
        
            
                
            
        

    


 

 

[image: ]


Give Me Yesterday

Copyright © 2015 K. Webster & Elle Christensen

Cover Design: All By Design

Photo: Dollar Photo Club

Editor: Premier Romance Editing

Formatting: Champagne Formats

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by an information and retrieval system without express written permission from the Author/Publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Other Books

Dedications

A Note about the Authors

Quote

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Epilogue

The Accident

Erased by K Webster & Elle Christensen

Acknowledgements from K Webster

Acknowledgements from Elle Christensen

About Author K Webster

About Elle Christensen


Other Books

Books by Author K Webster

 

The Breaking the Rules Series:

Broken (Book 1) – Available Now!

Wrong (Book 2) – Available Now!

Scarred (Book 3) – Available Now!

Mistake (Book 4) – Available Now!

Crushed (Book 5—a novella)—Available Now!

Disgrace (Book 6) – Coming Soon!

Defiance (Book 7) – Coming Soon!

 

 

The Vegas Aces Series:

Rock Country (Book 1) – Available Now!

Rock Heart (Book 2) – Available Now!

Rock Bottom (Book 3) – Available Now!

Rock Out (Book 4) – Coming Soon!

 

 

 

The Becoming Her Series:

Becoming Lady Thomas (Book 1) – Available Now!

Becoming Countess Dumont (Book 2) – Available Now!

Becoming Mrs. Benedict (Book 3) – Available Now!

 

Alpha & Omega (Part One)—Availbable Now!

Omega & Love (Part Two)—Available Now!

 

 

Apartment 2B (Standalone Novel) – Available Now!

Love and Law (Standalone Novel) – Available Now!

Moth to a Flame (Standalone Novel) – Available Now! 

Erased (Standalone Novel)—Available Now!

The Road Back to Us (Standalone Novel)—Available Now!

Give Me Yesterday (Standalone)—Available Now!

 

 

Books by Elle Christensen

The Fae Guard Series:

Protecting Shaylee (Book 1) – Available Now!

Loving Ean (Book 2) – Available Now!

Chasing Hayleigh (Book 3) – Coming October 2015!

Saving Kendrix (Book 4) – Coming Soon!

Forever Fate (Book 4.5 – a novella) – Coming Soon!

Erased (Standalone Novel) – Available Now!

Give Me Yesterday (Standalone Novel) – Available Now!

Another Postcard (Standalone Novel) – Coming Soon!

 




[image: ]

To my husband…my whole, bloody, beating heart. I love you forever.
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-K-

 

To the love of my eternity, there is no greater gift than never having to say goodbye to you.

To my writing buddy, we make magic happen. Let’s never stop.

-Elle-


A Note about the Authors

It wasn’t long ago that K Webster and Elle Christensen had a great idea. They would write a book together. Neither was familiar with the process of co-writing a book, but together they forged through it and Erased was born. They enjoyed their collaborative efforts so much so that when Elle mentioned to K that it was time to write another book, K wholeheartedly agreed and dropped all projects to write this book with her.

With Erased, Elle had a story she wanted to tell. Together, they hashed out the plot over and over again, trying to find a way to fuse their brains as one. And they did. Then, months later, K had a story she wanted to tell with Give Me Yesterday. This time, the process was nearly effortless, as they’d discovered their brains were already one.

The writing was a flurry of back and forth, giggles, and tears. But they both knew that despite the sadness that weaved throughout this book, they’d also bring joy and pleasure to the readers. Writing for this dynamic duo was nothing but a pleasurable, effortless experience for both.

With Erased, Elle wrote Slade and K wrote Joss’s POV. And with Give Me Yesterday, they switched things up for a little variety and Elle wrote Victoria while K wrote Chase. They’re both fans of writing the male POV so you can guarantee the next book they write—and there will definitely be more books together—that will most definitely be the only thing they’ll argue about.

K and Elle thought you would enjoy hearing the process of how they created Give Me Yesterday. Now, they hope that you adore another book baby they made together!

Love, K Webster and Elle Christensen

 


 

 

"True love doesn't have a happy ending.

True love has no ending."

-Unknown-
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“Well, fuck me.”

I glare at him. “Been there, done that, Ben. That’s what got us into this mess in the first place.” Sarcasm drips from my tone, but it’s either that or dissolving into a puddle of tears. Tears are a luxury I don’t have; strength is the only option right now. The word “pregnant” on a tiny little stick packs more punch than a right hook. I look at Ben standing there, staring at the life-changing piece of white plastic, his mouth hanging open, and his hand trembling.

I would give anything to read his mind right now. Ben and I began dating almost two years ago, at the start of our freshman year of high school, when we met at football practice. The tall, blonde, blue-eyed cheerleader and the muscular, strawberry blonde, blue-eyed quarterback.

Cliché, right?

Maybe so, but Ben is a straight A student who plays for the love of the game, rather than to make it big in the sport. He pulled me aside after practice the first day and told me he was taking me out to dinner that Friday night. After the most romantic date, he told me I was his and I had no arguments. Declarations of I love you followed in the next month and we’ve been inseparable ever since.

Ben’s it for me and I know he feels the same. We had such grand plans, after graduation, we’d go to the same college, earn our degrees, and get married. Then build a life together with two-point-five kids and a white picket fence. Ben always laughed when I described this idealist life, his ocean blue eyes would sparkle and he’d give me the sweetest kiss, promising to paint my fence any color I want. Anything to keep his Sunshine smiling bright and lighting up his day.

On Ben’s sixteenth birthday, four weeks ago, I gave him the most precious gift I had. We’d been burning for each other, coming so close to making love, but always choosing to save it for the perfect day. Taking the train into Chicago, we had dinner at a cozy little French restaurant. Then we took a walk in the unusually warm March weather, holding hands, and sizzling from the attraction arching between us. I led him to a boat docked out in a marina in Burnham harbor. My best friend’s family owns a slip and her parents were out of town, so she gave me the keys and told me to “rock Ben’s world.” We spent the most beautiful night together and I knew our future would be just as perfect as that night.

It seems like a lifetime ago, almost like a movie reel that I’m watching. This can’t possibly be my life, can it? Getting pregnant when you’ve used condoms is something that happens in books and movies.

The pregnancy test says otherwise, don’t you think?

I’m scared—absolutely terrified—that Ben won’t step up to the responsibility of being a teenage dad. We have two long years of high school left.

What if he decides that we aren’t worth navigating the rocky path ahead, and instead, he leaves me behind? Can I do this alone?

I’m still in shock, but somehow I know that I’ve already begun to love the little life inside me.

“Ben?” I try to keep my voice strong, but I can hear it shaking, my nerves getting the best of me.

He looks up, as though he’s just remembered I’m there, and his mouth begins to work, but no sound comes out. I’m preparing myself for him to run, but praying that he will be the Ben I love, who will always stick by me. Then, he reaches for me and pulls me into a tight embrace, his strong arms tempting me to let go and fall apart.

I feel his lips brush my temple and his warm breath on my ear. “We can do this, Victoria. It will be hard, but we’ll do it together. We’ve got this.”

He leans back and stares deeply into my eyes, his blues so intense they have darkened to sapphire. Another moment goes by, then the corners of his mouth drift up. “It’s what we planned, right? We’re just going about it a little backward.”

The relief is so great that it crashes over me like a wave and I can’t hold back anymore. I start sobbing into his shirt, and he simply holds me, swaying lightly, helping me purge all of my emotion. I love this man.

We’ve got this.
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Two years later

There’s quite a crowd in my parent’s backyard today. It’s doubly large with Ben’s family here too—all here to celebrate.

We did it.

We graduated high school and we’ve both been accepted to Northwestern on scholarship. They have married, student housing and a daycare center on campus, and we move in six weeks from today. I’m so excited, I can barely contain it!

When we told our parents that we were having a baby, we were shocked at their response. While they were disappointed in us, they told us they would help and support us, as long as we continued to work hard, finishing high school and going to college. Ben asked my father for permission to marry me—I suddenly understood what it meant to swoon—and while I could see Dad’s hesitancy, there was respect in his eyes. We had a wedding in this very backyard two months later and my parents fixed up their basement like a little apartment for us to live in.

It wasn’t easy taking care of our precious little Sarah, learning to be a wife and mother at sixteen. My mother and Ben’s were amazing, and although they made Ben and I live up to our responsibilities, they stepped in whenever we hit a breaking point, giving just enough for us to keep going. Ben and I both quit sports, but since our goals were academic, we didn’t miss it much. We were so in love, and when our baby girl arrived, we couldn’t imagine ever being without her. She is the light in our lives, the best part of every day, every moment, and sometimes I wonder if it’s possible for a heart to burst because the love inside it is too great to be contained.

I grasp the zipper of my white graduation gown and the sunlight sparkles off of the tiny diamond in my wedding ring. Ben promised to replace it after college, but I love it, and I don’t need anything else. I divest myself of the scratchy polyester robe as I scan the crowd until I spot them. My husband is sitting in a lawn chair, playing peekaboo with our eighteen-month-old daughter. As Ben’s gotten older, his hair has darkened, but Sarah’s white, bouncing curls are tinged with red, like his, in all of his baby pictures. Her eyes are mine, though, wide and round, cornflower blue. Her cherub cheeks are pink as she giggles, the sound tinkling on the breeze. My heart squeezes tight again, the pain making me a little breathless. I never understood the saying, “I love you so much it hurts,” until I fell in love with Ben and Sarah. But, it’s the best kind of sting, not one of heartbreak, but the one that proves this is my reality, rather than a dream.

Ben sees me walking toward him and stands, whispering to Sarah and pointing my way. “Here comes your beautiful mama, Sarah Bear.”

She claps and giggles, calling out Mama and reaching for me.

Pain. This is real.

Once I’m standing in front of them, Ben winks at me—I make every effort not to melt—kisses my nose—mission failed—and passes Sarah into my arms. She slaps a hand on each of my cheeks and smacks a wet kiss on the end of my nose, just like her daddy.

Pain. This is real.

The crowd moves around us with hugs and congratulations. My mother takes Sarah over to the play set my dad built, with all the other children. Our large yard is fenced, but Ben’s younger sister, Chelsea, and my cousin, Danielle, are keeping an eye on them. I blow Sarah a kiss and turn to the table where Ben and I open gifts and cut our cake. He leans in and brushes a kiss over my ear, whispering that he loves me. Laughter and fun are all around me, my life is so full of love, and I’m grateful. Grateful for every pulse of that beautiful emotion as it expands and once again, the sting reminds me that this is my life. It’s real.

It’s time to eat, so Ben and I walk hand in hand over to the play area to get our daughter. Ben’s brow furrows and he looks around the yard. I follow his gaze and see nothing, then our eyes return to the group of children. I realize then why he is confused. There is no little tow-headed girl, in a sunshine yellow dress. I sigh, irritated with my cousin for not noticing Sarah’s absence. I warned her that Sarah like to play hide and seek, without telling you that she is going to hide.

“Chelsea?” Ben calls to his sister, frustration evident in voice, but my anxiety ratchets up when I hear the tinge of panic. “Where’s Sarah?”

I let go of Ben and begin walking around, searching through each crevice of the play set, then to every bush and tree, under all the tables. Ben is frantically looking on the other side of the yard and we continually call her name.

Chelsea stands among the other kids, wringing her hands and crying. I want to scream at her. How could she lose track of a toddler? But what good would that do in finding her?

Suddenly, I hear Ben shouting Sarah’s name and I run over to the gate in the fence. It’s open. Ben is dashing around the front and I follow at breakneck speed, my eyes darting everywhere all at once, my breath caught in my lungs, my heart no longer squeezing gently, but in a vice. Ben comes to an abrupt stop and I slam into him, bouncing back and almost falling to the ground. He catches me even though his eyes are glued to something in front of him.

“Victoria, stay behind me. I don’t want her to see you.”

Ben is facing the street and I’m instantly shoving down the hysteria bubbling to the surface. My body begins to bolt forward, but Ben push me behind him. “Stop, Ben. Where is she? You found her?”

“She’s across the street, Sunshine. Hiding between two parked cars.” I can hear the trembling in his voice, the same shaking that has ahold of my whole body.

I know why he wants me to stay behind him, and I have to fight every instinct not to run to my baby girl, but every time Sarah sees me, she takes off in my direction full speed, with no regard to what’s around her. So, I stand still and wait.

“Sarah Bear,” he calls. “Stay right there. Daddy is coming to find you. Stay hidden, sweetheart, and I’ll find you.”

He begins to walk forward, and I step off to the side, my heart in my throat. I watch him step into the street, glancing both ways before beginning to cross the empty road. Our house sits on a main road in town, with a higher speed limit because technically it isn’t a residential street. Thus the fenced yard—my parents never let me play in the front—keeping me away from the danger of speeding cars.

Part of me is so relieved to find her across the street safely, the other is freaking out as I imagine her crossing it in the first place.

“I’m going to find you, Sarah Bear!” Ben calls again, “Stay in your hidey hole.”

I begin to breathe a little when he is two feet from the shoulder of the road and Sarah is almost within his grasp.

“Victoria!”

No, no, no!

My mother calls my name, her voice frantic. I watch in slow motion as Sarah’s head whips in my direction when she hears my name. Ben is leaning over to pick her up and before he can grasp her, she bolts past him into the street. I scream for her to stop and take off running, but am yanked backward, my father saving my life from the car that would have hit me had I leapt from between the parked cars, on either side of me.

Life speeds up again and Ben is running after her, scooping her up into his arms, never stopping as he crosses over the two lanes on the opposite side. I hear the loud blaring of horns and just like that, life drops into slow motion again. There are suddenly cars coming in both directions, forcing Ben to choose to run back, or continue on to my side of the road. He chooses to keep coming and is narrowly missed by a sedan that swerves to avoid him. Across one lane, one to go. An oncoming car honks and swerves left to get around him and an SUV in the next lane, going the opposite way, does the same.

The world shifts under my feet as I realize that a silver truck is behind the SUV, unaware of the deadly game of Frogger going on. The sound of screeching breaks pierces the air as the truck spins and the next time I blink, there are three vehicles twisted together in the center of the thoroughfare. There is ringing in my ears, a sound so loud that my head is splitting open from the agony.

Pain. This is real.

A figure lays unmoving on the ground, three feet away from the wreck. The large frame of a man, wrapped around a tiny lump of sunshine yellow fabric.

The sound grows louder, my throat feels as though it is being ripped to shreds, and I realize as I tear toward them, that the sound is screaming.

It’s me.

Screaming.

My bare knees hit the ground hard and I barely register the sharp bite of glass digging into my flesh. The only thing I feel is numbness. There is blood, it’s all over the ground.

All over them.

Someone pulls on my arms and I think they tell me not to move them, but how can I stay away. My heart is on the ground in front of me, and I need to know that it is still beating.

I can’t see through the waterfall of tears, and I can’t hear through the pounding in my head, so I lay my hands on the two huddled bodies in front of me and when I don’t feel my heart beating, I know.

It’s stopped.

There is no pain.

This can’t be real.
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Three Days Later

The sun is shining, and it glints off the caskets as one by one, they are lowered into the ground. One large, with lavender roses laid across the top, holding half of my heart. The other so tiny, with pretty lavender daisies in the arms of a fuzzy stuffed bear, I don’t know how the rest of my heart fits inside it.

How can the sun shine?

Doesn’t it understand that it’s lost its brightest rays?

After the accident, I was lost to the numbness, and I hung on to that, knowing that without the pain, there was hope that this wasn’t real. But when the doctor brought me a simple gold band and a tiny gold locket, I felt it. The anguish ripped through me, every cell, every nerve, my whole body was tearing apart from the agony. Pain. No. I won’t believe it.

Pain. This is real.

I’m alone, despite the crowd of people around me. People talk to me, but I don’t hear them. I want to ask where the third casket is. I can’t live without a heart, right? And yet, here I am, my heart and soul buried, and somehow breathing without them.

As I face the fact that I am forced to live, I realize I’m grateful for the absence of these vital parts of me. Without them, I feel nothing. I walk away from everyone, ignoring each person as they call to me, I leave all of my emotions behind.

And, even though this is my reality, I feel no pain.
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“Now,” I narrow my eyes and pin several of my smart-ass students with a firm stare, “Don’t think by choosing ‘Power and Dominance’ as your topic that I’m going to accept a bunch of BDSM papers. If you took anything out of this class, you’ll understand that it is much more than floggers and calling someone Daddy.” An eruption of laughter roars in front of me. “Anyone who chooses that topic will be graded harder than say one that nobody ever chooses, like ‘Cognitive Biases of Decision Making’ or ‘Parental Investment.’”

The chuckles die down and several of them groan, clearly they were all headed to Tumblr to begin their research right after class.

I smirk at their disappointment and continue. “You have two weeks to complete this assignment as per what the grading rubric specifies. Wednesday and Friday of this week, we’ll use our class time in the Media Center to begin our research. All papers are due the week before finals and it is twenty percent of your overall grade, as you’ll see if you refer back to your syllabus. Anyone have any questions?”

Mack, the class idiot, raises his hand. “Two weeks isn’t very long to do a twenty-five-page research paper, Dr. Monroe. Especially when finals are around the corner.”

Several other students groan in agreement.

I frown and scrunch my eyebrows together as if to contemplate his complaint. “You know, Mack, you have a point. Forget the assignment.”

When they all cheer, I laugh. “Kidding. Do the assignment. Don’t be lazy. Most of you are U of C seniors and plan on taking internships at psychiatric wards and private practices this summer. Do you think they want lazy asses?”

Some of the class chuckles at my cursing while others are grumbling at my not-so-funny joke.

“I’m here to make it tough,” I regard Mack with a serious look and push my black-rimmed glasses up my nose, “Because those patients out there are going to be one helluva lot tougher than I am. Suck it up and do the assignment. See you guys Wednesday and don’t forget to have your topic posted on Blackboard before next class.”

The class groans and shuffles as they gather their things. Cort, my teaching assistant, strolls down the steps and drops his bag on my table. He’s been my assistant for two years now, but I’ll lose him in a few weeks once he graduates. Then it’ll be a nightmare selecting another to take his place. The guy’s familiar with the way I like to grade and keeps me organized. It sucks that I’ll have to start all over in the fall.

“You even had me going and I know never to believe your goofy ass,” he gripes and rolls his eyes at me as he leans against the table.

I chuckle as I gather my notes and tuck them into my thick, leather folder. “It’s twenty-five pages. They’ll get over it—so will you.”

“I, for one, could have used two weeks of extra study time,” he pouts.

Shoving the folder into my messenger bag, I raise an amused brow at him. “Really, Cort? You typed up the rubric and input my notes into Blackboard. Did you really think I’d waste all that work and you’d get off easy?”

He runs a frustrated hand through his overgrown blonde hair and frowns. “Wishful thinking I guess. I’m stressed and have a lot going on right now with my classes—all of which are unloading a crap-ton of assignments at the last minute. But I should have known better with your hard ass.”

I stand and walk over to him and then slap him on the shoulder. “Come on. I’ll take you to dinner, you big baby. I’ll tally the topics as they come in today and tomorrow and then add them to the spreadsheet. You can,” I throw up air quotes and mimic him in a whiny voice, “study.”

He swats me away as he laughs and shoulders his bag. “You’re a prick, Chase. No wonder you can’t keep a girlfriend.”

I flip him off and grab up my messenger bag. “I think you deserve an ‘F’ for that smart-ass comment. Besides,” I tease with a wag of my eyebrows, “They couldn’t handle the Chase.”

He shoves open the classroom door and I follow out after him. “Most women,” he mutters as if he’s the professor and I the student, “prefer to catch the one they’re chasing. You never settle with any of them.”

I scratch the dark scruff along my jawline as I ponder his words. “I stayed with Savannah for a while.”

He scoffs from beside me. “A while? Chase, you dated her for three weeks. The girl had practically planned your wedding and named all your future kids. And when you got bored of her and broke it off, who do you think she pestered for weeks afterward?”

Cort may be my teaching assistant and eight years my junior, but we’ve become pretty good friends. Unfortunately for him, he’s been privy to several hairy breakups. Including Savvy.

“She didn’t pester you,” I laugh and hold open the door that leads outside and to the parking lot.

This time he bellows. “Fucking asshole! She stalked me on Facebook and sent me like fifty-seven messages asking me to ‘talk’ to you. I finally had to block her ass. So yes, she pestered the hell out of me.”

My thoughts turn to Savvy. Sweet, petite, pixie of a woman, Savvy. Her bobbed brunette hair and dimples drew me in. Her neediness and pressure to define our relationship was what drove me away. The woman was great in the sack. It was after we crawled out of bed that things became a problem.

“Maybe I should call her up. Invite her to dinner with us,” I poke at him to see if he’ll bite.

“Do it and I’ll torch your baby,” he threatens, taking my bait.

As we stride through the parking lot, I search for my baby. She’s all curves and gloss. My baby doesn’t whine or complain when I leave the toilet seat up or ask me to call her my girlfriend. In fact, she purrs when I get her all revved up.

“Do it and I’ll torch you.”

He bursts into hysterics as we approach my midnight black with charcoal racing stripes, Dodge Challenger. I bought her new in December—a little present to myself. Her payment is more than my mortgage, but she’s worth it.

“You know,” he muses as we toss our bags into the back and climb in, “maybe I should become a college professor instead. Dr. Murdock drives a six-year-old Toyota Camry with hubcaps and wears stained button downs. You, on the other hand, look like you fell out of a magazine with your model hair and drive a badass car. I wonder if I could convince Mom to skip on my interning with him and change things up a bit. Chicago needs better professors. Who better than fresh from the class of 2015?”

I shake my head ruefully at him and push my key into the ignition. After I turn her over and rev the engine, I glance over at him before putting it in gear. “Considering Dr. Murdock is the partnering psychiatrist at your Mom’s private practice, I don’t think that’d be a good idea. Besides, I like when she invites me to dinner a couple of times a month. She’d kick my ass if I influenced you to switch careers and my home cooked meals would dry up.”

Rolling out of the spot, I lean back against the cherry red leather bucket seat and cruise out of the parking lot. I hang a left onto 59th and head toward our favorite Irish pub, O’Malley’s which sells the best Galway oysters and draft beer.

“Unfortunately, I don’t think my mom would ever cut you off. She says I need a good, male role model in my life.” He growls out the last part with a bitter bite.

I clear my throat and change the subject. Cort has the corner on deadbeat dads. But, he doesn’t like talking about it, and I don’t push. “How’s Blair?”

Glancing over at him, I’m rewarded with a toothy grin. “God, man, she’s amazing. I’m going to marry that girl one day.”

“Did she finally start giving head?” I laugh.

His cheeks redden, but he nods. Lucky bastard. “Like a champ,” he says with a whistle. “But that’s not why. She’s great and I love her.”

Love.

Such an unfamiliar word in my head.

No matter how many times I lecture on the topic of love and mating from a psychological perspective, I have a hard time grasping it in my own head. Aside from my mother, father, and sister, I don’t love anyone. Several girls I dated came close, but it was never more than a lovely infatuation. Never love. Never the all-encompassing, do anything for the other, blinding type of love.

I wonder if I’m even capable.

I wonder if I even deserve it.

Once I thought I was in love and it was torn from me.

Love’s a touchy fucking subject.

“Blair’s a good apple,” I agree, driving out depressing, self-loathing thoughts as I pull into O’Malley’s parking lot. “She’s good for you.”

We climb out and make our way inside the smoky pub. Claudia owns the place and squeals when she sees me walk inside. The fifty-something woman with her horrible blonde dye job painted on her shoulder-length hair bounces over to me, suffocating me with not only her hug but also with her God-awful perfume she no doubt hoarded from the eighties.

“Missed you, handsome,” she gushes and finally releases me. Her brown eyes are dulled from years of drowning her sadness in alcohol. Tiny wrinkles around her heavily rouged lips though, indicate she’s spent the past few years finding happiness again.

I chuckle and flash her a flirtatious grin. “You saw me Saturday, gorgeous. It’s not like I don’t come in here at least once between weekends.”

Her cheeks redden and she waves us over to a booth near a window. “You’re too young to be flirting with an old lady like me. Sit your cute butts down over there and I’ll bring you a couple of tall boys. I’ll have Baxter throw in a batch of fried pickles too.”

Cort rolls his eyes at me as we slide into the booth. He’s used to my effect on every woman I encounter. Claudia’s different than most women, though. She’s a true friend and we understand the pain we each force below our surface, hidden by jokes and smiles.

“Maybe you should hook up with her,” he jests after she scurries off. “That is unless you’ve already hit that. You dirty bastard.”

“She’s my friend, asshole. We’re in the same group that meets each Saturday.” As soon as I blurt out the last bit, I clamp my mouth shut, grinding my teeth into dust and wishing I could erase my words.

He quirks a blonde brow in question, the clever guy not missing a beat. “You ever going to tell me about this group? What is it? A singles group? It can’t be AA because you drink more than me and I’m the college kid.”

Guilt surges through me at not ever having told Cort about what my group is. He’s never asked so blatantly before and I’m unsure how to respond. My group is very near and dear to me. Each person in there is closer to me than my own mother. Our pasts are all brittle and broken. It seems traitorous to share what we are about with someone who could never understand.

“It’s a support group. And Claud’s a great lady but she’s not interested in ever remarrying,” I clip out and cut my eyes over to her. She’s slicing an orange to garnish our beers with and she’s lost in thought. When no one’s looking, she drops her playful demeanor. Loss and heartache plague her features. But the moment she lifts her chin and her eyes meet mine, she forces a grin. I smile back. “Anyway, what’re you doing your topic on?”

Cort narrows his eyes at me but respects my blatant subject change. “Personality and Psychopathology. Thought I might figure out ole’ Daddy,” he grits out.

His parents divorced when he was a senior in high school, when his mother found her best friend in bed with her husband. It was a bitter, nasty divorce that pulled both him and his younger sister into it.

“Psychopathology isn’t the same as psychopathy, man. Hate to burst your bubble there. Your dad’s just a cheating asshole. That’s my professional opinion,” I tell him with a shrug.

He laughs and soon we’re past tense subjects while we devour fried pickles and beer that Claudia’s long since brought to us.
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My laptop sits on the coffee table in front of me, open to Blackboard. Most of my students have already inputted their topics, a few brave souls—Mack included—challenging me by taking on ‘Power and Dominance.’ But my gaze isn’t on my computer, instead it’s on the wall in front of me—a wall I’ve painted countless times. Clamping my eyes shut, I attempt to conjure up the exact shade I remember. Everything is sketchy in my memory bank and no matter how hard I try, I can’t get it right.

One thing’s for sure, though.

It’s the wrong goddamned shade.

With a huff, I rise to my feet and stalk over to the bookshelf in the corner. On the top shelf, sits a color palette booklet. Snatching it up, I thumb through the colors of the rainbow until I find the one color that always alludes me yet is perfectly imprinted in my brain.

I count through the Xs over each wrong color.

Sixteen.

The seventeenth shade gets a big fucking X too.

Since I only instruct Monday, Wednesday, and Friday of each week, Tuesdays and Thursdays are my play days. Tomorrow, it would seem, I’ll be playing in the paint section of the hardware store.

I carry over the palette to the bar and drop it beside my wallet. Tomorrow I’ll attempt, once again, to find that color.

The color that haunts my dreams.

The color that should bring joy but instead drags out depression from the depths of my soul.

A color that will always be perfect in my head but no matter how hard I fucking try, I’ll never bring it to life on my living room wall.

“Life’s not fair,” I mimic Mom’s words.

I cringe at her harsh words that were meant to mend my heart and push me back into reality. Back then, despite her unyielding personality, she was there for me. Tough love, she used to say. But, she eventually lost the bite of her rigid nature, the moment Alzheimer’s started playing tricks on her. Little by little, it stole my strict mother away and in return gave me this confused, lost woman. One of the only three people I’ve ever truly loved came to a point where she couldn’t remember if she loved me back or not. Now, I feel as though I’m all on my own, facing reality, without my mother’s guiding hand and advice.

My head throbs in unison with my broken heart and I run my fingers through my hair. Gripping at it, I slam my eyes shut.

Discombobulated shards of my brutal past stab and slice through my head. I force my eyes back open and with it, the sadness that ever attaches itself to my psyche withdraws into the shadows of my mind.

Tomorrow, I’ll visit her.

Tuesdays they have fresh daffodils at Schrage’s Florist, and just like I do each week, I’ll bring them to her.

She doesn’t have to tell me she likes them because I know.

Pain once again slices through my chest and I stumble into the kitchen, on a desperate mission to dull it. Yanking open the cabinet door above the stove, I grab the amber colored whiskey bottle and unscrew the cap. I bring it to my lips and take a long swig, enjoying the burn as it races down my throat.

It burns in my chest and chases away the hurt.

But for how long?

Another pull of the whiskey.

Life’s not fucking fair.
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The wind whips at my hair and rogue strands plaster against the front of my face. Damn it. I tuck them back, irritated that I didn’t put on that extra layer of hairspray this morning. It’s a rare spring day in Chicago, the weather in April often swinging from fifty degrees to seventy-five day to day.

I walk swiftly up Whacker Drive toward my office building, barely noticing the river, still green from the St. Patrick’s Day celebration. I don’t see the other people around me, taking in the sites, eating a Chicago dog from a street vendor, the sights and sounds of the city that excite so many people. I miss it all, my thoughts focused on my upcoming meeting.

After the accident, I couldn’t bring myself to attend Northwestern, so I transferred to the University of Chicago and was eventually accepted into their law program. I didn’t have a specific track in mind, but when it came time to apply for positions as an associate, the best offer was from the firm Abbott & Taft. They are one of the most prestigious firms in the city, but the opening was in the specialty of divorce. It ended up being an area where I excelled.

Perhaps there is some irony there, helping others to see what I already knew—love brings nothing but hurt.

I dedicated myself to the job one hundred and twenty percent, leaving no time for family or friends. The result was to become the youngest junior partner in the history of the firm.

My upcoming appointment is with my most wealthy client. I represent a Chicago Cubs outfielder whose wife violated the fidelity clause in their prenup. Repeatedly. Apparently, he was head over heels because he kept forgiving her until she unexpectedly filed for divorce three months ago. For some reason, the hussy thought by being the one to file, it would negate the rules. He got himself a smart one there, didn’t he?

Once I met with her overly confident lawyer—idiot—and laid out the ironclad—and I say ironclad, because it just so happens that I was the one who put their prenup together—agreement with her lawyer, I sent him back to her with his tail between his legs.

If I had my way, the bitch wouldn’t get one single cent, but they have a kid together, and David wants to settle this out of court. I don’t handle cases where children are involved and my boss, Larry, knows this. Due to the deep background checks they do on all possible candidates for an associate position, he is aware of the accident and subsequent loss. I’ve never talked about it, but he knows. So, I was monumentally pissed when he laid this one on my doorstep.

I have a reputation as an ice queen, a bitch, a pit-bull, and many other terms that probably seem unflattering. But, I don’t give a shit. To me, those names represent my ability to effectively do my job without any emotional crap getting in the way. I’m a merciless negotiator. I’ll take on the toughest of cases, and even though I follow the letter of the law, that doesn’t mean I fight fair.

And, I always win.

At the end of a case, my clients don’t become my friends. I don’t get Christmas cards. Instead, I get a big, fat bonus, and the promise of becoming an equity partner in the next few years. That works for me just fine.

Kids are where I draw the line, though. I don’t do custody issues. However, my boss came into my office all those months ago and basically told me to take one for the team. David offered the firm an astronomical retainer in exchange for having me handle his divorce. Another lawyer on my team is mediating the custody arrangements, but he had a family emergency take him away, and now it’s in my hands until he returns. The timing couldn’t be worse. May is approaching, and even after ten years, on that day, I haven’t been able to completely seal the wall around the empty chasm where my heart should be. Somehow, there are a few beats, each one more agonizing than the rest. Every other day of the year, I am able to master the ability to live without my heart, to avoid attachment, feelings of any kind.

I reach the tall, glass building, each window reflecting the change in the weather. The sky is becoming clouded, and I can smell the scent of rain in the air. Just fabulous. It matches my fucking mood. Once inside, I stop at the ladies room in the lobby to make sure my appearance is perfect. My long, blonde hair is swept into an elegant chignon, and I smooth every hair into place, unwilling to accept any rebellious strays. My wide, rounded blue eyes are lined with black kohl, a subtle mixture of browns on the lid, and black mascara that fringes the top and bottom, making the color of my irises look especially icy. Lips glossed, cheeks lightly rouged, and my complexion completely smooth, without a single blemish. I pay a fortune to keep my appearance perfect, but it’s worth it when I can use it to intimidate the opposing council.

I run my palms down my ivory, silk blouse and navy pencil skirt, eradicating any wrinkles. Pearls in my ears and nude, five-inch fuck-me heels, elevating my five-foot-seven frame to give me a height advantage. I check the time on my dainty gold Rolex and see that I have thirty minutes to spare until my meeting.

Perfect.

I’m ready.

Exiting the bathroom, my heels click against the marble tiles, each tap a reminder that I’m a force to be reckoned with. A machine. I approach the elevator just as the doors swoosh open. I stand aside as it empties where I’m greeted by a few co-workers; giving them nothing more than a perfunctory nod, or clipped hello. Once I step inside, the doors begin to slide closed, until a large, masculine hand shoves in between them forcing them open again.

I stiffen when I see that it’s Kyle, a fifth-year associate who has been on my team for David’s divorce. Kyle is well within his rights to be bitter about my position above him. He has been with the firm a year longer than me. However, for some reason, he has taken it all in stride and is the hardest worker in the group. He’s the only co-worker who makes an effort to scale my walls. He has even indicated his desire to take me out several times, though I have made it abundantly clear that it will never happen. Regardless, he makes the offer subtly from time to time, while never doing so in a pushy manner. Always kind. If I were even remotely interested in having someone fill the hole in my chest, I might have accepted his offer at some point. But, I’m not. I want nothing to do with relationships and emotions.

Kyle smiles warmly at me and says hello before turning to face forward, seemingly unaware of my standoffish attitude. When we reach his offices, he wishes me good luck with my appointment and leaves me with another smile. The tension remains when I’m alone, steadily growing as I rise up each level. The ping alerting me that I’ve arrived on the forty-fifth floor startles me and I jump just a fraction of an inch. I tell myself to calm the hell down and find the steel inside.

When I step off the elevator, I’m once again the Ice Queen, ready to put the fear of God into David’s slutty, soon-to-be ex-wife. Stacey, my assistant, stands as I approach her desk, handing me a small stack of papers.

“Here are your messages. Your eight thirty meeting will be in conference room B, and I’ll have coffee and refreshments placed in there ten minutes prior. Also, your mother called. She wanted to remind you about your cousin’s rehearsal dinner coming up,” Stacey says hesitantly.

She’s toeing the line by giving me my mother’s message verbally and she knows it. The only messages I want given immediate attention to are from Larry or a current client with an emergency.

I give her a stern look, then thank her and walk into my office, thumbing through the messages. When I come across a handwritten reminder of my mother’s message, I toss a dark look at Stacey through the glass wall that separates my office from her workspace. She doesn’t see it, because her head is down, looking as though she is engrossed in her task. I sigh and make a mental note of having a word about it with her later.

I read the note again. Rehearsal dinner. Right. Danielle is getting married. I’ve told my mother I would make an effort to attend, but we both know I won’t. That doesn’t stop her from trying, though, nor from her pestering me about losing out on family memories during our obligatory, once a month conversations. I always bite back a scoff at that; reminders of family are the last thing I need.

The rest of the notices aren’t urgent, so I spend the next twenty minutes prepping, going over the details one final time, despite knowing them inside and out. At eight twenty-five, Stacey buzzes on the intercom to inform me that my client has arrived.

“Send him in, Stacey.”

My door opens and David walks in, looking tired and defeated. The season has just started and I can only imagine how much this stress will affect his playing this year. The Cubs are struggling as the organization is being rebuilt.

Okay, so I’m a fan.

I didn’t lose every single part of the girl I was. Being a Cubs fan is in my blood. In any case, I hope he can get it together and be an asset to the team. Just another reason for me to get this divorce done and over with quickly.

“David,” I greet him, walking around my desk to shake his hand. “Are you ready for today?”

He runs his hands through his dark hair, the already messy mop cluing me in to the fact that he’s been doing this repeatedly all morning. I put my hand on his shoulder attempting to garner his undivided attention, an act which emphasizes my message much more, seeing as how I rarely make physical contact, other than a handshake.

“I need you on your A-game. There is no room for weakness when you face Janessa. You need to store up your armor and put on a stone cold façade. Got it?”

“Yeah.” His shoulders strengthen and I hold in a sigh of relief, my job is a lot harder when the client doesn’t back up my power play. “Let’s do this. I want it done and over with.”

I grab my files and we walk to the conference room where Janessa is seated with her attorney. She has her patented bitch face on, but I suspect some of that is permanent from too much Botox. Her clothes are ridiculous—leather and leopard—her blonde hair curled and puffed up like she just walked off the set of Pretty in Pink. Her attorney, however, looks like a frightened little boy and I give myself an internal fist bump for succeeding in making him cower before me.

I take my seat at the table and glance over at David as he does the same. His face has softened the tiniest amount, so I slap a folder down on the table, drawing his attention. My eyes narrow and his face hardens once again, returning to face the greedy, airhead across from him. Janessa is an idiot in most regards, but when it comes to David, she knows the weapons she wields to get to him and I don’t want him displaying even the minutest indication that she has any leverage at this negotiation.

I place a recorder on the table and give the necessary spiels required to avoid lawsuits. Then we get down to business. After two hours, we’ve hammered out a settlement that is highly in David’s favor, leaving Janessa seething with rage. The last point of contention is the custody arrangement. Currently, their two-year-old little boy, Jacob, lives with David full-time, and sees Janessa on the weekends. Well, the few weekends that she doesn’t cancel. I’m confident that she has no desire to be tied down with being her son’s permanent residency and David has no desire to keep her from Jacob. Piece of cake.

I should have known better. Janessa decides to take this moment to stab David with a proverbial knife and twist it around in his gut to create as much pain as possible.

“I’ve filed for full custody of Jakey,” Janessa purrs, satisfaction oozing on her words. “I don’t think you can properly care for our son with how much you travel.”

Her eyes widen in practiced innocence.

Oh for the love of…

I just barely resist the need to roll my eyes.

“Besides, all that partying you baseball players do… the drugs and liquor and women. That’s just such a bad influence on my Jakey.”

Ew.

She’s making me nauseous with her syrup covered bullshit.

“What?” David yells, jumping to his feet. “You know my life is nothing like that!”

Fuck.

I grab his arm and wrestle him back into his seat, giving him a warning stare. I raise my brows in silent question about whether or not he is going to calm down and let me do my job. I’m itching to bitch slap this hoe up and down the miracle mile, but there are better ways to go about it getting the same result. Her destruction.

He jerks his head up and down and stays silent, but he’s panting out harsh breaths, attempting to cool down. I return my eyes to Janessa, giving her my best withering stare. She shrinks back for a second, then seems to notice her retreat and sits up tall, a sinister smile stretching, what I can only assume are helium filled lips.

“I’ve got affidavits from some of the men on your team, backing me up.”

Guys she fucked around with, no doubt.

Despite my best efforts, anger begins to wiggle its way past my barriers. The lies will be harder to deal with, but not impossible. I’ve already got a file full of proof that she is an unfit mother. The problem will be keeping the kid out of foster care if these two go after each other and neither one comes out looking like a responsible adult.

Janessa stands up and places her palms on the table, leaning forward so that the water balloons on her chest wiggle and almost pop out of her low-cut, skin-tight, leather dress. “I want half of everything, or I’ll make it so you never see your son again, David.”

I continue to lose my grip on my temper with every word she speaks.

“You don’t even want him, Jan.” David’s voice is hoarse, devastation rubbing it raw like sandpaper. Another bit of anger spikes, this time at David for not only giving her leverage through his obvious state but for not trusting me to handle this.

“You’re right. I don’t want to be a mother. But since I know Jacob is everything to you, if I have nothing, then you have nothing. I don’t give a fuck who raises him. He can go into foster care. So long as it makes you miserable.”

Every thread snaps and I jump up from my seat so fast that the chair flies backward, smashing into the wall behind me.

“Are you fucking kidding me?!” I scream. “Your child is not a fucking asset to be traded, you heartless bitch!”

I know I’m way out of line.

I know I’m drawing a crowd.

I know I’m going to pay for this.

But I can’t bring myself to care.

How can God give women like her a precious baby and take one from someone who loved and cared for her more than her own life?

I mirror her stance, leaning on the table and getting in her face. “Listen up, Barbie. I will see to it that you won’t get a thing from this divorce. Not one cent. I will also personally make sure that you never see your son again.” My tone drops, becoming lethal, and I can feel the frost in my intense gaze. “I’ve got mountains of dirt on you and I will bury you. Or, you can shut your plastic lips, march out of here with your broom and sniveling assistant, and one hundred thousand dollars of David’s money.”

