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   Intorduction
 
    
 
   The room was small, dark, cold, and smelled of urine and feces. He sat in the corner hugging his knees and rocking himself back and forth trying not to cry. He was hungry, weak, and very angry. His punishment had been a result of his anger, the rage burning inside of him. 
 
   The pig had them and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He had been locked in the closet for over a week as a result of trying to stop the pigs torture.
 
   The night sounds scorched his ears. He covered them and rocked faster as he buried his head in his knees. His angry tears scorched the side of his face and the pain in his chest blazed through his soul.
 
   “Shhh, shhh, shhh,” he chanted softly hoping his voice would cover the screams of the damned. 
 
   The innocent screams of the damned. The children he had watched come in and out of the door since he could remember. The children: given, sold, or taken. 
 
   Maddox jumped as he woke from his nightmare. He was drenched in sweat and his bed was soaked. His body shook violently. He was used to this, the same every time he had the nightmares, for the past six months. He grabbed a shirt and threw it on. His hands still trembling. He began to breathe, in and out, relaxing deep breaths. The tremors slowed and he stripped his bed.
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Maddox Hines, son of rockstar Brody Hines sat in the Principal's office. He waited as he had at least once a week for the past nine months for his father and step mother Emma to arrive. Brody would always storm in and argue with the principal or superintendent about whatever situation Maddox had found himself in. Maddox was never unprovoked. Brody and Emma fought with all they had to keep him in school. He only had a month left until he graduated valedictorian at sixteen years old.
 
   “What is it today Maddox?” Brody hugged his son as he walked into the office.
 
   “Your son attacked another student, again..,” the superintendent Richard White snapped “Alright then Big Dick was it your boy this time?” Brody chuckled, “You should teach little Dick to keep his mouth shut and hands to himself and then he would not have these problems.”
 
   “Alright Brody,” Emma quietly tried to calm the storm she saw brewing in her husband’s eyes. She looked at Maddox, “Maddox, it’s not funny.”
 
   “Sorry Mom,” Maddox tried to keep a straight face.
 
   “It was a lot different this time Hines. His attack was unprovoked. He walked into the cafeteria and punched him in the nose. He is on his way to the hospital, and your son is on his way to jail,” Richard sat back and smiled smugly at Brody.
 
   “You better be joking Dick,” Brody stood up, and Emma grabbed his hand.
 
   “No joke. They are here now,” Richard nodded to the door.
 
   Brody was shocked when two uniformed police officers walked into the principal's office.
 
   Brody stood protectively in from of his son. His jaw was tight, and hands fisted at his side.
 
   “Sir you need to step away.” 
 
   “I don’t think so,” he sneered.
 
   Maddox looked at Emma, his face became rigid as the fear that was initially on it faded. He smirked.
 
   Emma dug through her bag frantically searching for her phone and dialed Eli, their lawyer.
 
   “Mr. Hines, step away,” another officer said to him.
 
   “What are you charging him with?” Emma’s voice quivered.
 
   “Assault.”
 
   “Okay we can bring him down, you don’t have to take him. Our lawyer will meet us,” Emma tried to sound strong.
 
   “You’re not even going to ask what the fuck happened!” Brody’s booming voice filled the room.
 
   “He assaulted a student, who is on his way to the hospital. Not much to question. It’s all on tape,” Richard snapped.
 
   “Big Dick sit down and shut the FUCK up!  No doubt your little fucking spawn deserved it!” Brody snapped.
 
   “Maddox?” Emma was seeking an explanation to what had happened.
 
   “I punched him…twice actually. He deserved it, and he is lucky I did not…”
 
   “No more Maddox, say no more,” Brody looked at the officers who stood waiting.
 
   The officers walked towards Brody, one had his hand on his gun.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Emma said as she stood between Maddox and the officer, “You certainly don’t need a damn gun!”
 
   “If you don’t step away…” the officer began.
 
   Brody stepped away from Maddox and took Emma’s hand and pulled her away allowing the officer’s access to Maddox.
 
   “You will be okay right Maddox?” Brody watched the terror in Maddox’s eyes.
 
    “Dad,” Maddox was scared
 
   “Can I ride with him?” Brody asked.
 
   “No Mr. Hines.”
 
   “Why?” Brody growled, “Forget it, you have one car?”
 
   “Yes,” the officer looked confused.
 
   “Perfect,” Brody smirked and looked at Emma, “Love, you got Eli meeting us at the station?”
 
   Emma shook her head yes and watched as they started to cuff Maddox, “Is that necessary?”
 
   The officers did not respond and continued.
 
   “Dad,”
 
   “Wait, Maddox what happened why did you hit him?” Brody stood in front of the doorway blocking it completely with his generously proportioned body.
 
   “My personal file was on the school webpage,” Maddox voice quivered, “Everything Dad.”
 
   “Okay son. Dick you wanna pull that up?” Brody walked towards the desk.
 
   The officers waited, and Brody stood next to Richard.
 
   “See nothing,” Richard looked smugly at Brody.
 
   “Perfect,” Brody winked at Emma drew his arm back and punched Richard in the face “Maddox Little Dick had no chance with a fucking big Dick as a father.”
 
   Brody turned and put his hands behind his back, “Cuff me.”
 
   “Damn it Brody!” Emma snapped.
 
   “Been awhile since I have been in jail Em, I miss the food,” Brody laughed as they walked them out the door. 
 
   Maddox looked at him in shock.
 
   “I guess we will be riding together. Hey Dick, sorry about that,” Brody said with false sincerity.
 
   ~
 
   Emma, Clive, and Eli sat in the interview room two hours after the arrest. Eli was diligently working, messaging his office, and the schools attorney.
 
   Brody and Maddox were escorted into the interview room by a guard, all three of them were laughing.
 
   “Well hello Love, did you miss me?” Brody winked.
 
   Emma looked down and did not reply.
 
   “Oh, you're mad at me,” he squatted down before her and took her hands and kissed them.
 
   “Eli,” Emma looked away refusing eye contact, “Would you care to tell us what is going on?”
 
   “We are waiting for the school attorney to drop the charges. My office found the post on a few students social media accounts. The link was followed back to the school's web page. This should not take that long,” Eli looked up at Maddox, “Contrary to what your fathers behavior showed you today your actions are not justifiable, Maddox. It doesn’t matter what they say or do you cannot just hit someone, either one of you!”
 
   Brody looked at him glaring, “He had…”
 
   “Brody, enough,” Emma snapped.
 
   “Oh so now she speaks,” he smirked.
 
   “You were wrong Brody. Maddox you are going to have to have consequences for your actions,” Emma did her best to be the parent since her husband was not.
 
   “And Dad, does he get consequences?” Maddox chuckled, “Sorry Mom, I understand.” 
 
   “The answer is yes, he will have consequences too,” Emma crossed her arms in front of her chest and scowled at the ground.
 
   “Promise?” Brody whispered into her ear causing the hair on the back of her neck to stand at attention, and her face to get flushed.
 
   ~
 
   Emma avoided Brody since they returned home. She tucked her daughter from her first marriage, London into bed. They said prayers which normally ended in London sending hugs, Eskimo kisses, and chocolate cake to her father Troy in heaven. But tonight it was different.
 
   “God please help Maddox learn not to care what others say about him or do to him. We love him more, and that’s all that matters,” London peeked up at Emma who opened her eyes.
 
   “London that was nice…” Emma began.
 
   “Mom don’t be mad at him,” London asked sticking her bottom lip out.
 
   “Hey, I am not mad at him, I am just disappointed, and sad,” Emma hugged her.
 
   “Okay,” London seemed content with Emma's clarification and fell asleep quickly.
 
   Emma stood up and saw Brody leaning against the door jam holding their two year old daughter Lexington as she slept in his arms. “I thought maybe you would want to give her a kiss before I put her in bed.”
 
   Emma took Lexi and hugged her as she brushed past Brody and walked into Lexington’s room, “Good night little princess,” Brody leaned over Emma’s shoulder and kissed Lexi’s head. He didn’t move and looked into Emma’s eyes.
 
   Emma leaned away when he tried to kiss her. He chuckled quietly and walked out the door.
 
   ~
 
   Emma walked into Maddox room he sat at his computer as he did every night. He was looking at the missing children’s web link that was sent to him by Zach Taylor.
 
   “It’s time for bed Maddox,” Emma softly as she rubbed his head.
 
   “Can I please…just ten more minutes, please?” Maddox continued to scroll down looking over the pictures of their faces. There were so many.
 
   “Sure Maddox, I will be back in fifteen minutes, okay?”
 
   “Thanks,” Maddox continued to stare at a picture.
 
   Emma moved closer to see what he was fixated on, “Maddox, does she look familiar?” 
 
   “It’ Zach’s sister, she looks familiar. I am sure it is because I want so badly to give him peace,” Maddox continued to stare.
 
   “Okay,” Emma kissed his head, “Do you want me to stay and look with you?”
 
   “No not tonight, I probably don’t deserve…” Maddox stopped, “I am sorry about today.”
 
   Emma let out a frustrated breath, “Maddox I am sorry about today to. I just never want to see you in trouble again okay? Dad and I are not always going to be able to fix it. This one is tricky, more so because your father acted like an ass.”
 
   “I was scared, he didn’t want me to go alone,” Maddox looked up at her, “So it’s my fault as well.”
 
   “He is the adult Maddox. It is not your fault.”
 
   Maddox tried to hold his face straight, and Emma couldn’t keep hers that way either, “Shh, if we laugh he will hear us.”
 
   “Sorry Mom.”
 
   “I will be back in fifteen minutes okay?” Emma hugged him and left the room.
 
   ~
 
   Emma sat on the bed and called Lila, “How is that little guy?”
 
   “He is amazing, I can't believe Markus is going to be six months old soon, they grow up so fast,” Lila sounded so young and carefree when she talked about her son, and only when she talked about her son.
 
   “Some of them anyway,” Emma said sarcastically.
 
   “You’re mad at him.”
 
   “I am mad at him. Well I should be right? Ugh,” Emma threw herself back on the bed.
 
   “So he hit him right in the face?” 
 
   “Yes he did.”
 
   “Did it turn you on?” 
 
   “Everything Brody does turns me on. It sucks! I should be so mad at him right now. I mean honestly what the hell was he thinking…well I know what he was thinking, and even that turns me on. He is the easiest man to love and want to slap all within the same second. He …God Lila,” Emma smirked as she sat up, “Oh….”
 
   “You okay Emma?” 
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Is he standing there listening?” 
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Have fun with that,” Lila laughed, “Call me in the morning.”
 
   Emma hung up the phone and closed her eyes.
 
   “Look at me, Em,” his breath hit her hands that were covering her face. He had moved from the doorway to her in the blink of an eye. She shook her head no.
 
    “Come …on now Em,” Brody lifted her chin. 
 
   She looked into his smoldering blue eyes, “You shouldn’t have hit him.”
 
   “Nothing else would have gotten me in that police car with him, Em,” Brody didn’t break eye contact, “I did what needed to be done.”
 
   “But…” 
 
   “But nothing Em, I will take care of him. I would do anything for my family. You, Maddox, London, and Lexi. I will never change,” His hands moved down her body slowly, “Your body’s reaction to who I am better not either. So fucking hot Em.”
 
   Brody’s lips and body covered her. She wanted to tell him no, she needed to talk to him, to tell him that this was not okay. She pulled her lips from his, and his mouth moved to her neck. Pleasure consumed her body, heat spread lower and lower.
 
   “I told him…I told Maddox I would be back in fifteen minutes,” Emma whimpered as his cascade of kisses fell lower and lower, “Oh God, Brody.”.
 
   “That’s all I need,” he lifted her up swiftly pulling her legs around him. She grabbed his hair, pulled his mouth to hers, and kissed him deeply, passionately, “For now.”
 
   ~
 
   Brody and Emma walked into Maddox’s room together. Maddox smiled and turned off the computer, “Are you done fighting?”
 
   “We were not fighting Maddox,” Brody smiled and kissed Emma’s hand, “We want what’s best for you. I should not have hit Big Dick, you should not have hit, little…
 
   “Brody,” Emma raised her eyebrow in warning.
 
    
 
   Maddox tried hiding his smile.
 
   “We need to find a way to deal with anger. Both of us,” Brody looked at Emma, “I will work it out tomorrow. We love you, get some sleep.”
 
   ~
 
   They sat in the district office at the high school waiting for the hearing to begin. Eli had two assistants, and a thick folder in front of him.
 
   Richard walked in with a piece of tape over his nose, and so did his son. Brody’s jaw clenched, and Emma kicked him hard under the table. He bit his cheek trying his damnedest not to laugh out loud. Emma looked at Maddox, and he was doing the same. Are you freaking kidding me, she thought.
 
   The meeting began, and the school’s attorney attempted to take control. He stood and lectured Maddox and Brody on what was and was not acceptable in the school district. He lectured them on the law, and finally a lesson on basic manners. He informed them that nothing had been found on the school's website and that these types of false accusations would not be tolerated.
 
   “After an in-house investigation, we have decided to suspend Maddox for the rest of the school year. We will allow you to return next fall and finish your senior year as long as Maddox works with a therapist on his anger issues. I also think you may want to consult a doctor about the possibility of anxiety medication. This is absolutely the best we can do, and honestly I think that’s more than fair,” he sat down.
 
   Brody’s face was almost purple, and Emma squeezed his hand as he began to speak, “Un- fuc....”
 
   Eli quickly interrupted, “This investigation, were students interviewed?”
 
   “It was not necessary, there was nothing on the website. It was a false …” the attorney began.
 
   Eli stood up, and the schools attorney stopped talking. Eli’s assistant, the female with red hair, walked around the table handing out reports.
 
   “We had a forensic computer investigator look into these allegations. We found that they were in fact truths not lies. Open to page two and you’ll see Maddox Hines private file was in fact pulled up and posted on the schools main web page. It was deleted two hours later. But there was time for it to be posted on several student’s social media pages. Open to pages three through twelve. They were deleted also. The password used to enter the schools site is on page thirteen. I am sure we know who it belongs to. So here is what we are going to do. Maddox will be back in school tomorrow, he will be treated well. He will in fact graduate in May and you will drop all charges.”
 
   “He broke my son’s nose and then his father…” Richard senior began.
 
   “Shut up Dick,” Brody growled, “My son is a minor, he has been through hell, and he comes to this fucking place only to be tormented by a couple of dicks!”
 
   “I did nothing!” Richard senior snapped, “I will not drop charges!”
 
   “Well I think you will once you and I have spoken, come with me,” Eli walked to the door, “Or we can do this here.”
 
   They left the room for a few minutes and returned.
 
   “You ready?” Eli smiled at the Hines crew. “We will see you in the morning Dick.”
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Brody and Emma sat with Maddox at the table after the girls were in bed.
 
   “We want to give you the option of whether or not to return. You should look at this report so that you know what you may be up against. If you don’t feel that you can handle what kids may say to you we want you to be honest with us, and we will hire a tutor,” Brody pushed the file across the table to Maddox.
 
   Maddox opened the file and began to read. The first part was all typical academic information. His test scores, grades, schedule, and behavior report. Maddox had been in thirty physical altercations over the past thirty six weeks he had attended school. The next page was notes written by the school psychologist. In his notes were several different diagnosis for Maddox.
 
   Maddox chuckled, “Stockholm syndrome? I didn’t leave or try to because I feared for the safety of others. Not because I had any delusional need to stay with the pigs. Bipolar, not me either. Besides by definition,  it sounds a lot like most teenagers going through hormone changes, no offense Mom but girls are crazy emotional. Separation anxiety, the closest I had come to those feelings were when I was being cuffed and when Dad went to England to confront Uncle Bo. Oh and attachment disorder, attached to FUCKING WHAT!”
 
   “He has had enough Brody,” Emma began to shake.
 
   “Fuck that I am just getting started,” Maddox grabbed the paper and continued to read, “Emotionally disturbed, that’s a fucking joke. Who THE FUCK isn’t emotionally disturbed. What a bunch of SHIT!”
 
   “Brody please,” Emma whispered choking back tears as Maddox sprung to his feet and paced the floor.
 
   “I was raised by a bunch of scum for fifteen and a half FUCKING years. I was beat and shoved in a FUCKING closet. Some piece of shit shoved fingers up my ass! I was starved and abused for all but the past eleven months of my life. So I hit a few douche bags who don’t know what the FUCKING word NO means, oh FUCKING well the piece of shit deserved it. They are lucky to be FUCKING breathing!” Maddox sat back down and opened the next page, “Sexual deviant, no shit? But the funny MOTHER FUCKING thing is I am a virgin by choice! I had ample opportunity to fuck any number of girls, even women, but I pushed them off me. Waking up to get sucked off and saying no because it’s fucking dirty and I am a sexual deviant? Un. Fucking. Believable. Oh and a cutter, well no other MOTHER FUCKER GOT CUT! I would say I am pretty well fucking adjusted considering. FUCK!” Maddox stood again and paced.
 
   “Maddox I am so sorry,” Emma stood to hug him.
 
   “Not now, please. Not now,” Maddox walked out the door and paced back and forth in the lawn cursing.
 
   “Brody, do something he is hurting,” Emma began to sob.
 
   “He is finally breaking down Em,” Brody hugged her.
 
   Maddox came storming in the door and froze when he saw Emma crying, “I am sorry it’s just…damn it. I know all that shit I lived in was wrong, I chose different. I CHOSE! I had no one to be accountable to and I CHOSE! This psychobabble bullshit is a fucking excuse for shit behavior. Shrinks preach it giving every damaged person an excuse for their shit bag decisions. I mean honest to God, it didn’t feel good to be abused. It felt good to read to the kids and let them escape the hell even if just for a fucking minute! It felt good to smile at them and make them forget all of that shit. But you give someone like me who ….Oh my God.” Maddox stopped and scrunched his eyes together.
 
   “What is it son?” Brody asked softly.
 
    
 
   “Fucking Elizabeth. I knew it wasn’t okay to be beat because of fucking Elizabeth,” Maddox body trembled slightly, and he looked at Brody, “She taught me that.”
 
   “She did,” Brody swallowed hard.
 
   “So why the fuck… damn it!” Maddox squatted down again and shook violently.
 
   “Some people don’t know any better Maddox. Some people think it’s normal behavior. Until someone shows them or tells them differently,” Emma knelt down in front of them, “Elizabeth , your mother, my sister, knew that. She was kidnapped at five years old. She knew the basic rights and wrongs.”
 
   “Why didn’t she get help? She drove to visit me and pay the pigs. She could have escaped,” Maddox stopped and looked up at Emma seeking answers.
 
   “I assume she was terrified Maddox. She had the pretty perfect first five years of life. They could have told her anything. It is even possible that they told her my parents sold her. We really don’t know. What we do know is she loved you the best she could in the situation she was in. And we know she died trying to save you, she so loved you Maddox,” Emma hugged him, “You chose because you were taught. Psychology isn’t bullshit Maddox. People however, can use whatever excuse they can get their hands on for poor behavior. You chose not to, that’s what a psychologist’s job is. They give the seeker an answer to why. It is then in their hands to decide if they change it or not. Unfortunately, most don’t. You, Maddox, are so strong and smart, you chose right, and we are so proud of you.”
 
   “Mommy?” London cried walking in the room, “Maddox don’t be sad. It’s all better now right?” London hugged him tightly.
 
   “Yes London, I will be fine,” Maddox returned her hug.
 
   ~
 
   Brody sat on Maddox’s bed waiting for him to finish showering trying to figure out what to say to him. Emma walked in and hugged him pulling his head into her embrace.
 
   “Thanks Love, I needed that,” he smiled gently and rubbed the side of his head against her chest as she held him and kissed the top of his head.
 
   “It will be okay,” Emma said softly.
 
   Maddox scowled and looked down as he entered his room and saw them.
 
   “You okay?” 
 
   “Wonderful,” Maddox said as he walked in his closet and changed into his pajamas.
 
   “I will leave you two alone.”
 
   “So let's talk,” Brody patted the bed.
 
   “I feel like I have done enough of that tonight,” Maddox flipped on the computer and sat to look at the missing children’s database.
 
   “Maddox, maybe you need to stop doing this every night. It has to hurt like hell,” Brody stood next to him.
 
   “Most things do,” Maddox said expressionless as he scrolled through the page slowly.
 
   “Okay I get it,” Brody began.
 
   “No Dad, I don’t think you do. I watch you and her wrapped around each other all the time. Then I watch kids at school groping each other. Then I look at these pictures and think of what they have…what we have endured because of dirty desires,” Maddox sneered.
 
   “Maddox it’s different, so different. It’s not dirty desires with Emma… it’s love. Wow Maddox, I think we need to have the sex talk,” Brody chuckled nervously.
 
   “No, I don’t think we do,” Maddox face turned red.
 
   “Maddox, you kissed Harper correct?” Brody asked. Maddox looked up at him and scowled, “Did that feel dirty?”
 
   “YES,” Maddox snapped, “No…I don’t know.”
 
   Brody pulled a chair up beside him, “Give me your attention for ten minutes Maddox, and then you can go through this again.”
 
   Maddox sat back and looked at him.
 
   “Between two consenting adults, two people who are both willing, sex is a beautiful thing. It’s not supposed to be impressed upon someone. Two people who make a commitment to care for each other, mind, body, and soul take pleasure in adoring each other’s…”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Maddox covered his ears as his face turned beet red.
 
   Brody smiled, “It bothered you that Emma and I were hugging?”
 
   “It bothered me that your head was squished into her tits on my bed in front of me,” Maddox said in disgust.
 
   “Emma knew I was struggling tonight. She hugged me, and I rested my head against her heart. Taking comfort in her act of love,” Brody explained, “Her heart just happens to be beneath her tits.”
 
   Maddox tried not to laugh, “I get it, fine, I get it.”
 
   “Maddox even before Emma, sex was enjoyable. Maybe not while being held captive and beat but…you know what that’s not true. Your body responds to touch. It feels good to be touched. I was disgusted with myself when I saw the tapes. I should not have ….it feels good to be touched Maddox, our bodies are built to enjoy the pleasure. In that way sometimes, our bodies defy our minds, and that can cause confusion. You spoke about girls coming into your room who eventually began touching you. Did you enjoy that?”
 
   “NO! How could I?” Maddox snapped.
 
   “Okay but they craved you Maddox. They wanted to take comfort in you. They didn’t know any better. Their bodies betrayed them. Your mind tells you it’s dirty, and that’s okay. They knew that they can receive enjoyment from that act. They didn’t know any better. Those girls I pray to God have received counseling Maddox because they may think that they were immoral because it was pleasurable at times. I almost guarantee that’s what Elizabeth thought. So you are on the complete opposite side of the spectrum.”
 
   “I heard them cry Dad,” Maddox’s voice was barely a whisper, “In fear and in pain. I know what each sounds like. The cry of fear is a quivering in the throat, a low rumbling sound mixed with soft plea’s. Pain is that times a million except it’s not quiet it’s loud and filled with horror. It’s still the quiver, but the rumble is gone, and it’s like a fucking bomb is exploding in your ears and in your heart. It brings you to your knees in desperation, and you cover your ears hoping it stops for them and then selfishly you hope it stops for you,” Maddox’s eyes were closed tight as he slowly rocked himself back and forth, “The longer those cries went on the worse they sounded the longer they lasted. When the pain and horror sounds left, the cries of disgust or self-loathing began. They didn’t last that long. Then I would hear the pig shut the door and walk into the bathroom.”
 
   Brady was horrified but made himself let Maddox talk. Maddox needed to get this shit out, he told himself.
 
   “One of the older girls use to go in the room when called. She didn’t cry out in fear or pain. She made low little moaning sounds. The pig didn’t stay in there long at all,” Maddox wiped his eyes and looked up at Brody, “I asked her if she was okay once and she scowled at me. The next time I asked her she looked at me in disgust. I avoided her at all costs. One night, the night Lucy was brought to the house, the pig was taking one of them in the room. Fucking dragging this girl by her hair. I saw the horror in that girls eyes, and I snapped. I ran at him and punched him until he let go of the girls’ hair and he grabbed his belt and beat me with it. He shoved me in the closet and locked me in. I was wild, I beat the door and screamed. I have no idea how the neighbors heard none of this! Lucy started screaming and then she stopped. I was so afraid he was hurting her. The older girl hit the door and hissed SHUT THE FUCK UP. I heard her trying to comfort Lucy she just kept repeating Shh Shh Shh over and over again, until Lucy stopped crying. Then I heard her telling Lucy that if he takes you in there, don’t you cry. He likes that, and it hurts longer, don’t you cry Lucy,” Maddox covered his ears again closed his eyes, he brought is knees to his chest and continued 
 
   “Shh, shhh, shhh. She said it over and over again. I don’t know how long I was in there but when I came out I was filthy. She opened the door when I was showering and put a towel on the sink and walked out.  She came to my room that night, I had not eaten in days. She brought me bread and apples. We heard Lucy…. I tried to open the door, but it was locked.  She covered my mouth when I tried to scream and …Shh Shhh Shh…. I threw up everything I ate, and she fucking cleaned it up. She told me he was drunk, and he would pass out. After the pig unlocked the door she snuck out when he was in the bathroom. She got Lucy cleaned up and brought her into my room after he passed out. We all laid in my bed, and I read to them…the Velveteen Rabbit…why do I remember that?” he finally looked up at Brody.
 
   “Does she have a name?” Brody asked quietly.
 
   “She called herself Jane…Jane Doe. I found out she was sold by her family to the pig. She was not a virgin when she came. She put herself…God Dad, she was …I need to find her. She was a beautiful soul even though she did not think so. What she did…she vied for his attention. She said she liked it, she was the first one that came to me, and I told her no. She kept many nights quiet. But it made me just as sick. I need to find her,” Maddox stood up and walked to the computer.
 
   “Maddox it’s late. You have had a rough night,” Brody tried to stop him.
 
   “NO! I NEED TO FUCKING FIND HER!” Maddox yelled.
 
   “Maddox you need to breathe and calm down,” Brody didn’t move out of his way.
 
   Maddox face was red, and veins bulged in his neck. He did not get into bed he stared at Brody challenging him: angry and emotionally destroyed.
 
   “Maddox, it’s time for bed.”
 
   Maddox’s breaths began to hasten and sweat glistened on his brow. He clenched his jaw and his fists.
 
   “You pissed Maddox?” Brody crossed his arms over his chest taking a non-defensive stance.
 
   “I want to break something,” he growled.
 
   “I know the feeling,” Brody walked around him and pulled the covers down, “Get in bed, I will grab the IPad we will look together for ten minutes, then its lights out. You and I are getting up early in the morning and run. Tomorrow after school we hit the gym-- you and I are going to work out. Release some of this anger.”
 
   ~
 
   Brody left the room and walked into his bedroom, and Emma sat on the bed and quickly wiped her tears, “Come here Em, what did you hear?”
 
   “Everything Brody,” Emma sobbed quietly into his shirt, “God, what more is he hiding?”
 
   Brody hugged her and kissed her head, “I hope he will trust us enough to tell us eventually.”
 
   “You better go,” Emma wiped her face on his shirt, “Oh sorry.”
 
   He smiled, “That alright love. Will you be alright?” he wiped her tears and kissed her on the nose she shook her head yes, “Get some sleep?”
 
   “Yes, go take care of him.” Emma hugged him tight and stepped away. “He needs you more than I do right now go.”
 
   Brody ran his hands through his hair and scrunched his eyes together, “Alright.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox read the message he received.
 
   -thinking about you, I hope ur alright…Harper.
 
   Maddox didn’t reply
 
   -Maddox tell me you are okay, I saw the post…Harper
 
   -I am fine leave it alone Harper...MH
 
   -I am sorry you are going through this again…Harper
 
   -What part of leave it alone do you not fucking get Harper, goodnight…MH
 
   He threw his phone on the floor and laid down.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox and Brody ran every morning before anyone else was out of bed. They hit the gym after school. Maddox always ended his time at a punching bag.
 
   Brody stood and watched him before walking to the front desk, “Do you offer private boxing lessons?”
 
   “Yes we do Mr. Hines. Would you like me to set that up for you?” the receptionist was nervous and fumbling trying to find the information for them behind the desk.
 
   “A phone number would be greatly appreciated. By the way I am just a normal guy like everyone else in here,” Brody smiled.
 
   “Thanks, it’s just…do you know who you are?” she laughed.
 
   “I do.”
 
   She handed him the paper with a name and number on it, “He is the best. He has not been taking on new clients but I think he would make an exception.”
 
   


Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Harper had few friends that truly knew her. She and her family had traveled since she could remember to faraway places helping to build communities in areas all over the world. Not just the typical construction of buildings, but village communities in impoverished areas of the world.
 
   Her father Collin would send in teams that would secure the areas near cities run by drug lords and guerrilla armies. Places that women and children were brutalized every day by boys and men who knew no different in their way of life. When it was secured the team would bring in some of those men and boys to help build up the complexes. Turning them into a safe place to walk outside their homes. Places they could receive medical attention. They learned to grow their own food, take care of their bodies, be taught to read and write. Little things we all take for granted every day.
 
   Harpers mother Tessa was a nurse practitioner. Tessa was in charge of the medical clinics ensuring that they were supplied and manned. She typically hand-picked three younger women to teach them all she knew. Wound care, immunizations, delivering children, amongst other medically necessary tasks. She also taught them how to take care of their homes, children, bodies, and minds.
 
   It was truly a family business. Harpers only living grandparents John and Maggie spent time with them. Maggie was also a nurse and John a farmer. They helped out everywhere. So did her Aunts and Uncles, cousins and some close family friends. These people did not spend nearly as much time as Harpers immediate family did when they came to help, but when they did come, Harper enjoyed watching them give of themselves selflessly.
 
   When they left a community, they left it in able hands of the locals who could now feel safe walking out of their door in the evening. They could watch their children play in the streets with other children. They could go to bed without worry that they would be woken up by rifle blasts or men stealing or raping their children. They were left to live and breathe with new skills and abilities giving them the capability to help others in the same way they were helped.
 
   Harper had met so many people. She even kept in contact with at least one or two from each village through hand written letters and the occasional trips they took to visit and help out when they could.
 
   Harper and her brothers CJ and Matthew lived a normal life. They attended school and played sports. Her brothers, twins, were attending college now. Matthew was at Harvard studying international law. CJ was following in his parents footsteps. He was going to school for medicine. His desire was to become a holistic doctor. Her family owned a private plane, so there was no issues taking off for a four day weekend during the school year and helping out wherever they needed to. Tomas, their one man security team was never far away.
 
   Harper’s father had been raised in a living hell by a woman who was a monster. Katherine Abraham had traded her children for drugs right here in the United States. She was abusive and neglectful on her sober days. Collin did not know his father, he was pretty sure Katherine didn’t even know which of the many men in and out of his childhood home was his father. She is believed to have killed Collin’s sister and brother. Before Harper’s parents first date, Katherine escaped from a rehab after her prison sentence was up, and had plans in place to kill Collin and Tessa. Katherine died in prison four years ago.
 
   Harper’s parents had a strong marriage. Their love was true and unending. He adored her, and she adored him. Collin was very intense about everything, and Tessa was a feisty woman. He was decisive, most things were black and white to him. He admittedly knew nothing of love until he met her. They were married quickly and had the twins before their first anniversary and Harper less than a year after they were born. They were a true team and loved their life’s work and the opportunities it gave their children to see how truly blessed they were.
 
   At home and in school it was difficult for Harper to watch her friends driving cars their parents bought for them, wearing shoes that cost more than it would take to feed an entire village, and act like they truly deserved everything they had. Harpers home was magnificent-- her bedroom fit for a princess, her wardrobe impeccable, and she had everything she could ever want and then more. She was grateful for everything she had. Her father had talked her through a breakdown she when she was old enough to realize just how privileged she was.
 
   Collin told her that hard work pays off and that they are taking nothing away from anyone. She wanted to know how they made money, and that’s when she found out that he also wrote papers and had a research and development team who worked on finding cures and developing drugs to help cancer patients. The money they could have easily used to pay themselves with from grants and funding they received from outside sources always went back into the communities they built. In fact, some of their family money also was used. That was also when her mother found out that the weekly pay she received was actually from Collin because he wanted her to feel like she had some control over finances. Tessa was livid, and that was the first time Harper ever heard her swear,
 
   “So you give me a fucking allowance?” Tessa stomped.
 
   “Well no…I guess…Tessa our money is ours does it really matter?” Collin pleaded.
 
   “Yes it matters you ass! You lied to me!” Tessa stormed away, and they did not speak for three days.
 
   That was also the first time Harper ever saw her father look anything less than in control and confident. She was mad at her mother for hurting his feelings. She walked down for a drink of water on that third night. Tessa was sitting on the counter, and Collin was peering up at her with his head hung low.
 
   “I am truly sorry, Tessa.”
 
   “Good,” Tessa’s voice broke.
 
   “I never wanted you to feel trapped or like you had to depend on me. I wanted you to feel of value in all that you do for everyone,” Collin scowled at the ground.
 
   “What the hell makes you think I don’t?” Tessa snapped and tried to jump of the counter.
 
   Collin stood in front of her with his hands firmly planted on the counter trapping her without touching her, “Your last relationship, Tessa! You hated that he made you feel like what you worked for did not matter! I won’t have you feel like that EVER!”
 
   Tessa scooted back against the cupboard, “Well you are an ass! Seriously Collin, that was years ago. Get over it already!”
 
   Tessa tried to push past him, and he did not budge, “No I won’t. Don’t ask me to. You taught me I could love and be loved. I will spend every day of my life trying to make you as happy as you have me.”
 
   “Still? You still feel that way you…ASS! For someone so damn smart you actually are an idiot, now get out of my way,” Collin stepped back and held his hand to his heart and looked wounded as Tessa ran past him.
 
   Harper felt tears burning her eyes and wanted to scream until she saw her mother walk back to him crying, “What do I need to do Collin to make you realize I love you just as much? That your happiness is as important to me, as mine is to you? I am so angry with you right now. I want to leave. You just crushed me.”
 
   Collin reached for her, and she pulled back, “Don’t. I am going to sleep in Harper’s room tonight. What have the past twenty years been to you Collin? I will wait for an answer. I don’t want you to tell me what you think I want to hear I want to know why. What have I done for you to even doubt? …goodnight.”
 
   Collin grabbed her, “It was years ago Tessa, it’s how I felt years ago. I wanted and still want you to know every fucking day how much I value you, how much I value us, how much I love you!”
 
   Tessa wrapped her arms around him and cried, and he held her, “Don’t cry beautiful I can’t take it, it will tear me apart.”
 
   They held each other and Harper couldn’t turn away. What she was seeing was something rare, something beautiful. Not that she didn’t know they were different from her friend’s parents, they were. In everyday interactions, she saw them search for each other in a room full of people and smile at each other. When they were working they each took time to give each other a quick hug or sweet kiss on the cheek. When either were frustrated, the other anticipated their need and filled it without even a second thought. They didn’t fight or even really discuss much except their children. They just knew what the other wanted or needed. The looks they gave each other replaced a thousand words. Something rare indeed, Harper thought as she watched them hidden against the darkened hall wall.
 
   Collin relaxed, “Come to bed?”
 
   Tessa nodded her head yes.
 
   ~
 
   Harper lay in bed waiting for Maddox to say he was sorry, she knew he wanted to. He could not possibly want her to feel bad. He was different, like her Dad. Her Dad would never want her Mom to feel bad. She waited ten more minutes and still nothing. She re-read his last text.
 
   -What part of leave it alone do you not fucking get Harper, goodnight…MH
 
   Her eyes burned, and she swallowed hard and she began responding
 
   -The part where it’s okay for you to be nasty to me when I am just showing concern. The part that crushed my heart because I know I could love you and that you could love me… that part asshole!
 
   She looked at it and pushed a button and threw her phone on the floor and turned off her light and tried to fall asleep. She tossed and turned, all she could think was this was the worst day ever. She replayed the scene at lunch in her head.
 
   “Harper we need to talk,” Ava was nervous, and she did not know why.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Can we go somewhere, maybe the locker room?”
 
   They walked into the locker room and sat down.
 
   “Ava, you look so upset what is going on?” Harper was concerned Ava Links was the one girl in the school who knew almost everything about her. Back at home, Ava was indeed Harper’s closest friend.
 
   “It’s about Senior Prom,” Ava sat next to her. Her jet black long hair covered her blue eyes when she looked down.
 
   “Okay, it’s next week right?” Harper joked, “Unless they changed it.”
 
   “Harper don’t be mad at me, but I like …really like Carter. He and I have been talking, and he and I want to know if it’s okay for us to go together,” Ava closed her eyes tightly and waited for Harper to respond.
 
   “Oh…okay,” Harper said softly.
 
   “No, you are mad forget it,” Ava began.
 
   “I am not mad that you like each other it’s just…what about your date, who will he go with?” Harper didn’t want it to be an issue, but it was, it truly was. One week before Prom and she was going to be date less which normally would mean nothing to her but a week before PROM, WHAT THE HELL, she screamed in her head.
 
   “We thought maybe he could go with you?” Ava said nervously.
 
   “No way. Ava you and Carter go ahead, but I will not be going with Joe,” Harper stood up.
 
   “Well why not?” Ava was annoyed.
 
   How the hell can you be annoyed at me, Harper shouted in her head but instead she took the highroad always took the damn highroad, “He is my second or third cousin Ava, no thanks.”
 
   “Well, so Carter and you were just friends what’s the difference?” Ava pushed forward, always pushing things to the limit.
 
   “Ava, it was different…is different. I am not mad, but I will absolutely not have a relative as a prom date,” Harper laughed it off.
 
   “Was different? Why because you kissed him? He said it was like kissing his sister, he said you agreed that it was a mistake. Do you like him?” Ava was irritated.
 
   “He said WHAT?” Harper snapped, “He kissed me, I turned my head avoiding it. Like his sister, shit it was like kissing a damn frog!”
 
   “Like kissing a frog? Really he is hot Harper, you like him that’s why you are getting pissed,” Ava snapped back.
 
   “No, actually I don’t. I liked the idea of having a date to the Prom!” Harper laughed loudly.
 
   “I know you’re pissed, the whole girl code thing, he figured you would be,” Ava scowled at Harper.
 
   “Girl code thing? What a joke, -- I don’t own him, and he doesn’t own me. What a freaking idiotic thing. Girl code, seriously? Ava get over it,” Harper walked out the door.
 
   ~
 
   When she got home from school she sat in her car and banged her head on the steering wheel. She was still trying to figure out how to tell her parents that they wasted a ton of money…enough to feed a village for at least three days on a stupid dance she would not be attending. Her phone rang, and it was Carter.
 
   Great, she thought as she answered it, “Hello.”
 
   “Are you mad?” Carter asked.
 
   “Yes but not about what you think I may be mad about,” Harper opened the door and grabbed her bag.
 
   “I am sorry, but you really should take Joe, he’s a good guy. Ava is having a hard time trying to figure out how to tell him,” Carter said quietly, “And hey, if he could go with you, I bet he would be happy as hell.”
 
   “Carter I owe you nothing, so don’t try to sweet talk me! You told Ava I kissed you, and it was like kissing your sister. Seriously what is wrong with you? If you remember correctly, you tried to kiss me-- I turned away so you managed to kiss my cheek, and it freaked me the hell out. And then, ‘Oh Harper you skin tastes like heaven I want your lips. Please Harper… I will die if I don’t taste your lips.’ And it went on and on and on,” Harper was aware of her obnoxiousness and more than aware it was because she was pissed that she had to tell her parents.
 
   “Listen you spoiled little princess. I tried to kiss you, and would have said whatever it took to get what I wanted. I thought you were a nice girl not some snobby little bitch. Did you tell Ava that?” Carter snapped.
 
   “I told her it wasn’t like kissing a sibling more like a frog! Not about you being a hormone fueled raging lunatic. Or about your hard-on pressing on my stomach as I tried my damnedest to pull away from you!” Harper snapped.
 
   “So you liked my dick against you, huh? Pretty unforgettable was it?” Carter chuckled.
 
   “Something that size should not be called a dick maybe a prick but not a dick, goodbye freak,” Harper pushed end and turned around smugly to walk into the house.
 
   She walked in the door, and her parents were standing by the window. Collin was ready to explode, and Tessa was trying not to laugh.
 
   “Good day at school Harper?” Tessa asked.
 
   “Where does that little bastard live?” Collin yelled?
 
   Harper froze and looked at the ground.
 
   “Answer me, damn it Harper! Or I will get Tomas on it!” Collin insisted.
 
   “Collin she did just fine on her own, let it be,” Tessa tried not to laugh.
 
   “He…his…Damn it!” Collin yelled into the air.
 
   “Collin take a walk, calm down, and then come back okay?” Tessa grabbed his face, “She did very well. I am proud of her, and once you process it, you will be too.”
 
   Collin stormed outside, and Tessa took Harpers hand and lead her to the couch. Harper sat, and Tessa went and grabbed a couple glasses of milk and some cookies.
 
   “Tell me how you are,” Tessa said dunking a cookie in milk and brought it to Harpers mouth.
 
   “Mom, seriously,” Harper rolled her eyes.
 
   “Yep, seriously Harper Ann. You are my little girl, and you have had a pretty rough day. If I want to feed you cookies, you better let me.”
 
   Harper took a bite, and her lip began to quiver, “I don’t have a date to the prom.”
 
   “Okay, but it sounds like you did not like your date very much anyway,” Tessa dunked the cookie again, and Harper took a bite.
 
   When Harper finished chewing she started to cry, “You both heard me?’
 
   “Yep,” Tessa smiled and rubbed Harpers head.
 
   “Am I in trouble?” Harpers voice broke.
 
   “No, Harper,” Tessa pulled Harper in to her arms and held her as she cried.
 
   “Ask Maddox Hines” Tessa smiled and watched Harpers face change.
 
   ~
 
   Harper was asleep on Tessa’s lap when Collin walked in.
 
   Tessa smiled, “Did you go swimming or running?”
 
   “She okay?” Collin grabbed a bottle of water and chugged it.
 
   Tessa shook her head yes, “She doesn’t have a Prom date.”
 
   “Good,” Collin clenched his jaw and walked away.
 
   He was in the shower when Tessa walked into the bathroom and got in the shower with him, “She did not like him Collin, but she is upset. It’s her Prom.”
 
   “You do know you have clothes on?” Collin said trying to remain angry.
 
   “I do,” Tessa smiled, “This was something normal for her to do. Every girl dreams of prom.”
 
   “Fine I will lighten up…if you let me take those clothes off of you I will probably be even more relaxed. And by the way, the Prom means nothing to guys. But this, a hot chick in the shower,” he began undressing her, “Naked, is every man’s fantasy.”
 
   “I could care less about every man Collin, just you,” Tessa smiled as she leaned against the shower wall.
 
   He went down on his knees, and he lifted her leg over his shoulder and smiled up at her and growled.
 
   ~
 
   Harper still lay awake she grabbed her phone off the floor to see if he had returned her text and he had not.  How could she ask him to go to Prom with her after that? Screw him!
 
   No, he has already been screwed should could not believe someone had posted his personal file online. God she wanted to know he was okay. But he made it clear
 
   What part of leave it alone do you not fucking get Harper, goodnight…MH
 
   Harper cried herself to sleep.
 
   ~
 
   Harper sat in the library at lunch Ava was still mad at her after a week, and she wanted to just disappear. Ava being mad was not a big deal. Maddox hurting her feelings… crushed her.
 
   She grabbed her phone to torture herself once again and read his text.
 
   She turned it on, and she had three missed messages.
 
   Her Mom and Dad had both sent her a message wishing her a better day and…Maddox. A message from Maddox sent only minutes ago.
 
   -I have reconsidered….MH
 
   -What have you reconsidered?...HA
 
   She waited anxiously for his reply.
 
   -Apparently you asked me to Prom next week, and I said no. I have reconsidered…MH
 
   - I don’t know what you are talking about…HA
 
   Her heart beat faster as she waited.
 
   -Emma told me that Tessa told her you asked me to prom and I said I was busy, I am available if you still want me to go…MH
 
   - Well I did not ask you…HA
 
   - Listen, I was in a bad place the last time we texted. Apparently you had a rough day as well. I have a fight scheduled, I am canceling it. So what do you say…MH
 
   -What fight?...HA
 
   -Boxing. A week in and I am a natural. It’s good for me. First fight tonight wish me luck?...MH
 
   - Do your parents know…HA
 
   - Yes Harper…MH
 
   She could tell he rolled his eyes when he wrote that, and it made her smile.
 
   -Good Luck…MA
 
   -Thank you, so I will see you next week?...MH
 
   - For what?...HA
 
   He did not reply right away, and she started to get nervous.
 
   -Harper Ann Abraham, may I escort you to senior Prom?…Maddox
 
   -Maddox..I will have to think about it…HA
 
   -WHAT?!?!?!...MH
 
   -Sorry have to go to class. I hope you have a great day XOXOXO…HA
 
   -Oh I get it, you are going to make me work…MH
 
   Harper smiled, Hell Yes she thought as she walked out of the library and floated around, beaming the rest of the day.
 
   ~
 
   Harper walked into the house and smiled at Tessa and Collin , and she ran up the stairs and changed.
 
   “Going for a run,” she smiled as she ran past them.
 
   She took out her phone and sent him a message.
 
   -KICK BUTT TODAY MADDOX!....be safe please…HA
 
   - Thank you, I will try to keep my face free from bruises…MH’
 
   -You better…HA
 
   -Why are you accepting my request to escort you to Prom?…MH
 
   -We will see…still thinking it over…send me a picture after your fight I want to make sure any date I may or may not accept is presentable…HA
 
   -Will do…MH
 
   Harper showered and ate dinner and she watched her phone all night. She went to bed worried that he had been hurt.
 
   She closed her book and reached for her phone. A text popped up, and it was him. Holy cow!
 
   Harper stared at the picture of Maddox covered in sweat. His arms lifted in the air, and his smile was amazing. His hair was shorter, and his body had definitely changed. He wasn’t just lean muscles anymore-- he had a six pack, and pecks, and oh my, my, my, the V. His arms were bulky and his jaw appeared even squarer then she remembered. The lips, she thought as she ran her fingers gently across hers remembering how they felt against hers. That dimple damn, damn, damn.
 
   -CONGRATULATIONS!!!! ….HA
 
   Her phone rang, and she answered.
 
   “So Harper I have had a great night, I won my first fight,” Maddox had a smile in his voice.
 
   “Congratulations,” her voice was a whisper.
 
   “Make it even better say yes, you want me to take you to prom,” Maddox voice was unchanged, still a smile.
 
   “Do you still have those shorts on?” Harper asked.
 
   Maddox laughed, “Still at the gym so yes.”
 
   “Good send me a video of you asking me to Prom and then call me and ask me again,” Harper said softly.
 
   “What?” Maddox laughed.
 
   “You heard me,” Harper said and hung up.
 
   She started to get nervous that he was annoyed, and the video came. He had a white robe on, and a hood over his head, “Harper may I please take you to Prom?”
 
   Harper texted him back.
 
   -Loose the robe and try again…HA
 
   -Seriously?!?!...Maddox
 
   -Please…HA
 
   -Why?...MH
 
   - You are beautiful…HA
 
   “And I sent it what the hell was I thinking,” she said out loud.
 
   She got just what she asked for and watched it three times and he called,
 
   “Anything else Harper?” Maddox asked,
 
   “No,” she smiled.
 
   “Are you telling me no after all that?” Maddox groaned.
 
   “No, nothing else. I would be honored to go to Prom with you. Thank you, Maddox,” Harper blushed. Even though he could not see her, he could tell.
 
   “Harper do you think I am beautiful?” Maddox whispered.
 
   “Well, yes-- I always have,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Hmm. I want a picture send me one,” he said softly.
 
   “Nope, you can see me on Prom night,” Harper laughed, “Ivory Tux.”
 
   She hung up and giggled as she looked at the pictures and watched the video over and over again.
 
   


Chapter 3
 
   Harper looked in the mirror and felt sick to her stomach. She looked great and knew it, but just different. Her hair was beautiful, yet unrecognizable to her. She wore makeup and heels that she knew would be long gone when she danced (if she danced), and she thought to herself: Did Maddox dance…oh God I am going to throw up all over him, she looked away from the mirror. Her dress was a champagne color with a pale blue underlay covering the important parts. Her father was shocked when he saw it. His face turned red, and he scowled at Tessa, and she laughed. He looked back at Harper.
 
   “You are stunning Harper Ann, too stunning. Beautiful, too damn beautiful. Look at my baby girl Tessa,” he squeezed his eye shut and let out an angry, frustrated breath, scowled at Tessa and walked out of the room.
 
   “Is he mad, Mom?”
 
   “Not at you, maybe at me,” Tessa smiled, “You look amazing… it’s just hard to see you all grown up.”
 
   “It’s hard for me too-- my lord, look at my boobs Mom! They have gotten huge,” Harper pushed them in trying to make them smaller, and Tessa laughed.
 
   “You ready? They are waiting in the family room,” Tessa grinned.
 
   “Sure,” Harper whispered.
 
   They walked in, and Maddox stood and swallowed hard and looked at the ground. His eyes widened.
 
   “Wow, Harper you look Hot!” London ran and hugged her, “Your boobs are enormous! Are mine going to get that big?”
 
   Harper laughed, “I hope not, for your sake.”
 
   Tessa laughed and covered her mouth.
 
   Harper looked around, hoping no one else heard London—and it appeared no one had.
 
   “You’re sure about not wanting to ride in the Limo with your friends?” Collin asked.
 
   “No, I think it’ll be fine if Tomas takes us Dad,” Harper smiled, “Is that all right with you Maddox?”  
 
   He shook his head quickly in agreement, “Yeah, that sounds great. You look outstanding Harper.”
 
   “Thanks Maddox you’re looking pretty great yourself,” Harper smiled broadly.
 
   “Harper, why don't you invite some people back here after the Prom? I will cook-- you guys can hang out, listen to music, or swim if you want,” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Okay,” Harper smiled back and hugged her, “You ready to go?”
 
   “Yeah,” Maddox’s eyes were bright blue.
 
   “WAIT, pictures!!!” London laughed.
 
   ~
 
   They sat in the back of the Black SUV quiet, not a word was said.
 
   “You are very quiet, are you sure you…” Harper began.
 
   “I want to be here with you Harper,” Maddox looked down and tried to figure out what to say as he laughed nervously, “You have certainly changed in the past eight months.”
 
   Harper didn’t know how to respond she felt the heat rise from her neck to her face. Oh…. please don’t break out in hives, she pleaded with herself.
 
   She began rubbing her neck, oh no, no, no.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “No, damn it,” Harper tapped on the security glass and Tomas rolled in down, “Can you pull over for a minute please?”
 
   Tomas pulled over, and Harper jumped out. She started to walk down the road, calm down calm down, she breathed in and out slowly as she walked.
 
   “Harper, what the hell is going on?” Maddox ran up to her and grabbed her hand.
 
   “I just need a minute,” She pulled her hand away and he walked in front of her, blocking her from going any further.
 
   “Seriously, what is going on Harper?” he lifted her chin up and looked at her.
 
   “Am I a mess: my neck, my face…”
 
   “Your chest,” Maddox said and quickly looked up at her eyes, “Did you eat something? Is this an allergic reaction? Do you need to get to a doctor?”
 
   Harpers lip quivered, “It’s hives, it has not happened in a while but it use to happen when I got nervous. Please just go back, don’t look at me, I promise it will go away soon.”
 
   “Why are you nervous?”
 
   “Why are you?” Harper scowled at the ground.
 
   “You look beautiful, Harper.”
 
   “Well, so do you,” she scowled.
 
   “Now that we have that out in the open do you think we can head back to Tomas?” Maddox smiled and took her hand.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t want things to be weird tonight Maddox.”
 
   “I think we just got weird out of the way,” he squeezed her hand, “That being said could we talk about any awkward thing that may come up, you know, so you don’t bust out in hives?”
 
   “Sure,” she pushed him with her shoulder and laughed.
 
   “You really do look beautiful Harper,” Maddox opened the door her.
 
   “You really need to stop saying that,” Harper giggled as she sat down.
 
   “Hives?”
 
   “Possibly,” Harper looked into his eyes and smiled, “I forgot how blue your eyes were.”
 
   Maddox smiled and grabbed her hand, “So tonight…who am I?”
 
   “Who do you want to be?”
 
   “I am a bit concerned with people knowing who I am… it may cause issues for you,” Maddox looked at her with sincerity in his beautiful blue eyes “Does anyone know I am coming with you?”
 
   “No, I haven’t been all that social lately,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Why?” Maddox rubbed her hand gently.
 
   “Well my date is going with Ava,” Harper laughed.
 
   Maddox didn’t respond for a while, “Was he your boyfriend?”
 
   Harper could tell he was upset, “No-- not at all.”
 
   “Good,” Maddox sat back against the leather seat, “So you’re mad at her why?”
 
   “Your best friend,” Harper used air quotes, “Falls for a guy who just so happens to be your Prom date and then being left date-less, kind of sucks Maddox.”
 
   “So you liked him?” Maddox whispered.
 
   “No,” Harper laughed, “I liked that he was not related to me, and that he liked me enough to ask me to my Prom.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox opened the door and held his hand out for Harper. She smiled and took his hand.
 
   “This place has an amazing view,” Maddox looked out over Cayuga Lake.
 
   “Do you want to walk out back before we head in?”
 
   Maddox smiled and shook his head yes.
 
   They walked into the lawn and stood hand in hand, looking over the water.
 
   “Harper, I didn’t get you flowers. They’re nice and all, but this is a special occasion in your life, I assume,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Both of ours. Oh, unless you already did Prom at your school,” Harper said hoping he had not.
 
   “No, I was asked, just didn’t want to go. Harper here,” Maddox handed her a box and she opened it.
 
   Inside was a silver bracelet with a palm tree dangling from it, “You didn’t have to, but it’s beautiful.”
 
   Harper grabbed his arm and pulled up his sleeve looking at the friendship bracelet she had given him almost a year ago, “It’s still here,” he smiled.
 
   “It better be,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Should we go in?”
 
   “I guess we should.”
 
   “You don’t seem excited.”
 
   “I am excited you’re here, that stuff means nothing,” Harper’,s face turned red.
 
   “Don’t start getting embarrassed Harper, you may break out. I thought we were past all that.”
 
   Harper looked at his lips and then closed her eyes. She opened them when she heard him chuckle.
 
   “You're heating up on me Harper,” he smiled and squeezed her hand.
 
   “Great,” she rolled her eyes.
 
   “I am going to give you something else okay?” he smiled shyly, “Something I think will get us both through this extremely awkward moment.”
 
   She looked up into his blue eyes and then at his lips. He licked his lips quickly and let out a slow, sweet, minty breath. He took her face in his hands and leaned in towards her slowly… cautiously, “This okay Harper? I haven’t kissed you since…”
 
   Harper stood in her tip toes and kissed him quickly. His eyes stayed fixed on her lips. “I want more,” he said softly.
 
   “Me too,” Harper wrapped her arms around his waist beneath his jacket and pulled him into her.
 
   He kissed her softly and rubbed his nose against hers. He tilted his head and wrapped his lips around her’s again and again. She felt him tense up -- his muscles felt hard under her hands. He had definitely been working out.
 
   He reached around her and took both of her hands in his and stepped back, leaving his forehead against hers. They both opened their eyes and smiled.
 
   “Abraham-- get your ass up here!” she heard a familiar male voice yell from behind them.
 
   “Busted,” she smiled as he straightened up, “No big deal, it’s my cousin. You met him, one of Alex’s sons.”
 
   “Is he going to try to kick my ass?” Maddox smiled.
 
   “He will have to get through me first,” Harper giggled and took one of his hands and walked towards the Watch. 
 
   “Liam, this is my date, Maddox,” Harper smiled as she introduced them.
 
   “Shit, you don’t even look the same,” Liam was tall and blonde and looked just like his father Alex did as a senior in high school.
 
   “Good, maybe no one here will recognize me,” Maddox smiled, and they shook hands.
 
   “We could call you …” Liam tried to think of a name.
 
   “Yeah that’ll work-- have you heard him speak?” Harper laughed and smiled up at Maddox.
 
   “I bet if I put forth some effort I could pull it off,” Maddox smiled back at her.
 
   “Whatever floats your boat,” Harper giggled and kissed his cheek.
 
   He looked at her and then Liam, and his face turned red, “You’re heating up on me Maddox,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Guys don’t like PDA Harper,” Liam laughed, “Isn’t that right Johnny?”
 
   “Johnny?” Harper laughed.
 
   “Sure, why not? Right?” Liam looked at Maddox.
 
   “Sure, I reckon I can pull that off,” Maddox chuckled using a southern accent.
 
   “What was that?” Harper laughed.
 
   “John Wayne,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Yeah, I’m not so sure about that,” Liam smiled and patted his back, “Let’s just stick with Johnny.”
 
   “Good thing it’s a masquerade,” Harper laughed.
 
   Tomas met them at the door and handed Harper and Maddox their masks, “If you need anything, I will be out here.
 
   They walked into the Watch and signed into the building that resembled a barn. They were given their table assignment at the reception table. Maddox looked around taking in the beauty of the wood and brick walls.
 
   Maddox smiled at Harper, and she smiled back at him, “Shall we?” he took her hand and began walking in the direction of the other attendees.
 
   They walked through the large archway into the room. It was decorated in gold and red. The ceiling was lit up with thousands of twinkling white lights and gold fabric hung from beam to beam. There was a second floor that opened overlooking the dance floor. The support beams that ran from floor to ceiling were wrapped in the same gold fabric. The round tables were covered with black linen and topping off the black linen, were deep red square table covers.
 
   Harper looked for table seven and worried it would be as awkward for her as it would be for Maddox. How the hell am I going to get him through this if I feel like crap about the whole thing? she thought.
 
   “Harper?” Maddox asked breaking her out of her thoughts, “You okay?”
 
   She shook her head yes, “Why? Do you want to go-- is this too much?”
 
   “No, you're squeezing the hell out of my hand,” He smiled, “You sure you want to do this? I mean if you’re second guessing bringing me…”
 
   “No Maddox, it’s just been a couple of really messed up weeks. I am just…Maddox I would not want to be here with anyone else,” Harper looked up at him lovingly.
 
   “Then let's do this,” he smiled.
 
   They walked to their table and Harper smiled, “Hi.”
 
   Everyone smiled and said nothing.
 
   “Alright then,” Harpers hand began to shake in his.
 
   Maddox squeezed gently and let go and pulled out her chair, “Thank you.”
 
   “Hello I am John,” Maddox was stepping way out of his comfort zone but what else could he do, she was being so unlike herself.
 
   “Hi, I am Ava,” she stood and shook his hand, “This is Trinity, Ella, Olivia, Joe, Carter, and I assume you know Liam.”
 
   “Yes, we have met,” Maddox sat down next to Harper and smiled.
 
   “You have been hiding on us,” Ella smiled looking at Harper.
 
   “I don’t think I was hiding, just a lot of studying,” she rolled her eyes, “LOTS!”
 
   “But why didn’t you want to ride with us?” Trinity asked.
 
   “I just thought Madd… er, my date would be more comfortable. He doesn’t know anyone and he got into town late. I wouldn’t have wanted you all to skip the group pictures at the park, on account of my date” Harper smiled convincingly at them.
 
   “So where are you from, and how do you know Harper?” Ava asked sitting forward.
 
   “My Dad hired him,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Liam laughed and Maddox chuckled.
 
   “Yep,” Harper laughed, “Look at him, definitely worth every cent. My pictures are going to be perfect.”
 
