Biffy or Buffy whatever looked like the love child of Izod and Tory
Burch. I’m not his type.”
“You mean the awesome-as-fuck type.”
“Yeah, that,” she says, and blows me a kiss.
I lay the kitten I’m holding onto my shoulder and wander into the kennel. Tully follows
as I ask, “So, you need any dog beds sewn up? I’ll have time, plus I could volunteer if you
want.”
“I’ll take both and I’ll trade you a preggers mama cat for your good deeds as long as you
get her fixed post birth.” She whistles twice, then a fat pretty calico jumps off a carpet-covered
cube and wanders over. “Matilda, meet Clive.”
“Clive?” I scratch the cat’s head as she rubs against my leg. “Deal, you know I love me
some kitties. I’m sure the beast will be overjoyed.”
“He looks like he could use some pussy.” She waggles her eyebrows as we both crack up.
On my way back to the farm, I decide to put some riddle love into play. Let’s see what
this guy is made of, see if he’s got more in him than beast and muscle. While Alfie plays
downstairs with the boys, I roll a handwritten riddle into a scroll then place it in a box. I wonder
if he’ll figure the riddle out. I wonder if he knows how to flirt. Why do I care? I wonder how
hardened his heart must be, how much anger he must have inside him over Lavinia and how she
screwed him over? I open his bedroom door, knowing he’s outside, then tiptoe in and place the
box on the center mattress.

A mile from end to end, yet as close to as a friend. A precious commodity,
freely given. Seen on the dead and on the living. Found on the rich, poor,
short and tall, but shared among children most of all.
What is it?
The next morning, I climb out of bed to a quiet house. How could I wake up before
toddlers? Then I realize maybe three-year-olds need, like, twenty hours of sleep. Hell, I don’t
know. I need to order a book about these elusive creatures. Maybe I’ll also order one about beast
taming.

As water boils for tea, I open the fridge in search of cream. I catch my breath and smile
wide. Maybe a butterfly or three are scooting around in my belly as well. On the nearly empty
wrapped pan of macaroni and cheese is a taped-on note with one word. A smile. On the nearly
empty wrapped pie is a smiley face.
“Oh, wow,” I mutter. He answered me and ate the food I made.
Beasts like good food and riddles. Okay, then! A smile. Yes, beastly, that was the answer.
And I do just that. Again.
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An iron horse with a flaxen tail.
The faster the horse runs,
the shorter his tail becomes.
What is it?

A needle and thread.

Matilda is hanging laundry on the line out front. Knickers? Fuck. She’s hanging her lacy
knickers on the line? What am I going to do with her? No doubt, she’s one of those girls who can
take what she wants from life. She’s genuine and raw. Her unfinished qualities make her
curiously unique. She could strip you down, rob a bank, steal anything with that wonder-filled
smile. Is it that I haven’t been around a woman in a few years, or is it her?
The sun is blazing as the boys and I head to the feed mill. After ordering our supplies, we
walk from the mill to Grandma Nell’s kitchen for breakfast. Nell’s is one of those comfort-food
diners that fills me and my boys up well and for cheap. The boys slide off their cherry-red stools
at the counter every ten seconds or so until Nell spots us.
“I hear you have company out at the farm,” she says, wiping her hands on her apron.
That makes me think about how Matilda had an apron on when she ran into me while
trying to get to the oven dinger yesterday. Her full breasts pushed against my chest as I scolded
her. I haven’t had a woman pressed against my body in over two years. Matilda, Lord help me.
I’d held her there as long as I could, looking down into her abundant cleavage. Then I forced
myself to walk the other way so she wouldn’t see my raging hard-on.
“Yup. Matilda Pearl.” Why is it I sense a silver lining around her?
“Honey, we know.” She smirks. “All of us know.”

“Oh, right.” I chuckle. Of course they know. I’m a widower, and that makes me fodder
for this town and its gossipy women.
“The sister.” She purses her lips and nods. “Known that family forever. She was always
the shy one. The ugly duckling that blossomed, as I recall, into a swan. Not that her folks ever
took note. They were too busy hobnobbing with all of those jet-setter-weekend types from
Chicago. I’ll bet you see her though. Her eyes were some pretty color that seems impossible for
anyone to be lucky enough to get, what was it again?”
“Don’t get any ideas, Nell.” Violet.
“I don’t need ideas, hon. You, on the other hand, ought to be getting lots of ideas,” she
says as she fusses about, filling sugar jars.
“Don’t need a woman,” I mutter as I glance at the menu, already knowing exactly what
I’ll order. “Bloody hell, these two are enough for me to manage.” I nod over to the boys. “Along
with my crops and the rest of the farm. My writing. Got plenty to deal with. Definitely don’t
need a woman to complicate my life.”
I believe in keeping things simple. All I need are my boys. For them, I’d do anything. I
figured that, while I could have stayed on in New York once Lavinia was gone, it wouldn’t have
been the sort of life I wanted. Instead, I saw rambling hills and fishing holes, toad and firefly
catching with my twins. Small-town living. Lavinia and I visited the farm when we were first
dating. I fell in love with it—and her. She was a sparkler of a girl. Explosive in every form
imaginable. I soon learned she was not to be tamed, though I never did think she’d leave the
three of us. I will never forgive her.
Women are not simple. They are troublesome, puzzling riddles. Mazes of cryptic DNA
and knots of undecipherable thought and emotion. Now, one of them is barging in on my life. All
I see is a distraction of epic proportions in that girl. That and something else I will, under no
circumstance, indulge in. Because indulgences that come in the female form are
complicated…and then some.
As bells on the door chime, Nell looks past my shoulder with a smile. I twist for a look,
wondering what’s making her so Christmas-morning happy. I nod wordlessly at Matilda then roll
my eyes at Nell.
“Grandma Nell!” Matilda singsongs. “You haven’t changed one stitch!”

“These cold winters keep my skin out of the sun, honey,” she cheers, patting her wrinkled
cheeks.
Two bites into my breakfast, I take a gander at Matilda, who’s taken a seat on the other
side of the boys. “Thanks for the dinner, it was very good.” I nod then lift a fork full of hash
browns to my mouth.
She leans one elbow on the countertop then drops her head onto her palm. “You’re
welcome. Thanks for the smiles,” she says, steering her head to me.
“The pie was the best part, not that the mac and cheese was shabby.” I scratch my
overgrown whiskers as I wince. “I didn’t mean it that way, they were both good.”
Matilda blushes. “I’m glad. I’ll make more pies. You like trifle and cake, too?” She
focuses on the cup of tea in front of her.
I can’t help the smirk that forms on my face as I study her, licking her lips and squirming
on her stool. “I like anything sweet.”
“Good to know.” She twirls a chunk of her hair and rewards me with a crooked smile.
“Nice pussy, too.”
“What?” Her mouth drops open as her eyes glitter. “Oh Jesus. You’re filthy.”
“What?” I figured since she likes riddles she must have a solid sense of humor. Maybe I
caught her a little too off guard. But damn is that shy confusion on her scarlet face along with her
breathless giggle sexy.
“You mean the cat?”
“Yeah, the pussy,” I shrug with a laugh.
After we finish our meal, Nell comes back for more chatter. I’m sure she’s looking for
gossip. Hopefully Matilda remembers what small-town living is like and clamps it.
“Miss Matilda, I’m so damn glad to hear that you’re shacking up with my boyfriend here.
Isn’t he something!” She waggles her eyebrows at me as she circles her lips with a sweep of her
tongue.
“Nell, please.” I wiggle a finger at the boys.
“Oh, relax! For once, you have a pretty girl out at that farm. You want that member of
yours to fall off?” She leans over the counter and, in a hush-hush tone, says, “Those big, rough
hands must need a rest.”

I close my eye to avoid her cleavage as she sets the bill in front of me. Tossing a twenty
on the counter, I thank Nell for the enlightening breakfast.
“You headed home?” Matilda asks as we walk out the door.
I nod while scooping Jax up as she sweeps Jinx onto her hip. It astonishes me how
easygoing she is with the kids. “Yeah. Got some work to do in the fields.” I look past her as a car
flies by, and catcalls come from its open windows. No wonder, is all I think as they whistle and
yell.
“I can watch the boys, I’m there, after all.” She glances at my lips then chest. Finally, her
eyes meet mine.
“Alfie’s there for that.”
The bright violet in her eyes grays. “I’ll text him, I mean, is it okay if I do that? I’d like to
help you out.”
“Sure, thank you.”
“Deese do?” Jinx giggles as he reaches into Matilda’s tank top. I freeze as her pink
nipples and plump, snow-white breasts rise out of her shirt. Jinx’s fingers ooze with tit as he
squeezes them—just as he does our cows’ teats.
Matilda squeals, so I grab Jinx from her arms. Naturally, he’s still attached to her naked
breasts. Not saying I blame the kid.
“You’re hurtin’ her, mate. Let her go!” I peel one hand off her nipple while she pries the
other away. Soft. Christ, so soft, I think as my hand brushes against her skin. “I’m sorry,” I say as
she stuffs her breasts back into her top.
Words seem to catch in her throat as a blush hurries up her neck. “It’s okay, it’s… Don’t
worry about it.”
“I guess they do need some toys.” I chuckle, hoping the scarlet color of her skin will go
away with my stupid joke.
“Yes, toys.” We meet in a stare as she pins her lips between her teeth, trying to diffuse
her smile.
But her violet eyes are saying everything.
Back at the farm, I fasten the large, brass cowbell I bought at the feed mill onto Aesop’s
red leather halter. I attach the hook of the small, brass container I bought as well. As I shove my
handwritten riddle inside the tube, I smile. Am I flirting with her? Shit. I think I am.

Say my name and I disappear. What am I?
As I drive past the house on my tractor, I look over to the yard. The twins are squealing
and laughing as they run through a sprinkler. Matilda is running with them. I’d call it a run, skip,
limp—and it’s cute as fuck. She’s chasing, tickling, and being as silly as they are. I brake for a
minute to watch them.
Her blond hair is piled on her head in soft waves, some of which falls and lands on her
neck. Her voluptuous body is nestled into a tiny, red bikini, and I consider what it must look like
off her. There’s nothing ordinary about Matilda Pearl, and the girl I thought I met at the feed mill
yesterday seems to be transforming right before my eyes. Or maybe she was always this girl.
What did Lavinia call her besides a black sheep? Oh yeah, the wild heart.
The house is dimly lit as I walk toward it from the barn. Once I’ve kicked my boots off
on the porch, I drift inside. On the old wood farm table that’s center stage in the kitchen is a lone
place setting. In front of it is a glass-canning jar with a droopy-headed sunflower that has a small
piece of paper resting on its pollen-covered middle. Silence, the note reads.
Good girl, Matilda. Silence.
Beyond the flower is another note that says, dInner’s In the oven. Maybe this will
work between us.
After washing my hands, I open the oven to see my dinner and receive a comforting waft
of smells. Upon hungrily peeling the tin foil back on the plate, I’m rewarded with a giant helping
of mashed potatoes and gravy, a man-sized pork chop, and a side of green beans. Bloody hell,
she’s something else. I open the fridge for a beer with a grin on my face.
After I’ve finished my meal and cleaned up, I head to the den to write. The floor is dotted
with toys—must be twenty or so plastic things littering the space. All of them used-looking. I
bag them up and walk the garbage cans filled with the plastic crap to the end of the driveway.
They’ll be picked up in the morning by the trash removal service.
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What happens when you throw a yellow rock into a purple stream?

It makes a splash.

Matilda avoids me the next two days and sleeps out on the farm’s lake studio. Can’t say I
like it. But I have no interest in explaining to her what I do around my house. I guess she didn’t
like that I threw those secondhand toys out. She doesn’t know how I grew up. She and I have
very different stories. I’ve been leaving the front door unlocked and the porch light on, in case
she changes her mind. I’m assuming she won’t.
In the morning, I unexpectedly find her in the kitchen, making pancakes dotted with
plump blueberries. She has on a short, red skirt and an American flag tank top. Her apron is tied
loosely over everything, those long strings wrapped around her waist, dangling over her ass,
making me think all sorts of things I shouldn’t.
“Happy Fourth of July!” Maybe she’s forgiven me.
“I don’t do the Fourth.”
“Come on, there’s a parade!” she blurts, turning back to me with one hand planted on her
hip, a spatula in the other hand.
“Oh goodie.” I pour a cup of coffee. It’s already ninety degrees and muggy, so if she
thinks I’m standing in the sun, sweating my balls off, to watch cheerleaders and tissue paper
floats for an hour, she’s cracked. Ruck repeats, “Oh goodie,” three times, which makes a laugh
spill out of her.

The twins slide down the steps—both of them naked except for their diapers. They run
past me and over to her. I run my hands through my hair while doing a double take. She kneels,
giving both of them cheery hugs as they squeal, “Mamama!” which makes me cringe.
“Tell ’em you’re not their mother.” I swat a fly on the kitchen table then flick it onto the
floor.
“Excuse me?” Her eyes light with revolt.
I wonder which thing is disgusting her: my statement or the fly.
“You heard me. Tell ’em.”
Her hate-filled gaze nails my gut. I pick the newspaper up from the table and sip my
coffee. From the corner of my eye, I watch her.
“Guys, can you say Matilda? Ma-til-da,” she says softly.
“Mamama!” the boys chant.
“Ma-til-da,” she repeats over and over until I get up and walk out of the house. The
startling slam of the screen door speaks for me. I can’t take it, them calling her Mamama. I don’t
want or need a wife or a mother for my boys. I’m enough. We have each other. Lavinia may
have single-handedly ruined me for any woman again.
So, why is Matilda affecting me the way she is?
I refuse her request to take the boys to the parade. When she’s gone, I yank down the
holiday crap she wrapped the house in. She must have done all of that at dawn. “We are not a
parade float,” I mutter, shoving things into the garbage.
Car lights shine into the windows of the kitchen at ten, just as I’m getting another beer.
Matilda heads toward the house, singing a tune as she struts a limpy hopscotch toward the porch.
She’s wearing a Fourth of July–looking costume, right down to her crown and sash, which has
the word queen across it in gold letters.
I press my face against the screen door, watching mosquitoes swarm the porch lights. Her
toe catches the last piece of fieldstone before the first step, and she gracelessly nose-dives onto
the stairs. Her face smacks the top step.
“That’s going to leave a mark,” I say, meandering out onto the porch as she yelps.
She shrugs me off with a grunt as I slip my hands under her arms. I sit next to her on the
step, then with no thought, I smack a group of three plump mosquitoes on her leg, and brother,
does she scream. And jump.

“Why do you hate me so much?” she yells as she slides away from me.
Glancing at her crooked crown, I chuckle. Then I notice her bloody fingers as they
scratch mosquitoes off her face. Taking a swig of my beer, I answer, “What do you care what
anyone thinks of you? Shit, you and your sister must have had plenty in common.”
“Lavinia and I had one thing in common. Our parents.” She snarls. “What’s your problem
with me? Is it that I’m her sister?”
“You’re my problem, because you’re here.”
She shoots me a defiant stare. “God, you’re a prick.”
“You’re drunk,” I answer as nerves ripple in my gut when Matilda leans back on the
steps. Her shirt pops open, revealing the ample globes of her breasts. I imagine myself telling her
I’ve got a little devil inside me that would like to play with the devil in her. Then I hear her
telling me that hers isn’t little, and I adjust my groin. Fuck. I cannot let her get to me, cannot let
her in. A man can only be stripped down so many times in his life before he closes up shop. One
ruin was enough for me to recover from. If I can call myself recovered.
“I deserve to be drunk today,” she slurs. While glaring at me, she rips the sash off and
throws it to the ground.
“Celebrating, are you? Then I suppose you deserve that clumsy fall that’s bought you
this.” I turn her chin toward me to examine a bloody slash across her forehead. “New prize.
Might need a butterfly or two on that bad boy. Why don’t you come in, let me take care of it.” I
run my finger above the cut. What I want to do is glide my finger along her cheekbone, then the
curve of her neck, and elsewhere farther down.
She sits up and slumps over her knees, facing away from me. “You’re actually going to
do something nice?”
“Not if you keep talking.”
I’m about to stand when she frowns at me, about to say something else. “I think I’m
going to…” And vomit flies. “Oh crap. I mean sugar lumps,” she says softly.
“You calling me sugar lumps after you just barfed all over me?”
“No, I swear too much,” she says as she wipes the back of her hand across her mouth.
“Trying to curb it for the boys. That’s one of my creative swear words.”
“Tinker Bell,” I mutter, looking down at my soggy jeans. “How did I get you?”

She grabs the front of my T-shirt. “Me? You ought to be thanking me. Screw you! I don’t
need your help. I don’t need… ” She barfs again.
“Do I look like a toilet to you?” Now, I’m chuckling. How can a girl be so damn cute
while barfing?
She tries to punch me, and I laugh as I catch her twiggy wrist in my hand.
“You look like an ass. A beastly, grouchy ass. And the way you keep—oh, forget it,” she
says, staring crossly as she scrambles to stand. “I’m going to be...” She vomits again.
“Three times.” I shake my head. “You have vomited on me three godforsaken times.”
She struggles to stand only to slip then land on my lap in an impressive collapse. One
would wonder how sex-starved a guy must be to get turned on when he’s covered in vomit with a
drunk Tinker Bell in his lap. Then I hear her soft whimpers. Even for a beastly brit like me, a
pretty girl with violet eyes, lying face down in my lap, crying…
Well, it pulls at my heartstrings.
“Hey, Matilda. Please don’t cry.” I flip her over and stand with her in my arms.
“Put me down.” She snivels against my chest as her legs flail.
I wonder if she weighs as much as a bale of hay. I wonder how I’m going to clean her up
without taking her clothes off. I wonder how I’m going to be able to live with her…in this
house…on this farm…for a year.
“I will. Gonna help you get cleaned up. Now, stop crying.”
I carry her upstairs. “What are you doing, taking off my clothes?” she asks, wobbling
around as I unzip her skirt. “I thought you hated me?”
“I don’t hate you.” I pull her tank top over her head. “Just don’t need you,” I lie as my
eye move across her breasts. I leave her knickers, her bra, and my briefs on. Talk about
temptation.
“Liar.” She giggles and falls against me.
Christ, this is going to be a challenge, is all I think as I back one step away while holding
her unsteady, barely clad body up. I turn the shower on to hot and get her to step in with me.
“You need me. Your boys need me,” she says. And she’s right. I don’t want to admit I
need anyone after what Lavinia did to me.
“Don’t need a woman,” I lie again, needing time to understand what the hell I’m feeling,
and why.

“When’s the last time you saw a—oh, never mind.”
I pour shampoo into my palms then began to wash her hair. She moans. Maybe I should
have tucked her in bed. Vomit covered? No, that would have been cruel.
She leans her head against my chest as I wash her hair, then she tips it into the spray for a
rinse. The slippery arch of her neck and bobbing throat yank at my resolve. Bubbles pool
between her breasts, then over her curves as her dark nipples scream at me, hard and pressed
against her bra. Her knickers stick to her like they’re painted on. What an impossible situation I
have put myself in. Wet. Soapy. Moaning. Matilda. I adjust my cock.
She grabs my earlobes then runs her fingers through my hair. “You probably don’t even
get hard anymore.”
“Why are you so annoying?” I answer as my throat thickens. I grab the liquid soap, and
pour some into her hands, then mine.
She falls onto me, her hands on my chest massaging in circles, then she looks up. “Why
are you such a dick?”
I soap my body, then start on hers, circling her neck with my hands, gliding my thumbs
down her throat then across her delicate collarbones. “Would a dick try to help a drunk woman
who’s puked on him?” I say as I lift her left arm and wash every surface of it. Her small fingers
entwine with mine, her fierce grip inspires me to imagine her hand on my cock.
“He would if he couldn’t take his eyes off her tits.” She giggles as I stroke her armpit,
wondering if she’s ticklish, and where.
“They’re hard to avoid.” A knot of nerves forms in my gut as I look at them. She rolls her
shoulders and arches her back, as my hands fall to the taut plains of her stomach, which tighten
as my fingers cross it. I pin my eyes closed as I reach her knickers and kneel. She steps her legs
apart as I wash them, her hips curl toward my face when I wreathe her right thigh with my hands.
I skip the left leg altogether, knowing what’ll happen if I don’t. My cock is throbbing to get to
her. Fucking pulsating like it’s about to be fed the most delicious pussy it can imagine.
Shit, is she sexy. Her body brushes against mine as I stand and step under the water.
“Speaking of hard.” She snickers, looking down at my tented briefs. “Wow. I take back
my comment. I guess there is a man inside you after all. A very big man.”
I close my eyes, willing my hard-on away. “Matilda.”

She steps close to me—too close. “Don’t,” she whispers.
I grab the back of her neck against my will. “Don’t what?”
Color flames across her cheeks. “Don’t stop looking at me the way you were.”
“And how was that? How was I looking at you?” I’m inches from her parted lips.
Seconds from her tongue.
“Like you might kiss me,” she says without skipping a beat, as her gaze travels between
my lips and my eye.
“Not going to kiss you, just going to wash you.” I swallow over what can only be named
lust. “Turn around.” I lose all thought as I direct her into the spray to rinse her.
She places her hands on the wall, and my gaze falls down her slick back landing on her
ass. Fuck, that full, beautiful bottom with wet knickers pasted between her cheeks. I cage her
with my arms, my hands next to hers as I press against her and suck her nape. Our combined
sounds and the way she writhes along my erection nearly kills me. I drag a hand down her spine
and as I reach her kickers and finger the lacey edge about to yank them down and give us both
what we seem to be craving, I stop. What the hell am I doing? I let out an abrupt breath and step
out of the shower.
Get a hold of it, man. You do not need a woman, you cross the line and you’re done.
Don’t turn it into something it can never be. You want to lose this farm over her? You want to
lose your mind again?
“Get out of the shower,” I direct her as I turn the water off. “I can’t have you falling in
there.” I take her arm and help her step out. Her wet body shivers with goose bumps. She’s
impossible not to look at. Grabbing a towel, I hold it out for her as she stands dripping on the
bath mat. My eye moves over her curves, then lands at her face, engaging us in a stare.
Something beyond words passes between us, until she casts her eyes down.
She reaches out for the towel and then I wrap one around my waist. “It’s been a while for
you, huh?” she says in a shaky voice as her eyes mist with tears. “Or maybe just me,” she
whispers as she wanders past me with her shoulders slumped.
“I suppose,” I answer, turning around to get another look at her.
She climbs into her bed and twists an arm behind her back to unfasten her bra. My eye is
glued to her full breasts as she grunts and tries to wiggle out of the bra. Unable to remove it, she
flops onto her side, facing me.

“Do you want me to unfasten it?”
“Please, I’ll cover up so you don’t have to look at me,” she softly says, her voice emptied
of emotion.
I take two steps toward the bed. “Are you okay?” I ask, ignoring my racing heart and
niggling hunger. What if I did climb under the covers with her? What if we fell asleep skin on
skin, the two of us breathing in unison, with our arms wrapped around one other? I could
explore everything about her mind and body. She doesn’t even know me, but does she want to?
Reaching around her body, I unclasp her bra, then slide the straps down her shoulders. I
linger where the straps meet the sheet she’s holding over her breasts, every fiber of my body taut.
“Thanks for taking care of me tonight. I know you don’t want me here, but that was nice
of you to help me.”
I pull away and stand. Almost, Jesus, I almost went there. “You’re welcome. And
Matilda, it’s okay that you’re here.” My heart skitters at my admission. “I’m okay that you’re
here.”
Instead of sliding under the covers next to her, I traipse to the door. Before I close it, she
asks, “Think you can guess my middle name?”
I’m too tired for riddles, exhausted by the possibilities of how I might have taken her
body tonight. “What’s your middle name, pretty eyes?”
She hiccups. “Never mind, doesn’t matter anyway.”

Alfie sends me a text in the morning asking me if I need his help for the day. I text him
back, no. Then he texts me again, asking how Matilda was feeling post birthday celebration.
Birthday? Crap! No wonder. Of course…it was a riddle. Her middle name, I should’ve
known she was testing me. A Fourth of July birthday.

I settle the boys into their car seats in my truck and head into town. “A donut birthday
cake?” I ask the boys. We all agree princesses like donuts.
As I sip my second cup of coffee, I hear the uneven gait of Matilda mosey down the
stairs. When her footsteps near, I glance over the edge of my newspaper. She waltzes past me in
a long—but not long enough to cover her knickers—T-shirt.
Then I answer last night’s riddle. “Independence.”
“Very good.” She smiles, peeking at me over her shoulder.
I stare at her backside as she fills the teakettle then lights the gas on the stove. “Hey,
Boner,” she says, reaching down to scrub the dog’s belly. He groans. I do too when I peer around
the paper and one inch of her butt crack greets me. Fuck! How. Am. I. Going. To. Resist. Her?
“Boys! Kitchen! Now!” I yell after I slam the newspaper down on the table.
Matilda jumps and turns her wide eyes to me. “Did I do something? I mean…”
“Yes, you did. Sit down.” I pull a chair out and direct her to it. “Don’t move.”
I take the boys into the pantry to light the candles on the sloppy donut cake we created.
When we toddle out of the pantry, tears are streaming down her face, her lips quivering. Her eyes
soften and fill with wonder as we approach her. My gut is electrified when her trembling lips
form a smile as we sing “Happy Birthday” to Matilda Independence Pearl.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Freshly blown candle smoke swirls between us. She crosses
her legs Indian-style, and my eyes shoot to the now in-plain-sight lace panel covering her crotch.
Is she feeling what I am? What the hell is happening to me?
With her eyes firmly planted on the donut in her hand she says, “I didn’t want to bother
you with it. I know you’re busy.”
Jax jumps into my lap, his face already covered in frosting. I kiss-lick a glob from his
cheek while he squirms, reaching for another donut.
Her tongue performs an erotic dance across the chocolate-covered donut she’s holding to
her lips. “Did you just lick his face?” A glimmer of laughter shines in her eyes.
I chuckle at the hilarity on her brow. “Yeah. Five-second rule. Works for the
floor…works for the body too. Counts, right?”
She nods as her gaze drops. Then she casually drapes her hand over her lap, effectively
covering that scrap of lace that was making me want to drop to my knees and move it aside for a
better view. “I suppose it does.”

“What? You look surprised.” I wink at her as she peeks up through her fringe of lashes.
“No one’s ever licked chocolate off your body? Now that’s a damn shame.”
She shrugs. “Pretty sure I’ve never had anything licked off my body.”
Anything? As she bites into her donut, I force myself to look away. Since when has
eating a frosted donut become foreplay? Apparently since she and my libido turned it into that
just now. I clutch my coffee for a sip, trusting I can quell my curiosity. Nope. “Right, then. This
is a family show, but in code… When you say anything… I’m fascinated. Do you mean
anything?” I imagine my face between her legs and the moan coming from her throat.
She can’t even look at me. Her shyness is adorable. Why am I doing this? Is it as
torturous for her?
When her head flinches back and her eyebrows squish together, it makes me think we’re
talking about different things. Seemed obvious enough to me, but then, I’m a guy. Guy equals
dog. Dogs like to lick everywhere.
She licks her lips, then asks with a quirked eyebrow, “Anything? That’s everything,
right?” She takes a bite of her donut and a small glob of frosting sits perched on her nose.
Jinx yells, “Wudof wed nose weindeew!”
I wipe the chocolate with my thumb and lick it. Should’ve used my mouth on her,
since…well.
She giggles, prompting me to continue our banter. “If anything is everything, something
is missing.”
“Tongue twister?” she mutters, turning beet red as her hands fly to her face. “Oh...you
meant…” She peeks through her fingers. She is fucking cute. “Oh gosh… Are we talking
about…going…you know?” Her eyes fall to her lap, and she must realize the awesome view I’m
getting of her crotch as she squirms to a crossed-legged position.
I grin as I nod. “That’s what I’m talking about.”
Her eyes twinkle. “That’s, um…kind of personal.”
“And kind of obvious it’s never happened based on how red your face is...Rudolf.”

6
Balthazar
When you went into the woods, you got me.
You hated me, yet you wanted to find me.
You went home with me ’cause you couldn’T fInd me

A splinter

“Oh, right. Thanks for pointing out the obvious so obscurely,” she says, nibbling her
fingertips.
“I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” I tap her knee and wink. “But, life is short—you’d hate
to miss the good parts.”
Matilda clears her throat as she straightens in her chair. “Well, I’m no prude, it’s not that.
So, you like um…doing that?” She twists her lips as her eyes sparkle with interest. “Since we’re
speaking in code or sort of.”
I smirk. “Like? Fuck yeah. Any man that doesn’t is clueless.”
After sliding the breakfast plates into a stack, Matilda yanks her T-shirt down then pushes
her chair out and stands. “Guess I’ve dated plenty of clueless guys.”
Not that there’s anything going on besides flirting, but still, what would her dick of father
say about this? And what is he holding over her head? She not only intrigues me with her shy
one second, confident the next vibe. She’s got me questioning my need-no-one stance for the
first time in years. I have had plenty of offers since I’ve lived here, locals trying to fix me up
with their sisters and the like. No one though has sparked my interest. Funny how a few days
with Matilda has me scratching my head and grabbing my groin.
The scent of rosemary dish soap perfumes the air as Matilda fills the sink and I clear the
table.

As I slide the remaining mugs and plates into the scorching bubble-covered water, she
elbows me in the side. “I’ve got this if you need to get out to the fields.”
“I’m happy to help, you’re not our maid. You wash, I’ll dry and put away. Deal?”
“Deal.” She nods. “Thanks. And uh, the donut cake was sweet. I wasn’t expecting that
from you.” Her face reddens as she meets my eye.
“Understandably. I’ve been hard on you, and you’re welcome.”
“Wait, what? Did you just say you’re welcome for the hard-on?”
“Funny girl with a dirty mind. Nice.”
“I’m sure my being here must feel like an attack on your family, I’m trying to be
respectful. I realize this was forced on you by my asshole dad.”
“But not you?”
She turns to face me, and toys with the tips of the soapy gloves on her hands. “Well,
yeah. Me too.” I move a curl out of her eye, tucking it in her loose ponytail. “You like it here,
don’t you?” she asks.
“What’s not to like? I have everything I need.”
She moves her eyes from the plate in her hands to my eye. “Everything?”
“Mostly.” I shrug as I saunter over to the record player realizing what a lie I’ve been
living. It’s even more apparent now, with Matilda here. Hell yes, it would be nice to have female
company. That would make living here even better. It’s not that I’m alone, I’m hardly ever alone.
But sure, I get lonely for the kind of conversation we’re having. I shuffle through a stack of
records looking for Patty Griffin’s Children Running Through album. I come across it, then place
the vinyl on the turntable platter and drop the needle on “Heavenly Day.”
Matilda gasps as the song begins, and I turn at the sound. I’ve never seen anyone that
wears their emotions so authentically. I swallow past a knot of confusion.
“Oh, I love this song. It always gives me shivers.” She touches a hand to her heart,
drawing my eye to her chest as her breathing quickens noticeably.
“Me too.” I brew another pot of coffee, not ready to leave our conversation to attend to
my fieldwork. We finish the remaining dishes, then Matilda takes a seat at the table and begins
writing on a pad of paper. After pouring a fresh cup of coffee, I join her.
“Do you ever date?” she questions, then nibbles the cap of her pen.

What I want to tell her is I might be open to it. Well, to her particularly. But maybe that
would be odd for both of us if it went to hell and we were stuck on this farm hating one another.
“Nah, it’s not for me,” I say, then regret it.
Her eyebrows float up, and as she catches my gaze a buzz whirls in my gut. Is it the
caffeine or is it her?
“Not into relationships or sex or what? You must have needs. Anyway, from what I saw
last night you seem to.”
I rub my forehead to buy a few seconds of thought. What do I say about last night? I’m so
conflicted. “About that. I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry if I crossed a line.”
“Why shouldn’t you have?” She inspects her fingernails, then me. “I mean, I get that it’s
complicated in regards to our situation and my father. But is that it? You began to touch me and
then—”
“Matilda,” I interrupt. “You’re, well. You’re lovely.” She presses her hands to her cheeks
and plants her elbows on the table. I could lean in a smidgen and our lips would touch. And I’d
like that. Maybe that’s the path of least resistance. To give in. But I don’t, I have too many
realities to indulge in frivolous ideas. “Your dad, he could ruin my life. Lavinia already did—
with exception of giving me the boys.” Lavinia and Everit ruling my world. Still.
“I see.” We linger in a decadent stare. Everything in it is beautiful, if not slightly
confusing. From the way my heart is reacting to her barely there smile, to the way her toe taps
the ground like Morse code saying choose me, consider me. Why not me?
“Did you like being near me? Or was that not for you?” She smiles with a touch of
mockery. Not one to beat around the bush.
“Matilda.” How do I answer her? I’m not ready to address how it felt to be near her. How
on the verge I was. Who am I kidding? She knows. Some vibes don’t need words. Wet and
nearly naked with her is one of them.
“I’m going to be living here for a year,” she says in a tiny voice. “It’ll be interesting.”
“No shit.” I grab the back of my neck with both hands, though I want to grab her neck,
and drag her against me. “Interesting and then some.”

Between chores in the fields and some repair work in the barn, my day zips by. My mind
is restless thinking about Matilda. I might have accused her of being like her sister but she could
not be more different. She’s content where Lavinia was exasperated. She’s down to earth where
Lavinia was imposing. And she’s opening my mind. Not since Lavinia managed to get herself
killed in a car accident with that Hamptons-born-and-bred sonofabitch she was fucking, has this
happened.
Around four, I discover Matilda and the boys making chalk drawings on the fieldstone
path in front of the house. The boys jump from stone to stone, their bare feet picking up colorful
chalk dust as they leap around.
“These are cool drawings, thanks for introducing them to new things.” I kneel and choose
a fat blue chunk of chalk from a pile of pieces.
Matilda focuses her attention on the stone she’s sitting on, and continues drawing. “Oh,
yeah. It’s fun for me. I’ve never spent much time with little kids, it’s nice. I love how free they
are about everything.”
“Looks like you’re a natural. A kid magnet.”
“I’ve got a lot of kid in me so it’s easy. Plus making things is kind of what I do, clothing
and other things,” she says, lifting the edge of her skirt to make her point.
I doodle trees that resemble mangled broccoli. “You’re an artist, then? Lavinia had said
that about you.” Jax squats at her feet and tries to color her toes. Her shoulders shake as she
laughs while handing Jax a new color for each toe.
“She talked about me?” Her face lights up as her mouth drops open then spreads into a
grin. “She said that? Oh, wow!”
“She uh…” I cringe, trying to find the right words for what Lavinia had said about
Matilda and her creativity. It was never nice. She was never nice about Matilda.
She waves her hand around as her face reddens. “Oh, got it. Yeah. She talked about me.
As in I’m an artist.” She finger quotes. “Right. Of course.” Her eyes darken with pain as she
looks away and drags the back of her hand under her nose.

“Hey, you don’t need to do that.” I take her chin in my fingers and guide her back to our
conversation.
Her hands fist the fabric of her skirt. “It’s no biggie. I grew up knowing my place in my
family.”
“Which was what?” Lavinia made her out to be an introverted flake. A colorless child
that shied away from the Pearl family’s highfalutin circus lifestyle. She may have no idea how
uniquely beautiful she is. At some point, I’ll tell her how her pouty red lips shout kiss me. And
the way her full of emotion eyes amuse my sensibilities in a secret language, that I’ll figure out if
it kills me. And the way her melodic voice lures me closer when it shrinks, and then makes me
laugh when it comes out pouncing with honest declarations. She needs to know, these little
things are affecting me in ways I want to act on. But will I? Can I?
“Invisible. I still am.” She huffs. “Let’s face it, the only reason I’m here is that Dad wants
Lavinia’s children to be brought up properly. You know, a perfect little nuclear family. You get
that he thought she was faultless, right?” She scrawls jagged lines across her drawing, which I’m
just realizing is of a family. “Does he even know she fucked around on you with that producer or
whatever? Does he know she abandoned you? Anyway, that’s what Aunt Molly told me, maybe
I’m just talking out of my ass. Sorry, that wasn’t very nice.” She whips the chalk in her hand as
if it’s a knife. I imagine it’s her father she’s hoping it stabs into as it cuts through the air.
“You’re not, it’s all true,” I admit, wondering how Lavinia ever made sense for me at all.
“I have no idea if he knows the details. Your dad and I are not exactly friendly.”
Jax climbs onto Matilda’s lap and wraps his arms around her, then nestles his face into
her bosom. I wish.
“I’m sorry you went through all of that, and as for my dad, don’t take it personally, he’s
not friendly with me either and I’m his daughter. He barely acknowledges me. I can’t believe he
even thought I was capable of finding you a nanny-wife. I guess we’ll see, I’ll need to get on that
soon, won’t I?”
“Why are you here? What’s he holding over your head?”
She sandwiches her lips between her teeth, then exhales. “My trust. I know that sounds
lame and snobby, but yeah. If I don’t marry you off to someone perfect, I lose it. I have big ideas
for it though! I’d like to create an animal sanctuary for strays and drop offs. So get your ring
ready, sugar britches!”

“Oh, so it’s not me you want?” I chuckle. She kicks my leg as she rolls her eyes. “I kind
of guessed you were into animals. That sounds like a cool plan. Half this farm is yours, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, well, sort of. I’m giving it to you, my dad is making me give it to you. Whatever,”
she says with a smile that wavers. “It’s okay though.”
I flick a ladybug off my arm that lands on her chest. “Because you’d never want it
anyway, right?” I ask as I lean toward her to remove the bug. Jax sees it before I get to it and
pinches it in his pudgy fingers.
She tilts her head and meets my eye. “Don’t get me wrong, I love this place. But, there’s
nothing here for me.”
“Right, of course.” Conflicted by our conversation, I stand and offer her my hand as Jax
scoots off her lap. “So, you uh, you want to see my strawberry field? I’m opening it up tomorrow
for u-pick, but I’ll let you have first dibs.” I waggle my eyebrows.
“You planted strawberries? That’s so cool. Do you like rhubarb strawberry pie? Or
strawberry shortcake?” She clasps her hands to her chest.
I bow to her ear and whisper, “I already told you, I like anything sweet.”
“Guess what I’m giving you tonight?” She beams. I do too. Maybe I’m not as conflicted
as I’m trying to convince myself.
“Something sweet?”
“You’ve never had pie like the one I’m going to feed you!” She claps her hands as she
slides her multicolored toes into her flip-flops.
“I can only imagine, Matilda. I’m sure your pie will be delicious.”
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Matilda
I go around in circles,
But always straight ahead.
Never complain,
No matter where I am led.

Wheel

We pick three flats of strawberries and exit the fields with red-stained tongues and hands.
I send Balthazar out to mom’s old abandoned herb garden to cut rhubarb stalks as I wash berries.
Knowing how consumed I’ll be while making dinner, I set the boys up with a long runway of
drawing paper. They crawl around with fists full of crayons traversing the floor from the kitchen
to the den, scribbling and chattering.
While standing at the table, I roll out pie dough, Balthazar sits across from me cutting
berries. He chops the brilliant green tops and tosses them into a bowl I designated earlier to give
to the chickens for treats.
“Where’d you learn to bake and cook?” he asks, a smile at the edge of his mouth.
I scatter flour, then dust it across the thick dough circle in front of me. “I guess I taught
myself mostly. It’s not hard, my mom always said if you can read you can cook. I tend to read
cookbooks like most people read novels. I really love the older ones.” I point to my mom’s shelf
of books. “Like some of those.”
“You’re very comfortable in a kitchen, you make it look so simple, but I’m guessing it’s
not.”
“It’s not hard. Good ingredients make a difference.”

Balthazar rubs his forefinger across his cheek, leaving a red smudge. I stroll to his side of
the table and wipe his face with a corner of my apron. “I really loved that about Paris, those
wonderful open air markets. I used to spend hours looking for interesting ingredients, and man,
you can find pretty much anything you want.”
“I would imagine you could,” he says as I wet my apron against my tongue and rub his
face a second time.
“Sorry.” I snicker. “Was that gross that I just wiped your face with my spit?”
“No,” he answers, grabbing my wrist. “Lest you forget, I have toddlers. My capacity for
gross is fairly far reaching.” He moves his eye from my lips to my chest, then drops his head and
runs his free hand through his messy hair. He continues to hang on to my wrist, and I’m
undecided if it did bug him or kind of turned him on.
After dropping my wrist, he sinks his face onto his hands and laughs. “Sorry, I uh. Fuck,
never mind.” I stay put as he parts his lips, his tongue peeking out to lick one corner of his
mouth. His eyes sparkle with a secret sort of flicker.
“What? You have an odd look on your face. What were you going to say?”
“Hey,” he replies, as he strokes his palms along his thighs. “Thanks for dropping your
entire life and coming here.” I cross two fingers then cover them with my other hand, until his
fingertips scoot inside my hiding place and finds them. “Maybe it won’t be as bad as you were
thinking it would be.” Our grins nearly collide. I bounce up on my toes then sink my hands in my
apron pockets.
“I think we’ll do just fine.” I admit as I spin on the ball of my foot and saunter around to
my side of the table thinking about all the ways we’ll be fine together. Or naughty.
“Can I get you a beer?” My hands are shaking and needing to be busy, but I don’t want
him to spot my nervous exhilaration as I tear the pie crust to shreds.
“Sure, yeah, thanks. You having one?” he asks, then pops a strawberry in his mouth. He
rolls it over his tongue like I would imagine he would roll a nipple. Oh damn, I need a drink. I
grab a beer for him and a bottle of champagne for me.
“Have you checked out my bookmobile? You might find some old cookbooks. Alfie and
Duke hit the monthly library sale and keep us stocked with a nice range of subjects.”

After popping his beer top, I let the cork soar out of my champagne bottle and pour a
glass. He tosses a strawberry into my flute when we clink glasses. “I have been out there. It’s so
renaissance man of you, how’d you come up with that idea?”
“I had about fifteen boxes of books when I moved here and not enough shelves. Found
the camper behind the barn, figured I couldn’t be the only bookworm around.”
“Oh, I’m sure people love it.” I finish assembling the pies, then slide them in the oven
and begin preparing the chicken.
“They do.” He cocks an eyebrow. “I get lots of nice notes, date offers, and the occasional
box of brownies.”
“I’ve got you covered in that department now.” I choke down a sip of champagne
realizing I’ve combined all of his thoughts into one embarrassing little knot. “I meant the sweets
part, you know, not the—”
He interrupts, “You keep saying that.”
Tipping his beer back, he throws the other hand behind his head and spreads his legs.
Trying to ignore the crackle of energy passing between us, I rub olive oil and a mix of herbs and
spices over the chicken. But I do glance up at him. Then away. Then up again. The bulge in his
arm hypnotizes me. Damn that arm, and the tattoos wrapped around that muscle. And the belted
bulk of it, and the sweat mark in his pit that I want to sniff. I realize I’m massaging the chicken
like it’s an erect penis when he points to my hands and smirks.
“You’re really giving him a rub, eh?”
My whole body blushes. Well, his sparkling eye along with my heated skin tell me that
anyway. “You’re funny,” I chide.
“How am I funny?”
“Oh, I don’t know. You’re sort of a flirt, but like a flirt in denial.”
“I’m not in denial that I’m flirting with a pretty girl.”
I chop a few veggies, oil them, then slide the roasting pan in the second oven. I applaud
myself for not manhandling the thick carrot chunks. I did stroke them a little, and yes, he
watched.
“I’m not in denial that you’re pretty or that I’m flirting.” He reiterates, as I work to undo
the knot on the backside of my apron. I give up after a futile attempt. Balthazar crooks a finger,
summoning me over to him.

I swoop up my champagne and walk around the table as my pulse races. I like being close
to him. I’d like to be closer. I’m trying not to be too obvious, but things are happening. Smirks
and bedroom eyes that are dancing all over my body and stopping for long pauses in obvious
areas. I like that we’re flirting while baking and cooking. And yes, I’d like to rub him with oil,
then slide him in.
“Turn around,” he says. I’d do about anything he would ask right now. He makes me
nervous and excited in a rip-my-clothes-off kind of way. I only wish he’d do exactly that. But
that’s the funny piece with him. He’s a delicious flirt with zero follow through. No guy that
oozes sex the way he does is going to be able to go for long without fulfilling his needs. Unless
he was ruined. Lavinia must have done a number on him, that’s all I can assume. He and I have
loss in common, no question about that. At some point I’ll tell him about Cort, and how he died
the same week Lavinia did.
“You’re nothing like your sister, Matilda.”
He blows out a breath that I wish were landing on my naked lower back, or lower
elsewhere. My tongue goes dry and I swig back a long sip, hoping to mask my nerves. I’m the
furthest thing from invisible right now. So why do I wish he couldn’t see my emotions? “What
am I like?” My voice shakes.
“Like no woman I have ever met,” he says in a hushed tone that causes my shoulders to
stiffen as his hand presses against my tailbone. My knees wilt as I feel his other hand slide up my
inner thigh and rest quietly there save the soft movement of one finger that skates along the edge
of my panties. I can’t recall ever feeling this way, with every nerve and pore ignited as heat and
wet settles at my core. I’m cemented in place with sexual tension rocking through me like an
earthquake. Even with Cort I never felt this.
“Ever,” he says in a hoarse voice. Then the hand that was melting into my thigh is gone.
But it’s replaced with new sensations, because everything else stays. Every tingle, every desire,
every way-too-early-to-feel-this-way emotion.