Janessa’s face is mutinous, but I don’t wait for a response. Instead, I switch my focus to the pathetic excuse of a man next to her, who pretends to be a lawyer.

“And you, your best option is to get your client to agree, because if she does, there is the slightest chance that I won’t get you disbarred. Anyone who can sit there and let her treat a child as though they were trash, doesn’t deserve to live, but I’ll settle for never being able to practice law in the state of Illinois, ever again.” I take immense joy in the loss of blood to his face, and go in for the kill, “If she doesn’t take the deal, you’ll never practice law anywhere. And you and I both know I have the reputation, and the contacts to make that happen.”

“David!” Janessa whines, “Are you going to let her talk to me like that? The woman you love? The mother of your child?”

It’s the last one that seals her fate. David stands and throws her a disgusted look, then meets my eyes. “Do it. She gets nothing.”

Then he turns and walks out, never looking back. David is well aware of what I have on her but has been attempting to keep the divorce amicable. He’s giving me permission to wreak havoc on her life, then crush her underneath my spikiest heel. My inner devil rubs her hands together with glee.

“I’m sorry, you waited too long. My offer expired. So, both of you, get your asses out of my office.” Janessa is at least six inches shorter than me, even in heels, so I stand up straight and tower over her, even from across the table. “Don’t even think about contacting David. I’ll have a restraining order against you for both David and Jacob before you even hit the sidewalk.”

Janessa’s attorney rises and grabs her arm, whispering in her ear and dragging her from the conference room. Once they are gone, I snatch the nearest thing, which happens to be a crystal tumbler of water, and hurl it at the wall. Giving myself just a moment to calm down, I gather my things and face the door. Stacey is standing there, her jaw hanging down, her eyes wide as saucers.

“Call someone to have that cleaned up, will you? I’ll be in my office.”

I stalk past her, ignoring the fact that every pair of eyes I pass are staring at me. Once I reach my office, I hit the button that makes my glass wall turn opaque and drop heavily onto the tan, leather couch on the back wall. I am still boiling with fury, but the hysteria is wearing off and I begin to internally freak out over the reputation I have so painstakingly cultivated which is most likely now in ruins. Ten years. Ten years I have had my emotions capped, never letting them surface.

My office door opens, drawing me away from my internal pity party. Larry fills the doorway, noiselessly watching me. His silence is unnerving, but I’ve known him long enough to stay quiet and let him work out his thoughts before he speaks. Larry is older, at least sixty, and has been managing partner of this firm for over fifteen years. At first glance, you wouldn’t know he is a ruthless, high-powered attorney. He looks like the uncle who sneaks you treats before dinner and takes you for piggy-back rides. If uncles like that were dressed in five thousand dollar suits, had their silver hair styled with a five hundred dollar haircut, and played golf with the governor. Not that I would brag about the last one, seeing as how so many of our governors seem to end up in prison.

“You’re one of the best attorneys I have, Victoria.”

Okay, not what I was expecting.

“Probably one of the most talented lawyers I’ve ever seen.” He’s praising me, not firing me?

“However…” There it is. “Today’s actions were completely unacceptable.”

Again, I know to stay silent until he’s finished.

“It was also completely unlike the woman I know. But the problem I’m facing is that this other woman is somewhere inside you and I can’t have her making another appearance.”

Defeat. Failure. These are not things I’m used to. My head hangs as they burn me up. I fear the minute he lets me go, I’ll burst into flames until I am nothing but a pile of ash.

“Second chances are hard to come by in this business, but I’m going to give you one, Victoria.”

My head whips up to meet his steady hazel eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I sputter, “what?”

“I think you’re worth it.” He is studying me thoughtfully. “I don’t know the details, but I know enough from your files, and the way you stay unattached to everyone and everything... You haven’t dealt with your grief, Victoria.”

Everything inside me withers like a raisin in the sun. Don’t go there, I plead wordlessly. Please, don’t—

“I want you to get help.”

No. no. no. I’m chanting in my head, hoping I’m imagining this entire conversation. Wondering if I wouldn’t rather be fired.

“If you’ll agree to go to counseling, you’ll keep your job and we won’t speak of this incident again.” His eyes are soft with understanding, and I remember that Larry is a widower. But it’s not the same, damn it! His wife was in her late fifties. She passed from cancer. His kids are still alive, they—stop! Stop thinking about it!

Behind his sympathy, though, is an undercurrent of steel, and I instinctively know he won’t budge on this.

“I’m not asking you to go to intense therapy. Just a little grief counseling. I’m going to have my assistant give you the information for a group that helped me when I was dealing with my wife’s death. I’ll also have her register you and tell the person who runs it to expect you.”

Finally, Larry steps into my office fully, and walks to the chair near the arm of the sofa, sitting and reaching for my hand. Habitually, I pull it away, and he sighs, then sits forward, his elbows on his knees. “Three months. I’m requiring you to attend for three months. If you want to stop after that, it’s up to you. We’re done with this now. Moving on. But if it happens again, I won’t be able to save your job a second time. Do we have a deal?”

I’m torn between my relief at still having my career intact and my desperate desire to avoid anything that will require me to openly acknowledge my past. The little angel on my shoulder wins and I choose the career I have worked so hard for.

“Deal,” I croak. I’ll make it work. I only have to be there; he never said I had to participate. So fine, I’ll listen to a bunch of people’s sob stories and their touchy-feely attempts to “heal.” I’ll do what I always do. I’ll shut the door to myself, lock it, and never let anyone in.
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I scan the small room of the Lincoln community center and search for the newbie. The meeting starts in a couple of minutes and she still hasn’t arrived. When Larry Collins emailed me yesterday afternoon about a new member named Victoria Larkin, I added her to the role sheet. His email had been short and to the point, piquing my curiosity about my newest member.

Dr. Monroe,

I spoke with Peter Shaw and he told me you’d taken over our grief group. It’s been years since I last attended, but that group helped me through the roughest of times after losing Gail. Peter assured me that you were more than capable to help my employee. Victoria doesn’t open up well, but I believe she’ll benefit greatly from the fellowship of others suffering from similar stories.

No need to handle her with kid gloves. In fact, if you’ll let her, she’ll gut you. I love her like a daughter. Please don’t let her bark scare you away.

Sincerely,

Larry Collins

I glance down at my roster. All sixteen of us have been a solid group for eight months now—no new members but no losses either. Our Christmas party was epic, but I still cringe whenever I think about catching Bill and Glenda under the mistletoe.

As if clued into my thoughts, Glenda winks over her shoulder at me as she arranges cookies on the tray. I grin back at her but suppress a shudder. A sixty-two-year-old woman making out with a fifty-six-year-old man isn’t something I’d put on my list of favorite things. When Bill sidles up next to her and steals a cookie while simultaneously grabbing her ass, I actually do shudder.

Most everyone has taken their places in the semi-circle around the podium—many people laughing and giggling before the meeting begins. I’m sitting in the first chair near the podium while I wait. I’ve been volunteering as a grief group therapy leader for a year now. It has been tremendously helpful in my own steps of recovery. When I was at my absolute wits’ end, this opportunity became available and I’ve improved ever since.

Tuesdays are hard. And the workers in the paint department at the home store cringe when I walk in. But Saturdays, I live for.

I’m stolen from my thoughts the moment the scent of warm chocolate cookies wafts over to me and my stomach growls. I shove away thoughts of joining Bill in partaking of the snacks because I’ve had Glenda’s cooking before. Not something I want to ever relive. Not that my intestines could handle it anyway.

Another shudder.

Clack. Clack. Clack.

The angry clicks of high heels on linoleum thunder through the buzz of voices in the room, alerting me of our newest arrival before she even emerges from the hallway. I check off her name on my list and fold the paper, tucking it into the back pocket of my jeans. Lifting my eyes to the doorway, I await the notorious Victoria Larkin.

I’m not sure what I’m expecting.

Maybe a monster with bright red claws.

Perhaps a manlike woman with bulging muscles and a bowl cut.

What I don’t expect is a gorgeous, angry angel.

A blonde, blue-eyed woman, despite it being a casual Saturday afternoon, fills the doorway with her fierce presence and perfectly styled hair. Whereas everyone else, including myself, is wearing jeans and casual shirts, she’s overdressed and out of place in her white silky, long-sleeved shirt that’s tucked into her crisp, black pants. Her lips are blood red, as if she snacked on the ducks that live on the pond behind the community center before arriving and they match her glossy, spiked heels.

Her nostrils flare in resentment as she surveys the room. Disdain paints her features as she makes quick work of eyeing up everyone in the room, clearly judging them before she meets them. I’m sure Bill seems like a dirty old man flirting with sweet Glenda. And Nate, probably appears to be some goofy goon as he guffaws at a joke Claudia tells him.

The way she lifts her nose in the air in a haughty manner has me bristling with irritation. What she doesn’t see is Bill, the man who used to cry at every session over the loss of his wife of twenty-three years, is finally beginning to smile and test the dating waters after three years since her death.

What she doesn’t see is Nate, a single father of three, despite his laughter aches for the loss of his wife Cindy in Afghanistan. He struggles each day to be Mom and Dad to his little girls.

What she doesn’t see is me, a psychology professor who, although I teach about the five stages of grief, most days, I’m fighting depression and self-loathing that threaten to swallow me up.

She doesn’t see beyond the outside of anyone in the gaggle of people sitting in the circle.She may be sexy as hell—rockin’ the whole naughty librarian look—but her insolence grates on my nerves. Her holier-than-thou attitude leaves a sour taste in my mouth and a desire to defend every single one of my friends to her.

When her sapphire eyes meet mine, relief washes over her features and I sit up to face the woman head on. She ignores the diarrhea-promised cookies Glenda offers and stalks over to me. With each step, I admire the way her full tits bounce with the fabric. She may be a bitch, but she’s a hot one.

Instead of introducing herself, she sits on the chair beside me and clasps her hands in her lap, lifting her chin high in the air. I watch with interest as she then glances at the time on her expensive watch and huffs.

“Jesus, I swear. People have no respect for other’s time. Time is money,” she gripes. “When a meeting begins at three, I expect it to begin at three. Not three-o-five.”

I raise a dark brow at her and steal a glance at the clock on the wall which reads one minute till three.

“Bastards,” I agree, with a chuckle. “Some of us have shit to do.”

She nods with one clipped movement. Her back is rigid and within thirty seconds, she’s checking the time again.

“My God,” she murmurs under her breath, “I don’t fucking belong here.”

I lean toward her and the moment I get a whiff of her expensive perfume—sweet and floral—I’m almost dizzied out of my words. Quickly recovering, I whisper, “Did you lose someone? Because if you did, then you do belong here.”

She jerks away from me and pins me with a murderous glare. The ice in her stare threatens to harden me to stone but when I catch a flicker of sadness in her blazing blue eyes, I understand she’s hiding behind her frosty exterior. She’ll be a tough nut to crack.

“I think it’s ridiculous to be in a grief group where people laugh and cut up. Losing someone is not fucking funny,” she sneers with a flick of her French manicured fingers toward a still laughing Nate. “For some of us, the loss changes who you are down to the very fabric of your being.”

Her words allow me a brief glimpse into her hardened heart. Don’t let her bark scare you away. I remember Larry’s words and vow to chip away at her until she stops acting like a raving lunatic bitch.

“Everyone copes in different ways,” I tell her in a soft tone.

She bristles at my comment and jerks her wrist back up to check the time. “What do you know anyway? Losing your pet fish doesn’t count.”

I roll my eyes at her vicious dig, refusing to be belittled by her, and sling my arm around the back of her chair so I can lean further into her space. “I don’t have a pet fish. But, I do struggle every day, just like you do—and everyone else in here for that matter. Wishing for God to give me yesterday. To find a way to change the past and to breathe life back into those that were lost. Just because we all grieve differently doesn’t mean we all don’t suffer from the same black, endless, aching holes of despair deep within our hearts.”

She glances over at me and I cheer inwardly the moment I see her chin quiver, even if only for an instant before she bites down onto her bottom lip to hide her harbored emotions. “I’m sorry. I’m Victoria Larkin. It’s been a long couple of days,” she sighs in resignation but makes no move to shake my hand in greeting.

I flash her a grin and wink at her. “Chase Monroe. Good to meet you, Tori.”

Horror washes over her features and her nostrils flare again. “Victoria. Never Tori,” she hisses and checks her watch for the hundredth time. “If this meeting doesn’t start in the next goddamned minute, I’m leaving.”

Something in her cool, poker face tells me it’s a lie. Her ass remains firmly glued to her chair. The clock has since reached five after and I wait another forty-five seconds before I stand.

“Hmmm, you seem like a Tori to me. Guess I better get it started then, huh?” I smirk and revel in the way her cheeks blaze crimson with fury.

Sauntering away from her, I approach the podium and click on the microphone. Everyone takes their seats and I’m met with fifteen smiles and one angry scowl. I beam at everyone, even the pissed off angel.

“Good afternoon, friends. So glad everyone could make it. If you haven’t already,” I say, waving over to the refreshments, “help yourself to some coffee and Glenda’s famous chocolate chip cookies.”

Glenda smiles bashfully while several people grimace at me—past victims of her cooking. Bill, I swear the man has a steel lined stomach, rises to indulge himself in some more of her toxic treats.

“Today is a special day. We have a new member. Everyone, meet Tori Larkin.” I gesture toward her. “Tori, meet your new family.”

The moment the last word rolls off my lips, she snaps at me. “I don’t have a family. And call me Victoria.”

Everyone’s eyes widen, but they remain quiet. We’re normally a friendly group, and each person in here is struggling with how to take this frigid new arrival.

I ignore her and continue. “Today, I want to briefly run through the stages of grief. We all enter each stage at some point and spend more time in one stage than others. Oftentimes we enter multiple stages at once or revert back and forth between certain stages. Every person is different. I want you to think about what stage you are at and how you can take steps to move on.”

Glancing at Tori, I see her attempts to ignore my words. She picks at her nail and keeps her eyes downcast, almost as if she’s discovered a way to retreat from life.

“Tori,” I call out to her, dragging her into our present moment. “The first stage is denial and isolation. This usually occurs immediately after the death of a loved one. We can’t believe what’s happened and hide from reality. In this stage, we’re pretty much still in shock.”

Her eyes find mine and she frowns. “Dead is dead. I’m not denying that.”

I smile at her and nod. “Next stage is anger. The pain of reality slices through our hearts and minds. We're pissed off at the world—pissed at those who left us—pissed at those who took them away from us. It’s an emotion we feel more comfortable and in control with.”

She purses her lips together. Tori walks the anger stage like she’s the motherfucking queen of it.

“Bargaining and then depression are the next stages. We beg and plead with God, praying for another moment. A second chance. Another minute to touch the ones we love,” I say, emotion causing my throat to grow hoarse. “When our prayers to God fall on deaf ears, depression sets in. These two stages, I’m all too familiar with.”

Her eyes flit around the room as her nose turns a slight shade of pink. The sad, caring emotion she tries to hide rises to the surface and tears threaten.

“Does anyone know the final stage of grief?” I question.

Belinda, a quiet woman who doesn’t speak much, lifts her chin. “Acceptance.”

The moment the word is uttered, Tori’s angry mask slips back into place. “Excuse me?” she seethes.

Belinda stands and approaches the podium. I nod and take my seat back beside Tori who ripples with fury.

“Acceptance is the final stage,” Belinda reiterates, pinning Tori with a knowing stare.

“You people are wrong,” she spits out in response. “I will never accept the losses I’ve endured. Never.”

Bill pipes up in defense. “I lost Annie three years ago and I’ve finally come to accept her death. I’ll miss her every day, but I know she wants me to find happiness again.”

Tori folds her arms over her chest and glares at him.

“It’s been two years since I received the call about Cindy,” Nate offers, “but most recently, I’ve finally found peace and know that she’s in a better place. Watching over me and our angels.”

Tori explodes and throws her arms in the air. “The loss of your spouse is awful, no denying that. But you people have no idea what it feels like to lose both your husband and your child. I will never accept that their lives were stolen from me.”

Group sessions, especially with a new arrival, tend to become emotional battlegrounds. Everyone feels as if they’re suffering more than the person beside them. So, instead of intervening, I let them hash it out.

“Tori,” Belinda says meekly. “My four-year-old son drowned in our pool last summer.”

Tori’s rigid frame breaks and her shoulders sulk. Heavy breaths burst from her as she fights desperately to keep her tears at bay.

Belinda continues with a resigned expression to get her story out. “I was angry, just like you. My gut reaction was to blame my husband since he was watching him. My anger ruined our marriage and we’re now separated. Depression has clawed at my brain for months now but finally, my doctor prescribed some medicine and therapy. Max isn’t coming back. I know this now. My sweet baby is with Jesus.”

An anguished sob rips from Tori and she jerks to her feet. On unstable legs she wobbles toward the exit, no longer the confident bitch who strode in here not long ago, and pushes through the now closed door. I stand and follow after her. With a wave of my hand toward Belinda, I urge her to keep talking while I make sure Tori’s okay.

I push through the door in time to see her slip into the women’s restroom. With a sigh, I open the door before it closes all the way and find her at the sink dabbing a paper towel at her eyes.

“Leave me alone,” she snaps, her tears quickly drying.

I ignore her wishes and stalk over to her. “Nope.”

Twirling around to face me, she shoots me a murderous glare. “This is ridiculous. I don’t belong here—”

Her words are cut short when I grab onto her surprisingly firm biceps and haul her to me. My arms snake around her back and I hug her tight. She’s frozen at first and I fear she might push me away. Slap me even. But when she breaks down in my arms, my heart opens up to her. I want to help this broken woman who hides behind her fire and ice.

“Shhh,” I coo and stroke the soft material that covers her back. “It’s okay to cry.”

She relaxes in my arms and rests her cheek against my chest. In her heels, she’s not much shorter than I am. I inhale her scent again and decide I very much like whatever perfume she wears. When her sobs become hiccups and sniffles, I pull away to look at her.

The woman I first met is gone. I’m now staring at this vulnerable shell of a woman with tearstained cheeks and desperate eyes. Desperate for connection. My chest squeezes with mutual respect and understanding. Cort always wonders why I can’t settle on a girlfriend. After enough vapid complaining of chipped nail polish or which Kardashian is getting a divorce next, I always grow tired of the lack of emotional connection. Those women haven’t suffered a great loss like I have. While they’re bitching about things that don’t even matter, my heart aches for things that do. And now, as I stare at this beautiful, mourning angel, I understand this very clearly.

I’m drawn to Tori Larkin, with her pit-bull exterior and fragile, fragmented interior that she so fiercely protects. As if on cue, I watch her walls click and lock into place while she chases her moment of weakness away.

She’s not getting off that easy.

“You know what you need?” I say with a quirked brow.

Her fingers push against my chest and she staggers away from me. Straitening her back, she wipes the last of her tears away and scrunches her brows at me. “What?”

“A depression dog.”

She frowns and shakes her head. “I don’t do animals. Or people for that matter. Now please, do me a favor and mark my attendance so I can make my boss happy, but I’d really prefer to leave if it’s okay with you.”

I chuckle. “I wasn’t talking about a puppy. I was talking about food. I’ll let you leave, but you have to have dinner with me. Have you never eaten a depression dog?”

When she frowns at me, I laugh. “Tori, you’re missing out. A Chicago-style hot dog. Mustard, tomatoes, relish…pickle? Come on, woman. Have you no local culture?”

“I don’t eat hot dogs,” she groans. “And, I’m quite cultured, I can assure you.”

“Well,” I say, tossing her a smug grin, “too bad. I’m hungry and you want to leave. Let’s kill two birds with one stone and make the both of us happy.”

She grimaces as if the word sours her stomach. “I don’t do happy.”

Shrugging my shoulders, I pin her with a firm stare and seize her wrist with my hand. “Well, Tori, its high passed time that you do. Let’s go eat. I’m not taking no for an answer.”
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Chase sticks his head back into the room and excuses us, his warm hand still enveloping mine, causing little tingles where our skin is pressed together. Then he practically drags me out of the building and down the sidewalk in front of the downtown community center. We cross under the L and stop at a small hot dog vendor at the edge of Grant Park. Irritation is giving way to full-blown anger again as the wind off the lake begins to whip my hair around. I try desperately to smooth it back into place, but I know it’s no use. I even used that extra layer of hairspray I’d forgotten a few days ago.

Chase orders two dogs with the works and I wrinkle my nose at the mess wrapped in foil the vendor hands over. He gives the guy money and I tamp down my instinct to not let anyone do anything for me. If he’s going to force me to eat that, he can damn well pay for it. Jackass.

His arm loops through mine, applying pressure to keep ahold of me when I try to pull away and walks us over to the big, exquisite fountain, with the wide rim used like a park bench by the pedestrians milling around. He sits and tugs me down next to him, passing me one of the dogs. I unwrap it gingerly, as though any minute it’s going to jump out and bite me.

“Come on, Tori. Just give it a chance. It’ll melt some of your worries away. I promise.” His chocolate brown eyes take on the look of a puppy dog, the stylish, black-rimmed glasses framing them. I fight back a small smile, determined not to let him get to me.

“Fine.” I sigh long and loud, then bring the treat to my lips and inhale the savory smell of the beef. Holy hell. I’d forgotten how that scent alone could make my mouth water. Taking a bite, I suppress another sigh of bliss, but I’m not able to keep myself from closing my eyes and reveling in the taste of my childhood.

When I was young, my father would pull me out of school a couple of times a year and bring me to the city. We’d ride the metro from the suburbs and spend the day exploring. Just us. Sometimes, we visited a museum or went to a musical, the zoo, Navy Pier, all of the places a tourist should hit and many of which natives never take the time to enjoy. They are some of my most treasured memories, and I know it would have been the same for Ben and Sarah. That thought brings my reverie to a screeching halt.

My eyes open and I glance over to see Chase staring at me, his mouth slightly ajar, and an odd look on his beautiful face. And, damn, this guy is fucking gorgeous. When I first spied him upon my entrance to group, I was struck speechless for a moment. My stomach clenching at the god sitting in a stupid, plastic chair. When I could think again, I stalked over to sit by him, figuring he was in the same boat as me, attending under duress. His dark brown hair flopped over his forehead a little messy in a way that said he was constantly running his fingers through it. His glasses, somewhere between preppy and nerd, were perched on his straight nose, accentuating his high cheek bones, full lips, and velvety brown eyes, with dark lashes that I completely coveted. As if that stunning face wasn’t enough, he wore a blue, long sleeve, Henley thermal, with the top two buttons undone, exposing the cords of his neck—since when is a neck sexy?—and the fabric tugging slightly over his defined chest and arms. His long, jean-clad legs extended out far in front of him, his height making a mockery of the small, tan chair.

To make matters completely worse, when he finally stood to start class—the jerk—I got an eye full of the most perfect ass I’ve ever seen. And that’s saying something, considering the amount of athletes I represent. His now slightly open mouth highlights a row of straight white teeth. Is there anything about this guy that isn’t sexy as fuck? When he notices my returned stare, a smile breaks out on his face and a—Oh shit, I’m so screwed—dimple pops out on his left cheek. To my surprise, heat starts to burn low in my belly and I shift uncomfortably at the signs of physical attraction that are somewhat foreign to me after all of these years. Guilt suffuses me. This isn’t right. I shouldn’t be feeling this way. Isn’t that a betrayal to Ben?

“You haven’t truly enjoyed anything in a long time, have you?” Chase’s soft voice breaks the connection. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a sexy expression on a woman’s face. Maybe that’s stepping over the line.” An adorable pink tinges his cheeks. “But I get the feeling that stepping into your space is the only way to pull you out of it.”

I squirm a little at the way he’s looking so deeply into my eyes, praying that he isn’t seeing into my soul. I don’t want anyone to see how broken I am. I straighten my spine and give him an icy glare, “You can step wherever you want… that doesn’t mean you’re going to get anywhere.”

I don’t get the reaction I’m expecting. His smile widens and he winks at me, continuing to melt my frozen exterior one icicle at a time. “We’ll see,” he whispers.

I’m so done with this. I change the subject and go back to munching on my snack. “What is it you do, when you’re not giving hapless people a false sense of hope in finding closure, of course?” My arrow hits the intended target, and a brief look of annoyance flashes in his eyes. Instead of triumph, I feel sad that I wiped the smile off of his face.

“I’m a professor at UC.”

“Go, Maroons,” I quip, mockingly, but without any bite.

His brows raise in surprise. “You’re an alum?”

I nod, taking another bite of the messy goodness. One bite left, I sigh internally, disappointed that my moment is almost over. “UC law? Impressive,” he states.

I frown, I don’t like talking about myself, “What do you teach?”

“Evolution and Economics of Human Behavior.”

I suppress a groan. Great, the guy is practically a shrink.

“Leading the grief group came pretty naturally, especially since it helped me so much when I was in the same boat. Still am sometimes, I guess.”

Another bit of me defrosts. I wonder who he lost, but I’m trying not to care, so I don’t ask. I take my last bite of heaven and ball up my trash, then wipe my hands down with a wet nap, before checking to make sure my clothes are still spotless.

“Why divorce law, Tori?”

I make a frustrated noise. “It’s Victoria, and I think we’ve had enough analyzing for the day. Don’t you?”

Chase laughs, and the sound is contagious, causing a small smile to turn my lips up before I can suppress it. He grabs my hand and when I tug lightly to pull away, he squeezes it gently. “This wasn’t analyzing, Tori. It was simply getting to know you. I’m not your teacher or your therapist, but I’d very much like to be your friend, and I think you need one desperately.”

He clearly hasn’t gotten to know me.

“I don’t have friends. I don’t need anybody. I’ve done just fine on my own for nearly ten years now. It works for me.”

Chase squeezes my hand again. “Does it?”

He lets go, then stands and offers me his hand to help me up. I take it because it’s the lady-like thing to do, but am shocked when he pulls me in for another embrace and speaks quietly in my ear, “Are you really living, Tori? I think you’ve been hiding and it’s time for you to live. They would want that for you, you know.”

I don’t respond. I want to lash out in anger, but I’m consumed with sorrow, leaving little room for the resentment I’m trying to cling to.

Would they? Would they want me to go on without them, as though they never were?

Stepping out of his embrace, I nod, giving him the impression that I agree. Like before, his probing eyes study me and I get the impression that I haven’t fooled him in the least.

“Well,” I say awkwardly, “I’ll, um, see you next week.”

I start to pull away, but he tightens his arms just a fraction, and shivers—those damn shivers—race down my spine.

“Have lunch with me this week.”

I shake my head vehemently, afraid that if I open my mouth, I’ll agree. It seems like Chase could make me feel things, and I don’t like to feel anything.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid to spend time with me? The ice queen?” He raises an eyebrow at me in challenge.

I’m a grown woman, not a child who can’t refuse a dare. I open my mouth to tell him this, “Fine.”

What? My inner self screeches. Shit. I knew if I opened my mouth…

“Great!” Chase beams at me. “How about Wednesday?”

I run through my calendar in my head.

“The only time I have is on Tuesday.”

Chase’s face falls suddenly, a frown marring the perfection, looking over my shoulder and into the distance. His arms drop and he is no longer holding me. I feel a sense of loss and loneliness steal over me. He shakes his head, swallowing hard, and returns his gaze to mine, stopping the movement when they connect.

“Okay, Tuesday it is. I’ll meet you at your office at noon.”

I shift my weight from foot to foot, over thinking what it would look like if I left my office with a guy. Would it revoke my membership in the bitch club? Or make my co-workers think I’m approachable? I stop and roll my eyes at my train of thought. Since when do I care what people think? It’s not like they have the power to hurt me. “All right. I’ll meet you in the lobby. Noon. See you then.”

Chase is back to beaming at me and I am transfixed by the expression for several moments. I’m struck even more when I feel a return smile sliding across my face. It’s an odd stretch on the muscles. Has it been that long since I used them?

He walks me back to the center, and as if my world wasn’t already tilting on its axis, it begins to spin when Chase quickly hauls me back into his arms and places a soft kiss on my cheek before abruptly letting go.

“Tuesday,” he winks and strolls off down the sidewalk.
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I spend most of Sunday cleaning my house from top to bottom, the mindless work keeping me from second-guessing my decision to have lunch with Chase. In the late afternoon, I shower and get ready to make my weekly sojourn into the past. For the most part, this trip is why I still have a car. It’s not like I use it to go to my childhood home frequently, or at all if I can help it.

Grabbing my keys and a light sweater, I trudge down to the garage and get into my blue Prius and head east to the town where I grew up. I pull off the freeway and drive the quiet streets to the Meadowland Cemetery. The plots are in the section on the left, so I turn and park on the side of the street, then reach back to get the little something I brought. The sound of the car door closing echoes in the silence, a cloud of melancholy shades the wide open spaces.

Three rows down, two rows over, the third plot in. I stop in front of a marble, gray headstone and the smaller one just beside it. There is a third plot, just waiting for me, on the other side of my little Sarah. As I do every week, I wish fervently that I could have my yesterday back, and if not, I wish that they had filled all three spots that day. There are small bouquets of flowers in front of each stone, as there are most weeks, and I dip to lay my lavender roses on the grass in front of Ben, and sweet purple daisies for my little girl.

“I miss you both, so much it hurts.”

I’ve long since stopped crying, but today there is a crack in the dam and the floodgates threaten to open. I’m confused. I sit at their feet and wonder at what they are thinking. Are they living somewhere? Can they see me?

“Am I living, baby girl? How can I when you never got the chance?”

Nothing but silence whispers on the breeze. “I could never replace either of you, so what am I thinking letting that man get in my head?”

Again, no answer.

I sigh and stand, brushing the blades of grass from my ratty jeans. Sunday is the only day I let my hair down—figuratively speaking, but at least it’s in a messy ponytail—and dress as though I don’t have a permanent stick up my ass. I blow them both kisses and with a heavy heart, I start the walk back to my car. My heart thuds hard for a moment so I look back. I miss them every day, but for the first time in ten years, I’m walking away from their graves without a crushing sense of guilt.
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Ever since Saturday, I’ve had one thing on my mind.

Her.

Tori “Call Me Victoria” Larkin.

Despite her desire to keep me at arm’s length, I simply couldn’t settle for that. In fact, my dumb ass refused to stop touching her like some sort of creepy stalker. Her scent is permanently etched into my brain and I’m already craving more. Not just her scent, but her mouth—fuck me—her mouth is an entity in and of itself. Perfect, pouty lips that are chewing my head off one minute, and the next quivering in an attempt to hold it all together.

I want to kiss those angry lips.

But I want to kiss the sad ones too. To fix her. To make it all better.

As I roll up to the front of her building, I’m pleased to see it has valet. A couple of workers dressed in uniform whistle at my ride as I pull up to the attendant station. The male starts to head for my driver’s side window, but the red-headed chick pushes past him. I mash the button and the window rolls down to which she sticks her head in. Upon seeing me, her green eyes widen and she flashes me a flirtatious grin.

“Sweet ride, mister.”

I tilt up the corners of my lips and give her a smug smile. “Sure is, Red. Do you think you could just hold my car for ten minutes? I’ll be right back.”

Her smile falters as she flicks her gaze over to the guy in the kiosk. “I don’t know. It’s against the rules to leave the cars here.”

I feign disappointment and she frowns. “Well…” I hand her a twenty dollar bill, “Maybe you could ask your boss over there?”

She reaches for the bill but I don’t let go. Her freckled cheeks blaze to nearly the color of her bright red hair. “No, I, uh,” she stammers, “We can make an exception this one time.”

I reward her with a huge grin and nod. “Thanks, Red.”

When she moves out of the way, I climb out of my baby and accept the ticket from her. Then, I stride into the lobby. It’s already two minutes after noon, and when I scan the area, I don’t see Tori anywhere. Strolling over to the panel by the elevators, I note that Abbott and Taft is on the forty-fifth floor.

The ride up gives me time to check my appearance over in the brass reflection on the back wall. My hair is a big fucking mess—but I styled it that way, so it’s okay. Behind me, a woman in a suit watches me from the corner of her eye as I check myself out. I wink at her and nearly chuckle aloud when she gasps and diverts her attention elsewhere. By the time I’ve made it to Tori’s floor, the woman has stepped off onto another floor, leaving me to enter the lion’s den alone.

As soon as I step into the pretentious offices of Abbott and Taft, I know I was accurate in calling it the lion’s den. A stiff, powerful vibe courses through the air, almost rendering me immobile. Pushing past the awkward, out-of-place feeling I have at being in such a sterile workplace, I stride over to the receptionist and beam at her.

She drops her phone into the cradle and her cheeks redden. “Can I help you, sir?”

“I’m here to see Tori, er, Victoria Larkin. We have a date,” I tell her point blank.

The alpha lioness is whom I’m stalking.

Her eyes widen in surprise. “Oh, I see. Um, let me, um,” she stutters while fumbling over her phone before punching in a few numbers, “…ring for her assistant, Stacey.”

A few minutes later, a woman in her late thirties in a cheap suit which doesn’t compare to the casual threads Tori donned on Saturday regards me with a confused look.

“Can I help you? I’m Stacey Cantrell, Ms. Larkin’s assistant.”

I saunter over to her and hold out my hand. “Chase Monroe. I’m taking Tori to lunch.”

Her eyes dart back and forth as she shakes my hand, horror painting her features. “Oh, my. I see,” she mutters. “I didn’t see you on her schedule. If I missed it, she won’t be pleased with me. Please, follow me over to my desk and I’ll double check.”

I follow the woman who now walks on wobbly legs and her hands tremor beside her. Jesus, is Tori the fucking she-devil around here?

“Now, if you’ll hold just a moment, let me check the calendar,” she rushes out in exasperation.

I nod and lean over her desk picking up an “urgent notice.”

Ms. Larkin, please call your mother about the rehearsal dinner next Saturday night. She needs to know if you’ll be attending so she can RSVP.

Yanking a pen from the cup, I scribble out a message on the paper, earning me a horrified stare from Stacey.

Yes. Plus one.

I smirk at her and start making my way to the only office with the grayed out glass. Victoria J. Larkin is emblazoned on the glass beside the door.

“What are you doing?” she hisses and follows after me. “She’s working on a very important case and has asked that nobody disturb her. Not even me!”

Shrugging my shoulders, I toss her an undeterred smile. “I’m not nobody. I’m Chase, and we have a date.”

“Please, sir, you—” she tries, but I’m already pushing through the door.

My lips curve up into a grin to see Tori’s brows furrowed in concentration with a pen between her teeth. Tendrils of blonde have escaped their nest on her head and I decide that I’m making it my mission to see her hair down.

God, she’s beautiful.

Her eyes lift to mine and annoyance instantly flits over her expression.

“You’re late,” I inform her as I stride into her office and plop down in the chair in front of her. Her brow raises when I pick up her signed Cubs baseball from its stand and toss it back and forth between my hands. “Don’t you know time is money?”

She rolls her eyes at having her words thrown back at her and shoots Stacey behind me a scathing look. “I thought I was clear when I said absolutely no visitors.”

Stacey begins stuttering but I hold up the ball in the air to draw Tori’s attention back to me. “It’s not her fault, Tori. I barged in. Now,” I beam, “catch.”

She squeaks and catches the ball before abruptly standing from her seat. “Chase, you need to leave,” she grumbles. “I’m sorry. I know we had lunch plans, but as you can see, I’m buried in work and I don’t have time for…”

Her stomach groans in protest and I raise a smug brow at her.

“To eat?” I question and stand to match her stance. She sets to frantically tucking the loose blonde strands of hair behind her ear.

“Yes, to eat.”

I shrug. “I call bullshit. Come on, let’s go. We can eat on the run. I need your help with something.”

She tosses a pleading look toward Stacey but thankfully her assistant is on my side.

“With all due respect, Ms. Larkin, I believe I can handle any fires that should arise. An hour in the sunshine will do you some good.”

Tori gapes at her and I take the moment to pounce. “Thanks, Stace. You’re a good employee.”

I round the corner of her statuesque mahogany desk and snatch her hand that still holds the baseball. “Play time’s over, Grumpy,” I tell her as I steal the ball and put it back onto its holder. “You probably won’t be so hungry once you have some meat in you.”

Stacey chokes down a giggle to which Tori sends death rays at her.

“Don’t kill her,” I chuckle. “I tend to influence those around me and cause trouble.”

“You don’t influence me,” she pouts, but bends to pick her purse up from the floor.

“Not yet, beautiful. Not yet.”

Stacey regards us with a shit eating grin on her face. I wink at her as I drag my date out of her office. Tori attempts to jerk her hand free from mine as I haul her past the desks and other offices, but I grip her tighter. I’m met with many shocked stares along the way.

Ice Queen needs a little thawing it would seem.

I can imagine the entire office would agree with me.

When we finally make it into the elevators and the doors close, she yanks her hand away and unleashes her fury.

“You’re an asshole, Chase,” she huffs. “You know that? You can’t just manhandle me whenever you want.”

She’s glaring at me with her tiny hands on her small waist, her purse hanging from her shoulder. The pencil skirt is tight and sexy as hell. I want to hold her hips too. Encroaching on her, I step until I’m in her space and watch with smug satisfaction as she retreats—right into the fucking wall. Once she’s trapped, I slip my hands to her waist and cover her hands with mine.

“I think you like being manhandled.”

Her eyes widen in shock and for a moment, the vicious divorce lawyer has nothing to say. A strand of hair is stuck to her suckable lips so I lift a hand to her face. Her breath catches and I inspect her features. The warring behind her eyes—whether or not to push me away or pull me to her. The way her lips pop open and closed like a cute little fish.

I give her a small smile as I drag my thumb along her soft cheek and tug the hair from her mouth. She exhales the breath she was holding and I smell peppermint on her lips. When I tuck the strand back behind her ear, her eyes flutter closed. Not one to miss an opportunity, I gently kiss the corner of her cheek where it meets her mouth.

“You smell good,” I tell her as I step away, as if I didn’t just kiss the sexy vixen—no matter how innocent it was.

She’s still faltering from our exchange when the elevator doors open to the lobby.

“Ready for an adventure?”

Her head is curtly shaking back and forth in protest, but I snatch her hand and guide her out of the elevator and through the lobby. When we step outside of the building, I’m glad to see my baby—sitting right out front like I left her.

“This is your car?” she questions in surprise, but I don’t miss her impressed tone.

“My baby,” I correct. “She’s been with me since Christmas.”

I hand the male valet the ticket and a tip which earns me an appreciative nod.

“After you,” I tell her as I open the door for her.

She gapes at me as if she’s never dated a gentleman before. Jealousy knifes its way through my chest from the thought of her dating anyone. I want to be the one to open her up and discover the true self she hides deep inside. Nobody else would handle her the way she needs to be handled.

Not with kid gloves.

But instead with bare, naked, strong hands.

She slides into the car as if she was born to do so and I close the door behind her. Once I get in and settled behind the wheel, I flash her a grin.

“I hope you like barbecue.”

I don’t give her time to argue before I pull away from the building. The engine craves to be tested and abused. But, I never drive more than the posted speed limits. Oftentimes, the tiger beneath the hood bucks and jumps against her cage with the desire to peel out or haul ass down the highway.

I never give in to the beast.

“Why are you driving so slowly?” she questions in horror as I travel down Whacker Drive going thirty miles per hour.

“Because that’s the speed limit, babe.”

She huffs and I’m not sure if it’s from the pet name or my refusal to go any faster. I let her stew in silence as we drive toward the place where I’d like her help. When I pull into the parking lot of the home improvement store, she jerks her head toward me.

“Why are we here?”

The smoke from the cooker out front, boasting Billy’s Bada$$ BBQ, blurs the air within the parking lot. As soon as I park the car, the heavenly aromas waft their way into the car.

“That,” I say and point at the barbecue stand, “is why we’re here.”

Her stomach growls again and I chuckle. “And,” I tell her, reaching for my paint swatch in the backseat, “We’re here because I need to pick out some paint. You’re a girl and girls are good at that shit.”

Not waiting for her to respond with some feminist remark, I climb out of the car and make my way over to her side where she’s already scrambling out.

“I can’t waste my entire day traipsing around with you, Chase,” she barks. But, I don’t miss the way her eyes cut a sideways glance to the barbecue that is making my mouth water and no doubt hers too.

“An hour, Tori. That’s all I ask of you.”

Moments later, we’re parked at a dirty picnic table which buzzes with annoying flies, but neither of us are deterred from devouring our chopped brisket sandwiches that are dripping with the best-flavored sauce this side of the Mississippi.

“Oh my God,” she whines after polishing off her sandwich and picks at her fries. “You’re going to make me fat.”

I bellow with laughter. “Hate to break it to you, Grumpy, but your ass needs some meat on it.”

She scrunches her nose at me and she’s cute as fuck doing it. “There’s nothing wrong with my ass.”

My lips draw up in a crooked grin. “No, babe, there is certainly nothing wrong with that ass. But, I could inspect it further, just in case.”

A giggle—so damn sweet—rings out in the air and she tosses her rolled up napkin at me. “Why am I here with you again?” she mutters in faux annoyance.

The truth is, though, she’s having fun. Much to her apparent disbelief.