   Maddox laughed, and Ava gasped.
 
   “Rentadate.com?” Liam asked.
 
   “No, rentahotdate.com,” Harper smiled.
 
   Everyone at the table gasped, it was truly unlike Harper to act this way. She was normally quiet and refined.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Ava asked annoyed, “You don’t talk like…like that?”
 
   “It’s okay for you all but not me?” Harper smiled and her face started turning red.
 
   “Can I have a moment?” Maddox smiled and stood up pulling her chair out.
 
   “Sure…” Harper stood confused as he took her hand and lead her onto the patio.
 
   “Harper we don’t have to do this,” he lifted her mask and looked into her eyes.
 
   “Did it offend you? I mean I’m sorry if …how stupid of course it…” Harper tried to turn away.
 
   “I’m not offended, I do have a sense of humor. I am just confused as to who the real Harper is. They seem to think you’re acting, and I don’t want you to do that with me,” Maddox said quietly.
 
   Harper lifted his mask and saw his brows knit together, “You know more about me than any of them Maddox. I just don’t feel comfortable sharing my true self with them. They all say they are pretty tight, but that’s not what I see. Ella was supposed to come to the prom with Billy. He is at table four with Amber, who was Ella’s best friend until she screwed around with Billy, who was Ella’s boyfriend. So they hate each other. Amber was dating Joe who is now here with Olivia because he was going to go with Ava, who is now here with Carter, who was going to be my date. It’s all drama all the time. I am sure it’s normal high school behavior. And I am not normal…”
 
   “Thank God,” Maddox smiled. “I am extremely grateful that you're not normal.”
 
   “Me too,” Harper smiled with relief.
 
   “And you're upset with Ava because…” Maddox studied her face.
 
   “I don’t like him Maddox. I will tell you ALL about that train wreck later-- when we get home. I want to tell them who you are, and I want them to know how I feel,” Harper stopped.
 
   “Go on,” Maddox squeezed her hand.
 
   Harper was deep in thought trying to figure out how to explain her feelings for him, “Have you ever watched Bambi?”
 
   “The cartoon with the deer?” Maddox chuckled.
 
   “Yeah,” Harper smiled and looked down at the ground and blushed, “The part where the owl explains what’s going on with Bambi to Thumper and Flower?”
 
   “Harper, I have watched it but only once. I have yet to memorize the movie,” he smiled and lifted her chin, so she was looking at him.
 
   “Twitter pated,” she closed her eyes and sighed, “I feel twitter pated.”
 
   She opened her eyes, and they were sparkling. Maddox looked at her sweet gaze, and his mouth was suddenly dry. He swallowed hard, licked his lips, and Harpers eyes widened and she smiled, “Twitter pated.”
 
   He kissed her and a moan escaped against his mouth, and he trembled slightly.
 
   “Abraham!” Liam yelled from the door, “Dinner!”
 
   “Completely and utterly twitter pated,” Harper beamed.
 
   “Yeah, me too,” Maddox closed his eyes and stepped back, “Let's go.”
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer. He took her hand, and walked quickly inside. They made their way to the table, and he pulled out her chair, and she sat and smiled up at him, “Thank you Johnny.”
 
   He winked at her and sat down.
 
   Harper stared at Maddox. He was much different from the closed off soul that burned with self-loathing when their fathers went to England together to bring down the people responsible for keeping him captive for almost sixteen years. He was relaxed and having fun…with her.
 
   “Do you have to pay extra for make out sessions?” Carter forced a laugh.
 
   “No, actually I couldn’t help myself,” Maddox laughed and squeezed Harpers hand.
 
   “He is actually a friend of my family’s, we met a while ago,” Harper said raising her eyebrow in warning.
 
   Ava looked at her dumbfounded, “And you …”
 
   “Please don’t let this get uncomfortable,” Harper closed her eyes her tone was a plea.
 
   “Fine Harper, but you are supposed to be one of our best friends. We should know about your good friends. So we will chat later,” Ava scowled, and Oliva's, Trinity, and Ella laughed.
 
   Dinner was over, and the DJ started to play music, “Do you dance Johnny?” Ava asked.
 
   “Not very often,” he answered, his eyes never moving from Harper’s.
 
   “Harper does,” Ava smiled and grabbed Harper’s hand, “Lets go.”
 
   Harper looked panicked, as she did not want to leave him.
 
   “He can hang with me…. you go,” Liam smiled.
 
   “I am fine, go dance,” Maddox kissed her hand.
 
   Maddox loosened his tie and sat back letting out a deep breath.
 
   “You like her,” Liam smiled.
 
   “Yes I do,” he smiled and turned to watch them dance.
 
   The music slowed down, and Maddox stood up and watched as Harper walked towards him smiling.
 
   “You can dance Harper,” Maddox smiled as she approached.
 
   “I like to dance,” she sat down.
 
   “Would you like to dance with me?” Maddox held out his hand.
 
   “Are you sure?” Harper looked apprehensive.
 
   “It’s a slow song, Harper. London has prepared me,” he laughed.
 
   “She has?” Harper laughed back.
 
   “Oh yes. Pretty much insisted that I give her favorite cousin the best Prom ever,” Maddox mimicked London’s excited expression.
 
   “I love her,” Harper smiled, “She is such an amazing kid.”
 
   “She is, and I love and adore her as well,” Maddox turned towards Harper and put his hands on her waist, “I promise I will not step on your feet.”
 
   Harper looked up at him, “Wait, it’s dark in here. Now can we lose the masks?”
 
   “Yes please,” he pulled his off, and she took it from him.
 
   She stood and looked at his lips and eyes, her two favorite features. She bit her lip and rocked back and forth on her heels. When she was finally able to stop gawking she laughed, “Don’t move beautiful boy, I will be right back.”
 
   Harper set the masks on the table and walked back to dance: he had not moved.
 
   He put his hands on her hips, and she put hers on his shoulders. They smiled at each other, and she looked down and licked her lips. He watched her for a moment and closed his eyes.
 
   Wanted by Hunter Hayes surrounded the room and she was leading. Her hips swayed slightly to the beat of the music, and he followed the gentle rhythm she set. She finally looked up at him, “This okay?” she whispered, and he slowly shook his head up and down.
 
   They gazed into each other’s eyes and neither looked away. His bashful smile melted her heart as he listened to the song, concentrating on the lyrics. She looked down needing space between her eyes and his lips. When the chorus started she sang softly, and he lifted her chin. She stopped singing. 
 
   “Don’t stop now.”
 
   “You going to sing with me?” she smiled.
 
   “Next time the chorus starts I can try,” he laughed and took one of her hands and kissed it, “Come on Harper sing to me.”  
 
   “As good as you make me feel, I wanna make you feel better,” she sang along with the music, and he smiled as she sang to him.
 
   Harper’s walls fell completely away when she was happy. It brought her completely out of her shell, for him and only him. The boy she chose to be her friend forever, and her first kiss.
 
   They danced and smiled as she sang, “You’re all I ever wanted,” she sang, and he stepped away and twirled her-- pulling her back to his chest and wrapped his arms around her waist as they sang the chorus together, his lips to her ear.
 
   When the song ended he kissed her cheek and twirled her around. She curtsied, he bowed, and they both laughed.
 
   She bit her lower lip, trying to stop smiling. He took her hand and put it on his shoulder and one of his went on her waist. He held her other hand in his. 
 
   “Are you having as much fun as I am?” Harper asked as they danced to Mirrors by Justin Timberlake.
 
   “I really am, all the nervousness I have felt for the past week was gone as soon as we stood out back,” he smiled.
 
   “The water,” Harper smiled as he took the lead.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” he smiled.
 
   His body was less tense and his moves were as smooth as silk. He pulled her closer and she smelled his clean skin and his very light cologne.
 
   “What are you wearing?” she asked breathing him in.
 
   “You,” he smiled and kissed the top of her head.
 
   The song ended, and they still held each other. Maddox finally looked around the now empty dance floor.
 
   “Do you think we should go have a seat?” Maddox’s eyes twinkled.
 
   She shook her head no, and he laughed and pulled her behind him. They came to the table and he pulled the chair out for her, and she sat. He turned his chair to face her and they still sat looking at one another, both lost in each other’s eyes, completely twitter pated.
 
   “I knew I recognized you!” Ava laughed loudly.
 
   It was as if a needle scratched across a vinyl record.
 
   Harper’s face dropped. Gone was the giddy smile and feeling as if she was floating, defying gravity, or on cloud nine.
 
   Maddox squeezed her hand and smiled, “Doesn’t bother me Harper, not at all.”
 
   “You sure?” Harpers voice squeaked, and she looked miserable.
 
   “If you’re alright Harper, then so am I.”
 
   “Alright then, maybe you should introduce yourself,” Harper rolled her eyes dramatically.
 
   “Yes Ava-- sorry we did not want any drama,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Well who is he?” Carter asked.
 
   “My name is Maddox,” he introduced himself.
 
   Ella, Trinity, and Olivia gasped.
 
   “Okay, so what’s the big deal?” Carter asked.
 
   “He is Brody Hines’ son,” Ava told him.
 
   “The kid that was missing?” Carter stopped, “Well not missing but…”
 
   “Yes, that one,” Maddox gave a look of shock and smiled.
 
   Harper held his hand tightly and looked at him, trying to figure out what he was feeling. She didn’t have to wonder long.
 
   He leaned towards her and smiled, “I am fine and you.”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, “I just can't wait until this thing is over.
 
   Liam and Ella took the stage, they lead the prom committee.
 
   “Alright it’s time to announce our king and queen,” Ella said over the DJ’s microphone.
 
   “Would those in court please come to the dance floor,” Liam’s voice boomed, “Sorry,” he laughed pulling further away from the microphone.
 
   “Oh damn,” Harpers face turned red.
 
   Maddox laughed, and she rolled her eyes and stood up and walked with Ava to the dance floor.
 
   “So you and Harper Abraham huh?” Carter asked as they all stood together on the edge of the dance floor.
 
   “Yes, Carson was it?” Maddox asked no longer having to try to disguise his voice.
 
   “No Carter,” he laughed, “Good luck getting into that.”
 
   Maddox felt his face start to heat and his jaw clenched, “If I ever hear you talk about her like that again, I will break your fucking jaw. Do you understand Carson?”.”
 
   Carter laughed, and Olivia noticed Maddox’s fists clench. “Don’t be a dick Carter! Come on Maddox Hines, let's get closer so we can get some good pictures.”
 
   Olivia stood between them and waved her hands in front of Maddox face, “Hey did you hear me?”
 
   Maddox closed his eyes and then looked at Olivia, “Yes, I heard you.”
 
   Olivia grabbed his arm, and he tensed up and pulled away slowly, “Oh, sorry.”
 
   “No, I am. Olivia, right?” Maddox smiled and looked for Harper.
 
   “Come on big guy… follow me. She is…” Olivia laughed, “Apparently she is the first runner up. She was so pissed she was nominated.”
 
   Maddox smiled as he watched her blush as Liam handed her flowers, “Why was she pissed?”
 
   “She doesn’t like this stuff, thinks it’s ‘just wrong’,” Olivia used air quotes and laughed.
 
   Ava was crowned Queen and Harper gave her a big hug and smile.
 
   “Way to go Ava,” Carters voice boomed through the room, and Maddox cringed.
 
   Harper walked towards him through the crowd towards Maddox. She was stopped several times and given hugs and congratulations, she just wanted to get to him. As she got closer she could see could tell he was agitated.
 
   She excused herself and walked faster towards him, “Hey, is everything alright?”
 
   “Carter is a dick,” Maddox snapped and tried to avoid eye contact.
 
   “Prick,” Harper laughed, “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Maddox looked at her and closed his eyes, “Sorry, no we can stay. It’s your Prom, Harper.”
 
   Harper smiled back at him, “Thanks, but I would prefer to head back… with you.”
 
   



 
   Chapter 4
 
   Harper and Maddox came home and changed. Maddox went with Tomas to help their parents set up the camp for Harper’s cousins and for the get together they would host after they all left the Prom.
 
   Harper’s hair felt like cement. She decided to shower to remove the ten pounds of hairspray out of it and remove her makeup. She dressed in shorts and a hoody and did her hair. She normally would have just thrown it up in a wet messy bun on top of her head, but she truly enjoyed the way Maddox looked at her tonight.
 
   She drove the four wheeler to the camp and parked it. Tessa, Collin, Brody, and Emma came outside. Harper chatted briefly with them, and Collin pulled her to the side and reminded her of the rules before they left.
 
   Harper walked into camp and Maddox had his back to the door. He was watching the fire, and she stopped to give him a few moments, allowing herself a few moment to watch him.
 
   He turned, smiled, and walked towards her, “Did they give you the rules?”
 
   Harper laughed, “Yes, my Dad did.”
 
   The stood looking at each other, neither knowing what to say, “Awkward,” Harper whispered looking up at the wooden beams.
 
   “Play a game?” Maddox smiled and sat on the couch and patted the spot beside him, and she sat and shook her head yes. “Good, although it’s not really a game, it’s just taking turns asking questions. Would that be okay?”
 
   “Yes,” Harper tried to hold back a smile.
 
   “You first,” Maddox took her hand and sat back.
 
   “Did you have fun tonight?” She asked.
 
   “Yep, for most of the time. Now me, what will you do when you graduate?” he asked.
 
   “I agreed to go to a local college for at least a year and then the parental units,” she giggled, “Agreed that I could pick any college I want. What will you do?”
 
   “Same thing. Are your grades good enough for you to choose any school?” he asked.
 
   “Yep, Salutatorian. Liam is Valedictorian. How about you?” she asked finally looking at him.
 
   “Valedictorian,” He smiled.
 
   “Damn, we are smart,” she laughed and snuggled up against his shoulder.
 
   “Imagine if we…” he stopped and blushed.
 
   “Go on, if we what?” She said, quietly hoping he would say what she thought he was thinking.
 
   Maddox looked at her and smiled gently, “I just think we could probably rule the world. My turn: What do you want to do, career wise?”
 
   “Rule the world,” she laughed, “And you?”
 
   “I am having a hard time deciding between law or music,” he answered, “And you, this time a serious answer.”
 
   “I am having a hard time as well, has to be something helping people though. Possibly social work,” Harper answered. “What do you think your future holds?”
 
   He looked down at her and smiled again, “Not sure, but I hope…”
 
   “Break it up in here,” Liam laughed as he stormed through the door.
 
   “Really Liam?” Harper laughed and stood up and grabbed one of the dishes he carried in.
 
   Maddox grabbed the other and followed Harper.
 
   “Ready for this?” Harper nodded to the door as her cousins piled in with their dates.
 
   “I think I remember most of them from the Cape, remember that Harper,” he joked,
 
   Harpers face fell as she remembered how awful she was to him, “Maddox I was scared….you…I am so sorry.”
 
   Maddox looked at her for a moment, “I get it Harper, I get it now.”
 
   She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly, “I don’t ever want to fight with you again.”
 
   He hugged her back and closed his eyes resting his chin on her head, he bent down and kissed it gently, “Me either Harper, never again.”
 
   Harper smiled up at him, stood on her toes and kissed him. Liam cleared his throat loudly, and Maddox started to pull away, Harper held her face to his and with his lips to hers, he laughed.
 
   She stepped back and grinned, “Almost a year ago Maddox Hines …”
 
   He kissed her quickly and stepped back, “Yeah, first friend. First kiss.”
 
   “First, or only?” she scowled.
 
   “Only, Harper,” he blushed and smiled.
 
   “Good… you better keep it that way,” Harper smacked his butt and took his hand.
 
   She looked up at him, and he looked amusingly shocked. She laughed, and he closed his eyes, shook his head and followed her.
 
   They were all having a great time when the door opened. Ava, Carter and another guy walked in. Harper was dancing and laughing with Olivia and Ella when she saw them. She quickly looked for Maddox who was standing with Liam and Jackson. His eyes narrowed and nose flared. Harper swiftly made her way over to him.
 
   “Hey,” she smiled as she watched Ava and Carter walking towards them.
 
   “It’s okay that we are here, right?” Ava smiled at Harper.
 
   “Of course. It was a last minute thing, and I’m glad you came,” Harper hugged her and Carter wrapped his arms around both of them and laughed loudly.
 
   Liam saw Maddox’s demeanor change, “Hey, no harm no foul man.”
 
   “I don’t particularly care for him,” Maddox said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Me either,” Liam rolled his eyes and patted Maddox shoulder.
 
   Harper turned and looked at Maddox, “Take a walk with me?”
 
   He nodded his head and followed her into a room off the back. They sat on the couch, and Harper lifted his arm and put it over her shoulder and leaned into him.
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I am tired. It has been a very long week,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Why is that Harper?” Maddox began to relax.
 
   “Anxiously awaiting Prom, well… seeing you,” She smiled and looked up at him.
 
   He kissed her lips a little harder than usual and she turned her body leaning into him. His hand held the back of her head to his as he kissed her cheek and then down her neck and back to her mouth.
 
   She rested her hand on his chest and followed his lead. She kissed his neck, and his breaths became harsher, and he felt the burning in his chest again. They both sat back and stared at each other in awe.
 
   “That was really…” Harper stopped and looked at his glassy eyes.
 
   “Nice. Really nice,” the corner of his lip turned up in a much different smile than he had given her before.
 
   “I am really thirsty. Can I get you anything?” He started to stand, “No you sit, I have to go the bathroom so just let me get you a drink, please,” she smiled.
 
   “Okay, but if he…” Maddox started.
 
   “He? Oh my Gosh Maddox, eww,” she laughed.
 
   “He likes you,” Maddox scowled.
 
   “Well I don’t think so but even if he did he wouldn’t have a shot,” Harper giggled, “Can I tell you a secret?”
 
   Maddox shook his head yes and leaned forward, “I have these really strong feelings for this amazing, beautiful, smart guy. It’s like I am…twitter pated,” she leaned down and rested her hands on his thighs and kissed him gently.
 
   “Twitter pated?” he asked.
 
   “Completely twitter pated,” she smiled.
 
   “My goodness, you two are so cute!” Ava squealed and clapped her hands. “You guys want a drink?”
 
   “I was just going to get us one and go to the bathroom,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Well here Maddox,” Ava handed him a bottle of water.
 
   “Thank you Ava,” he smiled and looked at Harper, “Hurry back?”
 
   “Yeah,” she smiled and left the room and Ava followed.
 
   ~
 
   Harper came back in the room, and Maddox was taking off his hoody. He smiled that same smile and curled his finger towards himself beckoning her. Her heart raced as she looked at him. She closed the door half way and walked to him.
 
   He took her hand and pulled her into him and kissed her, “I can't get enough of your lips. Harper, you taste so good.”
 
   She kissed him harder, and he pulled her tightly against him, she could feel his heart racing and sweat was glistening his brow. “I feel the same.”
 
   “I don’t know what has happened since the Cape, but you have become even more beautiful,” he kissed her neck and rubbed his hand gently up her side causing her body to press snugly against his. He pulled his head back and took her hand and placed it on his speeding heart.
 
   “My God you’re beautiful,” he kissed her again, hard. She whimpered, and he stopped, and pushed her a little further from him. He didn’t want her to know what he was feeling.
 
   Her eyes moved down his body, and they widened.
 
   “Do I disgust you right now Harper?” Maddox swallowed hard and his brows knit together.
 
   She quickly shook her head no and kissed him again.
 
   He pulled back and smiled, his hands kneading her hips, “I had a talk with my father about my reservations about …”
 
   “You don’t have to say it Maddox,” Harper traced his lips softly with her finger.
 
   He kissed them and smiled, “I get it now, what he was trying to tell me. It feels so good touching you and being touched by you.”
 
   Harper’s mouth opened slightly, and she nodded, “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t want to push anything with you. I am sure I’m not ready, but when I am, I want it to be with you. I feel like a brick is lifted off my chest and my heart. Each time we kiss, or hold hands… I feel like it will all be alright. Harper, I do not want to go eight months without seeing you ever again. I think I would crumble. Your smile, Harper, it eases my pain. Your kiss reassures me that each tomorrow will be even better. Your touch heals my broken fucking heart. The need I feel from you and for you extinguishes the embers still burning my soul.”
 
   Harper kissed him as she felt the burning in her eyes. The words he had just spoken made her feel like she had not been completely out of her mind for almost a year.
 
   She sat up, and he gasped and frantically began wiping the tears away, “I am so sorry.”
 
   “No Maddox, I have felt so strongly for you from the first time I laid eyes on you. I really have,” she cried as he rubbed her cheeks, “I swore I was going crazy, I was so angry at you one minute, and hating myself for it the next. God, I am an idiot.”
 
   He sat up and pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her and rubbed her back as he kissed her head, “This would have never felt right if I had not met you. We are both completely twitter pated.”
 
   Maddox sat back expecting to see her grinning like she did when he made a joke, he needed to see her smile.
 
   She shook her head no, “That’s not what it is Maddox, it’s…”
 
   “I love you Harper Ann Abrahams,” his mouth wrapped around hers with urgency.
 
   “I love you,” she gasped.
 
   He laid her down gently on the floor and held his body above hers, “I need you. But not now. Will you wait for me Harper?” he continued kissing her jaw and down her neck stopping just above her rapidly rising and falling chest.
 
   “Just name the time and place,” her breath hitched as his kisses became firmer, “Oh wow, Maddox.”
 
   He pushed himself quickly back from her, “When we are both of age.”
 
   He closed his eyes to steady his breathing.
 
   “We are both minors for another week Maddox,” Harper’s voice shook, “We can…”
 
   “Don’t say it please Harper. My heart is racing, and I am wrecked-- if you say it now I am not going to be able to hold it together,” Maddox was pleading with her.
 
   She sat up and rubbed her hand through his hair, “Maddox you are sweating bullets.”
 
   “Tell me there will be no one else,” Maddox stood and began to shake.
 
   “My first and only, Maddox,” Harper said as she stood.
 
   “No one else’s lips, please tell me you will save your kisses for me,” Maddox closed his eyes and began trying even harder to calm himself down.
 
   “I promise,” Harper rubbed his face, and he pushed his head into her hand.
 
   “Me too. Harper, I need to get some air, by myself. I need to calm the fuck down,” Maddox laughed, “This love stuff is crazy. I have never felt so much emotion and energy.”
 
   Harper grinned, “I will be right here waiting.”
 
   “I may be rethinking the waiting thing Harper,” he adjusted himself.
 
   “Please do,” she kissed him and he groaned loudly as he left the room.
 
   ~
 
   “Get the hell away from me!” 
 
   Maddox heard Harper squeal as he walked towards the back of the camp.
 
   “You wanted it before Harper. And your lips sure do taste like heaven, just one more time, and I will leave you alone. No one has to know…” Maddox recognized Carters voice.
 
   He tried to open the door, and it was locked, “OPEN THE DAMN DOOR!”
 
   The music turned off, and everyone turned and watched as Maddox kicked the door in. They all ran to the back of the camp.
 
   Maddox grabbed Carter and pulled him off of Harper he grabbed him by the throat and slammed him into the wall, “First and only Harper! You kissed him?”
 
   “It’s not what you think Maddox,” Harper tried to grab his arm, and he pushed her away.
 
   “What kind of game are you trying to play with me?” Carter swung and hit him in the face, he didn’t flinch, “Answer me damn it!”
 
   He was hit again, “Maddox it’s not…”
 
   Carter nailed him again, and Maddox laughed, “Is that all you’ve got, you pussy?”
 
   He let go of Carter’s throat, and he gasped for air and lunged at Maddox. Maddox punched him in the face, and the sound of crushing bone filled the room. Blood poured from Carter’s nose and Maddox laughed and drew his arm back to strike again. Liam and Jackson grabbed him and dragged him out of the room as Carter screamed in pain.
 
   “Keep crying you little bitch,” Maddox screamed trying to free himself from Jackson and Liam’s grasp.
 
   Within seconds, Tomas was running towards the back of camp as Liam and Jackson pulled Maddox outside restraining him against the hard, cold ground.
 
   Harper ran outside crying and screamed, “You said you loved me!”
 
   “That was before I knew you were a liar,” Maddox screamed back.
 
   “I am not a liar! He tried to kiss me, and I moved,” Harper cried, “He tried to kiss me. Please Maddox, you have to believe me.”
 
   Harper fell to her knees beside him, and he turned his head away from her, “Let it go, it was a mistake!”
 
   “No! You love me,” Harper began to scramble to the other side of him.
 
   Collin, Tessa, Brody, and Emma came running down the path.
 
   “Get me the fuck out of here, Dad!” Maddox yelled.
 
   Liam and Jackson released his arms that were pinned to his back.
 
   “Oh my God, Liam,” Tessa yelled and ran in and got the first aid kit to clean the cut above his eye.
 
   Brody sat Maddox up and looked at him, “What the hell did you get into tonight?”
 
   “Obviously a fight. Please, I want to go home,” Maddox pleaded with Brody.
 
   “Collin, look at his eyes,” Brody clenched his fists and stood up and walked away.
 
   “Dad!” Maddox yelled.
 
   “Just give me a minute,” Brody looked at Emma and she could tell he was ready to lose it.
 
   “Breathe Brody,” Emma whispered and rubbed his chest.
 
   “He is fucked up on something Em,” Brody said through clenched teeth.
 
   “It doesn't matter, go to him. He needs you Brody, you’re his Dad,” Emma said sadly.
 
   He hugged her tightly and walked over to Maddox.
 
   “What did you do Maddox, what drugs? Just tell me,” Brody squatted down next to him.
 
   “WHAT?” Maddox gasped “Are you kidding me right now?”
 
   Collin looked at Harper, “Let's hear it, Harper.”
 
   “He didn’t do any drugs, or drink, or anything,” Harper snapped.
 
   Collin and Brody looked at each other.
 
   Tessa was in the camp tending to Carter when all the kids came outside.
 
   “I want to know what kind of shit has been going on here tonight.” Collin spat, “Who's been doing drugs?”
 
   They all looked at him like he was crazy. Jackson spoke up, “We haven't done anything Collin!”
 
   “Who the hell is this kid?” Collin pointed to Carter’s friend.
 
   Tessa walked over and grabbed Collin’s arm and walked him away from the crowd of kids, “Carter’s nose is completely shattered. We need to call his parents and an ambulance. His Dad is the DA in Tompkins County, Collin.”
 
   Collin growled, “Get Tomas, I want you to get a piss sample and blood work from fucking Rocky over there. Tessa, we should call the police too. I want to know who has drugs on them. He is high as a kite, and I trust he knows nothing about it.”
 
   Tessa took Emma, Body, and Maddox to the house and explained to them Collin’s suspicions.
 
   “Tell me what you're feeling,” Tessa asked Maddox as she wrapped the tourniquet around his arm.
 
   “Pissed off!” Maddox scowled as he watched her push the needle in his vein.
 
   “Okay I would be as well,” Tessa untied the rubber tourniquet allowing the blood to fill the tube.
 
   Tomas walked into the house, “Brody, Collin thinks you and Maddox should probably get out of here for a while. The police and ambulance have been called. It’s probably going to get a bit ugly.”
 
   Brody looked at Emma and his eyes widened, “Go. Get him home. Maybe you should fly.”
 
   Brody kissed her and held her tightly, “Yeah. I am so sorry, Em.”
 
   Tessa walked back in the room, “Dad will drive you, he is on his way.”
 
   Emma and Brody went upstairs to throw their belongings into their bags.
 
   “Where is Harper?” Maddox asked panicked.
 
   “She is with her father,” Tessa looked sadly at him.
 
   “I want to see her, tell her I am sorry for ruining her Prom,” Maddox stood and walked towards the door.
 
   “Maddox no. Not right now, okay?” Tessa grabbed his arm, and he pulled it away.
 
   “No, it’s NOT okay,” Maddox yelled.
 
   “Listen to me Maddox, she is not going to be angry with you. You guys can talk sometime soon. But right now, you need to go,” Tessa raised her eyebrow at him.
 
   “I’m sorry, I have no damn idea what the hell is going on,” Maddox squatted down on the floor and hugged his knees.
 
   Tessa knelt next to him and hugged him tightly, “It will be okay Maddox. So much has happened to you and I can tell you… I am in awe that you’re as able to keep it together as much as you have. Give yourself time to heal okay?”
 
   ~
 
   “You trust me to take off right Em?” Brody kissed her as he walked past to grab Maddox’s phone from the nightstand.
 
   “Of course I do,” she smiled
 
   “We need to get back down there, right?” He grabbed her by the waist as she walked by.
 
   “Yep,” she kissed him and he rubbed his nose against hers.
 
   “Let’s go love,” he held her hand and grabbed the bags with his other, “I am going to miss you.”
 
   “When the girls wake up we are on our way home, you won't miss me for long,” she said as they walked down the stairs.
 
    
 
   Maddox was on the floor, and Tessa was sitting next to him. Brody stopped abruptly, and Emma looked up into his eyes. Brody looked panicked within seconds. That look left and then he was gone. The armor was up, and he closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “Hey… come back,” Emma whispered and rubbed his unshaved face gently.
 
   He opened his eyes and kissed her, “We have to get him through this no matter what EM, right?”
 
   “Yes,” she smiled, “We are his parents.”
 
   “Alright then, let's get him out of here,” Brody hugged her and kissed her swiftly.
 
   Tessa’s father John walked in the house, “You two ready?”
 
   “Thanks Daddy,” Tessa stood up and pulled Maddox up with her.
 
   She walked over and hugged her father.
 
   “I am very sorry I have caused such stress again,” Maddox voice quivered.
 
   “Maddox, you will be fine and so will that little…” Tessa stopped when Harper and Collin walked in the house.
 
   “Where are you going?” Harper yelled looking at Brody carrying two bags.
 
   “Harper they are taking off it’s better this way,” Collin whispered as he grabbed Harper, stopping her from running towards Maddox
 
   “Put the bags down!” she yelled at Brody.
 
   “Harper, they have to leave,” Tessa gave her a stern look.
 
   “NO! He needs to know I didn’t kiss Carter. I love him!” Harper began to shake.
 
   Collin gasped, and John started to laugh. They all looked at John.
 
   “It’s not funny Grandpa,” Harper started to cry.
 
   “No baby girl it’s not funny, it hurts. I am just...well…I am just happy your Mom gets to experience this part of parenting while I am taking the boys to the airport,” John hugged Harper, “You and I are going to spend some time together tomorrow got it?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes and wiped her tears away.
 
   John winked at Tessa, hugged her, and whispered in her ear, “You deserve this one.”
 
   Tessa smirked, “Thanks a lot Dad!”
 
   “How come I am Daddy when I walk in to help you out but when I state the obvious I am just Dad?” John laughed and walked to the door, “I will be out here waiting.”
 
   Collin called Tomas, “Make the calls now,” he hung up, “You two need to get going, your plane tickets are waiting in Ithaca at the counter. Luckily your flight leaves in less than an hour.”
 
   Brody hugged Emma, “See you soon, Love.”
 
   “See you soon,” she hugged him and Maddox, “Your Dad is going to take care of things now. I will see you tomorrow. I wish I could go with you I am sorry.”
 
   “Gotta go Hines,” Collin said with urgency in his voice.
 
   “I am sorry Harper,” Maddox yelled over his shoulder as they walked out the door.
 
   “Wait,” she started to run towards them. Collin grabbed her holding her back, “Daddy-- let me go!”
 
   “No Harper now is not the time,” Collin held her back as she fought to get to him, “Tessa, we need to see if she is under the influence of whatever Maddox was.”
 
   Harper began to sob, and Tessa grabbed her and hugged her, “It’s going to be okay.”
 
   “Why does it feel like it never will be again?” Harper sobbed into her mother's chest.
 
   “It has been a rough night, that’s all,” Tessa looked at Emma, and they both hugged Harper tightly.
 
   “I hate to interrupt this …moment, but you ladies need to pull yourselves together so we can get to camp,” Collin said as he walked towards them.
 
   Tessa glared at him, “A little compassion Collin.”
 
   “There will be time for that later, let’s go,” Collin pulled Harper up, “We need to get back understand?” Harper shook her head yes, “Joan’s here correct?”
 
   “Yes, she will look after the girls,” Tessa grabbed a coat and followed them out the door.
 
   ~
 
   Collin, Tessa, Emma, and Harper walked into camp. Alex and Jade were with Tomas and the kids. Headlights were coming down the long driveway.
 
   “Have everyone's parents been called?” Collin asked Tomas.
 
   “Yes, the ambulance as well,” Tomas stepped aside.
 
   “Wild party tonight, huh?” Jade laughed.
 
   The door flew opened, and Lucas Links, Ava’s father stormed in the door, “What the hell is going on?”
 
   Ava ran up to him, and he hugged her tightly, and she began to cry.
 
   “Maddox hit Carter hard-- not that he didn’t deserve it,” Ava glared at Carter.
 
   “Maddox? Oh Maddox Hines,” Lucas rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yes and he was also really messed up Daddy, Tessa took blood …” Ava stopped when she saw her father glare at Tessa.
 
   “You want to explain, Ross?” Lucas snapped.
 
   “By Ross, I assume you're talking to me,” Tessa’s brother Alex stepped in.
 
   “Yeah, sure,’ Luke took a deep breath.
 
   “Liam assures me Maddox wasn’t doing drugs. I believe him. Carter locked himself back there in doe camp area and tried to mess with my niece. Maddox took care of it,” he nodded towards Carter.
 
   “Is this true?” Lucas asked Ava.
 
   “Lucas you are pissing me off!” Tessa stomped, “Of course it’s true-- you ass!”
 
   Collin smirked and looked at Jade.
 
   “Well it pisses me off that I have been called by my little girl… twice… because of some damn issue when she was with you!” Lucas yelled back.
 
   “Alright let’s all agree that we are pissed off about the going on’s of tonight. It’s only going to get worse,” Collin said and took Tessa’s hand.
 
   “Always the peacekeeper,” Luke scowled at Collin.
 
   “No, not always,” Collin smiled at Lucas.
 
   Jade laughed as she watched the look between Lucas and Collin change from annoyed to amused, “My favorite bromance ever-- better than reality TV. See, you two love each other.”
 
   Tessa smiled at Jade, and they both laughed.
 
   “The Ambulance is here, and two other cars are pulling down,” Tomas reported and walked out to meet them.
 
   Jade laughed again, and Emma looked at her and smiled.
 
   Emma’s phone chimed
 
   -On the plane now…text you when we get in, I love you more Em, don’t you forget it...MM
 
   Emma smiled and shoved her phone back in her pocket, “They are all set,” she whispered to Collin. He nodded quickly.
 
   The ambulance pulled in, accompanied by the police and District Attorney Carson Stains.
 
   “What the hell happened here tonight?” Stains was about five foot ten and a little on the thick side. He had brown eyes and brown hair.
 
   “Dad, just get me to the hospital,” Carter whined, holding his nose.
 
   “I want answers now!” Stains yelled.
 
   “Hey Carson,” Luke smiled and reached his hand out. Carson glared at him, “Alright then.”
 
   Collin explained to him what had happened, leaving out names.
 
   “Who hit my boy?” Stains snapped.
 
   “Maddox Hines,” Carter told him.
 
   “I want him arrested--- right God Damn now!” Stains yelled.
 
   “He isn't here, and he was drugged. We need to…” Collin began.
 
   “There were DRUGS!” Stains screamed.
 
   “Holy shit,” Lucas murmured under his breath.
 
   “Search these kids,” Stains yelled at the officers.
 
   “I have no problem with that,” Collin took a step towards him, “What I DO have a problem with, is your son locking the door, and trying to force himself on my daughter. If it weren't for Maddox Hines, who the hell knows what he would have done? So while you insist on searching these kids I am going to insist on a drug test, or we can take this to court.”
 
   “He went to prom with Links’ kid, not yours!” Stains snapped, “He didn’t like her…so I find it hard to believe he would have to force himself on anyone. He probably had a sure thing with…”
 
   “You may want to watch your fucking mouth dick stain,” Luke sneered at him.
 
   “You know what they say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” Stains sneered back.
 
   “Fuck--- yours doesn't have too far to fall now, does it little guy?’ Luke egged him on.
 
   “I have thought you were a piece of shit for years,” Stains growled at Luke.
 
   “I am sure you have,” Luke laughed, “All that frustration pent up for years must have caused some permanent damage. Damn Stains you must be almost certifiably insane”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” he sneered.
 
   “By the way how are Tina and Tammy?” Luke winked at Tessa.
 
   “I am warning you Links,” he began.
 
   “Oh and your Mom what a fine piece of…” Luke smiled as Carson lunged at him.
 
   “DADDY,” Ava screamed, as Luke put his hands in the air and let Carson strike him.
 
   “Lucas what the hell is wrong with you?” Collin pulled him up after the police officers pulled Carson away.
 
   Lucas laughed and so did Tessa.
 
   Collin glared at Tessa, “This is not funny!”
 
   “Actually it is,” Luke whispered, “Check this shit out.”
 
   Luke held his jaw and let out a pain filled moan, “I want his ass arrested!”
 
   Jade and Tessa giggled as Ava and Harper looked at them like they were insane.
 
   “Do you want to press charges Mr. Links?” one of the officers asked.
 
   “I am in too much pain to make that decision right now,” Lucas was playing it up big time.
 
   “I want these kids tested,” Collin told the police officer, “and you can search all of their persons now. I am sure their parents will not be upset. Most are here anyway. Ella and Olivia, please call your folks.”
 
   The kids went in one by one and gave urine samples to the officers. Collin handed him Maddox blood sample, “I want the results to this as well.”
 
   Carter hugged Ava quickly before walking out with his father, “Sorry, Ava.”
 
   She pulled away and looked at him in disgust, “Screw off!”
 
   The police searched Carter and his friend and found nothing. They were allowed to leave with Carson. The police searched all the kids still inside.
 
   “We have a problem,” one of the officers said as Ava emptied her purse and a small vial of liquid fell out.
 
   Ava looked shocked and looked at Lucas, “Daddy, I swear it’s not mine.”
 
   Luke took a step back and looked at her. He said nothing.
 
   “Ava,” Tessa grabbed her and hugged her, “I am sure he believes you, right Lucas?”
 
   “No, he doesn’t” she cried and held tightly to Tessa, “I swear I would never.”
 
   “Ava Links,” the officer began.
 
   Lucas looked quickly up, “Over my dead fucking body!”
 
   Emma held Harper who was crying and Collin stepped between the police officer and Lucas, “Hold on, isn't there a law about possession, is this enough to hold someone?”
 
   “Get a lawyer,” the police snapped at Luke.
 
   “Not a problem Twinny,” Luke snapped back.
 
   Jade laughed, “Do you know his sister too?”
 
   “His wife actually,” Luke whispered and winked at her, “Maria number one.”
 
   “Pig,” Jade whispered back.
 
   “Reformed Pig Jade,” he smiled.
 
   “We need to speak to Maddox Hines,” Officer Twinny looked around the room.
 
   “I am sorry, he and his father are on their way home. If there are any questions you can contact our lawyer,” Emma handed him Eli’s card.
 
   “Links, bring your kid in tomorrow-- it’s not a request,” Twinny left the cabin.
 
   Emma received a text,
 
   -just landed, love…MM
 
   -good. Call Eli. I don’t see this going away… the boy’s Dad is a district attorney and an ass…Em
 
   -You know how much I love you right?...MM
 
   -of course, MORE…Em
 
   -call me in the morning sleep in, please. See you soon…MM
 
   -Ok, I love you…Em
 
   -Love you..MM
 
   “Was that Brody?” Collin asked
 
   “Yep they just landed,” Emma looked at him, “I am so sorry.”
 
   “Between you and I, the kids don’t need to know this, I am very grateful, Emma. That little bastard could have seriously hurt my daughter,” Collins body visible shook, and Emma hugged him.
 
   “Hey, is there anything else I can do here, or should I get back to let your housekeeper get home?” Emma asked.
 
   “Go ahead, nothing else is going to go on tonight,” Collin smiled and looked at Tessa still consoling Harper and Ava.
 
   Emma left, and the girls went with her. Alex and the other parents took the kids home. Jade stayed.
 
   Collin sat down and looked around at Tessa, Jade, and Luke.
 
   “I don’t see this going well for either Ava or Maddox,” Collin ran his hands through his hair and sat back.
 
   “You don’t think my daughter had anything to do with this do you?” Lucas glared at him.
 
   “No Links, you have a great kid. I think one of those two boys put the shit in her bag,” Collin sat forward looked down.
 
   “Well don’t you have like secret agent shit everywhere?” Lucas laughed, “Cameras or something?”
 
   Tessa laughed, “Not in camp Luke, what happens at camp stays at camp.”
 
   Collin looked at her and winked, “It was a good idea then anyway.”
 
   “How about outside?” Jade asked nervously.
 
   “Yep, Tomas goes through the footage, I will have him check it out,” Collin answered her and looked at Tessa.
 
   Luke laughed, “What’s so funny Links?”
 
   “Jade, your face is crimson girl,” Luke smiled, “You and Ryan like the great outdoors huh?”
 
   “Shut up Lucas,” Jade smacked him.
 
   “Sorry,” Lucas laughed.
 
   “You should be, you’re going to have a lot of explaining to do to Ava about your slut years after tonight.” Jade laughed back.
 
   “Nah, she won't ask. She was pretty damn worried about the crap she is going to have to deal with. I do, however, have a card to play,” Luke smiled at Tessa.
 
   “Button pusher,” Tessa giggled.
 
   “Yeah, no kidding,” Collin laughed, “Reminded me of a long ago Luke.”
 
   “That secret power does come in handy, every now and then,” Lucas laughed.
 
   “Excuse me for a minute,” Collins phone was vibrating and he walked outside to take the call from Brody.



 
   Chapter 5
 
   Emma sat up and looked at the alarm clock, it was ten in the morning. She was shocked she had slept that long-- a full eight hours. She looked around for the noise that woke her and found her phone under the covers. She grabbed it and saw Brody’s picture.
 
   “Good morning, how are you?” Emma smiled as she spoke.
 
   “Been better, Em,” Brody sounded unhappy.
 
   “We will get through this,” Emma tried to soothe his worries.
 
   “Promise me regardless of what happens, we will Em?”
 
   “Did you talk to Eli? What’s going on?” Emma was worried. It took a lot to make Brody nervous, and it scared the hell out of her.
 
   “I talked to him right after I got off the phone with you. They want his ass nailed to the wall Emma,” Brody sounded exhausted.
 
   “Okay you just sit still. I packed last night and I can be out of here in thirty minutes,” Emma said as she hurried around the room.
 
   Brody heard her shutting drawers, “Emma slow down and have a seat, we need to talk.”
 
   The tone in his voice froze her in her tracks. 
 
   She sat down immediately.
 
   “You sitting Love?” Brody asked softly.
 
   “Yes. Brody… you're scarring me.”
 
   “Em, Maddox and I are in England…” Brody began and then he heard a click, she had hung up on him.
 
   Her phone immediately rang, and she ignored the call and text him.
 
   -I will not fight with you…Em.
 
   -I don’t want to fight, Love. I want to explain…MM
 
   -I don’t want an explanation, I want you and Maddox home…Em
 
   -He can't be, and one of us needs to take care of him, and the other needs to get London through the rest of the school year and take care of Lexi…MM
 
   She did not reply.
 
   -Em I don’t believe there was any other option…MM
 
   -You couldn’t have told me--- talked to me about it?!!...EM
 
   -It was a split second decision. We are heading to the house in Liverpool. I will call you when we get there, please answer your phone then. I love you more Em…MM
 
   Emma threw her phone on the floor and cried quietly into her pillow.
 
   She heard a tap on the door, and it opened. Tessa saw Emma’s tear stained face and closed the door behind her.
 
   “Emma,” she hugged her and rubbed her back.
 
   “I was just thinking: Troy was a walk in the park compared to this madness,” Emma sat back, wiped her face, and laughed.
 
   Tessa smiled, “You miss him?”
 
   “Of course,” Emma pulled her knees up and hugged her knees, “More so when I watch London and see her laugh like he did.”
 
   “Or when Brody pisses you off?” Tessa smiled, and Emma shook her head yes. “He did it for Maddox. Collin seems to think he did the right thing.”
 
   “Tell Collin…” Emma stopped, and Tessa laughed, “I know but every time he leaves, it just feels like horrible things happen.”
 
   “Horrible things happen when he is here too.” Emma looked shocked and Tessa laughed, “It’s not him Emma, its life. Get London through the end of the semester and go. Take some time to get Maddox through this.”
 
   “I am angry with Brody, he should have talked to me, damn it!”
 
   Collin walked through the door and handed them each a cup of tea, “Then you would have been an accessory. Alex, Phoebe, and the boys are here.”
 
   He left the room and Tessa smiled, “You could have stayed with Troy, and I could have stayed with Luke, and we would’ve missed out on all the fun our men bring us. You shower and get ready to talk to London. I have to talk to Harper, and then you should stay another night or two, or just move back. I miss you when you’re gone, and I miss London. She’s a riot.”
 
   “Thank you Tessa.” Emma said as they got off the bed.
 
   Emma got out of the shower, and she had a missed call from Brody. She secretly was glad she missed it because she was sure she would have forgiven him in the first thirty seconds of their conversation. Her phone rang again, and it was Maddox’s number.
 
   “Hello,” Emma answered quickly.
 
   “Aw Love, so predictable,” Brody chuckled.
 
   “Really?” Emma’s snapped.
 
   “Tell me I am forgiven, and that you understand.” 
 
   “How is Maddox?” Emma asked coldly, “Did you even think he should see a doctor or…”
 
   “Em, he was high as a kite for the entire plane ride to JFK. Half way here he finally passed out. He is fine and probably will sleep the entire day.”
 
   “Good,” Emma whispered.
 
   “How angry is London at me?” 
 
   “She doesn’t know yet. I can swing it either way though, Brody. I can tell her the truth, and she will be pissed at you. Or I can say it was both our decision and share the burden,” Emma was angry.
 
   “Which will you do love?” Brody said softly.
 
   “You piss me off,” she snapped.
 
   “Why is that?” Brody asked.
 
   “Don’t play dumb with me. I will talk to you later, when I figure it out!” Emma hung up the phone and got dressed.
 
   She was ready to walk out of the room, and she looked at her phone again. She picked it up and called Brody.
 
   “Hello Love,” Brody answered.
 
   “I am pissed at you!” Emma yelled.
 
   “I understand,” Brody said calmly.
 
   “Do you Brody? Do you know how shitty it feels to not want someone out of your sight because you're afraid they are just going to take off? I don’t enjoy feeling jealous and insecure,” Emma started to cry.
 
   “Em don’t do that, don’t cry… please. As far as being insecure-- how could you be? That would insinuate that you don’t trust me. I will never leave you,” Brody sounded hurt.
 
   “You do…all the time,” Emma wiped her face.
 
   “Never to be rid of you,” he whispered.
 
   “Fine,” Emma flopped back on the bed.
 
   “What are you wearing right now love?” Brody purred in her ear.
 
   “Go fuck yourself, Brody,” she tried not to laugh.
 
   “Exactly what I had planned to do. I even took your panties. I am going to take them in the shower with me and…” Brody began.
 
   “Have fun with that.”
 
   “You will be with me in spirit love,” he had a smile in his voice.
 
   “Goodbye,” Emma said.
 
   “Oh no Em, it's see you soon. By the way guess what I have in my hand,” Brody groaned.
 
   “See you soon,” Emma hung up and moaned as she lay on the bed wishing he was here to take away the emptiness she felt inside.
 
   ~
 
   Harper sat on the couch snuggled up in a blanket wondering how the absolute best night of her life turned into the worst. He said he loved her, now… she was not sure if it was truly how Maddox felt or if it because of the drug. It couldn’t be, she thought as tears fell down her cheek. She wiped them quickly with the blanket when Liam walked in and sat next to her.
 
   “Please don’t cry girl,” Liam grabbed her head and pulled it into his chest.
 
   “What a mess,” Harper forced herself to laugh.
 
   “Other than the whole drugged Brit, along with the assault, with the cops, and finally Ava beins set up … I think it all went pretty well,” Liam laughed and Harper smacked him.
 
   “I’m glad to have you around, Liam.”
 
   “Tell me why I never knew how you felt about Maddox,” Liam scowled down at her.
 
   “How am I supposed to talk about boys with you?” Harper forced herself to smile
 
   “I am a boy Harper, who better to talk to about boys then a boy?” Liam laughed.
 
   “He told me he loved me,” Harper whispered.
 
   “How could he not?” Liam hugged her tighter.
 
   “I love him Liam, I really do,” Harper cried.
 
   “I have no doubt you do, he is a lucky boy,” Liam continued to listen to her.
 
   “He is gone, he and Brody are in England,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Okay… so if it’s meant to be it will be right? You are both too young baby girl. But right now you are showing an emotion besides pissed off and it makes me happy,” Liam laughed. “Promise me when you need to cry you do it with me?”
 
   “What?” Harper laughed.
 
   “Have you ever seen a girl cry Harper? It’s kind of ugly,” Liam laughed and caught her fist in his hand, “Sorry, but I cannot lie to you, it’s hideous.”
 
   Harper tried to squirm out of his arms, and he wouldn’t let go. Harper laughed, and he laughed with her. She finally stopped trying to fight him and calmed down.
 
   “It’s raining, so I don’t have to help Grandpa and Dad, wanna watch a movie?”
 
   “Yeah… but it has to be a really sappy one,” Harper looked at him and waited for him to object.
 
   “Fine, but if you tell anyone I will kick your ass,” Liam laughed.
 
   “I won't tell anyone,” Harper smiled. “Thanks Liam.”
 
   Harper and Maddox lay on the couch, and Tessa walked in with popcorn, “Thanks Aunt T,” Liam smiled and took the bowl.
 
   Tessa smiled, he reminded her of all the times his father had comforted her during her Luke years. She walked into the kitchen, and Collin walked in with his phone in his hand.
 
   “Liquid G,” Collin snapped.
 
   “What?” Tessa asked confused.
 
   “The drug, it was liquid G. It used to be like a date rape drug, I bet that fuck was expecting Harper to have … Luke and Ava are on their way. They just left the police station,” Collin hugged Tessa and lifted her setting her on the counter, “How is our girl?”
 
   “She is doing okay-- Liam is watching a chick flick with her. God, he reminds me of Alex the way he was comforting her.,” Tessa wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him against her, “I am the luckiest chick in the world.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Collin smiled.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Tessa kissed him and pulled back, “No socks tonight Collin.”
 
   He laughed, “Perfect.”
 
   He kissed her and his hands started rubbing up her side, making her laugh.
 
   “It’s raining outside… shall we go dance?” he kissed her again.
 
   Tessa sat back and rubbed her finger tips and lightly scratched up his neck, and she bit her lip.
 
   Collin growled and hoisted her over his shoulder and smacked her ass. They heard a knock on the door, and he pulled her down his body slowly. She stuck her bottom lip out, and he nipped it and growled into her mouth. He reached down and adjusted himself.
 
   “You get that, I need a minute beautiful,” Collin smiled as he walked into the bathroom.
 
   “Collin around?” Lucas asked when Tessa answered the door.
 
   “Yeah, where is Ashley?” Tessa asked.
 
   “On her way home from Jersey,” Luke walked past Tessa avoiding eye contact.
 
   Tessa hugged Ava, “Hey how are you?”
 
   “Not good,” Ava hugged Tessa, “How is Harper?”
 
   “She and Liam are in the family room watching a movie, go ahead in,” Tessa kissed her head, and Ava left the room.
 
   Lucas paced uncomfortably back and forth.
 
   “What’s going on Luke?” Tessa asked and motioned for him to sit down.
 
   “This is a fucking mess,” Luke sat next to her and banged his head on the counter.
 
   “Don’t hurt yourself there bud,” Tessa smiled and rubbed the back of his head.
 
   He looked up at her and then closed his eyes and let out the breath he had been holding.
 
   Collin walked out and sat next to Tessa, and she grinned at him he smiled and looked at Luke, “Did you press charges?”
 
   “Not yet,” Luke said uncomfortably.
 
   “Why?” Collin asked as he got up and grabbed three bottles of water out of the refrigerator.
 
   “He will get the charges dropped against Ava if I don’t press charges,” Luke looked up, “But he won't drop the charges against Maddox. He has fucking Napoleon syndrome hardcore. He is going to go after him hard, I know it.”
 
   “They are in London,” Tessa looked at Lucas.
 
   “She didn’t do it Tessa, I know she didn’t,” Luke wanted her to believe him.
 
   “Of course she didn’t,” Tessa smiled.
 
   Collin yelled for Ava and Harper, and they came out, “What did you guys drink last night?”
 
   “Dad we didn’t drink, jeesh,” Harper rolled her eyes.
 
   “No Harper not alcohol, did anyone give you something to drink?” Collin asked.
 
   “Ava gave Maddox and I water…” Harper looked confused.
 
   Luke groaned and hit his head on the breakfast bar again, Tessa laughed and smacked him in the back, “Cut it out.”
 
   “Were they opened?” Collin asked.
 
   “Carter opened them for me,” Ava looked at him confused, “That little prick is the one who told me I should take them water…. NO WAY!”
 
   “Yes way,” Collin slammed his fist on the counter and walked outside.
 
   Luke followed him, “I know that this little prick should pay for what he has done, Collin.”
 
   “What are your reservations?” Collin asked.
 
   “My kid having a record,” Luke snapped.
 
   “I get it Links, she didn’t ask for this shit either,” Collin shoved his hands in his pocket.
 
   “Even just possession in not alright with me, she is going to college for pre-law. My daughter wants to be a lawyer… this would screw everything up for her,” Luke punched the tree.
 
   “Luke that tree didn’t do this,” Collin tried not to laugh.
 
   “This shit is not… it’s not funny,” Luke growled.
 
   “I watched you allow someone to punch you in the face last night and now your hand is probably broken,” Collin saw Ashley walking towards them, “Hello Ashley.”
 
   “She isn't here,” Luke sneered.
 
   “Hello Collin,” Ashley said from behind Luke.
 
   “Ashley, when did you get in?” Luke was shocked.
 
   “I left when you called this morning,” Ashley answered.
 
   “Is Logan here?” Luke looked at her hopefully.
 
   “He is at Jade and Ryan’s. Where’s my girl?” Ashley asked.
 
   “I will go get her,” Collin excused himself.
 
   Luke looked at Ashley, and she looked away, “Ash, come on… don’t be like this.”
 
   “Like what Luke?” Ashley looked at him.
 
   “Angry. Pissed off. God-- you can't even look at me for two damn minutes,” Luke grabbed her face, “Look at me--- God Damn it Ash!”
 
   “Stop, this is about Ava, not you and I,” Ashley pulled away.
 
   “No damn it. I fucked up Ash. I apologized… I said it because I was pissed. I love you. I miss you!” Luke hugged her tightly.
 
   “Let. Go. Of. Me Lucas,” Ashley yelled.
 
   “Not a fucking chance,” Lucas held her tighter.
 
   They heard the door open, “Mom,” Ava ran into her arms, “You came?”
 
   “Yes of course. You need me, I will be here,” Ashley hugged her tightly, and they both cried.
 
   “I didn’t do it Mom,” Ava sobbed.
 
   “I know, peanut,” she wiped her eyes.
 
   “You have to stay home Mom, I need you,” Ashley cried.
 
   Ashley Links had been going to stay with her family in New Jersey on weekends for the past six months. Ava had told her that Luke yelled at Tessa when he picked her up at the Cape, while Ava was with Harper and her family on vacation. Ashley was devastated that her child knew that Luke and Tessa had a five year relationship many years ago. She expected someday, that it would surface. What she didn’t expect was that Luke told Ava not to say anything to Ashley, and that it had been kept a secret from her, for nearly five months.
 
   Luke clenched his fist and walked away from them. He had not meant to hurt Ashley, the only woman he had ever been faithful to, the only woman who he not just loved but respected, the woman he chose to stay with forever, and the mother of his children.
 
   Harper came out and called them all in for lunch.
 
   Ashley looked at Luke, and he closed his eye and mouthed, “Please.”
 
   “Ava, give Dad, and I a minute,” Ashley kissed her, and Ava went in the house.
 
   “Ash come on, stop this shit. You know damn well that I love you,” Luke took her hands, “Look at me Ash.”
 
   “You hurt me,” Ashley stepped back.
 
   “I will spend the rest of my life making up for it. I was trying to keep you from being hurt. Do you understand that, Ash?” Luke shoved his hands in his pockets trying to stop himself from grabbing her.
 
   “She needs us,” Ashley wiped her tears.
 
   “Yeah,” Luke agreed.
 
   “Logan misses you,” Ashley took a deep breath.
 
   “I miss him,” Luke closed his eyes, “I miss you Ash.”
 
   “We should go in…do they know?” Ashley asked.
 
   “Nope,” Luke said and looked at the ground.
 
   “Does anyone?” She asked.
 
   “No, Ash,” Luke swallowed hard.
 
   “You didn’t tell Ryan?” Ashley asked.
 
   “Ashley, no one knows. Let's get in there,” Luke reached his hand out hoping she would take it.
 
   “Do you love her?” Ashley asked.
 
   “Ash can we talk about this later?” Luke asked.
 
   “No, I want to know… now.” Ashley wasn’t moving.
 
   “I have told you how I feel a hundred times,” Luke said, “Nothing has changed.”
 
   Ashley looked at him and took a deep breath and took his hand. He pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly, “I love no one the way I love you Ash. No one.”
 
   Ashley looked up at him and wrapped her arms around his neck and held him tightly, “No secrets Lucas, not from me.”
 
   “Never again Ash,” Lucas kissed her, and she whimpered against his mouth, “Baby, did you miss me?”
 
   “We need to get inside.”
 
   “Ash, I can promise you it’ll only take a couple seconds baby, I have NEVER gone without sex this long,” he laughed as he kissed her neck.
 
   ~
 
   They sat at the table and talked about the issues at hand. All agreed that Ashley, Luke, and Ava needed to make the final decision. Collin would speak to Brody and Emma after the decision was made. Ashley helped Tessa with the dishes while Ava and Harper sat uncomfortably looking at each other.
 
   “Harper, please don’t be mad at me,” Ava whispered.
 
   “I’m not mad at you Ava, I am mad at the situation,” Harper smiled quickly at her, “I am going to shower. Call me tomorrow?”
 
   “Okay, Harper. I really am sorry,” Ava hugged her and she went upstairs.
 
   ~
 
   Harper walked into her room and lay on her bed. She looked at her phone for the millionth time today, and there was still nothing from Maddox. She grabbed the hoody she had worn and remembered Maddox had taken his off at camp before the fight. Harper ran down the stairs and out the door she ran the entire way to the camp. She ran inside and into the back and on the floor she saw his gray hooded sweatshirt. She dropped to her knees and began to sob as she held it to her face and smelled it. She looked around the room. The room Carter had held her against the wall pressing against her, groping her. She began to shake and screamed at the top of her lungs, crying like she had never cried, breaking apart inside… a feeling she had never felt before, she knew she was dying.
 
   Collin ran in the room and picked her up as she cried into his chest, “Beautiful girl, you are going to be okay. I will never let anyone hurt you again, ever.”
 
   He walked down the driveway toward the house, carrying her as she sobbed. Lucas, Ashley, and Ava stood in the driveway as he walked into the house. Ava started to cry, and Lucas held her.
 
   Tessa walked out, “Sorry about that. Ava… don’t cry. We will talk to you all later.”
 
   ~
 
   Collin sat with Harper curled up on the couch. Tessa grabbed a blanket, covered her, and kissed her cheek. She looked at Collin. He was clenching his teeth and his eyes were red. Tessa rubbed her hands against his cheek and he pushed his face into her hand and rubbed his cheek against it.
 