The next day flies by, reminding me how summer seems to do that. The twins and I
spend the morning at the animal shelter with Tully. I clean pens as they play with kittens and one
new puppy that I may need to take home. My afternoon is all about making strawberry preserves
along with a bowl of berry slosh that’ll be spooned over homemade shortcake biscuits. Balthazar
might be surprised that we’re having dessert for dinner. He keeps telling me he likes anything
sweet, half the time he says it, his eye is sweeping up and down my body making love to me.
While I finish tidying up the kitchen a text dings on my phone. My father. Yay.
Dad: Going well?
There’s no fluff with him. He might have invented texting come to think of it.
Me: Fine.
No sense going into any detail. I’m sure he’s running a marathon, or lunching with the
titans of commerce or recreating the Euro. Something grand. Mr. I Do Everything Big. With
exception to showing an ounce of love or interest in me.
Dad: Good. I’ll call soon.
Peachy. We’ll get to connect on a deeper level. If only I could drain the ocean to see what
kind of man he really is. Ocean, ha. Drain the puddle is more like it. He can’t be more than he
shows. Shallow and insecure. Not to mention nasty. I wonder if we could even find a relationship
while stranded on a deserted island. Not likely.
Post shower, and with the boys down for a nap, I dig a vintage maxi dress out of a closet
still stuffed with my mom’s old things. I skip my bra and underwear—needing a break from the
stickiness that’s already clinging to my skin—and slip into the floral dress. A soft sweet-scented
breeze floats through my bedroom window as I brush my hair, and listen to wind chimes trill on
the porch below. The late afternoon sunlight draws me outside; time to hunt for flowers. A
handful of daisies later, that are all messily woven into my long braid, I wander the yard barefoot
and step on a bee. Another zips up my dress and nails my inner thigh or maybe something else.

Shit, it better not have gone there! I trip around in pain howling like a cat in a trap. While
crawling across the yard I hear the tractor rumble nearby. A minute later Balthazar comes
running.
“You okay?” he asks, kneeling at my side.
“I stepped on a bee, then another went up my skirt. Fucking perv!” I growl and wince as
my foot and groin throb. “I need to get the stingers out but my foot is so swollen I can’t walk, I
haven’t even looked up my skirt. I’m afraid to.”
“C’mere.” He flips me into his arms and bounds up the steps. After placing me in a chair,
then resting my stung foot on the tabletop, he digs through the first aid box and comes up with a
pair of tweezers.
“Let me wash my hands,” he says, looking over his shoulder.
With the tweezers in one hand, he encircles my foot with the other, examining it with
squinty eyes. “This might hurt a bit, I see it.”
His hand shakes, making me close my eyes and clutch his arm with a death grip waiting
for a nip as he holds my foot.
“Breathe, Matilda,” he says in a soothing voice. I do.
“Got it! Let me see the other one, you okay if I take a look?” He pushes my dress up past
my knee in search of the other stinger, and while the prickle in my groin is killing me, I’m
conscious of the unique scenario we’re in. It wants to be erotic. Or at least I want it to be, based
on the arrow of heat shooting through me. Or is that the stinger? No, definitely not. I stare at his
big hands, that are resting at the edge of my dress, brushing my knee, then moving up my leg. I
hesitate and bite my thumb to buy time as his hands journey on. “It’s up high.” And I don’t think
it’s going to be pretty.
He pats my leg. “You want me to get a mirror so you can do it?”
“No, just hang on. Let me feel up there, it’s swollen in all the wrong places.”
“Like it got intimate with you?” He chuckles.
“Funny guy. Maybe?” I slide my hand up my thigh while clenching my jaw. Great,
there’s no question that sucker went for my honey pot. Balthazar’s eye sparkle as I finger my
inner thigh and fat as a tenderloin labia. I blush like a virgin that’s going to the Gyno for the first
time as I huff out a breath.

He rubs the center of his forehead, then blows his cheeks out. “You want me to take you
to the doctor?”
I paste on a smile. “I don’t have a doc here.”
“ER?” he says with a shrug.
“We can do this. Unless…does this freak you out?” What am I doing?
“No, of course not.” He scratches his scruffy jaw. “I’ll find that sucker wherever he
nailed you.”
We high five, then he throws his baseball hat to the ground and runs both hands through
his hair. How the fuck am I finding this scenario sexy? No idea, but it’s getting hotter by the
second.
“Thanks, Doctor Cox. Lucky you, I’m not wearing panties.”
“You’re knicker-less?” He smirks.
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Balthazar
Soft and fragile is my skin, I get my growth in mud
I’m dangerous as much as preTTy, for If noT careful, I draw blood.

A thorn

Nothing on Earth could stop me from sliding my hands up Matilda’s thighs in search of
that stinger. I’ve turned her misery into my own sick-as-fuck fantasy. Restraint and control, I
remind myself as she slides her dress up the soft fuzz of her thighs. I drop to my knees, and
swallow hard as she opens her legs. Willingly.
“See anything?” she says, holding her hand over her fabric-covered crotch as if there’s a
gold mine beneath it. And that really could be the case; I’m just saying it’s not impossible.
“No, and uh, I hate to be this bold, but can you spread your legs a little more.” I press her
knee back, receiving no resistance as I crouch down and search her inner thighs to find nothing
but red swollen flesh.
I shake my head and meet her gaze. “Nothing, sorry.”
Her mouth drops open, as she rolls her eyes. Thank goodness we both crack up at the
awkwardness. “Fuck it,” she says. “Let’s just do this.” She plants her hands on my shoulders and
stands. “Lift me onto the table, you big thing.”
Matilda squeals as I raise her up, then sit her bottom on the edge of the table. She scoots
back a little, then places her feet on the wood top, and takes ‘the position.’ The position. As in,
I’m officially her Gyno. What was minutes ago a delicate search and rescue situation, has
escalated to a cock-throbbing preposterous state of affairs. Any man would give his left nut to be
standing where I am. I’d give both nuts if someone tried to take my place. I inwardly scold

myself for the filthy as fuck thoughts that are flooding my brain. Is this really how I’m going to
see pussy for the first time in years? Fuck, I may just come in my pants.
With her legs spread, and my face ball-swellingly close to her intimate parts, I still see no
stinger since her hand is covering her crotch with her dress.
“Nothing.” Every muscle in my body is on fire. Next up, the money shot. I’m not sure
either of us is ready for it.
“Okay.” She covers her face with both hands. “I’m mortified that you’re doing this, but I
need that stinger out of me. I’m going to put my hands behind my head and let you make your
way around as you see fit. Did I mention that I’m mortified?”
“Are you sure?” I clear my throat. How is this going to go down? She’s mortified, and
I’m terrified I’ll shift the fabric aside and want to fuck her right here. Put my own stinger inside
her and go to town. “I can take you to the ER?” I blurt out in reminder. Not that I’d mind a
kitchen table fuck.
“It’s fine. You’ve seen vaginas, and yes… That’s what I have. Surprise, surprise.” We
both grin.
“Okay, I’ll do my best. I’m sorry you’re mortified, you don’t need to be. Take a breath
and, I promise I’ll only look where necessary.”
“Liar. I know this isn’t exactly foreplay for you.” She laughs nervously. “Or me for that
matter.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. Kidding, I’m kidding. Sorry.” Then a brilliant thought pops
into my head. “I have an idea.” I snatch a lollipop from the candy jar and hand it to Matilda.
“Suck this while I go hunting for that little pecker.” She laughs. “The kids’ pediatrician gave me
that pointer, sugar distracts from pain,” I proudly state.
“This is getting better by the minute. Hi, I’m Lucille Ball. Nice to meet you.” We shake
hands. She opens the sucker, pops it in her mouth, and I put on my doctor hat.
“Just suck it and breathe through your nose.”
“Are you hearing yourself?” She giggles.
Our eyes meet in a heated gaze. I need to get down to business, her sucking noises are not
helping. I slide the fabric of her skirt aside. I remind myself to breathe, since I’m encroaching on
sacred territory. I’ve imagined a scenario where I might be doing this, but it was obviously

different. I wouldn’t just be pulling something out, I’d be slamming something in. And out. And
in.
Red swelling rides the crease of her inner thigh, I slide the fabric farther and expose her
more. As I move my face closer, I see it. The tiny black stinger, next to her virtually, swollen
closed, velvety soft, and remarkably saturated slit. Holy re-virginized. I am frozen. She’s bare,
with a thin golden landing strip. Bare and beautiful and wet. And fuck if I’m not hard as steel. I
adjust myself, then stand to see Matilda’s glossy lips making love to the lollipop. Her face is
fever flushed. “I found it, and I need to touch you rather intimately to get it. Is that okay?”
“This is unreal!” She throws her forearm over her eyes. “Yes, do what you have to. I have
nothing to hide from you now. I can’t believe this.” She snorts.
I squeeze her thigh and she jumps. “Hey, it’s okay. We’ll be done in a sec. I just don’t
want to hurt you with the tweezers, so hold really still once you feel me touch you. And just so
you know, it’s at your…”
“Excellent. The horniest bee found me! Well, just enjoy yourself while you’re down
there.” She groans. “Sorry, I need to find humor in this.”
Digging my fingers into my thigh, my heart drums against my ribs. “Whatever you need
to do.”
I kneel and touch her wet labia. The second I do, she takes in a sharp breath. My spine
stiffens even more, along with my cock, which wants to burst. I’m touching her soaked vagina.
“Fuck me,” I mouth in silence. Seconds later I capture the tip of the stinger, and pull it out.
“Got it!” I jump up as though I caught a prize bass from the lake. Matilda sits up and
holds out her palm with wide eyes.
“Sonofabitch! That’s huge!” She squeals and fist bumps the air. She squirms and shifts
her dress over her barely covered crotch, then wraps her arms around me. I want more than
anything to kiss her. But after studying her vagina in the most absurd way, I stop myself. I stop
the insane craving of my primal attraction. I ignore my nerves and my heart and the deep sexual
hunger that’s been clawing at my resolve. I’m not sure what the hell else to do. I can’t take
advantage of this situation, and I can’t forget why she’s here to begin with. I’m a dick for
dancing on and occasionally crossing the line already. So, like a Neanderthal, I take one huge
step back, then stride over to the sink and wash my hands. I want to turn around and say I want

you, but I can’t risk the ruin again. Can’t risk my heart or my future on this farm because of a
few days of lust and one sexy fucking chick.
“Thanks,” I hear over my shoulder in a weak cracked voice.
“No problem,” I answer, focusing on my hands. It’s better this way. Better if I don’t look
over my shoulder to see what’s in her eyes. Better I don’t tell her how beautiful and soft and
inviting she looked. Better I didn’t press my face between her legs and taste her. Yes, it’s better.
Though is it really what I want? Not a fucking chance.
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Balthazar
Alive without breath,
As cold as death,
Clad in mail never clinking,
Never thirsty, ever drinking

A fish

The boys run ahead of me and Matilda as we stroll out to gather eggs, and see the coop,
which she claims to have freshened up. We’ll see what that means; my guess is we’re not talking
a new roof.
Over the last few weeks, she’s had us all eating dinner together at the kitchen table. She’s
silly, sweet, clumsy, and charming. All of that and more. Too much to attach a handful of words
to. She’s also beautiful inside and out. I often wonder what she’d be like to hold. What she’d be
like to kiss. I never do act on my impulses. Can’t. Won’t. But including her today? That I can do.
“I’ve invited Duke and Alfie to join me and the boys for some fishing today out on the
pontoon boat. We can have a boil later tonight if we catch enough. You care to come?”
Her face lights up. “I’m being invited?”
Her question makes me feel like a heel. Sort of like the popular kids have at last included
her at their lunch table. The only reason I haven’t asked her to join before is to avoid my growing
feelings for her. But what’s a little ride around the lake going to hurt? I’m not going to lose the
farm over that.
“Isn’t that what I just said?” I stand outside the coop, looking in.”
“I’d love to join you guys! I guess I’m just surprised,” she says, kneeling in front of the
hen.

“Not as surprised as I am right now.” Walking through the rickety door behind her and
the boys, I run smack-dab into a chandelier then glance around at the walls, which are decorated
with paintings and other whatnots. “Who hangs a chandelier in a chicken coop? Do chickens
care?”
“One, two, three, four.” Ignoring me, she counts eggs with Jinx and Jax.
I exit the coop mumbling about the fact that my farm is getting “decorated” as a small,
red dump truck moseys up our driveway. The boys spot it as well and scream while running
toward it.
“Dumb Fuck! Dumb Fuck!” they shriek.
Matilda and I crack up. I need to start writing these things down. They might be good in
one of my plays. A quirky farm story…an improbable couple… Yeah, improbable is right. Then
again?
Stopping in front of me, Matilda blocks my way and places one hand on my chest. “Um,
so, I guess you should know I got a ram.” She cringes then laughs.
I smirk and walk around her to watch the boys. “I don’t think we need a dump truck,
muffin. The tractor’s plenty.”
“No, a ram!”
“Yeah, I see that. Ram. Don’t need one.”
“Balthazar!” she yells.
I turn back to look at her sober stare. Slowly, the edge of her lips curl up. “I’m talking
about sheep, you clod! A ram—the animal. Not a Ram dump truck! God, you’re such a guy!”
“A ram?” I scratch my head. “The hell do we need one of those for?”
“It’s a pet,” she hollers, storming past me. Her awkward march turns into a skip. “He was
dropped off at the animal shelter the other day. Tully mentioned him to me.” She spins around,
landing on her knees.
On her knees. God help me.
Jumping up, she brushes herself off and bites her lip as a blush sweeps into her cheeks.
“The boys can ride him…mutton bustin’!”
I shake my head and laugh. There is no other response for her. “Ride it?” I jog to catch up
with her. “We need a ram like we need a bull with tits, woman.”

As the story goes, we now have a ram named Dumb Fuck, as the boys call him. Quite a
menagerie we’re growing. We’re?
An hour later, Matilda is crouched on the ground, trying to catch a jumping frog as I walk
out to the porch with a pitcher of lemonade and a stack of cups. The boys take the frog into the
kiddie pool as we sit on the steps together while she scrubs the portly, white ram’s back and
sides. He sure seems to be enjoying himself—maybe a little more than she realizes, as he grunts
and groans with his erection in full view. Does she not see it? Even the fucking ram is turned on
by her. Go figure.
Seconds later, out of the corner of my eye, I see the ram let loose and ejaculate.
“Oh my god!” She gasps. “What is happening!” Matilda jumps up then gazes down at her
chest. I laugh my ass off as semen drips down her face and across her torso. I wondered, when I
saw his arousal, if he would. I guess rams and men aren’t so different after all.
“You’re quite a charmer. Who can say they got their ram off?”
“This is semen? He ejaculated on me?” she says, laughing as she wipes her hands across
her skirt, more amused than flustered.
“Looks like you’ve officially been pearl-necklaced. Get it? Matilda Pearl…got Pea—”
“I got it,” she deadpans, smacking me in the arm.
A truck rounds the top of the hill, kicking up a whirl of dust.
“Yes, you did.” I jump up as the frog gets away from the boys. After catching it, I flip it
back into the pool.
Duke and Alfie walk along the flagstone path toward us. “You guys are early.” I nod.
“And you guys are—whoa.” Alfie covers his smile with one hand as he fans himself with
the other. “Are we interrupting something?”
“Let’s just say Matilda and Dumb Fuck are gettin’ on just fine.”
“You named him Dumb Fuck?” Duke cracks up, rubbing the ram’s back.
I ease away from them, wondering how explosive the big guy is. “The boys named him.”

“Ahh.” He grins. “Dump Truck. Yeah. Fritz was dumping a load of gravel at the shelter,
so Tully and I figured since he was driving past your place he could bring him over.”
“I’m going to go clean up before I get crusty.” Matilda chuckles as she heads up the
stairs. “I’m joining you boys later on the boat.” She points to each of us.
“So, what’s up, guys? Just in the neighborhood?” I pour cups of lemonade then hand
them out.
“We hit the library book sale this morning and added another thirty titles to your
bookmobile. We’re not staying. We’ll be back around two for fishing.”
“Thanks. We’d go out earlier, but I’ve got errands to run.” I turn my head when the
screen door creaks open as Boner pushes it. “Two sounds about right.”
“I have to ask,” Alfie says. He leans close to me. His eyes are filled with questions as he
nods to the upstairs windows.
“Alfie… Cool it. Nothin’ is going on,” I say before he gets going with an interview.
He waves his fingers at me as he purses his lips. “That didn’t look like nothing, you two
sitting on the porch… Looked like—”
“Nothing,” I scold. How long am I going to keep this charade up? And why? I dig for
something only to come up with, “We’re related. It’s too complicated.” All true. But I’m getting
weaker by the day.
“I smell bullshit. Related? Please. Lavinia is gone. It’s been over two years. You have a
gorgeous woman living in your home. Does she not do anything for you?”
Anything? Fuck yes. She does everything for me. That’s the problem. I want to kiss her
like we’re inventing the idea. I want the sort of kiss that would be rude to do in front of others. I
want a kiss that’ll find my heaven and kill my fucking demons. More than anything, I want that
kiss to answer her prayers. I’m a walking contradiction.
“Related. Right,” Alfie says.
I gaze up to the just-slammed bedroom window. Matilda’s.

10
Matilda
Inside me, the adventurous find
Quests and treasures of every kind.
Trolls, goblins, orcs, and more await
Within my closed walls for
All those that wish to visit me.
Your hands are the key
To secrets untold,
And your mind will unlock the door.
What am I?

Book

Complicated. How many times is he going to use that word in relation to me? Obviously
it’s so complicated that he walked out of the shower with a hard-on weeks ago without doing a
darn thing. Then as days passed, we flirted and flirted some more. Then I got stung by that horny
bee. He saw all of me, spread wide and vulnerable, and there’s been nothing since the stinger
removal. Maybe he didn’t like what he saw. I can’t bear to bring it up. And, I’m not going to
depress myself over the fact that I got a ram off today, but can’t get Balthazar’s lips anywhere
near me. Now there’s a thought that could sink a girl’s confidence.
He’s in town for errands, I hate to bother him, but since he’s been acting so nicely today,
I suppose I can shoot him a text and ask him to stop at the drug store for a few things.
Me: Could you pick up some tampons and C batteries please? Thnx.
Balthazar: What for?
Me: For my vagina. Duh!
Balthazar: You put batteries up there?

Me: Yeah…I enclose them in a wondrous, plastic baton that vibrates and brings me
copious amounts of joy!
Balthazar: No
Me: Seriously? No dinner and nothing sweet!
Balthazar: I don’t buy that crap
Me: Tampons or batteries?
Balthazar: I’ll get the batteries
Me: But you won’t buy tampons? Too manly to buy them? Do you need my foot shoving
your ass into this century? Christ how much testosterone is in you?
Balthazar: How many times a week do you do it?
Me: That’s none of your business perv!
Balthazar: It’s a math question. I’m trying to figure out how fast you burn through those
suckers. You want 4 or 24?
Me: 8 and tampons. Pretty please, with something sweet on top!
Balthazar: Bloody hell
Me: Exactly and soon. That’s why I’m asking. Thank you, tough, burly man.
It has to be rounding ninety degrees as I take the twins out to the lake for a little
adventure before our fishing trip. We each have a bucket for collecting nature finds. As we stroll
along the edge of the lake, we come across oodles of tiny turtle hatchlings. I scream at the sight,
this is a nature jackpot! Needing some vet advice, I text Duke. He tells me that, while we should
leave them alone, a day would be fine to keep some turtles in my bathtub.
The three of us and our dozen turtles head back to the farmhouse, chattering as we toddle
along. After scrounging through the kitchen for makeshift turtle islands our little creatures can
rest on, we head upstairs. I dump my bucket of lake water into the bathtub once I’ve plugged the
drain, the boys immediately unload their turtles. Each tiny creature gets named and gently
touched by the twins’ tiny wandering fingers. I’m in love with the turtles, but the boys own my
heart.
After laying Jinx and Jax down for a nap, I decide to take a bath. Tiptoeing across the
hall, I head toward Balthazar’s bathroom. As the tub fills, I notice a copy of Keats sitting on his
marble countertop. Keats? My goodness. Does he read romantic poetry? I can’t help but smile,
picturing him naked in the tub, a beer in one hand and Keats in the other. This is too good.

I scurry downstairs and open a bottle of champagne. “Why ever not,” I mutter as I warily
take the steps back up, one at a time.
Eye patch, tattoos, muscles, handsome daddy, and poetry lover? I pray that he doesn’t
forget my batteries.
With opera blasting in my earbuds, I enjoy a hot tub full of bubbles, while I sip
champagne, grin, and read Balthazar’s copy of Keats.
I have so much of you in my heart.
“Me too,” I mutter.
An M is scribbled next to the quote. I read it again and again. In my heart? I search for
more markings. M? For me? I wish.
You cannot conceive how I ache to be with you: how I would die
for one hour...
Again, an M. I pray that he reads this and thinks of me.
I never was in love—yet the voice and the shape of a woman has
haunted me these two days.
“Oh, god.” I exhale as my pulse races. One long sip of champagne and my heart skips
into a sprint. Another M along with yesterday’s date. Holy shit! I flip forward a few pages and
find nothing. Then I turn to a page that’s dog-eared.
I wish I was either in your arms full of faith, or that a Thunder
bolt would strike me.
Today’s date, M, and the word…please.
Once I’ve finished reading the quote for the third time—aloud—I look up. Shit! So
maybe I’ve just died a little. Balthazar.
Sinking under the water, I pray that the remaining bubbles cover my body. My nipples,
though, can’t hide for anything. My breasts act like buoys that push them out of the water—little,
screaming, pink ninjas. I don’t shriek—the boys are sleeping in the room next door.
I yank my earbuds out, eager to hear him speak. Maybe he’ll say a quote from Keats.
Wishful thinking? He says nothing for longer than I can stand. But he does look at me. All of me.
I wish I knew what he was thinking. Maybe he’ll get undressed and climb into the tub with me?
Please, I will him.

Nothing. Fuck. Maybe he’s thinking something else, like My god, she is lovely naked. I
want so many things right now. And I’m pretty sure I’m about to get none of them as his fingers
tap the countertop, where I found the book. His eye remains on me, all over me, constantly
roving, probing. Why is he saying nothing? I’m wordless—for once. I don’t know what to say.
Maybe I’ll faint and slip under the water. He’ll feel helpless and need to give me mouth-tomouth. Or I could cry wolf with chest pains to see if he’ll place his hands on my chest to
feel…where it hurts.
Okay, then. He’s still looking. Still tapping. I’m tapping too. Aaaaannndd feeling more
than a little uncomfortable. Awkward, even. I decide to do the ladylike thing and fill the empty
space with chatter. Oddly, the question I planned on asking comes out differently than it should
have. What I meant to say was, do you want me to cook a big lunch for the fishing trip?
Weird thing is, it comes out, “Do you have a big cock I can have for lunch?”
“Matilda?”
“Oh, fairy fucking dust!” I mutter as I reach over the side of the tub to grab the mostly
full champagne bottle. I want to say, fuck me, but in my present state of affairs, he might take it
literally. Not that I would mind. But, for the sake of saving face, I ask, “Would you care to get
drunk with me?”
He says nothing for a little longer. Is this punishment for using his bathroom or for
reading his Keats? Both?
I sink deeper in the tub when he says, “Have you placed any ads in the paper for a nanny
yet? We’ll need to get you on that, since that’s why your father sent you here in the first place.”
Get me on that? I can think of one thing we need to get me on. A nanny is not it.
“Use your own bathroom next time. And get your own books. The bookmobile is full of
’em.”
I cross my arms and Keats over my chest as I sit up. “My tub is occupied, so I thought it
would be okay. You know, if I came in here and used yours.” I hug my knees while crossing my
ankles, realizing how difficult it is to hide in clear bath water when you’re naked.
“It’s no longer occupied,” he grumbles as he walks over to me.
“What did you do with them? The turtles… The boys and I…”
He yanks the book from my hand. “Now you can come in your own bathroom.”
A manic frozen smile forms on my lips. “What?”

“Flushed ’em.” He walks out with a small, derisive laugh, taking my air with him as he
closes the door.
His feet clomp down the stairs. I burst into tears, picturing the tiny turtles swooshing
down the toilet because of me. What was I thinking? I have to save them. I hurry out of the tub,
my brain logic-free as I clutch the knob, fling the door open, and throw myself into the hallway.
With the grace of a greased cow, I fly down the stairs, landing sprawled out on my belly in the
kitchen.
I groan. I can’t turn over. It would hurt too much, in every way imaginable. My bruised
ego high on the list of “hurting.”
“Imagine you’re in a dark room.” Balthazar saunters over. His boots are one inch from
my face. “How do you get out?” he says.
“You stop imagining,” I mutter after a bit of thought. I hate that I’m on my belly, on the
floor, naked, at his feet.
“I put them in the lake,” he says quietly. “I’m not that cruel, regardless of what you might
think of me.”
I peek at him as I whisper a meek, “Thanks,” while he pulls his T-shirt off his back.
“The things you needed are on your bed. All of them.” He squats in front of me, slides his
hands under my arms, then picks me up.
I don’t even try to cover myself. While examining my bruised body, his gaze stops on my
breasts more than once—three or four times maybe.
“You okay?” he asks, taking my chin in his fingers.
I nod, swallowing a quiet sob. I’m the face of mortification. Yay me.
He slides his T-shirt over my head and down my body. His knuckles brush my thighs
exactly where the shirt stops and the lingering feel of them twists my stomach into knots. I’m not
sure why, since I’m convinced he covered me because he can’t bear to look at me any longer. If
only I didn’t crave him the way I do.
When his hands leave, I replace them with my own, playing at the edge of the shirt.
Stepping closer, he tucks a chunk of hair behind my ear. I wet my lips in anticipation of
something… False hope. Or is it? Am I tricking myself into thinking he’s looking at me with
want?

I exhale as I drop my head, and when my eyes move down his body, I stop, becoming
aware of his abdomen as it moves. Then his chest as it expands in a deep breath. I map out his
muscles and the tattoos that wrap them. God, to be this close—inches from him. So close that I
smell him: sweat and a trace of something sexy, warm…musky.
His thumbs trace my cheekbones as his fingertips rest alongside my neck. Can he feel my
pulse, the way it’s starting to soar? Can he see the bob in my throat as I swallow over the thick
emotions twisting through me? One finger runs down the curve of my neck, stopping at my
collarbone to follow it. As he tips my face up, I wonder what his gaze might say.
I stare at his one sapphire eye. I want to believe my gut and all the things it’s telling me
along with the signs I’m seeing on him. The jog of his throat, his parted lips, the way his tongue
keeps finding the corner of his mouth as if it’s waiting for something. My mouth? My tongue? A
nameless emotion settles inside me. At the same time, it offers a dose of bravery, so I reach one
hand out to touch him. As my fingertips land on his chest, he draws in a shaky breath.
“Matilda, what do you want?” His words are soft and caring.
“Not to hurt you or the boys,” I answer. Honestly.
His fingers find mine and every nerve inside my body tingles, as his forefinger and thumb
glide across my skin, reaching the tips then slowly sliding to the valleys of my hand. My heart
soars as he brings my hand to his mouth then licks the same line up and down each finger
intimately. Never have I felt so many sensations come alive at once. His tongue is electric. Or
maybe that’s just him.
He closes his eye as he pins his forehead to mine. “You understand I want this. It’s
just…”
“It’s complicated. I know,” I whisper, wishing it weren’t so. “Really, I do.”
He continues to hold my hands in his and kisses them as he asks, “Do you hurt
anywhere?”
In my heart.
I sense him nearing the moment he’ll walk away. I’m sure of it, this can’t happen because
I’m here to find him someone else. A real wife. This is his way of letting me down easy. This.
Us. Is too complicated. It’s the truth, and it pains me. I wish it didn’t. Wish I weren’t interested
in him. There are too many reasons we would never work. My father is a wall between us.

Balthazar needs this farm, for his boys, for his future. I live in Paris. Why was I put here, in this
situation? This is going to kill me.
Or maybe it won’t, I think again as his breath hits my face. I close my eyes, and his kiss
lands there first—on one lid, then the other, followed by my cheeks when his hands encircle my
neck and pull me toward him.
“Matilda, Christ, what are you doing to me?” he says alongside my mouth as he walks us
up the stairs.
The pounding of my heart is eclipsed by his. Balthazar…please, yes. We reach the
landing seconds later.
His lips are hot, full, and wet when they rest on mine. His tongue slides into my mouth,
making urgent demands that have him groaning and me moaning. We pour ourselves into each
other, my hands finding his sweaty curls at the back of his neck as his skim under the shirt, onto
my back, then over my bottom as he squeezes handfuls of me. As he pulls my body onto his, I
spread my legs, wrapping them around his hips.
“I want to kiss you everywhere,” he says, backing me into my room. “Everywhere,” he
echoes as he closes the door most of the way. “And then I want to be inside of you. I can’t
fucking resist you any longer.”
I try not to panic, as sweat pours out of me, and things that I can’t identify skid their way
through my insides. I’m upside-down and soaring through a passageway that’s filled with vigor
and desire and temptation. I’d call it a Ferris-wheel-is-going-fast-but-I-love-it feeling.
“That would be okay with me,” I answer through a whirlwind of butterflies, “and I mean
everything.” This, what we’re doing, this is a bad idea, but it tugs at my forgotten needs. What if
he loses the farm because of me? What if I lose my trust? What if we fall for each other…we
could have it all. We could lose it all.
“Matilda, you’re so beautiful,” he says in a throaty low voice. “Tell me where you want
my lips. Tell me where you want them first before I lick you where I want to. Taste what I’ve
been dying for. Because if you don’t I’ll be burying my face between your legs in seconds.”
“My neck.” I groan.
“How do you like it, love?” he asks, undulating his tongue against me. Perfectly.
“Lick… Oh god, suck, mark me,” I ramble as he makes love to my neck with his mouth.
Who knew that was possible? Apparently, he did. “Make it wet…”

“You sure we’re talking about your neck? I’m guessing you’re already pretty wet.”
I’m being shy for fuck’s sake? I know where I want him, I’ve just never had a man’s face
between my legs. But this is him, and it’s all I’ve imagined, this. Us.
“C’mere.” He leads me to the edge of the bed to sit.
When he kneels in front of me and parts my legs, there’s no need for thought of any kind.
When a handsome man named Balthazar Cox opens your legs with a hooded seductive eye that’s
eating you up, you stop thinking.
“Matilda, so fucking sweet and beautiful,” he says while kissing the insides of my thighs.
I breathe in as my stomach muscles flutter and his hand splays across my belly then slides
down it. He sits on his heels and gazes into my eyes. It’s a look that makes my toes curl in
anticipation, not to mention how it sends sparks shooting across all of my nerves inside and out.
“Balthazar, oh fuck,” I whisper as his palms kiss my inner thighs. Gently he pushes them
farther apart. I grip his neck, pulling his mouth to mine. His hands shift and move smoothly, as
his mouth controls mine with shameless pressure while his groans fill me with more want than I
ever thought possible.
“Here’s the thing about you and me, love.” His voice is hoarse and deep. “There’s no
going backwards from here. Once I taste your sweet pussy, then fuck it until you’re begging me
not to stop, we will not go backwards.”
God help me, I hope to hell that he’s right.
“Take it off.” He nods to my shirt. “All of you—need all of you.” His open mouth slides
across mine then down the length of my neck and onto my breasts as he sucks me through the
fabric.
I grab the edge of the shirt, meeting his fingers there as they stroke me. Together, we pull
the shirt over my head. His breaths are long and deep, filled with something so luxuriant I almost
don’t recognize it. It’s a longing, which I appreciate as he seals his lips over mine. A need to feel
wanted, rescued, and touched. His hands ride my shoulders as he pushes me back onto the bed,
after throwing the tampons and batteries to the floor. Then he crawls over me to cage my body as
he dips his face to my breasts. When his lips close around one nipple, I arch up to meet him. His
mouth releases my nipple, and I gasp at the absence of his tongue and the cool air surrounding
my skin. He smirks and then blows over my wet, puckered flesh, which he follows up with

decadent pinches from his fingertips. I drag my hands over the length of his back, needing more
of him. Dying to feel his naked skin against mine, to feel him fill me.
“Soft… So soft and…” He licks a line up the side of my neck then plunges his tongue
deep into my mouth, taking my air and replacing it with his own.
A swirl of something intoxicating zips through me as I wonder where his mouth will
travel next when he falls to the side of me. He lands on his forearm, and his other hand grips the
back of my neck.
“Spread for me, love,” he says, sliding his palm from my jaw ever so slowly down the
middle of my body, between my breasts, over my undulating belly, and farther until he reaches
my thin strip of hair. He strokes me there for a few seconds while his lips suck mine into his
mouth.
I melt as his fingers glide through my wet arousal and his body goes down to meet them.
As he settles between my legs and forces my thighs apart with ease, he looks up to my face.
“This is what I do to you?” he asks as he dips one finger into my core. “This fucking
wet?” he whispers, sliding in and out of me with gentle strokes.
I nod and mutter, “God yes.”
My breaths are jagged as I run my fingers through his hair. His face dips, and he sucks
the crease of my thigh. My hips rock as my heart pounds, ready for his tongue, aching to feel it
land on me where I need it most.
Just as thoughts regarding his touch, his mouth, his tongue licking everything,
everywhere…whirl in abundance, I hear, “Daddy?”
“God save the queen!” I squeal as Balthazar flies off me. My thighs slam shut as I roll the
duvet over my naked body.
Casual. Be casual, Matilda. He has no idea what Daddy was doing. Dear god!
“Hey, mate,” Balthazar says, cool as a cucumber, while he swoops Jax into his arms and I
wiggle into the T-shirt beside me.
My eyes meet Balthazar’s and we burst out laughing as he wipes the back of his hand
across his mouth. He nods, and Jax plants a big kiss on his cheek.
“We’ll be downstairs,” Balthazar says, a huge grin on his face as he walks out of my
room.

We motor around the lake after having fished for an hour. So far, we’re at two dozen
medium-sized fish—perfect for a boil. Balthazar thinks we need more, but Jinx and Jax have had
their fill of fishing based on the way they’re starting to whine, and yank at their life vests. We
decide to dock the boat at the pier and go swimming.
“What on earth happened to you, princess?” Alfie says as I whip my cover-up off.
I only have bikinis in my swimsuit arsenal, so my prizes from having launched my way
down the staircase earlier are beautifully showcased for everyone to view.
Balthazar cracks up as he reaches into the cooler for something, but not without peeking
back at me as I scramble to explain my multiplying-by-the-minute bruises.
“I was taking a bath. Then I flew down the steps naked and landed in the kitchen. That’s
all. No biggie.” I marvel at my ability to not crack a smile.
Duke says, “So, did he impale you at the top of the steps or did you get your fill at the
bottom?”
We all laugh, and Alfie throws in an, “I told you so.”
Balthazar shrugs and grins as he opens a beer. I’m dying to know what’s going through
his mind. We haven’t had five minutes to talk since our short-lived indulgence. So, what was
that, exactly? A weak moment on his part? Or an acknowledgment of his buried feelings for me?
I wish to hell I could remember everything he said, but I was too nervous. Too excited about
what was happening to record the moment.
“Don’t get ahead of yourselves, mates,” he scolds the guys as he looks down to Jinx.
“Dat dint feel wight, Daddy,” Jinx says, dancing around.
“What didn’t feel right? Was that a fart?” He chuckles as he kneels down to Jinx and
peeks into the backside of his diaper with a nod.
“Fat wif fuitcase!” he sings.

“A fart with a suitcase. Now that’s a new one!” Duke laughs. “A poop in toddler speak?”
“Very good, doc. You guys might want a couple of little ankle biters along the way,
huh?” Balthazar lays Jinx on his back to change him.
“I got him this time,” Alfie says, strolling over to them. “You two go skinny-dipping or
something along those lines on the other side of the boat. Duke and I can hang out with the
munchkins on the shore.”
Balthazar waggles his eyebrows at me, but when he turns his back then sits in the
captain’s chair, I’m not convinced he’s up for what Alfie’s suggesting. I pass him then slip out of
my bikini and jump into the lake.
So maybe that kissing was it between us. Maybe he got something out of his system
without going too far and that’s enough for him. Bummer.
Or maybe not. He cannonballs naked, over my head, with a whale of a splash, then comes
up spitting out water and arranging his eye patch.
My eyelids flutter as his lips land on mine in a rough kiss. “This kiss feels like we’ll be
fucking later,” he says against my mouth as he presses me to his body. His bare-naked… Hmm.
He grabs my hand and swims us away from the crew until we’re on the other side of the
pier. Our feet touch the ground, settling into the silty bottom of the lake.
“Touch me,” he says, taking my wrist in his hand. Then he places my palm where he
wants me. Where I want to be.
“Balthazar.” I moan against his mouth, feeling lips and teeth and tongue along with his
erection in my hand.
“Matilda, Jesus. To be with you… I can hardly stand it, I need your bare wet pussy on my
lips, need my cock inside of you,” he murmurs, then pants into my mouth as our tongues tangle
and his hand slides between my legs.
I don’t know what comes from my mouth, but I do hear him agree with whatever it was.
He says my name over and over—sweetly, in that deep tone and his gorgeous accent I want to
drown in. His lips meet my ear, and he nibbles on my lobe then sucks it in and out as our hands
come together underwater.
“Matilda, need you…more of you…later.”

“Are you sure?” Why did I ask that? He’s putting himself out there. Need more of you
later? My god. Is this pent-up desire? Or…hell… What is this? I want it, have wanted it. He
does too?
“Yes. You?”
“I would, yeah… Later, then,” I say softly, imagining how our night might play out. Will
he come to my room, or will he ask to meet me somewhere? Will he make love to me or fuck me
against a wall the way I’ve imagined him doing too many times to recall?
He clamps his mouth to mine in a kiss wrapped with a groan that makes me spin. I want it
to last for hours, his lips on mine. His breath my oxygen-filled elixir.
“We should probably go back,” he says after rimming my mouth with his wandering
tongue.
I nod as he kisses my forehead, then takes my hand and leads me to the ladder of the
boat. His hand in mine shatters me beautifully.
“You go up first. Throw my towel over, okay?”
“Not a chance.” He chuckles. “You think I’d miss this?”
Tossing my hair with a flip of my head, I climb the ladder as a sexual hunger grips my
gut, knowing he’s watching me, knowing just where his eye is. He follows then leans against my
body, wrapping his arms around me as he whispers into my ear,
“Die without me, never thank me.
Walk right through me, never feel me.
Always watching, never speaking.
Always lurking, never seen.”
I gaze up at him as I spin in his arms. His face drips, rivering everywhere. Tanned and
larger-than-life, his cheekbones protrude to create a landscape for his dark, thick stubble, which
I’m out-of-my-mind dying to feel everywhere against my skin. The subtle smile on his face is
filled with something I don’t recognize. Something I’ll need to find out. But, there’s no question
about the desire that is lighting his one blue eye, when I say, “Air.”
He nods and responds so quietly that I have to watch his lips to comprehend him.
“Yes, air. Thank you for being mine today.”
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Balthazar
Pregnant every time you see her, yet she never will give birth.

Full moon

After our boiled fish dinner, I take the boys out to the meadow to catch fireflies in jars.
The full moon hangs heavily in the inky sky as my boys dance around. Their attention spans
mirror mine. Short. All I can focus on is the idea of Matilda’s naked skin against mine.
Later. We agreed later. One woman, two arms… She’ll be either my salvation or my
ruin.
Matilda stayed back at the house to finish the dishes after Duke and Alfie had left. What
is she thinking about the idea of us? Is there any possibility of it, considering the nature of our
relationship?
God, to have her bare skin against my lips, on my tongue. To taste her kiss, her curves,
her desire.
I think about how she found my Keats, and then I found her. Naked in my tub, reading
the poems I’d initialed that made me think of her. Only her. And, oh, what a riddle she is. Is she
solvable? She has her Paris life along with the obligation placed on her by Everit: to find me a
nanny…and a suitable wife. Her fucking father.
When I walk inside, Matilda is nowhere to be seen. After carrying my sleepy boys
upstairs, I ready them for bed, read a few fables, then close the door to their fast-asleep, cherubic
faces. As I stand in the hall, I hear Matilda talking to someone , behind her closed bedroom door.

She’s quiet when she speaks, also thoughtful and pensive-sounding. Not the gay, light Tinker
Bell I know her to be.
“He’s managing.” She laughs softly. “There was no food in the pantry or fridge. No toys.
He threw away all the things I’d bought for them. Yeah, I got the money you deposited. I will.”
She laughs again and I punch a hole through an imaginary wall. Then another.
“It might not be as easy as you think,” she continues. “I haven’t interviewed anyone, but
next week, I will. Don’t be a jerk. Yes, I can. I’ve asked around, but haven’t found anyone that
would make sense. He’s a bit rough around the edges. It’ll take a unique person. He’s not for
everyone. Yes, I know. No one is.”
I press my ear against the door. Everit fucking Pearl, what do you care?
“I’m fine. I love the animals, and oh god, I love the twins. I’ll keep you posted.
Mmmhmm. Goodnight.”
Which way to move. Down the steps, or into her room? Away from her, or into her?
Matilda Pearl, is this the real you? I knew that Lavinia was a kiss-ass to Everit. But Matilda? I
was sure she was cut from a different cloth. Maybe the apple doesn’t fall far.
I head down the steps. This is why I don’t do relationships. Maybe the nanny-come-wife
is a good idea. No one said it had to be a sexual relationship. The deal was marry someone
who’ll make a good mother to the twins, and then the farm is mine. What the hell do I care what
said woman looks like. Hell, come to think of it, the less attractive she is, the better. A marriage
of convenience. Temptation? Why even consider it? Temptation equals trouble. How is it I
forgot that today? I’ve got a right hand, a shower, and a death grip. That’s all any man needs.
Love? The fuck is love?
Matilda comes down the stairs and into the kitchen, where I’m sitting, and plunks down
in front of me. Then she spreads my knees and cozies in.
“Hey, you want to mess around?” Her eyes brighten as a smile plays on her lips.
I scoot back as my stomach sinks. “This isn’t going to happen between us.”
“Uh oh. What now?” She sulks. “Are we back to beastly brit? Did I rub you the wrong
way earlier?”
I stand and walk to the fridge to grab a beer. “You won’t be rubbing me at all,” I tell her.

She lets out a giant breath and slams her palms on the kitchen table. “Okay, since we’re
adults, it would be good if we could move past whatever code it is you’re speaking in. Just let it
rip. I can handle it.”
“Sure. Fine.” I pop the top off my beer as I lean against the sink. “Set up some nanny
interviews. Get me a troll who happens to be great in the kitchen, great with kids, great at
cleaning and organizing, and great at not complicating my fucking life. I’ll marry that woman the
day you find her.”
She flips me off. “What a pig! Who the hell do you think you are? Chauvinist.” She
snickers. “I thought there was more to you, but I guess—”
“I don’t care what you thought. No need to think anything about me.”
She pushes out of her chair and saunters toward me. “What happened? Just tell me what I
did wrong.”
“You be sure to keep your daddy in the loop as you interview trolls. I’m planning on
keeping up my end of the deal. This farm’ll be mine before we know it and you’ll be on your
merry way back to Paris.”
“Ah.” Smiling, she walks over to the fridge and grabs a bottle of champagne. “You
overheard my call? Eavesdropper.” She points the champagne bottle directly at my face.
“Every word. Good to know what you think of me.”
“I didn’t tell him anything I wouldn’t have said to your face.”
The cork flies, I catch it in-flight then whip it to the ground.
“Not one thing. You are rough around the edges. There was no food here. The kids had
no toys. And I was planning on interviewing some nannies, but mostly to show you that I was,
well…” She kicks the cork across the room then moseys over to the screen door. With her back
to me, she takes a guzzle from the bottle, then turns to face me.
“I guess there was a piece of me that thought you and I could…um…consider…something
along the lines of me being an option if we felt like we had something down the line. I realize
I’m talking way down the line. I’m trying not to be presumptuous. Was there anything else I said
that set you off?”
I grunt out a laugh. “You’re obviously not very impressed with me. Not sure why you’d
want to consider us. Most people would not go for someone like me… I think you said
something along those lines as well.”

