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    Introduction


    I sat in my room at our family’s tattoo parlor, Forever Steel staring at the phone. I hadn’t stopped looking at the picture of this crazy, quirky, insanely beautiful blonde haired blue eyed siren that invaded the Jersey Shore a month ago.


    Carly Smythe was not my type at all. She was a twenty year old student at Stanford University in California, smart as hell, and funny as fuck. The shit kicker was she was so awkwardly unaware of what any man with pulse could see, and that was that she was a damn heartbreaker with a body that made me hard the very first time I saw her. She made me crazy, she snuck out to see me, and then avoided any sexual advances I made on her, until I finally kissed her, and I didn’t wait for an invitation either: I took those pouty little lips and made them mine.


    Carly was also an avid reader of those books, you know “Mommy Porn.” So my game had to be stepped up. Who the hell am I kidding? She could see through my game immediately, and it didn’t have the same effect it did on every other girl I hooked up with. And she didn’t go running for the hills, either. I fell hard and fast, un-fucking-believable.


    We talked and snuck around not wanting my best friend (her cousin Abe), to know-- or he would have tried to kick my ass and I would have let him. He was like a brother to me.


    Abe knew all the shit that had gone down in my life for the past five and a half years and in order to make this work, which I wanted it to... I needed to set the record straight, put it all on the line, give her the 411, and let her decide if after everything, she still wanted to give it up to a guy like me. A tattooed, pierced, fuck-up, with a past that was sure to send her into a tail spin, hoping and praying she would still want to give me a shot.
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    I sat in class looking through the messages to and from Jase for the past nine weeks. Every morning a “Good Morning, Baby”, throughout the day updates of his day and questions about mine, and every evening, “Falling asleep, still falling for you.” So sweet, perfect, and mine in less than twelve hours. I was planning on skipping class, can you believe it, ME miss a class? It may only be for four days, but those four days would be perfect.


    The professor excused the class and I walked outside the building into the cool fall air. I sat on the bench contemplating what to do next. Go home, or to the library and study when my phone chimed.


    -Hey baby, what are you wearing?…J


    -Chaps and a smile, how about you?…C


    -I’m wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, it’s fucking cold …J


    - Yeah, it’s cold here too…C


    - What are you going to do after school?…J


    -Prepare for my hot date tomorrow…C


    -I really don’t want to bring back any horrible memories but please stay away from “chemicals” that may make your very sensitive skin break out…J


    -Oh a comedian. Don’t worry, already took care of it. Jase you should have someone wax at the parlor-- that would be a big money maker. It’s expensive…C


    -Don’t fuck with me Carly. Just think of you all, hmm…J


    - Hmmm huh?...C


    “Yeah hmmm,” I felt someone’s hot breath in my ear and turned around and jumped almost tripping over my backpack.


    “Baby, you have got to be more careful,” he said as pulled me into his strong arms.


    “Oh my God,” I stepped back quickly and grabbed my phone.


    -You better get here soon; I swear to God I’m imagining you’re here now…C


    Jase looked down and grabbed his phone out of his pocket, read his text and laughed loudly, “I’ve missed you so damn much.”


    “Could you text that to me?” I side stepped so he couldn’t grab me.


    “What?” he laughed.


    “Yeah, I’ve saved eight weeks of texts, and I read them all the time. I want this documented as well,” I laughed when he grabbed me and picked me up and kissed me softly.


    “Let’s try this again, hello baby,” oh that voice was yummy, his lips were yummy. My Jase was yummy.


    “I’m so glad you are here,” I kissed him back and then bit his lower lip and pulled it out, “Rub your ball on my tongue.”


    He laughed into my mouth and rubbed the hard, steel piercing slowly up and down my tongue.


    “Hot damn,” I squeezed my arms around his neck tightly.


    We were interrupted by someone clearing their throat loudly.


    I pulled back and scowled looking into his eyes, “PDA baby,” he winked and then I turned around.


    “Does your Jersey boy know about this?” Mimi scolded me.


    “Jase?”


    “Sure, whatever his name is?”


    “Hello I’m Jase, or Jersey boy. You must be Mimi?” Jase smiled, that damn dimple winked, and I seriously think Mimi blushed. She did recover quickly though.


    “Yes, how do you know?…never mind,” she rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips, “Are you going to make book club tonight?”


    I said “no” and Jase said “yes” at the same time, and I laughed.


    “Have you read the book, Jase?” Mimi looked at him over her glasses.


    “Twice,” he smiled at her and the dimple winked again, and yes she blushed.


    “I think we should skip tonight Jase,” please, please, please, I pleaded in my head.


    “It only lasts an hour right?”


    “Yes, see you both there,” Mimi walked away quickly.


    “I’m going to kick your butt,” I pushed my hand against his chest, and I left it right there. Let it wander a bit, holy hell he was beautiful.


    I looked up at him and smirked, “You done feeling me up?”


    “I suppose,” I rolled my eyes and he bent down slowly I licked my lips anticipating his on mine and the jerk kissed my nose which made me laugh.


    “Listen, right now I wanna get the hell out of here, take you to dinner, hit the book club, and then take you back to my hotel,” he smiled as he looked me up and down.


    I swallowed hard, “What will we do there?”


    “First I am going to run a bath, the hotel has an amazing bathtub,” He looked at my lips while he talked making them turn up a bit, “Then I am going to take my time unwrapping you from top to bottom,” so my teeth decided to bite my bottom lip, just like in those damn books. He let out a slow breath as he watched me and I swear, I heard a very low moan escape his mouth.


    “What’s next?” came out as a rich whisper.


    “Aw baby, showing you will be much more fun. Besides… I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” his laugh was thick which by the way did not cause me to swoon. Did not hit my ears at all: the effect went straight to my who-who and I swear my knees clenched together and he noticed. His jaw clenched and out came that sound again.


    “Jase, don’t do that again,” my voice squeaked and his eyes widened.


    “Screw that, I am going to do that all night long,” Jase wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me very close to him, holding me tightly as we walked towards the parking lot.


    “Carly?”


    I looked up in time to see my lab partner Brad looking shocked.


    “Oh hey Brad,” I smiled and Jase tensed up and looked at him, cold and expressionless. “This is Jase, Jase this is Brad, my bio lab partner.”


    Brad stuck his hand out, “You go to school here, Jase?”


    “No,” Jase didn’t shake his hand, I elbowed him in the side, “Sorry… Brad was it?”


    “Yes, Carly and I have several classes together. Weird-- she’s never mentioned you.”


    “Not weird, why should she? Her private life is private. Come to think of it I have never heard her mention you either.”


    Brad laughed, “If she were my girlfriend I think I would want to know who she spends half of her day with.”


    “Well she isn’t your girlfriend,” Jase glared at him, “So it’s none or your fu…”


    “Okay Jase, don’t we have plans?” time to step in right? Maybe I should have before but it was kind of cool… a little possessive and a lot a hot.


    “Yeah, we do,” Jase kissed me hard on the lips and I pulled away and laughed, “Bye-bye Brad.”


    We walked away and I looked up at him. His held me tightly walking through the crowd with his head held high. When we got to the parking lot I stopped.


    “Where are you at hot stuff?”


    Jase looked at me and smiled shyly and pulled down his shades, “A different world baby.”


    “Not too different,” I laughed and threw him the keys, “You drive?” Jase shook his head yes and opened the door for me, “Mr. Romance.”


    He winked, kissed my cheek, shut the door, and walked to the other side of the car. He sat down and his knees hit the dash. I couldn’t help but laugh. He reached to the side and tried to find the seat controls. I bent over and reached down in front of the seat to help the poor guy out, “Okay move forward a little then slide back,” I looked up at him.


    “Christ Carly,” Jase pulled my hair away from my face and looked down at me. His beautiful brown eyes were glazed. I looked at him curiously and then his eyes rolled back . Oh, oh, oh, oh. Well hello there buddy.


    “Slide forward slowly Jase, and then push back as far as you can go,” I licked my lips on purpose and his hand fisted my hair tighter and groaned, “Come on Jase, you can do it.”


    I was seriously enjoying driving him crazy and he knew I was. The noises that came out of him, the way the muscles tightened in his squared jaw, and the way his eyes burned made me feel like I had a little bit of power. Well… a lot of power.


    He let go of my hair and moved the seat forward which nailed my head on the steering wheel. My hand slipped off the lever and my sleeve was stuck on something


    “Baby, you have about two point two seconds to stop fucking around before you lose an eye,” Jase growled.


    My head was wedged between the steering wheel and my face was snug up against the crotch of his jeans. I honestly could not move my head or my arm. I started laughing.


    “It’s not funny. Shit is getting really tight down there. Buttons are going to fly,” Jase laughed uncomfortable.


    “My head is stuck, Jase. My sleeve is stuck-- and I can’t get it loose,” I pulled as hard as I could and the damn thing was not budging.


    There was a loud tap on the window and Jase whispered, “There’s a woman who looks pissed off and a lot like you out here, Carly.”


    “Open the door,” I laughed harder, my voice muzzled by denim.


    “Not the way I wanted to meet your mother Carly,” Jase opening the door, “Hello, you must be Jane?”


    “Hello Jase. Carly, what the hell are you doing?” Mom was trying to keep her cool and I laughed out loud.


    “Hey Mom, could you reach down here and pull the lever or figure out what my sleeve is stuck on so I can?”


    Mom reached in and pulled the lever the seat flew back and I laughed. What else could I do? She freed my sleeve from the emergency brake release and I sat up and smiled.


    “Mom this is Jase,” I looked down quickly at the huge bulge between his legs and quickly grabbed my book bag and flopped it on his lap to cover him. He winced and I looked away from my mom quickly.


    “Hello Jase,” Mom looked at him briefly and then turned away.


    “I truly apologize for this… this, very uncomfortable meeting...” he looked away, “I’m going to take your daughter to an early dinner and then we will be stopping in for book club.”


    Moms head spun back and she looked at him shocked, “You’re coming to book club?”


    “If that’s alright,” Jase smiled, his dimpled winked, and my mom smiled.


    “Do you know what you’re in for Jase?”


    “I think I have a pretty good understanding of what I’m in for,” he chuckled, “We ran into Mimi earlier.”


    “Alright then,” Mom smiled at me, “See you in a couple hours?”


    “Yep,” I leaned over Jase and gave my Mom a kiss. She stuck out her hand and shook Jase’s and walked away.


    Jase looked at me and shook his head, “Wow.”


    I couldn’t help but laugh.


    “Where to Carly? This is your town,” Jase laughed.


    ~


    “Right here?” Jase looked confused when I told him pull over.


    “Yes,” I jumped out of my little Honda Accord, which wasn’t little but Jase was tall and it seemed to be too small for him. He got out and walked around the car and hit the lock and grabbed my hand.


    We walked into a little café and ordered, “I would like to sit outside, if that’s alright with you.”


    “Of course,” Jase smiled and ordered. I tried to pay and he laughed at me and gently batted my hand away. The girl behind the counter smiled at him, a big old smile. Not just a friendly ‘may I take your order’, or ‘have a nice day’ smile. Man, I wanted to choke her.


    “I will bring that out to you when it’s ready.”


    Seriously it’s counter service chick, ughhh. I looked up at Jase smiling down at me, “You done with whatever is going on in there?’


    “In where?” I asked as he pulled me behind him.


    “Your head,” he smirked.


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I rolled my eyes.


    We sat in the corner, kind of hidden in the trees planted for the purpose of creating privacy.


    He pulled out my chair and I sat. He pulled his so that it touched mine. I sat back and smiled. How could I not, Jase was here and it had been two months since I’d seen him. You know how sometimes you think that the longer you’re apart from someone, the more you think and dream about them and then, when you finally see them you think damn-- that’s it. In our minds we take little snapshots of moments and they seem to grow with each day we’re missing that person. They become more caring, or beautiful than they really are.


    It was not like that with Jase, not at all. He was beautiful. Dreamy, sexy, gorgeous, and here with me right now looking at me and probably wondering…


    “What the hell is going on in there now, baby?”


    I laughed, “What do you mean?”


    “That look has not changed in two months,” he grabbed my hand and held it rubbing his thumb slowly across the back of my hand and then back making small circles.


    “Care to explain?”


    “Two months ago-- I saw this girl. She seemed to blend in, didn’t have much to say, and seemed just happy with whatever was going on. It was alluring. But what the hell are you thinking all the damn time? You know what, it doesn’t matter… it’s you. Sexy, and smart as hell. I was like a moth to your flame Carly. You sucked me in. Seduced me with your smile, made me want to make sure you didn’t end up on your ass, and then when I saw who you really were I started falling fast, and it scared the hell out of me for just a moment. There is no bullshit with you. I don’t wonder if you’re pissed at me, or what mood you’re in.”


    “I’m different,” I laughed and he did too.


    “Yes, and today I fully intended on using that line to get into your panties.”


    “I fully intend on letting you.”


    Jase closed his eyes briefly and smiled. “I said we would attend Book Club, huh Baby?”


    “Yeah you did-- what were you thinking?”


    We both laughed and he leaned over and kissed me, mmm, mmm… how I love that steel ball in my mouth.


    The waitress cleared her throat and it was gone, “Boo.”


    Jase looked at me and stuck out his bottom lip and, gawwww!
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    Jase and I decided to arrive early, it was actually his idea. He wanted to meet my Mom first, get to know her a little bit before Mimi, Dee, Michelle, Gloria, Gayleen, Thaty, and Hope arrived.


    “You’re early,” Mom looked over her shoulder and smiled as we walked into the kitchen.


    “Jase wanted to get to know you a little before…”


    Mom laughed, I love her laugh. It wasn’t a cackle like a witch, it was a softer sweeter higher tone, not just from her belly but from her toes all the way up to her head. Best. Laugh. Ever.


    “Before the firing squad?”


    “Is that what it’s going to be like?” Jase smiled. His smile was enthralling. It drew you right in and made you want to stay right there looking at it all day. Apparently that’s what Mom and I were both thinking because he stopped and looked at us and the smirked, “Alright, then.”


    Mom laughed again breaking the silence, “No, I was just thinking.”


    “That’s where Carly gets it from.”


    “Gets what?”


    “I don’t really know how to explain it, other than her mind is going all the time,” Jase closed his eyes briefly and smiled. “And then there is awkward silence like this and it just makes you wonder what’s going on in her mind.”


    Mom smiled, “She is a thinker.”


    “She gets it from you.”


    “I will take that as a compliment.”


    “It was intended to be,” Jase smiled and looked towards the counter filled with groceries, “Let me help.”


    “You cook?”


    “I like to play around in the kitchen.” Jase unpacked the bags and grabbed the pineapple and strawberries.


    He lifted the pineapple to smell it and Mom and I both stared at him. He turned and opened the drawer next to the sink and grabbed a knife. I had no idea how he knew what drawer they were in and then he bent over and opened the cupboard and grabbed a platter.


    That was a mighty fine ass, wow. I looked at my Mom whose jaw dropped slightly watching the Jase show right beside me. Both of her eyebrows were raised and I nudged her. Her face turned red and I laughed.


    Jase turned around, “Oh I’m sorry… I was raised with better manners than this. Is it alright if I…”


    “Of course go on, make yourself at home,” Mom smiled.


    “There is a bigger platter in the back, I can grab it,” I offered knowing full well he would do it himself.


    Mom smacked my arm when he turned around and then we both leaned forward for a better view. Nice huh? I mouthed. She rolled her eyes and I smirked at her and she smiled and shook her head.


    “Carly, I can’t find it,” he turned around and looked at us both smirking, “Oh-- I see.”


    “It’s a nice butt Jase,” I laughed.


    “Thanks?” his face turned red.


    ~


    The fruit was cut up and sitting on the coffee table.


    “They will be here in about half an hour. I’m going to show you around like a good little hostess and then I’m going to shower. Is that alright?”


    “Of course,” Jase smiled.


    We walked into my room and I smiled, I didn’t mean to but it just happened, “You can hang out in here while I shower if you want. Mom is still getting ready.”


    “You’re not worried I will invade your panty drawer?” Jase pulled me towards him and kissed me.


    I stepped back and smiled, “Invade away. I’ll be back.”


    I walked into the bathroom my head still spinning from his kiss and I turned on the water. I grabbed the new body wash and the new bath poof and set it on the edge of the tub. I undressed and got in. I washed my hair, scrubbed my body, shaved my legs, checked out the very-painful-but-worth-every-uncomfortable-moment wax job, and smiled. I got out and threw my hair in a towel and lotioned up. I brushed my teeth while I waited for the lotion to absorb and grabbed my robe and then I froze. Oh damn it!


    I peeked my head in my bedroom door and Jase was sitting on my bed looking through my high school yearbook, “Psst.”


    He looked up and smiled, “Could you give me a few minutes?”


    “I did,” Jase bit his cheek and looked down.


    “No I mean…I forgot to bring my clothes with me and I…”


    “I noticed, and I picked out something for you to wear, come on in and get changed Carly,” that voice made the hair on the back of my neck stand. He sat back against the headboard and looked at me smugly. Arrogant ass. Okay-- I liked it when he challenged me but I was not about to let him in on that little secret.


    So I walked in confidently, he smiled haughtily and pointed towards the dresser, “On top,” he purred, grrrrrowled. Honestly, I have no idea how I am going to make it through the night.


    “This?” I bravely held up the lavender silky thread of material and walked towards him.


    “Oh yes,” he shook his head slowly.


    “You wanna put them on me?” oh yes, I am going to be a tiger in bed. I lifted my foot on the side of the bed, knowing damn well I was giving him a peep show.


    His jaw clenched and he chuckled softly and then I swear I heard a soft growl escape his throat. My knees seriously started to shake and he swallowed hard and took the panties.


    I lifted my foot so that he could slide them up. He stopped at my knee letting go of my panties and his finger slowly traced up my inner thigh. His tongue rubbed the inside of his lower lip and then he closed his teeth around his tongue rubbing the silver ball slowly between his lips. His finger reached my inner thighs and I could not stop watching how he played with the ball on his lips I am absolutely certain he is going to be amazing at… “Oh my God!” I jumped when the electricity from his fingers touched just the outside of my who-who and what happened next, you guessed it. I ended up on my ass.


    “Carly, are you alright?” Jase grabbed my hand and pulled me up.


    “Yeah, I am fine,” I stood feeling my face burning and I looked down.


    He lifted my chin so that I was looking into his eyes and whispered, “I am going to tie you up tonight.”


    “What?” my voice trembled and he smirked at me.


    “If I don’t, you’ll probably end up in the damn ER,” he laughed, “Get dressed, I’ll meet you out there.” He smacked my ass and left the room laughing.


    ~


    I purposely took my time getting ready knowing he would be stuck with the book club by himself, he deserved it after his exit right? Right!


    I peeked around the corner, just to be sure he was good and uncomfortable and he looked directly at me. I jumped back hoping to he didn’t see me and crash, bang, boom… I knocked a picture off the wall.


    I was bent over cleaning up the mess and I felt a gentle hand on my ass, “Little tornado.”


    I laughed and stood up, “Only when you’re around.”


    Jase picked up the picture and smiled, “At least it wasn’t glass.” I smirked, “And you deserve this, leaving me purposely out here to fend for myself.”


    “Sure I guess,” I giggled when he bent over and kissed my check.


    “Turn around.”


    I did as he asked and felt him lifting my skirt, “Jase!” I whispered loudly.


    “Baby I just want to be sure there is no bruise on that ass... not yet anyway.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I whispered nervously.


    “I want my hand to be what bruises that fine little ass. Not the floor.”


    Oh shit, he is going to be fifty shades of fucked up. I looked at him and he licked his lips slowly, okay-- maybe sixty nine shades. Why did that make my who -who quiver, make my mouth dry, make my nipples peak?


    “Turn off those thoughts baby, you could not even begin to imagine what I am going to do to you,” he reached his hand down and ran his finger slowly from my inner knee up until he almost touched me, there! “Hold still baby.”


    “Carly,” I jumped when I heard my mom call to me and Jase laughed and straightened my skirt.


    “Let’s go,” he tugged my hand and pulled me behind him into the living room.


    “Sorry,” I smiled as best I could while still pulling my shit together, “I assume everyone has met Jase?”


    “No, we were waiting for you,” Mimi smirked.


    “Alright everyone, this is Jase Steel. Jase this is Mimi, Dee, Michelle, Gloria, Gayleen, and Hope.”


    “Hello again, everyone,” Jase smiled at Mimi and she winked at him.


    “Mimi!”


    “Sorry,” she smirked.


    The questions came flying at him like a machine gun on a war zone. Jase answered the questions about his siblings: Cyrus, Zandor, and Xavier and his mother Joe. Why this group of women would ask about his father was beyond me.


    Jase smiled and I jumped in, “I think that’s enough questions.”


    “It’s fine, baby,” Jase grabbed my hand. And I quickly noticed Mimi scowl, and so did Jase. His face turned red and he chuckled, “My father passed away last year.”


    I was shocked that he was able to open up to them.


    “We’re very sorry,” my mother said, lifting the tension in the room.


    “Sorry about that,” he whispered to me.


    “Jase don’t be sorry,” I leaned forward and kissed his cheek, “I’m sorry.”


    “Were your parents still married?” My mom said sadly.


    “Yes, they were married for twenty four years.” I couldn’t look away from him, he looked at me and smiled and rubbed my hand and continued, “My Dad was in the Navy, he met my mother in Italy. They got married, and had four boys, each a year apart. They traveled the world and had a pretty good life.”


    “Was he killed in battle?” Hope whispered.


    “No actually he had retired, and they moved us to Jersey. He was very close with his commanding officer, his family moved a few hours away and my Mom loved the ocean so it was just a fluke that we ended up in New Jersey. He died volunteering to help in search and rescue.” I felt tears begin to fall and he pulled my hand up and kissed it, “So anything else?” he looked around and smiled.


    “We should discuss the book,” Mimi grabbed her copy, “Where did we leave off?”


    “This may be a bit too uncomfortable with Jase here,” Dee whispered to Gayleen.


    “I think he should read it to us,” Michelle chimed in, “Gloria, what do you think?”


    “Sure, why not?” they all closed their books and sat them on their lap.


    I looked to my mother hoping she would put an end to their goading and Jase laughed, “Tell me where to start.”


    “Listen to me and don’t say a word. Your nipples are erect and want nothing more than for me to touch them and pull at them and take them in my mouth until your body starts to melt. You’re wet and wild with desire. You may think you’re pissed at me, but you are not Emma. You are so fucking hot and wet because I took care of something you needed me to, your body belongs to me and wants me so fucking bad it almost hurts. Regardless, you also told me no, and I take that extremely seriously. So as, you sit there in flames desiring everything I can give you, you can thank yourself for the let-down,” Brody leaned forward lightly kissing her nose, “No means no, Emma.”


    


    “Well obviously yours wants to please mine as well,” Emma looked smugly at his bulging pants.


    


    “I was hard when you walked out of that office building after work Emma, you didn’t need to be sidetracked. I was hard and waiting when you came out of the rehab center, your ex-husband’s needs overshadowed mine, and I know you needed me to make it better for you. My body realized that Emma. When I came out I was hard as soon as you pinched me. I knew that you needed to come, but you said no,” Brody said and smiled as he looked away and she gasped.


    


    Emma looked down and nervously played with her hands and tapped her foot.


    


    “You’re going to be fine Em,” he said and took her hand, and she let him.


    


    She sat waiting for more, and he just sat there, she lightly pinched his hand between her fingers and he looked at her out of the corner of his beautiful blue eyes.


    


    “Emma?”


    


    “Yes,” she whimpered.


    


    “Yes what, Emma?” he asked cautiously.


    


    “Yes, please,” she said breathlessly.


    


    “Are you quite sure?” he asked and she was on his lap in a spilt second with her mouth on his and grinding in to him.


    


    “Alright then,” he said and lifted her off him.


    


    “Please,” Emma whined.


    


    “Shall I continue?” Jase smirked and sat back, complacently. Damn. Damn. Damn. He is SO hot.


    “Why not stop there, and discuss what Jase just read,” my mom looked around at her friends and laughed.


    “What do you think, Jase?” Mimi asked and I hung my head down. This was embarrassing.


    “He seems to pay attention to what she needs,” Jase looked around the room.


    “Unrealistic,” Mimi scoffed.


    “I don’t think it’s unrealistic. Let’s be honest here ladies, would you not want someone who could anticipate your needs and desires?”


    “Let’s be even more realistic Jase, what man could keep it up for hours on end?” Mimi cackled, and not like my mom. This was a true cackle.


    “Do you really want me to answer that?”


    Everyone shook their head yes.


    “You all think you’re damn superheroes,” Mimi laughed again, “Grab a tit, stick your tongue down a throat, shove in a finger, then climb right on hump like a dog for five minutes and then your happy little ass rolls over and you fall into a stupid slumber while we lay there and wonder what the hell just happened.”


    Everyone laughed, even Jase. “I guess everyone has their own experiences.”


    I expected Mimi to jump all over that but she just replied, “And that’s why toys are more dependable.”


    “Alright,” Mom snickered. There she was! Thanks for showing up Mom, jeesh-- it’s about time.


    “Carly would you help me bring out the food?” Mom smiled sadly.


    “Sure,” I smiled at Jase and he stood and pulled me up.


    “Awe,” they all whispered.


    “For now,” Mimi murmured.


    Jase smiled and followed me into the kitchen, “What can I do to help?”


    My Mom smiled, “You could take these.” She handed him two plates, “We’ll be right out.”


    “Are you sure about this?”


    “Mom…”


    “No listen, he is amazing and all. Very handsome but consider what will happen when he leaves. How will you feel….”


    “Mom…”


    “Okay I know, just promise me you will finish school.”


    “Of course I’m going to finish school!” Okay, that came out pretty loud, “Can we just go? Mimi might try to hurt him.”


    Mom laughed and hugged me.


    We walked out and Jase was being grilled again.


    “Hey,” I sat next to him. He smiled at me and then at my mom. “You ready to get out of here?”


    “You sure about all this? We can slow it down a little,” Jase smiled sweetly.


    I stood up and cleared my throat, “Well, I am going to take Jase back to his hotel. I will see you all again soon.” They all looked up at me like they were sad for me. I almost laughed but smiled instead, “You ready?”


    Jase stood and smiled, “Nice meeting you all.” As they all said goodbye I grabbed my bag from my room and walked out. He grabbed my hand and looked at my Mom, “I’ll see you again soon?


    “I sure hope so,” she hugged him which made me smile.
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    We got into the car and he smiled at me, “That honest to God was a very uncomfortable goodbye. I’m sorry Jase.”


    “Well it was my idea to attend Book Club. Just didn’t anticipate them all looking at me like I was the man who was going to disappoint someone they love” Jase laughed nervously.


    “Was it too much?” I really hoped it was not.


    Jase chuckled as he drove down the road, “I’ve never experienced anything like that. But too much? No-- as long as it wasn’t too much for you.”


    “No.”


    Jase pulled into the Garden Court hotel parking garage, put the car in park, and turned and looked at me, “Listen, I am in no hurry with you. We tease the hell out of each other all the time, and don’t get me wrong-- I love it. But when it comes right down to it I don’t want you to feel like we have to do this right now.”


    “Okay. I wasn’t nervous before, but now I am,” I did not mean to say it out loud but I did of course. “Damn Book Club.”


    Jase smiled, got out of the car and then opened my door, “There’s a beautiful room up on the third floor. It is ours for four days. How about we just talk tonight?”


    I laughed nervously and covered my mouth. He took my hand and pulled me up, kissed my nose, and grabbed my bag.


    We walked up the stairs and into the lobby of the beautiful Garden Court Hotel, he was holding my hand and as we got on the elevator he pulled me against him, pushed my head against his chest, and rested his chin on my head. I could swear his heart was beating as fast as mine. But the way he held me was comforting.


    We walked through the door, and there were white lilies everywhere in the white and navy king suite. Soft music through the surround sound filled the air. I looked at him and his eyes were scrunched shut and he opened one eye.


    “It’s beautiful.”


    “Yeah, I was hoping for that. But still Carly, no pressure, alright? I just didn’t expect for you, oh fuck it. I feel it too,” Jase laughed, “Never felt this way before.”


    “Jase there is no…” He cut me off.


    “Look Carly, I have not felt this way about anyone in a very, very long time. And it scares the hell out of me. It would be real easy to just tear off that skirt and sink balls deep into you, fucking you for four days straight until neither of us can even crawl out of bed on Monday morning. But then what? Wait until when to see each other? You’re going to want it all the time, I already want you all the time and then what? So then that fuck Brad gets to fill in, I would lose it Carly do you understand me?!”


    He was now pacing and agitated, I definitely did not anticipate this. “Jase.”


    “Holy shit, what the hell is wrong with me,” Jase shook his head in frustration and then laughed.


    “I don’t like Brad,” I looked down.


    “Good,” Jase walked into the bathroom and shut the door.


    I was very confused at this point I had no idea what to say or do. I was seriously considering leaving when he walked out.


    “Sorry,” Jase’s jaw twitched.


    “I know.”


    “If you want to leave, I get it,” Jase looked up at the ceiling and released a frustrated breath.


    “If you need us to go slow, we can.”


    Jase looked at me like I was crazy and I smirked at him. He laughed and shook his head.


    “Who would have thought you would be the one having a hard time with this?”


    “Well you obviously don’t know me that well,” Jase smiled. He was trying to joke but it hit a nerve. What did I not know about him?


    “What is that supposed to mean?”


    He smiled, “What’s my name?”


    “Jase Steel.”


    “Nope,” he seemed to be loosening up.


    “No?” I laughed at him.


    “No. Can we start over?”


    “I would love that.”


    “Hello my name is Jovanni Augostino Steel,” he held out his hand.


    “So why not Joe?” I shook it


    “What’s my Mom’s name?”


    “Oh, I see.”


    “I am Carly Ann Smythe.”


    Jase smiled, “CAS”


    “Sure.”


    “Better than CAN,” Jase smiled.


    “Listen I just met you, and I really don’t appreciate the fact that you are picking on me-- Jovanni.”


    “Oh no,” he smirked.


    “No.”


    “So have you ever heard of Prince…”


    I smacked his arm, “You can leave, I am expecting someone.”


    I started for the door and he grabbed me by the waist, “Who would that be?”


    “This awesome guy I met over the summer, his name is Jase. He’s funny, sweet, and definitely worth waiting for. So hands off pal.”


    He pulled me snuggly against him, “Worth waiting for, huh?”


    “Yes, definitely. He seems to think if we have sex I am going to turn into some nympho. What he doesn’t understand is that it’s not the sex I’m after with him.”


    “So what is this secret you are keeping from this…Jase?”


    “Something all you boys should know,” I leaned my head against his chest and he kissed my check.


    “Care to share?”


    “It’s not all about the who-who,” I giggled as he kissed my neck.


    “No?”


    “Nope, it’s about the fall,” I reached up and ran my hands through his hair.


    “The fall?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    Jase stepped back, “It’s been one hell of a fall.”


    “Yes it has.”


    Jase grabbed my hand and walked into the bathroom, “What happens after you stop falling?”


    “I hope I never do.”


    Jase smiled and turned on the water, “How hot do you want it?” He asked as he ran his hand under the faucet.


    “As hot as you can make it.”


    He turned and looked at me, “You are going to be sorry you asked for that, Baby.”


    “I won’t complain Jase.”


    “What if I suck at all this? What if Mimi is right about all us men?” his voice was thick and taunting.


    “A chance I am willing to take.”


    “Alright then, you prepared to fall all weekend?”


    “As long as you’re willing to catch me when I do.”


    “Very willing, Carly. Damn, how did I get so lucky?”