Good, I’ll make sure she continues having more fun moments in her life.

“Come on, time is money, Tori,” I chide as I stand and hold my hand out to her. “Someone wise once told me that.”

She rolls her eyes but meets my hand with hers, not an ounce of hesitation in her movement. My heart fist pumps the air at breaking her down little by little. I’m telling her about a few more places that have great food as we enter the store and make our way to the paint department.

When Cliff, a full-time worker who I know by name, sees me, he pretends that he hasn’t and mutters to the other gal that he’s taking his break. I frown, but push it away the moment I stand in front of “Darla,” according to her name tag.

“Can I help you?” she questions in a flat, bored tone.

Not releasing Tori’s hand, I slap the swatch down on the counter. “I need a gallon of the expensive indoor paint, eggshell, in this color.”

She nods and snatches it from the counter. But, before she leaves me, I stop her. “And,” I say with a tight voice, “it has to match exactly. Pay close attention to the numbers you enter. We’ll need to open it after so I can be sure.”

Tori’s hand sweats in mine and I risk a glance at her. She’s watching me with a frown, not her usual frown, though. A concerned one. And while I love the new expression on her face, embarrassment slinks down my spine and I can feel it heat my cheeks.

“Sure, whatever.” Darla smirks before turning away to her task.

The moment she’s gone, Tori speaks, “Why is this paint color so important?”

Dropping my gaze to the countertop that is speckled with many different paint colors, I shrug my shoulders at her. “It just is.”

I can tell she wants to ask more questions, but she drops it, accepting my lack of desire at wanting to explain my reasoning.

“What are you painting?” she asks finally.

Turning to her, I notice her eyes darting back and forth—the lawyer quick at work inside her head—as she tries to figure out my unusual behavior.

“A wall.”

My short answer drives her mad, and I revel in how cute she is with her brows pinched together in annoyance. “I hope you have fun painting your wall,” she clips out.

I laugh and it breaks down the mood. “Don’t get all mad at me. You’re going to help. Tonight.”

And the Ice Queen with the dagger eyes and mouth that devours baby kittens is back…
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Inside my head, I’m sputtering for a response to Chase’s outrageous claim that I would help him paint a wall. I manage to keep my face set in stone, but I’m sure that my eyes reflect my astonishment.

“I don’t paint, Mr. Monroe.”

It’s meant to be a kind of dig and put some distance between us, but amusement flashes in his eyes. Those sexy as hell, molten chocolate, panty-melting, shiver-inducing eyes.

Get it together, girl!

Ten years of abstinence and in a matter of days, it goes out the window?

Pathetic.

I stifle a sigh at my turbulent emotions—and physical reactions—and glare at Chase. He winks at me. Ugh—damn sexy, fucking wink. Is there anything about this guy that doesn’t scream naked bodies and twisted sheets?

“Dr. Monroe.” Obviously seeing the confusion on my face, he continues, “It’s Dr. Monroe. Feel free to call me that in the bedroom. Otherwise, it’s Chase, babe.”

This time I can’t keep from stammering out loud, fighting off the heat that nickname just shot straight to my core. “I don’t—that’s not—I don’t do bedrooms either.”

“Seriously?” Chase looks utterly flabbergasted. “You sleep on the couch in your living room? I hope you aren’t camping out on the floor. Mice and bugs and stuff.”

His shudder is over the top and his laughing eyes give away that he’s teasing.

“First of all, you would never find mice or bugs in my apartment. Second, I meant I don’t do bedroom activities with the opposite sex.”

Immediately, I want to call the words back.

“Really now?” Chase looks intrigued. “With the way your body reacts to me, I wouldn’t have pegged you for a lesbian. Or…do you mean to tell me that your bedroom activities are limited to you and Mr. Buzzy? Which, by the way, you could do so much better if you upgraded to a doctor.”

I stand there, my mouth open, wordless, and feel heat on my cheeks spreading down to my neck. I can’t remember the last time I blushed, which renders me even more speechless. Once I get myself together, I finally speak, “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

I applaud myself for my even and somewhat haughty tone, convinced it will shut him up and close the door on this ridiculous topic.

“You know that ‘sexy librarian’ voice is a total turn on, right?”

At this point, I’m so flustered I can’t think straight. Lucky for me, Darla returns at that moment and Chase is distracted. His entire countenance changes, becoming agitated and serious. I want to ask him about it, dig for the reason behind this change. But, that might prompt him to think he has been given the green light to do the same with me.

Darla drops the can on the counter and turns to the register, tapping her fake nails on the side of the machine. Chase thumbs the counter with his knuckles impatiently. “I need you to open it, please.”

She rolls her eyes and turns back to the paint can, prying it open, then placing her hands on her hips and raising a brow, her own impatience radiating. I want to snap at her to stop being such a bitch, but it’s Chase’s fight, not mine. So, I stay silent.

He examines the paint, turning it right and left, inspecting it close to the swatch. Finally, he seems somewhat satisfied and returns the lid to the can.

“That’s close enough.”

Again with the eye roll—this girl is getting on my nerves.

I put on my bitchiest, Ice Queen face and lean slightly forward, satisfied with my intimidation factor when she steps back awkwardly. “I sincerely hope that you are simply having a bad day and don’t treat all of your customers this way. Even so, your personal life should not affect your professional life. Now, I suggest you put a smile on your damn face and at least pretend you know what customer service is, and treat Dr. Monroe with some respect.”

Darla blinks and then smiles tremulously. “Let me just seal that lid back up, Dr. Monroe. Will there be anything else for you today? Or for you?” She swallows and casts me a timid glance. “Ma’am?”

“Nah, we’re good Darla, thanks.” Chase’s voice sounds weird, so I turn to look at him and see him struggling valiantly not to laugh. I narrow my eyes at him, daring him to let it out and ruin the intense atmosphere I’ve created.

He purses his lips and turns back to inspecting the can of paint Darla has just placed before him on the counter. After paying, he thanks her with a brilliant smile and a wink. She blushes and I feel an odd, sharp sensation in my chest. A growing irritation at their interaction. I don’t like to see him winking at another female. I’m struck when I come to this realization. Holy shit, I’m jealous. Unacceptable Tor—Victoria.

We leave the store and return to Chase’s sweet ride. Even for someone who doesn’t know much about cars, I understand the sex appeal of this one. It’s an orgasm on wheels and with Chase as its driver, the combination is lethal. The ride back to my office is quiet, but it’s a comfortable silence, without the aura of awkwardness I expected.

He maneuvers the car into the drive and puts it in park. He turns to me and reaches out, tucking stray strands of hair behind my ear. “I’d walk you up, but I get the feeling I’ll have an easier time getting you to come over tonight if I don’t piss you off.”

I almost laugh, but I focus, needing to make it clear that I will not be joining him this evening. Before I can get a word out, he sticks out his hand in front of me, palm facing up. I stare at it, not understanding the gesture.

“Phone, babe.”

He smiles at me and before I even realize what I’m doing, my phone is in his possession and he is tapping away. Then I hear his cell start playing “Highway to Hell.”

Seriously?

“Now you’ve got my number,” he says as he tosses my phone back to me. “What’s your address? I’ll pick you up tonight at seven.”

I start to shake my head, but he cuts off any reply I might have made, “Nope, you’re not going to meet me at my house. I’m not giving you the chance to back out last minute. Besides, I don’t want you taking the train so late at night. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

With a reluctant huff, I ramble off my address.

Then he leans over and places a chaste kiss on my cheek before running a finger down my nose and taps the tip. “Now scoot, you’ve got work and I’ve got shit to do.”

There’s that smile again…

In a daze, I grab my purse and get out of the car, meeting his eyes one last time before turning and walking to the entrance of my office building. Despite the presence of the valets and the fact that it’s broad daylight, he waits until I am inside before driving slowly away in that chick magnet of his. I hope his speed was indicative of the fact that he was staring my way as well, seemingly a little bit lost in a fog caused by me.

Many minutes after he’s gone, the hazy fog in my own brain begins to clear and I am suddenly able to think again. What just happened? The little devil on my shoulder is laughing and pointing at me. You got handled.
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At six fifty-eight, my doorman rings to tell me I have a visitor. I’ve spent the better part of the last two hours trying to figure out how to get out of this. I barely noticed when it was six-forty-five, used to burning the midnight oil at work. Luckily my high rise condo is less than a ten-minute walk from my office. I rushed home and put on a slightly more casual outfit, pressed khaki pants and a navy and white striped top, with three-quarter sleeves and a boat neck. Finishing off with pretty, navy ballet flats, makeup in check, hair in my typical style.

I tell the doorman I’ll be right there and fetch my purse and keys. For some reason, I don’t want Chase to see my apartment. Okay, I know exactly why. My condo could grace the pages of a magazine, but even those homes have a personal touch. The décor is done in cream and different shades of brown. The walls are all adorned with sepia photographs of the city from different angles, but no people. There are not pictures of anyone in fact. No homemade blankets or pillows, no candles, sentimental knick-knacks, nothing to make the space seem personal. I’ve never had an issue with my apartment, but for reasons unknown, I don’t want Chase to see just how cold and empty I am.

After entering the hall, I lock the door and take the elevator down to the lobby. Chase is at the counter shooting the shit with Gary, my doorman. When he sees me, his eyes light up and I go all squishy inside. He straightens up to his full height which has to be several inches over six feet because even in my heels, he’s several inches taller than me. Right now, in my flats, he towers over me and I can’t help feeling dainty and feminine.

He walks up to me and kisses my cheek, and when he moves back, I see Gary gaping at us, his jaw practically unhinged. I frown at him and he immediately snaps his mouth shut and busies himself at the desk. I don’t understand his reaction, it’s not like I don’t have guests. My mother has visited me a few times and Lindsay stopped by once or twice before we lost touch. I’m wracking my brain to figure out who else has been at my place since I bought it five years ago.

I don’t like the answer.

Chase looks me up and down, smirking, but all he says is, “Let’s hit the road, babe.”

The damn nickname flusters me, like every other time he’s used it. I should argue, insist on staying home, nip this in the bud, but I don’t. I don’t want to. For the first time in almost ten years, I admit to myself, I’m lonely. So, I let him guide me out to the vehicle, idling near the valet stand, which practically screams, “For a good time, spend an hour in my backseat with the owner.”

He holds my door while I climb in, shuts it and jogs to the driver side. He gets in and glances over, “Seatbelt, Tori.”

His tone is firm, a little rough even. I don’t usually forget, but I find myself burning brain cells from the heat he inspires inside of me. After I click it into place, he pulls out of the circular drive, carefully navigating the streets of the city—not an easy task when there are six-way intersections. The city planner was paid off by a notorious gangster to design it this way, making it easier to slip away from the police. Unfortunately, it also means more accidents and I find myself breathing a little harder from anxiety. Thank you, Al Capone. Chase practically crawls through each light until he gets onto the freeway for a short distance before exiting into a residential area.

Eventually, he stops and parallel parks on the street in front of a charming, greystone townhouse. He shuts the Challenger off, gets out, and rounds the car to my side, opening the door and offering me a hand to help me out.

Staring up at the house, I ask, “This is yours?”

I can’t keep out the touch of awe in my voice. I definitely didn’t picture him having a place like this.

“Yep. Bought it, gutted it, and am restoring it.” He eyes me, “Why? What were you expecting?”

I chuckle quietly, my cheeks heating once again. What is with that? “I guess I figured you’d have a flat in some trendy neighborhood by the university.”

Chase laughs and the sound reverberates through my body, putting my hormones on high alert. I bite back a groan of frustration.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Tori. And a lot I don’t know about you, but my goal is to correct that sad state of affairs.”

He leads me to a tall wrought iron fence which surrounds the tiny front yard. The gate is particularly tall, with an arch at the top, an old-fashioned gas lamp hanging in the center. Once he’s unlocked it, we step through and I get the full view. On the right side are steps leading up to a small covered porch, the stone arching over the entrance, and a gorgeous, mahogany door, with a stained glass center, set back inside. The house rises to a second level where a tall, rectangular window breaks the pattern of the greystone. The left side of the house expands outward with a bay window, the design stretching from top to bottom. Each section contains their own set of three windows, each with the stone arching at the top. There is also a rather large window near the ground, indicating a high basement. It’s amazing.

Chase takes my hand, and we walk up the steps, where he unlocks the door and I find myself once again stunned speechless by the beauty. The natural woodwork is everywhere, the floors, the molding, and throughout the entirety of the staircase which takes up the right wall. It’s shiny and looks new, but it is also obvious that it’s the original, lovingly restored. To the left of the staircase, is a long hall with a lot of doors and I absolutely have to know what’s inside them all.

Chase squeezes the hand I now realize he hasn’t let go of. His smile is proud and amused at my enthusiasm. “Want a tour?”

“Yes!” I blurt out in excitement.

He chuckles again and begins walking me around from room to room. The main floor is complete, a front room which was once a parlor, now a warm space intended to welcome its visitors. A full dining room, with a massive wall unit built around a large fireplace, a half bath, an office, and…oh my. The kitchen of my dreams is at the back of the house, rusty cream cabinets, white appliances, sand colored granite counter tops. Somehow it all looks vintage. All of this taking up the majority of the three back walls, with a center island. However, it’s the large window over the sink—which overlooks the big, fenced back yard, and a beautifully carved back door, painted to match the cabinets—which sells me on the room.

The yard is perfect and someday, Chase’s kids will play out there, frolicking and having fun, and with no gate in the fence, he and his wife won’t have to worry. A cloud settles over me and I spin around, dropping Chase’s hand, and march out of the kitchen.

“Where to?” I ask in a brisk tone.

He’s looking at me with an unreadable expression, but he doesn’t verbalize his thoughts. He lifts his chin toward the stairs and we visit four bedrooms and two baths, all works in progress. Finally, an unfinished basement which will eventually be a “play area.” I beat a hasty retreat out of that room as well.

Once again in the upstairs hall, I ask, “So? Where is this torture to take place?”

Chase smirks and shakes his head, “You can’t be painting in those clothes, Tori. Don’t you own any ratty stuff for messy activities?”

I stare blankly at him.

“Okay,” he says, understanding dawning, “not a messy activity kind of person.” A sly smile slithers onto his face. “One more thing we are going to change.” He moves toward the stairs and grabs my wrist, dragging me up alongside him.

We enter the largest bedroom, with the bay window overlooking the street, and he disappears through a door. He reemerges with an old, paint-stained T-shirt and sweatpants.

I raise a cynical eyebrow at him. “Please tell me you aren’t expecting me to wear those?”

Chase beams at me and my resolve melts a little. “I have no doubt you’ll make it work, babe. And look fabulous while doing it.”

I want to argue, but seriously, what’s the point? He’s right, I can’t wear these clothes. Ones I’d worn, sure that I would be able to get out of painting. I can tell that will not be the case, so I snatch the clothes and motion for him to get lost. “Shoo.”

He grins and taps the tip of my nose; one more thing I find adorable and don’t want to. “I’ll be right downstairs if you need any help.” I roll my eyes, push him out the door, and slam it in his chortling face.

The T-shirt could be a freaking nightgown, coming half way down my thighs, and the sweat pants have to be rolled down to get them to stay on my hips. I avoid the mirror when I leave the room, confident I’ll have a panic attack should I see what I currently look like.

Chase had told me when we’d visited the living room that it was where our project would be. I pad down the hallway to the room and find him laying drop cloths over the furniture, the supplies already set out. I move closer to the wall, studying it, and then running my fingers over the coating. “This paint looks practically new, Chase. Why does it need another coat?”

Chase is pouring paint and assembling rollers, but he mutters, “It was the wrong fucking color.” I wait for more explanation, wondering at his aggressive tone, but receive none. He finishes his task and hands me a paint roller. “We’ll hit the main sections and then do the edges by the tape.”

I reluctantly take my tool, my nose scrunching in disgust, then with a sigh, I get to work. The rhythmic movement and the soft swish of the roller is actually quite soothing and we chit chat about nothing as we move closer to each other, finishing up when we meet in the center.

Chase looks from the wall to me and bursts out laughing, the sound deep and husky, full of rich sound. His laugh is seriously a turn on, and it’s also quite infectious. I know what he’s seeing, but I play innocent.

“What?” I ask with a small pout.

“All that paint, how the hell did you get more on you than the wall?” he shakes his head, still snickering. “So fucking cute.”

Without warning, he slides his hand around my neck and tugs me to him, bending and landing his mouth over mine. I stiffen for just a moment and he pulls back immediately, regarding me thoughtfully. There is raging lust swirling in his chocolate depths and something inside me snaps. He must feel it too, because the next second, there is no air between us. I’m plastered up against his body, his hands diving into my hair, scattering pins all over. Our mouths are attacking one another’s—tongues tangling, breaths choppy—whenever we take the chance to suck in some air. A tingling starts at my lips, spreading through my head, down my neck and shoulders, to my breasts where my nipples become hard, then down to my center where my wet pussy is soaking my panties.

I feel as though I’ve found an oasis of fresh, clean water after having walked in the desert for an eternity. Chase moves forward, until I find my back pressed up against the wall—not the freshly painted one thank God—and his hands slide through my hair, down my throat, running his palms over my aching breasts, then traveling around and down to grab my ass. He molds his hands over the cheeks, yanking me forward even as his body presses me harder into the wall. With the tiniest lift, my legs automatically circle his waist.

Holy fuck. Oh shit, fuckity fuck.

An exceptionally large, scorching, bulge snaps right up tight to my center. Shivers rush through me from tip to toe, becoming shakes, and growing in strength. Then with a rock of his hips, I splinter apart with an all-consuming orgasm, the world turning into a kaleidoscope of color, spinning and making me dizzy.

As the feeling subsides, I attempt to calm my racing heart and breathe normally. That’s when I register that we aren’t moving, everything is still. I open my eyes and Chase is staring at me, his face full of shock and wonder.

“That is hands down the sexiest damn thing I have ever seen in my life, baby.” He continues to watch me and I begin to feel the effects of what has just happened. Guilt flushes through me and I wiggle, trying to let him know I want to be put down.

He groans and buries his face in my neck, his breath tickling and teasing me. “Don’t move like that, Tori. I’m hanging by a thread here.”

I immediately still. “Please put me down, Chase.” I ask calmly despite the panicking lunatic I’m barely able to contain. I keep my tone light, but there is no mistaking the tension.

Chase’s head flies up, and the dark brown of his eyes are swirling with questions. I can’t keep his gaze and look over his shoulder to avoid more eye contact.

“Tori.”

I cock my head to indicate that I’m listening, but don’t speak.

“Tori, look at me.” He shakes me just a little and I furrow my brows in annoyance at being forced to face him.

Whatever he sees brings sadness to his eyes and he slowly releases my legs, sliding them slowly to the ground. The sadness is still there, but it’s being pushed away by determination, and he grabs onto my face with both hands.

“Don’t, for one second, think that this was a mistake. It was amazing and I swear to all that is holy, it will happen again. There is something here, baby, and, I’m not going to let you ignore it.”

My eyes begin to slide away again.

“Tori, look at me.” His voice is firm and my eyes come back to his in surprise. “This is happening, and you need to learn to accept it. Because eventually, we’ll make it up to the bedroom where I have more pleasure in store for you.”

I don’t—I can’t think straight. He can’t replace Ben, I don’t want him too. This is all wrong, that feeling from Sunday was a fluke. I shake my head at Chase and rip myself from his hands. I open my mouth, but have nothing. I don’t know what to say. So I bolt from the room, into the half bath, and slam the door shut. Sinking to the ground, the dam that was cracking bursts free and anguish takes hold, drowning me.
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Well, shit.

Running a hand through my not-just-fucked hair, I groan and stare at the bathroom door.

Forty-five minutes.

The first fifteen minutes were spent with me begging her to open the door and to let me talk to her. The last half hour, I’ve only been listening. And waiting.

She’ll have to come out sooner or later and when she does, I’ll be the one to catch her.

Her crying has long since turned from sobs to sniffles, and now to silence.

“I’ll have to start charging you by the hour,” I tease, but anxiety infects my veins and I press my forehead to the cold wood of the door silently praying she’ll answer.

When I’m met with silence again, I stalk down the hallway and pick up my phone. A short while later, I’ve ordered pizza and am back at the door.

I try a different tactic. “Tori, if you don’t open the door, I’ll break it down.”

Shuffling noises resound on the other side and I grin at the prospect of her unlocking the door. Instead, I’m met with attitude.

“Leave me alone, Chase. I want to go home but I don’t want to see you. Not like this,” she snips out in what must feel like an angry bite to her. To me, the sadness in her words is almost palpable. I want to reach out and grab them. Clutch them to me and hold them.

“Babe, you need—”

“I. Am. Not. Your. Babe,” she hisses through the door.

With a resigned sigh, I decide to do what I promised myself forty-five minutes ago I wouldn’t do. Stalking toward my toolbox in the living room, I grumble at the idea of damaging my door frame.

I locate my flathead screwdriver and storm back to the bathroom.

“Last chance, Tori. Open the door.”

Silence.

“Suit yourself,” I huff.

Jamming the flat end of the screwdriver between the door and the frame near the doorknob, I yank it until the wood splinters and cracks.

“What are you doing?” she snaps through the door.

Set on my task, I jimmy it some more until light briefly peeks through. With one heave of my shoulder, it cracks the frame enough to free the door. I stumble inside to find her sitting on the lid of the toilet, still donning her adorable painting outfit.

The woman looks good in just about anything but wearing my clothes—that’s just fucking hot as hell. Inside me, the alpha roars with pride at seeing her in my clothes, as if she’s marked with my scent.

Her eyes are open wide in shock. “You broke your door!”

Smirking at her, I shrug my shoulders. “I’ve done worse. Are you hungry?”

Not giving Tori the chance to think is what’s gotten me as far as I have with her. And now, as I change the subject of her breakdown which resulted in locking herself in my bathroom for an hour, she falters and shakes her head. “No, I, uh… need to go.”

She stands but I lean against the broken door frame and inspect her tear-stained, swollen red face. Blonde hairs are an unkempt mess and my fingers twitch to free the rest of them. The woman is even more beautiful than when she’s all put together, wreaking havoc on the poor souls who cross her.

“You’re not going anywhere until I feed you,” I tell her in a firm tone and take a step toward her.

She eyes me warily but doesn’t move. Seeing my opportunity, I don’t waste any more time and prowl the rest of the way over to her. Her hands go up in protest, but I encircle her waist with mine and haul her to me. When she’s plastered against my chest—where she belongs—I hug her to me and kiss the top of her head.

Despite her earlier freak-out, she melts in my arms and rests her cheek on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she barely manages through an emotional whisper.

Shaking my head, I stroke her back. “Nothing to be sorry for.”

We remain in silence and then I decide to take those damn pins out of her hair. At first, when I begin pulling them out, she struggles in my arms. Eventually, though, she resigns herself to letting me take them out.

“I want to see you,” I murmur. Both inside and out.

She tugs away from me and regards me with tears welling in her eyes. “This isn’t me,” she tries to explain.

But it is.

This is the part of her that claws to be released, yet the Ice Queen keeps her shackled in the recesses of her mind.

Pulling her back to me, I then slide my palms up her neck and tilt her head up so I can see her better.

“Nobody can be strong all of the time. That’s why it’s in our human nature to seek another soul out there. Someone to be strong some of the time for us. Someone to share our burdens with,” I whisper, stroking each of her cheeks with my thumbs.

Her icy blue eyes shine like the bluest of seas. One day, I hope to take her to an exotic beach in the Caribbean just to see if it will dull the beauty of the ocean by being in direct comparison to the unmatched splendor that are her incredibly expressive eyes.

“You make me weak,” she breathes out, her sweet scent teasing me with my mouth just inches from hers.

Dipping my nose to hers, I graze it with mine. “I’m here to carry you.”

“What if I don’t want to be carried?” she mutters and her eyes flutter closed.

I don’t answer her and seal my lips against hers, kissing her with a softness that I hope conveys my promise to help her. A small moan escapes, and it’s far from sexual. It’s a moan releasing some of her strength—letting me be strong for her. Drawing her closer to me, I deepen our kiss, tangling my tongue with hers. Her fingers clutch onto my shirt, begging me not to let go.

I’m not ever going to fucking let go.

“Chase,” she mutters between kisses.

The sound is innocent and young. I want to protect her and hold her close to me without any desire to ever let go.

“I’m scared.”

This confuses me so I break from her and press a soft kiss on the corner of her mouth. “Why are you scared, Tori?”

She sniffles but her hands trail up my chest to where she clutches onto my neck. “I’ve always been strong. For them. To keep their memory buried deep in my heart where it’s safe.”

I narrow my eyes at her and wait for her to continue, stealing another peck on her cheek.

“If I open myself up, give you part of my burden…” she trails off with a shudder, as if the very idea frightens her, “…I might lose them forever. What if it makes me forget? What I had with them? I don’t think there’s room for anything else. I’m so sorry.”

Her words gut me, but I won’t be deterred. She’s mine as far as I’m concerned. Nobody, not even Stalking Savvy, has ever come close to understanding my pain. Crushing loss. Self-loathing. Guilt and a desire to change the past—to reweave the threads of time and create a new masterpiece that includes them.

Tori gets my pain.

I get Tori’s pain.

Every Tuesday when I go visit the cemetery, I kick trees and punish the earth with my fists. I cry out to God and beg for him to rewind time. To give her a second chance at life.

Life’s not fair.

Mother’s words haunt me like always.

“Tori,” I press my lips to hers and then pull away to stare at her with a glare that expresses that I will not let her give up on me. “Sometimes being strong for the other person means determining what’s best for them, even when they think they know best. You’re already used to me manhandling you…”

She pops her mouth open to argue but I dive in for a kiss that I drain all of my passion and determination into. I need her to feel my strength—a strength I didn’t even know I possessed.

“…now it’s time for me to manhandle your heart.”

The doorbell rings and I reluctantly tear away from her. Her eyes are flitting about with a thousand thoughts dancing in her head.

“Jesus, Tori,” I chuckle in a way meant to poke at her. “Is that how you show up to all your dinner dates? Maybe you should put something more presentable on before we have dinner.”

Her more comfortable emotion, the feisty one that I love, rises to the surface and she flips me off. But it serves to break the thick tension.

“Asshole. I’m probably the best-looking date you’ve ever had,” she teases back with a smile, “even in this get-up.”

I wink at her. “There’s no denying that, baby. We both know who the good looking one in this relationship is.”

Before she can argue that I just declared us to be in a relationship, I bounce out of the small bathroom and trot to the front door to pay for the pizza.

I’ll fill that girl up one way or another.

Her belly.

Her heart.

And maybe a few other places too if I’m lucky.
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Last night, Tori and I made great strides. The rest of the evening went on without a hitch. I think I’m growing on her. She let me steal kisses but I didn’t once try and push her for more. It was evident she was punishing herself for letting things progress. I don’t want her to regret anything when it comes to us. If that means going slower, then I’ll become a turtle.

A very handsy turtle that likes his tongue down her throat.

But a turtle nevertheless.

“Dr. Monroe,” a voice chirps, stealing me from my thoughts of Tori.

“Mmm?”

Mack plops down beside me at the table in the Media Center. It’s Wednesday and their projects are due this coming Friday. By the frustrated scowl on his face, I’d say he’s having issues.

“This sucks.”

I bellow with laughter but when the attendant at the desk shoots me a scathing look, I choke it back. “Of course it sucks. It’s a research paper. Research papers suck.”

He groans and shoves his paper at me. “How much more work do I have on this? I don’t think it’s good enough.”

I take it from him and spend the next few minutes reading through. In all honesty, he’s done an excellent job tackling the subject I warned them not to choose. I’d give him an A for the paper.

“It’s worth a low B,” I lie and shove it back across the table to him.

“Well, shit. Bs won’t get me the job at the hospital. What do I need to work on?”

Mack’s a great student despite his cutting up most of the time. “Research some more. Add some more citations. It could use a bit more meat.”

He nods, and with a new determination that will serve him well in his career, he bounds off, back toward the computers to continue his research.

“You lie for shit,” Cort laughs and sits next to me.

I shrug my shoulders. “It’s good for him. Did you finish yours?”

He nods. “Yep, but you don’t get it until it’s due. Unlike Mack over there, I know my paper is an A and I’m not letting you con me into doing more busy work.”

I chuckle and am on the receiving end of another nasty look from the attendant. With apologetic hands, I raise them and mouth I’m sorry to her. Her clipped nod indicates she accepts my apology but not to do it again or she’ll shove a dictionary up my ass.

“How’s the new chick?”

I’ve told him a little about Tori but didn’t want to divulge much. She still feels like my little secret. Just like my group. I want to protect and defend her against any would-be naysayers.

Not that Cort would ever have anything negative to say.

“Her name’s Tori,” I remind him, “and she’s special.”

“Like Savvy special?” he questions with a groan.

I hold back the eruption of laughter so I can keep my asshole a virgin. “No, you idiot. Special like could-be-the-one, special.”

His eyes widen in shock. “Well, I’ll be damned. Someone was up for the Chase after all.”

I beam at him and thread my fingers together behind my head, leaning back in my chair. Staring up at the ceiling I think of her sweet, swollen lips. The way she came apart in my arms from the simplest friction between us. If only she knew…I had so much more in my arsenal to make her feel again.

“Quite the opposite, man,” I sigh. “I’m doing all the chasing.”

“And she’s worth the Chase?”

Turning my head to him, I grin. “She’s worth every damn second.”
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“Dr. Monroe,” Mrs. Schrage gasps when I saunter into her flower shop after class. “It’s Wednesday. I think.”

I chuckle because after years and years of coming here every Tuesday like clockwork, I’m sure she’s confused as to why I’m here on a Wednesday. Especially after having just been here yesterday.

“I need flowers. Happy ones. Ones that say, ‘You’re always on my mind and are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.’ Maybe some blue ones.”

She widens her eyes. Normally when I come in here, she has my order ready and we don’t converse much. Tuesdays usually leave me in a shitty mood and I’m sure it’s felt by all. Seeing me chipper probably sends more confusion bouncing around in her head.

“Um, well, let’s see. We have some tulips in your favorite color,” she starts but I wave her off.

“I want blue today.”

“Right, okay, well, we just had a shipment of the most gorgeous irises delivered today. Would you care to see them?”

I nod and lean against the counter while she shuffles off. Snatching a card from the rack, I scribble out a note to Tori.

Have dinner with me, beautiful. I hope these flowers brighten your day and you think of me no matter how hard you try not to. Pick you up at six. For the love of God, wear jeans woman. —C—

“Ahh,” Mrs. Schrager chirps, “here they are and they smell lovely.”

The moment I lay eyes on the dainty, blue flowers, I smile. They’ll compliment her bright blue eyes perfectly and hopefully bring a smile to her soft, pouty lips.

“I’ll take them.”
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Back to myself, the woman I know and am comfortable with. I step through the glass doors of my office building, impeccably dressed in a maroon skirt with a slight flare just above the knee, white blouse, fitted jacket, subtle makeup, my standard five-inch stilettos, and not a hair out of place. I want to sigh at the feeling of safety, retreated behind my armor. This is my comfort zone.

I walk swiftly to the elevator, my heels clacking on the cold, marble floor. Every tap reminding me that Victoria, the Ice Queen, is back. I’ve left the messy, blubbering, vulnerable Tori back at Cha—that place I was last night. I’m not going to think about it, about him. Get it together Tor—Victoria.

In the elevator, I’m standing amongst a couple of first year associates from my firm, who are casting me curious glances, and one of the two girls even opens her mouth to speak to me. I lift a single brow and give them a frigid stare, effectively shutting her up before she can say anything. Great, Cha—that guy from yesterday, undermined the persona I’ve been cultivating for five damn years. Jackass. A sliver of guilt at my thoughts weasels its way into my chest, remembering how he was so sweet last night, not giving up on me, nor freaking out when I fell apart.

Whatever.

The ping of the elevator startles me and I step onto the plush, gray carpet, and give Janice, the receptionist, a nod. Her eyes are glued to me, almost like she is searching for something, I freeze her out like I did the associates, and she quickly turns back to her desk. This is going to be exhausting.

Stacey is at her desk, tapping away on her computer. Her head lifts as though she sensed I was near. She smiles and stands, extending a mug of coffee to me, stopping me dead in my tracks. Stacey doesn’t smile at me. She doesn’t bring me coffee. What the fuck? Warmth seeps through the subzero aura I’ve put up. A trickle of something…fuzzy? I’m thrown off kilter a little, so I simply nod, take the coffee and step to the door of my office. Before I disappear inside, I turn back and stretch the unused muscles of my face into a small smile of thanks. Stacey’s smile grows, her face lighting up, and it’s the first time I notice that she’s really a very pretty girl, with her shoulder length, honey brown hair, expressive green eyes, and curvy figure. At the sight of her elation, the fuzzy feeling tickles my throat a little, so I continue on into my office.

My office is more my home than my apartment. There aren’t any personal photos, however there are multitudes of awards scattered among the walls and shelves. This place is my haven, where I rule in solitary, but not alone. Lowering myself into the ridiculously comfortable desk chair, I get to work. I have tons of catchup to do from my early leave yesterday.

I’m interrupted shortly after when Stacey softly knocks on my door and enters.

“What is it, Stacey? I’m very behind and I just got to work. Can it wait?” I keep the harshness out of my tone, but there is no mistaking my impatience.

Her step falters for a second, a look of uncertainty on her face. “Um, Ms. Larkin, it’s noon. You’ve been working for the last five hours without a break. You have a delivery and I thought maybe you’d like to order some lunch.”

I sigh, telling my inner bitch to back off, and try not to jump to conclusions in the future. “I’m sorry, Stacey.” Her eyes get wide. What the hell? I may be introverted, but it’s not like I was rude or didn’t speak to her at all in the past. Want to try that again? Because I smell bullshit. Was I that bad? Okay, new rule: aloof but present. “I misjudged the time. Thank you for being so efficient.” Robot, robot, robot. “Um, yes, please order me a salad from that place around the corner and go ahead and bring in the delivery. Um, and, thank you.”

She kicks up one side of her mouth in a secretive smile, and spins on her heel, returning to her desk. After a moment, she shuffles back in with the most beautiful bouquet of blue irises I have ever seen. They bloom up from a lovely glass vase, swirling with frosted etchings. The moment she enters, the fragrance permeates the air and the sweet smell fills my lungs. All of the oxygen rushes back out as my heart pumps wildly.

Stacey sets them on my desk, and passes me an accompanying note. She shuffles from foot to foot for a second and I can see that she really wants to stay and find out who they are from and what the note says. I open it, and tell her, “They are from Chase, the guy who dragged me out of here against my will yesterday.”

Stacey’s cheeks get pink with excitement, but that’s all I’m willing to share.

“Would you see about my lunch…please?” I tack that last word on, knowing I’m usually barking orders without thought. I don’t know why I feel the need to change these subtle things. My life is just the way I like it. See? This is why Chase is a bad influence and someone I should stay far away from.

Reluctantly, Stacey returns to her cubicle and once she is gone, the door firmly closed, I open the note and read it. The fuzzy feeling grows with each heavy beat of my heart, the warmth becoming a burn. I read it again and shake my head. He didn’t ask, he simply ordered me to have dinner with him. I should turn him down, just for that. I reach for the phone, but my hand stalls halfway there. I’m super busy, and he teaches today, I should wait until later to cancel.

I arrange the flowers on the glass coffee table in the center of my little conversation nook across the room. Twisting and turning the vase until I’m satisfied that I’ll have the best view of it from my desk. Then I get to work and don’t look at them again. Liar, liar… I don’t look at them much. Pants on fire… Ok, I glance at them every ten minutes or so, thinking of Chase, and enjoying the tickle in my chest that they bring.

After lunch I become engrossed once again, but am interrupted by the beeping of my intercom. I press the button and Stacey informs me that my mother is on hold. The warmth, the fuzz, the tickle, they all freeze, snuffed out by the bitter cold that sweeps over my body. I don’t like talking to my family. They refuse to accept my wishes, of not speaking about the past. Always forcing memories on me, pushing me to “accept” what happened and let go. I get angry and on its heels comes sadness. Chaotic emotions that I want no part of. I should have sent in that RSVP card with my regrets already, but I suppose I might as well take the call now and get it over with.

“Put her though, Stacey.” I shore up my strongest, thickest wall, preparing for the disappointment in her voice, and pick up the phone when it beeps again.

“Hello, Mother,” I answer.

“Victoria! I’m so glad you decided to come to the wedding! Danielle is ecstatic! It’s all she can talk about since we got your card!” Wait, I didn’t…

“Mother, there must be some kind—” I start.

“And a plus one!” She goes on without noticing I’d begun to speak. “Victoria, I’m so happy. I’m just so happy for my little girl. He must be very special for you to be bringing him home to a family wedding. I can’t tell you how excited we all are.”

Plus one? It dawns on me … I’m going to kill Stacey. My thoughts then go to Chase, and I realize this had to be a conspiracy from collaboration. They are both going to get skewered.

“I know you’re busy, darling. Always working too hard. So, you can tell me all about him this weekend.” Her voice gets thick and I fight not to bang my head down on the desk. Tears. I don’t do tears. “I’ll see you Saturday. I love you, Victoria. They would be happy that you’re moving on.” I stiffen, every muscle in my body tight. Anger emanates in waves, but before I can express my rage, she hangs up.

“Stacey!” I yell. “Get in here!” I take a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself.

She enters timidly, her eyes wary. “Is everything, okay?”

“What the hell were you thinking sending in that RSVP card accepting, and with a plus one?” My voice is getting progressively louder, and when I reach a full yell, she flinches.

“Chase marked it. I figured you had discussed it beforehand.”

She’s wringing her hands in front of her, and I’m not sure if she is making an excuse or not. Either way it’s done now, and she is the best assistant I’ve ever had, so it’s not like I’m going to fire her.

“Stacey, lets be very clear, you will always check with me before dealing with anything personal.” She nods, and tears are brimming in her eyes, “Now, go back to work, and we’ll forget this happened.” She sags in relief and beats a hasty retreat, back to her desk.

Now, as for that scheming, overly confident, obnoxiously determined tool. I snatch up my cell and scroll to his number, but before I hit call, I decide this needs to be dealt with in person. I need to cut things off, once and for all.
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It’s five minutes to six when my phone buzzes, alerting me to a call from the front desk. Gary informs me that I have a guest and I tell him to send him up. It’s time he accepts the real me, so I’m inviting him into my home, the sterile, cold environment a reflection of myself. I wait by the door, checking to make sure I am completely put together, still in my work suit. The doorbell rings and I swing it open, gesturing for him to enter.

An unwelcome surge of heat spirals through me at the sight of him. He looks good, really fucking good. His jeans ride low on his hips, a loose Cubs jersey hangs off of his broad shoulders, blue and white Converse on his feet, and that damn dimple peeking out when he smiles at me. His brown eyes become even darker behind the lenses of his glasses, when he sees me. Before I can say anything, he snakes a hand around my waist, yanking me into his hard chest, and blowing my mind with the best hello kiss I’ve ever had.

When he finally releases my lips, I’m in a daze again, and I can barely remember my name. He stands back and examines my clothes with a frown. I immediately miss the dimple.

“I specifically told you to wear jeans, Tori.” His words admonish, but there is no real censure in his tone. He kisses my cheek and turns me around, a bag is suddenly dangling in front of my face, and his breath whispers in my ear. “Somehow, I knew I’d need these.” He shakes the bag a little, while placing a soft kiss on my neck. I suppress a shudder, but take the bag, and feel the movement of his lips on me as he smiles. Backing up, he lightly smacks my ass. “Go change, babe. We’ve got to get going.”

I don’t know what just happened, or how I ended up here, but I’m now unexpectedly standing in the hallway entrance to my living room, wearing a pair of skinny jeans, a red tank top, and a button down Cubs jersey over it. Chase is standing in the center of the room, looking around with a bewildered expression. Eventually, he notices me and a beautiful smile breaks out on his face. “Wow, you look spectacular.”

I don’t want it to, but pleasure at his compliment grips my heart and squeezes. I was mad, I know I was. I just can’t seem to focus enough to remember why. He strides over to me and stands right in front, feet spread, arms crossed, and a thumb under his chin, pointer finger tapping his lips. Contemplating me. “Hmmm. Just one thing to make it perfect.” Before I can react, he’s pulled all of the pins from my hair and is gently running his fingers through it, combing out the tangles. He resumes his former stance, then nods with a look of satisfaction. “Perfect.” He grabs my hand. “Let’s hit the road. First pitch is at eight and I want to feed you first.”

I stop, unmoving. His comment ringing in my ears. Did he say what I think he said? “We’re—we’re going to a Cubs’ game?” I stammer. Shards of excitement are slicing their way through the wall I thought was impenetrable. Chase grins, his eyes dancing at my reaction.

“Yep. A home game against the Cardinals.” I can’t stand still anymore, I can’t stop the delight making me fidget. I want to bounce on my toes like a kid, and scream with joy. I haven’t been to a Cubs’ game since the last time I went with my dad, when I was a kid.

