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   [bookmark: C1]Chapter 1
 
   It was an exceptionally hot summer. I was glad to be spending it with my father while mom was away on a “retreat”. Since my parents had divorced two years earlier and I had moved to Palo Alto  with my Mom, life had certainly changed. My brother Cameron stayed with Dad in Jersey. I was less than enthralled about being separated from him. I love him, he was absolutely the best big brother a girl could ask for. He was certainly the reason I narrowly escaped losing my virginity to the most beautiful boy I had ever laid eyes on, a bad boy, Cameron had told me.
 
   “What are you doing Carly?” Cameron screamed as he stormed down the beach towards me.
 
   Needless to say, I was horrified that my brother had caught me making out with our cousin Abe’s best friend. A boy I had been sneaking around with for weeks.
 
   The first night I saw him, Abe and I had wen't to a party on the shore. He was sitting on a rock with a beer in his hand. He was gorgeous, messy black hair and the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen. Brown like chocolate and his perfect smile, God that smile and a dimple on his left cheek that was so deep. He had his shirt off, his body was beautiful. Long, lean, and he was cut. His skin was a golden tan, and I swear I didn’t see a tan line.
 
   “Hey Abe,” he smiled and waved us over and handed Abe a beer, “You want one?”
 
   “Uh…sure…” I looked at Abe and he smiled. I really didn’t, but I didn’t want him to look at me like I was some sort of child either.
 
   I remember the brunette brigade all swarming around him and how they all but threw themselves at him. I watched him smile and joke with them, but I also saw the way he looked at me out of the corner of his eye and would smile at me when Abe was not paying attention.
 
   He had a girlfriend, and watching them was not at all comfortable. Not just because I thought he was beautiful or that I truly spent every night for that first week waiting for his smile, craving his attention. Because she was mean, she was rude to every one of his friends, she was nasty to all hers,and she constantly redirecting his attention from my cousin and their friends  to her mouth. The way she would kiss him or would make a sexual comment just to gain his attention made me nauseous. What was even worse was that it seemed to work.
 
   On the last night of the first week  they got into a fight, she actually slapped him across the face. He laughed at her and turned away. He walked towards the water  and stood there. I remember Abe standing and talking to him, then patting him on the back and then they walked back to the group which now included me.
 
   He smiled broadly, “Well I am pretty sure that’s done.”
 
   Abe and the rest of the guys laughed, “Yay right.”
 
   He looked up at me and smiled, that smile did me in for the rest of the summer.
 
   It started off very innocently, we all hung out at the beach every night. He eventually sat closer to me. Abe noticed, and he backed off.
 
   “I want to hang out with you Carly,” he purred into my ear.
 
   Yes, he purred, his voice could melt butter it was that damn hot.
 
   And what came out of my mouth? “We are.”
 
   He looked confused, the beautiful boy I had watched for over a week. The one who alluded confidence looked dumbstruck. When he finally pulled it together he smiled.
 
   “Alright then,” he excused himself after a few awkward moments.
 
   A few days later she started to come around again. At first he ignored her and then he didn’t, simple and easy. And she was easy, I watched as she flounced around in front of his friends to piss him off and then the two of them would leave. Most times they did not return.
 
   A week later he showed up, and she stormed down towards all of us yelling at him. He walked up and sat next to me, it was the only place to sit, I know this, but still it made my heart beat faster.
 
   “Do you like her, is that why you have to come here every night?” She yelled.
 
   I knew my eyes were as big as ET’s when I glanced up at her making me. She gave me a dirty look.
 
   “I am sorry I don’t know your name…I am Abe's cousin, I am just visiting,” I managed to choke out before she interrupted.
 
   “Pam, learn it,” she snapped.
 
   I looked at Abe who was walking towards us, thank God.
 
   “Pam, I will take you home. I am sorry that she is such a bitch Carly,” he grabbed his phone and stormed away, and Pam followed like a damn puppy about to get a bone,and I was sure that’s exactly what she was getting.
 
   I laid in bed that night and tossing and turning in my bedroom at my fathers until I heard my phone chime. I reached in my bag and took it out. It wasn’t mine.
 
   “Hello?” I whispered.
 
   “Who has my phone?” the voice purred.
 
   “Is this…Umm it’s Carly…I didn’t mean…” I was trying to be cool and not let on that I already knew exactly whose voice it was on the other end.
 
   “Carly, it’s Jase. I must have grabbed yours by mistake. Meet me at the beach so we can switch phones, ten minutes,” he hung up.
 
   I brushed my teeth, jumped into a pair of shorts and a tee-shirt and crawled out my window, yes I snuck out.
 
   ~
 
   “You are late,” he smiled when I walked towards him.
 
   “I had to sneak out, I mean… sorry…” I closed my eyes.
 
   He laughed and smiled at me, “Why are you sneaking out it’s only ten?”
 
   “My Dad, if I was with Abe it would be alright, but not alone,” I watched him sit on a blanket and pat the spot beside him.
 
   “Well you’re here now and since you snuck out we should hang out for awhile,” he smiled, and I sat.
 
   I didn’t argue I just sat next to him and stared at him for a few moments, and he stared at me.
 
   “Oh here, sorry I don’t know how that happened,” I handed him his phone and he handed mine to me and smiled again.
 
   “I know how it happened Carly,” he grabbed my hand and held it and yes I let him.
 
   When my head was finally back from its trip to the moon I looked down at our hands and then up at him, “Did you…did you do it?”
 
   “Yes, I told you I wanted to hang out, and by that I meant you and me, not everyone else,” Jase looked at me and then slowly released my hand.
 
   “You have a girlfriend, one who doesn’t seem to like me very much,” I reminded him quietly.
 
   “Does that bother you Carly?” he looked at me, his eyes drifted down to my lips.
 
   I swallowed hard, and my mouth was all of the sudden dry and my head felt…dizzy. I quickly pulled me knees up to my chest and put my head between my knees. Air …good God I needed air.
 
   “Are you alright?” he rubbed my back and I swear my stomach flipped.
 
   “Just dizzy,” I whispered.
 
   “Your not feeling well? Carly your face is …your hot Carly,” Jase lifted my head up quickly which didn’t help.
 
   Looking in his big brown eyes I felt my face burning, “I have an inhaler in my bag.”
 
   He dug through my bag and handed me my inhaler, and I quickly used the, “You have asthma?”
 
   I shook my head yes and held my breath. When I finally breathed out I laid back onto the blanket  and closed my eyes.
 
   “Carly, are you okay?” he pushed my hair off of my eyes, and I looked at him and shook my head yes, “You scared the shit out of me, are you sure you're alright?”
 
   “Yes, I am just cold. I should get back,” I sat up, and he stopped me.
 
   “Hold up, you need to chill for a minute, right there, lay back down,”  he smiled and lowered me back , and I let him. I let him lay me down… on a beach…in the moonlight.
 
   The way he looked at me made my heart race, thumping against my chest which did not help the breathing situation at all. I rolled to my side to avoid looking at him. I took long, deep, breaths, and he started to rub my back.
 
   “Jase, please stop, that’s not helping. Just please stop,” I am sure my face was turning even  redder, and I could not get it together. I was wrecked.
 
   I heard him laugh, and I laid on my back and looked at him sitting next to me smiling.
 
   “It is really not that funny, I could be dyeing over here, and your laughing,” I sat up and grabbed my bag.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t know what the hell just happened. Sorry,” he scowled at the ground.
 
   “No big deal, I am going to head back. Thanks…I guess,” I stood and left.
 
   I practically ran out the four blocks home, and I climbed back up the tree and into the window. I grabbed my inhaler and took one big puff and held my breath. I let it out and flopped back on my bed and laughed, thinking of how foolish I must have looked. And then I laughed harder into my pillow, my God what just happened.
 
   I stopped laughing when my phone chimed. I jumped up and grabbed my bag and ruffled through it like a crazy woman until I saw the message. The smile on my face was so big it hurt. I flopped back on my bed and read it over and over again.
 
   -Tell me you made it home alright…Jase
 
   -I made it home alright…Carly
 
   -Good, tell me you can breathe and that I don’t have to worry…Jase
 
   -I can breathe and you don’t have to worry…Carly
 
   - Now tell me you feel what I have felt for two weeks, and tell me when I can see you again Carly…Jase
 
   I gasped out loud and tried to think of something to say. My phone chimed again.
 
   -Good, see you tomorrow, same time same place…Jase
 
   - OK….Carly
 
   And that was how it all began…..
 
   




 
   Chapter 2
 
   The day dragged, and I mean duh rag duh. I even napped, and I don’t nap. I was probably exhausted from over thinking everything until three in the morning. I fell asleep at around six, right after dinner I heard my phone ringing and sat up and looked at the clock, shit! I threw on a pair of jeans and a shirt, grabbed my bag, brushed my teeth, and threw my flip flops out the window and shimmied down the tree. I was almost down the damn thing when a branch stamped causing me to fall four feet from the bottom which would not have been so bad if I didn’t scrap my forearm trying my damnedest to stop the fall or at least lessen the impact when I landed.
 
   I shoved my feet in the flip flops and I started running. I realized if I ran the whole way I would probably need the inhaler again. So I walked fast, really fast. When I realized I would probably be sweating when I got there I slowed it down. Keep it together, was my mantra for the rest of my walk to the beach.
 
   As I neared the beach, I saw him pacing and slowed down and enjoyed the view. I walked closer he turned and saw me.
 
   “Your late,” he said scowling.
 
   “Sorry,” I looked away.
 
   He didn’t say anything and I couldn’t look at him, but I felt him watching me. When they say silence is deadly they are not kidding, and if I knew who the hell they were I would really like to ask them how to stop it, the deadly silence, the awkward moment, the …
 
   Jase lifted my chin and was coming in for a kiss. Honestly he was going to kiss me. Not that I hadn't thought about those lips, those beautiful lips touching mine but…. “Stop.”
 
   He looked at me with that same dumbstruck look he wore at the beach, you know when I told him we are hanging out, that same one and then he looked pissed.
 
   “I don’t know the hell you want from me Carly… this seriously was a bad idea,” Jase stepped away from me.
 
   Now I am pissed seriously pissed which for me is likely to steam from embarrassment, my mom taught me that, “Yes it was.”
 
   I reached down to grab my bag that must have slipped off my shoulder when I was trying to avoid something I really wanted but, not really this soon or like this. FRUSTRATING! I will have to remember to thank my mother for all the knowledge she has given me.
 
   As I started to walk away he grabbed my arm, and I must have sounded like a puppy whelping because he let go and looked at his hand, “Shit Carly are you bleeding.”
 
   I quickly looked at my arm and yep I was, I was bleeding and pretty bad.
 
   “Great,” I said as I began to walk away.
 
   “Wait, damn it…just wait,” Jase stood in front of me, “You are bleeding.”
 
   “We have established that, I am going home to take care of it,” I started to walk around him and he moved in front of me again.
 
   “Would you just at least look at it, what if…let me see,” Jase pulled my sleeve up and yes I let him, “Do you have anything in that bag to clean it up?”
 
   I pulled my arm away, “No.”
 
   “Carly, I was in that bag last night, and I am pretty sure along with the inhaler and …well just look,” Jase tried to hide his amusement.
 
   I looked up at him and quickly away, I was not comfortable looking into those eyes, AT ALL.
 
   “I need to go home, it’s four blocks away, I will be fine,” I looked up cautiously trying to avoid sinking into the depths of those chocolate eyes, “But thank you for your concern.”
 
   Jase snatched the bag out of my hand and ruffled through the bag and pulled out…oh yes, a freaking Maxi pad, one with wings and all.
 
   I knew my jaw dropped, and there was not one thing I could do about it. “It’s a pad Carly I have a Mom, I have seen them before.”
 
   He took my hand and walked to the water, and he cupped water in his hand and looked at me, “If you squat down it could be easier Carly.”
 
   I squatted, and he put water over it, salt water might I add, ouch. In an effort to not whelp like a puppy again, I laughed. I laughed through the pain, and when he laughed I finally looked at him for more than a split second and smiled.
 
   He smiled back and continued. He started to open the pad I grabbed it quickly and stood up.
 
   “I think I can get it from here,” I giggled.
 
   He looked at my arm after I had whipped it off, “Doesn’t look that serious.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled.
 
   “How the hell did that happen?” he asked.
 
   “Oh you know, climbing out of my window onto a tree, snapping a twig that apparently wasn’t strong enough to hold me. Thank God no one saw it,” I laughed.
 
   “All to see me, and honestly Carly I don’t know that it was worth all that effort,” he picked up my bag.
 
   “I am sorry if I made you feel that way,” I took the bag, “Thanks for everything.”
 
   “You are welcome I guess,” he looked up and then laughed.
 
   “What?” I smiled at him.
 
   “You,” he laughed.
 
   “Well if I was not already embarrassed enough by the asthma attack and the arm requiring you to dig in my bag for a …maxi pad, I may take offense to that Jase,” okay this felt better, much more relaxed.
 
   “And I might be tempted to enjoy you being offended after I tried to kiss you and you, blocked me, but I am not,” he seemed more comfortable as well, “By the way why?”
 
   I stopped and turned toward him, “I don’t know, but I am glad I did.”
 
   “Wow,” he laughed.
 
   “No, that was not meant to be rude,” I giggled, “But now, right now I kind of feel like it was worth it, this is nice.”
 
   “It’s nice?” he looked up again.
 
   “Well I think it is,” I looked said softly.
 
   “Okay, that’s cool,” Jase took my hand, “Come sit with me Carly.”
 
   “I really should get home. I don’t want this to be any more awkward,” I patted his hand and pulled mine away.
 
   He looked confused and amused, “Just for a few minutes, I truly would like to…talk.”
 
   “Okay,” I sat and held my bag on my lap.
 
   “You are Abe’s cousin,” he said softly.
 
   “I am,” I said softly back and smiled.
 
   He looked up at me and chuckled, “You are not like the other girls, your…different.”
 
   “Well thank you, I think,” I smiled.
 
   “No, you are, but in a good way, I think,” he looked at me and his face went from confused to intense, “I don’t know what is going on but, I actually do like hanging out with you. But Carly it’s more than …I don’t know, it’s not like my other female friends.”
 
   “Okay,” I smiled and quickly looked at my hands.
 
   “What does okay mean? What do you want from me?” Jase voice was deeper.
 
   I took a deep breath and looked up at him, “I leave here to go back home soon. I wish I had time to get to know you. I …I know I like you. But I also know you have a girlfriend, and I know I don’t like the thought of kissing someone else's boyfriend. Although I have to say the whole possessive, ownership, over someone is pretty lame. I mean we are young and learning and growing right? How the hell are we supposed to know if we love someone. My God my friends back home say I love you to a different boy each time they put out. It’s insane. But what do I know? Life is so confusing,” when I realized I had just went on a rather embarrassing tangent I looked up at him, “Wow I am so sorry.”
 
   “No,” he laughed, “Do go on.”
 
   I laughed, “No I think I will stop there thanks. Thanks for the chat,” I stood up and so did he.
 
   “I really didn’t mind,” Jase smiled and shoved his hands in his pockets.
 
   He walked with me for a bit looking at the water and then at me, “I still want to hang out Carly.”
 
   “Even after that, are you insane?” I laughed.
 
   “Possibly, that’s debatable I guess. I don’t know. But I do know you seem…I don’t know different,” He stopped and smiled at me.
 
   “Hold on, I am different from most girls,” I flipped my hair back and did my best to give him a sexy sultry look, “I have heard that’s one of The Lines boys use to get into a girls panties Jase.”
 
   He smiled, “Really, that’s what you have heard huh?”
 
   I laughed and we kept walking.
 
   “Let me ask you something, how many boyfriends have used that one on you? And help me out here Carly…did it work?” he wink causing me to laugh.
 
   “No,” I smiled.
 
   “No, it didn’t work?” he asked curiously.
 
   “Well technically I haven’t had a boyfriend since like sixth grade, and no it would not have worked,” I smiled up at him.
 
   “Really?” Jase looked at me like I was crazy.
 
   “Really, and don’t look at me like that,” I pushed him in jest, “I have moved a lot. And I am quite an over achiever.”
 
   Jase grabbed my hand and walked up to a vendor cart and grabbed a couple sodas and hotdogs, “Sit with me.”
 
   We sat down at a picnic table on the boardwalk, and he handed the drink, and hot dog, “So than this would be your first date?”
 
   I took a drink, “Well technically yes.”
 
   He smiled, “Glad it could be with me.”
 
   We sat silently while he ate his hotdog, “You are not hungry? Oh is this a girl thing, not eating on a date, so use guys are even more confused by what makes you all tick?”
 
   “I am a vegetarian,” I smiled, “And I also think it would be crazy to accept an offer to go on a dinner date and not eat. See Jase, I would be horrible at this dating thing.”
 
   He grabbed my hotdog and took a bit, “I don’t think so. I want to take you on a date.”
 
   I blushed and looked away.
 
   “Why does that embarrass you?” he grinned.
 
   “You have a girlfriend..I am leaving…I thought we kind of covered all that,” I finally looked back at him.
 
   “I can get rid of her,” he smiled and took a drink. I laughed at him, and he looked at me, “What?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know how to say this, but I don’t think that would be a big loss. You two are awful together,” I laughed.
 
   He smiled and laughed, “Yay I guess. But she hasn’t been any different than any of the other ones. You are all the same.”
 
   His eyes, those damn dark brown gold flecked eyes were smiling. He was funny, really, really funny, and I laughed.
 
   “I really like hanging out with you Carly,” he sat back and closed his eyes. He blew out a breath, slowly and then sat up and looked in my eyes. “I have an idea.”
 
   “Do tell,” I smiled.
 
   “How about we compromise. We hang out as often as you want until you leave. We do stuff together, like …I don’t know…a fake date?’ he looked happy and confused at the same time, and it made me laugh.
 
   “You want to fake date me?” I smiled.
 
   “Yay I want to fake date you,” Jase ginned back and grabbed my hand.
 
   “You are fake holding my hand now huh?” I smiled.
 
   “I am, and when your ready…I wanna fake kiss those lips Carly,” he looked again at my lips.
 
   Immediately they went dry, and I licked them quickly and swallowed, “Please don’t say things like that,” I whispered.
 
   “Okay,” he smiled, “You do have amazing lips though. Full, pink, pouty, wonderful lips.”
 
   “Thanks?” laughing and embarrassed I looked away.
 
   “You are welcome,” he squeezed my hands in his.
 
   We walked to the corner of my fathers street, and he turned and smiled at me, “Tomorrow night Carly, I would love to fake date you…again.”
 
   “Well then Jase, I would love to accept your very intriguing offer of another fake date,” I smiled.
 
   “Same time?” he asked.
 
   “Same place?” I asked back.
 
   The way he smiled at me touched my heart I hoped my returned smiled would do the same for him.




 
   [bookmark: C3]Chapter 3
 
   “Hello Carly,” Jase smiled when he saw me hurrying down the boardwalk.
 
   “Sorry,” I smiled again running late.
 
   Jase smiled as he pulled a leaf out of my hair, “Late for our first official fake date?
 
   “Yay, the escape route was compromised,” I laughed, “My Daddy’s new friend was letting her little rat terrier out, and the thing started barking just as I was stepping out of my window.
 
   He grabbed my hands and held them up inspecting my arms, “No bruises or bleeding?
 
   “None,” I grinned like a fool.
 
   “Good and you are not feeling an asthma attack coming on?” He smiled, and I swear I could have fallen into that dimple.
 
   “Not yet,” I answered to quickly embarrassing myself.
 
   “Alright then, you like to dance Carly?” he grabbed my hand and smirked as he dragged me behind him.
 
   We walked down the boardwalk, and I couldn’t help but feel giddy. The streets were bustling. There were so many couples with their arms wrapped around each other, many kissing, lots of them kissing, wow. In public…,  my Mom and her friends would flip.
 
   PDA a topic they discussed at one of their Thursday night Book Club meetings. Such a controversial topic. I laugh out loud, and it stops Jase dead in his tracks. And of course I run right into him.
 
   “Oops “ I giggle and try to step back. He holds me still my head is at his shoulder, he certainly is tall. I look up curious as to why he had not let go of me. His eyes are so brown, beautiful brown eyes and his pouty bottom lips, just makes me …, “Hang on there buddy.”
 
   He closed his eyes, and his whisper hits my face, “When are you going to let me kiss you?”
 
   “This is our first fake date Jase. My God what kind of girls do you think I am,” I force a laugh trying to make this situation less uncomfortable, “And  PDA isn’t my thing.”
 
   He opened his eyes and smiled at me, and I immediately regret stopping what I am sure would have been an amazing kiss, damn you book club!
 
   “Is that a rule of yours? No PDA?” Jase stepped back shaking off his disappointment.
 
   “Long story but no not really,” I smile when he takes my hand.
 
   “But this is okay?” He looked at my hand.
 
   “I have grown use to it,” I smiled.
 
   “Okay then, so let's hear your long story about PDA,” he points to a bench on the beach, “Hold that thought, I will be right back.”
 
   He grabs us each a drink at the nearest vendor stand as I take off my shoes and walk to the bench. He kicks off his sandals and sits beside me.
 
   “Thanks,” I say taking a drink of a very fruity sweet iced drink, “That’s really good.”
 
   He smiled, “PDA spill it.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh, “First you need to understand the book club. It’s a group of about five women that have gotten together ever since my mom started teaching at Sanford.”
 
   “Your Mom is a teacher?” Oddly he looks like her truly cares.
 
   “Yes, she teaches in the English department. A few of her colleagues get together every week and discuss varies genre’s of books. One night PDA became a topic and well it was interesting to say the least, to hear what they had to say. You really don’t want to know,” I smiled hoping he would drop it.
 
   “No,  I want to hear, then I will tell you how I feel about it,” he winked.
 
   “How about you go first,” I really hope he would.
 
   “I think it’s cool to hold hands,” he points at a couple walking by. “Kind of says we are together.”
 
   “Mimi would say that it is to possessive,” I laugh thinking of Moms friend
 
   “Who is Mimi?” he asks taking a sip of his drink and licks the red foam from his upper lip causing me to stare a bit to long. “If there is something on my face it would be polite to tell me Carly.”
 
   “Nothing is on your face. Okay Mimi,” I clear my throat, “She is the world's biggest feminist. She is also the most opinionated about why Erotic books are in such demand these days.”
 