    “I ask myself that same question when I look at…”


    “Me? Boy-- you read too much,” Jase laughed and walked towards me.


    “Your ass Jase. I wonder how I got so lucky when I look at your beautiful ass.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Oh yeah,” I giggled.


    “We good?” Jase asked as he pushed my hair away from my face.


    I shook my head yes and smiled.


    “Hold that thought, whatever it was,” he walked towards his bag and grabbed something, “This is hypoallergenic, do you think…”


    I couldn’t help but laugh and then I couldn’t stop.


    “I will take that as a yes?” I shook my head up and down and stopped laughing, “Didn’t want to take any chances.”


    “I love that you thought of me.”


    “That’s all I have been thinking of Carly, fucking insane,” Jase poured the bubble bath into the water and swished it around with his hand, “You are the epitome of perfect. I just want to make sure that by the end of this weekend you feel I am worth taking a chance on.”


    “I already feel…”


    “I do too Carly, but we are going to eat and breathe each other for four days,” He bit his cheek and closed his eyes and shook his head as if he were erasing a dirty little thought, “You’ll know everything there is to know about me and I will know you-- inside and out,” he closed his eyes again and when they opened they were blazing.


    My heart stopped for a moment, and I looked down.


    “Listen to me,” he stalked across the large marble floor towards me, “I’m going to make sure you are more than satisfied the entire time I am here with you. You have to let me take the reins here, Carly.”


    I shook my head yes and he kissed me, “Turn around.”


    Okay now I was nervous, I knew I could trust him but all I kept thinking about was all those damn books and I was …


    “Get outside of your damn mind Carly and be here with me, understand?” Jase turned me around, “I’m going to have to demand your full attention, if you don’t give it to me I swear to God, I’ll just take it.”


    “You have it,” I swallowed hard.


    “I’m going to undress you,” Jase was so intense. He pulled my V neck sweater over my head and folded it neatly and walked to the counter and set it down.


    “I could probably do it faster,” I started to pull my arm pout of my bra.


    “No fucking way,” he took a deep breath and looked at me and then walked towards me again. “I have dreamt about this for months.”


    He turned my back towards him and unsnapped my bra, and kissed between my shoulder blades ... “Your skin tastes so sweet, Baby.” He pushed my bra strap gently off my left shoulder then my right. He kissed my shoulder up to my neck and then across and down the other side. I felt a million goose bumps spread over every inch that he kissed. I felt my body warming to his touch. He kissed and sucked down my back and across my hips slowly. I felt the hard steel on his tongue dip down between my waist band and my bare skin and his hands gripped my ankles lightly and he slid them slowly up my legs past my knees continuing up as his kisses continued to dance across my back. He pushed my skirt up and his mouth left my skin briefly only to return to my body. I felt the heat of his breath as he kissed and bit lightly on the thin lavender silk covering my backside. His fingers slipped between the thin string at the waist of my panties and then he slowly pulled them down as he continued kissing me. He left them just above my knees and I felt his tongue and lip kissing licking, tasting the skin on an area of my body that I never even thought of as sexy. But he was making me feel so hot, so desired so…


    “Oh Jase,” I whimpered as I felt his tongue piercing dip lightly following the line down my ass.


    He did not stop there he went lower and I felt my knees weaken. He must have realized it too. He stopped and then kissed me again gently as he pulled my panties lower. He lifted my left foot, and pulled them off. I was just about to lift my right when he slid through my legs and lifted my left leg over his shoulder.


    “Oh, oh, Jase,” his tongue glided from front to back sending shivers everywhere.


    “Fuck,” he growled as he continued slowly licking me.


    “Jase please, oh please…”


    “Please what Baby,” he asked pulling my skirt off his head as his hands continued kneading into my backside, “Please what?” He clenched his jaw tightly and bared his teeth.


    I have yet to cum but I am sure that look could push me over the edge.


    “Baby if you need something just tell me and then let me go back to tasting your sweet little pussy.”


    Oh damn, damn, damn. His voice and that look, I swear I felt the heat of them right between my legs, “I’m afraid,” the look of concern covered his face, “I’m afraid I’ll fall.”


    He smiled and leaned in again his eyes never leaving mine he licked from back to front slower and deeper. He skimmed my clit with his tongue piercing and I felt my knee buckle.


    He lifted my leg off his shoulder and leaned forward and ran his nose across my pelvic bone breathing in deeply and then sucked on my lips. He kissed me there and worked his way up stopping at the waist band of the skirt and pulling it down. He was at my breasts, and he smiled a sexy little half smile, “Perfect here as well as beautiful. Absolutely fucking beautiful.”


    They must have known he was talking to them because they became even heavier and my nipple peaked even more, it was almost painful. He ran his tongue across my left nipple quickly then again my back arched towards him and he looked at me, “Do you want me to lick or suck Baby?”


    “Lick…suck…Jase,” I was falling apart, “I can’t…”


    He took my nipple between his teeth and pulled lightly. His hand went to the breast and he squeezed and released over and over again. He switched and his mouth took the other in his mouth. I was so on edge, wound so tight that I was afraid I would stop breathing any second. He must have sensed something was wrong and he slowed down and stood. He kissed me, and I wrapped my arms around him tightly. I don’t know why but I just needed to hold him. He lifted me up and sat me on the counter and kissed down my body.


    He knelt down and spread my knees, “You okay?” I shook my head yes, “Good, because I need to get back to what I was doing, so fucking sweet Baby.” He rubbed his finger up and down me and watched my face as he pushed it slowly inside me he stroked upward and hit some sort of magical button that made me yell out. He did it again and again and then he added his tongue licking up and around my clit. I grabbed his hair and tried to pull him back. He looked up at me and shook his head no. I felt him suck on my clit as he gently pushed another finger inside of me. I grabbed the edge of the counter tightly… I was burning from the inside out and then I felt a light pulsing as Jase continued fucking me with his tongue and finger and then I felt myself tighten. The throbbing between my legs matched the beating of my heart. And just when I thought it could not get any better, it happened.


    I fell completely apart.


    The wave started near my belly and then spread through my whole body. I could have cared less about anything else in the world right then.


    “Come harder baby,” Jase moved his finger faster in and out extending my orgasm. I fell back against the mirror feeling completely and utterly fucked….but in a good way.


    I lay back trying to catch my breath and he pulled me up into him and held me. When my fuzzy, foggy head came back from stupidville, I felt a grin spread across my face I looked up at him and he smiled, “I don’t know what to even say.”


    “You said enough, Baby,” Jase kissed me, “I’m going to add some bubbles and hot water.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” as soon as the words fell from my lips I wished I had not asked that question.


    He looked at me and smiled, dimple winked, “You really want to go there?”


    “No I…”


    “Oh Jase, oh Jase, suck, lick, pant, pant, pant,” he added bubbles and turned to look at my beat red face.


    “Well then I won’t do it again,” I crossed my arms in front of me.


    “Like hell you won’t,” he stood quickly and grabbed my face and kissed me, “But next time, louder.”


    I tried to scowl but I couldn’t so I tilted my head back and stuck my nose in the air.


    “Come on Baby,” he nipped my neck and then kissed it.


    “You lead, I will follow.”


    “Checking out my ass again.”


    “It’s an exceptional ass, Jase.”


    Jase took my hand before I stepped in the tub, “Slippery.”


    “Afraid I’ll fall?”


    “Not afraid. I’m counting on it,” he rolled his eyes and smiled shyly.


    I smiled at his very sweet comment and sat down.


    Jase pulled his gray sweater over his head.


    “Bow-chicka-wow-wow, slow down.”


    Jase pulled his sweater off his head and looked at me, “You’re a lot quieter when my tongue is …”


    “Shhh, take it off,” I smiled and clapped my hands quietly.


    “You excited to meet the Prince, baby?”


    “Uh huh, come on we aren’t getting any younger here,” I snapped my fingers.


    He undid his black belt, unbuttoned his dark jeans and let them drop. In clothing Jase was hot, he didn’t wear tight clothes to show off his sculptured chest or tight jeans to show off his muscular legs or amazing ass, he didn’t have too. Shirtless Jase was beautiful, perfect. Jase in board shorts on the beach was like M&M’s for your eyes, you saw the V and his strong sold calves, even his feet were sexy. Jase in his Calvin Klein boxer briefs, leaving very little to the imagination, was stunning, like a whole Sundae topped with M&M’s, hot chocolate, whipped cream and….


    Jase turned and pulled his boxers down.


    “Um, where did the tattoo go?”


    He laughed, “It washed off.”


    “What!”


    “Yeah, Abe called me and asked me to meet you all at the beach that night. I had my brother Cyrus draw it out.”


    “That’s absolutely….”


    “Perfect, it worked,” Jase smiled as he turned around.


    All I could think was topping that whole yummy sundae with a cherry, my cherry. He was hung, like really hung, that beautiful thing. Hung. Not just laid there--- it fucking hung! And it was thick, really thick. And the Prince, well it was shiny and curved, with a small ball on each end. They probably were not small in reality but, damn. I bit my lip trying not to smile when he stepped into the water and scowled when I could not see it anymore. I looked up at him and he was watching me intensely.


    He leaned back against the back of the tub and let out a deep breath. I leaned back and smiled at him, “Come here, baby.”


    He didn’t have to ask me twice. He smiled when I sat next to him and then he leaned over and kissed me. Slow, delightful, little kisses. He started to pull away and I leaned in and kissed him, not as soft as he had. He groaned into my mouth and then pulled back.


    “We need to slow down. We have four days. I want to memorize every inch of you,” he kissed me softly and then pulled me onto his lap with my back against his chest. He pulled my head against his shoulder and kissed me. He held my face in his hands and rubbed my cheek, “Damn,” he whispered.


    I felt my face flush and I had to look away. The intensity in his eyes made my heart beat faster.


    “Look at me, Baby,” his voice was strained, “Do you have any idea what you just did to me?”


    “I’m pretty sure you just did all sorts of things to me. I just stood there.”


    “Carly, you’re fucking perfect and it scares the hell out of me,” Jase closed his eyes tightly and laid his head against the wall.


    “You are pretty perfect yourself Jase, and I’m not afraid at all,” I wrapped my arms around his neck and ran my hands through his hair and he groaned and pushed his head into my hand.


    I let my hand run down his neck and then his chest. I kissed his chest and then played with his nipple ring with my tongue. I tugged it with my teeth while I looked up at him. He smiled a wicked little smile, and I did it again. His eyes rolled slightly and then widened for a second.


    I let my hand travel down his stomach, and then lower. My hand reached his hard cock, and he gripped the sides of the bathtub and groaned. I moved my hand slowly up and down and he hissed when I circled its top with my thumb. I continued moving my hand up and down slowly and then squeezed trying to touch my thumb to my fingertip. He tensed up, “Easy, Baby.”


    He reached down and wrapped his hand around mine and moved it slowly up and down his shaft, showing me how he liked it. I was incredibly turned on by this, and I had no idea why. I reached down with my foot and pushed the lever that released the bathwater. It was getting cold and I wanted to watch as together our hands pleasured him. I wanted to learn what he liked and he seemed very willing to teach me. When he pulled his hand away I stopped and looked up at him. “Show me.”


    He smiled and kissed my head and wrapped his hand around mine. With his other hand he lifted my chin and kissed me his lips over mine and then his mouth traveled down my chin, to my neck. He kissed me again and I captured his tongue in my mouth and sucked and then licked it. His hand guided mine a little faster, and I pulled away. I sat up and he looked a bit confused.


    I kissed his mouth and then traveled down his neck, his chest, stopping to pay a little bit of attention to the nipple ring and then lower and lower until I reached his hard thick cock. As soon as I kissed its tip he groaned loudly. I circled my tongue around the tip and looked into his eyes and did it again. He closed them tightly and clenched his jaw… bearing his teeth slightly, which was hot as hell and gave me all the encouragement I needed to continue. I tugged gently at his piercing and he hissed again. I moved down lower and he gripped the sides of the bathtub and then I moved faster up and down. I took him in my hands using the same tempo he had shown me. He groaned, telling me what he liked, and then his hips started to move a bit… pushing his hard thick cock into my mouth. I positioned myself between his legs and he reached his long arms down and began to rub me as I continued. His finger pushed into me and I moaned with my mouth full of Jase.


    “Baby I am going to cum,” he pulled back and I moved further down him, “Fuck… Baby you better stop.”


    I didn’t stop I continued until I felt him twitch and fill my mouth. I slowed down as I swallowed and his body’s tension was released. I kissed his tip and gave the Prince a quick tug with my teeth before kissing up his belly and then his cheek.


    I looked into his eyes and he smiled a lazy sexy smile, “Thank you, baby.”


    I smiled and stepped out of the bath and grabbed a towel. He was right behind me. He helped me wrap the towel around me and then grabbed one and wrapped it around his waist and hugged me tightly and then yawned.


    “You tired?”


    “I think you just sucked the life out of me,” he kissed my nose and then pulled me into a big bear hug, “Amazing, by the way.”


    We stood at the sink and brushed our teeth watching each other and smiling.


    “Are you hungry?” He asked taking my hand and leading me into the bedroom.


    “No,” I giggled and looked away.


    “I’m going to order something,” he looked at me and blushed.


    “What?”


    “That was unexpected,” he grabbed a pair of boxer briefs out of his bag.


    “Well I was hungry then, and I just figured…”


    “I thought you were a vegetarian,” he chuckled.


    “Ha Ha,” I smiled and grabbed the sexy nighty I packed, lavender silk, of course.


    He snatched it out of my hand, “Wear it tomorrow. I will not survive tonight if you put that on,” he raised his eyebrow and looked at me.


    “What do you mean survive tonight?” I laughed and grabbed for it and he held it high above his head.


    “This is only our second real date. We will wait until tomorrow to have sex. So you cannot wear this,” he laughed as I jumped for it.


    “You’re not going to put out tonight?” I put my hands on my hips and glared at him.


    He smiled and then I did in return, “Nah, I’m going to eat dinner and then dessert.”


    “What do they have for dessert?” I asked grabbing the room service menu and flopped on the bed in my towel.


    “I didn’t look,” his smile was full of sin.


    “Well, what do they have for appetizers?” I blushed and immediately regretted it when he laughed.


    He pulled the towel off me and grabbed my ankles and flipped me to my back and pulled me to the edge of the bed, “You.”


    “Oh yeah?” I asked trying to pull my knees together.


    “Yeah,” he laughed and shoved them apart and dropped to his knees.


    He was not as gentle as he had been in the bathroom. He licked harder, nipped at me and fucked me hard with his fingers while torturing me by avoiding my clit. I don’t know how much time had passed, but I was sweating bullets when he finally let me cum…the first time.


    When I was a puddle, jello legged and boneless he stopped. He stood and kissed my forehead before disappearing into the bathroom. I couldn’t move. I closed my eyes and tried to come down off the highest cloud in the sky.


    He sat next to me and pulled me up, “Was I too rough on you?”


    “Maybe, but I liked it…a lot,” I closed my eyes and rested my head on his shoulders.


    “Good because after I make love to you tomorrow, for the first time, I am going to fuck you hard all weekend so that when I leave…” he stopped and reached into his bag and pulled out a tee shirt and put it over my head.


    “When you leave what?” I put my arms through the holes and then pulled my hair out of the back of the shirt.


    “You will not be able to walk or think about anyone else until I see you again,” he kissed me hard on the mouth and I turned and climbed up on his lap and straddled him.


    “I couldn’t if I tried,” I hugged him tightly and he did the same in return.


    Jase ordered dinner and fed me pasta in bed. We cuddled and talked. I asked him a million questions about his family. Anything I asked, he answered. He was an open book and I loved that about him.


    He told me that when his parents met in Italy, Joe had just turned eighteen. She was at a café when his father and some of his Navy buddies stumbled out of a nearby bar. Jonathon Steel saw Josephina Segreti, and with the confidence of a man who had way too much to drink walked up to her, kissed her lips—and then turned to walk away. She yelled after him cursing in Italian and he turned around and smiled at her.


    “I have no idea what you just said but it was almost as beautiful as you are.”


    They married a week later against her family’s wishes. The Segreti family disowned her and she never looked back. Less than a year later Cyrus was born and Jase a year after that. They moved every four years living all over the world until Jase was a Junior in High School.


    “He just knew,” Jase smiled at the ceiling.


    “That’s amazing.”


    He grabbed my hand and knotted it together with his and ran his mouth across my knuckles.


    “Did you love Pam?”


    Jase laughed, “Hell no.”


    “Oh,” I said quietly on his chest.


    “Oh what, Baby?” Jase lifted my chin so that he could look at me.


    “Have you ever loved anyone?”


    “Sure… once,” Jase smiled sadly.


    “What happened?”


    “It ended,” he winked, “Let’s not do this okay?”


    “Ok,” I really wanted to know more, but I wasn’t going to ruin this moment.


    “Carly, nothing would ever make her and I get back together.”


    “Nothing?”


    “No Carly,” he kissed my nose and smiled. “How about your parents?”


    “Dad strayed a lot. Mom finally said screw it. Cameron stayed with Dad, I moved with Mom.”


    “Cameron?”


    “My older brother. I miss him like crazy, most of the time,” I laid my head back on his chest and rubbed my cheek against his warm skin.


    “Tired Baby?”


    “Exhausted,” I giggled. “You must be too.”


    “I am, but I don’t want to fall asleep,” he was quiet for a moment and then chuckled.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You’re rubbing off on me, literally and figuratively,” Jase rubbed my ass.


    “Care to explain?”


    “Sure, when my face and fingers are…” I smacked him and he laughed, “I don’t want to fall asleep, that was a thought, not meant to be shared. And I’m so tired, I’m actually telling you that again. Ugghhh.”


    I rubbed his stomach and he chuckled and held my hand still, “Sleep is not going to happen if that continues. Go to sleep, and tomorrow I’m going to start on that never forgetting me thing.”


    “Continue,” I yawned.


    “Excuse me?”


    “Continue, not start,” I kissed his chest, “Goodnight Jase.”


    “Falling asleep, still falling for you,” he kissed the top of my head.


    ~


    I woke in the morning covered up all snuggly. I smiled as I sat up and stretched.


    I looked across the room and Jase was sitting fully dressed in a chair.


    “Good morning Jase, whatcha doing all the way over there?” I patted the bed, “Get over here,” and then I flashed him.


    He looked up and sat back, “Carly, something happened and I need to leave in a few minutes.”


    I stood up and wrapped the blanket around me and shuffled towards him, “What happ…” and I fell.


    “Jesus Christ Carly-- would you be more careful?” He caught me and stood me back up.


    “I am sorry I just, Jase what’s going on?”


    “My ex’s father died, I need to go,” Jase stood and grabbed his bag and turned towards the door.


    I grabbed his arm, “Are you okay?”


    “No Carly I’m not okay. Listen, we can’t do this anymore, okay?”


    I felt my heart begin to race, “Hold on Jase-- I really don’t understand, could you just talk to me for a few…”


    “I have to go. This should have ended in Jersey. It was a summer fling, really--not even a fling,” he looked at me.


    I felt tears welling in my eyes and I swallowed hard, “That’s not what it is Jase.”


    “Look I don’t want to end this badly. I didn’t expect to have to leave Carly, and I…”


    “Jase just call me when you are not so stressed out okay? I’m sorry this happened.”


    “Look things have just changed, my entire life has just changed. Just leave it alone, and be happy you still have your virginity,” Jase could not even look in my eyes. I swallowed hard and went to turn away, “Wait!”


    I could not look at him, I could not or I would cry, “What is it, Jase?”


    “I’m sorry. I really am.”


    “Okay, no big deal. I’m going to pack. Do you need a ride to the airport?”


    “No I called a cab. You can stay here, the room is paid…”


    I walked away. Stay here? Yeah that’s what I wanted to do.


    “Damn it look at me,” Jase grabbed my arm and tried to turn me around.


    “Don’t,” I pulled my arm away, “Just don’t.”


    His phone chimed and he grabbed it from his pocket, “My cab is here.”


    “Have a nice flight, Jase,” I grabbed my bag and walked into the bathroom


    As I was throwing my clothes in my bag I felt him grab my arm and pull me towards him. I closed my eyes and he hugged me tightly, “I didn’t expect this okay? I’m sorry.” I kept my head down. I didn’t want him to see me, and I didn’t want to see him.


    “It’s okay, just go.”


    “Carly,” he lifted my chin and kissed me softly, “I truly am sorry.”


    “I said it was okay,” my voice snagged on the jagged pieces in my throat that had risen from the empty space my heart use to fill.


    “If we just had more time I’d explain why this will never work.”


    I cleared my throat and it burned, “What do you want from me?”


    “To not be hurt, to know I did not hurt you. I…”


    I stepped back and forced a smile, “You got it, I’ll be…I am fine. Go you’ll miss your flight.”


    He cupped my chin and kissed me again. I could not hold back the tears anymore, “Damn it don’t do that.”


    “Leave! Just leave!” He looked surprised which pissed me off, “What am I supposed to be happy? This is fucked up. I really just wish you hadn’t come at all. There you have it. Is that what you are waiting for me to be pissed Jase? Do you want me to hit you like she did? I am not her! Just go!”


    His eyes widened, “I never said you were…”


    “No but that’s what you want. You are right-- we are nothing alike. It would never work. Thanks for the orgasms and you’re welcome for the FUCKING BLOW JOB!”


    I grabbed my stuff and threw on a pair of shorts and started walking to the door.


    “Carly, you aren’t even dressed,” he scowled slightly.


    “Close enough. Goodbye Jase.”


    I slammed the door and all but ran to the elevator, hoping I wouldn’t have to share one with him. I rode down, thankful that I was alone.


    I put my coat on and pulled the hood over my head.


    I walked quickly from the elevator to the parking garage.


    And I sat in my car and cried.
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    Thankfully Mom wasn’t home when I got to the house. I parked the car and walked in. I looked at the clock for the first time: it was only seven in the morning. Mom was at the gym as she always was on Friday mornings before her first class.


    I walked into the bathroom and looked in the mirror… it was still me. Still me, without Jase. Seriously get a grip, what did you think? You will not be a weak needy girl—you’ll be strong! You will be fine! Jase will be fine. He didn’t look like he would be fine, or was that just what I wanted to see? I should call him, just to see if he was sure that …


    “Get a grip girl!” I said to myself in the mirror. I looked at my shirt, Forever Steel. Jase had put it on me last night. You will not be able to walk or think about anyone else until I see you again. Well he was wrong, I could walk-- that’s the first step. I laughed at myself and took the shirt off and threw it in the laundry basket and stepped into the shower.


    The shower is a great place to think. I cleaned away all the remnants of his hands and his mouth. That was easy, now to get rid of the pictures in my mind. I stepped out of the shower and dried off. On a normal day, a day that my heart did not hurt, and that I felt happy and desired I would be going to meet Mom and Mimi for breakfast before my first class. Today was not a normal day. Instead of waking up to Good Morning Baby, I woke up to goodbye. I truly wanted to know that he was alright. And my heart went out to Pam and her family. I’m not a cold person, it was sad. I would not allow myself to be pissed at Pam for needing Jase, or Jase for needing to be there for her. That’s catty and cruel, and I may be many things but I wouldn’t be that. I also was not going to be a crying mess-- that was not going to happen. My Momma raised me better. So even though it’s not a normal day… it could be worse.


    Carpe Diem was going to be my motto. Odd how my new light came from Pam’s loss of her father and my loss of Jase, but oh well. At least it came. I scrolled through my tunes wanting to add a mantra to go along with my new motto. I went to iTunes and downloaded some Kelly Clarkson, and then some Pink. I made a playlist to my iTunes. I sat on my bed and Googled Carpe Diem and then clicked on the Good Reads link. A wealth of information at my fingertips.


    I listened to the music as I dressed. I looked at the clock and realized I could still make it to breakfast and I decided to do just that. I could kill two birds with one stone. I could tell Mom and Mimi what happened and Mom would be there to keep Mimi in check. Then I would go to class, and act as if none of this had happened. I would definitely be strong.


    ~


    I walked into my Mom’s office and she and Mimi both leaned to look past me. I smiled, “He is not here.”


    “Oh, well what a pleasant surprise,” my Mom stood and hugged me. “How long do we have you before you return to Jase?”


    “Well, he left this morning.”


    “Why what happened, are you okay Carly?” My Mom looked me all over.


    “What the hell did he do to you?” Mimi jumped from her chair,


    “He got a call and had to go back, no big deal.” I smiled and walked to the book shelf.


    The room was quiet I stood and looked through Mom’s bookshelf, there was always something new, and I needed something new.


    “Carly, come on… sit down.”


    “Mom, it really isn’t a big deal. His ex-girlfriend’s father died, so he had to go back.”


    “So then things are still okay?” My mother took my hand and sat me on the couch next to her.


    “Yeah,” I looked up at her and she looked so uneasy. I could not lie to her, “No, but I will be alright Mom.”


    “So he fucked you and left?”


    “No Mimi, we didn’t…”


    “So the asshole came all the way here, met us, didn’t fuck you, and what? Decided …”


    “I don’t think he planned it Mimi,” my mother shot her a look.


    “It’s over, but I’m okay,” I hoped the conversation would stop.


    “So is he back together with her, did you tell him if he left it was over?”


    “Mimi, he said it wouldn’t work out. He had a flight to catch. He was sorry,” I looked at my mom.


    “She’s fine Mimi, she’ll be just fine,” Mom hugged me.


    “I’m going to head to class,” I smiled and kissed my mom quickly on the cheek, hugged Mimi and left.


    ~


    I sat in Bio lab and Brad walked in and sat beside me.


    “You have a good time with your boyfriend?” he plopped his book on the black granite lab table.


    “Yes, thank you,” I smiled to be polite.


    “Cool. Weird you have never mentioned a boyfriend before.”


    “Well, to be honest… we really don’t discuss our personal lives now do we?” I know it sounded bitchy, I really had not meant it to, so I smiled and looked up.


    “Actually Carly, we have. Your Mother teaches here, your brother lives in Jersey with your father, whose girlfriend you hate. You are still not sure if you want to go into medical research or literature. You have no pets, the only hobby you have is going to the gym with your mom. You hang out with your mother, her friend Professor Enwomb, and no one else. You’re witty and incredibly smart.”


    I looked at him showing no emotion. I would probably cry if I did, and quickly looked away. I looked up as the PA walked in to give us instructions. As soon as he was done I grabbed my things and walked quickly out the door, out of the building, across the yard, and to my car. I drove home fighting tears the whole way. I would not be weak. I would not cry. I would not wonder why he would go to her and leave me, or if the things he said were what he really meant. I would not…after tomorrow. Today I would crawl in bed and cry. Confused and missing Jase. I would cry into my pillow not to any girlfriend because as Brad had pointed out, I had none.


    I was in bed when the doorbell rang. I threw on a pair of old sweat pants and threw my hair up into a very sloppy bun. I walked out and opened the door.


    “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Brad stood in the door with a brown paper bag in one hand and my phone in the other. Not really my phone, it was the one Jase had sent me, so that we could talk and text on the same plan. He didn’t want my mother to carry the financial burden of an obnoxious phone bill because he felt the need to contact me throughout the day, just can’t stay away from you Carly, this is the next best thing.


    “Can I come in?” Brad smiled and I stepped to the side allowing him in. “Your boyfriend called and I answered thinking that you had realized you had left your phone. He was NOT happy.”


    “What did he say?” I know that came out a little too desperate, but hey-- I kind of was.


    “Well he asked who the fuck was answering the phone?” Brad used a thick Jersey accent trying to be funny so I laughed to be polite, “Here, maybe you should call him back.”


    I grabbed the phone, “Thanks,” and ran into the bathroom.


    He answered on the first ring.


    “Hi, Jase.”


    “You wanna tell me why that fuck had my God Damn phone!”


    “I left it in class, I didn’t…”


    “You left it in class? Do you think I am going to buy that shit Carly?” Jase was over the top pissed, “Like you went to fucking class! So easily replaced, huh?”


    “Jase, I went to class,” I felt my face getting red and tried to breathe.


    “You have probably been making that boy wanna fuck you for months now. Playing all innocent and stupid.”


    I couldn’t breathe, I could not believe he was talking to me like he was. “Jase, I’m sorry,” I had to stop talking because I couldn’t breathe. I quickly went into the kitchen and grabbed my bag and grabbed my inhaler and took a big puff.


    “I’m sure you’re sorry Carly,” Jase snapped.


    Brad watched as I took another puff, “Are you okay, Carly?”


    “Is he with you now?” Jase screamed in the phone.


    I exhaled loudly, “Yes-- he came to bring me the phone, which was very nice…”


    “Yes just great. Brads a great guy isn’t he?” Jase snapped.


    I heard a flight being called.


    “Are you at the airport Jase? Are you coming back?” I know I sounded needy and excited all at the same time.


    “Now why would I do that when you have already replaced me, Carly?”


    “Jase are you drunk?” He did not answer for a minute.


    “Well let’s see, I have had the most fucked up day in years, two to be exact, and I have had a few drinks yes. Do you have a problem with that?”


    “No I’m sorry you’ve had a bad day. Talk to me Jase, tell me what I can do to help you,” I almost begged him.


    “Did you love me Carly?”


    I had no idea how to answer that. I am sure I did, still do, “I think so, yes.”


    “Well that’s where you are wrong. I would not be replaced so fucking easily,” Jase laughed and I am pretty sure it was at me.


    “Jase, please don’t be rude,” I whispered and started walking into the bathroom.


    “Carly-- you don’t have to put up with that shit,” Brad said from behind me.


    “Tell that fuck, if I ever see him, he will know just what kind of shit I can bring. Have fun with him Carly.”


    “Jase where are you?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “Yes,” I whispered.


    “Well here is the deal: We will never be together. Do you understand?”


    “Is that why you called Jase? To hurt me more?” I couldn’t stop the tears.


    “Sure if that makes it easier,” Jase snapped.


    “For who, you or me Jase?”


    “Goodnight, going to bed landing face first on realities cold hard concrete floor,” Jase hung up the phone.


    I quickly texted him


    -I don’t understand and it hurts like hell…Carly


    He did not reply.


    “Carly?” Brad’s voice made me jump, I had almost forgotten he was here.


    “Sorry. Thanks for the phone, I guess,” I looked up at him.


    “I’m sure,” he smiled shyly, “I do think you might be happy I brought this though,” Brad opened the bag and pulled out chocolate ice cream and a box of tissues.


    “You shouldn’t have,” I was embarrassed.


    “Well look-- I have two sisters and apparently this stuff really works,” Brad smiled. “But in order to get the full effect, you have to eat it out of the carton with a friend as you talk about all the rotten things he did to hurt you.”


    “I don’t have friends remember?” Yes-- I was pissed about the comment he made.


    “You have me, and I’m used to this, so grab two spoons,” Brad reached into the bag and pulled out a movie, “I even brought a movie.”


    I smiled and shook my head in agreement.


    Brad and I sat on the couch laughing and eating Ice Cream as we watched the newest Vampire spoof movie. I learned a lot about him. He was from the Midwest and had two sisters: one older, one younger. His parents owned a ranch and he was at school on a full scholarship. He and his girlfriend of three years broke up before he left for school, and he had not dated since. He was too busy with classes for that. He was going into medical research and wanted to cure cancer. His paternal grandfather had died from the disease the month before he graduated high school and that’s when he decided that’s exactly what he would do.


    Mom came home and was happy to see me smiling. Brad left shortly after she returned.


    “Anytime you need a friend remember—I’m here.” He said before leaving.


    “Brad seems nice,” it was a statement but I knew it was more a question.


    “I left my phone,” I smiled and then corrected myself. “Jase’s phone, in class. He returned it.”


