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A NOTE TO MY READERS:

I appreciate every one of you.  

Dedicated to anyone who has felt

Like they were not enough.

You are.  

For DB. You make me believe

Everyday.
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Sordid fun and other dirty shenanigans

Follow me here:  FACEBOOK AUTHOR PAGE

Be my Friend here:  FACEBOOK FRIENDS

Visit my author page 

Dani Wyatt on Amazon

[image: image]

Join my Facebook Group to be sure you are seeing my posts!

WYATT’S WENCHES

[image: cover photo, Image may contain: 1 person]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

One
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Van
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“YOU’RE GETTING MARRIED?”  I let out a long exhale restraining my sigh as I watch my breath hang in the air while the low rumble of the diesel generators muffles my father’s reply.

“Isn’t that what I just said?”  He snaps back with a half chuckle.  “I want you there, Van. Good reason to see your old man. It’s been almost two years.”

“Busy, Dad. You know how it goes out here.” I switch the phone from one hand to the other, shoving my frozen fingers down into the front pocket of my muddy jeans.

As I stomp frozen dirt off my boots, I hear the sound of a twenty-four-inch pipe wrench slamming against metal and the word ‘motherfucker’ being repeated by four rig-hands trying to convince the next section of pipe to concede defeat and slip into the frozen pipe casing that descends six thousand feet into the ground.

Trying to ignore them—and my dad—I snap my fingers at George, my ten-pound overlord who is snarling and barking at God knows what.  

When I found her, she was half frozen to the ground on a well site, no bigger than my fist and looking about ready to give up the fight.  The guys said she wouldn’t make it, but I shoved the filthy ball of fur down where it was warm in the inside pocket of my Carhartt jacket, and within an hour she was poking her head out, nipping at anyone that came near me and licking and pulling on my beard.

I called her Georgia because that was the name of the well site we were on. But ever since, thanks to her bossy nature, everyone just refers to her as George.

That was three years ago, and since then I take her everywhere and put up with the shit everyone gives me because of it.  A guy like me with a little hellion inside his jacket or following behind me wherever I go, with her seemingly running the show, well that gets me my share of grief.

My father goes on, “You’re always busy.  The only time I see you is funerals or weddings.  And you miss those more often than you don’t. This is my wedding, you’ve got the money, get on a plane tonight. Spend a day here, then the wedding, then you can get back to your world.  I love this lady, and when you know, you know.  Her daughter just happens to be in town too, and we don’t want to wait.  Life is too short, Van. I want you to come.”

Your fifth wedding to be exact.

When the cursing on the rig quiets, I see four men with mud and grease on their faces and coating their winter coveralls jumping up and down.  Two light cigarettes while the other two spins around to fight with the next thirty-foot section of pipe that’s half frozen to the pallet.  Wind whips through my coat and I see the driller waving me toward the dog house through the small window in the door.

“I thought you swore off women.” I grip the frozen railing as I make my way up the stairs with George following close on my heels, heading for the massive steel monster on top of the drill shack, where gages and sensors help guide our never-ending search for the next big hit.

“Yeah, I did.  But when you meet the one, you know.  It’s different.  I’m not letting her get away, and I want my son there to help celebrate.”

Since my mom died in a car accident when I was just seven, my father went through more women than I can remember.  Some I liked, some I hated, but none lasted long enough for me to get attached.  I once wondered if our front door was revolving, the way one would be on the way out and the other on the way in.  

Didn’t sit well with me.  I took the other route, a handful of pseudo-relationships in my twenties, but since then my work is my life.  The rigs I own are my mistresses and my wives, and I have George for companionship.

“And Kara?”  I ask waiting for what I know will be a disappointing reply from my dad.

There’s a pause on the other end of the line, and I almost hear the disgust in my dad’s voice when he answers. “It’s just going to be family.”

“Right. And she’s my sister.”

He laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “No, she isn’t. She’s not even your stepsister. Her mother and I were hardly married. It does not make someone family. I didn’t love her, not like Gayl.”

Kara’s mom, Duska, was one of my dad’s many ‘brief flings.’ A Slovakian ballerina so that you might expect a prima donna, but that wasn’t her at all. She was kind, friendly, the sort of woman I wouldn’t have minded having as a step-mom. Unfortunately, her relationship with my dad lasted maybe a month, and then that was it, but Duska didn’t forget eleven-year-old me. 

Every birthday, there would be a card — every Christmas, a little gift, nothing much but just a reminder. I kept in touch and visited her on the quiet, spending time with her and her young daughter, who would become like a little sister to me. 

“Duska died, we’re all the family Kara has had for ten years. Either she’s invited, or I’m not coming.”

There’s a pause before he makes a kind of clucking noise and answers, “Fine, invite Karolina, why should I care? She won’t come anyway. But if she’s invited, you’re committed to coming. No excuses.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”  I raise my voice over the constant noise of the drill site as I step up the last stair onto the platform in front of the dog house door.  George is next to my left boot, and I reach down to scoop her up and stuff her down inside my half-zippered jacket, where she curls up and pops her nose out to bite at anyone that comes within snapping distance.

“You’ll be here.”  My dad’s voice hardens.  “You can take one day out of your life. I’ll expect your flight information in my email.  I’ll pick you up if you’d like.”

I think of what my schedule is like the next few days.  Stress.

More stress.

Topped with stress.

The oil business isn’t for the faint of heart.

“I’m texting you a picture of us from earlier today.  I met her daughter too.  She just moved back.  I want this to work, Van.  This is it for me.”

“Okay, Dad.  I said I’ll see.  Let me call you back.”

He may pretend not to understand, but this kind of work isn’t exactly nine-to-five.  I’m working in southern Ohio at the moment, but I’ve got rigs running in three states. Dad lives back in Rochester, Michigan, where I grew up, and with the flights out there and back I’m looking at taking at least three days out. I hear the sound of the text coming through as I grip the freezing handle of the door.  Through the window, I see Jack, the driller, shrug and throw his hands up wondering what I’m doing.

The tension in Jack’s face tells me something is wrong and sure, on an oil rig there’s always something wrong, but sometimes those things are matters of life or death—or millions of dollars.  Both can be split-second decisions and time is not your friend.

“I’ll expect your flight information within the hour.  Love you, son. See you soon.”

Dad clicks off, and I shake my head on a frosty exhale as I open the door and drop my phone from my ear, looking down to tap on his text which opens the photo he sent.  

Jack’s gravelly voice starts as I step inside.  Something about the twenty-thousand-dollar drill bit failing, and we have to trip out six-thousand feet of pipe which will take eighteen-hours minimum. That means downtime.  That means progress stops.  Shit’s always breaking, but it still makes everyone pissy, including me. 

I open my mouth to answer when the photo opens up on my phone screen.

His voice disappears.  There’s a ringing in my ears and a clutch in my chest that is either a heart attack—which wouldn’t surprise me—or something I’ve never felt before.

I see my father, his arm around who I’m guessing is his soon to be bride, Gayl. Exotic, and beautiful. 

But neither of them have my knees ready to buckle and the world spinning around me.

It’s the third person in the photo.

It’s her eyes.  Ice blue, wide but sharp.  As though she’s looking through the lens at me, knowing I would be here.

It’s her half smile.  Her arms wrapping around her waist as if to say, I want to be anywhere but here. 

Her hair is pulled over her left shoulder in an ivory waterfall that covers part of her face and curves over her chest, and my mouth starts to water.  She reminds me of that character from the Frozen movie.  The blond.  I’ve watched the movie a few times with Sophia, Kara’s little girl, and if that character was based on a real human, I’m looking at her right now.

She’s wearing a chic light blue suit, controlled and professional looking for such a young woman. 

“Van!”  Jack’s voice cuts through my haze, and I tear my eyes from the phone for a moment to see him gawping at me.

“What?”

He says each word separately as if explaining to a child.  “The bit isn’t coming out with the pipe.”  A clap of his hands punctuates the importance of what he’s saying.  “We have to go fishing for it.  Fuck.  That’s another thirty-six to forty-eight hours.”  His face shows the years in this job.  He’s a decade older than me, and I just had my fortieth. 

I don’t know much about him at all, despite us working together for nearly twenty years. I mean, I know he’s not married, we seem to have a similar view on relationships, especially in this business. We know each other, just not much about lives outside of work.  But, then work is our life.

Despite the fact, he’s probably the closest thing I have to a friend in this whole world, and when we are out together at a restaurant or whatever, we’ve been mistaken for brothers many times.  Neither of us seems to see the resemblance, but enough strangers in bars have made it a point to mention it, so now we just shrug and nod.

“So fish it out!”  I grunt back as my eyes find their way back to the screen of my phone.  “I’ve got a family thing.  I’m flying out tonight.”  George pops her head out and growls at Jack, who flips her off with a snarl.

“Fucking dog. Oh, wait, what?”  Jack draws his brow together, the sarcasm coming through.  “You have a family?”  

He’s only half kidding.  

“Fuck off,”  I answer back.  Four letter words are half our vocabulary out here.  “Get the fucking bit out of the hole and get back in.  You can handle it.  I’ll check in.”

The door behind me opens, and I glance around to see the newest guy shuffle in behind me, clearly looking for Jack.  “Boss, there’s—”

Jack holds up a hand, silencing him.  “Can it wait?”

“I guess.”  The guy shrugs and Jack turns back to me.

“And what about the deal with Gloria?  You expect me to handle that as well?  She called and ripped me a new asshole when I told her about the bit.”

The worm chuckles hearing Gloria’s name, and I hear him mutter something about the surprise she has under her dress and I see red.

I’m not much of a violent man, but there are some things my guys know I won’t tolerate.

One of those things is being disrespectful toward women.  Whether or not they were born that way.

I spin around with my arm already out and grab him around the throat, hearing him choke as I pin him up against the dog house door. “You got something to say?”

Out here in the oil field, we have our own set of rules.  Straightening out a hand with physical force is just something we do.  I once saw a driller swing his boot around like Jackie Chan and knock three teeth out of a drill hand’s mouth for refusing to carry his weight in a critical moment.  Just how we operate, good or bad, take it or go home.

The worm, he’s the lowest on the totem pole, chokes out, “Some of the guys told me she was a—”

I get up in his face, and my next words are barely a grunt. “I’m going to let this slide. Just once. You tell those guys I’d better not catch them badmouthing Gloria, or they’ll have me to answer to. Her investments help to pay your salary. Not only that, she’s a woman, and she deserves your respect. You got that?”  George helps by snarling and snapping at him from inside my coat.

He nods, and I drop him, turning away as if he’s not even worth my time. It happens again though, he’s going to be looking for a new job and an emergency room.  George spins and tucks herself back down in my jacket; her work here is done.

“Just tell her to call my cell,”  I say to Jack. “She’ll understand if it takes a day or two longer.  She’s just going to give us shit about it.”

With that, Jack shrugs, shakes his head and starts yelling at the worm to grab the last of the samples and deliver them to the mud-logger’s shack and let him know the rig is going to be down for a couple of days.  And just like that, things are back to normal.  

This is my life.  I live out of my truck the majority of the time.  I have a house—pretty fucking nice house too—but I’m never there.  I let Kara stay there with her daughter, rent free, in exchange for watching over the place while I’m gone.

As for me, I stay in hotels or on-site in a trailer and eat in restaurants or here at the rig when the guys cook in crock pots or on the grill, I make sure they have at each site.

Oil workers work twenty-one days on and seven off, twelve hours a day, but being the owner of eight of my own rigs, not counting the ones I own in partnerships, I work 365/24/7 for the most part. 

We’re a rare breed. It’s a tough life for anyone in a relationship; I tell everyone I hire this could end whatever relationship they have and often it does. 

So just another reason I’ve not made that a priority in my life.  One of many reasons.

Sometimes I envy Kara. Sure, things might not have worked out with her daughter’s dad from a romance point of view, but they still have a connection. They’re friends, and Kara has a family, a life to look back on when she’s old. What will I have except this?

This is crazy shit. One fucking photograph and I’m seeing a lifetime. I need to get a grip, but it doesn’t look like that’s about to happen.

Before I even realize it, I’m back out of the shack and down the stairs into my truck, pulling up flights to Detroit Metro Airport as I start the engine and feel something...something I haven’t felt in longer than I can remember.

“Looks like you’re going to be off the road for a few days.”  I look at George who nibbles my chin. 

The sight of the girl in the photo has my dick raging hard.  My heart is thumping around against my sternum, and when I press my fingers to the phone screen and enlarge the photo of her face, I just know.  The way her lips are slightly parted, the way her tongue is just glancing the bottom.  

I know it’s impossible, but her eyes connect to mine.  Her eyes look right into my cold heart.

I swallow hard.

And cum in my fucking pants.
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Two
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Issi
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“ISSI, JESUS, YOUR CLOSET is bigger than my living room.”  My mom sits cross-legged on the center of my bed, alternating looking at a Modern Bride magazine and me where I stand inside my closet.  “Why did you need such a big house?”

“It was a good investment,”  I answer, not for the first time.

And it’s true.  I have an eye for real estate, and this place was a divorce situation.  They wanted out fast, I had cash to pay, and they took my offer which was a good twenty-percent below market.  Win-win.

“I’m happy you’re back.”  Mom smiles and I know she’s sincere. “I missed you.”  She reaches into the jumbo-sized bag of M&M’s sitting next to her and tosses a handful into her mouth.  M&M’s were one of our main food groups when I was growing up.  “I really think Hamilton is the one.”  She adds, crunching the candy.  Her dark hair is piled in a messy bun on top of her head, and she’s wearing an oversized Lucky Charms t-shirt—another food staple in our house growing up—and a pair of lacy Victoria’s Secret underwear. “Lucky number six, right?”

“I hope so, Mom.”  We’re only sixteen years apart, so in a lot of ways, we are more like sisters than mother and daughter.  “You deserve it.”

We don’t look much alike.  Mom is exotic: dark hair, deep brown eyes, olive skin. Her mother was from Honduras and her father from Greece.  They divorced when she was just a baby, and she has no memory of her father at all—exactly the same as me.  My grandmother died before I was born, so it’s just been me and mom facing the world together.

She’s not just beautiful, she’s stunning.  My entire life I watched men fall at her feet and saw the power she held over them.  If only she had figured out how to use that power for good.

At least her own good and mine.

I, on the other hand, took after my absent father. He was from Alaska but had Nordic roots, so I’m Denarius Targaryen, and my mother is Sophia Lauren.  He was passing through and met Mom when she was just sixteen, and they spent a whirlwind week together after which, one morning, she woke up and never heard from him again.  

Two weeks later, she missed her period, and the rest is mother/daughter history.

“I mean, don’t you think it’s fate that you get your dream job, dream house, dream life and it’s right back here?”  Mom licks a finger and turns the page of the magazine.  “It’s so good to have you back so close to home.  New York is so expensive, and it smells.  And, you were having such a struggle with your asthma from living in the city.  All that smog.”

That’s another stark difference between us.  My career is my life.  Her life was her men.  Many men. 

Five previous marriages and who knows how many engagements and boyfriends she went through.  I lost count over the years.  From the time I was seven, I was the one making sure the bills got paid, dinner was on the table, and we had clean clothes to wear.

One thing Mom did do for me, was ensure my education.  When I was already reading Shakespeare at six, she did what she could and got me a scholarship to Cranbrook Academy.  It’s a prestigious private school not far from where we lived, and I attended there through high school, graduating Summa Cum Laude and Valedictorian at sixteen. 

From there, it was three years at Yale where I graduated early, got my MBA in record time and then I was off to New York to my first venture capital associate position where I quickly became one of the top producers. 

Which all just means I love my mom to the end of the Earth and back.  She did what she had to do to give me the best, we had lots of fun together, and in her, I have a combination best friend and parent.  But responsibility is not her strong suit.

“Mom.  You aren’t even looking.”  I reach up to slide the hangers apart between the six bridesmaids’ dresses.  “Is one of these going to work? Or do you want me to buy something?”

Her wedding is tomorrow, and she just sprung the news on me last night.  I may be only twenty-five  and have more than three bank accounts with over six figures, but I’m still cheap when it comes to certain things. 

I’ve already bought six bridesmaids dresses in the last two years. Living in New York, it was like everyone wanted to have six thousand bridesmaids.  So, I got invited to be in so many weddings by co-workers and friends that my wardrobe ballooned.  They were more like what I’d call acquaintances really, but I guess when you’re slumming for bridesmaids, you up the significance of relationships. 

Stupid though.  You wear it once; it’s a waste.  I’m trying to convince my mom to recycle one of these for me to be her maid of honor tomorrow.

“I like the green one,”  she says, tossing a handful of M&M’s into her mouth and throwing her head back to receive them.

“Really?”  I squinch up my face and slide the hanger holding the horrid green monstrosity to the right, then hold it up in front of me giving her a disgusted look.  “This one?”

Layers of lime green chiffon cascade to the floor with a bodice of puke green satin that looks like someone got drunk with a Bedazzler and went to town.  Another of our contrasts.  She’s rhinestones and low cut everything.  I’m buttoned up and Burberry.

She shrugs, going back to her magazine.  “I like green.  You sure like green too.”  She gives me a sly smile. “You know I’m proud of you, Issi.  Just, well, money and success, they don’t warm your bed.”

“Not a priority for me, Mom.”

“You’re never going to get a husband if you don’t bait the hook.”  She sits up and draws her shoulders back, fluttering her eyelashes at me.

“Mom.”  I hang the dress back and cross my arms, stepping out of the closet.  “I love you, but I’m never getting married.  I’ve told you that about a gazillion times.  Not.  My.  Bag.”

“Fine.”  She closes the magazine and reaches to my nightstand to pull the bag of Cool Ranch Doritos closer.  “You and your new step-brother are two peas in a pod from what Hamilton tells me about his son.”

She grabs her phone from where it sits next to her knee and with the other hand shoves some of the chips into her mouth.

One thing we do both have in common is an uncanny ability to live on junk food.  We’re both a little north of what most would call an ideal weight too, but I like to think of us as more burlesque than Victoria’s Secret.  

Certainly has never hurt my mother’s ability to attract men, they seem to go ass over teakettle for her curves.  If I was interested in that sort of thing, I suppose I could garner the same reaction, but it is of zero interest to me.  

I watched my mom go from relationship to relationship when I was growing up, trying her darnedest to keep the financial wheels on the bus of single motherhood.  None of them were monsters, but watching her sell herself in her own way, in order to be sure the bills were paid, set me up to make sure I had a different life. 

“Come here.”  She pats the bed next to her as she looks at her phone.

I groan and walk over and toss myself on the bed, looking up at the ceiling as the thought of the investor’s meeting I have tomorrow at Synergy Venture Capital Partners intrudes into my thoughts.  

It’s one of the top five VC firms in the country, and I’m lucky to be in there, but meetings are never fun.  I’ve taken a job as a Senior VC Investment Associate, and I hope to make partner within two years, which will make me the youngest partner in the history of the company.  

Mom picks up some Doritos and pushes them to my lips, and I open with a smile, crunching into them while planning my Board of Directors meeting next Monday.

“Look.”  She holds her phone over my face, and I reach up to push it back to my eyes can focus.  “Hamilton just sent me this.”

On the screen is a photo of a man.  

Heat cascades over my skin.  He’s not looking at the camera. It’s as though someone stole a moment of time from him. His red plaid shirt is hanging open, and there’s what looks like an oil derrick rig in the distance.  He’s holding a phone to his ear, his other hand resting on the side of his neck, and I swear he’s as solid as the steel rig I see in the background.  

His deep brown hair is messy yet perfect, with a swath of mud smeared over one unshaved cheek above where a dark beard covers his jaw.  The glimpse of his torso where the shirt is open exposes cut muscle topped with a balance of dark chest hair.  I’ve never thought about it before, but right now, my fingers twitch thinking of running them over the broad expanse of muscle, feeling the texture of his hair on my palms.

His face is pure carved testosterone, with years of hard work outside giving him a rugged take-no-shit countenance.

“That’s your new step-brother, Van.”  My mother giggles.  “I can’t wait to meet him tonight when we have drinks. Hamilton had to persuade him to come out here.  That’s what I mean; Van is a total workaholic just like you.  But God, if I wasn’t already engaged to his father...”

I don’t hear the rest of her sentence.

The room around me fades, and I bring my legs together, crossing one over the other and trying to contain the moan caught in my throat from the spontaneous orgasm I just had right here next to my mother.
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Three


[image: image]


Van
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FOR THE FIRST TIME in my life, I wish my fucking cock wasn’t so big.

There’s no way on God’s green earth she’s not going to see it.  

As soon as she walked in the room, my struggle to keep the erection of a lifetime under control was already lost, and I don’t know if I’m ever going to get it under control again.  Ever since I saw that damn picture of her just yesterday, I’ve had a semi-boner, and my heart always feels like it’s either about to stop or beat out of my chest.

I tossed back three little bottles of Jack Daniels on the plane to see if I could calm whatever this is that has taken over me in the last twenty-four hours.

From a fucking picture.

Of my soon to be step-sister. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, maybe I had a stroke.

Which, speaking of step-sisters, I wasn’t surprised when Kara’s response to my invitation to come with me was a string of four-letter words followed by a good, hearty laugh.  I understand. I tried to do the right thing; I don’t blame her either.  I drove six hours home to drop off George, then headed to the airport.

I’m perfectly able to admire a beautiful woman, sure.  It’s not that.  It’s that I haven’t been affected by one in so long, and never—fucking never—like this.  Not even in person.

Even my dreams last night were filled with her.  I jacked off three times while trying to ease the ache, all to no avail.  It’s not just lust.  I don’t know what the fuck it is, but it’s not just a need to get off.

She’s younger, a decade plus a handful if I’m guessing right, but fuck none of that matters.

She’s everything I see in this room.  The whole world is condensed down into that one girl I’m watching from a distance, and I don’t have a fucking clue what I’m going to do.

Now, I’m standing here in the hotel bar while my father and his new bride-to-be sit at a table with her, talking about the small wedding they have thrown together on such short notice.

I toss back the rest of the Crown and Coke as my father gives me a nasty look, nodding his head for me to come sit down.  I knew this moment was coming since he and I got here a half hour ago, but now that she’s here all my worst fears come true.

She’s more stunning than the picture.  More affecting than seems humanly possible.  I’d hoped she’d walk in, and whatever the fuck got a hold of me from the photo would release in the stark light of reality.

Wrong.

So. Fucking. Wrong.

I steady my breathing as I make my way to the table, watching her nearly white blue eyes flit toward me then back to my father.  She’s raking her hands down the tops of her thighs.  A robin’s-egg-blue straight skirt paired with a half transparent white lace top tied with a loose bow on a high collar decorate her like a masterpiece.  But what nearly takes my feet from under me are the black patent leather, ankle strapped six-inch heels that adorn her tiny feet.

The tight control of the rest of her outfit, and the way it’s been paired with those shoes that scream ‘fuck me’ has the backs of my thighs tight as I fight to keep from falling to my knees, spreading hers and dining on the heaven that is between her legs.

She’s classic — a total contrast to her mother, who is exotic and dressed more like a teenager.  The years between them are slim, making them look like best friends rather than mother and daughter.  I’m closer to her mother’s age, and that difference spins a strange, protective, paternal tornado inside of me.

“Van.”  My father eases his glare as I approach.  

I flew in late last night, rented a car and drove over to his place, then we headed here to the hotel where the ceremony and dinner reception will be held tomorrow.  I’ll stay here.  I’m comfortable in hotels; they feel like home to me.

It’s just going to be the four of us.  

Just us.  And then, when my father and her mother leave... 

Christ help me because for the next twenty-four hours I’m going to be battling my urge to lay her out on one of these tables and eat her cunt until I’ve had my fill.  

But I don’t think I’ll ever have my fill.

There’s no more delaying; my hard-on leads the way as I make the last steps to the table and both the ivory haired beauty and her mother look up at me as I approach.

“I thought you’d rented a room at the bar.”  My father gives me a raised eyebrow.  

“Sorry, just getting into the spirit of the celebration.”  I stand at the edge of the table, trying not to stare.

“Well, I’m so happy you could come. I thought it would be best if we met for drinks tonight before tomorrow.”  My soon to be stepmother smiles and reaches over to lay her hand on my father’s arm.  “I know it’s such short notice.”

I glance at the angel as she raises her glass and takes a long sip from the straw, holding it steady between her full pink lips and my cock twitches.  It takes a moment to realize I haven’t responded.  “Wouldn’t miss it.”

I extend my hand, wanting to get the introductions over so I can take a seat and hide the monster that is only thickening under my slacks.

“Van.” My father starts motioning with his eyes to the dark-haired woman next to him. “This is Gayl, my bride to be.”

“Nice to meet you.”  

We exchange a pleasant handshake and a few words; then it’s time.  There’s no more putting it off; I’m going to have to touch her and truth is I’m not sure I won’t fucking soil these pants at the first brush.

My father gestures with his hand toward her.  “Isolde, this is my son, Van.  Your date for tomorrow.”  His words are tinted with humor, but from my glance in her direction, she’s not getting on that fun train with him.

“Issi,” she corrects politely.  “I prefer Issi.”

Her cheeks rise red as I extend my hand and she places hers there.  The warmth and softness send a shockwave that centers in my gut, and it takes all my willpower to keep upright.  Her voice is light and clear.  I hear kindness but with a backbone.