I have no control over my body anymore and I launch myself at Chase, jumping up on his body, my legs and arms surrounding him. I plant a huge kiss on his mouth and then yell, “We’re going to a Cubs’ game!”

Chase starts laughing and he looks as though he’s lit up from the inside, truly reveling in my excitement.

“As much as I’m enjoying having you wrapped around me, I don’t want to miss watching you experience this date.” He slides me slowly down his body, feeling every inch. Every hard inch. Everywhere we connect, there is a spark of electricity. “Let’s get going, babe.”

I run to the closet and grab my jacket, since it gets windy and quite chilly at night games, even in the hottest months of the summer. Keys in hand, credit card and ID in my pocket, and I’m ready to roll.

He takes me to Gino’s East, an iconic pizza place in the city, where we gorge on deep dish and color all over our table cloth, laughing and enjoying each other’s company. It’s so easy to let my guard down with him, to be a small part of the girl I once was.

After we eat, we head to Wrigley Field, one of the most marvelous places on earth. It should be christened the eighth world wonder. As we walk, I realize Chase is heading through the first level and out into the infield boxes. Holy fucking shit. I could practically talk to the players in the batter’s box. Wrigley isn’t a very expensive stadium, but still. These seats are over a hundred dollars apiece, and while that probably doesn’t make much of a dent in either of our checking accounts, my dad and I would never have considered paying that when I was a kid. So, I’ve never watched a game from these seats, and I can barely contain my excitement!

I get out my program and set up my score sheet. But then, feeling eyes on me, I look up and see Chase watching me, his eyes soft and happy. “What?” I laugh. The sound is so foreign to me, it gives me a startle, but Chase’s face lights up and a huge smile graces his face.

“Nothing. Although, I got the impression before that you’d been to games.”

“I have, but not since I was maybe, sixteen or seventeen. My last game was just me and my dad, right before I had my daughter I think.” I’m musing on the time frame so I’m not paying attention to the fact that Chase has gone silent, and still. “I was excited to have the time to go with them, as a family, after graduation. I wanted to build memories with her, like I had with my dad.”

I return to setting up my scorecard, still thinking about the past. “She’d be old enough now to be keeping her own scorecard, know the players, the rules of the game, and everything. I’d make sure of it.” I giggle. “I was born a Cubs fan, and so was she.”

“Your husband, he was a fan as well?” Chase asks quietly.

“Yeah, though he was never as die hard as I am. But he thought it was cute that I was so obsessed, so he indulged me.” Images of “what if” begin to form in my mind and I feel the melancholy start descending. Not now, not when I’m so happy. I push it away and quickly change the subject. “Have you always been a Cubbie fan?” I look up and see he’s watching me more intently. Somehow I know he wants to ask me more questions about my past, but I’m done, and after a moment, I think he recognizes that. Pushing will only ruin this fabulous night.

“Yes, same as you, really; born a fan. Although, having grown up on the south side, I got no shortage of shit about it growing up.” He laughs and the deep rumble has a magnetism that creates a pull between our bodies. That sound must make every female student he has have to change their panties after his class.

As batting practice finishes up, I learn that his mom and dad are older, and he’s the youngest of two. They still live on the south side, but he moved them to a little apartment halfway between his place and his older sister’s, who also still lives in the area. There is such love and affection in his tone. He is clearly still close to his family. A familiar pang springs in my chest, but I refuse to acknowledge it. But, it reminds me.

I know I’m going to have to clear the air about the wedding thing, I just can’t bring myself to do it right now. This is the best date I’ve ever been on and I don’t want to spoil it. The pang hits harder this time, like a blow to the stomach. I mean, best date other than my dates with Ben. I squeeze my eyes shut, and battle the guilt. The game starts and I let it consume my mind, forgetting the pain, guilt, and memories.

I go all in, screaming with the crowd when we score, grumbling and yelling at the ump when he makes an outrageous call. “That was clearly a strike, blue! Get your head out of your ass!” Chase laughs and grabs my hand, tugging me back into my chair, not letting go once I’m seated. I try to extricate my hand nonchalantly, but his tightens, and he throws me a stern look. To which I reply by sticking my tongue out at him.

I’m struck, completely stunned when it dawns on me that I made such a childish gesture. I don’t know who I am right now. I’m lost again, like I was last night. Someone else—a fragment of someone I used to be—but a stranger nevertheless. Chase is doubled over, laughing. When he calms, he grabs my face with both hands and thoroughly kisses me, only stopping when we get some whistles and catcalls. My face suffuses with heat, my body flushed with embarrassment, and (I’m so fucked…uh, I mean, I’m in so much trouble) arousal. Damn, he is gorgeous.

With another swift peck on the lips, he grips my hand again and turns back to the game. We got into extra innings, with the Cubs finally triumphing over the Cardinals after fourteen innings (take that, you pompous birds!), at one o’clock in the morning. The crowd is jumping and dancing around singing our victory song, “Go Cubs Go.” Chase can’t sing worth shit, but he’s so damn cute that I’m mesmerized.

As the excitement dies down, he takes my hand and leads me out through the crowd to the Wrigleyville L stop and we hop on the train back to the city. I’m still vibrating with the energy of the crowd after a win, pumped up and happy. Just…happy. I barely notice when we exit at my stop, still unaware as we enter my building, and taken by complete surprise when Chase pushes me up against a wall, sealing his mouth over mine. It is only then that I realize we are in my elevator. I don’t spend a lot of time noticing the elevator either, or the fact that Chase is still kissing me as he walks me backward down the hall, unlocks my door, and continues to feast on me once we are inside. He backs me up again, but my hip hits the small table in the entry, shooting pain down my leg and tingles all through my pelvis (not the good kind either). “Ouch!”

He instantly stops. “Are you all right?” He glances down and clocks the sharp edge of the table and winces, “Damn, baby. Sorry about that”

I rub my hip a little, trying to ease the pain. “It’s fine, it just hit the wrong spot.” I limp a few inches away and turn to toss my keys in a small glass bowl on the surface. The pile of unopened mail catches my attention. My cousin’s wedding invitation is sitting right on top.

My spine gathers some steel and I remember what it was I needed to talk about to him. I pick it up and slowly pivot, finding that Chase has plopped down on my white, leather couch, his hand stretched giving me a come hither motion. I start toward him and when he sees the hard expression on my face, his brows rise practically to his hairline, and he drops his hand.

I lower myself onto the opposite end of the couch, and toss the invitation at him.

“What the fuck were you thinking, sending an RSVP to my cousin’s wedding?” My voice rises to just below a screech, “And sending a plus one?!”
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I gape at the furious woman in front of me and can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips. She’s so fucking cute when she’s pissed.

“Come here,” I order in a playful tone.

She huffs at my nonchalance and jerks to her feet. “Maybe you should go, Chase.” She points at the front door. “Clearly you won’t respect my boundaries—boundaries I’ve had in place for a very long time. If you can’t do that, then we can’t be…”

I raise an eyebrow at her to finish her statement but the stubborn woman then presses her lips together and shoots me a glare.

“Fine,” I snap and jump to my feet. “I’ll leave. Bye, Victoria.”

Feigning anger, I storm to the front door. When I hear a shocked gasp, I glance over my shoulder to see tears welling in her eyes and her hand covering her mouth.

“You called me Victoria.”

This time, I turn to her and am a little more forceful in my command. “Come here.”

She marches over to me and throws herself into my outstretched arms. “Were you really going to leave?”

Chuckling, I squeeze her to me and kiss the top of her head. “And miss hanging out in your Southern Living magazine living room, on your pristine white couch I most likely got dirty just from looking at it, while you bitch at me about boundaries? Never.”

Her laugh is music to my ears and I run my fingertips down her spine.

“Tori—you’ll always be fucking Tori to me—because saying your full name is a mouthful and I’m too lazy to say it all,” I state. “Anyway, I’m not going anywhere. I told you this already. As far as the wedding RSVP, I’ll admit, I overstepped.”

Her tone is haughty. “Overstepped? You crossed a line that nearly got my secretary fired.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t ever fire Stacey—I like her. But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

Her face is still contorted into an angry one but when I flash her a goofy grin, she caves and her lips twitch as she attempts to hold back a smile.

“Fine. Apology accepted. And, I know you don’t think it’s a big deal, but I’m not eager to be around them. They bring up the past and it guts me, Chase.”

Dipping to her mouth, I press a soft kiss there. “Remember all that talk about me carrying you? I wasn’t lying. I’ll be there, babe. Don’t worry so much.”

“They’ll assume that we’re—that we’re—”

Cutting her off, I say, “Boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“Ugh, yes!”

“Aren’t we, babe?”

She glares at me again so I dissolve the ticking bomb by stealing another kiss, this one a deep one.

“We’re nothing,” she tries, but I swallow her words as I dive my tongue into her mouth.

When I’ve kissed her to the point that she’s liquid jelly in my arms, I pull back and smirk. “Tori, we’re something.”

I pull away from her and saunter over to her television. “How do you turn this thing on? I’m afraid to touch anything in here,” I tell her, “Next sleepover is at my place.”

She shrieks and I bellow with laughter.

“Chase, you are really walking a thin line tonight!”

I flash her a wicked grin. “I know, boundaries and shit. What can I say? I like to test my limits.”

She shoulders past me and effortlessly mashes some buttons on her remote. Soon, we’re both standing in front of the television watching the news.

“Jesus, Tori. Is this what you do for fun?” I grumble and steal the remote. Flipping through the channels, I land on the new version of The Amityville Horror. “We’re watching this. Go grab us some blankets. I’m not cuddling on that white leather.”

When I turn to glance at her, she’s scowling. “I don’t have fun, especially three hours past my bedtime on a weeknight. You’re bossy and obnoxious, you know that?”

“You like it. You’re the fan of the manhandling, not me. I’m just trying to please the lady,” I reply.

“Seriously, Chase. I have to work in the morning.”

“You’ll live. It’s just one night.” She doesn’t move so I slap her ass. “Get to it, woman.”

With a kitten-like growl, she stomps away. While she’s gathering the blankets, I explore her home.

Crisp.

Cold.

Uninviting.

Frowning, I stroll into the kitchen. Stainless steel appliances have been scrubbed to shine. White granite countertops add to the sterile vibe she has going on in here. There’s not a speck of dirt or a dirty dish in this kitchen.

The girl could use a drink—something to warm her up and thaw the ice that runs through her veins. Like the nosy person I am, I open some of her cabinets to see if she’s stashing away any liquor.

I come up empty but I do find the motherlode of Peanut M&Ms.

So the girl does do some color.

Snatching up the bag, I saunter back into the living room to see her efficiently tucking a blanket into the cushions of the couch. She’s changed into the most casual thing I’ve ever seen her wear. An outfit that has my cock on full alert.

My eyes skirt over her scantily clad body and I swallow down the urge to throw her down on the couch, ripping the rest of her clothes off along the way.

I mean, seriously.

Why the hell is she teasing me wearing nothing but a tight pair of peach colored pajama pants and a white camisole? Her blonde hair is wild and it hangs in front of her shoulders causing her to look every bit the angel I know she hides deep inside.

“I changed my mind about the sleepovers. Your house is way better,” I drawl out and make a show of skimming my eyes over her body.

Her cheeks pink and she shakes her head. “You are not sleeping over, Chase.”

“We’ll see,” I tell her smugly and toss her the bag of sweets. “I brought dessert.”

She smiles and tears them open while I kick off my shoes. If she’s going to get comfortable, then so am I. With a tug of the bottom of my jersey, I peel it off and I nearly chuckle aloud to see her gaping at my now bare chest.

“W-w-what are you doing?” she stammers, eyes drinking up every line and curve on my flesh. Her eyes linger on the angel tattooed over my heart, but I don’t give her time to ask the question.

“This is how I sleep. Topless. You should try it,” I flirt.

Her eyes bug out and she drags her gaze away from me. “You’re not sleeping here and I’m not getting naked.”

I laugh as I plop down on the couch and stretch out. “Yet, baby.”

She storms around the house snapping off lights and releasing some of her frustration. By the time she comes back, she’s cooled off. She sits at one end—like that’s going to fucking happen—and pops a piece of candy into her mouth.

Rolling my eyes at her, I hook my arm around her waist and haul her to lie down with me. I expect her to resist but she lets me pull her flush against me with her back to my chest.

I could get used to having this woman glued to me every night.

The thought warms me.

But as the movie continues and we munch on the sweets, my mind skips into dark places. The depression that I keep shoved away begins sneaking its tendrils into my head and infecting my mind.

Thoughts swarm like nagging flies and I swat them away, attempting to stay in the present moment with her. Instead, I’m stolen and thrust into a memory I’d rather forget.

“Mom, I hate myself.”

My mother, with her long, wavy graying hair, frowns and rises from her chair in the cold, sterile hospital room. They’ve since moved me to the psych ward. Apparently I need “help.”

“Son,” she says with a clipped tone as she approaches my bed. “You don’t hate yourself.”

Bitter tears well in my eyes and I tug at the restraints on my wrists. Of course they’re unmovable. Apparently hurting yourself is frowned upon here. “I do hate myself. I should be dead.”

She swallows and runs her fingers across my forehead, brushing my hair out of my eyes. The throbbing in my head is deafening and never stops. Another reason why I feel crazy. “Chase, the swelling on your brain isn’t allowing you to think clearly.” She affirms my thoughts. “You deserve to be here. With your family.”

The laugh that barks from me is harsh. “If I could just go back. She would be here today. I’d give my life for hers in a heartbeat.”

Tightness in my chest squeezes on my heart and I want to fucking explode.

“You almost lost your life too, son. Stop blaming yourself.”

Ignoring her words, I stare out the window. Down in the courtyard, a man carries his child down the pathway lined with daffodils. My heart slices open.

Ashley and I were going to get married one day. Have kids. The white picket fence and dogs and shit.

But she’s gone now.

I know in my heart I didn’t deserve her.

Not now.

Not after everything.

“Chase?”

The sweet voice rips me from my past and I pop open my eyes to see Tori staring at me with concerned eyes.

“Sorry,” I grumble, “I must have fallen asleep.”

She narrows her eyes at me and reaches up, pushing my hair back. “I’m a lawyer. I smell bullshit from a mile away. What’s wrong?”

I close my eyes again and exhale, hoping to push out the lingering self-hate that soils my attitude. “Everything’s fine, babe.”

Soft lips brush against mine as she tenderly runs her finger along the scar on my hairline. “How’d you get this nasty thing?”

I open my eyes and frown. Her eyes are all over me—assessing me—mothering me—fretting over me.

Ignoring her question, I roll her to her back on the couch and drop my mouth to hers. Our lips connect and the electricity that always ebbs and flows between us zaps to life. I want to lose myself in her. Forget my past. Enjoy the present. Pray for a future.

I slide my jean-clad leg between her knees and groan when she whimpers the second my thigh rubs against her pussy. This woman is like a live wire—every time I touch her she flips and flops in my arms—jolting with spasms of pleasure.

Just last night I promised myself to go slow. To give her time. To cultivate what could be something real between us.

But now? I’m every bit a horny teenage boy with a gloomy cloud hanging over his head that’d do anything to distract himself from its omnipresent darkness.

Slipping my hand over her breast, I run my thumb over her pebbled nipple and suck her bottom lip between my teeth. Her squirming and whimpering only serve to egg me on.

“My God, woman,” I groan, my erect cock pressing into her hip. “I can’t get enough of you.”

“Chase,” she mutters as I trail my fingers down along her belly toward the part of her that has to throb for me. “We should stop and talk—”

Her words are cut short when I slip my fingers under the elastic band of her pants and drag them over the silk of her panties. She yelps and tilts her head back, causing her breasts to be shoved into my face. I finger her clit over her panties and nip at her tit with my teeth.

“Chase,” she cries out, her body tightening with each eager circle I trace on her throbbing nub.

“Come baby,” I coo against her nipple through the thin material of her shirt and give her pussy one more deep massage.

She splinters apart and I’m eager for the day she’ll orgasm with me deep inside of her. I’m addicted to this woman. Her presence is a salve to the gaping hole in my heart. A light to scare away the darkness of the hate for myself.

I need her.

“Chase,” she murmurs. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

Her guilt at coming unglued at my touch once again isn’t nearly as bad as the night before. This time, she relaxes and her furrowed brows are once again inspecting me.

Maybe she wants to fix me too.

“Who did you lose?” she whispers.

The ache slices through me and I slam my eyes shut. I grit my teeth until I’m sure I’m about to crack them. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

Her arm slides across my middle and she buries her face against my chest. Despite my raging hard-on, I slip my hand out of her pants and hug her to me. Silence stretches between us. Eventually my eyes droop and I drift off.

“You don’t always have to be the strong one,” she whispers almost inaudibly. “I can carry you too.”
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I watch her run her late-ass into her office building before I nod to the valet and head out of the parking lot. After thinking about my mom last night, I decide I need to see her. Not that she’ll know who I am or anything.

As I turn onto the highway, I smile remembering what it was like to wake with a very disheveled but sexy-as-sin Tori wrapped around my body. Her alarm was raging and when she realized I had indeed spent the night, even though nothing else happened, she was horrified.

But all it took was to make her coffee while she got ready, and give her a lift to work to be in her good graces again. She even kissed me before she climbed out of my car.

We didn’t talk any more about what happened. The boundaries. The orgasm. My bad attitude. But we found a comfortable place. And I’m already craving to see her again.

When I pull into the assisted living apartment complex, my anxiety rises. Dad always requests that I come see her but I end up leaving with my head more fucked than it already is. It’s been a few weeks and I’m long overdue.

After I park and trot up the pathway to their downstairs apartment, I swallow down my unease. I have my hand poised to knock on the door when it suddenly flies open.

“Good morning, son,” Mom greets with a fond smile. “We just sat down to breakfast. There’s enough for three.”

I gape at her, not usually here when the cloudy, far-off look in her eyes isn’t present. Tears swim in my eyes and I pull her to me for a hug.

“Momma.”

She pats me and then tugs away to lead the way to the table. Dad’s drinking his morning coffee like it’s no big deal that Mom is actually lucid.

“Morning, Dad,” I choke out, still overcome with emotion.

“Morning, son.”

My mother sets to making me a plate and I sit between them, remembering old times when this was normal. Before the accident and before the Alzheimer’s.

When she sits down, I reach over and touch her hand. “I met a girl.”

Her brown eyes twinkle and she shoots my father a loving glance. “That’s lovely. Tell me about her.”

“She’s great. I mean, she’s a successful lawyer, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and she gets me.”

As soon as I say the last bit, her brows furrow. “Ashley’s a bitch. I don’t want you marrying that girl. Her betrayal when you needed her is too much.”

I’ve lost her.

Snatching up a piece of bacon, I bite into it and blink away the tears. “Momma, my new girlfriend’s name is Tori.” My attempt to ignore her confusion and drag her to the present falls on deaf ears.

I frown when she drops her eyes to her plate for a minute and stares at her eggs. When she lifts her eyes back to mine, my mother is completely lost in her own head again.

“I called for building maintenance four times and they’re just now sending someone to fix the toilet?” she questions with a sharp glare, not one single bit of recognition in her hard eyes.

Shooting Dad a pleading look, I’m met with one of sadness and apology.

Clearing my throat, I stand. “I’ll fix it now, ma’am.”

Anger surges through me. I want to rip the goddamned toilet from the floor. Instead, I pretend to plunge it and flush it. Once I’ve washed my hands, I storm back to the kitchen.

“It’s all fixed. Anything else you need?”

Mom waves toward the door. “Not now. Next time, don’t make me call four times.”
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I really think I might kill someone today.

The last two days have been nothing but putting out fires. A high profile divorce case which seemed to be moving along amicably, exploded when a sex tape of the ex-wife and her new boy toy (I use that term because he looks like a fucking Ken doll. And, considering the amount of body shown in the video, I can confirm that every part of him looks like plastic) showed up on the internet, dated long before the couple split.

Now I’m in the middle of a shit storm and nobody seems to be able to do their fucking jobs. We’ve been working around the clock to get our new arguments and evidence together before court on Monday. It’s eleven thirty on Friday night, and I’m still in the office, my forehead resting on the cool surface of my desk, when I hear a soft knock. Without lifting, I call for whoever it is to come in, and hope to holy hell they aren’t going to piss me off any further. I’ve got a letter opener and a severe case of bitchiness, combined with an intolerance for idiots.

“Do you need anything else, Ms. Larkin?” Stacey’s soft voice reaches my ears and I sigh in relief. I knew I hired her for a reason. Without her, the last two days would have pushed me over the edge and she’d be helping me find a place to bury the bodies.

I raise my head and give her a tired smile. “I’m good, Stacey. Thanks for burning the midnight oil. You can head home. Barring any new emergencies, I’ll see you on Monday.”

She returns my smile, “Okie dokie. Have a good night, Ms. Larkin.” Then she pivots and starts through the door, but she stops and looks back when I call her name.

“Stacey. Um, you can call me Vict—Tori. You can call me Tori when we are alone from now on, okay?”

As exhausted as she looks, she still manages to beam at me, looking proud, knowing that this privilege has to be earned and I’ve only granted it to a few people. “Goodnight, Tori.” I wave her away, and lean back in my chair, taking in the absolute silence. This used to be what I craved, what I lived for. I got off on being the fixer, the one who spent every waking hour dedicated to the challenging cases, running on adrenaline and coffee, and always, always, winning.

Somewhere in the last few days, I’ve started to feel my life slow down, the spinning of the earth becoming just a little more sedate. There have been moments where I felt as though the world isn’t spinning at all. All of them were when I was with Chase. He brought me lunch Thursday and today, ignoring my insistence that I didn’t have time.

“Even Wonder Woman needs to eat, babe.” He’d set a bag on the table that smelled heavenly and when I opened it, there was a container of my very favorite pasta from a little hole in the wall, Italian restaurant next door. I gazed at him in surprise, and he winked at me. “Your assistant is a wealth of information.” I rolled my eyes because he’d charmed Stacey to where she was wrapped around his damn finger and pretty much gave him free reign with information about me as well as access to the office.

Both days, he’d also brought me another blue flower, telling me that he wished he could find one the exact color of my eyes. Corny or not, I practically swooned. Practically? Yeah, I melted into a freaking puddle.

Those minutes that I holed up with him and left the outside world behind sustained me. They were my shot of adrenalin, better than living on coffee. He’s wormed his way inside and my chest has begun to try and burst when he’s around. I feel it filling with something, but I don’t examine it too closely. I leave it in Pandora’s Box, claiming ignorance.

It’s time to leave. With the wedding this weekend, I’d had to call in every associate I could borrow to get thoroughly prepared before I left. I straighten up my desk, and office, then grab my coat and lock up. When I step outside, there is a man leaning his unbelievably sexy body against the deserted valet podium, his chocolate eyes assessing me carefully, and a smile playing around his mouth. I can’t help smiling back, my weary body perking up at the sight of all that lickable goodness. I’m losing the battle with my hormones and every time we say goodbye, I wonder if I could take that next step.

“What are you doing here?” I ask curiously, pleasure at the surprise saturating my tone. He saunters over to me and slips his arms around me, bringing me in close for a long, deep kiss. When he finally pulls away, I’m back in the hazy cloud that always seems to linger after his lips are on mine.

“I didn’t like the idea of you walking home at this hour. I told Stacey to let me know if you’d be alone when you left. She called me an hour ago and told me you were on your own tonight.” Melting, melting, melting.

“That’s sweet, but it’s only a few blocks, Chase. You didn’t have to come all the way up here for a ten minute walk.” He looks into my eyes, the dark night making him harder to read. Lowering his head, he kisses my forehead, then steps back and loops my arm through his.

“That’s what a boyfriend does for his woman, babe. We make sure they are safe, if only for our own peace of mind.” My heart skips a beat at the word boyfriend. I’m still not sure how I feel about defining us that way, but Chase is insistent that we label what we have. I choose not to get into that particular discussion again tonight. I’m beat, and I’m beyond glad to be able to end my day with his sweet affection.

At the door to my building, I start to fidget. Should I invite him up? The other night was fantastic. I’m going to admit to myself, it felt so good to be held through the night again. The question I’m again wrestling with is, can I take the next step? If I invite him up, will he expect that? The questions swirl in my mind, and yet the clearest one is the little devil on my shoulder prompting me to bring him upstairs and let him do whatever he wants to me. That thought sends need skittering down my body and heating up my core.

I keep my arm in his and we walk to the elevator. Inside, he tucks me in close to his body and kisses me passionately. Okay, I can do this, I think. The doors slide silently open, and I gulp down the nervous lump in my throat. Every step to my door brings tension and anxiety mixed with desire. At the final stop, I dig through my purse for my keys and when I find them, I turn to unlock the door, my head still down.

I pause in my task when I feel the gentle glide of his finger under my chin, tilting my head up to meet his gaze. His face is soft and shining with a sweet emotion, but I can see the lust just under the surface, straining to be released, yet he keeps it contained.

“I’m not going anywhere from your life, Tori. But, tonight you need to relax, take a bath, read a book, and let your stress go. I only wanted to know that my girl is safe and maybe leave her with something to keep her mind on me until tomorrow.” I feel my eyes widen a little. He’s not going to come in? I don’t have time to dwell because the next thing I know, his lips are pressing down on mine. The kiss goes from sweet to ravaging in an instant.

For several minutes, we stand there drinking from each other, attempting to sate our need for each other. Unfortunately, when we separate, my desire for him is raging and it’s on the tip of my tongue to beg him to take me inside. He doesn’t give me the chance though, he finishes unlocking my door, hands me the keys, and with a little pat on my bum, he steers me inside. One last, chaste kiss on my cheek and he backs away, “I’ll see you in the morning at group, baby.”

He takes the handle and closes my door, the click of the lock sounding loud in the surrounding silence. Group? My haze is suddenly gone, my thoughts clear and sharp. Son of a bitch! I forgot about my hour of “to the pain,” at the end of which, I’m sure I’ll be begging The Dread Pirate Roberts to cut off my ears. My Princess Bride reference at least makes the reminder of group a little more tolerable.

But, ugh.

Group.

The ugly word.

That’s just what I need to start off this weekend of hell. I need a drink. I plod to my kitchen and grab one of the “in case of emergency” bottles of wine in the far back of one of my cupboards. After pouring myself a glass, I take it with me (oops better grab the bottle), and the new bag of M&Ms that Chase brought me at lunch, and I make my way to my bathroom. With a quick pit stop in the bedroom for my e-reader, I enter the bathroom and, setting everything on the counter, I grab some scented bubble bath, and turn to my precious, the bathtub.

Movies and TV can be so ridiculous and I can’t help but scoff whenever they show a Chicago or New York City apartment with a large, claw foot tub. Even if they have the space, which is unlikely, have you ever seen a tub like that in a city apartment? Well, you have now. That’s right, I bought this place before they had even broken ground and required that the plumbing be set up for the ultimate decadence. These tubs are deep, so every part of you is underwater. There is no overflow drain, which means the water doesn’t slowly leak out.

I sigh in anticipation, turning the knobs to just the right spot and toss in some bubble bath. I don’t know where to find the bubble bath that creates a lasting and full coverage foam (I’m sure it’s out there because you can believe everything you see on TV), but it definitely smells amazing. When the water is hot, I strip down and with my glass of wine in hand (and the bottle within reach), I lower myself down and feel the strain in my muscles start to unfurl.

I turn on my reading device and lose myself in a suspense romance with an innocent woman on the run, and a fierce man hired to protect her. Danger, passion, and love, what else could a woman look for in a book? Besides, the hero’s alpha side reminds me a little of Chase, and it has me wondering what he’s like in the bedroom. I shake that thought off, knowing it will only lead to a cold shower.

The bath invigorates me just enough to go through my nightly routine, but when I finally crawl into bed, I heave a huge sigh and snuggle down under the covers. Not pretending they are Chase’s arms around me.
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Click. Click. Click.

Each tap of my heels gives me a little more confidence, builds up another wall of armor against my imminent torture. I dressed with care, reminding myself of the strong, hardened, woman I feel safe with. My hair is up, not a strand out of place, lips stained red, and typical chic clothing. Although, my outfit might be a little sexier than usual. The gauzy, cream, button up blouse I’m wearing lays over a pale pink, lace tank top. My matching pink skirt has just a little flare, midway down my thighs, and my nude fuck-me heels give the impression that my long legs are never ending.

If I have to endure this suffering, I might as well have a little fun tormenting the teacher.

I walk into the room and stop, glancing around at the goofy cast of characters in this twisted little play. Then my eyes finally land on the leading man and I wait for his cue. He seems to sense my presence because he looks up from the little podium and immediately meets my gaze, a smile lighting up his face. His chocolate eyes quickly zero in on my lips, then slowly down the rest of my body, his jaw getting firmer with every few inches. When he finally returns to the top, his eyes are so dark, they look almost black.

He glares at me, before darting a fervent glance around the room. Then he subtly shifts, looking marginally uncomfortable, the movement so small I almost missed it.

Oh yes. This is going to be fun.
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“Let me drive.”

“No.”

“Please.”

“No.”

“I’ll be your best friend.”

“You already are, so no.”

“I’m your best friend?”

“Yep.”

“That was easy.”

“I’m easy.”

“You don’t say…”

“You’re just asking for trouble today, babe,” I risk a glance at her as I drive toward the hotel in her hometown where the rehearsal dinner is being held. “That outfit nearly got you bent over the refreshment table during group.”

Her cheeks blaze crimson but it shuts her up. A smug grin plays at my lips as I focus on the road. After some time, she speaks up again.

“I’m nervous. Chase, you have no idea how much I don’t want to do this. Ever since…ever since…” she trails off. “Anyway, I don’t spend much time with my family. It’s too hard.”

Earlier in group, she didn’t have any meltdowns, besides the one with her panties when I whispered what I thought of her sexy-as-fuck outfit, but I could see the strain in her eyes throughout the meeting.

As each person spoke, she retreated further and further into the cold, black place her heart likes to hide in. I didn’t push her to speak but I did require her to participate. Each time her eyes would glaze over, I’d ask her thoughts or opinions. After the first couple of scathing glares, she finally understood that I wasn’t going to be deterred and she willingly participated after that. I even caught her smiling at one of Nate’s jokes.

“There’s nothing to be nervous about. I’ll distract you,” I tease and reach across the console to squeeze her thigh. Her milky white flesh has been a beacon to me all afternoon and now that we’re in the car together, I’m an eager boy in the candy store, ready to devour his treat.

Her skin on her thigh warms beneath my touch and I flash her a grin.

“Your distractions aren’t distractions at all,” she murmurs. “They’re monumental, epic events.”

I chuckle. “And you haven’t even seen my cock yet. It’s an epic monument for sure.”

“No, I think your head is monumentally full of itself.”

Stroking her thigh, I steal a glance at her. She’s leaned against the bucket seat and gazing out the window. I don’t miss the fact that she’s slightly parted her thighs, no doubt mirroring similar thoughts that are running through my head.

“I’m just confident in myself and my abilities,” I assert. “I mean, I’ve given you two orgasms already and I’ve barely touched you. Can you imagine what it will feel like when I’m really trying?”

She inhales a sharp breath. “You’re so bad, Chase Monroe.”

Running my pinky up under her skirt along her thigh, I graze her panties before sliding it out again. “Baby, you have no idea.”

I’ve nearly convinced myself that it would be safe and a good idea to give her a third mind-boggling orgasm with my pinky when she points out the exit, deterring my wicked plans. “There. Go there.”

I hesitate briefly before withdrawing my hand and putting on my blinker. Once we’ve arrived at the quaint, yet undoubtedly expensive hotel, I park and turn to regard her. Her playfulness has fled and she gnaws on her fingernail like it’s an appetizer.

“I can’t do this,” she squeaks.

Reaching for her hand-snack, I tug it away from her teeth and bring it to my lips. I kiss the top of her hand and smile. “You can do this. We’re doing this together. I’m not going to let you fall, baby.”

Her anxious, blazing blue eyes find mine and she relaxes. The fact that she trusts me so early on in our relationship causes my chest to puff out with alpha pride.

“Come on,” I say as I release her hand. “Time to show off your man candy.”

The exasperated huff she makes falls on deaf ears when I climb out of the car and trot over to her side. When I open the door and she slides one leg out, I’m rewarded a brief glimpse of her sexy, pink panties peeking out under her skirt.

“That skirt is going to get you in so much fucking trouble,” I hiss under my breath.

Her giggles only add to the hard-on I’m desperately trying to keep at bay. I tug her to me once she’s out of the car and drop my lips to hers.

“Do you feel that?” I question, slightly rubbing my cock against her belly.

“Mmmhmm.”

“You do that to me,” I say. “Now, let’s get in there before I make a fool of myself and fuck you on the hood of my car with your parents watching from the hotel dining room.”

Her hand is shaky in mine but I know it is no longer from nervousness, but from heat. We’re both toeing a fragile line that soon will break. And when it does, I won’t ever get enough of her. She’ll be completely mine.

We walk hand in hand into the building and follow the signs to where the rehearsal dinner is being held. The hotel is beautiful, regal in royal blue and shades of gold, like a miniature version of The Drake Hotel in downtown Chicago. The moment we enter, I hear a high-pitched squeal. I release Tori’s hand and instinctively wrap my arm around her waist, drawing her to me in a protective manner.

“Oh. My. God,” a young woman in a pretty, fitted navy dress shrieks. “Victoria, your boyfriend is hot!”

I smirk at the girl and then steal a glance at my woman. Her lips are pressed into a firm line and she nods sharply at the girl. “Congratulations, Danielle.”

Danielle leans in and steals a hug from Tori to which she shudders. “Thanks, sugar. Aunt Elaine and Uncle Jack are at the table beside the buffet. They’ve been waiting for you to arrive. What’s your name, hot stuff?”

Chuckling, I extend my free hand and shake her dainty one. “Chase.”

“Well, it’s good to meet you, sweetie. Thank you for coming.”

I nod and then guide Tori toward the table Danielle pointed to. When we reach it, Tori’s frame stiffens.

“Mom, Dad,” she clips out upon seeing the couple standing beside the table.

They’re your typical suburban family. Old, salt and pepper haired man with a kind smile. A pretty, older woman that could pass for Tori’s sister rather than her mother. The joy and glittering personality behind her mother’s eyes reminds me of the lack of in my own mother’s.

“This is,” she stammers, “t-this is my uh….”

I reach for her father’s hand first. “Chase Monroe. Dr. Monroe to my students.”

Her father nods his instant approval and shakes my hand. “Dr. Monroe, glad to meet you. I’m Jack and this is my wife Elaine.”

Shaking each of their hands without my arm ever leaving Tori’s waist, I say, “Please, call me Chase.”

Both parents glance at the way I’m holding her and I swear they seem relieved. I’m not sure how much she’s dated since she lost her family, but apparently it’s not very much.

“Please,” her mother chirps, “sit with us and let’s chat.”

The rest of the evening is spent with Tori being unnaturally quiet and me deflecting any awkwardness. I’ve dazzled her parents with stories of my students and my career enough to get through the entire evening without any problems.

Finally though, things get weird.

“Victoria, honey,” Elaine says as she smiles when we enter the hotel lobby after the dinner and rehearsal. “The guest room is all set up and ready for you. Chase is more than welcome to stay too.”

Tori’s breath hitches and I can only imagine what’s going through her mind right now. She barely wanted to come to this thing but staying in a house that’ll clearly shove sad memories down her throat has to be daunting.

“Well, ma’am, your gesture is very sweet. However,” I lie, “we’ve already booked a room here. Your daughter and I were hoping to spend some quality alone time together. She’s been slammed at work and could use a nice getaway. This place is perfect.”

Her mother’s knowing eyes widen and she nods. “Of course, darling. Please, take care of my girl. But, tomorrow I expect you two for breakfast at the house. No getting out of it.”

I grin as we say our goodbyes.

“Thank you,” Tori sighs when they’re out of sight. “I wasn’t sure how to get out of that one.”

Guiding her over to the front desk, I kiss the top of her head. “I got you into this mess. The least I can do is get you out of it. Besides, I want you all for myself tonight.”

She shivers in my arms and I’m thankful when we’re able to book a room. All they had left were king suites and I gladly paid for one.

An hour later, Tori’s heels are kicked off and she’s sitting on the edge of the bed while I prowl around the room opening all the cabinets and drawers. When I open one that appears to be a cabinet for electronics, I’m pleased to find a stocked refrigerator instead. Plucking a tiny bottle of vodka from its placeholder, I grin and call out to Tori.

“Ready to get the party started?” I turn and wave the liquor at her.

She laughs and shakes her head. “I’m not drinking that. Besides, every time you pull one out, they charge it to your room. You’re holding three swallows that cost eight bucks.”

Rolling my eyes at her, I twist the cap and take a swig. My eyes burn and my throat catches fire. “Shit, that’s bad.”

“Told you.”

I set that one on the top of the cabinet and fish out a bottle of tequila. “This probably tastes like shit too.”

She laughs. “So, are we seriously staying in here together?”

Raising an eyebrow at her, I nod. “Yep. A night full of drunk nakedness is in our future. Our sleepovers are the best.”

A shocked gasp escapes her and I chuckle.

“Chase, we can’t. I can’t…”

Winking at her, I set to twisting off the cap. “I know, you’re not ready to have my massive cock pleasing you to the ends of the earth. I’m patient. I can wait.”

“You’re impossible,” she groans and saunters over to me.

I hand her the opened tequila and beam when she sips it.

“Ew. Gross.”

But she takes another sip.

“Are you okay?” I ask, all playfulness aside.

She steps closer to me and pecks me on the cheek. “Just dandy.”

Reaching around her, I palm her ass and draw her up against me. “Want to play a game?”

Her chin lifts and she raises both eyebrows. “Why do I get the feeling this is a naughty game?”

I smirk, “Maybe because I’m a naughty professor? Just a thought.”

Her giggle warms my soul much like the alcohol warmed my throat. “Tell me about your game. I’m not agreeing to anything until I know what we’re playing.”

She takes another sip and I drag her skirt up a bit.

“Let’s play,” I say as I flick my eyes up to the ceiling, while I come up with something on the spot, “strip Truth or Dare.”

The tequila nearly shoots out her nose and she chokes it down. “What? No!”

Dipping my mouth down to her ear, I let my hot breath tickle her. “Please. I’ll go easy on you, baby.”

Her body melts against mine. “How do you play?”

I draw back and then place a soft kiss on her lips. “Um, let’s see…”

“You’re making this shit up on the fly!” she pouts.

Chuckling, I release her and steal several different bottles from the fridge before pointing over to the sofa by the window. “Games are more fun when you make up the rules as you go along. How about you can choose to either do a dare or speak a truth. If you refuse either, you drink. If you choose dare and suck at it, then you drink. If you choose truth and lie, you drink.”

“And the naked part?” she raises a brow in question as she sits on the couch.

“Shit,” I curse. “That’s the most important part. Clothes come off each time you drink.”

“I’m not sleeping with you, Chase.”

I set all the bottles on the table. “Technically you are because there’s just one bed and I miss having you wrapped around me like the other night. You’re definitely sleeping with me.”

She huffs. “Sex. I meant sex, asshole.”

“Define sex…” I trail off with a smirk.

“You know, penetration and stuff.”

I bellow with laughter. “’Penetration and stuff.’ I think I just came in my pants with all that sexy talk.”

Before she can punch me, I snatch her hand and twist it toward my face. Slowly, I uncurl her fingers and kiss her palm. “I vow that there’ll be absolutely no penetration of my cock in any of your orifices tonight."

She giggles and jerks her hand away. “You’re sick.”

“Truth or dare?” I question.

“Dare.” She smirks, thinking she’s won the game of hiding her truths.

“Take off all your clothes.”

“What the fuck?” she shrieks. “You’re a cheater!”

Shrugging my shoulders, I make a motion for her to take her clothes off.

“And if I refuse?”

“You still have to drink and take something off. Rules are rules, baby.”

She growls, all cute as fuck, and begins a slow, teasing journey of unbuttoning her blouse. I’m so mesmerized that by the time she’s let it fall to the floor, I’m hard as fucking stone and have already sucked down the bottle she was supposed to drink from.

“Like what you see?” she purrs.

I choke on my words and she laughs. My eyes never leave her pale, flesh colored lacy bra. That thing needs to be gone. Pronto.

“Jesus, Tori. Want to forfeit this game and renege on our no penetration rule?”

Her blazing blue eyes find my lust-filled ones. “I prefer making you as crazy as you make me. It’s fun. Now, truth or dare, Dr. Monroe?”

“So we’re playing doctor now?” I question with wagging eyebrows.

“Shut up and answer the question.”

“Dare.”

She pouts, obviously we both want a truth from each other that neither is willing to fork over. “Fine, um, you have to lick my toes.”

When I fall to my knees in front of her, she squeals. “Just kidding. Ew. Don’t do that. Um…”

Her voice trails off when my hands roam up her legs, eager to touch her slender thighs.

“Hmmm?” I question as I dip my lips to her heaving chest.

She slides her fingers into my hair and spreads her knees apart, giving me better access to her. I tongue her cleavage and grin when she gasps.