    “And he brought a movie and ice cream,” she smiled.


    “And tissue’s. We have a few classes together. Jase called and he answered the phone, apparently that pissed Jase off,” I rolled my eyes.


    “Okay,” Mom grabbed two cups and made some green tea.


    Mom and I talked for a while about her doctor’s appointment after school and then I lied and said I was tired. I was just trying to get out of talking about Jase and I think she knew that.


    I put the Jase phone on the charger: the battery was almost dead. I know I shouldn’t care and should just send it back but I couldn’t.


    -Going to sleep, confused, thinking about you…Carly


    He didn’t reply.
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    Jase opened his eyes. He had fallen asleep on the hard, cold chair at Chicago’s O’Hare airport. He had missed his flight by five minutes. Five fucking minutes! Putting him behind schedule by ten hours. He looked at his phone and read her text. He wanted to reply, but he couldn’t. He missed his flight because he needed to try to comfort her. When there were far more important things going on at home. As much as he wanted to blame her, it would make all of this easier, he couldn’t.


    He received the call from his mother at four in the morning. He should have woke her then, to try to explain the situation but when he thought about it-- he couldn’t imagine disappointing her any more than he already had to.


    He could not focus on Carly anymore. If she knew, she would try to help him or hate him for not telling her sooner. He ran the whole scenario through his head. Just promise me you’ll finish school, he had heard her mother say and Carly promised she would. He would not want it any different for her. His past was his, he owned it and he carried the guilt for two years now. He wouldn’t ever want to cause stress in another person’s life that he loved. He was sure he had fallen in love with Carly. He had planned on telling her that before they made love for the first time, her first time.


    He closed his eyes remembering the phone call he had made from the airport’s bar. He had hurt her enough. He wouldn’t do it again. No matter what the cost to him, to his heart right now. When he returned home all his dreams would come true, he would hold Isabella again and never let her go, no matter what it cost him.


    ~


    I woke and immediately looked at the phone, nothing. No goodnight, no falling for you, not even a fuck off! Unbelievable!


    So, you know how you write a message and mean to press cancel and hit send instead? Yeah that’s what I did.


    -Good morning, hoping things are well, I miss you…Carly


    I felt panicked, why why why? Stupid thumbs, stupid, stupid thumbs! And I swear I stopped breathing anticipating his reply. It literally felt like hours, when in reality it was only ten minutes. When it didn’t come, I felt the burn in my throat. I felt sick to my stomach.


    I stepped into the shower needing to wash away the hurt, the pain, and the stupid fucking girl feelings. It made me even sicker that I was capable of feeling this way after only knowing him for three months. What the hell, I had always thought it was so lame when the group of girls I hung out with in high school acted heart broken. What a judgmental bitch. And here I was feeling all of that, and I was an adult.


    When I got out of the shower I dressed quickly and sat on the bed holding that phone.


    -I wanted you to know that I did not mean to send the text I sent before. It truly was an accident. I wish I didn’t send it. I wish none of the past day and a half happened. I wish you could trust me to tell me what you were feeling or enough to know I would always listen. I did fall. But what do you do when you fall? You stand up, dust yourself off, and continue on. If I hurt you in any way Jase, I’m very sorry. I’ll stop bothering you, because I know that’s what you want. I’m going to turn this phone off and force myself to send it to you in the mail so that I am not tempted to message you anymore. I ask that you don’t say anything to Abe, it’s not like he needs to know. I’m thankful we never told him. That way he does not feel any different about either of us. I hope things are well, I will always hope that for you. Take care of yourself… Carly.


    I didn’t have class today and was thankful. Mom was still in bed which was normal for her at--I looked at the clock, yeah normal for most people to sleep past six in the morning on a Saturday.


    I grabbed an envelope off of Mom’s roll top desk and ruffled through the drawer to find stamps. I decided I would go the nearest super mart that housed a mail service. I didn’t trust myself to keep that phone. I took my phone from the charger and went to his contact info and hit delete. There no more Jase, temptation diverted. The only chance I had of running into him was when I went to Jersey for Christmas. I seriously hoped I could come up with an excuse to get out of that one.


    When I got home mom was still in bed. I headed right back to mine. I needed to sleep for like a week.


    ~


    When I woke up I heard my Mom talking in the kitchen to someone whose voice I didn’t recognize. I threw my still damp hair up and shoved my feet into my house shoes and walked out.


    “Good morning Carly how are you?” It was Brad.


    We had a fine time last night and all, but I really wasn’t in the mood today. “Hi, Brad.”


    My mother scowled at me. Yes I was being rude, but I couldn’t be nice. I just wanted one damn day to lay in bed and do nothing.


    “I brought by notes from class, you left early and I thought you may want them. We have a test Monday,” Brad smiled and handed me the copies he had made.


    “Thanks,” I looked down at the papers not wanting to look at Brad.


    “You are more than welcome,” Brad stood for a moment and then smiled and chuckled, “Alright then see you Monday?”


    “Thanks Brad,” I finally looked up.


    My mother thanked Brad and walked into her study.


    “Look, I’m sorry if I was rude, I just …”


    “Carly I understand. I brought you notes,” Brad smiled. “I’m not trying to push you into being my friend okay? When you’re ready… it will happen. We’ll be very good friends. I’ll see you Monday.”


    I didn’t understand why he was pushing so hard to be my friend, “Thank you.”


    ~


    I sat in class on Monday when Brad walked in with an off- white sweater and light denim jeans, And why the hell am I noticing that? Oh yes I remember, I’m getting over Jase. So I decided to fixate on Brad, but he would never know that. He is cute, sandy blond hair, soft blue eyes, very nice smile. He may be six foot and he was built nice, not Jase nice but nice. Hold on who’s Jase? Yeah, that’s better.


    “Hello Carly,” Brad smiled when he sat next to me.


    “Hey Brad,” I looked away from him. I had gawked long enough, I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea.


    We sat and listened to the lecture, boring and long. I closed my eyes at some point and stupid Jase’s beautiful face popped into my head. So I decided to switch it up. The picture now was Jase with horns and red eyes. I giggled out loud.


    “Miss Smythe, did you have something to add?” I opened my eyes and the eyes of everyone in the lecture hall were on me.


    “No, no I don’t. Sorry Professor Higgins,” I was completely embarrassed.


    “I would like to see you after class,” he turned and continued.


    I looked at Brad and we both looked vexed.


    “You’ll be fine,” Brad patted my knee.


    “Easy for you to say,” I slouched down in my chair.


    ~


    I sat and waited for the lecture hall to empty and then stood up and walked down the stairs and waited for Professor Higgins to summon me. He stood shuffling through papers, for a long time. I considered clearing my throat in order to gain his attention.


    He finally looked up and crossed his arms over his chest and looked at me over his reading glasses, “Carly…”


    “Look I’m sorry I laughed. It was…”


    He rolled his eyes, “That’s not why I asked you to stay. I wanted to ask if you’d be interested in assisting in a research project.”


    “Oh. Oh… well, what is it?” I should have just said yes.


    He looked at me confused for a brief moment, “Human embryonic kidney cells research. If it’s not something you’re interested in I can look elsewhere.”


    Professor Higgins began loading his briefcase, “I just haven’t decided on which direction I’m going. I am also interested in English literature.”


    “I am aware of that, this is an opportunity. It would help you decide,” he grabbed his bag, “I can find someone else if you feel it would be too much.”


    “No, I think I would like to be involved,” a distraction.


    “Are you sure? This is rather important. Your social life will take a hit,” I laughed when he said that and he leaned back against the podium. “Will that be a problem?”


    “Not at all,” I looked up at him and smiled, “I don’t really have one. So this is perfect.


    He did not say anything for a moment he just looked at me which made me feel uncomfortable, “Alright then, we start tomorrow what time does your last class end?”


    “Three,” I answered following him out of the room.


    “That sounds good, three thirty, my office. We can go over everything then,” he stopped and shook my hand, “See you then.”


    Mom was excited for me. She said it was a wonderful opportunity. I assumed she was also excited that I would no longer be moping around, which-- might I point out-- that I only actually moped for two days. I figured that was acceptable. One day per month I had spent with my head in the clouds over Jase Steel and if I needed more time, I would allow myself one more day.


    Jase Steel. I had not heard from him in three days. I am sure he wasn’t thinking of me. Consoling Pam I assume, grrr. Yes I know, I’m not mad at her. I feel sorry for the situation she is in. I do the whole father, son, Holy Spirit thing on my chest although I’m not catholic, I am really not anything. Which makes me think of Dad, and then that bitch rat terrier lover who foiled my plans to get laid. Yeah I grab my imaginary penis, you know like all those boys do, because I am sure I just sounded like one. Who else says laid? What the hell is that about anyway, boys grabbing their junk-- that would be an amazing research project. Amazeballs, I laugh to myself.


    ~


    At three fifteen I walked into Professor Higgins’ class and he looked up from his desk, “Good afternoon Carly, have a seat.” He motioned to the chair and I sat, “We are waiting for another student who will be joining us. A last minute decision, just in case this becomes too much for you.”


    I turned hearing a knock on the door and saw Brad walk in. I wanted to roll my eyes but figured with my luck I would get caught, “Thanks for joining us on such short notice Brad, have a seat.”


    We sat and listened to Professor Higgins explain the project and the results he hoped to find. He gave us his expectations and a schedule to follow. If we chose to do more that would be great. We had planned to meet every day for the next few weeks in the lab. Professor Higgins would be there on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.


    ~


    On Friday, Professor Higgins came in while we were wrapping up.


    “You two have done an amazing job this week,” he smiled. Really smiled, I had not witnessed him smile before, not out of sheer happiness, only out of feeling obligated, “Dinner is on me.”


    We went to dinner at the Sky Lounge. Professor Higgins insisted we call him by his first name outside of class, Thomas.


    It was awkward to say the least. I excused myself and went to the bathroom. When I came out Professor Higgins was walking out of the men’s room. “Would you like a drink, Carly?”


    “I really don’t drink,” I started to walk past him and he put his hand on my back and directed me to the bar.


    “Come with me while I get one, I don’t really want to stand there alone. Someone might get the wrong idea,” and then he winked.


    Brad looked at me and tried to smile but then he looked quickly at the table. The waitress came and offered dessert and all three of us passed. We left immediately after and Professor Higgins dropped us off at the student parking lot.


    Brad and I both got in our cars and then Professor Higgins pulled away. I turned around to back up and Brad was parked behind me blocking me in. He jumped out of the car and I rolled down the window.


    “I am going to follow you.”


    “What? Why?” I laughed.


    “Professor Higgins kind of freaked me out. The way he looked at you and…”


    “Seriously? I think you are overreacting,” I rolled my eyes. He did wink at me, but that could have been anything.


    “I’m following you anyway,” Brad walked to his car and reversed giving me enough room to back up.


    As I drove home I realized it had now been over a week since Jase Steel had been in my life. He had to have gotten the phone. If he wanted to talk to me, he could’ve called me. I deleted him. He must have done the same.


    I pulled into the driveway and Brad pulled in behind me. I got out of the car and so did he.


    “Have you been crying?”


    “No. Thanks for following me even though I think it’s … oh,” Brad hugged me tightly. It felt good. So good in fact that I wrapped my arms around him. His body was hard and strong and then I kissed him. Not just a kiss. I bit his lip so that his mouth opened and I rubbed my tongue all over his.


    He pulled back and looked at me. The confusion left quickly and then he kissed me, he didn’t ease into it like Jase he just kissed me. His tongue explored every inch of the inside of my mouth as his hands gripped my hips pulling me closer to him.


    I pulled back after a very long time and I looked at the ground and bit my lip and tried not to laugh.


    He lifted my chin and I looked up. We both started laughing and he pulled me in for another big old hug.


    “I should,” we both said at the same time and laughed again.


    “What are you doing tomorrow?” Brad smiled as he finally stepped back.


    “Oh, stuff,” I looked up at him.


    “I’m going to take you out to dinner, be ready at six,” Brad turned to leave.


    “I don’t think that’s…”


    “Sorry Carly I can’t hear you, see you at six,” Brad smiled as he got into his car and then backed out.


    I walked inside, went in my room, and flopped on my bed and looked at the clock, it was ten. I have no idea what came over me. Kissing Brad like that where was my head? What was I now, one of them, a GIRL?!?! I know what I am, I’m a ho! Which made me laugh.


    ~


    Brad picked me up at six on the dot. He came in and told my mom where we would be and what time he would have me home. Mom was playing it cool but I knew she was excited that I was going on a date. A real date not a fake date, stupid Jase. I had to mentally un-invite him on this date, three is a crowd.


    “Have you ever been to the BBB?” Brad asked breaking the silence.


    “A dinner theatre? I have heard about it, never been though.”


    “Good, sounds like fun.”


    And fun it was, the big hats, the silly songs, the costumes. It was great. It was not a cozy romantic atmosphere it was more like a group date which was perfect. Brad and I laughed the entire time.


    Weeks passed, and I grew to really enjoy hanging out with Brad. It was not like what’s his name. It was relaxed, we talked about our research project, and the way he felt Professor Higgins looked at me. We went to dinner on Friday and Saturday nights, and we never saw each other on Sundays. Tuesdays were Mom and my night and Thursday was book club. We kissed goodnight before we left the lab on Mondays and Wednesdays and after our real dates. I think I was getting used to the tongue invasions. I was used to something more gentle and sensual with what’s his name, but Brad was a completely different breed of man. It wasn’t all sexual and he certainly wasn’t the alpha male type. My mom and her friends liked him a lot.


    Thanksgiving came and he went home to Ohio. I wasn’t at all sad, as a matter a fact I was excited to see Cameron. Mom promised not to bring up what’s his name, I didn’t want to deal with whatever Cameron had to say about him. I was doing fine.


    I really enjoyed the pace that Brad and I were progressing at. Nothing was rushed, nothing was uncomfortable… it was nice. Not like what’s his name. I wasn’t awkward or clumsy or burning from the inside out with Brad. I wasn’t wasting my days waiting for the nights that at nearly twenty years old I would shimmy down a tree to sneak out and see the bad boy, what’s his name. I seriously missed what’s his name, yeah I know, it’s Jase. Jase Steel, beautiful bad boy that made this awkward good girl want to do naughty things. Prince Albert may have been nice in the can…okay enough time on what’s his name. I would not waste my last day of moping thinking about anal.


    ~


    Brad and I kind of cooled down after Thanksgiving break. I was glad, I had finals to ace and a research project to wrap up. So I studied all the time. Keeping myself busy and trying like crazy to not think of Christmas. I didn’t want to go to Jersey, I didn’t want to chance running into what’s his name.


    It was the last day of class and I’d offered to drive Brad to the airport and he accepted. We planned to go to dinner before I dropped him off.


    We sat quietly eating, when I broke the silence, “Are you excited to see your sisters?”


    “I am and are you excited about going back to New Jersey?” He looked up nervously and then back down.


    “No. I’ll be glad to hang out with Cameron but my dad’s friend will probably become a fiancée that’s normally when it happens at Christmas,” I smiled and sat back.


    “Are you concerned with anything else?”


    “Nope,” I looked down at my watch, “Except getting you to the airport on time.”


    Brad asked that I just drop him at the curb. He didn’t want me to have to waste any time. He leaned over and kissed me, “Call me if you need me, okay?”


    That was a sweet kiss, “You’ll do the same?” I leaned over and kissed him.


    “Of course,” Brad kissed me softly again and got out. He leaned back in and grabbed his bag, “See you in a month?”


    I smiled, “Of course.”


    I watched him walk into the airport waiting to feel some sort of panic. Waiting for those emotions to kick in, to miss him already. When they didn’t, I wondered what the hell was wrong with me. We had spent almost every day for over two months together and I couldn’t even make myself produce a tear! I decided it was because I had read way too many books about over-emotional heroines, books-- not real life, I reminded myself. I trusted Brad, that’s why I was not upset. He and I were good for each other.
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    Cameron picked me up from the airport. He told me Dad had gone with Barbie, (rat terrier’s owner) to visit her family but would be back tomorrow. I was immediately pissed that my Mom was home alone another day through the Christmas season and I could have been with her. I would have stayed one more day back home if I had known that. It was bad enough that I had to stay here for two weeks dealing with Barbie.


    We walked into the house and that dog ran up growling, “They couldn’t take that thing with them?”


    Cameron laughed, “Apparently not.”


    I looked around and saw the Christmas tree decorated. Dad had always waited for us to do it. Upon further inspection I realized none of our decorations adorned the tree this year, further fueling my anger.


    “Nice tree,” I scowled at Cameron.


    “No big deal, Carly,” Cameron wrapped his arm around my shoulder, “Hey I have something to do for a few hours, you mind?”


    “No, go ahead,” I smiled and he kissed me and left.


    So there I stood in the house alone. I took a picture of the tree and sent it to Mom and then I called to let her know I was here safely.


    “You alright?” she answered.


    “Yeah, I’m just fine,” I am sure I sounded annoyed. “I really hope she didn’t make him get rid of all those decorations.”


    Mom must have heard me rummaging through the boxes in the basement.


    “What are you doing Carly?”


    “Looking for the decorations…SCORE!” I laughed when I found the bin.


    “Carly, maybe you should talk to Dad before putting them on that lovely…”


    “Lovely, the damn thing is perfect. Perfectly cold, and plain, and not at all what Christmas is about, or wants… until now. You and Dad fought over these decorations, and I will be damned…”


    “Carly, maybe you should just let it go,” Mom suggested.


    “Yeah sure,” I said as I dragged the box up the stairs, “Alright mom, I will talk to you later, I love you.”


    “Carly, please enjoy yourself,” it was a plea, not a directive so I got to choose.


    ~


    I was walking down the snow covered side walk dragging a four foot straggled looking tree behind me when I heard a vehicle stop. I know how pathetic I looked. It was worse than Charlie Brown’s tree but I would be damned if this tradition was taken away by that bitch. It wasn’t easy, even a four foot tree with barely any branches was heavy in this wet snow.


    “Can I help you?”


    I didn’t even have to turn around, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end as the sound of his voice tickled my ear drums. I shook my head no and walked faster.


    “I have a truck miss it won’t be a problem,” he called after me.


    He had no idea who I was and I walked faster. The damn tree snagged on something, jerked me backwards and, OF COURSE… I ended up on my ass.


    “Let me help you,” he grabbed my arm and pulled me up.


    “Thanks,” I turned away hoping the scarf was still covering my face.


    “Carly?”


    Stupid, stupid, scarf, stupid, stupid tree. I forced myself to turn around and face him.


    “Hello Jase,” I looked up and his face fell.


    “You’re here, I mean you’re in Jersey. Carly you look so…”


    “Please don’t,” I pried my eyes away from his and grabbed the trunk of the tree.


    “Carly don’t be a pain in the ass. You’re four blocks away from your Dad’s,” he grabbed the tree and tried to pull it away. I held on. “Baby, just…”


    “Don’t baby me, Jase,” and my freaking voice cracked and he let go of the tree and grabbed me pulling me tightly into his arms.


    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered as he rubbed my back, “I never meant to hurt you.”


    I said nothing and I know I should have pulled away, but it felt so good to have him hold me. He lifted my chin and kissed me softly, “I’ve missed you.”


    I would not return his kiss. I will not return his kiss. I will not… damn. I didn’t even have to kiss him back. I just let him kiss me, let him stroke his tongue against mine. He pulled back, his hands stayed on my face and his thumb stroked my cheek lightly.


    “So damn much,” he kissed me again, “We need to talk.”


    “No you need to go, I need to go,” I wiggled out of his arms.


    “Look I have a lot to tell you. Crazy shit Carly, but you deserve…”


    I grabbed the tree started walking away.


    “STOP,” he grabbed the tree, “Give me five fucking minutes!” I turned and shook my head no, I was afraid I would cry if I spoke. “The hell you won’t! So much has happened Carly. I really thought I could just walk away from you, do the right thing you know? But I can’t stop thinking of you, wanting to hear your voice, smell you, kiss you, taste you, it hasn’t changed Carly…”


    “I’m seeing someone,” I looked at him and his eyes flashed hurt and then anger.


    “Brad?” he hissed.


    “That’s none of your business,” I turned and walked away. I could not look at him anymore.


    “Don’t fucking walk away from me!”


    “You did it first!” I screamed back and then I ran. I left the tree sitting on the sidewalk and ran all the way home.


    I walked in the door and rat terrier growled. I threw my coat on the floor, grabbed my bag, and ran upstairs to my room. Well what used to be my room? Fucking bitch! She had painted it fucking pink, with pink frilly fucking curtains and bedding. The carpet had even changed. I threw my clothes on the floor and pulled out my warm fuzzy pajamas pants and a tee-shirt and changed. I climbed into bed and cried.


    I woke to something wet on my face, it was the rat terrier. I jumped up, “Listen little spawn of Satan, if you think…” He rested his head on my knee and looked up. “We are not friends!” I laid down with my back towards him and closed my eyes. He hopped over me and licked my cheek again and put his paw on my hand. He cocked his little head to the side and perked his little ears up, “This does not make us friends,” I said before petting him. He snuggled against me and I fell asleep.


    I opened my eyes when I heard a piercing scream. It was morning and apparently Dad and rat terriers owner were home. I looked beside me and rat terrier looked up at me and she screamed again. Rat terrier laid his head down and put his paw over his eyes and I laughed.


    I let her rant and rave for about five minutes before I decided to walk down the stairs. With ratty in my arms.


    “Good morning Dad,” I said loud enough to gain his attention.


    “What are you doing with Pauly?” Barbie cried. Yes-- she actually cried. She tried to grab him and he growled, which made her jump and cry even more, “What did you do to him?”


    “Your dog slept in my room…”


    “His room!” Barbie tried to take him again and he snapped.


    I looked at Dad as I sat the dog on the ground, “So, I’ll be sharing a room with…”


    “Your belongings have been moved to the room at the end of the hall,” Barbie was finally able to pick up rat…Pauly. “Why don’t you take your daughter to breakfast while I clean up this mess?”


    I looked at my father who still could not look me in the eyes. He grabbed his coat, “Could I shower and get dressed first?” I walked up the stairs trying not to freak out.


    ~


    Dad and I walked into a little diner on the boardwalk. We ordered and he finally decided to speak.


    “Barbie and I are getting married,” I looked up at him, “I’m sorry about…”


    “About what my room now being a dog’s? And seriously? A boy dog with a pink room Dad?” I tried to joke, which was better than freaking out.


    “Look, I know you don’t particularly care for Barbie,” he stopped when the waitress set our coffee on the table.


    “That’s kind of funny Dad, she’s the one who has never even said hello. But she certainly can bitch,” I rolled my eyes.


    “Carly, I will not have you talk about her like that. She is the first woman I have actually loved…”


    “And please tell me what you find remotely lovable about her? She is a RAVING lunatic…”


    “She’s good for me Carly. You’re going to have to learn how to deal with her,” Dad looked up as the waitress brought out our food.


    “Have you had the same talk with her? Is it alright that she treats me like a second rate citizen?” I was pissed, so pissed, “She moved my stuff out of my room…”


    “To be fair Carly, you’re only here a few months out of the year and you never liked the new house anyway. I’m sure you weren’t attached to the bedroom,” he didn’t even look up at me.


    “That’s nice Dad, there’s a word for what is going on with you,” I sneered.


    “Do not disrespect me,” his fist hit the table.


    “What the hell happened to you? Wait-- don’t answer that. I’m going to walk home…”


    “The tree is not coming in the house,” he looked at me with the parental warning glare.


    “What are you talking about?”


    “The one on the front lawn Carly.”


    “Fine, thanks for breakfast Dad,” I hadn’t noticed the tree but I’m sure I knew how it got there.


    I walked out into the cold air and started walking towards home, or the house that apparently isn’t home, apparently it never was. I know I’m twenty years old, but this hurt. It was certainly a Christmas Eve I would never forget.


    I walked a little further until I came to the spot on the beach where I had met Jase. It was empty, I was freezing-- but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going back to Barbie’s house. Not now, because I’m pretty sure my inner badass, tattoo shop girl was ready to rear her bad-ass head again. I needed to put her in check.


    I sat shaking on the rock that Jase had sat on, one of the first times I saw him. I pulled my knees to my chest and buried my head, shielding my face from the cold wind. I’m not sure how long I was there, but long enough to seriously worry about frostbite.


    I stood and walked to the sidewalk.


    “Carly?” I heard a familiar voice and turned around.


    Of course, “Xavier?”


    “You remember me?” He smiled as he ran up to me.


    “Yes,” I smiled back.


    “Does Jase know you’re in town?”


    “Yeah,” I looked at the water, “Sure is cold here this time of year. I almost forgot.”


    “So we are going to talk about the weather to avoid talking about my brother?” Xavier chuckled.


    “It was a summer fling. And yes,” I giggled back.


    “And the fall was what?” Xavier elbowed me lightly.


    “Epic,” I rolled my eyes and he laughed out loud, “No, I’m not talking about his visit…”


    “Sure you’re not, you forget we Steel men know our shit Carly,” he joked, but it really wasn’t a joke. If the rest were like Jase, holy shit. Look out any female who may get stuck in their head for any length of time. She wouldn’t have a chance...


    “Come have breakfast with me?”


    “I already had breakfast, but thanks…”


    “I am not trying to get into your little lavender panties, Carly.” Xavier smiled knowingly. My jaw must have hit the cold ground, “Brothers talk, and as sure as I am about my ability to please a woman… better than Jase ever could, there is a code. Your panties are safe, your virtue is safe…”


    “He doesn’t own me!”


    “So what are you saying Carly? You want me in your panties?” Xavier grinned. I laughed and so did he, “Come on, just coffee then?”


    “I really should get home, I kind of have a mess to deal with. It was nice seeing you Xavier, have a Merry Christmas,” I smiled politely.


    “I’m sure I will see you again soon, Merry Christmas” he hugged me and then kissed each of my cheeks before he winked and took off in the direction he came from.


    ~


    Xavier walked into Forever Steel, laughing. “What’s so funny X?” Cyrus asked, looking up briefly from the appointment book.


    “I just ran into Carly,” he smiled.


    I looked over at him and waited and then became impatient, “What did she say?”


    “She said the fall was Epic,” he chuckled, “Right before she declined my invitation to breakfast after I reassured her I wasn’t trying to get into her little lavender panties.”


    “Better tell me you’re fucking joking, X.” I glared at him.


    “If I did, I’d be lying. Then she told me you didn’t own her. I’m pretty sure she wants to see which one of us is better in the oral department.”


    Cyrus chuckled and I tapped my foot loudly on the ground.


    “You see her again you keep your mouth shut little brother,” I sneered.


    “Jase, it’s clearly been awhile since you have seen it, there is nothing little about what I have. And I certainly would have sealed the…”


    I jumped up and Cyrus grabbed me, “Let it go, Jase.”


    Zandor laughed when he walked through the door, “I just finished with her, and deal has been sealed. Tasty little morsel, too.”


    “You two shut your fucking mouths! It’s Christmas eve!” Cyrus had me against the wall with one hand and pointing at Zandor and Xavier with the other, “Act like a fucking family, not a bunch of little bitches that need to get laid.”


    “I got laid this morning, all set,” Zandor smiled as he left the room.


    “Alright, no appointments for the next two days. I am going to hang out until close to sell any gift certificates or art work anyone may stop in for. You three take off,” Cyrus looked at me, “You need to get a grip, man.”


    “I can stay, you go,” Zandor smiled as he re-appeared from the back.


    “No I got it,” Cyrus raised his eyebrow, “You’re just looking for a piece of ass. It’s Christmas eve… leave the lonely married broads alone.”


    Xavier laughed, “Why?”


    “Like I said, it’s Christmas eve, now go!”
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    Christmas was an impressive mess. Barbie made Dad cut up the tree that was on the front porch before her family showed up. He didn’t even have time to make the traditional Christmas breakfast of Aebleskivers and fresh fruit. When I was digging through the cupboard, she asked what I was doing, “Trying to find a pan. I’m going to make breakfast.”


    “No, we are having brunch. My family will be here at ten,” Barbie shut the cupboard with her foot.


    “That’s fine, but this is a tradition that I plan to keep. Now please move your foot,” I looked up at her.


    “You’ll make a mess and I’ve already cleaned…”


    “Rosalie cleaned yesterday, and I am capable of cleaning up my own mess,” I waited for her to move and she didn’t. “Listen, I am very well aware that you don’t like me, and I can tell you I’m trying my best here. It’s Christmas Barb…”


    “Barbie!”


    “Fine, its Christmas Barbie and I’m going to eat the same breakfast I have for as long as I can remember.”


    “Not this year, and probably not next. It’s time for a change around here.”


    “You are a horrible person, a bitch actually. I have no idea what my father sees in you,” I stormed up the stairs and slammed the bedroom door.


    I grabbed my phone to call the airport to see what flights may be available to get myself the fuck out of here before I kicked Barbie’s ass on Christmas.


    My father came in my room and lectured me and I listened without saying a word. When he left I heard him and her through the door. She was “expressing” her concerns about my behavior in front of her family.


    ~


    Dinner was interesting to say the least. I excused myself saying I was tired-- an excuse to get the hell out of there. Cameron followed me up and told me to just ignore her like he did. I said I would.


    When everyone was in bed, at eight o’clock I made my escape at 8:45 giving me plenty of time to catch a cab to the airport and eat something. Barbie made sure the majority of the lovely meal was meat or something to do with red meat.


    I made it to the corner a few blocks from Barbie’s house, and sat on the bus bench. I dug my phone out and searched for cab companies, when an SUV drove by slowly. Someone yelled out the window, “You better stop or I’m going to jump out and grab that fine little piece of ass.”


    I looked up and saw Zandor hanging out of a window, “Carly!”


    I wiped my eyes quickly, embarrassed that I was sitting on a bench crying so late at night. I forced a smiled and waved. He opened the door and started to get out, someone pulled him back in, “Stop being an ass Zandor! She wouldn’t be out here.”


    It was Jase, I grabbed my bag and stood up and quickly walked in the other direction.


    “Who the fuck else would try to get away after looking at me?” Zandor laughed and I heard the door shut. He grabbed my bag and the SUV’s tires squealed and then reversed stopping right next to me.


    Jase leaned over, “Need a ride?”


    “No I don’t,” I grumbled and kept walking.


    Zandor caught up and threw his arm around my shoulder, “Where’s a pretty little thing like you going on Christmas?”


    Jase reversed further and parked. He got out and walked up to me, and pushed Zandor's arm off my shoulder and glared at him, Zandor laughed. “I’ll be in the vehicle waiting, but do take your time.”


    Jase reached up towards my face and I pulled away. He took the back of my head firmly and wiped the tears away, “It’s Christmas, Baby. Why are you crying?”


    “Take your hands off me-- and it’s none of your business,” I snapped at him and pulled away.


    “Well its twelve degrees out here and your fucking shaking, I’ll give you a ride home…”


    “NO!”


    “No is not an option,” he smiled, stupid dimple winked and I stared too long. “You miss me, too. Come on, let me give you a ride.”


    I turned and walked the other way, “Leave me alone.”


    “Aw, for fuck’s sake,” I turned and saw Cyrus getting out of the vehicle and I kept walking.


    Cyrus grabbed me around the waist and marched towards the SUV, “Open the fucking door,” he snapped.


    Xavier laughed and opened the door, “Merry Christmas, Carly.”


    I scowled at him and Cyrus set me in the passenger side, buckled me, and glared at me. “Get your ass in Jase, she may try to run and if I have to go after her again she is going fucking swimming.”


    So what did I do? I smacked him in the back of the head. And what did he do?


