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   [bookmark: chapter1]CHAPTER 1
 
   BLACK, HEARTACHE
 
   The wind whips her long hair across her face, obstructing her view. She quickly pushes the annoying strands aside, revealing a furrowed brow and cheeks tinged pink from the frigid air.
 
   With her black-gloved fingers, she quickly wipes at her eyes as a small sob escapes her lips. Hugging her coat tighter against her chest, she pulls up the collar against the icy air. 
 
   She stares down at the stones of her family. Kneeling, she gently sweeps the soft layer of snow away, uncovering words she hasn’t read in a few years. With a gloved fingertip, she softly traces the sunken letters on the tombstone, outlining the word Mother. Her movements are slow and deliberate, allowing her mind to drift...
 
   To fifteen years ago. To a sick woman in a hospital bed who looked nothing like the beautiful mother she always knew. She couldn’t understand why her mother looked so pale, thin and sickly, and why her long, thick beautiful hair was gone.
 
   Clutching her hands together, she bows her head, her shoulders shaking slightly as sobs tear from her chest. She grieves again like she has so many times before for the mother that was taken from her way too soon.  
 
   Slowly, she lifts her head, her swollen eyes gazing at the tombstones around her. There are so many of them. So many names and different ages. Just so much overwhelming loss. 
 
   She catches movement out of the corner of her eye. Quickly wiping her tears, she turns towards it to find a squirrel sitting on top of a headstone, holding a nut. He pauses and stares back at her. Her brows pull together as she watches him; he simply ignores her and goes back to eating. Another squirrel springs out of a tree, and they playfully chase each other, leaving tiny tracks in the snow.
 
   She finds it strange that there still seems to be some life living among all this death.
 
   Sniffling, she rubs lightly at her nose as her gaze moves back to the other half of the grave. With respect and tenderness, she gently removes the snow that covers her father’s tombstone. 
 
   Words begin sweeping through her. 
 
   Thief.
 
   She wants them to stop. 
 
   Convenience store.
 
   But they won’t. 
 
   Gunfire.
 
   It hurts too much. 
 
   Blood. 
 
   She can’t stop the words. They won’t stop.
 
   Death.
 
   Inhaling a deep, shaky breath, the coldness burns her lungs. Standing, she steps back and looks to the right of her parent’s tombstones and down at the fresh pile of dirt. Her grandfather was buried just three days ago. Walking around the large mound, she leans down and wipes at the ground to reveal the headstone of her grandmother and more writing. As she reads the inscription, her lips curve up at the wonderful memories of her Grammie who took on the motherly role in her life after she lost hers.
 
   Myra notices the pile of wilted flowers that rest on top of the mound of earth that now covers her Grampie. Reaching down, she picks up a rose. Its petals are dark and shriveled; nothing like the vibrant red they were just a few days ago. Clutching the crumpled rose to her chest, she stares at her family one more time before slipping it into her pocket and making her way slowly back to her car.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra folds her clothes and places them in the large suitcase that sits propped open on the bed in the spare bedroom of her Grampie’s house. She tugs on the zipper and glances around the room, making sure she’s not forgotten anything.
 
   Dragging the heavy suitcase down the squeaky stairs, it bounces off of each worn, wooden step, the sounds echoing noisily around her.
 
   When she gets to the front door, she reaches her hand out, but pulls back and pauses. Slowly turning, Myra stares at the familiar room behind her. She sees the green, thread-bare couch sagging in the middle. The brown leather recliner that has light-colored worn spots in the seat and on the arms. The bookshelves lined with so many tattered, loved and cherished books. The pictures lining the mantle over the fireplace. Pictures of a happy family that once existed. That once was.
 
   Sighing, she pulls open the heavy door.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s phone rings. Keeping her eyes on the road, she struggles to get it out of the back pocket of her jeans. She frowns as she glances down at the unknown number. Shrugging, she flips it open.
 
   “Hello?” she says, trying to juggle the phone and the steering wheel at the same time.
 
   “Myra Sommers?” a male’s voice asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The man rattles off his name in introduction. “I’m the attorney for your grandfather. It was my understanding that you didn’t want to be present for the reading of the will, is that correct?”
 
   Her shoulders slump. “Yes.”
 
   “Since you’re Mr. Sommers’ last heir, he left you the house and his personal property along with his remaining assets. There’s a small insurance policy and his retirement savings. Once the estate’s been settled and all costs have been deducted, I’ll forward a check to you along with the deed to the house. Do you have any questions?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’ll contact you once everything’s been settled. I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
   “Thanks,” she mutters, closing her phone and throwing it on the passenger seat.
 
   * * *
 
   The wipers on Myra’s rental car make screechy sounds, causing her to cringe a little every time they swish by.
 
   She has no idea what to do with Grampie’s old house. It’s in Nyssa, Oregon, in the middle of freaking nowhere. It’s rundown, and she knows she won’t be able to sell it. And how can she even try to rent it when she’s going back to Philly?
 
   She sighs heavily as she stares at the road ahead of her. 
 
   * * *
 
   As the airplane takes off, Myra pensively stares out of the window, watching the mountains in the distance. The houses and buildings become smaller and smaller as the plane gains altitude, causing them to reduce to the size of tiny insects. In a way, she finds it fascinating. But more than anything, it makes her feel irrelevant, and adds to her deep-seated feelings of insignificance.
 
   With a sigh, she tugs the window shade down and when her eyes begin drooping, she closes them and drifts off to sleep.
 
   What seems like moments later, she startles awake when the sound of the captain announcing their arrival in Philadelphia blares over the intercom. 
 
   After picking up her suitcase in baggage claim, Myra drags the lumbersome thing behind her as she trudges through the covered parking garage to her car. After heaving it into her trunk, she sinks down into the front seat. A small smile appears on her lips as she looks at the creamy interior. Softly, her fingertips stroke the dashboard.
 
   “Myra, come on, let’s see that diploma again,” Grampie says as he squeezes her tightly with the arm he has wrapped around her shoulders. She giggles as she passes it to him.
 
   “I can’t believe my baby is a high school graduate. How did you grow up so fast? What the hell happened to my little girl?” her father, Jack, asks as he gently tugs on her hair.
 
   “Dad,” she whines.
 
   “He’s right, sweetheart,” Grampie says, patting her cheek softly. “I remember it like it was yesterday: you sitting on my lap and playing patty cake. Now look at you. You’ve grown up on us too quickly, young lady. Way too quickly.”
 
   Myra grins and shakes her head. 
 
   “Your Grampie and I had a hard time coming up with a graduation gift for you, but we finally agreed on something. Here,” Jack says as he hands her a small, wrapped box.
 
   “You didn’t have to…”
 
   “Yes, we did, sweetie. Now open ‘er up,” Grampie says.
 
   She smiles. “Okay.”
 
   Carefully, she tears off the blue wrapping paper and gently lifts the lid. Her brows pull together when she sees a set of car keys nestled inside. She quickly looks up at her dad.
 
   “It’s in the garage,” he announces with a huge smile on his face.
 
   Myra bursts into the garage and finds a brand-new car with a small blue bow in the center of the hood.
 
   “Oh my God,” she screams.
 
   “Now the reliability and safety ratings on this model were extremely high. So this should do you good while you’re away at college in Philly,” Jack says.
 
   “I can’t believe this. I don’t know what to say,” she says with tears in her eyes as she wraps him in a huge hug. “I love you, dad. This means the world to me.”
 
   He smiles down at her, his face brimming with pride.
 
   “And you…” she says, grinning, as she turns towards Grampie. “Thank you and I love you,” she gushes before she hugs and kisses him as well.
 
   “You’re welcome. I love you, too, sweetheart.”
 
   * * *
 
   After pulling into the underground parking garage beneath her apartment building, Myra parks her beloved car in her assigned space.
 
   Dragging the heavy suitcase into the elevator, she thankfully goes unnoticed by any of her neighbors as she quickly slips into her apartment. The red blinking light on her answering machine flashes at her from across the room, but she ignores it. After making a cup of coffee, she stands by the counter and takes a sip.
 
   The red light continues to blink, her eyes catching sight of it in the periphery. Sighing, she finally walks across the room towards it. Her finger hovers over the flashing button for a moment before she finally presses play.
 
   She erases the first message, which offers a free gym membership.
 
   She hits erase again to get rid of the survey in the second message.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   She freezes as her breath catches in her throat.
 
   “It’s me,” he says, sighing heavily. “I hate that you changed your phone numbers; you didn’t have to do that. I heard about Grampie. I wish you’d told me about it.”
 
   He pauses.
 
   “Myra, I’m so sorry.”
 
   He clears his throat.
 
   “God, this is hard. I know what he meant to you. I just want you to know that I’m here for you if you need to talk.”
 
   While finishing her coffee, she hits the replay button over and over again listening to the message as it echoes repeatedly off the walls of her apartment.
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra steps off the subway, several people jostle her as they make a mad dash to get to work. Everyone seems to be in a hurry. Except for her. She walks at a slow, leisurely pace. 
 
   She doesn’t want to be early, but she couldn’t sleep last night. Picking up a coffee and a newspaper, she reads, occasionally glancing at her watch. Eventually, she tosses the paper and empty cup into the trash and walks the remaining short distance to her office with a bad feeling brewing in her stomach.
 
   * * *
 
   A couple of clicks on the computer and her email inbox pops up. She groans when she sees how many unread messages there are. Scanning the senders’ names, she quickly identifies the ones of most importance. Then Myra begins the odious task of plodding through them, reading, responding, and deleting.
 
   “Hi.” The deep voice she doesn’t want to hear calls out from behind her, causing her heart to skip a beat. Closing her eyes, she takes in a deep breath before swiveling her chair around.
 
   “Can we talk?” he asks as he takes a step inside her cubicle. 
 
   Glaring at him, she shakes her head.
 
   “Please? Just for a minute.” He takes a step closer. Instinctively, she wraps her arms around her stomach.
 
   “I have nothing to say to you,” she whispers as she glances around, hoping no one in the office can see them.
 
   “I’m not leaving until you talk to me.” He steps closer, sitting down on the empty desk next to her computer, crossing his arms over his large chest.
 
   She chews on her fingernail as she debates what to do. “Fine. Where?”
 
   “The conference room,” he says with a satisfied look on his face. As she follows him down the hallway, she furtively glances around the crowded office. Every set of curious eyes she makes contact with causes her chest to ache.
 
   After closing the door behind her, Trent sighs and turns, facing her. She clenches her hands into fists at her side. “How did you get my phone number?” she demands before he can say a word.
 
   “I bribed Lori in HR for it. Sorry about that. But she wouldn’t give me your cell.”
 
   “You know that’s against the law, right?” Myra says her eyes narrowed.
 
   He shrugs. “You gave me no choice. I needed to talk to you.”
 
   Myra backs up when he takes a step closer. “How are you?” he asks in a gentle voice.
 
   “Stay right where you are. I’m fine, thank you,” she says through gritted teeth. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
 
   “It’s me, remember? I know how you’re feeling. I know what Grampie meant to you.” The tenderness in his voice makes Myra’s stomach roll. 
 
   “You don’t know how I feel. And my problems don’t concern you anymore. You lost that right when you cheated on me.”
 
   “I never cheated. Always remember that. I wasn’t with her until after we broke up.”
 
   “You did cheat. You cheated with your heart. And to me that’s a million times worse.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Myra stares at him, not speaking, and definitely not accepting his apology.
 
   “We need to talk. I just, I wish I could do things over. I wish things could be different between us. I hate this. You know that I still care for you deeply, right?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I need to get back to work.” She walks past him and grabs the doorknob.
 
   “Myra, please,” he begs, pushing his hand against the back of the door, keeping it closed. “I have things I need to talk to you about.”
 
   “Let me out,” she pleads, tugging on the handle as her heart pounds. He raises an eyebrow and slowly removes his hand. Exhaling, she makes her way down the hallway, her eyes downcast, wishing no one could see her. Wishing she was far away from this place. Sitting back down at her desk, she swallows the lump in her throat and tries hard not to break down. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Honey, it’s been boring as shit on a hot rock around here without you.” Myra hears a chipper voice behind her causing her to smile.
 
   “Hey,” she says as she pushes away from her desk and stands to give her best friend, Susie, a hug.
 
   “I missed you. How was the funeral?” Susie asks as she leans against Myra’s desk and starts to unwrap a candy bar.
 
   “I survived.”
 
   “Sorry I couldn’t go. I still can’t believe El Numero Uno Dickhead wouldn’t let me off work,” Susie says in a low voice as she glances around the office. “Who the crapola cares that he needed coverage for the holidays?” she says with a sneer. “I’ve made sure to do jackshit around here while you were gone just to prove to that asstard that he could’ve let me off.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “Do you need anything? Want me to come over tonight? We could watch a movie or something. Jeff can take care of the kids because you know that man always owes me for something. And I can bring lots of food so we could just veg out and chow down,” Susie says before taking a huge bite of her candy bar.
 
   “No, I’m fine. Really. But thanks,” Myra says with a weak smile.
 
   Susie quickly chews her bite. “You sure? You don’t look fine. You look like you’ve lost a few pounds,” she says as she waves her candy bar at her. “What are you now a size 0 or a negative 2? You want some of my candy bar?”
 
   “No,” Myra says with a chuckle.
 
   “Good, because I don’t feel like sharing,” Susie says as she takes another huge bite. 
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath. “I’m trying. I really am.” 
 
   “I need to fatten you up. How about I let you borrow a couple of these giant fat rolls that I have crammed under this miserable, tight-as-hell skirt I’m wearing,” she says as she pinches a chunk of fat around her middle and grins widely. “You know how I’m all about sharing the love.”
 
   “I’ll take two fat rolls, please,” Myra says matching Susie’s smile.
 
   “Only two? Hell, as skinny as you are? I’m thinking you need to start out with like maybe four or six. And I haven’t even started talking about all of the fat on my giant ass.”
 
   Myra smiles and shakes her head. 
 
   “Well, I gotta run. We still on for lunch? I’m starving,” Susie says as she stuffs the last bite of candy bar in her mouth.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Susie grins again and has some chocolate stuck in her front teeth. Myra smiles and shakes her head as she watches her friend walk away.
 
   * * *
 
   “Oh my God, I thought this morning would never end,” Susie says. “I am so hungry. Let’s get pizza. I started this new diet last week while you were gone. It’s called the Pasta and Chocolate Diet. See, you’re supposed to…” 
 
   “Are you crazy?” Myra says, interrupting her. “That can’t be healthy.”
 
   “Hey, don’t pass judgment until you hear about it, you bean pole,” Susie retorts. “You eat pasta for lunch and dinner and then at night, you get to eat one ounce of chocolate with some popcorn. But for some damn reason, I’m starving to death. I feel like my stomach has teeth, and it’s trying to devour me from the inside out. I mean I’m literally about to pass out on the floor from complete starvation,” she says before she quickly prattles off an order for a slice of pizza with everything and breadsticks with extra dip. Myra orders a salad.
 
   They sit down at a table. “You shouldn’t try fad diets,” Myra says. “You could get sick.” 
 
   “I know. I only lasted two days. Ah, hell, it was probably more like four hours. Anyway, one of these days I’m going to figure out how to remove these last thirty pounds from my fat gigantic self even if I have to cut the slabs off with scissors,” Susie says before adding a thick layer of parmesan cheese to her slice of pizza.
 
   Myra laughs softly and shakes her head.
 
   “So I heard Trent showed up at your desk this morning. How’d that go?” Susie asks while dipping her breadstick in both cheese and pizza sauce.
 
   Myra shrugs. “Same old conversation. He wants to talk and be my friend. I can never be his friend, and I don’t know why he doesn’t understand that.” 
 
   “It’s because he’s an asshole. Asshole brains don’t work the same as ours do. Too much brown sludge,” Susie says before breaking out into a fit of giggles.
 
   “For God’s sake, I’m trying to eat here.” Myra’s lip curls as she pushes away her not-yet-touched salad.
 
   “Sorry,” Susie says, smiling sheepishly. “Look, the ass was in a committed relationship with you and then just suddenly happened to fall in love – I mean lust – with Julia that bitchho skank.” Susie makes a face like she just smelled something horrific.  
 
   Myra nods.
 
   “And honey, I don’t know how you can stand watching him flaunt her in front of you day in and day out at work like you do. I’d have committed double homicide by now.”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I’m just really concerned about you, that’s all. You know I love you,” Susie says as she leans forward and grabs Myra’s hand. “I hate seeing you upset over that sludgebrain because he’s so not worth it. It’s been almost a year, and that prick needs to leave you the hell alone. You’ve got enough going on in your life without having to worry about his stupid sorry ass as well.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “You want me to kick his cheatin’ tiny balls for ya? ‘Cuz I’m feeling a ‘lil frisky today.” Susie holds up her hands demonstrating her karate chopping abilities and adds in some terrible Kung Fu movie sound effects along with it.
 
   Myra giggles and shakes her head.
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra enters her darkened apartment, she throws her keys on the table by the door. Slumping onto the couch, she doesn’t bother removing her coat or boots. She simply stares into the darkness at nothing. The quiet stillness combined with the dark has a nice numbing effect on her.
 
   But it doesn’t last long. The empty house reminds her of her loneliness. How she has no one. It reminds her of how many people she’s lost that she loved.
 
   Leaning her head back against the couch, she shuts her eyes as one tear after another slip down her cheeks. Her sobs echo and bounce around her quiet apartment. Curling up into a ball, she cries until she feels empty. Until she has nothing left.
 
   Using only her sense of touch, she makes her way down the hallway to the bathroom. She fumbles in the darkness until her hands find the bathtub where she blindly turns on the water. Her coat falls to the floor as she kicks her boots to the side and removes her clothing. Slipping into the warm water, she relishes the prickly heat of it against her skin as she closes her eyes and tries to forget.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra finally steps out of the bathtub once the water has cooled and her skin has wrinkled. Water drips everywhere as she fumbles for the light switch. Squinting against the brightness, she steps up to the mirror and stares at her shivering self. Her long, dark matted hair lies flat against her skin. The once perfect mascara has left black tracks down her red cheeks; dark rings surround her swollen, bloodshot eyes. 
 
   She doesn’t recognize the reflection in the mirror. The sad, depressed woman she sees staring back at her has to be someone else. It can’t be her. As she stares into the stranger’s empty eyes reflecting back at her, she wishes she could make it all go away. Make the emptiness disappear. But she doesn’t know how.
 
   As her body quakes from the cool air of the bathroom on her wet skin, she continues staring deep into her own eyes noticing the vacant nothingness. She stares until her eyes start to blur and her vision becomes distorted.
 
   With her fists closed tightly, she furiously rubs her eyes, smearing her mascara even more. Staring at herself again, her lip quivers as a tear slips down her cheek. “I can’t do this anymore,” she whispers brokenly to the unknown person staring back at her.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter2]CHAPTER 2
 
   YELLOW, INDECISION
 
   Myra takes a towel and washcloth out of the linen closet. After wetting the cloth with hot water, she scrubs it across her eyes, cheeks, and chin, wishing she could wipe away the reflection she sees. Make it go away like the black streaks on her face.
 
   After drying off and putting on some heavy flannel pajamas, she slips under the covers and rubs the tender skin of her face against the soft, satiny silk of her pillow. Glancing at the clock beside her bed, she sighs heavily because she never goes to bed this early. But within minutes, she falls asleep.
 
   * * *
 
   Jolting awake with her eyes wide, her heart pounds as she quickly scans the bedroom. She stares intently into the darkness, her eyes and ears straining for what could have startled her. Seeing and hearing nothing, she flops back onto her pillow and waits for her heartbeat to slow down. Glancing at the clock, she groans when she sees she still has hours before she needs to get up. She stares at the ceiling for a while, but knows she won’t be sleeping any time soon.
 
   Shuffling out of bed, she retrieves her laptop. Propping a pillow behind herself, she pulls up an empty Word document. The white glow from the screen casts unusual shadows on the walls around her. She stares at her computer for the longest time as she thinks. Finally, with a sigh, her fingers move to the keyboard and begin typing.
 
   She reads the letter over and over again before she finally hits print. After closing her computer, she climbs back under the covers, not to sleep, but simply to wait for her alarm to go off.
 
   * * *
 
   After the slow hours of the early morning pass, she gets ready for work. Just before leaving her apartment, she pulls the sheet of paper off the printer, folds it and tucks it into her bag.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s heartbeat quickens as she steps off the elevator and makes her way to her cubicle. Her eyes scan furtively around the office, hoping no one has noticed her. Especially Trent or her. After taking a sip of her coffee, she opens her email.
 
   “Hey,” Susie says a short time later as she sits down by Myra’s computer. “Guess what? I weighed in this morning, and I gained five fucking pounds. I’m so pissed I could punch something. How in the hell could I gain five pounds in one week when I’m supposed to be on a damn diet? Where’s Trent? Because I need that prick over here so I can punch his lights out and make myself feel better.”
 
   Myra smiles at her friend.
 
   Susie’s eyes narrow. “You look awful. Did you sleep at all last night?”
 
   “I did, actually. I went to bed early. I got in about eight hours,” Myra says, “but I’ve been up since four.”
 
   “Four? Yikes, that sucks. I hate to tell you this, but you look horrible. Incredibly skinny, which I absolutely hate you for, but horrible nonetheless.”
 
   “Thanks. A lot.” 
 
   Susie grins. “Just keeping it real. You sure you’re feeling okay? Have you been eating? What did you have for breakfast?” 
 
   “Uh…” 
 
   “Mmhm, that’s what I thought,” Susie says as she nods her head. “I’m going to run downstairs and grab you a bagel, and because I’m seriously depressed over my weight gain, I’m going to cheer myself up by eating a couple of donuts. I’ll be back,” Susie says in her best Terminator voice before she quickly exits Myra’s cubicle.
 
   “I don’t want anything,” Myra uselessly calls out as Susie scats down the hallway. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Where’re we going for lunch?” Susie asks, her eyes shining as she steps up to Myra’s desk.
 
   “I don’t care. You pick.” 
 
   “Well, those donuts didn’t cheer me up this morning so I want to eat something really bad and really good. Oooh, let’s do Mexican. I’m in the mood to scarf down a mountain of chips and salsa.” Susie excitedly wiggles her eyebrows as she hits the down button for the elevator.
 
   “That’s fine,” Myra says.
 
   A short time later, they sit at a table with their food. “Myra, I…” Susie says but abruptly stops talking when a chunk of salsa slides off her chip and lands with a splat against her blouse.
 
   “You crapping piece of shitty salsa,” Susie mumbles as she wipes at the stain. With a sneer, she tosses her napkin on the table and picks up another chip, cramming it in her mouth.
 
   “Aren’t you going to…?” Myra says as she motions towards her shirt.
 
   “No. Screw it. I’m too lazy to get up and there are just way too many chips on this table right now. And, damn it, we only have an hour for lunch.”
 
   Myra smiles but says nothing as she watches and listens to her comical friend’s loud chip devouring, which includes a lot of crunching noises. But Myra doesn’t touch any herself.
 
   “Jeff tried to get me to go to the gym last night, but of course I didn’t go,” Susie says in between bites. “Instead I sat at home on my big, fat, lazy ass and ate a bag of chips while I watched some show about a guy who weighed eight hundred pounds.” She stares at Myra for a second, before her eyes widen. “Damn it, I forgot about those chips. No wonder I gained five fucking pounds.” 
 
   But then her mood seems to brighten. “Mm, they were so good. They were some kind of cheddar cheese flavor. I can’t remember what the hell they were called. Ever had them?” she asks as Myra shakes her head. “Oh, well, they have this thick coating of fake cheese shit on them that tastes so good. But it makes your breath smell like baked ass the next day. No wonder my breath was atrocious this morning.” Susie’s face scrunches up as she waves a hand in front of her mouth.
 
   Myra giggles.
 
   “Anyway, back to my story. God, I’m so easily distracted by food. So Jeff walked in the door from the gym looking all muscly and like Mr. Universe or something and drank his annoying protein shake giving me the look. You know the one that is supposed to make me feel guilty for not going, which never works. I just wanted to take that shake and shove it up his skinny ass. It’s so hard to live with an in-shape, health nut freak.” She pauses and stares at Myra for a moment. “I mean, I know you’re a health nut, but you don’t rub it in my face. I feel like such a fatso fatty butt around him. I disgust myself,” Susie grumbles as she piles extra sour cream and guacamole on her enchiladas.
 
   “You know what you need to do to lose weight.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Susie says, shutting Myra up as she rolls her eyes and waves a chip in the air. “It’s just so hard for me because I have absolutely no self-control. I got skipped when that shit was handed out in heaven. And I just love my food. I think I have an addiction.” She holds her fist up to her mouth like a microphone and belts out, “Might as well face it, I’m addicted to grub.” Susie sings in a much too loud voice, completely massacring Robert Palmer’s song.
 
   Myra laughs until she can barely breathe. “You’re killing me,” she gasps, holding her stomach.
 
   Susie laughs along with her. “Okay, I have to admit that was pretty funny. I crack my own self up,” she brags as she wipes tears from her eyes. “All right. Enough stupid talk about me and my bubble booty. How are you really doing? Because I’ve been worried about you lately.”
 
   “I’m okay,” Myra says with a sigh as she stares down at her barely touched salad. 
 
   “Sorry, don’t believe you. You know you can’t hide shit from me; I know you too well. What can I do to help? And you have to start eating more, or you’re just going to disappear into thin air like a ghost or something,” Susie says before loading an obscene amount of salsa onto a chip and cramming it in her mouth. 
 
   “I know. I just haven’t had much of an appetite. It’s just been really hard,” Myra says as she slips her hand into her bag on the chair next to her and touches the letter. “It’s hard for me to put into words. I feel so alone right now.”
 
   “Well, you’re not alone. You’ve got me – one of the most wonderful people in the free world, in case you’d forgotten,” she says with a wink, “and you’ve got Jeff and the boys. You know that I automatically inducted you unofficially into my family a long time ago, right? I gave you no choice in the matter.” Susie grins at her.
 
   Myra gives her a small smile back. “Yeah, I know. It’s just different to know that I don’t have any relatives left. It’s hard knowing I’m all by myself now.”
 
   “Well, you need to change your outlook on things. I still have my family so I don’t even want to pretend that I know how you’re feeling, because I don’t. But I do know you don’t have to have blood relatives around you to make you feel that you’re loved and cared for. Think about all of the people in the world that have been adopted. They have people that love them, but they’re not blood related.” 
 
   Myra nods. 
 
   “Hey, can we get some more chips and salsa, please?” Susie hails the waiter as Myra quickly pulls the letter out of her bag and lays it in her lap without her friend seeing.
 
   “How are you feeling about Trent?” Susie asks.
 
   Myra’s gaze drops to her lap, focusing on the letter. “About the same. It still hurts. Even after all this time. I still can’t believe he fell for her and all her lies.”
 
   “I know. The problem is you can’t move on and put him in the past because you have to see his dickhead self every day along with that skankenstein. Things would be so different if you didn’t have to see that giant prick at work all the time.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “Hey. I forgot to tell you that Jeff has this friend at work whose brother just moved to town. Now he’s divorced with four kids but he sounds like a…” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come on. It’s been a year. You need to get out there and start dating again.” Susie lowers her voice and raises an eyebrow. “Aren’t you horny?”
 
   “For God’s sake,” Myra mutters.
 
   “I know you have to be missing the big wong,” Susie says the words in a deep man’s voice, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
 
   “We are not discussing this,” Myra hisses, her face flushed as she quickly looks around the restaurant to make sure no one heard. 
 
   “Well, this conversation’s not over. It’s time for you to move on, and you know I’m right. You’re stuck, hon. You need someone or something to help get you unstuck.”
 
   Myra sighs and stares down at her salad for a few minutes. “Here,” she eventually says, picking up the letter off of her lap and laying it in the center of the table.
 
   “What’s this?” Susie asks as she picks it up.
 
   Myra says nothing as she watches Susie open the letter and read it.
 
   “Okay,” Susie says as she folds the letter and lays it back on the table. “We’ve had this conversation before. What does this mean? Is this for real?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Myra answers, playing with the napkin on her lap. “I want it to be.”
 
   “You know I’ve told you over and over again that you need to ditch this job and get away from Trent and that hobag harlot, and I understand why you haven’t. The cancer in your family, the insurance, I get it. I also know for a fact there are no copy editor jobs in Philly right now.”
 
   Myra nods. “You know my dream is to just quit and write a novel. I’ve got plenty of money in the bank, but if I get cancer like mom did and don’t have insurance, I’ll never be able to survive. My savings would be wiped out on my medical expenses, and I wouldn’t have enough money to live on. Now that I don’t have any family left, I just have to be extra careful.” Myra picks up the letter and tucks it back in her bag.
 
   “So why did you write a resignation letter?” Susie asks.
 
   “I’m not sure. I just feel so desperate. The logical side of my brain tells me that I have to keep this job for the health insurance and benefits. But the illogical side tells me to screw it and turn the letter in and get the hell out of here. I’m twenty-five and mom died at thirty…”
 
   Susie immediately interrupts. “Just because your mom died of cancer doesn’t mean you’ll ever even get cancer. Yeah, yeah, I know all about the research studies blah blah blah and about the odds of you getting it, but you don’t know what the future holds.”
 
   “I know, but I have to be prepared. I’m just not a risk taker.”
 
   Susie looks at her watch. “Ugh, look at the time,” she says before stuffing another chip in her mouth. Myra watches as she wraps up the rest of the chips in a napkin and shoves them in her purse.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’m going to stop by the vending machine and get me a candy bar. I need something sweet to offset all of that spicy food. I’ll stop by your desk later, okay?” Susie says.
 
   Myra nods before she steps onto the elevator and presses the button for the tenth floor. The conversation from lunch plays over in her mind, and she pays no attention to the people getting on and off the elevator until it stops on the fifth floor. The elevator doors open and Myra’s stomach drops to the balls of her feet when she sees the gorgeous blonde standing there.
 
   Julia shoots daggers with her eyes as her stilettos make sharp clicking noises against the tiled floor as she steps onto the elevator. Myra swallows hard, keeping her eyes trained straight ahead as she tries desperately to pretend she doesn’t see her. From the corner of her eye, she catches Julia flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder. Her eyes widen when she hears her mutter “bitch” under her breath.
 
   “Excuse me?” Myra asks as she turns to face her.
 
   “You heard me, bitch,” Julia says with her lip snarled. “I know what you’re trying to do.” Her perfect features twist with hatred. “I'm not stupid. I know you're trying to get Trent back with this little mourning act of yours for your brother or uncle or whoever the fuck you told him died. But it’s not going to work. Because he’s in love with me now.” Her eyes burn into Myra's. “Don't think for a second that he’s ever going to come crawling back to you,” she says as she lays a hand gingerly on her belly. “Especially now.” 
 
   Myra’s mouth drops open as her heart pounds painfully. Her gaze darts from Julia’s hand, back up to her face and back down to her stomach again. “You can’t be… Are you? What?”
 
   Julia grins maliciously, leaning close to Myra’s face. “Listen good.” One of her perfectly manicured red fingernails pokes at Myra's shoulder. “I know you're still in love with him. But you better back the fuck off because there’s no way in hell he’s ever taking you back.” 
 
   Julie sends Myra one more wicked scowl before she exits the elevator.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s hands grip the railing until her knuckles turn white. She hangs on for dear life afraid that if she lets go, she’ll collapse. Crumble. Disappear. Her breath rasps in and out of her mouth; she can hear the thumping of her heart in her ears. The elevator continues to dutifully move up and down the floors letting people on and off. 
 
   When she finally comes to her senses, she has no idea how long she’s been rooted to her spot. The elevator stops on the ground floor and she immediately lets go of the handrail, running as fast as she can through the front door and out of the office building.
 
   With stumbling feet, she continues running towards the subway. Quickly slumping into a seat, she leans her head against the window, and closes her eyes, willing her heart rate to slow down. The vibration and the coolness of the glass feels good against her skin, but the noise from the subway can’t drown out her thoughts.
 
   Trent plants long, sucking kisses along Myra’s bare hips. “I love you.”
 
   Myra smiles, twisting her hands in his hair. “I love you too.”
 
   Tears begin to trickle down Myra’s face.
 
   He hums contentedly, his lips moving to her stomach. “I’m going to take care of you. I'll buy you a house and bring you flowers every Sunday.” He moves his kisses to the valley between Myra’s breasts. “Hmm, you'll look so adorable with a big belly. With my baby.” He lifts a hand and tickles her stomach. 
 
   “Trent,” Myra gasps between giggles.
 
   “Are you ticklish here? What about right here?”
 
   Myra continues to giggle until Trent stops, looks into her eyes and grins wickedly.
 
   “I think I need to practice up on this whole ‘putting a baby in you’ thing. So that when the time comes, I’ll be up for the challenge." 
 
   Myra beams at him. “Please.”
 
   “Get naked,” Trent demands as his hands reach for her bra.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra somehow remembers to get off the subway. Tears stream down her face as she stumbles along the sidewalk to her apartment. Blindly reaching into her bag, she feels around for her keys, but can’t find them. Dropping to her knees, she dumps the contents onto the floor around her, desperately searching for them. 
 
   Harsh sobs escape her mouth as her chest heaves and she gulps for air. Angrily, she scrubs at her eyes, trying to clear her vision so she can see, but she still can’t find her keys. Dropping her head into her hands and leaning against the door, she weeps as sobs wrack her small frame. 
 
   With the sleeve of her coat, she wipes her eyes and nose quickly before resuming her search for the missing keys. Almost ready to give up, she hears a jingling sound from her coat pocket. Her shoulders sag and she blows out a breath when she shoves her fingers into her pocket and pulls them out. 
 
   Sniffling and hiccupping, she crams everything quickly back into her bag and stumbles into her apartment. She sends one email informing her boss of her sudden illness and explaining that she’ll be out for the next couple of days.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra flips on the light in the bathroom and opens the medicine cabinet where she sees an array of medications including sleeping pills and pain killers. She stares at them, thinking, always thinking. Sighing, she closes it and steps into her bedroom, her exhausted body crawling into bed, not even bothering to remove her coat or shoes.
 
   * * *
 
   Time passes slowly as the afternoon fades away. Occasionally, she hears a ringing sound, but her muddled mind doesn’t register the noise. The sleep she so desperately wants finally finds her and pulls her under. 
 
   A loud banging sound jerks Myra awake. Sitting up, her hand reaches for her pounding heart. She frowns, confused for a moment. But a glance down at her coat and shoes brings back the unfortunate events.
 
   The incessant banging continues as she slowly crawls out of bed and opens the door. 
 
   “Myra, oh my God. What the hell is going on?” Susie yells as she pushes past her into the apartment. “I’ve been calling, texting, emailing, calling. Good God, woman, you scared the holy shits outta me. You were fine at lunch and then just disappeared. What’s going on?” Susie frowns as she stares at Myra’s clothing. “Are you going somewhere?”
 
   Myra can’t hold the tears back. “He promised. It was supposed to be me…” Myra mumbles as Susie grabs her and hugs her to her chest.
 
   “What is it?” Susie asks, rubbing her back gently.
 
   “Julia,” she says before hiccupping.
 
   “What did she do this time? Because, Myra, I swear to God, I’ll cut that bitch and I mean it.” She pauses. “Well, not really because you know I’m a total chicken shit, but I’ll cut her with my words, by golly. I’ll slay that bitch verbally with my fiendish tongue.”
 
   “Julia… Julia’s pregnant.” The words tumble out of her in between wrenching sobs.
 
   Susie gasps and stares at Myra for a moment before she hugs her even closer. “Oh, honey…” 
 
   Myra holds onto her friend and crumbles.
 
   * * *
 
   “Okay, you’ve got your warm jammies on, you have a bowl of the yummy soup I made, and we’re going to sit and watch funny sitcoms together,” Susie says as she flips on the TV and flops on the bed next to Myra. “Thank God I still have my leftover chips from lunch today because all you have in this house is food suitable for a baby rabbit. I’d be starving to death right now if I wasn’t thinking about myself all the time.” 
 
   Myra would normally laugh at her friend, but she can’t. She doesn’t have it in her. “Susie?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath, staring down at the comforter. “I want you to take my letter to HR tomorrow. I’m not going back.”
 
   Susie turns off the TV and shifts to face Myra on the bed. “You sure?” she asks quietly.
 
   Myra nods. “I can’t go back. I’m done.”
 
   “I’ve wanted you to quit that damn job forever, but I don’t want you to regret…” 
 
   “I’m not going back.” 
 
   Susie stares at her for a moment before she nods. “Okay.”
 
   “I’m moving back to Oregon.” 
 
   “What?” Susie shouts, as she quickly scrambles to sit up.
 
   “I can’t stay here anymore. I have to move on. Get unstuck like you said. So I’m going to move into Grampie’s old house. It’s mine now anyway. And maybe start that novel I’ve wanted to write.”
 
   “Holy shit. Are you doing this because of what that bitch said to you today? And why Oregon? Why not just stay here?”
 
   “I didn’t just decide this today. I’ve been thinking about it ever since the funeral. What happened today just confirmed my decision. Besides, I’m paying a fortune for this apartment, and Grampie’s house is paid for. Plus I’ll be away from Trent and… and her for good. I can start over. Start fresh.”
 
   “What about the insurance?” 
 
   “I’ll worry about that later. Maybe I can go on Cobra, or find an insurance company that’ll insure me,” Myra says as she rubs the comforter between her fingers, liking the feel of it.
 
   “Wow. You’ve pretty much rendered me speechless, which you know is an impossible feat,” Susie admits, chuckling. “I’m all for you quitting that stupid job, but moving away? Damn, what am I going to do without my best buddy?”
 
   Myra smiles. “We’ll still be best buddies. Just via phone calls, texts, and emails.” Myra grabs Susie’s hand and squeezes it.
 
   “So we’ll be virtual best buds?” Susie asks as her eyes begin to fill with tears. 
 
   Myra nods her head, smiling, as tears begin to stream down her cheeks.
 
   “Okay. I think I can live with that. Thank God we have the same cell phone plan otherwise I’d have to take out a second mortgage to pay my upcoming cellular bills. What can I do to help?” Susie asks as she sniffles and wipes her face on her sleeve.
 
   “Find me a good mover,” Myra says softly as her hands swipe away her tears.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter3]CHAPTER 3
 
   BROWN, REGRET
 
   “What was I thinking?” Myra moans to herself as she scans the mountain of boxes sitting in the living room of Grampie’s house. Now her house. She sits cross-legged on the hardwood floor, her head resting in her hands, completely overwhelmed and not sure how to even begin to tackle everything. Her heart races and her breathing hitches.
 
   “Don’t,” she shouts to herself. Rubbing her temples with her fingertips, she closes her eyes and takes several deep, calming breaths. “You can do this,” she says. Slowly, her heart rate returns to normal. She sighs as she looks around the room, trying to figure out what to do first.
 
   She decides to unpack the most important things. Scanning the labels on the numerous boxes, she gets more and more upset when she can’t find the one box she’s looking for. 
 
   “Finally,” she mumbles as she picks up the prized box and carries it to the kitchen. After opening it, Myra glances at its contents: Vitamin D, Vitamin C, Vitamin E, fiber, Omega3, green tea. All the extra pre-cautions she takes because of what happened to her mom.
 
   She steps up to the kitchen cabinet closest to her and grabs the handle to open it. The cabinet door falls, crashing to the floor and narrowly missing her foot.
 
   She lets out a loud scream as she clutches her chest. Breathing heavily, she stares with wide eyes at it as her heart tries to pound out of her chest. She tries not to think of what would have happened had it landed on her foot.
 
   Her phone rings.
 
   “Shit,” she hollers even louder, the curse echoing down the hallway. With shaky fingers, she flips open her phone.
 
   “God, Susie,” she says before she pauses, trying to catch her breath. “You scared me half to death.” Myra continues to hold her hand on her chest as she tries to slow her breathing and racing heart.
 
   “Now is that any way to greet your virtual buddy? What in the world are you doing?” 
 
   “I was in the kitchen. When I reached for one of the cabinet doors, it fell off the hinges.”
 
   “Oh my God. Are you okay?” 
 
   “Yeah. Just shook me,” Myra says, still trembling as she sinks down into a kitchen chair.
 
   “I bet. If that had happened to me, it would’ve taken my foot off; or at least a toe or two. That’s awful. Hey, speaking of awful, I have to tell you what happened to me last night. Remember I told you we were going out to dinner for my brother’s birthday?”
 
   Myra hums in response.
 
   “Well, he picked some spaghetti place that I’d never been to, and I was thrilled because you know my weakness for some pasta. So anyway, I decided to be really good all day on my eating because I knew I was going to eat like a hoss at dinner. So I had an apple for breakfast and an orange for lunch…”
 
   “Susie,” Myra says.
 
   “I know. I’m an idiot. By the time we got seated, it was seven thirty and my blood sugar was so outta whack I was ready to start gnawing on my arm for sustenance. Thank God they brought out some yummy garlic bread; I started shoveling that stuff in as fast as my chops could chew. Then I ordered some kind of spicy chicken pasta dish. It was pheeenomenal. I ate almost the whole plate, and their servings were humongous. And for dessert, I ordered cheesecake. Oh God, Myra, it was a euphoric orgasm on a plate, I kid you not. I’d trade Jeff’s dick any day for some of that goodness,” Susie says before she makes disgusting, horrifically loud orgasmic sounds in Myra’s ear.
 
   “God. Stop…” Myra gasps out between peals of laughter as she leans over the kitchen table holding her stomach.
 
   “Well, the big, giant dumbass that I am wore these really tight jeans and a belt. You know, I guess I wanted to look fatfuckhawt or something. Anyway, I suddenly could not breathe. I mean I was dying. I mean I felt like my circulation was being cut off. So I covertly laid my napkin in my lap and undid my belt and the button on my jeans. Who does that shit? So I not only sat there hating myself for all of the food I just hoovered, but I then wanted to kill myself because I had to get up and walk to the car with my pants undone. Yep, I could not get them buttoned back up.”
 
   Myra’s laughter gets interrupted by knocking on the door. She stands up and wipes tears from her eyes. “Hang on a sec,” she mumbles as she walks towards the front of the house.
 
   A big smile breaks out on her face when she sees the gray-haired gentleman standing at the door. “Jim. Hi, come in,” she says. She holds up her phone. “Give me just a minute?”
 
   Jim smiles back and nods.
 
   “Hey, Susie, I have a visitor. Can I call you back?” 
 
   “Yes, but you better not forget or I’ll whoop ya.”
 
   Myra smiles. “I won’t.”
 
   She flips her phone shut and tucks it in her pocket.
 
   “I thought that was you I saw earlier,” Jim says as he gives Myra an affectionate hug. “What are you doing back in town so soon?” 
 
   “Come in and have a seat. Well, first let me make a path through these boxes so we can find a seat,” Myra says, chuckling as she starts moving boxes out of the way in an effort to locate the sofa.
 
   “Here, let me help.” Jim jumps in and helps move the boxes around. Within minutes, they clear a path and do indeed find the sofa.
 
   “What are all of these boxes for?” Jim asks as he sits down.
 
   Myra laughs softly, shaking her head. “Well, I’m not really sure what in the world I’m doing, but I’m back. I’m moving in.”
 
   “Really?” Jim says, grinning. “That’s wonderful. You’ll be such a pleasure to have as a neighbor.” 
 
   “Thank you. Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
   “No, I’m good. Looks like you have a lot of work ahead of you. Do you need some help unpacking?” he asks as he looks around the room.
 
   Myra follows Jim’s eyes and gets a sinking, overwhelming feeling again when she thinks about the monumental task ahead of her. “Oh, no, I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Nonsense. This is definitely not a one-person job. Give me a knife and a box, and I’ll get started.”
 
   “I’m serious, Jim. I can do this on my own.”
 
   “Nope. Now where’s that knife?” he asks with authority in his voice and a big smile on his wrinkled face.
 
   Myra sighs and smiles back before reluctantly agreeing and walking into the kitchen to retrieve him a knife.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’m going to have duplicates of everything because of all of Grampie’s things, but if we can get the boxes emptied and put into the right room, I’ll go through everything later,” Myra tells Jim.
 
   They work quietly for a long time, getting through a majority of the boxes.
 
   Jim clears his throat. “You know, I’m really going to miss your grandfather. Davis was a very dear friend to me, and my only neighbor for miles around,” he says with a chuckle. “No, it wasn’t just that. We were very close.” Myra sees the pain on his face, the pain of losing a friend, someone he loved. 
 
   She walks to the sofa and sits, patting the spot next to her. “Let’s take a break,” she says softly.
 
   Jim sits, resting his arm comfortably on the back of the couch. “Davis and I had so many things in common. We were neighbors for what seemed like forever, we both had just one child, and we both had careers that weren’t incredibly lucrative, but we loved what we did. And we both lost the love of our lives before we should have.” He stops talking and looks out of the window with a look of longing on his wrinkled profile.
 
   He slowly turns back to Myra with a sad, faraway look in his eyes. “Ah, Emma, God rest her soul. Never a day goes by that I don’t think about her. Did you know she’s been gone ten years now?” Myra nods. “She loved Davis as well; although she loved your grandma even more. Those two were the best of friends. The four of us had some really good times together,” Jim says, shaking his head slightly as if recalling fond memories.
 
   “And your dad,” Jim says, smiling and causing the wrinkles around his eyes to crinkle. “I think I loved him as much as I loved my own daughter. He was really something special.” 
 
   Myra nods and wipes the tears in her eyes.
 
   “He was such a good man. One of the finest men I’ve ever met. He was truly one of a kind.” Jim takes Myra’s hand into his own; it’s been twisted by arthritis, but he manages to rub her hand gently. “Sweetie, I didn’t mean to make you cry. I just wanted to let you know how special your family was to me; and how special you are to me.” 
 
   “I know,” Myra says before throwing her arms around Jim’s neck, choking on a sob. “Thank you,” she whispers. Jim will never know how much his words mean to her as she tucks them away in her heart.
 
   * * *
 
   “I don’t have much for dinner; how about some turkey sandwiches?” Myra suggests before picking up a box of kitchen utensils.
 
   “Sounds wonderful. Did I ever tell you the story about when your dad went biking?” Jim asks as he follows Myra into the kitchen.
 
   “No,” Myra says, knowing full well she’s heard the story dozens of times, but longs to hear it again. Jim sits at the table as Myra starts preparing the sandwiches.
 
   “Your dad must’ve been around eleven or twelve, and he got a new bike. He was so excited, he could barely contain himself. So he headed off, and it was sunny out so he had sunglasses on, the big kind that were so popular with all the young kids back then.” Jim makes big, comical circles with his hands around his eyes imitating glasses. Myra nods and giggles as she hands Jim a sandwich. 
 
   “Your grandfather and I were sitting on the porch, enjoying the beautiful day and drinking a beer when all of a sudden here your father comes, covered in mud from head to toe, except where those sunglasses were. He’d hit a root or a rock or something and went flying over the handlebars face first into a puddle. Your grandfather and I laughed until our sides…”
 
   Jim stops talking when the lights in the kitchen flicker on and off.
 
   “That’s weird,” Myra says as she frowns and looks up at the light fixture on the ceiling. Abruptly, all of the lights in the entire house go off.
 
   “Okay,” Myra says to Jim in the darkness.
 
   A moment later, the lights come back on. Jim’s bushy eyebrows pull together as he stares up at the ceiling. “Hm. You must have an electrical problem somewhere. I guess you've noticed by now this place isn't exactly in the best shape. Your grandfather didn’t do much upkeep the last few years or so.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve noticed,” Myra agrees as she glances at the cabinet door leaning up against the wall and thinks about the hole in the ceiling upstairs.
 
   “For some reason, Davis got very miserly in his last years. Felt like he couldn’t spend a dime on anything other than necessities. I tried to get him to hire someone to do some work, but he wouldn’t do it. You know how stubborn he was.” Jim raises an eyebrow.
 
   Myra smiles and nods in agreement.
 
   “I have someone you can call. He did some work on my house a few months back; did a real good job. Let me run over to the house and get his card.” 
 
   Jim returns within minutes handing Myra a business card. “Just call that number and set up an appointment for an estimate. He’ll put everything in writing before you agree to anything.” 
 
   Myra glances down at the card.
 
   Dylan Lawson, Contractor
 
   “Thanks,” she says as she tucks the card in her jeans. “Let’s call it a day. I can’t thank you enough for all of your help.” She leans in and gives him a hug.
 
   “Not a problem, sweetheart. I have to go into the bookstore in the morning to take care of a few things, but I should be home by late afternoon. I’ll stop by and see if we can get the rest of these boxes cleared out, all right?”
 
   “Perfect.” 
 
   Myra calls out a goodbye as she watches him from her doorway as he makes his way back to his house.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra calls Susie as she lies on the couch, staring up at the ceiling.
 
   “Took you long enough to call me back. I was starting to get all pissy,” Susie says.
 
   Myra laughs. “My neighbor Jim stopped by and offered to help me unpack so…”
 
   “Ooooh, Jim, what’s he look like?” 
 
   “He’s in his seventies.” Myra shakes her head and rolls her eyes.
 
   “Is he hot? Sean Connery’s hot. I would bang that man any day, any time, and he’s gotta be at least a hundred.” 
 
   “For God’s sake, Jim is like my Grampie. That’s disgusting.”
 
   “All right,” Susie agrees, chuckling. “I’ll give you that one. Grampie-like is gross.”
 
   “Very.”
 
   “So,” Susie says, “I wasn’t going to bring this up, but I need to vent so I really and truly, sincerely apologize in advance, okay?”
 
   “What?” Myra asks.
 
   “Trent won’t leave me the hell alone. He’s driving me insane. He’s at my desk every five minutes asking about you, and he won’t quit calling and emailing me. I can’t set my email up like you did so it goes straight to trash because I have to check his damn emails because of work. If he doesn’t stop, I’m going to report his ass to HR.”
 
   Myra sighs. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Honey, it’s not your fault. He just pisses me off. The man still doesn’t know that you moved. I’m so glad he never knew the address of your apartment after you guys broke up because I swear that shithead would’ve been standing on your doorstep stalking you. And just so you know, things aren’t going so well for him and his little skankmeister right now either.” Myra’s ears perk up at this bit of gossip.
 
   “I guess she went and blabbed to Miranda about the preggo thing, and you know Miranda’s loose fish lips; the whole office knew in about ten minutes. And Trent was fit to be tied. They had a knock-down, drag-out shout fest right in the office. Of course I missed the whole thing because my sorry ass was downstairs buying a snack. Can you believe my luck? Damn it,” she says as she pauses. “I wonder if the company has it on video somewhere because I would give my right boob to see that.” 
 
   “I don’t care what happens with them anymore,” Myra says, but secretly, she’s thrilled at the news. She’d never tell anyone, but she wouldn’t mind seeing Trent suffer a little. He needs to feel just a small amount of the pain that she’s had to endure because of him.
 
   “Well, I gotta go, hon. I need to get the boys ready for bed. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Love ya, girlie,” Susie says.
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   * * *
 
   Myra climbs the squeaky staircase clutching her pillow. She glances at the closed door of the master bedroom at the end of the hallway before her hand reaches out and opens the door to the guest bedroom. This was the room she stayed in whenever she spent the night at her grandparent’s home as a child. It feels comfortable and secure to her. This will be her bedroom because the master bedroom just doesn’t feel right. That was a special place just for her grandparents, and she doesn’t want to mar their memory.
 
   After switching the light off and pulling down the patchwork quilt, she snuggles under the covers. But within minutes, she tosses and turns, staring into the darkness, unable to get used to her new surroundings. The darkness of the old house makes her feel even more alone and isolated. When Myra thinks about Susie and how much she misses her, she wonders if she made the right decision moving out here like she did.
 
   Abruptly, she sits up, frowning. Twisting her head slightly, she holds her breath. She heard something. A noise. Almost like a tapping on the wall. As she continues listening, her heart beats rapidly and her mouth goes dry. Slowly, she crawls out of bed. Opening the bedroom door, she freezes her ears straining. Her eyes widen, and her breath catches in her throat when she hears it again. The sound seems to be coming from the master bedroom. 
 
   Constantly looking over her shoulder, she creeps down the dark hallway. Her shaky hand hovers over the door knob for a second. Swallowing hard, she listens intently.
 
   Slowly, she pushes open the creaky door to the master bedroom. Her fingers fumble for the light switch.
 
   As her eyes adjust, she swiftly looks around the room for what could have made that noise. She startles when she hears it again.
 
   “What the hell?” she mumbles as she frowns up at the ceiling in the corner. A huge brown spot surrounds a large portion of sagging ceiling. The roof must be leaking quite a bit to cause such substantial damage. Looking down to the floor beneath the water stain, Myra sees a puddle of standing water in the center of several warped and damaged wooden floorboards.
 
   With a sigh, she cleans up the water and puts pots on the floor to catch the drips. Finally, she slips back into her room and into bed. Unfortunately, sleep only comes in short spurts.
 
   * * *
 
   The next morning, after downing several cups of coffee, Myra finds the jeans she wore the day before and digs out the card Jim gave her. She quickly dials a number.
 
   “Myra! Did you make it back to Philly safely?” Porter asks in a booming voice. She can picture his salt and pepper gray hair and big smiling face.
 
   “Yeah, but I’m back in Nyssa. I just moved into Grampie’s house.”
 
   “No kidding? That’s great. Jack and Davis would be so happy. I’ll let the boys here know you’re in town so we can all keep an eye on you, make sure you’re safe and all.” 
 
   “Thanks. Jim gave me the name of a contractor because the house needs some work. I hate to ask this, but could you run a background check on him? It’s that cop’s daughter thing coming out in me.”
 
   Porter chuckles. “Jack trained you well. Never hire anyone without getting them checked out first. Give me the info and about an hour and I’ll get back with you.”
 
   “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s phone rings an hour later. 
 
   “Hi,” she answers softly.
 
   “I’ve got good news,” Porter says. “This Mr. Lawson checked out fine. No criminal record and I haven’t been able to find any complaints filed against him. He’s originally from Boise. I also checked him out with some of the locals. Does excellent work from what everyone says. Not the friendliest of people; kind of a loner, but I feel safe having you hire him. And Jim’s an excellent judge of character. But if he gives you an ounce of trouble, you let me know immediately, okay?”
 
   “I will. Once again, I can’t thank you enough.”
 
   “Anything for you, Myra.”
 
   * * *
 
   Myra pulls the business card out of her pocket and dials the number on it.
 
   “Lawson,” a brusque voice answers.
 
   “Yeah, I wanted to get an estimate on getting some work done on my house,” Myra says.
 
   He sighs. “Can you hold?” he asks in an annoyed voice.
 
   “Sure.” Myra frowns when she hears what sounds like tools are being moved around and some shuffling noises followed by a mumbled curse.
 
   He huffs when he gets back on the phone. “Name?” 
 
   “Myra Sommers.”
 
   “Address?”
 
   She rattles off her address to him.
 
   “I can do tomorrow afternoon,” he says gruffly. “Two?” 
 
   “Yeah, that’ll work,” Myra replies.
 
   “Two o’clock,” he repeats before hanging up.
 
   “Bye,” Myra says to the dial tone, noting that Porter appeared to be quite right about the not-friendly thing.
 
   Myra wonders how Dylan Lawson manages to get new business if he’s as short with all his customers as he was with her. She decides that his demeanor means nothing so long as he can do a good job on the repairs. Smiling at the prospect of once again turning Grampie’s place into a home – her home – Myra gets back to the business of unpacking boxes.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter4]CHAPTER 4
 
   ORANGE, FRUSTRATION
 
   Myra stares down at the toilet, plunger in hand. “No,” she shouts as she hears a gurgling sound. Screaming obscenities, she jumps back as water cascades over the toilet bowl and onto the floor, splashing her socked feet. “This cannot be happening,” she mumbles under her breath.
 
   After numerous unsuccessful plunging attempts, she finally gets the water in the toilet to go down. She uses every towel she owns to mop up the mess on the floor. Carrying the soaked, heavy towels to the basement, she throws them into the washing machine.
 
   Once she gets a load started, she turns and looks around. No visible light enters the two small windows; a thick layer of dirt and cobwebs, and what looks like bushes on the outside, completely masks them both. Dirt and dust cover the concrete floor. A single bulb hanging in the center of the room serves as the only light. Several standing racks of shelving units filled with paint cans, bug sprays, and an assortment of boxes covered in dust line the walls.
 
   The creepy-looking basement looks like something straight out of a horror film. Afraid that at any minute something might jump out and grab her, Myra, with her heart racing, makes a mad dash for the staircase. Hanging on tightly to the railing, her wide, frightened eyes watch the basement behind her as she quickly scrambles up the rickety stairs.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra picks up her cell and dials her friend.
 
   “Myra…” Susie says before she coughs and wheezes loudly in Myra’s ear. “I am so sick. I’m dying.”
 
   “You sound terrible. What’s wrong?” Myra patiently waits as Susie proceeds to practically cough up a lung in her ear.
 
   “Tucker was sick last week with the flu. I think he caught it at school or something. So I disinfected the shit out of everything and bragged about how I never get sick, and now…” Susie stops again to hack some more. “It just hit me all of a sudden, out of nowhere. And I’ve had vomiting and diarrhea to top it off. It’s been coming out both ends, at the same time. I’ve had to sit on the crapper with the trash can in my lap barfing and shitting simultaneously. And I’ve had to change my drawers like five times because I shit myself. No, I meant to say I’ve had to throw away five pairs of rotten cottons because no way in hell am I touching those putrid, shitty things. Instead of Jeff running to buy me drugs, he’s going to have to make a panty run,” Susie says with a giggle which turns into another massive coughing spell. 
 
   Myra laughs while Susie coughs. “You poor thing. I wish I was there. I can’t do anything to help.”
 
   “You do not want to be anywhere near me right now, trust me. Oh God, the hurl is here. I gotta go,” she says hurriedly before immediately hanging up.
 
   * * * 
 
   At two o’clock on the nose, Myra hears the sound of tires crunching on the gravel of her driveway. When she opens the door, she just stands there with her mouth slightly gaping, frozen and unable to move as she stares at the contractor.
 
   His brow furrows and his eyes flash with anger. “You wanted an estimate?” he asks in a gruff voice.
 
   She straightens her shoulders. “Oh, oh yes, please come in,” she says, moving to the side so he can pass. He towers over her as his tall, lean frame enters her living room.
 
   Once again, her ability to speak seems to have disappeared. Continuing to gawk at him and tugging on the hem of her sweater, she clears her throat, trying to get her voice back. “I’m probably going to need a new roof,” she says in a timid voice as she gestures with her hand and starts walking towards the stairs. “It’s leaking upstairs in the master bedroom so, I’ll show you,” she mumbles as she turns her head for a quick peek to see if he’s following her.
 
   She prays she doesn’t fall up the stairs.
 
   Somehow she manages to make it to the master bedroom without embarrassing herself. “Right there,” she says as she points to the ceiling in the corner. 
 
   Cold eyes meet hers. “I’ll need to get up on the roof to take a look.”
 
   “There’s a ladder in the garage…”
 
   “I have my own ladder,” he snaps back, cutting her off before he turns and exits the bedroom.
 
   Frowning, Myra just stands there staring, not sure what to make of the incredibly attractive but seemingly hostile man. She continues standing for a few more moments as she listens to his work boots stomp down the stairs and out the front door.
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra waits on the contractor to finish looking at the roof, she sits on the couch, nibbling on her already chewed fingernails. She continues chewing and gnawing on her cuticles until she accidentally makes one of them bleed. When she hears his heavy boots on the porch, her heart rate kicks up a notch. She quickly pinches her finger to stop the bleeding as she stands and opens the door.
 
   His eyes lock with hers. “Your roof’s in terrible shape. Everything’s gonna need to be replaced, including the decking,” he says, his tone sharp as he reaches his hand up and scratches at his unshaven chin.
 
   “I was afraid of that,” she says, her eyes still on his. For some reason, she can’t look away. The hostility and harshness in them startles her yet somehow she finds herself drawn to them. She can feel her face warming as her gaze drops to the floor and her fingers play with the sleeves of her oversized sweater.
 
   “What else?” 
 
   “Um…” She quickly clears her throat. “I’m having a problem with the plumbing. The toilets keep backing up, and the bathtub and shower will probably need to be replaced. We’ll have to go back upstairs,” she mumbles, gesturing towards the stairs. He follows after her again, and she swallows heavily as she opens the bathroom door for him.
 
   When he steps past her, she doesn’t know where to stand or what to do so she ends up waiting kind of half in the doorway and half in the hallway. She tugs constantly on the sleeves of her sweater as she watches him, feeling awkward and out of sorts.
 
   “What did you put down this damn toilet?” he angrily mumbles under his breath.
 
   “Excuse me?” she asks.
 
   “Nothing.” The animosity rolls off of him in waves. 
 
   Frowning, she continues waiting and watching as he inspects the bathroom. The uncomfortable feeling she had earlier still lingers but now she feels like a nuisance or almost an aggravation to him, which doesn’t make sense because he should be the one trying to make a good impression to get hired for the job. 
 
   Not wanting to make contact again with those hate-filled eyes, she keeps hers focused on his clipboard when he turns to face her. She continues to watch it as he tucks it under his left arm and shoves his right hand into his coat pocket.
 
   “Anything else?” 
 
   She hums and nods before silently walking down the stairs, holding tightly to the railing. “The kitchen needs work,” she says, as they enter it. “The cabinets are in really bad shape.” She points to the fallen door leaning up against the wall.
 
   “Do you want to replace them?” 
 
   Pursing her lips, Myra looks around at the cabinets and the worn linoleum on the floor, all of which has to be as old as the house itself. She realizes the whole space needs an overhaul. “Yeah,” she says with a sigh.
 
   Dylan sets the clipboard down on the counter and pulls a measuring tape off of his tool belt. Myra chews on her fingernails again as she watches him measure and jot notes on his clipboard. When he occasionally tucks the pencil behind his ear, his hair curls around it. Every time he uses the tape measure, he lets it snap back into position, the noise echoing noisily in the silent kitchen. She watches as he does more scribbling with a scowl on his ruggedly handsome face. 
 
   He sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Is that all?”
 
   “No,” she says, getting the strange feeling that for some reason he doesn’t want there to be anything else. “I’m also having trouble with the electricity. My lights flicker on and off, and sometimes they just shut off altogether.”
 
   They make eye contact for a moment before he looks back down at the clipboard. “Sounds like some faulty wiring,” he mumbles, scribbling again. “Where’s your breaker box?”
 
   “In the basement, I think,” she says as she walks towards the basement door and opens it.
 
   Myra flips on the light switch and takes in a deep breath. She grips the railing fiercely and carefully walks down the decrepit stairs, hoping she makes it to the bottom unscathed.
 
   “I think it’s over…” She stops speaking when complete darkness sweeps the room.
 
   “That’s what I was talking about,” she whispers.
 
   “Hang on,” Dylan mumbles. She hears keys clanging together and some kind of a clicking sound. She exhales heavily when she sees a small light focused in her direction.
 
   The light moves away from her as Dylan turns, leaving her in the dark as she hears his heavy boots plod loudly across the concrete floor.
 
   “Wait,” she calls out. “I’m afraid I’ll fall down.”
 
   Myra can feel his irritation and annoyance without even seeing his face. It practically fills the room. He turns back towards her and doesn’t say a word as he holds out his arm. 
 
   With her heart pounding, she rests her hand lightly on his arm, gripping his coat, and holds onto the rail for dear life. Within seconds, they make it safely back upstairs just as the lights come back on.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan heads back down to the basement by himself to check out the breaker box. Setting his clipboard on one of the shelves, he stretches his arms above his head. From the moment she opened the door, he knew from one glance at her startled expression what she was thinking. He constantly gets calls from women to change light bulbs, clear clogged drains that aren’t clogged, or check out mysterious wiring problems that don’t exist just so they can ogle his ass or blatantly throw themselves at him. Dylan hates the fact that women find him attractive. He just wishes he were average looking. He does not want attention from any woman period.
 
   His current profession and his looks are a lethal combination. He thinks back to Mrs. Marshall who called him for a clogged drain, which was a fucking lie. He turned around to find her sitting in a kitchen chair in a miniskirt with her legs spread open wearing no panties. He got the hell outta there so fast he left burnt rubber tracks on her driveway.
 
   Rubbing his hands across his eyes, he picks up his clipboard. He knows this customer – he frowns as he searches for her name, Myra Sommers – legitimately has a house that seems to be falling apart around her, but he still can’t help but feel she just wants to use it try to get in his pants. He tells himself that he just needs to keep his walls up high and keep them well fortified.
 
   After inspecting the wiring situation, he reluctantly climbs back up the stairs. 
 
   * * *
 
   “I’ll work up a written estimate and get back to you in a couple of days,” Dylan says before he turns and walks swiftly out the front door before Myra even has a chance to reply.
 