   “Okay, wait are you part of this book club,” he smiles a slow smile making me think entirely to much about those lips again.
 
   “Yes why?” I ask curiously, “Did I think I couldn’t read?”
 
   “No,  I just want to know what it is you read?” he laughed.
 
   I know my face is red, “Whatever they are.”
 
   “I think I can tell. Your face is as red as,” he paused to take a drink and licked his lips slowly as he chuckled and looked me up and down, “ As red as a cherry.”
 
   I am sure this should annoy me, so I dig deep to come back with something as crude, “Or as red as the devils dick.”
 
   He laughed a full throaty laugh, and I could not help but laugh too.
 
   “Good movie,” he smiled and then those brown eyes mesmerized me, “Okay Mimi.”
 
   “She thinks that young girls try to do whatever they can to please a guy, so they succumb to such Neanderthal ways. Now kissing is way to much for her in public, she thinks they need to get a room,” I laugh thankful that he redirected the conversation.
 
   “So just because they kiss means they are going to get freaky,” his nose did a cute little move when he said freaky.
 
   “Well I suppose it leads to that anyway,” I look at the sky, “That’s what she says anyway.”
 
   “There are different kisses Carly. So this Mimi thinks a peck on the cheek is not cool when say you're dropping someone off at the airport or meeting them out for dinner?” He set his cup down next to the bench.
 
   “I am thinking they were talking more than that,” I answered.
 
   “Like what?” he smiled.
 
   “Well when someone’s tongue is lodged down someone’s throat, and their hands are wandering, you know groping,” I answered quickly.
 
   “What does your Mom  say?” He takes my hand and now that feels uncomfortable to me.
 
   “She doesn’t think groping is appropriate,” I look down at our hands.
 
   “What do you say?” he smiles.
 
   “I guess if your holding hands it’s cool. Kissing without tongue seems innocent, but not groping. That should be left for a time without an audience,” I answer.
 
   It is quiet to long, and he is rubbing his thumb across my hand in a slow cadence. Barely a touch, somewhat harder, and then a circular motion. Barely a touch, somewhat harder, and then a circular motion
 
   “Is this to much,” he asks quietly his eyes a little less twinkle and a lot more hot.
 
   I shake my head no, but it is it’s nice, and it makes me….
 
   “Okay aren’t we suppose to go dancing?” I stand quickly, and he smiles a smile indicating he is enjoying some sort of secret thought, one about me.
 
   “Yay we can do that,” he stands up particularly close to me and I step back and almost fall.
 
   He grabs my hand and waist laughs, “Carly, you are going to have to hold my hand when you and I are together so I can keep you safe; otherwise we are going to have to stop fake dating.”
 
   I am sure a look of panic crosses my face because it causes him to look at me and closed his eyes.
 
   When he opens them, he looks confused, “You know this might be a bad idea.”
 
   “No!” I almost shout and cover my mouth quickly.
 
   “Hey look this thing…I have a girlfriend Carly,” in a tone I am unfamiliar with from him.
 
   “I am aware, this is just for fun,” I remind him of our arrangement.
 
   “Is this fun for you?” he gasped.
 
   “Right this moment no,” I scowled
 
   “So this is okay with you, cheating is okay with you?”
 
   I feel tears start to prick my eyes. I forced a smile, and I turn and walk away quickly, and I don’t look back.
 
   ~
 
   I slept most of the afternoon away. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I actually lied to my father and told him I had my period. I knew there would be absolutely no questions after that. Just thinking about the face he made and how red he turned makes me laugh and feel a little better.
 
   I spent the next day doing pretty much the same. I did read three books from my required summer reading list, boring. Which immediately reminds me of the book club, which reminds me of all the male bashing that goes on which reminds me of how much I miss Mom. I would call her right now, but I don’t want to interrupt her retreat. I know she wouldn’t mind, but I am going to be a senior and seriously need to learn to deal. Okay, I feel better.
 
   My phone rings and my heart races and I dive from the end of the bed and throw the pillow on the floor, yes I have had the phone under my pillow in case it rang when I fell. It was Abe.
 
   “Hey Abe,” I answered.
 
   “Beach bonfire tonight I will pick you up,” he was excited.
 
   “I really don’t feel all that well,” I was not lying I really didn’t, but not because I was physically ill.
 
   “Come on I have been gone for three days and you leave soon. Please come hang out with me, please,” he was begging and it made me laugh.
 
   “Fine, but if I have to leave early, don’t throw a big old fit,” I giggled.
 
   “See you at nine,” he hung up.
 
   I looked at the clock, and it was six, I looked in the mirror. Damn I looked like hell. I take a shower and shave my legs and dress quickly. I had not eaten nor did I feel like it. I better go be social.
 
   “Feeling better?” Dad looked up from his computer.
 
   “Yay, Abe wants me to go to the beach for a bonfire, I figured I should eat something first,” he acknowledges with a grunt, and I grab some yogurt and granola and woof it down.
 
   ~
 
   Abe pulled up out front at nine on the dot, always so punctual. I walked out, and someone was sitting in the front seat, and my stomach did a flip. I thought I had the five minutes it took to get to the beach to prepare to have to face Jase. The door opened, and a tall sandy blonde hair guy stepped out and smiled. I thanked God and walked to the truck.
 
   “Carly, I am Josh, Abe’s roommate from college. You are going to have to sit in the middle my legs are to long,” he laughed and held the door opened.
 
   “Thanks,” I liked him immediately something very easy about him, very laid back.
 
   Abe kissed my cheek making a loud smacking noise, “Did you miss me?”
 
   “Yay actually I did,” Abe has always been my favorite cousin.
 
   “So Josh is lucky enough to have me as a roommate this year,” Abe laughed and so did Josh.
 
   “Yes Josh he is a catch,” I smiled and turned up the music.
 
   We pulled into the parking lot across the beach, and the fire was already blazing, the music was loud, and there were about twenty people standing around with drinks in their hands. I did a quick scan of the crowd to see if Jase was there, and he was not. I should have felt relieved, but I didn’t.
 
   “Water is warm Carly, come on in,” Abe yelled and threw his shirt on the blanket I had laid out.
 
   He grabbed his board and ran into the water. I love to watch Abe surf, he had been doing it all his life. Even competed sometimes.
 
   I looked up at Josh who was now standing next to me, “I don’t know anyone else, I hope it’s alright, but I want you to know I am probably going to be like a shadow to you when he is in the water.”
 
   “I get it, no big problem. Do you surf?”  I was making small talk.
 
   “No, never,” he laughed, “Missouri doesn’t offer a lot of opportunity to learn how to surf.”
 
   “I suppose not,” I laughed, “You should have him teach you, he taught me.”
 
   “You surf?” he was shocked.
 
   “I wouldn’t say I am any good, but I can stand up or Pop as they say,” I grabbed a soda and offered him one he took it.
 
   “Maybe you could teach me?” he asked quietly. I heard a voice in the background, and I knew he was here.




 
   Chapter 4
 
   “When did you do that?” one of the guys behind us asked.
 
   “Yesterday,” Jase said quickly. He brushed past me, “That was fast.”
 
   I looked at him confused, and he stopped and smiled a big obnoxious smile, “Hey Carly how are you, been awhile.”
 
   I could smell alcohol, and I scowled, "Hi Jase”
 
   “Why don’t you introduce me to your friend,” Jase walked back towards us.
 
   “Josh this is Jase, Jase this is Josh,” I scowled at Jase.
 
   Jase laughed and stuck out his hand, “Cool nice to miss you Josh.”
 
   “You to, damn did that hurt?” Josh pointed to his…
 
   “You got your nipple pierced?” I swear yelled.
 
   “You like it Carly? Want to give it a little tug,” he winked and waited for my reply.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to rip it out,” I turned away and looked at Josh. I don’t know why but I did I stared at him and it must have been for a long time because he chuckled uncomfortably.
 
   Josh looked away from me and at Jase, “Did your parents get pissed?”
 
   “My Mom did it,” Jase looked away from Josh and stared at me.
 
   I was sure he was waiting for a reaction, so I gave him one, “Your Mom?”
 
   “Yes Carly, my Mom owns a little shop on the boardwalk. She also does tattoos.” Jase smirked at me, “I had your name tattooed on my ass.”
 
   “Really, that’s interesting,” I picked up a board and started walking away.
 
   He grabbed my arm, “Wanna see?”
 
   “No thanks, I will pass,” I pulled my arm away.
 
   “I am serious Carly. I need to make sure it's spelled right,” Jase laughed and stood in front of me.
 
   “How does your girlfriend feel about that,” I was calling his bluff. Pretty proud of myself too, I smiled obnoxiously at him.
 
   “I broke up with her last night, had the tattoo done today,” Jase smiled back.
 
   I scowled at him, and he laughed, “Care to place a bet?”
 
   “No,” I looked past him.
 
   “If your name is not on my ass I will leave you alone. If it is you have to let me…paddle you out and teach you some moves,” he laughed.
 
   “How about we save the embarrassment and just leave it alone,” I looked down.
 
   “Nope, I need to know it was spelled correctly Carly,” Jase was not budging, and it was starting to draw attention. A crowd had gathered to witness this already awkward moment.
 
   “Fine Jase, it’s your ass, not mine,” I smiled and rolled my eyes at the on lookers.
 
   “Okay you all heard it right?” Jase smiled and looked at me, “If your name is on my ass you have to let me take you out there.”
 
   “Yes Jase fine.”
 
   Jase unbuttoned his pants and looked at me,
 
   “You said your ass Jase, maybe you should turn around,” I laughed and looked at Josh who stood next to me.
 
   He turned and dropped his pants, completely unashamed and in front of everyone. He had a very nice ass, and a great tan line.
 
   I laughed when I saw it, and so did everyone else. Jase bent over and pulled his pants up, turned around and smiled, “A bets a bet Carly.”
 
   “You’re right,” I smiled.
 
   He took the board from me and walked into the water, and I followed. A bet was a bet.
 
   “Hop on I will push you out,” Jase held the board still as I pulled myself up and straddled it. He smiled, closed his eyes, and laughed to himself.
 
   I smacked him in the back of the head, “Lets go.”
 
   “Hey what was that for?” he smiled and looked down at the board  and rubbed it gentle.
 
   “For that man whore,” I smacked him again and we both laughed.
 
   “Man whore huh?” Jase chuckled as he pushed the board out into the water.
 
   “Yep,” I laughed, “Anyone who gets the words Your Name tattooed on their ass just so they have an excuse to drop their pants in public has to be a man whore.”
 
   Jase jumped up and sat behind me on the board, “It’s a nice ass though huh?”
 
   I didn’t answer, and he laughed, “So your Mom does tattoo’s?”
 
   “And piercing,” he pushed my hair off to the side and pulled me back against him.
 
   “Easy there tiger,” I said but I made no attempt to move away.
 
   “I don’t have a girlfriend anymore Carly,” he whispered in my ear.
 
   “Aren’t you out here to teach me some moves?” I attempted to sit forward, and he pulled me back against him.
 
   “I am trying my damnedest,” he kissed my neck, it sent shivers down my spine, and he kissed it again.
 
   “Okay… just stop…please,” I am sure I wasn’t trying to lean back into him, but I did.
 
   He kissed lower down my neck and stopped and rubbed his lips up and down slowly. It was torture. Seriously if I could have pulled away I would have, I am sure I wanted to but it felt so good.
 
   “Turn around,” he whispered, “I have been dying to kiss those lips Carly.
 
   I shouldn’t I really shouldn’t, but I was…I really was…
 
   I stopped and slid into the water, when I surfaced he smiled, “That bad huh?”
 
   “No,”
 
   “No?” his smile did things to me, his voice did things to me.
 
   “No,” it must have sounded as unconvincing as it felt because he was in the water in seconds.
 
   I pulled myself up and sat on the board, head one, who who zip. Take that who who!
 
   “What are you doing up there?” Jase smiled.
 
   “You are drunk,” I whispered as if anyone could hear us we were out much farther than I thought.
 
   “Buzzed yes, drunk no,” Jase held onto the board and kicked his feet taking us out further.
 
   “I don’t want my first lip action to be with a boy who is drunk,” I whispered again, what was I whispering for…I don’t know. My head was spinning looking into those damn eyes. My body was  doing its own damn thing, and he was smiling, stupid smile.
 
   “Okay that’s fair,” he slid himself up on the front of the board looking up at me, damn he looked so good, wet, and smiling that smile... He pulled himself up further, less than six inches from me and rested his head on the board. To close, toooo close.
 
   He took my hand and kissed it, “This okay?”
 
   “You should get up,” I whispered looking behind us hoping no one would see his head between…
 
   “I am up, so laying here is giving me just a few second to calm back down,” he groaned and banged his head on the board lightly. I laughed, and he looked up at me and smiled, “Not funny Carly.”
 
   I rubbed his hair, a very bold move on my part I must admit but hey,  he had great hair. He moaned when I lightly scratched my nails across his scalp, “That feel damn good Carly, but it’s not helping.”
 
   I stopped quickly when I realized what it meant, and he looked up at me and caught me grinning. He laughed and slide down the board into the water.
 
   He was gone for a long time, and I was starting to panic, “Jase!” he didn’t answer, “Jase!” I said louder.
 
   He popped up behind me and hugged me from behind, “All better?”
 
   He laughed, “Yay.”
 
   “So your Mom does tattoos?”
 
   “When my dad was still here they had a little restaurant. It didn’t make enough money for her to be able to raise four boys.”
 
   “You have three brothers?”
 
   “Yes, I am the second.”
 
   “That’s cool,” he pushed my hair aside, and I looked up and over my shoulder at him, “Go on.”
 
   “Oh yay. So she turned it into a piercing place and then it evolved into a tattoo parlor.”
 
   “That’s cool.”
 
   “You say cool a lot,” he kissed my neck again, millions of little goose bumps came out strong,  head tilting giving him more  room to roam, head not in control and I don’t give a damn, pull away Carly pull away.
 
   “What the hell…is that,” I moaned loudly and immediately sat forward embarrassed, confused, swooning, definitely swooning holy hell!
 
   He laughed, “Get back here.”
 
   I didn’t fight him I let him wrap his arm around me and pull me back. I stopped just shy of turning around and climbing on his lap.
 
   “Tongue ring,” he licked up my neck slowly.
 
   “Nice,” escaped my mouth. I cleared my throat, “How did I miss that?”
 
   “Well you haven’t let me kiss you yet Carly,” He laughed.
 
   “Oh right, so is it much different than kissing without one?” I asked curiously willing myself to sit up.
 
   He smiled and rubbed his head, “Damn you ask a lot of questions.  Yay I guess, but that’s really not the point.”
 
   I looked back at him, “Then why do it?”
 
   “It’s for pleasure Carly,” he smiled and shook his head uncomfortably.
 
   “How does that work?” I didn’t get it at all. Why would a man pierce his tongue to gain pleasure, oh right.
 
   I looked up at him, and he laughed, “You get it now, not for my pleasure Carly.”
 
   Change the subject, mayday mayday CHANGE THE SUBJECT!
 
   “So what’s up with the nipple ring,” I asked as if writing a paper on it.
 
   He let out a deep breath and laughed, “Nipples are sensitive. It’s for my pleasure. But it also looks cool.”
 
   “So why don’t you have any big old holes in your ears or a nose ring,” I giggled.
 
   “Three piercings are enough,” He crinkled his nose and smiled.
 
   “Three?” I asked and looked around making him laugh out loud.
 
   “You wanna see it?” he smiled broadly still laughing.
 
   “Yay,” I rolled my eyes and laughed.
 
   He stopped laughing and smirked and raised his eyebrow, “You sure Carly?”
 
   “Oh. My. God,” I almost shouted, “Didn’t that hurt?”
 
   “Like hell,” he laughed and shook his head from side to side.
 
   “Then why?” seriously think before you speak!
 
   “Started as a dare, then my Mom told me no way in hell, so I went to another shop and go it done,” he smiled, “Rebelling I guess.”
 
   “Why don’t you get rid of it?”
 
   “Carly, please baby don’t make me talk anymore about this,” he laughed.
 
   “Jase are you embarrassed. You said you were going to show me.”
 
   “Oh Carly, sounds like a dare.”
 
   “Not a dare…”
 
   “You could turn around it’s peaking out at you now,” he laughed hard and kissed my neck harder than before.
 
   I felt something against my back and jumped causing us both to fall in the water. When I finally surfaced he was laughing a full out loud, “Pig!”
 
   He continued to laugh his eyes sparkling in the moon light he looked amazing, but I couldn’t smile, so I scowled, “That was my finger Carly, gotcha,” he laughed more and so did I.
 
   We heard someone yelling his name from the shore, “Awe damn it!”
 
   “Uh oh,” I tried to stop laughing, and he smiled.
 
   “No big deal, we could stay out here she will eventually go away.”
 
   “You broke up with her right?”
 
   “Yep but she is a crazy bitch. You know how many times I have broken up with her,” he laughed, and I looked at him, “Carly?”
 
   “What?” I asked looking away.
 
   “I broke up with her so we could spend time together. I am not a cheater, and either are you. Climb up on the board, we will deal with her together,” Jase patted the board, “Tick tock baby. I wont let her hit you Carly.”
 
   “Hit me!”
 
   “Told ya she was crazy, probably should have said psycho but…”
 
   “Jase your freaking me out.”
 
   “No big deal I promise.”
 
   “I don’t want her to know,” I swear it freaked me out thinking about a crazy girl wanting to kick my ass, to many lifetime movies maybe but still it’s scary shit.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Pam screamed Jase at the top of her lungs.
 
   “That’s why,” I shuttered.
 
   He smiled at me, “I get it, that’s fine. Not what I want but fine.”
 
   “Jase, I am not here much longer.”
 
   “Yay that sucks,” he smiled and winked at me and started pushing the board towards shore, “Now when we get closer you should dive off and swim like your life depended on it. I will try to get to her before she tries anything.”
 
   “Are you serious,” I hissed at him.
 
   He laughed, “Just messing with you, your kind of hot when your scared.”
 
   “That’s so messed up Jase how the hell hot!”
 
   “Oh yay it’s really not, but pissed is very hot on you.”
 
   “Could you possible be serious and focus here. Dear God, some crazy freak wants to kick my ass because of you.”
 
   “It’s not me baby it’s Prince Albert,” he laughed and winked at me.
 
   Who the hell is Prince Albert, who the hell cares, “Are you nuts to?”
 
   He stopped and looked at me and smiled sweetly, “I am nuts about you.”
 
   I looked at him and tried not to let him see the bright sunshine trying to burst out of my chest, that was so kindergarten crush stuff, and it worked it actually worked. The book club is right girls are freaken idiots. Must be …
 
   “What I get nothing back Carly?”
 
   “That was cute.”
 
   “I will take that,” he smiled broadly
 
   “Your cute.”
 
   “Awe shucks Carly, your going to make me blush.”
 
   “Arrogant ass,” I whispered.
 
   “Hot little ass,” he smiled, and I smiled. He laughed as he pushed me to shore. I laid back and relaxed, and he kissed my cheek sweetly. Right until I heard splashing and what sounded like a wild boar screaming at Jase.
 
   I sat up quickly, and he chuckled, “Focus!”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   She was almost out to us and flipping out flailing hands cursing loudly I swore I could see spit flying out of her mouth, “You kissed that mouth?”
 
   He smiled, “Shut up girl.”
 
   “You had sex with her?”
 
   “You better be nice, or I am going to let her get you.”
 
   I gasped, and he laughed, “Not funny.”
 
   “A little funny you should have seen your face.”
 
   “Focus!”




 
   Chapter 5[bookmark: c5]
 
   Pam ran into the water and lunged at Jase. He positioned himself in front of me to block her rabid dog attack.
 
   “I knew it. You’re a liar,” she screamed, barked, and then sounded like a wild boar.
 
   He held her hands so that she could not hit him anymore. Seriously arms flailing like…
 
   “Carly go. Pam enough!” he snapped at her and she looked past him at me, that look was the worst than any ugly girl cry I had ever seen. I wish I had a mirror so I could show her how preposterous she looked.
 
   “Are you insane?” I snapped at her, pissed that she was hitting him.
 
   “You’ll see insane bitch,” Pam tried freeing herself from his grasp.
 
   I am not a fighter, At. All. But she was pissing me off, no one had the right to act like that.
 
   “Jase let her go if she hits me I will call the cops,” I was unquestionably feeling bad ass.
 
   Until he yelled at me, “GO!”
 
   I had not noticed the crowd gathered watching it all go down until someone grabbed me around the waist, “Hey sweetheart, you done with your lesson?”
 
   Then Josh’s lips were on mine, and he held my hand and pulled me to shore.
 
   Jase let go of Pam and his jaw tighten.
 
   “Awe that’s to bad Jase. Looks like your out,” Pam pulled her hands away and shoved him before she walked away.
 
   I stood next to Josh on the beach completely in shock, “Sorry Carly. Abe took off for awhile, and no one else was moving. I could not think of anything else to do.”
 
   “Well it worked,” I searched the crowd for Jase, and when I saw him he was undeniably pissed off.
 
   I stood holding Josh’s hand until Pam and her girls left the beach. As soon as they were out of site I dropped his hand, “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem I just didn’t want you to get your attacked,” Josh laughed
 
   Jase walked to the water and stood with his back to us for what felt like ever. When Abe finally came back I walked out to Jase.
 
   “Hey,” I shoved him lightly with my shoulder.
 
   He didn’t look at me, he didn’t say anything.
 
   I turned and walked away. I was not going to stand there when he was obviously upset about…I have no clue what about.
 
   “Abe, I am going to take off,” I forced a smile.
 
   “You not feeling alright?” he asked me.
 
   “Just tired,” I lied, now I am a liar great.
 
   “I will give you a lift,” Abe started walking next to me.
 
   “No stay, I really like to walk,” I lied again, yes I am going to hell.
 
   “Call me when you get in?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Why was he mad at me? What did I do? Maybe he was insane just like she was. Or was he mad at Pam, or…oh he misses Pam. Great.
 
   “Slow down,” I heard from behind me.
 
   I turned and saw Jase running towards me.
 
   “Hi,” he said when he finally caught up.
 
   “Hi,” I replied unable to hide the fact I was confused.
 
   “Listen I am sorry about that,” he looked up at the sky avoiding my eyes.
 