    Cyrus growled and he looked me up and down and finally gave me what one might consider a sexy little smile, “Do that again, only harder.”


    Zandor and Xavier laughed as Jase got in.


    “We are going to drop them off at Mom’s and then you and I are going to…”


    “Fuck off Jase! I hate you, you and everyone in this fucking state!”


    Jase looked shocked and then started the SUV and grabbed my face, “You’ll get over it.”


    His brothers laughed.


    I wanted to cry.


    We pulled up to a very nice two story white house: nothing huge, but it was very nice, “Get out.”


    “Thanks for the ride Bro, see you soon, Carly,” Xavier winked as he got out.


    Jase threw the vehicle in park and turned and looked at me, “What the hell are you doing sitting in the freezing cold by yourself on Christmas night?”


    “None of your business,” I continued looking out the window.


    “Talk to me, damn it!”


    “Why? What the hell do you want from me? Why do you keep showing up every time I turn around?”


    “Well, maybe it’s divine intervention Carly. Maybe you need some fucking help. I’m trying to be a friend here okay? So stop being a bitch.”


    “A BITCH! Does that line work for you Jase?” I tried to open the door and he locked it.


    “Talk to me Carly, please,” he turned my face to him.


    “Take your hands off me,” I scowled at him.


    “Promise I can give you a ride to wherever it is you seem to be running away from and I will.”


    “Fine!”


    “Where to, baby?”


    “I am not your baby and I am going to the airport. Won’t Pam have a problem with this Jase? You left me to run to her. What happened to not being a cheater?”


    “What are you talking about?” He was irritated.


    “Wow, is your brain fried, jackass? You left me to come to your ex….”


    “Wrong ex Carly,” Jase seemed to be getting uncomfortable.


    “Well whatever, Pam or whoever would probably not like…”


    “There isn’t…”


    “Save it, Jase. Either drop my ass off at the airport, or take me back to catch a cab,” I looked out the window and he let out a deep breath.


    “When does your flight leave?” Jase pulled out onto the street.


    “Soon.”


    “Could you just answer the question without being…”


    “Jase, I don’t need you to save me. I am capable…”


    “Of falling on your sweet little ass every time I’m around.” That pissed me off, I was ready to let him have it and I turned and saw him smile, “Can’t deny it Carly, it happens every time.”


    “Why, would that make you happy? Does it make you feel good, more bad-ass Jase that you are, well you think you are, capable of doing that to me? Why don’t you want me to be happy? Why don’t you just leave me the hell alone?”


    “I tried that. Didn’t work. What time does your flight leave Carly?” I started to say something, “Just answer the damn question.”


    “Midnight,” I felt tears fill my eyes and I hated that I felt like this. “Look, I’ve had a really bad couple days. I’m angry, and hurt, and I just want to go home. So either take me to the airport or let me get out.”


    He reached over and grabbed my hand, “Talk to me, tell me what has you running away from home at twenty years old.” I tried to pull my hand away and he held it firmly, “Talk to me, Baby.”


    “It’s none of your business…”


    “You’re wrong,” he rubbed his thumb across my knuckles.


    “You’re wrong, you can’t just take off and not even talk to me or…”


    “Your boyfriend answered the fucking phone, Carly. Then you didn’t answer my texts…”


    “You didn’t answer mine, and Brad wasn’t my boyfriend then.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Wasn’t then, is he now?” Jase gripped the steering wheel tighter.


    “No. Yes… I don’t know,” I really didn’t.


    “Did you fuck him?”


    “What?”


    “Need clarification?” Jase pulled over and turned towards me, “Has he been inside of you Carly?”Oh shit here we go, I closed my eyes. “I can still see you baby, and I know he hasn’t. I bet he hasn’t even had his hands or mouth around those perfect little tits of yours, caressing or sucking those hard red… fuck,” he groaned and closed his eyes.


    His words were more heated when he continued “I bet he hasn’t gone down on you either. Tasted you, licked you, and ate you, like it was his fucking job baby. And there is no way in hell you have gone down on him. If that had happened… he would never be able to leave your side.” He leaned forward and grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me towards him and kissed my lips gently, “Has he kissed these sweet lips, Baby?” He did not give me time to respond when I felt his tongue piercing against my lips and I opened my mouth and met his tongue. He groaned and reached between us and lifted the console that was separating us. He reached to the side of the seat and his seat reclined all the way back. He pulled me onto him as he continued kissing me.


    Finally I pulled back, needing to breathe needing space, and wanting nothing but more of what he was giving me. “I can’t.”


    “Can’t what,” he sat up and kissed my neck and my head rolled to the side giving him more room to roam. His hand rubbed lightly over my chest. Even with a sweater and a coat on I could feel him and my back arched on its own, pushing into his hand further, “That’s it, Baby.”


    He continued kissing me as he started unzipping my coat. The zipper stuck and he let out a sound, something between a growl and a deep frustrated chuckle. I pulled back until I was against the steering wheel and then he closed his eyes, “Talk to me.”


    “You…GOD Jase! This is so wrong,” I climbed off him and sat in the passenger seat and he sat up and banged his head on the steering wheel which made me laugh.


    “It’s not funny, Baby,” he shook his head and reached down making the seat go back up. “Let me ask you a question-- you said this was wrong, what part of that felt wrong to you? Because nothing has ever felt so fucking right to me.”


    I looked out the window unable to respond because if I was truthful the only part that felt wrong was when it stopped.


    “You feel it too. You know I’ve not had sex in almost five months,” he smiled and looked at me.


    “Well, I can beat that,” I whispered and looked down. “Maybe that’s it Jase. Maybe we should just fuck and get it over with. Then maybe when I have to come back here and visit, you won’t be around every corner or sitting next to me on the rock at the beach when you really aren’t even there. Or when I look at the stupid tree in the front yard it won’t remind me of sneaking out my damn window to come see you. And maybe I will stop looking for the lavender panties I have been missing since you left!” Jase smirked and looked away. “And speaking of, how the hell does Xavier know about my fucking panties?!”


    Jase looked up and smiled, dimple winked and he laughed, “If I tell you, do you promise you won’t be pissed at me?” I scowled and he smiled, “Oh that’s right you are already pissed at me. Open the glove box,” he pointed, “Go ahead.”


    I opened the glove box and sitting inside folded up were my missing lavender panties, “You stole my underwear!”


    “Was either that or take you virginity and leave you. I chose the panties,” Jase laughed at himself.


    “That doesn’t explain how he knew!”


    “Let’s just say you have been on all three of their faces at one point since then,” he winked and started the SUV.


    “That’s disgusting!”


    “As I told them when I walked out and found them passing the panties, you’re mine. They sniffed once and if they do it again I’ll cut them when they are asleep,” Jase looked at me.


    “I am not yours,” I looked away.


    “Keep lying to yourself. I tried that, and it didn’t work out for me.”


    “You haven’t …never mind. I need to get the hell out of this freaking state,” I sat back.


    “Besides me, what are you running from,” Jase reached over and grabbed my hand.


    “Don’t flatter yourself, you arrogant ass,” I rolled my eyes but made no attempt to pull my hand away.


    “I really want to know, Baby. Tell me.”


    “Why? You don’t tell me anything.”


    “If I do promise you’ll spill it, can I get the whole story?”


    “Sure,” I sat back.


    “My ex died when I was seventeen. And that’s why we’ll never get back together. Now your turn,” Jase looked at me for a second.


    “How did she…”


    “No way,” he smirked


    “Seriously you can’t just lay that on me and…”


    “A deal is a deal. Spill it,” he slowed down.


    “Fine, she made my bedroom into the dog’s, a boy dog at that and it’s pink. If I were that dog I would bite her. She put up a tree and decorated it with crystal ornaments and nothing of ours. My Dad is going to marry a woman who hates me and who I now hate. I tried to make breakfast and she literally stood in front of the cupboard and refused to move. She made my Dad cut up my tree before her family came and I can’t even begin to tell you how fucked up they are. She drags him around by the balls and he allows it. You know it’s not like she didn’t know he had kids, and I know we are not technically kids but grow the fuck up, Barbie. If you love him you accept all of him not just his wallet and whatever else he has got going on and I really don’t want to know any of that. So I’m going home, to be with my Mom because she loves me and accepts me. And none of that seems to matter, all pretty petty compared to the bombshell you just dropped. Let’s talk about you,” I finally breathed and he smiled.


    “Let’s talk about you. I like that subject much better,” Jase turned left.


    “No that’s it, that’s all I could take,” I watched his face and he started to laugh, “Not funny, Jase.”


    “I would stay-- it’ll drive her crazy and make me very happy,” Jase smiled, “How about it?”


    “No, I need to focus on school.”


    “You’re on break.”


    “So, I can stay here and be miserable or I can go home and…”


    “Miss me?”


    “Okay I’ve had it, does it feel good to know I missed you?”


    “A little bit good,” he smirked.


    He pissed me off. Freaking smug bastard. I looked out the window again, “Seriously Jase? We have passed the same freaking building four times, I’m not stupid.”


    “No you’re not stupid Carly. Fine I’m not going to win this one am I?” Jase pulled onto a main road.


    I didn’t answer.


    His phone rang and he looked at the dash, and answered, “What the hell do you want?”


    “Did you nail that yet?” Zandor’s voice came through the speaker.


    “Goodbye,” Jase snapped.


    “Wait ask her if she has ever heard the song Mary Moon,” Xavier laughed and so did the others.


    “Jealous?” Jase tried not to laugh.


    “Hell yeah!” Xavier laughed loudly.


    Jase pressed the button ending the call, “Sorry about that.”


    “What song are they talking about?”


    “I really don’t want to talk about my brothers I want to talk about you,” Jase looked at me, “I have an hour to change your mind right?”


    “The ticket has been exchanged. My mind is not changing. If anything I need to leave now more than I did before,” out loud voice again yep go figure. “You know what pisses me off Jase?”


    “Well most of the time it’s me,” he shook his head, “But…”


    “No it’s still you. I scheduled two days for moping around, one day a month that I spent thinking I meant something to you. Going through all the motions… you know, girl crap. Now I have to start all over because you just so happen to enjoy fucking with me. Could you at least go the speed limit, I don’t want to be in this vehicle with you,” I felt my hands start to shake and I knew he did too.


    Jase pulled of the road and into a parking lot. I tried to open the door and he yanked my arm back towards him, “I didn’t leave you because I wanted to Carly. I left because I had to.”


    “I really don’t care,” I looked away.


    “I have one hour Carly before you need to go stand in line at the fucking airport running away from me.”


    “You did…”


    “You need to shut up and listen for ten fucking minutes Carly, just ten fucking minutes. I will start by saying, you promised your Mom you would finish school. I need you to promise me the same,” he looked at me.


    “Are you kidding me?” I was sickened, “Do you think you have that much pull over me Jase? If you do… you’re crazy!”


    “Carly, just listen for ten minutes please,” Jase scowled and looked down. “I should’ve told you this then. I thought I could walk away, I fucking did this for you.”


    Okay he had me, “Ten minutes.”


    “My ex’s father died. The fucker hated me. He has made my life hell for almost six years now. He blames her death on me, fuck so did I.” I watched as he took a deep breath. “He was my father’s commanding officer. If you’re not familiar with what that is, it means my father was his bitch even though he worked his way up and was a non-commissioned officer, he was still his bitch. Charlee, my ex, and I snuck around playing grab ass for two years. She was a year older than me, and she got pregnant. He forbid her to see me. Made threats about having fucking charges pressed because I was a minor. She went into labor way too fucking early and she died way too fucking young.” I immediately felt tears falling down the side of my face. “We had lawyers, my parents re-mortgaged the restaurant, twice. We sold the house and moved into a smaller one so we had more money for more lawyers. The furthest I ever got was supervised visits at a fucking shit hole place and then my father died. I couldn’t put my mother through anymore. I gave up hope. I begged her to leave it alone, not wanting that little girl to be raised without a mother and whose father was a fuck up,” he looked over at me and wiped tears off my face, “You okay?”


    “Please tell me there is a happy ending.”


    “Bitter sweet ending. I found this girl who made me want to stop being a fuck up. Stop running around with girls that I knew I would never love. I followed her ass to California and I left her, in a hotel. I pushed her away because I could not take being the one to ruin her dreams. This little brown haired blue eyed beauty took away the hurt like that,” he snapped his fingers and I smiled. “I thought that would be enough but there is this one hole in here,” he held his hand to his chest, “something still missing.”


    “What’s her name,” he smiled, “Your daughter, what’s her name?”


    “Bella, which means beautiful. We had picked it together. Apparently her father didn’t know that or he would probably have named her something else.”


    “Where is she?”


    “My house, her grandmothers are both there. She fell asleep in my arms at seven thirty. I put her in her little bed. Her eyes opened and she said, I love you Daddy,” Jase’s eyes widened, “Crazy shit, huh?”


    “Does she live with you?”


    “She and her Nana are both here now, both living with me as of today. Best Christmas ever,” Jase looked happy, truly happy.


    “A happy ending,” I whispered.


    “Yeah,” Jase looked up and smiled quickly, “My new place is pretty nice. Charlotte took the money I sent every week for the past five and a half years and put it into an account. When Lee died, she called Mom. She and I met, first discussed six years’ worth of pain. She told me she was sorry. I get it you know, they lost Charlee. He blamed me, she stuck by her husband,” he looked up. “Bella knew about me through stories Charlotte told her that Lee didn’t know about. The money I sent, well… Lee didn’t know about that either. So I was gifted the money back. Enough to put a very big down payment down on a house in a very good school district. As we speak, I am suing for custody, without her contesting. She’ll live with me for as long as she wants to, for Bella and her. So I have almost everything I have ever wanted.”


    “I am so happy for you, Jase.” I really was, “But you’re an idiot for not telling me this before.”


    “When would have been a good time, before I left for the airport?”


    “Well it seems to be working now, we are on our way to the airport and you …I’m happy for you Jase.”


    He smiled, “Thanks. Stay. Meet her.”


    I felt my heart beating against my chest, “Jase I can’t. I have to go.”


    He looked stunned, “Alright, then.”


    He turned on the SUV and pulled onto the road. He drove a little faster than he had been. He didn’t look at me, he didn’t speak again.


    “Jase, are you okay?” I couldn’t stand it anymore the silence was killing me.


    “Yes, I’m fine,” his tone was clipped.


    “Obviously, you aren’t,” I whispered under my breath and of course he heard me.


    He drove a little faster and eventually he pulled into the airport and parked.


    “Jase you have so much to deal with right now. You have a little girl. Do you have a picture?” He looked at me funny, “I’d like to see her picture.”


    “Why?” he looked away.


    “Because Jase, she is important to you and,” he interrupted me with a laugh, “please can I see her?”


    Jase reached into his pocket and grabbed his phone. He handed me the phone and I smiled. She was absolutely beautiful. “She looks like you, except her eyes, they must be her Momma’s.”


    “What time does your flight leave?”


    “You trying to get rid of me?” I smiled trying to lighten whatever dark path I just pushed Jase down.


    “I’m really not sure.”


    “Okay, so you just had a six year old dream come true right?” He looked at me expressionless, “Play along will you?”


    “Yes, Carly.”


    “And you want me to meet her already? Jase, I’ve met a lot of women who have popped in and out of my Dad’s life. You don’t want that for her. Look at her, she is the most beautiful thing in your world.”


    Jase started to tap his foot, “You don’t have to sell her to me Carly, okay? I know what she is.”


    “That’s not what I am saying, Jase look…”


    “No, I get it,” he opened the door and walked around the vehicle and opened my door. He reached in and grabbed my bag.


    “I don’t know what just happened.”


    “Nothing, just forget about it.” Jase stood waiting for me to get out.


    “Jase I can’t do that to you or her okay?”


    “I get it Carly,” Jase looked up at me.


    “Well I don’t,” I said as I got out.


    “You don’t want to be tied down, the exact reason I didn’t tell you in the first place. No big deal,” Jase started walking towards the airport doors.


    “You really need to figure out what the fuck you want,” I grabbed my bag out of his hand and walked quickly into the airport.


    He grabbed my arm, “What the fuck is that supposed to mean Carly?”


    I pulled my arm away and smiled at a couple watching us, “Promise you’ll finish school, meet my daughter, fucking head trip Jase, that’s what I am talking about.”


    “You’re one to talk about head trips,” he smiled and nodded to the same elderly couple and then scowled at me.


    “Go fuck yourself. Oh and don’t introduce her to every bimbo you bring in and out of your life,” I moved ahead in line.


    “I have only wanted to introduce her to one fucking bimbo, and a crazy one at that,” Jase snatched my bag out of my hand and held it as he stood next to me in line.


    “I’m crazy? Good Jase, that’s just …” I took a step forward and bumped into the man in front of me and fell back.


    He caught me, “Oh, and she has the fucking grace of a ballerina.”


    “Screw you.”


    “You had your chance,” he sneered.


    Someone tapped me on my shoulder and I turned around, “How long have the two of you been married?”


    “We aren’t,” Jase and I answered at the same time.


    The women looked at her husband and they both smiled at each other.


    After a few awkward moments I looked at Jase. He had his eyes closed and his jaw clenched tightly: he must have felt me starring. He opened his eyes and looked at me and shook his head. Then he grabbed my hand and held it. I heard the lady behind me giggle and I held his a little tighter.


    I got my ticket and we walked towards the security gate, “The line isn’t long,” Jase was making small talk.


    “No, shouldn’t take long.”


    “You have a little over an hour still.”


    “I know,” I looked at him and those eyes pierced right through me.


    “You would like her,” Jase looked away.


    “Would she like me Jase? Or would she see me as,” I stopped and looked at him, “I’ve only had a little while to process this and of course it comes on the tail of me running away from home because of my Dad’s newest bimbo. Jase, Bella is beautiful and that picture… the way she looked at you Jase, she loves you. You have so many lost years to make up for. I won’t be the one to confuse that.”


    “You going back to Brad?” Jase rolled his eyes.


    “I am going to tell him that I sucked face with my Jersey boy,” I shoved him lightly with my hip.


    “Your Jersey boy. What the hell does that mean?” He was pissed and it made me laugh.


    “It’s an east coast west coast thang, yo.”


    He scowled at me and then shook his head and tried not to laugh, “You really should not even try to talk like that.”


    “That bad huh?”


    “Yeah,” he smiled.


    “Yes, I’m going to tell Brad. It’s the right thing to do.”


    “That’s it? That’s the right thing to do.”


    “I am not a cheater, remember?”


    “Yeah, I remember.” We stood silently for a few minutes, “So if he forgives you, then what?”


    “Doesn’t matter. Apparently my feelings for him aren’t that strong. If …well,” I felt my face turn red.


    “You have a lot of classes with him this semester?”


    “Two, and the research project still if Professor Higgins receives the grant he applied for,” I looked at Jase and he was grinning, “What?”


    “Research project. Professor Higgins. My girl is a nerd,” Jase smiled, dimple winked.


    “Your girl would not take kindly to being called a nerd, and who said she was yours?”


    “The nerd thing is a turn on, short little plaid skirt, pig tails, glasses resting on your nose,” Jase closed his eyes tightly and smiled, “And my girl, meaning you Baby, because I said so.”


    “Because I said so?” I crossed my arms.


    “Fine because you said so, glad that’s all hashed out.”


    “That’s not what I meant.”


    “Well it works for me, so I’m going with it.” Jase put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me against him, “You won’t stay?”


    “I can’t, I’m trying to prove a point here, Jase. It really has nothing to do with you-- now anyways, maybe a little before,” this whole thing was overwhelming to say the least.


    “You have almost an hour Carly, let’s go sit and talk.”


    He didn’t wait for an answer, he just grabbed my hand and pulled me out of line and walked to the nearest bench and sat.


    “Look-- I thought you would run if you thought I had abandoned a child, but I was prepared to tell you everything after being with you that first night at the hotel. And just so you know, that’s why things didn’t go any further than that night. I needed you to know first. Then the phone call, and well… I had to make a choice. I chose to build a relationship with my daughter,” he looked away for a moment.


    “If you had just told me…”


    “I know that now. Baby, let me just finish,” he was getting frustrated.


    “You better get used to interruption there buddy… we girls do that, you know,” I smiled.


    “I get that now…”


    “And you will for the rest of your life.”


    He squinted those beautiful chocolate eyes at me, “You trying to prove a point here?”


    “I am. Is it working?” I laughed.


    “Yes… now will you shut up for,” I kissed him and sat back and smiled, “That was very,” I kissed him again and he laughed.


    “Now I proved two points,” he smiled at me.


    “And what would that be?”


    “Girls interrupt is the first one of course.”


    “Of course,” he smiled bigger, “And what was the second?”


    “I like the Jersey boy a lot. Right now he’s on the wrong coast, and has something way more important that needs his attention. I have school and…”


    “Brad, you have Brad.” The way Jase said his name made me laugh.


    “No I think I pretty much messed that up.”


    “You okay with that?”


    “Depends,” I shrugged.


    “On what?”


    “Well was it worth it? I mean can the Jersey boy carry on a long distance relationship? Can his focus be on his beautiful Bella? Can he really be…?” Jase kissed me, and it was nice. He held the back of my head gently and his lips covered mine and when I opened my mouth he rubbed that hard steel slowly up and down my tongue.


    Lost in his kiss, and seriously not remembering where I was… I kind of sat on his lap. He groaned into my mouth and pulled back, “Baby, PDA?”


    “Oh, oh shit,” I hoped off his lap and he laughed. I looked around and the elderly lady was smiling at me, so I grinned back and Jase laughed.


    “You won’t stay?” he rubbed my hand.


    “I can’t. I have a point to prove, Jase. As much as that point seems moot and insignificant now, I have to. Not just for me but for this guy I’m digging, and for beautiful little Bella. They need time.”


    His phone rang and he didn’t even look at it. I quickly directed him, “Umm hey Daddy? What if that’s your girl? You can’t ignore calls like that.”


    I reached into his pocket and well I felt him, “Wrong pocket, Baby,” he hissed.


    I left my hand right there and played a bit and reached my other hand in his other pocket. It was Zandor.


    I didn’t have time to say anything, “Did you nail it or what man? Come on we have dealt with your bullshit for two months now, spill it.”


    “Well, we just finished and until we were so rudely interrupted we were working on Prince Albert’s introduction to the can,” Jase’s mouth gapped and he chuckled.


    Zandor didn’t respond, “You still there?”


    “Fuck yeah, just getting ready to jerk off, tell me more.”


    “Pig!” I snapped.


    “Prude.” He snapped back.


    “Phone’s for you Jase, your brother is an ass!”


    Jase took the phone and hung it up. He laughed when I told him what was said.


    “It’s not funny.”


    “You’re going to have to grow thicker skin now.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean!”


    “You just engaged in a little game Zandor loves to play.”


    “What’s that?” I was still mad.


    “Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of it,” Jase laughed. “He won’t be talking to you like that anymore. Baby, you about done teasing the fuck out of me?” He swayed his hips a little and I realized my hand was still in his pocket.


    I pulled it out and grabbed his hand, “Where are you taking me?”


    I looked around and saw a family bathroom and then pulled him inside, “What are you doing, Baby?”


    “Shut up Jase,” I kicked the door closed and locked it. The bathroom was clean and I was grateful. I kissed him and started unbuckling his black leather belt.


    “Damn Carly, I really can’t believe I am going to say this but I really don’t want to do you in a public restroom. I want to take…” I pulled his pants down and grabbed his rock hard erection firmly in my hand, “Fuck Baby, I…”


    “Jase, do you have a condom?” he shook his head no and pushed into my hand and I stroked him. “Good answer-- that would piss me off.” I gripped him firmly and his eyes widened, “I’m sure you don’t want a baby on each coast so here’s the deal, you’re not going to fuck me, I’m going to fuck you, with my mouth.”


    I knelt down and took him as far as I could and he groaned loudly as his hands gripped my hair tightly. I have no idea why, but it felt good.


    “Baby this may not be the time, oh damn… please don’t stop,” Jase was unraveling in front of me and it felt good to have that kind of power, “Carly, I love you.”


    I licked his head and looked up, “I bet you do right now.”


    “Bad fucking timing Baby, but I did before, damn don’t stop,” Jase’s eyes were on fire and I stopped. I bit down on him and he growled.


    “Did that hurt?”


    His eyes lit up, “Yeah a little, kind of a sensitive area.”


    “So is my heart, don’t you hurt it again.”


    “I won’t Baby, I love you, I won’t hurt you.”


    I was seriously on my knees in a public restroom hearing three words that I had never heard from a man before. And yes… his dick was half in my mouth, and hell yes I was going to finish.


    The noises that came out of him were almost orgasm inducing on their own.


    “Fuck Carly,” he pulled out of my mouth, and I caught his piercing between my teeth and he stopped, “You gonna let go of that?” I shook my head no, “So now you’re going to drag me around by my cock AND my heart?” Jase smiled and I shook my head yes, “I was trying to be a gentleman and not shoot months’ worth of pent up frustration down your throat, Baby,” he bit his lip, “ You gonna let me be a gentleman?” I shook my head no, “So fucking glad you said that, fuck me with your mouth Baby. Fast and hard, and I’m going to fill you up so much, my cum is going to drip down your chin.”


    Okay, so yeah-- someone should be slapped across the face for that but it made me so hot, and I did exactly what I had set out to do and he fulfilled his promise, over fulfilled.


    He leaned against the wall coming down from his high with his pants still around his knees and the Prince hanging out in all its glory. I tried to sneak my phone out of my bag and one of his eyes popped opened, “What’re you doing?”


    “Go back to wherever you were, close your eyes,” I smiled sweetly at him, or I thought I did.


    “What the hell are you thinking?”


    I snapped a photo and he stood up off the wall, “Carly what the hell?”


    “I am going to make this into a poster and hang it above my bed.” I grabbed a bottle of water out of my bag and took a drink.


    “Like hell you are,” he pulled his pants up.


    “I am and you are going to be just fine with it, because you love me,” I smiled broadly.


    He chuckled as he buckled his belt, “I do but there will be no fucking poster above a head…”


    I laughed, “Bed, not head.”


    “Yeah whatever,” he laughed and tried to grab the phone.


    “Do you really love me?”


    “Yeah, have for a while now, but men don’t get stupid when they fall in love. You’re going to delete that.”


    “On more step, and it goes viral,” I made the most intimidating look I could.


    “Please, Baby,” he pleaded.


    “Compromise?”


    “Let’s hear it first.”


    “I won’t make a poster and I won’t share it with anyone, and I get to keep it all to myself,” I smiled.


    “Promise?” he asked.


    “Pinky promise,” I held out my pinky and he looked confused, “You need to learn these things, you have little girl.” I showed him how and he smiled.


    “I was just thinking Bella might not like you all that well,” he looked at me.


    “Why?” Okay now I was nervous, panicky actually.


    “You swallowed her siblings,” he smiled and then kissed me.


    I stayed in his embrace long after the kiss and he took my phone, “Hey!” He turned his back and played with it, blocking my attempts to snatch it back. “Give it back.”


    “Fine,” he handed it back and I quickly looked for the picture and I finally found it.


    He had added YOURS and For your eyes only.


    “Mine,” I smiled and kissed him, “Jase, my flight.”


    “I know, damn it. You won’t reconsider?”


    “I can’t.”


    “Okay,” he picked up my bag and we walked out the door.


    I immediately noticed the elderly women smirk and I laughed, Jase smiled and pulled me into his arm.


    Thankfully the line wasn’t long, “Baby I love you, when can we do this again?”


    “Public bathroom blow jobs?”


    He smiled, “Let me clarify, when can I see you again?”


    “Spring break is at the end of March, I’ll come back then,” I smiled broadly.


    “What?”


    “I’m going to get a hotel when I come back. You can sneak over anytime you want.”


    “Three months is a long damn time,” he groaned.


    “We love each other so it will fly…”


    “I love you, you have not said the same Baby.”


    “Well duh,” I rolled my eyes and his bottom lip stuck out. “I love you, Jovanni Steel.”


    He smiled and kissed me, “You better.”


    “And you better not screw up or I will hurt you.”
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    I snuck in the house at three in the morning, I missed being with Mom for Christmas by three damn hours. Instead I got to hang with Barbie, bitch!


    I was in the bathroom when the door flew open, and a half naked man with a broom stood ready to strike. I screamed, and so did he. Then I laughed, and my Mom did the same from behind him. When I finally stopped laughing, my Mom walked in past him in a hot pink little sexy robe I had never seen and hugged me.


    “What are you doing here?” her face started to turn red.


    “Umm,” I looked up, “Let’s start with the obvious-- Professor Higgins how are you?”


    “Well,” his face turned red.


    “Good,” I looked at Mom and then back at him and laughed. “I’m exhausted, jet legged and all. You’re already exposed, have fun. You can both make me lunch when I get up. I’m going to text Dad and Cameron to tell them I’m here, and that I left and then I am going to sleep until at least noon”


    “They don’t know?”


    “No Mom, I just had to get out of there, she is a wretched woman.” I hugged her and went into my room, sent a text, put the phone on vibrate, looked one last time at Jase and all his glory, put on PJ’s and climbed in bed.


    My phone rang and I answered it.


    “You know I have this new picture that I am considering using as a picture ID when you call,” I giggled.


    “I just sent you the picture I have of you, you may want to rethink that,” he yawned, “You’re home safe right?”


    “Yes, hold on,” I opened the message he sent and gasped.


    “Yeah so I took that in the hotel when I knew I was about to break two hearts. I look at it all the time.”


    “Pervert,” I laughed.


    “Says the girl who dragged me into the airport bathroom,” he laughed.


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. So how is Miss Bella?”


    “Wow,” his voice was a smile.


    “That good, huh?”


    “I was talking about you, asking about my daughter before asking about me. I kind of like that.”


    “Get used to it, kids come first hot stuff. Now answer the question so I can ask how you are.”


    “She is still asleep, kids sleep a lot. I’m good, but would be better if you were here.”


    “Awe, I love you.”


    He laughed, “I really love hearing you say that. What are you wearing?”


    “Well, lavender…” he groaned and I laughed, “Let me finish, lavender bags under my eyes, not yet purple… but if I don’t get some sleep they will be.”


    “I see, I’ll let you sleep, Baby. I’m sending you a phone.”


    “As I said the first time we had this conversation, I have a phone and if you’re going to be a pain in the ass about it, send me the old one.”


    “As I said before, I am going to talk to you or text you whenever I want. I’m not going to worry about pissing everyone off. And your old phone got its ass kicked, and then took a swim.”


    I laughed, “Care to explain?”


    “No.” And that was the end of it, no further explanation.“Alright then, I have to fly out to Denver for court in February, get this shit Baby—the fourteenth. I’m going to send you a ticket to meet me.”


    “Custody?”


    “Yeah. Bella is going to stay with Mom, and Charlotte isn’t going so it’ll be uncontested. Quick and easy. You’ll let me know what time class ends and I will plan accordingly. Two night’s doable?”


    “Yeah,” my head was spinning, “I can get the ticket.”


    “Carly, cut the shit. I have a job, you’re in school. When you finish and are making twice the bank I am you can fly me anywhere you want.”


    “And Bella.”


    He laughed, “Yeah, and Bella.”


    “I really can’t wait to meet her.”


    “Could have today,” he was being sarcastic.


    “No, you two need time. Can I make a suggestion?”


    “Shoot.”


    “Daddy-daughter dates once a week. Just you and her.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Alright, like dinner and a movie?”


    “Kid geared dinner and movie, or a picnic in the park, or ice skating and hot cocoa.”


    “No porn?”


    “What?” I laughed out loud.