   Tessa bent down and kissed his cheek softly, “We got this.”
 
   He closed his eyes as she rubbed his face.
 
   Harper had fallen asleep, and he laid her down on the couch.
 
   Tessa grabbed his hands and hugged him, “You're doing great Collin.”
 
   “I am going to fucking kill that piece of shit Tessa,” he snarled.
 
   “No you aren’t. We are going to be strong for her. She needs us to be strong for her,” Tessa started to cry.
 
   Collin looked at her and his shoulders wilted, “Okay Tessa I got you, we can do this. Tomorrow morning we press charges.” Tessa looked at him confused, “Luke drops charges, charges are dropped against Ava, Harper presses charges against Carter. I have no clue why I just thought of this. I need to call Links.”
 
   



 
   Chapter 6
 
   Maddox woke in an unfamiliar place. His heart raced, and he wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was dark and very quiet. He slowly crept to the center of the bed and saw a light from under a doorway. He stood to make his escape. He took a step and the floor creaked. He froze when he saw a figure standing up from a chair in the corner of his room.
 
   “You are finally awake. I bet you’re hungry,” he knew the voice and watched as the door opened, allowing light in and exposing his captor.
 
   Maddox let out a sigh of relief when he saw his father, “Dad.”
 
   Maddox walked quickly to him and hugged him tightly.
 
   “Well, who did you think it was?” Brody returned his hug and stepped back, “Maddox --you are soaked, did you have a dream?”
 
   “Yeah. I …I’m sorry,” Maddox was clearly embarrassed. “I really am.”
 
   “Not a big deal Maddox it can be cleaned. In less than twenty four hours you have been drugged and brought back here, I am sure it’s messing with your head. Shower is three doors down on the right. Go and try to relax-- I got this.”
 
   “I can clean it up Dad. I’m the one who pissed the bed,” Maddox looked disgusted and embarrassed.
 
   “Go shower Maddox I am really not shocked that this happened. You have been through a lot. Really Maddox, go on,” Brody pushed him gently towards the door.
 
   Maddox walked into the bathroom disgusted and looked around. It was not as modern as the one at home. Home, he thought of how upset London, Lexi, and Emma must be with him. He thought of his grandparents and the disappointment they must feel. He thought of the rage he felt inside for the pain that he was making all of them go through. He would not think of Harper or the tears she cried when he had said such hateful things to her. He would not think of her kiss, and the comfort he felt in her embrace. He would not think of dancing with her and holding her, or the sweet sound of her voice as she sang to him while he held her. If he allowed himself to think of her, he knew he would not survive.
 
   He heard his father on the phone as he started down the hall.
 
   “Thanks for letting me know Collin, that’s great but don’t put Harper through that if it’s just to get the charges dropped. Yeah, I don’t want that either, the little fucker needs to pay. Alright, talk to you soon,” Brody hung up the phone and set it down and grabbed the laundry basket.
 
   “Dad,” Maddox came down the stairs, “What is going on with …what is going on with the charges?”
 
   “Well, why don’t we take a ride and grab something to eat and then we can chat,” Brody smiled.
 
   “I don’t know,” Maddox looked around.
 
   “Why don’t we start with a tour of the house and grounds? I think there might be pasta somewhere. It has been a long time since I have been here,” Brody smiled and put his arm around Maddox’s shoulder.
 
   “It doesn’t bother you to be here?” Maddox asked knowing it was here that Brody had confronted his Uncle Bo, a man he knew had something to do with keeping Maddox in hell for fifteen years. A man who sold women and children to the highest bidder.
 
   “Maddox-- we are perfectly safe here,” Brody pointed to the floor, “I shot a very evil man dead right there. Because of that, my family is safe. Many people are free and reunited with their families because of you and because he is gone. I feel empowered standing here… not fearful.”
 
   Maddox nodded his head in acceptance, “Okay.”
 
   “There is also a kick ass security system,” Brody smiled, “Let me show you around.”
 
   They walked through the house, and Brody took Maddox down to the wine cellar, he froze when he saw the tunnel entry.
 
   “I can’t stay here, I would rather be in jail,” Maddox ran up the stairs, and Brody followed him out the front door.
 
   “Maddox wait!” Brody ran down the long driveway after him.
 
   Maddox finally stopped at the road. When Brody got to him, he began to shake.
 
   “I can’t go back there, please do not make me. I am sorry I messed up I promise not to again. But I can't go back there,” Brody grabbed him and hugged him as he shook, “I know you are angry, I have torn your family apart but please don’t send me back there.”
 
   “Maddox enough! I would not send you back to that, ever. Do you understand? Not ever!” Brody shook him.
 
   “I won't do it again,” Maddox knelt down tried to calm himself down. He didn’t want to make Brody angry.
 
   Brody gasped at Maddox reaction, he had not seen him act this way. He knew he was scared he knew shaking him to try bringing him back to reality was a bad idea, but this was not what he expected.
 
   “Maddox stand up please,” Brody’s voice shook.
 
   He did as he was told.
 
   “We are going inside to grab a few things then we can leave,” Brody looked at him sadly.
 
   “Where will we go?” Maddox asked.
 
   “Wherever you want,” Brody patted his back.
 
   “I want to go see…I want to make sure it’s gone,” Maddox looked at him and swallowed hard.
 
   “Alright then that’s what we will do,” Brody looked at him for a long time. He hoped that when Maddox saw the house he was held for so many years was gone he would feel relief and strong, “Maddox, no one is going to hurt you.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox closed his eyes and laid in bed. He fell asleep. The house was dark, the night sounds filled his ears. He covered them and rocked back and forth, trying to drown the sounds. They stopped, and he scampered under his bed but not fast enough. He grabbed the legs of the bed holding tightly so that the pig couldn’t get him. Hands wrapped around his ankles and pulled him. He kicked trying to free himself, but he was not strong enough. He yelled out in pain when he felt the blow to his side causing him to let go. The pig stood over him smiling.
 
   Maddox jumped up and looked around his dimly lit room. Brody had bought him a night light, he had insisted he did not need such a thing but right now he was glad Brody bought it anyway.
 
   He walked out of his room towards the bathroom. There was a nightlight in the hall and one in the bathroom. When he was finished he walked to the top of the stairs and heard Brody on the phone.
 
   “Thanks Love…I miss you all as well…No London he is asleep, it is late here, or early… I don’t remember…Oh Lexington I miss you Da Da Da misses you…Love you all more, Em call me later…Does not matter what time,” Brody hung up the phone and stood up and walked to the stairs and started to walk up and saw Maddox, “Hey, you should have come down. The girls and Emma would have loved to talk to you Maddox, they miss you.”
 
   “I just had to use the bathroom,” Maddox attempted a smile.
 
   “Okay, you hungry?” Brody asked, and he shook his head no.
 
   “We will have television tomorrow, and internet,” Brody attempted to entice him, “Oh, and if you’re ready for company the band is waiting for the green flag to stop in.”
 
   “Will Zach be with them?” Maddox showed a bit of excitement.
 
   “Yes and Maddox, he was also here before we arrived. He made improvements on the security system. He personally saw to it that the tunnel leading here was permanently sealed off from the others,” Brody watched Maddox relax, “Please remember that he is not officially part of any of the investigations that went on or are currently going on. He has connections, he is kind of like a secret agent, without being paid. Kind of like you.”
 
   “How like me?” Maddox was bewildered.
 
   “Come on, let’s get a drink,” Brody walked down the stairs and Maddox followed. “You helped a lot of people get found Maddox. A lot of people found their missing loved ones.”
 
   Maddox nodded his head in agreement, and Brody felt relieved. When they finished chatting both Brody and Maddox sat waiting for the other to talk.
 
   Brody laughed, “You look better.”
 
   Maddox rested his elbows on his knees and rubbed his head and sat up and smiled “You said it will be okay.”
 
   “Yes I did. And I promise it will be,” Brody sat back and tried to figure out what to do or say that would make him believe it.
 
   “Dad, is Emma …is Emma angry with you?” Maddox asked, peering up at him.
 
   “No, she understands,” Brody smiled slightly.
 
   “Okay,” Maddox sat back, “Is she mad at me?”
 
   “Of course not Maddox,” Brody looked at him with concern, “Look no one planned this to happen. But who knows… maybe it is a good thing.”
 
   “I’m tired,” Maddox stood up.
 
   “Cool, I want you to sleep in my room tonight,” Maddox began objecting, “Maddox, not a big deal. It is odd staying in a new place, especially one as quiet as this. We are used to London, Lexi, your Grandparents, the dogs…”
 
   “Birdie,” Maddox laughed.
 
   
  
 

“Ugghhh, that damn thing,” Brody chuckled, “She better leave that in the States.”
 
   Maddox looked confused, “Are they coming here?”
 
   “We are waiting to see what happens with Harper. She is pressing charges against Carter. It may cause him to drop the charges against you… a little leverage. The charges against Ava were dropped because the DA popped Lucas Links in the jaw and Links in turn dropped the charges against him.”
 
   “I do not want Harper to drop the charges. If he had …” Maddox took a deep breath and he felt his heart race.
 
   “Maddox that’s up to Harper, Collin, and Tessa-- not us, okay?” Brody spoke softly trying calm him and reassure him that he did not have to carry that burden, “Whatever they chose to do we will support them.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox woke in the dark again. Brody was not in the room. He heard him talking in the hallway.
 
   “Em, just hold tight okay. London finishes school in two weeks, let her finish there. We will make that decision when the time comes.”
 
   Maddox walked closer to the door and listened as Brody continued:
 
   “Eli will handle it, there is not much that can be done to us if we are here.” Brody had stopped talking for a moment, “He is much better tonight. He asked if you were upset with him… I assured him you weren’t…I will have him call you in the morning…No, Harper has not tried to contact him…We will have internet service at some point tomorrow…I am going to talk to my aunt, this is her last year teaching before she retires…I am sure he would love that school…We can look for a house there-- I think it is uncomfortable for him being here knowing that Bo was here…I know, but he still felt safe because it was away from here…Yes Love, depending on what we hear tomorrow I would love for you and London to search houses in England and send me your top five…No, I was concerned that London was here on holiday with Troy and she may be upset if we sell…I know she is…I also know how very flexible you are …Skype?...Fine Em, but one day…I love you more, kiss the girls…He may have an issue if I walked in there and kissed him for you-- he is asleep…Alright then sweet dreams…see you soon.”
 
   He heard Brody let out a weary breath, and he went back and laid down. He did not want to fall asleep. He was afraid of the dreams, ones he had not had in years, ones he wished he didn’t remember.
 
   ~
 
   Brody woke, and Maddox sat up, “Good morning.”
 
   “It is,” Brody smiled, “Why don’t you and I take showers and head out to breakfast, do a little shopping, and we can have the band over this afternoon?”
 
   “Alright-- can you actually go shopping here?” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Yes, weird huh?” Brody chuckled as he stood up, “We should also have the internet up today. Maybe we could find a gym, a place to box?”
 
   “That sounds great. It has only been a few days, but I miss it,” Maddox smiled, “more than anyone knows… I miss the hell out of it.”
 
   “Don’t let me forget we need some more adapters for the gadgets. Your phone is probably dead,” Brody smiled as he walked into the master bathroom.
 
   ~
 
   Brody and Maddox spent the morning walking around City Centre through crowds of people without being stalked by photographers. They sat near the waterfront and watched some street performers.
 
   “Did you ever just start playing your guitar here without prompt or occasion?” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Sure have, you and I should do it,” Brody joked.
 
   “Alright,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “You really would?” Brody was shocked.
 
   “Yeah, I think I would,” Maddox laughed at his surprise.
 
   “Cool maybe this weekend the guys will come with us and blow their minds,” Brody sat back as he and Maddox watched the performers.
 
   Brody’s phone rang, and it was Zach, “Oh damn,” Brody laughed, “The guys are at the house, we gots to go boy.”
 
   They got to the car, and Brody tossed him the keys, “You drive.”
 
   “What?” Maddox was shocked.
 
   “Just like a video game,” Brody got in the car.
 
   Maddox gasped, “Dad, I can’t.”
 
   “Get in, just remember you drive on the opposite side as we do in the states and you’re driving a very expensive car,” Brody laughed.
 
   Maddox looked at him, “Have you lost your mind?”
 
   “Maybe, but you’re going to be seventeen soon. Let's do this,” Brody smiled, “I trust that you can do it-- come on.”
 
   Maddox laughed and sat in the driver’s side. Brody gave him instructions, and he started the car, “Just go slow, no hurry and we are only about ten miles from home.”
 
   Maddox drove slowly, and Brody laughed every time someone passed them. Maddox could not help but laugh along with him.  He pulled into the driveway, and all the guys were standing outside.
 
   “Great job Maddox,” Brody hugged him, “Alright let's meet the crew, and by the way, they don’t know about Zach either. So if I act like an ass to him once in awhile, it’s all part of the show.”
 
   “They don’t know?” Maddox gasped.
 
   “Nope,” Brody winked.
 
   Joe, Quinn, Oliver, and Zach swarmed as soon as Brody and Maddox got out of the car.
 
   “Maddox,” Oliver hugged him tightly and laughed, “I have seen a lot about you, television star already. You do better than your father during interviews.”
 
   Brody laughed, and Oliver hugged him, “Man… it’s good to see you.”
 
   “You as well,” Brody laughed.
 
   “We going to jam today?” Joe asked tapping his sticks together.
 
   “Yeah, that sounds great. You in, Maddox?” Brody ruffled his hair.
 
   “Maddox… you play?” Zach asked.
 
   “Um no not…” Maddox began.
 
   “Yeah he does, and he sings,” Brody punched in the security code and tried to open the door, “What the hell?” He tried it again, and sirens began to screech.
 
   Maddox covered his ears and laughed as Brody continued punching in numbers cursing loudly and finally kicking the door.
 
   Maddox watched Zach laughing as he took his cell out of his pocket and tapped the screen a few times and the alarms stopped. Zach winked at Maddox, and he laughed.
 
   Brody turned around and glared at Zach and then looked at Maddox snickering. He loved watching his son laugh and smile. Brody laughed and opened the door. He nudged Zach as he walked in and draped his arm over Maddox’s shoulder.
 
   They played for hours: laughing, writing, and singing. Before they left they had plans to do the same the next day.
 
   “Hey Brody, when will you be kicking my ass out of the band?” Zach laughed.
 
   “Not yet, too much going on right now,” Brody smiled.
 
   “When you do, I am taking Maddox with me,” Zach winked at Maddox, “You’re real good kid. We could throw some tracks down, maybe we could open for the band. Concert in six weeks at O2 to kick off the European tour. You two aren't wanted around here are you?”
 
   Brody laughed, “Not yet.”
 
   “What do you think Maddox?” Zach asked.
 
   Maddox looked at Brody, and Brody shook his head yes.
 
   “I don’t know,” Maddox answered apprehensively.
 
   “We can definitely get you ready, a song or two. Your Dad on the other hand… I’m not sure he can hang anymore. See you both tomorrow,” Zach waved as he walked down the driveway.
 
   Maddox smiled at Brody, “I can't do that.”
 
   “Yes you can,” Brody grinned, “You would do great.”
 
   “We won't be here,” Maddox said hopefully, “I have to get back for graduation.”
 
   Brody tried his best to smile, “We should go back up to the Waterfront tonight.”
 
   Maddox shook his head in agreement.
 
   “I am going to call Emma would you like to talk to her?” Brody asked walking into the house.
 
   “Yes, and my sisters,” Maddox smiled.
 
   London answered the phone, “Hello Dadio.”
 
   “London,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “MADDOX!” she screamed, and he held the phone away from his ear and chuckled.
 
   “Hello London,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “So, are you awake now? Mom says you have been tired. I would like the whole story when I see you. They think I am a baby Maddox,” London cleared her throat, “So do you like the house?”
 
   “It is nice, quiet though,” Maddox poked fun at her.
 
   “We sent a package, you and Dad should get it tomorrow,” London giggled.
 
   “Tell me what it is?” Maddox asked.
 
   “A surprise from Lexi,” London laughed.
 
   “Sounds great,” Maddox smiled at Brody.
 
   “I can't wait to blow this popsicle stand and hop the pond, it is going to be so cool living in …” Emma grabbed the phone from London.
 
   “Hey Maddox we miss you,” Emma’s smile has clearly heard in her voice.
 
   “I miss you Mom. Did London say we will be living here?” Maddox asked.
 
   “Hey how about we do the speaker phone thing, that way we can all talk together,” Emma asked, she waited until she knew it was on speaker.
 
   “Hello London and Lexington, Em,” Brody chimed in.
 
   “Brody,” Emma used a deep voice mimicking his and giggled.
 
   “You are trouble,” he laughed, “Alright children, we have decided to stay for the summer here. If we like it we stay, but it has to be a decision we make together. Emma did you talk to Dick today?”
 
   “Yes, and Maddox can test out, so Maddox you are graduating this year!” London and Emma cheered.
 
   “Alright then,” Maddox said quietly.
 
   “You didn’t want to?” London laughed.
 
   “Of course I did,” Maddox tried to sound happy for her.
 
   “Maddox and I have been pretty busy today, why don’t you tell them about it Maddox,” Brody patted his back.
 
   “Dad let me drive…” Maddox began.
 
   “Hey now that was not what I was talking about,” Brody tried not to laugh.
 
   “Brody!” Emma snapped.
 
   “Em?” Brody chuckled, “He is quite good at it.”
 
   “Maddox do you think you can look after your father until I get there?” Emma laughed, “You know, help him make big boy decisions.”
 
   Maddox laughed, “You mean like the concert he is trying to get me to perform in?”
 
   “Wow, you two have been busy. Are you really going to?” Emma asked
 
   “I am not sure,” Brody laughed, “It’s been awhile.”
 
   “Chicken,” London teased.
 
   “Am not,” Brody replied.
 
   “Prove it then,” London goaded him.
 
   “Yay Dad do it,” Maddox snickered.
 
   “If you do I will,” Brody laughed, “On that note…(pun intended), Maddox and I are going to head downtown. I love you all more. Em, I will Skype with you later.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox sat anxiously while Brody talked to the three piece band set up on the waterfront. He watched Brody shake their hands and walk towards him, smiling.
 
   “I am going to play bass, you are going to play acoustic. They know most of my songs… which do you feel comfortable with?” Brody smiled proudly at Maddox.
 
   “You mean now?” Maddox gasped.
 
   “Of course, do you think the first time you play in public I am going to let it be with anyone else?” Brody gave a shocked look and smiled.
 
   “I can’t,” Maddox whispered.
 
   “Just try for me. Please,” Brody held his hands as if in prayer.
 
   Maddox followed apprehensively. The three younger guys shook his hand and chatted with them for a while.
 
   “Hey man--- I’m T. Your father is amazing. You any good?” T asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it,” Maddox laughed timidly.
 
   “Don’t sweat it man, people just walk by and smile. I have watched your Dad on MTV. He looks over people. That’s what I did the first time, it gets easier. Let's do this: London’s Child?” T asked.
 
   “I think I can do that,” Maddox took the guitar the scrawny blonde kid handed him, “Thanks.”
 
   T tapped his sticks and Brody nodded to Maddox who started playing. He knew the song well, one of his favorites to play.
 
   “I forgot the words Maddox it’s all you,” Brody winked.
 
   Maddox shook his head no, and T started to sing. Maddox smiled and joined along. By the time the first chorus started Maddox was singing louder, and a crowd had gathered. They moved on to Blue Love and Maddox relaxed a bit more. They played a third song and the small crowd of thirty multiplied by at least five. They all cheered, and Maddox looked down at the ground grinning.
 
   Brody thanked the boys and the crowd, who knew exactly who he was. He introduced Maddox and his face turned red. He gave a quick wave and a thank you.
 
   “Maddox Hines,” T shook his hand, “These guys are fun but pretty much suck. Both leave for college soon. Let me know if you need a drummer, I would love to ride the Hines coat tails. You’re really good… and I am not just kissing your ass. We’re back here Saturday, a real band backed out of the summer kick off. Stop by.”
 
   “Thanks T,” Maddox smiled, “I’ll talk to Dad.”
 
   Brody stood back and watched the ease in which they interacted. The same way he and his friends did when they began playing together. He liked T immediately, sensing he was a good kid but didn’t have much more than the sticks he shoved in his back pocket. The other two boys on the other hand looked high as a kite, and he would prefer Maddox steer clear of them.
 
   “Maddox, let's grab a bite. T, if you would like to join us feel free,” Brody walked towards the food area of center city, and they followed.
 
   T looked at his clothes when they walked up to a hotel restaurant. He knew he didn’t belong, “Hey man I am going to take off.”
 
   “Where are you headed, we can give you a ride,” Brody offered.
 
   “I am taking the train back to London,” T started to walk away.
 
   “That’s a long ride T, eat with us-- I insist,” Brody would not take no for an answer.
 
   “Table for three is ready,” they followed the host to the back of the restaurant.
 
   They were seated and were handed menus.
 
   “You are honestly going back to London and then coming back here Saturday?” Brody took a drink of water.
 
   “Yeah.” T took a drink and sat back into the plush chair.
 
   “Then how will you and Maddox be able to practice for Saturday?” Brody looked down at his menu.
 
   T looked at Brody shocked, “You would seriously let him play?”
 
   “If he wants to. You’re very good…T. By the way, what does T stand for?” Brody motioned for the waiter.
 
   “Thomas. My name is Thomas.”
 
   “Three salads to start, house dressing, followed by whatever soup you chose and three steaks medium,” Brody handed him back the menu, “Is there a gym available for hotel guests?”
 
   “Of course sir,” the waiter filled their wine glasses.
 
   “Are there rooms available here?”
 
   “I can check Mr. Hines, how long will you be staying?” the waiter asked.
 
   “A week,” Brody sat back and looked at Thomas “How old are you?”
 
   “Eighteen in a week,” T drank his wine and Maddox looked at Brody apprehensively.
 
   “The legal drinking age is eighteen here Maddox. It is not frowned upon if someone your age has a glass of wine with a meal. If you don’t want it you don’t have to. T we haven’t found a gym here in town yet. I want Maddox to have time to practice playing with you. You will stay here alright?” Brody looked at him briefly.
 
   Maddox looked at Brody “Dad, what about his parents?”
 
   “Thomas, do you stay with your parents?”
 
   “No sir,” Thomas looked down.
 
   “Is this an acceptable arrangement?”
 
   “I can’t accept, no. It’s far too much,” Thomas looked uncomfortably around the room.
 
   “It would be doing us a favor Thomas, but you owe us nothing, so I understand,” Brody watched the waiter bring the salads and soup.
 
   They ate quietly, and Maddox looked back and forth between the two of them, “T, I think it would be cool.”
 
   “It would be very cool it’s just a lot.”
 
   “Again it would be doing us a favor,” Brody watched as the wait staff returned.
 
   “We have one suite available,” he informed Brody.
 
   “What do you say, T?” Brody smiled at him.
 
   “Alright,” Thomas face was flushed and he looked at Maddox who laughed.
 
   ~
 
   Brody and Maddox went up with T to the suite. It had a separate kitchen and living area, and a master bedroom with a large sunken bathtub.
 
   “Damn,” T whispered when he looked around.
 
   Brody placed the left overs in the refrigerator and walked into the bathroom. He called the front desk.
 
   T and Maddox clicked through the TV channels until they came to MTV.
 
   “You are going to be on this someday Maddox,” T elbowed him.
 
   “Yeah right,” Maddox laughed, “If I do you’ll be up there with me.”
 
   “Deal,” T watched Brody walk out of the bathroom, then onto the balcony.
 
   Brody dialed his phone, “Hello, Love.”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “I am standing on a balcony of a wonderful hotel looking over the water.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Oh yes. Maddox met a friend, T-- short for Thomas. He’s a drummer and the three of us played on the waterfront tonight.”
 
   “Really? How was it, how did he do?”
 
   “He did amazing. And if that’s not enough to make me smile, he has made friends with a very gifted drummer.”
 
   “Would that be T?”
 
   “Uh huh. We had dinner, and he was going to take the train back to London. I got a room for him. Em he is a really cool kid. Very laid back and he and Maddox are very comfortable together. Saturday night T’s band is playing again, and he wants Maddox to play with them.
 
   “How is Maddox with that?”
 
   “I think he wants to. So Maddox will be very busy practicing with T and the band. Of course, they don’t know this yet,” Brody laughed.
 
   “You are doing an excellent job music man.”
 
   “I am,” Brody laughed, “How are you, love?”
 
   “I miss you very much. But we are packing, London is excited, Lexi misses you, Mom and Dad seem excited.”
 
   “So they agreed to come?”
 
   “Yes of course. After a couple weeks.”
 
   “Good, I miss you Em.”
 
   “Only a couple weeks away we will do just fine. You keep him busy, and I will get things set for the move. Brody, the dogs have to stay in a kennel for a few weeks when they arrive. I am sure London is trying to hide that disappointment, but it's not working.”
 
   “And that cat?”
 
   “Birdie doesn’t have to be quarantined,” Emma laughed.
 
   “Of course not. Em, can we just pretend he had to stay in the States? We could make up a “no ugly cats allowed in the UK” law… she would never know.”
 
   “Birdie misses you. Lexington tells him he will see Daddy soon.”
 
   “Oh, how thoughtful of Lexi.” Brody laughed.
 
   “What is Maddox doing?”
 
   Brody turned around and watched through the glass door at Maddox and T, “They’re watching MTV.”
 
   “Good-- he has a friend.”
 
   “Yes he does. All that kitty talk made me miss you even more Love. Purr for me?” Brody’s voice was heat filled, and Emma laughed. “Em… please love?”
 
   “Oh Brody I’m tired. Tomorrow you will get lots of purring. Maybe even a scratch or two,” Emma said softly.
 
   “Mmm but no Skype?”
 
   “I am going to bed. I love you Brody. Tell Maddox the same.”
 
   “Love you more kitten. And I can't wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   ~
 
   Brody and Maddox walked into the house, “Thanks Dad, I had an amazing night.”
 
   “Me too, and I am exhausted,” Brody yawned.
 
   “I’m going to head up to bed.”
 
   “Alright Maddox-- I will be up soon.”
 
   Maddox walked into his room and grabbed his phone. He wanted to see how Harper was. He was disappointed that she had not texted him. She always did first. He sat the phone down and went and showered.
 
   After he had dressed for bed he sat and stared at the phone and then flopped onto his pillows. He realized that one glass of wine was still affecting him.
 
   Are you awake?...MH
 
   He sat and looked at the phone wondering if a text from this distance took longer. He looked at the time again and pulled his pillow over his head and groaned wishing he didn’t send it. She is pissed, rightfully so, stupid, stupid, stupid.
 
   


Chapter 7
 
   “It has to be your choice, Harper,” Collin twisted his hands on his lap.
 
   “I don’t want to make the choice.” Harper was conflicted. She didn’t feel like Carter should go innocent; she wanted him punished for what he had done. She worried that Maddox would never be able to return if the charges were not dropped.
 
   “Harper, I spoke to Emma this morning. They are all going to spend at least the summer in England regardless of what happens. This choice is yours, but I do want you to think about what it all means though. Carter could hurt someone else someday Harper… I…we want you to take the night and sleep on it. First thing in the morning you tell us your decision,” Tessa hoped she would make the right one. 
 
   Harper was appalled by the fact that because they could technically not prove Carter was the one who put the drug in the water so he would get away without the drug charge. She was horror-struck that her daughter was locked in a room being groped by a boy, who clearly did not take no for an answer. Shocked that it happened on their property with Tomas sitting out of sight because she had told Collin he was being ridiculous, and that she was fine. And appalled that it took so long for them to even think how all of this affected her. They worried first about Maddox being arrested, and then about Ava.
 
   Harper had told her parents repeatedly over the last few days that she was fine. It could have been much worse. She told them she fought him off and then Maddox and Tomas took care of the rest. She did not want them to feel badly for any of it. And she certainly did not want them being any more overprotective then they already were.
 
   Harper had not told her parents about Ava’s shocking confessional. That is why Ava had pursued Carter because she was angry with Harper for not being the friend she thought she was. Ava was angry that Harper had not confided in her about Maddox and even angrier that she told her to mind her own business. Ava had also told her that Lucas asked her not to say anything to Ashley about what they had heard and when she was upset at Lucas one night for not allowing her to go out she told Ashley to spite her father. Ava further admitted that she blamed Harper for her mother taking off every weekend to stay with her sister in New Jersey and the fact she was sure they would be getting divorced. Harper forgave her, and they vowed to keep it all to themselves.~
 
   Harper lay in bed trying to process everything that had transpired over the past few days when Tessa knocked and walked in the door.
 
   “Can we talk?” Tessa sat on her bed, and Harper shook her head yes, “Okay, can you talk? I’ll just listen. Sometimes just venting, letting things out, is freeing.”
 
   “I’m afraid you will think it's silly,” Harper scooted over as Tessa laid down next to her.
 
   “Maddox?”
 
   “Yeah. Out of everything that has gone on, that’s all I can think about,” Harper rolled her eyes and Tessa laughed.
 
   “First love thing,” Tessa grabbed Harper’s hand and kissed it quickly.
 
   “Maybe you should spill the beans-- I may just come out of my shell and tell you even more than you want to know if you told me about your first love, mom,” Harper rolled to her side and stared at Tessa.
 
   “Harper my mistakes …do you really need this?” Tessa did not want to tell her any of it.
 
   “I think it would help.”
 
   “Okay Luke persuaded me. I was resistant. I was angry about…oh here we go another secret… Your grandparents spliting up,” Harper gasped, “I acted out, very badly. We struggled the entire time. It hurt, and I cried. A lot. I disappointed myself and my family.”
 
   “Did you have sex with Lucas Links, Mom?” Harper sat up on her bed.
 
   “Harper… dear God,” Tessa rolled on her stomach and hid her face.
 
   “I will take that as a yes,” Harper laughed and stopped, “Wait… does Dad know?”
 
   “Your father knows everything. Of course he knows.” Tessa sat up.
 
   “Okay, so you lived together?” Harper asked.
 
   “Yes, Luke went to SU and played football. Then he was drafted. It was never easy for us, and we were our own worst enemies. Jealous, possessive, needy… a very unhealthy relationship. We broke up, and I met your Dad. I never looked back or thought twice. The scariest thing is that if I had not walked away I would have never met the man who treasures me, and I would not have known what it was like to get back as much as I gave in a relationship. We almost missed our chance several times.”
 
   “The picture of you two as kids above the fireplace?” Harper asked.
 
   “We did not see each other for many years after that. We didn’t know one another’s names,” Tessa smiled looking at her ring.
 
   “And then?” Harper clapped wanting more.
 
   “Your great Aunt died when I visited her, she lived in the family house on the Cape. Your father was on leave and working on our house next door. He held me together, literally… until pastor Lou came. I never saw his face. Not long after that a very dear friend who was in the military at the same time your Daddy was, died. Your father was in uniform at the funeral. Everyone had left, and I sat on the grave sobbing. Your dad handed me a tissue to comfort me. Those two encounters were while I was wrapped up in a relationship that was so wrong on many levels.”
 
   Collin walked in and sat down, and Tessa’s face turned red, and she laughed, “She has not gotten to the best part. Well besides you three children. We were meant to be. I know for a fact I would have never married or had a family if not for your mother. We would not have missed our chance, we would have eventually found each other. Huh beautiful?” Collin pulled her head to his chest, “Anything worth having is worth waiting for. If this boy is meant for you, it will happen. If he isn’t, it won't. But you cannot stop living and doing what makes you happy or what you are drawn to Harper. Get through college, travel, smile, sing and dance. If Maddox Hines was supposed to be yours right now it would not be this hard. Who knows what your future holds? Could be him or it could be the next one. Just don’t rush it, okay?”
 
   “You waited for Mom all that time?” Harper hugged him, and Collin looked at her and smiled.
 
   “I waited. Of course I waited,” Collin smiled.
 
   “So you never lived with anyone else?” Harper continued hugging him.
 
   “No Harper, I never even dated anyone else,” Collin winked at Tessa, and she glared at him.
 
   “So mom do you feel like…bad that you were, and he wasn’t?” Harper looked at Tessa and waited for an answer.
 
   “Yes, Harper,” Collin chuckled behind Harper’s back knowing how angry this probably made Tessa, and that made it even harder not to laugh, “Well then if you need anything else I will be in my room.”
 
   “Daddy you are just SO perfect,” Tessa heard Harper say as she walked out the door.
 
   Collin laughed as he hugged his little girl and then he heard not one but two doors slam, “Harper if you need anything at all just yell. I am going to see if your mom needs anything.”
 
   “Yeah, those doors must be kicking her butt,” Harper smiled as she rolled over to turn off her light.
 
   Harper tossed and turned and finally got up and went to her closet. She pulled his sweatshirt of the hanger she had placed it on so that no one would wash it. She laid down and smelled it. It still smelled as lovely as he does, thank God.
 
   Harper grabbed her phone to set her alarm. Her heart raced when she saw she had a message, a message from Maddox.
 
   -I am awake, sorry. I just got this. Maddox, how are you?...HA
 
   -I am well. I have not used my phone since we arrived here. I want to know that you are alright…MH
 
   - Thank God. I thought you were mad at me. Are you mad at me? You know I did not kiss him don’t you? …HA
 
   -I am not mad at you Harper. ..MH
 
   -Good I was serious when I told you I loved you…HA
 
   Harper waited for his response it was taking longer than she thought. She re-read the texts and felt sick to her stomach. She should not have said it, not this soon. God what was I thinking?
 
   -Harper I don’t know how to respond to that. I know when I was with you before being drugged, I felt strongly for you. I am uncomfortable saying the words. I do not ever wish to hurt you, ever…MH
 
   Harper re-read the texts. What was I thinking, what do I say, why does this hurt so bad?
 
   -Okay, not a big deal. I am glad you’re being honest. So how is England?....HA
 
   Maddox looked at the text and felt bad. But as she said it was not a big deal. If not, then why do I feel so bad?
 
   - Are you pressing charges? I think you should, he had very bad intentions. I don’t want to see you get hurt Harper…MH
 
   Too late she thought as she typed.
 
   -My parents and I are going to talk tomorrow. They said that you were moving to England for a long time. How do you feel about that?...HA
 
   -Harper, you have to press charges…MH
 
   -I want to see what kind of deal they offer. Maddox you may be able to come back… Isn't that what you want…HA
 
   It’s what I want Harper thought, as she pushed send.
 
   Maddox read her text and started to get angry.
 
   -I want to know that he cannot hurt you ever again…MH
 
   -He was trying to kiss me, Maddox. BECAUSE I TURNED AWAY WHEN HE TRIED BEFORE…HA
 
   Because I want no one else kissing me but you, Harper wanted to cry.
 
   - England is great. I am excited to be here, I hope that everyone decides after our family trial period is over that this is where they will want to stay as well…MH
 
   There Harper… take me out of the equation. Maddox pressed send.
 
   -We are spending the summer as we usually do. This year its South America, remember when you went there? And then the Cape for the last two weeks before college begins…HA
 
   Please remember, Harper pushed send.
 
   -Yes South America was beautiful. I however preferred the Cape. A much more realistic vacation atmosphere. I jammed with my Dads band all afternoon. The man who has filled in for him for the past year or so asked that I join him, and he and Dad think we could open for him in London at 02 to kick off the European tour. If we do well, we can open at every event. I played guitar and sang in public with my father and a small band earlier this evening. I also met a new friend who is a drummer. Very cool….MH
 
   Okay, see Harper? I am not coming back, press charges. Maddox sent the message.
 
   Harper read it over and over again. He was trying to tell her he did not have feelings for her. That South America was a joke, and he had met a new “friend”.
 
   -Very exciting things for you, I hope the music and your new friend make you happy. I want nothing less for you…HA
 
   - Harper do you realize when you sign off it says HA, like it’s a joke? I never realized that. It’s kind of funny isn't it?…MH
 
   He knew that would make her smile, sent.
 
   -Yes it’s funny. I never realized it before, Good catch…ha
 
   Ouch, Ouch, Ouch. Now I am a joke? “HA” she snapped.
 
   -I am a bit tired I had a glass of wine with dinner. A first for me-- apparently it isn’t frowned upon here in England. I think it will help me sleep. I hope you sleep well, HA. Please let me know that you have pressed charges tomorrow…MA
 
   -Anything in excess is not good for you, one glass right? Please take care of yourself. I have a very busy day tomorrow, and a speech to write for graduation if I don’t have time to call, I am sure Emma will tell Tessa…ha
 
   - Alright take care of yourself in the meantime. Chat with you soon…MH
 
   Harper re-read all the messages. How could she have allowed herself to believe this was anything? For a year, she thought about him. In her head, she had allowed herself to dream about what it would be like to kiss him and hold him again. The fact that the reality far surpassed her dreams, made this even harder. She had allowed herself to dream of him, and her spending time at the Cape, of school breaks meeting him somewhere and taking walks and talking, maybe even attending the same college where she could see him every day. For God sake, she even allowed herself to imagine marrying him. WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH ME!!! She screamed in her head.
 
   Harper turned off her light and finally after an hour of self-loathing, she fell asleep.
 
   ~
 
   Harper sat at her desk going over her speech for her graduation ceremony. She read the inspiring speech over and over. The one her mother had shed tears over while she read it, her father beamed with pride, and her advisor at school told her it was the most beautiful speech she had ever heard.
 
   She reflected on the past two weeks of school: how all the guys except Jackson and Liam snickered at her when she passed them in the halls along with some of the girls, (no doubt the ones who had dated or whose future plans included dating Carter), gave her dirty looks while she passed them in the halls. Girls she thought were her friends. The class that voted her onto homecoming court even though she thought it lame. Oh yes, and then there was the fact that she had not heard a peep from Maddox. No text the next day saying, “Yes Harper I do love you.” Not even a “I love my friend.”
 
   She sat back and crumpled it up and threw it in the trash. Yes, it was more for effect… the stupid thing was saved on her computer, and no doubt a copy was already framed and ready to be hung next to Matthew and CJ’s in the family room.
 
   Ha, she thought and then Ha was not funny it was a joke just like the past freaking year of her life. Ha! Harper Ann Abraham, so HA-- the joke she was could even be laughed at longer with a long a sound. Haa and if she had married Maddox it could be Haah or just Hah, Harper laughed at how ridiculous she was Ha! Hell yes, I can laugh at myself, ha ha ha, just like that. Harper was in her room laughing hysterically at herself, and she grabbed a pen and paper and began to write.
 
   Harper stood at the podium overlooking the two hundred people sitting in the bleachers to watch the people they loved graduate. Her brothers were home, Grandpa John and Grandma Maggie sat in the front row of the bleachers next to her parents and aunts and uncles. She smiled politely, and Matthew winked at her, and she laughed. Her laugh boomed into the microphone, and all she could think was HA.
 
   “My fellow students, educators, family, and friends,” Harper began to giggle, and Liam sat in the chair next to her and laughed, “Ha, she said to him and he laughed uncomfortable, and she smiled and took a deep breath. Crumpled up her paper and looked at the crowd.
 
   “I am not a spontaneous person, so I am going to start trying to be more so, today,” she looked at Tessa who smiled at her, “We sit here today celebrating four years of hard work to achieve the ultimate goal: receiving our diploma. Check it out, there is a basket full of them all rolled up with pretty blue ribbons and topped with a bow. We did not get here alone… we did it with help from our families who love us, through educators (some who love us, and some who are probably going to throw their own party when they are sure they do not have to look at us again, ever), and I can say I truly appreciate what they have all done for me. Leading me to the finish line to capture the ultimate prize, a rolled up piece of paper with a ribbon.
 
   Harper looked at her Grandfather and he was smirking, and she watched her mother kick him, and she laughed.
 
   “I really want to take the time to thank my fellow students for all they have taught me as well. All the lessons received, you know all the things that we are not graded on. From you I have learned so many things,” Harper giggled and stopped for a few moments at the crumpled paper before her, “That was a really bad decision.
 
   Liam stood up and grabbed her hand and whispered in her ear, “You don’t have to do this Harper.”
 
   “Thanks, but I do,” Harpers did not let go of his hand, and he stood next to her, and she took a deep breath, “I had some really important things I was going to teach you all today, but I suppose that we have all learned enough or we would not be here in these glossy gowns, and mortarboard caps with these silly little tassels. So why not talk about what we do have to celebrate: tomorrow. Tomorrow, the order in which we sit here becomes our yesterday. Those of us who are not happy about it can begin our walk to change it. Tomorrow we don’t walk into a building we so desperately wanted to leave. Instead we walk towards a dream of everything we knew life could be… without the voices of others obscuring the voice within our self. Let no one hold you back from your dreams. The saying, if you love someone set them free comes to mind. Reality is we are far too young to hold ourselves to the idea of one life, one love, forever before we even know truly who we are. If they love you they want you to be happy as well. Oh, and seriously being pissed off at someone who your boyfriend or girlfriend cheated on you with, is lame. Move on get over it, don’t let it consume you and for God’s sake, stop talking crap about them, you are so not perfect. Okay, now I remember my bad ass speech. We have all screwed up, all of us. We are kids we are supposed to screw up. Just because, you didn’t ace your SAT’s doesn’t mean your dream of Harvard is unattainable. Work hard and don’t stop till you get there. Just because you didn’t get the lead in the play doesn’t mean you won't have a star on Hollywood boulevard. Just because someone called you a ho because you loved on their boyfriend doesn’t make you a ho. Same goes for the guys out there, figure you out. Walk out of here today smiling knowing that less than half of the people you had to impress or out do will never cross your path again. If it hurts or makes you angry, LET. IT. GO. Tomorrow we become accountable to ourselves, tomorrow we become accountable for our future. Tomorrow we get to choose. I will finish with a quote from one of my favorite people ever, Ellen DeGeneres, “Follow your passion, stay true to yourself, never follow someone else’s path unless you’re in the woods, and you’re lost, and you see a path then by all means you should follow that.” Harper looked at Liam and smiled, “That’s all I have, thank you and congratulations everyone.”
 
   CJ and Matthew stood up and clapped and whistled loudly, and Harper smiled and covered her eyes. She heard a loud unfamiliar noise.
 
   Harper laughed out loud when she saw her Grandfather and brothers ringing cowbells. Tessa stood and whistled loudly and grabbed a cowbell and joined them. The crowd joined in, and Harper hugged Liam and sat down.
 
   “Alright, quiet down now,” Liam stood at the podium and laughed, “I don’t know how I am supposed to follow that bad ass speech, but I will try.”
 
   ~
 
   Liam, Jackson, and Harper were holding their graduation party together. Harper walked out of the house towards the tents set up for the celebration. Jackson grabbed Harper and dragged her behind him to the tent.
 
   “Ready to have some fun?” Jackson smiled over his shoulder.
 
   “I am ready to hide in shame, Jackson.” Harper slowed down.
 
   “Get over it girl. Like you said: Let. It. Go,” Jackson laughed, “Check it out Luke Lane is home and Matthew brought a friend. I don’t think either of them saw your… the graduation ceremony.”
 
   Harper smacked Jackson’s arm and stomped away, laughing.
 
   “Hey Harper,” John smiled, “Don’t you tell Liam, but your speech was…bad ass.”
 
   Harper rolled her eyes and blushed, “Thanks.”
 
   “No B S. I really liked it,” John hugged her.
 
   Tessa smiled as she saw her walking towards the tent, “Give me a minute?”
 
   “Yeah,” Harper was looking around the crowd.
 
   “London is not here, they left this morning for England,” Tessa squeezed her hand.
 
   “Without saying goodbye?” Harper was angry.
 
   “We can visit…”
 
   “NO!” Harper was shocked and covered her mouth.
 
   “Harper it will be okay,” Tessa wrapped her arm around her shoulder, “I have to tell you I was shocked by the speech today. But heed your own advice Harper. Follow your dreams.”
 
   “Yeah, I will be fine. Not a big deal.”
 
   “We are going to South America, one of the communities already set up so far less work,” Tessa smiled at Harper.
 
   “I would probably prefer more work,” Harper smiled.
 
   “And then the Cape,” Tessa tried to make her smile, “With the whole family.”
 
   “Cut short by two weeks, and then off to College,” Harper smiled and held two thumbs up and rolled her eyes.
 
   Matthew walked up behind her and poked her in the sides causing her to jump and laugh. She turned around and was about to punch him in the arm.
 
   “You better not, I brought company home. I have to be on my best behavior,” Matthew stepped back.
 
   “That doesn’t mean I have to be,” Harper lunged at him, and he stepped aside, and she fell into the arms of a stranger, “Oops sorry.”
 
   “Harper this is my roommate Blake. Blake, this is Harper,” Matthew watched as Harper stood up and stepped back.
 
   Blake smiled, “You okay?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes, “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem, that was a great speech,” his smile broadened, and she noticed the dimple.
 
   Devil dimple, stupid devil dimple.
 
   “Harper, the one person who thought your speech was great, and you can't even say thank you?” Matthew joked.
 
   “Thanks,” she rolled her eyes and laughed, “See you around.”
 
   Harper ran towards Jackson and Liam.
 
   “Who's the new guy?” Liam laughed.
 
   “Blake, Matthew’s roommate from college,” Harper pulled her sunglasses over her eyes.
 
   “Fresh meat?”
 
   “Ew gross!”
 
   “Sorry --but I noticed you checking him out.”
 
   “Whatever, Liam.”
 
   They walked into the tent and grabbed a plate of food and sat at a table with Jackson, Luke Lane, and a few other cousins.
 
   Harper noticed Matthew and Blake at the buffet.
 
   “Whatcha looking at?” Liam whispered.
 
   Harper looked at him and made a nasty face.
 
   “Yeah, ew, gross, huh?”
 
   “Liam… knock it off,” Harper laughed.
 
   Blake was handsome, he had short black hair and light brown eyes. His smile was gentle as were the rest of his features. His button up shirt looked pressed and expensive. He wore shorts and tennis shoes. He carried himself very well and smiled at everyone. He was charming, and everyone he stopped and said hello to seemed very much at ease.
 
   “Here he comes,” Liam goaded.
 
   “I swear Liam, I am going to pop you in the nose,” Harper growled at him, and he laughed.
 
   “How is the chicken, Harper?” Matthew sat next to her.
 
   “Well its feather free, organic, hot but not too hot, and marinated for the perfect amount of time allowing the sauce to marinade into the meat perfectly,” Harper smiled and took a bite and chewed obnoxiously.
 
   “Cornell sauce,” Matthew winked.
 
   “Yes indeed,” Harper rolled her eyes.
 
   “Harper, will you be attending Cornell?” Blake asked.
 
   “Yep-- Liam and I both are,” Harper answered without looking at him.
 
   “Ivy League, very nice.”
 
    “What? After that speech you doubted it?” Matthew laughed.
 
   “It was a great speech,” Blake elbowed Matthew.
 
   “A Bad ass speech,” CJ sat on the other side of the table and winked at Harper.
 
   “Yes she had a bad ass Prom as well. Which I want details Harper,” CJ raised his eyebrow and sat back.
 
   “God, you act just like Dad,” Harper scowled at him.
 
   “She had a great Prom. I caught her sucking face with Maddox outside and…” Harper smacked him in the back of the head, “I had to drag her inside.”
 
   “YOU KISSED A BOY?” CJ yelled loudly.
 
   Harper covered her face and slumped down in her chair, “Shut up!”
 
   “And she liked it,” Liam laughed, “Maddox Hines then proceeded to shatter her ex-prom date’s nose after kicking in…”
 
   Harper stood up and walked away as they all laughed.
 
   Ava ran up to her, “Remarkable speech! It’s hot as hell out here, let’s go swimming!”
 
   ~
 
   Harper and Ava dove into the pond and swam to the floating raft.
 
   “We are going to Jersey for a month and are renting a house on the beach. You should see if your parents will let you come for a while. Blow off a week in South, wherever.”
 
   “They would not go for it. Sounds fun though,” Harper laughed and pushed Ava in the pond and jumped in next to her.
 
   “Jerk,” Ava splashed her.
 
   “The cousins are coming, the cousins are coming!” Ava pointed to the guys on the dock.
 
   Harper laughed and watched as Blake unbuttoned his shirt.
 
   “Damn Harper… is that a cousin?” Ava looked over her sunglasses at Blake.
 
   “No, that is Matthews roommate,” Harper answered and rolled onto her stomach to dry her back in the sun’s heat.
 
   “Wow, you should be all over that,” Ava put her hands behind her so she could watch as they all swam out, “Your Mom and Jade are watching us check him out.”
 
   Harper laughed, “You mean watching you check them out?”
 
   “Us… me… the same thing.” Ava laughed, “Here they come -- sit up, sit up already.”
 
   Harper giggled and rolled over as Blake jumped on the raft and smiled slightly at Harper before turning and giving Matthew a hand. He was bent over reaching out to Matthew, and Harper looked at Ava devilishly. She lifted her foot and gave his rear a push, and he fell over Matthew, and into the water.
 
   Ava and Harper laughed, “Not a word, Ava.”
 
   Matthew jumped up and laughed as he shook his wet hair over them.
 
   Blake jumped out of the water and laughed, “Which one of you is in serious trouble right now?”
 
   Ava and Harper pointed at each other and started laughing.
 
   Luke Lane grabbed Ava from behind and threw her over his shoulder and smacked her on the butt and tossed her in.
 
   “It was that one,” he pointed at Harper. “I thought so,” he looked at Harper, and she looked back at him smugly, “You have two choices.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” she laughed.
 
   “Yes. Stand up and yell at the top of your lungs that you are sorry and will never do such a hurtful things to me again,” he smirked.
 
   “The second option,” she smiled.
 
   “Be tormented by me all summer long. Wondering when I will strike back,” Blake stepped back, “I will give you about three seconds to decide.”
 
   “One, two, three,” Harper rolled her eyes and jumped in the water and when she surfaced she was laughing.
 
   Harper looked around for Blake and began swimming to shore. She felt someone come up between her legs and within a split second she was on Blake’s shoulders high in the air.
 
   She laughed out loud and grabbed his hands that were holding her legs as he walked out of the water on to the dock, “You ready?” He did not wait for a reply and Blake ran down the dock and jumped in the water holding her tightly on his shoulders.
 
   When they came up they both laughed. Harper swam towards the dock and climbed up onto it. Blake was right behind her.
 
   “We even now?” Harper wrung out her hair and smiled.
 
   “Probably not,” Blake smiled, “I have the entire summer to torment you. I gave you the opportunity.”
 
   “The entire summer?”
 
   “Yep, I am going with your family to South America,” Blake smiled and jumped back in the water and swam to shore.
 
   


Chapter 8
 
   London and Lexington had passed out on Brody’s lap three hours after they arrived at their home in Liverpool. Maddox sat with Emma and Brody in the den talking about plans for the week ahead when Birdie rubbed up against Brody’s leg.
 
   “I can't believe you did that to me,” Brody smiled at Emma.
 
   “He loves you and look, you don’t even look ill when he comes near you anymore,” Emma picked Lexington off his lap, “I am going to put her down. Be back in a minute.” Emma disappeared up the stairs,
 
   “You seem glad to have them here.” Brody smiled as he lifted London up, “I will be back down in a minute.”
 
   Maddox grabbed his IPad-- He was so happy that London had set it up for him. He looked at Harpers social media page. While it was loading he grabbed his phone.
 
   -Congratulations Harper Abraham…MH
 
   He pushed send and waited for her reply.
 
   Harper sat up and grabbed her phone, her stomach did its usual somersault, and she could not stop the grin from spreading across her face.
 
   -Thanks Maddox, you too…HA
 
   -How was your party?....MH
 
   -Good, how was the arrival of the new Queen of England? I miss her…HA
 
   -I missed them as well, I am glad they are here, sorry they missed your party…MH
 
   Harper was sorry Maddox had missed it, too.
 
   -You still there?…MH
 
   -Yep. So what have you been up to?...HA
 
   -Playing a lot, singing a lot, and writing even more. Zach, T, and I are looking for a pianist and a band name …MH
 
   -What is Zach’s last name?…HA
 
   And who the hell is T, she wanted to write.
 
   -Taylor why?...MH
 
   -Band names, Brody Hines Band. Just trying to brainstorm. What’s T’s last name…HA
 
   Harpers page came up, and Maddox was looking trying to open the links to the pictures, but it would not allow him to.
 
    -I am going to send you a friend request would you accept?…MH
 
   -I thought we were friends, Maddox…HA
 
   -On your page. I sent it, it will be from JD anonymous… MH
 
   -Oh, give me a minute… I have not been on in weeks…HA
 
   Maddox waited until she accepted his request. He clicked on pictures she was tagged in. There were several of the Prom, one with Carter in the background. Maddox tried to delete it, and it would not allow him to. The next link was of her graduation speech, it was a video, and he watched it. Hearing her voice made his chest tighten, a feeling he was not comfortable with. She was beautiful… even more so in that Prom gown. He clicked back on the pictures of Prom, looking at them dancing. He wished he could see her look at him that way again.
 
   -Do you have Skype?...MH
 
   -Yes and Face time do you?...HA
 
   -Yeah-- may I Skype you?...MH
 
   Harper laughed and sent him a message.
 
   -Anytime…HA
 
   Her heart beat faster as she went ran into the bathroom and brushed her hair and teeth. She even put on mascara and laughed at herself as she ran into the office so that she could connect with him on her father’s large computer monitor. She messaged him the link and sat back waiting for him. He popped up on the screen, and she could not stop the impending ginormous grin from spreading across her face.
 
   “Hello Harper,” he smiled softly.
 
   “Hi,” she rolled her eyes and felt her face turning red. 
 
   “Are you in your father’s office?”
 
   “Yep. Where are you?”
 
   “In England,” he laughed, “Would you like a tour?”
 
   “Yes please,” Harper sat back in her father’s large leather chair and pulled her knees to her chest.
 
   Maddox looked at her and closed his eyes and smiled briefly, “One Landmark at a time alright?” Harper nodded yes. The camera turned to a clock and away from him, “This is little Ben, Big Bens cousin.”
 
   Harper laughed, and he quickly turned it around so that he could see her laughing on the screen. He smiled brightly in response to her laugh.
 
   “Next time I will take you to London’s Bridge, and by that I mean I will have London make a bridge-- the actual one is about a five hour drive from here,” Maddox joked.
 
   Harper smiled, “Perfect. You look amazing Maddox. Happy.”
 
   “You too. I watched your graduation speech.”
 
   “Oh, great speech huh? I screwed that up. Wait, who put that on there? I swear I haven't been on in weeks.” Maddox watched as Harper stood and walked away from the computer.
 
   “Hey, get back here!” Maddox whispered loudly and laughed.
 
   Harper sat down and smiled, “Did you miss me?”
 
   “Yeah,” he scowled and widened his eyes, “Crazy.”
 
   Harper glanced up at the screen and smiled and looked back down at her laptop, “Now we can look together.”
 
   “The graduation video first?” Maddox smiled.
 
   Harper arched her eyebrow, “No thank you, I wonder who put that up. I will have to thank…Matthew, I am going to kick his butt!”
 
   “Why, I really thought it was great Harper.”
 
   “It’s been a rough couple weeks.”
 
   Maddox looked at some pictures from the party, “You went swimming.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Harper joked.
 
   “Nice suit,” Maddox grinned.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “No, it really is quite nice Harper, and hey check that out, which cousin is that?”
 
   “Which picture?”
 
   “You on someone’s shoulders. Damn you look happy. God Harper, you really are very beautiful,” as soon as the words fell from his lips they both looked back at the screen.
 
   She smiled, “Back at you. We are two beautiful souls, Maddox Hines,” Harper laughed.
 
   Maddox blushed and looked back at the pictures, “I like Liam, you two seem very close. But look at you beaming in the shoulder shot, who is that again?”
 
   Harper looked through the photos until she came to it, “Oh that’s Matthew’s roommate Blake. He is going to South America with us for the summer. Apparently he is going to be a doctor.”
 
   “Have you known him long?” Maddox didn’t look back up at the screen as he continued looking at the photo.
 
   “Just met him today. He seems nice,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Oh,’ Maddox sat back and took a deep breath, “There is a prom picture you were tagged in that dick Carter is in it you should edit him out.”
 
   “Oh wow, I will do that,” Harper looked at the Prom pictures and smiled, “Someone took a lot of pictures of us dancing. Should I tag you in them?”
 
   “No, did you get that one edited?” Maddox was annoyed.
 
   “I will do it now, jeesh. I was just enjoying our pictures,” she smiled and looked at him on the screen. She reached up and touched the screen moving her thumb up trying to remove the scowl that was formed between his eyes.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked as he looked at his screen now only showing her mouth, her lips. The ones he wanted so badly all the time.
 
   Harper sat back, smiled, and looked at him, “Trying to remove that scowl did you feel it because apparently it did not work. You’re pouting Maddox.”
 
   “It’s not funny Harper.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   They sat silently looking at each other for a minute.
 
   “Emma sent a gift from us for your graduation,” Maddox finally looked relaxed.
 
   “Okay well I need your address so I can send you one,” Harper looked at him sadly.
 
   “I don’t know it,” Maddox yawned.
 
   “You’re tired,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Yes, I had a glass of wine with dinner, and it kicks my ass. Which is good because I can’t normally sleep through the night,” Maddox stopped himself from rambling, she did not need to know about his horrible nightmares.
 
   “They let you drink?” Harper was shocked.
 
   “The drinking age is eighteen, but it is customary to allow a glass of wine at dinner for someone my age,” Maddox answered, “Hey did you edit that photo Harper?”
 
   “It’s not mine so I couldn’t. I removed the tag though, so it won't be on my page.”
 
   “Okay good. I don’t know how that would affect the charges against Carter, but I want them to nail him,” Maddox sat back and watched as Harper looked down and her lips made a o shape, “Harper, how is that all going?”
 
   She looked up, “The lawyers are all working on it,” she whispered.
 
   “Explain please,” Maddox sat forward.
 
   “Maddox, how am I supposed to ruin someone's future? If everything works out the charges against you will be dropped, and he will have learned his lesson. All he did was try to kiss me and touch my boob. He did not…”
 
   “He touched your tits?” Maddox gasped.
 
   “Just for a …”
 
   “No, they are not his to touch, Harper!”
 
   “I know but…”
 
   “No buts! Had he not drugged me, had I not left you alone…”
 
   “We can't prove he did drug you Maddox. So all the drama, a trial…”
 
   “They were not his to touch. You would have been mine that night, fuck!”
 
   Harper started feeling the burn that started in her chest that moved slowly to her throat, and would eventually burn her eyes. A feeling she had known now for a year.
 
   “Harper, do you like the fact that he touched you!”
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “Your lips were mine, your hugs were mine, your tits, and every other part of your body should have been mine that night. He took that away from both of us!”
 
   “Maddox you said you thought those feelings were because of being drugged.”
 
   “I have wanted to be…I have wanted you since our first kiss Harper. I thought it meant something to you as well. Now he has taken that from me, and you are going to let him walk!”
 
   “You are hurting me and making me feel…”
 
   “How am I making YOU feel Harper?”
 
   “You ARE GONE! I told you I LOVED you again, and you said you didn’t feel the same. WHAT. DO. YOU. WANT. FROM. ME? Tell me Maddox, just tell me PLEASE!”
 
   “I am so angry that I let myself believe these feelings were reciprocated!”
 