   She frowns. “Okay. Thanks for your time,” she calls out after him as she steps up to the door and stares at his retreating figure.
 
   He doesn’t bother responding as he quickly gets in his truck. She watches the truck as it backs out of her driveway and disappears down the road.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra walks the short distance to Jim’s house and knocks on the door.
 
   “Why, hello,” he says in greeting with a wide, happy grin. “Come in, sweetheart.” 
 
   “I made you some cookies,” she says as she grins back and holds up a plate. “A little thank you for all of the hard work you did helping me with my many boxes.”
 
   “Perfect. I’ll pour us some milk.”
 
   Moments later, they sit down at the table. “Mmmm, these are delicious,” Jim says in between bites. They sit quietly enjoying the cookies and the companionable silence.
 
   Myra feels Jim’s thoughtful eyes gazing at her. “What?” she asks.
 
   “You look so much like your mother,” Jim says with a gentle smile on his wrinkled face. “Do you remember much of her?”
 
   “Not a whole lot. I wish I could remember more.”
 
   “You’re just as beautiful as she was.” Myra drops her head bashfully as she stares at the tablecloth. “She was so warm and full of life. She was a lovely person on the inside and out. And she loved you so much. Always remember that.” Myra nods as she feels a knot forming in her throat.
 
   “So why are you back in town?” Jim asks.
 
   Myra’s stomach drops as her gaze darts to his. He nods, giving her an encouraging smile. She stares back down at the pattern on the tablecloth. “Well, I wanted to… start writing my novel,” she stammers.
 
   “No. I want the real reason you’re back here.” Jim lifts a bushy, grey eyebrow at her.
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath. “It’s kind of hard for me to talk about.”
 
   “I’m a good listener.”
 
   Myra pauses for a minute before nodding. “Grampie told you that my boyfriend and I broke up, right?” she asks. He nods in response. “I didn’t go into all of the details with him; about why we broke up.” She takes in a deep breath and stares down at her lap. 
 
   “Trent fell in love with his assistant. And now she’s… pregnant. I had to get away. I was stuck there in Philly. It was like I was trapped. I couldn’t quit my job because I needed the health insurance; I was terrified about losing that insurance. But now I have no job, I’m on Cobra, which is unbelievably expensive, and I moved back here into this money pit of a house that is falling apart around me. And I left my best friend, and I’m really regretting my decision, and I’m just, I…” Myra rambles as tears start trickling down her cheeks. 
 
   Jim scoots closer and covers her hand with his. “Bless your heart, sweetie. I’m so sorry that happened to you. It’s a shame you had to go through something like that. But don’t regret your decisions. I’m a firm believer in free will, but I also believe that our decisions set us on the paths to our fate, our destinies.
 
   “That’s probably just the babblings of an old bookstore owner who’s read too many books over the years.” Jim smiles, chuckling softly. “But I truly believe that sometimes the decisions that seem the most illogical at the time, later on turn out to be the best decisions of our lives.”
 
   Myra sniffles as she wipes at her eyes. “Maybe…” she says in a soft voice. She wishes she could have Jim’s positive outlook. She wishes she could believe in fate and destiny. But how can she? All of her experiences so far have been filled with heartache. She can’t believe in those things right now. She just can’t. Because they don’t exist. Not in her world.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra picks up her ringing phone. “How are you feeling?” she asks.
 
   “Better, thank God,” Susie says. “I’m closing in on that magical twenty-four hour mark. I haven’t ruined anymore butt huggers in the last hour so that’s a good sign,” she says before laughing and coughing at the same time.
 
   “I’m glad. I was worried about you.”
 
   “How’s the unpacking going?”
 
   “Good. Jim was such a huge help. We got everything unpacked. I now just have to go through each room and start packing up the stuff that needs to go into storage.”
 
   “Yuck. That sounds like a lot of hardass work.”
 
   “It is. And Grampie was a bit of a pack rat.”
 
   “Please don’t tell me there are hoarding tendencies in your bloodline.”
 
   Myra laughs. “No, he wasn’t that bad. But this house is in a lot worse shape than I thought. Everything is falling apart: the kitchen, the plumbing, the electricity. It’s a mess. I’m probably going to spend more on this place than I ever would have in rent. I’m wondering what possessed me to move out here.”
 
   Myra frowns when she hears Susie let out a loud “woohoo”. “I knew you would do this,” Susie shouts excitedly. “Now get your skinny little bony butt back on a plane because I need my buddy back.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “No, I was just having a moment. I’m not going back to Philly. I think I just have mover’s remorse or something. You know like buyer’s remorse? I’ll get over it in a few days.”
 
   “Ugh, fine. But just so you know, that pisses me off because I’m a nasty, selfish ogre and want you back here with me. Just remember you can always change your mind and move back here or move to Singapore or to the jungle and live in a tree or do whatever the hell you want, whenever you want,” Susie says, before she starts hacking again.
 
   Myra smiles. “I know. Thanks for being such a great friend.”
 
   “You’re welcome. And thanks for being such an awesome person that I can’t help but love to death.”
 
   Myra laughs lightly. “I’ll let you go so you can rest.”
 
   They say their goodbyes and Myra sits down on the worn couch, leaning her head back against it as she stares at the fireplace and thinks. 
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra gets ready for bed, she doubts her decision to move here even more. She can’t stop thinking about it. At the time, she really thought it was the right move for her. But now? Not so much, especially since she doesn’t have an income right now.
 
   Was it like Susie suggested and she made a rash decision in the heat of the moment because of what happened with her that awful day? Was this some kind of automatic reflex? Did she run as a way of trying to protect herself from getting hurt again?
 
   Sighing, she shakes her head because just the thought of going back to Philly and watching her progress with her pregnancy makes Myra’s stomach lurch. No way could she have stayed. She had to leave. And she can’t go back.
 
   Even though she feels scared and frustrated and will probably be spending a lot of money on Grampie’s money pit of a house, she’ll just have to live with her decision. Because no matter what, she has no doubt whatsoever that she’d rather be sitting here all alone in this crumbling house than be back in Philly.
 
   Climbing under the covers, she snuggles in and pulls out a book. Reading helps her escape. It lets her escape to an imaginary world where she can live another life. Where she can forget about her own pathetic reality for just a little while. That’s one of the reasons why she wants to be a writer. She wants to create other worlds that people can get lost in. 
 
   Before she knows it, hours have passed, and her eyelids finally start to feel heavy. Switching off the light, her body welcomes sleep for just a few short hours.
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra writes the contents on the side of a box of Grampie’s items she just finished packing up, her phone rings. She caps the marker and quickly clears her throat before answering it.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Myra Sommers?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is Lawson. Dylan Lawson. I stopped by yesterday?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Your estimate’s ready. Can I come by this afternoon?” 
 
   “Sure. I’ll be here.”
 
   “One o’clock?” 
 
   “Yeah. That should work.”
 
   “All right,” he says before immediately hanging up.
 
   “Bye,” she says to a dial tone. Again.
 
   * * *
 
   After fixing a quick lunch, Myra picks at her food, barely touching it. She still has no appetite. Tossing it in the trash, she works on packing up some more boxes. 
 
   She startles slightly when she hears a knocking on the door, surprised the time went by so fast. 
 
   A bubble of nervous energy builds in her stomach as she walks towards the door. She frowns because she should not be reacting this way to the hateful contractor. Internally telling herself to calm down, she opens the door. “Come in,” she says with a small smile.
 
   Dylan nods his face stoic and expressionless as he walks past her into the living room. He stands staring at her with his hands stuffed in his coat pockets and a portfolio under his arm. She stares back at him for a moment.
 
   “Oh, we can go into the kitchen,” she mumbles as she walks and tugs nervously on the ends of her hair. “Have a seat,” she says, motioning with her hand. 
 
   He sits and pulls out several sheets of paper from his worn, black leather-bound portfolio and slides them in front of her. “I’ve broken down each project, put in a listing of required materials along with the costs and added the labor and any additional charges. That way if you only want to do one project at a time, you’ll have a breakdown of cost per project.”
 
   “Okay,” she says as her eyes stay fixed on the paperwork.
 
   “Now under the roofing, the labor costs are more because I’ll have to have help. I’ve got another guy that works for me on occasion, and I’ve included his labor.”
 
   He runs a hand through his hair. “I guarantee my work. Make sure to read the legal jargon at the bottom about the details,” he says as he taps the bottom of the paper with his long, thin finger.
 
   “Questions?” he asks, his eyes studying her face carefully.
 
   She shakes her head. “No, not that I can think of. I’ll read this over and call you back with my decision?”
 
   He nods as he stands up and shoves the portfolio under his arm.
 
   “Okay, I’ll get back with you soon,” she says. He nods before quickly walking down the hallway and out the front door.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra dials Susie. 
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “How are you feeling?” Myra asks.
 
   “I’m among the living now. I still have this nasty cold, but at least I’m not shitting my pants every five seconds. How are you?” Susie asks.
 
   “Okay. I had a contractor come out yesterday. He just dropped off the estimate.”
 
   “A contractor? What’s he look like? Is he Grampie-like?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I guess not.”
 
   “Not Grampie-like? Hm. Is he a plump plumber type with major ass crack showing?” Susie asks, giggling.
 
   “No…” 
 
   “Myra.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “He’s hot isn’t he? He’s smokin’ hot. Tell me. Spit it out right now,” Susie demands excitedly.
 
   “Susie,” Myra whines. 
 
   “I mean it. I want deets,” Susie shouts. “I need me some deets.”
 
   Myra sighs. “Well, he’s okay, I guess.”
 
   “Oh, no, girlie. You’re not getting off that easy. So when does he start?” she asks in a giddy voice.
 
   “Come on, give me a break. I haven’t even read through the estimate yet. Besides, I probably won’t even hire him. He’s kind of, different,” Myra says, unsure of how to explain her interaction with the asshole of a contractor.
 
   “What do you mean, different?”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s mean and hateful.”
 
   “Hot damn. So he’s hot and angry? Imagine what he’d be like in bed. Oh yeah, all fiery and passionate and fierce. Maybe he likes to spank…”
 
   “Oh my God. What is wrong with you?” Myra says. “I told you I’m probably not even going to hire him.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever. You don’t fool me any. You know you don’t even have to give that estimate one look; that hot man’s already got the job.” Susie lowers her voice. “So, is he like Brad Pitt hot or George Clooney hot? Because both of those men are super fine, but they’re like in totally different hotness categories.” 
 
   “Stop,” Myra shouts, before she buries her face in the couch cushion.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra fixes a cup of coffee and sits down at the kitchen table. Her conversation with Susie really ticked her off for some reason. It doesn’t matter what the man looks like. Who cares that she found him attractive – incredibly attractive. His attitude makes him unattractive, in her opinion. 
 
   With a sigh, she drags the estimate closer, sulking as she reads through it, hoping to find something suspicious or illegal in it. After scrutinizing it for the third time, she tosses the estimate on the table with a huff, irritated that she couldn’t find a single thing wrong with it and that it seemed to be an honest and fair estimate.
 
   But that doesn’t mean she has to hire the asshole.
 
   Her interaction with the man left a very bad taste in her mouth. Something niggles at her, warning her against him. That she should steer clear of him. Grabbing her cell phone, she does a search for local contractors. Three names pop up including his. Dialing the number for the first one, she gets a recorded message so she hangs up. She dials the second number.
 
   “Smith Contractors,” an older woman’s voice says.
 
   “Yeah, I wanted to see about getting an estimate.”
 
   “Sure. I can have someone come out the end of next week.”
 
   Myra sighs but goes ahead and gives the lady her information anyway and schedules the appointment.
 
   * * *
 
   Picking up the coffee pot, Myra moves to the sink to make another pot. As she steps onto the rug, a curse slips from her lips when she gets hit with the sensation of wetness on her socked feet. Looking down, her lip curls as she lifts her foot and stares at the bottom of it. Setting the coffee pot down, she kneels and her brows pull together when she picks up the soaked rug. Opening the cabinet below the sink, her mouth drops open as she stares at the mess in front of her. 
 
   Moving stuff around so she can get a better look, she finally determines that the box of dishwasher soap she stuck under the sink earlier must have hit the old, rusted-out metal drain pipe, creating a huge, gaping hole at the bottom of it. So every time she turned the water on, instead it draining through the pipes, the water drained straight into the bottom of the cabinet and leaked out onto the floor. She cringes as she looks at the nasty, greasy water sitting there full of food bits. Her trash bags, zip locks, and cleaning supplies that she stores under the sink are all soaked.
 
   Myra stands with her hands on her hips, just staring and shaking her head.
 
   Slowly, she removes her wet socks and holds them by her fingertips. Heading upstairs to her bedroom, she tosses them in the hamper and sighs as she grabs all of her freshly laundered towels. Stomping back downstairs to the kitchen, she starts dragging everything out from underneath the sink, wiping and cleaning as she goes. After drying everything and setting it to the side, she cleans up all of the water under the sink. 
 
   “Well, at least I have water,” she says out loud to herself. Grabbing the coffee pot, she sticks it under the faucet and turns it on. She frowns when she hears a loud burp, some popping sounds, a gurgle and then silence. Her mouth drops open. Angrily, she yanks the faucet handle up and down repeatedly and beats on it a couple of times for good measure.
 
   “I can’t believe this,” she shouts. Running down the hallway, she flips the faucet on in the bathroom. No water. Hightailing it upstairs, she tries the faucet in the bathroom sink and the shower. She gets nothing but more burps and popping noises.
 
   Walking slowly down the stairs with her head bowed and her shoulders sagging, she makes her way back to the kitchen where she slumps into a chair and stares at her phone. Finally, she picks it up and dials a number. 
 
   “Lawson,” his deep voice answers.
 
   “This is Myra Sommers.”
 
   “Yeah?” he grunts in response.
 
   “I read over the estimate. When can you start?” she asks before biting on her thumbnail.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter5]CHAPTER 5
 
   PURPLE, ANXIETY
 
   “I need caffeine,” Myra shouts with her fists clenched tight at her sides as she shoots a glaring glance at her non-functioning sink. Frantically, she rushes to the refrigerator and yanks open the door searching for water, but she comes up empty-handed. After some more scrambling through Grampie’s pantry, she can’t find a single drop of drinkable water in the house.
 
   Mumbling a stream of curses under her breath, she plops down at the kitchen table and drops her head into her hands. Never has she been this angry in her entire life. But she knows her anger isn’t just from not having coffee. 
 
   With a sigh, she finally gets up in search of her hat and coat.
 
   Still mumbling under her breath, Myra heads out to her garage and within minutes, she pulls her car into the parking lot of Marshall’s Grocery. Huffing as she grabs a cart, she quickly makes her way down the aisle, and lugs four giant, economy-size packs of bottled water into it. Making her way to the check-out, she leaves them in the cart hoping she doesn’t have to drag them out onto the conveyor belt. 
 
   “Myra? Myra Sommers? What are you doing back in town?” Myra stifles a groan when she looks up at the cashier and into the unwelcome face of Lucia Marshall.
 
   “Hi,” Myra responds with a forced smile.
 
   “So? Why are you back?” Lucia continues probing as she bats her thick, clumpy five-layers-of-mascara-coated eyelashes at Myra.
 
   “I moved back into Grampie’s house.”
 
   “Why?” Lucia asks, her pink bubble gum snapping between her bright red lips. “Why in the world would you move back to Nyssa from Philadelphia?” Lucia says with a snarl.
 
   Myra ignores her. “Do you need me to get these out?” she asks as she gestures towards the cart.
 
   “No.” Lucia raises one overly arched eyebrow as she walks around the cart holding her hand-held scanner. 
 
   After ringing them up, Lucia gives her the total while Myra pulls out a twenty and hands it to her. Lucia grabs the phone. “Yeah, Derek? I have a carry-out up front.”
 
   “Oh, no. No, no, no. I’m fine. Really,” Myra says, shaking her head.
 
   “Pfft. Derek can take these out for you,” Lucia says as she hands Myra her change. Myra’s eyes fixate on Lucia’s chipped red fingernails and her fingers – all of which are covered in multiple rings.
 
   “Myra?” She hears a surprised male voice behind her as she tries not to cringe. Slowly, she turns to face the pudgy Derek Marshall. 
 
   “Hi,” she says as her skin crawls at the sight of him. 
 
   “What are you doing back in town so soon?” he asks as he pushes her cart, his nasty eyes roaming up and down her body.
 
   She pulls her coat tighter around herself. “I moved back into Grampie’s house.”
 
   “Wow, that’s great,” he responds with too much enthusiasm as he stares blatantly at her chest. 
 
   Myra keeps a safe distance from him as he loads the cases of water into the trunk of her car.
 
   “I’ll have to stop by some time for a visit,” he says in a creepy voice with an even creepier grin on his face.
 
   “I don’t have time for visitors right now. I’m too busy,” Myra replies hurriedly as she snatches open her car door and quickly gets in. “Thanks,” she mumbles before slamming the door fast.
 
   Myra shivers all over – not from the cold weather – as she backs her car up.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra walks the short distance to Jim’s door and knocks.
 
   “Come in,” he says warmly greeting her with a huge smile. 
 
   “Sorry to drop by so late, but my water’s not working. I think my pipes are frozen or something. I called the contractor, but he can’t start working until the day after tomorrow. Do you mind if I use your bathroom until then?” Myra asks.
 
   “Of course not. Just think of this as your second home,” Jim says. “Now let me find you a key,” he mumbles as he rummages through several drawers. “Ah, here’s one.” He places a key gently in Myra’s hand and squeezes it. “This unlocks the front door. No need to knock; just come in when you need to.”
 
   “Thank you,” she says. 
 
   Myra’s brows furrow when she notices Jim’s coffee table covered in photographs. “What’s this?” she asks. He sits down in front of the mess and motions for her to sit by him. “I was going through some old photo albums last night and found some pictures I thought you’d enjoy.” He picks one up and passes it to Myra. “That’s your Grammie and Grampie about twenty-five years ago, probably close to the time you were born.” 
 
   Myra eagerly looks at the photo. It was taken inside Jim’s house. Her grandparents are sitting on the couch and Grampie has his arms wrapped tight around Grammie and they both have huge grins on their faces. 
 
   “They were so in love,” she murmurs as her fingertips gently touch the photo. She wonders what it felt like for them to experience that kind of love. She never had that with Trent. Her heart longs to have that kind of love someday. But she knows she probably never will.
 
   “Yes, they were,” Jim thoughtfully agrees, looking at the picture with her. “Take a look at this one.” He passes her a photo of her mother, Gina, sitting on the couch in Grampie’s house with Myra – who looks to be about a year old – being bounced playfully on her knee. Gina has her head tossed back, laughing blissfully while Myra’s little hands are in the air. Myra smiles as she stares at her chubby, grinning self. But she blinks back tears when she stares longingly at the face of her beautiful, happy mother whom she misses so terribly.
 
   Quickly wiping away a tear, she picks up a picture of Jim, his wife, Emma, and their daughter, Barbara. “How’s Barbara doing?” she asks while staring intently at the photo. 
 
   “She’s doing wonderful. She and John still live in Boise, and she’s still teaching. Did you know they came and spent two weeks with me last summer?” he asks as Myra shakes her head. “We had such a great time together. John’s still an architect and doing really well at the firm he works for.” Jim picks up another photo and hands it to her.
 
   “How’s Jackie? I haven’t seen her in a few years,” she asks while looking at a photo of Barbara holding a tiny Jackie in her arms.
 
   Jim starts laughing. “She’s doing as well as Jackie can be doing, I suppose.” He shakes his head pensively. “That granddaughter of mine is something else. She decided she wants to go to culinary school of all things. She’s always changing her mind: first it was art school, then fashion school, now culinary school. I wouldn’t put it past her to enroll in clown school next.” They both break out into a fit of laughter.
 
   The two of them happily spend the next hour going through photo after photo, reliving old memories. 
 
   “I want you to take these with you and keep them,” Jim says as he gathers a bundle of photos for her. “I have plenty more. Emma had a bit of an obsession with the camera back in the day.” He shakes his head, smiling. “There are a lot more around here somewhere. I just have to find them.”
 
   “Thank you. These mean so much.”
 
   “I know they do,” Jim says softly with a tender look on his lined face.
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra lies in her bed staring intently at the wall, her mind races as she pours over the events of the day. There are so many things to think about: the sink, the water outage, the contractor, Derek – she shivers at just the thought of him – Jim, the photos. She can’t quiet her thoughts enough to even begin to try to sleep. Huffing, she flips on her back and stares up at the ceiling.
 
   She freezes. Her eyes widen. She heard a noise. Almost like someone tapped on the wall. Her heart stutters before beating painfully in her chest as the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Holding her breath, she remains stock still as her ears strain. She listens intently for the sound again. 
 
   Hearing nothing, she lets out a breath and her chest heaves. Reaching towards the nightstand, she quickly flips the light on and grabs the quilt tightly with both fists as her eyes dart around the room. 
 
   With her heart still pounding, she grabs a book off of the nightstand, hoping it will distract her from the terrifying noises in her old house.
 
   * * *
 
   The next morning, Myra picks up her cell to call Susie, but instead, just holds the phone in her hand, staring down at it. She really wants to ask her about Trent. But she knows they’ve probably already made up over the little fight they had and are the happy little family right now. Just the thought of that makes Myra’s chest hurt. So she decides she doesn’t want to know.
 
   Sighing, she dials Susie’s number. 
 
   “Hi, hon. Is the contractor there?” Susie asks immediately.
 
   “Don’t start. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   “No, I’m being serious. Is he there? You did hire him, right?”
 
   “Listen, I had a really bad day yesterday. I had a pipe in the kitchen leak and now my water’s not working. Then I had to go to the grocery store and endure disgusting stares from Derek Marshall.
 
   “And for your information, I decided I wasn’t going to hire that guy so I tried contacting a couple of other contractors in town, but they didn’t work out.”
 
   “And?” 
 
   “And what?”
 
   “Is he there?”
 
   Myra groans, rolling her eyes. “No. He starts tomorrow,” she mumbles.
 
   “Yes,” Susie shouts.
 
   “You are so annoying sometimes.”
 
   “I know,” Susie says. “So who’s Derek Marshall?”
 
   “Some creep I went to high school with who’s married now and still a creep.”
 
   “Ew. And no water? That means no shower. You’ll have to do the old PTA,” Susie says.
 
   “Huh? What’s a PTA?” 
 
   “You don’t know what a PTA is?” Susie asks, laughing. “It’s the old Pussy, Tits, and Armpits bath; you know, where you scrub your PTA.”
 
   Myra wants to stay annoyed at her friend but can’t as she snickers. “Okay, that’s funny. But no, Jim’s going to let me use his bathroom. So no PTA’s for me.”
 
   “Well, that’s good to hear since the hot contractor is coming tomorrow,” Susie says. “Hey, guess what? I weighed this morning and lost eight pounds. Oh yeah, yes sir,” she shouts gleefully. “Of course the only reason I lost that much is because I shit myself to death. But with those kinds of results, I’m cool with it. I need to get the shits more often. I was thinking that if I could shit myself about once a month, I’d be skinny by summer.”
 
   Myra laughs. “You’re insane, you know that?”
 
   “Yes, I am quite aware of that fact. So anyway, I told Jeff how much I lost, and of course he was excited. He keeps giving me these pep talks like some kind of drill sergeant. He said this would be a great time to start my diet since I have a head start. I told him yeah, yeah but that I needed help and some kind of incentive to keep me motivated. Myra, are you sitting down?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Are you ready for this?” Susie asks excitedly.
 
   “Yes,” Myra yells back.
 
   “Okay. Drum roll, please,” she says as she tries to imitate drums with her mouth, but it sounds more like a baby blowing raspberries. “Jeff told me that if I lost thirty pounds, he would give me – wait for it – wait for it – five hundred dollars for a shopping spree,” Susie shouts.
 
   “Oh my God. That’s awesome. That should totally keep you motivated.” 
 
   “Do you know how much shit I could buy with five hundred dollars? You know how cheap I am. I swear I would go to the thrift store and buy them out. You know how I am at bargain shopping and using coupons. I can sense a sales rack a mile away,” she says with a sigh. “I could make that money stretch like some melted taffy. So I’m going to do it. Starting tomorrow. Jeff said he’d help me out at the gym, too. He wants to show me what kinds of things I need to do to burn fat. I’m so excited.”
 
   “I’m so happy for you. You can do it this time, I know you can. And I’ll be here for you whenever you need me.”
 
   “I know you will. I think I can do it.”
 
   “You can and you will.”
 
   “That’s right. Well, I gotta run. I’ll talk to you soon.”
 
   * * *
 
   “Thanks for letting me use your shower. I feel so much better,” Myra says to Jim the following morning as she slips her coat on. She stares down at her shoes uncomfortably. “I had to come over. In the middle of the night. I hope that was okay.” 
 
   Jim chuckles. “I was sound asleep. Besides, I told you to come over any time you need to.”
 
   After she thanks him again, Myra runs quickly back to her house. She hurriedly makes her way to the fireplace and starts a fire, warming her frozen hands and backside against the flickering flames. 
 
   With her computer in hand, she sinks down into the worn leather recliner snuggling a knit blanket that her Grammie made around her legs. She begins work on her book starting with some character development. Flashes of the old West dance through her mind: visions of dusty cowboy boots and spurs, gun-slinging, and a tall, lean man with angry eyes, peeping out from underneath a dark cowboy hat. She frowns because for some reason, the cowboy in her imagination looks vaguely like her contractor.
 
   After getting some thoughts down about her story, she makes her way into the kitchen and grabs a couple of water bottles to start some coffee. Stepping into the bathroom, she starts to sit on the toilet when she remembers that she doesn’t have a working toilet right now. Slamming the bathroom door shut and stomping into the living room, she throws her coat back on and makes her way back over to Jim’s house. Quietly letting herself in, she uses his restroom and starts counting down the minutes for the contractor’s arrival.
 
   * * *
 
   When Myra hears his truck pull in the driveway, she excitedly jumps off the couch and opens the door before Dylan even gets out of his truck. She watches as he hefts a bucket of tools from the back and carries it with him.
 
   She patiently holds the door open for him. “Hi,” she says with a warm smile. She feels confident that she can tolerate his hateful self as long as he gets her house fixed up as quickly as possible. Desperation does things to a person.
 
   Dylan simply nods, his eyes flashing to hers for a moment before he steps inside. 
 
   “I need to take a look at the pipes. I’ll track down the water issue then I’ll re-do the estimate,” he says in an unfriendly voice. 
 
   “Sure. Do whatever you need to do,” she says, smiling as she waves him into the kitchen.
 
   * * *
 
   When Dylan drops his tool bucket on the kitchen floor, it makes a loud clanging sound. He can’t believe this woman has more shit to add to the list of shit that she needs done to her shitty house. And he especially doesn’t like the fact that she seemed so happy to see him this morning, opening the door like she did and looking so damn excited. 
 
   Shrugging out of his coat, he tosses it on one of the kitchen chairs. Bending his tall body down into a squatting position, he looks under the sink and scowls because he can’t get a good look at the pipes. Huffing, he lies on his back and scoots himself backwards into the cabinet. His awkward angle and large shoulders barely fit, causing his shoulder blades to ache in the small space. Once he gets a good look at everything, he slides his long torso back out. 
 
   Standing up, he groans and stretches out his sore back before jotting down some notes on his clipboard. Grabbing his coat, he steps out the back door and takes a look at the water line and finds a busted pipe. Lucky for her, it looks like something he can fix without calling in a plumber. Back in the kitchen, he sets the clipboard on the kitchen counter, leaning his elbow against it, and quickly writes up the additional costs for the extra work.
 
   Dylan steps back into the living room and hands Myra the paperwork. “Here’s the amended estimate,” he says. She quickly reads it, signs and hands it back to him.
 
   “Do you think you can get my water working today?” she asks. 
 
   “Don’t know.” He wants to roll his eyes at her because he hasn’t even started on the job yet.
 
   “Okay,” she mumbles, staring down at the floor.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra watches out the window as Dylan drags tools out of the back of his truck. Her phone vibrates in her pocket.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Is he there yet?” Susie asks. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Myra hisses into the phone.
 
   “So he is. Is he wearing a wedding ring?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Yes, you do. I know you looked. Now tell me.”
 
   Myra’s face scrunches up because she does not want to admit that she knows the answer to that question. “No,” she finally says. 
 
   Susie squeals in her ear. “Okay, now here’s the deal. I want you to go take a picture of him with your phone and send it to me. Hurry.”
 
   “Have you lost your mind?”
 
   “You have two choices here. You can either tell me what the guy looks like – which you refused to do by the way – or you can take a picture of him. And if you don’t, I will call your lovely neighbor, Mr. Grampie-like, and ask him to take a picture of the two of you posing together.” 
 
   “You wouldn’t dare.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I would. I’m actually searching for Jim’s phone number right now on my computer.”
 
   Myra’s shoulders slump. She knows Susie always follows through with her threats; with no remorse whatsoever. “Fine.” 
 
   Susie squeals in triumph. “Okay, so how old do you think he is?”
 
   “How am I supposed to know that?”
 
   “Well, he’s not Grampie-old is he? Is he close to your age, or will you be robbing the cradle?”
 
   “Good God. I have no idea,” Myra says. She closes her eyes and rubs one temple. “Probably around my age.”
 
   “Perfect. How tall is he?” 
 
   “Taller than me.”
 
   “I’m calling Jim...” Susie says in a sing-song voice.
 
   Myra lets out a little growl. “Fine. He’s tall, all right? Over 6 foot.”
 
   “So is he like basketball player tall like 6’ 5” or something?”
 
   “No, maybe 6’ 1” or 6’ 2”. I don’t know. Besides, what does it matter?”
 
   “It’s important to my visualization process. Now what’s he built like? Is he all tanned and muscular like a fuckhawt construction-worker type with muscles bulging everywhere?”
 
   Myra rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “No. He’s more like, slim and lean.”
 
   “Hm. That’s different than I pictured, but it still works. So what’s his face look like?”
 
   Myra growls again. “I don’t know. He’s got nice eyes, a square jaw, and um, never mind.” Myra presses her palm to her forehead with her eyes closed tight, wishing she could make this all go away.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “God. Okay, he has… nice lips. I cannot believe I just said that.”
 
   Susie giggles with delight. “Does he have good hair? What’s it look like? He’s not going bald, is he? I hate cue balls.”
 
   “No, he has nice hair, I guess. He’s not bald.”
 
   “Oh good. I…” 
 
   “Here he comes. I’ll call you back.” Myra hastily flips her phone shut, her face flushing as Dylan knocks on the door before pushing it open.
 
   “I don’t wanna have to knock on your door every time. All right?” he says.
 
   “Mmhm, that’s fine.”
 
   “Your water main has a busted pipe. I should be able to fix it.” He runs his hand through his hair. “I’ll get it better insulated.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I need to go get supplies then I’ll get started.”
 
   She nods.
 
   He says nothing before he abruptly turns around and exits the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Several hours later, Myra grabs a banana, taking a bite as she climbs the stairs to the second floor. Walking to the window in her bedroom, she casually pulls the curtain back an inch, her curious eyes peeking out, searching for the contractor. She sees him perched on the tailgate of his pick-up truck with his left leg up and his elbow resting on it. He has a thermos sitting beside him and a cup in his left hand. His right hand scribbles on his clipboard which lies on the tailgate beside him.
 
   She watches him for a few more minutes before she shakes her head at herself, and walks back down the stairs, book in tow.
 
   Lying on the couch, she starts reading. Sometime later, she jerks slightly when she hears his boots on the porch. He flings the door open and a cold blast of air hits her. Never glancing in her direction, he wordlessly plods down the hallway towards the downstairs bathroom. She hears the sound of air burping through a pipe before water splashes in the sink. She sits up excitedly.
 
   He steps back into the living room. “Got your water working. I’m gonna turn off the water to the kitchen, but the rest of the house should work,” he says before he heads swiftly out the door, leaving Myra in a gust of cold air. 
 
   “Thank you,” she calls out to the closed door thrilled to be able to use her toilet again.
 
   * * *
 
   “Hi,” Myra whispers into her phone.
 
   “Why are you whispering?” Susie whispers back.
 
   “Because the contractor’s downstairs working in the kitchen, and I don’t want him to hear me.” 
 
   “Ah. And you think he might hear you all the way upstairs?” Susie asks with a snigger.
 
   “Shut up,” Myra whispers.
 
   “I think he sounds dreamy. A hot, angry contractor in a small town. Why don’t you ask him to dinner?”
 
   Myra doesn’t answer.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “I’m not wasting my breath on your asinine question.”
 
   “I’m serious. You’re new to town; he’s working hard all day on your house and you know a man needs to eat. And have sex. This is perfect.”
 
   “No way in hell,” Myra whispers.
 
   “Ms. Sommers?” Dylan calls out from downstairs.
 
   “Gotta go,” Myra says before she tucks the phone back into her pocket and makes her way quickly to the staircase.
 
   “Yes?” she calls out. She swallows hard as she carefully makes her way down the steps.
 
   “Your piping is worse than I thought. I’m gonna replace everything with PVC; it’s plastic so it won’t rust.”
 
   “Okay. Oh, and you can call me Myra.”
 
   His eyes tighten slightly before he continues talking. “I’ll start the tear out today, but I probably won’t have time to install the new piping until tomorrow.” He rests his right hand lightly on the hammer on his tool belt.
 
   Myra nods. With his head down, he walks back into the kitchen.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra slips Jim’s key into her coat pocket and heads to his house to return it. Knocking, she frowns when after a few minutes he doesn’t answer. Peering into the window, she notices there are no lights on; Jim always has a light on. 
 
   She knocks again, and when she gets no answer, she walks the short distance to his garage and looks inside. Her heart pounds when she sees his car because that means he has to be home. Knocking harder and still getting no response, her stomach tightens as she pulls his key from her pocket, and quickly unlocks the door. Pushing it open slowly, she calls out into the darkness, “Jim?”
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   With her stomach in her throat and her mouth dry, she steps into Jim’s dark living room and calls out his name again. With no lights on and not being overly familiar with his house, her fingers fumble in the dark along the wall for a light switch. But she can’t find one. 
 
   Taking a wobbly step forward in the darkened room, she prays that she doesn’t knock anything over. Her wide eyes finally adjust a bit more to the darkness allowing her to make out a few shapes. Keeping her hands straight out in front of her, her jelly-like legs take a few more steps forward until her hand touches something soft. Grabbing onto it, she sighs in relief when she discovers it’s the soft fabric of a lamp shade.
 
   Practically panting, she quickly switches the lamp on, flooding the room with light. “Jim?” she calls out again. Taking in some rapid breaths, she walks as fast as her unstable legs will allow into the kitchen.
 
   After searching the entire first floor and not finding him, she stands at the bottom of the stairs and looks up the long staircase. Swallowing hard and with her heart pounding wildly against her ribs, she climbs the stairs and her fingers quickly find the light switch. Scanning up and down the hallway, she freezes when her eyes catch sight of the lowered attic door which has a dim light emitting from it. Bending over and leaning her hands on her knees for a moment, she tries to catch her breath. 
 
   When she reaches the attic stairs, she looks up and nervously calls out to him again but gets no response. Climbing the stairs fast, her eyes frantically search the attic for her beloved neighbor; she sees nothing but mounds of boxes piled from floor to ceiling. 
 
   “Jim?” she calls out again in a shaky voice. She slowly moves through the small path of boxes and junk, peeking behind and around each section of boxes, searching for any sign of him. A hand grasps her shoulder as a voice speaks in her ear, “Myra?” 
 
   She screams at the top of her lungs. 
 
   Jim answers with a startled yell of his own. Whirling around, she finds his frightened face staring at her, his eyes big as saucers.
 
   Myra covers her face with her hands as her heart races and her body trembles.
 
   “Are you okay?” Jim asks before he starts chuckling. He gently pats her on the back as his chuckles turn into full-on laughter. Myra joins him. Her shoulders shake uncontrollably as the bottled-up nerves let themselves loose in a frenzy of loud giggles and snorts.
 
   After laughing until tears run down her face, she swipes them away with her coat sleeve and gives Jim a tight hug. “You scared me half to death,” she whispers.
 
   Jim picks up the ear buds dangling around his neck, holding them up for Myra to see. “Jackie gave me one of these new-fangled iPod contraptions and put some wonderful classical music on it for me. Guess I had the volume up too loud.” He starts snickering again, wiping a tear away from his wrinkled cheek with a crooked finger. “You gave me a good scaring too, young lady.”
 
   “What are you doing up here?” Myra asks as she wipes her eyes again.
 
   “I was looking for some more pictures, and time must have gotten away from me. I found several albums. Can you help me carry these?” Jim asks as he reaches behind him and pulls out several dust-covered albums and hands them to Myra.
 
   Settling on the couch with the albums spread out in front of them, Myra reaches into her pocket and pulls out his key. “I came over to return this to you. The contractor got my water working.”
 
   Jim smiles as he takes the key from her. “He should have your house whipped into shape in no time.” Leaning forward, he grabs an album and places half of it in his lap and half in Myra’s. 
 
   For the next several hours, they peruse the albums and Myra intently hangs on every word of Jim’s beautiful stories of days gone by. He shares tales of his life with his wife, Emma, and his daughter, Barbara, but her favorite stories are the ones of her parents and grandparents. She loves being able to relive cherished moments of her family’s lives through his incredible, vivid memories.
 
   Myra stifles a yawn. “I really don’t want to, but I’d better go.” She stands and stretches.
 
   “I had a wonderful time. We’ll finish these albums up maybe another day?” Jim asks with a hopeful grin on his face.
 
   Myra smiles and nods. “That’s a promise.”
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan wakes up in a shiteous mood, which isn’t much different than any other day for him, but for some reason, today seems even shittier than normal. He doesn’t bother with a shower and digs through the mounds of clothes on the cluttered floor of his bedroom for the least dirty pair of jeans he can find and yanks them on. Grabbing a blue plaid flannel shirt off of the bathroom floor, he sniffs it to make sure it doesn’t smell too nasty. With a shrug of his shoulders, he throws it on.
 
   Downing two cups of coffee and eating a slice of leftover pizza from the box in his fridge, he grabs his stuff and throws it in the passenger seat of his truck. As he takes off down the road, he glances at his reflection in the mirror noticing his excessive facial hair. “Ah, fuck it,” he mumbles under his breath. He could not care less about his appearance. He figures the uglier he looks, the better.
 
   Turning into Myra’s gravel driveway, he sighs, just hoping he can get this job done as quickly as possible and get the hell out.
 
   Lumbering out of the truck, he runs his hand through his hair; it’s getting too long and definitely needs a trim. Picking up his tool belt off of the seat, he buckles it around his waist. Just as he raises his hand to knock, Myra opens it. 
 
   “Hi,” she says with a small smile. It pisses him off. He can’t figure out why someone would be so goddamn happy this early in the morning. 
 
   He nods, glaring. “I’ll get started on the plumbing,” he grumbles as he marches past her.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   * * *
 
   Myra hides out upstairs feeling uncomfortable being downstairs anywhere near Dylan. She stays productive by packing up several boxes of Grampie’s things. But before she even realizes it, she finds herself at the window again, peeling the curtain back a bit and sneaking a peek at him. Her mouth drops open at what she sees below. Stunned, she stares for several minutes before dropping the curtain and turning around slowly, staring off into space, thinking. As a plan forms in her mind, her mouth twists into a smirk. “Yes,” she yells loudly to the empty room.
 
   Plopping on her bed, she whips out her phone.
 
   “Hey, hon, what’s up?” Susie says.
 
   “The usual. Hey, you know how you’ve been dying to set me up with this contractor?”
 
   “Yeah. I forgot to ask you the most important question yesterday. What’s the hot contractor’s name?”
 
   “Dylan. Now you have to put a stop to this matchmaking crap because I just found out something terrible about him.”
 
   “Really? Is he gay?”
 
   “No. I don’t know.”
 
   “Is he a bigamist?”
 
   “Huh? No.”
 
   “Did he chop his cock in a freak contracting accident?” Susie asks before giggling.
 
   “Stop. Now listen to me. This is really bad,” Myra says in a grave voice.
 
   “Okay. I’m listening.”
 
   Myra pauses a moment. “He smokes.”
 
   Susie busts out laughing. “Jesus Christ. I thought you were going to tell me he had leprosy or something.”
 
   “Listen, I saw him sucking on one of those cancer sticks, and you know that’s a deal breaker for me. So you can stop your little meddling and scheming you’ve been trying to pull because you know I would never get with a smoker. Ever.” She sits back against the headboard with a satisfied smile on her face, knowing that she has finally won this battle.
 
   Susie sighs. “All right. You got me on that one,” she finally admits. Myra mouths the word “yes” and pumps her fist in the air. “But, you know, you gave me a really great visual of him after the intense grilling I put you through so just out of curiosity, what did his nice lips look like when you caught him taking the death drag? Did they caress the cigarette slowly?” Susie busts out into uproarious laughter.
 
   “Not funny.” 
 
   “You know that was funny,” Susie says as she continues giggling.
 
   “No, it wasn’t.”
 
   “Sorry I’m always razzing you, but I just can’t help myself. You know me and my big gigantic mouth.”
 
   Myra hums in agreement.
 
   “So have you been able to get out and make any new friends? I don’t want you sitting alone in that old run-down house feeling sorry for yourself.”
 
   “Well, I haven’t been getting out because it’s Nyssa, remember? There’s nothing to do here. Besides, I’m not in the mood to make any new friends. But I do have one friend, my neighbor, Jim…”
 
   “Mr. Grampie-like,” Susie adds.
 
   Myra laughs. “Yeah. Well, he’s been just wonderful. He’s the sweetest man ever. We spent hours last night going through old photo albums together. He told me all these great stories about my parents and grandparents. I’m really lucky to have someone like him around.”
 
   “That’s great. You do need someone like him in your life right now. Uh oh, here comes El Numero Uno Dickhead. Gotta go,” Susie says quickly before hanging up.
 
   * * *
 
   As Myra stands in the hallway looking into the kitchen, she sees Dylan’s legs and large work boots sticking out from underneath the sink. Piping and tools are strewn haphazardly around him on the kitchen floor. She clenches and unclenches her fists at her sides, debating what to do. But when her stomach growls loudly, she gives up and walks into the kitchen to make something for lunch. 
 
   Hearing grunting and the sound of metal clanking together, she quickly makes her way to the fridge and grabs ingredients to throw together a quick salad. She clears her throat. “Would you like something to eat?” she asks.
 
   “Huh?” he says followed by some more grunting noises.
 
   “Would you like something to eat?” she repeats louder.
 
   “No,” he replies in a hateful voice.
 
   “Okay.” She shrugs and rolls her eyes, making a note to never offer him anything else ever again.
 
   “Motherfuck,” Dylan roars from underneath the sink as a tool drops, clanging loudly. Startled, Myra loses her grip on the tomato she was getting ready to slice. It falls to the floor and starts rolling. Her eyes widen and her mouth drops open slightly when she hears growling noises. “Motherfucking son of a…” Dylan’s voice trails off to some low mumbling that she thankfully can no longer hear. Grabbing the tomato from the floor, she quickly tosses it in the trash. Picking up her half-made salad, she exits the kitchen as fast as she can, leaving the salad ingredients still on the table. 
 
   She sits in the never-used dining room and takes in a deep breath before she begins eating her half-made salad.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra spends the rest of the afternoon upstairs, far away from Dylan. She does not want to be anywhere near that man if he throws another fit. Proudly, she stands and looks down at the four boxes she just finished packing for storage. Stretching and yawning, she steps into her bedroom, reaching for her laptop to do some more work on the outline for her book. 
 
   The afternoon goes by like a flash as she gets lost in her imaginary world. Pleased with her progress, she closes her computer and glances at the clock and decides to go downstairs and check on Dylan.
 
   Not seeing him in the kitchen, she moves to the sink and opens the cabinet door beneath it. Bending down, she admires his work, seeing the new white piping. She smiles happily, excited that she might have use of her sink again very soon.
 
   “Open the damn door! Now!” Dylan shouts from the back door causing her to jump almost a foot in the air. Stumbling as fast as she can, she rips it open with shaky hands. Her face twists in horror as her heart leaps into her throat as she stares at an unconscious Jim cradled in Dylan’s arms. His lips are blue. 
 
   Dylan charges past Myra and lays Jim in the middle of the kitchen floor. Snatching his knife from his tool belt, he flips it open and cuts straight through Jim’s coat and shirt in one clean swipe revealing his chest. “Call 911! Now!” Dylan bellows as he checks Jim’s airway and immediately starts chest compressions. 
 
   But Myra can’t move. She can only stare. At Jim’s lips. Because they should not be blue. Her heart beats so hard she feels like she can’t get any breath into her lungs.
 
   “Are you fucking deaf? Call 911!” Dylan shouts again. Her body jolts, her eyes snapping away from Jim’s ashen face to Dylan’s furious one. With trembling hands, she grabs her phone out of her pocket, almost dropping it in the process. Every movement she makes feels sluggish as if she were in slow motion. Her fingers fumble dialing the simple three digit number. It seems like it takes her an eternity to do the simple task. When she finally hits send, her knees give out and she drops to the floor beside Jim.
 
   “911, what’s your emergency?” the operator asks. 
 
   As Myra’s eyes stay fixed on Jim’s face, her voice won’t cooperate. “I… we need an ambulance,” she mumbles, her voice shaky and out of breath. 
 
   “What’s the address?”
 
   Her mind goes blank as she continues staring at Jim.
 
   “Ma’am, what’s the address?”
 
   “Uh…” she stammers before finally robotically mumbling an address. Dylan looks up at her with his brow furrowed in confusion. “Wait,” she shouts. “That’s not right,” she says, almost in tears. She gave the operator her address in Philly. She finally remembers the new address and says it quickly.
 
   “Okay, I’ve dispatched an ambulance, and it’s on its way. Please describe the emergency. Is someone ill?”
 
   “Yeah. My neighbor. Blue. His lips are blue,” Myra stutters as sobs catch in her throat. 
 
   “Is he breathing?”
 
   “I…” She looks at Jim’s lips again. “I don’t know.”
 
   “I need you to check his airway,” the operator insists.
 
   Myra watches as Dylan holds Jim’s nose closed and breathes two short breaths into his mouth.
 
   “Is he breathing?” she asks Dylan, tears cascading down her face.
 
   “No, he’s not! Tell them to get the fuck here fast!” he screams at her, causing her to flinch. 
 
   “Okay, ma’am,” the operator says. “So he’s not breathing?”
 
   “No,” she mumbles between choking gulps as she watches Dylan’s hands frantically pump Jim’s chest.
 
   “Is the person with you administering CPR?”
 
   She hums in response.
 
   “Stay on the phone with me. The ambulance will be there any minute.”
 
   Myra continues to watch as Dylan skillfully performs CPR. His slightly damp mess of tousled hair hangs in his grave face; the physical effort of trying to revive Jim causes his cheeks to flush a slight pink color. His large hands cup together and press into the center of Jim’s chest five quick times. Quickly bending down, he pinches Jim’s nose before he gives him two short breaths. He completes the process over and over while she watches. 
 
   She looks away from Dylan for a moment and stares at Jim’s face. His eyes are wide open, but they look different – flat, lifeless, and dull, devoid of their usual color and twinkle.
 
   Myra hears the sound of a siren in the distance.
 
   “Go open the front door! Now!” Dylan yells at her.
 
   Her legs won’t move. She feels frozen to the floor as she stares at Dylan.
 
   “Go!” he roars, his eyes glinting angrily.
 
   Somehow the sharpness of his voice snaps her out of her frozen state. Standing, she stumbles down the hallway to the front door, shaking and gasping for breath between sobs. She opens it just as the paramedics step onto the porch.
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   Myra points in the direction of the kitchen. She follows after them as if in a daze and stands just outside the doorway where she has a perfect view of Jim lying on the floor. Her phone¬ – still in her hand with the 911 operator still talking – slips and crashes to the floor. She drops to her knees and grasps her hands in front of her chest as she watches helplessly. Dylan talks to the paramedics explaining what happened but Myra doesn’t hear a word of their conversation. Time seems to slow as she watches the paramedics desperately try to revive Jim. 
 
   “Set up the defib,” someone shouts as another person attaches electrodes to his chest. The same voice shouts, “Clear.” Jim’s body jolts slightly from the shock as they continue their ministrations. Despite their best efforts, his lips remain blue. Everything becomes a jumble to her. She sees a needle, hears a voice shouting “Clear!” again; eventually, somehow, they load him onto a gurney. 
 
   She knows she has to get out of their way. With her body shaking uncontrollably, she somehow manages to stand and step to the side. Once outside, the paramedics shut the doors of the ambulance loudly, causing her to jump. With red lights flashing, it disappears into the distance.
 
   As Myra stands there, listening to the sound of the siren grow fainter and fainter, she notices Dylan standing next to her. She looks up into his expressionless, pale face. 
 
   “He’s dead. I’m going home,” he says in a tired, strained voice. “Call when you want me to work again.” Without looking at her, he walks slowly to his truck, climbs in and backs out of the driveway. Myra remains in her spot, never moving, still shaking and crying. She watches until his truck disappears when he turns on a street at the end of the road.
 
   Myra stands there for a long time in the freezing cold without her coat. Eventually, she makes her sluggish feet walk back into the house where she falls to the floor by her phone, sobbing. After wiping her eyes on her sweater, with trembling hands, she picks up her phone and hits speed dial.
 
   “Hi, Myra,” Porter answers in a jovial voice.
 
   She clears her knotted-up throat. “It’s Jim,” she says before choking on a sob.
 
   “What’s wrong? Where’s he at?”
 
   “The hospital,” she cries out.
 
   “The hospital?” he repeats in a shocked voice.
 
   She hums in response as she wipes her eyes on her sleeve and continues to sob.
 
   “Okay. I’ll send someone there, but I’m on my way to your house right now, okay? I’ll be right there.”
 
   Myra lies on the floor in the hallway curled into a ball with her face against the cold, hardwood floor. She shivers as she waits and waits.
 
   * * *
 
   “Myra?” She groggily hears Porter’s voice.
 
   “Here,” he says as she feels a blanket being wrapped around her. “Can you stand?” Porter asks as he starts to help her up off the floor, but her legs don’t seem to be able to support her. “I’m just going to pick you up, okay?” Porter says as he carries her to the couch.
 
   She looks up at him. “Jim?” she asks, her voice barely a soft whisper. Porter stares at her for a moment before he ever so slightly shakes his head. 
 
   Myra buries her face against Porter’s chest. “He had a heart attack. There was nothing that could be done. You and Dylan did everything you possibly could to save him, but it was his time.” 
 
   She clutches Porter’s coat tightly with her fists as she soaks it with her tears. He holds her and gently pats her on the back. “He’s happy now,” he whispers. “He’s with Emma.”
 
   Finally, Myra’s crying slows to soft hiccups. She loosens her grip on his coat, and relaxes a bit in his arms. She stiffens when her phone rings.
 
   Porter looks down at her. “Want me to answer it?”
 
   She nods.
 
   He walks into the hallway and picks it up off the floor. “It’s Susie O’Connor,” he tells her as he comes back and sits beside her. He holds it up with a questioning look on his face. She nods again. He answers it, putting it on speaker. “This is Detective Porter Higdon.”
 
   “Detective? Where’s Myra?” 
 
   “She’s sitting here right next to me. She’s fine. She just can’t talk right now.”
 
   “What’s going on? Is she hurt?”
 
   “No. May I ask who this is?”
 
   “This is Susie. Susie O’Connor. I’m her best friend.”
 
   “Myra’s fine but she’s had a traumatic day.” He glances down at Myra with a question in his eyes. She nods in approval. “Her neighbor Jim passed away this afternoon.”
 
   Just hearing those words makes Myra start crying all over again. 
 
   “Oh no. Oh my God, oh my God. No. Okay, let me think…” Susie says as she pauses for a moment. “Tell her I’ll figure something out and try to catch a flight out there as soon as I can, okay? Tell her I’ll be there really soon.”
 
   Myra nods at Porter. “She can hear you, Susie, and she could definitely use a friend right now.”
 
   “Myra, I love you, honey. I’m so sorry, and I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Susie says.
 
   Myra buries her face in her hands, sobbing. “She’ll be waiting on you,” Porter tells her.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan’s foot punches the accelerator of his truck causing it to go too fast and spin out of control. He clamps his hands on the steering wheel so tightly that they turn white. “Damn it,” he yells, smashing his fist hard against the wheel, not even noticing the pain. He slams on the gas pedal harder, losing control of the truck again, and causing the back end to fishtail wildly. Grasping the wheel hard, he gets the truck under control but not before he slides off the road. 
 
   Jumping out, he kicks his tire. Looking around, he sees nothing but flat land and a few random trees. He runs up to the nearest one he can find and starts kicking the shit out of it. Grabbing his hammer from his tool belt, he repeatedly hits the tree as hard as he can, creating huge gouges in the bark.
 
   Dylan pounds and pounds on the tree, switching arms when needed, until his arms become tired and heavy, and he can barely lift them. Dropping the hammer to the ground, he leans his head and forearm against the tree, panting heavily. Squeezing his eyes shut tight, his fists clench as he tries to get his emotions in check. But a few tears leak from the corners of his eyes anyway. 
 
   He stays leaning against the tree, not moving until his breathing slows. Swiping at his eyes, he leans down and picks up his hammer, shoving it roughly back into his tool belt before he climbs into his truck. After several very pissed off attempts, he finally manages to get the truck back on the road.
 
   Dylan drives slowly this time. Not because he almost wrecked, but because his anger has been knocked down a notch. The pent-up rage he had inside of him got taken out on that tree. 
 
   He doesn’t want to go home; he doesn’t want to go anywhere. And he sure as hell doesn’t know how to handle the thoughts he has going on in his damn head right now.
 
   Sighing and with nowhere else to go, he slowly pulls into his driveway. Once inside the house, he dumps his tool belt on the floor and heads straight for the fridge, flinging the door open and staring inside. He just wants to disappear for a while and feel nothing. Just fade away into a warm, fuzzy haze. Longingly, he stares at the six-pack of beer sitting on the top shelf. Instead of grabbing one, he slams the door shut as hard as he can and slaps the front of it. “Fuck,” he yells at the top of his lungs.
 
   Dropping his coat, he opens the door to his garage and fires up his electric heater. Shoving ear buds into his ears, he cranks the music up to the maximum setting. A cigarette hangs precariously from his lips as he starts messing about in his workshop, trying like hell to keep his thoughts disciplined.
 
   * * *
 
   “Myra, here’s some soup. Now I know you don’t want any, but I need you to take a few sips, okay?” Porter says as he gently hands her the cup.
 
   She begrudgingly takes several slurps before shaking her head and handing it back to him.
 
   “I’m going to stay here with you until your friend gets here. I called Erika, and she’s working a double shift at the hospital tonight. Do you want to just sleep on the couch, and I’ll sleep on the recliner?” Myra nods in agreement. “I’ll go get some more blankets and pillows.”
 
   Moments later, Porter comes back down the stairs and hands her several blankets and a pillow. After tucking the blankets around her, he settles himself into the recliner tossing a blanket over his legs. 
 
   Within minutes, Porter’s asleep and Myra lays quietly on the couch listening to his loud snores. It doesn’t bother her because she knows she won’t be sleeping tonight anyway. For hours, she stares at different objects in the living room. She tries really hard not to think of Jim, but she slips up often. And when she remembers his sweet, wrinkled face, she can’t help but let out another round of fresh tears.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter7]CHAPTER 7
 
   IVORY, COMFORT
 
   “I’m so glad you’re here,” Myra mumbles. She sighs as she hugs Susie tighter. 
 
   “Me too, honey, me too. Now tell me exactly what happened,” Susie says as she releases Myra and leans back against the couch, propping her sock-covered feet on the coffee table. 
 
   “It was horrible,” Myra says as her eyes begin to fill with tears. “I was in the kitchen and suddenly Dylan was at the back door with Jim in his arms. And his lips were blue.”
 
   Susie gasps. “Oh my God,” she whispers as she grabs Myra’s hand. 
 
   Myra nods and wipes her eyes. “You should have seen Dylan. He tried and tried to bring him back. I couldn’t do anything other than just watch. I felt so helpless.”
 
   Susie nods, squeezing her hand.
 
   “Jim’s eyes were so different. Like the light was gone. You know that saying about how ‘the eyes are the windows to the soul’?” Myra asks as Susie nods. “It’s true. His eyes were lifeless because his soul wasn’t there. They were even a different color.” Tears drip down Myra’s cheeks.
 
   “That had to be terrifying,” Susie says before pulling her in for another tight hug. Tears streak down her face as well.
 
   Myra grabs some tissues off of the coffee table and hands one to Susie. “Then the paramedics showed up and took him away. Then Dylan said something about Jim being dead and left and I…”
 
   “Wait a minute. Dylan left? He left you here by yourself?” Susie asks, her teary eyes large with rage.
 
   Myra nods as she wipes her nose. 
 
   “What a fucking asshole. How could he leave you here by yourself after something like that? What’s wrong with that idiot?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Myra mumbles. “I told you he was mean.”
 
   “I didn’t realize he was that bad. What a douche. How could he do that to you?”
 
   Myra shrugs. Susie would have to meet the contractor to understand. She continues with her story. “I still can’t believe it. One minute I was having this great evening with Jim and then the next he’s gone.” She drops her head into her hands. “There has to be something wrong with me because everyone around me dies…”
 
   “Don’t start talking like that and I mean it; look at me.” Myra slowly lifts her head. “Every single person on this planet is going to die at some point. Everyone. We have no control over how or when that happens. The people that were close to you that died? It was their time to go. It’s as simple as that. It has nothing to do with you. You understand that, right?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s just hard to not think I’m cursed or something.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous and I don’t want to hear you talking like that ever again, do you hear me?” 
 
   Myra nods as she stares down at her hands.
 
   “All right. Screw my diet,” Susie says as she stands up. “I’ll start that sucker next week. I’m starving. What do you have to eat in this awesome old house of yours? Let me see if I can whip us up something delicious.” 
 
   Myra blows her nose as she follows Susie into the kitchen.
 
   * * *
 
   “At least your sink’s working, and we got those tools moved out of the way, but that’s about the only good thing I can say about that damn kitchen of yours.” Susie shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “I can’t believe all you have to eat is bunny food, woman. No wonder you’re a twig. We’ve got to fix this problem pronto,” she says as she and Myra slip their coats on and grab their purses. 
 
   “I’ll drive,” Susie says as Myra locks the front door.
 
   “Can you believe they gave me free unlimited mileage on this lime-green rental piece of shit they have the nerve to call a car?” Susie says as they both climb into the tiny vehicle. “Like where would I want to drive this pile of manure? I feel like I’m driving a go-cart. No, wait. I feel like I’m driving a golf cart.” Susie rolls the window down halfway and yells, “Fore!” at the top of her lungs.
 
   Myra giggles.
 
   “Sure, laugh it up. Where’s the damn grocery store?” 
 
   Myra continues to laugh, unable to get her chuckling under control. “Turn left at the light. It’ll be on the right-hand side.”
 
   “What’s the name of it again?”
 
   “Marshall’s.” 
 
   Myra stares at her friend with a smile on her face. “I’m so glad you’re here. Sorry I keep saying that, but I really have missed you.”
 
   “I’ve missed you too, hon.”
 
   “So how in the world did you manage to talk Mr. You Know Who into letting you off work?” Myra asks.
 
   “Oh, he owed me. Remember when I worked a bunch of overtime for him on that one project – the one that was such a priority?” she asks as she glances over at Myra who nods in response. 
 
   “Well, since those cheap asses refuse to pay overtime, I had a bunch of comp time saved up from that and my vacation time just started over. Plus he owed me for not letting me off to come out here with you for Grampie. I had him by the balls,” Susie says as she grins evilly and squeezes her fist together like she has some imaginary balls in a death grip.
 
   “Were Jeff and the boys okay with you leaving?”
 
   “Of course. You know they love you. Besides, Jeff needs to bond with his children. It’ll be good for him. He’ll appreciate me more when I get back. That man forgets about all the shit I do for him so he needs to be reminded every once in a while.”
 
   Susie parks the car, and they walk into the small grocery store. “Do we need a cart?” Myra asks.
 
   Susie stares at Myra quirking an eyebrow. “Do bears shit in the woods? Duh, yeah.”
 
   Myra rolls her eyes as she grabs one.
 
   “I was thinking I could make some of my famous chili, some spaghetti and meatballs with cheesy garlic bread and let’s see, how about some nachos and some chicken quesadillas? Oh. And I can make some margaritas to go with them.” 
 
   “And how many days were you planning on staying?”
 
   Susie glares at her as she snatches the cart away. “Go grab four pounds of hamburger. I’ll get a package of chicken,” she mumbles as she starts throwing things into the cart. “And get us a big bag of tortilla chips. I’ll be on this aisle,” she says as she gestures ahead of her.
 
   Myra squints as she reads the signs above each aisle, trying to find the chips. She finally sees they are on aisle three so she walks towards it and turns, only to stop in her tracks when her eyes land on the back of a tall man wearing a familiar-looking black coat. Immediately swiveling around and praying he doesn’t see her, she walks – more like runs – as fast as she can back to Susie.
 
   “You got everything?” Myra asks. “We need to go.” 
 
   “Stop rushing me. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Nothing. We just need to leave.”
 
   “Why? Where are the chips?” Susie asks, eyeballing her suspiciously.
 
   “I decided I don’t want nachos. Are we ready?” she asks. She tries to grab the cart from Susie, but Susie immediately smacks her hand with a loud wallop.
 
   Myra rubs it as Susie stares at her with narrowed eyes. “Well, I want nachos and I’m going to go get the chips right now.”
 
   “No,” Myra shouts.
 
   “Spill.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Myra says as she quickly looks behind her. “The contractor. He’s here,” she whispers.
 
   Susie’s eyes get big. “No shit? Where?”
 
   “The chip aisle.”
 
   Susie grins like an idiot and speeds past her with the cart as fast as she can. Myra grabs her arm, trying to stop her. “Wait. Please, please don’t embarrass me,” she begs.
 
   “That dickhead left you by yourself after a life-altering experience. I’m in the mood to kick some ass. Or at least give him some good verbal slicing and dicing.”
 
   “If you do this, I will never forgive you. I need this asshole to fix my house.”
 
   Susie stares at her and Myra can see her resolve crumbling. “Oh, all right, I won’t do anything this time, but I make no promises on any of my future behavior. Got it?”
 
   “Thank you,” Myra gushes. “Now let’s go.”
 
   “Oh, now wait just one minute. I promised I wouldn’t say or do anything this time, but I still want to see what this guy looks like. Now which aisle is it?”
 
   Myra’s shoulders slump. She knows they will not be leaving this store until Susie gets an eyeful of the contractor. “The next one,” she mumbles. “With the toilet paper on the end.”
 
   Susie strategically parks the cart on the end of the aisle and with her body hidden behind the toilet paper, leans her head slyly around the corner just enough so she can take a peek.
 
   “That’s him?” Susie whispers.
 
   Myra holds onto Susie’s elbow and peeps over her shoulder with her. “Yeah.”
 
   “Holy horse shit. That’s your contractor? That’s Dylan?” 
 
   “Yes, but don’t forget you said he was a fucking asshole less than an hour ago,” Myra hisses.
 
   Susie looks back at Dylan, her eyes roaming up and down his body. He turns his head towards them, and they both duck quickly behind the toilet paper. “I did, didn’t I?” Susie asks. “Damn it.” She stares at Myra for a moment. “Well, all I can say is that he’s one delicious fucking asshole.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. Besides, don’t forget he’s a smoker. And you were ready to kick his ass five seconds ago.”
 
   “I know. But things have drastically changed in the last five seconds. That is one of the finest men I have ever laid eyeballs on. He’s like seriously hot, like a scruffy Greek god or something.” Susie shakes her head. “I know you described him over the phone and everything but that honestly didn’t do him justice. Damn,” she says as she fans herself with her hand.
 
   “So what? He’s a mean prick. Who cares what he looks like?” Myra pulls the cart towards her. “Let’s hurry and check out before he gets over here,” she mumbles as she heads for the checkout lane.
 
   “I’m just saying that I think I could tolerate a lot from a guy that looked like that. A prick personality? Pfft. I could deal with that in exchange for getting to look at that every day. Sure, the guy needs a good swift kick to his fine ass, and then maybe a little squeeze,” she says before giggling. “But I just think he could make the word asshole look good, like really, really good.” Susie waggles her eyebrows and continues snickering.
 
   “Well, that’s just not me. Personality is so much more important to me than looks. It’s what’s on the inside that matters, not what’s on the outside,” Myra says, crossing her arms over her chest.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Susie retorts, rolling her eyes at Myra. “I don’t give a flip what you say, looks do matter.”
 