“Maybe I’m not most people,” she says, approaching me with a smirk on her face.
“Maybe I didn’t tell him everything about you because I didn’t want him wondering what I had
up my sleeve.”
She’s so close I could kiss her. So close I’m able to inhale the sweet scent she wears that
seems to match her perplexing, violet eyes.
“Which is what, exactly?” I ask, gazing at her nipples, which are greeting me through her
white cotton dress.
“To be that girl,” she says softly, looking down to the floor. “I don’t want my dad to
know that, he could ruin everything. He always does…”
I shake my head. “I think we should cool it. I think my original thoughts on how things
are complicated were spot-on. I don’t know why, for one damn second, I didn’t go with my gut.”
“Maybe you went with your heart?” she whispers as she turns away.
Maybe she thinks I didn’t hear what she said. But I heard it, all right.
“My heart is useless,” I bark, making sure she hears me. “It’s a shredded piece of nothing
worth listening to. So, if I did, for one weak moment, pay attention to it, I’m clear—it was a very
bad idea.”
“Okay. If that’s what you want, then fine by me.” She marches away, then digs through a
basket of scrap paper and pens as though she’s going to nest in it. Seconds later, she sits at the
dining table with the champagne bottle in front of her, as she scribbles notes.
“I’ll set up interviews to nab you a troll. Trust me. I’ll find you the perfect person. You’ll
never need to consider your heart because she’s not going to be nice. Hopefully she’ll be
somewhat friendly with the boys. Strict in that old-school-nanny way that won’t allow for face
licking or running around naked. You won’t have to worry about her catching turtles…or
bringing home animals or bathing in your bathtub. She will certainly never be sliding naked
down those steps over there.”
She grins as she looks toward the staircase. Then, as quickly, she gets back to making
notes as if she’s my damned secretary. I don’t miss that she gazes at my chest as she narrows her
eyes while thinking her next thoughts. She stops to take a long swig of champagne then slams the
bottle down, making bubbly fizz over the top until she drags her tongue up the side to catch the
overflow. She glances at me as she licks around the tip, giving the champagne bottle a fucking
blow… Oh hell, don’t even go there, girl.

As she folds her notes into a tidy rectangle, I want to take hold of her, kiss her, shake her,
and tell her I was wrong. But I’m cemented in place, a stubborn jerk.
She plucks the lantern off the hook next to the screen door and sets it on the ground along
with her champagne. “Well, on that note. I guess I have got my work cut out for me! I’ll be busy
as all get-out over the next few weeks. You’ll need to do your own cooking and cleaning.
Hopefully Alfie is around to watch the boys. I’ll stay out at the lake in the studio. I’d hate to get
in your way or you to get in mine.”
Taken aback, guilt blooms in my stomach as she scurries around and gathers up supplies
as though she’s going out there to hibernate for the winter. She says nothing else as she Sherpas
herself up to the hilt.
I stay quiet. Maybe wordless is more fitting. Yes. Wordless. Except for the lit-up
billboard in mind that reads IDIOT in flashing, red lights.
Matilda walks out of the screen door, and thwack! The door slams. Hard and sharp. Even
the door knows I’m an idiot as it yells at me. A second later, she opens it. “Sorry ’bout that.
Goodnight!”
I brace myself for it… Thwack! It slams even harder this time since she’d put some
muscle behind it. It’s followed by the screaming cries of the boys.
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Matilda
Until I am measured, I am not known.
Yet how you miss me when I have flown.

Time

August flies by with hot days and sweaty nights. Every one of which I spend out in the
studio. Balthazar and I mostly avoid each other, though from time to time, I do watch the boys
for him. I miss them. It’s selfish. The requests come to me via Aesop, who I was able to housetrain and be my personal messenger. Carrier pigeons—ha. I have a carrier miniature donkey.
I’ve interviewed my fair share of women, all of whom have been too lovely, too pretty,
too everything to consider. There must be a troll out there somewhere. Maybe I’ll call central
casting and move someone from Hollywood out here for a month. That’ll teach Mr. Get Me A
Troll Wife!
As I’ve just settled down with a cup of tea, prepared to continue a sewing project,
Balthazar shows up.
“Hey,” he says, standing outside my screen door.
“Hey,” I answer without looking up from my sewing.
“I’ve got a favor to ask.” He sounds as serious as a heart attack.
Apparently, I’m good for something. I guess he and my dad have more in common than
either of them would ever suspect. Though my dad doesn’t call them favors. He calls them
obligations. That works, but only for him. And only for now.
When I glance up, he’s scratching just above his eye patch.
“What do you need?” I tap my foot, uneasiness stirring in my gut as I wait for his request.

“I’m going to a seed convention in Chicago this weekend. Alfie can’t watch the boys.
Any chance you could?” He bites his bottom lip, waiting for my answer.
Damn fool that he is. That I am. It sends my libido zinging. I lay my face in my palms as
I rest my elbows on the table. “Of course I can.”
“Thanks. And, uh”—he clears his throat—“Sunday night, when I get back, I’m hosting
the guys’ poker night. Could you please stay for that too?”
“Oh, you mean stay upstairs and out of your way when you guys gamble and get drunk?”
I grin. “Where is that wife when we need her?” I chuckle as his face reddens. “Just kidding.
Yeah, that’s no problem.” Does he feel all of that sugar I’m dipping my answers in? Probably
not. I’m guessing there are no feelings in him at all—for me, anyway.
“I appreciate it,” he says softly, raising his eye up to meet mine.
“My pleasure.” I stand and walk to the screen door, the only thing that separates me from
him. The energy between us doesn’t appear to notice the screen as it rockets back and forth,
connecting us. Is it just me? Does he feel it? I place one hand against the screen to test us, since I
can’t touch him. “I miss all the time I was getting in with those monkeys. I miss them so much,”
I whisper. I wish he’d ask me for more favors. To watch the kids. Other things too, but those are
wishful at best. I’m ready to forgive him if he’s willing to meet in the middle.
“Yeah, we”—he clears his throat—“they miss you too.” He leans his forehead against the
screen, exactly where my hand is.
Oh, yeah. I caught that. So maybe you do miss me, you stubborn beastly brit. Don’t
worry. I won’t call you on it. But I will gloat.
“These are for you,” he says, reaching around the side of the door and coming back with
a pair of tall, leopard-printed rubber farm boots and a basket of apples.
Every damn time I think I have this man figured out, he surprises me with some out-ofcharacter gesture. I love and hate this about him. Love when it’s in my favor, hate when it’s one
of his swipes. And why, exactly, does he do those things? I suppose it’s some form of protection
for himself and his boys. I get it; he has a family. He has bigger things to think about than I do.
Kids. It’s not just him and his needs; it’s theirs too. That changes things.
“Oh, wow, thanks—haven’t had a pair of rubber boots in years. And uh, maybe the boys
and I will make caramel apples while you’re gone. We’ll save you one—um, I mean, if you’d
like that?”

“The feed mill just got the boots in. They made me think of you,” he says, looking down.
I swear he blushes again. “You roll nuts over them?”
“Do I roll nuts over what?” I giggle.
“The caramel apples. What else would you roll nuts over?”
My thoughts turn filthy. “Oh gee, I don’t know.” I chuckle as he laughs into his hands.
“Yes, I can do nuts.”
We nod, stuck in a stare.
“Okay, then. Please save me one. I leave Friday morning. Early. You want to stay at the
house Thursday night or… Well, you do what you want, what feels right. The door’s open, lights
always on for you, pretty eyes.” He clears his throat and looks away.
“Okay. I’ll have Aesop let you know.”
“Maybe you could help me potty-train the boys, since you’ve trained that donkey so well.
He’s in the house most days, lets himself out to do his business, then knocks—”
“I know.” I beam. “Two times to come in. Three times to go out. I taught him that.”
He sucks his bottom lip. “Figured as much. I’ve never met a potty-trained donkey who
counts and delivers messages. You sure you haven’t been in the circus?”
I laugh as I weave my hair into a braid, to occupy my hands, which are dying to open the
door and touch him. “Did I ever say I wasn’t?”
“I guess you are now. I suppose we’re your monkeys and your circus.”
We’re? “I’ll take you. All of you,” I say quietly.
He smiles and turns to walk away. “Okay, Matilda Pearl,” he answers over his shoulder
with a laugh.
I could love this guy. I really could. I wave and watch him the whole time he heads down
the path back to his truck. “Goodbye, Balthazar,” I whisper.
Slipping my feet into my new boots, I marvel at the fact that we just had a civilized
conversation filled with flirty undertones. My foot bumps something in the toe of the right boot. I
slide it off and tip it upside down, catching a crinkled piece of paper in my fingertips before it
lands on the ground.
When you need me, you throw me away.
when you’re done wITh me, you bring me back.

Balthazar. What will I do with you? What? “An anchor,” I say aloud, answering his
riddle.
After finishing sewing my projects, dog beds for the shelter, I stack them near the screen
door. Since I’m watching the boys this weekend, I figure we can take the beds to Tully and horse
around with the shelter dogs in the play field. Around the time I start thinking a bath and a glass
of champagne sound nice, rumblings of thunder roll outside. I’m not sure if I’m superstitious, but
I always have one of those black-cat-crossing-my-path feelings when I think about bathing as it’s
storming.
As I stare out of the screen door, cracks of lightning paint the sinister-looking sky. Within
minutes, the earthy scent of nature zips up my nose as the heavens open and it begins to pour. I
sprint to the other side of the house, trying to figure out where to hide. The lake’s surface dances
with showers that look like knives caging me in. Everything inside me stills. I can’t run to the
farmhouse now—can’t even move. My throat constricts as my heart beats louder than the
thunder and the pouring rain combined.
I should love these Midwestern storms, everyone does. Everyone may not have been
locked inside an old, tin-roofed chicken coop one summer by their wicked older sister as thunder
cracked around it then lighting smacked the roof. I thought I’d died that afternoon when I hit the
ground, eating a buffet of chicken shit as my face slapped the shavings. Lavinia got all the praise
in the world when she’d “rescued” me. Lavinia… The smartest, the bravest, the prettiest, the
everything-est. Her shine was so bright that even my invisibility was invisible.
I flatten myself to the floor in order to slither under the dust ruffle of the bed. I
envisioned a different night for myself. It was going to include hot soup, a warm bubble bath,
champagne, and a book I just found this morning in the bookmobile. Keats poems. I figured I’d
mark up the pages just as Balthazar had.
Breathe, Matilda. Breathe.
Crack… Crack… Crack!
Breathe.
Thwack. Thwack. Jiggle.
What the?
“Matilda?”

I wish I weren’t dreaming about him rescuing me. Why would he do that? He has no idea
I’m terrified of thunderstorms. How would he know? Why would he even rescue me? Though he
did say that they’re my circus.
“Matilda! Where are you? Open the fucking door!” he shouts.
The locked screen door shakes, until it pops open just as I slide my head out from under
the dust ruffle and see Balthazar soaking wet.
“I’m under here,” I squeak out.
“Bloody hell. C’mere,” he says as he drags me out from under the bed by my elbows.
“What the hell’re you doing? Haven’t you heard the news? It’s a bloody tornado fest out there
tonight. You want to be in this damn house as it’s flying to Kansas?”
“I’m… I was hiding.” I wipe the tears from my face.
“Come on. I’ve got the twins strapped in their car seats in the truck. We need to get back
to the house.”
I step away from him as though he might murder me. “I can’t go out there.” I dart from
his grasp, pressing myself to the wall farthest away from him.
He stomps over to me. “Flaming hell! Come on!”
“I’m terrified of thunderstorms… I can’t. Please don’t make me.” I grab a painting on the
wall, hoping it will anchor me.
“Get over here!” He throws me over his shoulder.
The screaming of the screen door and a wall of cool earthy air smack into me, and
everything goes black.
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Balthazar
The more you have of it, the less you see. What is it?

Darkness

The twins giggle as a movie flashes over the taut, white sheet of our makeshift basement
theater. I’d say, in the last two years, my silent generator, projector, and wannabe movie screen
have paid off tenfold. Not to mention the old-fashioned popcorn cart Duke and Alfie gave the
boys on their first Christmas here at the farm.
With the two of them occupied, I keep a watchful eye on Matilda, who fainted in the
storm. She’s been waking then sleeping in short cycles. Her arms are wrapped tighter than steel
bands on a wine barrel around my waist, and I can’t say I mind it. Her face is planted against my
chest; how can she not feel my heart beating erratically—for her.
Though maybe she doesn’t, based on how I’ve acted and pushed her away. Amazingly,
she’s taken my distance like a champ. When I ask for her help, she willingly gives it. When she’s
not included in our fun, she doesn’t seem to mind. She’s the opposite of who Lavinia was.
Lavinia, the center of the party, dancing on countertops, singing opera to rock-n-roll. No
one with her Ivy League degrees and idolized career, stick-thin figure, and thousand-watt
personality could ever do wrong. Until she did. Lavinia didn’t need to be introduced at parties—
she was the party. She didn’t wear clothes—she made them come alive. She made color appear
where there was only black and white. She didn’t say it to your face, she stabbed you in the back.
I have to wonder how Matilda ever made it growing up around a sister like that. Lavinia
Pearl, a.k.a. Miss Every Goddamned Thing. Maybe it’s why I keep pushing Matilda away, I keep

assuming she’s going to be like her sister. How different she is, I’m learning. What if it worked
between us? Maybe it’s too late for anything, I might have already ruined that chance.
Matilda. I’ve missed her more than I could have imagined. Need her more than I want to
admit, as all sorts of pent-up crap seems to be bubbling out of me. How has she done this to me?
Single-handedly busted open the lock on my heart? What power she holds over me.
“Is it over yet?” she asks softly, looking up through a wet fringe of lashes.
“No, love. Not yet. I’ve got you.” I brush my hand against her silky hair and kiss her
forehead as her eyes flutter.
“Daddy…more cockporn pease.” Jax holds his red tin mug out.
I burst out laughing along with Matilda—who, for the first time, lifts her head instead of
falling back asleep.
“Help yourself, mate. Go get a scoop for your brother too.”
“Did he just ask for cockporn?” Matilda giggles, dragging the back of her hand across her
face.
“Would you like some as well?”
“What girl could refuse an offer like that?”
Our eyes meet, and I take a deep breath, chanting the word complicated in my head.
“I’ll help myself,” she says hoarsely.
I will the boys to fall asleep when she makes an honest push off me with her hand on my
groin. I groan as I clutch her wrist.
“Sorry. Sorry,” she says as she turns her head away, pulling her arm from my grip.
“Matilda, it’s okay. Hey…look at me. It’s really okay,” I say as I steer her chin to mine.
Her lips quiver as her eyes shift nervously. I ignore complicated, and take hold of her
hips, pulling her body onto mine. Maybe it’s more aggressive than it should be, but I’m feeling.
My god, am I feeling.
“Matilda, I miss you,” I blurt out, ignoring any warning signs.
“Yeah?” she says, squirming around. “You miss me?”
“So much. I miss seeing you every morning in the kitchen. Miss watching you drink
champagne out of the bottle. Miss seeing your lacy knickers blowing in the wind as they hang
from the laundry line. I miss your delicious dinners and your sweet pies. And every time I open

my bathroom door…I pray that, on the other side of it, I’ll find you in my bathtub, naked,
reading Keats with a smile on your face.”
Tears fall over the rims of her eyes. “You miss my pie?” She giggles.
“I love your pies,” I answer, catching her tears on my thumbs. “I really…quite honestly
love everything about you.”
“But you want a troll wife?” She smirks, except in her eyes is a sadness I know I’ve
created.
“Muffin…can I kiss you? I need to kiss you. Now.”
“Mmmhmm. That would be nice. I’ve missed your kisses.” A flush deepens in her
cheeks.
I peek at the boys who are oblivious to us, then I fold her into my arms and press her
back against the couch as our legs tangle and our lips meet. She’s warm and welcoming as she
opens her mouth and inhales me, while her hands slide through my hair as mine glide onto her
back. If only I could get closer to her.
“Matilda…sweet…sweet… I’ve missed you. I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m so sorry.”
I groan beside her mouth, expecting no words. Will she forgive me? I’m begging silently for her
loving heart to unlock mine even more than it has.
Our kisses go on long enough that we’ve maybe reconnected. Long enough that I only
want more. Long enough that, when I turn to glance at the boys as the movie ends, they’re both
sound asleep, snuggled under a blanket.
“Stay. Please…I want you here. Do you want that? To be with me again?”
“I don’t know.” She sighs.
“What don’t you know, love?” I hold her cheeks in my hands. “Tell me?”
“I don’t know if you like me… I know you want me. But it would be nice if you liked me
too. I know you miss me, but…”
I kiss the top of her head as I hold her tight. “But I’ve been a beastly brit and I’ve
frightened you away, haven’t I?”
“Well…yeah. I guess you have. I like being with you and the boys—more than I should,
if I’m being honest. It’s not that I mind being alone. I’m good with myself. But, I sometimes feel
as invisible around you as I did growing up. It should feel comforting…like home. But it’s not

comforting when you feel invisible around someone you want. I’m sure you’ve never felt that
way, because you’re… You’re that guy. I’m not that girl. Never have been.”
Her words etch a scratch in my heart. Christ, what a jerk I’ve been. The fact that she can
be near me is a fucking miracle. I’ve pushed her away and now that I can’t imagine living
without her, I get this. I deserve it. I don’t deserve her, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going after
her.
“You’re better than what you think. So much better. Your heart is better, your soul is
better, and everything about you—”
She exhales noisily. “You’re just trying to get me to stay.”
“Yes, but it’s still true. Is it working?” I know what I need to do, and it needs to start this
second. I need to let her in, let her know how I feel. I need to be okay with the idea that this may
not work. Because, if I don’t, I may lose her altogether. The risk of that is too great.
“Maybe another night. I think it’s better if I go… The storm is over, isn’t it?”
“It’ll be going all night. I don’t want you frightened of it…or me.”
“I’m not frightened of you. I didn’t say that.” She pushes up. “You don’t scare me.”
God, she shines. You don’t scare me. I love her for that. So, what does she fear, if not
me?
“Do you want to know why I have an eye patch?” I ask.
“Are you a pirate? Or just a trendsetter?” She giggles, circling my patch with one finger.
“Is it okay if I…”
I nod, and she slides the patch onto my forehead, something she’s never done.
“Open, I want to see.” She gazes at my blind eye, then the other as I open it, until a smile
forms on her lips, which she brings to mine. “Handsome.”
My blind eye isn’t horrible-looking; it’s just lighter than my dark blue eye, which makes
people do a double take. It conjures questions. People don’t ask about the patch. I would imagine
they just assume that whatever I’m covering must be hideous.
“I was born blind in this eye.” Her fingers touch my closed lid, allowing me to kiss her
palm. “According to the note pinned on my blanket, anyway. I was left on a Catholic Church
stoop then raised in the orphanage. You know what it feels like to be abandoned?” Not just
alone—lonely.

Her eyes drift across my face. She knows. “Invisible?” she says before kissing my lid
then dragging her cheekbone across mine.
“You and Lavinia made no sense at all, did you?” she mutters, shaking her head.
“Not really. But she was room filling, bigger than big, and I fell for that even more than I
fell for her, not understanding who or what I really needed.”
“Which is who, exactly?”
“You. I needed you. I need you.”
“Then why do you push me away?”
“I’m not making excuses. I’m just going to explain this. The sort of attention I got
growing up was a nun taking a chair leg to my bare back in multiple thwacks.” I thread my
fingers through hers as she cringes. “I thought love was an imaginary thing, a writer inventing a
world. Fairytales and such. Then I met you…and the way I felt about you matched the words I’d
known. I got scared, thought maybe I could have it. Still do, still am. Maybe I’m not good for
you…or maybe I am. I know you’re good for me, if you’ll have me.”
“You’re an interesting person, Balthazar.”
“Interesting enough to spend the night with?” I chuckle, feeling her smile against my
chest. “Interesting enough to reconsider moving back in with?”
She laughs and shakes her head. “Just interesting.” Her answer is soaked in obscurity.
I hoist her body up, onto mine, closer to my face, close enough to kiss. “Is that all the
consideration I’m gonna get tonight?” I ask, pressing my lips to hers. “Doesn’t the fact that I
want to make love to you after we tuck the boys into bed make you want to stay and get naked
with me?”
“I think I’d like to keep you wondering,” she says as our foreheads meet.
“You’re impossible.”
“Apparently so. Complicated and impossible seem to define our relationship. What
would you like to call it now?”
“Probable.” I trace my tongue down her neck as she laughs. “What? Why are you
laughing? Come on. Admit it. You want me. You missed me. It was killing you. I can tell by the
way you’re licking your chops. You want me to give you something to do with those lips?”
“Am I falling under the category of the five-second rule? You dropped me, you picked
me up, you licked me, and now, I’m yours?”

“I would like to lick you and make you mine, but you’re making it seem rather
unattainable. You’re not exactly giving me the chocolate-donut experience I’m hoping for
tonight.”
“I would like you to do lots of things with me. But I think it would be good if we started
with you seeing me for me. If you’re going to see me, it’ll have to be for me. I’m not—”
“I don’t want you to be anyone else. Please don’t think that. I want you for you. I’ll need
to prove that, won’t I?”
“Yes, you will.”
After I pull her hips against mine, my hands encircle the back of her neck. “Does that
mean you’ll stay with me tonight?”
“Because you want to lick me like a chocolate donut?”
My body loves how she sinks against me as my lips hit her neck. She wants to pull away,
but the addiction between us is impossible to avoid.
“Yes. Everywhere.” I toy with her shirt, nudging it above her jeans to feel the soft patch
of ticklish skin that makes her smile electric.
“Then what?” she asks, turning her head.
I bring her back to me and receive a sigh. “Once I lick you, you’re mine.” I anchor my
mouth to hers. She inhales sharply as my fingers slide into the front of her jeans. “You know the
rule,” I remind her.
Her thighs spread over my legs. She swallows hard then grinds against my hand. “I
thought the rule was, you break it, it’s yours.”
“That only applies to grown-ups,” I say softly, her wetness coating my hand. Jesus.
“And that makes us…”
I slip my fingers out of her pants then taste each soaked digit. God, she’s sweet. She licks
her lips as my tongue traces each finger. “Hmm. How about this?” I pause as she presses her
groin against me. “The cost of making only the maker knows. Valueless if bought, but
sometimes traded. A poor man may give one as easily as a king. When one is broken, pain and
deceit are assured.”
“A promise. Beastly”—she purses her lips—“that’s bold. I know that riddle by heart. But
a promise? Really?”

I flip Matilda onto her back, pinning her beneath my hips, which I can’t stop moving
against her. “Yes, a promise. Do I not seem bold?”
“Oh, you’re bold, all right.” She smiles a lovely, full smile. So big and complete that it
reaches inside me and grabs things no one should be able to touch. So how, then, is she? How is
Matilda Pearl getting inside me, under my skin?
“Fine. Prove yourself,” she says after a thoughtful pause.
“You’re on.” I crush a kiss on her mouth. “Stay the night?”
“Yes. I’ll share your bedroom with you and the boys. That should keep you honest.”
I skim my hand down her front, landing on her crotch and cupping it. Confidently. “That
wasn’t what I was thinking when I said stay the night.”
“I know, beastly.” She places her hand over my very hard, jean-covered erection. “I’m
just trying to make things uncomplicated before we complicate them.”
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Matilda
If you have me, you want to share me. But if you share me, you no
longer have me. What am I?

A secret

“Daddy!” Jax screams.
Home. He’s home from Chicago. My grin and heartbeat collide in a circus of emotions.
Balthazar peers in at us while knocking on the glass pane of the kitchen door. He saunters
inside, a joyful smile on his face, as the boys and I play on the kitchen floor.
“Daddy…we found titties under da bitch!”
“You did?” Balthazar crooks an eyebrow at me as he squats to greet us.
“Indeed we did. Four kitties under the bridge! Two calicos and two red tabbies,” I say as
the mewing kittens climb over the boys. “Looks like Clive gave birth about three or four weeks
ago, I’m guessing, based on how big they are. She hasn’t been sleeping in the barn, so I kind of
figured.”
“My goodness. And you found…markers and skirts too?” Balthazar eyes up the boys and
their color-scribbled bodies.
“How was the trip?”
“Good. Got what I needed to mess around all winter in the greenhouse.” He gets up and
roams to the sink. Then he fills a glass. “How about you guys?”
“We had lots of fun—adventures, animals, crafts. We helped out at the shelter a bit and
dropped off dog beds I made. Oh! And the boys are using the potty. Sometimes for ‘other
things,’ but it’s mostly productive.”
“Other things?” He scoots next to me on the floor.

Tingles run down my spine as he inhales my neck then places a kiss right there. I’m
dying for a long night locked in a dimly lit bedroom with him. I’d do about anything for that. I
may need him to prove he wants me for more than his horny needs, but there’s plenty we can do
without consummating this thing on that level.
“I was cleaning upstairs and they were playing in my drawers. I guess flushing all of my
panties down the toilet sounded like the next most obvious thing to them.”
“Those are my boys, playing in your drawers! Stealing your knickers!”
“Very funny.” I smack him on the chest. My heart skids as he captures my hand then
twists his fingers with mine. Does his heart do the same?
“Did you color my children yourself?” he asks, pulling the boys onto his lap, examining
their scribbled naked skin.
“They colored each other. These two are like raccoons. They found my art supplies while
I was sewing. They were doing rather well on my bedroom walls, which didn’t bother me one
bit.” I laugh as he cringes, but he quickly recovers when I glare at him. “But then, minutes later, I
turned around and, well… Let’s just say it’ll wear off in a few days. They kept saying, ‘Like
Daddy… Like Daddy,’ when I asked why they colored on each other. You are a rather welltatted guy. You can hardly blame them for wanting to be like you.”
“You boys should behave,” Balthazar says, tickling the twins.
“I am being haved, Daddy!” Jinx giggles.
“I’ve got something out in the truck for you, muffin.” Balthazar stands and pulls me up
against his chest.
My god, he smells good, and to be near him like this, it’s a wonder we’ve made it so long
with so little…everything. “That sounds dirty.” I stand on my toes to reach his lips.
He groans as he looks down at my cleavage then back to my eyes.
“And I have got something sweet for you, sugar britches. I made you a trifle.”
“That sounds naughty. A naughty trifle?” he whispers into a bite on my neck, which
makes me yelp. He licks that spot then blows across it. “I want to lick your sweet naughty trifle
tonight, every damned creamy bite will be mine later.”
I laugh as I tuck my head beside his neck. “That sounds very naughty, but you’re still
proving yourself, remember?”

“Still? Fuck! Fine, come with me for a little more proving. I want pussy parole soon.” He
grabs my hand and leads me outside, telling the boys to come along as well.
“Pigs!” I squeal, not caring if I sound like one. “Pigs! Oh my goodness, Balthazar! You
bought us pigs!”
“I bought you pigs. I figured I had my work cut out for me in winning you over,” he says,
as his hands land on my bottom.
“Pigs. I can’t believe it!” I reach into the box next to his truck and bring up a small
caramel-and-black-spotted pig. Then I pick the other up.
“They’re called kunekunes. They won’t get too big. They’ll make nice pets. Apparently,
they’re tasty to eat as well.”
I elbow him in the ribs, disgusted by the idea of eating them. “Don’t worry, love. We
won’t eat ’em.” He leans in toward my ear. “I’m only hungry to eat you.”
I turn to look at him smiling at me as his head is haloed by the sun. Now this is a step
forward.
“By the way you’re acting, you’d think I’d just given you a diamond ring.” He turns beet
red, which is about the cutest thing.
“Hell no. I’d take a critter any day over a diamond. You don’t know that about me?”
He grins, throwing on his baseball cap. “Figured as much.”
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Balthazar
My thunder comes before my lightning.
My lightning comes before my rain.
And my rain dries all the ground it touches.
What am I?

A volcano

I spend most of the day working in the fields, and as I’m about to head home from the
front ten acres, I check for mail. Two thick packages and a stack of bills fill the mailbox. I rip
one package open, to find knickers for Matilda. Not just any knickers. The most seductionworthy little numbers I could locate online. Selfishly maybe. But I did want to replace the ones
the boys flushed. The second package feels hard like a book; I tear into it. The title makes me
smile.
What to Expect with Toddlers. Good lord. And she’s not even their mother. No, she’s
better.
We’ve been taking it slowly since that damn storm brought us back together. It terrified
the hell out of her, lucky for me it scared her straight into my arms. Now it’s up to me to let her
know that each step we take is about trust. I might not be the easiest guy to live with, I’ll admit
my temper can get the best of me from time to time. With Lavinia it was never a problem, she
was pretty damn hot in the head too. It’s no wonder we ended up the way we did. Apart. Matilda
isn’t much of a fighter, but she’s no wallflower either. The thing that’s surprising me the most
about us is how she continues to strip me of my defenses. Breaking down my carefully built
walls seems to be her specialty. It’s almost like she’s stealing things from me, and yet it feels like
a gift I had no idea I wanted for the longest time.

With the twins asleep for a late afternoon nap, I peek in on Matilda, who is in her
bedroom, humming along with her sewing machine. I don’t know what she’s making this time,
but there’s always something.
“Hey, muffin.” I lean against the doorway, as she perches on her sewing chair.
“Hey, farmer boy. Whatcha doing?” She glances over as she takes her foot off the
machine’s pedal.
Sunlight streams in particle-filled beams around her, setting off the softness of her skin
and hair, making her violet eyes lighter than usual.
“Wondering if I might convince you to get naked, so I can dress you up in some knickers
that just came in the mail. Might need to strip you back down though afterwards.”
“Come again?” She laughs as I walk behind her and crouch to kiss her neck.
“You heard me,” I say against her ear. “What are you making there anyway?”
“Halloween costumes for the boys.” She giggles as my breath tickles her nape.
I skate my hands around her waist. It’s one of the things I love about Matilda: her
womanly figure. She has soft curves she appreciates and shows off all too well.
“What’re they going to be for Halloween?”
“Jax wants to be a pirate… Jinx a princess.”
“Oh, well…okay. I guess that works. Not that my opinion holds any weight on this topic.”
“Hey, um…” She looks at her hands, which are resting in her lap. “I didn’t text you
earlier when you were in the fields, but we had a little accident today. Jax fell out of a tree and
broke his left wrist. He’s fine and—”
I stand as she turns to me. “Fine? The fuck? Where were you?”
“What? I was right there.” She shoots off her chair. “I saw it happen and we all went to
the ER. It’s a minor break. The doctor said he sees them all the time. Don’t panic.”
“In three-year-olds? What the hell were they doing climbing a tree? Good god, can you
do—”
“Are you serious?” she says as she clasps her throat with a hand.
I grind my jaw, hoping I’m not yelling as loudly as I think I am. Or want to.
“Please tell me you’re messing with me right now,” she says. “It was an accident.” Her
voice escalates. “I would never, not ever, do anything to hurt those boys. You know that.” She
bites the back of her hand as she exhales deeply.

“I’m not mad,” I lie. Spinning away, I take a deep breath. Oh fuck. Then I explode. “My
kid broke his wrist today and you didn’t want to bother me?” I take three long strides as she
backs against the wall. “They are all I have! These boys are it! You should have come for me!
I’m their father and you’re—”
“Yeah. Got it.” Tears gleam in her eyes as they darken. Her fingertips touch her lips, and
the quiver they hold. But her hand catches my eye by the way it’s trembling. “I know what I
am,” she whispers. “Don’t waste your breath.”
“Matilda, stop,” I say, realizing my mistake. Again. “I’m sorry. I just… I got upset at the
idea of him—”
“No. You stop,” she yells, walking toward me, placing her hands on my chest. They
become fists and she slams them against me as though she’s trying to break down a door. “Stop
everything.” She pounds. “Stop pretending you want me for who I am. Stop thinking I’m going
to be perfect for you or for these kids, because I never will be.” She pounds and pounds again.
“Stop making advances at me when you get horny!” she yells. “Stop asking me for anything.
Any damned thing! I’ve had it with you!” She pounds my chest one last time. I wish she could
hit me harder. Hit some sense into me. I know how good she is. For the boys. And for me.
“Matilda, I’m sorry. Please, I know you’re angry.” I clutch her wrists, but she wriggles
from my grip.
“I don’t think I can do this anymore,” she says. “I don’t think it’s worth it. I don’t think
you’re worth it. You’re supposed to be proving yourself to me and look at you!” She shakes a
finger at me, then marches over to the bed and clutches a pillow to her chest. “Don’t you
understand? I love those boys. I would never hurt them. Or you,” she says, whipping the pillow
onto the floor, then kicking it across the room. I follow her as she strides to the door then starts in
the direction of the stairs.
“But you’d leave them as you’re about to now? Just like Lavinia did? Maybe you are like
her. I had wondered.”
“Go to hell,” she says, “or to wherever it is you go that makes you such a jerk. Just don’t
come to me.”
I chase her out of the bedroom. I’m a fucking prick! She misses the first step past the
landing. In slow motion, I reach out to her shoulder to stop her, to apologize, to claim any piece
of her I can. To break her fall. But her arm flies over her head followed by her body twisting as

she falls forward. Her other hand grabs the front of my shirt, pulling me along with her.
Together, we tumble down the stairs, a mess of flailing arms, legs, yells, and thumps. Until we
land.
“Matilda Independence Pearl.” I groan. “You are a lot of things. Graceful is not one of
them. Nor is invisible. Please, I’m sorry for getting mad. Forgive me.”
“Get off of me, you fucking beast,” she growls. “Off!”

Day after day, I send Aesop trotting off to the lake studio with a new riddle for Matilda.
Day after day, he comes back with no answers. An ass with no answers. Right. Joke’s on me.
I wish I had it in me to be as easygoing as she is about pretty much everything. Having
the boys has only managed to turn my fire up. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for them;
they’re my life. Thing is, with the distance I’ve been gifted more than once from Matilda, I’ve
come to realize I’m struggling with the idea of her not in my life. Her not in my boys’ lives.
They miss the shit out of her. And, hell, I can’t go twenty seconds without her popping into my
head.
It’s been three long weeks. I find myself lying on her bed from time to time, willing her
back to me. Once in a while, I catch her breezing through the yard on her way to the barn or the
chicken coop. I want to run after her, grab her by the hips, and spin her into my arms. Would she
even want this life if I could be her man? This town? Me? My boys? It’s so damn complicated
that it gives me a headache when I think about it. But then the only thing that trumps this regular
headache is the heartache. Now that’s a new feeling. One I’m not quite sure what to do with
besides ask for help.
Alfie taps his fingers on the kitchen table, staring me down with pursed lips and narrowed
eyes.

“I’m not sure you deserve her. You really are a beast.”
“I’m not that bad.” I roll my eyes. “She doesn’t like me for my looks alone.”
“Don’t flatter yourself. On the looks or the likes, bud. She wants nothing to do with you!”
“I need her to forgive me. I need her, gotta get her back once and for all. Come on, Alfie.
You’re more in touch with your inner dude than I am. Help me out here.”
“My inner dude?” He laughs. “You mean my inner queen, don’t you?”
“Fine, yes. I didn’t want to offend.”
“Now this is progress!” He jumps out of his chair and circles the table, eyeing me up.
“All right, then,” I say. “What’s the plan? I can see those gears moving. Let’s have it!”
“We’re going to put on a party, and you are going to dazzle her!” he says, clapping his
hands in my face.
“You think I can get her back with a party? Fuck, let’s have it tonight!” I slam a fist on
the table and grin.
Alfie rolls his eyes and snickers. “You are such a guy. I’m talking about a costume party,
you need to impress the hell out of her, or she’ll be living in that studio until she leaves. You
want that?”
I jump up, panicked. “She’s not leaving, is she?”
“No, not yet,” he says, waving one hand in front of me. “Not if you make her feel like the
most important girl in the world. That, for your information, would be the opposite of invisible.”
The day of the Halloween party rolls around more quickly than I anticipated. Alfie
orchestrated the entire thing, grunt labor provided by me, as the farm got decked out in balloons,
crepe paper, twinkling lights.
“Alfie, you’d better damn well be right about all of this.” I growl as I pull white tights on,
swearing under my breath. “You’d better not just be mocking me by making me wear this shit.”
“Oh, don’t think I’m not enjoying it. A beast in tights. Now turn for me,” he says,
smacking my buns. “Well, no one’s going to call you peanut. My god, man… That’s quite the - ”
“Not another word. Help me with this, whatever this crap is.” I finger the chains that are
sewn over a vest I’m trying to put on.
“You’re just damn lucky I didn’t order you the full metal costume. Hell, at least you’ll be
able to dance with her.”

“There was a metal option? And you went with white tights and this thing?” I ask, sliding
the vest on, feeling too Baryshnikov for my liking.
“I was thinking you had enough body armor already. Just trying to soften your edges a
bit.”
“Oh, you’ve softened me, all right. I may never get hard again after wearing these nut
chokers.”
Alfie takes two steps away from me and nods, then points to the bed. “Sit,” he says with a
frown. “Okay, so here’s the deal. I don’t want to alarm you, but she told me she wouldn’t come
to this unless she could bring a date.”
“A date?” I shoot up to my feet. He shoves me back down.
“Relax. It’s just some guy she’s been going to dinner with. Harmless.”
“She’s been dating?” I lean onto my knees and bury my face in my hands. “And you
knew this all along?”
“He’s sort of a brute, if you ask me.”
“Oh, you’re making me feel like a real prize. I thought I was the brute? She found a better
brute?”
Alfie reaches into a bag and pulls out the boys’ costumes, which Matilda made. “You’re
a beast.” He tosses them onto my lap after inspecting them. “And for the record, it’s far easier to
tame a beast than a brute.”
“A bloody date? This whole party is for me to win her back, and she’s bringing a date?” I
fist my hands at my sides as I hop off the bed. “The hell?”
“I think you’re more of a pussy than a beast.” Alfie snickers as he stills me and works on
my collar. “Are you even listening to yourself?”
“I’m not a pussy, dammit! I’m trying to get some!”
“Well, you won’t get it like that. It’s gonna take some honey for that little queen bee!” He
trills, twirling his finger in the air so I’ll turn around for the tenth time. “Takes one to know one.”
He hums as he smacks my ass.
As night falls around the farm, so do my hopes of winning Matilda back. Why wouldn’t
she be dating? Matilda, the girl with violet eyes. The girl who outshines the stars. The girl who
danced into my world and, by my own doing, straight into another man’s arms.
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Matilda
At the sound of me, men may dream or stamp their feet.
At the sound of me, women may laugh or sometimes weep.

Music

Barrett Hamilton comes by to pick me up at seven on the dot. Comfortably late for the
party is what I have in mind. I’d be lying if I thought for a minute Barrett was anything more
than a beast lure. Balthazar will hate Barrett, from his polished looks to his football bragging to
his thick, invented cheesy sales guy slang. We dated as teenagers once in a while when our
family summered here. He was a cool guy to hang out with back then, and really, for those short
few months, all I was looking for was fun and nothing more.
Balthazar. Even all the time I’ve spent at the animal shelter over the last three weeks
hasn’t distracted me from missing him. Where is our relationship going after tonight? I miss my
circus. My boys—all three of them. I miss Balthazar yelling, “Bloody hell, Matilda! What have
you gone and done now?” I miss waking up in the morning and peeking in the fridge to see just
how much of the pie I’d made the day before he polished off—and what sort of note he might
have left behind. I suppose I’ve made him out to be more of a beast than he ever was. Maybe I
was too sensitive.
What man reads Keats and marks a date and an initial by it? What man reads poems to
his three-year-old boys and sleeps on the floor alongside them? What man, day after day, week
after week sends riddles back and forth to a woman who refuses to play the game? A woman
who’s playing her own game? Shit, was I?
Balthazar Cox—there is something about him. Something crazy and wild and wonderful
that won’t ever be tamed. Something lovely and sweet and sad that will never be healed.

Something rough and tumble and gritty that makes him the uniquely interesting man I’ve
convinced myself I want to love.
So hopelessly. So completely. Does he still initial and date his Keats book when he thinks
of me?
A knock comes to my door as I’m slipping my shoes on. “Well, Barrett, look at you! A
pirate. How about that.” I chuckle, eyeing him up and down.
“You look just… Holy smokes, Tillie. Grace Kelly is all I can say,” he says, nodding.
I back up two steps as the stink of booze oozes out of him and bathes me. “I’m impressed
you know who Grace Kelly is!” I hold one hand up to stop him from stealing a kiss. Or whatever
he thinks he’s doing, getting into my personal space.
“Everyone knows her.” He hiccups once. Then two more times. “She was the star of that
Housewives of New Jersey show the first year it aired. Her tits might not be as huge as your
melons, but she sure was classy.”
Lord help me. This better work tonight. Who under the age of seventy uses the word
classy and calls his date’s tits melons?
Butterflies wander through my belly when I see Balthazar. Dancing. Is he a knight or a
prince? Or a combination of the two? Yes, I pray that he’s both. I need those two things, I think
as my drunk pirate date and I walk through a mob of costumed partygoers.
The boys are attached to his hips, one on each. Their laughter nearly splits me in half as
we near them. With every fiber of my being, I want to run and melt into their union. I want to be
theirs, and I need them to be mine.
“Come on, Tillie. Let’s dance,” Barrett says, dragging me out of the trance I was living
in.
“Oh, um…how about we get a drink first?” I need something. Clearly, he does not. He
yanks my arm as he hauls me to an open spot on the straw-lined dance floor. I wonder if
Balthazar notices us.
“Barrett, slow down,” I say. When his hands land on my rear, I swat them away.
“Oh, relax,” he says, putting his hands back on me again.
I growl at him, hoping that my amped-up inner bitch smacks him squarely in the noggin
with a more obvious no, thank you. “Seriously, cool it. You’re drunk, and I’m not your
scratching post.”

He waggles his eyebrows after burping up some chili-smelling drunken stench. “You
want to scratch my post?”
“God, no,” I mutter under my breath. “Never mind. Just dance.”
Balthazar strolls toward us after a few minutes. I feel a fist close around my heart as my
throat tightens.
“Can I talk to you?” he asks as his hand grasps my arm. I twist away as a battle ensues
inside of me.
“She’s with me,” Barrett slurs.
“Matilda,” he says, ignoring Barrett.
From the corner of my eye I see Tully marching toward us. “Barrett, get your drunken ass
off her, you can dance with me. I got him, babe!”
“Thanks, Tully.”
“Excuse me, Barrett, I need to speak with Balthazar.” Barrett stumbles around swearing
then focuses in on Tully’s tits, which are jam-packed in a cowgirl-looking corset. Hopefully
Rowdy is here.
“Hey,” Balthazar says, reaching out to hold my hands. I form them into fists, then lock
them behind my back. I wish I weren’t angry, wish my knees weren’t buckling, wish my mouth
didn’t feel filled with cotton.
“You brought a date.” His expression is pinched as the muscle in his jaw flicks.
“Imagine that. Someone wants me for me, and not just my body.” I grin.
“Matilda, you’re being unfair.”
“Am I? I’ll give you unfair. I put my feelings for you on the table a long time ago. And
what did you do time and again?”
He cups my cheek with one hand. “I fucked up and I’m sorry. I threw this party for you,
to get you back. I’ll do whatever I can to get you to listen to me, to forgive me.” He drops his eye
to the ground then back up.
“Lavinia would have loved this. A big party.” I snicker. “I thought you knew me, thought
you wanted me for me. Then again, maybe not.” I take a few steps back, then turn to cross the
floor.

He scoops my arm in his. “I’m trying. You didn’t answer one riddle I sent over the last
few weeks, didn’t text me back, or accept my calls. I tried to give you space, thinking that’s what
you wanted. I don’t know how to win you back. But this isn’t it?”
I roll my eyes and shrug. “Find me later, I can’t have this conversation now. It’s a nice
party, thank you. I can tell you went to a lot of trouble, and I appreciate that you’re trying. But I
need you…”
“Alone?” he asks, nodding with a hopeful smile.
“Yeah. I’ll be around. We need to talk, but not on a dance floor.”
“I’ll find you. Please don’t leave,” he says as I walk away, wrapping my arms around my
body.
Tully struts toward me with a huge grin on her face while fisting two bottles of champagne.
“That looked pretty pathetic. It didn’t even end with a kiss, you still playing the stubbornas-fuck card with him?” she says, handing me a bottle. I take a long much-needed drink then let
out a breath I might have held the whole time Balthazar and I talked.
“Unfortunately yes. I’m head over heels, it would be easy for me to invite him into my
bedroom tonight for some sexual healing, but then…”
Tully smacks my forehead with her open palm. “Then nothing. Do it! Unless you plan on
taking Barrett for a spin.” She puts a finger down her throat. “I think you might be overthinking
the beast thing. He’s a dude, dudes are not to be overthunk. Quote me on that.” She clinks her
bottle to mine and we both take sips. “You keep telling me how much you want him, how
charming and funny and naughty he is and here you are sulking like you’re seventeen. Forgive
him one more time. What kind of night do you want? Him ripping your clothes off, or you
sewing more dog beds for the shelter?”
Hours pass, and I see Balthazar at every turn, his broad shoulders as he’s talking to
someone. His deep, undaunted laugh, so bold and strong that it sounds like it comes from its own
universe. I notice him more than once talking to pretty pirates or other princesses.
Barrett gets so drunk he leaves with another woman, not that I mind one bit. I wander
away from the party, and the imaginary fantasy I’ve turned my relationship with Balthazar into.
As I sit and sway on the old swing under the black arms of the oak tree behind the house, I try to
kick the full moon with each rise of my feet. I pump higher and higher, kicking my legs back
then out.