   “You were the one who said they weren’t! Stop hurting me! The charges being dropped meant that you could come home Maddox. Maybe that we could try to…”
 
   “Try to what? I was trying to make this easy for you! But a picture is worth a thousand words…you were not home, pining away for me. Your crotch was snug up against some stranger’s neck today, and that is acceptable. Fuck, now I get it…”
 
   “Get what? What are you talking about, I don’t even know him, he is…”
 
   “Exactly! You don’t know him! You don’t know me enough to say those words either Harper! But shit, he gets you in the water and well, we do know how much you enjoy the water!”
 
   Harper started crying, “Oh yes maybe you could use the tears on him as well. That was a nice little trick you used on me, very fucking effective!”
 
   “Please stop, please Maddox--- you are just angry and I get it but it’s not you…”
 
   “Don’t you pretend to know me!”
 
   “Maddox I love you,” Harper cried.
 
   “Don’t say those words to me again, just don’t!”
 
   The office door opened, and someone walked behind Harper.
 
   “Hey what are you crying for little girl?”
 
   Harper wiped her face, “Nothing, I’m not, please just leave.”
 
   “Should I get Matthew?” the male voice said softly.
 
   “No….please-- I am fine,” Harper hugged her knees and hid her head.
 
   “You don’t need to be alone. Let me get your brother, okay?” He left the room and Harper looked up at the black screen.
 
   “God Maddox… please tell me what to do.”
 
   Maddox lifted the IPad to his face, his eyes were blazing and red, “Was that him?”
 
   “Maddox there is only you. I am not...”
 
   “Was that him?”
 
   “It was Matthew’s friend.”
 
   “Well he is certainly better for you. I didn’t want to …I will never be who you want me to be.”
 
   “You are though.”
 
   “You don’t know me, Harper.”
 
   “You don’t know yourself,” she said sadly.
 
   Maddox jaw clenched, and he looked into the screen, “Thanks for that, my little vamp. This is done. I can assure you I will try my damnedest to figure out who exactly I am! Turn around and grab on to that friend of Matthew’s ‘cause I know damn well that’s what you want!”
 
   “Just stop! Just stop… you’re hurting both of us, and you don’t mean to,” Harper cried.
 
   "What the hell is going on Harper?" Matthew said from behind her.
 
   Maddox saw Harper lean forward and touch the computer screen. He watched as Matthew lifted her chin and the other guy knelt down next to her.
 
   "It's nothing, please just leave me alone," Harper wiped her face.
 
   "Bullshit Harper who were you talking to?" Matthew looked around.
 
   Maddox realized that she thought she had shut down their session. "Leave it alone," Harper started to stand.
 
   Matthew stood in front of her.
 
   "Let me leave Matthew," Harper snapped at him.
 
   "It's either me or Dad, you decide," Matthew snapped back.
 
   "Fine! I was talking to Maddox on Skype," Harper said softly.
 
   "And he made you cry like this? What is going on with you two?" Matthew demanded.
 
   "He thinks I like him," Harper snapped.
 
   "Blake?" Matthew laughed.
 
   "Yes. I don't-- I love Maddox," Harper started to cry again.
 
   "Do I know him, was he here?" Blake asked.
 
   "Isn't he in England?" Matthew asked.
 
   Maddox did not hear her reply.
 
   "And you love him?" Matthew laughed.
 
   "Yes!" Harpers voice was loud and clear.
 
   "So you love someone who makes you cry like this Harper? And act like you did at the Cape?" Matthew sounded shocked.
 
   Maddox saw her lip stick out and wanted so badly to say he was sorry, to take away what he had said.
 
   "This is not love Harper, this is sadness. He is a fucked up kid..."
 
   "You don't know him!"
 
   "I know enough to know he has one hell of a road before him, and he is hurting you, and making you act like a crazy person! Enough Harper! Don't you see...."
 
   "Leave me alone Matthew! Don't worry about it! He doesn't want me anyway! Now get out of my way!"
 
   "No, you need to talk to someone about this shit.."
 
   "I don't need an audience Matthew."
 
   "Oh, I apologize. I just... I’m sorry."
 
   Maddox heard a door shut, goodbye chump.
 
   "Harper that was rude" Matthew scolded her.
 
   "So go console him and leave me alone. Why is he here anyway? If he wasn't..."
 
   "He is doing a summer internship with Dad, trying to get ahead of his education. Trust me, he didn't come for this crap."
 
   "If he didn't come Maddox and I would be..."
 
   "What Harper what would you be? He is a kid who needs to deal with a lot of shit and you are probably the first girl he saw. You need to leave him alone Harper-- you are smarter than this!"
 
   "I. Love...”
 
   “Your seventeen and going off to college. He is in England Harper, and has so much to deal with. You were the first girl he saw. Probably the first person who was kind to him aside from his family. That’s a bond… but it’s not love Harper. If it was love it would not hurt you like this.”
 
   "I hate you," Harper said softly.
 
   Maddox had never heard her say that to him before. He was shocked.
 
   "I know you do. Because you know I am right and because I know you really love me I will let it slide. Please Harper, let this go."
 
   "I really don't have a choice. I disgust him.”
 
   Matthew laughed, “I doubt that Harper.”
 
   “Yes I do.”
 
   Maddox had heard enough, so he shut down the session and the computer. He shook in anger and grabbed his phone and typed” mine”and took a deep breath and threw his phone on the table. He walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine. He pulled the cork and drank from the bottle and set it down. He placed the cork back in the bottle and went upstairs to bed.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox stood off stage looking at the crowd, holy shit, he thought. He looked at the VIP section hoping she had gotten his gift, and praying she found a way to convince her parents to let her come. He had not talked to her in weeks, not since the fight. He had busied himself with writing, there was no lack of inspiration. He wrote almost a song a day, it was healing. It helped release his pain. Not allowing himself to talk to her made him miss her more. It also made him realize how true his feelings were for her. Maddox had sent three tickets to his first big show to Harper as a graduation present. He knew she would show, she had to. She had not returned the gift, she had not defriended him, and he had even liked some of her photos from South America with the dickhead in it. She did not reply, and he was sure she was giving both of them time to heal, to grow, to get to know who they were.
 
   He walked on stage with his guitar and waved at the crowd. He looked at T who was beaming, and they both smiled a smile as if to say, “Holy shit we made it.” Zach Taylor was playing bass, and he winked at Maddox as he walked to center stage.
 
   Maddox leaned into the mic, “Thank you all for coming out tonight,” he yelled and the crowd roared, “I said: Thank you all for coming out tonight!” They screamed louder, “We are Burning Souls!”
 
   T tapped his sticks and the music began. And the crowd roared. Maddox was not afraid to look at them like he had been at the waterfront. His fear was that the larger the venue the more anxiety he would feel, and that was absolutely not the case. It was less personal. The stage was elevated and security held back the crowd. The first song was Mad and Twisted a song he had wrote the night he slammed the bottle of wine, the night he fought with Harper. It was an angry “screw you” loud, fast, hard, rock song. The crowd was going crazy and cheering. He was having a great time dancing. Zach was moving as well, getting the crowd of screaming females even more worked up. The song ended, and Maddox winked at T.
 
   “This next song was written a year ago, it’s called Stained. The lovely London will accompany on keyboard, get out here girl. The crowd cheered.”
 
    
 
   Waves crash of thunder, inside my mind,
 
   I run, I run, I run, I run
 
   Seas grand reflection open the warmth,
 
   Undone, undone, undone, undone
 
   Reflecting the love burning inside
 
   my soul, my soul, my soul, my soul
 
   The sea whispers softly, no longer hide,
 
   don’t hide don’t hide, don’t, hide
 
   She welcomes my yearning, caresses my pain,
 
   Rippling water, lightly kisses away life's stains.
 
   Life’s stains, life stains, life stains
 
   Washed away by the seas calm,
 
   Nurtured by the wind, the sound of her song.
 
   Renewed, improved, changed, soothing away pain
 
   Some remains, just a stain a stain,
 
   Breeze gently holding me high,
 
   The weights lightly lifted up to the sky
 
   Elevated, raised, floating up high,
 
   What remains a stain
 
   What remains, remains, just a stain a satin.
 
   Carried by her beauty the wind and her tide,
 
   Blowing away the hurting inside,
 
   Inside, inside, deep inside, inside
 
   I lay back in comfort, Drifting I see
 
   The beauty the sea has given to me,
 
   The sea the sea, the sea, the sea
 
   Lips touching softly on mine, hidden desperations
 
   An Island of questions my pride
 
   My pride, my pride, my pride.
 
   The seas far away, her memory still heals the burn
 
   Washed away by the seas calm,
 
   Nurtured by the wind, the sound of her song.
 
   Renewed, improved, changed, lessening the pain
 
   Some remains, just a stain, a stain,
 
   Breeze gently holding me high,
 
   The weights lightly lifted up to the sky
 
   Elevated, raised, floating up high,
 
   What remains, a stain
 
   What remains, remains:
 
   just a stain remains.
 
   “Thank you very much. Now we are going to hand it over to Zach,” Maddox smiled, and Zach took the mic.
 
   Maddox and T jammed, and Zach played a few songs he had written when he replaced Brody. Maddox was anxious to know if she had come and he tried to search her out in the crowd. He was pretty sure he saw Matthew and even waved in his direction and Matthew waved back, It has to be him. He saw a blonde that stood near Matthew, but he was not sure. Maddox took back the mic and sang two more songs ending their set. T did a drum solo and threw some sticks in the crowd.
 
   “Thank you all for putting up with us tonight,” the crowd started chanting his name and he laughed, “That’s me. Up next is the reason you all actually came, the greatest band ever, with the coolest lead singer in the entire world, my Dad. We will take a short break, and then you can all enjoy The Brody Hines band!” The crowd chanted his name loudly, and he smiled and threw some guitar pix out. “Hey lighting guy. It seems unfair that they know my name, and I can't even see their faces, do me a favor shine your light down on them!”
 
   Maddox looked out into the crowd pretending to wave at the screaming masses. He saw Matthew clearly and that dick from the photos. He saw the blonde wrap her arms around Blake’s neck and kiss him as he rubbed her back.
 
   “Fuck that, you all want some more?” Maddox screamed and held the mic out to them, “I can't hear you!” He gave T and Zach a smile, “Give me just a minute I have to take a piss!” Brody was standing off stage, “You don’t mind, do you Dad?”
 
   “No, they love you Maddox…you sure you have another one ready?”
 
   “Yeah, where is London?”
 
   “She went back with Emma to wait in the dressing room.”
 
   “Perfect, give me a minute,” Maddox walked down the corridor to the bathroom and slammed the door when he went in.
 
   “UNBELIEVABLE!” he screamed.
 
   “Dude you okay,” one of the stage crew he had seen earlier asked him. Maddox began to piss in the urinal.
 
   “What are you smoking?”
 
   “Dude, I am sorry.”
 
   “No, is it harsh, I mean can you still function?”
 
   “Just some hash, man. You want some?”
 
   “Hell yes, but I have another song to do. How much can I smoke and still function?” Maddox took the little black pipe.
 
   “First time?”
 
   “Yes, I don’t know man a few pulls?”
 
   “Okay,” Maddox said and lit it up.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked onstage, and the crowd went wild he whispered to T and T laughed, “You sure?”
 
   “Hell yes, she’s here man,” Maddox chuckled immediately feeling the effects of the hash.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Right out there making out with the dick from the picture online.”
 
   “No way!”
 
   “Yeah, let's do this T,” Maddox laughed.
 
   He whispered to Zach, and he looked confused, “Just follow along.”
 
   “Alright this is a song I am dedicating to all you girls out there who quickly fall in love. Don’t look for it on our upcoming record it won't be on it,” Maddox laughed and T started tapping his sticks.
 
   Hey little girl, yeah you right there, the one in the short skirt and the long blonde hair. I'm the one who you were just whispering his name, whose that dude, yeah what’s his name? You don’t know, what you mean he’s just a guy, the one who just had his hands rubbing up your thigh. Look at me girl, you remember this, the one who just left to take a piss. I remember you little girl your ass so tight, pulling me down begging for just one night, Please Maddox please, you know how I feel, you feel it too baby so what’s your deal? I’ll never stop wanting you, I love you too, please don’t leave me Maddox boo hoo, hoo, hoo. So quick to forget, out of sight out of mind. I agree when those fools say love is blind Sit still little girl I got something for you, sit and watch me baby this shits for you.” 
 
   T played the drums as Maddox pointed to a girl in the front row and curled his finger to her. She mouthed me? he winked and shook his head yes.
 
   “Hey make sure she's of age and bring her up,” Maddox yelled to the buff security guard.
 
   She stood in front of him and he breathed hard into the mic and started again..
 
   Look but don’t touch baby I wanna show you stuff, I promise once you see you’ll never get enough.
 
   He pulled his shirt off and the crowd screamed as T played a beat. He looked at the girl and winked as he ran his hands slowly down his hard stomach.
 
   You like it girl see these abs do you feel the need, hey check the V baby girl, leading to my seed.
 
   He walked slowly to her and unbuttoned the top button of his jeans, chewed the bottom of his lip, winked, and continued singing..
 
   Fuck you, I don’t think so. Fuck you, you, I don’t think so. You’re such a tease, nothing but a tease. Fuck you, I don’t think so. Fuck you, you I don’t think so. You’re such a tease , nothing but a tease. Get down on your knees and say please. Fuck you, you I don’t think so. You’re such a tease , nothing but a tease. Fuck you, you I don’t think so. You’re such a tease, nothing but a tease. Go down on your knees begging me please, please, you dirty tease.
 
   He pulled the girl up off her knees, “Thanks for playing along, I will make sure to get you an autograph.”
 
   “I would settle for a kiss,” she smiled.
 
   “Alright then,” Maddox pulled her up against him and kissed her hard on the mouth.
 
   “We square?” She shook her head yes and screamed. The crowd went nuts. And Maddox smiled at her and kissed her cheek, “Thanks again.”
 
   “Goodnight everyone!” Maddox walked off stage and turned and watched T laughing as he walked off stage.
 
   “Holy shit Maddox! That was awesome!” T hugged him quickly.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Zach asked trying not to laugh.
 
   “A new love song, you like it?” Maddox patted his back.
 
   Maddox looked up, and Brody was standing with his arms crossed across his chest. He smiled weakly at him.
 
   “What the hell was that Maddox?” Brody asked without expression.
 
   “Did you like it?”
 
   “Really a song call Fuck You?” Brody raised his eyebrow, “And making out with a fan onstage?”
 
   Maddox grabbed a ball cap and pulled it down low, “I was pissed at…”
 
   “Harper?” Brody asked.
 
   “Yes!” Maddox snapped.
 
   [bookmark: c9]“Really because she is right over there,” Brody pointed towards Emma, “And I thought you were friends, and it has been two months Maddox since you have even talked to her.” 
 
   “What’s it matter? She was out there sucking some dickheads face off at a show I was performing at! Kind of fucking rude!” 
 
   “She has been back here the whole time. Matthew and a couple of his friends were out there Maddox,” Brody quietly scolded him. 
 
   Maddox was shocked, “I saw her!”
 
   “No, you didn’t. She and London have been back here the entire time. Regardless, as your friend I am sure it’s no big deal to her how you act, right Maddox? Wish me luck, I am up,” Brody smiled sadly. “Good luck Dad,” Maddox pouted.
 
   Brody walked on stage, and the crowd went wild, “Hello, London!”
 
    T looked at Maddox and started laughing, “You fucked up.”
 
    “Shut up, T,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “Maddox are you crying?” T stopped laughing.
 
   “No, why?” Maddox laughed.
 
   “Your eyes man…did you do something, like smoke pot?” T laughed. 
 
   “Hash, one of the stage crew was in the bathroom smoking.” 
 
   “So you just smoked shit with him?”
 
   “Yeah, I did,” Maddox laughed, “And then I made out with a fan.”
 
    “Fucking Rock Stars,” T laughed, “Hey there’s a really hot blonde over there, do you mind if I go try to get her on her knees?” 
 
   “You’re an asshole,” Maddox laughed and looked towards Harper.
 
    Harper saw him look at her and turned to Emma, “I am going to say hello and then go find Matthew. It was nice seeing you.”
 
    “Stay with us tonight. London would love to see you when she wakes up,” Emma hugged her. 
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Harper smiled sadly.
 
   “Hey Harper,” Maddox walked up and stuck his hand out to shake her hand.
 
    Harper smiled and shook his hand. “Good show.”
 
   Maddox laughed and so did T.
 
   “Maddox is that polite?” Emma scolded him.
 
   “Sorry. Harper this is T. He’s the drummer,” Maddox shoved his hands in his pockets and slouched.
 
    “You did a great job T. Nice to meet you,” Harper smiled and stuck her hand out to shake his hand. 
 
   He pulled her in and hugged her tightly, “Nice to put a face to the name.” 
 
   “Yeah, I bet,” Harper whispered.
 
   “He thought you were…”
 
   “Alright T let her go, Harper, can I have a moment alone?” Maddox asked.
 
    “I’m going to get going. Matthew and his friends are waiting,” Harper smiled.
 
    “They aren't staying to watch Dad Harper? Just give me ten damn minutes,” Maddox snapped.
 
   “Maddox, that’s enough,” Emma looked at him, “What is going on with you tonight?” “Sorry, it’s just… Harper, please,” Maddox squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
   “Okay… but then I need to get back to them.”
 
   Maddox took her hand and started to walk towards the dressing room, she pulled it away slowly, and he stopped and looked at her.
 
    “I am following you, lead the way,” Harper forced a smile.
 
    They walked into the room, and he shut the door behind her. He looked in the mirror quickly and noticed he was still shirtless, and his pants were undone. He took his hat off and put both hands on the counter and leaned down with his head hung in shame. “Harper about tonight. I thought you were with the douche bag, making out with him in the audience,” Maddox turned around and looked at her. 
 
   Harper smiled, “What he does is not my business Maddox. He’s my friend. That’s it.”
 
    “And then that song Harper, I’m so sorry,” Maddox looked up at her through his thick black eyelashes. “What can I do to make it up to you?”
 
    Harper looked at him, and her voice was soft and sad. “What you do is not my business either.” 
 
   “Bullshit, Harper!” Maddox snapped and grabbed her face, “I call bullshit!”
 
    She froze and looked at him, “It’s not bull…”
 
   He leaned in and kissed her lips lightly, and she moved her face quickly away. 
 
   “Please don’t do that again,” Harper’s eyebrow crept up and he closed his eyes and pulled her into a hug, “Maddox, please let go of me.” 
 
   He stepped back and looked at her, “Why did you even fucking come? I mean if I meant nothing to you why did you even bother?” 
 
   Harper blinked rapidly fighting tears, “I don’t know.”
 
   She turned for the door, and he quickly ran in front of it, blocking her exit, “Don’t leave… Please don’t leave.” 
 
   “Maddox are you on something?”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Your eyes are red. Are you on drugs, or have you been drinking?”
 
    “What the hell does that have anything to do…”
 
   “If you’re not thinking clearly, you should just not say anything Maddox. We have been through this.” 
 
   “Did you hear Stained, Harper?”
 
   “Please Maddox,” her voice shook, “I really want to be your friend. I came here tonight as your friend.”
 
   Maddox heart began to beat hard and he panicked “I smoked hash tonight. I drink every night before bed,” he looked up at her sadly, “I have nightmares every night if I don’t.” 
 
   Harper wiped tears off her cheek.
 
   “I don’t deserve you in any form: friend or …I just don’t deserve you.” 
 
   Harper squatted down in front of him. “You need to tell Brody and Emma so they can find someone to…” 
 
   “No I don’t and either do you!”
 
   “What kind of friend would I be if I did not try to help you Maddox?”
 
    “Stay with me and watch my father. Stay tonight with us-- please Harper.”
 
    “I don’t think…”
 
   “The bozo can stay too.”
 
   “The bozo has a name.”
 
   “Fine Blake can stay too.”
 
   “His parents have a house about two hours away. That’s where we’re staying.” 
 
   “Harper please stay tonight…for London?”
 
   “That’s pretty low, Maddox.”
 
   He shrugged, “I will do whatever it takes and whatever you ask. Just please don’t walk away from me after what I just did. If you leave, I know I will never see you again. If you stay, I know that I still have my friend.”
 
    “You have me as a friend Maddox, regardless of where I stay.” 
 
   “So you won't stay with me? Just one night Harper? Please.” He looked into her eyes, and she looked incredibly sad and confused. He knew that look, he had seen it in several dozen girls before. He felt sick to his stomach. He had seen her angry and hurt before. But tonight he crossed a line. He was no better than the pig or Carter. The difference was he once had her love. He had her heart and her trust.
 
    “If you promise me one thing Maddox, just one thing.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “You tell your father and Emma what you told me. You tell them you are having dreams and that you’re drinking and smoking things to get through it.”
 
   He saw hope in her eyes, “Sure.”
 
   “Alright let’s get out there and watch your Dad.” Harper stood and offered him her hand, and she pulled him up and let go of his hand, “Let's go.” 
 
   Matthew was less than excited about Harper staying with Maddox even though he knew how excited London would be. If it wasn’t for her, he would have dragged Harper out of there, and Maddox knew it. Matthew gave him a look, one meant for intimidation. Little did he know Maddox had faced worse looks in his lifetime, so he was not at all afraid of Matthew. He was only afraid of hurting Harper even more.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox was standing in front of the fireplace in his pajama pants when Harper walked down the stairs. He smiled at her, “Can’t sleep?” 
 
   “I was thirsty, and London is finally asleep,” Harper looked at the fire. 
 
   “What would you like to drink, Harper?”
 
   “Water, but I can get it,” Harper started walking in the wrong direction, and he grabbed her hand and chuckled.
 
    She started to pull it away, and he held it tighter, “You’re going the wrong way. And please Harper, we have held hands since forever. Please don’t take that away from me.”
 
    Harper scowled at him, and he dropped her hand instantly. “I am trying really hard here Maddox.”
 
    “I know.”
 
   “Okay, show me to the kitchen.”
 
   Maddox poured two glasses of water and handed her one and leaned against the counter and drank his. He watched her the entire time. “I am really sorry about the show Harper. I thought you were with him, I thought you brought him to the concert and thoroughly disregarded how I may feel if I saw you making out with him.”
 
    “I completely understand how that may be incredibly uncomfortable,” she tried hide the sarcasm in her voice.
 
    He took a step toward her, “I need to ask you for one thing Harper. Please kiss me, like before. Just once. I screwed up. I never will again. Just please.”
 
    “Maddox, you’re high.”
 
   “No, actually-- that shit wears off… fast,” Maddox grabbed her hand and walked back into the den.
 
    “We don’t want this. We are too young and going in two different directions. Just let it go. That’s what you have told me for a year. That’s what you showed me tonight. Please don’t fight with me, please.” 
 
   “One kiss Harper, one of choice and desire. Like before, not what I did tonight. Your kiss, Harper.” 
 
   “Maddox, I am going to bed.”
 
   “No,” he set his hands on the sides of the chair capturing her, “One Kiss.” 
 
   “Will it be enough then?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Can I go to bed then?”
 
   “If that’s what you want.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Harper closed her eyes and he held her face in his hands. 
 
   “This is home Harper, right here this close to you makes me feel like I am at home,” he ran his nose up the side of her face slowly and then rubbed it across hers. He opened his eyes, and hers were not closed anymore. The desire he had not only seen but felt from her every time they were close was gone. Completely and utterly gone. He stepped towards her and grabbed her pulling her into him. He held her and rubbed her back. “Please just relax, Harper.” He stood back and looked at her and leaned in, kissing the top of her head. “I will be right back… please sit I won't be long.” 
 
   Maddox walked into the kitchen and poured two glasses of wine. He started to replace the cork and stopped. He lifted the bottle to him lips and drank from it. He took another drink, this time longer until the bottle was gone. He went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth. He returned to the den, and she was sitting on the edge of the couch.
 
    He knelt down in front of her, “Here Harper, this will help you relax.”
 
    “Maddox… I’m eighteen,” Harper sat back away from him.
 
   “Perfect, that’s legal here,” he smiled and took a drink from his glass, “It’s very good.”
 
    “I don’t drink,” Harper forced herself to look away from him.
 
    “Fine, I just thought…”
 
   “Thought what--- if I drank I would forget?”
 
   “Maybe…maybe you’d forgive me. I don’t know Harper… I just don’t like to see you so uptight,” Maddox finished his glass and set it down. 
 
   “I forgive you,” she scowled briefly, “Maddox, it’s really not a big…” 
 
   “Get pissed at me, Christ Harper! Yell at me!”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She was too calm, and it infuriated him, “That’s what you do Harper, when I am an ass or screw up you yell, and you get pissed off! Tell me you hate me!” 
 
   “Shhh, you are going to wake everyone.”
 
   “Then say it-- say you hate me!”
 
   “I don’t hate you Maddox. You can do whatever…”
 
   “I need you to hate me, damn it!”
 
   “Why? Why do you need me to hate you?”
 
   “TELL ME YOU HATE ME!”
 
   Harper tried to stand, and he stood in front of her with his arms crossed. “Please move.” 
 
   “NO, not until you act like you give a shit! You told me you loved me. You came tonight! I fucked up! TELL ME YOU HATE ME!”
 
    “No, I don’t hate you, you jackass,” Harper hissed at him.
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “Please move!”
 
   “NO!”
 
   Brody and Emma ran down the stairs and into the den, “What the hell is going on?” 
 
   Maddox glared at Harper, “Tell me.”
 
   Harper looked at Emma her face turned red, “Maddox, please move.”
 
    “Not until you say it,” he growled.
 
   “Maddox move, let her stand,” Brody grabbed his arm, and he yanked it away.
 
    “Have you been drinking?” Emma picked up the glasses that sat on the floor next to Maddox feet.
 
    “Nope,” Maddox glared at Harper.
 
   Harper was angry, “You said…”
 
   “Shut up Harper,” Maddox snapped.
 
   “That’s enough Maddox,” Brody grabbed his arm and Maddox tried to pull it away again, but Brody held it tighter. 
 
   “Let go of my Fucking arm, Brody!”
 
   “Brody?”
 
   “That’s your name isn't it?”
 
   Brody was crushed, “Yes it is Maddox I am pretty sure your drunk. You need to get your ass upstairs and sleep it off.”
 
    “Not until she says it!”
 
   “Maddox, please don’t,” Harper began to shake as she watched Maddox try to free his arm. 
 
   “Say it and I will leave you alone. Just FUCKING say it!”
 
    “Say I hate you? That’s what you want?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Maddox stop, just go to bed okay?” Emma pleaded.
 
   “Fuck you too!”
 
   “And that’s enough!” Brody dragged him out the back door, and Maddox screamed at him.
 
   “Leave me alone!”
 
   “Maddox, I don’t know what has…”
 
   “She has! Why the hell did she come here?”
 
   ~
 
   Emma sat on the couch with Harper and held her hand, “I am so sorry.”
 
    “It’s fine,” Harpers voice cracked, and she began to cry. 
 
   “It is NOT fine Harper. His behavior today has been unacceptable.” Emma hugged her, and they sat on the couch quietly.
 
   “He has nightmares every night,” Harper whispered and wiped her face. 
 
   Maddox laughed when he walked through the door with Brody. “And there you go, I should have never trusted a word you said.”
 
    Harper looked up at him sadly, “I am so sorry.”
 
   “Is it true?” Brody asked.
 
   “No,” Maddox laughed, “All the love I have felt since you pulled me from hell has been all that I have needed to get over fifteen years of pain. And you all think I am fucked up…. well … you're all delusional!”
 
   “Brody, please just get Maddox to bed. He will feel better…” 
 
   “And you win the crown, Queen of Butterflies and Rainbows…” Maddox laughed, and Brody walked him to the stairs, “Goodnight Harper, my bewitching little vamp!” 
 
   “Enough,” Brody snarled.
 
   “Oh, is this where you throw me back to the wolves Brody?” 
 
   “I would never do that Maddox, and you should know that at this point.” 
 
   “Emma, I’m fine… just…. go with them, please,” Harper whispered, “I am going to go to bed.” 
 
   “You are sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox woke, and the room was still moving like it was before he blacked out. He looked around, and Brody was asleep in a chair in the corner of his room. He remembered O2, and that Harper was there. He crept out of his room. Everything was spinning-- he was still drunk. He held his hand on the wall to steady himself as he staggered slowly down the hall until he came to her door. He opened it slowly and stumbled in, closing the door behind him. He crawled into bed next to her and pulled her back to his chest, and she woke, “Please, Maddox.” 
 
   “Shh, shhh, shhh,” he rubbed her back lightly, “I am so sorry.” 
 
   “Stop saying that, it isn’t a big deal okay. You should…”
 
    “I am staying here,” he spoke slowly and softly into her ear, “I will make sure you feel safe tonight.” He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly and let out a soft moan, “See, it will be okay.”
 
    “You should go back.”
 
   “No, I should be right here.”
 
   . ~
 
   Maddox woke confused. He sat up and looked around. She was here…wasn’t she? He walked down the stairs, and Brody and Emma were sitting in the den. He looked at them, hung his head in shame, and walked into the kitchen. She wasn’t there…so he continued walking around until every room was searched. 
 
   Maddox walked into the den and looked at Brody and Emma, “I know I screwed up last night, I don’t remember everything, but I know I owe you both an apology. I know I owe Harper one as well. She leaves today, so if you could tell me where she is I could …”
 
    “Matthew picked her up a couple hours ago,” Brody looked at him.
 
    “Oh,” Maddox sat down and held his head in his hands.
 
   No one said a word. His heart began to beat harder, and he finally looked up at them. “Did she say anything?” he whispered.
 
   “Just that she wanted to leave. We offered to take her, and she wanted Matthew. She was upset.”
 
   “What happened?” Maddox scowled and clenched his fist as he looked down. 
 
   “You were drunk. You demanded that she tell you that she hated you,” Brody sounded hurt, and Maddox looked up at him, “Why do you want that Maddox and why the hell have you kept it a secret that you have dreams every night? You need to talk to someone Maddox…. we obviously are not helping you.” 
 
   “How did I end up in there, in the bed?”
 
   “I woke, and you were gone, Maddox.”
 
   “Then what Dad?” Maddox was getting upset.
 
   “When I woke I found you in there. You were asleep she was not…” 
 
   “Did I hurt her?”
 
   “She was very upset,” Brody began, and Maddox stood and ran up the stairs. He grabbed his phone and tried to call her. 
 
   Brody walked in his room as Maddox threw his phone against the wall and it smashed into pieces. “Maddox…”
 
   “Did I hurt her?”
 
   “She didn’t say so…”
 
   “I need to talk to her!”
 
   “She is on a flight right now Maddox. And you don’t need to talk to her. You need to focus on getting help, getting better.” 
 
   Maddox walked past him and down the stairs. He grabbed Emma’s hand and walked out the door. He shut the door behind them. 
 
   “What did she say? I need to know what happened,” Brody walked out the door, and Maddox squatted on the ground. 
 
   “She said you have been drinking a lot. She said she was sorry. She is blaming herself Maddox. You need to leave her alone,” Emma knelt in front of him, “She is hurt, and so are you. Let it be Maddox.”
 
    Maddox looked at her expressionless. He stood slowly and walked into the back garden and raised his hands in the air and screamed. Emma and Brody stood and watched him holding hands tightly as he crumbled before them.
 
   


Chapter 9
 
   Harper sat on the plane with her ear buds firmly in place. She closed her eyes and could not erase the images of Maddox: on stage, or Maddox yelling at her, begging for her to tell him she hated him, or him coming into the guest room. She knew she would never forget Maddox holding her so tightly against him, or what he had said to her as he held her. And she would never be able to forget what happened after.
 
   She thumbed through her music and wanted to scream. Every song reminded her of him. Everything did. She felt tears falling down her face and pulled her hood over her head and cinched it tightly so no one should see her crying. She opened her eyes as Blake was laying a blanket over her. She closed them, and he patted her shoulder and sat across the aisle from her.
 
   She must have fallen asleep because she jumped when Matthew sat down next to her. He turned on the television, and an entertainment news program was showing clips of the concert. She heard Brody’s raspy voice and turned and looked. Matthew put his arm around her and pulled her head against his shoulder. The screen changed to Maddox on stage and of all songs it was Stained. His voice was deep like Brody’s, but it was not raspy. It was gentle, smooth, and sexy as hell. If you could touch his voice it would be smooth like ice, but warm. Harper felt her face heating up. As if anyone can hear my thoughts! She looked up at Matthew anyway just to be sure, and he kissed the top of her head and pulled her tighter. She glanced at Blake, and he was looking at her as if he could tell what she was thinking. He smiled slightly and sat back. And then that song started.
 
   Harper stood up and started to walk towards the bathroom.
 
   Blake grabbed her hand, “Harper…”
 
   She pulled her hand away and walked into the bathroom, closed the door, and cried. Eventually the tears stopped. She was sure there were no more left.
 
   There was a tap at the door, and Harper wiped her face and looked in the mirror. Looking like crap Harper, she thought as she cupped water and splashed her face.
 
   She opened the door and Blake was standing in the doorway, “Matthew fell asleep, we should be landing soon.” He didn’t move, he just looked at her.
 
   She looked down away from him, and he still didn’t move, “Blake, we should probably sit…”
 
   Blake grabbed her by the waist and pulled her into his arms and held her. Tears immediately fell, and he rubbed her back gently, “I’m sorry I did this to you.” Harper's body shook, and he held her tighter, “I am soo…”
 
   Harper looked up at him, and she began laughing. He looked confused, and she laughed some more.
 
   “I am SO sick of people saying that to me,” she stepped back and looked up at him.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Blake was confused.
 
   “You didn’t do this,” Harper stopped laughing and looked up at him, “It’s a stupid crush. We were stupid. Seriously what was I thinking? We live in different countries, we are both so young, he is going to be seventeen, I am eighteen.” Harper twirled her hair in her fingers and looked up at him, “How old are you Blake?”
 
   “Twenty,” he answered softly.
 
   “How long have you and the girl from last night been together?” Harper whispered back.
 
   “It was a date, we have known each other for…”
 
   Harper stepped towards him and he stopped talking.
 
   She looked up at him,” Just a date, not a girlfriend?”
 
   His mouth opened slightly, and he shook his head slowly up and down.
 
   “Good to know,” Harper smile, “Excuse me.”
 
   He let out a breath and stepped back.
 
   She started to walk by, and he grabbed her hand, “Harper, what the hell was that?”
 
    “What?”
 
   “That, I don’t know?” he scowled.
 
   “I am curious about dating and relationships and…I really don’t want to talk about it,” Harper walked away.
 
   ~
 
   The plane landed, and CJ, Tessa, and Collin met them on the airstrip. They had not planned on visiting the small community outside of Arlit in Niger West Africa, but it was necessary. Harper welcomed the work. Instead of spending the traditional two weeks at the Cape they would spend one week to end the summer before heading into her first year in college. 
 
   In February, the President of the United States sent one hundred troops into Niger’s capital Niamey, to set up a base which would house unarmed predator aircrafts to conduct surveillance in the surrounding areas. It was necessary after the neighboring country of Mali was overtaken by militants and terrorists. French and African troops re-took the northern cities of Timbuktu, Kidal, and Goa making it safer in Arlit, but over two thousand militia and terrorists were now hiding in the desert mountains. The United States deployed soldiers to partner with the British, French, and African troops against the threats of suicide bombers and terrorist attacks on civilians.
 
   Collin did not get wrapped up in politics. He was however, concerned that the community he built before being married and having a family would crumble. Tomas had spent two weeks prior to their arrival in the community, just to ensure they would be safe. Collin and his family would be there to help ease the fears of the people they supported who had become self-reliant over the past twenty years. The drone planes flying overhead made them nervous. Collin’s concern was that they would somehow be swayed to join the militia and terrorist cells which would cause the people of the community to lose everything they worked so hard to achieve.
 
   Harper stepped off the plane and pulled her sunglasses down standing still for a few moments, taking in the dry one hundred and eight degree temperature. She immediately missed the wet smell in England. That smell when the rain first hits the ground, and magnifies the green earth’s smell. The desert smelled of dust. Dust reminded her of death and death reminded her of endings. She tilted her head back basking in the heat and thought, this may be the perfect place to be at the perfect moment in time.
 
   Tessa hugged her son and then Blake. They unloaded the cargo area under the private planes belly and loaded its contents into the jeeps waiting to take them back to Altri. They waited for Harper to come down the stairs.
 
   Tessa hugged her tightly, “I love you.”
 
   “I love you,” Harper smiled when she pulled back, “I have to talk to you about something.”
 
   “Emma called, and I am ready to listen. Let’s get back to base.” 
 
   Tessa and Harper held hands as they walked to the Jeep.
 
   



 
   Part 2
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Maddox walked onstage at O2. It was Burning Souls first headline show, of their first European tour.  “How are you all doing tonight?”
 
   Brody and Emma stood off the wing, smiling. It had been one hell of a year. It took Maddox three months, seven shattered phones, and a lot of time at the gym before he finally started acting like himself again. It took the entire European tour before it appeared he may ever let anyone in. And three more months to see the excitement in the eyes of a battered boy who had never truly lived, who was now living the dream of millions, on auto-pilot.
 
   Brody kissed Emma, “Look at him.”
 
   “What a change,” Emma rubbed Brody’s back.
 
   “Thank God,” Brody laughed.
 
   “This is good. I just hope he keeps pushing forward. There are times when he looks so happy, like when he and T are sitting at the waterfront…”
 
   “Trolling,” Brody laughed.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Em, they’re checking out the ladies.”
 
   Emma scowled, “No they are not, he is…”
 
   “Remember the stages, Love? One man show…”
 
   “Yes I remember Brody, but he skipped that one,” Emma laughed.
 
   “Oh Em, you just can’t see it because you’re a Mommy,” Brody laughed at her.
 
   “So he,” Emma stopped and looked up at him, “He has had sex?”
 
   “Pretty sure,” Brody smiled proudly.
 
   “That’s not okay!” Emma snapped.
 
   “He is almost eighteen and…”
 
   “So what! You should not be…”
 
   Brody put his hand over her mouth, “Let me finish, Love,” Emma bit his hand, and he let out a dark laugh, “You ready for me to drag your ass to the dressing room Em? You know what that does to me.”
 
   Emma scowled at him, and he laughed, “How will you feel when it’s London or Lexington?” Brody’s jaw flexed, “See!”
 
   He grabbed her and pulled her tightly against him, “Not the same.”
 
   “Is so!” Emma tried to push him away.
 
   “They will never know what he has known, Emma,” Emma looked up at him, and her expression changed, “Do you see now? He is not disgusted by it anymore. I am absolutely thrilled that he has gotten through that. I am also pleased that he is no longer smashing phones to stop himself from calling or texting Harper. I was very concerned that he would be too possessive when it came to relationships and that he would crumble when he suffered each heartbreak. I am elated that he has bonded with T and Zach, building relationships. Not just that… I caught him tossing off, or when I saw him getting a blowjob in Germany or…”
 
   “And you didn’t tell me?”
 
   “He doesn’t know I know, or at least… he isn’t sure I know.”
 
   “Is he using protection?”
 
   “I gave him condoms, he told me he was not ready for that.”
 
   “He said that?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “And you believe him?”
 
    “Not one bit. But what can we do?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe talk about it?”
 
   “You mad at me, Em?”
 
   “Yes actually.”
 
   He lifted her chin so that she was looking at him, “How mad?”
 
   “Enough that this…. is not going to work.”
 
   “That’s not what your eyes are saying, Love.”
 
   “Knock it off, watch the show.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox, T, and Zach walked off the stage sweating and smiling.
 
   “That was unbelievable,” T grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat off his head.
 
   “Yeah it was, did you see those girls in the front?” Maddox laughed.
 
   “How could you miss them? They threw bras on the stage the first song. Every time you walked to the front of the stage they gave you a peep show,” Zach laughed.
 
   “Nice tits too,” Maddox wiggled his eyebrows.
 
   Brody and Emma walked up to them, “Great job you guys did out there.”
 
   “Yes, you did amazing.”
 
   “You have to say that,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “When you’re ready to head back to the hotel we will be in in the car with the girls,” Brody patted his back.
 
   “Hey Dad, T and I were thinking about going out for a bit is that all right?” Maddox grabbed a towel.
 
   “There is a club next to the hotel,” Emma said quickly, “Come with us, shower and change?”
 
   T smiled, and Maddox, “Of course that sounds great.”
 
   “We have autographs to sign,” T nodded to the group of fans waiting.
 
   “We will wait, T,” Emma smiled politely.
 
   “Thanks Mrs. Hines,” T hugged her.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox and T walked into the dressing room, Zach bailed with this week’s girlfriend.
 
   Surge was huge-- six foot four, and completely ripped. T and Maddox often laughed about the fact that he even had muscles on his muscles. He was their body guard, one of the only reasons Brody and Emma gave them any privacy at all. “Same thing tonight?”
 
   “Same thing,” Maddox smiled, “Just give us ten minutes before you send anyone in.”
 
   T grabbed a bowl out of his bag, and they both hit it several times. They opened the window and turned on the fan allowing the smoke to empty out of it.
 
   “Beer?” T offered.
 
   “Please,” Maddox flopped back on the couch and relaxed.
 
   T handed him a beer and walked to the other side of the room and sat in a chair, “I’m exhausted.”
 
   “You’re high,” Maddox chuckled.
 
   “Yeah I am,” T laughed as he dropped Visine into his eyes and then tossed it to Maddox, “To think I never wanted to try this shit. You’re a bad influence Hines.”
 
   “Nobody twisted your arm T.”
 
   “I’m joking.”
 
   Two by two fans entered the room, and Maddox and T signed autographs, took pictures, listen to how awesome they were and when Maddox tilted his head to the left Surge would tell them it was time to leave.
 
   “Maddox, they were kind of hot,” T complained.
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Why cause they weren’t blonde?”
 
   “Shut up, T.”
 
   The next two girls that walked in were both blonde and T laughed out loud. Maddox nodded right.
 
   “Did you enjoy the show?” Maddox gave a sexy, half smile.
 
   They both answered yes.
 
   “You two old enough for a drink?” Maddox stood and looked at Surge who nodded, and Maddox handed them a drink.
 
   “Guitar or drums?” T asked leaning forward as he looked the shorter one up and down very slowly.
 
   Maddox sat on the couch and drank his beer as the taller blonde sat next to him. Her hand was on his thigh and moving up, she leaned towards him to kiss him, and he smiled and slowly shook his head no. He smiled at her and leaned back. Her hand worked its way up, rubbing him through his jeans. He reached down and squeezed her breast through her shirt, and she moaned and released him from his jeans and stroked him as he leaned back and watched the back of her head as she took him in her mouth. Her hair was too wavy, not like Harpers. He closed his eyes and leaned back and took another drink as she sucked harder and faster.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox and T sat in the club’s VIP area, Surge stood in front of their corner table. They ordered drinks and sat back, still buzzing.
 
   “We need to decide on a keyboard player, someone that will be part of our band,” T took a drink.
 
   “I know,” Maddox looked out over the crowd.
 
   “So what’s wrong with Robert?”
 
   “Seems like a douche bag.”
 
   “Care to elaborate?”
 
   “The way he looks at the fans, the girls in particular.”
 
   “So he would fit right in,” T teased.
 
   Maddox looked at T and shook his head, “No, he looks like he would…. never mind.”
 
   “Maddox, was that you and I back there getting blow jobs in your dressing room?”
 
   “Yes. But they were of age and certainly not looking for anything lasting, or they would have been out.”
 
   “So that’s how you choose?”
 
   Maddox looked at T and rolled his eyes.
 
   “What if I wanted to start dating one of the fans?”
 
   “Go ahead, just watch your ass,” Maddox smiled, “You really think you want a girlfriend T?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe someday. You don’t?”
 
   “No,” Maddox finished his drink, “This is fine for now.”
 
   “Blow jobs are enough?” T asked.
 
   “Is this shit going to get deep T? Because I am tired.”
 
   “You would not want to wake up to that chick in the morning?”
 
   Maddox laughed, “She wouldn’t do.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “She’s a Hoover.”
 
   “A what?” T laughed.
 
   “Hoover…sucked hard and fast just to get the job done. Like she’s cleaning a carpet.”
 
   T laughed, “Okay this is an interesting conversation. What about the chick from Germany?”
 
   “Yanker, I swear she was going to pull my dick off,” Maddox took a drink and chuckled.
 
   “Russia?”
 
   “Women are starving up there. I was afraid she was going to suck my insides out. I was long done filling her mouth and she just kept sucking. I honestly had to say “Thanks I’m done.” And she didn’t understand a thing I was saying,” Maddox and T laughed.
 
   “How about the droolers?”
 
   Maddox laughed, “Saliva stains on your pants suck.”
 
   “Oh, how about the chick who spit in her hand and rubbed it all over you, I almost pissed in her friends mouth I was laughing so hard at the disgust on your face.”
 
   “I had to fake cum,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “How in the hell did you pull that off?”
 
   “Told her my shit was so pure she couldn’t even taste it and played with her tits, so she didn’t feel bad.”
 
   Maddox and T laughed, “The lollipop gang?”
 
   “No shit what is up with that? They just lick which I have to admit build the excitement but seriously suck a dick already.”
 
    T laughed, “Might be sick, but I like to watch them gag. At first I felt bad, but she just kept going like it was her job to beat the shit out of her tonsils with my dick.”
 
   “That’s sick, T.”
 
   “So what do you prefer?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll let you know when I find it.”
 
   T laughed, and Maddox looked at him, “Harper… are you waiting for that?”
 
   “No, I screwed that up.”
 
   “Fix it,” T waved for the waitress to refill their drinks.
 
   “Not going to happen. I have to piss.”
 
   Maddox stood up and made his way to the bathroom. He passed by the bar, and a dark haired girl caught his eye. He slowed his pace down to check her out. Dark hair was not his thing, but this girl seemed different. She did not look at him like he was an object of her rock star fantasies… she looked at him like she was trying to figure out the same thing he was. He stopped, and T bumped into him.
 
   “I thought we were going to…” T followed his line of vision, “Not your type Maddox, not blonde.”
 
   Maddox looked away briefly and saw Surge watching him. He titled his head right and followed T to the bathroom.
 
   “She was hot, huh?” T asked as he stood at the urinal.
 
   “She was …I don’t know, different,” Maddox looked confused.
 
   “Maybe you’re the one wanting a girlfriend,” T laughed.
 
   “I’m tired T, I’m going to take off,” Maddox zipped up and washed his hands.
 
   “I’m going to hang out awhile,” T shook off and laughed.
 
   “Might want to put that away,” Maddox patted his back and walked out the door.
 
   Maddox walked towards the bar and Surge pointed to the door, Maddox nodded and walked outside. Surge opened the door, and Maddox slid in the back of the Limo. He sat and stared at the woman with black hair and deep brown eyes. She was petite and very pretty.
 
   “Could I get you a drink?” Maddox asked, pouring himself a glass of scotch from the Limo’s well stocked bar.
 
   “Do you think I’ll need one?” She asked.
 
   “I think I am going to need two for this,” he tossed back the drink and poured two glasses.
 
   “Yeah, I think you will.” She smiled at him and took the glass and drank it down fast, “Fill it up?”
 
   “Of course,” Maddox smiled.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked into the hotel lobby, and she followed him. “I need a room.”
 
   “Of course Mr. Hines,” the concierge quickly entered the information he already had and handed Maddox a room key.
 
   She looked around and saw people staring, and he saw how uncomfortable she looked. He took her hand. “You alright?” She swallowed hard and shook her head yes, “Good, let’s get upstairs.”
 
   They stepped into the empty elevator and rode in silence to the fifteenth floor. The elevator stopped, and she followed him to the hall. He swiped the key, and they entered.
 
   He walked to the well-stocked mini bar and poured them both a drink and handed her the glass, “I’m sure there are robes in the bathroom-- why don’t you shower while I make a couple calls? I’ll be right here when you’re done.”
 
   She shook her head yes and walked into the bathroom.
 
   Maddox picked up his phone and sent a text to Surge instructing him to grab some clothes for the lady.
 
   She walked out of the bathroom wearing the fluffy white hotel robe, he looked up from his phone, and she smiled at him. She slowly untied the robe and let it slip down her body.
 
   Maddox closed his eyes and sat back, “I have had a lot to drink tonight.”
 
   “Me too,” she started walking towards him and there was a knock at the door.
 
   Maddox stood and grabbed her robe, “Put this on and go into the bathroom.”
 
   He opened the door, and Surge handed him a bag, “This is all I could get.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s fine for now. No one needs to know where I am,” Maddox looked at him, and he shook his head in agreement.
 
   Maddox looked in the bag as he walked towards the bathroom. He grabbed the hooded sweatshirt and a pair of his boxer briefs out of the bag and tapped on the door. She opened it and stood naked in front of him.
 
   “Here, this is all I could get tonight, I will get more in the morning,” Maddox turned, and she grabbed his hand. He did not turn around, “It’s late and I’m tired. Get dressed and we will get some sleep.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox woke to his father yelling at Serge. He stood up and walked to the door and opened it.
 
   Brody pushed through the door and began pacing back and forth. Maddox knew he was angry, livid actually, and he was trying to calm himself down.
 
   Brody took several deep breaths and stopped and looked at Maddox before continuing to pace.
 
   The bedroom door opened, and she walked out in a Burning souls T shirt and Maddox’s boxers.
 
   Brody’s jaw dropped, and he looked at Maddox. She walked over and stood behind him, frightened by the storm before her, Brody.
 
   “You and I need to GOD DAMN talk…”
 
   “Fine,” Maddox turned around and whispered in her ear. She shook her head quickly back and forth in disagreement before finally walking back into the bedroom and shutting the door.
 
   Brody stood with his arms crossed in front of him, “We have been worried sick!”
 
   “Dad, I am almost…”
 
   “Don’t! Don’t you act like I’m being overprotective Maddox, not after everything we have ALL gone through!”
 
   “Okay, I am sorry. But I need you to know that I will be eighteen very soon. I will be looking for a place of my own and…”
 
   “What?” Brody gasped. “We have had you for two years Maddox, you’re not ready!”
 
   “No Dad… I don’t think YOU are ready. I am going to be just fine.”
 
   “When she leaves, you and I will discuss this. Then you can have that conversation with Emma and London. I don’t care what you think Maddox, you are not ready. You’re being led around by your dick!”
 
   “Dad, don’t…”
 
   “Don’t what Maddox. I was young and single once. I know exactly…”
 
   “It’s not the same.”
 
   Brody looked at Maddox’s expressionless face. He felt sick to his stomach, angry and hurt.
 
   “Get rid of her and get your ass back to our suite!”
 
   Brody stormed to the door. He stopped and looked at Serge, “I don’t care who the fuck your protecting here, but when I call--- you answer. Do you fucking understand me!”
 
   Surge looked at him and said nothing.
 
   “Keep your shit up and you’ll be unemployed! And then it will be my life’s work to see that you don’t have a job doing anything other than asking if they want fries with that. DO you fucking understand ME!”
 
   “Dad…”
 
   “WHAT! We LOVE you. We want you to be okay. THIS IS NOT OKAY!”
 
   “I love you too,” Maddox stood up and looked at Brody and then walked into the bedroom.
 
   “Look at me, mother fucker,” Brody sneered, “I don’t care how big you are, your ass will fall just like anyone else’s. This is not a threat. If I call, you better damn well answer by the third ring and answer whatever I ask, or it’s you and me.”
 
   Brody slammed the door behind him and paced back and forth. He reached into his pocket and grabbed his phone.
 
   “Em, get your parents to take the girls to breakfast. I need you,” Brody hung up the phone and walked to the elevator.


[bookmark: c11]Chapter 11
 
   Harper closed the last cardboard box in her now empty apartment in downtown Ithaca. She had done three years of coursework in just two years. She was ready for a break. Even though she was less than an hour from home she had often felt home sick.
 
   Matthew and CJ were graduating from College this year and they would be home in less than a week. To celebrate, the entire family would be going to the Cape for a week of downtime before life as the Abraham family changed drastically.
 
   Tomas carried the last box out to the moving truck. Harper stopped when she saw the radio. She closed her eyes and decided to leave it. She had not listened to it in two years because whenever she did, there would always be a song on by The Brody Hines Band or Burning Souls. She had completely stopped listening to the radio, or anything other than country music she had downloaded onto her iPhone. Diga, Diga, Twang, she thought, and I like it!
 
   She sat in the passenger side of the truck as Tomas pulled out onto the busy streets. They passed by her first dorm. She remembered the party she attended the first weekend she had moved in. The people were loud, and the music was deafening. “Fuck you” had never been officially released by Burning Souls but the powers that be figured out how to take the video and stream the music everywhere online. It was unavoidable.
 
   The weekend before February break her dorm had a music awards party night where everyone sat around the flat screen eating and singing along to the music on the show. It was fun… until the best international band was announced, and it was Burning Souls who played Stained via satellite. When the song ended she could not take any more. The memories of that night were still too fresh in her mind. From that night forward, she stopped watching the awards shows but always heard the banter the next day about who won and who played. Apparently, The Brody Hines Band and Burning Souls were up against each other for International song of the year, and The Brody Hines Band won for Back from the Dead. She heard the girls in her quad gossiping about how Burning Souls should have won but didn’t because “Fuck You” was their biggest song of the year, but was never released. Of course, they didn’t understand why.
 
   Harper smiled as traffic finally began moving in front of the dorm. When she wanted to be angry at Maddox, that’s what she thought about. Him not winning song of the year for Fuck You, was like her flipping him the bird. HA, yep, HA. She knew the joke was on her: what the hell did she expect? He was so lost, and she had really thought he was strong and focused.
 
   She sat back and pulled her sunglasses down and thought of that night. The last night she had talked to Maddox Hines, the first boy she kissed. The first boy she loved, and the first boy who touched her body.
 
   Harper slipped into her memory bank, and couldn’t stop herself from remembering him screaming at her: 
 
   “Tell me you hate me.” She could never hate him. She remembered Brody almost carrying him up the stairs as Emma held her. She went to bed that night in large, unfamiliar surroundings, crying softly into her pillow until she’d had enough.
 
   She woke to him standing over the bed in linen pajama pants, shirtless with his arms crossed over his bare chest. He looked lost. And then he laid down, “Shh, Shh I will keep you safe tonight.”
 
   He cried into her hair, and she could not take it anymore. She moved so she was lying on her back and held his head to her chest as he cried softly.
 
   “This is so fucked up,” he said, “I never meant to hurt you, Harper… ever.”
 
   “It’s okay. I’m fine, and you will be too. We…”
 
   He lifted his head and looked down at her, “Stop Harper. I can’t take it. Just stop. I Love you, and I hurt you.”
 
   “You love me?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve tried not to. I have tried so damn hard to remind myself I am a fucked up kid, and I need to get through some shit Harper. But it’s not going away, this burning in my soul. God-- it’s you. I need you Harper--- so fucking bad.”
 
   “I’m right here Maddox, I am a phone call away when I’m not and…”
 
   “Not good enough. The phone calls, the Skype…. you can do that with anyone.”
 
   “We’re friends.”
 
   “The fuck we are,” he held her hand against his rapidly beating heart, “You are in here Harper.”
 
   “And you are here Maddox,” she held his hand to hers. “I will always want to know you’re okay.”
 
   She let go of his hand, and he didn’t move his. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, “Not enough.”
 
   “Maddox you should…”
 
   He kissed her, stopping her from talking, his mouth over hers his lips pulling hers gently, “Maddox please, this is not…”
 
   He kissed her again this time harder. She whimpered into his mouth, and he kissed across her face and down her neck stopping just above his hand that still rested on her hurried heartbeat. He pulled his head away and kissed her softly, tenderly, “I love you.”
 
   She looked at him and wanted to cry.
 
   “I know you feel this too, Harper. Tell me to stop, tell me no, tell me you hate me.”
 
   She turned her head away from his intense eyes, “I don’t hate you.”
 
   “Tell me you don’t love me.”
 
   “It hurts.”
 
   “I know. Tell me what to do Harper.”
 
   “Maddox… I don’t know. I just want you to be happy.”
 
   He kissed her again, “This makes me happy. You make me happy.”
 
   She continued to look at him without words.
 
   “I am making you uncomfortable,” he moved his hand slowly away, and she closed her eyes as he skimmed over her breast, “Tell me to leave, tell me not to look back Harper.”
 
   She shook her head slowly from side to side.
 
   “You feel it too. You know you do Harper.”
 
   She shook her head yes.
 
   “Tell me to leave before I never can.”
 
   She closed her eyes tightly, and tears ran down her face.
 
   He kissed each one, “I can make you love me again.”
 
   He continued to kiss her, between each was an apology.
 
   “Stop it,” Maddox sat up quickly, “Stop saying you’re sorry. I know, Maddox. I know you don’t mean to hurt me. Stop saying that because that means I’m hurting you. I don’t want to hurt you either.”
 
   “Tell me why Harper, why don’t you want to hurt me?”
 
   Harper sat up and looked at him, “Because I love you too.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He took her face between his hands and kissed her. He kissed her lips, her cheek, and her neck and stopped.
 
   He leaned back and closed his eyes taking deep breaths. She rubbed his face with her hand and he pushed into it, enjoying her touch, “It feels so good when you touch me.”
 
   She rubbed her thumb across his lower lip and leaned in and kissed him. He leaned forward until she was laying on the bed again, “Let me love you.”
 
   She took his hand and held it to her chest and he gently squeezed watching her face. She closed her eyes tightly. He pulled her shirt up and kissed her even more gently. He kissed down her stomach slowly leaving his hands on her chest.
 
   Harpers head fell back as he kissed across her waist. He moved back up her stomach and across her chest and then kissed her mouth again. She held his head between her hands, and he laid on her caressing her, kissing her, adoring her.
 
   He pulled his head back slowly, “Is this too much?”
 
   “Not enough,” she kissed him again and he groaned and shifted his body away from hers, “No.”
 
   “You’re certain?” he kissed her and stroked her cheek with his fingers softly.
 
   She leaned up and kissed him. His body touched hers. She felt him against her, and she moaned into his mouth.
 
   “I love you, Harper.”
 
   “I love you, Maddox.”
 
   “Thank you,” he kissed her hard and rubbed against her.
 
   He reached down and touched her gently causing her to gasp loudly, “We need protection.”
 
   Maddox smiled, “I’m sure there are condoms in the bathroom cabinet. I’ll go.”
 
   “No I will. God, I must be a mess right now,” Harper ran her fingers through her hair.
 
   “You are more beautiful today than you were at your Prom, Harper. Each time I see you, you are more breathtaking,” Maddox kissed her again and pulled her shirt over her head, “My God I will never tire of you.”
 
   Harper stood, and he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her into him, resting his head against her naked chest. She ran her fingers through over his head, and he moaned.
 
   They stayed like that, just holding each other for a very long time. She laid her head on top of his and rubbed his back and neck.
 
   “You better go before you change your mind,” Maddox kissed her and laid down.
 
   She stood in the mirror looking at herself. Her cheeks were flush and lips red and swollen. And her hair was an insane mess from his hands. She smiled and took a deep breath. She was nervous but knew he was without a doubt the only one she ever wanted or ever would. She decided to take a very quick shower.
 
   She stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a towel. She walked out into the dark room and walked to the bed. She dropped the towel and slid under the covers beside him. She wrapped her arms around him, and he held her tightly.
 
   “I have missed you, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, I just wanted to shower.”
 
   “Okay,” he rubbed her back and kissed her head and laid back.
 
   Harper ran her hand down his stomach, and he grabbed her hand, “No.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “All I want is to hold you. You have been through enough tonight.”
 
