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       Prologue

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      I could bang any chick I wanted to
            with just two words whispered in her ear, ‘Wanna fuck?’ I had a
            dozen chicks under my belt by the time I’d met Tessa. All willing
            and waiting to hear those words from me. I was never turned down
            and, let’s be honest; I didn’t even have to use those two words
            often. I could look at a chick and know that the juices were
            pooling between her swelling lips. One swipe across the love nub
            and she was cream in my hands. The sign that I was about to be
            buried inside whoever that lucky girl was—for that
            night.

      
      I loved to feel a tight pussy clench
            around my dick as I shoved into it. I loved to hear an
            uncomfortable whimper turn into my name being screamed as I
            savagely fucked them until they couldn’t move. I especially liked
            to fuck uptight little bitches who thought their shit didn’t stink
            and then just walk away, showing them they weren’t all
            that.

      
      Bitches talk. One girl gets fucked
            right the first time and your cock is suddenly prime beach front
            property in the OC. The ones who acted like no one deserved their
            pussy were like walking infomercials. When they talked every B list
            girl who admired those pretentious bitches listened. After I fucked
            them they became A list too.

      
      I finger fucked more girls in
            classrooms, on bus trips, and while at parties than anyone I knew.
            I was given blow jobs in locker rooms and stairwells at school. I
            even had three girls who, at the drop of a hat, would come to my
            house and fuck me and each other whenever I wanted it.

      
      Get pissed all you want about what a
            pig I was or how crude it is that I talk about those days like
            that. But give me the opportunity to help you get your head on
            straight. I fingered, fucked, and got blow jobs from females who
            weren’t looking for anything more than a taste of what I had to
            offer. I never promised a second half to the Links show. I never
            even went down or kissed a girl that much. They knew what I was
            about. I just gave them what they wanted and in return I got to
            watch as my cum run down their chin or hear the screaming applause
            of a fan. With some of them the after effect of being done right,
            reaching orgasm for the first time (over and over again) confused
            them a bit. They got needy. Wanted a ‘relationship’. I told them
            the only relationship they were gonna get was via a phone call when
            I needed another release, cause no way was I putting myself in a
            situation like that. If it was good, they got my digits enabling
            them to do the same. Relationship involve feelings right? I watched
            what those types of feelings did to my parents and aside from an
            orgasm I didn’t need a female for anything. I had football, my
            boys, and my school work. I had goals and there was no way in hell
            I was going to screw that up.

      
      Still not convinced I’m not a complete
            asswipe? Fine I’ll throw you one more example. Sadi Black. I let my
            dick lead that one. She led me to believe she felt the same as I
            did. I’d pick her up for school, she lived close so I wasn’t going
            out of my way, and she would suck me off the entire way to school.
            She didn’t act like it was a big thing. So after a week straight of
            that we were on our way to an away game and I was amped up. She was
            a cheerleader. I sat next to her on the bus (Mistake one) because I
            was gonna give her a little something back in hopes that her
            fondness for sucking me off in my vehicle would carry over to a
            fondness for sucking me off on public transportation.

      
      Up her skirt my hand went and she rode
            that finger like a woman possessed, which I later learned she quite
            possibly was possessed. She added her finger to the mix and rubbed
            her clit as I sunk another finger inside her. She got a bit loud so
            I kissed her (Mistake two). After she came a few times, she sucked
            me off.

      
      After our win I offered her a ride
            home, she declined and I was instantly pissed off. I explained to
            her that I wasn’t gonna offer it again and that after a week of
            teasing I was ready to give her the ride she was really
            after.

      
      She informed me blowjobs and manual
            orgasms were all she would allow someone who wasn’t hers alone. She
            told me that she would not give it up to a boy, and yeah she said
            boy, like me. I asked her what the fuck she meant and she shook her
            head and walked towards a car and Joey, a guy who graduated last
            year, stood waiting.

      
      I was pissed and grabbed her arm. I
            remember telling her that I would not be fucking used! And she
            laughed, “Then think of it as a mutual exchange Links. Bye
            bye.”

      
      We ended up at the same after party
            and I ended up drunk. I was banging Tina and I heard her walk into
            the same bedroom I was in with Joey. It was dark so I’m sure they
            didn’t see us (Mistake 3) when they started throwing off
            clothes.

      
      “I need this so bad. No one has ever
            given it to me like you Joey.”

      
      I stood up and flipped on the light.
            “Says the fucking girl riding my hand to Whitney Point!”

      
      She pretended to cover herself and I
            threw Tina’s clothes at her. “Out.”

      
      “But…” Tina started to
            argue.

      
      “You know the deal Tina. I’m
            done.”

      
      “You didn’t come.” She pulled her
            shirt over her head.

      
      “You did, consider yourself
            lucky.”

      
      I looked over at Joey who was pissed
            and Sadi who was now crying. “I’m out Sadi. Tina? You need to make
            someone come you come with me.”

      
      They left together and Sadi turned
            into a crazy lunatic. “How dare you!”

      
      “Fuck you!” I grabbed my
            boxers.

      
      “Fuck you? You’re not worth it. I
            don’t share…”

      
      “Oh no? Did Joey know
            that?”

      
      “We were broke up. That was us trying
            to get back together. I hate you!”

      
      “Good! I’m not too fucking fond of you
            right now either.”

      
      When she started bawling I felt a bit
            of remorse and was fucking drunk.

      
      “You could never give me what he could
            so why did you have to do that Links! Why?”

      
      “I could give it to you better than he
            ever could.”

      
      “I need a man not a boy.”

      
      A challenge arouse and I stepped up to
            the challenge. “I can be a man Sadi, better than you’ve ever
            experienced.”

      
      I grabbed her and kissed
            her.

      
      “I can’t do this with you…”

      
      “Try me. I won’t disappoint, never
            have.”

      
      “I won’t be one of many.”

      
      “Fine,” drunk and horny I caved.
            (Mistake 4)

      
      I brought her home and she still
            wouldn’t give it up. But I am a competitor and if she needed me to
            prove something I sure as fuck was up to the challenge. I woke to
            my dick in her mouth in my bed. Sucking, slurping, and fingering
            herself. I could deal with this.

      
      Boy was I wrong. She got knocked up
            right away. But this kid was in challenge mode, yet another
            competition. I was gonna be a Dad, better than Landon ever was to
            me. Sadi was a freak. A mess, a fucking crazy ass rag. She told me
            I had ruined her. Like her ass had any better options in life than
            what I could give her. She was gonna have an abortion I told her
            no. We broke up, she went and fucked Joey. I brought over my three
            girls and had one of the raunchiest nights of my life and she
            appeared.

      
      I felt like a piece of shit for days.
            I assumed I was in love with her since eating, sleeping, and
            functioning were hell. Yeah hell. I’d met it’s keeper a few times
            in my day. The Sadi issue just stirred those feelings back up.
            Feelings that I had buried in enough pussy that it had not mattered
            until now. A father who left you with a mother who couldn’t stay
            sober. That kind of hell that I certainly wasn’t going to put my
            kid through.

      
      So I told her I loved her (Mistake 5)
            and she told me she had an abortion. Dreams crushed, heart broke,
            and completely devastated that that one little tiny part of me was
            gone. A part of me that wouldn’t be tarnished or burned by life’s
            little secrets was torn away from me. That life was one I would no
            doubt have loved was now gone and there wasn’t a fucking thing I
            could do about it.

      
      So what do I do? I fuck that bitch
            stupid. I bang her in hopes that she knows what it is she was
            losing. (Mistake 6). Then, I tossed her ass aside. Fuck her, fuck
            everyone, and fuck love. The problem was she wouldn’t let go. She
            played the ‘I made a mistake’ card, and I played the hell yeah you
            did, go fuck yourself one.

      
      Welcoming the change in schools that
            was happening that year, I played my ass off in football. I was
            gonna be captain, I deserved to be. My senior year playing football
            was going to be a year to break records and the community would
            talk about it for an eternity.

      
      I may have been off my normal turf
            (new school and all) but I would own it here. Anyone who thought I
            couldn’t would be wrong. Enter one big boobed blonde with an even
            bigger attitude.

      
      That one girl, one little foot
            stomping, eye rolling, I want you, I hate you, I love you, I need
            you—to be my friend, turned my world upside down and inside
            out.

      
       


      
      I grew up, well maybe not grew up, but
            grew as a person in the nearly five years I had been welcome with
            open arms into the Ross family. Tessa Ross… beautiful blonde tomboy
            who hid behind baggy shirts and a ponytail caught my eye the very
            first time I saw her tits bounce as she ran from her families’ pond
            and threw a shirt over a blue two piece bathing suit. Then she
            rolled those blue eyes at me when I gave her my signature stare and
            that ‘look’. She rolled her eyes at me, Lucas Links, star
            quarterback, a privileged kid, with looks and moves to back up my
            cocky arrogant demeanor.

      
      Tessa Ross. My God how I loved that
            girl. But back then I had no clue what to do with the love she
            gave. I had no idea that we would go through so much, and I had no
            idea that even when you were in the same room with the same person
            so often you could still miss ever damn thing about
            them.

      
      What I did know is that I lost her. I
            didn’t deserve her. And that I’d be damned if I wouldn’t learn from
            my epic fuck up and one day be exactly the man Tessa, and only
            Tessa, knew I could be.

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


      
       


   
      
       


      
       Chapter
                  One

      
       


      
      December Rain

      
      

      
      There comes a time in life when things
            are just easier. You no longer have to worry about retiring and
            having enough to still take care of your children financially if
            they need it. A time when the mortgage shows a big fat zero
            balance; a time when you no longer have to schedule vacation around
            school schedules and state testing. A time when you wake up in the
            morning and you look beside you and see the woman who has stuck by
            your side and know that there wasn’t a damn thing you’d do
            differently because by the grace of God she loved you and you loved
            her.

      
      Then there are times when you can no
            longer wake up every morning and run five miles without
            experiencing some sort of physical discomfort. When a sprain takes
            a little longer to heal or a strained back throws you off for a
            couple of weeks. A time when you look at a book, or the computer
            screen, and have to give your eyes a chance to adjust. And when you
            say ‘huh?’ You’re not just hoping they will say never mind, you
            really didn’t hear what they said.

      
      Then, there are times, like right now,
            when you can’t sleep and cringe at the body lying next to you
            because she’d been fucking another man for over four fucking years.
            It would be so easy to kick her ass out, tell her she was a fucking
            whore and never look at the face that caused you such anger and
            resentment.

      
      I looked up at the television stand in
            the bedroom and saw the reason that Ash was still within five miles
            of me. Ava and Logan. My kids. I couldn’t hurt them. I couldn’t
            destroy the lives they had by going fucking crazy on the bitch
            lying in my bed. She blamed me. She was convinced it was my fault
            and she would try to convince them too.

      
      I never wanted them to look at me like
            I was the cause of anything that hurt them. They were the two
            people in my life that I wanted to be proud of me. I wanted them to
            not just think but to know that their father would never walk away
            from them, even when they were parents themselves. I just wasn’t
            ready to chance it.

      
      ~

      
      My wife Ashley had said several times,
            in some heated arguments that the reason our family was falling
            apart was because I have always loved Tessa Ross. And that I never
            let her go. She blamed me for her infidelity. For her more than
            four year affair with a man who had worked as my father’s lawyer
            for nearly fifteen years. She had gone to seek comfort in him when
            I made one fucking comment in our more than twenty years of
            marriage. One comment that our daughter overheard me say to Tessa
            in anger, “You should’ve stayed with me.”

      
      I truly thought when Ash and I had
            finally talked about it she understood it was out of anger. I was
            so distraught that my daughter was vacationing with Tessa and her
            relatives, people I trusted, who had been splashed all over the
            news had shown up at her and Collin’s Cape home and she never felt
            it necessary to tell me they were there.

      
      I never wanted my children in danger,
            or Tessa and hers. So there was truth in what my wife had said, I
            always have and always would love Tessa Ross–Abraham. She was the
            reason my life had changed over twenty five years ago. She was the
            reason I finally became the man that Tessa and her family taught me
            I could be.

      
      I was a good husband and a
            better father than I ever had. As I grew older I learned that my
            father’s father was an abusive womanizing man. Therefore my father
            too was a better father than he had. I suppose that’s what happens
            when we grow in knowledge and age. We realize that instead of
            lugging around ‘the sins of the
            father’, so to speak, we decide to do
            better. Landon didn’t beat me or any of his wives so he also grew
            from his past’s pain, just like I had. What he did do, was cheat.
            Something I had done to Tessa--repeatedly.

      
      I didn’t cheat on Ashley, I never
            would have. I took my vows seriously. I attended every function my
            children were involved in. I coached football and baseball. I was
            very present in our seemingly perfect life. Ash and I had a good
            relationship, our sex life was consistent, we took time to go on
            dates, even when the kids were little. I told her daily that I
            loved her, and it was true. I told her she was beautiful and
            constantly told her how much I loved parts of her she took far too
            long looking at in the mirror that she apparently didn’t like about
            herself.

      
      Her ass and tits were the parts she
            fixated on. I loved her ass, I told her that every time I was in
            it. Her tits were a perfect handful and even with age I showed them
            appreciation, with my hands, mouth, and words. When she started
            finding gray hairs at thirty five I pretended not to notice,
            sparing her feelings. To me she was the woman I would share my life
            with. I had vowed to do so. And she was the woman who gave me
            children.

      
      In the past I had lost three. One at
            seventeen with my then girlfriend Sadi, who had an abortion and
            another with her when she miscarried a child she had conceived
            purposely to trap me and tear me away from a girl who I knew I
            loved from the moment I saw her. The third child I lost was with
            Tessa. A miscarriage again. It crushed her, and me. I built walls,
            I was sure that God was punishing me for all my sins. I believed
            Ashley and I were meant to be when she gave me her heart knowing I
            was still healing from the self-imposed devastation caused by Tessa
            finally walking away from me. That belief was further strengthened
            when she and her new friend Tessa Ross-Abraham found out together
            that they were both pregnant. The day she gave birth to Ava was
            truly the happiest day in my life. No other day compared. When I
            held my daughter in my arms, kissed her and the woman who gave me a
            child, I vowed to God I would never hurt them like I had hurt the
            many other women in my past. I was true to my word.

      
      ~

      
      I force myself to don a normal holiday
            smile and fill the house with Christmas cheer when Ava and Logan
            walk down the stairs at around ten in the morning. Ashley is still
            asleep and I decide to steal this moment with the two people in the
            world that I love the most.

      
      “Merry Christmas kids.” I greet them
            each with a hug and kiss.

      
      Logan grumbled, “Merry
            Christmas.”

      
      Ava smiles as she looks at the tree
            and all of the presents. “Santa came Loggie!”

      
      “Nice Ava, I’m not ten anymore.” He
            rolls his eyes.

      
      “Well then who could have brought all
            of these gifts?” I decide to play along with Ava’s loving teasing
            directed at my boy.

      
      “Dad,” Logan yawned.

      
      “And Santa,” I laughed.

      
      “And Mom.” Ava looked around, “Where
            is she?”

      
      “Probably fucking
            sleeping…”

      
      “Logan, your language,” I warn. “I’ll
            go see if she’s up yet. Don’t even look in your stockings until I
            get back.”

      
      I gave them a big smile as I turned
            away. Bitch! Could she not participate? It’s our sons last
            Christmas in high school and she plays sleeping fucking beauty
            while I stick up for her! I look at the stairs and feel like I am
            walking away from the sun, which is my children, to the bowels of
            hell to awake the she-demon.

      
      As I push the door to our room open, I
            see her sitting on the bed. Her back is to me. I see her shoulders
            slouched down. I see her body shake a bit and I am sure she is
            crying, again.

      
      For a moment I am feeling guilty about
            the anger that is now simmering. This has to hurt her as much as it
            does me. How could anyone want their children to face the slaughter
            of their family unit?

      
      I knew the darkness I crawled into
            when I was a cheater. The self-loathing that I numbed with booze,
            pot, and pussy. I had no one but a girl whose heart I broke to feel
            horrible about. She was breaking three hearts. Two of them were
            grown from her body.

      
      Then she giggled, the bitch giggled
            and whispered, “I have to go. Its Christmas…I know someday,
            maybe...I love you too. I’ll see you in three weeks…Yes the entire
            weekend…”

      
      I knocked on the door and she jumped.
            She dropped her phone and spun around, “Lucas?”

      
      I smiled and acted as if I hadn’t
            heard anything. “Merry Christmas Ash.”

      
      I walked over to the bed and leaned
            down and kissed her.

      
      “Lucas, the phone.”

      
      I reached down and saw it was still a
            live call.

      
      “Dad and Audrey?”

      
      She nodded.
         Fucking Liar.

      
      “We have two little angels down there
            waiting to open gifts.” She tried to stand and I put my hands on
            the bed keeping her in place. “Ash I have a special present for you
            first.” I kissed the cheek of Empusa and she pulled
            back.

      
      “Lucas they’re waiting.”

      
      “I know. Let them, give me five
            minutes.” I grabbed a tit and she closed her eyes. “Your little
            tits Ash.” I rubbed my thumb across Hantu Kopek’s nipple, “They fed
            our children and me.”

      
      “Lucas,” she moaned.

      
      “I also miss that round ass Ash.” I
            pushed her back and rolled her over.

      
      I reached under her panties and pushed
            a finger in her cunt and she moaned so I shoved another in
            her.

      
      “Your pussy is so wet.” She pushed
            against it. “That’s it, ride it Ashley Links. Tell me what you
            want?” I asked as I finger banged her into oblivion.

      
      “Your cock.”

      
      “Where Ash? Where do you want
            it?”

      
      “My pussy.”

      
      “You can do better than that, it’s
            Christmas.”

      
      “Fuck my ass Lucas.”

      
      I reached over the side of the bed and
            opened the nightstand and pulled out the KY and a condom. No
            fucking way was I riding Lilith without protection.

      
      I smiled when I saw the
            phone call was still active. I grabbed it and pushed speaker and
            set it on the night stand. Fuck you
            Senator!

      
      “Gotta make this fast. Kids are
            waiting.”

      
      It was wrong on so many levels but I
            didn’t give a fuck. I was hard and in some perverse way was harder
            than ever before because I was gonna get off fucking my wife while
            her lover listened. No one ever said I was perfect, not even me.
            But that fucker would hear what only I could do with Miss Priss.
            Fuck her hard and nasty.

      
      I ripped open the condom and squirted
            lube on her plump ass.

      
      “I’m going all in Ash, hard and fast.”
            I said as I wrapped my dick in latex. Yeah I was about to bang my
            wife and had to use condoms because she was a cheating
            ho.

      
      “You can’t! You’re too big
            Lucas.”

      
      I had to bite my cheeks so
            that I wouldn’t laugh. Yeah take that
            Senator, I have a big dick.

      
      “We’ll do what we can. You want this
            don’t you Ash? You want my big cock in your ass right?”

      
      “Yes Lucas, I love your
            cock.”

      
      “Up on all fours. I’m gonna fuck you
            from the back. Then when I’m done you’re gonna swallow my cum.” I
            rammed half way in her and she yelled out. “That’s it Ash, half way
            there. Now for the good part.”

      
      I was gentle now. I wanted our
            audience to hear his lover cum on another man’s dick. Her husband’s
            dick. “Good Ash?”

      
      “God yes. You fuck my ass so
            good.”

      
      That’s it Ash keep
            talking. Bitch.

      
      I moved in and out with ease. Her ass
            was well trained and used before I found out she was a
            cheater.

      
      She moaned and whimpered and came.
            Yeah she was a bit loud.

      
      “Okay my turn. Turn around and suck my
            cock dry Mrs. Links.”

      
      I pulled out and she turned as I
            removed the condom.

      
      I hid it behind me. And then shoved my
            dick in the mouth of Lilim and filled it till it was dripping down
            her chin.

      
      “Thanks for that Ash.”

      
      I stood up and turned, grabbed the
            phone, still a live call, and pushed end.

      
      I reached down and grabbed my pajama
            pants and discreetly put the phone back where it had fallen when I
            busted my cheating bitch of a wife talking to her lover, on
            Christmas.

      
      ~

      
      When the kids went to bed so did I. I
            didn’t wanna even look at the bitch I had been smiling at all day.
            It was only ten o’clock so I knew I would be up at three in the
            damn morning, but that was cool.

      
      I woke to Succubus sucking me off
            about an hour after I had fallen asleep. The first time in years
            she had done that. She looked up at me with a mouth full of cock
            and there was something different in her eyes.

      
      I fucked her mouth much gentler than I
            had earlier. The attention she was paying to every part of my dick
            was more than ever before.

      
      I smiled at her and then I felt the
            tell-tale sign of all the blood rushing down to my cock. “Ash I’m
            gonna...”

      
      She stopped and sat up. The look in
            her eyes I had mistaken for a possible spark of hope was really
            Yuki-Onna, the she-devil denying me of a release.

      
      “You can finish it up
            yourself.”

      
      “Really?” I laughed.

      
      “I don’t appreciate you toying with me
            Lucas.”

      
      “I don’t appreciate you
            lying to me Wife.”

      
      “I won’t live like this.”

      
      “You walk when he has five months left
            of his senior year and I will not have one ounce of respect for
            you.”

      
      “Who says I’m walking? I will be still
            living right here.”

      
      “You can have the Jersey house Ash.
            That’s where you run to every other fucking week anyways. That’s
            where your family is and…”

      
      “I will take this house. I will take
            from you what you love.”

      
      I pulled her up so she was facing me.
            “Let me tell you something. You will play real nice or I will share
            four years of pictures that I have of my wife’s infidelities with
            the media. Your little boyfriend has higher hopes than State
            Senate, and you’ll be single handedly crushing them. I have no
            problem going on talk shows and doing interviews about how crushed
            I am about it.”

      
      “The world will think you’re a pussy
            Lucas.”

      
      “No Ash, cause when I’m done here, I
            have years’ worth of missed pussy to make up for cause I was dumb
            enough to believe in this marriage shit.”

      
      I let go of her arms and
            laid down rolling to my side so that my back was to her.
         Bitch!

      
      “I agree Lucas. I was never yours to
            begin with.”

      
      “Whatever excuses you need to give
            yourself go right ahead. But you will play nice when it comes to
            our kids or I will make you pay. They are my only priority
            now.”

      
      ~

      
      I woke up when I heard my phone
            vibrate. I saw a text message

      
      -911 call me back
            now…JB

      
      I rubbed my eyes and read it again.
            What the hell was going on? Jade would never send a message at
            three in the morning if it wasn’t a real emergency.

      
      I snuck out of my bed and walked down
            the stairs to my office and sat at my desk and called
            Jade.

      
      “What’s going on Jade? Is Luke
            alright?”

      
      “Lucas…Collin was shot.” That was the
            only thing she said that I understood.

      
      “Links.” Her husband Ryan, my best
            friend, was on the phone.

      
      “What the hell happened?”

      
      Ryan told me the details and I was
            shocked. I couldn’t believe what the hell I was hearing.

      
      After a long pause as I listened to
            him comforting his wife I cleared my throat, “Are Tessa and the
            kids alright?”

      
      “Physically, yes. CJ was the one who
            called and told Jade. He’s pretty shaken up but he said his father
            died and that his brother, sister, and Tessa were okay. We should
            know more tomorrow.”

      
      I heard a blood curdling scream
            followed by, “Daddy!”

      
      “Ryan we’ll talk tomorrow. I think Ava
            just found out.”

      
      I ran up the stairs to Ava’s room and
            she was throwing clothes into a suitcase.

      
      “Daddy! Collin is dead and Harper, oh
            God Harper, was taken and he tried to save her and now he’s dead
            and…”

      
      I grabbed her and held her as she
            sobbed. “Harper, CJ, Matthew, and Tessa are fine. I just talked to
            Ryan and him…”

      
      “What is going on?” I looked up and
            both Logan and Ashley were walking in Ava’s room.

      
      “Collin was killed.”

      
      Ashley’s first reaction will haunt me
            for the rest of my life. She looked at me as if she had no soul.
            She was pissed and the smug look on her face made me want to hit
            her. I looked at Logan and he was studying her face and he too
            looked confused as to her reaction.

      
      “You okay Mom?”

      
      Ashley nodded and swallowed. She
            hugged Logan and stared coldly at me over his shoulder.

   
      
       


      
       Chapter
                  2

      
       


      
      Memories

      
       


      
       


      
      Ava was awake when I walked down the
            stairs. “I need to see Harper.”

      
      I gave her a hug. She looked like she
            hadn’t slept at all. “Okay. When they get home I’m sure she’d love
            to see you.”

      
      “Mom wants me to go to
            Jersey.”

      
      Ashley and Logan walked down the
            stairs and I noticed they both had overnight bags.

      
      “You going somewhere?”

      
      “To visit my sister.”

      
      “Logan, you want to stay here or go
            with Mom?”

      
      “The kids are going with me. I know
            you’re busy with work or I would’ve asked you to come
            along.”

      
      “I don’t want to go Mom. I want to be
            here when Harper comes home.”

      
      “Logan you can stay too.” I told
            him.

      
      “Nah, I’ll go with Mom.”

      
      I gave him a hug as he walked by.
            “Thought we were hitting the gym during your break. Lifting
            weights, keeping in top physical shape. You have colleges
            interested and…”

      
      “Leave him alone Lucas he’s on
            vacation,” Ashley laughed. “Ava you sure you won’t
            come?”

      
      “I’m sure. She’s my best friend Mom. I
            thought you’d want to be here for Tessa.” Ava was fighting anger. I
            could see the storm brewing behind her baby blues.

      
      “I’m sure her family will all be there
            to help her. We won’t be gone long. I’ll see her then.” Ashley
            didn’t wait for a response, “Let’s go Logan, you can
            drive.”

      
      “The roads are shit Ash, you should be
            driving. I should be driving.” I wasn’t liking this one fucking
            bit.

      
      “He’s almost eighteen Lucas. How old
            were you when you were driving to New Jersey alone? I’ll be with
            him.” Ashley gave Ava a quick hug and out the door she
            went.

      
      Ava looked at me. “What’s going on
            Daddy?”

      
      “Apparently she misses her
            family.” And your mother has been fucking
            around for years now, I wanted to say, but
            I didn’t. “Do you know when they’re supposed to be in?”

      
      “No.” Ava flopped on the couch and
            grabbed a pillow.

      
      I hated seeing her like this. Hated
            seeing her struggle and I couldn’t do anything about it. “You want
            breakfast baby girl?”

      
      “No Daddy I just want to
            cry.”

      
      I sat next to her and held her hand.
            “Then cry.”

      
      She took my arm and put it over her
            shoulder and snuggled into me like she did when she was a little
            girl. Hell, she was still my little girl.

      
      She fell asleep and I decided I was
            going to go dig through some boxes in the basement. I looked at the
            shelves that held our memories in plastic totes. I decided I may as
            well start going through them. If Ash thought she was taking the
            house I built for my family I would be damn sure to keep some of
            the memories.

      
      The first box I grabbed off the top
            shelf, sat it on the floor, and grabbed the other five. Our life,
            on shelf at a time. I couldn’t believe this shit was
            happening.

      
      I opened the first tote and it was
            full of wedding memorabilia. You know all that shit girls have to
            have. The champagne glasses with your names in pretty script and
            hearts. I stood up and grabbed a garbage bag off my work bench and
            threw those bitches in there. Next I grabbed a bag of potpourri
            wrapped in tulle and ribbons, “Fucking lame.” I threw them in the
            trash too. Invitations, rehearsal dinner programs, wedding
            programs, and flyers from the Dominican Republic where we went on
            our honeymoon. A binder for planning every event of our big fucking
            day.

      
      I threw out every piece of shit
            memorabilia she had kept except for the document we had signed, a
            fake license, one for the bazillion photos that were taken that
            day. I wanted to super glue that bitch on her forehead. So when she
            looked in the mirror she saw it and so the senator saw it while he
            was banging my wife.

      
      The only thing I kept was the photo
            album and the case of wine without labels on them. The photo album
            because, let’s face it, I looked fucking good and the wine because
            I was gonna get fucking ripped the day I signed those
            papers.

      
      I shoved them in the tote
            and grabbed the bag of lies
         and walked up the stairs and out the garage door.
            I threw it in the garbage and walked back inside. I looked into the
            family room and saw my little girl was still asleep.

      
      I walked back down the
            stairs and looked at the shelf. I was on a mission, one that I was
            distracted from by the bag of
            lies. I looked at the shelf and decided I
            should organize them so I went to find a sharpie.

      
      After emptying the second shelf I
            found what I was looking for. Bingo! I pulled out the pink blanket
            and held it to my face and smelled it. This blanket was Bingo. Ava
            had to have it from the time she was about one. This was the only
            blanket out of the hundreds that would soothe her, help her sleep,
            to comfort her at night.

      
      We lost it, once, Ava was having a fit
            and I was looking through the car after going to Jersey and I was
            sure it was left behind. She cried, stomped, threw the biggest
            tantrum I had ever seen. I swear to you she was like the chick from
            the exorcist. It was midnight and I was tired, Ash was tired, Ava
            was way over tired and I was outside in the snow digging through
            bags.

      
      When I found it I was so fucking happy
            I ran in waving that pink blanket in the air and yelled,
            “Bingo!”

      
      Ashley looked so relieved and Ava
            immediately stopped her sleepy tantrum. She looked up red eyed and
            tottled to me putting her little hands in the air, “Bingo
            Dada.”

      
      I swooped her up and held her as she
            loved on Bingo, grabbed Ash’s hand, pulled her up and we walked up
            the stairs, together, as a family. I kissed my wife’s head and
            smiled. That was a hell of a victory for us.

      
      I looked at Ava and she was out. No
            million stories to read, no sneaking her in her room after she fell
            asleep, I just laid her in her bed with Bingo and she looked so
            damn peaceful.

      
      Ash and I snuck out of her room,
            tiptoed out of her room so we wouldn’t wake the two and a half
            foot, twenty pound ruler of our world. She was exhausted, I was
            exhausted but I was on an adrenaline high. Fucking victory rush,
            and she looked good. That was the first time my wife let me in the
            back door. Bingo.

      
      I sat there looking at all the boxes.
            Boxes full of memories, of family memories, and I closed my eyes. I
            allowed pain to set in for two minutes, that’s all it could have me
            for. We were still all here. Alive, breathing, able to figure out a
            way to live through the hurt, rebuild our lives. Collin Abraham
            didn’t have that choice.

      
      I walked up the stairs and covered my
            little girl with Bingo and she didn’t stir. She did smile in her
            sleep and pull that blanket up to her nose, the silky part, just
            like she did as a baby.

      
      ~

      
      I was in the basement when Ava came
            down the stairs wrapped in Bingo. I was on the floor knee deep in
            memories and she sat next to me.

      
      “What are you doing Dad?” Ava called
            me Daddy when she was upset, or trying to get out of trouble, but
            right now I was Dad.

      
      “I was trying to find Bingo for you.”
            I tore my eyes off the pile before me and looked at her and smiled.
            “Did it help?”

      
      She nodded, “Yeah, but I thought we
            sent this to Aunt Ally when she was pregnant?”

      
      “Yeah, apparently she sent it back,” I
            winked.

      
      “So you lied to me?” Ava raised her
            eyebrows trying to act surprised.

      
      “Not lied, no, never.”

      
      She laughed, “Then what do you call
            it?”

      
      I leaned back against the bench,
            looked at her, and smiled. “As your father I thought it was in your
            best interest to not walk into the third grade with a blanket.
            Didn’t want you to get picked on.” She laughed. “So I devised a
            plan.”

      
      “You devised a plan huh?”

      
      “Sure did. Very strategic and well
            thought out plan. When I mentioned to you that you’re Aunt was
            having a baby and really needed a blanket you weren’t as receptive
            to the idea as I thought you’d be.”

      
      “I loved Bingo, still do.”

      
      “I know but sometimes you just gotta
            move on.”

      
      “I know.” She looked at the pile of
            sports awards in front of me and laughed.

      
      “Okay fine, maybe you just have to
            shelf it.”

      
      “So you shelved Bingo.”

      
      “I did. I wanted to make sure you
            could someday have it again if you wanted.” I reached over and
            tugged at Bingo, “You came to me three days later and handed her
            over. Tears in your eyes and a smile on your face you said to me,
            ‘Okay Daddy we can send it. Maybe her baby can love it now. I can’t
            take care of it all the time maybe the baby will love it like I
            used to.’ I swear you almost brought a grown man to his knees. But
            it was a great life lesson.”

      
      “How’s that?”

      
      “If you no longer have the time for
            something you love, maybe someone else can love it better.” She
            leaned against me. “Ava, Harper, is going to be okay. She has that
            Rock Star boy and you. She will hurt but she’ll be
            okay.”

      
      “I can’t imagine losing
            you.”

      
      “You won’t baby girl. Not yet
            anyway.”

      
      “Why didn’t Collin wait for the
            police? Why didn’t he…”

      
      “I would have done the same for you. I
            would have risked my life to save you without a second thought. No
            way in hell could anyone have stopped me from trying to protect
            what I loved. I admire him so much for what he did. He’s a damn
            good man.”

      
      “Maybe I should give her
            Bingo.”

      
      We sat there silently for a long
            time.

      
      “You wanna go out to lunch with your
            Daddy, Ava girl?”

      
      “No. Maybe we can order in.” She
            leaned over and started going through the pile.

      
      We were actually having a good time
            looking through all the boxes. She was finally smiling and asking a
            bunch of questions. Ava decided I should keep all of the junk but
            maybe in digital form.

      
      She took pictures of everything and we
            were going to download them and put them on a disk. Clear out the
            clutter, I had said. Organize the memories, she smiled.

      
      “Grandma K kept all of this stuff?”
            She laughed when she held up the blanket of all the t-shirts made
            into a quilt.

      
      “Kept well huh?” I didn’t want to tell
            her my mother didn’t keep shit. I did. And I didn’t want to tell
            her the quilt was a graduation present from my first love, Tessa
            Ross.

      
      “This is so cool.” She stood and flung
            open the quilt and sat on it. “Give me that bin.”

      
      Ava was tearing through all the bins
            and having a great time. She kept my pile of ball caps, all the
            white ones, and football jersey’s.

      
      She opened another bin and grabbed the
            photo album, one of all my senior year highlights, another thing
            Tessa had given me.

      
      She smiled when she saw Tommy and me
            shirtless in front of my pool.

      
      “Damn Dad, you were hot
            stuff.”

      
      “Yeah, some things don’t change huh?”
            I laughed.

      
      “Oh my God! Is that Luke’s
            Dad?”

      
      “Sure is. Tommy, my best bud from as
            far back as I could remember.”

      
      “So Jade was doing him
            then?”

      
      “Ava,” I warned.

      
      “Okay are you gonna keep trying to
            convince me the stork is real too?”

      
      “Hell yes I am.” We both
            laughed.

      
      “Luke looks just like him.”

      
      “Luke is a spitting image of his
            father.”

      
      She turned the pages until she came to
            the obituary. Tommy had died in a car accident our senior year in
            high school not knowing that his girlfriend, Jade, was
            pregnant.

      
      “Does it still hurt Daddy?” I nodded.
            “How did you get through all of that?”

      
      “Leaned on friends.”

      
      “Tessa?”

      
      Holy shit. This was awkward, almost as
            bad as the sex talk with Logan, that I’m pretty sure was a little
            late.

      
      “I also found out Jade was pregnant
            then. Hell she didn’t even know.”

      
      “How did you feel when she and Ryan
            hooked up?”

      
      “Well they didn’t just hook up Ava,
            they got married. He stepped up to the plate and took care of both
            her and Luke. Loved them so much. Ryan is a damn good man, father,
            husband, and friend.”

      
      “Jade says you did too.”

      
      “I did what Tommy would have done for
            me.”

      
      “Do you miss him Daddy?”

      
      “Every single day.” It was true. You
            don’t just forget about someone who meant so much to you,
            regardless of time or change.

      
      “What did you do right after you lost
            him? What do you remember the most that got you through
            it?”

      
      Shit, got to love this question. I
            looked at her and I’m sure she saw the wheels turning.

      
      “I want to know what to do for
            Harper.”

      
      “Gotcha. Be there when she needs you
            Ava. That’s it, that’s all anyone can do.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      I lugged up three totes full of papers
            and was about to go into the garage when I looked out the window
            and decided if I let that stuff sit I’d probably be dragging it
            back in the house.

      
      Hard to let go of the Glory
            Days.

      
      “Hey Ava?”

      
      “Yeah Daddy?” She walked up the stairs
            with a bin.

      
      “How about we order pizza and have a
            bonfire tonight?”

      
      “In the snow?”

      
      “Yeah. In the snow.”

      
      “Sounds good Dad. Can we invite the
            neighbors?”

      
      “Sure, if they feel up to
            it.”

   
      
       


      
       Chapter
                  Three

      
       


      
      Snow fire

      
       


      
       


      
      Ava and I had gone to the store and
            grabbed some trays of food and drinks to add to the pizza party we
            had planned.

      
      When she invited Jade, she decided she
            should extend the invitation to more of the Ross family. As much as
            I knew Ashley was going to have a problem with it, I knew it was
            the right thing to do.

      
      Alex and Phoebe Ross and their boys
            showed up. Their son Liam was in the same grade as Ava and Harper.
            They were thick as thieves as kids. Good kid. I liked
            him.

      
      “I can’t believe you’re burning all
            this stuff,” Jade laughed.

      
      “We took pictures huh Dad?” Ava nudged
            me.

      
      “Sure did. Besides it’s all up in
            here.” I tapped my head.

      
      “To the glory days,” Ryan lifted his
            beer and we all toasted the good old days.

      
      “Oh, the glory days! I have an idea,”
            Ava clapped and ran into the house.

      
      When Ava was safely in the house I
            walked up to Alex and handed him a beer. “How’s Tessa
            doing?”

      
      “Well, she’s Tessa. Anytime things are
            bad she pulls strength from some hidden place and tries to make it
            easier for everyone else.”

      
      “Her heart.” I took a drink and looked
            at Alex who was staring at me. “That’s the hidden
            place.”

      
      Jade and Phoebe looked at me the same
            damn way. “I think anyway.”

      
      “Yeah I think so too,” Phoebe looked
            at Alex who was still staring at me, stone faced.

      
      “You okay Alex?”

      
      “No. Not one bit. She can’t go through
            this shit. How long before it breaks into pieces, that all the
            Kings’ horses and all the Kings’ men just can’t put her heart back
            together again.”

      
      “I know.” I looked down until I heard
            Jade and Phoebe trying there damndest not to laugh.

      
      “It’s not fucking funny Jade.” Alex
            snapped.

      
      “Alex, I laughed too.” Phoebe wrapped
            her arm around his waist and he tensed.

      
      “You’re my wife. I can’t yell at
            you.”

      
      “But you can yell at mine?” Ryan
            laughed.

      
      “Yeah, she was my cousin
            first.”

      
      I just kept looking down because I
            knew if I looked up I’d laugh too. And I couldn’t do that to Alex.
            He felt her pain too, every bit of it since I could remember. He
            respected her need to be strong so badly that he put up with it all
            exactly the way she would want him to. That man was such a mix of
            his father John and his sister Tessa.

      
      I felt his eyes boring into me and
            looked over at him.

      
      “I wanna help. Whatever you need Alex.
            I wanna help.”

      
      Alex let out a sigh and walked
            away.

      
      I started to walk towards him and
            Phoebe stopped me. “He just needs a minute.”

      
      “No he needs a punching bag Phoebe and
            I’m his man.”

      
      I walked up to him and stood silently
            by waiting for him to go off on me.

      
      When he didn’t say anything I did,
            “Alex. I was being very sincere when I said…”

      
      “I know damn it Lucas. But right now I
            am so fucking pissed at the world. Everything that’s ever hurt her
            is resurfacing.”

      
      “By that you mean me.”

      
      “Fuck yes I mean you! How the fuck
            does she deserve to be beat down emotionally by you all those years
            ago and then when she finally finds someone to love her the way she
            deserves, he fucking dies! How the fuck is that right
            Lucas?”

      
      “It’s not right Alex.”

      
      “And she still fucking loves your ass
            like she does everyone around her! She doesn’t deserve this. Collin
            didn’t deserve this. Harper, oh my God, what she has been through,
            I have no clue how the fuck she’ll ever be normal again. And I
            stand here drinking a fucking beer trying to douse the inferno
            burning inside me when all I wanna do is kick your ass in hopes
            that it makes the fire die down just for a little
            while.”

      
      “Then do it.” I stood back, “Give it
            your best shot. I deserve it. Fucking hit me!”

      
      Alex stood veins popping in his neck.
            “Dumb thing to say to a pissed off man Links!”

      
      “Dumb thing not to do when offered
            Ross.”

      
      He turned around and then turned back
            and stormed at me. I was ready for twenty plus years of big brother
            restraint to be released all over my face.

      
      He reached out and grabbed me by the
            collar. “I’m not a dumb man!”

      
      “No you aren’t. You’re a damn good man
            Alex.”

      
      He began to shake and he let go and
            turned away. I let him stand there for a moment in silence. I
            wanted him to hit me, but I knew it wasn’t who he was.

      
      “I’ll give you a minute.” I started to
            walk past him and he put his hand out to stop me.

      
      “You’re a good man too Lucas. You were
            just a kid then. Didn’t know any better and we just let her try to
            figure it out by herself.”

      
      “You were a kid too Alex.”

      
      “I just don’t know what the fuck to
            do.”

      
      I stood beside him and waited for him
            to say what he wanted to and when he didn’t I couldn’t shut my
            fucking mouth. “Fight for her. Give her time to show everyone how
            fucking tough she is and then fight for her so she knows she is
            worth fighting for.”

      
      He looked over at me and then at the
            ground and nodded.

      
      I looked back at Jade, Ryan, and
            Phoebe, all standing by the fire. Then heard the surround sound in
            the back yard start blasting Eye of the Tiger.

      
      Alex looked over at me and we both
            laughed.

      
      “You ready to head back? They’re all
            watching us expecting a throw down.”

      
      “The kids?”

      
      “All of them were inside apparently
            trying to get this party started.”

      
      We walked back together as Ava ran out
            the door smiling, “Hey Dad, you’ve got some rockin’ mixed
            tapes.”

      
      Jade and Phoebe laughed, so did
            I.

      
      “CD’s Ava. I’m not that old.” She ran
            up to me and kissed my cheek. “I know Daddy. I spent an hour coming
            up with a playlist, wait till you hear it.”

      
      “I can hardly wait.”

      
      We all stood around
            listening to music and I about shit my pants when
         Down with the Sickness blasted.

      
      “Thank God we don’t have normal
            neighbors huh Jade?” Ava laughed.

      
      “Angry monkey song?” Alex nodded to
            me.

      
      “Yeah.” I couldn’t help but smile
            remembering the first time I saw Tessa dancing around in the farm
            house kitchen to this song.

      
      Ava looked at me, “This is
            terrible.”

      
      We all laughed, “Good music to get you
            pumped up before a big game.”

      
      “Yeah either that or drive you nuts.
            I’m gonna fix this garbage.” Ava ran into the house to change the
            music.

      
      We were all planning what
            to do tomorrow. None of us wanted Tessa to come home and feel the
            need to go overboard. Like that would stop
            her.

      
      The music changed and Lit
            blasted through the speakers, My Own Worst
            Enemy.

      
      I laughed and Ryan stood up and
            grabbed more beers.

      
      He started singing and Ava ran out. He
            grabbed her, started dancing with her, and she was laughing. God I
            loved my kid.

      
      “Come on Links,” Ryan
            yelled.

      
      I grabbed Jade and Phoebe and sang, “I
            didn’t mean to call you that, I can’t remember what was said or
            what you threw at me.”

      
      In seconds Phoebe had Alex up and we
            were all acting like kids again.

      
      “Please tell me, please tell me, why,
            the car is in the damn tree.” I began. “And I’m seeing sets of
            boobies. Streaking through the farm yard, last night and your gone,
            gone.”

      
      Phoebe smacked me and Alex and Jade
            laughed, the chorus repeated and we all sang my rendition of the
            song referring to a very memorable night over twenty
            years.

      
      When the song stopped another one
            started.

      
      “Oh hell yeah.” Jade laughed. “Take a
            look at me, tell me do you like what you see, do you think you can,
            do you think you can.”

      
      “I sure can beautiful girl,” Ryan
            grabbed her.

      
      “What the hell is this?” Liam laughed
            as he walked over.

      
      “Back stage underage, adolescent. How
            ya doin? Fine, she replied, I like to do the wild thing. Action
            took place. Kinda wet. Don’t forget. The J, the A, the D, the E, Yo
            I need a body bag.”

      
      “Aunt Jade!” Liam gasped.

      
      “You wanna dance Liam?” Ava
            laughed.

      
      “No he doesn’t,” I grabbed
            her.

      
      “You gonna dance with me to this song
            Dad, kind of gross isn’t it?” Ava laughed.

      
      When the song ended I
            cringed when I heard Crazy Bitch
         blast, but I couldn’t help but remember when
            Tessa played it to me. Jade laughed.

      
      “Ava why don’t you change this?” I
            asked.

      
      “Hey you’re a crazy bitch…” She
            started to sing.

      
      “Ava now!” I yelled.

      
      “Fine Dad,” she laughed and went
            inside.

      
      “She acts like someone I know.” Alex
            laughed.

      
      “I wonder who that is,” Jade
            laughed.

      
      Alex said Jade, and I said Tessa, at
            the same time. All eyes turned to me. I don’t know what the hell
            possessed me to say that out loud. I had thought it for years but
            never dared say it out loud.

      
      “When she was younger,” I said
            breaking the silence. “Anyone else want a beer?”

      
      The song
         Just Like a Pill blew
            through the air and Ryan started laughing. I handed him a beer,
            “Shut the fuck up Ryan.”

      
      “Pink?” Phoebe laughed.

      
      “She’s bad ass,” I handed Alex a beer
            and sat down.

      
      Ava bounded out the door, “This next
            one was the same year you and Mom got together.”

      
      I just smiled and
            nodded. Heaven by
            Warrant started and I sat back, thought about what a little bitch I
            was then. I blamed her for every bit of the pain I felt then. Every
            fuck up was because she didn’t love me enough. What I didn’t
            realize then was that I was the one who didn’t know just how to be
            loved until I lost her.

   
      
       


      
      


      
      Chapter 4

      
       


      
      Home

      
       


      
       


      
      Things became real cold in the Links
            household when the winds blew Ashley home. I was sure she had been
            banging el Senator and she was so angry that I was sure the kids
            could tell.

      
      When Ava told her that we had been at
            Tessa’s house she tried to act like she cared. But it was obvious
            that she didn’t. She was short with all three of us. Logan and Ava
            exchanged looks, both confused. Their confusion caused me such
            pain. So I stepped it up. Logan and I played Xbox and went over
            what schools he was interested in. Ava hung with us and tried to
            act as if she was interested but I knew her mind was going in two
            different directions. One was wondering what was going on with her
            mom and I and the other was Harper. I hated them living in this
            environment.

      
      When they went to bed that night
            Ashley had already been there for two hours. I walked in and she
            was sitting on the bed chewing her nails. I walked past her and
            into the closet to grab a pair of shorts and threw them on and
            walked back out.

      
      “We need to talk.”

      
      “I’m tired; we can talk in the
            morning.”

      
      “No, no we can’t Lucas. I can’t live
            like this anymore.”

      
      “You don’t have a choice. If I can
            handle this shit so can you.” I laid down and felt my blood
            boiling. She can’t live like this. She can’t fucking live like
            this? I sprung up and looked at her, “You fucking did this. You’re
            still doing it. You tore this whole fucking thing to shreds Ashley.
            I trusted you. I. Trusted. You! I can’t even look at you, the last
            straw was Christmas, and I heard you tell him you loved him. You
            are up here chatting it up with your lover and not with your
            family? What the fuck is wrong with you?” I beat my chest. “Do you
            know how that feels Ashley? Do you!”

      
      “You never could see,” she stopped and
            took a deep breath and then a horrific sound escaped her mouth and
            she covered it. Tears began to spill and she stood up and started
            to walk towards the bathroom.

      
      I grabbed her by the shoulders and
            held her there. I had never seen her cry. Not about me and I just
            stood there looking at her. My wife, the only woman in the world I
            hadn’t cheated on, the one I promised forever to, not in just
            words, I lived that promise to her every day.

      
      “Please let go of me,” she began to
            shake and I looked into her eyes and shook my head no.

      
      “Why could I not be enough for you?” I
            felt tears well and I fought like hell to stop them from
            coming.

      
      “Why was I never enough for
            you?”

      
      I let go of her and turned around. I
            felt that pissed off kid creeping back in. The one who was never
            enough for anyone. Whose daddy chose every woman over him. The one
            whose mom chose the bottle and pipe. Who grew up too damn fast
            because there was no other choice and was too stupid to see that he
            was loved by a girl and threw it away. And then picked a woman who
            he thought wanted the same things in life. He’s a stupid
            fuck.

      
      “You were Ash.” I grabbed my pillow
            and headed out the door.

      
      “Wait. Lucas wait.” I looked back at
            her and she was a fucking wreck. “Can we fix this, can I…I loved
            you and you crushed me. I loved you and you went and said she
            should’ve stayed with you.”

      
      I walked back to her. “Ashley? Why
            now?”

      
      “Because it hurts so much. It hurts to
            know I was right and you’re going to end up with her.”

      
      “Her husband just died Ash, my
            friend…our friend. I will always care about her and her family. You
            knew this when we got back together.”

      
      “We were never together in the first
            place Lucas.”

      
      I scowled at her, that was bullshit,
            “Well to me we were, you were always different to me. There you go
            Ash, more hurtful shit.”

      
      “My pain is no less than yours
            Lucas.”

      
      “Well again I’m sorry, for the
            hundredth time I’m fucking sorry. Now it’s your turn to say the
            same because I have never heard those words from you. Not
            once.”

      
      “I’m sorry damn it, but you started
            this.”

      
      “Fine, so we’re right back full
            circle, it’s all my fault. I’m tired and we have a long day
            tomorrow.”

      
      “His funeral?” She wiped her eyes.
            “Why does it feel like mine?”

      
      “This isn’t about us. This is about
            our friend dying, our daughter’s best friend; who went through hell
            and was beat and fuck Ash, you don’t even know what happened to
            Harper.”

      
      “Is she okay now?”

      
      “As good as she could be.”

      
      I sat on the bed and rubbed my head.
            “You need to be strong for Ava.”

      
      “Ava’s a strong girl.”

      
      “Ava woke up screaming in her sleep
            two nights in a row. She is not okay.”

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me
            that?”

      
      “Why weren’t you here?” I looked at
            her as the blood began to boil again. “Never mind. I don’t want to
            know. I’m going to sleep.”

      
      She laid in bed and I could hear her
            crying, feel the bed shake. I was having a hard time listening to
            her. I was pissed but she said she was sorry.

      
      I reached over and rubbed her head,
            “We’ll figure it all out for the kids.”

      
      Her body quivered as she inhaled a
            breath. I reached over and rolled her on her back. I took her hand
            and held it.

      
      “I’m gonna miss you.”

      
      I felt like a hundred pound weight
            crashed down on my chest.

      
      “We have kids together. We’ll always
            be there for them.”

      
      “I haven’t though Lucas, I haven’t.”
            She began to sob again and I rolled over and held her.

      
      “You took a time out Ash. We all need
            one once in a while. Now it’s time to get back in the game. Team
            Links. For them, forever.”