   “No,  don’t be sorry I get it, I think. If you love someone..”
 
   “That was not it at all,” Jase continued looking up at the sky frustrated, “He kissed you.”
 
   “He was trying to…”
 
   “I know, but you didn’t stop him, you held his hand Carly,” I noticed his hands forming fists, “Do you like him?”
 
   “No, I was trying to avoid getting my ass kicked  you …jackass!” I turned to walk away, and he grabbed my hand stopping me abruptly.
 
   “I don’t want you fighting my battles Carly. And I don’t want you kissing,” he stopped as I was looking at him, “I have tried to…fuck it!”
 
   His hands were in my hair and lips on mine before I knew what was happening. And no I did not pull away, hell no! His lips were soft so soft, and I was going to enjoy the hell out of it. I felt his tongue slowly sliding across my lower lip, and I breathed out slowly. He kissed me softer slower, sweeter and then pulled his lips from mine. I kept my eyes closed, I don’t know why but I did. His thumb skimmed across my lips and then back again.
 
   His voice was deeper, “Did I over step?” I shook my head no keeping my eyes closed.“You okay?” I shook my head yes. “Will you open your eyes?” I shook my head no. “I am going to kiss you again Carly until you tell me to stop. I want to taste your mouth feel your tongue rubbing against mine. I will not stop until you tell me to.”
 
   His tongue lightly rubbed around my lips, his hot breath smelled so good, minty. My head started spinning as his tongue traced the opening and I breathed out as his tongue teased my lips even more. My stomach flipped as he stroked my tongue with his, slowly, softly, and very sweetly. He closed his lips around mine and his hands were on my face lifting it gently to the side. Kissing me again, tracing my mouth, I opened wider for him. His tongue traced mine harder this time, unexpectedly, and I whimpered when I felt the smooth ball on my tongue. I was ready to pull away embarrassed when he licked harder. My God it felt so good. One of his hands left my face and took my hand. He placed it on his shoulder. My finger stroked the back of his neck, not me, my fingers. I swear it was an out of body experience. And I am sure the other hand was just confused when it found its way to his chest. It was intoxicating, his tongue massaging mine, licking me, and tasting me. My tongue decided to participate and met his gently, and he groaned into my mouth. There see it was not just me, thank God it was not just me. I pulled his head tighter to mine, and we kissed harder but just as slow we explored each other, savoring each other. I needed to breath, I was sure I was going to pass out, heads spinning, knees buckling. He must have known I have had enough because he pulled away and I looked up a him. If I could have touched his eyes I know they would burn my fingers, so heated.
 
   Oh.. oh..desire, I looked down and well that didn't help either, even more desire. I closed my eyes again, hiding, yes like a two year old would when they wanted to be invisible, and it worked. Well it would have worked if the kissing did not start again. I would love to blame that on Jase, but it was all me. I must have been out of my mind because I was kissing him hard, really hard. Using my own tongue to taste him, not just a slow dance swaying back and forth, but the freaking Rumba.
 
   When he groaned and pulled me hard into him I gasped, causing him to step back and then he smiled down at me, “Damn Carly.”
 
   “Damn,” I whispered, stepped away, and turned my back to him needing space, air, a moment to let it sink in that I had just experienced my first kiss.
 
   Swooning, yes that word always used in those books, damn book club. SWOONING. No need to look that one up I was pretty sure I understood completely right now. And I liked swooning.
 
   “Are you okay?” he whispered from behind me.
 
   I shook my head yes, “Swooning.” Oh crap, crap, crap, crap that was my out loud voice.
 
   “Swooning?” Jase laughed, and I turned around and smiled facing him like a big girl.  I looked down in an attempt to hide my embarrassment, yep right at it.
 
   His eyes followed mine, “Sorry about that.”
 
   His face was turning red, Jase was embarrassed. “I don’t think I would be sorry about that. The average penis is five and a half to six inches and well I would dare guess that yours is…”
 
   He laughed, loudly, and I blushed and smiled, “You make me laugh.”
 
   “Thanks, I think,” I could not stop smiling.
 
   “Damn your lips are so red right now,” he smiled broadly and his dimple winked at me. Yes,  it winked, it’s my story, and I am sure that’s what it did, “Swollen.”
 
   Now this made me giggle and glance down, damn it I did it again and he caught me.
 
   He took my hand and started to walk towards my house, “Did you learn that at the book club?”
 
   “Yes as a matter of fact I did,” I giggled.
 
   “I am seriously thinking of joining one.”
 
   His smile was amazing, I don’t think I could ever look away from it without immediately wishing I hadn’t.
 
   “Can I ask you something Carly?”
 
   “Of course,” seriously your tongue was just in my mouth now you get bashful?
 
   “Did you enjoy his kiss?”
 
   “Do you mean the bird peck on my lips for less than two second?”
 
   “Yay, okay,” we smiled at each other.
 
   “I liked yours.”
 
   “I loved yours, even better than I have been imagining.”
 
   This made me smile, which made him hug me, which made me look up at him, which made our lips touch, and our tongues dance and …wow. I really, really, liked kissing him.
 
   We were disrupted by honking horns and the yelling of guys driving by. He pulled back, I didn’t and then he kissed my nose softly, “PDA.”
 
   “Not as bad as I thought it would be,” I pushed myself up on my toes and kissed his nose.
 
   “Good.”
 
   We stood looking at each other for awhile, and his hand gently rubbed up and down my spine sending shivers everywhere.
 
   “I should get you home, it’s late.”
 
   It took a minute to pry my eyes from his, “Alright.”
 
   He took my hand, and we walked silently to the end of my road. My dads house was only three down on the left.
 
   “I really had fun tonight,” he kissed my cheek.
 
   “Me too,” I laughed, “Except for the whole crazy ex thing.”
 
   “How the hell did I forget that?” Jase laughed and looked at me, “Oh now I see how.”
 
   “Such a sweet boy.”
 
   “ Boy?” dimple winked stomach flipped damn he is hot! “ I have to work at the shop until nine tomorrow. After that,  I would like to take you on a real date.”
 
   “I would love that.”
 
   He kissed me again, like the first kiss we shared. Sweet, soft, and gently. Not at all a disappointment but that smooth steel on my tongue trick. I liked that, a lot!
 
   He smiled as he watched me. I really hope he is not a mind reader, “Goodnight Carly.”
 
   “Goodnight Jase.”
 
   I floated down the street, through the front door, jumped over the rat terrier who tried to bit my ankle. I floated up the stairs and to my bed which I was sure I was floating over as well. On clouds, not like the exorcist that would just freak me out.
 
   My phone chimed disrupting the floating, and I grabbed it and sat on my bed.
 
   -You are in safe and sound…J
 
   -I am …C
 
   -Good…J
 
   -Very good…C
 
   -You make me smile…J
 
   This of course made me smile.
 
   -You still there?
 
   -I am, are you?
 
   Seriously are you? Of course he was.
 
   -Are you sure you're there Carly…J
 
   -Are you picking on me…C
 
   -Yay a little…J
 
   -I deserved it…C
 
   -You deserve a lot of things Carly…J
 
   -awe shucks Jase, you make me smile…C
 
   - Tomorrow night?...J
 
   -PLEASE…C
 
   -Sweet dreams…J
 
   - You too..C
 
   ~
 
   Abe decided that we should hang out. We went to the mall for awhile and looked at sneakers for at least an hour before he decided he did not like any of them. Josh looked for an hour and a half at boards and finally decided he did not really need one. You know how guys pick on girls about shopping? Well I think they have gotten it all wrong. I was bored out of my mind walking around inside the last board store we went to.
 
   I sat on the bench and decided to play with my phone. Prince Albert? I wonder what he had to do with Pam and Jase. So I googled him. The search brought up Monaco, Tobacco, and two different Prince Albert’s.
 
   I was not one to play games in a relationship, I laughed to myself because I had never been in one. I am not even sure this was one. Regardless I was curious, so I text Jase.
 
   -Curious about Pam’s fascination with Prince Albert….C
 
   -Oh yay! Good afternoon Carly..J
 
   -Oh I probably should have started with that, Good Afternoon Jase. I am bored at the mall and was curious what your ex girlfriends fascination is with Prince Albert, (Is that better)…C
 
   -I would like to hear what you think first…J
 
   -I googled it, Prince Albert in a can?...C
 
   -I think your getting a little ahead of yourself there baby…J
 
   -WHAT??? I don’t understand….C
 
   -Prince Albert in the can takes a little preparation, not something you can just dive into. But I like the way you think…J
 
   -Did I miss something? I am very confused by this conversation…C
 
   -Hey Carly I am a little busy right now and if this conversation continues I will be “crowning” any minute. Can I get back to you in like thirty minutes…J
 
   -Sure wouldn’t want you to put my name on someone's ass…C
 
   -Lots of ass talk today…J
 
   -Sure???…C
 
   -See you tonight?...J
 
   -Looking forward to it…C
 
   I shoved my phone in my bag just in time.
 
   “Let’s go have lunch,” Abe pulled me up off the bench
 
   .~
 
   We sat at a picnic table on the beach. We were further down the boardwalk than I had been before. Not as fancy and definitely more colorful. I liked it.
 
   Abe was texting on his phone while I ate the best bean salad I had ever had. Black beans, Kidney beans and Cannellini beans mixed with red, yellow, and orange peppers and corn. My God it was amazing.
 
   “Did you here me?” Abe snapped his finger in front of my face.
 
   I finished admiring the tasty goodness in my mouth and swallowed, “Sorry, that is the best!”
 
   “Yay sure Carly, thank God you are not sleeping at our house tonight you’d stink up the place?”
 
   “Seriously Abe?” I laughed, “I tolerate beans just fine thanks.”
 
   “My friend Jase has a shop half a block down, well his family does. We should go say hi,” Abe took my empty container from me. I grabbed my phone and texted quickly
 
   -WARNING!!! Abe is bringing me to your shop!!!...C
 
   -Warning? …J
 
   - Well he doesn’t know, he doesn’t does he?...C
 
   - No, But I am not hiding it…J
 
   -Please wait until we discuss this. I feel bad enough sneaking around behind my fathers back…C
 
   -We will talk tonight, see you in a few minutes…J
 
   ~
 
   We walked down the boardwalk and Abe opened the door. I looked up at the sign, “Forever Steel”, pretty cool name.
 
   I walked in and looked around. The room itself was amazing, the outside certainly did not match the contemporary beauty that  now surrounded me. The white walls displayed thin black framed works of art that were lit with track lighting. Not pictures of tattoos but art. I slowly walked across the concrete floor stopping at each picture.
 
   The first wall was full of black and white photos, beautiful photos of people and places. Unbelievable how the artist caught stolen glances, private moments, and older buildings that no doubt told stories of history and life.
 
   “Hey let's go,” Abe nudged me.
 
   “You go ahead. I want to check this out,” I walked towards the next wall.
 
   The work on this wall held paintings that sang. Each showcased an instrument or a stage. I noticed one in particular of a man wearing a fedora and  playing a saxophone. The piece had a lot of interesting shadowing I was immersed in the picture when the front door opened.
 
   The women in a simple light yellow sundress walked in carrying to many bags. One began to fall, and I quickly grabbed it.
 
   “Thank you so much doll,” she smiled, “Is anyone helping you?”
 
   “No, I was just admiring the art,” I looked at another wall.
 
   “Awe beautiful isn't it?” She saw me staring at a sculpture that set on a white lighted pedestal.
 
   “Stunning,” I said, and she disappeared.
 
   I stood holding a bag admiring the sculptures when she returned taking it out of my arms.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “ Twisted steel somehow made beautiful,” I said softly as I continued looking at it.
 
   She disappeared again, and I moved onto a wall of paintings. These were places around the world. I recognized the artists interpretation of several landmarks.
 
   “Tell me what you think,” the women was standing beside me.
 
   “Beautiful, but dark.”
 
   “I agree,” she pointed to the musical wall, “And these?”
 
   “Well the artists obviously love music,” I looked at her and smiled.
 
   “And the photographs?”
 
   “Amazing, stunning, not posed. The photographer captures moments, not just takes pictures.”
 
   “And this you said was twisted steel made beautiful?”
 
   I laughed, “I did. Do you know the artists well?”
 
   “Yes. The photographers name is Cyrus. The painters are Xavier and Alezandor and the…”
 
   “Mom,” I heard Jase’s voice from behind me I turned and saw him kiss her on each cheek, “Did you need help carrying anything in?”
 
   “No,  actually this beautiful young appreciator of art gave me a hand. I am sorry what was your name?”
 
   “My name is Carly and yours?” I stuck out my hand as she pushed  her glasses onto her head. I immediately noticed where Jase had gotten such beautiful eyes.
 
   She pulled me into a hug and kissed each cheek, “Josephina, but you can call me Joe, Carly.”
 
   “Alright Mom,” Jase laughed.
 
   Apparently she knew who I was and to avoid the awkwardness of the moment I attempted to redirect the conversation, “So the sculpture?”
 
   “Awe yes,” she smiled, “The twisted steel made beautiful. The artist is Jase, Jase Steel.”
 
   Jase rolled his eyes, “Way to pump me up Mom.”
 
   “Oh no, those were the beautiful Carly’s words. His brothers are the other artists. Which reminds me I have lunch for my beautiful boys. Will you be staying Carly?”
 
   “Umm, no. But thank you,” I smiled and she hugged me again tightly and then disappeared.
 
   “Twisted steel made …”
 
   I smiled and then pushed him gently, “ Yay.”
 
   I looked around making sure we were alone and stood on my tip toes and kissed him taking him by surprise.
 
   He smiled, “Nice. Now let me show you around before I feel the need to rub my ball all over your tongue.”
 
   He stuck his tongue out just enough so that the silver ball hit his top lip and he rubbed it from one side to the other, slowly. I grinned, and he laughed and walked away.
 
   




 
   Chapter 6
 
   
I followed Jase through to the reception area. He looked amazing. I had never actually seen him in jeans, well, not like these at least. Resting on his hips, neatly tucked in button up shirt. Fine, fine, hinny. I smiled and looked down.
 
   “Carly this is Stacy, she is our receptionist,” Jase smiled as he walked past her.
 
   She smiled brightly and waved, she was on the phone, so I waved back.
 
   We walked past several rooms on the left and on the right of a long hallway, and he opened the door leading to the employee lounge, “It’s lunchtime here, come on in.”
 
   “Thanks,” I smiled at him briefly and the noisy room became quiet.
 
   “There you are Carly,” Abe grabbed my hand, “This is my cousin Carly, she is here for a couple more days then back to California.”
 
   “Leaving so soon?” Jase’s Mom Joe smiled at me and winked.
 
   “Yep, I have to start school in a few weeks,” I smiled and then winked back at her. I have no idea why I did that, I really don’t, but Jase laughed, and so did some of the other guys in the room.
 
   Abe looked at me, and I swear his face started to turn red. I looked at the girl with very dark makeup and stuck my hand out, “Hi, I am Carly.”
 
   She looked at me as if I had four heads and rolled her eyes, “Yay I got that.” She didn’t even shake my hand. I was already trying to recover from the embarrassing wink, and then I was blown off by the chic who looked like a cross between Snooki and Morticia Adams. Seriously not a good combination but I really was not going to mention that in front of this crowd.
 
   I took a deep breath and looked up Jase was trying not laugh, and I knew he wasn’t picking on me. Looking at him made me feel better, no, not like I wanted to jump him, well not here anyways. He made me feel like even though I just embarrassed the hell out of myself he was there with me. Like a big old invisible hug. The kind you closed your eyes and felt on the first day of school. The one your Mom gave you before you left, to save for later, when you really missed her. He made me feel that way.
 
   He moved closer to me, no longer across the room, reaching over me to grab something from the cupboard I was blocking. He winked and grabbed some plates. I probably should have moved, but I didn’t. I wanted him to be close to me.
 
   Abe looked at me curiously and then continued with the introductions, “This is Xavier, the youngest Steel.”
 
   “And hottest,” Xavier winked, what the hell is it with the winking, “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Xavier’s hair was a lighter and his eyes were not the same brown as Jase and Joe’s, they were blue. He was about the same height and build as Jase, talk about good genes. When Xavier turned around, I saw that his jeans were as nice as Jase’s.
 
   “You paint music?”
 
   “Yay, you saw those huh. What did you think?”
 
   “Very nice.”
 
   “You should hear him play. Every instrument he has painted he can play. He is a Freak,” Abe laughed and shoved him lightly, “This is ..”
 
   “Alezander, Sander for short,” he walked towards me. His intense eyes looked me up and down and smiled coyly and started to reach in the cupboard, and I moved quickly out of his way, and he laughed, a deep dark laugh. He kind of freaked me out which I am sure is exactly what he was trying to do. You know how they say his eyes poured sex, or whatever they say. Maybe they don’t maybe it just me. Anyway, they did not pour sex the oozed kinky, tie you up, maybe even smack your ass a bit sex. Dirty, but not like mud and dirt, dirty, but DIRTY.
 
   I was trying to gather my wits, the little bastards were all over the concrete floor when the door swung open and in walked the freaking terminator. I stepped back a few steps and bumped into Jase and gasped, “Cyrus.”
 
   He looked me up and down very slowly and raised his eyebrow, “Sorry I don’t remember your name. I certainly wish I did. Forget it, it really doesn’t matter, when can we do it again?”
 
   Joe smacked him in the back of his head, “Carly her name is Carly, and she is Abe’s cousin.”
 
   I laughed out loud and quickly covered my mouth.
 
   He bent down and looked me in the eye, “Nice to meet me isn't it?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, and Joe laughed, “Feel free to smack him in the back of his head…”
 
   So I did without her even finishing her sentence. He grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder, I yelped, and he walked out the door, down the hall, out the front door and across the road towards the water.
 
   I could not help but laugh, I do this when I get embarrassed.
 
   “You may think this is funny now, but you won't in a minute,” Cyrus walked into the water, full clothed. Just walked right in which made me laugh.
 
   “Can you swim?”
 
   “Yes but..”
 
   “But nothing,” he grabbed me around the waist and threw me out into the water.
 
   When I came up I heard Joe screaming at him in what I assume was Italian and I watched him pick her up, and I swear he was going to throw her in as well, but he set her down and kissed her on each cheek. He turned around and looked at me.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   I shook my head yes and laughed.
 
   “Next time it wont be so funny,” he walked across the street and into the shop.
 
   I walked out laughing and looked at Abe, “You are going to have to take me home.”
 
   “I see,” Abe laughed at me.
 
   “Come back in, we will get you some dry clothes,” Joe smiled and took my hand. She held it until we were back in the shop.
 
   My shoes squeaked as I walked down the hall towards the employee lounge.
 
   “Hurry it up Carly, I have a date tonight,” Abe yelled to me.
 
   “You go Abe, I will see she gets home,” Joe hugged him.
 
   “You don’t have to,” Abe kissed her on each cheek and stepped back.
 
   “I insist. Go you must not keep a lady waiting.”
 
   “You alright with that Carly?”
 
   “Yep, go have fun.”
 
   As soon as  Abe and left Jase grabbed my hand and pulled me into the lounge, “You okay?” His eyes were smiling.
 
   “Yes, I am just glad I don’t live around here your family must think I am a nut job,” I laughed and covered my face in shame.
 
   He smiled and grabbed the hem of my shirt and pulled it up quickly, I probably should have protested, I really should have, but I didn’t. I lifted my arms high in the air, and he pulled my shirt over my head.
 
   When I looked at his eyes, and they were not looking at mine. They were looking at my Ta-Ta’s. I looked down and probably should have covered them. I did have on a very sheer white bra. White bra…water…yay, nothing left to the imagination. So I decided to act like a lady and cover myself, a little slow on the draw, but I did it.
 
   “Nice, very nice,” he smirked and grabbed the dry sweatshirt he had in his hands.
 
   I lifted my arms for him to put it on me, you know helping him out a little, and he laughed.
 
   “Jase you should probably put that on me,” see I was trying to be a lady.
 
   He let out his held breath and pulled it over my head. I slipped my arms through the arm holes and pulled it down. I was not short, but the shirt was very long. It went to my knees.
 
   “You look good on my shirt,” Jase smiled at me.
 
   “Don’t you mean…”
 
   “No,  Carly, the image of you a moment ago is etched in my brain. You look damn good on my shirt,” Jase kissed me, and I opened my mouth he ran his tongue over mine slowly back and forth. I wrapped my lips around it, I could not help myself. He taste so good.
 
   He pulled away and closed his eyes, “I have an appointment.”
 
   “Now?” my voice was softer than I thought it would be.
 
   “Yay, you can stay in here. It should only take about fifteen minutes. Quick piercing, unless you want to watch,” Jase smiled at me.
 
   “Sure,” I smiled back, this should be cool!
 
   ~
 
   “Hey Vinnie. This is Carly a friend of mine. She is going to watch,” Jase smiled and shook his hand, “So you’re going to do this huh?”
 
   “Yes, lets do it quick,” Vinnie took his shirt off. He had some sort of large black bird across his stomach. It’s wings tips touched just below his pecks. It was beautiful, “You like it?”
 
   “I do actually, it is beautiful,” I admit I have never been a big fan, but this wasn’t the typical skull, or rose, or lovers name. This was a work of art, and I really liked it.
 
   Jase smiled at me and looked at Vinnie, “Lay back man.”
 
   Vinnie laid down, and Jase put on gloves and then pulled a tray of wrapped instruments out of a cupboard and set it in a silver tray with wheels. I have to say it reminded me of the vajayjay doctor. Everything was wrapped up and sterile. He cleaned Vinnie's chest with alcohol and then drew two dots just underneath the nipple. He used a clamp bringing the drawn on dots very close together. He took a needle and some sort of cork and started pushing the needle into him.
 
   I woke up as Jase picked me up off the floor, “You alright Carly?”
 
   “Dizzy, very very dizzy.”
 
   “Yay I guess so,” he smiled at me and I looked up, and the first face I saw after his was Cyrus grinning.
 
   “Does it hurt baby girl?”
 
   I had no idea what he was talking about.
 
   “You passed out right as he poked the needle through your nipple,” Cyrus looked serious.
 
   I sat up and grabbed my chest and everyone laughed.
 
   “Alright show is over,” Jase snapped at them, and they left, “Can you sit right here until I finish up?”
 