Thoughts of her naked, splayed under me, calling my name while her near white skin flakes with my cum, coated as she is...the images flash through my mind as her lips bend upward into the slightest of a smile.

“Not sure date is the right word.”  She shakes her head, and I note the hair that was hanging in her face in the photo is doing the same now.  

“Well.” Her mother giggles. “Sounds like you both could use a date.  Two peas in a pod sounds like.  Work. Work. Work.  All work and no play makes Issi and Van very dull—”

“Mom,”  Issi snaps with a cough as she tugs her hand back from mine.  “Enough.”

“I’m just saying.  You two seem to have something in common.  Work is your only companion.  Just want you to have a little fun, that’s all.” She raises her hands in a defensive gesture as if warding off her daughter’s obvious irritation.

I pull out the chair next to Issi and struggle to sit with the length of unyielding hardness failing to bend, but somehow manage with a low grunt to get into the seat and hide it under the table.

The rest of the evening brings no respite from my hard-on, but luckily Gayl and my dad are like a couple of teenagers, talking a mile a minute as I steal glances at Issi and eventually see why she has her hair in her face.

Around her left eye, there is a half-moon burgundy birthmark.  She fusses with her hair, giving me an uncomfortable half smile as she unconsciously does her best to shield the mark from public view.

But all I see is beauty. The mark only adds to her effect on me, and by the end of the evening my heart is in my throat, and I’m having trouble forming even a couple of reasonable words.

“Conversation was never Van’s strong suit.”  My father glares at me. “In his work, it’s mostly grunts and pointing.  You’d think they hadn’t evolved much beyond the Neolithic era. I wanted him to follow in my footsteps, University of Michigan BA and law school.  He had different ideas.  More working class. Not like Issi, school was never his strong suit eith—”

I shut my father down when I slap my hand on the top of the table then bring it to squeeze my mouth trying to keep the words I want to release safely inside.

Issi gives me a sympathetic bite into her bottom lip and starts to say something when her mother chimes in.

“Well, Issi can barely talk about anything but start-ups and recoveries.  I don’t know a venture from a capital, but you’d think it was a darn Mardi Gras the way she talks about it.”

It’s my turn to give her the sympathetic eyes as she lifts her drink, the second from what I can see because there is an empty glass next to the one she’s working on and sucks the remaining liquid through the small red straw.  

After she sets it down, she spins the ice around then stabs the red cherry at the bottom of the glass with the straw, bringing it to her mouth. She first pops the cherry inside, pulling the stem off.  When she’s done chewing the cherry, I watch out of the corner of my eye as she puts the stem between her lips and it disappears into her mouth.

Thirty seconds later, she pinches it between her fingers, pulling it out of her mouth tied in a knot and I think my heart stops imagining the working of her tongue that must have required. 

“Speaking of work...”  Issi starts setting the knotted stem on the side of her empty plate.  “I have some things I need to finish tonight.  Tomorrow is a full day of festivities, and I don’t want to be distracted.”  She gives her mother a forced smile.  “So, I’m going to have to call it an evening.”  She nods at my father, then me, and starts to pull her chair out but I’m already on my feet doing the honors.

She looks up, her hair falling back from her face and finally fully exposing the port wine mark around her sparkling, near white, blue eyes.

It’s clearly instinct when she reacts instantly, her hand moving to replace the hair that acts like a mask, but I beat her to it, sweeping the silken tendril back from her face to tuck it behind her ear.  As she stands, her eyes are hooked to mine as if to say, ‘What’s your game?’

“I have some work to do as well.”  I swallow and move my hand back, then look from her to the happy couple canoodling at the table.  “You two need a chaperone?”  I use the words as a delay, my mind racing, trying to figure out how to keep her here and ditch our parents.

Gayl smiles and my father stands.  “Probably, but you won’t be doing the honors, son.”

As we stand, three women practically fall into the restaurant, all giggling and headed in the direction of the bar.  They are dressed straight from the pages of Town & Country and are all carrying ostentatious handbags that I know cost more than a lot of people’s cars.

How does a guy like me know shit like that?  Because one of the less fortunate parts of my job is dealing with investors.  Not just Gloria, who I’ve found I get along with better than most, but the usual parade of the silver-spoon club looking to make their money work harder for them.  Part of what I do is taking them out, seeing them at meetings. Few are women, but some of the men bring their girlfriends and wives, even their sons and daughters sometimes.  Doing this for as long as I have, I’ve gotten my share of unnecessary education on the show that is fashion with the super-rich.

I don’t pay much attention to the three young women, but as they walk past our table, I see Issi glance up, then immediately down and away.  But clearly too late.

“Issi?”  A brunette wearing a wedding ring as big as a chunk of coal squeals then looks over at her compatriots.  “It’s Issi!”

As I look her way, I realize I know her. It’s been probably seven or eight years, and I wouldn’t even know that except I remember exactly what happened and cringe at the memory.  I don’t think she’s recognized me, and that’s a godsend because it’s better to leave that water right where it is—under the bridge.

I started out here in Michigan since I’ve moved away, but some of my first big deals were garnered here.

“Oh my God.” The highlighted blonde with an unnatural boob job stops and holds the hand of the third, whose hair must come from the same salon and who’s wearing a pink suit with a skirt so short she’s nearly answering the panties or no panties question.

“Hi, Issi!” The third hisses and I look down to see Issi turn her head and plaster a smile to her lips that tells me all I need to know about her connection to this trio.

“Hi.”  She doesn’t get up as the three step to the table.

“Hi, Mrs. Richards.”  The brunette smiles and raises her eyebrows. “Nice to see you.”

Issi’s mom leans into my father and smiles.  “Hi girls.  Issi’s just moved back.”

“Oh?”  The second blonde looks down at Issi.  “We should all get together.”

Issi nods, holding her lips tight.  “Sure.”

“I like your shoes.” The brunette looks down, and the other two’s eyes follow.  “Jimmy Choo, three years ago I had the very same ones.”

“Hamilton.”  Pride shines in Gayl’s eyes as she takes my dad’s hand.  “These are three of Issi’s friends from Cranbrook.  Ruby, Chelsea, and Amy...”  She looks up at my dad.  “This is my fiancé, Hamilton, we are getting married tomorrow.  And this...”  She nods toward me, and I do my best to keep my eyes on Issi to let her know these three aren’t pulling anything over on me, and I’m Team Issi all the way. “...is Van Welch, Issi’s soon to be stepbrother.”  Gayl giggles and my stomach turns.

I see recognition in the brunette’s eyes and do my best to pretend I don’t know her.  After all, it was one brief encounter, she was maybe seventeen or eighteen, and it’s likely I wouldn’t remember.  So I play it off that way, hoping she lets the past stay in the past as well.

Thank God my phone rings before it gets awkward, giving me an excuse to look down.  I intend to just shut it off and help get Issi out of there, but when I pull it out, I see it’s Jack, and my relief turns to trepidation.  He knows what I’m doing tonight, and I told everyone I work with not to call unless it was an emergency.  I don’t want to leave, because I can tell the presence of the three isn’t making things pleasant for Issi, but I have to deal with this.  

Emergencies on oil rigs mean lives can be lost, and I’m responsible for lives and livelihoods.  I take that shit seriously.  But it’s killing me to walk away right now.

“I’m sorry.  I have to take this...”  I bring the phone to my ear and excuse myself by walking over to the corner of the bar.  “What the fuck is it, Jack?”

“Hey, you know me, I wouldn’t call unless it was unavoidable.  We’ve got H2S coming out of the Covington well.  Had to evacuate a square mile.  We got it capped, but the EPA will want a full report per protocol, and we’ll have to cement this one.”

“Fuck.”  I grip the back of my neck.  “Seriously?”

I watch the table as the three posture, and one shows Issi the massive ring on her finger.  When I hear the grunt and cursing on the other end of the phone, I turn away and know I’ve got some shit to deal with.

“Sorry, boss.  Mother Nature doesn’t care about your father’s wedding.”

“Deal with it, Jack.  I’ll try to be back early, day after tomorrow, but until then only call me if necessary. I’ll call you as I can.”

With that, we exchange some curse words and click off.  Hydrogen Sulfide is more than dangerous; it can cause immediate death if inhaled.  But in my business, it happens.  You hit a pocket and don’t catch it in the first few seconds; it releases into the air.  Luckily, we have sensors around the rig, and everyone knows to get their masks on if they go off. 

Best we can do is cap it, stop the spread as quickly as possible and remediate any damage.  Then, fill out a shit ton of paperwork, pay a fine, and hopefully, that closes the situation.

Jesus, I need to get back to the table.  As I turn, I find the three girls sitting at the bar, and can’t help but overhear as I walk by. 

“God, she just tries so hard.”

“Those shoes!  Who is still wearing ankle straps?” 

They giggle in unison, and it’s clear that Ruby Thorn Ashby, daughter of Congressman Ashby, is the leader of their pack.  I met the congressman years ago, when he was looking for somewhere to put his money that would bring a better than average return, and he’s still one of my investors.  It was at those early meetings, however, that I also met his daughter, who very awkwardly made a pass at me.  Even if she hadn’t been so young, I wasn’t the least interested, but I remember she was embarrassed and gave me the dead eye after that.  

I’m willing to cut her some slack over it, but not when it comes to Issi, and it’s clear there’s no love lost there.

When she sees me, she looks me up and down before slurring out for my benefit, “She never fit in. Scholarship kid, my parents made me pretend to be friends with her.  Said it made me look accepting.  And her mom.  Do you remember when she was dating Mr. Lemboch, the algebra teacher?”

The all moan in unison.  

“So low class.”  Ruby shakes her head and shrugs.  “I mean, yeah I slept with him too, but I had a reason.”  She laughs as they nod and smile at each other, glancing over their shoulders toward the table before returning to their gossipfest.

I shove my phone back into my pocket and lay a palm on the bar top just a little harder than necessary, making them jump. “Hey.”  I look down at the floor making them follow my gaze. “Be careful, your ugly is showing.”  I look up at all three of them and see a flash of confusion then realization I’m throwing shade.

Ruby gives me an incredulous glare, but I grunt and shake my head, then turn around, and I see my father and Gayl, but no Issi.  

I feel like I just got punched in the stomach.  Within a couple of hours, I’ve become addicted to her in some crazy way.  Her absence has my head buzzing, and a possessive monster is born inside of me.

Marching back to the table, I don’t even wait for them to notice me before I start talking. “Where’s Issi?”  The question comes out as a bark, and they both look up at me wide eyed.

“She went home, to work.  She’s always working.”  Gayl squints her eyes and tips her head, leaning into my father’s shoulder.  “We’re on our way up to our room.”

“See you tomorrow.”  I nod and feel the tightness in my chest multiply.

With that, they are on their feet. We say our pleasant goodnights, and they make their way to the elevator.

“Fuck me,”  I grit out.  My cock is still not giving me any relief.  

I haven’t gone into my room yet.  

When I got here, I checked in but went straight to the bar.  So, I need to get my shit out of the rental car and get to my room.  

Looks like it’s going to be a long night of dealing with work, and I hope like hell it will be enough of a distraction to keep me from turning into a prison hound and sniffing out her trail.
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CHANGING JOBS.

Moving.

My mother.

My mother getting married.

Again.

I’m exhausted. 

I’ve been running on an upward trajectory for so long I don’t know what it’s like to coast.

To relax.

To dream.

Is that what I was doing at dinner while I watched him, trying not to let him notice?

Dreaming?

God, get a grip.  This is exactly the girl I promised myself I would never be.

I watched my mother hang her hopes on more men than I can count over the years and it did one thing for me.

It taught me with absolute certainty, love is bullshit.  She’s told me so many men are ‘the one’ over the years it has no meaning anymore.

And you know what else?  They all disappointed her. And some me.  Some in big ways.  Some in smaller ways.  But love?

No such thing.  At least not the way Nicholas Sparks and the Hallmark channel show you.  It’s a fleeting emotion and not worth this girl’s time.  That’s one thing I’ve been good at, and it has kept me safe.  I’ve lived through enough broken hearts with my mother.

None for me, thanks anyway.  I can do without.

I may die alone, but I’ll have my dignity.  And my heart will be in its original box, never touched, never played with, never broken, never crushed.

My career is based on navigating the risk versus reward of startup and venture capital deals.  And love?  I can tell you with absolute certainty, any far-fetched reward is not worth the risk.

Then why did your stomach do that flippy, butterfly thing when you looked at Van’s picture?  Not to mention the little orgasm. And when he walked to the table and touched your hair?  What was up with that?  You practically passed out.

“Shut up,”  I whisper to myself, biting my cheek as I try to pretend my stomach doesn’t have a reaction every time a thought turns to my soon to be step-brother.

The night air nips at my nose as the doorman at the Royal Park tips his hat and ushers me outside, giving me an odd look.  The temperature has dropped since I went in, and it was already hovering just above zero.  It’s so cold; you get that prickly feeling in your nose that tells you everything that touches the air at this temperature is going to freeze.  Just give it a minute.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean you.”  I half smile, and his eyes seem to sparkle with understanding.

“Valet?”  he asks with a kind smile.

“No, I self-parked. Thank you.”

“Very well.”  He closes the door behind me, and I tug my coat tighter, watching my breath billow out in a cloud of steam.

For all the so-called success I’ve had since high school and college, I still never seem to feel I fit anywhere.  Especially back here in Bloomfield Hills.  Even though at twenty-five I bought a very respectable house here in the most expensive area in the state, I can’t shake that feeling that I’m an outsider.  

Here, I’m still the girl with the used school uniforms and the trashy mom who drops her off in the decade old Mustang pushing two hundred thousand miles, while most of the other kids had either chauffeurs or were getting dropped off in the family Mercedes or Bentley.

All those feelings came right back when Ruby, Chelsea, and Amy came to the table tonight.

Ruby Thorn Ashby.  Always introduced with the Thorn in the middle.

She’s the queen of mean.  For a few years in elementary school, I tried to feel sorry for her.  Tried to figure out why she was how she was.

After those first years, I came to the conclusion...some people are just mean for sport.  The one percent of the one percent somehow, it’s as though their DNA has morphed and meanness is just part of who they are at a physiological level. When my mom—to my horror—dated my math teacher sophomore year, guess who decided it would be fun to sleep with him at the same time?

Yep, Ruby Thorn Ashby.  

She didn’t actually announce it, but she made sure Mr. Lemboch knew he would be fired if he didn’t break it off with my mother. And even when he did, she made sure my mom found out he cheated on her with a seventeen-year-old.

Felony?  Sure.  But Ruby didn’t want him fired, she just wanted to humiliate me.

And my mother.

Bravo.  You win.

So it turns out I learned a lot in school. Some good, some not so good, but that was one of the not-so-goods.  The super-rich, the super privileged, so many of them, not all, because there are always good in every group, live by a different set of rules than regular folks. 

When I was announced the Valedictorian of our class ahead of the front runner, the daughter of a congressman, well...

Ruby Thorn Ashby let me know she’d never forget and she’d never forgive.

College was a bit better.  More diluted, I guess you’d say.  But rich people, they have a sixth sense that tells them when you don’t quite belong, and there certainly was some of that in the years after high school as well.

That was even truer the one time I did attempt to follow the crowd and actually date someone.  Bradford Collins the third.  Last semester of my MBA, he asked me out.  We dated about a month, he seemed genuinely interested in the quirky girl with the birthmark even though truthfully, I couldn’t connect with him.

In my attempt to fit in I guess, I gave in one night.  Lost my virginity to him.  As soon as we were done, he dressed, left me laying in my studio apartment bed, naked, and he never spoke to me again.  

Turns out, he was a virgin collector.  Again, mean for sport.

The worst part?  Is that part of me that gives a shit what they all think.

I hate that part of me.

Because if it wasn’t for that part, I really wouldn’t be any the worse off.  Bradford Collins the third may have taken my virginity, but if that’s sex, you can count me out.  I get way more from my vibrator.

“Shit.”  I stumble on a patch of ice and squeal as my arms flail to the sides, flapping in an attempt to regain my balance.

Somehow it works, and I stay upright, but I spin around to make sure no one is watching.

Of course, someone is watching.

There they are.  The three of them, just coming out the door, lighting cigarettes as they watch.

“You okay?”  Ruby calls, blowing out smoke, and I raise a hand and wave, looking down to place each step carefully as I close the distance to my car.

God, my car.  They will remember my car.

Here’s the thing, I hate getting rid of stuff.  Especially stuff that still works.  As fluffy as my bank accounts are, I’m cheap.

Like, world-class cheap.

The shoes I’m wearing for instance.  Yes, they are from three seasons ago.  I found them in a high-end resale shop in Santa Barbara when I was there for a business conference last year.

Used shoes.

The super-rich can smell them a mile away.  No pun intended.

Brings me back to my car.

I make the last few steps to the door of my 1974 Jeep Wagoneer.  Wood panels on the sides, olive green paint, dented back bumper with a few half-peeled free love stickers holding it together.

This was my first car.  Bought it myself and kept it in storage back here along with ten feet by forty feet of other treasures I can’t seem to part with.  When I moved home, it was one of the first things I brought out of storage.  I love this car, and in a weird way, I think it loves me back.

We’ve been through it and no way I could ever turn on her.  Send her packing?  No.  No chance.  We need each other.

Before I came back, I turned in my lease on my BMW, and eventually, I’ll upgrade again, so I have something when I need to make an appearance.  I just don’t want to rush things.  Make my little Wagoneer feel she’s not enough.

I’m not quite a hoarder, but not even close to the ‘if it doesn’t spark joy get rid of it’ Kondo lady.

I like my stuff.  It comforts me.  I remember where I got everything I have and getting rid of it feels a bit like I’m growing up.

Not quite good enough.

I’m shivering by the time I slip across the vinyl seat patched with duct tape.  The musty storage scent still accents the interior.

I slip the key into the ignition and turn.

The engine returns my movement with a half cough and a tired moan.

“Come on. Not now.  Not tonight.”  My fingers are freezing, and my muscles are so tight in my back they ache.  “Not with them watching, please.”

Another turn.  Less cough.  Less moan.

More nothing.

“Shit.”  I bring the heels of my hands to bang on the wheel, letting my hair fall over my face as I battle the stinging in my eyes.

One thing growing up the poor girl with the birthmark and the inhaler in the rich world taught me.

No crying.  Tears are blood in the water, especially around mean girls.  The last time I cried was sixth grade.

When I got my period.  At school.  Soaked through my yellow plaid Cranbrook uniform skirt.

Guess who noticed and proceeded to announce it as we were leaving assembly?  

Ruby Thorn Ashby.

Shit.  They are walking this way.

Why do mean girls always travel in threes?

I turn the key one more time.

Cough.

Groan.

“Please, please...puuuhleese.”  I glance over my shoulder through my hair to see them two cars away.

One more turn of the key, I say a little prayer which is returned by eardrum popping sound.

BOOM. BOOM.

The Wagoneer backfires so loud, it sounds like a cannon.  Black smoke rises from the engine and the exhaust.

Just when things couldn’t get any worse.

I see flames coming out from under the front of the hood.

F.M.L.
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“GOOD EVENING, SIR. Anything I can get you?” The doorman nods as I approach.

“Not tonight.  Just grabbing something from my car.  You keep warm tonight, supposed to get a lot colder.”

“Thank you.  I’ll do my best.”  He tips his hat and gives me a sincere smile.

I reach into my wallet and hand him a five as he holds the door open.

“Sir, not necess—”

I give him a half salute. “Keep warm. I know what it’s like to work in the cold, believe me,”  I repeat and step outside. My mind still hooked on those haunting eyes that haven’t let me go since I looked at that picture yesterday.

I reach down to zip up my Carhartt when I hear the screaming.

Immediately, my head snaps toward the noise and see the three girls from the bar—Ruby Thorn Ashby and her friends—huddled together. They are screaming, but they are also laughing.

Then I see it.

The flickering.  Through the windows and windshields of the other cars, I see flames coming from a car close to where the three are standing.

Why the fuck are they laughing?

Working on oil rigs you learn to stay calm, but you deal with shit like this all the time.  Believe me, fire is never a laughing matter, especially where a fuel source is also involved.

I spin on my heel and yell at the doorman.  “Where’s the closest fire extinguisher?  And call 911!”

The older man hustles inside, returning in a few seconds holding a large red cylinder.

In a split second, I calculate that I can get to him and back to the car in enough time to hopefully keep a bad situation from turning into a disaster.

My feet smack the pavement at a dead run, grabbing the canister and turning back toward where I see the flames now above the other cars.

“Get back!”  I scream as I run forward.  

A few steps more and I see her.

“Fuck,”  I grunt.  

Issi is standing on the other side of the car.  Far enough away to more than likely be out of harm’s way, but that doesn’t matter.  She’s close enough that my radar goes off and if anything happens to her I’ll never forgive myself.

“Issi!”  I scream as I’m two cars away.  “Back away! More!  Back away over there.”  I throw an arm up, pointing to the other line of cars as I pass the trio of Cartier queens who don’t have enough sense to get the hell away.  “You too!  Get the fuck back!”

I want to add the word, idiots, but I refrain, instead focusing on the task at hand.  In my experience, people do stupid things when they’re irritated, and calling people names doesn’t tend to calm a situation.

It’s a classic Jeep Wagoneer, the hood now engulfed in flames and without the hood open, it’s a slim chance the fire extinguisher will do any good.  But that doesn’t stop me.  Something tells me this is Issi’s car, and from the glance I got of her face, it means something to her.

So it means something to me.

I pull the pin from the top of the extinguisher, sidestep between the Wagoneer and the car next to it and get to the grill.  Squeezing the mechanism at the top of the canister, I direct the white spray at the hot metal as it hisses out in a cloud, then move the hose back and forth to cover the open grill, before moving around the side to douse the air vent across the hood near the windshield.  Moving back and forth two more times, I see the flames finally being choked out.

When they are almost down, and I’m fairly sure it’s safe, I open the driver’s door and pop the hood, then set the canister down for a second as I reach into my back pocket and pull out my pocket knife.  Moving quickly, I reach into the inside pocket of my coat and pull out a canvas and leather work glove, then move around to the front of the car.  Using the knife, I pry open the hood a few inches until it catches on the release, before retrieving the canister to spray more inside the opening.  Then I quickly use my glove to release the hood and heave it open.

The fresh oxygen gives new life to the fire, and the heat pushes me back, forcing me to shield my face with one arm.  I was ready for it, but no amount of experience can lessen the effect of that kind of heat.  I reach out to pick up the canister one last time, knowing I’m winning as I coat the inside of the engine with the white foaming smoke until my lungs burn, but no more flames are visible.

I take a breath, choke out a lungful of smoke and step back, blinking against the stinging in my eyes.  It’s barely a moment later before my senses return and I scan around me and see Issi still standing where I pointed.  The wind taking most of the smoke in her direction, clouding her in the darkness.

I make it to the back of the car and drop everything in my hands, giving the trio barely a glance as I run by.

When I get to Issi, my hands cup her frozen cheeks.  “You okay?”  I look her up and down, fighting the urge to run my hands inside her coat and check her body to be sure she is not harmed.

In the distance, I hear the sirens, and I turn to the three girls who are now laughing and chatting and making their way back inside.  Someone should have a word with them, but I decide not to deal with that right now.  Issi needs me and more than anything in my life before I want to be the one to be here for her right now.

“Come on.  Fire’s out, and you’re freezing. Let’s go inside.”

I half carry her as her eyes lag behind on the Jeep, and she coughs and gasps.

“Yours.”  I manage, not a question, more an affirmation and I see her slight nod and a half forced smile.

“Thank you.” She looks at me, and I melt.  “Thank you so much for saving her.”  She coughs again, dipping her head, so her hair covers her left eye.

She just called her car a her?

She means something to her alright.  A girl like her, loving a car like that.  What is going on here?  I can’t stop my heart from slamming around inside my chest like a crazed pinball, dinging every bell and whistle.

“You’re welcome. Sorry I couldn’t do better.”

The car is damaged, not beyond repair, but certainly beyond driving.  It will definitely take a few weeks and some high dollars to put a classic like that back together.

“It was my first car.”  More coughing and I wrap my arm around her shoulders as we walk.

“How long were you in the car when the flames started.”

She looks down, not meeting my eye.  “I don’t know.  Couple minutes.”

“Couple minutes?”  From being in so many crisis situations on rigs, a couple minutes is an eternity.  

“I don’t know why.  I just sat there like an idiot.  I guess I thought it would go out and I didn’t want to get out and have them see my stupid old car on fire.”

“Them?”

“Yeah, the girls from my high school.  I saw them watching, and I sort of froze.  Like nothing’s changed.  So humiliating.  All these years later and I’m still so insecure around them.  I hate it.”

My heart breaks at her admission.

“You’re not an idiot, Issi.  Not even close.”

The doorman shakes his head as we approach, and I give him a nod.  “Everyone okay?”

I nod and add, “Fire department is on the way.  Let them know it’s all under control.  If they want to check out the Jeep, cool.  But I’m taking her to my room to warm up.  If they need us, I’m in 412.”

“Very well, Sir.” He Looks at Issi.  “I’m happy you’re okay, Ma’am.”  

With that, we are through the door into the lobby.

“It can be fixed.”  I squeeze Issi close to me as we get inside and head for the elevator.