      
      She rolled to her side and scooted
            back against me. She took my hand and held it between the pillow
            and her head, just like she always had.

      
      “I do love you Lucas.”

      
      I couldn’t respond in words. The last
            time I heard her say those three words was to the man she was
            choosing over her kids, and over me. I kissed the back of her head
            instead.

      
      I fell asleep faster tonight. I’m not
            sure if it was because I was emotionally trashed or if it was
            because I held my wife.

      
      Ava had another nightmare and I ran in
            and held her as she sobbed. This time Ashley was there too. We both
            talked to her, kissed her, took turns rubbing her back. We didn’t
            wake her, we talked her through it. I learned how to do that a long
            time ago.

      
      Logan came in and asked what was wrong
            and I quietly explained. He sat in the chaise in Ava’s bay window
            and grabbed a blanket and covered himself.

      
      We all ended up falling asleep in
            Ava’s room.

      
      ~

      
      I woke sitting against her headboard.
            With Ashley against my chest and Ava on the other side of me
            holding my hand, I looked up and Logan was wide awake looking at
            us. I smiled and winked at him. I mouthed ‘Gym?’ He nodded and I
            nodded back.

      
      Ava stayed asleep but Ash woke when I
            was trying to climb out of bed.

      
      “Sorry.”

      
      “Don’t be. Logan and I are going to
            the gym. You got her?”

      
      “Yes,” she gave me a sad smile. “Thank
            you.”

      
      In an awkward attempt to kiss her head
            as I was climbing over her I kissed her lips.

      
      I looked into her hopeful eyes and
            closed mine, gave her a quick peck and then got the hell out of the
            room. Logan was watching from across the hall.

      
      I grabbed my workout clothes and he
            did the same. We met in the garage and I looked at him and smiled.
            “Ready?”

      
      He nodded and got in the
            SUV.

      
      It was quiet for a moment as we
            drove.

      
      “Dad?”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “What the fuck is going on with you
            and Mom?”

      
      “Logan, mouth.”

      
      “Fine but answer the question would
            ya?”

      
      “The only explanation I have is women
            are crazy Logan.”

      
      He chuckled. “She said the same when I
            asked her.”

      
      “Good then she admits it?”

      
      “The opposite. She said men are
            crazy.”

      
      “Of course she would.”

      
      He was quiet for a while
            longer.

      
      “Is she sick Dad? I mean she’s tired,
            moody, and cries all the time.”

      
      “Your mother is not sick. Like I said,
            women are crazy. All you gotta do is pick the least crazy one and
            hang on Logan.” We both laughed. “When you’re done with college of
            course.”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “Promise?”

      
      “Really Dad?”

      
      “Just say yes.”

      
      “You want me to lie?”

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Then I can’t say yes. Crazy chicks
            are wild in….”

      
      “TMI Logan.”

      
      He laughed like he did when he was a
            kid. A full belly laugh and with a smile as bright as the afternoon
            sun in July. Damn it was good to see.

      
      “Go ahead, let me have it. Tell me all
            you want to tell me.”

      
      “Nah, I’m good.”

      
      “You need condoms, all the damn
            time.”

      
      “XL,” he smirked.

      
      I fist bumped him, “That’s my boy. You
            in love?”

      
      “Someday maybe.”

      
      “Sounds good. Try not to break too
            many hearts bud. Karma is the greatest bitch out there.”

      
      ~

      
      We pulled in the driveway and I looked
            at the clock. “We gotta get ready for Collin’s service.”

      
      “I know.” Logan scowled down.
            “Sucks.”

      
      “Yeah bud, it sure does.”

   
      
       


      
       Chapter
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      Goodbye

      
       


      
       


      
      We sat in the back of the church at
            Collin’s funeral. Ash, Logan, Ava, and I. I couldn’t even begin to
            imagine what they had been through. I forced my focus from Ava and
            Logan to whoever was speaking. Every part of me wanted to hug
            Tessa, comfort her, to be there for her and her family.

      
      I watched Tessa, whose daughter was on
            one side of her and her sons on the other. Her future son in law’s
            arm was around Harper as he reached over and rubbed Tessa’s
            shoulder comforting her.

      
      Whenever she struggled, whenever she
            celebrated, whenever major events happened in her life, I had been
            there as her friend. It was killing me to sit back here. I focused
            on my priority, my kids. I held Ava as she held back her sobs
            during the service. I patted Logan’s shoulder as he sat like his
            mother, looking down and silent.

      
      After Amazing Grace was sung by
            Maddox, Harpers fiancé, and his father Brody, Maddox sang another
            song. It was a little upbeat and full of promise.

      
       


      
      All around, hope is
            springing up from this old ground.

      
      Out of chaos life is being
            found in you.

      
      You make beautiful things;
            you make beautiful things out of the dust

      
      You make beautiful things
            you make beautiful things out of us.

      
       


      
      I glanced at my kids and then at Ash,
            habit I assume, but she was watching me too. I looked down suddenly
            uncomfortable and I don’t have a clue why I felt that
            way.

      
      We walked into the fellowship hall and
            Jade was helping the church women’s group set up the buffet style
            luncheon. Ashley went and helped Jade while Logan was talking to
            Alex’s oldest son.

      
      I watched Ava sputtering and talking
            to herself so I walked up to her. “You okay?”

      
      “Come with me Daddy,” I didn’t have
            time to answer; she grabbed my hand and dragged me through the
            sanctuary and out the back door.

      
      When we walked out we saw Harper
            clinging to Maddox, kissing him. My little prize stuck her fingers
            in her mouth and whistled. Maddox smiled and sat Harper on her
            feet.

      
      Tessa walked over and pulled Ava’s
            head to her and kissed her cheek, “Thanks.”

      
      “Anytime.”

      
      Tessa looked up at me and nodded and
            did her damndest to smile, a show for all of us, showing her
            strength. “This one’s a keeper.” She hugged Ava and then patted my
            back as she walked by.

      
      “They’re gonna be okay
            Dad.”

      
      “Yeah they will.”

      
      Harper looked back and smiled at Ava
            and gave her a thumbs up.

      
      “Okay we can go back in, she’s
            okay.”

      
      “Sounds good.”

      
      I turned and saw that John was
            standing behind me. He winked at me and I gave him a nod as we
            walked back into the church. I was met by my wife’s glacial stare
            and I smiled at her, putting on a show of my own.

      
      We went through the receiving line as
            a family of four. Ava was taking her time and talking to Harper
            about going to Mardi Gras. I looked at Maddox’s face, he wasn’t
            happy about it. Then Ava mentioned the damn drummer boy that seemed
            fond of her and I was not.

      
      We walked around Harper to
            Tessa who was hugging Logan and thanking him for coming. My wife
            stuck out her hand to Tessa instead of offering a hug.
         Cold, Ash, real fucking cold, I thought to myself.

      
      I waited for their exchange and then
            hugged Tessa, “Sorry Tessa, I am so sorry. He was a great
            guy.”

      
      “Thanks for the flowers, they were
            beautiful.” She squeezed me tightly and I felt a slight tremble. I
            didn’t wanna let go but Ashley’s dagger eyes were nailing me in the
            back.

      
      Next was Harper, “Sorry about your Dad
            and the baby Harper.” I hugged her.

      
      “Thanks Lucas.”

      
      Next I shook Maddox’s hand, “Big shoes
            to fill, Maddox.”

      
      “Yes sir,” Maddox smiled
            politely.

      
      “From what I understand you fit the
            bill.”

      
      “I’ll do whatever I can.”

      
      “If you ever need anything, feel free
            to call me,” I reached in my pocket and handed him my
            card.

      
      I took Ashley’s hand and she pulled it
            away. “Let’s get something to eat dear.”

      
      “I want to leave,” she
            sneered.

      
      “Look around, your children need you
            here. Suck it up Mrs. Links.” I gave her a smack on the ass, “After
            you wife.”

      
      We sat at a table and looked at each
            other. She pushed around her salad, pouting and angry.

      
      “Need me to feed you?”

      
      “Screw you Lucas.”

      
      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Tell me
            Ash, what the hell happened to the girl from last
            night?”

      
      “She’s sick of being second
            best.”

      
      I took a bite of my bread and sat back
            looking at her. I kept my emotions in check. Didn’t show her the
            anger that brewed inside of me. She needed to play the victim, but
            she wasn’t the victim here today. Not even close. I wasn’t either.
            Collin Abraham and his daughter were.

      
      I cleared our barely touched plates of
            food and let her sit there alone feeling sorry for herself. I gotta
            tell you it was fucking embarrassing. I needed to get her the hell
            out of there before anyone knew what a bitch she was actually
            being.

      
      I heard Tessa yell, “Luke!”

      
      I laughed when I saw my godson walk up
            to Tessa and hug her.

      
      I walked up and gave him a hug. “They
            let you come home?”

      
      “Yes, I have two weeks
            leave,” Luke patted me on the back.

      
      “That’s it?” Tessa asked.

      
      “I have two more weeks this summer and
            then my time is up.” Luke looked back at Tessa, “I am so sorry. Mom
            told me what happened and I would have been here sooner, but…you
            know.”

      
      “Your here now,” she hugged him
            again.

      
      “Where is Harper and the
            guys?”

      
      “Over there.” Tessa pointed to the
            kids.

      
      “Thanks see you in a bit. You to
            right?” Luke asked.

      
      “Of course, you know where to find
            me.”

      
      “Right next door.” Luke
            winked.

      
      “You should all come up after the
            service. Too much food at the house and I hate to throw it away.”
            Tessa smiled and then pushed him towards his cousins and my kids,
            “Go have fun.”

      
      She looked back at me and smiled.
            “Ashley okay?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “What’s going on Lucas?”

      
      So I smile, “Pretty sure she’s going
            through the change.”

      
      Tessa tried not to laugh and caught
            her bottom lip between her teeth to hold it back.

      
      “Tell me what you need Tessa. Anything
            you need.”

      
      She smiled and shook her head.
            “Nothing…”

      
      “Don’t do that.” I wanted to hug her
            so damn bad.

      
      She swallowed hard. “I can’t be
            anything but strong right now. Those kids of mine need
            me.”

      
      I understood how she felt. “When you
            need to fall apart, call me?”

      
      “I was thinking about trying to get my
            hands on a joint,” she whispered and I laughed out loud.
            “Shh.”

      
      “No, it actually sounds like a damn
            good idea.”

      
      “No it sounds irresponsible Lucas,”
            she was again trying not to laugh. “I was thinking the other night
            that if I did do that Collin would probably rise from the ashes
            just to kick my ass.”

      
      I smiled at her. “Even more tempting
            now huh?”

      
      She nodded her head and a tear fell
            down her face. I reached up and wiped it away.

      
      “When you need someone to get high
            with let me know, I’m all in.”

      
      I gave her a quick hug and kissed her
            cheek.

      
      “Thanks Lucas.”

      
      We stood quietly for a moment. I saw
            her looking at Luke.

      
      “He looks just like Tommy doesn’t
            he?”

      
      “More and more every day.”

      
      I looked over at my wife who was
            seconds from blast off.

      
      “Tessa anything at all got it. You
            know my number.” She nodded and looked back at me. “I’m gonna take
            off but seriously anything…”

      
      “Come up later. We’ll all be at the
            house.”

      
      “You got it.” I didn’t care that Ashly
            was no doubt looking at me. I leaned forward and gave Tessa a kiss
            on the forehead and forced myself not to inhale her scent. “See you
            soon.”

      
      I walked over to the coat closet,
            grabbed our stuff and walked out to gather the family.

      
      Once in the vehicle Ava started to cry
            again. She had held it in long enough. “Did you see her face? The
            bruises? I hate that they did that to her.”

      
      Harper was kidnapped, beaten, her
            unborn child was killed, and her father shot in front of her. The
            little sweet girl who grew up right in front of my eyes. I
            shuttered just thinking about it. I was so angry she had to go
            through it all. The man who did it to her was now dead. He was
            Collin’s brother, who Collin never knew of.

      
      I looked back and Logan was hugging
            her. “I’m so sorry Ava. So sorry they went through it all, if there
            was anything I could have done to prevent it I would. If I could go
            back and fix it for them I would. But there is nothing that can be
            done to erase what happened. We just be there for them and help
            them heal.”

      
      “I know Daddy,” she sobbed.

      
      “And you keep making them smile Ava,
            they need that.”

      
      “Okay,” she took in a few quivering
            breaths.

      
      “And you know we are all here for
            you.” Logan said in her ear. “No matter what Ava.”

      
      “Okay, so we go home, we cry, we get
            changed and head over to the Abraham home.”

      
      “I don’t think so,” Ashley
            sneered at me and I turned the key and started the SUV.

      
      “Play nice Ash.”

      
      “I know Ava wants to be there but I’m
            tired and really don’t think I can handle this. Logan, do you wanna
            go to the Abraham’s or home with me?”

      
      I looked up in the rear view mirror
            and saw Logan’s tangled expression.

      
      “We can drop Mom off Logan and then
            come back.”

      
      “I’ll go with Mom.”

      
      Ashley sat back and looked out the
            window.

      
      Bitch!

      
      Logan did indeed stay with his mother.
            Ava and I did go to Tessa’s.

      
      When we returned home, the winds of
            the east made the cold January day in upstate New York seem like
            the Sahara when I walked into the frigid Casa de Links.

      
      When I stood outside the door that
            night willing myself to walk into the arctic bedroom where the Ice
            Queen had been held up for nearly two hours I stopped for a moment
            to ready myself.

      
      “I don’t know what you want me to say
            Robert. I’m sorry. I do love you I just don’t know what to do. Tell
            me what you want me to do. If I do he’ll make it so much worse for
            you. I don’t want your life to be ruined because my soon to be
            ex-husband is a tyrant.”

      
      Like a flash I swooped into the room
            and grabbed the phone from the un-expecting bitch on the
            bed.

      
      “What’s up Robby?”

      
      “Lucas give me the phone.”

      
      “No can do wife, you need to know what
            to do, this fucking worm won’t be the one you’ll listen
            to.”

      
      “I can’t believe you Ash. You’re such
            a fucking…” Robby finally grew a pair and was now sticking up for
            the bitch I married.

      
      “Excuse me? No you listen walking
            small. What she will do is play nice until my son graduates from
            high school. Don’t you tell me what to do you fucking cocksucker!
            I’m the one with pictures that could blow your measly chance at US
            Senator if you so much as breathe another word you little bitch. Uh
            uh uh, shut the fuck up slappy, it’s my world you’re fucking with
            now. President and CEO of Casa Links, I fucking rule here. So this
            is what’s up, you go back to letting everyone think you’re a boy
            banging closet bitch that’s probably why you got where you did in
            the first place… Listen slick I have no issues with homosexuals
            just pussies like you who wanna cash in on the votes while bagging
            a married woman… Bottom lip over your head turtle and listen up. I
            will willingly let go after graduation. I’ll even give a parting
            gift. You can bang my wife on the side, I don’t give a fuck but one
            ripple in the iced over pond I now reside in and your ass will be
            the one that pays… My kids come before your happiness fuck stick or
            the bitch I butt fucked… Oh please do try. You don’t even have to
            come to me. I will gladly meet you at whatever play yard it is your
            weasel ass hopes to be kissing babies for votes. That’s it Robby,
            non-negotiable my way is the only way.” I handed Ashley back the
            phone. “Vibrators in the top drawer, probably a bit dusty. Just
            lock the door behind me when you fuck a plastic dick because his
            ain’t that big.”

      
      I grabbed a pillow and shut the door
            behind me as I walked out.

      
      Bitch!

      
      ~

      
      I fell asleep thinking of Tessa. Her
            pain, her hurt, her sorrow, and her strength. Strength, a quality
            that most think is admirable, I wanted to take from her, I always
            had wanted to. It brought her further pain and it was something I
            was going to force her someday to realize. When she was done
            grieving she would be mine again; mine to take care of, I was now
            the man she deserved, the man who would give her no reason to have
            to show the world her strength for her survival. I would breathe
            life back into her and heal every pain me or anyone else had ever
            caused her.
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      Playoffs

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      It was a colder than usual February
            day and my boy and I were in New Jersey so that we could watch the
            playoffs together. My college buddy, Jose, was coaching the Giants
            and I hadn’t seen him in years. We were at Dad’s place, packing up
            the car to head closer to New York City because a storm was coming
            up through and neither of us wanted to miss the big
            game.

      
      Ava had surprised us and came home for
            the weekend. I wasn’t there, and Ashley was never there. I felt bad
            but called Jade to see if she’d keep her busy. Jade let me know she
            was with Harper so the guilt subsided and I set out to enjoy the
            weekend with my boy.

      
      “You really gonna wear a Cowboys
            Jersey to Giants stadium?”

      
      “Hell yes I am,” Logan
            laughed.

      
      “You trying to get your old man in a
            fight?”

      
      “Will your buddy be
            pissed?”

      
      “Jose? Hell no, he’s one of the
            coolest guys you’ll ever meet. But you have NFL hopes and you wanna
            piss off my NFL coach friend boy?”

      
      “My team’s playing. No band wagon
            jumper here Dad.” I laughed as he continued, “When the Giants are
            paying me I’ll still be wearing blue, white, and silver, just not
            on the field.”

      
      The phone rang as I was pulling out
            onto the highway. It was one of my guys telling me he had overheard
            something about Ava getting in a fight.

      
      “You’re on speaker Bones so give me
            the rest in PG please.”

      
      “Dad I’m almost eighteen,” Logan
            huffed.

      
      “Hey Logan,” Bones laughed.

      
      “Sup Bones?”

      
      “Not much, when you talk to Ava tell
            her I saw her on TV and she hits like a girl.”

      
      Logan laughed, “She hit
            someone?”

      
      “Self-defense little Links,” Bones
            chuckled.

      
      “I got your little swinging between my
            thighs Bones. Why don’t you send your girl over to check it
            out?”

      
      “Logan!”

      
      Bones was laughing, “Let him be the
            ‘other’ little Links.”

      
      “Yeah little, that’s not what your
            sister said.” I busted on him.

      
      “Shit’s old school stuff you’re
            bringing up Lucas, you sure you wanna go there?”

      
      “Shit! I’m sorry man I
            forgot…”

      
      “Digging that hole deeper
            Lucas.”

      
      Logan busted up laughing.

      
      “Sorry man. Thanks for the heads up.”
            I hung up and looked at Logan, “I was inappropriate, and so were
            you.”

      
      “Nothing wrong with sharing the love
            Dad.”

      
      “It was a long time ago…”

      
      “In a galaxy far far away?”

      
      “Absolutely.”

      
      We laughed and then were silent for a
            while.

      
      “Dad?”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Mom say’s Harper is a bad influence
            on Ava. She’s gonna be upset.”

      
      “What else does your Mom say Logan?” I
            hadn’t meant to snap.

      
      “Nothing.” He looked out the
            window.

      
      I couldn’t believe that
            bitch had said that to him. Mind fucking
            whore! Playing games with my kids was not
            a part of the deal between her and me. She can fuck whoever she
            wants, max out credit cards buying lingerie every damn month to try
            to get under my skin, talk on the cell phone I pay for every night
            before she goes to bed and now not even stop the conversation when
            I walk in the room to push me further. Fuck with me all you want
            but do not fuck with my kids head!

      
      “Do you think Harper’s a bad influence
            on her?”

      
      He shrugged; my snapping had pushed
            him back into a corner, distancing himself again.

      
      “I think your sister and Harper have
            been friends for years and they balance each other out pretty well.
            But that’s my opinion Logan I won’t force it on you bud
            okay?”

      
      “Yeah okay.”

      
      “Should we go check on
            her?”

      
      “Yeah.” Logan put his head against the
            window and closed his eyes.

      
      “Tired bud?”

      
      “I am.”

      
      “Take a nap then, I’ll wake you when
            we get close.”

      
      There was nothing as disheartening as
            pulling into the underground parking lot of the hotel Athenee with
            Logan sulking beside me. My son reminded me so much of my younger
            self over the past year. He was angry or was distant. He would act
            out at school or just not talk. I knew it was because of the
            confusion his mother and my relationship was causing him. I was
            sure it was all her fault.

      
      Now as I sat next to Logan, I knew I
            was hurting him. I didn’t know how to stop that hurt. I tried my
            damndest to keep things normal. But now without Ashley even trying
            to hide the shit from me, and telling my son Harper was a negative
            influence on Ava; well she was crossing fucking lines.

      
      ~

      
      Logan and I weren’t even there for two
            hours before NYPD came knocking at the door. My girl was in
            trouble. She was defending a friend, exactly what I would have done
            but she couldn’t do that shit.

      
      Four cops showed up and Maddox’s
            father, Brody, and I both stood between the ladies and the cops.
            Tessa came up and got in front of us.

      
      “You two,” Tessa pointed
            between me and Brody, “Don’t act like a couple of asses. Let them
            talk. Ava and Harper, just be honest, you’ll be fine.”

      
      “Good evening, we’d like
            to speak to Ava Links and Harper Abraham.” The front cop
            said.

      
      “That’s us,” Ava smiled and waved them
            in. “Would you like some pizza officers?”

      
      “No thank you ma’am.”

      
      “Now do I look like a ma’am, isn’t it
            more like Miss?”

      
      “Ava,” I growled. She was batting her
            eyes at the whole situation.

      
      “Ladies, please step out in the hall with
            us,” one of the four officers nodded to the door.

      
      “No, they stay,” I tried to stay
            calm.

      
      “You Lucas Links?”

      
      “Yes I am.”

      
      “We were warned about your
            temper and about these two,” he pointed to Maddox and Brody.
            “Ladies step outside in the hall please.”

      
      Tessa stood in front of me and put her
            hand on my chest, “Play the game Links.”

      
      Maddox walked to the doorway and I
            behind him, watching them. “Step back into the room Hines.” One of
            the fuckers snapped at him.

      
      “No.”

      
      “Fine, ladies you’ll be coming
            downtown with us.”

      
      “What? You have got to be kidding me!
            I have a black eye and I’m getting arrested.” Harper said
            nervously.

      
      Maddox started to walk out in the hall
            and Brody grabbed his shoulder. “Stay back Maddox.”

      
      “They aren’t taking her!”

      
      “We aren’t arresting you. We’re taking
            you back to the precinct to interview you. This appears to be a
            hostile environment.”

      
      “You’re fucking kidding me right! You
            four are armed for fuck sake,” I couldn’t keep it shut even with
            Tessa’s hand on me. Fuck!

      
      “Tell me your three G men aren’t,” the
            oldest officer laughed.

      
      “Are you gonna cuff me?” Ava smiled
            and held her arms out.

      
      “Do we need to?” the youngest officer
            smiled.

      
      “Watch how you talk to my
            daughter, fuck
            stick!” Control lost and I couldn’t help it.

      
      “Lucas, shut up.” Tessa stood in front
            of me and leaned back against me ensuring I wouldn’t move.
            “Officers this is unnecessary, can’t you all just go down in the
            lobby and chat?”

      
      “Sorry ma’am,” he tipped his
            hat.

      
      “Harper and Ava, we’ll be right behind
            you,” Tessa’s voice quivered.

      
      “With an ass load of lawyers and a
            fucking lawsuit or at least media coverage talking about what
            pussies NYPD is!”

      
      “Hey Maddox, it’s alright,” Harper
            smiled trying to calm him.

      
      “You’ve been through
            enough!” Maddox’s voice boomed.

      
      “She has me. Oh and by the way boys,
            unless your cuffs are pink and fuzzy I would prefer they not be put
            on me.” Ava smiled and took Harper’s hand. “Come on, we’re just
            going on an adventure.”

      
      “If anything happens to them I will…”
            Maddox started.

      
      Tessa jumped in front of him. “Not
            another word or you’ll be joining them and not for
            questioning.”

      
      The elevator doors opened and I heard
            Ava. “Did you guys know I’m a law student?”

      
      “No ma’am.”

      
      “Well
            technically, I’m
            a third year student, concentrating on criminal law. So I know we
            are cooperating nicely with you and am sure you’ll treat us as
            such. Harper is …”

      
      The door shut on the elevator and we
            all scrambled to get our shit together and head down to the police
            station.

      
      Maddox turned and pointed his finger
            at me. “I want that fucker Sam’s address!”

      
      “Maddox, don’t worry. I think
            Ava…”

      
      “Fuck! She better control herself.” I
            crouched down.

      
      “Give her some credit Lucas,” Tessa
            patted my head. “Come on let’s get a move on.”

      
      Tessa hugged Maddox. “She’ll be
            fine.”

      
      Maddox looked like he was going to
            blow. I heard shit about that boy and Harper needed him to keep his
            shit together. “They both will be. Hey Logan, you hang
            here.”

      
      “No Dad…”

      
      “Logan it wasn’t a question and for
            God’s sake don’t call your mother!” I clenched my eyes and then
            looked at Maddox. “We got this.”

      
      “I want his number.”

      
      “I have a better idea. Besides he’s
            probably padding the pockets of half the city officials. Trust me
            on this one; he’ll back down or I’ll fucking ruin him. Let’s get
            going.”

      
      ~

      
      I walked into the precinct holding
            Tessa’s hand. When she started to lose it I stepped up, just like
            she needed me to. Who the fuck am I kidding, I needed to do that
            for her.

      
      “Trust me Tessa?”

      
      “What are you up to?”

      
      “Trust me Tessa.” This time it wasn’t
            a question. “Tell Hines to call whoever his publicist is and have
            her ready if I don’t get anywhere. But sit back and watch this
            shit. No worries okay?”

      
      She nodded. Game on.

      
      A female officer walked through the
            door. “Hey gotta minute?”

      
      “Oh my God, are you Lucas
            Links?”

      
      I tried not to smile but had to see if
            Tessa noticed, she rolled her eyes so I knew she did.

      
      I gave her my best smile, “I am. Do I
            know you?”

      
      I heard Tessa grumble and decided it
            best I tone it down.

      
      “No, but my dad still watches the game
            you played against the Giants when they messed you up.”

      
      Shit, I heard Tessa snort and I turned
            around and rolled my eyes at her. “That was Karma, I deserved it.
            Those two girls back there, they don’t deserve this
            shit.”

      
      “You know I agree. I was just coming
            out here to call one of the detectives to straighten it out. Ava
            Links?”

      
      “Mine.” I turned and motioned for
            Tessa to join, “Harper Abraham is hers.”

      
      “She’s good. I’ll keep checking on
            her. I will make sure she’s okay.” She looked down at her phone.
            “Won’t be long.”

      
      “Dirty cops?”

      
      She looked at me and smiled. “You
            walked off the field that day. I have no clue why or how but you
            did. I have admired that for years now. Here’s my card Links, if
            you need anything, anything, let me know.”

      
      “Ma’am I am going to check on your
            daughter again.” She turned and walked away.

      
      I didn’t even want to see Tessa’s face
            right now.

      
      “How do I get ma’am and you get
            anything,” she purred and nudged me.

      
      I looked at her, “I’ll do anything I
            can for the girls Tessa…”

      
      “The girls?” She laughed.

      
      “No not THE GIRLS, our girls.” I
            smiled and she did too. “They’re both good. You good?”

      
      “I’m good,” she looked down and those
            blonde curls fell in her face.

      
      I pushed her hair back and tucked it
            behind her ear. Tears were filling those baby blues. “Don’t cry
            baby, you’ll miss the British invasion.”

      
      My hand had been on her face too long
            and I willed it back.

      
      “What are you talking
            about?”

      
      “The British Tessa,” I nodded towards
            Maddox and Brody. “I heard they’re hot heads. I think we should go
            tell them the girls.” I stopped and winked, “Meaning Ava and Harper
            will be fine.”

      
      “Yeah maybe we should.” She let out a
            breath and looked up at me. “Thanks Lucas.”

      
      ~

      
      When we finally got back to the hotel,
            Logan was not a happy camper. Ava looked at me, “He’s pissed
            Dad.”

      
      “I made him stay here.”

      
      Tessa smacked me when she walked by,
            “How would that have gone over with you when you were his
            age?”

      
      “What?” I gasped.

      
      “Don’t what me Lucas,” she laughed and
            gave Ava a hug and kiss. “Glad it worked out. And thank you for
            sticking up for my girl.”

      
      I walked up and looked at Logan, “You
            ready to head back to our room?”

      
      “Sure Dad. By the way, Mom called
            three times. I didn’t answer. You wanna handle it or do you want me
            too?”

      
      “No, I got it. Sorry
            Logan.”

      
      “She’s my sister Dad. Do you
            understand that?” He hit his chest, “My sister.”

      
      “Okay Logan.”

      
      “Don’t pull that shit on me. I’m not a
            little kid anymore.” He was livid.

      
      “Logan wanna hit the gym with me and
            burn off some steam?”

      
      He gave me a look of disgust and shook
            his head back and forth, “No I’ll pass.”

      
      When we got in the room, I stopped him
            before he walked into the bathroom. “Big game day
            tomorrow.”

      
      “Yeah, sure, big day and now you’ve
            invited all them. How do you think Mom’s gonna feel about
            that?”

      
      I wanted to tell him it didn’t matter
            what the fuck she said. But that was the shit my father would have
            played. I wasn’t my father.

      
      “She’ll be fine. Look this wasn’t
            planned but I promise to make it up to you.”

      
      “How’s that?”

      
      “Me. You. Spring break. Mexico. Just
            you and I.”

      
      He smirked, “Sounds good.”
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      Fix this shit

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      After Logan fell asleep, I called down
            to the front desk and asked if the fitness center was still open,
            and it was. Thank God.

      
      I threw on some shorts, a tee shirt,
            and headed down out the door. I rode the elevator down to the first
            floor and walked into the empty gym. I started on the elliptical
            and made my way around the circuit three times before I even felt a
            twinge of fatigue.

      
      I knew what was going on
            here. I was sexually frustrated. It had been almost two months
            since I’d gotten laid. And the last time was some serious revenge
            fucking. Bitch! Un-fucking real.

      
      I was back on the elliptical because
            if I wasn’t dog ass tired by the time I went up to our room, I was
            probably going to need to jerk off in the shower and my kid was in
            the room.

      
      Jerk off!
         Bitch! I seriously was
            having a hard time with this shit but I would not let it be about
            hurt feelings. Fuck that, it was now strictly because I needed to
            come. Married for over twenty years, never cheated, provided very
            well for my family, and I was gonna have to either jerk off or make
            nice with Ash so I could get off in her ass.

      
      I jumped off the elliptical and looked
            at the clock. I had been down here for an hour and a half thinking
            about my cheating ass wife, masturbating, and not making a phone
            call to get some, strange? What the hell is with me?

      
      I pulled my shirt off, looked in the
            mirror and popped my pecks, because I could, as I wiped the sweat
            out of my hair with it. Man I loved mirrored rooms. I loved looking
            at my body; it hadn’t changed much in twenty years. My ass was
            still where it should be, still had a six pack, and Adonis belt. I
            was a good looking dude.

      
      Ash. I walked out the door to the
            elevator thinking about what she had left me for. The bastard had a
            five-head. You know, major receding hairline so you couldn’t call
            it a forehead because it’s just too damn big. He was a boring as
            hell douche bag who had no personality and his body certainly
            wasn’t like mine. Fucking worm. He didn’t even carry a normal
            briefcase; the bitch had a man purse.

      
      The elevator arrived on my floor and I
            walked out of it and past the vending machines. I had to step back
            because I was sure I saw someone sitting in the corner next to the
            soda machine.

      
      “Tessa?”

      
      She nodded and covered her mouth so I
            didn’t see the food in it. “Hey Lucas.”

      
      I walked over and reached out my hand.
            “Need some help up?”

      
      She took another bite of the candy bar
            she was eating. “I’m good thanks.”

      
      I kneeled down in front of her. “Care
            to talk?”

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Care if I sit here and watch you eat
            the rest of that candy bar?”

      
      “You want some?” She held it out to
            me.

      
      I chuckled to
            myself, do I want some. Hell yeah I want
            some. “Don’t you know it’s not polite to
            ask a starving man a question like that?”

      
      “Here,” she pulled another out from
            under her knee and handed it me.

      
      “If you’re hungry you should eat some
            real food. Let me get you something.”

      
      “Nope. I’m going to eat this Baby Ruth
            and go to bed. After I crash from the sugar high.”

      
      “Well I’m still coming down from my
            adrenaline high, so I’m gonna hang here with you.”

      
      “You don’t have to.”

      
      “I want to.”

      
      “Yeah I’m sure that’s just what you
            want to do is watch me shove junk in my mouth after you just went
            to the gym.” She smiled and threw the other bar in her bag. “You
            suck you know.”

      
      “That’s not very nice.” I
            laughed.

      
      “You make the rest of us feel like
            idiots. You still workout all the time?”

      
      “I do, and you still eat chocolate
            when you’re stressed.” I laughed when she pushed me.

      
      “It’s good to workout. Keeps you
            healthy.” She stood up and offered me a hand.

      
      “I don’t do it to stay
            healthy.”

      
      “Why then?” She laughed as she tried
            to pull me up.

      
      “I workout so I look good
            naked.”

      
      She let go of my hand and covered her
            mouth. I couldn’t get my balance and I crashed on my ass, making
            her laugh harder.

      
      I stood up and threw my arm around her
            shoulder. “Let me walk you home. Get some sleep tonight cause the
            Cowboys are gonna get their asses handed to them tomorrow and I
            can’t wait to see you all pissed off about it.”

      
      “I can’t wait to see Jose. It’s been
            years.”

      
      “He’ll be happy to see you. How’s
            Harper?”

      
      “Good. Maddox is making sure of it.
            He’s a good kid.” She was trying to convince herself.

      
      “But you’re having a hard time not
            being the one to take care of her huh?”

      
      She nodded, “She’s my
            baby.”

      
      “Yeah I get it.” She looked up into my
            eyes and smiled. “What?”

      
      “You’re a good Dad Lucas.”

      
      “Great, I’m a great Dad.”

      
      I pulled my arm off her shoulder. Why?
            First, because if she looked at me like that again I was going to
            kiss her and maybe even nail her against the wall and I had to be
            patient with her. Fuck she lost her husband two months ago. Two, I
            was just at the gym and I hadn’t showered yet. I didn’t want her to
            walk away thinking, ‘Damn he stinks’. I want her to think, ‘Damn
            look at that sexy man’.

      
      “You really are.” She nodded as she
            fished her room key out of her bag.

      
      “You always said I would
            be.”

      
      “Yeah, I’m pretty smart aren’t
            I?”

      
      “Sure are.” I took her key, swiped it,
            and opened the door. “Get some sleep and remember I’m still here.
            You can talk to me, you don’t have to go hide. You have a lot of
            people who want to be as strong for you as you have been for
            them.”

      
      She smiled her polite smile and
            nodded. “Thanks Lucas.”

      
      ~

      
      I looked at the clock and it was seven
            thirty in the morning. I knew Logan would sleep until at least ten
            and so would the rest of them.

      
      Bones had sent me a text telling me
            that it was Sam Hammond, the fuck that I was sure was behind the
            troubles Ava and Harper encountered with the police. Sam Hammond
            was the brother-in-law of Senator Robert Robertson. He was a
            different kind of weasel, but a weasel just the same.

      
      -Brunch with the boys in
            blue, every Sunday 8:30 am…Bones

      
      Robert left Links Construction when I
            lost it when I found out his brother-in-law used material that
            wasn’t up to code. I went to the general contractor of the job and
            told them my men would not be going in after Sam had half assed his
            phase of the project. I wouldn’t put them at risk. Sam’s crew was
            booted off the job site and lost millions, along with their
            reputation. My company gained not only that job phase but
            credibility in the construction world. It made Links Construction
            branch out into NYC and we were on the list of top companies
            contacted when anyone was accepting bids for multimillion dollar
            projects. I took over this branch of the company while Dad
            continued managing the largest general contracting firm in New
            Jersey, a company he built from infancy. I took over the new
            venture; it was my baby, LL Glazing and Iron. LLGI was making more
            of a profit than Links Construction and yeah that was one hell of a
            rush. I didn’t have to micromanage everything. I had one job and
            ten crews that kicked ass run by men who I trusted. Bones was one
            of them.

      
      After dressing I snuck out of the
            hotel, I was on a mission.

      
      I pulled up in front of Benjamin’s
            Steak House in midtown and threw on my sunglasses and crossed the
            street.

      
      “Wait up!”

      
      I stopped and looked back. “What the
            hell are you doing here? I left early enough so Tessa’s boys would
            stay the hell out of the situation and now you? Maddox, I want you
            to turn around and go back.”

      
      “I won’t.”

      
      “Listen up kid; this is all about me
            now. I don’t need…”

      
      “Harper’s mine to take care of! I go
            with you or I go alone.”

      
      Are you kidding me?
         “This conversation stays between you and I
            Maddox. I know what needs to be said and done. This is because of
            me.”

      
      “Not the girls who put their fucking
            hands on Harper. Not the bitches who said they were glad my child
            died because she wasn’t good enough!”

      
      I held my hands up stopping him. He
            was livid, and rightfully so. “I’m very sorry that happened to you.
            More so than you could begin to understand. I love that little girl
            Maddox. I’ve watched her grow up, how could I not? What people say
            about us, say about you and her, doesn’t mean shit. It’s
            unfortunate that people are that shallow. They see you and want
            something from you. They see Harper as something getting in their
            way. Unfortunately you both have to grow a thicker skin.” He was
            getting even more pissed. “I’m not saying it to be rude. To protect
            her you can’t live like that. You’ll ruin it between the two of
            you. Show her how much you adore her every day. Ignore the demons
            and the self-doubt or you’ll lose yourself and her in the
            process.”

      
      “I get that but I’m still
            going.”

      
      “Maddox it’s a public restaurant. If
            you walk in there with me, you keep your cool. You let me say what
            I need to and you don’t ever repeat a word of it or I won’t go in
            there. Do you understand?”

      
      “I’ll do my best.”

      
      “No Maddox, you’ll do as I ask. Trust
            me on this.”

      
      He wasn’t budging and neither was I. I
            crossed my arms in front of me and waited for him to truly realize
            I wasn’t fucking around.

      
      “Fine.”

      
      I walked into the restaurant that was
            full of people enjoying a Sunday breakfast. The hostess tried to
            stop us but I smiled and kept walking, maybe she would think I
            didn’t understand English.

      
      I saw the weasel’s shiny bald head in
            the back corner. I looked back at Maddox to make sure he wasn’t
            ready to lose his shit.

      
      We walked toward a group of men
            sitting in a back corner. I grabbed a chair from a table next to
            theirs filled with women. I winked and dragged it to the
            table.

      
      I sat backwards in the chair next to
            Sam and reached over to his plate and grabbed a piece of
            bacon.

      
      “Sam Hammond, just the man I was
            looking for. Oh and hey Maddox, do you recognize these two?” I
            handed him a piece of bacon. “Pigs?”

      
      Sam started standing and I pushed his
            chair forward trapping him. “Oh please don’t get up Sam. Don’t
            waste your pleasantries. Maddox you have your phone?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Great, how about you get a few
            pictures while I explain why the fuck the shit that went down last
            night will never happen again.”

      
      Maddox smirked and snapped a couple
            pictures; I smiled at the camera and pointed to Sam.

      
      “Perfect, now Sam, your
            daughters…”

      
      “One daughter Links. The other girl
            was my niece, Senator Robertson’s daughter.”

      
      “Which little bitch hit my
            fiancée?”

      
      Sam looked back at Maddox, “My
            daughter moved her arm and it just so happened her face got in the
            way,” Sam looked over at the cops from last night. “A complete
            accident.”

      
      “And who was talking about a young
            woman whose father and child had just been murdered?” I shoved his
            chair just as he was taking a drink.

      
      “Fucking asshole you spilt my
            drink.”

      
      “Oh I am so sorry.”

      
      “You can tell your little bitch to
            keep her mouth fucking shut!” Maddox snapped.

      
      I looked up at him and shook my head
            no and then grabbed another piece of bacon off Sam’s plate and took
            a bite. “Here’s the deal, stay the fuck away from my kids. Stay the
            fuck away from Maddox and his family. And you two boys need to
            really think about who you align yourselves with.”

      
      “We have photos now proving the link
            between you scum.” Maddox held up his phone. “Sent to others so
            don’t even try to deny it.”

      
      “Links how’s your wife?” Sam
            snarled.

      
      “She’s just the same. But yours is
            looking a little lonely. Give her my number?” I stood up and then
            returned the chair to the ladies at the table next to me. I smiled
            at them, “You catch all that?”

      
      They smiled and nodded yes.

      
      “Perfect.” I waved the waitress over
            and handed her a hundred bucks. “Please see to it these beautiful
            women are well taken care of.” He turned around and sniffed at Sam
            Hammond’s table. “Smells like shit over here. Let’s roll
            Hines.”

      
      Maddox turned around and walked back
            to Sam Hammond and whispered in his ear and then walked
            away.

      
      “You couldn’t help yourself could you
            boy?” I put my hand on his shoulder and we walked out the
            door.

      
      “Nope.”

      
      We stopped in front of my car and
            Maddox’s driver pulled the car in front of us. “You’re on the shit
            list you know?”

      
      “She won’t like it but she’ll
            understand.”

      
      “Was it worth
            it?”

      
      “I know his name and his face. So yes,
            it was.”

      
      “Good. Okay let’s get back to the
            hotel. With any luck they slept in.”

      
      ~

      
      I got in the car and dialed the
            wife.

      
      “You can’t answer your phone when I
            call!”

      
      “Good morning my Queen…”

      
      “Did you see Ava on the news? Why
            aren’t my kids answering the phone when I call? I don’t want her
            around Harper Abraham! Do you understand Lucas?”

      
      “I did see her on the news. Logan and
            I drove in when I heard she may be in some trouble. She was
            sticking up for her friend.” I was ready to lose my cool, “Put
            Robby on speaker.”

      
      “What makes you think…”

      
      “The fact that I sent you texts last
            night and you ignored them! Put that fuck on the phone!”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Fine I’ll be over to see you both in
            ten minutes.”

      
      “Like you know where I am.”

      
      “Try me Ash. Put him on the phone or
            you can see exactly how much I know about you and your fuck
            buddy…”

      
      “I’m here Links, but you will not
            speak to her…”

      
      “You shut the fuck up and listen to
            me! You see the video of my daughter’s alleged attack?”

      
      “I don’t know what you’re talking
            about Links. I came because Ashley was upset.”

      
      “Hey Ash, you know I don’t give a fuck
            what you do. But we’re a team when it comes to our kids. When I’m
            off the phone Google that shit. Put Harper’s name in the search,
            her name is more likely to bring up the footage used by the police
            when they showed up and dragged our DAUGHTER and Harper to the
            thirteenth precinct last night harassing them.”

      
      “She was arrested because of
            Harper!”

      
      “I’m so fucking glad I’m not in front
            of you right now Ash, I swear to God I have never wanted to slap
            the stupid out of a woman more than I do you right now.”

      
      “That’s enough
            Links!”

            “Fuck you. Ash, politicians are worms, why not ask him who else was
            involved in that. Remember, they lie and manipulate for a
            living.”

      
      “I’m not a liar Links!”

      
      “Good to know, who else was in the
            video Robby?”

      
      “I haven’t seen the video
            Links.”

      
      “Ash, that’s politician for, my
            fucking daughter and my niece. Robbie and Sam’s daughters, were the
            two little bitches who said Harper didn’t deserve Maddox and that
            it was good that she was beat so badly her baby died. You wanna
            talk shit about Harper saying she’s a bad influence. Telling Logan
            that Harper is a bad influence! Well your fuck partner’s daughter
            and niece were the bitches who fucked with my kid! And he sits
            there knowing full well this went down, lying to you
            Ash…”

      
      “I came to tell her…”

      
      “You shut the fuck up; I’m talking to
            MY WIFE! Ash, things between you and I will never be the same.
            Never! But you decide now which side to take and so help me God,
            you choose carefully. Cause if you think you can mind fuck our kids
            with lies you have no idea what I am capable of doing with the
            truth on my side.”

      
      I heard a muffled sob escape her
            mouth, “No time to puss out Ash. Show me that I wasn’t wrong about
            you for twenty plus God damn years. Do what’s right for your kids.
            They haven’t heard anything about your lies. I don’t want to hurt
            them and damn it I know that you don’t either. You stepped in a
            whole pile of shit, but shit washes off Ash. Regardless of what
            happens with you and I, for them pull your head out of your ass and
            do the right thing now.”

      
      She didn’t respond.

      
      “Robby, if your daughter so much as
            looks in the direction of my kids or Harper Abrahams again and I
            will kick your ass so hard you’ll wish you’d never been born. You
            put that little bitch Sam on a leash or I’ll fucking ruin you like
            I did him.”

      
      “I don’t take kindly to
            threats.”

      
      “Oh mother fucker that’s not a
            threat.” I couldn’t help but laugh.

      
      “This is about you and I Links. What
            happened was purely coincidental.”

      
      “My daughter and her friend being
            harassed wasn’t a fluke Robby. You’ve been warned. Ash, I hope you
            know what you’ve gotten yourself into. You think you’ve seen me
            pissed? If anymore shit storms down on our kids you’ll see the
            mother fucking apocalypse. And Robby, she’s the mother of my
            children. Nothing will change that ever. You better make damn sure
            she’s safe from Sam’s bullshit too.”

      
      “Lucas?”

      
      “Ash?”

      
      “Is she okay?”

      
      “The kids are fine. You need to step
            back and get your fucking head on straight. They’re not toys
            Ash!”

      
      “I never said they were.”

      
      “Don’t pull that bullshit on Logan
            again.”

      
      “You’re going to tell them
            anyway.”

      
      “No Ash, I don’t want our issues to be
            their problem anymore than they have to be. June, that and peace is
            all I ask for. Gotta go. Text me and let me know you’re okay later.
            Goodbye.”

      
      I pulled into the parking garage and
            sat trying to calm the rage.

      
      Maddox was waiting for
            me. Fuck I hope he didn’t hear
            anything.

      
      He looked at me and I smiled, he
            nodded. Damn I hope this kid could keep his mouth shut.

      
      “You ready?” He asked.

      
      “Sure am.”

      
      When we got off the elevator Tessa was
            pacing at the end of the hall along with Harper and Ava, who am I
            kidding? Everyone except Maddox’s little sisters were out there
            waiting.

      
      “She a foot
            stomper?”

      
      He looked at me and nodded.

      
      “It’s gonna feel like a heat wave
            outside for a while boy, and it’s fucking February.”

      
      I patted him on the back and we walked
            down the hall to the angry mob assembled.

      
      “Links…”

      
      “Dad, he didn’t even know I was
            following him.”

      
      “Maddox I can speak for
            myself.”

      
      “Lucas!” Tessa snapped at me and hell
            yes I liked it. “Where have you two been?”

      
      “Brunch,” I laughed. “You guys eat
            yet? We have a game to get to.”
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      Game Time

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      My kids, Harper, and Tessa’s boys
            piled in the SUV to head to the game. Maddox was being shunned,
            poor bastard; I knew how that felt at that age. Who the hell am I
            kidding; I knew what it felt like now.

      
      I was so glad the storm came last
            night and we had all these extra tickets. Tessa and her kids needed
            to have one day to relax, and enjoy themselves. Just like Ava, her
            boys would be heading back to school in a couple days. I was making
            it my mission today to show them a good time and make sure Logan
            knew this was still our day. I could pull this off.

      
      We pulled into the parking lot ahead
            of them and parked. I jumped out and opened the hatch. I grabbed
            the folding table and pulled it out first.

      
      “What is going on?” Maddox asked
            quietly.

      
      “Tailgate party Maddox.”

      
      Logan and I set up a grill
            and Ava pulled out another massive cooler. She reached in and
            grabbed two drinks and opened one and handed it to Harper. Harper
            took a drink and nearly choked. Bad
            influence my ass Ash. Bitch!

      
      “Be careful Harper.” Tessa laughed and
            patted her on the back.

      
      Ava handed Tessa the other. “I
            shouldn’t.”

      
      “Yes you should. We’re tailgating,
            come on let your hair down girl.”

      
      Ava grabbed another and handed it to
            Maddox’s mom. “Thank you Ava.”

      
      “Alright little ladies let’s go grab
            you some fan gear.” Maddox’s Dad took his sisters to a vendor
            walking around selling foam fingers and tee shirts.

      
      Ava held her drink up. “A toast to you
            and a toast to me, and a toast to the boys that lick us where we
            pee!”

      
      What the fuck did she just
            say? I couldn’t even yell at her. I was
            shocked. All the girls laughed.

      
      Logan held up his drink. “May the
            girls with Itty Bitty’s let me pet their pretty
            kitties.”

      
      “Alright you two that’s enough.” Okay
            maybe a bit of a bad influence. I reached out for Logan’s beer,
            “Logan hand it over now.”

      
      CJ held up his beer. “Here’s to the
            girl on the hill who says no way but her sister will.”

      
      Matthew held his drink up. “To a fine
            selection, no rejection, a firm erection, a clean injection, and no
            infection.”

      
      Tessa covered her face and laughed. It
            was great to hear her laugh again.

      
      “To the hole that never
            heals, the more I rub it the better it feels.” Okay, so no, Ava is no worse
            than Harper.

      
      I looked at Tessa who was still
            covering her face, “You teach her that one Tessa?”

      
      She shook her head no and held up her
            drink. “Here’s to those who wish us well and those who don’t, can
            go straight to hell!”

      
      “To the ones we love and the others
            who hate. May we know the difference while standing face to face.”
            I took a drink and looked around at the crew we had gathered here.
            It was quite a crew. “Alright let’s cook some steaks.”

      
      Ava jumped in and cranked
            up the radio. Seventeen by Warrant played. Oh shit here we go, play it cool Lucas, I told myself.

      
      When she got out she wrapped her arm
            around my waist and announced to everyone, “Dad and I discovered
            some things while we were going through boxes the other night. I
            made a playlist of my favorites.”

      
      “Good stuff huh
            Ava?” Fuck, fuck, fuck.
         I kissed her head and went back to the
            grill. Shit!

      
      “Wallflowers?” Tessa asked and nudged
            me with her hip.

      
      “What?” I tried to act like I wasn’t
            paying attention. “You need another drink?”

      
      “No,” she laughed but I handed her one
            anyway. I hoped she was drunk because I can only imagine what was
            next. Damn kids. “One Headlight. I like this song.”

      
      “Yeah, I forgot all about the shit in
            the box. Cool find huh?”

      
      The song changed to
         It’s Been Awhile by
            Staind. Son of a Bitch!

      
      “It’s been awhile,” Ava started to
            sing and I looked over at her.

      
      She was twirling Harper around and
            they were laughing. Sweet Jesus please let this not get any worse.
            I peeked out of the corner of my eye and Tessa was looking at
            me.

      
      I held up another drink,
            asking if she was ready. She smiled and held up both hands; one
            drink Ava had given her and the other I had just handed her. I was
            drowning here. Son of a
            Bitch!

      
      My Own Worst Enemy
         started and I couldn’t help it, this song was
            fucking awesome. I grabbed Ava, spun her around, and her and I
            sang. Even Logan joined in. I’m pretty sure his sister had snuck
            him a couple when I wasn’t looking. Logan didn’t loosen up like
            this normally. Damn it was good to see them happy.

      
      “I made Loggie his own
            copy.”

      
      “Good stuff Dad, for dinosaur rock.”
            Logan laughed.

      
      “Dinosaur rock?” I laughed. “You can
            say that when you can out lift me boy.” I messed up his hair, which
            was a no normally. He had that Bieber hair going.

      
      What’s My Age Again
         was next. “Blink 182. High school stuff.” I
            laughed.