    “I think I can be a good daddy Baby. I’m pretty sure I…” I heard a little voice in the background and Jase laughed, “Morning, beautiful.”


    “I’m hungry.” I heard her laugh, “Stop tickling me.”


    “Never,” I heard Jase laugh again, “Alright little Bell let me say goodbye.”


    “Who you talking to?”


    “Her name is Carly, you wanna say hi?”


    “Sure, hi Carly,” her little voice was so sweet.


    “Hello Bella,” I swear I wanted to cry.


    “Are you Daddy’s friend?”


    “Yes and you’re his little Bell?”


    “Yeah, are you coming for breakfast?”


    “No little Bell, I live far away.”


    “Oh, well here’s Daddy.”


    “Okay, it was very nice to talk to you.”


    “Thank you, it was nice talking to you,” and she was gone.


    “So you met her,” Jase teased, yes… stupid me was fighting tears. I was thrilled for him, “You still there?”


    “Uh huh.”


    “Are you crying?” he whispered.


    “Uh huh?”


    “Should have stayed,” Jase joked and I wanted to agree with him. “You gonna make it?”


    “Yeah, you better go make breakfast.”


    “Call me when you wake up?”


    “Sure,” I sniffed loudly in the phone, real lady like.


    He laughed, “I love you, baby.”


    “I love you,” I hung up the phone.


    I couldn’t sleep, I tried but all I could hear was that little girl’s voice and the love in Jase’s voice when he spoke to her. I threw my feet of the side of the bed and grabbed a pair of yoga pants and threw them on and walked out into the kitchen.


    Professor Higgins looked at me, “Hello again, Sorry… where is Mom.”


    “We, she,” he stopped as Mom walked out of her bedroom toweling off her hair.


    “Did you have a nice shower?”


    My Mom looked at me, “Yes, thank you.”


    I looked at Professor Higgins and his face was crimson. I couldn’t help but laugh. “Carly,” my mom scolded me in a loud whisper and looked towards him as if he didn’t hear her, which made me laugh harder. She rolled her eyes and let out a frustrated groan.


    “Okay seriously let’s get this out of the way. How long have you two been …”


    They looked at each other and I laughed, “Okay I will rephrase the question, are you two dating, like officially?” They looked at each other again.


    Professor Higgins cleared his throat, “Your mother thinks a few of our colleagues would have a problem with us having a relationship.”


    I smiled, “Mimi?”


    “No Carly, not just Mimi. I’m a bit older than Thomas, as I have told him since this summer…”


    “Wait, is that why you chose me for the research program?” My Mom giggled.


    “No,” he raised his eyebrow at my mom, “and no Carly… you are one of the top students in my class. Your English background was a definite…” Mom giggled again. “I give up.” He threw his hands in the air and walked into the bathroom and Mom laughed.


    “Why are you laughing, Mom?”


    “I asked the same questions and he acted appalled that I would ask such a thing,” she grabbed his glasses off the counter and put them on, “Katherine, I cannot believe that you think I’m that unprofessional.”


    I laughed as she mimicked him.


    “Really funny,” he walked out and took his glasses, “I’m going for a run.”


    “Would you like company?” my Mom smiled.


    “No,” he kissed her head and left.


    “Mom don’t piss him off, I earn credits for this research project.”


    “I know, do you like working with him?”


    “It’s funny, Brad followed me home the night he took us to dinner. He thought he was going to go all Professor Emerson on me.”


    She smiled, “Do you miss Brad?”


    “No, but I do need to tell you something.”


    “You are really running home to stay away from Jase?”


    “No actually, but I love him Mom,” I looked up at her cautiously.


    “You what?” Mom almost choked on her coffee.


    I explained everything that happened, leaving out the part about the airport bathroom. She looked at me with love and concern, “Carly, is that really what you want?”


    “He is the only person I have ever felt this way about Mom.”


    “What about Brad?”


    “It’s comfortable, but not passionate, I don’t even miss him. I feel horrible and I have no idea what I’m going to tell him,” I looked to her for advice.


    “I don’t know what to say Carly, I can’t make this decision for you. You will finish school, right?” she looked at me.


    “Yes. He says the same thing Mom,” I sat back, “He loves me.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “I think so, yes…. a firm yes. He loves me,” I smiled.


    “Just be careful, take it slow,” she hugged me.


    “I’m going to fly to Denver to see him on Valentine’s Day, he has court.”


    “Custody?”


    “Yeah, she is so cute Mom.”


    “Her father is very handsome,” I smiled and so did she. “Brad is, too.”


    “Not like Jase.”


    ~


    I avoided Dad’s calls and Mom gladly told him exactly why I had come home. At one point I heard her tell him to think with his brain and not his dick for once. I had never heard my parents argue, so it was a shock. Well at least I know where I get my feistiness from.


    When Brad returned, he called me immediately and asked me to dinner. I told him yes, we needed to talk, and I made up an excuse to meet him instead of riding together.


    When I pulled into the restaurant he got out of his car and ran up to me, picked me up, twirled me around and kissed me. No tongue action, just a sweet kiss, “I missed you, it was hell stopping myself from calling you every day.”


    I’d never seen Brad like that. I smiled when he set me back on my feet. We sat at a table for two in the corner, and he held my hand and ordered from the menu for both of us. He knew exactly what I’d have picked, right down to extra dressing on the side.


    “We went to Florida for a week,” he pulled out a little box, “I got you this, it reminded me of you.” He set the box on the table and I smiled at him, “Are you going to open it?”


    “Brad, I have to tell you something,” this was way harder than I expected.


    “Okay. You saw him right?”


    “Yes, but it wasn’t planned,” I immediately needed to defend myself.


    He sat back and smiled, “Okay, so did you hook up?”


    “He saw me on a bench when I was waiting for a cab, Christmas night,” I began to tell him and stopped.


    “Go on, I’m listening,” Brad leaned forward, and his eyes were blue and shiny.


    When I finished telling him the waitress brought our food and he thanked her.


    “Carly, do you really want all that, I mean your twenty years old.”


    “Well maybe not right this second, but eventually yes,” I looked up at him finally.


    “I saw my high school sweetheart, a girl I dated for three years, my first love. She and I talked, she kissed me. She wanted us to try the long distance thing. I didn’t. I wish things between you and I hadn’t started right away. I kind of held back I had no intention of pushing until you were over him. I needed to know my feelings were genuine. They are, I care about you. When I left I was not all that tore up. But as I looked at my life at home, I kept picturing you there with me, it was crazy,” he laughed, “We have two years left here Carly, that’s a long time.”


    “I know it is….but it’s just…I have really strong feelings for Jase, I don’t want to hurt you. You’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had,” I rolled my eyes. “I may regret this but I need to see where he and I go from here.”


    “Alright, I get it. Is he okay with you and I hanging out?”


    “Oh, well he knows we have class together.”


    “How does he feel about that?”


    I smiled, “Not sure.”


    “I see, Professor Higgins emailed me about the project, will you be continuing on?”


    “Yes.”


    “Perfect,” Brad smiled and then winked. “Take your time figuring it all out.”


    Brad walked me to my car and smiled, “I am going to kiss you goodnight, don’t return it.”


    Before I could object, his hand was on the back of my head and his lips were on mine, I know I should have pulled away, I really should have, but it was sweet an innocent. No tongue, no rush, no strings.


    “Goodnight Carly,” he stepped back as I got in the car and he watched as I drove away.


    ~


    When I got home I told Mom what had happened and she smiled, “He’s a great guy. Thomas likes him a lot. And he’s willing to wait for you.”


    “No… that’s not what he said Mom, and it’s not what I want.”


    “Okay.”


    I called Jase and when he answered I could tell I woke him. I told him about what had happened. All of it except that I kind of liked it. I wouldn’t let it happen again, I couldn’t. I loved Jase Steel. And Jase Steel loved me.


    Over the next month Brad and I worked diligently on the project. I didn’t go to dinner with him when he asked, and he treated me no differently than before. He was truly amazing.


    I had even begun to meet a few friends. Janet was fun, she and I had a few classes together and she was interested in the same books as I was, (yeah, THOSE books). Brad was hanging out more with his swim team which was good, yes it was good. I missed him a little, but still not like Jase, not even close.


    ~


    “You in bed, baby?”


    “Yeah, very tired. How is…”


    “Little Bell is great, she’s loving her new school, and even has a few new friends. Her birthday is the weekend before I see you so get this shit: I’m hosting a pajama party for five, five and six year olds. I mean seriously these parents are out of their minds letting some pierced, tattooed, single Dad keep their kid’s overnight. What the fuck is wrong with people?”


    I couldn’t help but laugh, “I’m sure they can see through the piercings, and you only have a couple tattoos. It’s not like you look like Cyrus or Zandor.”


    “Yeah, but what will they think when they drop their kids off and they’re here?”


    “Well, who cares, right?”


    “Never did before,” he chuckled, “But it matters now.”


    “Okay, look… give me your brother’s numbers. All of them I will deal with them.”


    “I got it, Baby,” he laughed, “Mom and Charlotte will be here and I’m sure it’ll be fine.”


    “I want to help, it’s a big deal.”


    “That’s very sweet but I have it covered,” Jase yawned.


    “Did you do decorations?”


    “What?”


    “Like a theme, what is the theme?”


    “It’s a six year old girl’s birthday party, a sleep over.”


    “Okay good, I’m going to….” I grabbed my laptop and Googled party themes.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “Give me your address,” I was excited.


    “Why?”


    “Party supplies, of course.”


    “You don’t have to…”


    “Jase, come on. Let me do something, please, please, please?”


    “You could have been,” Jase stopped, “I’ll text you the address.”


    “I could have been what Jase?” I have no idea why I asked, I knew what he was going to say.


    “Nothing, it’s just hard to juggle two different lives. Look, I appreciate that you want to help and I shouldn’t have said anything. Shit just changes, you know.”


    “I know,” I also knew I was going to cry. I felt the heat in my eyes, stupid heat!


    “Alright I am going to head to bed. School in the morning, no more sleeping in for me or Bella,” he forced a small laugh.


    “Goodnight Jase,” I did the same.


    “Goodnight, Carly.”


    His life was changing and I felt this twinge of jealousy which made me sick to my stomach. I would not ever be that person, jealous over someone’s child. It was sick and I wouldn’t do it. I know it’s not jealousy, I just want it to be perfect for her, and for Jase.


    So here I go down the dark path I never thought I would travel. A world only desperate women traveled. I grabbed my purse and dug out my wallet. I opened my laptop and took a deep breath before I headed down this dark road, emotional shopping boulevard here I come.


    I loaded up the cart, streamers balloons, cute little hats, noise makers, and anything I could find that had anything to do with sleepovers and birthdays. Man did it feel good! Next I went on a birthday present rampage. I couldn’t believe how much fun this was! When I finished, I did a happy dance and then grabbed my phone to text Jase. I looked at the clock and decided it could wait for the morning.


    ~


    I woke and looked at my phone, no ‘good morning’ text from Jase. Come to think about it, he hadn’t sent a text saying goodnight nor did he say I love you Baby at the end of our conversation. Well he was tired, and overwhelmed. Forgiven.


    -Good morning…C


    My phone rang immediately, “Hey, sorry,” he whispered into the phone.


    “Don’t be sorry, and why are you whispering,” I whispered back.


    He didn’t answer right away I heard a door shut, “Baby, do you know how much a five year old can vomit?” he asked sarcastically.


    “Aw, is she sick?”


    “Yeah,” he laughed, “Poor kid woke up right after I got off the phone with you and I heard her cry. I walked into a scene from the damn Exorcist, projectile vomiting all over the place.”


    “Is she okay?”


    “Yeah she’s finally asleep. I cleaned up puke for hours, her room was all fucked up. I have the windows open now, hoping to kill the germs in there. She’s all snuggled up in my bed. No fever, no more throwing up… she’ll sleep it off.”


    “It’s not a hangover,” I laughed.


    “I know, much worse: she cried, Baby.”


    “I am sorry Jase. What did you do?”


    “I didn’t cry,” he chuckled.


    “Did you?” I giggled.


    “No, I gave her a bubble bath, cleaned all the puke smell off of her and put her in bed, read a book and she passed out.”


    “Good job, Daddy.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Well while you were knee deep in vomit I went online shopping. You should be getting a package in a few days,” I was so excited.


    “Okay, but you shouldn’t have,” Jase was rolling his eyes, I could hear it in his voice.


    “It’s a party in a box, and presents for your little Bell.”


    “Did you just clap at yourself?”


    “Yes, it’s very exciting.” His laugh was interrupted by a yawn. “Go to sleep, I am going to shower and get ready for class, and maybe touch myself while I shower.”


    “What the hell did you just say?”


    “I was thinking about staring at your picture while I did but my phone is not waterproof,” I laughed.


    “It will be if you promise to …hmmm. One week and three days,” Jase groaned, “You really going to…”


    “No, I just wanted to get you going.”


    “You will regret that next week Baby.”


    “The hell I will,” I laughed.


    “I love you.”


    “Glad to hear it, I love you, go to sleep. Call me when you wake up?”


    “I might be busy, who the hell knows what more she has brewing in there.”


    “I really wish I could be there to help.”


    “You do?”


    “Of course I do. Jase I want to know her, I just—It’s hard enough saying goodbye to you, your little Bell would wrap me around her little finger in two seconds.”


    “You’ve talked to her once.”


    “And I am already breaking self-governed rules,” I groaned.


    “Like what?”


    “Online shopping, the thrift shop queen went online shopping. Wait until Mimi finds out.”


    “You shop at thrift stores?” Jase sounded shocked.


    “Yeah--- do you know how expensive it is to live here? Mom and I wandered into a shop once and saw clothing with tags still on them, addicted immediately,” I laughed.


    “That’s pretty cool.”


    “Rockin’ tags.”


    “What?” Jase laughed.


    “A song… never mind. Go to sleep hot stuff, I am going to go shower,” I whispered the last part.


    “You are not going to be able to walk for a week after I get a hold of you Baby,” Jase threatened.


    “Looking forward to it, love you.” I hung up, very proud of my naughty self.


    For the next three days, I spoke to Bella every night before she went to bed on speaker, with her and Jase. I was already in love with the little Bell. She would say prayers, something I had not done in years, and then either Jase or I would read a story. Two out of three nights she got us both to, I of course picked long stories about independent princesses and Jase read from a ratty old book that had stories about fathers and daughters. I later found out that her grandmother Charlotte had read out of that book since Bella was born. Charlotte never wanted to keep Bella away from Jase, but Lee insisted. He went into a deep depression after Charlee had died and Charlotte stood beside him regardless of how wrong she knew it was. Jase held little resentment… he’d only wished his father could have known his daughter and that she knew him. Jase was just happy he had Bella now and wouldn’t let something beyond his control mess with his mind.


    Every day I saw less of the bad ass, pushy, sarcastic, and very naughty guy I’d met at the beach, and more of a man who I knew I would never want to be without. He was amazing, unbelievable in every way.


    Jase and I decided we would test out face-time, he insisted he had no dirty intentions, I knew better (or hoped I did).


    “Hello, Bella,” I smiled into the screen.


    “Carly?” she smiled brightly and she had the same dimple as he had.


    “Yes, and you are even more beautiful than I imagined Bella.”


    “You look like pictures of my Mommy.”


    “I do?”


    “Same hair color, little Bell,” Jase looked nervous.


    “And eyes Daddy,” Bella smiled.


    “I bet you have the same eye color as her too, huh Bella?” I hoped it would make Jase feel less anxious, “You have your Daddy’s dimple right there,” I touched the screen and she laughed, “Did you feel that?”


    “No, do it again,” Bella pushed her face against the screen and it made me laugh.


    “Did you that time?”


    “I think so,” she clapped and I laughed and clapped too.


    “Oh wow,” Jase laughed, “You two are going to have so much fun together, someday.”


    “When? Are you coming to my party?” she clapped again and my heart nearly broke.


    “No, I have school and live very far away, but we have a break in March, maybe I can visit then?”


    She smiled and shook her head yes, “Are you Daddy’s girlfriend?”


    I smiled and said ‘his friend’ at the same time Jase said ‘yes’.


    “Well which is it?”


    “Well Bella, it’s a crazy situation.” I looked at Jase who sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, raised his eyebrow and smirked, smart ass I thought and I was so glad it didn’t pop out of my mouth. “You guys live there, I live here and well….Jase you got anything?”


    “Yes Little Bell, she is my girlfriend she has a year and a half left of school, and then when she finishes college…”


    “Graduates,” Bella corrected him and he laughed.


    “Yes, when she graduates we will figure it all out.”


    “But for now, we can talk this way, it’s pretty cool huh?”


    “Yeah and you can come to my birthday party just like this.”


    I laughed, “That’ll probably not work ladies.”


    “Why not?” we asked at the same time and he laughed.


    “Because I said so,” he winked at me.


    When she had fallen asleep he explained that he just felt like it would be too much and I completely understood.


    


    

  


  
    


    
      

    


    
      9
    


    My phone chimed as Mom and I were walking in the house after two hours at the gym. I looked down and saw Jase’s picture and face time request.


    I grabbed a bandana off the counter and quickly covered my sweat drenched hair before answering.


    “Hi Carly,” Bella whispered.


    “Hey birthday girl, what are you doing?”


    “Dad said no, but I think it’s rude that you can’t see how pretty everything looks,” her smile did me in.


    “Well that’s very thoughtful. Okay do a quick tour and then we can talk later,” I loved that she wanted to include me, so sweet. There was no way Jase could be upset about this.


    While Bella began the tour Mom leaned over my shoulder and watched with me. Bella showed me the hot pink and lavender streamers and balloons, “I am glad the banner says Bella and not Little Bell, I am six now you know,” she smiled into the phone and my Mom laughed. She continued and showed the cake and table coverings, “Daddy wouldn’t let me open the presents, he said they were goody bags to share with my guests and that if Carly went through all that trouble it should be a surprise. I like surprises but this is killing me,” she crossed her eyes and smiled.


    I heard someone say hello to her and she smiled, “Hello, Aunt Pam.” She hugged her and I saw blonde hair and then I heard the voice, rabid dog Pam.


    I felt my face burning and then Bella scooted under the table, “There are lots of people here.”


    “I’m glad I could sort of be there too,” I forced a giant smile on my face.


    Cyrus peeked under the table, “Little Bell you have friends here, what are ya hiding from?”


    “I snuck Carly in, but don’t tell Daddy.”


    Cyrus grabbed the phone, “Well hello, Carly.”


    “Hey Bella, have a great time Happy Birthday.”


    “Get out there birthday girl,” Cyrus smiled at Bella and then looked at the phone, “I thought Jase said no to this.”


    “He did --oh, now I get it.”


    “No you don’t, he has a lot of shit going on, Carly. It’s not about you. You should have left it alone,” Cyrus gave me a dirty look.


    “Go fuck yourself, she called me. Have a nice day, asshole.”


    “Feeling pretty badass huh? You’re going to ruin his…”


    “I don’t want him to know. I want that little girl to have the best birthday ever,” my voice broke. “Goodbye.”


    I hung up the phone and looked over at my Mom, “Bella is beautiful.”


    “Yeah, I know,” Mom hugged me and I cried, “What the hell was I thinking?”


    “You love him. Our hearts want what they want Carly. You just need to step back, take a break, and wait very patiently for your head to catch up to your heart.”


    “Mom I spent way too much money for Bella’s birthday,” she started to interrupt and I put my hand up stopping her. “I realize I know better and I’m disappointed in myself. I’m so confused and unfocused. Thank God it’s not an election year, next thing you know I’m going to wake up a fucking Republican!” Mom laughed out loud and so did I, “Whatever happens I don’t want Brad to know.”


    “Okay, I think that’s a good idea, especially if you think you may give him a shot someday. He deserves a clear headed Carly.”


    ~


    I woke up on my bed hearing my phone vibrate, “Hello.”


    “Hey Baby, you sleeping already?”


    “Yeah.”


    “We should talk,” Jase’s voice was not tense, he seemed fine.


    “How is the party going?”


    “Well six little girls are asleep on my living room floor wearing the most adorable matching pajamas and sleep masks. Thanks for that, and everything else you did for Bella today.”


    “It wasn’t a big deal, it was fun picking everything out,” I was starting to wake up and my ears had built up a resistance to the seductive sound of Jase’s voice, I swear he was like the Pied Piper of pootie


    “It was great. I really appreciated it, so did she, but you know this already, huh?”


    “Yes,” it came out as a whisper.


    “Baby...”


    “Jase, I’m really tired and think I have a fever, I don’t want to talk about it right now okay?”


    “Bella would like to say goodnight, is that alright?”


    “Yeah.”


    Jase turned it to face time and his jaw dropped, “Baby you should probably put a shirt on.”


    I looked down and realized I was still wrapped in a towel, well part of me was wrapped. I jumped up and flew out of bed and grabbed a tee shirt.


    “One week is too long to see you again. As unintentional as that was I need to remind myself every day how fucking beautiful you are.”


    “Yeah I’m a prize,” I rolled my eyes.


    “Your perfect,” Jase smiled and it was a sad smile, “Hey Little Bell, Carly is here.”


    “Thank you for the pajama’s and sleepy masks, everyone loved them,” Bella yawned. “And the music, and disco ball, and the books. I love you, Carly.”


    “Oh Bella, you deserve even more,” I swallowed hard, “I love you, too.”


    Jase closed his eyes tight and opened them and he smiled when Bella looked back at him, “I’m tired Daddy.”


    “Okay hop down,” Jase would normally have ended the call and called me back, but he didn’t.


    I watched as he tucked her into a sleeping bag next to one of her little friends, as he kissed her little cheek goodnight, and as he told her he loved her.


    He walked quickly out of the room and then looked at me as if he was thinking of what to say.


    “I shouldn’t have said it back but I couldn’t help it,” I started to cry and he didn’t say anything for a long time.


    “Did you say it because she did?” there was a hidden question in that statement.


    “No Jase, I do love her. How could you not, she’s…”


    “I know what she is, I know exactly what she is, Carly,” he was agitated.


    “You are mad at me?” I wiped my face.


    “I have no fucking clue…”


    “Jase you have six little girls…”


    “I don’t need fucking parenting advice from you,” he hissed at me.


    “What is that supposed to mean?”


    “I had two parents Carly, who loved me. They loved each other, and would never have chosen another over their family. I’m very capable…” Jase looked at the screen and stopped talking.


    “As I said before, I don’t feel well, goodnight Jase,” I hung up the phone and cried.


    My phone chimed


    -Baby I’m sorry, going to sleep, falling apart…J


    I did not have it in me to text back, so I didn’t. Instead I fell asleep…already shattered.


    My phone woke me at five in the morning, it was a face-time request. I knew it was Little Bell.


    “Good morning,” I croaked wiping my sleepy eyes.


    “Do you feel better?”


    “Not yet, it’ll probably be a few days,” I did my best to smile.


    “Okay-- Daddy doesn’t know I’m calling, but we all wanted to say thank you,” she held the phone out so I could see everyone. They were all wearing their pajamas and had their sleep masks on their head, one little girl had hers on, it made me laugh. “Okay one, two, three,” they all screamed when Jase opened the door to what must have been the pantry.


    “Holy fu…Cow,” he jumped and held his hand to his chest, they all laughed and so did I. “What the—what are you all doing in here?” he started laughing.


    “Nothing,” Bella must have hidden the phone behind her back because it went dark but I could still hear them talking.


    “Truth? One of you is going to give me the TRUTH,” I heard them all scream and then the phone dropped on the floor.


    Jase and Bella were laughing when he noticed the phone, “Bella, did you,” he picked up the phone and saw me, I smiled and waved.


    “Good morning Baby, Bella do you know it’s five o’clock in the morning where Carly is,” he scolded her.


    “No, you should have told me that Daddy, maybe I wouldn’t have called if you didn’t say because I said so,” she was mocking him and it made me laugh bringing his attention back to the phone. “Alright you-- to the table, breakfast is on it, go. Hey Carly,” I gave him the biggest smile I could and let me tell you I am sure it wasn’t warm and fuzzy, “About Pam…”


    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I rolled my eyes when I felt them burning. “This is so stupid.”


    “Pam was Charlee’s best friend, she’s been in Bella’s life since her birth, she was there when Charlee died. I won’t take her away from Bella,” Jase waited for me to respond when I didn’t he continued, “Their mothers are best friends, Carly. I was going to talk with you about this in Denver.”


    “And then what Jase?” I wiped the tears from my face, “Forget it, go be a good Daddy, I’m going back to sleep.”


    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


    “Nothing rude Jase, it’s her birthday,” I needed to get the hell off the phone, I was confused and angry, that I was confused and angry.


    “Just remember you told her you loved her, don’t fuck her up Carly,” Jase ended the call.


    How do you rebound from something like that? Freak out and say she said it first? She was six, of course she did, but what was I supposed to do, not say it back? That would be rude and would hurt her feelings. Was I supposed to be mad at Jase for defending her? No way in hell would I ever be upset about that. What the hell did I just do?


    I sat and cried, because now I’m that girl. Some stupid girl who feels like the world just stopped spinning


    ~


    It was two days before I heard from Jase, what I got was a text.


    -Bella is under the impression you are sick. You and I need to discuss a few things before Denver, if that is even something you’re still interested in. Let me know where your head is…Jase


    - How is she?...C


    -Fine, she’ll be fine…Jase


    -Well, this is really awkward, texting you instead of talking. Is there a reason for it?…C


    -Easier…Jase


    -Where is your head Jase?…C


    - If you can’t trust me, what is there Carly. You have school for another year and a half. I have a child, a job, a lot of responsibility…Jase


    -How can I trust you if you don’t tell me things? You knew all of this before you saw me in Jersey, Jase. I’m sorry I’m confused, angry, tired, hurt, and scared that every time I turn around, something new pops up. Every time I think we can work, something happens and every time you know I’m upset, you push me so hard it literally knocks the wind out of me…C


    -A bit theatrical don’t you think?...Jase


    -I don’t know Jase, this is all new to me, remember? But you’re pushing buttons again and I don’t know how to respond. Sometimes I see everything so clearly with you and my heart tells me that you’re everything I never knew I wanted, and then there are times when I see you as a tormentor, and I remember how Pam acted last summer and I get it. I get SO angry at you. You need to understand that if that’s what you need, if that’s what you thrive on, that’s not who I was and not who I want to be…C


    He didn’t reply. It was two days before I was supposed to meet him and he couldn’t even respond.


    The entire next day I heard nothing from Jase Steel. I cried again. I had used all my stupid self-allotted time to heal from the pain of the second time I had lost him, so this time I cried for Bella.
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    I wasn’t sure I how many times exactly I had picked up the phone that day to text or call her, but it was definitely more than I would ever admit. I knew where I fucked up. But it wasn’t because I was trying to lie to her. At the airport we should have talked. Instead of letting her drag me into the bathroom I should have been stronger and said no and finished the story.


    But who the fuck am I kidding? Carly on her knees, sucking me off was not something I would have expected out of her in a million years. Watching her lips wrap around me, taking as much as she could still caused my fucking jeans to shrink. I was never one to take without giving at least a little something in return, but there wasn’t time. I’m so pissed at myself right now for not getting her off. I’m sure that’ll be a topic at book club in the near future, FUCK!


    I sat in my room at the shop, waiting for my last appointment until I could go pick Little Bell up from school. When she and I were together, everything was cool. She was so much fun, so inquisitive about everything and looking at her, absolutely reminded me of when times were much easier. Mom had asked me once if it hurt to look at Bella. If the loss of Charlee came back. It didn’t, having her in my life made the loss less painful.


    When the whole family ate dinner a few weeks ago to celebrate my best friend Abe’s graduation from the NYU MBA program, Little Bell brought up Carly. Abe didn’t even react and it had never been discussed. Bella mentioned the similarity between the pictures of her Momma and Carly and my brothers all shifted uncomfortably at the same time. When I tucked her in and she fell asleep I walked into the living room expecting all hell to break loose. Abe and I stared at each other and I was ready to take whatever ass whooping I had coming. I would never fight Abe, so I just simply asked he not touch my face so I didn’t have to explain it to my daughter. Abe laughed and so did my brothers. The discussion about the similarities continued which pissed me off. The mention that Charlee and Carly’s names sounding alike infuriated me. Then how young Carly seemed and the age that Charlee died. I left the room pissed, and went to bed without even saying goodnight to any of them.


    The day we walked into court two years ago we had what was thought to be the best lawyer’s around. I was in my last semester in line to earn my undergraduate degree in business with a concentration on international business at NYU, with an SAT score of six hundred and ninety, I was given a full ride and had already been approved for the MBA program. That’s where I’d met Abe, my best friend. When we lost, due to the fact that they had moved Bella without anyone even knowing to Colorado, we had nothing left to fight with. I gave up on school and on life. Drinking, smoking, and fucking anything I could get my hands on. When Dad died it was no better. That’s where Pam came in the picture. One drunk night she held my head out of the toilet at a party and fucked me stupid. When I woke up on the floor of her bedroom in a McMansion in a posh neighborhood, I remembered nothing except that Pam was Charlee’s best friend. I showered and was ready to leave when she pulled out a photo album full of pictures of my Little Bell. My heart pounded so hard, it felt like it was going to explode. Looking at all of the pictures: the Christmas’s, Birthday’s, every fucking holiday and special event in her life, broke me. Pam was the closest thing to Charlee and Bella that I could get my hands on. I was her dirty secret off and on for months. Her big shot Columbia boyfriend hung out with her at school all day, and when he wasn’t around she and I fucked like monkeys all night. When I ended it, it was cool… but then I’d see her at a party, and she would always share something about my daughter. She broke up with her boy, whose name I never even knew, and for two years we played that game. Whenever I had enough-- she wanted more. I used her, without a doubt. But she did the same. We’d discussed it when I got the call and I told her I would not take Bella out of her life as long as she respected my boundaries and so far she had. But how the hell would I get that to fly with Carly?


    Abe, God he was going to be pissed. Abe and I talked the day after he found out about Carly and I. He had asked if that was why I had started taking classes again. It wasn’t, I wanted more for Bella, my Mom, and now Charlotte as well. I only had two more classes and I would graduate. He promised not to mention Carly and I promised that I wouldn’t hurt her. I’d broken that promise. I had hurt her and then I lashed out at her knowing I had brought it all on myself.


    I walked out into the hall and up to the reception desk and sat down. When the phone rang I answered it. I listened to the man with a thick Italian accent inform me who he was, and that Isabella Segreti De Luca had passed away. They were looking for Josephina Steel and her children. I jotted down all the information I was given and gave him my personal number. Antonio Rossi was my Grandmothers lawyer, and he would be waiting for my return call.


    I looked up as Cyrus walked in, “Shit man, Frankie cancelled. I totally forgot to tell you.”


    “Good, you and I need to talk Cyrus, you have a few minutes?”


    “Yeah, let’s go,” Cyrus motioned down the hall.


    “No man we need to take a walk.”


    I told Cyrus everything I knew and he flat ass refused.


    “I have more to think about then just myself here, and so do you.”


    “I ain’t got shit anymore, Sandy came in and fucked my life hard. I want no fucking responsibility. I’m over the moon happy for you Jase but there ain’t shit tying me down ever again.”


    He stood and walked to the water and cursed it for a good fifteen minutes before he turned around and looked at me, “What the fuck do you think you’re…”


    “There is no me Cyrus, it’s both of us or nothing at all. Forever Steel bro.”


    Cyrus growled and walked towards me and gave me a hug and pounded my back once, “For Mom and Little Bell bro, Forever Steel. Now tell me what the fuck the plan is.”


    ~


    After I finally got Bella to sleep, I decided to call Carly, she was going to be fucking pissed and I couldn’t blame her.