“Chase…you…please…”

While I squeeze one of her breasts, I sneak the other hand under her skirt. Using my fingers, I jerk aside her panties and push a finger into her.

“Oh!”

Her body is hot and so fucking wet. With each slow movement that I draw my finger in and out, I’m amazed at how tight her pussy grips my finger. She’ll feel so good when I finally make love to her.

“You like that, don’t you? Truth.”

“No,” she lies with a hiss the moment I curl my finger upwards, hitting her in just the right spot.

“Liar. Take your bra off.”

She whimpers but after a second of fumbling, her bra loosens around her. Never losing stride with my finger, I jerk her bra the rest of the way off. Her small, pale pink nipples are erect and beg to be colored and bruised.

“My God, baby. You’re so fucking gorgeous. I’m hanging on by a very tiny damn thread. A promise is a promise, though. Doesn’t mean I can’t make you beg for it anyway,” I say as I nip at her tit.

Her thighs clench together but with me between them, she’s powerless against the growing climax within her.

“You’re not supposed to make me feel,” she whines. “I don’t want to feel.”

Sliding my thumb over her clit, I massage her until she splinters apart before me. Her body quivers and shakes.

“Guess I’ll be manhandling those feelings too.” I grin and lift my head away from her breasts to throw her a smug look.

She gently pushes me away from her and my hand pops out of her making a sound that causes her to blush.

“You promised no penetration,” she sighs and leans back against the sofa, her gorgeous fucking tits on full display.

I smirk. “With my cock, which I’m really regretting. Now, put on some sexy pajamas before I manhandle your pussy too.”

“I think you’ve already done that. Three times to be exact,” she grumbles in faux annoyance as she strides over to her bags and fetches her clothes.

Once I’m stripped down to my boxers, I crawl into the bed and wave her over. Ever the responsible gal, she turns off all the lights after dressing, before climbing into my waiting arms.

“Baby?” I question as I haul her back to my bare chest and hug her to me.

“Hmm?”

“You’ll know when I manhandle that pussy. That’ll be the day that you’re dripping like a leaky faucet and walking like a fucking cowboy who rode one too many horses.”

She whimpers and it takes everything in me not to strip her down and fuck her as promised.

“Until then,” I say through a yawn and close my eyes, burying my face in her hair, “I’ll settle for finger fucking you until you can’t remember your own name.”
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Fucking hotel liquor. Ugh. And what the hell is that noise? I try to shift my position and find I’m weighed down by something large and hot. I wiggle again and the something groans, “Baby, quit squirming.” I freeze.

Chase is practically wrapped around me, snuggled up and plastered to my side. A leg thrown over both of mine, his face buried in my neck, and an arm stretched over my chest, his hand resting firmly on my breast. I don’t know how to catch my breath, and seriously? What is that damn noise?

“Chase.”

“Shhhh. Dr. Monroe is sleeping.”

I huff, “Chase, what is making that noise?”

“You, baby. Now shut it. I’m exceptionally comfy.” He emphasizes his statement with a squeeze to the boob in his palm. I try desperately to ignore the tingles spreading throughout my chest.

I manage to get my focus and clear away some of the cobwebs in my head. I realize I’m hearing “Blue Eyes” by Carey Brothers. “Chase, is that your phone?” He pries open an eye lid and glares at me. I don’t know how someone can glare with one eye, but somehow Chase manages it. Admittedly he looks really cute while doing it, too.

“Shit!” Chase’s exclamation startles me and suddenly the heat is gone and I’m mourning its loss. Chase runs to the round table in the corner of the room and snatches up his phone. “Shit! Up, babe. Get your sexy little ass in the shower.” His finger swipes the screen, then plucks up my phone and does the same. “Fuck. There went your parents’ first impression of me. You have four missed calls and two texts.” He glances back and sees I haven’t moved, since I’m too busy ogling his mostly naked body, the muscles, his smattering of chest hair, and the beautiful tattoo over his heart, which I haven’t had the nerve to ask about. He smirks and I roll my eyes and flip him off as I climb out of bed.

I yawn and wander toward my suitcase. Chase is frantically digging through his own, then pops up with clothes and spies me still in a funk. He hurries over and smacks my ass. “Get a move on, Tori. It’s almost noon.”

His words pierce my hungover fog. “What?” I screech and start running around grabbing anything and everything, before dashing to the bathroom. “What the fuck, Chase? We missed breakfast and the wedding starts in two hours!”

“We slept through the alarm,” he says from right behind me as if it’s no big deal. Startled, I spin around to see him standing just beyond the door jam, and both arms up, leaning on either side of the frame. “You’ve got to get a move on.” He continues to stand there and stare. The punk. “You know, it would be much more efficient to share the shower. Very practical.”

“You make a good point.” I grab the hem of my cami and slowly start to drag it up my stomach, watching his eyes become round as saucers and his mouth open slightly. I saunter toward him and watch his eyes get impossibly darker, as my tongue darts out and wets my bottom lip. I reach the entrance and put my hand on the back of the door, looking at him through hooded eyes.

“You want to get wet and naked with me, Chase?”

His gaze has been glued to the movement of my shirt, but now his head snaps up. He drops his arms and starts to step forward, and just as I expose the underside of my breasts, I slam the door in his face. I hastily lock it in the nick of time as the knob begins to jiggle. I quickly turn on the shower and start to strip.

“Tori,” his hoarse voice floats through the wooden barrier, “you are going to pay for that, babe.”

I stifle a giggle and hop in the shower. The warm water sluices over me and at first, it relaxes me, until the events of the day start to run circles in my head. I try not to think about what’s ahead. Shutting out images of my large family all gathered together to watch my cousin walk down the aisle. Visions of another wedding spark, and the jumbled pictures get my heart pumping. I can’t—can’t catch my breath. Spots start floating in front of me, my heart racing, chest panting as I try desperately to get some oxygen. A sob rips from deep inside. I reach out blindly and shut the water off, stumbling out and dropping onto the edge of the tub, putting my head between my legs.

I start running through the case I have on Monday, examining every argument, every bit of case law, every piece of evidence, and my heart begins to slow. A knock on the door brings me entirely out of my panic attack.

“Tori, open up!” Chase is pounding on the door and twisting the knob. “Open the fucking door, Tori!”

It’s then I realize he’s been calling to me and knocking for several minutes.

“I’m okay, Chase. I'm all right.”

My response doesn’t calm him and he continues causing a racket. I grab a towel and wrap it around me, and sigh knowing he’ll keep it up and have the people in the next room calling the police if I don’t give in. I unlock the door and it flies open, almost knocking me over. Chase grabs my arms and looks me up and down a few times, most likely looking for injury. When he finds none, he roughly pulls me into his chest, my head laying right over his racing heart.

“Baby, you can’t do that to me. You scared the fuck out of me.” He removes his arms from around me and grips my face. “Are you all right? What happened?”

I grimace because I know he isn’t going to let me bullshit this away. Despite my exceptionally talented bullshit skills in the courtroom, Chase seems to see right through all of my layers. It’s annoying. It’s scary. It’s incredible.

I drop my eyes to the ground, embarrassment flaming my cheeks. How do I explain it without admitting to a fit of anxiety? At first, I try to dance around it a little, “I was just having a moment… you know with everything coming up today. Sorry, I didn’t hear you. I was in my own little world, I guess.”

Chase lifts my chin and stares at me, his warm brown eyes narrowed behind the lenses of his cute glasses, and yep, he’s not going to let me off of the hook. Shit. “Tori, I could hear you crying, and it didn’t sound like the shedding of a few tears. Tell me what happened. This is what I’m here for, let me be here for you. Ease some of your pain.” He winks at me and my knees go a little weak. That awesome dimple appears with a sly smile. “Do I need to take you to the bed and give you something else to think about? I totally will, babe. I would do that, for you.”

I laugh and smack him on the chest, with an eye roll. For me, ha! “You’re hilarious, Chase,” I mumble sarcastically.

His expression gets soft, and he runs his thumb over my bottom lip. “There’s that smile.” He kisses me sweetly, still holding my face with two hands. Then his eyes get serious again, his eye brows dropping low. “Tori, were you having a panic attack?” His eyes bore into mine, and I’m unable to look away because of his grasp on my cheeks. “You can be honest with me. I’ve been there. I get it.”

My eyes start to burn and I scrunch my nose to alleviate the tingle, trying desperately to hold off a fresh wave of tears. I wish he really did get it. I want someone to truly know what I’m feeling.

“I’ve been in that place where you have no control, and you can’t breathe through the tightness in your chest. The only place you find comfort is in a dark, tight space, where the world cannot get to you. I understand what it’s like to not recognize yourself in that moment. To wonder if it’s you that this is actually happening to, if you’ve completely lost your mind, or if you’re standing on the sidelines, aching for that person, watching them slowly splinter apart.” He rubs at the ink over his heart and his words bring me a smidgen of comfort. He may not know the same pain, but he has felt the terrorizing fear of panic, being swallowed by anxiety.

He tucks my head under his chin with a soft kiss and rubs gentle circles on my back until I’m much calmer. He kisses my head again and lets me go. “You okay to finish getting ready, babe?” I nod, and move to the vanity where I retrieve the blow dryer from underneath the sink. I stand back up and meet Chase’s amused expression, his eyes twinkling. “Trying to get a free peep show Ms. Larkin?” His hands come to the elastic band of his boxers. “Lucky you, I have a Sunday Special. No charge.” He winks and as the boxers begin to drop, I practically squeak and dash out into the bedroom, Chase’s laughter ringing behind me.

It’s not like I have an aversion to naked men. I’m not squeamish. No, the problem is that if I’d stayed in the bathroom and caught even a glimpse of that sculpted, so-fucking-hot body, I’m pretty sure my hormones would mutiny and make my brain walk the plank.

Slipping on a hotel robe, blow dryer in hand, I set up my things on the waist height, oak dresser, making use of the large mirror hung overhead. I don’t have time to do anything fancy, so I dry the front and twist my hair up into its usual style. The door of the bathroom opens and steam billows out, carrying the delicious scent of Chase’s spicy cologne. Butterflies are going crazy in my stomach, and then he steps out wearing a suit. I burst into flames, so hot I’ll be nothing but a pile of ash in about thirty seconds.

I don’t stand around to admire the view. I’m in grave danger of reneging on my stance of no sex. I grab my underwear and dress, grateful I haven’t put on my panties yet, and like the coward that I am, I hide in the bathroom to finish getting ready. Once I’ve donned my black lace underwear, a black cocktail dress with a flared skirt, three-quarter sleeves, and a wide neckline that reveals just a fraction of my shoulders, and black, suede stilettos, I feel as though I’ve replaced my armor. I throw my shoulders back and tell my spine to be an unyielding backbone. Nothing is going to rattle me. I’ll just float through the next few hours, then spend the reception getting drunk.

When Chase sees me approaching, he looks me up and down, whistling with a wolfish grin on his face. “You look incredibly gorgeous, Tori. So fuckable, it’s going to take everything I have to keep from hauling you to the nearest dark place and having my way with you.” Then he pauses at my head and frowns. “Why is your hair like that?” he growls.

“This is how I always wear it.”

“I don’t like that hairstyle, it’s not you.”

I raise an eyebrow at his words. “I’ve worn my hair this way, every day for the better part of the last ten years. How is it not me?”

“It’s not the real you. It’s Victoria the Ice Queen lawyer, not my Tori,” he pouts.

I sigh, “Look Chase, you’re the one who talked me into doing this, so you’re going to have to let me deal with it in my own way. After we get out of this nightmare, we’ll see about getting back the girl you’re looking for. And stop pouting, you look ridiculous.” Actually he looks the opposite of ridiculous, and who knew that a pout would bring out that sexy little dimple.

He studies me for a few beats, then walks over and kisses me. Let me rephrase, he devours me, hauling me into the curve of his body so we are glued together, and running his hands down my back to palm my ass. Before I even have much of a chance to respond, he steps back, and judges my appearance for a second time.

Seemingly happy with what he sees, he grins at me smugly. “There she is. Just needed to make sure I hadn’t lost her.” I don’t quite understand what he means, but he gestures to his watch, so I race over to the table and pick up my little black clutch and silver wrap. On my way to the door, I do a quick check in the mirror, and I see what Chase was referring to. My cheeks are pink, the subtle flush spreading down to the exposed skin above the neckline of my dress. My eyes are bright, the blue sparkling like the ocean in the sun. I look well loved. I look…happy.

“Babe, we need to go,” Chase urges. “I texted your parents while you were showering and they are waiting for us in the coffee shop downstairs.” I stumble out of the trance and force myself to walk away.

We take the elevator down, and with every floor it drops, I feel my body getting stiff, shoring up the walls around my heart. Chase encircles my wrist with his long fingers and pries open my clenched fist, then laces our fingers together. I almost pull away, retreating into myself, but at the last second, I decide to accept his strength, to let him help me carry some of this burden. He gently squeezes my hand and I look up to see a warm and soothing look on his face.

The doors swoosh open and I recognize the blue carpet, cream walls, and gold filigree accents of the lobby. This hotel really is exquisite. I can see why my cousin chose to be married here. I had always dreamed of having my wedding at The Drake in Chicago, but I would have been happy renewing my vows here. The thought is unexpected and begins to hang a cloud over me.

My parents are sitting at a table out on the patio of the hotel coffee shop. I muster up as much of a smile as I can and march over to them. Well, not march, so much as follow behind while Chase basically drags me along. Same difference.

I wonder if they are angry we missed breakfast, but when they see us, they jump up to greet us. My mother smiles at me conspiratorially, cocking her head in Chase’s direction and winks knowingly. I shift uncomfortably and wrinkle my nose at the direction she’s headed in. No one, no matter how close you are—no one wants to discuss sex with their mother. I stand by the theory that I was created through Immaculate Conception.

Chase has shaken my father’s hand and been pounded on the back, next my mother gives him a hug. He apologizes for having missed breakfast but they wave it off, and sit back down. Chase pulls out my chair and gets an approving smile from my parents. I would roll my eyes and call him a suck up, except he is always opening doors for me, and being gentlemanly overall. It makes me feel cherished.

We order a light breakfast of coffee and pastries, after which my father asks about my job and how my cases are going. Oh, hallelujah. This is a safe topic. I can prattle on about my work all day long and it will never lead into dangerous territory. I talk about it until it’s time to make our way to the banquet hall. My mother looks as though she wants to say something more as we stand to leave, so I give her a strained smile and turn to follow my father and Chase who are already moving.

I scowl when my father leads up toward the family seats, only a couple of rows from the front. With my mother taking up the rear, we don’t have much choice but to file in and take our seats. The ballroom is just as resplendent as the rest of the hotel, with the added splash of color from the red and pink flowers scattered about. The aisle leads up to a beautiful cream arch and on each side of the curve sits a golden baby angel. My eyes are glued to those little cherubs. I want to look away but it’s as if they have a hold on me and are determined to tear me apart.

I’m finally able to break the connection when I feel a warm hand on my thigh, and look up to see Chase staring down, concern evident in his eyes. I give him a wobbly smile, trying to reconstruct the walls that are crumbling. Pain is seeping in through the cracks and I feel it stabbing at my chest and heart.

“The Wedding March” begins and we stand, all eyes turning to the bride. Danielle walks softly down the aisle, her satin gown reminiscent of a princess’s ball gown. The large skirt is full from the tulle underneath, pearls sprinkled throughout. Puffed sleeves on her pearl speckled top, and topping the ensemble off with a sparkling tiara. She reminds me of every little girl’s dream, to be a Disney princess. Would Sarah have chosen to be a princess? I almost recoil back when the thought hits me as Danielle walks by. Chase’s long fingers wrap gently around my arms and pull me back, supporting me against his chest.

We take our seats again and I start to feel restless, fidgeting with my hands in my lap, twisting my fingers around. I feel as though my skin is tightening, stretching as if it’s a shirt I put on that is too small. With every minute that passes, the air becomes thicker and I can’t get a full deep breath. The lack of oxygen has tears springing to my eyes and I blink furiously, trying to hold them back. I vaguely feel the warmth of a hand at my nape and the pressure in my muscles, the fingers kneading. I don’t want to be touched, the touch stings, so I shrug it off and surreptitiously take a few gulps of air, trying to fill my lungs.

It doesn’t work. They continue to grow shallow, and I watch the clock counting every tick, keeping my focus there, shutting out all of my surroundings. My hand stings and I realize that there is a large hand covering my gnarled mess of fingers, but it hurts, so I snatch them away, bring them to my chest and press tight, hoping it will alleviate some of the pressure.

The rushing of sound in my ears is permeated with the loud banging of clapping hands and I’m lifted from my seat by the elbow, so I’m standing with the rest of the crowd. I feel the tiniest release of the weight dragging me down. The throng of people are chattering and beginning to file out the room. I stumble along with them, desperate to get some air, but the mass is moving too slow. It takes every bit of my control not to scream at them to get the fuck out of my way!

Finally we reach the exit to the banquet hall and I head straight for the front door, only to realize what I need is to be alone in my own little space, rather than out in the open with people trying to talk to me or just existing in my presence. I ignore the sound of my name being called and rush to the ladies room just inside the hotel entrance. I shove the door open and see the perfect spot, a bride’s room. I rush in and slam the door behind me, locking it, and keeping the lights off. I step to the wall next to the door and lean heavily against it, until my body weight becomes too heavy for me and I slide down into a heap on the floor.

My tongue tastes salty and I realize that tears are pouring from my eyes. I shut them and a slide show plays before me, pictures of the future that should have been mine. Renewing my vows with Ben, dressed in white, a beautiful room filled with our friends and family. Our sweet little Sarah as the most beautiful little flower girl, her cherub face beaming up at us, flowers in her strawberry curls. Every one of Sarah’s birthdays slide by, the visions too short. I cling to them with everything I have, desperately wishing for yesterday.

I see my baby going to kindergarten, her first kiss, going to prom, graduating from high school, going to college, finding her own Prince Charming. My throat aches and my chest is ripping open as I sob, every picture making it more shredded and raw. The pain is so great that I begin to wish and hope that this is it. That it’s my turn to join my love and my baby girl.

I want her back. I can’t think, I can’t breathe, so I curl up into the fetal position on the floor, not holding back. My last moments with them are now flashing in front of me and I squeeze my eyes shut. Oh no, no, please. Not those memories. The pleading doesn’t work and I’m forced to look upon the lifeless body of the most precious, most beautiful angel that will ever grace the streets of heaven. The moment the doctor told me I’d lost them both, was when I broke. The moment that will forever be burned into my mind as the moment when I became nothing but another body going through the motions of life. Biding my time, just waiting for the day when it’s my turn.

I can’t do it. I can’t go another day living without them. My heart is irreparably broken.

I’m broken.

A light hurts my eyes as it slices across the floor, and then I become weightless. I’m so warm I want to bask in the pleasant feelings of this cocoon. Strong arms hold me tight and rock my body as it shakes with pain and sobbing. A smooth, deep sound spreads a balm on the jagged rips in my chest. I take a deep breath and the air is filled with a scent that soothes my aching lungs. It fills me up, every inhale sewing the pieces of my heart together.

My head is pushed into something soft and hard at the same time. Heat pours from it and I burrow into it, focusing on the steady beat I hear, allowing me to block out everything else around me. I’m floating now, the light growing brighter, causing me to turn my head deeper into my safe place. After an indeterminable amount of time, I feel softness underneath me, and the warm cocoon begins to go away. I whimper at the loss, and grasp on tight. “Don’t leave. Please, please don’t leave me,” I beg, the sound hoarse, scraping along the wreckage that is my throat.

“Baby, let me get a damp cloth and water for you. I promise I’ll be right back.” The voice washes over me, calming my soul, lessening the pain. It’s Chase. I hold on tight, not wanting to be without the comfort he brings. I just know the minute he leaves me, the blackness and the overwhelming pain will return. “I’ll be right back, baby. I swear. Just one second.” My grip is pried away and I open my eyes to watch him walk away. So, I shut them again. I don’t want to see my reality. I don’t want to lose anyone else.

It’s only seconds before I feel a cool cloth gently wiping over my face, down my neck, and along my nape. I feel my shoes being removed, then I’m turned onto my side and my zipper is lowered. I lift my lids and watch Chase pull my dress down and toss it on a chair. He raises me just enough to pull the covers down, removes my bra, and puts a T-shirt over my head. I know I should help, instead of being a limp, wet noodle, but I don’t have any stores of energy left.

He lays me back down, and brings a sheet up to cover me, then he begins to undress. When he’s down to his boxer briefs, he rounds the bed and slips under the covers. Moving over to me he stares into my eyes, well, what he can see of them. I can feel the swelling, almost forcing them shut. His melted chocolate eyes are full of pain as they look deeply into mine. Eventually, he leans down and places the sweetest, softest kiss on my cheek. Then he adjusts my position so that he is curled around me, back to front. I sink into the warmth, feeling calmer despite the endless tears spilling over from my eyes. I didn’t even notice that I’m still crying.

The hand not under my head begins to smooth over my hair, bringing it away from my face and running his fingers through it. The feeling brings a new heaviness, but this one is pleasant. It makes me boneless from exhaustion rather than pain. A new blackness begins to envelope me and I don’t fight it. Somehow, I know this darkness will be blissfully empty.
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As she sleeps the afternoon away, I stare at her for hours. Each time her lips twitch, I don’t fight the urge to kiss them and gently graze mine against hers. Her lids flutter and her brows furrow, no doubt dreaming of sad, terrible things. But all it takes is my finger stroking her cheek or running my palm over her hair that’s long been unraveled for her to relax and a tiny smile to cause the corners of her lips to quirk up.

Her phone vibrates over and over again from inside her purse, most likely her mother, but I make no moves to answer. Earlier, when she had her mental breakdown, I carried her away from the cause of her pain. Away from her family and the memories. I promised her it would always be this way—me carrying her when she’s too weak to handle it on her own.

As the sun dips lower on the horizon and the room darkens, I decide I should wake her up to get something into her belly.

“Tori,” I murmur, kissing her forehead. “Time to wake up. We should eat.”

She moans and eventually squints open her eyes. “What time is it?”

“After six. You’ve slept the entire day away.”

A frown plays at her lips and I kiss her.

“How are you feeling?” I ask.

She tears her gaze from mine and stares up at the ceiling. “I feel broken.”

Her answer is honest and she takes a ragged breath, tears welling in her eyes.

“The wedding set you off?”

One nod and her teary eyes meet mine. “It reminded me of my own wedding—of the fact that my daughter will never have a wedding of her own.”

An ache forms in my chest as I think about Ashley. We were going to marry one day. Have kids of our own. It was all ruined in an instant. I instinctively run my fingers over the angel on my chest, feeling the ache in my heart. I’ve seen her look at it with questions in her eyes, but I don’t volunteer the information. I can only image the heartache Tori must feel.

“My life is empty. Even after all this time. I’m nothing but a shred of who I was when I had them,” she chokes out.

What she calls a shred is my entire goddamned world. Ever since I laid eyes on the woman with an exterior made of ice and a warm soul that craved to be loved again, I’ve been enamored, and for once in the last decade, I could see a future with someone again.

“You’re not nothing,” I whisper and drop a kiss on her mouth. “You’re everything, Tori. To me, you’re everything. I want to make you happy again.”

“I don’t want happiness. It isn’t fair without them. They’re dead and I’m not. Why should I go on and enjoy life?”

Life’s not fair.

I push away my mother’s words and narrow my eyes at her. “What do you think your husband would say right now if you could speak to him? Don’t you think he would want you to be happy?”

The tears spill over her cheeks and she bites her lip. We both know the answer. He would. A million times over he would.

“But he’s not here,” she sobs. “So we’ll never fucking know, will we?”

I cover her quivering lips with mine and kiss her softly at first. But when her mouth parts open and her tongue searches mine in a desperate manner, I deepen the kiss. Our tongues become one and soon I’m completely on top of her swallowing every moan as my dick presses through my boxers against the sweet spot between her legs.

Our kiss becomes slower and I thrust against her body in conjunction with our kiss. It’s our own erotic tango that only we know the steps to. Her heavy breathing is a fucking turn on and I want to fix her.

“I want to make love to you, Tori,” I murmur, my lips hovering over hers.

Her entire body quivers at my words but she starts to cry. “I want you to, Chase, I truly do. But why do I want this? It’s a betrayal of him.”

I kiss her again slowly before pulling away to stare at her. “He’s gone, baby. And I’m so fucking sorry. But you deserve to find love again. What we have is something special. Let me heal your broken soul.”

“Chase,” she says tearfully.

Tearing away from her mouth, I trail kisses along her jaw and down her neck. My lips travel over the T-shirt and I kiss her through her clothes. I’ll worship her body all night long with my mouth. I want her to see what I see. Feel what I feel.

When I reach her breast, she gasps.

I lift away from her and sit up on my knees. Her eyelids are still swollen from crying earlier today and her cheeks are tearstained. Wild blonde hair surrounds her head as if she’s some broken angel without her heaven—lost and alone.

I’ve found you, baby.

You’re not alone anymore.

Her chest heaves as she stares at me with a mix of apprehension and hope. She’s scared to feel again, yet she craves it more than her very next breath.

I will fix her.

I will fill the gaping hole in her chest with everything in my soul.

She will feel again. I’ll make sure of it.

With my eyes never leaving her crystal blue ones, I grab onto her panties on each side of her hips and drag them down her thighs. Her eyes widen and she bites her lip but she doesn’t stop me.

This is happening.

The scrap of fabric slides over her knees and she pulls her legs out of them one at a time, her legs falling open to bare her sweet pussy to me. Once I toss the panties to the floor, I push the T-shirt up her belly and over her breasts. She takes the fabric from my hands and pulls it away from her body and off her head.

She’s naked before me.

I want her. All of her.

To consume her from the inside out.

To fill her with my strength.

Sitting up on my knees, I push my boxers down, letting my hardened cock bob out before us. Her eyes tear from mine and she eyes it warily. For someone who hasn’t made love since before the death of her husband, I’m sure she’s unsure about how it will feel to be stretched and filled again. Fear flashes over her features.

I won’t ever hurt her.

Crawling over her, I kick my boxers off the rest of the way and groan when our bare skin connects. Electricity volts between us and her mouth parts, needing the connection of our lips. I dive down and steal her lips away with mine. Our kiss connects our souls. With every slide of our tongue and breath between us, we pass along our fears and worry to the other. And together we squash them.

“Make love to me, Chase.”

Her words sing their way into my ears and through my body, warming me every step of the way. My cock that’s smashed between us throbs to grant her wish.

“I’m going to make you happy again,” I vow before I crash my lips to hers.

A needy moan ripples through her chest against mine and it’s my undoing. Grabbing hold of my cock, I slide it against her wet pussy. I push into her and inch by inch, her body stretches to accept me.

“Chase,” she whimpers.

When I’m completely pushed into her tight, hot body, I graze my nose against hers. “Do you feel how perfect we are together?”

She nods and gasps when I begin a slow thrust inside of her. It occurs to me mid stride that I’m inside of her without a condom.

“Baby,” I groan and continue thrusting, “I’m inside you bare.”

Her eyes widen but she locks her ankles around my ass and urges me to go faster. “I’m on the pill. It’s okay. I need to feel you.”

I slam my eyes closed and drive into her harder. Her body grows increasingly wet and I know I’ll come soon. She feels too good, I can’t hold on forever. This isn’t about feeling good though. Our souls are uniting and with every pound into her, our hearts grow closer. My strength mends her shattered heart shard by shard.

Slipping a hand between us, my middle finger connects with her clit and she yelps. I massage her in unison with each thrust and shove away the urge to come suddenly and without warning.

I want her unraveling before I do.

I need her to feel everything I have to offer her.

“Tori, you have no idea what you mean to me. I’ve never wanted to be with someone so bad in my entire life. You’re everything,” I whisper fiercely. “Do you hear me? Fucking everything to me.”

She nods and tears well in her eyes again. Guilt twists her features and I shake my head at her.

“Don’t feel guilty about living, baby. It’s time to live again. Do you understand me? Do it for her. Do it for him.” I kiss her. “And do it for you.”

She relaxes in my arms and flutters her eyes closed. I watch as she focuses on reaching her orgasm and the moment she cries out in ecstasy, I lose control and spill inside of her. My cock throbs out its release and I fill her perfect body with the proof of my need for her.

“Everything,” I remind her against her lips and then kiss her again.

As the evidence of our lovemaking leaks from her languid body, I relax and hug her to me, careful not to completely crush her.

“How do you feel?”

A small chuckle reverberates through her chest and into mine. “Good. Really good.”

I lift up and flash her a grin. “Just good? I was hoping for mind-blown. Fucking ecstatic. Ruined for any other man. But good? I guess I need to practice my moves some more.”

Her lips break into the most beautiful smile and if I hadn’t just given her everything I had to give, I’d make love to her all over again.

“We may need some practice,” she teases.

She’s absentmindedly tracing the little angel forever drawn on my heart and I can’t bring myself to tell her the meaning, so I drop down and press a kiss to her forehead. “Baby, I promise we’ll practice until neither of us can walk. Now, let’s get showered—this time my efficient way, with both of us in the shower at once—and then grab a late lunch so we’ll have the strength for all this practicing you plan on doing.”

When I pull out of her and sit up on my haunches, I admire how my lost angel has a glow about her now. She’s finding her way again and with my help. I’ll never leave her side. Ever.

“What?” she questions with a frown.

I grab hold of her hands and pull her into a sitting position. “Nothing,” I lie.

She’s fucking everything.

She raises a brow in disbelief. “You’re a terrible liar.”

Shrugging my shoulders, I climb off the bed and pull her to her feet. “Better than a horrible lover.”

“That one’s still up for debate,” she laughs.

“Who’s the terrible liar now?” I say as I hunch and haul her over my shoulder.

Her squeals and her giggles are music to my ears as I strut toward the bathroom.

She’s fucking everything.
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“Just try it,” I tell her with a growl, the fork poised in the air near her mouth.

Her eyes narrow at the calamari I’ve stabbed and drenched in marinara. “I can see its legs. Why would you make me eat that little baby squid?”

I roll my eyes. “Its deep fried, baby. Stop thinking about it as a living animal and start thinking about it as food. Now eat it.”

We’re sitting side by side in a corner booth and have been enjoying light conversation about our jobs and other simple stuff. It’s been quiet and relaxing—the air between us now changed. Different. Easy. Perfect.

She slams her eyes closed and parts her mouth open to accept the food. But, with the dim light shining on her beautiful face and painted lips open and waiting, I decide the food can wait. I drop the fork to the plate with a clatter. Sliding my palm over her cheek and to the base of her neck, I tug her to me and smash my lips to hers. She tastes like the wine we’re drinking—sweet and fucking delicious.

A moan enters my mouth as I kiss her. I slide my palm down her neck and over her breast and continue my journey until it rests on her bare thigh.

“Now that I’ve had you,” I mutter and suck her bottom lip through my teeth, “I’ll never have enough of you. I plan on taking your sweet pussy again soon.”

Not caring if anyone can see us, I slip my hand under her skirt and tease her through her panties. She whimpers and squirms as I touch her.

“Would you let me finger you right—”

“Ahem,” someone clears their throat, interrupting us, “How is your appetizer?”

I drag my mouth from hers but leave my hand where it is so I can regard the rude waiter. His eyebrows are at his hairline as he unmistakably takes pride in interrupting our little make out session.

Wiggling my finger and eliciting a gasp from Tori, I meet his gaze. “Delicious. Absolutely delicious. I’m not sure I’ll ever get enough. In fact,” I continue while pushing her panties to the side and slip my finger inside of her, “I could feast on this delicacy all night long.”

The waiter gapes at me and his eyes flit over to Tori who’s biting back all sorts of moans. “Uh, okay, I, uh….” he trails off.

“Can you check on our entrees? We’re ready to finish up and get back to our hotel room,” I clip out and dismiss him.

And as he scurries away, I finish taking care of my woman, swallowing her moans so the rest of the restaurant doesn’t witness our dirty little show.
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“God, you’re messy,” she groans as she tosses more of my shit into my overnight bag in the bathroom. “Do you have to leave your crap everywhere? Some of us have to work in the morning.”

I laugh as she continues to pack up our things in the hotel. Originally we were supposed to check out by noon but once she had her episode, I booked the room for another night while she slept. But, even though the room is reserved, we both have work tomorrow and are going back to the city tonight and away from the memories that seem to hurt her so much.

“Some of us aren’t neat freaks,” I tease as I lean against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest, watching her pack.

Her peach colored skirt she wore to dinner hugs her curvy ass and my dick twitches to be inside of her again. Seeing her now, not as broken or vulnerable as she was earlier, I want more than to simply make love to her. Now, I crave to fuck her.

Stalking over to her I wrap my arms around her waist from behind and stare at her in the mirror. Her wild blond hair has been tamed into submission and twisted into a messy bun. Blue eyes find mine in the mirror and they blaze with a mutual desire.

“I want to fuck you.”

She widens her eyes at me. “W-w-what?”

“You. The skirt. The hair. The Ice Queen bitching at me for leaving my shit everywhere,” I say as I slip my palms over her breasts and squeeze them. “It turns me on and I want to fuck you right here over this countertop.”

I thrust my hard dick against the crack of her ass through her clothes to prove to her how turned on I am by her.

“I don’t fuck,” she snips out and drags her gaze away from me so she can shove my can of shaving cream into my bag.

Slipping my hands down her sides, I grab the hem of her skirt and shove it up her hips, baring her ass to me.

“Nobody said anything about you doing the fucking. I’ll be doing the fucking, baby. You’re just going to spread those sexy legs and watch me as I take you from behind,” I tell her with a smirk.

She gasps when I tug her thong down her hips and push it down her thighs to her knees.

“Chase,” she mutters in a warning tone.

I slip my hand between her legs and push my middle finger into her hot pussy. “Yes, baby?”

“You make me weak.”

Laughing, I begin teasing her by massaging her insides. “Maybe I like being the strong one.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror but eventually she closes hers and grips the countertop.

“I’m not used to giving up control—but with you—you just take it,” she moans.

When her eyes reopen, I smirk at her. “I thought we both established that you like it when I manhandle you and do whatever the fuck I want when it comes to you.”

Her blue eyes blaze with the independence that I admire about her. “You can’t do whatever you want,” she hisses through her teeth as I dive deep inside of her, grazing her g-spot with each thrust into her.

I chuckle. “I want to fuck you. Right now with your belly pressed against the edge of the countertop. Are you telling me that’s not going to happen?”

She nods. “Yep,” she says and rotates her ass against my palm, “exactly what I’m saying.”

Using my other hand, I reach into her hair and roughly tug at the rubber band keeping it in place. Her hair falls free around her face. “I kind of think you’ll let me get my way.”

Her eyes flutter but she jerks them open. “Nope. Not going to happen.”

I raise a brow at her. “Is that so?”

When her hooded eyes meet my dark, lust-filled ones, we both know one thing’s for sure:

Tori’s getting fucked tonight.
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I want to fuck you. Those words. Those dirty, delicious words. No one has ever spoken to me like that. I’m so fucking turned on right now, that I’m losing the will to be stubborn. Chase’s finger thrusts a little harder and a moan escapes my lips, my eyes closing, my head falling back to his shoulder, and my hips involuntarily pushing back. I hear his swift intake of breath and then a deep groan as he grinds against my ass.

The tempest of sensations spiraling through my body are new to me. I didn’t realize passion could be so completely all consuming. Chase’s thumb presses on my clit as two fingers thrust hard into my pussy. The storm inside explodes, and I scream as lightning shoots through every inch of me. Before I can land from the whirlwind I’m caught in, I feel a tug and my panties are ripped the rest of the way off me, and another moan rips through me when I feel Chase’s hard length snuggled up against my ass.

The fullness in my pussy disappears and I open my eyes to see Chase licking his fingers, his eyes connecting with mine in the mirror, dark and a little wild. “Your taste is sugar and spice, baby. I need more.” He whirls me around and lifts me up, landing my bare ass on the cold marble of the counter. My skirt is shoved up and Chase grabs my ankles, pushing my legs wide and back into me. Then he kneels, his face buried between my legs, and inhales deeply. “Your scent makes me hungry.”

The arches of my feet are placed on his shoulders, then he looks up at me.

“Wrap your arms under your thighs, and hold your legs open. I want to see and taste every inch of this pretty little pussy.” Once again, his words ignite a fire low in my belly, and I do what he says without thought. “Good girl, now hold on tight, baby. I want to feel you come on my tongue—I want to taste you.”

I’m sure my eyes are wide as saucers. I’ve never had anyone’s mouth on me there. My experience with sex has been very limited, we were so young. Oh fuck! My every thought flies from my mind with the first swipe of his tongue and I cry out, the pleasure so exquisite I’m quickly lost to the sensation. Chase starts a steady rhythm, licking, sucking, and penetrating with his stiffened tongue. My breath is coming out in choppy pants, the muscles of my legs are clenching, and I feel every movement of his mouth acutely.

Two fingers enter me as Chase latches on to my clit and sucks, hard. The movement and suction have my body coiling tight, my pussy sucking his fingers in, and drenching his mouth. I’m milliseconds away from exploding when his fingers leave my pussy, holding open the lips, and are replaced with his tongue. My orgasm tears through me and my walls clench tight as he drags his tongue out and begins to lick up every drop of my arousal. I start to float down from the high, but his tongue is now twisting and licking, building a frenzy again, making me whimper because I can’t take anymore.

Swiftly, he pulls away and stands up, grabbing my hips, lifting me to the ground and spinning me to face the mirror. In no time flat, he has his zipper down, his cock freed, and is making me scream as he drives into my pussy, bottoming out. Then he pulls out almost all of the way and does it again, causing my eyes to roll to the back of my head. I’ve decided fucking isn’t so bad.

“Eyes on me, Tori,” Chase says, one of his hands slipping around to my throat and gripping gently. He thrusts slowly, minutely, while his other hand leaves my hip to travel to my breast, gripping it, twisting and plucking at the taut nipple. My eyes meet his in the mirror and the hand at my throat glides down, grasping the hem of my shirt and whipping it over my head. He yanks the cups of my bra down and goes back to working my nipples. “You have the most amazing tits, baby. Sexy as hell.”

I have to fight to keep my eyes open, but somehow I manage it, tethering them to the almost black orbs behind me. His passion and lust raging. He squeezes my breasts hard, and his rhythm picks up speed and strength. Releasing my tits, he moves to my hips, his fingers digging into the flesh as he begins to pound into me, grunting with the exertion of every thrust. Every time he goes deep, hitting my cervix, and making me cry out.

“Chase! Yes!”

He starts to move with more power, losing control, and fucking me hard, a dark and determined look on his face. “I want you to come again, Tori. Give me another one.”

I’m so fucking exhausted, but I can’t help the buildup of pressure, the uncontrollable feeling that I’m about to burst. He leans in and bites my earlobe, the sting making me gush around his cock. “That’s good, baby. Soak me. I love feeling how wet I make you. Squeeze my cock hard.” Shivers begin to course through me, his words heightening every sensation, and my hips shove back to meet his every thrust. “I want to bury myself so far inside you that you’ll feel me in that tight pussy for days. Consumed by what it's like to have my cock fucking the hell out of you.” His words set me off and I splinter into a million pieces, screaming his name as I fly toward the sun.

Chase pounds into me two more times. “Yes,” he groans as he stiffens and buries his face into my neck, his warmth invading me, filling me, marking me as his. He pulls a little roughly on my hair, dragging my head back to kiss me thoroughly.

“Now tell me you don’t like being fucked.”
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I shift restlessly in my seat once more, suppressing a groan, but the hard wooden chair is unforgiving and I can’t find a comfortable position. I almost cry with relief when the judge calls for a recess until tomorrow. I’m in desperate need of some painkillers, a bath, and a glass of wine. I’m starting to wonder if going ten years without sex has made my virginity grow back.

Chase and I finally checked out of the hotel yesterday and drove back to the city. With every mile we traveled, I felt less caged, less burdened. He pulled up to my apartment and helped me out, then tossed his keys to the valet and grabbed our bags from the trunk.

“You seem awfully sure of yourself, Dr. Monroe,” I’d snipped.

He’d smiled and thrown his arm around me, putting his mouth to my ear. “Yep. And, by the way, you might want to watch the ‘Dr. Monroe’ talk. It turns me the fuck on.”

I gasped and looked around, sure that everyone around us had heard him, but no one was paying us any attention. Chase laughed all the way to the elevator, then when the doors closed, he dropped our bags and kissed me until I was a quivering mass of Jello.

I decided to let him stay for a while and with two spoons, we dug into a pint of chocolate ice cream, which he then ended up eating off of me, after which he felt the need to remind me how much I liked being fucked. Twice. After that, we curled up on the couch together and watched a movie that I wasn’t really interested in. There was something on my mind. I’d shared so much. I wanted to know more about Chase’s secrets. I rolled to face him and started to trace the inked angel wings over his heart. There was an inscription underneath, “She dances with angels.”

“Chase?”

“Hmmm?”