   “So we are not going to…”
 
   “No. Go to sleep. I will protect you. You are safe tonight, Jane.”
 
   “Maddox wake up.”
 
   “Shh Shh Shh, Jane I am here”
 
   ~
 
   Harper opened her eyes as they pulled off the road onto the long driveway. She looked over at Tomas and he smiled, “Glad to be home?”
 
   “Yes. Thank you Tomas-- for everything.”
 
   “It’s not just my job Harper, it’s my pleasure.”
 
   “You are the best,’ Harper smiled.
 
   They pulled in front of the house, and Harper jumped up and ran in. Tessa was walking out of the office and hugged her tightly, “I missed you.”
 
   “I’m so glad I am here,” Harper held on tightly to her mother.
 
   “I am too. Hey… Dad and the boys are at the Cape now. What do you say we leave tonight and drive up?” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Oh, okay!” Harper looked around.
 
   “Unless you don’t want to?” Tessa stepped back and looked at her.
 
   “No, that’s cool. Can I shower first?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Harper walked into her room and walked into the closet and saw the sweatshirt hanging. 
 
   She was wearing it the night Tessa showed up out of the blue at her apartment.
 
   “Hey lets go grab dinner,” Tessa smiled when Harper opened the door.
 
   “Hey Mom, we just went out last night. I still have leftovers. What’s the occasion?”
 
   “Thought I would mix it up. You know Wednesday and Saturdays are so typical. I thought a Thursday would be just the thing we needed. Hurry up, grab a sweatshirt-- we can eat outside.”
 
   They sat on the deck at the restaurant, and Harper pulled the sweatshirt over her head.
 
   Tessa looked at it and back up at Harpers face.
 
   “So why did you really come?” Harper took a bite of her mashed potatoes.
 
   “To see you. I missed you.”
 
   “Okay the real reason?”              
 
   “I will only tell you if I can have a sleepover,” Tessa smiled and sat back.
 
   “A sleepover?” Tessa shook her head yes, “I’m over it Mom. Whatever it is I am okay.”
 
   “Just, well he moved out of Brody and Emma’s and into his own place in London.”
 
   “Okay are Emma and the girls alright?”
 
   “No. London was crying when she called.”
 
   “I should call her.”
 
   “I figured you would. Hey, look. He didn’t move into his new place alone.”
 
   “T?”
 
   “No, Harper not T.”
 
   Harper looked at her plate and pushed the food around, “A girl?”
 
   “Yes, Harper I’m…”
 
   “Seriously Mom, it’s no big deal. I hear all the girls talking about how he leaves clubs with different women all the time. I hope he is happy.”
 
   “Okay, I am still spending the night.”
 
   “No, I can do this.
 
   “Well, I can’t. No argument. Pedi, Mani, and sleepover. Do it for me?”
 
    
 
   Harper had given her mother the sweatshirt the next morning before she left. She thought it would reassure her that she was over it. Over it, by The Brody Hines Band, Harper smiled and pulled the shirt from the hanger and smelled it. It didn’t smell like him-- that was a very good sign.
 
   Harper bounced down the stairs feeling refreshed from her shower. Tessa stood at the door.
 
   “Dad sent left you a gift,” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Great!”
 
   “Grab your bag and whatever else you need and let's cruise to the Cape. If we get tired we can stop and sleep at a swanky hotel,” Tessa smiled.
 
   ~
 
   “No way,” Harper gasped and then laughed out loud, “This is absolutely perfect.”
 
   “We thought it was time,” Tessa threw her the keys
 
   “I love it, “Harper danced around and laughed.
 
   “I had one just like it when I was your age, except it was blue, standard shift, and…”
 
   “I think the word you are looking for is vintage,” Harper laughed from her belly.
 
   Tessa smiled and laughed too. Her eyes filled with tears, and she hugged Harper. “I have not heard you laugh like that in two years.”
 
   “I’ve been busy Mom,” Harper smiled sweetly.
 
   “I know. Okay, lets go before Tomas catches us with the top down and calls your father,” Tessa hoped in the passenger side.
 
   “Why is he my father now? And when you are not annoyed by something he obviously…”
 
   “Good God Harper let’s go!” Tessa reached her foot across the Jeep and punched the gas.
 
   Harper and Tessa both laughed and waved to Tomas who was still looking for the keys as he stomped around.
 
   ~
 
   They pulled over to grab dinner about an hour from the Cape. Tessa had ignored Collin’s calls and simply texted him back that they were busy and safe and having fun.
 
   Harper’s phone rang when they sat in the booth at a little diner on the side of the road.
 
   “Hello Daddy, thank you for the Jeep…No, she can't talk right now. We have the top off and she is standing up flashing everyone who drives by,” Harper laughed and then gasped, “Mom, Dad wants to talk to you.”
 
   “Hello hot stuff…you said WHAT!...Collin that was more than twenty years ago get over it!...Fine!...Of course I didn’t but I may do it now!...Fine…what?...oh I see…alright then.”
 
   Tessa hung up the phone and took a drink.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Harper asked eating a greasy fry.
 
   “Well nothing, I just,” Tessa looked at Harper.
 
   “Out with it, then I want to hear what you did twenty years ago that still has Daddy all hot and bothered,” Harper ate another fry.
 
   “Well Emma, London, Lexington, and Brody are in town. They will be coming over to stay with us for a couple days,” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Cool. I feel awful that I haven’t spent any time with London in the past couple years. And Lexington won't even remember me,” Harper nibbled on a fry.
 
   “Harper, Maddox has an interview on the Today show in the morning. He kicks of his US tour in Madison Square Garden in four days.”
 
   “Very cool,” Harper took a drink and sat back.
 
   “He’s… coming to see us for a couple days,” Tessa whispered.
 
   “Oh my God,” Harper whispered back and rolled her eyes.
 
   Tessa smiled.
 
   “Mom do you think you will be okay? If it’s too much, I could take you back I mean I know it’s been…”
 
   “Harper, I really want you to talk to me.”
 
   “I am,” Harper smiled, “I’m fine. Excited to see London, let’s go!”
 
   “Don’t you want to eat anymore?”
 
   “No, I am ready to go see …hey Mom, I have an idea. I promise if you do me just one favor I will be fine.”
 
   “Anything Harper, you know that.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper laid on the horn when they pulled into the parking lot, “Come on Mom you promised!”
 
   “I did. Let's do this.”
 
   Tessa stood up as Harper honked the horn, Collin ran out the door, and Tessa smiled and lifted her shirt. Harper laughed when she saw her father’s face.
 
   “Hey Collin,” Tessa jumped out of the Jeep, “Did you miss me?”
 
   Harper was laughing so hard she could not get out of the Jeep. She also could not hear her father scolding Tessa, but she did see her mother turn and walk back towards the Jeep and then turn around and flash him again.
 
   Tessa jumped in the Jeep, and Harper could not stop laughing. Collin took only four strides to make it to the Jeep where he grabbed the keys and scowled at Tessa, kissed Harper and walked away.
 
   Harper looked up, and the entire Hines family was standing on the back porch of Ann’s house smirking, “They’re here Mom.”
 
   Tessa’s jaw dropped, and she looked at them and laughed out loud.
 
   Harper started laughing again.
 
   “You did this!” Tessa laughed.
 
   “I didn’t-- it was your boobs hanging out there.”
 
   Tessa jumped out, and London ran into her open arms.
 
   Harper jumped out and joined in their hug.
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you more,” London hugged her tightly.
 
   “I’m sorry…. I have been so busy with school London,” Harper kissed her face a million times.
 
   London laughed.
 
   “Come on girl, me and you are going to take a ride in my new Jeep!” Harper smiled and hugged Emma, “Is that okay?”
 
   “Sure,” Emma smiled.
 
   “Cool-- lets go get some ice cream. But first I need to go beg my Daddy for my keys.”
 
   Harper walked out of the house and handed her a pair of shades, “Gotta get you dressed up girl.”
 
   She opened the back of the Jeep and grabbed cowboy hats, “Come on!”
 
   London sat in the passenger seat and put the hat on and stood up, “Hey Brody, check me out!”
 
   “We have only just arrived, and your neck is turning red Miss London,” Brody laughed.
 
   Harper turned on the Jeep and cranked up Zach Brown’s Toes and pulled out.
 
   Harper and London laughed as they drove slowly down the main strip with country music blasting.
 
   They played the song on repeat until London knew all the words. She of course said “butt” instead of ass.
 
   Harper pulled over at an empty beach, “Let's go put our toes in the water London.”
 
   “And our a-- …butts in the sand,” London laughed.
 
   “Oh yes, and sing at the top of our lungs and dance!”
 
   And that is just what they did. They made up moves and sang loudly.
 
   They jumped in the Jeep after an hour, “Do you have Taylor Swift?”
 
   “Of course, who doesn’t?” Harper laughed as she thumbed through her music.
 
   “We don’t, Brody and Maddox are not big fans.”
 
   “Oh no?” Harper laughed.
 
   “Nope, they say it's boy bashing bubble gum music.”
 
   “Well then let’s go get ice cream and buy some bubble gum.”
 
   London laughed, and that is exactly what they did. They drove around singing “I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling twenty two.”
 
   ~
 
   “Ready?” Harper laughed as they pulled back into the parking area at the beach house.
 
   “Both songs?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   They stood in the seats and cranked the tunes and sang and danced until everyone was outside watching them. Emma was videotaping them on her phone and laughing. Brody was pretending it was awful and Lexington ran up to the Jeep, and Harper got out and picked her up and placed the hat on her head and danced with her in her arms.
 
   London was singing at the top of her lungs and stopped abruptly. Harper was too busy twirling in circles and singing to Lexi, to see London run smiling into the crowd. The music stopped, and Harper turned off the Jeep and grabbed her phone.
 
   She turned around, and she and Lexi were still laughing. She looked up, and saw Maddox holding London.
 
   She grabbed the bag out of the back and took a deep breath, “Hey everyone, we brought back ice cream. You want to go see your Mommy? I have to use the bathroom.”
 
   Emma took Lexington and watched Harper continue to smile.
 
   “Hello, Maddox,” she waved as she walked by.
 
   ~
 
   She opened the door to the house and almost ran to the bathroom. She leaned against the door and took a deep breath. Seriously, get over it!
 
   She looked in the mirror and laughed out loud and covered her mouth quickly. She was definitely going to stick with that hat. Who cares that she looked ridiculous. Nobody here would. She brushed her teeth and washed her hands and walked out into the kitchen. Tessa walked in from outside.
 
   She smiled at Harper, “You okay?”
 
   “Yes… are you?”
 
   Tessa laughed and shook her head, “Yep. I’m going to start dinner, would you like to help?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   ~
 
   Tessa stood on the deck watching her brothers docking the boat and talking to their father. She smiled when CJ looked up and waved her down. She ran down the stairs, and Brody and Maddox stopped talking and looked up at her.
 
   “Sorry,” Harper smiled and ran past them down the beach, and into CJ’s arms.
 
   “Hey, look at you!” CJ took her hat off and put it on his head, “Country girl, huh?”
 
   “Taste’s change,” Harper smiled and hugged Matthew.
 
   “Thank God,” Matthew stepped back and looked at her.
 
   “We have dinner ready.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we take a swim first?”
 
   Matthew grabbed her arms, and CJ took her heels and she screamed at them to stop as they swung her back and forth and flung her into the water.
 
   “ASSHOLES!” she laughed as she popped up out of the water and pulled herself onto the dock.
 
   “Some things don’t change,” Matthew laughed and handed her a towel.
 
   ~
 
   They all sat at the table. London sat next to Harper, and Lexington climbed on her lap.
 
   “See, she remembers you,” Tessa laughed as she sat down.
 
   “You are very beautiful, Lexington,” Harper smiled and hugged her tightly.
 
   London led the conversation as usual. She talked about England, her new school, and of course music.
 
   “Harper listens to country music don’t you?”
 
   “I do,” Harper smiled at her, “And I am going to make you a Taylor Swift fan before you leave.”
 
   “Please don’t do that,” Brody laughed.
 
   “She bought bubble gum Dad,” London laughed.
 
   “Well isn’t that perfect,” Brody grinned.
 
   “We should crank up some dinner music, Harper.”
 
   “Sure, London. Come on Lexi,” Harper stood up to walk inside.
 
   “Oh no, we can’t do that. It would be rude to our guests,” CJ shook his head, “And to our poor ears.”
 
   Harper laughed and sat down, “After dinner me and you can listen okay?”
 
   Harper looked up, and Maddox was looking at her. She quickly looked away.
 
   “So Harper, how is school?” Emma asked.
 
   “Good, very good.”
 
   “Harper finished three years of course work in two years. In the fall she will do an internship, and then she graduates,” Collin beamed with pride, “Matthew and CJ will be continuing their education and Tessa and I will be… what will we be Tessa?”
 
   
  
 

“Empty nesters,” Tessa made a disgusted face.
 
   “I’m sure we will be busy following them all over the place,” Collin leaned forward and rubbed her hand. “They will be fine and so will we. The only problem we have is that Tessa will not be able to make three trips a week to visit Harper every week.”
 
   Harper smiled at Tessa, “Time to let me go, Mom.”
 
   “Never,” Tessa smiled back.
 
   “Shouldn’t we feel bad about this?” Matthew asked CJ.
 
   “Oh, no. I actually feel pretty good about Mom hovering over Harper and not us,” CJ laughed.
 
   “You’re just jealous she likes me more,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Yeah, that’s it,” CJ laughed.
 
   “Actually I love all of you equally. And your father and I will be a little more ‘hands off’ from now on. Harper will be overseas and Tomas will be going with her. You should both be happy that we have let you have freedom…”
 
   “Mom, Matthew and I know we have a tail, so please… just stop right there,” Matthew laughed and so did Maddox, “You too?”
 
   Maddox sat back, “I have a team. One I have hired, and one I am not supposed to know about.” Brody looked at him in shock and Maddox laughed, “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”
 
   “I don’t know how to reply to that,” Brody looked away, and everyone laughed.
 
   “One’s not enough?” CJ asked.
 
   “Dad doesn’t like my guy,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “He doesn’t does he?” London laughed.
 
   “No,” Maddox smiled broadly at her.
 
   “He’s an idiot,” Brody raised his eyebrow.
 
   “He’s accountable to me,” Maddox looked at Brody, “And I have not argued about your guy tailing me. I know it makes you feel better…”
 
   “You could move home, that would make us all feel better,” London grumbled.
 
   “I am nearly twenty, London…”
 
   “And shacked up with Satan,” London scowled.
 
   Harper laughed out loud and quickly covered her mouth and looked at Maddox, “Sorry.”
 
   “She is my roommate, London,” he did not look away from Harper.
 
   “A girl roommate, and not a very nice one either,” London scowled at him.
 
   “Hey, London…” Brody said quietly.
 
   “What? She isn’t. She doesn’t smile, or laugh, or…”
 
   “Some people are not as crazy as we are London,” Harper crossed her eyes at London.
 
   London smiled a little, “Would you want your brother’s shacking up with Satan?”
 
   “London, she is my roommate…”
 
   “And your keyboard player, and she is always with you, and I hate her,” London stood up, and Harper grabbed her hand.
 
   “I would be happy for Matthew or CJ if they found someone, even if it were Satan, just as long as that made them happy.”
 
   Emma stood up, “Let’s me and you go for a walk.”
 
   “No. I’m sorry Maddox,” London sat down on Harper’s lap.
 
   “London I miss you too, every day. It’s all part of growing up.”
 
   “Sure…”
 
   ~
 
   Harper kissed London’s forehead and looked at the clock: it was one in the morning. She had fallen to sleep, trying to come up with every reason under the sun for London to accept Maddox’s decision. To make it alright for both London and Maddox. She understood why she felt the need to do it for London, but hated that she felt that she needed to for Maddox, as well.
 
   She walked out onto the patio of the house her family owned, next to their own. It had been her great-great Aunt Ann’s house.  The place her parents met and fell in love. She walked out into the fenced in lawn that she had played in since she was a baby and opened the gate leading to the beach. She stood on the shore looking over the ocean. She looked up at the moon and then closed her eyes. All the reasons she had told London to accept Maddox’s choices faded in the moonlight. The way he looked at her when he was responding to London was etched in her mind. His blue eyes appeared guarded, and they probably were… but the way she allowed them to pierce her heart made her angry. She was not a stupid girl needing and seeking his attention. She was a woman now, and she was proud of herself for who she was and who she would become. She had worked hard and would continue her focus on school.
 
   “Hey,” the hair on the back of her neck stood up in response to his voice.
 
   She looked up and smiled, “Hi.”
 
   He sat down next to her, “Thanks for all that tonight.”
 
   “Well it was for her, but you’re welcome. I hope it helps.”
 
   They sat in silence looking over the water. It was becoming uncomfortable, “Well… goodnight.”
 
   Harper started to stand.
 
   “Wait, just…. just wait a minute alright? Sit and talk for just a minute?”
 
   “Maddox, I really am tired. We can talk in the morning.”
 
   “I won’t be here, I have an interview.”
 
   “Okay shoot.”
 
   “I heard everything you said to London in that room.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “The walls are paper thin.”
 
   “Okay. If I upset you I’m sorry.”
 
   “That’s three times Harper since I have been here you have said sorry--- three times.”
 
   “And the only thing I can think of in response to that is …”
 
   “Don’t you dare,” he smiled at her and looked into her eyes, “Just don’t.”
 
   The way he looked at her is the same way he did at Prom before he kissed her. He was even more beautiful right now then he was that night. His brown hair was a bit longer than the short cut he had at the time, his eyes just as sparkling blue. The difference was he looked relaxed and not on edge
 
   “I won’t,” Harper finally looked away, “I should get inside.”
 
   “I need to say a few things to you, if you would just give me a few more minutes.” She sat back and looked up at the sky.
 
   “Harper, I’ve missed you.”
 
   Oh please don’t, she thought to herself as her chest began to burn and the heat moved to her throat.
 
   “The morning I woke up and you were gone, I fell apart. I was left with no answers and when I tried to call you and you didn’t answer, I threw my phone at the wall. It took two weeks to finally ask for it to be replaced. I was afraid I would call you and hurt you again like I did that night… and it killed me. I looked you up on those social media pages and there was nothing. It was like you went in hiding. Which I understood and I certainly deserved.”
 
   “I was in South Africa,” Harper whispered.
 
   “I know that now. I also know that you have done four fundraisers a year since then to raise money to help foundations all over the world, your focus on women and children. I know that every year at the end of the summer you still come here with your family. I know that there has not been a holiday or birthday that you have not sent gifts or called London or Lexington. I know that you send birthday cards every year to all of us. I know that you have not changed from the girl I knew two years ago. I know that every time I have seen your picture on your families Christmas card or a photo of you from a party, or an event… I fall for you again.”
 
   Harper didn’t say anything. She didn’t know how to respond.
 
   “Harper I…”
 
   “Maddox don’t, whatever it is you are going to say next, just don’t.” 
 
   “I need to.”
 
   “Well maybe you should listen to what my two years have been like.”
 
    “I would like that Harper.”
 
   “After your show I felt dirty. Like I was … filthy. After that last night, I was disgusted with myself,” 
 
   “Why? What…”
 
   “Please let me finish.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “I had to hear that song at every party I attended, which hurt. I had to watch music award show’s that you performed in, without showing an emotion because I will share that with no one. I stopped listening to the radio because back then it hurt so badly. I can't watch TV, or MTV, or even the news without seeing you and whatever girl you left clubs with, or who popped out of your Limo. That hurt, so I stopped. I found out about your girlfriend and you moving in together from my mother. She told me, so I didn’t hear it from someone else. Even avoiding all that I did, I still heard every time you made the news. Whether from a friend, or sitting in the library studying. It hurt. I moved out of the dorms and got an apartment and freaking netflix, so I didn’t have to see or hear about you. I knew you were healthy and safe. That was my agreement with my mother. Tell me if he is not okay. That’s it.”
 
    “I…”
 
   “No, please just give me a minute.” He shook his head in agreement, “That last night took a lot of getting over. But I did. I’m good right now Maddox, and you are happy and living with someone and…” 
 
   “Harper, she’s just my roommate.”
 
   “Fine, whatever, I’m happy for you. That’s the point. I finally forgave myself for what happened in Liverpool and…”
 
    “What happened Harper? I honestly do not remember, and it has haunted me since. I swear I have dreamt up this story in my head, a vision, just to stop me from thinking I hurt you badly enough that you left me in the middle of the night.” 
 
   “Maddox I can't travel down that road again.”
 
   “Please Harper, I need this. You don’t know what …”
 
   “You’re fine Maddox. Neither of us needs to go back there.” 
 
   “Bullshit!”
 
   Harper looked at him and shook her head, “Don’t….please don’t yell at me or be angry or…” He watched the tears falling from her eyes and grabbed her and hugged her tightly and groaned softly when she rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
   “With you in my arms Harper, I could never yell or be angry. In my head, I repeat the words you have said to me in the past when I needed to feel like this. I have not felt this calm or this at peace since that night at your camp. You just make everything right for me.” 
 
   “You wouldn’t feel that way if you remembered what had happened.” 
 
   “You should let me make that decision, Harper. But I can promise you, nothing could make me stop feeling what I do for you. I have tried to stop the dreams of you and the nightmares of losing you.” Harper started to sit up, “Please don’t, please stay.” 
 
   “You came into the room and stood over me. I woke up, and you said very beautiful things to me. You held my hand to your heart and then I did the same…” 
 
   “We kissed, you allowed me to touch you.” She shook her head yes. “I kissed every perfect part of you?” Her body quivered, and he held her tighter, “I claimed your body with my mouth and hands. You did the same. And I woke up, and you were gone. It’s my dream, the dream I have of you all the time.”
 
    “I showered and grabbed condoms out of the bathroom, where you told me they were. I came out, and you told me no. You pushed my hands away from you and told me no. I have been ashamed of myself for letting it happen when you were drunk ever since. When I say I am sorry…”
 
    “Harper, stop.”
 
   “No, after all you’ve gone through. I knew you were drunk. It disgusts me.” 
 
   “I must have been out of my mind. My old nightmares were of saying no. Of things long before you Harper. Since that night, I have only woken up trembling because you were gone.” 
 
   “You have to stop saying things like that to me Maddox. I fall for it every time.”
 
    “I’ll catch you Harper, and never let you go.”
 
   “No, no, no, no, no,” Harper pulled away.
 
   “Okay, I’m sorry. Just don’t leave….. please?” Maddox voice mimicked a prayer. 
 
   “You sleep around, you live with someone, you are a freaking rock star. I’m a good girl,” Harper scowled. 
 
   Maddox tried not to smile at her, “You are not only a good girl Harper, but you are my good girl.”
 
    “What makes you think…”
 
   “I don’t think, I know. You belong with me, to me…”
 
   “Really, you smug …”
 
   “Not smug Harper, it’s the truth and you know it. You feel it.” Harper looked away from him and stood up as he did too, “You don’t want to leave Harper, you feel the same way I do. You hear my voice and everything inside of you comes alive.”
 
    “What makes you think…”
 
   “You can't even listen to my music when I’m across the ocean because it calls to you. The sound of my voice makes you burn inside.” He walked towards her, and she held her hand out telling him to stop, “When we kiss, every part of your body wants me. When we finally do this Harper, you’ll never want me to go away. You’ll stop fighting me, and you will never want another.” He took her hand and rubbed his thumb across her knuckles as she closed her eyes. “When we’re not together, you’ll still remember my touch, my taste, and the desire you have for me that is slowly burning deep inside of you right now.” Harper’s heart beat faster, and she closed her eyes. He pulled her into his arms, his lips touched hers softy. “I am going to make it, so you never forget me, so you can never walk away from me again.” 
 
   “I don’t think…”
 
   “Then don’t,” he kissed her harder and lifted her up pulling her legs around his waist, “I want you, I have since the first time I saw you. You won’t say no, because you feel it too.” He cupped her ass and rubbed hard. “You’re going to burn from me being so deep inside of you… and you will take it, every inch of me.” He kissed her hard on the mouth and walked towards the water. He reached behind her and pulled her shirt over her head.
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Harper said softly between kisses. 
 
   “Does this feel bad Harper?” he bit her neck lightly. 
 
   “Oh God.”
 
   He laid her on the beach and continued kissing her.
 
   “We should stop,” she gasped when he began kissing her inner thighs, “Oh Maddox, please stop.” 
 
   “Give me one good reason Harper,” his lips cascaded across her.
 
    “Maddox stop, please stop,” Harper sat up and looked sadly at him, “This is too much, it took too long to stop…” 
 
   Maddox sat on his knees in front of her, his eyes dark with desire, “You are mine, Harper.” 
 
   “You live with someone Maddox. I …I cannot be one of many. I won’t be…” 
 
   “She’s my roommate, that’s all. I haven’t had sex with her…” 
 
   Confusion shown in her eyes, “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Jazz is someone I knew a long time ago. From before, her name was…” 
 
   “Jane?”
 
   “Do you know this from the song?”
 
   “No, Maddox. I told you, I don’t listen to the radio.”
 
    “Right… because my voice calls to you, let’s get back to that,” Maddox took her hand and kissed it and held it to his heart, “Feel this Harper…” 
 
   She pulled her hand away, “Let’s get back to Jane.”
 
   “If that’s what you need.”
 
   “You called me Jane. That night in Liverpool, you called me Jane.”
 
    He looked at her, “I must have been having a nightmare.” 
 
   “I don’t think that’s it, Maddox.”
 
   “Care to explain?”
 
   “You care about her…”
 
   “Of course I do,” he snapped, “I care about all of the…”
 
    “Maddox let me make this easier. I don’t want this. I have a lot going on next year, and I need …” 
 
   “You need me Harper!”
 
   Harper looked down and whispered, “We are going to fight.”
 
    He lifted her chin, “Tell me what you need from me to make this happen.”
 
    “This? Make this happen?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “How many people have you been with Maddox?”
 
   “Well that all depends on what your definition of been with is.” 
 
   “How many people have you kissed?”
 
   “Three,” he looked at her and raised his eyebrows as if to say HA! 
 
   “I have kissed one.”
 
   “I know this, what’s the point here Harper?”
 
   “How many people have you touched?”
 
   “Again the answer is dependent on…”
 
   “Fine if we are going to be childish about this. How many breasts have been in your hands? And before you need clarification…” 
 
   “Lots. My fingers have been in a lot of wet…”
 
   “God---not so descriptive, please,” Harper covered her ears. 
 
   He took her wrists in his hands and pulled them away, “Bullshit you want answers I am giving them to you. After every show I get a blowjob. I could have several but…”
 
    “Okay Maddox I don’t want to know anything except this: has Jane been one of the people you have been with sexually?”
 
    He looked at her and let out a frustrated breath, “It’s different with her then it is with you.” 
 
   Harper swallowed hard, “Is she the other one you have kissed?”
 
    He looked at her and scowled, “Harper, still not the same. I get that you don’t understand because you lack…”
 
   Harper stood up and tried to walk away. He grabbed her arm and pulled her around, “You can't just walk away from a conversation like this.”
 
    “Don’t you get it? It should have never happened. I am walking away because I can’t stay, I can’t be the other women. I can’t be…” 
 
   “The other! Jazz took comfort in my body Harper. I care about her. It’s not what I feel with you.”
 
    “You still don’t get it. I have waited my whole life for someone to choose me and only me…” 
 
   “I will make her move her things into another bedroom. Will that make you feel any better?” 
 
   “You sleep in the same room?”
 
   “Yes, but we don’t have sex Harper. She has horrible dreams still and…” 
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “Meet her. Come with me tomorrow and meet her. You will see that what Jazz and I have… it’s not love Harper.” 
 
   “I don’t want…”
 
   “She knows about you.”
 
   Harper looked down, exhausted, and not wanting to fight, “I can’t go to the city. My brother’s graduation party….” 
 
   “Then I will bring her here.”
 
   “You need to figure out what will work for you. I could not trust…” 
 
   “Harper, just meet her.”
 
   “I don’t think my parents would appreciate…”
 
   “I’ll talk to your father.”
 
   “Maddox, do you remember how angry you were when I was on someone’s shoulders? Totally innocent-- and you came undone.”
 
   “We were younger then. I still needed to grow…”
 
   “Maddox, I will never be okay with the person I give myself to, the person who held my heart for so long, sharing a bed or having a roommate who he has been with. So it IS me, not you. I don’t want to meet her…” 
 
   “If you did you would understand Harper, I know you would.” 
 
   “Maddox if I fell in love with you the very first time I saw you, she…” 
 
   “Stop,” Maddox held her lips together and smiled.
 
   “You know that still makes me mad?”
 
   He smiled and kissed her softly, “She is nothing like you, Harper.” 
 
   “Maddox it’s…” he interrupted her with another kiss. 
 
   “Will you trust me?”
 
   “Will you earn my trust Maddox? It’s been…” 
 
   Another kiss and she giggled, “Knock it off.” 
 
   “No,” he leaned in again.
 
   She stepped back and smiled, “I missed you. But I will not allow myself to go through another two years of hell Maddox Hines.” 
 
   “I bet an hour in heaven would help erase some of the pain,” he winked, and she laughed out loud. “I missed you, Harper,” he smiled sadly.
 
    “We could be really good friends Maddox.”
 
   “We will be, and more.”
 
   Harper smiled and walked up the stairs to the deck, and he followed her. “What are you doing, you’re next door?”
 
   “We’re going to talk,” he pointed to the chase, “I want you to know everything you need to know. I want to know what you have done over the past two years. You know, get this friend thing out of the way.” He laughed. 
 
   “Out of the way?”
 
   “You know what I mean. I promise, PG only.” Harper took a deep breath and sat, “I watched Bambi you know.” 
 
   “Oh yeah, how was it?”
 
   “Well, it hit home.”
 
   Harper looked at him, “The Momma deer?”
 
   He smiled, “Sure, but I was thinking…”
 
   “Twitter pated?”
 
   “Yes, and it made me think of you every time I watched it.”
 
   Harper looked at his smile, relaxed and happy. “Every time?”
 
   “Shut up, Harper,” he pulled her into his arms.
 
   “Every time.”
 
   “Told you I missed you.”
 
   ~
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” Harper jumped when she heard her father’s voice.
 
    Maddox sat up and looked at Collin, “Sorry, we fell asleep.” 
 
   Harper could feel her face burning, and Tessa walked out onto the deck. “Harper…” she said sadly.
 
   Harper sat up on the double chase and rubbed her eyes and looked at Maddox who was staring at Collin, “I need to talk to you.” 
 
   “Maddox, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Harper whispered.
 
    Maddox pushed the blanket off of them and stood up, “Something that has to be done,” he bent and kissed the top of her head. 
 
   Collin growled. “Maddox, you’ll have to give me a few minutes to talk to my husband,” Tessa took Collins hand and dragged him into the house.
 
    Maddox squatted beside Harper, “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning?” She laughed.
 
   “Come with me to New York?”
 
   “No, I’m not ready for that.”
 
   “But will you meet her?”
 
   “It depends on what my father says Maddox.”
 
   “Okay,” he kissed her softly, “I missed your lips, Harper.” Harper rolled her eyes and covered her face. He pulled her hands away, “Answer a question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Be mine?”
 
   “What?” Harper laughed.
 
   “Be mine, and only mine.”
 
   “Will you do the same?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   She shook her head yes and smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck. Tessa cleared her throat, and Harper sat back and looked up at Collins infuriated gaze. 
 
   “Let’s go have a chat Maddox.”
 
   



 
   Chapter 12
 
   [bookmark: c13]They sat in Collins office, or the bat cave as Harper had once referred to it. Collin flipped on the surveillance cameras and Maddox moved uncomfortable in his chair.
 
   “I love your daughter.”
 
    “We’ll wait for your father,” Collin was still agitated. 
 
   “With all due respect Collin, I am almost twenty years old, live on my own, and make my own decisions. He has nothing to do with this,” Maddox looked right into Collin’s eyes. 
 
   “We’ll wait for your father,” Collin sat behind his desk strumming his fingers. 
 
   Brody walked through the opened door, “Is everything alright? It’s five in the morning.” 
 
   “Harper and I fell asleep on the deck, Collin is angry. And I love Harper,” Maddox looked at Brody. 
 
   “Collin?” Brody looked at him for answers. 
 
   “You son lives with another woman,” Collin glared at Maddox.
 
    “She’s my roommate,” Maddox glared back. 
 
   “Maddox… easy, this is his daughter.”
 
   “I am well aware of that. I won’t hurt her.” 
 
   “Maddox, where did you meet this girl?” Collin began typing on his computer. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “A background investigation,” Collin looked at Maddox. 
 
   “Is that necessary?”
 
   “If you want my daughter to meet someone who London refers to as Satan…and whose name does not come up in a search,” 
 
   “Jazz is her stage name.”
 
   “Fine, give me her real name.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Maddox, I don’t think it’s too much to ask,” Brody began.
 
    “And why the hell have YOU not done this?” Collin snapped at Brody. 
 
   “He has been a little stand offish lately, Collin. He has security.” 
 
   Collin cleared his throat, “Her name or it’s never going to happen, Maddox.” 
 
   “Your daughter is twenty years old, she…” 
 
   Collin stood up and leaned over his desk. His blue eyes were fierce, and he fisted his hands tightly, “This is where you and I will have problems Maddox.”
 
    “Maddox… it’s his daughter.”
 
   “It’s Jane, Dad.”
 
   “WHAT?” 
 
   “It’s Jane. She was sold by her family, she doesn’t want anyone to know who she is. Harper knows this, we talked about everything last night.”
 
    Collin sat down and took several deep breaths, “Last name.” 
 
   “I don’t know…Doe?”
 
   “Holy shit Maddox,” Brody groaned.
 
   “What? I am helping her!”
 
   “She is in your band, a legitimate job. She has been helped Maddox. You cannot think that.” 
 
   Collin stood up, “The answer is no.” 
 
   “It’s not up to you,” Maddox stood facing him. 
 
   “The hell it isn’t,” Collin looked at Brody, “Find out who she is. Get her help.” 
 
   “She doesn’t need help, she is fine,” Maddox snapped. 
 
   “When you tell her about another woman, see how she is then Maddox. She sees you as her savior. My daughter will not be exposed to that kind of danger.”
 
    “She knows all about my feeling for Harper. She knows more than Harper knows!” 
 
   Collin shook his head back and forth, “Maddox, you may not see this, but you are putting yourself and MY daughter in danger.” 
 
   “Does Zach know this?” Brody was angry.
 
    “Why are you pissed off?” Maddox yelled at him. 
 
   “You’re smarter than this Maddox! What we have been through, what you’ve lived. You have talked to Lucy for over two years, she’s a mess, and she has parents who love her and look what she is going through. Maddox…you’re moving home.” 
 
   Maddox laughed loudly, “I have a cross country tour starting in a week. I’ll be here, and so will the band, which includes Jazz. You can both see for yourselves. Hire all the security you want, hell hire a shrink to travel with us. I can assure you, she if fine.”
 
    “My daughter will not be…”
 
   Harper walked in and looked at Maddox and smiled, “I won’t be what, Daddy?”
 
    “You will not be in danger,” Collin scowled at Maddox. 
 
   “Hey Maddox, you need to catch your flight, right?” 
 
   “Yes,” Maddox tried to calm himself down. 
 
   “I would like to go…”
 
   “Harper, that’s enough!”
 
   “Dad, Tomas can come.”
 
   “You are not going anywhere!”
 
   “Harper, it’s not really a good idea yet, okay?” Brody said, siding with Collin.
 
    “Brody, I understand all of your reservations, but I am an adult.” 
 
   “Harper Ann, get your ass out of here!” Collin snapped.
 
    “Do not speak to her like that!”
 
   “Maddox, that’s enough!” Brody yelled.
 
   “Come on Maddox,” Harper took his hand and they walked out the door. 
 
   Tessa stood, looking horrified, “Please don’t do this, Harper.”
 
    “Mom, I will be back, when will we be back?” 
 
   “We are on at 9, and we can be back by one at the latest. Harper… you don’t have to do this.” 
 
   “Yes I do. Mom, I’m sorry. Can you see if Tomas will meet us? I think it will make Dad feel better,” Harper smiled sadly and hugged her.
 
    Tessa looked at Maddox, “She is our baby.” 
 
   Maddox looked at Harper conflicted, “You really don’t have to do this. I understand completely. I would never let anything happen to her,” Maddox looked at Tessa.
 
    “I believe you Maddox, I do. You need to find out more about her.”
 
    “Okay, if that will make this easier I will,” Maddox turned to Harper and held both of her hands, “Stay.”
 
    “No.”
 
   “Harper, let me get them some answers and then…” 
 
   “No, I’m going with you,” she stomped her foot.
 
    “Maybe your Mom needs your help,” Maddox looked down at her.
 
    “I will be back by one, party starts at five. I’m going with you. I don’t need to meet her,” Harper turned to Tessa, “I will stay with Tomas.” 
 
   “Are you asking permission? Because the answer will be not yet, Harper,” Tessa’s voice shook slightly.
 
    “Maddox, let's go,” Harper took his hand and walked into the house and grabbed a bag and threw clothes into it.
 
    “Hey,” he turned her towards him, “Stay, let them get used to the idea. I have a show in three days, come to that. Stay the night with me in New York. Fight that battle after your brother’s party.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “I don’t want this to be a fight for you.”
 
    “I can make my own decisions,”
 
   “I will be traveling all summer right here in the United States. Make your decision then. I would love to have you with me.” She looked at the ground and closed her eyes. “Let’s be honest here, last night you said no. I think your choosing this time to rebel,” Maddox lifted her chin and smiled. 
 
   “Better late than never,” Harper rolled her eyes. He hugged her and kissed her pouty lips, “I understand their reservations…” 
 
   “You didn’t seem to then?”
 
   “I don’t like being told what to do,” he laughed softly, “We are both rebelling.”
 
    “Fine, you’ll come back though, right?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   ~
 
   “Good Morning New York!” Maddox yelled, smiling into the crowd, and T laughed. “Right now, there is no place I would rather be than in the United States! Hit it, T!” They played You Never, and the crowd went crazy.
 
    
 
   There she goes again smile on her pretty little face controlling my heart and setting it’s pace. Laughing and touching no more worlds apart. Moments of closeness race in my heart
 
   The music stops we still feel the song, moving us higher all night long.
 
   Breath on my skin intoxicating scent
 
   The first time I Love you, that’s how it went. Don’t open your eyes you’ll miss her lips The sound deafening of empty clips
 
   You never should have loved me, and then you'd never leave me, standing outside in the rain, feeling all the hurt and pain. You never should have loved me, and then you couldn’t leave my head, heavy from, all the noise, looking for ways to fill your void. You never should have loved me, you never should have trusted, I could be the one for you, the one who would be worthy and true You never should have loved me, you never should left me crying out in the night, waking to life’s endless fight.
 
   One more drink or two, I will see her soon and hold her under the spring’s full moon Holding, touching, swaying back and forth to the beat. You set the tempo I follow your feet
 
   You sing to me the sweetest melody.
 
   About healing love that makes you me see Not one that hurts you not one that tears you away. A soft gentle song making your hips sway. A beat we created long, long ago, trying to move so slow One moment of anger and we let go.
 
   You never should have loved me, and then you'd never leave me, standing outside in the rain, feeling all the hurt and pain. You never should have loved me, and then you couldn’t leave my head, heavy from, all noise, looking for ways to fill your void. You never should have loved me, you never should have trusted, I could be the one for you, the one who would be worthy and true You never should have loved me, you never should left me crying out in the night, waking to life’s endless fight.
 
    
 
   How could I want this for you? You deserve better this we know is true. I’ll disappear from your life I will leave you alone. Seeking solace in the knife twisting and turning until I take comfort in my sleep. How did this happen I ask to the sky, how did I hurt you enough not to say goodbye.
 
    You never should have loved me, and then you’d never leave me, standing outside in the rain, feeling all the hurt and pain. You never should have loved me, and then you couldn’t leave my head, heavy from, all noise, looking for ways to fill your void. You never should have loved me, you never should have trusted, I could be the one for you, the one who would be worthy and true. You never should have loved me, you never should left me crying out in the night, waking to life’s endless fight.
 
    
 
   The song ended, and Matt walked on stage, “Maddox Hines, it has been a very long time, great to see you.” 
 
   “Good to see you, too.”
 
   “What an amazing two years it has been for you and your band, Burning Souls.” 
 
   Maddox waved the band over, “It has been unbelievable.” 
 
   “I always thought your father’s music was deep, must be genetic huh?” 
 
   “Possibly” Maddox laughed.
 
   “So the United States tour starts off at Madison Square Garden in just a couple of days, how amazing is that?”
 
    “It’s amazing,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “So,” Matt looked over at Brody and smiled, “Do you get as angry as your father does when someone asks personal questions?” 
 
   “I guess it depends on the question.”
 
   “Jazz and you live together?”
 
   “We are roommates and friends.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   Maddox looked at him and raised his eyebrow, “Yes.” 
 
   Matt laughed, “So are you dating anyone?” 
 
   “I have a girlfriend.”
 
   “Does she have a name?”
 
   “She does, and she has two arms, and two legs,” Maddox smiled. 
 
   “How long have you been together?” Maddox laughed.
 
   “I don’t know how to answer that.”
 
    “No?”
 
   “She has been with me forever, in here,” Maddox put his hand on his heart. 
 
   “You just broke some hearts here, Maddox.”
 
    “As long as I never break her’s again I really don’t give a fu…” 
 
   “Like father like son,” Matt looked at the camera, “Thank you to Burning Souls, we will be back in two.”
 
    The band signed autographs and made their way to the Limo waiting. Jazz sat close to Maddox and grabbed his hand. He smiled at her and looked out the window, “You did great today, I think I even saw you smile, Jazz.”
 
    “I smiled because you’re back,” she whispered, “It was hard to sleep in the hotel when you weren’t there.” 
 
   “But you did it,” Maddox smiled at her. 
 
   “Please don’t make me do it again, ever.” 
 
   “Jazz, we need to talk about something.” 
 
   “Harper?”
 
   “Yeah… Harper.”
 
   “Is she your girlfriend?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You know how I feel about her.”
 
   “But you will sleep with me when we are home?”
 
    “Jazz, we’ve talked about this. We can't anymore okay?” He saw her normally emotionless face flash anger and then she closed her eyes, and it was gone.
 
    “You like me to touch you.”
 
   “We have talked about that too.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Jazz, I want you to meet her someday.”
 
   “No, I don’t need to.”
 
   “She knows about you.”
 
   Jazz turned and looked at him, “What did you tell her?” 
 
   “She knows how we met, the first time. She knows we are only roommates, not dating. She knows we have shared a bed.” 
 
   “She is okay with that?”
 
   “Not from this point forward.”
 
   “Hmm, then you will have to tell her she can't be your girlfriend.”
 
    “I won't be telling her that Jazz.”
 
   “Then I will, so you don’t have to.”
 
   “No, that’s not going to happen. I love her Jazz, very much.”
 
    “Okay. We can all work it out, but you can’t leave me.” 
 
   Maddox sat back trying to figure out the best way to do this. For a year, he had told her “no,” when she tried to seduce him. He even continued hooking up with occasional women and she acted as if it were a non-issue. She’d had sexual experiences with others. He had made it clear that they would be friends. He would help her get on her feet, so she no longer had to sell her body in order to feed herself. He had a piano instructor come to his home and teach her to play. She had learned quickly, and he often caught her playing in the middle of the night. She was so proud of herself, like a child who had learned to tie their shoes. That was the first time he caught her playing. It was then that she kissed him. He pulled away, and it killed him to see the excitement diminish from her face. He smiled and said he was sorry and kissed her very quickly on the lips. Her excitement returned, and they sat at the piano for hours as she played. Jazz had her first nightmare the very first night they had moved into the house. He went into her room, and it was torn apart. She was crouched in the corner, naked and rocking herself back and forth, her hands covering her ears. He held her and rocked her until she fell asleep just as she had done for him years ago.
 
   The Limo pulled into the Hotel, and they got out. They rode the elevator to the twelfth floor in silence. The doors opened, and Zach was pacing. “Everything okay Zach?” 
 
   Maddox asked taking the room key out of his pocket. 
 
   “NO! What the hell, how could you keep this from me?”
 
    Jazz looked at Maddox and walked behind him, “Let’s go in the room and we’ll talk, Zach.” Zach looked at Jazz, “Hey Jazz.”
 
   “Hey Zach,” she said confused.
 
   “How are you?”
 
   Maddox opened the door, and they walked in the suite. “What the hell happened in here?”
 
   Jazz looked at him, “I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
   “So you trashed the place?”
 
   She looked at him and walked passed him into the bathroom.
 
    Zach looked at Maddox, “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
    “Who told you?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, but you should’ve!”
 
   “She is scared Zach, I told her I wouldn’t…”
 
    “Look around Maddox, look at this mess.” 
 
   Maddox looked around and saw curtains pulled from the windows, bedding everywhere, lipstick drawings on the wall of stick figures, the couch cushions scattered everywhere, the mini bar was empty and the small bottles smashed everywhere.
 
    “Do you know why this happened Maddox?”
 
    “She couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “Is this normal? Does this happen often?” 
 
   “Not for a long time. She used to wake up and flip out. She doesn’t anymore, well… she hadn’t in a very longtime.” 
 
   “What changed that caused her to stop, Maddox?” Maddox looked at him and said nothing, “And you really think you can drag Harper into this?”
 
    Jazz came out wrapped in a small towel, and looked at them, “I need sleep. Maddox?” 
 
   “Jazz, we just talked about this.”
 
   “I. Need. Sleep.”
 
   “Then go,” Maddox glared at her.
 
   “Come with me.”
 
   “Jazz, I am going back to my family for a couple days, until the concert. You can do this.” 
 
   She looked shocked, “You’re leaving me for them?” 
 
   “Jesus Christ Maddox, see!” Zach snapped.
 
    “No Zach, she really is fine, aren’t you Jazz?”
 
    She rolled her eyes, dropped the towel and turned and walked away.
 
   When the bedroom door closed Zach looked at Maddox, “You expect her to be fine after you have been banging her for two fucking years Maddox?” 
 
   “We have never had sex.”
 
   “Then explain what that was.”
 
   “She likes to be held so she can fall asleep.”
 
    “Butt ass naked?!”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “You don’t see how wrong that is?”
 
   “It comforts her, Zach. Don’t fucking judge unless you have been there, buddy.”
 
    “What else?”
 
   “That’s none of your…”
 
   “I will tell him, Maddox,” Jazz walked out naked and picked up the towel and covered herself. “Sometimes I need him to touch me, would you like to know where?”
 
    “No Jazz, I can probably figure that out.”
 
    “And sometimes I wake him touching by him, should I tell you…” 
 
   “Jazz, enough!”
 
   “No Maddox, I think everyone should know. Especially Harper. That’s the right thing to do, right Zach?”
 
    “Jazz you need someone to talk to. Someone who can help you.”
 
    “NO!”
 
   “Zach-- you need to leave.”
 
   “No Maddox, you can't do this alone. Jazz, he still has a lot to deal with too. You both need support and I am not trying be an asshole here, but this is like two toddlers trying to raise each other.”
 
    “Fuck you,” Jazz lunged at him and he caught her arms.
 
    “Enough, that’s enough! You go do whatever you need to do. Surge and I will take care of this.” 
 
   “Don’t leave Maddox, let me go!” Jazz kicked at Zach. 
 
   “Get the hell out of here Maddox!”
 
   “I can’t leave …”
 
   “GO!”
 
   “Don’t leave me with him, he is no better than all the others. Different women all the time, he …”
 
    “Zach, let go of her. I got this, just give me a few…”
 
    “Maddox you have no idea what you are doing here. You are not helping her. And you certainly are not helping you!”
 
    “We don’t need you or anyone else!”
 
   Maddox grabbed the towel and took her in his arms, “Zach, clearly I need help but not right now. Come on Jazz, let’s get you dressed.”
 
    ~
 
   Maddox sat on the bedroom floor next to Brody. “Dad, I …”
 
   “It’s fine Maddox. We move forward and find a way to get you through this.” 
 
   “And her Dad?”
 
   “We can try Maddox, but it’s not my priority.”
 
    “She is mine. I brought her into this. I thought she was getting better. I thought she was fine.” “Maddox, you are responsible to you. We will do whatever we can for her, but you can’t do this.”
 
    “I can’t walk away.”
 
   ~
 
   - Jazz had a breakdown. I can’t leave her now. Not because I don’t want to be with you. I want to see you so badly. I screwed up, and I need to fix it. Dad and a few other people are going to help with it. I get that I can’t do this alone…MH
 
    -Okay…HA
 
   -Don’t be mad, please…MH
 
   -Not mad…HA
 
   -But not real talkative…MH
 
   -Busy, lots of things to do before everyone arrives…HA
 
    -OK, I’m sorry…MH
 
   - No big deal…HA
 
   Maddox read the text and sat back frustrated
 
   . ~
 
   “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “No Jazz, we just need to figure it out.”
 
    “Are you leaving?”
 
   “No, not today.”
 
   “Is she mad at you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because she’s Harper.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I can’t explain it.”
 
   “Does she love you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “She has accepted me always Jazz. Flaws and all.”
 
    “Just like you have me.”
 
   Maddox looked up from the paper and into her light brown eyes. “It’s different.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because she isn’t like us, she…”
 
   “That’s why you don’t want me? Because I’m a whore?” 
 
   “Jazz… it’s not like that. It never was like that.” 
 
   “Okay. Go to her.”
 
   “Are you going to trash the place again?” 
 
   “No, I don’t think so.” Her voice was soft and sincere. 
 
   “I’ll stay today, and go in the morning. Zach and Dad have a doctor coming for…” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jazz, we need to get you through the nights.” 
 
   “Will you be drugging me?”
 
   “No, it’s for anxiety. Not a drug, a pill to help you relax. They think it will help you.”
 
    “Did you take them?”
 
   “No, I had Dad and Emma and…”
 
   “I had you.”
 
   “We will always be friends Jazz, and we work together and…”
 
    “We live together,” she reminded him.
 
   “Right now yes, but not always.”
 
   “Because of Harper?”
 
   “Because it’s time Jazz. It’s time for you to be happy with you, and maybe find someone to love.” 
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you to Jazz, like family which lasts forever okay? Just no more trashing places or touching.” 
 
   “Because of Harper.”
 
   “Because it’s time Jazz.”
 
   “I want to meet her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s Harper.”
 
   “What does that mean Jazz?”
 
   “I have heard of her for a year. Maybe she will love me too.” 
 
   Maddox smiled, “I know she would.”
 
   “Okay, when?”
 
   “After we see a doctor and figure this out.”
 
    “Okay.”
 
   ~
 
   Jazz was sleeping comfortably in the adjacent room. She had been prescribed an anti-anxiety medication and given her first physical in many, many years. She did not argue when they drew blood, she didn’t even flinch. The next morning she didn’t wake easily. She was cranky and nervous. She cried when he said he was going to leave and that Surge was staying with her. She begged him to stay just one more day, and after the concert she promised he could go be with Harper. She begged to meet her first, and she knew once she saw her, she would be okay. 
 
   -I have to stay one more night. Tomorrow night, come to the concert with Dad and Emma…MH
 
    -I’ll see if I can…HA
 
   -Do better than that…MH
 
   -I’ll try…HA
 
   -I miss you…MH
 
   There was no immediate response
 
   -Harper, I miss you…MH
 
   Again nothing
 
   -Well then fuck it…MH
 
   He tossed his phone and laid in his hotel bed.
 
    -Maddox I was talking to my parents…HA
 
   -Sorry…MH
 
   -It’s fine Maddox…HA
 
   Her phone rang, and she smiled when she saw his number. “Hello.”
 
   “Sorry I just thought you were blowing me off.”
 
    “I understand the feeling,” Harper giggled, and he laughed. 
 
   “Not at all, Harper. I just didn’t expect her to act like this.” 
 
   “I’m sorry you have to go through it.” 
 
   “My own damn fault.”
 
   “Live and learn right?”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose.”
 
   “Are you excited for tomorrow night?”
 
   “That all depends.”
 
   “Oh yeah, on what?”
 
   “Will you be in attendance?”
 
   “Hmm, I haven’t decided…”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   “Do you think I should?”
 
   He laughed, “Yes, I do.”
 
   “Okay then, I will.”
 
   “They agreed?”
 
   “With Emma and Brody oh and Clive, and Serge. Who is Serge?”
 
    “My Tomas.”
 
   “Oh I see,” Harper laughed, “Do you ever wonder what it’s like to be normal?”
 
    “What do you mean?”
 
   “No tail. I mean it’s great to know you’re safe but really what is it like to be invisible just once?”
 
    Maddox laughed, “I have no clue.”
 
   “Okay, so I need to be a girl and decide what I am wearing tomorrow.”
 
    “As little as possible.”
 
   Harper laughed, “Oh really?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be hot out. I am just trying to make sure you’re comfortable.”
 
    “What are you wearing?”
 
   “Clothes,” he laughed.
 
   “Like skin tight leather pants and a ripped up shirt?” 
 
   “No!” he laughed.
 
   “Not typical rock start get up huh?”
 
   “Hell no, jeans and a tee,” Maddox laughed.
 
    “Do you wear make-up?”
 
   “I refuse to answer that.”
 
   “Oh my God, you do!”
 
   “Again, I refuse to answer that.”
 
   Harper laughed, “I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
   “Stay with me tomorrow night?”
 
   Harper closed her eyes and didn’t reply. 
 
   “I’m not going to try to get in your panties.”
 
    “That’s good because I wasn’t planning on wearing any,” Harper whispered. 
 
   “Fuck Harper," Maddox groaned.
 
   Harper laughed, “I was just joking… I have always wanted to use that line though.” 
 
   “Tease.”
 
   “You going to sing that song again tomorrow night?”
 
    “No Harper. I could have made millions on that one song alone, and I refused to record it.”
 
   “Could have donated the money to a charity.”
 
    “Oh yeah, Fuck You helps feed the children?”
 
    Harper laughed, “yeah… that would not be cool.”
 
    “Did you see the show?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “The interview?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you know who I was talking about?”
 
   “Hmm, maybe you could tell me.”
 
   “You, Harper mine.”
 
   She giggled.
 
   “Get some sleep, I will see you soon.”
 
   He hung up the phone and laid back down and fell asleep thinking about tomorrow.
 
   



 
   Chapter 13
 
   Harper looked in the dressing room mirror. She wore a black tank top adorned with sparkling rhinestones that spelled out ROCK and short white shorts. Her long, straightened, sun- bleached blonde hair hung down her back, just below her bra strap. She pulled her black cropped jacket off the back of the chair and put it on, covering herself a bit. Her make-up was applied lightly, something she had avoided doing for nearly two years, but decided tonight she needed a little something special. She looked down and laughed at her choice of shoes. Black chunks. See not all groupie looking she laughed to herself. Tomas was standing outside giving her privacy. He was like family, she loved him and knew he loved her. He also gave her more privacy than her father would, which was very much appreciated.
 
    There was a knock at the door, and she sat in the chair in front of the lighted mirror, “Enter,” she laughed.
 
    “Oh wow, I think I have the wrong room, I thought this was mine.”
 
   Harper rolled her eyes and stuck her nose in the air, “No-- mine.”
 
   It only took three strides for him to move from the door to her. He leaned down restraining her wrists gently to the arms of the chair, “All mine.” His lips covered hers, and he groaned as he sucked them lightly pulling them out with his own, “You look fucking beautiful.” 
 
   Harpers eyes sparkled, and she smiled brightly, “You look very handsome.” 
 
   “Shit, I was going for hot,” he smiled and kissed her neck. His lips ran across the rhinestones on her shirt, and she giggled, “Rock, huh? I thought I had a country girl.” 
 
   “Things are ‘a changing.” She grabbed his hair and pulled his head back and kissed him hard, her mouth covering his. 
 
   He held the back of her head firmly against his and stood holding her body against his. He held her tightly and walked to the couch and laid her down as his tongue lightly stroked hers. “Delicious,” he kissed down her shirt, pushing the bottom of her tank top up with him nose. Dipping his tongue into her belly button.
 
    “Hold up there, cowboy,” Harper whimpered.
 
   He laughed against her stomach, “There is no cowboy here sweetness. All rock star, and I am about to make you scream for more.” 
 
   “Oh yeah?” Harper pushed herself up on her elbows and looked down at him, “Getting a little ahead of yourself aren’t you?” 
 
   “Two years of making up to get underway. I would say I am a little bit,” he sat on his knees and lifted her legs up high and bit her ass lightly and she squealed, “Behind.”
 
    “Maddox Hines,” she tried to squirm away.
 
   “Yeah, sweetness?”
 
   “Slow down,” she smiled shyly.
 
   “You make everything feel better Harper. I just thought I would return the favor,” he gave a little nervous laugh and lowered her legs and sat on the edge of the couch.
 
    Harper sat up next to him and elbowed him softly, “Just don’t wanna get banged backstage at a Rock concert. Too cliché.”
 
    He looked at her, “I wouldn’t bang you in the dressing room Harper… not the first time anyway.”
 
    “Okay,’ Harper giggled.
 
   “A hotel room, candles, music, lots and lots of time to work you up,” 
 
   “Work me up?” Harper laughed.
 
   “Yeah,” he looked at her and winked.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Let’s just say you will be begging before …” Maddox turned his head towards the door as it was opening.
 
    Jazz stopped when she saw Harper, “That’s far enough,” Tomas’ deep voice came from directly behind her. 
 
   “Is this her?”
 
   Maddox stood and smiled, “Jazz this is Harper, Harper this is my friend Jazz.” 
 
   “Hi Jazz,” Harper smiled softly and stood up.
 
   Jazz looked at her briefly before turning towards Maddox, “She’s blonde.” 
 
   “I told you that,” Maddox’s voice was gentle yet firm.
 
   “She’s tall.”
 
   Harper looked down.
 
   “Blue eyes, needs more makeup,” Harped closed her eyes.
 
   “Jazz, that’s enough,” Maddox warned.
 
   “She has huge boobs, is that what it is?”
 
   “I’ll see you on stage, Jazz.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Jazz,” Harper called as Jazz was out the door.
 
   “Nice to meet you?”
 
   “She freaked me out.”
 
   “She thinks you have nice tits.”
 
   “Great,’ Harper laughed.
 
   “Was it that awful?”
 
   “Weird.”
 
   “Alright sweetness, time for me to get out there. Walk with me?”
 
   “Maybe I should stay…”
 
   “Oh no you don’t,” Maddox picked her up and kissed her, “Walk or I will carry you out there right on stage.” 
 
   ~
 
   Maddox stood away from the band holding Harper’s face in his hands. His forehead held against hers, stroking his nose slowly across. T, Zach, and Jazz took the stage, and the crowd screamed-- it was deafening. He took her hand and held it to his chest, and his heart began to beat faster. She smiled at him, and he smiled back. “This happens every time I’m about ready to perform onstage.”
 
   “That’s pretty cool.”
 
   “The only other time it happens Harper, is when I think about being inside of you.” 
 
   Holy Shit, she felt her face turn red.
 
   “Don’t blush sweetness, think back… it’s been happening for three years,” Maddox smiled when he heard T tapping his sticks, “That’s my cue.” He kissed her lips and went to pull away, she bit down on his lower lips and ran the tip of her tongue slowly across it. His eyes closed, and he let out a deep breath and she let go. “What are you trying to do to me?”
 
    “Good luck, Maddox.”
 