      
      Both my kids looked at Tessa and she
            closed her eyes and shook her head in embarrassment.

      
      “That’s not what I meant.” Holy
            hell!

      
      Tessa’s kids laughed and
            so did she. She was getting drunk. Thank God because
         Whatever by Godsmack was
            next. She laughed out loud and so did I.

      
      “Well this one was during that time.”
            Tessa laughed.

      
      “To the good times, of long ago.” I
            raised my beer to her and she did the same to me.

      
      Fuck, I needed to get drunk. But no,
            Lucas was a grown up now, he couldn’t get drunk to get through an
            uncomfortable situation. Mother fucker.

      
      And if I wasn’t
            embarrassed enough Down with the
            Sickness blasted through the
            speakers.

      
      I looked at Tessa and she finished the
            drink in her left hand and giggled. “Angry money song
            Lucas?”

      
      “Love this song,” Baby, I wanted to
            call her that so damn bad right now, almost as bad as I wanted to
            watch her dance and sing.

      
      The last straw was
         Crazy Bitch started. I
            cleared the coolers running to turn the damn thing off. I couldn’t
            even look at her.

      
      “Dad!” Ava scolded when I came back
            over.

      
      “Kids Ava,” I pointed to Maddox’s
            sisters.

      
      Logan laughed.

      
      “Mr. Links…”

      
      “It’s Lucas, London.”

      
      “Okay fine, but just so
            you know my dad and brother are rock stars, I can assure you I’ve
            heard worse than Buckcherry’s Crazy
            Bitch.”

      
      Her parents gasped and I was sure I
            appeared shocked.

      
      “London, bitch is a bad word,”
            Lexington, Maddox’s other sister, corrected her.

      
      Everyone laughed except Maddox’s
            parents who scooted both girls away, I assume to correct
            them.

      
      “You just got two little girls in
            trouble Ava,” I scolded my little girl.

      
      I looked up at Logan who was trying
            not to laugh but was staring in the foul mouth little beauties
            direction. I looked towards London and she stuck her tongue out at
            Logan and he laughed as he lifted a beer to his mouth.

      
      I snatched it away. “Logan,
            enough.”

      
      “Sure Dad.” He smirked.

      
      I looked at my watch, “Time to head
            in.”

      
      We were finally going into the
            stadium. Ava, Emma, and Harper were extremely giggly. Everyone
            seemed to be having a good time, which made me happy. I saw Jose on
            the sidelines and shook my head.

      
      I looked next to me and Tessa stood
            there, “You miss it?”

      
      “Football?”

      
      “Yes, Football. What the hell did you
            think I was asking?” She laughed.

      
      “No. I wouldn’t give up all this for
            the game. Those two kids are everything I never knew I
            deserved.”

      
      “So was football never really what you
            wanted?”

      
      “I wanted it. Love the game.” She
            stood looking at the field. “Every part of my past brought me to
            where I am today. No regrets Tessa.”

      
      She smiled and nodded. “I miss field
            hockey.”

      
      “The game or beating the hell out of
            people during the game?”

      
      She laughed and so did I. “Love the
            game Lucas. Every part of my past brought me to where I am today.”
            She used my words and smiled. Then she swallowed hard and I nudged
            her with my hip. I didn’t want her to cry and I knew she was
            drowning in her own need to take care of everyone around her when
            she just needed to fall the fuck apart.

      
      “Right? That’s just what I was
            thinking.” I tried to joke and she forced a smile. “Without all
            that bullshit,” she looked at me. “The game Tessa. Without all you
            went through, all you’re still going through, look at those three
            kids and never doubt or question a damn thing. Collin…”

      
      “Please don’t,” she wasn’t angry she
            just couldn’t take it now.

      
      “Sorry Bab…Tessa.” She laughed. “I
            know things will be tough for a while and I know as strong as you
            are, your strength sometimes burdens you further. The road you are
            on is right where you have always been meant to be. Don’t look
            back. Just forward.”

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      I looked at her and she looked at me.
            Really looked at me. At my eyes. Damn it had been forever since
            anyone’s eyes had reached as far inside of me as hers did. She
            closed her eyes as she looked down. My heart felt the same
            heaviness as hers did right now. I looked behind us and knew no one
            was paying attention. So I moved my hand next to hers and rubbed
            her thumb with my pinky.

      
      She looked up and scowled. “You’re
            gonna make me cry.”

      
      I didn’t say a damn thing.

      
      “I don’t want to cry
            Lucas.”

      
      “I don’t want you to
            either.”

      
      “That’s the way we do it!” Logan
            yelled and she smiled as I pulled my hand away. He came up,
            “Touchdown Tessa!”

      
      She held up her hand and Logan high
            fived her. I couldn’t hold back the laugh.

      
      “Lucas!” she scolded me.

      
      “What?” Logan asked.

      
      When we were younger, my SU days, when
            I made a touchdown I got a prize from Tessa Ross. And when I say
            prize I mean a blow job. I adjusted myself just like I did back
            then. That was my way of letting her know I was counting on it. She
            blushed and looked away.

      
      “I was just thinking how pissed Jose
            must be.” I answered Logan.

      
      “Think our boys are gonna win this
            Tessa?”

      
      “Let’s hope so. I hate the Giants.”
            She looked at me and raised her eyebrow. “Lucas at half time you
            should take him a hat. It’s cold out there.”

      
      “You can give him mine,” Logan pulled
            his Navy beanie out of his back pocket. “He’ll be wishing he was
            sporting these colors by the end of the game when the Cowboys smoke
            their asses.”

      
      I was ready to scold him when Tessa
            high fived Logan and laughed.

      
      He threw his arm around her and
            pointed at the field. I watched them laughing and
            talking.

      
      Logan looked at Maddox, “Come here man
            let me explain football to you. This is the real shit not what you
            Brits call football.”

      
      I noticed Harper and Ava had slowed
            down on the drinking and they were sitting now.

      
      “Dad check out the score. Do you see
            that?” Logan yelled.

      
      “I do. Jose is gonna be pissed at you
            for bringing his team bad luck.”

      
      Tessa giggled. “Well Logan and I are
            pissed at him for coaching the Giants. So we’ll be
            even.”

      
      Logan and she were doing a victory
            dance when the game ended. Ava and Harper were not.

      
      Their heads rested against each
            other’s and they were nearly asleep.

      
      “Sober up ladies. Twenty minutes until
            we go meet Jose.”

      
      “Locker room,” I heard Ava whisper to
            Harper.

      
      Tessa laughed, “Are you excited
            Ava?”

      
      “Yeah I am; we’re going to the locker
            room.”

      
      “Outside of the locker room Ava.” I
            gave her the look, the Dad look. The one that stopped working on
            her at twelve.

      
      She whispered loudly. “I’m sneaking
            in.”

      
      I tried the look again and she laughed
            hysterically, she even snorted. My girl was a doll.

      
      “She does that on purpose you know?”
            Tessa laughed.

      
      “Uh huh. She better be joking.” I said
            loud enough for Ava to hear.

      
      “Maybe I’ll go with her.” Tessa joked,
            or at least it better be a joke.

      
      “Like hell you are.” I laughed and
            then stepped it up just in case she wasn’t. I’d had all I could
            take of her cuteness today. If she did that I may be forced to move
            quicker than I had planned. Tessa was worth the wait back then. I
            was a complete fucking idiot.

      
      Jose walked out and I gave him a big
            hug. He immediately recognized Tessa, how could he not? She hadn’t
            changed a bit. He picked her up and hugged her, twirling her in a
            circle and she laughed the most beautiful laugh. Lucky
            bastard.

      
      I introduced everyone and he chatted
            awhile before Ava and Harper started getting too much damn
            attention from the players leaving the locker room and Maddox
            looked like he had had enough of that shit. I completely
            understood.

      
      “Long day?” Jose asked looking at
            everyone.

      
      “Yeah actually it has
            been.”

      
      “Logan, you play ball?”

      
      “Hell yes I do.” He stuck his hand out
            and shook Jose’s.

      
      “College ball?”

      
      “No sir, high school.” Logan
            answered.

      
      “Why the hell are you shit faced
            then?”

      
      “Why the hell aren’t you?” Logan
            laughed. “After an ass beating by the Cowboys I would be if I were
            you.”

      
      Tessa threw her arm up on Logan’s
            shoulder. “Ass. Kicked.”

      
      “Logan I hope to see you play
            someday.” Jose looked at me. “You know your boy is drunk don’t
            you?”

      
      “Not sure how that happened.” I looked
            at Ava and she started laughing.

      
      “Grounded, both of you,” I pointed at
            them.

      
      Jose laughed, “Can I take you all out
            to dinner?”

      
      “Look at them; do you think they
            should be out in public?” I laughed when Tessa slugged me in the
            arm. “Stop by the hotel. After the drunks are all tucked in we can
            have a drink and something to eat there.”

      
      “Sounds good. Tess you in?” Jose
            asked.

      
      “Sure am.”

      
      “Give me an hour. I have some more ass
            to ream.”
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      Old Friends

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      Harper wasn’t looking good sitting in
            the backseat.

      
      “Harper
         that boy loves you and
            you love him so don’t fight.”

      
      “I told him not to go.” She sniffed
            and wiped her face.

      
      “I know you did. But I’m pretty sure
            he couldn’t help himself. If it makes you feel any better I told
            him to go home and he didn’t listen to me either.”

      
      “It doesn’t make me feel,” she
            hiccupped, “Any better.”

      
      “I bet sleep will. How much did you
            drink Harper?”

      
      “Four,” she pouted.

      
      I had to stop myself from laughing.
            Four drinks and she was spent. Poor kid.

      
      As soon as I pulled into the
            underground parking garage Harper unbuckled and rolled down the
            window. She stuck her head out the window and I pulled into an
            empty spot next to the elevator. Shit. She leaned out the window
            and hurled. Ava started laughing and so did Logan.

      
      “Alright there girl.” I opened the
            door and tried to avoid the puke as her head wobbled.

      
      “Sorry, I...”

      
      “Don’t worry about it. Let’s get you
            up to your room.”

      
      I caught her as she fell out the
            door.

      
      I picked her up. “Okay Harper, you
            need to throw up again you tell me okay?”

      
      I looked back to make sure my little
            drunks were following and then Harper threw up on me and her head
            flopped against my chest.

      
      Ava started laughing hysterically and
            so did Logan.

      
      “Shirt Logan.”

      
      “It’s cold Dad.”

      
      “I need something to clean her up. Ava
            pull my shirt over my head.”

      
      “I don’t wanna touch it.” She whined
            but she did as I asked.

      
      I heard feet racing from behind us
            when Ava pulled my shirt over my head.

      
      “I’ll take her.” Maddox went to grab
            her.

      
      “I’m already soiled pal.”

      
      “Oh my God,” Tessa gasped when she saw
            the barf on my shirt. She covered her mouth, “I’m so
            sorry.”

      
      “Your kid’s a lightweight Tessa. Must
            be genetic. She only had three or four drinks and she’s
            wasted.”

      
      Maddox took her and I pulled my shirt
            the rest of the way off and tossed it.

      
      “Mom?”

      
      “Right here Harper. Tell Ma. Ma.
            Maddox to let me down…” and she passed out again.

      
      “Alright looks like two of us need a
            shower before Jose gets here.”

      
      “I’m probably gonna help Harper. She’s
            kind of upset with Maddox.”

      
      “I understand. I’d do the same
            thing.”

      
      “Logan? You and I need to chat.” I
            pointed to the room and he walked in chuckling.

      
      “How much did you drink?” I asked as I
            shut the door behind me.

      
      “Five? Six? It’s no big deal
            Dad…”

      
      “It is a big deal Logan, you’re a
            minor.”

      
      “You always said you’d rather I
            experiment at home than at a party and get in a car
            and…”

      
      “Okay yeah I did. But Logan at a
            public event, come on that’s not cool.”

      
      He laid on the bed, “Fine you wanna
            drink now? I bet I can drink you under the table.”

      
      “I’m gonna shower. You stay
            put.”

      
      ~

      
      When I got out of the shower my son
            was passed out, snoring and all. I grabbed his phone and took a
            picture of him. I looked out in the hallway and Maddox’s dad Brody
            was there.

      
      “You meeting your friend?”

      
      “I’m supposed to but I’m not sure I
            want to leave the minor passed out and unaccompanied,” I
            laughed.

      
      “This floor is secure, he’ll be
            fine.”

      
      “How’s Harper?”

      
      “Well, she is now in Tessa’s room
            because she’s angry at Maddox. Maddox is sulking and probably going
            to…” Maddox stormed across the hall and his father Brody stopped
            talking. “In five, four, three, two.” He lifted up one finger and
            Maddox walked out carrying Harper across the hall as she
            cried.

      
      Tessa walked out and watched them. She
            didn’t see us standing there because she did a silent little temper
            tantrum. She stomped her feet, flailed her arms and then finally
            bit her fist to stop from screaming.

      
      She looked over at us and those baby
            blues grew. I didn’t smile. Even though I wanted to. Brody looked
            concerned. She let out a sigh and then my phone chimed alerting me
            to a text.

      
      I read it. “Jose is here Tessa. You
            wanna go down and say hello?”

      
      “Sure, let me get changed.” She walked
            back in her room.

      
      I looked at Brody. “Must be
            hard.”

      
      “Yeah.” He shook his head and then
            looked at me, “Collin was a good man. I promised if anything
            happened I would look after them.”

      
      “She looks to be having a hell of a
            time not doing that for her kids.”

      
      “I made a promise to a man.” His eyes
            narrowed.

      
      “Yeah? I made a promise
            too.”

      
      Our eyes were deadlocked. Each seeking
            control. I wasn’t about to give up and apparently neither was
            he.

      
      Tessa walked out of her room and shut
            the door behind her. “Brody I won’t be gone long. If she needs
            me…”

      
      “I’ll take care of it.”

      
      “You’ll call her right? If her
            daughter needs her you’ll call her.” You better say yes
            man.

      
      Tessa looked up at him, waiting for a
            reply. She didn’t see what was going on here and I’m glad. I didn’t
            want her to feel like she had lost more of her life than she
            already had.

      
      “Of course.” He answered.

      
      “Thirty minutes and then back up
            here.” I promised as I guided her to the elevator.

      
      We got in the elevator and she stood
            against the wall. She looked whipped.

      
      “You alright?”

      
      “Please don’t.”

      
      I nodded and leaned back against the
            wall.

      
      “Sorry. I’m sorry I just can’t talk
            about it.”

      
      “Understood.”

      
      She looked at her phone as if she was
            waiting for it to ring.

      
      “You don’t have to do this you know.
            Jose would understand…”

      
      “I can’t talk about it.”

      
      “I was going to say.” I turned and
            lifted her chin so she was looking at me. “He would understand if
            you were worried about Harper.”

      
      “No, she’s grown up now. Not a baby.
            She’ll be fine.”

      
      The door started to open and I pushed
            the button to close it and then the twelfth floor.

      
      She covered her face, hiding her pain,
            and her purse slipped down her arm. I grabbed it and opened
            it.

      
      “What are you…”

      
      I held up the candy bar she had shoved
            in her bag last night and opened it. “Sugar rush and a crash. Then
            sleep Tessa.”

      
      She shook her head and the corner of
            her mouth curled up. I handed her the Baby Ruth and she took a
            bite.

      
      “Thanks for…”

      
      “Don’t mention it.” The elevator
            opened and I walked her down the hall. “Which room?”

      
      She pointed to the one Harper and
            Maddox went into.

      
      She slidthe key through the lock and I
            opened the door for her and she walked in. She didn’t look at me.
            “Goodnight.”

      
      I closed the door and turned to see
            Brody standing there.

      
      I looked at him as I walked by and he
            said nothing.

      
      ~

      
      Jose and I had a great time talking
            about football. He talked about what he had seen on the news about
            Harper and how shocked he was to hear about Collin’s death. He told
            me he had four kids and the hottest wife in the world. We talked
            about Tessa’s sister, Kendall, who he dated briefly back in his
            college days and about her husband Ben. I avoided conversation
            about Ashley and he seemed to get the fact that I wasn’t going to
            talk about my marriage.

      
      We made plans to meet up
            again next season right here when the Giants played at home. I was
            looking forward to it. He also asked that I let him know where
            Logan was playing next fall. He wanted to see if he had any of
            his old man in
            him.

      
      ~

      
      I woke Logan up at six in the morning,
            “Let’s hit the gym before we head back.”

      
      “Dad please…”

      
      “Head hurt?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Good, remember that next time. Let’s
            go boy!”

      
      ~

      
      Logan, Ava, and I left the hotel
            together after saying goodbye to everyone. They slept most of the
            way home. Ash had called and said she was staying for a few days,
            to get her head straight. She talked to the kids and made plans for
            next weekend.

      
      Ava laughed when we hung up. “I’m
            going back to school, does she not know this?”

      
      “She’s got work to do…”

      
      “Yeah,” Logan grumbled. “Busiest
            secretary I have ever met. Shit you’re the CEO and you don’t even
            work as much as she does.”

      
      “Four years of school vs. two.
            Remember that boy,” I patted his knee and laughed making light of
            the situation. What else could I do?
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      Two weeks we had been home, living in
            perfect harmony. Except the part that I slept in Ava’s room while
            she was at college after Logan had gone to sleep and woke up at
            five to ensure he didn’t see me.

      
      Ashley told our son the reason she was
            staying home was to spend more time with him. She did pretty damn
            good. She cooked dinner, attended school functions; she even
            learned how to use the Xbox controls and tried to learn how to play
            his favorite games. She was putting forth effort. Just what I
            wanted her to do. But it made my stomach curl. He didn’t seem to
            notice. He seemed good. He wasn’t staying after school to work out
            after baseball practice anymore. He even brought a girl home. First
            time ever too. He said they were just friends but I wasn’t buying
            it.

      
      One afternoon while Logan was at
            school I ran up to Alex’s clinic. The old farm he was raised on was
            now the town’s only veterinarian clinic. I walked in and looked
            around and he was nowhere to be found. I was about ready to send
            him a message when the phone rang in his office.

      
      “Uncle Alex?”

      
      “Harper its Lucas, is everything
            alright?”

      
      “Yeah, is Alex around?”

      
      “Nope. Haven’t seen him yet. I just
            stopped by to see if he had any of that flea and tick ointment for
            our dog.”

      
      “So no one is there?” She sounded
            upset.

      
      “Harper tell me what’s going
            on.”

      
      “Mom went for a run. Told Tomas if he
            didn’t come back here he was fired. I’m just worried.”

      
      Tomas was her father’s assistant, or G
            man, as I called him.

      
      “I’m sure she’s fine.”

      
      “I know it’s just…”

      
      “She upset Harper?”

      
      “Yeah. Well she was last
            night.”

      
      “Okay you relax and I promise I’ll
            call you back in fifteen minutes. I’m pretty sure I know where she
            is.”

      
      “How do you know?”

      
      “Well, let’s just say I pissed your
            Mom off a lot many years ago. Two places she would go then. She
            hasn’t changed much so if she’s not at camp she’s down by
            …”

      
      “The falls.”

      
      “Yeah. So give me fifteen minutes okay
            kid?”

      
      “Thanks Lucas.”

      
      “No problem. She’s fine Harper
            okay?”

      
      “Yeah okay.”

      
      “I’ll call you back at this
            number?”

      
      “Yep it’s my cell. Lucas—don’t tell
            her I called.”

      
      I laughed, “Can’t promise anything.
            She may find it odd if I show up down there. I’ll look for your
            uncle if you want I can send him down.”

      
      “If he’s not there?”

      
      “I’ll go.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      I hoped onto one of the four wheeler
            in the old hay barn. This barn was full of memories. Memories that
            all made a boy become a man. Memories that formed who I was today.
            I looked down at the ground and the memories of holding Tessa when
            the dog I had bought for her died in her arms. She cried, she
            laughed, and she talked in circles.

      
      “We were supposed to be in
            each other’s lives Lucas. We both desperately needed each other at
            the exact moment we met. But we should have stopped when it hurt,
            we could have been friends… we like each other. If I had let go you
            would have never been tricked by Sadi, you would have never had
            been in Syracuse and Tommy would still be alive. You should hate me
            Lucas.”

      
      She was sure at the moment that God
            had planned it all and we screwed it up. She was letting me off the
            hook for everything I had done to hurt her and trying to convince
            herself that it was okay to let go. I will never forget how bad
            that hurt as a boy. I may have been twenty two then, but I was
            still a boy. I had not learned everything she had taught me at that
            point. I didn’t learn it until it was too late.

      
      “I can’t believe what is
            coming out of your mouth right now.” I remember saying it like it
            was yesterday, “If none of that happened I would’ve never known
            real love. My Dad wouldn’t have been with Adrianna, I wouldn’t know
            my sister’s. My Mom would be a mess still. I wouldn’t have gotten
            this far in football. Ryan and Jade and all those kids wouldn’t
            have happened. Tessa… you need to stop. You’re scaring
            me.”

      
      “Lucas your scared because
            you know I’m right, come here please and sit down. We met for a
            reason and all the voids were filled. Things don’t happen by
            chance.”

      
      As an adult who now knows love, the
            kind that doesn’t carry questions, I believe in what she said back
            then. But I also stand by what I said. Things don’t happen by
            chance. Every part of me knew that this was part of our journey
            through life. She and I would be together someday. I just needed to
            let her grieve.

      
      I drove down behind the barn,
            following the path that she used to run down when she ran away from
            her pain and anger. A place she went to escape and a place she went
            to think.

      
      I stopped at the top of the path
            leading down to where I knew she would be. I knew she was sitting
            next to the falls, trying to gain peace from the flowing water and
            gentle breeze of the forest.

      
      I stood just a few feet away from her.
            The water roared its thunderous release caused by the thaw we were
            experiencing. It was almost deafening. Almost. She was crouched
            down and sobbing. If she knew I was watching her break down she
            would be angry. If I went to her she would be embarrassed. If I
            stood here I was going to lose my mind.

      
      “Tessa!”

      
      She wiped her face and looked around.
            I started walking to her and yelled her name again,
            “Tessa!”

      
      She finally saw me.

      
      She held her hand up as if to stay
            stop. I kept walking towards her and she turned and started walking
            away from me. She was yelling and running.

      
      “Stop! It’s slippery damn it Tessa!” I
            ran to catch up with her.

      
      “No!”

      
      She took a step back and slipped. I
            caught her.

      
      “Tessa, come on now don’t…”

      
      “I can’t do this! I can’t pretend
            anymore! I just can’t!”

      
      She pounded her fists against my chest
            once and left them there as she cried. I wrapped my arms around her
            as she continued to cry.

      
      “It hurts…so…bad.” She cried against
            my chest and finally rested her head against me as the tears fell
            even harder.

      
      I rubbed her back and held
            her.

      
      “I can’t look at a photo and not think
            this is all just a bad dream Lucas. I see him smiling and, and he’s
            right there smiling at me. I see him holding my hand and I feel it
            still. I feel his flesh against mine. I look around the house and
            he is everywhere, but he’s not. And I miss him, and it hurts, and I
            can’t change it. I can’t heal and move on. I feel like I’m caged in
            hell and I just can’t get to him but I know he’s right there
            because I see him everywhere.”

      
      It was breaking my heart to see her
            hurt. Not just see her hurt but to feel her pain. She continued
            crying as I lifted her and walked to a fallen log that was resting
            against a tree. I scooped her up and she wrapped her arms around my
            neck. I sat and held her as she just kept crying.

      
      God I wanted to stop those. I wanted
            to do something to make them go away. I sat with her on my lap
            rocking side to side like I would with one of my children. The
            woman in my arms at this moment wasn’t the one I had been dreaming
            about being with again. She was my friend. Family. A woman I loved.
            A woman who I wanted to take care of.

      
      Her head bobbed and I looked down. She
            was fighting to stay awake. I rested my chin on her head holding it
            still and she fell asleep.

      
      I grabbed my phone out of my jacket
            pocket and with one hand managed to text Harper and let her know
            her mom was fine.

      
      The reply was thank you.

      
      I leaned against the tree and held her
            as she slept. A hundred years could have past and I could have been
            content right here for a hundred more.

      
      Watching her fall apart, seeing that
            it was me she was allowing to see her, hear her feelings, allowing
            all walls to fall down in front of probably should have made me
            nervous. Should have made me realize this needed to go slower than
            the six months I had planned for. But it didn’t. She needed me and
            I needed her too. Always had, always would.

      
      I leaned down replacing my chin with
            my lips. I stole a kiss, just one. I inhaled her scent. One that
            was so damn familiar to me. I needed her just as much. I rested my
            cheek against her head and sat there.

      
      I think I fell asleep or was just lost
            in the comfort I took in holding her. When she moved I sat up. She
            pulled her face from my neck and took her hands off my
            shoulder.

      
      “Sorry,” she whispered.

      
      “Don’t be.” I held her hand as she
            stood and then hesitantly let go.

      
      “No I really…How did you know where I
            was?”

      
      “Harper said you were…”

      
      “Harper?”

      
      “I was at the clinic and answered the
            phone. She asked me not to tell you…”

      
      “She what?”

      
      “She just wanted to know you’re
            okay.”

      
      “How long was I asleep?”

      
      “Half an hour forty-five…”

      
      “Holy shit.” She started walking
            briskly up the path. “I don’t want to talk about this again. I
            shouldn’t have…”

      
      “Stop.” She listened and looked back
            at me. “I won’t say a word to anyone. You just promise me when you
            are so fucked up inside like that you call me.”

      
      “I’m fine.”

      
      “Alright, I know that’s what you need
            everyone else to see Tessa, but it’s me. Don’t push me away. I will
            keep it all between us. I swear Tessa, but you have to promise when
            you need to freak out…”

      
      “Freak out?” She stomped her foot and
            I held back a smile.

      
      “Fine not freak out. Let your feelings
            out, is that better?”

      
      She shook her head no.

      
      “Okay Tessa.”

      
      “I won’t burden everyone.”

      
      “Friends are not a burden.”

      
      “I’ll be fine now.”

      
      She continued walking and I stayed
            put.

      
      She looked back and raised her arms in
            the air. “Fine.”

      
      I jogged to catch up with her and when
            I did she looked over at me and rolled her eyes. “Your family needs
            you Lucas. I’m a big girl.”

      
      “They got me. And I have plenty of
            time for you too.” She laughed. “What?”

      
      “Why? Why do you like to…”

      
      “Shh you’ll ruin the bonding moment if
            you start getting pissy Tessa.”

      
      She stopped and looked as if she was
            trying to form some sort of comeback and then she laughed. “You
            sure you’re up for the job Lucas?”

      
      “More than up for it.”

      
      She nodded and kept walking up the
            hill.

      
      “Lucas, how are you and
            Ashley?”

      
      Wow, not ready for that one. “The same
            as we’ve been for a very long time.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      “This is not about me Tessa, it’s
            about you. It’s about you needing to let people support you when
            you deal with…”

      
      “I can’t, Harper’s getting married in
            two weeks…”

      
      “Two weeks?”

      
      “Yep. She doesn’t want to wait for the
            summer. I don’t blame her, you know she and Maddox are going to
            have a baby and they just need …”

      
      I grabbed her bicep to slow her down.
            “You okay?”

      
      “Yes. I just have a lot on my mind.”
            She started to walk.

      
      “Hold up.” She stopped and looked at
            me. “Tessa, Harper and Maddox lost their baby. You remember that
            right?” God she was handling this worse than I thought.

      
      Her eyes grew and she covered her
            mouth.

      
      “It’s okay. I told you I was here.
            Just talk to me.”

      
      “You can’t tell anyone.”

      
      “I will do whatever I can, but if
            things are getting mixed up in your head…”

      
      “No,” she laughed. “You can’t tell
            anyone about Harper being pregnant. She’s pregnant Lucas.
            Again.”

      
      “You sure?”

      
      She smacked my hand. “Yes I’m
            sure.”

      
      “How are they dealing with
            it?”

      
      “It’s a blessing. That’s why I have to
            keep it together. I mean that’s not the only reason. There’s
            Matthew and CJ too, but Harper needs me to be strong.”

      
      “She also needs you to grieve and
            heal.”

      
      “I’ll get there.”

      
      “Not if you keep pretending
            Tessa.”

      
      “I’m not.”

      
      “You are. I know because I did the
            same thing when Tommy died.”

      
      She looked over at me and her eyes
            showed hurt. “I don’t know how after being best friends
            for…”

      
      “Thirteen years.”

      
      “I didn’t even realize back then how
            hard it must have been for you.”

      
      “I didn’t either. I do now. So don’t
            shut me out got it?”

      
      “Got it.”

      
      “Tessa, Jade healed. It took a long
            time but she did and look at her now. I know it’s different but
            don’t forget that alright? If you have any reservations about
            talking to me, talk to her. You helped her through that. You helped
            me too. Let us do the same.”

      
      “I just want to wake up one day. Just
            open my eyes and just feel normal. Just for a while.”

      
      “You may not know it right now but one
            day you’ll do just that. You’ll feel human again anyway. Normal is
            really overrated.”
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      I gave Tessa two days before I texted
            to check in on her. She responded immediately that she was fine and
            busy with wedding plans. She asked if we would be there, she hadn’t
            heard back from Ashley.

      
      I told her we’d be there. Ava was in
            the wedding and of course we wanted to share the big day with
            Harper. I asked if she needed anything and her response was prayers
            for strength and then a lol with a smiley face.

      
      I told her she didn’t have to ask for
            that it was a given, that me and the big guy were on good terms so
            she shouldn’t be afraid.

      
      Two days later I texted her again. She
            didn’t respond. I called the house and Harper told me she was
            jogging and asked if everything was alright. I told Harper I just
            wanted to be sure they got the RSVP and that we would be there and
            were very happy for her.

      
      I then texted Tessa that if she didn’t
            respond I would come find her. When she didn’t respond I headed up
            to the farm.

      
      I went down to the falls and she sat
            there looking at the water again.

      
      “Tessa.”

      
      She looked up and smiled and wiped her
            tears. “You stalking me Links?”

      
      “You’ve been avoiding me. I’m not
            stalking. You answer your phone or respond to a text, I won’t go
            looking.”

      
      “Easy as that huh?”

      
      I sat down next to her and handed her
            my water bottle. “Yes.”

      
      We didn’t talk much. We sat and
            watched the water.

      
      While we hiked back up, I told her I
            was going to buy her a fish tank, a big one so she could sit in her
            house and watch them, because this hike was a pain in the ass. And
            that made her laugh, a sad one, which sucked but at least it was a
            laugh. This made me know that four days between seeing her was too
            long for me, but she needed it.

      
      When we got to the SUV I gave her a
            hug. “Message me, call me, whatever, just to let me know you’re
            okay.”

      
      The hug was interrupted by
            the wicked witch ringtone alerting me when Ashley called. Nice
            timing Ashley. Bitch!

      
      Tessa stepped back and laughed a real
            laugh this time. The kind of laugh when something surprises you. I
            couldn’t help join her.

      
      “What the hell is that?”

      
      “Jade’s ringtone.” I lied, sometimes
            you really have to. This was one of those times.

      
      “That’s awful.” She laughed again and
            covered her mouth, “Does she know that?”

      
      “No and she better not find out
            either.”

      
      “Oh no that is too funny to keep a
            secret.” She laughed harder.

      
      “Think about it. Do you want Jade to
            know our secret?”

      
      “Our secret.” She looked down and
            fiddled with her fingers.

      
      I reached out and grabbed her hand.
            “Stop stressing.”

      
      “Secret sound bad Lucas.”

      
      “What we’re doing isn’t wrong Tessa.
            Two friends sending messages. Checking up on each other when we
            hurt.”

      
      “I’m the one hurt. You’re married
            and…Lucas this is wrong.”

      
      “Don’t do that Tessa. Nothing’s going
            on that I am ashamed of.” She nodded. “No matter what Tessa, we’ve
            always been on each other’s teams. That shit’s not changing
            now.”

      
      I gave her a kiss, yeah
            ballsy move after that conversation. “Now get your ass home.” I
            opened the door and she climbed in. I shut it behind her and my
            phone blared alerting me that the wicked witch of the west probably
            needed something. Bitch!

      
      ~

      
      When I got home she was mad. “Where
            have you been?”

      
      “Well hello there Ash.” I set the take
            out I picked up on the counter. “I brought dinner.”

      
      “I’m going to Jersey,” she put her
            hand on her hip; I assume showing some sort of
            dominance.

      
      “Be back Friday. Ava’s in a
            wedding.”

      
      “I’m not going.”

      
      “The fuck you aren’t.” Okay I was
            pissed, really pissed.

      
      “You can’t make me.”

      
      “Try me Ash.”

      
      I grabbed a beer out of the fridge and
            walked past her. “You can fuck the worm after. I really don’t give
            a fuck.”

      
      “So you’re going to bribe me
            Lucas?”

      
      “Blackmail. Yeah if that’s what it
            takes for you to act like a mother.”

      
      “I have to go watch you and her? How
            would you like it?”

      
      “I can’t believe you. You’re fucking
            him again and you’re so fucking ashamed that you’re making it my
            fault. You made your choice. I told you already what that meant.
            Your daughter is in her best friend’s wedding, grow the fuck up.
            Suck it up. I’ve been living with you for years while you’ve been
            banging some fucking douche behind my back Ash. I’m giving you a
            chance to be the mom they need…”

      
      “I’m not Katherine, Lucas!”

      
      I was so damn thankful that Logan was
            at a friend’s house because I was gonna kill the bitch.

      
      “You shut the fuck up Ashley, because
            the way I see it you’re nothing different than she is. Where were
            you for Ava’s prom Ash?”

      
      “Not in a rehab.”

      
      I threw the beer bottle at the fucking
            wall and she jumped. “Fuck you.”

      
      I walked out the door and slammed it
            behind me. I jumped in my SUV and drove around for an hour. I was
            so pissed at her now. Beyond pissed. She was playing on a childhood
            insecurity.

      
      My mom was no fucking prize but things
            had changed, she had changed. She and my step father Bob were good.
            She had been sober for years and she was fucking there to take
            pictures of Ava at prom.

      
      Logan called and said he was staying
            at his friends. I drove by to make sure he was where he said he was
            going to be. He was and so were four other cars. I would be
            checking again later to make sure he stayed put.

      
      I drove past the house hoping she had
            left and she hadn’t, so I drove over to Ryan’s.

      
      When I knocked on the door, Tessa
            answered.

      
      Jade and Ryan had bought their house
            from me. It was my childhood house. It was also the place Tessa
            lost her virginity—to me.

      
      Now old Lucas would have been making a
            phone call, hooking up with someone to fuck the frustration out on.
            Old Lucas still lived deep inside so fuck yeah I was probably
            looking at her a little different than I had earlier.

      
      She stepped back, “Come
            in.”

      
      “Ryan around?”

      
      “Yep.” I went to walk by and she
            grabbed my arm stopping me. “You alright?”

      
      “Yeah fine why?” I laughed making it
            look good.

      
      “You sure?”

      
      “I’m good Tessa. Come on girl, shut
            that door its cold out there.” I looked towards my house. “Real
            cold.”

      
      “What’s up?” Ryan walked into the
            kitchen.

      
      “Saw the light on, thought I’d stop
            by. Sorry if I’m interrupting.” He handed me a beer.
            “Perfect.”

      
      “No you’re not interrupting Lucas.
            Come on in, we’re just putting labels on the wine bottles for the
            reception.” Jade smiled knowingly at me.

      
      Okay Jade and Ryan knew every day
            things about what was going on and Jade had been asking me where I
            had been the couple times I disappeared. I never told her. This was
            mine to deal with. I didn’t need any help or hindrance.

      
      I shrugged off my jacket ready to dive
            in to helping my friend, Tessa. She and Jade were sort of helping.
            They were actually drinking, by the looks of them they had been.
            Tessa had the perma pout going on. The one that held back a smile
            that played just beneath her pink lips. Her eyes were lit up and
            not sparkling, I mean lit the fuck up. So were Jade’s, but she was
            grinning. I looked at Ryan and he shook his head.

      
      “Been a long night Ryan?”

      
      “Doesn’t it look like it has,” he
            glanced at Jade and then back to the wine bottle he was applying
            the label to.

      
      “So what Lucas?”

      
      I looked at Jade confused. I had no
            idea what the hell she was talking about.

      
      “So what Lucas?” Jade
            repeated.

      
      “Okay Jade I’m not sure if it’s a
            question or a comment and obviously you’ve been
            drinking…”

      
      “So what? What are you, the fun
            police?” Jade laughed at her lame ass comment and Tessa did
            too.

      
      “Is this a trick question?” They both
            laughed harder.

      
      Typically I would have said something
            over the top perverted or suggestive, you know put ‘em on their ass
            with naughty but not now.

      
      Jade grabbed hers and Tessa’s empty
            glasses and walked into the kitchen. She turned on some music and
            walked back in to the beat of the music. Then started swaying her
            hips and backed her ass up and sat on Ryan’s lap.

      
      “Hey Jade.” She smiled.

      
      “Don’t smile at me like that. I’m not
            that drunk.” She and Tessa laughed again.

      
      “What are you the ass police?” I asked
            her.

      
      They all laughed. And then my mother
            fucking phone chimed, yeah that one, the wicked witches’ damn
            anthem. I looked quickly at Tessa whose eyes widened and her mouth
            formed a perfect O. I looked across the table at Jade’s phone
            sitting there. I looked at Tessa; pretty damn sure I was busted.
            And she started laughing, stood up and walked into the
            kitchen.

      
      “What’s so funny?”

      
      Oh fuck, “Jade please just go with it. Please.” I
            pleaded.

      
      “Fuck that what’s so funny?” Jade
            laughed as Tessa walked in.

      
      “Busted Lucas you better come clean.”
            Tessa patted my head and then sat with her legs tucked under her in
            the chair next to me. “When she goes after you, don’t worry, I got
            your back buddy.”

      
      “Spill it Links.” Jade drank down her
            drink and looked at me.

      
      “His ring tone for you…”

      
      “Tessa please don’t…”

      
      “It’s the wicked witch, you know when
            she rides her bike into the farm and…”

      
      I locked eyes with Jade ready to do
            battle. She reached for her phone and looked at me confused. I
            closed my eyes and mouthed please to Jade.

      
      “I’m the wicked witch?” Jade
            asked.

      
      “No Jade you’re not…”

      
      “I’m the wicked witch!” Jade stood
            up.

      
      I looked at Ryan another silent plea.
            Jade had my back, always had but when she was drunk I never knew
            what the hell she was going to do.

      
      Tessa sat next to me smiling a big
            goofy smile that would have been adorable if I was sure what the
            hell Jade was going to do.

      
      Ryan stood and whispered in her
            ear.

      
      “Until I fall asleep?” Jade asked her
            husband.

      
      “Until you are so spent that you pass
            out with my head between your….”

      
      “Oh dear God!” Tessa covered her ears
            and laughed.

      
      Jade flung her arms around Ryan’s
            neck. “Starting now.”

      
      “After I take Tessa home.”

      
      “I can take her home,” I
            offered.

      
      “I bet you’d like…” Jade started and
            Ryan kissed her.

      
      He pulled back and looked at me.
            “Cool, lock up when you leave?”

      
      “Will do.” I smiled and continued
            attaching the label.

      
      “I can call Alex, Lucas, you don’t
            have to…”

      
      “Don’t be silly. We have what two
            boxes left here to do and then I can take you home. I need to check
            to make sure Logan’s car is at his friend’s where he’s supposed to
            be. It’s on the way.”

      
      “You’re checking up on him?” She
            smiled as she was about to apply a crooked label.

      
      I grabbed the bottle. “Maybe I should
            do this.”

      
      She smiled, let go of the bottle, and
            sat back.

      
      We didn’t say another word. She handed
            me the bottles, and peeled the paper off the back of the label and
            handed it to me as I put them on.

      
      When we finished I asked where her
            coat was and she stumbled as she stood.

      
      “You drinking a lot these
            days?”

      
      She rolled her eyes. “Not judging, I
            was just wondering because…”

      
      “Fun police.” She smiled as she walked
            past me.

      
      “Oh no way. I’m a damn party waiting
            to happen.” As she put on her jacket, I quickly looked at my phone.
            Ashley was on her way to New Jersey.

      
      “Prove it.” She poked me playfully in
            the chest.

      
      “Is that a dare girl?”

      
      “Double dare.”

      
      “Okay let’s roll.”

      
      ~

      
      I opened the door for her and she got
            in all giggly and cute as hell.

      
      When I sat in the driver’s seat I
            looked over. “What?” She laughed.

      
      “Seat belt bab…Tessa.”

      
      “Right.” She said as she reached back
            and pulled it on. “Lucas does it go away?”

      
      “Nope,” I smiled as I buckled my seat
            belt, “But the pain lessens.”

      
      “Sure,” she whispered and looked out
            the window.

      
      “I believe you dared me…”

      
      She looked back again and smiled,
            “Double dared.”

      
      “Oh that’s right. So let’s start off
            by going to a party,” I laughed as I backed out.

      
      “Hell yeah,” she laughed.

      
      ~

      
      We slowly rolled past Logan’s buddy’s
            house. Now there were two more cars.

      
      “You ready to party?”

      
      “Um, no,” she laughed.

      
      I jumped out and opened her door. “A
            dare’s a dare, come on girl.”

      
      I pulled her out by her
            hand.

      
      “Were you invited?”

      
      “I don’t know, we’ll see.” I said as I
            hurried to the house.

      
      “Is that Logan’s car?”

      
      “Oh wow, it certainly looks like it.”
            I pulled her behind me away from the motion light we had just
            triggered.

      
      “Lucas,” she hissed.

      
      “Hurry up, don’t want to miss the
            fun.”

      
      “Oh my God,” she whispered.

      
      I peaked in the window and red solo
            cups littered the table.

      
      “Uh oh,” Tessa said covering her mouth
            as she giggled.

      
      “Well now we are definitely crashing,”
            I was pissed.

      
      “No wait,” she pulled me back. “He’s a
            senior in high school Lucas. He’ll be in college next
            year.”

      
      “Not catching on here Tessa but I am
            freezing my ass off.”

      
      “He’s staying the night
            right?”

      
      “He is.”

      
      “Well he’s not driving.”

      
      “So I let it go?”

      
      “No you call him. You ask what’s up
            and ask him to be responsible. You …”

      
      “Okay fine, come on.”

      
      As we were sneaking out through the
            side lawn, a car started to pull in the driveway. I grabbed Tessa’s
            hand and pulled her into the trees beside us.

      
      She laughed and I covered her mouth
            and pulled her back against me hiding us. “Shh.”

      
      She leaned into me and looked up and
            smiled and then turned around and pulled my hand off her mouth and
            held it against her cheek. “Your hands are warm.”

      
      “Just a couple more seconds,” I
            whispered and unzipped my jacket and wrapped it around her to stop
            her from shivering.

      
      I saw Logan come to the door. He
            reached out and the kid handed him his keys. He stepped back and
            let them in. When the coast was clear she didn’t move. I gave her a
            few minutes and then asked, “You ready?”

      
      When we got in the car, she buckled up
            as I dialed Logan and he answered on the first ring.

      
      “Dad?”

      
      “Yeah just wanted to see what you were
            doing.”

      
      “A few friends came over. We’re
            watching a movie.”

      
      “Girls?”

      
      “Dad.” He warned.

      
      “If there are you have condoms
            right?”

      
      “Dad you can’t be serious.”

      
      “Oh I can be. If you don’t, I can
            bring you some.”

      
      I hear him cover the phone and a
            muffled, ‘Don’t you dare move’ and a female giggled. Then Tessa
            giggles and I shot her a look.

      
      “Dad what the hell is the problem? I
            don’t need condoms, I have them…”

      
      “Why do you have them?”

      
      Tessa smacked me. I grabbed her hand
            and held it still.

      
      “Dad seriously.”

      
      “You don’t need anything distracting
            you. Logan you need to…”

      
      “I’m not gonna move in with some girl
            cause I got her knocked up Dad.”

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      “That’s what Mom said. You and Tessa a
            long time ago you…”

      
      “That’s not how it all went down
            Logan. Not at all. She was; look apparently you and I need to have
            a conversation about life and love son because …”

      
      “Why aren’t you talking to Ava about
            her sex life? Jesus Dad. I’m with my friends, a senior in high
            school. Just leave it alone. Even Mom gets that.”

      
      “Are you high Logan because…” Tessa
            squeezed my hand and I closed my eyes trying to reel it in. Quite
            frankly I had forgotten she was here. And now she heard what he
            just said about my high school days and she was that fucking girl.
            Un. Fucking. Real!

      
      “No Dad. I’m not. I have had a couple
            drinks, I’m not driving. I’m not gonna bang Sadi…”

      
      “What? Sadi?”
         Oh fuck no. “What the
            hell happened to the girl from the other night?”

      
      “She’s my friend…”

      
      “Okay look, why don’t you try that
            girl instead Logan, she seemed nice.” I let go of Tessa’s hands and
            grabbed the steering wheel like it was some sort of stress ball and
            squeezed it.

      
      “Dad, I like this girl.”

      
      “Logan I don’t think…” Tessa smacked
            my stomach. “Why don’t you come home?”

      
      “I will in the morning Dad. I’ll piss
            in a cup so you know I’m not doing drugs and I’ll sit on your lap
            and let you read Good Night Moon to me if that’s what you
            need…”

      
      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I
            asked.

      
      “I’m not a baby Dad, I’m almost
            eighteen. I do well in school. I’m not on drugs. I play sports and
            I’m going to college next year. Isn’t that good Dad? Now please let
            me grow up.”

      
      “I’m proud of who you are Logan. I
            just want you to be able to wake up tomorrow and feel proud of
            yourself.”

      
      Logan sighed, “I planned to ask her
            out tonight.”

      
      “Sadi? You sure Logan because…” Tessa
            smacked my chest again making me stop and I held it again. I looked
            at her and mouthed ‘Ouch’.

      
      “Yeah I’m sure.”

      
      “Do you love her?”

      
      “Dad?” He whined like a little boy
            being asked to do the dishes.

      
      “Be smart and be safe
            okay?”

      
      “Yeah, you too.”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “Love you too.” And he hung
            up.

      
      I looked over at Tessa, “Sorry
            about…”

      
      “Don’t be.” The pressure of a truly
            uncomfortable situation was eased when she laughed,
            “Sadi?”

      
      “I know what the hell?”

      
      “She was a kid. I’m sure she’s happy
            now.”

      
      “We were kids.”

      
      “Yes we were.”

      
      “Look Tessa, I don’t know why he said
            what he did but I’m sorry.” Sorry doesn’t even begin to describe
            what I was. “Ashley should have never…”

      
      She shook her head from side to side.
            “Kids hear what they want, I’m sure that’s all it was.”

      
      “Sure, but still, he doesn’t need to
            know any of that. That’s…”

      
      “Our pictures are in the yearbook.
            They can find them in the library. Our name is on the plaques with
            pictures of homecoming Kings and Queens. It’s not like it’s top
            secret stuff Lucas. No big deal.”

      
      “It is a big deal. I don’t remember
            seeing, ‘oh her, he fucked her and knocked her up…’”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “No damn it. I loved you. You loved
            me. That’s not why we lived together, built a home together.
            That’s…”

      
      “Harper knows.”

      
      “About us?”

      
      “About the miscarriage. I told her
            when she lost her child. It’s not the same but I wanted her to
            know. I hope that doesn’t upset you.”

      
      It did upset me that it still hurt
            her. I thought about it often but knew that if I dwelled on it that
            feelings would be dredged up that didn’t need to be. Things I
            couldn’t change, things that distracted me from what I have now.
            Regardless of how messed up the past was, I still had Tessa’s
            friendship and two beautiful kids. Ones I never thought I
            deserved.

      
      I must have been quiet too long. “I’m
            sorry, I shouldn’t have.”

      
      “No Tessa, that’s not what I was
            thinking.”

      
      I looked at our still linked hands and
            she did too. “Sorry about that.” She pulled her hand
            back.

      
      “No way Tessa, don’t be sorry.” I
            kissed her hand and let go. “We should probably get out of here and
            get you home.”

      
      “Yeah.” As I pulled out onto the road
            she reached back over and held my hand. “You’re a good friend
            Lucas.”

      
      I gave her hand a squeeze and drove
            into the darkness hoping that someday soon I could drive her back
            into the light.

   
      
       


      
       Chapter
                  12

      
       


      
      Lake Watch

      
       


      
       


      
      I looked at my reflection as I looked
            into the mirror in the bathroom getting ready for the wedding. I
            saw a few lines beside my eyes that I hadn’t noticed before, and a
            few gray hairs, they were also new. I grabbed the tweezers and
            pulled them out promptly. They had no business there.

      
      Logan walked in fussing with his tie,
            “Dad I can’t get this.”

      
      “Come here. Okay show me how you’re
            doing it.”

      
      Logan started the process.

      
      “You only crossed once. You have to do
            it twice. Try again.” He tried and succeeded but it was too short.
            “I got it.”

      
      As I tied my sons tie, I
            chuckled.

      
      “You’re laughing at me.” Logan
            groaned.

      
      “No buddy, laughing with you. I
            remember my first formal event. It took me hours to get it right. I
            was so pissed at the tie that I called and told my date I wouldn’t
            be there.”

      
      He laughed, “Why didn’t you have
            Grandma do it?”

      
      Because she was loaded, so
            fucked up she couldn’t function. “She was
            busy.”

      
      “Did you get it or did you did you
            really blow her off?”

      
      “She called crying. I called Tommy. He
            helped me and all was well. There, all done.” I stepped back and
            watched him admire the tie in the mirror. Then looked at himself
            and smiled which made me laugh.

      
      “What? Look at this face, perfection
            Dad.”

      
      “The apple doesn’t fall far from the
            tree boy.”

      
      He stood and watched as I tied my tie.
            We both buttoned our cuffs and started to turn and leave when
            Ashley walked in.

      
      What the hell was she
            wearing?

      
      “Can I use the bathroom a minute or
            are you two going to be awhile?” She asked.

      
      “All yours,” I said as I walked by
            skeptically eyeing the wife.

      
      “What?” She half hissed.

      
      “Nothing Ash, you look nice, that’s
            all.”

      
      I had never seen her in
            such a tight dress, or one as low cut. She did look great. I
            wouldn’t be banging her tonight but someone should.
         Bitch!

      
      ~

      
      The wedding was perfect. Just family
            and a few close friends and very elegant. It was amazing to watch
            Harper smile. She deserved it. So did her husband. Watching them
            made me believe that love could overcome all things.

      
      My girl looked to beautiful, always
            did but today she looked like a little woman. Maddox’s groomsman
            was looking at her in a way that annoyed the fuck out of me, but
            who could blame him? She was petite like Ash, but to damn curvy.
            She also shared the same facial structure as her mother but her
            eyes were a green like mine, her lips were mine, and her skin tone
            was mine as well. I hated that she was too damn beautiful. But the
            girl had my spunk too. She would make a damn good
            lawyer.

      
      Logan drove separate; he brought a
            date…Sadi. God that name still made me cringe. Even worse than that
            was riding with bridezilla.

      
      “Remember our wedding Lucas?” She
            asked as I off drove to the reception.

      
      “Yes. Ava was conceived that
            night.”

      
      “And you went to Tessa thinking Collin
            was missing. You chose her that night, while I stood in a wedding
            dress. After you promised me always.”

      
      “You have got to be kidding Ash. Come
            on for fuck sake. What the hell is your problem?”