   I shook my head yes as he sat me on the ground. I looked up at Vinnie who was smiling.
 
   “I have never had a woman faint at my feet before,” Vinnie laughed as Jase cleaned and covered his nipple.
 
   “I am so sorry. I must have made this very uncomfortable for you.”
 
   “No,  actually you took my mind off the pain. Jase I think I am ready for Prince Albert as long as she is here.”
 
   “I don’t do those,” Jase laughed.
 
   “Is it a butt thing?” I was still dizzy and clueless about this freaken Prince that Pam was so drawn to.
 
   “It can be if your into that kind of thing,” Vinnie laughed. I went to stand and quickly sat back down, “You haven't shown her yet Jase?”
 
   Jase laughed, “Nah she is a friend right Carly.”
 
   “Sure, yes Jase,” I was dizzy again.
 
   Vinnie bent down and patted my head, “See you around baby girl.”
 
   “Nice meeting you,” I waved to him.
 
   Jase handed him some sort of paperwork and Vinnie left.
 
   Jase cleaned up and walked out with the tray, when I stood up he walked back in with crackers and ginger ale.
 
   “I am so sorry about that,” I really was sorry and embarrassed.
 
   “Drink this,” he handed me a cup of ginger ale and even put a straw in it. After I had drank some he handed me a cracker, “Thanks.”
 
   I really just wanted to leave. I was a complete idiot. If he never wanted to see me again, I would so get it. I didn’t want to look up at him. I didn’t want to see him look at me like I was some sort of baby. His brother and Vinnie had called me that. I wondered if I should just have a tattoo done  right across my forehead that said, “Socially Retarded Virgin” with a damn line over it.
 
   “Hey,” Jase lifted my chin and I felt my eyes burn, “Don’t go getting all upset. Some people don’t do well with needles.”
 
   “Or people, some people don’t do well with those either. Jase is there a backdoor I could slip out of. I seriously feel like a giant freak right now.”
 
   Jase smiled and grabbed my face between his hands and kissed my nose, “Look around Carly, no one here thinks you’re a freak.”
 
   I grabbed held my hands over his, “Please just help me get out of here undetected. I winked at your Mother, Smacked your brother, passed out, this has been completely…”
 
   “Riot. Carly do you really give a shit what Vinnie thinks of you, or anyone else here thinks of you?”
 
   Wow, I suppose not, “Why should I right, it’s not like I will see any of you again after this.”
 
   His eyes crinkled briefly as if he was trying to figure something out, “You’ll be seeing me tonight we have a date.”
 
   “Why don’t we just call it good,” I smiled at him trying to convince him and myself that it was cool, when to me it felt anything but cool. Maybe I was getting my period I don’t know, freaking women!
 
   He still had not let go of my face, and he still had not looked away, I know because I looked up for a few seconds.
 
   “You are making me uncomfortable,” I said quietly.
 
   “You are making me uncomfortable too Carly,” Jase lifted my chin face again, “I want to take you out tonight. The past hour and a half made me laugh. No one here is thinking you’re a freak. They would not dare say so if they did.”
 
   “That doesn’t make me feel any better,” I breathed out, and he sat me on the table or bed or whatever the thing was called it.
 
   He stood between my legs and hugged he, like I was a little kid. He hugged me and rubbed my back. Awe damn it he is to sweet.
 
   “How many days do we have?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “Sucks, I wish it were more.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yay,” He kissed my head, “When will you be back?”
 
   “Christmas.”
 
   “Cool,” he stepped back, “That’s cool right?”
 
   I shook my head yes and rolled my eyes, “I don’t want to miss you. And I cant believe I just said that, out loud, to you. Stupid mouth.”
 
   He smiled, “I like your stupid mouth,” he rubbed my cheek with his thumb, “I really like you. And I am really going to tell Abe before our date.”
 
   “Why? I mean seriously why?”
 
   “He is my best friend. I feel like I am cheating on my bro Baby, it’s not cool,” he smiled, dimple winked at me for the first time today, swoon, and all better.
 
   “I think we should just spare him, it’s not like we are going to see each other after this,” it was a statement that of course came out as a question and he smiled.
 
   “We can stay in touch if you want. But seriously I want us to have fun tonight, can you do that for me Baby?”
 
   “Could you act like a complete jackass tonight so I wont get sad when I think about not seeing you again?”
 
   “Now why would I do that to myself, gotta keep my options open Carly,” he tried to smile.
 
   “There you go,” I smiled up at him.
 
   “That’s what you want me to do, act like this isn't going to drive me crazy too? I don’t do the whole like the girl thing Carly, I do the fuck the girl thing. And then you show up here and knock me on my ass. But if you need a dick, I can be whatever dick you need me to be.”
 
   “A lot of dick talk today Jase.” I tried to joke and swallowed hard.
 
   “Whatever dick you need baby,” Jase kissed me sweetly his lips over mine, and again and again. He pulled back, “Do you have to go home or can you just stay, I have one more appointment that’s it.”
 
   “Your not afraid I will pass out and freak them out.”
 
   “I will catch you if you do, just stay.”
 
   Jase left the room to grab something’s he needed for his next appointment and I sat still on the table. I saw what looked like a menu sitting on the counter by the small sink and jumped up grabbed it and sat back down. It was a menu of services they offered. The tattoo prices were based on size, amount of detail, and  the total number of colors used for the design. Piercing seemed expensive I think it was only like twenty bucks to get my ears pierced but, “Oh My God!”
 
   Jase walked in with a salad and bread he looked at me and started laughing and kicked the door shut.
 
   “You could not have just told me? You let me go on and on about Prince Albert in a can!”
 
   He set the food down and started laughing, and I stood up and opened the door and walked out and started heading down the hall. I heard him behind me laughing his fool head off and then he grabbed me and picked me up, “Put me down asshole,” I am pretty sure I whispered.
 
   He laughed, “No way.”
 
   “Now Jase or so help me God!” Okay and now I am pretty sure I didn’t whisper. Everyone, including clients popped their heads out of the rooms and watched me struggling to get away.
 
   “Never,” he laughed out loud and swung me around and kissed me right on the mouth in front of everyone.
 
   “Prince Albert?” Zander yelled out.
 
   Jase pulled away “Yay.”
 
   He pulled me into the room, “Let go!’ I slapped him, and he made a pouty face and then laughed. “Do they think we…” Jase laughed louder, “Seriously I am getting pissed Jase.”
 
   “No, Carly that’s not what they think. I told them about Prince Albert in the can, and we have all been laughing about it since,” Jase smiled and kissed my cheek.
 
   “They know about me!”
 
   “Of course they,” he stopped and looked surprised.
 
   I crossed my arms in front of myself, “Oh please do go on.”
 
   “They just know Carly okay?” He looked worried, and I didn’t want him to. I loved how he laughed and smiled and made me feel. I liked that he felt comfortable enough to tell his family about our friendship.
 
   “Okay,” I smiled and shook my head.
 
   “Okay?” he smiled back.
 
   “Yay,” I hugged him.
 
   “I like you Carly.”
 
   “I like you back Jase.”
 
   




 
   Chapter 7
 
   I sat looking at a magazine while Jase gauged a kids ear. His name was Gavin, and he was only twelve and his Dad was with him. Jase explained how they would slowly make the hole bigger. Taper’s and Gauges and Prince Albert’s oh my, I sang in my head so that I would not think about what was going on. I really did not want to pass out again.
 
   When they left Jase smiled at me, “You’ll never be in the medical field Carly.”
 
   “Nope,” I smiled as he walked over to me.
 
   “Okay so if you could do anything you wanted to tonight what would you want to do?”
 
   “Are you trying to get off the hook here? You asked me out, shouldn’t you be the one trying to figure it out?”
 
   “Less than two hours in a tattoo parlor and you think you’re a bad ass huh? Mouthy mouthy girl.”
 
   I could not help but smile at him, all the damn time. And he was right I was feeling like a bad ass. Like when I listen to Pink, she always pumps me up. For what I am not sure because I really was not a fighter. But hey sometimes a girl just needs to feel a little empowered, like  Gloria Steinem empowered, I can change the world, and you cant stop me!
 
   “What the hell are you thinking?” Jase caught me deep in thought and laughed.
 
   I stood up and walked around him, “Woman’s Liberation movement, you know the 1960’s ?”
 
   “No,  I really don’t know the 1960’s and I am pretty sure you did not either.”
 
   “Book Club,’ we both said at the same time and laughed.
 
   “Okay so dinner, definitely and then maybe go see a live band on the boardwalk, dance, walk to the beach…”
 
   “Stroll hand in hand under the moonlight and then,” I stopped and looked at him.
 
   “And then what Carly?”
 
   The way he was looking at me was nothing but naughty. I tried to figure out something to shock him with, but it was taking to long and his eyes were roaming my body and my body was liking it to much.
 
   “I think I want a tattoo.” Why the hell did I say that?
 
   He smiled, “Really.” It was not a question it was a statement.
 
   “Sure why not?” See I am kind of bad ass.
 
   “What would you like?” Jase sat down and crossed his arms smirking which completely egged me on.
 
   “You’re the artist you tell me.” There hot stuff ball is in your court.
 
   He looked at me differently than he had before, “Stand up.”
 
   I did as he asked quickly and willingly.
 
   “Somewhere that you could hide it,” he walked around me slowly looking me up and down, “It would have to be somewhere intimate. Not showy, something for you. Lay on the table.”
 
   I did, and he lifted the shirt I was wearing exposing my stomach but not to much. He ran his pinky between my waist band and hip. I felt my mouth open a little and immediately my mouth went dry.
 
   He looked up at me and swallowed hard. “Right here,” he rubbed my hip bone lightly and I had to widen my eyes to stop them from rolling. He noticed and his jaw muscle flexed, and he licked his lips and then bit his sulky bottom lip. He lowered his head and kissed my hip bone and then ran his silver ball back and forth across it slowly. I whimpered. Yay I did just like they say in those damn books.
 
   He looked up at me, his face was flush, and I know mine was. His pupils were dilated, they didn’t talk about that in those books, and he did not look away. After a million beats of my heart,  he finally broke eye contact and kissed me lightly again and then stood up.
 
   “There is no way in hell I could ink you,” his laugh was deep and dark.
 
   I pushed myself up on my elbows and cleared my throat, “Why not?”
 
   “My name would be all over you. Carly I need a minute okay?” he did not wait for an answer he walked out the door rather quickly.
 
   I laid back down and groaned. I hope he was not mad at me. I sat up and sat with my legs criss crossed. On the table.
 
   Jase walked back in and handed me my shirt, “It’s dry.”
 
   “O…K,” I was a little embarrassed and a lot confused.
 
   He looked at the ground and smiled shyly and laughed, “You are killing me.”
 
   “What, I, Jase I am not trying…” God what do you say to that?
 
   “I like you. You are a good girl. You leave in a couple days. This kind of sucks,” I watched his face turn red and said nothing. He looked up at me through his insanely dark eyelashes and then scowled and looked down. “I am going to get you home. I have a few things to do before I take you on a real date.”
 
   I sat there and looked at him. He looked nervous and scared. The same way I felt.
 
   “So no tattoo?” I smiled hoping to ease his angst-ridden appearance.
 
   “If you still want one when you come back for Christmas I promise to pull my shit together long enough to ink you Carly,” he smiled. Thank God he smiled.
 
   “Deal.” I jumped off the table and stuck out my hand and shook his hand firm, but not to firm. Just like I had at my college interview last year. I read a book on no verbal cues, showing confidence was important.
 
   He smiled, “What the hell are you thinking now?”
 
   I laughed, “Proper handshakes. Did it appear confident? Did it say I will definitely be up for you inking me when I come back, or that I would wuss out?”
 
   “A little cocky actually. Like you were saying Jase I want you to ink the hell out of me when I come for Christmas,” he tried hard not to smile.
 
   “Ink the hell out of me?”
 
   “Oh yay,” he chuckled and opened the door, “I am sure that’s what all that meant.”
 
   I laughed as I walked out into the hall. Hell yay I wanted him to ink the hell out of me, but why do we have to wait until Christmas? Hmm we shall see.
 
   “My Jeep is out back,” Jase took my hand.
 
   “You leaving so soon?” Joe asked as she hugged me tightly.
 
   “Well I asked Jase to give me a tattoo, and he refused,” I smiled at her. Joe made me feel very comfortable.
 
   “That’s very considerate of you Jase,” Joe smiled at him adoringly, “If you need anything Carly I will be in my room. I hope to see you before you leave.”
 
   “Me too,” I hugged her and kissed her like she had me, on each cheek. Kind of Sopranoish but it truly mad me feel like I was welcome in this little circle.
 
   Jase did the same, “See you in a bit Mom.”
 
   We walked through the employee lounge and everyone stopped talking.
 
   “I will ink you,” Zandor winked, “Jase if you cant get the job done I will.”
 
   Jase smiled, “You would like that huh? She is not ready yet.”
 
   “Since when has that bothered you?” Xavier laughed.
 
   “She hasn’t been inked before, and I am pretty sure after she passed out during a simple piercing she would not do well,” his voice was stern and gave warning.
 
   “Baby girl,” Cyrus walked over next to me intimidating as hell, “ It only hurts for a second and then you get into a rhythm.”
 
   Zandor laughed, “You’ll say stop and then no no no, but you wont mean it. It will just be your mind trying to over ride your desire to be inked. You’ll want to be inked over and over and over again. If it’s done properly of course, with that being said baby girl, I would be honored if I could ink you first.”
 
   I looked at Zandor and Cyrus both had shit at grins on their faces. I looked over at Xavier who was closing his eyes looking at the ground,, and I saw Snookticia looking at me like I was some sort of idiot. Apparently I looked at her to long.
 
   “Are you stupid Barbie, they are talking about your lack of experience, you know picking on you because you’re a virgin.” That pissed me off seriously pissed me off.
 
   “No kidding Snookticia, I was pretty damn sure they were not talking about you!” Holy shit were did my filter go?
 
   Everyone laughed except for her.
 
   “You little…”
 
   “Cat, out!” Jase snapped at her and pointed to the door.
 
   “Fuck that,”
 
   “You started it now go,” Jase was pissed, and she knew it. She stood and stomped out the door and slammed it.
 
   The room erupted in laughter and Jase looked at me and shook his head from side to side, “I need you to get you the hell out of here before you…”
 
   “Before she ties you up and goes all fifty shades on your ass,” Zandor laughed.
 
   “Have you read the book Zandor?” I asked feeling very full of myself after the Cat ordeal.
 
   “No, no pictures,” he chuckled.
 
   “Pretty interesting,” I said egging him on.
 
   “Okay I will bite. Lets have it,” Zandor leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms grinning.
 
   “If you are only interested in picture books that shows that you may lack a bit of imagination,” I smiled proud of myself, “That would tell me that although you seem confident in your ability to INK someone you probably really aren’t that good. “
 
   Jase and his brothers laughed loudly.
 
   “I don’t need a book baby girl, and I do not lack imagination. But thanks you. I find it very interesting that you have actually thought about me in that way,” Zandor winked and looked at Jase, “She is a treat. Looks kind of tasty too.”
 
   “I only thought about you like that for a second, which is probably all you would last in…”
 
   “Okay Carly let’s get you out of here,” Jase laughed and took my hand.
 
   “Come back soon baby girl, I want you to tell me how you think my inking skills would be,” Cyrus called after us as we walked out the door.
 
   Jase opened the door to his black Jeep Wrangler, and I got in. He shut the door, and I was immediately worried that I had offended him. He did not say a word as he pulled out onto the busy street. We drove for a few moments in silence until I could take it no more.
 
   “I am sorry if I upset you.”
 
   He turned left and laughed nervously, “You didn’t” was all he said.
 
   I looked out the window at the water wishing he would just say something.
 
   He pulled into one of the parking spaces in front of the beach, turned off the Jeep and turned to me, “I am not mad at you Carly.”
 
   “Well than why …”
 
   He cut me off, “I want to tell you how I feel, and it is incredible uncomfortable for me to do so just let me okay?”
 
   I shook my head quickly up and down and stared at him. He let out a long steady breath and sat back gripping the steering wheel.
 
   “I like you a lot. I like the way you smile and laugh and contrary to what you believe I love the way you seem at ease around people. My family is very intimidating, and you handle them very well. I loved all that in there. I like the way you make me feel. You are sexy and smart and you drive me out of my mind crazy.”
 
   I could not help but smile, and he looked over and smiled back at me.
 
   “ I like the way you look at me, like I make you happy.”
 
   “That’s because you do,” I grabbed  his hand and kissed it.
 
   “I know, I know and that really makes me nervous.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Carly, you don’t act jealous or possessive. You don’t act like it’s annoying when we are at the beach, and I talk to my friends, or at the store when I left the room you didn’t get pissy…”
 
   “Why 
 
   “That’s the thing Carly. You have never had a relationship with anyone else. You don’t know what it’s like to be hurt by someone. If I hurt you I would not be okay with it….”
 
   “You wont hurt me,” I felt my face get hot, uncomfortable.
 
   “I would never want to hurt you,” Jase looked at me as if he were struggling, “I would never want you to hurt me.”
 
   “I wont hurt you…”
 
   “You are leaving…”
 
   “Going back to college yes.”
 
   “I am going  nowhere,” I was confused, and he could tell, “I work at a tattoo shop Carly.”
 
   “You’re an artist Jase.”
 
   He laughed, “No not really…”
 
   “Does your wok make you happy?”
 
   “Well yay but it’s not enough.”
 
   “Who says?”
 
   He looked at me and closed his eyes, “Lots of people.”
 
   “Screw them, isn’t that what you said to me in there. Who cares what Vinnie thinks of me? Don’t give me advice that you would not take yourself buddy,” I smiled big hoping he would ease up.
 
   “You are beautiful Carly.”
 
   “Have you looked in the mirror?” he smiled and sat back. “Listen we can sit here all day and discuss whatever you want if that’s what you want to do. But if we are just going to sit and look out the window I should get going.” He looked strangely at me, “Don’t look at me that way, I have things to do. I have a hot date to get ready for.”
 
   “Yay?” he smiled and crinkled his eyes.
 
   “Yay,” I did the same back to him, “I need time to prepare you know. I need to blow this guys mind.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Well I am kind of hoping I can leave him wanting more, I won't be back until Christmas. I am hoping he will still be around and still like me.”
 
   He smiled broadly even though I could tell he was trying to hold it back, “So what does it take to prepare for such a date and what will you do to blow his mind?”
 
   I smiled and looked away, Jase pulled out and then pulled my hand up and kissed it.
 
   “Shy girl has returned huh? No more tattoo parlor bad ass?”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “Answer my question,” he kissed my hand again.
 
   “Preparation, none of your business. What will I do, anything he wants.”
 
   “Oh yay anything?”
 
   I looked at his shy smile, and his eyes seemed full of hope and wonder, “I trust this guy.”
 
   “Good because for some reason I think he probably trusts you too.”
 
   “Drop me off up here. No need to do the whole meet the family thing when my Dad isn’t home. “
 
   “So why am I dropping you off here?” Jase asked as he pulled over.
 
   “Fiancée’ number three is.” I really hoped he didn’t ask questions I was not wanting to waste any more time going down that road. I looked at him bracing for it.
 
   He must have known, “Don’t like her?”
 
   “I like her dog more, and that thing tries to bite my ankle every time I walk in the door,” I laughed because it was now amusing to me.
 
   “I see if you ever want to talk about it…”
 
   I held my hand up mimicking a traffic cop, “I want to enjoy tonight. We can save that for a phone conversation when I am back home.”
 
   He shook his head in agreement, “Sounds great.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed me softly, holding one hand against my cheek, “Pick you up at eight?”
 
   “Or I can meet you,” I didn’t want him to meet my Dad.
 
   “I will pick you up right here at eight,” he was kind of insistent, normally I would argue just for the sake of arguing, just to keep him talking. He kissed me again sweetly, “Get out.”
 
   I laughed and did as he asked.
 
   I floated down the street, through the front door, jumped over the rat terrier and floated up the stairs smiling from ear to ear.




 
   Chapter 8
 
   I walked around my fathers considerable bathroom and opened the white cabinet door under her sink looking for something, anything, a clue of what women might do in preparation for a date. I didn’t need her razor, or her brush or blow dryer. I spotted something in the back a blue bottle of some sort of lotion. I read the back. Hair remover, hmm.
 
   I stood in the bathroom and applied as directed.. Let it sit for three minutes then shower. Sounds easy. I had watched commercials, I knew not to touch my head and avoid my eyes. I was not stupid. It smelled awful like boiled eggs. Dear God I hope that smell goes away. I start to panic and then decide why bother. If it made people smell like hard boiled eggs they would not use it right? Right. I rinsed and looked down, bare as a baby's bottom, I laughed at myself. The book club would be very disappointed in this.
 
   I was drying off when I felt the burn. Yes,  the burn. Oh damn it. I grabbed the container. Spot test?! What the hell it’s not a damn carpet. Oh holy shit. I turned on the faucet and cupped cool water in my hand and “Oh God” I felt relief, but it quickly faded. I swear I had a ten ten on my hands or who who. I found the number and called.
 
   Ten minutes later I have a marinating dish with an entire gallon of milk sitting on the floor of the downstairs bathroom, and yes I was straddling it. Apparently milk helps soothe chemical reactions to skin products.  I laughed thinking if by any chance Jase was close to my who who I could serve hard boiled eggs and milk, breakfast.  I felt better, thank God.
 
   I was upstairs getting dressed when my father yelled up, “Be down in a minute Dad.” My hair looked great. No bumps on the who who. Which reminded me I should call back the very unprofessional lady on the phone who laughed hysterically when I began to panic about it being my first date with a guy I was sure I would be giving it to.(Yay nerves, pain, and panic make my mouth run even more.), and let her know I was bump free. Ha!
 
   I walked down stairs in a sundress and flip flops, my hair done, and make up applied, hair free, and nervous that Dad would ask questions when I heard them arguing.
 
   “I am sure she is not trying to kill the dog, Carly would not do that, calm down,” my Dad was telling the blubbering female in the bathroom.
 
   “Then why would she leave this on the floor? I swear to God there was a gallon of milk in the fridge this morning?” She sobbed, and I turned red.
 
   Yep Rat terrier drank the milk, in the marinating dish I forget to put away.
 