“I can’t go to your room.  I need to get home.”

“You need to get warm.  Take a breath. Work can wait.”

“Work cannot wait,”  she argues, giving me a hot glare, but for the first time her hair falls back from her face, and she does nothing to hide.

“Look.”  I punch the button to the fourth floor. “You are freezing, and you don’t have a car. Trust me, I get the ‘work first’ thing. It’s my life, but I even found a way to get here for our parents’ little impromptu wedding. So you can take a few minutes to get warm, then if you still want to go, I’ll drive you.”

I throw the ‘if’ in that last sentence because not so deep down, I want her to stay.  Not just to fuck her, because, God do I want to fuck her.

No, to just have her next to me.  In the same room.  I want to share space with her.  Breathe the same air as her. 

Crazy, I know.  But right now, my ultimate dream would be to just have her sleep with me.  Literally, just sleep.  In my bed, in my t-shirt, pulled in next to me.

My mother used to say dreams come true.  I didn’t believe it, and I never thought much about it, but right now, I’m going to do whatever I can to make this one happen.

Inside the elevator, I can hear my pulse racing and it’s so loud, I’m sure she can too.  I’ve given up trying to calm my hard-on, and if she looks, she looks.  Matter of fact, I sort of need her to know what she’s doing to me.  

But I also need her to know this: no one has created that sort of reaction in me in decades.

The elevator dings and the doors slide open, and as they do, she coughs again.  Then again.

Before we can get out, she’s choking on her coughs, looking up at me and waving her hand as if to say, ‘I’m okay.’

“You are not okay.”  I reach down and scoop her up, pulling her against me and rushing down the hall.

Her eyes are bulging, and she can’t seem to get control of her breathing.  She’s not even fighting me by the time I get to the door.  I turn my ass to the sensor, my key card in my back pocket.

From staying in hotels with these key systems more than I like to admit, I have a system, so I don’t have to get my card out every damn time I get to my room.  Get the key within range, and the green light blinks, I use my elbow to press the door handle down, and we are inside the room.

Issi is still coughing when I get her to the bed and lay her down.

She flails around until her purse is on her lap, but it’s clear she can’t breathe, and her eyes stretch wide, desperate.

It dawns on me.

“Are you an asthmatic?  Do you have an inhaler?”

She nods, her lips already tinted blue, and I dump the contents of her purse on the bed.

“I don’t see it.”  I rifle through everything, then return to the purse where on the inside I see a zippered pocket.  

Her head is not back on the pillow, she’s not coughing anymore, and I know that’s a bad sign.  Her eyes are slits when I unzip the pocket and pull out the small blue plastic inhaler.

I open her lips with one hand and push the opening between them, pressing down on the canister that releases the medication.  I puff once.  Give her a second.  Puff again before setting it on the nightstand and reaching around to pull her into me, stuffing pillows behind her and laying her back, so she’s more upright.

“Issi.”  I put my hands on her freezing cheeks.  “More?  Can you hear me?  Should I give you another dose?”

Her right hand comes up just a few inches, motioning for more.

I repeat the process, giving her two more puffs until she holds her hand up telling me to pause.

I sit on the edge of the bed, one hand on her cheek, the other on her chest, feeling her heart racing.  I’m ready to reach into my pocket and call 911 when I hear her take a breath.

Then another.  

Eyes opening.

Her hand comes to rest on my wrist, where I’ve got my palm pressed to her chest through her soft silk blouse.  The soft warmth of her fingers sends electricity up my arm, landing in a burst where my heart is on fire.

Eyes on me now.

My throat is tight, I can barely draw my own breath as I wait.

Deeper breath and she blows it out slowly. Then she takes another, and a soft smile curves lips that are again turning pink.  I hate myself, but the flash of those lips around my cock hurtles through my depraved mind.

“Thank you.” It comes out as a croaking half whisper, and I can’t help myself.

I bring my lips to her forehead, whispering back.

“You’re welcome, baby.  You’re welcome.”
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Six
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Issi
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I LICK MY DRY LIPS and pull air into my lungs, thankful for the simple act of breathing again.

Van is still sitting on the edge of the bed, his hand over my heart, and if I didn’t have my coat on still, I know my nipples would be clearly visible beneath the thin silk of my top, pressing out through my bra.

“I’m going to untie this.”  He nods and glides his hand up to the bow of silk at my neck.

The other hand that was on my cheek moves downward, and a chill cascades through me making me shiver.

“You’re still cold,”  he says as he unties the silk at my neck.  I don’t protest, still weak from the attack and knowing anything around my neck right now only feels more constricting.

“I’m okay.”  I croak, trying to clear my throat; my lungs still feeling that familiar burn.

He finishes with the bow, laying the long lengths of fabric down over the center buttons of my blouse, then stands and walks to the closet in his enormous suite, pulling out a blanket that is on the shelf.  

As I watch him walk back, I see once again what I have to say is the most enormous erection pushing out on the front of his pants.  It has to be an erection because if that is him flaccid, there is a horse somewhere missing his cock.

The thought makes me blush, and I force my eyes back upward, taking in the rough confidence that seems to pervade every part of him.  His walk, the way he moves his hands, his clothing.  Even though I know he’s probably dressed up tonight, there’s still something about how his clothes hang on him that screams man.

Unapologetic, testosterone filled man.

“Here, let’s swap your coat for a blanket.  More comfortable that way.  And I’ll turn the heat up.”

He lays the blanket down and helps me out of my coat.  I should protest, but I am freezing, and there’s something about him I already trust.

“There.”  He settles the blanket over me, and I work to draw a deep breath.  “I like the sound of that.”  He raises his eyebrows, and I see a deep silver scar along the side of his face.  He finally strips off his canvas work jacket, tossing it on the upholstered chair by the window before reaching down to the heating and cooling unit and adjusting the temperature.

I lick my lips, and when he turns our eyes connect.  Completely this time, neither of us looking away, and he closes the space between us as I swallow hard and press my thighs together.

His eyes don’t leave mine as he takes up his previous position on the edge of the bed, but he doesn’t say a word, just stares at me with those charcoal gray gems, dark but shining like ice on a lake at night.

The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up, and I see thick forearms with more scars and the deep, classic indigo of a tattoo half hidden under the fabric.  My breath catches, but it’s not the asthma this time, it’s his scent.

I don’t know exactly, but I swear it’s a hint of diesel fuel, an uber-manly spicy cologne, along with a hint of the red wine he was drinking at dinner.  It’s intoxicating, a contrast like him.  From our dinner conversation, he’s intelligent but with a working man’s heart and body.  My heart is racing when he reaches over and pushes my hair behind my left ear, deliberately exposing my port wine birthmark and looking directly at it.

“It’s beautiful.  Sorry, I needed to say that.  I didn’t like you trying to hide it.  You may not give a shit what I like or don’t like, but I still needed to tell you.  Do with the information as you wish, but please, around me, don’t ever hide.  Not this.”  A rough fingertip traces around my left eye, then he finishes. “Not anything.  You’re a fascinating girl. Woman. Whatever you want to call yourself, don’t ever hide anything about you.  You’re...”  He trails off, his finger lowering down my cheek before he pulls his hand back to grip his knee.

Guilt covers me when thoughts of what he looks like under his clothes bangs around in my head.

He’s going to be my step-brother.

I see his eyes trail down to my chest.  Then lower.  All the way to my feet, then back up to my face.  And I swear, when he takes a ragged breath, I see him shake his head slightly as if he’s in pain.  I’m clothed and covered in a blanket, but I feel naked.

As if his eyes can see right through anything covering me.  Embarrassment floods through me when I can’t stop thinking about what he’s packing behind his zipper.

My thoughts shock me.  I’ve never honestly thought about what a guy’s cock would look like until right now, and I’m almost obsessed with the thought.  

I may be one of the least experienced twenty-five year olds I know, but if I had the courage, I’d reach down and release the Kraken, just to see what magnificence he’s got down there.

When I meet his eyes again, desire buzzes through me. The way he looks at me is so different.

I’ve had men look at me before.  I know what lust and desire look like.

This is different.  I’ve never been looked at like this before.  He looks almost angry.

No, not angry.  Barbaric.  Like a warrior ready to claim his spoils after a long-fought war.  I’ve never encountered a man like this. The raw masculinity feels like it’s pulling me from down deep in my belly, drawing me to him and I’m powerless to resist.

And even if I had that power, I’d relinquish it in an instant just to be his.

“Can...”  The words are difficult to say.  Not only because my throat is raw from the smoke and the asthma attack, but because I can barely focus on anything but him.  “...Can you hand me my purse?”  Even now, the usual tension I have when I don’t check my phone is ticking at me.  People I work with all over the world have come to accept that I’m available nearly twenty-four hours a day.

“Sure.”  Van walks over to where he tossed my jacket and purse when we came in the room and brings me my Hermes bag.  Used, of course.

I dig out my phone and scroll through my emails and texts, shooting off a couple of quick answers that feel more urgent before looking up to see an odd tightness come over his face.

“Everything okay?”  he asks, sitting back down on the bed, his scent invading me again and making my belly flip.  Close up, he feels bigger than he did downstairs.  His chest is broader, shoulders wider like they could support stacks of bricks on each side.  

The coarseness of his face is seductive, giving me a feeling that this man could protect what’s his from any invading force.  I doubt he fears anything.

“Yep,”  I answer and bury my phone back inside my purse, before setting it on the floor next to my bed.  

“Boyfriend?”  Van clears his throat and there a flash of fire in his eyes.  

“No.”  I shake my head, wanting to dismiss the notion quickly, despite myself.  “Work.  No boyfriend. Work is my boyfriend.”  I struggle to hold back the bit of a smile I feel coming when I see relief in his eyes. 

I think he’s jealous.

And I think I like it.

My body feels heavy.  I don’t think I could move if I tried. There’s a hint of danger in his eyes, and I want to run, but at the same time, I want something else.  To be closer to him.  To touch him.

“You’re going to sleep in my bed tonight, Issi.”  I start to protest, and he cuts me off.  “That wasn’t a request. You’re not leaving. I’ll drive you home in the morning to get ready for the wedding, but you will stay here tonight.”  The words rumble out of him and into me, making me shiver.

“It’s really okay.  I’ve had worse attacks.”

“That’s nice.”  He licks his lips, then sucks some air between his teeth, locking his elbows with his hands on each knee, which pushes his shoulders upward.  He clears his throat, then caps any further protest I may have.  “You try to leave, and I’ll chase you down.  And in those shoes...”  He glances down where my feet are under the blanket. “No way you are outrunning me.”
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Seven
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Van
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I HAVE A CONTENTIOUS relationship with sleep.

Over the years, my body has adapted to the 24/7 life of my work.  Rigs do not stop at five o’clock. They don’t take weekends off.  I’ve worked every Christmas for eight years. If you are drilling, you are drilling until shit breaks or the job is done.

But, there’s always another job.  Always another rig running.  So for me, owning the company, if I manage a few hours a night—and not necessarily in a row—I’m good to go.

Now, it’s coming up on four am, and I haven’t even had the urge to shut my eyes.  Instead, I’ve memorized every contour of her body.  Every sound she makes in her sleep.

I’ve committed it all to memory because I need her to be part of me.

This is just the start.

She coughs in her sleep and my body tenses.  After she was safe and comfortable last night, I ran down to my rental truck and grabbed my suitcase and laptop.  I gave her one of my t-shirts to sleep in, and I’ve never seen anything sexier.  Laying next to her is the hardest thing I’ve done in my life.  

And the easiest.

I feel right for the first time in as long as I can remember.  Not just life-is-going-good sort of right.  I mean, that down into your soul, the marrow of your bones, your heart finally finding a rhythm it didn’t know before...that sort of right.

The only part that is wrong is I’m not ten inches inside her with her cum on my lips and dripping down my balls.

But, it wasn’t time.  I want this woman.  In every way.  I don’t know how we are going to make it happen, but we will.

I will. Even if I have to drag her along duct taped and chained.  I’ve got plenty of both.

Sitting still and quiet gives me the chance to listen to each and every breath. There is a slight wheezing now, but she isn’t struggling anymore.  But every time she coughs, or her breathing halts—even for a beat—I’m on alert.  Her inhaler is next to my bed, and my car keys are ready to get her to the emergency room.

Her hair is a mess around her head.  Her cheeks are pink and warm.  Because I touch them every few minutes, so I know.  She lays on her side, facing me now, with one hand under the side of her head, the other curled under her chin.

I train my eyes downward, where the sheets end just below her chest.  Through the white fabric of the t-shirt I lent her to sleep in, I can see deep rose colored nipples, the peaks just pressing outward, and I feel my cock twitch.

Even at dinner, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her.  And Gayl, her mom, gave me a couple knowing glances.  She’s more street smart than Issi, and she knows her daughter.  She and Issi act more like sisters, and from the age difference, I’m betting they feel like they grew up together.  So her mother is more aware of things than most.

I kept things polite, but what I felt had to be sending out signals to the entire dining room.

Running my thumb across her lips, I feel the warm breath there.  I thought about taking my cock out and trying to ease the ache, but I’ve come to the conclusion rather quickly that nothing will do that but her.

How I’ve been ruined by a woman in a matter of hours, I don’t fucking know.

But I do know I’d do anything for her.

Including wait.

[image: image]

“SLEEPING BEAUTY.”  I rub her shoulder softly.

It’s seven am, and I got up and opened the heavy hotel curtains just a minute ago to see the sun peeking over the horizon.  It’s clear, which means it’s still cold as hell, but the rays of light streaming through the opening cast a glow around her that, much to my surprise, makes her even more stunning.

I didn’t think that was possible.

“What time is it?”  She sits bolt upright, her crystal blue eyes darting around as she runs her hands through her wild cream-colored hair trying to tame it.

“Seven,”  I answer, walking to the room service cart I had delivered while she slept.  “Cream?  Sugar?”  I ask as I pour a cup of the steaming liquid into a mug. 

“Black.”  She blinks and sits up cross-legged under the covers, her hands moving into her lap blinking trying to adjust.  “Once I was out, I slept like the dead.  You didn’t take advantage of your soon to be stepsister in her sleep, did you?”  She smiles, and my heart lights up.

“I cannot confirm or deny,”  I joke back.

I make her a plate of fruit and croissant as well, then walk over with the coffee and food and hand her the mug, setting the small plate on the bedding next to her.  Her fingertips brush mine as she takes the coffee and even that slightest of touches has my desire for her buzzing and my ever-hard cock jerking another inch upward.

She takes a long sip and her eyes close as she lets out a contented sigh.  “Heaven.”  There’s a smile on her lips as she takes another sip, then her eyes open and connect instantly to mine.  “Thanks.  But I do need to get moving.  Big day.  My mom is coming to my house to get ready at eight-thirty.”  She takes a bite of melon from the plate, then tears off a corner of the pastry and puts it in her mouth.

“I’ll get you home.  I checked with the front desk and the fire department.  Your car is still here, I’ve contacted an acquaintance of mine who restores cars.  Classic Jeeps and trucks are his specialty.  He’s got a service that will come and pick it up.”

She shakes her head slightly.  “I need to know how much it’s going to cost.  I’m cheap.”

“It’s on me.”

She opens her mouth to protest, but I hold a hand up.  “He owes me.  I got him in on some well investments’ years back, and he made a shit ton of money.  He’s going to do it no charge.  So you have no reason to fuss.”

She narrows her eyes at me and takes another sip of coffee before commenting, “I’m not sure I trust you, Van Welch.  I’ve heard about you oil field workers.  The company I worked for before where I am now...I worked with a couple of big drilling company merger deals.  They had some stories about you guys.  Oil field workers.”

“You mean oil field trash, right?”  I chuckle

“I didn’t say that.” She shrugs and adds, “They may have said that.”  A smile turns her lips, and my cock jumps another inch higher.  She raises her eyebrows and sets the half empty coffee mug on the nightstand before pushing the covers down, then pausing to look up at me, then to the open door of the bathroom, then back to me.  “You mind?”  She holds my eyes, then looks toward the bathroom again where she changed last night. “I’m shy.”  She gives me a half-cocked grin.

“We’re about to be family.”  I answer with a shrug.  “Pretty soon we’ll be sharing the same bathroom.  Fighting over who’s used up all the hot water.”

She throws her legs over the edge of the bed.  “Well, for today, indulge my modesty and look out the window for a sec.”

I snap my tongue on my teeth, drawing a deep breath and letting it out.  I can see her nipples standing hard under the t-shirt, but I do as she asks, turning around as she gets out of bed and makes her way into the bathroom.

“Thanks, big brother.”

Twenty minutes later, I’m outside warming up my rental truck, waiting for her to come down.  

She doesn’t take long to appear, smiling and thanking the doorman as she passes, then looking up to see me.

When our eyes meet, I’m out of the truck immediately, jogging round to the passenger door and opening it for her.  She looks like she’s fighting it, but her smile grows two more sizes as she approaches.

“Thanks.”

“Pleasure, ma’am,” I say, raising a hand as if to touch it to my cap and making her laugh.

Inside the truck, I program her address into the map and we’re on our way.

As I start off down the street, I glance over to see her skirt pulling up on her leg, exposing the creamiest of nearly white flesh and my fingers twitch wanting to reach over and touch her there.

Which is strange, because I’m not a big toucher.  I’ll shake hands when it’s business, accept the occasional hug when it’s necessary.  I can’t remember the last time I longed for contact with someone.  But this almost compulsive urge to be connected to her is a battle to control.

The few times I’ve touched her are wrapped in my memory, and I want more.  The cab of the truck is warm and quiet as she looks out the window and there are so many things, I want to ask her.  Things I want to know about her.  But more than anything, I want to see her smile and know I’m the one that was able to make that happen.

“Did you see who was in the lobby?”  Her voice turns darker as she looks at me with a forced smile.

“Yep.” I nod.  “I’d hoped she would be gone by the time you came through.”

“No such luck.”  She shifts in her seat, crossing her ankles and pulls her coat around her.  “Walk of shame, no less.”  

Ruby Thorn Ashby was sitting in the lobby, drinking coffee and texting when I’d walked by this morning.  I tried to ignore her, still thinking of her feelings and how awkward she must feel about what happened between us years ago.  

Well, she showed no sign of that.  She waved and smiled, and I thought maybe we could put things behind us.  After all, she was clearly drunk last night, and the way she behaved toward Issi might have been nothing more than that—just the drink talking− so to speak.  A quick apology and we could part, if not as friends then at least not as enemies.

Well.  Ruby had other ideas.  As I came close, she uncrossed and re-crossed her legs, letting her knees open a few inches more than necessary and holding them apart for a moment longer than necessary.

And they call us oil field guys trash.

Trash can be sparkly and dripping with diamonds, still trash just the same.

I shot her a look of what I hoped was clearly disapproval and left it at that.  No point poking the hive.

“We went to Cranbrook together.  Only, her family is the one percent.”

“Wow, you went to Cranbrook?” Even I’ve heard of the school.  “You are whip smart.”

“Yeah, well, I was the scholarship kid, which sort of makes you the red-headed-stepchild of the private school world.  My...” She takes a breath, looking back out the window before finishing. “My special facial feature didn’t help my cause.”

I want to know everything.  I want to soothe the wounds of the past and give her all her dreams of the future.  When she looks at me, her pupils grow, the dark centers pushing out the ice blue, and I wonder if she’s feeling the same desire.

“They don’t give out scholarships to schools like that unless you deserve it.”  I think about what I want to say next.  “And I hope you know now, you are beautiful.  But I get the being different thing in school.  Makes the road a bit rougher, I know.”

“I guess.  My brain is worth a lot of money if you add up all the years at Cranbrook then multiply that with the fact I went to Yale for undergrad and my MBA.  But, that’s genetics, just like this.”  She turns toward me again pointing to the burgundy skin around her eye. “But, as far as the intellect, I can’t take that much credit.  School wasn’t that hard.  I worked hard in my way, made sure I got everything I could out of it, but honestly, I just got lucky as far as my brain.”

I pause, thinking about my own education.  Or lack of, more like it.  I think about telling her, but reconsider. Truth is, I didn’t even graduate from high school.  Dropped out when I was sixteen, and my teachers had just been passing me to get me through.  After that, to my father’s horror, I went to work on an oil rig as the worm.  Lowest of the low.  But here I am now.  I’ve found my success, but it’s been a long road.

Most people who aren’t used to it can barely read what I write.  Back when I grew up, being dyslexic wasn’t something anyone understood.  Most of my teachers just thought I was stupid and for a long time, I agreed. 

All I know is right now, I want her to keep talking, I want to make her smile.  And the idea of telling this Yale MBA graduate that I have probably at best a ninth-grade education only serves to enforce the general feeling this kind of woman would have no interest in an uneducated roughneck like me.

“I’m sure they all weren’t like Ruby.”

“I’ve had some friends since I got my degrees, I guess, though there aren’t any I’ll miss, but in school anyone I might have had anything in common with lived on the other side of town.  Mom was my friend.”  She takes a breath, as if the memory is still painful, then deflects attention.  “How about you?  You still have friends from high school?  College?”

“I don’t have friends really.”  I lean my elbow on the console between us feeling the truth of that statement.  “I have work.”

Jack is the closest thing I have to a friend, and I think that’s the same for him.  We’re a different breed, but if lifestyles were different, I could see him as a friend. 

She nods.  “Totally.  I’ve worked so hard to get where I’m at.  My work is my life, and I love it that way. I’d be lost without it.  I love my mom, but I’ll never rely on anyone else for my livelihood.  I saw what that did to her. It made her rely on people that always let her down. My work, my professional reputation...that’s my world.”

“Not going to do much for your rep being related to oil field trash then, huh?”  

She smiles, her eyes sparkling, and I love so much that she’s stopped trying to cover her eye with her hair when she’s around me.

“That’s for sure.”  

“Well, my father is a stand-up guy.  Well, professionally I mean.  So, you’ll have that going for you at least.”  I hope she didn’t pick up on the clarification I made.  Dad is challenged in the truth department when it comes to relationships, but I’ve got fingers and toes crossed with Gayl, he’s making a change.

“What does he do anyway?  It’s so strange, I don’t know anything about him.  I mean, my mom told me they went on a date like three weeks ago, then she mentioned him a couple more times since, but I was so busy with my new position and moving I guess I didn’t pay as much attention as I should.  Now, they’re getting married, and I know virtually nothing about him.”

“Well, he’s an attorney. Medical malpractice.  It’s not sexy, but it gives him nice bank accounts.”

She nods on a chuckle.

“Is that funny Whip?” 

“Whip?”  She looks over confused.

“Whip smart.  Fits you.” 

She tilts her head back and forth, shrugging.  “Not funny.  Just, my mom has a type I guess you’d say.  Attorneys are her type.  She’s been married five times.  Three were attorneys, and I don’t know how many she dated over the years.  Four or five more.”

I choke back my own laugh.

“That’s funny?”  She returns the question.

“You know my dad’s been married five times too, right?”  I clear my throat when her eyes widen, shifting in the seat and trying to not break my dick in half.  “And, I’m sorry to say, I can’t even count how many women there have been in between marriages.”

“No.”  She shakes her head. “Ironic. And older, she does like an older man.”

“Lot to be said for older men,”  I chide, turning down the main street toward her house. 

“Your mother?”  she asks, and I take a moment before answering.

“She died when I was young. Car accident. She and my dad never married. One day she was just gone.  I was seven.”

“Gosh, I’m so sorry.  Did you have brothers or sisters growing up?”  

“No. Life can always be better or worse.”  I shrug.  “I have some strong memories of her.  So, it’s been Dad and me ever since.  Been an interesting ride.”

She nods.  “Same with Mom and me. My mom barely knew my dad.  Didn’t find out she was pregnant until he was long gone.  I don’t know much about him. Mom and I sort of grew up together. I was more the adult though.”  She smiles, but her eyes are sad.

I see the little girl inside her, and I want to protect her.  I want to show her she’s safe and doesn’t have to shoulder the burden of everything alone.

The GPS has me turning onto her street, and she pulls on her fingers, as we drive in silence for the rest of the way.

“I’m here.”  She points as we approach a gated driveway.

“Nice shack.”  I kid as I pull down the long brick paved drive leading to a house that looks more like an English country manor.

“It was a solid investment.  I like solid investments.”

“Baby, if it works for you...”

She bites into her bottom lip as I pull around the circular drive to stop by the front door.  

The word slipped out again like it did last night, and I see the question in her eyes, and before she can say anything, I make sure of one thing. I pull out my phone. “Give me your number.”  

She pulls her eyebrows together and narrows her eyes.  “That didn’t sound like a question.”

“It’s not.”  I counter on a sniff.  “You’re going in the house alone, and I’ll be honest I’d like to go in with you, but we both have a day ahead of us, and for now, I’ll settle for your number so I can message you or call you and make sure you’re okay.  Deal?”

She snaps her tongue in her cheek but reaches over, her fingertips brushing mine and keys her number into the screen, then hits the green button.  Her phone starts ringing, and she smiles.

“That’s me.” She licks her lips on a grin, and I wait for her voicemail to pick up.

“And this is me,”  I say into the phone, smiling back at her then finishing the call and setting the phone on the dash.

I hop out, worried calling her baby again is scaring the shit out of her, but it’s too late, so I make my way around and open her door.