   “No, they don’t. Looks are the last thing on my list,” Myra argues.
 
   Susie raises an eyebrow. “So you’re telling me that if you met a guy with a fantastic personality who weighed five hundred pounds and had buck teeth and pus-filled zits all over his face, you wouldn’t care what he looked like, you’d just love his charming personality?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re so full of shit.” 
 
   They continue arguing as they get checked out, and thankfully don’t run into Derek or Lucia. Myra breathes a sigh of relief when they pull out of the parking lot without seeing Dylan again either.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan sets the bags of groceries on his crap-covered kitchen table, knocking shit on the floor. “Damn it,” he mutters under his breath as he looks under the table to see what fell. Looking at the mess there, he can’t figure out what fell, so he shrugs his shoulders, leaving it and not really giving a shit. He takes out the frozen pizzas and microwavable meals from the bags and throws them in the freezer. Tossing a loaf of bread, popcorn and chips on the counter, he grabs an apple and takes a bite as he dumps the rest of the fruit on the counter.
 
   His phone in his pocket vibrates.
 
   “Lawson,” he answers as he flops into a kitchen chair and stretches his long jeans-covered legs out in front of him, crossing his work boots at the ankle.
 
   “Hi. My name is Rhonda Neil. I wanted to see if you could take a look at my garbage disposal. It keeps backing up on me for some reason; I don’t know what’s wrong with it.”
 
   “I can come out today,” he says as he runs his fingers through his messy, dirty hair and reaches for a pen and paper from his cluttered table.
 
   “That would be wonderful. Could you stop by around four?”
 
   “Yep.” Dylan writes down her address and hangs up.
 
   * * *
 
   “Looks like Barbara’s here,” Myra says as she looks out the window and sees a car in Jim’s driveway. “Let’s go over. But I have to warn you about Jackie, Jim’s granddaughter. She’s a bit, strange. I like her and everything, but she thinks we’re best friends for some reason even though I only see her once every couple of years.” Myra smiles. “Don’t get jealous or anything, okay?”
 
   Susie’s eyes narrow. “I see how you are. You demote me to virtual best bud and then immediately replace me. You know I can’t keep that crazy, green-eyed dragon inside of me caged. I will have to unleash her because I am your one and only bestest buddy ever, do you understand?” Susie loops her arm through Myra’s as they giggle on their way to Jim’s house. Myra has been dreading this moment – going back to Jim’s house – so she couldn’t be more thankful that she has her bubbly best friend by her side to help her through it.
 
   After a quick knock on the door, Barbara answers. “Myra,” she says as she pulls her into a hug. Barbara’s eyes are bloodshot and have deep, dark circles underneath them.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Myra murmurs gently in her ear.
 
   “I’m so sorry for what you had to go through,” Barbara whispers back. They hang onto each other as Myra bites back tears.
 
   “It’s so good to see you again,” John, Barbara’s husband, says. He gives Myra a warm hug but when he steps back, his eyes look sad behind his small horn-rimmed glasses.
 
   “You too.”
 
   “Myra,” Jackie shouts as she launches herself against Myra in a too-tight hug that almost cuts off her circulation. “I haven’t seen you in forever.”
 
   “Hi, Jackie,” she squeaks, giving Susie an ‘I told you so’ look.
 
   “I’ve missed you. Missed you, missed you,” she mutters into Myra’s coat.
 
   “I’ve missed you, too,” Myra says as she tries to extricate herself from Jackie’s small steel arms.
 
   After introducing everyone to Susie and making some small talk, Myra finds herself on the couch sitting between Susie and Jackie. John and Barbara sit close together on the love seat. Myra’s heart clenches in her chest when she thinks of her and Jim sitting in this same spot together, him smiling and looking so happy as they looked at photographs together. 
 
   “I know this is difficult for you, but could you tell us what happened?” Barbara asks Myra softly as she wrings a tissue between her fingers.
 
   Myra nods and through lots of tears, manages to retell the story to them as accurately as she can, leaving out the part about Jim’s blue lips. 
 
   “Did he, did dad have any last words? Did he say anything? Anything at all before he…?” Barbara asks, her voice breaking at the end as she dabs at her eyes with a tissue.
 
   Myra shakes her head but then a thought occurs to her. “Dylan was the one that found him, though. He might have said something to him.”
 
   “We’ll have to ask him,” Barbara says as she nods at John and wipes her wet eyes again.
 
   “Can we bring you over a meal this evening?” Susie asks Barbara.
 
   “Oh, that’s so thoughtful of you, but no, we’re fine. Dad’s church called and they’re bringing over a few things. Are you ladies hungry? They should be here soon,” Barbara says.
 
   “No, we’re good, thank you,” Myra says. “We’d better get going. Let us know if you need anything, okay?”
 
   “Of course,” Barbara says as she hugs Myra one last time and kisses her on the cheek. 
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan grabs his tool bucket and throws it in the bed of his truck. He left the majority of his tools at Myra’s house that day… when Jim... But like any other contractor, he keeps extras in his garage. Grabbing a cigarette from his pocket, he lights it and takes in a deep drag, blowing the smoke out slowly. Reaching his hand to his lower back, he winces as he stretches it a little. He’s exhausted from not getting any sleep and feels like shit. Groaning, he climbs into his truck. 
 
   He pulls into the driveway of a small white house with pink trim.
 
   The door opens and an older woman wearing a dark purple, V-neck sweater showing way too much cleavage smiles brightly at him. He cringes.
 
   “I’m here about your disposal?” he gruffly asks.
 
   “Oh. Hi. Wow. Yes, please come in,” she says, smiling. “I’m so happy that you were able to come out on such short notice. That was so wonderful of you. Do you remember me? From the gas station the other day?”
 
   He scowls. “No.”
 
   “Oh. I saw you there the other day and waved at you. You smiled at me.”
 
   Dylan knows that’s a fucking lie because he doesn’t smile. He cannot believe the women in this town.
 
   “Where’s your disposal?” 
 
   “This way,” she says as she smiles and bats her eyelashes at him. She swings her hips in front of him suggestively as she walks into the kitchen. Dylan keeps his eyes planted on the floor afraid that if he looks at her ass he might vomit.
 
   “It’s right here. I just don’t know what happened,” she muses pitifully as she stares into the sink. Leaning in closer to look, she presses her breasts together and exposes as much cleavage as she can.
 
   “Can you move so I can look at it?” he asks in a hateful voice.
 
   “Oh, sure. No problem,” she responds with a giggle. She takes one small step to the side and smiles, waiting.
 
   Dylan stares at her in disbelief. “I’m gonna need more room than that.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” she says as she continues smiling and takes another small step to the side.
 
   Sighing loudly, he shakes his head and runs the water, flipping on the disposal. “What’s the last thing you put in here?” 
 
   “Um, let me think. I cleaned out my refrigerator because I had too many leftovers. I always make too much food. It’s hard cooking for only one. It’s so much easier cooking for two, I…” 
 
   His eyes narrow as he interrupts her. “Answer the question.” 
 
   “Oh, well, as I was trying to say, I put a lot of stuff in there. Let’s see, I put some homemade mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, spaghetti…”
 
   “You can’t put all of that down a disposal. Especially spaghetti. Don’t put any type of pasta in there. Use your damn trash can every once in a while.” 
 
   Squatting down, he looks under the sink. “This is an old model, not much horse power. More than likely, you’ve clogged it and it’s gonna need to be replaced.” He does some additional checking and determines that his assessment is correct.
 
   He grabs his tool bucket, glad to be done and ready to make a fast exit. “I’ll write up an estimate and get back with you tomorrow,” he says before making his way as fast as he can towards the front door.
 
   “I’ll be cooking tonight, and I know I’ll make too much. Can you stay for dinner?” she asks from behind him.
 
   “No, definitely not,” he answers rudely as he grabs the doorknob and practically runs to his truck.
 
   “Oh, well, maybe another time. We should get to know each other.”
 
   Dylan slams the truck into reverse extra hard as he backs out of the driveway. Lighting a cigarette, he lets it hang loosely from his lips as he makes his way back home.
 
   * * *
 
   While Susie takes a shower, Myra’s lips turn up gently as she picks up the photos that Jim gave her. Glancing through the top few and remembering the stories he told her about them brings tears to her eyes. Wiping at her face with her sleeve, she carefully gathers the photos together and places them in a container. Opening the bottom of the china cabinet, she sets the container down with care. She’ll work on that project soon and put those memories safely in an album. Both her family’s memories and Jim’s.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan’s fist shoots out and pounds hard into the bag. Over and over again. Jab, uppercut, straight punch, hook punch. Left, right. Back and forth. Sweat streams down his naked chest through the light spattering of hair coming to rest in the waistband of his black nylon shorts. The muscles in his back and arms flex and contract with the effort. His matted wet hair sticks to his forehead, and his face flushes from the exertion. 
 
   He can’t keep his thoughts in check. He usually has good control of them because he works hard on that shit to keep his mind disciplined. But he finds himself slipping. All because of what happened at Myra’s house. Images of his face keep popping up more frequently causing him to want to beat the hell out of something.
 
   He needs to figure out a way to make this shit stop.
 
   Out of breath and exhausted, he grabs the large black punching bag and leans on it, panting. After a few minutes, he steps away and hits it one last time as hard as he can. “Damn it,” he mutters. Stripping off his black gloves, he throws them on the floor. Leaning down, he picks up a towel and wipes the sweat off of his face, chest and arms and pushes his damp hair out of his eyes. After rubbing the towel over his back, he reaches his hand up and rubs his painful neck muscles. He grimaces slightly when he stretches out his lower back.
 
   After a quick shower, he grabs his phone and hits number one on his speed dial.
 
   “Hello, mi querido.”
 
   “Elaina,” he says. “Are you available?”
 
   “Sure am. Right now?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Come on over.”
 
   * * *
 
   Dressed in black from head to toe, Myra stands in front of the floor-length mirror in her bedroom, staring at her reflection. She feels a strong sense of déjà vu having just gone through this with Grampie. She does not want to go to this funeral today. Her stomach churns as she swallows hard.
 
   “Are you ready to do this?” Susie asks softly from behind her.
 
   She nods, knowing full well in her heart that she isn’t ready at all.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter8]CHAPTER 8
 
   GRAY, GRIEF
 
   Myra shifts in her seat, tugging on her skirt. She quickly wipes her sweaty hands on the tissues she clutches as she sits on the front row of the church between Jackie and Susie. As soon as she and Susie stepped into the quaint little building for the funeral service, Jackie pounced on them and insisted that they sit next to her. Not wanting to cause a scene, they obliged, even though they’re not immediate family and felt they should not be sitting in the front row. 
 
   An elderly woman makes her way slowly to the podium and begins singing Amazing Grace in a sweet, soft soprano. Myra keeps her eyes on her hands in her lap. She tries to swallow around the lump in her throat, but when she hears a sob escaping Jackie, her lip quivers before a matching sob rips from her chest and tears begin streaming down her face.
 
   Myra buries her face in her hands as Susie wraps her arm tight around her, hugging her close. 
 
   The small service goes by relatively quickly, but Myra doesn’t hear much of it. And before long, she stands at the cemetery, shivering in the cold, holding Susie’s and Jackie’s hands. The minister’s voice seems far away as she focuses on the red roses that adorn the gold casket in front of her. But when her gaze strays just a short distance to the tombstones of her own family, a strangled sob escapes her lips. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Lay down, mi querido,” Elaina says with a twinkle in her eyes as she smirks at Dylan. A small, crooked grin forms on his lips in eager anticipation. 
 
   Without speaking, he lies down and a groan inadvertently slips from his lips as her warm hands move under his shirt and touch his skin.
 
   “Fuck, yeah,” he says from his slightly parted mouth as his eyes roll back in his head.
 
   “Does that feel good?” she murmurs. He can smell her rose-scented perfume.
 
   “Jesus, yes.” 
 
   “You’re so stiff,” Elaina says as her hands press against him.
 
   He moans in agreement, his eyes closed in ecstasy.
 
   “I’ll have you relaxed in no time at all,” she says. Oh yes, Dylan thinks to himself. Elaina definitely knows how to make him feel good. 
 
   Dylan groans, low and muffled. He can’t believe how incredible her hands are.
 
   “Let go and just relax,” she says, encouraging him.
 
   Her elbow digs into the center of his back. “Holy fucking Christ,” he rasps under his breath.
 
   “Are you ready?” Elaina asks. 
 
   He grunts in response.
 
   “Here we go,” she says as she presses into his back again, until a loud pop echoes through the room.
 
   Dylan moans again.
 
   “Your neck and spine are a disaster. You have knots everywhere.” She presses her hands into his skin, running her fingers along the tense areas. “What in the world have you been doing? I just saw you last week.”
 
   “My neck is fucking killing me,” he mumbles as he opens his eyes for a second and stares at the ugly beige tiled floor beneath him through the hole in the chiropractic table.
 
   “Lots of people hold tension and stress in their back and neck, and you, mi querido, happen to be one of those people. Plus with your injury and line of work, it just exacerbates the problem. I’m going to add some heat right here, okay?” she says as she lightly touches the back of his neck. 
 
   Dylan takes in a deep breath and lets his body relax when he feels the heat against his neck.
 
   “I’m going to work through each of your vertebrae and get that spine lined up correctly. Have you had a stressful week?” Elaina asks.
 
   “You could say that,” Dylan answers darkly. 
 
   “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Elaina continues working silently. The only noises in the room are his contented grunts and groans and the occasional sounds of his popping joints.
 
   He has no desire to share with anyone the mind fuckery that’s been going on in his head the last few days. But he figures it wouldn’t hurt to tell her what happened since she’s a nice old lady and shit.
 
   Dylan clears his throat. “Well, I kinda had a bad week.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “I was working on this woman’s house and found her neighbor dead outside in her driveway.”
 
   Elaina gasps and mutters something in Spanish. “Oh my goodness. Was it Jim Townsend?” 
 
   “Yeah, you know him?”
 
   “No, but I saw his obituary in the newspaper. The funeral was today, wasn’t it?” she asks.
 
   “I wouldn’t know,” he growls. 
 
   “You didn’t go?”
 
   He bristles. “I don’t do funerals.” 
 
   Elaina clears her throat. “Well, the stress you’ve had this week explains the condition of your poor neck.”
 
   She removes the heating pad and gently pats Dylan on his flannel-covered back. “All right, mi querido. You should be in good shape now. You can sit up.” She makes her way over to her desk, her pantyhose making loud swishing sounds as her legs rub together.
 
   Dylan slowly pushes himself off of his stomach into a sitting position on the cushioned table. He arches his back, stretching it, rubbing his hand over his neck. His back and neck feel amazing, at least for now.
 
   “I have some new exercises I want you to add. Let me grab the instructions,” she says as she puts on the reading glasses hanging around her neck. Opening her desk drawer, she pulls out a file folder and writes some notes in the margin before she hands the paper to him. “Do those daily and I want to start seeing you three times a week. Remember, you can alternate between heat and ice for your neck pain as well as on your lower back and take Ibuprofen as needed.”
 
   Dylan nods as he folds the paper up and tucks it into the pocket of his shirt. He stands up and grabs his coat from the coat rack. 
 
   Elaina pulls out her appointment book and pencils Dylan’s name in for three sessions. Grabbing one of her business cards, she writes the dates and times on it and hands it to him. He glances down at the card for just a second before he shoves it in his pocket.
 
   She walks back around to stand in front of her desk and leans her short, plump body against it as she pushes a strand of escaped hair back up into the tight bun on her head. “You call me any time you’re in pain, okay?”
 
   He nods and heads out the front door.
 
   * * *
 
   “How ya doing, hon? It sure was a long day, wasn’t it?” Susie asks as she yawns and stretches her pajama-clad body on Myra’s bed. She turns on her side and leans on her elbow, resting her head in her hand. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m glad it’s over.” 
 
   “You got through it with flying colors. I’m so proud of you.”
 
   Myra nods and stifles a yawn.
 
   “It was great getting to meet everyone at the funeral. It’s nice to put a face with a name. I just loved Porter. You said he was your dad’s partner?” Susie asks.
 
   “Yeah. He’s a great guy. After dad died, he really stepped up and tried to watch out for me.” 
 
   “His wife seemed awesome too.”
 
   “She is,” Myra agrees, smiling.
 
   “But you steer clear of that Derek Marshall fucker, do you understand? That guy is so nasty and putrid I swear he gave me chills up my spinal cord. I did not like the way he looked at you. He was practically panting. And his wife? Oh my God. Scary.”
 
   “I know. There’s something wrong with Derek, always has been. He’s disgusting,” Myra says, cringing at the memory of his inappropriate looks at her at the funeral of all places.
 
   “Just stay as far away from that sicko as you can.”
 
   “Trust me I will.”
 
   Myra looks down at her lap and plays with the drawstring on her pajamas. She looks up at Susie. “I don’t know what I’m going to do when you leave. I won’t have anybody.”
 
   “You’ll still have me. I’ll be available any second of the day. I’ll even embarrass the hell outta myself and wear a stupid Bluetooth in my ear all day long just for you.” She reaches over and squeezes Myra’s hand. “You’re going to be okay, I promise.”
 
   “I miss Trent,” Myra says as she continues staring down at her lap.
 
   Susie sighs. “I know, honey. But Trent is a monstrous ass, and he’s not worth missing. Remember what that dick did to you.”
 
   “I know. I know he was a jerk, but we did have some good times. I did love him, I think. I’m so lonely,” she whispers. “I need someone.” 
 
   “If anyone deserves love, it’s you, honey. It’s out there somewhere I just don’t know where the hell it’s at. If I could find your future love man, I’d drag him here for ya.”
 
   Myra nods as she wipes away a tear. “Is Trent happy?” 
 
   Susie sighs again. “I don’t know. They’re definitely having problems, but that bitch seems to have her talons stuck in him deep. You wouldn’t believe how much more of a royal pain in the ass she’s been around the office since she became pregnant. God, I hate that whore. I’d love to run her over with that giant copy machine at the office and then fling her skinny body out the window.”
 
   Myra gives her a small smile through her tears.
 
   “At least Trent hasn’t been bugging me about you as much lately. I think he finally got the hint that I wasn’t going to spill the beans no matter how hard he tried.”
 
   Myra pulls her knees up to her chin and rubs her eyes on her pajama sleeve. “I wish my life was different sometimes. I wish I could somehow change things. I don’t understand why I wasn’t enough for him.” She looks at Susie. “What did I do wrong?”
 
   Susie reaches for her and pulls her into a hug. “Honey, you were good enough. More than good enough because you’re a million times better than that flaming turd. And you did absolutely nothing wrong. It was all him. He listened to that lying slut. I still can’t believe that lowlife piece-of-shit scum-of-the earth ball bag actually believes that he never cheated on you because his itty bitty weenie wasn’t involved. It pisses me off that the assmuncher thinks that because he was so truthful and upfront with you about his feelings for that prostitute, that he did nothing wrong. He cheated. Bottom line. Dick or no dick.”
 
   Myra nods. 
 
   “He feels all high and mighty and justified because he’s convinced himself that he did the right and noble thing by not fucking that whore before he told you about it. He’s in total dickhead denial. He can’t even admit that what he did was cheating. He cheated on you in every sense of the word, behind your back. He just did it without using his puny little wee-wee.”
 
   Myra nods and scrubs her eyes with her fists.
 
   Susie rubs Myra’s back. “Honey, I honestly think you’re feeling this way because you’re going through a really tough time in your life right now. You lost Grampie. And now Jim. Because believe me Trent’s a fucktard and not even worth you thinking about. Until we locate your future love man, you’ll just have to put up with the love of your loony best friend: me,” Susie says with a grin.
 
   Myra smiles back and hugs her friend hard. 
 
   * * *
 
   Something wakes Myra. Stretching, she turns on her side to look at Susie, but finds the bed empty. Sitting up, she glances at the door, but only sees the dark hallway. Frowning, she slips out of bed.
 
   Just as she gets to the doorway, a warm body plows into her.
 
   “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuccckkk!” Susie screams bloody murder, her hands flying up in the air, her body trembling all over.
 
   “Shit!” Myra shouts at the same time, letting out a blood-curdling scream.
 
   Flipping on the light switch as fast as her shaky hands will let her, Myra stares at a wide-eyed, terrified Susie as her heart thunders in her chest. 
 
   “Sweet baby cabooses on a cracker,” Susie mumbles as she bends over and draws in huge, heaving breaths. “Holy mother of all things horny,” she says, continuing her gibberish babblings. “Dickweed balls of fire, shit-eating garden gnome… What were you doing?” she shouts at Myra. “You scared the mother-loving hell out of me.”
 
   “I woke up,” Myra says before she has to stop and take in some deep breaths, “and you were gone.”
 
   Susie leans one hand against the wall, holding the other one over her heart.
 
   “What were you saying? Before?” Myra asks, frowning.
 
   “I don’t know. Crazy things. ‘Cuz I was petrified. Something tried to get me out in your scary hallway.”
 
   Myra starts giggling.
 
   “It’s not funny. I had to pee. But when I got about halfway down the hall, I swear to God, I heard a floorboard creak. Something was coming towards me. I turned and busted ass to get back here.”
 
   “Shit-eating garden gnome?” Myra repeats before she busts out laughing uncontrollably until she has to bend over and grab her stomach. Susie starts laughing with her. They both laugh until tears roll down their faces.
 
   “Oh shit,” Susie yells as she grabs her crotch. “I just peed my pants,” she shrieks as she scurries through the doorway holding her legs together tightly. Myra falls over on the bed, gasping, unable to get any breath into her lungs and feeling like she might actually die from laughing.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan pulls up to the white house with the pink trim and groans. He just needs to get in there and do the job as fast as he can and get the hell out. He grabs the new garbage disposal from his seat and his tool bucket from the back of his truck.
 
   Setting his tool bucket down on the porch, he knocks then rubs the back of his neck gingerly as he waits.
 
   “Hi,” Rhonda says, smiling and peeping around the door at him. “I forgot you were coming over. I just got out of the shower. Come on in,” she says as she opens the door wider, revealing her figure wrapped only in a towel, which barely covers her body.
 
   Dylan’s eyes bulge. He just called the woman an hour ago. How the fuck could she have forgotten already?
 
   “I’ll come back,” Dylan spits in an angry voice.
 
   “Oh no, please don’t leave,” Rhonda begs. “I really want you to stay. You’re supposed to stay. I mean, because you’re already here and everything.”
 
   “No fucking way,” he mumbles as he picks up his tool bucket and walks towards his truck.
 
   “Wait,” she calls out. “Just give me a minute and I’ll get dressed.”
 
   Dylan doesn’t answer. Instead, he drops his tailgate down and sits, lighting up a cigarette. He can’t believe this shit always happens to him. The women in this town are fucking nuts. He considers leaving and letting her find someone else to do the job, but figures he already bought the damn disposal so he might as well do it. By the time he finishes his cigarette, he hears her yelling from the door for him to come back in.
 
   He replaces her disposal in ball-busting record time, ignoring her constant chatter and sexual innuendos and gets the hell out of there as fast as he can.
 
   * * *
 
   “Those pancakes were delicious,” Myra says as she starts cleaning up the breakfast dishes.
 
   “Why, thank you very much. They were pretty awesome if I do say so myself,” Susie says, grinning. 
 
   “Don’t worry about the dishes,” Myra says. “I’ve got them.”
 
   “Okay. I need to hit the restroom.”
 
   Myra cleans up the rest of the dishes and goes into the basement to do a load of laundry. Back upstairs, she frowns when she notices that Susie has still not come out of the bathroom. Worried, she steps up to the door and knocks softly. “Are you okay?” 
 
   Instead of answering, Susie quickly steps out and closes the door, keeping her arms behind her back on the doorknob. She has an odd expression on her face.
 
   “What’s wrong?” 
 
   “Oh my God,” Susie moans, closing her eyes and leaning her head back against the door. “This is so horrible. I don’t know what the hell to do.”
 
   Myra’s brows furrow. “Are you sick?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Okay. There’s no easy way to say this so I’m just going to spit it out. Are you ready?”
 
   Myra nods.
 
   “Oh God, why me?” she moans again, her eyes looking upward. “Okay. Here it goes. I just sunk the Titanic in your toilet and now it’s clogged up, and I can’t get the fucker to flush. I’ve plungered the shit out of that damn thing, and the boat won’t budge. I felt like that guy in Dumb and Dumber when he shits in that broken ass toilet. Remember when he had to open the window?” Susie starts busting out laughing.
 
   Myra giggles uncontrollably and shakes her head. “You’re completely insane. But I have been having a lot of problems with the toilets lately. Let me see if I can fix it,” she says as she tries to reach around Susie to open the door.
 
   “You can’t go in there,” Susie shouts as she pushes Myra back and her eyes get huge.
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because my turds are in there. You can’t see my turds. That’s just wrong. Oh God, this is terrible. What the hell am I going to do?” she whines. “There’s something seriously wrong with your toilets. Is the other one working?”
 
   “I think so. It worked last night. Let me go check,” Myra says, still giggling.
 
   They both walk upstairs and hear the faint sound of water running. Curiously, Myra tries flushing it, but nothing happens. She removes the lid to the tank and pulls on the lever, but it seems to be stuck, making the toilet run constantly and not flush.
 
   Myra sighs. “I guess I’ll have to call Dylan,” she says as she replaces the lid.
 
   “Are you kidding me? You can’t call him. Not while my stinky turds are in the damn toilet. I’d die of embarrassment.” 
 
   “Well, we could just use Jim’s bathroom for now. I can call Dylan after you leave.”
 
   “No way am I running over to Jim’s every five minutes to use the toilet. What if I launch a scud missile over there and clog up their toilets too? Let me think. There has to be an answer,” she says as she stares off into space.
 
   A slow smile breaks out on Susie’s lips. “Okay. I’ve got it. Go grab me a strainer and a trash bag.”
 
   “What the hell?” Myra shouts. “You are not using my strainer to scoop your shit.”
 
   “Dylan, the scruffy Greek god asshole, cannot see my shit,” Susie yells back. “Now hurry up.”
 
   “You are going to owe me so big for this one, you know that, right?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever. I promise I’ll buy you a new gold-plated strainer, all right? How about I have your initials engraved on it too? Will that work?”
 
   Myra shakes her head as she walks back downstairs to the kitchen to retrieve her strainer and a trash bag. As she makes her way back to the bathroom, she catches a glimpse of Susie and busts out laughing. Susie has toilet paper shoved up both of her nostrils, chunks of it hanging down past her mouth.
 
   “Don’t say a word,” Susie says in a voice sounding like she has a clothes pin smashed on her nose. “It was a smeller.” 
 
   Myra laughs hysterically and ends up stumbling to the couch. As she sits and listens to Susie’s gagging and retching noises, she falls over on her side and laughs until she just about dies. Moments later, Susie emerges from the bathroom, toilet paper still hanging out of her nose, her cheeks and eyes watery from all of the gagging, holding the trash bag as far away from her body as possible. Myra has to lean against the wall several times on her way to the back door because of her uncontrollable laughter. Since she can’t speak, she merely points to the trash can outside and holds her aching gut.
 
   Susie dumps the bag and runs back inside glaring at Myra. “I’m taking a shower,” she informs her as she holds her head high and walks proudly past Myra, toilet paper still dangling from her nose.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra fixes herself a cup of coffee and sits down at the kitchen table, sipping it slowly and finally feeling a bit calmer after the laughing spell she just had. Picking up her cell phone, she dials the contractor.
 
   “Lawson,” he answers in a hoarse voice, sounding like he just woke up.
 
   “Hi, this is Myra. Myra Sommers. I was calling to see if you were available to start working on my house again?” she asks.
 
   Dylan clears his throat and coughs. “Yeah. When?”
 
   “Is there any way you could come out today? The toilet downstairs is clogged and the one upstairs keeps running and won’t flush.”
 
   He clears his throat again. “Yeah. What time?”
 
   “Any time is fine. I’ll be here.”
 
   “I can be there in an hour.”
 
   “Okay, that would be great.”
 
   “All right,” he says before hanging up.
 
   “Bye,” Myra says softly to the dial tone.
 
   * * *
 
   After Dylan hangs up from talking to Myra, he tosses his phone back on the night stand, pissed that the one time he was able to fall asleep, his damn phone woke him up. But at least he can now get his tools back. 
 
   Climbing out of bed naked, he makes his way to the bathroom to take a leak. Stretching, he grabs a pair of black boxers off the top of his dresser and sniffs them to make sure they’re clean. They pass the sniff test so he slips them on. 
 
   Walking back into the bathroom, he looks at his beard in the mirror and groans. Grabbing his electric razor, he runs it over his face quickly trimming it up a bit but still leaving some thick stubble. He throws some water in his hands and runs his fingers through his hair to wet it down and tame his bedhead. After brushing his teeth, he grabs a red and black flannel shirt from the back of the door. It takes him a few minutes to find his jeans; they’re sticking out from underneath his bed.
 
   He flips on the coffee maker and throws a breakfast sandwich in the microwave. After eating, he shoves his feet into his work boots, not bothering with the laces. Grabbing his jacket, he tosses it on.
 
   Once in his truck, he lights up a cigarette and blows the smoke out slowly as he makes his way to Myra’s house.
 
   He sees her standing at the door as he pulls into the driveway. It pisses him off. 
 
   “Hi,” she says, smiling. “Come in.”
 
   He nods at her.
 
   “This is my best friend, Susie O’Connor. Susie, this is my contractor, Dylan Lawson,” Myra says.
 
   Dylan could give a rat’s ass about meeting this woman’s friends. He just wants to do the job he was hired for. Nodding, he keeps his hands shoved in his pockets. 
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” Susie says as she steps forward and extends her hand.
 
   Hesitating, he stares at her hand for a moment. Finally, he gives up and shakes it and mutters, “Yep.”
 
   Her face hardens as her eyes narrow. He doesn’t like the look this Susie woman gives him. He turns back to Myra. “I’m gonna take a look at the bathrooms. Just remember I’ll need access to both,” he says before he takes off towards the kitchen to get his tools together. 
 
   He plunges the downstairs toilet over and over again until he finally gets it to flush. He figures he’ll have to probably run a snake through it later. Then he heads upstairs to work on the other bathroom. Just as he gets to the top of the stairs, his brows pull together when he sees Susie standing there glaring at him.
 
   “Follow me,” she whisper-hisses with a wave of her hand before turning and walking toward the end of the hallway. Dylan just stares at her not moving. She turns around and says, “Now,” in a louder voice.
 
   Scowling, Dylan reluctantly follows. He stops about five feet away from her, keeping a good distance between them. She continues to glare at him with her hands on her hips.
 
   “Myra is in the basement folding laundry,” she whispers, “and I’ve got something to say to you, mister, so listen up. I don’t appreciate what you did leaving my friend here all by herself right after Jim died. Anything could have happened to her. She was in shock, for God’s sake. How rude is that? Didn’t your momma teach you any manners?”
 
   Dylan’s mouth drops open. 
 
   “Now I know you don’t know a thing about Myra and what she’s been through – which has been a lot by the way – but damn it, have some common decency. You could’ve at least stuck around for just a few more minutes of your precious time to make sure she was okay.”
 
   Dylan clenches his fists. “Now I…”
 
   “I’m not done,” Susie says, cocking an eyebrow at him. “Now listen closely. I live in Philadelphia and Myra is my dear friend and I absolutely adore her, and I’m fiercely protective of her. And since this shithole of a house she’s living in looks like it needs a lot of work done on it, you’re probably going to be here a while. So I want you to pull your head out of your donkey ass and keep an eye out for her, do you hear me? And if you don’t, I will come back here and rip you a nice new asshole to match the one that I have my foot shoved up. Got it?”
 
   Dylan steps closer, his eyes narrowed. “Who the hell do you think you are? I’m a contractor. I’m here to do a fucking job, not be your friend’s babysitter. And besides, I don’t have to listen to your shit,” he snarls.
 
   Susie seems unimpressed, which pisses him off even more. “And I’d sure like to see you try to kick my ass,” he adds.
 
   “Oh, I could kick your ass all the way from here to Zimbabwe if I wanted to so don’t test me, boy. And don’t you dare tell Myra that we had this conversation.”
 
   Dylan hears Myra calling Susie’s name and watches in disbelief as she marches past him and takes off down the stairs. He can’t believe the nerve of that bitch. It’s not his responsibility to watch out for her friend. He was hired to work on her house. Period. And why the hell would he stay here after her neighbor died? He’d only met the man once when he worked on his house a while back. 
 
   As Dylan steps into the upstairs bathroom, Susie’s words play on repeat in his mind making him angrier and angrier. To keep his cool, he stays far away from the both of them for the rest of the day.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’m so full I think I’m going to vomit,” Susie announces as she rubs her big, bloated belly. “I shouldn’t have scarfed down that last quesadilla. Oh God, I’m in severe pain. Why didn’t you stop me?” she asks as stretches out on the loveseat and looks at Myra with agony etched on her face.
 
   “I told you not to eat it.”
 
   “I know, but you should have hid it from me. Next time you see me oinking like that, hide the food in the dryer in the basement or something. I’m too damn scared to go down there. Or throw it in the toilet. Some place I can’t get to it. Holy shit, I think I might blow.” She turns on her side, holding her stomach.
 
   “I’m not throwing my leftovers in the toilet,” Myra hisses.
 
   “Okay, maybe not the toilet. That’s where the Titanic sunk,” Susie says before giggling.
 
   “What Titanic?” Jackie asks.
 
   “Never mind,” Susie and Myra say simultaneously. 
 
   “Okay,” Jackie says with a giggle. “Susie, Susie, what a great cook you are. Those quesadilla’s were to die for. But my favorite thing has to be these delicious margaritas,” she says as she holds up her glass. “Thanks so much for letting me bust up your little Mexican fiesta.” Jackie smiles happily as she nurses the drink in her hand.
 
   “This is a celebration of my last night in Nyssa, and we didn’t mind one bit you coming over. The more the merrier,” Susie yells before she grabs her stomach again. “God, this is torture. I’m so full, I can’t breathe. I wish I was anorexic or bulimic or whatever the hell they call it so I could go barf my guts up and get some relief. Ugh, somebody please put me out of my misery.”
 
   “Sorry you feel so badly because I’m feeling pretty good right now,” Myra says before she giggles like crazy and takes another sip of her drink.
 
   “Okay, maybe I need to drink some more. Maybe it’ll numb the pain I’m in,” Susie mumbles as she tips back her glass. “I think someone needs to take me to the hospital to get my stomach pumped.”
 
   “I’m horny,” Jackie announces before giggling.
 
   “Huh?” Myra’s mouth hangs open.
 
   “What?” Susie says. “I’m getting the hell outta here. But it’ll be a slow exit because of the damn pain in my fat gut.” 
 
   Jackie laughs hysterically. “Susie, you’re so funny. I just meant it’s been a long time since I’ve had sex and I miss it. And I miss my boyfriend. We broke up recently. I haven’t had sex in like three months.”
 
   “Three months?” Myra repeats before laughing heartily.
 
   “What?” Jackie asks. “That’s like forever. How long has it been for you?”
 
   “Ding, ding, ding. Time for a subject change,” Susie yells. Myra can see Susie watching her.
 
   “It’s all right,” Myra says, giving Susie a nod. She looks at Jackie. “Let’s see, I guess it’s been over a year now. God, I miss sex, too,” Myra says longingly before taking another sip of her drink.
 
   “Susie Q, since I see you’re wearing a wedding ring, I’m assuming you’re the only one getting laid in this room. I’m so jealous,” Jackie says.
 
   “Well, girlies, I’m definitely proud to be the only old married fart here. But since I can’t whine about the last time I had sex – since I am getting sex – how about I whine about how long it’s been since I had a really good orgasm?” Susie says.
 
   “Here, here, Susie Q,” Jackie squeals, pulling her legs into a criss-cross position on the couch.
 
   “You go girl,” Myra yells, holding up her drink.
 
   “Okay, I’ve been married for ten years. Shit. I sound so damn old. Now I’m depressed.”
 
   “You’re not old,” Myra argues.
 
   “How old are you?” Jackie asks Susie.
 
   “God, do I have to answer that question? I think I’d rather confess to a crime or some lewd sex act I’ve committed. Okay, I’m thirty-four,” she blurts out really fast. “Ugh. That hurt to say; it caused me actual physical pain. No wait, it’s that fucking quesadilla. Will someone please kill me now?”
 
   “You’re not old. I’m twenty-six,” Jackie says. “How old are you, Myra?” 
 
   “Twenty-five. I’m the baby,” Myra says with a grin.
 
   Jackie looks at Susie. “So when was the last time you had a good orgasm?” she asks, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “Well, since I’ve been married for so damn long, sex definitely isn’t like it used to be. Don’t get me wrong, I’m married to a decent-looking guy who works out, but he’s kind of a ‘wham, bam, thank ya ma’am’ kind of a guy. He thinks foreplay means ‘strip off clothes’. So let’s see. The last time I had a good orgasm was…” She frowns, tapping her finger against her chin. “… last night when I snuck into Myra’s bathroom with my dildo, Mr. Gigantopolis.”
 
   Jackie and Myra fall over on the couch dying laughing. They all laugh until they’re gasping for air and wiping tears from their eyes.
 
   An hour later and the girls are stone-cold drunk. 
 
   “Okay, I’m officially – hiccup – bombed,” Susie says before giggling hysterically. “Aren’t you – hiccup – glad that I’m so talented at making marga… mara… maragratas. Whatever the hell these thingies are called.”
 
   “Yep.” Myra giggle-snorts. “Super glad.”
 
   “Susie Q, I love you,” Jackie announces dreamily.
 
   “Quit that. You’re freaking me out,” Susie says to Jackie before she burps loudly.
 
   * * *
 
   “I can’t believe you have to go already,” Myra says as she holds Susie in a tight hug. “It seems like you just got here.”
 
   “I know. This sucks hairy balls. I wish I could stay longer, but Jeff’s about ready to kill the boys.”
 
   “I want you to have this,” Myra says as she quickly pushes a folded piece of paper into Susie’s hand.
 
   “What’s this?” Susie asks as she opens it. “I’m not taking your money,” she yells as she tries to shove the check back into Myra’s hand.
 
   “You dropped everything and came out here on a moment’s notice, and I know how tight money is for you and Jeff. And you know I have all that money from… dad, you know, in the bank that I don’t touch, and I have more coming from Grampie. So I don’t want to hear it. This is important to me.”
 
   “I refuse to take your money.”
 
   “Well, I’m not giving you a choice. You have to take it because I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
   “Fine. But we will talk about this later,” Susie says.
 
   Myra smiles and ignores her. “I’m going to miss you.”
 
   “Me too. Next time you’re coming out to visit me. And there will be no tears, okay? Only fun.”
 
   They hug one last time, smiling at each other’s tears before Susie walks toward the clown car and loads the last of her luggage into it.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, hon.” 
 
   “Call me when you land,” Myra calls out.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Myra watches the tail lights of the tiny car until they disappear. Sighing, she slowly walks back into the house, wiping her eyes with the long sleeves of her sweater. Slumping onto the couch, she grabs a pillow and hugs it to her chest. 
 
   When she hears a knock at the door, her heart skips a beat. Smiling, she walks to the door, knowing that Susie must have forgotten something. She flings it open.
 
   “Myra, Myra,” Jackie squeals. “Guess what? I’m going to be your new next-door neighbor.” Jackie immediately plows into Myra, hugging her hard and almost knocking her to the hardwood floor.
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   LAVENDER, TENDERNESS
 
   Myra pulls back as best as she can from Jackie’s tiny powerful arms. “What do you mean?” she asks.
 
   “I’m moving here. To Nyssa. Can you believe it? This is going to be so great.” Myra continues staring blankly as Jackie gushes. Her eyes widen when Jackie starts jumping up and down and clapping her hands together like a two-year-old.
 
   “All right, calm down,” Myra says. “Come here and sit and tell me exactly what’s going on.” Jackie flops on the couch next to Myra with a gigantic smile on her face.
 
   “Okay, okay. This is just so exciting. I can’t control myself. I was talking to mom and dad, and we were trying to figure out what to do with grandpa’s house and the bookstore and everything, and I was just sitting there, thinking, when I had this brilliant idea. It just came to me, like a vision or something. I don’t even know how to explain it. It was so cool.” Jackie’s eyes practically sparkle with glee.
 
   Myra decides she was probably high when she received this ‘vision’.
 
   “Okay,” Myra says, holding back the strong urge to roll her eyes.
 
   “Anyway, I told mom and dad that I could move here and take over the bookstore for grandpa. This is just what I need right now because I really need to get away from Boise. And mom and dad were just thrilled with the idea.” She claps her hands again and bounces up and down almost jostling Myra off the couch.
 
   “But what about college? Jim mentioned that you were in, uh, culinary school?” Myra clears her throat to cover a giggle because she almost slipped up and said clown school. Her lips turn upward for a second when she thinks fondly of Jim’s sweet, wrinkled face as he talked about Jackie.
 
   “Oh, no. I wanted to go to culinary school, but I didn’t have a chance to apply or anything yet. Besides, I’ve got more important things to worry about now. I have so much to do. I’ve got to…” Jackie stops talking when a heavy rapping on the door interrupts her rambling.
 
   She looks at Myra inquisitively. “Who’s that?”
 
   Taking in a deep breath, Myra announces dryly, “That would be my contractor.”
 
   She leaves Jackie on the couch and gets up, walking the few feet to the front door.
 
   “Hello,” she greets his profile as he stares off in the distance. His head turns towards her, his eyes meeting hers for a moment before his gaze moves slightly to her left and downward over her shoulder. Frowning, she turns her head to find Jackie standing just inches away from her peering nosily at Dylan.
 
   “Excuse me,” Myra says, frowning, as she pushes Jackie backwards so she can let Dylan in the door.
 
   “Jackie, this is my contractor, Dylan Lawson. Dylan, this is Jackie George, Jim’s granddaughter and, uh, my future neighbor.”
 
   “And don’t forget best friend,” Jackie adds excitedly. 
 
   Myra wonders if she can somehow convince Jackie to fill out those applications for culinary school.
 
   “Hi, Dylan,” Jackie says. “It’s so nice to meet you.” She pushes forward and grabs his hand from his side and gives him a firm, unwelcome handshake. “So you’re doing work on Myra’s house? That’s great. This place really needs it. It’s just falling apart. So how long are you going to be here working on it? I wonder if there’s anything that grandpa’s house needs work on. I’ll definitely let you know if I come up with something,” she says all in one breath as she beams brightly at him.
 
   Dylan just stares at Jackie with a grimace on his face. He turns to Myra. “I need to talk to you,” he mumbles before shoving his hands in his coat pockets.
 
   “Okay,” she answers cautiously.
 
   “Wait,” Jackie shouts, startling Myra and causing her to jump slightly. “Are you the one that found my grandpa?” she asks Dylan.
 
   Myra watches as his gaze darts from Jackie to her and back to Jackie, his grimace deepening. He nods.
 
   “Oh my God. Okay, this is really, really important,” Jackie says as she walks up close to him, invading his personal space. “When you found my grandpa, did he have any last words? Did he say anything? Was he awake when you found him? My family needs to know.” Jackie’s eyes are big and round as she waits on him to answer.
 
   Dylan stares at her for a moment before he shakes his head.
 
   “Did he ever come to at any point? Did he ever wake up? Did he suffer any?” Jackie asks as she blinks away tears.
 
   Dylan swallows hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “He was gone when I found him. I wasn’t able to resuscitate him.”
 
   Jackie dives at Dylan, throwing her arms around his waist. “Thank you so much for trying to save him. I know you did everything you could. It means so much to me and my family. So much.”
 
   Dylan’s hands are in the air – obviously not wanting to touch Jackie who clings to him tightly. Myra coughs to cover a smile when she sees the expression on Dylan’s face which happens to be a crazy combination of startled, disgusted and tortured.
 
   Jackie gives Dylan one more squeeze before she finally lets him go and turns to Myra. “I have to go. I have so much to do. I’ll see you soon,” she says with a wave as she bounds out the front door.
 
   “Sorry about her,” Myra says to Dylan with a small smile. “She’s a little… different.”
 
   He frowns at her. “We need to go get your cabinets and other materials ordered. It’ll take a while for that shit to come in.”
 
   “Can’t I order it online?” she asks as her heart starts to beat faster. No way does she want to have to ride anywhere in a vehicle with this jerk.
 
   He shakes his head. “You have to do it in person. You can’t return custom-made kitchen cabinets if you don’t like them.”
 
   Her mind scrambles for a way out of this but she comes up with nothing.
 
   “Can you be ready in an hour?” he asks.
 
   Myra chews on her thumbnail, trying with all of her might to come up with some excuse. She sighs. “Yeah, I guess,” she says as her shoulders slump.
 
   “I’m gonna go re-measure. We’ll leave in an hour,” he says before he abruptly takes off towards the kitchen.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan finishes measuring the cabinets, double checking his previous measurements on his clipboard. He stretches and grabs his coat off of the kitchen chair. Slipping it on, he shoves the clipboard under his arm and walks back into the living room to find Myra. 
 
   “You ready?” he asks as he stares at her sitting on the couch with her legs tucked under her, staring intently at her computer.
 
   “Yes,” she says as she closes her laptop. Slipping on her coat, she grabs her bag and follows him out to his truck. He groans when he remembers all of the shit he has in his front seat. Walking around to the passenger side, he yanks open the door and moves tools, trash, papers, and a ton of other garbage to the back seat until he finally clears a spot for her to sit. He then uses his hand as a broom and tries to sweep out the remaining dirt and crud off of the seat as best he can. 
 
   Slightly embarrassed at his slobbishness, he steps back and motions with his hand for her to sit. Stepping onto the stainless steel nerf bar, she unsteadily grabs onto the handles and throws herself awkwardly into the seat. Dylan closes the door after her.
 
   He climbs into the truck and backs out of the driveway. “Do you mind?” he asks, glancing at her as he flips on the radio.
 
   “No,” she answers softly.
 
   Keeping his left hand on the wheel, he rests his right on the center console. Unconsciously, his long, slender fingers tap along to the beat of an Aerosmith song that plays in the background.
 
   Dylan takes in a deep breath, readying himself to be a dick if she starts trying to talk to him. He doesn’t talk. To anybody. But the minutes tick by silently. Frowning, he sneaks a curious sideways glance at her, thinking maybe she fell asleep or something, but finds her simply gazing contentedly out of the window. His shoulders relax a little as he leans back into his seat. 
 
   Pulling into a parking space, he turns off the truck. “Hang on, I’ll get the door,” he mumbles as he lumbers out of the truck. Making his way around to her side, he notices the wet slippery spots on the pavement.
 
   “It’s slick. Be careful,” he warns her as he opens it. He watches as she struggles to get out of the truck.
 
   They make their way to the kitchen cabinet section of the home improvement store. “Look at the cabinet styles on display here. I’ll go get with a salesperson to set up the dimensions of your kitchen into the computer,” he says before taking off to find someone.
 
   About an hour later after speaking with one of the associates, Dylan goes to find Myra. He dreads this part of his job because it can take hours and hours for someone to pick out shit. 
 
   He spies Myra standing in front of some cabinets, chewing on her nails as she stares intently at them. “Find anything?” he asks. “If not, they have more on the computer.”
 
   “I like these,” Myra says as she points to the cabinets in front of her. Dylan nods. They’re a good choice. Classic lines that’ll go perfect with the style of that old house of hers.
 
   “You sure? Remember, you can’t change your mind.” He watches her profile carefully.
 
   “Yeah, I like them.” She reaches her hand out and gently touches the wood with her fingertips.
 
   “Let’s get them ordered.”
 
   The next hour passes quickly. Myra makes quick, confident decisions about what she wants. She chooses the countertops and flooring easily, and Dylan orders the materials that he’ll need. They even manage to select and order all the materials for the bathrooms as well. 
 
   * * * 
 
   “You wanna grab something to eat?” Dylan asks as he backs of the parking space.
 
   “Sure,” Myra says. 
 
   He pulls up to a stoplight and cocks his head sideways at her. “A burger okay?”
 
   She nods. 
 
   “You don’t mind eating in the truck, do you?” he asks as he pulls into a drive-thru joint.
 
   Her eyes widen and her mouth drops open a little. No way does she want to eat in his truck. 
 
   She clears her throat and looks straight ahead. “I guess not. I just hope I don’t spill anything.”
 
   “Well, if you do, I’ll never know. My truck is kinda nasty,” he says. She turns her head to look at him, shocked to see a small smirk on his face. Her heart beats faster because she’s never seen anything other than a scowl or a frown on him before. That small smirk lights up his handsome face so much that it leaves her stunned. 
 
   Swallowing hard, she quickly scans the menu board, trying to find something healthy she can order. “Know what you want?” he asks.
 
   “A grilled chicken sandwich with water.”
 
   His face turns into a slight frown. 
 
   He orders her food and then proceeds to order himself a double bacon cheeseburger, large fries and a chocolate milkshake. 
 
   Myra opens her bag and grabs a twenty dollar bill out of her wallet. “Here, I’d like to pay,” she says as she hands him the money.
 
   “Not a chance.” She stares at his stern profile for a moment and decides not to argue with him. Shrugging, she slips the money back into her wallet.
 
   Dylan pulls up to the window and pays. Sliding into a parking spot, he turns the truck off and hands her the chicken sandwich along with some napkins. Peeling back the wrapper on his burger, he places the open bag with the French fries between his legs. He takes a huge bite and then shoves his hand down into the bag to retrieve a fry.
 
   Myra takes small bites of her chicken sandwich, praying that she doesn’t spill anything in his truck or, heaven forbid, all down the front of her coat.
 
   He quickly eats all of his food including his shake before she even gets halfway done with her sandwich. “You done?” he asks. She nods as she folds up the uneaten portion in the wrapper and places it in the bag he offers her as a makeshift trash can.
 
   Reaching for the door handle he murmurs, “I need a smoke.”
 
   Her gaze stays fixed on him as he walks up to the trash can in front of the truck and throws away the bag. He rubs his fingers along his neck, stretching. Grabbing a pack of smokes out of his pocket, he lights one and takes a puff. Her lip curls up at the sight. 
 
   He keeps his back to her, occasionally turning to the side so that she can see his profile. Even though she finds his habit filthy and death-inducing, she can’t help but admire his attractive physique.
 
   After tossing the cigarette butt, he climbs back into the truck, the scent of smoke swirling around him. She discreetly puts her hand over her nose.
 
   When Dylan pulls back into her driveway, she picks up her bag as he turns off the truck. “I tracked down your wiring problem,” he tells her. “It’s a bad main breaker. I’ll replace it this afternoon, but I’ll have to shut the power off for a while.”
 
   “No problem,” she says with a nod before she climbs out of his truck. 
 
   * * *
 
   Myra looks down at her vibrating phone and grins.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, hon. How’s it going? I sure miss you.”
 
   “I miss you, too. Did the men in your life miss you?” Myra asks.
 
   “Yeah, they missed me all right,” Susie says. “They missed their chef, chauffeur, accountant, housekeeper, tutor, sexual needs provider; you get my drift.”
 
   Myra laughs. 
 
   “I swear I’m ready to beat their sorry asses. I got home and my house was a damn disaster. Looked like someone threw a grenade in there and ran away laughing. I cannot believe how much filth three males can generate in such a short amount of time. Honest to God, every dish in my kitchen was dirty. Why do men have to be such loathsome swine?” 
 
   “Those pigs,” Myra adds with a snicker.
 
   “Then Jeff spilled something – I have no idea what the hell it was – underneath the burner on my stove and instead of taking two seconds to clean it up, he left it there and cooked with that burner the rest of the week, baking that shit right in, that idiot. It took me two hours of scrubbing that kitchen to make it look decent.”
 
   “Oh no.” 
 
   “And the smell? God, the smell in that house almost knocked me flat on my fat ass. I know those boneheads had farting contests while I was gone because I found a bunch of bean cans in the trash. And I just know I’m going to find some shitty underwear hidden under the bed or in the couch cushions because someone got a little too competitive and left brown tire tracks in his shorts. And I lie not, if I find one pair of Jeff’s shitty underwear hidden somewhere, I am going to make that man wear them on his head to work. Why couldn’t I have been blessed with girls? My house smelled like stank toe-jam-infested sweaty gym socks, reeking hairy armpits, mixed in with a little back-end of a wart hog.” 
 
   Myra laughs hysterically.
 
   “Even though I’m still super pissed at Jeff over the disgrace that is now my house, I will have to give him a little credit. He’s been trying to make it up to me. He bought me some chocolates. Yum.” 
 
   “Ah, how sweet.”
 
   “Yeah, but I think the only reason he did it is because he’s a horny bastard, and he knows I have a chocolate addiction. Ever since I got home, I swear I can’t keep that man’s hands out of my pants. His dick…”
 
   “TMI. TMI,” Myra shouts. “God, please stop.”
 
   Susie cackles. “I love annoying you, hon. So is the scruffy Greek god asshole working today? Too bad it’s not the middle of summer because then he’d have to take off his shirt because he’s so hot and sweaty. Or he’d have to wear some cutoff jeans all hung low on his waist with that sexy ass tool belt swinging. Then you’d get to see his…”
 
   “Susie,” Myra yells.
 
   “Sorry. I wish I could control my mouth, but for some reason, it just won’t shut the hell up.” She sighs. “I gotta get off of here. I’ll call you later.”
 
   They say their goodbyes and hang up.
 
   * * *
 
   “Have you been doing the exercises I gave you, mi querido?” Elaina asks Dylan as she presses her fingers deep into his neck.
 
   He despises doing those damn exercises, but the pain has been intense lately so he’ll try just about anything. “Yeah,” he says before he lets out a long, deep contented moan. 
 
   “How’s your pain level? The same? Any better?” she asks.
 
   “A little better. Mm,” he says, groaning happily, his eyes closed and all of the muscles in his body relaxed.
 
   “Wonderful. How’s your stress level been?” 
 
   Dylan grunts. “Not as bad.” 
 
   “Good. Just remember if you can keep your stress level down that’ll help with the pain.”
 
   “Kind of hard to do that with the psychos I run into.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I dunno,” he mumbles. “I’m working on this house – the one I was working on when I found Jim – and the woman introduced me to her friend who then proceeded to have the balls to chew my ass out over shit that wasn’t even my problem. It pissed me off.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “A bunch of shit about how I should’ve stayed around for her friend after Jim died. I’m not a fucking grief counselor. Then she had the nerve to tell me that I needed to look out for her friend. Do I look like a damn babysitter to you?” 
 
   Elaina laughs lightly. “Definitely not. Sounds like you run into some unusual people.”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   Elaina pats him gently on the back. “You can sit up now.”
 
   She walks over to her desk, her magnolia print flowered dress swirling around her shins. “Your neck and back looked much better today. Keep doing those exercises, and I’ll see you in a couple of days, okay, mi querido?” 
 
   Dylan nods and mutters, “Thanks,” before he heads out to his truck.
 
   * * *
 
   The next day, Myra tosses her paper plate into the trash and grabs a bottle of water from the refrigerator. Chewing on her thumbnail, she nonchalantly glances out of the kitchen window and sees a ladder propped up against the front of the garage. Leaning against the window to get a better look, she spies Dylan on top of the garage roof taking measurements. The garage’s steep slope makes her nervous as she watches him; she hopes he doesn’t slip off.
 
   Taking a sip of her water, she chokes when Dylan disappears. Straight through the roof. Dropping the water bottle on the floor, she runs to the back door as fast as she can, darting outside in just her socks. The wet ground immediately soaks them. She runs to the open side door of the garage, ignoring the pain in her feet from running on the gravel.
 
   “Fuck,” he roars as she steps inside. Dylan lies in a pile of scattered, rotted wood and shingles right smack dab on top of the hood of her car. Stunned, she stands there frozen, her mouth hanging open. 
 
   Snapping out of her stupor, she runs around to the side of the car. “Oh my God,” she mumbles breathlessly as she takes in his disheveled appearance. “Are you hurt?” she asks as she reaches her hand out towards him.
 
   “Fuck,” he yells again. “Goddamn roof,” he bellows as he starts to try to move off the hood.
 
   “Wait. Don’t move. Are you hurt anywhere?”
 
   “Of course I’m hurt. I fell through a fucking roof. Are you stupid?”
 
   Myra frowns surprised that something as simple as a few words could cut her so deeply. “No, I meant do you think anything is, is broken?” she stutters. She wants to help him but has no idea what to do. Her thin body trembles as she stands there in the freezing garage with no coat on in her wet socks.
 
   “How would I know?” he growls. “Damn it.” As he slides off the hood, shingles and wood hit the concrete floor of the garage making loud snapping and pinging noises. Her stomach churns when she sees the condition of her car. Her graduation gift. The gift from her dad and Grampie that means so much to her.
 
   “Let me help,” she says as she reaches for his arm to steady him, trying not to step on any of the debris on the floor.
 
   He clutches his back in pain. “Shit, my back. This is all I fucking need,” he yells angrily.
 
   “Let’s go inside and I’ll take a look at it,” she says as she tugs on his arm.
 
   “I don’t need your fucking help,” he shouts as he rips his arm away.
 
   “I just, I want to make sure you’re okay,” she stammers.
 
   “Get back in the house,” he shouts, his eyes scanning her from head to toe. “You don’t even have a coat or shoes on for fuck’s sake.”
 
   Myra stares at him for a moment. “You, you… jerk! You’re so mean,” she yells before she stomps her sock-covered foot on the hard concrete for emphasis. “You got hurt on my property so either you come in and let me take a look at you or… or… I’ll call Porter and have an ambulance sent over here and make them take you to the hospital.” She stares at him defiantly with her fists clenched at her sides.
 
   Dylan glares back at her, his steely eyes looking like he wants to maim her in some terrible way.
 
   “Fine,” he says with his lip snarled. 
 
   Myra pulls in a shaky breath, feeling a little frightened and a little bit liberated.
 
   “Do you want to hold onto my arm?” she asks, knowing the answer to the question before it even leaves her lips.
 
   His rage-filled eyes bore into her causing her to cower back an inch or two. “No,” he says. She flinches at the coldness in his voice.
 
   Giving her a smart-ass smirk, he flings his hand dramatically in the direction of the door for her to walk ahead of him.
 
   Once in the kitchen, she pulls out a chair. “Here. Sit,” she says. With her heart beating hard and her body trembling, she stumbles down the hallway towards the bathroom. A lump forms in her throat when she thinks about her car. But she can’t think about that right now. She needs to focus on Dylan. Rummaging under the cabinet, she pulls out a first-aid kit along with some peroxide and cotton balls. Her hands shake so much that she drops the cotton balls on the floor. 
 
   Back in the kitchen, she sets everything on the table before grabbing a clean dish towel out of the drawer and wetting it. 
 
   “Take your coat off,” she says in an unsteady voice as she keeps her back to him at the sink. Taking in some deep breaths, she closes her eyes, willing her nerves to calm down. From behind her, she can hear him standing and removing his coat.
 
   She turns and instantly feels a pang when she sees the scratches on his beautiful face. He has a small one on his forehead and an abrasion on his left cheek. Myra moves to his side, and takes the wet towel and cleans his face gingerly, her hands trembling. Standing so close to him makes her breathing difficult. She can feel his eyes on her, watching her intently, making her feel self-conscience, but she doesn’t dare make eye contact for fear that she might pass out or do something equally embarrassing. Instead, she keeps her eyes trained on the scratches.
 
   Once she cleans his face and rinses the towel in the sink, she pulls up a chair next to him, picks up his hand and places it gently in her lap. Myra carefully cleans the small nicks and cuts, irritated that her hands won’t quit shaking and her heart won’t stop pounding. Moving his clean hand back into his lap, she replaces it with the other, making sure to carefully clean each abrasion. She can’t help but admire how large his hands are. They are laborer’s hands, though, as she sees the rough callouses on them from the work that he does.
 
   Leaning over to the table, she grabs the peroxide and a cotton ball, wetting it slightly. Standing and moving closer to him, she allows herself one small glance at his eyes. The anger has vanished. His brow furrows slightly and his soft eyes stare intently into hers for a moment before his gaze drifts slowly to her lips. Her stomach quivers and flips before she quickly looks down at the cotton ball. Lifting her unstable hand, she tenderly disinfects the scratches on his face. She tries to keep her eyes on the cotton ball, but for just a moment, her gaze darts to his slightly parted lips and she shivers. 
 
   Sitting back down in the chair, she attends to each of his hands, taking care to clean each wound thoroughly, adding a couple of bandages to the worst scratches.
 
   She clears her throat, her hands anxiously and needlessly straightening the items on the table. “Can you turn around? I’d like to see your back,” she says.
 
   “I’m fine,” he says before sighing and looking down at his hands in his lap.
 
   “No, you’re not. Turn around, please.”
 
   He looks up at her for a moment, his eyes flashing with protest, but stands anyway and slowly turns around. Myra carefully lifts his flannel shirt. She gasps when she sees a six-inch raised area of already bruising skin on his lower back with multiple scrapes and abrasions surrounding it.
 
   “You’re going to be sore,” she says. Dylan holds his shirt up while she cleans the scratches with peroxide. She tries not to notice his strong, lean muscles but can’t help admiring them. She adds a couple of bandages to the worst-looking areas before she steps back.
 
   “You should probably get a tetanus shot,” she says.
 
   Dylan turns and stares down at her, making her feel small and tiny. “I’ve already had one. Stay here,” he says in a hoarse voice. Frowning, Myra looks up at him before he abruptly walks out of the kitchen.
 
   He comes back a moment later with her Grammie’s blanket from the couch. He drapes it around her shoulders. “You have to be fucking freezing,” he mumbles. Wrapped up in tending to his injuries, she ignored the shivers traveling through her body from head to toe... until now.
 
   She nods at him. “Thank you,” she whispers as she pulls the blanket closer around her.
 
   He runs his hand through his hair and looks back down at her. “I have liability insurance so don’t worry. It’ll cover the damages. Do you need your car tonight? Or can we take care of everything in the morning?”
 
   “Tomorrow’s fine.”
 
   He nods. “I’m gonna head home if you don’t mind. I’ll be back in the morning.”
 
   “Take off as much time as you need.”
 
   “I’ll be fine by tomorrow,” he says stubbornly before he slips his coat back on and starts walking towards the back door. Just as his fingers touch the doorknob, he turns, his eyes searching hers. “Thanks, uh…” he mutters, pausing. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   He stares at her for a long moment before he shakes his head. “Nothing.” 
 
   “You’re welcome,” she says simply with a nod.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan walks gingerly out to his truck, wincing with each step. He can’t believe he fell through the damn roof. He had no idea how fucking rotted it was. A groan slips from his lips as he pulls himself up into his truck. As he backs out of the driveway, he twists in his seat, trying to relieve the pressure on his aching back. 
 
   “Shit,” Dylan mutters about halfway home when he remembers that he left his tool bucket sitting outside of Myra’s house. He also left his drill and a few other expensive tools inside of the garage. He figures he can just retrieve them all tomorrow, but then decides to turn around and go back because he has a lot of money tied up in those damn tools and anyone could just walk off with them. 
 
   Pulling back into Myra’s driveway, he decides not to bother her. He’ll just grab his tools and get the fuck home. 
 
   When he steps inside the still-open side door to the garage, he catches movement out of the corner of his eye. Turning towards it, he frowns when he sees Myra curled up in a ball next to the car’s tire with the blanket still wrapped around her. She has tears streaming down her face. 
 
   “What the hell? What are you doing in here?” he shouts, confused and angered by the sight of her sitting on the cold garage floor freezing to death.
 
   She says nothing, just continues crying, like she doesn’t even hear him.
 
   “Are you crying over your fucking car? I told you my insurance would cover it.”
 
   Myra pulls up the edge of the blanket and wipes her face with it.
 
   He runs his fingers through his hair tugging angrily on the ends. “You need to get back in your house. It’ll get fixed, all right?” 
 
   Not looking up, Myra nods, tears continuing to silently run down her cheeks.
 
   He glares down at her, trying to figure out what the hell to do next. He waits for her to get up, move, or do something, but she just sits there. “Are you going back in the house or what?” he demands.
 
   Myra shakes her head.
 
   “Why the fuck not? It’s freezing out here,” he rages, incensed over her stupidity. 
 
   She buries her face in the blanket.
 
   “You know what? I don’t give a shit. Do what you wanna do. I’m outta here,” he mumbles, grabbing his tools and stomping out of the garage.
 
   Dylan storms back to his truck, unable to get Myra’s sad, tear-streaked face out of his mind. He slams the tool bucket into the bed of the truck and opens the door, leaning heavily against it. Pulling in a deep breath, he finally climbs in, slams the door extra hard, and sits, staring at the garage and holding tight to the steering wheel. 
 