He sounded relaxed and content, and I took advantage of his laid-back attitude to ask a question I’d been holding onto.

“What does this tattoo mean? Does it represent someone? The person you lost?”

Chase stiffened and his hands came up to cover mine, splaying them over the tattoo and successfully hid it from view.

“Yeah, it’s…” he trailed off and looked down at me, his eyes were dark, his mind somewhere else. “I got it after the accident.”

I waited for him to go on, to explain, but need filled his chocolaty depths and he kissed me fervently. He deepened the kiss and rolled me to my back, coming up over me and proceeded to show me what it felt like to be loved from head to toe. I forgot about everything but him.

After that, I kicked him out. He argued all the way to the door and was extremely unhappy with my decision. I wanted him to stay over. It wasn’t an issue with our relationship. I had court this morning and I knew if he stayed, I wouldn’t get any sleep and I was already starting to feel the effects of our acrobatics in my aching muscles.

Gathering my things, I take a few moments to talk with my client and make an appointment for the following morning to go over the strategy before court. I walk slowly to the large, wooden double doors at the back of the courtroom and feel every muscle scream as I push it open.

Happiness lights up my insides when I see Chase leaning against the opposite wall, casually waiting for me. He beams when he sees me, his dimple creasing his cheek, and strides over, pecking my cheek, and taking my hand, gently leading me from the building. I know he’s restraining himself, and it warms me even further to know that he is protecting my professional reputation by not hauling me into his arms. That is, until we get around the corner, at which point I find myself up against the stone building with full, sexy lips devouring mine.

“Damn, I missed you,” he growls in my ear. “I’ve been thinking about you all day. I’m going to take you to lunch because I can’t go the whole day without seeing you.”

He kisses me again and a little mewl surfaces, my knees going weak from the heady atmosphere and the sweet things he says. He eventually steps back, and takes my hand again. I walk stiffly beside him, until he notices my hesitant gait and stops.

“Tori, are you okay?” he asks, voice filled with concern.

I grimace a little. “Um, I’m a little sore.”

His mouth turns up with a smug smile. Like his ego needed any more boosting. He moves in close and loops his arms around my waist, dipping his head and nuzzling my neck.

“I would tell you I’m sorry,” he breathes, “but I’m not. The thought of you, walking around all day, feeling stretched, and well-loved by me. It’s fucking hot.”

I roll my eyes, but a giggle slips out, and Chase lifts his head, no longer looking smug, instead he looks like he’s just opened a birthday present.

“I love your laugh, baby.”

It’s my turn to beam, his words filling me with butterflies. Dropping his arm across my shoulders, he walks me slowly to the front and his car, parked on the street at a meter. He helps me in, and starts to buckle me up, but I bat his hands away. “I’m sore, not a child, Chase.”

He chuckles and kisses my forehead. “After yesterday, I think we’ve established that you are indeed a woman. A very sexy woman.” He shuts the door and lopes around to the driver’s side, gets in, and pulls away from the curb.

He takes me to a cute restaurant decorated like we’ve gone back in time to the thirties. They have an eclectic selection, mainly known for their hot dogs, burgers, and Italian beef sandwiches. I haven’t been to this place since I was a teenager, I forgot how much fun it was. I decide to really get the full experience and order a chili cheese dog, a large cheese fry, and a root beer. It’s messy, and delicious, and I find myself having fun soaking in the atmosphere and my time with Chase.

After lunch, he returns me to my office, waving off the valet as he exits, and rounding the car to open my door himself. He puts a hand on either cheek and kisses me, with sweetness and longing. When he’s through, he smiles and asks, “Can I come over tonight?” I’m distracted by that damn dimple and don’t have any other response except yes, so I nod.

He grins and kisses me hard one more time, then gives my rump a pat, as I walk dazedly to my building. I spend the rest of the day buried in work, unaware of the time until Stacey pops her head in to say goodnight. I glance at the clock and see that it’s after eight. Shit. I forgot to ask Chase what time he was coming tonight. I grab my phone but don’t see any missed calls or texts. Maybe he’s running late too.

I pack up and swiftly make my way to the elevator, and ride it down to the lobby. Pushing through the revolving door, I stop and a smile grows on my face when I see a midnight black, Dodge Challenger, idling in the circular drive. The driver door opens and he strides over to me, gathering me up in his arms and landing his mouth firmly over mine. My mouth opens for him automatically, our tongues twisting together in a slow dance.

I unseal our lips and look at him a little sheepishly. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t watching the time. Have you been here long? You should have texted me.” He raises an eyebrow and stares. “Okay, you should have called Stacey and had her tell me I had a text.” He throws his head back and laughs, the sound setting off those butterflies again.

We pick up Chinese on our way to my apartment, demolishing it when we get there, both of us starving. After we clean up, it’s late and I have an early appointment, so I announce that it’s time for bed. Chase stands and narrows his brown eyes at me, a determined glint in their depths. I don’t have the strength to kick him out again, so I hold out my hand. Relief floods his features and he laces our fingers together and leads the way to my bedroom.

He makes love to me with tenderness, worshiping my body, and making me feel like I am precious to him. We are snuggled in post-coital bliss when he whispers to me, “Baby?”

“Yeah?” I yawn, barely able to stay awake for this conversation.

“What’s your schedule like on Sunday? Can I take you somewhere special? Somewhere fun?” His voice is quiet, but there is the slightest undercurrent of excitement. I lean up on my elbow and just barely make out his smile in the dark.

“Where?” I hate surprises.

“You’ll see.” Ugh. Did I mention I hate surprises?

“No hints?”

He shakes his head and pulls me back down to rest on his chest. My cheek warming the inked skin over his heart, the dancing angel from his past. Maybe he’ll open up to me there, and let me carry some of his burden too. I try not to let it, but it bothers me that he has cracked me open so wide, and yet, he doesn’t talk to me about his loss. I want us to be on equal footing.

“Okay,” I whisper.

He hugs me close and kisses the top of my head. “Thank you, Tori. I promise, you’ll love it.”

I’m almost asleep again when a thought occurs to me, I’m about to ask him why we can’t go on Saturday, then I remember. Group. I groan and bury my head in his chest, ignoring the unhappy reminder and fall asleep.
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I’m supposed to be working on my graduation speech for the Class of 2015. Instead, my notebook remains white and unmarred, yet my attention remains affixed on the wall in front of me.

Nearly two weeks ago, it seemed as if it were the perfect color. Especially with Tori standing in front of it. But now, I see that I was distracted by her. Now, it’s evident that it is not the right fucking color.

I run a frustrated hand through my hair and clench my eyes closed in a desperate manner to recall the exact shade. My memory of her fades with each passing day and the color in my head dims.

Anger swims through my veins like hungry sharks in the shallow end of the ocean. I’m desperate to remember the color that somehow haunts my dreams yet alludes my consciousness. Standing abruptly, I then stalk over to my bookcase and haul out the paint swatch book. With my pen, I cross out the seventeenth color and peruse the shades until I’m pretty sure which one will be the eighteenth coat. I circle it and toss it back on the shelf.

I’m tempted to call Tori and invite her for another painting session. But I remember her questioning eyes. She saw through my playful façade and into the dark, twisted part of me that I attempt to keep locked away. If she knew I painted this fucking wall more than most people change their underwear, I’m sure she’d be running for the goddamned hills.

Dragging my eyes back over to the wall, I glare at it.

Fuck the stupid wall and its never-ending taunting.

The way it teases me into thinking the color is right, only to somehow morph and transform into something ugly and wrong.

My phone chimes and I tear myself from obsessing over the wall. Today was the last day of class for the semester. Everyone flew through their exams and by mid-afternoon, I was done. Waiting for Tori, with nothing else on my agenda, only serves to cause me to obsess over shit like the damn wall.

Tori: I’m done.

Scrunching my brows together, I reply back to her message.

Me: Like for the day? You do realize it’s only 4:45.

I stalk past the stupid wall and make my way into my bedroom. For two weeks now, we’ve spent nearly every day together and tonight won’t be any different. Besides, I want to make sure she goes to group in the morning and spending the night with her will insure that I get to drag her unwilling ass with me.

Tori: This case is pissing me off. I’ve done all I can do for the day. I thought maybe we could…

She’s so damn cute. I’m usually the one coming up with all the plans and carting her around the city all the time. So, the fact that she’s attempting a suggestion has me grinning like an idiot for the first time today.

Me: Fuck on my car? Make a sex tape? Let you give me a blowjob on your white couch?

Her reply is immediate.

Tori: No, you ass. I was thinking food. Jesus, you’re insane!!

I laugh out loud.

Me: Insane for you, baby. Pick you up in fifteen.

Not waiting for a response, I tear off the clothes I wore to class and dress in a pair of jeans and a black, fitted T-shirt. I slip on a pair of black Chucks and brush my teeth before heading her way.

The drive is short and the valet attendants wave at me when I pull into the bay. Tori is already waiting outside, looking beautiful in a crisp, navy pantsuit and spiked cream-colored stilettoes that match her blouse underneath. A smile tugs at my lips when I see her overnight bag hanging from her arm.

I roll down the window as she strides my way, a breathtaking smile upon her lips.

“Heaven’s that way, angel,” I flirt and point up.

Her cheeks turn pink and she rolls her eyes at me. “Did those lines ever get you anywhere before me?”

I laugh as she heaves her bag into the backseat and climbs in. “You’re the only one who falls for them,” I admit with a wink.

“Who says I fall for them?” she pouts.

I slide a hand around her neck and clutch the back of her skull, drawing her to me. Our mouths meet without hesitation and I kiss her deeply. When we finally pull apart, I grin at her. “You fall every damn time, baby. That’s what makes you so cute.”

She huffs as I put the car into gear and cruise out of the parking lot. Even though she pretends to be annoyed, she’s happy. It fucking radiates from her and fills my soul. These last two weeks truly have been bliss for me.

Meeting Tori and falling for her wasn’t something I expected to happen. My life has been one unsuccessful relationship after another—always missing an important deep element. With her, she’s the whole damn ocean. Her depths are still unchartered and I crave to explore every deep, dark corner of her. I could spend my life with a woman like her. The thought of giving her more children—children she deserves more than anything on this earth—threatens to make my heart combust.

I want to give it all to her one day.

Children.

Marital bliss.

A happily ever after.

And nobody will take that away from her. I’ll protect her future with my life and make deals with the devil if that is what it takes. Tori deserves the best and I want to be the man to give it to her.

Her warm palm squeezes my thigh through my jeans and she gives me a pensive look. She’s pulled off her blazer and the cream, flowy tank underneath it gives her outfit a more casual flair—perfect for going to dinner on the river.

“Penny for your thoughts? You’re not normally so serious,” she says softly.

I reach down and squeeze her hand over my leg. “Just imagining where this relationship will take us.”

Her lips form a tiny “O” and she jerks her head to stare out the window. I’m sure the very idea of thinking about a future is daunting. Even though we’ve slept together multiple times now, I don’t miss the guilt behind her smile. The sadness that dances behind her eyes.

“Where are we going?” she asks finally, changing the subject from our relationship status.

I flash her a grin. “I’m taking you on a romantic date at Navy Pier. There’s an Italian restaurant that our Dean always raves about. Since it’s so early, we’ll probably get right in.”

Twenty minutes later, we’ve parked and are walking hand in hand into the restaurant. Upon my request, the server guides us to one of the tables next to one of the giant open windows which overlooks the sparkling Chicago River. The sun is beginning to set and I couldn’t have chosen a better place to dine with the most beautiful girl in town this evening.

“Bring us a bottle of your house chardonnay,” I tell the server as we open our menus.

The man nods and scurries off, leaving me with the most stunning vision. Her eyes are downcast as she reviews the menu. Tiny tendrils of blonde have escaped her hair prison and they frame her soft features. Pouty lips purse together as she decides what she’ll have for dinner. Her long, dark lashes hide the bluest of eyes that I know for a fact outshine the picturesque river beside us.

I could spend hours admiring her beauty.

Her innocence that she cloaks with venom to most people aside from me.

The sadness and despair that she fights desperately each day to stick Band-Aids on.

“There you go again. The thoughtful Dr. Monroe,” she murmurs, drawing my attention to her pretty lips.

I raise my eyes to hers and I’m satisfied to see that they are indeed more beautiful than the river, just like I knew they would be.

Reaching across the table, I take one of her soft, manicured hands in mine. “Baby, I was just thinking about how perfect you are and how clearly lucky I am to have you.”

Her eyes widen and her mouth parts open at my words. “Oh, I, uh…” she trails off.

“Sorry,” I sigh and flick my gaze over at a bird that squawks from one end of the pier. “I’ve had a weird day. Last day of the semester and all. I tend to feel nostalgic and introspective. Although, that didn’t help me at all with my speech preparation.”

When I glance back at her, she scrunches her nose at me. “What speech?”

I smile. “I’ve been asked to speak at the graduation ceremony next Thursday night. I would love if you’d attend with me. Afterward, there’ll be a gathering at my buddy Cort’s house. His girlfriend Blair, his mother, my family—they’ll all be there. They’d all love to meet my girlfriend.”

She swallows and tears her gaze from mine to inspect the menu some more. “Um, I’ll check my schedule.”

Her words sting and I find myself tugging my hand from hers. Obviously, I’m fucking weirding her out with my bizarre mood today. I clench my eyes closed and attempt to pull myself out of my funk.

We’re saved from the awkward moment when the waiter brings us the wine and takes our order. Once he’s gone, I pick up my glass and chug it down. I can feel her eyes on me but I don’t meet them.

“Chase, I wasn’t saying no. I just…”

I cut her off and drag my eyes to hers. “I know, Tori. I’m sorry but I’m just in a weird fucking mood today, okay? I’m not trying to make you feel uncomfortable or push you into taking our relationship to the next level or anything. Truth is,” I sigh, but prepare myself to admit what I’m thinking about. “I’m being weird because I feel the need to paint the wall again.”

Her eyes go from sliding protective bricks around her to blazing with worry. “What?”

With a frustrated growl, I run a hand through my hair and meet her gaze. “I was staring at the goddamned wall again today and realized it’s wrong.”

“I see.”

I huff. “I probably sound like a fucking lunatic.”

Bitterness creeps its way into me and I pour more wine into my glass.

“No, Chase. Look at me.”

I bring the full glass to my lips and lock my eyes with hers.

“Maybe I can help you. Do you have any pictures of this color you’re trying to match?” she questions.

Closing my eyes, I remember her dress that fateful day. I also remember Ashley’s horrified eyes later blazing with accusation at what I’d done. The memory sickens me and the color slips through the cracks of my mind and I snap my eyes back open.

“Nope.”

Tori frowns and flickers her gaze over to the river. “Did you find one in your booklet?”

I nod and sip my wine. “Number eighteen.”

Her brows furrow and she lets out a ragged breath. “Do you ever think that maybe this color will never be achieved no matter how many times you paint the wall? No matter how many shades you try? Chase, do you ever wonder if this is your way of fixing something that can’t be fixed? She’s gone and no matter how many times you paint the wall, it will never match the vibrancy that was her.”

My eyes sting with angry tears and I blink them away. “Since when did you become the doctor, Ms. Larkin?”

She sips her wine and straightens her back. Gone is the woman I’ve had the privilege of uncovering the last two weeks. Now, here sits the viper, Victoria.

“Remember all that talk about carrying the other through rough times?” she says with a sure voice.

I raise a brow at her as she continues.

“This is me carrying you. And I’m saying snap the fuck out of it. You’re unraveling a bit there, Chase. This is the only way I know how to ‘carry you’ and I call it tough love. Get your head out of the dark place you’re in and focus on the now. I’ll help you paint the damn wall because I care for you, and quite frankly, I love the look in your eyes when I wear your clothes. Together we’ll paint that wall Number Eighteen. But honey,” she sighs and reaches for my hand, “The next day, when you wake up? The wall will still be the wrong color. No matter how many times you paint it, it can never compare to that of our memories.”

I swallow and rub my thumb over the back of her hand. “I’m sorry.”

She shakes her head at me. “Don't apologize. It isn’t like I haven’t had you wading through the bullshit emotional baggage that continuously surrounds me. We’ll figure it out together. And to answer your earlier question, I’ll have dinner with you and your friends and family after graduation. You’re very important to me, and schedules, work, whatever—it can all be pushed aside if that makes you happy. You make me happy, Chase. After a decade of heartache and suffering, I’m beginning to feel alive and it’s all because of you. It’s my turn to make you just as happy. Now, cheer up, wine and dine me, and then take me back to your place so we can make love all night. Together we’ll figure this out.”

I stand abruptly and lean over the table. Clutching her cheeks on either side, I close in on her and kiss her sweet lips. Her strength fills me and the bleeding hole that hemorrhages in my heart slows to a stop. My mind that reels continuously with what-ifs and wrong shades of paint silences, filling instead with thoughts of Tori.

When I finally break from her and sit back down, her swollen lips draw up into a proud smile. The Tori that she’s worked so hard to become prevails and she takes pride in being able to help me for once.

“Thank you, beautiful,” I tell her honestly. “When you get all fierce and firm, it turns me on.”

She bursts into laughter and shakes her head at me. “There he is, the sexy Dr. Monroe we all know and love.”

My heart clenches at her casual mention of love. I’ve already scared her enough for the night. So, I bite my tongue in professing more heartfelt shit that might have her diving off the pier and swimming away from me and my diarrhea of the mouth.

The waiter brings us Italian heaven that wafts with the aroma of garlic and cheese. Soon we’re lost in the comfortableness that is us, laughing and teasing. And of course eating.
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“I think since I’m helping you paint, again, that I get a free pass from group tomorrow,” she says as she brushes the thick paint along the taped off edge of the ceiling.

I chuckle and cast a glance her way. Now comfortable in our relationship, she only wears a white T-shirt of mine, sans bra and no pants. Each time she reaches with the paint brush, the shirt rises over her sweet little ass and gives me a delectable view of her black panties that barely cover her cheeks. She’s fucking distracting as hell.

“Nice try, Tori. You’re going to group. We both need it. You know that.”

She pouts and climbs off the chair, dropping her brush onto the tray. “I hate it. I’d much rather spend all day with you. You’re all the therapy I need,” she purrs and wraps her arms around me.

I inhale the sweet scent of her that somehow makes its way through the strong odor of the paint.

“You vixen,” I say and grab her ass with my free hand. “You’re attempt to distract me is working but I’m not giving in. We’re going. Besides, the gang will miss us.”

She sighs. “They’ll miss you. Nobody likes me there. I made a fool out of myself and now they all hate me.”

I chuckle. “First of all, nobody could ever hate you. Hating angels is a sin.”

She lifts her chin and accepts a kiss from me.

“Second of all, the only way to build relationships with those people is to open yourself up to them. They’re all in the same boat we are, dealing with the crippling loss of loved ones. If you give them a chance, they can help mend your heart with their own stories and experiences. And, Tori, you can help them too. Like you help me.”

Her smile is beautiful as she considers my words. “Okay, fine. You present a good case, Dr. Monroe. Tomorrow, I’ll go work my magic on the people.”

Laughing, I toss my brush into the pan on the floor. “Come on, Samantha, you can practice your Bewitching on me in the shower.”

She giggles and wriggles her nose to mimic the gal on the old television show.

I slap her cute ass and then haul her over my shoulder, bellowing at the way she squeals at me to put her down.

There’s no doubt in my mind Tori will bewitch them all in the end. She’s certainly performed her magic on me because I’m fucking spellbound when it comes to her.

And I’m not complaining one bit.
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Chase is practically dragging me behind him as he walks down the hall of the community center and I fight the impulse to dig my feet into the ground like a child. However, I’m not successful at keeping my mouth turned down into a pout. I’m irritated that my attempt to seduce Chase into staying home this morning failed, and on top of that, he hid the clothes I’d packed for today and instead pulled out a women’s pair of jeans, T-shirt, and Sketchers, throwing them at me and telling me to get my ass ready. I glared daggers at him, a fiery sensation, a need to punch something overwhelmed me.

He’d laughed and it only made me angrier, there was nothing funny about him having some random woman’s clothes in his house and even worse, expecting me to wear them.

“They are my sister’s, baby.”

Feeling foolish, I felt my cheeks turn pink. I bundled the clothes up in my arms and attempted to walk swiftly into the bathroom. He’d grabbed my arm, swinging me into his embrace and kissing me soundly, “Damn, you’re adorable when you’re jealous.”

I scoffed and came up with the brilliant comeback, “As if.” Go ahead, roll your eyes. Then, wishing the floor would open up and swallow me, I ran to take a shower. Not that I stayed alone in there for long. A smile plays at my lips, remembering the steam which had nothing to do with the hot water.

Chase continues to clutch my hand and leads me to the front of the room, seating me right next to the podium facing the circle of hodgepodge people. My spine straightens, and I bristle before I realize I’ve done it. I feel the calming sensation of a palm running down my hair and some of my tension leaks out.

Chase begins by asking what everyone has been up to this week, and I am surprised to find my ears perk up, curious what other people do with their lives.

The older man, Bill I think, raises a hand, his face lit up like the fourth of July. “Glenda and I are moving in together.” Glenda giggles and blushes. While seeing a woman in her sixties giggling is a bit weird, it’s also kind of cute.

“I brought treats to celebrate!” Glenda announces enthusiastically, walking over from the refreshment table with a dish of brownies. Everyone but Bill seems to turn a little green, but they all smile and make positive comments. I’ll be honest, it’s pretty funny. “We’ve certainly been practicing the horizontal tango enough, might as well make ourselves available to it twenty-four seven.” At that, Bill smacks her ass. Eeeeeeew, not so cute.

“That’s great, guys. It’s a big step but it’s a positive one. You’re committing to each other and to your relationship.” Something in Chase’s voice draws my attention from the happy couple. He’s staring at me. “It’s a sign that you are in the acceptance stage, ready to move forward with your life. Finding happiness with someone, just as your loved ones would want you to.”

I squirm in my seat, uncomfortable with his scrutiny and the words which somehow seem directed at me. I want to get defensive and yell “Baby steps, damn it!” Instead, I’m distracted when Nate speaks.

“It was a tough week for me. My girls are starting to have new experiences and are recognizing that their mom isn’t there to share them with. My oldest had her first date last night and afterward, she cried in my arms for hours. That should have been so special, but boys are something that a teenage girl wants to gush over to her mom.”

My throat gets a little tight and I ache for his daughters, seeing the crushing pain on his face, I wonder if maybe I was wrong and he feels as much hurt as I do. I glance at Belinda and remember that she has lost a child as well, and her husband as a repercussion. Bill lost his wife to sickness, he had to watch disease ravage her body until she passed. Glenda lost her parents and sister in a car accident, and being single her whole life, she has been left entirely alone.

I sneak a glance at Chase as he focuses on Nate, encouraging him to talk, and to find creative solutions. Who has he lost? He doesn’t talk about it and it has started to bother me. In fact, I know very little about his life over the last decade or so. The only glimpse I get is through his vague comments, and that repetitively painted wall. I’ve opened myself up to him, bared myself and become vulnerable, and though he has given me care and support, I want more. I want to see inside of his darkness too.

Laughter breaks out and I realize I’ve missed a part of the discussion with my wandering thoughts. “I don’t think killing my daughter’s boyfriend is a viable solution, no matter how tempting it might be,” Nate says, and the rest of the group chuckles. Suddenly, all eyes are on me.

“Tori?” Chase calls. I look up at him feeling like a deer in headlights. “How about you share an experience from your week.”

What the fuck is he doing? He can’t possibly want me to share what happened this weekend. I’m not going to admit to all these healing strangers that I had the motherlode of all breakdowns. He nods encouragingly and my eyes narrow at him, glaring. He wants me to share private experiences and emotions? Careful what you wish for, punk.

“Um, yes, I had a deep experience this weekend, then later again this week.” I look at Chase and he is watching me, his eyes twinkling with approval.

“I spent the weekend and a lot of this week being fucked by my—” I swallow hard, “boyfriend. It was definitely deep.”

The room is silent, everyone looking shell shocked. Maybe I went a little far with that. You think? Then the quiet is broken by a bark of laughter from Bill, and giggling from Glenda, until, slowly but surely, the rest of the room is rolling with amusement. Except Chase, he’s chuckling, but I can see the disappointment in his eyes and I suddenly feel like a student who misbehaved in class.

“I saw my family this weekend,” I blurt out.

I fight the urge to hide behind my hands; I can’t believe I just admitted that. My eyes connect with Chase again, his disappointment turned to admiration. It gives me the courage to continue.

“I haven’t spent much time with them since I lost my husband and daughter. It was really hard for me and I’m still not sure it was a positive experience, other than the hard fucking, of course.”

There is laughter again, but as I look around, I see a mix of sympathy and admiration on their face for having shared. It makes me feel lighter, as though a small burden has been lifted. The best part though, is the pink that has crept up on Chase’s face. Totally worth it.

We wrap up the meeting and I surprise myself when I end up chatting with a couple of people about my job and hobbies. It seems like talking to a…friend. Chase catches my eye from the door and lifts his chin toward the exit. I say goodbye and follow him out. Walking down the hall, I look for him but he seems to have disappeared. Then I’m yanked around the corner of the hallway I’m passing and slammed up against a muscular chest, my mouth covered and ravished.

When Chase finally tears his lips away from mine, I’m lost in a daze and almost stumble, but Chase catches me. He always catches me. A clatter draws our attention to the mouth of the hall, but we don’t see anything. Chase grasps my chin and turns it so that I meet his eyes, “I’m so damn proud of you, Tori.”

He kisses me fast and hard. “Although, I could have done without you telling the world how hard I fuck you.” A wicked grin slides across his face. “However, I feel the need to make sure that the next time you make an announcement like that, it’s more like, a spectacular fuck.”

He’s so damn sexy, but so cute at the same time. I lo—like this man so much. My laughter rings through the hall and Chase’s face lights up like he’s just won the lottery. He grabs my hand and I find myself being dragged down the hall again, not because I’m reluctant this time, but because my man is clearly eager to get started on my lesson.
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My body is a limp, useless mass this morning. Last night, by the time Chase and I passed out, he’d definitely made his point. I’d been spectacularly fucked. Repeatedly. I also received a few spankings for being such a smart-ass in group.

The sun is streaming through the window and I gather just enough energy to flop onto my stomach and throw a pillow over my head. A warm hand comes to rest on my butt cheek and I shiver when I feel soft, wet kisses trailing down my spine.

“Chase, knock it off,” I grumble, trying to sound stern. I completely fail when I shiver again, and I hear his deep chuckle.

“Good morning, baby,” he mumbles in between kisses.

“Nothing good about morning.”

“Hmmmm, is that a challenge?”

“Seriously Chase,” I sigh, “I don’t have energy. You wore me the hell out.”

The pillow is whipped from my head, and I’m suddenly covered from head to toe in heat, hands sliding underneath me to cover my breasts. Kisses now being placed on the back of my neck, behind my ears, on my cheeks.

“Have I told you how much I love your tits, babe?” he whispers, punctuated with a strong squeeze. A moan slips out and I wiggle as tingles spread from where his hands touch down to my now drenched pussy. His cock is hard, long and thick, nestled against the crack of my ass. One hand glides down until he’s cupping me, one finger pressing into my wetness. “Or how much I love this delicious pussy, and how wet it always is for me.”

Damn his dirty mouth! I’m so turned on I can barely think straight. One long finger enters me, then up to circle my clit and back inside.

“Chase,” I whimper.

“Do you want me inside you, Tori?” he growls, plunging his finger in and out. I’m moaning in earnest now, desperate, my ass pressing back into his erection. “I think someone found some energy.” His lips move against my skin and I just know the bastard is smirking.

The warmth of his body is abruptly gone, as well as the finger that was working me into a frenzy. I want to cry at the loss, until his hands grip my hips, roughly lifting my ass in the air. When he drives deep into my pussy, I cry out, mingling with his shout of pleasure.

He doesn’t waste any time. He starts thrusting roughly, our skin slapping each time it connects. “Shit, you’re amazing, woman.”

He pounds into me, getting faster and more powerful, until I have to put my hands against the headboard so I don’t hit my head. The bed is shoved up against the wall with every drive of his hips, the bed squeaking in protest.

“Chase!” I cry. “Now, Chase.”

I’m desperate, my orgasm so close.

He slows enough so that he can clasp onto my chin, and bring my mouth around for a deep kiss. “You want to come, baby?”

I answer by shoving my hips back on his next thrust, causing him to go so deep, he bruises me from within. “Yes, please!”

He returns to his punishing rhythm, reaching down with one hand to pinch my clit, and I fly off into oblivion, above the clouds, the sun, into heaven. Chase follows me over the edge with a roar, before collapsing on top of me. I can’t really breathe and I sincerely don’t give a shit. It feels too good, and I think he killed me anyway. After a minute, he rolls off of me, and I take a deep breath.

He sits up, still panting, and shakes his head as though to clear away the fog. Then he turns to me, his eyes glowing with emotion.

“Tori, you’re better than morning coffee. I’m addicted now. You’ll just have to move in so I can get my fix every morning.”

I stop breathing again. He winks at me and swings his feet to the floor, standing and stretching. I’m almost distracted from his words by the sight of all that golden skin and the sinewy muscles moving under it, and that unbelievably fine ass.

He walks around the bed and smacks my ass. “Time to get up. We’ve got somewhere to be.”

Then he strides to the bathroom and I hear the shower start. He was so casual about it; I’m trying to figure out if Chase just asked me to move in with him, or if he was joking. He was joking, he wouldn’t—just joking. I tell myself this as I make the bed, I tell myself this when I join him in the shower, I tell myself as I get dressed, and I tell myself this as we leave the apartment.

I’m finally distracted from obsessing over his casual comment when I see where we are going. He pulls his Challenger into the garage under The Museum of Science and Industry. A frown creases my face, annoyance bubbling up. I don’t like places like this. They are full of children, laughing, running around, and having a good time. Like I used to do with my dad. Like my daughter will never do with me. This museum is for families.

Chase parks and turns to me, wary. “Just hear me out, babe,” he pleads.

I cross my arms over my chest and glower at him, but don’t say anything, giving him a chance to explain.

“I think you had a really great breakthrough last weekend, and then in group yesterday. I’ve been so proud of you. You’ve been incredibly brave.”

I fight the urge to soften and preen at his words.

“I don’t want to push you too hard, but I really think you’re ready. I want to move forward, you and me. And to do that, we both have to take our bulls by the horns and prove that we can ride it for eight seconds.” I raise my eyebrow at his analogy. Really, city boy? My lips twitch. Stop it! You’re mad.

He grins, as if he knows I’m fighting a smile. Damn him and his ability to see everything about me. “We both need this. I’ve avoided this place too. So let’s face our fears together. We’ll make new, cheerful, fun memories. Together. Babe, I don’t think either of us has taken the chance to be a kid again. Let’s see if we can recapture that magic.”

I mull over his words for a second. I’ve been tipping over the wall into happy ever since I met Chase. Can I do it? Can I open myself up again completely? Be happy without guilt? I decide I want to try, so I shore up my courage and jerk my head up and down. Chase’s smile is brilliant, spreading something sweet through me. He bounds out of the car and lopes over to my side. Opening my door, he reaches a hand out to me, and I hesitate, feeling that this moment is now or never. I’m making the choice whether to move forward. Deep breaths, girl.

The next thing I know, my hand is tightly clasped in Chase’s. He lifts me from the car, straight into his arms, kissing me deeply, and I melt. When it’s over, he tucks me into his side, shuts the door and locks it. We decide to skip the garage entrance and make our way to the front for the full experience.

The front of the massive stone building peaks at the top, with multiple columns, sporting bright colored banners. We walk up the steps and each one seems to build another layer of anxiety. I’m surprised when I feel the same stiffness in Chase.

Through the massive glass doors is a tall, marble lobby with an escalator right in front of us. This is it. Deep breaths. Our hands clasped tightly, our fingers entwined, giving strength and support to each other. The escalator rises smoothly and I can already hear the sounds of children echoing in the large, open spaces. We take the second escalator from the lower level to the main level. I let Chase guide me, and he strolls immediately to the right into a section about crime labs. It seems a safe decision; something we can get immersed in, easing us into the day.

From there, we retrace our steps and go to the big display in the center of the room, the world’s largest pinball machine. We watch with fascination as the silver ball travels through the various tunnels, and Chase makes me laugh with his silly commentary. A few teenagers stand close enough to hear Chase and they end up joining in the fun until we are all laughing with tears leaking from our eyes. We hit the coal mine that goes down, deep below the museum, the transportation section so that Chase can drool over the cars. Every exhibit we explore leaves a little of the darkness behind. We walk through a World War II submarine, see a brilliant show at the planetarium, and more. From time to time, I see a child glowing with joy, and I feel the infectiousness of their smiles.

The day flies by in a flurry, until I feel so free, I don’t even think about helping up the little boy who trips in front of me. I kneel down and wipe away his tears, kissing his forehead and helping him find his mom. When we pass him off to her, I feel Chase take my hand again, then he tucks me back into his side. When I look up, he’s smiling down at me, his eyes shining with adoration and—and… Deep breaths.

It’s early evening and we’ve visited almost every exhibit, so I suggest that we pick up some Chinese and snuggle up in front of a movie. I’m still absorbed in my surroundings when I am stopped abruptly by my hand being held tight from behind me, preventing me from continuing forward. I close my eyes and take a deep breath before turning around. I know what he’s going to say, what he wants me to do. I was so hoping he would forget.

I turn around, a fake smile plastered on my face. “What’s up? You don’t want Chinese?”

“We missed one.” Chase’s voice is soft, but I hear the undercurrent of steel.

“Really?” I respond, nonchalantly.

“Come on.” He tugs gently. “Let’s go see the fairy castle.”

“I’m not really into fairies, Chase.” I force a chuckle. “I don’t need to see it.”

Chase doesn’t respond, he just turns and walks in the opposite direction, his grip on my hand forcing me to follow. We approach the dark room and enter, where I see the most beautiful doll house in the world. The dim lighting enhances the spotlight on the display so the castle is the clear focal point. It’s surrounded by a walkway with intermittent phones to pick up and listen to explanations about each room. It’s incredible. But, that’s not what makes it hard to breathe. The walkway is filled with mothers and daughters, each enchanted by the beauty in front of them, sharing the magic together, and seeing every little girl’s dream. To be a fairy princess.

I stand in the opening, frozen, until I’m bumped from behind by a young woman moving around me to enter, with a lovely, dark-haired little girl in her arms. I begin to back away, but Chase won’t let me run away. He glances into the room and I see anguish twist his features, but when he looks back at me, he’s schooled his face and the only emotions I see are empathy, and determination. “You can do this, Tori. Take her with you. Show her the castle together.”

Deep Breaths. I step over the threshold onto the plush navy blue carpet, the castle sparkling in the overhead lighting. A feeling of happiness washes over me, a sense of contentment, and of excitement. I imagine Sarah, see her in a little pink outfit, with a tiara on her reddish curls, looking at the castle with awe. I lift the first phone and listen, imagining how it would feel to be sharing that little phone with her, listening to her giggle. And once again, I feel joy wash over me.

We move through the room, stopping at each phone, and every step toward the end becomes easier. My feet become lighter, rather than trudging along. When we reach the exit, I sigh and feel the last of my unease and fear trickle out. I look back and feel as though I just spent the last hour with my baby girl, content in sharing something so special with her.

In my peripheral, I see Chase leaning heavily on the wall behind him, looking at the women and girls behind him with pain in his eyes. He must notice my gaze, because his eyes meet mine and he lets me see the unguarded pain. I walk to him and envelope him in my arms. It’s time to carry him.

“Chase, open up to me, please?” I beg.

He shuts his eyes tight and I fear that he’ll retreat behind his secrets again.

“She’ll never have this. A mother-daughter experience like this. I took that away.”

I don’t have time to revel in the fact that he’s finally letting me see inside, but latch onto his last statement.

“Oh, Chase. I don’t know exactly what happened, but I know it wasn’t your fault. There is so much good in you, so much love. I believe with every fiber of my being that whatever it was, you did everything you could to avoid what happened, and it couldn’t have been your fault. You are always telling me to let go of the guilt. Honey, you’ve got to take some of your own medicine.”

I hug him close, his forehead falls forward to rest on my shoulder, and I smooth my palm down his hair. I feel a tiny shudder wrack through him, and turn my head so my lips graze his ear.

His arms encircle my waist, locking in place as he lifts his head, his mouth at my ear. “Damn, I love you. You’re everything to me, Tori.” Then he buries his face in my neck.

Every single bit of fear I’ve felt for the last ten years comes crashing down on me and the voice telling me to take deep breaths is suffocated along with the rest of me.
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It’s been two days since I admitted that I loved her. And for two days now, she’s been incredibly “busy” and wrapped up in an “important” case. Despite my pushiness to spend the night Sunday and Monday night, she managed to blow me off each time.

I haven’t seen her and have barely spoken to her in two days, which is making me lose my goddamned mind.

Now, I sit here in the parking lot of the florist and am visibly shaking with stress that I may have pushed her away from me for good. The thought causes my stomach to ache and I wonder if I’ll fucking puke right here in my car.

With a frustrated growl, I jerk myself out of the car and stalk into the shop. I’ve missed the last two Tuesdays, spending them with Tori. When the clerk at the desk sees me, he takes a step back from the counter.

“Can I help you sir?”

I yank my wallet out and nod. “Daffodils.”

His eyes widen and for a moment fear flashes over his features. “Sir, we’re all out. There was a problem with our supplier but everything should be a go for next week.”

I gape at him, shock from his words momentarily stunning me.

No daffodils.

No flowers.

I’ve let her down.

Everything is a blur as I exit the shop and get back into my car. Not bothering to turn it on, I grip the steering wheel and thump my head against it. Softly at first—enough to be annoying. But then I find myself slamming my forehead against it as quickly and as hard as I can. With each blow, darkness explodes over my vision and I sway with dizziness.

Those flowers are all I can give to her.

And they don’t fucking have them.

Slam after slam, I punish myself.

Memories of the hospital, after the accident, crash over me.

“Code Gray!” the nurse shrieks as she smashes the button on my bed.

I’m twice her size and I can see the fear in her eyes.

Of me.

Just like Ashley.

Well, they should be afraid of me.

I’m a fucking monster.

With a roar, I continue slinging shit into the floor and crashing into anything and everything in my way. When my bare feet slip on the crushed vase on the floor that was full of flowers from my sister, I drop to my knees and jerk up a chunk of the glass.

“Chase,” the nurse says in a calm tone. “Put the glass down. Let me give you something to calm you.”

I shoot her a venomous glare. “Calm me? I’ll be calm when I’m dead too!”

I squeeze the glass in my fist with all my strength, desperate to feel the biting pain, but it isn’t sharp enough to exact any damage. Seconds later, a security guard, my doctor, and three nurses blast in. I scream and thrash but they manage to restrain me. Soon, the frightened nurse presses a needle into my vein and a calmness washes over me.

“Everything will be okay, Chase,” she coos and strokes the hair away from my forehead and then sets to checking on the bandage along my hairline. “But open up this wound again and I’ll be forced to take you over my knee.”

Her playful attempts to lift my spirits have my heart warming. Visions of the tiny nurse spanking me as if I’m some child bring a real smile to my lips before I’m stolen away by my nightmares.

I blink my eyes open when I hear voices on the other side of my window. The world tilts and I squint to see the concerned clerk on the other side. His eyes widen and he shouts through the window.

“Sir, can I call 911 for you?”

I drag my gaze to see blood staining my jeans and down the front of my shirt. Glancing quickly into the mirror, I see that I’ve not only cracked both lenses in my glasses but I also busted my nose during my meltdown.

Shit.

“No, I, uh… let me call my girlfriend.”

My brain is fuzzy and I’m confused. Hauling my phone from my pocket, I dial her number.

“Ms. Larkin’s phone,” Stacey answers. Her voice is firm, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was prepared for my phone call. To deflect my getting through to Tori. Traitor.

“Let me speak to her,” I demand.

“Chase, I’m sorry but she’s with a cl—”

I cut her off. “I need her help. I’m hurt and not right in the fucking head, Stacey.”

She goes silent but I can hear her muffled words, she and Tori arguing. Eventually Tori speaks.

“Chase, I’m really busy and—”

“Why are you pushing me away?”

My head throbs and I jerk off my broken glasses, tossing them onto the floorboard. Blood continues to pour from my nose and I lean against the headrest.

“Chase? What’s wrong? You sound different?”

I am different.

I’m fucking broken.

“Um, I don’t know. I can’t see and my glasses are broken. Please come get me and take me home. I’ll leave you alone after that. I just need to see you one last time.”

She starts barking orders to Stacey and I hear a jingle of keys. “Chase, where are you? I don’t like all this talk of not seeing me again. I’m coming to get you.”

I can’t remember the address so I roll down the window and hand my bloody phone to the clerk. He seems horrified but snatches the phone. In hushed tones, he rattles out words that don’t make sense to me. Rolling my eyes back, I doze off and dream of Tori.

“Chase, honey, wake up.” A sweet voice calls out to me, dragging me from my dark, warm, quiet place in my head.