“See you tonight.”  She gives me a tight smile as I hold out my hand to help her down from the truck. The warmth of her hand in mine has my heart racing, and I swear I can feel her pulse quickening where my fingers rest on her wrist.

As she turns sideways to step down, her skirt rises high enough for me to see a flash of the white lace panties covering the place where I want to put my tongue.

I don’t want to break our connection, but I also don’t want her to be more uncomfortable around me.  She’s not only beautiful, she’s smart, successful and has made it fairly clear having a man is not on her list of priorities. 

Well, I plan on changing her priorities.  But for today, we’re going to watch our parents get married, and that will make her my stepsister.  Not sure that will help my position.  She’s good. Pure in her own way, and I need that.  I want her goodness and purity in my life.

Knowing she’s about to walk away from me hurts.  Without even thinking, I glance at my watch trying to figure out just how long it will be until we’re together again, then back up to her, hoping she doesn’t think I’m desperate to be somewhere.

Because right now the only place I want to be is right here.

She smiles, straightening her skirt.  “Thanks for the ride.  And, you know, last night.”

“Can’t wait to walk down the aisle with you.”  

I raise an eyebrow, and she gives me a curious look, then turns and disappears behind the massive wooden door taking my heart with her.
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THIS IS NOT HAPPENING.

The sound of my mother’s sobs seep out from under the door of my master bath, and I breathe a sigh.

The ivory silk dress she was going to wear lays in a heap on the floor, next to the small sofa in my bedroom, the Merlot she dumped all over it reminding me of my birthmark.

“Mom,”  I call out, leaning against the door to speak into the crack where it meets the wall.  “Come back out.  We’re going to be okay.  We’re always okay.  You’re always okay.”

My heart breaks as I hear her try to answer, but the sobs take over again.  

Things have not exactly gone to plan.

She arrived at the house at 8:30 as scheduled.  Glowing. Hopeful. 

An hour later, here we are with a ruined wedding dress and screenshots of the social media pictures and subsequent text conversation with one Emily Wilmarth, who met Hamilton after he left the hotel this morning for coffee.  

She managed to get his phone somehow while he stepped away.  Found out about Mom, the wedding and everything, then proceeded to text my mother pictures of her and Hamilton.  And we’re not just talking about a brief ‘last hurrah’ before he tied the knot.  Oh no.  This has all been going on over the last month.

And just to add the icing to the cake, there was a little video of him coming back to the table, leaning down and kissing her, and then Emily dropped the little bomb that his jig was up, and she’d looked through his phone.

From there, the shit storm ensued, and here we are.

“Shit,”  I mumble, laying my hand flat on the door, wishing I could take this all too familiar pain away.

Sometimes we don’t get smarter with age and experience — just another example of why love is not worth the risk.  I don’t know if I could ever fully trust a man.  I’ve seen just about every possible example of how trusting someone kicks you in the teeth.  And I happen to like my teeth.

As that thought crosses my mind, another crashes headlong into it.  The entire time in his room and in the truck this morning with Van, I’d felt something so unfamiliar.

A longing.

A desire.

Not just sexual either.  Although, I have to say that was part of it and it surprised the hell out of me.

But I thought about something more.

Something...that felt like home.

I hear a text notification on my phone and my stomach sinks, hoping it’s not Hamilton trying to pull me into this cesspool from his side.  He actually tried to get my mother to believe it was all a misunderstanding, she was just a friend, blah blah. But the text strings she screen shotted, which happened to include some rather wonderful cunt and tit shots, seemed to indicate otherwise.

What an asshole.

I walk over and pull my phone from my purse, the screen showing Van’s number.

It’s him.

My stomach goes from sick to something else I can’t quite identify as I read.


Van:  Baby, I’m so fucking sorry about my dad.  I don’t even know what to say.  How is your mom?  Is she okay?  Are you with her?  I’m very worried, please let me know.  I just got off the phone with my dad, the shithead, and told him exactly what I thought about the mess he’s once again created in other people’s lives. I can’t change what has happened, but I want you and your mother to know I care and I’m here.  Please let me know how she is.  How you are.  I’ll be waiting.

Me:  About as expected. Thank you for checking in.  We will be okay. Take care.


My fingers tremble as I read the messages through again, then I hear the bathroom door click open and turn to see my mother’s red-rimmed eyes. I re-read the first part of the text.  It’s the third time he’s called me baby.  Anyone else, in the past, I mean men who would use a sweetheart, honey, baby or the like...well, they would quickly receive a verbal smack-down.

Instead, when I hear it from Van, I get this odd mixture of safety and wet panties.  It makes me tingle inside.  Every fiber of my being wants to message him back, to talk to him properly, but I decide I have to let it go.  There are more important things to deal with at the moment.

I slip the phone into the back pocket of my jeans as Mom comes back out of the bathroom. She looks ten years older than she did this morning when she arrived, and I step over to her, immediately wrapping her in a hug which only releases another round of gut-wrenching crying.  

I hear the text notification go off on my phone, but there’s nothing left to say, and even though there’s this pull to see if it is Van texting back and what he is thinking or doing, I leave it for now.  I have to pay attention to my mom.  She needs me.

I hold her and step us back to the bed.  Once her body stops convulsing, I sit her down and wrap her in a soft blanket, kneeling at the side of the bed.

“You were right.”  She starts, raking the back of her hand under her red nose then setting her hands in her lap and continuing.  “Love isn’t worth it, honey.  When am I going to learn?  My daughter knows to stay away from relationships. And look...”  She waves a hand around my room.  “Your life is in order.  You’re doing great.  No man.  You’ve always known better.  I don’t know why it’s taken me so long to learn, but I’ve got it now.  Lesson learned.  Men suck.  None of them can be trusted.  My life is far worse because I’ve trusted them.  No more. From now on, I’m a rock.  I’m a graduate of the class of Isolde Richards.  Love is not worth the risk.”

“Mom.”  I sigh. “My life isn’t perfect you know.”

“Nothing is perfect, Issi.  But, how many times did I move us around when you were growing up?  Fifteen?  Twenty?  Every time I thought I’d found ‘the one’ you paid the price as well.  We never had a real home.  A place where we put down our roots, I always hitched my pathetic wagon to a man.”

“You always made sure I had what I needed.  You protected me.  Nothing bad ever happened.  I never had to change schools.”  I add, trying to give her something.  “And, we had fun.  Right? I mean, you are an amazing mom.  You’re not like all the other mom’s, that’s true, but I wouldn’t trade you for any one of them.”

I don’t want her to know but growing up moving so much I never did get attached to a place. Mom was great, but she was always sort of busy with a man or finding a man. I was the only true constant in my own life. 

Then, this morning, after Van dropped me off, I walked into this enormous house, and for the first time in as long as I can remember, I felt lonely.  I felt alone. In just a few hours, something about him made me feel like home was not a place, but maybe a person.

“Promise me something.”  She reaches down to grab my hands from the edge of the bed, her fingers squeezing mine and her swollen eyes downcast and hard.  “You will never take my route.  Stay true to your path, Issi.  No men.  I mean, no love.  No relationships.  Don’t ever, ever attach your heart to any man, ever, ever, ever. Promise me?  Issi, I’ve not been the best mother, you’ve practically been mine, so right now, this is my epiphany. Your mother’s lifetime of mistakes come to one final conclusion.  Live your life, have a fling if you need to now and then, but do not ever fall in love.  It’s ruined my life.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Nine


[image: image]


Van

[image: image]

LOOKING DOWN AT MY phone, the clock shows twenty-eight minutes since I texted back after her short reply.

Fuck. My.  Father.

Seriously.  He’s a fucking stain on my life. 

And how is it, I feel responsible?

I don’t know, but I do.  I want to be there with Issi and her mother.  I want to do whatever is in my power to minimize the collateral damage.  I feel this overwhelming need to protect them both, coming from a place so deep down inside me it’s hard to understand.

I’m a responsible guy.  I take care of my business, my dog, the people that work for me.  But this is different.  Issi and her mom feel like they’re my family already, and I want to destroy anything that would harm them.

Including my own father.

The time passing with no reply is maddening.  I made it back to my hotel, hopped in the shower and by the time I got out, the chaos had erupted.  I ended up hanging up on my father as he tried to explain away his actions and shift the blame onto Gayl.

I was having none of it.  I’ve already Googled everything I can about Issi and have her address already mapped into my GPS from when I dropped her off.  I’m agonizing about when to go over there because I don’t want to cause more hurt, but I need to be by her side.  I need them both to know, I am not my father.  Rationally, I get that it doesn’t make much sense for me to care this deeply about two women I met for a few hours last night, but I’ve never worried much about being rational or what is the norm.

Following my gut has saved me—and many others—over the years with my work, and although my personal life has been pathetic by choice, I’m listening to the universe as it tells me these new feelings I’m having are true. They are right.  And I need to follow them wherever they are going to lead.

I’m a private guy.  I’ve built lots of walls around me over the years.  But in one night I feel them all cracking and ready to fall.  I don’t remember the last time I was scared of anything.  Fear in my world isn’t your friend.  But right now, I’m scared to death I’ll never see her again. 

There’s no way I’ll let that happen.  This is bigger than both of us; my gut doesn’t lie.

I realize as I pace in the hotel room, I’ve come to understand this growing obsession I have could be dangerous to anyone that may try to come between us, or anyone that would hurt her.

And that hurt includes anyone or anything she cares about.

I can’t even stand in one place, let alone sit.  I’m so wired that when the text notification goes off on my cell phone, I nearly come out of my skin.  I pull my phone up, looking down at the last text I sent her and her reply.


Me:  I have no doubt you will both be okay.  But, forgive me, I want you both to be more than just okay.  I’m not exactly sure what I can do to change that ‘ok’ to ‘amazing,’ but I’m going to figure it out, baby.  Are you both at your house?

Issi:  Yes, we are here.  I don’t think there is anything you can do.  I appreciate your kindness, but I’ve been through this before with her.  We will get through it again.  LOL  Nothing a few gallons of ice cream and a nice slab of ribs won’t fix. 😊

Me:  I’m going to take care of your Jeep.  That’s a statement, not a question.  

Issi:  It’s not necessary.  This isn’t your fault.  

Me:  Both are true, doesn’t change anything.  Anther thing, I’m going to be checking in with you, I expect you to answer.  If you decide to leave the house, go out, let me know.  


It’s bold and demanding, I know, but right now I have no filter, only this driving need to be in her life, to be sure she’s safe and attached to me somehow.  My heart pounds in my chest as I wait for her reply, sure she’s about to tell me to go fuck myself.

A minute goes by.

Then two.

It might as well be hours.  I’m dying here.  I can’t hold off, so I shoot her another message.


Me:  Issi, it’s time someone was looking out for you.


I count the seconds and practically jump out of my skin when she replies.


Issi:  You’re a bit overbearing.

Me:  A bit? I can make that completely overbearing if you’d like.  But I’d rather you think of it as protective.

Issi:  LOL  No, a bit is tolerable.

Me:  Good.  Please hug your mom from me.  Tell her it’s from me or not, whatever you think is best.  I don’t want to cause her any more pain.

Issi:  Will do.  

Me:  I’ll check back in a bit.  If you need anything, text or call, I’ll keep my phone with me.

Issi:  Thank you.


I sit down at my laptop and start making some necessary arrangements for her Jeep as well as a few other things.  A quick call to Kara puts my mind at rest about George being good and not tearing up the house.  I miss that little shithead.

And it gives me a chance to vent about dad, with Kara only too happy to commiserate.

After I come off the phone, I email Jack to see how the problems on the site are coming along.  I should call him too, but if I do, I know I’ll seem more available, and even though the wedding is off, I have priorities here.

An hour later, I’ve got things in motion as well as taken a phone call from Gloria setting up her latest injection of cash and have a handle on things.  From our time together last night, I know Issi doesn’t cook, and neither does her mother, not that she is probably in any shape to whip up anything right now, even if she could.

Sitting in my hotel room, I don’t know what to do with myself.  All I want to do is be with her which has never happened to me before. I’ve never missed anyone.

Take that back, George. I’ve missed George.  But never a person.  Not like this.

I do a quick search for something on the internet and make a call.  

Fifteen minutes later, I’m out the door, in my rental truck and I can’t stop smiling.

I don’t even know who I am anymore.
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“I’M SORRY.”  ISSI GIVES me a sympathetic smile.  “She’s just in a weird place.”

I’m standing in her kitchen, where I’ve just delivered a full banquet of comfort food and ice cream: barbequed ribs, coleslaw, macaroni and cheese, mashed potatoes, and fresh baked cornbread.

I found a specialty, gourmet southern food restaurant near the hotel and ordered enough carryout for twelve, then stopped by a market and filled half a shopping cart with ten flavors of ice cream.

“It’s fine.  I get it.” 

She’s wearing this cute as hell yellow wrap dress with her hair up in a tangled bun and bare feet.

Her face is fresh too.  Last night she’d worn a bit of make-up, not much, and she’s taking my breath away with her natural beauty and scent like lilacs and butterflies.  I don’t know if butterflies have a scent, but fuck if they did it would be what I’m picking up now standing this close.

“A little shocking getting your message you were on the way over, too.  It’s very sweet, just a little stalkerish.”  She twists her lips to the side. 

“At least I didn’t just show up unannounced.”

“True.”  Issi picks up a pinch of cornbread and opens her lips.  I can’t help thinking of how they would feel...

On mine.

Around my cock.

Anywhere pretty much, as long as they are on me.

“Is there anything else I can do?”  I tip my head toward the stairway where Gayl disappeared after Issi forced her to at least take a plate of food upstairs with her.

She wasn’t all that enthused to see me.  It’s okay, I get it.  I represent some raw emotion right now.  I’m happy as fuck Issi is standing here talking to me.  

“You can tell me how you think we are going to eat all this food.  And even if we give it a good effort, we’re going to gain about ten pounds overnight.”

“I can’t say that more of you would be a bad thing.  Any of you seems pretty great if you ask me.”

“Are you serious?”  She squints and crinkles her nose, and my cock drips she’s so cute.  “You’re like the corniest guy I’ve ever met.”

“I am serious.  But, truth, I don’t know how I got this way.  Something strange has taken me over since last night.”

Her face is thoughtful, as though she understands but still looks like she’s shielding herself behind her walls.  That’s okay, I know how to blow shit up, and those walls are coming down if I have anything to say about it.

“Well, the least I can do is let you stay and eat some of the food you bought and delivered.”  Issi sidesteps to the cabinet and pulls out two plates, then two sets of silverware out of a drawer.  Stepping back, she hands me one set and looks at me, then down at the spread of food.  “Dig in.”

“You’re inviting me to dine with you.  Wow.  I’ve won the lottery.”

“You’re easy to please.”

“No, I’m not.  Ask anyone that knows me.”  I take the plate, then finish with a tip of my head toward the food. “Ladies first.”

She fills her plate, and I’m happy to see she doesn’t hold back.  It’s piled high.  With a grin, I do exactly the same, then we walk over and sit down at a worn country table by the windows.

We eat in silence for a bit, my eyes snapping upward to her every few bites and finding hers looking back at me on more than one occasion.  There’s a tightness inside of me that’s new.  I’m nervous.

I’m fucking nervous.

I don’t’ remember the last time I was nervous around anyone or any situation that made me feel like this.  Even this shit at work with the EPA and the times when wells blew out and lives were saved and lost, I was never nervous.

“So good,”  she says, licking her fingers.  She’s a wonderful contrast of sweet, smart, poised and at the same time down to earth and natural, with a hint of tomboy about her.

I never understood the word smitten before, but I do now.

“It really is.”  That’s the best I come up with when I want to know so much more. What makes her feel hopeful, what she sees in her future, does she want babies? 

Because I never did before.

Now I want ten.

Fifteen.

My cock twitches and my balls tighten.  I want to know what she tastes like.  All this delicious food is bland compared to what her flavor would be, I’m sure of that.

I see her looking at my left forearm.  The blue ink half showing, along with a deep eight-inch scar on the inside of my wrist.

“It’s not self-inflicted,”  I say, looking down at the scar.  Over the years I’ve come to realize some people mistake it for an indication that at some point I tried to end me.  “Work.  My body has taken a beating over the years.  I’m actually only eighteen.  I’ve aged hard.”

She giggles, setting down the rib she’s just cleaned off.  “Yes, you are so boyish in a very rugged body.  I believe it.  Eighteen and never been kissed I imagine too.”

I return her smile, wiping my sticky fingers on the napkin in my lap.  “Well, maybe not never, but long enough I don’t remember it.”

“Uh huh.”  She gives me a questioning smirk.  “You’re a heartbreaker I bet.”

I shake my head and lock eyes with her.  “No.  But I do think for the first time, someone could break mine.”

We talk and eat and talk for another hour or more before Gayl finally reenters the kitchen and shoots me a cold stare.

“Hi.  How are you doing?”  Issi greets her, pushing back from the table and getting up to take her empty plate.  “The food was good, wasn’t it?  You ready for ice cream?”

Gayl glances to me without emotion, then walks to the freezer and pulls out a container of Peanut Butter Chocolate ice cream.

Issi looks over at me as if to say ‘sorry,’ and I shake my head, so she knows I understand.  

Gayl turns, taking the container of ice cream to the microwave and putting it inside punching the buttons.  She keeps her eyes on the turning carton inside until it beeps.  

Issi looks at me and I raise a hand and my eyebrows confused.

She twists a smile and fills me in.  “It’s a thing of ours.  We love ice cream just not frozen ice cream.  More like ice cream soup.”

I nod and look over to see Gayl work a bite of the now half-liquid ice cream into her mouth, then takes a few steps closer to where I’m sitting, her eyes fixed on me.  

She uses the spoon as a pointing stick. “You leaving tonight then? Or tomorrow still?”

“Uh...”  I hesitate.

“Issi has to get back to work.  And I’m going to be on a plane to Aruba in six hours.”

“Mom.”  Issi’s voice is high.  “You’re still going?”

“Of course,” her mom half snaps.  “Trip is paid for, and I need a vacation after this bullshit.”  Her eyes don’t leave mine.  “Lay in the sun, realize what a pain in the ass men are.”

“Mom.” Issi tries to intervene.

I raise my fingers off the tabletop. “It’s okay.  I’m so sorry about my Dad...”  I start, but Gayl turns and walks out of the kitchen without another word.

Before we can say anything, my phone is ringing.  It’s Jack’s ringtone, and I’ve been half dreading the phone call all day.

“I’m sorry.  It’s a work thing, sort of an emergency going on.”  I stand up and walk to the front door.  “I’m going to take it in my truck.  I’ll be back.”

“Okay.”  I see Issi take a deep breath and run her hands down her hips.

I see Gayl shoot me another look from the stairs as I head down the front hall.  I’m already answering the call before I’m out the front door.

“Yeah, Jack.”

“Sorry, Boss.  Things went from bad to worse.  EPA is here, they are filing charges against the company.  And maybe you.”

“What the fuck?”  In my career, I’ve only had the EPA up my ass a couple of times.  They have a job to do, and I get it, they have to investigate.  But criminal charges?  That’s next level, Exxon Valeez, Deep Water Horizon shit.  No one’s been hurt.  I don’t get it.  

But, the EPA is no joke.  My head is immediately pounding as I run a hand through my hair and grip the back of my neck.  My breath plumes in a cloud of vapor as I exhale.

Jack’s voice comes through. “Yeah, I don’t know what the hell is going on.  We had things handled, then today, BAM, they show up with a very large envelope that has nothing but bad news inside.  You gotta come back, man.  Now.”
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I SIT ON MY BED EATING out of a half-gallon tub of half-melted butter pecan ice cream just like I like it, watching my mom pull her hair into a ponytail as she stands in front of the full-length mirror on my wall.

“I’ll drive you home.”

She’s being a pain.

“No.  The car is paid for, and I’m taking advantage of it all. It can drive me home, I’ll get my suitcase which is already packed and then to the airport.”

It’s been two hours since Van had to rush out of here and deal with some work disaster and I have to say, I’m filling the empty feeling he left behind with ice cream.

My head is full of questions.  Mostly for me.

How could a guy—a guy who almost became my stepbrother—that I’ve only spent a few hours with be consuming my every thought?  Making me feel things I didn’t think were possible?

Things I’ve actively avoided my entire life?

“Okay. But, please check in, take my calls.  You know I’m going to be worried, and you’d be worried about me if the tables were turned.”

She turns around, leaning back on my dresser and crossing her arms.  She looks so tired, but she smiles, and I see a spark of something in her eyes.

“I will.  I’ll call.  I’ll send pictures. But, you have to promise me something in return.”

“What?”  I mouth around the ice cream I’m trying to swallow.

“I heard you two talking downstairs.  You and Van.  I’ve never heard you like that, Issi.  I’m not sure what’s going on but promise me you will not get involved with him.  Two big reasons.  One, he’s the son of a cheater.  Apples never fall far from their trees, Issi.  Trust me, I know.  Second, even his father told me about the men in his profession. The oil field guys. They are notorious cheaters.  There are even websites, like forums, where Oil Field wives and girlfriends go to bitch about how they all cheat while they are away.  And they are away a lot.  You’ve only known him a few hours.  Let it go, Issi.  For me.”

“Mom, I’m fine.”

“I know you.  Something is different.  And, don’t you think it’s awfully strange he gets a phone call, has to go outside to take it, then has to leave right away?  Doesn’t sound like work to me.”

There’s an ache in my chest that believes her, and I resolve to push away whatever these feelings are and return to being just sensible Issi, the Issi that keeps herself on track and protected from just this sort of angst.

“What time are you leaving?”  

“Car will be here in an hour.”

“Well, at least help me with some of this ice cream before you run away.  I’ve got a freezer full of the stuff.”

We make our way down to the kitchen, and that niggling doubt about Van and what mom says leaves an uneasy feeling in my chest.

Mom smiles and walks to the freezer, taking out her own container and zapping it in the microwave before sitting down with me at the counter.

We eat in silence, both of us lost in our own sort of heartache, and I do what I can to keep my mind and my heart from thinking about the man that was almost my stepbrother.
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NOT LONG AFTER I HUGGED Mom and she disappeared down the street in the limo, my phone is ringing.

When I look to see who it is, my stomach flips and I struggle with whether or not to answer.

My better judgment loses out, and I connect with Van.

“Hi.”

“Hey, Issi.”  His voice immediately soothes and excites me, and I think about his lips saying my name. “I’m about to board, but I can’t apologize enough for having to run out like that.  How’s your mom?”

“It’s okay. Work first. That’s always been my rule. Mom seems better. She’s off for the airport herself.”  I walk over to the living room window and look out as snow starts to fall.  “Hope the snow doesn’t foil your travel plans.  Not sure where you’re going...”

Deep down I want to know everything about him, everything he’s doing. Then, I’m shrouded in this embarrassment that I’m half falling for a guy I just met and have this insecure need to know what’s going on in his life.  

“The rig is near Cincinnati.  My flight’s been delayed about half hour, so I wanted to hear your voice and ask you something.”

I’m not sure what to say, and I open and close my mouth twice before I decide to keep it simple.  “Thanks.  I hope you get where you’re going safe.”  

I shake my head and pinch my nose between my eyes.  I feel like I’m in middle school talking to my first crush and fumbling all over myself.

“Issi, look.”  His voice turns serious.  “I hated to leave today.  I’m not a guy that wastes time or plays games, so here’s the thing.”

My heart thunders in my chest, and my throat is tight.  

His voice comes through after he clears his throat.  “I know our parents fell apart, but I want to see you again.  I’m going to be honest, I need to see you again, Issi.  My heart wouldn’t be right if I didn’t.  I don’t know how long this work bullshit is going to take, but I want you to come to where I’ll be.  You said you hadn’t planned on going back to work until Tuesday.  Later tonight there’s another flight.  I’ll pay for it all.  I’ll put you up in the best hotel in the city.  I’ll have to deal with work—what’s going on, well, I can’t go into details, but it’s serious—but I want to spend time with you as well.  I know it’s crazy and selfish, but I want what I want, and I want to get to know you more.  I want this fucking work shit to be resolved so I could stay there with you, but I can’t.  I’d book you on the early morning flight back Tuesday.  What do you say?  I can book the tickets right now.”

I’m tongue-tied. My head tells me to politely decline.  This is crazy, right?  I should just continue on the path I’ve been on which has served me well.

I’m busy.  I have work.  Work is my life.  I have no time for this.

Whatever this is.

Especially with a guy I barely know, whose father just cheated on my mother on the day of their wedding, and from what I understand works in an industry that would have him traveling ninety percent of the time.  He lives in West Virginia, and more than likely has a girl in every port.

“Wow.”  I hear myself say and the devil on one shoulder is kicking the shit out of the angel on my other.  “I don’t think I’ve ever done anything so spontaneous...but yes, I’ll come. It’s been a wild couple of days, so sure, maybe I could use the distraction.”

What?  

Did I just say I’d come?

“Thank you, Jesus.”  He breathes out, and I get this wave of heat from my head to my toes. “I’ll text you the itinerary and the link to your e-tickets and the hotel info.  I’ll have a car waiting for you and let me know as soon as you land. I’ll do everything I can to squeeze in as much time as possible with you around whatever this work situation is.”

“Okay.”  I’m biting my bottom lip and waving a spread fingered hand in front of my face, still unsure what I’m doing and whether this is real, or I’m currently passed out from eating too much ice cream.  “I can always work from there too.  I’ll bring my laptop, so when you’re busy, I’ll be working.”