   He wants to leave. The woman should’ve gone back inside like he told her to. Dylan can’t understand why the hell she’d sit there crying over a damn car. But he has enough problems of his own without trying to figure out hers; besides, he doesn’t even know her. 
 
   But then he remembers how she tenderly cared for him in the kitchen.
 
   Slamming his hand against the steering wheel, he winces in pain. “This is a bunch of bullshit,” he yells. With a snarl on his face and against his better judgment, he slowly gets out of the truck and makes his way back into the garage with his fists clenched tightly at his sides.
 
   He towers over top of her. “Damn it. You really piss me off, you know that? Why can’t you go back into the house like a normal person? Come here,” he growls as he leans down and scoops her small body up off of the cold concrete floor and cradles her to his chest.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter10]CHAPTER 10
 
   MAGENTA, COMPASSION
 
   The rough material of Dylan’s coat rubs against Myra’s cheek as he carries her towards the house. He opens the back door and turns slightly to angle them through the opening, hugging her closer to his chest. Walking through the kitchen to the living room, he places her gently on the couch before he removes his coat and carefully wraps it around her shoulders. She looks up at him, her body twitching from her uncontrollable sobs. He stares down at her long and hard, an undefinable expression on his face. 
 
   After several minutes, Myra’s eyes begin to blink rapidly as she recovers from her apparent state of shock. She clasps Dylan’s coat tighter, her shivering body greatly appreciating the remnants of his body heat. Clinging to his jacket like a lifeline, she takes mental note of its musky manly smell.
 
   Dylan removes his tool belt, setting it on the floor next to the coffee table. He sits on the edge of the couch, angling towards her. “May I?” he asks in a quiet voice as his hand gestures to her feet.
 
   She shakes her head vigorously before hiccupping loudly.
 
   Disregarding her protests, he picks up her right foot and places it in his lap. His long fingers slowly reach up her jeans searching for the top of her sock. The innocent action somehow feels intimate. When his warm fingers graze against the cold skin of her leg, a shiver runs through her as he gently tugs her cold, wet sock off. She jerks slightly when his fingers brush along her sole. He frowns as he continues staring down at her foot.
 
   “Thank you,” she murmurs as she quickly wipes her cheeks and tries to pull her leg back.
 
   He grabs her ankle to still her movements and looks into her eyes. He hums softly as he shakes his head, and while continuing to hold onto her ankle, he motions with his other hand for her left leg. Reluctantly, Myra lifts it and places it in his lap. She watches him, her eyes fixated on a chunk of his hair that has fallen onto his forehead as he concentrates. When his fingers touch her leg, goose bumps erupt and spread across her skin. 
 
   Grabbing a blanket off of the loveseat, he wraps her feet up in it, rubbing them through it. Myra bites her bottom lip furiously to stifle the moan that wants to escape her.
 
   His head turns towards her and his eyes search her face. “Why you were crying?” he asks as he scoots back against the couch, continuing to watch her face closely as he rubs her feet.
 
   Myra clears her throat. “Uh, it was nothing,” she manages to say over the loud pounding of her heart. 
 
   He looks down at her blanket-covered feet. “It didn’t look like nothing. Looked like you were having a total breakdown or some shit.”
 
   “Well…” she says, but can’t for the life of her come up with another word to say. She doesn’t know if she should tell him about the importance of her car or not. So she gnaws on her fingernail instead.
 
   He looks over at her again, his eyes hardening and narrowing. “Were you afraid I wasn’t gonna fix it?” 
 
   “No. It’s just that, my car… it means a lot to me,” she says in a voice that sounds a little squeaky because his hands are touching her. 
 
   His eyes soften and his brows crease slightly. “How so?”
 
   “It was a high school graduation gift. From my dad and my grandpa. They’re both gone now so it just means a lot more to me.” She exhales and chews on her fingernail again.
 
   Dylan stares at her face for a moment, his features twisting into a scowl. His head drops as he stares down at her feet in his lap. “Damn it.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   His eyes are fierce when they find hers. “It’s nice to know that I just fucked up your family heirloom. Shit,” he says as he runs his hand through his hair.
 
   “I, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad…” Her voice falters as her gut clenches.
 
   Abruptly, he picks her legs up and sets them on the floor. “You know what? I gotta go.” Bending over, he picks up his tool belt off of the floor and quickly buckles it around his waist.
 
   Myra slips her feet out of the blanket and stands. She takes off his coat and hands it to him. 
 
   She clears her throat as he puts it on. “Thank you. For everything. I’m sorry about how you found me.”
 
   He stares down at her for a moment, his jaw rigid. He nods, shoving his hands in his coat pockets before he walks to the front door, closing it quickly behind him.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan stands naked in his bathroom looking at himself in the mirror behind the door. He just removed the last of the bandages that Myra put on him. Turning around, he inspects his backside, noticing the deep blue and purple bruises beginning to form on his lower back. There are also a few bruises on his ass, as well as the backs of his thighs. He will definitely be one sore fucker in the morning.
 
   Opening the medicine cabinet, he grabs some painkillers and downs them. Just as he sets the glass of water on the sink, his phone rings. Groaning, he slowly walks into the kitchen and picks it up off the table. One look at the caller ID and he tosses it back down.
 
   Limping and moving like an old man, he makes his way to his bedroom and moans as he climbs under the sheets. 
 
   Throwing his right arm over his eyes, he tries to clear his mind. But he can’t stop thinking about Myra. 
 
   He hates how much of an ass he was to her in the garage. 
 
   He hates remembering that sad, broken look on her face. 
 
   He hates that he didn’t hate warming her cute, small feet.
 
   And he especially hates the fact that he caused everything. The only reason she was crying in the first place was because his stupid ass fell through the roof and fucked up her precious car.
 
   “Shit,” he yells angrily to the empty room. Removing his arm from over his eyes, he rubs the center of his chest, wishing the ache would go away. 
 
   * * *
 
   Myra walks upstairs and slips on her flannel pajamas and thick, warm socks. Still shivering, she climbs into bed, snuggling under the covers, not to sleep but merely to try to warm up. She can’t quit thinking about Dylan. He was so hateful to her in the beginning, just downright nasty. But then, something changed. She saw a glimpse of a tender side to him. There was a softness and gentleness in his eyes for just the briefest moment. 
 
   Her phone rings, interrupting her thoughts.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “How’s it going?” Susie asks.
 
   Myra sighs. “Not good. It’s been a bad day.”
 
   “All right, my ears are as big as Dumbo’s. Let’s hear it.”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath. “Dylan fell through the roof of my garage today.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The roof was rotted. And guess what he landed on?”
 
   “No...”
 
   “Yep. Right on top of the hood.”
 
   “Holy shit. Is he hurt?”
 
   “He’s banged up, but he’ll be all right. His back is going to really hurt because there was a huge bruise on it.” 
 
   Myra frowns when Susie doesn’t respond.
 
   “And how do you know what his back looks like?” Susie asks in a low voice.
 
   Myra rolls her eyes. “Because I made him come in so I could bandage him up.”
 
   Susie squeals loudly. “You got to see the hunk’s back? Was it hot? Was it hunky hot?”
 
   “No. Yes. It doesn’t matter. It’s what happened after that I’m having a problem with.”
 
   “Why? What happened? Did you get to bandage his ass?”
 
   “No. After he left, I went into the garage and – cried a little over my car – and while I was in there, he came back. He was mad and yelled at me to get in the house. Then he left but came back again and carried me into the house and…”
 
   “Whoa. Back the trolley up. He carried you into the house? That’s so damn romantic. Completely swoon-worthy. Like that’s some Shrek and Fiona shit right there.”
 
   Myra can’t help herself and cracks a smile. “Anyway, he took my wet socks off because I was so out of it, I walked out there without my shoes on. Then he wrapped my feet in a blanket and, he kind of rubbed them.” Myra cringes, waiting for Susie’s attack.
 
   “What?” Susie shouts. “He massaged your feet? Holy piles of horse shit. You just killed me dead, woman. I’m dying over here. For some reason, that is just so damn sexy because feet just aren’t damn sexy at all. Did it feel good?”
 
   “Yes, I was dying. But when I told him about my car, he got mad again and left.”
 
   “Well, at least he managed to not be a dick for five minutes. Damn, I can’t believe the scruffy Greek god asshole massaged your feet. I would’ve passed out cold and juiced my granny panties had that been me.”
 
   “That’s disgusting.”
 
   Susie cackles. “I know. Sorry, but it’s true because that man is super fine. We both know he’s a giant asshat, but I have to admit I wouldn’t mind wearing his naked ass on my head,” Susie says before she laughs loudly. 
 
   “Cut it out.”
 
   Susie giggles quietly. “I can’t stop myself. I think the man likes you.”
 
   Myra rolls her eyes. “We’re not in kindergarten here. And no, he doesn’t. He was still mean and hateful. I don’t think that man likes anyone.”
 
   “Well, he didn’t have to come back and carry you into the house and take care of you like that. That must mean something.” 
 
   “I don’t know. I’m confused. For a moment, I thought I saw a different side to him. But then he got all mad and left.”
 
   “Well, maybe he’s confused too. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens. Now try to control yourself and not do anything embarrassing like drag him into your bedroom and shred the poor man’s clothes and molest his tools, okay?” Susie says before she busts out laughing.
 
   “God, Susie.”
 
   “Sorry. It’s the mouth again. I’m going to have to super glue that sucker. Okay, I have to tell you what happened to me. If you hear about a dead body turning up in Philly, you’ll know who did it and why, and you’ll also know that I had grounds for murder and am completely justified in my actions.”
 
   Myra giggles. “Okay.”
 
   “So you know how my house is a shithole from the male species I live with who funk’d it up, right?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, I went into the bathroom to pee and grabbed my favorite book in the universe that I keep on the back of the toilet. You know the one. God, I’m so damn obsessed with that book and the whole series that I might need to be institutionalized. When are you going to break down and read it? I’ve been pestering you about it for like forever, and I can’t believe you haven’t even seen the movie yet.”
 
   “I know. I just haven’t had time.”
 
   “You have to read it. Desmond is the dreamiest, most delicious man ever. He’s so perfect, my God, I want that man.” 
 
   “You’re only supposed to want Jeff.”
 
   “Hon, when you’ve been married as long as I have, you realize that a little visual outside lusting is good for the old sex life.
 
   “Anyway, I grabbed my paperback off the back of the john and puckered up my lips to give my beautiful Desmond my usual little smoochy woochy when all of a sudden I stopped and looked and saw this thing on him. Myra, someone in my house is going to die a slow death because someone smeared the world’s biggest booger on the face of my beloved Desi.” Myra busts out laughing hysterically. 
 
   “Thank heaven and the saints that I stopped to admire his beautiful face before I kissed him. Holy shit that makes me want to vomit just thinking about it. Good thing I was sitting on the pot because I shit a brick; let me tell you. No one messes with my Desmond. They defiled the preciousness. You know how obsessed I am over anything and everything to do with that man.”
 
   Myra lies on her side in the bed holding her aching stomach. “You’re killing me,” she wheezes.
 
   “I know boys are nasty and pick their noses on occasion, but why did the nasty maggot have to wipe it on Desi’s beautiful face? Why couldn’t he have rolled that sucker up and flicked it on the wall? Or used the toilet as target practice? Or heaven forbid, use a fucking piece of toilet paper to wipe it on?” she yells boisterously. 
 
   “So I stomped into the living room and yelled for those three scallywags to get their slimy rears in there. I held up my book and yelled, ‘Who boogered my book?’ And guess what happened? They all three started laughing their asses off. The boys fell on the floor holding their guts, and Jeff fell on the couch and laughed so hard he cried. And no one would fess up to the crime so I still don’t know who did it. Jeff won’t say one word about it. Every time I ask him, he just busts out laughing. I bet he’s the culprit. You know how much he hates hearing me talk about Desmond. Or maybe it was a gang thang, and they were all involved. If that’s the case, then they must all die. Slowly and painfully.”
 
   Myra continues laughing, wiping at her eyes.
 
   “The booger was so big it covered Desi’s whole head. It looked like it should’ve come from a prehistoric caveman or someone with a huge schnozz like that one actor. Shoot, I can’t remember his name. Anyway, that dude’s nose is humongous. Honestly, this booger could’ve been a Guinness World Record holder. I should’ve saved it and submitted it as an entry.”
 
   “Oh – God – can’t breathe,” Myra gasps.
 
   “Anyway, I had to rip the cover off of my precious book and trash that sucker. And I swear to God, I’m going to kill somebody and I really mean it.” 
 
   “Why didn’t you just wipe the booger off?” Myra says, before giggling crazily after saying the word booger.
 
   “Are you kidding me? Desmond was defiled by booger juice. No way. I would’ve thrown the whole book away, but until I can get to the bookstore to replace it, I’m just too damn obsessed to toss it.”
 
   “You know you’re crazy, right?”
 
   “Yes, I am completely certifiable, I know. Oh, shit. I gotta go. The boys are having a food fight. I’ll call you later,” she says before hanging up.
 
   * * * 
 
   “Damn, boy, you busted yourself up good, didn’t ya?” Ray says before bending over and smacking his hand against his knee, laughing. Dylan’s eyes narrow as he glares at Ray. “I can’t believe you fell through the woman’s fucking roof. I wish I could’ve seen that. You look like shit, man.”
 
   “Shut the hell up,” Dylan grumbles angrily under his breath as he shuts the door of his truck. “I didn’t ask for your fucking opinion.”
 
   “You’ve even got a shiner going on there.” Ray points at Dylan’s eye before he grabs his stomach again letting out loud guffaws.
 
   “I’m not in the mood for your mouth this morning. I called you to work on the roof, not to speak, goddamn it,” Dylan hisses sharply before giving Ray a furious glare.
 
   “You’re so warm and cuddly this morning, Sugar Lips.”
 
   Ray gets under Dylan’s skin like nobody’s business, but he’s a dependable worker and a skilled contractor so Dylan puts up with his shitty, never-ending mouth and calls him when he needs another pair of hands. Someone needs to cover the hole in the roof of Myra’s garage today because some snow might be coming in. And Dylan’s in too much damn pain to get up there. “Stay here,” he mumbles before he shoots Ray a nasty look.
 
   Dylan tries not to limp and groans several times as he slowly makes his way up to Myra’s porch. She opens the door before he can even knock.
 
   “Your eye…” she says as she takes a step closer to him, intently inspecting his face. “I can’t believe you have a black eye.”
 
   Dylan stares into her eyes for a moment before his gaze moves to her lips. His forehead scrunches up because he doesn’t know why the fuck his eyes just did that. “It’s nothing,” he says before he slightly shakes his head and clears his throat.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” Myra says. “You should be home resting.”
 
   “I’m fine, so drop it.”
 
   Myra’s face falls as she takes a step back. He gets a painful tightening in his chest as he immediately regrets his words and wishes he could take them back.
 
   “Why, hello,” Ray says, stepping rudely in front of Dylan. “Who do we have here?”  
 
   Dylan glares at the back of his head.
 
   Ray holds out his hand to Myra. “I’m Ray. And you are?”
 
   “Myra. Hi,” she responds in a shy voice as she reaches her hand out and grasps his.
 
   “My God, this day just keeps getting better and better. It’s certainly a pleasure to meet you,” Ray says. Dylan’s eyes focus on Ray’s hands as he has both of them wrapped around Myra’s. It doesn’t get past him that the fucker hangs onto her hand for way too long.
 
   “You too,” Myra mumbles as she quickly pulls her hand away from his.
 
   “Well, I’m here to save the day,” Ray announces proudly, taking a small bow. “I’m going to cover up the giant hole in your roof that this asshole made.” He nods towards Dylan before giving Myra a wink.
 
   “So, do you have a Band-Aid?” Ray asks in a low voice. Dylan stares at him with his mouth open because why the fuck would he ask for that? The asshole just got here. 
 
   Myra crinkles her forehead. “Um, yeah?”
 
   “Good. Because I think I just scraped my knee falling for you,” he says, giving her a grin.
 
   Dylan makes a growling sound as Myra’s face turns red and her gaze drops to the floor of the porch. “We’re not at a fucking club, you asshole,” he says to Ray through gritted teeth.
 
   Dylan turns his attention back to Myra. “The insurance adjuster will be here soon.”
 
   “Okay,” she says with a nod.
 
   Dylan grabs Ray’s arm and starts to drag him off the porch. “Let go,” Ray says as he yanks his arm away from Dylan’s grasp.
 
   Ray turns back to Myra. “I hope we can talk more soon, Myra. I really enjoyed meeting you, ma cherie Myra,” Ray says in a God-awful French accent as he flirts shamelessly, smiling and waving at her. Dylan has the strong urge to rip his arm off and beat him with it.
 
   Myra closes the door and Dylan stomps towards his truck with Ray trailing behind. 
 
   “Damn, she’s fucking beautiful. Are you tapping that? Because if not, I want to make a play for that babe. That’s one fine piece of pussy right there,” Ray says as he wiggles his eyebrows and flicks his tongue out.
 
   Dylan lunges at Ray and slams him up against his truck, pushing his forearm hard against his neck. “Don’t you ever talk about her like that again or I’ll rip your balls off with my bare hands and hang them off my bumper. You got it?” Dylan growls in a low, menacing voice.
 
   Ray laughs and throws his hands up. Dylan looks daggers at him before reluctantly letting him go. “Damn, what did you eat for breakfast, dude? Somebody jack-off in your corn flakes or something? Look, you’re obviously interested in her so I’ll back…”
 
   “I’m not fucking interested in her. At all,” Dylan shouts. “I just don’t want to hear your nasty ass mouth saying shit about her.” 
 
   Dylan leans over into the bed of his truck to retrieve a tarp. Turning, he shoves the tarp into Ray’s chest, hard. “Now get your ass up there and cover that hole.”
 
   Ray smirks as he does a military salute and shouts, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Dylan groans in pain as he climbs back into his truck. He hurts all over especially his damn back, but knows he has shit to get done today so he’ll deal with it. As he watches Ray clamber up the ladder, he mulls over their conversation. For some reason, Ray’s words about Myra made him want to tear him from limb to limb. Ray shouldn’t be saying shit like that about her. His thoughts are interrupted when he sees a car pull in front of the house.
 
   Carefully, he climbs back out of his truck and stands by his door as he spies a short, fat bald man approaching. He shakes hands with the claims adjuster and points towards the garage.
 
   “You can head on in,” Dylan tells him. “I’ll go get the owner.”
 
   “Great,” the adjuster says with a smile and a nod as he begins walking towards the garage.
 
   Dylan limps back up to Myra’s door again and knocks. She opens it, chewing on her thumbnail. “The claims adjuster is here. Can you come outside for a minute?” 
 
   She nods. “Sure. Let me grab my coat.”
 
   Dylan shoves his hands in his pockets as he waits on the porch for her. When she steps up to the door again, he quickly opens it for her, and she gives him a small smile.
 
   “He’s in the garage. He’ll probably need you to fill out some paperwork,” he tells her.
 
   “Okay. Thanks,” Myra says softly as she makes her way carefully through the wet gravel to the garage.
 
   Dylan gets back in his truck just as his phone vibrates in his pocket. Pulling it out, he takes one look, rolls his eyes and throws the phone on the seat beside him. Leaning his head back against the headrest, he closes his eyes and rubs his temples. After a few minutes, he looks up to see Ray coming back down the ladder.
 
   He gets out of his truck again for what seems to be the umpteenth time today. “We’ll start on her roof on Monday. Eight sharp. Don’t be late.”
 
   “Gotcha, boss. You better be in a better fucking mood or I’m gonna have to kick off in your ass, you hear me?” Ray says with a laugh before he gets in his truck. 
 
   Dylan ignores him and begins to stow away the ladder in the bed of his truck as Ray backs out of the driveway. Just as he starts to sit on his tailgate, he hears Myra’s voice. Turning, he sees Myra and the claims adjuster walking towards him.
 
   “I got everything I needed,” the adjuster says to him. “We’ll get Ms. Sommers’ car fixed and issue her a check for the damages to the roof.”
 
   He nods at him. “Good.”
 
   The adjuster mumbles a goodbye and gets in his car.
 
   Dylan turns to Myra and watches as the wind whips her hair around her face. “If you don’t mind, I’m gonna go ahead and go and…” 
 
   “Please do,” Myra says, interrupting him. “I know you have to be hurting.”
 
   Dylan frowns. He doesn’t want her feeling sorry for him because of a couple of damn scratches. And he especially doesn’t like being interrupted. He glares at her. “I was going to say I’m gonna pick up the roofing materials. We’ll start the roof on Monday.”
 
   He gets distracted by her hair which blows out of control in the wind. Myra tries to hold it in a ponytail out of her face. “Oh. Okay.”
 
   Dylan nods at her. 
 
   Pulling himself into his truck again, he sits for a minute, his body aching all over. His phone vibrates again. Picking it up and catching sight of the caller ID he yells, “Damn it,” as he waits for it to go to voicemail. As soon as it beeps indicating a new message, he flips it open and punches the button to listen to it. The recording says, “Your inbox is full.” Sighing, he begins listening to the messages, deleting many of them after hearing only the first few words. He has a few calls from that Rhonda woman. He listens to the first one to make sure she doesn’t have an issue with the disposal and deletes the rest before he hears a word she says.
 
   He looks up to see if Myra’s gone inside of the house yet and yells, “Oh, shit,” before dropping his phone and leaping out of his truck. Ignoring his pain, he runs straight towards Myra.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter11]CHAPTER 11
 
   FUSCHIA, LONGING
 
   “Jesus Christ. Are you all right?” Dylan shouts as he pushes the box Myra was carrying to the side and hunches down beside her. Her blank wide eyes stare back up at him from her prone position on the driveway. 
 
   “Huh?” she mumbles. Reaching up and touching the back of her head, she mutters, “Ouch,” before she brings her hand back in front of her, her eyes focusing on the bright red color staining her fingertips. 
 
   “Why am I bleeding?” she asks, as she continues staring at her hand.
 
   “Damn it,” Dylan grumbles. “Let me see.” He helps her into a sitting position and softly pushes her long, dark hair back to reveal a small, gaping wound on the back of her head.
 
   “Fuck,” he mutters, barely audible. “You’re gonna need stitches. Don’t move.” Dylan whips out his pocket knife and cuts a strip from the bottom of his flannel shirt. Folding it, he carefully presses it to the back of her head. He lifts her left hand and places it gently over the material. “Hold this,” he says as he picks up her right hand and wipes the blood off of her fingertips onto his flannel shirt.
 
   “Don’t let that go. Keep pressure on it.” Leaning down, he carefully picks her up. His back hurts like hell, but thankfully the woman weighs practically nothing. He swiftly makes his way to his truck. Squeezing her up close to him, he leans in and opens the door before he sets her gently on the seat and grabs the seatbelt, buckling her in.
 
   “I can do that,” she mumbles, still holding the piece of his shirt to the back of her head. He ignores her and shuts the door. 
 
   “Where are we going?” she asks as he climbs into the driver’s seat.
 
   He cocks an eyebrow at her. “The hospital.”
 
   “I’ll need my ID, and I should probably lock the house.”
 
   He’d forgotten about all that shit. Sighing loudly, he asks in an aggravated voice, “Where’s it at?”
 
   She moves her hand towards the seatbelt. “I can get it.”
 
   “Where’s it at?” he repeats, his voice louder and angrier.
 
   “On the dining room table.”
 
   “Are your keys in it?”
 
   “No, they’re in my pocket.”
 
   “Stay here.”
 
   Once inside, Dylan locks the back door. His lip curls into a snarl when he picks up her purse off of the dining room table like it has a disease, holding it out to his side with just his fingertips. Making his way back to the truck, he quickly deposits it on the floorboard next to her feet.
 
   “Why the hell were you carrying a box like that and trying to walk on that slick driveway? That was damn stupid.”
 
   She looks at him with a wounded expression on her face. “I, I boxed up some of my Grampie’s tools earlier. I was going to store them in the garage.”
 
   “And you couldn’t wait to do that until after the ice melts? Or ask someone to carry it for you?” he asks with a sneer.
 
   Getting no response, Dylan glances over at her and immediately feels like a shit for opening his damn mouth. He hopes like hell she doesn’t start crying because he doesn’t know if he can handle that shit. He blames his loss of control over his mouth on his mood. He didn’t sleep at all last night, he aches all over, and Ray’s mouth pissed him off to no end. And to top it off, he sure as hell doesn’t want to be taking this woman to the damn hospital right now.
 
   Pulling up to the emergency room, he mumbles, “Don’t move.” Walking around to her side, he opens the door and leans in to pick her up off of the seat.
 
   She swats at his arm with her free hand, trying to push him away. “I can walk,” she says, her eyes avoiding his. 
 
   Dylan’s nostrils flair. “You’re not walking with a head injury,” he says in a tight voice, trying to keep his anger tamped down.
 
   “I’m fine, now move,” she yells back at him, looking him straight in the eyes.
 
   He stares back at her, narrowing his. Ignoring her protests, he snatches her off of the seat and slams the door extra hard.
 
   “Put me down,” she shouts as she tries to wiggle out of his grasp. He simply tightens his grip on her, effectively stopping her. He stomps through the sliding glass doors and makes his way to the check-in.
 
   “May I help you?” the nurse behind the desk asks.
 
   “She needs to see a doc,” he says. “She hit her head.”
 
   “Put me down,” Myra yells again.
 
   He ignores Myra’s squirming and loud outburst. “Can you grab us a wheelchair? She shouldn’t be walking,” he says to the nurse. She nods at him and stands up to retrieve one.
 
   “I don’t need a wheelchair,” Myra shouts.
 
   A hint of a smile plays at his lips. For some reason, he kind of likes seeing this woman pissed off.
 
   “Here you go,” the nurse says as she walks up to them with a wheelchair in tow.
 
   Dylan deposits her in it and tries to hide his smile at her little temper tantrum. She’s always been so timid and quiet around him that he finds her behavior to be a bit entertaining.
 
   “You’ll need to fill out this paperwork,” the nurse says as she hands Myra a clipboard. “We’ll get you seen as quickly as possible.”
 
   Dylan watches in amusement as Myra huffs and mumbles incoherently under her breath. Once she has the paperwork filled out, he takes it from her and hands it back to the nurse.
 
   Sitting in a chair across from her, he stretches his long legs out in front of him, crossing his feet at the ankles, relaxing his achy muscles for a minute. He curiously watches her as he tries to decide what to do next. He has no obligation to be here. He did his good deed for the day and brought her to the hospital. The docs can take care of her now. Or she can call her boyfriend, friend, or whoever the hell she has and they can come get her. 
 
   “Myra Sommers?” a nurse calls out.
 
   He pushes the wheelchair over to the nurse and steps in front of it for a moment, looking down at Myra. “Look, I’ve got shit I gotta take care of. You okay now? Is there someone that can take you home?”
 
   “Yes,” she snaps back, glaring up at him.
 
   “Good. See ya Monday,” Dylan mumbles before turning on his heel and walking out of the hospital.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra mindlessly watches the pictures flicker across the muted TV screen mounted on the wall. 
 
   Sighing, she tries to figure out what to do now that the asshole has left her at the hospital all by herself. She can’t believe the nerve of that guy – that he couldn’t be bothered to wait around long enough to give her a ride back home. 
 
   The doctor walks into her room. “Your CT scan results were normal. The stitches we put in will dissolve so you won’t need to come back to have them removed. You do have a mild concussion so you need to be supervised for the next twenty-four hours just as a precaution. Do you have someone that can stay with you? If not, we’ll need to keep you overnight merely for observation,” he says.
 
   For once, Myra wishes Jackie was moved in already.
 
   “Um, let me call someone,” she says as she pulls out her phone and dials Porter.
 
   “Hi, Myra,” he answers in a happy voice.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “You doin’ okay?” 
 
   “Yeah. I slipped and fell on the driveway today, and have a mild concussion. Could you stay with me this evening? Doctor’s orders.”
 
   “Oh my goodness, are you all right?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. Just had to have a few stitches.”
 
   “Okay. Hm. Let me see here,” Porter says before he pauses. Myra bows her head and closes her eyes. “We had two guys call in sick today with the flu so I’m the only one covering second shift at the station, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to cover third shift as well. And Erika is pulling a double because a couple nurses called in sick. There’s a nasty flu bug going around. Let me see if I can work something out, and I’ll call you back.”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get someone else. But thank you and I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”
 
   “If I can work something out, I’ll call you back. And I’ll check in on you in the morning, all right?”
 
   “Thanks, Porter.”
 
   Myra closes her phone and stares at it. She has no one else to call. Of course she knows other people in this town because she grew up here. But she doesn’t know anyone well enough to ask. She has nobody.
 
   She slowly looks up at the doctor. “Guess I’ll be spending the night,” she says in a small voice.
 
   “Okay,” he says. “Let me go arrange a bed.”
 
   Myra turns on her side and stares at the wall. She has no parents, no brothers or sisters, no boyfriend, not even a cousin to call. Nobody. And her one and only friend lives on the other side of the country now. 
 
   For a moment, she wishes she was back in Philly again, close to Susie. Her heart begins to beat faster and her eyes start to sting with tears when she thinks about the fact that she could just die here in Nyssa in that broken-down old house and no one would ever even notice she was gone. 
 
   Her chest feels compressed, and she can’t get her breathing under control. Sitting up, she shuts her eyes tightly and buries her face in her knees and takes in slow, calming breaths. After several difficult minutes, her heart rate starts to slow and the panic attack eases off. A tear slips down her cheek; she quickly wipes it away when the door opens and the doctor steps back into the room. She bites her lip hard to keep the tears back.
 
   “Well, you don’t have to stay with us after all,” the doctor says with a smile. “The nurse got busy and forgot to give me a message. Apparently, the gentleman that dropped you off is back. I spoke to him briefly, and he’s agreed to watch you for the next twenty-four hours.”
 
   Myra’s mouth gapes open. “What?” she asks as she stares at him for a minute, trying to collect herself and let the information sink in. “Oh no,” she says, shaking her head. “I do not want to go with him. I’d rather spend the night in the hospital.”
 
   “Oh.” The doctor frowns as he looks up at her from the computer. “Are you sure? I can get a bed for you if you like, but you might be more comfortable at home in your own bed tonight.”
 
   She sighs as her shoulders slump. She knows she would be much more comfortable at home, but no way will she let Dylan spend the night with her. But what if…? She sits up straighter. She can just have Dylan drop her off at the house and then go home. And she can stay by herself. Problem solved. 
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. He can stay with me,” she says quickly to the doctor.
 
   He smiles. “Great. Okay, I gave him a sheet to read over about what symptoms to watch out for over the next twenty-four hours. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to give us a call or call your primary care doctor, okay?”
 
   Myra nods and waits until they discharge her. With a prescription for pain killers in hand, she grabs her bag and makes her way towards the waiting room. She pauses before going through the door, nervously chewing on her thumbnail and leaning against the wall. 
 
   She can’t figure out why the jerk bothered to come back. She doesn’t need his help. Peering through the small window in the large wooden door, she spots Dylan sprawled out in a chair, his right ankle resting on his left knee while he intently reads a piece of paper. Taking in a deep breath, she opens the door. 
 
   Keeping her eyes on the exit, she marches right past him to the door. He jumps up and takes a few long strides to catch up with her.
 
   “Where ya going?” he asks.
 
   She continues to ignore him and scans the parking lot. “To your truck.”
 
   “Wait here and I’ll go get it.”
 
   “I’m perfectly capable of walking.”
 
   Spotting his truck in the parking lot, she makes a beeline for it. He remains silent as he comes up behind her and opens the door for her.
 
   She waits until he backs out of the parking spot before she finally looks at him. “Why’d you bother coming back?” she asks.
 
   He turns his head towards her. When their eyes meet, his have a softness to them as they stare into hers. “I don’t know.”
 
   Myra looks down at her lap. “Look, you got me out of the hospital, and I appreciate that, but I don’t want you staying. Just drop me off. You can go home and get some rest.”
 
   “Uh… no.” 
 
   Myra’s mouth drops open. “You can’t spend the night with me. I don’t know you at all; you’re a complete stranger. You… you could be a rapist for all I know.”
 
   He turns his head to glare at her. “Are you fucking kidding me? If I was a rapist, don’t you think I would’ve attacked you by now?” He shakes his head as he looks back at the road. “I’ll just sleep on your couch. You won’t even know I’m there. I made a promise to that doc and I plan on keeping it.” 
 
   Myra stares at the stern, rigid lines of his profile for a moment before slouching in her seat.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s cell rings.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, hon. How’s it going?” Susie asks.
 
   “Not good.”
 
   “Did you fall through the roof too? On top of the contractor, I hope.” Susie giggles.
 
   “No. I was taking a box out to the garage and slipped. I hit my head, and had to get six stitches.”
 
   “What? Are you joking?”
 
   “No. I’m serious.”
 
   “Jesus, Myra, is that house cursed or something? I know that damn thing’s haunted because that ghost tried to get me, but now I’m thinking it’s cursed too. What are the odds of the two of you getting hurt like that? Weird…”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Was Dylan there when you fell?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh shit. Let me grab some popcorn. Tell me.”
 
   “Well, he dropped me off at the hospital and left. Then I couldn’t find anyone to stay with me because since I have a concussion, someone is supposed to stay with me for the first twenty-four hours…”
 
   “That asshat,” Susie shouts.
 
   “Susie, just let me finish. He came back. And he’s going to…” she pauses, taking in a deep breath, “… stay. He’s an asshole for sure, but he just left to pick up my prescription and stop by his house, and then he’ll be back.”
 
   “He’s spending the night with you? This is just getting better and better. I need some extra butter for my popcorn.”
 
   “I didn’t want him to, but he insisted.”
 
   “Hm. This man’s assholish, tender ways have me a bit confused.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I can’t believe you had to get stitches. I wish I was there. Do you need anything?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “Good,” she says before she sighs heavily. “Myra, this is the worst time to bring this up, but I have to; I have no choice. I’m really sorry about this okay? But I need to talk to you about something important, all right?”
 
   “You’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
 
   “Well, I was at my desk earlier. Actually, this part is really funny. I stopped on the way to work to get gas and went in and bought a box of powdered sugar donuts. I got to work and was at my desk munching away at them when your shitty little ex came up behind me and cleared his throat loudly. And I had just taken a big bite, but because he scared the living shit out of me, I inhaled and that powdered sugar went straight down my throat. Have you ever sucked that shit down your lungs before? God, it was horrible.”
 
   Myra snickers.
 
   “So I turned and started hacking uncontrollably and a big chunk of donut went flying out of my mouth and landed just a few inches from his prissy black penny loafers. I so wish it had landed on his shoe because that would’ve pissed him off something fierce.” Susie laughs evilly.
 
   Myra smiles as she wraps a blanket around her knees.
 
   “You know what? I could never be a coke addict. Do you think that’s what it feels like when people snort coke? How could they stand that?”
 
   Myra shakes her head. “How would I know? I’ve never even smoked a cigarette before.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. How did I end up talking about snorting coke? I so need to get tested for conversational ADD. Anyway, that prick demanded information about you for the billionth time, and I told him to fuck off again for the billionth time. So he told me that if I didn’t give him your number or address immediately that he was going to hire a private detective to hunt you down.”
 
   Myra gasps.
 
   “He still has no idea that you’re in Nyssa; it hasn’t even crossed his little pee brain. I’m so glad you threatened Lori in HR with a lawsuit if she released any more information about you because, just so you know, I talked to her, and he’s been harassing her as well. She felt so bad about giving him your phone number.”
 
   “What is wrong with him?”
 
   “I don’t know. I also told him to go suck his own ass and that I hoped the dick he hires shoves a dick up his nether regions.” 
 
   “That’s awful. I can’t believe you said that.”
 
   “That man brings out the worst in me. I absolutely hate what he did to you; therefore, I absolutely hate that prick.”
 
   “I’m so glad I never brought him to Nyssa with me. We were together for two years, and he never once came here. I always had to go by myself because he always had something else going on.”
 
   “That’s because he’s a selfish dumb dickhead.”
 
   “As soon as he figures out I’m in Nyssa, it’ll only take him a matter of minutes to find me because this town is so small. I don’t ever want to see him again.”
 
   “I know. Maybe his wittle bwain won’t figure it out.”
 
   Myra’s lips curve up.
 
   “I made sure to wipe my work computer clean of your emails and everything. I also put you under an anonymous name in my cell phone. It’s under Lasqueesha,” Susie says with a giggle.
 
   “Huh?” Myra says as she hears Dylan’s truck pull into the driveway. “I have to go. Dylan’s back. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   “Wait. Just make sure you don’t sleepwalk tonight and try to shine his tools with your mouth, okay?” Susie says before busting out laughing.
 
   “God,” Myra shouts as she rolls her eyes. “I’m hanging up on you,” she says before promptly closing her phone.
 
   * * * 
 
   Dylan grabs Myra’s prescription and his book off the seat of his truck and slowly makes his way to her porch. When she opens the door, he gives her the filled prescription. “Thanks,” she mumbles as she steps back to let him in. 
 
   He nods. She stares at him for a minute before sighing and walking into the kitchen. He hears the rattling of paper as she takes the bottle from the bag. 
 
   “You’re in for a boring night,” she says as she walks back towards him from the kitchen. “I just wish you’d go home.”
 
   “Get over it,” he mumbles.
 
   She shakes her head. “Well, there’s the couch. Do you want to watch TV or something?”
 
   “Nah, I brought a book.”
 
   “Where are your clothes?”
 
   He didn’t get any clothes because he normally just sleeps naked or in his boxers. “Uh… I’ll just sleep in my clothes,” he mumbles, annoyed that he can feel his cheeks turning pink.
 
   She clears her throat. “Okay. I’m going to work on my computer. Want something to drink?”
 
   He shakes his head. 
 
   Dylan takes off his coat and sits on the couch. Pulling out his iPod, he tucks his ear buds in, presses play and opens his book.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra curls her legs underneath her. She can see Dylan out of the corner of her eye as he opens his book. He must have his iPod turned up fairly loud because she can hear the sound of the bass thumping hard from where she sits. 
 
   Sighing, she opens her outline and tries not to think about him as she begins concentrating on her story and her characters. And before long, she starts typing.
 
   * * * 
 
   Dylan repositions himself on the couch, trying to relieve some pressure on his aching back. He’s read the last sentence in his book about twenty times and wouldn’t be able to tell anyone what it said if his damn life depended on it. His phone in his pocket vibrates. Yanking it out and glancing at the caller ID, he huffs as he turns it off and shoves it back into his pocket. 
 
   He shifts his gaze back to Myra. Their eyes meet for just a second before she quickly looks back down at her computer. From his position, he has a fantastic view of her profile and can’t seem to stop watching her. He finds himself fascinated by her constantly changing facial expressions. He doesn’t know what the hell could be so exciting on that computer of hers. He’s seen her forehead scrunch up, watched her smirk, smile, look excited, chew on her bottom lip, bite her nails and even gaze at the fireplace as though her mind was a million miles away. 
 
   Snapping his book closed, he turns up his iPod even louder and leans back, closing his eyes. At least that way he can’t stare at her anymore.
 
   The next thing he knows, a hand softly touches his shoulder. His body jerks as his eyes pop open. Looking up, he sees Myra standing over him. He yanks the ear buds out. “What?”
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t want to wake you, but you’ve been asleep for a few hours. Are you hungry?”
 
   Straightening in his seat and starting to wake up a bit, he inhales and smells something delicious. Stretching his arms over his head, he runs a hand through his hair. “Yeah,” he grunts.
 
   “It’s nothing fancy. Just some soup and sandwiches.” 
 
   As he starts to stand, he groans at the pain in his back. “I’ll be in there in a minute,” he tells her through gritted teeth. She stares at him for a moment before she nods and walks back to the kitchen. 
 
   After stretching his back out for a few minutes and slowly walking down the hall, he finds Myra has poured steaming hot soup in bowls and has also made some kind of chicken sandwich with crispy, grilled bread. His stomach rumbles loudly. 
 
   “Have a seat,” Myra says as she waves towards a chair. “I have iced tea or water. Sorry I don’t have more to offer.”
 
   “Tea’s fine,” he says as he sits down. She sets a glass of tea in front of him and sits across from him, giving him a small smile before she picks up her sandwich and takes a small bite. Dylan digs into the soup, his eyeballs rolling back in his head at just how damn delicious it tastes. He also moans a little. They eat quietly. 
 
   After finishing off two more bowls of soup and eating every bite of his sandwich, he sits back in his chair and stares at Myra. “That was good,” he tells her. “Thanks.” 
 
   She smiles back at him. “You’re welcome.”
 
   “How’s your head?” he asks.
 
   “It’s fine. A little sore but I’m okay.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have been up cooking. You need to rest.”
 
   She shakes her head. “I’m good. Really.”
 
   He doesn’t believe her but doesn’t feel like arguing. “It’s getting late. How about you go to bed, and I’ll clean the dishes. Is it okay if I sleep on the couch?”
 
   “Oh no, I have two extra bedrooms upstairs…”
 
   “I’d rather sleep on the couch.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I’ll sleep on the couch.” His eyes narrow.
 
   “Fine,” she says as she stands and pushes her chair back roughly. “I’ll get you a pillow and some blankets.”
 
   She exits quickly and he stares at the dishes on the table, not really knowing what the hell to do with them. Myra doesn’t own a dishwasher. And he uses a dishwasher. Like once a month. He unbuttons the sleeves of his flannel shirt and rolls them up his forearms. Picking up the dishes off of the table, he sets them in the sink and just stares at them.
 
   “How about I wash and you dry?” Myra asks from behind him.
 
   He blows out a quick breath and nods in agreement. They quietly wash the few dishes quickly and put them away.
 
   “Goodnight,” she says in a soft voice.
 
   He clears his throat. “If you need anything, come get me, all right?”
 
   She gives him a quick nod in response.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra stares at her reflection in the mirror hating the dark circles she sees under her eyes. She barely slept at all last night due to the fact that her head ached and a certain cranky, handsome asshole happened to be downstairs sleeping on her couch. She shakes her head at herself before walking into the bedroom to slip on some jeans and a sweatshirt. 
 
   Back downstairs, she sneaks a glance at him on the couch. His bent right arm rests on his forehead while his left arm lies on his naked stomach. The white t-shirt under his flannel shirt has ridden up. Averting her eyes quickly, she makes her way into the kitchen where she starts coffee and some pancakes.
 
   Just as she plates the pancakes, he walks into the kitchen. His black eye looks darker – yellow splotches dot the edges of the bruise now, and his eyes are bloodshot, his face scruffy. He looks exhausted.
 
   “Good morning,” she says.
 
   He nods at her. “How do you feel?” he asks in a voice hoarse with sleep.
 
   “Not bad. Coffee?”
 
   “Yeah. Black.”
 
   “I made pancakes,” she says as she hands him a plate full. “Butter and syrup are on the table.”
 
   Dylan sits down with his plate as Myra brings over two cups of coffee. 
 
   Not speaking, they butter and syrup their pancakes. Dylan takes a bite. “Shit,” he moans as he closes his eyes.
 
   Myra’s gaze darts to his face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “They just taste so fucking good,” he says as he licks the syrup off his fork.
 
   “Oh,” Myra says, tilting her head to the side curiously. She props her head on her elbow and watches him.
 
   He grimaces. “What?” 
 
   “Sorry,” she says with a shrug before averting her eyes. “No one’s ever liked my cooking so much.”
 
   When he doesn’t answer, she looks back up at him. Dylan flashes a big smile at her before he crams another huge bite in his mouth. Her heart melts a little at the sight.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’m gonna head out,” Dylan says as he picks up his coat.
 
   “Okay. Thanks for staying. You didn’t have to, and I really appreciate it.”
 
   He nods. “I’ll see ya Monday.”
 
   Dylan rubs his eyes as he walks towards his truck. He didn’t sleep much at all, and that uncomfortable couch of hers definitely didn’t do his back any favors. He decides to pick up her roofing materials tomorrow. He just wants to go home. 
 
   As soon as he steps in the door, he tosses his coat on the couch, kicks off his boots and starts to sit down when he hears a loud banging on the front door.
 
   “Damn it,” he mumbles under his breath, groaning as he stands. Opening the door, his mouth drops open.
 
   “Surprised to see me? You wouldn’t be if you bothered to answer your phone, you fucking asshole.”
 
   Dylan just stands there, his mouth still gaping, unable to speak.
 
   “I decided to pay a little visit to my asshat brother. Now come here and give me a hug, you motherfucker,” Chad says with a huge grin as he holds his arms out to Dylan.
 
   Dylan shakes his head and comes to his senses. He smiles back and they hug as Chad pounds him hard on the back causing him to grimace. Chad steps back, holding onto Dylan’s arms to look at him. “You been ball busting some fuckers? That pretty boy face of yours is looking fucking nasty,” Chad says, but he doesn’t give him a chance to answer. “Now listen, prick. I gotta get all my fucking cussing in real quick-like before Nat gets out of the car, okay, ya old fuckwipe?” he says as he throws Dylan a big, toothy grin.
 
   Dylan smiles back.
 
   Chad glances behind him. “Look, I just gotta warn ya about some shit real fast-like, okay? We’re spending the fucking weekend with ya, and the bitch is pregnant again. So mean bitch alert, all right?” he says before lowering his voice. “Damn it, here she comes.”
 
   Dylan frowns for a minute, trying to recall if he knew that Natalie was pregnant. He vaguely remembers his mom telling him something…
 
   “Dylan. What happened to your face?” Natalie asks as she walks towards him.
 
   He can feel his ears turning pink. “Nothing. You look beautiful,” he murmurs into her hair as he hugs her gently.
 
   “Uncle Dylan! Uncle Dylan!” he hears several small voices squeal from behind her. He steps back and lets her go only to be tackled by his nephews, Jay and Jackson. Closing his eyes, he takes in a deep breath and hugs them tight to his chest. Then his gaze lands on Joseph, his youngest nephew, who stands shyly next to Natalie. A painful, uncomfortable tightness builds in his chest. 
 
   He clears his throat. “You guys are growing up too fast,” he says as he ruffles Jackson’s blond hair and smiles at Jay.
 
   His gaze moves back to Joseph. “Hey, Joseph,” he says softly. Joseph holds his mom’s hand as he gives Dylan a quick wave with the other.
 
   “Come in,” Dylan says, but then remembers what his house looks like. “Uh, sorry, it’s kind of a mess.”
 
   “How can you live like this?” Natalie asks once she steps inside. “This is absolutely despicable.”
 
   “Nat, leave him alone. He can live like a pig if he wants to,” Chad says as he winks at Dylan. “Oink, oink, oink,” he squeals at the boys who start giggling at their dad.
 
   “This just isn’t right,” Natalie says with her lip curled into a snarl. “Doesn’t it bother you to live in this filth?”
 
   Thankfully, the boys interrupt so Dylan doesn’t have to answer that question. “Mom, can we go outside? Please, please, please?” Jackson begs.
 
   “Fine, but you have to stay in Dylan’s backyard. And watch out for Joseph, okay?”
 
   The boys shout and screech at each other as they run towards Dylan’s back door.
 
   Natalie glances around the room, her face scrunched up with disapproval. She walks over to one of his chairs and pinches a dirty T-shirt between her thumb and index finger, grabbing it from the top of the seat and dropping it on the floor with a hiss of disgust. “So where am I supposed to sit?”
 
   “Oh,” Dylan mumbles as he grabs his coat, clothes, papers and a bunch of other shit off of the couch and dumps it on the floor. “There,” he says, nodding.
 
   Natalie’s lip curls with displeasure but she sits anyway. Chad sits beside her and throws his arm across her shoulders, resting it on the back of the couch.
 
   “Why have you been avoiding us?” Natalie asks. “We haven’t seen or heard from you in six months. Six months. We are your family. We’ve been worried to death about you. And you have three nephews that you barely even know. They need you. They need their uncle.”
 
   Dylan shifts in his chair, staring at the floor. “Yeah, I know, I just…”
 
   “Did you even know I was pregnant? I’m five months pregnant. Do you even care?”
 
   His eyes meet Natalie’s. “Yeah, of course I do. I knew you were pregnant; mom told me.”
 
   “And you didn’t even bother to call? Do you know how that makes me feel? We used to be so close...”
 
   The tears in her eyes crush him. He swallows hard. “I’m sorry. I just…”
 
   “I know this is hard on you. It’s hard on all of us. We love you and we miss you.”
 
   Dylan nods before he rubs the back of his neck. 
 
   No one talks for a moment. Finally, Natalie clears her throat. “Do you want to know what it is?” she asks in a softer voice.
 
   Blowing out a breath, Dylan nods at her.
 
   “It’s a girl. You’re going to have a niece. You’re missing out on so much, and you’re never going to get this time back.”
 
   Dylan stares at his hands as he begins popping his knuckles. “I’m really happy for you both.”
 
   Chad leans forward. “Don’t keep pushing us away, bro. We love you, man,” he mumbles, his voice breaking a little.
 
   “I know,” Dylan says as he looks out the window at the three blond-haired boys playing in his backyard.
 
   * * *
 
   On Sunday morning, Myra climbs into the rental car that the insurance company dropped off. Walking into Marshall’s, she quickly looks around praying she doesn’t run into Derek. She tosses a few items in her cart, and when she reaches for some paper plates, she stops when she hears a familiar voice. Her heart begins to race. 
 
   Taking in a shaky breath, she peeps around the corner and sees Dylan standing next to a stunningly beautiful woman with straight platinum blond hair, perfect curves and… Myra’s mouth gapes when the curvaceous blonde grabs Dylan’s hand and places it on her belly. His eyes intently watch his hand for a moment before he looks back up into the woman’s eyes as his face splits into a grin. The beautiful woman says something to him before tossing her head back and laughing.
 
   Myra’s heart lurches in her chest and she can’t breathe. With her heart pounding vigorously, she doesn’t bother getting anything else. She moves as quickly as she can to the check-out. 
 
   As she sinks down into the seat of the rental car, she can’t stop thinking about how perfect the two of them looked together. That stunning woman was exactly the type of woman Dylan belongs with. Their baby will be so incredibly beautiful. For a moment, she thinks about what she would look like with Dylan and her eyes fill with tears because she knows that she could never compare to someone like that beautiful woman.
 
   Back at home, Myra sits on the couch and stares into the fireplace watching the flames flicker. She doesn’t understand why she can’t quit thinking about Dylan and that woman. Because who cares if he has a gorgeous, pregnant girlfriend? He doesn’t mean anything to her. And besides, the guy’s an asshole anyway.
 
   Myra slowly drags herself upstairs. After taking a hot bath, she climbs into bed, but she lays there for hours, unable to sleep. Looking at the clock on her nightstand, she rubs her eyes and sighs softly because it’s only one thirty in the morning.
 
   Reaching her hand into her hair, her face scrunches up as she gently touches the bandage on the back of her head. She needs another painkiller. 
 
   Walking downstairs to the kitchen, she fills a glass of water and gets out two painkillers. Just as she reaches her hand to her mouth, she hears a slow, eerie creaking sound like a door being gently opened. 
 
   Grasping the pills tightly in her palm, she slowly turns, staring with wide eyes and a beating heart towards the hallway. Adrenaline pulses quickly through her veins. Swallowing hard, she creeps slowly down the hall, her gaze darting back and forth, searching for what could have made that sound. The hairs on the back of her neck stand up. 
 
   Just as she steps into the living room, someone knocks loud and hard on the front door. The pills in her hand go flying across the floor as she instinctively reaches for her throat. Gasping for air, she stares wide-eyed at the front door, panting. 
 
   With her heart still pounding noisily in her ears, she looks out of the small window and sees the back of Dylan’s head. She closes her eyes and leans her forehead against the door for a moment as she tries to calm her breathing and allow her racing heart to slow a bit. 
 
   When she opens the door, she frowns. Dylan looks completely different in an untucked white button-up shirt with several of the top buttons undone, black jeans, scuffed black boots, and a well-worn black leather jacket. Her breath catches in her throat at the sight of him.
 
   He smiles broadly at her, tucking his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “Hi, Myra. Myra. That’s pretty. Your name’s pretty,” he slurs.
 
   She smirks. “Have you been drinking?”
 
   “Why, yes. Yes, I have. I’ve been drinking. A lot. You wanna know a little secret?” he asks as he leans towards her, swaying. “I’m drunk. Like really, really drunk.” The smell of alcohol and cigarettes wafts over her.
 
   She opens the door wider so he can come in. “You shouldn’t be driving drunk. You could go to jail or kill someone.”
 
   He stumbles into her living room and takes off his leather jacket, letting it drop to the floor. “Wanna know why I came here?” he asks as he flops on her couch, propping his feet up on the coffee table. “Come ‘er and sit right here,” he says as he points to the cushion next to him.
 
   Myra cautiously sits beside him on the couch, but she makes sure to leave some distance between them. 
 
   Her stomach flutters when he leans closer. “I came here cuz...” he says before he stops and stares intently at her mouth. “Cuz I wanna see your lips. Been thinking about them. Your lips. They’re beautiful, and red, and… wet. I came to say hello to your lips.” His eyes glaze over as he stares at her mouth. “Hello, lips,” he says in a husky voice.
 
   Myra stares at his lips unable to breathe. She swallows. “Okay…” she says, exhaling shakily.
 
   “I can’t quit thinking about ‘em. They look soft.” His voice drops to a whisper. “I wanna touch ‘em.” He slowly sticks his tongue out and runs it over his lips, wetting them, his glassy eyes never leaving her mouth. “I wanna taste ‘em, or maybe bite ‘em.” He leans closer to her, his mouth slightly open, his breathing heavy.
 
   For just one moment, she wants to kiss him. She wants to feel his lips against hers. But the stench of the liquor on his breath snaps her back to reality. And the fact that this gorgeous drunk man has a pregnant girlfriend out there somewhere.
 
   “Come ‘ere,” he says as he reaches his hand out and grabs her wrist, dragging her next to him, her thigh touching his. He leans into her and pushes his nose next to her ear. “God, you smell good. Like, good enough to lick, or eat.” He hums as he runs his nose around the outside of her ear; his warm breath over her skin causes her to shiver.
 
   Myra’s chest heaves, her breathing almost at the panting stage. She wants to run her fingers through his hair and feel his lips on hers so badly that she can hardly control herself. She keeps trying to remind herself of his pregnant girlfriend, but… 
 
   “Mmmm,” he murmurs. He pulls away from her ear for a moment, and his eyes – hooded from alcohol – fill with a strange warmth that looks somehow happy and sad all at once. 
 
   Myra shivers. No one has ever looked at her like that. She leans her head forward, her lashes fluttering.
 
   He leans into her, his eyes closing before he buries his face in her hair. “Mmmm, Sabrina...” he whispers against the shell of her ear, leaving her blinking with confusion before he drops his head into her lap, passing out cold in her arms.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter12]CHAPTER 12
 
   BISQUE, CONFUSION
 
   Breathing heavily through her gaping mouth, Myra frowns down at the back of Dylan’s head as it rests in her pajama-clad lap. Sabrina? Sabrina? A sharp stabbing sensation hits her square in the center of her chest. He wasn’t saying those words to her; he was saying them to Sabrina. His pregnant girlfriend. The woman he loves. The woman that now carries his baby.
 
   She feels like such a fool for getting sucked into his drunken, sexy ramblings, and thinking – for the briefest moment – that he was saying those sensual, lustful words to her. That he wanted her lips. A man like him would never want someone like her. 
 
   Myra’s stomach burns with envy when she thinks about Sabrina. She can’t imagine what it would be like to be her. To have a man look at her the way he did with that smoldering look in his scorching, passion-filled eyes. He’d almost melted the clothes right off of her body. 
 
   Looking back down at Dylan, she stares at him as she tries to figure out what to do next. 
 
   Taking a few minutes to catch her breath and gather her wits, she finally lifts his head and gently scoots herself out from underneath him. Standing over him with her hands on her hips, her gaze trails over his passed-out form. 
 
   Sighing, she pulls the coffee table closer to the couch and sits on the edge of it as she tugs off his boots. Since he lies on his side, she uses both hands to push on his shoulder, causing him to turn over flat on his back with his feet dangling off the end of the couch.
 
   She stares at him, thinking, as she watches his chest rise and fall with each hard breath he takes. Moving the coffee table even closer, she perches on the edge and studies his face, mesmerized by his ridiculously long, dark eyelashes as they flutter and dance against his skin. 
 
   Chewing on her fingernail, the uncomfortable sensation in her chest worsens. Deep down, she desperately wanted those words to be meant for her. She wanted him to say her name. She wonders if she would have actually gone through with it. If she would have actually let him kiss her, knowing full well that he had a girlfriend. She hopes not. She hopes she would have had the integrity to stop him because she would have never forgiven herself for that. Not after what she went through with Trent.
 
   Sighing deeply, as she rests her chin in her hands, it dawns on her that she knows absolutely nothing about this beautiful man. 
 
   Against her better judgment – and a little disgusted with herself – she takes advantage of him in his unconscious state and lets her eyes roam over every inch of his body. They slowly study his face, cataloging the perfection – the scruffy beard, the chiseled jawline, the perfectly proportioned pouty lips, the bushy eyebrows. Even his black eye and scratches can’t lessen his attractiveness.
 
   Her eyes travel down his Adam’s apple to his chest. Leaning closer, she takes a look at the sprinkling of hair that peeks out from the opening in his white shirt. 
 
   Sitting back a little, her gaze shifts to his lips. She knows she shouldn’t, but she wants to pretend – just for a little while – that he said those incredible words about her lips and not Sabrina’s. 
 
   With her eyes on his mouth, she reaches a hand up and gently touches her lower lip, wondering what his lips would feel like on hers. Would they be soft and gentle? Or hard and demanding?
 
   Groaning, she rubs her hands across her eyes. She has to stop. She should not be having these kinds of thoughts about a man who belongs to someone else. She can’t do this. 
 
   Sighing and feeling a sense of sadness, she reaches her hand out and tentatively brushes several strands of hair off of his forehead. Her fingertips softly touch the ends of his hair hanging over his ear.
 
   With her hand still raised touching his hair, Dylan snore-snorts loudly through his nose, startling her. She lets out a shriek before falling off the edge of the coffee table flat onto the floor. She quickly scrambles to her knees, frantically looking at his face, terrified that he caught her ogling and inappropriately touching him. But Dylan continues snoring softly, still dead to the world. She covers her face with her hands, completely ashamed of herself. 
 
   Standing, she roughly scoots the coffee table back, and grabs a pillow off of the couch, tucking it under his head. She drapes a blanket over him and pauses to give him one long last look before she slowly makes her way up the staircase.
 
   * * * 
 
   Dylan moves minutely, a grimace crossing his face. He tries to swallow, but he seems to have no saliva. His mouth tastes and feels like someone took a piss in it and then sucked the piss right back out with a wet/dry vac. With his eyes shut tight, he moves them just a bit behind his lids, but the small movement causes intense pain. 
 
   Groaning loudly, he turns on his side, everything in his body aching. Hearing what sounds like surround sound on maximum volume in his ears, he cringes, his hands reaching up to try to block the offending noises.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he hears an irritating, incredibly loud voice yell. 
 
   “Don’t. Please, just leave him alone,” a soft, beautiful voice whispers in protest.
 
   “This is a bunch of bullshit,” the annoying male voice shouts again.
 
   Suffering and feeling like he has somehow woken up in Hades, Dylan manages to pry one eyelid open just a bit so he can get a good look at the fucker he’s going to kill with his bare hands.
 
   His brain immediately shuts down when he sees a beautiful face, long dark hair and worried eyes.
 
   Slowly sitting up, his head spins. He scrunches his eyes tight and rubs his temples, trying to relieve the throbbing pressure.
 
   Moving his hands in front of his face to cover his eyes, he cracks open one of them and squints, peering through his fingers. “What the hell is going on?” Ray asks in a loud voice.
 
   Dylan clears his throat and starts coughing. “What?” he manages to croak out.
 
   “Why are you asleep on Myra’s damn couch?”
 
   Dylan frowns as he tries to swallow, moving his dry tongue around in his mouth. Ray’s words don’t make any fucking sense.
 
   “I can’t believe you told me you weren’t interested in her at all,” Ray rants, “and then I show up here and find your sorry ass on her couch.”
 
   Dylan drops his hands from his face when he sees Myra’s face crumple and her gaze drop to the floor. The hurt look he catches sight of causes a strange achy feeling in his chest. He figures it must have something to do with his hangover. 
 
   “Excuse me,” Myra mumbles before she abruptly exits the room.
 
   Dylan stares Ray down with his squinted-up eyes. “Get your ass outside. I need to talk to her,” he says in a gravelly voice.
 
   “Whatever,” Ray says before he stomps out the front door, slamming it behind him, causing Dylan to flinch in pain.
 
   He gets up slowly from the couch, the room spinning like hell, and tries not to make any sudden movements. 
 
   Hanging onto the wall as he stumbles down the hallway, he finds Myra sitting at the kitchen table sipping a cup of coffee. Another cup sits across from her along with a bottle of water, glass of orange juice and two aspirin. Silently dropping slowly into the seat, he downs the aspirin with the OJ and takes a sip of water before speaking. “Thanks,” he mutters in a low voice.
 
   Myra nods, her eyes focused on her cup, before she takes another drink.
 
   He sits quietly with the water bottle in his hand, staring at it and trying like hell to remember what happened last night. He hopes like hell he didn’t do anything shitty. Finally, he looks up at her. “What happened last night?”
 
   Myra’s eyes meet his for a second before she stares down at the table. “You knocked on my door. You were drunk so I let you sleep on the couch.”
 
   Dylan watches her face closely for any tell-tale signs to indicate that he was in any way an ass to her. He scowls when he notices a small blush start to warm her cheeks. His gaze drops to her lips for a second and his eyes widen. Leaning his elbows on the table, he drops his head into his hands and groans as a few small glimpses of some of the words his fucking mouth spewed last night come back to haunt him.
 
   “You okay?” she asks.
 
   He leans his temple on one hand, his elbows still on the table, and cocks his head towards hers. “Did I… did I do anything, inappropriate, last night? Or say anything?” 
 
   “No,” Myra says quickly before her eyes focus on her coffee cup again.
 
   Dylan sighs, closing his eyes and rubbing his hand over his forehead. “Damn it. I kinda remember saying something shitty about your… lips. I’m really fucking sorry about that. I didn’t touch you, did I?”
 
   “No. Nothing happened,” she says, her face still a light pink as she picks up her cup and dumps the coffee down the sink. “I’m going to take a shower,” she mutters as she starts to leave the kitchen.
 
   “Wait,” Dylan says, immediately regretting the volume of his voice as it makes his head pound like shit. As he slowly gets up from his chair, Myra stops and turns around to face him. “I’m sorry. I honestly don’t remember how the fuck I got here. I have a feeling I might’ve said something I might need to kick my fucking ass over, if I could just remember what the hell it was…” His voice trails off as he closes his eyes and rubs the back of his neck.
 
   “It’s okay,” she says, looking at the floor. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   He takes a step closer. “Look, uh, thanks for letting me stay. You should’ve kicked my drunk ass out.”
 
   Her eyes meet his for just a moment. “You’re welcome,” she says quickly before she turns and walks out of the kitchen.
 
   Dylan stands there with a frown on his face, staring after her. He watches her until she turns the corner to go up the stairs. 
 
   Sighing, he walks back into the living room and slips his boots and coat on. Stepping off of Myra’s porch, he pauses to light a smoke. Without even looking in Ray’s direction, he barks, “Get in the truck.”
 
   Ray’s mouth starts before his ass cheeks hit the seat. “Are you going to answer my question? Because you know I’m interested in her. Are you fucking her? Is that why you tried to choke me the other day when I said something about her?” he yells.
 
   Dylan turns and glares at him, his eyes narrowing and gleaming with hatred. “If you don’t lower your fucking voice, I’m going to pull out my pocket knife and remove your tongue.”
 
   Ray snorts, turning his head to look out the window. “I’d like to see you try, asshole,” he mumbles.
 
   Neither of them says a word during the short drive to Dylan’s house, which gives Dylan a couple of minutes to think. Ray will never stop running his fucking mouth if he doesn’t say something, and he needs him in order to get Myra’s roof done. Pulling into his driveway, he turns off the ignition and sighs. 
 
   “Look, I meant it when I said I wasn’t interested in her,” he says before clearing his throat, concerned about the uncomfortable feeling in it. “But you better be fucking respectful to her or I’ll kick your ass. I got drunk and I don’t know how I ended up there. Nothing happened. And nothing will happen,” he says before coughing, that uncomfortable lump feeling a lot worse now. 
 
   Ray just stares at him, shaking his head. 
 
   Reaching for the door handle, Dylan says, “I’m gonna get dressed. Then we’ll pick up her roofing shit.”
 
   “You were supposed to already have her roofing shit.”
 
   “Fuck off. I had a rough weekend, all right?” Dylan gets out of the truck, slams the door hard and immediately regrets it as he grabs at the stabbing pain in his temples.
 