      
      “No you wait one minute Lucas! If that
            was Ava that had just exchanged vows and her future husband told
            her to give him a minute so he could get himself together when his
            ex-fiancée was in trouble how would you feel then
            Lucas?”

      
      “Listen to yourself Ashley. You’re
            trying so damn hard to not take responsibility for your actions and
            I am fucking sucking it up! Do you think this is God damn easy for
            me? My wife, the woman I loved, the only person I had ever been
            faithful to, goes and fucks around on me and I am fucking dealing
            with it. I’m not calling you a whore, or kicking your ass out. I am
            trying to keep things normal for the kids and you just keep poking
            at me. How fucking long do you think I can keep that shit
            up?”

      
      “However long she needs you
            to...”

      
      “Enough. I’m done with this fucking
            conversation. Figure out how you can suck it up for your kids. I
            certainly am.”

      
      She didn’t say shit the rest of the
            ride.

      
      When we were at the reception she
            acted sticky sweet to Tessa which infuriated me, which I am sure
            was her intention. Tessa didn’t notice it, thank God. But Jade,
            well her hawk eye, was watching the whole damn thing. She looked
            less than impressed.

      
      Jade and Ryan had kept my secret for a
            long time now. They supported my decision to try to get Logan
            through high school knowing damn well why it was important to me. I
            didn’t want Logan to fuck up and, believe it or not, this shit
            fucks with kids hard especially if their parents are at odds. All I
            wanted was peace for them.

      
      I was having a good time and Jade well
            I owe her big because she could keep a damn secret. She had Ash
            fooled into thinking she was still her best bud. I owed her big for
            that.

      
      Logan and his girl seemed to not be
            having all that great of a time. He seemed to always be with the
            Ross boys and the little Hines girls. I tried to strike up a
            conversation with her and even made her dance with me.

      
      Logan cut in and shortly after he said
            his goodbyes and yes, I reminded him to use a damn
            condom.

      
      Then there was my Princess Ava who was
            dancing with the boy they called T. A fucking drummer who had
            rubbed me the wrong way on several occasions. I was ready to go cut
            in when Harper yelled to me and asked me to make Tessa
            dance.

      
      I made my way over and
            told her that the bride asked me to dance with her and I couldn’t
            tell the bride no on her wedding day. As soon as we got to the
            dance floor the song Eternal Flame
         started, which just happened to be one of the
            first songs she and I had ever danced to.

      
      “You look beautiful Tessa.”

      
      “And you look very nice Lucas. Thanks
            for coming.”

      
      “I wouldn’t miss it for the
            world.”

      
      Tessa nodded, “I know.”

      
      We didn’t say anymore to each other.
            As soon as the song ended, a fast song began and Phoebe came over
            and grabbed her.

      
      “You’re not leaving the dance floor
            now Tessa.” And they were off.

      
      I stood next to Alex and Phoebe’s son,
            Liam, and watched as the women took over the dance
            floor.

      
      I swear I felt daggers in the back of
            my head and turned to see if I was mistaken and nope I wasn’t. Ash
            was pissed. I made my way to the bar and she followed.

      
      “How long do I have to watch this,
            wasn’t twenty plus years enough?” Then she stormed out the
            door.

      
      I saw Tessa’s father, John, looking at
            me. I smiled and nodded and then followed Jezebel out the
            door.

      
      “I want to leave now.” She hissed when
            I came out.

      
      “We can wait until they cut the cake,
            then we can leave.”

      
      “No! You think you’re having a hard
            time Lucas? I’ve watched for years the way you look at her. You
            never stopped loving her!”

      
      “This is not the time nor
            the…”

      
      “Admit it!”

      
      “Could you please keep it down?” This
            was fucking insane.

      
      “Answer one question and then I will
            gladly keep it down.”

      
      “Let’s have it Ash.”

      
      “Are you in love with her?”

      
      “I’ve always loved her as a friend,
            just like Jade, just like…”

      
      “No Lucas, you’re in love with her.
            Stop being a pussy and admit it!”

      
      “Fine if it will end this. Yes I love
            her, always have.”

      
      “And the only reason we are married
            today is because she wouldn’t marry you.”

      
      “Well that’s not a secret Ashley. I
            asked her first but I fucked that up. I take full damn
            responsibility. Now you should do the same...”

      
      “Are you in love with her?”

      
      “Why are you asking me that? What’s
            the damn point?” I was fucking exhausted from her shit. I was so
            close to throwing up my hands and saying walk and don’t come
            back.

      
      “The point is you ruined us! You being
            in love with Tessa ruined us…”

      
      She was out of fucking control. I
            opened the door hoping she’d get in.

      
      “Everything okay?” I looked back and
            Tessa was standing right there. So were Jade, John, Harper, and
            Ava.

      
      “Ash I suggest you get in the car and
            I’ll take you home.” I was not having this here. I got in the car
            hoping Ashley would get in. Hoping she could be a little classier
            than this.

      
      Then I heard my wife say, “Your
            husband is lucky to be dead so he doesn’t have to watch you and my
            husband play grab ass for another…”

      
      Then Tessa slapped her across the
            face. “Don’t you talk about Collin like that ever!”

      
      I was out of the car grabbing Ashley
            who was holding her face.

      
      “She’s just as crazy as
            the rest of the bitches…”

      
      “Get in the fucking car NOW!” I was
            livid.

      
      Ashley jumped in the car and shut the
            door. I tried to open the door and she threw it in drive and peeled
            out of the driveway.

      
      I heard someone behind me and looked.
            Ava was covering her mouth as tears rolled down her
            cheeks.

      
      “She deserves to know Lucas. You tell
            her or I will.” Jade yelled and grabbed Ava. “I’ll take care of the
            girls.”

      
      I looked at Tessa who I knew was
            shocked at what she had heard, and what she had done.

      
      “I’m so…”

      
      “I’m sorry. This isn’t your problem
            it’s mine. You take care of you and your daughter.” She hesitated
            for a moment, “Tessa go. I’ll be in shortly.”

      
      She started walking towards Jade, John
            and the girls. Fuck! I grabbed my phone and dialed
            Ashley.

      
      “What do you want?”

      
      “You on hands free?”

      
      “What the hell do you
            care?”

      
      “I have no fucking clue why I should
            but I do. I don’t want you driving all upset.”

      
      “She hit me and your still there just
            like always…”

      
      “I tried to get you out of here
            Ashley. You left me here! What the hell do you want me to do throw
            on a fucking cape and fly home?”

      
      “I’m going to New Jersey…”

      
      “Bullshit! Your daughter was witness
            to what just went on you’ll…”

      
      “I’m going home to New
            Jersey!”

      
      “Go tomorrow Ashley don’t fucking
            drive…”

      
      “I’m going to…”

      
      “What do you think will happen when
            Dad and your sister find out?”

      
      “You are such an…”

      
      “I don’t really give a shit what you
            think Ashley but your daughter…”

      
      “Tell her to call me.” Was all she
            said before hanging up.

      
      “There’s a room upstairs.
            The girls are up there. A bit of privacy.” John patted my back.
            “You’ll take it slow.”

      
      “What do you mean?” I was shocked as
            hell at what he had said.

      
      “Lucas just take it slow.”

      
      We got upstairs and sat down when Ava
            walked out of the bathroom.

      
      “Ava I’m so sorry. I was wrong to
            hit…” Tessa began.

      
      “Tessa she was wrong to say that about
            Collin. It’s my fault.”

      
      “No Ava it’s not your fault.” I
            squatted next to her and wiped her tears away.

      
      “Is to Dad. Harper I’m so sorry I
            ruined your wedding and your prom. If you never talk to me again I
            would understand.”

      
      “Don’t be silly Ava.” Harper
            said.

      
      “Fuck Harper don’t fucking take off
            like that again.” Maddox said as he stormed

      
      across the room to Harper.

      
      “Sorry it’s just…”

      
      “Listen everyone. What just happened
            out there is unfortunate.” I began.

      
      “Daddy I want to leave.” Ava stood
            up.

      
      “You stay and have fun Ava. I’m gonna
            get a cab and go deal with this.”

      
      “Why! Why don’t you just leave
            her?”

      
      I tried to gain some composure.
            “Bottom line. Your brother needs to finish school. I don’t want him
            distracted. When he’s graduated if that’s what I have to do then I
            will.”

      
      “She’s been cheating on you for…” Jade
            began.

      
      “Okay Jade let’s not do this
            here.”

      
      Jade looked at Tessa and then at Ava.
            “Listen Ava, no one else here is gonna say anything so I will. Your
            Mom has been cheating on your father for years now.”

      
      “Jade that is enough.” Lucas
            warned.

      
      “Then you tell her Lucas. Do you think
            they don’t feel it? Your house is like a fucking iceberg.” She
            looked at Tessa. “You don’t seem surprised.”

      
      “What? I …”

      
      “Oh for Christ sake Jade she didn’t do
            a damn thing.” Lucas snapped.

      
      “It’s all my fault.” Ava
            cried.

      
      “No Ava it’s not. Your
            Mom’s been fucking around for probably half of our
            marriage.”

      
      “Why didn’t you leave her?” Tessa
            snapped.

      
      Lucas looked at her
            stunned.

      
      “Why would you put up with it Lucas?
            God! Collin told me he thought something was going on and…” Tessa
            began.

      
      “Collin knew?” Lucas sounded
            shocked.

      
      Jade laughed. “Where do you think the
            letter came from telling you jackass?”

      
      “Shit that was just recently, I’ve
            known for years.”

      
      “And you did nothing?” Ava
            cried.

      
      “What should I have done Ava? Leave
            her and see you two every other weekend?”

      
      “We would have stayed with
            you!”

      
      “It wouldn’t have been your choice.
            Besides up until a year ago it was just a suspicion. No damn it.
            I’m not going to explain myself to you. Shit happens. That’s it.” I
            scratched my head. “The man I suspected she was with is a
            politician. His brother is the fuck that had you two arrested.
            That’s what my kids would have dealt with, fucking scum like that
            and that wasn’t happening. Ava you tell me what you want and I will
            consider it but you have to consider that Logan is at a very
            impressionable age. I can handle my shit just fine I can assure you
            that.”

      
      Ava stood and hugged me. “Tell me what
            you want and I’ll do it.”

      
      “We have until June; give me at least
            that long.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      Harper took Ava’s hand. “Let’s go eat
            cake.”

      
      She smiled. “Do I look
            okay?”

      
      “Hot as always.”

      
      “Good I need to get laid.”

      
      “Ava!” I snapped.

      
      “Dad how the hell do you hear
            everything?” Ava and Harper laughed as they followed Maddox down
            the stairs.

      
      After they were gone I looked around
            the room at John, Tessa, and Jade. “Look this isn’t a big
            deal.”

      
      “It kind of is.” Jade gave me a
            hug.

      
      “No it’s karma coming back and she’s
            pissed off at me.” I laughed and stepped back.

      
      “You mean God Lucas?” John
            asked.

      
      “Nope. Defiantly karma.” I smiled at
            John. “Okay let’s go eat cake.”

      
      Jade and John left and Tessa stood
            looking at me.

      
      “I’m fine. You gotta march that ass
            downstairs and smile for your girl.”

      
      “I know but I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
            to hit her.”

      
      “Tessa I would’ve done the same
            thing.” I nodded to the stairs. “Wanna race?”

      
      She smiled sadly, “Yeah.”

      
      “You first.” She started walking and I
            was checking out her ass when she looked back and hell yes she
            caught me. “Links you first.”

      
      “Baby I’ve had a bad night.” I stuck
            my lip out and pouted. “Just let me have this moment.”

      
      “You are an ass.” She laughed and
            continued walking.

      
      “Did I mention it’s been a real bad
            night? You could at least shake that ass for me; you know just to
            help me out.”

      
      And no shit, she
            did. Thank you God.

      
      ~

      
      Jade and Ryan were
            dancing. Phoebe and Alex were dancing. John and Maggie were
            dancing. Ava and that fucking drummer were dancing. His hands were
            a little too low on her hips and his lips were on hers.
         Hell no!

      
      I was about ready to walk over and
            grab him when Tessa grabbed my arm. “Where do you think you’re
            going?”

      
      I pointed as the boy T glanced over at
            me. “Right there.”

      
      “Lucas leave them alone,” she
            laughed.

      
      “That boy rubs me the wrong damn
            way.”

      
      “I could always have Liam cut in.” She
            laughed.

      
      My jaw dropped and then snapped
            shut.

      
      “Go ahead say whatever you wanna
            say.”

      
      “You knew about Liam and
            Ava?”

      
      “Well sort of.”

      
      “Then you owe me Ross...”

      
      “Abrahams.” She looked down and
            frowned.

      
      “Same girl, you haven’t
            changed.”

      
      She let out a deep breath and then
            looked up at me.

      
      “You’ll be okay girl, I promise. But
            you do owe me.”

      
      Her lips curved a bit, “And why do I
            owe you?”

      
      “You knew about Ava and Ash and never
            told me.”

      
      “Lucas I really wanted to. I told
            Collin he had to tell you.”

      
      “Well apparently he did via letter
            from Jade. But you still owe me because the letter came six months
            ago and…”

      
      “No.” She shook her head back and
            forth. “It was in December that he told me. The night before.” She
            stopped and closed her eyes again.

      
      “It’s okay. Stop okay; we don’t need
            to talk about it. You’ve done so well today. Every day.” I stopped
            and took her hand and dragged her behind me to the dance floor
            right next to my daughter. When I turned around Tessa rolled her
            eyes. “What?”

      
      “You should let her have
            fun.”

      
      “She’s had a rough night. I don’t want
            her thinking that sucking face will make it better.”

      
      “There’s worse ways to deal with
            pain.”

      
      “Oh yeah like what?” I asked as I
            pulled her just a little closer.

      
      “Smoking pot?” Tessa laughed and so
            did I. When Toby, Tessa’s family friend and the boy she ran to when
            I fucked up the first time in high school died in a tragic accident
            she went to a party and smoked pot.

      
      The song changed and I had
            to act like I hadn’t heard it a hundred times since her husband’s
            death and thought about her. The Fray, Look After You.

      
      I’m sure the fact that I pulled her
            even closer didn’t go unnoticed, nor did the fact that she relaxed
            further as we danced.

      
      Fuck if this song wasn’t perfect. I
            would be the one looking after her, for the rest of her life.
            Ashley was right; I was still in love with Tessa Ann
            Ross-Abraham.
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      The morning after the wedding I woke
            to Ava sobbing and ran down the hall thinking it was another dream.
            It wasn’t. Logan was comforting her. After a phone call to her
            mother that apparently didn’t go well.

      
      I must have looked like a
            deer in the headlights when I looked at Logan because he asked if I
            thought he didn’t know what the fuck had been going on. I explained
            that I hoped to get through his senior year and he explained to me
            that his mother had been prepping him for this day for at least
            seven months now. That he had overheard conversations she had on
            the phone where she was giggly and as he put it ‘Acting like a
            fucking sophomore girl when he smiled at her.’ I wanted to ask him
            why he didn’t bother telling me because I had no clue until six
            months ago but I didn’t. I wouldn’t have wanted to be in his
            position and I wouldn’t be making this any harder on my kids than I
            had to.

      
      I tried to talk Ava into calling her
            but she flat out refused. She had pieced together times when her
            mother acted differently and she felt betrayed. I would never tell
            her that during her senior prom her mother wasn’t there because she
            was fucking Robert to hurt me. I had been played like that a time
            or twenty and I wouldn’t use my kids as fucking pawns in a game of
            which parent was more fucked up.

      
      Logan stayed with Jade and Ryan when I
            took Ava back to school and then swung by to chat with Ashley.
            Check this shit out; she already had papers drawn up by her lawyer,
            the same fuck she was banging. She wanted to be sure Logan was
            allowed to drive to see her every other weekend and I told her that
            was up to him and that she should put forth the effort to come stay
            with him. I would gladly leave the house for the weekend. Logan was
            a senior with friends and sports that kept him busy. She insisted
            on hanging onto the lie that I did this and how lucky I was that
            fate took Collin out of the picture because she was sure I was
            ecstatic. I informed her that she was a cold bitch and that if
            Collin was still here I wouldn’t have a chance in hell with Tessa
            and if she hadn’t cheated I wouldn’t have that chance either. That
            I would have been faithful to her forever. She laughed in my face
            and I swear to you, through everything we had been through, I had
            never thought she was as hideous as she was right now.

      
      On my drive home I called Ryan. I
            wanted to know how Logan was and after I knew he was alright I told
            him everything Ash had said. I heard a familiar laugh in the
            background and knew Tessa was there.

      
      “What’s Tessa doing?”

      
      “She and Jade are looking at old
            pictures, with Logan.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “Yes sir. When will you be
            back?”

      
      “A couple hours.”

      
      “Great stop over for dinner,” he said
            and then whispered. “I’ll try to keep her here.”

      
      “Ryan don’t do that.
            Logan…”

      
      “Is fine, man.”

      
      ~

      
      When I pulled in an hour and a half
            later, Logan was walking out of the house.

      
      “Where you think you’re going?” I
            patted his back and smiled.

      
      “Dex and I are going to the
            mall.”

      
      “Then back here?”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      “Wait what does sure mean?”

      
      “Well he wanted me to come over but in
            light of recent events if you need me…”

      
      “I always need you Logan but your life
            doesn’t change because of this.”

      
      “That’s what I told Ava this morning.
            That it’s not like Mom’s been here much anyway.”

      
      “So Ava asked you to babysit your old
            man?” It made me laugh.

      
      “Yeah I guess.” He scratched his head
            and laughed too.

      
      “What do you want to do?”

      
      “Stay the night at his place. His
            brothers’ home from Afghanistan and I kind of wanted to hang out
            with them.”

      
      “Go. Don’t drink, don’t
            drive…”

      
      “Wear a condom. Maybe a helmet and sit
            in an adult size car seat?”

      
      “Exactly. Call me when you get there
            and if you leave.”

      
      “Got it.” He started walking away and
            then stopped. “You okay Dad?”

      
      “I am, Logan.” He looked at me like he
            wanted to ask another question but couldn’t. I knew exactly what it
            was. “Your mom is too buddy. She and I are dissolving our marriage
            but I promise to try to do everything in my power to make it
            alright okay?”

      
      “I know. Love ya Dad. Talk to you
            later.”

      
      ~

      
      I walked next door after showering and
            changing my clothes. Not to impress Tessa but because I had spent
            at least nine hours in a damn vehicle today and I was tired but
            really wanted to see her tonight.

      
      When I walked in she and Jade were
            sitting in the living room. “Ryan around?”

      
      “Out back at the grill. Did you see
            Logan?”

      
      “Yeah. Thanks for hanging out with him
            today.”

      
      “I don’t know how we got through it,
            he’s a dreadful boy,” Jade laughed and Tessa elbowed her. “He knows
            I’m joking. I love Loggie.”

      
      “How was Ava?”

      
      “Ava is perfect.” I grabbed my phone
            out of my pocket remembering I forgot to call her like I promised
            when I got home and sent her a text letting her know.

      
      My phone immediately rang and there
            she was on the screen at seven years old smiling a big toothless
            grin looking as cute as a button.

      
      “Hey Ava…Yes I saw her… Yep everything
            is alright,” I covered the receiver so she couldn’t hear me,
            “Excuse me a moment.” And I walked into the kitchen.

      
      I told Ava that we signed papers and
            she was so angry and wanted to know how this happened so soon and
            then a split second later asked when the divorce would take place.
            Then she told me she was happy that I could move on with my life
            and then she started to cry. I turned around to see Jade and Tessa
            standing there. I walked around them to go outside and have the,
            what I assumed would be a twenty minute conversation trying to calm
            her down.

      
      When she was calmed down, I told her I
            knew she could handle this and asked that she not tell Logan yet. I
            wanted to be the one to tell him.

      
      After the call ended, I walked out and
            looked at Tessa and Jade, who were both a bit tipsy and looking at
            me like I was a poor little puppy dog who was lost. I raised my
            eyebrow. “Still don’t like it when people look like they feel sorry
            for me.”

      
      “You’re separated?” Tessa gasped,
            “That was fast.”

      
      “Not really.” I was uncomfortable as
            hell having this conversation with her. “Beer?”

      
      “Fuck that,” Jade laughed, “It’s a
            champagne kind of night.”

      
      I laughed and excuse myself. I went
            home and grabbed four bottles from the case from my wedding that I
            planned on drinking when this day finally came. And drink we did.
            We laughed and talked about the old days. About football, field
            hockey, and epic fuck ups that weren’t funny but after all that
            champagne they seemed fucking hysterical.

      
      Somewhere around midnight I stumbled
            into the bathroom and found Tessa sitting on the ground next to the
            toilet.

      
      “You okay?”

      
      “Just waiting.”

      
      “For what Tessa.”

      
      “To puke. It’s gonna happen. Always
            does. First the room spins, then the stomach turns and then it’s
            all over but the crying.”

      
      “You been drinking a lot?”

      
      She started laughing, “No. But I’m no
            good at it.”

      
      I sat down next to her and
            laughed.

      
      “Jade and Ryan?”

      
      “Sleeping,” I answered.

      
      “I’m ...I gotta go home.”

      
      “I don’t think you’re in any shape to
            drive.”

      
      She closed one eye and looked at
            me.

      
      “You winking at me Tessa?”

      
      “No I’m trying…there are two of you.”
            I laughed and she did to. “Water, ibuprofen, bed, sleep, hangover,
            and no more drinking.”

      
      “I can get you the water, ibuprofen
            and tuck you in. I can’t do a damn thing about the
            hangover.”

      
      I pulled her up and steadied her. “I
            can do this.”

      
      “Okay! You pretend you can tough girl
            and I will pretend I’m not helping you.”

      
      I got her in the kitchen where she
            swayed as she held onto the counter. We each had a glass of water
            and two ibuprofen.

      
      “You sure this is ibuprofen?” She
            asked.

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Wait, are you taking me to bed?” She
            stumbled when she turned around and looked up at me. She tried to
            put her hand on her hip and missed. She was fucked up.

      
      I covered my mouth trying to hide the
            grin threatening and nodded my head.

      
      She closed one eye again and looked
            sternly at me. “I’m not going to have sex with you.”

      
      I couldn’t help laugh out loud and she
            dove towards me and covered my mouth. “You’ll wake up
            Jade.”

      
      I pulled her hand from my mouth and
            picked her up. “Don’t move damn it or we’ll both fall down the
            stairs.” I said as I carried her to my old bedroom.

      
      I set her on the bed. “Lucas we
            can’t.”

      
      “I said I was going to tuck you in
            bed, not fuck…”

      
      She was staring at my lips and traced
            them with her finger. “You have pretty lips.”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Uh huh.” She reached and grabbed the
            side of my head and pulled me down inches from her lips. “If I
            wanted to fuck, you would right?”

      
      “Tessa we’re both fucked-up,” I
            began.

      
      “So? You would right?”

      
      “Not like this.” I kissed her head and
            stood up. “You and I need to talk about this sober…”

      
      “You’re such a pussy,” she laughed and
            flopped back on the bed giggling.

      
      “You’re a damn tease still. Okay scoot
            up; let me get you tucked in so I can go home a jerk
            off.”

      
      She laughed, “Nope. I’m staying like
            this.”

      
      I scooped her up and pulled the covers
            down and set her on the bed. She sat up and tried to
            stand.

      
      “Baby please just lay down and go to
            sleep.” I was having a hard time not crawling in bed with
            her.

      
      “I don’t want to sleep. And if I did I
            couldn’t in these things anyway.” She undid her jeans and pushed
            them down, and tried to step out of them. “Uh oh, this is a pain in
            the butt.”

      
      She sat and fought with her pants
            until I couldn’t take it. “Listen pain in the ass. Sit
            still.”

      
      She laughed and did as she was asked.
            I pulled her pants off. “While you’re down there,” she
            giggled.

      
      “You need to get laid
            Tessa?”

      
      “That was a bit…crude.”

      
      “You’re teasing a man who the last
            time he had sex with anyone other than his hand was Christmas day
            when I banged my wife in the ass because she hid the phone she was
            talking to her lover on. I fucked her so he could hear. Now that
            Tessa,” I stopped and pulled my shirt off. “Is fucking crude. Now
            lift your arms.”

      
      She sat stunned but she lifted her
            arms. I pulled her shirt over her head. “You have the best tits
            I’ve ever seen. That’s crude.” I pulled my shirt over her head and
            reached around her and undid her bra. “Pull your arms out Tessa
            because if I so much as graze a finger across your tits I am going
            to have to taste them.”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “Now scoot back on the pillow and lay
            down.” I dropped my pants and stepped out of them and climbed in
            next to her.

      
      “Are we going to…”

      
      “No Baby, not tonight. Tomorrow we
            have a sober discussion about what we are going to do. Right now I
            am dying to hold you while you fall asleep.”

      
      “I don’t sleep.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      She looked at me and swallowed hard.
            “Bad dreams.”

      
      “Well I am an expert at these dreams.
            Remember high school Tessa? I got you through them then and I can
            do it again. But you’re going to let me kiss you now so that our
            first kiss in over twenty years is one of choice.”

      
      I didn’t wait for her to respond I
            just slowly moved down to her lips and let mine rest on hers. It
            felt so damn good. I rubbed my lips across hers and her breathe
            hitched. I wet my lips with my tongue.

      
      “This is for us. You and
            me.”

      
      I kissed her cheek and slowly moved to
            her mouth. There was no hesitation on her part. She met my kiss
            with the same soft pressure I was giving. I rubbed her lip with my
            tongue and she opened her mouth to me not just allowing but seeking
            more.

      
      She tastes of champagne and Tessa. The
            forbidden fruit that I had forced myself not to desire for so many
            years. Our tongues met and I slowly stroked mine against hers as
            she did the same to me. Softly, gently her tongue caressed
            mine.

      
      When I finally pulled away, needing a
            breath, she closed her eyes.

      
      I rubbed her cheek, “You
            okay?”

      
      She nodded yes.

      
      I kissed her again and she kissed me
            back. This time with more force. Her hand was on the back of my
            neck, pulling me closer and her tongue became hungrier. Almost a
            forced urgency.

      
      “Baby slow okay. This has got to
            go…”

      
      She sat up and leaned over. A very
            dominant move. She kissed me harder, pushing me back and climbed up
            on me as she continued to kiss me. Urgency, desire, and need was
            felt in each stroke of her tongue. I took her face in my hands and
            pulled her back gently. “Baby, this…”

      
      “Will you tell me no Lucas?” She
            lifted her shirt and her breasts were lit up by the moonlight
            peeking through the window. “If I ask you to bite them will you
            tell me no?”

      
      “I really think it is best we talk
            through some things…”

      
      She leaned over pushing her breasts
            against my face.

      
      “I have no desire to talk right now.
            This is what I want. Don’t tell me no.”

      
      I have no idea where the fucking
            strength comes from when it comes to her but this wasn’t right. “I
            want this to be right baby.” I held her breasts in my hands and
            pushed her up.

      
      “Does it feel wrong?”

      
      “You tell me Tessa. Tell me that this
            isn’t gonna be a one night thing, because you and I both know that
            when, either of us is hurting, it’s this comfort we
            seek.”

      
      “Then we give it to each other.” She
            reached down and stroked me over my boxer briefs.

      
      “And no one else. I want this time to
            be forever, I want…”

      
      She kissed me as she pulled my
            erection free. Her tongue- tasting me, her hand stroking me against
            her wet panties, was more than I could take.

      
      “Stop.” I lifted her off me. “Look at
            me.”

      
      She raised her chin in the air and
            covered herself.

      
      “Baby look at me.”

      
      She turned and scowled at me and tried
            not to show the hurt.

      
      “I don’t want this to be a rebound
            Tessa. I want it to be what it was supposed to be from day fucking
            one. You and I do this and it’s forever.”

      
      “So you think it should have been like
            this from day one?” She hissed. “You’re wrong. Collin was meant for
            me…”

      
      “Okay give it to me Tessa. Say what
            you need to but then you’ll listen.”

      
      “Fuck you Lucas.” She tried to stand
            and I pulled her back down.

      
      “Collin and you were meant to be. So
            where Ashley and I. There are five kids between us that were
            absolutely meant to be. As you said a lifetime ago, we were
            supposed to be friends back then. That things happen for a reason.
            Everything Tessa. So yes, I believe without a doubt that it was
            written in the stars that you married a man who loved you and you
            gave him a love he never expected. A family he never knew he could
            have. He cherished you the way you deserved to be cherished. Same
            with me. Had I not lost you I never would have my kids. I never
            would have been a faithful man. But you and I were meant to be
            together at some point and if you can tell me I’m wrong you’ll be
            lying to yourself.”

      
      “I don’t want to lie to anyone. I want
            to get laid. I want to escape once in a while. But if you’re not
            the man…”

      
      “I’m the only fucking man for the job
            Sweetheart.” Okay so now I was getting pissed.

      
      “Then shut up and fuck me Lucas. Take
            me away for a while. Let me get lost in you and you in
            me…”

      
      “You promise me that after your done
            getting lost, you will look at me and know that’s also where you’ll
            find yourself and I am up for any fucking thing you
            want.”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “No damn it! You promise me because I
            love you so damn much, Tessa that I will not fuck this
            up.”

      
      She took in a deep breath and her
            shoulders shook as she tried not to cry. “Don’t say that to
            me.”

      
      “I can’t help myself. Because our time
            is now. Accept it or not. I have loved you through every part of my
            life.”

      
      “I can’t say that back to you
            Lucas.”

      
      “You will when you’re ready. Come back
            and lay down. Let me help you sleep. Tomorrow we talk about
            this.”

      
      “I can’t when I’m sober.” She laid
            down and yawned.

      
      “This isn’t wrong Tessa. Don’t hide
            behind the 'I was drunk' excuse. When you’re ready I will be there,
            hard as fuck and ready to fuck you through whatever it is you need
            me to.”

      
      ~

      
      She woke after I had been awake for
            almost an hour. Her body was draped across mine.

      
      “Oh God…”

      
      “No Lucas. Good morning
            Baby.”

      
      “Lucas this, this was a
            bad…”

      
      “Nope.” I kissed her and she pulled
            back.

      
      “I can’t do this Lucas.”

      
      “Tell me why?”

      
      “I’m not ready. My kids, your
            kids…”

      
      “This is about you and me.”

      
      She closed her eyes and tears
            fell.

      
      “Please don’t cry…”

      
      “They’re going to be so disappointed
            in me.”

      
      “Tell me what to do to make it
            easier.”

      
      “Pretend it didn’t happen.”

      
      “Baby, the only thing that happened
            was a lot of kissing, some arguing, and I told you I loved you and
            that we could take this as slow…” She rolled off of me and sat up.
            “Hold up.”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Yes.” I grabbed her chin and turned
            her to me. “What I’m hearing is you’re afraid of what your kids
            will think…”

      
      “And yours Lucas. Plus I’m not ready
            for anyone telling me they love me. That’s just…”

      
      “The truth. What you’ve always gotten
            from me. Listen TT…”

      
      “Oh nice Lucas…”

      
      “Tell me how this is gonna go but
            don’t walk away.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “You and I. What do you need from
            me…”

      
      “I needed to get laid last night but
            apparently you weren’t up for the job.”

      
      I chuckled and she looked at me in the
            pissy Tessa way that honest to God, turned me on even more. “You
            know I was up for it. You had my cock in your hand and…”

      
      “Shut up Lucas, God.” She covered her
            face and I wasn’t sure if she was laughing or crying.

      
      I pulled my hand away and her face was
            bright red. “Whenever you need to get laid I’m all in. But just me.
            And let me tell you something. This can be between you and me for
            as long as you need but I will not share you and I will not hide
            forever. I love you Tessa.”

      
      “Stop saying that,” she
            whispered.

      
      “No,” I whispered back.

      
      A shy little smile played on her lips.
            I grabbed her, pulled her on her back, and held my body over
            hers.

      
      I kissed her hard, holding her hands
            above her head as she squirmed beneath me. “Lucas Links reporting
            for duty.” I said against her mouth and she laughed.

      
      I kissed her and rolled off and held
            her hand.

      
      “You’re in charge here Tessa
            Ann.”

      
      She rolled to her side and looked up
            at me. “No one knows.”

      
      “Not until you’re ready.”

      
      “I call the shots.”

      
      “To some extent.”

      
      “Oh here we go,” she rolled her
            eyes.

      
      “We won’t talk about anything that
            makes you uncomfortable. I get to see you at least every other day.
            You can’t tell me not to say I love you. And you can’t…”

      
      “Damn Links, this sounded fun now
            you’re getting all needy,” she poked me and laughed. “Maybe I
            should find some other boy toy.”

      
      I tried to act like I was not irate
            over that comment but I was. “No fucking way.”

      
      I pulled her on top of me and pushed
            her up to a seated position.

      
      “This is the last dick you’ll be
            riding. Do you understand?”

      
      “I thought I was in
            control.”

      
      I grabbed her hips and pushed mine
            against her. “That’s yours and yours only. My heart is too, so
            don’t fuck with it Tessa.”

      
      She nodded and closed her eyes. I
            pulled her hips forward again and then back.

      
      “I cannot wait until I get my first
            booty call Baby.”

      
      “What if I’m never ready
            Lucas?”

      
      “You will be.”

      
      The door flew open and Tessa jumped up
            and off of me.

      
      “Well what have we here?” Jade laughed
            as she walked in and sat on the bed.

      
      “So much for that,” I whispered to
            Tessa.

      
      “I’ll kick your ass if you say a damn
            word Jade.” Tessa snapped.

      
      “Did it feel the same as before? Did
            you find the old groove you two use to rock to?”

      
      “He told me no,” Tessa scowled at
            her.

      
      Jade laughed and stood up. “I was
            gonna tell Tessa breakfast was ready. I’ll go let Ryan know she
            brought a plus one.”
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      Logan was home earlier than expected.
            By one, he and I had been at the gym and went out to lunch. By two,
            he was ready to take a nap. I sat down at my desk to see what my
            week looked like. Things around here were about to
            change.

      
      Most of the time I could handle things
            from home. Now I would have to fly to Jersey when I was needed in
            the office. Ashley wouldn’t be available and I sure as hell
            wouldn’t ask her to be. I decided if I flew in I could be back
            leaving him no longer than an hour to have to be home
            alone.

      
      I looked at the jobs we had going for
            the next two weeks and sent messages to the foreman of each job. An
            hour and a half later I had everything set for the next three weeks
            and then Logan and I would be taking off for Spring break. I was
            hoping to get Ava there for part of it. I hated their school
            schedules being different.

      
      As much as I tried not to think about
            Tessa I couldn’t stop myself. Last night was amazing. Holding her,
            kissing her, and telling her I loved her even though she didn’t
            want to hear it. I sent her a message.

      
      -Hey there. Just wanted to
            know how you were feeling…LL

      
      I felt like a damn kid waiting for her
            reply. One that didn’t come.

      
      After an hour I called Ryan. “Hey man
            what’s up?”

      
      He laughed, “Not much.”

      
      “What’s so funny?”

      
      “You, Tessa, this whole
            thing.”

      
      “Why is it funny?”

      
      “Well Jade just got off the phone with
            her and…”

      
      “I’m not calling about Tessa.” Okay so
            I was but I certainly didn’t want them to know what a bitch I was
            being.

      
      “Oh no?” Ryan chuckled.

      
      “No. I was going through my schedule
            and I had a few questions.”

      
      “Ok, what are they?”

      
      It took me a few minutes to come up
            with some sort of bullshit. “If I need some help can you guys help
            me out?”

      
      “Why don’t you text Tessa and see if
            she can…” Ryan started.

      
      “Fuck you man.”

      
      “Don’t bullshit me then.”

      
      “Why the hell is she ignoring
            me?”

      
      “She’s still healing
            Lucas.”

      
      “Uh huh. Great. This is fuckin
            ridiculous.”

      
      “At least she’s talking to Jade now.
            She wasn’t saying shit before.”

      
      “She should be talking to
            me.”

      
      “Lucas come on she…”

      
      “I gotta go, talk to you soon
            man.”

      
      ~

      
      I laid in bed trying my best to think
            of a reason not to jump in my damn vehicle and drive to her. I
            thought of two. Logan and her. I couldn’t push. I knew this in my
            head, but fuck if my heart wasn’t going crazy.

      
      I decided to send her one last text
            before forcing myself to fall asleep.

      
      -Sleep well Baby. Don’t
            overthink this please…LL

      
      ~

      
      I spent the day going over bids on
            jobs and was about ready to lose it when I decided to book mine and
            Logan’s trip. I booked at Sandos Playacar; looked pretty damn cool
            and we could explore the Mayan ruins the property boasted
            of.

      
      I decided to run off some of this
            nervous energy before I text her again. Three times without a
            return would piss me off…worse.

      
      I threw on my shoes and headed out the
            door. I looked next door as Tessa pulled in. Now if I was a smart
            man I would turn and run the opposite direction but right now I
            wasn’t feeling all that damn smart. I ran up to her as she was
            about to walk in the door.

      
      “Wait!”

      
      She turned and looked at me.
            “Hi.”

      
      “Hi? Hi? Is that all I get after the
            other night?”

      
      “Lucas, it was a mistake…”

      
      “No Tessa. There was only one mistake
            made that night. And let me tell you this right now it won’t happen
            again.”

      
      “What are you talking about?” Tessa
            whispered as she opened the door.

      
      “I told you no many years ago and that
            screwed everything up. I tried to be what you needed then and I
            wasn’t. I am standing right here Tessa, the man you knew I could be
            and as much as I knew I wanted to be I couldn’t. Not until it was
            too late. I have a second chance to love you the way you deserve me
            to love you. I can right every fucking wrong. I can take away your
            nightmares, ease your pain, and make you love me again. I’m so
            sorry that you lost him, Baby. I really am…”

      
      “Don’t. Please just don’t. I can’t
            betray my love for him. I can’t do that. Don’t you get it Lucas? He
            is still in here.” She held her hand to her heart. “There is no
            room for anymore.”

      
      “You’re wrong Tessa. You. Are.
            Wrong.”

      
      “Leave it alone…”

      
      “I won’t. You deserve to be loved
            again.”

      
      “So do you! I’m not the one to do it
            Lucas.”

      
      “You’re the only one who can. And I’m
            the only one who can do it for you.”

      
      “Not now.”

      
      “Then when?”

      
      “I’m here to see Jade,
            Lucas…”

      
      “She’s not here but I am. I’m standing
            right here. Don’t shut me out.”

      
      Tears started falling down her face
            and I immediately regretted pushing. “Three months ago I lost
            Collin. Two nights ago I’m drunk and asking you to do me. How
            fucked up is that? I can’t talk to you about this Lucas because
            it’s about you. It’s about how disgusted I feel about wanting you
            because I am still grieving the loss of a man who would never hurt
            me.”

      
      “I’m a different man now. I know I
            hurt you. I also know you’re going to try to sabotage us. Because
            you’re doing it right now. You’re making me doubt who I
            am.”

      
      “That’s not what I’m trying to
            do.”

      
      “Then what are you trying to do? We
            talked about this.”

      
      “You promised not to talk about
            anything. I can’t, not this soon. Maybe not ever.”

      
      “Just to me? Can you talk to Jade?”
            She nodded and I wiped her tears. “You know why that is?” She shook
            her head no. “You don’t think I can handle it. You think that it’ll
            hurt me. It won’t Tessa. I kind of loved the guy too.”

      
      She nodded.

      
      “And I know he gave a shit about me
            too.”

      
      “Because he knew that I
            did.”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Yeah. Like Ashley said at least he
            doesn’t have to…”

      
      “Oh no,” I pulled her into a hug.
            “Your guy knew I wasn’t competition. Maybe not at first but very
            soon after. He was kind of full of himself you know.”

      
      She looked up. “Sure of
            himself.”

      
      “Right.” I kissed her head.

      
      “Do you think I hurt him by keeping
            you in my life?”

      
      “My wife is a bitch, something I
            didn’t really know until recently. She said it to …”

      
      “Make me hurt and carry her guilt.”
            She nodded.

      
      “Jade?” I asked assuming that’s where
            Tessa got that idea from.

      
      “Yes Jade. But she called it
            projecting.”

      
      “Yeah she and I had the same
            conversation.”

      
      “We aren’t supposed to talk about
            this.”

      
      “What else did Jade say,
            Tessa?”

      
      “She said I pushed her to take a
            chance with Ryan after Tommy died and it had only been four
            months.”

      
      “What else?” I liked where this was
            leading.

      
      “That I’m not a slut. We’d been on two
            dates already.”

      
      “You and I?”

      
      “No me and the man on the moon,” she
            tried to joke.

      
      “Well we technically have been on
            three. The game. The elevator ride to almost have dinner with Jose.
            What the hell was the other one?”

      
      “The wedding. Apparently I danced with
            you, which counts.”

      
      “And that’s three?” She nodded.
            “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      
      “That it’s acceptable after three
            dates.”

      
      I smirked and whispered in her ear,
            “Are we talking about sex?” She laughed. “Well then you’re behind
            because we also had dinner together, drinks, and a make out session
            that resulted in dry humping and some heavy petting.”

      
      She looked at me and I looked at my
            watch. “What are your plans for this afternoon?” She shrugged her
            shoulders. “Well I just cleared my schedule and I am going to take
            you home and have my way with you.”

      
      “Now?” Her voice squeaked it was so
            damn adorable.

      
      “Yeah now. I’m gonna pick you up.
            You’re going to wrap your legs around me and I’m walking you to my
            place and taking my time reacquainting myself with every inch of
            your body.”

      
      “Not in your house.”

      
      “Yours?”

      
      “No. Not there either.”

      
      “You are a pain in the
            ass.”

      
      “Here.”

      
      “Luke’s room?”

      
      “It worked before.”

      
      “Yeah it did.”

      
      It took no time for me to lift her up
            and less time for her legs to wrap around me.

      
      My hands were up her shirt and cupping
            her tits before I was up the stairs. Her mouth was on mine two
            seconds later.

      
      “God Baby, I love the girls.” I said
            as I sat on the bed and pulled her shirt over her head.

      
      “Ladies now. Three kids later Lucas
            and they just aren’t the same.”

      
      I unsnapped her bra and pulled it down
            her arms. “Liar.” Was all I could say before my mouth was taking in
            as much as I could.

      
      She started to pull my shirt off.
            “Fuck Baby just rip it off.” She laughed and I lifted my arms. She
            pulled it up slowly. “This is no striptease Tessa; I’m like a
            fuckin’ starved man in front of an all you can eat buffet. I love
            the girls so damn much.”

      
      I pulled my shirt off and flipped her
            on her back. I leaned over and played with her rosy pebbled nipple
            and sucked hard on the other. “Oh God.”

      
      I reached down and unbuttoned her
            pants and shoved my hand inside. “Damn Baby always so well
            groomed.” I took her tit back in my mouth as I ran my finger up and
            down her seam.

      
      “Lucas.” She moaned and her hand
            traveled down my stomach and then my running pants.

      
      I pushed a finger inside and found her
            spot immediately. “Awe. Oh God. Lucas not yet. Oh God don’t
            stop!”

      
      I continued tapping her spot, rubbing
            it as she tried to control herself. “Your right there baby, give it
            to me.”

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      I used my thumb to tease her clit as I
            continued rubbing her hot spot until she clenched around me. “Let
            go Baby. Now damn it!” I sucked her nipple hard in my mouth and she
            let go, shattered in my hand.

      
      “Yes, yes, oh yes!”

      
      She lay limp and I continued caressing
            her now soaked pussy and sucking and kissing her tits.

      
      I leaned down to kiss her as she
            opened her eyes and smiled shyly while biting her lip.

      
      “Good?”

      
      “Very good.”

      
      “We can stop. If that’s all you want…”
            Her hand began stroking me again. “Damn.”

      
      “Damn.” She leaned up and kissed me as
            her hand continued up and down my shaft. “You haven’t lost your
            touch Links.”

      
      “Nah, my fingers just
            remember the best place it’s ever been.” Her thumb rubbed my head
            and I swear I almost came right there. “Baby you know the
            song Closer to the Edge?”

      
      “I think so.” She looked at me like I
            was crazy.

      
      “It’s by 30 Seconds to Mars. You keep
            that up and that’s all I’ll have for you.”

      
      I bent down and pulled her lip with my
            teeth. “I don’t want it to end that quick.”

      
      “Your pants are still on.” She pushed
            her mouth against mine.

      
      “So are yours,’” I pulled my hand out
            of her pants.

      
      I stood up and grabbed her
            pants and pulled them down. I allowed myself to take the time
            looking at her body. Aged to
            perfection.

      
      “You know how beautiful you are
            Tessa?” I bent over and kissed her stomach.

      
      “Your pants are still on.”

      
      “Damn girl give me a minute to enjoy
            disrobing you.” I smiled at her. “I’ve wondered if you’ve changed
            and you haven’t.”

      
      “I have and you’re making me a bit
            uncomfortable please just…”

      
      I pulled her down so her ass was at
            the edge of the bed and put her feet on my shoulders. “You are bare
            as a baby’s ass. When did you do that?”

      
      “Yesterday. Your pants
            Lucas.”

      
      I smiled and looked up at her, “For
            me?”

      
      “Lucas.”

      
      I dropped my pants and boxers and she
            closed her eyes and swallowed. “Eyes open Tessa.”

      
      I rubbed my dick up and down her
            seam.

      
      “I could stay like this all
            day.”

      
      “Please.”

      
      “Let me take my time.”

      
      I pushed in a little and she clenched,
            “Ahh fuck. You have the tightest little pussy in the entire world
            Baby.”

      
      “Please just...” I pushed in further,
            “Yes, oh more please.”

      
      “Fuck,” I hissed. “Promise me if this
            goes all wrong you’ll give me another shot?”

      
      “I thought I was in charge. You said I
            could be in…” I slammed into her. “Ahh! Ahh!”

      
      I stopped and looked down at our
            bodies’ connection. I was inside, plugged in, balls deep to a woman
            I never dreamed I would ever be in again.

      
      “Lucas?” She panted.

      
      I looked up at her flushed face. “I
            fucking love you.”

      
      “Don’t say…”

      
      I pulled out and slammed into her
            again and she screamed out my name. “I love you Baby always have
            and always will.”

      
      Her eyes started to tear up as I
            lowered her legs and pulled her up. I grabbed her by the ass and
            lifted her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and tears began to
            fall. “Don’t cry.” I kissed her as I sat on the bed. She sat back
            and rested her hands on my knees. I wiped her tears away. “You
            ready to come again?” She forced a smile. “Hang on
            Baby.”

      
      I held her hips as she held my legs
            and I slide her up and down my cock drenched with her
            juices.

      
      “You feel so damn good… Too damn
            good.” I thrust into her harder over and over again. “You come with
            me?”

      
      “Yes, oh yes.”

      
      I grabbed her ass and stood. “Against
            the wall.”

      
      I pushed her against the door and
            pumped into her. Hanging on as much as I could until she fell apart
            again. “Condom. Oh fuck Lucas!”

      
      I pulled out as I came all over her
            inner thigh.

      
      We both panted, looking into each
            other’s eyes.

      
      I stepped back and wiped the sweat
            from her forehead and then mine.

      
      “Baby I thought…” I stopped and
            grabbed tissues off of the dresser and cleaned her up. “You haven’t
            gone through the change yet?”

      
      “NO!” She gasped.

      
      “Okay well I pulled out, we’re all
            good.” I kissed her and she scowled. “Tessa don’t be like that
            please.”

      
      “Are you trying to get me knocked
            up?”

      
      I grabbed another tissue and cleaned
            myself up. “No, of course not.”

      
      She walked past me and grabbed her
            shirt and threw it on.

      
      “Baby don’t…”

      
      “Don’t call me that,” she
            hissed.

      
      “When did you have your period
            last?”

      
      “I don’t keep track.” She pulled her
            underwear out of her pants and started to put them on.

      
      “Slow down okay? Just let’s talk
            about…”

      
      “I have to go.”

      
      “Wow, really?”

      
      She turned and looked at me and then
            down at my dick. “Look you even have it tattooed on you T N T. That
            thing’s a weapon and you didn’t even consider condoms.”

      
      I grabbed her and sat her on the
            bed.

      
      “First of all, that thing just had you
            screaming my name. The N was only put there when Ash and I got
            serious. The T and the T was a reminder.”

      
      “What the hell is that supposed to
            mean?”

      
      “I don’t know TT what do you think it
            means.” I grabbed my boxers and pulled them on.

      
      “TT as in me?”

      
      “Tessa the Terrible. Yes you.” I
            grabbed my pants and pulled them on.

      
      “Wow. I guess things don’t change with
            us huh?”

      
      “Look, I didn’t come here planning on
            nailing you against the wall. You didn’t even answer my damn text
            messages.” I pulled on my shirt. “But you went and got waxed so
            maybe you’re pissed at yourself.”

      
      “Unreal.” She stood and pulled on her
            pants.

      
      “No shit.” I grabbed her bra off the
            floor and handed it to her.

      
      “Gee thanks.”

      
      She went to walk around me and I stood
            in her way. “Please move.”

      
      “No. Fuck that. This is crazy. We’re
            fighting after what we just did?”

      
      “I don’t want to talk about it. I want
            to leave.”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Lucas move.” She started to shake and
            I grabbed her and held her against me as she started to
            cry.

      
      “Okay just listen. A woman your age
            has a very slim chance of getting pregnant.”

      
      “You’re such an ass.” She tried to
            pull away and I held her head against my chest.

      
      “So I’ve been told. But it’s true
            about the eggs.”

      
      “And about you being an
            ass.”

      
      “Fine I’ll give you that. But in my
            defense, Ashley went through her change about five years ago. I
            just thought you had too. But to be honest I wasn’t even thinking
            about it. Damn it don’t leave this way. Please Baby.”

      
      “I’m not a Baby! Apparently I’m an old
            woman with faulty eggs.”

      
      I leaned back and looked down at her.
            “You are perfect Tessa. I’m sorry.”

      
      “Me too.”

      
      “You can’t shut me out.” I wiped her
            tears away. “What just happened was amazing.”

      
      “You’re pretty impressed with yourself
            aren’t you?”

      
      “Honestly? Hell yes. I was sure I was
            gonna cum all over your hand. I kept it together for a very long
            time considering the circumstances.”

      
      “You want an applause?”

      
      “Oh you don’t have to! You already
            gave me a few.”

      
      She smiled and banged her head against
            my chest and left it there.

      
      “When can we do it again?”

      
      She looked up and rolled her
            eyes.

      
      “Oh no you don’t. I didn’t get to eat
            that sweet little pussy yet. But you’re in control here
            so…”

      
      “Oh I am, am I?”

      
      “Time and place is all within your
            control.”

      
      “I’ll text you.”

      
      “You promise?” I didn’t give her a
            chance to answer. Instead I kissed her, a long slow
            kiss.

      
      When I pulled back I waited for her
            answer.

      
      “Yes, I promise.”
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      I’m sure there was now a spring to my
            step; that the smells in the air were all new, that food tasted
            better, that I looked twenty years younger, and that the entire
            universe was as ready for tomorrow as I was.

      
      I decided to send her a
            text.

      
      -I should wait for your
            text but I needed to tell you goodnight, to tell you that this
            afternoon was the best in my life, and that you are truly amazing.
            Sleep well Baby…LL

      
      After fifteen minutes she hadn’t
            texted back. So what do I do? Call Jade.

      
      “Hey what’s up?” I asked when she
            answered.

      
      “Well hello Lucas.”

      
      “So what’s going on?”

      
      “Stop beating around the bush. What is
            it that you want?”

      
      “You pissed at me Jade?”