“Perfect.”

“You know it’s going to cost a ton to fly me out on such short notice...”

“I’ve never spent my money in a better way.  Oh, and they are working on the Jeep.  My contact, the restorer, said he will have it in like new condition when it’s back to you.”

“Thank you.  But that’s really not necessary either.  You know I do have my own means.”

“I know you do, makes this so much more satisfying to do for you.  I want to, Issi, not because you can’t but because I want to.”

We say our goodbyes, and I stand looking out the window, wondering just what the hell I’m getting myself into.
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I TAKE A DEEP BREATH and try to get my shit together.  Her voice still rings in my ears, agreeing to let me come to the hotel to see her—even though it’s three o’clock in the morning.

She sounded sweet, anxious but excited, and somewhere inside me I know this is just the beginning.

Issi belongs to me already.  I don’t know how, or where this is going, but I do know it’s going somewhere.  I just have to figure out where.

She’s smart, cautious, and I can sense it in the tone of her voice, just a little higher than usual, that coming here like this is way outside of her comfort zone.  But she did it for me because she knows I don’t know any other way.  I’m a rambler, a man on the road most of my time, without roots or a place that feels like home.

Sure, I have a house. I have George and Kara.  I have people that help me run my life.  But it hasn’t ever felt right.  Fuck, hotels and sleeping in my truck feel as much like home as my house.

But now, with Issi, I can feel what home might mean.

When I spent time talking with her earlier yesterday, she showed me so much of who she is.

When she talked about growing up, about being the smart kid from the wrong side of the tracks at a school like Cranbrook, then Yale, I could see in her eyes the way it had formed her into this wildly determined woman who’d taken her God-given abilities and made sure she could take care of herself.

The thing is, I want to take care of her.  She’s a survivor.  From our conversations about her mom, she’s a good-hearted person, but Issi was the responsible one for most of her youth.  She did the banking, kept things organized, kept her mom on the rails as best as possible.

One thing she didn’t learn is to cook. I gather their three main food groups were Doritos, Twizzlers and Ho-Ho’s.  

Oh, and not to forget M&M’s.  So, I guess that makes four.

I park my truck, knowing I have to be back to the rig site in seven hours to prepare for a meeting with the EPA guys. The H2S leak that was a result of our drilling killed nearly one hundred head of cattle and two hundred sheep on the farmer’s property where we are drilling.

The hydrogen sulfide escaped, the crew detected it just in time to get their own gas masks on but didn’t get it capped in time to avoid the disaster.  We’re not talking about a massive leak here, but some escaped and it hit the livestock before enough air could dissipate it, and that shit will kill you in one breath.

I’m just relieved as hell it wasn’t worse. Didn’t get to the farmer’s house or, God forbid, there was a bigger release that might hit the nearest town.

Outside her hotel room door, I pull myself together best I can on a deep breath and knock.

The door opens a few seconds later, and her eyes light up my soul.

“Hi there, stranger.  What would our parents say?  Us meeting like this in a hotel in the middle of the night?”  She swings open the door, and I see she’s wearing a loose pair of turquoise flannel pajama bottoms and a white tank top with ‘Lucky’ emblazoned over her chest in bright pink.  

“Well, if things were different, and my father wasn’t a piece of shit, we could tell them it’s just a friendly brother-sister sort of sleepover.”

I step into the room, and she closes the door behind me.  I strip off my coat and hang it on the back of the desk chair.

“Sleepover?  Aren’t you a little presumptuous?”  She teases with a half-smile, but there’s a flicker in her eyes and my need to pull her to me and kiss her is nearly impossible to fight.

“Okay, we won’t sleep then.”  I play back as she takes a seat on the sofa in the suite and crosses her legs, her cheeks rising in a deep pink.

She narrows her eyes, looking directly at me as she bites her bottom lip, then asks, “What exactly is this we’re doing? I mean, I got on a plane, flew to Cincinnati for God’s sake, I’m sitting in a hotel room in the middle of the night.  And, the weirdest part for me, is I’ve been sitting here wondering when you would get here.  Wanting you to get here.”  

She’s straight and to the point, and honestly, it’s a relief.  I want to get this out and let her know this need has been rushing through me since I first saw her photo.

I can’t imagine by now she hasn’t noticed my painfully hard cock under my clothing nearly every time we are together either. Which is another thing I can’t understand. I’m a control freak. About my life, my work and even my dick.  

But with Issi? Fuck, even if I tried I couldn’t control the hard-on that has taken over since I first looked at her picture.

Even stranger, is I don’t care.  

“Okay, cards on the table.  I don’t actually know what ‘this’ is.  I’ve never had this kind of reaction to a woman before.  So, I’ll tell you what I do know. I can’t stop thinking about you, Issi.”  I shake my head and rub my eyes, then walk over to sit on the edge of the bed.  “I know I want you.  Not just sex either, although trust me, I can’t stop thinking about that either.  But it’s more.  I want to hear you talk. You could read me the dictionary, and I’d be mesmerized.”  

The level of truth in my words is almost painful, and from the look in her eyes, I get the feeling she’s experiencing at least some of what I am.  She tips her head to the side and pulls her lips back and forth before she speaks.

“It’s very strange.  I’ve never felt this—whatever this is—either.  But I’m here, and I’m not an impulsive sort.”

Her ivory hair hangs in waves down over her shoulders, just brushing the top swell of her tits, and I see her nipples pushing out on the thin fabric.  I want to taste them. I want my lips and tongue all over her.  But I want to start with her mouth.

“Me either.”  I focus on her eyes, and it feels like nothing else is real right now but us. This moment. All the shit with my work even disappears. “I know I want to make you happy.  I want to be the one that makes you smile.”

Her nearly translucent skin calls for my teeth.  I’ve never wanted that before either.  To mark someone, so the world knows she’s mine and that I’m a territorial son of a bitch so stay the fuck away.

“I’m not sure what to think.”  She looks down and fiddles with her fingers, and I reach over and take her hands in mine.

The connection seems to shock us both.  Our eyes lock, and it feels like a silent eternity hangs between us.

She opens her mouth to say something, but no words come out.  

And there’s no wait left in me. 

I pull her into me and take her mouth in a deep kiss, dropping her hands and wrapping my arms around her, then lifting her up and onto my lap, straddling me just inches from the steel rod of my cock.  Greed envelops me as she wraps her legs around my waist and pulls herself in tight, rolling her hips over my hard-on and making me grunt with the pain as I greedily steal a kiss.

The heat from between her legs radiates into my core as I swipe my tongue over her lips and deep into the warmth of her mouth, a low moan taking us both as I run my hands up and down her back, feeling every inch of her I can reach.  I want so much to go slow, but lust races through me, urging me to take her hard and fast.

Her flavor races through me, sweet and light like I’m tasting the color pink.

When I break our kiss, pulling my face back to look into hers, I can’t help but wonder at this angel, with her nearly white hair, those wild blue eyes, and skin so pale it doesn’t seem real.

My heart is pounding, and I bring my hands up to hold her cheeks, my thumbs resting just under her jaw where I feel her pulse racing in time with my own.

“That was amazing.”  She smiles, and I see the blush that now covers her neck and chest. “I think I like kissing.”

“Yes, it was.  So, let’s do it again.” 

She lets out a small gasp as I crush our lips together, my hands lowering to the small of her back to rock us back and forth against each other.

I don’t know how long we kiss.  It feels like an instant and at the same time like we’ve been doing it forever.  I want to sink into her and find out how warm and wet she is.  How tight.  As her body melts against mine, I try to pull her so close against me we become one body.

She’s clinging to me as much as I am to her, taking these little gasping breaths into our kiss as I breathe her in, her scent like lilacs and summer wine. She’s rocking against me faster, harder and I’m on the verge of losing my load in my pants again.

One second I swear she’s close to coming, then I hear her giggle into our kiss and she pulls back, a full smile on her swollen lips.  Her pink tongue darts out to lick our wetness and I love the fact that even my spit is a part of her now.

“What?”  I ask as I lower my hands to her hips, softly pulling her back and forth over my thick erection, not wanting our movement to stop.

“I just...”  She brings her fingers to cover her mouth as her cheeks turn cherry red.  “I’ve never dry humped anyone before.”  She giggles again at the words, and she’s so fucking cute cum leaks out of my cock.

“Did you just say dry hump?”  I chuckle back, pushing my length up into her, wishing I had it inside her right now to feel her insides flutter against me as she laughs.  

“I did.”  

Her admission brings other thoughts to my mind.  Thoughts that have me burning with instant jealousy.

“Well, I don’t think I’ve ever met a girl who said, ‘dry hump’ before.”  I swallow hard and shake my head. “I think I’m in love.”  I play back then I want to know more. “What else haven’t you done?”  

Her eyelashes flutter, and her smile fades a bit. I hate that, but there’s a rumbling beast inside me that wants her in ways I didn’t understand before.  And he needs to know.

“Well, lots of things.  It’s sort of embarrassing.”

“Never be embarrassed, baby.  Anything you think, I want to know.  Nothing about you should embarrass you when you’re with me.”

“I’m not a virgin.”

The words drive a spike through my heart, but I wait a beat, and she continues.

“I mean, I practically am.  I only had sex one time.  It was fairly horrible, and truth is, I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about.  But, something feels different now. No one’s ever made me cum before either.”

Her hands flutter at her neck, then hold on there, and I want to replace them with my own.  To feel her pulse under my hands as I take her, take her body, her breath, her soul.

“Something feels very different.  Issi, I haven’t been with anyone in so long.  I can’t even count the years.  So let’s just say, we’ve both reverted back to virgins.”

Both my hands drop to the top of her ass and squeeze, pushing us back and forth together as her back arches and her tits push forward.  Hard nipples pressing against the thin fabric and my mouth waters.

“You aren’t like any man I’ve met before, Van Welch.  It’s confusing.”

“Is that a good thing?”  I answer, holding her tight against my throbbing dick and watching lust rise in those magnificent blue eyes.

“Jury is still out.  But I’m leaning toward yes.  A very good thing.”  She pauses, her lips falling open, and her hands come to my cheeks, sending a jolt of desire through me.  “I’m not sure I’m ready for whatever this is we are going to do.”

“You don’t need to decide now, baby.  I’m a patient man.  I’ve waited this long.  I’ll wait as long as it takes.  You are a special girl, Issi.  I don’t want to fuck this up.”

I raise one hand to the center of her back and pull her forward, my lips connecting with the nape of her neck, and I hear her sigh.

We ride each other a moment longer before she reaches down, and I feel her pulling at the tank top.

I lean her back as she strips it off, then I lunge forward, unable to hold back from tracing around each nipple with my tongue, feeling the bumps rise and the nipple turn hard against my lips.

“God,”  I grunt.  “You are fucking perfect.”

Her skin is softer than could be possible.  I lick and nip at her breasts, bringing my hands up to hold them as I devour the taste of her flesh.

“I want to taste the rest of you.”  I work my hands down to the elastic of her pajama pants.  “Has anyone kissed you here before?”  I can’t help myself.  I need to know.

I look up and see her shake her head. “No.”

“Good.”  I swallow hard, my mouth watering. “Stand up.”  I help her up until she’s standing, her feet one on each side of my hips, and drag the fabric from her lower body, so she’s naked before me.

“I’m not sure how to do this.”

Her hairless cunt is right in front of my face.  A peak of pink inner folds fall below her outer lips, and I bring my fingers up to run them over the silky flesh.

“Just let me make you feel good, Issi.  Believe me, I want to.  I need to.”  I lock eyes with her as she looks down and I pull her sweet cunt to my lips.

At the first kiss, her head falls back, and she lets out a long breath, her hands coming to rest on the sides of my head as she arches into me.

“That’s a good girl,”  I mumble into her soaking folds.  She’s drenched from our foreplay, and I lick her slowly and evenly like she’s my favorite flavor of ice cream.

“God,”  she whispers to the ceiling.  “That feels so good.”

I hum agreement as I lick harder, faster, and push a finger into her opening, making a rush of lubrication drip down my hand.

I’m in heaven.  I mean it.  I think I’ve died and this is the afterlife, to have this angel on my face drenching me for all eternity. Every time she looks at my mouth from now on, I want her to remember the pleasure it brings her.

“Van—”  My name drips from her lips as I feel her hips start to flex and move against my mouth.

“Yes, baby. That’s it.  Take it from me. I want your cum in my mouth.”

She whines, and I center two fingers and push inside.  She’s so fucking tight I barely get them in an inch, even with her dripping on me.

I find her clit and pull it between my lips, flicking it with my tongue, faster and faster, in time with little movements of my fingers upward.

This goddess above me grips my hair as her body yields, and I finger fucking her and attacking her clit with everything I’ve got.

My mouth pulls her orgasm from her, and she screams, louder than I expect.  I think I hear my name and it drives me on, licking and swallowing every drop her body releases, feeling it glide down my throat and become a part of me.

Her legs tremble, and I let her climax move through her, taking both hands and steadying her body until the last of her orgasm leaves her shaking.

“You make a beautiful mess.”  I ease her down, and she wraps herself around me.  “Kiss me.  Taste yourself.”

My cock is unbearable, and as if she knows what I’m thinking, she brings her lips to mine as her hands snake down between us, working my belt open.

Our tongues wind together in a deep kiss as she works my length free.  It pops out, and the warmth of her hand encircles me, making me groan.

She pulls back and leans toward my ear.  “Like this?  I’ve never done this.  Never touched anyone.”

“Fuck,”  I growl at the thought.  “I want to be the first to do so many things with you, baby.” 
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VAN’S EYES ARE BLAZING as he stares into mine.  “I’d say this mess of a pussy may want something more...”

I keep my hand on his erection, stroking it up and down as I wonder at the size and the feel of the skin. Like silk over steel.  And with every stroke, Van’s fingers dance between my legs, making me moan in agreement as I slide my hand over the slick head of his cock and hear him curse under his breath.

“I’ve never wanted like I want right now.”  He slides a hand behind my neck, gripping hard as he stares directing into my eyes.  “I want my cock inside you, Issi. I won’t lie.  But I’m not going to rush you.”

As he speaks, I feel his sex throbbing against my hand, and I squeeze harder, running my gripped fist up and down.

“I want you.”

I barely have the words out before Van has me up and off the couch, carrying me to the bed and throwing me down like a doll.  His eyes turn dark; his jaw muscles ripple as he sheds his clothing like every item is on fire.

I’m naked, and as his eyes rake over me, I feel everywhere his gaze touches.  When he stalls where I have my knees bent and held together, there’s a jolt inside me.  His cock felt enormous in my hand, but staring at him now, with it jutting upward, fear cascades over me.

“Open your legs,” he grits out, and one of his rough hands drops to stroke his length.  “Hands above your head.”

His tone darkens, and I see his face change.  It’s tight, his control is snapping, and I’m the reason.

I let my legs fall open, inhibitions falling away as I stretch my arms above my head and hold one hand in the other, arching my back and offering myself to him.

“I’m going to fuck you, baby.  I barely got my fingers inside you, I don’t want you to hate me, I don’t want to hurt you but—”

I cut him off.  “I want it to hurt.  I want to remember it.  I want to feel you like that.”

He stares down at me and works his cock for a beat longer, then nods as he lays himself flat over me, the head of his cock already bobbing at my entrance.

“I’ve waited so long for you.”  He reaches down and guides the tip to my opening, holding it there for a long moment as I hold my breath.  “Your pleasure is my purpose now.  I don’t know how, but I feel like we were born for this. For each other, Issi.”

He pushes the first inch into me, and I wince and gasp, arching upward.

“I’m sorry.”  It’s my voice pleading, not wanting him to stop.  

“Here.”  He reaches up and repositions my hands around the back of his neck.  “Hold on.  Dig your nails in, bite me, whatever you need to do, baby.  Hurt me too.”

His massive body presses down into me, my mouth at his neck as he fills me with one brutal thrust.  I scream and bite down on the flesh of his neck, my fingertips digging into his back as the pain explodes through me.

Van is thrusting and driving himself to my limits, his body tensing, and every four-letter word known to man coming from his mouth between growls.

The force is knocking the wind from me, but I feel more right than I have in my entire life.  It feels like every wish for something I didn’t know I needed has come true.

Pain envelops me as his thickness fills me until it’s hard to breathe.  The bed slams against the wall with the force of his body on mine but I’m intoxicated by the sense I’m the one giving him this much pleasure.  This ragged lust is directed at me, and I’m the only one that can satisfy the beast I saw in his eyes.

His scent is pure man.  We are mating as much as making love.  

He groans into my ear.  “I need you, Issi. It’s like I’ve missed you my whole life.”

I feel my orgasm building as our lips crush together.  Our tongues swirl against each other, and this is as close to heaven as I’ve ever been.

My fingers drag down his back as I push myself up into each thrust.  His hands come to sweep under my back, lifting me slightly off the bed and driving my body down onto his cock like a human Fleshlight.

Our bodies grind together, and when we break our kiss, his teeth tear down my neck and bite down hard, sending me off like a rocket.  My muscles clamp down and I cum in a long string of my own curse words, and as my body shakes and spasms I hear Van’s voice in my ear.

“Mine. You. Mine.”  He grunts as I feel his balls slapping against my ass, the sensation of his massive cock swelling even larger inside of me, plunging in and out so deep I feel him in my belly.

I moan, close to the edge again as the possessive grunt of his words burns into me.

He fucks harder.  I didn’t think it was possible, but he finds another gear as he manages to get his face down and sucks a nipple into his mouth, biting down and drawing out another orgasm that takes me like an explosion. With no warning, I’m gushing onto him and soaking us both.

His mouth works my nipple, then his teeth drag up my body until they are next to my ear.

“I’m going to cum inside you. You’re going to be mine, Issi. All fucking mine.”  He moves faster, harder.  “Your heart.  Your body.  Your soul. I want it all.”

“What about yours?”  I manage.  “Your heart?”  

“It’s been yours since the day I saw you sitting in that restaurant.  I had no chance.”

A hand slides down over my shoulder, down my back until it presses upward on my tailbone.

“Open your legs, baby. As far as you can.  I’m so close.  I want in there as deep as I can.”

He buries his cock to the hilt, and the room disappears as we both explode together.  I feel the spasms of his cock as warmth fills me.  Thick jets of cum pump inside of me and drip down my thighs as Van keeps fucking through one orgasm and right into the next.

We are soaked and panting by the time he finally relents.  My battered pussy is throbbing, but I’ve never been happier.

I never want this feeling to end.  And apparently, Van doesn’t either, because he’s insatiable it seems.

Me.  Always in control.  Everything planned.  Nothing out of order.  No surprises Issi.

Has now turned into this.

The woman angling her neck so a man can take another bite because whenever he does it pushes me toward the edge of yet another mind-blowing orgasm.

I feel beautiful, too.  I’ve tried to pretend as I grew up and into my own skin that I didn’t care what people thought about how I looked.

And for the most part that is true.

But God do I care that he thinks I’m beautiful.  It warms my heart and makes me feel special.

To him. And yes, I want to be special to him.

His voice in my ear is so dang sexy.

“These marks mean something, you know.  They mean you’re mine.”

I lock my legs around the back of his thighs and pull his hips toward me, nestling his cock as deep as my body can take.

He lifts and lowers his face to take my already sensitive nipple between his teeth, and I cry out, melting into another climax as he rubs his body into my clit and his thick length reaches a special spot inside me.

“That’s it. Cum on my cock. God, that feels so fucking good.”  His voice thickens, and I feel so powerful.  

Knowing I can give him these feelings, make him want me.  

He pulls back and slams forward over and over as his lips crash into mine.  We are kissing and fucking and cumming together until I can’t breathe.

I love how possessed by him I feel.  Me, the girl who needs no man, but she loves this feeling of being owned.  Like he would protect me from anything, give his life for mine.

All with a guy who I just met less than two days ago.  How is this possible?  How did I become so reckless?

And, speaking of reckless, he’s cum inside four times already in the span of the three hours we’ve been fucking.  

That.

Is.

Reckless.

And I don’t care.  I barely know who I am anymore.  Who I am with him?

I bring my hips up and down, meeting his thrusts with my own, gasping and unfocused as my body feels out of control.

“That’s it, Whip. Fuck me back.  Fuck me, baby.  Show me how much you want that cock.  How much you need that cock.”

His filthy words strike a chord I didn’t know I had until Van.  How he knew just how to play me like an instrument, I’ll never know.  I fight back the dark thoughts that tell me it’s because he has vast experience in this type of performance.  My mother’s warnings ticking in the back of my mind, but I push them away.

Shaking those thoughts from my head, I relinquish any control I have left, ceding it to Van.  The orgasms topple over one another, and the feelings rock me down deep into my soul.  It’s not just the physical euphoria; it’s as though with each climax he’s taking a bit more of my heart with him.

“Please...”  I’m half surprised at my own voice.  The pleading sound in the simple word.  “Please...”

As if I’ve not had enough orgasms, but I’m on the edge again, and I need it to let go.

I need it.

“I like to hear you say that, Whip.  I like to hear you beg for it.”

Van shifts upward, managing to get onto his knees, taking my calves one in each hand and spreading me wide. The vulgar way he handles me only pushes me closer to the edge.

He finds a new gear, and the look on his face is primal.  He juts his hips forward, my center feeling as though his enormous cock is jabbing into my belly.  The way he controls me makes me feel small and helpless, and I’m nearly in tears when his relentless pounding ignites the force waiting inside of me.

I cry out, using words I don’t even understand, his name screamed in a thousand tongues as I cum longer and harder than any orgasm before.  There’s no strength left inside me, but his hands maneuver my legs onto his shoulders, then take control of my hips as he drives himself to my limits, faster and faster until I see his face tense.

His cock swells inside of me.

“Fuck.”  He lets out a long string of curse words as his eyes close, and I feel the heat of his sticky release, once again coating the inside of me and making me shudder at the possibility that we are taking such a risk.

To my shock, I use my inner muscles to milk more from him, making sounds like an animal as his cum drips out of me.

It’s a risk, but it’s a risk that feels more right than wrong, and I don’t understand it.

Before I come down completely from my orgasm, Van pulls out, his rough hands pulling my shaking legs down and he’s once again centered his mouth on top of my battered pussy.

“I’m addicted to you already.”  He eyes me from between my legs.  “This cunt of yours has magical powers it seems.  And I’m at its mercy.”

He smiles then, his tongue moving inside, caressing me where his gigantic cock was just a moment ago.  His tongue and mouth feel cool against the heat of my pussy, and I feel him sucking our combined juices out of my warmth.

It’s more erotic than I could imagine.  Knowing he’s not only willing but seems so joyful to be eating me and swallowing both of us at the same time.  He’s completely sexually confident, unapologetic, just as he seems to be in the rest of his life.

And for a moment, once again the reason why casts a shadow and this time I chase it away faster, unwilling to care about anything but his soft tongue lapping at my sore opening.

“So good,”  he moans as he nips and licks.  Then, his tongue is fucking me, deep and strong and before I know it, I’m going off again, rolling through another orgasm that darkens my vision and turns my fingers to claws.

“God, I can’t stop it...”  I gasp and grip his hair. 

My legs and body shake as another massive orgasm takes away any thoughts.  Any sounds.  The world disappears around me, and I feel my body gush onto his face.

He grunts and moans in pleasure as I drench us both and the bed. Again.

I’m half delirious when he scoops me up, and in the next minute he’s got me in the shower, my back plastered against the cool marble wall with him on his knees before me, bending one of my legs up and onto one of his thick shoulders so he can feast on me to another orgasm.

“Okay, God, please stop...  I can’t stand.”  My legs quiver and I have to reach down to steady myself with one hand on his open shoulder and the other on the top of his head.  The warm water rolls down my body, soothing and washing away the gallon of sweat. 

Van lowers my leg, rising in front of me, his enormous hands running up my belly, over my chest, then down my back as he steadies me.

“When you can’t stand, I’ll hold you up, Issi. Let me be the one that holds you up.”  

One hand swoops up my back to tangle in my hair.  I feel so protected and for the first time—I think in my life—I want to give him what he wants.

I want him to be the one to hold me up when I feel like I can’t stand.  I want someone to be there for me.

And I want it to be him.
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AFTER OUR SHOWER, I ordered a quick breakfast, and then to my disappointment, I had to get back to the job site and meet with the EPA.

I’ve been down this road before, but this time they are pulling out all the stops and making my life hell.

Besides that, the threat of criminal charges is still hanging in the air, and that’s something I’ve never dealt with before.  I’ve been with the government drones for going on three hours now, and all I want to do is get back to Issi and tell her and show her just what she means to me.

Being with her, making love to her, knowing she is close by...right now that’s the only thing keeping me from blowing my top.  

“We’ll be in touch.  Don’t go far.”  Davis, the lead on the EPA team, gathers up the paperwork I handed over with all the drilling logs, the gas sensor readings and every other fucking piece of paper they demanded.  

“I’ll be here waiting patiently.”  I do my best to keep the snark out of my voice but fail. 

These guys are pushing this issue farther than I’ve ever heard of before and if this goes badly, they could shut me down for good.  My entire life has been spent growing this business, and the sick feeling in my stomach tells me this is serious.

When the suits finally leave the drill shack, Jack takes a seat across the table from me and shakes his head.