“I’ve almost got you,” I say to the moon as my feet come closer to the crisp yellow circle
in the sky. “Almost got you that time. One more and you’re all mine.” I swing higher and higher.
“Wish I were yours,” he says at my side.
I nearly fly off the swing. Balthazar. His eye is dark and arresting with an unmistakable
hurt stinging the rim. I drag my feet on the grass to stop.
“I lose my guts around you, Matilda,” he says quietly, but I hear every word. “I’ve never
had a woman make me feel so weak and so powerful when she looks at me. I’m pretty sure I
don’t deserve you. But I want you regardless.”
Adrenaline smacks every nerve in my body. I need to forgive him, another chance at us
only seems fair. Then why is this so hard for me?
“Matilda.” He grabs the ropes of the swing as he squats in front of me, sliding his hands
down until they settle near my hips. His thumbs press into my skin, and his touch makes me
grateful I’m sitting down. He’s a midsummer thunderstorm to my heart. Terrifying. But I want to
face that fear and clobber it.
“A very big part of me wants to tell you to go to hell, Balthazar Cox.”
“Been there for weeks.” He chuckles. Then he adds, “Matilda Pearl.”
The way he says my name with his hoarse accent, enunciating the end with a longer-thannormal ahhhh, melts me. It’s as though he’s relieved and filled with pleasure when it comes out
of him.
I can barely stand to look at him, to be so close and wonder how far apart we really might
be. I’m a wretched mess of need. I wondered if, after having stayed away, I’d feel differently
about him. And I do. I only want him more.
“You make me feel alive,” he says, tipping my chin up as his thumb brushes my cheek.
“What were you before?” My hands shake. He holds so much power over me I want to
burst.
“Numb by design.”
I clear my throat and tighten my grip on the ropes as everything inside me fights for
strength. “I’ve been right under your nose for months, wondering if you’d reach for me.
Wondering if I took one step too many and it landed me over the edge, would you save me? But,
now, I know. I’m not someone who needs saving. But you are. You need it, don’t you? How did
I miss it?”

His hands slide around my waist. “I’d do anything to have you back.”
I laugh, though I’m thrilled at his admission. “You’ve never had me.” Our knowing grins
meet.
“I’d do anything to have you,” he amends. “And to have your heart.”
“Let me tell you something about my heart.” I tap his chest with one finger as I bounce
my knee. “It doesn’t pretend. It reveals. I trust that it won’t trick me. But what I don’t trust is that
you won’t.”
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Matilda
I am seen in the water
If seen in the sky,
I am in the rainbow,
a jay’s feaTher,
And lapis lazuli.

Blue

Tears prick my eyes then run over in one blink. I don’t do a thing to stop them. He hurt
me; he needs to know. Even though I want him more than anything, he still needs to hear me out.
He’s a good man, a kind person. We’ve had some bumps along the way, and I know I need
thicker skin. If this thing between us grows, it won’t be perfect. No relationship is; no person is.
He will hurt me again, likely unknowingly. I will probably hurt him a time or two as well.
“You,” he says softly, brushing my tears with his fingertips. “With your pretty smile and
glittering eyes. Tear-tracked cheeks and soft curves. You, with your thousand-lives-lived soul
and stitched-up heart. You’re it. The only one I want. The only one I need. Please come back to
me. Forgive me. I know we’ve been through this a couple of times. I might be hardheaded.
Might not be perfect. But fucking hell, Matilda. I miss you. I’ll do anything. You name it—
anything.”
His lips aren’t on mine, but his smile jumps under my skin and skids its way into my
heart. This might beat a kiss. My gosh, it just might. This fierce man, I think, realizing my
mistakes. He still has a lot of little boy in him. Raised in an orphanage then glomming onto
Lavinia, thinking that was love.
“You gonna use those on me?” I ask, gazing at his mouth.

“What?” His eyes sparkle.
“Those lips.” My pulse flutters in my throat. Can we do this? Again? Then what? How
many more times? This is it. Once more. I’ll give him one more chance.
“Hell yes, I am. Gonna use them all over you if you’ll let me.”
“Kiss me, Balthazar,” I say, believing that he sees me. I’m not invisible as I thought I was
and I’m not darkness like Lavinia. Maybe for once, I’m the bright-side, and he needs my light.
“I dare you to want me the way I want you,” he says, tasting of beer and forgiveness as
his lips feather mine.
His tongue slides into my hungry mouth. My mouth, which has been craving his lips for
weeks. Maybe tonight, once and for all, we can consummate this thing.
“Pretty sure I already do,” I whisper.
“Yeah?” he says with a grin that makes my heart turn over.
“Oh, yeah. Definitely.”
Past midnight, after all the partygoers have left, I stand outside Balthazar’s bedroom,
listening to him read to his angels. They’ve fallen asleep and woken up twice now. He patiently
addresses every question, every need, every tiny second of wonder. They are his world, and
incredibly, even though his arms seem full, his heart has lots of space, from what he’s told me
tonight. Not just space—need. While his sweet boys are everything to him, he’s finally realizing
that love has shown her face. I have to wonder if it feels like the first time.
“Hey, pretty eyes.” He strolls into my room a half hour later with a smile full of
possibility, a bottle of champagne, and two glasses. His T-shirt—painted on tight—sends my
pheromones flying. Until my eyes drop to his low-slung sweatpants and bare feet.
“Hey, sugar britches. The boys down for the count?” I place my Kindle on the nightstand.
“Amazingly, yes.” He smiles almost to himself as he sweeps one hand through his messy
hair. “I wasn’t sure what would happen tonight after all the soda, caramel apples, and general
mayhem.”
I roll onto my side as I snug the sheet above my bursting cleavage. “They had no choice
in the matter.”
“That right?” He sits on the edge of the bed, placing one hand on my covered thigh.
“How so?”
“I told them it was time.” I nod after he smiles.

“Time?” he says with a cocky grin while pouring the champagne. This makes me crack
up, as I’ve only ever seen Balthazar drink beer. He clinks his glass against mine and asks,
“What’ve you got on under there? You hiding from me?” He playfully tugs at the sheet as I pull
it up higher.
“Not hiding, just waiting.” I scoot up as I take a long sip of the bubbly.
He pulls at the top of the sheet then tickles my jaw with two fingers until I let the fabric
go. “Jesus, Matilda.” He grins as he slides the sheet down to reveal my lingerie-clad body.
I suppose it was wishful thinking on my part that we’d end up like this tonight. It sure as
hell was not going to be with Barrett. Bombed Barrett, who thankfully ended up leaving early
with that drunk pirate girl.
Balthazar hums out a deep noise as he touches my face and the edge of my hairline so
gently that my skin bristles. He’s beautiful, with that one eye doing all the wandering over my
features while the blind eye sleeps mysteriously under his sexy, black patch.
“Do you forgive me for waiting so long?” he asks in a caring tone that lights my insides.
“Forgive you for not seeing me?”
“I’ve always seen you,” he says beside my ear. He inhales my hair and then my neck,
placing a slow, soft kiss on my collarbone, before he continues, “I didn’t know what to do with
those feelings. Didn’t even know what to call them, besides foreign. I wish I could tell you I
know what loving someone means. What all the elements of it are. I keep trying find it in poems
and my writing... I keep trying to define it in my head. I now think I’ve found it in you.”
“I’m not sure it’s definable, and maybe it’s not even the same for each person you love.
You love your boys, and surely you can define that.”
“Yeah, but I mean…loving a woman.” He traces a line down my belly with one finger,
sending goose bumps racing. “Loving you.”
Our eyes come together in an electric juncture, shaking something loose inside me.
Loving you…
“Is that what you think you feel for me? You think you love me?”
“Well, if I don’t…then at least I know I want to. You undress me, Matilda. You’ve ripped
open my rib cage and carved soft lines of yourself into my heart. I might not be easy to love, but
maybe you could…try…loving me. Because I have no choice about what I’m feeling, and if it’s
not love, then I don’t know what it is.”

Balthazar’s gaze falls to his finger, which continues to trace lines over my skin.
Sometimes, he gets close to dipping under the lace of my panties, making me feel like he has
some sort of tether on my libido. He looks up to my face again, likely knowing how he’s
affecting me, as a tiny smirk forms on his lips. My mouth follows, as a mile-wide grin slides
over my face.
“What is it when you wake up and think of one person, wishing they were next to you?”
he says, fingering the lace on my hip. “What is it when you fall asleep seeing only that person’s
face? What is it when, fifty times a day, that person enters your brain and yanks at your heart and
seeps into your pores as though they live inside you? What is that?” He pauses, but I know he’s
not looking for an answer from me.
“You’re everywhere, Matilda. Is that love? I want to believe it is. No one, not once when
I was growing up, told me they loved me. Not once,” he repeats, tearing a chunk out of my heart.
“I’m a long way from ideal, and I know the idea of me and you is complicated, with lots of
moving parts.” He sighs. Then his fingers entwine with mine, leaving me in a puddle of desire
and forgiveness as he kisses each fingertip. “I’m not asking you to fix or save me. But do you
think you could simply love me? And show me how to love you?”
We stare at each other for a few seconds, until I scoot up to a sitting position and lean
into his body.
“You want that do you?” My knees press against him.
He nods then wreathes my waist and drags me onto his lap. My legs fall off his thighs as I
nestle my face into his neck. Home.
“Balthazar,” I say softly, loving the feel of my body against his and the manly scent of
him drifting through my senses, stirring everything inside me that wasn’t already awake and
tingling.
“I want more than that, but yes. I want you to love me, to try.”
I press my forehead to his. To try. The man has no idea how far inside me he’s already
wedged himself. Does he not see it? How was my sister his in the first place? Maybe the
universe conspired with some otherworldly force and their relationship existed solely for him to
come to me.
“Kiss me, Matilda. Show me that you want me the way I want you.”

I inhale his air before our lips meet in a sweet promise. Everything I’ve felt about him for
the last few months comes together in this kiss. He makes a deep sound that vibrates down my
throat and wraps itself around my heart. The excited, wound-up feelings I already had skip
around and go carnival wild. Not even butterflies hold a torch to the mess of beautiful emotions I
feel as his tongue slides over mine while his arms pull me tight against him.
“I won’t stop tonight unless you tell me now you don’t want this. I need to make love to
you. It’s been too long. Have to have you… Have to love you tonight.”
I want him to rip all the lace off my body, then I want all of me falling onto all of him.
“You are proof alone that I can love,” he whispers against my ear as he unclasps my bra.
“I know you can love. I’ve seen it. You have a beautiful heart. I’m happy it wants mine.”
“Yeah?” he says, as my eyes meet his. His eye falls to my chest as the straps of my bra,
fall down my arms. “I’ve been writing a new play,” he whispers while kissing a trail down my
throat. “Every time I get stuck, I picture you and my hand moves as fast as my heart beats.”
I savor his gaze when it floats across my body. It’s more comforting than a fire on a cold
winter night.
“God, Matilda. To hold you… Touch you.” He pants against my skin, my pulse triples at
the same time his wet lips inch down. “To have you here… You’re so beautiful… All of you.”
His lips find my breasts and his hands grab the sides of my panties. The pace of our
explorations quickens seconds after he’s slid them down my legs.
“C’mere.” He groans, tossing us farther onto the bed.
“Matilda…love, are you on anything…the pill or…”
“Yeah. I’m covered. And haven’t been with anyone in a long time.”
“Would you be okay if I didn’t use anything? It’s been years since I’ve been with a
woman in any way. Unless…”
“No, it’s fine. I mean… Yeah, it’s okay… I’m okay if you don’t.”
“Christ, yes. To feel you bare… You want this, don’t you?” He kisses my chest then my
lips.
I love watching his excitement rise as his breathing changes and his hands wander.
“Yeah, I do. I want to be with you.”

He grabs the back of his T-shirt with one hand and drags it over his head while I stare.
Lord, those abs and the way his body contorts when he moves. He goes to his feet, slides his
sweats off, and takes the root of his erection in his hand. God, help me. He’s beautiful.
A cocky smile skates across his face as he catches me having my own little sexual fixation,
which teases all of my senses.
“It’s too dark in here for me to see if you’re blushing. Are you? I like it when you blush.”
“Maybe a little.” Balthazar kneels between my legs then pushes them apart with one
thigh, the muscles in it forming hard lines. His body falls forward, but he catches himself, his
hands landing on either side of my torso.
“I know you said you’d never had anyone”—his face presses against my belly then
continues to slide farther down—“anyone lick you everywhere.” His teeth graze my hip.
I close my eyes, relishing the way his lips slide along my skin as his hands follow after
them. They land on the insides of my thighs and push my legs farther open.
“Matilda,” he hisses.
I grab his shoulders while drawing a ragged breath as his tongue strokes between my
legs. My fingers weave through his hair, and my back arches while the hungry swipe of his
tongue and fingers discover me in enthused and decadent ways.
“Balthazar.” I moan as I rise on my elbows to watch him.
His eye lifts to mine, and his mouth smiles against my skin as he groans out a selfindulgent sound. His movements go from slow and calculated to raw and deliciously dirty.
Everything he does manipulates my emotions and desire as I memorize this feeling of building
and falling, flying and breaking. I convulse with pleasure as my orgasm hits and wracks through
my body in delicious waves of relief. I’m embedded in him as deeply as he is in me. Maybe even
more.
After crawling up my body and nuzzling my neck, he says, “If love had a face, Matilda, I
swear it would be yours.”
“Mmm.” I hum as I recover from my orgasm-induced coma. “That was my, um…”
“First?” He smiles proudly. “But you’ve been with guys?” He drags a finger across my
bottom lip as his eye wanders to that spot then up to my eyes.
I nod lazily, unable to wipe away the smile pasted on my face. “Yeah, yeah. Plenty.”
“But they’d never done that?” he asks, sounding amused.

“Never. Jesus…no. I sort of told you that a while back.” I chuckle while thinking through
the guys I’ve been with, none of them anything close to a man like Balthazar. “I guess that’s
what a girl might call nirvana.”
“Mmmhmm. That felt pretty good, eh? Or maybe this,” he says, settling between my
legs.
Oh, Jesus, yeah, is all I think with the weight of his erection pressing against me.
My hands slide down his taut back muscles, landing on his ass. It allows me to get closer
and feel more of him.
“You’re one solid mass of muscle, aren’t you?”
“Love, you haven’t felt my muscle yet.” He grins as his mouth lands on mine while he
drags his girth against me in tease.
I reach down to feel us seconds away from connecting to each other. “You’re quite a
tease,” I say softly. “I’ve been ready for a while. Months.”
“Months? You should’ve been more obvious. All of that wasted time… We could’ve
been messing around.”
“You were a beastly brit. There was no messing to be had,” I whisper with a firmly
planted smirk that has him laughing.
Balthazar grips the back of my neck with one hand while bracing himself with the other,
as my heartbeat quickens. His eye falls into a heavy, hooded gaze. “Matilda,” he hisses as he
enters me.
And he’s entering me in every possible way. Every door inside me opens, every
possibility of an us finally within reach. This sex was never going to be the mere conjoining of
parts. I knew all along that, if the two of us ever got to this point, we’d be a cyclone. A full
immersion of passion meets lust wrapped in a magnitude of infinite emotion. I’ve never been
with someone who makes me feel as if their entire being is entwined with mine. I catch myself
holding my breath, and then I gasp as we connect. Our pulses match, our heartbeats racing as our
nearly silent dance of desire takes us to a new plane.
“Oh, love. God, you feel good. Tight, wet…fuck are you wet.” Balthazar swears once
again under his breath as he thrusts in and out of me. His hand slides under my thigh. Then he
hitches my leg onto his back as his mouth collides with mine.

His intense kiss is filled with a new story I can taste with each deep lick. It says, Find me,
forgive me, be with me. And it tells me how visible I am to him. I want to tell him so many
things, each of them wrapped in a promise that says, I want you for you. Only for you. I need
you.
Our hips collide in smooth accord as he slips his hands under my arms and grips my
shoulders, anchoring me to him. His one eye never leaves mine as he rocks against me.
“Matilda, you’re so beautiful to be with. I’ve wanted this for… Bloody hell… Too damn
long,” he says, flipping me on top of him as he rolls onto his back. “Show me, love. Show me
how you like it. Move on me, I need to watch you. Then I’m gonna fill you with my cum.”
I skim my hands up his wet, firm torso, his slow throbs piercing me. He watches me
study and touch him at the same time his body undulates beneath me. I grind against him, fully
aroused, and when his teeth catch my breasts and nip me, my hips slow. He glides his cock out,
and his fingers slip between my legs and rub me gently until I moan and beg for him to enter me.
With an animal-like groan he slides his thick length inside. His tongue, his hands, his hips find
me as though he knows my body by rote. As though I’ve always been his. Could that ever be?
He closes his eye and arches up to me as I break and call out his name, every nerve
ending in my body alive when I climax.
“Matilda…fuck…I’m…” He pulls my mouth to his as he swells while my body tightens
around him. “God, yes, god…Matilda,” he hisses, while his hands hold me against him.
“Balthazar!” I cry out, letting myself go, every part of me feeling at one with him.
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Balthazar
Of no use to one
Yet absolute bliss to two.
The small boy gets it for nothing.
The young man has to lie for it.
The old man has to buy it.
The baby’s rIghT,
The lover’s prIvIlege,
The hypocrITe’s mask.
To the young girl, faith;
To the married woman, hope;
To the old maid, charity.
What am I?

Kiss

“Can I sleep in here with you tonight?”
A lazy smile forms on Matilda’s lips. “You’d be in deep trouble if you didn’t.”
Her hand traces a line from my abdomen to my chest then down again. “I’m just gonna
crack the door on the boys’ room and leave ours open so they can come in here in the morning.
That okay?”
“As long as it’s okay with you that they see us like this? Together?”
“Well, naturally they’ll have no idea that Daddy fucked the ‘pincess’ all night long.
They’ll be delighted to see you here. I can’t tell you how much they’ve missed you.” I roll off
the side of the bed, cross the hall and look in on the boys, who are wrapped around each other.
To think of them waking in the morning to see me sleeping with Matilda thrills me. I’ve never

heard them ask for anyone more than they asked for Matilda over the past few weeks. And, every
time they’d spoken her name—Mamama—it ached all over inside me.
They’re all I’ve had until now. I’m assuming a lot by thinking this way. All of it’s a
massive risk; all of it’s a universe of complications. But, after having been away from her,
knowing she was close by, well… It’s a risk worth taking. She’s worth it. I’ll deal with Everit
when the time comes.
I slide back into Matilda’s bed and spoon my body against her soft curves. She purrs out
a contended sound as she rolls onto her back and sleepily looks up at me.
“The way you look at me, so full of hunger and hope… It makes my heartbeat go wild,”
she says.
“I want to believe I’ve always looked at you this way.”
“I might beg to differ.”
“Who made you feel that way, pretty eyes? Who made you feel invisible?”
“When I was growing up, all I ever wanted was to be seen. I remember my need getting
stronger after my mom passed from cancer. It obviously had a huge effect on me and Lavinia.
Maybe that’s when she started taking center stage even more… I don’t know. By the time I was
maybe thirteen or so, I was dying my hair and making my own clothes from thrift store stuff. I’m
sure I looked like an Easter basket most days!”
“But you still felt invisible?”
“For a very long time, until I realized it was more of an insecurity on my part. That sort
of happened to me again when I became conscious of my feelings for you. I bought in early on
and felt that all the angsty stuff was being directed at me because you didn’t see me.”
“Let me tell you firsthand: it would be tough not to see you.”
“And what about all the ‘it’s too complicated’ stuff? Haven’t we only complicated things
more?”
I wind my legs with hers as I stroke her skin. Do I tell her that the depth of my
unhappiness when I’m not with her is bottomless? Do I tell her that I was drowning without her
air, without her life raft of a soul?
“I don’t know,” I say. “I sort of feel like we just simplified things.”
“Maybe for now,” she says with a shrug.
“Now is good for me.” I’m lying. Now will never be enough. But it’s what I have.

She smiles as she wraps her arms around my neck and kisses my chest. “You want this
farm, and Dad made you a deal. That’s complicated.” She lets out a sigh.
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, muffin.”
“I’m always ahead of myself.” She giggles sweetly. “I’m the original riddle.”
When we wake up in the morning, the boys are still asleep, and every part of me wants to
climb all over Matilda again. But, with the boys across the hall, likely to be pouncing on us any
second, I maul her neck and her mouth instead. I enjoy every naked inch of her skin, not to
mention her giggles and quiet, sexy whispers until we hear the boys stirring.
“I’m gonna head down and whip up some breakfast. You like eggs in a hole?” Matilda
sits up and stretches her arms over her head then falls onto me.
“That sounds pretty damn filthy.”
She rolls her eyes.
I laugh. “I prefer sausage in a hole if it’s a serious breakfast question.”
“You’re the filthy one! I’ll just make them. The kids’ll think they’re great. You can have
the naughty version later.”
I clutch handfuls of her gorgeous bottom. What an ass this girl has.
“Oh man, I’d better get down to the kitchen or your kids are going to be walking in on a
feast. I don’t think anything about that would be good. You coming down?” she says, trying to
escape my arms as she giggles.
“I’m going down, muffin. Bloody hell, am I!” I lift her legs over my face and bite her
inner thigh, though all I really want is to have her settle on my mouth.
“You are barbaric! They’re going to catch us! Out of bed now!” She smacks my shoulder
as I turn onto my side, throwing her onto the bed. “Get a move on it!”
Matilda whips up the perfect country breakfast, thrilling the kids to pieces with her eggsin-the-hole business. The trouble she goes to amazes me sometimes. I drink my coffee, watching
her take a heart-shaped cookie cutter to every slice of bread, making the hole to fry each egg in. I
can’t help but think what sorts of memories she’ll create for the boys with the upcoming
holidays. They’re likely too young to remember any of the things she does, but it still warms me
to picture our house and the idea of traditions.
Every thought I have about Matilda, it’s wrapped in a future. Me—Mr. It’s Complicated.
I’m already putting a future together in my mind. I have no idea how it could work, how I could

get to have the farm and her. Funny thing is, as of this moment, it has nothing to do with this
farm but everything to do with the idea of Matilda becoming part of my family. For the first time
in years, everything seems clear.
Later in the morning, I sit down with the paper and my third cup of coffee. Matilda and
the boys walk in the door with Boner, who rubs against my leg. I reach down to scratch him
behind his ears—his favorite spot.
“I need to call Duke. Something’s up with Dump Truck.”
“Dumb Fuck big! He havin’ babies!” Jinx shouts with big eyes as his lips drip with
saliva.
“Dump Truck can’t have babies, mate. He’s a boy just like you.” I clutch the back of his
neck to give him a kiss.
“So, his belly’s bloated?” I ask.
“Yeah. He looks pregnant. About to blow,” Matilda says, cringing.
“Shit, that’s severe. I’m sure he’s got bloat by what you’re describing. We need some
mineral oil, baking soda, and warm water. He can’t be lying down. Either this’ll work or he’ll be
dead by tomorrow.”
“Dead?” she asks, as her mouth drops open.
I head into the pantry to hunt for baking soda, but I look over my shoulder as I respond.
“He’s got bloat, love. That’s a death wish for sheep.”
“How the hell do you know that?” she asks, digging through the kitchen cabinet.
“Worked at a sheep farm after the orphanage. Did about everything you can imagine,
from helping dock tales, to assisting the shearers, to walking out anyone of ’em with bloat. Most
of them die.” I pause when her eyes fill. “Well, let’s get this going. Don’t fret. Not just yet,
okay?”
I make the mix. Then, minutes later, we administer it into Dump Truck’s mouth with a
feeding syringe. Matilda snaps a lead rope to his halter. Then we take turns walking him to
relieve his gas.
“Tully told me the animal shelter might be closing. She’s crushed, so am I. What’ll
happen then to all those animals?”
I chuckle. “Well, I’m going to assume they’ll all end up here.”
“You know what? You can politely go fuck yourself.”

“Who politely fucks themselves? If I could fuck myself it would be hard and multiple
times a day. Nothing polite about it.”
“Just shush!” She walks away from me and collapses against the barn door looking like a
ragamuffin as she slides down it until she’s sitting. Loose bits of hair fall across her face as
mascara stains sit under her eyes. When she notices me staring, her face fills with a curious
smile.
“What are you going to do about it?”
“What the hell can I do? I’m not frigging Noah!”
“Matilda, what are you going to do about it? You told me your thoughts regarding your
trust, maybe this could be your chance.”
A thousand thoughts run through my brain. All of them selfish. Or are they? Maybe she
could stay here in Wisconsin. Would she want that? Maybe the animal shelter is something she
could take over. Make it her thing. These are big thoughts. Too early, too big. Or is her life
overseas her future? I can’t stop picturing her in my universe right here. Then, every time I see
her staying here, I see the flipside. Her on a plane leaving us. Moving back to her life in Paris.
“One, I live in Paris. Two, my dad is more than likely going to flip his lid when he finds
out about us. I have no idea how I could convince him that me sleeping with my dead sister’s
husband is a good thing.” Well, that answers a few of my thoughts. Everit and Lavinia forever
present and complicating my life.
“Wow, what a buzz kill. Have you got someone there? A guy?”
She purses her lips then turns away and focuses on a kitten. “I had one.”
“Care to expand? You look a little green around the gills, pretty eyes. Was he a heart
breaker?”
“I had a boyfriend for eight months. We met early on when I moved over there. He lived
in the same apartment building as I did. He was lovely, fun, and yes…I was a star in his
world…if you must know.”
She stands up and walks toward me. Her limp looking more visible than ever. “We were
driving to tell his family that we were engaged. They lived on the outskirts of Paris, and um…”
Her voice is husky with tears as she hides her face in the crook of her elbow.
“Matilda.” I wrap my arms around her. God, to see her sad. To see a sparkling angel like
her weep—it’s like a knife in the gut. Not once has she mentioned this. Sometimes she needs a

bit of pulling along. She never does advertise herself. Matilda is more of a mystery, and the
intrigue for me is high.
“What happened? Do you want to tell me?”
“It was the first snow of winter and the roads were icy and we…slid.” I hug her tight as I
kiss her head. “We uh…we had an accident,” she says quietly. “He died in the hospital while I
was in surgery. That’s why I have the scar on my leg and the limp,” she says, patting her thigh as
she pushes herself off me and hugs her body. She opens her mouth about to say something, then
spins on her heel and drifts away.
“I’m so sorry, love,” I call out.
“How has this never come up?” I ask as I tug on the ram’s lead rope and stroll to her side.
She twists to face me and shrugs. “This is big stuff, you were engaged and he died?” I’m
conflicted with a myriad of thoughts, and some are very wrong. An odd jealousy, an illogical
resentment, and also a protective I-want-her-to-be-okay emotion that are all battling each other.
“It was big, yeah. All of it was…is,” she says in a torn, thick voice. “I guess since it’s
been almost two years and I’ve gone through lots of healing, it’s not something I talk about. I
don’t need to dwell on it even as big as it was.” She blows out a long drawn-out breath. “My dad
doesn’t know, I was going to tell him, but I never even told Cort’s parents we were engaged
because, well, they wouldn’t have been happy.”
I take her hand in mine and we mosey down the barn aisle. Matilda scoops one of the
kittens up and cuddles it alongside her face. “I loved Cort, but I suppose it wasn’t meant to be.
That had to have happened for a reason, not that I’ll ever know what it is. But odd as it sounds, I
find comfort in knowing that I was able to heal, that I moved on. I’ll always have love in my
heart for Cort. I’ve done a lot of growing up in the last two years, I may not know myself fully,
but I know more. I like where my head is, and my heart,” she says as a small curve lifts on her
lips.
“Those are some pretty mature thoughts for a twenty-two-year-old woman who went
through that kind of loss. You’ve got an old soul in you, love. And for the record, I like where
your heart is too.” I brush my fingers over her jaw then touch my nose to hers. “Have you had a
relationship since Cort?”
“No. I mean…a few dates here and there. Nothing serious,” she says as she sinks her
hands into her coat pockets.

I place my palms on her shoulders, then slide them to her face. Holding her chilled, pink
cheeks in my hands, I say, “I’m going to keep telling you something over and over.” I hope to
hell she eats my words. “You are the furthest thing from invisible. Do you hear me?” I wait for
her eyes to say yes.
She nods the tiniest bit, until the right side of her mouth curls up and her eyes sparkle,
effectively melting me.
“The furthest damn thing. Hell, come on. You’ve got more sparkle than a thousand stars.
You’re that lovely.”
“Yeah?” She bites her lip. She must know. “You think so?”
“I know so.”
She, Matilda Independence Pearl, is beyond lovely, and I plan on doing everything I can
to convince her of two things. One, that she’ll be mine. Two, that she’ll stay. As sad as I am for
her loss, maybe she really won’t want to go back to Paris, back to where she must live in a
cheerless bubble. Now, to convince her dad that I can have her and the farm. That she can have
her trust to fulfill her dream. Everit Pearl, so fucking help me God. He needs to let this girl shine,
see her for once in her damned life.
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Matilda
What is put on a table, cut, but never eaten?

Cards

Balthazar stayed out in the barn all night with Dump Truck, while I camped out with the
boys in the house, made dinner, then read and tucked them into bed. What I didn’t tell him is that
Cort and I never would have made it, I know that now. Evil as it sounds, I’m pretty sure I’m
right about it. Cort wanted to make his own life choices, things his parents never would have
agreed with. There was too much money at stake and too many layers of societal bullshit for
them to let him take the reins on his life. I was a chess piece in his game. Somehow it was okay
for me because I was practically doing the same thing. My father was going to be the last to
know my plans, there was never going to be any choice for him either. As for now? I’ll be just
fine if that trust is not released to me. What I’ve come to realize, is that I won’t be fine without
Balthazar and the boys. There is no trust that could replace the love I feel for them. Losing them
would be too much to recover from. Cort was one thing, they on the other hand, are an entirely
different life-changing thing for me. Where does that leave Paris? Good fucking question,
because if I lose the trust, Balthazar will likely lose the farm as well. We are a package deal, that
is supposed to include a wife. Not me.
At the crack of dawn, Balthazar is crawling into my bed, spooning me, with his freezing
hands sliding under my T-shirt.
I yelp.
“Are those bullets on your chest or are you just happy to see me?”
“Oh my gosh!” I grab his hands as they land on my breasts. “Your hands are ice!” He
groans against my neck. “Is he alive?” I flip over to face him, praying for a miracle.

“Yes, he is.”
“Oh thank god!” I slam a kiss on his mouth. “That’s amazing! I’m so happy. I thought for
sure, well… Oh man…this is great news! Thank you for staying out there with him…keeping
him going, keeping him alive!”
“Not just alive. He’s eating and pooping…and if he was anywhere near you right now,
feeling what I am, well… I’m pretty sure he’d give you another pearl necklace.”
“That’s disgusting.” I chuckle. “I don’t need a repeat.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I was kind of hoping…” he says with an I-want-a-blow-job smile.
“Well, now that’s another story. You deserve something very nice for staying out there
all night long.”
Balthazar’s tongue floats along my bottom lip, making me hope my morning breath is
magically minty. Fat chance.
“I do deserve something special, don’t I?” He groans.
I slide my hands under his shirt to feel his warm chest as he slips his tongue into my
mouth. Ah, this man. With one hand, he yanks his shirt off as I work on his jeans.
“Help me out, big guy.” I tug at his pants with little progress.
He takes them down easily, along with his briefs.
“This right here.” I take hold of his thick erection. “This is beautiful.” Sliding my thumb
over his tip, I drag pre-cum down his length as I kiss his nipples.
“Fuck, Matilda. This’ll be too fast…God, to have you touching me.”
“Not a chance. You’re blowing in my mouth, ’cause I’m the blower. C’mere.” I slink
down his body, under the covers, kissing the hard planes of his stomach as I travel. Relishing the
feel of his skin and the salty taste and smell of his sweat, I lie between his legs.
“This needs to come off,” he whispers, tugging my T-shirt. “This too.” He throws the
duvet to the side. “I need to see what you look like with your lips wrapped around me for the
first time.”
A cocky smirk forms on his face as he shoves another pillow and one arm under his head.
“Matilda,” he says in a husky whisper as I fix my eyes on the bulge of muscle wrapped in
tattoos. It’s an undeniable turn on. “God, you’re sexy. You have no idea what you look like right
now.”

“Doesn’t matter what I look like. It’s you I’m enjoying.” He groans as I suck his tip while
I grip the root of his cock with one hand.
“Fuck yeah…Matilda… Oh, love,” he hisses as his hips buck.
“You like?” I ask, smiling up at him.
He nods and bites his bottom lip. “Like?” He groans. “You’re paradise in the female
form. Fucking paradise.”
Balthazar Cox has one gorgeous cock—and it’s in my mouth. I want to sing it, but my
mouth is abundantly full, so I just think about it instead. He must see the smile in my eyes and
how much enjoyment this is giving me, because a string of words start flowing from his mouth
and his free hand lands on my neck in an encouraging grip.
“That’s it, love… Matilda… Jesus….” He sounds pained, but it’s the opposite as he
releases himself into my mouth seconds later.
He’s not quiet when he lets go—not anything close to it, and a small proud giggle
escapes my lips. And in the same second I consider that he might have been loud enough to wake
the boys. I nervously laugh hoping the door is locked.
“Are you laughing?” he asks.
“Sorry, yeah… Not at you.” I drag my mouth over his hipbone as I crawl up to his neck.
“I was picturing the boys walking in, seeing me with my mouth full of their daddy. That
wouldn’t be good.”
“Don’t worry. I locked the door,” he says in a low, satisfied tone. “They’ll learn how to
knock. No more cock blocking.”
“Why, Balthazar Cox…what is it you’re trying to say?” I nuzzle against his neck,
appreciating the feel of his sweaty body under my arms and against my cheeks.
He kisses the top of my head as he pulls me alongside him. “I was thinking we could
share a room, and they could share a room—of their own.”
“You want to move in together?” My heart thuds.
“Matilda.” He tucks an errant piece of hair behind my ear. His hand runs down my neck,
brushing my nipples, trailing along my belly, then stopping at the lace band of my underwear.
“You want your own room still?” He steals his fingers under the edge of the lace.
“You don’t want to fall asleep next to me? Don’t want me climbing all over you every
night…every morning?”

“Hmm. Well…” I toy, baiting him.
“Do you seriously have to think about it?”
“I’m trying to make you work for it, dummy.” I roll my eyes at him then flick his nipples.
He twists my fingers in his. “Fine by me, pretty eyes. What do you want?”
“To know what makes you tick.”
His hand moves smoothly under the lace band of my panties, then out. “To know what
you see in me. To know if I’m strong enough to handle who you are.”
A thoughtful smile forms on his mouth as his tongue peeks out at the edge of his lip. His
palm feathers across my underwear then lands on the soaked panel, until he moves the lace aside
and strokes me. Just fingertips and his breath on my neck. Everything about him seduces me.
From the way he changed my reality to the way his one eye looks at me as if his heart is
choosing mine. As if he’d informed the universe to create the chaos in our lives for the last few
years just to be able to get to me.
“Christ, you’re wet,” he mutters. His palm caresses my inner thigh and forces my legs
open. He pulls my right knee up high, pinning it against him. “Do you think I’m someone to be
afraid of or someone to love?”
“Someone to love,” I pant out in response as his fingers slip inside me.
“I’m someone to love and you’re someone who deserves love.” His lips hit mine. Then
he grips my hips, lifting me to his face and spreading my legs over it. His jaw floats between my
legs when he grabs handfuls of my ass and pulls me against his lips. I dig my hands into his hair
while I look down to watch his handsome face positioned perfectly—oh lord—so perfectly
between my thighs.
“Matilda, Christ, yes. So fucking sweet.”
The vibration of his groans rumble through me, adding a layer of sexy to his movements
as he licks and opens me, sliding his tongue and his fingers across and inside every inch of my
need. Maybe it’s him or maybe it’s that this is new to me, but I don’t think I last a full minute
before my toes curl, my knees buckle, and I’m uttering all sorts of noises and senseless words
that point to one very obvious direction and overwhelming feeling. Holy fucking orgasm.
“That’s a solid start.” I roll onto my back next to him.
“Just wait, love,” Balthazar says as he rolls up on his side and drapes an arm over me.
“You’re fucking amazing. From your heart to your soul…and every little thing in between.”

“Thanks.” I blush, which is funny considering what he just did to me. “You’re pretty
amazing yourself. And I really mean that. I like that you want to give us a go and that you’re
fighting for me. You make me sort of dizzy in that crazy-for-you way, not to sound like a
complete fawning dork.”
“You’re not a dork. You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever been with. You make me feel
like there are possibilities, things…that, to be honest, I’ve turned my back on for a while.” His
eye falls to my lips. Then he rests his face against my jaw. “I want you to be a part of us,” he
says softly against my neck as he kisses it.
I wonder if he can hear how he’s just cleaved his way into my heart—deeper. Part of
us… How that line he’s just made will exist from here on out just for him, regardless of what
happens. Anyone who can make that sort of engraved line in your heart is worth loving. We
could be an us. A family. A family I adore and want to pour all of myself into.
I don’t care that he was Lavinia’s. That the boys are hers. For once in my life, Lavinia
isn’t outshining me. I close my eyes in disbelief. I need to forgive her. I need to let my past
feelings about her go. We both do.
“Do you want that?” he asks.
Doors open all over inside me, all around me. Possibilities hit me hard. I could have this.
We could. I loved Cort, I can’t deny there was love between us. But Balthazar… He’s a man like
I’ve never known. Maybe we got off to a rough start, or maybe I was too thin-skinned about
everything. I’m clear, I was intimidated that he was hers, but I’m not competing with my dead
sister. He’s putting himself out there. This is something to grab on to; one hell of a brass ring.
“I’d like that, yes. I’d like to be a part of you guys.”
“You’ve already changed me in the few months since we’ve met. That’s not an easy thing
to do to a beastly, stubborn brit like me. I wasn’t expecting to meet you. Not anyone close to
you.”
“I wasn’t expecting to meet you either.” Ever.
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Balthazar
Iron roof, glass walls.
Burns and burns
And never falls.
What am I?

A Lantern

Our first snow of the season smacks us in blizzard form. Wisconsin is one of those
“blink-and-the-weather-may-change” kind of places. Matilda texts me from the road that she’s
just heading into the storm but wants to keep driving. This amazes me considering the accident
with her fiancé. Earlier today, she ran to a sewing store a couple of hours away for supplies she
was hoping to find. I don’t think any of us were expecting what the weather folks had originally
predicted to suddenly become what it is now. Naturally, she’s in what I call her summer car. It’s
the sort of vehicle you might drive if you lived near the beach. Hardly suitable for this neck of
the woods. Matilda can be stubborn, so my mentioning the truck was easily brushed off this
morning. Now that it’s dark and indisputably blizzarding…fuck if I know what she’s thinking.
But it can’t be anything close to thrilled.
Hours go by with no texts or answered calls. I wonder if her phone is dead. Did she even
take a charger? Then another twenty questions fly at me. Is she in the ditch somewhere? Is she
scared? Is she wearing warm enough clothes?
I pace around the kitchen, looking out at the ever-increasing sheets of snow every ten
seconds in hopes that I’ll see car lights shining through the intensity. “Matilda, where the hell are
you?” I mutter under my breath as I check the clock on the kitchen wall for the fiftieth time in
the last hour.

Sick to my stomach, picturing her lost out in the storm, I crack open a beer for nerve
balm. Christ almighty, this woman has claimed pieces of me no one has. No one ever will. Pieces
I don’t want back. In fact, I’d like her to keep them and take the rest of me while she’s at it.
A truck pulls into the driveway twenty minutes later. I throw my down coat and boots on.
Then I traipse through the drifts, toward Rowdy in his plow truck. Maybe he’s seen her car?
A blast of heat butters my face as he rolls his window down. “I don’t want to assume
anything, but Matilda’s here, right?” He pinches his nose bridge after he turns the music on his
radio off.
Snow settles on my neck, as I take the wool hat from my coat pocket and throw it on.
“No. Hell, I’m fucking freaked out. She’s not come home yet. It’s been too long and I can’t reach
her.”
He spits tobacco juice in a mug then gruffly commands, “Get the boys. I’ll grab their car
seats from your truck. Her car’s in the ditch ’bout five miles from here. She’s not in it.”
My heart sprints into my rib cage. “You saw her car? What the hell?”
I run back to the house then charge up the stairs to get the boys. My body is on autopilot,
as my brain has vanished. The boys scream as I stuff them into their snowsuits and then car seats
in Rowdy’s mammoth truck. Luckily it’s the sort of truck that makes a blizzard say, “Oh shit, not
you again.”
“We’ll just follow along slowly. You look out your side, I’ll search mine. I’m gonna go
’bout fifteen,” Rowdy says, gripping my shoulder. “It’s okay, buddy. We’ll find her.”
I swallow over a dry patch, hoping to hell he’s right. Rowdy uses his search light as I use
a massive spotlight, looking for anything in the form of a snow-covered lump in the ditch. I’m
not the praying type, which seems crazy since I was raised Catholic. But, inside, I’m begging and
praying to any damn God or otherworldly saint that might help me get to her before she
surrenders to this wretched storm.
“Rowdy, stop!” I open the door while he’s still going.
Hurdling from the truck, I charge toward a mound in the ditch. I grab Matilda, who’s
face-planted in the snow. In seconds, I’m in the truck’s cab with her on my lap as she rambles
deliriously. Her lips are bluish, and her eyes are iced shut, like the cows’ eyes get on those tenbelow days. All I can do is hold her as Rowdy turns the truck around to take us home.

“Matilda, you hear me, love?” I ask, not expecting any sort of coherent answer. I just
want her breathing more easily, to thaw. To look at me. Her tiny body feels like an icicle in my
arms.
“What the hell do I do with her once we get inside? A hot bath or blankets? Fuck, what
do I do?”
“I have no idea. I’ll call the ER,” Rowdy says in a calm tone, but I can tell he’s as
nervous about her as I am while he fidgets with the truck’s temperature gauges. “Would you
rather I drive us there…to the ER?” he asks anxiously.
“God, no. It’ll take us an hour. The farm—head there.” I continue blowing air onto her
eyelids.
Rowdy cranks the heat to sauna hot. My heart races as we round the hill on the farm’s
driveway.
Rowdy sets the boys car seats on the kitchen floor. They’re thankfully zonked out. “Call
the ER. I’m taking her upstairs, putting her in the bath, throw some water on for me, will ya?
Make some tea. Spike it. Whatever—scotch, honey too.”
Matilda mumbles about how hot she is. Then cold. Her body shakes in my arms as I fill
the tub and strip her down. I’m terrified. Maybe I’m doing the wrong thing, but I don’t know
what else to do.
“You’re gonna be okay, love. You hear me?” Scared stiff and unsure of my words, I rub
her arms and legs to get her blood moving.
Her eyes are wet and rimmed in black as her lips tremble. Then Rowdy runs up the stairs
only to hesitate at the door.
“Just fucking come in already.”
He hands me a steaming mug. “She might have hypothermia,” he blurts out. “Give her
the tea. They said no booze,” he whispers as if he might scare her.
I take a sip then put the mug to Matilda’s lips. She easily drinks it then lets out a breath.
Her eyes are still shut, but she’s moaning, and color fills her face a minute later.
“Is she mumbling or anything?” Rowdy asks. “They said to get her to talk. Have her
count backward, something like that.” He kneels next to me. “Matilda, can you count with me?”
He puts a comforting hand on my shoulder as we huddle next to the tub, looking down at her
naked body.

I stroke her head then rub her shoulders. “Matilda?”
“Come on, girl. One hundred, ninety-nine, ninety-eight,” Rowdy says with an anxious
look on his face.
“Rowdy,” she says, sounding drugged. With her eyes shut, she wets her lips, swallows,
and exhales deeply. “You looking at my tits?”
“Matilda, oh god. You’re here.” I plunge my arms into the water to hug her.
“Your tits look better than ever, sweetheart.” Rowdy chuckles. “Keep her in the tub. I’ll
get some more tea. You want a beer?” He shuffles to his feet and heads toward the door with a
grateful grin on his face.
“Fuck yeah.” I sigh out a hard breath. “And, Rowdy… Thanks, man. I owe you.”
“You owe me nothing, mad dog,” he says from the hallway. “You want me to bring the
boys up? Lay ’em down?”
“If you wouldn’t mind…please. You’re the best, mate.”
“You got it, boss,” he says as he hits the steps.
“Hey, love,” I whisper against Matilda’s wet neck.
She gazes up at me with a toothy grin. “What the hell happened?”
“We found you in the ditch,” I say quietly, not believing the last hour. “You were a lump
of snow.” I put the cup of tea to her mouth until she pushes it away.
Her watery eyes look exhausted. “What the hell was I thinking?”
I kiss her forehead, feeling so grateful. “I have no idea, but you scared the crap out of
me.” My eyes sting. “I will not lose you.”
“I was fine.” She smiles.
When she shivers, I turn a trickle of hot water on. Relief settles in my gut as more color
in her cheeks appear.
“Fine? Do you know what you mean to me?”
“Not enough to keep Rowdy out of the bathroom.” She chuckles.
“Rowdy saved your life. He deserved a look at your tits for that.”
After I get her out of the bath and dried, she instantly falls asleep in our bed, as I spoon
her. I’m skeptical that I’ll sleep one wink tonight. Just to be pressed against her naked flesh, just
to hear her breathe, just to know she’s okay will keep me awake, thinking about what could have
been and feeling grateful for what wasn’t.

All the stress of losing Lavinia floods my brain. Truth is, as much as I hated her for
leaving us, it nearly killed me when she died. Here I am, years later, and the idea of Matilda
being harmed or leaving me…us…in any way… I can’t even let my mind consider the
possibility. I’ve lost enough.
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Balthazar
whaT Is IT ThaT gIven one, you’ll have eITher Two or none?