   “Yeah,” he pulled her tightly against her and kissed her several times softly and sweetly. He stepped back and winked, “Be back soon.” When Maddox bound on the stage the crowd went wild, “Hello, New York!” They screamed even louder, “Thanks for having us here tonight. I’m Maddox Hines and we are Burning Souls!”
 
    Emma walked over to Harper and smiled, “How are things?”
 
   “Great,” Harper looked quickly at Emma and then back to the stage. 
 
   “He’s good,” Emma smiled.
 
   “He is amazing,” Harper corrected her and laughed.
 
   Harper watched him play his guitar and sing, dance, and jump around. He was very comfortable with the crowd, not nervous like he had seemed at O2 before the lovely song that still left a bitter taste in her mouth. But he HAD changed. He and T looked like they had so much fun together, truly friends. She looked at Jazz, whose focus was unbreakable. She was just over five feet tall, and very petite. She was pretty, and Harper imagined she would be prettier without so much dark make up on. Zach was definitely playing for the ladies in the crowd. He was very handsome. Tall, sharp features and built well. He had a definite bad ass look to him. T was adorable. Blonde haired, blue eyes, just six feet tall and lean. His hair was spiked in a faux hawk tonight and watching him was a show in of its own. Maddox stalked off stage, eyes fixed on Harper. His gray tee shirt was drenched with sweat, and he toweled off his hair as he continued walking towards her. He grabbed her and hugged her, tightly nipping her neck and then covering it with kisses. 
 
   “Hey there, animal,” she laughed.
 
   “Animal huh?”
 
   “Yeah, and you are getting me all wet,” she pulled away.
 
   “Then I’m doing my job properly,” Maddox laughed and stepped away. He took her hand pulling her behind him down the hall. They walked into his dressing room and pulled off his shirt. She looked away, and he laughed. He grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat from his body and grabbed another shirt and put it on. Harper looked up and smirked, “You peeking at me?” she shook her head yes, “Good. Did you like the show?” 
 
   “Which one?” She smiled.
 
   “Aw, first half of the show, you funny girl.”
 
   “Intermission has been pretty cool.”
 
   He walked towards her, pulled her into him, and kissed her quickly, “Wait till the after show.”
 
    “Oh?”
 
   “Private show, you wanna come?” Maddox smiled as if he was enjoying a secret. 
 
   “Sure?”
 
   Maddox laughed, “Got to get back out there, let’s go,” Maddox took her hand and walked to the stage’s wing where Harper would stand and watch the second half of the show. 
 
   “Wait here, I need a drink, you want one?” Harper shook her head yes. 
 
   Harper smiled at the ground and hugged herself.
 
   “You think he loves you?” Harper turned around and saw Jazz standing behind her. 
 
   She looked over Jazz, Tomas was looking at her. “Jazz I…”
 
   “No, you really thinks he loves you. He doesn’t, he just wants to fuck you. Then you’ll be out of his nightmares, and he will be done with you,” Jazz smiled. 
 
   “Jazz, that’s not how it is with Maddox and I,” Harper looked sadly at her. “This isn’t to hurt you. I would really like to be your friend.” 
 
   “Maddox is my friend, you are not,” Jazz smiled at her and looked up as Maddox walked quickly towards them. 
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   “Yes,” Harper smiled and looked at Maddox, “I was just telling Jazz I would like us to be friends.” 
 
   Jazz smiled and walked away.
 
   Maddox handed her a bottle of water, “How did that go?”
 
   “Not well,” Harper scowled.
 
   “Thanks for trying Harper, but I will handle this,” Maddox kissed her and looked at Tomas briefly, “Thirty minutes on stage, thirty minutes to sign autographs and take pictures with the back stage passers, and then the rest of the night in heaven.” He kissed her again and walked quickly out to the screaming crowd. 
 
   Tomas walked up to Harper, arms folded over his chest and looked her directly in the eyes, “She is going to be trouble, Miss Harper.” 
 
   “She’ll come around,” Harper smiled and looked off stage.
 
   “Harper, never alone with her do you understand?”
 
   “Tomas, I’m not stupid.”
 
   “I know that. But your eyes are not focused on anything but that boy Harper. You need to…”
 
    “That’s what I have you for Tomas,” Harper smiled and kissed his cheek quickly.
 
    ~
 
   Brody stood against the wall-- arms crossed and brows knit together. Emma walked over to him and smiled, “You alright?”
 
    “Nope,” he kissed the top of her head swiftly and continued looking onstage. 
 
   “Penny for your thoughts?”
 
   “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”
 
   “Tessa said that they leave in a week and will be gone for a month.”
 
    “You really think she’s going to agree to that?”
 
   “I trust that she will.”
 
   “And what about Maddox, he has this tour and…”
 
   “He’ll be very busy. I hope he’ll let us help out with Jazz and we can get her head on straight.” 
 
   “She has been part of his everyday life for a year Emma. Without a doubt, she will be an issue, but I think we are underestimating how he is going to feel.” 
 
   “You think he loves her?”
 
   “Not the way he feels for Harper. He feels responsible for her, which may pose more of a problem.” 
 
   “So we fix it for him.”
 
   “How much has he allowed us to help him with since Jazz came into the picture?” 
 
   “We just have to push harder.”
 
   “And if he resists?”
 
   “Then we keep pushing.”
 
   Brody smiled at her and pulled her back against his chest, “Alright then.”
 
    ~
 
   Harpers phone vibrated in her jacket pocket. She pulled it out and saw the picture ID of she and her mother, “Hey Mom!”
 
    “Hi Harper, I miss you,” Tessa was quieter than normal.
 
   “I would say the same, but I am at an amazing show, and I would be lying!” 
 
   Tessa laughed, “What are your plans for tonight?”
 
   “Um, I don’t know yet.”
 
   There was silence on the line, and Harper felt her face warming. She was glad there was a distance between them. Her mother would know her intentions immediately if she could see her.
 
   “Okay. We’re going to all be leaving in a few days to head back to South Africa for a few weeks.”
 
    “Okay… I figured we would be going somewhere.”
 
   “So enjoy spending time with Maddox. But Harper, remember who you are,” Tessa’s voice cracked.
 
    “I’ll be home tomorrow Mom,” Harper said softly.
 
   “I know, but tonight Harper, remember who you are alright?”
 
   “I will, I love you Mom.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Harper shoved the phone in her pocket and took a deep breath and looked back on stage at Maddox. The lights dimmed, and it was dark.
 
    She felt someone beside her, “That was awesome!”
 
    She turned and hugged who she thought was Maddox and the lights came back on. Harper’s arms dropped quickly, “I am so sorry.” 
 
   “You want to be my friend?”
 
   “Yes,” Harper looked for Tomas and he was walking quickly towards her. 
 
   “Why?” her glare was intense and Jazz grabbed her hand, “Why?”
 
   Maddox ran off stage and grabbed Harper, “Jazz get back out there, we have one more song!” Jazz stood still holding Harper’s hand staring into her eyes, “Jazz!” She finally blinked and looked at Maddox, “GO!” She looked down and walked off stage, “You okay?”
 
   The hair on the back of her neck stood straight up, and she laughed making light of what had just happened, “I am fine, go.”
 
    “We can leave.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, go.”
 
   Maddox looked at Tomas, and he nodded.
 
   “I’ll be right back.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper and Emma sat in the dressing room waiting for Maddox.
 
   “Harper are you alright?”
 
   “Just tired,” Harper smiled and stood up.
 
   “What did she say to you?”
 
   “She wanted to know why I said I wanted to be her friend.”
 
   “Did you tell her you did?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes.
 
   “Okay. Harper, do you think that’s possible?”
 
   “Maybe not right now. I know she’s hurting, and I know how I may feel if I were her.”
 
    “So how do you see this playing out?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.”
 
   “Do you think Maddox is going to be able to walk away from her Harper?” 
 
   “I don’t know honestly. I thought at first it would all work out, but…”
 
    “But then she scared the hell out of you?”
 
   “She is very intimidating. She has lived through hell. I’m glad she has Maddox to help her,” Harper felt dizzy and sat down quickly. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, I just, he won't be able to walk way, and I need to be her friend and I am willing, but…” 
 
   “You have to think this through. It really is none of my business, but I love you very much and want you to be alright.” 
 
   “Thanks. Why won’t she just try to be my friend?”
 
   “Harper, Maddox cares so much about you. He probably has since you and he …Since you met. You were kind, gentle, and stuck by him. His first friend, his first kiss, the first person outside of us that accepted him, who saw him for who he is not what had happened to him.
 
   Harper looked up, “I feel the same. He is the first person I could really talk to, my first kiss, and I have missed him so much.”
 
    “Jazz has deeper issues than I believe even Maddox had. And Harper… he was her first friend. Look what he has done for her. Do you know she never had played an instrument before? He hired someone to teach her. He clothed her, fed her, and gave her a safe home. Please watch your back and go slow with this.”
 
    Maddox walked in the door and looked down, “Hey.”
 
   “Hi,” Harper smiled wryly.
 
   Emma stood up and hugged Maddox, “Great show.”
 
   “Thanks,” he hugged her back.
 
   “Plans for tonight?”
 
   “I want to take Harper on a date,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Sounds fun, Surge will be there?”
 
   “Yes and Tomas I assume,” Maddox looked at Harper.
 
   She smiled and shook her head yes.
 
   “See you later Harper?”
 
   “Yep.” Harper hugged her.
 
   When Emma left, Maddox smiled, “You okay?” Harper shook her head yes, “Cool, the band just left, the crew is clearing the stage. I want to shower and then I have some thing’s planned. I need to know if you are really okay.”
 
    “I am,” she smiled and looked down, “We should get going.”
 
   “I’m going to shower and change. Tomas is outside the door. I’ll be right back,” Maddox took her hands and pulled her towards him. He lifted her chin and licked his lips slowly his head tilted to the left, and she closed her eyes and lifted her head in anticipation of his kiss. He kissed her cheek softly and pulled back. She opened her eyes and looked confused. He turned and walked away. Harper laughed and flopped on the couch when the door shut behind him. She sat for a few moments and then stood and walked to the mirror. She brushed her hair and looked at herself again. She pawed through her bag and grabbed her toothbrush and paste. She brushed her teeth and spit in the empty water bottle. Real classy, she thought as she buried it in the garbage. 
 
   There was a knock at the door, and she opened it. “Can I have your bag?”
 
    “Sure,” Harper handed the bag to Tomas.
 
   “Surge and I are here, you’re safe, and Maddox is waiting for you on stage,” Tomas looked away. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your date, Harper, is waiting on stage,” Tomas extended his arm showing her the way. Harper giggled and hugged him quickly and walked towards the stage. She saw Surge standing in the wing, he nodded to the stage, and she smiled at him. She turned and looked up from the ground. Maddox was standing in the center holding a guitar. It was not the same one he played tonight, it was an older acoustic guitar. He was surrounded by dozens of candles and looking down as he picked at the chords.
 
    He looked up and smiled, “You wanna come out here? Or am I on my own?” Harper smiled and walked out towards him. He pointed to a chair, “Have a seat.” Harper sat and played nervously with her hands.
 
   “I have grown a lot in the past two years. A lot of crazy shit has happened, most of it I wish I could change, but the fact is, all the mistakes and choices I have made lead me right back to you. I tried really hard to forget about you. I wanted better for you. I tried like crazy to ignore the truth: you are supposed to be with me and I am supposed to be with you. I know I’m not alone in this.” Maddox smiled, “I want a do over. I want tonight to take us back to the first time I told you I loved you. Before drugs, and booze, and girls, and rotten spiteful songs. Back to the night you put a name to my feelings.” Maddox took a deep breath and chuckled nervously, “Not to ruin the moment, but if you ever tell anyone I know this song I will be really tempted to kick your ass, Harper.”
 
    She giggled, and he began to play. She quickly realized what song it was. And she felt her eyes burning instantaneously. She had played the song on repeat every night and cried herself to sleep for two weeks after he left the camp. 
 
   “Don’t cry,” he whispered and began to sing, “You know I fell apart without you, I don’t know how you did what you did. ‘Cause everything that made no sense about me made sense when I was with you…”
 
    He changed some of the words and did his own rendition of the song. He stopped singing after the first chorus, and the rest of the song began to fill the air. He walked to her and held out his hand, and she gave him hers. 
 
   He pulled her up into his arms, “Sing to me?” Harper smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck, and he wiped her tears, “Happy tears?” she shook her head yes and tried to kiss him, “Sing with me?”
 
    “Sure,” Harper sang softly as they danced and held each other and just like the last time they danced, he slowly twirled her and brought her back to his chest. “Okay sweetness, we have places to go,” he pointed up to the sky, and she saw a helicopter starting to descend. 
 
   “Shut up!” Harper laughed.
 
   “We were going to fly back to your place, but that would be four hours in that thing. Four hours that you and I could not be alone,” he looked off stage at Tomas and Serge, “Well, as alone as we’re ever going to get for a long time,” Maddox laughed and waved them over. “Let’s go.”
 
    They flew over the city, the pilot pointed out the statue of liberty, each of the five borough’s, the empire state building, Radio City where he thought Maddox should play for his daughters twelfth birthday, central park, the new twin towers, and many other areas in the city. The lights were beautiful, the city was beautiful, but Harper was anxious for what was next.
 
    They landed high atop a building near Central Park. Maddox smiled and thanked the pilot. Maddox took Harpers hand and walked through the door leading to the elevator. Surge and Tomas were right behind them. The elevator ride was a short one. One floor down, the penthouse suite. Tomas punched in the code and the elevator door opened, and Surge and Tomas both walked in and began searching the suite.
 
    “They’re not staying,” Maddox kissed Harper’s head and began walking out, “Harper?” 
 
   She looked nervous. “I need a minute,” she stepped back into the elevator and Maddox quickly stopped the door from shutting with his foot. 
 
   “You can take all the time you need Harper, but please do it in here. Those two will have a fit if you disappear,” Maddox smiled, “Took a lot of convincing them to approve my plan. Honestly, it was easier negotiating the record deal.” Harper took a deep breath and stepped into the room. Maddox looked at her and smiled, “Hey, no expectations here, okay?”
 
    “A hotel room does not insinuate no expectations, Maddox,” Harper began to rub her neck.
 
    Maddox laughed, “Well this is kind of like Prom night, you’re heating up on me Harper Ann.” 
 
   She walked in and folded her arms across her chest. Tomas and Surge walked out. Tomas looked at Harper, “You okay?” She smiled and shook her head yes, “You have your phone?” 
 
   “Yes,” she pulled it out of her pocket and he took it and pushed some buttons and handed it back to her. “Charge it,” Tomas grabbed her and hugged her, “Remember who you are.”
 
    Harper started to laugh, “Tomas, you hugged me.”
 
   “Unprofessional, I apologize,” he stepped back, “Everything is secure here Harper, there are also two rooms. If something doesn’t feel right, call me. I have the car and I can get you back home whenever you want.”
 
    Harper hugged him and smiled, “Thanks, I’m fine.”
 
   Maddox stood back and watched them and then disappeared into the other room. When Tomas and Surge left, Harper walked out on the balcony and looked out at the city lights. She took a deep breath and stood up and turned around. Maddox was leaning against the doorway’s watching her, “Are you okay?” 
 
   She shook her head yes and smiled, “It’s really beautiful out here.”
 
    “Should we eat dinner out here?”
 
   “It’s like midnight.”
 
   “I’m starving.”
 
   “Well you should be, animal,” she laughed.
 
   “Are you poking fun at me?”
 
   “Oh no way. You were amazing. If I shook my ass that much I would be out already,” Harper walked towards him, “And if I stuffed myself, I would be asleep forever.”
 
    Maddox smiled, “Nothing heavy, pasta and salad, oh and some fruit.” 
 
   “Alright then. Let’s feed you,” Harper smiled as she walked past him. 
 
   He grabbed her hand, “Follow me.”
 
   They walked into the bedroom, and there were candles lit and soft music in the background. Harper rubbed her neck and closed her eyes.
 
   Maddox smiled and flipped on the lights. She opened her eyes and looked at him, “Sorry I’m being so…” 
 
   “Don’t be sorry, Harper. I have had years of dreaming up this night, wanting it to be perfect, romantic,” he chuckled nervously and pulled out the chair for her.
 
    Harper sat down, “Years of practice, huh?”
 
   He sat and tilted his head and looked confused, “No not practice, day dreams of you’” Harper laughed, “That’s funny, why?” 
 
   “Let's not play the innocent card Maddox, I heard the stories, saw some videos and pictures,” Harper laughed and picked up her fork. 
 
   Maddox sat back and looked at her, “Harper did any of the videos or pictures you saw show me on a romantic date?” 
 
   “Most of what I saw where you holding the door of the Limo while someone…”
 
   “Ninety nine percent were blondes.”
 
   “O…kay?” Harper laughed nervously.
 
   “Let’s get this all out shall we?”
 
   “No, it’s not necessary.”
 
   “Sure it is, ask me anything you wish,” Maddox grabbed his water glass and took a drink, then leaned back, rocking in his chair looking smug.
 
    Harper looked up at him and put her fork down, “How about you save me the embarrassment and tell me of all your conquests.”
 
    He smiled and laughed out loud, “Blondes, I prefer them Harper. Do you want to know why?”
 
    “Because they’re more fun?”
 
   Maddox laughed again, “Sure. And before I tell you everything I want to lead with this: I can assure you that this conversation will end with you on that bed anxious to have me inside of you.”
 
    “You are pretty sure of yourself aren’t you?” Harper scowled.
 
   “As a matter of fact I am,” Maddox leaned forward and pushed his silver covered tray away. “I already told you I have only kissed two other people, you were there for one of them, the only other one that was not a quick peck.” 
 
   “Oh right,” Harper huffed, “great night.”
 
   “Okay so we are going to argue tonight, perfect. We’re good at that. But just so you know, it’ll end the same as I told you it would,” Maddox winked. “Okay let's start with oral sex. After every concert, except that first one at O2 and tonight, I have been given at least one blow job in my dressing room. All blonde’s, all eager to please. It starts out the same. T and I smoke a little pot or hash, have a beer and relax. They come in two by two and I pick from there. All blondes all eager to please, non-minors and none looking for anything but to blow a rock star. My cock in their hands as they stroke me and then there lips wrapped around it. I sit back and watch them suck me off until my cum fills their mouth and they swallow it.” 
 
   “Maddox I don’t…”
 
   “No, please keep listening. I watch the back of their heads bobbing up and down, and I think of you.”
 
   “Is that supposed to turn me on?” Harper sneered.
 
   “That’s not the point Harper, but if it works for you,” Harper picked up her napkin and threw it at him, and he laughed. “Occasionally I squeeze a tit, but not often.” 
 
   “Do you like that word?”
 
   “Tit?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I love it, makes me a little hard actually. You wanna see?”
 
   “Okay Romeo, you’re losing me here, you know.”
 
   “Possibly for a moment but I still am pretty sure of myself about that bed.” 
 
   “Arrogant ass.”
 
   “Your nipples are hard, Harper.” Her face turned red, and he laughed,” I can make you cum with one hand barely touching you.” 
 
   “Okay look…”
 
   Maddox stood and swiftly moved to her, “Listen to me, Harper.”
 
   He picked her up and sat her on the bed.
 
   “I know how long you have waited for this. I know you want me, all of me. Just as bad as I want you.” Maddox kissed her, and she tried to pull back, “Don’t Harper, this is our time. Right here, right now.” 
 
   “NO! You expect me to still want this when you just told me all that?” Maddox sat back on his knees, “What I just told you is the women you saw pictures of meant nothing to me, Harper… that it was always you I wanted.” 
 
   Harper sat up and scooted against the head board, “How would you feel if I said the same?”
 
   “I would know it wasn’t true. I know you, Harper.”
 
   “Well I never thought you would do all that.”
 
   “Either did I, but it brought me here with you.”
 
   “And there with all them and then let’s not forget about Jane.”
 
   “Is that what this is about? Is she in your head Harper? Because she is not in mine, there is only you. My first friend, my first kiss, the first person whose body I touched…” Harper jumped off the bed and he grabbed her quickly around the waist, “You will hear me out.” 
 
   “And then you’ll be taking my virginity Maddox, I don’t think so.” Harper tried to pull away.
 
    He held her and sat against the headboard and pulled her back to his chest, “You asked me if I had sex with her and I told you no. I just told you about the others Harper. I know you love me, and you know damn well I feel the same. I want you to know everything and would have preferred you ask but now you’re angry at me. I don’t want it like this either. So just lay here with me… PG Harper. If that’s all it is, I will take it gladly and gratefully.” 
 
   Harper sat stiffly against him. She pulled her knees up to her chest and leaned forward resting her chin to her knees. They sat there quietly for a long time, and he rubbed her back.
 
    His stomach growled loudly, and she snickered. “That’s funny?”
 
   “Go eat Maddox.”
 
   “Come with me?”
 
   “It’s right there, three feet from us. You worked your ass off tonight go eat.” 
 
   Maddox moved from behind her and sat at the table. He pushed his food around and took a few bites. He stood up and walked to the bathroom, hoping she would fall asleep. He walked out, and she was gone. He looked around, and she was not in the room or the living area. He walked out, and she was leaning against the railing on the balcony again. 
 
   “Hey, I’m sorry,” Maddox walked up to the railing and leaned against it a few feet from her.
 
   “No, I need to get over it Maddox. I’m probably the only twenty year old virgin in this city,” she laughed. 
 
   Maddox smiled and stood up, “I’ll be with you shortly. It’s cold out here…” 
 
   “What did you just say?”
 
   “Really trying to kill the ego tonight, Harper. Come on, it’s cold out here.” 
 
   “You said,” Harpers jaw dropped.
 
   Maddox looked at her and shook his head, “I just told you that inside.” 
 
   “Well why?” Harper’s voice was louder than she expected, and she covered her mouth.
 
    He looked at her and seeking the right words, he shook his head and walked towards the door, “I’m tired, so whenever you’re done out here, I’ll be in bed. If you don’t…”
 
    “Hey Maddox,” Harper’s voice shook and he turned around, “I love you.” 
 
   He smiled, “I know. Goodnight Harper.”
 
   “Hey Maddox.”
 
   He turned back, and she pulled the sash on her robe, and it fell open, “I’m naked under here.”
 
    He closed his eyes and his jaw flexed, “We can wait.”
 
   “That wasn’t very convincing.”
 
   He opened his eyes, “You are so fucking beautiful.”
 
   “You are so fucking hot,” she smiled.
 
   “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “Yeah, I am,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Should we go in?”
 
   “How about right here?” Harper dropped the robe, and he groaned loudly. He looked up laughed and then grabbed her robe and covered her. 
 
   “That’s mine,” he laughed as he lifted her up, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and he pulled her legs around him. 
 
   “And you’re mine.”
 
   “Yeah, most definitely. You ready to meet Thumper?”
 
   “What?” Harper laughed.
 
   “Fucking insanely Twitter pated right now,” his mouth covered hers and his hand cupped between her legs and she gasped. He carried her into the bedroom and laid her on the bed. He sat back on his knees, and she grabbed the covers, “Oh hell no.”
 
    “But…”
 
   “You are the most beautiful women I have ever seen Harper, do not cover yourself. I want to memorize every part of your body. And then I am going to kiss you everywhere.”
 
    “Maddox…”
 
   “I love you, let me show you how much.”
 
   He laid on top of her and kissed her, pulling her hair away from her face. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes,” she blushed.
 
   “We are going to go really slow Harper. I am not going to hurt you, I am going to love you.” Harper nodded her head and pulled the back of his shirt over his head, and he smiled and pulled it off the rest of the way. Maddox broad shoulders lead to his long strong arms. His chest was broad, much broader than two years ago. She rubbed her finger tips across the sparse hair running down his toned six pack and he moved slightly. His sapphire blue eyes were hooded and darker than usual.
 
    “You’re so perfect,” she closed her eyes and smiled.
 
   He took her hand and held it above her head and lightly kissed her neck as he kneaded her breast, gently. She arched her back into his touch and tried to muffle the approaching whimper she felt raising in her throat.
 
    “I want to hear you, sweetness,” Harper opened her eyes and looked into his, they were dark and glazed. His face was flush and the muscles in his jaw flexed. She leaned up and kissed his jaw and then pulled his hair lightly so that his lips were on hers. He stroked her tongue with his, the same tempo his hands kept on her breast. She let her hands slide down his back and his muscles flexed, and he chuckled. “Easy there.” 
 
   “Are you ticklish?”
 
   “Apparently,” he kissed down her neck and stopped and looked up, “I am going to taste your tits, Sweetness.” Harpers eyes widened and, and he licked lightly across her taut nipple. 
 
   She gasped and threw her head back into the pillow, “Dear God.” He sucked lightly, and she whimpered. His other hand was lightly rubbed her other breast as he sucked hard pulling her nipple out with his lips, he groaned loudly and did it again.
 
    “Harper you are so red, like little fucking cherry’s” he sucked again and then bit lightly.
 
    “Oh…aw…” Harpers back arched into his mouth.
 
   “That’s it sweetness,” he sucked and nipped again and then moved to the other. He held her nipple between his teeth and pulled lightly and she moaned. Her body shook slightly and she started to tense up. He moved back up to her lips and kissed her gently, sweetly, “Are you okay?”
 
   She opened her eyes and they appeared moist, “Yes.” Her head was spinning and she felt her body temperature rising. He kissed her neck again, and she whimpered. He moved down her chest kissing, licking and sucking slowly and softly. His hands rubbed up and down her sides slowly. He kissed down her stomach her back arched into his kiss automatically.
 
    “Stop, oh God…. Maddox, please.” 
 
   He sat up on his knees between her legs, “Talk to me, what’s wrong.” 
 
   “It feels,” she grabbed the blanket and pulled it over her, “I am embarrassed.” 
 
   He smiled and leaned down and kissed her stomach and unbuttoned his loose jeans. He stood off the bed and pulled them down and kicked them off, “So than I should feel, exposed as well.” He turned around and pulled his black boxer briefs down. Harper looked at his bare backside and bite her lip. It was beautiful. His narrow hips led to his amazing ass. It was beautiful, and she giggled as he bent and his muscles flexed. 
 
   “Are you laughing at my ass Harper?” Maddox looked over his shoulder at her and smiled.
 
   “That is a beautiful ass, Maddox.”
 
   He smiled and turned around, completely and totally naked. He was hard and large-- her eyes widened, and she looked away. He sat at the end of the bed and looked at her, “Lose the blanket.” She shook her head no, and he laughed and grabbed her arm and pulled her up.
 
    He pulled her onto his lap and she gasped when their bodies touched, “I don’t think it’s going to work?”
 
    “No?” he kissed her neck.
 
   “Maddox, I’m scared,” Harper rested her forehead to his chest.
 
    “Of what?”
 
   “It’s big,” she whispered.
 
   “You’ll stretch Harper, and I won’t push you any further than you’re willing to go.” His hands rubbed her chest again. She lifted her head and smiled nervously and moved closer to him. He moaned loudly and his eyes rolled slightly, and he took a deep breath, “So fucking close.” She felt him twitch against her.
 
   “Lay back Harper and trust me.”
 
   Harper leaned back still on his lap, and he looked down, “Aw fuck Harper, so pretty and pink.”
 
    He threw the duvets on the floor and lifted her hips as he bent and kissed her inner thigh he pushed her body up the bed and bent over her kissing her from hip to hip. His tongue ran down her pelvic bone, and she gasped loudly and then held her breath. His hand found its way to her chest and he kissed his way lower. He licked her slit lightly from back to front, and she cried out. He continued a little deeper carefully avoiding her bundle of nerves. His tongue circled her, her hips pushed towards him, and he growled as she cried out louder, “Oh, please stop.” He sucked gently on her soft lips, and she whimpered loudly. 
 
   “You sure you want me to stop?” he asked and licked her again from back to front, stopping before her hitting her sweet spot.
 
    “No,” she moaned and he laughed and she screamed out his name, “Please…”
 
    Maddox gently inserted one finger in her, and her toes curled into the bed. He lifted her leg over his shoulder, ran his nose across her, and she dug her toes into his back. He curled his finger upward hitting her g-spot, and he felt her body begin to quiver, “That’s it, sweetness” he pushed another finger into her and made a slow circular motion and he continued using his tongue circling her clit. She started to clench her knees and he nipped her inner thigh and then plunged his tongue just inside her opening and licked up hard, and she grabbed his hair and screamed out his name as the heat exploded around her and spread through her vagina, contracting around his still moving fingers. He kissed his way up her belly when her body started to relax. He smiled when he saw her flushed chest and neck, and a lazy smile sprawled across her face. 
 
   “I fucking love you,” she whispered.
 
   He laughed and kissed her cheek, “I fucking love you to sweetness.”
 
    “Maddox, what is with you calling me sweetness?”
 
   He kissed her lightly on the lips, “Your taste, and your scent, so sweet.” He pushed himself off the bed and stood up, “Need to rest?”
 
    “Oh no, I want more,” she pushed herself up on her elbow and looked at him and blushed.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah,” she smiled and flopped back, covered her face and giggled, “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ll go grab a condom, and be right back,” Maddox walked into the bathroom as Harper watched his ass flex with each step.
 
    “Oh my God,” she giggled to herself and covered her face.
 
    Maddox returned quickly and opened the foiled package and rolled the condom on. He walked over to the bed and pulled the covers from the floor and leaned over her body and covered them. 
 
   “No blankets,” Harper blushed.
 
   Maddox smiled and kissed her tenderly, “You’re sure?”
 
   Looked down and then closed her eyes, “Yes, are you?”
 
   Maddox laughed, and she opened her eyes and looked at his shyly. He closed his eyes and kissed her and let his body cover hers. His skin was hot, and his hands moved to her breasts again, “I really like these.” 
 
   “They really like you.”
 
   Harper reached down between them and held him in her hand, and he groaned into her mouth and kissed her harder. She spread her legs and rubbed him against her, “Aw, damn,” he groaned, “So warm.” He held himself up on one elbow and reached down and rubbed her softly, and she shuttered, he kissed her and then bowed his head and kissed her breast as he slipped a finger inside of her. She bit her lip as he rubbed himself against her opening. His breath hitched, and he clenched his jaw. He held himself in his hand as he slowly pushed into her. He began circling her clit with his thumb, and she moaned and pushed slowly into him. His mouth opened slightly, and his breath became faster. She pushed into him more, moaning loudly. 
 
   “Oh, God,” she felt her insides contract as he continued circling her, “Wow, holy shit. Maddox damn it just, oh God! Just fuck me!” 
 
   Maddox jaw dropped and he felt her spasm around him as she arched her back, he pushed into her, and she yelped, he stilled and she opened her eyes and looked at him, he looked horrified. “I’m falling apart right now, do this with me please,” she clenched her jaw and pushed into him again and cried out. She opened her eyes and looked up at Maddox who sat back on his heals pulling her with him. He held her hips and pulled her tightly against him and groaned loudly.
 
   “Yes,” she whimpered.
 
   “Yeah,” he asked crashing into her again.
 
   “God, yes,” Harper smiled and moaned.
 
   “Okay, let's try to get all the way in now okay?”
 
   Harper stopped and looked up at him, “What?”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘what’? I don’t understand what you’re asking Harper.”
 
   She propped her elbows behind her and looked down, “Oh, wow.”
 
    “Relax and lean back,” Maddox pushed in slowly one arm wrapped under her back holding her. He stuck his thumb in his mouth and sucked and began rubbing around her clit again, and she began to move into his hand. Each time he moved a little further until finally, “Aw, damn Harper.”
 
    “Damn meaning good or bad,” she moaned.
 
   “Oh so fucking good,” he pulled her up onto him and kissed her hard on the mouth. He pulled her legs around him and laid down on the bed and continued slowly moving in and out until he fell apart. He lay panting on top of her: kissing her head and rubbing her legs that were still wrapped tightly around him. She rubbed his back and kissed his neck.
 
   He let out a deep breath and pushed himself off of her and looked at her peacefully lying with her eyes closed, “You asleep?” 
 
   “Almost,” she smiled with her eyes still closed.
 
   “Okay, I am going to take care of this,” he smiled and looked down she opened her eyes and sat up.
 
    “You want some help?”
 
   He laughed, “I think I can handle it, you hungry?”
 
   “Uh, are you?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She jumped off the bed and bent down to grab his tee shirt. He watched her and immediately his body came back to life. She put his shirt on and turned around and smiled, “I am going to warm this up for you.” 
 
   “You don’t have…” 
 
   She kissed him quickly, “I want to, go take care of that.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked into the bathroom and groaned as he pulled the condom off. He jumped in the shower and washed up quickly and wrapped a towel around his waist and walked out. Harper was sitting on the bed smiling. “Nice towel, lose it.”
 
   He laughed and grabbed his bag.
 
   “Please,” Harper whispered.
 
   Maddox looked at her and smiled his shy smile.
 
   “Loose the shirt.”
 
   Harper quickly pulled the shirt off and smiled.
 
   Maddox took a deep breath and dropped the towel exposing his erection. “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah,” he blushed.
 
   “Hi there Thumper.”
 
   “Christ, Harper,” Maddox shifted uncomfortably.
 
   Harper giggled, “He is beautiful, Maddox.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and flopped back on the bed. She stood up and carried the tray to the nightstand beside him and set it down. He looked at her naked body standing beside him. She sat with her back to him and looked at his erection, “Hey there, Thumper.” She leaned down and kissed its head.
 
    “Harper,” Maddox growled.
 
   She looked behind her, “You quiet down, I’m trying to have a conversation here.” 
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yes.” Harper turned around and grabbed him in her hands, and he hissed, “You are quite interesting. So hard, yet soft like a bunny’s ear.” 
 
   “God, Harper,” Maddox groaned as she stroked him.
 
   “You are a very big bunny,” she bent down and kissed its head, and it twitched, “And very jumpy.” She ran her tongue around its tip.”
 
    “Aw, fuck Harper,” Maddox grabbed her ass firmly.
 
   Harper licked around the rim and then kissed it, “You are so big, I was afraid of you.” She sucked the tip, and he groaned loudly, “You taste really good, too.” She licked the pre cum off of him, and he squeezed her harder. She continued licking him hard long strokes of her tongue concentrating in the head as she pumped him with her hand. She ran her tongue down the soft underside of him, and he cursed loudly. She continued stroking him up and down moving her hand clockwise on the upstroke and counter clockwise on the down stroke and sucking, taking as much as she could in her mouth. 
 
   “You need to stop, Harper,” he grabbed the sheets and groaned. She licked harder and wrapped her lips around his tip and sucked. She continued until he filled her mouth. 
 
   “Holy hell,” he pulled her onto him and held her tightly against his rapidly beating heart.
 
   “Did I do okay?”
 
   He took her face in his hands, “Absolutely beautiful. Holy shit, Harper.”  He laughed and kissed her, “I swear to God I need to tell T about this.” 
 
   Harpers jaw dropped, and she scowled, “You better not!”
 
   He laughed and held her close, “I won't, but damn Harper.” 
 
   “Seriously I am getting a better reaction to a blow job than sex---what the hell is that about?” Harper giggled. 
 
   He sat up quickly, “That’s not true.”
 
   “It sure is,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Let me explain,” Maddox closed his eyes.
 
   “No, we’re good,” Harper smiled and sat up straddling him. 
 
   “Just let me tell you that was the absolute, most beautiful blow job I have ever had,” Maddox sat up and kissed her. 
 
   “Wow, do I get like a crown or something?” Harper felt him beneath her again, and she moved her hips against him and bit her lip. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, really.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox stood in the bathroom and looked in the mirror and smiled. He walked out, and she was asleep on her side. He pulled the blanket over her and she moaned. He squeezed his eyes shut and leaned over and kissed her. He looked down, “Cut the shit Thumper.”
 
   Maddox grabbed the tray and took it in the living area. He ate and sat back and smiled. He looked around and let out a deep breath and laughed softly. He sat forward and rubbed his eyes and looked at the clock. It was three in the morning, and he was exhausted. He walked into the room and grabbed his boxers and threw them on. He looked at Harper sleeping sweetly. He climbed in beside her and she rolled over and wrapped her arms around him and laid her head on his chest, “I love you Maddox.”
 
    “I love you sweetness,” he rubbed her back until she was fully asleep. She made little noises each time he was about to fall asleep. He scowled each time one of her sexy little noises caused the sheet to tent. He was exhausted, and it was four thirty. He walked into the bathroom and laid in the bathtub and debated on what he should do. He had not drank or smoked since he had seen Harper again. He had not needed to. As soon as he saw her he knew she would be his again. He dialed the phone, and Brody answered quickly in a whisper, “Maddox, are you alright?”
 
    “I am fine Dad.”
 
   “Okay what’s going on Maddox you sound upset?”
 
   “I am fucking exhausted, and I can’t sleep.”
 
   “Why Harper is there still, right? Is she okay is…”
 
   “It’s Harpers fault I can’t sleep.”
 
   “Why? Maddox should I come over…”
 
   “No, I shouldn’t have called. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
    “Come on Maddox, if you need something just let me know. I’m glad you called me.”
 
   “You can’t laugh at me.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “I can’t sleep because every time she moves I get a fucking hard on.” Brody didn’t reply. “Dad?”
 
   “Sorry Maddox I was trying to honor your request. It is early, and I may have misunderstood could you please repeat yourself?” 
 
   “You heard me Dad. How do I stop it? What can I do?”
 
   “Maddox what have you done in the past?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Girls you have slept with when you get turned…”
 
   “She is the first person, Dad.”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   “Do you really think I would say it otherwise?”
 
   “Okay but what about Jazz and the others?”
 
   “Blow jobs, they gave me blow jobs. I didn’t have sex with them.” 
 
   “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Dad could you help me out? You look at Emma all the time, but I don’t see you pitching a damn tent.” Brody laughed out loud. “Ha, Ha …funny-- just give me a damn hit.”
 
   “Only remedy I know of takes nine months to kick in.”
 
   “Fine, I’m a quick learner… tell me please?”
 
   “Kids,” Brody laughed, “Even teenagers. You wanna borrow your sisters for a while?”
 
    “That is not funny.”
 
   “I’m being serious.”
 
   “There has to be something else.”
 
   “Nothing that I have found. Tight boxers, long shirts maybe?”
 
    “Okay you’re a damn comedian this morning,” Maddox groaned. 
 
   “And a magician, I bet it’s gone now,” Brody chuckled.
 
   “Yeah, until I walk out and she her laying there.”
 
   “Up until tonight you were a virgin?”
 
   “Technically ,yes.”
 
   “How is she doing?”
 
   “She is more amazing every second. I love her.”
 
   “Be good to her, Maddox.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “When you love someone, they come first.”
 
   “I agree,” Maddox chuckled.
 
   “That’s my boy.”
 
   “Goodnight, Dad.”
 
   “I love you Maddox.”
 
   “I love you too, Dad.”
 
   ~
 
   Emma walked into the living area tying her rob, “Is everything okay?” 
 
   Brody laughed, “Yeah.”
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Maddox.”
 
   “Do you need to go to him?”
 
   “No, he’s fine,” Brody smiled.
 
   “Then why did he call at this hour, he must be…”
 
   “He needed some advice,” Brody laughed.
 
   Emma looked at him curiously.
 
   “He and Harper, danced tonight,” Brody winked.
 
   “Brody it’s early could you be a little less cryptic?”
 
   “Probably not, but I could show you,” Brody walked towards her. 
 
   She held out her hand stopping him. “Is she alright?”
 
   “I assume so, and so is he. He wanted to know how to stop wanting her.”
 
    “This is not good, she has never…he has the Jazz issue…Collin and Tessa.”
 
    “Wanna hear something pretty cool Em?”
 
   She rolled her eyes, “What?”
 
   “She was his first as well.”
 
   “That’s highly unlikely.”
 
   “Nope all the others blew him, that’s it.”
 
   “And you believe that?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. He’s not one to lie, and he called me Em. Seeking advice, pretty cool huh?” 
 
   Emma laughed, “Probably not a great idea on his part.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Did you tell him to tie her up?”
 
   Brody raised his eyebrow and looked her up and down, slowly, “No, but it sounds like a really good idea.”



 
   Chapter 14
 
   Harper woke smiling and opened her eyes. Maddox lay on his back with one arm across his forehead and this other hand holding hers. He was truly the most handsome man she had ever seen.  His eyes had always been her favorite, beautiful deep blue eyes. This dark lashes fanned across his face, and his perfect lips were parted slightly. She was pretty sure they were quickly becoming her favorite facial feature. She closed her eyes and smiled broadly. She wanted to wake him, but he looked so peaceful. After last night’s performance (or performances), he needed to sleep. She watched his chest rise and fall consistently, great pecks. Her eyes traveled down to his stomach and the hair which lead to something she now desired greatly. She closed her eyes and whispered, “Thumper.”
 
   She heard his chuckle and opened her eyes and he pulled her hand that was still wrapped in his up and kissed it sweetly. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning. I didn’t mean to wake you. Go back to sleep.”
 
    “Sleep with me,” he closed his eyes and pulled her down. Her head lay on his chest, and she listened to his heart beat intensify. 
 
   She kissed his chest and sat up, “I’m going to use the bathroom, go back to sleep.”
 
    “You sure?”
 
   “Yes, very sure.”
 
   “Thanks, sweetness.”
 
   Maddox woke to the sound of Harper’s phone ringing. He found it on the floor next to the bed. The picture ID showed Harper and Tessa smiling vibrantly. He was about to answer it when it stopped ringing and then chimed a message immediately.
 
    -Harper you need to call me now…Love Mom
 
   He stood up and tapped on the bathroom door, and she didn’t answer. He opened the door and heard her singing softly in the shower. “Hey, your mom called.”
 
   Harper pulled back the curtain, “Did you answer?”
 
   “No,” he smiled and looked away, Damn it!
 
   “Good, I still don’t know what I’m going to say to her. It’s not like she probably doesn’t already know, but it’s going to be a very awkward conversation. I mean...”
 
    “Hey Harper, can we talk about this out there?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” she looked at him and he peeked up at her briefly….his face was red, and his hands were covering his lower half.
 
    “Whatcha got there?” Harper pointed and smiled.
 
    He rolled his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair, “What’s it look like?” 
 
   “A lot of fun,” she opened the curtain, “Bring it to me.” 
 
   He looked at her confused and embarrassed, “Fine I won’t talk to you.” 
 
   She looked down, “Hey Thumper wanna come here and play?”
 
    Maddox laughed, “Really Harper, you're bypassing me now and going straight to…” 
 
   “He’s not as shy as you, I think he likes me.”
 
   “I think so, as well.”
 
   “Well whatcha waiting for?”
 
   ~
 
   They stood in the bathroom toweling each other’s bodies off, and her phone rang again. “It’s on the bed,” he kissed her nose.
 
   “Thanks,” she kissed his.
 
   “Do you think you should go get it?”
 
   “Can we just run away?”
 
   He smiled, “Sure.”
 
   “I wish.”
 
   Harper ran and dove onto the bed and grabbed her phone, “Good morning, Mom.”
 
    “Good morning,” Tessa said sadly.
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Mom what is wrong?”
 
   Maddox held up the shirt he had pulled out of her bag and pulled it over her head. “Have you watched TV this morning?”
 
   “Um, no.”
 
   “You’re on TV.”
 
   “What?” Harper cover the mouth piece, “Will you turn on the TV please?” Maddox looked at her curiously, and she shrugged her shoulders.
 
    He turned on the morning television.
 
    “You and Maddox, at the Garden, and at the hotel and…”
 
   “Oh my God!” Harper whispered.
 
   “Harper you need to get back here…”
 
   “I will call you back in a few minutes, Mom.”
 
   Harper watched as Maddox sang to her on the stage and then they danced. She looked over at Maddox, and he stared at the TV. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and then his jaw dropped. Harper turned and looked at the television. It was her and him on the balcony the night before. There were several shots of her, body parts covered by black shielding. The next was of him grabbing her robe and then of him carrying her into the hotel wrapped around him. She stood up and ran to the bathroom and slammed the door. Maddox let his held breath out and began to walk towards the bathroom. He heard a knock on the door and stopped to walk and open the door.
 
    Brody walked in, “She asleep?”
 
   “No, she just got off the phone with Tessa.”
 
   “We’re going to sue there asses!”
 
   “I don’t think now is a good time. I need to talk to Harper.” 
 
   “Bring her out.”
 
   “Dad, alone. She ran into the bathroom clearly upset, and then you knocked and…” 
 
   “Go, I will wait out here.”
 
   “Let me call you when we have had the opportunity to discuss this.” 
 
   “Maddox, first of all this needs to be dealt with now. Second, you will probably be dealing with a very angry father.”
 
   “We’re adults, Dad. Please let me deal with this. I will call you.” 
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “I am going to insist.”
 
   Brody scowled, “Fine, but it needs to be nipped in the bud, Maddox.” 
 
   Maddox opened the door, “I’ll call you.”
 
   He knocked on the bathroom door and didn’t wait for an answer. He walked in and saw her sitting on the floor crying. “Come here,” Maddox pulled her up. He held her hand and walked out to the bedroom. “Look… I’m sorry about this.” 
 
   She wiped her eyes, “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Okay, what upsets you about this?”
 
   “Maddox did you see…”
 
   “Yes. But does it upset you that people know about us?”
 
    “No, but I don’t like that my ass is all over the morning news.”
 
    Maddox tried not to smile, “I understand. It is a beautiful ass though, Harper.”
 
    Harper scowled at him, “You…I…God!”
 
   “You, I, and God are the only people who truly know what went on here last night,” he kissed her hand and smiled slightly.” 
 
   “Why aren't you pissed about this?”
 
   “What’s done is done.”
 
   “Maddox you would normally be as freaked out about this as I am. My parents saw it, who the hell am I kidding--- America freaking saw it!”
 
    “I’m sure the world has seen it by now…”
 
   “Thanks a lot…”
 
   “Shh, here’s the deal. I don’t care who knows about us Harper. I’m not hiding a damn thing. You’re mine, and I am yours. I’m sorry you feel this embarrassed by all of that. I’m not happy that your ass is on television. But to get angry and…”
 
    “What the hell happened to you? You should be stupid pissed off right now!” 
 
   “I am pretty sure you sucked stupid out of me last night.” 
 
   “Oh that’s nice” Harper started to stand, and he pulled her down on his lap.
 
    “You and I are going out to breakfast.”
 
   “Oh, that should be fun.”
 
   “Are you embarrassed to be with me?”
 
   “No, I just…”
 
   “I don’t care who knows Harper.”
 
   “They saw my ass!”
 
   “Lucky them,” Maddox laughed and kissed her neck.
 
   “You wouldn’t like it if they saw yours.”
 
   “Why not, they can look all they want. You’re mine and I don’t care who knows. You’re, not a dirty little secret, Harper,” he kissed her neck, “Let’s go.” 
 
   “Are you being serious?”
 
   “As a leprechaun in a nudist camp.”
 
   “What?” Harper laughed and turned around and looked at him. 
 
   “I love you, and I don’t care who knows Harper.”
 
   “I love you too, but what was that a joke?”
 
   “Get dressed and let’s go.”
 
   “I have to do my hair and makeup, and I have nothing to …” 
 
   “You and me, let’s go.”
 
   Maddox stood up and pulled on a pair of jeans and a tee-shirt, “Come on sweetness.”
 
   Harper pulled on a pair of jeans, “I should call my mom.”
 
    “We have Surge and Tomas, we’re going now.”
 
   “Bossy,” Harper laughed as she grabbed her bag.
 
   “Leave the bag, chop, chop, hot stuff.”
 
   Maddox and Harper walked into the elevator holding hands. He sent a text to Surge to meet them in the lobby and Harper sent one to Tomas. 
 
   Tomas hurried to her, “This is not a good idea.”
 
   Harper looked up at Maddox who wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her head. “If they don’t have to chase us they won't invade our privacy nearly as much.” 
 
   They walked onto the street, and several photographers snapped photos. Maddox smiled and waved and continued holding her tightly against him.
 
    “Who is the girl?” a reporter yelled.
 
   “My wife,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “Mrs. Hines.”
 
   Harper’s eyes widened, and she looked up at him, and he kissed her swiftly on the lips and continued walking.
 
    “Are you insane?” Harper gasped.
 
   “That’s debatable, does this look okay?” he pointed to a street vendor. 
 
   “Sure?”
 
   Maddox grabbed four breakfast burritos and two oranges juices. He smiled at Harper, and they walked through the crowded streets and into central park. They walked towards a bench and sat. They sat and looked at each other, and he smiled, “See? Not so bad.”
 
    Harper looked and laughed, “If you pretend that the photographers are not all over I suppose not.” He smiled and unwrapped a burrito and held it to her mouth, “I am capable.”
 
    “Let me,” he smiled and she took a bite.
 
   “Thanks,” she smiled.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Harper looked up at him and smiled, and they ate silently. “Can we go back now please?”
 
   “Sure, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, I will never keep you a secret. But I really would like to take you back to our room and stay there for like…ever.”
 
    Harper laughed, “That’s not going to happen, but I like the way you think.” 
 
   Maddox stood and pulled her up. He tossed the empty wrappers into the garbage and held her hand as he looked at Surge and nodded. They walked quietly for a while, and Harper stopped and he looked down at her. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Sure, just tired,” he smiled and looked away.
 
   “Maddox?”
 
    “Yeah?”
 
   “Are we okay?”
 
   He smiled, “Let’s get back.”
 
   She had to walk fast to keep up with his long strides. He seemed tense and distant, and she had no idea why. Maybe it was all the people, maybe he was just tired, maybe she was just over analyzing everything because she too, was tired. They rode the elevator up to the suite. The door opened to a room full of people. 
 
   “What the hell were you thinking?” Brody demanded.
 
   “I was thinking we needed breakfast,” Maddox walked past everyone and towards the bedroom. 
 
   “Maddox, we need to talk!” Zach’s voice boomed and silenced the room. Maddox turned around and glared at him.
 
   “She’s in the hospital! She took a bunch of fucking pills this morning, and she almost died!” Maddox looked confused.
 
   “Jazz, Jane, do you want to know who she really is MADDOX?”
 
    “Zach, calm down,” Brody grabbed him as he started towards Maddox.
 
    “This is so fucked up!”
 
   “I know Zach,” Brody put his hand on his shoulder.
 
   Maddox cocked his head to the side and looked at Zach for a few moments. His face dropped and he began breathing heavy. He closed his eyes tightly as he clenched his fists.
 
    “She is my little sister Maddox,” Zach pounded his chest, “My sister! Clair, not Jane or Jazz, or some God Damn girl that you can toy with! She is my sister!”
 
    “Zach, he didn’t know,” Emma rubbed his back softly.
 
   “FUCK!” Zach screamed and wiped his face quickly, “She is my God Damn sister Maddox, and she is lying in a hospital bed because she took a bottle of sleeping pills after she watched you on the news this morning! Not because she has been raped, or beaten, or starved, or sold, or had to sell herself to survive, but because she fucking thought you loved her!” Maddox shook his head side to side no several times.
 
   “Zach this is not his fault. He didn’t know, you didn’t even know,” Brody whispered. 
 
   “I need to get the fuck out of here! She loves you! You made her feel like she mattered!” he looked at Harper: “The same way he feels for you! It’s not real, it’s the first person that made them feel human! Maddox, I thought you of all people…” 
 
   Maddox opened his eyes and looked at Zach, “This is not Harper’s fault. Leave her the fuck out of this Zach,” he turned and looked at Harper, “I am so sorry.” Maddox kissed her head and walked into the bathroom where he locked the door and sat on the floor and rocked himself back and forth, “Shh, Shh, Shh.”
 
    ~
 
   The room fell silent, and no one said a word. They all stood looking at the ground. Harper’s phone rang, and she looked around and saw it sitting on the coffee table. She walked to it and picked it up. She had seventeen missed calls from her mother and father. She had several text messages. She closed her eyes and began to shake. Tomas walked to her side and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, “You are going to be fine,” he whispered in her ear. She looked up at him and blinked rapidly and swallowed hard.
 
    Emma looked at Zach, “I know you’re hurting. I can assure you Maddox is falling apart. You and I both know how hard he has worked at helping find all of those kids for years Zach… years. This will all work out…”
 
    “Will it Emma? They won’t let me see her! The fucking doctor said she was refusing all visitors and that in her state of mind, she could know nothing! She doesn’t even know!”
 
    “You don’t know that Zach.”
 
   “Then why,” Zach screamed and looked at Harper, “Your hold on him is the same as his is on hers, don’t you see? You can fix this, make up your mind to be selfish or…” 
 
   “That’s enough Zach!” Brody snapped
 
   Maddox walked out of the bathroom his eyes were blazing red, “She is not the problem here Zach! She doesn’t have to make any decisions. It rests on my shoulders, not hers.” 
 
   “Then see that you do the right fucking thing!”
 
   “Surge, get him the fuck out of here,” Brody growled.
 
   “You can all leave, give me fifteen minutes with Harper please.”
 
    ~
 
   Harper felt her face burning, and she swallowed hard. Maddox closed the door behind Brody and turned to her. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths before walking over and sitting on the couch. “Come sit with me, please,” Maddox looked up at her quickly and then back down to the ground. She sat next to him and folded her hands nervously on her lap. His eyes closed, and he took several slow deep breaths in and then out. “Apparently we have poor timing,” Maddox looked at her. She looked up at him and forced a smile and shook her head. “I did not expect this Harper,” his voice was low and steady, and he took another breath, “It is possible that Zach is right in why I feel drawn to you…” 
 
   Harper swallowed hard and looked up into his face, “What?” She whispered, and the pain in her voice shredded him. 
 
   He closed his eyes tightly and let out a deep breath, “I will never regret that you were the first person…” Harper stood up and he stopped talking. She walked to the bedroom and put her things in her bag. “Do you need help?” Maddox’s tone was a little less steady. 
 
   “Nope, thanks though,” Harper walked past him into the bathroom and grabbed her toothbrush. 
 
   “Harper…”
 
   “Maddox, I know what you think you have to do. I’m not angry at you at all. I get it.” Harper felt her body begin to shake. And she took a deep breath, “I really hope she is okay. And I pray you will be as well.” 
 
   “I did not expect this Harper,” Harper turned around and he put his hands against the wall blocking her from leaving. 
 
   “I know,” Harper looked up at the ceiling trying to stop the tears from falling, “Maddox, please let me go.”
 
    “I don’t know how Harper,” Maddox jaw tightened and his eyes burned. 
 
   “It’s easy, just put your hands to your sides, step back, and let me walk away,” Harper forced a big smile. 
 
   He looked at her and blew out a slow breath, “Damn it Harper, I…” Harper pinched her fingers around his lips closing his mouth, just like he had done to her several times and then slowly ran her thumb across his lips. He pushed his face into her hand and rubbed it back and forth against her gentle skin. His stubble tickled her hand and wrist. 
 
   “Take care,” she pulled her hand away and started to walk quickly towards the door. Tomas held the elevator. 
 
   “Deep breaths, Miss Harper. Just a few more minutes until we get into the car, deep breaths.” 
 
   Harper pulled the baseball cap out of her bag and pulled it down over her eyes, the elevator door opened, and they walked out on the street full of reporters. “Congratulations… just one picture…What is your name…. Congratulations,” was all she heard until she was in the Limo. 
 
   She sat silently wondering why they were not moving when the door opened, “Thanks for waiting.” Harper looked up, and Emma sat next to her and pulled her into her arms.
 
    Harper cried softly, and Emma did too. 
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked out of the bedroom, and Brody stood waiting for him, “She is not your responsibility.” 
 
   “Yes she is,” Maddox looked away.
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “Dad, I can't walk away from her,” Maddox snapped.
 
   “But you can walk away from Harper?”
 
   Maddox looked at him emotionless, “She’ll be fine. And Dad, not another mention of her name, ever.” 
 
   “Can you live with that Maddox?”
 
   “Yes.”



 
   Chapter 15
 
   Harper spent the week after Emma and the girls had left to join Brody and Maddox on tour,  in her bed. Her phone was in her hands at all times, and her mother was by her side. Her father had said very little to her since she had come back to the Cape. Every night Collin did come in to hug her, kiss her cheek, and hold her until she told him goodnight.
 
   Two days before they were to leave for South America she walked outside and sat on the deck next to Tessa. She smiled and pulled her black sunglasses over her eyes and smiled.
 
   “It’s a beautiful day.”
 
   Tessa smiled, “What should we do today?”
 
   “Shop?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I want to drive.”
 
   “Sounds good, the Jeep?”
 
   “Yes, I have only driven it a couple times. Where is Dad?”
 
   “He and your brothers are on the boat.”
 
   “Does he hate me Mom?”
 
   “No Harper, of course not.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   ~
 
   The Abraham family spent the next three and a half weeks in Africa and were returned for a week to their home in upstate. Harper had worked hard: she was focused and un-emotional. She was able to avoid everything that she assumed was being reported on in the media.
 
   They pulled down the long driveway leading to the house, and Harper saw Liam’s truck and smiled. Tessa looked at Harper and smiled feeling a twinge of relief.
 
   Harper jumped out of the SUV and ran and hugged Liam, “I missed you!”
 
   “I just saw you four weeks ago, girl.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Let’s do something,” Harper smiled and stepped back.
 
   “Alright like what?”
 
   “I don’t care, anything!”
 
   “Movie?”
 
   “No,” Harper smiled.
 
   “You said anything,” Liam laughed.
 
   “I want to eat. Bad food, greasy, fattening, food.”
 
   “Okay, lets go get something to eat. Aunt Tessa, Harper and I are going to grab some lunch.”
 
   Tessa smiled and nodded her head.
 
   ~
 
   They walked into her favorite diner just outside of town and sat in their favorite corner booth.
 
   Helen walked up and smiled, “Hello kids what can I get for you?”
 
   “Harper just got home from one of those trips Helen, and she is hungry,” Liam smiled.
 
   “Oh, let me try to remember it’s been awhile. Cheeseburger deluxe loaded, fries, the greasier the better, chocolate milk shake, and a big old brownie sundae to finish it up?”
 
   “Aw Helen… you remember,” Harper smiled at her favorite waitress ever.
 
   “Of course I do, Harper. Same for you Liam?” He smiled and shook his head yes. Helen winked and walked away.
 
   “So let's hear all about it,” Liam whispered.
 
   “You’re back!” Harper heard someone yell, and she turned to see Ava running towards her. Harper smiled when Ava jumped in the booth and hugged her tightly. “You haven’t called me. We have a lot to talk about.”
 
   “We truly just pulled in about twenty minutes ago. My phone is dead I haven’t charged it in like…”
 
   “Twenty one days?” Ava smiled.
 
   “Ava,” Liam scolded her.
 
   Harper looked at Liam and then back at Ava neither said a word. She sat back in the red vinyl booth and crossed her arms. “Okay spill it.”
 
   “It’s a song, Billboard number one hit in the US and the UK this week. Guess who the band is?”
 
   Harper felt her face turn red, “I don’t know who?”
 
   “Burning Souls,” Ava beamed, and they sat quietly, “Look I don’t know exactly what happened, but that boy loves you and you love him.”
 
   “Ava, enough,” Liam whispered sternly.
 
   “Whatevs,” Ava rolled her eyes.
 
   “Don’t you think she has been through enough?”
 
   “I think that Harper lost her virginity and…”
 
   Harper laughed out loud and covered her mouth.
 
   “See she’s going to be fine. It’s not like a dirty little secret Liam.”
 
   “No, not a secret at all,” Harper laughed, “My first time was televised.”
 
   Ava smiled, “Well at least we won’t have to make a scrapbook.”
 
   “Nope we won't, it’s well documented.”
 