   * * *
 
   Warm water glides softly down Myra’s back. With her eyes closed, she bows her head, letting the soothing spray massage her shoulders. 
 
   She can’t quit thinking about what Ray said – how Dylan wasn’t interested in her. At all. Those words hurt. They still hurt. And she wishes so much that they didn’t because she knows he loves Sabrina so of course he wouldn’t be interested in her. Sighing, she turns the water off and pulls the curtain back to face the cold air of the empty bathroom.
 
   Grabbing a towel, she dries herself off, wrapping it around her. She sits on the toilet seat with her wet hair dripping down her back and shivers. 
 
   Her mind drifts to Trent. She can’t believe he had the nerve to threaten to hire a private detective. She wonders if she should just call him and get it over with. But just the thought of having to talk to him again makes her want to be sick. She never wants to see or speak to him ever again. Not after what he did…
 
   Myra climbs her apartment stairs, mentally and physically exhausted from working her fingers to the bone trying to meet a rush editing deadline. She finished with just five minutes to spare.
 
   After kicking her shoes off and throwing her bag on the floor, she makes her way to the bedroom and flops on the bed, letting out a small sigh. She wonders when Trent will be home.
 
   Myra reflects on their relationship, noting how difficult it’s been since Trent accepted a new position at work. She wants to believe he’s simply stressed from all the increased demands and longer hours, but an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of her stomach nags at her. They haven’t had sex in weeks and have barely spoken to each other. And even though she sees him at work every day, they are both too busy to talk.
 
   She dozes off, waking when she hears movement in the bedroom.
 
   Propping herself up on her elbows, she stares at Trent as he slips on a pair of jeans. “Where are you going?” she asks.
 
   “Just came home to change. I still have to put some more hours in tonight.”
 
   Sitting up in the bed, she stares at him. “Stay home tonight,” she says softly. 
 
   “I have work that needs to be done, you know that. I can’t keep my promotion without putting the hours in.” 
 
   She swallows heavily. “I miss you. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?” 
 
   He turns around, his eyes narrowing. “You were all supportive of me taking this position, but now you don’t want to support me when I have to work to keep it?”
 
   She sits up on her knees. “I have been supportive of you. You’ve had this new job for what, two months now? And I haven’t said a word about your hours. I think you’re working too hard.”
 
   Trent snorts loudly. “Oh, so you’re going to blame all of this on me? Why not put the blame where it really belongs.” Taking a step towards her, he raises his eyebrows.
 
   Myra frowns. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “While I’ve been working my ass off, what have you been doing, huh? Does the name Craig ring a fucking bell, Myra?”
 
   Shivering, with a tear slipping down her cheek, Myra stands and wipes the foggy mirror. She stares for a long time at her forlorn, misty reflection.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan pulls back into Myra’s driveway, his truck loaded down with roofing materials. He’s managed to recover – kind of – from his hangover and somehow survive Ray’s shitty mouth. He still can’t remember much about last night. There was something about talking to her lips. And he remembers wanting to kiss the ever living shit out of them. That thought causes an uncomfortable stirring in his jeans. 
 
   He needs to stop thinking about wanting to kiss those lips. 
 
   He unhitches the trailer from the back of his truck; he picked it up from his house to serve as a dumpster for the tear-off of the old roof. He and Ray angle it into a spot next to the house where they can easily toss the shingles into it. “Let’s unload this shit into her garage,” he says to Ray as he lets down the tailgate, “then we’ll start the tear-off.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Big Cheese,” Ray responds in an overly cheerful voice with a big, stupid grin plastered on his face. 
 
   Dylan glares at him. He really hates that man. 
 
   * * *
 
   Myra dials Susie.
 
   “Hey, hon,” Susie answers in a happy voice.
 
   “Hey. Why haven’t you cashed my check?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve been busy, you know, with cleaning my dumpy ass house, replacing my boogered book, laundering all that shit-stained underwear…”
 
   “Listen, if you don’t cash it, I’ll just send you the cash in the mail, and someone could steal it. You don’t want that to happen do you?”
 
   Susie growls. “I don’t want your money.” 
 
   “You’re hurting my feelings by not accepting it. It’s a gift. I love you for coming out here to be with me like you did and I want you to accept it.”
 
   Susie groans. “Fine. You’re one smart cookie because you know I can’t resist the Myra Mush. I’ll cash it but only because the Myra Mush melted my heart. Are you satisfied?”
 
   “Yes. Thank you,” Myra says, smiling.
 
   “You won’t believe what I’m doing right now.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m on that website where they have pictures of insane people dressed all crazy while they shop at discount stores. I’m checking to see if my picture’s on there.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, I decided yesterday that I was going to start my diet today – since it’s a Monday and all – so late last night I got the urge to gorge. I figured I’d better consume any and all of my favorite foods that I will miss so dearly. It was almost midnight when I got this brilliant idea so I was already in my pajamas. And because I’m seriously lazy, I decided that I might as well join the rest of the crazies out there and just go looking like a bum.”
 
   Myra snickers.
 
   “So I had on my one-piece red Snoopy zip-up PJ’s with the feet in them, and I couldn’t squeeze my feet into my shoes with those big foot things on them because I had to buy an extra-large because of my gigantic ass. And whoever made them obviously thought that the person wearing that size must also have feet the size of Sasquatch. I swear there’s like four inches of extra space between my toes and the end of those footies. So since I couldn’t get my shoes on – especially with those rubber thingies on the bottom – I decided to wear Jeff’s Jesus sandals.”
 
   Myra busts out laughing. “You didn’t.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I did. And my hair was in a bun, I didn’t have a stitch of make-up on and I wore my tan suede coat with the cream fur lining. I just know somebody took my pic.”
 
   Myra laughs uncontrollably as she gets a good visual of Susie in her head. 
 
   “But I did manage to get me a bunch of junk food. I got ice cream, cookies, candy and some chips and dip. And I stayed up until four in the morning stuffing my face. But I’m now strict on my diet. Scout’s honor.”
 
   “You weren’t a scout,” Myra says, still giggling.
 
   “Oh. Yeah. I forgot. But seriously, I’m on my diet now. I was too full to eat breakfast. And I might be too full for lunch and dinner too. What an awesome way to jump start things.”
 
   “Yeah, but you probably gained ten pounds already.”
 
   “Thank you. Thank you very much,” Susie says dryly. “I really appreciate you pointing that out.” 
 
   Myra laughs softly.
 
   “So how’s your head?” Susie asks.
 
   “Good. It’s starting to itch, which is driving me crazy, but it doesn’t hurt,” Myra says as she touches the back of her head.
 
   “That’s good. So is the scruffy Greek god there yet?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “What?”
 
   Myra sighs. “He showed up on my doorstep last night drunk.”
 
   The phone goes quiet.
 
   “Eh?” Susie finally squawks in a funny voice sounding like an old grandma. “For a minute there I thought you said the gorgeous ass showed up for a shitfaced no-call booty call.”
 
   “Stop it. This is serious.”
 
   “I am serious. Did you sex up that delicious piece of asshole? You did, didn’t you? Please tell me you got to polish his tools.”
 
   “Of course not,” Myra shouts. “He has a pregnant girlfriend, remember? I told you that yesterday?”
 
   “So? What did he want?”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He wanted to say hello to my… lips.”
 
   Susie busts out laughing. “Holy shit, that’s so awesome. Did you suck face? Did you tongue the meanness?” 
 
   “No, it wasn’t like that. He was a mess. It was obvious he got in a fight with his girlfriend or something because he called me Sabrina before he passed on my couch.”
 
   “Let me get this straight. That yummy piece of sexified manliness passed out on your couch? Did you take a peek at his jackhammer?”
 
   “No,” Myra shouts.
 
   “If that had been me, I would have happily stripped him naked and took a ride on his tool,” Susie says before laughing.
 
   Myra shuts her eyes tight and clenches her free hand in anger, wishing that Susie would just shut her mouth for once.
 
   “Myra, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I know I shouldn’t have said that. Forgive me, okay? After I cash your check, I’m going to go buy a muzzle for my mouth. Saint Bernard size because my mouth is completely huge and out of control today.”
 
   “You need one.”
 
   “I so want to hear more about this story, but I have a meeting in five minutes so I gotta go. I’ll call you later, okay, hon?”
 
   They quickly say their goodbyes and Myra slips her phone into her back pocket just as she hears a knock at the door.
 
   She opens it to find Ray grinning at her. She cringes inwardly. “I wanted to deeply apologize for my rude behavior this morning so I come with a peace offering. Would you please have lunch with me? I lay my humble meal before you and offer you half of it.” Ray winks as he holds up a bag.
 
   “Oh, no, thank you, I’m really busy right now. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Well, that just won’t do because I won’t take no for an answer.” He just continues to stand there, not moving an inch and smiling broadly at her.
 
   “I really can’t. I have…”
 
   “Sorry, I can’t hear you,” he interrupts in a sing-song voice.
 
   Her shoulders sag. “Fine. Come in.” 
 
   Just as Ray starts to step through the door, Dylan shows up on the porch.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he calls out to Ray.
 
   Ray turns to face him, holding the door open. “I’m having lunch with Myra,” he says with a smirk.
 
   Dylan’s face turns hostile. “No, you’re not.”
 
   Myra steps out onto the porch. “Would you care to join us?” she asks, looking at Dylan. “Please?” 
 
   Dylan stares at her, then Ray, then back to Myra. “Uh, I don’t…”
 
   “That’s right. You don’t,” Ray says to him.
 
   When Myra turns to look at Ray, he says, “Come on,” to her with a tilt of his head.
 
   Myra ignores him and turns back to Dylan. “Please?” she asks again, hoping she doesn’t sound as desperate as she feels.
 
   He stares at her for a moment before he finally nods.
 
   She lets out a breath and gives him a quick smile. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Ray mumbles as she steps past him through the door. 
 
   “I’m gonna wash up,” she hears Dylan say behind her. She busies herself by pulling some lunch meat out of the fridge. 
 
   “You sure look beautiful today,” Ray says, making her stomach roll with nausea.
 
   “Uh, thanks,” she mumbles. 
 
   A few minutes later, Dylan walks into the kitchen. Turning towards him, she quickly asks, “Do you want a sandwich?”
 
   “Sure,” he says with a nod. 
 
   “And some leftover soup?” she asks, watching his face break out into a crooked grin. His eyes light up as he nods. She can’t help the happy smile that appears on her face in return.
 
   Ray clears his throat loudly. “So, Myra, how long have you lived in Nyssa?”
 
   Her smile disappears as she looks down at her shoes. “Um, I lived here as a child but moved to Philly for college. I stayed there after I graduated but just moved back after my grandfather died.”
 
   She turns back to the counter and grabs the bread.
 
   “Hm,” Ray says. “Are you dating anyone?”
 
   Dylan mumbles something angrily, but she can’t quite make it out.
 
   She clears her throat. “Um, no,” she answers, still not turning around.
 
   “Awesome,” Ray says. “I’m not dating anyone either so this just works out perfectly, huh?”
 
   She frowns when she hears Dylan make a loud growling sound.
 
   Myra swallows hard and stays silent as she puts a bowl of soup in the microwave. Picking up the plate with Dylan’s sandwich on it, she walks it over to him, keeping her gaze averted as she quickly sets it in front of him. She can feel his eyes on her so she glances up. The corner of his mouth tugs up. “Thanks,” he mumbles quietly.
 
   She gives him a small smile back. After bringing the rest of the food and drinks to the table, she sits and they start eating.
 
   “Will you go out with me?” Ray asks, causing Myra to choke on her food. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Dylan shouts. “What the fuck is the matter with you?” 
 
   Myra coughs as Dylan and Ray both watch her. Finally, she gets her choking under control and takes a drink of water. 
 
   Ray doesn’t give her a second to rest. “Well?” he asks as he continues staring at her.
 
   “You need to shut your damn mouth right now,” Dylan says in a low voice, his eyes looking fierce.
 
   “If I remember correctly, this is a free country, and I happen to think Myra is hot. So if I want to ask her out, I can damn well ask her out whenever and however I feel like it,” Ray says.
 
   “You know what? You’re right. But I sure as hell don’t have to sit here and listen to your fucking mouth,” Dylan says as he stands, angrily pushing his chair back, and stomping out of the kitchen.
 
   “I’m not feeling well,” Myra mumbles to Ray as she immediately jumps from her chair. 
 
   “Hang on a sec,” Ray shouts. Ignoring him, she runs up the staircase to her bedroom, quickly closing the door and locking it behind her.
 
   * * * 
 
   Dylan stomps all the way out to his truck. Dropping the tailgate, he slumps onto it, and pulls out a cigarette. His hands shake as he tries to light his cigarette. Ray’s mouth pissed him off so much that he was barely able to control the urge to jump up from the table and punch him straight in the chops.
 
   Blowing smoke out of the corner of his mouth, his gaze drifts back towards the house as he wonders how she answered him. He hopes like hell she doesn’t go out with that shithead. She deserves better. After finishing his cigarette, he climbs back up on the roof, and starts tearing off shingles. 
 
   Within minutes, Ray moseys up with his ear buds in. Dylan stares at him long and hard, waiting for him to say something, but Ray only gives Dylan a hateful glare before he starts working. 
 
   They spend the rest of the afternoon tearing the roof off and tossing the pieces into Dylan’s trailer, not saying a single word to each other. Finally, Dylan decides to call it a day and motions to Ray.
 
   “Eight in the morning. Sharp,” he says as they make their way down the ladder.
 
   “So I won’t find your hungover ass on her couch again, will I?” Ray asks, his face breaking into a grin.
 
   Dylan has that urge again. To sink his fist into Ray’s front teeth. He ignores him but can feel a vein popping out in his forehead.
 
   “Eight sharp,” Ray repeats. “Can’t wait to see you tomorrow, Sunshine.”
 
   Dylan grits his teeth and starts loading his tools into the back of his truck, throwing them with a little more force than necessary. He feels a little better when he hears Ray’s truck exiting the driveway. Once he has everything secured, he walks back towards Myra’s porch. She steps out of the door just as he starts walking up the steps.
 
   She stares at him with a small smile on her lips. He runs his hand through his hair and tries not to look at them. Her lips, that is. “I’m gonna leave my trailer here until we get the roof torn off, if that’s okay?” he asks.
 
   She tucks her hair behind her ear and nods. “That’s fine.”
 
   Dylan clears his throat. “Sorry about what happened at lunch. Ray embarrasses the hell outta me. I hope he didn’t offend you, or if, I mean, if you wanna go out with him, I, uh…” Dylan stumbles over his words having no fucking clue what to say. He just doesn’t want her going out with that dick. Ever.
 
   Myra takes a small step towards him. “It’s okay. I went upstairs as soon as you left,” she says with a smile.
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t want to go out with him.”
 
   Dylan takes in a deep breath. “You don’t?” 
 
   He steps closer to her.
 
   Smiling, she shakes her head.
 
   His gaze drops to her lips. He shouldn’t be looking at them but fuck it, he can’t help it. He has an overwhelming urge to smash his mouth against hers and kiss her until she can’t fucking breath. Swallowing, he takes another step closer until their bodies are merely inches from each other. His eyes search her face, taking in her beautiful skin, her pink cheeks and her eyes that look so warm and inviting. 
 
   He stares at her lips and runs his tongue over his, wetting them, his mouth gaping open slightly. He needs to feel those lips. Touch them. He desperately wants to know what they feel like. What they taste like. Leaning in closer, just a little closer, his breathing starts to increase. His eyes feel heavy and close… and…
 
   “Myra, Myra! Oops, am I interrupting something?” 
 
   Dylan’s head snaps back quickly, as he takes a step aside just as Jackie runs up onto the porch. He blinks, dazed, as Myra’s neighbor grabs her in a tight hug.
 
   “Hey,” Myra says. Her eyes catch his over Jackie’s shoulder.
 
   Dylan looks down at the ground. “I gotta go,” he mumbles as he races off the porch to his truck.
 
   He blows out a quick breath and runs his hand through his hair before he backs out of the driveway. He knows that if that damn Jackie hadn’t shown up, he would have most definitely kissed the shit out of those goddamn delicious-looking lips and maybe dragged her into her house to do some other things to her that he would’ve regretted. Good thing that annoying woman showed up like she did.
 
   He needs to get some damn control over himself and keep his distance from Myra in the future because she doesn’t need to deal with someone like him and his shitload of problems.
 
   Distance. 
 
   Dylan nods to himself because he most definitely knows how to do distance.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter13]CHAPTER 13
 
   BEIGE, ALOOFNESS
 
   “I thought you weren’t going to be back for another week or so?” Myra says to Jackie, but her eyes follow Dylan’s truck down the road.
 
   “I know, I know. Isn’t it just so exciting? Mom and dad helped me out, and we got everything done way faster than I originally thought we would. I brought a few boxes of stuff with me, and the moving truck is supposed to be here in a couple of days. I just absolutely couldn’t wait to get back here. Of course because I missed you, but I’m just so ready to, like, start over. Do you know what I mean?” Jackie’s eyes shine as she stares inquisitively at Myra.
 
   “Yeah, I do,” Myra says quietly as she holds open the door for Jackie. Her head turns slyly, hoping to catch a glimpse of Dylan’s tail lights. Her shoulders dip slightly when she only sees a deserted road.
 
   “So, what’s going on between you and Dylan, huh? It was looking all hot and heavy there for a minute before I came along and rudely interrupted. I can’t believe I did that. I feel so bad.” 
 
   “You didn’t interrupt anything. He was just, uh, telling me something about the roof.”
 
   “Sure,” Jackie says with a snicker. “That’s exactly what a conversation about a roof looks like.”
 
   “It’s the truth…” Myra mumbles.
 
   “I’m so sorry I interrupted. I’m always doing stupid things like that. I just feel terrible about it. I didn’t realize what was going on until I was practically on the porch. I’ll try to be extra careful next time. Can you forgive me? Please?” 
 
   Myra internally rolls her eyes. “There’s nothing to forgive because you interrupted nothing.”
 
   Freezing from standing out on the porch with no coat on, Myra walks to the couch, grabs a blanket and drapes it around her shoulders. “Want something to drink?” she asks.
 
   Jackie shakes her head as Myra sits down. “I just drank one of those energy drinks,” she says, as she starts rocking back and forth onto her tiptoes. “I needed something to keep me awake on the boring drive over here plus I wanted to have some extra energy to get a lot of stuff done today, but it’s got me so revved up right now, I’m about to explode. I wish I had a trampoline to jump on. Or I might need to go jogging or something to burn off all of this excess energy,” she says before giggling hysterically.
 
   Myra doesn’t laugh because Jackie should be banned from all energy drinks. 
 
   “Well, I’m going to go start unpacking my boxes and get settled in. This is going to be the greatest thing ever, us being next door neighbors and best friends. I’m just so happy. Wait. That didn’t sound right. I mean I’m really devastated that my grandpa died and everything because I don’t mean I’m happy that he died. I just mean that it’s neat how things have worked out so we can be near each other. This was meant to be.”
 
   Myra stands, thankful that she won’t have to endure any more Jackie for at least a little while. Jackie hugs her hard before bouncing out the door and down the stairs towards her house, constantly looking back and giddily waving the whole time.
 
   Myra sighs as she closes the door, shaking her head.
 
   * * * 
 
   Dylan winces as he takes his coat off and half listens to Elaina’s babbling. “Ah, mi querido, I’m so sorry you fell through that roof. You have to be in so much pain. I’ll get you whipped back into shape before…”
 
   She stops talking when a phone starts ringing.
 
   Dylan’s brows scrunch up as he stares at her. “Oh, sorry,” she mutters as she shoves her hand into her cleavage and whips out her cell phone.
 
   His mouth drops open because he can’t figure out how she squeezed that phone in there. He tries to cover his smile as he quickly averts his eyes away from her flower-covered, extremely large rack. “I need to take this,” she says before she turns and walks towards her desk, rapidly speaking in Spanish. Dylan doesn’t understand a word she says.
 
   Elaina smiles when she returns, looking flustered. “Sorry. Now, you said you have some bruising from the accident? Let me take a look.”
 
   Dylan stands and turns around, pulling up his shirt. “Ah, what a mess. Just when we were making such good progress,” she says. 
 
   He grimaces as he situates himself on the table. But within minutes, he moans when he feels her hands on his back. 
 
   “Other than falling through a roof, what else have you been up to? Did you get some rest over the weekend?” she asks.
 
   “God, that feels good… no,” he mutters.
 
   Elaina leans her elbow gently into his back. “No?” 
 
   He takes in a deep breath. “My brother and his family showed up.” 
 
   “Really? Where are they from?”
 
   “Boise,” he grunts.
 
   “Did you do anything special?”
 
   He snorts. “You mean other than my sister-in-law dragging us to fucking church on Sunday?”
 
   “Church?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “I don’t remember the name.”
 
   “Oh. I go to the Catholic church over on Main. Did you at least enjoy it?” 
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   He pauses, taking in a deep breath. “Because if there is a God, he sure did a damn good job screwing me over.”
 
   Elaina gasps and mutters something in Spanish. “Everything happens for a reason. You just need to have a little faith.”
 
   “Look, I’m done with this conversation, all right? Just work on my back and no more talking.”
 
   “Of course,” she says softly.  
 
   * * *
 
   Myra stares at the tiny vertical blinking line on her screen, watching it flash over and over again. She can’t focus. Her thoughts are a million miles away from her story, focused on the look that a certain someone gave her earlier out on her front porch. The same look he had the night before when he was drunk. He should not have looked at her like that when he was sober. Like he wanted to ravage her. 
 
   She frowns because it doesn’t make any sense. Unless Dylan does this with all of the women he works for. He could be a cheater. 
 
   Leaning her head back against her headboard, she closes her eyes thinking back to how he looked at her. She knows he was going to kiss her. The way he kept staring at her lips with his mouth parted, his heavy breathing, the lust in his eyes. She shivers just thinking about it. And she knows what would have happened had Jackie not shown up. She squeezes her eyes tight and rubs her temples against that thought.
 
   She needs to be stronger because she will not allow herself to be the other woman. 
 
   Sitting up and looking back at her laptop, she re-reads her last paragraph.
 
   “The dust swirled in massive, billowing clouds around the black stallion as he came to an abrupt halt, his nostrils flaring from the exertion. The horse neighed and rose up on his back hind legs, desperate to charge forward. A swift yank on its reins calmed the horse immediately. The brim of the rider’s weathered cowboy hat tipped just enough to hide his face from view. Just as the dust settled, the cowboy slowly lifted his head to reveal green eyes flashing a fearsome anger. One thing was for certain. Someone was going to die today.”
 
   Annoyed that she can’t type another word, Myra flips her laptop closed and sets it on her nightstand. Sighing and knowing that she probably won’t be able to sleep at all, Myra still switches the light off and snuggles under the covers; she has many thoughts to keep her company for the next few hours.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan slams his hand on the alarm clock and, with a groan, flops back against his pillow. He only fell asleep about an hour ago after tossing and turning all fucking night. Then somehow – in that short hour – he managed to dream about somebody’s lips being attached to a part of his anatomy that happens to be hard as a damn rock right now. And to top it all off, he has to drag his tired ass out of bed and try like hell to avoid looking at those lips today. 
 
   Climbing out of bed with a grunt, he walks uncomfortably into the kitchen. He looks down at the source of his discomfort and wishes it would deflate. Flinging open the refrigerator door, he grabs a carton of milk and takes several gulps, pushing his naked body closer to the inside of the fridge, trying to rid himself of his massive hard-on so that he can go take a piss. 
 
   After putting the milk back in the fridge, he yawns and stretches, standing a little longer in the cold. He contemplates pulling out an ice pack and throwing it on his aching dick, but decides that might be a little painful. A cold shower would obviously do the trick, but he took a shower last night and sure as hell doesn’t feel like taking another one.
 
   Within half an hour, he pulls into Myra’s driveway. As he starts unloading his tools, he tries like hell not to think about the beautiful lips inside that house, but that seems to be all he thinks about. A few minutes later, Ray pulls in beside him, but he keeps at his task and doesn’t bother looking up.
 
   “Good morning, Sweetpea,” he hears Ray’s voice boom loudly, causing him to cringe. Dylan clenches his fists together before he turns around to face him.  
 
   His mouth drops open as he stares at Ray standing there grinning from ear to ear, holding a huge bouquet of roses and a couple of balloons with hearts on them. Ray tilts his head and cocks an eyebrow at Dylan. “You did remember what today is, right?”
 
   Dylan frowns.
 
   “It’s Valentine’s Day, you ass,” he says as he lumbers off towards the house.
 
   Dylan seethes as he pulls out a cigarette. Leaning up against the side of his truck, he blows the smoke out of the corner of his mouth as he watches Myra open the door.
 
   He knows Myra doesn’t want to go out with that stupid fucker because she said so, and it doesn’t matter who she goes out with anyway. But for some reason, he doesn’t like this. Not one bit.
 
   Myra’s eyes meet his for a moment before she lets Ray’s sorry ass into her house and the door closes. Dylan pushes himself off his truck and starts to pull his ladder out of the back, but it gets stuck. He yanks and tugs on it so hard that he almost rips a rung off. 
 
   Leaning the ladder roughly against the house, his eyes narrow when he notices he bent the gutter. Climbing up on the roof, he starts tearing the shingles off as hard as he can, trying not to think about the two of them together in the house below him. 
 
   Ray shows up a few minutes later grinning like a dick and humming. Dylan somehow manages to maintain his composure and refrains from shoving the fucker off the roof like he so desperately wants to.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra looks worriedly at the clock. Part of her wants to eat lunch with Dylan again like she did yesterday – without Ray of course – and part of her doesn’t. She knows it would probably be best if she stayed as far away from him as possible because every time she gets near him, something inappropriate almost happens.
 
   Her heart leaps into her throat when she hears a knocking on the door. Jumping up off the couch, she hurries towards it, hoping it might be Dylan. Her shoulders slump when she sees Ray standing there. “You’ve got me all to yourself for lunch today,” he happily informs her as he steps through the door.
 
   Looking outside and not seeing Dylan anywhere, she turns back to Ray. “Where’s Dylan?”
 
   Ray shrugs. “Who knows? Off somewhere being his jackass self.”
 
   Myra frowns. “I can just eat by myself then,” she says.
 
   “Oh no,” Ray says, shaking his head. “I can’t let a lovely lady such as yourself eat all alone on Valentine’s Day.”
 
   Internally groaning, Myra closes the door. With her head down, she walks quickly towards the kitchen. Grabbing a pre-made salad from the fridge along with a bottle of water, she sits down across from Ray as he starts pulling out a sandwich from the lunch he brought.
 
   “Why won’t you go out with me tonight?”
 
   She stares at her salad, picking at it, and sighs. “Like I told you earlier, I don’t want to date anyone right now.”
 
   “Let’s not call it a date. We can just go out as friends.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not? I’m a nice guy.”
 
   “It has nothing to do with that. I don’t want to date right now.”
 
   “Is it because you don’t know me very well? I can tell you all about myself. I can even provide some references,” he says with a wink.
 
   Myra takes another bite of her salad and stares down at the bowl, trying to decide how to get rid of Ray. The man obviously has some serious issues because he can’t take no for an answer. She knows she has a soft heart and just doesn’t have it in her to be mean to someone, but she may have to get more assertive with this guy in order to get him to back off.
 
   She sighs as Ray drones on about himself and determines she needs to do something about him soon.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan stares at Myra’s house as he sits on his tailgate, eating a sandwich. He wants to be inside that house so damn badly he can hardly stand it – with just Myra of course – and with Ray maybe behind bars somewhere. Dylan bristles at just the thought of him. That fucker had better not be spewing any rude shit or offending her in anyway or he’ll bust his ass. 
 
   Sighing, he tosses his sandwich to the side and lights up a smoke, and continues staring at the house.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra opens the door.
 
   “Delivery for Myra Sommers?” 
 
   She frowns at the delivery man who has a large box sitting at his feet. “Oh, yeah, that’s me,” she finally says.
 
   “Great. Sign here.”
 
   She signs, her forehead crinkling as she tries to think of anything she might have ordered. Coming up blank, she takes the box from him and kicks the door shut.
 
   The return address has a name and address from someone in Schenectady. The name doesn’t ring a bell, and there are no markings on the outside of the box to indicate what could be inside. Carrying it into the kitchen, she grabs a knife to open it and pulls out a gift basket wrapped in pink cellophane paper.
 
   Myra’s brows pull together because she has no idea who would send her a gift basket.
 
   As she sets the basket on the table, her mouth falls open and a gasp escapes her when she sees the outline of a giant pink dildo through the transparent wrapping. 
 
   “Oh my God,” she mumbles as she picks the basket up and stuffs it back in the box. She quickly scurries down to the basement and shoves it on one of the shelves in the corner. Pulling out her phone, she immediately dials Susie as she makes her way back upstairs.
 
   “Hey,” Susie says.
 
   “I can’t believe you,” Myra hisses.
 
   “What?” Susie asks, feigning innocence.
 
   “You know what.”
 
   Susie snickers. “I just wanted to send you a little “O” on “V” day. Make sure you think dirty, dirty thoughts about Mr. Shit-faced Asshole when you play with your new tools. Just imagine him all naked and sweaty wearing only his tool belt and waving his giant pipe wrench in your face.”
 
   “You’re disgusting.”
 
   “Yes, I am. Hey, I’ve got something that’ll cheer you up. I had to go into work an hour early this morning because I have to leave early for a dentist’s appointment, and Trent was already here. So the little wiener stopped by my desk and acted all surprised to see me. He said something stupid about how he had a few things to take care of because he was going to be out of the office for a couple of days.”
 
   Myra sits down at the kitchen table, listening.
 
   “So anyway, I decided to talk to the scuzzball for a minute, and asked him if he was serious about hiring a private detective, and he said no, that he was just saying that to try to get me to talk. That piece of slimy shit was just blowing smoke up my ass, can you believe that? And here I told you all about it and got you all upset for nothing.”
 
   “It’s all right. You couldn’t have known.”
 
   “I know. He just pisses me off. So anyway I told him that he’d better not threaten me like that again or I was going to pinch his itty bitty balls between my thumb and index finger – because that’s their actual size – and flick them off my finger like a booger.”
 
   Myra gasps. “You didn’t.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I did. Once I got done insulting his balls, I asked him why it was so important that he talks to you now after all this time. He started feeding me this big sob story about how he now realizes what a big mistake he made with Julia and that he has a lot of things to apologize to you about and that he still cares for you – he makes me sick – and that he feels like he has some unfinished business when it comes to you.”
 
   “He doesn’t,” Myra shouts. “There is no unfinished business.”
 
   “I know. I told him it’s too damn late and that he made his mistakes so he has to deal with them. I also told him he’s a dick and that you’re done with his sorry ass and that you’ve put everything behind you and moved on. Of course I meant that figuratively, not literally, but he doesn’t know that,” Susie says with a snicker. “Anyway, the little dick said okay and that he would accept it and move on too. I hate that asshat, but he actually seemed sincere. So maybe we’re done with him.”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath. “I hope so.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m so done dealing with his stupid ass.” 
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Well, I’m getting ready to leave here to go get my gums jabbed. I’ll talk to you later tonight?”
 
   “Okay,” Myra says.
 
   As Myra hangs up the phone, she leans back on the bed thinking about what Susie said about Trent. She hopes he means what he says and will finally leave Susie alone. It’s been over a year now since everything happened…
 
   Myra stares at Trent, her face completely puzzled. “Craig? You mean Craig at work? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t act all innocent. I’ve seen you two together. Other people in the office have noticed it too. There’s something going on, isn’t there?”
 
   Myra stands up. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I work with Craig just like everyone else in the office. He’s a flirt, but he flirts like that with everybody. There is absolutely nothing going on.”
 
   Trent snorts and rolls his eyes. “Yeah, whatever you say.”
 
   Myra’s chest aches. “You don’t believe me? We’re supposed to trust each other. How could you not believe what I’m saying? I’d never lie to you.”
 
   “I’m done discussing this,” he says before he turns and stomps out of the bedroom.
 
   Myra sighs as she scratches lightly at the stitches on the back of her head and sits up. She can’t think any more about Trent. Maybe he’ll finally stop with all of this nonsense.
 
   She decides to try to get some writing done. While her laptop powers up, she stares at the window, wishing she could peek out to see what Dylan’s doing, but she knows it won’t do any good since she can hear them working on the roof above her. 
 
   After several hours of writing, she heads downstairs and grabs a bottle of water out of the fridge. Just as she takes a drink, she hears knocking on the door. 
 
   Her heart skips a beat before accelerating as she walks down the hallway. Opening the door, she scowls. “Hey, beautiful,” Ray says. “We might get some light snow tonight so we put a tarp on the exposed sections. But if you have any problems with it, just call me. Here’s my card.” Ray flips his business card at her between his index and middle finger, while flashing a grin.
 
   Tucking the card in her back pocket, she casually asks, “Where’s Dylan?” 
 
   “He’s putting away some shit.” 
 
   Myra looks over his shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but she doesn’t see him anywhere.
 
   Ray sighs. “I sure wish you’d go out with me…”
 
   “Good night,” she says stiffly before she slams the door as hard as she can in his face. Time for her to be more assertive.
 
   * * *
 
   When Dylan gets inside his house, he takes off a boot and throws it as hard as he can across the room, hitting the wall, and causing a small chunk of the drywall to fall on the floor. He throws the other boot even harder. Dropping his coat on the floor, he tosses his tool belt on the couch. He did his damndest to keep his distance from Myra today. But out of sight does not mean out of mind. It seemed like the harder he tried to stay away from her, the more he thought about her.
 
   Groaning, he closes his eyes and rubs his temples. He needs to go downstairs and beat the shit out of his punching bag. 
 
   “Fuck,” he mumbles as he takes off his socks and his flannel shirt and tosses them on the floor. His phone rings. He groans when he looks at the caller ID.
 
   “Yeah,” he answers, rubbing his hand over his bare chest.
 
   “Dylan. How are you?” his mother, Sherri, asks. 
 
   “Fine,” he says as he flops on the couch.
 
   “Chad and Natalie were thrilled they got to see you. I would have come with them, but your dad and I went away for the weekend. You need to stop avoiding their calls. They love you. We all do. You don’t even understand how much.” 
 
   Dylan’s head falls back against the couch; he closes his eyes as he continues rubbing the center of his chest. “I know. I just have to deal with stuff in my own way.”
 
   “Are you still coming for…?”
 
   “Yeah,” he says quickly.
 
   “Okay. I plan on doing a lot of cooking so make sure you come hungry. When can I come see you and clean up that house of yours? Natalie said it was a mess.”
 
   He wishes his family would just mind their own fucking business. “I don’t know. I don’t care what it looks like.”
 
   “It would probably make you feel better if you didn’t live so dirty.”
 
   “Yeah, okay. Listen, I gotta go. I’ve got stuff I gotta do.”
 
   “Okay. I love you. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “I love you, too,” he mumbles before he tosses his phone on the couch.
 
   Dylan slips off his jeans and throws on some gym shorts. Heading into the basement, he puts on his boxing gloves and starts beating the shit out of his punching bag. He hits, kicks, and punches, each contact with the bag helping to loosen his nerves and ease his frustrations. He works the bag over until sweat drips from his body and his arms ache. 
 
   Dropping to the mat, he throws the gloves to the side and stretches, making sure to do the back exercises that Elaina gave him. On the way upstairs, he uses a towel to dry off the sweat. 
 
   Grabbing a bottle of water out of the fridge, he stands at the window, staring out into the night sky as it begins lightly snowing. His phone rings again. Picking it up, he stares at the caller ID for a moment.
 
   His heart begins to pound. He swallows hard. It rings two more times before he finally answers it. 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Dylan?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “This is Myra. I’m so sorry to bother you, but one of the tarps blew off, and since it just started snowing, I thought I better call.”
 
   “All right. I’ll be over in a few.”
 
   Hanging up, Dylan grabs his jeans and flannel shirt off the floor, quickly getting dressed. He grabs a slice of cold pizza from the fridge and downs it. He sure as shit doesn’t want to go to Myra’s, but he figures he can just show up, fix the tarp, and leave and not even have to see her. 
 
   Pulling into her driveway, he frowns at the unfamiliar car sitting there. His eyes narrow as he wonders if she has a date. He sure as hell didn’t want her going out with shithead Ray, but now he doesn’t really like the idea of her going out with anyone. Lighting up a smoke, he walks to the back of his truck to get his ladder out. His body freezes when he hears yelling coming from the house. 
 
   He moves closer to a nearby window, thinking it might be the TV he hears. But he immediately runs for the porch when he hears Myra’s voice. The yelling gets louder and more intense as he approaches. 
 
   What he sees through Myra’s open front door makes his blood boil. He almost rips the damn screen door off its hinges to get inside. “Get your fucking hands off of her,” he yells. Just as he reaches Myra, a fist flies out at him. He ducks quickly; the fist merely grazes his cheekbone. Automatically, he reacts, lightning-fast, and smacks his fist hard into flesh and bone, causing a loud cracking noise to echo throughout the house. 
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter14]CHAPTER 14
 
   AQUAMARINE, WISTFULNESS
 
   “Fuck. You duth boke my noth,” the pile of shit on the floor yells angrily, wiping his nose with the back of his hand and smearing blood across his face.
 
   “Good, you piece of shit,” Dylan mutters.
 
   Dylan’s adrenaline races as his heart pounds and his blood pumps furiously. He has to get some control over himself because he wants to launch himself at the fucker and beat him until he can’t stand up. But he has more important things to attend to. 
 
   He reaches out to Myra and gently touches her shoulders. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” he asks in a soft voice as he carefully looks her over for any injuries. 
 
   She stares at up him and rests her hands softly on his chest. He scowls when he feels a strange, fluttering sensation in his stomach. “No. I’m just glad you…” She can’t finish her sentence because Derek Marshall jumps onto Dylan’s back, slamming him from behind, and knocking Myra roughly to the floor.
 
   Immediately, Dylan wrenches Derek’s arms from around his neck and knocks Derek off of him. Spinning around in a flash, he balls up his fist and plows it as hard as he can into Derek’s gut. Derek gasps and groans loudly as he doubles over in pain. Dylan turns his head towards Myra. His eyes capture hers for just a moment. He sees fear in her wide, dazed eyes, but thankfully she doesn’t appear to be injured. 
 
   Twisting his head back around so he can beat the shit out of Derek, a fist smashes against his mouth. Myra gasps and cries out as he stumbles backward. His eyes narrow as he licks his lower lip and tastes blood.
 
   Regaining his balance, he lunges at Derek, shoving his shoulder into his chest and pushing as hard as he can. Derek lands with a thud on the floor. Dylan jumps on top of him raining blow after blow on Derek’s already bloodied face.
 
   “Stop,” Myra shouts. “Please, Dylan, please stop.” 
 
   Her pleading voice snaps him out of his frenzy. Raising his fist one last time, he hits Derek squarely on the chin before pushing off of him in disgust. He stands up and his eyes never leaving Derek. “You okay?” he asks Myra between heavy pants.
 
   “Yes,” she says in a shaky voice.
 
   Dylan wipes Derek’s blood off of his hands onto his jeans. “Want me to call the cops? You wanna press charges?” 
 
   “No, no. It’s okay.”
 
   Derek sits up, his face a bloody mess. Dylan stares at him through narrowed eyes. “If I ever see you put your fucking filthy hands on her again, I’ll put you six feet under and piss on your grave, got it?”
 
   “Yeah,” Derek mutters as he gets up off of the floor onto unsteady feet.
 
   Dylan stands in front of Myra protectively, glaring at Derek. “Get the fuck out. Now,” he yells. 
 
   Derek mumbles something unintelligible under his breath as he quickly clambers out the front door.
 
   Dylan immediately turns to Myra. “You sure you don’t wanna call the cops? I think you should.” She shakes her head as he steps closer. 
 
   Staring down at her, his eyes search her face. 
 
   “You’re hurt, your lip,” she says softly as she stares up at him, her eyes focused intently on his mouth. 
 
   Reaching his hand up, he touches his bloody lip and shrugs. He drops his hand and looks back down into her eyes, feeling drawn to her somehow; like he wants to hold her in his arms or comfort her or some shit. 
 
   He clears his throat. He notices how pale and shaken up Myra looks. “Let’s sit,” he says as he walks toward the couch. “I want you to tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   Myra sits down beside him, and stares at her clasped hands in her lap. “I heard someone knock, and I thought it was you,” she says as she looks shyly up at him before quickly looking back down at her hands. “He pushed his way in. I tried to get him to leave. He, he said some disgusting things and then grabbed me. He, he was trying to kiss me when you showed up.”
 
   “That motherfucker,” Dylan breathes out in a low voice as he clenches his fists. “Isn’t that piece of shit married?”
 
   She nods. “I asked him where Lucia was. He said they had an open marriage. And then something about how she was out with someone else tonight so he decided to come… here,” Myra says before she shivers.
 
   “I think we should call the police.”
 
   Myra shakes her head. “I’ve known Derek my whole life. I don’t want to cause any trouble.”
 
   Dylan stares at her for a moment before he sighs and scoots closer. “Look, if he ever shows up again, you call me. I can be here in just a few minutes.”
 
   Myra nods and gives him a small smile. “Thank you for what you did. I’m sorry you got hurt,” she says. She frowns when she looks down at his bloodied knuckles. “Do you want some ice?”
 
   Dylan tries to hide them. “Nah, I’m good. You don’t have to thank me because I enjoyed kicking that fucker’s ass. You sure you’re okay?” he asks as he leans towards her. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m okay,” she says, giving him a small smile.
 
   He stares at her for a moment and before he even realizes it, he reaches his index finger up and gently rubs the back of it along the side of Myra’s cheek.
 
   She gasps and jumps up off of the couch. “Uh, don’t you need to fix the tarp?” 
 
   He scowls as he quickly stands up and shoves his hands into his pockets. He doesn’t know what the hell possessed him to touch her like that. It was so goddamn inappropriate especially after what she just went through. He feels like a shit. “Yeah, sure,” he grunts as he keeps his eyes on the floor and heads straight for the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra sits on the couch, listening to Dylan’s truck as it pulls out of her driveway; he must have gotten the tarp fixed. Sighing, she pulls out her cell phone and turns it off as a tear slips down her cheek. She doesn’t feel like talking to anybody tonight. Not even Susie.
 
   As she slowly climbs her squeaky staircase, tears begin silently falling down her cheeks. She slips off her sneakers and climbs into bed with her clothes still on. Pulling up the blanket and tucking it under her chin, she lets the tears flow. 
 
   She doesn’t know what would have happened had Dylan not shown up like he did. She didn’t want the police involved because being a cop’s daughter she knows how the system works. She should have never opened that door without looking out first. It was an honest mistake considering she thought it was Dylan, but she’ll never let that happen again. From now on, she’ll always look out the window first.
 
   Turning on her side, she wraps her arms around her knees, curling up into a ball. At least she was able to resist Dylan tonight. Her fingers reach up and touch the place where he caressed her cheek.
 
   But she can’t be the other woman…
 
   Myra stares at the bedroom door that Trent just marched out of, her mouth gaping open. She has done absolutely nothing wrong. She has been completely faithful to Trent. Craig flirts with everyone in the office, he knows that. Why would Trent suddenly doubt her now? It just doesn’t make any sense. 
 
   This must be the reason why he’s been so distant lately. She has to fix this. They have to talk this through right now. She needs to convince him that she loves him and that she would never do anything to jeopardize their relationship. 
 
   Determined, she makes her way back to the office. She chews nervously on her fingernails as she waits on the elevator.
 
   She walks slowly down the hallway, trying to think of the right words to say, her stomach twisting with nerves. She frowns when she sees no lights on in his office. As she stares down the dark corridor, trying to figure out where he might be, her ears detect the faint sound of voices. Following the sounds, she walks towards the conference room. The blinds are pulled shut, but she stops short when she hears Trent’s voice.
 
   “… I know. I have to do it,” he says in a somber voice.
 
   “The sooner the better. You have to cut her off. This has gone on long enough. You have to let her know about us.” Myra gasps when she recognizes Julia’s voice.
 
   Trent clears his throat. “I told her what you said about her and Craig. She denied it.”
 
   “Of course she would deny it. She’s not going to admit it to you. But I’m tired of waiting on you. I need to be with you,” Julia says, her voice almost a purr as the bile in Myra’s stomach rolls.
 
   “I want to be with you too…” Trent says but Myra doesn’t hear the rest because she starts running. She doesn’t bother with the elevator; she takes the stairs, gripping onto the railing as she stumbles down them, tears streaming down her face.
 
   She runs, tripping occasionally, sobbing and out of breath until she finally reaches her car. Falling into it, she picks up her phone.
 
   “Hey, honey,” Susie answers.
 
   “I, I…” Myra stutters between sobs.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Susie shouts. 
 
   “I, I’m coming over,” Myra says before breaking down completely.
 
   Myra picks up the edge of her comforter and wipes her eyes.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan opens his front door, walks to the couch and slumps onto it. Staring into the darkness of his living room, he pulls out a cigarette, lights it and watches the orange glow in the dark. He hasn’t felt anything for another woman since… Sabrina. Grimacing, he reaches up and softly rubs his fingers over the center of his chest.
 
   Myra has his thoughts all tied up in knots. He doesn’t want to give a shit about anyone in this town. He just wants to mind his own business, do his damn job, and try to make it to the end of each fucking day. But tonight he cared. He felt something shift when he saw that piece of shit pawing all over her. Sighing, he takes another drag on his cigarette and slowly blows out the smoke.
 
   He frowns when his phone rings and can’t believe it when his heart starts beating harder.
 
   Pulling it out and glancing at the caller ID, he relaxes as he blows out a breath.
 
   “Yeah,” he says as he flips open his phone.
 
   “My little fuckwipe bro actually answered his phone? I don’t believe it. Is it Christmas time because this is like some kind of fucking Christmas miracle or some shit,” Chad says in a loud voice, followed by some equally loud guffaws.
 
   “Shut the hell up,” Dylan mumbles.
 
   “So mom said you were coming…?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Chad clears his throat. “Good. I just wanted you to know that you can stay at our house if you want.”
 
   “Nah, I’ll just stay with mom and dad.”
 
   “You sure? You know how annoying they can be, and we could have a lot of fun fucking around with each other and shit.”
 
   “Nah, but thanks,” Dylan says gruffly.
 
   “You doing all right?” Chad asks. “I know this time of year…”
 
   “I’m good,” Dylan says, cutting him off.
 
   “Okay. Good. That’s good to hear. Well, I’m in the upstairs bathroom sitting on the shitter in the dark, and I can hear Nat’s fucking high-pitched bitchy voice all the way up here yelling at me so I better go.”
 
   Dylan mumbles a goodbye before he hangs up and throws the phone on the couch beside him. He finishes his cigarette and snubs it out on the coffee table, flicking it into the darkness and not giving a shit where it lands or if it catches his fucking house on fire. 
 
   He had everything once. He had the perfect life. Angrily, he gets up and quickly sheds his clothes, leaving on his boxers. As he walks towards the kitchen, his foot gets caught on a T-shirt causing him to stumble and almost fall. “Fuck,” he roars as he picks up the offending fabric and hurls it across the room. 
 
   Yanking open the fridge, he grabs a beer and leans up against the counter in the dark as he unconsciously rubs the center of his chest. Tossing the empty bottle into the sink, he walks down the hallway to take a shower.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra picks up her phone and turns it back on. There are numerous missed calls and voicemails from Susie including seventeen text messages. She decides to call her back later, but takes a minute to scan through the texts.
 
   Answer your phone. Now. Pronto. -S
 
   Hellllllloooooooo?????-S
 
   Where the hell are you, woman!? -S
 
   Are you banging the contractor?-S
 
   I’m starting to get pissy pissy.-S
 
   Are you pounding his ball-peen hammer? -S
 
   Have you fallen and can’t get up? Hehe.-S
 
   I  a m  g o i n g  t o  k i c k  y o u r  A S S! -S
 
   Is Dylan using his chisel in your cave? Okay I’m LMAO over that one. You have to admit that was funny. ;) I know you’re laughing. Don’t deny it.-S
 
   Myra stops reading and fights against the smile that tugs on her lips. Shaking her head, she heads for the kitchen to start some coffee. 
 
   She frowns when she hears a knocking on the door. Dylan and Ray aren’t supposed to show up for another half an hour.
 
   Her heart picks up speed as she walks towards the door. Swallowing hard, she peeps out the small window. She takes in a deep breath and blows it out when she sees Jackie standing there.
 
   “Good morning. I saw your lights on so I thought you were up. Have you had breakfast yet? I brought some bagels. I didn’t know what kind you liked so I bought three different kinds. Plain, poppy seed, and blueberry. I like mine plain with cream cheese. How are you doing? Sorry I didn’t get to stop back by yesterday. I just got so busy and didn’t have time,” Jackie says talking constant non-stop as she steps into Myra’s house and follows Myra down the hall towards the kitchen. 
 
   “I had to unpack and start moving some of grandpa’s stuff around to make room for my stuff, which of course, you know all about. Then I had to go down to the bookstore and do a bunch of work there. Whew. I’m completely exhausted.”
 
   Myra feels completely exhausted just from listening to her. She doesn’t say a word as she pours herself and Jackie a cup of coffee and pulls out some paper plates for the bagels.
 
   “I saw the guys working on your roof yesterday. Looks like they’ve been making a lot of progress on it.”
 
   Myra nods her head. “Yeah. I’ll be glad when it’s all done.”
 
   “I bet. Grandpa looks like he’s done a good job keeping the house in good shape. I don’t really see anything that’s going to need any work right now, which is a huge relief. I don’t have time to mess with renovations and all that stuff.”
 
   Myra nods as she takes a bite of her bagel. They’re interrupted by more knocking on the door.
 
   She takes a quick sip of her coffee and stands up. “That’s probably the guys. Excuse me for just a second.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll come with you,” Jackie says before she pops another bite of bagel into her mouth.
 
   Just the thought of seeing Dylan again causes a nervous bubbling in Myra’s stomach. She peeks through the window in the door and sees Ray standing there. She cringes. It seems to be an automatic reaction now every time she sees the man.
 
   When she opens the door, Ray gives her a sly grin. “Good morning,” he says. “You look stunning as always.”
 
   Myra ignores him and does some quick introductions.
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” Ray says as he shakes Jackie’s hand.
 
   “It’s really great to meet you too,” Jackie says, grinning. “You guys seem to be doing such a great job. I saw you two working on the roof yesterday. I just moved in next door so I’m still unpacking and everything. But if I ever need any work done on my house, I’ll definitely know who to call.”
 
   Jackie doesn’t even take a breath before she keeps plowing along. “It’s just so great to meet some new people. I’m from Boise so I’m not used to living in such a small town. It’s going to take some getting used to living here. I’m going to miss living in the big city. There were just so many things to do in Boise: concerts, awesome restaurants, museums. I could go on and on. There seems to be absolutely nothing to do here. But it’ll be good. I’ll get used to it.”
 
   Ray stares at her with his mouth hanging open a little.
 
   Jackie turns to Myra. “I hate to run but I need to get down to the store. I have so much stuff to get done today so I need to skedaddle. I’ll talk to you later. I want to cook you dinner soon so let’s plan on that, okay? Maybe tomorrow night?”
 
   Myra just nods because her mouth cannot compete with Jackie’s. 
 
   “Bye. It was really great to meet you,” Jackie says to Ray before she skips out the front door.
 
   “That’s your next door neighbor?” Ray asks with wide eyes. Myra nods her head sadly.
 
   Ray snorts. “Damn. I feel like a tornado just ripped through here.”
 
   “I know. She’s something else.”
 
   He smiles. “Since we barely got any snow last night, we’re replacing the decking on the roof today so it’ll probably be louder than normal. Just giving you a heads up because I don’t want those pretty little ears of yours to hurt,” he says with a wink.
 
   Her lips thin as her eyes narrow. She stares at him for a long moment before she finally nods.
 
   “See ya later, beautiful,” Ray says, grinning, as he walks down the steps backwards and gives her a salute.
 
   Myra doesn’t respond and closes the door.
 
   Her phone rings.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Why the hell haven’t you been answering your phone?” Susie yells. “I’ve been worrying my ass off. I was about to call Porter and have him send out a damn search party to comb the countryside for you. What the hell have you been doing? Don’t tell me you attacked Mr. Shit-faced Asshole. Is that why you didn’t answer? Did you tie him up with an extension cord and play with his screwdriver?”
 
   “No. I had a rough night. And Dylan has a girlfriend, Susie, a girlfriend. For some reason, you seem to never remember that fact, and I don’t appreciate you making comments implying that I would cause Dylan to cheat on his girlfriend. Because I would never do that. I would never be the other woman. Like Julia.”
 
   Susie pauses a moment before she responds. “You’re right. I’m so sorry. I never even once thought of it like that. You know I love you and that I’d never do anything to hurt you, right? I just open my mouth and shit flies out. I tried to buy a muzzle, but they didn’t have a big enough size. Do you forgive me?”
 
   Myra sighs. “Yes, of course. You just really need to watch how far you take your jokes. Sometimes you go too far and the things you say hurt.”
 
   Susie growls. “I know. I get so out of control sometimes, and I just piss myself off. I am really and truly sorry. Do you still love me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Thank God. I promise to be good in the future.”
 
   Myra rolls her eyes. “Sure. Until tomorrow.”
 
   “Probably. You know me so well. So what happened last night that was so bad?”
 
   Myra sighs, shivering at the memory. “It was awful,” she mumbles.
 
   “What?”
 
   Myra quickly tells her about calling Dylan about the tarp, Derek showing up and trying to kiss her, and Dylan arriving on her doorstep.
 
   “Mr. Angry Shit-faced Asshole showed up? Okay, I might need to get a pacemaker or something because my heart skipped a beat there for a minute,” Susie says excitedly. “What’d he do?”
 
   “Derek swung at Dylan and missed so Dylan punched him and broke his nose.”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   “Then Derek got a punch in on Dylan and busted his lip, but then Dylan knocked him to the ground and started beating on his face. It was scary.”
 
   “Why, oh why, couldn’t I have been there?” Susie whines. “I always miss out on all the good stuff. Did you drool over that fine man beating the shit out of that skeezball?”
 
   “No, I was terrified.”
 
   “I swear I would’ve lost a pair of panties over that one. Maybe two pairs. Oh hell, I’d have probably thrown my panties at his gorgeous head. So what happened next?”
 
   “Nothing, really. Derek left and Dylan fixed the tarp and went back home.”
 
   “And is Derek now in jail?”
 
   “No. Dylan asked me if I wanted to call the police but I said no.”
 
   “Myra. I have to agree with Dylan on this one. You should’ve called the cops and had that scuzz sent to jail.”
 
   “I know. I just didn’t want to.”
 
   Susie sighs heavily. “Well, I’m at least glad you’re safe. You need to start packing a gun.”
 
   “I have a gun, or I should say guns. You do remember what my dad did for a living, right?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, I forgot. Well, make sure you keep one ready and available.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “So, do you want to hear about my Valentine’s Day?” Susie asks.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Well, Jeff showed up from work with a card and a bouquet of roses that he bought at the grocery store. He’s so predictable and does the same stinking thing every year. And get this. He bought me the exact same card as he did last year.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “He sure did. I thought it looked vaguely familiar so I went and pulled out my cards that I have saved and sure enough, it was the same stinking card. Why can’t he be like Desmond? Desmond is so romantic. Desmond would never stop at the grocery store on his way home from work.
 
   “So anyway, I tried to act all happy about it, but I was just pissed. And don’t ever go to the dentist on Valentine’s Day. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking, but I made that appointment six months ago, and I must have been drunk when I did because they should just let dentists have that day off. Make it a dentist’s holiday or something because my teeth and gums hurt so badly that I could barely chew my food.
 
   “So after dinner, we got home and had our lovely three-minute ‘V’ Day sex, which I thoroughly enjoyed. Not. And then we went to bed, and when I got up this morning…”
 
   Myra interrupts her. “You know what? You should be thankful that you have Jeff. He may not be the most romantic guy in the world like your stupid fictional character in that book you read, but he loves you. And maybe he doesn’t last long in bed because he’s just so attracted to you that he can’t control himself. Have you ever thought about that? You need to be thankful that you have a good man. You’re incredibly lucky.”
 
   Susie doesn’t say anything for a long moment. “God, you’re right, Myra, I am lucky, so lucky because Jeff is a wonderful man. Sorry I ragged on him like that. I do love and appreciate him; I just have that problem with the shit spewing. What’s going on with you today? You seem different.”
 
   Myra closes her eyes and sighs. “It’s nothing. I just, last night was rough on me, that’s all.”
 
   “You want to talk some more about it?”
 
   “No, not right now. Listen, I’m going to work on my writing for a bit. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”
 
   “Sure, hon. You’re not mad at me, right?”
 
   Myra sighs. “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Okay. Because I could never handle it if I upset my VBB. I love you, honey.”
 
   “I love you, too,” Myra says before she hangs up.
 
   She stands there for a minute, thinking. Finally, she walks slowly to her Grampie’s gun case and unlocks it. Pulling out a small handgun, she loads it with bullets and puts on the safety. 
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan starts measuring the section of the decking they are going to replace just as Ray climbs back on the roof.
 
   “God, Myra is amazing,” he says. “That woman is so damn hot, but I can’t figure out why she won’t go out with me. I never have a problem with the ladies; they’re usually always panting after my dick. I’m going to have to come up with a new approach.”
 
   “Keep your damn mouth shut. I told you not to talk about her like that.” 
 
   Ray snickers. “You just don’t know how to get the ladies. I do. I always seal the deal.”
 
   Dylan can’t help but be pleased that apparently Myra wasn’t impressed with all that stupid shit Ray gave her for Valentine’s Day. As Dylan picks up his measuring tape, he licks his swelled lower lip and thinks that Ray might be the next motherfucker that he beats the shit out of.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra listens to the guys pounding away on the roof for the rest of the day, but she doesn’t see or hear from either of them. She packs up some boxes, works on her writing, and gets some much-needed laundry done.
 
   Her stomach growls loudly and when she glances up at the clock, she realizes that she forgot to eat lunch. Walking into the kitchen, she pulls out some veggies to make a salad. As she starts to cut a tomato, she accidentally slices into her thumb.
 
   “Ow,” she mumbles as she reaches for a paper towel.
 
   Hearing a knock on the door, she keeps the towel wrapped around her thumb as she heads to the front door. Peeping through the window, she sees Dylan. Her heart speeds up when she opens the door.
 
   “We’ve got the tarps down again to keep the wind out.” He looks down at her hand. “What happened?”
 
   “Oh, nothing,” Myra mumbles.
 
   He looks into her eyes. “Do you mind if I come in?” 
 
   Myra’s brows furrow but she nods and steps to the side. “May I see it?” he asks as he holds his hand out.
 
   “No, seriously, it’s nothing,” she says.
 
   “Please?” he asks in a soft voice.
 
   She swallows hard. “Okay,” she says, barely able to get the word out.
 
   Dylan gently takes her hand in his and pulls off the paper towel. “How’d you do this?” he asks.
 
   “Cutting a tomato.”
 
   She watches his face as he continues to stare down at her hand. “Do you still have the peroxide and bandages?” 
 
   “No, it’s really nothing,” she says as she tries to pull her hand away from his but he holds onto it.
 
   “I want to help. Where are they?”
 
   She takes in a deep breath. “In the bathroom under the sink.”
 
   He nods. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”
 
   As Myra walks toward the kitchen, her heart pounds hard. Taking in a couple of quick, calming breaths, she sits down. Within moments, Dylan pulls up a chair next to her and puts her hand in his lap. He looks over at her when their knees touch slightly. She scoots back, trying to avoid touching him as much as she can. 
 
   He looks back down at her thumb, some of his hair falling onto his forehead. Her mouth opens, her breathing shallow, as she watches him remove the paper towel and wet a cotton ball with some peroxide. “This will probably hurt,” he says softly as he looks into her eyes. Myra nods at him.
 
   When he touches the peroxide-soaked cotton ball to the wound, she flinches, biting on her bottom lip. He murmurs, “Sorry,” as he gently cleans the wound and puts a bandage on it. He holds her hand in his and softly rubs her palm with his thumb as he stares into her eyes.
 
   Myra yanks her hand back quickly. “Thanks,” she mutters.
 
   “Myra, I, um I…”
 
   She knows what she has to do. She can’t let this go on any further. “Look, I may sound crazy here because I might just be imaging it, but if there is something going on here it can’t happen, okay?”
 
   Dylan’s brows pull together as he stares at her for a moment. “Why not?”
 
   “Why not? Why not? I can’t believe you. What about Sabrina?”
 
   Dylan jumps up, knocking his chair to the floor with a loud crash. “Motherfuck. How do you know that name?” 
 
   “Because…” Myra looks down the hallway towards the sound of someone knocking on the door. She looks back at Dylan. “Hang on,” she says before she walks quickly towards the door and peeks out of the window. Her mouth drops open as a startled gasp escapes her. 
 
   “Oh my God, this cannot be happening,” she mumbles, her heart beating so fast she fears it may fall out of her chest.
 
   Dylan walks towards her, his face pale. “What?”
 
   She doesn’t answer because she can’t breathe. She just shakes her head at him.
 
   Dylan’s eyes narrow as he steps towards her and looks out of the window above her head. He looks back down at her with a crease in his forehead. “Who’s that?” 
 
   She stares up into his eyes. “It’s my… ex,” she whispers. 
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter15]CHAPTER 15
 
   EMERALD, JEALOUSY
 
   Dylan stares at Myra’s panicked face. Just the mere thought that she has an ex leaves a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, causing him to swallow heavily. He can’t even begin to digest this information because he still hasn’t recovered from what just went down in the kitchen. How the hell does Myra know about Sabrina? 
 
   Leaning forward, he glances out the window again at the prick standing on the porch. His jaw tightens as his fists clench at his sides. For some strange reason, he wants to hurt that man.
 
   “Dylan?” Myra whispers. His eyes find hers. “Could you, I mean, is there any way you could stay for a few minutes?”
 
   His forehead crunches up. “What for?” 
 
   Her face turns pink as she quickly tucks her hair behind her ears. “I just… please? Just for a few minutes until I can get rid of him.”
 
   A dark laugh leaves his lips. “There’s no damn way I’m gonna stay here and help you make your ex jealous.”
 
   “No, it’s not like that…” the guy knocks on the door again as she grabs Dylan’s arm. “I just, I need your help. Please?”
 
   Dylan looks into her desperate, beautiful eyes and knows he can’t resist the woman. She has turned him into a pansy. “Shit. Fine,” he says before sighing loudly.
 
   Myra’s eyes light up through her worried expression. “Thank you,” she breathes.
 
   He runs his hand through his hair. “What the hell am I supposed to do?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” Myra says. “Just don’t leave, okay?”
 
   Dylan nods at her. He watches as she turns, takes in a deep breath and opens the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra holds her breath as she stares at Trent’s back. His hands are shoved into the pockets of his dress pants. He slowly turns and smirks. “I can’t believe you moved to…” He trails off when his gaze lands on Dylan. “Who is this?” 
 
   “What are you doing here?” Myra asks. “How did you find me?” 
 
   Trent takes a step closer to her and lowers his voice. “I needed to see you. We need to talk. Privately,” he says as he narrows his eyes and glares at Dylan.
 
   “We have nothing to discuss, and you didn’t answer my question. How did you find me?”
 
   Trent snorts. “That was easy enough. I found a receipt for some stupid gift basket in Susie’s purse.”
 
   Myra’s mouth drops open. “You went through Susie’s purse?” 
 
   Trent shrugs nonchalantly. “She was off on one of her food jaunts, so I took advantage. She’s so predictable.”
 
   “You, you invaded her privacy. I know for a fact she keeps her purse in her desk.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “You can’t just go through people’s private things like that.”
 
   “She wouldn’t give me what I wanted so I had to take matters into my own hands. Besides, I did nothing wrong. I didn’t steal anything, and I returned it just as I found it.”
 
   “You did steal. You stole my private information.”
 
   Trent ignores her and stares at Dylan. “Who are you?”
 
   From behind her, Myra hears what sounds like a growl and some mumbled curses coming from Dylan.
 
   “I want you to leave,” Myra says.
 
   Trent rolls his eyes. “I just traveled over two thousand miles. I’m not going anywhere until you talk to me. That’s the least you can do.” 
 
   “Are you fucking deaf?” Dylan shouts over Myra’s shoulder. “She told you to leave. If you don’t get your ass moving immediately, I’ll remove it for you.”
 
   Trent barks out a non-humorous laugh. “Who do you think you are, talking to me like that?” He looks at Myra. “Who the hell is this joker?”
 
   “He’s my friend,” she says.
 