A Choice

Weeks fly by, snow falls in heaps, and Matilda’s creativity goes on turbo-charge as we
head into the holidays. Being British, Thanksgiving has never been my thing. But, now, with my
boys and her… Well, I’m reassessing everything. Holidays included. I want everything for the
three of them, happiness being at the top of the list.
Matilda and I have decided to host our first Thanksgiving here at the farm. Along with
Duke, Alfie, and Rowdy, she’s invited her aunt Molly from Michigan. She’s Everit’s sister—
who, according to Matilda, is one of the most interesting and charming people on the planet.
Oddly, she’s another member of the Pearl family Lavinia never liked to talk about. That makes
sense, considering Matilda’s description of her. Eclectic.
Matilda spends every evening sewing, crafting, or baking something for Thanksgiving.
How she never takes a breather blows my mind, she’s busier than a squirrel burying nuts for
winter.
I can’t help but smile as she goes to the stove to stir something that smells of cinnamon.
What a sight to watch her standing there in a flannel shirt, and one of the patchwork skirts she’s
sewn herself, along with a tie of mine around her waist. I bought that tie after I’d won a contest
that changed the arc of my life, thinking I was finally going places and needing to look like it.
I mosey over to her. “Hey, where’d you find this?” I ask, tugging at the tie while peeking
over her shoulder and into the banged-up copper pot. Cider. I inhale the syrupy scent as I kiss her
neck.

“Oh, I, uh…got it in your drawer,” she says, spooning up a sip and twisting her body to
bring it to my mouth. “You don’t mind, do you? I love the plaid.”
“I don’t mind anything you do, and I can think of a few things I’d like you to do. Me for
starters.” She laughs as I sip the sugary, amber liquid off the tip of the wooden spoon. “Ooh,
that’s good, sweet.”
“I thought it was funny,” she says, laying her head on my shoulder as she stirs the cider.
“You and a tie. I had no idea, farm boy.”
I unknot it from her waist. “You really don’t, do you?” With my hands on her hips, I spin
her to face me. “Hands behind your back, it’ll look better on you. Especially when I bend you
over the table and strip off your knickers.”
She waggles her eyebrows then places her hands behind her. “Where’d you get it from?”
she asks as I bind her wrists with it.
I glance at the clock. An hour—we have an hour, I think, trying to remember when I put
the boys down for their nap.
“When I was seventeen, the door to the orphanage opened and I walked out of it for the
last time. I’d never felt more free or more terrified. They’d given me the name of a sheep farmer
on the outskirts of town. I had a backpack, an address, and as much gumption as a donkey in a
circus.”
“And a tie?” she says. “Who would need a tie on a sheep farm?”
After clearing her craft supplies aside, I twirl Matilda around, and onto the tabletop, her
face riding the smooth planes of wood as her hips hit the worn edge.
“Patience,” I say against her neck as I lean over her body. She giggles as I tickle her with
my whispers while my hands slide down her back.
“I worked there for almost a year, until I saw a writing contest in the newspaper that
intrigued me the following November.” I hike her skirt over her hips then tear her lace knickers
away, baring all of her to me. My hands land on her soft cheeks, which I follow with my lips.
“Christ, Matilda. This view of you, bare and tied and bent. Spread your legs, love.” I
glide the length of her wet slit with my tongue. “Sweet Matilda, always so sweet and wet.”
“Balthazar, tell me more, the story, tell me or fuck me.”

Popping my button fly then dropping my jeans and briefs, I continue. I’ve never fully
shared what I’m telling her with anyone before. Some people deserve only part of you, Matilda
commands it all.
“I wanted to win.” I thrust inside her, receiving a pleasure-filled moan in return. “A
dinner, tickets to a play, a plane ticket to America.” I thrust deeper, remembering that day I
wrote my made-up memoirs. “The contest was to write about your favorite childhood memory of
Christmas.” I chuckle, recalling how desperate I was for a new life, to reinvent myself, to
become someone worth knowing. “Fuck, you feel good.” I grip her waist and drive in harder.
Deeper.
“I couldn’t write about the chair legs breaking over my back. The priest. The nuns with
their yellow, crooked teeth and fat moles on their chins.”
She gasps. “Balthazar, Jesus.”
“I knew I could spin my childhood, so I wrote and I wrote, and I kept on writing. Who
wouldn’t believe I was a half-blind orphan taken into an adoring family one frosted-over
December night? I wrote a movie scene I wanted to live in.”
Matilda inhales sharply as I thrust, then slide my hands up her back until I take hold of
her shoulders for leverage.
“Tell me more.” She moans. “I want more of you. The story and you.”
“Fuck, you’re tight, yeah… I’ll give you more, love.” I curl my hips against her bottom,
then drag her hips off the table. She clutches the edge and grinds onto me.
“I wrote my way out of one life and into another. Wrote about the way they took me in to
receive love and kindness. I wrote about overflowing stockings, and a tree burdened with a skirt
full of shiny, ribbon-tied boxes. Loving, doting parents that became my own. Carols, laughter,
and beauty so abundant and perfect…it was dreamlike. It oozed from my pores, my god, it felt
real. Until I looked at my surroundings.”
“Balthazar,” Matilda says quietly, “slow down. I want to feel you. You’re moving so
fast, too fast.”
I slow my hips, realizing how lost I’ve become in my story and her. Memories I don’t
own, a woman I need to claim all of.
“The sheep farm?” she asks.
“Yeah, a barn stall lined with straw and a heap of blankets to chase the chill.” I spit out.

“I need to… I need to fuck you harder, love. You okay with that? I just need…” Need to
get that out of my head. That insane reality I invented to win a prize. An escape. I knew holidays
like that existed. I could steal them, make them my own. Tie a few heartstrings on the thing to
give it some wings. How hard could it be? Who has a more pathetic story than I do?
“Yeah, I’m okay,” she says softly.
I grab a handful of her hair with one hand and her waist with the other. Then I bring her
head back to my mouth while I drape over her back.
“Matilda, I’m in love with you,” I hiss against her neck. “I can’t help myself. I can’t.” I
groan as I drive into her.
“Balthazar, oh god,” she says as my fingertips reach between her legs to give her all the
pleasure she deserves.
“Fuck, I’m so… Come with me,” I groan out seconds before my release. I clutch her tied
hands in mine, entwining my fingers into her firm grip as she cries out in pleasure.
This woman, this lovely, soul-capturing girl—what has she done to me? Who have I
become? Sharing my past, letting her understand where I came from. Revealing the desperation
and ache I grew up with. Can she love a man like me? A man who’s willing to reveal who he
is…the pathetic parts? My whole past wears a patch, not just my eye. I let loose in her as a new
piece of me unfolds, another part of me given to her. Only her.
“Matilda.” I collapse against her back. Then I lift for a second to untie her wrists and flip
her body so I can gaze into her violet eyes.
“I need to know more. You have to tell me. You made up your past? Is it true?”
“Yes. I invented my past. I did that.” I yank my briefs and pants up, exhaling deeply as
she appraises me. “A holiday memory fit for the big screen. Or Broadway, in my case. Now you
know where I came from.”
“All of it?” she says, pulling her knees to her chest, shoving her skirt between her legs.
“Yes, love. All of it.” I snatch two mugs from the shelves and fill them with cider before
handing one to her. “Scotch?” I walk to the pantry…I’ll be spiking mine.
“Yeah, why not?” She holds her mug out to the bottle in my shaky hand as she
straightens her skirt and adjusts her top.
Setting her mug on the table, she slides into a chair. I slump into one in front of her, as
she coils the tie around her hands until she brings it to her nose for a sniff.

“And? You need to finish. What happened?”
“I won.” I flashback to the letter that changed my life, to the feelings I had for who I was
about to become. For the guilt I held for lying. “The contest, the tickets, the dinner, the flight,
and an interview in The Times that brought me my first playwriting opportunity. I lied my way
into a new life. I was finally someone to know. It was stated in print.” I run my hands through
my hair as my stomach tightens.
“And the girl,” she says, curling her hands together with the tie crumpled inside.
“Yes, the girl,” I whisper. “The one that brought me to you, love. Your sister.”
She bites her lips as she kicks the table leg. “You cast her, and this was the tie you
wore?” She throws it around my neck and begins to knot it.
“I cast her. And yes, while wearing this tie.” Her legs wrap around my waist allowing us
to press together. “Hey, you all right? This is a part of me, yeah? You’re the only one I’ve ever
told all of it to. That’s how much you mean to me.”
“I needed to know. Wish I had seen her on stage. I’ll bet she was wonderful, such a
beauty.” A flicker of irritation lights her eyes, “Why did she hate me so much?”
The struggle we share. “Listen, love. We can’t decide how others are going to treat us or
feel about us, but we can certainly decide how we’re going to deal with what they toss our way.”
I stroke her cheek, waiting for the other shoe to drop, tears to fall.
“I shouldn’t care,” she mouths with a quivering lip, which I still with a finger followed by
a kiss.
“But you do, and that’s what makes you so very you.”
Matilda’s been knocked down more than a few times in her life. It’s what makes her who
she is. Someone who’s been through the dregs a time or two. Someone who has perspective.
Someone who, while raised in a privileged home, wasn’t given the love or consideration every
child should be given. She’s had to work for love. No one should have to work for love. Don’t
we all deserve it freely? Or does it come at a cost? Yes, sometimes it does.
Chewing the edge of her thumb, she sucks in a shaky breath. “Did Lavinia know how you
grew up?”
“Only some of it. Very little. Lavinia was all about herself as you know. And that was
fine by me for the longest time. Until she left us. Until she died,” I answer, cupping her jaw,
kissing her face.

“I don’t understand you two. Talk about a riddle.”
“I’m sure everyone has something or someone in their past that they can’t explain. She’s
mine. Maybe Cort is yours. Had he not died you’d be married to him right now.” Rubbing my
nose, I close my eyes. Warm cider and scotch burn my throat as I replay her words in the barn
when she spoke of Cort. It shouldn’t feel right that I’m glad someone is dead, that two people
are. What a hideous thought. It’s evil, but still I’m glad Matilda is mine because they both died.
I open my eyes. Her cheeks flush when her arms fold over her chest. “Had she not died
would you be married still? Would you have forgiven her if she had come back and wanted you
and the boys and the life you shared? If she begged to be with you. Asked for forgiveness.”
“I’ve asked myself that question. I don’t have the answer. Would she have deserved
another chance? I thought I had love with her, but now I know differently. I didn’t have the
perspective.”
A teasing smile crosses her face. “To understand what a good relationship could be?”
“Yeah, to appreciate the depth it can have, or at least the potential of it.”
“What’s going to happen with us?”
“How could you ask that after what I just said, it was directed at you.”
“How can I not ask it considering the obstacles in front of us?”
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Matilda
I turn around once,
What is out will not get in.
I turn around again,
What is in will not get out.

An Iceberg

Thanksgiving has arrived along with my deepened feelings for Balthazar. And while
there’s a lightness inside of me when I think about our relationship and where it’s headed, there
are also things that make my stomach queasy. My dad finding out about us first and foremost. He
could take everything we’ve become and end it. Why does he still hold that power? Does
he…am I letting him?
The hiss of the record player, then the thud of the needle dropping makes my skin buzz.
Balthazar’s breath tickles my ear seconds later. “Dance with me.”
Peter Gabriel’s song “The Book of Love” fills the room as he sweeps me into his arms
and leads me around the kitchen table in gentle turns. As the song nears its end, I step back while
thinking about how my apron is covered in flour and smears of pumpkin pie custard. “I’m a
mess. I need to get upstairs and clean up.”
“You’re stunning. My kind of mess,” he whispers alongside my neck. His arms wrap
around me and I melt into the scent of him—spiced and warm, man, and…what else? My
destiny. I gaze up at his one eye, which is lovingly pinned on my face. Our smiles meet as the
twins grab our legs in a hug before giggling and running away from us.
“You’ve done so much to prepare for today. Thank you.” He places his forehead to mine.
“I’ve never known anyone like you.”

“Aww, shucks.” I giggle. “I kind of like you guys.”
“We kind of like you too,” he says before kissing my nose.
We loop around the kitchen a few more times as the music lulls us into a dream-like
trance. The never-ending swirl of chemistry feels charged when we’re together.
The counters and the table are a jumble of bowls and plates needing to be washed. Cake
sheets are filled with potatoes that are ready to be boiled. Pies are cooling on racks as wine waits
to be chilled. Gravy beginnings are on the stovetop next to the twenty-pound, brined turkey. We
look like a family getting ready for a holiday. I smile and my heart swells at the idea. The four of
us…everything about that sends my thoughts reeling in beautiful chaos. We’ll figure this out. We
have to. But what if Dad threatens to keep the farm? Would that scare Balthazar off? Would he
still want me if he couldn’t raise the boys here? Could I stay here with them if Dad is okay with
the idea of us? Who could ever want anything more than what I’ve found right here? They’ve
captured my heart.
Holy shit hits the fan, is all I can think about telling Dad I’m Balthazar’s girl. My
stomach clenches as I picture him boarding a plane then yanking me out of here, golden
handcuffs attached. I wish I didn’t care that I have a trust, but I do. It’ll give me freedom to work
with and help animals. I can’t help but wonder if he’ll hold up his end of the deal, while I’ve
done nearly nothing to hold up mine. My job to find Balthazar a nanny-come-wife hasn’t crossed
my mind in a while. Why would I search for that person? Why…when it could be me?
“That was nice. Now I have a treat for you,” I say after taking a spoon from the drawer. I
dip it inside the glass trifle bowl in the fridge. “Close your eye.” He smiles and abides. “Open
wide.”
“Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” He chuckles.
“Open, naughty boy, or you won’t get a special made-just-for-you sweet taste.”
He opens his mouth, and I slide the mounded spoon in to receive a wonderful though
startling response in return.
“Matilda Pearl, I swear to god I’d ask you to marry me today if I thought there was a
chance in hell you’d consider it.”
I gasp as a fluttery feeling flies through my gut. “Because I made gingerbread trifle for
you?” I laugh and a heated blush rides my neck. “Well, you have no idea what other sorts of
things I have up my sleeve.” Marry me today?

“If they’re anything as good as what you’ve got hidden in your drawers, I’ll take ’em,” he
says, grabbing my ass. “You’re too good to be true. I know that. Too good.”
I wreath his waist with my arms. “No one has ever said anything so ridiculous to me in
my entire life.”
“That you’re too good to be true? That you’re amazing as fuck? What’s ridiculous is that
you’ve never heard it before.”
Time stops abruptly. The world is still, save the beats of our hearts, which are
unquestionably connecting. I don’t know why his gaze feels like more than I’ve felt before this
instant. His fingers find my face along with my joy-filled tears, which he wipes away. His throat
bobs, and his lips part, and I know this thing between us has changed for him too. All of these
months of uncertainty have become something. Not just feelings or lust-filled emotions. More.
Truths, pledges, needs. All of them colliding at this delicious intersection the two of us are
standing in. A beautiful bubble of love.
“Matilda,” he says as his lips come close to mine while his hands slide behind my neck.
His grip is firm as he pulls me to him.
I breathe his air, closing my eyes. I’m adored and wanted. He wants me.
“Balthazar,” I whisper before his lips hit mine.
His kiss is slow and deep, all encompassing. A sigh escapes my grin. I want to soar
through the chambers of his heart and trip it up in tangles that’ll never allow him to see anyone
but me. I want to be the knots, the carved lines, and the creator of new memories. I want to give
him everything, and I want to take the same from him.
“Matilda,” he says from the cellar of his throat. “I know it’s only November, and we still
have time, but I don’t ever want you to—”
The kitchen door flies open, smacking Aesop. He scrambles to his feet and dashes across
the room, ramming the table as pies, potatoes, and a bottle of scotch slap the floor. In a flurry of
commotion I land on my ass, with an ass on my lap. I don’t know what startles me more: Aesop
straddling me in a pool of scotch and pie or the fact that my father just caught the man I want to
give my heart to giving me the most passionate kiss I’ve ever had in my life.
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Matilda
Two bodies have I,
though both joined in one.
The more still I stand,
the quicker I run.
What am I?

An hourglass

“What in the Sam Hill?” Dad shouts. His gaze bounces between me and Balthazar as
though he’s happened upon a crime scene.
“Everit?” Balthazar says, staggering backward until he collides with me then takes Aesop
off my lap. I laugh nervously as he helps me up.
“Well, I sure as shit ain’t Santa Claus!” Dad snarls. His nostrils flare as his face turns
purple. A look I’m familiar with. It’s the you’ll-never-stop-embarrassing-me look. It’s the
you’ve-always-been-nothing, you’ll-always-be-nothing look.
“Dad? What are you doing?” Here, at our holiday, with my family. Why? Fuck, he saw
us!
“I ought to be asking you that question, Matilda Pearl. Tell me I didn’t just witness you
kissing your sister’s husband.” He growls. “He is your goddamned brother-in-law. Didn’t you do
enough sluttin’ around back in high school?” He wipes one hand down his face as he shakes his
head and snickers. “I swear I thought, once I shipped you off to Paris, you’d get some class.
Hmmphff. But no. Here you are, same old Matilda, looking for attention in all the wrong places.
Going after her husband. Unbelievable!” He drops his bags to the floor.

I clamp my mouth closed as heat licks my skin. Tears burn my eyes. I will them not to
flow over my rims as Balthazar stalks over to my father.
Why does he have bags anyway? I’m sure he thinks Balthazar will gather them up for
him. I’m certain they’ve met, but I’m also confident they don’t know each other. They breathe
air from different universes.
“How fucking dare you talk to Matilda that way in my house!” he yells. “Who the hell do
you think you are, marching in here unannounced, calling her those foul things? The only ass in
this room is clearly you, Everit. Apologize this instant or get the hell out.” He charges into my
father’s space, backing him against the wall.
Dad’s face becomes livid with anger. “Last time I checked this farm was still mine!”
And the door opens again.
“Happy holidays!” Aunt Molly sings. Her giant Carmen-Miranda-looking red hat falls to
the floor, landing in pie. I look down as Aesop saunters over and begins to nibble on it. Carrots?
Yes, of course she has produce on her hat.
“Aunt Molly.” I open my arms to hug her velvet-wrapped body. Her overflowing bosom
molests me, as does her syrupy sweet scent.
“The hell is going on here?” She scratches her head as her eyes explore the kitchen.
“Looks like a bakery and a liquor store’ve been fucking up a storm. Speaking of which, what are
you pouring? Smells like scotch! I’ll take a glass!”
My father is red-faced and fuming, glaring at me then Balthazar as Molly flits around the
room, making herself at home. Her wild, crimson mop of curls end up in Aesop’s mouth as she
bends down to grab her hat.
“He’s eatin’ me!” she screams while slapping Balthazar’s thigh. “You big, burly thing!
For fuck’s sake, help me!”
“Sorry, Aunt Molly,” Balthazar says so politely that it shreds me. He pulls her hair from
Aesop’s mouth and promptly introduces himself. “Balthazar Cox. It’s nice to finally meet you.
Thank you for joining us for the holiday.”
“Any man whose name ends in cock and looks like you is a pleasure to meet,” Aunt
Molly says, getting all Mae West on Balthazar.
“Cox, ma’am.” He chuckles with zero embarrassment.
“Cucks!” Jax declares as he peeks around Balthazar’s legs while looking at Molly.

“Mate, it’s Cox,” Balthazar says, hoisting Jax up onto his hip.
“Jax, meet your great-aunt Molly. Seems to me this is where you got your mop of red
hair from.” He chuckles.
Jax puts his hand up for a high five, and she promptly smacks it. Her smile is billboardsized as she looks him over.
“Give that thing to me, for god’s sake.” She reaches for Jax. “What has this farm
become? The dumping ground for the hot and angelic?”
Jax jumps into her arms and begins playing with her cleavage, sticking his entire hand in
and out of it. She lets him. Paying no mind whatsoever. I’m half tempted to hand him a bag of
marbles.
“Everit, you never told me he was a British hot as stinkin’ hell God! Packed into a holy
Mr. Universe body,” Molly says, grinning while she slams into my father’s side as her gaze falls
over Balthazar.
My dick of a father, who cannot even make eye contact with me without his upper lip
curling in disgust, grunts. He still hasn’t apologized. And he looks like crap. Tired. Maybe mean
people age faster. Frowns must do that to a face.
“Meah,” he says.
What the hell was that? A word? A sentiment?
“Thought I’d surprise you with your father, Matilda. It’s been a while, bunny.”
“And what a nice surprise it is.” I avoid eye contact with anyone as I step over the mess
on the floor and reach into the fridge for a bottle of champagne. I wouldn’t call this feeling I’m
experiencing celebratory. Though a buzz might get me there.
“Aren’t there two of these dumplings?” Molly asks, hunting around for Jinx.
“Try in there.” I point to the den as I wrestle the champagne cork off, missing my dad’s
head by a foot. Darn.
Balthazar quietly cleans up the floor. I’m sure he wants to flatten my father who sits
down in a chair and pulls a newspaper from his briefcase, promptly ignoring us. Well, this feels
familiar.
“Why don’t you go up and change,” Balthazar says in my ear as he dumps the remains of
pie in the garbage.

I walk into the pantry and wave him in. “You okay with him? What a fucking
nightmare!”
“I’ve got a gun in the cabinet.” He smirks. “And looks like I’ve got Molly as well.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know why she asked him to come. I’ll corner her later.”
“I’m just sorry he was such a wanker to you. I won’t allow that crap. I won’t allow him to
treat you that way, love.”
“Matilda,” my father barks. “Why don’t you get your ass out of the pantry and get me a
damned drink already. I sent you out here to help him, not to fuck him. Now do your job,
dammit!”
Balthazar’s eyes go feral as he backs out of the pantry, warning me to stay put with one
hand up. He marches to my father and quietly addresses him. When I peek around the corner,
they’re walking out the front door, onto the porch. Then all hell breaks loose.
The two of them ensue in a yelling match that I’m sure will shake a blizzard out of the
sky. Balthazar towers over Dad. But here’s the thing about my dad: he’s not a man to back down.
I pray that he’s leaving tonight. Or just after dinner. Better yet: before. Now would be ideal.
As they storm back in the house, Molly turns the corner with her eyebrows raised. I’m
pretty sure it’s not about my dad and Balthazar based on the way Jax and Jinx are marching
behind her.
“Uh, bunny. I met angel number two. That li’l dumplin’.” She tips her head to Jinx and
chuckles as she covers her mouth, biting back what wants to be a breakout laugh.
“Everything okay?” I ask.
“We’ve got artists on our hands. Wall painters—graffiti!”
“They were finger-painting in the den? That’s okay. We don’t panic over that sort of
thing.”
“Not anymore, muffin.” Balthazar winks at me. I think his accent was dialed up to ten for
my father, as was his pet name for me.
When I glance over to my dad, he’s sitting again. This time, the paper is covering his
face. Fine by me. Judgmental jerk.
“I’m guessing y’all are still potty-training?” Molly says as she grabs the champagne from
the table and pours herself a glass. She spins on her heel and waves us into the den. We meander
to the bathroom to get an eye—and nose—full. In a situation like this, all one can do is laugh and

hold their nose. Because toddlers finger-painting the walls with poop isn’t really worthy of any
other reaction besides a buckled-over belly laugh.
“You head up, love. I’ve got this.” Balthazar steers me out of the shit-covered bathroom.
I’m talking walls, floor, toilet, and the vanity. It’s impressive how many surfaces they managed
to cover. Double trouble.
“Please make your asshole brother a cocktail. There’s weed killer in the barn. That’ll mix
well with about anything. I’d advise gasoline, but he’s already on fire,” I whisper to Molly as she
grabs my arm.
She pulls me to a standstill. “Bunny, listen to me,” she says with a troubled tone. “I
needed him to come.”
“That was lovely of you. Thanks for the heads-up. Did you dig up Lavinia too? She in the
trunk?”
“Don’t be angry.”
“He hates me. Why would you bring him here? You’re my person in this family—no one
else. He calls me a slut. Who calls their only living daughter a slut? He’s demented. How are you
and I related to that thing I call Dad?” I turn to walk away.
“He’s sick,” she says softly, grabbing my arm.
“Damn right he is. Sick as hell.” I sneer.
But, based on the way she’s not smiling back, I guess we’re talking about something else.
My guts hit the floor.
“He’s sick, bunny.”
“Sick?” I repeat.
My father is stalwart, hasn’t been sick a day in his life. He can smoke five cigars and
down a bottle of scotch then get up and run ten miles, kicking every runner’s ass on the block.
He started with nothing and became something, a massive success and a massive asshole to boot,
since everything he does is big. But sick? He’s too bold for sick. Too quick for sick. I hate that
he’s sick. I hate him for everything. Now, I hate him even more. Great.
“Yeah. Sick,” she repeats.
“Oh fuck. What?”
“Cancer. I told him to get a second opinion, maybe a third. He doesn’t want any of it.
Won’t even discuss the idea of seeing another doctor. He’s not doing the drugs, the chemo.

Nothin’. He heard the news from one doc and closed up shop. It’s not like him. He should get
another opinion. He should fight this! But I think after what your mother went through with her
cancer he won’t. He’s got his own ideas about how he’s going out and it’s probably going to be
with a bang knowing him. I don’t know what to say, except that you two need to mend your
fences. He can be mean, can be a jerk. But he’s not a bad man. And he’s your father. Claims he
wants to be forgiven. By you.”
Forgiven. My theme song. Holy crap. My father is going to die. I don’t know how many
times I’ve bid him farewell to hell or told him to fuck off over the years. But this is real. Die?
“He’s here to say goodbye? I’m so confused…he hates me! He wants my forgiveness?
Sure doesn’t seem like it. I’m not feeling the love. You think he can change?”
“Death can change people, make them realize things like nothing else. Death and love are
both game changers in life,” she says as she touches my cheek with her palm.
“Death makes people care?”
“Something like that.” She gazes lovingly at me. “He’s had a life and then some. Your
mother, then your sister.”
“All the while wishing it had been me one of those times.” I snicker, feeling like I
cheated death and they didn’t. Maybe that made him hate me more. He was left with me, the
only one he never saw in the first place.
Molly grabs my wrist. “Bunny, you need to stop. Need to realize that he’ll be gone at
some point, and then you’ll wish things would have been different.”
“When is he leaving Wisconsin?” I ask matter-of-factly, not knowing where to put any of
this information. Does it go in my emotional bank of “holy-crap-front-and-center-think-about-itnow”? Or does it hit the back of the bus and ride around in my brain until I can try to understand
it with a clear head?
My dad is dying. Going to die. This is some final shit right here.
She waggles her eyebrows. “Funny you should ask, he wants to—”
“Molls, don’t say another damn word. Not one. Nothing, zilch…ze-fuckin-ro! Now, if
you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go change. Upstairs. In my room. Into…” I run out of the den and
dash up the steps. I take them two at a time, until I lose my footing and my mouth strikes the
landing. “God save the fucking queen!” I crawl into my room on my hands and knees.

I hear Balthazar charging up the steps behind me swearing. His hand catches the door just
before it slams. I’m slumped over with one hand covering my mouth, hoping to hell all of my
teeth are still in place amidst the throbbing pain and taste of blood.
“Matilda, you and those fucking stairs. I swear we need to get them exorcized. Look at
me. You okay, love?”
He flips me into his lap and cradles my body against his as he assesses my lip. “Looks
like we have a new beast in the house.”
“My dad?” I whisper through a choked cry.
“No, your upper lip. Might need its own room.” He chuckles, dabbing my lip with his Tshirt.
“Dying,” I say, looking at the blood on my fingertips and his shirt.
“Nah, you’ll be fine.” He winks. “I do think you need to take on those stairs. Show ’em
who’s boss next time.”
“My father’s dying. Cancer.” What a fucking bulldozer. Hey, cancer, you fuckwad. How
dare you come into my house, riding on my father? I need to hate him. You here to change that?
You here to change him? Me? Good luck! Are you the messenger and the gravedigger? Or are
you a silver lining in our relationship? Are you here to help us find each other or end us for
good? I can hear you laughing. I can smell you. I can even taste your rot in my mouth. Fuck you,
cancer!
His eyes go wide. “Cancer? Wait. What?” My trembling hand is caught by his.
“Molly just told me.” My breathing hitches.
How can one string of words make a person feel so much? He has cancer. Why couldn’t
it have been three other words, three words he’s never said to me. I love you. Would have been
nice. Would have—past tense.
“Christ, Matilda. I’m sorry, love. Fuck, and I just tore him a new one. No wonder he’s a
grump today.”
Why are my lips quivering? My hands shaking? Why am I already mourning the man I
call Dad, who hates me so much?
“He’s always a grump.” I shouldn’t feel anything. Relief. God, what a horrid thing to
think. “I think he’s staying.”
“That’s no problem. We have room for him and Molly. We’ll figure it out.”

Disbelief robes me as I blow my cheeks out. “Permanently.”
“The hell he is.” Balthazar’s eyes widen as he grinds his jaw.
“I know, right? How on earth?”
“Not on this Earth. Not with me here.”
I chew my lips as the realization sinks in. “What are we going to do?”
He drags a hand down his face. “You think he’s really staying? This is still his farm.”
“That’s what Molly says. Well, her body language said it, anyway. I stopped her from
telling me.”
“Let’s not panic. I don’t know what that means, but we’ll figure it out.”
My arms flap as I thrash about to get out of his arms. “You’re not freaked out?”
“I didn’t say that—just going to chew on this. I’m very clear about what I want in my life
right now. I didn’t get to finish what I was about to say earlier, which is I love you. I want you to
stay. I don’t want you to leave me or the boys. Not ever. I’m not asking for an answer. I’m just
telling you how I feel. I’m putting it out there for you to consider. Us, long term. At least think
about it. No need to say anything back. I realize you just got one bomb dropped on you.”
“Wow. This is a big turkey day. We’re giving the Macy’s Day Parade a run for their
money in terms of hot air.”
Balthazar’s jaw flicks. “It’s helium.”
“I was making a joke. I know you weren’t.”
“Matilda?” He drops his head, eye closed.
“Sorry. It’s a lot to process.” I let out another long breath, and acid lines my gut. “I need
to change my clothes. And I need to check the turkey.” My face crumples as I grind my teeth.
“And I need to…” I massage my temples as words fail me. “And potatoes… I also, I need to…
Oh, shoot.” I swallow hard, pressing a hand to my stomach. “He needs a cocktail.” I sob and
gasp for air as my throat closes. “My father’s going to die,” I hiss. “I hate him. He hates me. I
want to tell him that he should tell me that he loves me. Doesn’t he fucking love me?” I grab
Balthazar’s shirt in my fists. “Shouldn’t he tell me that I’m good enough to love?”
“Don’t ever say you’re not good enough.” His hands grip my cheeks eclipsing my pain.
“You’re beyond good. Matilda, have you heard a word I’ve said over the last… Fuck. You’re
perfect and you’re my world. You and the boys are my world. Isn’t that enough to hear from one
person? To be someone’s world? It’s big, you know.”

He’s right. But I’m in a fast-whirling blender. I rock in place as I curl my hands over my
head. It’s hard to see right in a blender of wrong. Wrong only blurs your vision. Wrong hurts and
blinds. Wrong hides everything.
“But my father—” My chest tightens.
“Matilda, this might change him. But it might not. If he does plan on staying, I need to
know you can handle it, that you can get a grip on him being who he is, a fucking jerk. He may
become more of a jerk, or maybe he’ll realize how lucky he is to have an incredible daughter like
you. You might need to find a way to connect even if he can’t.”
“What the hell does that mean, ‘need to know I can handle it’? He doesn’t want to
connect with me, you heard him earlier. You have no idea what this feels like!” I scramble to my
feet and march into my bathroom while blowing out a noisy breath. I can’t just flip a switch and
change how I feel about my dad.
Balthazar leans alongside the doorjamb with his arms crossed over his chest. “Yeah, I
have no idea. I’ve never had the chance to know my parents. This is an opportunity, maybe you
need to get over yourself and deal with it. This will not be easy. You have a father who is an
asshole yes, but he’s still your father.”
“Oh, sorry I’m emotional.” I grab my brush and rake through my hair. “My world has
just changed, I can’t see straight. Why don’t you go downstairs and make nice with him while I
have my little pathetic-as-fuck conniption fit. Is that better?”
“I’m not trying to piss you off, I’m just saying this is an opening that you might want to
take. Christ, Matilda, grow the hell up. This is big stuff,” he shouts, squinting his eye at me as he
backs away then turns toward the door. “You can stay up here and pout or you can join us with
an open mind. Imagine what he’s going through. I’ll be downstairs.”
“Good luck making the rest of the meal.” I roll my eyes as I mop my brow. “I’ll see you
at Christmas.” God. What am I, twelve? I look at my teary-eyed reflection. “Grow up, Matilda,
show him what you’re made of. This is an opportunity!”
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To unravel me
You need a simple key,
No key that was made
by locksmITh’s hand,
But a key that only I
Will understand.

Cipher

An hour later as I’m in the kitchen placing the needle onto a record Matilda saunters
down the stairs.
“I’m sorry I was a jerk.” Her cheeks flush as she fidgets with a button on her shirt.
“Maybe I come by it honestly.”
“You’re not a jerk, you’re upset. I’m sorry if I added to it.”
She steps toward me and leans her body against mine. Sweat tickles my scalp as Everit
enters the kitchen seconds later. Our eyes meet, his furrowed brow and clenched jaw intensify
the closer he gets to us. Matilda stiffens when he passes us and saunters to the sink.
“You sew that frock you’ve got on, Matilda?” he asks with a slight laugh.
She twists in my arms, facing him. “I did, I sew a lot of my clothes.”
“I can tell, it looks handmade.” He snickers between sips of water. “You should take
some classes.”
She drums her fingers on her arm. “I could teach sewing classes.”
“To the blind.” He scoffs and walks into the pantry. I fist my hands and follow him,
stopping at the threshold.

“I’m not sure what you’re looking for, Everit, but the way you talk to Matilda is going to
get you nothing but hatred. I’d suggest you take a closer look at your daughter, maybe open your
eyes and see what I do. A beautiful woman in more ways than I can begin to describe.”
Everit pokes through the shelves taking a box of crackers and a jar of peanuts. As he
strolls toward me, I move aside to let him pass. After pouring himself a glass of Bourbon, he
takes a seat at the kitchen table.
He clears his throat as he opens the peanuts. “I never said she wasn’t beautiful. I said she
should take classes. Maybe cooking too, something smells like it’s burning.”
My eyes travel to Matilda at the stove where she’s stirring something. She spins around
and shakes a spoon at Everit, something flies off the spoon and splatters on the floor. “Can you
fucking shut up for one second!” she yells and stomps over to get the paper towel. Dropping to
her knees while glaring at Everit she continues, “So help me god, if you ruin this holiday, you
will not be staying here.”
Everit smirks as he scratches his angular jaw. “This is my house, I’ll stay if I like. By the
way, I haven’t met the new nanny yet, she coming for dinner?”
Matilda leaps up and slams her hands down on the tabletop. “There won’t be a fucking
nanny!”
I place my hand over hers, then try to pull her back. She pushes me away then cracks her
knuckles.
“Oh, really?” Everit leans back in his chair with a wide grin on his face. “Will there be a
wife? ’Cause you two have a lot to lose if there isn’t.”
My throat tightens as I envision the farm and Matilda disappearing from my life.
Her hands hurry to her hips as she taps one foot on the floor. “There might just be.” She
glares at him then smiles at me.
I wink at her then focus in on Everit’s clamped jaw as I rub the back of my neck. I should
be elated by her words, but I know the power he holds over both of us. She’s doing nothing but
irking him with her confessions.
He raises one eyebrow. “I’ll need to meet her, make sure she fits the bill. Since I’m
footin’ the bill.” He nods.
And now I know I’m fucked. “Everit, listen.” I sink my hands into my jeans pockets
while searching my brain for the next thing to say. “Matilda and I have been…”

“Fucking?” He chuckles while stroking his throat. “You two have taken this whole thing
and turned it into a selfish little fuck fest, haven’t you? I might be the only one in the family that
is considering Lavinia’s boys and their welfare. You don’t need a slut, Balthazar, you need a
wife like Lavinia was. A good mother with smarts. I suggest you keep your dick in your pants,
because if you don’t, Matilda here’ll invite it into every…”
In three strides I’m around to his side of the table. “How dare you speak to Matilda like
that!” I haul him up by his collar as his eyes widen. “She and these boys are my life, I love her.”
I slowly inhale a breath as his face reddens. “Lavinia was…she was a fucking…”
“Balthazar.” Matilda’s hand rests on my shoulder. I unclench my grip on Everit’s shirt
and jerk back as he drops down to his chair sputtering.
How dare he compare Lavinia and Matilda! He has no idea who she was, or how she left
me and the boys.
“We need to have a talk.” I motion Everit to the door as I twist my knotted neck.
“I should come,” Matilda says, biting her lip with a pinched expression on her face.
I shake my head as my limbs throb. “No, you shouldn’t.”
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I’m pleasIng To The eye
A tool for many absent of mind
A tapestry of fickle lies
Blind to even the most pensive spies
I’m ofTen The breeder of fervent lust
buT I am by far one you shouldn’T TrusT

Appearance

Between bites of my nails, I sip a glass of champagne while waiting for my dad and
Balthazar to come back. It’s been twenty minutes since they stormed out the front door and took
off in Balthazar’s truck. I wanted to run after them as the taillights disappeared over the hill in a
swirl of mist. Sighing heavily, I glance at the clock on the wall then peer out the front windows
holding my breath.
“So you love him.” Molly declares as she bounces Jax and Jinx on her knees. The boys
giggle as they flail around grabbing her then each other.
“I do. I haven’t said those words to him yet, but yeah, I’m in love. Fuck!” I cringe as the
F word comes out of my mouth. I’ve tried so hard not to swear in front of the boys. Ruck repeats,
“I’m in love, fuck,” three times. Molly and I crack up. The boys don’t seem to hear a thing in
their joyful state of horsing around.
Molly grins. “I’ll bet he’s something else in the sack!”
“Molls.” I shake a finger at her. “The boys.”
“Oh please! I’m their great-aunt. I’m allowed to be sassy-mouthed and a little on the tipsy
side of drunk around them.” She wraps her arms around the boys and squeezes until they squeal.

As they slide off her lap she motions me to the table. I slink into the chair at her side and we
clink our glasses.
“Dad holds a lot over us.” I drop my chin to my chest as the shame of it stings me. “Do
you know that?”
Molly tips my chin up and studies my face. “I do, he filled me in on the wifey plan, and
your trust.”
“Can you believe this shit? Now what do I do?” I palm my face as my throat thickens
with disgust.
Champagne bubbles over the top of my glass as Molly fills it. “Seems clear to me you
know exactly what to do if you’re in love.”
“Dad could stop it all from happening.”
“Your father has big nuts, but let me tell you something, bunny. He cannot stop love, no
one can.”
“He could kick us off the farm and keep my trust. I was going to do really good things
with it. The kinds of things he would never do.” My eyes prickle as my stomach tightens. I
should tell him I don’t need him, don’t need his money or this farm. Maybe the choice doesn’t
even exist at this point. Where the hell are those two?
“And?” She smiles smugly.
“And that might freak Balthazar out. What if he doesn’t want me without the farm, what
if my trust matters to him?” I wring the edge of my shirt as my mouth gets gummy.
“I doubt it. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Anyway, I gave your dad a piece of my
mind on the way here. It might take a second for my advice to register but at some point it will.”
“Advice about me?” I jump off my chair and rush to the door at the sound of tires
crunching in the snow, to see Duke and Balthazar’s trucks.
“Yes, about you! This cancer might wake him up. Give him time,” Molly says as she
places a hand on my shoulder in a loving squeeze.
Duke and Alfie walk ahead of Dad and Balthazar. I study their faces in search of clues as
snow floats from the darkening sky. How is it they’re all laughing? How is it that Balthazar has a
hand on my dad’s shoulder for a pat as they near the porch? I scamper over the oven with my
hands trembling as my heart rate zips. What did they talk about?

“Smells good in here,” Duke says as the door creaks open. I shoot him a smile as he
saunters to my side. “Happy Thanksgiving, thanks for including us today.” He kisses my cheek.
“Don’t be thankful, this might be more like the Fourth of July,” I whisper as he leans
over the stove and thrusts a finger into the pan of gravy. “Explosive to say the least.”
Alfie pecks me on the cheek as I glance at Balthazar then my dad, who nods at me with a
tight-lipped smile. I huff out a breath and stare at him while shifting my weight from leg to leg.
Dad walks toward me with his hands sunk in his pant pockets. I want to hide in the pantry but I
fist my skirt into my hands as I bury my fear and stay calm. Numb.
“I’m sorry for what I said earlier.” Tears cloud my eyes as he touches my arm, his face
reddens when I pull away. I look past his shoulder to where Balthazar is standing chatting to
Duke and Molly. Our eyes meet and his lips slide into a goofy grin.
“Um, thanks.” My voice cracks as a bittersweet ache tugs at my heart. It’s going to take a
lot more than one apology, but this is a start.
“We should talk,” he says, pinching the space between his eyebrows.
“Sure,” I answer after clearing my throat. I wouldn’t know where to begin. Sorry you’re
dying. Wish you loved me more. Did you really know who Lavinia was? What did I do wrong?
I’m in love. I was engaged. It’s endless.
After Dad walks away, I gulp down the rest of my champagne. At any other point in my
life, this would be the moment in the party when I would make my escape. I’d go out to the barn,
or I’d drive to the shelter. Or I’d sit in my room and sew. “Suck it up,” I mumble under my
breath as I white-knuckle the edge of the sink.
“Hey, pretty eyes.”
My shoulders drop in relief at Balthazar’s voice. I spin to face him. “Hey, how did that
go?”
“Better than I would have imagined.” His fingers loosely clasp mine as he rolls his neck
back and forth. “You’re shaking.”
“I know, I’ll admit I was nauseated waiting for you to get home. Where’d you go?”
“Into town for a beer, and a reality check. He needed to hear some things about his
daughters.”
He sighs, sounding satisfied as he kneads my shoulders. I picture Dad and Balthazar’s
exchange as I slump in disbelief.

“I’ll bet there were a few minutes of ugly, then, huh?” I chuckle.
“More than a few. Denial can be a tough thing to work around. I was honest with him
about us, about your sister, and about our future. I also told him he’d better turn it around today
if he plans on staying. Cancer or not, I made it clear his attitude toward you will not be
tolerated.”
“Did he threaten you? The farm or anything like that?”
“It didn’t come up. As we were driving home, he did say he wants your forgiveness for
being such an ass. I told him he’d have to beg for it.”
I press my forehead onto his chest. “I owe you.”
“Oh, I’ll be getting everything I deserve later,” he says, grabbing handfuls of my bottom.
I squeal in response. “You owe me and then some.”
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Placed above it makes greater things small.
Placed beside it makes small things greater.
In matters that counts it always comes first.
Where others increase it keeps all things the same.
What is it?

1

I glance across the table and grin, a feeling of lightness in my heart as I reflect on my
earlier conversation with Everit. He might not have liked where it began when I filled him in on
who Lavinia was as a mother and wife. Self-centered. Absent. Cheating. But there’s no question
in my mind, when we walked out of that bar I was smug with confidence. Maybe too smug.
Lifting my glass in the air to draw everyone’s attention, I begin a toast. “Matilda is
always scurrying around this place, doing this and that, making the farm and this house more
special, making meals, holidays, and everything in between more meaningful, so I thought,
today, we could go around the table and each say something we’re grateful for, anything at all.
I’ll begin.” I sit my glass down, then take Matilda’s left hand and Rowdy’s right.
Everyone else at the table follows suit.
“Besides my sons, I’ve had a crap couple of years. Then, uh… Well, a few months ago, a
sweet, pretty-eyed little miracle flew into town, and damn if she didn’t fly straight into my heart
as well. I’m grateful for my family—that would include all of you.” I clear my throat as I look
around the table, trying to seek everyone’s eyes, including Everit’s.
His eyes are pinned shut as his jaw furiously ticks.