      
      “Nope but Tessa called,
            crying…”

      
      “What did she say?”

      
      “Lucas this is gonna be hard for her,
            you know that. What happened to taking it slow?”

      
      “You’re the one who told her three
            dates Jade. You basically pushed her into my bed. So
            don’t…”

      
      “You mean my son’s bed? Without even
            changing the sheets, Lucas that’s not alright with me.”

      
      “Who said it was in your…”

      
      “No bullshit Lucas.”

      
      “Fine.” I sat silent for a moment and
            she didn’t say shit either. “Tell me what to do.”

      
      “Wait for her. Don’t send her
            messages. Let her come to you. And seriously, if she can’t handle
            you telling her you love her, don’t!”

      
      “She told you that?” I was
            shocked.

      
      “Of course she did.”

      
      Again silence took over for too damn
            long. “I do you know.”

      
      “You sure?”

      
      “Of course I’m sure.”

      
      “Then let her determine when she’s
            ready and for God sake don’t go screwing this up.”

      
      “No shit Jade.”

      
      “Watch it pal, I technically have your
            balls in my hands right now.”

      
      “Yeah. That’s bullshit too you know.
            This should be between her and me.”

      
      “Say’s the man who is calling me
            seeking information.”

      
      “I love her.”

      
      “Then be patient.”

      
      ~

      
      It had been two days since I had seen
            her, or talked to her, I was going fucking crazy. I drove by her
            house, even though it was too far away from the road to see. I had
            watched like a damn dog out the window every time I thought I heard
            a car pull in next door. And yeah, I was back to jerking off in the
            shower. At least I had a much more vivid image of her in my head
            now.

      
      Logan was at school and had plans to
            take that girl out to dinner and I was at home driving myself crazy
            thinking about her.

      
      I grabbed my phone to text her, “Fuck
            it.”

      
      I pushed the call button and waited
            for her to answer. She didn’t, but Harper did.

      
      “Hey Harper, is your Mom
            around?”

      
      “Just a minute, she’s packing. Let me
            grab her.”

      
      “She going away?” Oh hell
            no!

      
      “We are going to South Africa for a
            few days.”

      
      Say something. “Oh really, for
            what?”

      
      “Mom, its Lucas.” She said to Tessa,
            “I’ll let her tell you.”

      
      “Be safe. Is Tomas going? How long
            will you be gone?”

      
      “It’s me.”

      
      “So were you gonna fucking tell me?” I
            could feel the blood starting to boil.

      
      “Hey Harper, I’ll be right back.” She
            said.

      
      I heard a door shut and then her feet
            padding down the stairs. Then another door shut.

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “Tessa what the hell?”

      
      “I don’t think you should call me
            anymore.”

      
      “Stop me.” Okay I was pissed and I
            couldn’t shut my damn mouth.

      
      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She
            whispered.

      
      “If I don’t see you before you go I
            swear to God…”

      
      “What do you swear Lucas?”

      
      “Make it happen. Logan is gone for
            four more hours. If you’re blowing me off have the common courtesy
            of doing it to my face.”

      
      Then I hung up because if I said any
            more I was gonna push her away even further.

      
      I grabbed a bottle of scotch out of
            the cupboard and poured it over some ice. I drank it down and took
            pleasure in the burn. I poured another and did the same. And then
            another.

      
      I walked out to the back patio and sat
            looking at the fucking lilac tree I had planted ten years ago.
            Lilacs were Tessa’s favorite and I planted a damn tree. I wasn’t
            thinking of it then but the realization that I never let go slapped
            me square in the chest. It fucking hurt. I took another drink,
            hoping to ease the pain in my chest and it didn’t help.

      
      I sat back and looked up at the sun
            that was starting its descent and that was of no comfort either. I
            couldn’t numb this pain. I knew better.

      
      Ava called to check on me and that
            made the night better for about twenty minutes. Logan texted that
            he was going to be a little late. He was still at the movies. He
            even took a picture to prove he was there. I’d done some shit in a
            movie theatre before, it really was no comfort but the fact that he
            was at least trying to appease me was cool.

      
      “Lucas.”

      
      I jumped when I heard her voice behind
            me. Then I stood and turned to her.

      
      “I don’t appreciate being bullied into
            coming here.”

      
      “It worked.” I reached down and
            grabbed my glass and drank down my drink.

      
      “Are you drunk?”

      
      I was looking at her mouth. Those lips
            were damn beautiful.

      
      “Are you?” She asked again.

      
      I stepped towards her and she stood
            taller trying to show her tough girl attitude, which kind of worked
            for me. I took her face in my hands and she didn’t move.
            “I…”

      
      “Don’t say it Lucas.” She swallowed
            hard and tried to act like she was unaffected by my
            touch.

      
      “I’m gonna fuck you.”

      
      “Lucas this isn’t working.”

      
      I took her hand and placed it on my
            erection. “Seems to be working just fine.”

      
      “You’re drunk.”

      
      I wrapped my hand around hers and
            stroked myself up and down.

      
      “Your lucky night.”

      
      I bent down and nipped at her nipple
            through her shirt and she whimpered.

      
      I picked her up and carried her
            through the French doors and up the stairs into my
            bedroom.

      
       

      
      “I can’t do it in here.”

      
      “I didn’t ask.” I pulled the back of
            her shirt over her head and then off.

      
      “It’s not right…”

      
      “Not wrong either.”

      
      I pulled her pants down without a
            fight. “For someone saying no do you care to explain the lack of
            underpants?” I spread her legs wide and dropped to my
            knees.

      
      “Laundry day. Oh God!”

      
      “Mmm.” I stroked my tongue up and down
            her warm moist, bare as fuck, and tasty little pink
            pussy.

      
      Her hands fisted in my hair as I
            lapped at her clit. I shoved my tongue deep inside her pushing up
            until I found that spot.

      
      “Ahh…uhh.” I sucked hard on her clit
            and her legs closed around my ears. I pushed them apart.

      
      “Give it to me Tessa,” I growled and
            shoved a finger inside her taping that spot as my tongue circled
            her clit.

      
      “Lucas… Oh…Lucas.”

      
      And she fell apart. I continued slow
            deep thrusts with my finger inside of her as she rode out her
            climax. I pulled my hand away and opened the nightstand and grabbed
            a condom as she laid limp on my bed, trying to catch her
            breath.

      
      I rolled the condom on over my cock
            and grabbed her legs and twisted her so she was on her stomach. I
            bent down and licked her from front to back.

      
      “You have a beautiful ass Tessa.” I
            licked her again. “I want in.”

      
      “Right after I’m in yours.” She
            hissed.

      
      I chuckled and spread her legs and
            rubbed my cock up and down her.

      
      “Not gonna happen Baby.” I pushed into
            her and stilled. I rocked slowly, just in and out, not giving it
            all to her yet.

      
      “I thought I was in charge,” she
            whimpered.

      
      “Says the girl face down ass up bent
            over my bed who doesn’t know how to return a text.” I shoved into
            her with everything I had and she screamed out burying her head in
            the duvet.

      
      I continued my deep powerful thrusts
            and she continued taking them. I reached beneath her and pulled her
            up to me as I continued fucking her. I kissed her and she gave it
            right back, thank God.

      
      I turned us and sat down; she was on
            me reverse cowgirl, riding the hell out of me as I played with her
            tits. She started to quake and slow down. I grabbed her hips and
            pumped into her until she cried out my name wrapped in whimpers,
            and moans. I finally let myself go and came so fucking hard it was
            almost painful. I laid back pulling her onto me. Her tits were
            still in my hands. Still rolling her nipples between my fingers as
            we both came down from one hell of an orgasm.

      
      When I caught my breath I sat up and
            wrapped my arms around her. I kissed her neck and ear, then moved
            to the other side and did the same.

      
      I stood and took her hand.
            “Shower?”

      
      “I have to go.”

      
      I looked at her and nodded. “I’m
            here.”

      
      She looked at her shirt and I bent to
            get it for her. I pulled it over her head and then kissed
            her.

      
      “I need time and space.”

      
      “How long will you be
            gone?”

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “What’s the trip for?”

      
      “To hand control over to the leaders
            in the community.”

      
      “You ready for that?” I grabbed her
            hand and kissed it.

      
      “I’m not ready for anything
            Lucas.”

      
      “And I’m pushing.”

      
      She nodded and looked at our
            hands.

      
      “I need you to be okay.”

      
      “You need to let me get through this.
            Be patient. What happens if I wake up tomorrow and I realize this
            was all a mistake?”

      
      “I will make sure you know
            better.”

      
      “What happens when you wake up
            tomorrow Lucas and realize you’re hurting and that’s why this is
            happening?”

      
      “Then I will know I’ve lost my fucking
            mind Tessa. I know it bothers you when I say those three words. But
            it’s all true.”

      
      “You’ll give me time. Or I won’t come
            back.”

      
      “If you don’t come back you better
            have one hell of a hiding place cause I will look forever to find
            you. Then I’ll bring your ass home kicking and screaming if I have
            to.”

      
      She closed her eyes and shook her
            head, “Sounds kind of stalkerish LL.”

      
      She peeked up at me through those
            thick black lashes and smiled a sweet little smile.

      
      “No Tessa, just someone
            who admires your assets.”

      
      “WOW-- does that normally
            work for you?”

      
      “Every fucking time.” I smiled and
            pulled her into a hug.

      
      She wrapped her arms around me and let
            me hold her for a long time.

      
      “See Baby. I remember everything too.
            Let me make it right. I swear to God I won’t disappoint you. Not
            ever again.”

      
      She didn’t let go. She stood holding
            me as tight as I was holding her.

      
      “Don’t push okay?”

      
      “Don’t hide. I told you at least every
            two days. A call, a text. Something to let me know I don’t have to
            push. Cause I will not give up on you and I, ever.”

      
      She looked up at me and rubbed her
            thumb across my lips. “I have to go.”

      
      I kissed her thumb. “I know I was
            rough with you tonight. I don’t want you to leave without knowing
            how I feel.”

      
      “Please Lucas…”

      
      I pulled her head towards me and
            whispered. “LYA.”

      
      She smiled and kissed my
            cheek.

      
      “Tomas is going with you?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Don’t make me lose my damn mind Baby.
            Text and let me know you’re okay.”

      
      “If you promise to let me take the
            time I need, I promise I will.”

      
      I couldn’t help but frown.

      
      “Please.” She took her thumb and
            pushed up between my brows.

      
      “LYA Tessa.”

      
      I walked her down the stairs and out
            the door. I held her hand as we walked across the back yard to Jade
            and Ryan’s where her vehicle was parked. “I wish you’d let me do
            this with you.”

      
      “I wish you’d let me do what I need to
            do.”

      
      I kissed her again and opened her
            door. “See you soon?”

      
      “Yeah.” She smiled and I stepped back
            as she pulled out of the driveway and watched her taillights
            disappear into the night.

      
      The pain in my chest worsened and I
            took several deep breaths before I willed myself to turn and walk
            back home.

      
      “You alright?”

      
      I looked over and saw Jade standing at
            the back door with two glasses of wine. I walked up and she handed
            me one.

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “She had to get through all this. Her
            trips are closure to a life she built with the man she buried four
            months ago. If she doesn’t do this she won’t be able to move
            forward.”

      
      I swallowed down the red wine and
            looked at Jade. “Have I ever told you how much I hate
            shrinks?”

      
      “A few times.” She laughed.

      
      “Good.”

      
      ~

      
      I sat at my desk and decided I was
            going to order a new bed. I didn’t want to make love or fuck Tessa
            in a bed that she wasn’t comfortable in. I looked through the
            dozens of webpages and decided on one I wanted and ordered it. I
            ordered three new sets of sheets and all new bedding and curtains.
            I was gonna paint the room too.

      
      I attached the pictures to an email
            and sent it to her with the subject line that said, Out with the
            old…waiting for you…LYA.

      
      I assumed she wouldn’t respond so I
            went and showered and sat at the kitchen bar waiting for Logan. I
            hoped he’d be home soon because I was fucking beat. My phone beeped
            alerting me of a message.

      
      -Nice color. I like
            blue…TT

      
      I replied immediately.

      
      -Oh wow I didn’t know
            that…LYA

      
      But I knew and she knew I
            did.

      
      -Goodnight…TT

      
      -Check out the song Fall
            for You by Secondhand Serenade. Impossible to find but I did.
            Impossible to replace and I never will. Take your time Baby but
            remember I won’t fail you again, ever…LYA

      
      I didn’t expect a response but three
            minutes later I got one.

      
      -Goodnight…TT

      
      -Goodnight…LYA
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      I walked into Jade and
            Ryan’s.

      
      “Is she home yet?” It had been five
            days since I had seen her and no, she hadn’t texted me. Instead she
            gave Jade the reigns.

      
      Jade was the one to tell
            me she was okay. Every fucking two days she would text
            me.

      
      -She wants you to know
            she’s fine…Jade

      
      “She is but they’re leaving again. She
            needs to get through this Lucas. Back off for a while, let her come
            to you.”

      
      “Nice advice but I don’t think
            so.”

      
      “Lucas, don’t be such an
            ass.”

      
      “I know you think you know everything
            Jade, but I know her just as well if not more than you
            do.”

      
      She laughed. “Really.”

      
      “Fuck yes. She’s trying to get through
            her loss. Now add to that the guilt about her and me. I won’t let
            her feel guilty. This isn’t wrong.”

      
      “Then why are you keeping it a
            secret?”

      
      “For her!”

      
      “Not for your kids Lucas?”

      
      “Fuck no. Is that what she thinks?” I
            stopped and thought for a moment. “Good, you let her know I’m gonna
            let my kids know so she doesn’t have to feel guilty.”

      
      I walked out the door and to my
            house.

      
      I wasn’t home two minutes when she
            texted me.

      
      -I DO NOT want anyone to
            know…TT

      
      - Why?...LYA

      
      -I thought we were keeping
            it between us…TT

      
      -Us as in you, me, and
            Jade? Or us as in you and I? I ask because I’m a little fucking
            confused…LYA

      
      -I need to talk to Jade
            sometimes…TT

      
      - I need to talk to YOU
            once in a while…LYA

      
      She didn’t reply.

      
      -Okay then so you won’t mind if I
            tell my kids I AM IN LOVE WITH YOU!...LYA

      
      I turned my phone off and threw it on the bed.
            Game on.

      
      An hour later there was a loud knock on my
            back door. I stood up and took off my shirt, I wouldn’t need
            it.

      
      I ran down the stairs and opened the door to a
            very angry looking, yet beautiful Tessa.

      
      “Well hello there gorgeous! What brings
            you…”

      
      Her hands fisted in my hair and
            her lips crashed into mine. Fuck
            yeah.

      
      I picked her up and she wrapped her legs
            around me and I carried her up the stairs.

      
      Mouth against mouth, both fighting for
            control.

      
      I set her on my new bed and pulled her shirt
            over her head and took her breast in my mouth. I leaned over,
            pushing her down on the mattress and yanked her leggings off and
            tore her underwear in two. I pulled myself free from my jeans and
            bent down to taste her.

      
      “No. My rules.” She pulled my head
            up by my hair. Fuck that felt
            good.

      
      “Baby…”

      
      “No. Lay down.” Her voice quivered a bit. She
            cleared her throat. “Now.”

      
      She didn’t have to ask me again. I laid down
            and she climbed up from the bottom of the bed like a little
            tigress. Sexy as hell. But her eyes didn’t show the ferociousness
            she was trying to portray.

      
      She leaned down, spread my legs apart and her
            mouth captured one of my balls and she sucked pretty damn
            hard.

      
      “Easy Baby.” I hissed.

      
      She did it again and no less forceful than
            before. Then, she rolled the other in her hand and tugged on
            it.

      
      She let my ball drop from her mouth and then
            looked at me. “I’m in control.”

      
      “You certainly fucking are.” I reached down to
            pull her up and she sat back on her heels and spread her knees. Her
            finger slid just inside her slit and I tried to contain
            myself.

      
      “I’m in control.” Her words seemed to be a
            mantra to her. I nodded as my eyes moved back and forth from her
            eyes and her finger that was dancing with her sweet pink
            lips.

      
      She reached up and took my cock in her hand
            and stroked me as she rubbed herself.

      
      “Baby that feels real nice and the visual is
            fucking unbelievable, but I want in you so bad right
            now.”

      
      She squeezed my cock hard and I
            groaned.

      
      “I’m in control.”

      
      “Yeah Baby you are. Show me how much control
            you have.”

      
      She continued using her hands on both of us. I
            was close, she was close and I was dying.

      
      “Oh, oh yes.”

      
      As much as I hated her getting herself off, I
            was so fucking turned on. I sat up and leaned in to kiss
            her.

      
      “I’m in…”

      
      “Baby you are, just please give me your
            lips.”

      
      She kissed me and I took control of that shit.
            She was so fucking hungry. I leaned back and she leaned into me
            further and further until she was climbing on my lap. She reached
            down and eased herself onto me.

      
      “Condom baby.” I reached over and grabbed one
            from the new nightstand and started to open it and she took it.
            “I’ll just lay here.”

      
      She rolled it on me and then started her wet
            hot descent on my cock.

      
      “Fucking perfect.” I groaned.

      
      She closed her eyes and that control she was
            seeking came through in fucking spades. She rode me wild. When she
            started to come I reached up and rubbed my thumb across her clit
            and she lost all that control.

      
      I rolled her on her back. “My
            turn.”

      
      She nodded and I pumped into her until I was
            bled dry.

      
      I held myself above her and covered her lips
            and face with soft slow kisses as she came down slowly from her
            orgasm.

      
      “Perfect. Tessa I love…”

      
      “Damn it Lucas!” She tried to sit
            up.

      
      “Wait. I love fucking you.”

      
      She smiled slightly.

      
      “I really love fucking you.”

      
      “So you said.”

      
      I laid beside her and pulled her onto her side
            and kissed her neck.

      
      “How was your trip?”

      
      “It went as planned.”

      
      “How are you?”

      
      “Fine.” I felt her body tense.

      
      “When do you leave again?”

      
      “Two days Lucas and I’m going to be
            busy.”

      
      “Too busy to stop by for a nooner
            tomorrow?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Clear an hour. Just an hour.”

      
      She covered her mouth and yawned. “I’ll see
            what I can do.”

      
      I held her until she was fully relaxed and
            still. I gave it a few minutes before I looked down and saw she was
            in fact asleep.

      
      I pulled her a little closer and then reached
            over and set the alarm on my phone for an hour.

      
      I woke to small little whimper and her shaking
            in my arms. I held my lips to her head as I rubbed her back. I
            wanted her to wake up feeling safe.

      
      “No, no, no!”

      
      She tried to sit and I held her tighter as she
            began to cry.

      
      I rubbed her back. “Baby you
            awake?”

      
      “Uh huh,” her voice quivered.

      
      “Do you dream like this every
            night?”

      
      “When I sleep.”

      
      My heart just shattered into a million pieces.
            “I’m sorry. I am so sorry.”

      
      She snuggled in closer and my alarm sounded.
            “Stay still.”

      
      “How long was I asleep?”

      
      “An hour. What plans do you have for the rest
            of the day?”

      
      “None but they’ll wonder where I
            am.”

      
      I quickly sent Jade a text.

      
      “Jade will cover for you. Where’s your
            phone?”

      
      “On the floor somewhere.”

      
      I got up and sent a text to Harper from her
            phone and laid back down.

      
      “You’ll sleep for a while. Logan won’t be home
            for five hours and you are going to sleep.”

      
      “Don’t you have to work or
            something?”

      
      “No, I have to hold a girl together so she can
            continue having the strength to do it for everyone else. I am that
            man for you Tessa. Don’t fight it. Don’t push my buttons cause you
            know damn well where to push until I go off. Accept it. Fuck,
            embrace it. It’s gonna happen anyway.”

      
      “Then stop pushing me,” she
            whispered.

      
      “Sleep.”

      
      And she did. I didn’t, I held her and waited
            for the next bad dream to cause pain to the woman I
            love.

      
      She slept. No bad dream. No crying out. When
            she woke she rubbed my chest and looked up at me.

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      “You hungry?”

      
      “No, I need to go.”

      
      I hesitated and then finally let her sit up.
            “I hate this part.”

      
      “What part?” She asked as she stepped off the
            bed.

      
      “The part where you leave.”

      
      She bent down and kissed me and the rubbed my
            cheek. “I promise…”

      
      “Oh bullshit.” I forced a laugh and stood up.
            She looked down. “Look I am just gonna ask you once to see me
            before you leave again.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “I mean it Tessa. We don’t have to have sex or
            talk about hurt, but this.” I pointed to my bed. “Sleeping is
            important. Let me at least help you out with that.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      I looked at her trying to figure out what she
            was thinking.

      
      “Tomorrow at nine.”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Yes. But Lucas?”

      
      “What Baby?”

      
      “We won’t just be sleeping.”

      
      I was a little shocked and a lot turned on.
            “Perfect.” I had to try to turn it off too. “Look. You and I are
            going to happen. I want you to trust that I am here and that I want
            to know how you’re feeling. What you’re feeling. I want you to be
            able to tell me when you’re hurting and trust me to hold you
            together.”

      
      She scowled at me. “When? After you fuck me?
            Is that the appropriate time to tell the man who says I am supposed
            to be with him that I don’t know if that’s true? Am I supposed to
            tell you I wish it were me that died so I didn’t have to be the one
            left behind? Am I supposed to tell you that after I am with you I
            feel ashamed and disgusted that I enjoyed myself when Collin can’t?
            Am I supposed to look at my children and say ‘Hey I’m banging Lucas
            again so let’s move on’?”

      
      I let her vent and rant for as long as I
            could. “You were supposed to be here still Tessa. Collin’s
            time…”

      
      “For you? Collin was a fill in until you got
            your shit together and realized I was worth it back
            then?”

      
      “No Tessa that’s not…”

      
      “I was worth it you know! He was not a fill
            in! He was…”

      
      “You were worth it and you still are. Collin
            was supposed to be…”

      
      “Just stop. Just stop!”

      
      “I’m sorry that this is tearing at you. It
            hurts me to see you hurt, I wish you could see that.”

      
      “I can’t see anything! I am a fucking wreck
            and you’re making it worse Lucas! Give me time to heal damn it.
            Because maybe I’m not supposed to. Maybe I’m supposed to just end
            it. Maybe…”

      
      I felt that tight pain return in my chest that
            came with the realization that I was hurting her, more than I was
            helping her. I’d felt it before. A long time ago.
            “Okay.”

      
      “What’s that mean?”

      
      “I would rather live without you than not have
            you to look at from a distance. If I need to stay away, if I was
            wrong about you needing me, then I’ll step back Baby, cause I will
            not push you over the edge.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      She sounded just as upset about that and I was
            drowning and there was no life preserver in sight.

      
      “Tell me that it will make you not think shit
            like that again. I can’t fucking lose you. I just
            can’t.”

      
      “Then now you know how it feels to have lost
            him.”

      
      I looked away and she grabbed my chin and
            turned it to her. “I’m so sorry I can’t get you through your loss.
            But…”

      
      “I never needed you to. I’m good Tessa. Okay?”
            I smiled hoping she was buying into my shit. “Please be safe and
            keep Jade close.”

      
      She smiled the same fake smile I did. “Goodbye
            Lucas.”

      
      I couldn’t stand the hot and cold, yes and no,
            love me, don’t love me, shit that only I brought into her life. One
            minute we’re not going to be just sleeping and the next she wants
            more and then a fight. Grasping to hold on, I start the back and
            forth too. The you don’t have to talk, and then the you need to
            talk to me. This head trip we did to one another was insane, always
            had been. Both of us trying to hold the other up. Both of us to
            stubborn to allow it. The most fucked up part was I wanted to be
            all those things for her and she couldn’t handle it, not now. Maybe
            not ever. But I could not be the cause of her pain. I knew we loved
            each other. She knew it too.

      
      When she walked out the door, the pain was so
            intense it brought me to my knees. I held my chest and prayed to
            God to take the pain away, or let it take me, but to keep Tessa
            safe.
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      It had been two months and seven days since I
            had seen or heard from her. Jade continued to update me on all the
            places Tessa and her family were traveling around the world. ‘They
            were closing a chapter of their life.’

      
      After a week of not hearing from her I stopped
            responding to Jade. I even stopped going there. I made my trips
            into Jersey and took care of business. Around the house I was
            fucking super Dad. Pretty sure I was getting a cape that said so
            for Father’s Day. Logan picked on me at first for cooking so much
            but then his buddies started coming over and eating dinner with us.
            I was a damn good cook.

      
      Cooking wasn’t my only talent; I
            could go through a room in seven hours and completely remove
            Ashley’s belongings. I had a moving trailer delivered that I would
            fill with all her shit and ship everything to her when I was
            finished. Bitch!

      
      The other thing I became good at
            was tracking concert activity for The
            Brody Hines Band. Maddox and his father
            were on tour and Tessa went with Harper to all of the concerts.
            There were pictures everywhere online and in the news. Zach Taylor
            was an old band mate of Maddox’s and he was around a lot. More
            importantly, there were a lot of pictures where he and Tessa seemed
            to be in deep conversation and his fucking arm was around her. One
            that still haunts me was his arms surrounding her and holding her
            head against his chest. I didn’t like the mother fucker. And I
            wasn’t all too happy that she looked so fucking comfortable with
            him.

      
      I stopped paying attention because
            it hurt, not just emotionally but physically. I could easily do the
            same shit. I received messages daily from the ladies offering all
            sorts of shit to get me through my rough
            time. The thing is they had no clue how
            rough it was. I loved a girl whose life had just completely been
            destroyed. A girl who I knew belonged to me. A girl I fucked over
            many years ago and wanted to right the wrongs. A girl who knew the
            same fucking thing but felt guilty about her feelings.

      
      Ava was able to meet her brother and me in
            Mexico and regardless of the cloud over my head that now
            accompanied me everywhere, we had a great time. When we weren’t
            snorkeling, exploring the Mayan Ruins, or going into town to shop,
            yes Ava’s idea, we were sleeping, eating, and laughing.

      
      One night we went out dancing and my children
            pushed me into dancing with a beautiful woman who kept asking me to
            dance. She and her friend also asked if I was single. Yeah both, as
            in at the same time. I politely declined. No second guessing
            either. I wasn’t interested in anyone else but Tessa. I was
            actually anxious to get home.

      
      Ashley hadn’t seen Logan in a month and was
            calling him less and less. He called her twice a week because I
            insisted. He had less than a month of school. Graduating second in
            his class and get this, he was going to Syracuse University to play
            ball, my Alma Mater.

      
      Ava was coming home for three
            weeks before continuing on with her schooling. She was excited
            about planning her ‘baby
            brothers’ graduation party. But first it
            was to the Cape with the Brooks and Abraham crew to celebrate
            Collin’s life.

      
      I told Ava I wouldn’t be able to attend and
            she was pissed. But I made some damn excuse about work so I think
            she bought it. Then two days later I get a text.

      
      Why aren’t you
            coming?...TT

      
      I tried to make her wait for an answer but I
            couldn’t do that to her.

      
      Busy…LYA

      
      Okay…TT

      
      Two minutes later the phone rang and it was
            Jade.

      
      “Hello.”

      
      “Are you that fucking pig headed or are you
            just stupid?”

      
      “If she wants to talk to me have her call
            me.”

      
      “You’re pretty damn stupid Lucas.”

      
      “Thanks Jade. Nice chat. Goodbye.” I hung up
            the phone and changed. I needed to run. To scream, to fucking
            breathe.

      
      I looked at the clock and realized I had about
            three hours to kill before Logan and I were gonna pack up and head
            out to Jersey. I had some things to do to make sure my schedule
            this summer could be handled from home as much as possible. I had
            time for a run and a shower and then the trucking company would be
            picking up the trailer and take it down and park it in front of the
            Jersey house.

      
      ~

      
      I was running slower lately. I really hated
            depression. I knew its symptoms well. I wasn’t talking to anyone
            about this. I was anxious and having fucking chest pains caused by
            anxiety. Over twenty years ago I felt it, but worse. The first
            night Ashley came to me; I was sitting with a pile of coke big
            enough to numb everything permanently and a bottle of Jack in my
            bedroom at Dad’s. He and Audri had my sisters on vacation so they
            wouldn’t have to deal with it. I was done with football, Tessa was
            pregnant and happy and I had been putting on the best front I
            could. It all hit the first night of deer camp when I invited her
            and her hubby up. Watching them together was enough for me to head
            to Jersey; pretty damn sure I was done. I was over it
            all.

      
      Now it was different, I had kids. I had
            accepted responsibility for my actions back then and with Ashley’s
            help, I moved on. Ash…I am sure, when this anger goes away, I will
            see what it is I did to deserve her shitting on me, but right now,
            she was Bitch. Nothing more, nothing less.

      
      I pushed myself to go five miles out. I needed
            the mood boost those endorphins would release. Logan and I mapped
            it all out. Different land marks represented mile marks. I was at
            three pushing hard to four when I just couldn’t push anymore. I
            turned and jogged towards the house, dragging ass. I knew I pushed
            too hard but again I was seeking that high. One no drug, pill, or
            drink could give you. All natural baby.

      
      I nearly tripped over my own feet and looked
            down at the untied laces of my shoe and stopped to tie them when I
            heard a vehicle approach and pass. I looked up and it was Tessa’s,
            she stopped and leaned out the window.

      
      “You okay?”

      
      I nodded.

      
      “Want a ride?”

      
      I shook my head no, trying to catch my breath
            as I walked towards the SUV.

      
      “How long are you going to stay pissed at me,
            Lucas? I may not be ready for everything you want,” She jumped out
            and slammed the door. “But I still need my friend. So would you
            stop please?”

      
      The plea in her voice cut me and I reached for
            her but stopped myself.

      
      Fuck! She looked good. Her skin was tan and
            her eyes were so damn blue, brought out by the blue tee shirt she
            wore that clung to the death of me, her tits.

      
      “Nice do-rag.” She had her hair covered in a
            navy handkerchief with fucking pig tails hanging out the
            back.

      
      She smiled. “You like it?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “So do you want a ride?”

      
      “Nah. You headed to Jade’s?”

      
      She looked at me without saying a damn thing
            for a few minutes and then down.

      
      “Yes, she picked up some little floating tea
            lights for the Cape.”

      
      “That was nice of her.” If this wasn’t awkward
            nothing was.

      
      “You won’t come?”

      
      I crossed my arms in front of my chest needing
            to keep them from reaching out to her. “Tessa you…No I
            can’t.”

      
      “Luke will be there,” she took a deep breath
            and her eyes started to glass over with tears.

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      She nodded and swallowed real hard.

      
      “Look, I pushed too hard, I get that okay? I
            don’t want to cause you any more struggles Tessa.”

      
      The first tear fell and I clenched my
            jaw.

      
      She whispered so softly I could hardly hear
            her. “I really need you there.”

      
      I felt my emotions swell up, the threat of
            tears of my own, and I would not fucking cry like a little
            bitch.

      
      “Why?”

      
      She wiped her tears away and looked up at me
            and scowled and then turned to walk away. I reached out and grabbed
            her elbow, stopping her.

      
      “You need me there?”

      
      “Yes damn it!”

      
      I turned her so she was facing me and held her
            shoulders keeping her still.

      
      “I’ll be there.”

      
      She reached out and hugged me and
            cried.

      
      “You tired?”

      
      “Exhausted.”

      
      “I have two hours.”

      
      I took her hand and walked her to the
            passenger side of the vehicle and opened it for her. She got in and
            I walked around and got into the driver’s seat and drove to Jade’s.
            I parked the SUV and got out. She met me at the front of the
            vehicle.

      
      “Where to?”

      
      “The couch.”

      
      ~

      
      I sat on Jade and Ryan’s couch. She sat
            sideways on my lap and I cradled her in my arms. She looked up and
            rubbed my lips with her fingers and looked into my eyes with those
            pleading baby blues. I bent and gave her what she was asking for, a
            kiss.

      
      She laid in my arms, asleep, for two hours.
            Two hours of me watching her, holding her, giving her what she
            needed, and all that she could handle.

      
      When she woke up she kissed my neck, my cheek,
            and my lips. “Thank you.”

      
      “Anytime Tessa.”

      
      I helped her stand up and then followed her to
            the garage and carried the boxes of the candles to the back of the
            SUV. I looked down the road when I heard a vehicle roaring up and
            watched as the eighteen wheeler pulled into my driveway.

      
      She looked up at me and tilted her head.
            “They’re picking up the storage trailer. I packed her stuff up and
            am shipping it down.”

      
      “A whole trailer full?”

      
      “Yeah. I don’t want any of it.”

      
      She nodded and grabbed my hand. “I wish I
            could be strong for you. I’m so sorry about all of
            this.”

      
      “You don’t need to worry your pretty little
            head about my crap. I got it.”

      
      “I really wish I could help you.”

      
      I smiled, kissed her hand and opened the
            driver’s door. She climbed in and readjusted the seat. I buckled
            her, leaned in to kiss her, and then forced myself to pull back.
            She grabbed my face, pulled it to hers, and kissed me. I couldn’t
            pull back and I kissed her harder. She opened her mouth letting me
            inside and I cautiously entered. I caressed her tongue and she did
            the same. When I pulled away she closed her eyes. I kissed her nose
            and stepped away.

      
      “See you soon, Baby?”

      
      She smiled. “You better, bud.”

      
      I watched her pull down the road and then
            turned to face the chapter closing in my life. As I was walking
            across the yard Ryan was pulling in. I waved at him and continued
            to walk.

      
      My phone beeped alerting me of a
            message.

      
      -Thank you. Weird but this song started playing as soon as I
            pulled out of the driveway. The radio says Come To Me by the Goo
            Goo Dolls. Something about a sweetest friend and growing old. I
            thought of you…TT

      
      I punched it into iTunes and bought it
            without even listening to it. And yes, because I was a fucking love
            sick bitch, I bought the acoustic version ringtone too. I set it as
            her message alert and ringtone.

      
      My phone played
         Come To Me.

      
      -Okay it was deeper than I
            thought so don’t listen to it…TT

      
      -You driving…LYA

      
      -Yep…TT

      
      -Stop fucking texting then
            Baby….LYA

      
      -Bossy…TT

      
      -Good at it…LYA

      
      -Lots to live for so I will
            accept the friendly advice. Harper is having a girl….TT

      
      -Loving my new ringtone.
            And that’s great she’ll be beautiful. And holy shit I banged a
            grandma….LYA

      
      -I should be scolding you!
            But you made me laugh and let me sleep so I’ll let it
            go…TT

      
      -Stop fucking
            texting…LYA

      
      “You done playing with your phone?”
            Ryan was following me

      
      I looked beside me at Ryan. “Yeah.” I
            shoved it in my pocket.

      
      “You done pushing everyone
            away?”

      
      I looked at him and said
            nothing.

      
      “Come on Lucas…”

      
      “Your wife is a cock
            block.”

      
      He laughed and patted me on the back.
            “Jade loves you both. She’s not in an easy position either you
            know.”

      
      “Yeah but…”

      
      “But nothing, that’s it. She loves you
            both. Oh and so does your godson who is coming home and going
            straight to the Cape. You better be there.”

      
      “I told her I’d go.”

      
      “When?”

      
      “A few minutes ago.”

      
      “Do I need to get Luke’s bedding
            changed before he comes home?”

      
      “No, but the carpet in his room may be
            stained.”

      
      “Wall bang?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Just now?”

      
      “No man, I held her so she could
            sleep.”

      
      “Awe you’re such a sweetheart.” Ryan
            threw his arm around my shoulder and we walked to the
            house.

      
      “Fuck you.”

      
      “Nah, my wife may block your cock but
            she begs for mine. Now let’s go get that trailer out of your damn
            driveway.”

      
      ~

      
      When Logan got home I was ready to go.
            He jumped in the SUV.

      
      “Hey Dad, you know Luke is going to be
            at the Cape?”

      
      “Yeah you wanna go?”

      
      “We can cut Jersey short?”

      
      “Yeah we can.”

      
      He slept the entire ride there. When
            we pulled onto the lake road, I saw a BMW backing out of the
            driveway. I looked over to see if Logan was still asleep and he
            looked at me.

      
      “Fuck that. I don’t wanna be
            here.”

      
      “Logan. Two days, that’s
            it.”

      
      “I’m eighteen in a week
            Dad.”

      
      “She’s your mother forever. She and I
            are separated; she can do whatever she wants.”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      I passed the house and kept
            driving.

      
      “What are you doing?”

      
      “Giving you some time to get it
            together.”

      
      “We got a year?”

      
      I smiled over at him. “Shit’s like
            poison, Logan.”

      
      “Mom?”

      
      “No, anger.”

      
      “How’s that?”

      
      “Who’s it hurting right
            now?”

      
      “Yeah, I know.”

      
      “If something happened to her tomorrow
            Logan, you don’t want this weighing heavy on your
            heart.”

      
      “She left, Dad. Not just the house,
            the fucking state.”

      
      Okay, I was gonna let that one fly.
            “In her defense...”

      
      “Really, you’re going to defend her
            after seeing that guy pull out of the driveway?”

      
      “I guess I am Logan. She didn’t grow
            up where I did or where you two did. It was probably hard as hell
            for her being there. All the people around there were my friends
            from high school.”

      
      “I can’t believe you are sticking up
            for her.”

      
      I pulled down his visor and flipped
            open the mirror. “Look in that mirror Logan. She gave me that. She
            gave you life. She’s human. Forgiveness bud is the best thing you
            can give. Not just for her but for you.”

      
      He didn’t respond. He sat and looked
            out the window nervously chewing on his nails.

      
      “I’m just so angry at what she did to
            you. And I’m angry that you’re not.”

      
      “Life is short and precious Logan. I
            wasted half my life being pissed and placing blame. Not
            anymore.”

      
      When I walked up to the house Ashley
            opened the door and looked just as nervous as Logan.

      
      She had lost weight and looked like
            hell.

      
      “Mind if I come in and grab a few
            things?”

      
      She stepped back and opened the
            door.

      
      She had painted and hung new curtains.
            “Looks good Ashley.”

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      “I’m tired.” Logan gave Ashley a quick
            hug and headed up the stairs to his room.

      
      “He hates me.” She said after he was
            up the stairs.

      
      “He misses you. He’s angry. He doesn’t
            hate you.”

      
      “You hate me.”

      
      “No.” I walked past her and towards
            the den. “Anything of mine packed up?”

      
      “Yes. Everything’s in the
            garage.”

      
      “Perfect. I’ll load it up. Thanks
            Ash.”

      
      She looked at me like she was
            confused. “I’m not your enemy Ashley. I want you to get back to
            normal. I don’t want them to wonder where their mom
            went.”

      
      “I have the papers.” She blurted
            out.

      
      I stopped and turned around and
            nodded. “I’ll take them and have my lawyer look them over and get
            them back to you.”

      
      “Rob already looked over everything,
            he said it looked good.”

      
      I held my tongue for a moment. “Great
            Ashley. My lawyer is still going to look at them as
            well.”

      
      “He’s not a bad guy.”

      
      “Ash…” I turned and looked at her. “I
            want you to be happy but forgive me if I don’t like the guy who has
            been fucking my wife for four years.”

      
      “They won’t accept him if you
            don’t.”

      
      “The kids?”

      
      “Yes the kids. But you’ll have it
            easy. It’s not fair you know.”

      
      “How do I have it easy?”

      
      “Tessa, you’ve groomed them to love
            her from birth.”

      
      “Okay Ash, we aren’t having a
            delusional conversation right now. This has nothing to do with her.
            Nothing. You keep your shit to yourself and I will.”

      
      “Oh I’m sure you will.”

      
      “We just drove around for thirty
            minutes because when we pulled down the road and saw your lover
            pulling out of the driveway of a fucking house I paid for, Logan
            was pissed…’

      
      “Because you were,” She
            hissed.

      
      “Oh here we go.” I threw my hands in
            the air. “No, I talked my kid through why I wasn’t angry at you and
            why he shouldn’t be. But you keep pushing and playing the victim
            and he’ll be the one paying for your nonsense. Look at you. You
            haven’t seen him in weeks. You don’t call; I have to tell him to
            call you. Get your ass up the stairs and be a fucking
            mother.”

      
      “What the hell do you know about
            mothers Lucas?”

      
      “I’ve been both for years.” I walked
            past her and up the stairs and into Logan’s room.

      
      “Hey bud I’m out.” He rolled his eyes
            and nodded. “Call me if you need anything okay? I’ll be
            here.”

      
      I gave him a hug and walked out of the
            room, down the stairs and out the door. Ash chased me out with the
            papers.

      
      “Oh thanks Ash. Here’s something to
            strike up a conversation with your son about. He got accepted to
            SU. Go tell him you’re proud of him.”
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      I went to the lawyer’s and asked him
            to go through the divorce papers and get back to me, then headed to
            the office. Bones was there, feet up on his desk, ear buds in, and
            feet moving to the beat of the music. He had no idea I was there
            and I leaned over to see what he was looking at on his screen.
            Porn, girl on girl porn to be precise. Interesting use of a
            vibrator.

      
      I walked by, shoved his feet off the
            desk, and he jumped, nearly falling over. I laughed and he stood up
            and yanked his ear buds out.

      
      “What the fuck?”

      
      “What the fuck is right Bones. It’s
            Friday and ten at night. Don’t you have anything better to do than
            hang out here and watch porn?”

      
      “Free Wi-Fi Links. My boss is a cheap
            bastard and hasn’t given out raises in about six months. So I’ll
            get it where I can.”

      
      I laughed, sat down, and pointed to
            his beer. “You have another one of those?”

      
      “Oh sure take my beer too.” He tossed
            me a cold Sam Adams.

      
      “You have a company phone, car, gas
            card, and make a shit ton of money Bones. What more can I do
            besides tuck your ass in bed every night.”

      
      He laughed and took a swig of his
            beer. “I’m just busting your ass.”

      
      “What have you been up to?”

      
      “Running jobs and nosing around in
            state politics. Robert definitely has the backing for a run for US
            Senate. I bet he’s pissing himself waiting to see if you’ll make
            waves.”

      
      “I don’t give a shit what he does.” I
            drank more of my beer.

      
      “How you gonna feel when he shows up
            at Logan’s games and Ava’s wedding and…”

      
      “He leaves the media circus at home.
            Besides that, I don’t give a shit.”

      
      “Wow, what the hell happened to angry
            Links?”

      
      I grabbed my phone and then rolled my
            eyes at him.

      
      “Oh someone’s been poking a new
            hole.”

      
      “Bones,” I raised my eyebrow, warning
            him.

      
      “Nice. Is she hot? Younger. Big tits,
            come on give me something.”

      
      I pulled a copy of my divorce papers
            out of my jacket pocket and threw them across his desk. “Check
            these out and do some digging?”

      
      “Will do.”

      
      “Good. I’m gonna crash here
            tonight.”

      
      “Why not go to Landon’s?”

      
      “Dad doesn’t need me there. I imagine
            he and Audri are having a harder time with this than I
            am.”

      
      “Right cause your stepmom is also your
            sister-in-law.” He laughed at me.

      
      “Right Bones.” I stood and walked into
            the office and shut the door.

      
      ~

      
      I was going over my lawyer’s notes. He
            was suggesting that I take it to court. Sue for abandonment and
            adultery and not give her the Jersey house and half of the assets.
            I just wanted it done. I wanted her to not have a reason to fight
            me. I wanted us both to move on. I did however have a problem with
            her asking for half of future profits of a business I built. At
            least she wasn’t asking for half of the parent company. That would
            crush my father.

      
      My phone rang and it was
            Logan.

      
      “Where are you?”

      
      “At the office bud. What’s
            up?”

      
      “He’s here to meet me. Come get me or
            I’m gonna walk.”

      
      “Logan I’ll do whatever but I’m pretty
            sure you’ll have to eventually.”

      
      “Yeah, a fucking notice would’ve been
            good. She didn’t even ask if it was alright. I hate…”

      
      “Keep it together. Be the polite kid I
            know you can be and I’ll be there soon.”

      
      “I’m gonna pack.”

      
      “Do me a favor?”

      
      “Sure,” he grumbled.

      
      “Let me help you when I get there. And
            Logan, don’t tell her I’m coming.”

      
      Bitch!

      
      I grabbed my shit and headed
            out.

      
      I called my lawyer and told him to
            agree to nothing. My phone rang and it was Ava. Logan had called
            her and she was livid. I calmed her down and assured her I would
            take care of it. I asked her not to let it interrupt her time with
            Harper. I also agreed to drive up to the Cape tonight.

      
      My next call was to a hotel at the
            Cape. I was still gonna keep my distance, give Tessa
            space.

      
      When I pulled in Logan was hauling ass
            out the door. He jumped in the SUV as I was getting out. Ashley ran
            out of the house and Robert was right behind her. I grabbed her
            elbow when she started yelling at me.

      
      “Inside Ash, not in front of
            him.”

      
      Robertson grabbed me, “Let go of
            her.”

      
      Logan jumped out of the vehicle
            swearing and I took the little fuck Robertson by the tie and shoved
            him against the door. “Logan, get back in the vehicle.”

      
      “Fuck that!”

      
      “Enough. Get in now.” When I heard the
            door slam I looked at Robertson and let him go. “You don’t want to
            ever put your little rat claws on me again. Ash, in the fucking
            house!”

      
      I walked in knowing they would
            follow.

      
      “Did you tell him to call if Robert
            showed up?”

      
      “No. Thought you had more sense than
            to spring that shit on him. But apparently not.”

      
      “Watch how you talk to her,” Robertson
            warned and I laughed.

      
      “He also called Ava, who I just talked
            down from the fucking moon Ash. You want our kids to meet the man
            you’ve left them for…”

      
      “I left you.” She poked me in the
            chest and I grabbed her hand.

      
      “You walked out on them.” I released
            her hand.

      
      “I talk to Logan every couple
            days.”

      
      “Yeah,” I laughed. “I make him call
            you.”

      
      “Links, I am warning you.”

      
      I reached up, wanting so bad to palm
            his face to shut him the fuck up and pulled back. “No, here’s the
            warning. Don’t pull that shit on my kids.”

      
      “They’re old enough to…”

      
      “Ash, you wanna tell the little
            fucking worm that it’s none of his concern.”

      
      “Lucas don’t talk to him that
            way.”

      
      “Oh for fuck sake I may as well be
            talking to a bunch of window lickers. You two certainly aren’t that
            smart.”

      
      “Get out!”

      
      “Gladly, but keep in mind. Your dumb
            ass is gonna need to make nice with me cause I hold the key to
            whether or not your children ever deal with you again.”

      
      “You’re threatening her?”

      
      “No threats. That’s how it
            is.”

      
      “I have some shit up my sleeve too
            Links so…”

      
      “Robert.” Ashley whispered and shook
            her head no.

      
      “Well by the length of your sleeve
            something tells me not a whole hell of a lot would fit up it. I’m
            an open book Shaw. Do your worst.” I looked at Ash, “Again, a
            pleasure to see you. By the way, a trailer full of shit should be
            here soon.”

      
      “Lucas, I don’t want anything.” Ashley
            said softly.

      
      “Ashley, I do. I want you to think
            before you speak and act. They deserve more. Go out and hug your
            kid. He loves you.”

      
      “I can’t, he’s angry.” Again Ash
            sounded hurt.

      
      “Pull it together Ash. God knows you
            can fake it.” Unable to help myself I looked at Robertson. “I’m
            sure you have to do that a lot with him.”

      
      Ash said goodbye and we headed towards
            the Cape.

      
      ~

      
      When we arrived it was about five at
            night.

      
      Ava ran up and hugged Logan, “You
            alright Loggie?”

      
      “I’m good.”

      
      I followed the kids around back and
            the whole crew was there. I plastered on my smile.

      
      Tessa’s extended family owned a house
            right next door to her and Collin’s home at the Cape. That’s how
            she met him. She was running away from me, and the pain I had
            caused her, and right into him.

      
      They had met before, three times
            actually. Once after the death of a family friend, a guy who she
            got involved with after the first time I hurt her. At Toby Green’s
            military funeral in Syracuse. The second time was here. Again she
            was running from my high school bullshit. Collin was just a guy who
            was fixing up an old house. During that visit her elderly aunt
            passed away. Collin saw the ambulance and came to see what had
            happened to his kind older neighbor and found Tessa, an eighteen
            year old girl, clinging to her aunt’s lifeless body. He pulled her
            off so the paramedics could take Ann’s body away and held her until
            she calmed down and a familiar face showed up. Who happened to be
            the minister that ran a local summer bible camp Tessa had visited
            as a child. And that was the first of the three times they had
            met.

      
      Collin was raised in a hellish
            nightmare. That made my upbringing seem like a trip to Disneyland.
            His mother was a drug addicted whore who pimped her kids out for
            drugs. And if that wasn’t enough, she allegedly killed his older
            brother and sister.

      
      Back then I was so wrapped up in me
            that I remember her telling me they were meant to be. That they had
            met those three times and that she loved him. I was floored. Hurt.
            Pissed, and so angry at her. I was sure I had hurt her so badly she
            was seeking someone to hold on to.

      
      I was wrong. He loved her, protected
            her, cherished her, and he never hurt her. Collin Abraham was a
            good man, a good father, and believe it or not, a good
            friend.

      
      Alex handed me a beer. “Wanna help man
            the grill?”

      
      “Yeah, sure, of course.”

      
      “You alright?”

      
      “Just tired. Long drive.”

      
      “You look tired.”

      
      I laughed, “Thanks a lot. Let me go
            visit the little girl’s room and I will be right out.”

      
      I walked past the masses. Patting
            shoulders, saying hello, smiling, and into the house. I walked to
            the bathroom and shut the door behind me. Did I have to piss? Fuck
            no; I wanted to see what the hell I looked like. Yeah I have a few
            minor vanity issues. So what.

      
      I did look a bit pale but this next
            couple days would fix that. I tanned fast. My eyes weren’t as white
            but I was tired. I leaned in to take a closer look and Tessa walked
            in the bathroom.

      
      “Oh I’m sorry.”

      
      “Don’t be. I’m all set here.” I
            glanced at myself quickly again and she giggled. “What?”

      
      “You.”

      
      “Your brother told me I looked like
            shit. I was just checking.”

      
      “You don’t look like shit.”

      
      “No, I kind of do. I’m pale; the
            whites of my eyes aren’t that bright. He’s right.” I laughed it
            out.

      
      “Are you feeling alright?” She felt my
            head.

      
      “Yeah. I feel great.” I smiled and
            walked around her. “See ya out there.”

      
      I walked outside and pulled my
            sunglasses out of my pocket hoping to hide my eyes. I was glad the
            setting sun was in front of us so I didn’t look like a seventeen
            year old kid trying to hide the fact that I was fucked
            up.

      
      ~

      
      Alex and I steamed clams and crab legs
            and grilled chicken and steak. My kids were hanging with Tessa,
            Jade, and Alex’s kids.

      
      “You made it!” Tessa laughed and I
            looked up to see her sister Kendall and her family.

      
      Ben, fucking Ben, he married Tessa’s
            sister but was real into her when we were kids. He was annoying as
            fuck and I still wanted to slap the shit out of him every time I
            saw him.

      
      He picked Tessa up and spun her in a
            circle and let me tell you, I wanted to floor him. I looked at Alex
            and he smiled. “Ben’s here.”

      
      “Yeah. Kendall looks
            great.”

      
      Alex laughed and walked up to his
            younger sister and hugged her.

      
      So what do I do? I follow
            him.

      
      “Hey Kendall you look amazing,” I
            smiled.