   Myra feels Dylan lean down next to her ear. “Do you want me to make him leave?” he asks in a low voice.
 
   Trent crosses his arms stubbornly over his chest and cocks an eyebrow. “I’m not leaving.”
 
   “Dylan, can I speak to you for a moment?” she asks in a calm voice, keeping her eyes on Trent. 
 
   A slow smug grin spreads on Trent’s face. She glares at him. “Stay here,” she hisses before she slams the door, leaving Trent on the front porch. 
 
   She turns towards Dylan, tugging on the sleeves of her sweater. “It’s okay. I’ll talk to him.”
 
   “I can make him leave, if you want me to.”
 
   She smiles softly at him. “I know. And thank you for offering. You’ve been so helpful to me lately. But this is something I have to do myself.”
 
   He stares at her for a moment before he finally nods. 
 
   She clears her throat. “I know it’s rude to ask this, but could you stay until after he leaves? I…”
 
   Dylan interrupts her. “Of course I’ll stay,” he says before he looks down at his watch. “I just need to make a phone call real quick.”
 
   Myra looks down at the floor and chews on her thumbnail. Sabrina. He needs to call Sabrina. That thought makes Myra’s stomach clench. 
 
   “Where do you want me?” he asks.
 
   She takes in a deep breath. “Could you just hang out in the kitchen? This won’t take long.”
 
   He runs his hand over the back of his neck. “Okay. If you need me, just yell.”
 
   Trying to convey her thankfulness through her eyes, she gives him a quick nod and watches the back of his tall frame as he walks towards the kitchen. Gathering as much resolve as she possibly can, she turns around and opens the door.
 
   “You’ve got ten minutes,” she tells Trent.
 
   He gives her a half-smile as he saunters through the door. “So this is Grampie’s house, huh?” he says as he looks around the room. “Pretty much how I pictured it.”
 
   Myra sits on the edge of the couch, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. “Ten minutes,” she reminds him.
 
   Trent walks to the fireplace and picks up a photo and stares at it. “Myra…” he says before he pauses dramatically and sets the photo back down. He continues to stare at the pictures on the mantle, keeping his back to her. “Have you ever made a decision that you thought was right at the time but then you realized later that you made a mistake? A mistake that you regret immensely?” He slowly turns around.
 
   Myra shakes her head. “It’s too late.”
 
   He takes his coat off and lays it on the recliner. “Don’t you believe in forgiveness? I’ve come here to ask you to forgive me. I made a mistake; I know that now.” He makes his way to the couch and sits down beside her. She quickly stands and positions herself by the fireplace.
 
   “Julia started planting these ideas in my head. About you and Craig. At first, I totally dismissed it. But then she’d drag me out in the hallway when Craig was at your desk and I’d see you laughing with him and I started to wonder. She eventually had me convinced there was something going on with you two.”
 
   Myra chews on her thumbnail as she shakes her head at him.
 
   “I was working all those late nights with her and, well, you know the story. I thought I was in love with her. She’s an incredibly beautiful woman. One of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. It made me feel good that someone that incredible looking could be attracted to me.” 
 
   Myra’s eyes narrow. 
 
   Trent’s eyes widen. “Oh, not that you’re not beautiful; you just have a different look.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this now? You’ve been with her for over a year now, and you’re going to have a baby for God’s sake.”
 
   Trent rests his ankle on his knee and leans back against the couch. “Did you know you were the first person that she told about the pregnancy?” he asks. Myra doesn’t answer and stares at the floor. “I didn’t find out until later. I can’t tell you how pissed off I was. She told me it was an accident. Of course, I knew that was a lie. She did it to trap me.”
 
   Myra walks to the recliner and moves his jacket and sits down. 
 
   “We’d been having problems, constantly fighting. I told her that we needed to take a break, and right after that, she suddenly turned up pregnant. I couldn’t believe it.”
 
   Myra intently studies her cuticles.
 
   “I told her I’d stay with her during the pregnancy and be a father to the baby but that the relationship was over. But she wouldn’t accept it. She kept threatening me, even threatened an abortion if I didn’t stay with her. That was when I started to understand what type of person she was. We had a huge fight and she admitted that she’d lied about you and Craig. I couldn’t believe how stupid I’d been. But I decided I had to stay with her for the safety of the baby, but that after the baby was born, I’d try to get full custody.”
 
   Myra looks up from studying her nails. “And what does this have to do with me?” 
 
   “Let me finish,” he says. “Things started falling apart with us right around the time you came back from Grampie’s funeral. I tried to talk to you. I wanted to tell you I was going to break up with her when you got back, but I knew you were grieving so it just wasn’t the right time. Then, right after that, I found out she was pregnant and you disappeared.”
 
   Myra stares into the cold fireplace, pondering his words.
 
   “I begged Susie to tell me where you were, but she refused. Then last week, Julia had a miscarriage.”
 
   Myra looks at him.
 
   “I was devastated. That was my child she was carrying. But as horrible as it was – and this is hard for me to admit – I was relieved. I felt free. 
 
   “She’s having a hard time dealing with losing the baby. She called in sick a few days but she refuses to tell anyone what happened so everyone still thinks she’s pregnant. I found an apartment so I’m moving out next weekend.” 
 
   Myra remains quiet. What does he expect her to say?
 
   “Why did you move to Nyssa?” he asks.
 
   Myra clears her throat and stares down at the floor. “Because I inherited this house so I figured I could save money on rent.”
 
   “I want you to move back to Philly with me.”
 
   Her mouth drops open. “What in the world would make you think that I’d ever take you back after what you did to me?”
 
   “Everyone deserves forgiveness, and that’s what I’m asking for. I think I deserve a second chance. We had something special, and I know we can have that again.”
 
   “You deserve it?” Myra lets out a dry laugh. “You cheated. It doesn’t matter what lies she fed you, you still cheated. You had a choice. I gave you everything and you just threw it away. You broke me…”
 
   “I know I did, and I’m sorry. Let me make it up to you. We can make it work again.”
 
   Myra shakes her head. “What you did to me, it changed me. I felt so worthless and humiliated. I felt like I had done something wrong. You don’t know how depressed I was…” She clears her throat, trying to keep the tears back. She won’t let him see one tear. “And then I had to watch the two of you every day at work. It hurt so much, but I was too frightened to do anything about it.” 
 
   “I understand. I know it was a bad situation, but we can work through this. Make it good again. Like it was before…”
 
   Myra interrupts him, a look of surprise on her face. “You actually enjoyed having me there, didn’t you? You got to see me be miserable, pining away for you every day. That just fed your ego, didn’t it?”
 
   “Of course not,” he scoffs.
 
   Myra stands. “I want you to leave,” she says in a shaky voice. “I cannot believe you have the audacity to think for one second that I would ever take you back. I don’t ever want to see you again. Now get out of my house.”
 
   She turns her head towards the kitchen and yells, “Dylan?” 
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan hears Myra call his name just as he pulls his vibrating phone out of his pocket.
 
   He called Elaina earlier to let her know that he couldn’t make it to his appointment; when she didn’t answer, he left her a message. He ignores her return call and tucks his phone quickly back into his jeans. 
 
   He didn’t want to eavesdrop on Myra’s conversation with that prick so he hung around outside of her back door, close enough to hear her if she needed him. And he also desperately needed a smoke, or three.
 
   Dylan drops his cigarette on the concrete step, stomps it out and flicks it into the bushes with the toe of his boot. He walks swiftly towards the living room.
 
   He frowns when he sees the pale, drawn look on Myra’s face. “It’s time for him to leave,” she says to him. He nods at her before turning his attention to the ex.
 
   “You heard the lady. Get your ass outta here. Now.” He narrows his eyes and gives the dick his fiercest expression.
 
   Her ex picks up his coat and slips it on. “I can’t believe you,” he says as he looks at Myra. “I came all this way and laid everything out for you. I poured my heart out to you. You’re just an unforgiving bitch, aren’t you?” 
 
   Dylan’s hands automatically turn into fists. Nobody talks to Myra like that.
 
   He hears her gasp as he catapults himself forward with his fist raised, ready to beat some sense into the sorry prick. But before he can connect to the face of the cocky jackass, Myra slips in front of him, her body pressing up against his, her hands on his chest.
 
   “Dylan, don’t,” she says. He looks down into her wide, pleading eyes and slowly lowers his fist. “He’s not worth it.” 
 
   Dylan takes in a slow, deep breath as he focuses his gaze on the ex. The fire in his veins rages. He stays alert, ready to strike at any moment if necessary. With his fists still clenched, he looks back down at Myra and nods. She turns around. “Go,” she says.
 
   The ex mumbles angrily under his breath before he stomps out the front door and slams it loudly.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s shoulders sag as she looks down at the floor. 
 
   “You okay?” Dylan asks as he takes a step towards her. 
 
   She nods still keeping her gaze downcast. She digs her fingernails deep into her palms to try to keep herself from crying, but her lower lip trembles and even though she fights it, a tear sneaks out and slips down her cheek.
 
   “Come here,” Dylan says in a soft voice before she feels strong, warm arms wrapped around her. He pulls her tight up against his body as she buries her face in the softness of his flannel shirt, resting her arms against his chest. She relaxes, the tension in her body escaping as the tears begin falling. Dylan’s hand softly strokes her hair. “It’s all right,” he murmurs in a soothing voice. 
 
   Eventually, her tears turn into soft hiccupping sobs. She takes in a shaky breath and smells Dylan’s smoky shirt and his musky scent. As she leans against him, she can feel the strength and hardness of his chest muscles hidden just beneath his shirt. 
 
   Slowly, she lifts her head off of his chest and looks up at him. He stares down at her with a dark, intense look in his eyes. He reaches his hand up and gently wipes the tears from underneath her eye with his thumb, his other arm still securely holding her close to him. His hand hovers on her cheek as his gaze dips to her mouth. Licking her lips, her mouth gapes open as she mimics him and stares at his lips. He has the most beautiful lips: red and full and pouty-looking. Her breathing increases when she sees his tongue sneak out and slowly wet them. 
 
   She wonders what they would feel like on hers. She imagines how good his stubble would feel rubbing lightly against her skin, making it feel tingly and alive. His fingertips lightly graze across her cheek. He leans down towards her, his eyes still focused on her lips. She feels intoxicated by him, drunk on him, she can’t breathe…
 
   She gasps and her eyes widen when the name Sabrina pops into her head. Immediately, she pushes on his chest and backs out of his arms. 
 
   Wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her sweater, she tucks her hair behind her ears, keeping her eyes on the floor. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles.
 
   Dylan clears his throat. 
 
   Uncomfortable silence hangs between them.
 
   “Do you want me to stay here tonight in case he comes back?” Dylan asks. “I can sleep on the couch.”
 
   Myra shakes her head. “No. That’s okay,” she says before sniffling and wiping her nose on her sleeve. 
 
   “You sure? I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “I’m sure. Thanks.”
 
   “All right. I guess I’ll go.” He opens the front door and turns back, looking at her. “Um, back in the kitchen when we were talking earlier. How did you know that name?”
 
   “You mentioned it the night you were drunk.”
 
   Dylan gulps and his face turns pale. “I did what?”
 
   “You called me – Sabrina – when you were here.”
 
   Dylan grips the door, his knuckles turning white. “Damn it. What did I say about her?”
 
   “Nothing. You looked like you were going to… kiss me and then you called me Sabrina before you passed out.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Dylan mutters, running his free hand through his hair and tugging roughly on the ends.
 
   “I gotta go,” he mumbles, not looking at her. “Call me if he shows up.”
 
   “I will. And thank you. Again.”
 
   Dylan nods, still not meeting her eyes, and walks out.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra stumbles to her couch, not having the energy to go upstairs. Pulling a blanket around herself, she lets the tears flow again. Seeing Trent tonight made her feel weak. It brought up all those old feelings of inadequacy she experienced when she first found out about the affair.
 
   She still can’t believe he had the nerve to turn all of this around on her. Make her look like the bad guy for not forgiving him and taking him back when she did nothing wrong. 
 
   Her thoughts shift to Dylan and she begins crying even harder. She saw a different side of him tonight. He was so soft and tender with her, so caring, so unlike his normal harsh self. But she can’t figure out why he offered to stay the night with her. Why would he want to be away from Sabrina? 
 
   Myra sighs as she rubs her eyes. Then her body freezes. Because she heard a sound. Like a footstep. In the hallway. Sitting up, she doesn’t move as she listens. But the house seems to be quiet. Taking in a deep breath, she lies back down and cries herself to sleep. 
 
   Sometime later, groggily, she wakes to her phone ringing in her pocket.
 
   “Yeah?” she answers.
 
   “Were you asleep?” Susie asks.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Your voice sounds all frog-like. Are you sick?”
 
   “No,” Myra says as she sits up and tries to rub the sleep out of her swollen eyes. “Trent’s in Nyssa.”
 
   “What the hell?” Susie shouts.
 
   Myra sighs. “He found me.”
 
   “How the, what in the, where in the…” Susie splutters.
 
   “He got my address off of your gift basket receipt. From your purse.”
 
   Susie pauses before she starts speaking in a slow, quiet, deadly voice. “That lowlife bag of shitty turds. That scummy, slimy sleezy maggothead. God, that shit pisses me off. He’s got a lot of nerve considering the tiny ball sack he has floating in his pink girlie underwear.”
 
   Myra wraps the blanket around her as Susie makes a loud growling sound. “You don’t know how much I wish I was a man so that I could beat his ass. Wait. Was Dylan there? Please tell me that man kicked the shit out of him and that Trent’s in the hospital right now.”
 
   “Sorry…”
 
   “Shit,” Susie yells loudly.
 
   “Dylan was here and wanted to kick his ass, but I wouldn’t let him.”
 
   “Why not? Are you insane?”
 
   “Dylan can’t be fighting for me all the time.”
 
   “Yes, he can. If a fuckhawt man wants to fight for you, let him fight. So what did the douchey asshead want?” she asks.
 
   “He said he broke up with Julia and that he’s moving out…”
 
   Susie butts in. “They sure seem like they’re still together at work.”
 
   “She had a miscarriage and he said she wasn’t taking it too well.”
 
   Susie pauses. “Hm. I had a miscarriage once. I wouldn’t want that to happen to anyone, even my worst enemy, who just so happens to be Julia.” 
 
   “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It was a long time ago before we even met. When did she have the miscarriage? Because she hasn’t said a word to anyone about it at work.”
 
   “Last week. He said she called in sick a few days but hasn’t told anyone yet.”
 
   “So why did he tell you all this?”
 
   “He wanted me to forgive him and move back to Philly with him.”
 
   Susie cackles hysterically. 
 
   “I know. He’s crazy. But I stood up for myself. I told him how I felt and that I never wanted to see him again. It felt good.”
 
   “God, I’m so proud of you although I wish you could’ve added a few fists with those words. My baby’s got back bone,” Susie says before sniggering.
 
   Myra laughs lightly.
 
   “So is he gone? Is he coming back to Philly?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. Dylan said I could call him if he shows up again.”
 
   “Good. I’m so glad that Mr. Shit-faced Asshole is getting his act together and being there for you.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I still can’t believe Trent is in Nyssa. And I really can’t believe that hairy ass monkey went through my damn purse. I swear to God I’m going to get that little shithole back. I’m out for blood now.”
 
   “I can’t believe it either. He acted like he did nothing wrong because he said he didn’t steal anything. He stole my address.”
 
   “He’s such a prick. I can’t believe I left that stupid ass receipt in my purse. I swear to God, I didn’t even think about your address being on it.”
 
   “He shouldn’t have gone through your purse.”
 
   “You’re right. That little dick will pay. Well, I have to go. I need to put the boys to bed.”
 
   “Okay. Good night. I love you.”
 
   “Night. I love you, too.”
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan stares up at the ceiling in his bedroom unable to sleep like usual. He still has hours before he needs to get up. His thoughts are sucking him in like a fucking black hole or some shit. He can’t quit thinking about Myra and the fact that he called her Sabrina.
 
   He feels like a piece of shit for doing that; he can’t imagine how Myra felt being called another woman’s name. But it was an honest mistake, given the fact that he was drunk off his ass and his history with Sabrina. 
 
   Groaning, he throws the sheet off and climbs out of bed; time to hit the basement and the punching bag again. 
 
   * * *
 
   Myra stirs, reaching blindly for her ringing phone on her nightstand.
 
   “Hello?” she asks, blinking and still half-asleep.
 
   “Oh, shit. I keep forgetting about the stupid time differences between us,” Susie says. “I just sat down at my desk and was worried about you. Sorry I woke you up. How are you doing?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Trent didn’t show his dickey face again, did he?”
 
   “No,” Myra says, stifling a yawn.
 
   “Good. Hey, I have to tell you what happened last night. I was cooking supper: some nasty turkey chili I got out of that new diet book called Become a Bean Pole by Shutting Your Pie Hole. That’s a really good book, by the way. And turkey in chili is repulsive. Just saying.”
 
   “I like turkey chili,” Myra says.
 
   “You’re weird. So anyway, Jeff was in the kitchen harassing me about going to the gym, and I had my book out and had the chili cooking away. I went to put the book back up in the cabinet over the stove and when I reached up, my shirt hiked up exposing my big, fat blubberous belly, and I burned my gut on the chili pot. I screamed in agony and Jeff busted out laughing and yelled, ‘That’s a great way to burn that belly fat, babe.’ Can you believe that ass? I was so pissed at him that I wanted to toss the pot of chili on his head. Especially since I thought I might need to call 911 and be rushed to the damn burn unit. I have these two huge ugly burn marks on my gut about three inches long. I’m constantly doing the dumbest shit.”
 
   Myra giggles. “I’m sorry you got burned, but what Jeff said was hilarious.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t.”
 
   Myra laughs as she turns on her side and snuggles into her pillow.
 
   “Well, I’ll let you get back to sleep. Sorry I woke you up,” Susie says. “I just wanted to check up on you.”
 
   After saying their goodbyes, Myra puts her phone back on the night stand and closes her eyes, praying that she can get in a few more minutes of sleep.
 
   * * *
 
   Turning on his side with just a sheet draped over his naked body, Dylan stares at his alarm clock and turns it off before it blares. “You can’t piss me off now, can you, you fucker,” he says to it with a sneer.
 
   Grimacing, he climbs out of bed and stops to take a piss before he walks into the kitchen. Opening the fridge to chug some milk, he shakes the carton, finding it empty. He launches it across the kitchen and slams the fridge shut. 
 
   Stomping back into the bedroom, he searches the laundry basket on the floor by his bed for some clean boxers. When he can’t find any, he dumps the basket of clean clothes on the floor and starts throwing clothes around until he finally finds a pair. “Damn fuckers,” he mumbles under his breath as he slips them on.
 
   He kicks clothes around the floor until he locates his jeans and a clean flannel shirt. Flipping on the TV, he listens to the weather report before he picks up his cell and dials Ray.
 
   “Good morning, Daisy,” Ray answers happily.
 
   Dylan rolls his eyes and grips his phone harder. “Look, there’s some bad weather moving in so you can stay home. If it clears up, we’ll work tomorrow.”
 
   “Damn. I won’t get to see Myra’s beautiful face. That sucks.”
 
   “Deal with it,” Dylan grunts before he hangs up.
 
   Grabbing his tools, he throws them in the back of his truck and drives to Myra’s. He walks up to her door and runs a hand through his hair.
 
   “Hi,” she says to him with a soft smile.
 
   A strange, warm feeling spreads over him. Like happiness or some shit. A smile breaks out on his face. “No ex problems this morning?”
 
   She smiles as she shakes her head. “No. Everything’s good.”
 
   He pauses, studying her eyes. “Hm. Well, we can’t work on the roof today because of the weather. But I can do some prep work on your kitchen. And…” He stops and clears his throat. “I want to talk to you about… Sabrina.”
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   PINK, LUST
 
   Myra’s smile falters and her shoulders dip slightly. “Okay,” she mumbles as she moves to the side to let Dylan into the house. She takes in a deep breath as she closes the door. No way does she want to hear about his beautiful, pregnant girlfriend.
 
   “Would you like some coffee?” she asks.
 
   He gives her a half-grin. “Yeah,” he says with a nod.
 
   She pours him a cup as he takes off his coat and hangs it on the back of the chair. He sits, resting his elbows on the table.
 
   “I made some blueberry muffins,” she says as she sets a cup in front of him. “Would you like one?”
 
   “Sure,” he says. He smiles up at her, his face scruffy and his hair wild. Myra’s breath catches in her throat; she has never seen a more attractive man.
 
   The kitchen remains quiet as Myra moves about, putting the muffins in a basket and setting the butter and jam on the table. As she sets a plate in front of Dylan, he catches her eyes with his. “Thanks,” he murmurs. She simply nods and gives him a small smile back.
 
   Sitting, she takes a sip of her coffee, watching him over the rim of her cup as he picks up a muffin and puts butter and jam on it. When he takes a big bite, she can’t help but smile when he moans and closes his eyes. Trent never appreciated her cooking; he preferred eating out. Watching Dylan enjoy her meals gives her a sense of pride and a feeling of deep satisfaction. He seems to like her cooking as much as her dad did. That thought makes her eyes go a bit misty.
 
   “Mm, God, these are delicious. How’d you learn to cook so damn good?” he asks before taking another huge bite. Myra notices a bit of butter on the corner of his mouth, and as she stares at it, she finds that she desperately wants to clean him up… with her tongue.
 
   Shifting in her chair and clearing her throat, she stares down at her coffee. “Oh, well, my mom died when I was young. It was just me and my dad, so I did all of the cooking. My Grammie – I mean my grandmother – taught me. She was a wonderful cook.”
 
   Dylan stares at her, his eyes soft. “She taught you well. How old were you when you lost your mom?”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   Dylan’s brows scrunch. “That must’ve been really hard.”
 
   “Yeah, it was.”
 
   “Hm.” Dylan stares at the muffin in his hand for a moment before he takes another bite.
 
   They eat in quiet contentment. To Myra’s delight, Dylan finishes off two more muffins. He takes a sip of coffee and looks up at her. 
 
   “So, about Sabrina…” he says before he pauses. Clearing his throat, he shifts in his chair. “Um, well, I…” He pauses again and takes in a deep breath, his shoulders hunching as if preparing himself for battle. 
 
   “Well, uh, the thing is...” He cuts his sentence off and presses his lips together so firmly that they begin to turn white. He runs his fingers roughly through his hair. “Jesus,” he hisses through his teeth. “I didn’t think it would be this damn difficult.” 
 
   Seeing his frustration, she leans forward. “Hey, it’s okay. I saw you with her over at Marshall’s.”
 
   Dylan’s mouth drops open. He blinks several times before he speaks. “What the hell are you talking about? That, that’s fucking impossible,” he stutters. His face seems paler.
 
   A deep crease forms in Myra’s brow. She knows what she saw. It was as plain as day. “I saw you there. With Sabrina. I noticed that she was… pregnant. She’s incredibly beautiful, by the way.”
 
   Slowly, a look of realization creeps over Dylan’s stunned face. He rubs his scruffy jaw with his hand. “Jesus Christ. That wasn’t Sabrina. That was Natalie, my sister-in-law. My brother, Chad, and his family came to stay with me over the weekend. I didn’t have any damn groceries in the house so Natalie and I left Chad with the boys at my place so we could go get some food.”
 
   Myra blows out a breath, her shoulders relaxing. She feels almost giddy. 
 
   But she frowns when she realizes it still doesn’t explain why he said the name Sabrina.
 
   “Oh, I just assumed…” she says, trailing off.
 
   Dylan closes his eyes and rubs his hands roughly up and down his face. He sighs as he looks at her. “Look. Sabrina is part of my past. A big part. But it’s really fucking hard for me to talk about it.” He stands, staring at the floor as he runs his hand over the back of his neck. 
 
   “I just, I wish I could tell you everything, but I can’t. I’m kind of fucked-up that way. But, just know that I’m single and…” He pauses to take in a deep breath, “… I’ll try to talk to you about all the shit that happened at some point, all right?”
 
   She nods. “Okay,” she says quietly. 
 
   He clears his throat and stares down at his boots. “I’m sorry I called you Sabrina that night. I honestly don’t remember saying that shit at all. I was with her for a long time so I can kinda see how it happened but, anyway, I’m gonna start on your kitchen. I need my tools…” He grabs his coat and walks out, leaving Myra staring at his retreating figure with a frown on her face.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan leans against his truck and lights up a much-needed smoke. It hangs out of the corner of his mouth as he straps on his tool belt. He wishes like hell he could’ve opened up to Myra and told her everything, but for some fucking reason, he panicked and couldn’t do it. The words wouldn’t come out. He has so much shit in his past that he can barely deal with it all in his own fucked-up head, let alone let someone else in on it. 
 
   Of course, his family and friends back in Boise know what happened. They witnessed that shit firsthand. But at least his family knows to keep their fucking mouths shut and not discuss any of that shit with him. But not everyone can do that. That happens to be one of the reasons why he left Boise; not the main reason, but one of the reasons. He was sick and tired of the looks he got, and how people constantly talked. He likes the fact that he lives in a town where nobody knows his past. No one judges him or looks at him differently.
 
   Looking up at the sky, he grabs his tool bucket and walks back up to the porch. He drops it and leans up against the banister, crossing his feet at the ankles. Once he finishes his cigarette, he flicks the butt into his bucket. 
 
   He steps back into the kitchen to find Myra cleaning up the dishes from breakfast.
 
   “I’m gonna start tearing out the cabinets. I’ll start with the one that has the door missing. Where do you want me to put the stuff that’s in it?” he asks gruffly.
 
   “Oh, I’ll clean it out. I can probably put everything in the pantry,” she says as she dries her hands on a towel and steps in front of the cabinet. He starts to move to help her but freezes when he sees her reach up on her tip-toes to grab some bowls off of the top shelf. Swallowing hard, his eyes skim along her beautiful, silky hair, down to the sliver of creamy skin that peeks out where her sweatshirt has snuck up. His gaze trails further down to her beautiful, round ass. Her jeans fit her ass so snug and tight, outlining her curves perfectly. He wants to run his hands over those curves. He feels a stab of guilt for eye-fucking her from behind without her knowledge, but he can’t seem to help that shit.
 
   Shaking his head, he finally snaps out of his lustful stare and wants to kick his own fucking ass for being such a pervert. “Here, let me get those,” he says quickly, his voice a bit husky, as he leans in close to her, reaching above her head and grabbing the bowls off of the shelf.
 
   “Thanks,” she says softly as she looks up at him. He gets pissed at himself when he smiles down at her. Fucking smiles seem to be constantly popping up on his face lately. He can’t control that shit and knows he probably looks like a damn pussy. Or like some ridiculous lovesick school boy, which he knows for damn sure he isn’t. 
 
   “Um, I’ll put these away,” she mumbles as she reaches out to take the bowls from him. Their fingers slightly graze each other’s. Her eyes meet his before she ducks her head and turns around. His gaze stays glued to her ass as she scurries into the pantry.
 
   He adjusts himself as things downstairs have gotten really damn uncomfortable. No way does he want to have a hard-as-rock dick trapped in his jeans with a tool belt hanging over it. He needs to get control of himself and stop acting like a goddamn horny teenager.
 
   Myra lets out a scream right before Dylan hears a loud crashing coming from the pantry. His heart almost jumps out of his fucking chest.
 
   Dashing into the tiny closet, he mumbles, “What the hell?” One of the shelves has come crashing down, leaving boxes of food, canned veggies, and various other items scattered across the floor. Grabbing the shelf, he leans it up against the wall.
 
   “Damn it. Are you hurt?” he asks as he moves closer to her, kicking shit out of the way with his boots. He grabs her hand and pulls her to him.
 
   “I’m… fine. It just scared me,” she says in a small, breathy voice with her hand over her heart.
 
   “Jesus Christ, you scared the shit outta me,” he murmurs as he wraps his arms around her. “Did anything hit you?” He looks her body up and down, searching for any signs of injury.
 
   “No, I’m okay,” she says softly, staring up at him.
 
   He has no idea why the fuck he pulled her into his arms. It was like some kind of damn automatic reaction. He knows he shouldn’t be doing that shit. He should let her go now. But he can’t. Instead, he pulls her tighter up against him, loving how she feels, how perfect she fits in his arms. 
 
   He stares down into her beautiful face, her wide eyes, and then his gaze drops to her lips. He wants to taste those fucking lips. Feel them against his. Desperately. He has to…
 
   His breathing increases. “I’ve only kissed one woman in my damn life. But I want to kiss you so fucking bad right now,” he says as he drops his head down closer to hers, so that their lips are just inches apart. “Can I kiss you?” he whispers.
 
   Myra braces her hands against him; her chest heaves with her breaths. She nods and whispers, “Yes.”
 
   He moves in until his lips just barely touch hers. They feel just as soft as they fucking look. That simple touch ignites a wave of lust throughout his body. He tightens his arms around her, pulling her closer to his body, molding it to his. Her arms move up, touching the nape of his neck softly. His lips press firmly against hers, moving all the while. His bottom lip still hurts from Derek clocking him, but he could not care less right now. 
 
   A contented, throaty moan vibrates deep in his chest. She feels so much better than he ever imagined. Trailing his hand up her back, he threads his fingers through her hair. It feels like strands of silk against his rough, calloused hand. She responds to his every move. Her tongue teases his lower lip.
 
   Holy fuck, he thinks to himself as he opens his mouth and slides his tongue against hers, tasting her. She tastes like blueberry-flavored coffee. His breathing accelerates. He needs to get closer. Feel more of her. Touch more of her skin, her small, soft body. 
 
   He pushes her up against the shelves of the pantry, noisily jostling shit behind them. Something falls, but he ignores it. He tries to grind himself up against her, needing to get some friction on his cock, but he can’t because of his damn tool belt. Sucking her bottom lip into his mouth, he scrapes his teeth lightly over it before his lips leave hers and move down her neck as he inhales heavily. She smells like some kind of fruity shit. He likes it. A lot.
 
   “Fuck,” he breathes against her neck as his tongue licks a trail along her warm skin. She shivers slightly in his arms.
 
   His lips graze back up her neck as he nuzzles his nose behind her ear, kissing the soft skin right behind her earlobe. “I’ve wanted to kiss you for so fucking long,” he whispers in a hoarse voice against her ear. When she gasps, a small smile tugs on his lips.
 
   He jerks forward and mumbles, “What the fuck?” as something bangs him on the head. Keeping her tight against him, he turns his head and glares at a large package of paper towels lying on the floor behind him. He looks back down into Myra’s face. “Fucking paper towels…” he growls in a pissed-off voice, his breathing still heavy. Myra’s eyes dance with amusement, and a small giggle slips from her lips. He tries to stay fucking irritated and fights like hell to keep the damn smile back, but he can’t contain it. His smile turns into laughter and loud chuckles slip out of his mouth.
 
   Dylan can’t remember the last time he laughed. Really laughed. He feels lighter somehow. The warm sensation in his chest feels good.
 
   Leaning his head back, he lets the laughter rip freely from his chest. Myra shakes in his arms, laughing along with him. He looks down at her, with a huge, happy grin on his face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she apologizes between more giggles.
 
   The smile on his face fades slowly into a smoldering gaze as he looks at her. Her eyes are wide and twinkling, her lips slightly swollen and red, her cheeks rosy. Slowly, he leans down towards her, positioning his lips just inches from hers. “More?” he whispers. He prays like fucking hell that he can touch her lips again. He notices her eyes are on his lips as she nods. He likes that.
 
   He crushes his mouth to hers, pushing her roughly up against the shelves again.
 
   Myra’s phone rings. At first he ignores it because he can’t leave her lips right now. They feel too damn good. But finally, he reluctantly pulls away from her, dropping his arms to his sides. She mumbles, “Sorry,” as she pulls her phone out of her back pocket. He steps out of the pantry to give her some privacy.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra tucks her phone back in her pocket and covers her face with her hands, trying desperately to get herself under control. Her heart still pounds rapidly in her chest. That was the most incredible kiss she has ever experienced. Things have just dramatically changed between her and Dylan in a very short amount of time. 
 
   Her mind spins. She has no idea what to say to him or how to act around him now. Taking in a shaky breath as she steps out of the pantry, she finds Dylan removing the cabinet from the wall, his back to her. She clears her throat. “That was the dealership. My car’s ready. Somebody’s going to drop it off this morning and pick up the rental.”
 
   He turns around and nods. “Good. I’m gonna work on your cabinets. I’ll fix that shelf in your pantry so don’t worry about it.”
 
   She tugs on the sleeves of her sweatshirt. “Okay. I’ll just, I’ll be upstairs if you need anything,” she says.
 
   “Okay.” He nods and gives her a crooked grin before he turns back around.
 
   Myra heads upstairs, her heart beating like a drum. Opening the door to her bedroom, she quickly shuts it, leaning up against it and closing her eyes. Tilting her head back, she chews on her lip, before the corners of her mouth curve up into a happy, uncontrollable smile. She covers her face in her hands and lets out a little squeal. Flopping on her bed, she excitedly whips out her phone and dials Susie.
 
   “Hey. How’s it going?” Susie answers.
 
   “I kissed Dylan,” Myra blurts out giddily in a quiet voice. 
 
   Myra giggles and pulls the phone away when she hears loud squawking and screeching sounds coming from Susie. After a few seconds, she puts the phone back up to her ear to hear Susie yelling, “Oh my God, you kissed the scruffy Greek god.” She hears some odd shuffling noises and Susie mutters, “Hang on a sec.”
 
   Myra grins big as she stares up at the ceiling waiting on Susie.
 
   “Okay, sorry about that. I got some nasty ass looks after screaming like a banshee in the office so I ducked into the bathroom. I’m about to shit myself. Tell me what happened before I die of a coronary. What about the pregnant beauty queen girlfriend?” she shouts.
 
   “Well, he showed up here this morning to talk. It ended up she’s not Sabrina, she’s his sister-in-law. Can you believe that?”
 
   Susie gasps. “No way.”
 
   “Yes. He said Sabrina was part of his past but that it was hard for him to talk about it but that he would tell me. The way his face looked when he mentioned her, I’m thinking something really bad must have happened. But anyway, he said he was single and…”
 
   She stops talking when she hears a sound like Susie smacking a wall. “Yeah, baby,” Susie yells. “Sorry, go ahead,” she adds quickly.
 
   Myra giggles. “I was moving stuff from the cabinets into the pantry and one of the shelves fell down. It scared me so I kind of screamed and he rushed in there and…” Myra giggles again. She can’t control her happiness. She feels like she might bubble over with joy.
 
   “God, woman, I’m going to strangle you long distance if you don’t spill your beanie weenies right now,” Susie shouts.
 
   Myra finally gets her giggles under control. “Then he grabbed me and pulled me to him…”
 
   Susie squeals loudly again. Myra also thinks she hears some clapping.
 
   “Then he leaned towards me and told me that he’s only kissed one other woman in his life and then…”
 
   “Hold your shitty horses. There is no way in the damn world that fuckhawt delicious piece of hunkiness has only ever kissed one woman. He’s lying his ass off.”
 
   The smile fades from Myra’s face. “But, I believed him. He seemed sincere. Why would he lie?”
 
   “Myra, you are so naïve. Mr. Shit-faced Asshole wants to march his soldier all up in your private parts without wearing his uniform.”
 
   “Why do you have to be so vulgar?”
 
   “I’m telling you the truth. That man is so incredibly hot that he could have any woman in the damn universe. Women have to throw themselves at him constantly. Just make sure you have him wear a custard catcher, do you hear me?”
 
   Myra groans. “I am not going to have sex with him. And custard catcher? Where do you come up with this crap?”
 
   “I don’t know. My brain is frightening and fried. And like I really believe you’re not going to have sex with that Greek god.”
 
   Myra snorts in response.
 
   “Okay, so tell me what happened next,” Susie demands.
 
   “Well, then he asked if he could kiss me.”
 
   “He asked? Like, for permission? Oh God, that is seriously sexy.”
 
   “I know. It was incredible.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   “I said, ‘Yes,’ and then he grabbed me and kissed me.” Myra can’t stop the happy giggles that slip out.
 
   “Did you swoon? Did you almost faint? Oh my God. What did that scruff feel like? Were his lips soft? What did he smell like?” Susie lets out a high-pitched scream. “This is so exciting. I need the little deets. Spill, woman.”
 
   Myra sniggers. “I definitely swooned. His lips felt amazing. They were soft and rough at the same time. I don’t know how I didn’t pass out. I couldn’t even breathe; my heart was pounding so hard. He smelled like smoke and musk and like the outdoors or something. A real manly, woodsy smell.”
 
   Susie sighs dramatically. “I love it,” she says dreamily.
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath as well, her smile so huge it almost hurts her face.
 
   “Wait,” Susie yells. “You need to tell him you’re a virgin.”
 
   “Why? I’m not a virgin.”
 
   “Listen, you’ve never been with a real man before. All you’ve ever been exposed to is puny peckers. You’ve only been with douche nozzle and that other guy in college. So you’ve only had like, I don’t know, Vienna sausages or something. I guarantee you that Dylan is packing a footlong all-beef wiener with bun, relish, chili, sauerkraut and all the fixin’s included under those baggy jeans of his. I saw the freakish size of that man’s hands and feet. I know what that means.”
 
   “Susie, for God’s sake, would you stop?”
 
   “I’m serious. You need to get out that pink dildo I sent you and start practicing.”
 
   “Arrrrgh,” Myra cries out in mortification.
 
   Susie laughs. “I’m sorry. You know my mouth. I need to staple it. With extra-large staples. Or use a couple of those big chip clips on it. Listen, honey, I am so thrilled for you that I’m literally about to die. I’m just going to pray pray pray that he’s a good man and that this works out. Because if he turns out to be another Trent, I promise you that I will come out there and beat him over the head with his tool belt.”
 
   Myra laughs, shaking her head.
 
   “I gotta get back to work, honey, or El Numero Uno Dickhead is going to tan my hide. I’m so excited for you. I’ll call ya later tonight, okay? Now get yourself back in that pantry and rub yourself all over that hot man. I love you.”
 
   Myra smiles. “I love you too.”
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan carries the cabinet he removed to the dumpster-trailer, and tosses it in. Lighting up a smoke, he leans against the house, tucking his left hand in his jeans pocket. He turns his head slightly to watch Myra as she stands in front of her car and talks to the guy from the dealership. A few minutes later, Jackie shows up, talking animatedly and waving her hands in the air. He finishes his smoke and heads back into the kitchen to work on the pantry shelving.
 
   He can’t believe he lost all of his damn self-control and basically ravaged Myra like that. He was so fucking turned-on by that woman that he wanted to tear her clothes off like some kind of savage caveman. That thought really pisses him off because he doesn’t want to act like a depraved, sex-starved ass around her. She doesn’t deserve to be treated like that.
 
   He doesn’t know what the hell to do about the whole situation. He didn’t even know what to say to her afterwards other than work-related shit about her house. Now things are just going to be all fucking weird and shit since he has to work here. And he doesn’t understand why the woman never leaves. Doesn’t she have a damn job?
 
   He growls as he begins removing shit off of her shelves. He doesn’t want to get involved with anyone right now. Not that he can’t – although his heart sometimes tells him otherwise. He just doesn’t want to involve someone else in all of his personal shit. The personal shit that his mind continuously replays over and over every day of his miserable fucking life. The thought of having to talk to someone about his past terrifies him. 
 
   “Hey,” Myra says, her voice startling him. And just like that, all of his jumbled, confused angry thoughts melt away like butter. He turns, eager to see her face again, convinced that he has turned into a fucking pansy after one kiss.
 
   “Yeah?” He tries to keep his face stern and professional-looking, but he can feel that shit softening.
 
   Myra’s smile fades a little as a crease forms in her forehead. She stares at him for a minute. “I got my car back,” she says, smiling up at him as she tucks her hair behind her ear.
 
   Staring at her beautiful smiling face, he feels his exterior melting. Clearing his throat, he frowns. “I’m sorry about your car…”
 
   “It was an accident,” she says.
 
   He nods and drops his gaze to the floor, unsure of what to say next. 
 
   “Um, I was going to fix some lunch. Would you like some?” she asks.
 
   Fuck, he really wants to eat lunch with her. He’d love to eat whatever the hell she fixes and just stare at her beautiful face across the table. And then maybe push her back into the pantry and finish what he started earlier. He wants to definitely taste those lips again and maybe let his hands roam over her curves…
 
   This shit has to stop. Now.
 
   He shakes his head. “No, I’m gonna finish fixing these shelves and then remove that cabinet over there,” he says as he points over her head, “then I’m going home. We should keep this professional. I should’ve never eaten with you and shit. I’ve never done that with a customer before…” He knows that’s what started all of this shit; her good cooking and that stupid fucking Ray. 
 
   He coughs a little, finding it difficult to talk. “I’m sorry about what happened... in here.” The look on her face causes his chest to fucking burn. She looks so tiny and pained that he feels like he just stepped on a small, delicate flower and crushed it.
 
   She nods before immediately leaving the kitchen.
 
   “Fuck,” he says under his breath as he runs a hand through his hair.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra feels the stinging of tears pricking her eyes as she quickly makes her way up the stairs. She feels stupid for being so happy this morning over that kiss. The kiss that Dylan now regrets. She never wants to be the object of someone’s regret.
 
   He wants to keep it professional. But she doesn’t want to be just a customer. She wants to be more. She blames this longing on her loneliness. She’s been lonely for way too long.
 
   Her tear-soaked pillow keeps her company until she hears Dylan’s truck pull out of the driveway.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan kicks his truck into reverse as he leaves Elaina’s place. His back was an extra tight mess today thanks to all the fucking mental stress in his life right now.
 
   Driving the short distance to his house, memories that he tries to keep buried deep inside of him come to the surface. He doesn’t want to have these thoughts right now. That shit hurts.
 
   And on top of it, his heart fucking aches over the way he treated Myra. He feels like a sorry piece of shit as he turns off the ignition. “Fuck,” he yells as he slams his palm against the steering wheel. He wishes things were different. He wishes he weren’t so fucked-up.
 
   He can feel rage boiling under the surface. He needs to channel this shit before he fucking explodes. Stomping into the house, he slams the front door so hard it vibrates the windows. Heading straight for the basement, he dumps his boots and tool belt along the way. Stripping down to his boxers, he haphazardly throws his clothes. Grabbing his gloves, he puts them on and starts beating the motherfucking shit out of his punching bag. Every strike on that bag releases something inside of him. The pent-up rage he felt in his truck slowly loosens. Bit by bit. Hit by hit.
 
   He doesn’t think. His mind simply focuses on each movement of his body. The strain of every muscle. Sweat pours off his torso. His arms burn with fatigue as his chest heaves from the exertion.
 
   Exhausted, he strips off his gloves and tosses them. Picking up his flannel shirt, he uses it to mop up the sweat off of his face and neck.
 
   Walking slowly up the stairs, he drops his boxers on the landing and walks to the bathroom to take a shower. As the water glides over his sore muscles, he considers going to Myra’s and talking to her. But what the fuck would he say? So he decides against it.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra sits on her couch in her living room in the dark thinking about Dylan. She has to accept the fact that he doesn’t want her. She just doesn’t know if she can be around him anymore because it’ll hurt too much. She wonders how much longer he’ll be working on her house. Maybe she can plan on being gone while he works. Or maybe she could visit somebody. But who? She has no friends other than Susie and Jackie.
 
   She considers looking for a job or doing some volunteer work. Or maybe she could just drive somewhere and park and do some writing in her car… Anything would be better than being here with him.
 
   Her thoughts are interrupted when she hears a vehicle pull into the driveway and sees the reflection of the headlights shine through her window.
 
   Her heart pounds. But she won’t be answering the door for Dylan. No matter what. She can’t talk to him right now.
 
   The engine quiets and a door shuts. She hears footsteps on the porch. Then knocking. 
 
   “Myra, open the door.”
 
   Her mouth drops open when she hears Trent’s voice.
 
   He continues pounding and beating on the door. Since there are no lights on in the house, she hopes he’ll assume she isn’t home and leave.
 
   After a few more minutes, the knocking stops and she hears his retreating footsteps. She closes her eyes and leans her head back against the couch, blowing out a breath.
 
   The footsteps return. “I know you’re in there. Your car’s in the garage,” he yells as he starts beating on the door again.
 
   Clasping her hands together tightly, she stares at the door. She doesn’t know what to do. She can’t call Dylan after what happened today. She could call Porter. But Trent hasn’t broken any laws so Porter wouldn’t be able to do anything to him. Plus, she doesn’t want to have to explain her situation with Trent to him.
 
   She contemplates calling Jackie. But what could she do? Talk him to death?
 
   She needs her family. Images of her parents and her Grammie and Grampie hit her hard causing a stabbing pain in her chest. Why couldn’t she just have one of them? Just one. Everyone should have at least one family member they can turn to.
 
   “Open the damn door,” Trent yells.
 
   Myra pulls her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them and squeezing tightly as tears streak down her cheeks.
 
   “I’m going to break this door down if you don’t open it,” he shouts as he pounds harder.
 
   Myra covers her ears and shuts her eyes, praying that he goes away quickly.
 
   Light passes over her shut eyes. She drops her hands from her ears and opens her eyes as she hears a door slam.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” Dylan roars. Myra’s mouth drops open.
 
   “So she called you, huh? She called you and you came running like a little guard dog,” Trent yells.
 
   “I’m giving you one fucking warning. Get out of here. If you don’t, you’re gonna be leaving here in a whole lotta fucking pain,” Dylan says in a deadly voice.
 
   Myra rushes to the front door, flips on the porch light and looks out the window. Trent and Dylan are standing about a foot apart, glaring at each other.
 
   She opens the door and steps out onto the porch. The freezing air makes her shiver.
 
   Trent looks at her. “We have a lot more to talk about. I didn’t come all this way to get shot down so easily.”
 
   Myra wipes her runny nose on the sleeve of her sweatshirt. She can feel Dylan’s eyes on her, but she keeps hers trained on Trent. “I told you I don’t ever want to see you again.”
 
   Dylan steps up to Trent, chest to chest, and stares down at him. He has at least a good six inches on Trent. “Time for you to fucking leave.” 
 
   “Get away from me,” Trent snarls as he pushes on Dylan’s chest with both of his hands.
 
   Dylan’s fists clench at his sides as he gives him a menacing stare. “Keep your fucking hands to yourself, fucker.”
 
   “Don’t you tell me what to do; I can do whatever the hell I want,” Trent shouts pathetically as he pushes his chest up against Dylan, trying to push him backwards but Dylan doesn’t move an inch.
 
   Dylan pushes him back with both of his hands, causing Trent to stumble back. “Myra, I won’t touch him if you don’t want me to, but I really wanna kick his fucking ass right now,” he says as he glares at Trent. Dylan turns his head slightly and looks at Myra. “It’s your choice. Can I?” he asks.
 
   “Yep,” Myra responds immediately without any hesitation. Trent needs to leave now and if that means by force, so be it.
 
   Trent uses his left hand to push on Dylan’s chest again and then swings wildly with his right. Dylan easily dodges it and immediately lights Trent up with a body shot directly to his ribs. Trent moans as he doubles over and reaches for his side. “Fuuuu,” he mumbles before he falls on the porch, curled up in the fetal position.
 
   Myra wraps her arms around herself, shivering as she keeps her eyes on Trent. A few more tears slip out. She can’t believe that at one point in her life she thought she was in love with him. She feels Dylan’s eyes on her, but doesn’t look at him.
 
   “You know my dad was a cop. If, if you come back, I’ll call some of his cop friends and have them haul you off to jail,” she stutters, her voice shaking as her teeth begin to chatter. Trent doesn’t answer; he just continues groaning. He finally staggers to his feet and walks bent over to his car, still holding his side and moaning. Myra turns around and opens her front door as Trent’s car backs out of her driveway.
 
   “Myra, wait,” Dylan says as he grabs her arm. She stops, her hand on the door handle, her eyes fixed on the door. “Can we talk?” he asks, his voice rough.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Can I come in?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   He tugs on her gently, trying to pull her to him.
 
   “Don’t,” she says as she tries to pull her arm away, but he won’t let her go.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m a fucking jackass.” He tugs again on her arm, but this time she doesn’t resist. He brings her up close to his body and cups her cheeks in his hands, gently wiping away her tears with his thumbs. He leans down and rests his forehead against hers. “I’m scared,” he breathes.
 
   “Of what?” she breathes back.
 
   He closes his eyes. “This. I… can’t…”
 
   She reaches her hands up and slides them through his hair. In an instant, his lips are on hers. His arms wrap around her, crushing her body close to his.
 
   He shoves her towards the front door, his lips never leaving hers. The next thing she knows, they’re inside the house. He smells like soap and smoke. Dylan kicks the door shut; she hears the sound of the lock clicking. He presses her up against the wall in an instant, keeping his body tight against hers. 
 
   She can’t breathe. She can’t get enough of him. His lips leave hers and move to her ear. “I didn’t come here to do this, I swear,” he says, panting against her ear, his warm breath tickling her. She feels his hand tangle in her hair. “I can’t keep my goddamn hands off of you,” he whispers through his heavy breaths. 
 
   His scruffy beard scratches against her skin roughly causing incredible sensations of both pain and pleasure. His mouth finds hers again, his tongue sliding inside. Her fingers twist in his soft, slightly damp hair. He moans in her mouth, a delicious deep throaty sound, which vibrates through her body, making her tingle all over.
 
   Dylan stiffens when someone knocks on the door.
 
   Myra can’t believe she forgot about Jackie. When she stopped by her house earlier, Jackie told her that she would bring dinner over tonight, and they decided to eat it at Myra’s house since Jackie’s was a mess. Groaning, she pulls away from his lips. “It’s Jackie,” she whispers between pants.
 
   He covers her lips with his again. “Tell her to leave,” he growls against her mouth as he pushes her harder against the wall.
 
   Myra smiles through his kisses. “I can’t,” she whispers.
 
   He groans as he pulls back. “Fuck,” he whispers as he leans his forehead against hers and slowly releases a heavy breath, like an incredibly erotic lusty haze, across her face. She inhales, becoming light-headed and woozy.
 
   “Can you forgive me?” he asks in a whisper.
 
   “Yes,” she whispers back as she touches her lips to his, kissing him softly.
 
   He eagerly responds to her kiss for just a moment before he lets her go. He turns on the light and opens the door.
 
   “Oh. Hi, Dylan,” Jackie says. He gives her a quick nod before he briskly walks past her and out to his truck.
 
   She looks at Myra. “I know I said I was going to bring dinner tonight, but I had to work late and just ran out of time so I brought pizza. I hope you don’t mind. Thanks for letting me come over here. Everything at my house is still such a mess. I haven’t had any time to get things organized yet. I’ve still got boxes everywhere. It’s a mad house.” Jackie talks a mile a minute.
 
   She stops and stares at Myra for a moment. Tilting her head to the side, she blinks. “Oh.”
 
   “What?” Myra asks as she wraps her arms around herself.
 
   “You know,” Jackie says in a quiet voice, “I could have eaten the pizza by myself, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Why would you…?”
 
   “Dylan didn’t have to leave. We can do this another time.”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “I think somebody has been making out with her contractor,” Jackie shrieks loudly before she jumps up and down almost dumping the pizza box on the floor.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter17]CHAPTER 17
 
   BLUSH, AFFECTION
 
   “No. I haven’t,” Myra says in a weak voice as she stares down at the floor and tries to blatantly lie to Jackie about her hot make-out session with Dylan. 
 
   Jackie giggles. “You’re a horrible liar. If you haven’t been kissing him, then what’s with the swollen lips? And why’s your skin red? I know what kissy beard rash looks like, you silly thing. I used to date a hippy.
 
   “You don’t have to lie to me because I won’t tell a soul. Your secret is completely safe with me, I absolutely promise. Besides, you keep forgetting we’re best friends, and best friends are supposed to tell each other everything.”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath as she stares at Jackie for a minute before ignoring her and walking into the kitchen. “Hey,” Jackie shouts from behind her. “I’m not letting this go. I’ll get you to tell me at some point.”
 
   Jackie continues talking as Myra silently pulls out paper plates and napkins. “I’m really sorry I couldn’t make you dinner tonight, but I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I have to admit that I’m not the best cook in the world – that was one of the reasons why I wanted to try culinary school. My mom is a fabulous cook so I’ve pretty much never cooked a day in my life. But I was like, hey, if she can do it, why not me? Plus I love watching all of those chef shows on TV. That has to be such a fun career.”
 
   Myra pulls a pitcher of tea out of the fridge and holds it up with a questioning look on her face. 
 
   “Sure. Tea’s great,” Jackie says as she grabs a slice of pizza from the box and plunks it on her plate. “So anyway, I was going to fix you spaghetti tonight, but I got hung up at the bookstore. I thought running it would be so easy, but I honestly don’t have a clue what I’m doing. And the one full-time employee that grandpa had quit, so now I’ve been stuck covering for him until I can find a replacement. I’m trying really hard to figure everything out on my own, and I really want to make grandpa proud. It’s just so hard, I don’t know…” She stares down at her pizza with a frown on her face before she looks up at Myra with tears glistening in her eyes.
 
   Myra sets the tea on the table and sits down across from her. “Jim would be incredibly proud of you. He’s probably watching right now with a huge smile on his face.” Myra can feel her throat tightening up. “I loved your grandpa. He was a wonderful man,” she says, choking on the last word.
 
   Tears stream down Jackie’s face as she hops out of her chair and throws her arms around Myra’s neck. “I miss him so much. I just don’t want to let him down. I feel like I’m failing,” she says, sobbing.
 
   Myra feels tears spill down her cheeks. She misses Jim just as much; misses that beautiful smile on his wrinkled face. Misses his kindness and his sweet, tender heart.
 
   “You could never let him down,” she whispers as she hugs Jackie tight. “He loved you so much.”
 
   Jackie wipes her eyes as she sits back down. “I know you’re right. I’m really trying. I want to make him proud of me. I guess I just didn’t realize what I was getting myself into. And I’m really missing Boise, and just everything.”
 
   “Before Jim died, we had a similar conversation,” Myra says as she wipes away some tears on her sleeve. “I broke down in front of your grandpa. I was having a moment and regretted my decision moving out here. He told me something about how ‘our decisions set us on the paths to our fates’ or something like that. He also said that sometimes what we think are bad decisions turn out to be the best decisions of our lives. That really stuck with me.”
 
   Jackie looks at Myra with wide eyes as a few more tears slip down her cheeks. “He really said that?”
 
   Myra nods, giving her a small smile.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “I know. He was an amazing man,” Myra says as she passes Jackie a napkin. Jackie quickly wipes her eyes with it.
 
   Myra picks up a slice of pizza, and they both quietly begin eating, each lost in her own thoughts.
 
   Jackie sniffs loudly, breaking the silence. “So what’s going on with you and your contractor?” she asks before giggling. “I told you I’m not going to stop asking you until you tell me. Come on, please?”
 
   “Well, I…”
 
   “Please? You can tell me, I promise I won’t tell anyone. Please, please, please? Tell me. Tell me. I won’t tell a single, solitary human…”
 
   “Fine,” Myra shouts, annoyed beyond belief. “We kissed,” she admits, hating herself for revealing that information to Jackie but seeing no other way to shut her up other than taping her mouth closed with duct tape.
 
   “I knew it,” she squeals as she bounces in her seat and claps her hands really fast. “He’s an attractive man. Very attractive. But he seems a little bit, I don’t know, hateful? I guess that’s the word I’m looking for. He has kind of that tall, dark, and mysterious vibe going on, but every time I’ve met him, he seems really mad about something. He’s definitely not my taste. I’m more into sensitive guys. And musicians. I love musicians. I love all different kinds of music. You know my…” Jackie keeps talking, but Myra checks out. She can’t bear to listen to another word. 
 
   Picking at the cheese on her pizza, she tries to think of a kind way to get Jackie to leave. Just as she starts strategizing an exit plan for her neighbor, her phone rings.
 
   She pulls her phone out and glances at the caller ID. “Excuse me. I need to take this. It’s important.”
 
   “Sure,” Jackie responds as she takes a sip of tea.
 
   “Hello?” Myra answers in a very professional voice.
 
   “What you say?” Susie responds goofily.
 
   “Oh, yes. Okay, I understand. Could you hold one moment, please?” 
 
   “What the hell is going on?”
 
   Myra ignores Susie and hits the mute button on her phone. She looks at Jackie. “I have to take this call. It’s probably going to take a while. Can we call it a night?”
 
   “Oh, not a problem. I had so much fun. We should do this like every night. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”
 
   Myra gives her a fake, weak smile but doesn’t dare answer that question.
 
   At the front door, Jackie pounces on her, giving her a nearly painful hug. “I’ll stop by tomorrow sometime. And I’ll make you dinner soon, I promise.”
 
   Myra watches Jackie until she makes it safely back into her house, then she punches the mute button.
 
   “Sorry about that. You have no idea what great timing you had. Jackie was here and I was so ready for her to leave. As you know, a little bit of her goes a long way.”
 
   Susie sniggers. “Ah, I love that crazy Jackie. She was such a fun drunk. I miss that wacky girl.”
 
   “You can have her.”
 
   Susie laughs. “You know what? I just knew you needed me to call. I was using that handy old ESPN of mine. You know, that brain-reading shit. People worldwide are jealous of my mad skills.”
 
   Myra shakes her head, the corner of her mouth tilting up.
 
   “So, did you get a taste of Dylan’s footlong yet?” Susie asks before busting out laughing.
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   “Sorry. So so sorry. It’s that mouth,” Susie says before giggling again. “I’ve been dying to call you all afternoon, but I had dumb meetings the whole stinking time. Then I went straight to the gym after work. Plus, I didn’t want to interrupt any chitty-chitty bang-banging or any burning down the pantry. Tell me everything.” 
 
   Myra sighs. “Where do I start? I can’t believe how much has happened since I talked to you this morning. Well, for starters, Trent showed up again.”
 
   “Are you shittin’ me?”
 
   “Nope. He showed up demanding that I open the door and talk to him.” 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with that fuckface?”
 
   “I don’t know. Then Dylan showed up and…”
 
   “Why? Did you call him?”
 
   “No. Well, shoot. I guess I should start out with telling you what happened earlier in the day.”
 
   “Okay. I’m aging here…”
 
   Myra quickly recaps the events of her day for Susie, from Dylan freaking out and wanting to keep things professional to him unexpectedly returning later and finding Trent on her doorstep.
 
   “Whew. This is getting good. Damn it, I wish I wasn’t on a stupid diet so I could eat a big old candy bar or something while I’m listening. Maybe something with nougat and caramel. Okay, go ahead.”
 
   Myra shakes her head. “So anyway, when I opened the door, Trent wouldn’t leave, and Dylan was ticked. Then Trent started pushing him and Dylan told me he wanted to kick Trent’s ass but that he wouldn’t if I didn’t want him to. So Dylan asked me for permission to kick Trent’s ass.”
 
   “Hm. I really don’t understand how it’s possible for me to want to beat the snot out of Dylan one second and then worship his big, huge feet the next. Must be that magical Greek god shit he has in him. Okay, keep going.
 
   “Oh, and just so you know, I’m praying to baby Jesus right now that you said yes,” Susie adds.
 
   “I did.”
 
   Susie screams. “Holy shit. What did he do?”
 
   “Trent swung at Dylan and missed. Then Dylan punched him in either his stomach or his ribs, I couldn’t really tell. Trent was down after one punch.”
 
   “You know, I never knew that love could happen this fast. But I am now officially in love with Dylan. Screw you and Jeff. I want Dylan all for myself.” Myra shakes her head as Susie grows more enthusiastic. “I love him and he’s mine. I am truly, deeply in love with that man. I need to send him a thank you card. Or maybe a gift basket…”
 
   Myra snorts.
 
   “So what happened next?” Susie asks.
 
   “I told Trent that if he came back, I’d call the cops. He finally got up and left. Then… Dylan he, well, he apologized for what he said earlier and…”
 
   Susie interrupts, belting out the worst rendition of Marvin Gaye’s Let’s Get It On known to mankind. 
 
   Myra starts laughing uncontrollably. “Stop,” she yells.
 
   “You are so jealous of my vocal abilities,” Susie says before she busts out cackling, hee-haw donkey-style. They laugh uproariously until Myra has tears sneaking out of the corners of her eyes.
 
   “God, that was hilarious,” Susie says before coughing and clearing her throat. “So did you sex up that delicious fighting piece of man meat?”
 
   “No,” Myra says between her continuing giggles. “We just kissed some more.”
 
   “Ah, he definitely deserved a little lip action after that Trent bashing. I just thought of something,” Susie says excitedly. “Dylan is just like Desmond because that is exactly something that hottie Desi would do. Beat the shit out of somebody and then sweep the heroine off of her feet with a romantic kiss,” Susie says before sighing dramatically. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to add Dylan to my list of men to fantasize about.”
 
   “Yes, I do mind.”
 
   “Too bad. I’m in love with him now. He’s made it to Desi status. What happened after the hot kissing?”
 
   “Jackie showed up so he went home.”
 
   “You’re joking, right? He beats up that peckerhead for you, and you just send him home? Why didn’t you tell Jackie to buzz off and drag that man upstairs? Are you insane?”
 
   “I told you I’m not going to sleep with him. And besides, Jackie and I had plans for dinner.”
 
   “You’re crazy, you know that?”
 
   Myra shakes her head because she knows who the crazy person is in this conversation, and it most definitely isn’t her. “Yep,” she replies, smiling.
 
   “I have to tell you what happened to me today. Jeff has been all over my ass about going to the gym so I decided to go tonight after work. So I worked out,” Susie says before clearing her throat. “Well, I kind of left off a few important words in that sentence. I should have said, ‘I worked out a little bit.’ And I was starving by the time I left that place. I was so hungry I was ready to raid my purse for breath mints. So I caved and stopped by the drive-thru and ordered a Super-Size fry. I asked them if they had a Super-Duper-Size fry, but the guy just laughed at me. And I made sure to get a Diet Coke.”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “I parked the car and got my ketchup all squirted, and I swear my mouth was watering like a leaky fire hydrant. I loaded up my first fry with a ton of ketchup and went to shove it in my mouth, and dropped the damn thing in the gap between my seat and the center console and it went straight to the floor. My first bite. Before it ever hit my mouth. And I knew I couldn’t leave it there because Jeff would find it. He’s like a diet sleuth when it comes to shit like that. So I had to get out of the car, push the seat back, crawl on the floorboard, grab the fry and scrub the ketchup off. It was awful. And you know my interior is cream-colored.”
 
   “Only you,” Myra says.
 
   “So anyway, I got done eating, and I was very careful not to drop any ketchup on me or anything because I didn’t want Jeff to know that I cheated on my diet, or he’d kick my ass. Then I took all of the trash and dumped it in the trash can. And on the way home, I opened all of the windows and froze my ass off as I tried to get rid of the French fry smell in the car.”
 
   “You’re crazy.”
 
   “Totally. So I walked in the door and Jeff came up and gave me a hug and told me how proud he was that I went to the gym. Then he leaned in and gave me a kiss. He pulled back and said, ‘What the hell? You taste like French fries.’ I forgot about my tattle-tale breath. He was so pissed off at me. I’m in so much trouble.”
 
   Myra giggles. “You should be. I can’t believe you went to the gym and then blew it eating fries.”
 
   “I know. I’m ashamed,” Susie says before yawning loudly. “Hey, I hate to cut this call short, but it’s getting late, and I gotta go to bed. I love ya, and I’ll call ya tomorrow.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   * * * 
 
   Dylan stares at his phone which sits in front of him on his kitchen table. He stares at it and then stares at it some more. An angry, frustrated growl leaves his lips as he drops his head into his hands, digging his long fingers through his disheveled hair.
 
   Standing, he lights a cigarette, inhaling deeply. He leans up against the kitchen counter and crosses his feet at the ankles, letting the cigarette hang out of the corner of his mouth as his gaze slowly trails back over to his phone again. Shaking his head, he takes another drag on his cigarette. He can’t believe that he actually looked at that fucking thing again considering he’s been staring at the damn piece of shit for the last hour. 
 
   He can’t quit thinking about what happened at Myra’s. He’d decided with certainty that he was not going to go over to her house. But before he knew it, he found himself in his truck pulling into her damn driveway. He didn’t know what the hell he’d do or say, but he definitely planned on apologizing to her for his asshole behavior. But beating up her ex and kissing the shit out of her definitely weren’t things he had planned.
 
   He stares at his phone again. “Ah, fuck it,” he yells as he walks over and snatches it off of the table. Looking under his recent calls, he finds Myra’s number and hits send. His heart pounds, making him feel like a pussy as he takes in a long drag of his cigarette.
 
   “Hello?” Myra answers softly as he exhales the smoke quickly out of the corner of his mouth.
 