“What is this bullshit?”

“Beats me.”

“They’ve never come down this hard on something like this.  I mean, shit happens you know?  We followed protocol to the letter.  We have remediation insurance to compensate for the losses but if they fucking shut us down, Van...  We have ten other wells drilling right now.  I’ve never heard of them shutting down an entire operation for a standard H2S gas pocket.”

“I know.”  I rub my hands on my temples.  “Something isn’t right, but right now I’m going to play it their way and see if they calm the fuck down.  I’ve got Henry on it too. He’s digging, seeing if he can help.”

Jacks nods.  It would have been his call as well.

Henry is my attorney.  He’s a pro in this industry and has connections all over, so he’s doing what he can to figure out how to get this shit storm under control.

“Do you think they’re on the take?”  Jack leans back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head.

“Fuck if I know.  Double edged sword if I start poking around that.  Maybe that’s what they want, and then I’m on the hook for offering a bribe.  These guys seem to have me in their crosshairs for some reason, so I’m not going to poke the beast.”

Just then a couple of the drill hands come in the shack, and Jack gets back into character telling them what they should be doing instead of fucking off and drinking his coffee.

I throw on my coat and make my way to the truck, pulling out my phone.  Inside I start it up, get the heat on and call Issi.

She answers on the second ring, and I can’t believe how fucking happy it makes me just to hear her voice.

“Hi.”  Her chipper tone has my cock immediately hard, thinking of her smile and the flavor of her pussy which is still on my tongue.

“Hi back.  How are you doing there?  Lonely?”

“I’m good.  Working.” She giggles a bit.  “And, yes to my shock a little lonely.  Seems I maybe didn’t get quite enough of you yet.”

“The feeling is mutual.  I’ll be there in a few hours. Can you hold on that long?”

“It will be tough, but I’ll do my best.”

“Good girl.”  The words come out and shock me.  I’ve never thought about calling anyone that before but it’s just so right with Issi. “I’m still dealing with work, but I wanted you to know I’m thinking about you every second, baby.  I want you to know last night was just the beginning for me.  Not some fling in a fancy hotel.  You get that, right?  You understand this is real for me?”

She sniffs before answering.  “Yes.  I get it.  It’s real for me too.  Still have to say I don’t quite understand it, but it’s real.  Scary though.  I have to be honest.  This is exactly the thing I’ve tried to avoid my whole life.  I feel so exposed.  Vulnerable.  Like I’ve just given you the map to where you could hurt me the most, handed you the razor blade and now it’s in your hands.”

“I’m not going to hurt you, Issi.  Not intentionally.  I can’t say I’m never going to screw up.  I’m not perfect.  But keeping your heart safe is going to be my number one job from now on.  I get you’re scared, but sometimes the only way to know if you can trust somebody is to trust them.  I want you to trust me.”

I hear her breathe.  “I’m trying.”

“Good girl.  That’s all I ask for now.”  I look up to see Jack waving me back to the drill shack, so I reluctantly wrap it up with Issi.  “I’ll message you when I’m on my way.  We’ll go have dinner.  Not sure how much time I’ll have, depends on some work stuff but I’ll spend as much time as I can.”

“Okay.  I’m fine.  Seems someone has paid for a massage and a five-hundred-dollar salon credit at the hotel spa.  I’ll be getting my relax on until you get here.”

“Yeah, someone must like you.  A lot.  I’ll see you later, baby.”  I hang up and take a long moment to reminisce about last night.  

How right she felt.  Even when she fell asleep on my chest, it was as though every moment was better than the one before.  I felt like a damn king with her laying on me like that.  I wanted to conquer the world for us.

Before I can head back to Jack, another call comes through.  It’s Henry.

“Please tell me you have good news.”  I’m not holding out much hope.  It seems to have been one bad moment after another with this whole thing.

“Depends on what you count as good news, I guess.  I can tell you that these EPA guys aren’t up your ass because of what happened.  Not really.”

“Figures.  They’re coming down way too hard for it to be a normal day at the office.  What’s going on?”

“You ever pissed off a congressman?  Or any of your guys pissed off a congressman?  Because that’s where the pressure is coming from.  I’m still trying to figure out exactly who, but if you’ve got anything to go on it would be useful.  If the criminal charges go forward, it could be bad Van.  For you.”

I grit my teeth.  It seems fucking unlikely, but my gut tells me it needs looking into.  “Check Congressman Ashby.  It’s a long shot, but I bumped into his daughter day before yesterday, and we have a bit of history.  Nothing like that—”  I add, though it’s unnecessary.  Henry wouldn’t care if it was, but something inside me needs the world to know that there was never anything between us.  “The congressman is an investor, though, doesn’t make sense but something stinks.”

“Okay, Van, I’ll poke around.  Might take a week or two. ”

“I’m not going anywhere.  Just get me some information before I land in a jail cell.  Or the poor house.”

I end the call and head back to the drill shack with my mind going over everything, thinking at least things can’t get much worse.  But once inside I can see the steam coming out of Jack’s ears, and my heart sinks.

“What’s up?”

“I just got a call from Wetherfield and Bigsby.”  He shakes his head.

Wetherfield and Bigsby are two of our other huge drill sites right now.  We are estimating to hit some solid oil flow on both.

“And?”

“Fucking other EPA guys showed up at both sites and shut them down.  Some bullshit someone told them we were falsifying our logs and site plans.”

“What the fuck?”  I press my fingertips into my eye sockets.

Even with this disaster, Issi still crosses my mind, and I feel my balls twitch.

“Who the fuck did you piss off?”

“Hell if I know.”

We spend the next couple hours making calls and dealing with the other rigs that are still operating.  Telling everyone to make sure every ‘t’ is crossed and every ‘i’ is dotted.  I employ a shit ton of workers.  Mostly hands, truth be told—and if they don’t work oil field, they don’t work.

We’re almost like cowboys in a way.  Most of us don’t fit in in the more civilized world.  Or the more polished world, I guess you’d say.  We work hard, we don’t sleep, we get dirty, and we get hurt and keep on going.  

I have an office, but I’m never there.  That’s where the geologists, the accountants, and the support staff help keep things running but I’m not an office guy.  I need to be in the field, and these days with phones and laptops, I don’t need to be locked behind four walls.

A lot of the guys that work for me have felony records.  They come usually through word of mouth, and I’ll give most of them a chance.  I have my own boundaries, I check their record and if they’ve ever hit a woman or a kid, ever had any sort of sexual arrests, they’re a no go for me.

But a lot of the others, they come, they work, they work hard.  They learn there is a hierarchy and a lifestyle in the oil field that fits a lot of them.  They get a solid paycheck and a new start.  I’m no Pied Piper, but if they are honest with me, work their asses off, they get a shot at a different life. And I feel responsible for keeping the ship afloat, not just for myself but for everyone that works for me.

It dawns on me as I think about responsibilities.

Issi is my responsibility now, and that is the one that is topping the charts.  I wrap up everything I have to with Jack and the office, then message Issi I’m on my way, and I’ll meet her in her room because I need another taste of her before I explode.

Inside the room, she looks glowing.

“You made good use of the spa.”  I throw my coat on the desk and walk to her, wrapping my hands around the back of her neck, enjoying her warm, soft skin against my rough palms.

“Yes, it was great.  Thank you.”

“Anything to make you smile.”  

I lower my lips and take her smile with a kiss, tasting her and feeling my desire gearing up.

She kisses me back, and within a few minutes, I’ve got her naked and my tongue deep inside her dripping cunt.

She cums on my face a few times before I flip her over and lay a hard smack on the white skin of her ass.

“Hey!”  She turns her flushed face around as I line up my cock and take any other protests from her with a hard thrust, sinking myself balls deep in one stroke.

Something I’ve come to know about my sweet girl, she likes things a little rough.

I reach up and knot my fingers in her hair and pull, watching her back arch and her ass rise to take me.  

“Turn your head so I can hear you,”  I grunt, watching her comply.

I fuck her hard until I’m out of breath.  She comes on my cock more than twice, gushing and squirting until the sound of wet bodies slapping fills the room.

When she reaches back and pulls her ass cheeks apart, her sweet cunt grabs onto my cock, and I lay a slap on her ass with my free hand.

“Let go,” I growl, watching the devious smile crest her lips.  My vixen knows exactly what she’s doing.

Her body yields as I lay another smack on her ass and fuck into her without remorse.  Before long, we are both grunting and moaning cumming together, and I feel my cum dripping out of her as I hold myself deep and coat her insides.

I let go of her hair and pull her hips back to let her know I’m not done.

She moans again, and I reach down below us, scooping up our combined juices before reaching down to bring my fingers to her lips.

She opens without a word, sucking my fingers inside and making my cock harden and my balls twitch.

“More,” she whispers as her hands reach forward on the bed and she thrusts her hips back.

“That’s my girl.  Fuck me back.  Show me how much you want it.”

I look down to see my thick, glistening cock stretching her obscenely wide, sliding in and out of her soaking cunt.  Her inner muscles clench and release, pulling me off with every thrust.

I reach under us again, running my thumb around her clit as I listen to her sounds of pleasure.  

“You like feeling my cum dripping out of you all day, don’t you, my little Whip?  You like knowing who you belong to.”

She nods into the bedding.

“Good girl.  Fuck, you feel so good.”

I bring my hand back, my thumb slick, and press it to her asshole as I hear her suck in a breath of air.

As I push it inside, pumping my hips faster, her body locks down, a climax rips through her and sets me off, milking my cock as I pulse my thumb into her dark hole.

I roar as I go off, splitting her open as I bury myself to the limits of her body.  I fuck her like I want to hurt her, like I want to prove something.

My balls tighten, my cock throbs as I deliver another round of cum deep into her slippery, tight cunt.

When I pull out, I scoop her quivering body into mine, panting as we lay there clutching each other and I cannot see my life without her.

After we recover, we take a quick shower, dress and are on our way out.

“You ready?”  I rest my hand on the small of her back as I open the door to the truck and then help her up and in, buckling her in her seat.

“I’m quite grown up you know.  I can buckle my own—”

I cut her off. “I realize you can do most anything for yourself.  That’s not the point, so calm down and get used to it.  I need to take care of you, for me as much as for you.  Sorry, that’s just the reality now.  So, your job is to let me.”

I give her a peck on the cheek with a wink, before getting around to my side and climbing in beside her.

“I’m starving,”  she says, and I reach over to take her hand.

“Me too.  I can’t seem to get my fill of you.”

She smiles and smacks my shoulder. “I could say the same thing about you.”

“Good.”  I start up the truck and make my way through town toward the restaurant I’ve got lined up for our early dinner.  “As of right now, I’ve got until tomorrow morning before I have to get back to work.”

“Sounds great.  Are we going to get any sleep tonight?”  She smiles and squeezes my fingers, and I return the pressure.

“Probably not.”

We chat on the drive, and I ask her a thousand questions about her life and what she wants from the future, committing each detail to memory and figuring out ways I can help make all her dreams come true.  I fight off the thoughts of the threats of criminal charges from this shit on the well sites.  From what Henry said, if it comes to pass, I could actually be down for real time.  No deal and how I could lose what I’ve found to some bullshit charges has me about to lose my mind.

At the restaurant, I valet the truck—mud and all—and usher her inside when my phone is going off.  It’s Gloria, and as much as I want to ignore it, with everything going on it’s not responsible.

“Fuck, Issi.  I have to take this.  I’ve got some heavy shit going on at work.”  I pull the phone out and answer.  “Gloria, hold on one minute.”  I put the phone down at my side and find a table in the bar area and pull Issi’s chair out.  “I’ll be back in just a minute.  Let me see what’s going on, baby.”

“It’s okay.  Work first.”  She blinks up at me.

“Yeah, well that used to be my rule, but I gotta say, that rule is quickly flying out the door.”  I lean down and kiss the part on her hair, running my other hand down her back. “Sit tight, baby.”

She nods as I step back outside into the cold air and deal with Gloria.

“Gloria, I’m guessing you’ve heard what’s happening with the EPA.”

“What’s going on, Van?”  From anyone else, the words might sound accusatory, but Gloria just sounds concerned for me.

“I’m not even sure myself yet.  We had a leak.  H2S.  It happens, you know that as well as anyone, but for some reason, they’re shutting down rigs left, right and center.”

I hear her take a deep breath, but Gloria isn’t one to hold back when she has something to say.  “I had a call today, offering to buy out my investment in light of the situation.  They made it out as a way out before  the business goes under and I lose everything.”

“What the fuck?”

“Don’t worry. I told them to shove it up their ass.  Couldn’t find out who was behind it though, the guy I was speaking to was just some lawyer, but obviously whoever it is knows what’s going on.”

“Shit.  Thanks, Gloria.”

“No problem.  If I hear anything else, I’ll let you know.  And Van, if there’s anything I can do—I mean it, absolutely anything—don’t hesitate to ask.  You stood by me when I lost a lot of friends, and I’m ready to do the same.”

When Gloria first invested with me, she wasn’t Gloria, she was Paul. Over the years, she decided to fuck what the world thought and made changes to be true to who she was on the inside.

Let’s just say, the world isn’t as progressive as it should be because a good portion of her so-called friends all of a sudden became scarce when she made her changes.  

Her offer’s genuine, and I might end up taking her up on it.  Gloria has a lot of money and a lot of contacts, but right now I don’t know where any of this is going.  I make a quick call to Henry and get him on it before taking a deep breath, trying to center myself and get back to Issi.

As soon as I walk into the bar, I see red.

There’s a guy standing by Issi.  He has a highball glass in one hand and the other one on her shoulder.

I see her shift away and glare up at him, but instead of moving away, he pulls out the chair and takes a seat.

“Time to go.”  I’m between them in a heartbeat, giving the guy in a gray suit the death glare.  

I don’t like to fight.  But, I can fight.  And I’m damn good at it.  In my book, there’s no such thing as a fair fight.  If you’re going to push me to the place where I have to fight you, I’m taking you down in whatever way is necessary.

“Hey, just trying to buy the lady a drink.  Pretty girl sitting here all alone, looked like she needed some attention.”

“I’m fine,”  Issi snaps.  “Like I told you already.”

When he doesn’t get up, I step forward, right into his space, making him lean back in order to not have his face right in my cock.

“Turn up your hearing aid.  I said time to go.”  I swallow and run my tongue over my top teeth.  “I’d be happy to help you if you need help.”

“Chill, man.”

“This is chill.”  I breathe back.  “You wanna see me not chill?”

“Alright.”  He raises one hand and tosses back his drink with the other.

I stand my ground, forcing him to push his chair back and retreat to the other side of the bar.

“I can handle things like that.”  Issi twists her lips as she looks up at me.

I bend down and plant my lips hard on hers until I feel her body melt and she lets out a long sigh.

When I pull back, I run my hand down her hair then cup her cheek.

“Like I said, there’s lots of things you can do.  But there’s lots of things I’m going to need to do from now on.  And keeping strays from sniffing around is one of them.  I’m going to have to get you a sign to hold onto whenever I’m not around: ‘Taken. Stay away.’”

She opens her mouth, but I take it with another kiss.  She may find some of my protective nature annoying, but in time she’ll come to understand it’s not about her lack of ability.  

“Come on, baby. Our table is ready.”

She gives me a squint, but I pull her chair out and walk us through the restaurant to the table I reserved.  I can’t help but glance around and give the dead eye to any other male who even glances her way.  This predatory feeling I have about Issi is new to me, but it feels natural, as though it’s just been dormant waiting for the right time, place, and person to come into my life.

I seat her then take my place, reaching across to hold her hand when the waitress approaches with a smile and hands us two menus.

“No need,”  I tell her.  “I know what we’re having.”

Issi looks at me in shock.  “You are going to order for us?  Maybe I’d like a choice.”

“Tell you what.  I come here a lot.  You listen to me order for us, if you don’t like what you hear, then we’ll change it up.  But, trust me, I know from experience what is phenomenal here, and I want you to have the best of the best.  Deal?”

She tilts her head, and when the waitress looks down at her, she tumbles her hair over her birthmark.  Before she can answer, I let one of her hands go, reach across the table and tuck her hair behind her ear.  “I almost forgot how beautiful you are, by the way.”  I wink at her, and she gives me a playful eye roll.

“Go ahead.  Let’s see what you got.”  Issi concedes, and I proceed to order the best of what they have.

This is a five-star restaurant, and I order a five-course meal for us to taste and share, and when I’m done ordering, the waitress looks at Issi waiting for her approval.

“Okay.”  She half snort laughs.  “I think he basically just ordered the entire menu, so I’ll defer to him this time.”

“Very good.” The young brunette gives us a polite grin and walks away.

“How’s work?”  I ask.

“Busy.  Crazy.  We’ve got this big tech deal going on.  I’m still finding my feet with my team a bit, but for the most part, it’s going great.  I’ve got some breathing room until tomorrow, then I have to get back home and back to the office.  I just want you to know I’m having a great time, but I have responsibilities as well.”

“I respect that, and I want you to succeed at anything and everything that is important to you.”  I pause, then add,  “Unless it involved becoming a porn star or something like that.  Sorry, I don’t share well.”
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VAN IS GETTING HIS gold status with the airline.  He flies in practically every other day or flies me to him when I can get away.  After my last visit there, it’s been forty-eight hours and we are here at my place wrecking another set of sheets.

The sensation of his tongue sliding up and down, flicking at my clit, has my body wound tight and ready to snap.  I arch upward as he licks lower, pushing his tongue inside me over and over until I’m a trembling, babbling mess.  

A moment later he’s grunting and growling into me, and the vibration of his own noises radiate over my delicate flesh, making my skin prickle.  His tongue is everywhere, then back inside me, greedy and unsatiated, his fingertips digging into the flesh of my thighs as he holds them apart.

I fist the sheets, wiggling against his face as his thick tongue fucks into me and another orgasm begins to build in my core.

Van shifts and slips his tongue into my folds, up to my clit, swirling around and back down over and over again until I think I’m going mad.  He’s holding me purposely on the edge, and as much as I hate it, I know now that when he finally gives me my release, the orgasm will be epic.

He pauses, and I look down to see him staring up at me.

“What?”  I pant, my hands moving to pinch my nipples because I know he loves when I do that.

“Who are you?”  he asks, his voice thick and his lips shimmering.

There’s hardly any blood in my brain, and for a second, I’m confused.  He raises an eyebrow and tilts his head to the side, his teeth meeting the sensitive skin on my inner thigh, and as he bites down, it sends a shockwave through me.

I moan and squeeze my eyes shut.

Before I can answer, it’s all teeth again, the same spot, harder this time, and I fight the urge to push his head away.  I love the mixture of sensations, and Van is pushing me farther than we’ve gone before.

“I’m yours.”  I manage, squeezing my hard peaks as his teeth relax and his lips move gently over my outer lips, making me shiver.

“Yes, you are.”  He takes a long swipe from my opening up to my clit, then back down, and I whimper in response.  “You are my baby girl.  All mine.”

His words push me closer, and his mouth gives me what I need.  He hums into me as he works my clit, then he releases one hand and before I know it his fingers are pushing inside me.

The mixture of the pain of his bite and the way his mouth and fingers are playing send me over the edge.  I hear Van moan with me as I twist, and he holds me tight against his mouth.

When I can finally see straight again, I sit up as Van stands from where he was kneeling at the edge of the bed, and I crawl off beside him and slip to my knees.

“Please.”  I crawl toward him, his naked cock hard and leaking.  I narrow my eyes, focusing on his face as I center myself in front of him on my knees.  “Please,”  I repeat and see the flash of desire flicker in his eyes.  

He likes when I say please.

I reach for him, circling the stiff length in one hand as I lean in, breathing in his masculine scent before running my tongue over his balls, feeling them tighten at the touch.

As I release a contented moan, I look up to see him staring down.  A smile pulls at the corner of my mouth, then I take the swollen head between my lips, licking and wetting him as I go.

I suck like my life depends on it, cupping his balls with my other hand, lightly manipulating them under the textured skin.

He’s cursing already, his hands coming to the sides of my head to take over, and he fucks my mouth without apology.

The back of my throat opens as he plunges down, and I fight off the urge to choke.  His monster cock has my lips stretched, and he’s pushing farther down than ever before.

“Fuck, baby.” I look up, and his eyes are on mine.  “I fucking love you.”

The words hit me like a lightning bolt.  I can’t help but smile around his cock and go back to making love to him with my mouth, hoping he understands it means I love him too.

Because I do.

God, I do.

I feel the head of his cock swell and take him down my throat, swallowing around the head, massaging it as his hands control my movements.

A few seconds of that and he is grunting and thrusting.  Jets of hot cum fill my mouth and throat, and I swallow, gasping for air around the thick shaft but not releasing him until I’ve sucked every drop out of him and down my throat.

“Jesus, that felt so fucking amazing.”  He reaches down to take my hands, helping me to stand and pulling me into him for a deep kiss.

When we come up for air, I smile, and he pulls us down onto the bed together, tugging me against him as we spoon, and he licks and kisses the back of my neck.  His hands reach down to pull the covers over us, then settle around me, hugging me tightly.

Just as we begin to melt into each other, we are both jolted from our calm by George running in and leaping onto the bed, standing on my hip.

“Well, hello.”  I reach and scratch under her chin.  “Thank you for waiting for us to finish.”  

Van chuckles into my ear.  “I wish I could say I taught her patience.”

George came with Van this visit. And I met her for the first time a few hours ago.  Van warned me she didn’t like anyone but him and told me not to try to push myself on her as he didn’t want to see a fight between his two favorite women.

I shrugged as he let George out of the pet carrier and she proceeded to run over to me, sniffed my ankles for a minute, then sat on my left foot.  Van cautioned me, but I reached down and scooped her up with one hand and brought her to my face, which she proceeded to lick and nibble.

From that moment, she’s ignored Van almost completely and seems more than enamored with me.

“She’s a traitor.”  Van reaches over to pet her as she sits on my hip and receives a snarl for his efforts.  He laughs and pets her anyway.  “I guess I’ve been replaced.”

“Guess so.”  

I look at Van’s arm, the indigo ink shape of a lion there intersected by a deep scar around his arm.

“When did you get your tattoo?”  I’ve been wondering for a while.  He has no others, and this one looks like he’s had it for a long time.  The lines of the ink are fuzzy at the edges.  “And that scar.  And the one on your face.”

“Wow. You jut want to know it all, all at once.”

I shift next to him as George hops down and snuggles in next to my tummy.

“I’ve been meaning to ask but keep forgetting.  So, yes, now I want to know.”

“Okay.”  Van pushes his still half hard cock into my ass, and his breathing is warm on my shoulder.  “The tattoo, I wish it was a better story.”  He pauses like he’s choosing his words.  “I left home when I was sixteen.  Left school too.  I know you’re on the other end of the education spectrum from me, Issi.  I dropped out of school at sixteen and truth is, I’ve wondered if that would be an issue with you.”

I detect the hint of insecurity in his voice and think for a moment before I reply.

“No,”  I answer.  “You are wildly intelligent.  School was my thing but look at what you’ve built.  You’ve just learned a different way.  I respect you even more now that I know.”

I feel him relax.

“Thanks, baby.  That’s a relief for me.”  He kisses my shoulder then goes on.  “The tattoo was just me trying to find my way.  I got it the day I moved out of my dad’s place. I don’t know, in my stupid sixteen-year-old brain, I felt like it made me more of a man.  And the scars?  Just work.  A drill pipe snapped, shot up and hit me in the face.  The one on my arm I got a cable wrapped around it at the wrong time, and it damn near tore my arm off.  But, truth is, that’s just how life is when you work on rigs. There’s always something waiting to hurt you.”

I breathe deep as a darkness curtains my mood.

“Speaking of work.”  I lick my lips, then finish.  “I mean, you’re always working, I’m always working. How are we going to make time for this?  You’re forever running from place to place. From me to work.  And my responsibilities are only going to grow.  It could be a problem.”

“Did you hear what I said when your magical mouth was on my cock?”  He shifts up onto his elbow, and I turn my head to look into his face as I nod.  “And?”

“And what?”

“I told you I loved you, Issi.  And it wasn’t just my cock talking.  I love all of you.  Do you get that?”

His voice thickens, and a warmth covers me as I nod again, wishing I could say what I want to say.

“I’ve never loved anyone.  And I damn sure have never loved anyone like I love you.  We will figure it out.  Anything worth it is worth working for. Fighting for.  That’s my life.  My work is a battle every day, and I love you an infinite amount more than my work.  And that’s fucking saying something.”

“It just worries me.”

“Let me do the worrying.  I will move mountains to make sure we make it. This is our shot, Issi, do you understand?  I’ve never felt fucking joy before. You bring me joy.  I didn’t even understand what that word meant before you.”

I let out a breath and rub my hand over my forehead.  

“This is definitely something new,”  I agree as he reaches over and turns me to face him, irritating George who moves to the bottom of the bed and flops back down.

“I’m not going to settle for anything less than growing old with you, Issi.  Get used to me, because I’m not going anywhere.”
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IT’S SUNDAY, AND I’M sitting in the kitchen on my laptop, working.  It’s freezing outside, and there’s a fresh coating of six inches of snow on everything, making it look like a winter wonderland.

The last two weeks have been crazy, with work and keeping up on messages and calls with Van at all hours—not to mention his visits.