I blink my eyelids open to see Tori—ever an angel—tearfully regarding me.

“Hey, baby.” My words seem casual and relief floods her features.

She dabs a warm cloth under my nose and cleans me. “You scared the living shit out of me,” she mutters and pins me with a firm glare.

“Aren’t you busy with a case?” I question, still unable to shake the haze that cloaks me.

A tear rolls down her cheek and she shakes her head. I don’t miss the guilt that morphs her features into a sad one. “You’re more important.”

Warmth surges through me at her words. “I missed you.”

She chokes out a sob. “I missed you too.”

“Need help getting him to the other side?” Stacey questions from outside the car.

Together, with the help of the clerk, they all help me out of the car and to the other side. I’m not helpless but disorient prevents me from arguing. Once I’m settled and buckled in on the other side, Tori climbs in and starts the car.

“Hey,” I grumble as she puts my car into gear. “You can’t drive her.”

She laughs through her tears. “Well, glad to see you’re feeling more like yourself. And too damn bad. If you’re going to hurt yourself and call me away from work, then I’m going to fuss over you and drive your ass around like Miss Daisy. So shush your mouth and let me take care of you.”

Eventually, we’re stumbling into my bedroom in which Tori sets to undressing me.

“Are you hurt?” I question, dragging my fingertips over her white blouse that’s stained with blood.

She frowns. “No, baby. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

After a long, hot, clumsy shower, I crawl into bed naked and watch with a fucking pout as Tori dresses in a pair of yoga pants and T-shirt.

“Don’t look at me like I killed your dog, Chase. I’m just running to pick up a few items at the store. I’ll be back in twenty minutes with food and you had better be ready to talk.”

Seeing her dress in my room seizes my heart and it aches at the prospect of her doing it every day for the rest of her life. I don’t want her anywhere but here. With me. Forever.

“I wonder what I’ll do in the meantime,” I joke and make a show of touching my bare cock under the blanket.

Her cheeks turn pink and she grins at me. “How about you stay awake and keep yourself busy with that until I get back? I promise I’ll finish you up after.”
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“Wake up, Chase.”

I groan and yank a pillow over my face but then wince in pain. “Why?”

“Because you’ve been sleeping off and on for hours. If you don’t get your ass up, I’m going to take you to the hospital.”

Reluctantly, I toss the pillow onto the floor and smile at seeing her stand over me. She’s concerned and it’s written all over her face. It warms me that she still cares.

“Come here,” I say as I grab her hands and pull her on top of me.

She rests her elbows on either side of my head and stares at me with a frown on her lips. “What happened today?”

I drag my gaze from her blazing blue one and fixate on the window, which now reveals the moon in the sky. Shit, I really did sleep all damn day.

“I lost it.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” She presses a kiss to my cheek.

Turning my attention back to her, I sigh. “They were out of her flowers.”

She widens her eyes. “So why didn’t you pick some other ones?”

I scowl. “Because I wanted those.”

“I’m sure Ashley would just be happy that you—”

The name on her lips chills my veins. “I don’t give a fuck about Ashley,” I snap.

Tori gapes at me and guilt instantly pushes away my anger.

“Baby,” I groan, “I’m sorry. Today is just an unbelievably bad day.”

She drops a kiss on my lips. “Tell me what happened in the car. Why your glasses are broken? Why your nose almost was.”

I huff out my response, “A long time ago, after everything, I sort of lost sight of who I was. I wanted to punish myself. And today, when they didn’t have her flowers, those feelings resurfaced. I was angry. Memories of the hospital came flooding back.”

She sniffles and her bottom lip quivers. “So you hurt yourself. Again? Like back then?”

I nod. “Yeah. It was too much. Them not having her flowers. You pushing me out after I told you I loved you.”

She hovers her lips over mine. “Chase, I love you too.”

Her words soothe my soul and the heartache dissolves with one tiny phrase.

“I don’t understand. You seemed upset—angry even. You wouldn’t talk to me.”

“Because.” She laughs bitterly. “I was scared. I wasn’t supposed to love anyone ever again. And yet here you are, demanding that I love you. Chase, I do love you. Wholeheartedly. That’s what scares the ever living shit out of me. I didn’t think I was capable of loving again.”

“Why are you afraid of us, Tori? We get each other. We’re perfect for one another.”

Another tear rolls out. “Chase, honey, the truth is, I don’t get you. You know my story but you guard yours. Why can’t you share that with me?”

She gestures to my pec. “She dances with angels? What does that mean?”

Sick dread washes over me. I want to share everything with her but what if she hates me too? Like Ashley?

“I was engaged to Ashley a long time ago. She was everything to me. Or so I thought,” I bite out. “But when I was in the hospital, she came to see me. I thought I could lean on her. Instead, she called me a monster. She told me that she couldn’t even look at me anymore. I begged for her to understand I was hurting too—that I was a victim too. But she told me I was nothing but a menace to society. That day, she threw her goddamned ring at me and left me to my own devices. My mother, my father, my sister—nobody could understand the all-consuming, crushing devastation I felt. Ashley was the icing on the proverbial cake. Once she left, a part of me left with her.”

Tears stream down Tori’s cheeks and she kisses me softly. “I’m so sorry, Chase. I will never leave you. Do you understand me? I am so sorry I bailed on you mentally after the museum. It was just all too much. But, I was fucking miserable without you. I couldn’t focus on anything. If it’s any consolation, I was going to come over tonight and tell you all of this. But you just had to go and make a spectacle because you couldn’t wait any longer.” The last part she says in a teasing voice.

I tug at the bottom of her T-shirt and peel it from her body. She unsnaps her bra and I slide it down her arms. Her tits are fucking amazing and I admire them before speaking.

“Move in with me. I know it’s soon and I know we both struggle with our pasts, but baby, I need you. All of the time. My bed is more comfortable anyway,” I say with a laugh.

She shimmies out of her pants and panties before sliding under the covers with me. I groan when she straddles me and pushes her body down my hard cock.

“I will, Chase. I’m ready to admit that I want to move forward with you. Things haven’t always been easy for us, but it’s a good thing I love challenges. Because you,” she moans as she tosses her head back and rides me, “are the biggest damn challenge I’ve ever come across.”

I clutch her hips and urge her faster. Her tight body always grips me in the sexiest fucking way. The thought of having her in my bed every night—to fuck her whenever I please—nearly has me coming inside of her now.

“Jesus, Tori,” I say with a groan, my thumb sliding over to her clit. “Don’t ever fucking leave me again. I won’t be able to handle a life without you. You’re mine, baby.”

“Yours,” she agrees before splintering apart on my dick, her juices lubricating my cock even more so.

Seconds later, I explode within her and then yank her soft body to me. She snuggles against me and even though everything feels right, I can’t help but suffer the lingering effects from my episode earlier.

Dark, dread infects my veins and I’m nearly suffocated with the crippling idea of losing her too one day. Ashley did my head in. But losing Tori would crush my soul.
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“Just a little more foundation and you can hardly tell,” Tori says and smiles.

I roll my eyes at her and swat her away. “I already feel like a goddamned woman with this shit on my face.”

“Well,” she huffs. “Excuse me for trying to help you. You know, you can’t walk out on that stage and look like you got in a fist fight.”

Puffing out my shoulders, I pin her with a fierce glare. “Why not? Might make me seem tougher.”

Now she rolls her eyes. She’s looking fucking delectable in a pretty pink sundress and wedged heels. Her bare legs beg to be kissed and licked.

“Chase, you won’t be so badass if they find out you had a fight with your steering wheel and lost.”

I laugh as I tug on the gown before the ceremony. It’s been two days since my episode and even though my nose has healed some, the bruises have turned an ugly shade of yellowish green. Tori had a grand idea to doll me up and hide the bruising. Now I just feel like a damn chick. Especially in this gown.

“I can’t wait until this weekend,” I tell her with a grin.

She sashays over to me and presses a soft kiss to my lips. “Me neither. Are you sure we can’t just skip group and move my things then?” she teases. “I could throw in a blow job for a bonus.”

I chuckle and nibble on her bottom lip. “Always trying to skip out on group. Such a naughty girl. Maybe I’ll have to give you another spanking later since you’re such a fan.”

“I am not a fan,” she lies but her blazing cheeks give her away.

“Hmmm,” I tease. “If I remember correctly, you begged for me to do it until you screamed my name over and over. My neighbor called to check on me, remember? Your ass almost got the cops called on me for attempted homicide.”

She giggles and I steal her lips again. My hands roam all over her ass and the moan that spills from her mouth into mine has my cock at full mast. I’m three seconds from shoving her into the nearest bathroom and fucking her in a stall.

Unfortunately, someone clears their throat behind me and our make out session is cut short.

“Dr. Monroe. You’re up.”

I smirk at her before responding loud enough for only her to hear and drop my eyes down to the bulge beneath my gown. “That I am.”

She shakes her head at me with an amused grin plastered on her face and presses a sweet kiss on my lips. “Knock ‘em dead, good lookin’.”
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I don’t know why I thought I could walk away from Chase. I was just so scared. What if he left me too? I loved Ben, but we were practically kids. The feelings I have for Chase run deep, so much that I know if I were to lose him, it would crush me beyond anything I could ever recover from. So, I ran out of the museum, grabbed a cab, and went home. I’d missed my weekly trip to the cemetery the weekend of the wedding, and I had almost forgone it that Sunday too. But, I needed to see them, to be close to them, and let them know I hadn’t forgotten them.

When I exited the freeway, I stopped at a local florist and picked up the lavender flowers that I always brought with me. When I approached their plots, I noticed that the flowers often present were not there. Seemed the whole world was forgetting them. I don’t even know which family member is bringing them. I wonder if my mother ever visits her son-in-law and granddaughter. Or have they all let them go as I’m expected to do?

I sat in the grass and talked to them for a while. I decided to be brave and told them about Chase, about how confused I was. No one answered, no one ever does. However, I heard soft footsteps behind me and turned to see who was approaching. To my shock, it was Belinda. She’d stood off to the side, silently asking if she was interrupting. She made me realize that I didn’t want to be alone, so I waved her over. She’d sat down on the grass, right next to me and took my hand.

“My son is buried in this cemetery too. Not far from here, actually. I think I may have even seen you from time to time but, we are all grieving and tend not to intrude. Today, I thought maybe you could use a little company.” She’d smiled at me, and squeezed my hand.

I don’t know how she knew, I was grateful though. “I know it’s silly, but I like to talk to them.”

“It’s not silly, we all grieve in our own way. That’s a big part of what our group is for, to help us find that outlet, but also to see that others have the same struggle.” She’d shrugged and looked off into the distance. “I write letters. I’ve written a letter to Jesse for each year he should have had of his life, well, I’ve only reached age twenty, but I’ll get to the rest. He wanted to be a rock star you know, even at age four, he carried around that little guitar from the video game. So, I write letters to the adult rock star and imagine who he would have been. What his life would have been like. I imagine the name Jesse Kingston on billboards and magazines.”

She’d laughed, and looked at me with a spark in her eyes. “Even if he would have been a gym teacher in reality, I can imagine he has everything he ever wanted. Its helps me to find peace, believing in him. It’s how I cope.”

I could understand her thought process, just as so many things that I would have done with Sarah are hard for me to do now, without her. “Do you believe they would want us to find happiness without them? I don’t want them to ever feel like they are forgotten.”

Belinda had let out a sigh and used her free hand to play with the grass. “I don’t know, Tori. But, I’d like to think Jesse imagines a life for me, just as I do for him. So, while I struggle to go on without him, I strive for the things I want because I feel like that is the best way to always remember him.”

My mind had become even more clouded, all of my convictions mixed with new ideas and emotions. I had begun to feel overwhelmed. Belinda had put an arm around me and it felt so good that I didn’t recoil from the touch as I would have in the past. She’d whispered her goodbyes and got up to leave.

I stared at my family for a little while longer, but when I left, I was even more confused. I decided I needed one less complication fogging up my brain, I needed my orderly life to try and wade through the mess I’d created. I avoided Chase, using any excuse not to see or talk to him. It was a cowardly move and I was definitely up for an academy award for best bitch.

It didn’t get any better, instead, my life began to truly fall apart. I couldn’t concentrate, I couldn’t sleep, and I had no appetite. I’d spent almost every night with Chase since before we’d even made love. Apparently, I’d fallen victim to the same addiction and I needed him beside me at night and in the morning.

I’d made up my mind to go to him, to tell him I loved him. I was starting to believe that Ben and Sarah would want me to find love again, to be happy. When I got his call, I was so scared I almost lost it, but it was clear that it was my turn to be the strong one.

Now, I’m watching him up on that stage, the brilliant professor speaking about achieving a future. The one you want. Working for it and never giving up on your dreams. He’s mesmerizing and I can see why students love him. I’m sure the girls spend his class drooling over him, but even so, they’ll learn, but Chase would never have it be otherwise.

After his speech, the crowd roars with approval, all the graduates clapping and stomping. Chase’s grin is a little goofy as he steps down from the stage, proud, but also bashful. It’s adorable. When he sees me, his grin becomes a full blown smile, one I only ever see when he looks at me. The only problem with that sinful smile is that I don’t have an extra pair of panties with me. Not that it would matter, I’d need to change those the next time he looked at me anyway.

They begin calling out names and when Chase reaches my side, he glances at his watch, grabs my wrist, and pulls me out into the hallway. “We’ve got at least forty-five minutes. It should be plenty,” he mumbles distractedly, towing me behind him. He pokes his head through a door, and evidently finding what he’s looking for, he yanks me inside. This is followed by the slamming of the door and flipping of the lock. We’re in a lecture hall, curved rows of chairs ascending to the back wall, all facing a single desk and blackboard.

He’s pulling me toward the desk, and I’m still trying to figure out what the hell is going on. “Chase, what are we—” He cuts off my question with his mouth slamming down on mine.

“I’ve wanted to fuck you on a desk in a classroom since the first time I saw you in your naughty librarian outfit,” he says with a growl. His hands are already busy trying to remove my clothes, while I slap them away, protesting.

“We can’t! What if someone sees us?”

He has somehow successfully unbuttoned my top. “Everyone’s at graduation, baby. Plus, I locked the door.” There goes my bra. “Now, be an obedient student and do what Dr. Monroe says.”

He gives me quite a test over the next thirty minutes, then announces I get an A+.
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Chase is holding my hand, his thumb rubbing softly on the skin as we walk into a little house where a reception is being held for one of his students. The sweet gesture isn’t calming my nerves. I’m about to meet his best friend, whose mother is throwing the party, and his family. What if they hate me, I mean if they’ve heard of me. I have a reputation for being the queen bee bitch. I look down and wonder if my pink sundress is too casual, but then I remember Chase is in jeans and a button down shirt. No, I’m dressed okay. I think.

We step inside the door and I smooth my hair back into a ponytail—nice and neat—and paste a pleasant smile on my face. Chase gets one look at me and starts laughing. Then he reaches over, grabs the elastic band and yanks it from my hair. He threads his fingers through the strands and messes it all up. “Chase!” I hiss. “I want to look presentable.”

He laughs again, his eyes twinkling. Stop swooning! He leans down for a quick kiss. “You look amazing, babe.”

“Chase! Get your lazy ass in here!” I hear yelled from the next room. The house is small, but it looks cozy and lived in, with photos and mementos scattered everywhere. We enter the kitchen, which is attached to an open living room. Both spaces are packed with people, all of whom call out to him when we enter. A young guy in his early twenties, with shagging blond hair, and a face that must bring the chicks in droves, walks up and slaps Chase on the back. “Took you long enough, asshole. You stop for—” He stops speaking when he sees me, then a knowing look comes over his face. “I see you were distracted with dessert.” He looks at me intently. “Tell me, are the rumors true? Is his junk as—ow! Fuck!” Chase punches him in the arm and after he swears, an older woman—his mother I assume—whacks him on the back of the head.

Chase pulls me tightly into his side, glaring at the guy. “Cort, this is my girlfriend, Tori. Tori, this pathetic excuse for a man is Cort.”

Cort grins at me and stretches out his hand, but Chase slaps it away. Cort’s grin gets bigger. “You’re not a stalker, are you?” he asks, and Chase groans.

“Shut it, Cort. Or I’ll shut it for you.”

Cort laughs and then he snatches the hand of a beautiful girl with long brown hair and caramel skin, as she walks by, bringing her over to us. “This is Blair, the love of my life.” Blair blushes, and gives me a tiny wave.

Chase gives her a one armed hug, and a kiss on the forehead. “Hey, Blair. I guess the brainwashing hasn’t worn off yet. You realize that if this goes on much longer, I’ll have to kill him, right? It’s for your own—ow!” Cort socks Chase in the arm.

“Alright, knock it off asshole,” he says, earning himself another slap to the head from his mom and Blair. “Geeze! You girls are mean,” he whines playfully. “Grab some food, relax, have fun, show this buffoon what it means to party.” Then with a reciprocated chin lift and a fist bump, he follows his girl into the throng of people.

Chase keeps his arm around my shoulder as we wade our way through a crowd of freshly graduated kids, standing around in their gowns like they want to make sure anyone who looks at them knows, for sure, that they graduated earlier today. Chase keeps me tucked into his side and as he introduces me, it’s always the same, “This is Tori, my girlfriend.” Emphasis on the my girlfriend part like he’s staking a claim. I should probably be annoyed. I think it’s in the girl handbook to be, but he’s so damn cute, I throw the girl code out the window.

Finally, we reach an older man with dark brown hair, a tall lean stature, and chocolate eyes I would recognize anywhere. This has to be Chase’s dad. Standing next to him is a beautiful woman that is practically the female carbon copy of Chase, with the same brown hair and eyes, only her glasses are red, almost heart shaped, and she’s slightly older. He embraces each of them warmly, then tugs me forward to stand in front of him, his arms looped around my waist.

“Tori, this is my dad, and that beautiful pain in the ass, is my sister, Penelope.”

I shake their hands confidently, despite the butterflies in my stomach.

Penelope smiles with genuine warmth and it sets aside some of my nerves. “We’ve been anxious to meet you, Tori. I’ve never seen my brother act like such a lovesick fool and I wanted to meet the woman who could take the place of that stupid car in his heart.”

Chase gasps and my hand flies to my mouth to stifle a giggle. I fail miserably and start laughing. He leans down, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Traitor.”

We chit chat with them for a while and I learn that Penelope is a riot. She almost seems eccentric, but underneath the wild exterior is a solid mom, wife, and sister. She and Chase rib each other a lot, but his admiration and love for his sister are written all over his face. I instantly fall in love with them and they put me at ease, making me feel safe, and free to be myself.

Eventually Cort and Blair wander over to join us, and we talk until we realize that the room has emptied. Cort leads us out to their tiny back yard, where they’ve set up one of those small round fire pits. There are comfortable patio chairs positioned around it and the group of us, now including Cort’s mom, Sandy, sit around the fire. Sandy breaks out the makings for S’mores and I almost clap my hands with glee.

I haven’t had this treat since I was in high school, but I can still remember what it tastes like and my mouth is watering. Chase makes a couple of S’mores, then returns to his seat. Before he sits, he hauls me up, plops down and settles me on his lap. I feel my cheeks heat up and I surreptitiously glance around, hoping no one is paying us any attention. Of course, to my utter mortification, everyone is watching us, but Chase doesn’t seem to care. He instead lifts a S’more to my lips, tapping to get me to open my mouth.

He leans forward and kisses me, hiding a little lick to the side of my mouth. “Chocolate,” he explains, his voice smoldering. That voice, it turns me the fuck on. Not the time, Tori. Not the time. Chase’s hand slips stealthily down my back, all the way to my ass, giving it a covert squeeze. I throw him a warning glare, but he just smiles innocently at me. That damn panty melting smile.

“I have an announcement.” Chase says this to the group, but his eyes remain locked on mine. All the talking ceases and I can feel the proverbial spotlight on us. It’s definitely not like being in court. Well, okay it is, but this time I’m on the witness stand. Yeah, I’m not a fan of the role reversal.

He finally looks out at the people around us, while I stare at my hands. When the hell did you get so self-conscious, woman? Excellent question.

“Tori and I are moving in together.”

His statement is met with a mixture of gasps and catcalls, and I look up to see who the sounds came from, really hoping it wasn’t his sister and dad. My eyes connect with his sister’s and her hand is covering her mouth, indicating that she’s one of the gaspers. Great. Then she removes her hand and she’s wearing a big smile, her eyes sparkling.

“Chase, that’s great.” She breathes excitedly. “I’m glad a girl has finally tamed you.” She winks at me and I laugh.

“Joining the land of the whipped, huh, Chase?” Cort chortles.

Chase makes a face at him. “We’re just moving in together, Cort. Not all of us have your fetish for leather and whips.”

“Says the man with leather seats in his car that have seen more action than James Bond.”

I bury my face in my hands. This can’t go anywhere good. I lift my head and narrow my eyes in censure. “Are you two twelve today? Think you could put on your big boy pants and act like an adult?”

“He started it,” Cort retorts, and I assume he’s getting a similar lecture from Blair.

Chase is grinning at me unrepentantly. “What’s the fun in that?” Then he nuzzles his face in my neck and as I’m sure was his intention, I get all gooey inside and forget that I was annoyed.

The rest of the night is full of fun and laughter. Before we know it, we’re creeping up on two o’clock in the morning. Luckily, I had Stacey clear my Friday schedule after finding Chase the way I did. We say our goodbyes and when Penelope hugs me, she smiles brightly. “We’ve got our Chase back. Thank you, Tori. I’ve never seen him so happy, even before the accident.” Her words warm me, knowing that I’ve succeeded in helping Chase, just as he has for me.

When we get back to Chase’s—our home—he lifts me up and carries me inside. I laugh, “What are you doing, crazy?”

“Carrying you over the threshold of your new home,” he practically sings.

“That’s for a bride and groom, silly.”

Chase’s eyes glitter. “I’ll do it then, too.”

Before I can dwell, and start to hyperventilate, Chase takes me to the bedroom and keeps me up the rest of the night, “christening” (his words, of course) my new home, bed, shower, floor…
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“It’s yellow.” The attendant snaps her gum at me, her bored eyes skimming the people behind me. This one is new, Brittney is her name. I already want to yell at her.

“I didn’t ask for yellow,” I seethe through clenched teeth. “I asked for Goldfinch.”

“I accidentally typed in the code for Golden Honey,” she tells me, blowing a bubble, as if this makes it any fucking better. “I can’t tell a difference, honestly.”

Like her opinion fucking matters to me.

“I found those paintbrushes,” Tori chirps as she comes up behind me.

Ignoring her, I glare at Brittney. “Goddammit, just make another can!”

Her eyes widen before she snatches the phone. “Yeah, um, I need a manager. Yep, an irate customer.”

I’m visibly shaking when Tori forces me to turn toward her. Her blonde hair has been swept into a messy bun and she’s gorgeous. It simmers my rage marginally.

“Chase, honey, calm down,” Tori tells me, planting a kiss on my lips.

I groan and run my fingers through my hair. “I’ll calm down when she gives me what I ordered.”

“Sir, do we have a problem?” an older gentleman asks as he rounds the corner.

Snapping my head in his direction, I hold out the paint swatch to him. “Goldfinch. It’s what I ordered. Golden Honey is what I received. I want a gallon of Goldfinch, eggshell, indoor paint.”

He glances at the newbie and nods. “Brittney, why don’t you go hop on one of those registers while I help this customer.”

I let out a rush of breath and a calmness washes over me.

I will have my fucking Goldfinch.
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“I really like Belinda,” Tori says from the passenger seat. Yesterday we ended up painting the wall Goldfinch. Turns out, it’s still the wrong fucking color.

“She’s a good gal,” I agree.

I glance over at Tori all decked out in a casual pair of yoga pants and a tank. She’s so fucking cute when she’s not trying to be a badass lawyer. It’s hard to believe that we’ve been moving her stuff into my house, aside from our trip to our group meeting, and are headed back to her place to grab more.

I’m fucking elated.

But something niggles at my heart.

She knows my past was rough but I never came out and told her about the accident. This girl is my entire damn world, yet she doesn’t know the most critical piece of me that I let crush me each day.

I will tell her.

Tori loves me, unlike Ashley. The one who abandoned me when I needed her most.

Tori promised she will never leave me and I believe that with every part of my soul.

I can do this.

Pulling a U-turn, I take the car back toward the florist. This past Tuesday, the day of my meltdown, I missed taking her flowers. I’ll take Tori with me—show her why I have a gaping hole in my heart.

“Where are we going?” she questions.

I smile at her. “The florist.”

Her face contorts into a confused one.

“They may have daffodils. And if they don’t,” I tease, “I need someone to keep me from doing stupid shit. Now that you officially live with me, you’re that person. Lucky you.”

I chuckle but her lips purse into a firm line. She knows as well as I do that flowers, for me, are a touchy fucking subject. Just like my goddamned yellow wall.

“Chase, maybe we should do this another day. Like Tuesday?” she attempts, her features unreadable.

I glance in the mirror and regard my reflection. Dilated eyes. Clenched jaw. I’m a man on a mission and won’t be deterred.

“We’ll do this and be back before sundown. I can swing through that pizza place we love on the way home. And maybe we can take a hot bath later. My muscles are sore as fuck from carrying that box with all your shoes. Seriously, how many shoes can one woman have? I’m going to have to turn one of the bedrooms into your closet,” I say with a laugh.

She gives in and giggles. “I like the idea of a shoe room. Then, we can go shopping where I can buy more to fill it up.”

We laugh and flirt the entire way to the florist. When they thankfully have daffodils, I buy three bundles this time, we then head to our next destination.

“Where are we going?” she asks again.

I flash her a grin and grip her thigh. “Someplace very special to me, baby. A place I have gone every week for a very long time. Even though I feel sick at having to go, I always leave feeling uplifted. I need to share it with you.”

She nods and squeezes my hand.

As we get on the interstate to head out of the downtown area, I sink back into my seat and lose myself in a memory.

The ground is soft under my feet after an unusually rainy summer. After a ton of begging from my mom, she finally told me where to come. To visit her. Earlier, before coming, I stopped off at the floral shop. I spent far too long in there obsessing over the perfect flowers to bring to her. After an hour of driving the clerk crazy, I finally settled on the daffodils.

They remind me of her dress.

Trotting down the hill, I read each headstone until I find hers.

Tons of flowers litter the grave and I bite back the nausea in my belly. It should have been me, not her.

Life’s not fair.

At least that’s what Mom says.

Setting my daffodils on top of the stone, I then plop down on the fresh dirt, dirtying up my jeans. I’ve only been released from the hospital a few days now but it’s been weeks since the accident. Soon, grass will grow over the dirt beneath me and she’ll forever be sealed away.

My heart fucking aches in my chest.

And when I hear sobbing, I jerk my head to see who is crying. A bitter laugh escapes me when I realize it’s me.

“I’m so sorry,” I tell her. “It should have been me.”

The wind picks up and my head begins to throb. The headaches just won’t fucking quit. Some days I wonder if I’ll die from the explosions in my head that attack without warning now. My doctor claims they’ll go away after some time. When my brain has returned to its normal capacity.

“God,” I cry out into the quiet, warm sky. “Just give me yesterday. Please. Let me go back in time. I won’t go to see Ashley that day. I’ll go to my boring Economics class instead of choosing to skip to see my fiancée.”

Fiancée.

The word on my tongue has a terrible taste.

No fiancée.

Ashley is gone.

And she’s gone too.

Mom was right.

Unfuckingfair!

A howl of bitter sadness wracks through me. I took it all away from her. One normal goddamned day turned out to be the worst day of my existence. My brain has trouble wrapping my head around it all. The doctors tell me it’s okay to feel this way.

It’s not fucking okay.

When I spoke to Mom about reaching out to the family, she bit my head off. It wouldn’t change a damn thing she’d said. It would only cause me more grief and heartache.

I fall onto my back and stare up at the sky. Eventually I close my eyes and cry silently for her, tears soaking my face. Each time I close my eyes. I see her bright, innocent eyes. Her smile.

And then it’s gone.

No matter how much more I try to recall, it’s all I can remember.

Her smile. Her eyes. Her dress.

And then it’s gone.

“Chase.”

I’m on autopilot in my mind as I drive down the highway but am dragged from the past to see Tori’s lip quivering. I glance in the mirror again and my cheeks are wet with tears. My eyes bloodshot behind my glasses.

“Do you want me to drive?”

I shake my head at her. “No. We’re almost there.”

She takes my hand and squeezes it. “I’ll carry you. Just like you carry me. We’re in this together, okay?”

I nod and flash her an appreciative smile.

“She’s a goddamned ghost.” I growl. “It’s like she disappeared off the fucking planet!”

Penelope pats my shoulder. “Chase, it’s time to move on. You’ve been searching for her for over a year now. Maybe she needed to get away. Maybe she changed her name. You know Mom would be pissed if she knew you were trying to find her.”

I slam my laptop closed and run my fingers through my hair. “I just want to talk to her. Explain how sorry I am.”

Penelope’s eyes water and she nods. “I know but sometimes things work out how they’re supposed to. Maybe you aren’t meant to find her. What if she’s finally found some peace and happiness? Would you want to disrupt that?”

Guilt, always fucking a part of me now, surges through my veins. “I want her to be happy.”

My sister nods. “Then let her move on. Don’t bring all this back to her, especially not now. It’s been a year. She’s probably married with a kid on the way. Let her find her peace.”

“Tori,” I blurt out, as I turn on my blinker for the exit. “I tried to find her.”

She narrows her eyes and jerks her head over to me, realizing I’m telling her something huge about my past.

“But she fucking disappeared.” I slam my fist on the steering wheel.

“Who?”

“Her. The one I broke. The one I stole everything from.”

Her tears spill over her cheeks. “Chase, calm down.”

I’m angry. At her. At me. At the whole fucking unfair world.

“I wanted to tell her that I was sorry. That I tried so hard not to hit them.”

She pales as we turn down the road to the cemetery. “Who did you hit? Ashley?”

Tears are streaming down my cheeks as I slam my car into a parking spot. “Them. Both of them. I don’t remember him. All I remember is her. She haunts my dreams with her innocent smile and wide eyes. And that dress. Goddammit, I’ll never get that fucking wall the color of her dress.”

“Chase, why are we here?”

I reach into the back and snatch the flowers. The door swings open and I climb out. She’s already scrambling out of the passenger seat.

“Chase, who? Dammit, tell me who!”

When I round the car, I pull her into my arms and kiss the top of her head. “This is so fucking painful, Tori. Please don’t hate me like Ashley did. I didn’t mean to. I tried not to hit them. I did. There was a car in front of me, it spun out and I swerved the truck but it wasn’t soon enough. They came out of fucking nowhere.”

She’s crying in my arms and struggling to get out of my arms. “Chase, no.”

I clutch her wrist and pull her along with me. Through the path I know so well. To the grave that always has flowers on it, no matter what.

“Chase, no.” Her feet drag but I keep tugging. I’m on a mission. She needs to see the pain I bear each day.

“Tori.”

We stop at the grave and she wails.

I pull her into my arms. “Her name was Sarah.”
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The world shifts under my feet.

A silver truck behind the SUV, the sound of screeching breaks pierces the air as the truck spins and the next time I blink, there are three vehicles twisted together in the center of the thoroughfare.

There is ringing in my ears, a sound so loud that my head is splitting open from the pain.

A figure lays unmoving on the ground three feet away from the wreck. The large frame of a man, wrapped around a tiny lump of sunshine yellow fabric.

The sound grows louder, my throat feels as though it is being ripped to shreds, and I realize that the sound is screaming.

It’s me, screaming.

My bare knees hit the ground hard and I barely register the sharp pain of glass digging into the flesh. The only thing I feel is numbness. There is blood, it’s all over the ground, all over them. Someone pulls on my arms and I think they tell me not to move them, but how can I stay away. My heart is on the ground in front of me, and I need to know that it is still beating.

“Oh, God. Oh, God.” I’m pleading, pleading for this to not be real. I feel arms trying to surround me but I fight them off with all of my strength. “No, this can’t be happening, God, please don’t let this be real.”

“Tori! Baby, please don’t do this, please. I can’t lose you.”

Chase’s anguished voice floats around me, but I’m so lost in the pain, the sobs heaving from deep in my soul. How could the universe be so fucking twisted?

I fell in love with the man who killed my family.

There is an ugliness that is surfacing, feelings so black that they frighten me. “You—you can’t be the one who hurt me. Y—you healed me. Now you’ve destroyed me, again!” I’m screaming at him, my world once again falling to pieces around me. Only this time, I know I’ll never recover, because Chase is the love of my life. I was tied to Ben by my heart, but I’m tied to Chase with my whole fucking soul.

“Baby, I don’t understand.”

My shoulders are jerking, Chase shaking me frantically. I look at him through the tears falling from my eyes, and I see desperate, panicked fear on his face. “What do you mean again?” He’s yelling now, his voice coated in fear and despair. Good. Let him feel the pain he has caused me.

“You killed my family!” I scream, thrashing out at him with my fist, nails, anything that will get him away from me.

Chase scrambles back in a crab walk, and falls to the ground. His face goes ashen, all the color draining from him, just like the color drained from Ben and Sarah. I attempt to get up off of the ground and end up on my hands and knees, panting hard, trying regain my breath. But, I’m crying so hard I can’t get a decent amount into my lungs. The pain is excruciating. There is no molecule on my body that isn’t burning with anger, with pain, with the utter fucking disaster that is this world.

It’s not just Chase, it’s the realization that that my life is meant to be filled with nothing, or with pain. There is no option number three. When it came to passing out happiness, apparently my bucket was already too full of misery. Only this time, this time I opened myself up so much that I don’t know how to close the wounds again. There is a searing fire that is down deep in the depths of me, breaking me beyond recognition.

I’m finally able to regain my feet and I grab the flowers that Chase brought from where he’d dropped them before following me to the ground. Daffodils. How did I not put it together? Every week, I lay the purple flowers next to bouquets of yellow daffodils. I crush them in my hand.

“Tori, I tried—you disappeared. I wanted to—”

“Stop!” The tears are drying up, and the ice is working its way through my body. Slowly, I become like stone, the woman who everyone sees, the viper, Ice Queen, bitch, take your pick. “I went back to my maiden name,” I say matter of fact. “I left it all behind. Then you came along and forced me to face it all, to relive the pain, share it, fucking fall in love again! Only to have it be the final straw in the sick joke that is my life. I’m done.”

“Are you happy now?” I’m screaming at the sky now, asking anyone, whomever, whatever is out there, “I’m fucking done! You can’t hurt me anymore, because I have nothing left to lose.”

“Tori, I love you. We can work this out. Please,” Chase begs. “You promised you’d never leave me.”

I toss the ruined flowers at his feet. “And you promised you’d never hurt me.”
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The weather in the city of Chicago is an ever-changing beast, it could be the middle of July and when the sun dips below the horizon it can be cold. Just like it is now, on a May night, when I’m shivering from the wind whipping through my bones as I walk along the lake front. I revel in it though, the cold seeping in, freezing me, strengthening the ice inside.

I’m numb, just the way I want to be.

I ran from Chase in the cemetery. Ran all the way out of the expansive greens and to a gas station down the road. I called Stacey and she was able to come pick me up. As I lowered myself into the seat of her car, I noticed the Challenger that was sitting in the parking lot, idling. Chase’s devastated face tugged at my heartstrings, but I tightened the pegs so they were strung so taut, they have no give.

Inside the car, Stacey didn’t even try to hide her curiosity and kept glancing between me and the black car with wide eyes. “Thanks for coming, Stacey,” I bit out. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” With one last worried glance, she nodded and started the car.

I’d had her drop me at my building, but I couldn’t bring myself to go up. So, I wandered down to the waterfront, though I’m not sure what the fuck I thought I’d find here. The dark expanse of water is cold and uninviting, the park is empty of pedestrians, with the exception of a few teenagers drinking and getting high. I traipse back to my apartment and try to forget what it was like when Chase had me pressed up against the wall. As I enter my home, I try to forget how it felt like to cuddle on my couch with Chase, to eat Chinese food on a blanket on the floor.

I move into the hallway and stare at the door to my bedroom. It feels like there is invisible caution tape over the door, WARNING: Memories that will shatter you lie ahead. I don’t know how long I stand there, but eventually I make my way into the kitchen, a room that was rarely used until Chase started spending time at my apartment. I need a place where he isn’t surrounding me! I open a cabinet and grab a bottle of whatever, and make a beeline for my guest room. Plopping down on the floor, my back against the bed, I check the label. Vodka, perfect.

Hours later, I pour the last shot and toss it down. My cell phone sits on the ground in front of me and I continually watch it light up. Chase, Stacey, Chase, Chase, Stacey, Chase…. It’s getting harder for my finger to connect with the reject button, but I squint and try to meet the two despite the way they both wobble about. A giggle slips out and I think maybe I’m really, really drunk. I like this feeling, it’s so much better than the alternative.
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Life’s not fair.

That’s the fucking understatement of the century.

As I pace my bedroom floor, I have the urge to destroy the entire goddamned room. Everything reminds me of her. Her big-ass unpacked box of shoes sitting in the corner. A handful of bobby pins scattered about the nightstand. Pink panties still on the floor beside my boxers from when we woke up and made love on the way to the shower.

I stomp out of the room and away from the heartache, only to find myself staring at the yellow wall.

When I clench my eyes closed, I see the bright, sunshiny color of little Sarah’s dress and its beautiful and perfect. Yet, when I open my eyes, I can’t match the fucking color. I snap my eyes shut again and my heart seizes in my chest as I remember the little girl, so out of place on the busy road. Smiling the world’s most adorable, toothy grin. Shiny strawberry curls bouncing on her head. Her sweet, yellow dress that made her prettier than any flower on God’s green earth.

My breath is sucked from me when I remember how it felt to realize it was too late. That no matter how hard I yanked on the wheel to avoid them, my car would flip and crush them anyway. I remember the moment I came to after a medically induced coma, days later, in the hospital after countless surgeries, to successfully remove the piece of metal from my skull and the first words out of my mouth were, Please God, let them be okay.

Turns out, they were not fucking okay.

I killed them.

I killed a man and his sweet, baby girl.

In front of his wife. In front of her mother.

Fucking sick!

When Ashley came to see me, I cried and cried and it had nothing to do with the raging shit-storm of a never-ending migraine that possessed my brain. She regarded me with her own tearstained cheeks.

You killed them, she’d said.

You slaughtered that woman’s entire family, she’d said.

I’d begged her to forgive me. Tried to explain to her that it was an accident. And still, she told me she would never be able to get over knowing I’d killed a man and a little girl—accident or not. That night she dropped her ring, along with my dreams, into my lap.

As I pop my eyes back open and stare at the taunting yellow wall, I choke back a tortured wail that threatens to rip straight from my soul. Scrambling, I locate my phone and try for the hundredth time to reach my Tori. To make her understand.

When the line picks up on the third ring, I launch into begging. But drunk giggles in the background are all that can be heard.

“Tori,” I say loudly in hopes she’ll hear me and listen. “Please forgive me, baby. I had no idea you were the woman—the woman I took everything from. You have to believe me when I say there was no time to react. I tried. For fuck’s sake I tried but I couldn’t get away from them in time.”

Her blubbering to herself gets softer and softer until I soon hear her running a bath. I clutch the phone to my ear and quietly listen to the sounds that are her. All of her makeup is here. Her hair shit. Her bathing products. Hell, even her toothbrush is here.

I stand on shaky feet, the phone still desperately attached to my ear as I search out a suitcase. After I unzip it, I toss it onto the bed and begin loading it with the things she’ll need. I toss a couple of pairs of shoes in the suitcase but I plan on holding the rest for ransom. At least until she talks to me.

“Why?” I hear her sob in the background and I collapse onto the bed at hearing her voice again.

Because…life’s not fair.

My heart aches in my chest.

As she begs God to leave her the fuck alone, I am jerked into the gutting memory from hours earlier at the cemetery.

“Are you happy now?” she screams up at the sky. “I’m fucking done! You can’t hurt me anymore, because I have nothing left to lose.”

Me. You have me.

I reach for her. “Tori, I love you. We can work this out. Please. You promised you’d never leave me.”

She jerks her head toward me and murders me with her gaze. Her bloodshot eyes are hate-filled and my entire being crushes from one simple look. “And you promised you’d never hurt me.”

The smashed daffodils are thrown at my feet as she stalks away from me, her wails nearly waking the dead. And I stare after her, arms outstretched, begging for her to come back to me.

When her crying can no longer be heard and only my sobbing is left, I stand on shaky feet and stumble my way back to the car. I climb in and sit there for minutes or hours or fucking eons for all I know.

I found the one woman who understands my pain. Who completes me in every sense of the word. And I killed her goddamned family.

Life isn’t fair, Mother.

Life is a cruel fucking bitch.

Swiping moisture away from my swollen eyes beneath my glasses, I zip up the suitcase and head for the living room. I set it down and stride over to my bookcase. Thumbing through the paint swatches bearing Xs, I snatch one up and scribble on the back.

Tori,

Forgive me, please.