   They walked out into the kitchen. She was sobbing into his shirt, and he looked at me, “Carly did you leave…”
 
   “I really am sorry. I forgot to pick it up and I…”
 
   “What did you need a gallon of milk for?” she wailed.
 
   “Um, I soaked my feet in it. It’s good for your skin.”
 
   “Why not just get a pedicure?” She wailed.
 
   “Well I just read that it was better…”
 
   “Did your hippy mother tell you that?” Oh no you didn’t, my newly acquired inner tattoo parlor bitch pushed up her sleeves..
 
   “That’s enough,” my Dad warned her.
 
   “I am going out,” I started to walk away.
 
   “Well you better bring back some milk for my oatmeal in the morning,” she snapped.
 
   I stopped and turned around I opened my mouth and my Dad’s eyes pleaded for me to not say a word. I turned back around and walked out the door.
 
   I walked down the road and felt a bit uncomfortable but better than I did earlier. I saw Jase jump out of his jeep in khaki pants and a blue button up shirt. He smiled, and I walked a bit faster making my undies rub and yep it hurt.
 
   “You look amazing,” He kissed my cheek and opened the door for me.
 
   “You look very handsome,” I smiled and sat and buckled my seat belt.
 
   He got in and buckled his and then turned and looked at me, “What’s going on you look a bit tense. Nervous about the date?”
 
   “No, not at all. That’s the least of my worries,” I laughed, “Okay let's forget about it and go have fun.”
 
   He looked at me for a few seconds and then smiled, “You sure you don’t want to talk about it?”
 
   “Yep, let’s roll,” I leaned over and laid a loud smacking kiss on his cheek.
 
   “Very cool, turn on some tunes Baby,” he pointed towards the stereo.
 
   I turned it on, and an old song by Liz Pair played. I laughed, and he looked at me, “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Listen to the words Jase,” I loved this song.
 
   He smiled and took my hand as we drove down the road listening the song. When it ended he kissed my hand, “ I cannot wait to dance with you.”
 
   “You say that now but just you wait,” I laughed.
 
   “You dance right?”
 
   “Yep, ballet and tap,” I laughed, “And you?”
 
   “Slow and fast,” he joked.
 
   He pulled into a parking lot next to a store of some sort, “We are here.” He jumped out and opened my door and helped me out.
 
   “Tide of Time?’ I smiled as we walked up to the brick building.
 
   “It’s a museum or sorts. You seemed to enjoy the work at the shop I thought we could eat dinner here right here,” he pulled the keys out of his pocket and must have seen my inquisitive look, “I know the owner.”
 
   We walked in, and there was a table in the middle of the room. He grabbed the bouquet of lilies of the table and handed them to me and chuckled, “For you.”
 
   “They are beautiful Jase thank you,” could he get any better? Seriously a museum dinner just us, flowers, candles, and Jase. I was smelling the flowers lost in thought when he cleared his throat.
 
   “Would you like to have a seat?” he pulled my chair out.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He sat across from me and a man in a black suit brought out two bowls full of salad, tomatoes, corn, beans, cucumbers, every vegetable you could imagine. He poured wine into our glasses and left a carafe of water. He left the room.
 
   “Is that okay?”
 
   “Yes, it looks delicious. And the platters are beautiful,” They were made  of clay a light turquoise color and glazed.
 
   “I am glad you like them,” Jase looked up at as the waiter walked back in with a basket of bread and two bowls of soup.
 
   “Will that be all?”
 
   “Yes thank you,” Jase smiled at him, “You can take off. I know where the kitchen is.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, have a good night Nigel.”
 
   “You too Jase.”
 
   Jase smiled at him, “Thanks.”
 
   “This is wonderful,” I looked around at all the photos. One wall was photos of buildings before and after Hurricane Sandy devastated the area. “Did the hurricane hurt your families business?”
 
   “Yay but we survived. We were very lucky.”
 
   “Are those photo’s Cyrus’s?” I looked at them over his shoulder.
 
   “Yes, he lost a lot,” Jase looked down, “But tonight is not about that.”
 
   “Okay. Is there a bathroom somewhere?”
 
   “Right over there,” Jase pointed and stood up as I was which made me laugh, “What’s so funny?”
 
   “You are very romantic and such a gentlemen,” I smiled noticing his face getting red.
 
   He chuckled nervously, “Did you expect otherwise?”
 
   “Well not now but I would never have guessed it when I first met you,” I smiled and walked away.
 
   I shut the door behind me and pulled down my pretty little lavender panties that matched my pretty push up bra. Oh no, I cannot believe this. That bitch on the phone cursed me. Seriously bumps. Good God I looked like I had some horrible STD. I lifted my dress holding it under my chin and raised my leg so my foot sat on the counter. Son of a bitch, that is one ugly, itchy burning mess. I cupped cold water in my hands and held it on me. Until it fell to the ground. Better, one more time. Oh yes much better.
 
   I looked at the ground that was now a puddle and then frantically searched for paper towels. Seriously there were none. I used toilet paper without even thinking. What happens to toilet paper when it gets wet? Yay normal paper disintegrated or at least the stuff we use back in California does. Probably because my Mom is a Hippy right, that rat terrier loving bitch, this is her fault. I looked down at the ground in hopes that it would deteriorate enough to flush, but this shit was plush, so it was just a big mushy mess. To plush to flush, I laughed out loud.
 
   “Hey is everything alright in there?” Jase asked, and I laughed louder.
 
   “Yep just wonderful.”
 
   “Are you done?”
 
   “No not really,” I laughed so hard tears came to my eyes and then tears started to fall. Oh no,  no no!.
 
   “Are you crying?” Jase voice sounded panicked which mad me cry more.
 
   “Please just give me a minute,” I heard the door open and quickly pulled down my dress and I looked up at him from the ground, and he looked shocked.
 
   “Um, did you have an accident,” he whispered.
 
   Now came the tears of embarrassment he squatted down beside me, and I wanted to hug him, more to hide my face in his chest. He stood and held his hand out to me, and I reached up he made a really odd face and I looked at my hand. He grabbed the back of my wrist and pulled me up, turned on the faucet and put my hand under it. I looked in the mirror and say the smudged black mascara under my eyes. He watched me and looked for  around.
 
   “No paper towels or toilet paper?” I shook my head no, and he held my face and very gently wiped the mascara away. He turned me towards the mirror, “See, all better.”
 
   I turned and hugged him tightly, and he rubbed my back and swayed back and forth slightly, comforting me, just like my mom would.
 
   When I stopped crying he stepped back and bent looking in my eyes, “You want to tell me what is going on?”
 
   “No,” I wiped my eyes and realized I was pouting. I took a deep breath.
 
   “I have no expectations tonight Carly so if you are nervous…”
 
   “I did,” I looked at the ground, “Look I am just going to lay it out there,” I looked up at him, “I used a hair removal cream, which seemed like a good idea until the burning, and then the call to the company,” and the tears came again. I told him everything, and he stood there and listened. “So I cupped water, it fell to the ground while I was trying to cool myself down and I…” He took both of my hands in his and kissed them, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Which hand?”
 
   “Jase seriously…”
 
   “I am being very seriously,” he kissed them and then licked the, and sucked on my fingers and I swear it made me forget about the burning on the outside, but the burning on the inside, well that was another story.
 
   I closed my eyes, and he continued, “Please stop.”
 
   “You really want me to?”
 
   “No,  but what is the sense?” he smiled and stepped back and looked at the floor, “The waste basket is wicker. It would be a mess or I would have…”
 
   “I will grab a bag out of the kitchen Carly, it really is not a big deal okay. Don’t let this ruin our night. “
 
   After the mess was cleaned up we sat back down at the table, again he pulled my chair out for me. We sat silently, and he started to laugh. I looked up at him and scowled.
 
   “Baby you are so perfect,” he reached across and took my hand.
 
   “Yep a perfect freaken idiot.”
 
   “No not at all. Finish you salad,” he let go of my hand.
 
   “I kind of lost my appetite,” I looked up at him face and could not help but smile back at him.
 
   “Just finish it please, for me?” He chuckled, and I looked at him again, “Not that I should ask any more of you I mean you went through all that for me. Man how can I top that.”
 
   I laughed, “Well you cant now.”
 
   “Awe, funny girl,” Jase stood up and cleared away the dishes and took them into the kitchen and brought back a platter of the biggest chocolate dipped strawberries I had ever seen. My eyes must have bugged out of my head, “You cant have any until you finish you meal.” He pulled his chair over next to mine and sat in it backwards resting his chin on the back of it watching me.
 
   “I am supposed to eat while you watch?”
 
   “Uh huh,” he smiled, you know the one that hits his eyes and makes my heart skip a beat. Yay that one.
 
   “I can't,” I sat back and leaned over and rubbed his head. He had very soft hair.
 
   “Okay, can you empty it into this?” he handed me a take out container, not a Styrofoam one but one that looked like china but was really plastic. Very pretty.
 
   I did as I was asked, and he looked down at the platter and smiled. I followed his eyes and say the design on the bottom. It was a book with very tiny writing on it. There was a vase of Lilies behind it, and it sat on what looked like sand.
 
   “That’s beautiful,” I smiled at it.
 
   “See you would have never been able to see it had you not emptied you platter. It's blue like the ocean and your eyes. The book represents what seems very important to you, knowledge, your Mother the people you love. The Lilies are to represent tonight and…”
 
   “You did this?” I was shocked.
 
   “I did. When I thought about the tattoo I would do on you this is what I saw. Nothing dark, nothing big or flashy, just what you seem to love,” he looked up at me, his head still resting on the back of the chair.
 
   “What does it say?”
 
   “In the book?”
 
   “Yes in the book,” I leaned forward and kissed his nose.
 
   “Carly, Sono caduta per voi, Jase,” he smiled sweetly. It had to be Italian, and it was even more beautiful coming out of his mouth.
 
   “And what does it mean?” my voice was just over a whisper.
 
   “I have fallen for you,” Jase blushed.
 
   I tried to play it cool and could not I smiled and then squeezed my eyes shut, “That makes me happy.”
 
   “Yay?”
 
   “Yay.”
 
   “You know what else is going to make you happy?”
 
   “There is more?”
 
   “Well no but we are going to stop a the parlor. We have some cream for skin irritation,” he stood and put the strawberries in the other empty container, “We keep it on hand just in case someone has a reaction to the ink.”
 
   I stood and smiled and helped him clean up, “Does it fix it immediately?” Okay that was a little more excited and a little less cool than I thought I was playing it off.
 
   He laughed, “Usually a day or two.”
 
   “Damn it,” I whispered under my breath, and he heard me and laughed.
 
   ~
 
   We stopped at the parlor, and he switched on the light and took my hand, We walked down the hall and into his room. I laughed, and he looked back at me, “What is so funny?”
 
   “Dr. Steel exam room three,” I used a very professional announcer type voice.
 
   He flipped on the lights and yanked me behind him.
 
   I stood while he opened a cabinet and grabbed a tube of ointment which made me laugh again, uncomfortable nervous laugh, I reached for it, and he pulled it way. “I want to.”
 
   Laughing stopped immediately, and my face fell.
 
   He smiled, “I am a doctor you know.” He walked slowly towards me, and I stepped away until I was against the wall.
 
   My heart was beating the crap out of my chest, and he leaned into kiss me, “I don’t want you to,” I whispered.
 
   He smiled, “I was joking.”
 
   I cant believe he just did that to me I snatched the ointment and walked to the bathroom. Instant relief, I could have done cartwheels down the hall I was so happy. I was smiling when I walked out, and he was leaning against his door.
 
   “All better?”
 
   I smiled and walked towards him slowly and didn’t answer. He looked amused, when I brushed by him and put the ointment back in the cabinet.
 
   “You might want to take that with you.”
 
   I turned around slowly and smiled at him, “I don’t need it.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No,” I walked up and pushed him down into the chair and smiled, “It’s a miracle all healed up I feel great and I want you right here and right now.” I straddled his lap and kissed him hard on the mouth, and he groaned. His left hand immediately went between my shoulders and his right on the small of my back. I pulled his hands back and stood up off his lap.
 
   His breaths were deep and slow, his eyes heavy, and he was rolling the silver ball in his teeth. I took a deep breath and kicked off my flip flops and then lifted my dress over my head. His eyes rolled slightly, and his jaw muscles flexed. No doubt in my mind Jase has serious oral skills.
 
   “You like,” he shook his head no, and I smiled knowing better.
 
   “I love,” he started to stand, and I lifted my leg and gently put my foot between his legs.
 
   “Sit,” I smiled, and he did.
 
   Jase lifted my foot and began sucking on my pinky toe and that act alone made my stomach to triple back that had won the US a gold medal. I nearly fell, and he grabbed my hand and yanked me so that I was on his lap again.
 
   He kissed me and looked at me and smiled a very sly smile, “You sure you're all healed.” I shook my head no, and he laughed. “So your fucking with me?” He kissed me again.
 
   “You knew?”
 
   “Yay, no miracle cream baby.” I felt him against me, and I swear my hips gyrated on their own, “How’s that feel?”
 
   I couldn’t answer afraid I would whimper, or moan, or make all those noises in the books, and I quickly realized my little joke was a very bad idea. Then he pushed against me, holy hell I whimpered.
 
   “Oo or ouch baby?” he kissed my neck, and I did it again, “Okay I see.”
 
   I set back and looked at him. Head spinning, heart racing, desire burning, and the hottest mad under the sun under me, separated by a thin piece of silk and a pair of khaki pants. “That plan backfired.”
 
   He smiled, “Maybe for you, but I am sitting under perfection.”
 
   “With a rash,” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “You are beautiful,” he kissed me, wrapped his arms around me, and stood up.
 
   He walked to the table and set me down, kissed my head and walked to the cabinet. He grabbed the ointment and handed it to me, “What time do you leave?”
 
   “Midnight tomorrow,” I looked away sadly.
 
   “I am done here at six. If you want to hang out we can,” he smiled and picked up my dress, “I really don’t want to put this on you.”
 
   “I really don’t want you to,” I looked up at him.
 
   “I cannot believe I am doing this,” he grumbled as he put the dress over my head, “You have got me by the balls Carly.” He laughed and stepped back. We get really slow at the end of October. When is your first long weekend at school?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because if you ant I will fly out to see you,” he covered his face and groaned loudly, “Seriously by the balls.”
 
   “You would?”
 
   “Yes, absolutely. I would probably do anything you asked me to right now, he laughed uncomfortable.
 
   “Would you meet the book club?” I smiled knowing I was pushing it.
 
   “Would you want me to?”
 
   “Hell yes,” I laughed, “But I would never make you.”
 
   “I offered,” he laughed.
 
   “Are you sure it’s not because we haven’t…”
 
   “No Carly that is not why,” He walked up to me and kissed me, “Lets get out of here.”
 
   ~
 
   I was all packed by four, and I texted Jase.
 
   -When your done meet me at the same place. Bring a blanket, I will bring sandwiches. Picnic on the beach?
 
   -Absolutely five after six
 
   -perfect…hey, I wanna show you something.
 
   -trying to work, and poor Rocco now has your name on his arm, his wife is going to be pissed!
 
   -Are you kidding!!!
 
   -Yep see you soon.
 
   I was waiting for him when he pulled up. I jumped in and leaned over and kissed him.
 
   “Well good evening Baby,” he smiled and looked at me.
 
   “Lets go, we are wasting daylight buddy,” I grabbed his hand, “Come on boy!” He laughed and pulled away.
 
   He grabbed a blanket of the back seat, and I jumped out.
 
   “You're killing me baby, not even letting me open the door, and you leave tonight,” he walked behind.
 
   I stopped, and he laid out the blanket. I set the basket down and sat next to it on my knees and patted the spot next to me. He sat, and I turned his Yankees ball cap around backwards and pulled his shades off him. I sat on his lap and held my phone out to take pictures. He laughed at me.
 
   “Did you get enough?”
 
   “I hope so. “
 
   “Forward on to me?”
 
   “Lay down.”
 
   “What?” he laughed.
 
   “Just do it,” I pushed him backward and climbed on his lap.
 
   “You’re a little crazy today baby,” I took pictures and he laughed.
 
   “Don’t laugh I want pictures of me on top of you!”
 
   He pulled his phone out and took some of me. I hammed it up, posing. I put his hat on, smiled, pouted, “Scowl.”
 
   I laughed, “Why?”
 
   “One of my favorites,” I did, and he snapped pictures.
 
   “Alright buddy we are going to eat and then, I want you.”
 
   He sat up quickly and wrapped his arms around me holding me in place, “Are you trying to trick me again?”
 
   “Nope,” I made a loud pop when I said the P.
 
   “Really?” he laughed.
 
   “Yep,” I made the same sound.
 
   “How long to we have?”
 
   “About an hour, why?”
 
   “Not enough time.”
 
   “That’s not what…”
 
   “Seriously cannot wait to meet these women,” Jase laughed and flipped me on my back, “No chance you have those lavender panties on again is there?”
 
   “You better hope not ewe.”
 
   “You’ll wear them when I come visit?”
 
   “Sure,” he kissed me.
 
   He stood up and pulled me up, “This is not a good idea, not today to rushed, to public.”
 
   “In the water?”
 
   “Yay,” he kissed me and I pulled back.
 
   “Yay?”I jumped up and wrapped my legs around him. He kissed me again, and I heard a horn honk and then my name, “Oh man.”
 
   “Will they go away?”
 
   The horn honked again, “Apparently not.” I slid down.
 
   “Damn Carly, " he bent and pushed on his knees.
 
   “Call me?”
 
   “Of course,” he stood up and kissed me again.
 
   “Call me,” I grabbed the basket and walked up the sand beach away from Jase, and it hurt like hell. I turned around, and he was standing looking the same way I was feeling. I ran back and kissed him again, “I am going to miss you like crazy.”
 
   “No more than I will you,” he very sweetly grabbed my face and kissed
 
   “What are you doing Carly?” Cameron screamed as he stormed down the beach towards me.
 
   I ran up fast and hugged him, “Your early.”
 
   “Evidently not early enough, who the hell was that?” Cameron was glaring in Jase’s direction.
 
   “Come on, just a boy,” I pulled him back towards the car, “You left me for two weeks and you think you can just sashay back here and boss me around.”
 
   We got in the car, and he turned it on, “I had to go great opportunity, awesome internship,” he looked out the window and I saw Jase walking up the beach, “Carly was that Jase Steel?”
 
   “Who?” I did not lie I asked a question.
 
   “Just some dirt bag, he treats girls like shit, real bad news you know. Never mind your smarter than that,” he reached over and hugged me, “Stay away from Bad boys little sis.”
 
   I laughed when I wanted to defend Jase, but we only had a couple hours, none of which I wanted to spend arguing with my brother.
 
   Cameron dropped me off at the airport, “When will you be back?”
 
   I laughed, “Your coming for Thanksgiving I am coming for Christmas.”
 
   I sat inside the terminal waiting, and my phone rang,
 
   “Hi,” I tried to sound happy but I wasn’t.
 
   “Hey baby. I just bought my ticket,” Jase seemed happy.
 
   I let out a deep breath, “Tell me it’s for now, fly with me back home?”
 
   He laughed, “I wish.”
 
   “Me too,” I sat back in the hard chair pouting and my flight was called, “Hey I have to go.”
 
   “Call me when you land?”
 
   “Definitely.
 
   ”###
 
    
 
    
 
   




 
   I hope you enjoyed the introduction to the new Men of Steel series. This book gives us a little bit of Jase and Carly’s story but there will definitely be more to come.
 
   I want to try something fun with my readers. I hope you will like my page on facebook and let me know which of the Men of Steel you want to read about next.
 
   Cyrus, the badass, Zandor the kinkiest, Xavier the hottest, or are you dying to see what happens with Jase and Carly? 
 
   There is an open event on facebook where you can vote. I want to know what you want.
 
   The inspiration for Men of Steel started with the love of the song 
 
   “Why Can’t I” by Liz Phiar
 
   It was a break from the highly emotional, intense, and erotic books I have been writing.
 
   Check Out my already published works on Amazon.
 
   Thanks for reading!!!
 
   https://www.facebook.com/pages/MJ-Fields-books/514446948612589
 
    
 
   




 
   A peak at the Love Series
 
   Blue Love Chapter 1
 
   Only three weeks until school started and Tessa knew something awful was brewing a home. Her parents who always had little arguments had stopped arguing over a month ago. Maggie, her mother was busy organizing the house, which meant emptying every nook and cranny, including each closet and cupboard in the old farm house. Her father John was consumed, as he was every summer since before she was born, dodging rain and summer storms while crop session was in full swing. 
 
   Tessa and Alex were already skipping out on helping due to fall sports practice and try outs. As a senior Alex was playing football for the first time this year. He had always wanted to try out but things were very busy on the farm. Maggie insisted her husband encourage him. It was his last year in high school and she wanted him to fully experience it. Alex had been very withdrawn since the accident which killed his two cousins five years ago. Jason and Jasper were the same age as Alex. They had not only been cousins but the best of friends. 
 
   Tessa and Jade went to the pond after field hockey practice to swim. They discussed their upcoming year and were excited for all the possibilities. Alex pulled in with a truck full of team mates, who piled out and jumped in to the refreshing water.
 
    “Here come the white hat boys Tessa,” Jade said grinning from ear to ear.
 
   For the past two weeks Tessa and Jade’s field hockey team had practice at the same time as the football players. Tessa and Jade would wait for Alex and Ryan and watch all the freshly showered shirtless hotties walk out of the school. The hottest ones always seemed to be wearing white hats. Tessa and Jade would sit back and take in the view.
 
   School would be different this year. Due to state and federal budget cuts to the education system a few schools in the surrounding areas were closed at the end of last year. The girls called the students from the other schools that would now be attending their school “implants”. 
 
   Tessa and Jade were laying on the raft in the sun when a bunch of white hats swam out to them. Tessa was uncomfortable in the bathing suit she wore, the attention was unwelcome. She dove in, swam to shore, and quickly grabbed her shirt to cover herself. Jade followed behind but slowly walked out of the water bending back to ring out her long black hair. She smiled at the group of white hats and slowly bent down to grab a towel and wrap the lower part of her body.
 
   Tessa picked up her shirt and tossed it at her and Jade laughed and put it on. 
 
   “Your naughty Jade,” Tessa said and smirked.
 
   “Look at them I think naughty would be fun,” Jade said.
 