   “Yeah, uh, this is Dylan,” he says before clearing his throat, trying to loosen that shit up so he can talk. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “Oh. I’m good. Thank you. I didn’t get to thank you before. For showing up like you did. And helping me with Trent. I really appreciate it.”
 
   “No problem. You think he’s gonna show up again?” 
 
   “No. I think he’s in too much pain,” Myra says before giggling.
 
   A giant smile spreads over Dylan’s face. He likes that giggle. “I could come spend the night with ya, if you want.” He slaps a hand against his forehead. “Jesus. I didn’t mean to say that shit like that, I meant to say I’ll stay on the couch, ya know, to be there in case he comes back again or whatever.” He squeezes his eyes shut tight and pounds his fist on the counter.
 
   “Oh. That’s okay. I’ll be fine. But thank you for the offer.”
 
   “You’ll call me if he shows up again?”
 
   “Yes, I promise.”
 
   He clears his throat again. “And, uh, we got everything worked out, right? I mean,” he says before he takes in a deep breath, “with you and me.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   “Okay. Good.” He nods his head even though she can’t see it. “That’s good.” 
 
   “Dylan?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You’re not going to freak out on me again, are you?”
 
   He looks down at his hands as they grip the edge of counter so hard his knuckles are white. He may be freaking the fuck out right now. He seems to freak out every time he’s around her. But he doubts that’s what Myra wants to hear right now. “I’ll try my best not to.”
 
   She remains silent for a moment. “I’ve been hurt a lot.”
 
   He thinks of that prick Trent. He wants to beat him into a bloody pulp for ever touching Myra. She’s so sweet and beautiful, and she deserves so much better than that fucker. She deserves better than Dylan, too, but he chooses to ignore that thought. “I’d never hurt you. Not intentionally. I’m trying.” Fuck, he hopes he never hurts her. But with his past, he knows he can’t promise.
 
   “I know,” she says quietly. He swears he can hear her smiling. “I really like you, Dylan.”
 
   “I... I like you too.” That feels like a huge fucking understatement, considering he practically mauled her a few hours ago. “I’ll see ya in the morning.”
 
   “Good night,” Myra says before he hangs up.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra can’t wipe the smile off of her face as she stares into the mirror and brushes her teeth. She can’t believe Dylan called her. As she puts away her toothbrush, she breathes in a happy, contented sigh. She pauses and stares at her reflection again. Her eyes practically twinkle back at her in the mirror. The fact that Dylan cared enough to call her makes her feel giddy inside.
 
   She climbs into bed and grabs her pillow, covering her face so that she can happily squeal into it and kick her feet a little. Turning on her side, she hugs it tightly next to her body, thinking thoughts of Dylan and the way his lips felt against hers.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan glances down at the green glowing numbers on his truck’s stereo clock, checking the time.
 
   He rationalizes to himself that arriving at Myra’s house twenty minutes early shouldn’t seem too damn stalkerish. The reality being that he wanted to show up an hour or two early but didn’t want to seem like an eager motherfucker. As he steps out of his truck, his heart thrums a rapid pace in his chest. 
 
   He wipes his sweaty hands on his jeans as he walks towards the porch. When he knocks and his mouth goes dry, he gets pissed at himself for feeling like a goddamn fourteen-year-old with his first crush. 
 
   Myra opens the door and smiles shyly at him wearing a blue hooded sweatshirt and jeans. He finds her so fucking beautiful that he feels like he can’t breathe for a minute.
 
   “Hi,” she says as she reaches up and tucks her hair behind her ear.
 
   After gulping, he clears his throat, hoping like hell he can talk. “Hi,” he says, his voice sounding weird.
 
   He smiles and just stares at her for a moment not saying anything. Realizing he’s been gawking at her for an inappropriate amount of time, he drops his gaze to the porch and runs his fingers through his hair. He doesn’t know what the hell to say. “You doing all right this morning?” he asks, feeling stupid.
 
   “I’m doing great,” she answers with a smile.
 
   “Good,” he says, nodding. “That’s good.” Shoving his hands into his coat pockets, he swallows hard. He can’t believe how much he feels like a ridiculous tongue-tied fucking fool. He needs to get his shit together.
 
   The sound of a truck pulling in the drive jars him out of his awkwardness. “Yeah, Ray and I are gonna finish the decking. Then we’ll start on the shingles. It’ll probably be noisy like it was the other day.”
 
   “That’s fine,” she says, still smiling softly at him.
 
   Dylan cringes when he hears Ray’s truck door slam. Just the thought of Ray opening his fucking mouth and saying something disgusting about Myra makes him want to beat the ever-living shit out of him.
 
   “Good morning, beautiful,” Ray says to Myra. “You look lovely as always. Did you miss me?” Ray flirts shamelessly, giving Myra a wink and a cocky grin as he steps up beside Dylan.
 
   Dylan bristles. He can feel the rage beginning to seep into his bloodstream.
 
   “Keep your mouth shut,” Dylan growls.
 
   “Why, good morning, to you, too, Sunshine,” Ray says to Dylan with an eye roll. “I see we got up on the wrong side of the fucking bed as usual. Are we jealous? Are you upset that she might have missed me? Because we know she definitely didn’t miss your sorry ass.” 
 
   Dylan’s eyes narrow as he clenches his fists tight, trying to keep them contained so that one of them doesn’t throw a straight jab into Ray’s fuckingly irritating, smart-assed mouth. 
 
   He takes in a deep breath and turns to Myra. “We’re gonna get started, all right?” he tells her through gritted teeth. She nods at him as he grabs Ray’s arm and starts dragging him off the porch. He hears Myra’s door shut behind him.
 
   “Let me go, you asshole. I haven’t seen Myra in a whole fucking day,” Ray shouts as he tries to wrench his arm away.
 
   Dylan stops and releases him. “Back the hell off of Myra, or I’m gonna fire your ass. I’m done dealing with your shit.”
 
   “You wouldn’t fire me. How the hell would you get the roof done, huh?”
 
   “Try me,” Dylan challenges him in a deadly tone. “I’ll drag every fucking shingle one by one up on that goddamn roof by myself if I have to.”
 
   Ray flips him the bird and stomps off, muttering under his breath. Dylan ignores him and turns to his truck, getting out his ladder. He takes in several deep breaths, hoping he and Ray can knock this roofing job out fast before he kills that motherfucker.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s hands hover over her keyboard as she turns her head slightly, listening. She doesn’t hear the sounds of hammering and movement on the roof anymore so it must be quitting time. A nervous energy starts to buzz through her body. They left her alone all day and worked straight through. The only time she saw Dylan was when she peeped out of the window and caught him smoking a cigarette.
 
   Her heart beats faster as she sits and waits. She hears an engine start, and her heart skips a beat as she sets her laptop to the side and runs to the window. She blows out a breath when she sees Ray backing out of the driveway. She watches as Dylan loads the ladder into his truck, and she prays that he doesn’t leave. Knowing that he toiled up on the roof while she tried to write just a few floors below him made her work difficult today.
 
   When Dylan walks towards the house, she drops the curtain and grins from ear to ear, throwing open the door before he can knock. “Hi,” she says, smiling, trying not to sound too excited and happy.
 
   He gives her a crooked grin, his eyes soft. “Hey,” he replies. His hair sticks up messily, and dirt smudges appear not only on his cheekbone but also down the front of his flannel shirt. He looks exhausted.
 
   “Would you like to come in?”
 
   He rubs his hand over his neck. “I’d love to, but I better not. I need to take a shower. I kinda smell like shit.”
 
   Her smile falters. “Oh. Okay.”
 
   He closes the space between them. With their bodies inches apart, his face turns intense and his eyes smolder. Reaching his hand out, he grabs hers, rubbing his thumb softly in her palm. “Thank you. I’d stay if I wasn’t nasty.”
 
   She smiles, nodding.
 
   “I better go,” he says quietly. He squeezes her hand gently before dropping it. He stares at her for a moment before he turns and walks towards his truck.
 
   Myra’s brows scrunch together because she doesn’t want him to leave. 
 
   “Dylan, wait,” she yells, just as he reaches his truck. She quickly runs after him. He turns and stares at her, waiting for her to speak while she shivers and looks at the ground, tucking her hair behind her ears, trying to figure out what to say.
 
   “Um, I…” she stutters unsure of how to express herself. She doesn’t know how to let him know what she feels right now. She stares into his eyes for a moment before her gaze drops to his lips. She finally gives up and reaches her hands up around his neck, bringing his face down to hers. 
 
   “I don’t care if you smell,” she whispers in a breathy voice, her heart pounding hard against her ribs. A groan slips from his lips as he wraps his arms around her and pulls her body close to his.
 
   “Myra,” he moans softly before his mouth crashes onto hers. The smell of sweat, wood and smoke assaults her senses. His tongue teases her bottom lip, desperately trying to gain access. She opens her mouth and their tongues slide against each other. One of his hands moves slowly up her back and into her hair as his lips move harder against hers, seeking more. Her hands run through the soft hair on his neck, tugging gently on the ends. 
 
   She shivers both from the cold and the sensations Dylan causes to blaze through her body. His hands move down to her ass, squeezing gently. He lifts her up and she wraps her legs around his waist as he turns and pushes her roughly up against the door of his truck. His mouth moves as he kisses his way underneath her jaw to her ear. He pants heavily against her skin. “Put your arms inside my coat,” he whispers in a rough voice. She does what he says; she unwraps her arms from around his neck and slips them inside, wrapping them under his arms and around his flannel-covered back. His body heat immediately warms her.
 
   His lips move along her neck. She can feel his tongue darting out occasionally to leave a wet, warm trail. He sucks softly, his teeth tugging gently on her skin. His mouth moves back up to her ear. “What are you doing to me?” he says in a raspy voice, his lips and breath tickling her ear. 
 
   His hands grip her ass tighter as he grinds himself up against her, causing her to gasp. “Mm, fuck,” he moans in a deep, husky voice as he pushes his hardness against her center again. She pants as she runs her fingers up towards his shoulders and down his back under his coat, feeling his muscles flex under his shirt. His mouth finds hers again, his lips moving roughly.
 
   Myra frowns when they are illuminated by headlights for a moment as a vehicle pulls in front of her house. “Fucking shit,” Dylan mumbles against her mouth. He pushes off of the truck and lowers her to her feet. Turning, he stands protectively in front of her as she peers around his shoulder and hears a car door slam. 
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter18]CHAPTER 18
 
   CORAL, AWAKENINGS
 
   Dylan scowls at the police officer walking towards them. When he first turned around after getting interrupted dry-humping the hell out of Myra against his truck, he wanted to beat whoever’s ass was in that car. But now, he hopes like hell he hasn’t done anything that would get him arrested. Myra touches his hand and squeezes it. He looks down at her. 
 
   “It’s okay,” she says with a nod before she shivers and wraps her arms around herself. He slips off his coat and carefully wraps it around her shoulders. 
 
   “Thanks,” she whispers.
 
   “Hey, Myra,” the police officer says. “Sorry to interrupt. Everything going okay?” The cop suspiciously eyeballs Dylan from head to toe, focusing his gaze on his busted lip.
 
   “Everything’s good,” Myra says. “Porter, this is my contractor, Dylan Lawson. Dylan, this is Porter Higdon. He used to be partners with my dad.”
 
   Dylan remembers when she told her prick of an ex that she’d call some of her dad’s cop friends if he didn’t leave her alone. He wonders what happened to her dad or where he lives. It dawns on him that he really doesn’t know a damn thing about Myra, yet that didn’t stop him from basically dry-fucking her against his truck. That thought makes him feel like a real shithead.
 
   Porter reaches his hand out. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “You too,” Dylan mumbles with a nod.
 
   “How’s the work on the house going?” Porter asks.
 
   “Dylan’s doing a wonderful job,” Myra says as she shyly glances up at him, giving him a soft smile. Her simple compliment makes him feel all strange and happy and shit. He can’t help but smile back at her.
 
   Porter nods. “That’s good to hear.”
 
   “Do you want to come in?” Myra asks Porter.
 
   “Sure, that’d be great. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to the both of you,” he says as he looks at Dylan.
 
   Dylan frowns because he has no fucking clue what he’d want to talk to him about. He glances down at Myra who looks up at him questioningly. He shrugs and nods. 
 
   Once inside the house, Dylan and Porter sit down at the kitchen table as Myra pours them some coffee.
 
   Porter clears his throat as Myra sits down. “Lucia’s been running that mouth of hers over at the store. Word’s gotten around that Derek paid you a visit,” he says as he looks at Myra. “I saw his face. You want to tell me what happened?” Porter’s gaze shifts back and forth between Dylan and Myra.
 
   Myra looks at Dylan with a question in her eyes. He nods. She nods back before staring at her cup. “Derek did show up here. But Dylan took care of the situation.”
 
   “What did Derek do?” Porter asks Myra. “Would you be more comfortable talking about this in private?” 
 
   Dylan starts to stand, but Myra puts her hand on his arm and shakes her head. “No. Please stay,” she says to him before she looks at Porter. “He just said some filthy things and then tried to kiss me. I was fighting him off when Dylan showed up.”
 
   Porter scowls. “Why didn’t you call me? You should have called me immediately. Do you want to press charges?”
 
   Myra shakes her head. “No. I don’t think he’ll be bothering me anymore.” She glances at Dylan, the corner of her mouth tilting upwards. Dylan feels a small smile creeping up on his face as well. He can defend Myra; he can watch out for her. And he knows without a doubt that if that motherfucker comes even close to Myra again, he’ll beat his ass to a bloody pulp. 
 
   Porter looks at Dylan. “Next time don’t let your fists take care of the situation, let the law do it, all right?”
 
   Dylan nods in reply.
 
   “Although, I have to admit feeling a bit of satisfaction that the boy got what was coming to him. ‘Bout time,” Porter says with a smile. 
 
   “Well, I had better get going and leave you two kids be,” Porter says as he stands. He looks at Myra. “I’ll check up on you in a few days.”
 
   Myra nods and gives Porter a hug.
 
   Porter turns to Dylan. “You take good care of this girl. She’s important.” 
 
   Dylan doesn’t know how the hell to respond to that so he just nods. Even though he doesn’t really know her at all, for some fucking reason, he has to agree with Porter. Myra is important.
 
   * * *
 
   “I was going to heat up some leftovers. Are you hungry?” 
 
   Dylan’s eyes light up as he gives Myra a crooked grin. “Yeah.”
 
   She can’t help but smile all the way to the kitchen as Dylan follows behind her. He sits down as she starts pulling containers out of the fridge.
 
   “So your dad was a cop?” he asks.
 
   She turns towards him and nods. “Yeah. He died five years ago. Some guy was robbing a convenience store, and he got shot. He was off duty. I was in college at the time.”
 
   “Jesus, I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. He was an amazing dad and a great cop. I really miss him.” She takes in a deep breath before continuing to prep some veggies. 
 
   “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” he asks.
 
   “No. And all of my grandparents are gone. I don’t have any family left. It’s just me.”
 
   Dylan frowns. “Not even an aunt or an uncle?”
 
   She shakes her head. “My dad was an only child, and my mom had an older sister, but she died when I was five. She was single and didn’t have any children,” she says as she sets a salad in front of him.
 
   He sighs heavily, staring down at the plate with his brows scrunched. “Thanks,” he mutters. 
 
   “Is iced tea okay?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She places the drinks on the table and sits across from him. They both start quietly eating their salads. “What about your family?” she asks.
 
   He finishes chewing his bite and takes a drink. “My parents live in Boise. I’ve got two brothers and a sister. My older brother is Chad, who’s married to Natalie – the woman you saw the other day. They have three boys and a girl on the way. They live in Boise too. Then I have an older sister, Trish, who lives with her husband in Florida. And a younger brother, Nick.”
 
   “Wow. You have a big family.”
 
   He nods. “They drive me fucking crazy most of the time,” he says with a smirk.
 
   Myra stares at a piece of lettuce on her plate, moving it around with her fork. “You’re very lucky you have a family,” she tells him quietly.
 
   Dylan clears his throat but doesn’t say anything. She looks up to see him scowling and shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “I always wanted to be an aunt. I…” she says then shakes her head, looking down bashfully. “Never mind.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   She pauses for a moment. “I just, when I was younger, I used to dream about having nieces and nephews running around and calling me ‘Auntie Myra’. It’s silly, I know. I guess it just wasn’t meant to be,” she says, shaking her head.
 
   He coughs before rubbing the back of his neck. “Do you work?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah,” she says with a smile, “Well, kind of. I worked as a copy editor when I lived in Philadelphia. I’m actually writing a book right now, or at least trying to. So I’m working, just not getting paid for it yet.” 
 
   “How did you end up working so far away if you’re from here?” Dylan asks. 
 
   “I went there for college. It’s where I got a scholarship. I got offered a job there right after I graduated.” 
 
   “You must be pretty smart,” he says. 
 
   Myra just shrugs and smiles.
 
   “I bet your dad was proud,” he adds before taking a bite of his food.
 
   “He was, and Grampie too,” she says. “The car was my present. They wanted me to have something safe while I was in school.” 
 
   “You drove that car to Philly?” Dylan asks, looking surprised. “By yourself?”
 
   “No, dad and Grampie drove me there, and then they flew back. I’ll never forget that trip,” she says with a huge grin. “Stopping at all the towns along the way, seeing their faces once we got to Philly. It was the bes...” Myra’s words stick in her throat. She can’t talk about it anymore. She misses them too much. Thankfully, Dylan doesn’t press her about it. They keep eating until Myra breaks the silence.
 
   “What about you?” she asks. “Why do you live in Nyssa and not in Boise with your family?” she asks.
 
   Dylan chokes and starts coughing. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Myra asks.
 
   He nods as he continues coughing and takes a drink. He clears his throat roughly. “I moved here because…” He pauses and runs his hand through his hair. “Well, it has to do with shit in my past. I had to get away from everything. I don’t want to talk about this right now, all right?” 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “It’s all right,” he cuts her off gruffly, keeping his eyes on the table.
 
   Myra feels terrible that she upset him. She doesn’t know what to say so she remains quiet. Awkward silence fills the kitchen as they both continue eating their salads. 
 
   “Are you finished?” Myra asks as she stands up.
 
   Dylan nods as he hands her his plate. When he shifts in his seat again, a grimace crosses his face. “Oh. How’s your back? Would you like some pain killers?” she asks.
 
   “Nah, I’m fine. It’s an old injury.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   He runs his hand over his jaw. “Car accident.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He shrugs and stares down at the table. She warms up the leftovers and sits back down. “This is damn good,” he says in between bites.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   They eat for a few more minutes. “Have you always been a contractor?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah. My dad owns a contracting company in Boise. Chad and I both started working for him as soon as we got out of high school. My dad always planned for us to take over the company when he retires but...” Dylan pauses and clears his throat before he continues.
 
   “Well, things changed, so Chad will be taking it over by himself one of these days.”
 
   Myra nods but doesn’t ask more questions. She can see his discomfort.
 
   “Why did you move back here?” he asks.
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath and blows it out. “Because of Trent. My ex. We worked together and were in a relationship for a couple of years. He got a promotion and a new assistant and, well, they…” She looks up at him. His eyes narrow and his lips thin. She looks back down at her hands. “Yeah. While we were together. Then I found out she was pregnant.” 
 
   “That fucking dick.”
 
   Myra smiles weakly just as a loud crashing noise comes from the living room. She shrieks and jerks in her seat.
 
   “What the fuck?” Dylan asks, his eyes wide.
 
   They both stand and stare down the hallway towards the living room. “What the hell was that?” he asks as he shoots Myra a sideways glance.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Stay here and I’ll go check.”
 
   “No. I’m coming with you.”
 
   He stares at her for a moment. “All right. But stay behind me.” With her heart beating rapidly, she follows closely behind Dylan towards the living room. She frowns when she catches sight of something on the floor next to the fireplace. Dylan picks it up and flips it over. 
 
   “That’s weird. It must have fallen off of the mantle,” she says. “That’s my Grampie and Jim; they were great friends.” She stares down at the picture of the two men sitting on the front porch laughing together.
 
   “Hm.” He nods as he stares at the picture. “Do you ever think of that day when he…? When Jim…?” he asks as his eyes find hers.
 
   “All the time.”
 
   He nods, staring back down at the photo. “Me too.”
 
   Dylan hands Myra the picture frame, and she places it back up on the mantle.
 
   He clears his throat. “I think I’m gonna head home. I’m pretty damn tired.”
 
   “You look exhausted.”
 
   “Thanks for the meal. I really liked talking with you and shit,” he says before swallowing hard. 
 
   “Me too,” she says, smiling shyly up at him.
 
   He steps closer and leans down towards her, moving slowly. He places a soft, tender kiss on her lips before he turns and leaves. 
 
   * * *
 
   Just as Myra puts away the last of the dinner dishes, someone knocks. Her heart beats rapidly as she walks down the hallway wondering if it could be Dylan. When she peeps out the window, she sees Jackie standing on her porch, happily waving at her with a huge grin on her face.
 
   She groans loudly before she opens the door.
 
   “I made sure to wait until Dylan left before I came over. I was going to stop by earlier, but I saw his truck. I didn’t want to interrupt anything like I did last time. I definitely learned my lesson,” she says with a giggle as she steps inside and Myra closes the door behind her.
 
   “I saw the police car. Is everything okay? Dylan’s not in any trouble or anything is he? I mean he seems like a good guy and all, but I really don’t know him at all. And he does seem to have some anger issues. Sometimes it’s the nice guys who turn out to be the bad ones.” Her mouth flaps like the wings of a bird. “Just in case, I came prepared. I’ve got pepper spray if you need it,” she says as she holds it up for Myra to see. 
 
   Myra wishes Porter would lock Jackie up, maybe for being a public nuisance or something. “No, I don’t need any pepper spray, and that was Porter that stopped by,” she says as she walks over to the couch. 
 
   “Oh, okay. I just love Porter. He’s like a big grown-up teddy bear. I always want to give him a big hug.” Without any pause, she switches topics. “So are you and Dylan a couple now? Are you dating? I think you two make a really cute couple. You just look like you go together.”
 
   Myra sighs and rubs her temples. “No, we’re not dating.”
 
   “Oh,” Jackie says, frowning. “Well, what are you two doing? Why aren’t you together? What’s stopping you from dating?”
 
   Myra buries her face in her hands. “I don’t know,” she says and she really doesn’t. She doesn’t want to push Dylan or force him to talk, but she can sense that something in his past haunts him, keeping him from opening up to her. She just hopes that he tells her soon. Myra knows pain all too well; she’s certain that they can help each other. But she needs Dylan to come to the same conclusion.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “I’m just confused. I don’t know what’s going on with us.”
 
   “Well, don’t worry because I have a great feeling about you two. I kind of know these things. I think it’s going to work out just fine,” Jackie says with a nod and a knowing grin on her face.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan pulls into Myra’s driveway early again because he can’t help that shit. He smiles when he gets out of his truck and sees Myra standing inside of the already open door. His heart does some weird shit in his chest. 
 
   “Hi,” he says, grinning.
 
   “Hi,” she says, smiling back at him. 
 
   He shoves his hands into his coat pockets. “We should get the roof done today.”
 
   “Oh. Good.”
 
   She tucks her hair behind her ear. “Do you know anything about furnaces?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah. Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. I got up this morning and it was chilly in the house.”
 
   “I can look at it,” he says. 
 
   He follows her downstairs to the basement. “Looks like your pilot light’s out. I just need to re-light it, and the furnace should kick back on,” he mumbles to her as he lights it.
 
   “Okay. Thank you.”
 
   Standing, he turns and finds her smiling shyly at him. He just stares at her for a moment, smiling back. He doesn’t know if he’s ever seen a more attractive woman. He feels a pull towards her. Giving in to it, he steps closer his gaze moving to her lips. Dylan knows how soft and sweet they are, and how good they feel against his and he wants them again. Grabbing her hand, he pulls her to him, so that their bodies touch. Her mouth gapes slightly as her breathing intensifies when he licks his lips in anticipation. His gaze moves from her lips to her eyes, questioning. She stares into his eyes for a moment before she looks at his lips and nods. 
 
   Leaning down, he softly touches her lips with his, tenderly placing small, sweet pecks against her mouth. His hands move down to her lower back, pressing her small body against his tightly as her hands snake up around his neck and tangle in his hair, pulling and tugging gently. That shit turns him on something fierce. 
 
   Her lips feel so goddamn good on his. But he wants more. His lips press harder, his tongue pushing against her lower lip. She opens her mouth, and her tongue immediately rubs against his. He groans, making a deep rumbling noise in his chest. He tries to push himself closer to her, but he can’t because of his damn tool belt. He pulls away. 
 
   “Hang on,” he grunts as he undoes it, dropping it behind him on the concrete floor. The tools hit the cement with a loud, clanging thud. 
 
   “Come here,” he says huskily as he grabs her again, putting his lips and his dick back where they were before. Now he can get some friction against her. “Mm,” he hums against her lips.
 
   Wanting more, his hands slip down to softly cup her ass. She gasps slightly against his mouth. Picking her up, Dylan walks backwards as she wraps her legs around his waist. He pushes her up against the dryer and sits her gently on the edge.
 
   His lips leave hers and trail down her neck; he inhales deeply, loving her smell. “You feel so fucking good,” he whispers huskily against her throat. “I can’t…” he mumbles before he bites her neck softly. “Get enough…” he mutters again before his tongue runs along her skin. “Of you,” he whispers before he takes her earlobe into his mouth, sucking it gently, rubbing his tongue over her soft skin. 
 
   Dylan sneaks his fingers underneath the edge of her sweatshirt, feeling the soft, warm silky skin of her back. He desperately wants his fingers to make their way up underneath her bra.
 
   “Myra? Dylan? Where the hell are you?” He hears a fucking annoying voice yell.
 
   He yanks his head back and stares into Myra’s startled eyes. “Goddamn it. I forgot about Ray,” he growls in a ragged voice.
 
   * * *
 
   “What are we going to do?” Myra whispers as she pants heavily.
 
   “Damn it. I don’t know,” Dylan says with a scowl as he picks her up off of the dryer and puts her down on the concrete floor. “This is all your fault.” He holds her by the shoulders and glares down at her. 
 
   She frowns. “What do you mean?”
 
   With his lip snarled, he looks up and down her body as he releases her shoulders. “Because you’re always looking all sexy and shit. If you weren’t so goddamn beautiful, this shit wouldn’t happen. Maybe I’d be able to control myself around you.”
 
   Myra gasps. She looks down at her blue jeans with the hole in the knee, her green hooded sweatshirt and pink fuzzy socks. A huge grin spreads over her face. 
 
   “You think I’m… sexy?” she asks as her heart pounds. 
 
   “Yes. Insanely sexy.” His eyes narrow as he continues frowning. “It really fucking pisses me off. You need to do something about it and quit looking so good.” 
 
   Reaching up on her tiptoes, she grabs his face in her hands and brings his mouth to hers, kissing him hard and sucking his bottom lip in her mouth. She pulls back and breathes, “Thank you.” She stares deep into his eyes hoping her eyes can express how much his words mean to her. 
 
   “Fuck,” he mumbles, breathing heavily. “I didn't mean that as a compliment. I can't control myself around you. Try to make yourself look ugly or some shit, all right?” 
 
   She blinks at him, and watches as his lips twitch into a grin. He leans in and kisses her temple before he grabs his tool belt from the floor.
 
   Myra can’t stop smiling, and has to chew on her thumbnail to stifle the girlish giggles that want to escape from her. But a giggle pops out anyway. He looks down at her, his brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed. The fierce look on his face makes her giggle even more. His face softens and the corners of his mouth tilt up. He closes his eyes and shakes his head as he joins her in laughter.
 
   Opening his eyes, he stares at her for a moment before his gaze drops to her mouth. The grin on his face fades. “Jesus,” he groans. “Ray’s gonna know. Your face is all red from my beard.” He reaches his hand up and tenderly touches her skin, causing her to shiver. “Sorry. Does it hurt?” His eyes are soft and gentle as he caresses her.
 
   She shakes her head as she reaches for his hand and gently kisses his palm. 
 
   “Jesus,” he mumbles as he stares intensely at her mouth. 
 
   She lowers his hand and hangs onto it. “So Ray? He doesn’t know? About us?” she asks.
 
   He shakes his head. 
 
   Myra nods and shyly points to his head. “You’re hair. It’s kind of a mess.” 
 
   “Oh.” He quickly runs his hands through it trying, unsuccessfully, to get it to lie down.
 
   “I don’t hear him anymore,” he says. “Just let me talk to him, all right?”
 
   Myra nods and follows Dylan up the creaky basement stairs.
 
   * * *
 
   When Dylan steps into Myra’s kitchen, his eyes widen when he sees Ray sitting in a kitchen chair facing the basement stairs with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. As soon as Myra steps up next to him, Ray purses his lips, squints his eyes at her, and abruptly stands, knocking the chair to the floor with a loud bang before he stomps out of the kitchen. Dylan picks up the chair, and turns to Myra. “I’ll take care of him. Don’t come outside.”
 
   “Okay,” she says.
 
   He leans down and places a gentle kiss on her lips before he rubs his thumb tenderly over her cheek. He doesn’t want Myra around if he has to kick Ray’s ass. And he most definitely will kick off in his ass if necessary. With pleasure.
 
   Pausing on the porch, he lights up a cigarette and walks into Myra’s backyard looking for him. He finds him leaning up against the shed, smoking a cigarette.
 
   “You’re fucking her, aren’t you? After all that shit you told me about how you weren’t interested in her, you went behind my back and started fucking her. You could’ve at least had the balls to tell me about it to my face, you dickhead.”
 
   “Look, I’m not – having sex – with her. I…” Dylan frowns, clearing his throat. “I just, I like her, all right? Are you happy, goddamn it? I couldn’t help it. It just happened.
 
   “And why the hell are you mad anyway? She’s made it pretty fucking clear that she’s not interested in you, but you just can’t seem to get it through your thick-as-hell skull.”
 
   Ray snarls at Dylan. “Fuck you.”
 
   “Look, can we put this shit behind us enough to finish the damn roof today?”
 
   Ray doesn’t respond and pushes off the shed, stomping off. Dylan walks to his truck to unload the ladder, telling himself that he only has a few more hours and he can send that jackass packing.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra drops the curtain, relieved that Dylan and Ray didn’t get into a fight. She thought for sure she would see fists flying. And even though Dylan told her to stay in the house, she was prepared to dart out there at any moment.
 
   Her cell rings.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Guess what I’m getting ready to do?” Susie asks.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “I’m going to lunch with Lori from HR. Remember her?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Well, she’s going to help me get back at Trent. I got to talking to her this morning and told her about how he went through my purse. She said there wasn’t really any way I could nail him on it because we didn’t have it on video, and he technically didn’t take anything. But she hates Trent and feels so guilty that she gave him your phone number. So she’s going to help me get back at that asswipe. I’ve got a list of ideas that I’m going to run by her today.”
 
   “What ideas?”
 
   “I was thinking of fire ants; the ones that sting. I could let them loose in his office and lock him in there. Or put a snake in his desk drawer – a big one of course and, possibly – I mean probably – venomous. I’d have anti-venom serum on-hand; I’m not that inhumane. But not for Trent, of course. Just in case someone else gets bit by accident.”
 
   “Susie.” 
 
   “Hush. I’m not done. I’ve also been thinking I could maybe sneak a ghost pepper or two in his coffee. I saw a show on TV the other day about how they can cause blistering of the mouth and throat. Imagine how he’d feel shitting that out? That would be freaking awesome. Asshole blisters and hemorrhoids. My list goes on and on. So I’m going to run my ideas by her and see what we can come up with.”
 
   “You can’t do that. You’ll get fired or sent to jail.”
 
   “Eh. Probably, but, by God, it’d be worth it,” she says with a sigh. “Oh, I gotta go. She’s here. Bye.”
 
   Myra shakes her head as she mumbles a goodbye and closes her phone.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan pulls in a deep breath, rubbing the back of his neck as he stares down at Myra’s new roof. Somehow, he and Ray got the damn thing finished without him having to kick off in his ass. 
 
   He climbs down the ladder and sits down in his truck, pulling out his business checks. He calculates Ray’s pay and writes him out a check.
 
   “Here,” he says gruffly as he hands it to him.
 
   Ray snatches it from him with a glare before stomping off to his truck.
 
   Dylan sighs as he watches Ray back out of the driveway. It’ll be hard as hell finding another guy in this small town to replace him.
 
   He stretches his back as he walks up to Myra’s porch. She smiles when she opens the door. “The roof’s done,” he says.
 
   “Great.”
 
   He nods. “Ray won’t be back.”
 
   “Good,” she says, smiling.
 
   “I can’t really do any more work until we get the shit we ordered for the kitchen and the bathrooms. I checked on it, and they’re still a couple of weeks out on delivery. So I’m going to take a few days off. I have to go to Boise anyway. For a family thing.”
 
   Myra’s expression falls. “Oh. When?”
 
   “In the morning.”
 
   She hums, nodding, her gaze dropping to the porch. “Are you hungry? Would you like to stay for dinner?” she asks.
 
   “I’d love to, but I have a six o’clock appointment. And I need to run home and take a shower.” She nods, staring down at the porch. He takes a step closer. “But I could be back around seven-thirty or eight? Is that too late?”
 
   She looks up at him, her face lighting up. “No. That would be perfect.”
 
   “Okay,” he says, smiling. “Well, I’ll be back. Soon.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Okay. Great. Uh, I’ll see ya soon. Shit. I just said that, didn’t I? Damn it. I’ll just say… bye.” He scrubs a hand through his hair feeling like a stupid ass and hating that he can feel his face getting hot.
 
   Myra giggles softly.
 
   Dylan sighs as he climbs into his truck feeling like a fucking idiot as he drives to Elaina’s to get his back adjusted.
 
   * * *
 
   As soon as Dylan leaves her driveway, Myra makes a plan of action. She wants to make something special for him. After a look through her pantry, she groans when she discovers she’s going to have to go to the grocery store. She’s been putting it off, but she knows she can’t hide from Derek forever.
 
   But first, she needs to call Jackie. She pulls out her phone and dials her number.
 
   “You called me,” Jackie shrieks. “I think this is the first time. This is so great. I was just thinking about you. Have you had supper? I was thinking that I could stop on my way home and pick us up something to eat. What are you in the mood for? Chinese? Sandwiches? Burgers? I’m starving. I got so busy today with the bookstore and all that I didn’t even get a chance to eat lunch. It’s really weird that you can just forget to eat and then not think about it until way later when your stomach starts growling really loud,” she says with a giggle.
 
   Myra sighs. Jackie drives her crazy, but she has a good heart. “Well, I hate this, but I was just calling to tell you that I can’t get together with you tonight. Dylan’s coming over.”
 
   “Is it a date?”
 
   “No. Not really.”
 
   “What are you going to wear? You should wear something sexy, but not too sexy. I have a knack for clothes. I’ll have to go through yours sometime and see what all you have. I’ve only seen you in jeans. I hope you have more to wear than that. Maybe we could go shopping together some time, and I could help you pick out some new things. That would be so much fun. We definitely have to do that and…” 
 
   “Okay, okay,” Myra interrupts loudly. “Look, I have to go. Maybe we can talk tomorrow, all right?”
 
   “Sure. Have fun. I can’t wait to hear how it goes.”
 
   After they say their goodbyes, Myra slams her phone shut. She can’t believe how many words came out of that woman’s mouth in such a short amount of time.
 
   Grabbing her purse, she heads for Marshall’s. She keeps a constant eye out for Derek, but he doesn’t seem to be working. She breathes a sigh of relief when she doesn’t see Lucia either. 
 
   She frowns when she turns down her street and sees a black car in the middle of the road with the brakes on. It seems to be stopped in front of her house. As she approaches, it quickly tears off down the road before she can get a good look at it. Her heart pounds as she wonders if it was Trent. But it couldn’t be him because he has to be back in Philly by now. It could be Jackie because Myra has no idea what kind of car she drives.
 
   After she gets inside, locks all the doors and puts her groceries away, she calls Susie.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Dylan’s coming over for dinner,” Myra says immediately.
 
   “No shit? Are you going to feed him and then power up his drill?” Susie asks with a giggle.
 
   “No. He’s leaving tomorrow for a few days so I wanted to spend some time with him before he goes.”
 
   “Ah, that’s sweet.”
 
   “Have you seen Trent around the office?”
 
   “Yeah. Why?”
 
   Myra’s brows furrow. “Nothing.”
 
   “I have to tell you about my meeting with Lori. That woman made me shred my Traumatize Trent list. I had some awesomely nasty things on there, too, because you know how completely devious my mind is. But when she mentioned jail time like you did, I tossed it. Anyway, I’m back to the damn drawing board. I’m going to have to come up with some lame shit to get him back with. But I’ll make it some seriously twisted lame shit. It’s just going to take some time to come up with a new plan of attack.”
 
   “You need to just forget about what happened and move on.”
 
   “Move on? Are you kidding me? That prick went through my damn purse. My private shit. My very personal private shit. Do you know what all I had in that thing? I had my new book in there that I bought to replace the boogered one. Plus, I had several magazines with Desmond on the cover. I had my stash of candy in case my blood sugar drops, and my tampons, pads, and I always keep a spare pair of underwear in there for emergencies. I hate that he saw all of that. It pisses me off.”
 
   “You’re right. He did invade your privacy. Exactly how big is this purse of yours?” Myra asks, grinning.
 
   “It’s not a purse, it’s a bag. And yes, it’s humongous. I got it at a yard sale. It takes up my whole bottom drawer, but I don’t care. I love that I can cram all kinds of shit in it. I could haul around my kitchen sink in there if I wanted to,” she adds with a giggle. “Ugh, I gotta go. I can’t wait to hear how your date went. Have fun.”
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan gets out of the shower and dries himself off. He wipes the steam off the mirror with his towel. He groans when he sees his messy hair. Leaning down, he opens the door beneath the sink, looking for some gel. He finds an old bottle that has a layer of dust on it. He puts some in his hair, trying to get that shit under control. 
 
   He runs an electric razor over his stubble to shorten it. But when he runs his hand over his face and remembers Myra’s red skin from this morning, he decides to shave it off. After a close shave, he rubs his hand over his chin again and grins. It makes him feel pretty damn good about himself. He can’t remember the last time he shaved. It’s been forever since he’s given a rat’s ass about how he looks.
 
   Opening the medicine cabinet, he looks for some cologne. Finding an old bottle he hasn’t used in years, he opens it and takes a sniff. “Shit,” he yells, feeling like he just burned his nostrils. He dumps it down the sink and tosses the bottle. He’ll just have to smell like good old fucking bar soap.
 
   To get into his bedroom, he has to kick clothes and shit out of his way. Opening his closet, he chuckles as there are only two shirts hanging there. The rest are either piled on top of his dresser, under his bed, or hiding somewhere in the mounds of shit on his floor.
 
   He grabs one of the shirts hanging up – a simple black T – and throws it on and finds a pair of jeans underneath a pile of clothes in the corner. It takes him about five minutes to find a pair of clean boxers, which royally pisses him off.
 
   Catching his reflection in the mirror, he pauses for a minute, staring, and finding it damn amusing that he’s going to so much trouble for a woman. He used to go to this much trouble for Sabrina. He can’t believe how much he’s changed, both inside and out. If she could see him now, she probably wouldn’t even recognize him anymore.
 
   As he grabs his phone and keys, he feels a strange excitement about getting to see Myra again even though he just saw her a couple of hours ago. That just confirms in his mind his pussy status and that he should be wearing a damn dress to her house instead of jeans.
 
   * * * 
 
   When Myra hears a soft knock at the door, her heart begins to race. Peeping through the window, her breath catches in her throat when she sees the back of Dylan’s head. Closing her eyes and taking in a slow breath, she opens the door. Her mouth drops open as she stares at his clean-shaven face. She’s never in her life seen a more beautiful man.
 
   His eyes slowly move over her body. “You look…” he says before shaking his head. “Damn.”
 
   She clears her throat and smiles shyly. “Thanks. So do you.” 
 
   He gives her a crooked grin before he steps inside.
 
   “Jesus, it smells good in here,” he says as he shrugs out of his coat. “What is that?”
 
   Myra smiles as she takes his coat. “Steak Florentine with Mushroom Risotto. I hope you like it.”
 
   He chuckles. “I have no idea what the hell that is, but it smells fucking delicious,” he says with a grin as Myra laughs as they walk into the kitchen.
 
   “Just have a seat. Everything’s ready.”
 
   “After you,” he says, holding a chair out for Myra at the table. 
 
   She giggles. “Why thank you.” 
 
   “No, thank you,” he says after he sits down across from her. “You didn’t have to go to all of this trouble cooking.”
 
   “It was no trouble at all,” Myra says as she cuts up her salad. 
 
   Dylan puts his fork down and stares at her, noticing how her eyes sparkle. Her beauty makes his breathing difficult. 
 
   He clears his throat and quickly looks away. He could get lost in her eyes. He doesn’t like all the feelings and shit she stirs up in him. 
 
   They begin eating quietly. Myra watches Dylan dive into her food. She takes great pride in the fact that he so loves her cooking. 
 
   He moans. “Damn, you’re a good cook. I don’t get many home-cooked meals. This is great.” 
 
   “I like cooking, so I’m glad you enjoy it,” she says, unable to control the ridiculous grin on her face. 
 
   “It’s nice to have someone to cook for again,” she whispers. Dylan stops eating long enough to stare at her before he looks away. He hates to admit it but it feels good to have someone special, other than his mom, cooking for him again. 
 
   For the rest of the meal, they take turns telling each other stories from their childhoods as they eat. Myra tells Dylan about going fishing with her dad and Grampie and how she’d cry for the poor worms. Dylan tells her similar stories, like the time he got grounded with his brothers and sister because they put slugs in their dad’s work boots. They couldn’t use their video games for a month. Dylan and Myra talk, laugh, and bond over the course of the meal. Dylan knows something has changed in their relationship tonight and that thought terrifies him.
 
   * * *
 
   “Do you want dessert?” Myra asks after they finish eating.
 
   He shakes his head. “Maybe later?”
 
   She smiles and nods. “Do you want to go into the living room? Want some coffee?”
 
   “Yeah, that’d be great.”
 
   They make their way into the living room with their coffee. Myra sits at the end of the sofa, giving Dylan a lot of space to sit. He plops down right beside her, his thigh touching hers. Her breathing hitches.
 
   “Thanks for dinner,” he says. “That was probably the best damn meal I’ve ever had.”
 
   She smiles, looking up at him. He smiles back at her. Their eyes lock; she can’t seem to look away. His smile fades as his eyes grow darker, become more intense. He stares at her lips. “I really want to kiss you again.”
 
   She swallows hard. “You do?” she asks as her heart starts picking up its pace.
 
   He nods, licking his lips and staring intently at hers. He looks like he wants to devour her.
 
   “I’m trying to be a gentleman and not fucking attack you. My damn lips constantly want to touch you. Especially when you look so… so….” He doesn’t need to say a word. His eyes clearly convey what his mouth can’t.
 
   “Kiss me,” she whispers. Groaning, his fingers graze along her cheekbone until he entwines them into her hair and pulls her to him, touching his lips softly to hers. He presses a bit harder and pulls her bottom lip into his mouth, sucking on it gently. When her lip pops out of his mouth, she mutters, “Oh my God,” in a breathy voice.
 
   He pulls back slightly, frowning. “What?”
 
   “I can’t believe how good your lips feel without your scruff,” she says. Bringing both hands up to his face, she rubs her fingers tenderly over the soft skin of his jaw before she slowly outlines his lips with a fingertip.
 
   He shivers. “I shaved. For you.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   He nods. “I didn’t want to hurt you. Your skin’s so beautiful,” he says as his fingers graze against her chin and mouth.
 
   “Come here,” he says in a husky voice, bringing her closer. His soft, smooth lips start tenderly kissing hers. His mouth opens and his kiss gets more frantic as he moves more roughly against her. He groans, his mouth leaving hers as he grabs her and pulls her into his lap; her legs straddling him. She can feel all of him underneath her, between her legs. Reaching up, he gently cradles her face, bringing it down to his. He groans again as his hands move down to her ass, pushing her center down against his hardness. He grinds himself up against her, pushing down on her ass to get friction. 
 
   She closes her eyes and leans her head back as his lips move down her neck, kissing and sucking. A loud moan slips from her lips when he rubs against her right where she wants it. She winds her hands in his hair and breathes him in. He smells of smoke and spicy soap.
 
   “You smell so fucking good,” he whispers against her neck. She smiles because she was just thinking the same thing. She can feel his hot, wet tongue leaving a trail down her neck. “Fruity or some shit,” he mumbles against her skin before she feels his teeth gently biting her, and sucking. She moans again, louder this time.
 
   “Sorry,” he whispers as he softly kisses the spot he bit. “I can’t fucking help it.” His hands move up to her face, bringing hers down to his again, his soft lips attacking hers.
 
   “I need to stop,” he says, panting against her mouth. “Make me stop.”
 
   “Don’t stop,” she says quickly against his lips.
 
   “Fuck,” he moans as she grinds down against him.
 
   His lips move from her lips to her ear. “I want you so badly, Myra. So fucking badly,” he whispers before he bites her earlobe, causing her to shiver.
 
   Another loud moan slips from her lips. “Please?” she whispers.
 
   “Shit,” he groans before his lips are on hers again. Desperate and needy. He grinds his hardness up into her several more times before he stops, resting his forehead against hers. He shuts his eyes tight, as he pants heavy breaths across her face.
 
   “We, we have to stop,” he stutters.
 
   “Why?”
 
   He pulls back and looks into her eyes. “Because I’m afraid if we go further, we’re gonna regret it.”
 
   Frowning, she slips off of his lap and sits beside him on the couch. They both sit quietly, trying to catch their breath and calm down.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan can see the hurt look on Myra’s face. “It’s not that I don’t want to,” he says quickly. “I think I’ve made it pretty fucking clear how goddamn attracted I am to you. I swear to God, one more second, and I would’ve had your clothes stripped off of your body.”
 
   Her mouth gapes open for a moment before she closes it and nods.
 
   “I’ve just, I have things I need to talk to you about first. And I’m just not there yet.” He doesn’t know if he’ll ever get to the point where he can talk about it, but he’ll try like hell to for her.
 
   “I know your past haunts you. I can see it in your eyes.” She lifts a hand and brushes her fingers against his temple. “Just know, whatever it is, I won’t judge you. It won’t change how I…” She pauses and looks down. “How I feel about you.”
 
   Dylan can barely breathe because his fucking heart pounds so hard. He clears his throat and repositions himself on the couch. “I have problems talking. It’s damn hard for me. I want to tell you everything, but I have to take care of something first. When I go to Boise tomorrow.” 
 
   He grabs her hand and holds it in his. “When I get back, I’ll try to talk, okay? I’ll try.”
 
   Myra squeezes his hand. “You tell me when you’re ready. I’ll wait as long as you need.”
 
   “Thank you,” he whispers before leaning in and gently kissing her lips. 
 
   “When are you coming back?” she asks.
 
   “Not sure. I’ll probably be there three or four days.”
 
   He sees Myra’s shoulders slump slightly. 
 
   “Can I call you? While I’m there?”
 
   She sits up straighter and smiles. “Yeah. I’d like that.”
 
   “Good,” he says, giving her a smile. He clears his throat. “Well, it’s getting late,” he says. “I better go.”
 
   He stands and looks down at her. “Thanks for everything. I had an incredible time. With you.” He leans down and kisses her mouth tenderly.
 
   “Me too,” she whispers to him.
 
   After retrieving his coat, he slips it on and softly rubs her cheek, staring into her eyes for a long moment. 
 
   Once he gets in his truck, he looks up to see Myra standing in the doorway, watching him. He misses her already, and he hasn’t even gotten out of her goddamn driveway. Something stirs inside of him. Something he hasn’t felt in a long time. And it scares the motherfucking shit out of him.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter19]CHAPTER 19
 
   ASH, CLOSURE
 
   Staring out the window of his truck on the way to his parents’ home in Boise, Dylan can’t quit thinking about a certain beautiful brunette. He remembers the feel of her soft, silky skin under his rough hands as he wrapped her tiny body in his arms. He wants to touch her again; rub his hands over her curves.
 
   He pictures her kissable, perfect lips in his mind and groans audibly, rubbing his hand down his face. He seems to have developed some kind of damn obsession with those lips of hers. He remembers how sweet they tasted and how fucking good they felt against his. He also remembers the way she smelled and the way her eyes lit up when she giggled. 
 
   He just fucking misses her. Everything about her. And he just saw her last night. He frowns, shaking his head at himself.
 
   His thoughts shift as he turns onto the street of his childhood home. Pulling into the driveway, he gets an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. Not because of his parents or his childhood. He has the best goddamn parents in the world and his childhood was ideal. But the adult memories at this house – the most recent ones that hurt like hell – genuinely terrify him. 
 
   He switches off the ignition and leans his forehead against the steering wheel as a painful flashback to one of the happiest times in his adult life washes over him. He gasps as he feels a sharp pain in his chest. Gripping the steering wheel white-knuckled, his heart races, and his breathing becomes ragged. He takes in slow, choppy breaths, hoping like fuck that he can calm down.
 
   “You can do this, damn it,” he mutters to himself, trying to gather enough courage to get out of the truck. He wishes like hell he was stronger and wasn’t so weak; he wishes he was numb so couldn’t feel so much.
 
   The pain in his chest eases and his breathing slows. After a few more minutes, he finally climbs out of his truck. He grabs his bag and slings it over his shoulder, but pauses for a moment and stares at his dad’s work truck; in particular, his gaze rests on the words Lawson & Sons Contracting emblazoned on the side in bold, white letters. The back of his fingers lightly touch the word “Sons” for just a second before he frowns and shoves his hands roughly into his coat pockets and walks up to the door.
 
   “Dylan.” His mother, Sherri, greets him at the door with a bright smile. Dylan notices the fine lines underneath her beautiful eyes, wondering how many he caused. The last few years, she’d worried about his problems more than anyone. 
 
   Sherri grabs him in a tight hug and kisses his cheek softly. Pulling back, she keeps his face close to hers as she inspects him carefully.
 
   “You shaved,” she says happily as she rubs his cheek and jaw with a tender touch before her hand moves up to his cheekbone. “What happened?” 
 
   “Just a little fall when I was working. No big deal.” Dylan doesn’t want her to worry; the scratches and bruising on his face from the fall through the roof and the fight with Derek have nearly healed.
 
   “Still, you’re just so handsome,” Sherri says. “I don’t understand how I was blessed with such beautiful children.”
 
   Dylan smiles down at her. “It’s because we look just like you,” he whispers. Sherri smiles broadly up at him, a look of parental pride on her face, the wrinkles in the corners of her eyes crinkling. She blinks several times as if to keep back tears.
 
   Dylan clears his throat, trying to shrug off the tender moment. “But, mom? I wouldn’t call Chad beautiful.”  
 
   “I heard that, fucker,” a loud voice bellows from inside the house, causing Dylan to chuckle.
 
   “Chad! Watch your language,” Sherri shouts, not bothering to turn around as she keeps her eyes on Dylan and a happy smile on her face.
 
   Chad steps up behind Sherri, smiling mischievously at Dylan. “Ma, you know I never get to cuss around Nat. Cut me some slack. I’m a guy. Testosterone produces foul language. That shit’s been proven. And I’m loaded with fucking testosterone.” He lifts both of his arms and flexes his massive muscles while letting out some grunts. He then proceeds to kiss each of his biceps affectionately.
 
   Sherri shakes her head at Dylan. “There’s no hope for your brother.”
 
   Dylan chuckles as Sherri hooks her arm in his and pulls him into the house. “I’ve got the bed made up for you in your old room.”
 
   “Ma, now move outta the way so I can give my bro some man love,” Chad says as he gently pushes Sherri aside and grabs Dylan in a big hug, slapping him hard on the back. 
 
   Chad pulls back, grinning. “Damn, bro, you look a helluva lot better than you did the last time I saw you. I don’t even recognize you, dude.” His thick brows pull together as he continues to stare intently at Dylan.
 
   Sherri interrupts, looking at Dylan adoringly. “It’s because he shaved. He’s so attractive under all that facial hair.”
 
   “The shaving’s a huge improvement, I admit, but nah, that ain’t fucking it.”
 
   Sherri turns and puts her hands on her hips as she stares up at the hulking six foot five Chad. “Why is it that you obey Nat’s rules about no cursing, but you won’t obey your mother? You just have no respect for me.”
 
   “I respect you, Ma. It’s just for a few damn hours,” Chad says. “As soon as Nat shows up, my mouth will be fucking squeaky clean again, I promise.”
 
   “Chad,” Sherri groans.
 
   Chad grins as he grabs Sherri in a hug and lifts her a foot off of the ground, planting a big sloppy kiss on her cheek. “You know I’m your favorite son, Ma. Admit it. You fucking love me the most.” 
 
   As he puts her back down, Sherri rolls her eyes and wipes his kiss off of her face. “Not a chance,” she mutters, grinning happily.
 
   Dylan smiles at their playful interaction. He misses this. He misses time like this with his family. “I’m gonna go upstairs and get settled in and let you two fight this one out,” he says as he heads for the staircase.
 
   “Lunch is ready when you are,” Sherri calls from behind him.
 
   He nods before making his way into his old bedroom – now a beautifully decorated guest room – and slumps onto the bed, tossing his bag on the floor.
 
   Pulling out his phone, he stares at it. He misses Myra. He can’t seem to get her out of his damn head. He frowns as he tries to decide if he should call or text her. He figures texting would probably be the best thing to do; it wouldn’t seem so damn desperate. But if he does that, he won’t get to hear her voice.
 
   He takes in a deep breath and dials her number.
 
   “Hello?” Dylan immediately calms when he hears that one simple word spoken in her soft voice.
 
   “Hi,” he replies as the corners of his mouth turn up.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Dylan clears his throat. “I know this probably sounds damn stupid since I just saw you last night but… I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you, too.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Dylan releases a breath and lies back on the bed, a big grin on his face. “Good. I thought you’d think I was stupid.”
 
   “I’d never think you were stupid.”
 
   He closes his eyes, resting his arm against his forehead. “I really wish I was there with you.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Dylan sighs. “What’ve you been doing?”
 
   “Not much. Just boxing up some more of Grampie’s things.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   “Are you in Boise?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How’s your family?”
 
   “Good. My mom and Chad are here right now…” He sits up, hearing footsteps on the stairs. “Speaking of which, it sounds like someone’s getting ready to interrupt us. Can I call you back?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’ll call soon.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Dylan sits up and shuts his phone just as Chad steps into the doorway.
 
   “Who the fuck were you talking to?” he demands.
 
   “Someone about a job,” Dylan mumbles. He stares at Chad, his eyes narrowing. “It’s none of your fucking business anyway.”
 
   Chad chuckles as he drops on the bed next to him. “Listen, dude, I’ve got the Xbox all set up in the basement, and Ma doesn’t know it, but I snuck us some beer and chips down there too. Nat and the boys will be here before we fucking know it. It’s time for us to kick some fucking zombie asses. You ready, bro?”  
 
   Dylan’s heart clenches as he stares at his older brother’s eager face. Chad has always tried to get Dylan to do ‘normal’ shit like they used to before everything happened. But Dylan always rejected his efforts, knowing that he doesn’t deserve to have fun. He still doesn’t deserve it. But Chad deserves something for his efforts.
 
   Taking in a deep breath, Dylan stands and drops his coat on the bed. “Let’s kick some ass,” he says.
 
   Chad’s jaw drops open. “No shit?” 
 
   “You gonna sit there all damn day?” 
 
   “This is fucking awesome, bro. Let’s do this,” he shouts before he jumps up and pulls Dylan into a bear hug.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra sits down at the kitchen table and takes a bite of salad just as her cell rings. Her heart starts beating faster as she lunges for it. She reads the caller ID and her shoulders sag.
 
   “Hey,” she answers in a gloomy voice.
 
   “Well, geez. Don’t get too excited, now. It’s only your virtual best bud,” Susie says.
 
   “Sorry. I thought you were going to be Dylan. He called me earlier and said he’d call back.”
 
   “Oooh. I’m thinking some boner over the phoner with the scruffy sex god could be seriously hot. I bet he wouldn’t mind showing you how to use some of those o-producing items I bought you. I know that gift basket’s just sitting there, collecting dust. I have a feeling he could give you some explicit instructions on how to use them.”
 
   “I’m not having phone sex with Dylan. Now stop.” 
 
   “All right, all right. I’m just pissed that I spent good money on that shit. I could’ve saved that money and bought me a couple of cheeseburgers or some pie or something.”
 
   Myra snickers. “I don’t think so. You’re on a diet.”
 
   “You suck. Hey, I have to tell you, I’m really pissed at Lori.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because she’s a damn saint, and I have a bit of Satan dwelling in me. Do you know what she came up with to get back at Trent?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She suggested that we put a whoopee cushion in his chair.”
 
   Myra laughs loudly.
 
   “Exactly. That’s something an infant in the womb would do. I need to come up with something totally diabolical.”
 
   “Well, just remember I don’t want to have to come to Philly and bail your butt out of jail because I know Jeff would just let you rot in there,” Myra says with a giggle.
 
   “You got that right. Well, I better get going. I’ve got a boring ass meeting I’ve got to go to. I’m either going to nap during it and pray that I don’t start snoring like a buzz saw, or I’m going to sit and daydream about that tool man of yours using a buzz saw in nothing but his birthday suit and that sexy ass tool belt of his.”
 
   “I don’t appreciate you fantasizing about my, uh, I mean about Dylan like that.”
 
   Susie giggles. “Mmhm. I heard that. I’ll call later. Bye, hon.”
 
   “Bye,” Myra says, slamming her phone shut. She can’t help the small smile that creeps up on her lips.
 
   * * *
 
   “Kiss your ugly motherfucking zombie assholes goodbye,” Chad shouts at the TV screen as his shotgun blasts and blood splats everywhere. “Take that, you ugly motherfucker,” he yells before he grabs a giant handful of chips and shoves them into his mouth. As he crunches, small pieces fall from his mouth onto his T-shirt. He quickly wipes his hands on his jeans before he starts hitting the fire button on his controller again.
 
   Dylan’s head turns towards the doorway when he hears the sound of children’s feet on the basement stairs.
 
   “Shit,” Chad mutters under his breath. “Fun’s over.” He grabs his beer and tucks it beside the couch under the end table. He jumps up and starts hiding the junk food and empty beer cans sitting on the coffee table.
 
   “Hi, Uncle Dylan,” Jay says as he plops on the couch next to him. Dylan smiles and leans over, giving him a hug. He feels a dull ache in his chest when he remembers Myra’s wish that someone would call her ‘Auntie Myra’. 
 
   Jay looks at the TV screen. “Mom won’t let us play that. She says it’s too violent and has bad words in it. She doesn’t like dad playing it either.”
 
   Dylan smiles. “Well, don’t tell on your dad, okay? He gets into enough trouble as it is. You listen to your mom, though. She’s smart.”
 
   “You wanna play Star Wars?” Jackson asks Jay as he picks up Chad’s controller off of the coffee table.
 
   Jay nods as Dylan hands him his controller.
 
   “I wanna play,” Joseph says as he runs across the room and sits in the recliner.
 
   The pain in Dylan’s chest intensifies as he stares at his youngest nephew. “Hey, Joseph,” he says quietly.
 
   Joseph says nothing. He simply lifts his hand, not smiling. Dylan gives him a half-grin and a small wave back. It fucking hurts like hell that Joseph doesn’t even know him. He hates that he’s not been a part of his life. That he’s distanced himself so much from everyone.
 
   “Dad, we wanna play Star Wars,” Jackson says in a whiny voice.
 
   “Just hold your horses. I gotta clean up my mess here before your mom sees it,” Chad says.
 
   Dylan stands and runs his hand through his hair. “I’m gonna go upstairs and talk to Nat, all right?”
 
   Chad nods at him as he continues cleaning. 
 
   Stepping into the kitchen, Dylan finds Natalie leaning up against the center island talking to Sherri, one hand resting lightly on her stomach. 
 
   “Hey,” he says with a small smile on his face.
 
   “Oh my God,” Natalie says with a gasp. “You shaved. I haven’t seen you shaved since…” Her voice trails off, a frown crossing her beautiful face. She clears her throat. “Um, wow, you look fantastic.”
 
   “So do you. How’re you feeling?” he asks as he nods towards her stomach.
 
   “Good. Just tired. Working nights is killing me.”
 
   “I told her she should just quit that job,” Sherri says.
 
   Natalie snorts. “You know we need the money. I have all of those student loans to pay off. Besides, I love being a nurse. I just can’t give it up.”
 
   Dylan looks at Natalie. “I’m gonna go grab a quick smoke.”
 
   “Those nasty things are going to kill you some day,” she says.
 
   “And give you wrinkles on your handsome face and make your teeth turn brown and fall out,” Sherri adds.
 
   “I know,” Dylan agrees with a smirk as he opens the sliding glass door to the deck. He sits down in a chair and lights up, taking a quick drag before pulling his phone out and dialing Myra.
 
   “Hi,” she answers in her sweet voice.
 
   “Hey. Whatcha doing?” The beers he chugged earlier with Chad have loosened him up a bit.
 
   “Not much. I was going to do some laundry, but… never mind. You’ll think I’m crazy.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing. It’s embarrassing.”
 
   “Come on, tell me.”
 
   She sighs. “Okay. I, I’m scared of my basement.”
 
   Dylan chuckles. “That place is pretty fucking scary.” He lowers his voice. “But ya know what?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “If I was there, I’d keep you safe. I’d protect you from all that scary shit down there.”
 
   Myra giggles softly. “You would?”
 
   “Yeah. I could also distract you. Take your mind off of everything.”
 
   “Really? How?”
 
   “Well, I’d do a lot more of what we did down there yesterday morning,” he says in a low voice as a situation grows in his pants.
 
   “You’d help me light my pilot light again?” Myra asks before giggling.
 
   “Oh, I’d light your pilot light, all right,” he practically growls just as the screen door slides open and Chad steps out onto the deck.
 
   “Fuck. I gotta go. I’ll call you back, okay?” he whispers.
 
   “Okay. Bye.”
 
   He quickly shuts his phone and shifts in his chair. He takes a drag on his cigarette, ignoring Chad.
 
   “All right, fucker. I know that wasn’t a damn business call. Who the hell was that?”
 
   “None of your damn business.”
 
   Chad chuckles as Dylan stares down at his cigarette. “When’s Nick getting here?” 
 
   “In the morning.”
 
   Dylan nods and blows smoke from the corner of his mouth.
 
   “I got my fucking eyes on you, bro,” Chad says as he holds up two fingers to his eyes and swings them back and forth between him and Dylan. “You can’t keep shit from me so don’t you even fucking try.”
 
   “Shut the hell up.”
 
   Chad laughs loudly. “Ma sent me out here to tell you to get your ass inside because dad’s home.”
 
   Dylan nods. “I’ll be in there in a sec.” Chad goes back inside of the house as Dylan stares out into the wooded lot of his parents’ back yard, thinking, as he finishes his smoke.
 
   * * * 
 
   Myra puts the last of the brownies she made on a plate and covers it with plastic wrap. She grabs her coat and the brownies and heads to Jackie’s house. 
 
   “What’d you make?” Jackie asks as she peeps at the plate. “Brownies? Oh my God, that’s just awesome. I love brownies. I’ve got everything ready. I made spaghetti. I told you I’m a terrible cook, but I’m trying. I thought about making some kind of chicken dish, but I couldn’t decide what sounded good. There are so many different kinds to make: lemon chicken, chicken divan, garlic chicken. I was on this website trying to find a recipe and got really overwhelmed. Just throw your coat on the couch and come into the kitchen,” she says as she grabs the plate of brownies from Myra’s hands.
 
   Myra drops her coat and follows her. “Do you need any help with anything?” she asks.
 
   “Oh, no. The spaghetti’s done. I cooked it exactly how the package said. I didn’t know how to make sauce from scratch so I cheated and used bottled. Then I bought one of those pre-made Caesar salad kits at the store so we should be good.”
 
   Myra looks curiously at the counter. There are three large bowls sitting there. One has the sauce in it. Myra’s eyebrows scrunch together and her mouth drops open when she sees little tiny “o’s” floating in it. 
 
   The next bowl has drained spaghetti sitting in it with no sauce on it. The noodles are all stuck together in big clumps and the ends are dried out. 
 
   The last bowl has the lettuce, croutons and cheese in it from the package with the entire Caesar dressing packet squirted in a puddle sitting right in the middle of the salad, not mixed up at all.
 
   “Um, Jackie? You can’t leave spaghetti just sitting in a bowl like that. You have to put sauce or some oil on it because if you don’t, it just dries out and sticks together.”
 
   Jackie looks over Myra’s shoulder. “Really?” she moans. “Why doesn’t it say that on the box? There was nothing on the instructions that said that. They should warn you about things like that. I mean how was I supposed to know? I fixed it exactly how it said.”
 