   “Your ass looked fabulous by the way,” Ava giggled.
 
   “Damn it Ava, shut up!”
 
   Harper smiled looked at him and then back at Ava, “Thank God.”
 
   “And the next morning he told everyone you were his wife,” Ava smiled sweetly.
 
   “Sure did,” Harper shook her head.
 
   “So tell me, was he any good?”
 
   “Oh my God Ava, shut up!”
 
   “Liam, I am fine. I have had a lot of time to figure out how to deal with this. I will be fine.”
 
   “Seriously every woman in the world envy’s you. He sang to you, our Prom theme for crying out loud. Then you danced, and he took you on a helicopter tour, and then to only the most beautiful hotel in the city…”
 
   “Ava I swear to God I’m going to gag you.”
 
   Harper laughed, and Helen brought their food to the table, “Can I get the same thing please?”
 
   “Sure Ava,” Helen looked at Harper, “She causing trouble?”
 
   “Yes of course,” Harper laughed and Ava rolled her eyes, “But it’s a particularly welcome kind of trouble.”
 
   “See, Liam!”
 
   “Yeah, I see Ava,” Liam scowled at her.
 
   “So then what happened?”
 
   “Well, I believe that was also caught on camera.”
 
   “Oh yeah, balcony scene, nice ass,” Ava smiled, “I do have to warn you though, if you keep eating like this your ass is going to be as big as mine.”
 
   “Your ass is not big, Ava,” Harper laughed.
 
   “I have my mom’s ass Harper and you have your moms. I’m not blind.”
 
   “Some guys like round asses, huh Liam?”
 
   “Well I suppose they are better than those nineteen eighties music video girls sporting mono-kinis.”
 
   Ava and Harper laughed, “My Dad is apparently an ass man.”
 
   Harper smiled, “How are they doing?”
 
   
  
 

“Disgustingly good,” Ava made a gagging sound, “So did you have the big O?”
 
   “Alright Ava, I swear to God…”
 
   “Yeah, I did, a few actually,” Harper smiled and looked at Liam who covered his ears and groaned, “And the next morning he took me out to show the world I was not a secret. We ate burritos, and walked back to the hotel, and less than thirty minutes I was doing the walk of shame.”
 
   Ava smiled sadly, “What happened, Harper?”
 
   “You know what happened Ava, it’s been all over the news.”
 
   Harper looked at Ava, “Jazz?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Ava, she just got back leave it alone.”
 
   “No, she deserves to know Liam!”
 
   “I want to know,’ Harper looked at Ava.
 
   “Helen can we get some take out containers?”
 
   “Sure Liam.”
 
   ~
 
   They drove silently to the pond, and Liam put the Chevy into park, “I don’t think this is a good idea. You should just forget about it. Move on Harper.”
 
   “I want to know!”
 
   Ava opened the door and jumped out Harper followed her. Liam got out with the food containers in hand.
 
   They sat on the dock in a circle, and Ava looked up, “He walked out of the hotel a few minutes later and looked just like you did, hat pulled down over his eyes, with his very beautiful Daddy,” Ava giggled.
 
   “Emma was with me,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Always have to throw her in don’t you?” Ava smiled and took her hand, “Next were photos of the hospital and then the news of the keyboardists attempt at suicide. Then the video of them leaving the hospital being bombarded by reporters. One reporter asked where his wife was, and she went crazy,” Ava used her best British Accent, “Not with him, for Christ sake-- he finally broke his duck, he rose this morning as a man, not just a lollipop! That’s all it was, tell them Maddox, tell them!” And then she was basically shoved by a really big guy into the car and Maddox looked around and his face turned bright red, and he got in the car.”
 
   “Broke his Duck?”
 
   “Yeah, I had to Google it. Apparently it’s a British term for a man losing his virginity. Was he a virgin?”
 
   “That’s not for me to discuss,” Harper looked up at the sky, “I wonder if he’s okay.”
 
   “Call him.”
 
   “No, she doesn’t need to,” Liam warned Ava.
 
   “They have two more stops on their US tour.”
 
   “Ava, it may take her a bit longer to get over her first than it does the normal girl.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” Ava shouted back.
 
   “Exactly what I said, leave her alone.”
 
   “Hey Harper, I fucked Liam in the barn at the farm a year and a half ago.”
 
   “Jesus, Ava!”
 
   Harper giggled.
 
   “What we know about her first time she should know about ours. So your cousin is hot…”
 
   “Ava honest to God…”
 
   “And safe, I knew I would be comfortable and we were both curious.”
 
   “I’m leaving.”
 
   “Sit down and shut up Liam!”
 
   “And this is why it will never happen again.”
 
   “He is kind of big, so it was not really…”
 
   “Goodbye Harper, please call me when she is done.”
 
   Harper and Ava looked at each other and started laughing when Liam peeled out.
 
   “Okay now that he’s gone…”
 
   “Oh no, I wanna hear about this,” Harper laughed.
 
   “No big deal, I just didn’t want to be uncomfortable when I did find the one.”
 
   “Have you found the one?”
 
   “Nope, tried another time though,” Ava smiled big.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your brother…”
 
   “What! Which one?”
 
   “Oh I couldn’t choose, so I took them both on,” Ava smiled.
 
   “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Yes, but it made you smile. So look, Burning Souls played in Red Rock last night, they play in Noblesville, Indiana tomorrow, and in four days they end their tour in Jersey baby, Bader Field. You are going to go hang with me for a few days, and we are going to that concert.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Harper looked at her and tried not to smile.
 
   “It’s a great idea, you should be off of the ‘I must love him’ high, so you go see him and if it’s still there we form a plan and if not we go out and find you a rebound bang.”
 
   “Ava.”
 
   “You’re twenty years old. They will let you go. Just be like, I need to clear my head so that I can move on, and they will let you. Come on, it’ll be fun!”
 
   “Fine,’ Harper looked at her shaking her head.
 
   “Really?” Ava smiled broadly.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper and Ava walked out of Ava’s grandfather’s house in New Jersey, giggling. They both wore Sweatshirts and mesh shorts. They had told Ava’s Grandparents they were going to the movies, then to dinner, and would be home late.
 
   Harper called her mother when they got in the Jeep to let her know where they were going out. Tessa told her to have fun and to be careful. Harper hung up and banged her head on the steering wheel.
 
   “Get over it,” Ava laughed.
 
   “I know. Let's do this!” Harper pulled out of the driveway and the sped down the road.
 
   They drove around looking for a glimpse of the band’s bus. They parked as close as they could get to it. When they got out they pulled off their sweatshirts and straightened their dresses. Both wore black tank style dresses and sandals. Not matching, but very similar. They threw their shorts in the Jeep, and Harper grabbed her small cross body purse.
 
   Ava smiled and jumped up and down. The opening act was thanking the crowd of screaming fans when they walked through the gate. They showed their VIP badges to the security guard, and he let them pass and they made their way to their seats.
 
   Harper looked around and recognized many of the crew members from the show at Madison Square Garden. She pulled her black shades over her eyes. She and Ava kind of stuck out from the crowd. They were the only ones not sweat drenched and the only ones in dresses.
 
   “We over did it,” Harper shook her head.
 
   “We look hot,” Ava yelled, and they heard tapping sticks.
 
   Harper looked up and saw T, Zach, and someone who was not Jazz on the keyboard, “Have they mentioned anything about Jazz on the news?”
 
   “Just that she was taking a break,” Ava scowled, “Stop worrying about her!”
 
   “HELLO NEW JERSEY!”
 
   Harper looked at Ava, and her jaw dropped she didn’t look at the stage, she couldn’t.
 
   “This is one hell of a crowd to end our US tour with, thanks for coming out tonight!”
 
   Harper turned and looked at the stage. He had a grey tank that revealed the lean muscles in his long strong arms. Arms that had held her, arms that moved her body to where he wanted it, arms that at this moment, she needed around her. He had Black cargo shorts that hit just above his knees leaving his muscular calves exposed, and his black military looking boots were undone. He grabbed his guitar and lifted the strap over his shoulder exposing the v, and the dark trail of hair that started just below his belly button and lead to his long, thick,…
 
   “Harper!” Ava yelled and snapped her fingers in front of her face, “What are you thinking?” Ava laughed.
 
   “He is so beautiful,” Harper turned towards Ava and closed her eyes.
 
   “Yeah he is, but what about the boy in the back? He is delicious!”
 
   “T?”
 
   “U, V W, X, Y I don’t care what his name is, you are introducing me to him. T will be number three,” Ava laughed.
 
   “Who was number two?” Harper asked as she watched Maddox sing, not really caring about the answer.
 
   “Not your brothers, we’ll discuss when you can concentrate,” Ava laughed at Harper.
 
   Harper could not stop watching him, his voice seduced her, just like he said. He knew it, and she knew it now more than ever. She closed her eyes when he started to sing Stained and felt a tear fall down her face. She opened them at the last chorus and looked up. He was standing on the edge looking at her. She knew he could see her, and she smiled.
 
   “He sees you!” Ava clapped.
 
   He closed his eyes and finished. Maddox walked off stage and Zach looked at T confused. T shrugged his shoulders and started bagging on the drums.
 
   Maddox bound back on stage, “Did you miss me?”
 
   The crowd screamed, and he looked back towards where Harper and Ava stood and laughed out loud, “It has been a long, hot summer,” the crowd yelled.
 
   “I have to tell you I really didn’t think I would make it here, what a fucking maddening month. Do you all know how long it takes to form a nasty little habit?”
 
   The crowd screamed Twenty One Days.
 
   “That’s right and how long does it take to break one?”
 
   They answered again.
 
   “That’s right so tonight we end it right here. The last night on stage in the US for a very longtime, with all of you! I will miss you all, but it’s time to get back home. Hit it, T!”
 
   Maddox pulled his guitar strap over his shoulder and smiled.
 
   “Let’s do this”
 
    
 
   Twenty one days of regret, twenty one days to forget. Twenty one ways to get through the day twenty one ways to make it okay.
 
   Sitting thinking, drowning drinking, sinking lower you’re not speaking.
 
   Needing wanting, pushing pulling, suffocating silence is my hearts still beating
 
   I sit and close my eyes thinking of all the ways we should have said our goodbye,
 
   Knowing there was no way, No way to keep you here, to make you stay.
 
   I search to find the answers to let you go, to get over you
 
   I found twenty one days to live thirty years, twenty one days for first and lasts to shed their tears.
 
   Twenty one beats of my heart feels like twenty one lifetimes apart.
 
   For twenty one days I sat alone, learning twenty one notes that make your name a song.
 
   For twenty one days I sank lower than the Dead Sea, twenty one days down on my knees.
 
   Twenty one habits I formed just to break, hoping twenty one days is all it takes.
 
   To forget the twenty one reasons I count today, those twenty one sins that took you away.
 
   Twenty one days of regret twenty one days to forget. Twenty one ways to get through the day, twenty one ways to make it okay.
 
   Singing strumming, smoking drumming, close my eyes to see you
 
   Seeking looking, seeing dying, memories draw me in sinning lying.
 
   I sit and wonder why I am here, the torments worse when you're not near.
 
   I will let go, no way to renew, to make you know.
 
   I dredge the depths to where I fell, face to face with my new hell
 
   I found twenty one days to live thirty years, twenty one days for first and lasts to shed their tears.
 
   Twenty one beats of my heart, feels like twenty one lifetimes apart.
 
   For twenty one days I sat alone, learning twenty one notes that make your name a song.
 
   For twenty one days I sank lower than the Dead Sea, twenty one days down on my knees.
 
   Twenty one habits I will form just to break, hoping twenty one days is all it takes. To forget the twenty one reasons I count today, those twenty one sins that took you away.
 
    
 
    The chorus repeated, and the crowd screamed and chanted FUCK YOU!
 
   “Is that what you all want?” Maddox laughed, “Well then how could I refuse, it’s a new day, a new chapter so fuck you all!”
 
   He sang and danced and looked beautiful doing so. He even looked happy: how could he look happy singing that song?  Harper felt sick to her stomach. He did not pull anyone onstage, and she was glad he didn’t. Harper sat the rest of the concert, surrounded by his voice and the screams of all the fans. She was emotionally drained and wanted to go home.
 
   The last song of the concert he took his shirt off and wiped his sweaty face and threw it out to the crowd. It almost caused a riot to the left of Harper and Ava.
 
   The concert ended, the crowd thinned out and the girls with backstage passes were all rushing to get in line. Harper stood up and looked at Ava, “If he wanted to talk to me he would have called, I don’t want to…”
 
   “You’ll do it for me?” Ava dragged her to the back of the crowd, “That drummer is fine, fine, fine, just what I need to get over number two.”
 
   “Okay but only if you spill it,” Harper looked at Ava and crossed her arms.
 
   Ava pulled out the cute little gray and black floppy hats out of Harpers bag and shoved one on her head, “Here, no one will recognize us now. Put on your shades.”
 
   “This is crazy, we look like we are in disguises,” Harper laughed.
 
   “They’ll think we are covering up our eyes, my God I think I caught my first buzz just off the second hand smoke,” Ava laughed.
 
   “Stop skirting the issue Ava, a name,” Harper pulled her sunglasses on.
 
   “Fine, Luke,” Ava shoved her glasses on.
 
   “Luke Lane, as in Jade’s son, my second cousin, your father’s namesake and God child, who just happens to be five years older than you?” Harper gasped.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, that one, focus on the task at hand,” Ava blushed and turned away.
 
   They watched as the security guards pulled the younger girls with their parents to the front of the line.
 
   “Speaking of fine looking older men, check out Maddox’s Daddy. Damn, he is yummy,” Ava laughed.
 
   “Oh God I hope they don’t see us,” Harper squatted down as they walked by holding hands and laughing.
 
   “Dodged a bullet,” Ava laughed, “Okay, they have passed stop hiding.”
 
   “Then tell me about Luke,” Harper laughed.
 
   “His parents and mine were out to dinner a few months ago. I watched him with his bitch girlfriend all night while a bunch of us hung at the pool. I mean seriously... he’s on leave, and she acts like a complete bitch to him. It pissed me off. He ignored her until she left and he was drinking a lot. Everyone went into sleep and we went swimming. One thing lead to another and well let's just say I practically had to beg him to do me after we teased each other all night. He went down, a first and I swear I have never felt that way before. Then I guess it turned him on, you  know the OH MY GOD, OH, AW, YES, MORE, AW, OH GOD LUKE” Ava reenacted her noises loudly, and Harper giggled when people turned around and looked at her Ava looked up at the women in front of them who were scowling at her, “WHAT? That’s what it sounds like when you get off…sorry you two have never been there.”
 
   “AVA,” Harper tried to calm her down.
 
   “Well I’m sure if that were true we could remedy that tonight,” the blonde sneered.
 
   “Like you have a freaking chance,” Ava hissed at her.
 
   “We were in Denver,” she laughed.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ava asked.
 
   “You’ll see, after me of course,” she rolled her eyes and looked away.
 
   “Skank ass bitches!” Ava snapped.
 
   And they were escorted in. Ava and Harper were last in line. They stood for thirty minutes and waited.
 
   “I want to go now,” Harper whispered, “Ava I can’t do this, I don’t want to see him. I think I’m going to get sick.”
 
   The two skanky big haired over done pigs walked out smiling and laughed at Ava, “Fucking pigs.”
 
   “Go ahead in.”
 
   T and Maddox walked out of the bathroom chuckling followed by a cloud of smoke. Maddox pulled his hat lower over his eyes and did not look up, he had not put on a shirt. He flopped on the couch and pulled his hat over his eyes.
 
   “Did you enjoy the show loves?” T smiled and sat back on the other couch.
 
   “It was great,” Ava smiled.
 
   “So do you want an autograph or photo, or tell me why else would two beautiful ladies be coming back here tonight?” T asked looking Ava up and down.
 
   “Well to say hi, I suppose,” Ava blushed.
 
   “Oh Kitten look at your pink cheeks, so flush and we have yet to begin,” T winked.
 
   Ava blushed deeper.
 
   “Let me ask you something kitten, do you prefer drums or guitar?”
 
   “Well I don’t play either,” Ava was confused, and Maddox chuckled causing his abs to flex but still he said nothing.
 
   “Have you ever held a stick in your hand kitten? Even made of wood it is smooth as silk, shall I show you?”
 
   “Are you talking about your dick?” Ava yelled.
 
   “Well it’s not American, so it’s a bit bigger than a dick, it’s a cock love, come have a look.”
 
   Maddox threw his arm over his face trying not to laugh.
 
   “Does that shit really work for you?”
 
   “Um yes, twice tonight so far but I hear the third time is a charm, show me kitten, show me…”
 
   “You’re a fucking pig, S!”
 
   “Oh Kitten its T…”
 
   “Seriously you need a reality check band boy,” Ava rolled her eyes.
 
   “How many people have licked you from inside out…”
 
   “Oh God…” Harper held her stomach.
 
   “That’s it see she gets it…”
 
   “Oh shit,” Harper sprinted to the garbage and threw up.
 
   “Is she drunk?” T laughed.
 
   Maddox walked into the bathroom and grabbed a bottle of water and paper towels.
 
   “Hey, here,” he handed them to her and she sat back on her heals not looking at him.
 
   “I want to leave,” her voice shook.
 
   Maddox pulled her hair away from her face and rubbed her back as she threw up, “Don’t touch me.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said softly, “Are you alright?”
 
   He took the top off the water and handed it to her. She moved quickly away and slipped on the water that had spilled. He caught her, “Sit for a minute. I will make him shut up.”
 
   “DON’T TOUCH ME!”
 
   He spun her around, “Harper? What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “She came to see you idiot,” Ava smacked him in the back of the head, “and now she is leaving.”
 
   “Like hell she is,” Maddox growled, “Have you been drinking?”
 
   Maddox didn’t wait for her to reply he picked her up and carried her to the bathroom, closed the toilet with his foot and sat her down.
 
   “Leave me alone, this was a really bad idea, sorry, I should not have…”
 
   “Back off asshole,” Ava pushed past him.
 
   “No, you back the fuck off,” Maddox growled, “T come take care of this!”
 
   T grabbed Ava from behind and carried her out of the bathroom. Maddox kicked the door shut and locked it.
 
   He handed her another bottle of water and she looked away with tears falling down her face.
 
   “How much did you drink?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “Then why were you sick?”
 
   “Seriously Maddox, you’re not fucking stupid, I am not stupid. Me coming here was…”
 
   He grabbed her face, “Look at me!”
 
   “I don’t want to,” she tried to hold her breath to stop from sobbing.
 
   “What did you expect when you came here?” Maddox yelled, “Harper you could have called if you needed something.”
 
   “I didn’t need anything I wanted to see you. I didn’t expect that you were fucking everything that…”
 
   “I didn’t fuck anyone!”
 
   “Oh really, the girls from Denver…”
 
   “They sucked us off Harper, that’s it…”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “You knew that’s what went on, I told you that!”
 
   “That was before Maddox,” Harper pulled away.
 
   “Before what!”
 
   “Oh my God, oh my God. I am so stupid!”
 
   “No none of this is your …”
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
   Maddox looked confused.
 
   “Fuck you, let me go!”
 
   Maddox held her arms tightly, “I did Harper, and you came to me! I fucking did! What the hell are you doing to me?”
 
   He pulled her in to his arms and held her tightly.
 
   “Don’t you dare!”
 
   “Tell me you hate me!”
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you? Why do you say that from me?”
 
   “Because I know what that means to you, and if you can’t love me I want you to hate me!”
 
   “What the hell was I thinking?”
 
   “It doesn’t mean anything Harper, it’s a blow job!”
 
   “Good to know, now let go of me!”
 
   “What’s good to know? What?” He pulled her back and shook her.
 
   “Blow jobs mean nothing, I am going to go fucking…”
 
   “GET OUT!” he let go of her.
 
   “Get out of my way!”
 
   “You’re going to go be just like them!”
 
   “Yep, they seem to be more important to you…”
 
   “Unbelievable,” he grabbed her face and held it as he screamed, “Listen Princess, you are not like them, you are far worse! You fucking know better, and yet, you choose…”
 
   “Take your filthy, fucking hands off me! Don’t you ever talk to me like that again!” Harper slapped him across the face.
 
   “You are such a bitch!” Maddox grabbed her and pushed her against the wall and kissed her.
 
   She started to shake, and he pulled back and then kissed her again, “I have never wanted to hit a woman in my life, and I swear to God Harper… you have gotten me SO amped up.” He kissed her hard again, and she whimpered and opened her mouth to him. His tongue licked hers harshly, and his hand moved up her dress. Her head was spinning, and her body began to burn everywhere, “Tell me to stop, Harper… or I am going to nail you against this fucking wall.”
 
   She pushed her hands against his chest and began to cry. “Tell me to stop, Harper.”
 
   She shook her head no and kissed him. His finger pushed into her harshly, and she gasped and reached down and unbuttoned his pants and grabbed him firmly. He groaned and pushed into her hand as she stroked him. He pulled her dress up and pulled her legs around him and thrust into her savagely. She bit down on his shoulder, and her squeezed her ass firmly and thrust into her over and over again. She whimpered and he felt her squeezing around him.
 
   “You have to stop,” Harper moaned against his neck.
 
   “No, this is mine,” he pushed up hard, and she came again.
 
   “You're not wearing, oh God, stop,” She moaned.
 
   “Say your tight little pussy is mine,” he growled in her ear.
 
   “Fuck you,” Harper quivered.
 
   He pulled out quickly and emptied into a tissue.
 
   She fixed her dress and started to open the door, he kicked it shut and leaned against it.
 
   “Is that why you came here, Harper?”
 
   “Yes, just like all the others but worse.”
 
   He didn’t say a word he looked her up and down.
 
   “Move please.”
 
   He grabbed her hand and held it to his chest as he glared into her eyes. He let go of her hand and opened the door.
 
   T was sitting on the floor in front of Ava rubbing her feet and smiling like a fool up at her, “Okay I am done with you,” she pulled her foot away and stood, “You ready?”
 
   “Yes,” Harper didn’t stop she walked out the door quickly.
 
   “She loves you--- you idiot,” Ava snapped at Maddox and walked after Harper.
 
   Maddox took a deep breath and looked down at T, “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Whatever she asks,” T covered his face and fell back on the floor and laughed.
 
   ~
 
   Ava caught up to Harper and grabbed her hand, “You okay?”
 
   “No, I just want to get the hell out of here, I hate him!”
 
   “HEY!” they heard a voice and turned around to Jazz running towards them, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “It was a mistake Jazz, it won't be happening again, he’s all yours,” Harper started to walk away.
 
   “So did you two get each other off in front of him? He likes that you know,” she ran and grabbed Harpers arm stopping her, “He used to love when I brought someone home, he would get fucked up and watch us go at it and then whoever she was would suck him off as he pleasured me. Is that what you did Harper?”
 
   “You’re fucking…”
 
   “Ava don’t. Jazz, I came to say goodbye.”
 
   “How did he take it? Was he upset?”
 
   “No Jazz he…”
 
   “You don’t have to answer any of her questions!”
 
   “Ava, no more. It’s done, you don’t have to worry about me anymore.”
 
   “I was never worried about you,” Jazz laughed at her, “When he figures out you’re no better, he’ll be done moping.”
 
   “Well I’m sure he gets it now Jazz. Goodnight.”
 
   “Yeah, goodnight,” Jazz looked at her confused and walked away.
 
   The gate opened, and they walked into the parking lot.
 
   Ava stopped and hugged her, “Sorry, I’m sorry. We should never have done this, I should never have …”
 
   “No, it needed to be done,” Harper pulled away and held her stomach.
 
   They walked towards the Jeep, and Harper’s stomach turned again and she bent over and threw up again.
 
   The Jeep door opened, and both girls gasped, “Come on let’s get you two back to the house.”
 
   Ava scowled, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Well you were not at the movies, Ava! Those fucks wouldn’t let me in and the cops…”
 
   “You called the cops!”
 
   “Of course I did. You two take off and lie about where the hell you are going and sneak around with…”
 
   “Call them back and tell them not to come!”
 
   “They wouldn’t come damn it your twenty!”
 
   Harper giggled and looked at Ava who started to laugh. Ava hugged her again.
 
   “Yay we are and we are taking a girls vacation this summer a road trip.”
 
   “Like hell you are!”
 
   “What are you going to do about it? Call the cops?” Ava laughed out loud.
 
   “Get your ass in the Jeep, I’m driving you two have obviously been drinking. Harper is throwing up, you are …out of control and,”
 
   “We have not… jeepers Dad.”
 
   “WHAT!”
 
   “I can handle myself,” Ava laughed and got in the back of the Jeep.
 
   “You sit in the front,” Harper hissed at Ava.
 
   “No way--- he is PISSED,” Ava laughed.
 
   “Then scoot over,” Harper laughed at her and got in.
 
   Lucas was outside pacing back and forth. He took his phone out of his pocket and answered, “Yes, I have them. I’m going to call Ash.”
 
   He got in the Jeep and looked in the backseat, “You two are in so much trouble!”
 
   “You going to ground me, aren’t you Dad?”
 
   “Yes until your fucking my age!”
 
   The black stretch Limo pulled out of the gate and slowed as it pulled by the Jeep, T stood out of the moon roof and yelled, “Marry me Ava, you Goddess!”
 
   Lucas jumped out of the Jeep and stormed towards the Limo, “Dad get back here!” Ava yelled, climbing over the seat and out the passenger door.
 
   Lucas picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.
 
   “Release her you old pervert!” T shouted and began climbing out of the moon roof.
 
   Maddox stood up and grabbed him, “Ava, do you know who that is?”
 
   “No! It’s some crazy man,” Ava laughed and smacked her father in the back.
 
   Maddox and T both jumped out of the limo and Surge jumped out in front of them.
 
   “Let her go!” Maddox stormed towards them.
 
   Harper jumped out as Maddox and T grabbed Ava, and she laughed.
 
   “It’s her father!”
 
   Maddox and T stepped back, and Lucas set Ava down, “Get your asses in the vehicle now!”
 
   “We apologize father of the Goddess Ava,” T slurred.
 
   “You might want to get back into that car before I kick your ass!” Lucas snapped.
 
   “I am sorry let me introduce myself, I am T, and I am madly in love with that beautiful dark haired Goddess. I would like to take this opportunity to ask for her hand in marriage.”
 
   Maddox grabbed him, “Take him Serge. Mr. Links, I am very sorry about that.”
 
   Maddox looked at the Jeep and watched as Lucas pealed out of the parking lot.
 
   “Ava… start talking!”
 
   “I am very tired Daddy, wake me when we get to Grandpa’s.” She hugged Harper and laughed, “We are going to have so much fun on our trip.”
 
   Lucas answered his phone, “Sorry Ash, I have them, and your daughter is grounded for LIFE!”
 
   “Lucas be nice, are you okay Ava?”
 
   “Hi Mom, I am I had a great time tonight,” Ava laughed.
 
   “She had some band member ask if he could fu…”
 
   “Ava?”
 
   “Yep, I chose Drums,” Ava and Harper laughed.
 
   “Ava I can assume your father is driving too fast and that you are enjoying torturing him. Please don’t okay,” Ashley started to cry.
 
   “Ash don’t cry,” Lucas said sweetly.
 
   “Okay here’s the story, we went to a concert, went back stage. The boy who just asked for my hand in marriage was loaded, came on really strong. I told him all about himself, and when Maddox slammed the door in my face and held Harper captive in the bathroom he continued trying to… well…. he was talking really dirty,” Ava laughed, “I told him he had a better chance meeting God and then told him the closest he was going to touching me was if he was on his knees rubbing my stinky sweaty feet and he did!”
 
   Harper and Ashley laughed, “See Lucas, she did well.”
 
   “Yeah-- well she is still grounded. Thelma and Lois think they are going away together, and that’s not happening!”
 
   “Why Lucas?”
 
   “I don’t want either one of them getting banged in the backstage of some God damn concert Ash!”
 
   “Lucas, enough.”
 
   “Too late Lucas,” Harper laughed and then started crying.
 
   “Oh damn it Harper, don’t cry,” Lucas slowed down and pulled over.
 
   “What a mess,” Harper laughed and wiped her tears.
 
   “It’s okay Harper, seriously he made you throw up, trust me that’s not a good sign,” Lucas handed her a tissue.
 
   “Yeah, probably not,” Harper wiped her eyes.
 
   “Look we all make mistakes, well, most of us,” Lucas winked at Ava.
 
   “Dad do you think I am a virgin?”
 
   “You better damn well…”
 
   “Lucas, calm down,” Ashley’s voice came from the speakers.
 
   “Mom I did Liam in the cow barn at Alex and Phoebe’s,” Ava smiled at Harper, “He was huge.”
 
   “I am going to kill him,” Lucas punched the gas pedal and pealed out on the side of the road.
 
   “Why? I’m the one who asked him.”
 
   “Ava, I think you should stop.”
 
   “Fine but Liam did me,” she stopped and winked at Harper, “a favor.”
 
   “A favor, Ava?” Lucas sneered.
 
   “Yes, no hurt feelings. No heart break, it’s over gone, caput, I don’t have to worry about it.”
 
   “Ava you need to shut your mouth now!”
 
   “I love you Daddy,” Ava yawned and snuggled with Harper.



 
   Chapter 16
 
   Maddox woke up and held his head tightly. The events of the previous night were blurry, very blurry. Every night since he left New Jersey had been. He reached across his large bed and opened the nightstand and grabbed his bowl. He hit it twice and set it down and leaned back. He closed his eyes and tried to go back to sleep. The picture in his head of tears falling from her eyes as he fucked her against the wall back stage made his stomach turn. He had told her she was worse than the others which made his heart ache. The fact that he had not talked to her in weeks made the blackness creep in filling the hollow inside his heart. 
 
   Maddox had never hated himself until now. He did not like the man who stared blankly back at him in the mirror. He didn’t like the way he threw away someone he loved to try to get Jazz healthy but he knew there was no other way. Zach had moved into the house and Jazz refused to talk to him, and he refused to stop trying. It was so hard watching him, the pain in his face when he finally broke down and revealed what had actually happened to her when she was so young. 
 
   Zach’s mother had left them all when Zach was three and Jazz (who he refused to stop calling Clair, regardless of how angry it made her) was less than a year old. Their father killed himself, and they were both taken away by someone, he did not remember who. They were eventually separated, and he ended up with a loving family who tried without resolve to find his sister. They all assumed she had been taken out of the country. He never stopped looking for her. Maddox was angry at him for not telling him the truth from the beginning and Zach was still too angry at Maddox to care. 
 
   Brody and Emma were relentless about him spending time with them. If he was honest with himself he would admit that when he was with them it was the only time he felt even the slightest bit comfortable in his own skin. But he did not like going to his family home. The memories of what had happened at his first concert always came flooding back. Had he just waited to see if it were truly her in the crowd he would have never done drugs that night, or sang that song, or kissed that girl, or broke her heart causing his to break simultaneously. He had caused such a mess of what should have been a fairytale life. A happily ever after for the boy who sat locked in the closet for sometimes weeks at a time. When those thoughts caused the emotions to rip him apart he drank or smoked, blocking out thoughts of Harper. It stopped the sound of her voice in his head, the taste of her skin on his lips, the memories of what it felt like to be loved by someone who deserved so much more than he could ever give her. The worst was the image of her crying as he was inside her, when he held her face in his hands, and the pooled tears fell down her cheek. That memory made his heart slow, he swore he felt it expand until it hurt so badly he wished it would just explode. 
 
   Maddox still looked at her page on the internet almost daily. She never posted anything, but Ava on the other hand tagged her in every post for a week. He saw her laughing and smiling as they checked in and out of hotels on some sort of trip Ava had named the photo album on her page, out with the old. He sometimes laughed at the banter between she and her father. T saw it once and quickly created a page of his own giving himself the name of Humble Servant. She accepted his friend request and within minutes tagged him in a photo of him on his knees rubbing her feet. He had on a hat so you could not see his face, but both Maddox and T knew exactly when it was. 
 
   T responded, “The night I met my Goddess.”
 
   Ava did not respond, but her father did.
 
   “Leave it alone, or I will rip your face off.”
 
   T had a bit too much to drink and replied, “The pleasure of her company for just a second in time would make the pain bearable.” Maddox laughed as they sat in front of the computer
 
   “You should be warned, pushing ones father is ill advised,” Maddox’s heart literally stopped when he saw it was from Harper.
 
    T looked at him and smiled, “What shall I reply?”
 
   “Whatever you want,” Maddox scowled.
 
   “You reply for me,” T wiggled his eyebrows.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come on you know you want to.”
 
   Maddox did want to, and he wanted her to know it was him. He typed, “Thanks for the advice, Sweetness.” He stared at the screen and waited.
 
   “Sweetness? I would never call her that.”
 
   “I know that, and so does she.”
 
   She did not reply, and he became agitated, “You got nothing?”
 
   When her reply never came across he closed his eyes and ran his hands through his hair. 
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked into the studio with T, Zach, and Jazz. They were going to record the last few tracks before the album's release before their European tour started up. The band played the music and Maddox would stay behind and do the vocals with the producers. Maddox had a few minutes to wait until they were ready. He grabbed his phone and looked at Ava’s page, and still Harper had not responded. He sat back and closed his eyes. He heard someone walk into the room, and he opened his eyes and sat up. 
 
   Four girls walked into the room. “Maddox Hines,” one said, and he looked up. She had long blonde hair that hung to her waist, and blue eyes. She was very attractive, and her smile was from ear to ear, “I am Ally: and this Suzy, and Meg we are part of M.A.S.S.”
 
    Maddox stood and smiled, “Nice to meet you all. So you’ll be opening for us?”
 
    “Yep, thanks for the opportunity.”
 
    “We are stoked,” Suzy shook his hand.
 
    “We just finished up down the hall. Could we stick around and hear you guys?”
 
    “Ally, was it?” she shook her head yes, “It’s just me and I’m only doing two songs. Sorry to disappoint.”
 
    “That’s would be cool with us if you don’t mind.” Ally sat down not waiting for an answer. Maddox laughed.
 
   “He probably doesn’t want us to,” Meg whispered.
 
   “No, it’s fine,” Maddox smiled and walked into the recoding booth. It only took twice through for them to get everything they wanted, “Thanks Maddox.” Ziggy shook his hand as he left. 
 
   “Thank you,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “That was awesome!” Ally jumped up and hugged him, “I think we should celebrate. Let's go get dinner.”
 
    “Alright then. We can take my car,” Maddox loved her energy. It was the excitement of a new artist. One who truly loved their craft. They sat in a pub not far from the studio. They all ordered, and Maddox found out they were all eighteen and went to the same school together. They were from a small town in Massachusetts, they all had boyfriends at home, and they were all taking a semester off before their first year of college to pursue their dream. They had put a few of their songs online and Maddox’s record label found them and decided to give them a shot. He had a great time just hanging out with them. No one asked questions about his childhood or reminded him of any of his recent mistakes. He paid for dinner and promised to download their music and listen to them before he dropped them off at their hotel.
 
    Maddox woke the next morning to banging on his door. He had started locking it at night so that Jazz would don’t come in. He needed the distance. To show her that he was serious about no longer having any type of sexual relationship with her. 
 
   He opened the door, and Jazz lunged at him, “Is it because she looks like her?” 
 
   Maddox grabbed her arms to stop her from hitting him, “Calm the fuck down!”
 
    “NO! Do you like her now, because she looks like Harper?”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “The TV Maddox, your date with three girls is all over TV!”
 
   “I did not go on a date, Jazz!”
 
   “You did, and you like her because she looks like Harper!”
 
   Zach flew down the hall and grabbed her, “Come on Clair.”
 
   “I am not Clair!”
 
   “Fine Jazz, whatever you say, let it alone,” Zach carried her down the hall kicking and screaming. 
 
   Maddox followed them and turned on the TV. Sure enough the entertainment channel was mudslinging less than twelve hours later. 
 
   “I went to dinner after recording with three girls Jazz, not one. They are MASS our opening act. Three teenage girls from the US, with boyfriends at home. Nice girls who do not resemble Harper. And if they did, so fucking what? They’re not her! I walked away from love for friendship Jazz--- for you my friend! What you just did was uncalled for!” Jazz glared at him and she started to walked away.
 
   “You wait just a fucking minute!” Jazz stopped and turned around, “You will behave around them. You will not discuss me, my past, or your past. This is business-- do you understand me? And if you do, so help me God Jazz, all of this is done! I am dying here. You are not alone anymore. No one is going to fucking hurt you. You get to choose who you are now. I am doing you absolutely no good. You continue to suck the life out of me don’t you? And your brother!”
 
    “That’s enough Maddox,” Zach snapped.
 
   “The hell it is,” Maddox screamed, “I was given a chance, I fucked up, and those who truly love me continued to give me chances. My family loves me. Jesus Christ Jazz, I don’t even spend time with my sisters anymore because you can't pull your shit together. Look at me!” Maddox pounded his chest, “I’m dying inside. I can’t go a day without getting fucked up, not one fucking day! You do NOT love me Jazz, not even as a friend. You are doing the same to him!”
 
   “Don’t speak for me,” Zach snapped.
 
   “I won’t, I fucking won’t!” Maddox stormed to his room and slammed the door.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox walked backstage after his sound check. He watched as the three girls laughed and chatted. Their excitement was so pure and innocent. Something he remembered lasted only a moment for him. The moment he first walked on the stage of O2 until the moment he thought he saw Harper and Blake. Since that time more than two years ago he hadn’t felt it, until now.
 
    Ally skipped over to him, “Are you excited?”
 
   “I am excited for you three, more than I am for myself,” he smiled. 
 
   “Aw…. thanks Maddox Hines,” she playfully hip checked him and he laughed. He saw Jazz out of the corner of his eye, watching them. She had something of a different expression on her face. Not the normal blank stare or scowl. 
 
   “Earth to Maddox,” Ally snapped her fingers in front of her face. 
 
   “Sorry,” he laughed.
 
   “You like her?”
 
   “I care deeply for her but not in any way aside from friendship.” 
 
   “She doesn’t like us.”
 
   “She doesn’t know how.”
 
   “Do you know her from…” Ally stopped when his eyes widened, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to over step.”
 
    “You know of my past?”
 
   “Doesn’t everyone?”
 
   “But you don’t act like everyone, none of you react the way we are used to.”
 
    “That’s because we’re that cool,” Ally smiled and laughed, “And we don’t judge, we all have pasts Maddox Hines.” 
 
   He laughed, “Maddox is fine.”
 
   “Fine,” she rolled her eyes, “We’re going to get pedicures to celebrate. Do you think she would like to come, you know-- hang with girls and not you boys?” 
 
   “I don’t know as if you should take that chance.”
 
   “Well why not, no harm in asking right?”
 
   “Ally, she may be a bit nasty. I don’t think it’s a wise idea.”
 
    “I never said I was a wise girl. But I am a bit of a risk taker. Here’s the deal. She says no and gets angry, and I don’t know, hits me, I won’t sue you. She says yes, you have to come on stage and play or sing during one of our songs.” 
 
   Maddox laughed, “Not a good idea.”
 
   “What? You don’t like our music?”
 
   “No I do, I would however not like to have to replace you if you run screaming for the hills. The tour starts tonight.” 
 
   “I promise I won't,” Ally walked over to Jazz before he could say any more. Jazz looked at her, confused and then looked at Maddox. He smiled, and she shook her head yes. 
 
   Maddox about fell over from shock and then texted Surge instructions to follow along. The four girls left in Maddox’s car, he insisted.
 
   “That’s not a good idea Maddox,” Zach was angry.
 
   “We have to start somewhere, this has not been working,” Maddox walked away.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox, T, and Zach sat backstage waiting for Jazz and the girls to come back when the car pulled in. Ally, Meg, and Suzie got out laughing carrying shopping bags. Jazz got out and smiled at them shaking her head looking down. Maddox and Zach looked at each other hopefully.
 
   “You girls better hurry it up, you are on in an hour,” T yelled to them. Maddox watched them all, including Jazz walk by and go their dressing room, and smiled.
 
    “They are not miracle workers Maddox, don’t get your hopes up,” Zach patted him on the back and walked away.
 
    T smiled, “One can always hope.”
 
   They all stood on the side of the stage listening to the crowd, the three girls were in a huddle with their arms around each other. Maddox watched Jazz looking at them and walked over to her. “Did you have fun?”
 
   She looked at him briefly and shook her head yes.
 
   “Good,” Maddox patted her back and started to walk away.
 
   “Are you trying to give me to them?” her words stopped him dead in his tracks and he turned around. 
 
   “Jazz, first of all you are not mine to give away…”
 
   “You’re trying to give me to Zach.”
 
   “He’s your brother, I want you to build a relationship with him. He loves you, he looked for you for twenty years Jazz. Ally asked you to go, I absolutely did not encourage that, it was all her idea.” 
 
   “Are you angry that I went?”
 
   “No Jazz, I am happy you went. I want you to make friends and be happy, and live.”
 
    “So that you can?”
 
   “So that I can what Jazz?”
 
   “Live. So that you can live. So that you can leave me for Harper?”
 
    “I’ve already lost Harper. My hope is the same for you as it is for me Jazz. That we can live life and be happy. That we can allow others to care for us, and we can care for them. Friends, family, and lovers. One’s who fill our lives and hearts. I want to be your friend, Jazz.”
 
    “She said that too.”
 
   “Who said that, MASS?”
 
   “No Harper. I was mean, and she told me she would like to be my friend.” 
 
   Maddox closed his eyes and took a deep breath, “Then she meant it.” 
 
   “You want to be my friend?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Even after everything… you want to be my friend?”
 
   “Jazz where is this coming from?”
 
   “They talked about friends--- ones they missed and ones they didn’t. Which would I be to you?”
 
    Maddox laughed, “A little of both,” he looked at her face, “You’re smiling.” 
 
   “Is that okay?”
 
   “What did I ever do to make you think it wasn’t?”
 
   “You don’t smile a lot.”
 
   “I get sad a lot.”
 
   “Because you miss Harper?”
 
   “And my family. Jazz you need to stop talking about Harper. That makes me sad, okay?” 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Jazz, your brother loves you. Be his friend too, okay?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   ~
 
   “Hello LONDON!” Ally yelled when they walked on stage, “Thanks for coming out tonight we are MASS!”
 
    As promised, Maddox walked on before their last song and the crowd blew up. Ally and the girls danced and sang, and he played the guitar. He had as much fun as they did. They called Jazz on stage, and she played piano alongside MASS’s pianist. The show was great, and at the end of the night both bands went out to a small restaurant outside the city and ate a very late dinner. They then went to a pub and danced and sang with the Juke Box. Jazz seemed far less awkward than normal. The tour was sold out all over Europe. MASS was climbing the charts. There were only two more concerts to go both in Germany: Munich and then Frankfurt. 
 
   Jazz was doing well. She and Zach were even talking more. She was alright if the conversation was not about her youth. When the subject came up, she would simply get up and walk away… not flip out like she used to. Maddox was happy, he enjoyed fewer and fewer after concert autograph signing sessions in the dressing room. He preferred going to dinner and hanging out with his friends, old and new. He no longer drank before shows-- occasionally he would hit the pipe with the crew before taking stage, but it was not always necessary. He could still not fall asleep at night without seeing her face, so he continued taking a few hits before dozing off to sleep. MASS had been contacted about doing taking part in a fundraiser in Zurich. Ally asked Maddox advice, and he told her it would be a great opportunity for further exposure. It was a few weeks after the tour ended and he offered her any help she needed and a place for her and the band to stay. When the tour ended at Brody’s request, Maddox went back to Liverpool to spend time with them for a few days. He missed his family a great deal. 
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked into the entry and London and Lexington greeted him with a welcome home sign and balloons. He smiled and picked them both up and spun them in a circle. Brody and Emma hugged him, and they all went into the dining room to eat dinner.
 
    “How long are you staying?” London asked.
 
   “Yeah, how long?” Lexington copied her exact tone. Both blunt and to the point. 
 
   “As long as it takes for me to drive you both mad,” he laughed. 
 
   “London’s mad at you already,” Lexington smirked.
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “You said so, uh huh,” Lexington frowned.
 
   “I missed him. I wasn’t mad ,Lexington,” London began to turn red.
 
    “I missed you both as well. I’m not upset London, I have been pretty absent lately. I apologize. Will you forgive me, please?” 
 
   “Depends,” London smiled.
 
   “What are your terms London?”
 
   “Never go a week without visiting again.”
 
   “Unless I’m on tour… done.”
 
   “Never go a day without calling.”
 
   “Alright, unless I have a terrible cold and I cannot speak,” Maddox held his throat in jest.
 
   “Never go a day without sending a text.”
 
   “Unless my fingers are broken or my phone has been eaten by dreadful dragons, done.”
 
   “When did you talk to Harper last?”
 
   Maddox smiled sadly, “It has been a very long time.”
 
   “Okay London, that’s enough,” Emma said softly.
 
   “No, that’s fine. When did you last speak to her, London?”
 
   “A week ago. I made her promise to call me once a week. She is living in Sweden now. An internship with the Who,” London took a bit of her mashed potatoes.
 
    “The band?” Maddox was surprised.
 
   London laughed, “No silly, the WHO, the World Health Organization. She has been here for two months,” London changed her voice mimicking Harpers, “She’s having a fabulous time. She enjoys her job a great deal.” Maddox took a drink and cleared his throat.
 
   “How long will she be here?” 
 
   “I guess it’s a six month gig. Then she’ll graduate from Cornell. She seems pretty excited,” London smiled.
 
    “That’s great, does she call often?”
 
   “Yep, she’ll call right before I go to bed tonight.”
 
   “Hmm that’s nice London.”
 
   Brody and Emma looked at each other with concern in their eyes and Maddox noticed, “I will not make trouble for her.” 
 
   “We didn’t think you would Maddox.”
 
   “Then what is with the look?” Maddox was getting frustrated.
 
   “This, right here Maddox this is your home. You need to be happy here.” 
 
   “I am.”
 
   Maddox ate in silence. When everyone was finished he and London cleared the table and washed dishes, with a little help from Lexington.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox was in London’s bedroom waiting to read to her when her phone rang. She was still in the bathroom, so he answered it. “Hello.”
 
   “Oh I’m sorry I must have the wrong number.”
 
   “Harper?”
 
   “Who is this?” her voice had softened.
 
   “It’s Maddox, Harper. London is in the bathroom.”
 
   “Okay I will call her another…”
 
   “No, please stay on the phone… she’ll be here any minute. She would be upset if she didn’t hear from you.”
 
    “Ok.”
 
   They sat in silence for what seemed like ages.
 
   Maddox cleared his throat, “How have you been?”
 
   “Fine.” Her answer was quick and short.
 
   “Good, that’s very good to hear.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why is it good that you’re fine?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “No, I think I can handle answering that question.”
 
   “I would prefer you didn’t.”
 
   “Harper please don’t be angry at me anymore.”
 
   “I’m not, I just feel like this is a waste of time.”
 
   “Well we sort of are wasting time aren’t we?” Maddox smiled, and she heard it in his voice. She did not reply or hang up, “Harper, Jazz is getting better.”
 
    “That’s great Maddox.”
 
   “Yes I think so as well. She is actually pleasant to be around.” 
 
   “Well I’m happy for both of you.”
 
   “Why then did you say it like that?”
 
   “Please let London know I called. She can call me back any…”
 
   “What just happened Harper?”
 
   “Maddox, nothing just happened, okay? Absolutely nothing. I am happy for you both. I don’t know what more you want me to say.” 
 
   “Anything Harper… say anything. It’s just really good to hear your voice.” Again she did not answer.
 
   “I will stop talking now again I am,” the phone went dead, “Are you there Harper? Harper are you…” Maddox looked at the phone and read call ended, “FUCK!”
 
    “That’s a bad word,” London walked in and bounced on the bed. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “She is mad at you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You will be okay, Maddox. Just give it time.”
 
   “I certainly don’t deserve her kindness or yours.”
 
   “Of course you do. I love you.”
 
   “I love you more,” Maddox smiled at her.
 
   “Not true,” he tickled her and she laughed, “Not possible!” he tickled her more, “NOT EVEN CLOSE!”
 
    Brody walked in and chuckled, “Lexington is asleep, or was.”
 
   Maddox sat up and smiled, “Sorry, Dad.”
 
   Brody hugged them both and walked out the door. London grabbed her phone and dialed it. She held the phone to her ear and held Maddox hand. 
 
   “Hello,” Harper answered.
 
   “Do you have a cold?”
 
   “Well hello, London.”
 
   “Sorry I missed your call I was in the bathroom.”
 
   “That’s alright, how was your week?”
 
   “It’s better now.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Well my brother is here, and I am on the phone with you. I’m just happy.” 
 
   “I am glad you are happy.”
 
   “Cool. So the holidays are coming up. You live close now, can you come to Thanksgiving and Christmas?”
 
    “I won't be able to for Thanksgiving. I have a fundraiser the day before. I am pretty sure I will be tired.” 
 
   “What kind of fundraiser?”
 
   “Raising money for WHO, a concert actually.”
 
   “Oh that’s sounds like fun. Who’s playing?” London looked at Maddox and raised her eyebrows. 
 
   “I am not in charge of that, but I don’t think it’s anyone really popular.”
 
    “So that’s next week?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We should plan something for Christmas.”
 
   “We will see okay? If not maybe something when I am done here.” 
 
   “When will you be done with your internship?”
 
   “The beginning of March. And then I have to find a real job,” Harper laughed.
 
    “I bet you will be good at whatever you do.”
 
   “Aw thanks London-- you are very sweet.”
 
   “So are you. I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you as much.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you as much.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox laid in his room looking at the ceiling, wishing he did not pick today to try the whole sobriety thing. He knew Emma and Brody had not restocked the wine cellar since the last time he was home, and he sure as hell was not going to lay around trying to fall asleep when he knew it would not happen. He jumped out of bed and threw on his sweatshirt and a pair of jeans. He grabbed his keys and snuck down the stairs and out the back door. He drove down to the waterfront and hopped out of his car and locked it with the remote. And walked to the spot he had first performed with T.  He sat with his hood up and drank a glass of wine and watched some street performers. They were pretty good. He had a few more glasses, and the group took a break. 
 
   “Hey man, are you Maddox Hines?” the guitarist asked Maddox.
 
   “Yay but not tonight. Tonight I am just like you,” Maddox shook his hand.
 
    “Cool, wanna go catch a buzz?”
 
   “Sounds wonderful,” Maddox drank his glass and stood up and followed him.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox woke to someone tapping on his car window. He sat up confused and high as the moon. He unrolled the window and laughed. “Mr. Hines, can you please step out of the car?”
 
   “I sure can try, what is the problem officer?”
 
   “Your car in the ditch for starters.”
 
   “Oh shit, I must have fallen asleep.”
 
   The officer put him in the back of the car, and Maddox laughed, “Silly question but are you taking me back home?” 
 
   “You could have killed yourself or someone else tonight.”
 
   “I honestly drank a couple glasses of wine and I probably should not be telling you this, but off the record I took a couple hits of some pot. This has never happened before.” 
 
   “Was it your own?”
 
   “Nah.”
 
   “That’s pretty stupid.”
 
   “I know”
 
   The police officer called a tow truck and they waited on the side of the road. “Maddox, I’m going to take you home. I don’t feel real good about this either, you can’t do shit like this. You could have killed someone. I’m going to say you swerved to miss an animal. This is your one get out of jail free card. I swear to the Lord himself if I hear of this happening again I will make sure you don’t get away with it.”
 
    ~
 
   Maddox woke the next morning to Brody pacing at the foot of his bed. “Good morning,” Maddox sat up and rubbed his eyes.
 
   “Its noon, Maddox!” Brody was trying to keep his cool. “You are all over the news.”
 
   “Okay, I can explain.”
 
   “Do not bullshit me!”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Maddox told Brody exactly what had happened, leaving out that the kid was in a band. He knew his father’s temper, and he knew if he were to tell him Brody would end up in jail.
 
    When he walked down the stairs London looked up and then turned away from him and walked outside.
 
    He followed her. “You’re mad at me?”
 
   “Were you drinking?” Maddox brows knit together, and he let out a frustrated breath. “You said you loved me right?” he shook his head yes, “You lied and I do not want to talk to you anymore.” London walked towards the house, and he grabbed her arm.
 
   “I do love you, London.”
 
   “Do you remember hearing about my Daddy, Maddox?” he shook his head yes. “He loved me enough to stop doing this kind of thing. But I sure remember how bad it hurt when he was doing it. It felt like SHIT, Maddox!”
 
    “Shit is a bad word London,” Maddox forced a smile.
 
   “I don’t care. Why don’t you just leave if you don’t love us enough to be here just leave!”
 
    London ran in the house crying, and Maddox stood outside feeling as if he may do the same. 
 
   Emma grabbed London’s arm when she ran in, “What just happened out there?” 
 
   “I told him he was like Daddy was, and that he doesn’t love us, and that he should leave!”
 
    Brody dropped the plate he was holding, and Emma looked at him, “Go Brody.” “London he is not like Daddy okay? He has had a really bad start to life but he is getting better,” Emma held her as she cried.
 
    “No, he is not getting better, he is just here less! He doesn’t love us, he loves her!”
 
   “London, I want you to really think about how you would feel if he left right now okay?” 
 
   “I would feel the same as I always do! Scared he won’t come back! Scared he will get hurt or die like everyone else!” 
 
   Emma pulled her tight and held her as she sobbed.
 
    Brody and Maddox had heard everything she had said. Maddox had not moved from the place she had left him standing. 
 
   “I think I need help, Dad,” Maddox whispered.’
 
   “I’ll do whatever you need,” Brody wrapped his arm around his shoulder and they stood looking at the garden listening to London cry.



 
   Chapter 17
 
   Harper sat in the bay window of her third floor apartment overlooking the lake in Geneva, Switzerland. It was a quiet and practical place to live. She was half a mile from the train station that took her to work every morning. She was about 200 yards from a lake that she often sat by on weekend mornings feeding the ducks. The apartment itself was completely white with a spacious open floor plan. It came furnished and had around the clock security and staff that was willing to take care of anything she asked of them, which was not much. She was sure her father paid them dearly for it each month. 
 
   She wrapped her gray cardigan around her in response to the chill in the air and laughed to herself when she realized it was outside, not in her apartment. At times she was annoyed by the luxurious living conditions she was surrounded by and wished her parents had given into the flat she desperately wanted in the heart of the city. In light of recent findings, she was happy they did not allow it. The quiet calm and peace of this place was what she needed now, and she knew it. A place to sit and look over the lake. A place she did not look down on the streets and see lovers strolling arm in arm. A place to get over Maddox so she could be the person she needed to be for the next phase of her life. Talking to London was normally so comforting. She looked forward to hearing her talk about Lexington and her schooling. The love in her voice was like a hundred hugs. But two days after the last conversation she was already getting nervous about her weekly call. Her only distraction would come in the form of her unexpected new closest friend and confidant Blake James.
 
   Harper had taken her internship in Switzerland with complete confidence that she would not know anyone. She was looking forward to it. She would be working for an organization that helped fund some of the programs her family had run since before she was born. It was not what she had planned for her future to be, not even close, but things had changed. She knew she would need them more than ever, and as much as she needed them, both her parents would need to be very involved with the next phase in her life. When she walked into the meeting room that morning weeks ago she was not feeling well. She was homesick and disgusted by the photos and reports popping up all over the internet about Maddox and the band members of MASS. They were inseparable. Every night at a different restaurant or club. Photos of Maddox laughing and smiling with them. The blondes name was Ally, she knew it because she had read it. She and Maddox seemed very close. Even Jazz seemed to like her. When she saw the picture of the two of them in Germany singing at a pub and later dancing close, she knew he was falling for her just like he had fallen for Harper. She looked up when the head of the internship program introduced their newest doctor, Blake James. Harper looked up, and he did not look at her. He introduced himself and talked about his schooling and then about the foundation he had worked for every summer that had lead him to leave his surgical rotation in order to pursue what he was passionate about. When they broke for lunch, she found him.
 
   “Did they put you up to this?” Harper snapped at him.
 
   “No, it just kind of happened,” Blake did not look at her, he looked over her, “No one needs to know who your parents are if that’s what you are worried about. We can just pretend we don’t know each other.”
 
    “Fine,” she walked away and did not talk to him for a week.
 
   As fate had it, they were put on the same committee for the upcoming Giving Thanks fundraiser. They had worked together for three months now side by side. He was the head of their committee, her boss. She worked her ass off for him. He demanded no less from her or anyone else. He walked into their weekly meetings in his tailored suits and perfectly polished shoes. His hair always in place and his face shaved. He did not look like the boy that she had pushed into the pond or whose shoulders she sat on at her graduation party and he certainly did not act like him. It took her two weeks to figure out who it was that he reminded her of and when she finally did, it was in the middle of a presentation he was giving to the committee, herself, and twelve other interns. She laughed out loud and then quickly covered her mouth. Everyone in the room gasped, and she looked up at him with her blue eyes wide. She saw a glimpse of the boy he was back then at the pond before he disappeared under the mask. As soon as he dismissed them she stood quickly.
 
    His voice boomed, “Harper, a moment please.”
 
   She felt like she was being called to the Principal's office for the first time in her life. 
 
   When the room was empty he looked at her, “Do you care to tell me what was so funny?” She looked at him with his arms crossed over his chest and laughed again. He looked at her confused and embarrassed which made her laugh more and cover her mouth, “Are you drunk?”
 
    “No,” she wiped her tears away caused by laughter. It had been the first time she had laughed in months.
 
   “Spill it,” he scowled.
 
   “Your pants are undone,” she smiled, and he looked down quickly. He looked up at her and shook his head no. “Fine, I have been trying to figure out who the new super in control, no emotions to be seen, Dr. Badass you reminded me of.”
 
    “Care to share?” he raised an eyebrow.
 
   “My Dad,” she smiled.
 
   “Are you homesick Harper?” his face seemed softer.
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I should be the one apologizing. See you around Dr. James.”
 
   A week later she became ill with some sort of killer bug and called him to inform him she would not be able to come in. His voice mail picked up, and she left a message. Three hours later he was at her door with chicken noodle soup, crackers, and ginger ale. She threw up on his feet and he laughed, and she started to cry.
 
   When he had cleaned himself up he walked out of the bathroom looking sadly at her. It took only a few seconds for her to realize why. He sat next to her on the white couch, barefoot, in his boxers, and his crisp white dress shirt. He called the apartments concierge, and within an hour he had sweatpants, socks, a sweatshirt, and three comedies delivered. They spent the entire weekend on the couch curled up under blankets talking about the work he and she had both done that drew them to this place and time.
 
   The doorbell rang bringing her back to the here and now. Blake used his key to get in. “Good morning,” he smiled and gave her a quick hug, “How is everyone?” 
 
   “That depends, did you bring me nusstorte?”
 
   “Yes and some schokoladenpretzel’s.”
 
   “Then the world is perfect,” Harper snatched the bag from his hand, and they both laughed.
 
    “Alright, I will be gone for three days. I will return in time to pick you up and head down to Hallenstadion. You’re good?” 
 
   “I am great,” Harper took a big bite of the nut cake.
 
   “Alright then see you later?”
 
   “Call me when you land?” Harper talked with her mouth full.
 
   “Now how could I say no to you?”
 