    “Hello?”


    “Hey Baby, how are you?” I tried to play it cool.


    “Are you serious right now? How am I?” Yeah, she was fucking pissed.


    “Fine you’re pissed, I get it. Look, I have a lot of shit going on and will not be able to get in early to Denver. I am going to hit court and jet back here. You alright with just waiting until March?”


    I waited for a reply and then looked at the phone, she had hung up.


    -Baby come on, we need to talk…Jase


    - No we don’t…C


    -Baby, please. I know I’ve been an ass. I just want to explain a few things…Jase


    - So do I. I hate you! You’re mean! You suck! I don’t ever want to talk to you again! And yes I am acting like a sixteen year old girl and that’s YOUR FAULT, leave me alone!...C


    -You don’t hate me-- I was mean. So do you, (that’s supposed to be funny). You will talk to me again, maybe not for a while, but you will or I will stalk you like a sixteen year old boy, which will be your fault because I can’t leave you alone. I love you, baby…Jase.


    I read over my message and smiled knowing it would make her laugh and sent it. After fifteen minutes she still had not replied.


    -I’ll wait to hear from you, give you time to cool down. Don’t try to run to Brad cause I will fucking ruin him!...Jase


    -GROW UP! YOU’RE A FATHER!...C


    -Yeah and one day your fine little ass will be calling me Daddy, too…Jase


    I couldn’t believe I sent that, what the fuck was I thinking? I waited for ten minutes.


    -Goodnight Baby, falling asleep, already having fallen for you…Jase


    -Fuck off!...Carly.


    I smiled, she would regret that too.


    I sent Abe a text with information that was to be deleted as soon as he read it. I trusted this man with my life, and I knew he felt the same.


    -Are you out of your fucking mind?…Abe


    -That’s debatable, you in….Jase


    -Fuck yeah, name the time and the place…Abe


    I smiled and sat back and texted him.


    -Will send info tomorrow, glad to have you on board…Jase


    I showered and picked my Little Bell up and hugged her tightly. This is going to change everything for all of us, she smiled in her sleep and I knew that nothing would ever stop me now.


    ~


    I dropped Bella off at school and went to the shop. Cyrus was going to talk to Mom when he and I parted ways yesterday and then met me.


    I walked in and she was pacing, “You will not do this Jase! Your father…”


    “Gave everything he and you had to try to get my daughter back for me. I am going to hear what they have to say, Momma…”


    “Don’t you Momma me,” she started crying and I hugged her. “They will suck the life out of you Jase, all of you.”


    “You didn’t raise a bunch of idiots Mom. I have Bella back, we all have Bella back. Charlotte is dying and we have taken that on. I will not make any decisions until we have talked.”


    “Your classes, Jase,” Mom cried, “You’re almost finished!”


    “I’ve already talked to my mentor and Professors. I’m taking my midterms tonight…”


    “Carly, you are to meet her…”


    “No, I cancelled. Momma, I have everything in order. Come with us, you loved her.”


    “But she didn’t fight for me!”


    “She stood by your father, that’s what she was taught,” I hated seeing my mother cry and hurt and struggling, but that is why it had to happen.


    “Your brothers…”


    “Forever Steel Momma. They will stay and run the shop, we won’t be gone long…”


    “Bella?”


    “She can come, or Pam’s mother has offered many times to watch over both her and Charlotte if we needed her too.”


    “It’s too much.”


    Okay this could go on for days, “I won’t argue, you are either in, or out.”


    She scowled at me, “I won’t have you go alone.”


    I smiled and she smacked me and then cursed in Italian and disappeared into the back.


    Cyrus walked out of his room and laughed, “How did that go?”


    “As expected, and Abe is coming with us.”


    “No shit?” Cyrus smiled.


    “None.”


    ~


    I sat in bed holding the sleepy Little Bell, again having to explain why I was gone for five days, “I now own you Little Bell,” I laughed and smiled at her.


    “So I will live here forever?”


    “Yeah,” I pulled the dark strand of hair off her cheek and kissed it.


    “Daddy, people don’t own people?” she was asking a question.


    “No, I have custody of you,” damn she was smart and tired. “Alright, lights out.”


    “You're not leaving again?”


    “No, not for a while. Next time I go you come too,” the few times I talked to her while in Prato, she was upset, it broke my heart that she even questioned if I was coming back, I would not ever again leave her for that long.


    When Bella fell asleep I looked at the clock, Abe and my brothers would be here soon. Mom had no intention of spending her golden years fighting with the likes of Benito and Antonio De Luca for her family’s money, a family she had been estranged from for over twenty years. I laughed when she said golden years and she smacked me in the back of the head, typical. She was forty four years old.


    Cyrus and Abe showed first.


    “Abe, you look like shit,” I laughed he really did. Abe was a preppy bastard. Even when he tried not to look like it, he did. Typical blond hair blue eyed, all-American-boy, type.


    “Laugh all you want, I haven’t slept since we got back, and you’ll be happy I didn’t. You have no idea what you’re in for,” Abe looked like Bella did when she saw me for the first time. Like she knew me, but never believed I was real.


    “Good or bad Abe?”


    “Both man, this is fucking amazing. I did a quick financial overview of De Luca incorporated and went over the will with a fine tooth comb, made notes and took it to one of the law professors. Dude-- you have no idea what Isabella DeLuca did by giving twelve percent. Her lawyer Rossi was cryptic as hell but he made sure you had everything you needed to…”


    Mom walked in, causing Abe to stop. Xavier and Zandor followed.


    “Abe thank you for putting this all together. I still don’t like any of this. DeLuca is a snake and I am assuming his son is worse. I’ve talked to your brothers about my concerns and they want nothing to do with this.”


    I looked up and Xavier and Zandor and they hung their heads avoiding eye contact.


    “You’re all crazy, this is billions of dollars, if nothing, accept the shares and sell them to DeLuca,” Abe spat, my mother gave him a look and he hung his head just like my younger brothers did, “Sorry, Joe.”


    “Let’s all sit and let Abe show us what he came up with and then discuss, please Momma,” I gave her my sad look and called her Momma, I knew she wouldn’t say no. And now that I have Bella, I understood why.


    Abe opened up his computer and then pulled out a projections camera which made Cyrus and I laugh. He looked at me momentarily and then continued.


    “The first slide shows the largest, most profitable companies owned by DeLuca. They have their hands in everything from Art, entertainment, they own an Italian football team, food and wine, a distillery, to industry and medical, it’s far too much to get into as an intro. I have looked into the strongest and here are the top five, and then, the weakest again the top five.”


    Abe stopped and gave us a chance to look things over.


    “Livorno Italy is on the western coast, major import and export hub, also houses the main distillery. They just acquired this one. I like it, great potential, huge profit margin. Art buying and selling of course, iffy profit but in the right hands it could be huge.” He smiled at my mom, damn he was good, “They’re building a casino in Venice, ground breaking in a week, great one to have your hands into.”


    I looked at Zandor and his eyes met mine, he was in, may take some persuading but he was in.


    “There should be some movement to The United States…”


    “Art and Medical research, and possible dabble in music,” Xavier looked up and Mom scowled at me.


    “Abe you’re talking about two large companies in Italy, one on each coast. And now we want to add two, possibly three in the United States. You're not thinking clearly,” my Mom gave the sad, you’re a misguided boy look, trying to lure him in.


    He looked away quickly, “It’s doable, Momma Joe.”


    “Your wrong Abe, the distillery would take months to get up and running. The casino would be competing with many others, The art, eeh possible and music to much competition. Medical, no one here could pull it off.”


    “The east coast houses some of the top medical schools. If we found the right organizations to help fund it, it would be easy Mom. ALSO, it’s important to me and Bella, which makes it important to all of us. Finding the right person to run the program would be the only time sensitive issue.” I would not back down from this one, watching Charlotte literally rot in front of me was killing me, I could only imagine what it was doing to my Little Bell.


    “Alright, now the very interesting part. Your grandmother Isabella, set you up so well. Between all of you here and Little Bell, you have fifty six percent ownership in the whole thing.” I watched my brothers eyes light up and Abe smiled.


    “But if I sell mine to DeLuca you have forty four,” my mother warned.


    “Momma, I love you and I know how you feel about this. We also have Dominic and Valentino who own together twenty percent.”


    “They will sell to DeLuca as soon as they find out.”


    “Rossi promised to give us a week before going to them. He also knows where they are and that we have ninety days to decide. Grandmother insisted her will be public at that point, all major business transactions halted for thirty days, and no one is allowed to buy, sell, or make large transaction during her mandated sixty days of grieving. Mom, she did this for you. You know this. Now, you do it for us.”


    “Jase, this is way too much and your father…”


    “Gave his blood, sweat, tears, and life for us. He honored you Momma by never going to your family no matter what. He was a stubborn man…”


    “Yes, and so are you Jase!”


    “I love you Momma, and yes I am.”


    Abe reached into his bag and pulled out plastic covered presentation packets, “I made these up for you all to see the key players. I am having background investigations done on all of them, the preliminary findings are there…”


    “Abe how much did this cost you?” Mom all but yelled at him.


    “My graduation money, and I don’t regret it. What was left over was used to buy plane tickets for Dominic, Valentino, and Rossi. They’re flying in Thursday for a few days. There are three suites on the boardwalk, I got them cheap. You should all meet and discuss everything. A law professor that I’m close with will be there and bringing her husband, an international business lawyer.” Holy shit I was impressed, “I accept whatever position you offer me, I will be turning in receipts for my expenses, and if you have nothing more to ask of me at this time, I’m going to go sleep in Jase’s bed for at least twelve hours. I am fucking exhausted.”
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    “This package is for Carly Smythe,” the mail delivery man tried to hand it to me. I backed up and he looked at me curiously, “Ma’am?”


    “Who is it from?”


    “A mobile phone carrier.”


    “I don’t want it, please return it.”


    He looked at me like I was half crazy, and when I say half, I’m kidding myself. He looked at me like I should be institutionalized-- What the hell? Hasn’t he ever had anyone refuse his package? Fucking men!


    I signed the big brown computerized clip board and on comment I put, Fuck Off! I walked in the house and slammed the door. Dealing with Jase this early in the morning was going to set my mood for the entire day.


    I looked in the mirror and cringed, yeah I can see why the delivery man looked at me like that. My hair looked like Einstein’s on a bad day. It had been a month since I had responded to Jase’s text and he stopped texting and now the bastard sends a phone. So he can what? Give me a booty call? Yeah right pig bastard! If he thought for a second I would still be going to Jersey for spring break, he was sorely mistaken. Jane and I were going to Mexico, yeah that’s right-- Cancun baby! Booked and paid for. I was getting over Jase and not by hanging out with Brad, because quite frankly I hated men, all of them were disappointments and maybe, just maybe, I would become a male version of Jase while I was on vacation. Except my mother and Mimi were coming along and I won’t actually do anything. Ugghhh… I frustrated myself.


    I didn’t miss Jase, because I was still pissed at him, I did miss seeing Bella and hearing her sweet little voice. That sucked, but what sucked worse was that I told a little girl I loved her and then fell off the face of the earth. I never wanted to disappoint her… fucking Jase!


    My phone rang and it was a number I didn’t recognize, “Hello.”


    “Hey Baby…” I hung up the phone immediately.


    -answer your fucking phone Carly or I will come there and sit on your patio until you talk to me…Jase


    -I won’t be here. Just leave me alone please…C


    My phone rang again and I declined the call, three times as a matter a fact. I was pretty proud of myself.


    -Baby it’s important…Jase


    The phone rang.


    “I am giving you two minutes more of my time, that’s it, and that’s being rather generous!” Firm, strong, setting expectations, a woman in control Jase. That’s what I am.


    “I miss you,” he paused, possibly waiting for a response but he wasn’t going to get one. “I need to see you.”


    “Look at a picture,” ha!


    “I do, several times a day. Look when you get here, I have a hotel…”


    “Not coming and definitely not ever going to happen,” I laughed mockingly.


    “Why aren’t you coming? Did you have another fight with your father?”


    I was pissed, very pissed but I was trying to teach myself to think before I spoke, let’s see how that works, “My relationship with my father is none of your concern.”


    “Everything about you is my concern, Carly,” he was also trying to control himself, his voice had a bit of a bite though.


    “No Jase, and I’m not going to get into…”


    “I love you, you love me, stop fucking kidding yourself. You’ll…”


    “Jase, I’m trying to be nice here. I’m also trying to…”


    “Lie to yourself Carly? Is that what you’re trying to do?”


    “No Jase, but I won’t let you do that either!” Okay, calm it down there Carly.


    “Bella misses you,” he whispered into the phone.


    “Don’t do that Jase. Not to her,” Or to me, or you. I felt the burn of pending tears and I stopped talking.


    “Come, just for a few days. A lot has changed, Carly,” his voice was strained and I definitely could not deal with that.


    “I’m going on a spring break trip with a friend. I can’t do this to me anymore, and I will not do that to your…”


    “Fucking BRAD!”


    “No not fucking Brad, fucking Jane,” my voice squeaked.


    “Who is Jane, Carly?” he snapped.


    “My friend.” I could not fight with him, “Jase, I need to go.”


    “I have one minute and thirty seconds left Carly,” his voice shook in anger.


    “Jase this is stupid, you get so pissed at me and I …this is not who I am Jase, it’s not. I can’t do this. I freaked out a delivery man the other day. I’m starting to hate men, I am turning into Mimi,” I heard him chuckle which made me smile. “I’m glad I knew you but please, no more…”


    “Let me talk baby. You hating men is perfect, I am not going to lie. I know who the girl I fell in love with is and I know what I have done to you, and I promise I will more than make-up for…”


    “Listen, you take care of that little girl and worry about being happy. The man I fell for was amazing. But I am going to step back, heal, and move forward. Everyone has a first love that breaks them and they get over it.”


    “You won’t, I won’t let you.”


    “You don’t get to choose for me,” God this was hard, but I was doing it.


    “Where are you going on Spring Break? I’ll meet you, just three or four hours and…”


    “I’m hanging up now,” and I did.


    I shut off my phone and got in my car. I drove to the mobile phone store and changed my number. It was easier than I thought. Until I actually realized what I had done.


    I had just cut ties with Jase Steel.


    And it hurt.


    ~


    We returned from Spring break and I was burnt to a crisp. I cannot begin to tell express how good it felt to not stare at my phone waiting for a call or text from him. I could relax… finally. My mother and I had more fun than I expected. She is, and always will be, my best friend. Jane and Mimi were a source of ninety percent of the laughs for the whole trip. We splurged and spent two full days out of six in the resort’s spa. Mimi grumbled about it the first day but then when Jose, the most beautiful Mexican man on the planet removed his shirt during a deep tissue massage, she looked like she’d died and gone to heaven. The look in her eyes when he pampered her for the entire day, mirrored how mine must have looked whenever I was in a happy place with…him.


    We pulled into the driveway and Thomas’s car was there. Mom looked so happy, she must have missed him. When we walked into the house there were flowers everywhere. Mom gasped and covered her mouth.


    “Hold up there beautiful, I didn’t do this,” Thomas looked embarrassed. “But I would have, if I knew it would have made you react like that.”


    I grabbed one of the cards and opened it, “Jase.”


    I threw it on the ground and went back outside and grabbed the rest of our bags. I walked into Mom and Thomas sucking face.


    “I am going to bed. See you in the morning,” I am not sure if they heard me or not but I didn’t care and I am sure they didn’t either.


    ~


    I looked at those flowers every day for a month. The first day my mother watered them and I asked her not to do it again.


    “Why?”


    “I want to watch them die.”


    Yep. I actually said that.


    And meant it.


    They were a reminder of Jase, and I was going to use them as a focus. Each day they died, so would my love for him. Each day I woke and one was missing, I knew Mom couldn’t let them all die and she knew I needed to get through this in whatever crazy way I deemed fit. I was worse than those women in books, I was a freaking martyr.


    ~


    The research program for the semester was ending. I had decided to spend the summer continuing to work with Thomas on it, there was no funding but it didn’t matter, what we were seeing was almost miraculous. Neither of us wanted to stop. Brad was going home for the summer. I was relieved because the hurt from Jase was lessening and I may just take it out on Brad. I could pull out some Jase Steel moves and have him wrapped around my finger. Of course that may mean I would have to do my hair, and maybe apply some make up. Oh and wax, I was letting that grow, trimming of course, but no wax, and ABSOLUTELY no creams.


    I’d be entering my third year in college as a senior, yes, I over-did the course load but it was just the distraction I needed. I was also trying to get my mother to agree to let me take courses over the summer. She insisted I needed a break, and she was right of course, but I also needed to grow up and let my mom live.


    Without asking permission, I called Dad and he sent me the money for twelve credits. He also sent me money for three months’ worth of rent. He was shocked I wanted to move out and I let him make assumptions that Mom and I were on the outs.


    Mom was shocked as well, “No Carly, send him back the money…”


    “My relationship with him is what it is. If it’s easier for him to feel like I need him for money than for a true connection, that’s fine. He’s my father, I love him. I also love you and I know you and Thomas need to move forward, you have already taken a huge step by telling Mimi,” I smiled and wiped away her tears and she laughed.


    “You are my priority,” she raised her eyebrows.


    “And you are mine, the heart wants what the heart wants right Mom. Thomas wants yours, and you want his.”


    “He’s going to move in with both of us, Carly,” she shook her head, “I was going to tell you.”


    “Are you kidding me? His house has a pool and is closer to town. This house is…”


    “Ours, this house is ours,” I understood how hard she worked for us to have everything we had, plus ensure I had no student loans and at twenty I was ready to become an adult. I would never tell her that of course, she would feel like it was her fault I felt this way and it wasn’t. Damn the woman should be proud, she raised a twenty year old in this day and age that was a virgin.


    ~


    Mom and Thomas moved into our house, he sold his. He couldn’t break her heart either, and with the profit he made, he paid off her house, their house. He was amazing and smart, very smart. His golf night was on Thursday nights, Book Club. He said it was for her but I saw him almost sprint out the door as soon as they started filing in. I loved Thomas, and I loved that he loved my mother.


    I even loved my little studio apartment, Dad’s three month allotment got me six months due strictly to the fact that I took a couple months, which gave Mom time to get used to the idea, and waited for the best deal. I was a five minute walk from school, so gas was not an issue and groceries weren’t either. Every Sunday I went home for dinner and every Sunday night I got a text from mom to check my trunk. Always full of groceries.


    Jane and I hung out a lot and she always brought a movie or take out when she and I hung out at least three days a week.


    My last week of school was finally here: I was graduating in the winter. The funds for Thomas’s research were depleted but he and I both felt we couldn’t stop. I wouldn’t ask for more money, and Mom and Thomas had enough saved that they had decided together that if I moved back home, we could continue, just until I got a job or we found funding. I moved back in the weekend before graduation. I was grateful to have experienced my own sort of dorm life for almost five full months. Jane took over my little pad and was happier than could be.


    ~


    Thomas and I were going over findings waiting for Mom to finish grading finals when there was a knock on the door. I got up and answered it.


    Sally Henderson stood looking at me, “May I come in?”


    “Of course, Mom is still at work but she should be home any minute.”


    “Carly there is no easy way to tell you this,” and then everything went black.


    Thomas was so strong for me. He made phone calls, my father was his first. He told him that I was sleeping and as soon as I woke, I would call him. Cameron was next, then Mimi and on down the line.


    Mimi walked in and her face showed obvious signs of tears, but she held her head high and asked Thomas and I to follow her. She opened the safe that neither of us knew of and pulled out paperwork. A will and a file from a nearby funeral home. Mom had planned her own funeral, it was paid for and planned to the last detail. Her instructions were for immediate family and very close friends only. She wanted to be cremated, she even picked out the Urn.


    “Two days from today and after the service, we aren’t allowed to cry,” Mimi’s voice broke, “We celebrate her life and our time with her.”


    “When did you do all this?”


    “Years ago, after a year of working together. My file is now yours to deal with, Carly,” Mimi wiped a tear.


    “Your forty two Mimi!”


    “I KNOW!”


    Thomas jumped, “Okay we need to…”


    We cried and hugged each other and then I pulled Thomas into our embrace. After a few minutes he began to tremble, “I need to go, I need to see her.”


    ~


    When we came home the house was full of food and flowers. Thomas and I just looked at each other for a few minutes, “How the hell did this happen?”


    I started crying immediately, what else can you do? One day you’re sitting at breakfast, laughing and making plans to play a fucking board game and then a knock on the door and the whole world changes. She was my life, mother, and best friend all rolled into one. I had never really thought about why I knew she was the best mother… I just knew she was. She was patient, and loving, she supported me in everything I had ever wanted to do. There was always balance in our lives and I knew I was one of the two most important people in her life. She laughed at her mistakes and ours, a life lesson chalk it up and move on. She never pretended to be perfect and she didn’t have to. She was the absolute perfect mother for me.


    The emptiness inside was immediate. I felt myself caving in, into a deep black nothing. I could survive anything because I knew I had her. Now… I had nothing, worse than nothing. I looked at Thomas who had started to finally break down.


    “We’ll know soon enough,” I hugged him and we both sobbed.


    We woke the next morning and did the same thing. Cameron phoned from the airport, I didn’t even know he was already on his way. But of course, he would be. I showered and dressed and came out and saw Thomas sitting at the desk they shared for almost a year now, he was crying and my shattered heart was breaking even more. He picked up his laptop and threw it against the fireplace and it smashed into pieces.


    He turned around and saw me, “I can’t fucking do this Carly.”


    “I know,” I started to cry again.


    Tears don’t dry up, pain doesn’t go away, and hearts don’t heal from this kind of loss. I knew that for the rest of my life it would hurt this bad. Nothing could replace her… ever.


    Two days would never be enough time.


    Two lifetimes wouldn’t be, and if there really was a hell: I just found it.


    I grabbed the broom and dust pan and turned to see him on his knees sobbing and whispering something. I assumed he was praying. I watched him wondering how he could talk to him right now. But when he was done he wiped his eyes and turned around and reached for the broom, “Please, I can do that.”


    “Were you praying?”


    “Yes,” Thomas cleaned up the mess.


    “What made you smash the computer?”


    “An email, we got funding, not that it matters now,” he cleaned up the mess and took the trash out.


    When he came back in he took a deep breath, “We get through our allotted two days Carly, just like she instructed. We love her forever because there’s no other way, and we make her proud because she’s looking down on us now.”


    “People who don’t believe don’t go to heaven,” I started walking away.


    He grabbed my arm, “She believed Carly, and yes she did go to heaven. I know when you were younger you went to church. There would be no other place worthy of her. Your mother …” he let out a breath, “She’s in heaven, watching us.”


    ~


    After the services, we went to the lawyers to read her will, everything was spilt fifty-fifty between Cameron and me. The house was Thomas’s. She still owned the condo in Jersey that Cameron was living in and we both thought we should keep it. Her old tenants moved out a few months after my escape from Barbie, and Cameron moved in. She wanted anything we didn’t want to be donated to Catholic charities. When the lawyer read that, Thomas looked at me and winked, which made me feel better.


    We dropped Cameron off at the airport. On the way home Thomas asked me, “Where to kiddo?”


    I laughed, “I have no idea.”


    “Well we aren’t allowed to grieve now, just celebrate. Life is one big party, huh?”


    I laughed, “Then I can’t go back to that house.”


    Thomas pulled over and looked at me, “That house is just as much yours as it is mine. I don’t care what your mother said, I will not take your home from you.”


    “Thomas it’s a house, she isn’t there. I just can’t go back now, not for a while.”


    “So we sell it?”


    “YOU sell it,” I reminded him.


    “WE or it stays, making us both miss her. It’s up to you,” he held my hand.


    “What are you going to do now?”


    “Well she would kill me but I don’t think I could ever go back to that college either.”


    “Alright, I’m confused.”


    “The laptop incident,” he used air quotes, “We had an offer.”


    “What do you mean we?”


    “A company wants me to continue my research but it would mean a big move. But it’s also big money, and I get to do all the hiring. When I applied for grants I never expected this.”


    “Then why did you throw the laptop?”


    “I have known you for two years Carly, I love you like I would my own. I wouldn’t leave you here, ever.”


    “Let’s do it,” I smiled, “I love you too, Thomas.”


    He pulled out and continued driving, “You going to ask where it is?”


    “Sure where is it?” I looked at him and he frowned, “Jersey?”


    “Yes… so take your time and consider wisely.”


    “I don’t have to see him, I haven’t even talked to him in nine months, I am fine, let’s do it.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yeah.”


    “When we get back can I use your Mac?”


    “If you promise not to throw it at the wall.”


    “We are going to get through this kiddo.”


    “Yes we are.” We had to right? But when would it stop hurting?
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    -I wanna lick that little kitty…Z


    I looked down and read the message and rolled my eyes glancing briefly up at Dominic, Abe, and Cyrus who were smirking down at their phones.


    Zandor had sent a group message and was sitting in the large leather chair in DeLuca’s main headquarters in Prato, Italy. We were finalizing the last details for the research and development facility in New Jersey.


    -Be careful that kitty scratches….Dom


    Everyone looked down again


    -I would have that hot little ass tied up, declawed, and trying to rub all over me in two fucking minutes…Z


    -focus …J


    -I am focusing on Shakira over there, I bet those hips don’t lie, well maybe on the bed with me fucking the hell out of her… or across my face…Z


    -Dude, cut the shit—I’m getting hard just thinking about her…C


    -She’s married…Dom


    -Like he gives a shit…Abe


    - I wonder if she can roll her tongue…right across my cock…Z


    Everyone chuckled.


    “Is there a problem?” Benito DeLuca was annoyed.


    “No,” we all replied at the same time.


    “Good, please give my wife the respect she deserves,” Benito sat back, “Proceed.”


    -Now I need to lick that, can you even imagine for a minute what sex with that fuck would be like? Poor little kitty….Z


    - Not if I get to her first, I wouldn’t declaw her, I would love to feel her nails sinking into my back…Dom


    -Not gonna happen Dom, I called it first…Z


    -Aw… I’m not one of you, but if you want to share, you take the back, I will take the front. She appears to need it….Dom


    “That is all,” Jules De Luca looked at her husband.


    “That will be all,” he nodded to the door dismissing her, “Any questions?”


    “I have one, will she be traveling to the states? We could use her expertise for a few weeks. Of course we would love for you to come as well,” Zandor sat back.


    “If you find it necessary, I will make her available. Feel free to ask my assistant for anything you need. See you at dinner.” Benito stood and left the room.


    We all stood and looked at Zandor, “Let’s go.” I motioned to the door.


    Zandor rolled his eyes and stood, there was a loud bang against the table and he doubled over.


    “Did you, are you, oh my, my,” Dom chuckled.


    “Nah I’m fucking with you,” Zandor stood and winked at me.


    “Sounded more like a pencil anyhow," Dom patted his back.


    “No you forget I am from America, not Italy,” Zandor laughed and patted his back.


    “Oh that’s right, inferior to us. However half of you is Segreti, let us hope it’s the lower half, huh?” Dom was pretty damn funny, fit right in.


    “No Dom the lower half is all Steel, you wanna check it out?” Zandor grabbed his belt buckle and Dom shot him a warning glance, and we all laughed…


    ~


    We all went out to a club owned by none other than DeLuca, we ate dinner and watched the ladies dance on the stage, fucking topless. Benito and Jules hosted the dinner. Zandor and I had a little chat about scaling it down and I hope he got it.


    Whenever I looked up, Jules DeLuca was looking at me. I wasn’t sure what it was all about, but it made me fucking uncomfortable. Benito whispered in her ear and she shook her head and stood up and walked over to me.


    “Dance with me,” she grabbed my hand and pulled me up before I had a chance to object. The free flowing liquor didn’t help my ability to react all that quickly either.


    “Your husband tell you to dance with me?”


    “Yes. Benito wants us all to get along,” Jules smiled, she had a nice smile. Zandor was right she had a Shakira vibe about her, spicy hot, “You are single, yes?”


    “Yeah, but not really.”


    “In love, huh?”


    “Aren’t we all?” I nodded towards Benito, hoping to draw her attention back to her husband since her tits were snug against me. I nodded to Zandor and on cue he walked over and cut in.


    I sat next to Cyrus on one of the corner couches as some of the girls started coming over and dancing for us. Abe and Dom each left with a girl after the second song.


    “You may wanna grab one before they get sweaty. Which shouldn’t take long, holy fuck Cyrus,” I elbowed him and we both laughed.


    “You first.”


    “Not gonna happen.”


    “Either am I, check out Zandor,” Cyrus shook his head.


    Zandor was leading Jules to the bar, holding her hand. I looked at Benito and he rolled his eyes and whispered to one of his goons before following one of the dancers into the back. I looked back and Cyrus was at the bar beside Zandor. I was certain I had ordered water and this was not water.


    “Hey Zandor, you about ready to get going,” Cyrus patted his shoulder.


    “Nah, not yet.”


    “Look, Momma warned us about girls like her,” Cyrus smiled at Zandor, “Let’s go, there is plenty of ass around here.”


    “I think I like this little kitten though,” Zandor grinned and ran his hand lower down her back.


    Jules slapped him across the face and Zandor laughed.


    “Cut your losses bro, she isn’t worth the fight,” Cyrus caught her hand as she attempted to slap him. “I’ll let go but if you try that again your worst nightmares will come true Julianna Sanchez.”


    She glared at him, “What do you know of my dreams?”


    “Julianna Sanchez was a registered nurse at a Cuban hospital, where she met Benny boy. She was married when she met him. Somehow she saved enough money to fly to Italy for a little procedure, an enhancement of sorts. Shortly after, she divorced her husband, moved to Italy with her daughter who is at a boarding school. How am I doing there, Jules?”


    “You don’t know a thing of me!”


    “I know your husband just offered you up to Jase, who happens to be the majority shareholder in DeLuca. I know he just left the room with one of the dancers here and it didn’t seem to bother you one fucking bit. So again Zandor, Momma raised us better than to play with little kitties who climb their way from the bottom hoping like hell they make it to the top of the proverbial pole.”


    Cyrus caught her next attempt and Zandor laughed.


    “There is nothing wrong with an open marriage,” she snapped.


    “Hey-- to each their own, but yours isn’t open to what you want, it’s whatever he says. Back home we call women like that—whores.” Jules spit in his face and he laughed and licked the saliva off the side of his lips exposing his piercing.


    “You will fail here, mark my word. Then you’ll be poking holes and painting people again on the Jersey shore!”


    Zandor laughed as she walked away, “Alright bro, let’s go see how Jase is doing, and get dessert to go.”


    I woke up to someone between my legs, if I closed my eyes tight enough, I could imagine Carly. It had been nine fucking months and I swear I needed a release, preferably caused by someone other than myself. I was fucked up and she had cut off all ties, so why did I give a fuck? She was probably banging Brad. I heard a gasp and looked down. The dark haired woman was fascinated and I smiled, “Boccino.”


    “Sure,” I laughed, I really needed to learn some Italian other than just fottiti, ti voglio bene, and the one I could not wait to use, ti amo, with-- Carly, “Stop !” I sat back quickly, “What the fuck was I thinking?”


    “You finished?” Cyrus pulled me up everyone was standing there looking at me. Abe looked quickly away, he was pissed. So was I. Cyrus helped me stager to the door and I don’t remember much after that.


    ~


    I woke up to slamming drawers and then little giggles, “Little Bell, stop slamming things please!” I moaned and rolled over and covered my head with my pillow.


    “Is Daddy sick?”


    “A little but he will be fine. Let’s get you back to Grandma and I will kick your…wake your father up,” Bella laughed at Abe.