   “Well, it’s just something you pick up when you start learning to cook.” Myra has to bite her lip to keep from laughing.
 
   She picks up a spoon and dips it into the sauce. “What’d you put in this sauce?” she asks as she frowns down at it.
 
   “Oh, I used a bottle of spaghetti sauce with vegetables because I couldn’t find any with meatballs in it and I wanted meatballs so I bought a can of SpaghettiO’s with meatballs and added that. It was the only thing I could find that had meatballs.”
 
   Myra holds back the urge to gag. “Well, I don’t think those two are going to go very well together.” She doesn’t want to hurt Jackie’s feelings because she can see how much effort she put into their dinner and she obviously had the best of intentions.
 
   “Do you know how to cook?” Jackie asks.
 
   Myra nods.
 
   “Will you teach me? I have no clue. Honestly, I have no idea what I’m doing. I told you I wanted to go to culinary school but now I don’t know if I would’ve even gotten accepted. I have to learn, or I’m going to starve to death. Or get enormously fat because I’ve been eating out a lot and sometimes just not eating at all.”
 
   Myra smiles and nods at her. “Let me run back to the house and get some things. I’ll show you how to make the easiest and tastiest spaghetti sauce you’ve ever eaten.”
 
   “Really? Thank you so much. You’re such a great friend. I’m so glad we’re neighbors. I just don’t know what to say, I…”
 
   Myra cuts her off. “Just eat a brownie until I get back, okay?”
 
   “Okay. Oh, they look amazing. I’ve never made brownies before. Are they hard to make? I bet they taste so good…”
 
   Myra hears Jackie still talking in the kitchen as she puts her coat on and opens the front door. She grins all the way to her house.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan steps into the kitchen and his lips tug upwards when he catches sight of his dad with his arms wrapped around his mom, kissing her on the cheek.
 
   Dennis smiles widely when he sees Dylan.
 
   “Son,” he says in a quiet voice as he pulls him into a hug. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen you.”
 
   Dylan’s gaze drifts to the floor. “I know.”
 
   “Come on. I’ve got something to show you,” he says as he walks over to the garage door and opens it.
 
   “Whatdya think?” Dennis asks as he nods his head towards the 1964 Pontiac GTO sitting up on blocks in the middle of the garage.
 
   “Holy shit,” Dylan gasps.
 
   “Nice, huh? This is my new project. I’m going to restore her. She needs a lot of work.” Dennis sighs. “I sure wish you were around to help me with it.”
 
   Dylan circles the car, admiring it. “Me too. A lotta work, but it’ll be worth it.”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   Dennis studies him for a moment. “How you been? You got enough work in Nyssa?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m busy.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Dennis lifts the hood so Dylan can look under it. “You need to call and come see your mother more often. She worries to death about you.”
 
   Dylan runs his hand through his hair. “Yeah, I know. It’s just hard.”
 
   “I know it is, son. But you can visit more often. For your mother.”
 
   Dylan runs his hand along the gray primer that covers the car. “I’ll try harder. I promise.”
 
   * * *
 
   Myra smiles as she climbs into bed with a book. She can’t believe she actually had a good time with Jackie and enjoyed showing the crazy girl how to make spaghetti. She stretches as her phone buzzes with a text. Picking it up off the bedside table, she glances at it nonchalantly.
 
   U awake? – D 
 
   She gasps and sits up quickly, her book falling to the floor. She thought for sure it was going to be Susie.
 
   Yes. Hi. – M 
 
   Dont laf at my textin. My thums r big. I nevr txt. – D 
 
   Myra giggles as she types.
 
   I feel honored. ;) – M 
 
   U r specil. – D 
 
   Myra smiles so hard, she feels like every tooth in her head should be showing.
 
   Thank you. – M 
 
   Wht r u doin? – D 
 
   I was getting ready to read. – M 
 
   Wht? – D 
 
   A romance. – M 
 
   U lik tht? – D 
 
   Yes. I’m a hopeless romantic. – M 
 
   Gd 2 no. – D 
 
   What are you doing? – M 
 
   Sit on dek in drk smokin. Misin u. – D 
 
   Myra sighs and hugs her phone, continuing to smile.
 
   I miss you too. – M 
 
   I wnt 2 kis u agn. Bad. – D 
 
   Her heart flutters in her chest.
 
   I want to kiss you, too. ;) – M 
 
   Got 2 go. I cal u tmr. Swet drems. – D 
 
   Goodnight. Sweet dreams to you too. ;) – M 
 
   Myra stares at her phone, re-reading his texts before hugging it to her chest again. She plants her face in her pillow and kicks her legs, squealing like a little girl.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan groans as he stares up at the ceiling wishing he could just stay in the damn bed and never get up. He dreads what he has to do today; the anniversary of the day he wishes he could erase from fucking history. 
 
   He rubs the center of his achy chest. With a heavy sigh, he finally crawls out of bed. Grabbing his bag, he pulls out a wrinkled but clean pair of jeans and T-shirt and gets dressed. 
 
   When he enters the kitchen, he finds his younger brother, Nick, sitting at the table nursing a cup of coffee.
 
   “Hey, man, it’s good to see you,” Nick says, smiling, as he stands and gives Dylan a hug.
 
   “You too.”
 
   “There’s coffee,” Nick says.
 
   Dylan nods as he steps up to the counter and pours himself a cup.
 
   “How’s the residency going?” he asks Nick as he sits down across from him.
 
   “Oh, just dandy,” he says with a sarcastic drawl. “I enjoy being completely exhausted all of the time. Sleep is so overrated and all. Some days I wish I’d just followed in dad’s footsteps instead.”
 
   Dylan snorts. “No, you don’t. Dr. Lawson has a great fucking ring to it. Just think in a few more years, you’ll be rolling in the damn dough.”
 
   Nick smiles. “I keep trying to tell myself that, but I’m not convinced yet.”
 
   “How long are you stayin’?”
 
   “I have to head out late this afternoon because I have a shift tonight. I talked to mom, and we were thinking we’d try to go around four or so; I’ll leave after that.”
 
   Dylan swallows hard and nods. He half listens to Nick as he talks about his work at the hospital. He tries to nod at the appropriate times because his own thoughts are a million miles away.
 
   His phone rings. “It’s Trish,” he tells Nick.
 
   Nick nods, taking a sip of his coffee.
 
   He flips open his phone. “Hey.”
 
   “Dylan. I haven’t talked to you in forever,” his sister, Trish, says.
 
   “Yeah. How are ya?”
 
   “Good. Busy, but good. I wish I could be there with you guys today.”
 
   Dylan swallows. “That’s not necessary.”
 
   “Well, it may not be necessary, but I still wish I was. It’s hard living so far away. Doug and I were hoping to make a trip out there in June.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Well, I just wanted you to know that I was thinking about you today. I’ll talk to you soon?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Dylan flips his phone shut and stares at it as he and Nick sit quietly and finish their coffee. 
 
   * * *
 
   Myra pauses to re-read the last few paragraphs she just typed.
 
   “Flint grabbed his leg as his handsome face twisted with agony, and stared down at the dark red color that seeped through his fingertips. His piercing jade gaze slowly moved from his leg to the ugly, good-for-nothing toothless scoundrel standing twenty feet away. With his finely-tuned senses, he tensed when he caught slight movement out of the corner of his eye. Falling as quick as lightnin’ to the ground flat on his back; he yanked a hidden pistol from his boot. Stretching his arm out across the dust-covered ground, he shot the culprit hiding behind a wagon dead between the eyes. 
 
   As the body fell with a loud thud, Flint flipped to his stomach in the blink of an eye. Straining his outstretched arm holding the pistol, he aimed it dead-on at the man who stood staring down at his cohort with his eyes wide and his toothless mouth gaping. Flint waited for just a second until those black eyes met his. With a small, wicked curl on his lips, he pulled the trigger, hitting the filth square through the heart.”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath, excited to be able to get some more writing done. Her phone rings, and she smiles ridiculously big as she answers it. 
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   “Hey. Whatcha doing?” Dylan asks.
 
   “Not much. I was just doing some writing.”
 
   “What’s your book about?”
 
   “It’s a Western.”
 
   “What? With fucking cowboys and shit?” Dylan asks with a laugh.
 
   “Yes, it has cowboys in it. Why do you think that’s funny?”
 
   “I don’t know. You just don’t seem like you’d write a book about fucking cowboys.”
 
   Myra smiles. “And who exactly do you think should write about cowboys?”
 
   “Fuck. I don’t know. Some damn rancher out in Wyoming?” he says with a laugh.
 
   “It’s all about research and imagination. You have heard of Google, right?”
 
   Dylan chuckles. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Can you tell I don’t know jack shit about writing? Will you let me read it?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Why not? Sorry I teased you.”
 
   “Nope. It’s too late,” Myra says, grinning.
 
   “Come on. I really wanna read it. Please?”
 
   Myra’s brows pull together. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Of course I’m serious.”
 
   A grin tugs on her lips. “No one’s ever wanted to read my writing before.”
 
   “Why the fuck not? What’s the story about?”
 
   “A rancher whose family is murdered and he exacts his revenge on them.”
 
   “Damn. I definitely wanna read it now.”
 
   Myra grins from ear to ear. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay? That was damn easy.”
 
   Myra giggles. “Well, you’re easy to forgive.”
 
   Dylan doesn’t say anything for a moment. “Hey, I gotta go but, Myra?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “This…” he says before clearing his throat. “Today is a really shitty day for me. Thanks for making me laugh and making it not so shitty. I really liked talking to you.”
 
   “Sorry about your day, but I’m glad I could make you smile.”
 
   “Can I call you back this evening? I’m not turning into a stalker or anything, am I? Feel free to tell me to fuck off at any time.”
 
   “No,” she says a little too quickly, rolling her eyes at herself. “I mean, please call me. I like talking to you too.”
 
   After saying their goodbyes, Myra smiles happily as her fingers begin to tickle her laptop’s keyboard again.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan swallows dryly as he pulls his truck behind his parents’ car. They wanted him to ride with them, but he wanted the solitude. His stomach churns as he wipes his sweaty hands on his jeans. Feeling his throat tighten, he clears it roughly. He needs to keep his goddamn emotions in check. Taking in a deep breath, he opens the door. 
 
   Stretching, he looks around quickly because he doesn’t want any surprise visitors. He blows out a breath when he sees no one else around except his family. His mom slips her arm through his and pats him reassuringly. Nat steps up to his other side, tucking her arm in his and smiling a soft smile up at him. Chad grumbles at the boys, chasing after them. Nick and Dennis stand off to the side, waiting.
 
   “You ready?” Sherri asks quietly. With a nod, they begin walking through the hard, partially frozen ground until they reach that one particular stone. That stone out of the hundreds of stones in this immense cemetery with the name Lawson on it. He swallows hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he stares at the simple piece of rock that means so much to him. 
 
   He wishes with every damn fiber of his being that it was him underneath that dirt; he’d die a thousand painful deaths to be the one that died that day. But no matter how much he might wish it, he can’t change what happened. It doesn’t matter how much regret he has. It doesn’t matter how much begging he does to a God that never listens. It won’t change a damn thing.
 
   His brow furrows. Releasing Sherri’s and Nat’s arms, he squats down and uses his fingers to try to wipe the dirt he sees on it. It smudges, looking worse. He wipes harder and harder, trying to clean it. It needs to be clean. That dirt can’t be on there. It can’t be dirty. His breathing accelerates the harder he works. He continues rubbing and rubbing until he feels a soft hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Here,” Nat says as she hands him a small package of wet wipes. Not looking at her, he takes them and carefully cleans the tombstone until the beautiful white marble shines. He uses every one of the wipes in the package she gave him.
 
   He stands and someone takes the dirty wipes from his hands. He can’t see a damn thing through his blurry eyes.
 
   A soft sob escapes his mom which causes a sharp pain in his chest. His mom and Natalie are back at his side again, each holding onto his arms. He blinks over and over and clenches his fists together, digging his nails hard into his palms. He can’t break down. He has to keep his shit together. If he breaks down, it’ll just hurt his mom more. She’s been through enough pain to last a fucking lifetime.
 
   He almost loses it when Dennis steps up and lays a small bouquet of flowers on the stone. He didn’t even see him carrying them. His dad kneels and runs his fingers over the name for a second, causing Dylan to flinch. 
 
   Chad follows him and places a small stuffed Teddy bear next to the flowers. He hears a small sob escape Nat. He gulps as a lone tear slips down his cheek. He focuses his attention on that one tear, feeling every move it makes on his skin as it slowly slips down his cheek and clings to the tip of his jaw.
 
   He glances at Chad. Joseph and Jackson are on either side of him each holding his hand, while Jay stands off to the side. All of them are staring down at the grave. Dylan glances at Joseph’s face as a crushing, excruciating tightness develops in his chest and throat. It hurts to breathe; it hurts to swallow. Everything hurts.
 
   “You okay?” his mom asks as she squeezes his arm. He swallows hard and nods, pulling in a shallow breath; he just wants to get away from this place. 
 
   Eventually, he sits back down behind the wheel of his truck. As he starts to drive the short distance back to his parents’ house, he pulls off into a parking lot and turns off his truck. He sits there for a minute staring straight ahead at nothing before he pulls out his phone. He has to do this. He doesn’t have a choice. 
 
   Swallowing hard, he takes in a deep breath and dials a number. The phone rings until an automated recording comes on telling him to leave a message. He pauses and takes in another deep breath. “Yeah,” he says before clearing his throat. “This is Dylan. We need to talk.” He hangs up and slips his phone back into his pocket. 
 
   As he stares out the window, he frowns when he discovers he has somehow parked in front of a church. He stares up at the steeple and the stained glass windows. He reads the scripture on the plaque next to the door. Finally, he starts up his truck and begins to drive away as the church slowly fades behind him.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s phone rings and her heart takes off. She sighs happily when she sees Dylan’s name.
 
   “Hi,” she answers softly.
 
   “Hey,” Dylan says, sighing heavily. She notices that he sounds different. “God, it’s good to hear your voice. I...” he says before clearing his throat, “I really like hearing your voice.”
 
   Myra smiles. “I like hearing your voice too.” 
 
   “Your voice, I don’t know it just does something to me. I sound like an asshole.”
 
   “No, Dylan, you don’t.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he moans in a low voice.
 
   She frowns. “What?” 
 
   “I like hearing you…” His voice drops off, sounding a bit embarrassed, “… say my name.”
 
   “Really, Dylan?” she asks with a giggle.
 
   “Yeah,” he says, sighing heavily again. “This day has been so fucking hard. So goddamn hard. I just, I wish I could see you. I need to see you.”
 
   Her breath hitches. “I want to see you too. When are you coming back?”
 
   “I was gonna stay a few more days to visit, but...” He pauses for a moment. “You know what? Fuck that shit. I don’t have to stay that damn long. I can visit another time.”
 
   “I don’t want to take you away from your family.”
 
   “You’re not. It’s just, Myra, I need you,” he says, his voice hoarse with desperation. “I have to see you. Tonight. I can be there in an hour.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   “I’ll be there as soon as I fucking can,” Dylan says before he hangs up.
 
   Myra flips her phone shut and closes her eyes, holding it up to her lips and kissing it softly, hoping the next hour goes by very quickly. 
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   CRIMSON, PASSION
 
   Dylan shoves his phone into his pocket and quickly slides the glass door open. His family will probably be pissed at him for leaving early, but he knows they’ll forgive him. They’ve already forgiven him for so much already. But he resolves to make it up to them; he’ll just come back soon for another visit. But then he realizes he doesn’t want to leave Myra again to come back. Maybe he’ll bring her with him next time. 
 
   When he steps into the kitchen, he finds his mom sitting at the table drinking coffee.
 
   “Sit,” she says. “I refilled your cup.”
 
   “Thanks,” he mutters, as he sits down and picks up the cup, taking a drink. He can’t be rude and not sit with his mom for a minute.
 
   “Today was hard, huh?” she says.
 
   He stares into her concerned eyes for a moment before nodding and looking back down at his cup.
 
   “I wish you lived closer. I worry about you.”
 
   He shifts in his chair. “Don’t worry because I’m fine. Sorry I haven’t been around.” 
 
   She reaches her hand across the table and squeezes his. “I understand why. I really do. I’m just telling you how I feel.”
 
   He keeps his eyes on his coffee as he nods slightly.
 
   “You do seem like you’re doing better than the last time I saw you. I’m so glad.”
 
   He clears his throat, his stomach knotting up at what he has to say next. “I hate to do this, but I have to leave.” When he glances up at her face and sees the disappointment there, his heart cracks a little. 
 
   “When?” she asks, frowning.
 
   He drags in a deep breath. “Now. But I’ll come back soon, I promise.”
 
   “This late? It’s nine o’clock.”
 
   Dylan looks back down at his coffee and clears his throat. “I just have something I need to take care of. Back in Nyssa.”
 
   When his mom doesn’t say anything, he looks up at her. Her eyes shine with excitement. “You’ve met someone, haven’t you?”
 
   “No,” he immediately says, dropping his gaze back down to his cup.
 
   He knows he can’t even try to lie to his mother; she can see right through him. He rubs his fingers against his temple as he tries to figure out what the hell to say. When he looks at her again, she raises her eyebrows questioningly. The corner of his lip turns up, and he nods his head just the slightest.
 
   She gasps and hops up from her chair, grabbing him. Thrown off by her reaction, he just sits there stunned for a moment. She hangs onto him a bit longer and then wipes her eyes quickly when she steps away from him. “I want you to be happy again,” she says. “You deserve it, sweetheart, you deserve it so much.”
 
   He clears his throat as he rubs the back of his neck. She sits on the edge of her chair and leans towards him. “Don’t be afraid to let her in. Here,” she says, touching the center of his chest gently. “You build walls. You keep people out that love you. But don’t keep her out. I want to see more happiness on this handsome face of yours,” she says as she reaches up and touches his cheek.
 
   The truth of her words moves Dylan. He built walls out of necessity. He simply couldn’t bare the hellish pain. But he wants to let his walls down for Myra; he hopes like hell that he can. 
 
   “Well, what are you waiting on?” she asks with a grin and tears sparkling in her eyes. “Get out of here.”
 
   “You sure?” he asks as he stands.
 
   She nods, smiling. “Just make sure you come back soon. And bring her with you.”
 
   His gaze drops to the floor as he frowns. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he mumbles gruffly. When his eyes meet hers, a huge grin breaks out on his face.
 
   “Sure you don’t,” she says, smiling, as she pushes lightly on his arm. “Go.”
 
   He leans down and kisses her cheek before abruptly turning, and rushing towards the stairs, taking them two at a time.
 
   Dylan grabs his bag and shoves all of his clothes into it. As he steps into the bathroom for his toothbrush, he catches sight of his reflection in the mirror and does a double take as he runs his hand over his jaw.
 
   Stripping off his clothes as quickly as he can, he takes the fastest shower he’s ever taken in his damn life. After a quick shave, he dumps the rest of his shit into his bag and heads downstairs. When he gets to the kitchen, he finds his parents sitting at the table.
 
   Sherri looks up at him and stares at his wet, towel-dried hair and his cleanly shaven face. She gives him a mega-watt, knowing smile. “I told your dad you had an emergency come up,” she says, throwing him a sly wink.
 
   Dennis stands. “Maybe we can work on the car the next time you come visit.”
 
   Dylan nods at him, giving him a half-grin, shocked to find that he actually does want to come back and help his dad work on that car. 
 
   After hugging and saying their goodbyes, Dylan walks to his truck. He pulls out his phone and dials Chad.
 
   “Yo, bro,” Chad answers in a loud voice.
 
   “Can I stop by for a minute? I’m heading back to Nyssa tonight.”
 
   “Hang on,” Chad mutters. Dylan punches the speaker button and climbs into his truck, dropping it into the cup holder before he backs out of the driveway. “Fuck, man, sorry about that. I had to go all stealth and hide in the damn basement for some fucking privacy. What the hell’s going on?” 
 
   “I’ve got a job that just came up.” 
 
   “Bullshit,” Chad shouts. “You gots a woman in pissant Nyssa, don’t you, you sly, old fuckarooski,” he says, chuckling loudly.
 
   “No, I don’t asshole.”
 
   Chad laughs. “You don’t fool me for a damn second, lil’ bro. You think I’m fucking stupid? I saw how your phone’s been glued to your hand. You hate that damn thing. You avoid that shit like the motherfucking plague. All I can say is it’s about goddamn time.”
 
   “Believe whatever the fuck you want. I’ll be there in a few.” He flips his phone shut, throwing it onto the seat beside him.
 
   He sighs when he pulls into Chad’s driveway, hoping he can make this visit quick. As Dylan approaches the door, Chad opens it wearing the biggest shit-eating grin Dylan’s ever seen. He wants to rip it off his face and shove it down his throat. He groans as he steps inside of the house.
 
   Chad puts both fists up, assuming a fighting stance and throws a mock jab to Dylan’s gut. “I’m happy for ya, bro,” he says as he gives him another soft jab to the ribs and then slaps him gently on the face.
 
   Dylan’s eyes narrow as he keeps his hand low and flips Chad the bird, causing him to bust out laughing. Dylan continues to glare at him, finding no humor at all in the damn situation and drops his hand just as the kids come into the room.
 
   “Uncle Dylan,” Jay shouts as he hugs him around the waist. Jackson stands behind him. “We were about to go to bed, but Dad told us we could stay up and wait on you.”
 
   Dylan smiles down at his nephews. “I just came to tell you guys goodbye.”
 
   “When are you coming back?” Jackson asks.
 
   “Soon,” he says with a nod.
 
   Dylan glances at Joseph as he plays with a truck on the floor. He walks over to him and squats down, resting his elbows on his knees. “Hey. I’ll see you soon, okay, buddy?”
 
   Joseph plays contentedly with his truck. He pauses and looks up at Dylan for just a moment as he nods his head and returns to playing. Dylan’s heart hurts as he watches his little hand grasp the top of the truck and crash it into a car. He continues squatting there, quickly cataloging every inch of little Joseph. He stands when he hears someone walk up behind him.
 
   “Can you stay a while?” Natalie asks.
 
   “Nah, I wish I could but I gotta go.”
 
   She nods at him before turning to Chad. “Get the boys ready for bed.”
 
   “Nat,” Chad whines.
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   “God help me,” Chad mutters under his breath as he turns to the kids. “You heard the woman. Let’s go. It’s bedtime.”
 
   The boys all start moaning and complaining as Chad grabs Dylan in a hug. “I’ll call you in a few days, bro. Make sure you answer.”
 
   Dylan nods before he walks to his truck with Natalie at his side. “You’re different,” she says. “Whoever this woman is, she’s good for you.”
 
   He can’t believe everyone in his goddamn family already knows about Myra, and he hasn’t even fucking told them she existed.
 
   Dylan snorts and shakes his head as Natalie laughs softly.
 
   She leans in and gives him a hug before resting her hand on her belly. “I want you to come back before this baby is born. And I want to meet her.”
 
   He nods and gives her a small smirk before he climbs into his truck.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra stares into the roaring fireplace, chewing on her thumbnail. When Dylan called earlier she’d been in her pajamas so after hanging up, she rushed to take a shower and get dressed. She knows that from the inflection in his voice, whatever Dylan went through today really rattled him. She just hopes he can open up and talk to her about it.
 
   Her heart leaps into her throat when she hears his truck pull into the driveway. With her heart pounding like a drum, she practically runs to the front door.
 
   When she opens it, he’s already at the bottom of the steps. In an instant, he’s at the door, smiling down at her. 
 
   “Hi,” he says, a little out of breath, as he steps inside.
 
   The look in his eyes makes her a little light-headed. “Hi,” she responds, with a smile, having difficulty breathing.
 
   He moves closer until he stands just inches from her. Her heart screeches to a stop and then starts galloping forcefully. He reaches his hand up to her cheek, rubbing his thumb gently across her skin. “Myra…” he whispers, his breath wafting across her face. Hearing her name on his lips makes her stomach flutter. “I missed you. So goddamn badly.” His gaze dips and slowly peruses up and down her body. “You look so beautiful.” He stares at her face, every inch of it, as if he wants to commit it to memory.
 
   She closes the gap and presses her body against him, laying her hands gently on his chest. “Thank you,” she whispers with a shy smile. “I missed you too.”
 
   With a groan, he slips his hand into her hair, and crashes his lips onto hers, frenzied and desperate. His touch sparks something inside of her as she matches his frantic movements. Her skin heats making her feel on fire. His other hand slips around her waist, pressing her tighter against him. 
 
   When his lips leave hers and he buries his face in her hair, she tries to catch her breath. Something seems different about him, but she can’t quite put her finger on it. He seems lighter and more determined, no longer waging a battle inside of his head like usual. 
 
   Keeping her tight against him, he closes the door and locks it before turning her around and pressing her against it. His lips touch her neck, his teeth softly biting. Moaning, she arches her head back against the door, giving him better access. He groans against her skin as his mouth drags up and down every inch of it. She has never felt this wanted by a man before. She can feel his desire for her in every nip against her skin. 
 
   She slips her hands into his hair, rubbing her fingers softly against his scalp and gliding through the thick, silky strands. His lips hover over her ear as he pants hot heavy breaths against it before he places soft, warm kisses underneath it. She can’t breathe as his tongue licks her lobe then sucks it into his mouth, his teeth scraping across it gently before releasing it. A shiver runs up her spine. “I need you, Myra. I need you really fucking badly,” he whispers huskily against the shell of her ear causing her heart to pound harder.
 
   She needs him too, desperately. Never has she had such a clawing, fiery need for another person. She pushes gently against his chest. Stepping back, he frowns down at her with his mouth gaped open, his breathing heavy. Keeping her eyes on his, she reaches both hands up and cradles his jaw in her palms, rubbing it tenderly before her hands slip down, pushing his coat off of his shoulders so that it falls to the hardwood floor behind him. 
 
   Her fingers ghost over his worn-out T-shirt, feeling his toned muscles beneath it. She can even feel his heart pounding against her fingers. Her hands move lower, across his tight abs, her fingertips softly grazing the waistband of his jeans. His stomach muscles twitch and twist under her feathery touch; she can hear his breathing hitch and increase. Slowly, her hopeful eyes meet his, and she’s mesmerized by the desire she sees in them. “I want you too, Dylan,” she whispers, never more confident about anything in her life.
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan’s body responds wildly to Myra’s words. She basically tossed kerosene onto the inferno raging inside of him. He feels wild and not at all in control. 
 
   “Jesus,” he groans as he again lunges for her lips, so soft and tender against his. Their tongues tangle roughly. His need for her burns in the pit of his stomach. He can’t stop until he quenches his thirst for her. And still, Dylan finds himself drawn to her for more than just her physical allure. Myra reaches a deeper place inside of him: that place surrounded by his carefully crafted walls.
 
   With one hand, he whips his shirt off and tosses it blindly behind him. He stares deep into her eyes, watching carefully for her reaction. He watches her eyes greedily take in every inch of his exposed chest and abs. Her eyes lock with his for a moment before her hands reach out and tentatively touch him; they feel so fucking good on his skin. 
 
   She looks up at him with trusting eyes as her hands leave his chest, and she slowly pulls her sweater over her head. It dangles from her fingertips for a moment before it drops to the floor. She averts her eyes, her face flushing slightly. He puts a finger under her chin and lifts it until her eyes meet his. “You’re fucking perfection.”
 
   Her shoulders relax as she gives him a shy smile. His gaze moves over her plain white bra to the gorgeous breasts underneath. He wants to suck and bite on her nipples and run his tongue over them until she screams for him to stop. He swallows hard, trying to maintain some semblance of control, and looks into her eyes.
 
   Pulling her to him, he softly touches her lips with his as he wraps his arms around her. The skin on her back feels like satin under his rough fingertips.
 
   He groans from the amazing sensation caused by her breasts pressing up against his naked chest. Pulling his lips away from hers, he kisses down her neck to her collarbone. His tongue drags across to the soft dip in the center of her throat where he inhales deeply, smelly her fruity scent.
 
   He stares into her eyes. “Can I…?” he says before swallowing hard. “Can I kiss you…?” He pauses, his eyes dipping to her breasts as he nods at them. “… there?”
 
   “Oh God, yes.”
 
   Hungrily, he kisses her lips again, and mumbles, “Thank you,” huskily against her mouth. Leaving her lips, he places several hot, open-mouthed kisses down her neck. Trailing small kisses along her collarbone, he continues lower until his lips and tongue skim across the beautiful, silky skin of her chest, softly and gently kissing and licking the rounded swell of her breasts. She moans and grabs his hair, tugging almost painfully. Her desperate cry goes straight to his cock.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he mumbles against her breasts.
 
   He needs more of those sounds from her. His tongue finds its way to her cleavage, delving in and out of it, licking between her breasts. His hands burn to touch them. When he can no longer stand it, he reaches up tentatively and gently squeezes them. His lips stay on them, kissing and running his tongue across them as his hands tenderly knead them. 
 
   “I need more. Can I…?”
 
   “More, yes. Please.” 
 
   “Fuck,” he mumbles.
 
   His right hand pulls down the cup of her bra to reveal her pink, perky as hell nipple. He takes it in his mouth, sucking and rolling it around his tongue. It feels so fucking good that he actually shivers. 
 
   Myra moans softly and mutters, “Oh, God.”
 
   He bites her nipple gently then pulls down the cup on the other side, giving equal attention to that nipple. He keeps his mouth on her, licking and sucking her as he reaches around her back to undo her bra. He tries and tries, fumbling with the clasp but can’t get the damn thing to unsnap.
 
   Releasing her nipple for a second, he mutters, “Fucking shit,” before he tries again.
 
   Myra giggles as she reaches around herself and pushes his hands away, undoing it for him and dropping it to the floor. When he sees her breasts for the first time, his mouth drops open and his breath catches in his throat. He finally snaps out of his stupor and watches his hands as he cups her, feeling the weight of them in his palms and rubbing his thumbs over the taut peaks.
 
   He can’t get enough. He greedily takes everything she gives him, but he wants more. He needs to be inside of her. He aches to be inside of her. His control slips. Being this desperate for someone, wanting someone this badly, frightens him. 
 
   As he looks into her beautiful face, for a moment, he feels unworthy of her. But her soft touches and the tender look in her eyes make him want to be whatever she needs him to be. 
 
   Taking a small step back with his eyes on hers, he lowers his hands and undoes the button on his jeans, unzipping them. He pauses, waiting for her reaction. Dylan knows exactly what he wants, but he doesn’t want to make assumptions for Myra. Her eyes widen before her gaze drops to his crotch then back up to his eyes. With her mouth slightly open and her eyes steady on his, she slowly reaches down and undoes the button and zipper on her jeans. Her hands drop to her side as if waiting for his next move. 
 
   He slips his thumbs into his waistband and tugs slightly, pausing. Staring at each other, they shed their jeans and underwear together, leaving themselves bare. Breathing loudly, Dylan gazes at every inch of Myra’s flawless body. 
 
   Moving closer, his arms reach around her waist as he presses his body against hers, skin on skin, feeling her soft curves against the hard ridges of his body. The contact causes his heart to beat forcefully against his ribcage. He loves feeling the softness of her breasts pressing against his chest. When his lips find hers, he lets his hands start to explore a little. Leaving her mouth, he pants heavily against her neck as his fingers trail up and down her spine before moving lower down to her beautiful, rounded ass.
 
   He pulls away from her neck as his right hand slides from her ass slowly across to the front of her thigh. “Can I touch you…” he says between pants as his hand stays on her upper thigh and his thumb grazes her soft curls, “… here?”
 
   He gasps when she shoves her hands in his hair, and pulls him roughly down to her mouth. “Yes,” she mumbles against his lips.
 
   “Fuck,” he mumbles in response as his hand dips between her legs, his fingers gliding along her slit. 
 
   She breaks off the kiss and gasps, “Oh God,” as his fingers dip further, rubbing back and forth in her wetness. 
 
   She hangs onto his neck and pants with her eyes closed and her head thrown back against the door. He fucking loves seeing her like that. He groans as his fingers continue touching her. “You’re so goddamn wet,” he says before he even realizes it.
 
   “Sorry,” she replies, as her face colors lightly.
 
   He shakes his head. “That’s hot as fuck,” he says in a hoarse voice. 
 
   She throws her head back again and grips the hair at the base of his neck as she lets out several high-pitched moans. His eyes stay fixed on her face as his fingers move slowly between her legs.
 
   His eyes widen and he mumbles, “Holy shit,” when he feels her hand on him. Every hair on his damn arms stands up over her simple touch. He squeezes his eyes shut as he tries to calm the fuck down and regulate his breathing. 
 
   As she continues to stroke him, he groans loudly as he slips a finger just slightly inside her.
 
   “Shit,” she says with a moan. He can’t remember ever hearing her cuss before. That dirty word on her sweet tongue makes him crazy.
 
   Roughly, he pushes her harder against the door as he slides his finger in deeper. She moans and writhes against him as she continues to rub her hand along his length. He kisses her mouth, her neck, any bit of skin he can get his lips on. He slides his finger in a few more times before he adds another. She feels so warm and hot and wet against him. He can’t stand it anymore. He needs to be inside her. Pulling his hand away, he reaches his hands around towards her ass. “Move your hand,” he grunts at her. 
 
   She releases him, and when he lifts her up, she wraps her legs around his waist. He pushes her up against the door harshly as he kisses her hard. Keeping his mouth on hers, he pushes off of the door and heads in the direction of the couch. 
 
   “Motherfucking shit,” he yells when he stubs his toe on the coffee table with her still wrapped around him. 
 
   Myra giggles softly. “Are you okay?”
 
   He nods. “Goddamn motherfucking piece of shit,” he mutters through heavy breathing as he lays her down on the couch and climbs on top of her.
 
   Myra smiles up at him as she wraps her arms around his neck and runs her fingers through his hair. “You sure?” she asks between soft pants. 
 
   He nods before he crashes his lips onto hers and kisses her until she moans beneath him. Pulling away from her mouth, he reaches down and positions himself. 
 
   Very slowly, Dylan pushes into her, watching her face as he moves. Myra gasps, shuts her eyes, and arches her head back.
 
   He drops his head onto her exposed neck. “Holy fuck,” he growls into her skin, overwhelmed by the sensation of being inside of her.
 
   “Dylan,” she moans as she digs her fingernails into the skin of his shoulders.
 
   Hearing her moan his name makes him almost lose his fucking mind. Groaning, he bites on her neck, sucking roughly. 
 
   She grunts and mutters, “Yes,” as he moves inside of her. He buries his face in her hair and starts moving faster. 
 
   “Myra,” he groans in her ear as he thrusts in and out. She feels so damn good, he knows he won’t last long.
 
   “Harder,” Myra demands as Dylan’s eyes widen.
 
   “Fuck,” Dylan mutters as he pumps faster and harder. 
 
   “Yes. Oh my God,” Myra cries out as she tugs harshly on his hair, arches her spine, and throws her head back. 
 
   Dylan can feel her start to pulse around him; he can’t hold his shit back any longer. He pulls her thigh up, running his hand up and down it as he continues moving quickly. He leans down and kisses her, then starts mumbling. 
 
   “Myra, I’m gonna… oh fuck, I’m, shit, oh Jesus.” He shuts his eyes tight.
 
   “Dylan,” she screams and that does it for him. His body tenses and with a loud roar, his orgasm rips through his body. He pumps into her as he moans and groans with each thrust; his release shooting out in thick spurts. He finally collapses on his elbows and buries his face in her hair.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he mumbles in astonishment, panting like he just ran a goddamn marathon.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra runs her fingers over Dylan’s shoulders as he lies on top of her trying to catch his breath. She can feel him trembling. “Are you okay?” she asks as she runs her hand lightly through his hair.
 
   He lifts his head and nods. “That was fucking intense.”
 
   She smiles at him, nodding back.
 
   “Ah, fuck,” he groans before he drops his head back down on her.
 
   “What?” she asks, straining to catch a glimpse of his face.
 
   He lifts his head and stares into her eyes. “I didn’t wanna do it that way. I fucked it all up. I shouldn’t have attacked you like a goddamn caveman.”
 
   She reaches her hands up, cradling his face and staring into his eyes. “It was perfect. Every single second of it.”
 
   He studies her face. “You mean that?”
 
   “Yes,” she says, smiling.
 
   He stares at her for a long moment before he finally nods and returns her smile.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra stares at herself in the small mirror in the bathroom. Despite her red cheeks, disastrous hair, and swollen lips, she can’t stop grinning at the satisfied, deliriously happy woman staring back at her. She shakes her head at herself and puts her hands on her hot cheeks. “Oh my God,” she mouths, giggling at herself. Without a doubt, she just experienced the most mind-blowing sex of her life, and her reflection shows it.
 
   After cleaning up, she hurries back into the living room, grabs Dylan’s T-shirt off of the floor and puts it on. When she walks into the kitchen with the large grin still plastered on her face, she finds him naked, leaning up against the counter, his feet crossed at the ankles with a glass of water in his hand.
 
   Her kitchen has never looked better.
 
   “Oh, hell no,” he says as soon as he takes one look at her.
 
   “What?”
 
   “No damn clothes allowed.”
 
   “But, I need to wear something, I…”
 
   He grabs her and pulls her to him, placing his hands under the shirt and feeling her skin as he inches it off of her. He wads the shirt up and throws it down the hallway. “Don’t fucking care,” he grumbles. Dylan hugs her to him and kisses on her neck, lazily moving his hands over her skin.
 
   Closing her eyes, she smiles as she sighs happily.
 
   “You don’t even understand how goddamn perfect you are. You should be naked all the time,” he says against her neck. His words make her feel incredibly beautiful.
 
   She grabs his face and kisses him deeply. He groans and thrusts up against her stomach, hard and ready again.
 
   “Wait,” she says as she pulls back laughing. 
 
   “Hey, it’s your fault. You’re all damn irresistible and then you kiss me like that. This shit can’t be helped,” he says as he waves his hand towards his erection. 
 
   Myra giggles as she walks over to the counter. “Maybe we should re-energize first. You want a brownie?” She looks over at the plate of leftover brownies from her dinner at Jackie’s.
 
   “Hell, yeah,” he says, as he stares over her shoulder and wraps his arms around her waist.
 
   It takes an extra-long time for them to walk the short distance to the plate of brownies because Dylan’s hands and lips seem hell-bent on permanently affixing themselves to her body. 
 
   * * *
 
   Dylan picks up a brownie and takes a bite. He knows that if he could look at himself, he’d kick his ass for continuing to grin like a fucking idiot. He peeks down at Myra and his smile gets even bigger when he sees a huge ass smile on her face as well. She swallows her bite and continues smiling up at him adorably.
 
   “What?” he asks.
 
   “I’ve never eaten brownies before – naked – while sitting on someone’s lap who also happens to be – naked.”
 
   “Really?” he says as he pulls her tighter against him. “It makes that shit sweeter. These are the best damn brownies I ever ate.” 
 
   He watches as she smiles and sighs happily. “Thank you,” she says as she rubs his chest with her hand and leans in to give his neck a quick kiss.
 
   Dylan collects some icing from his brownie and accidentally smears it across Myra’s breast about an inch above her nipple. 
 
   Myra gasps, looking down at it.
 
   “Oops,” he says his eyes all big and innocent-looking as he smiles at her.
 
   “Dylan,” she says, grinning.
 
   “Sorry. Let me take care of that.” He leans down and wraps his lips around the icing. He licks and nips all over her skin, making sure to lap up every bit of it. Seeing her nipple so close, he latches his mouth onto it, sucking hard.
 
   “I think I’m clean now,” Myra says, giggling.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” he mumbles. He takes it into his mouth one more time sucking and biting the tip of it gently. “I got distracted.” 
 
   When Dylan looks at her again, her natural beauty causes his breath to stick in his damn throat. Her rosy cheeks give her a warm glow as her long tousled hair lies gently across her bare shoulders. He grows hungry again, and not just for more brownies. 
 
   He pushes her off of his lap, turns her slightly, and tugs her back on so that she straddles him. Reaching around her, he grabs his brownie and raises it to her mouth. He stares intently at her lips as she opens them and takes a bite. His mouth drops open when she moans and closes her eyes and starts chewing.
 
   Myra takes the remaining bite of brownie from him and lifts it up to his mouth. He likes the way her eyes stay on his lips. He doesn’t take the bite right away. Instead, he takes his time, wetting his lips with his tongue. It excites him to see the way her lips open slightly and her breathing hitches. He slowly opens his mouth and takes the bite from her, closing his lips around her finger and sucking on it. He groans deeply. “Goddamn delicious,” he mumbles. Before he can even finish chewing, Myra’s lips are on his, her hands in his hair. He surrenders willingly to her assault.
 
   She pulls away from him and starts kissing down his neck. He moans and his damn eyeballs roll back in his head. Eventually, he gently pulls her away from him. “Let’s go up to your bedroom.”
 
   She nods.
 
   As he follows her down the hallway, he smiles devilishly as his eyes stay fixed on her beautiful ass. Just as she gets to the bottom of the stairs, he scoops her up and tosses her over his shoulder. 
 
   “Put me down,” she yells. “Your back.”
 
   “My back is fucking fine.”
 
   He smiles all the way up the stairs to her bedroom as she continuously giggles. He throws her on the bed and watches as she bounces and laughs. “I didn’t know you were such caveman.”
 
   “I’m a damn contractor. Of course I’m a fucking caveman.” 
 
   Myra giggles, but stops when Dylan begins to crawl up the bed and over her body like a predator, trapping her beneath him. She squeals and tries to scoot back on the bed, but he’s too fast for her and grabs her ankle. Her screams turn to moans as he begins kissing his way up her thigh.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter21]CHAPTER 21
 
   RUSSET, APPREHENSION
 
   “Mm, wake up,” a velvety voice whispers in Myra’s ear as she feels a warm hand moving slowly up her thigh. Keeping her eyes closed, she smiles as she becomes aware of the body attached to that sexy voice. She can feel him snuggled up behind her, spooning her affectionately with his warm, naked body.
 
   The hand climbs higher up her thigh and skims across her stomach to softly caress her breast. A thumb plays with her nipple as a mouth makes a hot path of open-mouthed kisses across her shoulder.
 
   Stretching, she lazily reaches up and slides her fingers through his soft, thick hair. “This is the second time you’ve woken me up,” she says in a hoarse, sleepy voice with a contented smile on her face.
 
   “Mmhm,” he hums against her skin, making it tingle. “I’m a needy man. Everything about you turns me the fuck on.”
 
   Myra closes her eyes and moans softly as his words do delicious things to her body.
 
   They take things much slower this time as they explore each other’s bodies. Dylan’s thrusts are deep yet controlled as his hand grips her waist and she stares up at him. She watches as a chunk of his hair falls onto his forehead before he leans down and places his mouth on hers. She moans as she responds to his kiss and wraps her legs around his waist, pulling him closer to her. They move unhurriedly together, hyperaware of every movement, sensitive to every touch.
 
   “Please,” she begs as she clutches Dylan tightly. She simply wants more of him: more of his tender caresses along her skin, more of his hard length inside of her, more of his taut body against her own. She can’t get enough of him like this: so gentle yet so firm, so caring yet so passionate. 
 
   “Myra,” he says in a raspy voice against her throat. He gives her exactly what she begs for with every thrust, every touch, every breathy pant against her skin. It’s never been like this before for her. She’s never felt this way. 
 
   “Dylan, I... I’m...” Closing her eyes and throwing her head back, she can’t finish her sentence as her mouth opens with a silent scream and her orgasm overtakes her. Dylan’s movements become erratic as his grip on her waist tightens and he releases, pulsing deep inside of her.
 
   “Myra,” he says her name again, barely above a whisper, as he lowers himself carefully onto her still-trembling body and tucks his head into the crook of her neck.
 
   They lay quietly together for a long time, not talking, only being.
 
   * * * 
 
   Lost in thought, Dylan pulls Myra onto his chest. Somehow being with her was different for him. He hasn’t felt this way since Sabrina, and maybe not even then. The nightmares that normally haunt him stayed away last night. It felt good, damn good. 
 
   His brows pull together. He needs to talk to her. When he showed up last night, he had every intention of just talking. And of course kissing, and maybe doing a little fondling, but nothing more. But as soon as he took one look at her, any thoughts of conversing immediately vanished from his damn brain. But right now he doesn’t want to ruin the memory of their incredible, amazing night – and morning – together. He’ll talk to her over breakfast. He’ll tell her all about his past. He’ll tell her everything.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra smiles brightly at him as she walks into the bedroom freshly showered. “I never knew cavemen liked to cuddle so much,” she says as she curls up into Dylan’s outstretched arms.
 
   “You need to know these things about me,” he replies with a grin as he pulls her tight against him. “And by the way, your feet are fucking icebergs. You gotta warn a man about shit like that.”
 
   Myra busts out laughing which causes him to start chuckling with her. They both laugh until Myra has to wipe tears from her eyes, and his stomach muscles ache a little. She rests her chin on his chest as she stares up at him. He doesn’t even try to wipe the huge smile off of his face as he stares back at her. She reaches one hand up and cradles his face softly. “I’ve never seen you smile so much.”
 
   “You make me smile.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   He nods as he rubs her back softly.
 
   She sighs. “I like seeing you this way. You usually seem... sad.”
 
   “Maybe if I keep you around, you can keep the frowns off my face.”
 
   Myra smiles. “Do you want breakfast? It’s almost noon but…”
 
   Before Dylan can respond his stomach growls loudly. His eyes widen. “Shit. Sorry.”
 
   Myra buries her face in Dylan’s chest and giggles. He loves that sound. He’ll never get tired of it. 
 
   “Why don’t you go take a shower? How’s pancakes sound?” 
 
   He pulls her up closer so that he can get access to her lips. He kisses them softly. “Sounds delicious,” he murmurs against them.
 
   She hops off the bed and walks to the door. He smiles at how thoroughly fucked she looks even though she just took a shower. He likes that he made her look like that. He sits up on his elbows, staring at her bare legs that seem to go on for miles. 
 
   “There’s shampoo and soap in the shower. Blow dryer is on the, uh, sink. I left a towel and a toothbrush…” she trails off. “Stop staring at me,” she says, looking completely flustered.
 
   “I will when you quit being so goddamn beautiful.”
 
   A bashful smile crops up on her lips before her gaze drops to the floor. “Thanks,” she says before she smiles at him again and quickly leaves the room.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra can’t stop smiling as she steps into the kitchen. Hearing Dylan laugh, admiring that beautiful smile on his face and seeing him relax like that was something very special. She can’t even believe how handsome he looked. She sighs happily as she starts making the pancake batter.
 
   Just as she’s finishing up the last of the pancakes, she frowns when she hears Dylan’s voice. She quickly flips the pancakes out onto a plate and walks into the living room. 
 
   He sits on the couch in just his jeans with his elbows on his knees and his phone dangling from his right hand. “Goddamn motherfucking shit,” he mumbles before raking his hand roughly through his hair. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Myra asks.
 
   “Fuck,” he yells as he stares at the floor, causing Myra to jump. “I gotta go,” he mumbles as he quickly tugs on his socks and boots. He stands and shoves his phone in his back pocket. 
 
   “Where the hell is my shirt...” he grumbles under his breath. Myra catches sight of it sticking out from underneath the small table in the hallway. Without saying a word, she swiftly walks over, picks it up, and silently hands it to him.
 
   He slips it over his head and quickly shrugs on his coat. 
 
   Stepping close to her, he stares down into her eyes. “I…” he says before clearing his throat. “Something’s come up. I’m not mad at you; I’m just pissed at some other shit in my life. I’ll call you as soon as I get this straightened out, all right?”
 
   Myra nods.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says as his eyes search hers.
 
   She nods. “It’s okay. Go take care of it.”
 
   He leans down and kisses her sweetly. Pulling back, he stares at her again, his eyes soft, as he gently rubs his thumb over her cheek. “Thank you,” he whispers. She doesn’t move as she watches him exit her front door, leaving her confused and all alone in her living room.
 
   * * *
 
   “Fuck,” Dylan roars as he slams his fist against the back of the passenger seat of his truck. He shouldn’t have left Myra standing there like that with no explanation. But how could he even begin to explain to her about the voicemail he just listened to when she doesn’t know shit about his past. His heart pounds as he rubs the center of his chest. He can’t believe he has to leave her after what happened last night between them. It was fucking incredible; one of the best nights of his goddamn life.
 
   He quickly grabs a cigarette and lights up, taking a couple of drags as he continues staring at her front door. He needs to go back in there and tell her right the fuck now. He’s put this shit off for too long. He doesn’t have to leave immediately anyway. He knows Myra would never judge him about all of his shit. That isn’t the issue. His problem is talking about that shit period. Because it hurts. But he can do this. He has to do this. She deserves to know.
 
   He nods his head as he opens the door and steps out. Stretching his achy back and puffing some more on his cigarette, he stares at her front door a few more minutes. As he takes a step forward, his heart starts to race. He stops and takes in several breaths before he takes another step forward. His chest tightens and he has trouble breathing. 
 
   Turning around, he stumbles breathlessly back to his truck and leans against it with his eyes closed, trying to get himself to calm the fuck down. After a couple of tense moments, his heart rate starts to slow. “Goddamn it,” he mumbles under his breath before he slams his fist into the door of his truck. Yanking it open, he climbs in and shoves it into reverse.
 
   * * *
 
   While Myra dumps the pancakes into the trash, her phone rings. Her shoulders slump when she sees the caller ID.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   She frowns when she hears loud chewing and crunching on the other end of the line. “Sorry,” Susie says. “I’m on my lunch hour. I’m having the worst day ever. I’m pissy and hung over and you see what time it is. I’m only about three hours past my lunch. And you know I don’t do well without my food.”
 
   Myra smiles and hums in agreement.
 
   “Sorry I didn’t call you last night. I had to go with Jeff to one of his boring-ass work things. And I was so damn bored that I ended up getting drunk by the end of the night.”
 
   “Sounds like fun.”
 
   “Oh, it was a barrel full. I’ve had more fun getting a wart burned off my big toe. Guess what Jeff did to me when we got home? I fell asleep so he left my drunk fat ass in the car. I mean I know there’s no way he could have picked me up since I’m Fatty McLardopants.”
 
   “You’re not fat. Quit saying stuff like that.” 
 
   “No problem, Miss I-Weigh-93.3-Pounds-With-My-Coat-On-And-Rocks-In-My-Pockets,” Susie says in a sarcastic voice. “Anyway, I woke up at like five-thirty this morning with a nasty crick in my neck from sitting in that stupid car. I asked Jeff why the hell he left me out there, and he said something about how it would’ve taken a nuclear blast to wake me. I asked him if he had any plans on waking me up for work, and he said he was going to get out the garden hose and nail me in the head with it while he blared the car horn. I hate that man sometimes.” 
 
   Myra laughs. 
 
   “So what’re you doing today? Moping around and missing your scruffy hot-as-fuck tool man? When’s he coming back to town? Is he still calling you all the time?”
 
   “Um…”
 
   “What? You talk and I’ll eat.”
 
   “Well… he showed up last night and, wehadsex.” 
 
   Myra hears spluttering, coughing, hacking and wheezing coming through the phone. “Are you okay?” 
 
   When Susie finally speaks, her voice sounds strangled. “No…” she says before she stops to cough again. “I just took a big old gulp of Diet Coke when you said that and snorted it right out my nose. Then I swallowed, and some went down the wrong pipe. You almost killed me. My nostrils are burning, my…” She has to stop again to cough. “… throat is on fire, and I’ve got tears running down my cheeks. And the Diet Coke that went flying out my nose, landed right on my slice of pizza.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to be eating pizza.”
 
   “I’m stressed and I’m cheating so who gives a shit. You had sex with the scruffy Greek god asshole?” Susie shouts. “The dirty tool man of my dreams? Oh my sweet baby Jesus on a post-it note. I can’t believe it. I thought you said you weren’t going to have sex with him.”
 
   Myra sighs. “I was weak. I couldn’t resist him.”
 
   “Good God above the earth, girl, no one, I repeat, no one could resist that sweet piece of flamin’ hotness,” Susie says before squealing giddily and breaking out into another coughing fit.
 
   Myra rolls her eyes.
 
   Susie clears her throat. “Was he a savage? I know someone that angry has to be full of some serious animal savagery. Did he rip your clothes off? Please tell me he shredded your panties.”
 
   “No, of course not, he was a total gentleman.”
 
   “No panty ripping? Damn. I totally had him pegged as a panty ripper. God, I’d love to have someone rip my panties from my body. But I think the only way Jeff could get my ginormous grandma undies shredded would be with some garden sheers or a bush whacker,” Susie says before giggling crazily.
 
   Myra can’t help but laugh along with her.
 
   “Now I’m not buying that the scruffy Greek god asshole was a gentleman.”
 
   “Well, he was. He was sweet and tender and passionate all at the same time.”
 
   “Okay, that’s not working for me. I need something dirty here. So was he packing a fully-loaded footlong?”
 
   “Oh my God. I’m not answering that.”
 
   “You better or I’ll do something to embarrass you. You know what I’m capable of.”
 
   “Fine. Yes. Are you happy?”
 
   Susie lets out a shriek. “I knew it. I knew that man was packing the beef.”
 
   Myra squeezes her eyes shut and covers her face with one hand in mortification.
 
   “So where did you do it?”
 
   Myra frowns. “You mean the first time?”
 
   She immediately smacks herself on the forehead for letting that slip.
 
   “What do you mean by ‘the first time’?” Susie asks slowly.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “How many times did you copulate with your contractor?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Spit it out.”
 
   “More than once, okay?”
 
   “Please tell me he had more than one condom on him.”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “I told you to use a custard catcher,” Susie yells. “Why the hell didn’t you listen to me? What is wrong with you? Now you probably have some hoochie coochie cooties.”
 
   “We just, we got carried away the first time, and I figured we’d already done it once so…”
 
   “I can’t believe you. This is the damn twenty-first century. His footlong could be carrying E-coli or some freaky deadly wiener disease. You know better than that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Well, go buy a box of custard catchers before you sex him up again. When are you going to see him next?”
 
   Myra takes in a deep breath. “I don’t know. This morning... after we... he got some bad news and he left.” 
 
   “What bad news?”
 
   “I don’t know. He said he’d explain it to me later. I haven’t heard from him since.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Susie shouts. “He left and said he’d explain later? He couldn’t bother to take two seconds to tell you why? God, that pisses me off. He’d better not be pulling a fuck and duck. That’s some shit Trent would do and that makes me want to do some incredibly violent things to that fine ass of his. God, I can’t believe you got to see that ass. Did it look good? Did you spank it a little?”
 
   “No, now stop.”
 
   “Sorry but your man’s cheeks are fine. Look, I hate to run, but I gotta get back to work. I’m swamped.” 
 
   “Okay,” Myra says. 
 
   “I love you and I’m so proud of you for riding the tool man’s drill,” Susie says. “Trust me, you needed it.” 
 
   Myra shakes her head and laughs at her crazy but incredibly loyal friend. “I’ll let you know if I hear from him.”
 
   “Good. And if he doesn’t get in touch with you, I’ll have my Kung Fu ready to kick his fine ass.”
 
   Myra smiles. “Thanks. Hopefully that won’t be necessary.”
 
   * * *
 
   After Myra does some laundry, she sits down at her kitchen table with a cup of coffee. She takes a sip while staring out of the window. She frowns as she thinks about her conversation with Susie. 
 
   For once, Myra completely agrees with her best friend. Dylan’s behavior did mirror Trent’s with the secrecy and the empty promises because why couldn’t he have told her where he was going? If it was a family emergency or something, why couldn’t he have just said that? And why does he keep hiding his past, promising to explain it to her but never doing it? If it’s this difficult for him to talk about, his past might be something that Myra might not want to hear about or be involved in at all. 
 
   Being patient and understanding with Trent allowed him to make a total fool out of her. She can’t keep repeating this cycle with the men in her life. 
 
   She thinks back to how Dylan freaked out over their first kiss. Her stomach grows queasy as she considers the fact that he could be having a similar reaction to their sleeping together. 
 
   Her phone buzzes with a text and Myra’s heart skips a beat as she picks it up and reads it.
 
   Hd 2 go 2 Boise. Cal u ltr. – D
 
   She frowns as she reads it again. So if he had to go to Boise, then his emergency must have something to do with his family. Why didn’t he just tell her that this morning?
 
   She quickly sends a text back.
 
   I hope everything is okay. – M
 
   Myra chews on her thumbnail as she stares at her phone, waiting for a response. She re-reads his message over and over again, trying to find some kind of hidden meaning in it. She waits and waits but he never responds.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra startles and her mouth drops open when someone knocks on her door. With her heart in her throat, she looks outside and cringes when she sees Jackie.
 
   “Hi. Have you had dinner? I brought Chinese,” Jackie says, holding up a bag. Myra shakes her head before they walk into her the kitchen. “I’m starving. I didn’t even have time to eat today. I placed an ad to replace the guy that quit at the bookstore so I’ve had a couple of responses so I’ve been trying to prepare myself for interviewing people. Have you ever interviewed anyone before?”
 
   Myra shakes her head as she sets the silverware on the table.
 
   “I have no idea how to do it. I’m really great at interviews myself because I have no problems talking with people and everything because I just have that type of personality,” she says, grinning. “But it’s going to be so hard hiring someone. What if I hire the wrong person and it doesn’t work out?”
 
   “Then you fire them.”
 
   Jackie’s eyes widen. “I could never fire someone. That would be terrible. I would feel just awful taking someone’s job away from them especially in this economy. That’s why I have to do this interviewing thing right. What should I do?”
 
   Myra sighs and rubs her temples. “Well, probably the most important thing is to check their references and talk to previous employers. As far as interview questions go, you work in a bookstore. Look it up.”
 
   A huge smile splits Jackie’s face. “I didn’t even think of that,” she says with a giggle. “What would I do without you?” 
 
   Myra shakes her head as she takes a bite of her chicken and broccoli and her thoughts drift to Dylan.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra sighs as she picks up her phone again and checks the bars. There’s no problem with her phone, yet she never got a response to her text. And he never called. Sighing, she closes her laptop and makes her way upstairs.
 
   Lying in bed in the dark, clutching the pillow Dylan used last night close to her chest, Myra stares at the green glow of her digital alarm clock. She watches as the numbers slowly change and the minutes and hours tick by.
 
   The fact that Dylan didn’t bother to respond to her truly hurts her. How long does it take to send a text? A couple of seconds? He couldn’t take two seconds to let her know how he was doing? She wasn’t worth the effort? Negative thoughts finagle their way into her mind. Clearly, she meant nothing to him; she was probably just the latest in a string of one-night stands. Why else would he act like this?
 
   The more Myra thinks about it, the angrier she gets. She had a bad feeling about Dylan right from the start. She should have cut things off with him as soon as she found out about Sabrina and he refused to talk. She did this exact same thing with Trent. She knew something was wrong with their relationship yet she ignored her suspicions of him until it was too late. Well, she won’t let that happen again. 
 
   She decides to confront Dylan. Tell him that if he wants to be with her then he needs to talk. There can’t be any more secrets between them. She can’t do this anymore.
 
   She frowns when she realizes she doesn’t even have his address. Sitting up, she turns on the light and flips open her laptop. With a quick click of a button, the Google box pops up. Her fingers hover over the keyboard as she stares at it for a minute. Finally, she types in his name and locates his address. In a larger town, she might not be able to find him so easily, but in Nyssa, he can’t hide.
 
   She decides that if she hasn’t heard back from him by morning, she’ll go to his house and demand an explanation. Because it’s time for her to stop letting men crush her. It’s time for her to make some changes in her life.
 
   * * *
 
   Myra’s heart rate quickens when she nears Dylan’s street. Of course she never heard from him. She takes in a deep breath as she turns down the road. She slows, going way under the speed limit as she searches for the house numbers, but immediately spots his truck in the driveway of a small brick ranch-style home. She can’t help but feel somewhat relieved when she sees it. At least he didn’t have to stay in Boise yesterday. But if he didn’t stay, then why didn’t he call her?
 
   She frowns at the black car parked next to his truck, but figures that could be the car he drives when he’s not working. She parks in front of the house and stares at it for a long time, trying to work up the nerve to open her car door. Swallowing hard, she takes in a deep breath and finally opens it. She wipes her sweaty hands on her jeans as she walks towards his front door.
 
   Myra closes her eyes, takes in a deep breath and then blows it out before she knocks. When she doesn’t get an answer, she knocks again. Finally, the door slowly opens. 
 
   Her eyebrows pull together sharply as an incredibly gorgeous woman stands before her even more stunning than Dylan’s sister-in-law. Myra’s mouth drops open when she recognizes one of Dylan’s flannel shirts on the stranger. The top several buttons are open and she can see the edges of a lacy red bra. The supermodel yawns and stretches, causing Dylan’s shirt to hike up and show off her lean, long tanned legs.
 
   “Yes?” the beautiful woman asks, as she muffles another yawn with the back of her hand.
 
   Myra’s stomach churns with nausea, but she won’t let herself jump to conclusions like she did with his sister-in-law. This very well could be another sister-in-law or relative. He did have a large family. 
 
   Myra clears her throat. “Is Dylan home?”
 
   “He’s asleep.”
 
   “I need to talk to him.”
 
   The model stretches again. “Can you come back? He didn’t get much sleep last night.”
 
   Myra’s stomach jolts. She swallows hard. “It’s important…”
 
   “Who are you?” the woman asks, her perfectly-arched eyebrows scrunching together as she eyes Myra from head to toe.
 
   “I’m Myra, I…” She frowns as she tries to figure out how to introduce herself: as a friend? A client? A one-night stand? A mistake? She clears her throat again. “He’s been doing work on my house…”
 
   The supermodel’s face immediately relaxes. “Oh, okay,” she says with a small smile. “I’ll let him know you stopped by.”
 
   Myra stares at her for a moment. She coughs and clears her throat again, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “And you are?” 
 
   “Oh, sorry I’m being so rude. I just woke up,” the supermodel says, laughing softly. “I’m Sabrina. His wife.” 
 
   Myra gasps as her heart thunders in her ears. Her eyes widen as her gaze drops to a massive cluster of platinum and diamonds glistening ominously at her from the woman’s left ring finger. Sabrina’s finger. Sabrina. His wife.
 
   Myra’s stomach rolls; she feels faint. She can’t breathe. “Wife?” she says with a heavy breath, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
    “Technically ex-wife, but we're working on that,” Sabrina says with a small smile as she stares down at the ring on her finger. 
 
    Myra gulps for air as she swallows down the urge to be sick. She has to get out of here. She has to get away. Her eyes stay fixated on that ring as she stumbles backwards down the stairs. She turns and runs towards her car. When she hears the door close behind her, she startles as tears begin to burn hot in her eyes.
 
    Her hands shake as she grasps the steering wheel. How could he not tell her he was married? How could he have an ex-wife – soon-to-be-wife again – and do all those things he did last night? How could he make her feel the way he did? Make love to her. Make her care for him. What kind of a man would do all of those things knowing he had her waiting on him at home?
 
    She bends forward, grasping her stomach as she blows out heavy breaths. The more she thinks about it, the clearer things become. This has to be the big secret he’s been hiding from her. He ran out on her yesterday morning because he had his beautiful wife waiting for him at home. He used her for his pleasure and then ran. He’s a cheating lowlife just like Trent. She feels so stupid for telling him what happened with Trent. He probably laughed to himself over that since he had plans to do the exact same thing.
 
    Her face drops into her hands as she sobs. But she sits up and quickly wipes her eyes on her sleeve because she knows she can’t stay here in front of his house crying over him when his wife probably just slipped into bed and curled up next to him – he does like to cuddle. That thought brings on another round of sobs.
 
    Sniffling, she looks back at the house. Every instinct tells her to run. Running she can do well. She just needs to leave this stupid town and that broken down house. She has nothing tying her here. Maybe she could go back to Philly. That way she could be near Susie again. Staring at Dylan’s house, she starts the engine.
 
    But another, smaller part of her tells her not to run. It tells her to stand up for herself and confront him like she should have with Trent. Confront Dylan and tell him that he can’t treat her like that.
 
    She picks up the hem of her sweatshirt and scrubs it roughly across her eyes. Slouching in her seat, she chews her thumbnail as she stares at the front door, still trying to decide what to do.
 
    If she confronts him and he did get back with his ex, he’ll just deny that anything happened between them anyway, making her look foolish. And it will break her heart even more.
 
    She feels so weak. She doesn’t have the strength to face him. What good will it do anyway?
 
    Quickly wiping her eyes again, her hand reaches for the gearshift, her foot lightly touching the brake pedal. She puts the car in drive, her decision made.
 
    Run.
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Will Myra run back to Philly? Find out in the upcoming sequel Color of Forgiveness.
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