   ~
 
   Blake and Harper walked into the stadium separately. He talked to a few people she had met at the office before making her way towards the VIP tents. She was grateful it was not as cold as had been predicted, it was actually unseasonably warm for this time of year-- it was almost sixty degrees. She wore her W.H.O sweatshirt, hat, and mittens. They finished unpacking the VIP gift bags ten minutes before the gates opened. And Blake finally made it to the heated tent to make sure everything was correct. “Looks good everyone, excellent job. Please be sure you give the artists the correct bags, they are gold, and the VIP’s get what color?” 
 
   “Red,” they all answered.
 
   “Great job, team. One last thing, have fun today. I am officially off the clock and here to volunteer my time just like everyone else.” 
 
   “Sure he is,” Harper heard someone behind her snicker.
 
   “Holy shit-- boss man has jeans on, check out that ass, who would have thought,” Harper looked behind her and laughed. 
 
   The event was to last four hours from the first act to the last. Harper did not even know who was playing she only knew Brody and Maddox were not. Each person had been assigned shifts hers was first she would work for two hours, and then she was free to do whatever she wanted. Coincidentally Blake was assigned those hours as well since he made the schedule. 
 
   When MASS was introduced Harper felt her heart beat stronger. She didn’t even realize where she was or what she was doing when she wound up in the front row of the VIP section standing there looking up at the blonde from the photos. They did two songs, the same as each band had.
 
   “We have one more song that we would like to play for you all tonight with our special guest. Come on out Maddox Hines!” 
 
   The crowd went wild and Harper felt her eyes burning. He walked out on stage, and the blonde pointed towards Harper. Tears fell down her cheek, and he stood in front of the microphone, “Don’t you cry, sweetness.” She wiped her face quickly and looked around. She wasn’t sure if he was talking to her and she looked back up, “Yeah you---- there’s no one else.” 
 
   Harper saw Blake walking towards her, and she looked at him and wiped her face, “Get me out of here.”
 
    “Okay, you’ll be alright,” Blake took her hand, and they tried to make there way out of the crowd. More people had moved in when they heard Maddox’s name and no one was moving.
 
   Blake whispered “Sorry,” and hugged her as she cried into his chest. He glared up at Maddox and Maddox closed his eyes and sang the chorus.
 
   I need you to, tell me that you hate me,
 
   I need you tell me that, so I can't, walk away and leave you lonely and crying.
 
   I need you to, tell me that you hate me
 
   So I can know inside, this is for real, and not just my twisted heart that's lying.
 
   I need you to, Tell me that you Hate me
 
   The words they mean so much, from you, it says your love once was true,
 
   I need you to, Tell me that you hate me
 
   I can love you sweetness, even harder, I’ll never leave you sad and blue
 
   I need you to, tell me that you hate me,
 
   And this crazy messed up heart is yours eternal, this burning soul will leave you never
 
   I need you to, Tell me that you hate me
 
   So I can move on from right now and walk hand in hand with you into forever.
 
   Harper was crying so hard she did not hear the rest of the words. The song ended  and Maddox watched Blake and Harper walking out of the VIP area. He smiled and walked off stage scrambling past everyone to find her before he lost her. 
 
   He saw them walking out of the side gate, “Harper, wait!”
 
   Blake stopped, and Harper continued to walk. Maddox started to walk past Blake, and he stopped him, “She doesn’t want to see you.” 
 
   “Oh man-- you really don’t want to stand in my way right now,” Maddox laughed irritably.
 
    Blake started to talk, and Maddox moved left and then quickly right. Blake grabbed his shirt and tried holding him back. “Hey Harper, your buddy here has his hands on me, and I really don’t want to break his face!” Maddox yelled behind her. 
 
   She stopped and turned around and stormed at Maddox she pushed him, “Why are you here?” she pushed him again, “Haven’t you done enough?” 
 
   He stood there and let her beat on him.
 
   “Harper come on let’s get you home,” Blake stood in front of her.
 
   “NO! What did I ever do to you Maddox?” Harper was sobbing, “Why do you keep doing this to me?” she pushed him again. 
 
   “Harper we need to get you out of here, people we work with are going to see you,” Blake said softly.
 
    “I don’t fucking care! Hate is not a strong enough word, Maddox,” Harper pushed him again, “I loathe you, you disgust me! Go get your fucking blow jobs by the whores you said I was worse than, …I DETEST YOU!” Harper turned and walked into the parking lot she looked back at Maddox, “Why? Why!”
 
    She took a step to cross the driveway and a car struck her.
 
   She lay on the ground completely still. Maddox and Blake both ran to her side.
 
    “Harper?” Blake grabbed her.
 
   Maddox saw blood on the side of her face, and her elbow was going in the wrong direction, “Easy Blake,” Maddox took his shirt of and cleaned the side of her head, “Your arm hurt, sweetness?”
 
    “Screw you,” Harper tried to sit up and her lip quivered.
 
   “Lay down and relax for a few minutes,” Maddox started.
 
   “I am a doctor Hines, I got this!”
 
   “How about you call an ambulance,” Maddox tried not to contain his disdain for Blake. 
 
   “I will…”
 
   “Listen up Doc-- her arm is pretty messed up, and she has a head injury, call an ambulance!”
 
   “There are several here already…”
 
   “Then go fucking get one!”
 
   Harper tried sitting again, “I would not suggest that,” Maddox pushed her hair away from her cut and smiled, “This is not how I expected our reunion to go, Sweetness.”
 
    “Shut up Maddox, just shut up,” Harper tried to hit him and yelled out in pain. 
 
   “You can't hit me right now, but I promise you can beat the shit out of me when your boo- boo is all better,” Maddox tried to kiss her head. 
 
   “Leave me alone,” Harper started to cry, “Just leave me alone!”
 
   “Not going to happen, I am nothing if not persistent, just like you said all those years...” 
 
   “I was a kid Maddox. I am a woman now, and I don’t want you…Oh God!’
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Her left arm covered her stomach, and she cringed.
 
   “Your stomach? Are you bleeding?” Maddox grabbed the hem of her sweatshirt, and she held it tight, “I have to look Harper, come on I promise I won’t...” 
 
   Blake ran towards her, “They will be here any second okay?”
 
   “Harper?” Maddox was confused and looked back down.
 
   “Sorry, just forget it okay?”
 
   “I won’t. How long have you known?”
 
   Blake looked down and then looked at Harper, “It’s none of your concern.”
 
    “Like hell it’s not!”
 
   “It is mine!”
 
   “Nice try douchebag! Go flag down that ambulance!”
 
   “How about you go …”
 
   “Hey sweetness, lots of things have changed in the past few weeks, one thing has not. I have a slightly bad temper. This is not about him, and he needs to walk,” Maddox looked at Blake, “Did you catch that. She needs a fucking ambulance!”
 
    Harpers eyes become heavy and then it was dark.
 
   ~
 
   Harper woke in the ambulance to an awful smell. She opened her eyes, and Maddox was sitting behind her stroking and kissing her head. “Where is Blake?
 
   “I’m right here,” Blake was in the front of the ambulance sitting next to the driver, and he was clearly annoyed. 
 
   “I called your parents, they are…”
 
   “You what?”
 
   “He said they didn’t know about our child,” Maddox tried not to smile, “I didn’t tell them anything other than which hospital we would be at and that you would be fine.”
 
    “And then I gave your father a medical assessment of your situation. Which as a doctor he needed,” Blake glared at Maddox. 
 
   “And then I sang said assessment to your mother. As a mother that’s what she needed,” Maddox winked at Harper and then looked at the paramedic, “Is there some sort of curtain we can close, the noise from up front is slightly annoying,” He smiled and looked at Harper, “You are going to be just fine, I will make sure of it.”
 
    “What are you going to do sing her well?”
 
   “Oh Blake, you and I are going to…”
 
   “Stop, both of you please stop,” Harper began to cry.
 
   Maddox closed his eyes, “You know what your tears do to me?”
 
   Harper tried to lift her arm to wipe her face and cried out on pain.
 
   “I got them,” Maddox kissed her cheek.
 
   “Enough,” Harper snapped, “You don’t get to just show up and act like everything is fine, Maddox!”
 
    “I never said everything is fine Harper, but you don’t need to worry about it. You worry about healing. I will worry about how I am going to spend forever making it up to you.” 
 
   “Stop talking like that!”
 
   “Okay sweetness. I’m sorry,” Maddox looked into her eyes and took her right hand he held it to his chest and then kissed her fingers. She pulled her hand away and closed her eyes.
 
    When they arrived at the hospital the paramedics wheeled Harper into an exam room. A nurse put her hands up stopping them both, “One at a time.” 
 
   “I’m a doctor,” Blake smirked.
 
   Maddox glared at him, “I agree that you have medical knowledge pal so I will concede. But when you get answers I go in.”
 
    “She doesn’t want you in there.”
 
   “You going to stand here and argue with me or go see how MY girl is doing?” Maddox pointed to the exam room.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox stood against the wall with his hands shoved in his pockets and his head hanging down. Harper was pregnant and he did not care what the douchebag said, he knew it was his. She loved him, and he loved her. Everything would be fine. He didn’t understand why she had not told her parents. He wanted to tell his, and London, she would be so happy. He smiled and tilted his head back against the wall, and they wheeled her out he looked at her and she scowled at him. Blake started to walk by him, and he stuck his hand out stopping him, “What’s up Doc?” 
 
   “Get your hand off of me,” Maddox took his hand away, “They are going to do some x-ray’s.” 
 
   “Is that safe?” Maddox gasped.
 
   “It has to be done. They will put an apron on her. It is fine,” Blake walked away.
 
    Maddox took out his phone and sent a text to Ally, T, and Zach telling them what had happened and that he did not know when he would return. He called Brody and he answered as the pushed the stretcher by. Harper scowled at him again and he looked away.
 
   All the happy feelings were fading quickly. He had played the scenario in his head for a week of how this day would go. Nothing was going as planned. His nerves were getting the best of him. “You can go in, they gave her something to relax her and…”
 
   Maddox did not wait to hear what Blake had to say he walked quickly past him and into the exam room. Harper looked up at him and then back to the nurse, “The Orthopedic Surgeon will be in to set your arm after he reviews the x-rays and radiologists reports. It looks like there will be no need for surgery which is great news for you and this little one. Keep the ice on it. Swelling will make it harder to fix. Shall we take a peek?” 
 
   Harper’s heavy eyes closed briefly, and she smiled and opened them again, “Yes please, I haven’t done this yet. Maddox you should go.” 
 
   “Should I Harper, or should I be here by your side when we see our child for the first time.”
 
    “It is my child,” Harper rubbed her belly.
 
   “May I please stay?”
 
   Harper looked at the nurse, “Go ahead.”
 
   Maddox tried to keep his emotions in check when they pulled the wand out and applied the lubricant. Harper looked up at him and giggled. He closed his eyes and held her hand. “Okay here we go,” the nurse turned the screen so that they could see it better, she pointed out the heart and each part of the growing baby. 
 
   Maddox pointed to the screen, “It’s a boy?”
 
   “No, that’s the leg,” the nurse laughed and so did Harper.
 
   “If it’s a boy there will not be much difference,” Maddox whispered in Harpers ear. “When will we be able to tell the sex?”
 
   “Harper do you want to know?”
 
   “Do you, Maddox?” her speech was slow.
 
   “Of course,” Maddox smiled and rubbed her hand.
 
   “No, I don’t want to,” Harper giggled, and the nurse laughed.
 
   “Sorry, Momma rules,” the nurse smiled.
 
   “Whatever she wants,” Maddox rubbed his thumb across her knuckles.
 
   “How about you write it down and put it in an envelope,” Harper smiled as she looked at the screen. “When my mind is clear I will make that decision.”
 
    “Of course,” the nurse smiled and winked at Maddox.
 
   When she left the room Harper looked at Maddox who held a copy of the sonogram picture, and she could not tell what he was thinking. He felt her watching him and looked at her. “Sorry.”
 
   “Rest, you need to heal.”
 
   “They are going to be in soon,” Harpers lip quivered.
 
   “Are you afraid?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Of the pain?”
 
   “Of all of it, Maddox.”
 
   “I promise you…”
 
   “Don’t, please just don’t.”
 
   “You’re very angry at me, I understand, but…”
 
   “Stop, just stop!”
 
   “Okay. I am not here to upset you Harper, I did not expect all of this. But I am here now, and I’m not going anywhere. Tell me what you need from me right now. Whatever you need me to do I will do it.”
 
   “Just stop talking.”
 
   Maddox sat still holding her hand as she fell asleep.
 
   The Doctor came into the room and smiled, “Maddox Hines.”
 
   “Yes. This is Harper, she just fell asleep, and she is very tired. She is pregnant and in pain. Whatever you need to do please do it as quickly and painlessly as possible.”
 
    “I will certainly try.”
 
   The Doctor looked over his paperwork and then looked at her arm. She was still asleep when he lifted it. She moved slightly and pulled the hand Maddox held against her face. “Should I wake her?”
 
   “I am not sure.”
 
   “Could she sleep through this?”
 
   “Probably not, we need to raise the back of the bed,” he raised the bed using the remote and Harper opened her eyes and looked at Maddox.
 
    “The doctor is going to fix your arm,” Maddox leaned over and held her back, helping her to sit.
 
    “Okay,” she rested her head against his chest, “Maddox why don’t you have a shirt on?” 
 
   “I used it to clean up the blood from your head.”
 
   “Oh. It doesn’t hurt.”
 
   “I am glad.”
 
   “Harper I am Doctor Ryan. This may hurt a bit but as soon as it's back in place we will take another picture, and hopefully you can get out of here.”
 
    ~
 
   Harper was asleep on Maddox’s chest for over an hour. He didn’t move, he barley even breathed. She opened her eyes and sat up.
 
    “Do you feel any better?” Maddox stroked her back.
 
   “Yes, where is Blake?”
 
   “We can leave soon. I will take you back to Geneva. Emma is on her way now….” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your mother called her and asked that she stay with you until they can get here.”
 
   “Seriously? This is not happening.”
 
   “They care about you.”
 
   “They don’t know Maddox. I was not ready for anyone to know and now this. Why did you come?” 
 
   “To tell you I love you, to tell you I am sorry. I came to win back your heart.”
 
    “Well look at me now, huh?”
 
   “How long have you known?”
 
   “Two months.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call me Harper?”
 
   She looked away from him, “I didn’t want you to know. This does not change anything with us, Maddox. When the baby is born it is my responsibility not…” 
 
   “It is my responsibility. I want to take care of my child, and you, Harper.”
 
    She rolled her eyes and let out a perturbed groan, “I don’t want you to! I want you to just leave me alone!”
 
    Maddox looked away from her and swallowed hard, “When you are released I am driving you back. We will tell our parents together. We will move forward from there.”
 
    “Do you not understand what I just said?”
 
   “Harper, do you not understand that things are changing?”
 
   “I don’t want you around me Maddox. Nothing has to change for you, just go! Go back to the girls, and the drugs, and the stage. I have handled this just fine without you.”
 
    “Have you Harper?”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean!”
 
   “Let’s get one thing straight. Blake is not my child’s father. He may be the one you have chosen to lean on, and you have no idea how pissed off I am that that fuck knew about this, and I did not.”
 
    “What do you want Maddox? Let’s see, let me paint you the picture of what I will not allow to happen to my child, growing in my body. The child will NOT be in a house filled with Rock stars, getting high and drunk. It will not be waiting in any line to see it’s father after he fucks his fans, it will not be hanging with Uncle T after the show talking about who likes drums and who likes guitars, it will not be exposed to the likes of Jazz who will tell them how much his or her father likes to watch when she brings friends over and then gets her off. It will never be told that he or she is no different from the whores in the lines outside a fucking dressing room and then dismissed!”
 
    “I didn’t tell you because I did not want you to know, Maddox. The very few moments I thought maybe you should know I would pop on the internet and see you with the girls from that band. You make me sick. I make me sick! To think I fell for this shit and now for the rest of my life I will have to protect MY child from all of that!”
 
    Maddox was glaring at Harper his chest rose and fell quickly. The doctor walked in with discharge papers just as he was about to open his mouth. He gave instructions and then asked who was taking her home.
 
    “I am,” Maddox glared at her.
 
   “Blake drove me here.”
 
   Maddox bent down and whispered in her ear, “I don’t give a fuck.”
 
   When the nurse pushed Harper out of the hospital a black town car and a cab waited outside. “The cab will take you to get your car,” Maddox opened the door to the town car, “Get in.” 
 
   Harper looked at Blake, “She is riding with me, Hines.”
 
   “No she is not, we have some thing’s to discuss,” Maddox looked at her, “Get in.”
 
    “Or what?”
 
   “Or I call our parents and tell them everything I have learned in the past six hours.” 
 
   “What are you, two?”
 
   “Whatever you need me to be, Harper. Now get the fuck in the car!”
 
   She sat still, and he picked her up, set her in and shut the door. He started walking around to the other side and Blake stood in front of him, “You can move and get in that cab or stand here and they’ll be wheeling your ass back inside.”
 
    “She needs to rest!”
 
   “She’ll be fine.”
 
   “She needs me with her.”
 
   “My child Blake has heard you fucking voice enough! Go find someone else to play hero to. She doesn’t need you, she has me.”
 
    “She doesn’t want you.”
 
   “Oh she does Blake, she always has.”
 
   Maddox pushed him out of the way and got in the car, “Drive.”
 
   “Do you feel better now? Was that necessary? He has been a God send to me Maddox, a true friend.” 
 
   “He wants to fuck you Harper, learn the difference.”
 
   “Maybe he already has,” Harper looked smugly at him.
 
   “Nice try…”
 
   “I slept with him Maddox.”
 
   Maddox laughed, “You are so full of shit right now, sweetness.”
 
   ~
 
   They pulled in front of her building, and he jumped out and ran and opened the door for her. He held his hand out to help her, and she refused it. She stood and held her head and the car door steadying herself. He picked her up and cradled her in his arms.
 
   “If you don’t put me down I swear I am going to scream!”
 
   “Shut it Betty bad butt,” Maddox raised his eyebrow and kept walking. She hid her face in his chest as he carried her through the lobby and got on the elevator. 
 
   “Can you please put me down now?”
 
    Maddox stepped off the elevator, and Emma walked up to them, “Are you okay Harper?”
 
    “I’m fine. Put me down now Maddox. Emma you really did not have to come.”
 
    “You were hurt, and I was closer than your Mom-- of course I came,” Emma hugged her and walked towards the apartment, “I hope you don’t mind the doorman let me in.” 
 
   Maddox held the door for her and followed her in, “Wow, this is nice. Very white.”
 
    “Yeah, bright, cheerful, like a brand new canvas. And all mine,” Harper rolled her eyes at him. 
 
   “So were you surprised to see Maddox, he has been working really hard…” 
 
   “Mom, please,” Maddox looked embarrassed.
 
   “Sorry, I just….sorry. Have you two had a chance to talk things over?”
 
    “We have been kind of busy. Are you hungry Harper can I get you anything?” Maddox opened the refrigerator. “There is nothing but yogurt and pastries in here, not real healthy.” 
 
   Emma looked at him and whispered, “That’s not helping.”
 
   “Did you get a rental?” Emma shook her head yes, “Can I get the keys? I’m going to grab some food and fill her prescription. Harper, anything I can get for you while I am out?”
 
    “Yogurt and chocolate,” Harper smiled obnoxiously.
 
   “Do you have a grill?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Maddox walked up to Harper, grabbed her hair and pulled it back so she was looking up at him, “Chicken or beef?”
 
    “Guitar or drums?” she scowled.
 
   He kissed her quickly and turned and walked away.
 
   Emma watched as she rubbed her fingers across her lips slowly. When Harper saw her smile she wiped them harder and made a disgusted face.
 
    “He is trying you know. He loves you Harper.”
 
   “I am going to bed. It’s been a very long day. The spare room is right down there. I am sorry I am not good company.” 
 
   “I will wake you when dinner is ready.”
 
   “I am really not hungry, it is really late. Do you know where Maddox left the discharge paperwork?”
 
    “No, but when he gets back I will ask him.”
 
   “Thanks, I will see you in the morning?”
 
   “I will be here all day tomorrow. My flight leaves at nine tomorrow night.”
 
    “Okay, good night.”
 
   Harper walked into the bathroom and grabbed her toothbrush and brushed her teeth. She brushed her hair and put it up in a ponytail. She took off her jeans that were now getting too tight, one handed. It was a lot harder than she thought it would be. She grabbed a clean t-shirt and tried to take off her bra. It was impossible. She pulled her t shirt over her head and carefully removed it. She tried to put the new one on but was too tired, emotional, and in pain to continue trying. She pulled back the white duvet and crawled into the middle of the King size bed. She grabbed the body pillow from the top and laid it next to her. She laid down and snuggled into it and fell asleep quickly.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox walked into the apartment with his arms full of bags. Emma laughed and grabbed some of them that he had hung from his arms. “Do you think you got enough?”
 
   “I don’t know I can go back if I didn’t. Where is she?”
 
   “In bed, she is tired.” They put away the groceries together, “She asked where her discharge papers were.”
 
    “Right here,” Maddox grabbed the folded paper from his back pocket, and one dropped to the ground. 
 
   Emma bent down and picked it up, “Oh Maddox, is this Harpers.”
 
   Maddox looked up from what he was reading and let out a slow forced breath, “No one knows, well no one except that Fuck Blake. He knows and the,”
 
    “Is it yours?”
 
   “Yep. You can't tell anyone Mom okay? She has not even told her parents.” 
 
   “When did you find out?”
 
   “Today, right after she got hit. Unbelievable fucking day, what a damn mess and she detests me. The way she looks at me, the way she pushes me away. She told me to leave and forget about this. She told me it was her child, not ours. That her child would not be raised around the crap I am around. I cannot believe she thinks that of me, I would never expose my child to that. Fuck, I let her go so she didn’t have to deal with my shit.”
 
    “Is it really that hard to believe Maddox? She sees what’s reported, not the truth. You just have to tell her what you have done to change things in your life. She loved you then Maddox, she is going to fall head over heels now.” 
 
   “God I hope so. She needs to ice her arm every four hours and she can have a pain pill. I’m going to get her something to eat and take care of her arm.” 
 
   “Maddox it’s almost two in the morning, she is exhausted. Let her sleep. I am going to the spare bedroom to sleep myself. Unless you want it.” 
 
   “Nope, I will take the couch. Thanks so much for coming. Hey are Grandma Caroline and Grandpa Henry back from the States yet?” 
 
   “Yes, got in yesterday, why?”
 
   “I want Dad to know when her parents find out. I don’t want him to feel like I did today. Sucked so bad.”
 
    “I will call and see if he can get here” Emma hugged him tightly, “You are going to be a great Daddy, Maddox.” 
 
   “You know what? I am not going to dispute that. It’s so odd. I know I should be worried or nervous but when I think of holding my child, my child with Harper, I feel so at peace.” 
 
   Emma smiled, “You are going to make me cry.”
 
   “I am going to make you proud.”
 
   Maddox sounded so convicted and confident, she hugged him again, “Goodnight Maddox, I love you more.”
 
    ~
 
   Maddox walked into the bedroom, lighting its darkness with his phone. He shined it to the left and saw a bathroom. He walked in and flipped on its light. He could now see the dimly lit bed and Harper hugging something tightly. He looked at the time, she was past due for her medicine, and he needed to ice her arm. He set everything on the nightstand next to her and pushed the hair out of her face. She whimpered in pain when she moved. “Hey sweetness, you need to take some pills and let me ice your elbow,” Her eyes fluttered open slowly, and she sat up.
 
    “I am tired, so tired. It hurts,” she cringed.
 
   “I know, take a drink,” he held up a cup with a straw.
 
   “We have straws?”
 
   He smiled, “WE do.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” Harper rolled her eyes and took a drink.
 
   “Pills,” he held them, “Open your mouth.”
 
   “I think I can handle it.”
 
   “Let me,” she opened her mouth and he put them on her tongue, “Now drink. I brought you a sandwich. If you’re not hungry too bad, but the medication says to take with food.”
 
    Harper took a bite, “Oh my goodness what is this?”
 
   “Nutella, tastes kind of like chocolate and it has sliced strawberries, you like?” 
 
   “I love,” she took the sandwich from him and ate the whole thing.
 
   He smiled as he watched her eat when she was done he handed her a moist cloth and smiled, “Baby wipes, I could not help myself.” 
 
   “You’re ridiculous.”
 
   “But you are smiling finally, and you're not even high yet.”
 
   “You fed me. I am pregnant and done throwing up every time I eat so yes, of course I smiled.”
 
    “I will take it however I can get it. I will feed you chocolate and strawberries every day, if that’s what it takes.” 
 
   “I will weigh two hundred pounds if you do.”
 
   “Your tits are close to that now,” Maddox smirked.
 
   Harper looked down and gasped, “I couldn’t get my bra off and the shirt was winning the battle.” She pulled the duvet up and blushed.
 
    “I can help you out,” Maddox bent over her and started to reach behind her.
 
   “Don’t,” her breath hitched.
 
   “I won't look Harper,” Maddox mouth was inches from her face.
 
   “I’m pregnant.”
 
   “You are, we are.” Maddox unsnapped her bra and sat back and cleared his throat and looked down, “God made you so beautiful Harper.”
 
    She closed her eyes, “You should leave.”
 
   “After I ice your arm.”
 
   Harper looked down, and his running pants were tented, “Um you should…”
 
    “Should what Harper?”
 
   “Maddox you’re getting…”
 
   “You’re showing me you tits Harper, what did you expect would happen?”
 
   “I am not,” Harper looked down, “Holy shit. I am sorry.”
 
   “I’m not,” he laughed uncomfortable and stood up, “Where is you night gown?” 
 
   She turned, and her eyes immediately went to his pants. She was sitting he was standing, and it was right there in her face, “Oh damn it,” she chuckled, “its Thumper.” 
 
   “Yeah, we have missed you, sweetness,” Maddox smiled and adjusted himself. 
 
   “My shirt is right over there,” she pointed, and he grabbed it, she snatched it out of his hands. She pulled it over her head, and he chuckled and pulled it off, “Stop it or I will scream.”
 
    “Go ahead scream, you’ll wake up Emma. I am trying to help you,” Maddox gently put her arm in through the arm hole and pulled the shirt over her head and kissed her head, “See Harper, I’m just trying to help you out.” 
 
   Harper’s eyes started getting heavy and she smiled, “Thanks, hey I am really tired and I have to go the bathroom, and I need to sleep.” 
 
   “I will help you.”
 
   



 
   Chapter 18
 
   Harper woke up with her head on Maddox’s chest. She didn’t move. Like the last time she woke up in his arms, she knew he would be gone soon anyway. She loved him, but it was so wrong. He was incapable of giving her more. She had forced herself to accept that for months, and now here he was. Her first love, kiss, lover, her first everything. She wished she had been smart like Ava. No attachment, just give it away. She closed her eyes and desperately wanted to stay. But it was not going to happen. But today she would have to tell her parents that she was going to have a baby in less than five months. They would have to help her fight like hell to keep this baby safe and loved and away from all the things he would bring into its life. She loved the boy she was about to crush, for a baby she made with him. 
 
   “Harper, don’t cry,” she looked up into his eyes.
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “To take care of you.”
 
   “Why are you in my bed?” Harper whispered.
 
   “I fell asleep. It wasn’t intentional but to wake up like this…” Harper sat up and scooted off the bed. “We need to talk, Harper. This anger and distain is not good for our child.”
 
    “I am not talking to you about this.”
 
   “We will have to eventually.”
 
   “No, we can get lawyers and they can…”
 
   “What do we need lawyers for Harper?”
 
   “I will not share this child.”
 
   “It won’t be like that.”
 
   “No, it won’t.”
 
   Harper threw on a pair of sweatpants and tried to brush her hair. Maddox stood up and walked towards her, “Let me help you.”
 
   “I don’t want your help. I want you to leave. I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this with you. I won't go after you for money or anything else. The baby will have my last name…” 
 
   Maddox sat on the edge of the bed, and his heart began to race, “Harper, I am not going anywhere. We love each other and,” 
 
   “I don’t love you, Maddox.”
 
   He closed his eyes and looked away from her. He stood up and walked out of the bedroom door. Emma was in the kitchen cooking breakfast. “Good morning Maddox. A package came for you, I think its clothes.” 
 
   “Morning,” he opened the bag and took out a hooded sweatshirt. “I am going to go for a run, clear my head for a bit.” 
 
   “Maddox, what is going on?”
 
   “I just need to clear my head okay.”
 
   “Maddox remember everything that you have worked at for the past week.”
 
    “I do. I am going running. Not anything else.”
 
   “What brought this on, you look defeated, and it’s all just started.” 
 
   “Can we talk later?”
 
   “Of course, your Dad, sisters, and Grandparents should be here at the same time as Tessa and Collin get here. They had an apartment in this building, Dad rented it. Do you know what today is?” Maddox shook his head no, “It’s Thanksgiving, I have ordered dinner it will be delivered to the apartment for all of us.” 
 
   “That’s good, thanks.”
 
   Maddox walked out the door.
 
   Emma knew the look in his eyes, and it scared her. She closed her eyes, and tears began to fall. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Emma wiped her eyes quickly, “Yep, everything will be fine. Did you know it was Thanksgiving?” Harper shook her head no, “Well Brody and the girls are coming. They had and apartment available so we won’t be intruding. We will be hosting dinner for everyone.”
 
    “Thanks,” Harper could not look her in the eyes, “I’m still tired. I am just going to get a drink and then go back to bed.”
 
    “Don’t you think you should eat, I mean,” Emma stopped talking and her eyes fell to Harpers stomach. Harper pulled at her shirt, and Emma looked up at her and quickly away.
 
    “He told you?”
 
   “No, I saw a picture it was not intentional.”
 
   “My parents don’t even know.”
 
   “Harper I won’t tell anyone.”
 
   “They are going to be so hurt,” Harper started to cry. She wiped her tears and stepped back when Emma tried to hug her, “This is going to get ugly.” 
 
   “What do you mean Harper? I know it’s a tough situation, but you two can figure this out. He loves you.” 
 
   “No, no, no, no. He doesn’t love me. He plays games with me. He hurts me. He is a mess, and you are too close to see it. This baby, my baby is not going to be exposed to all of what he has become. I will never allow my child to be talked to, the way he has talked to me,” Harper began sobbing. 
 
   “He has changed Harper, he is different,” Emma started to cry, “He loves you. He really does. Harper after all he has been through he can’t go through this.” 
 
   “I can't either Emma! I can’t either,” Harper sobbed, “You left your ex, you left Troy to keep London safe. He made shitty choices, but he did not live what Maddox did. He can’t do this. He can't! I have thought about all of it for months. I wish I could raise my child with its father, but I felt like I was going to die, Emma. He broke my heart over and over again. He was so mean, he made me feel like a whore. My child was conceived in a fucking bathroom while its father was fucked up, and I was so stupid to allow it, want it. Then he berated me,” Harper stopped and held her stomach and winced, “I’m going back to bed. I am sorry, but this is not a happily ever after moment Emma. This is Hell.”
 
    Harper turned to walk away and Maddox stood in the doorway, his eyes were large, and he was trembling, “You said Dad rented a place?” Emma shook her head yes, “Can you find out if it’s available, please?” Emma walked down the hall quickly.
 
   “I am not trying to hurt you, Maddox.”
 
   “You did not hurt me Harper, you just destroyed me. I would like you to call Blake so that you are not alone while you wait for your parents,” Maddox voice broke, and he stopped talking and walked to the sink and drank from the faucet and cleared his throat. He cupped water and slashed his face and turned around.  
 
   Harper was leaning against the counter holding her stomach, “Are you alright?” She shook her head yes. “Why are you holding your stomach?” 
 
   “The baby kicked,” she scrunched her eyes closed tightly, “For the very first time.”
 
    “May I feel it please?” She shook her head yes and took his hand and held it to her stomach. He closed his eyes tightly and smiled when he felt it.
 
   “I am capable of loving this child. I may never be trusted with your heart again Harper, and I will accept that, but I am not walking away from a child. I will protect and love it forever. You don’t have to believe me. I would prefer that it be kept out of the court but if you need it to be, so be it.”
 
    Emma walked out of the bathroom, “It’s available.”
 
   “Okay I will meet you there, just text me the apartment number. Harper call Blake.”
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” Harper whispered.
 
   “It’s him or me and you have taken comfort in him for months,” Maddox jaw clenched, “And I am very sure you and I, do not want to be around each other.” 
 
   “I am going to get our things,” Emma said sadly.
 
   “Just your’s I will get mine, thank you Mom,” his eyes never left Harpers.
 
    “I want you to leave,” Harper hissed.
 
   “I want you to call Blake,” Maddox hissed back.
 
   “Oh you do you?”
 
   “Sure he seems to enjoy playing Daddy to my child. Let me ask you something as you sit there and judge how I have dealt with my hell Harper. Did you ever think that you may be pretty fucked up as well?” Maddox clenched his fist, “Call Blake!” 
 
   “Fuck. You.”
 
   He did not reply he grabbed his phone, “You may think I am the biggest piece of shit you have ever met, but I am not leaving you here alone.”
 
    “I have been alone for…”
 
   “Have you Harper? Or did you have someone’s shoulder to cry on?” 
 
   “Like you didn’t!”
 
   “No, actually I didn’t. I got a few blow jobs when I was fucked up. No big deal at all. You however formed a relationship with someone who wants to poke my child in the fucking head!”
 
   “We are friends!”
 
   “Harper, that’s great-- call your friend.”
 
   “I am going back to bed, I don’t need him.”
 
   “Good. Go. I will take the couch.”
 
   “Oh yeah right. Like you did last night. I don’t trust you.”
 
   “You just told Emma exactly how you feel about me. I get it. And trust me, all warm and fuzzies I had coming to see you yesterday are gone. I want to make sure you are taking care of my child.”
 
    “Does it hurt Maddox?”
 
   His eyes lit up, “Fuck…”
 
   “Let’s have it tell me how worthless I am, and go ahead and show me and the world as well. The difference between you and I is I actually feel horrible that you heard me talking to Emma. You could give a shit less.” Harper held her stomach again.
 
    “You may think I am…Harper every fucking night I went to bed I closed my eyes and saw you crying in that bathroom…”
 
    “Oh you mean the night you fucked me against the wall, tore me up, spit me out, and then your fucking live in fuck buddy…” 
 
   “She is not my fuck buddy!”
 
   “No, you just like to watch and then get her off,” Harper started to laugh. 
 
   “That was before New York. After I had to flee the country because I was drugged and beat up the boy who touched your tit without consent that you didn’t press charges against! Call your fucking boyfriend I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here, Harper! You are not perfect, I am not perfect!” 
 
   “No we aren’t are we? I am no different from anyone else!”
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
   “Yeah, me and whoever else stands in line huh?”
 
   “You know what Harper that’s where you’re fucking wrong. I never fucked anyone else. That’s where you are different. I never wanted to be inside anyone else, and I never let anyone else inside my fucked up heart or head!”
 
    “But I am no different, you showed me that, you show me that every time we try to do this, this, whatever it is.” 
 
   He grabbed her hand and held it to his heart, “Fine you're no fucking different, but you are mine Harper, you are mine!”
 
    He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, she tried to pull away, and he held her against him. He pulled her lip with his teeth, and she opened her mouth and his tongue rubbed hers and she opened wider. He tilted her head to the side and kissed down her neck. His hand moved down her back slowly until it rested on her butt. Her hand rubbed down his stomach and under his waist band. She gripped him firmly, and he moaned into her shoulder. He lifted her and sat her on the counter. He pulled away and closed his eyes. He lifted her shirt and bent down and kissed her rounded belly softly over and over again. He stood up and pulled her shirt down and looked into her heated eyes. She closed them tightly. 
 
   “Are you going to call Blake?” She shook her head no, “Then go get your ass into bed and rest. It is Thanksgiving, and we are going to act like adults.” 
 
   Harpers eyes shot open, and she glared at him, “Who do you think you are?” 
 
   “The man you love, the father of your child, and the person who is here right now to make sure your ass rests and heals.”
 
    “I am not…” Maddox grabbed her, and she clung to him, “You’re an ass.” 
 
   “You are going to bed,” Maddox stomped down the hall and into her room, “If you were not carrying my child I would be nailing you to that wall right now.”
 
    “What makes you think I would let you?”
 
   “Let’s just say I can tell,” he laid her on the bed and ran his nose down the side of her neck and over her pebbled nipples. She moaned loudly and grabbed his hair holding him against her he bit lightly and pulled away. He stood up and covered her with the duvet. 
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To shower.”
 
   “You’re such an ass.”
 
   “You have already mentioned that. And by the way, I am your ass.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked out of the bedroom and shut the door. He squatted down and drew back his fist.
 
    “I don’t think hitting that wall is a good idea,” Emma patted his shoulder. 
 
   “This is a fucking mess.”
 
   “I was not eavesdropping, however I did hear you both. I am pretty sure after you work through all the issues you have with each other it will be fine,” Emma kissed his head, “You are not an easy person to walk away from. You’re a lot like your Daddy Maddox, fight for her but do it wisely.” 
 
   “Thanks Mom. I am going to hang out here until she threatens to call the cops,” Maddox grabbed his hair and closed his eyes. He stood up forced a smile, “I am going to get her some ice, did she take any of her medicine?”
 
    “No, and she did not eat either,” Emma smiled and walked to the door.
 
    ~
 
   Maddox walked in and Harper quickly shoved a book under the covers. “You need to eat,” he said, and she sat up.
 
   “I am not hungry,” she looked away from him.
 
   “Okay, but I am sure the little one in your belly is. Probably why he was trying to kick the hell out of you,” Maddox handed her toast. 
 
   “What’s on this?”
 
   “Nutella, the chocolate stuff you liked last night. I eat it with banana slices, you wanna try it?”
 
    “No… I” Harper stopped when the doorbell chimed she heard someone open the door. 
 
   “You in the bedroom?” Blake yelled.
 
   “He has a key?” Harper shook her head yes, “Yes we are, and we are very busy!”
 
    “Maddox be nice,” Harper jumped out of bed and walked out.
 
   Maddox grabbed the book, What To Expect. He smiled when he saw two book marks. One was on a chapter about mood swings and the other about sex while pregnant. He walked out in the living room, and she was sitting on the couch next to Blake.
 
   “Sweetness, you should know until we get control over chapter twelve chapter sixteen is not going to happen.”
 
    He dropped the book on the coffee table and watched her face turn bright red. He kissed her head and looked at the bag full of pastries. 
 
   “And my baby needs fruit, not just sugar. Right, Doc?”
 
    “She is fine, she enjoys something sweet in the morning,” Blake glared at him.
 
    “She has already had something sweet and she will every morning,” he winked at her and walked down the hall. 
 
   Blake looked at her, “How are you?”
 
   “Fine, he is impossible,” Harper blushed and took a bite. She heard Maddox walking down the hall, “This is really good, thanks so much,” she kissed Blake on the cheek. 
 
   Maddox stopped and looked at her for a moment and then looked away, “Your friend is here,” he emphasized friend,” I will shower at my place. See you for dinner.”
 
    “Yes WE will be there,” Harper gave him a snotty look.
 
   He walked back to her and whispered in her ear, “If I truly thought you could like this guy, I would not be leaving. Play whatever little game you want to sweetness I know you are mine.” He kissed her quickly on the lips, “Mine,” and walked out the door. 
 
   “Sorry about that,” Harper looked at the floor.
 
   “You don’t have to deal with that Harper. I can get him to leave,” Blake pulled her into a hug, “How are you feeling?” 
 
   “Better now. I slept well last night.”
 
   “Let's go for a walk around the lake.”
 
   “Okay let me get my coat and shoes.
 
   ~
 
   Harper and Blake walked in silence he held her hand tighter than before but said nothing. As they headed back towards the entry of the hotel. He stopped and looked down at her. “You have been the closet friend I have ever had Harper… I don’t want that to end.”
 
    “It won't.”
 
   “I really would like to believe that,” Blake hand started to shake and Harper held it tighter.
 
   “It won’t. I owe you so much.”
 
   “No Harper, you don't owe me anything. I don’t want it to be like that. I care about you and that baby growing in you. I respect the person I know you are. I will be here for as long as you will allow it. Right now I am scared as hell of losing you.”
 
    Harper looked at him and smiled, “I am not a fortune teller Blake. I don’t know what tomorrow brings I certainly did not see this coming,” Harper laughed. 
 
   “I knew it would at some point. I just did not expect it to be this soon. I thought we had time,” Blake stopped and laughed nervously.
 
    “We have time Blake. We have not crossed any lines beyond friendship and …” 
 
   “Because I have held back Harper. I have held back so that I did not complicate this already confusing situation. I did not want to force my feelings on you. Now its a little time sensitive, so I need you to know that I am…” 
 
   “Oh, please don’t,” Harper closed her eyes and whispered.
 
   “Okay I won't,” he hugged her, “I won't force your hand. I just wanted to let you know.” They walked silently towards the building, and a black stretch Limo pulled up. 
 
   She saw Maddox walk towards the car, and he looked towards her and quickly away. Emma did the same. The door opened, and London jumped out and into his arms. Harper giggled as she watched her kiss his face and he laughed. He swung her around onto his back and bent over to pick up Lexington. She saw Brody step out and pull Emma into a very intimate kiss.
 
    “Wow,” Harper gasped.
 
   “Yeah-- too much PDA, huh?”
 
   “That’s how they are. Brody and Emma have such an amazing love story.” Harper smiled as she watched Henry help Caroline out of the car. And the whole family hugged. Harper saw her Mom and Dad getting out and Blake quickly dropped her hand. Harper didn’t even notice and started walking towards them with a huge smile on her face. “Come on,” she called to Blake from behind her.
 
   London saw Harper and jumped down off of Brody’s back and started running full speed towards her. Maddox ran after her and stood in front of Harper laughing with Lexington still in his arms. “Hey get out of my way,” London laughed loudly as he held her under one arm. 
 
   “No way kiddo, you are not ditching me already.”
 
   “I see you every day, let me at her,” London kicked her feet and swung her arms laughing.
 
    “Alright but remember she is in a very delicate condition,” Maddox let her feet touch the ground, and he looked at Harper who looked at him and scowled, "Harper got hit by a car yesterday, so no tackling her, alright?”
 
    “Fine, I won’t.” London escaped and hugged her lightly, “I missed you!” 
 
   Harper smiled, “I missed you too.”
 
   They hugged and laughed, and London looked up, “Who is this?”
 
   “Oh how rude of me, this is my friend, Blake. Blake, this is my favorite cousin, besides Lexi of course,” she said and winked at London, “London.”
 
    Blake smiled and squatted down, “Very nice to meet you London.”
 
    She looked at him for a few seconds, “It is isn’t it?” She grabbed Harper’s hand and dragged her behind her towards their family, “See you later Drake.” 
 
   “London, it’s Blake,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Potato Potahto, tomato tomahto, let’s call the whole thing off,” London sang and continued walking. 
 
   Harper looked out of the corner of her eye and saw Maddox biting back a smile, “She is truly wonderful isn’t she?”
 
    “Yes Maddox, she is,” Harper shook her head and continued walking.
 
    Tessa laughed and hugged Harper, “Look at you.” She held Harpers arm up high, “You’re not banged up to bad.” 
 
   Maddox chuckled as he walked by, “Hello Collin.”
 
   “Maddox,” Collin shook his hand and walked to the back of the car and grabbed some bags from the trunk. 
 
   “Hey Daddy, do I get a hello?”
 
   “Hello Harper,” he set the bags down and hugged her, “Brody says Emma has dinner coming?”
 
    “Yes, I am starving are you?”
 
   “I suppose. Let's take this party inside. Hey Blake,” Collin hugged him, “How are you?”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper and cocked his eyebrow. She looked confused and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
   “Hey Mom can you help me wash my hair before dinner? Kind of hard to use this arm still,” Harper held up the sling. 
 
   “Of course, let’s all head up,” Tessa smiled at London who had not left Harper’s side. 
 
   “I would love to show you the ducks London and Lexington. Dad there is a small store just inside do you mind buying some bread? The rest of you come with me, and we can see if we can get the Momma duck and her three baby’s attention.” 
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Tessa hugged London, Lexington, and then Maddox, “What a good big brother. Alright let's go wash that hair.”
 
    ~
 
   Maddox rang the doorbell and Tessa answered it, “Dinner is here, and it looks great.” 
 
   “Come on in, we are almost ready.” Tessa wore a black dress her hair and makeup were perfect. “You look beautiful, I see where Harper gets it,” Maddox hugged Tessa and looked over at Collin and Blake sitting on the couch. Both dressed in pants and jackets, “The resemblance on Collin and Blake should not go unnoticed either.” Tessa giggled and stepped back, “Oh wow, I am sorry I did not mean…” 
 
   “It’s okay Maddox, I agree. I won’t mention it,” Tessa whispered and turned around, “Dinner is ready.”
 
    Harper walked out of her room with sweatpants and a baggy hoody. Her hair was in a ponytail on top of her head, and she wore glasses. 
 
   “Well Harper-- you look, comfortable,” Collin tried to smile.
 
   “She looks wonderful,” Maddox smiled broadly.
 
   “Do you need a minute to change?” Collin asked.
 
   “Why bother, dinner is ready. She is just going to stuff herself full of turkey, sweet potatoes, and all the fixings,” Maddox looked at her adoringly. 
 
   “I actually am a little sore. I won’t be good company. I was thinking I should just take my medicine and…”
 
    “Oh nonsense,” Maddox walked quickly across the room and grabbed her hand, “Let’s go, London would be upset if you didn’t show.” 
 
   He did not give her time to argue, he walked quickly to the door holding her hand firmly, “Hey Doc why not grab her meds?”
 
    “I need shoes Maddox,” Harper stopped.
 
   Maddox laughed, “No you don’t.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox pulled out the chair next to London for Harper, “I can't believe your right next door London.” Harper looked up at Maddox, and he laughed.
 
    “I know, and we don’t have to leave until Monday,” London clapped. “We should do something fun. Is there anything fun to do around here?” 
 
   Blake sat on the other side of Harper, “Lots of things isn’t there, Harper?”
 
    “Sure,” Harper smiled at him.
 
   “What do you like to do, Drake?”
 
   “Blake,” he corrected her and smiled.
 
   Maddox laughed as he sat across from London. Lexington climbed on his lap.
 
    “Lexi come sit with Momma,” Emma smiled.
 
   “She missed him,” London laughed.
 
   “She sees him every day,” Emma pouted and held her arms out to Lexi. Lexi shook her head no and hugged Maddox. 
 
   “Your sisters adore you,” Tessa smiled at Maddox.
 
   “No more than I adore them,” Maddox kissed Lexi’s hand.
 
   “How do you see them every day when you live in London?” Collin asked. 
 
   “I moved home,” Maddox took a spoon full of sweet potatoes and held them out for Lexington. 
 
   “She doesn’t like those,” London laughed, “She will spit them at you.”
 
    “You wouldn’t do that to me now would you Lexington? Open your mouth,” he smiled and made a choo choo sound. Lexington laughed and ate them, “Delicious huh?”
 
   “Lisciou,” Lexington laughed and hugged Maddox.
 
   “I am her father and she won't eat them for me. Lexington Princess your breaking Daddy’s heart,” Brody pouted, and she laughed.
 
    “She doesn’t talk a lot does she?” Collin asked.
 
   “She has London to do that for her,” Maddox smiled and put another spoonful of sweet potatoes in her mouth. 
 
   “Ha Ha,” London scowled at Maddox, “Hey Lexi.” London stuck out her tongue and then smiled and nodded her head.
 
    Lexington stuck out her tongue and spit the entire content of sweet potatoes all over Maddox. Blake gasped.
 
   Harper held her napkin over her mouth and tried not to laugh.
 
   “Oh Lexington, you are in so much trouble,” Maddox tried to keep a straight face and failed miserably. She hugged him tightly around his neck, and he smeared his sweet potato-dirtied face all over hers.
 
    Tessa laughed and so did Emma and Brody. Collin looked as though he wanted to but looked down instead.
 
   “I need bath, Maddox,” Lexington laughed.
 
   “Yeah, how about we eat first. And if you don’t spit anymore food at me, I will give you the very first piece of coconut cream pie,” Maddox wiped her face and then his, “Deal?”
 
    “Deal?”
 
   ~
 
   After dinner everyone sat around the table and made small talk. Collin and Blake discussed his position at the WHO as Brody and Henry listened attentively. London showed Harper how to play Candy Crush on her IPad. Caroline, Tessa, and Emma cleaned up as Lexington stood on a stool beside Maddox doing dishes. 
 
   “Is this a holiday thing Maddox?” Tessa nudged him with her hip as she brought more dishes to the sink.
 
    Emma laughed, “Maddox has been doing dishes forever. Even London will help when he is home.” 
 
   “It’s relaxing,” Maddox smiled shyly as he held a handful of suds in his hand and put it on Lexi’s chin. He snapped a picture on his phone and showed her, “Lexiclaus.” 
 
   Lexington put some soap on her hands and put it on his nose, “Maddox Rudolph.” 
 
   “Put it together?” Maddox gave her an Eskimo kiss “And we have Madolph.”
 
    Lexington laughed and put more suds on his ears, “Mad elf.”
 
   “You're so excited for Christmas, huh Lexi?” she shook her head yes enthusiastically, “What would you like for Christmas?”
 
    “Coco cream pie,” Lexington grinned.
 
   “Oh, you did not forget did you?” Maddox laughed and picked her up and took a towel and wiped off her suds beard. 
 
   “We just ate, piggy,” London skipped into the room.
 
   Lexington yawned and raised her hands in the air and wrapped them around his neck and whispered, “Pleeeease.” 
 
   Maddox laughed and whispered in her ear.
 
    “Down, please,” she smiled.
 
   “Very good,” Maddox set her down and she ran to the bathroom.
 
   ~
 
    “Where did Maddox go?” London asked looking around.
 
   Harper held her finger over her mouth, “Shhh,” and pointed down the hall. “He is giving her pie isn’t he?” London whispered. 
 
   Harper smiled and shrugged her shoulders, “Let’s go see.”
 
    Harper and London tiptoed down the hall and quietly opened the door to the bedroom. Maddox looked up surprised as he was feeding Lexington a bite of pie. “Busted,” London laughed.
 
   Maddox looked up at Harper, smiled, and looked away quickly.
 
    “It’s a holiday London we should keep this secret,” Harper smiled as she watched Maddox. “Only if he gets me a piece,” London scowled, and Maddox laughed.
 
    “You stay here and I will. Wish me luck?” Maddox stood up and handed London Lexington’s pie. 
 
   “Good luck,” London smiled as he snuck out of the room.
 
   London laughed and looked at Harper, “He is very fun.”
 
   “Always?”
 
   “Well, before we moved to Liverpool and now since he moved back in with us,” London smiled.
 
    “When did he move back in?”
 
   “Um, remember the night I talked to you on the phone and he answered?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He got in an accident that night, and he has been there ever since. Sometimes he leaves for a day for work, but that’s it.”
 
    Maddox opened the door and had two bowls in his hands, “I was almost busted by the evil doers out there.”
 
    “Drake?” London laughed and Maddox started to.
 
   He looked at Harper, “No I don’t think he is evil London, just under an enchanted spell.” He handed London and Harper a bowl, and saw Lexington starting to doze off, “Lexi love, you need a bath before you pass.”
 
    “You give me one?”
 
   “Of course,” he picked her up and looked at London, “You better hurry up and finish that before you get busted.”
 
    ~
 
   Maddox was reading Lexington a story when London pulled Harper in the room.
 
    “I have to go to bed,” she rolled her eyes.
 
   “But tomorrow you can stay with me okay?” Harper smiled.
 
   “I want to tonight,” London pouted.
 
   “I am really tired tonight London… I am sorry.”
 
   “London get your PJ’s on and climb up here. I will read to you.” 
 
   “I am not tired,” London scowled.
 
   “I disagree, you are getting grumpy and how long did you play that game?”
 
    “A while.”
 
   “And how long ago?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You need at least an hour away from that thing before bed or you get like this remember?”
 
   “You read too much.”
 
   Maddox laughed, “Wow that’s awful isn’t it?”
 
   London disappeared and Harper stood looking at Maddox. He looked up, “Did you want to read to her?” 
 
   “You are very good with them.”
 
   “I love them.”
 
   “That’s not it though.”
 
   Maddox looked up at her and shook his head no, “I am a good person Harper. I have fu..” he looked at Lexi who was now asleep, “messed up. I will be a good father.”
 
    Harper looked away and took a deep breath, “This was not planned.” 
 
   “It doesn’t mean we should be upset about it or hide it or fight about it Harper. When I forget about the fight you promised to put up, I think about a part of me, and a part of you all wrapped up in a beautiful little bundle. It will be loved, and safe, and protected fiercely. It is not a burden Harper it’s a gift to be treasured.”
 
    London walked in and looked at Harper and then at Maddox, “You made her cry already. Gosh you’re a Bonehead.”
 
    Harper laughed, “He did not make me cry.”
 
   “Oh so what happened did you poke yourself in the eye?”
 
   “London get your butt up here,” Maddox smiled, stood up, and pulled the covers down. London hopped in bed.
 
   Maddox walked over and hugged Harper, “Listen, we will figure this out. I am going to read until the evil one falls asleep. Caroline and Henry are here they can watch the girls while we all discuss this together. Now go say goodnight to Drake.” 
 
   Harper stepped back, “Blake.”
 
   “Whatever,” Maddox rolled his eyes and smiled.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox, Emma, and Brody walked into Harpers apartment.
 
   Harper paced nervously back and forth in the kitchen.
 
   Maddox walked in and looked at her, “Relax, Harper.”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say.”
 
   “Not really, I see this going down one of two ways,” Maddox walked towards her, “the latter ends with my balls in a vice.”
 
    Harper looked up and smiled, “He won’t do that.”
 
   “See you can smile. Be brave you are not in this alone,” Harper closed her eyes and he pulled her towards him and hugged her, “I got you Harper.” 
 
   They walked out into the living room and sat next to each other, “We need to tell you all something.” 
 
   No one said a word Harper looked nervous and Maddox laughed at her and she rolled her eyes. “Harper and I are going to have a baby,” Maddox smiled and held her hand. 
 
   “Way to ease into it, Maddox,” Harper whispered.
 
   “She is due in twenty weeks,” Maddox pulled the sonogram picture out of his pocket and handed it to Tessa. Still no one spoke, “And it’s triplets.”
 
    Everyone looked up and gasped, “Just joking.”
 
    “This is not something to joke about,” Collin clenched his fists and his face turned red. 
 
   “How long have you known?” Tessa asked and looked back at the picture. 
 
   “A few months,” Harper whispered.
 
   “And you two both thought it was not something to share with us?” Tessa looked at her with hurt pouring from her eyes. 
 
   Maddox waited for Harper to speak and when she didn’t he did, “She was waiting until she was ready.” 
 
   Tessa looked around, “No one else has questions here?”
 
   “What should we ask Tessa? Our daughter is pregnant by a young man who has publically treated her like a groupie and who is in the news with different women and living with a woman who is never going be stable enough to be around our grandchild. He is a drug addict and a…”
 
   “Brody don’t,” Emma held his hand tightly and whispered.
 
   “Do not talk about my son like that,” Brody visible shook.
 
   “It’s the damn truth, Hines!”
 
   “Collin, enough,” Tessa scowled at him.
 
   “No it’s not enough! We will handle this,” Collin snapped.
 
   “My son has busted his ass to get healthy for a girl he is head up his ass in love with,” Brody stood up.
 
    Maddox stood, “Don’t, just don’t.”
 
   “No damn it! He can sit there and judge you when his daughter didn’t tell you she was pregnant and had known for…” 
 
   “How long have you known about this Brody?” Tessa looked angry and he did not respond, “Emma?” 
 
   “I found out last night it was a…”
 
   “Did you tell Dad?”
 
   “Maddox, I tell your father everything. He only knew for a few hours longer than…” 
 
   Tessa stood up and walked towards the door, “Mom, please.”
 
   “Harper, I will get this,” Maddox bent down and kissed her head and ran out the door. He put his foot in the elevator door to stop it and got in.
 
   “Maddox, I need time to process this.”
 
   “Me too,” he smiled wryly.
 
   They walked off the elevator and outside. He grabbed her hand and pulled her towards a path, “I ran here this morning, it’s not lit well I will keep my mouth shut and walk behind you.” They walked around the lake in silence. 
 
   She continued to walk and he followed. “Maddox?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Why didn’t she tell me?”
 
   “I have no idea. When I found out she as she was lying in a parking lot bleeding from the head with her elbow pointing in the wrong direction.” 
 
   “Hyper-extended.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But you told Emma right away?”
 
   “No, I grabbed her discharge papers and didn’t realize the sonogram picture had fallen. She picked it up. She had planned on telling you and Collin together. And I wanted Dad and Mom to know as well.”
 
    “Oh.”
 
   “Blake knew.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   “Yep, they have gotten very close.”
 
   Tessa stopped and looked at him, “How do you feel about that.”
 
    “I hate it,” Maddox kicked a stone.
 
   Tessa laughed, “How do you feel about being a father?”
 
   “If Harper didn’t hate me and ask me to walk away and leave her and the child alone because I am a piece of crap, I would honestly be ecstatic.”
 
    “She’s confused.”
 
   “I know. So am I.”
 
   “Are you angry at her for not telling you?”
 
   “I can’t be, leads me to dark places.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Drinking, smoking pot, kicking the shit out of Blake.”
 
   “It’s not his fault you know.”
 
   “No, I don’t know. He has gone to doctor appointments for my child. And he told me to leave several times. He is a douche bag.” 
 
   Tessa giggled, “He is protecting her.”
 
   “Not his place.”
 
   “Okay I understand but she chose him as a confidant over both of us.” 
 
   Maddox stopped and looked at Tessa, “Do you think I should walk away?” 
 
   “I saw you with the girls tonight. I watched you help Harper through the big reveal tonight. I know you don’t want to, and I know down deep you can’t. I just worry about my daughter getting hurt. I worry about your drinking and drug issues.” 
 
   “I am sober and love your daughter. I already love that baby. She kicked this morning for the first time and I felt it.” 
 
   “She?”
 
   “Just a feeling,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “Can you stay sober?”
 
   “I know my triggers.”
 
   “Is Harper one?”
 
   “Disappointing Harper, hurting her, and even though she does not see it, being hurt by her are all dangerous triggers.”
 
    “Show her who you are Maddox. Don’t push her. I happen to know she is a hot head,” Tessa laughed and pointed to herself, “Genetics.” 
 
   Maddox laughed, “I fully intend on showing her. If she does not choose me, I fully intend on staying healthy for your Grandchild.” 
 
   “Grandma, ugh!!!!![bookmark: _GoBack],” Tessa teased.
 
   “Yay wait till it sinks in to Dad, a Grandfather at thirty five,” Maddox laughed. 
 
   “Wait until London finds out. I would ask if she knew but I am sure she wouldn’t be able to hide that,” Tessa laughed. 
 
   “Not in a million years. I actually think we should not tell her. She would drag Harper kicking and screaming to the altar,” Maddox laughed. 
 
   “Do you want to marry my daughter?”
 
   Maddox looked down and smiled, “I want Harper to have everything she has ever dreamed of.” 
 
   Tessa smiled, “I’m ready to head back in.”
 
   “Alright. Do you think Dad and Collin are both alive still?”
 
   “Emma is there.”
 
   “Thank God,” Maddox laughed, “Will you forgive her for not telling you sooner?”
 
    “She’s my daughter, Maddox, I will forgive her.”
 
   “Good, she is under a lot of stress right now.”
 
   Tessa smiled at him, “You love her.”
 
   “Even when it hurts so bad it burns my soul.”
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