“And, Matilda Pearl, I’m grateful for the sparkle, shine, and love you have brought to my
family’s life. You are, bar none, the most remarkable person I’ve ever met.” I nod then kiss her
on the cheek. “Okay, then. Who’s going next?”
One by one, each person at the table says what they’re grateful for. Some are funny, like
the kids, who manage to combine their thoughts, naming every single animal on the farm until
they look around the room and name objects at which point I cut them off, then thank them for
being such grateful boys. Rowdy is considerate and, as always, a best mate when he says that
he’s thankful we found Matilda in the blizzard. Alive. Molly is lovely as she says how thankful
she is to have us as family, even though we’re just meeting for the first time. She also gives
Everit a peck on his cheek, which he brushes off, making her laugh.
Everyone at the table has said something except Everit. I may need to strangle some
gratefulness out of him if he doesn’t open his mouth pretty damn soon. The turkey is cut and
served, side dishes are passed, and wine is poured. The only darkness I see is the sun setting in
the sky outside, and the only darkness I feel is Everit Pearl sucking the life out of our gathering.
Maybe I was wrong about earlier, maybe a bit too smug that my words would sink in and alter
his views. I could have sworn we made some progress. At least a step or two.
When Matilda comes from the kitchen with the trifle and I pour more wine, things around
the table relax. Alfie suggests that we play charades while we have dessert, and Matilda just
about jumps on his lap with enthusiasm. Each of us writes a few charade ideas down on scraps of
paper that are tossed into Molly’s vegetable-covered hat, which Aesop continues to chow down
on by her side. Matilda giggles as she reaches into the hat, her tipsy hiccup not escaping me.
“Oh…oh yes! Okay.” She claps her hands after she’s crumbled the scrap of paper and
tossed it on the table. “What do I get? Thirty seconds? Who’s timing this?” She looks around the
table with a mischievous gaze.
“Thirty sounds fair. I’ll be the clock watcher,” Alfie answers.
Matilda performs her charade in front of the fireplace, dancing around with swift
movements that have us yelling out guesses.
“Time’s up,” Alfie sings. “My turn!”
“You guys suck!” Matilda huffs as Alfie high-fives her. “How did you miss that? I was a
fireman. Was it that bad?”

The second Everit clears his throat, a sense of dread smacks the pit of my stomach. As he
pushes his chair out, Molly grabs his arm. He shoots her a glance that says back off as he stands
and leans over the table, planting his knuckles in a threatening pose.
“No fucking wonder!” he broadcasts while looking at Matilda.
The hair on my neck prickles as I prepare to war with him in reminder of our
conversation.
“No wonder what, Dad?” Matilda responds with an engaging smile.
I wonder if she realizes he’s about to lambast her. Christ, and I thought those nuns
breaking chair legs over my back was abusive. This man is a bloodthirsty brute. I guess this
means he and I will need some more quality time together.
He sits back down, and I let out the breath I was holding.
“No wonder. You… Hell, Matilda. You…”
I stand up to address Everit. He’ll cast a wide net of criticism for Matilda to get tangled
up into, and I’m not about to let him ruin our dinner. She puts her hand on my shoulder, pushing
me down as she rises with her chest thrust out and a cocky tilt to her head.
“Dad.” She lowers her voice. “You don’t need to finish that. I am grateful…” She pauses
with a counterfeit grin as her bottom lip quivers.
I grip the sides of my chair so hard that I might bust the wood off the edge.
“I am grateful for you, Dad. I wouldn’t be the person I am today if you hadn’t treated me
the way you always have. Which I would sum up as: like shit. I have a backbone I’ve earned
because of you. I have a life filled with creativity and love and passion that I’ve honed, and
mined over the years because I was invisible to you and I sought myself elsewhere. I have the
inner strength to deal with all kinds of people from all walks of life. I have an extraordinary love
for animals and children. I can even deal pretty damn well with assholes like you.”
I capture Matilda’s fingers, which are trembling against the tablecloth. She looks down to
her hand then to my face. Her eyes are strained and glossed, her soft, peach lids normally popped
wide with animation appear lead-like.
“I can stand up to jerks and tell them I have everything I need without them because I
have my own family. Balthazar, whom I love with all my heart, and Jax and Jinx, who I adore
and cherish, who know they will always be loved by me. Because”—she inhales a sharp
breath—“I will be sure to let them know how uniquely special they are. Lavinia is gone, Dad. So

is Mom. And not even that trust fund you keep holding over my head can measure up to the love
Balthazar is giving me. So you can take that money and this farm and anything else you think
you have over me and you can shove it up your cancer-riddled ass and rot in hell for all I care.
You are getting eaten from the inside out, and I’m not going to do a damn thing to help you,
unless you change. And only if you change. You don’t deserve to have me in your life. Not that
you’d notice me anyway. Not that you ever fucking have. You want forgiveness. Prove it!”
Matilda takes possession of the glass trifle bowl in one hand and her champagne glass in
the other. I’m guessing she’s heading upstairs for the night. I don’t blame her. I would imagine
what she just said to her father was years in the making. Slivers will get pushed out of wounds
eventually.
“Oh, and one more thing. You might want to try this dessert, because I happen to kick ass
in the kitchen.” She saunters around the table to Everit’s side. Then, in a swift one-two, she
dumps the trifle on his head before dousing him with what’s left in her champagne glass.
My stomach sinks, she may have just fucked everything up. On one hand, I’m proud as
hell that she stood up to him, but hell, he’s got balls to match. Amazingly, Everit, who’s wiping
the trifle off his face and licking his fingers is smiling, which immediately turns into a gutbusting laugh. He laughs and laughs and laughs, as does everyone else around the table. Then he
seizes the champagne bottle and refills the empty glass Matilda just set in front of him.
Matilda laughs through tears, with her head bowed. “I know you’re sick,” she says,
nodding. “I know you want to be forgiven, anyway, that’s what Molly says. But you will not
treat me like a secondhand daughter. You will not call me a slut. I won’t stand for your crap
anymore. You can stay here, but things will need to change.”
She turns, taking long strides to leave the dining room.
“Matilda,” Everit barks, his mouth twisted in a cynical grin. She spins to face him.
“You’re hard not to notice, after that performance. I might not deserve to have you in my life,
but I’ll stay here if I want to. I highly doubt either of you wants to lose the farm or your trust,
regardless of your dramatic speech. I’m a risk taker, but you’re walking a fine line girl. Not sure
I’d gamble all that based on everything Balthazar shared earlier. Congratulations on finding your
backbone, let’s put that thing to the test. See if you can use it to forgive me for being who I am.
An asshole and jerk according to you.”
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Each morning, I appear
To lie at your feet.
All day, I will follow
No matter how fast you run.
Yet I nearly perish
In the midday sun.

Shadow

November transitions into early December as Dad settles into our day to day. We’re sort
of like one of those toys he recently bought for the twins: a solid lump of gritty sand that you
chip away little by little, finding treasures and land mines as you go. It takes patience and care
not to hammer too hard while seeking the treasures or moving around the explosive parts. You
could destroy the lump in one blow. It also takes time. Will we have enough time to get to all the
buried treasure?
“Jax, you’re cheating, you can’t jump that many spots. Let’s count together, one, two,
three, four,” Dad says as he holds Jax’s pudgy fingers in his while hopping along the Candy
Land path.
I draw a card and move my piece forward three spots. Dad snatches a card from the pile
and moves his piece.
“Matilda, you need to work with the boys more closely on numbers. I know that’s not
your thing since you stink at math but you can at least handle the one to one hundred stuff, can’t
you?”
I freeze in place as my ears get hot. “Excuse me?”
“Don’t pretend you’re any sort of genius.” He chuckles. “I’m just saying it like it is.”

“Every time I think you’re being nice, you throw some stupid comment like that at me.
Did you know you told me I couldn’t be a veterinarian because of my math grades? I would have
loved working with animals. I still might!”
He laughs and nods with a puffed out chest. “You need to be good at math, then. It’s a
little late for that.”
“You are insufferable!” I push away from the table as Balthazar stomps down the stairs
shirtless, with wet hair from his shower.
“What’s going on down here? You two need a ref?”
“Nah, just a little disagreement,” Dad says, tapping his fingers on the tabletop.
“Apologize!” I yell through a clenched jaw. I’m trying to deal with him. Trying to
forgive him. I had no idea how damn hard forgiveness could be. It’s one thing for me to be
working on forgiveness of Lavinia, the dead can be easier to deal with than those right in front of
you. But Dad is a tough cookie to like. It’s as if he has no regulator on the nasty parts of his
brain. How did my mother ever stand him? What did she see in him that I am not? Is love this
blind?
“For what?” he snaps back.
“For humiliating me. I’m not stupid! Stop making me feel like I am! So what if I sucked
in school!”
“I said you stink at math. Sorry. Christ, you can be spineless. You should never have
bragged about that backbone you claim to have worked so hard for,” he says, getting up from the
table and strolling to the sink with his half-eaten dessert plate in hand.
I shoot out of my chair and pace in a circle as I pick at my cuticles. “Maybe you ought to
consider living out in the studio or what about a place in town?” Guilt seeps into every pore as I
scratch my neck furiously.
“I’m here to get to know you,” he says with a frown. “Now you want me gone? Isn’t it
enough that I’ll be dead in a few months?”
“Good, Dad, use the guilt card. I’m going to bed.”
Balthazar tilts his head and scowls at me when our eyes meet.
“Sweet dreams,” Dad mutters as I trudge up the steps. I dig my nails into my arm as I
hear him muttering to Balthazar about how thin-skinned I am.

I will not let him do this to me, will not, I think as I walk back down the steps. Balthazar
smiles at me as he takes a bite of pie. Avoiding eye contact with Dad, I stroll to the sink for a
glass of water. His dirty dish and fork stare up at me. And I’m his maid as well?
“Stop talking behind my back, just…this is impossible.” Words leap out of my mouth.
“You are impossible to be around, to live with. And do your own damn dishes, all right?”
“I’ll do them,” Balthazar says as I stomp toward him. “Don’t fret over a few dishes,
love.”
“Don’t tell me how to act or what to do,” I whisper at his neck. “My dad already owns
that role. And don’t tell me I’m being sensitive either.”
I blow out a breath and adjust my shirt as I head up the stairs. Balthazar clutches my
elbow as I hit step three. “I don’t need a fucking ref!” I spit out as my pulse quickens in
agitation.
“No? You could’ve fooled me. You two have some really lovely moments, but you also
happen to be more alike than seems possible. You’re both stubborn. Let me talk to him. I’m only
offering to help, okay? I’m the guy in love with you, remember?”
“Thanks, but sometimes it feels like you’re the guy that’s on his side.”
“You need me on both sides.”
I finger my collarbone. “Sorry, yeah. Maybe I need a little break from him now and
again. I’m trying to make this work, it’s not as easy as I was hoping it would be.”
“You’re doing fine. I have an idea I’m going to toss out to him tonight, just trust me on
this, all right?”

Two days later we put his brilliant plan to work.

“You think he’ll be happy living in this thing?” Balthazar asks as we mosey along the
country roads, heading back to the farm from the Airstream dealership.
Peeking over my shoulder at the massive space my dad will soon be calling home, I
smile, knowing he’ll be pleased. Yes, a camper in our driveway. “This is perfect! It’s getting a
little tight and hot under that roof in the farmhouse.”
“Tight and hot?” Balthazar waggles his eyebrows, one hand reaching to grip my thigh.
I double over, snorting and peeling his fingers back. “Stop! Fucking uncle! Stop
already!”
He lets my thigh go then steals the bag of chips from my lap.
“Wouldn’t it be a blast to go cross-country in this thing with the boys?” I say, imagining
us stopping at cool spots here and there as we traverse the country.
“Someday, let’s do that. We can drive all the way to California. Just the four of us.” He
nods, then adds while rolling his eyes, “Maybe Aesop too.”
“Someday, when Dad’s…” I look out the window, my eyes sting. That tingle has started
to feel way too familiar. This is why I need to try harder to connect, at some point time will run
out. “Whatever.”
“Hey, love. Listen. Your dad seems happy right now. Sure, he snaps now and again, but
look at him. The things he’s done with the boys. Ice fishing. Reading them books every day.
Playing Candy Land. That Candy Land game alone makes me want to put my head through a
wall, and he’s fucking giddy playing it with them. He’s transformed himself from a killjoy to an
okay guy. I actually like him now and again.”
“You guys get along just fine. He and I have a long way to go, maybe this camper will
help us. Funny, isn’t it?” I whisper as my throat tightens. “All of us on this farm, in this
godforsaken cold-as-fuck winter…living side by side. We’re a family. A dysfunctional one, but
still…a family.”
When we arrive back at the farm, we’re welcomed by our lit-up home, thousands of
lights canvassing every surface. It seems, these days, everything I do is driven by emotion,
couched in the fact that my dad is running out of time. Which means I’m running out of time to
get to know him. I figured every damn light we slammed up would be one more bit of bright
hope and happiness for him. And me. Maybe that’s crazy thinking, or maybe that’s just my way
of dealing with one love leaving and one growing.
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Balthazar
As a whole, I am both safe and secure.
Behead me, and I become a place of meeting.
Behead me again, and I am the partner of ready.
Restore me, and I become the domain of beasts.
What am I?

Stable

As Christmas nears we skate on the newly plowed ice rink we made this morning on the
lake. I can’t help but try to read into the coming months, though I can’t imagine what’ll happen
when Everit does pass. Oddly, he seems so damn healthy it surprises me that he’s sick. Healthy
enough to spar with Matilda on a regular basis, and part of why I’m surprising her with a little
weekend away. Matilda is strong in all sorts of beautiful ways, but I know this thing with her dad
is chewing at her. Tears come easily to her these days, and the holidays are surely adding a layer
of melancholy. I just want her to be happy, just want her to stay on the farm. I know I can’t
pressure her with the stress she’s dealing with, but damn if I’m not going to do everything in my
power to show her what she means to me.
“I can still skate backward, klutzy or not!” Matilda cheers as she spins, nearly falling
onto the ice. She collects herself and continues skating away from me.
All I see is a sore ass in her future. She’s giggling as she shuffles awkwardly on the
bumpy ice. I chuckle when her arms flail and her skirt flips up, revealing her patterned tights.
Her leg warmers stop just over her knees, making me want to lay her down fireside to explore
everything above them.

“You’re a gorgeous klutz, but, love…graceful you are not.” I laugh quietly as I skate past
her, pecking her cheek with a kiss. “The stairs alone!”
“My nemesis. That damned staircase.” She growls as she spins. “Although I did receive a
rather nice first kiss after one particularly nasty trip down.”
“Indeed you did.” I skate to her then throw my arm over her shoulder. “So, listen.
Speaking of trips, I’d like to take you to Chicago this coming weekend.”
Her face lights up. “A weekend? Nice. To what do I owe this honor?”
“I just got word that one of my plays was sold to a theater in Chicago. I’m looking for
some arm candy to celebrate it with. Plus a break from your dad for a weekend might be good for
both of you. Hell and the best part, it’s an excuse to mess up some sheets with you.”
“Oh my gosh! That’s amazing!” She glides under the branches of a willow tree, grabbing
an armful of them to hold on to. “Congratulations! That sounds like a fun weekend! Arm candy
and collaborator of all things dirty and sexy? Hell yes! I can fit that bill.”
“You’re adorable.” I take hold of her waist. “It makes me want to flip that skirt of yours
up and take care of you right now.” Our lips meet for a kiss. “Okay, then. Our first trip!” I say,
pulling away.
“Oooh! That sounds so couple-y.” She giggles.
“I’ve already asked Alfie and Duke if they’d stay at the house this weekend to watch the
cock-blockers and be here if your dad needs anything.”
“And you’re a planner? So no kids? Just us and a hotel room? Sounds dangerous.”
I nestle my face into her neck and receive a moan. “It will be, and when I ask you to
spread your legs, there’s one answer I want in return.”
“How wide?” She laughs.
“Good girl. We’re going to have a no-kids, no-animals weekend. Except me. I’m going to
be animal as hell. You’re gonna be calling me beastly brit for all new reasons. I need some
uninterrupted time with you. Some breakfast-fuck, lunch-fuck, dinner-fuck time. I want to spoil
you for a weekend, I feel like that’s what you do for us nonstop.” Wrapping my arms around her
waist, I nuzzle my mouth against her neck then her earlobe. “You give and give.”
“Now, you want me to put out and put out?” She giggles. “For such a hulk of a guy, I
might call you mushy, but I’m afraid that’d be going too far.”

“I’ll take romantic, and I’ll take care of all the details. All you need to do is pack a bag.
Bring at least two sexy dresses—the type I can easily peel off.”
Matilda turns to me with a planet-sized smile plastered on her face. “I was thinking
clothes would be optional.”
“They won’t be an option at all most of the time.”

“It’s jammed?” Matilda groans as I wiggle the zipper on her jeans.
Jeans. She never wears jeans. I finally have her alone in a hotel room and she’s wearing
impenetrable pants. She grabs my shoulders as I squat in front of her. “You gotta get my pants
off me. I have no interest in dry-humping you when there isn’t a kid within miles. Don’t you
have a jackknife or something like that? Wait… I think I have a nail clipper in my purse.”
“A nail clipper?” I chuckle while jiggling her zipper. “I don’t know, MacGyver. You
happen to have anything remotely more powerful than a nail clipper? A piece of string? A
feather?”
“Rip ’em off!” Her laugh rings out. “Let’s see some brute force!”
“It’ll ruin ’em. But I can do it.”
“I’m lookin’ for you to ruin me. Wasn’t that the point of this weekend? I’m so turned on
right now I might come in my pants.” She runs her hands through my hair. “I’m commando if
that’s any inspiration!”
I shoot her a grin. “These are coming off.” After standing, I back her up to the door.
“Hold the knob. I’ll see if I can’t get some leverage.” I grab the opened button fly, each section
barely enough to grip above the zipper. “I’m going for it. You might fly. Grip that knob, love,
think of it like my cock.” I grunt. Then I shred them.
Matilda whirls around, and the door flies open as she’s flung to the ground.
While looking down at her partially bare bottom, I chuckle. “Now this is access!”

As luck would have it, the door across the hall opens, revealing a well-dressed, elderly
couple. The woman shrieks and, “Holy Christ,” comes from the man. Matilda groans.
“Room service.” I grin as I close the door.
She rolls over, glaring up at me. “That’s all you could come up with?”
I unfasten my zipper and pull my erection out. “It was that or this.”
“Well, thank god they didn’t see that!” She smiles with satisfaction.
“You might’ve scarred her, but let me tell you. That gentleman hasn’t seen a gorgeous,
plump ass like yours in eons. He will now die a happy man. He might even wank one out later.”
Matilda reaches up while wiggling her fingers. “Get down here with me. I want to give
your gorgeous cock a hug. Time for you to ruin me.”
“Turn over. I’m taking what I want. That beautiful ass is mine.” She flips as I kneel. Then
I sink my teeth into her fleshy cheeks as she yelps. “You want me to leave marks?” I whisper
between bites.
She hisses, “Yes, mark me.”
“I have one question for you, love.” I hoist her up and lick a line from her wet pussy to
the top of her spine to receive an excited howl when I bite her shoulder. Then I whisper beside
her ear, “Would you like to molest my face with your pussy?”
“I want your cock.” The need in her voice deliberate.
I lick my way down the arch of her back. “I’m going to take you from the backside then
toss you over and fuck rug burns into your back.” After ripping the remains of her torn jeans, her
shoes, and her socks off, I make my way up her legs as I spread her open. She swears under her
breath and I drag my tongue through her wet folds and grip handfuls of her soft, fleshy bottom.
“I don’t give a shit if the entire hotel hears you yelling out my name.”
She reaches for my wrist then grips it. “Balthazar, shut up and fuck me already!”
I ride her hard with deep thrusts from behind, loving the way her arms come around to
my thighs. The view of my cock sliding in and out of her combined with her moans has me
thrusting with need.
“Fuck, Matilda. Still for a sec. Don’t move.” I suck a sharp breath through my teeth as I
pin her hips against the floor. I’m not fucking coming yet. I hold her there for as long as I can,
but she grunts in frustration.
“Move in me. Move, Balthazar.”

Shoving her shirt up, I unclasp her bra, kissing the line of her spine, licking her sweat,
and inhaling her light, floral scent. Bracing myself up on one arm, I slide a hand under her chest
to stroke her ample breasts and tight nipples that rub against my rough palm. A pleasure-filled
moan escapes her throat as she rises onto her elbows, giving me room to explore. My tongue
rides her neck in pursuit of her ear.
This is my weekend to convince her to stay, to let her know she’s mine and I’m hers.
That my family is hers. France needs to be a distant memory, something she had but doesn’t
need again.
“Fuck, Matilda. I’ve never had this…felt like this.” Sliding my forearm under her belly, I
flip her onto her back. “What do you say when I tell you to spread your legs?”
She licks her lips as the color of lust fills her cheeks and her thighs open. “How wide?”
I fist my cock to enter her, my tip dragging through her soaked slit. I’m half tempted to
take my erection to that soft-pink pout of a mouth, knowing what she delivers with it. Later.
Her eyes dip from my face, landing on my hand as I stroke myself.
“Yeah, and you know how wide that is, don’t you, pretty eyes?”
Her legs open farther. “Yeah.”
“Show me more. Take your knees up.”
She drags her hands over her tits, teasing me as she toys with her nipples. Her tongue
circles her mouth.
“You like that?” Her eyes flash to my mouth then my eye.
“Fuck, Matilda, that’s… Christ.” I groan, going to my knees. Then I grip the back of hers,
shoving them to the sides of her torso, and spreading her.
“Balthazar!” she cries as I thrust inside while I brace myself up with one arm.
“Don’t stop touching yourself. Fuck, that’s good.”
She slides one hand behind her leg then the other to her mouth, wetting her fingers until
she takes it to her pussy. I thought her tit-fondling was hot.
“You have no idea, do you?” I grunt through heavy breaths, as her slippery fingers stroke
her clit. My cock hardens as my arousal grows. “No idea what you do to me.”
Then she tells me that she’s there, coming apart. Not that she needs to say a thing. I can
always tell. The noises she makes, the way her hips move, her tiny breaths that escalate into
pleads and drawn-out moans. She tightens around my cock as her neck and her back stretch and

arch to me. And when it all comes together, I fall apart with her. She rips me open at the seams.
Every bit of her crashes into me, climbs inside, and clings to parts no one else has ever had
access to.
Post sex shower, standing in the doorway of the bathroom, I gaze at my girl as she studies
herself in the mirror, adding brooches to the strap of her emerald dress. “When I said, ‘Bring a
sexy dress…’ Bloody hell, Matilda.”
My eyes follow a slit that rides her leg, beginning at her python heel and ending at the top
of her thigh. My hands ache to slide under the silky fabric and over the wonderland that lies
beneath it.
“You’re gonna take it off me, aren’t you?” She glances to me and twists her mouth. “Is
this why you said bring two dresses?” Shaking her head, she asks, “Why did I put this on in the
first place? We may never leave this room.”
After sauntering toward her, I settle behind her. “You put it on so I could peel it off.
Fuck, you make me nuts,” I whisper alongside her nape. Then I close my eyes and inhale her.
“Nuts.”
My laugh chases hers as she winks at me while sliding her arms behind my neck.
“Yeah?” She beams.
Matilda has one of those smiles that could catch a spy off guard. It’s crooked and toothy,
which makes it charming. Her lips are the shape artists want to trace and the color they want to
match when painting ripened fruits. And when she does smile, which is often, it always moves
me. Some people happen to have been blessed with more magic than others. Matilda is one of
them.
“Shit, you’re adorable. You and your handmade stuff. And that glitter you put on your
cheeks sometimes. Where did you come from?” I kiss her neck, knowing her laughter will
follow. “Matilda…I love the shit out of you. Do you understand what that means?”
“Sounds very serious,” she says in a deep British-sounding voice, mocking me.
“It’s more than serious,” I say sternly. Then I tickle the snot out of her.
She buckles over. “I swear to god, if you don’t stop, I’ll piss myself.”
I lift the hem of her dress with one hand as I molest her ribs with my other. “Good. That
means you’ll have to take this sexy thing off.”
“I’ll smell like pee,” she screeches.

“What do I care, then you’ll be naked, I’ll need to take you in the shower, you’ll be wet. I
love when you’re wet for me.”
She falls to her knees. “Oh my god, stop! We’ll never make it to dinner.”
“We won’t starve.” I slide her hand to my crotch. “I’ve got plenty for you to eat. You’ve
got plenty for me to eat.”
She smacks my thigh as I continue the assault. “Balthazar!”
Grabbing the crook of her elbow, I lift her up and kiss her smile. “Okay, fine. Later. And
then again.”
“And again after that,” she says against my lips.
I pin my forehead to hers. “Tell me you love me, Matilda. You never say it.”
She closes her eyes, making me wonder if we feel the same way. She must feel
everything I am.
“I love you so much. Do you love me, pretty eyes?”
She pinches her brow, then her eyes widen. “I do love you,” she whispers. “I love you,
Balthazar Xander Cox! I fucking love you!” she yells.
When she dashes out of the bathroom, laughing, I chase her.
She throws the suite’s door open then steps over the threshold and screams from the top of her
lungs, “I love Balthazar Cox!”
I crack up as she kicks her shoes off then skips barefoot away from me.
“I love you, Balthazar Cox!” she repeats yet again.
I step into the hall after propping the door partly open with one of her shoes. Heads peek
from doors along the length of the hall, and she responds to each person.
“I love him. Him. Balthazar Cox.” She points to me then runs to the next person.
Lord, she’s not even tipsy. But maybe high…on love?
“You see that handsome man.” I wave as she points to me. A woman down the hall
glances my way and laughs. “Him! I love him!”
A guy at the next door pokes his head out while scratching his portly, bare gut. “We
fucking heard you. We know you love Balthazar Cox, lady. Good for you, Cox!” He glances at
me then slams the door on her face, which has her running to the next door like a candy-starved
trick-or-treater.

I watch, swollen with pride, as she leaps, sings, and confesses her love for me to
everyone and anyone who’ll hear her. When no more doors are open, she runs to me.
“I love you,” she says softly as she hugs my torso while gazing up at my face. “I love
you, Balthazar Cox. I never meant to leave you wondering.”
Hoping there’s a forever in us, I hold her against my body. She loves me. How could I
have wondered?
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Matilda
I cut through evil
like a double-edged sword,
And chaos flees at my approach.
Balance I single-handedly upraise
Through battles fought with heart and mind
Instead of with my gaze.
What am I?

Justice

Christmas music is piped throughout the hotel lobby, adding a layer of merriment as we
head out to hail a cab. The Four Seasons Hotel on Michigan Avenue—where we’re staying—
sparkles from top to toe. I spin around breathlessly, appreciating the bejeweled, twinkling trees
and glittering fruit-draped wreaths.
“Hey, aren’t you the broad who loves Balthazar Cox? I saw you in the hall,” A guy
behind me asks as he taps me on the shoulder.
We crack up, and I turn with confidence. “Yes, I love Balthazar Cox.” I lift to my toes,
reaching Balthazar’s ear. “And his cock,” I say quietly.
Finally in a cab, we take in the sights. The city is a buzz of cars, lights, horse-drawn
carriages, and dazzling glitter-dipped holiday windows. All of it is exciting and dizzying—as is
my earlier declaration. I’m not sure why I haven’t told Balthazar that I love him the way I really
do. Maybe it’s because I never heard it growing up. I’m still waiting to hear those words from
my dad, will he ever tell me? Those three little words are so easy to say, and they mean so much.
But do they say enough?

I realize why they aren’t words that pop into my brain when I think about how I feel
about Balthazar. I don’t love him. No, I adore the fucking life out of him.
“Balthazar.” I squeeze his hand, pulling him from a trance as he stares out the fogged
window of the cab.
“Pretty eyes.” He smiles. “This is wonderful, isn’t it?” He brushes a piece of hair behind
my ear, his eye sparkle, making him look drunk on life.
“I don’t love you.” I pin my lips between my teeth.
“The fuck you don’t.” He grins, which peels my face open to reveal my true feelings.
“What I mean is: I don’t love you. I so-many-things you. Yeah. You see, you just happen
to be one beastly brit who’s captured me. So love…for all the accolades—historical, musical,
poetic, and otherwise—that it gets, well, it’s not descriptive enough for the way I feel.”
“So tell me,” he whispers, pulling me close to his side. “You really do love me, don’t
you?”
Nuzzling alongside his neck, I clarify, “I more-than-that. I just… How do I tell you what
I feel without sounding corny and cliché? Do you get me?”
“More than you’ll ever know. I get you.” He smiles. “And the thing is: you really get me.
All of me.”
My eyes sting. “It’s really a lot, the way I feel. I’d be lying if I told you it didn’t scare the
shit out of me.”
I wonder if he does understand how much he means to me. So much that I really may
stay. Though I haven’t said it. So much that I can see a future of us. Me, him, the boys. So much
that even Cort, who I loved in my own first-love-way, doesn’t hold a candle. Cort and I were
boy-meets-girl love. Balthazar though—he’s no boy. He’s all man. From the way he shows his
love, to the way he makes love. I had no idea there was a difference. But I know now. I’m with a
man—one who adores me.

My lobster bisque arrives, along with the question of freshly cracked pepper, to which I
answer, “Yes. Please don’t stop until I tell you to.”
Balthazar’s hand reaches across the table. His fingers entwine with mine as he waggles
his eyebrow when the waiter walks away.
“Dirty, dirty.”
“What? You’re the one telling a perfect stranger with a twelve-inch tower of wood to not
stop until you tell him to. Should I be worried?”
My knees meet in a squeeze as he slides an oyster into his mouth. “Clearly not.” I drink a
spoonful of bisque while he tips the shell up to his lips, supping the juice. “I love watching you
eat.”
“Good. I’ll be between your legs later. You’ll have a front row seat.”
From the corner of my eye, I notice a woman staring at Balthazar. When I glance at her,
she looks away. She seems familiar, maybe she was in the hallway. He doesn’t appear to notice,
I ignore her and take a sip of my wine. As I do, he slips a hand into his jacket pocket.
“Give me your hand.”
I reach my shaky hand to his. “Relax, love. It’s not what you’re thinking. Not yet,
anyway.”
“Oh, right. Yeah. You kind of had me going for a sec.” I chuckle and then sigh in relief
as a held breath pushes out.
He flips my palm over and lays a sparkly bauble there: a sapphire eye brooch that looks
rob-a-museum expensive. A row of eye-catching diamonds rims the border, which leads to a
teardrop crammed with sapphires. It’s a piece of art, an exquisite relic. There’s no doubt it holds
some kind of meaning, and that very idea shakes me to my core—so much so that it flips out of
my trembling hand and plunks in my bisque. Nearly cracking my spine, I straighten as I gaze at
Balthazar. Luckily, he’s laughing.
“Whoopise!” My cringe becomes a smile as I sink my spoon into my bisque to seek out
my treasure. “Eyeball soup?” I chuckle at the brooch on my spoon. Then I rinse it in my water
glass as Balthazar silently watches me with amusement crossing his brow.
Rolling my eyes to skirt my embarrassment, I utter, “Sorry about that.”
His hand slides across the table, where our pinkies meet and hook.

“This is exquisite. Thank you. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful. It’s… Where did
you find it?”
He traces a hand over the densely whiskered shadow on his jaw. “It was given to me the
day I left the orphanage. That brooch, a handwritten note stating my name, and my baby blanket
are the only things I have of whomever left me on the stoop that Christmas Day. I want you to
have it. Another piece of me.”
“Balthazar.” I draw in a shaky breath as the sapphire color of his eye burns with a tear. “I
can’t.” I open my palm to him, and the brooch appears to stare at me.
“Then toss it back in the soup. It’s yours or no one’s.” He exhales through his nose. “Sort
of like me.”
Swallowing hard, I squeeze it in my palm. Then I open my fingers to examine it again.
“Thank you,” I whisper. “It’s remarkable, you’re—”
“Excuse me?”
I look to my left and see the woman who was staring at us earlier standing next to our
table.
“I love him, yes. I love Balthazar Cox.” I grin, waiting for her smile or snappy comment.
Her mouth opens, and I’m certain it’s to scold me for my animated hallway display. She gasps
then points to my hand before looking at Balthazar. She mouths his name once then takes in a
sharp breath.
“Oh my god.” She sobs, falling to her knees. Red wine bleeds across the white cloth
covering our table as she clutches its edge making it quake while her face crumples. Eyes and
quiet chatter surround us.
“Are you okay?” Balthazar asks, placing his palm on her hand.
Her cry quiets as she bites her top lip and tries to blink tears away.
Hoping to place her familiar face, I map her features. A strong jaw. Wide, sculpted lips.
A magazine cover-worthy nose. Sapphire eyes. I glance at Balthazar then back to her.
“Oh my god.” I gasp against my palm. “Balthazar,” I whisper, lost for other words,
lingering in a storm of confusion.
He shrugs with wide eyes and furrowed brow. “What?”
How does he not know? Not feel it? How does he not recognize himself in her?
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Balthazar
You can see nothing else
When you look in my face.
I will look you in the eye,
And I will never lie.

Your reflection

The woman’s throat bobs. “December twenty-fifth. Nineteen ninety-one,” she says softly,
“I was only sixteen. I left you, I had no choice. I’m so sorry. I’m so very…”
Her icy-blue eyes hold my story. Dark-auburn hair falls in waves around her pale,
freckled face. Her slender, long fingers reach out to touch my hand with a current so convincing
that I pull away.
“Balthazar,” she says in a wet, hoarse whisper. Her chin quivers through a frail smile, the
look on her face cleaving me.
“Sixteen?” I swallow as my throat thickens.
“I… Oh god,” the woman says quietly. “Should we—”
“Yes.” I nod. I’m suddenly a lamb that might follow her anywhere.
Mascara-filled tears slide down Matilda’s face. “Go to the bar. Let me grab the bill. I’ll
meet you. Just go.” She waves her hands.
Laughter, chatter, and piano music from afar hangs in the awkward space between us as
we sit side by side, facing the bartender.
I rap the bar with my knuckle. “Scotch?”
“Yes, thank you.”

I glance at her face when she answers me. She’s an elegant beauty for—I do quick
math—forty-one.
“So you’re…my...” I can’t say the word.
Mom. It’s not a word I know in association with myself. Mother. This is my mother?
She clears her throat. “I was visiting family, and I met your father. And, well, yes. I’m
your mother.” She touches my forearm as if I might break, so gently that a butterfly wouldn’t
notice. “You’re his spitting image. He was exactly your age when we met.” She swallows a long
sip of scotch. “This is weird,” she says in an American accent.
“Weird as hell,” I echo before choking on a strangled laugh.
“So, you saw me and knew?” I half expect a news team to blast in and start filming our
reunion.
“I saw you and I thought it was him, but he would be fifty now. You’re him twenty-five
years ago. And I... That brooch in your friend’s hand—it confirms everything.” She places her
hand over my white knuckles. “It was his mother’s. He gave it to me when I told him I was
leaving. He didn’t know I stayed and gave birth to his son. You’ll find my initials and the year
we met engraved under your”—she pauses as her eyes search my face—“grandmother’s name.”
I drag my hands down my face. My grandmother’s brooch. I have relatives? What an odd
thing to grow up alone in the world to then find yourself in a random moment, years later, being
told that everything you had always wished for was real. I can’t stop staring at her. Everything
about her is a mystery. Sixteen. This is my mom.
Matilda walks into the bar and stands next to me. Uncomfortable silence blankets us. “Hi.
I’m Matilda, Balthazar’s girlfriend.” She juts her hand between us. Her eyes sparkle as though
she’s leaped to a new place in her mind, one I’ve not yet found. I’m still in the confused-not
believing-who-put-this-stranger-up-to-this stage. I’d call it blatant non-acceptance.
“Imogene Cox. Delighted to meet you both!” She shakes our hands.
My body vibrates in realization. I’ve just leapfrogged to stage two. Acceptance.
“Imogene. Well I have a mom named Imogene.” Scratching my jaw, I laugh. “And where
do you live, what do you do for a living…I, there’s so much I want to know. I’m a little
overwhelmed. I feel like I’m meeting a rock star.”
We all crack up, and Imogene’s face turns bright red as she waves her hand around.

“I was terrified to approach your table, I can’t believe I’m sitting here with my son.” She
presses the back of her hand to her mouth and muffles a cry. “I live here in Chicago, um…let’s
see.” She exhales harshly. “I’m a nurse, well, I’m taking a sabbatical to explore my bucket list.”
“Bucket list?” I ask.
“You know, exploring things I’ve always wanted to get to but haven’t made time for.
You’re on my bucket list!” She cheers.
“That’s a hell of a large bucket.” Imogene clutches the edge of the bar she’s laughing so
hard. My mother laughed at my joke. My mother.
“We live in northern Wisconsin, we’re practically neighbors. You have two grandsons,
twins!”
“I have, oh my gosh.” She leans into her hands and cries. “I’m a grandmother?”
“Yes, here.” I scroll through photos on my phone. “This is Jax and this is Jinx.”
She holds the phone in her trembling hand as tears glide down her face. Then Matilda
cries as well. I pinch my tear ducts again, this is unreal.
“I’d love to meet them sometime if you would want to have, well…Would you want to
keep on with our relationship? I don’t want to assume.”
“Don’t want to assume I’d want a mom?” My mouth drops open bringing a grin to
Imogene’s face. “Fuck yeah! You should come up and visit us, we have a beautiful farm, you
could stay and…yes. Hell yeah, I’d love to get to know you.”
“Matilda, did you name the boys or did my son name them?”
“Oh, I uh. I’m not their mom. I’m their aunt, I’m…” Matilda says, touching my hand. As
quickly she removes it and covers her face. “Sorry, this is complicated.”
“My wife, the boys’ mom died in a car accident a few years back. Matilda has been
helping me out…she…we live together, we’re together. Yes, she’s my, Christ—girlfriend sounds
so stupid but, yes. We’re together.”
Imogene smiles and raises her glass to the edge of mine then Matilda’s as I recover from
my botch job of an explanation. “Life is complicated! Well, sounds like you have a lovely
relationship.”
“I hate to go, but I’m meeting a friend in a bit. Can I put my number in your phone?”
“Of course. I’ll give you mine as well. I really would love you to visit us.”

We exchange numbers then stand in a huddle at the bar as Imogene puts on her coat. She
shoves her hands in her pockets, then removes one hand for me to shake.
“Thank you, I promise I’ll visit. This is the best day of my life,” she whispers through
tears. “I never thought I’d have the chance to meet you after giving birth to you, never thought
you’d want me after what I did.”
“Imogene.” I step forward as my heart races. “May I hug you?”
“Oh, oh gosh. Yes, I’d love that.” She looks up to my wet face, which mirrors hers. “A
hug from my son, my only child.”
I wrap my arms around her, our shoulders shaking as we weep. “Thank you for being so
brave, you could have walked away,” I say hoarsely.
“I’ll never do that again. I’ve regretted it my whole life as it is.”
After a bizarre-and-at times-comical hour in the bar sorting through and sharing who
Imogene and I are to each other…or could be, we part ways. Matilda and I settle back into our
seats at the bar and order more drinks. Wrapping her arms around my neck she whispers in my
ear, “You must have a million questions attacking your brain. I can hear the wheels in your head
zipping along.”
“For the life of me, I don’t know what’s crazier.” I knuckle rub my forehead. “The fact
that I have a mother or the fact that we’ve agreed to get to know each other.” I sip my beer,
shaking my head.
“Are you okay?” she asks, rubbing my back with one hand. “It’s pretty amazing she had
the balls to approach us. What a cool woman.”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m good. Blown away.”
She sips her wine then scoops her arm in the crook of my elbow. “Do you want to invite
her for Christmas? Shit, I’ll have to make sure my dad’s on good behavior.”
“Wow. Uh…I guess that would be nice to do. I’m her family.”
She leans her forehead to mine. “Your boys have grandparents.”
My heart says two words when it sees the way she’s lit up over this. Wife. Mother.
“Isn’t that awesome?”
I take my twentieth deep breath of the evening as I grab Matilda’s hands. “Would it feel
too weird if I said our boys have grandparents?” I search her eyes for the answer. “Is that putting
too much on you? Because, when I think about raising my boys, I think of them as our boys.

Mine and yours. They’ll only know you as their mother.” I brush my thumb over her cheek, and
she leans into it. “Is that too much for you? Am I assuming too much?” Her lips part, and she
wets them multiple times. “It’s just… For me, not growing up with a mom… I don’t want that
for them. And you… You’re more than any kid could want in a mother. More than any man
could want in a—”
She places two fingers on my lips. “Balthazar.”
“I love you so much.” Her eyes soften as she leans in, replacing her fingers with her lips.
“This has been a big day for you, and well…I don’t want you to have to feel as though you need
to justify my role with you and the boys. You have a lot on your plate as of an hour ago.”
“Justify. That’s ridiculous.” I grab my beer for a long pull, then set it down with a thud.
“Why would you say something so meaningless after what I’ve confessed? I’m saying the
opposite. Don’t you want the same things I do? A future with us? And as for me—”
“Take a breath. You just met your mother. My father lives with us. Your children now
have grandparents. We have things to work through, the farm and my trust. I have an apartment
in Paris. You live in Wisconsin.”
“Christ! That was a mouthful. And? Are you going to drop the other shoe? What? Tell
me you wouldn’t for a fucking second think of moving back there! Has that crossed your mind?
Have I been reading you wrong?” My hand smashes onto the bar. “For fuck’s sake, Matilda.
What is it we’re doing, then? Or, rather, what am I doing? Yes. What the hell am I doing?” I
stand, throw a few bills on the bar, then take three long strides away. Looking over my shoulder,
I grumble, “You coming?”
“Balthazar, relax. I’m not saying anything. I just… There are lots of moving parts right
now. Even more as of tonight.” I slow my pace so she doesn’t have to run. “Don’t you think
we’d both be smart to let some dust settle before we add more things to the mix? I’m trying to be
practical, realistic.” She bites her fingernails as she toes the curb.
“The fuck are you talking about?” Hailing a cab, I swear under my breath. We sit silently
driving to the hotel. Maybe this whole meeting-my-mother thing has thrown her for a loop. I can
see that. Then her father having cancer… Yeah, there’s that. Am I overreacting? I know she’s
torn up as hell over her dad, and they have a long damn way to go. But still, it’s all a bit out of
left field. She was running up and down the hall of the hotel, confessing her love for me just
hours ago. She loves me and then some. So, what the fuck is this shit?

After paying the driver, I help Matilda out of the car. Marching up the steps in front of
her, I glance over my shoulder. That limp always gets in her way. We enter the hotel lobby and
head up another staircase. “Grab the railing, and take one step at a time,” I tell her as she
stumbles.
As I hook my arm with hers, she shrugs away and glares at me. “Who have you suddenly
become?” I laugh as she grunts at me. “Practical?” She strides ahead of me, reaching the landing
before I do, then walks backward as I tick my thoughts off.
“Since when is that a part of your vocabulary, Miss Decorate The Chicken Coop And
Invite A Frickin’ Donkey To Live In The House? People live in houses, not farm animals. But
no, not with you! You are as sensible and practical as a chocolate teapot!”
“And you’re as practical as a pair of undies on Britneeeeyyyyy—”
She plows backward into a fifteen-foot Christmas tree. Screams surround us as an
explosion of shiny balls in countless sizes bounce and roll off the tumbling tree, scattering across
the crimson carpeting. Her legs and her arms flail, trying to disengage from the lights and
glittering strands of garland. I could have predicted it. Should have seen it coming. When she
gets steamed, she gets klutzier than a giraffe in roller skates. Grace personified.
“Lucille Ball,” I mutter as I pick her up and stand her on her feet.
She steadies herself as she smooths her dress. She’s beautiful, wearing her emotions like
a ten-carat diamond. A blush flies up her neck while she glares at me as if she just won the
Southern Hemisphere at a poker table.
From across the room, we hear a drunken rant. “Hey, that’s her! She loves Balthazar Cox,
and now, she thinks she’s an Elf on a Shelf!”
We fall to pieces laughing. Her hands slap my chest, and my arms wrap her body. We
receive a round of laughter followed by a chorus of clapping. Hotel staff swarms us as if we’re
Brad and Angelina, and apologies fly for the tree that was regrettably placed “in Matilda’s way.”
The concierge convinces us that he will not take no for an answer as he hands us a keycard to a
penthouse suite.
“Twist my arm.” Matilda chuckles after telling him no time after time. Finally, she gives
in, now this is a first.
Walking into the suite, we’re greeted by a glittering tree, a bottle of champagne, and a
two-tier tray filled with pastries and chocolates.

“You can call me what you want. Lucille Ball. Clumsy. Klutzy. Whatever label you feel
good about. Just don’t call me late for champagne and dessert in a penthouse suite!” Matilda
sings.
I open the champagne as she pops a chocolate in her mouth. After I’ve poured each of us
a glass, we clink our rims and take a sip of the bubbly.
“C’mere.” After setting my glass down, I press her face in my hands. “Hey, you can call
me half blind…or mad eye or whatever label you feel good about. Just don’t call me a man who
is not head over heels in love with the sexiest fucking woman on Earth. You hear me, Lucille?
Otherwise, you’ve got some ’splainin’ to do!”
She snorts then laughs. “You got it, Ricky!”
I spin Matilda then back her into my arms for a dip. She squeals as she grabs my neck
and pulls herself up.
“I’m sorry if you felt I was getting a bit overambitious. I didn’t mean to piss you off.”
Her lips feather mine, chocolate hitting my tongue as I kiss her. “It must be my old days of
playing rugby in high school. I was always a take-the-ball-and-run guy. I won’t apologize for
telling you how I feel or what I see in our future. But I’ll try to reel things in a little.”
“Don’t let my momentary lapse of enthusiasm freak you out,” she says, rocking up to her
toes. “I’m trying to find my way through all of this just like you are, okay? Please don’t be mad.
I was sort of trying to keep things simple.”
“That’s very levelheaded and weird of you. But yes, it’s okay.”
She grins and rolls her eyes.
Grateful as fuck that we’re okay, I kiss her. “I’m just glad you love me most of the time.”
“Um, yeah. Most of the time as in I think about you nonstop, every second around the
clock. You know, I think of you like that. Most of the time.”
“And what do you think when you’re thinking of me?”
“That I want you shoving me against the wall and pressing your body onto mine.”
I walk us farther into the suite. “And what else?”
She grins and steps out of her heels. “I want you tongue-fucking me.”
“Where, love?”
She giggles then sucks my earlobe. “Anywhere I’m wet,” she says quietly.
“And are you wet anywhere in particular just now?”