Life is fucking worthless without you.

Give me yesterday and I’ll give you forever.

I love you more than I will ever be able to express.

Chase

I stuff it into the suitcase on top of her makeup shit and zip it back closed. The drive to her place is a blur and before I know it, I’m walking by the front desk where I’m waved in since Tori put me on the permanent visitor’s list. I’m a little surprised she hasn’t had me taken off of it yet. Now, I’m standing in front of her door.

It’s quiet on the other side. I want to beat down the door and demand she forgives me, but I know better. My Tori’s too strong to go down without a fight.

And I don’t want to fight with her. I want to love her.

I lean the suitcase against the door and text her telling her it’s there.

Please, God, let her come back to me.
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A week without Tori is like an eternity in hell.

I can’t eat. Or sleep. Or fucking breathe for that matter.

Cort and Penelope have both come by with food. Advice. A shoulder to cry on.

But it’s not enough. I need her.

This morning was fucking torture dragging myself out of my bed, away from her scent that still lingers on my sheets, to go to group. Honestly, I’m holding on to some shred of hope that she’ll actually show up. That she’ll give me a chance to hug her.

I want to comfort her.

Kiss her.

Tell her how sorry I am.

I want to make love to her—to have my soul attach itself to hers forever.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Bill chuckles when I enter the room.

My eyes scan the room—searching for my blue-eyed angel—and eventually fall on her empty seat. The coffee I sucked down earlier without breakfast grumbles in my stomach, threatening to reappear at any moment.

“Hey,” I finally manage to say to him before walking dejectedly to the podium.

All eyes are on me as I rest my elbows on the wood. I lift my gaze to see them all wearing matching frowns. They know it has to do with Tori. I can see it written all over their faces. Little do they know, it has everything to do with Tori.

She is my everything.

Was.

“Shit,” I hiss under my breath and run my fingers through my dirty hair. Bathing is a chore these days.

“Chase, is everything okay?” Belinda asks from behind me.

I turn to her with a frown and shake my head. “No. No, it isn’t.”

She pulls me in for a hug and I let out a ragged sigh.

“Maybe you should let it all out. We’re your friends here,” she reminds me when she lets me go.

I nod and turn back to their expectant, caring faces.

“Guys, I fucked up.”

They remain silent and wait for me to continue.

“It was me. I killed her family.” I gasp, shocking myself at my revelation. “How could we not know? How could God let us fall in love only to rip us apart?”

The room is a buzz of chatter before Nate speaks up. “Dr. Monroe, you didn’t know. Did you?”

I snap my head up to him. “Fuck no! I spent the last decade looking for the woman who witnessed the most devastating thing a mother and wife should ever have to go through. For ten goddamned years I have been searching for her to tell her I’m so sorry. Turns out, Tori didn’t want to be found. She wanted to carve out a new life for herself which didn’t involve heartache. Unfortunately, I found her. But not as the woman I’d been searching for since the accident. I found her instead as my soulmate. My lover. My angel. When I took her to the grave—to tell her what I’m grieving for, the heavens ripped open and tore us apart.”

Jerking off my glasses, I swipe away rogue tears.

“I love her and it’s all a cruel fucking joke from that bitch called fate.”

One by one, they all stand and herd over to me. The next hour goes by in a haze of hugs, words of advice, and prayers. These people, my friends, offer their support in a way no others can. I clutch on to them and frantically bandage the hemorrhaging wound in my heart.

“Chase,” Claudia finally says. “Fate brought you two together, through everything. Do you really think she’ll tear you apart? I know your story will be a happy one. You and Tori both deserve a happy ending. And I believe that the happiness that lies in each other, won’t be found in any other person. She’ll come around, Chase. You’re worth the heartache and pain. I just know she’ll see that too.”

I kiss her graying hair on top of her head and hug her fiercely. “I sure hope so.”
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It’s Sunday. The day I would normally visit my family. The day after I would usually go to group. The day that represents a whole week without Chase.

I drive around the neighborhood where the cemetery is, but I can’t bring myself to go inside. So, I keep driving. I’m not sure where I’m going, practically letting the car steer itself. I end up in a residential area that is all too familiar to me and I silently yell at my subconscious for being such a hag. Why would she bring me here? It hurts her too.

I avoid looking at the place on the side of the road where a little memorial sits in remembrance of the accident and the lives lost. However, instead of passing by, I turn on my blinker and slowly pull into the driveway on my right. I park in front of a beige house, a typical cookie cutter home in a quiet neighborhood, with the exception of the busy street out front.

My parent’s cars indicate that they are home and I don’t stop to think, I just get out of the car and walk to the brown front door. Awkwardness makes me hesitate when I realize I don’t know if I should walk in or ring the doorbell. I settle on the bell because I wouldn’t want to scare them. One long, manicured finger hovers over the round little button and I stare intently at the action as though it is the most important thing I’ll ever do.

Procrastination is an art, and despite my work ethic and dedication to my job, I’m quite talented in putting off my personal tasks. Suck it up, Larkin. Stop being such a baby. You eat sharks for lunch in the courtroom and you’re afraid of a conversation with Mom and Dad? Okay. I’ve got this. Okay. I take a deep breath and push. The sound pings inside and I hear shuffling footsteps.

The door swings open and my mom stands there, her blonde curls bouncing around her chin, the same ocean blue eyes. Basically a reflection of what I’ll look like in twenty years. Except her eyes and mouth are bracketed with laugh lines, and I don’t see those creasing my face in the future. Her face lights up when she sees me, and she immediately throws her arms around me.

I close my eyes and soak in the warmth, the smells of my childhood, chocolate and spice. I instantly know that I need this now. If I gained anything from my experience with Chase, it’s that I miss my mom and dad. My mother leans back, a small frown on her face, and uses her thumbs to wipe underneath my eyes. I didn’t know I’d started crying, and when matching tears start rolling down my mom’s cheeks, guilt overcomes me.

“Welcome home, baby girl.” The words wash over me and I take a fearful step toward the door. I left a few days after the accident, and haven’t been back since. I was so busy running from my own grief that I forgot about the mourning mother and grandmother I let behind. Instead, I gave her one more person to grieve over.

“I’m so sorry, Mom.”

She hugs me tight again, then puts an arm around my shoulder and guides me inside.

“It’s all in the past, sweetheart. Let’s focus on now, and the future. I’m just glad you’re home.” The house smells like fresh bread and chocolate chip cookies. I always read that in books and think, how could everyone’s parent’s houses smell like that. Mine didn’t always either, but Mom must have been baking recently, because as I walk in, it smells delicious, and for the first time in a week, I feel the slightest bit of hunger.

When we reach the kitchen, my dad looks up in surprise, his face lighting up like a Christmas tree. He pushes the chair back and stalks over to me, pulling me into an enormous bear hug. “Hey, love bug. I’m so happy to see you.” Mom sniffs, and walks to the counter where all the yummy smells were emanating from.

Dad and I sit at the table and an awkward silence descends.

“You look a little thin, Victoria. I better feed you,” Mom chirps. Then she goes about busying herself, putting a plate of treats together.

“Love bug,” Dad starts hesitantly, “I’m so damn glad you’re here, but you look like there might be a big reason for your visit. What’s up?” Right to the point, that’s my dad.

I suck in a breath through my nose and then let it out of my mouth in a puff. Mom sits across the table from me, pushing the plate my way, then watching me expectantly. “Um, have you guys ever thought about the people in the car accident? The guy driving the truck?”

My mom’s face clouds over a little and she slips her hand across the table to cover the one I have resting beside my plate. “Sure I have. Why do you ask?”

I clear my throat a little. “Um, I … met the man who was driving.” Both my parents’ eyebrows raise at that, and sympathy swims in their eyes.

“Is he okay?” my mom asks.

“What do mean, is he okay?” I snap. “Shouldn’t you be asking how I am after meeting the man who killed my husband and baby?”

My mom’s face softens, but she is frowning, nonetheless. “Honey, you left so quickly, you weren’t here for the aftermath of that accident. You shouldn’t blame that poor man. He was dealt his own set of troubles.”

“I’m glad he felt guilty. That’s nothing compared to my grief,” I sneer.

My dad looks at me reproachfully. “Victoria, I’m disappointed in you.”

That shuts me up real quick, and I shrink back in my chair. All of my life, my dad has been my hero and disappointing him…it’s worse than losing a vital case.

“That accident wasn’t any one person’s fault, but that man paid for it. He flipped his truck, landed upside down on one of the other cars. The other car had debris flying everywhere and he was hit in the head with multiple pieces of metal.” I suck in a breath, the image of Chase locked in a twisted hunk of steel makes me ache.

“He was in a coma for a while,” Mom says. “Then he was forced to stay in the hospital until he was cleared of brain trauma.”

“You knew him? Who he was?” I whisper incredulously.

Dad shakes his head. “No, not personally. We inquired through a friend of a friend. I was worried that we’d lost another life that day as well.”

“Another?” I frown, my brows furrowing deep over my eyes.

“Yes, love bug. Another. He may not have been our family, but he was as innocent as everyone else in that accident. A life just as important as yours or Sarah’s or Ben’s.” My dad shakes his head, looking down at the table, “I wanted to reach out to him, to make sure that he wasn’t living with guilt, or worrying that we blamed him, just see if he was all right. But we didn’t want to force it on him. So, we left it alone.”

I’m so confused by what they are saying. I feel like the room is spinning. I debate whether or not to tell them, going back and forth on the yo-yo. I want to know how they would react, to feel justified in my anger and resentment. “It was Chase,” I blurt out.

Twin looks of confusion grace their faces. “Chase who?” Mom asks.

“Monroe, Mom,” I answer curtly. “Chase Monroe, the guy you met at the wedding.”

Mom’s mouth drops open and Dad’s is thoughtful. Thoughtful? What is there to think about? I’ve been sleeping with the man who took away Ben and Sarah.

“Did he know?” Dad asks.

“No,” I admit, “he didn’t know it was me until last week. He took me to the cemetery.”

Mom’s hand covers her mouth. “Oh honey, I can’t imagine how hard that was. How devastating for you both.”

Once again, I’m lost. Do they not understand what’s happening? “Well, it hardly matters now. We’re over,” I mumble, my heart still hurting at the thought.

“Why?” Mom covers my hand with hers again. “It’s clear that you love him. I think you could heal each other’s grief.”

I pull my hand away and stand. “I have to go.”

My mom looks at my dad, her eyes darting back and forth between us, alarm written all over her face.

“Will you be back?” Dad asks gruffly.

His question softens my heart a little and I nod. “How about dinner next week?”

They both return to the glowing countenance that I’d seen when I arrived. Then I’m walked to the door by my mom, who hugs me tight.

“I missed you so much, baby girl,” she whispers. “Think about what I said, okay? No one is at fault for what happened, only the two of you for blaming yourselves.”

I don’t reply, but I return her hug and wave as I set off for my car.

There is so much swirling around in my mind, I think I’m even more overwhelmed than I was when I stopped at my parent’s house. One thing is clear, I’m fucking exhausted. I make the thirty minute drive back to the city and when I’m finally in my apartment, I fall into the bed in the guestroom and practically pass out from the emotional stress and lack of sleep this week.
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I hear the phone in the front room buzzing, dragging me from my sleep. It’s the phone to the front desk. I sigh and glance at the clock, its eight o’clock at night. I’m not expecting a delivery. My forehead puckers as I stumble to the phone, praying it’s not Chase downstairs, asking to be let up. Then I remember he’s on the list, so it isn’t him, and I sigh with a modicum of relief.

“Yes?” I croak, my voice raspy with sleep.

“You have some visitors, Ms. Larkin.”

“Umm, who is it?” I ask warily.

“A…ahem, a group of people. I’ve been requested to tell you they are with Belinda?” His statement ends like a question, asking for permission to send them up.

I’m immediately worried that something has happened to Chase. I tell him to send them up and then pace in front of my door, waiting for a knock. When it comes, I swing the door open so fast, it hits the wall. “Is everything okay? Is everybody okay?” My words mush together in my panicked state. I wave them in still speaking at warp speed. “Did something happen to—Did something happen to anyone?”

Belinda puts her hand on my shoulder. “No one’s dead or in the hospital or anything. You can breathe, calm down.” I take her advice and follow her to the couches where everyone has seated themselves.

“No one’s hurt?” I clarify.

“I didn’t say that,” Belinda begins. She holds up her hand when I go to speak. “I know it’s not really any of my business, but this group, we are family. Including you and Chase. And when one is hurting, we all do.”

Nate speaks up, “He’s devastated, Tori. I’ve never seen him like this.”

I shake my head, backing away, as much in denial, as to ward off their speaking any further on this subject. “You don’t understand—” But, Belinda presses on, taking my hand and keeping me from running.

“Chase told us, honey. We understand what you’re both dealing with, to a certain extent anyway. Tori, look at me.” Her voice is firm, and she steps in front of me so I have no choice but to obey. “You have been on the cusp of acceptance for some time now, and Chase doesn’t like anyone to know, but he hasn’t reached that stage yet, either. But together? Together you were about to fall into the peace of acceptance.”

I don’t have a retort. I know she’s right. We were so close, making that final leap together. Now where am I? Lost, that’s where.

Bill takes hold of Glenda’s hand and meets my gaze. “You’ve learned that you won’t forget them. You believe that they want you to be happy, right?”

I nod slowly. Yes, I’d started to believe that he was the key to my future, the one meant to bring me back to life. But, wasn’t he the one who took it all away?

“Did you ever think,” Bill continues, “that they sent him to you? Because you were the only ones who could truly heal each other? The only ones who could understand each other’s pain?”

My parent’s words start echoing in my head, heal each other’s grief. There is no one at fault, only two who blame themselves.

“Tori, I didn’t know your husband,” Belinda says, “or daughter, but knowing you, I imagine they were compassionate, loving souls. Am I right?”

Tears cascade from my eyes, and I sniffle and nod.

“Perhaps they can free Chase from his guilt through you. And in doing so, free you from your burdens as well.”

Belinda places her hand over her heart, pressing lightly. “Our babies are dancing with the angels, Tori. By being happy, we provide them with the music.”

She dances with angels.

She dances with angels.

Chase’s tattoo. He punishes himself with that tattoo as a reminder that she is gone. But, that’s not what it means. She dances with angels. It should be a reminder to create the symphony that she dances to, one that brings a smile and laughter to her sweet face. A score that tells her we are happy too.

Four faces look at me hopefully, watching to know if they’ve gotten through to me. Chase is the only person on this earth who can truly help me let go and I think I’m his salvation as well. I have to see him. My heart aches a little less at the thought.

“Thanks,” I whisper with a wobbly smile. No more words need to be said. They each give me a parting hug and I’ve finally learned how to return it again.

Once they are gone, I dash to the shower and throw on the first clean clothes I come across. I run around looking for everything I need and beat a hasty path to my car. I’m not stupid. I don’t speed to get to him, but I do scream at the lights and traffic to get their asses moving.

I need to see my angel.




[image: ]

[image: ]

I sit in the middle of my living room floor in nothing but a pair of old sweats and stare at the wall.

Yellow.

Yellow.

Yellow.

But still the wrong fucking shade. Tomorrow I’ll go back to the hardware store and try number twenty on the list. Sunnyside Lane seems like it might be the same color as her dress was—and tomorrow, I will know for sure when it’s painted on my wall.

With a sigh, I lie back on the hardwood floor and it chills my bare back. My eyes close and I think of Tori. Beautiful, brilliant, feisty Tori. A week has gone by and I’m still a wreck. I’ll never recover from losing her.

Ever.

She was a light in my dark world. A reason to smile. A reason to feel hopeful again.

Now, that light has been snuffed out and I remain in the cold, black emptiness all alone. All fucking alone. My heart aches every second of every day without her.

A click of the door opening sends a surge of hope running through my veins that maybe it could be my Tori. But I know better. She’s gone—forever. Besides, Penelope had already promised she’d stop by this evening and bring leftovers, so I know it’s her instead.

“Hey Penny,” I call out, not bothering to open my eyes.

She drops her purse on the floor with a clatter and her flip flops make a smacking noise on the floor as she approaches me.

“Before you ask, yes I ate lunch. Just put the leftovers in the fridge. I’ll eat them later,” I lie. I didn’t eat breakfast or lunch and I don’t plan on eating dinner either. I’m not fucking hungry.

She sniffles and my entire body grows cold. I’m almost afraid to open my eyes in case it’s a cruel dream. The sound doesn’t belong to that of my loud-ass sister.

“I haven’t been hungry either.”

This time I do open my eyes to see an angel standing over me.

My angel.

Wet, wild blonde hair a big fucking frizzy mess all over her head. Bloodshot blue eyes stare down at me. Perfect lips quivering, just barely holding back her emotions.

“Thank God, baby,” I murmur.

“Chase!”

She launches herself on top of me, straddling my hips. My fingers slide into her messy hair and I draw her to me. Tears fall from her face and splash onto mine. I want to kiss them all away.

“Please forgive me, Tori,” I murmur and press the softest of kisses on her lips. “I love you so damn much. You have to believe me.”

A sob escapes her and I hug her to me. I kiss her face all over in a desperate attempt to take away the pain.

“Every single day I mourned with you, Tori. Every single goddamned day,” I choke out and hold her away so I can look into her eyes. “I begged God to change the past—to take me instead of them.”

I run my thumbs over her cheeks, wiping away her tears. “And baby, I didn’t just mourn with you. I also mourned for you. I’d caused the ultimate pain in you and I wanted to help you—to heal you. Every day I searched for you despite my mother’s request not to. I thought if I could just find you, I could let you take out your anger and hatred out on me. You could punish me for what I did. And then I’d hoped it would give you some sliver of relief from the pain.”

I kiss her sweet lips again.

“When I didn’t find you, I focused on getting my degree in psychology and then on to getting my doctorate because I wanted to help people. I’d already caused so much heartache and pain, it was the least I could do to give back.”

This time, her lips drop to mine for a soft kiss. My eyes search hers for some indication of her feelings. She remains quiet but hasn’t shut me out yet.

“When you walked into group that day, I had no idea you were that woman whose life I’d unintentionally ruined. But the connection I had with you was palpable and real. I knew the second I saw you that my life would be nothing without you in it.”

Her lips form the tiniest of smiles and it urges me on.

“Our love is real, Tori. And life dealt us a very shitty hand,” I mutter. “But I don’t care about all that. All I care about is you. I want to spend the rest of my days loving you and you loving me back. Together, I want us to heal each other.”

She runs her fingers through my hair and her thumb slides over my scar on my hairline. “You went there every week.”

I nod and run my fingers down her back.

“You paint your wall all the damn time in an attempt to match her dress—the last glimpse you had of her life.”

“I think about her every single day,” I tell her.

She sits up and drags a finger over my tattoo. “You never forgot her.”

My brows furrow. “How could I ever forget her?”

Her lip quivers and her palm rests on the inscription on my chest. “Your pain is my pain.”

Tugging her to me, I kiss her hard this time before breaking away. “Your pain is my pain,” I agree.

“Chase, this should be a hard decision for me. I should hate you with every part of my being...” she trails off.

I nod and smile at her. “I’m hoping there’s a but in there.”

She grins at me through her tears. “But, I don’t hate you. In fact, I love you so much it hurts me—physically hurts me—to be away from you. You’re a salve to my battered soul. I need you, Chase Monroe. And yes, of course I can forgive you for something you never had any control over. I’m sorry it took me so long to see that.”

Pulling her to me, I kiss her and then roll her onto her back so that I’m on top of her now. “I like this position better because now you can’t ever leave me again.”

She whimpers when I grind myself against her. “I’m not going anywhere, honey.”

My lips find hers and we kiss at an unrushed pace, relishing in what we’ve missed for what seems like an eternity although it’s only been a week. Climbing off of her, my eyes never leave hers as I pull her to her feet.

I scoop her into my arms, her squeal of delight filling my heart with joy, and stalk down the hallway toward my bedroom.

“What are you doing?” she says with a giggle.

I look into her gorgeous blue eyes and flash her a shy smile. “I’m carrying you. Just like I promised.”

Her eyes water until I toss her on the bed. And then it’s game on. A frenzy of clothes being ripped off and moans are the prologue to our epic make-up sex. Our mouths connect and our tongues join, linking us as one.

One soul.

One heart.

Two halves that only become whole when together.

But it’s when I push myself fully into her that we truly become complete. Emotions, thoughts, and dreams twist together into a beautiful being that is our love. As I pump into her fast and hard, desperate to mark her—to prove to her my devotion, she claws at me with an equal need to be closer.

When she finally unravels, spurring on my own orgasm, I then collapse on top of her. We don’t move or interrupt our perfect bliss despite the evidence of our love trickling out of her body. Instead, we kiss like there’s no tomorrow.

Our hearts are fused together forever.

I’m going to spend the rest of my years with this woman.

I’ll protect her with my life and nurture her heart.

I will give her babies or puppies or a fucking alpaca farm if she wants.

Whatever she wants, I will give it to her.

Including all of my heart and soul.

And most definitely my last name.
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“Shit it’s cold,” she whines as we push back into the house, paint supplies in hand.

It’s nearly Christmas and a fucking cold-ass Sunday afternoon, seven months after our reconciliation. I’ve never been happier than with this woman in my arms when I go to sleep each night and wake up each morning.

“I offered to warm you up in the car,” I laugh.

She sets the can of paint on the living room floor. “You told me I could give you a blow job in the parking lot of the hardware store!”

I bellow with laughter and help her out of her coat. “I always look out for you. You know that.”

She scoffs. “Like you looked out for me when you hightailed it away from me on the count of two, not three, leaving me in the florist shop so you could win the race to the car? You’d better believe I told Ben and Sarah all about it afterward. You big cheater.”

It was so cute watching her sit between their graves griping about me as if they could hear. The truth is, I hoped somewhere out there, they could hear. I know Ben would be happy for her finding love again.

I smile and shrug. “For the record, I waited until the count of three. And, I offered to let you drive but your little legs just couldn’t outrun the beast. So I won, plain and simple.”

“The beast, huh? More like the pansy that can’t handle thirty-three degree weather!” she taunts.

Chuckling, I shrug out of my coat and stare at the wall.

It’s perfect.

Tori made sure of that. Once she knew the color I was trying to achieve, she asked her mother for a picture she’d taken of Sarah that fateful day. Before, it had been too hard for Tori to face—seeing pictures of them the day they died. But now, a huge blown up picture of Sarah blowing on a dandelion wearing that pretty dress is the centerpiece of our coordinating yellow wall.

We even had a special vinyl phrase ordered that now stretches across the wall above her picture.

She dances with angels.

“You ready to paint?” I question, dragging my gaze from our wall.

She shrugs her shoulders. “I guess. What is this? Number thirteen? Jesus, you have a problem, Chase.”

“Eight, not thirteen. It isn’t the right shade and you know it.”

I grab the bucket of paint and saunter into our room where the furniture on the far side of the wall has been moved away. Once in the room, I set the paint down and stare at it.

“I look at them every single day, honey,” she grumbles. “It’s the right color. You’re just obsessed with painting. Maybe you should leave teaching college and become a painter.”

Shaking my head, I stalk over to her and grab both of her cheeks in my hands so I can stare into her eyes. The color of the Caribbean seawater just before the ocean floor dips into the dark depths. That is the color of her eyes—the ever elusive paint color which we can’t seem to find.

Today, though, maybe we’ll get lucky. We’re trying a color called Aquarius. But while it seems close, nothing will ever compare to the unmatched beauty of her eyes, I’m afraid.

“Nah, I prefer my schedule. What other job would allow me to stalk you at work on Tuesdays and Thursdays?” I laugh.

She rolls her eyes. “Chase, you seriously have to stop camping out in my office those days. Stacey thinks it’s party time and I swear to God, she takes pride in packing us all matching lunches those days. You distract my assistant and you two idiots make fun of me the whole time. It is so damn annoying.”

Tickling her sides, I grin. “You like it. Glenda even told me so yesterday.”

She gasps. “That hussy! I thought she was my friend!”

“I, darling, have subjected myself to those God-awful cookies of hers while you have managed to get out of eating them every time because of some made up diet you’re supposedly on. Start eating the Snickerdoodle Shits and maybe she’ll start keeping your secrets.”

With her hands on her hips attempting to glare, unsuccessfully I might add, I decide she’d be much cuter naked. Ignoring her faux anger, I set to undressing her by peeling off her sweater. The moment I manage to get her bra off, she’s no longer mad and the rest of our clothes come off in a matter of seconds.

She’s just crawled onto the bed and gotten on her back when I climb after her and latch my mouth to her neck. Her moan is my undoing and my cock presses painfully against her belly as I worship her with my tongue.

“Chase, now,” she begs, wiggling her hips at me.

I don’t make her wait long and push my cock into her tight, hot body.

“I love you.” Her voice is soft and breathless.

My mouth connects with hers as I thrust into her slow and steady, enjoying the sensation of being joined with her. When she moans in pleasure, I stare into her pretty blue eyes.

“I love you. Forever, baby. For fucking ever.”
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Ten years is a long time to mourn, and breaking that cycle isn’t easy. Learning to open yourself back up, to allow yourself to dream, to become someone you thought you’d lost forever. But here I am, a mixture of the young woman I was, and the woman I’ve become. The one I want to be.

From my side of the bed, I watch Chase walk out of the bathroom, his pajama pants hanging low on his hips, his sculpted chest on display with the beautiful tattoo. His glasses are perched on his face, and his messy hair is flopping adorably over his forehead. When he sees me staring, he gives me that smile, the one that lights up his entire being. The one that is just for me. It never fails to set my heart racing, my skin tingling, and make my panties oh-so-wet. I’ll never get enough of him.

I have a surprise for him tonight and I’m full of nervous energy. We’ve been married for a year and my patient husband has never once pushed me to discuss having children. I know he wants them desperately, but the night before our wedding, he cuddled me close and told me that he wanted me more than anything and it was my decision. If I hadn’t already been completely in love with him, at that moment I wouldn’t have fallen, I would have jumped off of that cliff.

I never stop thinking about Sarah, and about the plans I’d had to give her several more brothers and sisters. After she was gone, I never considered it again. But then, I never considered love again, and look what I would have missed out on if Chase hadn’t been strong enough to break down my walls. So, this time it’s my turn to give something to him in return, something I’ve realized I want too. A part of me is scared out of my mind, and I’ll always have a small ache for my Sarah. But I know I’ve got enough love to override the fear. And I’m ready.

Chase winks at me as he slides onto the bed next to me, then sneaks his arm around my waist and hauls me into his side. He grins down at me, a twinkle in those chocolate eyes I love so much. “You seem restless tonight, Tori. I’ve got the perfect suggestion for how to put it to good use.” His other hand glides the spaghetti strap to my pink tank top down my shoulder. Replacing it with his lips.

I turn to face him fully and grasp his chin so we are face to face. Chase’s eyes darken with concern, his forehead puckering with worry. “Is everything okay, babe?”

I smile and smooth out the worry lines with my thumb. “Hopefully, you’ll think that everything is perfect.” I kiss him gently, because I don’t know how to launch into the discussion. This always seems easier in the hypothetical, but if you believe that it will actually be that simple, you’re a fucking idiot. The thing is, I’m a fucking idiot. So, now I sit here, at a loss for words. “Um, I wanted to tell you—I think I’m,” I stutter. Okay, enough of this bullshit, spit it out. “I want to get pregnant,” I blurt out.

Chase’s eyes widen and he stares at me silently. I’m not worried. I know he wants this, so I wait while he processes. It doesn’t take long, the next thing I know, I’m on my back, covered with the body of my unbelievably sexy husband. Since he’s kissing me like there is no fucking tomorrow, I’d say it’s a safe assumption that he’s on board with the suggestion.

He still doesn’t say anything, probably because his mind is too focused on getting me naked. Before I’m completely lost to what will clearly be an epic fucking, I ask, “I take it you’re good with this decision?”

Chase growls, licking the nipples he exposed when he practically ripped off my pajama top. I arch beneath him, but try to stay lucid for another minute. “Chase?”

“Baby, I’m so fucking happy. I can’t find the words, so let me show you.” He kisses me, a deep, wet, all consuming kiss, “Also…” He smirks. “We need to practice. Lots and lots of practice.”

I tilt my head to the side, giving him better access to my neck, and moan when he lightly bites on the corded muscle there, while grinding his rock hard cock into my pussy. “Honey,” I pant, “we don’t need to practice. I stopped taking the pill a month ago.”

He pulls back and looks at me softly. “Baby, I love you so fucking much. Even if we never had kids. But this is the greatest present you will ever give me besides your love.”

Tears prick my eyes and I blink rapidly to clear them away. “I love you too.”

Chase is clearly on a fucking mission (pun intended). We are both naked in record time, our skin burning where it touches, threatening to burst into flames. His fingers run up my slit and he groans, his face buried in the valley between my breasts. “Always so wet for me. I can’t wait, baby.”

I grab his ass hard, letting him know I want it too and he thrusts inside, deep and hard. I cry out and lock my legs around his waist. He sets a punishing pace, but it’s beautiful, our bodies being lifted together, building toward the perfection we find in each other’s arms. I’m almost to the edge of the precipice when he whispers in my ear, “I love you, for fucking ever.” And together, we leap into the stars.
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The wind blows gently through the trees all around, rustling the branches, and several multicolored leaves drift to the ground. I snuggle the little bundle I’m holding closer to my chest as I walk to the headstones I have visited so many times before.

Chase takes my hand and I beam up at him. When we reach their graves, we stop and with Chase’s help, I lower down into my usual spot, then he sits down beside me. “Sarah, meet Benjamin, your baby brother.” I imagine the fascination on her face as she looks down at the little baby in my arms. I can see the way she would be enamored with him, loving him the way big sisters do. “Little brothers need their big sisters to protect them until they can take care of themselves. Even then, he’ll always need you. So, I want you to look after him, watch over him, and be his guardian angel.”

Chase puts his arm around us and hugs us close. For the first time, in all the years I’ve visited, all of the talks I’ve had, and questions I’ve asked, I feel an answer. I know Sarah will be there for Benjamin. I can feel her delight in being a big sister.

We sit there for a little while longer, then after murmured goodbyes, we walk to the car. When our son is buckled in, Chase holds my door before trotting around the front and getting into the driver’s seat. He takes my hand and places a sweet kiss on the back. Then we head home.

Once Benjamin is down for the night, Chase and I snuggle close in bed. He uses a finger to lift my chin and smiles at me. “Thank you.”

I return his smile, asking, “For what?”

“For everything.”

My heart squeezes, the love almost uncontainable. A sweet ache.

Pain. This is real.
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My heart pounds furiously in my chest the moment my mother-in-law screams my wife’s name. But I can’t focus on that now. I have to get to her—my baby girl.

“Victoria!”

Sarah’s head jerks up, searching for her mother, and she bolts from my grasp. She’s small but a quick little thing and I know I need to yank her up before she gets too far into the street.

Everything around me blurs. The honking cars. Squealing tires. My screeching wife.

I ignore it all and focus on my Sarah Bear. I’m close enough and I snatch her up, into my arms where she’s safe. Her sweet scent envelops me and I hug her close to my chest.

“You scared Daddy,” I murmur against her hair as I make a beeline for the edge of the street, away from the cars coming toward us.

“Dadda,” she babbles and squirms in my arms.

I have to get us out of the street but just as I cross the center line, a car’s horn blares from nearby, startling me. The traffic is heavy so I can’t retreat but standing in the middle of the fucking road isn’t a safe bet either.

I’m going to have to pick a direction and haul ass.

There’s an SUV headed our way but if I can hurry and bolt through its lane and into the other, I can make it. Charging forward, with a now crying Sarah in my arms, I grunt when a swish of air gushes behind me. I’ve barely made it past the SUV that narrowly swerved out of my way.

But the truck behind him doesn’t see me until it’s too late.

Time stops and I see the shocked face of the driver through the glass, the jerk of the steering wheel, the screech of the tires.

I turn my back to the truck in an effort to protect my baby and kiss her head.

“I love you, Sarah Bear.”

And then utter blackness.

Pain.

Loss.

Confusion

But my worries are soon washed away when I’m blinded by white light and warmth.

Clarity.

Beauty.

Sarah’s giggles.

Memories of Victoria flashing by—our first kiss, making love, our wedding day, her holding our baby, her bluest of blue eyes.

And love. So much love.

“You’ll see her again one day.” The strong, thundering voice comforts me down to the fabric of my soul.

And my daughter, still in my arms, comforts me too. “Dadda.”

I smile and follow the warmth that calls for us.

We’ll be safe here, I can feel it.

We’ll be loved.

We’ll be cherished and protected.

A part of me wants to turn away and go back to Victoria. But I’m filled with the overwhelming sensation that she’ll be okay without us.

She’ll find love again.

She, too, will be cherished and protected.

And we will see her one day.

Love is forever.

THE END
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An excerpt to tease you with…

 

 

“What the fuck?” she yells.

Damn, she really is a little hellcat.

“I’d think before you hit me, kitten. I’ll just have to spank you again.”

When we reach her door, I give the knob a twist, easily opening it. We’ll have a chat about that unlocked door tomorrow. For now, she stops struggling after my threat, but I can hear her taking deep, calming breaths. I drop her abruptly on the bed and lean down, placing an arm on either side of her torso to cage her in.

“Let me be very clear, Cupcake. I make the rules here. You follow them. It’s as simple as that. If you run, I’ll drag your ass back and you’ll find yourself under lock and key. Got it?” I threaten.

If I were a lesser man and had smaller balls—that’s right—they’d be shriveling under the venom in her gaze. Instead, before I can think better of it, I close the distance between us and lightly brush my lips against hers. Then I pull away and lick my lips. Damn, she even tastes like a cupcake. I want to dive in for more, but I force myself to back away. The fog begins to clear from her face, and I anticipate the storm as I walk to the door. However, there is silence. And when I turn back, I see her softly touching her lips and looking at me in confusion.

Don’t expect answers from me, Cupcake. Hell if I know what’s going on.
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Thank you to my husband. My heart and soul. You’re always the one that helps me through the cloudiest of days. Thank you, sweetie! I love you!

A huge thanks to my writing buddy, Elle Christensen. You are amazing, and somehow, we mesh so incredibly well and the words just flow onto the pages. I’m so thankful that writing with you is such a breeze. Until our next book! Love you, girl!

A big ol’ thanks to my best friend, PA, voice of reason, and giver of good advice. Nikki McCrae, you are always with me every step of the way for every single book. Thank you for always being there to help me through. You’re a true friend and I look forward to making you eat guacamole one day. Love you, girl!

I want to thank the people that beta read on this book. Nikki McCrae, Wendy Colby, Dena Marie, Elizabeth Clinton, Shannon Martin, Amy Bosica, Ella Stewart, and Nikki Cole. I hope I didn’t forget anyone) you guys always provide AMAZING feedback. You all give me helpful ideas to make my stories better and give me incredible encouragement. I appreciate all of your comments and suggestions.

Thank you to all of my blogger friends both big and small that go above and beyond to always share my stuff. You all rock! #AllBlogsMatter

I’m especially thankful for the Breaking the Rules Babes and my Krazy for K reader group. You ladies are wonderful with your support and friendship. Each and every single one of you is amazingly supportive and caring.

I am totally thankful for my author group, the COPA gals, for being there when I need to take a load off and whine. Y’all rock!

Vanessa, thanks again for providing your AMAZING editing services. You’re a star and I’m so lucky we connected!! Your beta, Manda, rocks too! Love you ladies!

Thank you Stacey Blake for being awesome as always. I feel as if we should celebrate…with wine. Lots and lots of wine.

Lastly but certainly not least of all, thank you to all of the wonderful readers out there that are willing to hear my story and enjoy my characters like I do. It means the world to me!
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There is so much support surrounding us, I don’t think it’s ever possible to adequately express my gratitude. Success is not something you can achieve alone.

From start to finish K. Webster and I seem to crawl inside the same imagination. We watch the same movie projection in our individual heads and then work together to put it down on paper. We have so much fun writing that the story moves easily along and every time I see or think about our book babies, I’m so grateful. The love and patience we have for each other cannot be replicated. You are one of a kind, K. Webster. One of the best.

To my love, the dedication says it all.

Ohhhh_foxy_Katie, My books aren’t a genre you like to read, and still, when I release one, you cheer as loud as can be, and display them proudly on your shelf. You build me up and give me the strength to do something I love, without the doubt and fear that would come from others. Your story is coming, baby! And, everyone is going to love you as much as I do!

C.O.P.A. girls, your support is a helps me to break through walls. You guidance helps me find the right path. Your comradery and love are immeasurable, more important to me than you will ever know.

To Rojo, every day you make me laugh, inspire me, and motivate me. I love you like zombies love brains. #Twinthoughts #RoLo

To our editor, Vanessa, from PREMA Romance. Thank you for being so diligent and willing to help. You are a delight to work with and I hope we can do so again! (Keep those cigarettes handy, my books aren’t likely to get any less steamy…)

To my beta readers, Heather, Robin, & Nikki, thanks for being willing to read something so raw and see what it will be when it’s polished. I love the reactions you send me while reading! I hope you’ll always be there to read for me, it wouldn’t be the same without you. When I look at you I see unicorns, badass unicorns.

Melanie, I couldn’t keep my head on straight without you!

To Stacey from Champagne Formats, I want to stare at my books all day after you make them so gorgeous! Your creativity and ability to see my vision is amazing and I adore you for it. Can you put a little sparkly heart right here? Haha!

For my Cupcakes, stay calm and eat unicorn cupcakes.

To all of the bloggers out there, big or small, you pave the road to the Emerald City.

To all of you book nerds out there, nobody gets it like we do. Those people are real damn it!




[image: ]

I’m a thirty-four year old self-proclaimed book nerd. Married to my husband for twelve years, we enjoy spending time with our two lovely children. Writing is a newly acquired fun hobby for me that has now turned into a livelihood over the past year. In the past, I’ve enjoyed the role as a reader. However, I have learned I absolutely love taking on the creative role as the writer. Something about determining how the story will play out intrigues me to no end.

This writing experience has been a blast and I’ve met some really fabulous people along the way. I hope my readers enjoy reading my stories as much as I do writing them. I look forward to connecting with you all!

Join K Webster’s newsletter to receive a couple of updates a month on new releases and exclusive content. To join, all you need to do is go here.
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Goodreads

Instagram
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I’m a lover of all things books and have always had a passion for writing. Since I am a sappy romantic, I fell easily into writing romance. I love a good HEA! I’m a huge baseball fan, a blogger, and obsessive reader.

My husband is my biggest supporter and he’s incredibly patient and understanding about the people is my head who are fighting with him for my attention.

I hope you enjoy reading my books as much as I enjoyed writing them!

Join Elle Christensen’s newsletter to receive a couple of updates a month on new releases and exclusive content. To join, all you need to do is go here.
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Goodreads

Website

Tumblr

Instagram

Pinterest

Goodreads

Amazon

images/00071.jpeg
@wmzﬁy-%





images/00070.jpeg





images/00073.jpeg





images/00072.jpeg
Chase





images/00075.jpeg
Tori





images/00074.jpeg





images/00077.jpeg





images/00076.jpeg





images/00079.jpeg
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Author K. Webster





images/00078.jpeg
Ben





cover.jpeg
K WEBSTER
ELLE CHRISTENSEN





images/00060.jpeg
Chase





images/00062.jpeg
@W





images/00061.jpeg





images/00064.jpeg





images/00063.jpeg
Tori





images/00066.jpeg
Chase





images/00065.jpeg
@wmgk@/w





images/00068.jpeg
@wméy-@m





images/00067.jpeg





images/00069.jpeg
Tori





images/00011.jpeg
Victoria





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg
Chase





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg
Tori





images/00014.jpeg





images/00080.jpeg
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Elle Christensen





images/00082.jpeg
About
Elle Christensen





images/00081.jpeg
About
Author K. Webster





images/00002.jpeg
Dedscations





images/00001.jpeg
GIVE

aslerday

K. WEBSTER
ELLE CHRISTENSEN





images/00004.jpeg
Victoria





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
Chase





images/00007.jpeg
Ore





images/00009.jpeg





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg
Chase





images/00033.jpeg
Tori





images/00032.jpeg
Yen





images/00035.jpeg
“Steven





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg
Vevetve





images/00036.jpeg
Chase





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg
Tori





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg
Tori





images/00022.jpeg
Feven





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg
Chase





images/00026.jpeg
“Cight





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg
Fie





images/00018.jpeg
Chase





images/00051.jpeg





images/00050.jpeg
Tori





images/00053.jpeg
Chase





images/00052.jpeg
@eﬂmteeﬂ/





images/00055.jpeg





images/00054.jpeg





images/00057.jpeg
Tori





images/00056.jpeg





images/00059.jpeg
SNineteen





images/00058.jpeg





images/00049.jpeg
@M@/p





images/00040.jpeg
Chase





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg
Tori





images/00043.jpeg
@mteeﬂ/





images/00046.jpeg
(Sifteen





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg





images/00047.jpeg
Chase





images/00039.jpeg





images/00038.jpeg
Tori