He’s flying in tonight to stay for twenty-four hours, and then he has to be back for more meetings with the EPA and his attorneys.  I don’t know how the man does it.  The stress of that job, then add in this craziness with his sites being shut down one after the other.

I’ve scheduled myself to work from home tomorrow.  It’s something I would have never done in the past, taken time from work for anything personal unless it was an emergency.  But, with Van things inside me are shifting and as much as it’s fascinating me, I have to say it frightens me as well.

The old Issi would not approve, and there’s a tug of guilt at how I’m changing.  I’m not sure it’s for the best.  For me.

Things have all fallen into place. But, I’ve asked on a couple of occasions if we could go to his house because he says he has one, even gave me the address. I Googled it, very nice place.  Looked into the public records, his corporation owns it.

He seems to always have a reason that’s not going to work, and although they always seem plausible, it still pokes at the insecure part of me.

He’s flown in every other day for the past week.  Once just for five hours.  I met him near the airport at a hotel.  Sounds so seedy, but it was beautiful.  The room was overflowing with blooming tulips and daffodils because the night before I had told him I couldn’t wait for the first spring flowers.  That winter was getting old, and I wanted to see the flowers poking through the ground.

He had a soft blanket set up on the floor and a gourmet picnic complete with basket and wine.  We ate and laughed and made love until he had to leave.

The man never sleeps, except when he’s in the air, but I’ve grown accustomed to my text tone going off at 4:30 am every morning with him saying the sweetest things, then more often than not, we end up in a very sexy text or voice message chat which he has me record when I come for him.

It seems my orgasms are the thing that feeds him the most and I have to say it’s not taken me long to become addicted to his filthy sweet talk which pushes me over the edge every time.

I’ve got the big tech start-up deal almost put together, and the CEO of Synergy has been by my office several times to check in and let me know how happy they are with the work I’m doing.

For the first time in my life, I feel like I’ve arrived.

Both professionally and personally.

Most days, I wake up and feel like I’m walking on clouds.  Van takes every opportunity to put into words how special I am to him.  How much he sees in us and the future he sees in his dreams.

And another first for me, I see it too.  I’m in love.

The crazy kind.

I guess I held out for the full Monty because I almost don’t feel like I’m the Issi I used to be anymore.  Who I am with Van in my life, in a way I have to admit, is the Issi I’d never dreamed I could be, but deep down wished for.

The stars are aligning, and even with our crazy work schedules, we want to find a way to be together.  And in my heart, I just feel like somehow the universe will intervene and help us figure it out.

Van is still in deep with some issue with the EPA.  He’s not letting on a whole lot, but I can tell it’s serious and I try to let him know I am his safe place to vent.

I look up from my laptop as I hear my mom’s voice.

“Hello.”  She comes in the back door with a bag of take-out Chinese in her hand.  “Hi, sweety.”

“Hi, Mom.”  

Her face is tight.  She flew back a week early from Aruba.  Guess going on your would-be honeymoon alone didn’t turn out to be the vacation she’d needed.  But, she’s tan and for the most part, seems to be bouncing back from Hamilton fairly well.

She plates up the food and comes to sit at the table with me.

“So.  You know I love you, right?”

I take a bite of General Tso’s chicken and nod, feeling something coming on, and my stomach tightens.

“I want the best for you, Issi.  I truly do.  But, we can both agree I have far more experience with relationships, especially bad ones, than you do.  Or for that matter, most people.  Right?”

I swallow and bring the napkin to my lips.  “What’s up, Mom?  Yes, I’m seeing Van.  It’s good.  In fact, it’s more than good, it’s amazing.”

“I know you think that, baby.  But, I just want to protect you.  You’re not experienced at this.  I tried to give you a heads up.”

“Mom.  If you have something specific to say, do it.  Otherwise, drop it.  I can handle myself you know.”

“Uh huh.”  She reaches over and taps the top of my laptop screen.  “Open your Facebook.”

“You know I’m never on Facebook. I loathe it.”

“Just do it.  You need to see something.”

“Fine, Mom.”

I open the website and log in.  “Now what?”

“Search for Karolina Materska.”

“God, what is this about?”

She stands and comes over behind me, putting her hands on the keyboard to take over.

A few clicks later, her hand is on my shoulder, and my throat is closing up.

“I’m sorry, baby.”

On the screen are photos of a woman a little older than me, dark hair, a little girl on her hip.  And there’s Van, standing next to her with his little dog George in one hand.

The caption below is ‘I’m so happy when my main man comes home.’

My stomach is in knots.

“It’s the only one with Van tagged, I guess he doesn’t like making this public.  There’s a few more...”

She taps, and with each photo, I feel the bile tick at the back of my throat.

“They live together.  I don’t know if they are married.  I was going to call Hamilton, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  Just, Issi, I’m so sorry, but I told you so.  These guys, this is who they are.  They’re bad guys.  I don’t want you to get in any deeper. Especially it’s like this is your first.  You had it right before, focus on your career, love only brings heartache, baby.”

There is no air in the room, and I push back my chair, knocking it over and spinning until I press my hands on the cool glass of the sliding door that leads to the patio, then my forehead, trying to stop the spinning.

I hear my mom’s voice, but I can’t make out the words.  I just stand there, desperately trying to push the image of the photo away and stop the clutching in my chest and the pit that is growing in my stomach.

My phone is ringing.  I feel like I’m moving in slow motion, but I turn to see it’s Lance Goode, the CEO of the new company I work for, and I have to take it.  I can’t ignore him, not when I’m supposed to be working, so I grab the phone and put a finger to my lips for my mom to be quiet.

“Hello?”  My voice is quivering, but I try to force it to stay even.  I don’t need him to know about my personal life.

“Hi. Issi, it’s Lance.”

“Hey, Lance.  I’m sitting here working the last bit on the—”

“Issi, it’s not about the project.”  His voice is stern, and he never calls.  And never on a Sunday.

“What’s going on?”

“I hate to do this.  I don’t like messes, Issi.  Do you know a Van Welch?”

I’m freezing and hot at the same time.

“Yes. Why?”

“Are you involved with him?”

“What is this about?”

“I’m going to be brief and clear, Issi.  We have a new merger we are representing with Goshen Drilling, the biggest well driller in the U.S. and TransGen, a multi-national corporation that supports all aspects of the oil industry.  We got some information, about you and Van Welch.  His company is currently up shit creek with the EPA, and that’s going to be a potential problem, Issi.  A big problem.  And I don’t like big problems. I like business, and I don’t even want to know you have a personal life let alone let it interfere with my business.  Are you following?”

Ice flows through my veins.

“I think so.”

“Take care of it, Issi. I’m not going to risk this new venture or my relationship with Congressman Ashby.  He brought me the information about you and Mr. Welch.  He’s got no influence, his company is nothing compared to our clients, but the mess he’s involved with and you being involved with him will have blowback on my company.  That’s not acceptable.”

“Are you saying you’re going to fire me?”  Nothing feels real.  I’ve worked my entire life for this.  My job is my world.

Was my world.

“I don’t want to, Issi.  We recruited you for your skills.  They are, and you are, an asset.  But you are a liability if you are associated with someone that would hurt our venture.  Distance yourself or send me your resignation. If you do neither, I’ll do it for you.”

He hangs up, and before I can stop it, I’m telling my mom what just happened.  

“Honey, some things just aren’t meant to be. Remember, I told you, stay on your track.  You were doing so well.  This is a sign.” She points to the open laptop. Then my phone. “And that’s a brick to the forehead. You’re going to be fine.  You’ve only just met him. Get out now and save yourself.  Go back to the Issi that makes smart decisions.  She’s never steered you wrong.”

She walks over and picks up my phone and hands it to me.  

My fingers are shaking as I take it from her.  Finding another job at this level could take a year.  Or more.  I just bought this house. I could lose everything.

Including my reputation.  And my self-respect.

“End it now. Don’t wait.  Don’t ruin your life.”
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“THAT SON OF A BITCH is behind it, Henry.  I know it, and you know it, and as soon as you get me the proof I need, I’m going to shove my foot so far up his ass I’ll kick his teeth out.”

George pants and looks out the window of the truck.  She knows the drive to the airport well, and she’s excited to go see Issi.

“Well, sure, it’s got to be someone up the food chain, and all the signs are pointing to the congressman.  And, truth is, you’re not one to make a lot of enemies, at least not in the past.  But actual proof, something you could take to court, might be difficult to come by.  I’ve got the investigators I hired on it, looking for anything we can use, even if it’s not strictly legal.  Trust me, if there’s something to be found, they’ll find it.  They have connections, but it’s going to cost you.  I told you their fee—”

“I said I’d pay.  Just figure it out.  I need my life back in order.  I have other shit going on that for the first time in my life is more important than work, and this shit is keeping me from it.”

Henry’s deep chuckle comes through first.  “More important than work?”  He coughs. “Did Van Welch just say something was more important than work?”

“Yeah.  Surprises the hell out of me as well.  Okay, I gotta go.  Email me, I’ll be in flight in the next hour.  I want to know anything and everything they come up with.”

“We’re on it.  They’ve been at work since Friday, I’m thinking they’ll have a report to us today with something, but after that, it’s out of my hands.  I mean it, Van, unless we’re following legal channels I can’t be involved.”

“Good.  I feel the need to kick someone’s ass.”

“We’ll see.  I’d advise caution.  You could get yourself in deeper, depending on what they find out.”

We wrap up the call, and I get through security carrying George in her carry on. I get to the gate just in time to board.  I got an earlier flight, and I’m going to surprise Issi.  She’s working from home today, and there’s something I need to do.  I have zero doubts, and I don’t see why we are waiting for the stars to align.

We are going to align them.  We’re smart, we can figure this out.  Our work has been our life, but even I can see in Issi’s eyes, she’s changing like me and I don’t want to waste any more time.

She’s the one.

And when you find the one, you know.

My heart knows, and my cock knows, that’s for damn sure.

I settle into my first-class seat and look down at George’s head poking out of the carry on at my feet.

The flight attendant comes by, looking down and I wait for him to give me shit about keeping George completely inside her bag, according to the regulations.

Instead, he smiles and leans on the seat.  “What can I get you to drink?  Both of you.”

“I’ll take a Jack and Coke, and a bottle of water.”

He leans down.  “There’s no one in this seat.”  He points to the empty window seat next to me, “You can put her up here if you want.  Just keep the bag mostly zipped.”

“Thanks.” I reach down and pull George’s carrier out and set it on the seat next to me.  “Looks like it’s going to be our lucky day.”  I reach over and scratch her between the ears, and she licks my fingers.

My heart is thumping around.  I’m nervous.  Something I’ve only been around Issi since as far back as I can remember.  But, when I get there, I’m prepared.  I’m ready for her to know just what this is, what this is going to be, and I just pray she’s on board with me.

Before we take off, I shoot Issi a quick text.


Me:  Know I love you, baby.  Know you are what I need.  What I want.  Don’t ever forget that.


The flight attendant comes by, nodding to my phone. “You’ll have to turn your phone off now, Sir.  Or set it to airplane mode.”

I nod back and shut it down.  It’s about to die anyway, but I’ll charge it when I get my rental car.  In three hours I’ll be on the ground.  In four, I’ll have Issi under me, asking her the question I never thought I’d ask anyone.
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I STARE AT THE SILENT phone sitting on the table.

I’ve been watching it for nearly three hours.

After I received Van’s text, I messaged him back to call me, saying I had some work emergencies and he shouldn’t come tonight.

An hour later, I decided I had to call, but the phone went right to voice mail.  He almost always answers, and if he doesn’t, he calls back within minutes.

I left another message for him to stay put, that I wouldn’t be available so to please call me as soon as possible.

I can’t get warm.  I turned up the heat, but I’m shivering.

I’ve had a couple more calls with work, and one more with the CEO who gave me some more information on the situation with the merger and my association with Van.  He’s given me twenty-four hours to let him know my decision, or he will make it for me.

The photo of him with that woman is seared into my mind. I do everything I can to stop thinking about it all.  To pretend this was all just a mistake and I can go back to the Issi who’s never been connected to anyone before.  

But I can’t.  The pain is pervasive, and it reminds me at every microsecond I’m not the Issi I was.  This Issi made a mistake and let herself get attached.

Fall in love.

Three fatal words.

I’ve never felt this sort of pain.  It’s like my insides are turned out.  Nothing feels real, and I can’t seem to connect to anything around me.  I’m doubting everything that’s happened between Van and me.  Why hasn’t he taken me to his house? Who was that woman, Gloria, who called him when we were in the restaurant, and he had to go outside to speak to her?  Another mistress?

God, am I his mistress?  Is that all I am to him?

I’m scared.  There’s a physical pain in my chest, and if this is what heartbreak feels like, I know now why I worked so hard to avoid it my entire life.

I can’t imagine anything that is worth this pain and I guess the only thing I can be happy about is I didn’t get myself in any farther with Van. I didn’t give him everything.

At least that’s what I’m telling myself.

I need to get it over.  I can’t live in this place anymore.  If I can just tell him, let him know I can’t do this, then I feel like I can close the door and remember who I was before two weeks ago.  The Issi I built, the Issi I created in order to not be this girl sitting here now with cheeks wet and nose running, unable to put two thoughts together.

When my phone rings, I jump up, nearly knocking the chair backwards.

I snatch my phone up and see it’s Van.

Bile ticks at the back of my throat and there’s a noose that tightens around my neck.  My heart lodges in my throat and I force myself to connect and accept the call.

“Hey.”  The words come out flat and solid.  “Thanks for calling back.”  

So formal. 

“Baby, what the hell?  You can tell me what’s going on with work, I’m almost there.”

Fear shoots through me like a spear.

“No.”  It’s all I can come up with.

“Yes.  I’m driving from the airport now.  I got an earlier flight.  My damn phone died, my charger wouldn’t work so I had to stop and buy a new one or I would have called you as soon as we landed.  Baby, I don’t care if I only get to see you work, see you come and go, and sleep.  That’s enough for me.”

“No.”  Again, I can’t seem to find the other words I need.  I dig deep.  “I have to tell you something.  Please, don’t come.  I can’t do this.  I can’t.”

The words catch and the sobs I’ve been battling back for hours come out in a fury.  I hear Van’s voice in the background, but the heaving of my chest and the sounds of my sorrow fill my ears.

When I catch a breath, I try to speak, but all I hear is Van’s voice.

“I’m almost there.  I’m coming, baby.  Just hold on.”

The next five minutes feel endless as I practice the words I need to say over and over in my head.

Van comes through the back door as I stand, shaking and trying to keep him from enveloping me in a hug that only has me sobbing into the rough canvas of his jacket.

The slight scent of diesel fuel he always carries from the rig sites only makes it worse, knowing from this day on, whenever I smell that it will bring back this pain — this longing for something I’ll never have.

“Baby, stop.  What the fuck is going on?”

His hand is on the back of my head and one on the center of my back, snuggling me into him.  I bring my hands up and press back, breaking his grip and taking a step away.

“Don’t make this harder.  Please, I can’t do this.  I can’t do us.”

“Sorry, baby, I’m not going to make it harder because I’m not willing to accept that.  What the fuck happened?”

“I’m just not the kind of girl you need.  One that can overlook things... I never wanted this.  And it turned into exactly what—”

I can’t finish.  I push him away and turn to the windows, spinning around when I get the kitchen table between us, just needing the space, the physical distance.  I punch up the photo on my laptop and spin it around for him to see.

He looks down, a questioning squint in his eyes and he starts to speak, but I cut him off.

“That’s not all.  I can’t be with you.  There this,”  I point to the laptop, “but there’s more.  Work.  There’s a conflict that if I’m associated with you, I’ll lose everything.  My job.  My reputation.  It’s just another sign.  This,”  I flap my hand back and forth in the air, “can’t be. I can’t do it.  I can’t, Van.  So please, just go.”

Just then he sets down the carry on, and George’s head pops up and then she wiggles her way out and runs over to jump at my leg, yelping, and barking.

Van’s eyes are wide, disbelieving.  He shrugs and points down at the laptop.  “That picture?  That’s my sister.  Well, kind of.  Her mom, Duska, was one of my dad’s many flings.  When Duska died, Kara had nothing, nobody.  She had a young daughter by a guy she just couldn’t be with, and I took her in.  She runs my house, she stays there with her daughter and takes care of George when I can’t.”  He pulls his phone out of his pocket and taps the screen.  

“You told me you didn’t have any brothers or sisters.”

“Hold on.”  He grunts holding the phone up so I can see the screen.

The ringing comes through on speaker.

“Hey there, big man.” A woman's voice answers and I feel like I’m going to be sick.  “You get to Issi okay?  She surprised?”  

Van raises his eyebrows as he looks at me.  “Yep.  I’m here right now.  Seems there’s been a misunderstanding.  I want you to answer me, okay?  Don’t ask questions, just answer when I ask you...”

The woman’s voice sounds confused when she replies. “Sure...”

“Who is Issi?”

“Who is Issi?”  She repeats, laughing, and I see frustration on Van’s face, but she quickly counters.  “I mean, Issi is the woman you’re seeing.  The only thing you ever talk about anymore. She’s the woman you are in love with.”  The words are slurred, like she’s teasing.

Van nods toward me, and I feel numb.

He continues.  “Damn right she is.  And who are you to me?”

“Uhhhh.”  She stumbles before going on.  “I’m your sister. Step-sister.  You lose a brain cell or two on the flight, Van?  I take care of your house, too.  You let me live here in the guesthouse with my daughter, and I take care of George.  I’m like a personal assistant, housekeeper, and all-around goddess.”

“And are we in a relationship?”

“Are you kidding me? You mean besides the one where your father married my mother for a month?”

Van looks at me, and I press my hands over my mouth, unsure what to say.

“Thank you, Kara.  I’ll call you later, everything is fine, just needed you to help me clear that up.”

“Okay.  Tell Issi I can’t wait to meet her.  Bye.”

Van comes around the table.  

“I should have told you about Kara, I know that. It just didn’t come up. But the truth is, this is who I’ve been for so long that it’s difficult to change.  I’m trying, I’ve just never shared much about anything.  My life. My day to day shit.  Work.  There are guys I’ve worked with for years who don’t even know my last name.  But Issi, if there’s ever a question about anything, just ask me, please. I would never hurt you.  I would never look at anyone else.  I’m me.  I’m not my Dad.”

“But, your life.  The way you guys live.  I’ve read so many stories, about guys in your business, it’s like they all have other women.  They get lonely or whatever.  I can’t be with someone I have to constantly worry about, especially like us.  With our work, we will be apart more than we are together.  It can’t work.  I can’t live wondering when the shoe will drop.  And, that’s not all, I can’t be with you and keep my job. Everything I’ve tried to achieve will be gone.  They will win.  They will ruin me.”

“Look, I don’t know for sure what’s going on yet, but I suspect the threat to your job is the same as the threat to my livelihood.  But as long as you’re mine, which you are forever, no one will win but us.  No one will ruin you.  I’ll give my last breath to protect you, Issi, and everything that’s important to you.”

“Not this time, Van.  There are some forces more powerful than us.  Some things just are what they are, and unless you’re part of their group, you’ll always be on the outside.  I’m tired of being on the outside.”

Van’s text tone goes off.  It’s still in his hand, and he looks at the screen, then back at me.

“Issi, trust me. Okay?  I think I’ve got just what we need to fix this.”  He turns the phone screen to me, and I read.  My eyes going wide and the room disappears around me.  “Give me a minute.  I’ve got a call to make.”
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“SOUNDS GOOD.”  VAN nods and winks at me as he rubs my belly, leaning on his elbow in the bed as he talks on his phone.

A few more pleasantries and he hangs up, leaning down to take my mouth and his warm tongue sweeps inside, making me moan.

There’s a crackling fire going in the bedroom fireplace, and it’s nearly two A.M.

We are not good sleepers.

“Well, baby, you get to choose.  You can stay working with Synergy, or you can tender your resignation.  They will pay you an exit package and give you a glowing recommendation to whomever you wish to court next.”

I cover my eyes with my hands, still trying to put together everything that’s happened in the span of a few hours.

Van’s investigators turned up the connections between both the sudden and unnecessary scrutiny of his company by the EPA as well as the threat to me by my company that if I didn’t sever ties with Van, it would impact their upcoming deal with Goshen Drilling and TransGen.

Turns out, the connection had a different name.

Ruby Thorne Ashby and her father, Congressman Ashby.

Seems he will do just about anything to keep his bratty daughter happy, including turn the EPA’s eyes toward Van and let my CEO know if I wasn’t out, the upcoming merger deal would have a very difficult time.

Not only that, but the congressman is an investor with Van.  As soon as the EPA pressure came down, he started trying to buy up all the other shareholders through a shell company at a fraction of the market value, in the hope of turning a huge profit selling off the company once Van was forced to fold.

Seems Ruby is still a sore loser and her dad is a money grabbing criminal.  Van told me about how they met years ago, and Ruby practically flung herself at him.  Then I guess when she saw him taking care of me, the grudges of the past multiplied and she went running to Daddy.

I don’t think she ever got over losing out to me as valedictorian.

Sore loser.  But a dangerous one.

What she didn’t count on, is Van has connections as well.  They couldn’t turn up any proof that they could bring to court, but his private investigators managed to get some very interesting pictures of the good congressman and a woman who is not his wife, canoodling in a Washington Hotel.  

Good money can pay for a lot.  Including playing dirty.  And it can get things done fast.  Sure, it was luck that they found out what they did, and skill that they got the pictures, but from what I understand, the woman—Gloria, who I heard him speaking to on the phone at the restaurant—practically begged Van to let her be involved in the sting. She’s an investor who made a lot of money on several of his wells and has quite a bit of her money invested in some of the ones the EPA shut down.

She was very motivated to help.  

And, just so happens, she was the congressman’s type.  A woman who just also happens to have a penis.  Hit the congressman’s kink hard, and he crumbled like a dried-out cookie.  From there, it was a few zoom lenses, some emails, and wala, all is once again right with the world.

“If I resign, it could still take a year or more for me to find a position I want, and someone is offering.”

Van snaps his tongue in his cheek.  “Well, I have a thought.  Might solve a few of our other problems as well.”

“Okay.”  

He’s up and out of bed, opening the door to the sitting room off my master suite.  George runs in and bounces up on the bed, licking my face.

Van’s naked body moves into the other room, and I watch as he unzips his computer bag, then comes back in holding something behind his back.

His half hard cock thickens as he walks and I’m still in awe of how much I desire him.  

He sits down on my side of the bed, George giving him a little growl, but Van shakes his head, picks up the little dog and sets her on the other side of me with a stern look, and she lays down, looking up at him with puppy eyes.

“Issi.” He pulls a light blue velvet box from behind his back, pulling my left hand up and setting it on my palm.  “You are the one for me.  I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.  You are the one.  We are it.  We fit.  I’ve never felt more me than I do with you.  I need you to be my wife.  I need you to be my life.  Marry me, Issi.”

Feelings tumble through me as Van slips the amazing ring onto my trembling finger.  I reach for his face with my other hand, running it down his beard feeling the tense jaw muscle underneath.

I’m frozen, and Van’s eyes are wide, waiting.

“Issi, if you don’t say yes in the next two seconds, I’m going to have a fucking stroke.”  

I nod and squeak out the word. “Yes.”

“Jesus, thank you.  Took you long enough.”

He reaches over and pulls me into him, and I crawl into his lap.  My arms snaking around his hard shoulders and burying my face into his neck.

There’s a knot inside me that feels like it’s snapping.  A knot that’s been tied too tight for so many years.

Since the sixth grade.

Before I can hold it back, I’m sobbing.  Van’s comforting words whispered into my ear, but I can’t stop.  All the years of holding back my emotions come crashing out and into him.

He holds me until I finally breathe.  It could have been an hour, I don’t know, but he just held me tight, told me everything is okay.  I’m okay.  

And for the first time since I was a little girl, I believe him.

I am okay.

When I can finally speak, there’s one thing on my mind.  

“I want the biggest, whitest, girliest wedding dress ever.”  The image of the dress on the cover of mom’s Bride magazine sweeps through my mind reminding me to always be open to the possibilities of life.  

I swipe the back of my hand across my running nose, and Van leans me back.

“You get whatever you want Whip.  The wedding dress for the girl who said she’d never get married has to be epic.”

“Darn straight.”  I giggle as he brings his lips to mine.  The same shiver I felt with his first kiss and every kiss since still reminds me I’ve found the one.
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EPILOGUE ONE

Two months later

It’s midnight, and the house is a disaster.  We are exhausted from the whirlwind that has been our life since the day we met.

We got married a month ago.  Issi wanted it simple, it was just the two of us, not even her mother—which took some understanding on Gayl’s part—but in the end, she wanted Issi to be happy.

She got the wedding dress she wanted.  The exact one that was on the cover of the magazine.  It was lace and ruffles and buttons, and she looked like a dream, and I cried. The only other member of the wedding party was George, who of course thought the whole event was about her.

Issi found this new place just on the border of Ohio and Kentucky three weeks ago, negotiated an amazing deal and had it locked up and closed in record time.  We wanted a place of our own, somewhere in the mix of my wells and my main office, which is in Cincinnati.

Issi decided to resign from Synergy, and they gave her a nice exit package.  She’s since started her own venture capital company focusing on smaller companies with upward potential, especially those headed up by minorities and females.  She’s taken on mentorships for several companies as well, seeing the potential in their ideas, but identifying where they lack the business skills to make them successful.