“You could say that.”
“Coincidentally, there’s a wall behind you that has your name on it.”
“Hmm, funny thing is, there just happens to be a few wet spots on me that have your
name on them.”
We walk two strides back.
“Good, now, get up against the wall. I’ve got some things I need to get to,” I whisper
against the curve of her neck as I move the hair from her shoulder. “Some sexy things. Some
lips-meeting-lips, cock-not-getting-blocked kinds of things.”
Her ass hits the wall first. Then her head touches it. She drops her eyes to the top button
on my shirt before flipping through each one until it’s open.
“Balthazar.” Kissing my collarbone, she says, “I like when you talk to me, like you
telling me what you’re gonna do.”
“Like when I tell you I’m going to peel this dress off you, get you naked?” I unzip the
back then drop the silken straps from her shoulders. Her dress slips down her body, creating a
pool at her feet, which she steps out of.
“Or when I tell you I’m going to suck your tits raw?” I take the lace straps of her bra
down to reveal her bountiful chest. I lick her breasts as she moans out my name and presses her
body against my face, burying me in her soft fleshy heaven. “I could live between your tits.
Could live,” I mutter. I suck her nipple into my mouth then nibble until she squeals. “I love your
reactions.” I groan. “The way you spread your legs and drive your hips into me when I lick you.
I’m going to suck them until they’re marked.”
“Balthazar, keep talking. I love when you talk dirty to me.”
“Like when I talk about how much I want your wet pussy?”
“Yeah,” she pleads.
“My tongue wants it… My tongue is aching to fuck you.” I kneel in front of her, kissing
her belly, my hands pressing her hips to the wall. “You ever want something so bad you ache for
it?”
“God yes.”
I suck her clit through her lace knickers. “What? Tell me what, Matilda.”
She opens her legs for me in obvious answer. “I ache for your tongue,” she says softly as
I slide the wet lace panel aside and take my tongue to her lips.

“What, love? What aches for my tongue? Your wet cunt?” I suck, lap, and whisper words
against her. “You’re so fucking wet my cock is ready to explode.”
Her knees buckle. “Balthazar…please. I want it in me. Now!”
“Not yet. I can taste that sweet ache, Matilda.” I open her to my lips and eagerly explore
her. Her hands grip my shoulders as she bumps against my mouth, which makes me want to toss
her down and rip my pants off. I grab my groin to adjust the pain then shred her panties off. She
gasps, which makes me hungrier. I throw one of her legs over my shoulder, taking what I want,
needing further access. Every damn inch of her. Front to back, inside and out, I make her mine as
she wilts in my mouth, all of her resolve melting, every ounce of her passion and desire crawling
out of her and into me.
“Matilda, have to have you. Can’t wait another fucking minute.” I pick her up and carry
her to the bed then tear my pants and briefs down as though my life depends on it.
“You’re so fucking inside me. I know I’ve told you this, how you’ve become the only
woman I’ll ever want again,” I whisper alongside her neck. Then I pull back to look at her eyes.
“I mean it. Ever again.”
“Balthazar, I adore you. Don’t for one second think I don’t want everything about you. I
love you,” she says softly. “I love you!” she yells.
I pin my hips to hers. “Don’t you dare get up and start streaking the halls again. I’d hate
to have to fuck you out there. We might get arrested.”
“Then you’d better stake your claim and fuck me nice and hard right now.”
“I’m not so sure about nice, but there’s no question about hard.” I drive in with a deep
thrust. Matilda’s soft moans make me feel like a king when I move inside her. She wraps her legs
around me as I cage her with my hands and curl under her. Sweat drips from my face and onto
her tits, causing a stir inside me as I watch each drop meet her skin.
“You feel me?”
Her eyes flutter as her lips contort with each deep thrust.
“Would you want this from anyone else?” I accelerate my movements.
Her hips beg me for more, ask me to go harder. I give it to her.
“Not from anyone,” she mouths. Her tongue comes out, waiting for mine as our lips crash
together, and we cling to each other for every breath. As her fingers claw up and down my back,
she grips handfuls of my ass and pulls me hard inside her.

“More,” she says softly.
“Tell me. Who do you want fucking you?” I lick her mouth. “Deep and hard. Who do you
want licking you? Whose face do you want to come all over on?” My tongue dives into her
mouth.
She sucks as if it were my cock. It makes me groan as I swell, and I swear I get three
times harder.
“Whose name do you want falling from your lips when you come again and again and
again around a cock?”
“Balthazar, only you. Oh god…only you.”
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Tool of thief, toy of queen.
Always used to be unseen.
Sign of joy, sign of sorrow.
Giving all likeness borrowed.

Mask

Christmas Eve is here and Imogene is joining us. Balthazar’s level of excitement since
he’s fully accepted the idea that he has a mother has really been something to witness. With her
arrival later this afternoon, we finish readying the twins’ big boy room.
Jinx holds an armload of hooded sweatshirts as he approaches Balthazar. “We need
hookers for our jackets, Daddy.”
“Hooks, mate! Got ’em right here.” After digging through his tool belt, Balthazar pulls
out silver wall hooks. “Gonna put them up on the back of your door so you boys can reach them
and hang up your clothes. Sound good?”
Jinx nods as he drops the sweatshirts by the door and perches his hands on his hips.
Balthazar removes the cordless screwdriver from his belt. Jax studies his dad as he holds a hook
against the door then takes a screw from his mouth.
“Daddy, you gonna screw that hooker to the wall?”
I burst out laughing as Balthazar spits the screw from his mouth and props himself
against the door with one arm. The other digs in his belt pouch for another screw. He shakes his
head, chuckling as he looks over his shoulder to me and winks.
Okay, fine. I adore the shit out of them.

After we finish their room, I tidy up the kitchen and check the bar for details, while
Balthazar showers. With everything ready save last-minute details of candle lighting and ice
bucket filling, I jog up the stairs to get dressed for our evening. Jog, yeah. Two steps at a time,
not one slip or fall! “I own these stairs today,” I sing as I leap to the landing.
“Lucille who?” I mutter smugly as I strip out of my clothes. Opening the closet door, I
whip the curtain in front of my clothes aside to grab my velvet tartan dress. “Dammit, Lucille!” I
shriek, my toe catching the puddle of curtain on the floor. “Shit…shit!” I channel the twins. “I
need a hooker for this curtain!”
“Well, look at you. Legs all spread and ready to go!” Balthazar chuckles, towering above
me. In a kilt. With a four-day stubble. Shirtless. Tatted. Belted. KILT!
“Holy mother of god, look at you!” My mouth drops open, hoping his Yule log will fall
from his kilt and bless me and my spread legs with some holiday cheer.
“I was about to say the same thing. What’re you doing?” He quirks an eyebrow. “Naked
on the floor of the closet…self lovin’?”
All of his hotness is married to a cocky little grin as his one eye dances from my face to
my chest before settling on my open legs. Funny that I haven’t done the ladylike thing and
crossed them.
“Nope. Just waiting around for a Brit in a kilt. Tell me you’re commando under that
thing. Lie if you’re not, then do something about it.”
Balthazar scratches his jaw. “A Brit with any balls would never wear briefs under his kilt,
love. That’d be offensive to my countrymen.” That fucking voice, it still gets me. The man
somehow fucks me with his voice before his cock gets anywhere near me.
“Well, considering the size of your balls, I guess I know the answer to that one. Can you
flash me? You know, give the ho, ho, ho on the floor a little something more to smile about.”
He licks his lips, and then I lick mine. Why is he still standing? Am I not being obvious
enough?
“You might end up with coal in your stocking, pretty eyes.”
“I couldn’t give a shit as long as my stocking is filled by a hot Brit in a kilt.”
“I’ll be filling you, all right.” He opens his kilt to reveal his gorgeous erection. “Love,
that smile of yours is about to get you fucked hard.”
I widen my grin. “This smile? This one?”

He kneels between my spread legs. “See how big it is now.”
“I did say hard, didn’t I?” He groans fisting his cock, until he grabs my hips as the kilt
dances between my legs, his erection splitting the plaid. “You want it harder than hard, don’t
you, love?”
“Oh, yeah.” I nod.
After grabbing the root of his cock again, he strokes it a few times.
“I’m dreaming of a wet Christmas,” I sing quietly, and we both crack up.
“Naughty little elf. Now, bring us some figgy pudding,” he croons in his raspy deep
voice.
Post-Christmas Eve naughtiness, Balthazar throws on a crisp, white linen shirt and tops it
with a black bow tie, effectively slaying me. I slip into a red lace corset with matching panties
then whip on my dress. He whistles out a couple of catcalls as he walks a circle around me.
“I made you a little something. And I know you don’t like thrift stuff because of the
orphanage, but I hope this one can pass muster, mister.” I pull a hanger out of the closet then slip
the Union Jack blazer I sewed for him off it.
Balthazar’s face lights up in a display of joyfulness that makes tears spring to my eyes.
“Matilda Pearl.” He grins.
I swell with pride as he grabs the blazer from my hands and looks it over. Inside the
blazer, I sewed a lining of teal silk. With a black fabric pen, I wrote all over it in my fanciest
cursive. Matilda Independence Pearl loves Balthazar Beastly Brit Cox. I also dated it and added
the words our first Christmas.
In a hoarse voice, he asks, “What am I going to do with you, pretty eyes?”
“I suppose I could think of a thing or two?” I answer as he slides the blazer on. I bite the
grin on my lips as he gazes at his reflection in the mirror.
This man… Whoosh. There goes all of my air. Again.
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It cannot be seen, it weighs nothing, but when put into a barrel, it
makes it lighter. What is it?

A hole

Imogene arrives at four on the nose. I’d be lying if I were to say I am anything less than
nervous as fuck. My mom joining us for Christmas. My naked knees are knocking. Never in my
wildest dreams could I have imagined anything so amazing. A house full of family. My family.
The boys and I open the front door together to be greeted by Imogene’s sparking eyes and
mile-wide smile. We hug in a tear-filled hello.
“Dat her?” Jinx says as Imogene kneels.
“Hi, can I have a hug? I’m your grandma.” Both boys wrap their arms around her neck.
My mom.
Oh, Jesus. Matilda says in a sob as she joins us, “Imogene, Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas,” Imogene replies. “I can’t believe I’m here. Someone pinch me,” she
says as my throat contracts.
Jax and Jinx pinch her cheeks to receive a roll of laughter from the rest of us.
“Come on in.” I help her up from the floor. Everit strolls over with raised eyebrows.
“This is Matilda’s father, Everit Pearl. Everit, meet my mom, Imogene Cox.”
“Everit, nice to meet you.” A slow smile dances across her face as Everit takes her hand
in his and kisses it. Matilda pinches my arm while avoiding my eyes. We gave Everit a solid
warning that he would need to be on his best behavior tonight in regards to Matilda and Imogene.
Looks like both of my ladies will be getting the royal treatment from him.

“The pleasure is all mine.” They linger in a stare, then Everit helps Imogene with her
coat, and bags of gifts she left on the porch. He serves her a drink, then another after Alfie and
Duke arrive. Matilda and I chuckle watching Everit fetch Imogene glass after glass of wassail
punch as the two of them waltz to the other side of tipsy before we serve dinner. Amazingly he’s
been nothing but lovely with Matilda as well. So maybe he needed a distraction in the female
form. Can’t say I blame the guy. I was a grouch before Matilda showed up months ago.
As we settle in the dining room on couches and chairs, I raise my glass for a toast. “I’d
like to say a few things. As a writer I can be verbose so I’ll do my best to keep this short. First, to
all of you, Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas.” Everyone cheers in return. I raise my glass again, this time to my
mom who is seated next to Everit. Jax is on her lap, Jinx is on his. My boys have grandparents. I
smile then gather my thoughts. “To Imogene, thank you for being brave, for saying hello, for
seeing me.”
Imogene shakes her head as tears stream down her face. Everit hands her a handkerchief
from his pocket as she blows me a kiss and mouths, “Thank you.”
“To Everit, for evolving into a good grandfather. Thank you also for trying to see Matilda
for the lovely woman that she is. You’ve got work to do, but you’re off to a solid start.”
Everit nods and flips me off, he then looks at Matilda with a wide grin as he sips his
drink. Maybe Imogene could come to the farm more often, snake charmer that she’s proving to
be. I don’t think Everit has ever smiled so much in one night.
“And then there’s my girl.” Matilda is seated on a chair next to me. I reach out and
entwine my fingers with hers. “My girl, who’s taken hold of my heart, my soul, and every bit of
space between ’em. I love you, Matilda.”
“I love you, Balthazar.” She beams.
I wave the boys over and grab the box under my chair. “We have a little something for
you, love. We took a page out of your book and handcrafted you something fit for a princess.
You, pretty eyes, are our princess.”
Matilda giggles then rips into the messily wrapped box. When I place the crown the boys
and I made from wire and a bunch of old, sparkly types of pins she likes, onto her head, she
laughs.

“This is, oh my goodness.” Her eyes go wide, then she bawls. The boys cry too. They of
course think she doesn’t like her “pincess” crown from what I can tell. She jumps up and grabs
the boys in her arms singing, “Ring Around the Rosie” until the three of them land on the floor in
a mess of love as the boys sing, “Asses, asses, we aw faw down!”
We move to the dining table and everyone cracks open the Christmas popper that sits on
their dinner plate. Folded paper crowns and small gold charms litter the table. Everyone
promptly unfolds then places the crowns on their heads. Matilda sticks with her fancy crown,
looking like The Queen of England holding court. Finally, turkey is cut at the dining table and
served along with multiple sides.
Halfway through dinner Imogene’s scarf catches fire from a candle as she leans over the
table to hand Jax a spoon. Everit wrestles her down to the ground, spanking her chest with open
palms as she gazes at him with a look of surprise.
“Everit, thank you,” she says in a breathy laugh as he helps her off the floor. Their
flushed faces and steady eye contact have the rest of us meeting eyes in surprise.
Post dessert, Matilda and the boys call us outside to the porch after having disappeared
for ten minutes. The yard beyond is lit with dozens of glowing lunch bags that create a magical
effect with the light snow that’s dusting everything with sparkles. The three of them stand in the
yard holding hands, donning costumes of capes, swords and tutus, looking like a crew of misfits.
My misfits. My family.
“On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me a kiss after I slid down the stairs
nakedly.” Matilda’s tone-deaf uneven voice makes me grin. The boys jump in and sing with her
a few times, but mostly they squirrel around her legs while shaking tambourines. As she rounds
the twelfth day, she approaches me. Her hands clutch the front of my blazer, her smiling eyes
capture mine, my heart races as she climbs even further inside me.
“On the twelfth day of Christmas, my true love gave to me my dad for the holidays, his
mother too, twins I just adore, and enough happiness with my man for a lifetime…maybe two!”

Christmas morning Matilda sits at the edge of our bed stretching and yawning. “Merry
Christmas,” she says then kisses my cheek. After a few more kisses she stands and strolls to our
bedroom window. “Holy crap!” Her face is filled with a story, and from the looks of it, I’m about
to hear a doozie!
“Santa?” I laugh quietly, throwing my legs over the side of the bed.
“No! I just saw your mom sneak out of my dad’s Airstream.”
I jump up and look out the window to see nothing save footsteps in the snow. “Don’t
overreact. She was probably just taking him some Christmas morning coffee.” Though the
footsteps are going the wrong way.
She rolls her eyes then presses her face to the glass, fogging it. “Are you seriously that
naïve? Where were you last night when my dad was fawning all over Imogene, and didn’t you
notice she was eating it like she’s never been flirted with in her life? It’s like they were both
high! He was even nice to me. I mean nice.”
“You think she slept out there?”
“Yep. As in don’t come knocking if the camper is rocking.”
I chuckle at the thought of it. Hell, I hardly know my mom. We haven’t exactly had any
alone time since she arrived. Maybe I got her libido? “We’re an incestuous bunch, aren’t we?”
As Matilda heads downstairs, I check in on the boys who are miraculously still asleep.
After taking a long, hot shower and getting dressed, I sneak down the stairs to find Everit and
Matilda walking in the front door and taking off their coats while Imogene sits at the kitchen
table having coffee.
“Merry Christmas,” I say.
Matilda hangs her coat on a hook by the door, then passes by me and goes into the pantry
without one look at me.
“Merry Christmas to you,” Imogene says. “The boys are still sleeping?”
“Yeah, kind of surprising.” I pour two mugs of coffee then walk into the pantry and hand
one to Matilda.
“You guys take a walk? Mending more fences?”

“Um, yeah,” she says over her shoulder as she slides jars of jam around until she takes
one off the shelf. “Just a short one.” She spins to face me. Her red eyes and clipped tone along
with her tight smile have me curious.
I sweep my hand down her cheek. “Are you okay? You seem off. Was it an argument?”
“No, it was an apology and just some other stuff.” She clears her throat, then walks past
me. I follow her out.
“Matilda, you’ll never believe this,” Everit says.
“Tell me?” she answers as she unwraps a coffee cake. My eyes catch a glance at her
shaky hands as she twists the plastic wrap with no progress. I take the cake and unwrap it for her.
“Tell her, Imogene, tell her where you’re from.”
“Michigan, Ann Arbor.” Imogene cheers.
“Michigan? Like Dad. A farm as well?” Her exhausted-sounding voice as she answers
Imogene surprises me.
“Yes, a horse farm.”
“Any siblings?” Everit asks, looking smitten as he reaches over to stroke her arm. I gawk
at their overt friendliness. One night and he’s petting her?
“I had a sister, Hazel,” she says. Then she glances my way. “She was my older sister,
died five years ago from cancer.” She clears her throat.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” I reach out to touch her hand as I slide the cake to the center of
the table, then sit next to her.
“Oh, thanks.” A weak smile forms on her lips. “We hadn’t found our way to much of a
relationship, if I’m being honest. That’s the sad part. Then cancer came and took her before we
had the chance to… Ahh…well. ” She shrugs.
I stand and walk over to Matilda who is mixing orange juice in a pitcher. “Why don’t we
move near the Christmas tree, I hear some bumping around upstairs, I would imagine the boys
will be down any second.” She nods, then I take the coffee cake and we all saunter into the
dining room. Everit and Imogene sit together on the couch in close proximity. Matilda sits on the
floor, propped against a chair, with her two pigs flanking her thighs. Her fat, fully trained house
pigs. She makes Dr. Doolittle look like an amateur.

The boys scuttle down the stairs a minute later screaming and laughing, landing at the
base in a pile, until they race to the Christmas tree. The unwrapping of gifts happens in less than
ten minutes. And the rest of us are back to getting to know each other.
“So this bucket list thing you’re embarking on, what’s it going to include?”
She reaches for two slices of coffee cake, handing one to Everit who grins and nods. As a
blush creeps up her neck and a smile slides across her lips, she covers it with a bite of cake.
“Well”—she waves a hand—“there are lots of things on my list, the Grand Canyon,
California, sky diving. Maybe somewhere along the way I’ll even fall in love.” She looks down
at her lap. “I’ve never married, never found the right man. I suppose it’s not too late.”
“Never too late,” Everit says, winking at Imogene. I close my dropped jaw after a few
seconds.
Matilda rubs her forehead with her hands. I can’t tell if she’s mad or sad or tired. But no
question something is going on that I’m not reading. I’m sure she and Everit had words about
something, he can set her off like nothing else.
“I’m going on about myself, and really, it’s you guys I’d love to know more about.”
Imogene shuffles in her chair. “Matilda, your dad says you live in Paris. I assumed you lived
here. You must love France, when are you going back?”
Matilda focuses on scrubbing the pigs’ bellies. I focus on her, wondering how she’ll
answer the question. Going back.
“Oh, yeah. Paris is lovely.” Her leg bounces as she avoids everyone’s gaze. “I have an
apartment there.” She stares at the front door. Is she going to bolt?
Everit clears his throat and stands with a theatrical stretch. Looks like Lavinia got her
acting chops elsewhere. Some kind of silent conversation is going on, and I’m not the one having
it.
Matilda jumps up with a grunt, hurrying toward the kitchen. “I’m going to put on another
pot of coffee, then hop in the shower. Help yourselves in a few minutes when it’s done.”
She disappears for a few hours while I chat with my mom and Everit. Midmorning rolls
around and I put the boys down for their nap, then head back down to the kitchen to find Matilda
doing dishes. She’s elbow deep in dishwater, with Ruck perched on her shoulder, nibbling at the
top of her ear.
I approach her side. “What was that all about earlier?”

“What was what all about?”
I lean against the sink, and Ruck takes an awkward flight to the top of my head.
“Matilda, don’t play games. You know what I’m asking. ”
When she reaches for the sink, I grab her arm then turn her chin to me.
“Are you fucking going back? Something’s up with you. What is it?”
“No. I mean, I don’t know.” After peeling her rubber gloves off, she tosses them onto the
counter.
Christ, I’ve got to handle this right. I take a deep breath as I remove Ruck from my head.
“What the hell does that mean?” I take another breath before I yell again. “What exactly would
you be going back to? Am I missing something here?”
“I didn’t say I was going.” She growls over her shoulder as she saunters into the pantry.
I follow her. “You didn’t say you weren’t. That’s saying plenty.”
She backs two steps, landing against the wall of canned goods. I cage her with my arms.
“What exactly is going on? Your father got a bit odd earlier, and you didn’t answer my
mom. Is everything okay?” I tip her chin up, her eyes dart around. “Hey, it’s me. Please don’t
shut me out. Talk to me, love.”
“Balthazar,” she whispers, shoving her hands to her face, “it’s complicated.”
“You sound like me from months ago. What’s complicated? We are not complicated.” I
clutch her fidgeting fingers. Calm, calm, calm. “Us, you, and your dad, what? Level with me
here. I’m clear about everything except the vibe I’m getting.”
She tries to push past me, but I take the crook of her elbow in my hand.
“We should… Let’s go sit down.”
“Matilda, it’s Christmas morning. I’ve never been happier in my life. Please spit out
what’s sitting like rotten milk on your tongue. Say what you need to.”
I follow her to the kitchen table with my gut in knots. We sit, then she turns to me as she
wrings her fingers. She exhales slowly as she shrugs. I brace myself when she stands and walks
away with her shoulders shaking. I shoot up and step over to her, taking her chin in my fingers to
steer her eyes to my face.
“Tell me. What is it? What are you struggling to say?”
“My fiancé is out of a coma. Cort is alive.”

My throat tightens as I suck in a breath. Walking past her, I leave the kitchen and slump
into a chair in the den, unable to process our sober moment. With my fingertips bearing down on
my face, I inhale against my palms. “You told me he was dead.”
She sits next to me. “He was.” Tears slide down her cheeks as her shaky hand pulls her
earlobe. “That’s what the nurse told me. His parents never came to me, only a nurse. I never
thought she’d be lying. How could I have known? Who would lie about that?”
“You’re engaged?” The permanence of my words cut my throat as I say them. “Holy
Christ, Matilda.” Drinking glasses rattle when my hands slam the tabletop.
She stands and backs away from me. “I feel like a jerk and I have no reason to. I didn’t
do anything wrong, but I feel like I have. His parents called me earlier, when I went for that
quick walk with my dad. He knows now. He had just told me he was sorry, and that he loved me.
We were having this amazing moment for once, then my phone lights up with Cort’s mom’s
name.”
“What is this, a soap opera?” I run my hands through my hair then yank it. “Pinch me.
Fucking pinch me!” While marching back to the kitchen to escape her words, I sort through my
realities.
“He’s asking for me,” she says through a wet whisper, following me. “For me,” she
repeats.
This cannot be happening. We were an us. What are we now? We stare at each other
through drowning eyes.
“Of course he is.” My jaw tightens. “He should be asking for you, you’re his fiancée.”
“I want to tell you so many things.” Her trembling fingertips stroke my jaw. “I’m sorry.
I’m feeling as duped as you must be.”
I want to be pissed. Want to yell. Want to throw my fist through a wall. Want to run.
“Balthazar.” She pastes a weak smile on. “He’s not… Oh god, I feel so evil saying this.”
She walks away from me.
I gaze at her as she twists her finger through a chunk of hair and bites her lips. She might
be as crushed as I am, I’d like to call that hope, but I’m sure it’s nothing close.
“He’s not what, love?”

The kitchen door flies open in a repeat of Thanksgiving. Barks of laughter from Imogene
and Everit punch the air as the door smacks Aesop, who zips across the floor to Matilda. I catch
him just before he bowls her over.
“We have an announcement,” Everit says, looking at Imogene. She beams as Everit’s
hand entwines with hers. What fucking now?
“We’re going to explore this bucket list thing together!”
The earth stops.
“Dad, what?” Matilda frowns.
“Life is short. Been an ass most of it. You got the brunt of that, Matilda. Hell, you know.
I’ve made mistakes. But now, with cancer…” He shakes his head and throws an arm around
Imogene’s shoulder. “Who knew something so grizzly that’s trying to kill me has also saved me.
It’s helping me and you have a relationship. It’s giving me the kick in the ass I need to get to
know my grandkids.” He chuckles. Then he grabs Imogene’s face and plants a kiss on her cheek.
“Hell, I’ve never been one for erratic decisions, but maybe that’s what’s called for when you’ve
got nothing left but a ticking bomb inside you.”
Matilda’s mouth drops open as she shuffles to her feet.
“I’m not gonna let this own me. I’m not lettin’ this fuckin’ thing win!” He flips the
ceiling off with both hands. “It took your mother. It took Imogene’s sister… The fuck if it’s
taking us down without some fun along the way!”
“Us?” I utter.
“Balthazar,” Imogene says. “I made my bucket list when I found out.”
My heart hammers and sinks into my gut. “Found out what?”
“I wasn’t planning on any of this, meeting you, meeting Everit. Cancer.”
“Are you sick too?” They don’t look sick, they look in love. One night, one fucking
night? Is this happening? I slam a fist into my leg as Imogene nods and Everit kisses her temple.
Is this the kind of shit that happens to people when they get sick? They get crazy?
I want to grab God by the nuts. God’s nuts must be huge. “What the fuck is going on
here? Are you all fucking leaving? You just got here! Damn it to hell, every last one of ya!” I
have nothing else to say. I’m about to be abandoned. Again.
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Matilda
I drIfT forever wITh The currenT down These long canals They’ve made,
Tame, yet wild, I run elusive, multitasking to your aid.
Before I came, the world was darker, colder, sometimes, rougher, true
But, Though I mIghT make lIvIng easy, I’m good aT kIllIng people Too.

Electricity (or lightning)

“Can we please talk?” I take hold of Balthazar’s arm as he throws his clothes into a bag.
“I love you, please don’t shut down. I haven’t done anything wrong.”
This might be the most miserable Christmas day ever. Balthazar is gathering up his stuff
and moving to another bedroom.
“Matilda. This is killing me, you are engaged to another man. That needs to be rectified
before we share a room.”
“Forgive me, Mr. Holier Than Thou. I thought I was clear about me and Cort. I loved him
but, come on, what we have is—”
“What we have is null and void until you break off your engagement. I’m not asking you
to do that by the way, I’m just saying that I can’t get in the middle of an engagement. It’s
morally wrong, and the man was in a fucking coma!”
“Get in the middle? What the hell? You’re it for me! Why is this even a conversation?”
Balthazar thunders down the hall to the room farthest away from mine with me
following. He dumps an armload of clothing and bags on the floor then slumps onto the edge of
the bed.
“Are you kidding me?” He shoves his hands through his hair.

I reply through a hard-edged jaw, “Who have you become? Stand up for me, tell me you
don’t want me to go, tell me you can’t live without me, tell me something, you fucking pussy! At
least tell me you love me!”
“Go to him. End it or marry him. Do what you need to do. I cannot be with you until it’s
resolved. And don’t fucking assume for a second I’m not saying everything with those words.
Every-fucking-thing!”
“But, you can’t say you love me?”
“I’ll tell you that if you come back.”

“January first.” I swear as I roll over and smack my buzzing alarm clock. Happy New
Year. Happy? I’m grasping at straws for anything happy, desperately seeking a silver lining.
Here goes; for all the shitty things about cancer, it’s bringing me and my dad together. Brought
Imogene and Dad together. Who knows, maybe it gave Imogene the bravery to approach
Balthazar in the first place. Crazy that dying can do that. Sounds so cliché, the death card making
good between people. How can something so wrong and evil have a silver lining?
As of yesterday, my dad and Imogene have informed us they plan on taking a crosscountry bucket list trip soon. I can’t blame them. If I were dying, I think I’d do exactly that. Who
am I to say that’s crazy? Even Balthazar, who’s struggling with our relationship status, has
agreed—the choice they’re making seems like the right one. I guess, when you start running out
of time, you want to fill every second you have left with something joyous. They won’t leave for
another few weeks. I’m glad for that as I think Imogene is helping me and Dad find our way
through our shit-ton of emotions. Each day we talk a little more, each day we grow closer. I can
now say I like him, like being around him. Okay, I love him, I love my dad. What a thing to hear
myself saying out loud. Better yet, he returns those very words.
As for me otherwise, I’m a lost soul right now. What kind of person am I to go to Paris?
What kind of person would I be if I didn’t? I question how invisible Balthazar’s feeling now. If

it’s anything close to how I felt for years on end, it’s wretched. The New Year ringing in usually
feels like something to celebrate. I thought that this was going to be an extraordinary year. I
didn’t realize bizarre was the true form it would take the shape of.
My nose stings as I exhale and watch my breath vanish. Sliding my wool hat on, I head
down the porch steps. There are so many things Balthazar and I need to discuss, and the urgency
I feel—before his mind leads him down the wrong paths—is looming. Wandering into the barn
as I think through what I need to say, I find him sitting on a stool, milking Cocks.
“What question can you never honestly answer yes to?” I ask as I capture one of the big
tabby kittens and zip her inside my coat.
He pinches between his eyebrows. “Are you asleep? Or dead.” His hoarse voice makes
my knees go rubbery.
“Balthazar, please look at me.” I bump my hip against his shoulder. “I’m asking for
understanding for things I never knew existed. You hardly talk to me anymore.”
He continues milking, avoiding my stare. “Not exactly,” he says gruffly.
I squat next to him. “I didn’t do anything wrong. This shouldn’t get between us.
Shouldn’t matter.”
He glances at me. “Sure as fuck does though.”
“I couldn’t have known. They left me out of it.”
“That’s about how I’m feeling.” He pauses as he massages his forehead. “Should’ve
stuck with my boys. Don’t need any more complications.”
I lay a hand on his shoulder, and he shakes it off. We’ve come to this? “Please don’t do
this. Don’t close me out. We’re better than this. We’re more than this, aren’t we?”
After the stool flies off his boot, causing it to tumble, he grabs the bucket of milk. “Are
we? You going back there?”
“I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m trying to process.”
“Right, then.” He nods and walks past me. “You do what works for you, what makes you
feel right.”
He jerks away as I clutch the back of his coat. Milk sloshes from the bucket when he sets
it near the barn door.

“You’re blaming me for something I have no control over.” He walks past me, and into
the feed stall. “He was dead. Why are you doing this? You’re making me feel like I don’t
matter.” I spread my arms across the width of the stall.
He body-slams me as he storms past. “I know how that feels.” Each time he passes me, as
he feeds the animals, I want to grab him, force him to see me. “You should do the right thing. Go
to him. You made a promise when you accepted his proposal, you’ve got to keep that.”
“Balthazar, wait.” I grab his arm. “I already told you, I’m not in love with him anymore.
It’s you I want.” He pulls away again. I can’t tell if he’s pissed at me or at life in general. “Can
we just talk?”
“I’ll buy out your half of the farm. You don’t need to worry about that. Might take me a
few years, but I’ll keep my word. I’ve got things to do, got lots to get to.”
“That’s not what I want to talk about.”
“I’ll find a nanny, I’ve let your father know I’ll keep my word on that as well, I’ll marry
someone. Can’t be that hard to find a woman who wants this.” After tossing hay to the cow, he
glances at me. “You’ve got enough on your plate.”
“Will you shut up and let me talk?” While standing in his way, I grip fistfuls of his coat.
“You can’t get me out of here fast enough, can you?”
After backing me one large step to the wall, he cages me in, placing his hands beside my
neck. His jaw clenches as he takes deep breaths.
“Having you here and not having you is worse than it would be if you were gone.” I
swear the ache traveling through his veins runs into mine as he impales me with a stare. “I can
deal with the idea of you being in Paris with your fiancé…husband, whatever he’s going to be to
you. What I can’t deal with is seeing your face every day,” he says softly as he looks at his boots
then back to me.
My eyes sting as his darken.
“I can’t stand the idea that you’re down the hall without me, every fucking night.” He
brushes his knuckle along my cheek.
When I reach for his hand, he pulls it away.
“I no longer like walking into the kitchen, seeing you in your apron and cooking. I don’t
want to hear your laugh or your voice. I don’t want to smell you when you walk past me. I don’t
want—”

I fist handfuls of his coat. “Balthazar, I love you,” I whisper, unable to accept that he
can’t stand me, can’t be near me. I can’t bear to be smothered by more hurt. “I love you,” I
repeat.
His jaw ticks as he shakes his head. “And I sure as fuck don’t want to hear those words
come out of your mouth again.” He peels my hands off his coat and pushes me back. It’s gentle,
but it feels like a shove. “It isn’t fair to me or Cort. You can’t toy with me like this. I can’t take
it. It’s cruel. Can you not understand what I’m going through? Those words are selfish now.
Selfish and unkind. Maybe it makes you feel good to say them, but to me, they feel like knives.
You want to hurt me more?”
“I never wanted to hurt you,” I say as I taste the salt of my tears. “This isn’t my fault. I
won’t apologize for loving you…and I won’t stop saying it.”
I know I matter to him. I’m someone to fight for, to care for. Not someone to break or
push away. He’s protecting himself and the boys. I understand it, but I hate it. How do I change
this? How do I make him realize he’s the one I want, the one I love?
He storms out of the barn. After stumbling through the door, I chase him. I jog in order to
keep up with his long strides until we reach the woodpile. He hauls the ax from the heap over his
head then slices the wood like butter.
“Did you hear me? I won’t stop saying it.” Wiping my face, I utter, “I won’t stop saying I
love you.”
“Matilda, I’m going to say this one more time.” He growls as the ax splits a mammoth
chunk. “No more I-love-yous.” He enunciates every word. “You ought to book your ticket and
get on with your life. The sooner you do that…the sooner I can get on with mine. You being
here… This isn’t good. Not for me, not for the boys. You should do the right thing and say your
goodbyes. I’d hate for you to regret causing us more pain than you already have.”
“I’m not ready to leave.” I sob.
The thud of the ax handle hitting my boot and his glare makes me jump. “You are one
selfish little thing right now.” He reaches for the handle, and I grab his shoulders as he rises.
“And you’re more blind than I thought you could be.” I bunch his coat in my fists as I
yell, “I’m right in front of you!” He steps back as I shove him. “And here I am, invisible again.”
“Yes.” He scowls.
I’ve never felt more hate come from a person other than Lavinia.

“You’re invisible to me…and you’re going to stay that way.”
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Balthazar
The more you take, the more you leave behind.

Footsteps

Being around Matilda has proven to be a greater challenge than seems possible. She fills
every room in the house with her presence, her beauty, and her love. Would I like her to stay?
More than anything. More than anything I’ve wanted in years. The only other thing I’ve ever
wanted this much was to have a mother and a father.
As for that, I can’t blame Imogene for the way she and Everit are going on like lovebirds.
Hell, maybe it’ll buy both of them more time. Love has to be healing when you’re dying.
In my case, love feels like it’s killing me. Thing is, Matilda has an obligation to Cort. I
know she loves me. I know it’s hurting her too. But this is in her hands now. She needs to go to
him and do what she feels makes the most sense. If marrying him is it, then so be it. And, as
much as I want to fight for her, I won’t get in her way. Maybe she’ll get over there and decide
otherwise, but that’ll be her choice. Hers alone.
Night falls and my bedroom door creaks, yanking me from my thoughts. I assume it’s
one of the boys until I look toward the splinter of light. I’d know her curves if they were thrown
into a bag of pillows. She says nothing as she walks to my bed. My body says everything. Can
she hear the way my heart is pounding? What is she doing now? Making things even more
impossible. I stare at her silhouette as she stands in the sliver of light and pulls her nightshirt off.
Why would she do this to me?
“Matilda, no.” I’m so weak for her. All I want is to press my body alongside hers. All
that’ll do is cause things to be worse. She climbs under the blanket against my will.

“Balthazar.” Her fingertips kiss my bare chest. “Tell me you love me the way I know you
do. I miss you so much.”
I grab her hand and receive a yelp. “Matilda, you should go. I’m not doing this with you.”
My voice thunders from the cellar of my hell. Every word I speak over my aching heart is
beginning to feel darker and uglier. I flip onto my side. How am I resisting her? She has a fiancé,
I remind myself. She’s off-limits. She’s not mine. May never be again. She presses her naked
warmth against mine, every soft curve meeting my need. Just to have her here, just to feel her a
little bit. Just this one last—no. No.
“Matilda.” I turn to face her. Leave, is what I need to say. But it never comes out.
In the dark, my words catch on my tongue. In the dark, her hand touches my lips, and her
touch unlocks and opens every closed door. In the dark, she awakens everything inside me, and
my hunger wars with my hurt. In the dark, I kiss her with enough force to cause whiplash.

Everything is a whirl, a race, a pursuit. Our hands move in lightning speed over each
other’s bodies, through hair, down tightened abdomens, onto hips, and between legs. A ghost
couldn’t divide us by the way we share air. Our tongues lash and roll in chase, our lips slide and
suck… God, to get closer… To be inside her—everywhere. She grinds against my erection with
unbridled lust as her legs wrap around me. I know—god, I know what I want to do. But if I do it,
I’ll never recover from her.
“Matilda, fuck… Bloody hell.” I take her waist in my hands, and pull my lips away.
“Balthazar, please. I miss you so much. I can’t keep going like we are. Why do you hate
me?”
“I don’t hate you,” I tell her. “But you’re… you’re engaged to Cort. We can’t. This is
wrong. It’s torture for me.”
“I don’t love Cort.” She whimpers as I push her wrists off my chest. “I love you.”
“Then you’ll need to go over there and make things right with him. If you love me the
way you say you do, you need to leave. Because this, what we’re doing, will break me. You
living in this house is butchering me. I can’t look at you anymore. I want you so much, but you
aren’t mine to have.”

This must be what it feels like to get stabbed. But why do I feel as if I’m the one plunging
the weapon in? The penetrating ache is so deep that I’m certain I’ve lost a limb, or an organ…
Yes, my heart. She’ll be taking it with her when she leaves for Paris.
“Tell me,” she says, weeping. “I need to know that, if I leave you, I can come back.”
“What if you don’t? What if you go and you realize you’ve made a mistake? You might
not want me…us.”
“No, that will never happen. Tell me. Tell me you love me…so I don’t think I’ve already
made a mistake.”
I know the instant I wake at dawn that everything has changed for us. I can feel the
emptiness all around me and inside of me, a pain that’s spreading through every limb in my
body. A note on the marble vanity in my bathroom confirms that she’s gone. The note is stuck in
a page of my Keats book.

Two words, my answer is only two words.
To keep me, you must give me.
“Your word,” I mutter as I crumple the paper she scribbled the riddle on.
I couldn’t have told her, couldn’t have said, “I love you, Matilda. I love you more than
any woman I’ve ever held in my arms. I will never love anyone again the way I love you.” I
wanted to say it. God, I wanted to tell her so she knew I’d be here for her. But I couldn’t,
knowing full well she may not ever come back to me.
I hesitate to send her a text, unsure of what I’d say. I know what I’d like to say. Don’t
stay away long. I’ll be here no matter what. I’ve never stopped loving you. Please let him go.
Please be my wife. I miss you already. I love you so much. I’m dying a little more every day
without you. Do you feel me disappearing the way I feel you slipping away? Instead, I do
nothing. It’s for the best. I think this every time I push my urge to reach out to her down. Give
her time, give her space. Think about what she’s going through. Even if it kills me, which might
be soon.
I suppose our goodbye was my silent answer to her request. I didn’t expect more. I
wonder how it was for her to leave, knowing all that was still here. Though Imogene and Everit
are leaving this week as well, so maybe that piece was okay for her as we all agreed they were
doing what made sense for their lives. I envy them, as pathetic as that sounds. Why would

anyone envy two people dying of cancer? What a wretched thought. I must be losing my mind.
But to be around them, to witness their joy in having found each other, both of them knowing
it’ll be short-lived but filled with passion. It makes me open my eyes a whole hell of a lot more
to everything around me.
Days turn into weeks, and weeks twist into lost hope. I’m the statue under the pigeon
that’s getting shit on. Winters here are drab and thankless, much like England. I fiddle with
seedlings, the animals, the kids, and lots of catch-up reading during the day. I spend my nights
writing after I’ve put the boys to bed. I’m drinking too much, eating too little. I’m lonely. Angry.
Hurt. Alfie, Duke, and Rowdy often come for poker nights and pizza, knowing what kind of hell
I’m living inside of my head and my heart. Duke has informed me that the shelter is close to
shuttering, and that too makes me think of Matilda. This time, it turns to hope.
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Matilda
I am born in fear, raised in truth,
and I come to my own indeed.
When comes a time ThaT I’m called forTh,
I come to serve the cause of need.

Courage

Two weeks in Paris and nothing has changed. Cort has been on a ventilator since I
arrived as pneumonia smacked him shortly after he came out of his coma. Most days I sit in his
sterile hospital room talking to him and the walls, I’m not sure how aware of me he is in his
minimally conscious state.
While ordering coffee from the hospital cafeteria I text Balthazar.
Me: Hi…Are you ever going to text me back, it’s been two weeks of nothing from you.
I have no one to talk to about what’s happening in my life. Balthazar is ignoring me.
Cort’s parents want nothing to do with me. Dad and Imogene? Nah, I’m not about to burden
them with my drama.
How can I tell Cort I don’t want to marry him while he’s lying in a hospital bed with a
ventilator shoved down his throat? How do you tell a man you thought you loved a few years ago
that you have moved on. Moved on when you were told he died. Had to move on. Had no choice.
Am I a horrible person? Most days I think so.
The accident’s timing was astonishing, considering how it coincided with my sister’s
death. I missed, in that fateful week, not one, but two funerals. My fiancé’s and my sister’s. I
stayed in Paris, healing, learning more about myself, exploring the city. Being alone after his

death made me realize maybe I was more special than I’d thought. I was shining on my own as
my confidence grew inside and out.
I check my texts for a message from Balthazar. Nothing. Maybe my leaving was more
than he could handle. I miss him terribly and all I have now are memories of us that I replay on a
nonstop reel in my brain. I’ll never forget that first time with Balthazar. Everything I’d always
thought making love should’ve been, it became. He made me a woman, where with Cort I was a
girl. Balthazar took possession of our lovemaking and turned my passion for him into a ball of
un-douse able fire. The butterfly factor came in like a migration, the tsunami waves of pleasure
were constant.
What will happen now between me and Balthazar? I’ve tried to fight for him. I told him I
loved him, told him he was the man for me. I just hope to hell the porch light is on and the
welcome mat still says welcome when I get back there. Will I ever go back? He may be done
with me.
As I stroll down the hall and near Cort’s room, I see his parents outside his door talking
with a doctor. His mother, Nan, is hunched over, shuddering in his father’s arms. I quicken my
pace to speak to them.
“Is everything okay?” I receive a nasty stare from his father as he shuffles them into
Cort’s room and closes the door on my face. Nice. Pressing my ear to the door I hear several
people talking over each other, everything is in French making it hard for me to understand. A
nurse comes to my side asking me to move out of her way as she opens the door to Cort’s room,
two more nurses follow her. My body tenses as my pulse flies, what the hell is going on? With
my impatience getting the best of me I reach for the door handle and press it down. Leaning my
shoulder against the door, I ease it open and peer into the commotion-filled room.
Cort’s mother and father embrace each other in a tearful hug.
“Is he, is Cort okay?” I ask as I take two steps into the room. “Nan, please.”
Nan’s wet eyes and sullen mouth are all I need to see in answer. But I press on, I need to
hear someone say it.
“Is he alive? Please tell me he’s okay.”
My chest tingles with dread as Nan’s unfocused gaze and trembling hands are all I see.
“He’s dead. This time he’s dead.”