   Tessa walked to the truck and jumped in the driver’s side. Jade smiled and waved as they pulled out. Tessa noticed one of them staring and rolled her eyes and kept driving.
 
   Tessa dropped Jade off. “See you in the morning” she said as she waved goodbye. “Hi Uncle Jack,” Tessa yelled as she pulled out. He waved back. Tessa drove home to the farm.
 
   ~
 
   Jade’s alarm sounded. It was the first day of senior year and she had no desire to get out of bed so she hit snooze and rolled over.
 
   “Time to get up,” Jack heard her father call up the stairs.
 
   Jade rolled over and groaned, “I’m up Dad.”
 
   She walked out her door and into the bathroom and looked in the mirror, you better fix that hair she thought, and started the shower.
 
   Jade turned seventeen in May. She was tall and well developed. Her hair was long and dark brown with blond streaks. Her parents divorced two years ago, and her mother lived an hour away. She lived with her father, a contractor. Their house was small and cozy. She was the youngest of three children including older twin brothers who would have been in there first year of college, but had died five years ago in a horrible accident. 
 
   She walked into the kitchen and her father had made pancakes, he kissed her head and asked, “What else are you wearing Jade?”
 
   She was dressed in denim shorts that were a little too short for his liking, but perfect for hers. She had on a tank top with a silver flashy design on the front. It clung to her body in all the right places. 
 
   She chewed her pancakes and lifted the white sweater off the back of the chair to show him and grinned. He shook his head and said, “That stays on all day.”
 
   “If you want a ride you’d better hurry up Jade,” her cousin Alex yelled from the door.
 
   “Have a great day baby girl,” her dad said as she grabbed her bag and flew out the door. 
 
   He watched as she ran to the truck, she looked like his ex wife more and more every day. He looked at the chair and her sweater hung on the back. He grabbed it and ran to the door, “Hey” he yelled stopping them, “You forgot something,” handing it to her through the window as she rolled her eyes at him. 
 
   They pulled out the driveway as Alex laughed, “He wants you to cover those things up Jade,” she smacked him and sat back. Alex was the same age as her brothers but the year they died he chose to stop doing school work and ended up having to repeat the school year forcing him to graduate with his younger sister Tessa and cousin Jade.
 
   ~
 
   The house was quiet; all the kids would be up soon if she wanted a hot shower she’d better hurry it up. Phoebe jumped up and tiptoed to the bathroom.
 
   Phoebe was seventeen and pretty with her hair cut in a medium length bob, pretty low maintenance. Her parents both died a year ago and she lived with a foster family. Phoebe’s foster family the Brook’s, had ten kids in the large house. Two kids were biologically, four adopted, and the other four fosters like her. She had been placed here over the summer, hoping she would not have to move again for a while. She liked this family way better than the last family she had been placed her. A new school awaited her: a school where no one knew about her ugly past. She was happy for a new start.
 
   Becca was waiting for the shower when Phoebe walked out. Becca was exceptionally tall and thin, she had long curly hair and big green eyes. She was a classic beauty, her outside matched her inside. Deep down she loved what her parents had done by taking in all these kids but sometimes she wished they had more time for her. She and Phoebe were the same age and she liked her. Phoebe did not walk into the house for the first time with a chip on her shoulder; she was sweet and had a lost look in her eyes. She seemed at home her. 
 
   “You ready for today?” Becca asked her with a smile.
 
   “I think so,” Phoebe replied, “are you?” 
 
   “Most definitely, there are fewer chores to do now that we are back in school,” she said with a big smile as she walked into the bathroom. 
 
   Becca was seventeen and had spent most of the summer at one camp or another; she hadn’t spent a lot of time at home. The time she did spend was consumed by chores, camp, church, and helping with the kids. Unlike for most kid’s school was a much needed break from the crazy busy summer.
 
   Tessa was almost eighteen, she was medium height and she developed over the summer, she was not fond of her new body and much preferred the boyish build she carried last year. She had long blonde hair that hung to her waist and big sparkling blue eyes that people often mistook for contact lenses. She was the third in the family of five. She lived on a farm just down the road from Becca’s family. 
 
   “Tessa honey it’s time to come down, breakfast is going to get cold,” Maggie yelled. 
 
   Tessa grabbed her clothes she had sat out the night before. She had picked up a knee length khaki shorts and a light blue baggy tee. She wanted to cover up those stupid and unfamiliar mounds of flesh. She went and showered and was the last to get up, so today Tessa got the cold shower. 
 
   Tessa siblings were, Molly her twenty year old sister, was attending community college, and planned to get her bachelors when she finished. Alex was nineteen and on the football team for the first time this year. Kendall was a 15 year old tomboy, and Jake was 14. Her parents, Maggie and John Ross, had been married for 21 years, high school sweet hearts.  Things were not good between them at all. Tessa knew it was only a matter of time as she had overheard many arguments.
 
   Tessa was dressed and sitting at the table when the Alex pulled in after picking up Jade. She ran out and got in the truck. The stupid smelly school bus as Kendall and Jake called it was here Maggie took pictures and watched as her two youngest got on.  How could this have happened? 
 
   Jade started to decorate her locker, she was putting in a mirror when she realized she had the sweater on she stuck her tongue out at herself and took it off and smiled. Tessa’s locker was next to hers as usual, cousins with the same last name. 
 
   “You’re remodeling already” Tessa laughed.
 
   They stood and watched as Becca and Phoebe walked towards them. They went in search for their lockers. Jade and Tessa waited and they walked towards the auditorium. 
 
   Tessa and Jade were cousins and they had been close since the day they were born. They walked through the hallway together “To bad we missed cheerleading tryouts,” Jade said as they passed by the group of varsity football players she said raising her eyebrows and looked in their direction.
 
   “Too bad?” Tessa said loudly, “Thank God! I would not be caught dead cheering on some Neanderthals,” as the same dark haired boy raised his eyebrows and smirked at her again. He was one of the white hat boys, the cutest, but what did he think he was looking at? She blushed and scowled.
 
   ~
 
   “Damn,” Luke said, as he ogled Tessa walking by, “Nice eats.”
 
   “That’s my sister Links,” Alex said giving him a back off look. 
 
   “You may want to watch it. You’re on my team now,” Luke said shutting his locker.
 
   “I’ve been on theirs for seventeen years,” Alex growled.
 
    “Ease up Ross, I was just enjoying the scenery,” Luke said smiling at him.
 
   ~
 
   Jade and Tessa sat in the auditorium, Becca and Phoebe sat next to them. They compared schedules and found they were all in the honors classes together. Becca and Jade had P.E. and study hall together, and Tessa and Phoebe shared the same P.E. and government class.
 
    The football team sat in the row in front of them, Jade kicked Tessa and smiled. Tessa rolled her eyes at Jade and looked up and Luke was staring back at her, with a half smile. She turned away; “Tessa,” Jade said “he was checking you out.” Tessa shook her head back and forth looking down.  
 
   Mr. Camp the school Principal took the stage, “Welcome back students. As you know we have merged with some other schools due to state budget cuts. This school belongs to all of us, lets treat each other with respect as we all transition,” he said. He gave the normal first day speech, went over the rules, and told us of upcoming sign ups, games, the pep rally, and the fall festival.  
 
   Jade saw Tommy look back at her and smiled. He was cute, and she could not believe he was looking at her. Tessa saw them exchange glances throughout the assembly and laughed to herself. She also noticed, when she allowed herself to look up Luke staring right through her with a devilish grin. 
 
   The assembly ended and the girls had all decided that they would sign up for chorus; they stood in line to sign up. “Jade, that white hat was checking you out,” Tessa said and laughed. 
 
   “His buddy was checking you out,” she laughed, “They are both yummy,” Jade said grinning. 
 
   They finally got to sign ups and Jade wrote her name on the list, “Jade Ross,” Tommy said and winked at her, “Cool now I have a name to go with that pretty face,” he smiled and walked away.
 
   Tessa and Jade laughed as Tessa wrote her name and they turned to see Luke staring at her. She rolled her eyes at him and walked away, “Tessa!” Jade scolded her as the bell rang and they went to their first class, English.
 
   Their teacher Mr. Mandel gave them their list of required reading for the year and an outline of assignments and due dates. Tessa looked over the list and it was mainly Eighteenth Century English literature, and she hoped she would like it. 
 
   Jade and Becca had study hall next, they were allowed to go outside in the quad because no one had any homework yet. Becca and Jade sat under the tree at the far end. Frankie and Mark, juniors came over. “Ladies,” Frankie said “Looking fine this year”
 
   “Hey Frankie,” Jade said smiling as Becca looked away annoyed.
 
   “Jade,” Tommy said walking up behind Frankie “Is this boy bothering you?” Jade smiled at him and looked down, holy cow she thought. “Jade you don’t want to play with the little soccer boys now do you?” he asked without waiting for an answer, “Can I get your number Jade, you know to check in with you to see if these boys are bugging you.” 
 
   “I want your girl Tessa’s number,” Luke said his eyes narrowing.
 
   “Jade can you give those to us please?” Tommy asked smiling.
 
   “Sure,” she said, “Since you asked so nicely, got a pen?” she asked coolly.
 
   “I will always ask you nicely,” he said with a wink and took the paper. She blushed and looked down he brushed into Frankie, as he walked away.
 
   “Douche bag!” Frankie said under his breath.
 
   “What did you just say?” Luke asked and got in Frankie’s face,
 
   “I said Douche bag!” Frankie stepped towards him.
 
   Becca and Jade jumped up and stood between them. 
 
   “Please just walk away,” Jade said to Luke.
 
   “You owe me Jade for not kicking that punk’s ass,” Luke yelled as he walked by.
 
   “Na dude, she’s saving yours,” Mark smirked.
 
   The bell rang as Luke and Tommy walked away. “Call me!” Frankie yelled in his best girl voice holding his hand to his ear mocking Tommy and Luke.
 
   Becca laughed and they walked in. The boys where harmless, they were friends, they helped on the Ross farm on weekends and over the summer. Neither had good home lives but they seem to be breaking the mold that most of kids in their situation can’t seem to overcome. She had known them forever, not always the most appropriate acting crew but lots of fun. 
 
   Jade got a text-
 
   -Is this the pretty girl?
 
   -Who is this?...Jade
 
   -You’ll soon find out
 
   Jade laughed out loud, walking towards her locker.
 
   Tessa took her phone from her pocket and read the message she had just received. 
 
   -Tessa Ross, you are lovely..LL
 
    Jade walked up to Tessa and saw her reading a message and looking confused. “Did you get a message?” she asked.
 
   “Ya, weird I have no idea who it is,” she handed the phone to Jade who was laughing.
 
   “It’s from Luke,” Jade smirked, “He asked for your number” she shrieked.
 
   “And you gave it to him?” she said angrily.
 
   “Tommy asked for it, nicely,” she said, “I gave him both of ours,” she laughed.
 
   “Jade seriously,” Tessa said very annoyed and walked away.
 
   The bell rang and school was out, the girls all met in the locker room and got ready for field hockey. They asked Phoebe how she liked the new school, she said she loved it, much smaller school than she was used to. They walked outside and passed the football players and cheerleaders. 
 
   “Nice skirt pretty girl” they heard someone yelling at them, followed by a bunch of cat calls and howling. Jade flipped them off and kept walking.
 
   “Damn Tommy was that your girl?” Luke asked pretending to be shocked.
 
   “Your breaking my heart pretty girl,” Tommy called after her and dropping to his knees.
 
   Jade turned around and smiled and shook her head.
 
   They ran to the state park that bordered the property, including the one hundred plus stairs at least ten times. “This is like basic training ladies,” Coach V yelled at them. “It will show us who is varsity field hockey material and who is not. If it’s not for you don’t bother coming back tomorrow! Half of you will make it through the next two weeks and the others will walk away. It is not for everyone ladies. We are looking for skill and heart. That’s a wrap, see you all tomorrow.” He excused them and they walked back to the school. They showered, dressed, and walked out to the back parking lot to see if Alex was there.
 
    “You crushed me pretty girl,” Tommy shouted from Luke’s car as Luke pulled up next to them and stopped. Jade laughed as Tommy jumped out of the car shirtless, holding his heart he fell dramatically to the ground. 
 
   Tessa stood looking at the ground, her phone vibrated and she grabbed it. She looked at her phone, a message,
 
   -You look hot Tessa…LL
 
   She rolled her eyes and ignored it and put the phone in her bag.
 
   “Is that how it’s going to be Tessa?” Luke asked leaning over towards the window flashing his perfect white half smile.
 
   “Oh I’m sorry was that from you?” Tessa asked sarcastically.
 
   “You are not used to this kind of attention are you?” he said trying to hide his smile, “You need to get used to it Tessa, I am going to be watching you.”
 
   “Sounds kind of stalker ish, LL” she said.
 
   “No Tessa, just someone who admires your assets,” Luke smiled and looked her up and down.
 
   “Wow does that normally work for you?” she said to him and looked away annoyed. “Jade you ready?” 
 
   Jade was kneeling down laughing at Tommy, he sat up and smiled, he had a kind smile. “Can we give you ladies a lift?” he asked.
 
   “Sure,” Jade said, “We were going to walk to Tessa’s house”
 
   “Thank you for accepting,” he said bowing down to her he pointed his hand to the back. She followed him and climbed in. 
 
   “Looks like you’re up here with me,” Luke smiled at Tessa and leaned across and pushed the door opened. She got in and buckled her seat belt and crossed her arms over herself. 
 
   Jade and Tommy were in the back of the car. Tessa looked back and saw them laughing as Tommy pointed to the clouds, through the side window resting his head on her shoulder.
 
   “That one looks like a monkey,” he said “Do you like animals?” he asked
 
   “Yes, I do, why?” Jade asked
 
   “Just wondering? I want to know everything about you, you are perfect on the outside, and funny, I just want to know you pretty girl, is that alright?”  He asked.
 
   “I guess so,” she smiled, “Since you asked so nicely”
 
   “I told you Jade,” he continued, “I always will.”
 
   They drove down Main Street and Luke saw a blonde looking towards his car “Oh shit,” he said, “Don’t ask questions, bend down and hide.” Tessa did and waited there till he told her it was okay to sit up. “Sorry Tessa, crazy ex.”
 
   Tessa rolled her eyes “That will not happen again,” This is so uncomfortable, she thought.
 
   Jade and Tommy talked and laughed the rest of the way. She looked happy. Jade tapped on Luke’s shoulder “Could you pull up this road and let us off, I don’t want my aunt and uncle to get upset about us riding with you guys.”
 
   Luke pulled over and reached across the car and pushed the release on her seat belt, his hand stayed on her leg for a moment before she started to get out, “Tessa I think you’re hot, and you’d have to agree I am not bad on the eyes either, think about it. I would love to spend time with you Tessa Ross,” He squeezed her hand and she jumped out.
 
   “Thank you for the ride,” Tessa said, she shook her head and waited for Jade.
 
   Tommy gave Jade his hand as she jumped out, he smiled at her, “Come to my game this weekend he asked.”
 
   “My Cousin play’s Tommy, I will be there,” she smiled.
 
   “Oh that’s right, well when I make a touchdown and hold my hand like this,” he grinned making his fingers into a J, “you know I will be thinking of you pretty girl”
 
   She laughed and walked towards Tessa. “He is so cute, and funny, and he really likes me” Jade said grinning ear to ear. She talked the whole way home about the J when he made a touchdown and how he called her pretty girl. She liked this boy.
 
   What does this Tommy have a parrot fetish Tessa wondered? They walked into the farm house and there where suit cases in the kitchen, Jade gave Tessa a questioning look, Tessa shrugged her shoulders. She knew it was coming but wasn’t thinking it would be this soon. Jade called her dad for a ride and he answered from the barn, “I am here with John,” he said “Meet me at the truck.”
 
   “Dads waiting outside, call me later Tessa,” Jade gave her a hug and walked out.
 
   Tessa’s parents sat the kids down at the table and told them they needed a break from one another, but it was nothing to do with them. Maggie had an apartment about ten miles away and was going there tonight. The kids were going to stay at home for the week to not disrupt school. They did not get to or have to choose who they stayed with. There was no discussion or choices about this, as in most cases the adults in the situation made the decisions. Maggie was going to get the apartment set up so for the next two days they were definitely staying at home. Kendall and Jake cried but the others said nothing. Tessa put her shoes on and went for a walk to her favorite thinking place. She walked behind the barn then ran down the dirt road as fast as she could to reach the edge of the woods. She started down the trail and began to cry. Hypocrites she thought one love, one marriage, and family first. She had tried her whole life to live up to their expectations and now this. “What the fuck!” she screamed, and it felt good. She walked down and sat next to the water; she threw stones and watched the water crash down over the rocks. Ironic, she thought. She could see the sun starting to set behind the towering pine trees and decided to head back up the trail towards home. She realized her legs were sore and slowed down a bit. 
 
   When she reached the edge of the woods she saw her sister Molly with her boyfriend Cory making out. Damn it this is embarrassing, she thought. She cleared her throat loudly as she walked out of the woods. “You okay Tessa?” Cory asked. She shook her head yes and started to jog home.
 
   Molly and Cory had dated for three years; he was in his second year of college. He kissed her head and told her everything would be alright, she kissed him deeply, his kiss was intoxicating and took her mind off of what was going on around her. Her mother had told her that morning and she called him, he drove four hours home. She would be going to a college and hour away from him next fall, after finishing her two year degree at a local community college. 
 
   “Molly we should walk up to the house, I need people around, and you’re driving me crazy,” She kissed him again and placed her hand on his knee and began moving it up his leg, he was holding his breath and finally let it out, “Molly damn it, stop.” He said. She began to cry, “Hey hey, don’t cry I just don’t want it to be like this, and you would hate me,” He said hugging her.
 
   “I hate you right now,” she said pulling away from him, “Now I am embarrassed.”
 
   “Don’t be,” he said taking her hand he pulled her up and hugged her, “I love you, and I want to, just not under these circumstances.” They walked back to the house arm in arm.
 
   Tessa walked in the house and grabbed her phone. Three missed calls from Jade and two text messages. She ignored them all and started the shower, her third today. She got out, wrapped a towel around her head, grabbed her robe, and ran upstairs to the girl’s room. She threw on a tee shirt and pajama shorts and walked downstairs. Kendal sat on the couch with Jake and her Dad was on the phone. She put her butt between Jade and Kendall and scooted it back and forth like a broom sweeping stairs, so that she could sit with them. They both had red eyes and snuggled into her as she hugged and kissed them. “So crazy cousin Jade has called three times I think she thinks we are really upset. We should take a picture of us making super silly faces and send it to her so she doesn’t worry,” Tessa said and they smiled and took about twenty crazy-faced pictures and sent them all to Jade. She finally texted, 
 
   -Glad to see your all still nuts, see you in the morning…Jade
 
   “Can we sleep in your bed Tessa?” Kendall asked.
 
   “Well that may be a little tight but maybe we could all get our sleeping bags and sleep on the deck,” she said.
 
   “Could we really Tessa on a school night, wont Dad be mad?” she asked
 
   “Look at him. He won’t even notice,” she said. The kids could sense her sadness by the sound of her voice. “But that’s why this is going to be so cool,” she laughed tickling them.
 
   Jade knew that Tessa must be hurting, but she kept herself very busy taking care of the kids. She would be crushed if they were hurting.  She couldn’t help herself. When they were kids and the cows on the farm gave birth she was always there. One time the uterus came out, the farm help said the cow had cast its withers, and Tessa stayed with the cow for three hours keeping her uterus wet and covered until the vet came. It was three in the morning, and she continued talking about it for a year. Tessa was all heart.
 
   Jade received a text message, it was from Tommy,
 
   -hey pretty girl, I was just thinking about u, T
 
   -what were you thinking? J
 
   -about how much fun I had with you, you are a lot of fun to be around, T
 
   -yes, yes I am…J
 
   - I would like to take you out this weekend…unless you have a boyfriend… T
 
   -I don’t know I am a pretty busy girl…no boyfriend…u have a girlfriend…J
 
   -not yet…working on it…T
 
   -well if she will be upset by you taking me out, I don’t think you should take that chance…J
 
   -  Oh Jade I am ready to take that chance…T
 
   -I will check my schedule, time for bed, very tired…J
 
   - Sweet dreams pretty girl…T
 
   -they will be now…J
 
   Wow, she thought, he is so perfect, cute funny athletic and into hot chicks, she laughed as she smiled the biggest cheesiest smile. She fell backwards and kicked her feet in the air, he’s working on it. It’s going to be a great year, she rolled over and turned out her light hugged her pillow and fell asleep smiling sweetly. 
 
    Tessa’s phone chimed.
 
   -Tessa Ross, do you know how gorgeous you are? I don’t think you do. I want to get to know you much better. If I am wasting my time let me know…Lucas Links.
 
   She stared at the phone and shook her head and threw the phone on the table. She tossed and turned and grabbed her phone and read it again. Seriously, he was pushy she thought, but he was very cute even without the white hat. I can’t do this now. He made me hide what the hell am I even considering this for? Well at least it takes my mind off this train wreck. She fell asleep.
 
   Tessa woke up remembering her dream. He was smiling at her in her dream, and he kissed her. She kissed him back and she had a ring on her finger. What was that about she wondered as she walked in the bathroom to get ready for school. 
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   Wrapped in Silk Chapter 1
 
   Chapter 1
 
   “Goodnight London I love you,” Emma kissed her daughter’s milky white cheek and pushed her brown hair out of her eyes as she tucked her into bed.
 
   Her perfect little girl, who she would move mountains for, and the past seven years she had done that exactly. London hadn’t come easy, Emma spent two years taking fertility drugs in hopes that someday she would have children. Something she assumed would come easily, and it did not. For years she felt like less of a woman and less of a wife. She cried each month when she menstruated. She was devastated each time she miscarried. She silently mourned, hiding in the bathroom holding her stomach wanting to hide the anger and self loathing she felt from those she smiled brightly for everyday. It always surprised her that no one could tell how she was feeling.
 
   When Emma miscarried with her first pregnancy all her soon to be ex husband Troy could do was give her a cold hug, the kind you give an ex or an old acquaintance, one you really didn’t like all that much. He acted as if he could have cared less, but was adamant that they would not be adopting. After they had London Emma wanted more children, and he refused.
 