    When Abe came back I was getting dressed, he couldn’t even look at me.


    “Abe I was fucked up, I didn’t even…”


    “Yeah, well you should just forget about Carly, this shit isn’t going to work.”


    “Listen, that’s not going to fucking happen…”


    “Katherine died, so yes you are going to…”


    “Wait, what the fuck did you just say?” I swear to God I had heard him say…


    “Carly’s mother three nights ago. She had a heart attack and died,” I watched as Abe threw his stuff in his bag.


    “Abe I want her number,” he had refused and I respected his wishes up until right fucking now.


    “Not going to happen.”


    I grabbed him and he pushed me back, “Don’t start something you aren’t prepared to fucking finish, Steel.”


    I closed my eyes, “When are the services?”


    “Yesterday, immediate family and…”


    “The book club. Fuck, she is going to be such a fucking mess. I need to see her,” I felt my hands begin to tremble.


    “You sit down and shut the fuck up! They fucking responded to the email, you fucking win Jase, now let’s see what the fuck you can do that’s not underhanded!”


    “Abe that’s not fucking fair, not fair at all man,” I stood up and started packing my things and Bella’s.


    ~


    Abe and I didn’t talk the entire ride to the airport or the flight home. As soon as we landed he pulled his phone out and made a call, I know it was to her and I stayed the fuck away. One phone call and I could find out how to get a hold of her, just one fucking call.


    When Abe got off the phone he glanced at me and walked out the door. I carried sleeping beauty to the car where she slept on my chest.


    Abe looked at me, “Sorry, I don’t want to fight with you. I know what you are doing and what you have done. Watching Benny boy last night, fucked me up. I don’t want that for her.”


    “Did it fuck you up before or after you took off with …”


    Abe laughed and slugged me in the arm, “I’m not claiming to be in love.”


    “I know, but I really didn’t, fuck Abe how much did I drink?”


    “I am assuming doubles of whatever you ordered, you’re the shit now man, Jase Steel fucking business tycoon.


    “No different than before, brother.”


    “We have a party to throw on the shore,” Abe laughed.


    “Abraham O’Donnell CFO of Steel USA.”


    “No kidding,” Abe laughed, “Jase, you’re amazing with her.”


    “This little thing? It’s nothing man, and everything, she is the coolest little chick in the world. My girl, finally in my arms.”


    “So that’s enough right?”


    “What are you getting at Abe?”


    “You won’t fall apart, you’ll still be her Daddy, like you have been for over a year now, not just a piece of him if Carly tells you to fuck off?”


    “She won’t,” I smiled and looked down at Bella’s little face. “But if it happens, I would be no different, hurt, but no different than I’ve been for over a year now. In love with your crazy, beautiful cousin, who I didn’t have the balls to…”


    Abe covered his ears, “No, I don’t want to hear it.”


    I laughed, “I’m going to nail her ass.”


    “Jase you’re pissing me off,” Abe warned.


    “She is not going to be able to walk for …”


    “Hey Bella, time for you to wake up,” Abe tried to poke her.


    “Don’t do it, she won’t sleep for hours if she wakes up,” I was serious, if she fell asleep for ten minutes it was a fucking party for at least three hours when she woke up.


    “Shut up and I won’t,” Abe laughed.


    We pulled up in front of Abe’s place, “Busy day tomorrow.”


    “Oh she will be here in two days. The Professor has to take care of a few things and he will follow.”


    “You sure nothing is going on with her and him?”


    “I’m sure,” Abe rolled his eyes, “My cousin seems to like bad asses.”


    “Smart girl.”


    ~


    Abe called me in the morning, really early, “She’s leaving now, a day early. Cameron isn’t going to be back in town for two days. I’m picking her up at six. Going to bring her by the house and then I don’t know, what the fuck!”


    “I got the party, you take care of her. Call the office, see …”


    “She scheduled that for Saturday morning, she wants to get started right away,” Abe was freaking, which was not like him.


    “I will call Dom and get him back here, it’ll be fine. Sleep for a couple hours. We got people now Abe, we got this.”
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    I hated airplanes. They sucked, life sucks. I really wish Thomas was with me, but I know a lot needed to be done. I couldn’t believe how quickly we packed up a house that I lived at for so long and I couldn’t believe how much we gave away. I know I kept more than I should have, not my things, but Mom’s.


    Three different blankets, why blankets? It took me forever to figure that out. The one that hung on the back of the couch, the deep red afghan that Mom and I snuggled under while we watched the vampire series every day for a month straight. We had read the books first (of course), but to watch the movie bring it to life was amazing. I hated that girl who sat by the window and cried. I thought she should get over it but Mom had told me that the heart wants what the heart wants, and I never understood that until over a year ago.


    The purple velour blanket that sat folded on the end of her bed, we had laid and read side by side for hours covered in that thing. Thomas pointed out the holes and said I should throw it out but I wouldn’t. And last but not least the smaller army green wool one that Mom often stood wrapped in, on the back porch over-looking our garden on chilly spring mornings. She always got up before me and I joined her after watching her stand and admire our garden in peace. She would lift it and drape it over my shoulder and wrap her arm around me, kiss my head, and tell me good morning. For me those three blankets were as close as I would ever get to receiving a hug from Mom. They were her embrace now, and I would treasure them always.


    I woke when the plane touched down and folded up that army green blanket and shoved it in my carry on. I didn’t check a bag. Thomas had all of it in the moving truck he insisted on driving in, across country. DeLuca had set up the condo they were providing for me with everything I needed, it was amazing that they had taken interest in our project, and that everything Thomas and I had requested was approved. Even things like housing were provided, not just for Thomas, but for me as well. My mother would be so happy for the both of us. She gave us two days to grieve and forever to celebrate, and we were trying to honor her request.


    I saw Abe holding up a sign with my name on it and I smiled. I truly felt bad that I had avoided him since that summer that seemed like it was a lifetime ago now. But I wouldn’t anymore.


    He extended his arms and I dove into them, he laughed, hugged me, and leaned back, “I’m so sorry Carly.”


    “I am too, but my two days are up, no more crying. Now I have to celebrate her life, strict orders from the grave,” I smiled.


    “You don’t have to be strong around me.”


    “Yes I do, come on I want to see my new pad. You have time?”


    “Only thing I have planned is to take you out for drinks, I missed your twenty first birthday.”


    “Oh wow, yeah that was…” It never even registered but three days after Mom died was my birthday.


    “I know. Let’s get going.”


    We walked outside and there was a black Limo, “Mr. O’Donnell.”


    The man tipped his hat and opened the door, I got in and sat and Abe followed. “Mr. O’Donnell? What the hell is that all about?”


    “Well I have just been given a great opportunity with the same company that hired you,” he smiled, “Unbelievable opportunity.”


    “Spill it Abe,” I smiled back.


    “CFO of DeLuca US,” Abe laughed out loud.


    “No way! The same company as I’m here for?”


    “Pretty cool, isn’t it?”


    “So you’re like my boss?”


    “No, your bosses, bosses, boss,” Abe laughed.


    “Who the hell did you have to blow?”


    Abe laughed out loud and hard, “I’ll never tell.”


    “Well at least I didn’t have to do that to get in. I’m riding the coat tails of my professor, sweet huh?”


    “I’m sure you’re a hard worker, if not—I’ll fire your ass. Speaking of, there’s a big party tomorrow to introduce me as CFO, would you be my date?”


    “I’m sure you can find someone, Abe.”


    “Not that I’ll have fun with and who won’t be pissed that I am busy talking to everyone. Please Carly, please?” Abe begged.


    “Fine, yes. I’ll have to go shopping, which I hate-- so you better appreciate it, pal.”


    We pulled up in front of the condo and I looked out the window, “This is it?”


    “Yeah-- sweet digs, huh?”


    “I would say so,” it only took me half a second to jump out and run to the door. I rummaged through my bag and pulled out the key. I opened the door and I was shocked. Wood and black iron, very beautiful, and very well furnished. “Did you get a place in your employment package as well?”


    “Nope, did you and the Professor?”


    “Yeah, I hope he’s right next door, I would go insane if I didn’t see him every day.”


    “Why is that?”


    “He lived with us,” I could not stop walking around the kitchen, it was amazing. I walked into the living room and saw a few sculpted pieces that were beautiful. I touched them and closed my eyes. It felt good here, not cold, and I was going to like it. Mom would have loved it. I pulled the blanket out of my bag and hung it on the back of the oversized leather recliner, it was perfect.


    “Alright I’m starving, let’s go out,” Abe was in a hurry, but I get it, he was hungry. I wasn’t but I would love a legal drink at a bar.


    “Sounds good,” I looked back at my new home and smiled, it would be perfect.


    Abe and I sat at the back of the pub slash restaurant and ate. I had vegetable soup and he had steak, poor cow. He and I both drank three drinks and I was already feeling a case of the tipsy. Perfect. I would sleep well tonight. I looked up, and gasped.


    “What the hell is he doing here?” I snapped at Abe.


    He looked at me like I had lost my mind, “Carly, he’s my friend. What…”


    Jase looked at me quickly and looked away.


    “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a friend.”


    Jase took his jacket off and set it over the back of the bar stool, he pushed his sleeves up and sat down, leaving on a wool cap.


    Jase didn’t even look at me… the prick didn’t even look at me. Not like he should have remembered me for God sake… what was I thinking it had been almost a year since we had seen each other and I am very sure he had been very busy. I need to get the hell out of here and fast.


    Jase smiled at the waitress and I swear to God she moaned, she freaking moaned. “Could we get a round please, I will have a beer.”


    “Your usual?” she asked sticking her tits out as she drooled over him.


    “Please,” he smiled and sat back, he finally looked at me, “Carly…”


    The way he said my name made me want to slap him in the face. He was being sweet… sexy even and I wanted to slap him in the smug face when he gave me that stupid smile, that smile that said, I could have fucked you and didn’t.


    “Carly,” Abe whispered.


    “What?” I snapped at him.


    “Jase was talking to you,” Abe laughed uncomfortably.


    “Sorry, hi, Jase was it?” I asked trying to come off as cool, calm and collected.


    “Yes, Carly,” he smiled and blew into his hands rubbing them together trying to warm them.


    The waitress brought the drinks and set them on the table and she stuck her tits in his face, I bet they were fake. I looked just to make sure. I probably shouldn’t have because I saw Abe and Jase smirking at each other, “What?” I asked as I tossed back the Vodka and cranberry like I was a seasoned professional drinker. Abe laughed, “They looked fake,” I said loud enough that the waitress turned back and glared at me.


    Jase laughed, “How’ve you been Carly?”


    “Fine, and you…Jase was it?” I asked and finished my drink.


    “It was and it still is,” he smiled took a drink and looked up at me through those damn eyelashes: those dark, thick eyelashes that framed the most beautiful brown eyes I had ever looked into.


    “And I see you’re still a… very charming. Like Prince Charming, probably charming the pants off…” I knew I needed to shut up but it wouldn’t stop.


    “Carly,” Abe grabbed my hand, “Maybe you should slow down.”


    I looked at him confused and in typical stupid drunk girl fashion I felt a lump in my throat, “Sorry, I’m really not good company. Abe, I’m going to take a cab,” I stood up and grabbed my coat.


    “You’re flying to California tonight?” Jase asked as if he really gave a fuck.


    “Deceiving eyes, you man whore,” wow the words came out of my mouth, I knew it by the look in both of their eyes, I had not meant it to happen.


    “Reformed man whore Carly,” he winked.


    “Jesus Carly, what the hell has gotten into you?” Abe grabbed his coat and put it on.


    “Oh no, you stay, that girl has been eyeballing you all night, stay and have fun with that.” I ran, okay… walked fast out of the bar and was hit in the face with freezing cold winter air and I shook uncontrollably as I tried in vain to hail a cab.


    I swear I was ready to jump on a cab when one of those bastards hit a puddle and soaked me. I heard a familiar laugh from behind me and turned and saw Jase smirking, “Let me give you a ride.”


    “No thank you,” I wiped the slushy, freezing cold wetness from my face and stepped towards the road. I leaned out further trying to catch the attention of one of those yellow bastards and I slipped.


    “Okay Carly you’re drunk. We’re giving you a ride home,” Abe grabbed my hand and dragged me towards a black SUV. He opened the door and helped me into the passenger side of the vehicle.


    “She staying with you Abe?” Jase asked starting the car.


    “Nope, you can drop me off first,” Abe shut his door, “Damn, I’m exhausted.”


    “Where are you staying Carly?” I swear Jase purred my name.


    Abe rattled off the address and Jase laughed. I looked at him prepared to say something really, really…not nice and he glanced at me and smiled a very sweet smile, fucking dimple winked, chocolate brown, gold speckled eyes shined, and then the stupid white teeth sparkled. To top it off I then felt…damn, stupid conspirator nipples!


    I needed to get the hell out of here, “Abe I …” Abe smiled and got out of the vehicle and waved, “goodnight?”


    Jase put his hand on the back of the headrest and turned to look as he backed out of the driveway onto the street. He was beautiful, still beautiful I watched him until I heard squealing tires and a honk.


    “Shit,” Jase put the SUV in drive and peeled out gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles were white.


    I could feel my face turning red and looked away, out the window, stay focused damn it!


    I must have fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes, Jase was parked in front of my condo.


    “Are you alright Carly?” he purred.


    I closed my eyes again, I needed to say something like: Thanks for the ride, yes I am fine, but my head was throbbing, my stomach was in knots, and the man I had dreams about for the past year and a half was sitting next to me.


    “Carly?” he whispered.


    “Thank you, thanks for the ride. I’m loaded,” I opened the door and bolted to my door.


    I reached to my side for my purse and it wasn’t there, “You forgot something, Carly.”


    I turned and Jase was inches from me. I stepped back quickly and slipped falling on my ass on the hard ice covered concrete step.


    “Ouch,” it hurt like hell and I swear I bruised my tailbone and I tried to stand and slipped again.


    Jase caught me by the elbow, “You okay Carly?”


    “No…no damn it,” I whined, rubbing my ass, “It hurts like hell.”


    He bit his cheek trying not to laugh, “Need some help?”


    “Seriously Jase, you pig. I really don’t need you to rub my ass thank you,” I snapped.


    Jase grabbed me and lifted me, “Carly, I get that you’re angry with me, okay? I wasn’t offering to rub your ass, but speaking of asses-- you are a giant pain in mine.”


    Jase ruffled through my purse to find my keys and grabbed them reaching around me he unlocked the door. He picked me up and carried me through the door and set me down.


    I’m sure it was the alcohol, and exhaustion and grief that caused me to start crying, but it was still embarrassing.


    “Carly, is it that bad?” he walked behind me, “Where right here?”


    He rubbed my lower back and started lifting the back of my shirt.


    “Get your hands off me,” I snapped and turned around.


    “Really, Carly it’s been a year alright? You need to get over this…hatred you have for me. Stop being a pain in the ass and lay down,” he lead me to the couch and pointed, “On your stomach.”


    I did as he asked and he went into my kitchen. I heard him open a drawer and then the fridge. He returned to the living room and knelt down beside the couch.


    “I have ice, I am going to put it on your back,” Jase lifted my shirt and set it gently on me, “Better?”


    I shook my head and continued trying to calm down. I turned towards him, “Thanks.”


    “Look Carly, I am not trying to put the moves on you okay. You can relax,” Jase’s brows knitted together in a scowl for a moment.


    “Sorry, that’s not…” I began to explain.


    “It’s been almost a year. A lot has changed in my life so if you could just forget…” he started.


    “Forget what Jase?” I wiped my nose, “Do you think this is about you? It’s not, a lot has happened. I’m overwhelmed, that’s it. Maybe you should get over yourself.”


    “You want to talk about it?” he asked.


    “No! Not with you,” I gasped.


    “Alright, should I call Abe?” he asked softly.


    “No, I’m fine thanks… it’s late you should go see Bella,” saying her name hurt, I had not expected that. I stood up and stepped around him and walked quickly to the kitchen to get a drink.


    He walked out and pushed up his sleeves, “I should go.”


    “Thanks again for the ride Jase,” I walked out and started to open the front door and he looked at me with hurt in his eyes.


    Jase was standing too close for me to breathe. He lifted my chin gently and I looked up into his eyes. He very slowly moved towards me. I closed my eyes anticipating his lips on mine. Oh, how I had craved that.


    Jase kissed my forehead, “Goodnight.”


    I don’t know why I started crying again but I did. He paused and took a deep breath and closed his eyes, “Carly, I’m very sorry about your mother. She was a wonderful woman.”


    That did it.


    I lost it.


    And he held me, which made me cry harder. I missed her, I hated being here, I felt even farther away from her than ever before. I know I was not allowed to grieve anymore but it hurt. A perfect job and a perfect home meant nothing, I missed her. I wanted her back. And I knew no matter how many stars I wished on that would never, ever happen. I cried even harder and he rubbed my back and held me tightly.


    “I’m going to stay until you fall asleep,”


    “You can’t,” I pulled back and wiped my tears, “Bella.”


    “Bella is already asleep, Mom is there. You need …”


    “Jase you can’t, I don’t have her to fix it anymore,” yeah I said that, note to self, no more drinking, unless it was alone. “Sorry, I am so stupid and drunk, and…”


    He smiled, “So you won’t remember, come on I’m not leaving you here alone on your first night.”


    “So you’re trying to be my friend?” I felt my lips quiver, I was unsure if that’s what I wanted, or if I could even handle that.


    “Yeah, come on show me your room,” I started to object and he smiled, “I’m a Daddy now Carly, I really have grown up, besides I never took advantage of you before did I?”


    “If we are going to try this friend thing, I suggest you not bring up the past,” I looked at him and he smiled, “I’ll be fine.”


    “Didn’t sound convincing, let’s go, I will take the floor,” he grabbed my hand and started walking towards the stairs and yes I followed him.


    “I haven’t even been up here yet.”


    “I am sure we will find it,” he smiled over his shoulder at me.


    He was beautiful and very… very… addictive. Is that the right word? Or poison maybe poison, oh my stomach hurts and things are spinning and …


    I looked up and he was looking at me with his lips turned up slightly, “You done in there?”


    “In where?” I looked around wondering what he was talking about.


    “I don’t know wherever it is you go in that head of yours, come on. I bet this is it,” Jase opened the door at the end of the hall and turned on the light.


    It was beautiful, light hard wood floors and lavender walls, I noticed Jase stifle a smile, yeah he likes this color. The bed, it was huge, a deep purple duvet covered it, and pillows covered half of the bed. I walked into the bathroom and almost laughed out loud. It was just like the one at the Garden, I heard Jase walking towards me and quickly shut the door. I didn’t want him to see, which was kind of juvenile, like he would remember. Jase was going to be my friend.


    I splashed water on my face hoping that it would make me sober up, yeah I know not real smart. Note to self: next research project was going to be on, how to make the freaking room stop spinning…oh boy.


    I covered my mouth and made it to the toilet in time. I don’t know how long or how many times I threw up. I didn’t notice when Jase came in, sat behind me with one hand holding back my hair, the other hand taking turns handing me a towel and rubbing my back. When I finally leaned back he was what I leaned on. My back to his chest and both of his hands gently rubbing up and down my arms slowly, as I tried to catch my breath.


    “You feel better now?” I shook my head no, “I’m going to run you a bath, you soak for a bit and you’ll feel better.”


    I wanted to say no but I couldn’t, he was right, “Sorry that you had to experience all that repulsiveness.”


    He smiled, “It wasn’t that bad.”


    “It was nasty,” I started to stand and he grabbed my elbow and helped me up.


    “I have seen worse, you made it in the potty,” Jase smirked, “Like a big girl.”


    I smiled, “Thank you.”


    “Alright now the question is, can you climb up in the big old tub without hurting yourself?” I shook my head yes, “Good, now I’m going to get your bag, is it downstairs?”


    “Yeah, Jase odd as it seems I feel better. You can go if…”


    “If what?” he smiled as he walked out of the room and yelled over his shoulder, “I said until you fell asleep.”


    I must have fallen asleep because I woke and Jase had a towel, “You gotta get out, you’ll get all wrinkly like a prune.”


    I smiled slightly and took the towel, I looked up and didn’t move, “Oh yeah, sorry Ba…. Carly. There’s clothes and a toothbrush and paste…”


    “Thanks, I see them,” he was being sweet and I really liked it. Too much. I should probably be a bitch, fight with him so he leaves, and then I would be alone and I didn’t want to be.


    I grabbed the tee shirt and felt my face burn and he wasn’t even in the room, Forever Steel, the hotel walk of shame shirt, Dear God he must think I am such a freaking girl. So I put it on inside out, seriously hoping he didn’t notice.


    When I walked out he had turned the bed down, lavender satin sheets, I would have to get rid of them, I was a flannel sheet girl in the winter on the east coast, nice and warm.


    “Hop up in here,” Jase smiled and patted the bed, just like a daddy would.


    “Jase go home to,” I couldn’t even say her name he looked at me and then pulled his thin black sweater off over his head. “She’ll be upset if she wakes up and you are...” He looked at me and pulled his gray tee off. Damn, damn, damn.


    “I said I would leave when you fall asleep. I am really good at this whole night time thing. I will have you tucked in and purring like a little kitten in ten minutes.”


    Jase unbuckled his black leather belt and unbuttoned his pants, they fell to the floor with a thud. Okay he was standing here in his white boxer briefs next to my bed, his skin was so-- I really did not like how it made me feel.


    “Your shirt’s on inside out,” he pointed out and smirked.


    “Yeah, just didn’t want to give you the wrong idea,” Jase climbed into bed next to me and my heart literally stopped, I knew it did.


    He laid down and placed his arm across my pillow, “What idea did you think I may get?”


    “I don’t know, that I was hanging onto something, a long ago something.”


    “Like that even though you and I haven’t seen each other in almost a year, I thought you may still want me,” Jase chuckled. “You made it clear Carly, and I want to be your friend alright?” he cocked his head to the side and kind of pouted. “Now that we have cleared that up, your head has to go here,” he pointed to his bare, beautifully sculpted chest. “That’s the spot that will put you right into dream land”


    So I did, just like that, no fight, no smart ass comeback I just laid there with my ear against Jase’s heart. He rubbed my back and I guess I fell asleep.


    I woke up when he was pulling his sweater over his head, “Sorry I woke you.”


    “No don’t be, thank you Jase,” I stretched and he smiled.


    “You going to Abe’s thing tonight?” he asked buttoning his pants as I watched chewing on my lip, so my reflexes were a bit slow. He saw and leaned forward and pulled my lip out from between my teeth, gently with the pad of his thumb. “That’s not going to help this friend thing Baby.”


    “What I…:”


    He put his finger over my lips. “Please, you’ll screw up O.G.C.B.” He laughed and kissed the top of my head, “Some advice, drink two big cups of water and take these two pills,” he handed them both to me, “Then sleep, you’ll feel better. Gotta go,” Jase looked at his watch. “One hour and it’s breakfast, and school.” He stopped and looked like he wanted to say more and smiled, “See ya later.”


    “Thank you so much,” I was going to cry again, but I would hold off.


    “Anytime,” he left and I cried.
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    I walked into the house and closed my eyes, I had held her all night, in my fucking arms. I squatted down, over run with emotions, ecstatic that I had seen her, and nervous as hell that she was not ready for all I had planned. I loved that girl, and I would stop at nothing to make sure that she would feel that way about me again. I was just not sure she was ready. I could not fuck this up. Operation Get Carly Back had to work.


    I opened my eyes and Little Bell was standing in the hallway looking at me.


    “Are you okay Daddy?” she looked worried and I didn’t want that.


    “I’m great. Let’s get you ready for school.”


    We did our normal routine, I’m pretty sure I pulled it off. Mom came down the stairs as we were getting our boots on.


    “Before you leave I’d like to talk to you,” she kissed Bella’s head and walked into the kitchen.


    “Little Bell, you have pancakes stuck in your teeth, one more quick brush, keep the boots on,” she smiled and ran into the bathroom.


    “What’s going on Mom?”


    “Charlotte had a rough night last night, I just want you to think about preparing yourself and Bella.”


    “Something will work out, it has to.”


    “Jase, she is very sick. Bella will accept this if you do. But if you keep wishing for a miracle you may be disappointed.”


    ~


    After I dropped off Bella I stopped at the new headquarters. It was fucking impressive. We had bought up an old factory and within six months had made it into a very nice work environment. I took the elevator to the fourth floor, normally I would take the stairs but I was dog ass tired. I couldn’t sleep last night, I couldn’t stop watching her.


    “Good morning Mr. Steel.”


    “Cut the shit, Pam,” I smiled as I walked through the lobby into my office.


    “Dominic, and Jules?” she had no clue who they were, “Will arrive at noon.”


    “Thanks, as soon as they get here send them in,” I walked into my office, turned on my computer, and grabbed a water out of the refrigerator behind the corner bar.


    The morning was spent on the phone with Ocean Resort, I wanted everything perfect and yes I was using my new position in life to make sure it happened. “Keep in mind if this isn’t over the top perfect we will take our business elsewhere. The food, the stage, the dance floor, the fucking flowers all better be perfect.”


    Abe looked up at me and rolled his eyes and I realized what an ass I sounded like, “They’re going to spit in the food man.”


    “They better not or…”


    “You will take your business elsewhere, I heard you, and they heard you. You’re a CEO and President now, when are you going to start acting it?” Abe laughed and I did too.


    “You mean like Benny?”


    “Fuck Benny,” Abe scowled.


    “Soon enough man, soon enough.” We all hated the little bastard, “His wife is flying in with Dom.”


    “No shit?”


    “No, wonder what’s going on a mile in the sky?”


    We laughed, “Focus,” Abe laughed, “Zandor is going to be pissed he’s in Venice.”


    “It’s not Zandor we need to worry about,” I chuckled, “Alright we are focusing right?”


    “Yeah, Dom has a copy of the speech, I just wrapped up the video part of the presentation.”


    “Carly needs a dress, call her and tell her you’ll have one delivered,” I looked up and Abe was looking at me oddly, “What?”


    “She might have one,” Abe laughed.


    “No I checked last night…”


    “You went over there and rifled through her things!”


    “I spent the night,” I knew I was pissing him off, so I smirked on purpose and leaned back and put my hands behind my head, “The whole night.”


    “Way to take things slow fucker, she is dealing with…”


    I sat up, “Nothing happened. She cried, she threw up, I gave her a bath…”


    “Nothing happened and you gave her a bath?”


    “What size do you think she is?” I was ignoring him on purpose, and definitely provoking him on purpose, that son of a bitch thrives on this shit. Productive as hell when he is pissed.


    “I don’t fucking know, you think your bad ass but I am putting you on notice. Fuck her up and I am going to kick your ass up and down the shore,” Abe was pissed.


    “Five, six? Seriously Abe help me out,” I looked up at him, he had veins popping out of his neck.


    “Fuck you,” he stood up, “You got your tux there smart ass?”


    “No but I will order it as soon as I get done picking out what lingerie I am going to peel off your cousin tonight,” Abe slammed the door when he left the office and I laughed.


    He popped his head back in, “Eight o’clock fucktard!”


    “Love you Bro,” I chuckled.


    I Googled high end clothing stores in the city. Maison Martin Margiela popped up. I had never been there but the website was like nothing else I had ever experienced in the little bit of online shopping I had done for Little Bell. I loved it immediately. The pictures of the store looked amazing and I would be taking her there someday. It was art, not just a building that housed clothes. I spent way too much time admiring it than I would ever admit too.


    I grabbed my phone to call the store directly. I told them the item, size, and color I wanted. The salesperson asked the occasion and I was kind of was taken aback, seriously why did they want to know. By the end of my conversation, the salesman (if you could call him that, I felt like he was now a friend, I swear I came real close to inviting him to the event tonight) he knew the occasion and even why it was important. I was adamant on sparing no expense and he seriously could have sold me anything, but the shit kicker was he didn’t push. When he asked her shoe size I was lost momentarily, he didn’t make me feel like a dick he helped me figure it out and mention that if they were wrong I could return them. I even asked that he just pick something out for me that kind of flattered her evening wear but didn’t shout, I want to nail this girl so bad that I am buying matching clothes. He laughed, asked my size, and I gave it to him with strict instructions that I did not want flashy. He would be sure her things were delivered to her address within a few hours and that mine were delivered to the office. I even tried to tip him and he refused. I felt like a douche at that point, but hey he probably just saved my ass, I would definitely be sending a gift of some sort.


    ~


    I was pacing in my dark gray suit when Abe walked into the banquet hall with Carly. She was fucking stunning and I am not gonna lie I could feel myself chub up a bit especially knowing what was under that amazing dress, and even a bit more picturing what was under that. I licked my dry lips and she looked at me at the same damn time. Her eyes widened a bit and she looked to Abe immediately. Her hair was styled perfectly, it was pinned back on the sides and laid down her shoulder covering her left tit. Holy shit, I need to get laid soon before I explode. I wonder if once I have her it won’t be one of the first thoughts that crosses my mind when I see her. I doubt it, I’m probably doomed to a lifetime of wanting to be buried inside that sweet little…


    “Jase,” Abe stuck out his hand to shake mine but my eyes never left hers.


    “You look stunning Carly,” I am sure my face turned as red as hers did. She was rubbing off on me, the whole thinking before you speak thing.


    “Thanks,” she looked around lost for a moment. “They certainly don’t spare any expense do they?” she asked looking at Abe.


    “No they don’t, but I can guarantee I’ll be asking for a raise after I am settled in here. Jase, you mind hanging out with Carly for a few minutes? I see someone I need to talk to,” Abe didn’t wait for a reply, he walked away leaving her by my side.


    “You don’t have to entertain me,” she smiled the smile that said she didn’t want to be a bother.


    “Please you’ll be doing me a favor,” I wanted to take her hand but knew that would be too pushy, what would Mimi say. I chuckled and she looked at me and again and looked incredibly self-conscious, “Would you like a drink?”


    “No, way,” she giggled, “I mean, no thank you.”


    “Water, ginger ale, tonic, Vodka and Cranberry,” I joked and she laughed, “Water it is… come on, the bar is this way.”


    Carly walked beside me looking around. She spotted Abe standing with Dom and Jules. Dom was smirking at us and winked. I noticed that her shoulders slumped in slightly and she looked around nervously, insecure as hell and it pissed me off. I grabbed her hand and walked to the mirror wall beside the bar. I took her shoulders and faced her towards it standing behind her.


    “Look in the mirror Carly, and tell me what you see.”


    “Jase, please don’t…”


    “You are the most beautiful woman in this room, yet some dick winks at you, and you want to hide.” She started to step away and I held her waist, bringing her back, “Your eyes are as blue as the ocean on the calmest clear day, your hair naturally frames that fucking face, the one I swear to God I could look at everyday for the rest of my life, your body clothed or not would make any man on the planet give their left nut to have just one night with you. Your mind is constantly working, taking in everything around you. Your heart …”


    “Stop, just stop, I can’t…”


    “Okay Carly, just please don’t hide inside yourself, what you have to offer is amazing.” I needed to shut my fucking mouth but I was burning inside, I didn’t know how much more I could take, I needed her to know that I never stopped loving her.


    I looked over at Abe and he must have known I needed him to come save my ass, again.


    “Come dance with me?” he took Carly’s hand and they went to the dance floor.


    I ordered a shot and a beer, something to take the edge off. I looked over at Dom and the fucker was grinning at me, he nodded towards Carly and winked. I would fucking cut him. I knew the look I was giving him did not go unnoticed.


    I walked out of the banquet hall and walked outside, I paced back and forth for what seemed like an eternity trying to keep myself from grabbing her, throwing her over my shoulder, and leaving this party.