“He’s dead?” I push past her and thrust my way through nurses who are already tying up
details. No more blinking lights or mosquito sounding buzzes come from the monitors I’ve
studied for weeks. The ventilator tube that’s been in his mouth since I arrived now dangles from
a piece of tape on his scruffy jaw. I peel the sticky strip off his face and drop the contraption to
the floor. One of the nurses I recognize hugs me and tells me she’s sorry. And for the first time I
cry. A sob comes from a hollow place inside of me, along with an ache that travels through my
stomach and drives its way to my hands as I clench them. Cort is dead. Reaching out to his face,
I touch his forehead, then his cheek, my finger travels across the plains of his face, stopping on
his lips, which I lean over and kiss for the last time. He’s beautiful, calm, free.
Complications from pneumonia combined with a string of seizures had finally won. The
arc of my world is once again changing and I have nowhere to go.
Three days have passed since my last text to Balthazar when I told him Cort had passed,
so I send another, needing someone to talk to. He hasn’t once tried to communicate since I left;
not one call or text I’ve sent has received an answer. It hurts more than I can attach words to. I
hope he’s only doing it to protect himself. I check my phone again, but there’s no response.
Maybe he’s moved on. Maybe he had no choice.
I stroll the soaked streets while hiding under my umbrella en route to the metro station.
As I sit through stop after stop, I check for new texts. Has he had enough of me complicating his
life? I have options, though most of them don’t thrill me now that I know what love is really like.
Now that I know how it feels to be with a man I adore, not to mention the twins. God, how I’ve
missed them all. Will they ever be mine again? Have I lost everyone but my father? At least I
was able to call him to talk about Cort’s death and a little of what I’m going through.
The screeching halt of the metro signifies my stop at the Saint-Germain-des-Prés station.
I exit the train and consider my night. How depressing. I curse under my breath. Cort is
cremated, and Balthazar is an ocean away. I buy a bottle of wine and some takeout at a small
shop on the street where I live. Then I peek at the English section of a bookstore, hoping for a
romance novel to occupy my night.
Halfway to my apartment with another five minutes of walking in front of me, my phone
dings, signaling a text. My fingers have never moved quicker or felt more dipped in butter.
Please let it be him.

Balthazar: I weaken all men for hours each day.
I show you strange visions while you are away.
I take you by night, by day take you back,
None suffer to have me, but do from my lack.
What am I?
Me: Sleep.
Balthazar: Would like to lose some sleep…you?
Me: Sure let’s talk! Call me!
Balthazar: Don’t want to talk. Just want to lose sleep.
Me: I’m confused? And getting tired of you not wanting to talk. Do you love me or
not…answer me pussy!
Balthazar: Been thinking a lot about that.
Me: That you love me?
Balthazar: Pussy.
Me: Screw you!
I march down the street and receive one more text.
Balthazar: Okay.
My eyes fill and sting. After shutting my phone off, I backtrack to the pastry shop I just
passed. I need something to take my mind off of my miserable life. Sugar. The glass shelves of
the patisserie overflow with ass-fattening sweets. Hallelujah! I lick my drooling lips and point to
five decadent beauties, my new boyfriends. Lickable and about to be well-loved. Funny how my
dinner plans have changed. Food therapy.
I march out of the pastry shop and rip the box of treats open as I steer around people
walking toward me.
When I stuff a Napoleon in my mouth, the creamy layers squish out, getting caught by
my tongue. Oh, yes. Baby, you are all I needed. I think about swearing off men as I wolf down
the rest of the pastry in my hand. And then, in slow motion, I get twisted on the leashes of two
tiny poodles. My armload of treats along with my new friends take flight. And—as gravity has
it—everything comes down. The dogs, pastries, old lady, her groceries, and a deep chuckle from
above. The chuckle lands the hardest, and it guts me. I look up to verify, and my heart does a tap
dance, gifting me a triple confirmation.

“I love you, Lucille.” Balthazar chuckles as he helps me and the little granny up while
untangling the leashes from my ankles.
“Balthazar!” I weep as he pulls me into a hug.
“I never stopped loving you. You had to know that.” His comforting voice fills my
insides with a warm, puddingy feeling.
And just like that, my dinner plans have changed again.
“Am I too late?” he asks, as he bites his lip. “Too late to tell you I was living a lie without
you? Trying to protect myself and the boys.” He kisses my forehead as I melt into him. “All I’m
trying to say is that my heart is confused without you. Matilda, I miss the fuck out of you.”
I squeeze my arms around his body, inhaling everything about him. “I guess you left me
wondering a little at the end there.”
“There’s only one thing you should be wondering about.” He licks cream off my face.
“What’s that?” I giggle, having a moment of disbelief.
“You should be wondering how much sleep you’re going to lose tonight.”
“I don’t need to wonder.” I laugh as I look up at his roguish grin. “I’m planning on losing
all of it.”
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Balthazar
There is one word that stands the test of time and holds fast to the
center of everything. Though everyone will try at least once in their
life to move around this word, but in fact, unknowingly, they use it
every moment of the day. Young or old, awake or in sleep, human or
animal, this word stands fast. It belongs to everyone, to all living
things, but no one can master it.

Gravity

The second I got her text about Cort, which was a day after he died, I knew what I needed
to do. Get to her. Alfie came within an hour, and I was on my way to the airport moving faster
than a bullet in pursuit. I caught the first flight because there wasn’t a chance this girl was getting
away from me again. I’m going to give her every reason to come back with me and every reason
to never want to leave.
Matilda. She’s not without scars, or cracks, but she moves around them like a ballet,
while most of us might call it a hike through hell trying to mend ourselves. It was easy falling in
love with her, because when she isn’t in the same room, I miss her. Every time she walks back
in, she lights the space, along with everything inside me. I’m pretty sure she could give the sun
more shine and the stars more sparkle. I guess love is something you can be sure of, when your
brain and your heart are saying the same things. Just let go…fall.
“Matilda.” I groan as I push her against the wall the instant her apartment door slams
behind us.
Clothing drops to the ground with our fast-moving fingers. Our tongues slide, wet and
greedy, as we dive into each other.

“I missed you, I missed you, I missed you,” she whispers against my mouth as her hands
run down my tightening abs.
I yank my belt open then pop my jeans button as she grabs my zipper. My cock aches to
be inside her.
“Balthazar, you know what they say about good things?” She strokes my erection.
“That good things come to the man who tells his woman he loves her?”
“I was going to say to the man who’s going to fuck her silly.”
I growl as her nails dig into my back. “Boys fuck silly. Men fuck hard.”
“Good, I want it hard.”
“God, I need you, pretty eyes.” I rasp against her ear. “Need to taste you, need my cock
in you. Get over here.”
I drag her leg over my thigh and receive a pleasure-filled, “Oh, god yes,” as my fingers
settle inside her knickers. Then, as fast as I’m able, I tear them off.
“Can’t get to enough of you. Need all of you.” I kneel and open her legs to my tongue.
Her hands dig into my shoulders as her hips bump against my mouth.
“Will you let me give you goose bumps?” My tongue thrusts into her and follows the wet
line of her lips.
“Balthazar,” she says in a hoarse whisper, gripping my shoulders. “You gave me those a
long time ago.” Her fingers run through my hair, landing on the back of my neck. She pulls me
against her as her knee gives way while I lick every inch of her. Arching off the wall, moaning
my name, she comes undone on my tongue.
After scrambling to my feet, I yank my briefs down and rub my stiff cock against her.
I’m ready to explode. A jolt of energy shoots through me. She makes me feel alive, with all the
hope in the world sitting in her heart, waiting for me to claim it. My primal urges go wild as I
suck her neck and lift her onto my hips. I grab my cock with one hand, situating it at her slick
opening as my other arm holds her. I charge hard into her, needing to fuck, needing to take
everything I’ve been missing, needing to let her know this is all she’ll need for the rest of her
life.
“You okay?” She begs for more while digging her hands into my back, thrusting her hips
onto me. I drop us to the floor, push her legs back, and plunge into her using the wall and her
shoulders to get deeper.

“Matilda, this is all I’ve ever needed. You.” I mark her neck with bites as sweat rolls
down my forehead. Her breasts shake under me as she arches up and grabs my thighs, while
letting go. Her moans push me into a roll of endless waves and my release as she tightens around
me and says my name over and over.
My Matilda, back in my arms, owning my heart, taking me to the sweetest place I know:
the center of her love-filled soul.
“I never would have predicted you coming here.”
“What were you predicting for us?” I lay my head on her chest, her heart beating in rapid
fire, matching mine.
“I don’t know. I mean, when I left, we weren’t exactly on speaking terms—or anything
for that matter. You made me leave your bed. You never answer my calls or texts. You
abandoned me,” she says in a pout.
I lean onto my forearms and brush hair from her eyes. Then I place a kiss on her closed
eyelids. “I had to. You know that. I wanted you so much, but what if things hadn’t turned out this
way? What if Cort had lived and you guys… I can’t even think about you with another man. I
had no choice but to shut you out. You didn’t just float into my life. You wrecked me. Shook me
to my core. You call me a beast, but I’d call you the same.”
She chuckles as she pushes me, but I grab her hips and drag her with me as I land on my
back.
“I told you, you were the one I loved,” she says. “I wanted to believe you didn’t love me,
believe you weren’t brave enough to use those words, weren’t strong enough to endure what they
mean. But I couldn’t because the only thing I really believed—and still do—is that I belong to
you.”
“I know, love, but I couldn’t see straight once you told me he was alive. And I’m sorry
for your loss. I’m sorry.”
She sits up, straddling my abs, her fingertips dragging over my damp chest. I cup her
breasts and brush my thumbs across her tight, dark nipples.
“So, now what?” she asks.
With her face resting in my palms, I speak with no further thought. “Dare I burden you
with full ownership of my soul?”
She cocks her head as she smiles. “Translation please?”

I huff out a breath, and her eyes grow wide. I will never let her go again.
“I motherfucking love you. I want your beautiful forevers…but I want your frightenedof-thunderstorms too.”
She nods as she takes a big breath. “I like the sound of that.”
“Not sure I deserve a girl like you, so imperfectly perfect, so filled with life and
goodness. And while I may not deserve you, it’s not going to stop me from being audacious
enough to take you and selfish enough to keep you. You make me do the little things. Smile,
breathe easier, see what’s in front of me, ignore what’s behind me. You give answers to my
questions, light to my darkness. You give my thoughts a voice. You give my love a home. At the
end of the day, I just want to know that we’ve tasted all of life together. The bitter, the sweet, and
the let’s-spice-things-up-a-little-bit. I hope you see what I see: you loving me forever.”
Her eyes shine as tears glide down her face alongside her nose. “You’re making my heart
beat fast—crazy fast.” Her throat bobs as I take her hands in mine. “What are you going to do
about that?”
She still wants me, I need to make this happen…for good. I need a yes.
“What would you like me to do about that?” I answer in tease. “I want you to come back
with me, be the mother to my boys. I want you to be my wife. I realize I said all this before and
then you landed on a Christmas tree. I also realize you’ve got this nice apartment and Wisconsin
is not exactly Paris.”
“It’s not chopped liver, either.” She giggles. “Are you asking?” She pins her eyes shut for
a second. As she opens them, she smiles as if she’s embarrassed by her question.
“Are you accepting?” I entwine my fingers with hers and feel our pulses match.
She nods and falls forward, her hands landing beside my head. “If you’re asking, I am.”
“Yes, I am. I’m asking you to marry me, Matilda.” My skin buzzes. I can hardly believe
this is happening.
“Okay, oh my goodness. Yes, okay yes!” She squeals while nodding, then sits up and
sobs out a laugh. “Did we just do that?” Her hands fly to her mouth. “What I think we did?”
I wrap my arms around her, not believing it myself. “Yup.” I nod. “I think we did.” I kiss
her fingertips, her cheeks, her forehead. “You want me on my knees to make it even more
official?” I chuckle.

“I think it’s damn official. I’m going to spend the rest of my life chasing light with you,
Balthazar Cox.”
“Matilda, I love you. I fucking love you. I’m pretty sure I loved you when you walked
into the farmhouse with Aesop as if it were normal to bring a donkey into the house.” Her face
fills with a proud grin. “No, no. Back that up a stop. I think I loved you that first time at the feed
mill when you tripped backward down the stairs then casually told Duke you were ‘just spoonin’
a bale.’ Yeah, I loved you then. And I kept on loving you, but for the life of me, I wasn’t sure I’d
be able to convince you to be mine. I knew it, all right. I wanted to tell you right then, ‘Don’t
give me all your secrets, let me discover you one beautiful scar after the next.’ I could tell you
had them, because you were unguarded and raw. I wondered how many scars you had…too
many or too few. Just enough.”
People like Matilda can share their souls freely because they sought their stars in their
darkness, and that’s how they healed. “There are so many things, love. So many things about
you. Like the way you smile against my mouth when we kiss, and how it makes me want to kiss
you more.”
“You’re such a sap, my husband-to-be is a sap.”
“You can call me your fiancé, it’s okay.”
Her eyes sparkle, sending an adrenaline rush straight through me. “Yes, it is okay.
Fiancé.”
“I love so much about you, especially that you’ve just told me you’ll be my wife. That
you’ll be the mother to my children.”
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Some try to hide. Some try to cheat. But time will show. We always will
meet.
Try as you might, to guess my name. I promIse you’ll know when you I do
claim.

Death

On our first day back to Wisconsin Balthazar and I move his clothing back into our
shared room. The light feeling I have in my heart for the first time in a month has me skipping
around with a permanent smile on my face. I’m hanging up the last of his shirts in the closet
when my phone rings.
“Hey, I’m going to take this call, it’s my dad. I can’t wait to tell him we’re getting
married!”
Balthazar shoots me a wink before I saunter out of the bedroom.
“Hey, Dad, how’s the bucket list going?”
“Great! We’ve checked off a handful of things. We’re in Arizona now, my god, it’s
gorgeous! How are you doing since we last talked?”
I circle around the kitchen table kicking one of the boys’ soccer balls as I walk. “I’m
great actually. Better than great, I have some news.”
“You sound excited, lay it on me.”
My heart races before any words come out. I know based on the way Dad and I have
been getting along he’ll be okay with my news. But still I have a moment of oh shit before I
speak. “Balthazar and I are getting married!” I blurt it out so fast he may need me to say it again.

“Married? Married, well…that’s big news. You two ought to be excited!
Congratulations.”
And breathe! Holy smokes, I just told my dad I’m marrying Lavinia’s man and he said
congratulations. He must be in love. I hereby forgive him for all the asshole moments.
“Thanks, we’re really excited. We haven’t set a date, but we want a small ceremony, just
family and a few close friends is all. How are you feeling? How’s Imogene?”
“You know, we’re both feeling all right. I think being together on this trip has been good
for us. In fact, I have some news too. Imogene and I have done a lot of talking about end-of-life
stuff as you can imagine. We’ve decided while we have the energy we’re taking the bull by the
horns. We want to have a life celebration.”
“That’s cool, sounds like you. A party?” I grab the teakettle off the stove and fill it with
water, then light the gas as I set it back down.
“Something like that. A going-away party. Small, just you and Balthazar, the boys, and
Molly. Think you’d come out to Grand Canyon to join us? It would mean the world to us to have
you here.”
“A party to celebrate your lives, of course we will! Sounds awesome.”
“Here’s the thing, honey. I’m not going to sugarcoat this. It really is a going-away party.
We’re going to Thelma and Louise it!”
“You’re going to rob a bank or something?” I laugh. So does he. I don’t think I’ve ever
heard him laugh so hard. After pulling the milk out of the fridge and ripping open a tea packet I
slump into a chair at the table.
“Hell no. I’d never do something that crazy! We’re going to buy an old sports car and fly
that fucker over the edge of the Grand Canyon at a hundred miles an hour as we hold hands and
blast the radio. We’re going out big while we can! We have no interest in doing all those cancer
drugs and end-of-life type things that’ll have us dying in our beds while wearing diapers. That’s
not us. We’re going out in style!”
The silence is deafening for a few seconds. Then I swallow in realization. He’s not
joking. Death is not a joking matter.
“You’re going to drive your car off a cliff? The Grand Canyon?” How can I possibly tell
my father that it seems unfair to leave us that way? Unfair isn’t something you say to someone
with cancer. Unfair is an untimely death when you thought you had another forty years in you.

“Yes we are, it’s what we both want to do while we still have the choice, while we still
feel capable of it. The world is not going to stop when we die, Matilda.”
My head storms with questions as I bolt out of my chair. “Has Imogene called Balthazar
yet?”
“She’s talking with him now.”
I press my fist against my temple and move it in circles. “When are you doing this, I
mean. Sorry, that was weird. Um, it’s just. This is really morbid. You want us there watching…
and the kids…you want them to see that? I don’t think so.” I clutch at my tightening throat.
“Why the hell not? It’s a celebration! We’ll have champagne and caviar and balloons and
fireworks if we damn well please! What’s morbid about it? You want to see me die in my bed
the way we watched your mother die? Maybe you don’t remember that. Let me tell you, if
morbid has a face, her dying the way she did is it. I’m not going out like that. You can judge me,
but I want you there.”
I take in a long breath. Maybe I can talk him down. Maybe they were drunk when they
decided to do this. Fly off a cliff? How does that sound like a good idea? “Dad, maybe take some
time and think this over.”
“What the hell do you think we’ve been doing as we’ve been driving cross-country?” he
says tersely. “We have fucking talked this thing to death. It’s a done deal. Now, are you coming
or not? I don’t want to argue with you over this!”
The teapot whistles, shifting my attention from my shaking hands to the stovetop. “Of
course, Dad. Of course I am.”
“How about this! Hey…now here’s an idea. How about you guys get married at the
Grand Canyon as part of the celebration! We’ll all be together anyway!”
I grab the kettle and fill my mug, focusing on my breathing and my swallowing. Which
feel laborious. Did I hear him right? Get married the day they drive a car off the Grand Canyon
to their deaths. “Um, wow. I uh, Dad, I need to talk with Balthazar about that. I was thinking
something small here on the lake. Something happy.”
“This will be happy, count on it! Honey, you decide what you want your party to be, but
I’ll be paying for a really nice celebration out here and I think you guys tying the knot would
make it even more special.”

I claw at my cheeks as I play the scenario out in my mind. No, that is simply not how I
see myself getting married. “It’s a little grim for a wedding, don’t you think?”
“Matilda, try to see this from our point of view. A celebration of life! A beautiful end.”
“It’s suicide, Dad,” I shout. “Sorry, but it is.”
“Oh hell, child! Have you heard one word I’ve said?”
“I’m sorry.” Tears spring to my eyes then waterfall down my cheeks. “I’m just getting to
know you, and now...you uh…”
“Honey, I know. I have no idea how much time I have left, please try to understand this
from my perspective. I’ve never done anything small, I’m not about to change. Big is what I do!”
“I understand.”
“I appreciate that. I love you, Matilda. I know I can’t make up for all those years of being
an ass. Of not acting like a proper dad. Of putting Lavinia on a pedestal. But if you come out
here and spend a few more days with us we can talk, we still have time.”
My insides twist with emotion as more tears make their way down my face. “I love you
too, Dad, and I appreciate your saying those words. They mean a lot to me.”
“I’ve come to many realizations since I got sick. Things you already knew. Things I now
know. It’s not about degrees, or bank account sizes, or what some might call success. It’s about
kindness and happiness, a willingness to see others for what makes them happy. It’s about saying
what you mean and meaning what you say. I don’t know how you figured all that out, but I don’t
think it had a damned thing to do with me or your mother. I know you felt invisible growing up,
but I see you, Matilda Pearl. I see what a beautiful, loving, passionate woman you are. I only
wish I could be here on this Earth for longer to get to know you more.”
“Oh, Jesus.” I bite my lips as a sob blasts through them. “There were times that being
invisible, while I joke about it being my superpower, helped me.” I let out a long breath. “Why
did you hate me anyway?”
“I never hated you. You could never hate your own child. I suppose, though, I hated the
way you seemed so strong about things, seemed like you didn’t need me…for anything. That
made you faultless, too dangerous to show love to. I was too weak to admit or even realize it.
You were your own gatekeeper, rearranging the stars while the rest of us were doing all we could
just to get to them. I was pathetic, unable to notice how special you were.”

“That’s how you saw me?” I shake my head, losing focus for a second. “I always needed
you. I thought too much.”
“Not enough for my ego, I suppose,” he says, chuckling. “You were always making
beautiful messes, while everyone else was trapped in the confines of reality. That’s why you’re
you.”
“I wasn’t always loveable. I do know that. I was playing with demons. Early on, my
magic was…um…”
“Black?” Dad says in a half laugh.
“Yeah, you got that right. I did get out of my comfort zone a time or ten.” I grin.
“Sweetheart, you were born outside of your comfort zone.”
“I was ripped to pieces on the inside, wondering where you were for me.”
“I never would have known that,” he says softly. “Because you were taking what you
wanted from life. That’s a great quality.”
“I miss you already.” My throat tightens. “I wish you were here.”
“Get here, Matilda.”
“Okay, Dad.” I sob, knowing what this means. “We’ll come.”
We end our call and I sink into a chair hoping to calm myself as my emotions soar. One
second, I’m cringing thinking about the two of them flying over the cliff while holding hands.
The next second, I’m smiling over the fact that my dad and I have finally connected.
“Deep breath,” I mutter as I take a sip of tea.
Footsteps clomp down the staircase shaking me out of my trance. I gaze at Balthazar’s
smile, and it makes me cry harder.
“Hey, love.” He wraps his arms around me. “You look sadder than sad.” He chuckles.
Then he clears his throat. “They’re doing what feels right to them.”
He crouches down next to my chair and I cry into his shirt. “I know they are. I mean… I
get it. I’m going to try to get it. I wouldn’t want to do the hospice thing, either. But, selfishly, I
guess I thought we had more time. I thought they’d end up here after they took the time they
needed.”
“Believe me, I’m feeling everything you are. Every ounce of it.”
“Did Imogene tell you when they were thinking of…” I cringe. “What do we call this
anyway?”

“Let’s come up with a happy name for it, okay? And no, I don’t have a date. Just soon, I
guess. Did your dad tell you they were hoping we’d be there?”
“Yeah, sounds so morbid. The kids too, I don’t know. I’m not even sure how I’ll deal
with it. The boys are too little.”
“You think them dying in bed all drugged to hell sounds like a better sight for the kids? I
say we call it the ‘wild, blue yonder celebration of life’ and embrace it like they want us to!”
I huff out a breath. “This might take me a little longer to glom onto. You seem so okay
with it. Are you?”
“Do I have a choice?” he says as his eyebrows squeeze together.
“Guess not. Shit! Okay, then. Here’s to the wild, blue yonder celebration of life.”
“Dad wants us to consider getting married before they do their thing. I’m not sure.”
Balthazar takes a sip of my tea then slides into the chair next to me. “Actually, I think it’s
a great idea. Two huge rites of passage, why not?”
I lean over the table and rest my head on my fists. “Did I say morbid already? I see our
wedding as a happy thing.”
“How about you try and see the whole event as a happy thing.”
“You’re a better person than I am.” I groan.
“Nah, I’m just trying to see it from their perspective.”
He’s so calm. I want to yell. I want to throw things. I want to control this situation. But I
can’t.
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Balthazar
What has roots as nobody sees,
Is taller than trees
Up, up it goes,
And yet never grows?

Mountain

Two weeks have passed and Matilda is still fretting over the celebration. We’ve decided
to honor Everit’s request and get married before they drive off the Grand Canyon. This has only
escalated her angst and now that we’re down to the wire and leaving in the morning to fly out
west her emotions are on overdrive.
“What do you fear about this?” I ask Matilda as I sit on the bathtub edge. I reach into the
water and grab her pruned foot. “Is it that you can’t stand the idea of us watching? Or is it that
they’re going to die regardless of how it happens?”
“I’m not going.” Her violet eyes are rimmed in red as she whispers in a hoarse voice.
“Not going? So, that’s it?” I glance out to the hall. The boys are dressing the pigs in the
clothing Matilda sewed them for Christmas.
“Please don’t push this,” she says as she sinks deeper into the tub. “I feel bad enough.”
I roll my eyes, and she frowns.
“Have you told your dad yet?” I ask.
Nodding, she reaches between her feet and pulls the tub plug. Then she focuses on the
whirlpool.
“What did he say?”

“That he loves me,” she says quietly. “And, um, that he’ll see me on the other side.” She
sobs.
“All righty, then. I can appreciate that you’re not going. I’m not judging you.”
“But you’re going?” she asks in a surprised tone.
I stand and hand her a towel as she rises out of the water. “I’m going.”
She wraps the towel around her body then tucks a corner of it between her breasts. “We
were going to get married at dusk,” she says as if I’ve abandoned her.
From the doorway, I watch the boys. “And?”
“And, so now we’re not? You’re standing me up for them?”
“I wouldn’t call what I’m doing standing you up, love. We all agreed on this. You’ve
made a decision to back out of it. I said I’m not judging you, but I feel like you’re judging me for
going. I need to do this for my mom. It’s an important day for her and for me.”
Matilda drags a brush through her wet hair, then drops it into a basket of toiletries and
grabs the lotion. “It was going to be an important day for me too.”
“And you decided to change it.” My voice gets louder the more agitated I become.
“Don’t put this on me.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t. You go to the end-of-life party and I’ll go—”
“To your pity party,” I say. “You’re acting like a child now.” Matilda storms past me and
out of the bathroom.
I follow her into our bedroom. “Please don’t push me away. This is as hard for me as it is
for you.”
She drops her towel and slips into a nightshirt. I grab her shoulders to pull her against my
chest.
“We’ll get married when I get back—anyway you like it. I need this. It’s all I have left
with her. Four months are all I got with my mom, and I’ve tried to soak everything out of it. We
have the rest of our lives.”
We’re both exhausted. It’s bedtime for the boys, and I’m flying out tomorrow. Matilda’s
not pleased that I’m going, but there’s not a chance I won’t. I understand her reasons for not
wanting to make the trip, and I appreciate how she feels I’m abandoning her. If anyone
understands what abandonment feels like, it’s me. First my mother, then Lavinia, then Matilda.
Thank god I got her back.

The big day for Everit and Imogene has arrived and my nerves rocket knowing what
tonight brings. It feels strange thinking that in a few hours they’ll be gone. Even more strange is
that Matilda isn’t here with me. I thought coming out here would be a relief, but as time crawls, I
realize it isn’t anything close to that. It feels more akin to a sentence, though I’m clear that’s just
my side of the story.
I put the boys down for an afternoon nap, thinking maybe I’ll take one as well.
Unfortunately, my restlessness refuses to give in to my fatigue. I grab a beer from the mini
fridge, needing some balm for my nerves, and head out to my balcony, which overlooks an
indoor atrium with a swimming pool. Minutes later, a knock comes to the door, and my heart
trips thinking it’s Matilda.
“Hey, Imogene,” I say, trying not to sound let down. Then I stamp a smile on my face.
“Come on in,” I whisper. “The boys are napping. Join me on the balcony. Can I get you a glass
of wine from the mini fridge?”
“Sure, sure,” she says as she runs her hands through her hair.
We sit on the balcony and sip our drinks. I glance down at the pool then back to her.
“You doing okay?” she asks.
“Yeah, I’m cool. I’m happy for you and Everit. Don’t question me for a second.”
“I know you are. I just wanted to come over here and thank you for that, but I also
wanted to talk to you about something.”
Her eyes fill as she drops her face into her hands. “I’ve been lying to you,” she says,
reaching a trembling hand out to mine. I swallow hard waiting to hear some kind of lifechanging news based on the sob that breaks from her throat. Is she not my mother?

My entire body stiffens with panic and I fold my arms over my chest. “Are you not my
mom?” My voice comes out bitter.
“What?” Her hands fly up as her face crumbles and a dash of color shoots into her
cheeks. “Oh god. No, I’m your mother. I promise you, I’m your mother. But I don’t have
cancer.”
I shoot out of my chair as an uncontrollable smile springs to my mouth and my heart
thrums. “You don’t have cancer? Why would you have lied to all of us, to him? Holy fuck!”
“I’ve been a hospice nurse my entire career,” she says quietly. “I’ve seen so much
sadness, seen cancer destroy families, and conversely, I’ve seen it bring them together.”
I sit and slowly release a breath as her eyes brighten.
“I couldn’t tell you the conversations Everit and I have had, but dammit, I love that man.”
She bites her bottom lip as her voice catches in her throat. “Finally, I meet a man I would do
anything for, and he’s about to go over a cliff without me.”
I grab her arm. “He has no idea?”
“Oh, he knows I love him,” she says as tears slide down the sides of her nose, coating her
lips. “He doesn’t know I’m not going with him tonight, doesn’t know I don’t have cancer.”
“Mom, Jesus.”
She sniffles. “Say that again. Call me mom,” she says through a sob.
I grab her shoulders and pull her tight against me. And shit, do I cry. “Mom, you’re going
to live?”
“Yes,” she says quietly. “Forgive me for lying, but I thought…to give a man happiness,
knowing I’d have the rest of my life to get to know my son… It seemed like a lie worth living.
Don’t judge me for it, please. I’m so sorry, but when he told me he wanted to join me for my
bucket list, something struck me. He wasn’t surprised, considering my sister had died of it. I just
sort of blurted it out. I couldn’t take it back. Crazy, right? But I’m crazy for him. Why lie about
something like cancer? But I swear, when I told him, knowing all the while I’d back out in the
end, I don’t know… It made sense to me, and if you had seen his face… Maybe it bought him
more time. Maybe it gave him a short lift to live longer. I want to think I gave him something.”
“You did. You gave him love and reason to be happy. I don’t care what you want to call
it, crazy or not, a lie—who cares? I’m guessing he’d say it was worth it. Even the pain I felt

knowing you were leaving was worth it. I forgive you. I… Mom,” I say through a cracked voice.
“I’ve never told you I love you, but I do. And I forgive you. For everything. Everything.”
“Balthazar.” She weeps. “I’ll tell him, but not until we’re in the car. He’s ready, and I
don’t want to change his mind. I’ll just tell him I’ve changed mine.”
I let out a sigh of relief as tears track down my face.
Imogene looks at me and busts out laughing. “You look like your father,” she says as her
fingers find mine. We have a warm, connected moment until a familiar scream divides it. I lunge
to the balcony rail, following my heart, and there she is. Falling headlong into the pool, her
suitcase trailing behind her.
“Matilda!” I yell. When she surfaces, she waves her arms at me once she sees where my
voice is coming from.
“Balthazar!” she shouts. “I’m marrying you tonight on the edge of the motherfucking
Grand Canyon! You got that?”
If only I could jump over the railing to grab her, to hug her, to…
My mom’s hands land on my shoulders. “Go. I’m here for the boys. Go get your girl.
Grandma is here. I’m here to stay!” Then she gives me a sideways glance. “Not a word to
Matilda,” she scolds.
“Mom’s the word.” I chuckle.
“Mom,” she repeats with a tear-filled nod and grin. “I love you, Balthazar. I’m so
grateful. Now, go! Go get her!”
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Matilda
An arm points north, east, south, then west.
Ever in circles, never pausing to rest.
It passes its brother twenty-three times,
As the sun passes by and the moon starts to climb.

Clock

Two days. And it was too much. Too much missing Balthazar, too much realization. Too
much need for forgiveness and clarity and a whole bundle full of things that had me so riled up
that I was ready to fly to the moon and back. Duke and Alfie flew west with me, my two rocks as
I navigated all sorts of internal turbulence while the airplane managed its own. I was marching
through the hotel atrium, en route to Balthazar’s room, when I tripped over some kid’s flip-flops.
Then splash!
“Dammit, Lucille!” I shrieked as I tripped into the pool, nearly landing on a woman. My
suitcase did not abandon me. Welcome to the wild, blue yonder.
As for how I got here in the first place? Well, my dad called me today at the crack of
dawn, letting me know he wouldn’t be going over the cliff with Imogene.
“What?” I screamed, nearly pissing myself in excitement, thinking I’d have more time
with him.
Then he explained how his low white blood cell count was a manageable autoimmune
disease that his doctor had pinned on cancer. A mistake?
After Dad and I had a happy cry fest, my thoughts immediately went to Balthazar. Shit,
there he’ll be, watching his mother go over that cliff. Alone. God, I felt selfish, even more than
I’d felt the last two days. Needless to say, that was my final push.

My dad swore me to silence. Not for anything was I allowed to say one word about him
not going over the cliff. He was going to tell Imogene in the car. He loved her so much that he
couldn’t bear to tell her before then. He knew she was ready, and all he wanted to do was support
her. Dad was in love, and it crushed me to hear him talk about how they had connected and how
it would end tonight.
“Matilda,” Balthazar says, grabbing my soaked body along with my drenched suitcase.
“Fancy meeting you here, Ricky.”
We laugh, but seconds after, I remember that Imogene is going over a cliff tonight. What
will that do to him, and why did it not terrify me two days ago? I know why. I was blinded with
fear.
“You came.” His smile is giant.
“I came. I love you, I’m marrying you tonight at dusk. You, Balthazar,” I say beside his
ear. “You.”
He grabs my waist and spins me around. “Matilda…fuck yes! I’m marrying you!”
How could he possibly be so excited when his mother is driving off a cliff to her death
tonight?

The cool wind whistles around us as Balthazar and I stand holding hands at the edge of
the Grand Canyon. Our eyes brim with tears after we break apart from our kiss, newly married.
Next to us are Imogene, Dad, Duke, Alfie, Molly, and the twins. A shiver of emotion runs
through my body knowing what’s coming next.
“Marry me,” Dad blurts out, crashing through the momentary silence. “Imogene, marry
me.”
Balthazar squeezes my hand as I gasp and look at Imogene then my dad.
Her lips quiver and her eyes fill. “Everit?” she says after a few seconds.
And then they start talking over each other.
“I need to tell you something—” he says.

“No, please… Let me—” she interrupts.
“Imogene.”
“Everit.”
I can’t do it,” Dad says.
At the same time, she exclaims, “I’m not going with you.”
“What?” they both holler.
“I lied,” she says. “I love you, Everit Pearl, but I lied.”
“Lied that you we’re going over the cliff?”
She nods.
“Imogene, I don’t know how to tell you this. I was… Shit, this is good news, but
somehow, right now, it doesn’t feel like it. I was misdiagnosed. I don’t have cancer. Fuck, this is
crazy!”
“What?” Balthazar says with an exploding laugh. How could he be laughing? His mother
is going to die. My dad just told her that he doesn’t have cancer. This is beyond surreal.
Imogene bursts out crying, her shoulders shake as she wraps her arms around my dad’s
neck. She stays there, whispering for long seconds.
“What?” Dad sobs. “Oh my god…You don’t?”
Don’t what? Balthazar grabs me around the waist and swings me in circles. I have no
idea why he’s so happy or what the hell is going on.
“You’re not dying?” Dad cries.
“Wait. What?” I blurt out. “Neither of you is dying?”
“Not today!” they both cry.
Did I say confused?
“Imogene, marry me. Marry me now. We’ll make it official at the courthouse tomorrow!”
Imogene nods then whispers, “Yes.” The only ones not crying, for once, are the twins.
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Balthazar
It is greater than God and more evil than the devil. The poor have it,
the rich need it, and if you eat it, you’ll dIe. whaT Is IT?

Nothing.

Matilda is the sort of girl the sun is hoping to grow freckles on while it flirts with her
eyes and dances with her hair. Today, as she wakes up in my arms on her twenty-third birthday
with the sun seeking her through the window already, is one of those days.
“Happy birthday, love.”
She yawns while looking up at me. Then she rolls onto her side and presses her back
against my chest. “Thanks. Wow. Twenty-three.”
I grab a fistful of her hair and kiss her nape. “And more gorgeous by the day.”
“Says my stud husband with morning wood poking at my backside.”
I chuckle. “What? Flattery won’t get me fucked?”
“Flattery will always get you fucked,” she says, gripping my cock.
I take the invitation for all it’s worth. “Why do you always feel tighter in the morning?”
“Maybe your erection is bigger…morning wood and all.”
I reach around and cup her tits with my face alongside her neck, she smells like a perfect
mix of her and summer.
“Knees,” I say pulling out, flipping Matilda over.
“Balthazar.” She moans as I drive into her.
I grab her hips and pull her onto me with every thrust. “Christ…yeah.” I groan, as her wet
grip on my cock makes me swell inside of her. “Not long for it, love.” Her mouth finds my

fingers, and I slide one in and out of her lips. Her tongue does magic to my finger, somehow
pushing my arousal up a notch.
“Fuck, why is that so sexy?”
“’Cause you’re picturing your cock.” She laughs lazily.
“No, love, I’m good with where my cock is.”
Thump, slam, bang. Hands. Little hands on the door.
“Daddy…Mamama…?”
Shit. They’re up early.
“Hold on, guys!” I shout, hoping to hell that I can finish. “I’m close. You, love?” I
whisper alongside her ear.
“Uh, no. Those little cock-blockers are throwing me off my game. But go for it.”
“I’ll make it up to you later.” I thrust hard. “Fuck…Matilda. Yeah…fuck. Oh, that’s it!”
“Daddy, open dis door!” Hands pummel the door again.
“I’ll get ’em,” Matilda says as I pull out after my release. She grabs her T-shirt from the
floor, tosses it on, then shimmies into her knickers. She’s gorgeous, the way that perfect ass
wiggles as she slides the lace up over her thighs.
I flip the duvet onto my body then fist my cock, which is still coming down from its high.
“Thanks, muffin.”
Matilda unlocks the door and the twins charge in yelling, “Daaaddddyyyyyy!” They run
to our bed and pounce on me. Matilda lies next to me as the boys cuddle my sides.
Had I been told years ago that this would be my life, I’d have laughed. But everything
about us makes sense—right down to the donkey in the kitchen, who’s just knocked three times
on the door with his hoof, signaling that it’s time to get our day moving. Most people wake up to
an alarm clock or a crowing rooster; we wake up to Aesop needing to go out. And Ruck yelling,
“Knock, knock, knock!”
It took us some solid drama to get to this point, which I’d like to call mostly settled. Our
lives might seem crazy to folks who don’t know us, some might call us the modern-day version
of Green Acres, but others might call us nuts and that’s what gave me the inspiration to put it on
paper. Then I pitched it to an agent, who in turn pitched it to his wife, who happens to run one of
the biggest movie production companies in Hollywood. Our story is just crazy enough to be
flashed across the big screen according to them. I wonder who they’ll cast to play us.

They assigned a script writer to work my thoughts into a movie. He came here for a
month to hang out. To see our lives in action. To put my words and our country life into
something filmable, something people would believe and realize was actually based on a true
story. People love things inspired by true stories—especially when the stories are as quirky as
ours.
Quirky, as in my mom and Everit did get married at the edge of the Grand Canyon. In
fact, they did so minutes after they’d both realized they were in the clear. The double-wedding
day turned out to be a crystal-ball moment none of us could have predicted. Imogene, it ends up,
was pregnant with twins when they got married. My mom, at forty-two, gave birth to girls eight
months later. At nearly a year old, my sisters are really something to behold. I get to see them
daily as Everit, Imogene, and the girls live here at the farm. They built a small cottage on the
lake, close enough that we see them daily but far enough away that we all have our privacy.
Quirky, as in my mom tracked my father down as a surprise for me. And another surprise
came from our gathering. It just so happens that my birth father owns the newspaper in the town
where I was orphaned and raised. The Christmas story I wrote that landed me in New York
before I was twenty was chosen as the winner by him. He never knew that he’d awarded his son
that incredible gift—the gift that led me to my current life and, amazingly, right back to him and
my mom. Not to mention Matilda.
Quirky, as in Imogene, Everit, and Matilda bought the local animal shelter that was
closing, and now run it together, along with Tully and Duke. The three of them have raised a
boatload of money to pump into it, along with using Matilda’s trust, which has allowed them to
expand it and turn it into something they’re all proud to play a role in. Not that it’s stopped
Matilda from dragging home stray critters every now and again. Our recent stray is an abandoned
hen, which has me gathering eggs from our laundry room every morning, as that’s where she
lays ’em. What with goats jumping onto the countertops as I make coffee and pigs snuggling up
next to Boner as the kids color on the walls while Matilda’s horse, Hank, comes around the
backside of the house to eat her roses and hang his head inside the Dutch door while she’s
flipping pancakes…things really do feel complete. Crazy but complete. It’s our circus as Matilda
says daily.
Now about that riddle Matilda never did crack. The one Lavinia held over her head. Why
do the stars shine from above? Matilda thinks the answer is to illuminate the heavens. She claims

that Lavinia is there, holding court, while the stars continue to find her. We’ve both long since
forgiven Lavinia. In fact, we raise a glass to her nightly, thanking her for having led us to each
other. Forgiveness is a wonderful thing, regardless of how you discover it or when.
Personally, I think the stars shine for Matilda. People say that heaven is the be-all and
end-all. To me, that’s her. She’s my heaven. Heaven because she takes what she wants from life
then rolls it up in goodness and scatters it back out to the world, blanketing everyone she touches
with her quirky joy.
My mom told me recently she believes that everyone is born with a hole in their heart
that’s waiting for that one person to come along and fill it up. Matilda always claimed that her
superpower was invisibility. Invisibility? Ha! I’d say she’s as immense and visible as life, seeing
as she’s filled mine. Not to mention that hole in my now-complete heart.

###

Dear Reader,
Thank you with all my heart for taking the time to read my book! If you enjoyed it, I’d be
so grateful if you’d be willing to share it with a friend, and please consider reviewing it. I had no
idea when I began writing how much reviews mattered. Indeed they do!
Big ‘thank you’ kisses to my beta and ARC readers. I love you for embracing my work.
Also to my editors, Mickey and Rahab, I’ve learned - and am learning - so much from you
amazing ladies. Also to my family for their belief and support in my passion. Especially to my
husband, John, who is my favorite person ever. I love you more than cake.
Thank you also to all the wonderful bloggers, reviewers + awesome readers that
share my books with the world. I’m beyond grateful.
On pinterest (pinterest.com/awildingwells) you will see my inspiration board for this
book. Check out my other social media if you’d like to follow our journey and be notified about
upcoming books and cool giveaways.
I had at one point considered saying this novel was based on a true story. In reality only
bits and pieces of it are true, but it is indeed inspired by things in my life.
Now the following is a random hodge-podge of thoughts (not professionally edited), so
bear with me. Just pretend we’re sitting across from each other drinking champagne straight
from the bottle like Matilda would be!
I grew up on a gentleman’s farm in Wisconsin. It was the perfect place to grow one’s
budding imagination. Just like Broken Arrow Farm, it was storybook-like with its long
hickorynut tree-lined driveway and big ponds for fishing and skinny dipping, as long as you
avoided the swans.
There was a barn full of horses and peacocks and mama cats, ever hiding their kittens. A
crow named Charlie lived in the barn office. An African gray parrot named Horatio (who
inspired Ruck) lived in our house and said “hello pet shop” every time the phone rang. There
was also a goat named Pepe that travelled with us everywhere we went (my inspiration for
Aesop…as in Fables).
My parents we’re cool about any animal we wanted to drag into the house, including an
abandoned baby raccoon I found one night. It slept in my bed for a week.
My husband and I bought a small farm in Wisconsin the first year of our marriage. He’s a
sweet city boy who early on adapted rather well to my country living way of life. My birthday

present that year was three pregnant ewes. That started me on a whole new level of critter
collecting. I brought home goats and a baby donkey, ducks and geese, chickens, and a rooster
named Clyde.
I told my husband I never wanted jewelry or any sort gifts. With two exceptions, animals
and trees. We adopted a horse that was going to be euthanized because it was lame. Months later
he was galloping through our hilly pastures along with a flock of sheep and the other critters
rather well. His name was Judgment Day, he came to us on Friday the 13th and lived a nice full
and happy life on our farm for many years.
We have four boys. The twins, Jinx and Jax, in my book were inspired by our twins. We
now live on a ranch in California and our menagerie brings copious amounts of joy to our family.
And yes, we do have two kunekune pigs as well as many sheep, an alpaca, goats, chickens, ducks
and geese. And a Great Pyrenees that oversees and protects them from coyotes.
Oh, and our ram did in fact ejaculate on me one day when I was petting his back. My
husband and I have never laughed so hard. Who gets to say they got a ram off? Well, me, that’s
who!
We also have, from time to time, allowed the animals in our home. We had no screens on
our doors until last year, so it was common to find chickens roosting in unused fireplaces and
sheep watching cartoons with our boys.
Our chicken coop is decorated. That includes a chandelier. Balthazar would not be
thrilled.
Our horse Blue would come to our dutch door in the morning and hang his head inside
when we were making pancakes, and yes, he ate my roses, too. Just like Hank, Matilda’s horse.
One of our hens came into the house every morning and laid one egg in our laundry
room, clucking loudly to be let out when she was through.
Now for Balthazar and Matilda. I was first inspired by my grandfather’s story: When he
was a baby, he was left on the stoop of a local judge’s home, in a basket, just as Balthazar was
left at the church. FYI, the judge and his wife did adopt my grandfather.
There’s a lot of me in Matilda. All of her making things, sewing, crafting clothes, baking
and cooking etc has been me since I was a kid. I also lived in Paris for a few years after high
school. The pastries scene did in fact happened to me. And I have the klutzy thing in spades.

I was walking down the stairs in a metro station focused on my box of five pastries when
I tripped. And man, did they fly. I took a handful of people down, everyone screaming at me for
the mess and chaos. I was the poster child for mortification. The Christmas scene where Matilda
tripped was also me. I was putting on a sexy little number to surprise my husband when I tripped
over our closet curtain. And he happened upon me on my back, all tangles in curtain and barely
covering me bits of lingerie.
Lastly, my great-grandmother was born on the fourth of July, and her middle name was
Independence just like Matilda’s.
Thank you again reading my book. I look forward to sharing more wonderful stories
with you.