      
      “Lucas!” She hugged me and I picked
            her up and yes, I swung her in a circle.

      
      Ben stretched his hand out and shook
            mine pretty firmly. “Hey there Lucas. I see the kids. Where’s Ash,
            she finally smarten up and leave your ass?”

      
      The whole group went silent and I was
            a little embarrassed, but I kept it together.

      
      “Actually she did.” I
            laughed.

      
      Ben laughed, thinking I was joking,
            and then he looked around and saw the faces.

      
      “Oh Lucas,” Kendall reached out and
            grabbed my hand.

      
      “No big deal Kendall.”

      
      And as if that wasn’t
            enough shit for one day karma threw me one more fuck off, the Red Coats toting
            British boy band invaded. That drummer that had his hand nearly on
            Ava’s ass and the fuck seemed a little too fond of
            Tessa.

      
      I looked and saw Logan standing within
            ear shot. He looked angry.

      
      “Excuse me.” I smiled and even patted
            Ben’s back when I walked away.

      
      ~

      
      Logan had heard what Ben said and was
            pissed. I talked him down and sat with him in front of the fire
            during dinner away from everyone else. Maddox came over and sat
            with us. His buddy T came over too. Logan seemed to loosen up and
            actually enjoy himself.

      
      I, however, did not enjoy watching
            Zach Taylor and Tessa standing away from the entire group lost in
            their conversation. But there was fuckin nothing I could do about
            it. So I walked out to the lighthouse. The place I had come all
            those years ago trying to stop Tessa from saying ‘I Do’ to the man
            whose life we were to celebrate tomorrow.

      
      I stood on the rocks as the waves
            slowly connected with them. The sunset was a beautiful pink color
            and the light blanket of clouds covered very little of it. I sat on
            the rocks taking it in. What a day it had been. Ashley, Ben, Zach,
            all of who I would love to release every ounce of anger that had
            built inside out on, but couldn’t.

      
      “Beautiful isn’t it?”

      
      I looked back and saw Tessa’s father
            John behind me. I stood up and smiled. “Sure is.”

      
      “How are you holding up?”

      
      “I’m good. How are you?”

      
      “Great. It’s actually good to see
            everyone here supporting Tessa and the kids.”

      
      “Yes it is.”

      
      “Lucas, I am sorry about you and
            Ashley.”

      
      “It’s fine.”

      
      “Hurts though don’t it?”

      
      “Yeah it does. But what do you do?
            Stay strong for your kids.”

      
      “Yes you do.” He stood looking out
            over the water. “Even your adult kids. My girl worries about
            you.”

      
      “I don’t want her to.”

      
      “I know you don’t, but she does. She
            was scolding Ben…”

      
      I laughed. “I thought I had played
            that well.”

      
      “Regardless, he was wrong.” We stood
            for a few minutes more, silently. “You ready to head
            back?”

      
      “Sure.”
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      Once everyone was settled and those
            who had left for their hotel rooms for the night were gone. I
            walked into the master bedroom. I grabbed the folder from my bag
            and set it on the bed. I then grabbed Collin’s favorite Boston Red
            Soxs sweatshirt and set it next to it. I went into the bathroom and
            brushed my teeth and washed my face.

      
      When I came out I made sure the door
            was locked and I removed my clothes and pulled Collin’s sweatshirt
            over my head. I crawled into bed and pulled the covers up over me
            and grabbed the folder.

      
      Collin was a writer. Not
            in the typical sense either. He wrote letters to me. Letters to be
            mailed or given to me at specified dates and events in my life.
            Tomas held them and each time he gave me one I asked for them all
            and he lied, ‘That’s the last
            one.’

      
      Each seemed to come at the time I
            needed it most. Each urged me to move on, to live, to enjoy life.
            In one he told me that he knew I was his one and only true love. He
            hadn’t expected or even dreamed of having what we had together. He
            didn’t know he could until me. It didn’t matter that he had been
            with hundreds of women, and yes that was the first time a number
            was ever disclosed. Yet it wouldn’t have matter if it were
            thousands. I knew what I meant to him and he knew what he meant to
            me.

      
      No matter the amount of love I had for
            him, I was angry that he left me. I was even angrier at him for
            telling me in a letter that he always knew his time here would be
            short. He had cheated death thousands of times by the grace of God
            and a lot of luck. He never saw himself old. Not in dreams, or in
            future plans. Which Collin planned for everything. He even wrote
            his eulogy. He wrote his life was better than he ever expected or
            felt he deserved, and he said it was because of my love.

      
       I was still so angry
            when I read that. Angry at him for becoming part of my life when he
            knew he would leave me too early. Then I was upset with myself
            because I was angry at him. You see I can hold it together for all
            the people around me, my family, my friends, everyone. I would fake
            my way through this life if that’s what it took. Because down deep
            I wanted to go to sleep and not wake up.

      
      One minute I was happy, the next sad,
            then angry, and other times suicidal. I felt like that same girl
            from high school. The one whose heart was shattered by Lucas over
            and over again. Damn him for fucking up so many times and damn him
            for not because if he didn’t I would have never been Collins
            wife.

      
      Lucas. I don’t even know where to
            start with whatever it was that was going on with us. But honestly
            I don’t know what I am going to do about the situation I keep
            creating with him. That first night I had no intention of coming on
            to him but I was drunk and lonely. Yes lonely. I was married for a
            long time. I was used to being held, kissed, loved, and touched,
            all the time. And then it was gone.

      
      I told Jade, apparently I needed to
            talk. Jade said it was because Lucas was safe. But he wasn’t safe.
            He never had been. I thought for a fleeting moment that he could
            just have sex with me, like he had so many others. Then, he had to
            tell me he loved me, that we were gonna happen, and that I was
            drunk and he couldn’t.

      
      That’s brought back so many memories
            from long ago. And what do I do? Obsess over it. If that’s not bad
            enough I do it knowing I am. And what does that do? Make me feel.
            Numbness, loneliness, sadness fleeting. Competitiveness and longing
            to be needed, desired, wanted, touched by a man who shattered me,
            so I could feel.

      
      I talked to Jade about it and she said
            we had already been on a few dates. I laughed. But let myself do it
            even though it was wrong. A few times.

      
      And feel I did. I lost myself in him
            and then immediately regretted it. So what do I do? Do it again and
            again. When I finally let it sink in, I hated myself. Then I let
            myself see what I was doing to him. Jade pointed it out. He was
            hurting too. He had just been cheated on, his wife left. Jade told
            me she didn’t contact Logan that he had to contact her. And she
            told me that I needed to be considerate of his feelings.

      
      That caused me to fall into another
            bout of self-hatred. Then we went to South America. There I learned
            that Collin had kept a secret from me. Now I know why he did it. He
            was protecting his right hand man Tomas or whatever his real name
            was but then I started to doubt Collin.

      
      I stayed away from Jade and Lucas,
            instead went on tour with Maddox and Harper. I could lose myself in
            there love and not be angry at Collin because how could I when he
            saved Harper’s life and never treated me with anything but
            love.

      
      I made friends with Zach Taylor. He
            was still front man for Maddox’s old band, Burning Souls, but
            decided to support Maddox for a while. He wasn’t touring and he was
            trying to stay out of his sister’s hair. He told me she said he was
            smothering her.

      
      He and I had a lot of discussions
            about music, love, loss, and friendship. Jade later pointed out to
            me that he was attracted to me and I told her he was not. He was
            twelve years younger than I was and that she was absurd. She told
            me I was an idiot for not seeing it.

      
      It allowed me not to think about Lucas
            and the fact that Collin had betrayed my trust for the very first
            time and that I did the same by sleeping with Lucas.

      
      I looked down at the folder and tried
            to read the letters. I wanted to feel him here. Let him know I was
            sorry before I let him go forever by shattering his ashes where I
            knew her would want them to be, because he said so.

      
      There was a knock at the door and I
            got up and unlocked it. I peeked out and saw it was Jade. I opened
            it and she came in and sat on the bed.

      
      She held up a letter. “This is for
            you. It came from Tomas. I was supposed to give it to you before
            tomorrow’s celebration.”

      
      “Celebration,” I huffed and I sat
            down.

      
      She looked at the open folder and then
            up at me. “How are you doing?”

      
      “Great.” I held the letter in my hands
            and saw his writing.

      
      “Want me to stay?”

      
      “If you want.”

      
      “I want.” She pulled her legs up and
            sat waiting for me to read the letter.

      
      I opened it and pulled out the ivory
            stationary paper and looked up at Jade.

      
      “I wish Tommy had done this you know.”
            He voice was so soft, so unlike Jade. “I know it’s hard to read.
            It’s still hard to read the letters and poems Tommy wrote me but
            Tessa, I would have done anything for him to have given this to me.
            I wished he knew about Luke, so that he may have written him a
            letter to him on his wedding day like Collin did for Harper. I
            wished he would have told me to live and love again like Collin
            does you.”

      
      “He would have had he known,” I
            reached out and held her hand.

      
      “I know it’s not the same. We were
            young and kids, for crying out loud, and it wasn’t easy for me to
            move forward.”

      
      “But you loved Ryan.”

      
      “Of course I did. I grew up with him.
            I didn’t know he loved me that way. I didn’t feel like I was not
            betraying Tommy. Remember when I was in the hospital giving birth
            to Luke? How rotten I was to Ryan?”

      
      “You wanted Tommy to be there. I’m
            sure Ryan understood.”

      
      “I saw his eyes Tessa. I knew I hurt
            him. I knew how I made him feel. I still think about
            it.”

      
      “Are you trying to say it’s the same
            thing,” I leaned in and whispered. “That I’m doing to
            Lucas?”

      
      “No of course not.” She stopped giving
            me a moment to think. “It just would have been so much easier had
            he told me he wanted me to be happy. That he wanted me to move
            forward and love again.”

      
      “Of course he would want that for you
            Jade. Why wouldn’t he? He loved you.”

      
      Jade smiled and nodded. “It’s been
            five months Tessa. Collin has been gone five months. He wants that
            for you too. For God’s sake girl, it’s in every one of these
            letters. Speaking of, open the damn thing; I could use a little
            romance in my life.”

      
      “From the grave?” I tried to joke and
            she saw right through it. “Do I have to read it out
            loud?”

      
      “You have to try. You also have to try
            to listen to the man who loved you enough to leave these
            letters.”

      
      I lifted the paper up to my lips and
            kissed it. I did that with all of them. I don’t know why but it
            made me feel closer to him.

      
      Hello
            Beautiful,

      
      I know if you’re reading
            this it means it’s time to say goodbye. I ask that you spread my
            ashes in a place that brought you peace and a place that brought me
            an angel.

      
      It is here in this town I
            first met you. It was here in this town I was given kindness from
            the first time by a stranger, a little girl with a blue ribbon in
            her hair. It was here I held you and it is here I saw you, truly
            saw you, and then allowed myself to see all the beautiful things in
            the world.

      
      You opened my heart up so
            wide it dropped me to my knees and I would have crawled behind you
            for my entire life if you had just asked me too. Instead you lifted
            me up. You trusted me even knowing everything in my past. You
            walked beside me and taught me and allowed me to feel. I could
            never have imagined that.

      
      Love is not all that you
            gave me. You gave me life. Tessa I love you so much that I am
            giving that to you. I hope you understand the meaning behind this.
            If not I want to explain. I want you to live again. I want you to
            live a life that allows all that love brings to it. I want you to
            smile. I want you to trust. I want you to look forward and not in
            the past. I want you to know love again.

      
      I was given one love. I am
            eternally gratefully for that. You, my beautiful girl, are still
            here. Do not grow old Tessa, just continue to grow.

      
      Let my ashes float away in
            your place of peace and the place I found true love. Nothing can
            take that away from either of us, not ever. Smile knowing that we
            had a wonderful life. And then, smile again knowing that I love you
            enough to want you to love and be loved again.

      
      I will be smiling down on
            you for eternity. Please Beautiful, truly smile up for
            me.

      
      Love Forever,

      
      Collin

      
      I wiped the tears away as Jade took
            the letter from my hand. She placed it in the folder and then set
            it on the nightstand. She climbed up in the bed laid down and
            patted her shoulder. I laid down and she hugged me as I
            cried.

      
      “You will be okay.”

      
      “I watched him die Jade. I begged him
            not to die. I remember him saying, ‘Can’t have you yet’. He didn’t
            want to go Jade. He didn’t want to go.” I couldn’t stop crying and
            the louder I got the tighter she hugged me. “He must be so
            disappointed in me. I am so disappointed in me.”

      
      “You have no reason to be Tessa. He
            has told you he wants you to love again…”

      
      “He didn’t tell me to fuck Lucas,” I
            whispered a hiss.

      
      She laughed. “Well not
            exactly.”

      
      “It’s not funny.”

      
      “No it’s not but I bet he would be
            happy that you smiled for a few minutes.”

      
      “Jade, please don’t. Not
            now.”

      
      She reached over and turned off the
            light.

      
      ~

      
      I slept all night and woke to Jade
            snoring quietly. I sat up and grabbed a pair of leggings and threw
            them on. I brushed my teeth and threw my hair up on a sloppy bun. I
            walked out into the kitchen and looked outside.

      
      My father, Ryan, Alex, Ben, Zach,
            Brody, Jake, and Lucas were all there and so was Luke
            Lane.

      
      “Jade!” I yelled as I ran in the
            bedroom. “Jade! Luke’s here!”

      
      She jumped up and laughed. “My boy’s
            home safe?”

      
      “He is.”

      
      She smiled and tears of joy filled her
            eyes. “My boy’s home.”

      
      She started walking out of the room.
            “Hey Jade!”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Pants,” I laughed and threw her pants
            at her.

      
      ~

      
      I followed Jade out as she ran to her
            son. As soon as he saw her he hugged her tight and she
            cried.

      
      “Mom I’m home,” he laughed. “You can
            stop crying now.”

      
      “Happy tears, joyful tears,” Jade
            laughed as the tears fell down her face. “It’s all over now right?
            You’re done.”

      
      “A couple more months but its state
            side.” Luke let go of Jade and laughed. “I’m almost done
            Mom.”

      
      “Eight years,” Jade grabbed his face,
            “Of hell. No more. Understand?”

      
      “Yeah I do.” The sadness in his voice
            did not go unnoticed.

      
      I looked over at Lucas and his face
            showed concern. He looked at me and smiled.

      
      I smiled back and looked over at Ann’s
            house. Ava was coming out and she stopped a looked at Luke. She was
            trying to stop the smile that was forming. If she only knew that it
            didn’t matter. Even from a distance I could see it in her
            eyes.

      
      “Welcome home soldier,” she laughed as
            she walked quickly over to us.

      
      “Hey Ava,” he tried to look unaffected
            but I could see the way he looked at her.

      
      I looked at Jade and then at Lucas,
            trying to see if they noticed. They didn’t. But Lucas looked at me
            suspiciously and unable to stop myself, I laughed. Ava looked at me
            and her face turned red. She walked over and nudged me with her
            shoulder.

      
      “Back off, Tessa,” she growled
            teasingly.

      
      “Ava!” Lucas scolded her.

      
      “Daddy!” Ava scolded back.

      
      I put my arm around her and laughed
            and she buried her head into my shoulder and I did the same
            thing.

      
      ~

      
      I was in the kitchen starting
            breakfast when Lucas came in.

      
      “I’m sorry Ava was rude. I don’t
            understand…”

      
      “She’s not rude Lucas, she’s
            adorable.”

      
      He just looked at me.

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “Need some help?” He asked and finally
            looked away. He grabbed the eggs and started cracking them in a
            bowl.

      
      “I was going to fry them.”

      
      “Oh shit I’m sorry…”

      
      “I was joking.” I laughed.

      
      “Pain in the ass.”

      
      “Yeah I know.” I walked to the sink
            and washed my hands. “Hey Lucas?”

      
      “What’s up?” He asked as he continued
            cracking eggs.

      
      “I’m glad you’re here. Your friendship
            means a lot to me I hope you know that.”

      
      “Of course I know that.” He tried to
            joke.

      
      “Can you be my friend
            Lucas?”

      
      “I can be whatever you need me to be.”
            I watched his eyes as he looked down at the eggs.

      
      “I need you to be my
            friend.”

      
      He nodded. “Then that’s what you’ll
            have.”

      
      “Even if that’s all…”

      
      “Tessa. I get it okay.” He looked up
            and smiled. “This is hard…”

      
      “It may not ever get easier.” I
            whispered.

      
      “I’m here as your friend. I shouldn’t
            have pushed…”

      
      “No I’m sure I did a lot of the
            pushing,” I laughed trying to ease the sadness that shown in his
            face.

      
      “Yeah well I was there too.” He let
            out a long slow breath. “I’m your friend. Always regardless
            okay?”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      We were silent for awhile.

      
      “Okay let’s get the troops fed.” Lucas
            laughed an awkward laugh.

      
      We were making breakfast and people
            were in and out grabbing eggs, toast, bacon, fruit, and orange
            juice that Lucas decided should be fresh squeezed.

      
      Harper walked in and asked for another
            tray and another round of toast.

      
      “You should bring in the other. I
            don’t think we have …”

      
      Lucas stood up with one in his hands
            and Harper laughed. “How do you know where things are and she
            doesn’t?”

      
      “I’ve been around a long time.” He
            laughed as he buttered the toast.

      
      “What would we do without you?” Harper
            giggled as she took the tray.

      
      I stood at the frying pan thinking
            about what I had just done. I had betrayed my love for Collin by
            sleeping with Lucas. And I had ruined a twenty year friendship.
            Nothing would ever be the same. Not ever again.

      
      I felt tears running down my face and
            I turned the stove off.

      
      “Be right back,” I said and started to
            turn to the bathroom.

      
      Lucas was in my way and saw my tears.
            He grabbed my shoulders and stopped me. “Tessa.”

      
      “No, no don’t.” It was too late, he
            was already hugging me.

      
      “You’ll be alright.”

      
      “I have ruined everything. I ruined
            our friendship and betrayed my love for Collin.” I whispered
            through my tears. “I don’t deserve…”

      
      He pulled back and looked at me. “I
            did this to you and I am so sorry.”

      
      “You didn’t. I was hurting you were
            hurting, it was supposed to be …”

      
      “We fucked Tessa.”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “That’s it. Bad call on our part.
            We’re still friends. We move past it. Got it?”

      
      I nodded and he wiped my
            tears.

      
      “Now go get yourself together girl.
            People are waiting.”

      
      “You’re not mad?”

      
      “Never.” He winked and gave me a quick
            kiss on the top of my head. “Go.”
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      Two months later

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      I sat in my office staring at the
            computer screen. Something I had done every day since I last saw
            Tessa fall apart.

      
      The day everyone
            celebrated Collin’s life had been a long one. I watched Tessa smile
            and laugh and then would see her struggling when she thought no one
            was looking. When she caught me the first three times she rolled
            her eyes and kind of laughed it off. The next few times she seemed
            irritated when I noticed. After that I stopped looking at her. I
            just couldn’t bring myself to cause her any more pain.

      
      Later Tessa, Jade, my
            kids, Tessa’s kids, Luke, Maddox, London, and that Zach fuck sat
            around the fire on the beach. I had just cleaned up bottles and
            cans and was doing my best to avoid watching her. I walked down to
            the lighthouse and sat on the rocks. I wasn’t gone long when Tessa
            snuck up behind me. She sat down and handed me a bottle of water.
            She knew I hadn’t been drinking because I was driving back to the
            hotel. I thanked her and she asked what I was doing out here by
            myself. I still couldn’t look at her. And God knows I couldn’t lie
            to her so I simply said thinking of all the good times
            here.

      
      She huffed and I looked at
            her. “Funny place to sit.”

      
      “Why’s that?”

      
      “You came here trying to
            get me to come back to you.”

      
      “Oh yeah, I hadn’t thought
            of that.”

      
      She nudged me. “Sure you
            hadn’t.”

      
      “No really I was thinking
            about the years our families got together.”

      
      She didn’t say anything
            for a long time.

      
      “You okay?”

      
      “Stop, just
            stop.”

      
      “Okay?”

      
      “You know you were. You
            were sitting here thinking that if I had gone back with you Collin
            wouldn’t be dead, Ashley wouldn’t have left you and that’s bullshit
            Lucas!”

      
      She started to stand and I
            grabbed her. “Hold up okay?”

      
      “Get your hand off me.”
            She growled.

      
      “Baby it’s been a
            rough…”

      
      “Don’t call me that ever
            again…”

      
      “I apologize; I just hate
            to see you like this.”

      
      She laughed a supercilious
            laugh, “Then leave, because seeing you makes me sick. Knowing that
            three months after my husband died, I betrayed him with you of all
            people.” She stopped.

      
      The surprise on her face
            must have mimicked mine. She covered her mouth and I stood slowly.
            She was real close to the edge and I was afraid she may
            fall.

      
      “Okay I’m stepping back.
            Can you please just step this way? You’re awfully
            close…”

      
      “I’m not stupid.” She
            snapped.

      
      “I know that Tessa. Why
            don’t you walk with me back to your house? I’ll get Logan and Ava
            and we can head out.”

      
      “Ava is staying here with
            Harper and Logan is more than welcome to stay as well.”

      
      I was looking at a Tessa
            that I had only seen a few times, one that was lashing out because
            she couldn’t hold on. I turned to walk away hoping she would
            follow.

      
      “So what are you gonna do?
            Go tell them I’m being a bitch and you have to leave?”

      
      “I wouldn’t do that
            Tessa.”

      
      “Of course not because
            you’re perfect now.”

      
      Fuck! “No I’m not. Please
            go on ahead of me. I don’t want anyone to say anything to upset you
            further.”

      
      “Fuck you!” She snapped
            and she stomped by me.

      
      If no one had been there I
            would have grabbed her up, held her kicking and screaming and not
            let go. She would have cried but it would not have ended
            there.

      
      Logan and I went home the
            next morning. We left early with the excuse that we needed to get
            started on sprucing up the place for his graduation party in a
            couple weeks. No one seemed to be any the wiser so I was happy that
            she could now breathe easier without me there.

      
      Jade never mentioned it
            and neither did I.

      
      Over the next few days
            Logan and I worked our asses off building a kick ass outdoor fire
            pit. One that was a permanent fixture replacing the gas grill. Ava
            was in picture mode. She was going to make a video. She also
            painted the dining room, kitchen, and my office. She said she was
            giving it a manlier look since it was a bachelor pad
            now.

      
      The kids had been pushing
            me to date and I had been pushing them to let it be.

      
      Logan’s party was an
            event. Ava out did herself. And Logan was completely surprised she
            had done what she did. Ashley showed up, with Robertson, and I was
            very well behaved. Logan avoided them and Ava plastered a fake
            smile on her face, playing the hostess role very well. Jade was
            there, of course, and so was Phoebe, both snatching beverages and
            keys from kids who shouldn’t be drinking. And I was making sure
            that Logan and I thanked every person who came.

      
      The Hines family was
            already there and I saw Maddox and Harper walking up carrying food.
            I almost didn’t notice Tessa juggling a gift and a big aluminum
            tray full of chicken shit. Yes chicken shit was a real dish and one
            of my favorites that she made for me and anyone else when they were
            going through rough times or celebrating. It was cubed chicken
            breast mixed with stuffing, sour cream, and cream of chicken soup.
            She also added vegetables. It looked just like chicken shit but
            tasted like heaven.

      
      She smiled an apologetic
            smile and I did the same. She was staying close to Alex and Brody.
            Ava was hanging out with her too. I noticed Ashley looking upset
            and I looked in the direction she was looking in. Ava had a giant
            screen set out in the backyard that showed pictures of Logan
            through different stages of his life. Many of course were with me.
            Not because she was a total fuck up as a mother, but because moms
            are usually the ones taking the pictures. As the years progressed
            it was obvious that Ava spent a lot of time with Tessa. Many photos
            showed her tormenting Logan and in the background was Tessa
            laughing at my kids. Many I must admit had me laughing at Tessa
            laughing at them and Collin with a smirk in the distance
            watching.

      
      I looked over at Tessa and
            she smiled. I smiled back and walked over and thanked her for
            coming.

      
      “I wouldn’t miss it.” She
            took a drink of her wine and pointed at the screen. “Our families
            spent a lot of time together over the last twenty plus
            years.”

      
      I nodded and forced myself
            to look away. She understood that I wasn’t being an ass at the
            lighthouse. She just admitted it. I wasn’t going to press my luck
            so I looked up at the screen.

      
      “Check it out Dad! Our
            trip to Mexico.” Logan walked up and patted me on the
            back.

      
      The picture was of him
            surrounded by girls his age and Ava’s caption was ‘Chip off…’ and
            the next screen showed me dancing between two chicks and her
            caption was, ‘The old block…’

      
      Logan laughed, “Nice!” And
            held his hand up and Ava slapped it.

      
      I looked up at Jade and
            rolled my eyes thinking nothing of it. Then looked at Ash who was
            smirking in my direction. I thought she was loosening up. But then
            I noticed her look was geared a little to the left. I looked and
            saw Tessa’s shocked expression as she stared at the
            ground.

      
      Ashley came over and said
            they had a long drive ahead of them and gave fake smiles and hugs
            to everyone, except Tessa. Bitch!

      
      “Two minutes alone
            Ashley.” I grabbed her by the elbow and Robertson stepped
            closer.

      
      Not wanting to cause a
            scene I let go. “Maybe next time.”

      
      Somehow Tessa and I were
            left alone for a minute. “Hey look, that was nothing…”

      
      “We’re friends
            Lucas.”

      
      “No we were more than that
            then and…”

      
      “Please don’t.” The plea
            in her voice and the tears welling in her eyes stopped me,
            briefly.

      
      “I won’t but that was
            nothing, I promise. Just the kids trying to…” I stopped when she
            walked away.

      
      Fuck!

      
      She wasn’t there much
            longer and she kept her distance.

      
      My Dad, step mom, and
            sisters showed up right after she left.

      
      Later I talked to Jade and
            asked that she make sure Tessa knew the fucking truth.

      
      I got drunk once since I saw her last
            and called her phone. He answered, I know it was him, and I hung
            up. Fuck him for taking advantage of her at a weak time in her
            life.

      
      Whoever
         Just Jared is, I’d like
            him to stick his all too informative website where the sun don’t
            shine, cause I was sick of the comments about Burning Souls front
            man’s love interest.

      
      I kept busy with the kids. We spent a
            lot of time at a rented house in Jersey on the beach. My sisters
            came to visit a lot and it kind of drove me crazy when they looked
            at me like they felt sorry for me.

      
      Logan, Ava, and I went camping up in
            Old Forge, New York, the same place Tessa and I went the summer
            before college. I was very pleased Logan didn’t ask me if his
            girlfriend could come. I knew he wasn’t that into her and I was
            grateful for that. If I had done anything right in my life it was
            being the best father I knew how to be.

      
      When we came home it was only two days
            before we moved Logan to school. I had one hell of a time when Ava
            left for school and thought it was because she was a girl, but it
            was just as hard with Logan. He was my bud. And I was gonna have to
            do something, get a new dog, take up golf, anything to keep myself
            busy.

      
      “What the fuck!” I heard Logan yell
            and walked into my office where he sat in front of the
            computer.

      
      “Mouth Logan,” I half scolded, half
            laughed.

      
      “Sorry.”

      
      I walked around to see what had made
            him so upset.

      
      “What’s this?” I pulled up a chair and
            sat down next to him.

      
      “Who the hell would allow their
            fifteen year old daughter to be at a party after a rock concert
            with a bunch of…. rockstars!” Logan pointed to the
            screen.

      
      I looked at him and laughed, “Maybe
            rockstars?”

      
      “Not funny Dad. Look at how he’s
            looking at her. See,” He pointed to a guy London was smiling at who
            did appear to be staring at her chest.

      
      “Emma and Brody…”

      
      “Are her fucking parents and should be
            protecting her from that shit. She’s fifteen Dad!”

      
      Ava ran into the room, “What the hell
            is going on?”

      
      “Logan has a crush on
            London…”

      
      “I do not!”

      
      Ava and I laughed. “I think so too
            Daddy. He loves to talk to her like she’s a child to piss her
            off.”

      
      “She is a child Ava,” Logan snapped at
            her.

      
      “With boobs,” Ava snorted and I
            laughed.

      
      “You two are sick!” Logan got up and
            stormed out of the room.

      
      Ava sat in his chair and laughed.
            “Let’s see if we can find Harper on here. I bet she’s gotten
            big.”

      
      She flipped through some pictures and
            then stopped on one of Zach Taylor holding Tessa’s face kissing her
            forehead as she held his wrists and smiled.

      
      Her smile was one I noticed. It was
            joy, pure joy and happiness.

      
      “Awe, she looks happy.”

      
      I slammed my fist down on the table
            and Ava jumped.

      
      “Dad?”

      
      I stood up and kissed her head and
            walked out the door. I threw on my shoes and walked across the
            lawn. Jade and Ryan were in the hot tub when I stormed in through
            the gate.

      
      “Is she fucking him?”

      
      “Lucas what are you…” Jade
            began.

      
      “Don’t fucking lie to me God damn it
            Jade! Is Tessa fucking Zach Taylor?”

      
      “Of course not. That’s…”

      
      “Fucking save it!”

      
      I turned around and Ava was standing
            there and she looked terrified. “Dad?”

      
      My chest burned again and I held my
            hand to it. “Ava, please don’t. Not now.”

      
      God it
            hurt.

      
      I walked home and up the stairs and
            sat on my bed. I laid down and the room spun.

      
      When I woke up, Ava was sitting on my
            bed crying.

      
      I sat up and looked at her and she
            hugged me.

      
      “You fell asleep. I
            thought…”

      
      I hugged her back. “I’m
            fine.”

      
      “You love her. You love Tessa
            Abraham.”

      
      I couldn’t tell her I
            didn’t.

      
      “You have to tell her
            Daddy.”

      
      “Ava, Tessa needs to heal. I’m not
            going to…”

      
      “Then I will! You were so upset. I’ve
            never seen you that upset. You fell asleep. I thought you
            were…”

      
      “You can’t tell her. You can’t mention
            it. I promise I am fine. I don’t want Logan to know. Oh God, where
            is Logan?”

      
      “In his room. He’s feeling sorry for
            himself too. You men in my life drive me crazy you
            know…”

      
      “We will both be fine. You will be
            fine.”

      
      “I can’t go back to school now. Logan
            will be gone and you’ll be alone.”

      
      “I have a ton of work. I’ll be busy.
            Ava, everything will work out the way it’s supposed to.”

      
      “I’m moving home.”

      
      “When you can Ava.” I smiled at her,
            “Promise me that you will when you can. Maybe get an internship
            here?”

      
      “If you promise to get out and start
            living again Dad.”

      
      “I’ve had an amazing summer with my
            kids. That’s living Ava. The best kind of living.”

      
      ~

      
      Ava and I spent some time with Logan
            at South Campus before I took her to the airport. She was going
            back to school for half a semester. She promised she would find
            something here when she could and I made her promise she would
            enjoy this part of her life and stop worrying about her old
            man.

      
      On my way home from the airport I
            stopped and grabbed Johnny, Jack, and Jim. I intended on getting
            through this with my old friends.

      
      When I got into the house I set the
            bag down.

      
      I pulled out Johnny Walker and sat him
            on the island; next I pulled out Jim Beam, and last, but not least,
            was my old friend Jack Daniels. This was now a bachelor pad and I
            was gonna have a fucking party.

      
      I poured a shot of each and drank them
            down. Then I poured another and another. I looked out the window
            and saw a vehicle pulling in next door at Jade and Ryan’s. I
            thought I was seeing things so I squinted and then
            laughed.

      
      I walked outside and yelled. “Welcome
            home Baby!”

      
      She stopped and looked at me and
            crossed her arms in front of her. I walked toward her and she
            straightened herself up nice and tall.

      
      “How’s Zach?” Was the first thing I
            asked.

      
      “He’s good. How were the girls in
            Mexico?” She raised her eyebrows.

      
      “Not sure Tessa because I didn’t fuck
            them! Because I trusted you would come to your senses. Because I
            thought if you couldn’t handle me you wouldn’t be handling anyone
            else!”

      
      “Well Lucas when we last talked we
            were friends.”

      
      “When I called you at three o’clock in
            the morning and he answered your fucking phone I figured you
            weren’t banging the band boy Tessa.”

      
      “You’re such an ass.”

      
      “Are we pregnant? Did you get your
            period?”

      
      “Oh wow, you have certainly had enough
            to drink Lucas, haven’t you?”

      
      “Not even close to enough.”

      
      “Lucas you need to…”

      
      “Don’t you worry your gorgeous little
            self over it Tessa.”

      
      “I’ve been healing!” She yelled.
            ”There is nothing that ever prepares you for the devastation you
            feel when you lose someone. When that someone is part of you, when
            they are your morning, daytime, and night, it is senseless to even
            try. When each intake of breath burns because it’s not shared with
            them, you just don’t want to breathe anymore. When you look in the
            mirror and you don’t see them standing beside you every day,
            smiling at you because they felt exactly the same way about you as
            you do them, you no longer want to look in the mirror. Nothing
            tastes good. Every smile is forged for someone else; every laugh
            hurts when you don’t hear theirs echo yours. It’s crippling. Collin
            was more than my friend, my lover, my husband; he was truly part of
            me. Zach helped me realize that Lucas. He helped me realize! And
            with his help I could grieve for the first time in seven months
            since he left. I know now he wasn’t taken, he gave his life to save
            our Harper.” I didn’t respond. “But that doesn’t matter to you does
            it!”

      
      “You should have talked to me. You
            didn’t have to …”

      
      “Talk to you? The man who broke me
            over and over again? The man who I feel guilty about because in a
            moment of weakness I wanted you. You hurt me!”

      
      “Twenty fucking years ago Tessa, and
            let me tell you something sweetheart, you ruined me! Made me
            believe that there was someone out there for me! Well guess wha
            BABY, there wasn’t. You ere the only one for me and I fucked that
            up! I get it okay! I can own my shit Tessa. But it’s time you own
            yours. You’ve loved me as long as I have loved you! It was in your
            cards to have two loves in your life, consider yourself lucky. As a
            kid I fucked up Tessa, I was so young!” She started walking away.
            “Don’t you walk away from me damn it! I stand before you as a man.
            Everything you saw in me then has finally become a reality, take it
            or not. I have been chasing you all my life but I’m done chasing,
            it’s all up to you now! Do whatever you need to do! I fucking
            quit!”

      
      I started to walk away.

      
      “You don’t get to qiut! You don’t get
            to Lucas!”

      
      “You don’t ger to tell me what to do.
            I have been waiting to be the man you always wanted me to be and
            then you go to Zach! I’m done.”

      
      “Good!”

      
      I walked home and slammed the door. I
            grabbed Jack and took him upstairs with me.

      
      Fuck it all! I laid on my bed and
            swalloed down some Jack.
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      I watched him walk away and it hurt so
            badly. He had given me no other choice. I looked up into the early
            evening sky and wanted to smile for Collin, like he had asked me to
            in his last letter, but I couldn’t.

      
      “You alright?”

      
      I looked towards the house, shook my
            head no, and the tears began to fall.

      
      Jade walked up and hugged
            me.

      
      “Why is he doing this?” Jade started
            to talk but I continued. “I didn’t fuck Zach. I didn’t kiss him; I
            didn’t do anything but talk with him! Why does he think that
            Jade?”

      
      “You really want my opinion or do you
            just need to vent?”

      
      “Jade! Seriously?”

      
      “Yes, seriously. Tell me what you need
            me to do right now, Tessa, because nothing I have said has done
            anything but cause you more pain and I don’t want that for you. You
            convince yourself that you and Lucas can be fuck
            buddies…”

      
      “Jade that’s…”

      
      “No, you listen to me. I thought you
            were ready. I watched you go through the stages of grief Tessa. I
            watched you isolate yourself, get angry, bargaining in your mind
            with which loss would have been worse, Collin’s or Harper’s, then
            you become depressed, and then I thought finally you had accepted
            it. I thought when we went and got our manicures, pedicures, and
            waxed you were ready. That wasn’t my call. I have been beating
            myself up about it. But I remember you getting me through it. I was
            wrong. Now your guilt was killing you. Then denial about
            Lucas…”

      
      “It’s not your fault.”

      
      “I know that. You weren’t ready. I
            never took into consideration that my time with Tommy, as wonderful
            as it was, was so short. I was so much younger. I sat the other
            night looking at Ryan and thought, what would I do without him? I
            have no idea. He’s been my world for so long. He gets me and he
            still loves me.”

      
      We both laughed.

      
      “Tessa, Lucas hurt you a long time
            ago, but you hurt him too. He thinks you were with Zach because
            that’s what you did when you were younger. When you hurt you moved
            on quickly to someone who made you feel…”

      
      “I did not.” I argued.

      
      “You did and you did the same with
            Lucas. Now he’s hurt.”

      
      “So you’re saying that his bullshit
            back then was my fault Jade, because it wasn’t. He…”

      
      “Tessa you were both so young. Both
            still growing, both …”

      
      “Fine.”

      
      “Fine?”

      
      “I know I wasn’t perfect. But that’s
            not what I was doing with Lucas a few months ago.”

      
      “Tessa, if that’s true, ask yourself
            what it was then.”

      
      We stood quietly for a
            moment.

      
      “I have a letter for Lucas that.” She
            stopped. “A letter from Collin.”

      
      “To Lucas?”

      
      “Yes to Lucas.”

      
      “Why would he do that?” I was
            shocked.

      
      “He wrote all of us
            letters.”

      
      “I suppose you have them
            all?”

      
      “No, but I had one for you and one for
            Lucas.”

      
      “I want to read it.”

      
      “I promised Collin I wouldn’t give it
            to him until I thought Lucas needed it.”

      
      “He’s dead Jade!”

      
      She nodded, “I know.”

      
      I walked into the house and she
            followed. “What are you doing?”

      
      “I’m gonna tear your house apart and
            find that letter and you better not stand in my way!”

      
      “Tessa…”

      
      “Now Jade.”

      
      “And what the hell are we gonna do
            unseal it and then seal it back up?” She laughed.

      
      “Hell yes.”

      
      “Alright. But if he gets pissed
            and…”

      
      “I can’t accept his death Jade if you
            can’t.”

      
      She smiled and a tear fell as she
            walked up the stairs. “I’m sorry Tessa.”

      
      I went into the kitchen and started
            the tea pot. I read once…oh, who the hell am I kidding? I Googled
            it. I used it when Collin received a letter once. It looked like
            female hand writing and after my previous relationship I had a few,
            thousand, trust issues. The steam from the pot breaks the seal
            without evidence. Collin’s was a letter from a woman whose children
            were in college now thanks to him. It was a picture of them and no,
            they didn’t look like him at all.

      
      My poor husband had to deal with the
            baggage I brought from Lucas. He did it with grace and love. Collin
            did everything that way with me. I had, okay have, a short temper.
            Once, after one of my rants he was standing behind me and smirking.
            I was further annoyed by it until he told me how sexy he thought I
            was when I was pissy.

      
      Jade came into the kitchen and handed
            me the letter. “I don’t know what’s in here Tessa but before you
            read it promise me you’ll talk about how it makes you feel. No
            bullshit.”

      
      I held the envelope over the steam and
            Jade laughed.

      
      “Tessa, a promise please.”

      
      “Or what?”

      
      “Or I’ll take that letter and shred
            it.” She laughed.

      
      “You’ll have to get it first.” I
            smiled.

      
      “Promise.”

      
      “I promise, but be prepared. My
            feelings change within a seconds notice lately.”

      
      “Lately?” She laughed.

      
      “You’re one to talk.”

      
      “We Ross girls …”

      
      “We Ross girls what?” Phoebe walked in
            the door.

      
      I tried to hide the letter behind
            me.

      
      “She texted me, I know what you’re
            doing, so give it up sister.” Phoebe kissed my cheek and sat her
            purse on the counter.

      
      “Jade!”

      
      “What? You were acting crazy, I
            thought this situation may require back up. Besides, you talked to
            her more about Lucas things back in school than you did me.” Jade
            laughed.

      
      “Lucas things. Meaning you and
            Lucas?”

      
      “It was a mistake.” I
            whispered.

      
      “Hold up, you screwed him?” Phoebe
            gasped.

      
      “I thought you told her!” I snapped at
            Jade.

      
      “Not everything.” Jade
            whispered.

      
      “Holy shit. How was it? Was it like
            high school?” Phoebe pulled herself up on the counter and sat,
            staring at me.

      
      “I would prefer not to talk about
            it.”

      
      “Okay.” Phoebe smiled gently at me.
            That sweet smile was so sincere, always had been.

      
      “It was good Phoebe and I feel like a
            whore, like I betrayed Collin.”

      
      She put her hand out and I held it.
            “Collin is gone. From the letter Alex and I got, he wants you to
            love again.”

      
      “But if it was Lucas, and it was too
            soon, I don’t think he would be pleased. He would feel betrayed. He
            gave his life for Harper, to bring her back to me and I fucked
            Lucas.”

      
      Phoebe smiled. “Tessa, we all grieve
            at our own pace. Besides, Alex and I read a book that talked about
            grieving. There was a few stories that talked about people who were
            happily married having a harder time being unattached. That your
            support team should encourage you to move forward.”

      
      “But with Lucas Links? Come on
            now…”

      
      “Tessa you have a letter written to
            Lucas from Collin. I bet there might be something in there that
            will give you an idea of how Collin would feel.” Jade was trying to
            help.

      
      “You’re afraid and I understand that.
            But it’s because of Lucas. And not who he is now. You’re
            disappointed in yourself because it’s hard for you to see who he is
            now. Tessa he’s a different man. He’s a good man.”

      
      “I know that Phoebe.”

      
      “Do you or are these feeling you have
            for him confused because of what happened in the past?”

      
      “He hurt me, no he crushed
            me.”

      
      “Yet you kept him in your life. Why
            Tessa?”

      
      “He said the same thing and that’s not
            fair.”

      
      “Why?” Phoebe asked.

      
      “Because if he felt that, if Ashley
            left him because of that, I hurt him and I never meant to. I never
            meant to. And if you all thought that, what kind of life did Collin
            really live? I never would have left Collin, not ever.” I started
            to cry and both of them hugged me.

      
      “We all know that and so did Collin.
            He became friends with Lucas. He and Lucas were friends. They did a
            lot of things together; they coached together, vacationed together,
            and talked like friends do. Collin knew how much you loved him. He
            also knew you love Lucas.”

      
      “Loved.” I warned them.

      
      “Open the letter Tessa.” Jade touched
            my hand.

      
      “I can’t. I can’t do this.”

      
      Phoebe snatched it out of my hand.
            “Then I will.”

      
      Phoebe was the mild mannered one in
            this group of three and it shocked me that she would be so
            pushy.

      
      “Don’t look at me like that. Did you
            hear me say that Alex and I read books on grief Tessa? We are
            scared that we’ll lose you too. Hell, everyone is, but we walk on
            eggshells because we don’t want to push. Your sons call Alex and
            ask how you are because you put up such a strong front and no one
            wants to tell you, you aren’t that fucking strong. You’re like an
            ice princess Tessa. We’re afraid if we push you too hard you’ll
            break. We miss him too. We loved him too, but he’s gone. You’re
            here and my God we’re gonna make sure you stay here. If I have to
            push you into Lucas Links’ bed butt ass naked I will, I swear I
            will just to see you feel again. I love you, so you just, you
            just…cut the shit and sit your ass down so I can read you a
            letter.”

      
      “I have to be strong.”

      
      “You have to be human. You have to
            feel.” Jade rubbed my back.

      
      “What the fuck is going on here?
            Jade’s being sweet and you’re being a…bitch. I’m leaving.” I tried
            to walk away but Phoebe stopped me.

      
      “Sit your ass down and listen to us.
            Listen to the letter. Then if you wanna run away, I can’t stop you.
            But you’re missing so much in the lives of your family. Your Dad is
            living in pain and needs a hip replacement but he’s afraid to tell
            you or schedule it because he doesn’t want to rock your boat. Alex
            cried in front of me for the first time Tessa, because he woke from
            a dream about Harper being taken. He has bad dreams about you
            too.”

      
      I covered my face and cried, really
            cried in front of them.

      
      “Have you even allowed yourself to
            feel when you cry up until now Tessa?”

      
      “Yes as a matter a fact I
            have.”

      
      “When?”

      
      “What does it matter?”

      
      “When?”

      
      “When I spent time with Lucas and that
            makes me feel like shit too.”

      
      Phoebe wiped my tears. “I officially
            call Doe Camp weekend Friday and Saturday night. We’re gonna cry
            and get this shit sorted out. You have a granddaughter on the way
            and she deserves the Tessa who is truly strong and not faking it.
            She deserves a Grandma that feels instead of one who
            pretends.”

      
      I sat on the counter and Phoebe read
            Collin’s letter.

      
      Links,

      
      If you’re receiving this
            letter it’s because I’m gone and you’re not.

      
      I’m not gonna beat around
            the bush, I’m gonna tell you everything I want you to
            know.

      
      When I first met you, I
            wanted to kill you with my bare hands. Tessa wouldn’t let me. I
            didn’t get it then but I’m a quick learner (Unlike you and I thank
            God above for that.) I also thank Tessa because when she has her
            mind made up it’s done. Unless you can delicately prove her wrong
            you’re screwed. You weren’t man enough to do that.

      
      After you invited us to Doe
            Camp and I saw how strong you were being for her. I knew then I
            wouldn’t have a problem with you. I felt your pain and knew
            immediately what the love of that girl had done to us both. I also
            knew that I would treasure her even more than I did at that
            moment.

      
      A conversation we had once
            was one I wanted to have many times but needed it to flow so that
            you wouldn’t catch on. We were at the Cape and you were laughing at
            something Tessa was doing with Logan. The older kids were swimming
            and he was still learning but he was stubborn and as much as you
            tried, he tried harder to show you he was strong. ‘I’m a big boy
            Daddy.’ Is what he said and you said ‘I know that bud.’ Apparently
            Logan enjoyed Tessa’s company and instruction more than yours,
            smart boy. I watched you watch them and laugh. I mentioned how
            amazing she was, you agreed. I mentioned that she was mine. You
            looked shocked and said ‘No shit. The ring’s a dead giveaway.’ I
            asked you, ‘What if there was no ring?’ You laughed like you did
            when I got all possessive and pushed me because you enjoy pissing
            me off. I said four words, ‘Can’t have her yet.’ You gave me an
            annoyed look. ‘Good cause I wouldn’t trade my wife and kids for the
            world. What the fuck man?’ I laughed it off and you laughed
            too.

      
      I knew she would never
            leave me for you and you knew it too. Soon after that conversation
            you and I got closer. I looked at you differently. I trusted you,
            even though I knew you loved her as much as she loved you. And just
            so we’re clear, I never was concerned that she would leave me for
            you or anyone else unless I fucked up as bad as you had. My wife is
            like no other.

      
      I can safely assume you got
            the letter I had delivered to you containing information about
            Ashley’s infidelities and I am so very sorry Lucas. I want you to
            use caution when it comes to Robert Robertson. I don’t trust him
            not to toy with you. I believe your children and Ashley are safe
            but you are not. A jealous man should not be taunted. There is a
            man you hired a few years ago. He was employed by me for three
            years. He is looking out for your best interest. Trust Bones
            completely. He is one of many who are still strategically placed to
            watch out for those I care for.

      
      Yes, care for. I know you
            will always be part of my family’s life. Therefore you qualify as
            one of those people that I care for. You were a good friend to me.
            Your children to mine. I know you love my wife. And I know she
            loves you. If something happens that you two end up together I have
            a warning for you. Although I am one hundred percent certain you
            wouldn’t hurt her again because I know people and you are a damn
            good man. Tessa is going to have a very hard time trusting you. A
            hard time separating her feelings from the past with whatever
            feelings may be transpiring now. Tessa feels so deeply about
            everything and everyone. She is like no other. Her heart is pure
            and good.

      
      Do you remember me saying
            you can’t have her yet? Well you can’t, until she is ready. Promise
            me that and it’s the only promise I will ask you to
            make.

      
      In closing, I am very happy
            to have known you. Again, you were one of very few people I trusted
            in my life. Take care of yourself and her.

      
      Your friend,

      
      Collin

      
      I sat looking at the ground and then
            Phoebe laughed. “Give me that letter please.”

      
      “Okay why?”

      
      “Because I can’t believe a word of
            what you just said.”

      
      “Because none of it sounds like
            Collin?” Phoebe asked.

      
      “Some things but…”

      
      “Like what?” Jade asked.

      
      “Can’t have you yet. Whenever we had a
            Lucas fight he would say it.” I began to shake. “The night he died
            he fought so hard to stay with me and he said it then
            too.”

      
      Jade and Phoebe hugged me and all of
            us cried for a long time.

      
      “Is it over now Tessa?” Phoebe asked
            wiping my eyes. “Will you move past it now?”

      
      “Because my husband’s pimping me out,
            from the grave?” Jade laughed. “Not funny Jade.”

      
      “Said like that it is,” Jade wiped a
            tear.

      
      “Every letter any one of us gets asks
            us to make sure you move forward Tessa. He wants that for you.”
            Phoebe held my face. “So do all of us.”

      
      “My kids won’t accept…”

      
      “They will Tessa. My God, they want
            you to be happy too.”

      
      “Harper is pregnant.”

      
      “Even better reason to move forward.
            That baby will know if…” Phoebe began.

      
      “The Ice Princess is holding her?” I
            forced myself to laugh.

      
      “Yeah.” Jade rubbed my
            back.

      
      “But Lucas?”

      
      “Who else could it be
            Tessa?”

      
      I didn’t know how to admit it. I
            wasn’t sure, well I was. I knew I had always loved Lucas but be in
            love with him? I didn’t think so.

      
      “I don’t want anyone to know about
            what has happened with Lucas and me. I don’t know if I can be with
            him.”

      
      “Says Collin.” Phoebe held up the
            letter and I rolled my eyes.

      
      “Lucas changed for you.” Jade smiled
            at me.

      
      “Not for me. How do you know it was
            for me? What if he went back to Ashley? She truly can’t be in love
            with that man.”

      
      “Collin says so.” Phoebe held up the
            letter again.

      
      “I can’t trust Lucas.”

      
      “Yes you can,” Phoebe held up the
            letter. “Collin says so.”

      
      I snatched the letter out of her hand
            and we all laughed.

      
      “No one could ever be as perfect as he
            was, never.” I held his letter to my chest.

      
      “No one will ever replace him. He knew
            that. You would have never gone to Lucas while he was here. We all
            know that.”

      
      “It still feels like I betrayed him.”
            I opened the letter.

      
      “He knows you haven’t. He knows it
            Tessa. Let yourself off the hook. You loved him, everyone knows how
            much.” Phoebe hugged me again crushing the letter in between
            us.

      
      “Uh oh.” I looked at the
            letter.

      
      “Don’t worry we can make it appear
            perfect, Lucas will never know we saw it first.” Jade took it and
            tried to iron out the wrinkles.

      
      “He has to know. If this thing between
            him and I.” I stopped and looked at them. “I have to see
            him.”

      
      “Now?” Phoebe laughed.

      
      “Yes now. I’ve been hurting him and
            that’s not okay.”

      
      “So you and Lucas together again?”
            Jade giggled.

      
      “No. I don’t know. Maybe? But I’m not
            ready yet.” I threw my shoes on. “This is a secret. My kids don’t
            need to know anything until I’m ready, got it?”

      
      “Yes but why?” Phoebe looked upset,
            like she was worried.