    When I walked in Dom was dancing with my girl, and she was smiling her polite smile. He looked at me and winked and I gave the Italian asshole the Bronx salute. He smiled and I shook my head and looked away. Two songs later he was still dancing with her and I had enough.


    “Mind if I cut in?” I tapped Dom on the shoulder.


    “Are you a waiter?” Dom was such a dick. When I told him she had no idea what had happened, he told me I should use my new power to impress her.


    “No but you’re an…”


    “Jase this is Dominic, he will be Abe’s boss, and mine as well,” Carly was playing defense.


    “I will let this common…whatever he is, dance with you amore mio. But if he bores you or steps on your little feet I will come save you.”


    “Have you ever heard of sexual harassment? Sei uno stronzo,” I took Carly in my arms rather forcefully.


    “Oh you speak some Italian?” Dom laughed.


    “Yes, Dom was it? I would apologize for being rude but…”


    “Carly is a beautiful woman, all is fair, isn’t it?” Dom laughed and walked away.


    “Jase what are you doing?” Carly looked upset, “I could lose my job.”


    “Sorry, I just... It won’t happen again. I just thought you were dancing with him to be polite and I didn’t want him to upset you.”


    “Well actually, the woman he is with is very interested in the research Thomas and I have been working on. She read all the findings on her trip here from Italy and Dominic was just saying how he would like to learn more as well. Apparently I’ll see him often at work Jase. I need this job, Thomas needs this job--you have no idea what it means to us. Please don’t do that again.”


    She was calm, but I knew she was pissed, “Alright, I will even apologize to him…”


    “No please just leave it alone. I am going to find Abe, thanks for the dance,” she walked away and left me standing there.


    “Hello, Jase,” I turned to see Jules standing next to me.


    “Jules,” I nodded and looked at Carly standing next to Abe.


    “Dance?”


    “One,” I thought this may be a good idea, Carly would be happy to not have to deal with me for a few minutes.


    “She is lovely,” Jules smiled and pulled me a little closer than I felt comfortable with.


    I stepped back, “Personal space, please.”


    “Awe I see,” she smiled, “I went over her work.”


    “Good,” I looked towards Carly and she looked away quickly.


    The song ended and I walked away leaving Jules on the dance floor.


    I told the coordinator to serve dinner and he looked at me strangely, “I’m Jase Steel, serve the fucking dinner.” I was turning into such a dick!


    I walked to the bar and got another beer. I stood back and watched Abe and Carly as they talked to Dom and Jules. This fucking sucked, and it was my idea. I mean everyone was having fun except me of course. I suddenly felt sorry for all the dudes who went to senior prom alone, poor bastards.


    I sat next to Abe at dinner purposely on the other side of the table so that I could look at Carly. At this point I was sure I was making her uncomfortable so I forced myself to make small talk with a guy who ended up being in our IT department and he had no idea who I was, which I liked.


    I noticed Carly yawn a few times and smiled, thinking of possible sleeping with her head on my chest again tonight, she looked down having caught me again.


    After dinner Dom took the stage, I looked around and couldn’t find Carly. I finally found Abe, “Where is she?”


    “She mentioned being tired…”


    “Call her, this is it man,” Dom was just about to announce Steel Industries USA. I looked at Abe.


    “She’s heading home, she is tired and needs a break, and I get it-- she has been through,” I started towards the door. “Where are you going?”


    “To find her.”


    “Jase you’re pushing her too hard man.”


    “Take care of this, I have to go.”


    I ran outside and she was walking down the sidewalk, I motioned for a car and we pulled up beside her. I got out, “It’s freezing out here, let me give you a ride.”


    She kept walking and I jogged up beside her, she was crying, “Baby, what did I do?”


    “Jase you’re …I can’t do this with you, you’re going to break me. You said you wanted to be friends, and then you pull that crap with the mirror, you cut in while I am dancing with my boss or whatever he is, you stare at me during dinner, you need to stop. I am telling you I can’t handle this. I just got here two days ago and I’ve seen you both of those days. I want a chance to try to be whole again. My mom is gone! She died less than a week ago.”


    She started to cry harder and I couldn’t help myself I grabbed her and carried her to the car. I gave the address to my driver and hoped to hell when the idiot said Yes sir, Mr. Steel she didn’t hear it.


    I held her the entire way to her place, Randolph opened the door and I climbed out and held her hand. I took her key and unlocked the door and opened it for her. When I started to follow her she held her hand against my chest and stopped me.


    “Please don’t make me ask you to leave…”


    “Carly I…”


    “I won’t let you do this to her. I’m not going to stand in your way of being her father.”


    “Carly, I’ve spent five days total away from Bella in the past fourteen months, I…”


    She looked at me, “I need time to heal, to be strong for me.”


    “And I have some things I need to tell you before you find out and think…”


    “No.”


    She shut the door in my face and I stood there expecting her to open it like an idiot. After I could not feel my nose I walked back to the car and got in, “Home please.”


    ~


    I was exhausted when I walked into the office at eight in the morning, some of it from the emotional fucking I took last night, some from the emotional fucking I did to myself, stressing over today’s expected train wreck, and some from the emotional fucking from Bella’s first tantrum. She didn’t understand why I wouldn’t let her come with me to work. She’d come every other Saturday morning with me. And she was pissed. Little feet stomping pissed, not quite the: I hate you thing yet, thank God because I would probably cry like a six year old little girl if that ever happened. If I kept trying to lead two lives it would, I know it would.


    I answered my phone at eight thirty. Nora my real receptionist was back from her family emergency. I was grateful Pam would not be there. Pam’s presence would not win any points.


    “She’s here, and she is early. Should I stall?”


    “No, I will let Dom and Jules do their thing and then have them give me a few minutes before they send her to me,” I hung up and seriously felt sick to my stomach.


    My back was turned when Nora opened the door to let her in, I heard her sit and I couldn’t bring myself to turn around, what was I thinking? Oh fuck it!


    I turned around and she looked at me, “What are you doing here? Are you trying to ruin my life Jase, get out before Mr…” she stopped talking and I could tell the wheels were turning inside her head. She stood quickly and I bolted to the door and stood in front of it, I knew she was planning to escape, “Get out of my way!”


    “Not until you listen to me, Carly,” I snapped at her and I immediately regretted it.


    “I hate you, you fucking…get out of my way or I will scream.”


    “No you won’t,” I scowled and she did. She fucking screamed.


    “LET. ME. OUT. NOW!”


    “Scream all you want, I pay these people, so you will fucking listen to me! I have busted my ass for nine months to pull all this shit together and you will give me the fucking courtesy of a ten minute conversation!”


    She reached into her bag and grabbed her phone, I was sure she was going to call the police. I walked to my desk and sat in my chair, waiting.


    “The time starts now, you have ten minutes and then you stay away from me,” she was shaking, I was not sure if it was out of anger or fear but it blasted me.


    “Baby…”


    “I am NOT your Baby!”


    “Miss Smythe, is that fucking better?” She didn’t answer so I went on, “When I was supposed to meet you in Denver, my Grandmother died, my mom’s mother in Italy. Her lawyer called the shop and insisted we be informed of what was in her will.” I held nothing back, I told her every detail. She sat and listened looking down of course and playing with her hands but she was still listening, that was good right? Wrong, her alarm went off signaling that my ten minutes was up and she stood. I jumped up and ran to the door and stood there.


    “Carly, the offer was made for the research department to be brought here before I even knew of your mother’s passing. I never expected to lay all this on you when you were hurting. I haven’t been with anyone. I have built this with the idea that as hard as I worked for all this I would work ten times as hard to show you that I have done this for us. I love you. Waking up with you the other morning was a dream come true for me. I want to wake up every morning with your head on my chest.”


    She still did not look up, “Please move,” her lip quivered.


    “Baby, please don’t walk away from me,” I was begging and I didn’t care.


    “Jase, please move,” she asked again quietly.


    “If you’re leaving this opportunity because you hate me,” she closed her eyes tightly together and I paused. “Carly your work is needed here, so if you’re in love with Thomas,” she looked at me and was about to say something. “Wait, just hear me out. Charlotte is dying, from what I understand, which is not a lot, my background is not medical.”


    “It’s not business either, but you’re here aren’t you?”


    “Actually, never mind, I’ll save that for another time. Bella’s grandmother is dying. I have a file I’d like you to take a look at. My mother tells me it’s something I need to accept and if you tell me the same I will.”


    Carly took the folder when I handed it to her, “I’m not promising you anything Jase. I will look but I don’t know if I can even stay working for you.”


    “I won’t be your boss,” I squatted down so that we were eye to eye, “I’m not your boss, I am a man who treasures you. If you can’t feel that way about me again, I love you enough to let you heal. Don’t leave here because of me, as a matter a fact I will leave so you don’t have to deal with my shit anymore.”


    She looked up at me, still shaking, and so very sad. She looked like she was empty and it scared me more for her than it did for me.


    “Thomas will be here Monday,” I looked at her and then away. “You listen to me Jase, he is a wonderful man and if you even look at him cross eyed I am out, he will come too.”


    “You love him?”


    “Yes,” she stopped and looked down at my fists clenching, “He lived with us, with my mother. They loved each other, I love him, and he loves me. We were a family, and he is all I have left of her. He and I loved her, and she loved us.” She began to shake, “Don’t disrespect him, and understand if it wasn’t for him I would not be staying on.”


    I shook my head yes I understood, “I’ll give you everything you need Carly, time, two thousand miles between us, or , my fucking heart. Whatever you need because I love you.”


    I opened the door and she left.
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    On Sunday, I received a text from Jase.


    -I hate that you are going through this alone. I can be your friend if that’s all you want I can be that for you…Jase


    -Thomas will be here soon, I’ll be fine…C


    - When you truly love someone you look into the mirror and you no longer see you and you alone. When love is that deep, that strong, you are not ever alone, even when they no longer walk with you. They are ingrained in you, not just a memory, a part of you forever….Jase


    -Thank you…C


    - I am working at the shop this week, Xavier has some things going on, if you need anything that’s where I’ll be…Jase


    -Thank you…C


    I read those texts over and over until Thomas showed up and I was glad he did. We spent the entire day unpacking boxes. His condo had been on the other side of the complex and it somehow got changed so he was right next door.


    We went through what he had brought from home, and we laughed and cried. Boy would she be miffed at us, I laughed to myself knowing she would love me and Thomas forever.


    I told Thomas all that had happened with Jase and he smiled softly, hugged me, and said, “The heart wants what the heart wants. He is not going to leave you alone Carly, so if you want me to rough him up let me know.”


    ~


    After showing Thomas around we dove into work. He laughed every time we couldn’t find something and I would call Janet. If the equipment wasn’t already here or we needed something more she filled out a form and gave us a date for when it would be delivered. After work Monday, I gave Thomas a copy of Charlotte’s file and asked that he look at it.


    We worked for twelve hours straight every day and on Friday, Janet came in at four and told us we needed to be out by five. She gave us a lame excuse and we of course accepted it.


    “He thinks you need a break,” Thomas joked as we cleaned up.


    “He shouldn’t have given me the file,” I rolled my eyes.


    We walked out of the lab and I saw a little girl walking down the hall and then I saw Pam. I looked at her and she looked up.


    Bella smiled and stopped in front of me, “Are you Carly?”


    “Come on, Little Bell,” Pam pulled her arm.


    “Stop,” Bella pulled her hand away from Pam, “Hi,” she smiled at me.


    I squatted down and smiled I stuck my hand out and shook hers. “It’s very nice to finally meet you Bella,”


    Bella hugged me, and I froze for a moment and finally hugged her back, “I’ve missed you,” she whispered in my ear.


    “I’m so sorry. Life has been crazy. I’ve missed you too,” hugging her felt so good I didn’t want to stop.


    “Your father is waiting for us,” Pam grabbed her hand trying to pry it off my neck.


    I stood up holding her and I wanted to hit Pam for being gruff with her.


    “Daddy has been helping at the shop all week, he only comes here when I’m in bed.” Bella was holding so tight she almost choked me, “I want to stay with you,” she whispered.


    Pam rolled her eyes and laughed, “I’ll take her, kids and their stories.”


    “She isn’t telling a story, Jase has not been here all week during the day. I’ll hang out with her, we will call her father…”


    “You and Jase broke up months ago…”


    “Pam, you need to keep in mind that Bella is right here,” I warned her and started walking away.


    When Pam started walking down the hall someone stopped her and she swore at them. I kept walking holding Bella as we rode the elevator down to the first floor. I walked out the door holding her.


    Thomas smiled at me, “I have plans tonight, call me tomorrow?”


    “Yeah,” A car pulled up and the driver opened the door, “This your car?”


    “Yes,” Bella whispered again.


    We sat in the car and when it stopped in front of Forever Steel Jase opened the door, I looked up at him and he was angry. He was wearing loose worn jeans and a long-sleeved thermal shirt, it hugged his body and I could not help but smile. His anger diminished.


    I stepped out with Bella still wrapped around me, “Sorry about this Carly, the office called and…”


    “It’s fine, right Bella, we’re fine,” I pulled my head back and she looked up.


    “Yes, we’re fine,” she smiled the sweetest little smile and buried her head in my neck.


    “Come here Little Bell, Carly probably has things to do,” he tried to avoid eye contact.


    “Really I don’t, so I was thinking maybe I could take Bella out to dinner. I got my first real paycheck today. Would that be okay Jase?”


    “Carly you need…”


    “I need what? No don’t answer that, you’ll probably get all carried away,” I laughed and Bella smiled up at me.


    “He does that you know.”


    “Yeah I know. He can come too if he wants,” I looked at him and he looked up at the sky and let out a deep breath.


    “Do you like my Dad?”


    “I do,” I blushed.


    “Do you love him?”


    I whispered in her ear that it was a secret and she laughed.


    Jase looked at me and I smiled, “So what do you say? Will you let me take you two out to dinner?”


    He shook his head yes, “You give me an hour?”


    “How about we order whatever Bella wants, and eat here?”


    “Sounds good, perfect actually. Come in, it’s cold,” Jase opened the door and we walked in.


    “You have to hurry though, Grandma is going to take you to dance and then I’ll meet you at home okay?”


    “Can’t I skip?”


    “No way, we stick to our commitments. Hey do I get a hug?”


    “Do I get to skip?”


    “No but…”


    “Then can Carly go with me?”


    “No sorry, girl,” Jase pried her off of me, “Easy Bell you’ll hurt her.


    “I won’t hurt her I love her. Remember I told you that, Carly?”


    “I think of that every day,” I smiled and it was the truth.


    “Okay,” Bella looked at me sadly.


    “I love you too,” I laughed and she smiled so big.


    “Can you stay with us tonight?”


    “Wow Bella, let her breathe,” Jase was beet red.


    “How about you stay with me? Your Daddy probably has to work and I have no plans at all. So after dance, if your Dad says it’s alright you can come spend the night with me. If not we can definitely try another…”


    “Dad says yes, order some food,” Jase said immediately and Bella hugged him and he looked up at me and mouthed I love you.


    “I love you Jase,” Bella gasped and looked at me and Jase laughed.


    “I love you both. Do me a favor, order dinner and get your butts in the back, I’m supposed to be a bad ass remember.” Jase laughed and Bella shook her head disapproving of his language.


    ~


    We ate Italian of course, and it was great. Joe walked into the employee lounge and was utterly shocked. She laughed and then cried, and Bella looked at me confused, which made me laugh. It was comical but very touching and Jase sat back with a smug ass look on his face, yeah the see I told you Mom look.


    “I am spending the night at Carly’s, Nana,” Bella beamed.


    “You are?” Joe smiled at me.


    “If it’s alright, I would love that.”


    After lots of hugs, kisses, and a pinky promise that made me laugh, plans for the evening were confirmed, I was having a sleep over. I was just as excited as she was, seriously, I never did this when I was younger and Jane was the only female friend I had that ever crashed at my place.


    When they left the shop Jase looked at me and smiled, “This has to be about us, Carly.” It kind of floored me, and I didn’t respond. I started to get embarrassed and then mad and he knew it, “Baby don’t get pissed at me already.” I looked at him and he rolled his eyes, “We can’t be this either.”


    “Well Jase why don’t you tell me how it is you expect me to act,” I could not believe he was doing this right now.


    “We move past all the shit, we enjoy each other, not just because…”


    “Pam doesn’t get to be alone with her anymore,” he looked shocked. “She was mean and if she ever treats her like that again--I will cut her.”


    Jase smirked, “This place brings out the bad ass in you.”


    “Not funny, and you Jase, are an idiot. This is about us, it was …”


    “That’s the thing, if you need time it can’t be balls to the wall. If you want this,” he pointed to me and him, “to go slow you probably should slow it down with Bella. I know the meeting wasn’t planned and I’m grateful you took care of the situation and I will be dealing with Pam, what the fuck was she trying to do!”


    “I think you are getting nervous Jase, which is crazy. You’ve been pushing, sending texts like you did Sunday and then falling off the face of the earth…”


    “That text had a double meaning Carly. I know how you feel about your mother. I felt the same shit when Dad died. Except I had the guilt to add to all that fucking pain. But check this, I feel the same way about you. You don’t complete me, like that movie line: You are my everything, the driving force behind all the shit you see around here now. I want to be the man who you look at and know will catch you when you fall, and not just literally. I want to be your shoulder, and your rock. The center of your world and the one who surrounds it. I want to fucking own you and for you to allow it, because God knows you already own me.” Jase grabbed my face and his eyes were burning, “When I have been kicked in the balls all week and I feel like my world is crumbling around me and have to force myself to be fucking strong, I need you to let me fall into you.”


    “And only me,” my voice trembled.


    “No one else, ever.”


    He kissed me, starting on my cheek. Sweetly, adoringly, lovingly, he kissed my nose, my forehead and then my lips. His lips covered mine surrounding them, gently sucking them. His tongue licked my lips and then stroked my tongue. I really didn’t mean to but I moaned and he pulled back and clenched his teeth.


    His eyes were glazed and hooded, “I am going to take you and you’re going to let me.” His hand ran down my back and he squeezed my ass hard as he lifted me onto the table. He kissed me hard and then stepped back, closed his eyes, and groaned before he walked out of the room.


    I will not speak, I will not speak, I will not speak, I told myself over and over again. I did not want to mess this up by saying the wrong thing.


    Jase opened the door and I looked behind him, the shop was dark. He walked up to me as he pulled his thermal shirt over his head. I noticed he had a new tattoo running up his left side, it was all black and I was about ready to ask him if I could see it when he kissed me and started to unbutton my blouse. He removed it and my bra and stood back looking at me as he undid his jeans and pulled them down along with his black boxer briefs. He was absolutely beautiful. He lifted me up and held me against him as he unzipped my skirt and pushed it down. My breasts rubbed against his and they burned, they were heavy and my nipples were so hard it was almost painful.


    He snapped the strings on my underwear and sat me back on the table. He pulled my knees apart and rubbed his rock hard cock against me. He licked his lips and kissed me moving from my lips to my neck, as he continued to rub himself up and down me. He took my breast in his mouth: sucking at first, it was gentle, and he moved to the next and did the same. When I moaned, he bit down and groaned against my chest. He moved down my stomach and then licked an imaginary line between my hips and then down. He stroked his tongue from back to front over and over groaning as his tongue dipped deeper and deeper into me. My hands gripped the edge of the table and I felt the warmth deep inside me begin to burn and spread throughout me before it was radiating throughout my entire being.


    He kissed my thighs and up my stomach.


    He licked his lips, “So fucking good,” he growled, and grabbed my face and kissed me. I could taste myself on his lips, “I could do that to you all night long,” his finger circled around my clit, and then he lowered it and pushed it deep inside me. I felt myself clench around him. “So fucking tight,” he laid me down kissing me and he slipped another finger in. He bit his lip and his nostril flared.


    When I finally couldn’t hold back the noises brewing deep inside my chest, he pulled his fingers out and grabbed his pants and pulled a silver foiled package out of his pocket and ripped it open with his teeth. My knees pulled tightly around his hips, the burn was too much. He slid the condom down him and pulled the end out, and grabbed me behind the knees bringing my heels up around him. He leaned over and nipped my pebbled nipples and my legs fell open impudently-- I swear I had nothing to do with it. He rubbed himself across my clit and I whimpered. I opened my tightly closed eyes and he was flush and his pecks flexed as he pushed into me. My mouth opened and I silently yelled.


    “I need to hear you Baby, don’t hold back on me,” he pushed deeper and I clenched my teeth, embarrassed by what may come out of my mouth. I watched as his hips gyrated slowly and his jaw clenched, he was holding back. One hand kneaded my breast as the other held my ankles together behind his back.


    I let out a whimper followed by a deep moan as his thumb grazed my clit and he pushed in further. His hips circled, “Fuck Baby you feel. So. Fucking. Good. Your tight little pussy is fucking squeezing the life out of me.” He squeezed my breast, and my hips pushed into him and I whimpered. “I need more Baby, let me give you more.”


    “Yes,” I finally breathed out, “Yes, please,” I whimpered and he closed his eyes and pushed harshly into me. It was painful until he swayed his hips and hit something deep inside me. My whole body tensed.


    “That’s it Baby, cum for me,” he moved back slowly and then back in. Each thrust took my breath away and pleasure surround me so intensely that I had no way of controlling what came out of my mouth.. until I finally felt my body start to relax.


    I could never have imagined this, this, “So, good,” I whimpered and my hips met his.


    He hissed and pulled me up and kissed me as he thrust in and out of me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and my tongue licked his: praising him, tasting him, enjoying his body more than I ever felt humanly possible. He lifted me and I wrapped my legs around him and as if it were even possible, he pushed further into me. Hitting the end of me, there was no more room, I was so full and so wet and enjoying every bit of him, even though it was a little painful, “Hurts so good, Jase,” I whimpered into his neck.


    “Aw yeah Baby, so fucking good,” he groaned.


    My back was against the wall, and I was wrapped around him, his thrusts hastened, and I felt the heat consume my body again, my muscles tightened as if being called by his body to do so, “Again Baby, that’s it,” he kissed me and I cried out, both of us came at the same time.


    “Fucking beautiful,” Jase growled as he turned around and slid down the wall holding me.


    We held each other tightly until our breath started to slow down. When I came down from the most beautiful high I had ever experienced he was stroking my back, “I love you even more, now,” he chuckled and kissed my neck.


    I smiled and he leaned back against the wall and looked at me. Both of us grinning like idiots, “I love you.”


    


    ~


    I watched them sleeping in the bed I knew would be perfect to frame my beautiful baby as she slept. What made it even more perfect was that Little Bell was asleep snug up against the woman I loved. I needed to give her a break, but I swear I needed her again. I was going to be enslaved to her forever and I knew it from that first day on the beach. I watched her eyes flutter as they adjusted to the light coming from the master bathroom and she smiled when she saw me.


    “Hey, Baby,” I whispered and kissed her head.


    “What time is it?”


    “Late, but I need to talk to you,” my heart pounded against my chest as she slipped out from under Little Bell’s arm and swung her feet over the side of the bed.


    She stretched as I looked over that hot little lavender covered body that was mine now. She started to stand and I stood in front and stopped her. She rubbed her eyes and blinked up at me, “Is everything alright?”


    “Yeah, listen I over-plan everything when it comes to you, and generally… I fuck it up. So as I sat in that office tonight daydreaming of you on that fucking table I decided fuck it, fuck the planning, fuck the surprises that blow up in my face, and fuck the waiting.”


    She smiled curiously at me “Have you been drinking?”


    I laughed, “No, but if this backfires could we pretend I was?” She looked at me and shook her head and giggled.


    I reached in my pocket, got down on one knee and looked up, “Whenever I feel like we have wasted a lot of time, I look back and realize it was all meant to happen, I suppose. So here’s the deal, I want to start forever with you now. Marry me, Baby.”


    Her jaw dropped, yeah I surprised her and it felt so fucking… “Where are you going?”


    She ran into the bathroom and shut the door. I fucked up again. I paced outside the door for hours, okay so it was a mere two minutes but it felt like forever before she opened that damn door. When she did she was glowing, fucking glowing.


    “Baby, you’re killing me here.”


    “Sorry, I had to brush my teeth.”


    “Look oral hygiene is important but…”


    “Yes.”


    “Yes? Well why the fuck couldn’t…”


    She put her little hand over my mouth, “Because you’re going to kiss me after you put that ring on my finger and I want my mouth to taste yummy when you rub that ball all over my tongue.”


    I smiled and grabbed her hand. I nipped her finger and slid the ring down it, “You want my ball all over your tongue, Baby?”


    She smiled from ear to ear, “Uh huh,” and kissed me.


    When I got done rubbing her tongue the way I wanted to rub her insides my Baby dragged me into the bathroom and fucked me with her mouth. She is the fucking best.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Epilogue


    When I woke in the morning, Jase and Bella were walking in with breakfast.


    Bella jumped on the bed and hugged me and smiled sheepishly, “My Daddy asked you to marry him?”


    “He did, and I said yes,” I couldn’t stop the grin from covering my entire face and Jase laughed, and then kissed my head.


    “You and Carly sit and eat, I’m going to shower, then you are going to hang with the Grandma’s for a few…”


    “No…” she began to object.


    “Little Bell, I have to go ask her Daddy’s permission before this can happen. Just like when you grow up and are like thirty, the man who falls for you better have the ba… decency to ask me first, got it?” I smirked. Jase was a Daddy, and a good one.


    He looked at me and winked, “Eat up Baby, we have sh…things to do today.”


    ~


    It was only eight o'clock when Jase knocked on the door, and Barbie opened it. My inner Badass walked past her and smiled at my Dad.


    “Mr. Smythe I am…”


    Cameron appeared out of nowhere and looked at us, “Jase Steel.”


    “You must be Cameron. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Jase smiled and stuck his hand out to shake his.


    “I am sure you have, I know a lot about you as well,” Cameron glared at him.


    “Alright then,” Jase didn’t even let the rudeness shake him.


    “Cameron,” I scowled at him.


    “I told you to stay away from him, Carly,” Cameron glared back.


    “I apologize for whatever it is you heard about me…”


    “Pam? My girlfriend in high school and college, that’s what you did. And her best friend that you…”


    “Cameron, that's enough,” I snapped.


    “No Carly I got this. Cameron, I had no idea…”


    “Like you would’ve given a shit,” Cameron snapped.


    “Well, probably not,” I closed my eyes hoping he would somehow redeem himself. “Things were bad then, and I’m sorry.”


    Cameron just glared at him. Jase turned to my Dad, “I’m here to ask permission to marry your daughter.”


    “He works in a fucking tattoo shop, Carly. He has a kid he has never had shit to do with. You’re going to be supporting his ass for the rest of your…”


    “Cameron, that’s enough,” I could feel myself starting to shake.


    “Baby, it’s fine, I got this,” Jase wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed my head. “Cameron again, I’m sorry. You and I need to move on from this.”


    “When, how much is this going to cost us?” Barbie snapped.


    Jase took a deep breath, “Mr. Smythe, again I’m asking permission to marry your daughter. She will not be supporting me financially, I have a little girl who I now have custody of…”


    “So you need a Mommy for her,” Cameron sneered.


    Jase took a deep breath and I looked up at him and his jaw muscles flexed.


    “I love that little girl, I’ll be very proud to be her step mother, Cameron. I love you, and I love Jase, so figure out how to get over…”


    “Mom would be so disappointed in you,” Cameron closed his eyes.


    “I met your mother and she was a wonderful woman Cameron, I’m very sorry for your…”


    “When! When did you meet my mother?” Cameron was angry.


    “A year and a half ago,” Jase answered.


    “Carly do you need my permission?” my father looked sadly at me.


    “Not really. Jase wanted to do this.”


    “Alright then. When will the wedding take place?”


    “As soon as possible, New Year’s eve sound good, Baby?”


    “Sounds great,” I grinned like a fool.


    “We will get married in Italy,” Jase smiled and kissed my nose.


    “We can’t afford that!” Barbie snapped, and Jase laughed, “Tell her no!”


    My father looked at me, “I’ll do whatever I can Carly.” He hugged me.


    Jase shook his hand, “Just show up and put a muzzle…” I elbowed Jase stopping him from talking. “Thank you. I’ll make all of the arrangements.” Jase turned and looked at Cameron, “You and I are going to be brother’s soon. That means everything to me. We figure this out like men, for your sister.”


    Jase reached in his pocket and handed my father and Cameron his card and smiled, “All my contact information is here. Anything you need to know, or anytime you want to talk about Carly… call.” Cameron looked at the card and shook his head, “I love your sister, I’ll never hurt her or let anyone else hurt her,” Jase looked at Barbie and then back at me, “We have dinner on Sunday nights as a family. This is an open invitation, just show up. Carly will text you the address when we figure it out. You ready, Baby?”


    I hugged my Dad and Cameron goodbye and smiled as politely as I possible could at Barbie and we left.


    As we walked out it dawned on my that I had not asked about the tattoo so I did.


    He lifted his shirt and I had to stop myself from jumping him right there. He was so damn scrumptious!


    “Per semper acciaio piccolo campana and Carly,” he smiled, “I got it done after you told me to fuck off on the phone.” He smiled, “It says Forever Steel little Bell and Carly.”


    “After I told you….”


    “Yeah,” he kissed me and laughed.


    “That’s pretty presumptuous…”


    “No, I knew from the beach Baby,” he opened my door and I got in.


    When he got in the car he kissed me. A kiss that said I got you and I knew he did. My hands ran up his chest and he moaned into my mouth. I loved him madly almost from day one, he was my now and forever.


    Forever Steel.
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    Let me tell you a story…


    Scene


    Upstate New York


    At eighteen in a tattoo parlor, boyfriend is getting his first tattoo, me NOT HAPPY about it.


    Story


    As boyfriend thumbs through the book asking me if I like it, my snobby ass answers “no” to each one. The tattoo artist comes over all bad-ass like, looks me up and down and says, “What are you a fucking art critic?” I scowled, told boyfriend when I would be back and left. I hopped in my used white 1989 Pontiac Trans Am, T tops off, cranked up some Pearl Jam and peeled out thinking Fuck him!


    When I returned tattoo guy was just finishing up, “Get over here.”


    I rolled my eyes and shook my head no. Yes I was a bitch, gasp.


    He repeated himself and I walked over.


    Tattoo guy looked up and smiled, “Did I spell your name right?” He winked and I laughed out loud.


    Boyfriend about came off the table, NOT. HAPPY. AT. ALL.


    Moral to the story, learning experience for me…


    Don’t be a bitch.


    


    All people are not the same, thank God or we would not have much to write or read about. Art is something very personal, writing is an art. My Boyfriends’ tattoo was not one I would have chosen, and in the artists defense (not one I can use) he did as he was asked. He did an amazing job. If I choose to get one someday, I would definitely look him up.


    That being said…


    Even my worst reviews make me want to do a better job. Not just for me but for all of the people


    who enjoy my books.


    However, there’s a difference between a review and a slam.


    What have I done since then?


    I have a hard time asking for help. But when offered by a couple amazing people (more than once). Through the shit reviews-- that took hip waders to get through,( but I can honestly say I didn’t shed a tear or even consider hanging it up, I am a fighter by nature)I got a wake-up call. I took their help. And I am forever grateful for it.


    I am also slowing down. Nine books in a year was a lot! Four or five, TOPS from now on.


    My wish….


    Is that those of you who blasted me give it a second chance. Men of Steel Novella, Wrapped in Silk, and Stained have been edited. Check them out, they are all amazing stories, (Never claimed that they are works of literary genius, but I know they are good)


    FYI


    My tattoo story above is a beginning to something that will come soon…


    Love to All,


    MJ Fields


    

  

cover.jpg