She mainly works from home but has office space in the building where my corporate space is as well, so we are together as much as possible.  I’m working on training a couple of my senior guys to take on a lot of my workload as well, working them into a minority ownership stake in the company.

Both of them started with me in the beginning; both have felony records but have served my company without blemish for nearly two decades.  

Jack also lives about ten miles east, and in the last couple months with everything that went down, I’d say we’ve actually turned the corner, and both discovered there might be something to this friendship thing after all.  He’s watched me cut back on my work and has done the same.  

Seems we are both realizing how short life can be, and maybe it’s time two old oil hands looked at the world through different eyes.

There are boxes everywhere from the two moving companies Issi organized to empty out her house, her storage unit, and the few things at my place I wanted.

Everything else I had I left for Kara, because honestly, my stuff doesn’t mean that much to me.  Thank goodness, because Issi’s stuff means everything to her.  Thus, why we bought a place with two huge outbuildings, so she never has to throw away anything that is important to her.

“Read it to me,”  I say to Issi as I work my way to the sofa where she’s sitting with her laptop.  George is next to her and gives me a lip-curling growl as I come close. “Shut up.”  I pick up the hairy ball of attitude and set her on my lap, and she gives me the dead eye but curls in and settles down.

“Okay.”  Issi clears her throat.  “I’ll paraphrase.  So, Ruby was seen checking into Monte Blanc Recovery Center in Malibu a few hours ago.”

“Wow.”  I tip my head.  “Interesting.”

“Yep.  Since everything that happened—she got that DUI, and it went public—she’s not been on a good road.  She and her father released a statement.”  Issi scrolls down the page and continues,  “She says she takes responsibility for her actions.  Her addiction to alcohol has been a growing concern in her life and...yadda, yadda, yadda...it became clear to her that her life was no longer under her control.  The news related article goes on to reference reports of her husband’s many affairs, as well as her father’s history of generally being a jerk.”

“That’s too bad.”  I put my arm around Issi’s shoulders.

“Yes, it is.  I don’t wish ill on anyone.  Explains some of her behavior, I guess.  She was not in a good place.”

“No, I get that.  Doesn’t explain her father though.”

She shakes her head.  “No, but I can’t imagine the way she grew up had nothing at all to do with her problems.  Ninety percent of people with addictions have some kind of childhood trauma.  Who knows what went on in her life growing up?  You know the saying, there but by the grace of God go I.”

“You have an amazing heart, Whip.  I love you more every day.”

“I have to say, I feel the same about you, Van Welch.”

She closes her laptop and sets it on the coffee table in front of us, reaching over to scratch George on the head.

“Okay, so tomorrow...”  I start, wanting to be sure we are on the same page.

“Yes.” She presses her fingers to her chin, and I run a hand down the back of her hair.  “The car is picking Mom up at the airport at nine.  She and I are going to look at houses with the realtor at ten.  You said you and Jack are going to wait here for the Jeep to be delivered, right?”

“Yep.”

The restoration is finished, and I’m excited to have her old friend back in working order for her.

“So exciting.”  She smiles, and it still makes my heart skip when she’s happy, especially when it’s because of me.
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I HEAR THE GIGGLING before they even come through the front door.

“So?”  I meet Issi and Gayl in the front hallway, holding out a glass of Moscato for each.  “What’s the verdict?  Do we have a new neighbor?”

Gayl takes the glass and smiles.  “Maybe.  We’re still deciding.”

Issi takes hers, and I reach over to pull her to kiss me before she adds, “We saw two great houses.  Not far away.”

“Great,”  I add as we all move into the kitchen and Gayl immediately heads for the pantry, coming out with a bag of chips and pulling the ever-present bowl of M&M’s on our counter her way.

“How was your day?  Is my baby back?”  Issi cranes her neck to see out the back window toward the one massive storage building behind the house.

“She’s back. I have her parked by the back patio. Wanna go say ‘hi’?”

“Yes!”  She bounces up on her toes and heads toward the back doors that lead off the family room.  This is an old farmhouse, but it has been modernized and has a nice combination of sleek contemporary and rustic original features.

I turn to look at Gayl who is tossing a handful of colorful candies into her mouth, grinning at me.  “You coming?”

She nods and pops up off the kitchen stool to follow me out the back door.  A warm breeze greets us as the last of winter seems to be taking its leave.

We take the turn to the back patio, and there’s Issi, jumping up and down before swinging open the driver’s door and hopping behind the wheel with a squeal.

The hood is up.  Jack was admiring the restoration job.  Since we’ve become friends, I’ve come to know he has an interest in old cars.  Has a couple he has fixed up himself over the years, and we are planning on starting a project car together in one of the garages here on the property.  I need a hobby, it seems.  I’ve never had one.

As we come close, Jack steps out from the front of the car and gives me a wave.

When Gayl starts running toward Issi, giggling and clapping, I see him freeze.

His eyes follow her all the way to the other side of the Jeep as she gets into the passenger door beside her daughter.

He draws one hand to his mouth, covering it as if to say, ‘What the fuck just happened?’

I walk over and give him a sympathetic swat on the shoulder blades.  “What’s up, buddy?”

It’s against the guy code, but if it weren’t and I looked down, I’ll bet there was something up behind his zipper.

Because I know that look, it’s the same look I had the first time I saw Issi.

When he finally comes to, he lowers his hand to grip his chin and looks at me like a well just blew up in front of him. 

“Who the fuck is that?”  His mouth is open, and he steps over to me so he can see inside Issi’s door to where both the girls are sitting.

“That is what is known as, the one.”  I nod and look at Issi, who blows me a kiss. “Otherwise known as Gayl, Issi’s mom.”

“Jesus Christ.”  He grunts and I snort in sympathy.  I know how he feels.

Gayl looks over and sees Jack, and in that instant, I know things are about to heat up.  I see her freeze, one hand coming over to squeeze Issi’s shoulder as she mouths something to her, and Issi looks over at me, then Jack, and breaks into a wide grin, turning to her mother.  

A moment later, Issi waves us both over, and I feel the tension from Jack in the air.

“Come on, buddy.  No fighting it.”

“Fuck off.”  He chides back but is a step ahead of me heading to the Jeep.
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EPILOGUE TWO

Five Years Later

“God!”  I throw my head back as Van buries himself inside me from behind.  “Harder!”

“Any harder baby and I’m going to blow your tonsils out of your mouth.”

I grunt like an animal, shoving my rear end back into his manic thrusts.  He’s cursing and laying his hand hard onto each cheek, alternating until I cry out and he pounds into me right through another of several orgasms I’ve had over the last five minutes.

Yes, I’m a sweet, conservative girl who likes it rough.

He still groans every time he slips inside me.  I’m tiny, and he’s huge, and my body has yet to yield completely to his size.  And that’s a wonderful thing.  He fills me in so many ways, but one way is this, and I’ll be honest—I can’t get enough of him.

And thank goodness he feels the same way.

I’m six months pregnant with our third baby and being pregnant always makes me hornier than usual.  So it’s just lucky my being pregnant makes Van hornier than usual as well.

I guess we’re the perfect match.

We are filthy with each other, and I never imagined sex could be this amazing.  And fun.

“Fuck me,”  I half scream as another wave of my orgasm takes me.

“They’re going to hear you.”  Van half laughs as his balls smack against my rear end, and the sound of our bodies meeting fills the air.

“Don’t. Care.”  

“Then milk my cock, baby.  They can hear me scream when I cum, too.”

Van makes me half laugh in the midst of my bliss, then thrusts so hard I think he’s trying to drive me straight through the mattress.

He reaches around and fingers my clit, swirling around it as his other hand brings another hard smack on my ass.

“Come with me.”  He speeds his strokes.  “Again, come again.”

He pinches my clit, and I go off again at the sensation and his words.  He buries himself inside me, and I feel the hot release coat my inside and begin to drip out down the insides of my legs.

His body comes down over my back, and his teeth connect with the flesh of the back of my neck, and I ride out the explosion until I’m panting and clawing at the sheets, desperate to stay conscious.

He growls into my ear.  “Such a good girl.”

When he withdraws, it’s slow, and I feel the emptiness he leaves behind.  It makes me draw a sharp breath, and I whimper a little at the loss.

“Stay like that.”  He orders as I feel his weight leave the bed. “Face down, ass up.  I like your sweet smart-ass up for me, displaying what’s mine.  Watching me drip out of you.”

“You are filthy. You know that?”  I chuckle, taking a deep breath and turning my head to see him standing there, stroking his still hard cock.  “Are you really doing that right now?”

“Yeah.  I am.”  He smiles back, then lets himself go.  “But you know I’m not going to waste my cum.  You can suck it out of my cock later, after dinner.  Will be your Thanksgiving dessert.”

A minute later he’s kissing me and helping me walk on wobbly legs toward the closet.  We’re sex covered, and I’m dripping with him, but this all started in the shower, so at least my hair is still clean.

We dress and finally make it downstairs to where the house is filled with the smells of a southern Thanksgiving.  Complete with all the usual, but with our own traditional additions of barbequed ribs and ten kinds of ice cream.

“Well, hi.”  My mom is sitting on the counter while Jack fusses over a bunch of steaming pans on the stove.  “What took you so long?”  

“Got tangled up in the turkey.”  I nod toward Van, who gives me a playful tug on my hair.

“Uh huh.”  He steps over and confers with Jack on what other cooking needs to happen for our meal to be complete.

“Where are the kiddos?”  I ask Mom, who points down the hall.

“Sadie is sleeping, and Jackson is tormenting Kara and Emily outside on the trampoline.”

Kara still lives in Van’s former house.  She has a girlfriend.  Turned out, she wasn’t all that enthused about the father of her baby anyway, and finally got the courage to come out as a girl who likes girls.  Gloria is also due to come for our meal, but true to form, she is running late and has a million balls in the air, so we just hope she will make it for dinner.

My little company is doing well.  Several of my original clients have set off on their own, and my investments in their ventures have multiplied exponentially.  I only take on clients on a limited basis, finding I’m about as happy as I ever have been as a wife and mother, but still like to keep my hand in the business as much as pleases me.

My mom and Jack live together in his place, which is about ten miles away.  But Mom has turned down his proposals several times.  He takes it well, letting her know in no uncertain terms, whether they are married or not, she belongs to him and she’s never getting away.

Maybe the ticket for her is to not get married, who knows.  The future is unknown and has its own ideas on how things will go.  It’s not my place to interfere, and I’m not about to.

I’m still a bit of a freak about getting rid of things. Thank goodness, Van built me another big shed on the property and helps me to keep everything organized.  

I got a letter from Ruby about a year ago.  An actual letter.  She’s had a time going through her own struggles, but one of the points she was trying to achieve is to make amends.

Her letter went into some personal details about her childhood. She wasn’t looking for sympathy but trying to explain some of her bitterness toward the world and why she fixated on me for so many years.

In short, her father was—as he always appeared—a jerk. But, turns out her mother was just as bad.  Disapproving of nearly everything about Ruby.  When she saw how me and my mom were together, she said it always made her jealous, and she turned that back onto me.

In the end, her apology was sincere.  We won’t be friends, but that chapter is closed, and at least I’ve forgiven and moved on.

An hour later, the table is full of love and food.  Van stands, as he usually does at the holiday meals, and raises his glass.

Everyone follows, the conversation quieting except for the babble of babies and toddlers.

“Another year.  And I can’t imagine being more thankful.  I’m the luckiest man in the world.  Friends, family and a wife who I knew from the first moment I saw her was the one.”

Everyone toasts, clinking glasses, and I look over at Van who is staring at me.  I lean over, and he leans down to kiss me, then whispers in my ear:  “Family first.”
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Want to know what happens with Gayl and Jack?

Sign up to receive the free bonus short love story!
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The last fifteen minutes of the hour-long drive to her flower shop my dick is diamond hard.  Visions of her laying under me as I drive her into the bed taunt me as I try to steer.  

Her skin is the perfect shade of pink.  I imagine her blonde tresses that usually hang down in waves to brush the swell of her amazing tits, turned into a wild, fresh-fucked mess in my mind. And all because of me.

But unfortunately that’s all in my head.  More than likely, it will always be in my head. Because there’s a damn good chance that my perfect woman will never speak to me and there’s no way in this life I will ever look at anyone else.  It’s been a good six years since I touched a woman and until I can touch my Rose, it’s just me and my shower gel until they put me in the ground.

Thinking of her makes the last few miles of winding mountain road even more treacherous. It divides my concentration so that these fucking hairpin turns become a deathtrap. They’re already a bitch to maneuver with the slush left on the road and the less than tight steering on my delivery truck.  

“Steady there, boss.”  Norman, my part-time help at the greenhouses and full-time pain-in-the-ass, taunts me from the passenger seat.  

The fact that I can’t fight my hard on, even with a dude sitting next to me, tells you just how gone I am over this girl.  A girl that’s barely spoken ten words to me in the last three months.  

“Shut up.”  Ninety percent of the time when responding to anything Norman says those are my two go-to words.  

I’m fluent in the English language, but my need for it is minimal.  The few people that attempt to converse with me usually take me for stupid or possibly lacking a tongue.  I don’t care much what they think.

“You got the whole lumberjack-no-one-understands-me thing going boss, but I know better.  You’re up there chopping wood for that furnace and doting on those roses like each one sprang directly from your own loins.  You’re not so tough.  Maybe, you know...if you soften up a little, maybe she’ll toss a few words your way in return.  Stop being so scary with your Grizzly Adams beard and fuck-y’all attitude.  If I was that sweet gal I’d—“

“Shut the fuck up.”  My heart's already pounding.  Just knowing I am heading to her shop today had me in knots all night. 

He’s right though.  On the outside I’m all crunch.  On the inside, at least when it comes to Rose, I’m the creamy center. 

“Fine.  I’ll shut up.”  He eyes me with playful disdain tapping his fingers on his knees.  “But you’ll miss me when I’m gone.  Who else gonna put up with your grunts and finger pointing?  I need a raise.”  He cracks himself up and looks out the window.  The thick pine trees that line the narrow road are fading as the sun gives up the last rays for this evening.

He doesn’t shut up though.  He never does. 

But I have the ability to tune him out.  Tune anyone out really.  Except for her.  The few words she’s graced my ears with play over and over in my head day and night.  You’d have thought she offered to drop to her knees and suck my damn cock the way they make me hard in an instant.  

No, her words were simple, but they meant more to me than she could know.  

“Hi.  I’m Rose.”  That was the first thing she ever said to me and behind those three simple words I’ve lived an entire lifetime with her.

“Bye.  Thanks for the lift. I’ll get myself back to the greenhouse in a few hours.  Good luck, lumber-grouch.  I still think you’ve lost your damn mind with this crazy plan.”  Norman shuts the door on the truck.

I grunt in reply, watching as he walks up the steps to his mom’s place before I pull down away heading down Cypress Street to where Rose’s shop sits on the corner of Cypress and Main.  

Duncansville, Washington, population 4390. Not exactly the Mecca of anything much, but it’s home to the girl that I’m in love with, and it’s home to where my rare roses grow a few miles up into the mountains.  

I called yesterday to let her know I’m coming.  Had to leave a message because I know her caller ID shows my number and she never answers.  Her assistant will answer, of course, which chaps my ass as much as Rose not answering. But oh well.  She can toss her silicone in my face all she wants, nothing will sway me from my single-minded focus.  Which is Rose.  She’ll be working today though, she always is.  She lives and breathes that shop.

And, it’s Valentine’s Day.  Every florist in the world is working today.

I know what’s going to happen.  I walk in the shop. She’ll take one look at me, turn and swish that sweet ass into the back room.

Thirty seconds later her employee, Kandi, will come flouncing out, twirling her hair, wearing a smile that sets my teeth on edge.

But I live in the vain hope that maybe, just maybe, today will be different.  That maybe today is the day I’ll finally get Rose to see me.  

Really see me, the same way I see her.

Because I have plans for her.

I park and hop out the driver’s door.  My worn black boots splash a little slush around in a spatter.  My gray and black checked flannel matches the darkened sky.  It’s February, and even during the day that means the sun has forsaken us.  Now, as evening drops a desaturated landscape of Duncansville’s short Main Street sprawls in front of me.

I squeeze a hand down the course hair that covers my face as I work my way to the back of the truck.  Inside the back storage area there are six roses in a crystal vase.  Not just the cheap glass ones 1-800-FLOWERS throws out there with every delivery.  Nope.  My roses deserve the finest Baccarat crystal and so does Rose.  

This is my gig with Rose and her shop.  I drop off samples of my roses to her every thirteen days.  Exactly thirteen.  Don’t ask me why, except in my crazy head fourteen days was too long and anything less felt like I was stalking her.  Which I am, she just doesn’t know it.

Except there’s one thing that gives me fucking nightmares.  That damn ring on her finger.  

Not just any finger. The finger.  Ring finger.

Left hand.

Yeah I know what you’re thinking. Let this one go. She’s taken. 

Fuck.

It’s been haunting me since the moment I laid eyes on her.  I’m not proud, but I’m not ashamed either.  I followed her home that first night after I walked into her shop with a few sample blooms.  I watched her go inside her little bungalow on Market Street.  I sat there all fucking night, watching for signs of a husband. 

I had to know.

That was the first night.  I did that for the next four fucking nights.  Nothing.  No sign of anyone else coming or going.  It’s been a struggle but I only allow myself two nights a week to follow her home now.  Again, two nights a week seemed okay.  Any more was excessive.

And, okay, I get the creepy factor here is high but I don’t give a shit, I went through her damn mail too.  More than once.

Less than twenty times.

Again, I counted. I stopped at nineteen times because, well, just because.

Nothing addressed to anyone else besides Rose Everhart.  So since I’m no tech wiz, I enlisted Norman. Fucking hell he gave me grief, but he also did a full public records search on my girl.  No record of a marriage license anywhere. 

So I’m thinking she’s not married, right? But then, why the damn ring? It bothers the fuck out of me.

Oh well, I’ll find out what’s up with that at a later date, but today something’s going to change.  It has to.  I can’t live like this.

I stomp over the wet sidewalk as I make my way to the door of Ever In Bloom, her flower shop.  

Her shop lights cast white light out onto the street.  The weather is strange around here.  I mean, it’s February. Gloomy is part of living in this part of the country, but the temps are nearly always mild.  It’s perfect for my plants to thrive.  See, my roses take five times as long to grow and mature as the standard commercial Franken-GMO roses you find at every corner gas station and grocery store.

Mine are heirloom hybrids.  Originated from antique seeds.  Unique.  Then, over the years, I’ve spliced varieties together to create what are the best, longest lasting, largest, most colorful and fragrant roses in the world.  And that’s not pride speaking.  I’m not lying on any of that, no bravado, just facts. 

Roses are my life. 

Until Rose.

The irony is annoying.

It started as a hobby.  My mom was a rose gardener and my dad was a botanist.  He showed me how to create hybrids when I was maybe six or seven years old.  It took root and I’ve been obsessed with growing roses ever since.

My free hand grips the aluminum door handle to Ever In Bloom and I say a little prayer because it can’t hurt my chances, right?

My heart is racing like I’m running for my life, and in a way I guess I am.  How can an ugly fuck like me think he’s got any chance with a beauty like her? 

Okay, maybe I’m not ugly, but I also realize I’m a little scary.  I don’t walk, I stomp.  I don’t talk, I grunt. 

I’m bearded.  

Grouchy as hell.  

Never been a player.  

I wouldn’t know slick if it slept next to me. 

I’m all flannel and muddy boots.  But I know what I want and I suppose I’m just too dumb to know any better because here I am once again, throwing myself on the altar of humiliation just for a glance at my girl.

Yep.  My girl.  

I’m so fucked.

Deep breath, I tell myself, but my cock is already soaking my thick-duck-cloth khaki work pants.  I’m commando just cuz that’s just my way, but when I get around Rose I should be wearing a few extra layers to help hide my size XXXL hard on.

I always feel like a bull in a china shop when I stop here.  My hand grips the bottom of the crystal vase holding the six Ever After roses and the muscles in my shoulders twitch.  

Rose is so soft, so delicate, and I’m so not.  Every part of me is oversized and I know it makes me even less approachable than my general bear-like demeanor.

The cluster of little door bells make this sort of fairy-dust tinkling sound when I walk inside.  My eyes are already locked on her and everything else in the world fades away.  She’s fresh faced as usual and more stunning make up free than any cover model.

She’s sporting her lime green apron with an ivory sweater and skirt under. That little dot of a mole above her lip calls to me.  I wonder what it tastes like.  I wonder what all of her tastes like.

Bombs could be lighting up the street outside and I wouldn’t know because she’s here, and I don’t just see her, I catch her scent.  

In amongst all the thousands of flowers that fill the air that compete for my olfactory attention, it’s only her I can process.  

She’s like winter and honey.  That clean smell when it gets cold in the mountains and you know the first snow of the year is imminent.  But it’s tipped with this thick sweetness. Something that took time to develop.  Not like processed sugar or cotton candy.  No, it’s like raw honey.  Natural and purposeful.

I live in this second because I know it’s going to end.  She’s fussing with an arrangement of common red long stems and in a way I hate that she has to touch such regular flowers.  She’s rarer than the roses I grow, and in my mind they are the only flowers her delicate fingers should touch.

She huffs at the arrangement and turns to see me approaching.

It’s her eyes that turn my heart beat to a hummingbird pace.  They are deep set and mysterious, a rich, heavy blue like the indigo on my mother’s blue willow china, and cracked with black speckles like opals dusting her irises.  

I’ve memorized every stunning detail of her face in the two or three times she’s allowed me to be close enough, taken hours by myself, eyes closed as I committed every freckle and texture to memory.

In my head I’m telling her all the things I wish I could say.  But I have to hold steady as I approach the little counter, my heart breaking as I see her hands freeze and begin to tremble.

Please, don’t walk away this time.  

“Rose.”  I love just saying her name.  It feels so right on my lips.  I nod and do my best to soften myself but around her my entire body hardens.

Her soft, pink lips tighten and her teeth set into her lower lip.  I know she won’t reply, but just having her eyes on me is enough to ignite a lust that streams through me like molten lava.

“I brought you these.  They’re my latest. I call them ‘Ever Afters’.  No one has them yet. I have a waiting list of buyers at three hundred bucks retail a bud, but as always there’s no charge for you.  Just samples.  You can charge what you want, but I wanted you to have them here first.”

Her cheeks brighten as I set the vase on the counter.  The six roses have buds the size of my fist.  The petals are a shade of lavender that doesn’t even look real, with swirls of white through them like marble.  They will bloom and last for three weeks or more.  

She’s told me in the past that she can’t afford to carry my flowers. And she’s probably right.  Her little place is artistic and well run, but the market in our little town isn’t ripe for selling a three hundred dollar single rose.  So I keep dropping off the samples to her for free and she can charge what she likes.  

She tips her head to the side.  A stream of cream colored waves nearly cover her face and I see she’s preparing to turn and head into the back room like she always does.  

I have to stop her.  I have to change this.  I have to have her.  

Just as my next words are forming on my lips, Kandi, her part-time help, bounces out of the back room with that tooth-rotting smile and tugs her T-shirt down to expose more of her cleavage.  With an eye roll toward Rose, she gets to the counter in three steps and her fingers reach to touch the Ever Afters.

“Wow!  These are beautiful!  You name them after me this time?”  Kandi chomps on a piece of gum and my brow tightens into a knot.

I grab the vase and lift it from the counter before she can touch it.  No fucking way are her fingers touching these roses before Rose’s.  She’ll tarnish them and I can’t have that.

“Rose.”  My balls are heavy and my cock stretches my skin tight as it thickens.  

I’m not waiting.  No more opportunities will pass.  I have to do something and do it now.  My fingertips tingle and heat covers me from head to toe.

Before I think it through, I’m speaking again.  “I have some paperwork I need to go over with you if you have a second.  I have exclusive sellers now and you are one of them, but my fucking...”  Fuck, did I just swear?  Shit. I squint one eye as Rose tosses a questioning look my way.  I’ve never cursed in front of her before, but my blood is boiling and things have to change.  Too late to go back, the only way is straight through.  “...my fucking lawyers say I need to have exclusivity agreements with all my sellers.”

I shrug. Not my fault. Lawyers, huh? What are you going to do?

Kandi chomps her gum, looking from me to Rose.  I’m a desperate man.  I just made that shit up on the fly about the damn paperwork.  Part of it is true, my lawyers did say I need exclusivity agreements.  But still, I don’t give a shit about that right now and that will never apply to her.  I’m going to get her alone and get some answers. And hopefully get my lips on hers.  
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Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day she decided to start writing them down. Her uber alpha heros have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky and worry about having too much muffin top. With her books, you can count on a heaping helping of HOT, a dash of rough and always a happily ever after. 
When she's not writing (which is not often) she is probably laughing about some irony (like A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), riding her horse, wondering why The Walking Dead can't have a new episode every night, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day
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I have so many amazing people I’ve met since I started putting my

naughty thoughts on the page.  To some of the first fans who supported me, the bloggers,

fellow authors who have been more than generous with their

time and opinions as well as the other professionals that

put up with my particular kind of crazy, thank you.

...you guys remind me

Every day that when we support each other everyone wins. 

xoxoxo
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