      
      I ran over and kissed her. “I’m going
            to be fine, I always am. And because Collin, my beautiful angel up
            in heaven, said so.” I held up the letter and turned to walk out
            the door. “Thank you both. I love you two. Thank you.”
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      “Lucas wake up.” I heard the voice of
            my angel who in my head now wore horns.

      
      “Go away, fucking dream, nightmare,
            bullshit, this is so…”

      
      “Lucas! Wake up!”

      
      I opened my eyes and she was pulling
            me into a seated position. “Honest to God if I have to continue
            seeing you in dreams could you at least be naked?” She laughed, “I
            know it is definitely a dream because my Tessa frowns. So how about
            you leave me alone with Jack, Johnny, and Jim. They didn’t use to
            torture me with clothed Tessa dreams.”

      
      “No? What did they help you dream
            about?”

      
      “Tits. I’m just gonna feel your tits
            then I’ll know it’s a dream.” I dropped the bottle of Jack on the
            bed. “Jack you suck. Next time I’m bringing Jim to bed.”

      
      She laughed again.

      
      “Tits, fake, taunting dream
            tits.”

      
      “Oh for God sake you’re not dreaming
            Lucas, sober up.”

      
      I leaned forward and squinted. “You
            look real.” I grabbed her tit. “You feel real.”

      
      “Lucas we need to talk and you need to
            sober up now!”

      
      “Angered the dream angel. Fuck you
            twice Jack.” I swatted the bottle on the floor and then looked at
            what was going to be the start of a very wet dream. “Shh. My dream.
            Be sweet dream Tessa. I need to get off after this and you’re not
            having a say in it.”

      
      I grabbed her other tit.
            “Motorboating. Would have loved to do that to real Tessa.” I moved
            closer and she giggled and pulled back.

      
      “Lucas, I’m gonna slap you if you
            don’t stop and listen to me.”

      
      “Slap my cock then.”

      
      “Would you please sober up before I
            lose the courage to do this?” She pulled at me and I
            laughed.

      
      “Nope.” I laid down letting my feet
            stay on the floor.

      
      She leaned down and kissed me. I took
            a deep breath and smelled her. I was pretty damn sure she was here.
            But if it were her why was she letting me play with her tits. Who
            the fuck cares.

      
      I pulled her down onto me and she
            laughed. God she was happy.

      
      “You’re fucking with me Tessa, real or
            otherwise.”

      
      “No I’m not. Collin….”

      
      “Oh that is definitely real Tessa.
            Baby. I’m Lucas.” I let go of her and she sat up straddling me.
            “Who am I?”

      
      “I know who you are. Are you sober
            enough to deal with me?”

      
      “Depends,” I lifted the hem of her
            shirt and started sliding my hand up.

      
      “Focus Lucas.” She smacked my hand
            away.

      
      “You came here, knowing I’m fucked up.
            You let me play with your tits…”

      
      “You just grabbed them.”

      
      I took a finger and ran it up and down
            her lips quickly so she couldn’t talk and she laughed. “Stop. Give
            me five minutes.”

      
      “Your straddling me, smiling,
            giggling, and you expect me to focus? You really are a mess
            Baby…”

      
      She covered my mouth with her hand.
            “Collin said…”

      
      I took her hand off my mouth and sat
            up. “Tessa. I’m drunk and even still I know Collin isn’t talking to
            you.” She tried to talk and I continued. “I want to help you okay?
            But talking about your husband while straddling me and acting all I
            don’t know, fucking giddy is a sure sign that you need more help
            that I can give you.” She was laughing now. “Okay, let’s go see
            Jade.”

      
      I tried to stand and she pushed me
            back. “Tessa so help me God. I’m trying to be a good guy now but
            I’m fucked up and you man handling me isn’t doing anything but
            making me harder and your here talking about shit we both know
            isn’t real.”

      
      “He wrote you a letter.”

      
      “I know. He told me about
            Ashley.”

      
      “No about me. He wrote you a letter
            about me.”

      
      Her eyes were sparkling, she was
            happy, or insane, and right now I had no clue which it was, cause I
            was fucked up.

      
      “I want to read it to you. I might cry
            but I know I’m gonna be okay. Because Collin said so,” she giggled
            again.

      
      “Tessa.”

      
      “Let me.” I was getting nervous now
            and she could tell. Her facial expression changed and now she
            looked concerned. “Am I too late? Do you not still… I don’t know.”
            She covered her face with a letter. “Lucas, I didn’t kiss or sleep
            with Zach Taylor. But if I’m too late, if you don’t still
            …”

      
      I took the letter out of her hand and
            focused as best I could. She sat watching me as I read it. I looked
            up and she was smiling even as tears fell down her face. I finished
            the letter and reached over and set it on my night
            stand.

      
      “Hey.”

      
      “Hey.” She smiled and I wiped her
            tears. She held my hand to her face and closed her eyes.

      
      “So what now?” She shrugged her
            shoulders and I sat up.

      
      “Do you still want me? I mean when I’m
            ready, do you still want me or not?”

      
      “What do you think?” I pushed her hair
            away from her face.

      
      “I think I’m not ready for anyone to
            know.”

      
      “Because you don’t trust
            me?”

      
      She shook her head no. “I don’t trust
            me. Right now I want to try. But tomorrow I might be in a different
            mindset. I’m not ready for anything public. I want to know what you
            expect of me. I want to see if I can handle it and I know it’s
            selfish.”

      
      “Do you love me?”

      
      “Lucas, right now if I said yes I
            would doubt it tomorrow so please, if you can’t handle the head
            trip I am right now, let me know. I don’t want to hurt you
            either.”

      
      “Because you love me.”

      
      “Lucas please…”

      
      “I love you. I still love you. I will
            always love you.”

      
      “Can you handle me?”

      
      “I can handle you just fine. But
            understand I’m not as good as you at hiding shit. My feelings are
            very clear to people around me. Ava saw my reaction to you and that
            fucking Zach…”

      
      “He’s a good guy.”

      
      “Tessa, any man who spends time with
            you wants in your pants. Don’t play coy about this.”

      
      “Lucas there has been two men in my
            pants and that’s all I will ever...” She stopped.

      
      I felt a smile forming on my
            face.

      
      “Just please tell me you didn’t tell
            Ava.”

      
      “She guessed. She told me to fight for
            you.” Tessa’s eyes smiled and she closed them tight. “She won’t
            tell anyone.”

      
      “Did you tell her?”

      
      “She only knows I love
            you.”

      
      “Okay because Harper is pregnant. I
            don’t want her to know yet.”

      
      “So are you telling me we are gonna
            happen?”

      
      “Will you be patient with me? Will you
            trust me? Will you be my…” She stopped again.

      
      “Secret lover?” I laughed

      
      She bit her bottom lip and
            nodded.

      
      “How long are you gonna make me be
            your little boy toy Baby?”

      
      “How long will you allow it before you
            go all…Lucas on me?”

      
      “Let me get this straight you, the
            girl with trust issues, wanna see me, the reason for those issues,
            try to hide an affair with you?”

      
      “I do. I so do. That’s wrong. It’s
            really wrong right?”

      
      “You wanna be bad with me
            Baby?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “I can promise I’m going to be your
            boy toy as long as you need. But you don’t date, kiss, fuck, anyone
            else. You trust me completely. When you miss Collin you tell me.
            When you doubt us, you let me tell you why you’re wrong and you do
            your best to believe me. When you need me I will do my best to be
            there and I want the same from you.”

      
      “Is that it?” She tried to act annoyed
            and I laughed.

      
      “One more thing. I know you can’t say
            it yet but I can’t not tell you I love you. Let me have that
            please.”

      
      “Can you try not to say it so much? I
            know you do, you don’t need to say it so often.”

      
      “Now you want me to say okay and I
            won’t.”

      
      “You really are a pain in the
            ass.”

      
      “And you love it.”

      
      She smiled. “You’re
            pushing.”

      
      “I wanna push.” I thrust my hips up at
            her and she smirked.

      
      “I have to get going.”

      
      “Are you serious right
            now?”

      
      “We leave in a few hours. Two more
            concerts…”

      
      “Will he be there?”

      
      “Zach?”

      
      “Yes Zach.” I hissed.

      
      “I don’t know. Maybe. Look, I’m the
            one with trust issues remember?”

      
      I just looked up at her.

      
      “Lucas, I. Like. You. A. Lot. No need
            to mistrust me.”

      
      “Fine, then let’s get you back to your
            vehicle so I can come home and jerk off.”

      
      I stood up with her in my arms and she
            held my shoulders.

      
      “See, we’re this close, it won’t take
            that long Baby.”

      
      “Nope.” She slid down me and stood on
            the floor. “I’ll be back soon.”

      
      “And I’ll be blue.” I grumbled and
            gave her my best pouty face, she use to fall for that
            shit.

      
      She kissed me and it felt like our
            first kiss. One of promise and I knew damn well I wasn’t going to
            fuck it up this time I just hoped she wouldn’t.

      
      I held her hand as we walked across
            the lawn to her vehicle at Jade and Ryan’s. She was smiling and
            beautiful.

      
      We got to her SUV and I kissed her.
            Much different from the one we just shared. I pulled her lip with
            my teeth demanding access and she gave it to me. Our tongues met
            and she moaned when I licked hers up and down slowly.

      
      I heard clapping and Tessa laughed and
            pulled back slowly. I looked over and saw Phoebe and Jade. I looked
            back at Tessa and she grabbed my face and kissed me and then opened
            her door, waved to her friends, and pulled her seat belt on as I
            shut the door.

      
      “LYA Baby.”

      
      She smiled and backed out.

      
      “What have we here?” Phoebe skipped up
            to me and hugged me.

      
      “A miracle Phoebe, that’s what we
            have.” I laughed, waved to Jade and walked home.

      
      I wasn’t home long when I got a text
            from Tessa.

      
      I hear this song at least
            ten times a day. Look After You, by the Fry. We danced to it at
            Harper’s wedding….TT

      
      So Baby is okay now? No
            matter what you have always been and I don’t want that to
            stop…LYA

      
      I can deal…TT

      
      This song is one of my
            Tessa songs. Fall For You, Second Hand Serenade. Not happy you had
            to lose Collin for it to happen but I’m glad I am getting a chance
            to make it up to you… LYA

      
      I’m glad I am getting to
            see the man I knew you could be. But I’m sad I said it because it
            hurts to have lost him. Is it okay that I said that? Did I hurt
            you? I just don’t know what to do. Being honest about it may hurt
            you Lucas. I’m sorry…TT

      
      No it’s perfect Tessa.
            Don’t stop telling me how you feel. I want all of it. Song again.
            All of Me, John Legend….LYA

      
      I’ve heard it, a lot lately
            actually. You’re sure?...TT

      
      One hundred and ten
            percent…LYA

      
      So you think I’m
            crazy?...TT

      
      What?...LYA

      
      The song says you’re crazy.
            Is that why it’s a Tessa song?…TT

      
      Well if we’re doing a lyric
            thing here I’d be OUT OF MY MIND to answer that
            truthfully…LYA

      
      Ass…TT

      
      Can you sleep or should I
            come sneak in the window and hold you?…LYA

      
      I think I can. But we leave
            in an hour…TT

      
      Try…LYA

      
      OK goodnight…TT

      
      Goodnight
            Baby…LYA

      
      I woke with a hangover and a message
            from Tessa.

      
      -We’re here two days until
            the concert. Pretty cool to watch how much goes on behind the
            scene. Hope you have a great day…TT

      
      -Perfect way to start it. A
            message from you. Stay safe Baby…LYA

      
      Later that day she sent a picture of
            the stage and a message before pic.

      
      Stay tuned for the
            after…TT

      
      I smiled as I packed up to head to
            Jersey.

      
      -Trying to not text you too
            much but I will be in Jersey for a few days. Work calls and the
            house is empty so I may as well right?...LYA

      
      -Will you see
            Ashley?…TT

      
      That was a very fast response so I
            knew it was bothering her.

      
      -I fucking hope not. That
            would ruin the buzz I have from last night…LYA

      
      -Okay…TT

      
      -Baby, she was a fill in
            for you. Like it or not it’s the truth. I have you back now and
            there is no way I’m trading down. You were made for me. No one
            else, just you…LYA

      
      No response and anxiety sets
            in

      
      Zach
            there?...LYA

      
      NO!...TT

      
      I wasn’t fucking playing games. So I
            called her.

      
      “Why are you calling?” She
            whispered.

      
      “I don’t want you stressing because
            obviously we feed off of each other’s anxiety and I gotta tell you
            Baby, every fucking time, I swear it physically hurts.”

      
      “Okay. Hey, Dad is having surgery in a
            few weeks.”

      
      “Hip replacement. He finally scheduled
            it?”

      
      “You knew?” She gasped.

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “But they didn’t tell me?”

      
      “Tessa they were worried about you.
            Must be it’s really bugging him or they think you’re doing
            better.”

      
      “I’m pissed.” She whispered and
            slammed a door. “Lucas their not prepared for that.”

      
      “Them or you?” I asked softly hoping
            that would ease the bite the question may leave her
            with.

      
      “Them, jackass! He won’t be able to do
            the stairs.”

      
      “Okay, maybe you should ask them what
            their plan is with that Tessa. Your mom’s a nurse, I’m sure they
            have considered it.”

      
      “Spill it Links.”

      
      “No way.” I laughed.

      
      “Lucas now.”

      
      “Their building a ranch near Brody’s
            place.”

      
      “They’re selling our
            house?”

      
      I didn’t say a fucking
            thing.

      
      “Okay that didn’t come out how I
            planned it to Lucas.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “I didn’t mean our house as in yours
            and mine from a million years ago. I meant because it was on our
            land, meaning Ross family land.”

      
      I chuckled “Of course that’s what you
            meant.”

      
      “Shut up.”

      
      “It’s called a Freudian
            slip.”

      
      “You’re so frustrating.”

      
      “You too, I had to jerk off for
            fifteen minutes this morning just to get rid of the hard on you
            left me with.”

      
      I heard her giggle.

      
      “Will you by any chance be in Jersey
            for a concert in a few days?”

      
      “Stalker.”

      
      “Does that mean yes?”

      
      “Yes, Lucas.It means yes.”

      
      “Good. Your boy toy needs to see
            you.”

      
      “Maybe.”

      
      “Make it happen. Love you Baby. Talk
            to you soon.”

      
      I hung up so she didn’t have to feel
            bad for not returning the sentiment.

      
      I talked to both the kids on my way to
            Jersey and Ava was meeting me for dinner before she went to the
            concert. And get this, Ava said, “Would you come too,
            Daddy?”

      
      Could life possibly get any
            better?
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      “What do you mean you’re coming to the
            show?”

      
      “My daughter asked me to come to the
            show with her. What should I have said Baby?”

      
      “Lucas how about no?”

      
      “Now that would disappoint my girl and
            you.”

      
      “How would it disappoint
            me?”

      
      “We’ve never been to a concert
            together Baby.”

      
      “We’ve never been to the moon either
            Lucas but I’m not disappointed. Please don’t do this.”

      
      “Okay I’ll just call Ava and tell her
            something came up.”

      
      “She’ll be disappointed.”

      
      “And I just fell even more in love
            with you.”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “I mean, what a bitch,” He laughed.
            “How dare you not want to disappoint my kid?”

      
      “You’re not playing fair
            Lucas.”

      
      “All is fair in love and football.
            Speaking of football, Logan’s first game is Saturday against
            Villanova.”

      
      “He must be so excited.” I tried to
            act like it didn’t bother me but it did. I wished I could be there
            for him, both of them. “Is Ashley gonna be there?”

      
      “Sure is. Her and Robert. Can’t wait.
            Dad and I bought a box and he invited them.”

      
      “What the fuck is wrong with your
            father?”

      
      He laughed. “I would’ve invited them
            either way Baby. For Logan. For the last game which, by the way, is
            November eighth against Duke. Maybe you can all come. And if you’re
            a good girl, maybe I’ll make you come at the Dome.”

      
      “I’ll see you next week?”

      
      “Unless you want me earlier. I am a
            man of leisure now you know, which is code for, ‘I’m bored out of
            my fucking mind’.”

      
      I laughed. “I miss you.”

      
      “How much?” His voice was deeper,
            huskier.

      
      “Enough.”
         Too much, I
            thought.

      
      “I can fly too,” he paused for a
            moment. “Virginia Beach?”

      
      “You can’t,” I laughed.

      
      “Oh Tessa, you have no idea what I
            would do for you.” His voice was full of hidden intent.

      
      “Lucas, I will see you next
            week.”

      
      “Sure thing Baby. Now go take a nap.
            You’ll need it.”

      
      He hung up before I could say anything
            else.

      
      ~

      
      After dinner with Harper, Maddox,
            Emma, Brody, and the girls, I looked at the clock. It was eight
            thirty and I was exhausted. I suppose it was because some, not all,
            of the emotional gloom I had been dealing with lately was slowly
            disappearing.

      
      “You tired Harper?”

      
      “Exhausted, all the time.” She laughed
            and rubbed her belly.

      
      “How’s my granddaughter?”

      
      “Perfect. She’s moving. Do you wanna
            feel?”

      
      Maddox was sitting next to her with
            ear buds in listening to his playlist for a new set they were doing
            tomorrow. His hand was on her stomach.

      
      “Do you think he’d mind?” I laughed
            and Harper smiled.

      
      “Mom, anytime you want to touch my
            belly you know you can.” She smiled sadly at me.

      
      I looked at her and was struck with
            the knowledge that I hadn’t even touched her belly since she had
            gotten pregnant. I hadn’t made a big enough deal about what was the
            most precious time in my daughter’s life. I felt my eyes
            burn.

      
      “Harper, I am so sorry. Oh my God,
            where have I been for seven months?”

      
      “It’s okay Mom. You’ve been busy.” Her
            eyes teared as well. “I understand.”

      
      “I don’t. Not one bit. Oh Harper Ann.
            I…”

      
      “Mom. We lost Dad, my first child,
            Grandpa Harrison, I got married, we had a memorial service, and
            you’ve been with us on this tour. You’ve been here.”

      
      “Not enough.” I knelt next to her and
            held my hand on her stomach and Maddox opened his eyes.

      
      “She’ll be a soccer player,” he
            laughed and took out his ear buds. “She’s so active all the
            time.”

      
      Tears began falling and I laughed as I
            felt my granddaughter kicking. “She’s going to be
            amazing.”

      
      “Mom…”

      
      “No. No excuses, just the facts. Life
            was horrible for a while but I’m here now. No going
            back.”

      
      “He would want that.” Harper smiled
            and put her hand over mine.

      
      “I know that now.”

      
      “What’s changed?”

      
      “I don’t know. His letters. Time.
            Realizing that I have too much love to give. I am so excited about
            her Harper. Just going to warn you both now, I’m going to be taking
            her a lot.”

      
      “Where?” Maddox sounded uneasy and
            Harper and I both laughed.

      
      “After a few weeks I will take her to
            my room so you two can sleep once in a while. If she is cranky I am
            going to hold her so you can shower or eat or breathe. Mom did that
            for us. After the boys were born Collin had begged me to go get a
            haircut with him. Then every few weeks we went to dinner. Just an
            hour or two for us. You’ll need that.”

      
      “We won’t, will we Harper?” Maddox’s
            voice was an entire octave higher with panic.

      
      “I don’t know Maddox what do you
            think?” She looked at him and he held her stare for a
            bit.

      
      “Oh, um, yep we will need that once in
            a while.”

      
      “Not for sex. You can…” I
            began.

      
      “Uncomfortable.” Maddox
            whispered.

      
      “Oh please, the amount of times I have
            accidentally walked in on the two of you?” I laughed and so did
            they. “We need to plan a baby shower. Decorate a nursery, get
            everything set. She’ll be here before you know it. If not earlier
            like you were.”

      
      “Oh no our little one is scheduled on
            October thirty first. Its Dad’s birthday, she will not deviate from
            that plan. Right Harper?”

      
      “Mom knows I’m not all that impressed
            with the date Maddox, no need to rub it in.”

      
      “You never know.” I leaned down and
            kissed her belly. “I’m going to head back to my room. Goodnight, I
            love you all.”

      
      ~

      
      I showered and threw on a tank top and
            climbed into bed. I was ready for a good night sleep. I said my
            prayers as usual and settled in ready to toss and turn. I know
            Harper would forgive me but I knew how hard it was to forgive
            myself. I talked to Collin tonight. I woke to my phone and looked
            at the screen.

      
      “Lucas?”

      
      “Who else?”

      
      “Hi.”

      
      “Were you sleeping Baby?”

      
      “Yes actually.”

      
      “Sorry I know you need your sleep but
            I happen to be outside your hotel, hanging out on the
            beach.”

      
      “Your where?”

      
      “We never dated back then. I know we
            won’t have a lot of time to do that so I was just hoping maybe you
            can…I don’t know.”

      
      “Are you embarrassed?” I couldn’t help
            but smile.

      
      “Baby, just come down. Look to the
            left of your hotel when you walk out beach side.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Yes.” I laughed and hung
            up.

      
      I ran into the bathroom and brushed my
            teeth and tried to make sense of my still damp mop of hair. I
            grabbed some shorts and threw them on. And looked for a sweatshirt.
            I grabbed the first one I saw and snuck out the door.

      
      I used the stairs knowing that Clive
            or Serge would be stationed at the end of the hall near the
            elevator. I was sneaking out. I laughed when I slid down the last
            three stairs on my ass. Damn flip flops.

      
      I opened the door and ran out. I
            stopped when I saw Lucas in a white linen top and khaki shorts that
            hit just above his knees holding a single white flower. I felt the
            butterflies dancing around in my belly just like they used to with
            him. Lucas was beautiful. He was that all American Abercrombie and
            Fitch looking kind of guy, even at his age. He was six foot two.
            The only reason I knew that was because Collin was an inch taller
            than he was. He had dark brown, almost black, hair and blue or
            green eyes, depending on the color he wore. He was built like a
            quarterback back then and still was to this day. Square jaw, and
            flawless masculine features, adorn his face. Leading to his
            prominent deltoids and very impressive set of abs, and well, let’s
            just say the defined V wasn’t pointing to anything less impressive
            than the rest of him. He was rugged looking but not over the top
            buff, except when he was playing pro ball. He always took care of
            himself very well. His legs were thick and his ass, even thicker.
            He exuded confidence and his looks demanded attention. Just like
            him. Most of the time.

      
      He tilted his head and looked a bit
            confused. That was the Lucas I always fell for. The softer Lucas
            who allowed you to see past the natural confidence and into the
            vulnerable side. I started walking towards him now and smiled. He
            bit his lip and smiled back. I ran up and fell into his embrace.
            His big warm hug made me melt. It was always comfortable in his
            arms. Which at times seemed to make me lose my senses
            completely.

      
      “There you are. You stopped for a
            minute. You kind of had me going and not in a good way either.” He
            leaned down and very softly kissed my lips. He stepped back and
            looked me up and down slowly. “You alright?”

      
      “Well back there I was checking you
            out.”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Uh huh. You’re very nice to look
            at.”

      
      He laughed and took my hand and
            started leading me into a darker section of the beach.

      
      “Before that I fell down the last
            three stairs on my butt.”

      
      He stopped and handed me the white
            rose and then turned me around. He kneeled down with his hands
            holding my hips and he kissed my butt over and over again. I
            laughed and then I felt his strong wet tongue running slowly back
            and forth just inside my waist band.

      
      “Lucas.”

      
      “Better?” His hand ran up my inner
            thigh and I felt my back arch slightly towards him.

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Good.” He stood up and took my hand.
            “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      
      “Where are we going?”

      
      “On a date Tessa.” He
            chuckled.

      
      I saw a cabana in the distance that
            was glowing and I smiled.

      
      “It didn’t start that way before and
            it should have.”

      
      I stopped. “It was supposed to be a
            mess back then or I wouldn’t have…”

      
      He turned and looked at me. “I don’t
            regret marrying Ashley. I have two beautiful children because of
            her. This isn’t about any of that. It’s about righting wrongs.
            Wrongs, that like it or not, I see clearly now and I want you to
            know that I am sorry it ever was like that with us. But I wouldn’t
            go back okay?” I didn’t answer. “Do you trust me?”

      
      “Yes, no, Lucas this is…”

      
      “Going to be a night you’ll never
            forget if you just trust me now Tessa.”

      
      I nodded and he smiled and turned and
            walked to the cabana.

      
      He pulled back the curtain. “After
            you.”

      
      I walked in and sat on the blanket
            that covered the entire area inside. There were candles, music,
            strawberries and wine.

      
      He sat next to me, opened the wine,
            and poured me a glass.

      
      “Thanks.” I laughed and covered my
            mouth.

      
      He smiled and poured himself one.
            “Weird?”

      
      “No it’s nice, it’s just not, I don’t
            know.”

      
      “Us?” He asked.

      
      “Yeah I guess but I’m also feeling. I
            don’t know. Silly?”

      
      “You aren’t alone. All the way here I
            was questioning what I was doing. I ordered flowers and went with
            the normal yellow roses and Gerber daisies I always got for you but
            then decided I needed to switch it up. Wine, but which kind will
            she like? Which kind will make her smile? Which kind will get her
            naked fastest?” He laughed and so did I. “I want this to be the
            same. The ease that we always had when talking. The laughs, the
            fun, did I mention the talking?”

      
      “You did.”

      
      “Good because I miss that. I miss that
            so much.” He held my hand. Do you remember Molly’s shower at the
            pond? You and I fought; I almost didn’t show up…”

      
      “Of course I do.”

      
      “Do you remember everything about
            it?”

      
      “The baby?”

      
      “Okay, it had been six months, I
            remember that. But I didn’t then.”

      
      “It’s alright; it was a long time
            ago.”

      
      “Okay fine. But I need you to know
            when things really changed for me and why. Not an excuse but
            something I want you to know that I’m fully aware of and will never
            do again.”

      
      I nodded and swallowed
            hard.

      
      “I was an ass. Pissed off and
            wallowing in my own bullshit. You were hurting too and I just kept
            up my shit because I needed to protect myself. Ben was head up his
            ass about you then and didn’t even try to hide it. He’s the only
            guy who had the balls to tell me about myself. He was leaving to
            attend school overseas because he was in love with you. He couldn’t
            stand to see what I was doing to you. The girl he knew growing up
            was a shell of herself. He told me what a fuck up I was. I had felt
            that all my life growing up with Landon as a father. I knew I would
            never be any better. I asked you if you wanted to try to have
            another baby. Just grasping at whatever I could to make you stay
            with me and I realized the only way I could lose you, was by
            hurting you. I knew I was going to lose you then. I fucked you in
            the pond under the dock with your family on the shore. The kid, who
            respected your father enough that I tried my damndest to keep my
            hands off you under his roof, fucked you while they were all ten
            yards away. It was then I began treating you like a possession. I
            held too tight knowing I was gonna blow it and a guy like Ben was
            going to get you. The girl I loved. But then it didn’t matter, all
            that mattered is that I knew when I fucked up you’d be back. I
            needed that. It disgusts me now. As much as I didn’t want to hurt
            you I couldn’t stop because I knew I didn’t deserve you. I wasn’t
            good enough or deserving enough of your love.”

      
      “You were Lucas…”

      
      “Here’s the deal Tessa. I wasn’t
            because I didn’t love myself then. I didn’t know who I was capable
            of being then. As many times as I walked away, wanting to save you
            from me, I dragged you back, and you came because you knew who I
            could become. You knew who was deep inside of me hidden under the
            front I carried; the boy abandoned by his Daddy; the boy who wasn’t
            enough for his Mom to want to try to stay sober for; the guy that
            girls fucked for a good time. You chipped away at him. You cracked
            the shell enough for him to pull himself out of that hell, but he
            couldn’t until he knew himself who he could be. It took losing you
            for good, to a man like Collin, to realize that the life I dreamed
            of, the one you wanted with me, was attainable. But it was too late
            and I went fucking crazy. I was done with ball, I had lost you, I
            had hit rock bottom and you weren’t there to pick me up. It took
            losing you to get there. When Ash stopped over to Dad’s one night
            to drop off the mail because they were away I was sitting behind a
            pile of coke big enough to end the pain. She and I got stupid
            fucked up and had sex for three days straight without sleep. She
            told me about her failed relationship and I did the same. After
            that day we were inseparable. Then you told me you thought she was
            the one. You told her too and that did it. We didn’t do drugs, we
            went on real dates, I treated her like gold and it felt so good to
            give love like you had given me. We got married soon after that. I
            should have treated you like that. I should have treasured you like
            I did her. But if you and I had never gone through all that shit I
            wouldn’t have changed. If you hadn’t have married Collin, I would
            have probably treated you the same damn way forever. We wouldn’t
            have had five kids between us and, hell; I would have probably
            ended up dead. You marrying Collin wasn’t just good for you Tessa.
            He changed me too.”

      
      I looked up at him and wiped my tears
            away. “You wanted to die?”

      
      “I didn’t want to live. Kind of the
            same thing.” He smiled sadly.

      
      “I want to say you should have told me
            but…”

      
      “Nothing would have
            changed.”

      
      I nodded.

      
      He smiled and wiped his thumb across
            my face removing more tears.

      
      “White roses. New beginnings, clean
            slates, the only girl who was pure from the first time we met. The
            only girl who I will ever trust with my heart. The girl who I know
            will trust me with hers too.”

      
      I smiled and then took a
            drink.

      
      “I want a do over in the water. I want
            to make slow, sweet, it doesn’t even matter if I come, kind of love
            tonight. This date is just you and me, connected in a way that
            should start our new beginning.”

      
      “Here?”

      
      “Virginia Beach is for lovers
            Tessa.”

      
      I laughed.

      
      “No really I saw a sign when I drove
            in.”

      
      He leaned in and gave me a soft kiss
            as he held the back of my head, angling it so he could kiss me
            deeper. I melted into him and he pulled slowly away.

      
      “One more thing. I told you years ago
            the kind of guy you deserved and you got him. You’re so amazing you
            deserve another, so if memory serves me well, I said that you
            needed someone who likes music and can move. They have to be
            intelligent. Someone who is funny, your laugh Tessa should never be
            stopped, it’s infectious. It has to be someone who shares your
            values and loves family. Someone to let you explore who you are and
            when you’re ready and sober, explore them. They have to love to
            talk or at least love you enough to listen. They need to enjoy
            every part of you. From your perfect face, flawless skin, tight
            body, eyes they could sink into forever, and perfectly wavy hair
            that just begs their hands to touch it, to your wit, voice and your
            little tantrums. If they don’t crave you every second of every day
            they don’t deserve you. If they succeed and they don’t search for
            you to share that with them, they don’t deserve you. If they don’t
            need you by their side during every part of life they don’t deserve
            you. If when they fuck up they don’t love you enough to let you go,
            they don’t deserve you. I will never fuck up again. I am perfect
            for you and you for me. I love you Baby and someday you’ll trust me
            enough to say the same. But if you can’t say it then show me Tessa.
            Show me that you think I’m still worthy of the greatest love I have
            ever known.”

      
      “You remembered those
            words?”

      
      “I’ve written them down for
            Ava.”

      
      I laughed and then stood up and pulled
            my shirt over my head and reached down and did the same to
            his.

      
      We slowly took our time taking each
            other clothes off and kissing softly as we continued. He took my
            hand in one of his, grabbed two towels with the other, and we
            walked to the water. He sat down and guided me in front of him and
            then slowly brought me down onto him.

      
      He guided my hips slowly. When I tried
            to move faster he slowed me. “I just want to be inside you as long
            as I can Baby.”

      
      He caressed my breasts and licked my
            nipples, teasing me unintentionally. Each whimper or moan I made
            caused him to continue his pleasure filled movement. We kissed each
            other with deep need and desire and looked into each other’s
            hooded, glassy, not quite satisfied eyes, until neither of us could
            take it.

      
      “Baby I need to come but I don’t have
            anything on.”

      
      “I want you to come inside of
            me.”

      
      “Okay but what if…”

      
      “I got the Depo shot a few months
            ago.”

      
      “For me?”

      
      “For us.”

      
      “For us.” He purred repeated my words
            in my ear. “Can you get there?”

      
      “I’ve been there. You take me the rest
            of the way.”

      
      “Do you know how good you feel
            inside?”

      
      “I know how...” He pulled me up tight
            against him so there was no space or separation. “Oh
            God.”

      
      I felt his cock swell even more and he
            hissed. “Damn.”

      
      He grabbed my hips and kissed me hard
            as he guided me up and down him until I felt the burn turn to
            insane waves of pleasure ripping through me. “Oh yes. Lucas I… Oh
            Lucas I want to say it.”

      
      “Fuck!” He roared and his cocked
            pumped his hot liquid into me as he thrust up and down until I
            couldn’t move or even produce a sound. I was breathless and limp
            against him as he continued pumping into me repeatedly.

      
      He held me and kissed me between his
            slow deep breaths. Our hearts pounded at the same pace and our
            intakes of air were in sync. He laughed, having noticed it
            too.

      
      “I love you Baby.”

      
      “I was so close to…”

      
      “I don’t want you to say it until
            there is a white gown and a member of clergy involved.”

      
      “Lucas are you insane?” I
            laughed.

      
      “No, it’s gonna happen when you’re
            ready. The sooner the better too.”

      
      “Are you asking me to…”

      
      “Shh, not yet.”

      
      He kissed me and stood up with me
            still in his arms.

      
      He didn’t say much the rest of the
            time we shared. We just dressed one another and fed each other
            strawberries until we were both nearly asleep.

      
      “You better head in.”

      
      “You can’t drive back now it’s
            late.”

      
      “I’m fine.” He stood up and pulled me
            up.

      
      “No. You stay here
            tonight.”

      
      “I’ll get a room somewhere outside of
            town if it’ll make you feel better.”

      
      “Stay with me.”

      
      “Here?”

      
      “I can sneak you in and after we leave
            I can text you and you can sneak out.”

      
      “Bad girl.”

      
      “Boy toy.”

      
      ~

      
      I was in the shower after yet another
            love making session. When Lucas walked in completely naked, my body
            ached for his touch and he smiled at the way I responded. He bent
            and took my nipple in his mouth and my back arched pushing further
            into him.

      
      My hand ran down his torso and I felt
            him hardening again. I stroked him and he moaned against my breast.
            When I pulled back, his head tilted and his eyes filled with
            question. I licked my lips and looked down at his beautiful wide
            cock. His mouth had been on me but I had yet to do the same in
            return. I knelt before him and his body sagged against the shower
            wall as I took him in both hands and stroked him up and down as I
            watched and felt him harden.

      
      His hand pushed the hair that had
            fallen in my face back so that he could watch me. I flicked my
            tongue across his tip and he let out a low rumble. I did it again
            and he hissed through clenched teeth. I wrapped my lips around just
            the head and flattened my tongue against it.

      
      “I forget how good you were with your
            mouth Baby.”

      
      I moved down his hard length further
            still looking up at him and his jaw clenched.

      
      “So hot. So wet. Fuck you look even
            more beautiful with my cock in your mouth. Suck it Baby. Suck my
            cock.”

      
      Lucas was the king of dirty talk.
            Always had been. And I loved it.

      
      I lowered my mouth down further and
            swallowed. “That’s it Baby take more.”

      
      I tightened my lips around him and
            moved back up this length slowly and stopped at his head. I sucked
            harder as his hand fisted in my hair. I glanced up and his facial
            muscles were popping. He was restraining himself and I wanted him
            to lose control. I moved back down slowly and stopped when I
            couldn’t take anymore. I tried and he gently pulled my head
            back.

      
      “I don’t want you to choke Baby. Just
            take what you can.”

      
      I moved back up faster this time as I
            stroked him. His eyes were nearly closed when I continued sucking
            up and down his thick cock. Then let my tongue caress the veins on
            the sensitive under side of his erection and he groaned.

      
      I cupped his heavy sac in one hand as
            I pumped him with the other. I licked my tongue across the tip and
            then moved it down his length.

      
      I wrapped my mouth around him again as
            I continued massaging his balls and pumping him in my
            fist.

      
      I tasted his pre- cum and knew he was
            almost there. I sat back on my heels and licked my lips.

      
      “You taste good Lucas.”

      
      “There’s a lot more where that came
            from.” His voice thick with desire.

      
      I bent and took one of his balls in my
            mouth and his head fell back. “Holy fuck Baby.”

      
      When I did the same to the other, he
            hissed.

      
      I took his hard cock in both hands and
            pumped him fast and hard as I sucked, moving my head up and down
            his throbbing cock.

      
      “I’m gonna come.”

      
      “Mmm.” I moaned just before the first
            hot burst hit the back of my throat.

      
      He held the back of my head guiding me
            until he was empty.

      
      He slid slowly down the shower wall
            and pulled me onto his lap. “You are fucking amazing.”

      
      Lucas spent the night and the entire
            next day and evening hidden in my room. I told them all I was tired
            and Harper seemed happy that I wanted to sleep. I felt a little bad
            about it but Lucas reminded me over and over again why it was
            alright.
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      I could never get enough of Tessa when
            we were younger and things had not changed one bit in all this
            time. Her spirit, wit, spunk, all the things I loved about her, was
            exactly as I remembered them. The other thing I remember, and we
            laughed about, was the amount of showers we always took together.
            Well that didn’t change either. I was probably the cleanest man on
            the planet. She mentioned it must be her because Collin and her
            showered together daily also. She forced herself to smile when she
            said it. I wish she didn’t feel like she had to pretend with
            me.

      
      I had always loved her heart and the
            way she loved so deeply and truly. That hadn’t changed either. It’s
            hard though, real hard. I never wanted her to hurt. She told me
            that she felt awful about how she hadn’t even touched her
            daughter’s belly and it upset her. I felt a bit guilty about that
            because I should have waited, although she was the one to initiate
            and once that happened I could not think of anything else but
            her.

      
      ~

      
      I was at the office, a lot. Bones and
            I had a chat about his failure to let me know he was a
            plant.

      
      The fucker laughed, “I got your back
            Links, that’s all that matters.”

      
      I was doing my best to not text or
            call her often. I wanted her to enjoy Harper and her pregnancy now
            that she could. I did send her a package after three days. One with
            a movie, popcorn, and candy. I hoped she and Harper could enjoy a
            lazy day together.

      
      I received a text

      
      -A
            Disney movie?...TT

      
      -You turned me on to them.
            Bambi remember? Then I had to watch them with my sisters and then
            Ava and I always had a release day marathon for all things Disney.
            All because of you. She and I watched this together on the phone.
            Don’t ask and don’t judge. This is all your fault. By the way
            thanks for that…LYA

      
      -Frozen? Is there any
            significance to this and my mannerisms as of late?...TT

      
      -I refuse to answer that
            question. I will say that there is a happily ever after in
            both…LYA

      
      -Thank you. It is very
            sweet of you. Concert in two days and then home…TT

      
      -Are you forgetting another
            big day coming up? The day after the concert…LYA

      
      -I really hope you don’t
            mean what I think you do. It’s an awful number you
            know…TT

      
      -I hit it a few months back
            and I will tell you it’s a fucking great number. Everything is
            uphill from here. Thank God we’re both in such great shape or the
            climb would be difficult. Thank God we have each other to encourage
            and assist when needed. From here on out it’s slow, leisurely,
            enjoyable and very climax-tic. It’s a word trust me…LYA

      
      -Harper will be here soon.
            We have a movie date. Please don’t make a big deal out of my
            birthday. Thanks again…TT

      
      -Text me if you need me. I
            have some papers to get signed…LYA

      
      -Divorce?...TT

      
      - Yes….LYA

      
      -I’m sorry
            Lucas…TT

      
      -I’m not Tessa. And by your
            birthday. Coincidence? I think not…LYA

      
      -If you want to talk about
            it I’m here…TT

      
      -All I wanna know is what
            you’ll accept as a birthday gift from me and will I be seeing
            you…LYA

      
      -We’ll be home. I think I
            can swing by. You know what I want for my birthday. You for a few
            hours…TT

      
      -If you could see this
            smile you’d realize that’s not a gift to you but to me. I promise
            to make it a good night…LYA

      
      ~

      
      “Something’s not right Bones.” I said
            looking down at the papers.

      
      “I agree. You really should
            talk…”

      
      I held up my finger and answered the
            phone. “Hey Ava.”

      
      “You still coming to the
            concert?”

      
      “Sure am. I just have some paperwork
            that needs my attention.”

      
      “Did you get the passes Brody sent
            you?”

      
      “Yes, right here. I’m gonna have to
            get off the phone. I need to contact my lawyer.”

      
      “Divorce paperwork?”

      
      “Yeah Ava, sorry.”

      
      “Don’t be. I’m an adult. And a lawyer,
            well almost. I’m an hour away. Can I stop over? We can ride
            together.”

      
      “Sure thing. Love you, see you
            soon.”

      
      I went over the paperwork and was in
            shock based on the fact that nothing I asked to be added was. She
            told me the paperwork was all set. That I’d be happy with
            it.

      
      “Bones, is there more to this than I’m
            seeing? She’s accepting half a million dollar settlement and the
            house in Jersey. This is too cut and dry. Links Construction wasn’t
            mentioned. LLGI isn’t mentioned. I want this looked into. She isn’t
            getting half a million and not signing off the
            businesses.”

      
      “What do you think she’s up to?” He
            asked suspiciously.

      
      “No fucking clue but she’s in bed with
            a lawyer who happens to be a politician so who the fuck knows. Can
            you get Dad on the phone? I need to see what he’s heard if
            anything.”

      
      I was still sitting at my desk waiting
            for Dad’s return call when Ava walked in.

      
      “Hi Daddy. Let me see the
            paperwork.”

      
      “Ava, this isn’t something I want you
            involved in okay?” I stood and hugged her.

      
      “I’m a lawyer Dad. I just want to see
            it.”

      
      “Conflict of interest. Meaning I don’t
            want you conflicted. It’s between Mom and me alright?”

      
      “No.” She walked up and sat on the
            edge of the desk and tried to grab the papers in front of
            me.

      
      “Ava.”

      
      “Dad?”

      
      I was trying to come up with some way
            of shifting the conversation when she stood and took off her
            jacket.

      
      “Christ Ava, where is the rest of that
            shirt?”

      
      “It’s a whole shirt Daddy.” She rolled
            her eyes.

      
      “Okay, well isn’t the kindergarten
            student you stole that shirt from a little upset?”

      
      Bones laughed.

      
      “No Daddy, actually the Nuns at the
            catholic school I borrowed it from happened to be very nice. Then
            the lady at the sexy lingerie store helped me pick out a matching
            thong and bra. If you wanna see it, I posted it on
            Instagram.”

      
      Bones was rolling and if she wasn’t my
            kid I would have probably laughed too.

      
      I stood up and grabbed my phone.
            “Let’s you and I go shopping.”

      
      “Give it a rest Dad. I look good,
            don’t I Bones?” She winked at him.

      
      “Ava!”

      
      “I’ll let you take me shopping if you
            let me look at the paperwork.”

      
      “Can you just let it be?”

      
      “Daddy.”

      
      The way she said it was almost
            comical. Like she wanted to say seriously, but in a grown up way.
            My little girl was growing up and I didn’t like it.

      
      “You can’t wear flip flops Ava. Your
            feet will get stepped on.”

      
      “My thigh high boots are in my
            car.”

      
      “For fuck sake.” I ran my hand through
            my hair. “You are a pain in the ass.”

      
      “Apple. Tree. Did you expect any
            less?”

      
      “I cannot believe I paid for you to go
            to school to learn how to argue your point even better than you
            already could when you were two.”

      
      She laughed and took the papers before
            I could stop her.

      
      I sat back and watched her look them
            over point by point.

      
      “Too vague. Dad, is Robert her
            lawyer?”

      
      “I assume or someone who works for
            him.”

      
      “Nothing about your business. Nothing
            about the Upstate house or property here aside from the Lake house.
            Which I should point out has to be at least five times the value of
            our home based on property value alone. I wouldn’t sign anything. I
            would have your lawyer add.” She stopped. “I will discuss with him
            the changes that need to be made. If he has any objections, you’ll
            know he’s working with them. My God what happened to
            her?”

      
      “Ava that’s why I don’t want you
            involved.”

      
      “Too bad. Bones get me the number. I’m
            making a copy of this. I can talk to your guy in the car. Then
            you’re taking me to lunch.”

      
      While Ava was making a copy, I sent
            Jones a text telling him he was to use kid gloves with my daughter
            when she spoke to him and to listen to what she had said and figure
            it the fuck out. I asked Bones if he had heard from Dad and he told
            me no.

      
      I would deal with it from home. But
            first I was gonna take my girl to a late lunch and then shopping
            for appropriate attire before the concert.

      
      ~

      
      Ava and I were on our way to the
            concert. She was excited to see Harper’s belly and I was nervous as
            hell about seeing Tessa. Not Tessa exactly but Jade and Phoebe
            would be there and Ava was on high alert in regards to my feelings
            for Tessa. She hadn’t come right out and said anything but our
            shopping trip turned into a haircut and new clothes for
            me.

      
      Apparently I should be wearing
            something besides dress pants and polo shirts. We bought jeans and
            every time I pulled them up to my waist she told me they were
            supposed sit on my hips.

      
      “They’re not pulled up high Ava. My
            hips are up here not down there.”

      
      “Dad trust me, the lower the better.
            You have a kick ass body, you shouldn’t be afraid to show it
            off.”

      
      “Okay, but I am not of the ‘show my
            ass crack’ generation. Or the skinny jeans or the belly shirts. Oh
            and FYI, I am a straight man.”

      
      She laughed. “I got the wrong size; I
            wouldn’t have let you get the belly shirt.”

      
      “A V neck shirt Ava?”

      
      “You look hot Dad. From behind you
            look just like Logan.”

      
      “Okay is that supposed to be a
            compliment? Am I supposed to not wonder just what I look like from
            the front?”

      
      “I wasn’t being rude. I’m just saying
            if I didn’t know you and saw you from behind I would probably cop a
            feel of that ass.”

      
      “Cop a feel?”

      
      She laughed. “Yeah cop a feel, grab a
            cheek.”

      
      “You seriously have not done that have
            you?”

      
      “You seriously do not want the answer
            to that question.” She laughed and I didn’t. “Dad I’m an
            adult.”

      
      “You’re my daughter. My little girl.”
            I reminded her.

      
      “An adult.”

      
      “Unless you’re scared or whiney
            or…”

      
      “Whiney?”

      
      “Or need your Daddy.” I said Daddy
            like she did. “Don’t ever stop that either. I need my little girl
            as much as my little girl sometimes needs her Daddy.”

      
      She smirked as I held her hand.
            Nothing prepares you for when the little life you helped create
            comes into the world. The feelings are so intense that past hurts
            were just boo boos. Or when their boo boos are enough to bring a
            grown man to their knees. And nothing prepared you to watch them
            grow and change before you. They don’t need you any less then and
            you certainly don’t want to protect and love them any
            less.

      
      “Dad, Logan’s had sex.”

      
      And nothing prepares you for a kid
            like Ava who thrives and takes pleasure in a shock and awe effect
            from a statement like that.

      
      “Ava…”

      
      “No listen; he’s three years younger
            than I am. You offered to bring him condoms…”

      
      “Who told you that?”

      
      “He did. But with me…”

      
      “You’re my little girl. I don’t want
            you to ever be hurt.”

      
      “I’m a sexual being…”

      
      I reached to turn up the radio. I
            didn’t want to hear anymore. And yes she was right, I was pretty
            damn hypocritical when it came to the difference in the way I
            treated them.

      
      “I HAVE A VAGINA!” She yelled and
            laughed. “AND BOOBS!”

      
      “Ava!” I reached up and turned down
            the radio.

      
      “Daddy!” She laughed her little belly
            laugh. “You never offered me condoms.”

      
      Feeding into her was not a good idea.
            So I shrugged. “I want you to know what I expect from you. What I
            want you to except from a man. Ava you need a man to treat you like
            I do.”

      
      “Like a baby?”

      
      “Keep quiet and listen. They have to
            be intelligent. Someone who is funny and understands your quirky
            sense of humor. Someone who shares your values and loves family.
            They have to love to talk or at least love you enough to listen to
            you talk. They need to think your little tantrums are adorable.
            They need to give you attention, a lot of it. You should not be
            their second thought, always their first. They need to cherish
            every moment they spend with you. When they succeed and if they
            don’t search for you to share that with them, they don’t deserve
            you. If they don’t need you by their side during every part of life
            they don’t deserve you. If they hurt your perfect and beautiful
            heart they don’t deserve you. If they fuck up, even if you are head
            up your ass in love with them, you need to walk away so you can
            continue to love yourself. If they come back you make damn sure
            they’ve felt the impact of losing you before you tell them they
            need to speak to me before you even consider it.”

      
      “Talk to you first?”

      
      “If you’re considering forgiving them
            they better not just come to me, they better fucking
            crawl.”

      
      “I love you Daddy.”

      
      “I love you little girl.”

      
      ~

      
      Ava and I were in the VIP section when
            the opening band ended and still no Tessa. I didn’t care. I really
            hoped she was staying backstage with Harper because I was gonna
            kill the fuckers checking out my little girl. I couldn’t imagine
            having two of them to look out for.

      
      “Jade!” Ava yelled and
            waved.

      
      Jade was being escorted into the VIP
            section and behind her were Phoebe and Tessa.

      
      Tessa, fuck she looked beautiful. Too
            beautiful. My cock plumped a bit seeing her walk up to
            us.

      
      “Lucas, looking damn good.” Jade
            smacked my ass pretty hard.

      
      Ava laughed. “See Dad?”

      
      “Yeah I see Ava.”

      
      “See what?” Phoebe asked.

      
      “Nothing.” I gave Ava a warning
            look.

      
      “Dad and I went shopping. Check him
            out. No go ahead, as much as he pretends to hate it I can assure
            you he doesn’t. Doesn’t his ass look incredible?” She looked right
            at Tessa.

      
      Tessa laughed and walked by me and
            smacked my ass hard too and Ava laughed.

      
      “Told you, you had a great ass,
            Dad.”

      
      Phoebe laughed and walked by and
            smacked it and giggled.

      
      “Alright! That’s the end of the ass
            smacking ladies.” I scolded them and then looked at Ava. “It’s not
            okay.”

      
      Tessa was between Phoebe and Jade,
            which I suppose was perfect. Well, so our cover wasn’t
            blown.

      
      “Tessa come sit by me,” Ava yelled
            down to her. “Slide down Dad.”

      
      “Ava.”

      
      “What?”

      
      Tessa walked past me and yes, I
            breathed in her scent.

      
      “You excited about the concert?” Tessa
            asked giving her a hug.

      
      “Sure am. But I’m especially excited
            about seeing Harper’s belly. Has it gotten bigger?”

      
      “Sure has.”

      
      “You know I told her I should be the
            godmother. We are as close as two sisters you know.”

      
      Tessa smiled and nodded.

      
      Oh Ava please say no
            more, I pleaded in my head.

      
      “I’m moving home soon.”

      
      “That’s great; I bet your Dad will be
            happy.”

      
      “Oh he is. He’s lonely you know. Since
            Mom, well you know. I hope he finds someone to love him. He’s a
            catch you know.”

      
      Tessa smiled. “He is.”

      
      I was ready to crawl under the stadium
            seat.

      
      “So are you and Zach Taylor, um,
            dating?”

      
      “No he’s a friend.”

      
      “So you’re not interested in
            him?”

      
      “Just a friend.”

      
      “That’s good.”

      
      Ava looked behind Tessa and winked at
            me.

      
      I glared at her and she
            laughed.