    Before they married they had discussed children, and after marriage he said he did not want them. Troy enjoyed his friends and her driving him from party to party or picking him up from golf, or whatever activity he had decided to do that always involved drinking.
 
   Emma knew Troy for four years, all through college. He changed as soon as they said I do. His partying didn’t change, but his need for all things except family did. The final straw was when she found out he had cheated. When she confronted him he didn’t deny it. He told her it was her fault that she wasn’t there for him like she was before they had a child.
 
   Emma had checked through cell phone bills and credit card statements and found information that looked suspicious. She took his phone while he slept and made calls, two were women she did not know. Emma called the numbers and when they answered and she didn’t say anything they would say his name with a knowing smile in their voice.
 
   The next morning she confronted him about it. Troy looked at her and did not deny it, “So leave if that’s what you want to do.” 
 
   Emma remembered the evening three weeks after that conversation. London was in bed, and she had enough. He would come home and eat the meal she had made and set with their daughter on the couch never saying more than thank you when she gave him his food on a plate, as he sat not even looking in her direction.
 
   “I don’t like you drinking in front of her ever day,” Emma finally confronted him.
 
   “I don’t care,” he replied coldly rolling his eyes at her.
 
   “No kidding,” Emma quietly replied.
 
   “I have to drink to be around you, I can’t stand you, I haven’t liked you in a very long time,” he yelled.
 
   “Well that makes two of us,” she laughed.
 
   “Then fucking leave,” he screamed.
 
   “You leave,” she demanded.
 
   “Oh if you did that would mean you’d have to get off your ass,” Troy spewed at her.
 
   Emma had gained weight over the years, but he had never mentioned it before. It stung.
 
   “You know I agree with your indirect cut, our daughter certainly deserves better than a miserable drunk father and a fat mother. So get out,” she yelled.
 
   Troy left that day and was gone for two weeks. Emma filed papers for custody, and he wasn’t happy.
 
   “Thanks for the papers,” Troy said as she answered the phone.
 
   “I told you they were coming, I wanted us to work it out together and you wouldn’t. What did you expect?” Emma asked. She had tried to sound strong, but the nervous quake in her voice gave her away.
 
   Troy wanted to come home, and she said no. Emma had found a place for her and London to move into, she couldn’t afford the house. Emma had stayed home and watched kids before and after school and a few over the summer while he worked at the bank twelve hours a day. He didn’t want her to work, but she hated being scrutinized over every dollar she spent. She had always worked until London was born and she didn’t want to miss a moment, this way she didn’t have to.
 
   Troy and Emma went to court, and he agreed to overnight Friday to Saturday and one night a week taking her to dinner. Emma felt it best that he not see her just every other weekend and this way she would only be away one night and not two in a row.
 
   Emma moved into a half a house just inside the small village. She continued watching children and submitted resume after resume. She needed a job with benefits, and no one seemed to want to hire someone who had been out of the work force for seven years. Emma was going to be substitute teaching during the upcoming school year to make extra money.
 
   ~
 
   London was used to taking end of the summer mini vacations and Emma scraped enough money up to get away for three nights. They decided on going to New York City, to site see and shop, and she knew they would have fun.
 
   Emma walked into the bathroom of the hotel and wanted to scream. She sat on the ground and cried into a white hotel towel. This was not what she expected after eleven years of marriage and knowing that he would be coming down for the long weekend to take London to the shore for three nights drove her almost over the edge. Three nights without her daughter were going to feel like a lifetime.
 
   Emma packed her bags and got things ready for the next day. She had gotten London a cell phone so that she could keep in touch, but really because she wanted London to be able to call if Troy drank. Per their separation agreement neither was allowed to drink when they had London. This was easy for Emma; she had not been able to enjoy an adult beverage since she could remember. But for Troy it may be harder.
 
   ~
 
   Emma opened the hotel room door, and Troy looked her up and down. Troy was handsome, five foot eleven inches tall, and was built well. He had dark brown perfectly groomed short hair and blue eyes. He was dressed in jeans that were a bit tighter than he use to wear and a button up shirt with some sort of winged design. Emma smiled and stepped back allowing him to come in.
 
    “Hey London,” Troy walked into the suite and looked around, “Nice place Emma, I see my child support isn’t going to waste.”
 
   Handsome until he opened his mouth that is, Emma thought.
 
   Emma didn’t respond, “Give me a hug,” she said to her daughter, “Back seat and make sure you have your seat belt on. I love you more,” she whispered in her ear.
 
   “No I love you more,” London smiled.
 
   “Not possible,” they both laughed, “Call me when you get there, have fun. Sunscreen, remember sunscreen.”
 
   “I think I can handle it,” Troy snapped as they walked out.
 
   ~
 
   Emma lay in the hotel bed and sobbed. When she couldn’t cry anymore she decided to take a run in Central Park. Since her separation she had lost thirty pounds and was back to her weight before she had London. She loved running, walking, biking, or anything that kicked those endorphins in to overdrive. She needed it right now. She tucked her phone in her bra and threw a hat and glasses on and headed out the door. She had three hours before check out.
 
   Emma jogged around the park and looked at all the people. There was so many. Coming from a small town it was nice to blend in. She wasn’t stopped by people she knew asking her how she was doing; even those who had never had a conversation with her about her personal life before thought it appropriate to ask now. It was unbelievable the audacity of some people. She knew many just felt sorry for her, but that didn’t make it any more comfortable.
 
   Her phone rang and she slowed down and answered. “Hey sweet girl is everything alright?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   “Yep, we will be there in thirty minutes, I just wanted to say hi,” London giggled.
 
   “Well hi to you,” she laughed.
 
   They hung up, and Emma started running harder, she didn’t want to cry. She was always so stunned when she talked to London on the phone, London sounded so much younger. Emma chose to focus on what was happening now. Emma would be checking out of her hotel at eleven and going to stay with her college roommate, they had not seen each other in years. Lila worked as a publicity agency and was single and loved her very social lifestyle. They had always had such a great time together up until Troy came into Emma’s life.
 
   God just run faster harder she thought as she picked up the pace.
 
   ~
 
   Brody Hines opened the door to his hotel room and grabbed the newspaper. The front page of the paper had the news of his separation plastered on it, still even after several months. He picked up the paper and looked at his soon to be ex-wife with another man and tore it in half and threw it out. He was blindsided, he never would have thought after three years of marriage she would have done this to him. He didn’t even know she was unhappy. Ariel was a model and traveled a lot. Brody was a musician who had moved from Liverpool in England to New York seven years ago. They both enjoyed the lifestyle that their professions afforded them.
 
   Brody hated his personal life being more important to his fans than his art. His song Blue Love had been at the top of the charts for five weeks, and it brought a lot of unwanted attention. Brody was six foot three and one hundred and ninety seven pounds. He had thick brown hair and light blue eyes. It wasn’t easy hiding from the media who pounced whenever they saw him. It was even harder to not tell them to fuck off whenever they got in his face. Brody’s new publicist tried to impress upon him that it would hurt his career. Brody was trying to listen and consider her recommendation, and it wasn’t easy.
 
    He was thankful that he and Ariel didn’t have children, which he had wanted and she had wanted to wait. It was awful having the whole world watch as your life was falling apart, just waiting for you to break so that they could pounce. He grabbed a hat and glasses and walked out of his room and took the service elevator. He exited out the back of the hotel where none of those annoying photographers would be. He needed to get out of there. He hadn’t felt like himself for weeks now, and he knew it was because he was held up in that room. He was going to run and hoped that his face now full of stubble, the dark glasses, and baseball cap would disguise him.
 
   ~
 
   Emma’s phone rang and she stopped and answered.
 
   “We are here Mommy,” London said cheerfully, “It is so nice right on the beach, and we are going to look for shells!”
 
   “That’s fantastic; can you find one for me?” Emma asked.
 
   “I will find two,” she laughed.
 
   “Do you have sunscreen on?” Emma asked knowing Troy would have forgotten.
 
   “Nope, Dad I need sunscreen,” London yelled.
 
   “Shit,” she heard Troy say in the background.
 
   “I love you more,” Emma said.
 
   “We love each other more Mom,” London’s voice sang.
 
   “Okay have fun, call me later,” Emma felt tears, she ran harder as the tears fell.
 
   Come on she is having fun she thought. Emma rounded a corner and ran right into a man. She was knocked flat on her back. He knelt down on the grass next to her and helped her sit up. She couldn’t breathe; the wind was knocked out of her. Being unable to take a breath made the tears slow down.
 
   “I am so sorry,” he said noticing her tears. “Are you alright?”
 
   Emma caught her breath and wiped her face and laughed nice accent she thought, “I am fine. Sorry I wasn’t paying attention,” Emma saw his face; she was looking at the hottest man she had ever seen. His lips were full, teeth perfect, his jaw strong, and his hair looked like he had just rolled out of bed and definitely not after sleeping.
 
   “Alright,” he said uncomfortable as he picked up his hat and pulled it down over his head, “You know who I am, that is why you’re laughing.”
 
   “Nope,” she said, “I am laughing because I didn’t expect the accent, and more so because I am on my butt in Central Park and no one seems to notice.”
 
   Brody liked her eyes and smile. He was unsure whether or not to trust that she was being honest. But something in her eyes was calming and made him feel better than he had in weeks, “So you don’t know me from TV, magazines, or newspapers?”
 
   “Let’s see… if you are not on Disney or Nickelodeon I don’t have a clue,” Emma wiped her dirty hands on her shirt.
 
   He smiled with relief and amusement as he offered his hand to help her up and she took it, “Thanks, so who are you?” she asked.
 
   He grinned, “You’ll figure it out someday,” and ran off. Damn I hope so he thought.
 
   ~
 
   Emma ran back to her hotel and took a shower. She checked out of the hotel to drive to Lila’s building. She pulled out of the parking garage, and she checked out the yellow lined paper she had scribbled the directions on. Her GPS had become her arch rival, she was self admittedly technologically challenged. 
 
   Emma took the elevator to the tenth floor of the beautiful tall building and used the key that Lila had left for her with the doorman to let herself in.
 
   There was a note on the counter.
 
   Emma,
 
   I will be at work until about seven. Make yourself at home. Then we are going out, you should meet me at The Spotted Pig 314 West 11th street, we can have drinks. Take a cab.
 
   See you at eight,
 
   Lila
 
   Emma looked at her phone it was only one in the afternoon. She had seven hours to spend alone, a very unwelcome seven hours. This isn’t a good idea, if I were home at least I could clean or something she thought. She preferred anything to being left alone to think about what had happened over the past year.
 
   ~
 
   Emma walked in to the bar and saw Lila. She smiled and hugged her. “You look extraordinary,” Lila said and hugged her, “Have a seat.”
 
   Emma took a deep breath and sat down at the table. She met some of Lila’s clients; she really didn’t know them but enjoyed the adult conversation. She excused herself and went to the bathroom secretly willing her phone to ring.
 
   As she washed her hands it rang. “Hi Mommy, I am going to bed now. I had fun,” London said with a smile in her voice.
 
   “I am so happy for you!” Emma smiled as she spoke to London.
 
   When they got off the phone she felt tears. She decided to walk outside to regain her composure before going back to Lila and her friends. She had her head down as she walked out.
 
   Emma stood against the brick building not paying attention to the people walking in and out. Most people would be enchanted by the city and its surroundings. Emma just wanted to go home with her daughter and curl up on the couch watching a movie they had probably seen a hundred times, where everything ended perfectly. She took a deep breath and walked back in and made her way back to the table. A couple more people had joined the party and Lila was talking and laughing with them.
 
   “Where did you disappear to?” Lila asked and grabbed her jacket.
 
   “The bathroom, London called,” Emma said forcing herself to smile.
 
   “We are going to head over to a dance club, here is your jacket,” Lila said handing the black coat to Emma.
 
   ~
 
   Emma and Lila walked past security and made their way into the club. They walked through the crowd and up a set of stairs to the VIP lounge. Lila hugged and kissed a couple people on the cheek and ordered drinks.
 
   Emma looked around like a deer in the headlights. The women were dressed in sexy dresses and high healed shoes. Emma looked down at her simple black dress and silver sandals. She immediately felt out of place and crossed her arms across her and looked down.
 
    “You need to loosen up Emma,” Lila smiled, “We are going to dance tonight.”
 
   Emma smiled and took a drink. More people began to enter the VIP lounge and Lila introduced them to Emma. The first was a man she recognized from TV. Emma wasn’t sure exactly who he was, but she knew he was a celebrity.
 
   “Brody this is my college roommate Emma, Emma this is my newest client Brody Hines.”
 
   Emma looked up and shook his hand. He also looked familiar.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Emma smiled politely and looked at him and her face flushed.
 
   Brody smiled when he saw her eyes, he knew exactly who she was, she didn’t recognize him at all.
 
   “You too,” he said disguising his accent as he looked her up and down slowly.
 
   “Let’s go dance,” Lila said to Emma as she handed her another drink and dragged her down the stairs.
 
   The two danced, and Lila was having a blast. Emma was obviously uncomfortable and Lila laughed, “Been awhile since you’ve been out Emma? Come on have another drink, it’ll loosen you up.”
 
   Emma drank a couple more vodka and cranberry’s and started to relax and dance. Lila and Emma did a couple of shots and laughed as they danced.
 
   Brody sat with his friends in the lounge away from the crowd. He could see the dance floor and watched as Lila’s friend, Emma danced. He couldn’t believe she was the one he had run into this morning. She was pretty, long caramel hair, green eyes, and the nicest most sincere smile framed by lips that he could imagine his against .
 
   Emma and Lila walked back up to the lounge. Emma grabbed her bag and grabbed her phone. There were no missed calls, she was relieved that everything was alright but wanted to talk to London.
 
   Probably not a good idea since you’re buzzing, and it was ten o’clock at night, she thought.
 
   “Emma come sit,” Lila said pointing to the chair next to her, “Everything alright?”
 
   “Yes everything is fine,” Emma said putting her phone away.
 
   “Have another drink,” Lila tried to hand her another vodka cranberry.
 
   “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Emma smiled and she sat back.
 
   “You are with me tonight, it’s a great idea,” Lila laughed and handed her another drink.
 
   “I think I should drink beer, this is going to give me a hangover,” Emma laughed.
 
   Brody handed her a beer and smiled, “I think I owe you one.”
 
   “Thank you,” Emma looked confused.
 
   He laughed and turned away. She has no idea who I am, that’s a relief. He thought.
 
   “Who is that Lila?” Emma asked Lila.
 
   Emma laughed, “Brody Hines, he is a singer, newly separated and he is a hothead.”
 
   “That’s not true Lila,” Brody laughed from behind her. “Just tell it like it is.”
 
   “Sorry Brody,” Lila smiled and laughed.
 
   “No that’s fine, I have been called much worse,” he smiled. “Emma is it?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said embarrassed that he had heard her ask Lila who he was.
 
   “I met you earlier today, at the park.” he smiled, “I literally ran you over.”
 
   “Oh, okay, well thank you for the drink,” Emma looked down unable to stop smiling.
 
   “Did I hurt you?” Brody asked.
 
   “No, I am fine,” Emma blushed.
 
   “Good, would you like to dance?” Brody asked.
 
   “No I don’t think that is a good idea,” Emma looked away.
 
   “You afraid you’ll end up on the ground again?” he smiled.
 
   “Yep that’s it exactly,” Emma giggled and walked to the bathroom.
 
   When she came out of the bathroom Lila yelled to her from the dance floor. Emma and Lila were both intoxicate and they danced and acted outlandishly. Emma was having fun, and they were joined by Brody and a few others from the lounge. The music slowed down, and Brody grabbed Emma’s hand and rubbed his thumb softly against the back of it.
 
   “One dance?” Brody insisted.
 
   “Sure why not,” Emma giggled feeling a bit intoxicated.
 
   “Do you like this song?” he asked as he wrapped his strong arms around her waist, and finally rested his hands on her hips pulling her a bit closer.
 
   “Never heard it,” she smiled, wow this feels so…okay stop it she told herself.
 
   “Well do you like it?” Brody asked his eyes sinking into hers.
 
   “It’s alright, do you?” she asked nervously.
 
   “I do,” Brody spoke softly. “So what kind of music do you like?”
 
   “Anything I can sing along with, most everything,” Emma answered.
 
   “But this one is just alright?” Brody looked confused.
 
   “No it’s nice,” Emma’s stomach churned and she felt dizzy. Oh no she thought. “Excuse me,” she ran towards the back entry.
 
   Brody followed her knowing she was not feeling well. He walked up to her after she threw up and handed her a tissue.
 
   “Did that song make you ill?” Brody tried not to laugh at her.
 
   “Thank you,” embarrassed she looked away. “And no it wasn’t the song; it was all the vodka and whatever else… mixed. I don’t do this often.”
 
   “Should I get Lila?” Brody suggested
 
   “No I will be fine, thank you for the tissue,” Emma walked towards the door needing to get away from him.
 
   Brody opened the door before she had a chance and looked down at her. He noticed her trying to avoid him. He smiled softly and his eyes crinkled as he tried to figure out what it was he was feeling.
 
   “What’s going on?” Lila asked smiling as she looked between the two of them.
 
   “I think the song made your friend sick,” Brody winked before walking away.
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   Stained Chapter 1
 
   Maddox Hines, son of rockstar Brody Hines sat in the Principal's office. He waited as he had at least once a week for the past nine months for his father and step mother Emma to arrive. Brody would always storm in and argue with the principal or superintendent about whatever situation Maddox had found himself in. Maddox was never unprovoked. Brody and Emma fought with all they had to keep him in  school. He only had a month left until he graduated valedictorian at sixteen years old.
 
   “What is it today Maddox?” Brody hugged his son as he walked into the office.
 
   “Your son attacked another student, again.,” the superintendent snapped.
 
   “Alright then Big Dick was it your boy this time?” Brody chuckled, “You should teach little Dick to keep his mouth shut and hands to himself and then he would not have these problems.”
 
   “Alright Brody,” Emma quietly tried to calm the storm she saw brewing in her husbands eyes. She looked at Maddox, “Maddox it’s not funny.”
 
   “Sorry Mom,” Maddox tried to keep a straight face.
 
   “It was a lot different this time Hines. His attack was unprovoked. He walked into the cafeteria and punched him in the nose. He is on his way to the hospital, and your son is on his way to jail,” Richard sat back and smiled smuggle at Brody.
 
   “You better be joking Dick,” Brody stood up, and Emma grabbed his hand.
 
   “No joke. They are here now,” Richard nodded to the door.
 
   Brody was shocked when two uniformed police officers walked into the principal's office.
 
   Brody stood protectively in from of his son. His jaw was tight, and hands fisted at his side.
 
   “Sir you need to step away.” 
 
   “I don’t  think so,” he sneered.
 
   Maddox looked at Emma, his face became rigid as the fear that was initially on it faded. He smirked.
 
   Emma dug through her bag frantically searching for her phone and dialed Eli, their lawyer.
 
   “Mr. Hines, step away,” another officer said to him.
 
   “What are you charging him with?” Emma’s voice quivered.
 
   “Assault.”
 
   “Okay we can bring him down, you don’t have to take him. Our lawyer will meet us,” Emma tried to sound strong.
 
   “Your not even going to ask what the fuck happened!” Brody’s booming voice filled the room.
 
   “He assaulted a student, who is on his way to the hospital. Not much to question. It’s all on tape,” Richard snapped.
 
   “Big Dick sit down and shut the FUCK up!  No doubt your little fucking spawn deserved it!” Brody snapped.
 
   “Maddox?” Emma was seeking an explanation to what had happened.
 
   “I punched him…twice actually. He deserved it, and he is lucky I did not…”
 
   “No more Maddox, say no more,” Brody looked at the officers who stood waiting.
 
   The officers walked towards Brody, one had his hand on his gun.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Emma said as she stood between Maddox and the officer, “You certainly don’t need a damn gun!”
 
   “If you don’t step away…” the officer began.
 
   Brody stepped away from Maddox and took Emma’s hand and pulled her away allowing the officers access to Maddox.
 
   “You will be okay right Maddox?” Brody watched terror in Maddox eyes.
 
   “Dad?” 
 
   “Can I ride with him?”
 
   “No Mr. Hines.”
 
   “Why?” Brody growled, “Forget it, you have one car?”
 
   “Yes,” the officer looked confused.
 
   “Perfect,” Brody smirked and looked at Emma, “Love, you got Eli meeting us at the station?”
 
   Emma shook her head yes and watched as they started to cuff Maddox, “Is that necessary?”
 
   The officers did not respond and continued.
 
   “Dad,”
 
   “Wait, Maddox what happened why did you hit him?” Brody stood in front of the doorway blocking it completely with his generously proportioned body.
 
   “My personal file was on the school webpage,” Maddox voice quivered, “Every thing Dad.”
 
   “Okay son. Dick you wanna pull that up?” Brody walked towards the desk.
 
   The officers waited, and Brody stood next to Richard.
 
   “See nothing,” Richard looked smugly at Brody.
 
   “Perfect,” Brody winked at Emma drew his arm back and punched Richard in the face “Maddox Little Dick had no chance with a fucking big Dick as a father.”
 
   Brody turned and put his hands behind his back, “Cuff me.”
 
   “Damn it Brody!” Emma snapped.
 
   “Been awhile since I have been in jail Em, I miss the food,” Brody laughed as they walked them out the door. 
 
   Maddox looked at him in shock.
 
   “I guess we will be riding together. Hey Dick, sorry about that,” Brody said with false sincerity.
 
   ~
 
   Emma, Clive, and Eli sat in the interview room  two hours after the arrest. Eli was diligently working, messaging his office, and the schools attorney.
 
   Brody and Maddox were escorted into the interview room by a guard, all three of them were laughing.
 
   “Well hello Love, did you miss me?” Brody winked.
 
   Emma looked down and did not reply.
 
   “Oh you're mad at me,” he squatted down before her and took her hands and kissed them.
 
   “Eli,” Emma looked away refusing eye contact, “Would you care to tell us what is going on?”
 
   “We are waiting for the school attorney to drop the charges. My office found the post on a few students social media accounts. The link was followed back to the school's web page. This should not take that long,” Eli looked up at Maddox, “Contrary to what your fathers behavior showed you today your actions are not justifiable Maddox. It doesn’t matter what they say or do you cannot just hit someone, either one of you!”
 
   Brody looked at him glaring, “He had…”
 
   “Brody, enough,” Emma snapped.
 
   “Oh so now she speaks,” he smirked.
 
   “You were wrong Brody. Maddox you are going to have to have consequences for your actions,” Emma did her best to be the parent since her husband was not.
 
   “And Dad, does he get consequences?” Maddox chuckled, “Sorry Mom, I understand.” 
 
   “The answer is yes, he will have consequences too,” Emma crossed her arms in front of her chest and scowled at the ground.
 
   “Promise?” Brody whispered into her ear causing the hair on the back of her neck to stand at attention, and her face to flushed.
 
   ~
 
   Emma avoided Brody since they returned home. She tucked, her daughter from her  first marriage, London into bed. They said prayers which normally ended in London sending hugs, Eskimo kisses, and chocolate cake to her father Troy in heaven. But tonight it was different.
 
   “God please help Maddox learn not to care what others say about him or do to him. We love him more, and that’s all that matters,” London peeked up at Emma who opened her eyes.
 
   “London that was nice…” Emma began.
 
   “Mom don’t be mad at him,” London asked sticking her bottom lip out.
 
   “Hey, I am not mad at him, I am just disappointed, and sad,” Emma hugged her.
 
   “Okay,” London seemed content with Emma's clarification and fell asleep quickly.
 
   Emma stood up and saw Brody leaning against the door jam holding their two year old daughter Lexington as she slept in his arms.“I thought maybe you would want to give her a kiss before I put her in bed.”
 
   Emma took Lexi and hugged her as she brushed past Brody and walked into Lexington’s room, “Good night little princess,” Brody leaned over Emma’s shoulder and kissed Lexi’s head. He didn’t move and looked into Emma’s eyes.
 
   Emma leaned away when he tried to kiss her. He chuckled quietly and walked out the door.
 
   ~
 
   Emma walked into Maddox room he sat at his computer as he did every night. He was looking at the missing children’s web link that was sent to him by Zach Taylor.
 
   “It’s time for bed Maddox,” Emma softly as she rubbed his head.
 
   “Can I please…just ten more minutes, please?” Maddox continued to scroll down looking over the pictures of their faces. There were so many.
 
   “Sure Maddox, I will be back in fifteen minutes okay.”
 
   “Thanks,” Maddox continued to stare at a picture.
 
   Emma moved closer to see what he was fixated on, “Maddox, does she look familiar?” 
 
   “It’ Zach’s sister, she looks familiar. I am sure it is because I want so badly to give him peace,” Maddox continued to stare.
 
   “Okay,” Emma kissed his head, “Do you want me to stay and look with you?”
 
   “No not tonight, I probably don’t deserve…” Maddox stopped, “I am sorry about today.”
 
   Emma let out a frustrated breath, “Maddox I am sorry about today to. I just never want to see you in trouble again okay? Dad and I are not always going to be able to fix it. This one is tricky, more so because your father acted like an ass.”
 
   “I was scared, he didn’t want me to go alone,” Maddox looked up at her, “So it’s my fault as well.”
 
   “He is the adult Maddox. It is not your fault.”
 
   Maddox tried to hold his face straight, and Emma couldn’t keep hers that way either, “Shh, if we laugh he will hear us.”
 
   “Sorry Mom.”
 
   “I will be back in fifteen minutes okay?” Emma hugged him and left the room.
 
   ~
 
   Emma sat on the bed and called Lila, “How is that little guy?”
 
   “He is amazing, I can't believe Markus is going to be six months old soon, they grow up so fast,” Lila sounded so young and carefree when she talked about her son, and only when she talked about her son.
 
   “Some of them anyway,” Emma said sarcastically.
 
   “Your mad at him.”
 
   “I am mad at him. Well I should be right? Ugh,” Emma threw herself back on the bed.
 
   “So he hit him right in the face?” 
 
   “Yes he did.”
 
   “Did it turn you on?” 
 
   “Everything Brody does turns me on. It sucks! I should be so mad at him right now. I mean honestly what the hell was he thinking…well I know what he was thinking, and even that turns me on. He is the easiest man to love and want to slap all within the same second. He …God Lila,” Emma smirked as she sat up, “Oh….”
 
   “You okay Emma?” 
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Is he standing there listening?” 
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Have fun with that,” Lila laughed, “Call me in the morning.”
 
   Emma hung up the phone and closed her eyes.
 
   “Look at me Em,” his breath hit her hands that were covering her face. He had moved from the doorway to her in the blink of an eye. She shook hr head no, “Come …on now Em,” Brody lifted her chin.
 
   She looked into his blue smoldering eyes, “You shouldn’t have hit him.”
 
   “Nothing else would have gotten me in that police car with him Em,” Brody didn’t break eye contact, “I did what needed to be done.”
 
   “But…” 
 
   “But nothing Em, I will take care of him. I would do anything for my family. You, Maddox, London, and Lexi, I will never change,” His hands moved down her body slowly, “ Your bodies reaction to who I am better not either. So fucking hot Em.”
 
   Brody’s lips and body covered her. She wanted to tell him no, she needed to talk to him, to tell him this was not okay. She pulled her lips from his, and his mouth moved to her neck. Pleasure consumed her body, heat spread lower and lower.
 
   “I told him…I told Maddox I would be back in fifteen minutes,” Emma whimpered as his cascade of kisses fell lower and lower, “Oh God Brody.”.
 
   “That’s all I need,” he lifted her up swiftly pulling her legs around him. She grabbed his hair, pulled his mouth to hers, and kissed him deeply, passionately, “For now.”
 
   ~
 
   Brody and Emma walked into Maddox’s room together. Maddox smiled and turned off the computer, “Are you done fighting?”
 
   “We were not fighting Maddox,” Brody smiled and kissed Emma’s hand, “We want what’s best for you. I should not have hit Big Dick, you should not have hit, little…
 
   “Brody,” Emma raised her eyebrow in warning.
 
    
 
   Maddox tried hiding his smile.
 
   “We need to find a way to deal with anger. Both of us,” Brody looked at Emma, “I will work it out tomorrow. We love you get some sleep.”
 
   ~
 
   They sat in the district office at the high school waiting for the hearing to begin. Eli had two assistants, and a thick folder in front of him.
 
   Richard walked in with a piece of tape over his nose, and so did his son. Brody’s jaw clenched, and Emma kicked him hard under the table. He bit his cheek trying his damnedest not to laugh out loud. Emma looked at Maddox, and he was doing the same. Are you freaking kidding me, she thought.
 
   The meeting began the schools attorney attempted to take control. He stood and lectured Maddox and Brody on what was and was not acceptable in the schools district. He lectured them on the law, and finally a lesson on basic manners. He informed them that nothing had been found on the school's website and that these types of false accusations  would not be tolerated.
 
   “After an in house investigation  we have decided to suspend Maddox for the rest of the school year. We will allow you to return next fall and finish your senior year as long as Maddox works with a therapist on his anger issues. I also think you may want to consult a doctor about the possibility of anxiety medication. This is absolutely the the best we can do, and honestly I think that’s more than fair,” he sat down.
 
   Brody’s face was almost purple, and Emma squeezed his hand as he began to speak, “Un fu..”
 
   Eli quickly interrupted, “This investigation, were students interviewed?”
 
   “It was not necessary, there was nothing on the website. It was a false …” the attorney began.
 
   Eli stood up, and the schools attorney stopped talking. Eli’s assistant, the female with red hair, walked around the table handing out reports.
 
   “We had a forensic computer investigator look into these allegations. We found that they were in fact truths not lies. Open to page two and you’ll see Maddox Hines private file was in fact pulled up and posted on the schools main web  page. It was deleted two hours later. But there was time for it to be posted on several students social media pages. Open to page’s three through twelve. They were deleted also. The password used to enter the schools site is on page thirteen. I am sure we know who it belongs to. So here is what we are going to do. Maddox will be back in school tomorrow, he will be treated well. He will in fact graduate in May and you will drop all charges.”
 
   “He broke my sons nose and then his father…” Richard senior began.
 
   “Shut up Dick,” Brody growled, “My son is a minor, he has been through hell, and he comes to this fucking place only to be tormented by a couple dicks!”
 
   “I did nothing!” Richard senior snapped, “I will not drop charges!”
 
   “Well I think you will once you and I have spoken, come with me,” Eli walked to the door, “Or we can do this here.”
 
   They left the room for a few minutes and returned.
 
   “You ready?” Eli smiled at the Hines crew, “We will see you in the morning Dick.”
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Brody and Emma sat with Maddox at the table after the girls were in bed.
 
   “We want to give you the option of whether or not to return. You should look at this report so that you know what you may be up against. If you don’t feel that you can handle what kids may say to you we want you to be honest with us, and we will hire a tutor,” Brody pushed the file across the table to Maddox.
 
   Maddox opened the file and began to read. The first part was all typical academic information. His test scores, grades, schedule, and behavior report. Maddox had been in thirty physical altercations over the past thirty six weeks he had attended school. The next page was notes written by the school psychologist. In his notes were several different diagnosis for Maddox.
 
   Maddox chuckled, “Stockholm syndrome, I didn’t leave or try to because I feared for the safety of others. Not because I had any delusional need to stay with the pigs. Bipolar, not me either. Besides by definition,  it sounds a lot like most teenagers going through hormone changes, no offense Mom but girls are crazy emotional. Separation anxiety, the closest I had come to those feelings were when I was being cuffed and when Dad went to England to confront Uncle Bo. Oh and attachment disorder, attached to FUCKING WHAT!”
 
   “He has had enough Brody,” Emma began to shake.
 
   “Fuck that I am just getting started,” Maddox grabbed the paper and continued to read, “Emotionally disturbed, that’s a fucking joke. Who THE FUCK isn’t emotionally disturbed. What a bunch of SHIT!”
 
   “Brody please,” Emma whispered chocking back tears as Maddox sprung to his feet and paced the floor.
 
   “I was raised by a bunch of scum for fifteen and a half FUCKING years. I was beat and shoved in a FUCKING closet. Some piece of shit shoved fingers up my ass! I was starved and abused for all but the past eleven months of my life. So I hit a few douche bags who don’t know what the FUCKING word NO means, oh FUCKING well the piece of shit’s deserved it. They are lucky to be FUCKING breathing!” Maddox sat back down and opened the next page, “Sexual deviant, no shit? But the funny MOTHER FUCKING thing is I am a virgin by choice! I had ample opportunity to fuck any number of girls, even women, but I pushed them off me. Waking up to get sucked off and saying no because it’s fucking dirty and I am a sexual deviant? Un. Fucking. Believable. Oh and a cutter, well no other MOTHER FUCKER GOT CUT! I would say I am pretty well fucking adjusted considering. FUCK!” Maddox stood again and paced.
 
   “Maddox I am so sorry,” Emma stood to hug him.
 
   “Not now, please. Not now,” Maddox walked out the door and paced back and forth in the lawn cursing.
 
   “Brody, do something he is hurting,” Emma began to sob.
 
   “He is finally breaking down Em,” Brody hugged her.
 
   Maddox came storming in the door and froze when he saw Emma crying, “I am sorry it’s just…damn it I know all that shit I lived was wrong, I chose different. I CHOSE! I had no one to be accountable to and I CHOSE! This psycho babble bullshit is a Fucking excuse for shit behavior. Shrinks preach it giving every damaged person an excuse for their shit bag decisions. I mean honest to God, it didn’t feel good to be abused. It felt good to read to the kids and let them escape the hell even if just for a fucking minute! It felt good to smile at them and make them forget all of that shit. But you give someone like me who ….Oh my God.” Maddox stopped and scrunched his eyes together.
 
   “What is it son?” Brody asked softly.
 
    
 
   “Fucking ElizLiamth. I knew it wasn’t okay to be beat because of fucking ElizLiamth,” Maddox body trembled slightly, and he looked at Brody, “She taught me that.”
 
   “She did,” Brody swallowed hard.
 
   “So why the fuck… damn it!” Maddox squatted down again and shook violently.
 
   “Some people don’t know any better Maddox. Some people think it’s normal behavior. Until someone shows them or tells them differently,” Emma knelt down in front of them, “ElizLiamth, your mother, my sister  knew that. She was kidnapped at five years old. She knew the basic rights and wrongs.”
 
   “Why didn’t she get help? She drove to visit me and pay the pigs. She could have escaped,” Maddox stopped and looked up at Emma seeking answers.
 
   “I assume she was terrified Maddox. She had the pretty perfect first five years of life. They could have told her anything. It is  even possible that they told her my parents sold her. We really don’t know. What we do know is she loved you the best she could in the situation she was in. And we know she died trying to save you, so she loved you Maddox,” Emma hugged him, “You chose because you were taught. Psychology isn’t bullshit Maddox. People however can use whatever excuse they can get their hands on for poor behavior. You chose not to, that’s what a psychologist job is. It gives the seeker an answer to why. It is then in their hands to decide if they change it or not. Unfortunately, most don’t. You Maddox are so strong and smart, you chose right, and we are so proud of you.”
 
   “Mommy?” London cried walking in the room, “Maddox don’t be sad. It’s all better now right?” London hugged him tightly.
 
   “Yes London, I will be fine,” Maddox returned her hug.
 
   ~
 
   Brody sat on Maddox bed waiting for him to finish showering trying to figure out what to say to him. Emma walked in and hugged him pulling his head into her embrace.
 
   “Thanks Love, I needed that,” he smiled and gently and  rubbed the side of his head against her chest as she held him and kissed the top of his head.
 
   “It will be okay,” Emma said softly.
 
   Maddox scowled and looked down as he entered his room and saw them.
 
   “You okay?” 
 
   “Wonderful,” Maddox said softly as he walked in his closet and changed into his pajamas.
 
   “I will leave you two alone.”
 
   “So let's talk,” Brody patted the bed.
 
   “I feel like I have done enough of that tonight,” Maddox flipped on the computer and sat to look at the missing children’s database.
 
   “Maddox, maybe you need to stop doing this every night. It has to hurt like hell,” Brody stood next to him.
 
   “Most things do,” Maddox said expressionless as he scrolled through the page slowly.
 
   “Okay I get it,” Brody began.
 
   “No Dad, I don’t think you do. I watch you and her wrapped around each other all the time. Then I watch kids at school groping each other. Then I look at these pictures and think of what they have…we have endured because of dirty desires,” Maddox sneered.
 
   “Maddox it’s different, so different. It’s not dirty desires with Emma it’s love. Wow Maddox I think we need to have the sex talk,” Brody chuckled nervously.
 
    
 
   “No,  I don’t think we do,” Maddox face turned red.
 
   “Maddox, you kissed Harper correct?” Brody asked. Maddox looked up at him and scowled, “Did that feel dirty?”
 
   “YES,” Maddox snapped, “No…I don’t know.”
 
   Brody pulled a chair up beside him, “Give me your attention for ten minutes Maddox, and then you can go through this again.”
 
   Maddox sat back and looked at him.
 
   “Between two consenting adults, two people who are both willing sex is a beautiful thing. It’s not suppose to be impressed upon someone. Two people who make a commitment to care for each other, mind, body, and soul take pleasure in adoring each others…”
 
   “Okay okay,” Maddox covered his ears as his face turned beet red.
 
   Brody smiled, “It bothered you that Emma and I were hugging?”
 
   “It bothered me that your head was squished into her tits on my bed in front of me,” Maddox said in disgust.
 
   “Emma knew I was struggling tonight. She hugged me, and I rested my head against her heart. Taking comfort in her act of love,” Brody explained, “Her heart just happens to be beneath her tits.”
 
   Maddox tried not to laugh, “I get it, fine, I get it.”
 
   “Maddox even before Emma sex was enjoyable, maybe not while being held captive and beat but…you know what that’s not true. Your body responds to touch. It feels good to be touched. I was disgusted with myself when I saw the tapes. I should not have ….it feels good to be touched Maddox our bodies are built to enjoy the pleasure. In that way sometimes,  our bodies defy our minds, and that can cause confusion. You spoke about girls coming into your room trying to well touching you. Did you enjoy that?”
 
   “NO! How could I?” Maddox snapped.
 
   “Okay but they craved you Maddox. They wanted to take comfort in you. They didn’t know any better. Their bodies betrayed them. Your mind tells you it’s dirty, and that’s okay. They  knew that they can receive enjoyment from that act. They didn’t know any better. Those girls I pray to God have received counseling Maddox because they may think that they were immoral because it was  pleasurable at times. I almost guarantee that’s what ElizLiamth thought. So you are on the complete opposite side of the spectrum.”
 
   “I heard them cry Dad,” Maddox voice was barely a whisper, “In fear and in pain. I know what each sounds like. The cry of fear is a quivering in the throat, a low rumbling sound mixed with soft pleas. Pain is that times a million except it’s not quiet it’s loud and filled with horror still the quiver, but the rumble is gone, and it’s like a fucking bomb is exploding in your ears, in your heart. It brings you to your knees in desperation, and you cover your ears hoping it stops for them and then selfishly you hope it stops for you,” Maddox eyes were closed tight as he slowly rocked himself back and forth, “The longer those cries went on the worse they sounded the longer they lasted. When the pain and horror sounds left. The cries of disgust or self loathing began. They didn’t last that long. Then I would hear the pig shut the door and walk into the bathroom.”
 
   Brady was horrified but made himself let Maddox talk. Maddox needed to get this shit out, he told himself.
 
   “One of the older girls use to go in the room when called. She didn’t cry out in fear or pain. She made low little moaning sounds. The pig didn’t stay in there long at all,” Maddox wiped his eyes and looked up at Brody, “I asked her if she was okay once and she scowled at me. The next time I asked her she looked at me in disgust. I avoided her at all costs. One night, the night Lucy was brought to the house, the pig was taking one of them in the room. Fucking dragging this girl by her hair. I saw the horror in that girls eyes, and I snapped. I ran at him and punched him until he let go of the girls hair and grabbed his belt and beat me with it. He shoved me in the closet and locked me in. I was wild, I beat the door and screamed. I have no idea how the neighbors heard none of this! Lucy started screaming and then she stopped. I was so afraid he was hurting her. The older girl hit the door and hissed SHUT THE FUCK UP. I heard her trying to comfort Lucy she just kept repeating Shh Shh Shh over and over again until Lucy stopped crying. Then I heard her telling Lucy that if he takes you in there, don’t you cry. He likes that, and it hurts longer, don’t you cry Lucy,” Maddox covered his ears again closed his eyes, he brought is knees to his chest and continued, “Shh, shhh, shhh. She said it over and over again. I don’t know how long I was in there but when I came out I was filthy. She opened the door when I was showering and put a towel on the sink and walked out.  She came to my room that night, I had not eaten in days. She brought me bread and apples. We heard Lucy I tried to open the door, it was locked.  She covered my mouth when I tried to scream and …Shh Shhh Shh…. I threw up everything I ate, and she fucking cleaned it up. She told me he was drunk, and he would pass out. After the pig unlocked the door she snuck out when he was in the bathroom. She got Lucy cleaned up and brought her into my room after he passed out. We all laid in my bed, and I read to them…the Velveteen Rabbit…why do I remember that?” he finally looked up at Brody.
 
   “Does she have a name?” Brody asked quietly.
 
   “She called herself Jane…Jane Doe. I found out she was sold by her family to the pig. She was not a virgin when she came. She put herself…God Dad she was …I need to find her. She was a beautiful soul even though she did not think so. What she did…she vied for his attention. She said she liked it, she was the first one that came to me, and I told her no. She kept many nights quiet. But it made me just as sick. I need to find her,” Maddox stood up and walked to the computer.
 
   “Maddox it’s late. You have had a rough night,” Brody tried to stop him.
 
   “NO! I NEED TO FUCKING FIND HER!” Maddox yelled.
 
   “Maddox you need to breathe and calm down,” Brody didn’t move out of his way.
 
   Maddox face was red, and veins bulged in his neck. He did not get into bed he starred at Brody challenging him, angry and emotionally destroyed.
 
   “Maddox, it’s time for bed.”
 
   Maddox’s breaths began to hasten and sweat glistened on his brow. He clenched his jaw and his fists.
 
   “You pissed Maddox?” Brody crossed his arms over his chest taking a non defensive stance.
 
   “I want to break something,” he growled.
 
   “I know the feeling,” Brody walked around him and pulled the covers down, “Get in bed, I will grab the IPad we will look together for ten minutes, then it’s lights out. You and I are getting up early in the morning and run. Tomorrow after school we hit the gym, you and I are going to work out. Release some of this anger.”
 
   ~
 
   Brody left the room and walked into his bedroom, and Emma sat on the bed and quickly wiped her tears, “Come here Em, what did you hear?”
 
   “Everything Brody,” Emma sobbed quietly into his shirt, “God what more is he hiding?”
 
   Brody hugged her and kissed her head, “I hope he will trust us enough to tell us eventually.”
 
   “You better go,” Emma wiped her face on his shirt, “Oh sorry.”
 
   He smiled, “That alright love. Will you be alright?” he wiped her tears and kissed her on the nose she shook her head yes,  “ Get some sleep?”
 
   “Yes, go take care of him,” Emma hugged him tight and stepped away, “He needs you more than I do right now go.”
 
   Brody ran his hands through his hair and scrunched his eyes together, “Alright.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox read the message he received.
 
   -thinking about you, I hope urn alright…Harper.
 
   Maddox didn’t reply
 
   -              Maddox tell me you are okay, I saw the post…Harper
 
   -              I am fine leave it alone Harper...MH
 
   -              I am sorry you are going through this again…Harper
 
   -              What part of leave it alone do you not fucking get Harper, goodnight…MH
 
   He threw his phone on the floor and laid down.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox and Brody ran every morning before anyone else was out of bed. They hit the gym after school. Maddox always ended his time at a punching bag.
 
   Brody stood and watched him before walking to the front desk, “Do you offer private boxing lessons?”
 
   “Yes we do Mr. Hines. Would you like me to set that up for you,” the receptionist was nervous and fumbling trying to find the information for them behind the desk.
 
   “A phone number would be greatly appreciated. By the way I am just a normal guy like everyone else in here,” Brody smiled.
 
   “Thanks, it’s just…do you know who you are,” she laughed.
 
   “I do.”
 
   She handed him the paper with a name and number on it, “He is the best. He has not been taking on new clients but I think he would make an exception.”
 
    
 
  cover.jpg