      
      The lights dimmed just in time to shut
            my sweet little pushy girl up.

      
      I looked over at Jade and she was
            doing her best not to laugh out loud. Phoebe giggled and I looked
            at the stage. Where my eyes would now be fixed until the end of the
            concert.

      
      Scratch that. Tessa took her
            lightweight sweater off and the girls were shoved into a very tight
            concert tee shirt that said “The Brody Hines Band.”

      
      She turned to set the sweater on the
            back of the chair and I glanced back.

      
      “Hey.” A guy behind us said and winked
            at her.

      
      She smiled and turned
            around.

      
      “Did you see the tits on her? Fuck
            man.” He said to his buddy.

      
      “Too busy checking out the ass on the
            schoolgirl in front of me.”

      
      I leaned back making sure they saw me
            and glared at them. The bastards laughed.

      
      The band took stage and I was forced
            to look away from them. Ava was shouting and jumping
            around.

      
      “Hi.” Tessa nudged me.

      
      “Hi.” I winked at her.

      
      The crowd screamed louder and I looked
            up.

      
      “HELLO NEW JERSEY!” Maddox yelled to
            the screaming crowd. “This is one hell of a crowd to end our US
            tour with. Thanks for coming out tonight! Feels like déjà vu; it
            was only a year ago I stood here on this very stage at Badger Field
            doing the same damn thing. Ending one hell of a summer concert
            series!” The crowd screamed and Maddox was loving it. “Did you miss
            me? Of course you did. I missed you too!”

      
      “Holy shit is he the same kid I have
            met over the past four years?” I leaned over and asked
            Tessa.

      
      “I know. He is totally different up
            there. Amazing.” She smiled and then looked at my lips.

      
      “Baby don’t do that.”

      
      She giggled and looked
            away.

      
      Three songs in and Ava had Tessa
            dancing to the music. The two of them were singing and laughing.
            Damn she looked happy. Jade and Phoebe were on the other side of me
            doing the same. It felt good being here. It felt like
            home.

      
      Tessa backed up and bumped into me and
            I almost moved away when she looked back and winked and then rubbed
            her ass against me.

      
      “I have to pee!” Ava turned around and
            Tessa said she’d go with her.

      
      “Jade, Phoebe, bathroom?” Tessa
            asked.

      
      “Hell yes.” Jade and Phoebe both
            answered.

      
      “Do you have to go Tessa or did you
            just not want me to be alone?”

      
      “I don’t have to but I don’t
            mind.”

      
      “Stay with Dad? If we all leave
            someone will try to take our seats.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      When they were out of ear shot she
            came and stood close to me again. “My kid’s trying to pimp me
            out.”

      
      “She wants you to be
            happy.”

      
      “This makes me happy. Being here with
            you.”

      
      “I’m glad you came.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “I missed you.” She smiled
            shyly.

      
      “Perfect.” I took a room key out of my
            back pocket and handed it to her. “Same hotel as you, if you want
            to see me come over.”

      
      “Will Ava be there?”

      
      “She plans on going to Ashley’s. Which
            is perfect, I want to be with you for some of your
            birthday.”

      
      She stood closer and held my
            hand.

      
      “I would kiss you but your son-in-law
            may see me.” She took a deep breath. “You look beautiful by the
            way. And I’m not just saying that because the girls seem to know I
            am here.”

      
      “Maybe I’m cold.” She
            smirked.

      
      “Maybe I am.” I took our hands and
            rubbed the back of hers against my erection.

      
      She bit her lip to stop herself from
            smiling.

      
      “I can’t wait to give you this
            tonight.”

      
      I released her hand when I saw the
            girls approaching.
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      Four and a half hours later and I was
            standing in the nursery holding a very tiny Piper Ann Hines. She
            was seven weeks early and weighed only six pounds but she was so
            strong. Her lungs were fully developed and she passed the APGAR
            tests with flying colors.

      
      My little girl was a Mommy. Harper Ann
            was a Mommy and I was there when she gave birth. There couldn’t
            have been a better birthday gift than this little life. Her eyes
            were blue, her hair blonde, and she was beautiful.

      
      They wanted her to stay the night in
            the neonatal nursery for the night and were working on my child
            now. My girl was amazing in the delivery room and her husband,
            Piper’s father, was as amazing.

      
      “Your Grandpa in heaven loves you very
            much Piper.” I sat and rocked her enjoying the time I had her all
            to myself. Her eyes finally looked into mine. “But I bet you
            already know that don’t you? You have his nose. Yes you do. It’s
            perfect. Just like he was. Just like you are. We haven’t had your
            baby shower yet but I have your Momma’s crib at home and it will be
            perfect. Happy birthday to us Piper, my happiest yet. You and I are
            going to be so close, yes we are.” I kissed her little nose and her
            eyes fluttered. “You are such a miracle in so many ways. Your Mommy
            and Daddy needed you so badly. I needed you too. There is nothing
            as precious as life, well nothing except for you.” I kissed her
            perfect little head and snuggled her against my
            shoulder.

      
      “Mom?”

      
      “Oh hey there. How are you?” I asked
            as I stood so Harper could have the rocking chair.

      
      “Sore. Mom?” She held out her hands
            for Piper.

      
      “Of course.” I handed my daughter her
            daughter. “They said she had to stay in here for the
            night.”

      
      “I’ll stay too.”

      
      “Thank you because they won’t let me.”
            Tears fell down her cheek.

      
      “You need to rest and heal.” I wiped
            them as Maddox walked in holding the donut seat for her to sit
            on.

      
      “Sweetness can you stand for just a
            second?” Maddox asked softly.

      
      “I need to feed her. I want to feed
            her.” Harpers’ tears continued to fall and Maddox looked
            concerned.

      
      “Then we will.” Maddox stepped up and
            took Piper. I handed them a pillow and Harper patiently waited for
            her child to latch on.

      
      “You’re a natural.” I rubbed her
            shoulder.

      
      “Maddox and I read a lot on boobs.”
            She tried to laugh but the result was short intakes of breaths as
            she held back her sobs.

      
      Maddox looked at the nursery window
            and took a blanket shielding her breast.

      
      “Look out that window Sweetness. Look
            at all the people who love you two.”

      
      “Three, us three Maddox.”

      
      She laughed when she saw Ava hold up a
            sign that said ‘Of Course I will be her godmother. Baby coach bag,
            Tiffany Jewelry, nothing but the best for my Piper Ava
            Hines.’

      
      I laughed and looked at Harper who was
            nodding at her and mouthing ‘Thank you.’

      
      “She does know its Ann, doesn’t she?”
            Maddox asked.

      
      “I’ll give you two a few minutes alone
            and go break the news to her.” I kissed all three of them and
            walked out into the hall.

      
      I showed them the pictures I had taken
            on my phone.

      
      “She looks exactly like your niece
            Sydney did when she was born.” Lucas laughed.

      
      “How do you know?” Ava
            asked.

      
      “I was there.” He answered giving her
            a look I suppose that was supposed to keep her quiet.

      
      “Oh that’s right you two use to be
            lovers.” Ava said lovers in a husky tone.

      
      “Ava,” Lucas scolded her.

      
      Jade and Phoebe laughed, so did
            I.

      
      “Okay focus time. I need clothes. I
            assume they will be here a few days. It’s a long drive home. Piper
            Ann…”

      
      “Piper Ava,” Ava corrected
            me.

      
      “Sorry it’s Ann, but you can pretend
            if you’d like.” I threw my arm over Ava’s shoulder. “Piper has to
            stay the night in the nursery so I am staying in with her so Harper
            and Maddox can get some sleep.”

      
      “On it.” Jade and Phoebe both hugged
            and kissed me before they headed out.

      
      “You should come back tomorrow and see
            her. The pictures do her no justice. She is absolutely
            beautiful.”

      
      ~

      
      I called my parents and told them
            about Piper. They were so excited; Piper was their first
            great-grandchild. To people like us, money wasn’t anything. Family
            was everything. I could have told my parents we had won a million
            dollars and they would have said ‘that was nice’ but tell them we
            are adding to the Ross family and it was as if electricity was
            invented.

      
      “You sound good Tessa.” Dad said and I
            could hear the smile in his voice.

      
      “I am. I don’t miss him any less Dad
            but the show must go on right?”

      
      “Absolutely. We miss him too you
            know.”

      
      “I know.”

      
      “Didn’t mean to make you
            sad.”

      
      “It won’t last long. Piper deserves as
            happy and loving support system as I have.”

      
      “You sure that’s it? Piper change the
            direction of the planet?”

      
      I wasn’t sure how to answer
            that.

      
      “If that’s all it took, you tell my
            new grandson to get busy and give that baby girl a
            sibling.”

      
      “I think they have to wait awhile.” I
            laughed.

      
      “How’s my little Harper?”

      
      “Emotional.”

      
      “Of course she is. Has she let you
            hold her child yet? I think the boys were three before you allowed
            me to hold them.”

      
      “Ha ha ha.” I said in the pouty voice
            you reserve for your Dad.

      
      Dad asked me to call him in the
            morning and I told him to spill it.

      
      He was having surgery in two weeks and
            was selling the house. They had one that should be finished by the
            time he went under the knife.

      
      “It’s nice Tessa, Ryan and Alex have
            been working on it. Lucas helped as well.”

      
      “What are you going to do with your
            house now?”

      
      “You want it?”

      
      “No!”

      
      “Easy Tessa. Maybe Maddox and Harper
            or one of the boys would like it. Think about it. Okay birthday
            girl we’ll celebrate when you get home.”

      
      “No need. I had the best birthday
            ever. We do need to plan a shower. I think coed would be
            best.”

      
      “She need a crib?”

      
      “I have the furniture she used as a
            baby. It’s in the basement.”

      
      “How about you let me make your
            brother Jake get his ass home and help me take care of
            that?”

      
      “That would be great. Dad?”

      
      “What is it Tessa?”

      
      “I want them to have my room. It’s
            bigger. The cradle will fit. The bathroom is right easier to
            access…”

      
      “Of course. The bed?”

      
      “Theirs. I’ll order new bedding and
            curtains.”

      
      “You’re really ready for this aren’t
            you?”

      
      “Yes I am.”

      
      “Where would you like your things and
            Collins?”

      
      “Just move my things in Harpers’ room.
            I’ll take care of it.”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      ~

      
      I’m not sure where the weeks went, it
            was crazy and wonderful. Harper was happy with the room switch. I
            was worried at first that it would be too much too soon but she and
            Maddox were very grateful.

      
      I shipped all of Collin’s clothes to
            South America. He didn’t collect anything. I suppose it was because
            things meant nothing to a man who only cared about people. I kept a
            few things. The Boston Red Sox sweatshirts, sacrilegious I know,
            but he loved them. And I loved to see that side of him once in a
            while. Care free Collin was not often seen. When we were out, he
            always looked around for any signs of danger. When we were home, he
            always spent a week constantly looking at his computer. He tried to
            lead me to believe it was work, but as the years passed, I realized
            it was him destressing and deprogramming himself. Love making with
            him was intense. And so good. He lost himself in me. He made me
            feel like I was adored and treasured every moment.

      
      I was sitting on my bed when the phone
            rang.

      
      “Hey Lucas.”

      
      “How are you Baby?”

      
      “I’m good. I’m sitting in my new
            room.”

      
      “Wait what?”

      
      “I am now a resident of Harpers’ room.
            She and Maddox have our old room.”

      
      “How are you feeling about
            that?”

      
      “Good actually. They needed the room
            with Piper now. The bathroom is there. Everything is fine. It’s
            better. It’s…”

      
      “Baby its okay.” His voice was soft
            and gentle.

      
      “I sent all his clothes to South
            America, I kept some sweatshirts, of course pictures and awards,
            and all that stuff.” I stopped talking because I knew I was
            rambling.

      
      “Did you keep underwear?”

      
      “What?” I couldn’t help but
            laugh.

      
      “Yeah, underwear and a pillow case are
            must keeps. I lost this girl once. Not the same as you, but I kept
            three pair of these little boy shorts she use to prance around in.
            I would put her pillow case on a pillow and lay back and fall
            asleep with her panties on my face.”

      
      “You are such a jerk you
            know.”

      
      “I’m telling you it
            helped.”

      
      “Collin wasn’t big on material
            things.”

      
      “Is that code for he liked to go
            commando?”

      
      “Not liked.”

      
      “So Collin didn’t wear
            underwear?”

      
      “Lucas this conversation is
            weird.”

      
      “Not to me.”

      
      “Okay but don’t ask anything else
            about Collin or underwear.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “How’s it going with the
            lawyer?”

      
      “It’s going…nowhere. I finally have a
            sit down with my father tomorrow. Both of us have been too damn
            busy.”

      
      “I think I’m ready to go on a
            date.”

      
      “Oh yeah?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Wow. So should I worry about
            this?”

      
      “I don’t know. I’m kind of
            desperate.”

      
      “Desperate huh?”

      
      “Yes. I’m probably going to say yes to
            the first guy who asks me.”

      
      He laughed. “If I come home this
            weekend Tessa, would you go on a date with me?”

      
      “Wow that was unexpected.”

      
      “I know I’ve wanted to ask you for
            months now.”

      
      “Can I pick you up in Jades’ driveway
            Friday at seven?”

      
      “No I think you can pick me up
            here.”

      
      Lucas gasped, “Are you
            serious?”

      
      “I am.”

      
      “Okay like midnight. Meet you at the
            old tree in the back forty? Help me out here Baby because I think
            you’re asking me to make this legit.”

      
      “I think I am too.”

      
      “Damn.”

      
      “Okay. I have to go. I am going to
            tell Harper I am going on a date with Lucas Links Friday
            night.”

      
      “Are you gonna need my social security
            card?”

      
      “Why?” I laughed.

      
      “Baby, I think Lucas works. No need
            for the Links. She knows who I am.”

      
      “Maybe I like saying your
            name.”

      
      “You don’t call me Lucas Links Baby;
            you call me, Oh God Lucas…”

      
      “You’re such an arrogant
            ass!”

      
      “Who is an arrogant ass
            Mom?”

      
      Harper walked in the room carrying
            Piper.

      
      “Uh oh, you are so busted.”

      
      “Shut up Lucas.”

      
      “Is that Lucas Links?” Harper asked
            and Lucas must have heard her because he laughed.

      
      “Be brave Baby.”

      
      “He asked me on a date.” I covered the
            phone, I don’t know why but I did.

      
      “Baby tell her you begged
            me.”

      
      “Oh, wow. Weird. Are you up for it?”
            Harper asked as she walked in the room.

      
      “Actually it’ll be a second date
            Harper.”

      
      “Oh Baby, you’re going rouge here.”
            Lucas whispered. “With no back up or nothing.”

      
      “When? I mean… well yes, I mean when,”
            Harper laughed.

      
      “In New Jersey. He stopped by the
            hospital and took me out to dinner. It was nice.”

      
      “Mom are you still on the phone with
            him?”

      
      “Yes, I think. Lucas, are you still
            there?”

      
      “Yep, making popcorn and settling in
            to wait to hear how this goes for you.”

      
      “He’s still here.”

      
      “Tell him thank you for the gifts and
            ask him if he wants to meet Piper.”

      
      “Yes, I want to meet
            Piper.”

      
      “He heard you and said yes he wants to
            meet Piper.”

      
      “Cool. Okay.” She sat, watching
            me.

      
      “Lucas, I will see you Friday
            night.”

      
      I hung up and looked at Harper. “Are
            you upset about this?”

      
      “No. No of course not. It’s just weird
            you know.”

      
      “If he were here I would
            never…”

      
      “He wants you to be happy, Mom. So do
            I. It’s just weird that it’s Lucas Links.”

      
      I laughed and nodded. “He’s been a
            friend for a long time.”

      
      “He’s going through a hard time
            too.”

      
      “He is.”

      
      “Well I’m glad you have each other.
            Who knows maybe?” She stopped and laughed. “Why didn’t you tell me
            you went on a date?”

      
      “It was uncomfortable to do, let alone
            talk about.”

      
      “You have to tell Matthew and CJ,
            Mom.” She handed me Piper and pulled out her phone.

      
      “No, not yet I don’t want them to be
            upset. Harper it’s a date. Just a date.”

      
      “Upset? They have been the ones saying
            you need to get out there. Dad would want you to Mom.”

      
      I watched her hold her phone out as
            she face- timed her brothers.

      
      “Hey Matthew, just waiting for CJ to
            pick up on Moms phone.” She grabbed my phone and dialed
            CJ.

      
      “Harper, I don’t think…”

      
      “Hey Mom what’s up.”

      
      “Mom wants you both to know she was a
            date Friday.”

      
      “A date?” They both said at
            once.

      
      “A second date.” Harper informed
            them.

      
      Maddox walked in the door. “Tessa has
            a date?”

      
      “A second date.” All three of my
            children said at once followed by both boys asking,
            “Who?”

      
      “Lucas Links?” Maddox
            asked.

      
      “How did you know?” Harper
            asked.

      
      “He’s a god man. He cares about her.
            The way he goes behind her back to fix issues…”

      
      “You all do realize I’m right here
            correct?” I interjected.

      
      “Friday night’s out though. We’re
            coming home to teach Piper how to play in the dirt.”

      
      “Piper will not be playing in the
            dirt, she’s a Princess aren’t you Piper?” Maddox chuckled and
            tickled her chin.

      
      Piper laughed. He did it again and she
            laughed again.

      
      “Her first laugh, her first real
            laugh.”

      
      “Again little Princess for Daddy.” He
            tickled her chin and she laughed again.

      
      I don’t know why I started crying but
            I did. All of my children were laughing and cooing over Piper and
            it was beautiful.

      
      “Mom?”

      
      “Oh, Mom. Don’t cry please don’t
            cry.”

      
      I shook my head no, “Happy.” Was all I
            could manage.

      
      And then Harper started crying. “We’re
            glad you’re happy Mom.”

      
      I swallowed. “You all make me
            happy.”

      
      “Of course we do.” CJ
            laughed.

      
      “Mom, we love you. We’re glad to see
            an emotion, happy or sad we’ll take it.”

      
      “I’m sorry.” I swallowed again. “I
            just. I miss him. But he wants me…”

      
      “To live.” Matthew said.

      
      “To feel.” CJ added.

      
      “To love again.” Harper hugged
            me.

      
      “Mom. Lucas and you can make us
            dinner. Better invite his kids too.” CJ chuckled.

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “You better ask him first.” Maddox
            rubbed my shoulder and laughed.
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      I sat in Dad’s office speechless. His
            lawyer and mine had just told me they were selling Links
            Construction to a company that was taking it public and branching
            out overseas. Dad said he was ready to retire.

      
      I had mentioned I owned half of this
            company and he informed me that I technically did not. My name was
            never legally added to the business and then when LLGI started he
            had decided to let it be. He also informed me the money would be
            split four ways. Those four ways included me, my sisters and him.
            He had deposited twelve point five million dollars into my account
            yesterday when the sale was finalized. He and my sisters were
            taking a chance with owning between them fifty percent of the
            company and four million each.

      
      When I asked why he didn’t ask if I
            would take that offer and he told me I wasn’t included because the
            new owner did not want me involved in the business. If he hadn’t
            conceded he would have lost the deal.

      
      “That’s fucked up Dad.”

      
      “Have a seat Lucas.”

      
      “No I’m good. Let me ask you exactly
            why the fuck my sisters get shares and I don’t! I have busted my
            ass for you since I was fourteen years old…”

      
      “And you were paid.”

      
      “Explain to me why you’re acting so
            fucking cold.”

      
      “It’s business Lucas.”

      
      His secretary buzzed him and he
            responded, “Send them in.”

      
      I turned and saw Audri and my sister
            walk in.

      
      My chest tightened when I realized
            they all knew. Then I realized what the hell was going
            on.

      
      “Who bought you all out?” No one
            answered and Dad stood.

      
      “Look son…”

      
      “Son? Don’t you call me son you
            bastard.”

      
      “Lucas please.”

      
      “How long have you all known?” My
            sisters and Audri all looked down. “How the fuck long have you all
            known Ashley was fucking around on me!”

      
      “Lucas it’s a tough spot you put us
            all in when you married my wife’s sister.”

      
      “Fuck you! Fuck you all.” I felt sweat
            beading on my forehead and stood. I was so fucking angry. “You sold
            out a business that I put blood sweat and tears into.”

      
      “Lucas I built this
            business…”

      
      “And then I came on like the little
            bitch you wanted me to be. I was your show boat, the football
            player, the ladies’ man, and the mother fucker who grew this
            business to what it is today! I have my suspicions but do me a
            favor. Let me know who the new owner is.”

      
      “Me,” Ashley walked in and set her
            briefcase on the desk. “I bought the business.”

      
      “Oh yeah with what?”

      
      “I’ve worked hard too
            Lucas…”

      
      “Worked hard? You’re the highest
            priced errand girl I have ever met. Fuck I paid you for years to
            fuck Shaw. That’s a whore Ashley!”

      
      “Right. Anyway, you have divorce
            papers that need to be signed.” Her tone was so cold.

      
      “Fuck you. See you in court
            Bitch!”

      
      I turned to walk out and heard my
            sisters both start to cry. I turned around and walked to them and
            kissed each of their heads. “I love you both regardless. Just watch
            your backs because this crew will stab you so quick you won’t know
            it’s coming.”

      
      “Lucas wait.” Dad yelled.

      
      I didn’t turn around I walked to the
            elevator.

      
      ~

      
      I got in my SUV and fought the desire
            to call Tessa. I knew she was with John and Maggie at the hospital.
            So I waited.

      
      I was about two hours from home when I
            finally called her.

      
      “Hey.”

      
      “Hey Baby.”

      
      “You alright?”

      
      “How’s your Dad?”

      
      “Great. He’s awake and drugged. You
            should see him Lucas, he looks high.”

      
      I laughed. “I love you.”

      
      “That’s good because my children will
            all be home Friday and expect us to make them dinner.”

      
      “Sounds perfect.”

      
      “Well you may not think so when I tell
            you they think you should invite your kids too.”

      
      “Even better.”

      
      “Here I am rambling when I should be
            asking you how things went today.”

      
      “How about I tell you later? I’m
            heading home now. Could you meet me at my house? I really want to
            see you.”

      
      “I’m going to head home in a few hours
            to take Mom home. We were gonna paint some more. Lucas are you
            okay?”

      
      “I’m great. I just miss you that’s
            all.”

      
      “I miss you too.”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “Drive safe. See you soon.”

      
      ~

      
      On my drive I had talked to Bones and
            he was going to head up with some information tomorrow. Bones never
            came to Upstate. So that was making me a bit nervous. I had also
            called Ava and Logan and told them that we were having a get
            together with Tessa and her kids on Friday. Both asked if it was
            like a date and I told them yes. Logan asked if I was gonna hit
            that and I told him I’d be hitting him in the back of the head if
            he asked that again. Ava was sweeter about it. She was giddy and
            happy, like I knew she’d be. I didn’t tell them about what was
            going on with their mother and the others. I didn’t want them to
            know a damn thing until I talked to Bones and found a new
            lawyer.

      
      I was on interstate eighty one almost
            to Cortland when the heaviness in my chest began to tighten. I
            slowed down and my left arm started to tingle. I could hear my
            heart pounding in my ear and I knew it wasn’t good. I pulled over
            and the pain sharpened.

      
      I reached up and pushed the OnStar
            button and the operator answered.

      
      “OnStar how can we help
            you?”

      
      “I’m on eighty one north just south of
            Cortland and I think I’m having a heart attack.”

      
      ~

      
      I woke up in the hospital with a
            blonde resting her head on my chest and giving me little
            kisses.

      
      I cleared my very dry throat and she
            jumped and looked at me. She was a wreck. Mascara stains were
            covering half of her red and puffy eyes. Her nose was red and she
            looked terrified.

      
      “I thought this would get you to me
            sooner.”

      
      “Oh God Lucas. You scared me. You
            scared me so badly.”

      
      She started crying again and kissed
            me. With her lips still on mine she whispered. “If you had died on
            me too I would have never gotten a chance to tell you.”

      
      I kissed her, “Not yet
            Baby.”

      
      “You have on a white gown and I had a
            minister in here earlier so I can say I love you.” And she stomped
            her foot.

      
      “So that’s how you’ll say
            it?”

      
      “I love you Lucas.”

      
      “I know.”

      
      “You bought our old house.”

      
      “Damn slow it down girl I just woke
            up. I don’t want to fight already.”

      
      “Dad told me you never cashed his
            check all those years ago.”

      
      “I built the house for you. Your
            stubborn ass wouldn’t take any money. Baby can we argue later? I’d
            like to know what the hell happened to me.”

      
      “Right sorry. You have two stints in
            your heart. Two very clogged arteries that are perfect now.” She
            started to cry.

      
      “Okay so why are you
            crying?”

      
      “I talked to Ava. She talked to
            Ashley. I’m so sorry your Dad is such a piece of shit
            Lucas.”

      
      “Right now I don’t care.”

      
      “Ava is on her way and she asked me
            not to call Logan. Jade is picking her and my boys up from the
            airport then they’ll go get Logan and come here. I told Harper and
            Maddox to stay put because of…”

      
      “They’re all coming here?”

      
      “Of course they are.”

      
      I didn’t know what to say. “Will you
            do me a favor and climb up here and lay with me so I can hold
            you?”

      
      She kicked her shoes off and laid by
            my side.

      
      Out of all the shit that happened
            today I should have felt completely shattered but I didn’t. I felt
            like nothing mattered. Not one fucking thing mattered. I was lying
            next to my one true love. The girl I had loved and broken. I grew
            from all of it into the man I was now.

      
      “What are you thinking?” She kissed my
            cheek.

      
      “That obviously I finally got it
            right. That I don’t give a shit about anything that happened today
            because right now I am holding you. Our children are on their way
            here. All of them know what family is supposed to mean and how it’s
            supposed to work. That it doesn’t matter that I fucked up back
            then, I can let myself off the hook. I’m thinking I am one lucky
            son of a bitch to be alive. And I am thanking God that he made your
            heart so incredibly strong and pure enough to love me anyways. And
            you? What are you thinking?”

      
      “I wouldn’t have made it if I lost
            you.”

      
      “You would have had too.” I laughed.
            “You’re going to think I’m crazy but that little Piper is the
            closest thing to a second chance of us having a child together as
            we’ll ever have. That’s one regret I will always have. That I
            didn’t have a child with you.”

      
      “We could adopt.”

      
      “You’d do that?”

      
      “If you need that then I would. But
            think of what we have now. Five kids who are going to all have
            babies. Imagine all the babies we can help raise and do it
            together.”

      
      “Perfect. I was also thinking how
            incredibly hard my dick was getting how do you suppose we fix that
            nurse Tessa?”

      
      She laughed. “Well, after I get you
            home we’ll see what happens. I bet I can come up with
            something.”

      
      “I’m fucking exhausted.”

      
      “Go to sleep.”

      
      “Can you stay? I mean at least until
            the kids get here and all that is…”

      
      “I’m staying.”

      
      She was careful not to touch any of
            the lines but she rested her hand above my heart and kissed it
            gently.

      
      “I’ll take care of you if you take
            care of mine.”

      
      “Sounds perfect.”

      
      ~

      
      I woke up to a familiar little giggle
            and a startled jump. I opened my eyes to see four adult children,
            Jade, Ryan, and Tessa’s parents.

      
      “Hi Daddy.” Ava whispered and walked
            to the opposite side of the bed that Tessa was now standing at
            looking completely bewildered.

      
      “Hello Ava.” She bent over and kissed
            my cheek and a tear fell. “I’m okay. Don’t cry.” Logan walked up
            beside her and looked at me. “Hey Logan.”

      
      “You,” he swallowed hard. “You scared
            me.”

      
      “I just wanted to see which one of you
            would get here fastest. Looks like a tie.”

      
      “She had an advantage,” he nudged Ava.
            “I would’ve been here.”

      
      He looked at Tessa and then quickly
            away.

      
      “Does anyone want a drink? I’m going
            to get a drink. Ava, Logan?”

      
      “And so it begins,” CJ walked up and
            put his hand on Tessa’s shoulder and kissed her cheek.

      
      “What begins?” Tessa asked.

      
      “Well, the way I see it if you end up,
            well you know… Logan is the baby. So he’ll get more toys at
            Christmas…”

      
      Matthew walked up on her other side,
            “More attention.” He kissed her cheek.

      
      “Oh and add to it that he’s a hot shot
            football star,” CJ groaned.

      
      “That may work in our favor you know,”
            Matthew laughed. “Think of the women he’ll toss aside that we can
            pick up after him.”

      
      “Boys.” Tessa warned.

      
      “What Mom? It’s already happening.” CJ
            chuckled.

      
      “I’d say you’re already well under
            way.” Matthew looked at Ava and Logan. “They tell us to behave and
            check them out --one date and they’re already in bed
            together.”

      
      They all laughed. “Yeah Daddy what’s
            up with that?”

      
      Logan smiled. “You need any
            condoms?”

      
      The room went silent and Logan’s face
            started to turn red.

      
      John laughed louder than I’ve ever
            heard him laugh and Tessa and her boys looked at him like he was
            crazy.

      
      “Well, now you know why I am how I
            am.” Tessa laughed. “My Dad’s sitting here stoned out of his
            mind.”

      
      The room became louder as everyone
            tossed around jokes. Logan was even at ease. I watched them
            all.

      
      Maggie and Tessa left to get drinks
            and we all talked about Logan’s game on Saturday and deer season
            being right around the corner. CJ and Matthew mentioned winter
            break and their plans to go to Mexico. They even asked my boy to
            join them.

      
      CJ had Tessa’s personality and was a
            spitting image of his father. Matthew looked like Tessa’s family
            but he was much more reserved, like his father. I was enjoying
            their banter and laughter when there was a loud knock on the door.
            We all turned to look who it was and my father walked
            in.

      
      “You have got to be kidding me.” Ava
            snapped.

      
      “Ava. I’m here to see your
            father.”

      
      “Well, see where you put him? Now see
            your way out. But before doing so let me tell you, I will be going
            through all your paperwork until I find one little fuck-- up
            and…”

      
      “Ava. Don’t. It’s not worth
            it.”

      
      “Oh I think it is.” Tessa walked past
            him and set down the tray. “You have a lot of nerve coming
            here…”

      
      “Now you listen to me.”

      
      “Fuck you!” Tessa reached up and
            slapped my father across the face.

      
      “Mom!” Matthew gasped.

      
      “You better grab her.”

      
      “Who the fuck do you think you are?”
            Dad snapped at her.

      
      “Someone who knows how to love, you
            sick….” She slapped him again.

      
      “Um, boys? Grab your
            mother.”

      
      “Screw it let her go.” Jade
            laughed

      
      CJ grabbed Tessa from behind and held
            her arms.

      
      “You’re a crazy bitch! Do you know
            that?” Dad snapped at her.

      
      “Get the hell out of here
            now.”

      
      “Lucas you…”

      
      “He said get out!” Ava started towards
            him.

      
      “Matthew…”

      
      Matthew grabbed Ava.

      
      “I think it’s time you leave.” Ryan
            walked up to him.

      
      “I made you boy.” He snapped at Ryan.
            “You’re back to slumming it again Lucas?”

      
      “We love your son Landon. We protect
            those we love. Now get out or we’ll have you thrown
            out.”

      
      “How long will it last this time
            Tessa? How long before he gets bored…”

      
      “He loves me. I love him. You had your
            chance to be a father and you failed miserably…”

      
      “He’ll get nothing. Not one thing.”
            Dad turned and walked out the door.

      
      “He doesn’t need a damn thing form
            you,” Tessa was crying and trying to free herself from CJ’s
            arms.

      
      “Jesus Mom.” CJ turned her around and
            looked at her. “Do you need something? Medication or…”

      
      She laughed and hugged him
            tighter.

      
      Matthew and CJ both looked completely
            shocked by Tessa’s outburst. John looked at me with a drug induced
            grin and I smiled back.

      
      “Apparently you boys have never seen
            this side of your mother.” John chuckled. “Your father was a calm
            to this storm. Lucas on the other hand…”

      
      “Dad don’t.” Tessa stepped back and
            wiped her face. She looked around the room apologetically. “I’m
            sorry I shouldn’t have. It’s just…”

      
      “My grandfather is a shit bag?” Logan
            laughed and walked up to her and held his hand up, waiting for a
            high five. She laughed nervously and tapped his hand.

      
      “Matthew and CJ, I am going to
            apologize in advance for how your mother is going to behave when we
            are together. I seem to bring out the crazy in her.”

      
      “That was bad ass, Mom.” CJ gave her a
            one arm hug.

      
      “I shouldn’t have… well I should have
            many years ago. He…”

      
      “You don’t have to explain,
            Tessa.”

      
      “Is that your way of telling me to
            shut up, Lucas?”

      
      I held my hand to my chest and she
            looked nervous. “I’m gonna use that move more often.”

      
      “You ass.”

      
      I was falling asleep as everyone said
            their goodbyes. My kids left with Jade, Ryan, Maggie, and Tessa’s
            boys.

      
      The nurse came in and checked my
            vitals and Tessa wrote everything she said in a notebook. She
            grabbed a hair tie out of her bag and pulled her hair up in a loose
            sloppy bun.

      
      “You better stop looking so damn sexy
            or I am not going to be able to control myself.” She smiled and
            laid beside me.

      
      “Your pain meds are gonna kick in and
            you’ll fall asleep.”

      
      “You’ll stay?”

      
      “Sure will. You get to go home
            tomorrow afternoon.”

      
      “And then what?”

      
      “Well, our old place is empty. It
            would be a lot easier to check on you there for the next few
            weeks.”

      
      “Few weeks.”

      
      “Lucas. You’re acting awfully strange
            now.”

      
      “I love you. A few weeks aren’t
            enough.”

      
      “That’s fine. We have a long time to
            figure it out. I want you to sleep okay?”

      
      “You told Landon that we loved each
            other in front of everyone here.”

      
      She smiled and rolled her eyes, “Good,
            now that’s out in the open.”

      
      “Marry me.”

      
      She smiled. “Soon.”

      
      “Hold up is that a yes?”

      
      “Yes but we have a lot to figure
            out.”

      
      “Like what?”

      
      “Homes.”

      
      “My kids get the house if they want
            it. Next.”

      
      “I want to wait until Collin has been
            gone a year.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “Okay fine. Where do we
            live?”

      
      “After we’re married.”

      
      “You’re a pain in the ass.”

      
      “Yes I am.”

      
      “Can we start over in our old place or
            are there to many bad memories?”

      
      “We’ve established that our past is
            our past. And neither of us would change it. We had just as many
            bad times as good in that house.”

      
      “So that’s a yes?”

      
      “Yes. It’s close to
            Harper…”

      
      “Will you give them your
            house?”

      
      “If they want it.”

      
      “If not?”

      
      “We could live there. Unless that
            would bother you.”

      
      “No it wouldn’t.”

      
      “Okay now go to sleep.”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “I love you.”

   
      
       


      
       Chapter
                  27

      
       


      
      Home

      
       


      
       


      
      In a month, things in my life had
            drastically changed. I didn’t care about any of the shit that went
            down with my father or the company. Bones, my right hand, Collin’s
            plant, was a wiz with everything you could think of. He was
            particularly good with computers, off shore accounts and covering
            his tracks. I wasn’t fond of lies but I was less fond of betrayal.
            I had money in the bank and more money in several other banks that
            would sit and earn interest enough that my children’s children
            would be well taken care of. Bones now ran the LLGI, almost
            exclusively.

      
      Ashley got half a million dollars and
            everything else she asked for, except future earnings. Money wasn’t
            anything. I had more than I could have ever hoped for. I didn’t
            need anything but Tessa, our kids, and a very bright future
            together.

      
      Tessa and I still didn’t live together
            but we would soon. Logan and Ava understood me not wanting the
            house and asked that we just hang onto it for a little longer. I
            understood. It was where their happy memories were, and when they
            were home that’s where I was.

      
      Tessa came up every other night and
            stayed until two in the morning. She wanted to be there when Piper
            woke up for her late night feeding. Years ago that would have made
            me feel like I wasn’t important, but not anymore.

      
      The only problem we ran into about our
            rekindle love was her brother-in-law Ben. And it wasn’t much
            trouble at all. We agreed to disagree. I wasn’t worried about him.
            He loved Kendall, and they had a pretty great
            relationship.

      
      I spoke to my father a few times. Once
            when I signed the check. Once when he was feeling sorry for what he
            did, yet he didn’t apologize and once when I met him face to face
            to hand him the photo Bones got his hands on of a twenty five year
            old secretary going down on him. This turned out to be the reason
            Landon gave his company and his sons respect up so easily. ‘Once a
            cheat always a cheat’ is what he said. It was his condescending
            tone that rubbed me the wrong way. It was as if he was telling me I
            would do the same thing. I knew better.

      
      I made sure that Audrianna found out
            too. She didn’t know it was me who sent it. Bones took care of it.
            Ashley did confront me about it, just like I knew she would. I
            said, “Now Ashley what would I be doing with a picture like that?”
            It was my way of letting her know she better do her best to not be
            a complete piece of shit mother. She was attending Logan’s games. A
            very cozy, little crew up in the box. Sometimes it was just Tessa,
            me, Robert, and Ashley. I would never use my love for Tessa as a
            way to hurt anyone, but I sure as hell wouldn’t hide it
            either.

      
      Tessa. What can I say about her that I
            haven’t already? She is and always was the love of my life. I was
            not a calming force in her life like Collin had been. But when she
            was down I could lift her up. When she was sad, I could hold her
            and let her know I was there. When she picked a fight with me, and
            yes I am well aware of the fact she does this purposely, I knew it
            was for one of two reasons. She wanted control or she wanted me.
            Why would she do that? Two words. Make-up. Sex. It was us, who we
            were and who we would always be. I would’nt change it for the
            world.

      
      I never asked her about Collin and her
            sexual relationship. Although I often wondered how I measured up.
            I’m a man; I wanted to know if my cock was bigger. But I wouldn’t
            ask because I was a grown up now, sort of.

      
      We were laying on the couch not very
            long after my cauterization and my hands were down the back of her
            yoga pants. I got a little touchy feely and she looked up at me
            with her raised eyebrow and shoved her hands down the back of
            mine.

      
      I was rubbing my finger from the top
            of her ass down to her pussy. And she was rubbing my ass cheeks. We
            were looking into one another’s eyes. Her eyelids would flutter
            ever so slightly when I pushed the tip of my finger just barely
            inside her. Then I would run my finger back up. I paused at her
            little puckered hole and press my finger against it. Her eyes would
            widen and her body was tense.

      
      I did this for the entire episode of
            The Voice. When it was over I decided to press in a little farther
            and I kissed her at the same time. She bit my tongue.

      
      “Does that mean no Baby?” I tried to
            say with my tongue clamped between her teeth.

      
      She let go. “It means no.”

      
      “What can I do to change your mind?” I
            asked between kisses and strategically placed finger
            swipes.

      
      “I do it to you first.”

      
      “Not gonna happen.” I
            laughed.

      
      She pushed me down on my back and
            pulled her pants off. I sat up and she climbed on me.

      
      “Turn around.” She did as I asked and
            slowly sank down on top of me. “Damn!”

      
      It started off with her back pressed
            against my chest and I was teasing her clit with one hand and
            playing with her nipples with the other. I kissed her neck and
            moved up to her ear.

      
      “Faster Baby.” Again she did as I
            asked.

      
      I was watching our reflection in the
            French doors and the way her tits jiggled made me
            harder.

      
      She reached her hand between my legs
            and tugged gently on my balls.

            I ran my hand between her tits and held the base of her throat in
            my hands. She moaned and I released her.

      
      “Hands on my knees and lean forward.”
            She continued riding me and I had the most amazing view of my cock
            stretching her tight little pussy.

      
      I grabbed her ass with both hands and
            I spread her wider as I thrust in her. “That’s one amazing view.
            Lay forward.”

      
      I was watching as I slid in and out of
            her pink wet pussy. I felt the tension building inside of me and
            had to stop.

      
      “Lucas,” she whined.

      
      “Baby I’m just trying to pace
            myself.”

      
      “Don’t please …”

      
      “Hands on the floor and ass in the
            air.”

      
      I moved with her not wanting to break
            contact. I reached around and rubbed her hard little nub and she
            lost control. Her knees buckled as she yelled out my
            name.

      
      “Thank God.” I held her as I rammed in
            and out of her until I came.

      
      ~

      
      We laid in bed. Our old bedroom in the
            house I built for her all those years ago.

      
      “I never thought I would be holding
            you here again.”

      
      “That makes two of us.”

      
      “I’m sorry Baby. I’m sorry that he’s
            gone and I am so fucking happy that I have you again. It’s
            …”

      
      “If I have to let the guilt go so do
            you.”

      
      “And that is why you are so amazing.
            Everything about you is so fucking amazing. I am going to worship
            every inch of you until I can’t anymore.”

      
      She smiled up at me and kissed my
            chest. “Me too but I have to get going.”

      
      “Have I mentioned that I hate this
            part?”

      
      “A million times.” She smiled and sat
            up.

      
      “We need to remedy the
            situation.”

      
      She laughed as she pulled her shirt
            over her head.

      
      “I’m serious Tessa. I can’t take not
            waking up with you.”

      
      “We’ll get there.” She pulled her
            pants up.

      
      “Baby, what if my heart just can’t
            take the wait?”

      
      “Lucas, don’t play that card it’s not
            fair.”

      
      I grumbled and sat up. “I’ll play
            whatever card I can.”

      
      I walked her down stairs and to the
            door. She turned and I gave her the pouty lips and the puppy dog
            eyes and she kissed me and laughed.

      
      “I’m a Mom. That look isn’t as potent
            as it was back then.”

      
      I frowned.

      
      “That one either. I love you Lucas.
            Good night.”

      
      “I love you anyway.”

      
      She laughed as she walked out the
            door.

      
      “Fuck this.” And the wheels started
            turning.

      
      ~

      
      I sent Tessa a message.

      
      -Family vacation. All of
            us. Thanksgiving in the Caribbean. Logan has a long weekend and I
            already sent a message to your kids. Just waiting for a response
            LYA…LL

      
      -You should have asked me
            firs LYA… TT

      
      -Uh huh. LYA…LL

      
      -It’s only two weeks away
            and deer season. LYA…TT

      
      -Already talked to John. He
            said yes. He is still recovering from his surgery. This way he
            won’t feel so bad about not being out there. Do this for John.
            LYA…LL

      
      -I know what you’re doing.
            LYA…TT

      
      -Just go with it Baby.
            LYA…LL

      
      -You can’t just leave it
            alone for a while longer? LYA…TT

      
      -Never worked out well in
            the past, just saying. LYA…LL

      
      -Don’t make this a big
            deal. LYA…TT

      
      - Me? You know better than
            that. LYA…LL

      
      -I’m warning you.
            LYA…TT

      
      -I’m shaking in my shoes
            Baby. LYA…LL

      
      I had already asked her kids and mine
            and gotten their blessing. They all would be there to support
            us.

      
      I asked John too. This time I was
            doing it right and he laughed and said yes.

      
      I blew Tessa off for two days. I
            wanted her to miss me. To sit and think about what was going to
            happen. To have the time to grieve if she needed and the time to
            look forward to what was to come.

      
      Next I decided it best to send the
            Links Construction crew a letter letting them know I was getting
            married. It’s the right thing to do right? I didn’t ask them to
            come. I actually didn’t even tell them the date.

      
      Two days later I received a package.
            Inside it was the necklace I had given Tessa when her team won the
            State Championships in field hockey back in high school. There were
            diamond earrings, a bracelet, and the ring I had made for her when
            I asked her to marry me the second time. There was also a
            note.

      
      I held onto these and now I
            know why. I am sorry things are so horrible between us now. I want
            nothing more than love for you.

      
      Some of us aren’t strong
            enough to take a step at true happiness and a lifetime of knowing
            every day when we wake up that we are exactly where we were meant
            to be. I know it’s a choice and a fight and something different.
            Something rare. Something that doesn’t always happen because we try
            to make it what we want. Not what is best and right for the other
            person.

      
      Tessa Ross has loved you
            forever. And I know you have loved her for the same amount of time.
            The rare thing I spoke of is fate. Fate has brought you back
            together; Strength has made you not give up. Love in its truest
            most beautiful form will ensure a lifetime of happiness for the two
            of you.

      
      I am sorry about what
            Ashley has done to you. What we all have done. I am so sorry Tessa
            lost Collin. He was a good man. I am sorry that all of that
            happened to both of you.

      
      But I am so happy Lucas
            that you now have a family that you deserve. A woman who has
            treasured your friendship and kept you in her life because you are
            worth it. She sees in you what so many other failed to
            recognize.

      
      Congratulations
            Lucas.

      
      I love you.

      
      Audrianna

   
      
       


      
       Epilogue

      
       


      
       


      
       


      
      Two weeks ago I walked into the house
            and saw Lucas staring at a letter. He didn’t even look up at me. He
            hadn’t noticed I walked in. I saw a single tear falling down his
            cheek.

      
      “Lucas?”

      
      He jumped when I said his name and
            quickly wiped away the tear.

      
      “Hey Baby.” He turned his chair and
            pulled me down on his lap and nuzzled into my neck.

      
      “Talk to me.”

      
      “Do you have any idea how much I love
            you. Do you have any idea how much you mean to me Tessa?” He didn’t
            let me respond. “You and my kids are everything to me. I have no
            one else that matters…”

      
      “Lucas …”

      
      “No hear me out. I don’t give a fuck
            about any of it. You, my kids, your kids, Piper, the whole Ross
            clan. It’s all I need. You are all I ever needed. Not any of the
            other shit. Not football. Not dozens of women. Not drugs. I know
            this, hell I have known it but. Fuck, Baby you have no idea how
            much I love you. It’s never gonna change just get stronger.” He
            kissed me hard on the mouth and then pulled back. “Check this
            out.”

      
      He handed me the necklace he gave me
            in high school. Two field hockey sticks crossing and it was
            engraved. LYA.

      
      “I know our past sucked a lot of the
            time but it got us here.” He clipped it around my neck.

      
      “Then the earrings. You were so afraid
            it was gonna be another ring, will you wear them?”

      
      “Of course.” He helped me put them
            on.

      
      “The bracelet too Baby. Remember this?
            A birthday gift?”

      
      I held my wrist out and he clasped it
            on. “It’s beautiful.”

      
      I leaned forward and kissed his
            lips.

      
      “Then there’s this.” He held up the
            ring and I held out my hand. “I wanna get you a new
            one.”

      
      “I don’t need a new one.”

      
      “You sure?”

      
      “We’ve talked about this. Regretting
            any of it takes away the things we love. I will never stop loving
            Collin. I hope that doesn’t upset you.”

      
      “Not at all. It’s who you are Tessa.
            You love forever.”

      
      “I do.”

      
      “Not yet.” He pushed me up and knelt
            in front of me. ”Tess Ross Abraham will you please do me the honor
            of becoming my wife?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      He laughed as he took my hand.
            Collin’s ring was still on my finger. I looked at it and felt
            sadness creeping in.

      
      He took my hand and kissed my ring.
            “Give me the other.”

      
      “Lucas…”

      
      “No. I don’t want you to take it off.
            Give me the other hand.”

      
      He pushed the ring on my finger and
            stood up and spun me around. I kissed him and he set me on my feet.
            I started to pull his shirt off and he stopped me.

      
      “Not until it’s official.”

      
      I laughed thinking he was
            joking.

      
      “Not chancing it Baby.”

      
      “Oh so you’re going all traditional on
            me?”

      
      “Sure am. I asked your father, your
            kids, God.” He laughed.

      
      “You did?”

      
      “I did.”

      
      I bit my lip and looked down at his
            pants.

      
      “Not fair. Sit down and look at
            this.”

      
      I sat on his lap and looked at the
            computer screen. “BlueBay Villas Dorados in Puerto
            Rico.”

      
      “Bluebay. I like it.”

      
      “Perfect because that’s where you’ll
            become Mrs. Lucas Links and where you’ll get off again.”

      
      ~

      
      I looked in the mirror at myself. I
            was wearing a plan white slip dress that hit above my knees and
            silver sandals. I was ready to do this but there was one small part
            of me that still felt it was too soon. Dad had told me I needed to
            be less hard on myself and accept that God gave me a heart big
            enough to truly love twice.

      
      I walked out towards the archway that
            was wrapped in white linens. As I got closer I saw my sons standing
            at the edge of the wooden slate walkway waiting to give me away. I
            took their arms and walked onto the sand and looked up at everyone
            standing in front of the chairs draped in white cloth and tied in
            light blue ribbons. I immediately thought of Collin. I felt the
            heat build in my chest and slowed down.

      
      The sky darkened or I thought it did
            and I looked up as a light drizzle of rain began to fall. My heart
            hurt and I immediately thought of Collin crying. I looked at the
            boys and then at the ground.

      
      “Mom.” CJ whispered.

      
      “Mom, he want’s this for you. We want
            this for you.” Matthew whispered.

      
      “I…it’s raining we should
            wait.”

      
      “Mom. Look at Lucas standing there
            waiting, do you want the guy to have another heart attack?” CJ
            laughed.

      
      “Mom look at Lucas.” Matthew laughed
            out loud. “You really need to look at him, or above
            him.”

      
      “No shit,” CJ gasped.

      
      I looked up at Lucas. He had on a
            white linen shirt and khaki pants. He gave me a concerned smile and
            then winked and held out his hand. God he was perfect now. He
            didn’t deserve this.

      
      “Mom look up.” Matthew
            laughed.

      
      I looked up and saw a rainbow and
            couldn’t help but laugh. Lucas smile broadened and I pointed to the
            sky. He looked up and smiled.

      
      “Baby I’ll wait forever.” He yelled to
            me. “But I can’t promise I can make that happen again. I mean I’m
            good but not that good.”

      
      I walked to him. Hell I think I may
            have ran. I didn’t look at anyone but I heard them all laughing and
            whistling. When I got to Lucas I hugged him tight and he hugged me
            back.

      
      “We got this Baby.”

      
      “Of course.” I smiled. Okay, I beamed.
            “I do.”

      
      “I do too.” He took my face in his
            hands and kissed me.

      
      We both looked at the officiate, who
            looked confused.

      
      “We done here?” Lucas asked. “We
            legal?”

      
      “Yes of course but you paid for more.”
            He whispered.

      
      “We’ve paid enough don’t you think
            Baby?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “All rainbows from here?” He kissed me
            again.

      
      “Yes.” I looked at the
            officiate.

      
      “Alright. Ladies and Gentleman may I
            present to you Mr. and Mrs. Lucas Links. You may kiss your
            Bride.”

      
       


      
      ~THE END~

   
      
       


      
      ~Play List for LYA~

      
      Eye of the Tigar Survivor

      
      Down with the Sickness by
            Disturbed

      
      My Own Worst Enemy by Lit

      
      Do Me by Bell Biv Devoe

      
      Crazy Bitch by Buckcherry

      
      Just Like a Pill Alanis
            Morissette

      
      Heaven by Warrant

      
      Beautiful things by Gungor

      
      Seventeen by Warant

      
      One headlight by the
            Wallflowers

      
      It’s Been Awhile by Staind

      
      What’s My Age Again by Blink
            182

      
      Whatever by Godsmack

      
      Eternal Flame by The
            Bangels

      
      Look After You by The Fray

      
      Closer to the Edge by 30 Seconds to
            Mars

      
      Fall for You by Secondhand
            Serenade

      
      Come To Me by the Goo Goo
            Dolls

      
      All of Me by John Legend
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